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  THE IMMORTALS OF MERCURY


  Clark Ashton Smith


  I


  Cliff Howard’s first sensation, as he came back to consciousness, was one of well-nigh insufferable heat. It seemed to beat upon him from all sides in a furnace-like blast and to lie upon his face, limbs and body with the heaviness of molten metal. Then, before he had opened his eyes, he became aware of the furious light that smote upon his lids, turning them to a flame-red curtain. His eye-balls ached with the muffled radiation; every nerve of his being cringed from the pouring sea of incalescence; and there was a dull throbbing in his scalp, which might have been either headache induced by the heat, or the pain of a somewhat recent blow.


  He recalled, very dimly, that there had been an expedition—somewhere—in which he had taken part; but his efforts to remember the details were momentarily distracted by new and inexplicable sensations. He felt now that he was moving swiftly, borne on something that pitched and bounded against a high wind that seared his face like the breath of hell.


  He opened his eyes, and was almost blinded when he found himself staring at a whitish heaven where blown columns of steam went by like spectral genii. Just below the rim of his vision, there was something vast and incandescent, toward which, instinctively, he feared to turn. Suddenly he knew what it was, and began to realize his Situation. Memory came to him in a tumbling torment of images; and with it, a growing wonder and alarm.


  He recalled the ramble he had taken, alone, amid the weird and scrubby jungles of the twilight zone of ‘Mercury—that narrow belt, warm and vaporous, lying beneath the broiling deserts on which an enormous sun glares perpetually, and the heaped and mountainous glaciers of the planet’s nightward side.


  He had not gone far from the rocket-ship–-a mile at most, toward the sulphurous, fuming afterglow of the sun, now wholly hidden by the planet’s libration. Johnson, the head of that first scientific expedition to Mercury, had warned him against these solitary excursions; but Howard, a professional botanist, had been eager to hasten his investigations of the unknown world, in which they had now sojourned for a week of terrestrial time.


  Contrary to expectation, they had found a low, thin, breathable atmosphere, fed by the melting of ice in the variable twilight belt—an air that was drawn continually in high winds toward the sun; and the wearing of special equipment was unnecessary. Howard had not anticipated any danger; for the shy, animal-like natives had shown no hostility and had fled from the earth-men whenever approached. The other life-forms, as far as had been determined, were of low, insensitive types, often semi-vegetative, and easily avoided when poisonous or carnivorous.


  Even the huge, ugly, salamander-like reptiles who seemed to roam at will from the twilight zone to the scalding deserts beneath an eternal day, were seemingly quite inoffensive.


  Howard had been examining a queer, unfamiliar growth resembling a large truffle, which he had found in an open space, among the pale, poddy, wind-bowed shrubs. The growth, when he touched it, had displayed signs of sluggish animation and had started to conceal itself, burrowing into the boggy soil. He was prodding the thing with the sponge-light branch of a dead shrub, and was wondering how to classify it, when, looking up, he had found himself surrounded by the Mercutian savages. They had stolen upon him noiselessly from the semi-fungoid thickets; but he was not alarmed at first, thinking merely that they had begun to overcome their shyness and show their barbaric curiosity.


  They were gnarled and dwarfish creatures, who walked partially erect at most times; but ran upon all fours when frightened. The earth-men had named them the Dlukus, because of the clucking sounds resembling this word which they often made. Their skins were heavily scaled, like those of reptiles; and their small, protruding eyes appeared to be covered at all times with a sort of thin film. Anything ghastlier or more repulsive than these beings could hardly have been found on the inner planets. But when they closed in upon Howard, walking with a forward crouch and clucking incessantly, he had taken their approach for a sort of overture and had neglected to draw his tonanite pistol. He saw that they were carrying rough pieces of some blackish mineral, and had surmised, from the way in which their webbed hands were held toward him, that they were bringing him a gift or peace-offering.


  Their savage faces were inscrutable; and they had drawn very close before he was disillusioned as to their intent. Then, without warning, in a cool, orderly manner, they had begun to assail him with the fragments of mineral they carried. He had fought them; but his resistance had been cut short by a violent blow from behind, which had sent him reeling into oblivion.


  All this he remembered clearly enough; but there must have been an indefinite blank, following his lapse into insensibility. What, he wondered, had happened during this interim, and where was he going? Was he a captive among the Dlukus? The glaring light and scorching heat could mean only one thing—that he had been carried into the sunward lands of Mercury. That incandescent thing toward which he dared not look was the sun itself, looming in a vast arc above the horizon.


  He tried to sit up, but succeeded merely in raising his head a little. He saw that there were leathery thongs about his chest, arms and legs, binding him tightly to some mobile surface that seemed to heave and pant beneath him. Slewing his head to one side, he found that this surface was horny, rounding and reticulated. It was like something he had seen.


  Then, with a start of horror, he recognized it. He was bound, Mazeppa-like, to the back of one of those salamandrine monsters to which the earth-scientists had given the name of “heat-lizards.” These creatures were large crocodiles, but possessed longer legs than any terrestrial saurian. Their thick hides were apparently, to an amazing extent, non-conductors of heat, and served to insulate them against temperatures that would have parboiled any other known form of life.


  The exact range of their habitat had not yet been learned; but they had been seen from the rocket-ship, during a brief sunward dash, in deserts where water was perpetually at the boiling point; where rills and rivers, flowing from the twilight zone, wasted themselves in heavy vapors from terrible cauldrons of naked rock.


  Howard’s consternation, as he realized his plight and his probable fate, was mingled with a passing surprise. He felt sure that the Dlukus had bound him to the monster’s back, and wondered that beings so low in the evolutionary scale should have been intelligent enough to know the use of thongs. Their act showed a certain power of calculation, as well as a devilish cruelty. It was obvious that they had abandoned him deliberately to an awful doom.


  However, he had little time for reflection. The heat-lizard, with an indescribable darting and running motion, went swiftly onward into the dreadful hell of writhing steam and heated rock. The great ball of insupportable whiteness seemed to rise higher momently and to pour its beams upon Howard like the flood of an opened furnace. The horny mail of the monster was like a hot gridiron beneath him, scorching through his clothes; and his wrists and neck and ankles were seared by the tough leather cords as he struggled madly and uselessly against them.


  Turning his head from side to side, he saw dimly the horned rocks that leaned toward him from curtains of hellish mist. His head swam deliriously, and the very blood appeared to simmer in his veins. He lapsed at intervals into deadly faintness: a black shroud seemed to fall upon him, but his vague senses were still oppressed by the crushing, searing radiation. He seemed to descend into bottomless gulfs, pursued by unpitying cataracts of fire and seas of molten heat. The darkness of his swoon was turned to immitigable light.


  At times, Howard came back to full consciousness, and was forced to grit his teeth to avoid screaming with agony. His eyelids seemed to scorch his eyes, as he blinked in the blinding refraction; and he saw his surroundings in broken glimpses, through turning wheels of fire and blots of torrid color, like scenes from a mad kaleidoscope.


  The heat-lizard was following a tortuous stream that ran in hissing rapids, among twisted crags and chasm-riven scarps. Rising in sheets and columns, the steam of the angry water was blown at intervals toward the earth-man, scalding his bare face and hands. The thongs cut into his flesh intolerably, when the monster leapt across mighty fissures that had been made by the cracking of the super-heated stone.


  Howard’s brain seemed to broil in his head, and his blood was a fiery torrent in his roasted body. He fought for breath—and if thr breath seared his lungs. The vapors eddied about him in deepening swirls, and he heard a muffled roaring whose cause he could not determine. He became aware that the heat-lizard had paused; and moving his head a little, saw that it was standing on the rocky verge of a great gulf, into which the waters fell to an unknown depth, amid curtains of steam.


  His heart and his senses failed him, as he struggled like a dying man to draw breath from the suffocating air. The precipice and the monster seemed to pitch and reel beneath him, the vapors swayed vertiginously, and he thought that he was plunging with his weird steed into the unfathomably shrouded gulf.


  Then, from the burning mist, the hooded forms of white and shining devils appeared to rise up and seize him, as if to receive him into their unknown hell. He saw their strange, unhuman faces; he felt the touch of their fingers, with a queer and preternatural coolness, on his seared flesh; and then all was darkness . . .


  II


  Howard awoke under circumstances that were novel and inexplicable. Instantly, with great clearness, he remembered all that had occurred prior to his final lapse, but could find no clue to his present situation.


  He was lying on his back in a green radiance—a soft and soothing light that reminded him of the verdant green and emerald seawater of the far-off Earth. The light was all about him, it seemed to flow beneath and above him, laying his body with cool ripples that left a sense of supreme well-being.


  He saw that he was quite naked; and he had the feeling of immense buoyancy, as if he had been rendered weightless. Wondering, he saw that his skin was entirely free of burns, and realized that he felt no pain, no ill-effects of any kind, such as would have seemed inevitable after his dread ordeal in the Mercutian desert.


  For awhile, he did not associate the green luminosity with any idea of limitation; for he seemed to be floating in a vast abyss. Then, suddenly, he perceived his error. Putting out his hands, he touched on either side the wall of a narrow vault, and saw that its roof was only a few feet above him. The floor lay at an equal distance beneath; and he himself, without visible support, was reclining in mid-air. The green light, streaming mysteriously from all the sides of the vault, had given him the illusion of unbounded space.


  Abruptly, at his feet, the end of the vault seemed to disappear in a white glory like pure sunlight. Long, sinuous, six-fingered hands reached out from the glory, grasped him about the ankles, and drew him gently from the green-lit space in which he floated. Weight seemed to return to him as his limbs and body entered the dazzling whiteness; and a moment later, he found himself standing erect in a large chamber, lined with some sort of pale, shimmering metal. Beside him, a strange, unearthly being was dosing the panel-like door through which he had been drawn from the emerald-litten vault; and beyond this being, there were two others of the same type, one of whom was holding Howard’s garments in his arms.


  In growing astonishment, Howard gazed at these incredible entities. Each of them was about the height of a tall man, and the physical conformation was vaguely similar to that of mankind, but was marked by an almost god-like beauty and grace of contour, such as could hardly have been found in the most perfect of antique marbles.


  Nostrils, ears, lips, hands, and all other features and members, were carven with well-nigh fantastic delicacy; and the skin of these beings, none of whom wore any sore or raiment, was white and translucent, and seemed to shine with an internal radiance. In place of hair, the full, intellectual heads were crowned with a mass of heavy flesh-like filaments, hued with changing iridescence, and tossing and curling with a weird, restless life, like the serpent locks of Medusa. The feet were like those of men, except for long, horny spurs that protruded from the heels.


  The three entities returned the earth-man’s gaze with unreadable eyes, brilliant as diamonds and cold as far-off stars. Then, to complete his amazement, the being who had just closed the door of the vault began to address him in high, flute-sweet tones, which baffled his ears at first, but after a little, became recognizable as flawless English.


  “We trust,” said the being, “that you have recovered wholly from your late experience. It was fortunate that we were watching you through our televisors when you were seized by the savages and were bound to the back of the groko—that creature known to you as the ‘heat-lizard.’ These beasts are often tamed by the savages, who, being ignorant of the use of artificial heat, make a strange use of the groko s’ proclivities for ranging the terrible sunward deserts. Captives caught from rival tribes—and sometimes even their own kin—are tied to the monsters, who carry them through oven-like temperatures till the victims are thoroughly roasted—or, as you would say, done to a turn. Then the grokos return to their masters—who proceed to feast on cooked meat.


  “Luckily we were able to rescue you in time; for the groko, in its wanderings, approached one of our cavern-exits in the great desert. Your body was covered with enormous burns when we found you; and you would assuredly have died from the effects, if we had not exposed you to the healing ray in the green vault. This ray, like many others, is unknown to your scientists; and it has, among other things, the peculiar power of nullifying gravity. Hence your sensation of weightlessness under its influence.”


  “Where am I? And who are you?” cried Howard.


  “You are in the interior of Mercury,” said the being. “I am Agvur, a savant, and a high noble of the ruling race of this world.” He went on in a tone of half-disdainful explanation, as if lecturing to a child: “We call ourselves the Oumnis; and we are an old people, wise and erudite in all the secrets of nature. To protect ourselves from the intense radiations of the sun, which of course are more powerful on Mercury than on the further planets, we dwell in caverns lined with a metallic substance of our own composition. This substance, even in thin sheets, excludes all the harmful rays, some of which can pierce all other forms of matter to any depth. When we emerge to the outer world, we wear suits of this metal, whose name in our language is mouffa.


  “Being thus insulated at all times, we are practically immortal, as well as exempt from disease; for all death and decay, in the course of nature, are caused by certain solar rays whose frequency is beyond detection of your instruments. The metal does not exclude the radiations that are beneficial and necessary to life; and by means of an apparatus similar in its principle to radio, our under-world is illumined with transmitted sunlight.”


  Howard began to express his thanks to Agvur. His brain was giddy with wonder, and his thoughts whirled in a maze of astounding speculations.


  Agvur, with a swift and graceful gesture, seemed to wave aside his expression of gratitude. The being who bore Howard’s garments came forward, and helped him, in a deft, valet-like fashion, to put them on.


  Howard wanted to ask a hundred questions; for the very existence of intelligent, highly evolved beings such as the Oumnis on Mercury had been unsuspected by earth-scientists. Above all, he was curious regarding the mastery of human language displayed by Agvur. His question, as if divined by a sort of telepathy, was forestalled by the Mercutian.


  “We are possessed of many delicate instruments,” said Agvur, “which enable us to see and hear—and even to pick up other sense-impressions—at immense distances. We have long studied the nearer planets, Venus, Earth and Mars, and have often amused ourselves by listening to human conversations Our brain-development, which is vastly superior to yours, has made it a simple matter for us to learn your speech; and of course the science, history and sociology of your world is an open book to us. We watched the approach of your ether-ship from space; and all the movements of your party since landing have been observed by us.”


  “How far am I from the rocket-ship?” asked Howard. “I trust you can help me to get back.”


  “You are now a full mile beneath the surface of Mercury,” said Agvur, “and the part of the twilight zone in which your vessel lies is about five miles away and could readily be reached by an incline leading upward to a small exit in a natural cavern within sight of the ship. Doubtless some of the members of your party have seen the cavern and have assumed that it was a mere animal-den. When your vessel landed, we took care to block the exit with a few loose boulders and fragments of detritus, easily removable.


  “As to rejoining your comrades,—well, I fear that it will scarcely be practicable. You must be our guest—perhaps indefinitely.” There was a kind of brusqueness in his tone as he concluded:


  “We do not want our existence known to terrestrial explorers. From what we have seen of your world, and your dealings with the peoples of Mars and Venus, whose territories you have begun to arrogate, we think it would be unwise to expose ourselves to human curiosity and rapacity. We are few in number, and we prefer to remain in peace—undisturbed.”


  Before Howard could frame any sort of protest, there came a singular interruption. Loud and imperious, with clarion-like notes, a voice rang out in the empty air between Agvur and the earthman. Howard was ungovernably startled; and the three Mercutians all seemed to stiffen with rapt attention. The voice went on for nearly a minute, speaking rapidly, with accents of arrogant command. Howard could make nothing of the words, whose very phonetic elements were strange and unfamiliar. But a chill ran through him at something which he sensed in the formidable voice—a something that told of relentless, implacable power.


  The voice ended on a high, harsh note, and the listening Mercutians made a queer gesture with their heads and hands, as if to indicate submission to a superior will.


  “Our temporal ruler and chief scientist, Ounavodo,” said Agvur, “has just spoken from his hall in the lower levels. After hours of deliberation, he has reached a decision regarding your fate. In a sense, I regret the decision, which seems a trifle harsh to me; but the mandates of the Shol, as we call our ancient ruler, are to be obeyed without question. I must ask you to follow me. and I shall explain as we go along. The order must be executed without delay.”


  In perplexity not unmingled with consternation, Howard was led by Agvur to a sort of inclined hall or tunnel, on which the chamber opened. The tunnel was seemingly interminable, and was lit by brilliant sourceless light—the transmitted sun-rays of which the Mercutian had spoken. Like the chamber, it was lined with a pale metallic substance.


  An odd machine, shaped like a small open boat, and mounted on little wheels or castors, stood before the door, on the easy monotonous grade. Agvur stationed himself in its hollow prow, motioning Howard to follow. When the other Oumnis had placed themselves behind Howard, Agvur pulled a sort of curving lever, and the machine began to glide rapidly, in perfect silence, down the interminable hell.


  “This tunnel,” said Agvur, “runs upward to the exit near your vessel; and it leads down to the heart of our underworld realms If the worst happens—as I fear it may—you will see only the antechambers of our labyrinth of caverns, in which we have dwelt, immune to disease and old age, for so many centuries. I am sorry; for I had hoped to take you to my own laboratories, in the nether levels. There you might have served me . . . in certain biologic tests.


  “Ounavodo,” he went on, in calm explanatory tones, “has ordered the fusing and casting of a certain quantity of the mouffa-alloy, to be used in the making of new garments. This alloy, invented aeons ago by our metallurgists, is a compound of no less than six elements, and is made in two grades, one for the lining of our caverns, and the other exclusively for raiment.


  “Both, for their perfection, require a seventh ingredient—a small admixture of living, protoplasmic matter, added to the molten metal in the furnace. Only thus—for a reason that is still mysterious to our savants—can the mouffa acquire its full power of insulation against the deadly solar rays.


  “The mouffa used in comparatively heavy sheets for cavern-lining needs only the substance of inferior life-forms, such as the grokos, the half-animal savages of the twilight zone, and various creatures which we catch or breed in our underworld tunnels But the higher grade of mouffa, employed in light, flexible sheets for suiting, requires the protoplasm of superior life.


  “Regretfully, at long intervals, we have been compelled to sacrifice one of our own scanty number in the making of new metal to replace that which has become outworn. Whenever possible, we select those who in some manner have offended against our laws; but such infringements are rare, and commonly the victim has been chosen by a sort of divination.


  “After studying you closely in his televisic mirror, Ounavodo has decided that you are sufficiently high in the evolutionary scale to provide the protoplasmic element in the next lot of mouffa. At least, he thinks that the test is worth trying, in the interests of science.


  “However, in order that you should not feel that you are being discriminated against or treated unjustly, you will merely take your chance of being chosen from among many others. The method of selection will be revealed to you in due time.”


  While Agvur was speaking, the vehicle had sped swiftly down the endless incline, passing several other barge-shaped cars driven by the white, naked Immortals, whose serpentine locks flowed behind them on the air. Occasionally there were openings in the tunnel wall, leading no doubt to side-caverns; and after a mile or two, they came to a triple branching, where caverns ran upward at reverse angles from the main passage. Horrified and shaken as he was by Agvur’s disclosure, Howard took careful note of the route they were following.


  He made no reply to the Mercutian. He felt his helplessness in the hands of an alien, extra-human race, equipped, it would seem, with scientific knowledge and power to which humanity had not yet attained. Thinking with desperate quickness, he decided that it would be better to pretend resignation to the will of his captors. His hand stole instinctively to the pocket in which he had carried the little tonanite pistol with its twelve charges of deadly heat-producing explosive; and he was dismayed, though hardly surprised, to find that the weapon was gone.


  His movement was noted by Agvur; and a strange sardonic smile flickered across the unhumanly intellectual face of the savant. In his desperation, Howard thought of leaping from the car; but to do this would have meant death or serious injury at the high speed of their descent.


  He became aware that the incline had ended in a large level cavern with numerous side-openings where multitudes of Oumnis were passing in and out. Here they left the boat-like vehicle; and Howard was led by Agvur through one of the side-exits, into another vast chamber, where perhaps fifty of the white people were standing in silent, semi-circular rows.


  These beings were all fronting toward the opposite wall; but many of them turned to watch the earth-man with expressions of unreadable curiosity or disdain, as Agvur drew him forward to the first of the waiting ranks and motioned him to take his place at the end.


  Now, for the first time, Howard saw the singular object which the Oumnis were facing. Apparently it was some sort of rootless plant-growth, with a swollen, yellowish bole or body like that of barrel-cactus. From this body, tall as a man, leafless branches of vivid arsenic green, fringed with a white hispidity, trailed in limp, sinuous masses on the cavern-floor.


  Agvur spoke in a piercing whisper: “The plant is called the Roccalim, and we employ it to choose, from a given quota, the person who shall be cast into the furnace of molten mouffa. You will perceive that, including yourself, there are about fifty candidates for this honor—all of whom, for one reason or another, in varying degrees, have incurred the displeasure of Ounavodo, our have given rise to doubt regarding their social usefulness. One by one, you are to walk about the Roccalim in a complete circle, approaching well within reach of the sensitive, mobile branches; and the plant will indicate the destined victim by touching him with the tips of these branches.”


  Howard felt, as Agvur spoke, the chill of a sinister menace; but in the weirdness of the ceremony that followed, he almost lost his apprehension of personal peril.


  One by one, from the further end of the row in which he was standing, the silent Oumnis went forward and circled the strange plant, walking slowly within a few feet of the inert branches of poisonous green that resembled sleepy, half-coiled serpents. The Roccalim preserved a torpid stillness, without the least sign of animation, as Oumni after Oumni finished his perilous circuit and retired to the further side of the room, there to stand and watch the perambulations of the others.


  About twenty of the white Immortals had undergone this ordeal, when Howard’s turn came. Resolutely, with a sense of unreality and grotesquery rather than actual danger, he stepped forward and began his circuit of the living plant. The Oumnis looked on like alabaster Statues; and all was utterly still and silent, except for a muffled, mysterious throbbing. as of underworld machinery at a distance.


  Howard moved on in an arc, watching the green branches with a growing tenseness. He had gone half the required distance when he felt, rather than saw, a flash of swift, intense light that appeared to stab downward from the cavern roof and strike the lumpish yellow bole of the Roccalim. The light faded in the merest fraction of time, leaving Howard in doubt as to whether he had really seen it.


  Then, as he went on, he perceived with startled horror that the trailing tentacular boughs had begun to twitch and quiver, and were lifting slowly from the floor and waving toward him. On and on they came, rising and straightening, like a mass of ropy kelp that flows in an ocean-stream. They reached him, they slithered with reptilian ease about his body, and touched his face with their venomous-looking tips, clammy and inquisitive.


  Howard drew back, wrenching himself away from the waving mass, and found Agvur at his elbow. The face of the Mercutian was touched with an unearthly gloating; and his iridescent locks floated upward, quivering with weird restlessness, like the Roccalim branches.


  At that moment, it came to Howard that his fate had been predetermined from the beginning; that the swift, evanescent flash of light, proceeding from an unknown source, had perhaps served in some manner to irritate the living plant and provoke the action of its tentacular limbs.


  Swift anger flared in the earth-man, but he repressed it. He must be cautious, must watch for an opportunity—even the slimmest—of escape. By giving the impression that he was resigned, he might throw his captors off their guard.


  He saw that a number of new Mercutians, equipped with long glittering tubes like blow-pipes, had entered the cavern and were surrounding him. The companions of his late ordeal had begun to disperse in various directions.


  “I am sorry,” said Agvur, “that the choice should have fallen upon you But your death will be swift—and the time is near at hand. The fusing must be completed, and the metal must be poured off and cast in thin, malleable sheets, before the next term of darkness and slumber, which will occur in little more than an hour. During this term—three hours out of every thirty-six—the transmitted sunlight is excluded from all our chambers and passages; and most of our machinery, which derives its power from light, is rendered inactive.”


  III


  In mingled horror and dumbfoundment, Howard was taken through an opposite entrance of the Roccalim’s cavern and along a sort of hall which appeared to run parallel with the one in which the incline had ended. Agvur walked at his side; and the Oumni guards were grouped before and behind him. He surmised that the glittering, hollow tubes they carried were weapons of some novel type.


  As they went on, the mysterious throbbing noise drew steadily nearer Howard saw that the far end of the corridor was illumed with a firey red light. The air was touched with queer metallic odors; and the temperature, which had heretofore been one of unobstrusive warmth, seemed to rise slightly.


  At one side, through an open door in the passage wall, as they neared the source of the red light, Howard saw a large room whose further end was filled with lofty banks of shining cylinder-shaped mechanisms. In front of these mechanisms, a solitary Mercutian stood watching an immense pivot-mounted ball which appeared to be filled nearly to the top with liquid blackness, leaving a crescent of bright crystal. Near the ball, there was a sort of inclined switch-board, from which arose many rods and levers, made of some transparent material.


  “The lighting-apparatus of all our caverns is controlled from that room,” said Agvur, with a sort of casual boastfulness. “When the ball has turned entirely black, the sunlight will be turned off for the three-hour period, which gives us all the sleep and rest we require.”


  A moment more, and the party reached the end of the passage. Howard stood blinking and breathless with wonder when he saw the source of the dazzling red light.


  He was on the threshold of a cavern so enormous that its roof was lost in luminosity and gave the effect of a natural sky. Titanic machines of multiform types, some squat and ungainly and others like prodigious bulbs or huge inverted funnels, crowded the cavern-floor; and in the center, towering above the rest was a double, terrace-like platform of sable stone, thirty feet in height, with many pipes of dark metal that ramified from its two tiers to the floor, like the legs of some colossal spider. From the middle of the summit, the ruddy light arose in a great pillar. Gleaming strangely against the fiery glow, the forms of Oumnis moved like midges.


  Just within the entrance of the Cyclopean room, there stood a sort of rack, from which hung a dozen suits of the mouffa-metal. Their construction was very simple, and they closed and opened at the breast, with odd dove-tailings. The head was a loose, roomy hood; and the metal had somehow been rendered transparent in a crescent-like strip across the eyes.


  The suits were donned by Agvur and the guards; and Howard noticed that they were extremely light and flexible. He himself, at the same time, was ordered to disrobe.


  “The mouffa mixture, during the process of fusing, gives off some dangerous radiations,” said Agvur. “These will hardly matter in your case; and the suits of finished metal will protect my companions and me against them, even as against the deadly solar rays.”


  Howard had now removed all his clothes, which he left lying near the rack. Still pretending his resignation, but thinking desperately all the while and observing closely the details of his situation, he was led along the crowded floor, amid the sinister throbbing and muttering of the strange engines. Steep, winding stairs gave access to the terraced mass of dark stone. The earthman saw as he went upward, that the lower tier was fitted with broad, shallow moulds, in which doubtless the metal would run off from the furnace to cool in sheets.


  Howard felt an almost overpowering heat when he stood on the upper platform; and the red glare blinded him. The furnace itself, he now saw, was a circular crater, fifteen feet across, in the black stone. It was filled nearly to the rim with the molten metal, which eddied with a slow maelstrom-like movement, agitated by some unknown means, and glowing unbearably. The black stone must have been a non-conductor of heat, for it was cool beneath Howard’s bare soles.


  On the broad space about the furnace, a dozen Oumnis, all sheathed in the glittering mouffa, were standing. One of them was turning a small, complicated-looking wheel, mounted obliquely on a miniature pillar; and as if he were regulating the temperature of the furnace, the metal glowed more brightly and eddied with new swiftness in its black crater.


  Apart from this wheel, and several rods that protruded from long, notched grooves in the stone, there was no visible machinery on the platform. The stone itself was seemingly all one block, except for a slab, ten feet long and two feet wide, which ran to the crater’s verge. Howard was directed to stand on this slab, at the end opposite to the furnace.


  “In another minute,” said Agvur, “the slab will begin to move, will tilt, and precipitate you into the molten mouffa. If you wish, we can administer to you a powerful narcotic, so that your death will be wholly free of fear or pain.”


  Overcome by an unreal horror, Howard nodded his head in mechanical assent, snatching hopelessly at the momentary reprieve. Perhaps . . . even yet . . . there might be a chance; though he could have laughed at himself for the impossible notion.


  Peering again toward the awful furnace, he was startled to see an inexplicable thing. Foot by foot, from the solid stone of the crater’s further lip, there rose the figure of a Mercutian, till it stood with haughty features, very tall and pale and wholly naked upon the platform. Then, as Howard gasped with incrcdulous awe, the figure seemed to step in a stately manner from the verge, and hang suspended in air above the glowing cauldron.


  “It is the Shol, Ounavodo,” said Agvur in reverent tones, “though he is now many miles away in the nether caverns, he has projected his televisual image to attend the ceremony.”


  One of the Mercutian guards had come forward, bearing in his hands a heavy, shallow bowl of some bronze-like substance, filled with a hueless liquid. This he proffered to the earth-man.


  “The narcotic acts, immediately,” said Agvur, as if in reassurance.


  Giving a quick, unobstrusive glance about him, Howard accepted the bowl and raised it to his lips. The narcotic was odorless as well as colorless, and had the consistency of a thick, sluggish oil.


  “Be quick,” admonished Agvur. “The slab responds to a timing mechanism; and already it starts to move.”


  Howard saw that the slab was gliding slowly, bearing him as on a great protruding tongue toward the furnace. It began to tilt a little beneath his feet.


  Tensing all his muscles, he leapt from the slab and hurled the heavy bowl in the face of Agvur, who stood close by. The Mercutian staggered, and before he could regain his balance, Howard sprang upon him, and lifting him bodily, flung him across the rising, sliding slab, which bore Agvur along in its accelerated movement. Stunned by the fall, and unable to recover himself, he rolled from the tilting stone into the white-hot maelstrom and disappeared with a splash. The liquid seethed and eddied with a swifter motion than before.


  For a moment, the assembled Oumnis stood like metal statues; and the televisual image of the Shol, standing inscrutable and watchful above the furnace, had not stirred. Leaping at the foremost guards, Howard flung them aside as they started to lift their tubular weapons. He gained the platform’s railless verge, but saw that several Oumnis had run to intercept him before he could reach the stairs. It was a twelve-foot drop to the second platform, and he feared to leap with bare feet. The strange curving pipes which ran from the upper platform to the main cavern-floor, offered his only possible means of escape.


  These pipes were of darkish metal, perfectly smooth and joint-less, and were about ten inches thick. Straddling the nearest one, where it entered the black stone just below the verge, Howard began to slide as quickly as he could toward the floor.


  His captors had followed him to the platform-edge; and facing them as he slid, the earth-man saw two of the Immortals aim their weapons at him. From the hollow tubes, there issued glowing balls of yellow fire which came flying toward Howard. One of them fell short, striking the side of the great pipe, and causing it to melt away like so much solder. He saw the dripping of the molten metal as he ducked to avoid the second ball.


  Others of the Oumnis were levelling their weapons; and a rain of the terrible fire-globes fell about Howard as he slid along the pipe’s lower portion, where it curved sharply toward the floor. One of the balls brushed his right arm and left an agonizing burn.


  He reached the floor, and saw that a dozen Immortals were descending the platform-stairs in great bounds. The main cavern, fortunately, was deserted. The earth-man leapt for the shelter of a huge rhomboidal machine, and heard the hiss and drip of liquid metal as the fire-balls struck behind him.


  Threading his way among the looming mechanisms, and interposing their bulks as much as possible between himself and his pursuers, Howard made for the entrance through which he had been conducted to the furnace by Agvur. There were other exits from the immense cavern; but these would have led him deeper into the unknown labyrinth. He had no clearly formulated plan, and his ultimate escape was more than problematical; but his instincts bade him to go on as long as he could before being recaptured.


  He heard the mysterious pounding of the untended mechanisms all about him; but there was no sound from his pursuers, who came on in grim silence, with incredible leaps, gaining visibly upon him. Then, startlingly, as he rounded one of the machines, he found himself confronted by the televisual phantom of the Shol, standing in an attitude of menace, and waving him back with imperious gestures. He felt the awful burning gaze of eyes that were hypnotic with age-old wisdom and immemorial power; and he seemed to hurl himself against an unseen barrier, as he sprang at the formidable image. He felt a slight electric shock that jarred his entire body; but apparently the phantom was capable of little more than visual manifestation. It seemed to melt away; and than it was hovering above and a little before him, pointing out his line of flight to the pursuing Oumnis. Passing a huge squat cylinder, he came to the rack on which the suits of mouffa had hung. Two of them still remained. Disregarding his own garments, which lay in a heap nearby, he snatched one of the metal suits from its place and rolled the thin, marvellously flexible stuff into a bundle as he continued his flight. Perhaps, somewhere, he would have a chance to put it on; and thus disguised, might hope to prolong his freedom—or even to find his way from this tremendous underworld.


  There was a broad open space between the rack and the cavern exit. Howard’s pursuers emerged from the medley of towering mechanisms before he could reach the doorway, and he was forced to dodge another fusillade of the fire-balls, which splattered in white-hot fury all around him. Before him, the menacing phantom of the Shol still hovered.


  Now he had gained the corridor beyond the exit. He meant to retrace the route by which he had come with Agvur, if possible. But as he neared the door through which he had seen the watcher of the darkening globe, and the light-controlling mechanisms, he perceived that a number of Mercutians, armed with fire-tubes, were coming to intercept his flight in the corridor. Doubtless they had been summoned through some sort of telaudition by the furnace-tenders.


  Looking back, he saw that his former guards were dosing upon him. In a few moments, he would be surrounded and trapped. With no conscious idea, other than the impulse to flee, he darted through the open door of the cavern of light-machines.


  The solitary watcher still stood beside the massive ball with his back toward the earth-man. The crystal crescent on the dark globe had narrowed to a thin horn, like the bow of a dying moon.


  A mad, audacious inspiration came to Howard, as he recalled what Agvur had told him about the control of the lighting-system. Quickly and silently he stole toward the watcher of the ball.


  Again the vengeful image of the Shol stood before him, as if to drive him back; and as he neared the unsuspecting watcher, it rose in air and poised above the ball, warning the Oumni with a loud, harsh cry. The watcher turned, snatching up a heavy metal rod that lay on the floor, and leapt to meet Howard, raising his weapon for a ferocious blow.


  Before the rod could descend, the earth-man’s fist had caught the Mercutian full in the face, driving him back upon the slanting dial of regulative levers beside the pivet-mounted ball. There was a shivering crash as he fell among the curving crystalline rods; and at the same instant, utter overwhelming darkness rushed upon the room and blotted out the banks of gleaming mechanism, the fallen Oumni, and the phantom of Shol.


  IV


  Standing uncertain and bewildered, the earth-man heard a low moaning from the injured Mercutian, and a loud wail of consternation from the corridor without, where the two groups of his pursurers had found themselves overtaken by darkness. The wailing ceased abruptly; and except for the moaning near at hand, which still went on, there was absolute silence. Howard realizecd that he no longer heard the mutter of the strange engines in the furnace-room. Doubtless their operation had in some manner been connected with the lighting-system, and had ceased with darknesss.


  Howard still retained the suit of mouffa. Groping about, he found the metal rod that had dropped from the hand of the watcher. It would make a highly serviceable weapon. Grasping it firmly, he started in what he surmised to be the direction of the door. He went slowly and cautiously, knowing that his pursuers would have gathered to await him, or might even be creeping toward him.


  Listening intently, he heard a faint metallic rustle. Some of the Oumnis, clothed in mouffa, were coming to seek him in the darkness. His own bare feet were soundless; and stepping to one side, he heard the rustling pass. With redoubled caution, he stole on toward the door, stretching one hand before him.


  Suddenly his fingers touched a smooth surface, which he knew to be the wall. He had missed the door in his groping. Listening again, he seemed to hear a faint sound on the left, as if he were being followed; and moving in the opposite direction, along the wall, he encountered empty space and saw a dim glimmer of seemingly sourceless light.


  His eyes were growing accustomed to the darkness, and he made out a mass of dubious shadows against the glimmering. He had found the door, which was lined with waiting Oumnis.


  Lifting his bar, he rushed upon the shadows, striking blow after blow, and stumbling over the bodies that fell before his onslaught. There were shrill cries about him, and he broke from chill, mouffa-sheathed fingers that sought to clutch him in the gloom. Then, somehow, he had broken through, and was in the corridor.


  The glimmering, he saw, came from the cavern of machines, where the hidden furnace still burned. Into the dying glow that lit the entrance, there came hurrying figures, each of which appeared to have an enormous Cyclopean eye of icy green. Howard realized that more Mercutians, bearing artificial lights, were coming to join the pursuit.


  Keeping close to the corridor wall, he ran as fast as he dared in the solid blackness, toward the cavern of the Roccalim. He heard a stealthy metallic rustling, as the foremost Oumnis followed; and glancing back, saw them dimly outlined against the remote glnw They came on in a cautious, lagging manner, as if they were waiting for the new contingent with the green lights. After a littie, he saw that the two parties had united and were following him steadily.


  Fingering the wall at intervals as he ran, Howard reached the entrance of the large chamber in whose center stood the Roccalim. The lights were gaining upon him rapidly. Calculating in his mind, as well as he could, the direction of the opposite doorway, giving on the main tunnel that led to the incline, he started toward it. As he went on, he veered a little, thinking to avoid the monstrous plant-growth. It was like plunging into a blind abyss; and he seemed to wander for an immense distance, feeling sure that he would reach the opposite wall at any moment.


  Suddenly his feet tripped on an unknown obstruction, and he fell at full length, landing on what seemed to be a tangle of great hairy ropes that pricked his bare skin in a thousand places. Instantly, he knew that he had collided with the Roccalim.


  The mass of python-like branches lay inert beneath him, without a quiver of animation. Doubtless, in the absense of light, the queer, semi-animal growth was torpid.


  Pulling himself from the spiny couch on which he had fallen, Howard looked back and perceived the thronging of green lights, cold and malignant as the eyes of boreal dragons. His pursuers were entering the cavern, and would overtake him in a few instants.


  Still clutching the mouffa garments and the metal bar, he groped across the tangle of branches, pricking his feet painfully at every step. Suddenly he plunged through to the floor, and found that he was standing in an open space where the heavy arcapers, descending from the hole, had parted on either side. Crouching down, as the lights approached him, he found a low, hollow place into which he could crawl beneath the branches, close to the cactus-like stem.


  The creepers were thick enough to conceal him from cranial scrutiny. Lying there, with their prickly weight upon him, he saw through narrow rifts the passing of the green lights toward the outer cavern. Apparently none of the Mercutians had thought of pausing to examine the mass of Roccalim branches.


  Emerging from his fantastic hiding-place, after all the Oumnis had gone past, Howard followed them boldly. He saw the vanishing of their icy lamps as they entered the outside tunnel. Moving again in utter darkness, he found the exit. There he recovered the running pencils of light, cast by the hurrying lamps as their bearers went toward the incline.


  Following, Howard stumbled against an unseen object, which was either the vehicle used by Agvur, or another of the same type. Probably, in the shutting-off of power, these vehicles were now useless: otherwise, some of them might have been employed by the earth-man’s pursuers. Hunters and hunted were on an equal footing; and realizing this, Howard felt for the first time an actual thrill of hope.


  Going on, with the lights moving steadily before him, he started up the interminable incline which led—perhaps—to freedom. The tunnel was deserted, except for the hunters and their human quarry; and it seemed as if the multitude of Oumnis seen by Howard on his arrival with Agvur had all retired with the falling of darkness. Perhaps they had to for the usual three-hour term of night and repose.


  The light-bearers appeared to disregard all the side passages that ran from the main tunnel. It occurred to Howard that they were hastening toward the surface exits, with the idea of cutting off his possible escape. Afterwards they would hunt him down at leisure.


  The incline ran straight ahead; and there was little danger of losing sight of the lights. Howard paused an instant to slip on the suit of mouffa, hoping that it might serve to deceive or baffle his hunters later on. The raiment was easily donned, and fitted him quite loosely; but the unfamiliar intricate method of fastening eluded his untaught fingers. He could not remember quite how it had been done; so he went on with the strange garment open at the breast. The queer elongated heels, made to accommodate the spurs of the Immortals, flapped behind him.


  He kept as much as possible the same relative distance between himself and the Oumnis. Glancing back, after awhile, he was horrified to see, far down, the tiny green eyes of another group of lights following him. Evidently others had rallied to the pursuit.


  It was a long, interminably tedious climb—mile after mile of that monotonous tunnel whose gloom was relieved only by the sinister points of green light. The Mercutians went on at a tireless pace, unhuman and implacable; and only by ceaseless exertion, half walking, half running, could the earthman maintain his position midway between the companies of lamps.


  He panted heavily, and a faintness came upon him at times, in which the lights seemed to blur. A great weariness clogged his limbs and his brain. How long it was since he had eaten, he could not know. He was not aware of hunger or thirst; but he seemed to fight an ever-growing weakness. The corridor became a black eternity, haunted by the green eyes of cosmic demons.


  Hour after hour he went on, through a cycle of sunless night He lost the sense of time, and his movements became a sort of automation. His limbs were numb and dead, and it was only his relentless will that lived and drove him on. Almost, at times, he forgot where he was going—forget everything but the blind, primitive impulse of flight. He was a nameless thing, fleeing from anonymous terror.


  At last, through the crushing numbness of his fatigue, there dawned the realization that he was gaining a little on the group of lights ahead. Possibly their bearers had paused in doubt or debate. Then, suddenly, he saw that the lights were spreading out, were diverging and vanishing on either hand, till only four of them remained.


  Dimly puzzled, he went on, and came to that triple division cf the tunnel which he remembered passing with Agvur. He saw now that the party of Oumnis had divided into three contingents, following all the branches. Doubtless each tunnel led to a separate exit.


  Recalling what Agvur had said, he kept to the middle passage This, if Agvur had spoken truly, would lead to an exit in the twilight zone, not far from the rocket-ship. The other tunnels would lead he knew not where—perhaps to the terrible deserts of heat and the piled, chaotic glaciers of the nightward hemisphere The one he was following, with luck, would enable him to rejoin his comrades.


  A sort of second wind came to Howard now—as if hope had revived his swooning faculties. More clearly than before, he became conscious of the utter silence and profound mystery of this underworld empire, of which he had seen—was to see—so little. His hope quickened when he looked back and saw that the lights behind him had diminished in number, as if the second party had likewise separated to follow all three of the tunnels. It was obvious that there was no general pursuit. In all likelihood the smashing of the transmission levers had deranged all the machineries of the Immortals, even to their system of communication. Howard’s escape, doubtless, was known only to those who had been present or near at the time. He had brought chaos and demoralization upon this super-scientific people.


  V


  Mile after mile of that monotone of gloom. Then, with a start of bewilderment, the earth-man realized that the four lights in front had all disappeared. Looking back, he saw that the lamps which followed him had similarly vanished. About, before and behind there was nothing but a solid, tomb-like wall of darkness. Howard felt a strange disconcertment, together with the leaden, crushing return of his weariness. He went on with doubtful, slackening steps, following the right hand wall with cautious fingers. After awhile he turned a sharp corner; but he did not recover the lost lights. There was a drafty darkness in the air, and odor of stone and mineral, such as he had not met heretofore in the mouffa-lined caverns. He began to wonder if he had somehow gone astray: there might have been other branchings of the tunnel, which he had missed in his groping. In a blind surge of alarm, he started to run, and crashed headlong against the angular wall of another turn in the passage.


  Half-stunned, he picked himself up. He hardly knew, henceforth, whether he was maintaining the original course of his flight or was doubling on his own steps. For aught that he could tell, he might be lost beyond all redirection in a cross-labyrinth of caverns. He stumbled and staggered along, colliding many times with the tunnel-sides, which seemed to have closed in upon him md to have grown rough with flinty projections.


  The draft in his face grew stronger, with a smell of water. Presently the blindfold darkness before him melted into a chill, bluish glimmering, which revealed the rugate walls and boulder-fanged roof of the natural passage he was following.


  He came out in a huge, chamber-like cave of some marble-pallid stone with twisted columnar forms. The glimmering, he saw, was a kind of phosphorescence emitted by certain vegetable growths, probably of a thallophytic nature, which rose in thick clusters from the floor, attaining the height of a tall man. They were flabby and fulsome-looking, with abortive branches, and pendulous fruit-shaped nodes of etiolated purple along their puffy, whitish-blue stems. The phosphorescence, which issued equally from all portions oft hese plants, served to light the gloom for some distance around, and brought out dimly the columnated character of the cavern’s further walls.


  Howard saw, as he passed among them, that the plants were rootless. It seemed that they would topple at a touch; but happening to stumble against one of the clumps, he found that they supported his weight with resilient solidity. No doubt they were attached firmly by some sort of suction to the smooth stone.


  In the middle of the cave, behind a lofty fringing of these luminous fungi, he discovered a pool of water, fed by a thin trickle that descended through the gloom from a high vault that the phosphorescence could not illumine. Impelled by sudden, furious thirst, he slid back the mouffa-hood and drank recklessly, though the fluid was sharp and bitter with strange minerals. Then, with the ravening hunger of one who has not eaten for days, he began to eye the pear-shaped nodes of the tall thallophytes. He broke one of them from its parent stem, tore off the glimmering rind, and found that it was filled with a mealy pulp. A savorous, peppery odor tempted him to taste the pulp. It was not unpleasant, and forgetting all caution (possibly he had become a little mad from his extra-human ordeals) he devoured the stuff in hasty mouthfuls.


  The node must have contained a narcotic principle; for almost immediately he was overpowered by an insuperable drowsiness. He fell back and lay where he had fallen, in a deep sodden sopor without dreams, for a length of time which, as far as he could know, might have been the interim of death between two lives. He awoke with violent nausea, a racking headache, and a feeling of hopeless, irredeemable confusion.


  He drank again from the bitter pool, and then began to hunt with cloudy senses and feeble, uncertain steps for another exit than the tunnel by which he had entered. His mind was dull and heavily drugged, as if from the lingering of the unknown narcotic, and he could formulate no conscious plan of action but was led only by an animal-like impulse of flight.


  He discovered a second opening, low, and fanged with broken-off pillar formations, in the opposite wall of the cavern. It was filed with Stygian darkness; and before entering it, he tore a lumpy branch from one of the phosphorescent fungi, to serve him in lieu of other light.


  His subsequent wanderings were nightmarish and interminable. He seemed to have gotten into some tremendous maze of natural caverns, varying greatly in size, and intersecting each other in a bewildering honeycomb fashion: an underworld that lay beyond the metal-insulated realm of the Oumnis.


  There were long, tediously winding tunnels that went down into Cimmerian depth, or climbed at acolivitous angles. There were strait cubby-holes, dripping with unknown liquid ores, through which he crawled like a lizard on his belly; and Dantean gulfs that he skirted on slippery, perilous, broken ledges, hearing far below him the sullen sigh or the weirdly booming roar of sub Mcrcutian waters.


  For awhile, his way led mainly downward, as if he were plunging to the bowels of the planet. The air became warmer and more humid. He came at last to the sheer brink of an incommensurable abyss, where noctilucent fungi, vaster than any he had yet seen, grew tall as giant trees along the precipice that he followed for miles. They were like fantastic monolithic tapers; but their luminosity failed to reveal the giddy depth above and beneath.


  He met none of the Oumnis in this inexhaustible world of night and silence. But after he had rounded the great gulf, and had started to re-ascend in smaller caverns, he began to encounter, at intervals, certain blind, white, repulsive creatures the size of an overgrown rat, but without even the rudiments of tail or legs. In his demoralized condition of mind and body, he felt a primitive fear of these things, rather than the mere repugnance which their aspect would normally have aroused. However, they were non-aggressive and shrank sluggishly away from him. Once, he trod inadvertently on one of the creatures and leapt away, howling with fright, when it squirmed nauseously beneath his heel. Finding he had crushed its head, he took courage and began to belabor the flopping abnormality with the metal rod which he still carried. He mashed it into an oozy pulp—a pulp that still quivered with life; and then, overcome by bestial, atavistic hunger, and forgetting all the painfully acquired prejudices of civilized man, he knelt down and devoured the pulp with shamcless greed. Afterwards, replete, he stretched himself out and slept for many hours.


  VI


  He awoke with renewed physical strength, but with nerves and mind that were still partially shattered by his experiences. Like a savage who awakens in some primordial cave, he felt the irrational terror of darkness and mystery. His memories were dazed and broken, and he could recall the Oumnis only as a vague an almost supernatural source of fear, from which he had fled.


  The fungus-bough, which had served him in lieu of a torch or lantern, was lying beside him in the darkness. With the bough in one hand and the metal rod in the other, he resumed his wanderings. He met more of the white, legless creatures; but he had conquered his fear of them now, and looked upon them only as a possible source of food. He proceeded to kill and eat one of them anon, relishing the worm-soft flesh as an aborigine would have relished a meal of grubs or white ants.


  He had lost all notion of the passing of time or its measurement. He was a thing that clambered endlessly on Tartarean cavern-slopes or along the brink of lightless rivers and pools and chasms, killing when he was hungry, sleeping when his weariness became too urgent. Perhaps he went on for days; perhaps for many weeks, in a blind, instinctive search for light and outer air.


  The flora and fauna of the caverns changed. He dragged himself through passages that were wholly lined with bristling, glowing thallophytes, some of which were tough and sharp as if fibred with iron. He came to tepid lakes whose waters were infested by long, agile, hydra-bodied creatures, divided into tapeworm segments, that rose to dispute his way but were powerless to harm his mouffa-covered limbs with their toothless, pulpy mouths.


  For awhile, he seemed to be passing through a zone of unnatural warmth, due, no doubt, to the presence of hidden volcanic activity. There were hot geysers, and gulfs from which sultry vapors rose, filling the air with queer, metallic-smelling gases that seemed to burn corrosively in his nostrils and lungs. Some remnant of his former scientific knowledge caused him to recoil from such neighborhoods and retrace his footsteps into caverns free of these gases.


  Fleeing from one of the mephitic-laden caves, he found himself in a mile-wide chamber, lined with fungi of uncommon exuberance, amid whose luminiferous growths he met with one of his most terrible adventures. A vast and semi-ophidian monster, white as the other life-forms he had met, and equally legless but owning a single, Cyclopean, phosphoric eye, leapt upon him from the unearthly vegetation and hurled him to the ground with the ram-like impact of its blunt, shapeless head. He lay half-stunned, while the monster began to ingest him in its enormous maw, starting with his feet. Seemingly the metal which he wore was no barrier to its appetite. The creature had swallowed him nearly to the hips, when he recovered his senses and realized his frightful predicament.


  Smitten with hideous terror, howling and gibbering like a caveman, he lifted the metal rod, which his clutching fingers had somehow retained, and struck frantically at the awful head into whose mouth he was being drawn by inches. The blows made little or no impression on the great rubbery mass; and soon he was waist-deep in the monstrous maw. In his dire need, a trace of reasoning-power returned to him; and using the rod like a rapier he thrust it into the immense, glaring eye, burying it to his hand, and probably penetrating whatever rudimentary semblance of brain the animal possessed. A pale and egg-like fluid oozed from the broken eye, and the slobbering lips tightened intolerably upon Howard, almost crushing him in what proved to he the death-spasm. The white, swollen barrel-thick body tossed for many minutes; and during its convulsions, Howard was knocked insensible. When he came to again, the creature was lying comparatively still; and the sack-like mouth had begun to relax, so that he was able to extricate himself from the dreadful gorge.


  The shock of this experience completed his mental demoralization and drove him even further into primitive brutehood. At times, his brain was almost a blank; and he knew nothing, remembered nothing but the blind horror of those infra-planetary caverns and the dumb instinct that still impelled him to seek escape. Several times, as he continued his way through the thickets of fungi, he was forced to flee or hide from other monsters of the same type as the one that had so nearly ingested him. Then he entered a region of steep acclivities that took him ever upward. The air became chill and the caverns were seemingly void of vegetable or animal life. He wondered dully as to the reason of the growing cold; but his broken mind could suggest no explanation.


  Before entering this realm, he had supplied himself with another fragment of luminiferous fungus to light his way. He was groping through a mountain-like wilderness of chasms and riven scarps and dolomites, when, at some distance above, he saw with inexpressible fright a glimmering as of two cold green eyes that moved among the crags. He had virtually forgotten the Oumnis and their lamps; but something—half intuition, half memory—warned him of direr peril than any he had hitherto met in the darkness.


  He dropped his luminous torch and concealed himself behind one of the dolomitic formations. From his hiding-place, he saw the passing of two of the Immortals, clad in silvery mouffa, who descended the scarp and vanished in the craggy gulfs below Whether or not they were hunting for him, he could not know; but when they had gone from sight, he resumed his climb, hurrying at breakneck speed and feeling that he must get as far away as possible from the bearers of those icy green lights.


  The dolomites dwindled in size, and the steep chamber narrowed like the neck of a bottle and closed in upon him presently from all sides, till it was only a narrow, winding passage. The floor of the passage became fairly level. Anon, as he followed it, he was startled and blinded by a glare of light directly ahead—a light that was brilliant as pure sunshine. He cowered and stepped back, shielding his eyes with his hands till they became somewhat tempered to the glare. Then, stealthily, with a mingling of confused fears and dim, unworded hopes, he crept toward the light and came out in an endless metal hall, apparently deserted but filled as far as eye could see with the sourceless brilliance.


  The mouth of the rough natural passage from which he had emerged was fitted with a sort of valve, which had been left open, doubtless by the Immortals he had seen among the nether crags. The boat-shaped vehicle they had used was standing in the hall. This vehicle, and the hall itself, were familiar to him, and he began to recollect, in a partial way, the ordeals he had undergone among the Oumnis before his flight into outer darkness.


  The hall was slightly inclined; and he seemed to remember that the upward grade would presumably lead to a lost world of freedom. Apprehensively and furtively, he began to follow it, loping like an animal.


  After he had gone for perhaps a mile, the floor became perfectly level, but the hall itself started to turn in a sort of arc. He was unable to see very far ahead. Then, so abruptly that he could not check his headlong flight, he came in view of three Oumnis, clothed in metal, who were all standing with their backs to him. A boat—vehicle was near at hand. One of the Immortals was tugging at a huge, capstan-like bar that protruded from the wall of the passage; and as if in response to the bar, a sort of gleaming metal valve was descending slowly from the roof. Inch by inch, it came down like a mighty curtain; and soon it would close the entire passage and render impossible the earth-man’s egress.


  Somehow, it did not occur to Howard that the tunnel beyond the valve might lead to other realms than the outer air for which he longed so desperately. As if by a miracle, something of his former courage and resourcefulness had returned to him; and he did not turn and flee incontinently at sight of the Immortals as he would have done a short time before. He felt that now or never was his opportunity to escape from the sub-Mercutian levels. Leaping forward on the unsuspecting Oumnis, all of whom were intent on the closing of the valve, he struck at the foremost with his metal bar. The Mercutian toppled and went down with a clattering of mouffa on the floor. The one who was operating the lever continued his task, and Howard had no time to strike him down, for the remaining Immortal, with tigerish agility, had sprung back and was levelling the deadly fire-tube which he carried.


  Howard saw that the great valve was still descending—was barely two feet above the cavern floor. He made a flying dive for the opening, sprawling on all fours and then crawling prone on his stomach beneath the terrible curtain of metal.


  Struggling to rise, he found himself impeded and held back He was in utter darkness now; but getting to his knees and groping about, he determined the cause of his retardation. The fallen valve had caught the loose elongated heel of the mouffa on his right foot. He had all the sensations of a trapped animal as he sought to wrench himself free. The tough mouffa held, weighed down by the enormous valve; and it seemed that there was no escape.


  Then, amid his desperation, he somehow remembered that the mouffa-armor was open at the breast. Awkwardly and painfully, he managed to crawl forth from it, leaving it there like a discarded lizard-skin.


  Getting to his feet, he raced on in the darkness. He was without light, for he had dropped the phosphorescent bough in his dive under the closing valve. The cavern was rough and flinty to his naked feet; and he felt an icy wind, bleak as the breath of glaciers, that blew upon him as he went. The floor sloped upward, and in places it was broken into stair-like formations against which he stumbled and fell, bruising himself severely. Then he cut his head cruelly on a sharp stone that projected from the low roof. The wet, warm blood flowed down across his brow and into his eyes.


  The passage steepened and the air took on a terrible frigidity. There was no sign of pursuit from the Oumnis; but fearing they would raise the valve and follow him, the earth-man hastened on. He was puzzled by the growing Arctic cold, but the suppositional reason seemed to elude him. His naked limbs and torso were studded with goose-flesh; and he began to shiver with violent ague, in spite of the high speed at which he ran and climbed.


  Now the cavern-stairs were more regular and defined. They seemed to mount forever in the darkness; and growing accustomed to them he was able to grope his way from step to step with no more than an occasional fall or stumble. His feet were cut and bleeding; but the cold had begun to numb them and he felt little pain.


  He saw a dim, circular patch of light far above him, and gasping with the icy air, which appeared to grow thinner and more irrespirable, he rushed toward it. Hundreds, thousands of those black, glaciated steps he seemed to climb before he neared the light. He came out beneath a sable heaven crowded with chill, pulseless, glaring stars, in a sort of valley-bottom among drear unending scarps and pinnacles, still and silent as a frozen dream of death. They gleamed in the starlight with reflections of myriad-angled ice; and the valley-bottom itself was lit by patches of a leprons whiteness One of these patches fringed the mouth of the incline on whose topmost step the earth-man was standing.


  He fought agonizingly for breath in the tenuous infra-zero air and his body stiffened momently with a permeating rigor as he stood and peered in numb bewilderment at the icy, mountainous chaos of the landscape in which he had emerged. It was like a dead crater in a world of unspeakable and perpetual desolation, where life could never have been.


  The flowing blood had congealed upon his brow and cheeks. With glazing eyes, he saw, in a nearby cliff, the continuation of the cavern-steps. Hewn for some unimaginable purpose by the Immortals, they ran upward in the ice toward the higher summits.


  It was not the familiar twilight zone of Mercury in which he bad come forth—it was the bleak, nightward side, eternally averted from the sun, and blasted with the frightful cold of cosmic space. He felt the pinnacles and chasms close him in, relentless and rigid, like some hyperborean hell. Then the realization of his plight became something very remote and recessive, a dim thought that floated above his ebbing consciousness. He fell forward on the snow with limbs already stiff and unbending; and the mercy of the final numbness grew complete.


  MUTINY ON MERCURY


  Clifford D. Simak


  THE planet Mercury, one of the enigmas of the solar system, presents perpetually a source of wonder and speculation to astronomers. Its distance from the sun not only varies enormously (from 29,000,000 miles to 43,000,000 miles) but also it presents but one face to the sun. Half of its surface is thus a baking desert, whose temperature may approach 700 degrees Fahrenheit, the other half is a frozen hell.


  Mercury offers unusual adventures for beings who could exist under its extreme conditions. Upon the borderline of day and night, an area whose temperature might be within reason for human existence could be found. But life would always be precarious, since Mercury has no atmosphere. It would be a world, such as our author shows, of violence, passion and sudden death.


  Mr. Simak, whose “World of the Red Sun” met such approval, offers this as a second of his series of imaginative, yet realistically told adventures.


  TOM CLARK stared at the sword he held in his hand. It should have been in a museum, for it was a rare specimen. The steel was bright and the hilt was an example of workmanship in which the ancients had excelled.


  It had been centuries since a sword had been used in battle. But on this day, in the atmosphere plant which supplied oxygen to the great quartz dome on the twilight belt of the planet Mercury, a naked blade had leaped and flashed, a weapon again. It was no longer a relic doomed to be regarded with curiosity by a race that had forgotten its use.


  The blade had belonged to Ben Jacobs, an heirloom which had been handed down, in the name of sentiment, from father to son, for many generations. Undoubtedly it was worth a small fortune, for the museums of the Earth held only a few such weapons. But now Ben Jacobs lay in a heap on the floor of the plant, struck down by a burly Selenite.


  To Jacobs the sword had been a symbol. He had carried it from the Earth to this forsaken planet, where the only evidence of life was ten huge domes of quartz set over as many mines, owned and operated completely by the Universal Ore Mining Company.


  Only twenty-four hours ago he had told Tom the story of the sword. Now Jacobs lay motionless on the floor and the ancient blade was dyed with the blood of vanquished foe-men.


  Gently Tom lowered the point of the sword to the floor and gazed upon his handiwork. Before him lay three bodies. One was that of a Martian, a yellowskinned, eight-limbed body, the skin covered with hideous warts. The grinning head, almost severed from the trunk, boasted three eyes, two in the same position as those of a Terrestrial, the other on the top of the hairless head. The mouth was large, as was also the nose, with the ears almost twice as large as those of an Earth man.


  The other two bodies were those of Selenites, the gigantic Moon men with their small heads, their abnormally developed torsos and correspondingly large, powerful arms and their small, but singularly powerful legs, built on the same lines as those of a kangaroo.


  Tom lifted the sword again and ran his fingers along its edge. They came away red and sticky.


  He laughed grimly. The sword, ancient weapon as it may have been, had another tale added to the long list which had started, said legends, in the year 1815, in the Napoleonic Wars. For century upon century the blade had been regarded as a heirloom, a thing of sentiment.


  On this day, however, it had come again into its own. It had leaped and flashed, bitten deeply into flesh and bone, drunk blood.


  Stepping over the body of one of the Selenites, Tom made his way to the side of the prostrate figure of Ben Jacobs. He had seen Jacobs felled like an ox by the huge fist of one of the now dead Selenites, but there was a chance the man still lived.


  Kneeling on the floor, he placed his ear to the breast of the prone body. There was not so much as a flutter of the heart. Tom turned his attention to Jacobs’ head and what he found there convinced him the brilliant young scientist, who had been in charge of the atmosphere plant, was no longer alive.


  Tom stood up and gazed about the death-ridden room. It presented a spectacle of ordered complexity with its many dials, tubes, pipes, valve controls, motors and the huge central control board. A silence, which was only accentuated by the steady hum of the machinery, assailed him and he suddenly realized he was the only Terrestrial alive at Shaft Number Nine.


  Outside there might still lurk a few of the Selenites and possibly a few Martians, but they would be few. The only machine gun at the station, spitting out over 150 atomic pellets every minute, had wrought havoc among the mutineers before a stone, thrown by one of the Selenites, had bowled over McGregor, the radio operator. The latter, who had been taken unawares by the outbreak, had been unable to reach his post to send out an S.O.S.; and had philosophically, and entirely in keeping with his Scotch blood, done the next best thing by unlimbering the gun and turning it against the mob of howling miners who were destroying the radio station.


  If McGregor had been at his desk, as his duty required him to be, instead of playing a few hands of cards with old Andy Schwartz, the head engineer, word of the uprising and an appeal for help would have been sent out at once. Failing in this, he had at least saved the mine and costly apparatus from immediate destruction, by the simple process of reducing the number of hands for the performance of the pending destruction.


  The uprising had been a complete surprise, coming just as the second shift was coming out of the shaft and the third shift ready to go down. The miners in Shift Number One, evidently by a pre-arranged signal, had come storming forth from their quarters as soon as the attack was launched.


  Evidently the captains underground had been neatly disposed of, for there had been no warning anything was amiss. The first indication of trouble came when the men had come up without the captains. Even before questions could be asked concerning the absent Terrestrials, the blow had been struck.


  “It’s those damn Martians,” Hal Eaton, young time keeper, only six weeks from the Earth, had screamed as a huge Selenite struck him down with a blow of his mighty pick.


  TOM, jerking his atomic pistol from its holster, knew that what young Eaton had just screamed was true. The Martians were the trouble-makers and the traitors of the solar system. Once an insolent people, who had regarded themselves as the most advanced in culture and erudition in the universe, they still, even after hundreds of years, resented the bondage in which it had been necessary to place them to curb their diabolic cunning and haughty egotism. They were forever forming secret societies, always cooking up local revolutions. Where there was trouble, one would usually find a scheming Martian.


  Tom leveled the pistol at the mob of Selenites rushing at him and pressed the trigger. There was a sharp, spiteful spat. The leading Moon man disappeared in a puff of white dust, his upraised shovel clattering to the ground.


  Rapidly the pistol spat and the charge broke. Even the ape-brained Selenites, who seldom knew fear, could not stand in front of that pistol which caused one of their number to evaporate into thin air every time it spoke.


  From all over the compound came the sound of firing and the pounding of many feet on the hard packed earth. There were no other sounds. It was uncanny, the way these dumb, ox-like Selenites attacked, silently, ponderously, armed only with their mining tools, or lacking these, with bare hands.


  From somewhere near the atmosphere plant came a rapid “pit-pat,” a sound not unlike the tramp of rain across a tin roof. Someone had unlimbered the machine gun. Lucky thing! Lulled into a false sense of security by the apparent orderliness of the station, the former superintendent, a soft fool who had no business holding such a position, had ordered the gun stored away as a thing for which there would be no further need. He had lasted six months and had been transferred back to Earth, at his own request. Too bad he couldn’t have stayed to taste the fruits of his asinine management.


  A stone whizzed past Tom’s head. The Moon men were returning. They had retreated as far as the rock pile. From around the corner of the pile they came, each carrying an armful of missiles, heaving them as they ran.


  Tom jerked up his arm, leveling his gun. Before he could press the trigger a rock, flung with considerable strength, caught him flush on the elbow. The gun clattered to the baked earth.


  As he dived to retrieve it, another stone struck him in the ribs and toppled him sidewise. Stones pattered all about him and as he struggled to his knees he was again bowled over.


  The Moon men were almost upon him. They were rotten throwers, or they would have bagged him for good and all. They couldn’t keep on making only casual hits, however. Eventually one would connect with his head and it would be lights out. For a fleeting moment, he hoped one would finish him before the lousy beggars reached him.


  “Lie low, I’ll clean the devils out.”


  Tom twisted his head as the spiteful rattle of the machine gun broke loose.


  In front of the atmosphere plant, old McGregor, his white hair looking like a lion’s mane, his shirt ripped to shreds, his teeth working savagely on an oversized quid of tobacco, squatted behind the gun. It seemed to quiver with the excitement of the moment as it spat out blasting death.


  Over Tom’s head the pellets whispered their death song and behind him he knew the charging Selenites were being blown into clouds of white ash.


  Slowly he started to worm his way toward McGregor, keeping his head low, for he did not wish to intercept one of the lethal pellets.


  The patter of the gun and the whisper of the speeding bullets ceased.


  “All right, lad,” cried old McGregor and Tom, leaping to his feet, rushed forward, forgetting his pistol, which lay where it had fallen.


  When he was only a matter of a few feet from the old man, who was disengaging a magazine preparatory to slipping another into place, a Martian, followed by two Selenites rushed around the corner of the atmosphere plant.


  Before Tom could warn his friend, one of the Selenites hurled a stone, which caught McGregor flush on the temple.


  The old man slowly slid from his seat on the gun. The Martian and two Selenites raced for the door of the atmosphere plant.


  Tom leaped after them, forgetful for the moment that he was unarmed. As he sped past old McGregor he noted that the white leonine head rested in a pool of blood and that a death pallor stamped the features.


  Cursing under his breath, Tom rushed the three mutineers who were trying by brute force and awkwardness to force the locked door of the plant.


  Seeing the Earth-man almost upon them, the two Selenites, trained for years to look upon the Terrestrials as their superiors and masters, momentarily forgot their rebellion and crying out in terror, threw their combined weight against the door. It splintered inward under the impact.


  Tom arrived at the doorway just in time to see one of the huge brutes crush young Jacobs to the floor with a savage blow of his fist.


  AT Tom’s cry of rage the three whirled to face him. The faces of the two Moon men were expressionless except for their beady eyes, which shone with a wild light; the features of the Martian were distorted into the snarl of a cornered beast.


  It was then Tom realized he was unarmed. His eyes lighted upon the sword lying on the table to his left. It had been only a few hours ago he had listened to the tale of that very sword from the lips of Jacobs. It was a thrilling tale, a story of the days when men fought hand to hand.


  His left hand reached out to clutch the scabbard and as he jerked the steel from its resting place, the three leaped to meet him.


  With his back to the table he jabbed at the leading Selenite, to send him reeling backwards, howling with pain and clutching his belly. The point of the blade was red.


  The second Moon man momentarily checked his rush and, seizing this opportunity, Tom leaped at him with the sword raised high. The brute tried to dodge, but the steel, fairly whistling through the air, caught him at the juncture of the neck and shoulder, cleaving deep. The Moon man slumped to the floor and the blade came free.


  A heavy wrench, thrown by the Martian, missed Tom’s head by a fraction of an inch and crashed into an array of bottles on a shelf against the wall.


  “I’m coming to get you,” said Tom, addressing the Martian, and the fellow snarled in hate as he backed across the room before the advance of the Terrestrial.


  The remaining Selenite, still clutching his belly, staggered forward to place himself between the Earthman and the Martian. Without ado Tom methodically cut him down with a thrust to the throat.


  Stepping over the prostrate body, he advanced on the Martian, who was crouched in a corner of the room.


  Then, with his six arms outstretched, fingers hooked like talons about to strike, his fang-rimmed mouth opened wide, the Martian sprang to. the attack.


  Tom, taken by surprise, sprang back and stumbled over the dead Selenite, sprawling backwards, flat on his back, with the Martian almost on top of him.


  He looked straight into the red eyes of his assailant, felt the talon-like fingers on his throat. The fanged mouth poised over his face drooled saliva on his cheek.


  With all his strength, Tom brought his clenched left fist up, striking the Martian on the temple. As the grip of the fingers momentarily loosened under the impact of the blow, he threw himself sideways and rolled free of the man above him.


  Both men sprang to their feet at the same instant and faced one another.


  Tom lifted the sword.


  “I surrender, I surrender,” mouthed the Martian, fear in his eyes at the sight of the glistening blade poised to strike.


  With a crooked smile on his lips, Tom brought the sword down. The Martian, his eight limbs sprawling grotesquely, sagged to the floor, his head almost severed from his body.


  Tom wiped the sword and returned it to the scabbard.


  Jacobs was dead. So was McGregor. There was no doubt all of the other Terrestrials, except himself, had likewise been killed.


  Standing in the center of the room, he tried to determine his next course.


  There were likely a few dozen Moon men and Martians still at the station. They were probably already at their work of destruction, wreaking their foolish vengeance upon the dominant Earth race that forced them to labor in the mines and forests on the several far-flung planets.


  He cold-bloodedly considered the situation. First he would arm himself and routing out the last of the mutineers, slay them. Then he would remain until assistance came. Headquarters at Shaft Number One, failing to get messages through, would suspect something amiss and investigate. In a very few hours his plight would be discovered.


  The atmosphere plant, even unattended, would function for a few hours, long enough, at least, for the investigating party to arrive.


  In a cabinet drawer Tom found a pistol and assuring himself it was loaded, slipped it into his holster.


  As he started for the door his attention was arrested by a dial. The needle was swinging crazily. He stared in amazement, then in despair. One of the fools had evidently managed to open one of the air locks in the dome and the atmosphere was rushing out into the almost airless desert. Soon the two atmospheres would be equalized and every man caught without some sort of artificial protection and oxygen generator would be killed.


  There was only one thing to do. He must reach one of the cars and escape to Shaft Number Eight, ten miles distant.


  As he reached the door he realized he still clutched the sword and was about to drop it, when he made a sudden decision to take it with him. Why, he didn’t know. Perhaps, he told himself with a grin, Jacobs’ family might like it returned if and when he got back to Earth.


  Outside, a violent wind, something unknown under the great dome, caught and almost swept him off his feet. It was caused by the air rushing for the open lock.


  A World of Chaos


  BUCKING the air currents, which buffeted him cruelly, Tom fought his way across the yard to the car shed.


  Here he found everything in disorder. Three machines, smashed and dented by some heavy tool, possibly a sledge hammer, met his eye. There had been four cars. One was missing. Evidently a party of the mutineers had smashed the three cars and escaping in the remaining one, had left one of the air locks open. There must have been a Martian or two in the party. The cow-headed Selenites didn’t have the necessary intelligence to open one of the doors, let alone operate a car.


  Tom cursed bitterly. In an hour the dome would be atmospherically equal to the desert outside, in which no man could live. Why did those bone-headed officials insist that every mine employ a few Martians? It would have been better to have killed off the entire race.


  There was the matter of the cars, too. Why didn’t the company give them light rocket planes instead? Economy again! A car cost about half of what a rocket plane would. What did the square-heads who held down swivel chairs care for the men in these ungodly outposts? Nevertheless, cars or planes, either would have been smashed. His job was to get out of the mess.


  The air currents, streaming out of the dome toward the open lock, rattled the loose sheets of galvanized steel on the roof of the shed.


  For a moment Tom considered trying to reach and close the lock, but he knew, even as he thought of it, that it would prove an impossible feat. Evidently it was Lock Three, a good half mile to the east. It would take too much time to get there and even if he could reach it, he knew that the air currents would sweep him like a straw through the opening into the dread desert where the thin atmosphere made life impossible.


  There remained one chance.


  Stored in the cars were metal suits for both the Terrestrials and their underlings, the Martians and Moon men. The suits were equipped with a small oxygen generator. The air, as manufactured, was cooled by a miniature refrigerator, similar to the large refrigeration plant in connection with the atmosphere generators under the dome. The suit, supplied with cool air which somewhat offset the heat of the desert, served well enough for short excursions from the dome or a car, but it was doubtful if a man could cover even ten miles of burning desert sands in one of them.


  While encased in one a man could neither eat nor drink. The thought of hours without water was appalling, but there was little that could be done about it. It was the one chance—if the mutineers had not thought to also destroy the suits. Luckily in a locker of one of the wrecked cars he discovered a number of the suits.


  The atmosphere was already becoming rare and his heart was pounding savagely as he donned one of them and switched on the atmosphere generator.


  About the suit he strapped his pistol and Jacobs’ sword, and stumbled awkwardly forth, making his way to Lock Three.


  Buffeted by the wind which carried with it a shower of fine stones and a cloud of dust, he proceeded through the yard, threaded his way along the streets of the location and found himself on the outskirts of the settlement, having covered about half the distance to the lock.


  Behind him he heard a crash as one of the shaft houses, its guys loosened by the pressure of the wind against the tower, toppled to the ground.


  Turning to watch he saw the second shaft house tumble, hurling broken boards and splinters far into the air. Sheets of corrugated iron, ripped from the roof of the buildings, gyrated across the yard.


  He groaned. Working for many years with the Universal Ore Mining Company, it had become a part of his life, a very personal association. A blow at it was a blow at him. Station Number Nine would probably be completely wrecked by the terrific wind which milled in the great dome. It was wrecked as completely as it would have been by the victorious mutineers, had enough of them been left to effect the destruction.


  Gallant men had died defending the station. Men he had known for years. Old McGregor, with his everlasting quid of tobacco and his lion heart. Young Jacobs, a brilliant scientist, a fine young fellow, with his old sword, the sword which now hung at Clark’s side.


  Eyes dimmed with tears, he faced about and plodded on.


  The atmosphere machine was working well. He knew, however, that discomfort would be his in plenty before many miles had been covered. In the back of his mind lurked a persistent doubt of his ability to make those ten long miles of airless, scorching desert. But these thoughts he kept pushing back, realizing that any such doubts would only serve to minimize his chances of reaching Station Number Eight.


  The wind was dying down now, but he walked slowly, knowing it would not be safe to approach the lock too soon, lest he be caught and dashed through the opening to his death.


  Behind him the settlement was a mass of wreckage, only the stoutly built atmosphere plant standing.


  THE terrific air currents, in a few minutes, had decreased in ferocity, and Tom deemed it safe to make his way through the lock, which lay only a. short distance ahead. He moved toward it. The air currents still tugged at him, but were steadily dying down.


  Reaching the lock Tom noticed that the inner portal was intact, pressed tight against the air chamber, but the outer portal was ripped from its hinges and lay a hundred yards out in the desert, deeply embedded in the sand.


  For a moment Tom stood in the air chamber, pondering. If he could close the inner door and the atmosphere plant was still working, he could again bring about a suitable atmospheric condition. He suspected it would take some time to restock the huge dome with life-sustaining air. Just how long, he did not know. He was a geologist, not an engineer. While the plant manufactured the air, he could live in the suit and await the coming of a rescue party.


  He grasped the door and slowly pulled it back into its proper position. It came to with a hollow sound, but there was no resounding click as the automatic bolts shot home.


  Inside the helmet, Tom’s face paled. The lock was broken, smashed in the course of a diabolic plot on the part of the mutineers to destroy the station. The last chance was gone. The desert was the only remaining hope.


  Tom squared his shoulders. If only the desert remained, the desert it would be.


  Stepping out of the air chamber, his eyes opened wide. To his left, several hundred yards distant, lying on its side, was the car which had apparently been stolen by the Martians and Selenites.


  His heart thumping with excitement Tom hurried forward. Evidently something had happened. Ten to one the poor fools had forgotten that opening the two doors at the same time would be as disastrous to themselves as to those in the dome. The first blast had hurled the car and its occupants to destruction.


  Upon reaching the machine he found that three of the ports had been smashed. Looking inside he saw the corpses of six Moon men and two Martians, their eyes wide with terror, their mouths stained with blood.


  The hope which had risen in him at the sight of the car vanished as he noted the extent of the damage. Beside the three smashed ports, he saw that some of the machinery was also broken. A slight damage he might have repaired, and righting the car by means of jacks, used it in his enforced trip across the desert.


  That hope also was now gone.


  For a moment he considered remaining near or in the dome to await the coming of a rescue ship.


  Little thought was needed, however, to convince him that it would be a foolhardy thing to do. If the rescue ship did not arrive in three hours they would find his corpse inside the suit, for it was beyond human endurance to remain in one longer. If nothing else, a man would go stark, raving mad from the discomfort and the heat, which, after a time, the miniature refrigerator could not mitigate.


  He must tackle the desert. There was no alternative. Perhaps he would reach Shaft Number Eight—perhaps not.


  With the sand sliding under his feet and the sun, forever hanging like a huge ball of fire over the eastern horizon, beating pitilessly upon his left side, he started the long trek.


  He walked in a world where no living thing existed. On every hand was white and yellow sand as dry as dust, drained long ago of any moisture the surface of the planet may once have held. Here and there lay grotesque piles of boulders. There was no life, not a single tree, or a blade of grass. There was no appreciable atmosphere, no water. It was a dead planet, chained forever to its tyrant master, the sun, its rotation on its own axis slowed down so that one heat-tortured hemisphere eternally faced the sun, while the other, frozen solid and night-ridden forever, stared out into infinite space.


  Here, on the twilight belt was the only spot on the planet where man, even with the aid of all the artificial protection at his beck and call, could exist at all. Here, on the rim of the planet, where the rays of the sun were always nearly horizontal, man could live if he had at hand means of creating oxygen and a protection from the semivacuum of the desert.


  To the left lay a seething furnace of a world, to the right, a frigid ice box of a world.


  For what seemed ages, Tom tramped, stumbling, across the scorching desert. The treacherous, sliding sand, time after time, brought him to his knees. Despite the slight attraction of gravity, his progress was slow, for the suit was heavy. On earth its weight would have crushed a man flat to the ground.


  He had covered approximately four miles when he saw looming a short distance ahead of him a gigantic ridge of tumbled gray rock. It was one of those occasional outcroppings which occurred on the surface of the planet.


  TOM noted it with relief. It would offer shade, momentary respite from the burning rays of the sun. Fagged, he headed for the outcropping.


  It seemed an interminable distance, but finally he reached it and slumped down in the shade, leaning against a huge boulder. With a sigh of thankfulness, he closed his eyes. He could not remain there long, but he meant to make the most of it.


  Opening his eyes he saw two shadows moving across the sand beyond the limit of the shade. Evidently some living thing was on the ridge of rock behind him.


  Getting swiftly to his feet, he faced two Martians, equipped with shining air suits.


  For a split second Tom stared in surprise at the two, then his hand snapped to his holster. But his steel gloved fingers found it empty. His face blanched. Somewhere on the back trail the pistol had dropped out and now lay in the sands of the trackless desert.


  The Martians had watched as his hand went back to his side. Now as he gazed at them he saw a slow, crooked smile come over their ugly faces behind the glass helmets.


  They knew his pistol was gone; that he was easy prey.


  They carried huge clubs fashioned of wood, probably with a good chunk of lead weighing the business end, and these they now shifted to obtain a better grip as they moved toward him.


  As his hand came away from the holster it struck the hilt of the sword and his fingers closed about it.


  As he retreated slowly before the deliberate advance of the Martians, he jerked the blade from the scabbard.


  Seeing the flash of steel and realizing that their foe was armed with some sort of a strange weapon, the two Martians leaped silently forward, five hands outstretched in the usual manner of attack, the sixth member clutching the upraised club.


  Tom knew the greatest danger lay in the clubs of his opponents breaking the steel of his suit or smashing his helmet, thus robbing him of his artificial atmosphere and exposing him to the horrible vacuum of the planet.


  Hampered by his awkward suit, he knew he would be unable to sidestep the blows of the club, so he resorted to different tactics.


  The point of the sword flickered out, aimed straight at the wrist of the Martian who was closing in, with the club already descending. There was no sound of steel on steel, for in that atmosphereless place no sound was possible. But the aim of the Martian was deflected and the club missed its target, Tom’s helmet, by a wide margin.


  Tom now turned his attention to the other Martian. If he could clash the armored suit of the second attacker, he would have only one foe.


  The Martian raised his club, but as the sword drove at him point first, he stepped quickly backward, out of reach of the threatening point. Following this advantage Tom lunged again and the point struck hard against the armored breast, the force of the blow knocking the Martian off balance, so that he fell sprawling to the sands.


  Almost feeling his other foe close behind him ready to strike, Tom swung on his heel, but his apprehension was unfounded, for the other lay, a heap of glistening armor, in the shade of the ridge.


  In some unaccountable manner the sword point, in striking the wrist to ward off the blow, had penetrated the steel. Just a small hole, perhaps, but the Martian had died as the air rushed out of the suit.


  He turned quickly to the second Martian, who was struggling to his feet. With a powerful and well directed kick Tom sent him reeling, to sprawl again on his back. With sword raised high, both fists clutching the hilt, ready to put every ounce of strength into a blow calculated to smash its way through heavy steel, Tom straddled the prostrate foeman.


  The Martian raised clasped hands in signal of surrender and a plea for mercy, for all the world like a dog groveling to ward off a well-deserved kick. Tom stared straight down into the warted, yellow face, upon which terror was stamped. Well might terror be there, for it was a tradition that any lesser man who raised a hand against a Terrestrial was automatically doomed to death. Seldom had mercy ever been shown.


  As Tom stared down into the mottled face behind the helmet, something akin to sympathy touched his heart.


  He slowly lowered the sword, touched the point gently on the Martian’s helmet and then raised it and with a questioning look, pointed with it in several directions.


  A flash of understanding came into the eyes of the prostrate figure and his lips moved slowly. He pointed toward the outcropping of rock.


  Watching his lips, Tom read the word, “Ship.”


  “It Is Not Only Mercury.”


  THE Martian had come from a ship. But how had he obtained a ship? For ages no Martian had been anything other than a slave, a troublesome slave, but a slave, of a greater race.


  Tom pointed to the body of the dead Martian and then to his captive.


  “How many more?” he formed the words with his lips.


  The Martian shook his head. He pointed to himself and his dead companion and again made the sign of negation. There were apparently no others.


  Tom stepped back, sword still in hand, and motioned the other to rise.


  Slowly Tom followed his captive, sword held ready for instant use, across the sand and up the rocky outcropping. At the top of the ridge the Martian halted and pointed with one of his six arms.


  Looking in the direction of the pointing arm, Tom saw a small rocket plane resting on the sand. Upon its silver nose was painted the ancient emblem of Mars, a red equilateral triangle inside a blue circle which, in turn, was surrounded by a yellow square.


  He marveled, for that emblem had not been seen, except in the museums of the worlds, for many years.


  Inside the flyer, and with the air locks closed, Tom snapped back his helmet and gulped in great breaths of the pure air.


  The Martian had also removed his helmet and now the two men faced one another.


  “I don’t know why I let you live,” said Tom, “but I did. However, one false move and it’s taps for you.”


  “Yes, master,” said the Martian in a voice humble and subservient.


  “Where did you get this plane?” asked Tom.


  “I and others took it and ten others from Station Number One a few hours ago.”


  “Station One,” screamed Tom, clutching the sword. “Was there an uprising there, too?”


  “At the same hour today, master, there was an uprising in every station on Mercury.”


  Tom took a step forward.


  “Were all successful?”


  “I do not know, master. All should have been. They were carefully planned.”


  “And the emblem of Mars?”


  “Tars Kors and I painted it while we were waiting here for the arrival of our men from Station Number Nine. They should be arriving at any time now. If they do not arrive in a half hour, I am supposed to make an observation flight around the dome.”


  Tom smiled grimly.


  “Put on your helmet,” he said. “You are going to paint out your damned emblem and paint in the correct one. You needn’t expect your friends from Number Nine. They are all dead. Also, if there is any flying to be done, I do it. Understand?”


  The Martian nodded and donned his helmet. Under the directions of the Terrestrial he painted out the emblem of Mars and painted in its stead an emblazoned golden sun, insignia of the Earth.


  Back in the flyer, always keeping a watchful eye on his captive, Tom checked over the machine. It was one of the police craft maintained by the government at Station Number One for emergency calls and was built for speed and intricate maneuvers, a fighting ship.


  It was equipped with four guns, one a projector of the Allison heat ray, and the other three rapid fire guns.


  Everything seemed in perfect condition.


  “How did you capture these machines?” asked Tom. The police were not often caught napping and they were fighters of renown.


  “Our plans were well laid, master,” said the Martian blandly.


  Tom snorted. They must have been well laid, he thought. According to this fellow’s story, Mercury had at one stroke fallen into the hands of the Martians, who had used the stupid Moon men as mere pawns to crush the Terrestrial rule.


  “What about firearms?” he asked. “How does it happen you tackled me with clubs? Are there no pistols on board?”


  “It was all very confusing,” explained the Martian, “ ‘Tars Kors and I were only to capture the flyer and bring it here to meet the men from Station Number Nine. Undoubtedly, if they had come, they would have brought firearms.”


  “And what do you fellows plan to do now that you have momentarily conquered Mercury?”


  The Martian spread six claw-like hands.


  “A start, master, just a start. We plan to establish independence.”


  “A hell of a fat chance you have,” Tom informed him. “Don’t you know that only a few hours will bring a flight of fighters that will wipe out every one of you.” The Martian smiled crookedly.


  “But, master,” he used the word with faint sarcasm, “it is not only Mercury.”


  Tom started.


  “You scum! Do you mean—”


  “Everywhere, at the same hour, the Martian struck, aided by the other races you have enslaved. On Mars, on Earth, on Venus, on every planet and satellite—”


  “Enough,” screamed Tom. “Another word out of you and I’ll wring your filthy neck. You poor fools! You would try to conquer the masters!”


  “Yes, master,” said the Martian.


  TOM leaped at the man and his fist, lashing out like a whip, smashed squarely into the leering, yellow, wart-covered face. The Martian spun like a top, slipping and sliding across the metal floor, to crash with a thud into a corner.


  With feet spread far apart, Tom glared at the Martian. “Get into that seat,” he snarled, pointing to the pilot’s chair, “and do exactly what I tell you. If you pull one boner I’ll chop you to bits with this sword.”


  The terrified Martian scrambled out of the corner and scuttled for the seat.


  “Now, listen to me,” said Tom, “there are at least ten other machines that you rats have stolen. We are out to get them. We are going to wipe out as many Martians and Moon men as we can before it’s all over with us. You and I are going to do that—you and I—do you understand? We are going to be avengers—”


  The Martian half rose out of his seat, but Tom struck him with his open palm and he again collapsed into it.


  “If we get out of this,” Tom told him, “I’ll swear that you stuck by me, that you still were faithful. I’ll recommend you for special privileges. Do you understand?”


  The Martian nodded.


  “If you fail me, however, I’ll finish you myself. Now start her up and get out of here. Fly straight ahead until I tell you to do something else. Remember I am right behind you at the gun controls and your life isn’t worth a plugged nickel to me.”


  The Martian kicked the starter and the rocket motors came to life. With a roar the machine shot forward, taking off easily and smoothly.


  In a few minutes the shining dome of Station Number Eight loomed on the horizon.


  As the flyer swept down over the dome, Tom saw a plane resting before one of the locks. Close beside it stood a car, which was disgorging figures clad in metal suits. Another car lumbered out of the air locks and made for the plane, upon which was emblazoned the Martian symbol. The victors were transporting their forces to the stolen plane.


  Swiftly he spun a wheel and through the range finders saw the plane outlined against the cross-hairs. But before he could touch the lever which released the heat ray, the floor tilted sickeningly beneath his feet.


  Whirling from the gun controls he leaped at the Martian.


  “Put her up,” he shouted. When his command was not obeyed he struck a single blow, knocking the pilot out of the seat.


  Through the observation window he glimpsed the ground rushing up at him. The sturdy little ship groaned in every joint as he put it up sharply, missing the ground by only a few feet. The rocket exhausts roared louder as the ship charged upward at a tremendous speed.


  The Martian lay huddled at the foot of a locker, dead to the world. Tom had not pulled the punch which had spun the helpless one out of the pilot’s chair.


  At a mile altitude Tom leveled off the ship and nosed it slightly downward. Far below him the Martian ship was taking off. Just above the horizon he glimpsed the dome of Station Nine, which he had quitted a few hours before.


  Tom again put the ship up. There was no sense in attempting to fight. He could not pilot the machine and handle the guns at the same time.


  He cursed the silent figure on the floor. If the blasted fool had only stuck to his job. Nevertheless, one could hardly blame the fellow. It wasn’t natural to fight your own. Probably, under similar circumstances, he would have done the same.


  Through a port he saw the Martian plane far behind, following rapidly. The emblem of the Earth on the nose of his machine must have been sighted.


  He went back to the controls and advanced the little plane to top speed. With his lighter load he might be able to outdistance the Martian machine.


  Over the horizon loomed the dome of Station Seven and a few minutes later Station Six swung into view. Stations Five and Four were past and the Martian plane was falling far behind.


  Another dome appeared ahead of the racing flyer. Above it hung a huge silver ship, which Tom recognized as the transport from Station One.


  As he watched, the dome, lying directly beneath the transport, crumbled, falling in upon itself, a cloud of dust rising slowly.


  The Martians, having captured the transport, were using the huge heat ray machine aboard to destroy the domes. It seemed their purpose to destroy every work of man on the planet.


  Red rage rising in him, Tom leaped to the gun controls, moved the ray nozzle to point straight down, shoved the release lever over and locked it in position.


  BACK at the pilot controls he threw the ship down in a long dive, straight over the transport. Passing directly over the ship the ray would slice it in two—halt further destruction of the domes. The ray machines on the smaller planes, he knew, were not large enough to touch the huge quartz structures.


  With the speed indicator pressed against the pin, the machine flashed down, the ray streaming beneath it.


  Tom brought the plane to an even keel and almost as the transport disappeared beneath the machine, he heard a faint click.


  Beside the gun controls stood the Martian, his hand still upon the ray lever. He supported himself by gripping the iron railing which ran around the control board. The effects of the blow had not totally left him. He was evidently still dizzy, but the half smile on his repulsive features told Tom he had reached the controls in time to save the transport.


  For a moment the two stood eye to eye, then Tom’s hand went back to the hilt of the sword and jerked the blade free. There was not a word spoken.


  At the sight of the blade in Tom’s hand, the Martian seemed to come to life. He leaped away from the gun control and ran toward the end of the ship. The Terrestrial dived after him.


  The ship tilted far to one side and both of the men lost their balance on the sloping floor. Tom, still clutching the sword, crashed solidly against the side of the hull.


  One of the locker doors on the opposite side swung open and with a clatter a varied assortment of tools hit and slid across the floor.


  Struggling to his feet, Tom worked his way up the slanting floor to the controls. Out of the corner of his eye he caught sight of the Martian huddled in one corner of the cabin.


  With his outstretched fingers almost touching the control lever, Tom turned again to look at the Martian.


  What he saw brought a scream from his lips. On his knees before one of the ports, the Martian was aiming a heavy wrench at the quartz. If that quartz were broken it meant death for both of them. With a rush the air would leave the flier and both of them would fall in their tracks.


  At the sound of the scream, the Martian turned his head and his aim was deflected. The wrench brought up with a metallic crash against the hull, missing the port by a scant inch.


  Quickly the Martian poised the wrench again and as he did so Tom hurled the sword at him. End over end the weapon flew. Its point caught the man of Mars at the base of the skull and drove deep. The Martian rolled to one end and the wrench clattered to the plates of the floor.


  Tom stared. He had not thought he would kill the man by merely throwing the weapon. It had been his intention to thwart the other in his act and then to settle with him in a hand-to-hand encounter. After all, it didn’t matter. Sooner or later one of them would have had to die. There was not room on the ship for both of them.


  He fought his way up the inclining floor to the controls. The ship, he saw, had nosed upward and was tearing spaceward. He brought it on even keel and turned it down.


  Far below him, he saw the surface of Mercury. He could plainly see the nine domed stations, but only six of the domes remained intact. To his right he could see the edge of the hot side of the planet, where molten ores bubbled eternally and lakes of melted lead sent up fumes that mingled with the low-lying gases that hung over the entire Sunward half of the planet.


  Between the twilight belt and this seething cauldron ran a low lava ridge, which rose at varying heights over the level of the molten sea. At places, Tom could see, unusual activity in the sluggish liquid metal had sent streams of it coursing out into the twilight belt, where it ran slowly for several miles before congealing. He suspected that here lay the secret of the rocky ridges, beside which he had met the two Martians.


  To his left he saw the stark frigidness of the cold side of the planet. There, chained forever as ice and frost, was the last vestige of the atmosphere and water of Mercury.


  He glanced down toward the region where the domes lay and saw that ships were rapidly taking off from Station Three. The huge transport, slower in motion than the smaller planes, was far below him and to the right.


  He grinned grimly. The planes were to attack him, and the transport, much too valuable for the Martians and Selenites to lose, was moving out of the way of chance rays.


  He would see about that.


  It was plainly up to him to destroy the transport. It was too dangerous to leave it in the hands of the mutineers. With it, they could leave Mercury. It was the only space-going ship on the planet. It had arrived only a few hours before with supplies for the stations, consisting largely of explosives to be used in the mines. He wondered if it had been unloaded.


  The planes were climbing swiftly toward him. He could see the Martian symbol, painted on the how of the foremost, flashing in the sunlight. Behind the first plane trailed at least a dozen others.


  They had gained too great an altitude for him now to attack the transport. He would have to fight his way through. He realized he must be cautious. He was fairly familiar with the operation of a ship, and in that one thing he had an advantage over the Martians and Selenites, who were rank amateurs. In all other things the enemy had the advantage. They were greater in number and each ship carried a gunner.


  Sharply he swung the ship up and locked the controls. Leaving the pilot’s chair, he moved to the gun controls. Here he moved the ray nozzle to point slightly forward and down. The three rapid fire guns he aimed straight ahead and to each control lever tied a length of copper wire. He shoved the ray control clear over and locked it in position, and trailing the copper wires in his hand went back to the pilot’s seat.


  Carefully he arranged the wires where he could grasp them at a second’s notice and then in a long loop turned the plane over and plunged down.


  To the thirteen planes pursuing him had been added several others. Only then did Tom realize the true odds against him. With the vicious heat ray streaming from the nozzle under the machine he dived with reckless speed at the attackers. Like a plummet he dropped toward the lead plane. He could plainly see one of the rapid fire guns mounted on it quivering and knew that he was under fire. So far, however, none of the atomic pellets had found their mark and he doubted if they would at that distance. The distance was great even for an experienced gunner and the Martians were far from that.


  Half a mile above the lead plane, he leveled off and went up in a great zoom to gain altitude. On altitude everything depended. So long as he could keep above his attackers, all was well; once he fell below them he was at their mercy.


  Beneath him the lead plane, caught in the Allison ray, split in two and plunged toward the surface, a mass of smoking wreckage. Another plane, its right wing seared by the ray, tottered for a moment in midair and then sideslipped, falling faster and faster, defying all the frantic efforts of its pilot to right it.


  With the rocket exhaust roaring like mad, Tom’s plane swung over on its back and nosed down again. Almost directly beneath him the Terrestrial saw three of the mutineers’ planes and jerked one of the copper wires. One of the rapid fire guns clattered viciously and one of the planes disappeared in a puff of white smoke. Tom’s hand jerked at a control and the plane protested with a groan of metal at a slight change in direction. Another plane, however, brought directly beneath the nose of the Terrestrial’s ship, also disappeared in a white cloud that slowly sifted downward.


  As Tom leveled off, one of the Martian planes turned over on its back and from its under side a ray sliced upward, but missed the Terrestrial ship by a wide margin.


  Off to the right and just over the edge of the ridge which separated the twilight belt from the hot side of the planet, Tom saw the transport hanging in all its silver bulkiness. There was not a single ship between it and him! With a catch in his breath he flung his ship down in a long dive. His heart sang exultantly as the machine screamed down on the transport.


  Those on the great ship must have noticed his maneuver, for the huge transport stirred, swinging slowly around in an attempt to escape. It was not built, however, for quick getaway. It had not a single chance to elude the lightning flier.


  Not more than a hundred feet above it, Tom drove his plane, and as he screamed over it, he swung back hard on the control lever and the little ship shrieked upward. Beneath him the transport, cleanly rayed, split in two, dropped toward the molten sea.


  Tilting the machine Tom stared down through a side observation port. He gasped in amazement and then held his breath.


  Where the transport had fallen rose a great geyser of molten ore and rock. Slowly a part of the great ridge toppled and fell. Like a monstrous tongue of flame the molten geyser curled over and poured downward, while the mighty sea of sluggish liquid rushed for the hole blown in the ridge which separated the twilight belt from the hot side of the planet. Great clouds of heavy gases rolled upward, blotting out the scene below. The planes driven by the Martians, caught in the terrible blast, were tossed about like leaves in an autumn gale and out of control, were falling back to the surface. The only thing that had saved him from a similar fate, Tom knew, was his hasty break for altitude after raying the transport.


  The transport had carried a consignment of explosives, he remembered, and had arrived only a few hours before the general mutiny. Evidently it had not been unloaded and had exploded when the disabled ship struck the bubbling sea.


  At three miles he leveled off and stared down at the surface of the twilight belt. Like a great river the molten metal was pouring through the break in the wall and was rapidly spreading over the unprotected region. Not a single plane was in the air.


  As he watched, the advancing flood struck Station Number Three and seemed to rear up to surge over it. Even from his great height he saw pitifully small figures running for their lives before the great wave. He knew that, hampered by space suits, they could not run far before being overtaken.


  Part of the wave seemed to be congealing, but even as it did so, more of the molten stream poured over it and rushed on. One tongue gradually pushed its way across the belt and stopped only a few miles short of the cold side of the planet, frozen into a solid mass by the frigid conditions on that side of Mercury.


  Tom noticed that the congealing of the metal stream was slowly backing up the outpouring of the liquid through the break in the wall. In a few hours a vast new barrier would be thrown up between the twilight belt and the bubbling ocean, but buried beneath that new barrier would be the failure of a rebellion on Mercury. The Terrestrial had proven himself master again.


  A blue light flashed on the instrument board. He reached over and plugged in a connection. He spoke into a small microphone.


  “Tom Clark, geologist of the Universal Ore Mining Company, stationed on Mercury, ready to receive,” he said.


  “Commander James Smith, of the Earth vessel, Star Ogre, speaking,” replied a faint voice, “now running near orbit of Venus. Have five ships to put down uprising on Mercury. Hold on!”


  “Send back four of your ships,” said Tom. “Only one is needed to take off survivors. The mutiny is suppressed.”


  “How many survivors?” the voice asked laconically.


  “Only one,” said Tom, “and that’s me.”


  THE END.


  THE GREAT DOME ON MERCURY


  Arthur L. Zagat


  Trapped in the great Dome, Dari valiantly defends Earth’s outpost against the bird-man of Mart and his horde of pigmy henchmen.


  DARL THOMAS mopped the streams of perspiration from his bronzed face and lean-flanked, wiry body, nude save for clinging shorts and fiber sandals. “By the whirling rings of Saturn,” he growled as he gazed disconsolately at his paper-strewn desk, “I’d like to have those directors of ITA here on Mercury for just one Earth-month. I’ll bet they wouldn’t be so particular about their quarterly reports after they’d sweated a half-ton or so of fat off their greasy bellies. ‘Fuel consumption per manhour.’ Now what in blazes does that mean? Hey, Jim!” He swiveled his chair around to the serried bank of gauge-dials that was Jim Holcomb’s especial charge, then sprang to his feet with a startled, “What’s the matter?”


  The chunky, red-haired control-man was tugging at a lever, his muscles bulging on arms and back, his face white-drawn and tense. “Look!” he grunted, and jerked a grim jaw at one of the dials. The long needle was moving rapidly to the right. “I can’t hold the air pressure!”


  “Wow, what a leak!” Dari started forward. “How’s it below, in the mine?”


  “Normal. It’s the Dome air that’s going!”


  “Shoot on the smoke and I’ll spot the hole. Quick, man!”


  “Okay!”


  Thomas’ long legs shot him out of the headquarters tent. Just beyond the entrance flap was one of the two gyrocopters used for flying within the Dome. He leaped into the cockpit and drove home the starter-piston. The flier buzzed straight up, shooting for the misted roof.


  THE Earthman fought to steady his craft against the hurricane wind, while his gray eyes swept the three-mile circle of the vault’s base. He paled as he noted the fierce speed with which the white smoke-jets were being torn from the pipe provided for just such emergencies. His glance followed the terrific rush of the vapor. Big as a man’s head, a hole glared high up on the Dome’s inner surface. Feathered wisps of tell-tale vapor whisked through it at blurring speed.


  “God, but the air’s going fast,” Dari groaned. The accident he had feared through all the months he had captained Earth’s outpost on Mercury had come at last. The Dome’s shell was pierced! A half-mile high, a mile across its circling base, the great inverted bowl was all that made it possible for man to defy the white hell of Mercury’s surface. Outside was an airless vacuum, a waste quivering under the heat of a sun thrice the size it appears from Earth. The silvered exterior of the hemisphere shot back the terrific blaze; its quartz-covered network of latticed steel inclosed the air that all beings need to sustain life.


  Dari tugged desperately at the control-stick, thrust the throttle over full measure. A little more of this swift outrush and the precious air would be gone. He caught a glimpse of the Dome floor beneath him and the shaft-door that gave entrance to the mine below. Down there, in underground tunnels whose steel-armored end-walls continued the Dome’s protection below the surface, a horde of friendly Venusians were laboring. If the leak were not stopped in a few minutes that shaft door would blow in, and the mine air would whisk through the hole in its turn. Only the Dome would remain, a vast, rounded sepulcher, hiding beneath its curve the dead bodies of three Earthmen and the silent forms of their Venusian charges.


  DARL’S great chest labored as he strove to reach the danger spot. Invisible fingers seemed to be clamped about his throat. His eyes blurred. The gyrocopter was sluggish, dipped alarmingly when it should have darted, arrow-like, to its mark. With clenched teeth, the Terrestrian forced the whirling lifting vanes to the limit of their power. They bit into the fast thinning air with a muffled whine, raised the ship by feet that should have been yards.


  By sheer will he forced his oxygen-starved faculties to function, and realized that he had reached the wall. He was drifting downward, the hole draining the Dome’s air was five feet above him, beyond his reach. The driven vanes were powerless to stem the craft’s fall.


  One wing-tip scraped interlaced steel, a horizontal girder, part of the vault’s mighty skeleton. Dari crawled along the wing, dragging with him a sheet of flexible quartzite. The metal foil sagged under him and slanted downward, trying like some animate thing to rid itself of the unwonted burden. He clutched the beam, hung by one leg and one arm as his craft slid out from beneath him. The void below dragged at him. He put forth a last tremendous spurt of effort.


  Two thousand feet below, Jim Holcomb, dizzy and gasping, manipulated the controls frenziedly, his eyes fastened on the dropping pressure-gauge. From somewhere outside the tent a dull thud sounded. “Crashed! Dari’s crashed! It’s all over!” Hope gone, only the instinct of duty held him to his post. But the gauge needle quivered, ceased its steady fall and began a slow rise. Jim stared uncomprehendingly at the dial, then, as the fact seeped in, staggered to the entrance. “That’s better, a lot better,” he exclaimed. “But, damn it, what was that crash?”


  THE headquarters tent was at one edge of the circular plain. Jim’s bleary eyes followed the springing arch of a vertical girder, up and up, to where it curved inward to the space ship landing lock that hung suspended from the center of the vaulted roof. Within that bulge, at the very apex, was the little conning-tower, with its peri-telescope, its arsenal of ray-guns and its huge beam-thrower that was the Dome’s only means of defense against an attack from space. Jim’s gaze flickered down again, wandered across the brown plain, past the long rows of canvas barracks and the derrick-like shaft-head. Hard by the further wall a crumpled white heap lay huddled.


  “My God! It was his plane!” The burly Earthman sobbed as his ten-foot leaps carried him toward the wreck.


  Dari was his friend as well as Chief, and together they had served the Interplanetary Trading Association, ITA, for years, working and fighting together in the wilds of the outer worlds. A thought struck him, even as he ran. “What in th’ name o’ Jupiter’s nine moons stopped th’ leak?” He glanced up, halted, his mouth open in amazement. “Well, I’m a four-tailed, hornheaded Plutonian if there ain’t th’ boy himself!”


  Far up in the interlaced steel of the framework, so high that to his staring comrade he seemed a naked doll, Dari stood outstretched on a level beam, his tiny arms holding a minute square against the wall. Lucky it was that he was so tall and his arms so long. For the saving plate just lapped the upper rim of the hole, and stemmed the fierce current by only a half-inch margin.


  THE throbbing atmosphere machine in the sub-surface engine-room was replacing the lost air rapidly, and now the increasing pressure was strong enough to hold the translucent sheet against the wall by its own force. Jim saw the extended arms drop away. The manikin waved down to him, then turned to the shell again, as if to examine the emergency repair. For a moment Dari stood thus, then he was running along the girder, was climbing, ape-like, along a latticed beam that curved up and in, to swing down and merge with the bulge of the air-lock’s wall.


  “Like a bloomin’ monkey! Can’t he wait till I get him down with th’ spare plane?”


  But Dari wasn’t thinking of coming down. Something he had seen through the translucent repair sheet was sending him to the lookout tower within the air-lock. Hand over hand he swung, tiny above that vast immensity of space. In his forehead a pulse still jumped as his heart hurried new oxygen to thirsty cells. He held his gaze steadily to the roof. A moment’s vertigo, a grip missed by the sixteenth of an inch, the slightest failure in the perfect team-play of eye and brain, and rippling muscle, and he would crash, a half-mile beneath, against hard rock.


  At last he reached the curving side of the landing lock. But the platform at the manhole entrance jutted diagonally below him, fifteen feet down and twelve along the bellying curve. Dari measured the angle with a glance as he hung outstretched, then his body became a human pendulum over the sheer void. Back and forth, back and forth he swung, then, suddenly, his grasp loosened and a white arc flashed through the air.


  Breathless, Jim saw the far-off figure flick across the chasm toward the jutting platform. He saw Dari strike its edge, bit his lip as his friend teetered on the rim and swayed slowly outward. Then Dari found his balance. An imperative gesture sent the watcher back to his post, his sorrel-topped head shaking slowly in wonderment.


  DARL THOMAS ran headlong up the staircase that spiralled through the dim cavern. “No mistake about it,” he muttered. “I saw something moving outside that hole. Two little leaks before, and now this big one. There’s something a lot off-color going on around here.”


  Quickly he reached the little room at the summit. He flung the canvas cover from the peri-telescope screen. Tempered by filters as it was, the blaze of light from outside hit him like a physical blow. He adjusted the aperture and bent eagerly over the view-table.


  Vacation jaunts and travel view-casts have made the moon’s landscape familiar to all. Very similar was the scene Dari scanned, save that the barren expanse, pitted and scarred like Luna’s, glowed almost liquid under the beating flame of a giant sun that flared in a black sky. Soundless, airless, lifeless, the tumbled plain stretched to a jagged horizon.


  The Earthman depressed the instrument’s eye, and the silvered outside of the Dome, aflame with intolerable light, swept on to the screen disk. The great mirror seemed alive with radiant heat as it shot back the sun’s withering darts. The torrid temperature of the oven within, unendurable save to such veterans of the far planets as Dari and Jim Holcomb, was conveyed to it through the ground itself. The direct rays of the sun, nearer by fifty million miles than it is to Earth, would have blasted them, unprotected, to flaked carbon in an eye-blink.


  An exclamation burst from Dari. A half-inch from the Dome’s blazing arc, a hundred yards in actuality, the. screen showed a black fleck, moving across the waste! Dari quickly threw in the full-power lens, and the image leaped life-size across the table. The black fleck was the shadow of a spacesuited figure that lumbered slowly through the viscous, clinging footing. How came this living form, clad in gleaming silver, out there in that blast-furnace heat? In one of the space suit’s claw-like hands a tube flashed greenly.


  DARL’S hand shot out to the trigger of the beam-thrower. Aimed by the telescope’s adjustment, the ray that could disintegrate a giant space flier utterly flared out at his finger’s pressure. Against the lambent brown a spot glowed red where the beam struck. But, warned by some uncanny prescience, the trespasser leaped aside in the instant between Thomas’ thought and act. Before Dari could aim and fire again the foe had dodged back and was protected by the curve of the Dome itself.


  Two white spots showed on either side of Dari’s nostrils. His mouth was a thin white slit, his eyes gray marbles. Standing against the wall beside him was a space suit, mirror-surfaced and double-walled against the planet’s heat. In a few moments he was encased within it, had snatched a pocket ray-gun from the long rack, and was through the door to the auxiliary air-lock. The air soughed out in response to his swift thrust at a lever, a second door opened, and he was on the outside, reeling from the blast of that inferno of light and heat.


  For a moment the Earthman was dazzled, despite the smoked quartz eye-pieces in his helmet. Then, as his eyes grew used to the glare, he saw, far below, the erect figure of the stranger. The man was standing still, waiting. His immobility, the calm confidence with which he stood there, was insolently challenging. Dari’s rage flared higher at the sight.


  SCORNING the ladder that curved along the Dome to the ground, he threw himself at the polished round side of the great hemisphere. With increasing speed he slid downward, the gleaming surface breaking only slightly the velocity of his fall. On Earth this would have been suicidal. Even here, where the pull of gravity was so much less, the feat was insanely reckless. But the heat-softened ground, the strength of his metal suit, brought Dari safely through.


  He whirled to meet the expected onslaught of the interloper. The green tube was aimed straight at him! The Earthman started to bring his own weapon up when something exploded in his brain. There was a moment of blackness; then he was again clear-minded. But he could not move—not so much as the tiny twist of his wrist that would have brought his own weapon into play.


  Frozen by this strange paralysis, Dari Thomas saw the giant figure approach. The apparition bent and slung him to its shoulder. Glowing walls rose about him, dimmed. The Terrestrian knew that he was being carried down into one of the myriad openings that honeycombed the terrain. The luminescence died; there was no longer light enough to penetrate to his helmet’s darkened goggles.


  Frantic questions surged through the captured Earthman’s mind. Who was his captor? From where, and how, had he come to Mercury? Jim, Angus McDermott, and himself were the only Terrestrians on the planet; of that he was certain. Only one or two of the reptile-skinned Venusian laborers had sufficient intelligence to manipulate a space suit, and they were unquestionably loyal.


  This individual was a giant who towered far above Dari’s own six feet. The Mercurian natives—he had seen them when ITA’s expedition had cleaned out the burrows beneath the Dome and sealed them up—were midgets, the tallest not more than two feet in height. Whatever he was, why was the stranger trying to destroy the Dome? Apparently Thomas himself was not to be killed offhand: the jolting journey was continuing interminably. With enforced patience the Earthman resigned himself to wait for the next scene in this strange drama.


  IN the headquarters tent Jim’s usual grin was absent as he moved restlessly among the switches and levers that concentrated control of all the Dome’s complex machinery. “Dari’s been gone a devilish long time,” he muttered to himself. “Here it’s almost time for shifts to change and he’s not back yet.” A bell clanged, somewhere up in the mass of cables that rose from the control board. For the next ten minutes Holcomb had no time for worry as he rapidly manipulated the innumerable wheels and handles in accord with the vari-colored lights that flickered on a huge ground-glass map of the sub-Mercurian passages. On the plain outside there was a vast rustling, a many-voiced twittering and squeaking that was not quite bird-like in tone. Through the opened tent-flap one could see the stream of Venusian workers, their work-period ended, pouring out of the shaft-head and filing between the ordered ranks of others whose labors were about to begin.


  They were queer-looking specimens, these gentle, willing allies of the Earthmen. Their home planet is a place of ever-clouded skies and constant torrential rains. And so the Venusians were amphibians, web-footed, fish-faced, their skin a green covering of horny scales that shed water and turned the sharp thorns of their native jungles. When intrepid explorers discovered in the mazes of Mercury’s spongy interior the surta that was so badly needed as a base material for synthetic food to supply Earth’s famine-threatened population, it was to these loyal and amiable beings that ITA’s engineers turned for workers who could endure the stifling heat of the underground workings.


  The tent-flap was thrust aside, and a hawk-nosed Scot came sleepily in, to be enthusiastically greeted by Jim.


  “Hello, you old Caledonian.’Bout time you showed up.”


  THE newcomer fixed the speaker with a dour gaze. “An’ why should I commence my tour o’ dooty befair the time?”


  “Because your chief, Mr. Dari Thomas, decided that he’s a filliloo bird or somethin’, flew to his little nest up top, an’ forgot to come down again.”


  “Is this ain o’ your jests, James Holcomb? I eenquire mairly that I may ken when to laugh.”


  “It’s no joke, Mac. Last I see o’ him he’s skippin’ around the roof like he has a buzzin’ propeller stuck to his shoulder blades. He lights on th’ air-lock platform, pops inside, an’ goes dead for all I know.”


  From his bony legs to his scrawny neck the Scotchman’s angular body, as nearly nude as that of the others, radiated the doubt that was expressed in every seam and wrinkle of his hatchet face.


  “That’s straight, Angus, may I kiss a pink-eared vanta if it ain’t. Here’s what happened.” The bantering grin disappeared from Jim’s countenance as he detailed the events that had preceded Dari’s vanishing. “That was two hours ago,” he concluded, “and I’ve been getting pretty uneasy about him.”


  “Why did na ye call me, so that ain o’ us micht eenvestigate?”


  “Hell. Dari wasn’t born yesterday, he can take care of himself. Besides, your last shift was pretty strenuous, an’ I thought I’d let you sleep. No tellin’ what might happen next; this forsaken place has been givin’ me the jim-jams lately.”


  “Your conseederation is touching, but—” A scratching at the door, accompanied by a high squeak, interrupted him.


  TO Jim’s shouted “Come in,” there entered a Venusian, whose red rosette fastened to the green scales of his skin marked him an overseer. In the thread-like fingers of his hand he held a time-sheet, but the nervous pulsing of his gill-membranes caused Holcomb to exclaim anxiously: “What’s wrong, Ran-los? No accident, I hope?”


  The shrill combination of squeaks and twitterings that came from the man-reptile’s toothless mouth meant nothing to the Scot, but Jim’s last service had been on Venus and he had gained a working knowledge of the language. Finally the interchange was ended, and Ran-los bowed himself out. Jim turned to his companion.


  “There’s some more queer stuff for you, Angie. Just before shift-change, Ran-los heard odd sounds from the other side of the barrier at the end of gallery M-39. Says they seemed like signals o’ some kind. He’s a wise old bird and if he’s worried about something it’s damn well worth lookin’ into. I don’t know whether to find out first what’s happened to Dari, or—” Again there was an interruption, this time from the usually silent radio-communication set in the far corner. Jim leaped to the instrument and snapped on the head-set. Angus leaned over him, watching his intent face.


  Faintly, as from an immense distance, came the thin whistle of space-radio. “S-W-A . . . S-W-A . . . S-W-A. . . .” The general attention signal for all Earth’s far-flung outposts from Jupiter to Mercury! The signal was coming from “M-I-T-A,” the Earth company’s home station on the Moon, outside the Heaviside layer. “S-W-A . . .


  S-W-A . . . M-I-T-A . . . M-I-T-A.” Again the signal rose and fell.


  JIM reached for the sending key and pounded out his acknowledgement: “K; M-E-R . . . K; M-E-R . . . K; M-E-R.” He listened again, heard Venus answer, and Jupiter. Across five hundred million miles of space IT A men were responding to the roll-call of Earth. A reminiscent smile crossed Jim’s face as he recognized the stuttering fist of Rade Perrin, on Eros. Rade always sent as if he were afraid the instrument would snap at his fingers.


  M-I-T-A was signalling again, and now came the message: “S-W-A. All trading posts, mines and colonies are warned to prepare for possible attack. The Earth Government has just announced the receipt of an ultimatum from—” A raucous howl cut across the message and drowned it out. The siren blast howled on and on, mocking Jim’s straining ears. “Well I’ll be—Interference! Deliberate blanketing! The rats! The—” He blazed into a torrent of profanity whose imaginativeness was matched only by its virulence.


  Mac was clutching his shoulder, stirred for once out of his vaunted “deegnity.”


  “What is it, mon, what is it?”


  “War, you bloody Scotchman, war! That’s what it is!”


  “War! Foosh, man, ’tis eempossible!”


  “The hell it’s impossible! Damn, and Dari not here! Take over, Mac; I’ve got to go up an’ get him!”


  IN the meantime Thomas’ helpless journey had come to an end. After an interminable descent in what to him had been pitch darkness, the giant who was carrying him halted. Dari had heard the whistling inrush of air into some lock, then the clanging of a door.


  He felt himself hurled to the ground. Fumbling hands tugged at him, drew off his space suit.


  The dim light of the cavern, as the helmet was dragged from his head, hurt Dari’s eyes. Salt sweat stung them. It was hot, hotter than the Dome, hot as it was in the surta mine, where only the nerveless Venusians could work for any length of time.


  Dari struggled to focus his eyes on a blurred blue form that towered above him. He felt sharp claws scratch at him and realized that cords were being passed around his limp body. They cut tightly into his legs and his arms. Then he was staring at a tube in the hand of his captor. Its end glowed with a brilliant purple light, and he felt a flood of reawakened energy warm him. His head jerked up, he strained against the taut, strong fibers binding him. The paralysis was gone, but he was still helpless.


  A husky, rumbling voice broke the silence. “I wouldn’t struggle, Earthman, if I were you. Even should you get free I still have my ray-tube. And my little friends would ask nothing better than your body to play with.”


  Dari writhed to a sitting posture. Now he could see his mysterious abductor clearly. This eight-foot, blue-feathered individual, with curved beak and beady eyes glittering from his naked, repulsively wrinkled head, was a Martian! Despite the human shape of his body, despite his jointed limbs and thumbed hands, this denizen of the red planet resembled a vulture far more than he did any other Earth creature.


  THE Earthman’s pride of race came to his rescue. “What’s the game?” he growled. “Looking for trouble?” There was nothing in Dari’s voice to show the fear that chilled him. Behind the Martian he could see vaguely a group of little yellow Mercurians.


  “I’ll ask all the questions here. And you’ll answer them, too, if you’re wise. Even your dull mind should comprehend that you are in my power.”


  Dari decided to proceed more cautiously. “What do you want from me?” he asked.


  “I want,” the Martian answered, “the recognition signal of Earth’s space-ships.”


  “What!” The ejaculation burst from Dari’s throat. This alien wanted the secret code, the watchword that distinguished Earth’s space ships, that gained for them free admittance to ITA’s armed posts on the outer planets! This could mean only one thing, that the long rivalry, the ancient dispute between Earth and Mars was about to flare into open war. Any friendly visit from a foreign flier would be heralded by word from M-I-T-A. Thomas’ face became a stony mask, covering the tumult of his mind.


  “You understood. I want the Earth recognition signal at once—and after that, the surrender of the Dome.” The very calmness of the husky tones was a threat.


  “Never!”


  “I warn you, Dari Thomas. It would be the better part of wisdom for you to yield willingly what I ask. You will give in eventually, and the means of persuasion I shall use will not be exactly—pleasant.”


  “You’ll get nothing from me!”


  The outlander’s lidless eyes were filmed with a gray membrane. His head thrust forward, the feathered ruff beneath it bristled. Dari braced himself to withstand the swooping pounce that seemed imminent, the slash of the sharp beak. A burring rattle broke the momentary hush. The Martian relaxed, turned to the Mercurian from whom the sound had come and replied with staccato vibrance.


  AS the cave filled with a whirring tumult Dari had a chance to examine the Mercurian natives crowding around his prostrate body. They were little yellow midgets, ranging from eighteen inches to two feet in height. Half of their small stature was taken up by snouted heads, with saucer-like, crimson eyes, and long white tusks jutting from foam-flecked mouths. The trunks were globular. The spindling legs and thin arms ended in sharp claws. There was an impression of animal ferocity about these tiny beings that stamped them as utter savages.


  His captor was; speaking to the Earthman again, his horny beak parted in what might have been a grim smile. “My friends remind me that I promised you to them. They have not forgotten how you and your fellows drove them from their burrows.”


  Dari was suddenly cold, though the sweat still streamed from his bound body. An uncontrollable shudder took him as he saw what the diminutive claws of the midgets held. While the Dome was still an unfinished framework one of the Terrestrian artisans had somehow been isolated from his fellows. Thomas had been of the party that found what was left of him, and the memory was still a throbbing nightmare.


  “Once more! Will you give me the recognition signal?”


  Dari shook his head, and prayed for sudden death. The Martian spoke to the dwarfs. They started forward, saliva drooling from their tusks. Dari gritted his teeth. He would hold out as long as was humanly possible.


  A shrill rhythmic whistle came from somewhere outside. The blue giant started and snapped something to the Mercurians. Then he turned to Dari. “I must leave you for a little while,” he said. “You have till I return to change your mind.” With a parting admonition to the savages he was gone through a side door that Thomas had not noticed before.


  GRATEFUL for the postponement, however short, of the inescapable ordeal, Dari took stock of his situation. He lay, firmly bound, on the gritty rock floor of a low-ceiled cave about twelve feet square. In one wall was a door of red metal. The portal through which the Martian had vanished was next to it. Dari repressed an exclamation when he saw the opposite wall. It was of solid metal, bluishly iridescent. That was beryllium steel, the alloy from which the barriers at the terminals of the surta mine were fashioned. He forced his head higher. There were the marks of the jointures, the weldings that he himself had made.


  The discovery seemed only to emphasize the helplessness of his predicament. His faithful Venusians, Ran-los, Ta-ira, and the rest were just on the other side of the three-inch plate of toughened steel. Three inches—yet it might have been as many hundred miles for all the help they could give him.


  The yellow pigmies were circling in a macabre dance, their crimson eyes turned always toward him, hate glowing from their crawling depths. The whistle beyond changed in character. Dari recognized it. It was a Martian space-radio, the code of which Earth scientists had never been able to decipher. The Mercurian circle tightened, the fetid smell of the dwarfs was overpowering. Low at first, then louder and louder came the rattling cacophony of their chant. It filled the confined space with an overpowering clamor.


  Dari writhed again, rolling over and over till he had reached the barrier. The pigmies gave way before him; evidently they had been warned to keep their claws off. With his insteps Thomas could reach the helmet of his space suit, where it had been dropped against the wall. He drove it against the metal and the clangor of its striking reverberated through the chamber. Dari managed to regulate the sound. He was now hammering out double knocks, long and short, spaced in the dots and dashes of the Morse code. “H-E-L-P D-A-R-L H-E-L-P D-A-R-L H-E-L-P . . .” It was like some scene out of a madman’s dream, this dim-lit cavern with its circling, dancing pigmies, the human figure lying sidewise on the ground, the rattling, savage chant and the metallic tattoo of Dari’s hopeless message. A diabolic orgy of weird sound and crisscrossing shadows.


  IT seemed hours that he pounded the helmet against the wall, hoping that the sound of it would be audible above the clamor of the midgets. His knees and hips were aching and numb, his leg ripped almost to the bone by the sharp edges of the jagged floor. A sudden thought struck him. The fiber thongs that bound him were also rubbing against the rock. His flesh was terribly torn. Perhaps the thongs, too, had been frayed, weakened by the long continued friction.


  He stopped the pounding signals and began to force his knees apart with all the power of his burly calves. The cords cut into his bulging muscles, cut into and through his skin. The veins stood out on his forehead, his neck was a corded pillar, his teeth bit through his lip as he stifled a scream of pain. Then, startlingly, the fibers snapped. His legs at least were free! He could fight, die fighting, and take these others with him into oblivion!


  Dari leaped to his feet. Before the astounded natives realized what was up he was charging into their circle. A well aimed kick sent one crashing against the further wall. Another crunched against the rock. Then they were on him, a frothing wave of tiny furies. A score or more, they swarmed over him as a pack of African wild dogs swarms over a huge water-buffalo marked for the kill. Their claws scratched and tore, their sharp fangs stabbed into his flesh. His arms were still tightly bound to his sides, and he lashed out with his sandaled feet, swung his shoulders like battering rams, whirled in a dervish dance. Their brittle bones cracked under his hammer blows. They dropped from him like squashed flies. But, small as they were, he was terrifically outnumbered. By sheer weight of numbers they dragged him down, and piled on top of him as he lay, quivering and half-conscious, on the blood-soaked floor.


  THROUGH the blackness that welled and burst in his brain, one thought held. He had fooled the Martian, for in another instant the enraged savages would kill him and the password to Earth’s outposts would be safe. Already he felt their fangs at his throat.


  A whirring rattle cut through the turmoil like a whip-lash, and the heap of pigmies swiftly scattered. The man-bird from Mars was in the room. To Dari he was a blurred blueness from which glittered those two jet beads of eyes. As from a distance he heard a rumble, its meaning beating dully to him. “Not so easy, Thomas, not so easy. I want that signal, and by Tana, I’m going to have it.”


  The Earthman felt a current of cooler air. Instinctively he drew it into his lungs. It swept him up from the blackness that was closing in about him, brought him back to consciousness and despair. The chattering Mercurians crowded round to commence their interrupted orgy. “For the last time, Earthman, will you talk?”


  Dari shook his head weakly and closed his eyes. In a moment—


  Suddenly there was a crash of metal on metal. Another! The clangor of falling steel. Now someone was shouting, “Dari, Dari, are you alive?” All about him were shrill twitterings, squeaking calls, squeals and scutterings. Dari’s nostrils stung with the odor of burned flesh. A door slammed. . . .


  He opened his eyes on a confused riot, saw Jim crouched, flashing ray-gun in hand. There was a hole in the barrier, and a mob of green-scaled Venusians were crowding through. Jim’s ray caught the last Mercurian and the dwarf vanished in a cloud of acrid, greasy smoke.


  “Thank God you’ve come!” Dari managed to gasp. Then cool blackness closed around him.


  DARL THOMAS lay on a cot in the headquarters tent, swathed from head to foot in an inch-thick wrapping of bandages. Jim’s theory was that if one bandage was good, two were better, and he had cleaned out the post’s slender stock. The red-haired Earthman was seated at the cot’s side, watching the taciturn Scot operating the control board. He was telling Dari of the stirring message from M-I-T-A, and of the blanketing interference that marred the completion of the message.


  “I didn’t know what to do first,” he continued, “whether to go down below and find out what Ran-los was battin’ about, or shoot up to you in the connin’ tower with the message. Like the thick-head I am, I picked the wrong thing. I sure got the gimmicks when I found the look-out empty, an’ a space suit an’ ray-gun gone.” Jim grinned mirthlessly. “I was runnin’ around in circles. You were outside, God alone knows how long. Believe me, I had you crossed off the list! That left two of us. With a war on, somebody had to stand guard in the look-out, the control board here had to be watched, an’ somebody else had to get below.


  “I was just tryin’ to figure out a way o’ cuttin’ myself in half when I thought o’ Ran-los. For a Weenie he’s got a heck of a lot of sense. I zoomed down, hauled him out o’ his bunk, scooted back up, showed him how to work the peri-telescope an’ the big beam-thrower, an’ left him there on guard.”


  “Best thing you could have done.” Dari’s voice was muffled by the bandages in which his head, as well as the rest of his body, was swathed. “He’s got a head on his shoulders, that bird.”


  “Somethin’ told me to take a ray-gun down in the mine with me. I was just steppin’ out o’ the elevator when I caught your last signal; L-P D-A-R-L was all I got, but it was enough. How you ever got the other side of the barrier had me wingin’, but you were there right enough, and yellin’ for help. Ran-los had been doin’ some repairs on a head support an’ his weldin’ machine was still there. Takin’ an awful chance on there bein’ air on the other side, I butted it up against the wall, shot the flame against the steel, and when she was soft enough had some of the Weenies smash her in with sledge-hammers. First thing I see is you, stretched out in a pool o’ blood, with a couple of those yellow imps just gettin’ to work on you. I clipped them first—that gave the Martian a chance to get away. An’ then—well, you know the rest.”


  “I OWE you one for that, Jim. Too bad, though, the big fellow escaped; we’ll hear from him again, or I don’t know the breed.


  Wonder how he got on the planet.”


  “The sucker must ’a’ stowed away on the last recruit ship from Venus, slipped in a case o’ tools or somethin’. Mars has labor agents there, too, you know, for their farms on Ganymede.”


  “Possibly. He knew my name, and that I was chief here. He’s rigged up an air-lock out there, though I can’t figure out how he gets the air.”


  “That’s easy. While I was repairin’ the barrier I found a pipe runnin’ through. He’s been stealin’ ours. Which, by the same token, is why he was punchin’ holes in the Dome rather than down below, where he would have been safer from discovery.”


  “So that’s it. Get anything more on the space-radio?”


  “Nope. Angus has kept the ear-laps on, but the ether is still jammed. Hey, what’re you up to?” Dari was swinging his bandaged body up from the cot that had been set up in the headquarters tent at his insistence. “Can’t lie on my back,” he panted, “with that devil loose on the planet. Lord knows what he’s up to now. We’re short-handed enough as it is.”


  He rose to his feet, staggering with weakness and loss of blood. But his indomitable will drove him on. “I’ll take over the control board. Send Angus up to relieve Ran-los, and you get below and speed up production. Earth will need double quantities of surta for food, now that there’s a war on.”


  JIM turned to convey the order to the Scot, but he whirled to the tent-flap instead as a riot of sound exploded outside. He tore aside the canvas, and now there was a burst of shrill, frightened Venusian cries and a deeper, rattling chorus. Out on the Dome floor, pouring from the shaft-head in a panic torrent, came the Venusians.


  And among them, leaping, slashing, dragging them down, were countless little yellow men, their fangs and tusks and curving claws crimson with the blood of their victims.


  “Dari, Mac, they’ve broken through! The Mercs have broken through!” The brown plain was a blood-spattered battlefield. Here and there little groups of the green men, braver than the rest, fought with spanner and hammer and whatever improvised weapon they may have found. “Come on, give ’em hell!” The three Earthmen dashed out, weapons in hand. But friend and foe were so intermingled that they could not use the devastating ray of their hand-guns. The fighting Venusians were vanishing under a tossing sea of yellow imps. And still the dwarfs poured forth from the mine entrance.


  A blue form towered, far back, where all green had vanished, and only Mercurians were left. The Martian’s beak opened in a rattling call. A group of hundreds of pigmies suddenly left the main fight, and came forward with short, swift steps. They dashed straight for the Earth trio and cut them off from the Venusians they were running to aid.


  SIDE by side the three fought.


  Their weapons grew hot in their hands as the beams cut great swaths in the seething ranks. The attackers halted, gave back, then surged forward again as the roar of their alien commander lashed them on.


  The Earthman faced the frenzied throng. A cleared circle was still around them. Beyond, the Venusians were all down. The Mercurian mob was closing in, the Terrestrians’ rays had lost half their range. In moments now the ray-guns would be exhausted.


  “The plane!” Dari shouted. “Back to the plane, it’s our only chance.” The gyrocopter that could carry them aloft, out of the rout, was fifty feet away. They fought through to it and reached it just as the last faint charge flashed from Mac’s tube. Jim was at the controls, Dari smashed his useless projector into the chattering face of a dwarf that had leaped on the Scot’s shoulders and dragged Angus into the cockpit.


  The overloaded flier zoomed to the landing at the lofty airlock’s manhole and hovered as Dari and Angus slipped home the hooks that held it to the platform. “The spy has the Dome,” Jim grunted, “but by God, he hasn’t got us. We’ll be safe in the lock, up here, till help comes. And then—”


  “Safe is it?” Angus broke in. “Mon, luik ye what those bairns fra hell are up to the noo.”


  A yellow tide was rising about the base of each of the latticed steel arches that vaulted to the Earthmen’s refuge. On every side the dwarfs were climbing, were swarming up the walls in numbers so great that they concealed the metal beneath. Up, up they came, slowly but surely. And right in the center of the plain, ankle-deep in the torn fragments of the murdered Venusians, was the Martian, directing the attack.


  JIM groaned. “I might’ve known he’d never let us get away. It’s slow bells for us, I guess. Hey, where’s Dari?”


  “Gone weethip. No, guid losh, he’s here!”


  Dari appeared, his features pale and drawn, carrying an armful of ray-guns. “Grab these,” he snapped, “We’re not licked yet.”


  “Licked, hell!” Jim’s roar reverberated. “We’ve just begun to fight!” The Scot was silent, but the battle light shone in his eyes. In another moment the Terrestrians were kneeling, were raking the roof girders as the mounting Mercurians came within range. Each had two ray-guns in his hands, and a little pile of extra tubes beside him. They fought silently, wasting not a single blast.


  Six white rays flamed through the misty, humid air, and striking the teeming girders, swept them clean. A greasy, horrible smoke cloud gathered along the shell and drifted slowly down, till the concrete blocks from which the steel framework sprang were hidden in a black pall. Fighters, these three, true ITA men who had left memories of their battle-prowess on more than one wild planet! Gaunt-bodied, demi-gods of war, they hurled crackling bolts of destruction from their perch at the Dome top. By hundreds, by thousands, the Mercurian pigmies vanished in dark vapor, or plunged, blackened corpses, into the fog that billowed below.


  One by one the tubes were discharged and tossed down at the seething mob. The heaped weapons dwindled, and still the climbing hordes renewed themselves, came on in endless mounting streams to sure destruction. The open tunnel vomited forth a torrent of gibbering dwarfs. From the uttermost burrows of the planet the pigmies were flooding in at the call of the Martian who stood scatheless beneath and lashed them on with the strange dominance he held over them. The Earthmen fought on, endlessly, till they were sick of killing, nauseated with slaughter. And still the snouted, red-eyed imps came on.


  JIM snatched up his last two ray-guns. Out of the corner of his eye he noted that Dari was using but one, the other, his last, was thrust into the chief’s belt. He wondered at this, but a new spurt of yellow above the oily fog wiped the question from his lips. “Swallow that, you filthy lice! Hope you like the way it tastes!” His guns spouted death.


  “I’m through!” The call came at last from McDermott. “Me too!” Jim Holcomb hurled his final, futile tubes down at the blue figure of the Mars man. A moment’s hush held the trio. Then Jim flexed his great hands. “Well, these’ll take care of a couple more o’ them before I check in.”


  “No you don’t,” Dari barked, his face a graven image. “Inside with you. The lock will hold ’em off.”


  “Yeah? Look.”


  Thomas swung in the direction Jim was pointing. Rising above the murk, something glinted in the pale light. On the furthest upright a clumped group of climbing savages were struggling to drag up one of the welding machines, a long black hose snaking from its cylindrical bulk.


  “They’ll cut through the steel in fifteen minutes with that. The bloody bugger ain’t missin’ a trick.”


  “Inside, I tell you.” Dari’s crisp tone of command brooked no denial. The three crowded into the cool recesses of the manmade aerie. Angus slammed the steel door shut. Even if by some miracle the Dome wall should be pierced and the air in the main vault dissipated into outer space, this air-tight compartment hung from the hemisphere’s roof would remain, a last refuge, till the atmosphere within had become poisonous through the Earthmen’s slow breathing. But the Martian had anticipated Dari’s final move. The oxy-hydrogen jet of the welding machine the dwarfs were hoisting would make short work of their final defense.


  FROM the conning-tower above Ran-los called excitedly. Through all the long battle the Venusian had remained steadfast at the peri-telescope scanning the vacant terrain outside, and the heavens. As Dari and Jim dashed for the stairs Mac ran after them, crying out, “What did he say, mon?”


  “Space ship in sight,” Dari flung over his shoulder as he reached the upper landing.


  “Praise be! Noo the hay than weel get his desairts!”


  “Yeah, maybe—if it’s an Earth ship. But we won’t be here to see it.”


  Jim’s red head was bending over the peri-telescope view-screen. “She’s still thirty thousand miles away. Give her a speed of fifteen per second—she’ll have to slow up to land, can’t make it under forty-five minutes. By then we’ll be in little pieces. It took me ten minutes to burn through the barrier when I rescued Dari, and it won’t take the Mercs any longer to get at us.”


  Dari was very sober as he looked on with narrowed eyes. Against a background of velvet black, gold spangled, the slim space-traveler showed. The sun’s rays caught her, and she was a tiny silver fish in the boundless void.


  “Luik ye, mon, luik ye!” Angus, fairly dancing with excitement, elbowed Dari aside. “She’s from Airth, richt enow!” At the nose of the oncoming flier a rapid succession of colored lights had flashed, the recognition signal that should give her safe access to the Dome. Again there was a coruscation of coded flashes. “She’s a battle cruiser, what’s mair!” the Scot exclaimed.


  DARL sprang to the keyboard that manipulated the signal lights from the Dome’s roof. “No use,” he said, after a short while. “The Martian has cut off the current from the dynamos. I can’t warn the ship.” He made a hopeless gesture.


  Jim looked at him wonderingly. “Warn ’em? What for? Even if we are all dead when she reaches here, at least she’ll clean up the Mercs, and retake the Dome for Earth.”


  “Don’t you see it? When the Mars man has once blasted his way in here and disposed of us, he’ll be ready for the space ship. Her captain can’t suspect anything wrong. He must have left Earth at the time of the ultimatum, and would easily get here before any ship could be sent out from Mars. He’ll come on till he’s within range of the beam-thrower, and the Martian will aim, press the trigger and the Earth ship and her crew of a half a thousand brave lads will be stardust.”


  “Oh God!” Jim was white-faced. “Isn’t there anything we can do? Maybe if he doesn’t get our all-clear signal he’ll sheer off.” This was clutching at straws.


  “Why should he? He must know how short-handed we are, and will simply think we’re not on watch, or that our signal lights are out of order. Matter of fact, if he were at all suspicious he should be altering his course right now—and he hasn’t. Look.”


  Seemingly motionless, but really splitting the ether with terrific speed, the warship was coming straight on to garrison the beleagued post. She had never wavered from her straight course for the Dome. The little group was silent, watching the help that was coming at last, coming too late.


  FROM below there came a thunder of sound. Jim slid down the stairs. An irregular disk on the wall was glowing cherry-red from the heat of the blow-torch without, and the metal was quivering under the Mercurian’s sledge-hammer blows. “Dari’s right,” he almost sobbed as he gazed helplessly. “They’ll be through in no time. The Dome’s gone, we’re gone, the space ship’s gone!”


  “Let me pass, Jim.” Thomas’ quiet voice sounded behind him. Holcomb turned. His leader was in a space suit, the helmet still unfastened.


  “Blazes! Where the devil are you going?”


  “Here, cover me with this till I reach the gyrocopter, then get back quick, and seal the air-lock.” Dari thrust into Jim’s hand the ray-gun he had previously reserved. “There’s only one way to kill off the Martian and his mob. I’m taking it.”


  Suddenly Jim Holcomb understood. “No, Dari, no—you can’t do it! Not you! Let me go! I’m just a dumbhead. Let me go!”


  “Thanks, Jimmy, but it’s my place.” Dari’s voice was low, and very calm. “I was in charge, and I lost the Dome. If I can save the boys on the ship, and you two, it’s the least I can do. Good-by, old man. Give my regards to Earth.”


  Thomas’ face was gray-white. The thick bandages that still swathed him, Jim glimpsed them through the open neckpiece of the suit, gave him the semblance of a mummy. The helmet clicked shut. Swallowing a lump that rose in his throat, Jim pulled open the door. A wave of Mercurians surged in, to be seared into nothingness by his weapon. He was in the doorway, his ray sweeping the platform clear.


  Dari was out now, stepping into the flier that still hung by its hooked moorings. Jim caught a flash of blue and looked up. The Martian was hanging to a girder just above, his green tube pointing straight at Dari. A white ray spurted from Jim’s gun. The Martian’s weapon and the hand that held it vanished in the sizzling blast. The plane was loose! Jim leaped inside the air-lock, slammed the steel door shut, clamped it, and sprang for the quartz peer-hole.


  DARL’S gyrocopter was diving on a long slant for the Dome wall. Faster and faster it went, till all Jim could see was a white streak in the smoky dimness. And now he could see the vast interior, the teeming plain, the dwarf-festooned girders and roof-beams. He stood rigid, waiting breathlessly. Then the plane struck—fair in the center of a great panel of quartz. The wall exploded in a burst of flying, shattered splinters. A deafening crash rocked the Dome.


  Jim clung to his port-hole, tears rolling down his cheeks, unashamed. The plane, and Dari, vanished. Jim saw the black smoke masses whirl through the jagged hole in the Dome’s wall as the air burst out in a cyclonic gust. He saw the vast space filled with falling Mercurians, saw a blue form plunge down and crash far below. He knew that in all that huge hemisphere, and in the burrows beneath it, there was no life save himself, and Angus, and the faithful Ran-los. For only in this compartment that clung to the roof of the Dome was there left air to breathe. And, from the void beyond, the silver space ship sped on toward Mercury, sped on to a safe landing that, but for Dari Thomas’s sacrifice, would have been her doom. . . .


  Guided by Jim and Angus, a party of men from the battle flier, equipped with oxygen respirators, went to the aid of Dari. They dug him out from under his crumpled plane and the piled splinters of quartz. His metal was dented and twisted, but unpierced. They carried him tenderly to the space ship, and carefully set him down. The ship’s physician listened long with his stethoscope, then looked up and smiled.


  “He’s alive,” the doctor said, “just barely alive. The thick padding of bandages must have saved him from the full shock of the crash. They’re hard to kill, these ITA men. I’ll be able to bring him around, God willing.”


  THE MENACE FROM MERCURY


  John Michel and Raymond Z. Gallun


  TODAY the university student does not feel his education complete unless he travels to other lands and observes peoples, cities and customs different from our own. Why not then, when interplanetary travel has become a reality, the “interstellar tourist cruise.” Young men fresh from schools will taste of the vastness of space, and the far reaches of the sun’s domains.


  But these youngsters must not expect such cruises to all be picnics. No matter how well explored the sun’s planets, there will always be mysterious beings, mysterious forces, and strange events to add the flavor of danger to such interstellar tours.


  On the surface of sun-baked Mercury, the nearest and the most eccentric child of the sun, this story is laid. It is prophetic for its vision of what the tourist of the future might expect.


  CLIVE TORRENCE sauntered leisurely along the enclosed promenade deck of the space liner, Thelon. His big, well-proportioned body moved forward with a studied, lazy grace. Clive was happy, for he was free.


  He had been granted a two month’s leave from his post as engineer in the iridium mines of Neptune’s satellite, and had promptly come sunward, for he was sick of the dark and cold and loneliness of that far-flung outpost of the solar system. He hated the owl-eyed men who had been under his direction. And in return they had hated him, not because he was unnecessarily cruel, but because he was a native of the imperialistic inner planets. On two occasions only the quick use of a ray pistol and a heavy lash had saved him from death at their hands. He could forget that life now—for two months—two months!


  Arriving on Earth he had immediately booked passage on the Thelon, which was going on a sight-seeing cruise around the sun. His decision was based partly on impulse; Clive liked to give his impulses free rein, for this would aid him in convincing himself that his freedom was real. Another reason was that the Thelon was under the command of one Pakoh, an odd little Martian with whom Clive had become intimate during a year of study spent at Oktool, Mars.


  Now there was an unmistakable feeling of tension aboard the Thelon. The passengers, for the most part college students of Earth, taking their first vacation trip out into space, lined the broad, quartz glass observation bays of the promenade. Their youthful, fun-loving vivacity seemed strangely subdued. Only an occasional low and rather perfunctory laugh at some light joke told of their attempts to remain carefree. Their expectant attention seemed riveted searchingly on the void. True—there was nothing unusual to see—only unwinking stars, and blackness.


  However, something definitely unusual had been seen, and it might appear again.


  All that had been learned of it in the brief moment that it was visible, was that it was round and large and alien, and moved with darting flitting movements. Its aspect seemed definitely sinister but this might be only because it was a mystery. And there was a rumor around that certain radio messages had been received by the ship.


  Clive Torrence did not share the fears of his young fellow passengers, for, not without reason, he looked upon himself as a hardened and experienced adventurer.


  His apparently pointless stroll had a definite objective. Without haste he threaded his way through the modernistically dressed throng, now and then nodding and smiling to an individual with whom he was already slightly acquainted. He came at last to a short spiral stairway, at the foot of which stood an officer clad in a white uniform. This man, an Earthman as were most of the crew, already knew of Clive’s relationship to the Thelon’s captain.


  “The Chief’s been wondering when you would appear, Torrence,” he said with an attempt at lightness. “Go on up. He has news for you.”


  “I hope it’s bad,” Clive replied with an unaffected chuckle of pleasure. He was thoroughly enjoying the little mystery which seemed to have everybody so buffaloed.


  Ascending the spiral, Torrence entered the airy coolness of the control room. It was a place of perfect order, and yet of bewildering complexity. Its white walls, tinted softly by the green rays of an illuminator set in the ceiling, were lined with levers and gauges, and television panels that gave views of surrounding space in all directions. A few glass globes glowed eerily among spidery mazes of metal cables.


  When Clive made his quiet entrance, the tiny Martian captain’s back was toward him.


  Apparently unnoticed, Clive watched Pakoh. On the Earthman’s face there was a strangely mixed expression; part sly amusement, part puzzlement, part awe. Pakoh was barely four feet tall. The breech clout of fine-spun metal cloth which he wore, left most of his gnarled and dried physique revealed.


  To look at him as he worked over his mechanisms, darting from this instrument to that, turning dials and adjusting levers with quick efficiency, made one think of things—of the shuttle of a busy loom, of waterless deserts beneath a hot though shrunken sun, of something ancient, unknowable, and all-wise—like the Sphinx.


  Pakoh was close to three hundred Earth years old, which is middle age by Martian standards. The skin of his thin limbs and expanded torso was brown and wrinkled, and was scarred by acid burns of an accident which had happened years ago. He seemed like a battered and hideous antique doll, or like a bit of dried and crumpled leather such as one might find in the dusty corner of a tomb.


  TORRENCE reflected that there were things about Pakoh, and all his kind, that were perhaps too simple to understand. That silly little round cap he was wearing, for instance. It covered barely a square inch of his bald pate, and certainly served no sensible purpose, yet Pakoh would sooner go among bloodthirsty savages unarmed than be without that diminutive, and thoroughly impractical piece of headgear.


  Without turning to look, yet evidently well aware of the identity of the person who had entered his sanctuary, Pakoh spoke. His words were English, and his voice was high, piping, and sibilant. “You have finished your little nap, Clive Torrence?” he asked. “I would have sent for you, only you sleep so sound, so like a baby, so lurrane (a caressing, exotic trill to the Martian word) that I have not the heart to wake you.”


  Amused as he always was at his small friend’s quaint speech, Torrence laughed lightly. “You needn’t have been so considerate of me, Gnome,” he told him. (There was no disrespect in the nickname by which he commonly addressed Pakoh.) “But what’s it all about anyway? Drayden said that you had learned something new. If so, out with it!”


  Pakoh remained silent for a moment while he made some final adjustments of the controlling machinery. The ship lurched, seemed to change its course slightly, and the sound of the rockets, coming distantly from the rear, rose and fell. Then it settled down to an even hypnotic purr. There was a slight pressure of acceleration. A red signal light glowed on a control panel, and Pakoh moved a switch. Satisfied, he turned to the Earthman.


  Pakoh’s pinched and wizened face was as ridiculously serious as that of a small monkey. “Queer lights are seen on dark side of Mercury,” he said. “They flicker, go out, burn again. The Thelon is nearest to Mercury and I am ordered by radio to investigate. So we go; arrive in six hours. You would see lights?”


  Without waiting for an answer the Martian strode to a television panel which was connected by a cable to the receptive “eye” or retina of a telescope that was situated in a glass-roofed chamber far overhead. The telescope could be moved on its mountings, and focussed, by remote control from the brain center of the craft. Pakoh turned dials questingly, and after a few seconds a thin yellow crescent emerged from the blurred glow that had clouded the view panel. By the simple pressing of a small switch the Martian set in operation the apparatus which radioed the pictures out into space so that they could be picked up at all points within the orbit of Jupiter.


  The two watched the darkened portion of Mercury for a considerable time before they detected anything unusual. Then, suddenly, midway between the limbs of the crescent, a tiny point of white light appeared. Very slowly it grew, seemed to spurt and plume upward. For perhaps fifteen minutes it continued to expand, then gradually the light dimmed, became a cloudy red and faded out entirely.


  Torrence and the Martian exchanged puzzled glances. “What can it be, Gnome?” the former asked. “Volcanic action of some kind?” His voice was hushed and husky with suppressed excitement.


  “No,” replied the Martian, “Mercury is nearly dead world. Internal fires turned cold ages ago.”


  “Then a space ship is wrecked there!” Clive cried eagerly. “Its crew is trying to signal for help! They are burning their rocket fuel!”


  The diminutive captain shook his round head. “Not possible. Spectrum analysis does not bear out. Shows presence of vaporized iron and helium gas, not carbon, hydrogen and oxygen as in rocket fuels.”


  “Then what explanation is there?”


  A slow elfin smile crossed Pakoh’s wrinkled brown face. “The gods, the imps, the Payanu of space are at work there, maybe,” he lisped cryptically. “Short time ago round thing come—maybe that is one of them.”


  “Rot!” the Earthman spat.


  Clive Torrence had a wholesome respect for Pakoh’s scientific knowledge, which was certainly infinitely greater than his own, yet apparently there were odd superstitious quirks in the tiny man’s unfathomable mind. “Apparently” here, is a very necessary adverb, for it was hard to tell whether any Martian, and especially Pakoh really thought or believed a thing, or merely pretended to believe it.


  Quite absently Pakoh had taken from a pouch at his waist a simple toy which he always carried. It consisted of a small flattened spool made of a very heavy metal. About the spindle of the spool was wrapped several yards of fine flexible wire, one end of which was firmly fixed to the spindle. In appearance and function the device was similar to the “jo-jo” toys with which Earth children of the first half of the twentieth century had played.


  Following habit, and scarcely aware that he did it, for his mind was focussed on the problem of the lights on Mercury, Pakoh grasped the free end of the wire attached to his toy, and with a careless but precise jerk of his wrist, sent the heavy spool spinning out to one side. Like a darting serpent’s tongue it flashed to the end of its tether, and by its rapid rotation rewound the wire and leaped back to his hand, only to be hurled out again in another direction.


  PAKOH was prompted to play with his toy at such moments of his life which were comparable with those of a pondering business man or official of Earth, when he drums absently on his desk with his fingers. The little Martian’s skill with the jo-jo was as superb as it was apparently pointless.


  Clive Torrence scarcely noticed his friend’s eccentric way of registering puzzlement and deep thought now, so used was he to it. However, in the past he had often wondered about the toy. Had Pakoh permitted it he would have liked to examine closely the heavy spool on which strange characters were engraved. Around the edges were sharp grooved spikes which suggested that it had a purpose more sinister than that of a mere play. “Nothing to do but wait and see,” Pakoh said after a long pause. “I have ordered men to keep a close lookout for round things. We will watch Mercury. Meanwhile you will have some games of theld with me?”


  The Earthman nodded, grinning tolerantly. Pakoh touched a lever, and in response a small table folded out of an unencumbered portion of the wall. From a closet the Martian produced two stools, a square board, the upper surface of which was painted with various colored and various shaped trapezoids, and a box full of queer, irregularly formed pieces of bone and polished hardwood.


  Three hours passed during which the incongruous pair played five games of the involved and tedious theld of old Mars. Quite naturally Torrence lost them all. His skill was decidedly inferior, but that was not the only reason.


  His eyes kept roving to the television view panel where the sword of yellow light that was Mercury constantly increased in size. Within the hollow of the crescent those unknown and unexplainable blots of fire waxed and waned.


  Clive was conscious of a peculiar creepy, chilly feeling along his spine. It wasn’t fear, and in a way it was pleasant, but Clive had his misgivings. Those lights—what did they mean? The adventure into which chance had thrown him was taking hold at last. Personally he wanted to see it through, but how about the passengers?


  He broke in on a complicated train of thought which presently would produce a move that would win another game of theld for Pakoh. “Listen to me, Gnome,” he said earnestly, “Do you think we have a right to take this ship toward Mercury with all those young people on board? For all we know there might be—well, something really dangerous ahead of us.”


  Pakoh looked up, and then chuckled shortly. “Officials of Earth Government order me, and I must obey,” he piped. “Besides, what is there to fear? The Thelon is very fast, and we are armed—heavy calibre ray gun forward and aft to protect against such men and such things as are not good. The children? They love our little experience.”


  “I suppose you’re right,” Torrence said, staring at the theld pieces. Inwardly he told himself that the present situation might develop dangers with which great speed and powerful armament could not cope.


  “It is time to give view screen and controls all our attention, Pakoh stated while he fumbled to put the theld paraphernalia away. “First we will have Cheka bring us food.”


  And so the Thelon hurtled on toward its goal. Gradually the sun, fiery white among the stars, like a gigantic electric arc, and ringed by the feathery frost-work of its corona, grew in size. Its radiations became more and more intense.


  With the same, half eager, half fearful expectancy which had characterized them before, the passengers watched the void. And on distant worlds other eyes were staring at the view plates of radio-vision sets that picked up and assembled etheric impulses which were coming from the Thelon. News of the mysterious lights and the alien sphere had traveled quickly. Many space ships were moving sunward.


  From the decks of the Thelon Mercury was now visible as a large crescent which was growing rapidly.


  Another half-hour slipped by. The liner was cruising barely five miles above a lightless landscape—that hemisphere of the innermost of the sun’s children that is forever hidden from the sun. The ship’s rocket streams had died down to a mere wispy purple glow. All her illuminators, with the exception of those that were absolutely needed had been extinguished. Cautiously, and almost as inconspicuously as a ghost of darkness, the Thelon edged forward.


  Ahead, a white glow presently appeared over the serrated horizon. It brightened as the vessel advanced, and a broad, crater-like valley came into view. There was activity here, and light. Myriad specks of white flame shone up against the rough, volcanic ground.


  CHAPTER II


  “Trapped by their own Creation!”


  TORRENCE was speaking into a telephone. “We are reasonably safe from detection here, Benz,” he was saying. “Keep planetary stations informed of the progress of things. Report important messages and developments here to the control room. O.K.”


  Quickly he made a new connection on the switchboard, and spoke again: “Stand by your ray guns ready for action, but do not make any unnecessary moves.”


  Slamming down the instrument he turned to the panel on which was visible the shifting picture of the flame-lit valley. Pakoh was at his side. Again he was toying absently with that jo-jo of his. Torrence manipulated a dial and the details of the weird scene were enlarged, seemed to hurtle toward them. It was as though they were standing at the very brink of the valley.


  The thing which first claimed their attention was a gigantic cone of glossy black which reared fully half a mile above the floor of the crater-like depression. Inky highlights were reflected from its smooth sides near its base, then, for a considerable distance upward its strange form was only dimly outlined in the darkness. From its truncated summit, which evidently had a large chimneylike opening, a faint cloud of emberous red vapor poured. Around the base of the cone, and a little distance from it, perhaps a score of large spheres were dimly visible. They looked like some kind of space vehicles.


  About these, strange shapes moved leisurely—machine shapes—fantastic shapes. They differed from one another considerably, yet all had spidery, many-jointed limbs, and each carried at some point on its anatomy, a round globe that gave a soft, silvery radiance.


  Were these really sentient mechanisms, with minds and wills of their own, or were they merely intricate tools by which some unknown intelligence perhaps hidden in the globular space cars accomplished their desires? There was no way of telling.


  “Imps, gods, Payanu of space,” Pakoh twittered softly. “Have I not said it?” His eyes were almost lambent with the excitement of discovery.


  “But where did they come from?” Torrence demanded. “Except for a few human explorers, nothing that lives or moves has been on Mercury for ages certainly.”


  “Where? Both easy and hard to guess,” Pakoh told him. “The void is wide and deep—so deep that you could take a rod, a million, a billion, a trillion light years long, and thrust it wherever you please; still you would not touch bottom. From anywhere in all infinity, they may have come. Who knows?”


  “And their motives?” Clive persisted.


  Pakoh shrugged his slight shoulders. “To explore? To study? To conquer? Cannot tell. Maybe anything.”


  As they continued to watch, something shadowy moved up the side of the great cone. Arriving at the truncated summit where the luminous pall of vapor hung, it became clearly visible—a sort of elevator dump car loaded with loose sand. Automatically, and with great care, as though the process were very dangerous, it emptied its contents into the opening which led down into the fiery vitals of the cone. Then it retreated down its steep track.


  Immediately the cone went into action. The tenuous flame at its top plumed upward and brightened, becoming white-hot. Gradually it extended itself farther and farther toward the starlit sky. It was literally a colossal jet of incandescent gas, that made outlandish black shadows dance over the torn and desolate landscape.


  However, Pakoh and Torrence knew that there was little danger that it would reveal the presence of the Thelon to the automatons which worked in the valley. When one is close to an intense light everything about, appears abnormally dark.


  “Here is the explanation of the lights we saw from space,” Clive Torrence rasped hoarsely. “The cone looks like a form of furnace, but how about the fire? The air here isn’t dense enough to support active combustion, and besides, it’s mostly carbon dioxide.”


  “Maybe it is not fire as we know it,” said Pakoh. “Maybe it is radioactive fire—atomic energy!”


  Perhaps if Torrence had been of a more scientific mind, or of a more timorous nature, he would have wondered what would happen if the “fire” escaped from the guarding walls of the furnace, and was free to spread in the dust and rocks of Mercury’s surface.


  The flame from the colossal retort had reached its maximum. The dazzling glare illuminated something which previously had been lost in the gloom at the other side of the valley.


  “Look!” cried Pakoh.


  He was pointing to a stupendous column of black crystal chat reared far higher even than the immense furnace. It rested on a vast circular base that appeared to be made of the same black, shiny substance from which the cone had been constructed. Around the circumference of this base were arranged a number of cylinders made of a green mineral. They pointed up toward the summit of the column.


  Automatons had been working on the gargantuan machine, but now, evidently having finished building it and setting it in order, they were making a hasty retreat from its vicinity. They acted like men who have set the time fuse in a heavy charge of explosive.


  “Something’s going to happen,” Torrence breathed. Yet he and his companion were too fascinated to think of danger.


  THEIR expectations were correct. A wispy purple luminescence enveloped the green rods about the crystal column. For several seconds it brightened slowly; then, with a sudden rush, intense purple rays shot from the rods and impinged upon the column, changing it to a cylinder of dazzling, scintillating opalescence. The rays rebounded from the column and slanted up radially in all directions toward the heavens. They formed a vast canopy of thin, lavender fire that enveloped the whole sky even to the farthest horizon—and beyond.


  The display was like the Aurora Borealis of Earth, yet infinitely more glorious and majestic—more expressive of cold, calm, ungucssable power. What weird demonstration of scientific black magic was this?


  Clive Torrence knew that his cheeks had paled. Awe was one of the causes, but there was unolhei. His body was chilly, and he had an intuitive feeling of tension. It was as though he had been locked in an airtight room from which the oxygen would presently be exhausted.


  Even the hardened, though not unkind soul of the old Pakoh was moved. “Tela wrrrp!” he lisped in his native Martian.


  On the wall a loud speaker blared. “Radio room, Benz speaking,” the voice said. “All communication with the outer universe has been snapped!”


  “It’s time to get out of here, Gnome,” Torrence rasped.


  Pakoh was already leaping toward the controls. The rocket motors came to life, and the great liner nosed upward toward the canopy of luminescence that streamed from the crystal pillar in the valley, and dimmed the stars. It looked as tenuous and informidable as a will o’ the wisp, and yet—


  Torrence, acting for Pakoh, was busily answering phone calls from all parts of the vessel.


  With rocket nozzles flaming the Thelon climbed rapidly. Her momentum was already enormous. The veil of lavender light, which was perhaps fifteen miles above ground, shot nearer and nearer, yet certainly it could offer no resistance to the hurtling tons of the space ship!


  And then the jolt came. It was not a sharp jolt such as striking a solid object might produce; rather it was a long, swaying, elastic jolt, as though the Thelon had rammed a vast net of live rubber. Pakoh and Torrence were thrown violently off their feet. Terrified screams, and the crash of furniture being overturned, came from the rooms below.


  The prow of the craft dug deep into the flame-veil, but did not penetrate it. When the proper point of tension had been reached, the Thelon was hurled downward against the pressure of her rocket streams like a stone discharged from a monster slingshot.


  “A force shield,” Pakoh gasped, as he picked himself up. “It is designed, maybe, to keep eavesdroppers away. And, by accident, we are caught in it! But we try again!”


  He guided the Thelon close to the ground in order to get a running start; then, for the second time they shot toward the glowing mantel of energy, which, in some way must have modified the character of the ether, making it almost like a solid substance. They struck the force shield even harder than before, but the result was identical.


  When the equilibrium of the ship had been reestablished after the crash, excited words came over the telephone speaker: “Chadburn in the rear observation room. The creatures in the valley below have had an accident! Look into 8A view plate!”


  The plate showed the deep depression in the planet’s surface, where the camp of the unknown Visitants had been, but the scene was radically changed in aspect. Somehow the radioactive fire which had been imprisoned in the great conical retort, had broken loose and was spreading rapidly, eating at the sand and rocks of Mercury. The entire floor of the valley was already a seething, blazing holocaust of disintegrating lava, the atomic energy of which was being released. Billowing clouds of incandescent gas poured skyward.


  In the midst of it all, apparently inviolate, and still functioning perfectly, was the mechanism that produced the force shield. Its great round base, made, like the furnace, of a substance obviously immune to the action of the fire, floated on the molten rock. A number of the spheres of the Visitants were trying to reach the giant machine, but always the terrific heat repelled them.


  The voice of Chadburn continued to come from the speaker, describing the accident: “When we were going up for the second time, I kept looking back at the valley, watching those robots. The dumb car with a load of dirt was climbing the cone. When it reached the top and began to empty itself, a cable or something must have parted, because the car, load and all, fell into the mouth of the furnace. It wasn’t much more than two seconds later that the cone, evidently having taken the charge too suddenly, blew up, scattering that white-hot stuff it contained far and wide. Then hell broke loose. . . .”


  “You understand what developments mean, Clive Torrence?” Pakoh questioned quietly. His calm was as complete as if he were merely discussing some move in a game of theld.


  CLIVE was still looking into 8A where the holocaust of atomic disintegration was climbing the steep walls of the valley, edging toward the open plains, spreading, advancing. It moved slowly, yet with ever increasing momentum. The billowing streams of superheated vapor lashed up more and more fiercely.


  “It appears as though old Mercury is doomed to die a violent death.” Torrence stated in answer.


  “Maybe also us,” said Pakoh with an impish grin. “We are trapped between force shield and fire. Fire will grow; meanwhile we cannot escape. Soon ship itself will start to burn.”


  “But surely the shield does not cover and surround the entire planet!” Torrence cried. “We can go to the edge of the shield and guide the ship out from under it.”


  “Maybe it does not cover entire planet,” Pakoh shot back. “Maybe instead we are under a vast dome of energy that covers only local area. But I think there is no opening in it. If there were, radio messages from outside would reach us. They do not reach us.”


  “Then that’s that,” Torrence said in a softer lone. “However, there is still hope. The machine that produces the shield can be expected to break down sometime, under the action of the fire. Meanwhile we might try to put it out of commission with the ray guns. Also we can make other attempts to drive the ship through the shield. We may find a weak spot.”


  “Your first plan of using the ray guns we will try,” said Pakoh. “I have thought of it too. But it is a very big job!” He was stepping to a phone to communicate with the gunners.


  “Good,” Torrence said. “Meanwhile, I think we may expect trouble from the passengers. As your self-appointed chief aide, I’ll undertake the job of keeping them quiet. I’m going below now to talk to them personally. If you need me, page me over the speakers. Shall I send someone up to assist you here?”


  Pakoh shook his head. He hated assistants—all but Torrence. Now he sat before his bewildering control panel, guiding the Thelon back toward the flaming valley. Into a phone he hissed sharp commands.


  Descending to the promenade deck, Torrence encountered a crowd of young passengers. They seemed little changed since the time, several hours ago, when he had last seen them. The series of strange events had had its effects upon them, of course; they were very quiet now; and the faces of many were pale as death. Yet there was no hysteria, no violent demonstrations of blind, animal terror. There was iron in the makeup of these youths of Earth.


  Clive sauntered casually into their midst. Eyes turned in his direction. Someone recognized him and shouted out: “Mr. Torrence!” Through rumor the name had become associated with that of the Thelon’s Martian captain, and in a moment Clive was the center of attention. He smiled back at their questioning, troubled faces while he was thinking out a way to address them. Subterfuge, he decided, was out of place.


  “You have of course been wondering what is the meaning of the weird events which have taken place in the last few hours,” he said at length. “And I will tell you. The Thelon was ordered to investigate flashes of light which were visible on this planet. Arriving here, we found in the valley, the strange race of beings and their machines. Our ship was trapped by the force shield which you can see overhead. Then a peculiar kind of radioactive fire was accidentally started in the valley.


  “It would be useless to deny that we arc all in great danger, and it may be our fate to die before this adventure is over. However, the crew and the captain are doing everything in their power to avert disaster, and they ask only that you continue to cooperate with them fully to keep order.


  “Now we are going to make an attempt to smash the machine that maintains the force shield which is keeping us imprisoned. If the ray guns can accomplish this, and there is a chance, maybe a slight one, we will be free. Let’s go over to the windows where we can watch!”


  In a body those who had not already taken up position along the observation bays, obeyed his suggestion.


  At some little distance from where Torrence stood, beside a window, a thin-faced boy who could not have been over seventeen, hid his face with his hands and began to sob, and to mutter incoherent blasphemies. Another youth grasped him by the shoulder and shook him violently. “Shut up, Eddie.” he spat. Someone, making an attempt at lightness, began to chant a humorous song that was quickly quelled.


  The Thelon, racing along at as great a speed as she dared, was almost over the valley of the Visitants now, or rather, where the valley had been. In its place was a lake shimmering, dazzling, boiling lava, fully six limes the area of the now vanished valley. Great plumes and fountains of fire lashed at the retreating, disintegrating shores. And out of the flames and rosy murk towered the opalescent pillar of crystal. It floated securely on its great circular base, and to all appearances was still unharmed.


  A number of the spherical space cars of the Visitants were swirling about over it. Now and then one of them would make a frantic, useless attempt to reach the base of the huge machine, but always the heat and the intense radioactive radiations made it retreat falteringly.


  “What are those globes trying to do, Mr. Torrence?” a curly-headed lad who stood beside Clive asked.


  “I imagine they are attempting the same thing that we are,” the older man replied, “—to stop the machine. In a way they are our allies. Like us they want to escape being burned alive. Their position is rather peculiar—trapped by their own creation!”


  CHAPTER III


  Torrence’s Sacrifice


  THE Thelon had nosed steeply down, and was diving toward the crystalline giant that stood as a symbol of fate for five hundred humans and the occupants of perhaps a score of strange alien spheres. Hands gripped stanchions fiercely—a natural reaction to the free-falling feeling produced by the rapid loss of altitude. A rosy murk poured over the huge hull of the liner, veiling the dazzling inferno for an instant.


  Down, down. The ship was now on a level with the pinnacle of the opal-wrapped pillar of crystal. The Thelon itself was colossal, yet when compared to this mighty creation of the unknown Visitants, it was like a needle beside a tall wax candle.


  Soundlessly the liner’s two ray guns, one at the bow and one at the stern, went into action. Their faint yellowish beams stabbed through the whirling, eddying vapor, and impinged on the glowing pillar from which the force shield fanned upward and outward. Would there be any effect? None was noticeable. Only a few substances known to man could continue to exist when exposed to those disintegrating rays, but the material from which the pillar was made was not among them. The pillar was necessarily built to stand up under beams of energy far more powerful than anything known on the planets of the solar system.


  But Torrence was still hopeful, not because it was sensible, but because he had to be. If they could get close enough to that lake of fire they might be able to disintegrate the round black base of the machine. One of his hands was clamped like a vise on the railing at the bottom of the window; the other was thrown up to shield his eyes from the awful glare. A fleeting vision of what the Thelon’s interior might be like in a few hours crossed his mind, and it made him want to shriek like a madman. Yet, controlling himself, he remained outwardly calm.


  Torrence was conscious of a pricking,-electrical sensation over his body. The radiations from the radioactive disintegration were penetrating the thick walls of the ship. In a short time those radiations would, like the rays given off by radium, produce unhealable sores, or death. Something would have to be done about them soon.


  Two minutes told the truth about their chances of destroying the machine that maintained the force shield. For that length of time the Thelon spiralled about the pillar at five hundred feet—the lowest altitude that she dared fly, to keep out of reach of the flames. Her disintegrator beams were constantly focussed on the base of the crystal tower—without result.


  The spherical vessels of the Visitants paid no attention to the liner; instead they concentrated on their own efforts to put the machine out of action. Constantly they tried to approach a hemispherical structure that stood on the base of the pillar. Here, doubtless were located the switches which sent power to the huge mechanism. But they too were unsuccessful. One of them plunged into the boiling lake, bobbed like a cork on its surface for an instant, and vanished in a spurt of flame.


  The Thelon was climbing toward the stars that peeped calmly through the force shield.


  “We have failed, haven’t we?” said the boy at Torrence’s side.


  “This time,” Clive replied, and added reassuringly: “But we aren’t licked yet. We might be able to puncture the shield, or something unexpected might turn up.”


  The youth nodded slowly, and a hard, knowing smile that one would have thought totally out of place with him, came to his lips. “I understand perfectly, Mr. Torrence,” he said.


  * * * *


  Clive was back in the control room with Pakoh. “We had better order everybody into space armor,” he advised. “It may help to protect them from the radioactive radiations which are certainly entering the ship.”


  And so the maddening terror-filled hours dragged by. Minute by minute the atomic fire increased in intensity, spreading, ever spreading. Mountains, and the walls of world-old craters that for endless eons had been dead and lifeless, and cold almost to the point of absolute zero, toppled before its slow but mighty advance, melting, dissolving, disintegrating. The dome of the force shield, which covered a circular area on the surface of Mercury fully five hundred miles in diameter, was gradually being filled with superheated helium vapor, the temperature of which steadily rose. Great geysers of lava spouted front the molten sea.


  Like some jungle beast, newly caged, the Thelon, her long flanks already glowing red-hot, rushed about her prison, furiously attacking the tenuous, seemingly fragile veil of light that held her in. But her efforts to escape were vain. She was not alone in her attempts to win freedom. The spherical space cars of the Visitants were fighting the shield too, and with no better success.


  BEYOND the shield fifteen or twenty space ships had gathered to offer assistance, but apparently no assistance was possible. There was nothing to do but wait, and watch for the end. Several times disintegrator beams were brought into play against the veil of force, but without results.


  The news of the trapped liner had spread quickly throughout the solar system, and the peoples of all the inhabited planets watched anxiously for the outcome.


  Within the Thelon’s hull the diminutive shrivelled Pakoh still ruled his mechanisms with an iron hand. His Martian stoicism was as yet unruffled. He performed the necessary act with quick though unhurried efficiency—answering excited telephone calls from all parts of the ship, giving orders, tending the controls, and checking instruments that showed unnatural figures. The temperature of the air in the vessel was rising, even though the heat absorption apparatus was doing full duty. The question now was when—at what instant—within the next minute or the next hour, the atomic fire would take hold of the Thelon. Or would the crystalline machine that produced the imprisoning shield break down in time? As yet there was no hint of this hoped for event.


  The tension was dreadful. It was almost inevitable that soon, worn and frayed human nerves would snap.


  With Pakoh worked Torrence. Outwardly he was calm, but he was less stoical, less fatalistic than the little Martian. Both were, like everyone else on the Thelon, clad in space suits, and they spoke with one another by means of radios with which their oxygen helmets were equipped.[*]


  Torrence made many visits to the parts of the vessel which were frequented by the passengers. He went among them, trying desperately to keep up their morale; but with the cards slacked against him, it was a losing fight. They were game, those students of Earth, yet human nature has its limitations.


  First of all a young fanatic stabbed himself to death in full view of his fellows. Not more than ten minutes later, an officer was attacked and killed by a raving, wildeyed group of youngsters who declared they would destroy the ship before they would suffer the tension any longer. A member of the crew went raving mad, and leaped from an air-lock. And so, force, with the shadow of death at the point of a ray gun, back of it, had to be used to maintain order, and even that was of questionable effectiveness.


  A wave of horror came suddenly over Torrence, and it brought with it fierce but impotent determination. Impotent? Time would tell.


  The Thelon was now hanging motionless at the edge of the force shield.


  Panting and perspiring Clive hurried up to the control room. When he entered, Pakoh was seated before his instrument panel, and was leisurely and absently toying with his jo-jo. He glanced at Torrence, saw that the Earthman’s fists were clenched, and noted that he was breathing hard.


  “Better not to become excited now, Clive Torrence.” he remarked. “Better to rest. Soon it is over. Outer shell of ship is now only fifteen degrees from point of fusion Temperature stilt mounting. Let us have a last game of theld, a drink of loka, and some of your excellent cigarettes. Then we will be ready for peace.”


  But Pakoh’s icy self-possession grated on Clive’s jangled nerve, and he no longer tried to control himself. “To hell with your eternal theld, you smirking imp!” he blurted. “Something’s got to be done about those kids, and I’m going to do it! Remember that hemispherical structure at the base of the force pillar? The Visitants were trying to reach it. The power switches must be located there. I’m going to get into the auxiliary boat and ram that hemisphere!”


  A sudden surprised look came into Pakoh’s shrivelled face, which was visible through the glazed front of his helmet. “Clive Torrence,” he piped, “That is a plan! But we must draw lots for the honor of carrying out.”


  “Lottery, the devil—it’s my idea!”


  Torrence was leaping across the room to the door which gave access to the interior of the auxiliary flier, but Pakoh clutched his arm. “You must!” he said.


  The Earthman glanced down at him. There was a steely glint in the Martian’s big eyes. “Alright Gnome,” Clive replied. “We’ve got to hurry though.”


  Pakoh took a Martian coin from a small drawer artfully concealed in the wall, and handed it to Clive. “I will have ‘heads,’ ” he told him.


  Torrence shook the coin between his palm and slapped it down on the back of his gauntleted hand. Heads came up.


  “I am lucky,” Pakoh grinned.


  “No you’re not.” Clive shot back at him. “It’s still my job. I just gave in to your request for a lottery because if fortune favored me there wouldn’t be any more arguments. Now I’ll have to face the arguments. Anyway you’re needed on the ship.”


  HE was lifting up on the heavy bar that latched the door which opened into the auxiliary space boat. And then the little Martian leaped upon him, tried to tear his hands away from the heavy bar. Pakoh’s features worked and grimaced with furious anger. “You are a cheat, Clive Torrence!” he screeched, “A cheat!” Torrence saw that force applied as gently as possible was the only argument that the Gnome would accept. And to apply it gently was not an easy thing to do. Pakoh was small but he was put together like a bobcat—mostly steel wire—and now he was acting like a bobcat—clawing, kicking in wild frenzy. “You must not go. Clive Torrence! I have won! It is my right to go! You are young, I am old. My life is lived!”


  After a brief though furious scuffle, Torrence succeeded in locking one arm firmly about the shoulders of the tiny Martian, so that he could do nothing but squirm ineffectually. With his free hand Clive unlatched the door, opened it and stepped through, giving Pakoh a lusty shove back into the control room as he slammed the metal panel. A brief laugh of triumph broke from his lips.


  Torrence was in a narrow closet, at the other side of which was another air-tight door that led directly into the hull of the auxiliary flier. This small vessel was firmly clamped by magnetism into a groove in the side of its mother ship.


  In a moment Clive stood before the controls of the space boat. He cut the switches that fed current to the magnetic anchors, and allowed the little craft to slip free and go diving down toward the indescribable inferno below—no, not below alone, for it was all about now. Great clouds of vapor, their centers yellow-white with heat, their edges rose fringed with torn streamers, swirled and billowed everywhere. The glare shields were in place on the observation windows, and yet, Clive’s eyes ached and burned. He clamped a piece of dark flexible glass over the glazed front of his oxygen helmet, and the pain was somewhat relieved.


  Huge scintillating chunks and globes of lava, hurled forcibly from the tumultuous blazing sea, shot far up through the murk, and burst with glorious showers of sparks like the Hares of signal rockets. There was danger in those flying lumps of disintegrating material. If one struck the space boat, and the chance was by no means small, it would quickly terminate this bold adventure.


  The rockets of the craft had come to life now, and it was climbing, zigzagging, dodging toward the sky. Through a thin spot in the rosy, wispy murk, and through the frosty pallor of the force shield, Clive could now and then see a star, or even several stars, gleaming coldly, peacefully. Venus came into view, a great glorious speck of cool white light, and close beyond it the smaller, and less brilliant fleck of green—Earth—Clive’s home. He surveyed it without emotion, scarcely noticed it at all, for his mind was on other things.


  His hard jaw was clamped solid. Fiercely he threw the control stick far over to one side, making his craft slip down for several hundred feet to avoid a swarm of dripping sparks, that had originated from an exploding lump of lava. Had those sparks touched the hull of the craft it too would doubtless burst into atomic flames.


  Could he win his way to the machine through this hell? Would he succeed in ramming the hemispherical structure at its base, where the switches and controls were doubtless located? If he did ram it, would his act have the desired effect—destroy the force shield? And, granting that all this happened as he hoped it would, would it be in time to save the five hundred souls aboard the Thelon from fiery death?


  Briefly Clive wondered about these things, then he put them forcibly from his mind. He had made his plans, The only course to follow was to carry them out as quickly and efficiently as he could. Speed and coolness were the things that counted now.


  The crystal column was not difficult to find even though it had most certainly shifted its position considerably on the surface of the flaming sea. It was only necessary to approach the great funnel-like formation of silvery light that hung down through the mists and smoke from the under surface of the force shield. It resembled an immense stationary tornado of shimmering energy. At its bottom would be the machine of the Visitants.


  With rockets roaring full on, the little craft, its hull glowing red in the awful heat, approached its goal, mounting higher and higher, attaining a point of vantage from which to strike. It was like the winged steed of some fallen angel, who, riding through the flame-blasted air of Hades, seeks to redeem his fall by some act of heroism.


  But Clive Torrence did not look upon himself as a hero. He was sacrificing nothing. He had merely decided between two alternatives: to wait supinely for death, or to try in his dying to aid his fellow passengers aboard the Thelon. And he had chosen the course of action.


  HE had guided his ship to a point almost over the crystal column now. There it was floating on its fire-lashed base, with the opalescent streams of energy leaping from it, feeding the force shield. Occasionally sinuous veils of luminescent vapor would pour from it, hiding it momentarily from view.


  Torrence had reached the greatest altitude that he could attain—fifteen miles. Close overhead was the force shield. The craft hung motionless.


  Clive’s eyes took in the scene below—the vast ocean of fire extending now, from horizon to horizon—the chaotic waves of liquid lava that ruffled its surface—the spouting plumes of metallic vapor. For the first time Torrence was conscious of the awful majesty of the sight. An unaccountable feeling of peace came over him.


  Down there beside the towering crystal was his target, the circular structure where the switches were supposed to be housed. It was really a fairly large building, but from the great height it looked as small as a dime. Torrence knew however, that it would be comparatively easy to hit. Maybe his hands would be lifeless, and shrivelled by the radioactive radiations before the crash came, but by then he would have the flier perfectly aimed, and the controls locked . . .


  No time to lose. He glanced at the meters on the control board—everything O.K. He breathed deeply once, and then eased the control stick forward. One hand was pressing the throttle. The space boat started down on its long dive. The free-fall feeling in exaggerated form again, but Clive was used to it. It was funny, he reflected, that only forty-eight hours before, he had been just a carefree jackass on a vacation, and now he was going to die. Oh well, eat, drink, and be merry! He hoped his fade-out would do somebody some good. However, his former desperation was gone.


  Like all space vehicles, the little craft had a telescope sighting apparatus set along her tapered nose. This was very valuable in directing her course when flying out in the void. Tentatively, preparing for the moment when it would be time to use the instrument, Clive peered into the eyepiece. The flier was picking up speed at an enormous rate, shooting straight at the bubbling, seething holocaust.


  Clive could not see the darting fleck of flame that followed close behind the billowing streams of his own rocket motors, nor could he see the tiny flattened vehicle from which the flame originated. Crouching low on the upper surface of the miniature craft was a small human figure in space armor. And the velocity of the tiny vehicle was just a shade greater than that of Torrence’s flier.


  “Clive Torrence! Clive Torrence!” The name given in piping familiar tones came through the earphone in the Earthman’s oxygen helmet.


  “Pakoh!” Clive started in surprise; but the little Martian, expecting that he would do this, and realizing that it might have disastrous consequences, was prepared.


  “Steady! Aim carefully!” he piped. “Do not talk! I tell you what to do! I am here to left of you, in two-man scout boat—just maybe twenty feet distant from door—nearest I can come. Now keep all attention on controls and sights until I speak again.”


  There was a long pause. The larger space boat tore on ever faster and faster, making the tortured gases of Mercury’s newly created atmosphere screech and whine like a tortured devil. The altitude was cut down to nine miles now. Only a few seconds more! Torrence was peering into the eyepiece, centering the cross hairs on the circular structure he had planned to ram. His muscles were taut, his nerves tense but steady. He moved the control stick an infinitesimal bit to the right. There! It looked like a perfect aim, but he couldn’t be sure yet, for the target was still too distant.


  “You have sights lined tip on hemispherical building?” Pakoh asked.


  “Right.”


  “Good! Then lock controls. Release main latch on door, leaving only little latch which can be unfastened quickly.”


  Wonderingly, yet realizing the necessity for instant obedience, Torrence fulfilled his small friend’s orders. It took three lusty jerks on a heavy bar to undo the metal clamps that held the thick airtight door in place. “It’s done, Gnome,” Torrence yelled.


  Pakoh’s voice, calm and twittering, came again. “Return to controls. Make adjustments if needed; then lock them, and push the throttle to the last notch. Open door of flier and catch what I throw to you; then swing out into space.”


  Back at the eyepiece. Agonizing moments of suspense. A hair’s breadth adjustment which only a hand as steady and cool as a rock could make. The ocean of fire scarcely three miles below. Then a leap to the door of the flier, an instant of fumbling with the small latch.


  The portal flew open, and a tornado of fiery wind blew into the ship, the speed of which was rapidly approaching that of a bullet. Dazzled by the awful glare, Torrence, standing on the threshold, was still able to see Pakoh who lay on his stomach on the deck of his tiny scout boat.


  “Catch!” the Martian called. One of his arms was dangling over the side of the craft. His wrist jerked once, and something that spun, and reeled out a thin wire behind it, shot toward Torrence. He caught the heavy spool of the jo-jo in his insulated space gloves.


  “Jump!” And Torrence jumped into two miles of fire-filled void with hell at the bottom—trusting himself to a thin though tough strand of flexible wire.


  BUT this phase of the game was not nearly as dangerous as one might expect. The fact that they were losing altitude so much faster than the weak gravity of Mercury could pull them, rendered Torrence’s body weightless relative to the objects in his immediate vicinity. Tugging lightly on the wire, Pakoh drew Torrence to safety on the deck of the scout boat. Safety? It was questionable at best. Held rigidly to its course by its locked controls, and with throttle wide open, the deserted flier raced on ahead, toward its goal.


  Could they check the scout boat’s headlong descent before the sea of incandescence swallowed them up? The forward braking-rockets were flaming—cutting down the awful speed. But it was a gamble. The ocean of lava, and the crystal pillar seemed literally to hurtle toward them.


  Only a mile and a half of altitude was left now. Pakoh was trying to make the scout boat loop around—to bring it into a climb, but its momentum was still too enormous. With its flat bottom toward the ground it continued to “mush” down through the flaming atmosphere.


  A cloud of swirling fiery gas enveloped the tiny flier, obscuring the vision of the two men who clung madly to the hand-grips on her deck. The outer shells of their space armor were red-hot, but the numerous vacuum spaces and the layers of insulating material between the silvered external plating and their skins, kept most of the terrific heat away from their bodies. Still they were sweating furiously.


  Why wasn’t the boat and its passengers attacked by the atomic fire? Torrence had guessed the truth hours ago: In order for the process of radioactive disintegration to be initialed in a substance, actual contact between that substance, and some already infected liquid or solid material was necessary. Gases, no matter how high their temperature, could not start the atomic fire. Luck favored Pakoh and Torrence, for no sparks, or droplets of fiery rain touched them. They could feel the tingling electric thrill of the radioactive radiations, even through their heavy armor.


  The nose of the scout boat came gradually up, pointed toward the sky. Its stern rocket nozzles, belching their lavender streams, halted its fall; and then slowly the long fearful ascent began. Pakoh had to give all his attention to the controls.


  Torrence looked back eagerly, searching for the larger craft which he had deserted. There it was, almost at its goal, and traveling at Titanic velocity. Its long lavender rocket blasts were almost lost in the glare of the inferno.


  The crash came. It was unimpressive in that seething spitting chaos of Mercury’s destruction, nor was its effect immediate. For the space of several heartbeats nothing happened; then the rays of energy coming from the crystal column dimmed, burned brighter, dimmed again, flickered and went out!”


  The force shield high overhead, warped and bellied under the pressure of the expanding gases beneath it, then, like a sheet of cloth hoisted into the air by a strong wind, it shot upward, crumpled together. Its feathery, frosty wisps faded and dissolved into nothing.


  Clive Torrence clung for dear life to the slanting blast-swept deck. His eyes burned in his glistening, sweat-streaked face, as they mounted upward in their wild dodging flight through the blazing, spark-laden atmosphere. His lips curled back from his teeth. “We’ve won, Gnome!” he shrieked to Pakoh up ahead. “Won!”


  “Not yet, quite, Clive Torrence,” the Martian said softly into his transmitter. “Last set-up is still to be played. We must save our own necks—get to the Thelon. Is the Thelon still in existence? We do not know. I left her in the care of Drayden.”


  They had reached the clear, cold freedom of space. No need to look back at the devil’s kingdom fifty miles beneath them. They gazed about. Two space ships were in sight, cruising leisurely, searchingly, in wide circles. One was a small heavily-armed police craft, the other was a gigantic liner of the void. Her name plates had been burned away, and her hull still glowed with a dull, baneful luminescence. It was the Thelon alright, battered and singed, but still in working order.


  Pakoh threw a small grenade that burst into a flare of red light. Ten minutes later they climbed through an airlock of the liner . . .


  It was some hours afterward that several men were gathered in the luxurious officer’s lounge of the Thelon. A broad observation bay, over which the glare shields were drawn, looked out over the tapered and finned stern of the vessel. Through the darkened glass the huge sun was visible, and close beside it, a small fleck of light that glowed with almost equal intensity. It was Mercury, doubtless doomed to burn until all her substances had changed to pure energy.


  Far to the rear were six spherical black dots moving off on a course which was perhaps forty-five degrees to the right of the Thelon’s.


  Clive Torrence was pointing at them. “There they go—the last of the Visitants. No doubt they’ve seen plenty of the solar system and the mess they got themselves into here,” he said.


  Benz, the tall, light-haired man who held the position of chief radio operator, spoke: “I’ve had enough of the mess too, and I’m glad we’ve been ordered back to the Earth-docks for a checkover and repairs. We’ll probably all get a chance to take a good rest.”


  “Rest?” Drayden questioned scornfully. “I’m afraid we’ll have to go to the polar regions or better yet to the moon, if we really want any. If we venture around in civilized places, our rest will consist mostly of speeches and short hours in bed.”


  “And pretty ladies,” Pakoh put in impishly, showing a genuine understanding of Earthly humor.


  “Drayden’s just trying to imagine that he’s modest,” somebody chuckled. “Well, he can start practicing that real soon, because I think the passengers are planning to pull something.”


  “What shall you do with your vacation, Clive Torrence?” Pakoh asked.


  Torrence shrugged and grinned. “Follow the line of least resistance if you agree to do the same, Gnome,” he replied. His face sobered for a moment, then brightened again. “After that,” he continued, “back to the mines on Neptune’s satellite. The thing I hated worst about that place was the low temperature, but I guess I’ll be able to stand it now. Lord! In the last couple of days I’ve soaked up enough heat to last me for the rest of my life!”


  THE END


  [*] The force shield did not effect radio communication here at all: though it was absolutely impenetrable to messages coming from outer space.


  SLAVES OF MERCURY


  Nat Schachner


  Hilary returns to find alien diskoids in Earth’s stratosphere, and outworld lords patrolling her cities.


  CHAPTER I


  The Space Wanderer Returns


  HILARY GRENDON piloted his battered, timeworn space flier, the Vagabond, to the smiling Earth that rose rapidly to greet it. Only the instinctive ease of long practise prevented a smash-up, his hands trembled so at the controls.


  Home again—the old familiar Earth! He could scarcely believe it! Perhaps it was only a dream, and he’d wake up among the unhuman glittering cylinders of Saturn, shuddering and crawling with the iciness of their fixed regard.


  Hilary’s eyes blurred with unaccustomed mistiness as he drank in the warm sunlight, the soft green of the grass and the gracious lines of the slender birches as they fluttered their leaves daintily in the unhurrying breeze. How different it all was from the harsh red angularities of Mars!


  He was outside, breathing deeply, inhaling the perfumed air with delight. This was the only heaven; beyond—that far-flung immensity of planetary orbs—was hell I He, Hilary Grendon, the carefree, smiling skeptic of old, was a Fundamentalist now.


  How long was it since they had started out on the first flight that man had taken into outer space—he and those stanch comrades? Five years? God! Had it been so long? Yet here he was, back on Earth again, the kindly, blessed Earth their eyes had clung to when they were fighting desperately for their lives against the protoplasmic things that inhabited Ganymede.


  Hilary brushed a tear away as he thought of those brave, loyal friends. Dick lay as he fell on Saturn, transfixed by an icicle dart; Martin had been engulfed in an unholy maw on Ganymede; Dorn was a frozen idol to the spiral beings of Pluto; and poor Hurley, his fate was the worst of all: his hideously bloated body was swinging in an orbit around Mars, a satellite through all eternity.


  He, Hilary Grendon, was the sole survivor of that tremendous Odyssey!


  Hilary shook his head vigorously to clear away the flood of recollections. Enough that he had returned. Then a sudden eagerness surged through him, a joyous intensity of emotion. What a story he had to relate—how the Earth people would hang with bated breath upon his adventurings! And Joan—his heart gave a queer leap at the thought of that slender ardent wisp of a girl with her shining head and steady gray eyes. She had promised to wait for him, forever, if need be. She had said it simply, without heroics; yet Hilary knew then that she would keep her promise.


  A rush of impatience succeeded the inaction of his memories. He must get to New York at once. He could not wait any longer. Joan first—then Amos Peabody, the venerable President of the United States—to report his return. He smiled at the stupefaction that would greet him. No doubt he had long been given up for dead. The world had been skeptical of the space ship he had invented; had, except for a faithful few, mocked at his plans. Indignantly he had taken his calculations, his blue prints of the spheroid, along with him. If the flight was a success, well and good; if not, they would not be worth much anyway.


  In spite of his fever to be off, he carefully locked the controls, sealed the outer air-lock. Hilary Grendon was a methodical man; that was the reason he had survived.


  Then he struck across country, walking very fast. He knew where he was: in the wilderness of the Ramapos, some forty miles from New York. Sooner or later, he reasoned, he would strike one of the radiating conveyors that led into the metropolis, or a human being that would set him on the right track.


  A HALF hour’s sturdy tramping brought him out of the tangled hills into civilization. There was a glitter of metal and vita-crystal dwellings that stood foursquare to the sun and the winds. A broad ribbon-conveyor hurled its shining length in ceaseless rush down the narrow valley. Human beings—normal homely Earth men with the ordinary number of legs and arms, with honest-to-God faces and warm living flesh, were seated on the conveyor-benches as they flashed by. Hilary could have wept with delight. It was two years since he had seen his own kind; two years since Hurley’s tragic misstep through the breach in the air-lock made by a meteor as they were nearing Mars.


  Hilary leaped on the slow-moving ramp, skilfully worked his way across the graded speed belts until he was on the express conveyor that led straight on to New York.


  He sank into a cushioned seat next to an oldish man with iron-gray hair through which the speed of their flight whipped and pulled. Hilary was bursting for real human conversation again; he grinned to himself at the excited astonishment of this impassive stranger if he should announce himself. How should he do it? Should he remark casually without any preamble: “Pardon me for addressing you, sir, but I’m Hilary Grendon, you know.” Just like that, and lean back for the inevitable gasp: “What, not the Hilary Grendon!” And he would nod offhandedly as though he had just taken a little trip to Frisco and back.


  He stole a sidelong glance at the sternly-etched profile. The man was staring straight in front of him, looking neither to the left nor to the right. It did not seem as if he were aware of Hilary’s existence. So with a sigh Hilary decided against that method of approach as a trifle too abrupt.


  “Nice day to-day, isn’t it?” The sound of his own voice startled him. English was an alien language to his unaccustomed tongue after the hissing syllables of the Martians.


  With pathetic eagerness he awaited the inevitable answer to this commonplace introduction; that he might once more hear normal Earth tones in friendly converse, see the smile of greeting on a real Earth face.


  But there came no answer. The man continued staring straight ahead, immobile, fixed. There was no slightest turn to the etched profile. It was as if he had not heard.


  HILARY felt a sudden surge of anger. Damn discourteous, this first Earthman he had met. What had happened to the old hospitality? Had it passed out while he was roaming the spaces? He leaned over, harsh words tumbling for exit, when suddenly he checked himself. There was something strange about that fierce blank stare. The man’s face, too, he saw now, was lined and worn; suffering had left its multitudinous imprint upon an ordinarily rotund countenance.


  Hilary shouted suddenly: “Good morning.” The man did not answer, nor did he stir from his unvarying pose. Deaf! The returned Earthman suffered swift pity. With gentle forefinger he prodded the man.


  The reaction was astounding. The man cowered like a pricked balloon; little strangling moans forced themselves out of clenched teeth. Dumb, too! His face jerked around to the direction of Hilary’s gentle prodding. Merciful heavens, the man was blind also! Two vacant red-rimmed sockets stared pitifully at him—the eyeballs were gone, ripped out.


  But what struck Hilary particularly was the mortal terror that was depicted on the blind man’s face. It was as though he expected some cruel, crippling blow to follow; as though it were the last straw on the back of unmentionable former agonies. Hilary shuddered. It was not good to witness such animal fear. A dark shadow blotted out the brightness of the Earth-day for him. There was something wrong here, something that required a good deal of explanation.


  HIS probing eyes went thoughtfully over the poor cowering wretch. Those careworn features were familiar, somehow. Where had he seen the man before? Suddenly he stiffened, choking an exclamation. The man was bound immovably to his seat. Thin metal links, almost invisible, encircled his feet; held the elbows taut against the fluted columns of the seat-back.


  Hilary’s space-tanned features hardened; the light gray of his eyes darkened. All the pleasure of his homecoming vanished. The kindly Earth seemed suddenly grown inimical. What had happened in the five long years of his absence? This would have been impossible on the Earth he had known; a man, manifestly the victim of hideous tortures, bound like a wild animal to the seat of a public conveyor.


  He went swiftly into action. From the depths of a capacious pocket he fished a sheathed blade of stellite, triply keen; its razor-sharp edge sawed smoothly at the bonds.


  In his mounting anger Hilary had paid no attention to the scattaring of people occupying the cushioned chairs of the speeding conveyor. But a smothered nearby gasp caused his head to jerk up. He met the incredulous stare of a paunchy, heavy-jowled man seated some chairs away. There was more than incredulity, there was furtive fear in the small beady eyes sunken in folds of fat.


  Hilary gave way to unreasoning anger.


  “Stop looking like a stuck pig,” he called sharply. “Give me a hand with this poor fellow.”


  The response was surprising. The man got up from his chair precipitately, stark panic written all over him. The sweat oozed from his shiny forehead as he backed cautiously away. He tripped over the edge of the seat behind, and fell. Once more he scrambled to his feet, and as if the fall had released his trembling muscles, he turned and ran, stumbling and dodging across the local conveyors, never once looking back.


  HILARY watched his mad flight wonderingly. “Good Lord,” he thought, “does my face frighten people so? Maybe I’ve turned into a Martian.”


  He turned to appeal to the others on the conveyor, and received another shock. The few men within earshot were already on their feet and moving away from there with unostentatious celerity. Hilary surveyed their receding backs thoughtfully. What was there about himself to frighten grown men out of their wits? Or was it the poor tortured wretch he was trying to release who was responsible for the exodus?


  Already the express was almost clear. He saw the deserters throwing themselves guiltily into seats on the local belts, and then he was carried swiftly past. Only one man remained stubbornly in his seat, some fifteen rows back. He was a huge mountain of a man, a giant upon Earth, and there was a strangeness in his wide stare.


  Hilary frowned, then shook his head, and dropped down to his task again. The blind man moaned and jerked as he felt the bite of stellite upon his fetters. Hilary made soothing sounds, forgetful that he could not hear, and worked steadily. There was a little clinking noise and the links that bound the arms fell apart. He attacked the leg shackles next.


  There was a tap on Hilary’s shoulder, light, electric, yet strangely heavy in its implications. Hilary turned his head sharply, saw the landscape blotted out by a huge overshadowing bulk. Five years in a hostile universe had made him cautious. He pivoted on his heels and rase in a single flowing motion, stellite blade ready for instant action.


  CHAPTER II


  The Strange Guard


  THERE confronted him the hugest figure of a man he had ever seen. Hilary was not lacking in inches himself—he was well over six feet; but the giant staring quizzically down at him was nearer seven, with shoulders to match. The features of his face were gargantuan in their ruggedness, yet singularly open, while a pair of mild blue eyes, childlike in expression, looked in perpetual wonder out upon the world.


  In spite of his annoyance, Hilary instinctively liked the giant.


  “What do you want?” he inquired gruffly.


  The Colossus surveyed him with his child’s eyes.


  “Man, you are crazy.” He spoke in a deep bass rumble, without emotion or inflection. He was simply stating a fact.


  A surge of annoyance swept over the returned wanderer from the far spaces. This was the last straw.


  “I may be,” he admitted coldly, “but I like my particular form of craziness.”


  “You know the penalty of course for what you are doing?” the big man inquired unemotionally.


  Hilary swore deeply. “Damn the penalties, whatever you mean by that. Here’s a man who has been tortured unmercifully—chained like a dog. I intend to free him.”


  The mild blue eyes contained the hint of a gleam.


  “But you know the penalties,” he repeated. His murmur sounded like the rumble of a distant earthquake.


  Hilary straightened sharply, poked his finger at the midriff of the giant.


  “I don’t know what you are talking about,” he stabbed. “What is the meaning of all this? Who is this unfortunate, and why did everyone disappear as though I had the plague when I sat next to him?”


  A LOOK of bewilderment swept over the massive face, bewilderment tinged with a dawning suspicion of the questioner’s sanky.


  “You mean to say you don’t know?” The tone held incredulity.


  “I’ve just told you so,” Hilary pointed out. He felt a growing unease.


  The giant eyed him closely. “Man, where on earth have you been these last three years?” Hilary grinned. “I haven’t.”


  “You haven’t?” echoed the other. Suspicion hardened the childlike eyes into cold flame. The man was dangerous when aroused. He thrust his jaw down at Hilary. “If you are jesting with me . . . He left the sentence unfinished, but the clenching of a huge fist left no doubt as to his intention.


  “I am not jesting,” Hilary assured him grimly. “I have been away from the Earth for five years. I’ve just returned.”


  The great hand clenched tighter. “Now I know you are crazy, or—Who are you?” he ended abruptly. “Hilary Grendon.”


  “Hilary Grendon—Hilary Grendon,” rumbled the other in manifest perplexity. It was evident the name meant nothing to him.


  This then was the homecoming he had dreamed of in the unfathomable reaches of space, Hilary thought bitterly. Five short years and he was already forgotten. Then the irony of it struck him, and he laughed aloud.


  “Yes,” he said. “Five years ago I led the Grendon Expedition to explore interplanetary space in the space-ship I had invented. I’ve come back—alone.”


  It was amusing to watch long-overlaid memories struggling up through the subconscious. At last the giant spoke.


  “Oh, yes,” he said meditatively, “I seem to remember something about it.” He surveyed Hilary with a new interest. “So you were one of those chaps, eh?”


  The explorer admitted it, humbly. Of such are the uses of fame.


  “Well, now,” said the giant, “that might explain it. Though it sure beats all.” And he shook his head as though he still did not understand.


  “Who is that man?” Hilary stabbed a forefinger at the blind man, who sat immobile as before, his worn etched face ever to the front. “It’s monstrous. Amos Peabody shall hear of it.”


  The Colossus looked at him mildly.


  “That,” he said, “is Amos Peabody!”


  SILENCE lay like a live thing between them. Hilary whirled in a kaleidoscope of emotion. Was this wasted, tortured being the portly, dignified President of the United States who had bade him Godspeed at the start of his tremendous journey five years before? His pitying eyes searched the lineaments of the poor wretch. There was no doubt of it now; it was Amos Peabody.


  Hilary gripped his informant’s arm. His voice was deadly calm. “I want the truth about this, and I want it fast.”


  “The truth,” echoed the big man with strange laughter; “now that is something—”


  His eyes widened over Hilary’s shoulder. With a swiftness remarkable in one of his bulk he shook off Hilary’s restraining grip, caught him by the shoulder and thrust him, all in one motion, into a chair several removed from Peabody. In a trice his huge bulk was safely ensconced in the adjoining one.


  Hilary’s hand went to the butt of the automatic within his blouse. The giant saw the movement. He leaned forward.


  “Don’t make a move,” he warned, “the guard is coming.”


  “What guard?”


  “You’ll see fast enough. Appear unconcerned if you value your life. Don’t look back.”


  Hilary complied. His face became an expressionless mask as he lounged in his chair, but his thoughts seethed and boiled. What terrible mystery had enveloped the Earth during his absence? Why was Amos Peabody tortured and made into a public mockery?


  There was a slight whirring noise behind him. Heedful of his companion’s admonition he relaxed in apparent unconcern, but his hand stole once more to the fold in his blouse. His long fingers rested caressingly upon the butt of his automatic. There were still three good Earth bullets in the chamber.


  The whirring ceased. There was a slight jar as of something landing on the speeding conveyor. Yet Hilary did not look back, though his grip tightened. A heavy body stumbled toward them, cursing in strange phrases. It passed from behind, came to a halt before the giant. Hilary shot a sharp glance upward from under veiled lids. An exclamation sprang full-throated to his lips, died unheard under a tremendous effort of his will.


  BEFORE them stood a beings it could not be called a man. He was no denizen of the Earth, that was evident, yet Hilary had visited all the planets outward from our own without encountering such a monster.


  He hulked before them like a behemoth, even dwarfing Hilary’s companion with his enormous stature; but it was noticeable that he supported his weight ill, as if Earth’s gravitation were too strong for him. Manlike he was in every essential, but the skin of his face was a pasty dull gray, and ridged and furrowed with warty excrescences. Two enormous pink eyes, unlidded, but capable of being sheathed with a filmy membrane, stared down at them with manifest suspicion. A gray, three-fingered hand held an angled tube significantly. A lens gleamed transparent in the sunlight from the open end.


  Hilary did not move under the stare, nor did his companion. The mild blue eyes were childlike as ever. The guard’s gaze shifted from them to the trembling figure of Amos Peabody. He bent over him, thrust at him with ungentle hand. The automatic under Hilary’s fingers crept farther out from the blouse, but a warning gesture from his companion stopped him.


  The guard amused himself with shaking the blind man; then he bent suddenly. He had seen the broken links. With ominous deliberation he turned his vast weight upon them. His baleful pink eyes fastened upon Hilary’s companion.


  “You!” he growled throatily, “what do you know about this?” He spoke in English, but it was obviously not his native tongue.


  Mildly innocent was the giant’s face.


  “I know nothing, Magnificent,” he said humbly. “I am on my way to Great New York on my own insignificant affairs, and I bother my head with nothing else.”


  “The bonds of this dog, Peabody, have been severed,” the guard insisted, “and recently, too. Speak up, Earthman, or—you know the penalty.”


  “I know the penalty,” he answered respectfully, “but I have been seated here only five minutes, and I know nothing of this Peabody.”


  The guard fingered his tube.


  “Let me see your tag,” he said suddenly.


  THE other opened his blouse obediently and exposed a thin copper disk suspended on his chest. The guard tugged at it brutally to bring it within range of his vision. The pull jerked the giant’s head forward, and the thin metal strand cut cruelly into the back of his neck. Hilary saw a flush of red sweep like a wave up to his forehead, and the mild blue eyes turned hard like glinting blue pebbles. But not a word escaped his lips.


  “Grim Morgan,” the guard read, “A46823 Great New York. Pah, what barbarous names you Earthmen have.” He shoved the giant back heavily into his seat, and turned his baleful glare upon Hilary.


  “You, what do you know about this?”


  Grim Morgan interposed hastily. “Nothing, Magnificent. He came on the express conveyor after I did.”


  The guard’s free hand went back. Very deliberately he struck him across the face with three ridged fingers. An angry welt raised.


  “That will teach you to keep your mouth shut when not spoken to.”


  The big man’s eyes were mild, but his hands tensed as though they were curled around a throat. He said nothing.


  The guard turned to Hilary again. “Answer me,” he barked.


  “My friend told the truth,” Grendon said simply.


  “Your tag?”


  “I have none.”


  Suspicion flared openly in the pink eyes.


  “Where is it?”


  “I never had one.”


  “Ah!” There was a world of meaning to the exhalation. “You know of course that every Earthman must be registered. The penalty for non-obedience is—death.”


  The angled tube came up with the swiftness of light. Grim Morgan cried out sharply, lunged out of his seat. Hilary tore at his gun, knowing sickeningly that the draw would be slower than the action of the strange weapon in the guard’s hand.


  There was a sneer on the monster as he pressed something on the tube. Hilary’s automatic was only half out of his blouse. Grim’s lunge would never reach in time. He was too far away.


  CHAPTER III


  The Death of Amos Peabody


  JUST how any inkling of what was happening penetrated the pain-swept consciousness of the blind and deaf President could never be determined. Possibly a thin repercussion of Grim’s cry, possibly an intuition that comes to sense-bereft men. But he had jerked spasmodically erect. There was a sharp tinkling as the weakened leg links broke. He threw himself in a queer, awkward movement forward, directly in the path of the tubed weapon. A blinding beam flashed out of the orifice, sheared through Peabody’s middle as though he were cut cleanly in half with a gigantic knife. He toppled in two sections to the floor of the conveyor—released from all humiliation, all suffering.


  At the same time two other things happened. Grim Morgan hit the guard like a crashing thunderbolt and Hilary’s gun barked once. The monster tottered under the impact. A puzzled expression flitted over his pinkish eyes, a filmy sheath spread over them like a veil, and he fell heavily, a neat bullet hole square between his eyes.


  Hilary shoved the gun back in his blouse, and stared alternately at the huddled form of the grotesque being and all that remained of Amos Peabody. The old President had saved his life at the cost of his own. Instinctively his hand went up in formal salute to the gallant old man.


  Grim Morgan shook him by the shoulder.


  “Man,” he said quietly, “we have killed a Mercutian guard. Within the hour we shall be dead men too.”


  Hilary looked up at him sharply.


  “A Mercutian,” he echoed. “You mean—”


  “That for three years now the Earth has been a conquered province of these devils from Mercury,” Grim interposed swiftly. “We have committed the unforgivable offense and must pay for it.”


  HILARY glanced swiftly around.


  The express conveyor was clear of passengers for over a hundred yards each way. All the people within range had cleared off when Hilary had attempted to release Peabody. The small figure of a man got up from his chair beyond the charmed circle, and was threading his way forward. The local conveyors seemed to be moving backward at graded speeds. Beyond was the open country, gradually thickening into scattered rows of crystal buildings. They were in the suburbs of Great New York. Within ten minutes the conveyor terminal would be reached.


  Hilary’s eyes flicked speculatively to the tiny cigar-shaped boat in which the dead guard had flown down to them. Its smooth gray-gleaming surface was devoid of wings or other lifting devices. Only a fan-shaped fin projected from the stern like the tail of a fish. The cockpit, if such it could be called, was tiny, just ample enough to accommodate the Mercutian’s girth. The sunlight dazzled back from a bewildering jumble of tiny lenses inset in the instrument board. Arranged along the hull, on either side, were larger disks of the same quartz-like material.


  “Let’s get away in the flier,” he said.


  “Can’t,” Grim said. “Those lenses you see on the instrument board are the controls. No one knows how to operate them except the Mercutians. Our people managed to capture a few, but couldn’t do a thing with them.”


  Hilary stared at the motionless flier with interest. “What are those round glass disks stretched along the hull in a double row?” he asked. “They look like burning glasses.”


  “That’s just what they are,” said Grim sadly. “The top row are sun-lenses, that throw a terrible ray for a distance of two to three hundred feet. Melts everything in its path—men, trees, rocks even. You saw one in action in the sun-tube with which poor old Peabody was cut in half. The lower row of lenses on the flier are search beams.”


  “Search beams?” Hilary echoed inquiringly.


  “Yes. They act like X-rays, more powerful though, and with the further property of rendering everything they touch transparently crystal for depths of ten to fifteen feet. Lead is the only element they can not penetrate. Another secret our scientists can not fathom, so they talk learnedly about the stream of rays polarizing the structure of matter along a uniaxis.”


  “Can’t those lenses be duplicated, and turned as weapons against the Mercutians?”


  “No. They are made of a peculiar vitreous material native to Mercury.”


  “And no one has found out the principle on which they work?”


  “Well, there have been theories. We haven’t many scientists left, you know. But the most popular one is that these lenses have the power of concentrating the rays of the sun to an almost infinite degree, and then spreading them out again, each individual beam with the concentrated energy of the whole. Some new way of rearranging quanta of energy.”


  “Hmm!” Hilary’s brow was wrinkled. For a long moment he stared and thought.


  AT last he snapped back to their present situation: the dead guard at their feet, the dismembered body of Amos Peabody, the cowed groups of Earthmen on the speeding conveyors, keeping respectful distances.


  “We’d better start moving if we want to get away,” he said.


  “It’s no use.” Grim spread his hands resignedly. “We’ll have to take our medicine.”


  Hilary flared angrily. “You’re talking nonsense. What’s to prevent us from hopping to another platform? There is no other Mercutian in sight.”


  “No, but there were plenty of Earthmen who saw us.”


  “They won’t tell.”


  “Oh, won’t they?” Grim shook his head quietly. “You don’t realize what has happened. Their spirit has been crushed until they are actually slavish in soul as well as in body. They fought bravely enough on the first invasion. Even after the conquest there were plenty of men looking for an opportunity to fight them again. Amos Peabody headed the revolt. It was smothered in blood, so effectually that only slaves are left. Peabody was left as a horrible warning. He was sent from city to city to be exhibited to the populace, unattended on the way, so confident were the Mercutians of the terror they had inspired.”


  “So you think those Earthmen who saw us will report to their masters,” Hilary said slowly.


  Grim nodded.


  “I know it—they’ll expect to curry favor in return.”


  Hilary felt a web of circumstance tighten around him. His jaw tautened. Thank the Lord he had been away—on his own. He had not the soul of a slave—yet.


  “Won’t you fight for your life?” he asked the big man curiously.


  A spark lit in the mild blue eyes, died down.


  “Yes, if there were a chance,” he said dully. “But there is none. The whole Earth is honeycombed with their guards. They have fliers, sun weapons, invisible search beams. We’d never elude them.”


  Hilary snorted impatiently. “We have good Earth brains, haven’t we? I’ve traveled all the outer planets and never met any intelligence equal to that of a man, and I won’t admit for a moment that the Mercutians are any exceptions.”


  A man stepped casually onto the express, took one startled look at the dead guard, at them, and fled precipitately back.


  “ANOTHER one to spread the alarm,” Morgan said grimly, “There’ll be a dozen guards dropping down on us in the next five minutes.”


  “Let’s get going then.” Hilary was pulling the big man along by main force when he heard a movement in back of them. He stopped, whirled, automatic thrusting its blue nose forward.


  The little man who had gotten up before on the express was pushing rapidly toward them.


  “Stop.” Hilary’s voice was harsh with command.


  But the little man did not heed. He literally stumbled in his haste, crying: “You’ve killed a Mercutian.”


  “What of it, my bantam?” Hilary inquired softly, the muzzle of his gun boring into a lean flat stomach. The little man was actually pressing against the automatic in his excitement.


  “What of it?” he shrilled excitedly. “God, all this time I’ve been waiting to find someone with guts enough to smash one of them. Sir, I’m proud to shake your hand.” He reached over the wickedlooking muzzle, gripped Hilary’s fist, still tight on the gun butt, and pumped vigorously. He dropped the hand, swerved on Grim.


  “And you too, sir.” His little fingers were engulfed in a mighty paw. “I saw it all, I tell you,” he babbled. “We’ve got them on the run. We’ll sweep the filthy devils clean off the Earth. We’ll annihilate them.”


  “Whoa there, my little gamecock,” Morgan grinned down at the excited little man. “One Mercutian doesn’t make a Roman holiday. They’re plenty more where he came from. You’d better clear out before they come, or you’ll be included in the party.”


  The little fellow—he was not much more than five feet no inches tall—drew himself up to his full height. “What,” he ejaculated, “me desert my friends? Wat Tyler’s never had that said of him yet. We stick together, to hell and back again.”


  Hilary grinned as he slipped the weapon back into his blouse. He was beginning to like this little firebrand. In truth, Grim had rather fairly described him as a gamecock. His stature, the bristly red hair that flamed above a freckled face, the lightest of blue eyes that snapped with excitement, the peculiar strut of him.


  “You’ll do,” he said briefly.


  AT a safe distance a crowd was gathering, a crowd of Earthmen. Grim surveyed them carefully. They were milling back and forth, but no one dared come closer. “Slaves,” he grunted, “not a spark left in them.” His eyes swept the heavens. Two faint black specks appeared in the blue distance, from the direction of Great New York.


  “They’re coming for us,” he said quietly.


  “Let them,” crowed the fiery little bantam, “we’ll meet them man to man.”


  He wrenched the tube from the stiffened fingers of the dead guard, swung it exultingly aloft.


  “You little fool,” Hilary cried sharply, and struck it down again. “We’re not waiting for them. That’s suicide. Come. I’m afraid it’s too late for you to turn back now. You’ve been seen with us.”


  He dashed across the moving belts, Grim and Wat, a grotesquely assorted pair, directly behind him.


  Passengers, men and women both, scattered at their approach, stark, servile fear smothering their dulled countenances. Cries arose on all sides. “The Magnificents are coming.”


  The black specks became larger, forming themselves into swift one-man fliers. The three men pelted across the graded conveyors as hard as they could run. No Earthman tried to stop them; one look at their grim faces would have been a most potent dissuader. And fortunately there were no Mercutians within hailing distance other than the rapidly nearing fliers.


  They flung themselves off the last slow-moving platform, panting.


  “Which way now?” Hilary asked. His quick eye raked the scene for possible hideouts. They were on a smoothly clipped lawn, heaving gently up to a pretty rambling structure, built on an antique design, pleasingly irregular and nestling to the ground as though it were indigenous to the soil. The walls were modern, though, of vita-crystal, which possessed the peculiar property of permitting all of the beneficial rays of the sun to penetrate, and yet presented a perfectly opaque appearance to the outside world.


  No other hiding place was in sight. The lawn stretched smooth on all sides except for a scattering of trees—poor enough cover. The Mercutians were almost directly overhead now, preparing to swoop.


  “OUR only chance seems to be the house,” Hilary answered his own question quietly.


  Grim shook his head. “Their search beams can penetrate the vita-crystal walls as though they were transparent glass.”


  Hilary’s heart sank. “Can’t help it,” he said laconically. “Come on.”


  The three men broke into a run. It was only a hundred yards, but the Mercutians were coming down fast. They had been seen. A flash as of molten metal gleamed overhead. A blinding ray leaped for the ground, struck viciously a little ahead of the running men. The velvet green grass crisped to ash; the soil underneath scorched.


  “Scatter!” Hilary shouted.


  Instantly the men spread out. Another blast hissed down at them, so close to Hilary that the heat seared his left side like a red-hot iron. The Mercutians were getting the range. Wat Tyler stopped short with a howl of defiance. He whipped the hand tube he had taken from the dead guard out of his blouse.


  “Hide it, you fool!” Hilary yelled back at him. “We don’t want them to know we are armed.”


  Wat obeyed reluctantly. He shook his fist high in the air, and started to run again. It was not an instant too soon, either. A beam slithered down the smoldering air, and the Earth literally boiled under its impact, directly on the spot where Wat had stopped to shake his fist. All about them the terrible rays were slashing now.


  But a last desperate burst of speed carried the Earthmen onto a wide enclosed portico, in the old manner. Hilary pounded on the vita-crystal door. It was tightly locked.


  “STEP back a moment,” Morgan rumbled.


  Hilary obeyed. The big man spat thoughtfully upon his hands, worked his shoulders tentatively. Then he too retreated to the outermost edge of the portico. Above, the crystal suddenly shattered. Sharp-edged fragments showered down upon them. There was little time to waste.


  Grim heaved forward in a slanting rush, right shoulder extended. He crashed into the locked door like a runaway train. There was a grinding noise, a smash of crystal, and his shoulder was through, incased in a halo of bright, sharp edges.


  The big man staggered back, his shoulder streaming blood from a hundred cuts. His face was pale and drawn.


  “Good fellow,” Wat yelled, “even though you are an overgrown ox.” He darted in behind the man-mountain like a twisting snake. His deft fingers reached in through the shattered crystal, pressed something on the inside. The door slid into its wall pocket with a sound of grinding glass.


  Wat burst into the opened room first, Grim right behind him. Hilary brought up the rear, Grim’s great bulk blotting out for the moment any view of the interior.


  There was a sudden gasp—a girl’s voice.


  “Wh—What does this mean?” She was tremulous, yet unafraid.


  Hilary stopped suddenly as though brought up against a solid wall. His heart pounded madly. That voice—but it was utterly impossible!


  Wat answered, gallantly. “Sorry to annoy you, miss, but they’re after us. My partner here’s wounded.”


  “Oh, you poor man.” There was quick sympathy in the clear tones. “But who is after you?”


  A splintering crash resounded outside.


  “The Mercutians, as you no doubt hear,” the little man responded with faint irony.


  The girl gasped again. “Oh my God!”


  There was silence. Hilary strained his ears, yet took care to keep hidden behind Grim’s huge frame. What would she do now? It seemed to him as if the whole world depended on her reply.


  The girl broke the silence. She had come to a swift decision.


  “They must not get you. Go upstairs, quietly, into the chamber on the left of the hall. It’s my bedroom. Their search beams can not penetrate it; the walls are draped with lead-encrusted curtains. I’ll stay down here and try to throw them off the trail.”


  Hilary’s heart recommenced beating. A gush of joy overwhelmed him. The girl had proven herself.


  Grim spoke, for the first time.


  “You know the penalty of course, for hiding us.”


  She did not answer directly. “I can’t help it. I can’t surrender Earthmen to those beasts. Besides”—there was a catch in her voice—“it does not matter much since—”


  Hilary stepped quietly from behind Grim’s overshadowing bulk.


  The girl’s eyes went wide at the sight of him; her slender white hand flew to her throat. She looked as if she had seen a ghost.


  “You—you!” she choked. “Hilary!”


  SHE swayed and would have fallen, had Hilary not jumped to catch her. His heart was beating thickly with excess of emotion. Joan Robbins in his arms again—how he prayed for this moment in the icy reaches of interplanetary space. Yet what was she doing here in Bronxville? Her home had always been atop the windswept Robbins Building in Great New York.


  Her hand went softly over his features, as though to assure herself that it was really he.


  “Oh, my dear,” she whispered brokenly, “I had almost given up all hope. Everyone was certain you were lost—long ago.” Whirrings sounded outside. “Sorry to break up your reunion,” Grim interrupted in his bass rumble, “but the Mercutians have landed on the lawn. They’ll be in here right away.”


  Joan tore herself out of Hilary’s arms. Her slim straight figure tautened; her velvet soft eyebrows puckered over deep-lit pools.


  “Upstairs quickly, all of you,” she cried. “I’ll manage them somehow.”


  Hilary said quietly. “I won’t leave you alone with those brutes. You go along up, and I’ll remain here.” The automatic gleamed in his hand.


  “No, no,” she panted, “you mustn’t. You wouldn’t have a chance. Leave it to me.” She literally pushed them with her little hands to the stairway. “Go, if you love me.”


  “The girl’s right,” Grim said, “there’s a chance. If not,” he shrugged his shoulders, “we can always come down again.”


  Outside were heavy thuddings on the portico.


  “You in there,” a heavy alien voice resounded, “open or we blast our way in.” The door had been slid back into position.


  There was no room for further argument. Very reluctantly Hilary followed his companions up the winding stairway.


  At the top of the stairs an entrance slide showed darker on the left. Wat fumbled for a moment until he found the button. The door whirred open, even as they heard Joan’s clear voice below: “Come in, Magnificents!” There was a trampling of feet.


  CHAPTER IV


  The Kidnaping of Joan


  THE Earthmen moved quickly and quietly into Joan’s room. Thin crinkly draperies of heavy silk impregnated with lead in colloidal solution, covered all the walls, the door itself. But Hilary shot no more than a cursory glance around; he had left the slide slightly ajar; he was listening intently. The gun was in his hand. There were only two bullets in the chambers—all that were left of the thousands of rounds the expedition had started out with. He must not waste them.


  The thick rough voice of a Mercutian floated up from below.


  “Three Earth slaves came in here. Where did they go?”


  “They did,” Joan admitted readily. “They frightened me out of my wits. I screamed and they ran through the house and out the back way.”


  The Mercutian was suspicious.


  “Hmm. Funny there’s no sign of a struggle here. Nothing is upset.”


  “They ran out the back way,” the girl repeated tonelessly.


  “We’ll see; but if you are lying. . . .” He said no more, but the pause was significant in its implications.


  “I would not lie to the Magnificents.”


  “Not if you are wise.” He seemed to be the leader. He evidently turned to his companion, for there issued a flood of throaty consonants to which the other grunted once. Then the listeners heard his heavy stamping as he walked through the house to the rear. A door whirred; he had gone out.


  THE remaining Mercutian said suddenly: “He won’t find them.”


  “Why not?” Joan asked, a bit tremulously.


  The Mercutian laughed harshly. “Because you lied. You’ve hid them in the house.”


  Hilary heard Joan’s sudden sharp intake of breath.


  “No, no, Magnificent,” she cried. The Mercutian laughed again—a hard cruel laugh. There was no mirth in it.


  “All Earthwomen are liars. I know where you hid them. In your bed chamber. The trick is too old already. We may not be able to see through the lead curtains, but we can break down the door. I warned Artok not to permit the use of the lead curtains, but he has a soft streak. He listened to the women’s pleadings for privacy.


  Privacy, pah! A cloak for conspiracies, that’s all it comes to. When Gurda returns, we search upstairs and drag out your rats from their hole.”


  He laughed smugly, pleased with his own cleverness.


  “It is not so.” Strange how calm Joan sounded. “They are not in the house. Only my dying mother is here. She is bedded upstairs. The doctor ordered absolute quiet. The slightest noise would be fatal.”


  The Mercutian sneered. “We’ll take a look at that dying mother of yours right now.”


  “You mustn’t,” the girl panted. “She will die, I tell you.”


  “And what does it matter to me?”


  There was the sound of a struggle, a sharp cry, followed by a dull thud.


  HILARY was out through the door like a flash, down the corridor to the head of the stairs with automatic extended. The monster Mercutian was coming heavily up the treads. They saw each other simultaneously.


  The Mercutian’s pink eyes turned a vicious red; the tube dangling in his hand jerked sharply up. Hilary squeezed the trigger. The gun barked. The Mercutian spun half around with the force of the tearing bullet. The deadly beam from his weapon slithered over the wall, searing a great molten gash in the crystal. He was badly hurt, but he did not fall. Howling with pain and rage, he slewed himself around again, pointed his sun weapon unsteadily upward.


  Hilary let him have the other slug. The big body jerked, and fell backward with a crash to the bottom of the stairs, there to lie oddly contorted and still.


  There was a thundering rush from the rear of the lower floor, a hoarse throaty cry. Hilary tore down the steps three at a time, Grim and Wat slithering behind him.


  The other Mercutian was bending over Joan’s semiconscious form, sweeping her into the crook of a huge arm. He shot a startled glance at the down-pouring Earthmen, swerved the girl around, and aimed his tube.


  Hilary pulled the trigger as he swerved. There was a sharp click, but no explosion. Hilary cursed and threw himself down. He had forgotten that there were no more bullets. The speeding flash scorched overhead.


  Grim and Wat crouched low. Wat’s tube, the one he had wrested from the dead guard on the conveyor, was being slowly raised. The Mercutian saw it, shifted the inanimate girl in front of himself, and backed stealthily toward the splintered door.


  “Don’t shoot,” Hilary cried sharply. “You’ll kill Joan.”


  Wat lowered the tube disgustedly. Hilary groaned aloud. If only he had had one more bullet. There was enough of the gigantic body exposed to offer an excellent target to a steel slug without harming Joan, but the sun weapon sent out its beam in a flat spray.


  The Mercutian sensed their dilemma as they crouched on the stairs. He laughed unpleasantly as he backed through the doorway, Joan’s limp body held straight in front of him.


  “Good-by, Earth slaves,” he taunted. “I take your pretty Earth maiden with me. In five minutes I return, with others. You cannot escape. Good-by.”


  He jumped clumsily through the door. The crouching Earthmen heard a click. It had closed behind him.


  HILARY and his companions cleared the stairs in almost a single bound. He had snatched the sun-tube out of Wat’s hand. Through the splintered slide he saw the Mercutian climbing into his flier, but a great crystal column of the portico intervened. Nevertheless, while Wat fumbled for the button that released the slide, he took a chance. Every split second was precious now. He aimed the weapon, pressed the spring. A white dazzling ray darted fan-wise from the orifice. It touched the column, fused it into molten, running glass. But the Mercutian was already in his seat, Joan limp beside him. He was fumbling at the controls.


  The door slid open at last. Hilary shot through like a bullet from a rifle. The flier had already taken off on a long slanting rise. A three-fingered hand waved mockingly down at him. Hilary raised his weapon, then lowered it with a groan. The flier was well within range yet, but if he aimed the terrible beam at it, there would be a crash of fused twisted material, and—Joan was in it. What a dilemma! If he didn’t shoot, she would be borne away—he dared not think to what horrible fate.


  Grim’s hand rested lightly on his shoulder as he watched the flier become a faint black speck in the direction of Great New York.


  “She was your sweetheart.” His gruff voice was oddly gentle.


  Hilary brushed a weary hand over his forehead. The Earth, the universe itself, were suddenly dead, meaningless gobs of matter.


  “Yes,” he said tonelessly. “Five years ago she promised to wait for my return. She kept her word. I found her again—only to lose her.”


  Grim said quietly: “I too once loved a girl. I joined the last rebellion under Amos Peabody. The Mercutians threatened to seize the wives, sisters, sweethearts of the revolters if they persisted. Many of the men surrendered. I was one of those who refused. When the revolt was over, smothered in flame from their giant sun-tubes, I found that they had made good their threats. My girl was gone, vanished. Two Mercutians had taken her away. She was never found again.”


  He paused in brooding silence. “They are up to their old tricks again.” His eyes were steely blue now. Hilary pressed his hand in silence. They were welded together by a common loss.


  Wat Tyler broke in upon them. “If you fellows want to hang around here, I’ll be on my way. That Mercutian hyena will be back here with a dozen other! just like him in less than no time.”


  HILARY snapped out of his sorrow. He could not help Joan by having himself captured or killed, nor was it fair to Grim and Wat. They had placed themselves unquestioningly under his leadership. Something else too was growing into burning life in his mind. This was his Earth, his and Grim’s and Wat’s, and of millions of other normal human beings. The Mercutians were interlopers, brutal conquerors. He would devote his now otherwise meaningless life to driving them off the planet, wiping them out of the solar system. A tall order, yes, but not for nothing had he fought almost single-handed against those other monstrosities on other worlds: Martians, Ganymedans, Saturnians. The Mercutians were no stronger than they. Besides, there was Joan.


  “Men,” he said crispy, once more the clear-headed commander of his space expedition, “I intend to fight these Mercutian invaders until Earth is free once more, or—I am dead. I have no illusions about the magnitude of the job, of its practical hopelessness. But that does not mean that you two have to throw away your lives also. I am a marked man, without any identification tag. You on the other hand, can get away from here, mingle indistinguishably with the hordes of people in Great New York. You would be safe. Our ways part here, if you desire it so.” He added hastily. “I would be the last to blame you.”


  Grim Morgan and Wat Tyler looked at each other, a great giant of a man and an undersized bantam. Yet some electric spark of sympathy seemed to dart between them, these so dissimilar beings.


  Wat elected to be the spokesman. His voice rose shrilly, as it always did when he was laboring under stress of excitement or emotion.


  “You won’t blame us,” he almost squeaked. “Who asked you? Damn it, haven’t we consciences of our own? Are we quitters, yellow-bellied Mercutians to quit a pal? Are we, Grim Morgan? Speak, you big ox.”


  He wheeled abruptly and shook a small fist high in the air. It barely reached under Grim’s nose. The big man looked down at the little gamecock unsmilingly.


  “No, Wat Tyler, we are not,” he said gravely.


  Wat turned to Hilary triumphantly.


  “There, you see,” he crowed, “we stick together. We’ll lick those Mercutian monsters; we’ll sweep them into the ocean, into space. And what’s more, we’ll rescue your girl too.” He stopped to catch his breath. Grim was nodding slowly. He had not the little man’s exuberance. His girl could not be rescued any more, but he could remember.


  Hilary’s frozen heart warmed into life again. With loyal comrades such as there, even the impossible might be accomplished. Very quietly, without heroics, the three men shook hands. Nothing more, yet they knew that they were bound indissolubly together, as long as there was a gasp of breath in any of them.


  HILARY’S brain functioned with racing smoothness. In minutes the Mercutians would be back.


  “We must find a secure hiding place at once,” he said. “Know of any?”


  Grim shook his head negatively. “There is none,” he spoke slowly. “Their search beams penetrate everything.”


  “Except lead,” Hilary interposed. “Except lead,” he conceded. “Very well then. We shall have to find a place we can line with lead. In the meantime, I have my space flier up in the Ramapos. If it hasn’t been discovered yet, it will be essential to our task. We’ll have to get there quickly.”


  “How?” Wat asked.


  “By the conveyors, of course.”


  “No good,” the little man declared. “Mercutian guards will be patrolling them. You have no identification tag. You would be caught.”


  Hilary considered that. “Suppose you two go on along,” he suggested. “Find it and wait for me. I’ll manage somehow.”


  “No,” they answered unanimously; “we go together or not at all.”


  Hilary did not try to argue. He would have replied himself in exactly the same terms. He looked longingly at the abandoned flier of the gray-faced Mercutian, lying cold and still within the house.


  “If only we could operate the ship,” he said.


  Then, characteristically, he dismissed the vain longing and bent to the business in hand. “That means we’ll have to make it on foot, and keep under cover all the way. Come on.”


  As the three men moved rapidly over the great lawn toward the nearest covert, a little wood a quarter of a mile away, the horizon that was Great New York showed silhouetted against the westering sun numerous little black dots. The Mercutians were coming.


  CHAPTER V


  Outlaws of Earth


  THREE days later three footsore, weary, hungry men skulked in the edge of the woods near a little clearing in the Ramapos. For three days they had ducked and dodged and literally burrowed into the ground by day, traveling only at night. Above and around them the noise of pursuit rolled. The Mercutians were persistent.


  Speedy one-man fliers patrolled the airways, their search beams casting invisible rays in wide sweeping arcs over the uneven terrain. Wherever they touched, the ground sprang into vivid illumination, crystal clear to depths of ten to fifteen feet. Several times the crystal swath swept breathlessly close to the place where the fugitives crouched in covert. The conveyors carried back and forth armed companies of guards. The Mercutians were making a mighty effort to capture their prey.


  But somehow the Earthmen had won through, and eager eyes searched the little glade. Hilary exhaled sharply. The Vagabond, stanch and faithful companion of all his travels, rested immovably on the deep green grass. It had escaped the questing eyes of the Mercutians. The travel lanes did not touch this secluded spot.


  “So that’s your space ship, eh?” said Grim, surveying the tarnished, pitted spheroid with something of awe.


  “Yes,” said Hilary lovingly as he unlocked the outer port slide. A hasty glance around inside showed that nothing had been touched. Everything was orderly, methodical, just as he had left it.


  Grim and Wat examined with interest the banked controls, the polarization apparatus that set up repulsion waves and literally kicked the ship out into space away from the planet against which it had been set.


  “Time enough to inspect,” Hilary warned them. “Never can tell when those damned Mercutianp may spy on us.”


  HE set the polarization controls so that the mere pulling of a switch would send the flier careening off into space. He surveyed the apple-pie order of the interior with vast satisfaction.


  “Now let them come,” he said, “the Vagabond can show anything that flies a clean pair of heels. Let’s eat.”


  He dragged an aluminum box out of its locker, opened it to disclose a gray funguslike mass. He cut off huge slices and offered it to his companions.


  They looked at it doubtfully. “Ugh,” Wat shuddered violently, “I never saw stuff like that before. It doesn’t look good.” The little man, they soon discovered, had violent discriminations in food.


  “Try it,” Hilary assured him. “It’s a Martian growth, and delicious. We had to live on the land, so to speak, on our journey. Our Earth food gave out long before the finish.”


  Wat looked at it with manifest distaste, but Grim was already wolfing his portion and making little pleased sounds. Wat bit into a portion gingerly, found it tasted somewhat like truffles, and soon was not far behind in gulping it down.


  WHEN their appetites had been appeased, Hilary called a council of war.


  “First of all,” he told them, “we’ll have to find a hideout. That presupposes two things: a place large enough to store the Vagabond, and hidden from view, either from the naked eye or their search beams.”


  “That sounds like a large cavern lined with lead,” said Grim. “Exactly.”


  “And there are none such in this territory,” Grim replied quietly.


  “I will not move too far from New York,” Hilary spoke with determination; “there is Joan. . . .” Grim looked blank. There was Joan, of course.


  Wat got up suddenly. “I know a place,” he said, “within a mile of here, and it’s not a cave. Come on; I’ll show you. I was a Ranger in the Ramapo Game Preserve in the old days.”


  Hilary asked no more. The polarization switch made contact, and the Vagabond left the Earth with a swift rush. It maneuvered with the ease of an Earth flier. Wat directed him, scanning the rugged tree-clad mountains with eager eye.


  “There,” he said finally, “set her down right there. Easy.”


  Hilary saw no break in the uninterrupted line of the mountain, but he followed directions. He had come to have an abounding faith in the little red-haired man.


  The space flier eased gently down. Just as it seemed as if it would perforce come to rest upon serrated tree tops, a faint glimmer showed amid the darker green. There was an opening, just barely room for the Vagabond.


  HILARY jockeyed skilfully through, kept on descending into a narrow cleft in the slope. The walls rose almost perpendicularly on either side. About fifty feet down there was a sharp turn and the gorge angled downward for another fifty feet. When the flier came to rest at the bottom, it was securely hidden in a slanting cleft, some forty feet wide and several hundred long. A mountain brook brawled at one side, assuring plentiful water. The outside world was absolutely invisible. Perpetual twilight reigned; only a pale dim religious light filtered through.


  “Just the thing,” Wat exulted. “We’ll never be found here, no matter how much they search, unless someone actually stumbles into the opening. There’s almost eighty feet of solid rock above us, and their search beams only penetrate about ten to fifteen.”


  “Splendid,” Hilary said. “Now we’ve got to get to work.”


  For two days they toiled incessantly. A rope ladder was fabricated to insure ease of entrance and exit without recourse to the ship. Wat, as the least conspicuous, was delegated to scour the countryside and bring in stores of provisions. The bottom of the gorge was leveled off with infinite labor. Rough wood shelters were erected. Spares and electrical equipment to replace worn parts in the Vagabond were also purchased by Wat, in cautious small purchases. It necessitated long trekking through mountain trails, but there was no murmur from him. The search, he reported, seemed to be slackening. Only the routine guards whizzed by on the conveyors, and the usual Mercutian fliers that kept to the regular air lanes.


  At last even Hilary was satisfied. He was ready now for the plan that had been slowly forming in his mind during the days of their flight and of work. He was going to attempt a rescue of Joan. She had never left his thoughts once; he was burning with inward anxiety, though his face was a mask to cover his true feelings.


  THE last evening he sat with the others within one of the wooden shelters. A huge fire of fragrant pine knots blazed up a crude boulder chimney.


  “I am going out now to find Joan,” he told them quietly. “When do we start?” asked Wat. “I am going alone.” There was a movement of protest. He checked it at once. “You can understand the reasons. One man can worm his way where three men cannot. It isn’t a question of force, of brute strength. Besides, if anything should go wrong, there are still the two of you to carry on—to be the focus of a new revolt. If all of us were caught, there would be no further hope for the Earth.”


  “It’s a hell of a note,” Wat grumbled, unconvinced. “There’s fighting to be done, and me cooped up here like a sick hen.”


  “Hilary’s right,” Grim interposed thoughtfully. “It’s a one-man job. We’ll have our chance later.” He turned on Hilary. “But if anything does happen to you, you understand we won’t stay quietly. We’ll come—if you are still alive. Promise you will let us know—if you can.”


  “I’ll promise that,” Hilary agreed. “There is a way.”


  He got up and went out of the hut. In a few minutes he was back, holding three small flat disks enmeshed in a spray of fine wires for them to see.


  “I’ve just removed the communication disks from our space suits.


  Strap them in position on your right shoulder blade, hook the wires—so—and you can talk to me or to each other over distances of one hundred miles. Underneath your clothing they cannot be seen. Should I require your assistance, I’ll call, and further, I’ll show you both how to run the Vagabond, in case. . . .” His voice trailed.


  “Yes, yes, of course,” Grim interposed hastily, “but you’ll be here to run it when the time comes.”


  “Perhaps,” Hilary smiled faintly. Then he leaned forward. “I’ve gotten a pretty good idea of what’s happened on Earth since I went away, but now I need more details. Otherwise I’ll run into things that will surprise me, and that might not be so—pleasant.”


  They told him, interrupting each other, arguing over details, Hilary interposing questions every now and then.


  ABOUT a year and a half after Hilary’s departure into trackless space, a huge flat diskoid came hovering to the ground near Great New York. It carried a party of Mercutians on a friendly exploration, so they said, once communication could be established between Earth linguists and themselves. They were welcomed, made much of. They seemed friendly enough. At their own request they were whirled over the Earth in Earth planes on a tour of inspection.


  When they departed, with much protestation of friendship, they assured President Peabody they would return some day, they and others of their race. Just what hidden threat there was in that promise, no one on Earth realized. It was taken at face value.


  Just a year later, almost to the day, the by this time familiar diskoid was seen hovering once more over Great Mew York. The Mercutians were returning. The people of New York suspected nothing. No troops were rushed to the scene to repel invasion; no guns were trained on the space ship. It was just another friendly visit, and hurried preparations were commenced for a rousing welcome on their landing.


  What New York did not know was that simultaneously with the appearance of the Mercutian flier over their city, a hundred others were even then hovering over the strategic capitals of the world. The first Mercutian ambassadors had put to good advantage that hurried tour of inspection.


  No one was alarmed. Each capital city thought itself signally honored by the reappearance of the lone Mercutian over it. The plan was clever, the timing perfect.


  At a signal flashed through the ether, things started happening.


  The great diskoids, hovering high in the stratosphere, suddenly blazed into blinding light. To the dazzled onlookers below, a new sun seemed to have been born. A truncated cone of flame leaped downward. The diskoid was the apex, the spreading base all of Great New York. The sheeted brilliance enveloped the doomed city. It was a holocaust. New York became a roaring furnace. Stone and steel heated to incandescence.


  The affrighted people had no chance for their lives. Like moths in a flame they died on the streets, in the ovens of their homes, in the steaming rivers into which they had thrown themselves to escape the awful heat. There were few survivors, only those who happened to be inside the giant skyscrapers, protected by many thicknesses of crystal and steel.


  AS Great New York went, so went a hundred other cities. The Earth was caught unawares, but the governments, the people, responded nobly. Troops were mobilized hurriedly, preparations rushed for warfare.


  But the Earthmen did not have a chance. The great sinister diskoids moved methodically over the Earth, high in the stratosphere, where the futile Earth planes could not reach them, and sent the terrible blaze of destruction down unerringly upon armies, cities, towns.


  It was over soon. One after another, the Earth governments capitulated. America was the last—old Amos Peabody vowed he would rather go down to utter destruction than yield—but he was outvoted in Council. It was pure slaughter otherwise, without a chance to fight back.


  At once the Mercutians set up their government. The Earth was turned into a colony. The leader of the invaders, the son of the Mercutian emperor, became Viceroy, with absolute powers. Sooner or later, it was their intention to transport the entire Mercutian race to the Earth, and make it their permanent home. Mercury was not an ideal place to live on; in the restricted area around the poles where life was possible, terrific storms alternated with furnace droughts, to which the hottest part of the Sahara was. an Arctic paradise. No wonder the first Mercutian expedition had broached the subject of Earth as an easy conquest when they returned.


  The Mercutians treated the Earth people as slaves. Their rule was brutal and arrogant in the extreme. The Earth people revolted, under the leadership of Amos Peabody. Weaponless, except for small hidden stores of rifles and revolvers—the Mercutians had cannily disarmed their slaves—they fought desperately with axes, knives, clubs, anything, against the overlords.


  The result could have been expected. The rebellion was smothered in blood and fire. The bravest of the Earthmen died in battle, or were executed afterwards. The slaves, the weaklings, were left. Old Amos Peabody was treated as Hilary had seen. He was exhibited in city after city as a public warning.


  HILARY’S blood was boiling as the terrible narration went on and on. But his face was calm, immovable.


  “How do the diskoids operate?” he asked.


  “Something like the sun rays on the one-man fliers,” Grim told him, “only vastly more powerful. They are not limited in range, for one thing. It took only one, fifty miles up in the stratosphere, to destroy all New York. I saw the one that first spied on the Earth. It was about five hundred feet in diameter, made of the same vitreous material, and shaped like a huge lens. No doubt, besides being a space ship, it is just that. The sun’s light flashes through it, is rearranged into terrible burning rays, and sears all in its path.”


  “Hm’m!” Hilary meditated. “So everything the Mercutians have in the way of weapons and armament depends directly on the sun’s rays.”


  “Yes,” Grim agreed. “After all, you must remember that with Mercury exposed as it is to the fierce heat of the sun, it would be only natural for them to develop weapons that utilized its rays.”


  “Then the tubes and the fliers cannot operate at night?”


  “Yes, because then they receive the reflected waves from the diskoids that are stationed out in space, in eternal sunlight.”


  Hilary considered this a moment. “Where do you think it possible Joan was taken?” he changed the subject abruptly.


  “It is hard to say,” Grim answered slowly. “But your best chance would be with the Viceroy himself. There have been rumors—when pretty girls disappear.” Hilary’s jaw set hard.


  “I think I’ll interview His Mercutian Magnificence,” he said. “Where are his quarters?”


  “The Robbins Building.”


  “Good Lord, that’s Joan’s . . .”


  So that was why Joan was up in the Bronxville suburb. “What happened to her father, Martin Robbins?”


  “Executed after the revolt,” Wat interposed. “Your girl must have escaped, otherwise she’d have been treated then like the other girls whose relatives had fought.”


  Hilary smiled unaccountably, the first smile since Joan had been taken. He knew the Robbins Building well; he had been a frequent visitor there in the old days. There were surprises in store for His Nibs the Mercutian. . . .


  CHAPTER VI


  Mutterings of Revolt


  THE next morning, as dawn burst over the mountain tops, he started on his perilous mission. But no one who knew Hilary Grendon would have recognized him in the meek, shambling, slightly bent Earth slave who climbed the last rung of the rope ladder out of the hidden gorge.


  He had changed his clothes for an old, space-worn suit that one of his former comrades could never have any further use for. The skilful application of wood ash and powdered charcoal to the hollows around the eyes, the pits beneath the cheekbones, gave him a gaunt, careworn appearance, suitable to an Earthman too brow-beaten to dream of defying his overlords.


  Wat, who had artistically applied the make-up, viewed his handiwork with admiration. “You’ll do,” he grinned. “The way you look, even a little fellow like me would be perfectly safe in spitting upon you.”


  Before he went, he explained the mechanism of the Vagabond thoroughly to his friends. Finally they nodded; they would know how to work the controls.


  There was the question of weapons. The captured sun-tube was out of the question; it could not be secreted beneath the dark-blue blouse. Hilary fondled his automatic wistfully.


  “If only I had some bullets,” he sighed.


  “Hell, man, I know where you can get plenty,” said Wat. There was a hidden cache, not far from where they were, stored against the day. There were still some brave spirits left on Earth who hoped and plotted. Wat had been one of them. Hilary’s spirits rose immeasurably. With his gun loaded he could face the whole Mercutian planet.


  HILARY made the return journey to Great New York in an hour. He wormed his way carefully to the nearest conveyor, and made his way openly to the express platform, secure in his disguise.


  There was an air of unrest, of tension in the air. The Earth passengers no longer sat dully, apathetically, as they were whizzed along. Little groups buzzed together, excited, gesticulating.


  Hilary unostentatiously joined one. There was a sudden silence as he sank quietly into his seat, glances of uneasy suspicion. But he looked thoroughly innocuous, and the chief whisperer felt emboldened to resume the thread of his interrupted discourse.


  “There are men left on Earth,” he mouthed secretively to the little circle of heads. “The Mercutians went down like animals—fifteen of them killed, I hear. The whole company of guards retreated in a hurry”—he paused for greater effect, and continued slowly and impressively—“from—three—Earthmen.”


  Hilary raised his head sharply. They were discussing his exploit, evidently. With exaggerations of course. That was inevitable.


  “Yes, sir,” the speaker proceeded, “that shows you. These damned Mercutians are not invulnerable. They can be overcome, chased off the Earth. But we’ve got to be men, not slaves.”


  High excitement shone in the surrounding faces.


  “But we ain’t got no weapons,” a small, weak-chinned man protested.


  The other spat carefully: “No weapons, huh? Man, I could show you—”


  A dark silent man standing uninterestedly next to him jabbed him in the ribs. The orator gulped and stammered: “I—I mean—”


  “Psst,” someone hissed hurriedly, “the Mercutians.”


  THREE giant Mercutian guards, their sun-tubes at the ready, stumbled heavily down the aisles of the express, sagging with the pull of Earth’s gravitation. Their gray, warted faces were black as thunderclouds.


  They stopped before the hastily scattered group.


  “You heard the orders,” the hugest one barked: “no congregating of Earth slaves on the conveyors or elsewhere. Next time you disobey, I’ll ray you. You understand?”


  “Yes, Magnificent,” the weak-chinned man muttered hurriedly.


  But the little knot reformed immediately after the guards had passed on.


  “Magnificents!” The first speaker spat viciously. “I’d like to wring their necks.”


  Hilary shifted unobtrusively to another excited cluster. There the same procedure was followed. A quiet-voiced man was talking, lauding the exploit of the three embattled Earthmen, skilfully and subtly enkindling enthusiasm, raising wholesome doubts as to the invulnerability of the hated Mercutians.


  Numerous patrols of guards stalked up and down the conveyors, arrogant, manifestly itching for a pretext to ray the conquered. But the Earthmen gave them no opportunity. The groups melted at their approach into meek, vacuous individuals; reformed instantly as they moved on. And there were no informers. The Earthmen had resumed their almost forgotten Earth solidarity in fronting the invaders.


  HILARY watched the restless shifting groups with a glow of pride. This was his work, the spark he had kindled was being fanned into a steady blaze. These whisperers, these exhorters, who were they? Members of an underground organization? Possibly. Wat and Grim had both belonged to loose circles, vague and shifting in membership. Possibly they were coalescing now, joining up into a world-wide organization. He hoped so. It would make his task easier, it also helped restore his pride in being an Earthman. He had almost thought that this supine listless race of his was not worth rescuing.


  He reached the terminal in Great New York without untoward incident. No one challenged this meek, shabby-looking Earthman. The Mercutians gave him barely a glance; the Earthmen disregarded him when they whispered together. Hilary was content; he was not seeking undue notice.


  The terminal was the scene of unwonted activity. The conveyors were disgorging crowds of Earthmen, grim, determined-looking individuals. They scattered purposefully through the various exits of the huge building. Hilary noted with interest that there were no women, no children, on the constantly incoming expresses.


  The Mercutians were massing, too, The terminal was crowded with guards. They stalked heavily about, shouldering their Earth slaves rudely out of the way, sending them sprawling with sudden quick shoves. It would take only an untoward word, a false movement, to start a massacre. The Mercutians were deliberately trying to egg them on.


  But the Earthmen took the abuse, the physical violence, quietly. They picked themselves up, disappeared through the exits, giving way to new arrivals. Once Hilary caught a gleam of familiar steel in the unbuttoned recess of a man’s blouse pocket. He smiled. There were untoward events impending.


  But first he must take care of his own private matter. Joan was a captive in the hands of the Mercutian Viceroy. What was his name? Wat had told him. That was it—Artok.


  HE was out in the street now, a wide vita-crystal paved thoroughfare, one of the many that radiated from the terminal like the spokes of a wheel. On either side was an upflung spray of tall receding towers, dazzling in the sunshine.


  It struck Hilary suddenly. There had been bright unclouded skies during the days since his arrival. Only at night had it rained, like clockwork; every night for fifteen minutes immediately after midnight. A light steady shower that ceased as suddenly as it sprang up.


  It was unusual. This was April in the Spring of 2348 and April was always a month of showery heavens. Had the Mercutians, accustomed to the blazing light of their own planet, deliberately managed some way to create perpetual sunshine on Earth? Very likely, considering the clockwork night showers, no doubt for the purpose of preventing droughts. There was the matter of weapons and power, too. They all depended on the sun.


  Hilary took the inside moving platform. It would take him to the Robbins Building. The street was black with people, surging back and forth, restless, ominous.


  Mercutians stalked purposefully along, in companies of ten. Their guttural voices were harsh with command. The Earthmen scattered out of their way. Those who were not nimble enough were knocked down, trampled underfoot.


  One Earthman, braver than the rest, or more foolish, gave vent to a scream of rage, when a young girl, with whom he was arm in arm, was wrested brutally away. His fist shot out, caught the leering guard flush on his chin.


  The Mercutian staggered, then bellowed with rage. His tube flashed upward. The Earthman’s eyes opened wide as with wonder, then he collapsed, cut cleanly in half.


  There was a full-throated growl from the jammed thoroughfare, a sudden surging forward. But the guards, reinforced by others, had their tubes lifted, ominous, deathdealing. The crowd ebbed back hastily.


  HILARY had joined the first rush. His blood pounded in his veins at the unprovoked brutality. For a hasty moment he visioned the commencement of the revolt. But as the mob retreated before the weapons, his brain cooled. The time was not. ripe yet. It would be pure slaughter. Besides, there was Joan.


  Once more he was the meek, downtrodden slave. He got off the platform, shambled over to the Robbins Building, an imposing pile of vita-crystal. It rose high into the air, overtopping even the great Memorial Tower. Martin Robbins had been wealthy, very much so. He had been a physicist of world repute, and this building was a monument to his inventive genius. The top floors were devoted to marvelously equipped laboratories. On the roof were the living quarters—dwelling of many rooms surrounded by an alpine garden. All Great New York stretched beneath. In the distance the green waters of the Atlantic dazzled in the sunshine.


  Hilary knew the layout well. It had been his second home before. . . . He put the bitter thoughts determinedly behind him. There was work ahead. The stooped, hollow-cheeked creature shambled aimlessly up to the entrance. It was filled with Mercutian guards.


  He edged his way along, hoping to pass through unnoticed.


  “Here, you,” a burly Mercutian barred his way, “get out of here before I ray you.”


  HILARY seemed to shrivel together in mortal terror. He turned to slink out again. The guard had him by the shoulder, was propelling him with ungentle paws toward the exit. Hilary let himself be shoved.


  A cold curt voice spoke a sharp command:


  “What have you there?”


  Where had Hilary heard that voice before?


  The pushing guard spun him around hastily.


  “He was trying to get into the building, Cor Urga,” he said respectfully. “These damned Earth slaves are everywhere under foot. It’s time we rayed a few to teach them a lesson.”


  Hilary found himself gazing at the gray saturnine countenance that had burnt itself into his memory. Urga—the Mercutian who had kidnaped Joan! His muscles tensed suddenly for a quick spring, then relaxed. He must play the game.


  Urga looked him over carefully, puzzled.


  “Strange,” he grunted, “I’ve seen this fellow before, but I cannot remember where.”


  Hilary was taut. Would he be recognized?


  But the Mercutian Cor—in Earth terms, Captain of a Hundred—shook his head finally, and turned away. The disguise had held up.


  “All these Earth slaves look alike. This one is a particularly poor specimen. Turn him loose. If he tries to come in again, kill him.”


  “Get,” the guard growled viciously, and sent Hilary sprawling out into the street to the muttering accompaniment of the seething Earth crowds. The temper of the people was rapidly reaching the explosion point.


  BUT Hilary picked himself up, meekly, brushed himself off, and melted unostentatiously into the moving crowd. He desired no undue attention.


  Strangely enough, there were no Mercutians in sight. Only the surging, growling Earthmen. Hilary felt their mysterious disappearance to be ominous—as though they had been warned by some secret signal. Something terrible was about to happen. He must get to that certain passageway he knew, and quickly. If only it were not guarded.


  A cry went up about him, a yell of many voices.


  “The Mercutians are coming.” Hilary whirled. Down the street, issuing from the terminal, deployed a full regiment of guards, bowed under the strong pull of the Earth, but formidable enough. Sun-tubes glinted dangerously. A stentorian voice reached him. “Clear the streets, you Earth dogs,” it roared. “You’ve been warned enough. One minute to obey and I’ll burn you all down.”


  A babel of excited voices went up. The crowds farther down, near the advancing Mercutians, melted into a wild scramble. Men trampled each other underfoot in a mad attempt to reach safety before the minute’s expiration.


  Where Hilary had paused, there was a milling indecisiveness. Men were already quietly edging their way toward adjoining buildings, into side thoroughfares; others were more belligerent.


  “Kill the bloody beasts!” a man suddenly screamed near Hilary, drawing a pistol from beneath his blouse. He waved it frantically in the air. There was an ugly surge, a low-throated growl. It needed very little for the mob to get out of hand and hurl itself upon the steadily approaching Mercutian regiment.


  Hilary acted swiftly. He caught the man’s pistol arm, thrust it down sharply out of sight. A quick wrench, and the gun was in his own hand. The man, wild-eyed, opened his mouth to shout.


  “Shut up,” Hilary hissed fiercely. “Are you mad? You wouldn’t have a chance. They’d ray us all clean out of existence.” He thrust the pistol back into the man’s blouse. “Wait; our chance will come.”


  “Oh, my God! Look!” someone screamed.


  A command shattered the air; the tubes of the Mercutians uplifted; a blinding sheet of flame blazed solidly down the street. The minute’s grace was up.


  EVEN at this distance, the heat scorched and seared. There were many unfortunates caught farther down, men who had had no chance to seek safety in time. They melted in the furnace blast as though they were bits of metal in an electric arc.


  “Run for your lives!” the shout went up. All thought of resistance was gone. It was every one for himself. The man with the gun was the first to run. Hilary found himself caught in the mad rush. The Mercutians were pounding along methodically raying in front of them.


  Hilary was thrust into a little eddy of men to one side. It swirled and shoved. The entrance of the Pullman Building loomed ahead. The sight of it gave Hilary new vigor. That was his destination. If only he could make it.


  He straightened out of his stoop, squared his shoulders. The next instant a human battering ram crashed through the swirling, yelling mob. Head down, right shoulder and elbow working in unison, a path magically opened where no path had been before. Every second was precious now. The heat of the tubes was engulfing him in waves, raising little blisters on the unprotected skin.


  Hilary plunged into the open entrance of the Pullman Building. It was packed with humanity, struggling for the lift platforms, to take them to the upper stories, out of reach of the awful rays. Hilary was thankful for that. His destination was beneath, in the sub-levels. A moving escalator led downward. It was deserted.


  A fierce, wild screaming arose outside, screams that gurgled and died horribly. Hilary felt sick inside. The full blast of the rays had reached the milling crowd. It would be a hideous and merciless slaughter.


  HILARY’S gray eyes burned, his lips set in a straight, hard line. The beasts would pay for this. He shot down the escalator at full speed. A spray of passageways met him. He did not hesitate. He chose the one farthest to the left and dashed along its winding length until he came to a dead end. The vita-crystal gleamed blankly back at him.


  But Hilary knew what he was doing. Long ago Martin Robbins had told him of the secret connection between the two adjoining buildings. A passageway that led between the outer and inner shells of crystal walls; lifts that shot smoothly to the laboratories and pent-apartments on the roofs of the two structures. For Simeon Pullman had been a close friend of Robbins; a fellow physicist, in fact. They interchanged theories, results of experiments, and found this swift connection most convenient.


  Both men were dead now—Pullman as the result of a premature explosion, and Robbins, executed by the Mercutians. But the secret passageway remained.


  Hilary pressed the secret spring he knew of. A gleaming oblong of crystal slid silently open. He went in without hesitation and the slide closed with a little whir behind him.


  A low tunnel confronted him, just barely high enough for him to move without stooping. The walls here were of burnished metal, glowing with impregnated cold-light. It was empty, silent. Evidently it had been undisturbed for years. The Mercutians had not discovered this secret way then.


  THE tunnel slanted downward for several hundred yards, then turned sharply upward until a vita-crystal wall barred the way. Hilary could hear vague sounds from the other side. He was in the Robbins Building. He turned to the left, where a shaft stretched upward, completely enclosed by crystal walls. A thin oblong edging showed the platform beneath. He stepped on it, hesitated for a moment. There were two control buttons; one that stopped the lift in the laboratory, the other in the sleeping room that once was Martin Robbins’.


  Hilary decided in favor of the penthouse; there was less chance of a present occupant of the room. If there was—he shrugged his shoulders and loosened the automatic in his blouse. He pressed the button.


  The platform shot smoothly upward, up, up, thrusting a thousand feet up. At length it came to a gliding halt. Hilary knew he was on the roof now, in the interior of the wall making one side of the sleep-apartment. The vita-crystal gleamed mockingly opaque at him. If only he could see through; if only he had a Mercutian search beam now. Was there someone in the room on the other side of the wall? He strained his ears to listen, but the crystal was pretty much sound-proof.


  Very quietly Hilary drew his gun, broke it, examined the chamber. The six bullets lay snug. He snapped it back in position, held the automatic butt against his side, reached over and pressed the release button.


  THE slide whirred open. Hilary waited a second, tense, ready to shoot at the slightest sound. His eyes bored through the oblong. Nothing was in sight except the luxurious furnishings he remembered so well; nothing stirred. But his vision was limited to that part of the room framed by the slide. With infinite caution he peered out, his searching gaze flicking swiftly around the sleep-apartment. It was a man’s room with built-in divans, automatic sleep-spray, wall rack to hold illuminated book sheets, magnified so as to be read comfortably from a reclining position on the divan—in short, the usual ordered luxuries of a well-furnished sleep-room.


  It was empty—but the divan was touseled, certain small things disarranged. Someone used this room. Hilary stepped out, leaving the slide behind him open in case of an enforced retreat. He paused to think. Where could Joan be held prisoner—if, and it was a big if—she were really here. He ran over the possibilities.


  The laboratories were out of the question. The great master room then. No doubt Artok, the Viceroy, had installed himself there. It was regally magnificent. That might repay a visit. A bold scheme flashed across his mind. Seize Artok himself, abduct him into the secret passage, and compel him to disclose Joan’s whereabouts, give her up. Hilary smiled grimly. Sheerly suicidal, yes, but he was desperate now, and there seemed no other way.


  Gun shifted back into his blouse, with his right hand thrust in, on the butt, he glided softly out of the chamber. No one was in sight. The passageway seemed oddly deserted. Possibly the staff had been attracted to the outer rim of the terrace by the commotion below.


  At the end of the passageway, facing him, was the master room. Another swift look about, and Hilary was moving down the long corridor, close to the wall, his footfalls deadened by the soft composition rug.


  Slowly, very slowly, he pressed the button to release the slide. It slid open at a barely perceptible rate. As the slender crack widened, Hilary looked in, taking care to keep his body to one side.


  CHAPTER VII


  In the Hands of the Mercutians


  A MERCUTIAN was lolling in a reclining chair, his gray warty face turned half away from Hilary. He was rather undersized for a Mercutian, standing not more than seven feet, and his gray unwieldy body was heavy and gross as though thickened with good living and debauch. A fleshy threefingered hand was pounding vehemently on the arm of the chair. His guttural roughened voice came clearly to the listener. He was talking to someone, unseen from the angle of the slowly widening slit. He was annoyed.


  “For the last time I give you the opportunity,” the Mercutian howled—in English. “If you refuse I turn you over to Urga; he wants you.” The crack in the door had widened perceptibly. Hilary’s heart gave a tremendous leap. Disclosed to his vision was a figure standing opposite the Mercutian, slim, defiant, proud—Joan.


  What unimaginable luck! The automatic leaped like a live thing into his hand. He crouched, the blood pounding in his temples, waiting for the slide to come completely open. He dared not reach over for the button control to shift the speed; the movement might be heard inside.


  The path was clear now. Overpower the Mercutian, escape with Joan down the deserted corridors back to the secret passageway, emerge below, return to their hideout in the Ramapos and plan for revolt. It was all as simple as that.


  “WE must have these Earth slaves,” the Mercutian continued, unheeding. “They must be made an example of. They are responsible for the unrest. They have killed Magnificents; and the Earth fools think they can do the same. They will find out their error soon enough. But as long as those three live, so long will the slaves hope, and plot.”


  “I cannot tell you anything about them,” Joan said monotonously. It was evident that this was not the first time she had said so.


  “Yes you can,” the Mercutian said as softly as his gutturals would permit. “There is one in particular you know a great deal about. Urga told me. A long-lost lover, no?” His gray-ridged countenance contorted into a thick disgusting leer.


  “There is something mysterious about him. He has no identification tag; he releases Peabody; seems not to know the penalties. He has a pistol, a forbidden weapon; he dares to kill a Magnificent; he eggs on two others, ordinary Earth slaves, to join him; he disappears out of sight, in spite of all search.” He was shouting now, pounding the chair arm with complete loss of dignity. “Who is he, where does he come from, where did he go? Answer me?”


  The girl faced him boldly.


  “You are afraid of him, Viceroy,” she challenged. “You fear his example. He has shown what a brave man can do; the Earth people will follow him. The Mercutians are not invulnerable.”


  “Yes,” the Viceroy said heavily. He was talking more to himself. Then he realized his mistake. “No, of course not,” he growled hurriedly. “Enough of this. You tell me what I want to know or I call Urga in.”


  Joan’s face went white, but she faced him unflinchingly.


  “I do not know where he is, and if I did, I would not tell you.”


  “Very well then.” The Viceroy leaned over to the table.


  The slide was completely open now.


  “I wouldn’t call anyone if I were you.”


  THE Viceroy whirled in his chair at the sound of the calm Earth voice, calm yet deadly in its implications. He found himself staring into the stubby opening of an Earth automatic, a forbidden weapon. The hand that held it was steady, and the gray eyes that bored into his were hard as pebbles.


  There was a smothered gasp from Joan. “Hilary.”


  “Yes; come to take you away.” He spoke swiftly. “We have no time to waste, Joan. Is there any binding material in the room?”


  “I—I believe there is. Dad always kept odds and ends in the store chest near the bookshelves.”


  “Go and get it then. We’ll truss up his most Mercutian Magnificence—No you don’t,” Hilary said harshly; “keep your hands in front of you and don’t move.”


  The Viceroy was stealthily reaching for the sun-tube dangling from his belt. He jerked his hand back, a cold sweat beading his forehead. Hilary’s finger had compressed on the trigger; the slightest extra pressure meant flaming death. “That’s better,” Hilary approved. “You shall pay for this,” howled the Mercutian, finding voice again. “You shall suffer a hundred deaths in one.”


  “Softly,” Hilary grinned. “Just a little while ago you were very anxious to meet me. Now that I’m here you don’t seem overmuch pleased.” Joan was rummaging frantically in the open chest.


  The Viceroy started, his unlidded pink eyes opened wider. But he was careful to keep his hands in plain view.


  “You are the Earth dog who killed the Magnificents.”


  “I wouldn’t call names,” Hilary advised. “It might be unhealthy. But I am that very individual. And I trust”—he bowed mockingly—“to have more notches on my gun before I am through.”


  “You—you—shall be taken to Mercury. My father has special places for such as you.” Joan was coming now swiftly with lengths of wire, soft thick material for swathing.


  “Get me there first,” Hilary said indifferently. “Gag him, Joan, so he can’t open his ugly mouth any more. Then tie him up, well.”


  Joan thrust the gag into the thick gash of a mouth, choking off a torrent of imprecations in the guttural Mercutian tongue. Then she proceeded to truss him, expertly, efficiently.


  “Good job,” Hilary approved. “Now with your kind permission, Most Viceregal Magnificence, we shall go.” He bowed mockingly. “Come, Joan.”


  “Not so fast, Earth slave.” A cold saturnine voice resounded like the clang of doom behind him. He whirled, shifting his gun swiftly for a quick shot.


  A little gush of heat caught his trigger hand as the index finger contracted desperately. The smarting pain tore the pistol out of his hand. It dropped to the floor, unheeded. Hilary found himself staring into the gross unpleasant face of Urga, a sun-tube trained directly at his midriff.


  “THE Earth slave who tried to slink into the building,” Urga said, surprised. “How did he get up here?”


  “I don’t know,” the Viceroy said shortly, working the gag out of his mouth. “Don’t stand there like a fool. Untie me.” Gratitude was not among the Viceroy’s virtues.


  Urga’s face mottled as he hastened to obey. When Artok stood finally released, he glared heavily at Hilary and Joan. Then slowly a smile broke over his warty features, a smile that boded unutterable things. Hilary waited quietly, ready to seize the slightest opening; Joan pressed wide-eyed against his shoulder.


  “Know this Earth dog?” the Viceroy jerked at Hilary.


  Urga’s glance was puzzled. “I told you I threw him out of the entrance, but even then I felt I had seen him before.”


  “You have, Cor Urga,” the ruler laughed shortly. “This is the one who is responsible for the mutterings of the slaves. He slew your comrade, Gornu.”


  The captain started, peered into his captive’s unflinching countenance.


  “He’s disguised!” he cried. “Let me kill him, Magnificent.” He fingered his sun-tube significantly.


  The Viceroy was in high good humor now.


  “Not so fast. You would let him off too easy. I have a better scheme. We shall show the mutinous dogs how we treat those who revolt against our will.”


  A cruel smile broke over Urga.


  “I understand, Magnificent. Make a public warning of him like that fool Peabody. Rip out his tongue and his eyes, smash his eardrums, and ride him from city to city, in chains.”


  “Exactly.”


  Joan shuddered convulsively. “No, no,” she cried aloud in her terror, “don’t do that. I’ll tell you everything; I’ll do—”


  “Joan,” Hilary interrupted sharply, “not another word.” His arm went around her.


  She collapsed against his shoulder, sobbing.


  “IT is too late for bargains now,” A the Viceroy shrugged indifferently. “We have the man we wanted. As for the other two, you will tell us where they are hiding anyway.”


  Urga turned to him expectantly.


  “Your Magnificence,” he urged respectfully, “you promised me the girl, if—”


  “Yes, take her.” The Viceroy waved a weary hand. “I don’t want her; I have too many as it is.”


  The captain’s face lit up with an unhealthy glow. He approached eagerly to seize his prize. Joan gave a little cry of dismay, and shrank closer to her lover.


  Hilary tensed in every muscle. Though it meant instant death, he would not permit that towering brute to lay his clumsy paw on Joan.


  Urga reached out to clasp the frightened girl. Hilary seemed to uncoil. His fist shot straight up with all the power of his body behind it. It crashed into the jutting jaw of the Mercutian like a charge of high explosive dynol. For all his height and massive strength, the giant toppled over, thudding heavily against the floor.


  For the moment Hilary saw freedom ahead. The sun-tube had fallen from the nerveless fingers. He darted for it with the speed of a striking snake. Even as his fingers curled around the handle, there came a roar from the Viceroy.


  “Drop it, or I’ll cut you in two.”


  HILARY knew when he was beaten. Slowly, reluctantly, his fingers uncurled. He arose, to meet the gleaming opening of the Viceroy’s weapon, and the surprised stare in back of it.


  Urga got up groggily, feeling gingerly the tender point of his jaw. There was unfathomable hatred in his lidless eyes.


  The Viceroy chuckled throatily. “I never thought, Cor Urga, to have seen a puny Earthman, a mere midget, overcome a Mercutian.


  Especially you, a winner of the prize of strength three times running in the arenas.”


  Urga flushed darkly.


  “It was an unexpected blow; it caught me unawares,” he said heatedly. “I’ll break the slave in two.”


  “Try it—without your sun-tube,” said Hilary laconically.


  The captain made a movement toward him.


  “Leave him alone,” Artok cried sharply. He seemed to enjoy his captain’s discomfiture. “I have other plans for him. Now go. Take the girl with you. I’ll watch this presumptuous Earthling.”


  Urga advanced with an evil grin. Hilary thrust Joan suddenly behind him; crouched like a cat. He would go down fighting. For all his bulk, the Viceroy wheeled on his flank, raised his weapon.


  “One false move, and you are dead carrion,” he said coldly. His weapon was raised. Hilary was caught between two fires, exposed to the searing blasts that would issue at the slightest pressure.


  Nevertheless he intended to strike. A sudden swerving jump, and he might throttle one before he would be blasted into nothingness. It would be Urga, he decided grimly. He tensed for the final desperate, suicidal spring. The two Mercutians were watching him like unsheathed hawks.


  “Good-by, Joan,” he whispered, and his muscles went taut.


  Urga paused, his weapon came up sharply. One little pressure, and—


  THERE was a commotion in the outer hall, the sound of padding feet. The four in the master room froze into immobility. Two Mercutian guards stumbled panting into the room. They came to a jerking halt, threw themselves prone upon the floor, arms outstretched in obeisance.


  “May we speak, oh Magnificent?” they asked humbly.


  “Say your say,” the Viceroy said crossly.


  They rose to their feet heavily, and one of them spoke.


  “The Earth dogs are revolting. The Cors of the outlying districts report that the slaves are massing, and are marching on Great New York. They are armed with Earth weapons. The Cor of the Third District reports two men responsible—one is a giant among them, almost as tall as our own kind; and the other a puny red-haired firebrand. The Cor has tried to capture them, but they are elusive. Even the search beams cannot disclose their hiding place.”


  Hilary’s heart gave a great bound. Grim and Wat had not waited then.


  The Viceroy’s face darkened with anger.


  “The filthy scum,” he growled; “this morning’s lesson was not enough. This time I’ll slay, burn, smash until there isn’t a single rebel left. I’ll fertilize their damned Earth with their own black blood. You, Cor Urga,” he snapped, “transmit my orders to the Cors of the Hundreds. They are to mobilize their men at once, and proceed in accordance with instructions known to them as General Order One. All conveyors to be stopped except for troop movements. Every slave found with weapons, or acting suspiciously, to be slain on the spot. Flying patrols to scatter in pairs, observe for concentrations of slaves. Ray any gathering without warning. Inform Cor Algor of the Tora (this was the great armed diskoid of the Mercutians that had previously reduced Great New York, Hilary found out afterwards) to resume his station over the city, ready to act when I give the signal.”


  Even in the conflict of emotions, Hilary marveled at the unhesitating, snapped flow of orders. The Viceroy, in spite of his seeming gross lethargy, was a soldier, and an efficient one to boot.


  “Yes, Magnificent.” Urga bowed low, and departed, thrusting a malignant glance at Hilary.


  THE Viceroy thrust off from him his bright yellow robes, wriggled his vast bulk swiftly into a close-fitting dull-gray tunic. To his belt he fastened little round knobs; the sun-tube dangled swankily at one side. He was accoutered for battle.


  He seemed to have forgotten the existence of the Earthlings.


  “You,” he snapped to one of the waiting guards, “go to the laboratory at once; convey my strict orders to Cor Bela that the weather machine must function perfectly. There must be no slip-up—his life will answer for it.”


  “Yes, oh Magnificence.” The guard prostrated himself once more, then departed hastily.


  Vast echoes resounded in Hilary’s mind. “Weather machine—weather machine,” he puzzled, holding Joan the tighter. There was more to this than met the eye. He must think.


  The Viceroy turned suddenly, stared at them, fingering his tube.


  “I could of course have you killed at once,” he thought aloud, “and have no further trouble; but then Urga would be angry.” His lidless eyes rested fleetingly on Joan. “And I would lose my public warning to the few Earth dogs who will survive. If it weren’t that I needed them to till the fields, and work the machines, I would not leave a single one alive.”


  He seemed to come to a decision. “You’ll wait my return.” He spoke sharply to the guard. “Bind them up, well. Thrust gags into their mouths.” He grimaced. “I can taste mine yet. And remember, if they escape, just turn that sun-tube of yours on yourself. It will be pleasanter for you. Understand?”


  “Yes, Magnificent.”


  The obsequious guard caught hold of Hilary, under the watchful tube of Artok, and proceeded with clumsy weighted fingers to tie him up. Hilary did not resist. An idea was slowly forming in his mind. Joan’s turn came next.


  When they were trussed so tightly that neither could move, the Viceroy smiled mockingly. “We shall meet again, Earth dogs,” he said, and was gone.


  CHAPTER VIII


  Rescued


  THE guard looked at his captives sourly, kicked viciously at Hilary to relieve his feelings. There was fighting to be had outside; Earth slaves to be tortured and slain, and he was out of it—wet nurse to a couple of prisoners.


  He growled disconsolately. Through an open slide window giving out on the terrace, a confused roaring, a babel of sounds came filtering through. There was trouble below—fighting already, very likely. The Mercutian glanced back at his bound and gagged prisoners. They were immobile, helpless. He looked guiltily about. The great room was bare, silent. With almost furtive movements he opened the door leading to the terrace, stumbled out, and was leaning over the parapet, absorbed in the spectacle of Great New York below.


  Instantly Hilary lifted his head, exerting to the utmost his muscles. He could just see the guard’s back, strained over the side. Hilary relaxed, rolled painfully over to Joan. She stared at him wide-eyed.


  If only he could make her understand. He must get the gag out of his mouth. Every moment was precious; the guard might return momentarily. He screwed his face into tremendous contortions, wiggled his feet as much as he could, worked his jaws, trying desperately to convey his meaning.


  Joan watched him puzzled; trying to follow those strange contortions. Beads of perspiration started on his brow as her face registered blank incomprehension. Just as he was giving up in despair, she grasped the idea. Her face brightened, and her shapely head nodded stiffly.


  The trussed-up pair started at once to pivot around on the floor. Fortunately the composition was polished, affording little friction. With infinite pains the maneuver was completed. They lay side by side now, Joan’s trim feet close to Hilary’s head.


  Writhing and contorting, she worked the sharp heel of her foot against the thick wad of the gag in Hilary’s mouth, and pushed. It was solidly tied, but it gave a little. Encouraged, she redoubled her efforts, pushing with all the limited force of her bound limbs.


  The yielding gag cut cruelly, the sharp heel scraped and gouged into Hilary’s cheeks, but he did not mind. He was in a fever of apprehension. If only the guard’s interest were held by the events below until he had accomplished what he intended!


  AT last his mouth was free.


  The gag had been pushed over his nose. Joan rolled away. She had accomplished the task Hilary had set her, but she was still puzzled. What earthly good would it do him to talk?


  She found out almost immediately. He was twisting his head, burrowing with his nose against the blouse over his right shoulder. The open tunic gave a bit, and he burrowed painfully, Joan watching with growing fascination, until one of the binding wires stopped further progress. But it seemed far enough, judging from the satisfied illumination in Hilary’s eyes.


  He spoke, his mouth pressed close against the shoulder blade, his tones queerly muffled, thick.


  “Grim Morgan, Wat Tyler, Grim Morgan, Wat Tyler,” he whispered over and over again. He could not hear if there was any response; his ears were muffled now by the spread gag. He could not help that.


  “Grim Morgan, Wat Tyler,” he muttered monotonously, “Hilary Grendon calling. Held prisoner with Joan, top of Robbins Building. Guarded. Urgent you free us. Artok has sent out general death orders. I have plan to stop him. Come, quickly.”


  Over and over he murmured the message, hoping desperately they would hear him in the communication disks strapped to their shoulders.


  “Come quickly,” he repeated; and then the guard, tiring of the view below, or the streets having been cleared of rebels, came softly into the room. Hilary’s head jerked quickly back, the shoulder of his tunic falling back into position.


  “Here, what’s this?” the guard growled suspiciously, catching sight of the displaced gag. “How on Mercury did you do that?”


  He knelt swiftly, thrust the gag back into position with ungentle paw, kicked the unresisting form in the side to show his displeasure, and rose. Hilary’s heart pounded; the guard had not seen the inconspicuous disk under the tunic. He was in an agony of expectation. Had his comrades caught his message? Could they rescue him even if they had? Questions that only time could answer.


  The guard was alert now; he did not like that queer removal of the gag. There would be no further chance to unbind themselves. What seemed hours passed as they lay cramped, immobile.


  The air grew thick and warm, or was it only his imagination? No, for the guard felt it, too. Then something buzzed, intermittently. One long, two short. It seemed to emanate from a round black button on the sleeve of his gray tunic. A signal!


  THE guard exclaimed something in guttural Mercutian, rose hastily, and closed the open door and window. He pressed another button, and sheeted lead curtains rolled swiftly over the vita-crystal roof, darkening the room, cutting off the rays of diffused sunlight. Then he seated himself not far from the captives, facing them, grinning savagely. Hilary wondered why.


  Again what seemed hours passed. Behind the lead curtain, the room had become definitely, uncomfortably warm. The Earthlings perspired; the atmosphere was literally steaming; and in their cramped limbs, the torture was fast becoming unbearable. Only the Mercutian guaru did not seem to mind. He was accustomed to far higher temperatures on the arid planet that was his home.


  Just as the prisoners were gasping almost their last gasp, the heat seemed to recede, swiftly. At once the guard rolled back the leaden shade opened the door and window again. His grin was broadly triumphant. Something clutched at Hilary’s heart; he understood now. The beastly invaders! He struggled furiously at his bonds, but they did not give. He ceased his efforts, panting.


  The moments passed. Hilary was giving up whatever slender hopes he had had. Wat and Grim had not heard, or if they did, they could do nothing. A slow, sullen despair enveloped him.


  He was watching the guard. That gray-faced giant turned his head suddenly, jumped up as fast as his lumbering alien weight could move, snatched at his sun-tube.


  “Don’t move an inch, if you want to live,” a deep, slow voice vibrated through the room. A well-remembered voice. Hilary would have laughed aloud his relief, but he was gagged. His comrades had not failed them.


  THE guard dropped his half-raised weapon sullenly, staring at the intruders in dazed incomprehension. Hilary jerked his head around. Framed in the doorway was Grim—good old Grim—a long-barreled dynol pistol steady in his hand. From behind him there darted a little figure, red-haired, freckled, shrill with delight. An old-fashioned submachine gun, abstracted from some museum, weighed heavily under his arm.


  It clattered unheeded to the floor as the bantam dived for Hilary and Joan.


  “We came as fast as we could when we got your message,” he crowed. “Dropped everything.” His nimble fingers were making havoc of the knotted bonds, while his nimbler tongue wagged on. “Boy, we have them on the run. We’ll sweep them out into space by the time we’re through.”


  Hilary and Joan were free now. Very painfully they rose to their feet, stamping and pounding their arms to make the sluggish blood circulate again. Wat hopped about in his excitement.


  “Here, you little runt,” Grim’s voice boomed at him, “stop jumping around, and tie up this Mercutian. We have no time to waste.” Wat groaned comically. “See how that big ox orders me around,” he proclaimed, but he picked up the wire and in a trice had the guard helpless and glaring.


  Hilary had recovered his speech.


  “Thanks, boys,” he told them simply. “I knew you’d come if it was humanly possible. But how did you manage to get through the Mercutians? The building is honeycombed with them.”


  MORGAN grinned. “We came in the Vagabond,” he said. “What,” almost yelled Hilary, “you mean—”


  “That your ship is resting comfortably outside on the terrace. When little Wat here caught your message in the communication disk, we were busy organizing companies of Earthmen in the hills back of Suffern. As recruits poured in, we’d tell them off in hundreds, appoint officers, see that they had arms, or gave them directions where to find the old caches, and hustled them off. Had to shift our quarters continually, because Mercutian fliers would pick us up with their search-beams, and start raying. Had some close shaves. But when we heard you were caught, we turned over the command to the nearest new officer, hurried to the gorge, and here we are. The Vagabond handled beautifully.”


  “I could take her myself to the Moon,” Wat boasted.


  “Hadn’t we better be going?” Joan asked anxiously.


  “There is work first to be done,” Hilary answered grimly. “There’s a certain weather machine in the laboratory I want to take a look at.”


  “Weather machine?” Grim echoed, puzzled.


  “Yes. The Viceroy let something slip about it. For some reason it’s very important to them that it continues to function. I’m curious.”


  A gasp from Joan. Surprised, the men turned to her.


  “Of course,” she said breathlessly. “Father had been working on it for the longest time. It was a machine to control weather. Something to do with broadcasting tremendously high voltages, ionizing the air and causing rain clouds to form, or reversing the process and scattering clouds back into thin air. This was the Master Machine. All over the Earth, at spaced distances, were smaller replicas, substations, controlled from this one. He had great hopes of furnishing equable weather to all the Earth. It was just completed, when. . . .” She trailed off.


  GRIM frowned. “Very interesting, but what is so terribly important about it now?”


  “You fool,” Hilary exploded, “it’s as important as hell. Don’t you see? What are the Mercutians’ weapons? Sun-tubes, sun-rays from their fliers, tremendous burning disks that are their space-ships.


  Sun—sun—everything they have depends upon the sun. Take away the sun, and what have they? Nothing but their hideous giant bodies—they are weaponless. Now do you see?” He fairly shouted at him.


  Grim’s face lit up heavily; Wat was dancing insanely.


  “Get hold of the machine, reverse the process. Make it form clouds, great big woolly ones. Start a rain that’ll make the Deluge look sick; forty days—a year—and we’ll drown them all,” Wat cried.


  “Exactly,” Hilary nodded. “Joan darling, you and Wat get into the Vagabond, and wait for us. Grim and I will take care of the laboratory.”


  “What?” Tyler ejaculated. “Leave me cooped up when there’s a fight on. I’m coming.”


  “So am I,” Joan was pale but determined.


  “Oh, Lord,” Hilary groaned. “Listen to me, please,” he said patiently. “Time is precious, and I can’t argue. Joan, you would only be a hindrance. I for one would be thinking more of protecting you than fighting. As for you, Wat,” he turned to the furious bantam, “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to take orders. The Vagabond must be guarded. If we’re cut off, we’re through. And there’s Joan.”


  “Well, if you want to put it that way,” Wat grumbled.


  “I knew you’d be sensible,” Hilary said hurriedly, not giving them a chance to change their minds. “At the slightest alarm, take off. Don’t try to rescue us if we don’t return. The Earth cause is more important than any individual. If you get caught, too, the revolt will be leaderless; at an end.”


  The men shook hands gravely. Joan, white-faced, kissed Hilary passionately. “Be careful, my dear.”


  THEN the two men were gone, moving cautiously down the corridor with deadened footfalls. Hilary had retrieved his automatic; Grim had his more modern dynol pistol. The guard had been thrust into a corner, bound, unnoticed.


  The laboratory was on the floor below. They trod carefully down the inclined ramp connecting all the floors. The corridors, the ramp, were deserted.


  “All out fighting,” Hilary whispered. “The revolt must be spreading.”


  Grim swore. “The idiots. I told them not to start anything until I returned. They’ll be wiped out—they weren’t ready.”


  Hilary nodded slowly. He thought of the strange heat while he had been captive. There would be very few Earthmen left alive in Great New York now.


  They were at the foot of the ramp now. Just ahead gleamed an open slide. A pale-blue light streamed out at them; in the oblong of the interior they could see moving shapes, weirdly cut off, crossing their field of vision; bright gleaming machines, segments of tremendous tubes flooded with the pale-blue light. And over all was a constant hum, a crackling, a whining of spinning parts. The laboratory!


  CHAPTER IX


  The Weather Machine


  THE two men flattened themselves against the wall so that they could not be seen by a casual glance from the Mercutians inside the laboratory.


  “There are a lot of them,” Grim whispered.


  “Can’t help it,” Hilary answered grimly. “Have to take our chances.”


  “Of course,” Grim said simply. There was no backing out.


  Silently, with catlike tread, they inched their way forward flat against the wall, keeping out of the blue flood of illumination. The shapes, or rather segments of shapes within, moved about, engrossed in the business at hand, unaware of the creeping death.


  The Earthmen had reached their stations unobserved, one on either side of the open slide. Very carefully Hilary protruded his head around the vita-crystal, and ducked back almost instantly. But his quick eye had taken in all the essential details in that momentary vision.


  There were about a dozen Mercutians in the long laboratory, and each had a sun-tube dangling from his belt, ready at hand. The laboratory was crowded with apparatus, but what had drawn Hilary’s attention was a gigantic gleaming metallic sphere set up prominently in the center of the room. Protruding from it at all angles were great quartz tubes, through which a blue light pulsed and flamed. It was connected by huge cables to a spark-bathed dynamo. Other cables writhed through the translucent ceiling. The weather machine! Hilary took a firmer grip on his automatic, nodded once to Grim. The two Earthmen stepped simultaneously through the open oblong.


  “Raise your paws high and keep them up.” Hilary’s voice cracked like a whip through the busy confusion of the laboratory. The Mercutians, scattered as they were, whirled around from their tasks to face two deadly weapons held by two determined-looking men.


  There was a chorus of strange guttural oaths, but every hand moved skyward, reluctantly.


  HILARY picked out the most blasphemous sounding of the cursers, rightly deeming him the Cor in charge.


  “You,” he said, “what switches regulate the weather machine?” The Mercutian Cor was a particularly ugly specimen. The gray warts were gigantic, hiding whatever semblance of manlike features there might have been beneath.


  “I’ll see you dogs burned to a cinder in the sun first,” he growled.


  “Keep them covered, Grim,” Hilary said sharply. “I’ll take care of this fellow personally.”


  He walked straight across the room for the Cor, eyes blazing, index finger on trigger. The Cor, fear staring out of his lidless eyes, backed slowly away from the approaching death. There was a hushed silence.


  “I’ll tell, I’ll tell!” the Cor screamed, as the relentless weapon almost touched his paunchy stomach.


  “I thought you would,” Hilary said grimly, not for an instant relaxing the pressure against the trigger. “If you value your worthless hide, you’d better talk, and talk fast. What switch reverses the machine, to bring on rain? If you are wise, you won’t try to fool me.” The wretch almost stumbled in his eagerness. “By the gray soil of Mercury I’ll tell you the truth.”


  His arm flung up, pointing. “That knob over there controls the—” Hilary never heard the rest. There was a crash at the other end of the laboratory. One of the Mercutians, tired of keeping his arms high extended, had attempted to rest his huge bulk against a laboratory table. It went over with a splintering crash of glassware.


  HILARY whirled around to face the noise. As he did so, the Cor seized his opportunity. His right arm dropped to his side, jerked up his sun-tube. Hilary heard Grim’s warning cry, tried to pivot back again. But Grim beat him to it. The dynol pistol exploded sharply; the flaming pellet caught the Cor square in his side. There was a dull explosion and the Cor was torn violently into bits. He dropped, a mass of shapeless blobs.


  But now hell had broken loose. The Mercutians were not cowards. At the moment of the diversion, every one of them had gone for his sun-tube. A flame streaked close to Hilary’s head, shivered the opposite wall into molten fragments. He ducked behind a table and fired. A Mercutian threw up his hands, staggered and pitched forward heavily. Grim’s dynol bullets whined in their passage, spattered the laboratory with flying blobs of flesh. They did terrible execution. Hilary’s automatic spat its leaden hail.


  But the Mercutians were entrenched now behind tables, machinery, whatever cover they could find. The beams from half a dozen sun-tubes slithered across the room, burning flaming paths through the overheated air, bringing the very walls down about them. It could not last long. Already Hilary had a nasty burn across one shoulder; there was a streak of red across Grim’s forehead as he hid behind the panel of the entrance, whipping his pistol around to fire, and ducking back again. There were too many of the enemy, and overwhelming reinforcements could be expected any moment. The Earthmen’s position was desperate.


  Through it all the great weather machine hummed and crackled; the tubes were sheets of surging flame. Hilary cursed softly. If only the Cor had completed his sentence before he died. Hilary would have chanced a sudden rush forward to reverse it, to bring on a deluge of rain and clouds, even though it meant certain death. The machine seemed to gleam at him mockingly; the hum continued with tantalizing smoothness.


  “Look out,” Grim’s voice came to him sharply. He jerked his head back, just in time. A ray streaked past his ear like a thunderbolt. The heat from it scorched his face.


  THE Mercutians were stealthily crawling nearer, pushing heavy tables in front of them as shields. He was almost outflanked now. In another minute he would be exposed.


  Hilary thought rapidly. His position was untenable. He would have to run for it. A sudden dash to the door might possibly win through. But the machine! He set his teeth hard. If he could not change the weather, at least he could destroy the infernal thing, stop its grinding out perfect sunshine for the Mercutians.


  He lifted his weapon. Off to one side a Mercutian arm advanced cautiously, bringing up a sun-tube. He swung on it and fired. The suntube clattered to the floor, and the arm jerked back, accompanied by a howl of anguish. Hilary smiled grimly, took careful aim at the metal sphere of the machine. The bullet leaped true for its mark. A little round hole showed—but nothing happened. The infernal machine hummed softly as ever.


  He cursed, fired again. Another round hole, and that was all. With increasing viciousness he turned his aim on the quartz tubes, pierced them through and through. Before his very eyes, the quartz seemed to run and melt around the holes, to seal them tight as if he had never shot. The blue flames leaped and surged mockingly. The Mercutians were jeering now; raucous calls went up.


  HILARY felt a sinking despair.


  He had failed; would have to run for it now. Small chance to make it, too. Then he heard Grim’s deep bass. “Hold it a moment,” he said as if he had read his thoughts.


  Fascinated, Hilary saw the giant’s pistol slowly thrust its long barrel around the edge of the crystal slide. A half dozen rays leaped viciously for it. But a flaming pellet streaked out of its orifice before it was jerked back.


  Hilary could see its red path as it struck the sphere of the machine. The next instant there was a dull explosion and the whole machine disintegrated into a smother of flying fragments. The expanding dynol had done the trick where lead had failed. There would be no more weather control.


  But Hilary did not pause to see the finish. Even as the machine burst, he was running across the room, bending low. Fragments whizzed by him at a fearful clip; rays crisscrossed all about him.


  But somehow he was through. Grim’s finger was on the slide button. It closed with a snap behind him, cutting off the pursuing howls of rage.


  Silently the two men darted up the ramp to the pent-apartment, dashed into the master bedroom. The Mercutian guard, whom they had left securely bound, was gone. The Earthmen looked at each other, a great fear in their eyes. In one bound Hilary was at the door slide, thrusting it open. He tore out upon the open terrace, Grim right behind him.


  THEY looked wildly about. The terrace was empty. There was no sign of the Vagabond, or of Joan and Wat. High overhead hovered a great burnished diskoid. Long streamlined Mercutian fliers darted through the air, but nowhere was there a sign of the familiar sphere.


  Hilary gripped his companion’s arm. “They’ve been captured, Grim,” he choked.


  “Nonsense,” the giant said gruffly, to hide his own misgivings. “They just took alarm at something and winged off.”


  “But where is the guard then?” Grim shook his head. He could not answer that. Despair overwhelmed Hilary. After all he had gone through, to have Joan snatched away from him at the moment of success. It was terrible. Wat too, that freckled-faced bantam.


  “I should never have left them alone,” he accused himself remorsefully.


  “Here,” said Grim sharply, “none of that. You did exactly the proper thing. We’ll find them yet.”


  It was a confidence that he did not feel. There was the noise of padding feet up the ramp. The Mercutians were coming, in force.


  Grim gripped Hilary by the shoulder, shook him vigorously. “They’re coming. We’re trapped.” Grendon snapped out of the lethargy into which he had sunk, face drawn and gray.


  “No. There is a way. Follow me.” The first of the Mercutians pounded heavily into the room when Hilary had thrust Grim into the secret lift. He whirled and fired. The Mercutian coughed and fell forward. Other gray warty faces, furious, thrust from behind their dying comrade. But Hilary was in the lift, pressing the button for full speed down. A darting ray showered them with rounded smoking bits of vita-crystal, but they were dropping headlong through the building.


  TEN minutes later they emerged cautiously from the entrance to the Pullman Building It was deserted, deathly still. The two Earthmen stopped short, horror-struck at what they saw.


  The streets were shambles. Hundreds of bodies lay sprawled in tumbling twisted heaps. Earthmen all, with here and there the grotesque huge bulk of a Mercutian who had failed to hear the warning signal. The bodies were scorched, blackened. Raw agony appeared on contorted desperate faces. It was not good to look upon.


  “Wh-what has happened?” Grim gasped, his breath coming heavily.


  “Just a little pleasantry of the Mercutians,” Hilary said bitterly. He looked upward. High overhead hovered a gigantic shape, motionless.


  Its great disk, burnished and dazzling in the cloudless sky, seemed to cast a sinister shadow over the city it had destroyed a second time.


  “There’s the toy that did it,” said Hilary. “I felt the heat while I was a captive up in the Robbins Building. You must have flown over after, and missed it.”


  Grim shook a great brawny fist aloft. His deceptively mild eyes were hard flames now. His face was set in great strong ridges. Hilary had never seen him this way before.


  “I’ll rip every Mercutian to pieces with my bare hands—shred him into little bits.” He meant it too. Hilary shuddered.


  Far off down the wide thoroughfare, came the glint of weapons, the sight of massed ranks. A Mercutian patrol was shambling along, heavy-gaited.


  “Come on, Grim, let’s get out of here,” said Hilary.


  They flattened like shadows against the wall, slunk stealthily through radiating streets. As much as possible they kept their eyes away from the sickening sights, the poor burned bodies of their fellow men. Steadily they headed for the branch local conveyors as being less likely to be under surveillance.


  The Ramapos was their destination. Hilary went dully, listlessly. Joan was gone again; this time he could not possibly know where. Every step he took though, seemed to lead him farther away from her. His glazed eye searched the shining skies as he stumbled along. Not a sign anywhere of the Vagabond. Only the hateful swift-moving Mercutian fliers.


  It was only Grim’s insistence that kept him going. The secret gorge was the headquarters of the revolt, he argued. If the fools he had left in charge hadn’t thrown their men recklessly on New York against his instructions to join that last foolhardy heroic attack, there was still a chance of salvaging the revolution.


  CHAPTER X


  Back to the Ramapos


  IT was dark when they reached the first swellings of the Ramapo Range. It was dangerous to try and make their way though tangled brush and mountain trails. All night they camped on the bare ground, sleeping fitfully, cramped cold, shivering. They dared not light a fire; it would draw instant unwelcome attention.


  When dawn came, they were on the move, glad to stretch their sodden limbs. Unerringly Grim homed for the invisible cleft. Nothing stirred in the forests, even the birds seemed gone. The fog had lifted, the sun blazed forth in unclouded majesty. The damp on them dried quickly.


  But Grim shook his fist at the unwitting orb.


  “Damn that weather machine,” he growled. “Breaking it seems to have made matters worse. Even the regular midnight shower has stopped. I’d give ten years of my life for the sight of a cloud.”


  “It will never rain again,” Hilary said wearily. “It has forgotten how.”


  The bright sunny sky seemed a brazen hell to the footsore Earthmen. It mocked and jeered at them with sparkling waves of warmth.


  Before them was an unbroken mass of underbrush. The next instant they were on the brink of the chasm.


  “They haven’t found us yet,” said Morgan, surveying the looped end of the rope ladder. They climbed swiftly down the swaying rungs. The rock slanted with them, turned sharply and fell sheer. Below there was a confused murmur, the sound of movement.


  A voice came floating up to them, sharp, commanding.


  “Stop where you are, you two. You’re covered.”


  “It’s Morgan,” Grim bellowed, not pausing an instant in his descent.


  The next instant he dropped lightly to the floor of the gorge. A moment later Hilary stepped beside him.


  Men were crowding about Grim, clean-cut, determined-looking Earthmen. Nothing like the men he had encountered on his first trip on the express conveyor. The bottom of the gorge had all the appearance of a wartime camp.


  There were at least a hundred men encamped in the narrow cleft, crowded and crowding. A tall man thrust himself forward, spare, angular.


  “WELCOME, Captain Morgan,” he cried. “We had given up all hopes of seeing you again.”


  “Hello, Waters,” said Grim. “Where’s Lieutenant Pemberton?”


  The other looked shamefaced.


  “He’s gone,” he muttered. “Took two hundred men with him.”


  Morgan’s face was awful. “Disobeyed orders, did he? Where did he go?”


  “To join in the attack on Great New York. Reports came in that the countryside was up in arms, moving to attack the Mercutians. I couldn’t hold him. Said you were crazy, never coming back. He went, and two hundred of the boys went with him.”


  Grim said: “Know what happened?”


  Waters shook his head. “Our radio communication went dead yesterday afternoon.”


  “He’s dead,” said Grim softly. “The others too.”


  A groan went up as he described swiftly the holocaust of the day before. “That was why I warned you all to wait. We can’t fight them yet. But I’m forgetting. . . .” He turned to Hilary, who had remained quietly aside. “This is Hilary Grendon, your Chief. He’s the man who is responsible for the revolt. I told you about him. We all take orders from him hereafter. If anyone can beat the Mercutians, here’s your man.”


  A babel of sound burst about him like a bomb. Men patted him on the back, shook his hand, crowded him until he was almost smothered. It was a rousing reception. The kind Hilary had dreamed of on his return from his tremendous flight through space—and had not received.


  For his act of revolt, unwitting as it was, had fired the imaginations of the Earth people, who in their degradation and despair had come to believe the Mercutian overlords invulnerable. It had been the little spark that touched off a far-reaching train of events. In the few days that had elapsed Hilary had become a legendary figure.


  The sparkle came back to his eyes, his brain cleared of the fog of hopelessness as he took command. Joan was lost—yes—but there was the Earth to be saved.


  HIS orders crackled. The little gorge became a hive of activity. With Grim and Waters as efficient assistants he soon whipped the tiny company into ordered discipline. Absurdly few to fight the Mercutians, but Hilary counseled patience. They were a nucleus merely, he told them. When the time arrived to fight in the open, the peoples of the Earth would swell their ranks.


  To provide against the day, he sent scouts out to filter through the surrounding villages and towns; unarmed, to all seeming meekest of the Earthlings. They stirred the embers of revolt with muted whisperings; they found trustworthy leaders in each community to organize secretly all able-bodied men; they returned with tidings of the outside world, with food and other necessities.


  Sometimes they did not return. Then others went out to take their places. It was the fortune of war. Day and night a sentinel was posted in a dugout directly under the overhanging lip of the gorge. It was his duty to warn of impending attack; above all, to rake the sky ceaselessly with a crudely-contrived periscope for signs of gathering clouds, be they no bigger than a handsbreadth.


  But the heavens were a brass blaze by day and a glittering mask of stars by night. Weather machine or none, in truth it seemed that it had forgotten to rain.


  HILARY was hard put to it to restrain the impatience of his men. Reports drifted in from the scouts. The premature revolt had been crushed in blood and agony New York was deserted except for the Mercutians. The country round had been ruthlessly rayed; not only had the armed bands of Earthmen been ferreted out and destroyed, but peaceful communities had been wantonly burned into the ground.


  Strong reinforcements had been rushed to the Great New York territory from more peaceful sectors of the world. There were three of the terrible diskoids hovering within a radius of one hundred miles, ready to loose their hideous destruction at the slightest sign of disaffection.


  But this time the spirit of the Earthmen was not broken. Their gait was springier, their glance more forthright, than heretofore. For every one knew that Hilary Grendon, the prime mover, the defier of the Mercutians, had escaped. The invaders sought him ceaselessly, offering huge rewards for knowledge of his whereabouts. But there were no traitors. Even those few who knew would suffer unimaginable tortures rather than reveal him to the enemy.


  “Patience,” Hilary counseled his little band. “I know it is hard; I have my own scores to even. But we could only bring disaster upon ourselves and the cause of Earth’s freedom by premature action. What have we? A handful of men, poorly armed. A few pistols; only three of which can use the dynol pellets; a little ammunition. The rest of you have knives, axes, pitchforks. Poor enough weapons against the terrible rays of the Mercutians. We must wait.”


  Someone grumbled. “For what? Until the Mercutians finally trace our hideout and ray us out of existence?”


  “We must take that chance,” Hilary told him quietly. “Let it but rain, and we move at once.”


  “It never will,” someone averred with profound conviction.


  IT began to seem so as the days passed, and the sun blazed pitilessly as ever. The brief night showers had ceased completely. That seemed the only effect of the weather machine’s destruction. Some of the weaker spirits among the men were for disbanding. They were afraid of eventual discovery; anxious about their families, left to the tender mercies of the outlanders. Hilary argued, dissuaded, but to no effect. They were determined to go. If by the end of the week there was no action, they said, they would leave. It was Wednesday then.


  Thursday and Friday passed. No change. On Saturday a scout brought breathless tidings. One of the great diskoids had crashed to the ground from its station fifty miles up in a smother of flame and flying fragments. No one knew what had happened; the Mercutians of course threw a strict censorship about the affair.


  But rumors flew on winged whisperings. Some war vessel from space had attacked the Mercutian, brought it down. More diskoids were rushed to New York; there were five now menacing the territory.


  Grim looked steadily at Hilary when the news was brought to them. A momentary wild hope flared in his friend’s eye that died out quickly.


  “I know what you’re going to say,” said Hilary. “You think it is Wat Tyler and Joan, somehow escaped in the Vagabond.”


  The giant nodded slowly. “Why not?” he challenged.


  “It’s impossible,” muttered the other. “Where could they have been all this time? Surely they would have returned to this place. And you forget that Mercutian guard who was freed. No, my friend, they have been killed, the Vagabond seized, and that was the end to that.”


  Morgan shook his head skeptically.


  SATURDAY was cloudless. Sunday morning the malcontents were to leave, to dribble back quietly to their homes. They were sullen, defiant in the face of the openly expressed scorn of the loyal men, but determined.


  “No use getting ourselves killed for nothing,” they muttered.


  Double sentries were posted that night. A gloom hung over the camp. Hilary went to sleep heavy-hearted. This seemed the end of all his visions. Joan dead, Wat too; no hope of freeing the Earth from its slavery. If only he had the Vagabond, he’d take off again for the uncharted reaches of spaces, find some little habitable asteroid, live out the rest of his meaningless life there. With these gloomy thoughts he fell at last into fitful slumber.


  He was awakened, hours later by a sudden uproar. The camp was in confusion. Sleepy voices tossed back and forth in inextricable babble. Hilary was on his feet in an instant, instinctively slipping his automatic into his blouse. Grim looked huge at his side, unperturbed.


  “What’s happened?” Hilary shouted to make himself heard.


  “Don’t know,” grunted the other, “but we’ll soon find out.”


  He pushed massively through the milling crowd of sleep-frightened men like a ship shouldering the waves, Hilary in his wake. One of the sentinels appeared suddenly before them.


  “You,” spat Hilary, “why aren’t you at your post?”


  The man saluted automatically and gasped.


  “The Mercutians have come.”


  “What do you mean?” Hilary demanded, as a groan went up.


  “ONE of the weak-kneed men, sir,” the sentry ejaculated, “wouldn’t wait until morning to make his get-away. We found him climbing out. Said it would be dangerous in broad daylight. He was in a terrible funk. We had no orders to stop anyone who wanted to leave, so we just jeered him, and let him go. My comrade leaned out to watch.


  “As he hit the ground, he was bathed suddenly in light. The next instant the blackness of the night was split by a sizzling flame. It crisped the poor fellow to a cinder, and sheared the head of my comrade clean off. I caught the body, pulled it back into the dugout, but it was too late.


  “I knew what had happened, sir. Some damned Mercutian flying patrol had spotted us with their search beam. I didn’t wait for more, but scrambled out of the dugout as fast as I could. Up above I saw a one-man flier slanting down for me. It was a-sparkle, ready for another ray. I came down the ladder in a hurry, I tell you.”


  The man was panting, whitefaced. Someone cried: “It’s all over; they’ll smother us in now.”


  Hilary swung around. It would take very little to start a panic.


  “Stop that,” he said sharply. “Now is no time to play the coward.” He turned again to the sentinel.


  “A one-man flier, you said?” he reflected aloud.


  “Yes, sir,” the other answered, “and I’ll bet he’s calling for help right now.”


  “That’s just what I intend putting a stop to,” said Hilary grimly. He shifted his gun to an easier drawing position, swung himself aloft on the ladder. “Take over, Grim, until I come back,” he shouted down. “If I don’t, send others up to get that Mercutian.”


  “Come down,” Grim yelled after him, alarmed. “I’ll go up; you’re the leader here.”


  “That’s why it’s my job. So long.” The men stared up after the tiny ascending figure, lumps in their throats. They would die gladly for Hilary Grendon now; he was proving himself. Grim fumed and waited. Hilary had disappeared above the angled bend.


  CHAPTER XI


  Driven from Cover


  FAR overhead, Hilary climbed swiftly. He realized the seriousness of their situation. Let that Mercutian flash his message to Headquarters and there would be a swarm of fliers upon them within an hour’s time. They would be caught like rats in a trap, without a chance for their lives.


  He gritted his teeth and swung himself up the faster. He turned the bend. There was the dark sky above, faintly spangled with stars. The flier was not in sight. Hilary stifled an imprecation. If he had taken off, they were doomed.


  He moved more cautiously now, stepping gingerly from rung to rung up the swaying ladder. The cleft widened; he was near the top. He paused. There was not the slightest sound. But Hilary was taking no chances.


  With infinite slowness he raised his head over the matted underbrush that masked the entrance. For the moment he could see nothing in the pitchy blackness. Then a dim shape loomed to one side. From within it there came a tiny hum, intermittent, almost inaudible.


  Hilary knew what that was: a transmitter. Even then the fatal message was winging through the ether. He did not hesitate. He lofted to the ground with one quick heave, steadied on his swaying feet as the automatic flashed into his hand.


  “Throw up your hands, Mercutian,” he shouted at the dimly-perceived bulk. “I have you covered.” He tensed, straining his ears for any movement that might locate the hidden foe.


  The tiny humming ceased abruptly. There was painful silence.


  “Don’t try—” Hilary commenced. He stopped, swerved his body suddenly to one side. A red glow had warned him. The hurtling ray scorched past him with a crackling blaze. Hilary was off balance, teetered, and went down with a crash into the thorny underbrush, his automatic exploding into sharp flame.


  A HOARSE guttural laugh came from the flier. “Got you that time, Earth dog,” the invisible Mercutian taunted. There was silence. Another bolt crashed from the ship, heaved the ground under its impact. Another and another. Still no break in the silence, no cry.


  The Mercutian muttered to himself: “The dog is dead, all right.” He peered out cautiously. The underbrush was black, sullenly quiet. Great swaths showed where the rays had swept the Earth. With a hoarse chuckle the grotesque giant climbed over the side of his ship. A search beam swung in his hand. He was in deep shadow. He swung the beam in a short arc. There was nothing, only matted vegetation. There was one thick thorny bush he noted, however, extending its bulk behind the bow of the ship. He stepped out a bit, away from the flier’s shadow, and swung his beam directly at it. The invisible ray pierced through the interlacing twigs with ease. It picked out a prone figure, lying with arm extended.


  The Mercutian chuckled again, but the chuckle changed almost immediately to a throaty cry of alarm. With a swiftness that went incongruously with his awkward bulk, his free arm dropped for his hand ray. There was a sharp burst of flame, a staccato bark. The Mercutian staggered, swayed with sullen pain-widened eyes, and pitched headlong forward.


  THE prone figure in the bush leaped up, ran for him. The Mercutian was dead, drilled through the heart. Hilary sheathed his weapon grimly. His task was done. One thing, though. How much of the message had been transmitted? He must know. He vaulted over the side of the flier, fumbled around until he found the receiving apparatus. Then he waited, dreading to hear the silence broken. A minute passed, two minutes, and Hilary breathed a sigh of relief. The message had not gotten through.


  Then it came—a tiny sparking, an intermittent hum. Hilary’s heart sank with hammering blows. He tried to read the signals, but they were in code, or in the Mercutian tongue, which was just as bad. It was not necessary, though. Headquarters had heard; they knew.


  Hilary did not waste an instant in vain regrets. Within an hour the gorge would be a vicious trap; he must get his men out at once. What then he did not know, nor bother. There was the more immediate problem.


  He went down the swinging ladder hand over hand, not pausing for the rungs. Every instant was precious now. His hands scorched, but he did not feel the pain.


  His flying body collided thudding with a heavy bulk beneath. There was a grunt, the rope jerked from his hands, and two bodies fell cursing, entangled, to the ground. Luckily it was not far distant. He sprang to his feet, found Grim heaving his bulk up more slowly.


  “I was coming up after you,” the giant growled. “You were gone too long. That’s the thanks I get.”


  Hilary had no time for idle talk.


  “Attention, men,” he snapped. “We leave at once. You have five minutes to get your arms, ammunition clips and rations, light marching order.”


  Without a word they scattered alertly to their tasks. It was the discipline of veterans.


  “You didn’t get the Mercutian?” Grim was troubled.


  “I got him all right,” answered his leader laconically, “but too late. His message had gone through.”


  FIVE minutes later to the dot, the camp was lined up, accoutered complete. They were silent, tense, but smartly erect. Hilary’s flash glowed over them in the dark. Then he nodded approvingly.


  “Fine work, men. Up that ladder, one at a time,” he said. “Each man counts twenty slowly, one—two—three before he follows. Keep your distance, and move fast.”


  The first man sprang to the ladder, went up swiftly. Twenty seconds later, the next man’s foot was on the bottom rung. Up and up they went, one after the other, each man counting off and climbing. Hilary watched them anxiously.


  “Hope we make it,” he muttered to Grim. “It’ll take all of forty minutes to evacuate, and the Mercutians may be on us by then.”


  It was almost forty minutes to the dot when Hilary’s head emerged from the cleft. He was the last man out. The men were lined up on a level bit, nervous, apprehensive. In spite of the discipline, heads automatically jerked upward, raked the sky for sign of the enemy.


  Where to now?—thought Hilary. There were no more hiding places as perfect as the one they had just left. They were forced into the open, easy prey for the first lynx-eyed Mercutian. Sooner or later they would be discovered, and then. . . . A last hopeless glance at the mocking stars. Never had man yearned more for rain, oceans and oceans of it.


  HILARY roused himself. Whatever of despair he felt did not appear in his staccato orders.


  “We march at once, men,” he said. “Scatter formation, five paces between. At the signal, take nearest cover, and prepare for action. Forward—”


  “Too late.” Grim’s voice was flat, controlled.


  Hilary looked around sharply. “What do you mean?”


  “Look.” Morgan’s hand swept aloft. Through the darkling night, faintly visible in the feeble starlight—there was no moon—were driving shapes, a full score of them converging upon the little band.


  One look was sufficient. Mercutian fliers hurrying in response to their fellow’s signal. There was no time, no chance to escape.


  “Very well, men,” Hilary commanded, coldly calm. “Take cover. Do not fire until I give the order.” There was instant scattering. The men dived for whatever poor bit of protection they could find: jutting rocks, tree trunks, thin thorny bushes even.


  Grim and Hilary crouched together behind a great boulder.


  “How many pistols are there in the crowd?” Hilary asked quietly.


  “Not many. Outside of your automatic and my dynol pistol, there are two other dynols and not more than a dozen automatics. If only we had the submachine gun with us, but Wat took it along, and he’s gone.”


  “Not much chance, I’m afraid,” said Hilary; “but we’ll fight it out. Here they come.”


  The two men crouched lower. All about them was silence; not even a leaf stirred in the heavy breathlessness.


  THE driving fliers were easily visible now. Ominous hurtling projectiles, coming to crush out the last vestige of revolt on the conquered planet. On they came, purposefully, directly, knowing their way; a full score, converging in a scream of wind against their bows as they dropped straight for the hidden gorge.


  It seemed to the hidden watchers as though they would crash to Earth with the speed of their swoop. But at one hundred feet aloft the fliers braked their headlong flight, hovered motionlessly in echelon formation.


  A moment’s breathless pause—to the hiding men it seemed eternity—and all the uneven terrain, rocks, trees, bushes, the soil itself, burst into glowing white crystal clearness. The Mereutians had turned on their search beams.


  Hilary gazed clear through the rock behind which he crouched as though it were a transparency. All around him he saw the prone bodies of his men, naked to the view of all and sundry.


  A hoarse derisive chuckle rasped from above. Hilary sprang to his feet; further attempt at concealment was useless. As he did so, the air seemed to split in two, there was a blinding, rending crash. Not ten feet from where he stood, the ground tossed in torture. A man screamed—terribly. The first blow had been struck.


  Hilary burned with a cold consuming anger. “Up, men, and fire. Aim forward, about three feet back of the prow.” That was where the pilot would be.


  A scattered burst of cheers answered him. On all sides, like crystal ghosts, the Earthmen rose to their feet. They were fighting men.


  Hilary took careful aim at a flier almost directly overhead and fired. He could have sworn he hit it, but nothing happened. Grim’s dynol pistol flamed redly nearby. The tracer pellet scorched upward, impacted against the hull of a flier. There was a faint detonation, and the next instant the air was full of flying fragments.


  “Got that one,” he said softly.


  HILARY was conscious of a faint envy. His automatic seemed like a harmless popgun against that deadly weapon. But he drew another bead and fired again. With bated breath he awaited the result. Nothing. Hilary groaned, made as if to throw the useless gun away, when the flier he had aimed at wabbled, tried to right itself, and crashed in a swift erratic loop.


  By now the pitifully few weapons of the Earthmen were popping. Two more of the enemy fliers hurtled to destruction. But as at a given signal, the air above them seemed suddenly to flame destruction. With the noise of a thousand thunderbolts the massed rays struck.


  The groaning Earth tossed and heaved in billowing waves to escape its torture. The trees were blazing pyres. It seemed impossible for anything that lives within that area to escape instant destruction.


  Hilary felt a wave of blinding heat envelop him, and he was thrown flat to the quaking ground. Frightful cries, screams of agony, came to his dulled ears as from a great distance. He heaved himself up wearily, scorched, smoldering, but otherwise unhurt.


  “GRIM,” he whispered through thick cracked lips, “Grim, where are you?”


  “Here.” Strange how tranquil he sounded. A scarecrow of a figure arose almost at his right from a smoldering bush, a giant clothed in smoking rags. In the strange illumination of the search beams he seemed the wraith of a scarecrow.


  “Thank God you’re alive,” Hilary croaked. “The others . . .?”


  Figures were staggering up from the holocaust about them.


  Grim’s practised eyes counted. “About fifty left,” he said, “just one half.”


  Hilary’s voice rose suddenly, strongly. “Keep on firing, men.” Once again his pistol barked defiance.


  A faint, ragged cheer answered him. A few guns flamed; there were only a handful left.


  “God!” someone cried.


  The massed ships above were gleaming faintly. Little shimmering sparkles ran over the hulls. They were going to ray again. Hilary went berserk, screamed strange oaths, fired again and again. Grim fired, more slowly. Two of the enemy ships left the formation, plunged headlong. But the shimmering grew brighter. In seconds the terrible bolts would be loosed. It was the end. The Earthmen knew it. They could not survive a second raying.


  Grim shouted. Never before had Hilary heard him raise his voice to that pitch. His great arm was upflung. “Look!” he screamed.


  CHAPTER XII


  The Vagabond


  HIGH up, a dark blob against the feeble starlight, something was dropping; dropping with the speed of a plummet, straight for the massed Mercutian fliers. From outer space it seemed to come, a plunging ripping meteor.


  A search beam must have swung hurriedly aloft, for it flamed into startling being; a spheroid, compact, purposeful, dropping with breathtaking velocity.


  Something seemed to explode in Hilary’s brain. A great cry wrenched out of his torn throat.


  “The Vagabond.”


  Unbelievable, impossible. Yet he could not be mistaken. The Vagabond was coming home again!


  By this time the Mercutians had seen it too. It meant suicide, that rushing projectile from outer space, but it would take along with it in the crash of its flight a goodly number of the Mercutian fliers. The Mercutians were no cowards, but death stared them openly in the face.


  Instantly all was in confusion. Forgotten the rebellious Earthmen below, forgotten everything but escape from the down-rushing thunderbolt.


  Hilary, staring upward, could visualize the fliers working desperately at their controls. The clustered ships vibrated like a school of frightened fish poised for instant flight. Then they were in motion; scattering, wabbling in the terror of their retreat.


  The Vagabond hurtled down among them like a hawk among pigeons. Its surface glowed with the speed of its flight. To Hilary’s fascinated gaze it seemed as if there would be a terrific smash. But the Vagabond came to a screaming, braking halt directly in the center of the milling, scattering Mercutians.


  Almost simultaneously the air resounded with staccato bursts. Ratatat-tat-a-tat.


  “Good little Wat.” Grim danced insanely. “He’s cutting loose the submachine gun.”


  Hilary woke from his amazement with a start.


  “Shoot, and shoot to kill,” he shouted above the turmoil. “Don’t let a single one get away.”


  AUTOMATICS spat their leaden hail, dynol pellets flamed redly, and over all resounded the rapid drum fire of the machine gun, pouring steel-jacketed death into the confused ranks of the Mercutians.


  The monster invaders had lost their heads. Even then, they could have destroyed the Earthmen with their deadly spreading rays. But the strange apparition from above had demoralized them. No one thought of fighting; flight, safety, were the only thoughts in their minds.


  Flier after flier went tailspinning to horrible death while his comrades fled in all directions.


  It was soon over. The greater number of the Mercutians were twisted smoldering wrecks. The few who escaped were rapidly diminishing dots in the cold starlight.


  Its work finished, the rescuing space flier settled softly to the ground, in the midst of the enbattled cheering Earthmen, temporarily gone insane.


  The air-lock port yawned, and a slim figure darted out, straight into Hilary’s outstretched arms.


  “Joan!”


  BEHIND her danced a small red-haired individual, his homely features grinning with delight. Under his arm swung heavily a submachine gun. He disappeared almost immediately into the vast bearlike grip of his gigantic friend. His shrill voice went on unceasingly, but strangely muffled, as Grim hugged him. Finally he extricated himself, ruffled, breathless, but still talking.


  “What did I tell you, you big ox?” he shrilled. “We’ll chase them off the Earth, sweep ’em out into space.”


  “Why, you little gamecock,” the giant observed affectionately, “I’m beginning to believe you can do it.”


  “We thought you had gone for good,” said Hilary, holding Joan tightly to him as if he feared to lose her again. “What happened to you on the Robbins Building?”


  “Can’t get rid of us that easily, can he, Joan?” The little man smirked knowingly at the girl. “It was all very simple,” he went on. “No sooner had you two left us than we heard the thud of a flier landing on the other end of the roof. The pilot looked out at us startled. We recognized each other simultaneously. It was our old friend—Urga.”


  Hilary clenched his fist. He had a good many scores to settle with the Cor.


  Wat saw his action. “I did my best,” he stated apologetically. “I ran for the machine gun. But by that time Urga had shot aloft again. Didn’t seem as though he wanted to wait. I heard his whistle shrilling in the air. Fliers came thick as flies.”


  He spread his hands in a quaint gesture. “What could I do, Hilary?” his voice was appealing. “Any minute I expected to have a ray on us. I couldn’t wait for you two, the Vagabond would have been a little pile of ashes. Besides, there was Joan. She kicked and struggled; she wanted to stay for you, but I shoved her in the ship, locked the port, and went scooting up like a rocket. You should have seen the Mercutians scatter.”


  FOR the first time in his life words seemed to fail him. “You—are—not—angry?” he fumbled, looking for all the world like a bedraggled dog who knows he has been in mischief.


  “Angry?” Hilary fairly whooped. “What for? For saving the ship, Joan, all of us? Why, you little bit of pure gameness, you did the only sensible thing.”


  Wat grinned from ear to ear.


  “But why,” Grim interrupted, “didn’t you have sense enough to come back here, instead of scaring everybody to death?”


  Wat turned on him indignantly. “Sure,” he squeaked, “and bring fill the Mercutians along with me? No sir, I shot straight up into the stratosphere, and headed for the Canadian woods. Felt we’d be safe there.”


  Hilary looked at him. “I’ve heard,” he said overcasually, “that an accident happened to one of the Mercutian diskoids. Know anything about it?”


  The redhead grinned. “I was the accident. I wasn’t staying cooped up in the wilderness. Joan and I decided we’d do some scouting before we came back; see what was happening over the rest of the world. We were returning from one of those little expeditions, cruising about fifty miles up, when we almost bumped into the diskoid. We saw them first; we had just come out of the shadow of the Earth; they were in the sun. I let them have it before they had a chance to turn on their rays. The bullets punctured them clean; must have let out their air. I didn’t wait to see; ducked back into the shadow again.”


  “How did you get here in the nick of time?” asked Hilary suddenly. “A few minutes later and there would have been no rescue.”


  Wat looked at him in some surprise.


  “Why, we got your signal, of course.”


  “Signal?” Hilary echoed. “I never—” Then he paused. Morgan was grinning sheepishly. “Here, what do you know about this?” he queried sharply.


  THE giant’s grin widened. “Just a little,” he admitted. “I’d been playing around with my transmitter. Used some of the spare equipment we had cached for the Vagabond, and stepped up the sending radius to a thousand miles or so.”


  “We received your call in the woods north of Lake Ontario,” Joan interrupted.


  Grim nodded, gratified. “I thought it might work,” he rumbled. “You see,” he explained to Hilary, “ever since I heard about that diskoid, I knew that the Vagabond was responsible. But you refused to believe it. So I worked in secret, rigging up the apparatus. Didn’t want to stir up false hopes. I finished it yesterday. When we were discovered, I started sending.”


  “It took us just ten minutes over the hour to get here from a standing start,” Wat boasted. “We almost burned up the old machine smashing through the air, didn’t we Joan?”


  She nodded happily from her cozy position in the crook of Hilary’s arm.


  Hilary looked long and steadily at his friends.


  “Well—” he finally began, when someone cried out sharply.


  A dark shape shot over the rim of the mountainside, swooped down at them in one fierce lunge. Involuntarily the Earthmen threw themselves flat on the ground to avoid the tremendous rush of its flight. At one hundred feet it banked sharply, a circle of light gleamed, and a long blazing streamer thrust its relentless finger at the prostrate figures of the Earthmen.


  There was a blinding flash, a roar. Hilary was on his feet, bullets spitting rapidly. But already the lone Mercutian flier had completed his bank, and was zooming out of range. Hilary watched the flier grow fainter and fainter in the starlit distance. Almost he could hear the far-off hoarse chuckle of its pilot.


  Then he turned to survey the damage. The Earthmen were up, growling low heartfelt curses. That one blast had been catastrophic.


  THERE on the ground lay the smoking ruins of the Vagabond, beloved companion of his space wanderings. For a moment Hilary gave way to a deep-seated despair. This was the end of all his plannings. He had built high hopes on the Vagabond in his carefully laid schemes for overcoming the Mercutians. He stood as one stunned.


  Someone cried: “A curse is upon us; let us scatter before it is too late!”


  It acted on Hilary like a cold shower, that cry of despair.


  “No,” his voice resounded strong and vibrant. “We did not need the Vagabond. It never was part of my plans.” A lie, of course, but most necessary. “That Mercutian saved me the trouble of finding a hiding place for it. Come, let us march. At dawn it rains, I know it will.”


  “You’ve said that every day since the weather machine was smashed,” a voice cried out from the rear.


  Hilary paused, thrown off his balance momentarily. Yet a second’s hesitation would be fatal. It was Joan who answered for him. She sprang forward, lithe and exalted, her dark eyes flashing even in the dark.


  “I’ll tell you how he knows. I myself had almost forgotten. Tomorrow is exactly two weeks since the weather machine was destroyed. My father, Martin Robbins, built it. He told me then that its effects were so powerful that they lasted for two weeks, even with the machine turned off. Only positive action could bring an immediate reversal of weather conditions. That’s how he knows.”


  Joan had turned the tide. The waverers turned as one man to Hilary. “Lead on! We follow!”


  “Very well,” he stated quietly. “We can’t remain here. The Mercutians will be back soon in overwhelming force, burning for revenge. We march.”


  To Joan, in barely audible tones: “Is that true, what you said?”


  “I—I think so. I remember Dad mentioned a time limit. I think it was two weeks.”


  “If it isn’t, we’re facing a damned unpleasant prospect to-morrow,” he said grimly.


  CHAPTER XIII


  The Last Battle


  DAWN found the little band still struggling over the thick-forested mountains in a desperate attempt to avoid detection. They were footsore, weary, their clothes shredded by innumerable sharp thorns, their eyes bloodshot from lack of sleep. Overhead, the paling sky was already dotted with the fliers of the Mercutians; faint sounds came to them of the clumsy thrashing of enemy patrols as they beat the woods for the fugitives. The Mercutians were putting forth all their resources to seek out and destroy these irritant foci of revolt.


  At length Hilary called a halt. They were in a little valley, not far from Bear Mountain. It offered some protection from the searchers. The enclosing hills would mask them from all but search beams directly overhead.


  “It is no use going any farther,” he said wearily. “We all need sleep and rest. Sooner or later they’ll find us, no matter where we go, and then—” He shrugged his shoulders.


  The weary, panting men threw themselves down upon the ground, too tired even to eat. Immediately they were in a drugged sleep. Joan was sleeping too, her face pale drawn, but like a little child’s in her slumber. Hilary watched her with a sharp pang in his heart. What would the next few hours bring to her, to all of them?


  Nor did Grim and Wat sleep either. The three of them squatted on their heels, silent, as the cold dawn wind swept with a great sigh through the valley.


  The stars were paling now, the purple sky was enswathing itself in pearly grays. Something glowed pinkly overhead, and was extinguished almost immediately by the prevailing gray.


  Hilary started violently. “Did you see that?”


  “See what?” Grim was drunk for lack of sleep.


  Hilary was on his feet, peering upward. “I thought I saw—there, there it is again.”


  The other two were on their feet also, weariness forgotten, heads thrown back.


  High overhead, in the overturned cup of the sky, an irregular pink wisp formed before their wondering eyes, and vanished again. But more slowly than the first time.


  “Well?” asked Wat, puzzled.


  “A cloud.” Hilary’s voice was a prayer.


  “Hell,” said Wat disgustedly. “If that’s a cloud I’m a Mercutian. There wouldn’t be enough water there to moisten a canary seed.”


  “And even if there were it wouldn’t matter now,” said Grim calmly. “We’re discovered.”


  A LONG slim flier shot athwart the brightening sky, paused suddenly in flight as though jerked by an invisible string. The next instant the valley was illumined by a transparent glow. It enveloped the Earthmen, made crystal figurines of the most solid among them. They seemed like wraiths through which, as in a glass, more could be seen beyond. The solid ground, the rocks, were transparencies floating in an ocean of airy nothingness. A search beam!


  The flier hung steady, high overhead, holding them in the dissolving area of his beam. Too high to ray them, but also too high for their futile bullets. The Mercutians no longer underrated the fighting abilities of their erstwhile slaves.


  “He’s sending out messages for help,” observed Hilary.


  “Let’s take it on the run,” Wat suggested.


  “No good. Where could we run to that his beam couldn’t follow?”


  “Well, we can only die once,” Wat observed cheerfully.


  “And take as many Mercutians with us as we can,” Grim amended. “That’s one lucky thing. Their rays have no greater range than our bullets.”


  “Except the diskoids,” said Hilary. “Here’s your chance, Wat, to play with your rattle.”


  The red head, who had lugged the heavy machine gun all the way with him, patted its snout affectionately. “It plays the devil’s tattoo,” he said.


  More fliers materialized in the by now brighter blue of early morning. The sun was just peeping over the serrated tops of the mountains. But still they did not attack.


  “Afraid of us,” Wat chuckled. “Bet they’ll send to Mercury for the whole damn army before they come for us.”


  THE first shock was over. With the inevitable staring them in the face, the men had achieved something of a gay recklessness. Hilary found some natural recessions under overhanging masses of rocks that would afford protection from the searing power of the rays. To be effective, the fliers would have to land in the valley or fly low, thus exposing themselves to the raking fire of the Earthmen’s weapons. Hilary posted his little band skilfully underneath these natural shelters in such a way that they would be able to command the bit of sky from every angle.


  The men jerked and fidgeted. The heavens darkened with massed fliers, and still they came. The Mercutians were taking no chances.


  “Plenty of guests at our funeral,” Wat chuckled, sighting along the barrel of his gun.


  Hilary left the jesting to the others. He was watching the skies intently.


  Joan slipped her arm through his. “You see something that we don’t. What is it?”


  He nodded with an intent frown. “There are clouds forming up there. The first I’ve seen since I came back to this planet. Rain clouds, too, if I know anything about it. Look.”


  Joan tilted her head backward. Thin scuds of vapor darted across the sky, driven by the morning breeze; dissolved and reformed a little farther on. Tenuous wisps, evanescent, wraithlike. The sun shone steadily, unobscured.


  “Those little things,” said Joan unbelievingly. “Why, if that’s all you’re depending on, we’re finished.”


  “Nevertheless they are rain clouds. But when the rain will come is another matter. Very likely too late.”


  Grim came hurriedly over from his post near the entrance to the little valley. His face was placid as ever, but his eyes were worried.


  “We are being surrounded,” he stated calmly.


  HILARY sprang to his feet. “What do you mean?”


  “Listen. Do you hear it?”


  Far down the overgrown trail they had followed into the valley came the noise of heavy stumbling feet, innumerable feet.


  “They are taking no chances,” said Grim, his countenance unchanged.


  Hilary looked swiftly around. The valley was a cul-de-sac, surrounded on three sides of its narrow oblong by precipitous hills. From the fourth side the Mercutians were coming—an army, from the sound of them. Overhead were a hundred fliers, and more coming. The trap was sprung!


  Hilary’s voice rang out. “All men without guns down the valley to repel invaders. Those with guns remain at your positions; watch the fliers. Wat Tyler in command.” With a joyous cry the Earthmen started for the narrow mouth of the valley, all without guns. Gone was the helpless feeling of before; now they could fight too. Axes, spades, pitchforks, sticks and stones even, were their weapons.


  Hilary thrust his automatic into Joan’s hand. “You use it, dear. I won’t need it. Come on, Grim.” Morgan smiled slowly, handed over his dynol pistol without a word to a weaponless man and stalked after his leader. His great hand clutched and unclutched unconsciously. This was what he wanted, hand-to-hand fighting.


  BY the time they reached the foot of the valley, the noise of the oncoming Mercutians sounded like the rumbling of thunder. Secure in their numbers there was no thought of concealment.


  The Earthmen were pitifully few, only thirty of them, and wretchedly armed. Hilary disposed of them up the slope of the hill on either side, set them to loosening jutting boulders. He was in command on one slope, Grim on the other.


  In a minute the Mercutians would be upon them. A simultaneous attack, no doubt; the fliers dropping low to loose their deadly rays from above as the land force attacked with their hardly less deadly hand rays.


  Hilary shot a last hasty glance aloft. His heart gave a great bound. The thin insubstantial vapors of a little before had solidified, taken on a grosser leaden hue. The sky was a sullen gray, shot through intermittently with the broad flares of a sun valiantly struggling to reassert its long undisputed sway. Little flickers of lightning played around the ragged edges of the clouds.


  To the most unobservant it was evident now that a storm was in the making. But might it not be too late? The sun still shone, and as long as its light pierced through, the weapons of the Mercutians held all their deadly potency.


  The alien invaders sensed the urgent necessity for quick action, for the fliers were dropping now, hundreds of them, to within range. Hilary heard the shouted orders of the Mercutians Cors, the crashing forward of a mighty host, and then the front of the attack burst out of the trees in an engulfing flood of gigantic unwieldy bodies and gray warty faces.


  A quick view of the stout ungainly Viceroy, Artok, another of the coldly saturnine visage of Urga in the front rank, and with a roar of gutturals, the attack was on.


  DOWN from above came a myriad blinding flashes, turning the inclosed valley into an inferno of heat and rocking, boiling, shattered ground. Up the valley shot the massed hand rays of the hundreds as they swept along in close-packed trot.


  It seemed as if nothing could exist in that blazing, screaming hell. Hilary, stunned, shaken, scorched, felt as if he were the only one alive. Yet as the front of the attack washed up before him, he did not hesitate. He sprang to his feet, swung the nicely hefted long-handled ax he had picked up, uttered a war whoop that went back to remote ancestors, and flung himself headlong into the boiling mass of Mercutians.


  As he did so, he caught a fleeting, comforting glimpse of Grim rising to his full height on the other slope, huge hands raised, and crashing down barehanded, silent, into the ranks of the enemy. A cheer went up, a faint, ragged cheer, and other figures popped up out of nowhere and dropped feet first into the fray.


  Hilary found himself engulfed in a welter of figures that towered heads above him. His ax swung up and down, bit into something soft and yielding. The Mercutian screamed horribly; blood spouted from his wide-split shoulder. He fell stumbling to his knees, and Hilary stepped into the little open space. That gave him more elbow room. A furious towering monster swung his tube around in the press. Hilary ducked as the sizzling ray sped over his head. There were howls of pain as the spreading beam cut a burning swath through the packed Mercutians.


  Thereafter no more tubes were raised. The quarters were too close. It was to be hand-to-hand fighting; thousands of giant Mercutians against a handful of puny Earthmen.


  HILARY swung his red-dripping ax in ever-widening circles. At every swung a Mercutian tumbled. A little space opened around him, literally hewn out of living flesh. But with strange fierce cries he threw himself again and again into the wall of bodies. There and there only was salvation possible where the sun-tubes could not be used.


  Far over to one side he caught glimpses of bodies in violent upheavings, bodies that thrust explosively to either side as from the sharp prow of an invisible ship. Then a great figure heaved staggering into view, bloody, gashed, great arms encircling Mercutian heads, smashing them together like eggshells, flinging them apart, seizing others. Grim Morgan, berserk with bare hands.


  Here and there in his own travail Hilary sighted little foci of struggle, Earthmen with ax and pitch-fork and spade battling valiantly in a sea of Mercutians. A swirl, an eddy, and all too often a sudden surge and flowing of gray warty faces, and smooth rippleless heads where an Earthman had gone down, trampled into pulp.


  Hilary’s first rush with swinging flashing ax had caught the Mercutians unawares. They had relied upon their sun-tubes, and in the melee succeeded only in inflicting frightful havoc on their own kind. Now, however, they came for Hilary in a solid mass, huge three-fingered hands flailing, seeking to thrust him down by sheer weight of numbers. He swung and swung again, the ax bit deep, but still they came. His arm grew weary from so much slaughter, it rose more and more slowly, and then it rose no more. The bloody ax was wrenched from his nerveless fingers, and he was down, smothered by innumerable trampling bodies. Over him the tide swirled smooth. Heavy feet kicked and battered at his body, hands reached down to pluck and rip at him.


  FEEBLY he tried to fend them off, but the shodden hoofs smashed him down again, gouged at his unprotected face. He struggled, but soon he would not struggle any more.


  From afar came to his dimming ears below, a huge shout that shook the ground. Feet pounded him down into semi-unconsciousness; there was a mighty shuffling to and fro over him, and then the feet were gone. A huge well-remembered hand caught him, heaved him upright. It was Grim. His face was a wreck, battered out of all semblance, but those blue mild eyes were flaming with an unholy light.


  Hilary tottered, and the giant shook him.


  “Wake up,” he bawled; “they’re coming again.”


  With a great effort Hilary cleared his numbed brain, saw the resurgence of the temporarily beaten herd. His fists clenched automatically.


  “Good boy,” Grim whooped. “Let’s get them.”


  Then they were engulfed, fighting back to back. Hilary seemed to be fighting in a dream. He never had a clear conception of what happened. Faces thrust themselves into his own, furious, contorted; his fist went out mechanically, thudded against something soft, and the face disappeared. Hands reached plucking for him; he thrust them off, and swung left and right again.


  Once he looked dully upward. The sky was gray slate now, festooned with bellying black. No sign of the sun; not the least ray could pierce. The fliers hung aimless overhead, no sparkle to their hulls. The valley was dark too; the terrible rays had ceased raking it with an inferno of heat.


  JUST before he lowered his upflung face to smash his fist into another face, something wet blobbed on his forehead. A raindrop? Perhaps, but he was too far gone to care now. Life was an endless series of howling Mercutians to thrust fists into.


  A cheer rose high, punctured by quick sharp explosions of sound. Guns. Those few remaining of the fighting Earthmen farther up the valley, no longer menaced by the futile fliers, had come down to help their weaponless brethren. Wat’s voice was shrill in the land, yelling, exhorting, screaming. A familiar rat-a-tat-a-tat came down the wind. The submachine gun was spitting steel-jacketed death. Where was Joan? Hilary wondered wearily.


  A face towered over him, a face he knew. Urga. The Mercutian was no longer impassive; his gray countenance was distorted with hideous hate. “I’ll break you in two,” he mouthed, and lunged for Hilary.


  The Earthman came out of his daze at the sight of the other. Strength seemed to flow back into his weary body. His fist came up, clean with all the power that was left in him. It went home with a soul-satisfying crunch. Urga’s gray gash of a mouth seemed to smear slowly over the rest of his face. A wild animal scream burst from him as he sagged. Then a swirl of other Mercutians anxious to get at the Earthman eddied him out of view.


  Hilary felt better. Now he could die content. Even with their guns, what could a handful of Earthman do against the resistless, ever-coming tide of Mercutians, thousands of them?


  IT was raining now, slowly at first, large scattered drops, then heavier and heavier, until the fogged air was a driving sheet of water.


  What of it?—thought Hilary bitterly as he fought and slipped and stumbled in the slimy, bloody muck that was now the ground. The Mercutians’ weapons were useless, but they did not need them any more. Sheer numbers would overwhelm the Earthmen.


  Then to his amazement something happened. The heavens, long outraged by the artificial repression of the weather machine, kicked over all traces and opened their sluices in earnest. The sky was one vast waterfall. The elements roared and rocked; the valley was knee deep already in a spate of waters.


  Hilary splashed and waded after his enemies. But they were going. They staggered and trembled in every shaking limb, heedless now of the Earthmen. They slipped and fell into the flood, and stayed there, motionless under the waters. Like Pharaoh’s army they were being drowned before the amazed Earthmen’s very eyes.


  On their own planet it never rained; there was no water except for carefully hoarded underground lakes. This first taste of real Earth weather was too much for them. They could not withstand the driving rain, the water swirling round their knees. All the strength went out of their shaggy frames, their knees buckled and down they went, helpless, destroyed by a natural phenomenon to which they were unaccustomed. They had actually been smothered by the humidity!


  Hilary’s voice was strong again. With great shouts, he rallied his men. A pitiful handful; only fifteen of the fifty that had entered the valley. But Joan was alive, her face black with burned skin, otherwise unhurt. Wat’s grin rose superior to a mask of raw flesh, and Grim, bleeding from a hundred wounds, was still a tower of strength.


  IT was a strange sight as they stood almost waist deep in the flood, the storm beating down upon them, hundreds and hundreds of bodies floating, bumping against them.


  “We must clinch our victory, men,” Hilary shouted above the roar of the elements. “We must go. to arouse the Earth, sweep the Mercutians into the oceans while the storm lasts, or all our work will go for naught.”


  A great cheer went up from the little band, and without resting, without food or sleep, they waded their way out of the valley, into civilization once more, carrying their message, arousing the peoples, gathering to themselves like a tiny snowball rolling down a mountainside, a huge swelling army of jubilant Earthmen, Earthwomen, too, moving in resistless flood down upon New York.


  The rest is history. Like a torrent they swept down upon the cowed, weakened Mercutians. Those that did not escape in the great diskoids back to their own torrid, waterless planet were searched out, torn to pieces by the infuriated Earth peoples.


  For five days and five nights the storm raged, all over the world. The floodgates were opened; outraged nature was taking her revenge. For five days and five nights the sun was hidden behind bucketing gray skies. And for five days and five nights, Americans, English, Chinese, Zulus, Australians, Russians, Bushmen, Argentinians, animated by a common purpose, rose gleefully and smote the invaders. When the sun finally peeped once more from behind the thick blanket of clouds, not a Mercurian remained. Few had escaped; the rest would never see Mercury again.


  “WE’VE won,” Joan sighed happily, after it was all over, and was able to nestle once more comfortably in Hilary’s arms. “Thanks to you.”


  “You forget Grim Morgan and Wat Tyler, dear.”


  “Ye-es, they helped, too,” she admitted grudgingly; “but without you, what could they have done?”


  Hilary started to protest, but over her crown of shining hair, he saw Grim and Wat watching him, grinning like two monkeys. Wat’s thumb was raised to his nose in an immemorial gesture.


  “You’re right,” said Hilary defiantly. “What could they have done?”


  THE MOLE-MEN OF MERCURY


  Arthur K. Barnes


  


  l Many of our readers have a great liking for stories of adventure on other planets, and they will not be disappointed in this one. In our opinion, this is Mr. Barnes’ most successful effort. We are sure you will feel the same. Here is a strong character study—a realistic portrayal of human nature and human emotions. There is no stalwart hero in this tale who can overcome any obstacle by miraculous and unprecedented methods. Not only is the science plausible, but so is the action.


  Few budding authors have the ability to present a story of this calibre, and after you finish it, we*ll wager that you’ll want to see more of his work.


  


  l Time and her capricious Boswell, History, play strange tricks with the record of the centuries. At once rich and barren, tender and merciless, with seeming wantonness, she distorts facts, obscures motives, sucks heroes into her whirlpool of dishonor and oblivion, and spews forth fools and scoundrels to the utmost pinnacles of fame and adulation. Perhaps nowhere will this anomaly be found so true as in the great body of legend that has come down to us in the twenty-third century concerning the epic exploits of the gallant, hardy members of the Interplanetary Legion—wild, romantic tales of danger and courage and superhuman strength and sacrifice and victory in the face of overwhelming odds—tales calculated to appeal to the public imagination, propagated by a clever publicity manager, unhampered by any reliance on fact or probability. And surely not even in this extensive folklore can be found a story more completely conducive to the ironic laughter of the Fates than the incredible case of George Gower and the metal mines of Mercury.


  Of the antecedents of young Gower we know little. He was born in Portland, Oregon, and his father was a retired lumberman.[1]; so much is a matter of record. Presumably he was passed through the state educational system with nothing discreditable to his record, then took the place in the business world assigned to him. There are no data available, however, on these points, and for twenty-five long years we lose sight of him utterly until Destiny, in her unpredictable way, caused him to be seated upon a park bench in Los Angeles, friendless, dispirited, without funds.


  George Gower had the makings of a man. He was well over six feet tall, bigboned, and heavy. To the casual observer, he was a splendid creature, vibrant with health and strength. Only a shrewd scrutiny revealed the weak chin, the loose lips, the wavering glance that never seemed to rest and the tell-tale softness of his body. Gower had both brains and brawn, but he lacked that vital spark which glories in the fight against odds, which drives men on to success in spite of themselves.


  Across the street from where he sat, a large poster fronted one of the older buildings of the block. It had once been gayly colored in red and green; now every wind that blew down the canyoned street shredded a few more tatters from its torn surface. Pencils and pocket-electels had scarred and initialed the huge board. Gower could barely decipher the lettering. It read:


  INTERPLANETARY LEGION


  Join the Legion


  and


  See the Universe


  A thousand men and women passed by every hour, as they moved along the lower traffic levels, and glanced at that ragged sign. And a thousand pairs of lips twisted in cynical amusement. Likewise did George Gower’s lips, as he stared moodily across the park, twist in ironic laughter. For the Legion had been debunked.


  At one time, the Interplanetary Legion had been vested with all the color and romance proper to a dashing military unit that year in and year out fought gallant battles against inhuman monsters and won over insuperable odds in their brave struggle to preserve the integrity of the solar system. Young lads, fired with the enthusiasm to do great deeds, kissed sweethearts good-by and rushed off to the legion to fight their way to fame and fortune. The three years’ service required of all who joined was looked upon as a sort of comic opera war, just a background for the real high point—the triumphal home-coming with banners waving and crowds cheering mightily along the main level. But ugly rumors began to drift about. The young lads failed to return to their waiting sweethearts; there were no triumphal homecomings; no banners waved; no crowds cheered. A sweeping investigation was ordered at Geneva by the Supreme Council of the Nations. The pretext—alleged misrepresentation of the conditions of the service—was trivial in the extreme. But the discoveries made by the investigating committee rocked the world.


  l When the civilization of the inner planets (Mars, Venus, Earth) began to extend their sphere of influence into the further reaches of the System, in an effort to establish a sort of cosmic empire, they met with incalculable difficulties. The risk of long flights in space, the dangers of gravitations and atmospheres on other planets and their satellites, the hostility of monstrous and malignant forms of life—all these tended to nullify what hard-won advances were made. These inimical life-forms can never be wholly conquered; they can only be held in check. For that purpose, the Interplanetary Legion was conceived as a permanent military unit to guard the frontiers of civilization wherever they existed, dedicated to constant struggle and hardship. Enlistment in the Legion was for a minimum period of three years. Of the thousands of men who had joined, including some of the finest specimens of life from three planets, fully ninety per cent never returned alive. Of the few who did come back, most were twisted and blinded and broken, ghastly human wrecks whose daily prayer was for speedy release from a pain-wracked existence.


  Small wonder, then, that the popularity of the Legion was snuffed out in a moment. Small wonder that people glanced with distaste at the neglected posters that had once decorated every major city on three planets. Small wonder that George Gower muttered scornfully, “Not for me.”


  “That Legion stuff seems to be washed up.”


  Gower turned, saw a stranger seated beside him. He was neatly but poorly dressed, and one sleeve of the heavy singlet that was the prevailing dress mode was pinned up. Gower grinned at him.


  “You’re talking, friend. I may lie flat, but I’m joining no suicide clubs yet.” He stuffed his hands into his pockets and smiled in the complacent fashion of one who thinks he knows when he’s well off.


  The stranger nodded agreement. “So long as I’ve a check.[2] in my pocket, I’m staying away from that place.”


  One can only guess as to how the conversation went along, or where it was carried on. But it ended in an automat restaurant, where the one-armed man finally took Gower to treat him to a meal. As they left the place, young Gower suddenly took ill. He reeled dizzily, clutched at his companion’s arm, carried his hand to his head like a man dazed by a blow. As he peered at the other, he was mildly surprised to see him grinning. Grinning like a smug cat. Grinning. . . . That was George Gower’s last conscious recollection for many hours.


  From this point forward in our chronicle, we are on firmer ground. From the secret archives of the Legion, available only to a privileged few, from camp records, log-books of Legion space-ships, diaries of some of the men, and from scattered reports, we glean our material for the connected tale. Hence, it is a recorded fact that Gower’s first audible remark, when he finally awoke from his drugged sleep, was, “Well, what the hell?”


  He sat up, shaking his head to clear it. He was in a tiny windowless room, furnished barely. There were four cots, a table and chairs. A miniature wash-bowl occupied one corner of the room. Everything seemed to be fastened down. George glanced at his clothing. It consisted of a one-piece suit of rubberized material, dark green in color. Stenciled in red just over the left breast was a monogram: “IL.” George was no fool. He knew he was on a Legion ship, kidnaped in the crudest sort of way. He felt rage mounting hotly to his temples.


  The murmur of voices caught his attention and he turned in time to see the door swing open. Three men came in, clumping awkwardly with their heavy magnetic shoes, and moved toward the beds. Gower leaped up, then found himself flopping like a fish against the ceiling. Striking out wildly, a lucky push sent him floating down to the floor again. The strangers were laughing at him as he fumbled for the heavy shoes at the bedside. But George was in no mood for humor. A terrible sinking sensation had gripped at his vitals; a numbing fear assailed his cowardly heart. He was in space! A black pall descended upon him like a poison mist, the room whirled, and he experienced a sickening illusion of falling, falling through vast distances, falling faster and faster, falling interminably. . . .


  George Gower felt the shock of ice-water on his face. Rough hands were holding him upright. A voice asked:


  “All right now?”


  George blinked. “Yes. . . . Yes. I’m all right. What happened?”


  “Touch of space sickness. You’ll have these spells for a week or so, then it’ll pass away.” The man turned aside indifferently.


  George remembered his grievance, and with remembrance came a new accession of rage. He called out:


  “Are any of you officers on this crate?”


  One of the men raised up from his cot. He was pock-marked and scarred, with thick lips and dark, heavy hair and eyebrows, a typical thug.


  “I’m your sergeant,” enunciated the thick lips. “It’s customary to address your superiors respectfully.” He laughed harshly. One of the others passed a coarse remark.


  George flushed, then yelled: “I demand to be taken back to earth at once. You can’t shanghai.[3] me like this. It’s illegal. You can’t do this and get away with it!”


  The third man jerked a thumb at George. “He demands to be taken back. Haw, haw!” All three guffawed.


  The sergeant stood and toed into his shoes. “Come along,” he said. “You can see the captain.”


  Together the two of them left the tiny cubicle, marched along dark corridors that burrowed through the bowels of the ship, and finally entered another room, larger and more comfortable than the one they had left. George became conscious of a growing murmur that throbbed annoyingly against his eardrums, more felt than heard. Through dozens of thicknesses of exalite and beryllium, from a distance equivalent to several city blocks, George Gower, with a new and terrifying sense of intimacy, was listening to the thunder of recruits in the shortest time consistent the rocket-tubes.


  CHAPTER II


  Shanghaied Into Space


  l The captain was a hard-bitten little Frenchman, wiry and battle-scarred and tough. His tones were brittle as he spoke.


  “I am Captain Marchand. What is it you wish?”


  Gower drew a deep breath and began to bluster. “Captain Marchand, I have been detained against my will on this ship, kidnaped in defiance of the law of—”


  “What is your name?” There was a pitying contempt in the little man’s glance.


  “George Gower. And unless I am immediately returned—”


  The captain raised a hand wearily. “Yes, yes. The authorities will hear from you. The law will be upon me. . . . Now, get this, Mister George Gower. It will be three years before you ever see the earth again, other than as a pin-point of light in the sky. Three long, bitter, heart-breaking, dangerous years. Three sweaty, painful, disease-filled years. Three years of living death. Three years that will either take the putty out of your spine or leave you a frozen corpse somewhere in space. . . . Now get out of here, and remember that if I hear one more word about turning back, you’ll be burned down.[4] for treason.


  Gower was suddenly deflated, aged. “B-but where are you taking me?” he managed to ask. His soft chin trembled.


  “Training camp on the moon. Now get out.”


  The thick-lipped, grinning sergeant dragged George out of the room and down the myriad corridors to his quarters. There was a suspicion of tears in his eyes as he lay down on the bare little cot.


  There is no doubt that young Gower shirked his duties as much as possible during the two weeks’ intensive training period. The Legion aimed to harden its with thorough instruction. Life on the moon was one continual round of drilling in formation under the huge oxygen bells or “igloos,” then skirmish practice in space suits outside, sham battles, life boat drill, and preparation for the hundred and one emergencies that constantly harass the luckless legionnaire. This, of course, was entirely unsuited to George’s temperament. He tried once merely to absent himself from drill without excuse. For that offense he received twenty lashes on his bare back. Again, he feigned illness, but the camp doctor pronounced him in good health. For that offense he spent half an hour in the Chamber of Horrors.[5], as it was called by the men. They brought him out unconscious, but his screams had been heard all over the bell. After that experience, Gower played a different game. He ingratiated himself with the officers, and was finally appointed orderly to Captain Marchand, thus relieving himself of some of the more arduous duties. Marchand continually kept telling him, “This won’t get you out of anything when the fighting begins. It’ll be so much the worse for your soft belly.” But Gower continued his toadying just the same.


  l At the end of two strenuous weeks, a few days of relaxation were allowed the men. This was spent largely in horse-play and rough games, and enabled the men really to become acquainted with one another, something they had been unable to do during the stiff training period. They were an unprepossessing lot, for the most part. The governments of the planets had long recognized the inestimable worth of the Legion, so to help keep the ranks filled, immunity was guaranteed to any criminal who joined the Legion for so long as he served, and the chances were acknowledged good for complete pardon if he lived through the ordeal. Hence, a good seventy per cent of the men were of this class; thieves, racketeers, murderers, riff-raff from the darkest corners of the universe. Illiterate, uncouth, boisterous, they disgusted and irritated young men like Gower who had been forced into their company via a rap on the head or a pill in their coffee. George came in for a good deal of ragging, some of it good-natured, some of it not. So it was with a sensation of relief that he heard the order come to depart at once.


  Gower was in Marchand’s office at the time, as befits the dutiful orderly, when the radio man hastened in with a message. The captain read it, frowned, and turned to George.


  “We leave here, Gower, in three hours. Summon all commissioned officers here at once. Tell the men to pack. An emergency call from Mercury. The metal mines are in danger.”


  The metal mines of Mercury! We can guess what thrills went up George’s spine when he heard that. For what schoolboy of that time had not read a hundred stories of the incredible adventures that befell the pioneer miners on Mercury? And what youngster had not longed to see for himself the very planet where history and romance had been forged from blood and steel? George hastily summoned the officers, then ran to the barracks and spread the news. In five minutes the entire camp was in an uproar.


  George was plied with incessant questionings. The metal mines were in danger from what? Will there be fighting? Did the old man look worried? How the hell are we gonna get ready in three hours? Is it serious? George shook his head, tried to answer as best he could, but he knew no more about it than the others, so eventually the groups dispersed to begin their packing. At the end of the third hour precisely, bugles sounded a general assembly under the main bell. The men gathered quickly and quietly, watched in silence as Captain Marchand mounted the small platform. He disdained the loud-speakers, preferring to speak to his men directly.


  “You men know we’re leaving shortly,” he began in a high ringing voice. “You’re all wondering why. We learned long ago that it’s useless to try and hide things from the ranks.” His thin lips twisted in a little smile. “So I’m going to explain the situation to you.”


  “The mining machines on Mercury have dug too deep, and have broken into a series of underground caverns on that planet. It seems that there’s a race of vertebrate creatures living there beneath the surface, and they’ve proven actively hostile toward the mining companies. By climbing out right up the sheer walls of the mine shafts they attacked the engineers there and killed a considerable number. A sort of guerilla warfare has been going on for some time, and all work has been abandoned. . . . Now many of you know that the material used in spaceship construction is called exalite.[6] But what most of you probably do not know is that Mercury is the sole source of this metal in the System. Hence, this is a crisis in the progress of interplanetary civilization that cannot be regarded lightly. The very existence of that civilization is threatened.”


  There were a few catcalls and ironic cries of “Hear, hear!” at Marchand’s sonorous speech, but they were quickly drowned in the whole-hearted cheer that arose. The men were eager to go.


  The first leg of the journey began comfortably enough for Gower. Discipline on board was only moderately strict, there was no great amount of work to be done, and Gower himself came into a sort of popularity by virtue of his being a sort of go-between from the officers to the men. Often his duties as orderly took him into the navigation room, where the commander of the ship and his picked crew of technical experts labored constantly to keep the ship safely on her course as she annihilated time and space in a powerful rush through the void. George loved to linger, though he knew Marchand would bully him for it, in the little glass-walled room, gazing awe-struck at the vast black panorama of the heavens, freckled with bright diamonds, relieved perhaps by the exhaust of some wandering space-car as it flared its faery tracery across the sky. The scene never failed to move him profoundly.


  CHAPTER III


  Trouble on Mercury


  l The first discordant note in this peaceful trip came when they were eight days out.[7] One of the men in the barrack-rooms came down with space-fever. To this very day, of course, medical science has failed to isolate any micro-organism that may cause this strange malady, and doctors are still vociferous in asserting that it is non-contagious. That is poor consolation, however, to the poor devils cooped up in a ship with a space-fever victim, for invariably, most of the other members of the party fall ill too. Young Gower, on that same day, reported to Marchand that he felt poorly.


  “What kind of complaint have you thought up now?” asked the captain. “I hope it’s something new. I can forgive you if you’re original.”


  George looked reproachfully at his superior, then said:


  “I’m not—just not feeling well, that’s all.”


  Marchand chuckled. “I told you, back in camp. You’re soft; you can’t stand. . . .” He paused abruptly.


  Terrible pains had suddenly shot up Gower’s spinal column, an iron band seemed clamped around his head, and all muscular coordination was lost. He screamed aloud, staggered in circles for nearly a full minute, then collapsed in a dead faint. There was no question of malingering this time; Marchand sent for the ship’s surgeon at once and carried the boy to bed. In two hours he had vomited everything from his stomach and was running a temperature of 104. He talked deliriously.


  The harassed doctor, with three other patients already on his hands, resorted to the safest kind of treatment he knew. Taking blood serum from one of the men who had had the disease before, presumably containing anti-bodies with which to combat it, he injected this into Gower’s pain-twisted limbs twice a day. He tried to control the remaining symptoms as best he might. About half the Legionnaires and several of the crew came down with the strange malady. Those who did not, including Captain Marchand, were men who had had it before, and they were weakened by constant demands on their blood by the doctor. It was a sad-looking bunch that finally staggered out on firm ground again as they made port on Venus, half-way point on their flight.


  Gower was convalescent during the week’s stop-over, but was too weak to be inclined to join the others as they caroused about the rougher end of town (Tunjal—equipped with the finest space-flight facilities of any place in the system at that time) drinking and gambling and wenching as only they knew how. He also remained in ignorance of certain facts which the rest of the men learned from a remnant of a Venusian regiment just returned from Mercury. Facts about the conditions there and how the fighting was going. Facts they were that sent the men back to their ship sobered and silent, with a haunted, horror-stricken look deep in their eyes. Facts that inspired a few attempted desertions, quickly rendered abortive by Marchand. Facts that sent the Legion ship back into space as soon as the men could be rounded up and driven aboard. Gower’s first inkling that the stopover had been cut short was the faint roaring of the rocket tubes, the brief straining of the ship as it rose, and the distant whine of the wind as she knifed through the cloud-laden atmosphere and drove full speed ahead for distant Mercury.


  l The exalite mines of Mercury are located in the twilight zone,[8] the only inhabitable portion of the planet. When the Legion ship nosed down to its unobtrusive landing, there was no cheering crowd, no fanfare of trumpets, no photographers or news-caster men to greet it. Just a series of gentle pushes, the slight jar of contact, and the men were ordered out in full space-suit attire.


  George was one of the first out. He gazed about with interest. All around him stretched the barren landing field, its metallic surface pitted and scarred by many rocket blasts. To the far distant right, a brilliant white arc of the sun peeted over the edge of the horizon, its blasting rays neither distorted nor diminished by the tenuous Mercurian atmosphere. And on the left darkness crept up, a faintly purplish haze, which obscured none of the landscape, and which was relieved by a weird reddish glow from a distant volcanic cone that reared its ugly head into the sky. Faint wisps of steam puffed up to be dissipated at once in the thin air. Quite distinctly, young Gower felt the earth beneath his feet rumble at frequent intervals. Objects seemed curiously at once close and far away—close because of the ease with which even the farthest could be seen, far away because of the utter lack of sound. Even the roar of the still-acting rocket tubes seemed oddly muted.


  Gower’s revery was broken as someone pushed him roughly aside.


  “One side there; y’in a trance?” It was Marchand’s clipped tones. “Others to come out besides you.”


  Gower moved aside, asked: “Where do we go from here?”


  The little captain laughed. “A short, tough march ahead of us, softy. Think you can bear up?” He turned to shout some orders at the stragglers still coming out, not waiting for George’s reply.


  A half hour’s march, in which even the heavy magnetic shoes failed to keep the men from soaring awkwardly about at each incautious step, brought them close to the mines. The sun had disappeared, leaving behind a legacy of bitter cold that pierced through the insulated suits and numbed every muscle and nerve. The men cheered hoarsely as they came in sight of the great quartzite oxygen bells that housed the mining engineers and soldiers, looking like so many grotesque and misshapen glass igloos squatting somnolently in the dusk.


  As they tramped toward the bell with the monogram of the Legion marked upon it, the men were passed by two Martians carrying a third between them. The thick-lipped sergeant paused a moment to speak to them. Gower heard the question and answer through his earphones, but did not understand the language. As the trio passed on, one sagging with sinister slackness, George spoke to the sergeant.


  “What happened to the poor fellow?”


  The sergeant looked at him queerly, then said, “He died on sentry duty. Frozen to death, the lucky devil. Never felt a thing.”


  George’s mouth turned suddenly dry, and he jumped violently at Marchand’s crackling command:


  “Order in the ranks! Keep moving there?”


  Moving quickly across the mining company’s grounds, the men paused before the Legion bell while the air-lock was being manipulated. Just beyond stood the last of the row of “igloos.” A ragged hole had been smashed in the side, and the ground was littered with quartzite fragments and twisted steel girders which had been tossed and mangled like straws under the terrific outrush of air. There were still a few bodies lying about, and a hospital crew worked hard at disposing of them. George spoke to someone near him.


  “What in the universe happened there?” He pointed to the wreckage-strewed landscape. “An accident?”


  The man shrugged. “No accident; they meant it. The mole-men slipped through the outposts with a cutting tool of some sort. None of the men had any idea what was going on ’til she blew open.” He shrugged again, eloquently.


  CHAPTER IV


  The Mole-Men of Mercury


  l George’s last glimpse before he passed into the air-lock was of the broken bell standing there in the twilight—shattered, empty, forlorn. He shivered, but not from cold.


  A warm shower, the business of unpacking and selecting bunks, and a hot meal failed to take young Gower’s mind away from brooding over its first close-at-hand experience of the utter ruthlessness of life. His nerves were still jumpy when the call came for sentry duty that night. He was chosen for the second shift.


  The men quickly sought their bunks, exhausted by the short but hard march and emotional stress produced by the strange surroundings and shocking sights. Many drugged themselves. One by one the lights in the oxygen bells winked, out, leaving only dim night lamps burning high up in the domes. Restlessly, George awaited the call, biting his nails, trying to read the months-old papers that lay around, vainly fiddling with the tele-viso. It was a relief when the three-hour period ended with the pleasant sound of buzzers and the flashing of a red light in the main barrack-room. There came subdued conversation, the quick, sharp rustle of men clambering into space suits, and the rasp of metal shoes passing out through the hissing air-lock. George left the others almost immediately, made his way cautiously to his post. He exchanged salutes with the relieved sentry, then listened with apprehension as the man walked away and vanished into the night.


  It was not entirely dark. There was no diffusion, of course, but a dim grayish glow from some sort of phosphorescent activity in the rock near by lightened the blackness. Above him stars shone with a hard brilliance from the vast cup of silence that engulfed him. All about was the intense cold of interstellar space. George forced himself to walk in effort to keep warm. He found himself at the extreme edge of a lava flow, and paralleled it in his march. The volcano was closer now, and its grumbling seemed to have lessened. The ground no longer trembled and only the faintest glow came from the crater. Gradually Gower’s mind ceased to think, and he plodded mechanically back and forth, back and forth—a human robot.


  An hour had gone by when Gower first suspected something out of the ordinary. The sensitive earphones in his helmet were attuned, not only to the tiny microphones that each man wore for inter-communication and for the reception of orders, but also to outside noises.[9] They picked up a curious sound from somewhere in front of him, a slithering, sucking sound that popped and whispered like a giant’s kiss. George’s hair prickled on the nape of his neck, and he quickly unslung his flashlight. A cone of narrow brilliance knifed out, moved in a slow, uneven arc, then stopped abruptly as it fastened on a moving creature. It was a fantastic, nightmare figure. About four feet in height, it was, looking roughly like two eggs set one atop the other—a fat, oblong body covered with reddish hair, and a smaller ovoid head resting on narrow shoulders. The face, which seemed featureless in the uncertain light, twisted and grimaced constantly. Short arms carried a pair of metal instruments shaped much like the ancient miner’s hand-lamp. There were scarcely any legs at all, the base of the body consisting of long, mobile flaps of flesh covered with innumerable powerful suction cups.


  l In an instant, young Gower whipped out his heat-ray weapon and red. The ray sizzled comfortingly; a red glow joined the white of his torch. The mole-man seemed to fall back, roll around without actually leaving his feet, then bobbed upright again unharmed! George gasped, then began to laugh hysterically. The thing was just like one of those round-bottomed, weighted toys that couldn’t be knocked over. He sprayed the thing again, without result. The impact of the rays apparently pushed it around, but in another moment it advanced and raised a stubby arm. George saw nothing but the hard ground, the hideous little mole-man, and the arm pointing at him, but instantly he felt a terrible sense of impending horror. The air about him became alive with unseen menace; his body tingled to an electric shock. Death’s wing hovered close.


  Something snapped inside George Gower. Whirling, he flung aside his weapon and his light and dashed wildly, recklessly away from that spot, screaming madly at every step. The camp was in an uproar when he reached it. Lights were flashing on everywhere. Scantily dressed men rushed about the igloos, finding weapons, fumbling into space-suits. Voices clamored excitedly, hands seized at George as he ran past. But he did not stop until he had fallen at the feet of Captain Marchand and blubbered out his tale. Tears streamed from his eyes as he stammered:


  “. . . . and I rayed the thing, Captain. I rayed it twice. An’ it kept right on comin’. We can’t stop ’em, Captain; no man can stop ’em. They’ll kill us all. Let’s get outa here now.”


  He tugged with pathetic and disgusting eagerness at the captain’s sleeve, muttering, “Let’s go now. Let’s get outa here.”


  Marchand spat in contempt, groaning inwardly as he thought of the splendid traditions of the Legion, traditions built up by scores of fighting men with courage unbounded, to be mocked and destroyed in a second by this parody of a man who whimpered and groveled on the floor. He shook the young man violently, slapped his face.


  “Snap out of it!” he yelled. “Where’s your viscera? Pull yourself together.”


  He continued slapping George until the latter controlled himself. Then he said:


  “You used your heat-ray, I suppose. I meant to tell you that the ‘heaters’ won’t harm these fellows. They’re spawned in the heart of the planet, roasted from birth and weaned in hell-fire. Of course the heaters won’t bother ’em. But the cathode-ray will. And that’s the weapon you’re to use. My fault perhaps that I didn’t warn you. But not my fault that you turned yellow and deserted your post!” He toed Gower from the room. “Get to your quarters.”


  A hastily formed skirmishing party found no trace of the mole-men, so they returned to their beds, and the sentries, minus George, continued patrol. The long night passed. The flaming arc of the sun once again thrust up over the horizon, sending its shafts of blinding, searing heat leveling across the plain. The sound of buzzers made pleasant cacophony throughout the igloos. Men aroused, stretched, dressed for their first meal in the daylight of Mercury, and prepared to go forth to die.


  l Marchand quickly assembled the men in company front and marched them to the edge of the lava flow which marked the outer sentry line. Here he halted them, spoke curtly through his tiny microphone.


  “We have a slight advantage, men, in that we can profit by the costly mistakes of the Legionnaires who have been here before us. For instance, before twenty hours have passed, this plain will become absolutely insupportable to human life, even in suits insulated from the sun. Hence, we must push forward at once and accomplish our problem without delay.”


  He turned, pointed up the long, low slope of jagged and broken lava which led in the general direction of the volcano, which was beginning to puff and fret and steam again.


  “The shaft which broke into the mole-men’s caverns is very near the crater tip there. You can see the shattered framework of the oxygen bell if you look carefully. The mole-men retire voluntarily underground at darkness; they can’t stand the cold for long, though apparently they absorb enough heat to enable them to move around a bit outside when the sun is down. They’ll be coming out pretty soon now, and our first task is to work across this ‘aa’ flow,.[10] and bottle ’em up in the mine. Advance as skirmishers!”


  It was a herculean task merely to traverse the rough lava. At first the men tried to cover ground by prodigious leaps. Several hard falls and sprained limbs, however, checked the men’s enthusiasm for this sport. Finally, one of them fell on one of the needle-like points that thrust upward everywhere and at all angles, impaled his space-suit, and gasped out his life before anyone could reach him. George, who was well to the rear, shuddered violently and adjusted his pace to the demands of safety.


  Progress was slow when taken step by step, picked laboriously through a miniature forest of stone. Before half the slope was traversed, their presence had been discovered. The mole-men began to creep from the hole and form an irregular line facing the advancing legionnaires. Quietly and horribly they perched at the top of the hill, red-brown and hairy and menacing with their small lamp-like weapons, a straggling crescent of blasphemous little idols about to pronounce dread judgment upon the toilers below.


  “Fire!


  The command crackled in every ear. Weapons were raised in an instant, aimed, and all hell seemed to break loose along the hillside. Though at the disadvantage at being unable to use their heat-ray weapons, the legionnaires were well-trained in the use of the clumsy cathode guns, which required recharging after every bolt. A solid sheet of white-hot, crackling flame burst from the front rank of men and the individual bolts snapped up the hill spitefully, spreading destruction wherever they struck. Several of the mole-men jerked upright, seemed to sag within themselves, then rolled over and out of sight. Encouraged, the men pressed forward more rapidly, hastily re-loading. Suddenly, on the extreme left, someone flung up his arms, screaming shrilly again and again. Many turned to look, then stopped in amazement. The stricken man was twitching and bobbing like a madman in some strange dance, and the hellish laughter of a tormented soul rang out without cessation. Another legionnaire abruptly flung his weapons aside, fell down, and began to jerk and scream. And another, and another, and another. The thin air was surcharged locally with electricity. George drew back in fright as his neighbor whirled round and round in tight circles, presenting a horror-drawn, pain-filled face at every gyration, shouting and laughing with maniac fury.


  George cowered back against Captain Marchand. “For God’s sake, Captain, what is it? What is happening to them?”


  Marchand thrust Gower away. “It’s those infernal hand weapons of theirs, of course, you fool. Move around a bit, so you won’t make quite a perfect target.” The captain’s tone implied that he didn’t give a damn if George did make a good target.


  “But what makes them jerk around and—act like that?”


  How the hell do I know?” Marchand snapped. “An electrical discharge of some sort. Probably disrupts the nerve currents—makes a short circuit in the nervous system—blows out their neurological fuses.” He laughed harshly, then pushed on. “But never fear; the mole-men can’t stand the barrage we’re laying across that slope. Look!”


  CHAPTER V


  “Annihilate the Entire Race——”


  l The mole-men were indeed falling back.


  Numbers of them lay strewn about the ridge; the remainder were converging on the wreckage of the mine’s oxygen bell and disappearing into the earth. Taking courage, George rushed headlong up the slope and reached the top with the rest of the men. It was here that a sudden rally of the mole-men caught him in its vortex. A small party of the chunky, red-haired little creatures darted back up the mine shaft and attempted to capture two or three of the legionnaires in the van of the attacking wave. In an ecstasy of fear, George lay about him frenziedly, battering with the butt of his weapon, lashing out with boot and fist, flinging his lighter enemies about astonishingly. Stunned by the proximity of the cathode-ray bolts, sickened by contact with the mole-men, he nevertheless proved a veritable demon when cornered, and with his companions, drove the enemy off their feet and took their weapons away from them.


  The scuffle gradually drifted from the mine shaft and up to the very top of the ridge, where the last of the mole-men gave up and fled. George paused to look about, tired and trembling, yet vaguely proud of himself. To one side lay the mine-shaft, littered with bodies and the wreckage of the bell, with the rest of the men arriving as fast as they could in safety. To the other side lay the vast crater of the volcano, a gigantic funnel which twisted steeply downward into the bowels of the earth, paved completely except for the small vent in the center with dark, gleaming, slippery volcanic glass. George stepped out upon it and immediately saw his feet spin about like a novice on skates. He sat down lightly and seized the rough rock on the ridge-top to pull himself back. He grinned. A regular devil’s slide; it would be a thrill to go skidding down there.


  The volcano was beginning to work itself into a heat now; steam poured out at regular intervals and the ground trembled to earthquake shocks frequently. At the far side, one or two of the mole-men still lingered forlornly, hoping to find a way to get underground again. On a sudden impulse, Gower re-charged his gun and fired at one of them. Luckily, he scored a partial hit and sent the creature flying, head over heels, down the slippery crater side. It was at the very edge of the final drop that he managed to halt his progress. George swore in disappointment as he watched his victim begin the long climb back, aided by his queer suction-cup feet. Quickly, George reloaded, then looked up to see an amazing thing. The little mole-man had stopped and was writhing about in unmistakable agony, pawing at his head. Abruptly he collapsed, slid slowly downward till his head dangled over into the pit—dead.


  l It was then that George was smitten by his great idea. For long moments he stood on the lip of the crater, pondering silently, gloating over its cleverness, its magnitude, its—


  “Disconnect ground-phones!” Captain Marchand’s voice crackled sharply into the helmet. George mechanically obeyed, then turned to see what was going on. The legionnaires had cleared away the mine-shaft, and reserves were bringing up high explosives—deadly little hydroxyl bombs which acted with such devastating effect. Marchand was preparing to seal up the shaft by blowing it to pieces; had the ground-phones not been disconnected, the men would have been permanently deafened by the noise. George watched abstractedly as the blasting crew quietly and efficiently bombed the mine out of existence, felt the ground tremble beneath him from the rending detonations far in the earth below, gazed with vague appreciation at the rocks, dust, smoke plumes, and flames which rushed upward in awesome silence from the hole in pyrotechnic display.


  A small outpost was left on the hilltop while the main body of troops went back to the camp. The officers wished to consult on their next move. George noticed that all the “wounded” had been removed somehow. He understood. When back at the oxygen bell, he observed a double row of bodies lying in the shadow far off to one side, rigid and still.


  He sought out Marchand immediately after camp was reached.


  “What,” he asked nervously, “are you going to do now, Captain? Sealing one hole won’t stop the mole-men from coming out of another. There’s a dozen other mines within a quarter-mile of the volcano, I’m told; they’ll soon be coming through them. We’ll have a guerilla warfare on our hands, and we’re no match for ‘em at that game.”


  Marchand shrugged irritably. “I hope you’re not under the impression that that’s news to me. I-know all about that, and more. But what are you going to do about it, oh wise man?”


  Gower ignored the sarcasm and sidled closer, earnestly. “The only way is to completely annihilate the entire race of mole-men. Wipe them out.”


  The captain applauded softly. “And just how does the Oracle propose to do this?” Marchand was prone to be bitter when frustrated or worried.


  George flushed at this, but refused to give up. “It can be done, in this way. The caverns all seem to center about the volcano—possibly because of some convenient metallic deposit, or because of its warmth, or perhaps some other reason which doesn’t matter—but I know that the mole-men do not live within the volcano itself. The gases that come from it are fatal to them; I saw one not a half-hour ago get too close, and he died almost instantly from the gas.” George paused in triumph.


  “And so?” Marchand began to see what his despised orderly was driving at, but at first refused to admit to himself that it could be of any real worth. George, on the contrary, was warming to his task.


  “And so just this,” he answered. “Instead of waiting around for the mole-men to reach the surface again, we’ll attack them. By bombing the volcano itself, we can crumble whatever walls stand between it and the caverns and seal over the top. In no time at all the tremendous pressure will send the deadly volcanic gases through every inch of those tunnels, and the menace of the mole-men will be ended forever.” George concluded with a flourish intended to be dramatic and telling, but which succeeded only in being melodramatic and cheap.


  Marchand looked at Gower oddly, as if to say, “Oh, well, we must get our help where we can find it,” and shrugged.


  “Sounds pretty good,” he began grudgingly. Then, being eminently a fair man at heart, he acknowledged freely, “In fact, it’s a damn’ good idea, Gower. I’ll place it before the council immediately. There’s no doubt in my mind that it’ll be found the plan of greatest possibilities yet presented.”


  And so it was.


  CHAPTER VI


  Gower’s Plan


  l Many hours had passed already since the sun had risen, and even the insulated suits of the legionnaires were beginning to heat up unbearably. Marchand, therefore, ordered the plan to be executed at once, as before long only the most hardened old Mercurian prospector would be able to remain outside more than a few minutes at a time. A blasting crew and sentry were taken up the hill to relieve those still on guard. Then the most expert thrower took one of the hydroxyl bombs and hurled it toward the distant, smoking vent. It fell short. A terrific, soundless explosion rocked the men to their heels, tore a gaping hole in the dark obsidian slide. Another one fell short, by far. Two other men with the finest throwing arms in the Legion tried their skill, and failed. Young George, who was included in the party in deference to the fact that it was his scheme, began to feel suffocated. The sun’s glare, reflected from the smooth rock, made his head reel and ache. It was growing warmer every minute.


  The bomb-throwing was abandoned. Several cans of explosive were brought up from the mining company’s storerooms. Percussion caps were arranged in them so that they would explode with any severe jolt. The first one was sent rolling its merry way down the steep slope, but struck one of the hydroxyl bomb shell holes and blew up prematurely. The second was started farther to one side, and headed straight for the main vent, gaining momentum with each second, until it fairly flew the last few yards, plunged heavily downward, and disappeared. And then an amazing thing happened. Instead of the expected explosion, the heavy can suddenly shot upward, intact, almost a hundred feet into the air, then fell on the far slope, bursting into a thousand fragments as the powder went off.


  Marchand stared dumbfounded, then began to curse bitterly. He turned to Gower.


  “Maybe you can tell us what’s wrong now.


  The men were discussing the phenomena excitedly, a bit fearfully. Gower licked his lips, replied:


  “Yes, sir. I think I can. There’s a great outrush of gases coming from the mouth of the volcano, invisible from this point. But if you move around so that the crater is between us and the sun, it will easily be seen.”


  Obediently, the party moved around to see. And sure enough, the distortion of the sun’s rays as they passed through the gas proved George’s guess correct. But it improved Marchand’s temper not at all. His face, seen through the glass-faced helmet, was a dark flame as he raged in quiet fury against the fate that balked him thus. He had counted heavily on Gower’s plan. And still the sun beat hotter and hotter.


  “All right, men,” he snapped out. “Back to camp before we’re roasted alive.” Then, switching on the long-distance phone, he spoke to headquarters. “Round up a skeleton crew for navigating the big ship. Turn out a surface car.”


  Wearily, the men trudged down the broken slope. George stood by while they rolled out one of the curious “puddle-hopper” surface cars, rocket-propulsion affairs which, with their weak blasts, covered the ground in long jumps of a quarter-mile at a time. The crew piled in, George among them, and they swooped away toward the ship. In less than an hour, the giant space-ship hovered, vulture-like, over the volcano, slowly drifting near the vent.


  “Be sure that pile of junk is lashed tight.” It was Marchand speaking. He pointed to a number of cans of explosive tied together with several metal shoes, bits of machinery, and odds and ends, to give it sufficient weight. “This ought to be heavy enough to go down that hole.”


  l The explosive was placed in the forward bombing rack, ready to be dropped on command. Marchand shouted his readiness to the navigator, and the space-car glided directly over the volcano. In a trice, the floor up-ended sickeningly beneath George’s feet, and he was flung down the length of the room to pile up against the rear wall with a dozen others. Pitching violently from side to side, the mighty ship was tossed back like a toy, and dropped almost to the ground before the sweating navigator managed to switch on the under-tubes and send it rearing skyward again. George cracked his head on some metal fixture and remained semiconscious until they landed again. When he aroused, the ship was motionless once more on the bare landing field. The crew stood about uncomfortably, waiting for the airlock to open, while Marchand, vocabulary exhausted at last, paced to and fro, a caged lion in his terrible, glowering silence. . . .


  Hours had passed. The heat outside was terrific. In the dry coolness of the council chamber, eleven officers hung intently on Captain Marchand’s clipped sentences. He was saying:


  “. . . . so it would be madness to try that again. The ship might be irrevocably damaged; men might be needlessly destroyed. There remains but one thing left.


  “The Legion ships, of course, are equipped for all sorts of unpredictable emergencies. In our ship there are several space-suits prepared for use on some light-gravity asteroid or satellite where the magnetic shoes may prove impracticable. They are designed to carry small packets of neutronium,.[11] heavier than any element. These suits have been broken down, the neutronium extracted and built into a single belt of sufficient length to circle a man’s body.” An uneasy stir passed through the audience. Men’s glances turned to meet one another, then slid away to the floor. Marchand continued.


  “It will be necessary for one of us—one of the men—to strap the belt about him, fill his space-suit and both hands with hydroxyl bombs, and cast himself into the pit We have tried to lash the belt firmly to a bomb container, but the chances of its slipping off, allowing the belt to fall and the bombs to be flung back, are too great to risk the only one we have. Someone will have to make the supreme sacrifice.”


  A deathly silence fell in the chamber, finally broken by someone’s sneering comment:


  “For the glory of the Legion and the persistence of civilization, eh? Bah!”


  Another officer asked quietly, “Didn’t this idea come from your orderly, Captain?”


  Eleven heads swiveled round; eleven pairs of eyes fastened with grim meaning on George. The young fellow flinched, burst out:


  “Don’t look at me. I thought it up; I did my share. Let someone else do the rest. Oh, no. Oh, no. Not for me.” George waved his hands nervously and wagged a sweat-beaded forehead.


  “There is a tradition,” began Marchand, then broke off.


  Someone bellowed loudly, “You wouldn’t demand another to die carrying out a plan you were smart enough to think up and not brave enough to carry out, would you?”


  Several of the men crowded around Gower and began to work on his frayed nerves. Young George cowered away from them, refused to be the goat. But with quiet and deadly persistence, the officers tore at the fabric of his self-control, beat down his resistance, persuaded, begged, bullied him. Finally he screamed aloud.


  “Stop! Stop! Of course I’ll go. I’ll have to go. But it isn’t fair. I don’t want to die. I’m young; I have everything to live for. I don’t want to die yet!” He flung himself on a low divan, sobbing.


  CHAPTER VII


  The Supreme Sacrifice


  l The tough little captain stared at Gower’s shaking shoulders a bit contemptuously. An uneasy scowl wrinkled his brow.


  “We might,” he commenced, “find a volunteer. . . .”


  The officer who sneered before now laughed mockingly.


  “My dear Marchand. A volunteer to throw himself into the maw of a volcano? As likely that you yourself will volunteer.”


  Marchand’s black eyes were little diamonds, glinting, as they looked steadily at the speaker. “Less likely, considerably. I think the officers of the Legion have acted unlike legionnaires themselves in this matter. I intend to go with Gower. I am volunteering.”


  They stood outside the air-lock of the oxygen bell, George Gower and Captain Marchand, preparing to make their last march of life. About Gower’s waist, outside his space-suit, was fastened the tremendous weight of the neutronium belt. He wore no magnetic shoes. For some time he had been muttering and acting strangely. Marchand carried a container filled to the brim with hydroxyl bombs. The pockets of both men’s suits were crammed with the deadly little missiles. A scant half dozen of the hardiest old-timers stood about ready to accompany them on their last journey.


  There was no dramatic farewell, no waving of hands. The little group quite simply moved away from the shelter of the bell, struggled up the long lava slope, then paused on the lip of the crater for rest. Marchand spoke shortly to the men.


  “I advise you to go on back, though you know better than I how much sun you can take. Nothing you can do here, though. It won’t be—pleasant—to watch. So long.”


  The older men nodded gravely, refused to leave. Marchand grasped Gower, who was acting like a drunken man, by the arm, and stepped onto the glassy slide. In five seconds their feet were in the air, and they were whizzing downward with breath-taking speed, not to halt until they smashed into one of the ragged holes made by the thrown bombs. By a miracle, none of their live bombs went off. Gower mechanically seized a projection to slow his progress. It broke off in his hand, a sharp, jagged dagger of obsidian; he still clutched it while the two continued their downward journey.


  On the very brink of the vent, the two men found a roughened spot on which they could stand. Far to the left, the dead mole-man still dangled over the edge. Gower was in a pitiable state, whimpering and moaning, nerves a-jangle, more than half blinded by the terrible glare of the sun. In his ears was the vast roaring of that Brobdingnagian gas-jet as the volcanic gases rushed outward to oblivion in a never-ending stream. It stifled and dulled the mind; it bludgeoned the senses. George clapped his hands to his head and began to laugh and shout insanely.


  Marchand seized and shook him vigorously, but Gower seemed not to feel it. He unfastened the neutronium belt and laid it on the ground beside him, one end draped over the bomb case. Marchand leaned close and yelled:


  “Keep it on, you fool. I’ll ding to it as we go down. Put it back on!”


  Gower laughed again, horribly. “What do you mean ‘we?’ I’m not going to die yet. It’s you who’re going to wear the belt. You who’re going to jump into the pit! You who’re going to die! You, not me. D’ye hear? You, you, YOU!”


  l Gower shrieked and began to batter at the glass face of the captain’s space-suit like a madman. Marchand flung him aside, stiff-armed the younger man as he tried to rush in. George, relieved of the weight of the belt, used his muscles incautiously and was sent bounding into the air several feet. He floated down slowly, squirming and twisting like a dying fish in his rage. His hand found a heat-ray weapon at his belt. As he struck the ground, he whipped it out and fired. Marchand raised one arm and closed in, conscious of a burning, searing pain that tortured every nerve in his body. His left arm dropped uselessly at his side, but his right hand neatly twisted the heater away and tossed it many feet to one side. Mouth foam-flecked, George went completely berserk, flailing with both hands at the metal helmet that covered his enemy. In spite of the poor leverage, his blows were heavy, and Marchand slipped and fell with George on top. It was only then that the latter discovered that he still held the long sliver of obsidian in his hand. In a flash, he stabbed into the captain’s space-suit, then sat back to watch his handiwork. His expression, seen through a mist of steam that poured around the two of them, was that of a cat at a mouse-hole.


  Air hissed as it rushed from the suit, and the tiny air-o-stat pumped madly to build back pressure; Marchand’s breathing became faster and more labored, and his face turned gradually red and congested. His one good hand fumbled to pinch together the rent in his suit. He managed to partially check the oxygen outflow, but much of it still seeped through. Minutes passed, yet Marchand did not die. It took more than a lack of air to quench the vital spark that flamed in his breast Laboriously he climbed to his feet and stood looking at Gower. The latter’s expression was pop-eyed now, ludicrous. Suddenly he screamed out:


  “Fall! Fall, you fool! You’re a dead man and you don’t know it! Why don’t you fall? Why don’t you die?”


  He lunged at Marchand again, striking furiously with his crude dagger, trying to slip through Marchand’s weakening guard, beating the smaller man down by main brute force. The little Frenchman, with nothing but annihilation staring at him from Gower’s fear-crazed eyes, resorted to a trick he had found useful in rough-and-tumble fighting long before young George had been weaned. He pretended to lose balance, grasped one of Gower’s arms, and caused himself to fall backward underneath the other’s body. Gower took the bait and piled on. Instantly, Marchand, who had fallen curled up, lashed out with both feet and struck Gower squarely in the stomach. The stratagem was successful beyond his wildest hopes.


  l Weighing a good bit less than one-third his normal weight, Gower could do nothing to stop his precipitate flight toward the brink of the vent. At the very edge, he checked himself momentarily, then lost his balance once more. He screamed wildly, reached out to seize some projection, and his hand convulsively clutched the end of the neutronium belt, became entangled in it. George Gower plunged into the volcano, dragging after him the belt and bomb-container, which had become caught in the crude buckle the men had fashioned for it. Only once did the gas fling his body up, jerking desperately as he strove to loosen the tangled belt; then the tremendous weight of it dragged him down faster and faster until he vanished from sight. . . .


  From the bowels of the planet came the tremendous, prolonged explosion of hundreds of the deadly bombs. The earth rocked violently; myriad cracks appeared magically across the glassy surface of the crater. Steam, smoke, and flame shrieked skyward from the mouth of the volcano; great masses of red-hot lava and debris showered the landscape. The noise was deafening, stunning. The rock about the edges began to crumble and fall into the hole, adding the roar of avalanche to the din. Captain Marchand smiled quietly at it all, still clutching at his torn suit, and lay down to die.


  But Marchand was not destined to die a hero’s death that day. The half dozen hardened troopers who had watched the whole scene from above now came plunging down the long slide, aided by the cracks and splintered portions. Eager hands seized the captain and raised him upright.


  The terrible pitching and heaving of the ground beneath their feet continued undiminished.


  An eternity of toiling, seizing at dangerously sharp projections and hauling with all strength, struggling and crawling along the slippery parts, negotiating deep crevices, eventually brought the group to the top of the crater. From them on, the journey was completed with comparative ease. Half-way back they were met by a party from the camp. Marchand spoke only once during all this time. One of the men asked:


  “You both wanted to be the one to go, wasn’t that it? We could see you fighting for possession of the belt.”


  Marchand glanced at the speaker strangely, then muttered light-headedly, through raw lips, “There is a tradition . . . Then, aloud, “Yes. Yes. Gower wanted to go alone. I protested. He—insisted.” Marchand laughed harshly, bitterly, then lapsed into unconsciousness again.


  l It is a matter of record that George Gower’s strategy was successful in the extreme. From that day to this, no mole-man has been seen by human eyes in any part of the twilight zone of Mercury. But the ironic aftermath is a jest worthy of the devil’s own pleasure. For the name of George Gower is set down in history and in legend as one of the greatest heroes of all time, synonymous with all that is high-minded and courageous and manly.


  While Captain Marchand, retired from service because of disability, lived out his remaining years on a miserly pension, with a crippled arm and bitter memories for company, then died, a poverty-stricken and forgotten man.


  l Verily, Time and her capricious Boswell, History, play strange tricks with the record of the centuries.


  THE END


  [1] As late as 2070, trees were still being destroyed for their wood, to be used in the construction of dwellings, the making of paper, etc.


  [2] Credit check—the unit of exchange in United America at this period of history.


  [3] Ancient sea-faring: term, now obsolete, used to describe the kidnaping by force of men to serve on sailing ships of the nineteenth century.


  [4] Although the lethal gas chamber was used almost universally for crimes carrying the death penalty, offenders in the Legion were subject to military law and were stood up before the heat-ray squad.


  [5] Simple torture chamber, once used to force enemy prisoners to talk, later used in the Legion for “disciplinary measures.” This shocking item was one of many revealed by the investigation.


  [6] Exalite, the extremely light and durable metal from Mercury, which has the curious property of partially nullifying the force of gravity. Every school child today is familiar with these facts (though, indeed, scientists have not yet satisfactorily explained them) but they were not common knowledge at the time the above incident took place.


  [7] Time, until the men were actually landed upon another planet, was always reckoned in Tellurian periods by earth-men, in Martian periods by Martians, etc.


  [8] Although Mercury shows but one face to the sun, the eccentricity of orbit gives her an oscillating movement, or libration. There is an area of some hundreds of miles, therefore, which have a sort of day and night. The point where the mines are located is toward one side of the zone. Consequently, the “night” is only some four or five days long, while “day” takes up the remainder of the 88 days of Mercury’s revolution about the sun.


  [9] Sound was received in two ways: through the thin, poorly-conducting air, and through ground vibration.


  [10] Lava flow which is jagged and broken by the violent escape of gases at the time of cooling, or by crust breakage due to the flow of viscous lava beneath. The word “aa” is an obsolete geologic term, taken from the language, supposedly, of an extinct Pacific island race known as Hawaiians.


  [11] Or neutron: a state of matter in which all molecular activity ceases. The atoms thus contracted in upon themselves—there is no longer any space between electrons and protons—acquire tremendous weight.


  THE LAST PLANET


  R.F. Starzl


  


  l Our sun has already passed its middle age—it is slowly but surely dying. Don’t let that worry you, however, as it is still good for several millions of years. A star, in its full vigor of maturity, is white—ours is yellow, and will some day turn red, then a duller red, and finally, as our author puts it, it will become “a blackened cinder.” In all probability, this will not be such a calamity for the human race as it may seem at first, for by that time, we shall have conquered space, and will possibly be able to escape from our dying sun to make our home upon a planet of a younger star.


  If there were but one interstellar ship in existence at the time, with available space for but a few hundred of the human race, and many were forced to remain in this solar system to die with the sun, what would be the consequences? How could the chosen few be selected? Our author answers these questions in an action-filled tale of the last men in the solar system.


  


  l From his vantage point on the roof of the Mercurian university administration building, Jay Val looked uneasily over the high stone walls at the dark, threatening city of Sandos, planetary capital of Mercury. It was the last refuge of the human race, once proud masters of the entire solar system.


  That had been over a million years ago. Long since had all of the other planets been abandoned to cold and darkness, and a few hundred thousand survivors now lived on Mercury, huddled as close as possible to the blackened ruin of the sun. That light- and life-giving star was almost a cinder though it still radiated a little heat.


  Jay Val looked up through the gigantic vitrine bowl that covered the entire group of university buildings. Tidal action had long ago stopped the little planet’s axial rotation, so that now the sun seemed always to hang directly overhead at Sandos. It was almost invisible, in the velvet black firmament pricked by millions of stars, revealed more by reflected light on its own dense atmosphere than by infrequent dim ruddy lines that revealed a crack in the solidifying surface. The sun, in its old age, was nearing death, its seemingly inexhaustible energies almost expended. The prodigal destruction of its own substance had come to the inevitable end, and in its ruin it was involving a dependent family of planets.


  The young man, usually so sanguine, could not escape a feeling of melancholy as he contemplated the end of this starts glorious career. He did not at first notice the girl who had ascended to the roof, and who now stood beside him, gazing over the parapet.


  Even in the dim light, it would have been obvious that they belonged to the specialized social order known as the “technies,” the technieal experts, the brain workers, who had for centuries prolonged human life in the face of steadily growing natural hazards. Both were slim, of medium stature, Jan a few inches taller. Both wore synthetite blouses, knee breeches, with leggings. The man’s hair was covered by a round skullcap of woven metal, but the girl’s hair was uncovered. It fitted her head like a burnished bronze shield, fastened low at the neck. Both were rather pallid; pigmentation had become unnecessary to the race.


  Jay suddenly became aware of the girl.


  “Idar!” he said softly. His voice was low, restrained. “I have been saying farewell to our sun. Though we must leave it, it seems like deserting a faithful friend when he at last becomes old.”


  Idar smiled. “The old sun was dying before you were born. Tell me, Jay, is there any sign of attack?”


  “The city is quiet. Curtes and his Peacemakers seem to have established some kind of order. Idar, I don’t like Curtes! That man is an anachronism, an unreliable, treacherous savage! When I see him with his sword and knobbed club, I almost believe one of our museum constructions has come to life.”


  “Nevertheless, Jay,” said the girl, with a trace of coquetry, “Curtes is not to be despised. He may be a savage—a throwback, as so many of the people have become since the sun failed—but he’s a magnificent savage. None but he could control the crew of murderers we’ve hired to protect us.”


  The young technie said nothing, for the girl was right. Since the planning of the Ventura, all catalyte, the potent agent required to activate ray tubes, atomic motors and space rocket disintegrators, had been segregated, making modern weapons, which all depended on catalyte, utterly useless. A premium load thus been placed on brute strength and cunning—discounting the superior mental development of the specialized technie race. But it had been necessary to insure the success of the most colossal adventure in history. The Ventura would not be used merely to span interplanetary space—that was an old story—but the enormously greater distances of interstellar space.


  Jay looked up at their objective. Out there—about a light year away, was a yellow star—Ridan. The electrotelescope had shown it to be one of those rare astronomical monstrosities—a sun with a family of planets. One of those planets had been spectroscopically explored and found to be capable of supporting human life. The scientific resources of the entire race had been commandeered to build the Ventura. This enormous vessel was now housed in the great university inclosure, ready to crash through the vitrine dome and out of the solar system when Ridan should again be in the proper relative position.


  “Idar!” Jay said softly, moving closer to the girl. “You are old enough now to take a mate. I love you, Idar. Come to me! It may take ten years for the Ventura to reach Ridan, to settle on New Earth. How much faster the time would be passed if you were my wife!”


  The girl let him take her hand, but did not yield further.


  “I like you,” she confessed. “But you lack something, Jay. I think I must be a reversion to the primitive too. I wish you were more like—like—Curtes! He—he,”—she groped for an unfamiliar word—“he thrills me! His strength—his destructiveness!”


  Jay did not show his hurt. He asked whimsically:


  “And am I lacking all manly attraction?”


  “No, Jay. You know I don’t mean that. Didn’t I see you win the prize for swordsmanship over all the technies? And no one is more skilled with the quarterstaff. But—don’t you see—mere games! You risked nothing but a prize! You have never killed any one in battle! I can’t help it, Jay! It sounds barbarous—but . . .”


  “I see,” Jay said quietly. At this moment they were interrupted by a welcomed diversion.


  A man was climbing up the narrow, winding stairway, preceded by the clumping of his clumsy feet. Arriving on the roof, he advanced to the two standing, at the parapet. A tiny absorption flash in Idar’s hand illuminated him brightly.


  “Kiro!” the girl exclaimed. “And have you saved us again?” she added with gentle sarcasm.


  Kiro. was a gigantic “mug,” as the peasant race had come to be called. His shambling gait and ungainly motions, as well as his great size made him vaguely reminiscent of an emaciated, good-natured bear. His red face was wreathed in adoring smiles for Idar, and his round, innocent eyes blinked at the light. He swallowed before speaking.


  “Lucky you are to have me, little Idar! But for me, die mob would have attacked Curtes and his cut-throats, just now. But when they saw me, they kept their distance! If Curtes wasn’t jealous of me, he would make me one of his captains.”


  l He threw out his great chest so that the frogs of his tunic strained against the fabric, beaming upon the girl.


  “What a braggart you are, Kiro!” Idar chided. “Yet, I would hate, if I were a man, to dispute the way with you!”


  “Indeed, it were foolish—sheer suicide!” the giant asserted earnestly. “See this sword?” He pulled the enormously heavy blade from its scabbard, feinted, and split an imaginary enemy from crown to pelvis. “Is it not neatly done, Mister Val?”


  “It would finish him,” Jay conceded drily, “if he didn’t step aside and slice off your head.”


  “Too long have I swung a shovel, Mister Val. The sword is my tool henceforth and forever. If Curtes himself—if three men . . .”


  At that moment another man was heard coming up, and Idar flashed her light on the stairhead.


  “Curtes!” she exclaimed.


  He was eye-filling, this magnificent, swashbuckling rascal. Over six feet tall, dressed in a blue tunic and shorts that revealed muscular legs, ruddy now with the sting of the frost outside the campus inclosure. At his belt hung a formidable club; beside it the scabbard holding a short, broad sword. He swept a broad-brimmed hat of soft, metallic weave from his head, releasing a cascade of dark, curly hair.


  “My reward!” he declared, his voice vibrant, powerful. “A dull round among these stupid, cowardly cattle—then all is compensated when I greet the most beautiful woman in the solar system—or what’s left of it!”


  A slow flush mounted to Idar’s pallid face. Jay watched, saw in the reflected light of her flash, and recognized her emotions. So did Curtes, but the fighting man was too wise in the ways of women to press advantage.


  “There is little danger from the mob, Mister Val,” he reported. “They mill about and threaten, but when we come, they melt away.”


  “The fools!” Jay exclaimed sadly. “It is more for their sake than for ours that we built the Ventura. We could survive for many centuries on Mercury; they could not. We will transport them all to Ridan’s new planet, but they must wait till we have built a larger, faster ship. The Ventura will hold only four hundred. All the technies must go; their work lies on New Earth. There are only fifty other places—”


  “And those,” Curtes interrupted with a scornful laugh, “are reserved for the money masters—the lawgivers1”


  “They’ll be a dead load,” Jay admitted. “Evolution added nothing but acquisitiveness to their race. But we have agreed to take them.”


  “You should take me,” Kiro intruded, “to protect you!”


  “What!” Curtes whirled, saw his henchman for the first time. “How dare you come up here?” he roared. The short sword leaped out. Kiro saw it, fear of death in his eyes. He tugged at his own weapon, whirled it at his commander’s head. But Curtes deflected the blade upward, and with a snap of his steel-spring wrist, brought the flat of his blade against the side of the giant’s head. Kiro fell, stunned, but after a moment managed to get up and stagger away, while Curtes laughed.


  “Neatly disposed,” Jay remarked. “But if that clown had thrust, instead of swung, you could hardly have unsheathed your blade in time.”


  For the first time, the animosity between these dissimilar men came to the surface.


  “Swords are swords, and test tubes are not swords!” Curtes said with poorly concealed anger. “I appreciate your suggestion, Mister Val. Would you like to make a test with actual blades?”


  “I have no time for brawling,” Jay replied coldly. “To-morrow is the day for the launching. I confess—strangely—that I would be pleased to take you to the armory and teach you scientific swordsmanship, but—”


  “I understand,” Curtes declared ironically—“but no useful purpose would be served. Spoken like a technie!” He took Idar’s arm and led her a few steps to the parapet.


  “Have you no words for one whose thoughts will follow you through space?”


  Idar strangled a sob. Then she faced Curtes squarely, her eyes misty and mysterious in the faint light from the brooding city.


  “I will not report this affair to the manager,” she said firmly, “but you must go now. You are interfering with important work.”


  Curtes gave her a long look, his handsome, reckless face frozen.


  “I am going—now.”


  When she was alone with Jay, Idar declared tragically:


  “There! When he challenged you, why didn’t you meet him in the armory? I could have loved you for it!”


  “But for what reason? Curtes is strong; he is reckless. I might have been compelled to kill him, and we need his services!”


  Idar’s answer was to burst into tears and she went below. Jay, looking after her, whistled softly.


  “I wonder,” he murmured. “Does she think I was afraid?”


  But his own problems and perplexities were soon to be driven out of his mind by the threat of disaster that imperiled the human race’s last chance of survival.


  CHAPTER II


  The Revolt of the technies


  l Jay’s work in preparation for the abandonment was done. He was one of the engineers who had designed and built the electronic motors, the largest ever known, which were to propel the Ventura. Thus he had leisure to observe the busy preparations for the voyage. Climbing down from the tower, he found the inclosure swarming with activity. Long actinic lights bathed everything in their glare, revealing the pleasing green of grass, shrubbery and other plant life, still artificially preserved and sheltered here. Countless metal cylinders, filled with concentrated foods, fabrics, raw and manufactured materials of all kinds, were being hauled by silent electric trucks in a never-ending stream over the loading planks of the great vessel whose smooth metal sides towered aloft to be lost in comparative shadows. Those of the university buildings that had windows were ablaze at every opening. Through the myriad stimulating sounds filtered the excited hum of many voices, nervous laughter.


  Jay made the rounds of all the barred gates. At each one, two Peacemakers stood, sword and club hanging carelessly at belt, gazing indolently over the busy scene. Outside, the mobs might be forming and dispersing. These professional fighting men were unmoved. Watching them, Jay felt a certain admiration for these men who lived by the sword, crude and inept as he considered them, when judged by the fine, scientific accuracy of technie fencing technique.


  Presently, he heard his code number called over the annunciators, and he hurried to the office of the manager, the head technie who had been the president of the university—who was now the official in charge of the manifold activities of the abandonment.


  Manager Elson sat behind his desk in the clean-cut, sparsely furnished cubicle he used for an office. His thin, patrician features were drawn with fatigue. He was over sixty years old then, and his responsibility weighed heavily upon him.


  “Val,” he said without preliminaries, “we are having trouble with the financial-legal clique. They want us to give up all reservations, taking only the technies needed to man the ship.”


  Jay smiled contemptuously.


  “To make room for still more of the parasites?”


  “Yes,” Elson said wearily, “we made a mistake when we admitted that the trip could be made with fair safety. At first they were willing enough for us to make the experimental trip.”


  “And what answer did you give them?”


  “I asked for a little time. I want you to project yourself with me.”


  He arose and led the way to a little door which opened into a large room fitted out as a laboratory. In one corner was a square booth with photoelectric cells spaced about three feet apart It was a well-known device—the telestereo—which permitted the transmission of apparently solid bodies. An optical and auditory illusion. The bodies would not leave the transmitting booth.


  “The Master Capital board is now in session,” Elson remarked as he selected a numbered button. “I will rely on your judgment when you have heard them.”


  With the click of the button, the technies seemed to be instantaneously transported to a long, luxuriously furnished room. Looking down where his own feet would be, Jay saw merely the deep-piled rug on the floor. But he knew that to the dozen or so men who sat at the massive, gleaming table, they were solid-appearing images. Elson, too, was invisible to Jay, but he could hear the old man’s voice.


  A dozen pairs of eyes focused on them, and Jay steadily returned the regard of these beings of the Master Palace, who were hardly ever seen by either technies or the common races. Here were the representatives of a small group of wealthy people who had at one time owned the entire solar system, only to lose it, a planet at a time, to the steadily encroaching cold of outer space. Now a few hundred of them lived in a massive concrete and beryllium palace on a slight elevation in the middle of Sandos. Their stronghold had no windows—no way of access except through thick metal plugs like the doors of a treasure vault. Here they lived, warm and safe from the harshness of climate and the attacks of a despoiled citizenry.


  Yet, as Jay looked at them, he thought he detected an air of uneasiness beneath their autocratic, domineering bearing, and he realized, with something like a shock, that these masters of the last inhabitable planet were afraid to let the technies go away and leave them atone.


  As the technies appeared, a scantily clad beauty arose from the chair arm on which she had been sittings and swept regally into an adjoining chamber. An individual, who was obviously the chairman, arose and faced the images of the technies. He was rather below medium height, generously padded with solid fat, bald of head, with cold, gray eyes. He held a pair of bow-framed glasses between thumb and forefinger, and as he prepared to speak, he adjusted them on his nose. His long, loose gray garment proclaimed him a director of the legislative-judicial committee.


  “We have summoned you,” he began austerely, “to inform you of our decision that will compel a change in your plans. Our stockholders have decided that they will make the first trip to Ridan’s new planet.”


  All of the well-fed, predatory faces leaned forward to note the technies’ reactions.


  “Who,” Elson retorted, “will man the ship?”


  “By your own report,” the chairman returned, “it will take only fifty men to run the ship. That leaves three hundred and fifty passenger spaces. There are a few more of us, but we can put up with discomforts if need be.”


  His colleagues nodded approvingly.


  “You realize,” Elson asked coldly, “that this means marooning the rest of the human race? Fifty technies, arrived on the new planet, could not build a new city with homes and factories, and build machinery for mining a new supply of catalyte. That means we could never return to Mercury to take off the other technies and a half million people still living in this unhappy city. Nor could those remaining here do anything for themselves, for we will be taking the entire remaining supply of catalyte.”


  The directors gave bland imitations of distress. Inherited traits made a few of them conciliatory.


  “How do you expect to support yourselves?” Jay put in, brutally driving at their selfishness. “Much must be done to make you comfortable.”


  “Our report,” one of the directors declared smugly, “is to the effect that the equatorial climate is very mild—much as it was on Earth at the beginning of the Atomic Age—around 2,000 A.D.”


  l Jay struggled with the unfamiliar emotion of anger—unfamiliar, because he had lived a life of cloistered, scientific abstraction. The new emotion was heady, robbed him of the faculty for faultless thinking, but it exhilarated him.


  “And what,” he asked loudly, in such a harsh voice that it sounded strange in his own ears, “of the thousands of human beings out there?” he swept his arm to indicate the surrounding city, the cold, dark, cheerless city of Sandos. “What about them?”


  “Oh,” drawled a lean, hawk-faced financier with deep-set, smoldering eyes, and rabbit teeth, “to hell with those people!”


  “And I say—” Elson was angry, too—“to hell with you!”


  Consternation, unbelief, sheer wonder, froze the council of masters. There was a moment’s silence, broken by audible gasps. Then voices clamored for recognition.


  “Silence!” The chairman’s smooth, fat face was mottled.


  “You forget,” he roared, “we furnished the credits for building the Ventura. We now elect to exercise our option calling for immediate payment—two billion units! We’ll have a bailiff with an attachment out in fifteen minutes!”


  Gone was the smugness, the sense of security. Jay realized with a deep sense of pride that only the technie, Elson, was still master of himself. He thrilled to the stem, precise timbre of his voice, as a lull in the conversation permitted the manager to speak.


  “It had to come. I’m glad it came now.


  Long have we realized the undesirability of taking any of you into the new world. Parasites! But we were bound by our agreement. Now you have broken that. It is war! And none of you shall ever leave Mercury!”


  One of the directors jerked open a drawer, snatched out a beautifully ornamented ray-tube. Jay realized with horror that the masters had not obeyed their own government edict. They had neglected to turn in their weapons containing a supply of the precious catalyte. The master swung the slender tube toward the technies, and from its muzzle leaped a fanned violet flame.


  “Undank, you fool!” shouted the chairman, striking the weapon down. “Do you realize it’s a telestereo?”


  Jay heard Manager Elson laugh softly, and in the next instant the hall of wealth faded out and they were again back in the university laboratory.


  But the manager’s amusement quickly faded.


  “We were foolhardy,” he said soberly. “It would have been wiser to temporize. They will not even bother with legal subterfuge now. And with their modem weapons, they will have a tremendous advantage.


  “We can withdraw catalyte from our storage cartridges, enough to put a few tubes of our own into commission.”


  “Can’t spare it. We need every grain.”


  “If they arm the government guards, we will be unable to resist them.”


  “I doubt that they have catalyte enough. Probably they reserved only a few tubes—the hoarding instinct at work. But the bulk of their supply has been turned in. Selfish reasons made them wish for the success of the Ventura.”


  When they again stepped upon the campus under the vaulted vitrine dome, they learned that the Peacemakers had just repulsed another attack by the hungry mobs that forever prowled the streets. Some hint of the dash between the technies and the legal-financial group had leaked out, and these hopeless people flung away their lives cheaply in the hope that, in some way, some of them might, perhaps, win immediate passage to the new planet. The stalwart Peacemakers at the gates were wiping red stains from their swords.


  Jay and Elson approached the nearest of these.


  “What happened out there just now?”


  The man grinned, crossing hairy arms.


  “A bailiff from the masters’ court, Mister Elson. Perhaps with a writ for one of our stout crew. We have small love for bailiffs—and we heard of your little affair with them. So we threw this one out. It pleased the mob to pull him into several little pieces,” he concluded with an amused grin.


  “Where is Curtes?” Jay asked.


  “He is outside with a handful of men. The mob was breaking down the warehouses across the street, trying to build a tower to get over the wall.”


  “Open the door for us. We wish to see.


  l The soldier complied indifferently, and the technies stepped into the thin, outer cold. The temperature was well below zero, but the human race had adapted itself to low temperatures. Outside the wall, the light was relatively weak. A few vacuum tubes at long intervals threw ragged shadows along the rough walls. The Peacemakers had cleared the streets of rioters, and were now standing about indolently.


  A few minutes later, a sullen red glare bloomed somewhere over the tops of the ugly, angular houses. The Peacemakers watched this, at first with little interest, then with feverish intentness. As they listened, there came to them a sullen, murmuring sound, like the leaden beat of waves on an ice-crusted shore of Venus, and there became apparent a drift of people toward the fire. There were no aircraft, due to the lack of power, but from the nearer streets and alleys came the clatter of running feet.


  The red glare rose still higher, and a man’s shout broke the spell:


  “The Treasury is burning!”


  Loot! Loot! The city responded to the lure with mad, primitive abandon. None paused to consider that treasure would soon be utterly worthless on moribund Mercury.


  “Look!” Jay snapped. “The Peacemakers are deserting! Stop! Curtes, this is a ruse!”


  But Curtes himself was running past, his waving sword overhead. He was laughing, as mad as the rest.


  “The masters have done this!” Elson groaned. “They have fired the Treasury, knowing what these fools would do.”


  They found the gates ajar. The inside watchmen, too, had caught the contagion.


  “They’ll be coming soon. Will you warn our people, Mister Elson? I’ll get a few of our best gymnasium men to watch these gates. It’ll be five hours before Ridan is in the right position for our placement. Could we risk a flight now?”


  “Too dangerous. It will be safer to fight.”


  To fight! Jay smiled bleakly as he made his way to the armory. He selected a short, keen blade of manganese beryllium alloy. His friends were selecting weapons, balancing lithe, well-knit but rather slender bodies as they rehearsed the scientifically correct positions in engagement, parry, and lunge. They showed no excitement, going about their business methodically, as though they were about to enter a class contest But this time, Jay thought grimly, the object was not a demonstration of skill but the dealing of death! He tried to picture the fight in the street that was soon to follow. His breath quickened. He realized, with a wry, inward grin, that he was becoming more like Curtes! At that moment, he saw Idar standing among a group of girls in the armory doorway. Her eyes sought his, and he saluted gaily.


  “Watch me, Idar. Soon you will see me kill a man, perhaps many!”


  , She came to him quickly, said, breathlessly:


  “Be careful! Oh, I wish I hadn’t said what I did! It was silly, romantic. I can’t let you risk yourself!”


  “You forget, Idar,” Jay said quietly, concealing a surge of happiness, “I am the best swordsman in the university. And Curtes has deserted.”


  Her fingers, deceptively slender and strong, gripped his hand.


  “Kiss me before you go!”


  He kissed her, there, amid scores of others. But they were hardly noticed. The place had become thronged with girls. Faced for the first time with imminent, personal danger, a million years of emotional control slipped away.


  But the sweetness and wonder of it was cut short. A cry reverberated down the corridors:


  “The assault has begun!”


  CHAPTER III


  Curtes’ Prisoner


  l And so the cold blackened sun witnessed a spectacle that harkened back to its youth. At the apex of slow-growing civilization, the culmination of aeons of material and scientific advancement, men were again fighting with weapons little better than the crude spears of primitive savages. Strange and deadly weapons had the world known. Bows and arrows had supplanted swords, had in turn been replaced by guns firing chemically propelled leaden pellets. And these, in turn, had gone into oblivion before the immensely more deadly ray weapons. And these, to complete the cycle, were useless without catalyte. So men trained in the transcendent sciences issued out of the gates with blades with which to hack other men’s bodies. Over it all, the glow of the burning Treasury streamed silently, the funeral pyre of a dying civilization.


  The palace guards, large, truculent men, came on methodically. They wore armor of small, flexible, overlapping plates, with conical helmets that had protective extensions over the backs of their necks. They carried long, heavy swords with which they were wont to drive through all opposition, all defensive armor.


  The technies, with no protection whatever, except their blades with which they parried blows with nice precision, proved unexpected stern opposition. Occasionally, a hurtling sword would strike down through such a defense, stretch a slender, pallid body on the ground to be trampled in blood and dust. But the skill, the fine coordination of the technies began to tell. Again and again their fine blades struck home through tiny crevices in armor, inflicting slight cuts that were so shrewdly placed as fatally to slash veins and arteries.


  Both sides went into the battle silently, but as the soldiers saw that an easy victory was to be denied them, they came on with redoubled fury. At the same time, reinforcements came on the run. With a pang, Jay saw another of his companions go down.


  “Quick! Fling this into the middle of them!” Elson, trembling with excitement, was holding out a metal cylinder four inches in diameter and eight inches long.


  “A chemical bomb. Throw it among the soldiers.”


  “But—but—it will level the whole city!”


  “Throw it, I tell you! This is not an atomic bomb. It’s a relatively harmless one—the kind used by primitive people. I used up our entire supply of medical nitroglycerine to make it. Throw, I say!”


  Jay took the cylinder gingerly, hope tempered by doubt. He carried it outside the gate, where he saw that the technies were in desperate straits. He hurled the bomb into the thick of the attackers who were massing for the final rush. As the cylinder lobbed through the air, he shouted:


  “Down, technies, down! For your lives!” Then it seemed as if the world had exploded, and blackness flooded out all life for Jay Val.


  l For what seemed long hours, he struggled toward consciousness. When at last his eyes opened and he was able to look around, he had a blinding headache, and it took some effort to realize that he was lying on a cot in a small, bare room. A light tube that was only faintly emanating, lighted the room dimly.


  Jay sat up painfully and, as he did so, saw the gigantic Kiro squatting disconsolately before the locked door.


  “Kiro—what happened?”


  “I don’t know exactly, Mister Val, except that when the Treasury burned, all of us rushed over there to get some of the loot. But it’s all buried under the ruins,” he added sadly.


  “Yes, that was foolish, Kiro. While you were gone, the palace guards attacked us. And they would have beaten us, too, if it hadn’t been for a chemical bomb. Why am I in this room?”


  “Well, Mister Val, you see—you’re a prisoner!”


  Jay’s hand went to his side. His sword was gone. He staggered to his feet, burning with anger.


  “Somebody will pay for this! Move aside!”


  But Kiro stood up, placing his big body before the door.


  “You must stay here, Mister Val. Curtes’ order.”


  On his crude features was a strange intermingling of respect and determination. His hand rested nervously on the hilt of his heavy sword.


  “But this is mutiny! What has happened to the other technies?”


  “All are prisoners. When Curtes came back, he drove off what was left of the guards. The technies suspected nothing. They were easily overcome.”


  “Where is Idar?”


  A look of acute distress rewarded this question.


  “Curtes has her in the Ventura. He promised me he would not harm her.”


  Jay groaned. He had an impulse to throw himself upon this stupid giant, kill him and search for the traitor. But instead, he grappled for control of his dizzy brain, at last evolving calmness and a desperate plan.


  “Kiro,” he demanded, fixing him with the intensity of his glare, “do you approve?”


  “Yes,” Kiro said simply. “I would die for her! But—”


  “But,” Jay went on relentlessly, “you let Curtes take her! You—the mighty fighter!”


  “I can’t help it,” Kiro mumbled miserably. “I could kill three men like Curtes at one time, but when he looks at me—”


  “Never mind that!” Jay snapped. “Let me out of this—I’ll take care of Curtes!”


  But Kiro was stubborn.


  “You worthless braggart! You miserable coward!” Jay heaped insults upon him, pleaded, but in vain. Without a weapon, he would have no chance to overpower the guard. At last, disgusted, he threw himself down on the cot and feigned sleep. He estimated that only three hours remained before the ship must be launched, or it would be necessary to wait until Mercury had made another revolution around the sun.


  The technie’s active brain was not as supine as his body. As he lay there, he pretended to rest, and in a few moments approached Kiro again. But where he had been belligerent before, he now seemed filled with discouragement.


  “I can’t rest,” he declared despondently. “Have you any merclite?”


  “Sure I have!” Kiro said, pleased to be able at last to meet a request by this young man whom he liked. He fished in the pocket of his tunic and brought out several cubes of merclite—an intoxicating chewing gum. He slipped one into his own cavernous mouth, handed one to Jay.


  “Thanks!” Jay acknowledged pleasantly. “Where are all the other technies kept?”


  “They are locked in this building.”


  “And what building is this?”


  “It’s the one where the power is made.”


  CHAPTER IV


  Aboard the “Ventura”


  l Jay’s heart leaped for joy. The university administration building, in the basement of which the generators were located, was at the extreme west end of the campus, as far away from the towering bulk of the Ventura as possible. It was logical that Curtes should choose this for a prison. The walls had no windows. It was practically airtight—an ideal prison.


  Jay yawned luxuriously, lounging against the door-frame. The effect was contagious. Kiro yawned too. Jay yawned again. His hand strayed innocently to the short, heavy club hooked to the big man’s belt. Slender fingers closed over the handle, and before he knew what was happening, Kiro sank to the floor, stunned by his own club.


  Jay dragged the body to his cot. He was exceptionally strong, with the power that is based more on nervous intensity than on muscular development. He took Kiro’s soft, broad-brimmed hat and placed it on his own head. It was the only part of the big man’s apparel that would fit. He also took the sword, although it was too heavy for him to use with facility.


  Fortune favored him. The lock on the door was broken. This was no doubt the reason for detailing a guard to watch him. And as he cautiously crept into the corridor, he found it deserted.


  Jay crept stealthily past office doors. On the other side, he knew, there were other technies. But any sound might bring instant discovery.


  Jay decided that the prisoners must be on the top floor of this enormous four-story structure. This would be a help in the plan he had thought of. But first he must go down to those generators. He did not dare use one of the automatic elevators, but instead took the cramped spiral safety stairway. The flexible metal emitted alarming and previously unnoticed creaks, but he reached the ground level without interruption. It would now be necessary to cross a broad corridor and descend to the basement.


  Jay paused and listened. Through the narrow metal door he could hear voices, loud, unrestrained. Two Peacemakers, left to guard the only entrance to the building, were quarreling.


  “What does Curtes care?” one said. “He is not concerned with these women, since he has already selected the fairest for himself.”


  “Nevertheless, content yourself a little longer. What’s the matter with the women you’ve been trailing with. No shortage. . . .”


  “These are different.” The man’s words were indistinct—he had been chewing too much merclite. “That little blue-eyed one who bit me on the finger—that’s the one I want!”


  “Patience!” admonished the more sober of the two. “Didn’t Curtes promise you a free hand as soon as the ship has left? And he with it? Just now he needs the help of these technies, and he can’t get that help if you trouble their women. Women! You hog! Can’t you think of anything but women?”


  “What else is there to think of?”


  “You might think of going to Ridan with Curtes, as I am. But you’d rather wallow here. Not that I hate women! I’ve selected one or two for myself—in due time—not before. Adventure—a new world—can you imagine that, you hog?”


  As the indolent quarrel went on, Jay carefully pushed open the door a little, holding Kiro’s cumbersome sword ready. The Peacemakers were squatting on the floor, their backs to him. One was tall, powerful, resembling Curtes in general appearance. The other was gross, unclean. The latter had one of the light technie swords stuck in his belt, in addition to his own weapon.


  Very quietly, Jay pushed the door open. If he could reach the basement door, bolt it from the side . . . It was not to be that easy. Some sixth sense warned the sober watchman. Jay saw his head turn—his eyes widen. Without hesitation, with the strength of both arms, Jay sent the great sword, point foremost, through hairy throat.


  With lightning-like rapidity, the technie now jerked the light sword out of the other guard’s belt. He had no time to strike—only to dash for the door. It was open. Jay was inside, had the door barred, and was down the basement steps in the space of a few heartbeats. Upstairs there was a hoarse bawling. They would be closing in like a swarm of Venus hornets in a few minutes.


  l The university power plant was of the type which had come into general use after the growing scarcity of catalyte had made atomic destruction impracticable. Exactly the opposite process was here employed—namely the integration of elements from basic hydrogen. This process was carried on in enormously heavy spheres of polished metal with very thick walls, and the “ashes” of the process were silicon and iron. These great spheres crowded the room, along with tanks of hydrogen produced by hydrolysis, and a long switchboard which controlled all the university circuits.


  But Jay. was not interested in merely throwing the university group into darkness. He searched a storeroom adjacent to the power plant, found several barrels of sodium chloride. Feverishly, he shoveled this salt into an enormous vat that was collecting dust in the chemical room, dragged a hose from its reel and let the water run in. Then he busied himself with fashioning crude electrodes, which he connected to the switchboard with heavy cables.


  Before throwing the switch, he listened. He heard shouting above, followed by thunderous hammering on the door.


  “Pound away!” he grinned, and threw a switch.


  There was one more thing to do. Sprinting to a box containing an emergency gas mask, he broke the glass and slipped the helmet over his head. Then he sat down to wait.


  The pounding was becoming more vigorous. The stout metal door could not stand it much longer.


  The great vat had become a seething caldron, and greenish vapors started to roll over the edges, to settle on the ground, building up, stratum upon stratum, until it reached the ceiling. The light tubes glowed a yellow-green through the gas, which was a very old weapon of war indeed—chlorine.


  The Peacemakers burst through the door, and the heavy gas billowed up to meet them. There were strangled curses, men coughing. Through the fog, some fought their way out again.


  Jay was grateful for the extreme specialization that had placed all technieal knowledge in the hands of a few. So long had a tottering civilization depended on the technies that not one of Curtes’ fighting men even recognized the gas. Inadvertently they had put their prisoners in a place of safety. It would be a long time before any of the heavy chlorine reached the top floor, so high up, and hermetically sealed. Instead, it was now pouring out of the open door, upon the campus, advancing slowly, inexorably, as that phenomenon that had been unseen by a human being for hundreds of thousands of years—an ocean tide.


  Dark figures lay upon the ground, writhing in the grass. Peacemakers, these, physically powerful, strangled by invisible fingers that clutched at their throats. Jay paused at the door, peering through his helmet. In a moist flood, the gas poured over him and past him.


  More of the Peacemakers came on the run, swords drawn. But this was an enemy they could not fight. Some went down; others turned and ran. Jay followed, the light, keen sword unsheathed. But, faster than he could run, rolled the green flood, washed up against buildings, against the outer walls, throwing vagrant wisps, like spume, toward the glistening dome high overhead.


  Jay rounded a corner, so that he could see the Ventura, her base brightly illuminated, her nose shrouded in shadows. The beckoning yellow light of Ridan glowed beside and beyond the dead, mist-enshrouded corpse of the sun. Soon, in less than an hour, the ship was to be launched. Now, Curtes was in possession. And in there, somewhere in that shining hull, was Idar!


  Scarcely had the gas reached the ship, when men started to run out. These were all Peacemakers, and with stark panic, Jay remembered that automatic fans were sucking in air and distributing it all over the ship. The atmospheric regenerators were not used except in space. He began to run, though the gas mask hindered breathing.


  “She will be killed!” he gasped, running for the gangway. While there were space-suits in the lockers, effective protection against any kind of gas, Jay and Elson were the only ones to know the lock combination. And Mar was in there!


  One of the solenoid lifts was down, and into this Jay plunged, throwing the magnetic switch far over. The little shell was sucked into the vortex with sickening acceleration, slowed to a stop as quickly, and Jay stepped out on the platform just below the navigating room. Glancing out of a port, he saw the gas blanket below, filming the grotesquely sprawled bodies of dead men. But even here was a haze of gas, sucked to this height by the fans.


  He heard a slight whirring. For a second, he puzzled over it. Then came recognition, and with it a great thankfulness. It was the sound of the emergency regenerator in the navigating room overhead. That meant that Idar was safe! She had locked herself in, turned off the ventilator louvers, and turned on the little emergency air conditioner.


  Jay scrambled up the short metal ladder, pounded with the hilt of his sword on the overhead trap.


  “Open! This is Jay! Unlock the door!” The mask muffled his words.


  But the hatch flew upward, and Jay scrambled through, kicking the metal leaves shut and tearing off his mask. He looked around him. Idar was there. She was even more pallid than usual, only the pale glow of blood under her skin asserting her great vitality. Idar! More lovely, more desirable than she had ever seemed before. Her burnished hair was disarrayed, falling in bronze ripples over her shoulder. A sleeve of her blouse was ripped, revealing a patch of dazzling white skin. Her eyes, as they fell on the technie, were wide.


  But what made Jay grasp his sword more firmly was the sight of Curtes, reckless, flushed with victory and power. He was sitting on the little raised metal platform about which were grouped the controlling instruments of the Ventura, and one sinewy hand was holding Idar firmly by the wrist.


  In one swift glance, Jay took this in. His eyes, passing on, saw Kiro tying on the floor at the base of the platform. The big, bragging lout was a shocking sight. His face was a bleeding pulp. His large, innocent eyes were swollen almost shut, and his coarse, unruly hair was clotted with blood.


  CHAPTER V


  The Triumph of the technies


  l Curtes laughed with savage amusement.


  “Curious what the sight of a woman can do, eh? See what it did to Kiro. Such a great trusting innocent that he let a puny technie bat him over the head! The greatest mouth-fighter; the biggest eater and drinker; the loudest talker, and the first to dodge a real battle. But he loses his heart to a pretty and fragile piece of protoplasm—is that the right word?—and what does he do?” Curtes theatrically portrayed amazement. “He came up here just as I nearly had this interesting little woman convinced, and attacked me!”


  “Please! Please! Oh, Jay, why did you come?”


  “I came,” Jay said levelly, “to kill Curtes.”


  The chief of the Peacemakers laughed again.


  “As it affected this great ox, so it did the human test tube, eh! Well, my little man, it would amuse me to split you with my sword. But, as you remarked not so long ago, ‘It would serve no useful purpose.’ As a matter of fact, I need you. I have taken over the Ventura. You shall navigate her. And to show that I am not unreasonable, you may take along as many of your group as can be accommodated after my friends have been berthed.”


  Jay did not answer.


  “Idar, of course, belongs to me. But do not despair. If the voyage takes ten years, I will probably restore her to you. In making up our passenger list, it’ll be women and children first—especially pretty girl children that will be well grown in ten years.” Curtes laughed insolently.


  The girl spoke for the second time.


  “Go back, Jay, while you can. Get help. Never mind what happens to me. The Ventura must leave with a full crew if the rest of the world is to be saved.”


  “But—but you?”


  “Never mind me!” Idar’s voice was vibrant with some inner throb of courage. “Go quickly, I’m not afraid of being a sacrifice.”


  Curtes’ rich, ruthless voice intervened.


  “I know what’s on your mind, Val. Lock me into space if I’m not surprised by your mettle I If you were a man’s size, you’d be a real man! But listen—don’t come at me with that little toy! If you try it, she’ll pay!”


  Sweat stood on Jay’s forehead. He almost hurled himself upon the seated, mocking figure, to clash his blade with that held so ready to hand by his enemy. But he forced back that impulse. Too much was at stake.


  “Curtes!” He forced himself to speak calmly, to smile with amusement he did not feel. “Your men are dead, or driven out by the gas. How do you expect to carry on your insane plans? Go now. We will not interfere, but what do you propose?”


  Curtes laughed. “Gas? Let me show you a trick I just learned from Idar.” He fumbled at the controls, found the quadrant he was looking for, jerked a lever.


  The ship trembled. There was a dull, booming sound, and through the ports came a blinding, electric glare. Then, as Curtes jerked the lever back, there came darkness and silence.


  “Look out!” Curtes commanded.


  Jay backed away, until he could peer out through one of the ports. He knew what to expect. Curtes had started a retarding rocket in the nose of the ship. The great blast had blown the vast vitrine canopy of the university group into space. Fresh air had been sucked into the inclosure, sweeping it clear of gas. The frigid outside air was followed by straggling groups of Peacemakers who had sought safety outside the walls.


  “Not a bad thought,” Jay grinned sardonically. “But I still refuse to help you.”


  “Not if I kill you?”


  “Not if you could kill me.”


  “And her?”


  “She has given you her answer.”


  “If he doesn’t kill me,” Idar declared defiantly, “he will never draw a safe breath!”


  “Pluto!” Curtes swore. “Never would I have credited technies with spines like that! Yet there is another way. Val, you know where your friends are? They’re on the top floor of that building a quarter of a mile away. Now I want you to note the direction of that maneuvering rocket. See it? Note that it points directly at that building? And just about level with the top floor?


  “Now then, what would happen if I should turn on that rocket for about thirty seconds?”


  “One thing that would happen”—Jay grinned mirthlessly—“is that you’d blow the building about halfway around Mercury. Another thing—and it’s quite important to you if you intend to get to the new planet: the reaction would tip this ship over on its side, and you could never launch it.”


  Curtes looked at the technie for a moment in thoughtful silence. He was not a little baffled by his contact with a member of the class that he had always viewed with good-natured contempt, although until this insurrection he had been careful to conceal his true opinions. Physical courage was something he could appreciate, but in bodies such as these, so frail, compared to his own tremendous thews, it was more than puzzling. Curtes knew, in a general way, that natural selection had created in the technies a race of unusual brain power. He did not realize that the same process connoted an unusual nervous organization, and reflexes unusually fast, and that such a man could be really dangerous.


  l Curtes had no time to philosophize. His plans had gone well so far, but his position was still desperate. His jaws tightened, and his words were freighted with menace.


  “You have brought it upon this woman! Now watch, technie. If you change your mind, speak fast, for bones snap quickly!”


  His powerful hand jerked Idar’s wrist closer, and with the other he seized her forearm. Slowly he applied a twisting pressure. The girl moaned slightly.


  “Stop! I’ll do it!”


  But as that agonized cry left Jay’s throat, he saw vaguely, through hate-dimmed eyes, something that looked like a great, gaunt bear heave itself up from the floor and hurl itself at Curtes. Idar was thrown to one side, against a curved section of the wall, with stunning force. Jay had a confused impression of Kiro’s shaggy ferocity, of the gory personification of destruction.


  But Curtes, with a single, pivoting movement, left his seat. The long, heavy sword came up, down again. There was a heart-stopping, chunking sound; then Curtes wiped his blade on the lifeless body that had housed, in the final test, a valorous heart.


  “One surprise after another!” Curtes remarked, sneering thinly. “What is life after all? After millions of years, many generations, that fine brain of yours, Val, has grown a great distance away from the level of poor Kiro. And yet, in the space of a few minutes, and just because of a woman, the two are going to be fixed on the blade of my sword!”


  Jay advanced steadily. Gone, now, was all anger, all beclouding fury. With the perfect coordination of nerve and muscle so necessary in delicate scientific maneuvers, with the nice balance of a fine machine, the slight young scientist came toward the veteran of many fatal battles. The light, glittering blade seemed inconsequential, childish. Curtes waited with disdainful confidence, his deadly weapon gripped in powerful fingers. And still Jay came forward.


  It happened quickly. Without changing his position, with a tigerish sweep of hissing steel, Curtes swept the place where Jay had stood—a blow powerful enough to cut him in two.


  But the technie was not there. His faster nerve responses saved him. Before that cut was half completed, he was out of the way, and before Curtes was through with his grunt of surprise, he had received a light cut on the side of his face.


  “I could have put your eye out!” Jay remarked, standing well out of the way.


  Curtes’ answer was to rush in, his sword battering and slashing. This time Jay did not retreat, yet he was none the less elusive. He met each sharp, vicious thrust and stroke. Curtes was used to feeling the shock of opposition, the harsh rasp of parry. But now he could hardly tell when their weapons touched. His own seemed hardly opposed, yet each time it was deftly, lightly turned from its course. He became angry, and when, after half a minute, he retreated, he felt for the first time in his life, fear.


  “This time you die,” Jay announced softly, coming in again.


  This time there was no flurry of blades, merely a gentle, lethal hiss made by a keen edge. Their weapons did not even touch. There was merely a flash of glittering metal, that withdrew as quickly as a streak of light. Jay stood clear and watched the professional swordsman sink to the floor plates. His fatal wound was a small cut, hardly an inch long. But it was precisely at that place on the throat where the jugular vein pulsates just under the skin.


  Quickly Jay turned to where Idar reclined. She had recovered consciousness and had watched the battle with horror-stricken eyes.


  “Oh!” she sobbed.


  There was still much to do. Glancing out of a port, Jay saw that the Peacemakers were congregating near the base of the ship. They were being kept from entering the ship by the residue of the gas still remaining inside the hull, but it was rapidly thinning.


  Even as Jay watched, he saw a stream of men pouring into the gates, and still others climbing the walls. It seemed as it the whole city of Sandos had come to the attack. One compact group wore the uniforms of the Palace guards, and from this came a violet flash. Jay felt suddenly weak, though the ship’s metal skin saved him from the full force of the ray. The presence of this tabooed weapon pointed to the master, Undank! Others of the masters, too, were probably directing this attack.


  It was a crowded moment. Far across the campus, by the light of the tubes that were still unbroken, a group of technies left their prison. They had heard the thunder of the rocket, realized its significance, and broken out. Only one or two had swords—the other men were armed with whatever they could pick up. They formed a thin line of defense around the women, the children, and the aged.


  Jay watched them hesitate. They did not dare cross that open space, so full of danger. How could he call them, and clear the way?


  In a flash, an idea came. Jay leaped to the control seat. He set the stern rockets at quarter power—not sufficient to break away from Mercury’s attraction. Then he began flipping the activating lever, up, down, up, down, in shorter or longer intervals.


  Although he could not see, he knew what was happening. Each blast of the rockets was like a tornado of blue electric fire, a hundred yards in every direction. It enveloped the Peacemakers, sent them scurrying, gasping and singed. It eroded the concrete emplacement, sending stinging bits into the mob with the speed of alpha particles. Each blast was like the hot breath of Hades, and the mob, the Palace guards, and the Peacemakers alike, crowded and crushed one another in order to get outside, to put the high walls between themselves and this electronic inferno.


  But the technies, at a comparatively comfortable distance, quickly noticed that these blasts of fury constituted the Interplanetary code:


  “Dah-dah-dit-dit-dah; dit-dit-dit-dah; dahrdah; dit-dit.”


  “Come!” That was what Jay was spelling, over and over.


  The technies came. They ran across a campus denuded alike of plant and animal life, across soil blackened and hot to their feet. If they touched skeletons of what had been men, those skeletons crumbled, so completely had they been burned.


  Jay saw them coming, and pushing the controller back to zero, approached Idar, who had watched with fascinated eyes.


  “Idar,” he said, quite humbly, “not long ago I asked you. . . .”


  “I know!” She smiled in a way that could not be misunderstood. But in a moment, she gently disengaged herself from his embrace. Elson, shaken but triumphant, had come with the rest of the technies through the hatch. Paying no attention to them, he seated himself at a transit instrument.


  Jay responded to discipline. He leaped to the instrument panel. A red light was glowing steadily—a warning that the ship was not yet airtight.


  “We’re getting close!” Elson announced, peering into the transit.


  Would the red light never change? “Almost in line,” Elson muttered, and then the light changed to green. Jay sighed thankfully and lay down on the platform, one hand raised so that he could pull the activating lever. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Idar lie down.


  “Now!” Elson shouted, and threw himself flat on the floor.


  With a deafening roar, the greatest space-ship ever built hurtled, with frightful acceleration, toward a new sun, toward New Earth, and a new hope for the technies as well as for the deluded fools who had tried, in their selfish panic, to stop them.


  THE END


  W62 TO MERCURY


  Clifton B. Kruse


  WITH UNCERTAIN STEPS the paunchy old man weaved his way up the ramp to the plotdeck. His gray beard resembling a tuft of damp, moldy hay and the transport-lieutenant’s uniform clinging in baggy folds to the pulpous body, old Mardico sagged against the door.


  “It’s twang-twong, twang-twong for all the creeping rounds of the clock,” Mardico bewailed as he slouched into the plotdeck. “I tell you, Prock, ’tis the undoing of a man’s soul to ride off into space.


  “Silence for a moment, Mardico.” Prock, the master engineer, had glanced away but briefly from the hemispherical arc-computer. Then to the pilot at the ship’s controls he spoke: “Angle shift 3H, third solar coordination.”


  Tersely, Wiljon Kar repeated the arc correction as he readjusted the controls. For a moment the space whine ascended to an ear-splitting pitch. Then, the ship driving forward along its new path, the persistent sing-song of the strained beams of the vast transport resumed the monotonous dirge.


  “Signal for the grads,” ordered Wiljon Kar.


  “Grads set to fire,” responded Prock. “We should reach Mercury within one hour according to the chart.”


  Using both hands to throw the ponderous lever into gear, Wiljon Kar eased the power into the ship’s twin turbanlike graduating torps. Immediately Prock cut off the firing in the twelve main torps. For a moment the massive transport quavered with this change in vibrations before nestling into its floating drop toward that glittering iron ball which was the planet Mercury.


  With the whirling of the grads instead of the steady firing of the flaming torps the deadly monotonous space whine of the ship’s beams was ended at last. The cessation was startling.


  Wearily Wiljon Kar slouched back in the pilot’s seat. Hearing the prolonged sigh just behind him he turned and saw Mardico’s bewrinkled face staring in awe at the plottograph just above the controls.


  “ ‘Tis like a steel porcupine—or perhaps I should say a veritable flack from Neptune. By the fires of Aldebaran, Wiljon Kar, I like this Mercury not.”


  “Mardico, you’re drunk.”


  “I swear to less than half a tankard of Martian roulek in the past twenty-four Earth hours.” The old fellow’s gaze held steadily to Wiljon Kar’s piercing black eyes. Vigorously he chewed the mouthful of weechie weed, culminating his gesture of defiance with an accurate spat halfway across the plotdeck.


  “Flash marker!” Prock called into the radiophone.


  “Zenor reporting,” came the response in a heavy voice. “I’ve sent out the flash-cap for Satania. Hold it, Prock! Here comes the signal. The Mercurian operator has sighted us.”


  Wiljon Kar was hunched over the landing controls. Variations in the fiery spins of the grads eased the great transport to the left. Now they were dropping to the western twilight strip. From a point midway between the equatorial base and the north magnetic pole a small luminous, green oval could be distinguished. The Earth settlement of Satania was welcoming Special Engineering Transport W62 to the bleak world of Mercury.


  Wiljon Ivar’s commands cracked with militaristic severity: “Mardico, attend with load cushionings. Prepare for landing. And Prock, signal Hals to the observation port.”


  “W62 ready for landing, sir,” came the master engineer’s response after a moment.


  Like towering stalagmites the jagged mountains of pure iron bristled from the gleaming disk beneath them. Scarcely a thousand miles from Mercury, and above the western twilight strip the tiny planet showed three well-defined areas. To the right the Sun-baked ranges glared with a brightness which dared to compare with the gigantic mass of the Sun so fearfully near. Then to the right lay that side of Mercury which was forever dark. In between, stretching from pole to pole, was the narrow twilight strip—the only part of the small planet knowing both day and night.


  Yet, even as they watched, the rough, inhospitable terrain seemed to rise up swiftly toward them. Now that small luminous oval upon the surface was seen to be a well-defined dome, acres in extent, and supporting it were the smooth granite walls of the Earthman’s daring outpost.


  Swifter and swifter churned the glowing grads as Wiljon Kar checked the drop until the W62 would settle with scarcely a jar atop the broad landing roof. Then, with a flourish, the grads were silenced and for a moment the utter quiet seemed almost deathly.


  Prock’s voice choked huskily: “W62 has reached Mercury.”


  Space travel is ever a dramatic event. A cosmic gesture by that puny toy of illimitable forces—man. Eagerly they crowded into the port exit. From the central tower a slowly distending tube was connected with the W62’s outer airlock. Through this tunnel they hastened to enter the vast castlelike outpost of Satania.


  “Welcome to Satania.”


  In the first entrance hall, just beyond the portable entrance tube, a scrawny old man hurried forward. Tears streamed down the emaciated old face and the seemingly fleshless arms reached out as if to grasp all five of these newcomers in a hungry embrace.


  “W62, Special Engineering Transport, and crew of five reporting to Commander Cree, Satania upon Mercury.”


  Wiljon Kar’s voice echoed weirdly through the cavernous hall.


  Besides Commander Cree, three other Earthmen came forward to greet them. Gaunt men were these, with fringes of hair ranging from gray to white. Though this detachment had served hardly a half of the necessarily prolonged Mercurian contract—twelve years—they were scarcely more than creeking skeletons grotesquely draped with bewrinkled, parchmentlike skin. Martyrs of science and commerce are those who elect to serve upon Mercury. Returning Earthward again they are richly rewarded. But only older men of tried patience are chosen for this severe world of metal. Months of white-hot daylight are succeeded by the bitter cold of the long, dark nights as the rugged metal planet swings fleetly from aphelion to perihelion.


  NOT UNTIL the event of the transport’s arrival had been fittingly celebrated by a special feast from the ship’s stores did Wiljon Kar, Prock and Cree retire to the commander’s private office. The three of the Mercurian detachment, with Hals and Zenor, remained at the table as Mardico, loud and jovial, refilled the tankards for yet the third time.


  “Your flash was sighted by North Cap observatory, Planet Mars.” Prock was speaking as the three seated themselves about the small office room. “We had just reached the Lunarian outpost, Pioneer, on our return from Calisto when the Martian report was relayed to Luna. We were ordered to blast to Mercury instead of returning to Earth.”


  Commander Cree was hunched over the table, his long, skinny fingers seeming to tie themselves into knots.


  “I signaled for a special engineering transport because the regular commercial ship is not due for another six months.” Cree’s words came sharply, hesitantly.


  “Please try to understand my problem. As you know, this is my second contract here at Satania. This is my world, and I have elected to remain here for so long as I may live. But hear me. It is not the virgin gold nor the hard, sparkling jewels which hold me. To be sure, my life is the bringing from our mines of these hard riches of Mercury. But I know and love this strange, cruel world. I know it as does no other human being.”


  Cree seemed struggling to say something which he could not bring himself to utter.


  Wiljon Kar leaned forward slightly; spoke softly: “Your problem, commander?”


  The little old man’s eyes flashed keenly. “Wiljon Kar—and you, Prock—you must believe me. Mercury is inhabited! There is life on this planet—life which has developed here—which has finally come to resent man’s encroachment.”


  The little room was tensely silent. Both engineers were regarding the commander steadily. If they believed him to be suffering from some delusion due to his imprisoned existence here they at least made no show of it.


  “You will explain.” Wiljon Kar pleaded rather than questioned.


  The Mercurian commander responded to this reassurance. “We are now swinging from aphelion to perihelion. Six Earth weeks ago, when our day was most brilliant, two of my men and I set out for the Mountain of the Sun observatory base, which is located about two hundred miles due east. It had been my intention to obtain a number of particularly interesting photographs of the great Sun spot, and inasmuch as the base is a small building near the top of our highest mountain, the results are nearly always exceptionally gratifying.


  “Well, to be brief, we had reached the Mountain of the Sun and were taking the long, slow climb at a leisurely gait when suddenly one of the men—Mengo I think it was—cried out that the post was in flames. Of course, nothing there could burn. There is neither free oxygen nor inflammable material upon any of our mountains. Nevertheless, I ran as fast as I could in the bulky space suit, rounded the huge rock and came abreast of Mengo.


  “It’s incredible, gentlemen. But you will see the evidence for yourselves. Mengo was not blinded by an unusual Solar reflection. For there, scarcely a hundred paces before me, I saw the granite blocks of the post melt and writhe skyward in a flamelike sheet of energy. It was not fire—and yet the tower was being consumed before our eyes.”


  “Mengo dashed forward,” Cree’s voice droned on, “hopping from point to point until he had come nearly to the wall of the post itself. Then, suddenly, he backed away. In our ear phones there rang a scream of horror. Instantly Farl was jumping forward to join him—and before my eyes these two became iridescent, the stuff of their bodies seeming to burn into a murky vapor. I—I——”


  Cree’s voice broke off upon a note of horror. The room shook.


  The tremor wracked the massive structure. A sharp, tingling vibration quavered through the bodies of the Earthmen. Wiljon Kar had risen. Cree and Prock sank back in their chairs. For a moment only had the strange shock lasted.


  Cree’s face twisted with evident fear. “Not an earthquake,” he was muttering. “There can be no earthquakes upon Mercury!”


  The men about the table in the dining hall had halted their song in the midst of a jovial verse. Now the awed rumble of their voices arose disturbingly.


  “What is it, Cree? Tell us what it is,” Prock was murmuring.


  “Twice before this has happened.”


  Cree was on his feet, coming around the table beside Wiljon Kar. “And since the destruction of the observatory at the Mountain of the Sun. But come. We must check the walls of the building for cracks. This was more intense, and I fear——”


  SUDDENLY the door burst open. Zenor, eyes wide with terror, ran toward Wiljon Kar.


  “The transport is gone!” he gasped. “The transport has been stolen!”


  “Stace, to the observatory at once!” Cree hurled orders at the awe-stricken huddle of men. “You, Gaulofern. And Vecho. Check the walls at once. Go!”


  As the three left the dining hall on a run, Cree hastened back to the office chamber and began with frantic haste to assemble the parts of his space suit.


  Wiljon Kar, his tautly lined face suddenly drained of all color, was beside the commander.


  “By the eternity of matter, Cree, what is it?”


  “If Stace sights the transport we will follow it.” Cree spoke excitedly as his old hands trembled awkwardly with the trappings of the suit.


  At that moment the man in the observatory called down sharply.


  “I see a cloud! One of those bluish bubbles again. Three degrees west of north.”


  Instantly Prock was scrambling up the short flight of steps.


  “We go with you, Cree!” Wiljon Kar had snapped out of his wonderment even as Prock ran up the stairs. “Our space suits are in the first entrance hall.”


  Cree nodded. “Room for three in the gravity cab. Engineer Prock can remain in charge here.”


  Wiljon Kar turned to his three men. He was about to select one of them when Mardico jumped forward.


  “I’m going for our suits now, sir.”


  It was a matter of moments until Cree, Wiljon Kar and Mardico were crowding into the shell of the gravity cab. The airlock chamber opened before them. Like an angry hornet the tiny glass-domed cab spurted from the huge building.


  The rocket jet trailed a narrow ribbon of smoke far behind as Cree manipulated both gravity-repellent and rocket levers. He was sighting dead ahead toward that distant cloudlike formation which even now was bounding to a greater altitude.


  “Clouds!” old Mardico muttered. “ ‘Tis a veritable rain cloud in a sky which has no air above a planet which has no water.”


  Fiercely Cree pressed with all his strength upon the gravity-repellent lever. Yet the gleaming iron hills below dropped scarcely at all. As if mocking the pursuing Earthmen, the huge ball bounded its bluish mass higher and higher above the planet.


  “Keep them in sight with the telescope,” Cree said breathlessly. “We can go no higher. Our only hope is to keep them in sight.”


  “Them!” old Mardico’s eyes popped. “You mean that stinking cloud of mush is alive?” As if to assure himself that he was sober he dug into his pocket for weechie.


  Huddled in the seat next to Cree, Wiljon Kar kept his eye upon the telescope. Suddenly his body tensed.


  “More power. More power forward. Speed up. They’ve got the W62—I can see the outline of the ship inside the cloud.”


  Cree worked nervously with the tiny cab’s few controls. Behind them the smoke tail seemed to stretch back with starchlike stiffness. They were driving forward at maximum speed, the single rear rocket jet glowing cherry-red as the stream of fire flowed steadily from it.


  “But I see nothing else in the strange mass, Cree.” Wiljon Kar’s words came sharply as he leaned forward. “The cloud is clear—liquid-blue. The Mercurians must operate by remote control. There’s nothing apparent except the watery stuff around the W62.”


  Cree’s bewrinkled old face was twisted into bulging lines of determination. “I know. The Mercurians are—formless.”


  A weird moan escaped old Mardico’s weechie-dribbling lips as he slunk back in the crowded seat.


  “Spirits,” he groaned. “We travel to the bowels of hell which is Mercury, only to fight spirits!”


  “Cree!” Wiljon Kar cried out. “They’re swinging westward—going higher. They’re——”


  “To the dark side? Are you sure? Can you still sight them clearly?”


  As Wiljon Kar swung the pointing telescope, Cree pivoted the fire-belching little gravity cab. Suddenly the blinding brilliance of day became pitch-black night. In the fraction of a second the vastness of the gigantic Sun was snapped off. They were speeding across the dark side of Mercury. Now Cree’s groping hands found the switch. Instantly. a narrow beam of light reached its threadlike finger into the thick darkness of the airless night. Across the inky blackness of sky the searchlight sought the fleeing blue-mass cloud. “There!”


  For a second the strange cloudlike ship of the Mercurians showed its blue brilliance in the maw of the searchlight. Then it bounded out of sight. Sweeping swaths of light across the sky the Earthmen found it again. This time Wiljon Kar shot the light. The blue cloud darted—but not so swiftly as Wiljon Kar had moved the light. Cree hovered over his little cab’s controls. In the terrible blackness of Mercury’s eternal night the rocket exhaust was a fiery line miles in length.


  “We’re gaining,” old Mardico cheered and beat one hamlike fist into the palm of his hand. “Come on faster. Hold that light, Wiljon Kar. But don’t shoot—we might hurt the ship.”


  The blue cloud checked its speed. For a second it seemed to hover motionless as the Earthmen’s cab bore down upon it. Cree was reaching forward to break their mad flight forward when, quickly, the blue cloud bounded up, curving in an arc directly above them.


  Cree blasted for a turn. The gravity cab careened at a sharp angle.


  Then a fiery stab of pain tingled through the Earthmen. For a second only. And then came darkness and utter silence.


  The motor was dead. The searchlight would not function. Weakly Wiljon Kar lay back in the seat. Sweat streamed from every pore, and a strange, unexplainable weariness caused his muscles to throb.


  “Cree! Cree! We’re falling!”


  WILJON KAR was groping about the controls. He squeezed the commander’s inert form tightly against the side of the car as he worked to check their drop. The rocket was dead. But one plate of the gravity-repellent would still respond. To throw a full load upon a single repellent plate might burn it out in a single flash. Yet there was nothing else to do. Wiljon Kar threw in the lever. The little cab careened; now spinning slowly as it dropped at a forty-five-degree angle. Wiljon Kar held down the lever. Seconds dragged torturously. He scarcely dared to breathe. How great would be the impact when at last they would strike ground? And where would they be?


  The bottom of the cab grated harshly. They were sliding. The smooth hull coasted down the sharp slope of a Mercurian mountain of solid iron.


  With a sickening lurch the battered craft toppled end over end to crash abruptly in some dark ravine. Wiljon Kar had clung to the controls, but the other two had tossed helplessly from one part of the small compartment to the other. Their space suits should prevent any broken bones upon so short a fall. Wiljon Kar clung rigidly to the lifeless gravity bar and sucked hungrily for air.


  “Mardico! Cree!” Weakly he called their names. Were they yet alive?


  A low mumbling groan answered him. In the utter darkness Wiljon Kar felt about for the others. Mardico was doubled up in a ball-like huddle with Cree’s slight form draped over him. Wiljon Kar shook himself to alert consciousness. Save for Mardico’s thick breathing, the ear phones were sinisterly silent.


  Now he felt over the suits of the other two, switched the heating units to maximum. Then he opened the door, felt of the ground surface cautiously. It was hard, though almost level. He lifted the bodies out, laying them upon the ground. Mardico was fast regaining consciousness, but Cree seemed not to be breathing.


  As best he could, with the bulky space suit hampering him, Wiljon Kar worked over Cree, pumped the lungs, concentrated the heat units at various parts of the body according to the simple rules of spaceman’s resuscitation.


  “Wiljon Kar, by the glory of the triple Sun, the devils have struck. I say, Wiljon Kar, where be we?”


  The sound of old Mardico’s rumbling jargon warmed his blood. Wiljon Kar could smile—faintly. Spaceman’s luck had saved Mardico. But Cree—Wiljon Kar shook his head slowly. Earth had lost a great outpost commander in this brave old man.


  Mardico was sitting up. Stiffly his cold hands clutched at the pocket in his space suit.


  “I swear, and the Sun fry me if it be not so, that old Mardico’s so cold he can hardly stuff a needed pinch of weechie weed—the blessed nerve tonic—through the blasted feed hole in his space cap. Wiljon Kar, I can hear your face crack as it grins, so cold it is. And where’s Commander Cree?”


  “Commander Cree—is dead.”


  “Oh.” For a long moment the silence was broken only by the slushing bites which Mardico was making as he took in the cold strands of weechie weed through the feed hole of his space cap.


  After a while: “So what’s the order, Wiljon Kar?”


  Wiljon Kar stood up. His voice was crisp, determined: “Locate the W62.” All about them, frigidly cold and barren, ranged the jagged mountains of iron; although to the eyes of the two Earthmen there was nothing save the impenetrable curtain of darkness. How long he stood there Wiljon Kar did not know. Yet not until old Mardico’s soul-quavering shudder aroused him could be think what to do.


  “Br-r-r-r.” Mardico’s teeth clicked like castanets. “Now indeed can it be said that man has looked upon the very materialization of coldness. Colossus! I see cold. With my very eyes I see it.” Abruptly Wiljon Kar whirled about and shook the loquacious old man vigorously.


  “By the sacred spirals,” Wiljon Kar spoke impatiently. “It could never become cold enough to freeze that flapping tongue of yours. Keep stirring about, Mardico. We’ll freeze to death in spite of our heat units if we do not move.” Wiljon Kar was inside the wrecked cab again. Blindly he felt over the motor which lay just beneath the flooring of the single compartment. Now Mardico was beside him. Point to point they checked the various parts of both gravity-repellent and rocket propulsion.


  “Dead,” Mardico was mumbling. “And burned out.’Tis as if a bolt of lightning had struck her. Ah, I have it, Wiljon Kar. Electrostatics! What weapon did they use to strike us down? What force drove their drop of hell’s water with our own ship in it above this blasted planet? You saw no rocket fire.


  You saw no gunfire explosion.’Twas hoarded electricity, that’s what.”


  Wiljon Kar made no answer. He brushed past old Mardico. Now he bent down, lifted the motionless bundle which was Cree and placed him upon the seat in the cab. Then he removed the space suit from the lifeless body. With the long, bladed knife he slit the main storage plate of the suit’s heat unit free from the padding. Placing the small mechanism in Mardico’s hands Wiljon Kar began to readjust the dangling wire strands. He could not see, and must work with clawlike extensions upon his gloves rather than with bare hands; nevertheless, those skilled bands were fashioning a simple static-bar meter from the remnants of the space-suit heater.


  This completed, he withdrew the leather belt from Cree’s useless space suit and fastened one end of this strap to the belt about his own middle. The other end of the strap was snapped to Mardico’s belt.


  Blindly, moving cautiously, step by step, the two started off in the darkness. Wiljon Kar, in the lead, carried the improvised electrostatic finder before him. He extended the device in first one direction and then another. At a certain point the heat unit plate seemed to respond. It was in that direction that the Earthmen set out. They clambered forward over and around the iron boulders with more daring than caution.


  “The wire glows,” Mardico chanted as he stumbled forward. “That means the devilish Mercs are near. They must have burned us down almost above their hellish hide-out. Faster, Wiljon Kar, faster. Twice already have I nearly broken my neck with stumbling upon your heels.”


  PROCK returned to the observatory room at Satania to relieve Zenor.


  “No report, Prock.” Zenor looked up disconsolately. “I fear they are lost.”


  Prock nodded. Forty hours had elapsed since the spurting little gravity cab had headed westward into the dark side. Since then no word or faintest signal had been received by the anxious observers back in the outpost.


  “Has the Martian post replied to our emergency flashes?”


  Zenor shook his head. “See the telescope for yourself, Prock. North Cap observatory is completely obscured by clouds. If they have caught the signal, at least they have not yet sent out a transport.”


  Mutely Prock peered into the telescope. Then he walked over to the smaller piece and anxiously scanned the barren, Sun-glaring terrain of Mercury. No stir of life was evident.


  At last: “Remain at your post, Zenor. I’m going below to try to rest, though I cannot sleep for this ugly fear.” Almost feebly he started down the steps. Then a sharp exclamation from Zenor halted him. Prock turned around and started back into the observatory. Stopped, his muscles paralyzed.


  Zenor stood beside the larger telescope. The man was stiff. His flesh seemed to quiver. Now it glowed. Before Prock’s astounded eyes Zenor became incandescent. Then vanished.


  Prock staggered forward. But Zenor was no longer there. The room was strangely empty. Then he saw that the great telescope itself was gone. A pungent mist hung in the air. Acrid and hinting of seared flesh.


  Savage fury throbbed in the engineer’s blood. He was at the window. There, floating serenely skyward, was a huge, watery globe. And above it, forming a vast circle around the building, were hundreds more of the mysterious water-blue cloud masses. Prock’s hands shook as he grasped the gun at his belt. But aiming at so huge and leisurely retiring a target required no skill. He pressed down the trigger. Through the small porthole a narrow line of fire shot out to the nearest globe. Shot into and through the strange water-blue cloud.


  There was no reaction. The ball neither spurted away nor attempted to retaliate. Prock exhausted the gun of its every unit of energy, still without effect. A faint moan of terror escaped his lips as he dropped the empty gun to the floor. Prock was shaking. Both anger and fear bestirred him.


  The sound of running footsteps in the room below aroused him. He opened the door to admit the white-faced man who came running up the steps to the observatory.


  Hals braced himself against the wall. Sweat was streaming down his face.


  “Gaulofern—went up—in mist. Happened just now. He was in the furnace room seeing about something which had gone wrong with one of the electrostorage tanks. He——”


  Prock showed no surprise. Expressionlessly he stared at Hals and then motioned to the window.


  “Zenor, too,” he mumbled.


  Hals dashed to the window. Suddenly a cry broke from his lips.


  “Prock, look! Isn’t that a transport?”


  Prock swung the small telescope into focus. Peered intently. Tensed.


  Speeding madly toward Satania, its fire-belching torps glowing, hurled the steel-gray monster, the W62.


  “They’re using our own ship to destroy us,” Prock jabbered as he watched. “But what——”


  At that instant brilliant frontal discharge braked the transport’s bulletlike forward drive. The W62 was swerving upward. Moving slowly and cautiously now.


  But the appearance of the transport had aroused the blue-cloud masses. A strange quivering caused them to reflect the Sun’s rays like shimmering waves of water. Then seemingly at a command they flowed together, forming a single vast mass which seemed to half fill the sky.


  With a sudden lunge forward the huge mass hurled itself straight toward the slowly approaching transport. As he watched, Prock’s fingers pressed white against the telescope. With this maneuver a new, incredulous hope assailed him. The Mercurians were attacking the Earthmen’s transport. But why didn’t the W62 blast to safety? Futilely Prock cried out: “Blast—blast free!”


  The cloud mass was nearly upon the W62. The transport hovered almost motionless. Then suddenly it shot forward. Shot with first-limit acceleration. The fiery exhaust of its torps stretched back far beyond the horizon. But more than a drive forward had occurred. Prock saw the lightning discharge from its ten arc-finder points. The W62 was emptying her entire reserve of electrical energy in suddenly liberated bolts of pure energy.


  The cloud mass staggered. Blindingly brilliant flares of vivid energy tore through bluish masses. And even as the transport plunged into the seething ball of fire the terrain below quavered from the sudden rain of lightning bolts from the sky. The shock caused the outpost structure to tremble.


  “The transport is still flying.” Hals could scarcely raise his voice above a whisper.


  Even as the W62 dropped to the landing roof, the whitish streaks of writhing smoke columns—all that remained of the cloud mass—began slowly to drop toward the ground.


  THE INNER AIRLOCK clicked open. Eagerly Prock ran forward. First came Mardico, weak-kneed and face chalk-white.


  “Prock,” old Mardico wheezed. “And did you see us blast them in their own heat? And ’twas I that gave Wiljon Kar the saving hint, though I’m too modest to admit it myself. But roulek—I’m crackling to a desert dust for want of a tankard of man-saving bitters.”


  At that instant Hals came on a run from the observatory.


  “Flash from North Cap, Mars. They’re sending a special transport at once.”


  But all attention was fixed upon the brass oxygen tank which Wiljon Kar was carrying into the central office room. Carefully he placed it upon the table and stood there regarding it thoughtfully.


  “What’s in it?” Prock asked.


  Mardico laughed. “Nothing—until you open it and out pops a full-grown Merc. But let Wiljon Kar tell it. He knows all the right words.”


  Wiljon Kar was stroking the tube thoughtfully. “It’s simple life—principally iron oxide—in a form quite unknown to planets farther from the Sun, and with a centralized rather than individual intelligence. This is a specimen for the laboratories back on Earth. We’ll need to know more about this strange life form. It looks like a mass of gas. And is capable of taking in prodigious amounts of electrical energy and later discharging the same energy.


  Those bluish cloud masses were simply hundreds of these strange oxide creatures moving together.”


  Wiljon Kar cautiously opened the tube. Fingering the jet quickly he forced out a small globule of water-colored stuff on the table. The matter formed into a ball. A shudder of energy came over it and it rose slowly. The Earthmen backed away.


  “Watch out, Mardico, it’s moving your way.”


  Mardico backed to the wall. He was chewing frantically. The strange ball floated toward him. Mardico took a deep breath.


  Ptew!


  A yellow globe of weechie juice struck the blue-cloud ball squarely. There came a snap as the stored energy of the thing was suddenly discharged.


  “When the transport from Mars arrives,” Wiljon Kar said, “we’ll include Mardico’s laboratory experiment in the report.”


  “Right,” agreed Prock. “Without their stored-up energy these Mercs are harmless bits of fluffy iron oxide. Perhaps we’d better equip every man with a mouthful of weechie.”


  Mardico stood there rubbing his forehead perplexedly. “Anyway,” he mumbled, “that proves I’m not drunk.”


  THE FALL OF MERCURY


  Leslie F. Stone


  Our readers will be glad to see a story by Leslie Stone. She was one of our early contributors and has won quite a reputation for imaginative writing. We shall hope to have more stories from her in the future, and if they are equal to this in merit we will be perfectly satisfied. There is endless imagination exercised in the narration.


  CHAPTER I


  “The Spot”


  “IT’S a useless expenditure of time, Bruce; I’d advise against it. Mercury, as all our scientists agree, is unworthy of exploration. I don’t see why you’re so set on going. Of course, I’ll tag along, but still I think it’s a fool’s errand.” That was Morton Forrest’s opinion when first I proposed a jaunt to the first planet of Sol. And in his own way I knew he was right.


  Mercury, a barren, ugly world, was too hot on one side and too cold on the other for human comfort. What ores it possessed weren’t worthy of exploitation—counting the difficulties of getting them out. And every scientist throughout the Federation had declared it a thoroughly useless waste, impossible to life, or anything, for that matter.


  Call it a hunch, on my part, a plain American hunch of the old school, coupled with a dogged stubbornness for which I am famous among my friends, but to Mercury I had to go. It kept me awake nights thinking about it, wondering . . . I had to go for peace of mind. And good old Mort Forrest! Pals since boyhood, he wasn’t the one to desert me now; we had been partners too long for that.


  Nevertheless, the day I was seated in the control turret, hands upon the controls of the old, battered but still staunch ship Victory, headed for Mercury, I had my qualms. Our departure had caused a good laugh all down the line; even our standing as seasoned explorers stood us poorly. The newscasters gave us the merry ha-ha; and we had been laughed at so much we were glad when the trip was begun at last.


  Janus Richter, the leading astronomer of Tellus, who had given us good advice in the past, had been against our going. He visited Forrest and me on the eve of our departure, begging us to call off our mad adventure, “fool’s errand” was the least of his verbosity as he told us what he thought of our proposed trip. Furthermore, he warned us that the Venerian “Whirlpool” was acting up again. And now, to confirm his dire warnings, the Spacial Bureau on the island of Marta in the Red Sea of Venus was sending out its flashing danger signals.


  The “whirlpool” or “spot,” as some called it, is no more to-day, and for those unfamiliar with its history I will digress a moment to describe its peculiarities. It was an area in space lying in the vicinity of Venus that had been the cause of the deaths of so many early explorers; an area turning and twisting upon itself, sweeping to its heart any foreign body having the misfortune to come within its range. There were old hulks of ships, long dead, floating in its “pool,” and even fragments of small meteors! Nothing, it appeared, could withstand the terrific pull exerted by the Spot.


  At the time of which I write astronomers of Venus had the whirlpool in control; that is in mathematical control, since they computed its mean position day by day and thus kept interplanetary shipping aware of the Spot’s location. For the Whirlpool was not stationary. It swung on an eccentric orbit between Venus and the sun, sometimes a million miles from Venus, sometimes forty or fifty millions of miles away. It had also been known to push forward between the orbits of Venus and Tellus, but that happened only twice in its known history.


  HOWEVER, knowledge of its position had not prevented an occasional flyer or freighter from becoming ensnared every once in a while. Its arms were long; appearing in unexpected channels.


  Morton Forrest and I are explorers by profession and preference. “Pioneers” the newscasters see fit to call us, when we have come back with tales of odd, out-of-the-way places in the solar system. Many and varied are the adventures we have experienced together, but, to-day, we both agree that the greatest adventure of all is the one I am about to relate. Actually, we did little to rid the Federation of the monsters who would have made us a race of slaves; we did have the honor of being eye-witnesses to the greatest feat of all time, and that is something!


  Although against the trip from the start, once having given his word to accompany me, Forrest was not one to back out when public opinion disapproved. His statements to the news-bureaus and to Richter put no blame on me, although rightly I deserved it. Privately he told me he had come “to see I didn’t get into trouble.”


  No two men could be more differently constructed than Forrest and I. Forrest is a fat man, whereas I am as thin as a rail. In ordinary life people would have snickered at the incongruous picture we made when standing together. Forrest, short, rotund, scarcely five feet tall, appearing as broad as he was long, his round moon-face as fair and hairless as a babe’s, his domelike head as innocent of hair as a billiard ball; while I, with my dark Indian face, my shock of unruly black hair that won’t stay put, was as lean as I was tall. Fun-loving cartoonists have caricatured us often enough, making Forrest rounder and shorter than in life, and me, taller and leaner than I am. Neither of us could explain what had brought us together in the first place, although we enjoyed the joke of our odd friendship as much as did the rest of the world.


  We were exact opposites, not only physically but mentally as well; opposites in everything but our mutual love of exploration. And even in that we differed. Forrest’s interest was that of scientific achievement; mine, the pure joy of adventure, the love of new sights, new sounds, the thrill of treading virgin ground. Science baffled me. I could use machines, even repair them to a certain extent; but their mathematical precision, the reason they performed what they were supposed to do, escaped me. I knew the effect, but not the cause. Whereas Forrest deduced the cause from the effect.


  Five hours after we had left Tellus behind Forrest was asleep in one of the bunks in our modest quarters, half a deck below the control turret. I was jotting down the figures coming to me from Marta, comparing them with those given us by Richter. I was surprised to find how the two accounts differed. The Spot was most certainly acting up to-night, since Richter’s report of the day previous showed a too apparent discrepancy. Slowly I spelled out the message from Marta:


  ALL SHIPPING WARNED NOT TO MOVE WITHIN MILLION MILES OF WHIRLPOOL? ALL INDICATIONS SHOW AREA INCREASING IN SIZE MINUTELY, CAUSING INTENSE DISTURBANCE. BEWARE!!!


  There was more, figures et cetera, but this was the gist of the message. I was thoughtful after receiving it. The Spot lay directly in our course. To avoid it I should have to plot an entirely new course, putting us hours behind our schedule. Mercury was in transit across the sun’s face at the present; and I had wanted to get there and back before it was too far along its way. Because once the planet was on the other side of the sun, our journey back would be lengthened by many hours.


  I might have descended upon Venus to await the passing of the Spot, yet who could tell us how long the Whirlpool would continue to expand? Each time an intense disturbance had occurred in its history, several ships disappeared out of the void. But, on the other hand, now that I was started on the way, I wanted to be finished with it.


  To be on the safe side I plotted a new course, giving the area a wide berth. Again and again I read the flashes from Marta, finding the figures becoming more erratic every moment. Twice I changed course; minutes and hours slipped by as Venus dropped behind us. Soon I could no longer get the flashes from Marta. I grew afraid. I even considered turning back, but Mercury’s call was stronger. I went on and on.


  It was “noon” by the chronometers when Forrest awoke. He was preparing a bite to eat in our diminutive kitchenette, when suddenly I felt the machine give a sickening lurch. It commenced to rock beneath me. I threw the helm hard over. It shook under the strain, but the rocking persisted. With all my precautions the Spot had caught up with us! It seemed determined to encompass all space to-day. It would subside, I knew, in a few hours; but that would be too late. I was in for the battle of a lifetime.


  More and more the ship’s motion became viciously irregular, until I was forced to fear the worst: that the whirlpool had moved altogether too swiftly for me!


  I shot more and more power into the atomic motors. It was our force against that of the Spot, which was like a dozen planetary hurricanes in intensity. The rocking and twisting grew more noticeable. The ship groaned in its travail. I heard Forrest curse below as his coffee percolator spilled. A glance at the meters sent chills down my back. For several moments I tried not to believe it, but the truth forced itself upon me. We were no longer on the rim of the Pool, but in the full grip of it—tight-fast! The crazy motions of the meters showed the ship’s power next to useless.


  White-faced I clung to my post, continuing to manipulate the levers, refusing the truth. Forrest came toward me, climbing the short flight of steps to the turret. I dared not look at him. A glance at the dials was enough to tell him what was happening. Fascinated, he stared at them.


  With contrition I muttered through my teeth what a fool I had been, explaining how I had dared to risk his life and mine against all the warnings from Marta. “Don’t be a chump, Bruce,” he told me kindly. “I’d have done the same on a hunch. You remember that time on Neptune?” I shook my head. The chances on Neptune had been excellent to what we now faced, and we had pulled out of there. The odds and evens were both against us now. I said as much.


  “We’ll fight, Warren, as we’ve always fought. Here, let me see what I can do——”


  It was sheer bluff on his part. I knew by the quality of his Voice that he saw the jig was up, but I refused to relinquish the, controls. That was one thing I could do better than Forrest. I knew the feel of the Victory. If there was any chance to save us, I could use it.


  “Have it your way, fella,” he agreed. “How ’bout some coffee? I saved some . . .” He added, “You know, I always wanted to explore the Spot.”


  I could not help but smile. Forrest had the habitual sang-froid of the fat man; but he was honest in his resignation. He would fight to the last inch if he thought he had a chance, but he was a fatalist. If he felt his number was up, he preferred not to struggle. Often I have heard him remark about the pitcher that had gone to the well too many times, when a dramatic death of one of our friends was announced. Take it or leave it. That was his creed. But I was not ready to die. Not as long as there was breath in my body.


  It did not faze me that no ship was ever known to survive the Spot. I might be the one to escape.


  ALL this while I had not taken my hands from the controls. Twice I felt the Victory take a grip, yet each time she failed again. Then suddenly, under my sensitive hands, I felt the controls stiffen to power once more. I did not hesitate, and for the next few minutes I worked as never before, playing upon the delicate instruments as lovingly as a virtuoso on his violin. Unbelieving, Forrest stared at the dials.


  Minutes of aching suspense, minutes that hung on the pivot like hours. At last I knew we were safe! The impossible was accomplished! We were free, Free. . . .


  Still I dared not relax. Forrest came closer to peer fixedly at the meters, studying them as if seeing them for the first time. He spoke. “Great Neptune, Warren, you’ve done the impossible. We are the first to have pulled out of the Whirlpool!”


  CHAPTER II


  The Strange Cliff


  I NODDED. “Yes, Mort, we’re out of there, but don’t give me the credit. Something else did it, Mort, something—an outside force—I swear it!”


  It was true. The force that had saved us had not come from the Victory; of that I was certain. The motors had frozen, refused to respond, and with all my work it had not been I that saved us. Something out there, some unguessed at power out of the Void, had given us a helping hand!


  “Rubbish!” ejaculated the scientist. “Rubbish. We are too far from Venus for succor, even if they had the power. And, well, naturally there’s nothing on Mercury to have saved us!”


  “Nevertheless something did it, Mort, I tell you. You know the Victory couldn’t have done what you saw done. You saw the force the Spot registered upon our meters. Nothing on the planets can equal that. Something from the outside did save us. I’ll stake my life on it. Otherwise, we’d still be in there, trapped, until food, water and oxygen gave out—unless the Victory rammed one of those derelicts I saw inside. There were fragments of two or three ships with which we all but collided.”


  “There’s some reasonable explanation for it, Warren. We must have swept into a current of the pool that threw us on the rim, and the Victory did the rest. See, the motors are normal now.”


  He would not believe my explanation, even when I made a new discovery as the trip progressed. After leaving the Whirlpool, I noticed the Victory was using very little of her own power. This may have been due to some faulty recording instrument, strained in the fight with the Spot, as Forrest insisted was the case. I, on the other hand, felt differently. Delicate as the instruments were, nothing was wrong; they responded equally as well when I tried them, but the fact remained that something else was motivating the ship.


  Tentatively I switched off most of the motors. And I found that we continued forward on the proper course. It was as if we rode an invisible beam that had us in leash, through which no outside power could penetrate; not even our own! And that power came from Mercury. I went so far as to attempt to change our course, only to find it impossible. Of this I said nothing, however. I did not want to be laughed at again.


  MERCURY lay directly before us, a dark circle against the yellow glare of the sun which had grown larger and more splendid as we rushed upon it. Larger and larger grew the planet until its rough sides filled the sky, swung over us, then became a great inverted bowl into which we were dropping. Soon we were hurtling along at the same velocity as the planet, until we seemed stationary beside it. Then we fell toward it. And we moved on our own power. Once more the motors reacted in perfect accord.


  Forrest had since gone to the tiny laboratory he maintained in the ship, and was busily testing Mercury’s physical being, atmosphere, gravity-field, water-pressure, mass, et cetera, to correct and add to the data of the Astronomical Union of the Federation. He reported a thin atmosphere which was chiefly chlorine! His voice was filled with an “I told you so” inference. I merely shrugged my shoulders. I hardly expected more. I knew that Saturn, Jupiter, Uranus and Neptune all possessed an undue amount of chlorine in their atmosphere, but what did that matter? Uranus and Saturn were both known to contain sentient life; so that meant little to my theory about Mercury, even if it also contained that foul gas in its atmosphere.


  I was intent upon bringing the Victory down in the portion of the globe where sunlight and starlight had a common meeting ground; which neither ruled. Here only could we hope to survive, even in our air-suits, for on the sun-side we would have been broiled, and on the night-side frozen, because of the extremes of temperature. In this twilighted sector I had reason to hope for a comparatively normal temperature; and if there was life on Mercury, here would be its home.[*] At best it was not a complete haven, because of Mercury’s irregularities of rotation, sometimes the sunlight encroached, sometimes the blackness of night.


  I noticed that the sky had a sickly, greenish-yellow tint, due to the presence of the chlorine; but because of the atmosphere’s tenuosity the color was vague, wraith-like. The sun was a great yellowish globe resting on the horizon; bilious-yellow, rather. Its light but faintly illuminated this portion of the planet. Opposite the sun the blackness was tinged with yellow, the stars were dim and faded. Only high above were there any features of note. One was the blue-white light of Venus likewise yellowed—a lamp hung there to give light to this morose land. The other feature was Tellus, smaller, more distant, a golden luminary vying with Venus for beauty.


  It was the landscape that held most of my attention. There was just light enough to make out the bleak, dirty-white terrain of broken, rough-pitted rock in which there was nothing to break the utter monotony of ugliness. Hills, valleys, plains were all tumbled together in a hodge-podge—colorless, uninviting. For the first time since our embarkment from New York I felt a let-down. After all, wasn’t I a fool to believe Mercury worth a call, when the whole system agreed the planet was nothing but waste land? Where was my hunch that Mercury held something of interest now? Forrest was right. The trip was useless. And the motors’ acting-up was just faulty recording. Surely no power from Mercury had pulled us out of the Pool. I shrugged my shoulders, ready to accept defeat.


  Had Forrest said one word I might have turned about right then and headed for home, but he was silent. My pride back to the Victory, two hundred feet to make some show of interest. I sighted a spot more level and smoother than the surrounding territory, overshadowed by a grotesque cliff that rose out of the plain without apparent reason for its being there. With scarcely a jar I brought our brave little flyer down on Mercury, snapped fast all levers and climbed down from my seat. I stretched my arms and strolled to the nearest port. Forrest came to my side.


  “Nice little world, eh? You don’t appear over-anxious to explore it, my fine buckaroo?”


  Irritated though I was, I didn’t intend to show it. I forced a grin. “At least it’s the most quiet place I’ve ever seen. Ideal for sleeping!”


  “That’s the best suggestion you’ve made since we left home. Only I intend to eat first.” So spake the fat man.


  I WELCOMED food, realizing I had not eaten in ten hours. I would very much have liked to sleep, only appearances had to be maintained. I must show some interest in my find. I invited Forrest to accompany me on an exploration trip; but the landscape did not whet his scientific appetite. He declared he preferred my first suggestion, so I was left to climb into my airsuit alone. I took the precaution to add lead weights to my person, saw to it that my oxygen tank was charged and my heating units in good order. The difference in Mercury’s surface gravity was not felt in the Victory because of its electro-magnets. Outside, I found that by shuffling my feet as I walked I offset some of the change. Naturally enough I headed toward that strange towering cliff that had attracted me in the first place to this spot, fascinated by its unique situation in the comparaatively level plain.


  But the plane was not as level as I at first had supposed. It had a tendency to fall away on the approach to the base; the peculiar lighting effect of this portion of the globe having hidden this fact from me before. And when I stood by the cliff I noticed that it really sat in a great bowl-like setting, its far edge almost on a level with the cliff’s top, which was some three hundred feet high. The bluff was black, and seemed of different formation than that of the ground upon which it stood. It was of harder quality, less broken and pitted, though there was a long irregular crack across its face, as if some space-giant had flung a meteor against it. I found the fragments of the meteor lying about, fused to the ground; but the fragments did not appear large enough on the whole to have forced that crack. It was not until I had made my first astounding discovery that I found the heap of rubble that corresponded to the substance of the meteor lying some distance away. The neatness of the stack struck me as being too neat; as if the exploded pieces had been gathered together out of the way by thinking creatures!


  More from habit than from curiosity I worked a few moments with hammer and chisel (part of my suit’s equipment) and pared off a chip of the black stone of the cliff with some difficulty. The stuff looked more like concrete to me than any rock I had ever seen; but I wasn’t scientist enough to catalogue it at a glance. That was the sort of thing Forrest loved. True, my mind was stirred by the thought of what that would mean if the stuff were really manufactured. My original hunch that I would find men or their equivalent on Mercury came back to me. However, a look about that grim-visaged land brought certainty that there was no longer life to be found. The cliff was age-old! With that conviction I turned back to the Victory, two hundred feet or so upon the slope of the depression.


  I had only gone about twenty feet when the impulse to re-estimate the size of the cliff forced me to look back. It was then I saw something on its far side to call my attention. It was the glitter of something blue! And in a world devoid of color this was a phenomenon worthy of inspection. I retraced my steps. Imagine my wonder to find the bit of blue nothing less than a Venerian water-flask!


  I turned my torch on it before I dared pick it up. It was a pretty little thing, enameled and embossed, the sort Venerian nobles always carry. A strange thing indeed to find on this bleak, drear world. I stood there turning it over in my hand, trying to estimate how long it had been here. I turned it upside down and felt its weight change in my hand. I opened it. It was three-quarters’ full of water!


  THE outside had not begun to weather; it looked new. But how had it come here? Had it been dropped accidentally from a space-ship, and on being attracted to Mercury, fallen by the cliff’s foot? There was only a tiny dent on its enameled side, otherwise it was as fresh as if just from the shop. Surely it could not have dropped very far, no farther than from a man’s pocket! Had its owner come to investigate the strange cliff as I had come? Who was he? Where was he now? Why had he dropped the flask? Was it merely an accident? Was his coming so recent that we had not heard of his trip to this wild land?


  Then I saw the rubble heap lying against one side of the cliff. It extended well above the height of my head. The fragments were fused, and on one particularly large piece was a mark I was almost certain had come from a pick! Another fragment showed a smooth, flat plane that was too unusual to be accidental. I bent over with my torch to examine it closer. I drew back in surprise. Only a heat ray could have made that cut. It had been sheared from another surface!


  With that thought in mind I went back to the front of the cliff. And I was rewarded by finding the very spot from which that fragment had come. It had been a large rock which, hot from its transit through the Mercurian atmosphere, had forced its way partially into the ground, just below the cracked face of the cliff. And something had come later, when it had cooled. Unable to lift the entire rock out it had simply sheared its top off, leaving the ground level as before! A chill went through me at the thought. I even glanced about me warily; and there it was I noticed the great bowl-like depression in which the cliff stood. How even was that distant edge! Nature never worked with such precision; it was too unnaturally perfect. It was man-made—or what?


  I was inclined to run back to the Victory. I needed Forrest’s support; to hear him pooh-pooh my opinions. But wait! What is this? I had left the Victory a good quarter of a mile from the cliff, well up on the side of the artificial bowl, its nose facing the promontory. And I had locked the controls myself. But now it was no longer stationary. It was coming toward me!


  WHAT madness was this? What had come over Forrest? Had something happened that he wanted me immediately? Why didn’t the fellow slacken his speed? At the rate he was coming he would crash headlong into the cliff’s face. Yet he was gaining speed as he came along.


  For a moment I was paralyzed, unable to move, and on came the ship. . . . A moment of tortured wonder, and I regained control of myself. I started in a run for the ship. Running was difficult on Mercury. I cannot remember that race now, but it was short with the Victory bearing down upon the cliff and me. I caught the half-open door of the lock (I had left it so on departing), and miraculously swung aboard. A minute and a half of waiting is necessary before the automatic controls inside permit the inner door of the lock to open, but I could not wait for the air in the lock to reach its full level. I let some bad air get into the ship, I had to get within. It took all my strength to wrench the door open. A single glance showed me Forrest. He was asleep in his bunk—as I had left him!


  AND the Victory was moving forward! Was this magic, or had the incline upon which the ship landed been too precipitous for its brakes? I was through the ship, up in the turret control. A glance showed that the motors were still, but I had realized their silence on entering the ship. I dropped my hand to the brake of the caterpillar treads praying I was soon enough. A touch on the pneumatic lever was ordinarily sufficient to bring the ship to a dead stop, but we still moved, we still moved! And the cliff loomed large before my eyes. Less than a half dozen feet separated the Victory’s nose from the cliff’s front. A scream rose in my throat as I pulled frantically upon the brakes, but my cry was never uttered; instead with mouth agape I forgot everything as I stared. . . .


  CHAPTER III


  Into the Cliff!


  THE crash I expected never came—simply because there was nothing into which to crash! The cliff was still there, a high forbidding menace in that livid white world, but its face was no longer blank. It was a yawning cavern, and the cracked expanse that was evidently a door was gone. I did not know if it had slid upwards, downwards, or to the side. Later we learned about that.


  Now the Victory, as if expertly guided, was gliding smoothly into the exposed cavern, through its opening on a smooth surface. Then it came to a full halt on the black floor. Bereft of thought I could only stare out of the turret ports. A backward glance revealed the fact that the doorway through which we had come was closed again. Nor was there anything to show it was a door. It was merely a rough, cracked continuation of the wall of which it was a part. We were in a great subterranean chamber with a sloping floor. No wonder the cliff had stood unique against the plane since it was no less than a ponderous doorway into the inner world of Mercury, a man-made entrance, time-worn and weather-beaten; but still serviceable. Yet was it man-made? That was still to be discovered.


  A soft gray light tinged with yellow from what source I could not determine diffused itself evenly upon everything, on the smooth black walls, the floor, the flyer and on a dozen strangely familiar shapes some distance from the Victory. Space-ships! I recognized a Martian Patrol with its fantastic figurehead representing the three demons that are the triad of Martian worship. There was a diminutive flyer from diminutive Ceres, a small though efficient cargo boat, such as those that ply between Venus and Tellus, and a pleasure yacht from Venus. The other ships lay beyond these first, so that I could not make out their design. But the pleasure boat. I knew it. I had made a trip on it no less than four months ago! It was the pleasure yacht of Tica Burno, a wealthy noble of Venus. And a month since, the yacht had been reported missing; believed to be a victim of the Whirlpool! Yet here it was on Mercury. We also had been caught by the Whirlpool: and here we were safe on Mercury. Safe?


  AH, yes, that blue flask. Had Tica Burno gone to explore the cliff even as I had? Had he, too, been startled to see his ship lunging for the bleak side of the black cliff? Where had he gone? Was I to find him alive? Somewhere in the “innards” of Mercury?


  With a suddenness that almost startled me out of myself a voice barked at my back. It was the waking tones of Morton Forrest, who had so calmly been sleeping through this awful ordeal. “Oh ho!” he was yawning, “I’ve never slept better in my life. My vote for Mercury as the best place for a thoroughly successful night’s sleep!”


  “Well,” I observed in an attempt to be jocose in the face of everything, “I hope a night’s sleep is the worst Mercury has to offer us. I feel as if I . . .” My voice broke; I was unable to go on.


  Forrest was up. “Why, Bruce, old man, you sound melancholy. Don’t tell me this place strikes one so. Well, a day’s exploration’ll fix you up; then we’ll be heading for home. What a laugh we’ll get. . . .”


  “I’m afraid the laugh’s on us, Mori. Come here . . .” I said weakly.


  He was aroused at last. Padding over the floor in his bare feet he came to the turret. Wordless he stared at the strange chamber enfolding us, looking to me for explanation, then back to the scene around us. In as few words as possible I told him all that had taken place. As I talked a new brightness came into his round blue eyes; slowly a smile spread over his face. He smote me heavily on the shoulder.


  “Bruce Warren! You’ve done it. The discovery of the century. Life on Mercury. A new race. You’ve . . . why . . .”


  I shook my head. “Rather looks as if they’ve discovered us, Mort. That force that brought us out of the Spot is the, same force that dragged the Victory into this cave; and I don’t like it, not at all!”


  “Bosh! You need some sleep. Next you’ll be saying ‘They mean us no good.’ Why, man, they’re waiting for our coming. They’re killing the fatted calf right now I’ll wager!”


  “Yeah? Well, suppose we’re not the first? What then? Evidently you’ve not looked at those things over there!” And I pointed at the ships huddled together a hundred yards from us, their empty portholes staring at us like the eyes of a dead fish.


  Forrest was really startled for the first time. His first glance about had not taken into account those mute, deserted ships. A frown etched itself across his serene brow. “I’ll get dressed and into my air-suit. Better look about a bit,” he agreed drily.


  I had not removed my outer air-suit, had merely shut off the air-purifiers and opened the front of my helmet on entering the Victory. Forrest dressed quicker than ever before. But for some reason I was not over-anxious to leave the Victory. Perhaps it was merely another hunch, still I dared not show myself the coward in front of my phlegmatic, fat friend. We were into this thing up to the hilt, whatever it was, and I, afraid already!


  I followed Forrest from the lock slowly, stopping to close the door behind me carefully, more to delay our inspection, than to make sure of the ship’s safety. Forrest was ahead of me a pace or two, headed for Tica Burno’s yacht; but we never reached our destination. Something came to halt us in our tracks. The same giant hand that had drawn us from the Spot, had dragged the Victory into the cavern. It was invisible, but its bonds were as convincing as ropes, more so, as suddenly we found ourselves gripped solidly, incapable of movement either backwards or forward; not so much as a finger! Only our eyes and respiratory organs were alive. We were prisoners.


  I was caught in a ludicrous position with one foot slightly raised, knee bent, about to take a forward step, and in that posture I remained albeit I tried to fight the thing binding me. Unable to move a muscle I sought to break the will that held me, reasoning it was a strong mind that had me in thrall. It was far stronger than I. I was powerless to do anything but use my eyes. My vision was reduced to that which lay directly before me. I could just manage to see Forrest held in the same powerful grip. Then I saw the floor at our feet opening. . . .


  The floor was smooth, of stone or perhaps some sort of time-resisting metal. There was no crack in its whole expanse, as if it had been laid in a single piece; yet a pit opened to us, a circular hole dropping into depths far below. As for the portion of the floor where the pit was now it was gone; dissolved into nothingness. . . .


  Something odd happened as we stared wonderingly at this phenomenon. It was the light about us—it was flowing toward the pit, illuminating it!


  We waited, expecting to see our hosts appear from the hole, but in that we were disappointed. Instead, the force that held us bound was gently propelling us, nay carrying us, forward. We were to be dashed to the bottom of that seemingly bottomless pit! Not even given the comfort of being able to scream, we were shoved closer to the brink of the chasm—which seemed to grow deeper as we neared it!


  Now our feet were close to the pit, on its very edge, and still we continued moving forward. Now we were over it, dangling, expecting the end, wondering that it did not come. But we were not to die—yet. The pit was coming up to meet us, engulfing us, gently, slowly. It was as if we were cushioned on a pillow of air wafting us softly to a haven somewhere below. And with us went the light, flowing from the chamber above, making the curved, black walls of the well visible about us; flowing like water, lighting the darkness as it came to meet us. There was just enough clearance on either side for our shoulders. Had we been free we could have touched both walls by moving them but a few inches.


  I was first, but knew that Forrest was above me. His feet dangled within line of my eyes. The fall seemed endless. In a point of time it scarcely took more than three minutes in all, but it was the longest three minutes I have ever known. Still everything has an end, even space, they say. The shaft suddenly widened, was no more. Instead we were in a room into which the light had flowed ahead of us. We came to a halt on a second black floor. The room was a square, bare cell, well-lighted but bare of furnishings, bare of everything, even of an entrance; for as soon as our feet came in contact with the floor the shaft overhead closed as quietly as it had opened to us in the chamber far above. Nor was there the finest seam line to tell where it had been!


  WITH the closing of the shaft the paralysis that had gripped us was removed; we were free to inspect our cell, meagre as it was. Silence was upon us, a silence that aggravated. Forrest broke it. “Nice reception, this.


  Lord, I thought we’d fall and break our necks in that shaft. I’m getting too old for such shenanegans, Bruce. I hope your friends don’t have many more surprise like that for us! Wonder what sort of creatures they are . . .?


  “Creatures of super-intelligence, Bruce,” he went on without giving me time to answer. “Do you know what the opening of the shaft means? Nothing less than fourth-dimensional translation! It couldn’t be anything else. They simply switch matter ahead in Time, rematerialize it, or else just wait for Time to catch up with it. And that descent—better than an elevator, eh? I reckon you were right after all, old man. It was they who saved us from the maelstrom. You didn’t imagine it as I thought you had.”


  “Well, all I can say is I hope They will show up soon. I don’t like this suspense of waiting, and I don’t feel that we’re alone. Someone—or thing is spying on us!” I had that feeling of eyes at my back, and though I persisted in turning about several times I was not surprised to find the room unoccupied except for ourselves.


  “Hum-huh—I feel that, too,” commented Forrest. “I suppose. They have some way of examining us here, ticketing us for future reference. But think of it, man. What a world this must be with gravity controlled, a complete supremacy over the physical and inorganic. It’s . . . why it’s too big for words!”


  “Leave out the words, but speaking of the physical, Mort, I could eat a cow right now. Wonder what food is in their language? Hello, there, Hello! How ’bout some service.” I knew I was acting the fool, but I needed an outlet for my emotions. I wasn’t like Forrest. I couldn’t sum up the mysterious and get scientific equations for answers. My only answer now was the reverberation of my voice against the walls of our cell.


  Forrest grinned at me. “Don’t be so dynamic, Bruce. Everything in its place. Be patient, fellow. All things come to him who waits.”


  “Bah!” I cried, but I was as curious and as excited as Forrest, only I’m a man of action, and the mystery of the unknown sets my nerves on edge.


  Whatever the reason for our detention, our patience was at last rewarded. Before us on one wall, where there had been no doorway before, there now opened to our eyes a circular opening. A corridor dropped away before us, inclining downward. We hesitated a moment before entering, and to hasten us came a slight push of indeterminable source at our backs that impelled us into the corridor. With us flowed the light that had been our companion, again lighting our way. Three hundred yards ahead the corridor ended abruptly, and we found ourselves on the edge of a vast chamber wherein we discovered our first Mercurians.


  CHAPTER IV


  Prisoners


  THE room had the appearance of a laboratory with its vast array of various types of apparatus and queer machines. It was possibly a thousand feet in length and almost as wide with a ceiling fifty feet above. The most outstanding objects in the great chamber were the long rows of tremendous pear-shaped tubes, in which purple fires were at play. Not all the tubes, of which there were easily several hundred, were of the same height, but ranged from twenty to almost fifty feet tall. On the floor, apparently, without plan were set machines, some huge things reaching above our heads, some so tiny that their features were scarcely visible to us. And, in the midst of these giants of science, stood the small group of Mercurians who were our hosts, midgets dwarfed in the immensity of the room and of the machines.


  There were five of them. Midgets, and strange though their appearance, strange the dead-white of their complexions, the square set of their bodies, their single eye and hunched doubleshoulders carrying two pair of arms to our one pair, it was not these features that were so astounding to Forrest and myself. It was their unusual size. The people of Ceres are termed Lilliputians by their larger neighbors since they are but three feet high as the general run; but they were giants beside the men of Mercury! Not one of the five was more than a foot high, and several were a few inches under. These mites our captors? Incredible!


  With the first shock of seeing full-grown beings so tiny we gazed curiously upon them. That they were of the genus Homo was evident at first glance; at least, they were bipeds. I have already mentioned the fact of their plurality of arms; their single eye. The body was thick, almost drum-like while their legs were round and straight without shapeliness, their feet seemed toeless, clubbed. Certainly they were the most graceless creatures it had ever been our fortune to meet; and to add to their ungracefulness they wore a sleeveless, straight-line dress hanging awkwardly to the knee. The dead white hue of their skin added much to their repulsiveness, and no other word could fit them better than hideous. The head was long and oval; the eye, white like the rest of them, had only the black pupil to relieve the monotony of the face that seemed dull, expressionless to us. Yet there was intelligence in those high foreheads, the delicate mold of high-bridged noses, the sensitive outline of each feature that bespoke sensibilities developed to their highest degree. On the other hand, there was nothing about them to invite friendship. They had, to use a slang expression, a “deadpan.”


  As we studied the Mercurians they in turn gave us the “once-over”; and there was no telling by their faces what they thought of us. But I don’t imagine their opinion was any more complimentary than our own. One of their number took upon himself the duty of spokesman for the group. And the language he spoke was the Esperanto of the Federation, delivered in a harsh voice, high and squeaky. Since he spoke without any show of emotion his tones were necessarily lifeless and monotonous; sing-songy. Forrest and I had to incline our heads to hear him clearly.


  “Beings of Tellus,” he began, “know that without the Forces of the inner world of the First Planet you would even now be suffocating within the confines of the Venerian Whirlpool. Our force succored you, and brought you here to safety. We ask no gratitude of you: we wish only that as your saviours we have property right to your bodies and being to do with you as we see fit. We ask no allegiance, for we appreciate the fact that you would not give it. We tell you this only that you should know an attempt to escape our world will bring your immediate death. You understand?”


  Understand? We understood only too well. And one can picture how flabbergasted we were at this strange speech. Was ever there a stranger welcome from one people to another? Certainly this was not the sort of reception to which we had looked forward. The very tone of that cold voice magnified the meaning of the words a thousand times. We were prisoners and were not to expect largess from our captors. Glancing about the strange laboratory I realized that we were in the tightest spot of our career. Escape? Through stone walls?


  FORREST was first to regain his faculties and reproachfully addressed the tiny creature before us. “We duly appreciate your timely intervention in our behalf, Men of Mercury, but perhaps you misunderstand our motives in attempting to reach your world. In the first place we were merely explorers, adventuring for our own enjoyment, and in behalf of the Federation. You speak the code of our Federation; therefore, you must know something of its workings. We come in the spirit of true friendship, to offer to your world, if you will accept it, the fellowship of the Federation of the outer worlds, and to the . . .”


  The little man would not allow Forrest to complete what he wished to say, but made a deprecating gesture as if what Forrest told him was not news; was, in fact, hardly more than the prattle of a child.


  “What you say is of no interest here,” he observed. “We of Mercury, as you deign to call our world, are well acquainted with the precepts of the Federation. Your mind as well as the machinations of your Federation are as open books to us. We have studied the peoples of the outer worlds, watched them struggle into being from savagery to their present state of quasi-civilization. We have seen the establishment of interplanetary commerce among you. In fact, your meagre accomplishments affords us interest of a sort—amusement, rather—but we are content that your Federation believe Mercury a dead world, useless to explore or exploit. That is until the Time conies to change it all. We know the puny powers invested in your worlds, your lust for more worlds to conquer; but we prefer our own seclusion! Were it our desire to wipe your millions off your world’s face we could do so; but we have other plans—we—but, there, enough of this. You . . .”


  I had listened to this tirade long enough. Every word the little beast had uttered stung me to the quick. “Say,” I cried belligerently, “ ‘enough, of this’ is right. What the devil are you getting at? I don’t like your innuendoes or your face, you runt, you. We’re free citizens of the Federation, and unless you release us immediately we’ll . . .”


  An ugly smile slit the face of the Mercurian. “Just what do you intend to do, Bruce Warren?”


  Yes, what could we do? My anger subsided like a pricked rubber bladder. I think it was the sound of my name on the lips of the midget that broke the back of my rage. It made me realize what we were up against. Beings with more than ordinary intelligence; beings who read a fellow’s mind by looking at him. The Whirlpool had taken us, and unless a star-gazer had actually seen us dragged from the Spot by our captors, our world would believe us gone. No doubt we were already reported among the dead. I grew ashamed of my outburst, suddenly feeling as if I hardly cared what was to happen to us. Let our captors do their worst!


  With what followed it is surprising that the Mercurians had seen fit to acquaint us with our fate. I think it was merely their own arrogance, their desire to crow over men five and six times their own height, that had prompted them into giving us that audience. But they were through with us now. They had had their fun.


  Paying us no more attention, our “host” turned to one of his compatriots and spoke a few words in their own language. In answer the tiny man strode over to a desk so small as to have escaped my notice before. It looked like a child’s play-block, only there were a number of small knobs and dials on its top. The Mercurian depressed a number of knobs and, what ho! Forrest and I were once more in the grip of the powers that had seized us on our strange entrance to this strange world. Again we were powerless to make a motion of our own.


  No, I was wrong. We could move our legs, but only at the will of the power behind our backs, that propelled us across the wide room toward a circular opening facing us. It was the mouth of a short corridor, and at its end was a great, circular, bronze door that opened to our approach. I felt more than a fool to find myself expertly pushed about by people so tiny as to appear ludicrous in my eyes. But they proved their dominance over me, and I learned the bitter truth that size means naught when the brain is great.


  Through the bronze door we found ourselves faced with its twin on the opposite side of a small square chamber completely bare. It seemed odd we should find rooms and doors built to our height in this world of midgets. There was no means with which to gage the age of the door, for their material may have been new that very day or age-old. It showed neither age nor an exacting newness. The first door had closed on our backs, but the second door had not moved. Now through our airsuit ear-phones we could hear the hiss of air in the chamber about us, as in an air-lock; then the second door before us flew open.


  CHAPTER V


  Our Prison


  WE looked into a chamber of noble proportions, oval in shape, with walls painted a soft gray.


  Two round doors broke the walls on either side, hung with colored draperies. On the floor were strewn rugs of various designs in different colors, and about the room were set chairs, tables, divans, all the appurtenances of physical comfort in many sizes and shapes, as if built to suit people of various physical proportions.


  It was not the room, however, that drew our attention first-off, but the people occupying it. There were people of our own worlds—representing five of the planets, or rather two major planets, a planetoid and two of the moons of Jupiter. I counted three Venerians at a glance, blue-skinned and red-eyed, identical with us in stature and form; five ungainly leather-skinned, heavy-minded, monstrously tall, bladder-lunged, spindle-legged Martians; two Erosian dwarfs, purple-skinned with great round heads, small thick legs and narrow chests. Then there was a single Ioian, grayskinned with yellow eyes, as tall and slender as myself, with a face as beautiful as a god’s; and lastly there were two golden Ganymedians, with their odd lop-sided faces and roly-poly round bodies. We were the only representatives of our own home planet.


  For the most part the company was seated in various chairs built to their own measurements, in groups or alone; and never have I seen a more apathetic crew. One would have thought our entrance would have attracted some attention, and though I saw eyes turn our way, there was no show of interest or welcome for us. Only one of the Venerians brightened for a moment at the sight of us. He even started to rise, thought better of it and dropped back to his former position, with hands clasped loosely in his lap. But his eyes did not leave my face. I started at the sight of him, thinking for a moment to have recognized my old friend, Tica Burno; but this man was grizzled and old, whereas Tica was younger than I, and I thought my eagerness to find my friend had deceived me. Yet it was he, as things turned out; but how changed!


  On our entrance the heavy door behind us clanged shut and Forrest and I realized we had “arrived.”


  “Not a very happy gathering,” commented Forrest drily.


  “What can be the matter with them?”


  Forrest shrugged his shoulders, but added, “Isn’t that your friend, Tica Burno?” bringing my attention back to the Venerian who had first taken my eye. I surveyed him again. Now the poor fellow was rising to his feet, extending a trembling hand toward me. It was Tica! I crossed to his side.


  “Tica, Tica Burno, it is you, isn’t it?” I cried.


  The man essayed a smile that wavered over his face; he started to speak, only to be halted midway by a sudden pealing of a bell, that sounded within the chamber. We looked up for the reason of the ringing, and I saw that the bronze door, through which we had come, was opening to admit one of the diminutive Mercurians. He was clothed in the ugly dress of his kind; his entire body was enveloped from head to toe in an odd suit that seemed as flexible as silk and having the transparency of glass.


  For the first time it dawned on me that in this chamber was terrestrial atmosphere, or rather air having the same constituents of the atmospheres of our own worlds (Venus, Tellus, Mars and the moons of both Jupiter and Saturn have atmospheres differing but slightly in their percentage of oxygen; not so much difference as to make it noticeable to the many races of the Federation;) whereas the inner world of Mercury contained the same air such as we had discovered on the outer surface. This was the reason for the air-lock through which we had been propelled. We were the only ones among the prisoners wearing air-suits, which the new entrant likewise wore.


  THE Mercurian took but a few steps into the room, and in the common language of the Federation called out, “Come with me. Geirur Ta, Vieru Ta, Jacl Sor and Cadam 01. Your time has come.” In answer to the summons the four named prisoners, who were all Martians, detached themselves from their single, unnamed companion. They went through one of the two tapestry-hung doorways we had noted on first entering this prison, and were gone a moment. When they returned they were wearing air-suits. Grouping themselves behind the Mercurians, they followed him through the bronze door. It was the last we saw of them.


  From the moment of the Mercurian’s entry the expression on the faces around us showed no more change than our own entrance had produced. They were like so many automatons living merely at the will of their masters. Their lacklustre eyes and listless movements bespoke complete resignation. Only the man, who had been Tica Burno, exhibited any animation. His broken mind had awakened at the sight of my familiar face. With the clanking of the heavy door behind the Martians he said suddenly:


  “They go, but do they return?”


  “Where do they go, Tica Burno?” I wanted to know.


  “Where but to the laboratories . . .” His strange tones filled his words with pregnant meaning. A knife-like fear clutched me. I was remembering the Mercurian’s dire warning: “We as your saviors have property right to your bodies, to do with them as we see fit!” Was this what he had meant? Were we to be victims for the laboratory knife for the erudition of our midget captors?


  “To the laboratories for what?” I demanded of the remains of Tica Burno.


  He shrugged shrunken shoulders. “For, what? But to see what we are made of! I have been there, as have all of us. Some return, some never return. We are put in baths; hot rods are laid upon our skins; they probe us; they dissect us; and they suffocate us. For; what? Do scientists tell the cavies, the guinea-pigs of Venus, for what?”


  There was no answer to that. I was afraid. “Tica, Tica Burno,” I cried, “what have they done with you?”


  “Huh? Why do you worry me so?” The quavering voice was suddenly querulous, puzzled. I looked into a blank face. What had they done to Tica Burno to make him—this?


  Forrest spoke. I had forgotten him, “The strain is too much for the poor thing, Bruce. May as well leave him alone. See how they have tortured him.” He pointed to tiny scars all over the arms and throat of the victim. A newly healed welt showed above one ear. It was terrible.


  “Come, we may as well explore the rest of this place. I’d like to get this heavy suit off.” Forrest drew me into the doorway through which the Martians had gone for their air-suits; and we found ourselves in a narrow corridor, wherein were set a dozen or more tapestried doors. Peering into one we saw a bedchamber furnished with two long, comfortable couches, a table, chairs, a mirror and beyond a small wash-room. Each room was identical. Five were occupied, for on hooks behind the doors hung air-suits, and a meagre array of personal belongings were on the tables. Two of the rooms had two air-suits apiece, the third and fourth and fifth only one. A sixth room seemed deserted; and we decided to “move in.” After removing our heavy suits and helmets we turned our pockets out, to find what they might contain for our comfort. Each had our light-torches, hammers and chisels naturally. Forrest had a collapsible razor, two packages of cigarettes, three cigars, matches, an automatic lighter, a fountain pen and some clean handkerchiefs. I had my pipe, a meager supply of tobacco, matches, and a bar of chocolate. I also had a knife, a nail-clip, a bunch of keys, a comb and a soiled handkerchief. Not a very expensive wardrobe to be sure.


  Suddenly we looked at each other and laughed. It seemed funny that we were so concerned with our personal comfort at such a time, but that is man’s habit. Condemned men wish to die with a full stomach. We went so far as to try out the beds to determine the degree of comfort they afforded. They were soft and inviting, but neither of us felt like sleeping. Forrest, the ever-fastidious elected to shave; but I was satisfied with merely washing up. We were both hungry, yet we decided against the chocolate. An idiosyncrasy, I suppose, to retain the best thing for the last. Instead of eating we both lighted up.


  WE had just finished out ablutions when, for the second time since our arrival, the bell in the main chamber rang. Rushing to see what it announced we found dinner served in the main room. A table stood in the center of the floor set with a variety of steaming food. The assortment included the diets of all the races represented here. There was even fresh fruit. All the company were already seated, but on either side of Tica Burno were vacant chairs. He was more rational now than before. He spoke to me almost like old times, and pointed out which food he thought I would find most appetizing.


  I asked him how all these various foods were brought to Mercury, but he arched his brows in surprise. Where else but from the laboratories?


  Yet, when I asked more about that, he seemed to lose the thread of our discourse. I tried to pump him about his arrival on Mercury, but again I ran into a blank wall. His eyes stared at me uncomprehendingly. Forrest shook his head sadly, but he had guessed what the poor fellow meant about the food coming from the laboratories. More than likely they had only to inspect the Orders of the space-ships from which we had come, and build up the food artificially from chemicals. “It’s been done at home, so why not here?” he observed.


  I was dining on a slice of chicken, and it was difficult to believe that in had come from the laboratory and not off the bird.


  With the meal ended we got up from the table and saw the floor open to receive it. When it had disappeared completely from view the floor closed in again as before. But for our surroundings and the circumstances that had brought us here I might have felt quite content with myself, but a glance around at our companions spoiled the effect of a good meal. I saw myself growing despondent and resigned as they, unless something should happen. I eyed the heavy bronze door of our prison speculatively, but guessed at the impossibility of moving that without an explosive. We were prisoners pure and simple.


  I walked from one group to another of our fellow prisoners, trying to find one whose attention I could divert, but for all my trouble I received in return only blank stares. They just refused to be lifted out of their lethargy. Were their experiences in the laboratories so horrible as to have erased all memory, all self-consciousness?


  I went back to Forrest who had stayed beside Tica Burno. The Venerian was mumbling something about sleep, and! turning his back upon us, entered the doorway opposite the one opening into our chamber. Others were also rising and going through the doors, and Forrest and I realized the meaning of their concerted exit as slowly the light in the chamber began to fade away from around us, flowing from walls and ceiling, lingering more brightly around the exits by which our fellows were disappearing. We understood. It was an invitation to retire. The day of Mercury was at end.


  FOLLOWING suit we retired to our room. We were no sooner undressed and abed when the light about us began to die away. I tried to see where it went, but there “was simply a gradual wasting away until it was dark. I composed myself for sleep, not expecting to really close an eye, and I was surprised to find that I slept through the “night,” for I did not awaken until the room was bright with light again. Forrest was already up.


  Habit made us shave; then together we went into the common room to find “breakfast” served as before on the table in the middle of the chamber. The food, was scarcely different than what we had the night before. There was chicken again, the same vegetables, fruit and coffee for us. I could never stomach the gruels eaten by the Martians while the fish food of the Venerians is too reptilish for my taste. The Erosians seemed to subsist entirely on a hard yellow bread-cake wholly indigestible to other races. However, like us, the Ionians and Ganymedians enjoyed a diversified diet of meat, vegetable and fruit diet.


  Several hours after the table was removed the same Mercurian in his transparent air-suit of the previous night appeared after the ringing of the warning bell. This time he called forth the three Venerians, including Tica Burno, and the remaining Martian. Of the thirteen prisoners, whom we had found on entering the chamber, there were left only five beside ourselves. None of the four of the previous day had returned, although later a single Venerian came through the heavy door. He shook as from ague and blubbered softly, paying no attention to his fellows. Once more we dined, and still the food was the same; then the light faded and we knew another day was gone.


  The next day Forrest was among those called! With him went the remaining Venerian, the pair of Erosians and a single Ganymedian, leaving me alone with the Ionian and remaining Ganymedian. You can picture my feelings when Forrest went to get his airsuit. I went with him trying to insist that he should not go, that somehow the pair of us would fight off all of Mercury if necessary, but Forrest would not hear of such a thing. He pointed out what small chance we had for rebellion, and ended with the hope that perhaps he would be the one to return in a few hours. Even then I was ready to accompany him, but when we returned to the main chamber I found that an invisible net had been thrown about me and I was forced to stand by while my friend passed through the bronze door and out of my sight—perhaps forever.


  With the closing of the door my bonds released me and sadly I went back to our room to take off my airsuit once more. I flung myself on my bed, but was too restless to stay there. I approached the Ionian, tried to make him speak, to tell me of something that went on in the laboratories. A glimmer of understanding sprang to his eyes, then faded again. It was the same with the Ganymedian. There was nothing to take my mind off our plight; I could only picture what horrors Forrest must be facing at that moment.


  The hours passed, somehow, although I was close to a nervous breakdown; then the heavy door opened and Forrest in company with the Ganymedian returned!


  His face was white, and his hands trembling somewhat, but he told me they had not tortured him. That is not physically; but he had been put in a cabinet and forced to empty his mind to his captors. Evidently they were not quite so adept as reading the mind as they had tried to make us believe they were. They wanted to know everything worth knowing about earth. In fact, they had sought to drain his mind of all it held.


  “These little devils are planning something that does not bode well for the Federation, Bruce,” he told me thoughtfully. “I can’t say exactly what it is, but, while I was in that cabinet, I caught faint telepathic messages that they did not know were escaping them; and those messages told me that our worlds have much to fear from them. If only we could get out of here. This world is a beehive of industry, and that industry is being directed to harm our worlds. . . .”


  “Why should not the two of us escape when they open the door again. If we stand on either side of the door and . . .”


  Forrest laughed at the foolhardiness of my plan. “We couldn’t make two steps before they would apprehend us. Only a miracle can save us, Bruce.”


  We were both silent as we ate our evening meal; then we were retiring and the third day of our incarceration passed. The next day the Ionian and Ganymedians were removed from our prison, and we were left alone, certain that the fifth day would see our end. It was that night there came a break in the sameness of our existence. A new arrival.


  CHAPTER VI


  The Giant


  WE had just finished our dinner when the ringing of the bell to announce the opening of the heavy outer door startled us It had never opened at this hour before. We turned expectantly in its direction, thinking our turn had come; but we were unprepared for the apparition that appeared. Unlike ourselves, who had been brought in by means of a compulsory force, the new arrival came under his own “steam” so to speak, bending down so that he could enter the doorway which was ten feet high, high enough to admit the tallest Martian. Yet this creature was even taller. When he had had appeared, his head touched the high ceiling fifteen feet from the floor, and his body bent slightly at the shoulders. I felt Forrest clutch my arm. The same thought came to me even as he voiced it. “It’s a Saturnian!”


  The planet Saturn is a mystery in itself to the Federation. Forrest and I were not the only explorers who have sought to contact it in the past without success. Though the inhabitants were far from savages they did not welcome visitors. Any ship to land upon the planet was duly invited to be gone as quickly as it had come. It appeared that the Saturnians were merely indifferent to their fellow-beings, realizing themselves incapable of meeting the people of the Federation on common ground. How different they were, we did not know even now as we faced the giant creature before us.


  Fifteen and a half feet tall he stood, a great hulk of a man, as black as coal. And I was suddenly struck by his similarity to our captors, the Mercurians, for like them He had double shoulders supporting two pairs of arms, a single eye and a barrel-like body. His thick legs reminded me instantly of an elephant’s leg with the round pad-like feet and four toes stuck close to the heavy foot. But there the resemblance to the little men of Mercury ceased. He was as black as they were white, and his single eye, which was overlarge, was green in color, set in a face that might have been termed handsome, were it of normal size. His brow was lofty, his cheek bones high, his mouth wide though pleasant, showing its tendency to smile easily, though actually it was toothless. His head was devoid of hair, exposing the broad well-shaped cranium.


  He was but lightly clad in a pair of short trunks that had broad . bands crossing the chest and ending at the waist band in the rear. But again, like the Mercurian, who each day appeared to call forth his allotment of laboratory specimens, he was completely enclosed in a flexible, transparent envelope. Only I noticed the material was heavier than worn by the Mercurian, it seemed to blur the Saturnian’s figure as if he were under water, or as if the stuff was of triple thickness. I recalled now that the thin, low-grade atmosphere of Saturn was almost a counterpart of Mercury’s atmosphere. Was there some connection between the little men of Mercury and the giants of Saturn?


  As we studied him the giant in turn stared at his new cell-mates, his face mobile, his form motionless against the wall. No, not motionless, for he swayed as if scarcely able to keep his feet, and it was only by effort that he maintained his upright position. I saw one monstrous hand clung to the top of the door panel to support him, and he had braced two more hands against the wall behind him. Then his swaying became more evident. He was growing weaker. His green eye closed for a moment, and he was toppling forward!


  IT was a horrible sight to see the giant form fall. Like a tree uprooted he came down. The room resounded to the crash. Luckily Forrest and I dodged in time as we saw it coming. Then we rushed to the giant’s side. He was face downward, his four arms a-sprawl in wild disorder about him, one heavy leg doubled under his thick torso. We had the intention of rolling him over if we could, to make him more comfortable. Forrest was first to lay a hand upon him. The flexible envelope was icy cold. The fat man drew back his hand as if stung.


  “That suit. We must get it off him. God, it’s cold!” We did not know the truth then, that the suit merely transferred the cold from the body of its wearer. I ran to our chamber to get my knife and the gauntlets of my outer-air suit. For ten minutes we worked, but the knife could not pierce the strange material enclosing the giant. It did not even scratch it!


  We stared in wonder at the strange body. There was no sign of life in it. We looked to see if the helmet of his suit was misted with his breath, and discovered there was no sign whatsoever of respiration! We concluded that his fall had killed him, if he had not been dead before his fall!


  Staring at the body we stood there wondering about him. Why had the Mercurians pushed him in here when they knew he was dying? And why was he here?


  There was a waning of the light around us. Night had come. Habit is strong. I wanted to retire, but Forrest wanted me to stay. “Bring my torch, will you, Bruce?” he asked of me, and I went for the required article, bringing my own as well. Forrest, as I have already; said, is first of all a man of science, and even though death faced him to-morrow or to-night he was deeply disappointed that the giant had died before he could have a single word with him. So many things might have been explained about Saturn.


  I came back to find my friend squatting in the obscurity, now that the light was gone, staring at the Saturnian with chin cupped in a hand. It was not entirely dark, however. With the going of the light the Saturnian glowed like phosphorus, emitting a bluish light that colored his features weirdly, making him something of a nightmare.


  Forrest took the torch, without a word, and for nothing better to do I drew a chair up to join in his meditations whatever they might be. I felt a chill coming from the prone form of the giant, and shivered slightly. Forrest was talking now, more to himself than to me. “I can’t understand it. A living creature, and yet he does not breathe. Still he lives—he lives.”


  I cried out in wonder. “Living . . . You mean . . .?”


  The fat man turned eyes upon me as if seeing me for the first time. He nodded his head. “He lives. He moved slightly when you were gone; and groaned . . .”


  “But he doesn’t breathe! We made sure of that!”


  “Do you forget those extra-terrestrial beings we discovered in the atmosphere of Pluto? They lived, but they did not breathe. Their physical structure was necessarily different of course. They weren’t blood and flesh exactly. We breathe to purify our blood with oxygen, plant-life breathes in carbon-dioxid, the Mercurians live on chlorine. I never thought though than any branch of Homo Sapiens could live without air. It’s against—but wait, he moved again . . .”


  TRUE, the giant was moving. It was ponderous movement, as if each effort cost him dearly. He floundered about a bit trying to sit up, giving sparks of blue light with every motion. He mumbled something in a strange tongue; and I saw his single eye, ice-green in the light his body threw off, turn toward the torch in Forrest’s hand. There was a pause as he studied it; then he did an odd thing; he brought his face down toward the beam!


  Divining what he wanted Forrest raised the light so that it covered his broad face. There was a minute’s pause as the creature basked in the light. After a while he shook his head, waving the torch away from his eye. There was a short silence in which he gazed at us. Now he spoke, and his words were those of the Interplanetary Code. “This suit—it refracts the rays. I must get out!”


  Forrest was on his feet. “What can we do?”


  The giant considered a moment, his eye traveling over our forms. “Get into your pressure suits, first. You would freeze otherwise. But hurry, hurry!” We obeyed with alacrity: and in a few short minutes were back clad in our suits with our helmets under our arms. The giant looked us over and approved. “Turn your light beam on my face,” he ordered motioning us as close as possible, for I was to use my torch as well as Forrest. The Saturnian lay still upon the floor, his body raised slightly on two elbows. I could see that he was blowing upon the front of his helmet, but for what reason I could not guess.


  For several moments he did this, but nothing happened. He was growing weaker now; he could hardly hold himself up. He shook his head, and his voice was weak, like that of a dying man. “Not enough. Need heat, a flame . . .”


  Forrest felt in his pockets for his lighter, but realized he wore his air suit. I was already headed for our room, having remembered the lighter and matches were in there. With my return a low whisper of relief came from the prone giant. He had lowered his body to the floor now, and was lying on his back. Forrest took the lighter to hold it against the front of the helmet. I crept close, ready with matches if the fuel should give out. This time I saw perspiration forming on the inside of the glass-like helmet. The Saturnian’s eye seemed feverishly afire. The blue haze he emitted was brighter than ever as he blew hard against the inside of the headpiece.


  After a moment I saw that what I had taken for sweat was nothing more than the material of the helmet itself melting into drops. There was a popping, like fireworks, and a rent showed suddenly in the face of the helmet. Again the giant gave a low cry of relief, and lifting one mighty hand grasped the edge of the hole and ripped the remaining fabric away, next attacking the neckband so that the whole suit split wide open. He was free!


  Thereupon I felt a new chill in the air. Automatically my hand went to the valves of my suit to switch on its heating units. Forrest was unconsciously doing the same. I realized now that the cold was not from the suit as we first imagined, but from the body of the strange man himself. His body temperature must have been far below that of zero! Suddenly I was admiring him immensely, a man dying; yet he had had time to think of us, to warn us to prepare against his own chill!


  As soon as he was free of the suit the creature had taken Forrest’s light-torch from the floor, and now held the beam trained upon his face. I half understood.


  He needed light as we needed air!


  CHAPTER VII


  A Strange History


  A FEW moments of the light application, and the Saturnian showed improvement. He was able to sit up comfortably. I had picked up my torch, motioning that he was to use that too, but he waved it away. He spoke to us, not in the code now, but our own tongue, English.


  “Chen-Chak and all of Raxta owe you a monstrous debt. You have saved my life, my new friends, for without your aid I, the deathless, would have been dead shortly!”


  Forrest waived aside his gratitude. “We did only that which we would have done for anyone in the same predicament. Who are you?” he demanded, but he amended that to: “What are you?”


  “Have I not already spoken?” boomed the Saturnian. “Chen-Chak of Raxta, I am, of the world you name Saturn.”


  “I know, I know, but what are you? Ordinary men do not die from the lack of light!”


  “It is a long story, the story of my race, but it is true. I live on light. I am deathless as long as there is light, only this suit into which they thrust me refracts the rays beneficial to my being!”


  “What?” breathed Forrest in wonder. Impressed though I was by this intelligence I wanted to know of things more tangible. “How is it?” I asked, “that you speak our tongue, you who have repeatedly refused intercourse with the peoples of the Federation?”


  “My people are thoroughly familiar with all the tongues of the system, Bruce Warren. Long years have we watched your world develop, your people evolve from savagery to their present-day civilization. In the past we have made physical contact with yours and other worlds, but of late we prefer to study and watch you through our machines. I should say that we of Raxta are far more familiar with all the planets of this system than you are to-day. We have . . .”


  Here I interrupted him. “You mean you have been to Tellus in the past?”


  “Often. And I believe there are legends among you that refer to our rare visits. There was one Raxtau, a renegade deserving of death, who escaped us to Tellus. He took up abode on an island where he was discovered by one of your renowned sailors of the past. The sailor put the giant’s eye out with a pointed wooden bar. Later we came in the night and carried him off.”


  “Cyclops, the one-eyed giant of the Odyssey! And it wasn’t a myth after all?”


  “No, and there were others, but no matter now. Some other time you may question me about those . . .”


  I was incredulous, unable to believe that this giant spoke the truth; but now I was more interested in the implication of his last words. “Some other time. But tomorrow we die, or rather we go to the laboratories . . .”


  Chen-Chak shook his head slowly at that. “No more of your peoples will go to the laboratories of the Raxge (Mercurians), Bruce Warren!”


  “You mean you can save our lives?”


  “Ay, but it is your race I shall save, not you alone. Had I not lived, another would have come in my place. For the time has arrived when the Raxtau must teach the Raxgeu, who are the masters of the system. They would break their sacred word: but it must not be so. They caught me in their trap unawares; overpowered me before I could rally, and made me their prisoner. Thereupon, they attempted to murder me, but no poison they can contrive would kill me. Yet, had they only known it, they all but accomplished their purpose when they put me in this damnable suit, excluding me from the light . . .”


  “HOW did you come from Saturn—Raxta? How did the Mercurians trap you?”


  “My ship is outside. They captured me as they do the most amateur tyro, as they captured you—in their trap—what you call the Venerian Whirlpool!”


  “The Whirlpool! You mean it is nothing less than a Mercurian trap, that they control it?” cried Forrest.


  “Ay, and not only that, they brought it into being. But that is elementary science, my friends, on Saturn we—but no difference. You seem shocked by the news?” He added with his easy faculty of reading what lay in our minds. “Have you no idea why you were brought here? Why the whirlpool was produced in the first place?”


  “But the spot has always been—er—at least since we have taken to space-travel,” protested Forrest.


  “Ay,” agreed the giant laconically.


  Forrest hesitated, then spoke again. “I begin to understand. They bring us here to pry into our anatomies, to discover how we differ structurally from themselves to learn about our worlds, but still . . .”


  “Ay. You saw only the few in the laboratories, not the tens of billions inhabiting this small planet. They have sapped the vitality of their world; their population has swollen to uncontrollable proportions. And the time has come when they must go afield to survive! Hence the spider’s web to catch unwary specimens of life from the various worlds. In this manner they discover the conditions they are to face, for unlike my race they know little of the system; they must have first-hand information. The only way to obtain it is through the medium of the laboratory.


  “It is in the power of this people to wipe all life from your worlds in one blow; but they do not wish to do that. They desire to preserve the best for their slaves. They hope to discover by what means they can live on your worlds without changing nature’s balance, also to enslave, not kill. It would have been possible for them to proceed immediately to Venus, to experiment with conditions there, but to do this would only warn the rest of the worlds, but they think thus to keep us of Raxta uninformed of their movements; only they give us little credit for our all-seeing powers!”


  I listened to the long speech of the Saturnian in growing wonder. I thought I gathered its gist, but it seemed too impossible, too horrible to be true. Forrest was the first to cry against it.


  “Solar conquest! That’s impossible. Something must be done. We’ve got to get out of here—we must warn the Federation. This is diabolical!”


  “Diabolical, true. But what would your Federation do against the Mercurians? Your puny weapons against the Mercurians would be as a pin-prick to a mastodon. Long ere you could warn your Federation your enemy would have dealt with them. Nay, one does not send an infant to do a man’s work!”


  “You?”


  “Ay, I, Chen-Chak of Raxta. For that I am here.”


  I stared at him unbelievingly. One man against the billions of Mercury, even though he a giant and they midgets? Impossible.


  Chen-Chak read my thoughts. “You are wrong. It is not as you believe, one man against billions, but the science of one world against the science of another.


  Have no qualms whatever on that score.”


  “Then,” cried I impatiently, “let us start immediately. Why delay?”


  “I must await the return of the light to this chamber. My vitality is far too low at present for me to move, and this thin beam is too weak . . .”


  I wanted to sneer. I felt that the man was playing with us. “They bested you once, why can’t they do it again?” He was patient with me. “I was taken unawares. I came on a mission of peace. I came to offer the Mercurians another world in place of this. I was to offer them Neptune. There is the room they need for their race, uninhabited. The atmosphere is like that of this planet. It needs only a sun, but Raxta is ready to supply that emergency. They must accept my offer, else Raxta will deal with them immediately, and not to their liking! Have no qualms, my friend.”


  IT was all a gigantic puzzle. Behind Chen-Chak’s queer words I felt that great issues were at stake. He spoke of the Mercurians too familiarly, as if they had clashed in the past, as if they were under the thrall of his planet. And yet, physically they were the same, different only in stature, form, color.


  “What connection lies between the Mercurians and your race, Chen-Chak,” I asked of him.


  “Ay, it is a long, long tale, Bruce Warren.”


  “But it will be a while yet before the light comes back here. You have spoken of the ages in which your people watched ours grow from savagery. The Mercurians mentioned the same thing to us. What lies behind all these puzzles?”


  “The story of Raxta and Raxge involves history long before your people had a beginning. Your world was still too warm for life, for any kind of life.


  But as you say, I have the time, so I will tell it to you.”


  Holding the light beam trained on his face the Saturnian or Raxtau, as he called himself, settled more comfortably on the floor beside us, and began his tale.


  * * *


  “THIS history,” he said, “begins I with a small wandering star called Rax. Its family consisted simply of two planets, Raxge and Raxta. The star appeared to belong to no one group, traveled the void of itself, and it was a small star, smaller even than the yellow star you call Sol. The first of the two planets, Raxge lay quite close to the surface of the star, some sixty millions of miles near, while the further star Raxta lay another forty millions of miles away; but Raxta was populated whereas Raxge was barren.


  “On Raxta were two races, a race of pale skinned people colored like yourselves, but as tall as I. The other race was a dark skinned race, almost black, physically comparable to the white race. Both were single-eyed and four-armed. And for ages the two peoples lived side by side, sometimes warring, sometimes peaceable, but for the most part maintaining a sort of armed truce. The white race counted itself superior to the black race. They were arrogant and quarrelsome. The black race was more good-humored, peaceable; but they did not take well to the airs of their neighbors. They were both evolved from the same lowly species; they occupied equal ground and they were both highly intelligent. They were equals, mentally and physically.


  “Raxta was a largish world, surely large enough to foster both races, but it was not written so. The white race coveted all the world for themselves; they wanted to enslave their fellows who in turn chafed under the repeated taunts of the white race, and so wars came. Sometimes commerce existed between the two, sometimes it was at a standstill; and both peoples made a show of getting along without the others. The riches of the world seemed equally divided among them.


  “Yet both races were prolific, soon it seemed the world would become over-populated. There came a time when there was not land enough to grow sufficient food. Naturally each race felt the other had the more land, and there was war again. This brought about a balance since hundreds of thousands were killed, with neither side winning or losing, and for a while there was peace once more. But this did not last and again they went to war, and yet again. Now after thousands of generations, not only were the lands used up, but the natural resources of the planet were dwindling. You would have thought the two races would capitulate now, join forces and regulate their population; look forward to a golden-age of scientific development. This the white race refused to do. They went on multiplying as before, using their remaining resources extravagantly, disregarding the future.


  “The black race, on the other hand, was more sagacious. They limited the number of their offspring and devoted themselves to overcoming their handicap for future races. They had long been experimenting with synthetic foods; for they realized their farm-lands were thoroughly exhausted, and it would take many decades to revive the soil, whereas the use of chemical food would permit the population to spread over the farmlands.


  “MANY generations passed and the race improved itself and prospered. With the food problem out of the way they turned to other sciences, particularly those of ray-forces, for they already foresaw the time when they should need to drive the white race off the globe. Before the enemy, they jealously watched what was happening, and considered themselves cheated in some way; that new resources had been discovered in which they wanted their share. Another war took place, and this time the dark race won unconditionally.


  They may have enslaved the enemy, but that was not their way; they despised anything dealing with the usurpation of another’s inborn right. They simply proved their superiority and left the others severely alone. They had now discovered a means of space-travel. An expedition left for Raxge, and found it a resourceful world.


  “The expedition returned and preparations for colonizing the new planet were in order, but therein the white race struck. They had managed to steal the plans of the space-ships of their neighbors, and as soon as the first expedition returned a dozen of their newly equipped ships set out for the inner world, and took Raxge in the name of their race. Forestalled the black race considered revenge, but one of their wise men countered with a better plan. He proposed giving the white race the whole of Raxge! Raxge was smaller than Raxta, but large enough to contain all the other race, whereas Raxta should belong to the dark race in its entirety. To them it was not a barren world, its mineral resources were sufficient to sustain the people for untold generations, and thus would they be free of the everlasting aggression of the white race. Some, naturally, cried against such a measure, but they were in the minority, and at last Raxge was ceded to the enemy. Loud was the rejoicing when that race gave up all right to the old world and departed as one man for their own planet. And there was peace.”


  “In fact, as time went on the Raxgeu, which was the white race, were all but forgotten by the black race, the Raxtau. The Raxtau were intent upon developing their sciences to the nth degree. They spread over all their vast territory, and all lived in harmony. Their food came from the earth, air and water; their clothing was of the simplest design; their wants few.


  “Now they discovered that whereas there had been a great amount of waste material in the bulky, natural foods of their planet, their chemical foods also contained much waste. They sought to lessen that percentage to a greater degree. They had been talking their synthetic food internally, but it was found in time that by emersing the body in a chemical bath the body was better fed through the pores of the skin; thus the food supply attacked each muscle and organ directly. It was far better than the old indirect process of taking food through the mouth and along the long, alimentary, digestive tract. Of a result there was no appreciable wastage at all. Naturally this meant a complete atrophy of the digestive organs, but this was to the advantage of the body, simplifying the body’s normal actions; thereupon lessening the chance of disease. It also brought about a lengthening of the life-span, since there was less to waste away, and the cells were renewed at their source.


  “ALONG with these developments came the development of ray-forces. The first rays discovered on Raxta were the deadly, death-dealing rays, but with war at an end other uses were discovered for them. Lifting forces, gravity-repelling forces and various other forces were discovered. Radioactive ores led to the first discoveries of these energies, now it was found that there were many forces coming to the planet from the void itself, from the myrial stars. New experiments were taking place all the time, and one day a young obscure scientist found the means of solidifying a ray of light!


  “That discovery had only been made when a new situation throust itself upon the black Raxtaus. The years had robbed the planet of its life. Only the dead flesh and bones remained; the mineral deposits were giving out, water was drying up, the very atmosphere was thinning. The granary was nigh exhausted. They had need of mineral, water and air that they might live, and there was nothing to replenish them. They were faced with the prospect of a dying, barren planet.


  “One solution to the problem lay in the planet of the white Raxge; but it would mean a terrible devastating war before it could be conquered while in the end they would find themselves again faced with a problem like to their own, when that planet also became exhausted. Man needs food for fuel, air for his automatic stoker, water as a lubricant and replenisher. Release him from these outside requirements, and he would be deathless! Yet how? Not even a machine can toil forever; it needs replacements of its parts, it needs fuel, no matter of how low a grade it is. What fuel is there in the universe that is infinite, unchanging? Air? But no. Air is possessed in only small quantities by each small world, and could easily be dissipated. Water? No, again. Water is simply a by-product. What then is endless? What else but light itself?


  “Light alone is everlasting, infinite, as long as a single star remains in the heavens, as long as there is one spark capable of being ignited. Light it must be. Light would be the food of the black Raxtau?”


  CHAPTER XIII


  War of Suns


  “IT is impossible to go into detail I as to how this was accomplished.


  Many years were consumed before man turned his body into a lightabsorbing entity, but proof of his success lies in the fact that the Raxtau exists to-day. Gradually the body of the Raxtau was remolded, as once it had been remolded to accept chemical food through the pores. Thousands, hundreds of thousands, and even millions died ere the process was perfected; it was slow, painful, heart-breaking. And it was a great day when a small group of men found it possible to survive without recourse to ordinary food. Still he was yet incomplete. He still used water, he still breathed air.


  “The human body consists of practically 98 parts of water, and a good third of his body is necessary to the consumption of air. More thousands died before the constituents of the body could be changed, dehydrated; even a wet-cell electrical battery requires water; more changes were necessary. And there came the day when man was freed of his bondage to water. Still he breathed air; he was not yet complete. Thereupon the fault with the new system was discovered. Man was not receiving full benefit of the light-waves coming to him out of space, the air-blanket of the world was refracting certain rays that made it impossible to do without fuel. Those who had gone through the test were now dying like flies because of a certain lack. One thing must be done. Raxta’s atmosphere must be reduced, if not completely dispersed. But before this could be done a radical change of the blood content of the body had to be made . . .” There was a pause.


  An exclamation escaped my lips at this point of the story. This accounted for the fact that we had been unable to see Chen-Chak breathe. His respiratory organs had been dispensed with! The giant caught my thought and nodded affirmation, continuing his extraordinary tale.


  “It was accomplished in time, and the man of Raxta became a perfect entity, freed from slavery, supported by the sustenance of his mundane sphere. The impossible was accomplished. The new man was the most perfect of man-made creations, a human machine incapable of running down. He could not die; for in giving himself life he rid himself of death!


  Deathless, and yet not deathless, for life was his, only as long as he had light. Each creature was sufficient unto himself, needing neither food, air or water. Only light, and as long as there were great stars in the firmament to fill his reservoir, he was indeed deathless. If he so desired he might leave the surface of his world, exist in space itself, unprotected and without physical discomfiture. He was one with space itself!”


  “But Chen-Chak. you were near death a few hours ago,” I interposed.


  He nodded. “True, but that is merely proof of what I have already told you. The force-suit into which my captors shoved me was such that it refracted all light from my body. It is possible for me to live twenty hours without an applicataion of light, but those twenty hours of incarceration were nearly up when you came to my rescue. The Mercurians had placed me in the force envelope to protect themselves against the chill of my body which has the temperature of space itself.”


  “That bluish light emitted by your body, Chen-Chak? What is that?” Forrest wished to know.


  THE giant smiled. “It is what you have already surmised, Morton Forrest, perspiration. Not perspiration as you know it, since there is no water in my system. It is fluorescent particles exuded by the body when under duress, just as you perspire moisture when the body is likewise uncomfortable.”


  “Gad! How long it must have taken your people to reorganize the physical as you have done! A deathless race! What marvels of science a man can perform when he is a timeless entity. It is beyond comprehension.”


  Forrest might rave about such things, but a shudder fled down my spine at the thought of infinite life. I was appalled by it. I did not want to think along those lines.


  “There are still a few hours until the light comes back, Mort,” I put in. “Why not let Chen-Chak finish his story. I want to know how Mercury and Saturn became part of our solar system, for I take it that Raxge and Raxta are no less than these two worlds.


  Chen-Chak nodded his head. “You are right, so they are.”


  “Yes, do go on with your story,” agreed Forrest.


  The man of light only paused to exchange Forrest’s light torch for mine, for the other was almost completely used up, while mine was still fresh. He swept its beam once or twice along the length of his body, then settled himself anew with the light on his face as he spoke.


  “Now while all these changes had been taking place on Raxta other events were taking place around us. For one thing Rax was getting old. Never a large star its life-period was comparatively short. It had shrunk in size and was slipping down the scale to old age. Each succeeding generation had seen less light and heat being received on the planet, but so concentrated had efforts been upon the metamorphosis of the race, every other science had suffered; in fact, man had all but forgotten everything outside his own need. And among the neglected sciences was astronomy; it had been long years since man had last considered the telescope.


  “There was consternation on Raxta when it was learned that our star was waning. With everything else failing was the sun also to fail? But what of it? Were there not thousands of stars to which they might migrate? Thereupon men sought the various astronomical observatories left on the planet. They were to find a star in which the black Raxtau might hope to take up life anew.


  “The science of space-navigation had likewise been neglected, and the people were astounded to find how inadequate their old ships were now. It would be impossible to make the journey to a new star in them; hence men were immediately plunged into the task of designing ships to use the latest principle known to the Raxtau. Word was received from the observatories. Word of dire purport!


  “I have spoken of the fact that Rax was in transit. All stars, naturally, are constantly in motion; some follow the great star streams of the Milky Way; some move in small groups together; more rarely a runaway star travels the void alone. And Rax was such a star. A runaway. What had started it on its solitary migration can never be told, but the fact remained, that Rax was going alone whither it wished. Had our small sun been disdained by its fellows? Had it been goaded into seeking another more hospitable neighborhood? None could answer the puzzle.


  “But it was not the aloneness of our star that appalled our people so; it was the fact that Rax was headed directly for a star with which it was believed it should indubitably collide, a star that was the brightest object in our firmament, a great yellow star, almost twice the size of Rax, although itself comparatively small in regard to the other stars around. Hourly that star grew larger and larger!


  “And computation of the velocity of Rax and that of the danger star advised us that in a very short passage of time the stars must clash!


  “For a moment panic seized Raxta. Death faced us, and we were unprepared. There was not sufficient time to build enough ships to contain all our race, even those of the old antiquated type were inadequate. But there was a solution. Raxta must free itself of Rax, and run for shelter to one of the other stars not too distant.


  “FEVERISHLY men toiled to turn the big unwieldy planet into a space-ship, and Raxta was larger in those days than it is to-day. It was a race against time as those in the observatories reported hourly the progress Rax made toward the new star. At last Raxta was ready to depart her age-old berth. He back was dotted with huge propulsion stations. At a signal the power was switched on. The world held its breath. A moment, a minute, an hour—nothing happened. Two, three hours, and still Raxta remained stationary. She could not move!


  “We had forgotten Raxge, but Raxge had not forgotten Raxta. During the millenniums the Raxgau had developed their sciences even as we. Somewhat backward though they were they had made progress with forces like our own.


  Possibly they had spies among us to report what discoveries we had made, and so were able to duplicate them. They may have developed them without our conscious aid, but it was to be proven their knowledge of the forces hardly equalled our own. Yet like us they realized almost too late that Rax was carrying us all to ruin. Unable to duplicate our machines for throwing Raxta out of its orbit, the Raxgau decided, nevertheless that they were not to be left behind. We were to drag their planet along with our own in the migration to another star! But something had gone wrong.


  “They had failed to evolve the directional-beam control for their force-rays, and instead of their beams falling only upon Raxta they had spread outward in a great fan shape, one side of which fell upon Rax!


  “Thus they defeated their purpose. Raxta may have managed to carry Raxge with it to another star, but with the force-rays lying against the side of Rax, they acted as a powerful leash on both our worlds. Of a consequence we were more securely locked than ever before to our parent. And all the while Rax was falling toward the point in space where the two stars were to meet.


  “A group of Raxtau engineers were hurriedly dispatched to Raxge to find some means of releasing us. They found the controls of the Raxge ray horribly jammed, for in their excitement the inadept scientists of that planet had made a worse mess of them than ever. Even with the controls blasted away the rays held. Our engineers returned with the bitter news that the only possibility left to us was to blast Raxge out of being; and that may not even save us in time!”


  “Now from the observatories came fresh reports. Our astronomers had not been infallible in their calculations, else something had occurred to turn Rax aside, and instead of colliding with the new star it should pass at an angle of a billion or more miles. Stars have been known to pass each other many times in the past. These passings raise great tidal waves upon the respective stars, and, naturally, a like effect is felt upon their planetary systems if they happen to possess a family. And we feared the consequences upon Raxta of such a passing. Could our planet survive the buffeting?


  “It was decided to carry out our original plan of moving Raxta out of its orbit to another star. We were already rigging up great machines to blast us free of Rax and Raxge when Rax came into conjunction with the danger star. Had the new star, Sol, seen and coveted us? Rax’s proximity was raising terrific tides upon that sun; it boiled in maniacal temper over the passing of the stranger. It would have preferred to devour it. It gnashed its teeth, and writhed its mighty tentacles in chagrin. Rax was not without feelings; the two stars indulged in a soundless, wordless battle, tormenting each other in pantomine across the sea of space. The ferment of the pair was awful to behold as each hating the other flung all their forces at each other in an insane race, as both considered they were being wronged, the native star despising the stranger, poor runaway Rax, upset by the fact that he could not even find peace here. Rax appeared intent upon tearing himself asunder. And it was his rage that produced the iron that struck at the shackles holding Raxge and Raxta to his girdle. We were freed . . .


  “I cannot begin to describe all that titanic struggle of the passing stars. Both stars seemed intent upon burying themselves in one glorious flame. Sol, in his youth had his fresh fires to draw upon, old Rax had to dig into his vitals for his ammunition. Raxge and Raxta were buffeted about as upon an angry sea; and had not our engineers remained cool and collected we would never have lived to repeat the tale. Like fishermen playing with a monster, they took advantage of each lull, edging closer and closer to the star of our destiny, for it was apparent that Sol was to be our salvation after all.


  “Rax might be torn in two, but his children were to survive him, for to Raxta clung poor terrified Raxge, depending upon us to draw her out of her dilemma.


  “Details of how Sol accepted the additions to his family circle are unnecessary. Apparently he hated us as much as he despised Rax, for he tried to suck us into his maw; but we were strong, and we felt our way carefully along the rough path. As it was we could not save all our planet, part of it was pared away, and for many years to come our globe was lopsided. Time, however, repairs all wounds and since then the world had righted itself. However, Raxge was torn from our side. We saw it plunging toward the new sun. Though we had contemplated blasting our enemy to nothingness to save ourselves, now, that we were refugees together, our engineers sought to prevent that fall.


  “It is impossible to say with certainty that our forces actually saved Raxge, or whether Sol relented on the eve of its fall into the fiery furnace, but, like us, Raxge was destined for a new place in the new system. Months passed before we could ascertain if we were safe, and not until then did we begin to glance about and discover who our neighbors were. How many worlds Sol originally possessed is only to be guessed at, but by our count there were now nine counting Raxge and Raxta. There was also that area lying beyond Mars where thousands of fragments follow the path of what had once been another world which was disrupted by our coming. These you call asteroids—you know nearly a thousand of them. And around our globe drifted hundreds of particles that may have been the remains of another planet, whose place we had taken. You know them as the rings of Saturn, for, in fear that they might bring damage to us, our scientists carefully fitted them into the pattern that is now part and parcel of our world.


  “WE found further our world had captured a number of small planets of Sol which now have their orbits as satellites of Saturn. But our greatest surprise of all came when we found, at a distance of no more than 400,000,000 miles, none other than our erstwhile sun Rax! Sol had won that immortal battle, and though he had failed to engulf Rax, he had captured him. That small sun had likewise taken residence in the system. The fight had burned the heart out of Rax, and though still in a gaseous state it could no longer be likened to a sun. In settling to its new orbit it had commandeered a number of small planets henceforth to be its moons. You call that ex-sun, Jupiter!


  “Oddly enough Rax was but half its original size, and perhaps that accounted for the two largish worlds lying athwart Raxta, which your ancients named Uranus and Neptune. Both were in the gaseous state, slightly incandescent, and the mass of these three worlds combined to make up the total mass of Rax. Uranus we found possessed four Satellites and Neptune but one, the natural solar planets they have evidently displaced.


  “A survey of all the natural worlds of Sol showed us that they were all of small size, none exceeding a diameter of 9,000 miles. That alone in itself is proof that Neptune, Uranus, Jupiter, as well as Raxge (Mercury) and Raxta (Saturn) were intruders. Incidentally later we found that Raxge had been robbed of more than half its bulk with which Sol had appeased his hunger after his great battle.


  “Raxta was well situated. The new sun was young, and not too far from greater suns, younger still, to which we might go when our new luminary burned itself out. We went about the business of reestablishing our world, for most of our cities were in ruin. As soon as we were settled, expeditions were sent to visit our neighbors. Some of the planets were a shambles, life gone. On Mars man was still low in the scale of evolutionary development. On Tellus man had not yet made his appearance; on Venus life had not left the waters as yet. And Raxge was in a bad way. Its drop through space had deranged its axis, halted its rotation. Because of the terrific heat of the near-by sun and the bitter cold of night the surface was impossible to the Raxgeu. The atmosphere was almost gone, oceans and lakes were dried up, and the few millions, that had survived the conflagration, were huddled below the surface in natural caves, living on mosses and lichens, and a few fresh water springs.


  “Our hearts went out to our erstwhile enemies, and we of Raxta saw it was our task to save the pitiful remnants of that once great, arrogant race. We went about the business of making their caves more habitable, of enlarging them, establishing laboratories to regulate the atmosphere and temperature. For generations we watched over them, improving their lot; were as a father to them, and all enmity was gone.


  “From the first level they dug deeper into their planet until the time came when the entire world was honeycombed and people filled level after level. Time came when they were overflowing the small globe. They looked with longing to their nearest neighbors, but migration was out of the question. They could not live in the air of these worlds.


  And Jupiter, Uranus and Neptune were still far too new. They considered other tactics.


  “You remember I said that once the Raxgeu were as tall as the Raxtau. Their solution to their problem came in the reduction of the body. If they could halve their stature, two men could dwell in the space formerly given to one. A smaller body, likewise, would not consume as much food, nor need as much cloth to cover it. So, as the Raxtau had done before them, they set about to revolutionize their bodies. The result you see in these midgets of today. Not satisfied with cutting their height in two, they continued the practice until they were no more than a foot in height.


  “NOW they declared themselves free of Raxta. Their old natures reasserted themselves. They ordered our scientists from their world, declared they had no more need of our friendship; that they were content to be sufficient unto themselves. We agreed to leave them alone, only we foresaw what was to come about; that in the future they would again outgrow their world; that they would seek new territories, and our scientists left them with the warning that it was not their right to take that which did not belong to them. That should they make an attack on their sister-worlds we, the Raxtau, their superiors, would make them answer to ourselves. Live and let live.


  “And that time has come when their world is overpopulated again. Food grows ever scarcer; they have gutted the planet of all its minerals and ores, and, regardless of the fact that the atmospheres of their fellow worlds differ from their own, they have decided to migrate. Again they covet which is not theirs to obtain and possess. Their nature does not permit them to share; they wish complete subjugation. Raxta has offered them Uranus and Neptune. There we can construct artificial suns for their heat and light; but their very natures rebel against accepting anything from our race. They want only to conquer, to but take what they will. But it is not written so. Raxta has spoken!”


  * * *


  With that the Saturnian, or Raxtau, as he preferred to call himself, ended his strange tale. And was there ever a stranger tale to be heard by the ears of man? I wanted to doubt the veracity of the story-teller, but who was I to question him?


  He spoke again in answer to my unspoken thought. “It is the prerogative of every being to doubt what he hears, but consider, my friend. Of all the peoples of this system only the Mercurians and Saturnians resemble each other in physical structure, whereas all other men of these worlds are like unto yourself, except for some small changes due to the different climatic and geographical conditions. Take samples of the atmospheres of Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus and Neptune, and you find them identical. Consider the apparent age of these named planets against the comparative youthfulness of the remaining worlds. Consider how greatly the satellites of the last four named planets differ from the structure of the worlds themselves.


  “Our studies on Raxta have revealed the fact that the family of each star consists of the same constituents. Nature is consistent. She uses the materials nearest at hand; and thus, you will discover, that each star-system is closely related in structure, in atmosphere and in its elementary combinations. When a foreign body is discovered among others, you may be certain it is unrelated, a new-comer! But look . . .


  “The light returns—I live again!”


  CHAPTER IX


  The Strange Ship


  CHEN-CHAK referred to the fact that day was breaking in the inner world of Mercury. The light was flowing back into our chamber. It was well, for the flash-light the Saturnian held before his face all this while was used up. I found myself stiff and sore from holding one position too long. Forrest was hunched in his chair. Slowly he turned his head in our direction, blinking his eyes as if just awakening. I knew differently; he was just returning to reality.


  The Saturnian still crouched on the floor, resting on an elbow, but with the return of the light he started to stretch his huge body, and I watched, fascinated, as he raised his four mighty arms above his head, arching his monstrous back to relieve stiffened muscles. I asked a question of him suddenly. “Chen-Chak, how old are you?”


  He turned his single eye upon me, a smile wreathing his broad mouth. “Age? What is age? Time is endless. Its account is only for the young. I can tell you this much, however. I was born that day our scientists perfected the present-day man of Raxta. Not a single babe has been born on our world since. We are incapable of breeding in our own likeness. Nature quails at that!”


  I was past being incredulous. “And how long is that?”


  He lifted huge shoulders in eloquent gesture. “Have I not said that Time is not an entity to be reckoned with? I have used such terms as ages, millenniums and years, so your minds might grasp something of the antiquity of our race, but we of Raxta keep no time . . .”


  “And you have been an eye-witness of practically all you told us about?”


  “Ay. All of it!”


  I shuddered as I had shuddered before when Forrest had made reference to such longevity. Life for me was wrapped up in three-score and ten years. I had no wish for longer life. Age to me meant the old awaiting death’s release. “How heavy life must be on your shoulders,” I said with misplaced sympathy.


  “Life heavy?” Chen-Chak was startled out of himself, his voice boomed and reverberated throughout the room. “Heavy—with only a tithe of the problems of Life solved?” His voice softened. “Ah, Knowledge is Life, and, as long as there are still more secrets to wrest from Nature, Life is fruitful.”


  With that he carefully reared himself on his feet, trying out the height of the room with his head, but he was unable to stand completely erect. “The moment is come; we can dally no longer,” he averred. “The Raxgeu will be up to more deviltries this day. You will follow. Come . . .”


  I was wondering how we were to get through those two heavy bronze doors, but Chen-Chak solved that problem quickly. He brought from a hidden pocket a small round globe with a slight indentation on one side. He placed it at the end of one finger, and there it stayed apparently unsupported!


  “The Raxgeu did not bother to disarm me; they thought it impossible for me to reach my pockets with that diabolical suit of theirs on me!” He laughed softly, then glanced at Forrest and me. “Your helmets. Put them on.” We obeyed, and he turned his strange weapon upon the door before us.


  There was no sound, nothing to show anything was happening, but happen it did. The door was simply no more. It was washed out, dissolved in less than the twinkling of an eye.


  Chen-Chak noticed our open-mouthed astonishment. Thereupon he turned his ball around on his finger. Instantly the door was back in place, as whole and secure as before. In terse words he explained the process. He had simply translated the door into the fourth dimension; ahead in Time, in other words. He could bring it back or allow it to wait for Time to catch up with it.


  A SECOND time he turned the globe, and again the door disappeared, only he did not bother to return it to its place. Then, motioning us back from the rush of air that would enter with its dissolution, he drove the second door into nothingness. A miniature hurricane of air from the other side rushed into the lock and prison. It swirled about us, tearing at our suits like a maniac, but subsided as quickly as it had come.


  Chen-Chak was already squirming his way through the double entrance without regard for the tearing wind, and we found him waiting for us in the short corridor leading to the main laboratory of the Mercurians. He was bent halfdouble because of the low ceiling. We did not enter the laboratory immediately, but paused to reconnoiter. There were half a dozen small Mercurians in the laboratory seated at tiny desks situated here and there before the banks of tubes in which lambent fires boiled. In a low whisper Chen-Chak explained that these machines generated all the power of Mercury that was redistributed throughout the globe by smaller stations that simply picked up the load where it was needed most. It was the new day, and the Mercurians were awaiting a new shift to take their places. Several yawned, and looked to a small circular entrance in one wall between two great tubes, where their relief would appear. As we stood in the corridor one little, ugly fellow who was nearest us was seen to shiver as if a cold draft were upon his back. He looked about uneasily, and turning his eyes in our direction sensed our presence. I saw Chen-Chak had already lifted his little globe. A moment later the tiny man disappeared forthwith.


  Then, raising his weapon again, the Saturnian picked off two more without the others’ knowledge. Two more went, blotted out like smoke, but now Chen-Chak had stepped into the chamber. The one remaining midget threw up his hands and started for the door I already mentioned. His treble scream came to us as he likewise was snuffed out.


  Ordinarily I am not one to countenance wanton murder without a qualm, but I knew this was just retribution for the hurts that Tica Burno and all his kind had suffered at the hands of these fiends, but Chen-Chak put me right immediately. “They are not dead,” he averred; “within half an hour of your time they will be returned, unaware of what has taken place. They must wait for Time to catch up with them!”


  I nodded understanding. He was not one to kill without just cause. The men of Saturn had too great a respect for life to take it unnecessarily, and now that I consider what came to pass I realize with what sorrow Chen-Chak did what he was called upon to do by the Mercurians themselves. It is different when one’s own life is at stake; but, even so, I believe Chen-Chak would have died himself rather than do what he did, had it not been for the commands of his superior.


  Now he was studying the laboratory, and, though it was only a morass to Forrest and myself, he seemed to understand the use of each instrument the chamber contained. He strode over to a small desk half-way down the room and motioned to Forrest to join him. “These controls are far too delicate for my heavy hand; you must assist me,” he said.


  Forrest was delighted to aid, and under the giant’s directions manipulated this dial and that lever, though he had to be careful in handling them, built as they were for the hands of the midgets. I was left by myself, as if Chen-Chak did not consider me capable of carrying out his instructions. Together the pair moved from desk to desk. I can not begin to appreciate what forces were brought into being, but I imagined the Saturnian was crippling the inner world of Mercury. Later, when I had time to question Forrest, he admitted he was as much in the dark about what he had actually accomplished as I was, but one after another the great tubes were losing their fire to become dead, inanimate things of glass.


  NOW, I sometimes wonder why Chen-Chak did not destroy them altogether, for, as it turned out, it would have been better so. It seemed he still had the hope of converting the vicious little men to his way of thinking, and wanted only to cripple the machines for the present. As it was, the Mercurians must have felt the awful extremes of heat and cold as the fires died out.


  Almost without realizing what I did, I kept an eye on the doorway through which the last of the little men had tried to escape, so I was immediately aware of the appearance of two more in the entrance as soon as they came. They stood there astounded, unable to believe their eyes. But before I could warn Chen-Chak he had whirled about, leveled his odd globular weapon upon them, and dispatched them as neatly and quickly as he had their fellows. All the while we remained in the laboratory no more appeared. Later, however, when we were to look with Chen-Chak into the vision plates aboard his great spaceship, we were to see that the Mercurians depended entirely upon gravity and antigravity repellent forces to move upward or downward through their world. Hence when the Saturnian shut down their forces, the billions were all prisoners on the levels below. Only by forming human chains from one level to the other had they managed later to gain the laboratory level after our departure.


  WE spent no more than fifteen minutes in the laboratory. All but four of the great tubes were colorless now, and, in place of purple fires in those four, a golden red flame played in them. Chen-Chak took from his hidden pocket a small round glass which he put to his eye. He gazed through it a moment, then seemed satisfied.


  “The way to the surface is open to you now. In the chamber above you will find your ship as you left it. Drive outside, and you will find my ship there. I shall meet you directly.”


  “You do not come with us?” I inquired.


  “That way is too narrow for me, and would involve too much time to change its co-ordinates. I come another way. Go now!”


  Forrest led the way to the circular corridor down which we bad first come to the laboratory. I glanced back once. Like a gigantic genii from the past, Chen-Chak dominated the scene. He faced the central machine that stood before the four tubes in which the ebullient gold-red fire glowed. He bent over the machine with a small bar in his hand that he had pulled from the side of another instrument, which he was using for a lever. With the reddish gleam of the tubes on his ebon body kneeling on the floor, he was like some ancient worshiper doing homage to some weird god.


  I had to hurry to catch up with Forrest who was walking quickly up the ramp, then we were entering the bare room that lay at its end, and found the open shaft overhead awaiting us. As soon as we stood directly under the opening a force picked us up and lifted us through the shaft. We thus ascended to its mouth, and it was simple to grasp the side and climb upon the solid floor of the great chamber housing the Victory. Never was there a more welcome sight.


  Inside Forrest went directly to the controls and swung the ship’s nose around to face the great opening of the cliff, slowly making for the opening. We were outside in the twilight before we saw the Saturnian’s ship, but we did not have to look far. It dominated everything. A gigantic sphere, easily a thousand feet high, it stood on the bowl’s rim.


  Never had I seen a queerer ship of space. It was a deep, dull black, without a single feature to mar its outer shell. It stood in clear outline before us, yet that outline, on the other hand, oddly enough was indefinite, indefinable. I had the feeling that it had no real substance, that I could easily plunge a hand right through it. It looked spongy, tenuous.


  “Where’s its entrance?” I asked of Forrest, but he shook his head. There was nothing about the sphere to distinguish any part of it as an opening. The Victory was a gnat beside it, as we bumped over the rough terrain looking for an alleged entrance. We had almost completely encircled it when I pointed a shaking finger at the shell.


  “Do you see what I see?” I half-whispered as I stared at the apparition, which suddenly appeared against that strange background.


  It was Chan-Chak, and he had come from within the sphere; had in fact seemed to walk right out of one of the sphere’s walls!


  Now he was standing before us, one foot on the ground, the other in the substance of his flyer motioning us to come to him at the point where he stood in the dull blackness. We could just distinguish his form, a darker shape against his unique background.


  “I—I take it, he wants us to go through the wall itself,” muttered Forrest, and I saw for once he was shaken. I nodded, unable to express my thoughts.


  CHAPTER X


  War!


  HANDS quivering on the controls of our ship, Forrest, nevertheless, was prepared to obey, and slowly he drove the Victory straight for that dull black wall before us, feeling his way, ready to put on brakes at the least warning of danger. Chen-Chak had disappeared from our sight within the shell, and now we were touching it. I was correct in my conjecture concerning its tenuousity, for the walls were no more than a mist falling away from us as we pushed forward, swirling behind us. as we came on. Our lights refused to pierce the gloom, the darkness seemed physical, touchable. It was but a few seconds we were in the darkness; it seemed ages. Forrest was manipulating the flyer’s progress practically by touch as his eyes sought to see through the opaque mist. Then it was over. Light came, light so dazzling, it blinded us.


  Forrest, perforce, had halted the Victory, not daring to budge until his eyes adjusted themselves to the sudden change. We found we were within the sphere, our ship resting on a surface that had a slight curvature. This surface had the appearance of solidity, in color it was black, smooth and highly-polished; yet it was apparent to us that we had come through the outer shell at this very point!


  Stupefied by the passage of these strange events neither of us thought to move. We simply sat where we were, staring in incredulous wonder. The sphere, as I already mentioned, was approximately a thousand feet in diameter, and we had traversed about ten feet on entering it. The curved walls stretched away from us in all directions, the farther sides barely discernible because of the brilliant light, but overhead was something more tangible and unique.


  It was a round ball about forty feet in diameter hanging in the exact center of the sphere, yet having no visible means of suspension. Spaced at intervals all over its surface were queer masses of metal and glittering glass, with intricate arrangements of wheels, wires, glowing tubes, levers and dials, and other shapes I can not give name to. And facing us, head down, standing upon the lower curve of the ball was none other than our strange host, Chen-Chak. He was motioning. He wanted us to join him.


  “He wants us to come up,” I said without reason to Forrest, wondering at the same time how it was to be done. He nodded, automatically closing the visor of his helmet. (Neither of us had taken off our space-suits, but had simply opened the visors on re-entering the Victory.)


  “Hadn’t we better renew our air-cartridges?” I timidly suggested. “There’s evidently no air, out there.”


  “Sure thing.”


  Wordless we removed the expended air cartridges from each other’s shoulders, and refilled them. In the airlock, after all the air had been withdrawn, we found it necessary to adjust our valves to outside air-pressure, then gingerly stepped upon the inner shell of Chen-Chak’s unusual ship. Still I did not see how we were to ascend to that round ball hanging unsupported overhead. I glanced about, half-expecting a ladder to appear from nowhere for our convenience. Then it happened.


  AS suddenly, as if struck by a mighty hand, everything went black around me, a vertigo seized me. Never before had I been so sick in so short a space of time. Horrible pains shot through my body, tore at my muscles and beat at my skull. I remember wondering that the human body could stand such pain. Then, as quickly as the seizure came, it was gone.


  Swaying slightly I remained where I stood, enjoying the surcease from pain, training my senses upon my body to make sure that all of me was right again. There was a lightness in my head, a new feeling of unlimited strength in my body. I felt I could lick ten of my equals at once.


  “Well, ostrich, how long are you going to keep your eyes shut?”


  It was Forrest having his fun at my expense, and I realized my eyes were tight shut, the muscles ached from a tight compression.


  “Say, I guess you’d close your eyes if you were suddenly seized by a severe pain like . . .” I did not finish my thought as I wondered if he had not suffered as I. Then I saw Chen-Chak.


  Instead of being on the ball far over our heads upside-down he was beside us, holding a queer weapon in his hand, that looked somewhat like an old-fashioned sawed-off shot-gun. But what magic was this? My eyes were on the level with his single green orb; he was no longer a giant, but a man the size of myself. He was smiling. He spoke.


  “Sorry, I made you suffer so, but it was necessary to increase your size, so the extra-gravitational force here on the control ball would not be felt so strongly. This way, it is more evenly distributed, your muscles can coordinate themselves more easily . . .”


  Increase our size! Extra-gravitational force. Control ball, evenly distributed. What was the man talking about? Wide mouthed I listened to him, half turning to see what Forrest thought of this. Thus it was I caught a glimpse, from the corner of my eye, of what lay over my head. And instead of seeing the forty foot ball I was puzzled to find myself staring upward at the curved surface of the inner shell of this strange space-ship. And there, like a fly on the ceiling, hung the Victory!


  Now I grasped what had happened. Somehow the Saturnian had lifted us beside him to the control ball of the ship; and in doing it he had enlarged our size to equal his. The ball itself had its own gravity field so that what ordinarily should have been “down” was “up” and vice-versa. Later Forrest tried to explain how Chen-Chak increased our size by causing the molecules that made up our systems to expand, thus swelling us to more than double our own height and girth. That accounted for the sudden sickness. I was tongue-tied now with surprise.


  “YOU see, my friend,” said Chen-Chak kindly. “Time does not grow heavy on one’s hand as long as there are so many miraculous secrets to be plucked from Nature’s breast. These miracles I seem to perform are merely the results of long ages of study and research. And still there are many grander secrets unknown to the Raxtau. Who should want to die, when the future promises so great a fulfilment?”


  I nodded. “I guess that was a faux pas on my part, but what could you expect from a savage like me.”


  “You are far from being a savage. Let us call you a child instead. To a child old age is death. But forget all that. You admire my ship?”


  I looked at him blankly. I wasn’t going to let myself be tripped again. I shook my head dubiously. “It’s the queerest ship I ever saw.”


  Chen-Chak threw back his head and laughed. “Ay, I would not doubt it, but in the future your ancestors will use such ships. Long ago my ancestors deprived our world of all its minerals, excepting those too close to the core of the planet to be attainable. But Nature does not stop with the physical. The void is even a greater storehouse of energy and raw material. Each day our scientists discover new forces heretofore unknown to us. You call these forces “rays,” a term as ambiguous as our term “forces.” We do know them as energy in various forms, pure unadulterated energy.”


  Here Forrest who had been silent spoke up. “You mean to say that the solids of your ship are not solids after all?”


  “Ay. Not solids as you know solids. There is no metal in all your worlds comparable to the metal of this ship. You noticed, when you came through the outer wall, that it appeared to have no substance, but was a mist, vapor? Yet, now you perceive that that surface on which your ship rests is as solid as this sphere on which we stand. However, before you entered here, this sphere was even as the outer wall—immaterial.


  “See!” As he spoke Chen-Chak suddenly depressed a small lever on a machine near which we stood. At his touch the white glare of light around us faded sharply, the floor seemed to fall from under our feet. I felt mists swirl around us once again. Unconsciously Forrest and I clung to each other, still we did not fall. A moment and the light returned, and with it solidity.


  “Rays, forces,” said the giant, “held in subjugation by the power of light. To explain how it is done would involve a degree of higher mathematics that is beyond your present comprehension. Light is the only thing known to subjugate these rays completely. Once the rays are solidified, they are as malleable as any metallic ore, and more enduring. You comprehend?” As he spoke I thought I saw a flicker of a smile cross his face, but it was gone as quickly as it came.


  Neither Forrester nor I were willing to admit anything. I think had Chen-Chak said to me “You are dead,” I would have straightway dropped lifeless at his feet. But let him play with his rays and forces, I was interested simply in the material world. “How,” I wanted to know, “did you gain access to your ship in the first place? I know it was impossible for you to come up that shaft. How did you come?


  Forrest answered before Chen-Chak had a chance. “You materialized yourself within the wall of the ship, didn’t you, Chen-Chak?”


  He nodded. “I was longer in coming than I expected, for it was difficult to work with the Raxgeu forces, but I had to calculate exactly the ship’s position, else I might have materialized in your little flyer, or not at all, since the atmosphere here is too tenuous a medium to rely upon.”


  “Is nothing impossible to you?” Forrest demanded sharply.


  THE miracle man laughed as if at a good joke. “I hope that it shall not be impossible to convert the men of Mercury to my way of thinking! Come, we talk, and meanwhile our diminutive friends organize their forces anew. And I must have word with the Heig Rau’ first!”


  As he spoke he was leading us around the sphere to its opposite side. Here a strange machine filled almost the entire side of the sphere. It looked to me for all the world like one of those mammoth pipe-organs of Tellus. There was a great bank of keys (I counted no less than forty rows), and in a great circle were the “stops,” round, white buttons marked with queer hieroglyphic-like figures. Above, standing on end like the pipes of the organ, were hundreds of glass-like tubes ranging from pencil-thinness to a size double a man’s girth. Only the tubes had no mouths such as those of organ pipes. Set above the banks of keys were a series of round mirrors of hightly polished metal. The central mirror was about three feet across, and those on either side were proportionately smaller, until the last ones were no more than four inches across.


  Chen-Chak took his place immediately upon a round stool, facing the keyboard, placing his feet on two round bars that dropped from the framework before him. Pressing one of these bars brought the “organ” to life. Color began to glow in the tubes above him; in a faint whisper of golden light. It wavered a moment then burst into bright glory that communicated itself to one then to another of the tubes, row after row. So intense grew the golden light it began to hurt our eyes, but then Chen-Chak touched several “stops” of his keyboard and the gold faded into blue, a restful blue, that soothed and caressed. For a moment his twenty fingers raced over the machine, and so absorbed were Forrest and I in that play of colors that we noticed nothing else, until the Saturnian suddenly spoke.


  “You will find chairs behind you, gentlemen.” He knew that we were tired.


  His voice startled us, and looking around we were surprised to find that on a yellow slab next to the machine, there were two black metal, three-legged arm-chairs, where no chairs had been before. Glancing at each other we picked up the chairs and placed them just behind Chen-Chak, sitting down self-consciously. We were unaccustomed to chairs appearing from nowhere. Next we looked at our host to express our thanks, only he had forgotten us as he worked diligently over his controls.


  We realized that the central mirror over his head was glowing with silvery light; behind it colors flicked in the hundreds of tubes, a very mosaic of polychromatic flame. But the mirror held our attention as it turned blue, then green and back to silver. Now a form was taking shape on its surface, and a massive head looked out of the mirror, a smooth black head, single-eyed and strangely handsome. The face was gentle, kindly.


  “Ge Hurta, Heig-Rau, dictator of Saxta,” whispered Chen-Chak, then was silent, and a strange voice spoke somewhere in the depths of the machine. The language was new to our ears, liquid in tone. Chen-Chak answered in kind, and for several moments the two carried on a dialogue of which we could not understand a word. Chen-Chak played again on his organ, and one of the smaller mirrors beside the central mirror showed another head. It was the livid white, ugly face of a midget Mercurian, expressionless except for an ugly twist to the thin lips. Chen-Chak addressed this second apparition in the same tongue he had used to Ge Hurta, and again we listened to unintelligible speech, to which now and then the Heig-Rau of Saxta added a word.


  THERE was a sweep of emotion across the midget’s face, and though we could not understand what was passing between the three we saw that the Mercurian was defiant, contemptuous and at the same time challenging his enemies to do their worst. In his mouth the liquid language sounded harsh, guttural, menacing. Ge Hurta spoke one sharp, terse word at which Chen-Chak switched the control that blotted out the face of the Mercurian leader.


  Instantly another vision flashed on the screen, and we found ourselves peering into the laboratory we had lately quitted. The four tubes that had been left alive by Chen-Chak flanked with color, pulsating with vivid purple fire, and an admixture of rose and violet. It was evident the little men of the inner world were busily repairing the other tubes that had been tampered with. Even as we stared into the mirror, another four tubes sprang to life; faint dim colors glowed in their depths to slowly swell in intensity.


  The mirror on the other side of the central screen in which the face of Ge Hurta still showed glowed with another scene. It was a second laboratory within the planet. Here again was strange activity we could not understand. One after another Chen-Chak filled all the vision screens before him with life, showing us unwonted activity within the planet under us.


  A deep sigh seemed drawn from the very depths of his being as he declared “It is war!”


  CHAPTER XI


  Fighting a World


  THE face of Ge Hurta on Saturn faded from our view, and Chen-Chak’s four hands flew over his controls, filling the great tubes above us with lively color, soft shades, pastels, fairy colors. Then suddenly they appeared overcome by new colors, dark reds, purples, deep midnight blues, glaring yellows, hideous greens, and through it all the giant’s fingers flew over the key-banks so swiftly they seemed to have a life of their own. We seemed forgotten.


  “But no,” he spoke. “It is war to the end. Henceforth it must be either Sajjta or Raxge, Saturn or Mercury. Raxge has fired the first shot. Ay! Feel that?”


  As he spoke he took his hands from the controls and for a moment allowed the colors in the tubes to fade slightly. Forrest and I both felt it, a terrible pressure weighing us down in our chairs, a fierce tingling through our bodies, an inability to move a muscle.


  I grew frightened. I wanted to cry out. But Chen-Chak unaffected by the power the Mercurians were pouring upon his ship returned to his keys. Instantly the tubes gave off evil colors, blacks, dirty browns, bilious greens and yellows. With their coming the force that had swept over Forrest and myself lifted and we were free again.


  “It is my power against all of Mercury, for Saturn can not aid us now. Venus and Mars lay in the way, and would absorb all the forces Raxta, which is Saturn, could generate. It is because they know that the Raxgeu dare defy us!” exclaimed Chen-Chak.


  Again we were forgotten, as his fingers worked over the controls. The colors in the tubes held steady. The central mirror was filled with the scene in the laboratory below, and I saw that all the tubes there were alive, the purple almost black. The Mercurians were gathered in excited groups, gesticulating wildly with their four hands. Now and then one broke from a group to run to a desk to work on paper or on a machine.


  Sitting where I was I could see half Chen-Chak’s face. It was grim, set in tense lines. Now he pressed the bar under his left foot far down, depressing it to its full extent, and his face showed the strain put upon him. The tubes seemed wild, colors shot back and forth so quickly it was impossible to follow their flight. Then suddenly all color was gone, each tube was a solid spear of white, white light. Forrest and I had to cover our eyes against the torture of that splendor. Somehow I managed to open my eyes again and focus them upon the mirror containing the Mercurian laboratory in miniature.


  What had happened there? Why, they were in panic! Groups were running here and there, tiny men bent over machines, sometimes two or three were clinging to a single lever in an effort to depress it fully. I almost imagined I could hear their high shrill voices shouting with fear. A few, however seemed to have kept their heads, they were working over controls, just as Chen-Chak toiled, and the white light in the tubes over our heads grew momentarily dull. In response the Saturnian depressed the bar under his left foot even farther than before, his face showing again the terrific struggle that it all cost him.


  It was Forrest who called my attention to what had occurred around us, for I had been too intent upon the laboratory scene and Chen-Chak to think of anything else. “Look,” breathed Forrest, “the walls of the ship are gone!”


  I followed the direction of his finger to see that he spoke the truth. The solid walls of the sphere were gone! Only the ball on which we sat, remained, suspended almost five hundred feet above the lonely twilighted world of Mercury. Where we sat we were at right angles to the surface, our bodies parallel with the livid soil. The strange black cliff that was the entrance to the inner world pointed it damning finger at us. On the horizon gleamed the orange ball that was the sun.


  What new phenomenon this? “The Victory!! I cried. “It’s gone!”


  “It is safe, never fear,” the deep booming voice of Chen-Chak assured us. “Your ship is on the other side of the ball. The walls are still about us, though they are invisible to you. We are simply in transit and whenever that occurs the walls appear dissolved. There is nothing to fear . . .”


  “In transit? You mean we are traveling?” I looked from Chen-Chak to the surface of Mercury hanging below us. I could have sworn it was unchanged in relation to ourselves.


  “The sun, the sun!” Forrest clutched my arm as he cried out.


  HANGING on Mercury’s horizon the sun looked like a great, bloated orange. Normally, it was two-thirds the size when seen from Tellus, but now it acted queerly. It seemed to be expanding!


  But no, even as I stared, it dwindled again and was Mercury-normal. But wait. It had changed its place; it appeared to be swimming rapidly toward us; now it was high overhead. Mercury was rotating.


  That was only the beginning of Sol’s queer antics, or rather Mercury’s antics, for that planet seemed to have gone wild. It rocked like a ship at sea; it danced frantically up and down; it spun weirdly so that the sun appeared first in one corner of the sky, now in another, and sometimes was not visible at all.


  My eyes kept returning to Chen-Chak’s chromatism. I knew that in some way hands flew over the keys before him. Colors raced in the tubes over his black head, sometimes white, sometimes purple, red, yellow, black—every color of the spectrum, and many more it seemed to me, as several colors flowed together, combining into every sort of weird chromatism. I knew that in some way the Saturnian was accountable for the strange antics of Mercury, irreverently I thought of a dog shaking a bone.


  I glimpsed the scene in the laboratory below again. There was no longer panic there. The little men were grimly manipulating their machines, only glancing now and then at a big screen I had not noticed before, which showed them the motions of their planet as they struggled for supremacy with the giant Saturnian.


  I understood now what Chen-Chak was doing. He was dragging Mercury from its orbit . . .


  And the motions of the sun grew wilder. Now it was twice its size, now it retreated rapidly, now Mercury spun like a top. There were moments when things seemed almost normal, the sun tottered, then swung back to almost normal position on Mercury’s horizon. The Mercurians were giving Chen-Chak a real fight, and all the while they kept his ship in leash. He was at checkmate, and unless he could control new forces the battle was lost. Suddenly the laboratory scene faded from the central screen over his face; the head of Ge Hurta on Raxta took its place. His booming voice spoke—a moment—and his face disappeared as Chen-Chak shook his head.


  THEREUPON, I saw him reach forward under the framework of his machine with his right foot, and he placed it on the second bar which he had disregarded up to the present. He pushed upon it with all his might, and in response the tubes overhead glowed with a new, bitter, fiery flame, Involuntarily my eyes went to the sun. A cry rose in my throat. For the sun was falling, falling upon us.


  I could not tear my eyes away. All thought left me as I stared in unbelief at the great ball of flame racing toward us at unguessed speed. It was terrific, horrible, soul-stirring.


  What was Chen-Chak about? What was the order from his Heig-Rau? Was the intention to throw Mercury into the sun?


  Again I looked to the Saturnian, and was startled anew. There sat Chen-Chak at his controls, unperturbed, playing on his bank of keys as if in some pleasant studio far away from strife and world-ruin. His face was quiet now, the heavy lines that had etched themselves there were gone, and I could have sworn I heard him humming. He was humming. In the silence around us we could hear a soft murmur like that of a mother crooning to its babe, a cat purring in the sun.


  And all the while the sun grew more massive. It filled our sky; its horrible fire tinting the landscape below with a lurid flame from hell. Mercury spun at a terrific rate. Day, night, twilight had become one. The planets were a blur of light in the sky. It was the end, I told myself, the end of everything!


  Fascinated I could not tear my eyes from the sky. It was a kaleidoscope of varying shades of light. The sun was a deep yellow. And still grew larger, nearer, rushing at us with awful velocity.


  “Don’t Look at the Sun,” roared Chen-Chak, but the warning was useless to me. Unable to look more I had dropped my head between my arms, covered my face with my hands and awaited the death I was certain would come.


  An age seemed to pass over me, and yet nothing happened. At length I dared to lift my head, to open an eye, looking at Chen-Chak instead of the sun.


  He still sat on his stool, unruffled, hands moving slowly this way and that. The fire in the tubes was a vicious red, but I could look at them unblinkingly.


  The central screen still showed the Mercurian laboratory. The little men knew doom was upon them. They no longer tended their machines, but stood with arms folded staring grimly at their own screen that showed them the sun, a mass that overflowed the mirror. The Lilliputian who had defied Ge Hurta stood before a smaller screen in which a black face showed. Glancing sideways, I realized that an enlargement of the same face showed in one of the screens before Chen-Chak. Chen-Chak addressed him again in their common language.


  THE little Mercurian was without emotion. At a word from Ge Hurta he sneered, arrogance written upon his ugly face. Ge Hurta said a single word, the Mercurian shrugged his double shoulders. Now I felt a new power surge through the sphere upon which we sat.


  I dared a half glance at the sun that filled all the sky, one side cut sharply by the bulge of Mercury. More rapidly than before we were falling toward it. It was no longer globular, its shape was indefinitely defined, broken by the great out-spreading arms of the mighty prominences, some reaching as far as 300,000 miles from the surface, while all around stretched the corona, a glorious halo of pearly light pushing millions of miles into space.


  I found myself remembering all I knew of the sun. The photosphere, the apparent surface of the sun that bounded it, the reversing layer lying above the photosphere, a layer or sheet of gases from five hundred to a thousand miles thick, called by that name because it produces a reversed or absorption spectrum, containing the many terrestrial substances such as calcium and iron in vaporous state, and above that the chromosphere, another layer of gas from five to ten thousand miles deep, the color-sphere. At the times of a total eclipse of the sun as seen from Tellus, it is the chromosphere that appears as a brilliant fringe whose outer surface is covered with leaping flames. These are the eruptions of the sun-spots called prominences which break up into it and ascend to great heights.


  And we were falling into that awful furnace. That was certain. We were close to the corona by now, and it would be a matter of a few minutes before we should enter it at the rate we were going.


  I thought of Mercury. Insulated as we seemed to be from the sun’s glare and heat, by the unique forces Chen-Chak controlled, we were as comfortable as if we sat in our drawing room at home, but was Mercury insulated? Wouldn’t the refrigerating units be overtaxed to the cracking point? I looked at the place where Mercury should have been.


  I had grown used to the vision of us apparently suspended five hundred feet above the planet but that five hundred feet had stretched to a thousand, was widening more. And the planet swayed, wobbled!


  And something was happening around us. The air was growing dark, black, a haze enfolded us. It was reminiscent of something I had known in the past, the far past. I remembered. The walls of Chen-Chak’s space-ship, those suspended forces, whatever they were—were closing about us. Mercury and the sun were blotted from our eyes.


  For minutes on end we seemed tottering on the brink of some horrible abyss, I could feel the sphere turning under me, turning faster, faster, the whole spaceship was turning, turning. Again Chen-Chak’s hands flew over his controls, and the blackness grew, while the tubes above him were filled with pulsing waves of black. Next came the sensation of falling, as if the control ball had dropped from under me. I had a last vision of Chen-Chak—tensely grim, every line in his body, every muscle clearly penciled in my eyes, then the sickness came.


  It was the same sickness I had experienced when Chen-Chak expanded our bodies on our entrance to the sphere, only it was sickness intensified a thousand times. Every bone in my body seemed crushed; I felt that giant hands tore at my flesh, twisted it into a thousand shapes. Something pounded my skull so it rang like a mighty gong, and every reverberation was hell itself. I med an uncounted number of deaths. I scarcely knew when the surcease from pain came.


  CHAPTER XII


  Au Revoir


  SOMEONE was shaking me. I could feel the touch of flesh on my arm, I heard a voice, but I was unmoved. I was dead, of that I was now thoroughly convinced. Why should someone try to arouse me?


  But the shaking persisted, the voice was insistent. “Bruce, Bruce Warren, old man, come out of it. It’s all over now!” I recognized Morton Forrest’s voice, his shaking hand was physical. “We’re safe, man, safe. Don’t you understand? Wake up, wake up.”


  “All over? Safe?” What did those words mean? Ah, it comes back. Mercury, the little men, the Saturnian escape, the impossible ship, the fall into the sun. But how could we be safe? I was curious enough to open my eyes.


  I was lying on the floor of the inner ball of Chen-Chak’s ship. It wasn’t a dream after all. Forrest was bending over me. I saw the strange form of the Saturnian above me on the stool facing me. Behind him a rosy light glowed in the hundreds of tubes. Overhead was the great globe of the sun, normal once again, scarcely larger than when seen from Mercury. It was all a hoax. None of these things had happened. We had not fallen into the sun!


  “What’s all over?” I demanded of Forrest.


  “Mercury—in there!” He jerked a hand toward the sun.


  “I shook my head to clear it. “Then—then it really happened. We dumped Mercury into the sun?”


  “Yes, Mercury is in the sun.”


  “But we—how did we escape? I thought we were done for!”


  “We went through the sun, through the chromosphere!”


  “We—what? You mean we really fell into the sun?”


  “Well, not into it, but through it, through the outer shell. We’re on the other side now. Look, you can see Tellus just appearing around the limb of the sun.”


  “But that’s impossible!”


  Chen-Chak spoke for the first time, his voice sounded infinitely weary. “It is true—we have been through the sun—the first men to have been through a sun—and live.” There was real awe in his voice. He went on speaking as if thinking aloud. “Men of Raxta said it could be done by attaining a velocity of a speed more than that of light itself . . .”


  “Lord! And Mercury fell in there!”


  “They fought to the end, refusing to believe it could be done; they refused to admit defeat, to bow to the supremacy of the Raxtau! It is better so. No man has the right to enslave another.”


  Forrest and I added “Amen.” It was true, men most live in harmony, in brotherhood, not in strife and slavery. The solar system was too small to contain such creatures as the Mercurians. I remembered Tica Burno, and those other living test-tubes. They were revenged, the future saved.


  “But wait,” I cried. “We have been taught that each planet has its place in the system, that each is a cog necessary to the balance of all. How could Mercury fall and not affect the others?” Chen-Chak shook his head. “The whole system was affected, but my people were guarding them; they did not permit them to fall. You will find changes, some, I think, for the best.”


  I found myself shivering, my head was in a whirl. “I want sleep, I can’t think,” I cried out.


  The Saturnian nodded, his face was kindly, fatherly. “A few minutes and you shall be home, my friends, on your own familiar world,” and as he spoke he turned to his controls.


  I may have slept. I do not know, but I was aroused by the deep voice of our host. “You have arrived, my friends,” he said.


  I JUMPED at the sound of his voice, and saw that Forrest had been deeply wrapped in his thoughts. He almost jumped from his seat at the sound of that heavy voice. We both stared across the few million miles separating us from our own world. Behind us glowered a turbulent sun, its heaving tentacles painting space in a raw gash of color. It seemed more radiant than ever, its prominences higher, less controlled. Was Sol having a fit of indigestion after its heavy meal? It appeared closer to Tellus than usual.


  Later we learned what had happened during the fall of Mercury. Tellus had dropped fourteen million miles nearer the sun in one awful moment, Venus six million. Our world was to profit by the change in the future, but now the terrific storms occasioned by Mercury’s going had not subsided. From our position we could not see a single physical feature, earth and water were shrouded in thick clouds.


  Forrest spoke. “I had hoped, Chen-Chak, that you would invite us to your world.”


  The Saturnian or Raxtau was silent a moment. “I believe you are needed more on your planet for the present, Morton Forrest. There is much you can explain there. I shall not say you are unwelcome on my world.


  “Now you must go.”


  As he finished speaking he rose from his stool and picked up the rifle-like affair with which he had raised us from the t inner shell of his ship to the control globe on which we stood. We made our adieux, and as he turned his instrument upon us we felt that awful sickness of his ray, as it reduced our bodies to normal size. We found ourselves standing once again on the solid floor beside the Victory. Chen-Chak stood on the globe waving one monstrous hand from the air-lock of his ship.


  Forrest took his place before the controls, and the walls under us melted away. Slowly the Victory drove through the swirling mists, and we popped into space once more. Together we turned our eyes to look at the giant sphere, but it was gone. Gone completely!


  THE END


  [*] Although Mercury’s period of rotation is the same as that of its revolution, it moves in its orbit so as to fulfill the laws of areas, its motion of revolution sometimes slower, sometimes faster than average. Thus the same face is not always exactly to the sun; for some times it is 23° ahead of its mean position in its orbit and sometimes tace verta, for Mercury has a libration of 23°.7. Hence there is 132°.6 of longitude upon which the sun always shines, an equal amount where it never shines, and two zones 47°.4 wide in which there is alternating day and night with a period equal to the planet’s revolution around the sun.


  THE STELLAR EXODUS


  Oliver E. Saari


  Far out in space Miza-131 watched the dwindling image of the third planet


  MIZA-131 could not repress a shiver as he contemplated the thought image he was receiving from the mechanical eye outside the caverns. A convulsive ripple passed over his fluid, spherical body, and his glistening surface film became dulled for a moment.


  For he was viewing a landscape enshrouded in glacial cold. Sharp spires of frozen matter thrust themselves into the sky with painful ruggedness; even the life-giving silicon compounds, which had once flowed in great rivers on the surface of the planet, had now succumbed to the cold. Already the atmosphere of mercury vapor was condensing, dotting the land with frigid pools, and an atmosphere of lighter gases had taken its place. Indeed the temperature outside was approaching that of outer space!


  The planet was dying! The weak rays of a waning Sun were no longer able to support life upon it. Only in deep, insulated caverns did the last remnants of life survive; and it was necessary to heat these refuges with atomic engines, the fuel for which was rapidly becoming exhausted.


  The history of Miza’s people was a tale of continuous struggle with cold; for heat was life to them, the only source of their bodily energy. Many ages ago, when the Sun was young, they had lived on the outermost of the system’s nine planets. There they had risen from savagery to civilization; they had discovered science. A few thousand years—and the years of that planet had been long indeed—of scientific endeavor had brought forth the discovery of atomic energy as liberated from radium, which practically freed the race from nature, and enabled them to fly to other planets.


  But even then the Sun was beginning its cooling decline. The outer planet was growing cold; the people, knowing that the supply of fuel for their atomic heaters could not last indefinitely, moved Sunward to the neighboring planet, which was still in its youth.


  Rather than live in sealed caverns, they tried to adjust themselves to the new conditions, with the result that the struggle took them down the evolutionary ladder to the lowest depths of savagery, and they lost all their science.


  For many generations the spark of intelligence burned low, but it had not been extinguished. In the second rise to civilization the race evolved to fit the conditions of the planet; their bodies adjusted themselves to its gravity, atmosphere, and temperature. They rediscovered secrets of nature, and again liberated atomic energy—this time from uranium. But they had forgotten that the outermost planet, which was now cold and lifeless, had once been their home; and it was not until they visited there and discovered the records of the ancient race that they learned the truth.


  Thus, through millions of generations, the race had clung tenaciously to life—migrating Sunward, huddling closer to the dying Sun. Now they were again on a dying planet, but this time there was no planet nearer the Sun to which to go! They had done everything in their power to preserve the race; they had stopped the planet in its rotation so that one side faced constantly toward the Sun; and when the Sun could no longer keep this side warm enough, they had built the sealed caverns.


  Again Miza-131 shuddered. But his meditation was broken by another thought message, which caused the picture of desolation to fade from his mind. The message came, with astounding volume, from a crystal globe that hung by no visible means of support over a concave mirror of some strange, silvery substance, in the center of the room.


  “The council will consider your proposal now.”


  MIZA floated across the room to a position between the crystal globe and the mirror. He extended a pseudopod from his body and fondled a facet of the crystal. The appearance of the mirror beneath him changed gradually, and soon he appeared to be floating over a black void in which hung thousands of spherical bodies, their aurae flaming magnificently. The entire planetary council was gathered here, each member sending a mental image of himself to the crystal globe from wherever he happened to be. The globe changed the mental images to visual images, projecting these upon the mirror. This was done because a visual image helped greatly in direct thought transference, variation in the color of the aura being a sort of language of these creatures.


  “Greetings!” thought Miza; and this thought was carried via the globe to the multitude. “Some of you, perhaps, know why I have summoned this hearing. You know that this which I have to say is of vital importance to the future of the race; therefore, I beg your closest attendance.


  “You, the supreme planetary council, know that the existing supply of atomic fuel is very limited. Thus far we have been unable to extract atomic energy from the lighter elements; only radium, uranium, thorium, and polonium can be used in our burners, and these our ancient forefathers removed from the entire solar system and brought to this last planet. Perhaps some tiny quantities of these elements remain on the other planets, but to seek them is futile. And without fuel for our atomic burners, our caverns must soon grow cold and our people perish.


  “Therefore, there are three courses open to us: the first, and simplest, would be to peacefully await the end, which cannot be more than a few generations off; the second course would be to move our planet closer to the Sun. This would be both difficult and dangerous, and would prolong our life for but a few thousand generations.


  “But there is a third course that, I think, would be most desirable of all. You, as the supreme council of all knowledge, know of the star 107-6-14, which, as its numerical classification implies, is one of the younger suns, the sixth nearest star to our Sun, surrounded by fourteen planets as far as we have been able to observe. This star has a small companion of very great density, and they revolve around their common center of gravity, around which the planets also revolve.[*] The planet which is twelfth in order from the suns should be habitable at present.


  “Should we be able to reach this star, we would be assured of a comfortable home for millions of generations to come!


  “Although we have not traveled to the other planets of our solar system for ages—there having been no reason to visit the lifeless, barren worlds—we have kept up the study and improvement of space flight. I am convinced that all of our people can be transported to this star! Those of you who have specialized in the sciences of space flight, stellar mathematics and atomic energy may check my proofs.”


  There was no burst of mental applause from the audience; but neither was there any sign of skepticism. The supreme council was far above such expressions of emotion. The council was wrapped in thought for an indefinable time, as its united mind and the mind of Miza merged into one. The lone scientist thought out his proofs, and the various members of the council meditated upon the factors which belonged in their special fields of science.


  For a long time Miza hung beneath the crystal globe, waiting. Then came through a message that caused his aura to flame in joyous brilliance.


  “The council recognizes the possibility and necessity of the venture. Work upon the ships will begin immediately!”


  TWENTY-SEVEN great metal spheres ripped through the planet’s atmosphere and emerged into airless space. Their surfaces were polished to the nth degree, for a polished surface radiates away less heat than an unpolished one. Faint, misty beams of radiance streamed out behind the ships; particles of matter shot outward at the speed of light, or nearly so, to obtain the maximum reaction possible.


  Each sphere was a little world in itself, populated with hundreds of spherical beings, who darted about amid the massive machinery, flashing out pseudopod upon pseudopod to levers and switches. Hundreds of thousands of like beings lay in suspended animation in the bowels of the great ships. The rest of the space within the spheres was taken up by fuel. What was fuel for the ship was fuel for the crew, for these creatures depended upon heat for their sustenance, and part of the fuel was converted into heat when its energy was released.


  Miza-131 peered intently through a great light-amplifying telescope.


  “We shall pass near the third planet of this system while we are counteracting the speed of our erstwhile planet’s motion,” he remarked to his single companion in the observation chamber of the space sphere. “I have caused this to happen purposely, for there are features upon the third planet’s surface which puzzle me. The planet is covered mostly by liquid water, and the temperature there must be entirely too low for the remotest possibility of life. But the solid part of the surface presents a perplexing puzzle. There are variations in color which cannot be accounted for by mineral formations; moreover, the photographs show a strange regularity in parts, a series of fine, crisscross lines being sometimes visible.”


  JULIUS B. MILDEW was a very ordinary man. Certainly there was nothing about him to suggest that before another day had passed he would be plunged into the strangest adventure ever to befall a human being. Even he himself, as he battled his morning grapefruit and read the paper, had no conception of what was to happen. Yet, the newspaper he held at the end of his prominent nose simply blared out the key to the whole affair. In letters an inch and a half tall the headlines screamed:


  MYSTERIOUS SPHERES STILL


  APPROACHING


  
    If their present speed and direction continues, Earth may expect visitors from Mercury, astronomer says.

  


  Julius laid the paper aside. Perhaps he would have read the article if he hadn’t been in a hurry, having slept late as usual.


  It was when he kissed his wife a hurried good-by that it happened. From somewhere in the distance came a deep rumble, which quickly grew to a great roaring, rushing noise almost directly overhead. The ground started shaking a little, or at least the house was swaying on its foundations; and Mrs. Mildew let out a high-pitched scream as she attempted to save a prize antique vase that crashed to the floor despite her efforts. Several windows burst inward. The morning Sun was blotted out by an immense dark mass in the sky.


  Bravely leaving his fainting wife—it was a brave act, considering what its consequences would be when the good lady regained her senses—Julius rushed out on the front porch of his cottage, which was located just outside the city limits, and gaped upward. His eyes bulged in horror at the colossal shape that hung above him.


  It was a metal sphere, smooth, silvery; but its size was quite impossible. Julius would have sworn it was more than a mile in diameter, and if he had read his morning paper he would have known it was more than a mile and a half. It was one of the mysterious spheres from Mercury!


  Now, a mistiness appeared in the portion of the metal surface near him; it surrounded a black opening from which dropped a smaller sphere, an exact replica of the large one, about twenty feet in diameter. It fell like a plummet, directly toward the bald spot on Julius’ head! With a scream of horror, he tried to turn about, to rush back into the house, but his muscles failed to obey.


  The small sphere was quite near, now. It paused about a foot from the ground, directly in front of the man, suspended in the air by three beams of blinding radiance; then an opening appeared in its side.


  Julius’ fainting senses brought him a sensation of terrific, blistering heat emanating from the opening; then something seemed to snatch him off his feet as he sank into unconsciousness——


  SLOWLY, he struggled back to painful consciousness. At first he could think only of the heat. His face and hands were covered with painful burns, and his clothing had begun to smolder. But it was a bit cooler now, though it was still too hot for comfort. He looked around dazedly.


  He was in a cubical cage about ten feet on a side, made of some transparent substance—mica, thought Julius. Through an opening at the top a stream of cooler air was blowing, escaping through slits in the floor. He touched a wall and found it was unbearably hot.


  Outside his cage billowed a strange, murky atmosphere, glowing faintly blue with a reddish tinge. Near enough to be visible through the semiopaque gas were several spherical objects about three feet in diameter, each being surrounded by an intense blue-violet aura. They darted about near his little prison, propelling themselves by no visible means.


  Physically, Julius was rather above the average modern middle-aged man. Many another would have succumbed to the extreme temperature to which he had been subjected. But the shock of his strange surroundings, added to the pain of his burns, was too much for his modest composition, and he again felt himself losing his grasp on consciousness.


  “Strange being, we are from the first planet of this system. We are leaving this star because it is no longer able to support us. Your planet is cold beyond all possibility for life, and yet you live and even have an intelligence of a sort. When subjected to normal temperature, your mind registers extreme discomfort. Are there many others on this planet like you?”


  Julius was quite ready to disbelieve his ears when he realized that he had not heard this strange message through them. It had been entirely mental. He passed it off as a figment of his imagination, but unconsciously he considered the question. What was that about a dying Sun? He remembered a lecture he had once heard in which the man had said: “Our Sun is in its early middle age. We can be assured that it will radiate enough heat to support life on Earth for millions of years to come.” And, in answer to the last question, he thought of cities teeming with life, human and otherwise, of countrysides covered with vegetation, roamed over by animals of every size and——


  For a few moments he noted a strange, agitated motion among the glowing spheres outside. One approached his mica cage and touched the transparent wall with a sort of pseudopod which it extended from the smooth surface of its body. But the extended member was quickly withdrawn.


  “Your cage is cold, strange being; yet your thoughts are impregnated with sensations of extreme heat!”


  This time Julius did not doubt that the message was foreign to his brain. His senses reeling, his burns forgotten, he stared at the glowing spheres. Then again he felt the heat. Sweat was flowing from every pore in his body, and his burned skin was forming painful blisters. He sank to his knees. Vaguely, he noticed a sudden increase in the activity of the creatures outside. Then he felt a faint sense of motion, of dropping through bottomless space at inconceivable speed——


  He was dreaming that a Gargantuan monster was roasting him in an oven for dinner, when next he awoke. He looked straight into the anxious eyes of his wife, who was gently adjusting the cool, white sheets between which he lay. And a white-uniformed attendant was ushering out several gentlemen, who looked very much like newspaper reporters.


  Julius’ wife was saying over and over: “He must not be disturbed.”


  And weeks later, when his burns had begun to heal, he was interviewed by world-famous scientists, by newspapermen, by whole scientific societies, and by representatives of film companies. For Earth’s sole representative to the visitors from Mercury must receive just recognition.


  A summarized account of the events of that fateful day, when the visitors from Mercury stopped upon the Earth, is as follows:


  
    The twenty-seven great spheres, which had been under observation for several days, came within two hundred miles of the Earth’s surface on June 12, 1944. There they hung motionless, while one descended into the atmosphere, to a spot over the city of Detroit, Michigan. The experiences of Julius B. Mildew, whom the Mercurians kept within their sphere for an hour, have been related elsewhere. The sphere then rejoined its companions. The twenty-seven great ships headed away from Earth at an accelerating speed. When last seen they were apparently building up speed toward the star Sirius.

  


  FAR OUT IN SPACE Miza-131 watched the dwindling image of the third planet. He was making a complete vibratory record of the great exodus. As he recorded the discoveries he had made on the third planet of the solar system, he inserted a theory of his own in explanation of the strange form of life that had been found there.


  “We had thought that we were leaving behind a lifeless solar system. To us and our form of life the Sun was aged beyond capability of supporting life upon its planets.


  “But to the creatures which we found on the third planet, the Sun was young! Whereas we depend upon heat for our sustenance, these beings exist and live by means of a constant chemical action going on within their bodies; therefore, they could survive at a far lower temperature than we.


  “If life has a special function in the order of things, as it must have, would it not be foolish to suppose that Nature had confined it to the very narrow limits to which we must conform?


  “Perhaps sometime those beings of the third planet will also leave the system in search of a new sun; but they will not leave it lifeless; for another form of life more suited to the existing conditions will have taken their place!


  “Even when the Sun has cooled to a faint cinder, there will be life upon the planets. In a temperature very near absolute zero they will exist and think of themselves as the final result of Nature’s planning. Perhaps they shall discover the ultimate goal of life which we, with all our attainment, have yet been unable to do. Perhaps the Sun itself will be the final abode of life. We do not know; we can only wait and struggle to survive according to the immutable law which Nature has placed upon us!”


  [*] The star referred to is Sirius, which is 8.65 light years distant from our Sun, and 26.3 times as bright. Man’s instruments have been unable to discover the “fourteen planets,” as yet.


  MERCUTIAN ADVENTURE


  Raymond Z. Gallun


  The story on which our MUTANT cover is based—two humans against an inhospitable world.


  EVERYTHING’S going to turn out fine, Lois,” Jess Chandon had said to his young bride. “I’ve read up on Mercury, and it’s a swell place for a couple of people to make money! Scientists have talked a lot about that world not being worth a darn—but I’ve got an idea!


  “Those mountains of Mercury, those blazing and almost airless deserts, those funny plants in the Twilight Belt, those cold stars of the night hemisphere! There’s romance in all that stuff, darling! Everybody likes the glamour of far-off places, even though they can’t see them first-hand. That’s where we come in. We’re going to take pictures on Mercury—artistic pictures portraying the mood of that grim little planet—and we’re going to bring them back to Earth and sell them to syndicates!”


  Jess Chandon had been full of youthful enthusiasm. He was only twenty-two at the outset. And Lois, three years younger, had responded to his feelings with eager hope, behind which was a lust for adventure which was no less compelling than her husband’s. For Lois Parker Chandon was a tomboy at heart.


  “There’s competition, of course,” she had said. “I’ve seen Mercury-pictures before. But I didn’t think any of them were very good. We can do a lot better. I’m with you, Jess—all the way—even if it takes our last cent!”


  They’d bought a small and ancient spaceboat with the few thousand dollars they had between them. Once the ship had been named The Pegasus; long since it had lost much of the quality that had made that name appropriate. More appropriately they had rechristened it—Old Grouchy.


  Old Grouchy hadn’t failed them in its greatest test. It had taken them from Earth—across the orbit of Venus—to Mercury, which hurtles in its eccentric path at a mean distance of only 36,000,000 miles from the Sun.


  On Mercury the Chandons had one week—Earth-time—of what seemed to them great success. Their cameras captured in form and color the lonely, empty grandeur of scenes which few had bothered to photograph before. In their eagerness they failed to realize the minimizing effect of human indifference. Pictures are just pictures—no matter how intriguing their source may be.


  The Twilight Belt—the region of alternating dusk and dawn occasioned by the planet’s librating wabble, which is its only substitute for effective rotation—was naturally the site of the Chandons’ greatest activity, but they ventured into the utterly frozen night-region, too. And once, for a brief hour, they dared the terrific heat of the hemisphere of eternal day.


  IT WAS after this adventure that their luck assumed a really malignant twist. They landed Old Grouchy in a deep valley of the Twilight Belt that they might repair their spacesuits. The latter had been damaged by the awful solar glare that bathed the red-hot rocks of Mercury’s sunward face eternally.


  The job in hand was a slow and tedious one. It was necessary to take the spacesuits completely apart at the scams, scrape off the caked and hardened sealing material, and replace it with fresh composition.


  And—everything was a useless litter when Lois frowned in puzzlement, straining her ears to capture what seemed an ominous noise.


  “Do you hear that, Jess?” she demanded sharply.


  For a moment he listened, too. Then he nodded. The sound was a faint, bubbling rumble. It came, obviously, from the aft portion of the spaceboat. Jess Chandon couldn’t interpret its meaning at first; then his eyes widened in fearful comprehension.


  “Lord!” he gasped. Then he swallowed painfully. “We’ve got to get out of this ship right away—and we haven’t any spacesuits! There’s almost no air out there, and it’s colder than blazes! What are we gonna do?”


  They were both on their feet now, Lois wondering what it was all about, and Jess wondering how they could keep on living for even ten minutes longer!


  “That noise.” he said miserably, “is in the fuel tanks.”


  Further explanation was unnecessary. The girl had by now acquired a considerable knowledge of spaceships and how their various mechanisms work. Rocket fuel is a metal called “dynamium,” which, like gallium and mercury metals, is liquid at common Earthly temperatures. But it is very heavy, being artificially built up from lesser elements by a process of transmutation. Its atoms, far more complex even than those of radium and uranium, do not occur naturally anywhere. They are extremely unstable, breaking down with tremendous explosive violence under a slight electrical stimulus.


  In seven or eight minutes, as soon as the disruptive processes started in the dynamium had gained sufficient momentum, Old Grouchy’s fuel tanks were going to explode! An attempt to drain them would accomplish no good; it would only serve to flood the ship with poisonous radioactive gases.


  Lois Chandon understood. “There must be a leak in our spaceboat’s insulation,” she said dully. “The Sun’s electrical emanations must have got through it when we were on the daylight hemisphere, stirring up the fuel.”


  SHE LOOKED almost in unbelief at the scattered pieces of the spacesuits. a thousand emotions vibrating through her slender body. Confronted by the grim fact, true realization of their position had come to her. Her brown eyes were cool when she looked up at her man’s strained face.


  “I guess it’s our finish, Jess,” she said. “Funny luck we’ve had, isn’t it? If we stay here, we’ll blow up with Old Grouchy; if we go out there in the valley—dressed just in slacks and shirts and shoes like this—we’ll smother and freeze in no time. But don’t blame yourself, Jess. Coming to Mercury was my idea, too. I won’t run out on any responsibility.”


  However, if she meant to put Jess Chandon’s mind at ease, her words had an opposite effect. Alone, he might have given up; but the thought of brave, pretty, loyal little Lois dying here was unbearable. It produced a choking tightness in his throat, an ache in his heart, and a savage, lashing determination in his mind.


  The threatening rumble inside the fuel tanks was growing progressively louder. Jess didn’t speak for several seconds, but his brain was feverishly active, searching with lashing fury for some slender way out of their dilemma.


  He knew that it was cold out in this deep, silent valley, where—since this was Mercury’s Twilight Belt—direct sunshine never reached the ground. Out there, during certain portions of the short year of 88 terrestrial days, rare and super-chilled winds blew from the eternally darkened side of the planet.


  The temperature might, in fact, approach or exceed—300° F. And Mercutian air—though it contains a high percentage of oxygen—is of such low density and pressure that there is little practical difference between exposure to it and exposure to the vacuum of the interplanetary void!


  But then Jess Chandon’s gaze fell on a bundle of oiled canvas which had been used to wrap a bale of supplies. Out of its presence, and out of the fierce, insistent activity of his mind, came the first glimmerings of a scheme. No one had ever dared before to face grim Nature in the way he contemplated; but for him and for Lois there was no other choice.


  “Maybe we can live for a while out there!” he rasped suddenly. “Send an SOS. kiddo! Quick! Maybe they’ll pick it up at the Mercury Station, and it they do—they’ll try to find us!”


  Lois shrugged as she hurried to the radio transmitter. She didn’t know what Jess was talking about, and she doubted the ability of radio waves to reach the Mercury Station from here, because the electrical disturbances produced by the disintegrating dynamium in the fuel tanks must surely produce an almost complete blanket of static.


  Meanwhile, Jess jerked the canvas from the rack where it had been carelessly bundled, and proceeded to straighten it out. It was perhaps five yards square. Then he procured two oxygen masks, each capable of supplying the breathing needs of one person for an hour under ordinary circumstances, two pairs of gloves, two sweat shirts, and a can of thick grease. This last item he thrust into his hip pocket, where it would be within reach when needed. Articles of clothing heavier than those were not available. To add even an extra oxygen flask to the burden of the equipment selected would only have lessened his plan’s slim chance of being successful.


  THE HUM of the radio transmitter broke off suddenly, as Lois completed her brief and almost hopeless call for help. Now she returned to Jess’ side.


  “Well?” she questioned nervously.


  Jess handed her a pair of gloves and a sweat shirt, and told her to don them. While he made similar additions to his own inadequate costume, he outlined his scheme as quickly and as clearly as he could. Lois nodded as comprehension of it came to her. She didn’t comment, but a wan little smile trembled on her lips.


  “Let’s get lined up for action, then.” she said.


  “Good kid!” Jess returned. “I trust you in a pinch a lot more than many a man I know. Here, take hold of this corner of the canvas, and hold it over your face. I’ll do the same with the opposite corner. So! Now we’ll pinch the oxygen flasks under our arms like this, with the valve-pipettes leading up under the canvas and into our mouths, thusly. Perfect, see? Next we move into the air-lock compartment, and close the inner door behind us. And now, until we make the dive out into the cold, I guess we’re all set.”


  “All set!” the girl echoed with a tremor in her voice.


  Cowled and enveloped by the canvas like a pair of Arabs, they paused for a moment in the narrow, closetlike chamber, peering from the tiny bull’s-eye window in the external door to get their bearings exactly fixed in their minds.


  The valley floor was a flat expanse of gray pumice, dust deposited here by the action of swift, tenuous winds. A huge, jagged rock, gaunt and black and fanglike, projected upward from its center, a low ridge of solid ground leading to it. Dotting the valley were spiny gray spheroid, half-embedded. Within their thick shells, moisture, which was absorbed during the rare times that a little of it seeped into the desiccated soil of the place, was sealed up. Those spheroids might have been called plants, though their metabolism differed considerably from that of any terrestrial flora. And they were not actively alive now; the water in them was frozen solid, for this was clearly not a warm season.


  What light there was came from two sources. In part it was sunshine, reflected from several of the more lofty mountain peaks, and in part it came from a throbbing, multicolored aurora, many times more splendid than anything of the kind that could have graced the northern skies of Earth. Torrents of electrons hurled from sunspots whose average distance away was only 36,000,000 miles could work miracles of moving, twinkling hues in the tenuous atmosphere.


  There was a sickly, whitish yellow haze over the valley. The air was extremely thin, but the speed of its currents, combining with a feeble gravity, enabled it to support such fine debris blown from the frigid night-region. From a deep mountain gorge a creamy wisp, looking like a discolored cirrus cloud, projected. But it was only the path of the incoming wind, made visible by the dust and other solid material it bore.


  NOW Jess Chandon’s gloved fingers closed on the massive lever that operated the external portal of the air lock. He raised the lever slowly, and the valve swung outward. There was a faint, fading hiss as the dense Earthly atmosphere escaped. Then Lois and Jess were conscious of many dazing sensations.


  Eardrums went taut and painful from the sudden expansion of air in eustachian tubes; deafness came suddenly, both from this cause and because there was no adequately dense medium to transmit sound. Eyes bulged, hearts raced wildly, and breath bubbled from lungs which had made no move to expel their gaseous contents. Stabbing pains shot through tortured flesh, strained by sudden expansion resulting from the abrupt and radical drop in atmospheric pressure. In a twinkling it had fallen from 14.5 to .05 pounds per square inch. Such a decrease—or in fact any possible decrease—cannot cause a human body to explode, as is sometimes supposed, but the attendant discomforts were anything but pleasant.


  However, the Chandons did not lose their presence of mind. Luckily they did not more than feel the nip of the tremendous cold yet, swathed as they were in the thick canvas. In a fairly high vacuum—such as exists on Mercury—loss of heat is slow, for there is little conduction. Only radiation is unhampered. and the rate at which it can progress is limited. Their feet would necessarily touch the ground during the next few moments; but the shoes they wore—though pitifully inadequate for these regions by any standard of judgment—would, nevertheless prevent direct contact of their soles with the super-chilled surface of Mercury.


  Following their scheme, the man and the girl first opened the valves of their oxygen bottles. The vital gas hissed from the pipettes which they held in their mouths; and they gasped to inhale part of its swiftly expanding substance. Much of it bubbled from between their lips, but a small quantity of it did get into their lungs—whether or not it was enough to sustain them while they carried out the next steps of their plan, they did not know.


  The arrangement was far from ideal. Nowhere on Earth—except in the high stratosphere—were there pressure conditions similar to those which existed here. But breathing pure oxygen, even when much expanded, was better than breathing the thin, freezing air that blew from the land of everlasting darkness.


  As matters were, the Chandons could not hope to remain conscious for much more than three minutes, unless they could find a way to protect themselves more completely. And so. with the canvas held tightly around them, they rushed out of the air lock and along the solid ridge which projected from the treacherous, dusty soil toward the great rock.


  Except for occasional glimpses through the texture of the canvas, to keep their bearings, they held their eyelids tightly down to shield their eyeballs from the deathly chill, and from the almost microscopic dust that found its way even through the fabric over their faces. Within their nostrils was the moisture of blood, oozing through ruptured mucous membranes.


  Perhaps it was only the feeble gravity that enabled their energies to hold out until they had reached the huge rock and circled around it to its opposite side. At least they would be shielded here against the force of the explosion that was soon to come.


  But their senses were all but gone. They could only stagger on blindly now, into the speeding, forceless wind, hoping that their feet would locate what they sought before oblivion came. Thus they blundered off of the stony ridge from which the great rock projected. The ground under them lost its firmness. as they had hoped it would. As in the case of freshly drifted snow on Earth, it was encrusted. They sank to their knees in the fine, powdery stuff. The chill of it bit savagely into their thinly clad legs.


  It was only the low heat-conductivity of the drifted dust that saved them. Had that conductivity been higher, the vital warmth would have been sucked from their limbs in a few moments leaving them stiff and wooden. But as matters were there was still time to accomplish their next move, if they could do so swiftly enough.


  JESS jerked Lois’ arm as a signal for the attempt. Immediately they both dropped to the ground. Holding their oxygen flasks as before, they clawed the edges of the oiled canvas tightly under them with fast-numbing fingers, causing it to wrap their bodies completely, like paper around a crude package.


  The powdery soil yielded to their weight and to their feverish movements until they were shallowly buried in it. And they continued to wriggle to attain a greater depth, for only thus could they expect to last even for a little while. The dust above them would confine the gas hissing from the flasks, preventing its leakage through the canvas. Thus they meant to create a fairly airtight refuge for which their oxygen bottles would provide a breathable—if not exactly ideal—atmosphere.


  And so, in frigid, inky blackness, they clung fiercely to each other for warmth. With a somewhat denser gaseous medium around them, balancing the internal pressure on their eardrums, they were again able to hear. But there was no sound within their canvas shell except the ragged rasp of their labored breathing and the rustle of oxygen blowing from the valves of their flasks lying beside them. They had a momentary respite, but it was not a particularly pleasant one.


  Though no more than three minutes had passed since they had left their ship it seemed ages since they had rushed from its air lock. Now, however, their purpose in abandoning the doomed craft was brought forcibly back into their thoughts. The dust around them seemed suddenly to sway and heave like ocean waves. In their ears was a torturing, battering avalanche of sound, transmitted not through the thin atmosphere of Mercury above, but through the substance of Mercury’s crust.


  “That was the end of Old Grouchy.” Lois sobbed at last. “Our pictures are all gone now! We—we——”


  “Shhh!” Jess admonished soothingly.


  Rested a bit and refreshed by the rich oxygen they were now breathing, they took the can of grease which Jess had carried in his pocket and applied the thick, oily stuff first to the canvas that wrapped them, and then to the exposed portions of their bodies. The purpose in doing the former was to make their shelter more airtight. The material was of undoubted value when applied to their wrists, faces, and so forth, for it was not only a guard against the extreme dryness to which they were exposed, but it also checked the rapid loss of animal warmth to some extent.


  “Snug as two bugs in a rug,” Lois commented, trying to make her words convincing. “I wonder if the men at the Mercury Station picked up our call for help.”


  IT WAS their last slim thread of hope, and so they made the most of it, though both knew in their hearts that there was scant chance that the SOS could have penetrated the static created by the progressive radioactive decay of the dynamium.


  Neither of the two Chandons spoke again for some moments. Jess, fumbling in the dark, dosed the valves of the oxygen flasks a trifle—an obvious gesture of frugality.


  Minutes, registered by the luminous dial of Jess’ wristwatch, ticked away slowly. Still there was no heavy thud of a rescue ship’s landing.


  “Ever hear of Harry Houdini?” Jess questioned presently.


  “Yes,” the girl replied. “He was a famous magician who lived three or four hundred years ago. He used to remain for hours in a coffin buried underground, and he used to do other similar things.”


  “Right,” said Jess. “He had a system for such stunts. It was a kind of selhhypnosis. He relaxed completely to slow up his vital processes. He breathed very shallowly and slowly to conserve his air.”


  “I know,” Lois answered. “But we haven’t Houdini’s practice. Besides, we can’t do what he did because of the cold. Our bodies must burn lots of oxygen to keep from freezing here.”


  Jess changed the subject. There were other, pleasanter things to talk about—sweet, fragile dreams of theirs that soon would not even be dreams any more. But they found it nice to be able to talk about them anyway, even though they were destitute and doomed.


  The oxygen flasks ceased to hiss. The air became stuffy now. It contained plenty of moisture at last, for in breathing the lungs exhale much water vapor. A large part of that moisture was deposited as ice crystals on the surrounding canvas.


  Dazed from cold and growing frostbite, the Chandons waited for merciful oblivion. But for some unfathomable reason it was slow to come. The air was stuffy, but somehow this condition did not seem to increase.


  Thirty minutes went by since the flow of oxygen from the flasks had stopped—an hour—an hour and a half. During this time the vitality of the marooned pair gradually waned. But this was not because the atmosphere they breathed no longer contained the element of life. In part it was simply that their endurance was giving out, though there was another, strange, ominous condition. The air within the canvas shell was growing mysteriously colder. This was so in spite of the reasonable supposition that their refuge, insulated by the drifted dust that enveloped it, should be warmed to some extent by body heat as it had been while they were still breathing oxygen from the flasks. As the moments went by, the chill tang of the new air originating from an unknown source increased, making each inspiration of it a torture.


  The Chandons wondered vaguely why they were not dead, and how soon they would die. Then, during their last minutes of consciousness, Jess hit on the proper explanation for their prolonged survival.


  “The winds from the night hemisphere.” he whispered painfully. “They bring dust to this valley, but they bring tiny crystals of frozen air, too. The two mix to form these drifts—a lot of dust to a little frozen air, part of it oxygen. The crystals don’t vaporize easily, because—though it’s comparatively warm here in the Twilight Belt—the dust acts as an insulator, keeping the warmth away. But the animal heat from our bodies is sufficient to cause some of the frozen air around us to volatilize again. It seeps in to us through the canvas. But of course it’s got to be devilishly cold.”


  “Uhuh,” Lois muttered sleepily. “What of it?”


  Slow oblivion climbed over her. Jess moved laboredly for a moment——


  IT WAS hours later. Lois Chandon had just awakened from the torpid sleep brought about by exhaustion and exposure. She could see that she was lying in bed in a little white hospital room. Half fearfully she looked this way and that. Jess was bending over.


  “You don’t have to talk, honey.” he said. “I’ll explain. This is the Mercury Station. We’re under its air-dome, and everything’s all right. Nobody picked up our SOS, but—well—when dynamium disintegrates, it throws a lot of radiations into space. Some of them are like radio waves. A patrol boat’s receiver picked them up in one big flash, when Old Grouchy’s fuel tanks exploded. The direction finders pointed out their approximate source, and the rest was quite easy. The men on the patrol boat knew that the cause of the waves was probably a spaceship blast. It took a little time, but they scouted around till they located the place where Old Grouchy blew up. There wasn’t much left of our ship, but so far as they knew we’d gotten out in spacesuits. The patrol boys did some more scouting on foot, and somebody saw a few footprints in the loose dust behind the big rock. The natural conclusion was that we’d just sunk out of sight in the powdery stuff. So shovels were procured to dig us out. And—we and our canvas cocoon were discovered. Dr. Arvin—the physician here—told me all about it.”


  Lois tried to smile in return, but her happiness and relief were tinged with worry.


  “It’s wonderful to be alive. Jess,” she said, “after feeling sure that we were at the end of our rope. Only—only now we haven’t anything left—no money, I mean—and we’re millions of miles from home.”


  But Jess was grinning broader than ever. From a pocket of his borrowed trousers, he took a bundle of little blue slips of paper. They were radiograms—from Earth.


  “I was going to tell you. but you didn’t give me a chance.” lie laughed. “Heroes are never poor. Maybe we were crazy when we thought we could make something out of Mercury-pictures. but luck has taken a funny twist. We lived for over two hours under conditions practically as severe as those of the void, and we did so with only the crudest artificial aids. Well, that’s something that nobody has ever done before! The result? You guess!”


  “You mean—that they’ve heard about us back home?” Lois stammered.


  “That’s right!” Jess returned. “As soon as we were brought here to the station, our story—or as much of it as was known, or could be guessed—was radioed to Earth. These radiograms here are fan messages, mostly. There are three, though, from advertising agencies. One of them offers us a hundred thousand dollars to endorse the products of its clients. It seems a sort of crime, but maybe we ought to hold out on ’em a little, eh, sweetheart——”


  THE MERCURIAN MENACE


  Nelson S. Bond


  Perils that seemed a part of fantasy faced Buzz Carson on that chill necromantic dark side of Mercury as he sped to meet the macabre creatures of flame who would enfold him, his animate-ball companions, and a lovely Earth-girl In the Inexorable fury of an anti-hell!


  “BUZZ” CARSON, chief space scout for Galactic Metals, Inc., tucked the wire mesh container under one arm and leaped lightly across the last of the jagged forty foot crevasses between him and his cruiser. Through his green quartzite headpiece, the permalloy hull shimmered weirdly in the relentless sunlight. As he approached the ship, a group of round, brown little shapes clustered about the airlock began to bounce and wriggle expectantly. Buzz grinned.


  “The reception committee,” he muttered in amusement. “Carson of Galactic makes big hit with Mercurian marbles. Oh, well—Hey! Take it easy there, Rollie!”


  One of the excited Rollies was bouncing up and down gleefully; joggling his tough, rubbery body against Carson’s space suit in paroxysms of delighted anticipation. At the space scout’s words he subsided into a trembling ball of hot leather; rolled smoothly and easily to the cruiser’s entrance. Carson laid down his burden.


  “All right, Rollies,” he said good naturedly. “You know the rules around here. Which one of you is today’s guest of honor?”


  The Rollie nearest the airlock bounced up and down exuberantly. The others rolled back wistfully; spread circle-wise about the cruiser. Buzz took the tiny Mercurian in one hand.


  “Okay,” he grinned. “Come on in, pal, and get cool.”


  He took up his sample crate and pushed the button on the airlock. The other Rollies watched him disappear behind the wall of smooth metal, then swiftly rolled across the hard, sunbaked Mercurian plain to conceal themselves in ragged, shadowy caverns.


  Inside the space-ship, as Buzz stripped himself of the cumbersome refrigerated suit that life on the innermost planet demanded, the guest Rollie tossed himself madly about the smooth, cool metal floor. Ballwise, he propelled himself around the room in giddy circles, his tough little body slap-slapping against the floor and walls in a frenzy of delight as he reveled in the delicious coolness of normal Earth temperature. Buzz chuckled as he watched.


  “You’re a nice little guy, Rollie,” he said, “even if you do look like a hot basketball. How’s for a nice, cool shower?”


  The Rollie bounced crazily across the floor; bobbled about his bare feet.


  “Wow! Beat it! You’re hot!” exclaimed Carson. He grinned again. “All right, my spherical comrade, let’s go sprinkle ourselves with some good Earth water.” Together the Earthman and the creature from Mercury sought the luxury of the spaceship’s shower-room.


  BUZZ, reveling in a riot of foamy soapsuds and cool water, dimly became aware of another sound pounding through the hiss of the shower. A metallic hammering sound. As of someone knocking at the hull of the cruiser. He pulled a wry grin.


  “Hearing things!” he muttered mirthlessly. “And no wonder, after two years alone on this blasted hotbox planet! Sorry, Rollie. No offense to you and your buddies. But—”


  Again the sound reached his ears. This time it was unmistakable. There was someone—or something—pounding on the airlock! But what? Who? On the lonely planet of Mercury? Buzz frowned. If it was those darned Rollies—


  Hastily he tossed a bath-towel about his loins and strode through the spaceship to the airlock. He paused near his workbench to pick up a metal meter-stick, then pushed the lever that operated the lock from the inside. The airlock wheezed and hissed; swung slowly open. Buzz stepped forward angrily.


  “I told you fellows,” he began impatiently, “you could only come in here one at a time. I’ve got half a notion to—”


  His mouth, stopped in midsentence, became a round O of astonishment. The figure standing before him was that of a human! What was more—a girl human! Buzz gulped and turned brick-red; suddenly conscious of his scanty bath-towel.


  “Whoa! Hold everything!” he gasped. “Come on in and sit down. I’ll be right back!” Clutching the towel about him desperately, he fled across the floor to the shower-room. To the great disgust of the placid Rollie, he snapped off the water, flung himself into his clothing, and rushed back to his visitor. The Rollie trailed after him, dispiritedly oozing cold water from the deepset pores of his tough hide.


  His guest had divested herself of her heavy space armor, and was lounging now in the light, graceful blouse and shorts favored for Earth summerwear. Her hair was a rich and warm chestnut bordering on auburn; her eyes, cool and amused, were like the cloudless skies above Mars. About her slightly wide, deliciously curved mouth, there hovered a faint smile. She rose and extended an arm in the universal Earth sign of greeting.


  “Hello, exile,” she smiled. “Surprised to see me, weren’t you? Or do you always greet your visitors with a meterstick in one hand?”


  “Y-yes,” stammered Carson. “I mean—oh, no! Of course not! I thought you were a Rollie. I mean—I thought the Rollies were you. Oh, shucks! What I mean is, I’ve been out here two years without seeing an Earthling, and—


  The girl frowned momentarily; her keen blue eyes suspicious.


  “Two years, you say?”


  Buzz caught that studying gaze and grinned. “Don’t be alarmed. I’m not space-cuckoo—if that’s what you’re wondering. It was just the shock of actually seeing another human being that upset me for a minute. And there were a flock of Rollies outside just before you came.”


  “Rollies? What are Rollies?”


  “That’s my own name for them,” Buzz explained. “They are the natives of this section of Mercury. Maybe the only natives. Here, I’ll show you one—” He turned and called to his Mercurian visitor, who had rolled comfortably under the electric refrigerator in the galley. “Hey, Rollie! Come on out and meet an Earth gal!”


  THE “Earth gal” watched in wide-eyed amazement as the wet blob of leather rolled pleasantly across the room, rolled experimentally around her sandalled feet, then bounced gravely up and down as though to acknowledge the introduction. Buzz patted the tiny Mercurian and pushed him gently toward the galley passage. The Rollie spun swiftly, then whisked to his lair beneath the refrigerator.


  “That’s a Rollie,” explained Carson. “Tough little footballs—but friendly. The only possible form of animal life that could exist here on the sunside of Mercury. The mean daily temperature here is 450 degrees Fahrenheit—and it’s always day, since this side of the planet always faces the sun.


  “The Rollies’ leathery hides protect them from the terrific heat of the sun, and their shape allows them to travel safely over Mercury’s rocky, pitted surface. And do they love coolness! I’ve been letting them visit me, one at a time, ever since I landed here. Give them a cold shower and you’ve won a friend for life.”


  “But—but he seemed to understand what you said?”


  “Sure. Rollies understand every word you say. Some sort of telepathy, I guess. And they’re intelligent little creatures. But since they have no vocal organs, they can’t talk back. If it weren’t for that, they’d be darned good company. But say—who are you? Where did you come from? And where’s your spaceship?”


  “One at a time, please,” laughed the girl. “First of all, I’m Jeryl Morrow, ore products investigator for Galactic Metals, sent out here to get your report. I arrived a half hour ago, Earth time. Landed as near as I could to your cruiser, which I spotted from the strato, and walked over.”


  “You know who I am, then?”


  “Naturally. I know all about you—except what you have learned since you took over this station. That’s what the company wants me to find out. Your term is over next year, and they’d like to have everything shipshape for the next Mercurian scout.”


  “Suits me fine,” said Buzz cheerfully. “You can’t imagine how good a glimpse of old Mother Earth would look to me right now. Seas and clouds and snow. And seasons. And night! Oh, boy! To see the sun go down for a change, and watch the sky grow dark. I’ve almost forgotten what the night looks like.”


  “That’s strange! You must have seen plenty of night over on the dark side of Mercury.”


  “The dark side?” Carson stared at the investigator in amazement; then slowly shook his head. “No ma’am! Not Mr. Carson, lady. He stays away from the dark side of Mercury!”


  “I’m not sure I understand you,” said the girl slowly. “You mean to say that you’ve made no investigations whatsoever on the dark side?”


  “My dear young lady,” said Buzz seriously, “there are some things that even a space scout doesn’t go out of his way to meet. I mean those things which don’t concern him. Those things that got Henderson and Frizell. The things that destroyed Galactic’s darkside station in two weeks without even leaving a trace behind. The things that flicker through the twilight zone when you’re walking near the border.”


  “Do you mean you’re—afraid!” demanded the girl.


  “Afraid? Sister, I’m scared stiff! Absolutely petrified. Don’t look so surprised. After all, there’s enough raw ore here on the sunside of Mercury to keep Galactic supplied for three centuries. Why should I, or any other man, tempt fate by going right into the lair of the flame-folk?”


  “That’s not the point,” said Jeryl carefully. “The point is that your job is to study the ores of Mercury for Galactic; not to spend two solid years surveying one half of the planet. You must let me have a report on the darkside metals.”


  “LISTEN,” said Carson impatiently, “you’re talking through your helmet! I have detailed reports on all of habitable Mercury. I have samples and analyses of every kind of metal that crops out of these rough hills and plains. I have assay fragments of gold, silver, platinum, iridium, tellium from the sun side. It stands to reason that the rest of the planet is the same. But I’ll take that for granted. I’m not going over the border into the dark side for any man—or for any girl!”


  Jeryl Morrow rose stiffly.


  “Mr. Carson,” she said coldly, “I’ve tried to be nice about this. But you’ve forced my position with your ridiculous attitude. Now listen carefully. I must have a dark-side report! You may consider that an order!”


  Carson rose, his cheeks flaming.


  “I always knew,” he said angrily, “that a woman in space was a woman without brains! Now you listen! If you want a dark-side report, you can get it yourself. And—you may consider that a refusal!”


  The girl’s eyes traveled over Carson’s well-knit body slowly. When she spoke, her voice was mocking.


  “Yellow, eh? I didn’t think any one man could be all they told me, back on Earth, that you were. All right, Mr. Carson—I will get that report myself. I’ll show you whether spacewomen are fools. And when I get back to headquarters, we’ll see what Galactic has to say about its great ace scout.”


  Carson’s jaw set in a grim line.


  “If you know when you’re well off,” he ground out, “you’ll stay here—where it’s safe!”


  “I’ll go where I choose,” said the girl firmly. She stepped into her space armor deftly; stood before Carson. Her voice was metallic through the communication unit of her helmet. “You’ll not change your mind?”


  “No!”


  “Very well, then,” Jeryl Morrow strode to the airlock. “You might turn on your short wave to 9.56. I’m going into the dark side to establish a research base. I’ll let you know how I’m making out. Goodbye, Mr. Carson!” Once more the airlock wheezed asthmatically as she stepped into it. Buzz took a swift step forward.


  “Miss Morrow!” he cried. But there was no answer. The outer port clanged shut. Grimly, Buzz strode to his instrument panel; snapped on the shortwave radio. A slightly chilled ball rolled lazily across the floor and nestled at his feet. The Rollie.


  “Oh, you!” demanded Carson fiercely. “Are you all one sex? Or are there female Rollies, too?”


  The Rollie wriggled fretfully. Buzz sighed.


  “Well—I guess it doesn’t make any difference,” he said. “A gal Rollie wouldn’t have red hair anyway. Or a rotten disposition. Like you, I mean—” he suddenly shouted in the general direction of the radio. The radio hummed and spluttered. Then, as if in answer to his comment, he heard the cool voice of Jeryl Morrow.


  “Are you tuned in, Mr. Carson? Very well. Leave your dials where they are. I’m taking off now for the dark side.” There came a light, taunting laugh. “To see your bogeymen. You’ll hear from me later. . . .”


  “Hey! For goodness sakes—stop it! What the—!”


  Buzz stared in shocked bewilderment. The Rollie seemed to have suddenly gone mad. No longer quiet and relaxed, the tiny Mercurian began to pound up and down before him in a mad tattoo.


  Tap-tap-tap! his leathery little body sounded on the hard metal floor. Tap-tap-tap!


  CARSON stared. Then suddenly he recognized that there was more than mere chance; there was some intended meaning behind the frenzied activity of the speechless ball. Something had excited the little visitor to an unusual extent. Could it be the radio? Something Jeryl had said? About the dark side?


  Swiftly he whirled on the bouncing Mercurian.


  “Rollie—what is it? Something about the dark side you want to know?”


  The Rollie lay quiet, quivering with suppressed excitement.


  “Bounce once for ‘yes’ and twice for ‘no’,” ordered Buzz. “Now—is it about the dark side, Rollie?”


  The Rollie bounced once emphatically; then subsided into tense quiescence.


  “Danger there?” continued Buzz frantically.


  Again his little friend bounced a single loud tap.


  “What kind of danger? From people—oh, darn it! Rollie, if you could only talk! Wait a minute. I have it! If I follow her, can I help? Will I be able to protect her?”


  Tap-tap. Ominously.


  “Then what . . . how . . .?” Eagerly Carson clutched at a tenuous straw. “Can you help her, Rollie?”


  A deliberate tap, followed by a rapid tap-tap.


  “Yes—No?” Buzz frowned. Then, “I see! Not you alone—but you and your brothers! Is that it?”


  Breathlessly he watched as the Rollie tapped once. Then he began to throw himself into his space armor. The Rollie rolled eagerly to the airlock; waited there expectantly. Within seconds the two were standing on the hot, dry plain outside the cruiser. Shrilly Carson whistled. In answer to the Earthman’s signal from a hundred rocky caverns in the stark desolation came swiftly rolling brownish balls. Over hubble and detritus, from crevice and cranny, the tiny Rollies tumbled and bounced their way to the space cruiser. They paused in a thickly strewn circle before the Earthman, wiggling curiously. Carson wet his lips. He felt silly, standing there talking to a group of hot little basketballs, but beneath his sense of the absurd was a stronger force. Fear.


  “Rollies,” he said, “something’s wrong. I’m not sure I understand what it is—but your brother here does. A girl from Earth, a newcomer here, has just gone over to the dark side of the planet.”


  A quivering shudder seemed to course through the leathery horde. Taut nerves tightened in Buzz.


  “I understand that you Rollies are able to help her. Will you do it?”


  There was a surging forward movement as the Rollies, with one accord, tossed toward him. Carson plunged the key that controlled the airlock. Hot brown balls jiggled about his feet, crowding into the ship.


  “Come on, then!” shouted Buzz. “Pile in! We’re going after her. Into the dark side!”


  There was a dreadful sort of jest in the way that cheerful voice spoke intermittently over the one-way radio. Standing by the controls, Buzz ground his teeth helplessly as he listened to Jeryl’s mocking taunts.


  “—nearly through the mountains now, and it’s too bad you’re not with me, Carson. They are quite a sight as they flame, crimson and gold, in the brilliant sun. I hope you’ll find time to study them sometime. But perhaps they are too near the twilight zone to suit you—”


  THE ship was throbbing with vibration; its usual stability disturbed by the mad acceleration Carson was jamming through the rocket jets. The main tubes of the space cruiser were flaming spouts of fire in the Mercurian strato; the ship itself a flashing streak of silver arcing above the tiny metal planet. Great motors whined and groaned as Buzz shoved the control lever to its highest acceleration notch.


  “—can see the twilight zone ahead now,” continued the undisturbed voice. “Strange. I should have expected some sort of vegetation here. But there is none. And I can see a thin black line ahead now, Carson, with darkness hanging above and beyond it like a velvet curtain. That reminds me—you wanted to see the night again, didn’t you? I see it now. Perhaps you should have come with me—”


  Through the perilens Carson caught a glimpse of the small, rapidly moving spaceship. Her ship. Ahead of him and moving swiftly toward the darkside boundary. A great exultation swept over him. He might make it! He might succeed in stopping her before she crossed over; grounded on that inhospitable, macabre terrain. . . .


  “—am turning off the refrigerating unit now, and switching on the heat. No bright sunshine here, Carson. It is growing quite dark—”


  She had made it then! She was through the twilight zone. On the dark side!


  “Damn you!” cried Carson to the radio. “Damn your beautiful, stubborn jets! Turn around! Come back! Don’t try to land there!”


  “—but it isn’t entirely dark—” There was an odd, strained note of hesitancy in the girl’s voice. The Rollies, piled in heaps of spherical brown beside Carson in the control room, quivered as a solid body. One bounced, explosively, to the ceiling. “—there are strange little green flares moving through the blackness. Odd. A sort of St. Elmo’s fire, I suppose. Or a sort of cold will-o’-the-wisp. At any rate, I understand what caused your fear of the ‘flame folk,’ Carson. But you were wrong. I can see them quite plainly now. They are not beings at all. Just a phenomenon of the cold—”


  Carson groaned and tugged vainly at the already strained controls. Oh, for one more burst of transcendent speed! All too well he knew those “green flares” ! Knew what they could do, anyway. He had been a member of the party that had gone out to find out what had become of Henderson’s ill-fated dark-side base. He had seen, from above, those seared black cicatrices on the bleak, rimy soil of the darkside. Had seen—and shuddered. Had understood—and returned to the safety, light and warmth of the sun-side. If this girl landed her ship . . .


  “Jeryl!” he cried. But even as he spoke, he knew his words were vain. She, too, was speaking from the radio.


  “—am landing now,” said that laughing voice. “I must sign off for a moment. I’ll be with you later—” Suddenly the cab of Carson’s cruiser was thick with darkness. Through impenetrable black his fingers groped for the light switch; snapped it on. He, too, was through the twilight zone. He had reached the blackness of the darkside. But would he be too late? Swiftly he clicked on the search beam; swung its wide arc groundward, searching for Jeryl’s ship.


  One of the Rollies was bouncing against his legs insistently. He looked down. All of the others were herded by the airlock, their massed brown bodies strangely comforting sights in this strange, frozen silence. Carson nodded his understanding. They wanted to be pleased instantly at the moment the other ship was sighted. He turned back to his controls; knuckles white on the propulsion rod.


  THEN suddenly a loud scream tore through the narrow control room. Jeryl’s voice raised in horror!


  “Carson! Buzz! Help!” There was a moment of frying static, then, “Buzz—you were right! They are alive! The green things, I mean. I can see them through my perilens, clustering about me. Hundreds of them. They seemed to be gathering. Now they’re moving toward the spaceship!


  “And my controls won’t work! Buzz—they’ve gone dead on me! The lights are out! Out! It’s a dreadful sea of blackness. And those green flares moving toward my ship—”


  Great beads of perspiration dripped coldly from Buzz Carson’s forehead. His strong hands trembled on the propulsion rod. Helpless! Trapped by that damned green horde. But where? In the name of the Nine Planets—where?


  His eyes, glued to the perilens, caught a fitful gleam of baleful green. Hastily he swung the ship toward the hideously glowing patch of color. It was she! It was the grounded ship—encircled by the flame folk from the frigid hell of the dark-side.


  Carson’s hands, steel-tensed as the claws of a robot, swung the ship into a hovering circle. The flaming rocket-tubes choked and died suddenly as Carson swept down like a shrieking demon of vengeance.


  No time for a careful landing. Already the radio was spitting and fizzing with an excess of static; the words of the girl coming through fitfully. “—not afraid to die . . . but . . . should have believed what you told me . . . Buzz . . . if I had only—” Then the ground was a tangible force rising up to smash at the ship. Recklessly, Buzz shot a staggering repulsion beam from the nose jet. The ship jolted, reeled . . . then settled to the ground with a grinding bump.


  In a flash, Carson was at the airlock; his hand on the release lever. The door swung open. Then suddenly a tough, solid object struck him heavily on the breast; bowled him over like a ten-pin. One of the Rollies!


  And Carson saw the meaning of this crude warning. This was their fight—not his! Dazedly he crawled back to the control room; focused the perilens on the ragged shelf of the Mercurian dark-side landscape.


  Across a bleak and desolate frozen plain, not fifty feet distant from his own cruiser, was the other space ship. A dark, sullen mass; unlighted and grim. About it, circling in an ever-narrowing net, a host of the greenish flame-folk stood; their ghoulishly phosphorescent bodies flickering pallidly against the dreadful umbra. Tall as two men, they were. Slim, ever-changing wisps of light that glimmered like the cold foxfire of distant Earth.


  From their tractile bodies strange pseudopods of flame licked out again and again. Ghastly emanations that simulated the limbs of flesh-and-blood creatures. There was no recognizable substance or shape that composed them. Only a constant flux of quavering motion, somehow baleful and threatening. Their light was a light that cast no gleam among them. It seemed self-contained. The light of absorption.


  The unbroken circle that had surrounded the other ship was ruptured now. Some of the flame folk had noticed the new cruiser. Already a tiny group of the green flame-folk were moving across the metal plain to investigate. There was a quivering excitement in the creatures’ fitful gleaming. A sort of greedy, licking hunger in their cold presence.


  A CHILL of repugnance swept through Carson. Then he swung the perilens around to sight the airlock of his own ship.


  Darkness! Black, deep, impenetrable darkness! Buzz gnawed his lips. Had the Rollies come out? Were they somewhere in that dismal void, organizing, forming their ranks for some strange warcraft? He could not see them anywhere. Those bouncing, bubbling little spheres of friendliness—what had happened to them?


  Then suddenly, amazingly, something happened! One of the green flame-folk, the nearest of the investigating party approaching Carson’s ship, writhed as though in a convulsion of pain! Writhed into a towering spiral of greenish flame that twisted into the black sky—and disappeared!


  And in its place another figure appeared. A flame of warm, ruby light that pulsed and glowed with a fervor like—like that of an avenging host! Buzz gasped! It was impossible—but it was true! This must be the work of the Rollies. The battle was begun.


  Another of the green flame-folk shot, rocketlike, to a streaming spiral of curling pain; quivered and collapsed into a glowing red flame. And another . . . and another! Suddenly there was panic amongst the handful of invaders, and like gaunt will-o’-the-wisps the few about Carson’s cruiser swept back toward their fellows.


  There was a congealing of the horde of green demons; a baleful conference of evil. Wavering tentacles of spirit light hovered about the dark-side inhabitants, and an ominous pulsating strength shuddered through their ranks. One of the green flares uncurled himself from around the prow of the girl’s cruiser. Where he had embraced the spaceship, smooth metal was charred and blackened; burned deep in a channeled groove.


  Jeryl’s voice, suddenly bell-like and clear, spoke from the radio.


  “Buzz! Your ship! I see it in my perilens. Then you came? But what’s happening? The green things are going away. What are those red flames? Are they enemies, too? Or friends? Did you bring them?” There was a moment of silence, then the girl’s voice broke suddenly with horror. “Buzz—my ship! It’s been broken. Burned into! The air is leaking!”


  Agonizedly, Carson waited for her next words. Cold sweat beaded his forehead; a clutching hand was at his throat.


  “I’m putting my space suit on,” came the voice once more. “I’m going to try to make it—through them—to your ship. If I fail—”


  Then Carson acted. Like a madman he tore toward the airlock; waited impatiently as the lock operated to loose him to the frozen metal plain. Rollies or no Rollies, he had to get into this fight, too. Jeryl could never get through that macabre green host alone.


  He reached the plain outside. Thankfulness touched his heart that the gravity of Mercury was so slight. That sturdy Earth muscles, even hampered by the leaden weight of a space suit, could carry one enormous distances at a single leap.


  In-the flood of the searchlight he saw the girl’s slim figure stumble from the airlock of the other ship. He bounded toward her. A wavering green light flickered toward him. He eluded its tactile fingers, scarcely knowing why. Another step now. . . .


  Then the greenish flare enveloped him for a fraction of an instant—and his senses reeled! Pain, sharp and indescribable, flooded him to the roots of every nerve. He was numb. Numb and cold with an unearthly coldness. His feet failed him. He fell forward on his face; drained of every ounce of energy.


  A BLINDING flash of color flamed before him. The brilliant, coruscating color of giant forces met in mighty conflict. Suddenly the coldness left him as his green attacker left to join the rest of the green horde which, en masse, was advancing to meet the ruby-colored invaders.


  Instantly the dismal landscape was lit with the ghastly flares of unearthly combat. Fulgurant streamers of fire were flung to the skies as the forces of the baleful flame-folk struck back against the strange necromancy of the Rollies! Pallid green and scintillant ruby met in beams of blinding energy; swayed and tossed like maddened fingers of light. Shattered into dripping sparks of blazing color!


  Here a gigantic green unit swallowed its reddish foe, gleamed strangely with an inexplicable color beyond the spectrum, and shimmered into caliginous gloom. There an omnipotent pillar of ruby fire whirled like a gigantic spout of flame into and through the massed green horde; striking, absorbing, destroying all that stood in its path. From out of nowhere a flame of Red would emerge, darting, swift as light, to the very heart of the fray.


  Like a thousand lightnings the warriors from the Mercurian antipodes met, flamed and died in that titanic struggle.


  And ever, inexorably, the pulsing glow of the ruby flames spread as the green horde dwindled. Doggedly, stubbornly, the dark-side demons fought at first. Then, as one by one of their fellows writhed into spires of stricken flame, died and emerged as red foes to turn upon their own brethren, the remaining few retreated until the battleground was clear of all save the ruby flames.


  And as the last of the green horde disappeared into the black depths, Carson was on his feet again, stumbling and panting to the side of the girl. Stumbling because all about him, strewn like giant pods, were the inert leathery bodies of the Rollies. And about him, too, warm and protecting, were the flame-giants of ruby that the Rollies, somehow, had managed to loose. . . .


  “Buzz!” Jeryl’s glad cry was sweet in his ears, even distorted through the metallic eardrums of his helmet. Swiftly he gathered her into his arms. Together they moved toward the cruiser. A tear choked the girl’s voice as they passed one of the tiny, rubbery balls.


  “The Rollies,” she said. “They saved us—but they lost their lives in doing it. And all because I was stubborn.”


  “But we did not lose our lives,” said a quiet, gentle voice. “Our lives are eternal; indestructible. We are here.”


  Carson and the girl stared at each other; suddenly realizing the same thing. No voice had spoken to them. No real voice. A thought had entered their minds. And before them, slowly revolving, was one of the ruby flames that had conquered the green flame folk. From its glowing depths emanated the waves that came to the mass thoughts.


  “Yes, this is our true form, Buzz Carson,” continued the thought. “We are really as you see us now—creatures of positive electrical energy. Our foes and hated enemies were the green folk of the dark side—creatures of negative energy. Ours is the more progressive race: the more peace loving. That is why. many centuries ago, we developed for ourselves those ‘bodies’ in which we live on the sun-side of our world. Porous leathery bodies through which we can freely absorb the life-giving wealth of the sun.


  “Of course, as ‘Rollies’,” the pulsating pillar continued whimsically, “we cannot do some of the things we used to do in the ancient days of our planet’s grandeur. We cannot talk—or visit the planets as we used to centuries ago—”


  Jeryl clutched Carson’s arm.


  “Visit other planets!” she cried. “Buzz—it’s almost incredible, but it must be true! Remember what some of our old legends and religious books tell us? About strange visitors that came as a cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night?”


  CARSON whirled eagerly on the ruby entity. “Is that true? Were you the ones who—?”


  But there was no answer. Slowly, easily, the ruby creature was seeping into the porous hide of one of the inert Rollies that lay strewn on the frigid plain. All about them, others of the red warriors were seeking their sunside shells. Suddenly the plain was alive with a host of tiny, tossing brown bodies that rolled briskly toward the airlock. Friendly little creatures. Rollies once more. Buzz grinned.


  “All right, boys,” he shouted cheerfully, “if that’s the way you want it to be—you’re the boss! And from now on, the shower-room is open all day long!”


  “Buzz—” Jeryl began hesitantly.


  “Woman,” Buzz Carson silenced her brusquely, “will you hurry up and get into the cruiser? I’ve been two long years alone on this planet—and I’ll be darned if I can kiss you through a head-piece!”


  DARK INVASION


  Frederic Arnold Kummer, Jr.


  


  GREAT BOOK-LENGTH SUPER-SCIENCE NOVEL OF AN ORDINARY LAYMAN WHO OVERNIGHT ADVANCED THE WORLD’S PROGRESS 10,000 YEARS!


  


  How could John Harker, a run-of-the-mine engineer, work out theories that would stump the world’s greatest scientists? And how could he know that in giving the world a new era, in advancing our progress ten thousand years overnight, he was dooming his own lovely Marcia to the death-spewing ray-sun of far Mercury!


  NEW YORK was a dream city that spring morning. Golden shafts of sunlight thrust in long lances through the rows of buildings, glinted upon the glass streets of the upper levels. Autogyros, flitting from tower to tower above the great metropolis, seemed bright butterflies in a garden of stone and steel.


  To Garth Arlan, standing by the. window of his apartment a hundred stories from the ground, this was an everyday scene. Preoccupied, he stared unseeingly down at the sweeping circular ramps, the tiers of crowded streets, the unending lanes of traffic far below.


  Suddenly Garth drew a crumpled bit of paper from his pocket, smoothed it out upon the window-sill. The already familiar words of the radiogram burned themselves upon his brain.


  “Dear Garth. I need help . . . need it in the worst sort of way. The run across something big. Too big for one man to handle. I have gone as far as I am able, and want somebody with a knowledge of physics and chemistry to convince me that I’m not insane, I can’t explain more now . . . it’s so utterly fantastic that explanations are useless. Please, for old times sake, come at once. I promise you won’t regret it. John Harker. San Carlo, California.”


  Garth’s lean, sun-browned face was puzzled as he studied the message. Five years since he had seen John Harker. They’d worked together, perfected the Atlas carbon motor. And Harker, on his share of the proceeds, had retired to his mountain home to take life easy, to tinker with his beloved mechanical contrivances, his labor-saving devices. He, Garth, being younger, had taken the opposite course, had come to New York to found the commercial research laboratory which bore his name. And now, after five years, this message.


  Garth shook a doubtful head. Harker had been an excellent mechanic, a good, dependable engineer. Gadgets, little time-savers, were in his line. But without training as a physicist, a chemist, it seemed unlikely that he had discovered anything so revolutionary as the mysterious radiogram claimed. And coming at a time when the Arlan laboratories were so busy. . . .


  AGAIN Garth crumpled the message, turned to the waste-basket. And again something stopped him. What if the plodding, easy-going Harker had stumbled upon something beyond his comprehension? Might not he, Garth, forever blame himself for not heeding his old friend’s message? It was a chance . . . a long chance, but . . .


  Suddenly Garth straightened up, snapped a switch on his desk. A girl’s bored face appeared on the vivavox screen.


  “Yes, Mr. Arlan?” she murmured mechanically.


  “Call the hangar and tell them to fuel my plane. At once!” he snapped. “And phone the lab, say I’m called out of town for a few days. That’s all!”


  A half-hour later Garth stood on the roof-top, watching the attendant check the motor of his trim little gyro.


  “All set, Joe?” he asked.


  “Yes, sir.” The mechanic nodded. “Sweet as syrup, she runs!”


  “Right!” Garth stowed his valise into the luggage compartment, entered the cabin. The motor roared, heliocopter vanes beat the air, and the ship shot upward.


  One last glance Garth took at the great gleaming city below, then, settling back in his seat, headed west.


  The trip to the coast was monotonous. High in the stratosphere, only fleecy banks of clouds were visible below. The controls fixed on robot pilot, Garth lit a cigarette and relaxed, his mind turning once more to the message from John Harker.


  Late afternoon was casting its long black shadows when he at last skimmed down through the opaque clouds. Like the hackles of some giant lizard the Sierra Nevadas swept north and south along the coastal plain.


  Garth nosed the little ship lower, swung to the left. Harker’s place, a time-worn Spanish mission, perched upon the edge of a plateau, was easily visible from the air. Very gently Garth circled downward, settled the gyro a short distance from the house.


  The old mission was grey, desolate, just as Garth remembered it from his visits of five years before. Queer, he reflected, that so jocund a man as Harker should make his home in this gloomy, crumbling bat-infested place. Smiling, Garth tugged at the ancient bell-rope.


  A girl opened the massive, nail-studded door. Slender, dark-haired, her sheer cellosilk dress clung to the soft curves of her body. Her eyes, Garth noticed, were the color of distant mountains, a misty blue.


  “Yes?” she asked. “What is it?”


  “I want to see Mr. Harker. He’s expecting me.”


  “Then you’re Garth Arlan!” The girl’s manner became more cordial. “Come in!”


  Garth followed her across the panelled hallway into the big, book-lined library. The place had not changed since the days when he and Harker had completed the sale of the Atlas motor patents. Garth stretched his hands to the roaring fire on the hearth; it was chilly in the mountains, after sun-down.


  “You’re the only thing that’s new around here.” He smiled at the girl. “Might I ask . . .?”


  “I’m Marcia Harker. Mr. Harker’s daughter.”


  “Daughter?” Garth mused. “I remember his mentioning you. Somehow I’d thought of a little girl in hair-ribbons.”


  “I was away at school when you were last here.” She laughed, lightly. “And I’d always thought of you as a white-bearded old scientist! That makes us even, doesn’t it?” Marcia turned toward the door. “Dad’s in his work-shop, downstairs. Just make yourself at home, and I’ll tell him you’re here.”


  “Right.” Garth turned once more to the fire.


  A FEW moments later footsteps sounded in the hallway and John Harker, followed by Marcia, entered the room. A stocky man, Harker, broad shouldered, somewhat paunchy. His nose was red and a fringe of carroty hair encircled his bald head. He looked, somehow, like a shorn Santa Claus.


  “Garth!” he exclaimed. “Shucks, boy, it’s good to see you!”


  “And you!” Garth echoed. “You haven’t changed a particle! How does the life of a lazy hill-billy suit you?”


  “Fine.” Harker bobbed his pudgy head. “Or rather it did until . . . until . . .” He paused, groping for words.


  “Until the earth-shaking discovery, eh?” Garth laughed. “What is it, John? A new type bottle-cap, or a used razorblade disintegrator?”


  “It’s no joke.” Harker’s rubicund face became suddenly serious. “It’s big . . . tremendous. . . . Those tablets . . .”


  “Tablets?” Garth said. “I don’t follow you.”


  “You’ll see . . . you’ll see!” Harker rubbed his hands nervously. “I tried to work it out by myself, lad, but . . . well, maybe I lost my nerve. Anyhow, I’m not a physicist. How could I, a run-of-the-mine engineer, work out theories that’d stump our greatest scientists?”


  Garth’s gaze shifted from Harker to the girl. Both seemed intent, bursting with suppressed excitement.


  “You’re talking in riddles,” he said at length. “Suppose you start at the beginning . . .”


  “Of course!” Harker turned to his daughter. “Get the tablets, Marcia! They’re on the bench in my laboratory. Bring them here!”


  She nodded, left the room.


  “So” . . . John Harker stuffed tobacco into a blackened briar . . . “what would you say, lad, if I told you I was about to give the world a new era? To bring it the scientific marvels of a mighty civilization, to advance our progress a thousand, ten thousand years, overnight?”


  “I’d say you’d been drinking,” Garth grinned. “And damn bad liquor at that!”


  Harker said nothing, preferring to suck at his pipe with the complacent air of a man about to crush all criticism. The tap of Marcia’s heels upon the floor of the hall, however, brought him swiftly erect, his eyes glowing.


  “Ah, so,” he murmured. “Now you’ll see! A gift for the world that will never be equalled!”


  Marcia carried under her arm four greenish plates, perhaps a foot on each side, an inch thick. As she laid them upon the table, Garth noticed that they were covered with strange markings.


  “Look at these tablets!” Harker indicated the green squares. “Tell me what you make of them!”


  GARTH picked up the first of the plates, examined it closely. It was, he perceived, of metal . . . but such a metal as he had never before dreamed of. The square was glowing, fluorescent, giving off a dim greenish radiance!


  “Odd,” he said. “First luminous metal I’ve ever seen. Very light, too. Weighs less than aluminum, I’d say.”


  “That’s not all!” Harker grunted. “See that nick on the edge?”


  Garth found it, a barely perceptible groove on the plate’s side.


  “That’s the best a diamond drill could do before it wore away,” John Harker observed. “No tougher metal was ever forged! Now tell me what the markings mean to you.”


  Garth studied the strange tablet. Engraved upon it were a series of queer, though beautifully executed, line drawings. The first drawing showed four squares lying beside a perfectly angled triangle. In the next, they were within the triangle. The third showed the triangle, still containing the squares, suspended above a cylinder. Below these three ideograms was a much larger one, comprising eleven circles of varying sizes. The first of the circles was vastly larger than all the others combined. From the smallest circle, the closest to the large one, a dotted line ran, connecting it to the fourth in the line. Midway along this dotted line was the triangle, still enclosing the squares. Then a picture of the four squares lying beside the triangle. Next there was one square, enclosing a curious tangle of lines and helixes, while beside it stood an identical pattern but larger and not surrounded by a square. The last picture was another representation of the eleven circles, but on both the second and fourth circles was one of these jumbles of lines and helixes, while the dotted line connecting the circles was now double.


  “Well?” John Harker’s voice was eager. “You understand?”


  Garth shook his head, glanced at the other tablets. They were covered with the most confusing diagrams and outlines. One of them held a drawing of a jumble of lines and helixes similar to the drawing on the first tablet. All at once realization swept over Garth.


  “Good God!” he said breathlessly. “The four squares must represent the tablets! And the eleven circles, the sun and the ten planets! These tablets come from the second circle, if the dotted lines are supposed to indicate their route. The second circle, the one next to the sun . . . that’d be Mercury! And the triangular thing in which they were enclosed must mean a space-ship of some sort . . .”


  “Not a space-ship,” Harker said softly. “A projectile. Fired from a cannon of some kind . . . the cylinder of the third ideogram. Thus the person who made the tablets shows us how they reached earth. But the rest of the message is more difficult to decipher.”


  “But . . . but . . .!” Garth gasped. “It’s impossible! Such things don’t happen! A fake, perhaps, made by some practical joker.”


  “Even a practical joker would have difficulty in making an unknown, luminous metal.” Harker touched the shimmering green tablets. “Listen carefully, Garth!” He sucked placidly at his pipe a moment, resumed speaking. “Often in the last few years Marcia and I have eaten our supper outside, on the terrace. Very pleasant on hot nights-. One evening last summer I was sitting there finishing my coffee and talking about nothing in particular, when I saw a flash of light streak by. Brilliant, dazzling, illuminating the entire sky, roaring as it split the air! An instant later there was a tremendous crash and a quick shock almost jarred me from my chair. Then, in the dim light, we could see clouds of steam, white against the pines, rising from a little pond . . . scarcely more than a pool . . . about half a mile below. Something, hurtling from outer space, had landed within half a mile of this house!”


  HARKER knocked the dottie from his pipe. “Well, we figured it was a meteor and decided to have a look at it. Got out a couple of shovels, boots, flashlights, and headed for the lake. Excited? Just ask Marcia!”


  The girl laughed. “We couldn’t have been more excited if we’d known what it really was,” she said. “A meteor with diamonds or rubies, maybe, in it. Why we’d figured ourselves millionaires by the time we reached the pond! But we didn’t dream . . .”


  “I’ll say we didn’t!” Harker wheezed. “All the jewels in the world aren’t worth an ounce of this green metal. Well, the lake had shrunk considerably, Garth, by the time we reached it. The shock had smashed a little beaver dam that held back the water and the pond was now rapidly draining. Clouds of steam hung in the air like a fog, vaporized by the heat of the falling object. As the pond emptied, we could see a hole in the muddy bottom. It was about two feet wide and, as we soon found out, plenty deep. We dug most of the night before we uncovered the object at the bottom of the hole. Luckily the water had broken the force of the fall, prevented it from going deeper. A tough job, though, in spite of that, but curiosity kept us going. Meteors don’t fall in one’s backyard every day.


  “The minute we saw what lay in the bottom of the hole, we knew it wasn’t a meteor. The thing was shaped like a miniature pyramid. It looked heavy, but wasn’t. We carried it up here, to the house, cleaned it off. We were afraid, at first, that it might be some new kind of aerial bomb being tested by the army air force. But when I saw the green luminous metal the projectile was covered with, I knew it hadn’t been made on earth!”


  “But how did you get it open?” Garth Arlan demanded. “If the stuff’s so tough . . .”


  “I’m coming to that,” Harker said. “I was convinced that the projectile held a message of some sort. But everything I used, every method I tried, failed to open it. The metal covering seemed impervious. I worked for weeks, nearly went crazy. I began to regret its landing in the pond, now. No doubt it had been made to break open on crashing into a rock, or even earth. But water . . .! Desperate, I began to try dynamite. First a half a stick, a whole one, two. At last, using six sticks, I managed to crack the projectile. Pried it open and found these tablets!”


  “Amazing!” Garth stared at the green plates. “Life on Mercury! Have you deciphered them completely?”


  Harker nodded, picked up the first plate.


  “The symbols you didn’t understand,” he murmured, “aren’t so hard after a little study. The picture of the squares beside the triangle represents taking them out of the container, of course. The picture of the square covered with lines and helixes is a drawing of this plate!” He touched one of the tablets covered with diagrams.


  “But in the same ideograph there’s a duplicate diagram beside the plate. Larger and not surrounded by a square. I can’t understand that.”


  “Can’t understand!” Harker snapped. “Why, it’s clear! This pattern on the third tablet is the plan of a machine! And the ideogram showing tablet three beside a bigger pattern of lines and helixes not surrounded by a square means that we are to use tablet three as a blue-print and build such a machine!”


  GARTH shook his head, dazed. Intelligent life on rocky, sunburnt Mercury! Furnishing them with plans for a machine! But what sort of a machine? What would it accomplish?


  “Incredible, isn’t it?” Marcia came forward, smiling. “You see, the last picture shows such a machine on both earth and Mercury. And the double dotted lines mean . . .”


  “Two way communication!” John Harker exclaimed, stabbing with a pudgy finger at the drawing. “You understand, Garth? A means of communication between the two planets, a form of radio rather than clumsy projectiles! Think of it, boy! The secrets, the achievements of an advanced race brought to us across space! Television, perhaps, so that by ideographs we can learn their language! In one step we’ll advance a thousand, ten thousand years, perhaps. With Mercury to teach us, the earth can be made a paradise, a marvel of scientific progress! What a gift for the world! Communication with another race!” The older man’s eyes were brilliant; his voice shook excitedly. “As soon as the machine is finished . . .”


  “Then you’ve started work on it?” Garth exclaimed. “You’ve figured out these strange plans, diagrams? But how did you know what metals to use, what methods . . .”


  “All here!” Harker pointed to the tablets. “Symbols, pictures. . . . Took me months of work to decipher them. Studied the tablets night and day. At last it was all clear I still don’t know the theory of the thing, but I can make it as They want it made! I’m a pretty good mechanic you know, but no physicist. That’s why I sent for you, Garth. If I can learn the theory before I try the machine, I’d feel a lot happier. This business of working blindly from a diagram is sketchy at best. One little slip and it may fail. You’ll help me, lad?”


  For a long moment Garth stared at the four green tablets, bewildered. Suddenly, very solemnly, he stepped forward, extended his hand.


  “My apologies, John,” he said, “for those cracks about bottlecaps and razor-blade disintegrators. But . . . I didn’t dream. . . .”


  “Then you’ll help?” Harker said eagerly.


  “If I can. Let’s have a l00k at the machine.”


  


  CHAPTER II


  


  HARKER’S laboratory was a large stone-flagged room in the gloomy sub-cellars of the old mission. Large astralux lamps suspended from the ceiling flooded it with brilliant, blue-white light, dispelled the creeping shadows of the subterranean vault.


  Garth, following Marcia and her father into the room, gasped at sight of the great machine looming across one entire wall. Seldom, he felt, had he beheld so bewildering an array of tubes, of wires, of complicated apparatus. That the communications set was electrical seemed evident . . . but a science far superior to that of earth had conceived the elaborate mechanism, the strange loops and discs of gleaming metal. Like an intricate piece of clockwork, it seemed, centered about a burnished copper helix so fragile, so complex, as to be a veritable cobweb of wire.


  “That’s it?” he muttered. “But it’s impossible, fantastic! A madman’s dream! Think, John, why should so advanced a civilization use such a complicated apparatus? Simplicity’s the mark of a great work.”


  “That’s what I thought, too,” Marcia smiled. “But Dad explained it to me. You see, their own sets are probably refined, compact, embodying many principles of construction far beyond us. Just like . . . well, for instance we know that four times four is sixteen. But if we tried to explain it to a child, we’d have to draw four apples four times. Each step in detail. You see?”


  “So this is a simplified set, eh?” Garth chuckled, took off his coat. “Well, I’d hate to try and work out an advanced one! Looks like we’ve got a job ahead!”


  In the days of toil that followed, his prediction was realized. Blindly, with no conception of the abstruse principles involved, Harker had continued his work, guided only by the diagrams on the green Mercurian tablets. Hour after hour, patiently fashioning curious bits of mechanism, fitting them with skillful fingers into position.


  Now, while Harker labored, Garth studied the diagrams, the ideographs, seeking the theory behind them. And always the explanation eluded him. The pyramidal projectile lay in the laboratory, but his attempts to analyze the greenish metal were futile.


  Utterly absorbed in his work, time soon lost its meaning to Garth. There were meals, he remembered, periods of sleep between the long hours in the laboratory. Yet even through the fascinating problem of the communications set, Garth was conscious of Marcia Harker’s vivacious charm, her slim dark beauty.


  As bit by bit the weird mechanism grew, their thoughts turned more and more toward the tiny dark planet so near the sun. That Mercury, an arid bit of rock less than three thousand miles in diameter, should be able to support life, bewildered them. And what form of life could possibly exist on a planet that had no atmosphere to shut off the sun’s cruel rays, that had a temperature estimated at 195 degrees Centigrade? How could there be life on such a world?


  Sometimes Garth believed it all to be a cruel joke, but always sight of the unknown luminous metal reassured him. Completely baffled in his attempts to solve the secret of the machine, he now joined Harker in blindly following the diagram on the tablets, hoping that communication with the first planet would enable them to learn the set’s principle.


  Occasionally, as he and Harker hammered into shape some stubborn bit of metal, they would discuss the probable means of communication. So far they had built nothing resembling television screens or radio speakers. Nor did the two. dotted lines of the tablet, linking Mercury and Earth, offer any further explanation as to how the apparatus worked. It might, Harker declared, even be thought waves projected in some strange manner across the void. Never dreaming of the terrible truth they drove themselves mercilessly to complete the Mercurian machine.


  IT was a full month before the great receiving set was finished. Marcia and Garth were standing by the door, watching, as Harker fitted the last piece into place.


  “Done!” He stepped back, wiped sweat from his ruddy forehead. “Whether the work of a superior intelligence or of a madman, it’s finished!”


  Marcia’s voice, when she spoke, was hushed.


  “Millions of miles of space,” she whispered. “Dark limitless voids of the cosmos . . . and we may bridge them. Thought, messages, from another world . . .


  For a moment the girl stood silent, gazing at the strange machine. The old mission was tomb-like, except for the sighing of the wind, the faint rustle of the pines outside.


  “I . . . I’m almost afraid,” Marcia murmured. “We know so little about it all!”


  “Probably won’t work,” Garth laughed reassuringly. “Things never do the first time. And it may still be a joke of some sort. Shall we try it, John?”


  Harker squared his shoulders.


  “Ready?” he asked softly.


  “Ready . . . for anything,” Garth replied.


  “Here goes, then.” Very deliberately Harker drew back a switch.


  As the switch clicked shut, spinning, humming life animated the mass of metal. Lambent blueish light flickered through tubes, snapped across sparkgaps. Moving parts began to vibrate until they seemed only dim blurs, and a smell of ozone filled the laboratory. Power . . . power from across the cosmos emanated like a tangible thing from the machine. Strange supernal forces screamed like tortured souls, filling the house until it seemed to shudder. Energy, raw, stark, terrible, surged through the dank subterranean crypt.


  Then all at once a change took place. Garth could feel, somehow, another presence in the laboratory, an alien entity, from the dim reaches of time and space. Harker’s breathing was labored, his eyes very bright. Marcia was like a wax figure.


  Suddenly Garth felt the girl’s fingers dig into his arm.


  “Look!” she whispered. “Look!”


  Garth stared, incredulous. Before the great copper helix something was taking shape . . . something miasmic, spectral, like a tenuous column of mist. With each instant it grew, solidified, assumed definite form. Marcia gasped, swayed slightly. The shape was becoming vaguely human!


  Dense, now, the figure, less opaque with each moment. Sight of it staggered Garth’s senses. Of less than human size, it was perhaps five feet tall, yet built along terrestrial lines. Large, bulging, the man’s head, and his eyes were many-facetted like those of an insect. Hard glistening scales took the place of skin and a metallic tunic fitted loosely over a wiry, muscular body. A purple cape, emblazoned with a curious triangular device, hung from his shoulder. Completely solid now, the small figure took a step forward.


  John Harker swallowed hard; his spatulate fingers shook.


  “I . . . it . . .” he could find no words.


  “You are surprised?” The dark apparition’s voice was toneless, utterly mechanical. “Not such intelligent beings, apparently, as we had suspected.” The glittering eyes swept the laboratory, noting the equipment, the apparatus. “Rudimentary science. Well, so much the better.”


  “Who—who are you?” Garth could scarcely recognize his own voice.


  “I AM Huno, a member of the Thantors . . . nobles, I believe you call them . . . of Mercury,” the bizarre little man replied evenly. “Gods be praised, one of our projectiles reached here at last. A few hundred more years and our planet might have been doomed.”


  “Mercury!” Marcia shook her head. “But you speak English!”


  “And why riot? For years our sensitive radio equipment has brought us your speech. From your radio broadcasts we learned of the planet earth, tried to communicate with it. But your crude receivers could not pick up our messages, so we were forced to try projectiles.”


  “But . . . but . . .” Harker gasped. “How were you able to cross space, reach earth?”


  “You do not understand the machine which you built, operated to bring me here?” Huno smiled, his dark face contemptuous. “But surely you realize that all matter is basically energy. Even your civilization has discovered that . . . has learned to transmit images, sound. For centuries we of Mercury have known the secret of transforming matter into energy . . . electro-magnetic vibrations . . . reassembling it in the form of matter once more, at the desired point. Yet to leave our planet, reach Earth, it was necessary to have a receiving station such as this at our destination. Since it became apparent that we were faced with extinction, we have worked to perfect projectiles which could withstand a trip through space, convey plans for a receiver to another planet. Tablets with simple ideograms were made, for though we had learned to speak your language via radio, the extremely short range of your television broadcasts prevented us from learning your written symbols. The initial velocity would have killed us, had we attempted to cross bodily in a projectile, would have smashed an energy-receiving machine; yet we believed that if a race of sufficient intelligence were to find our instructions, follow them to make a receiving set, we would be able, in the form of pure energy to cross space, just as the sun’s energy, the cosmic rays, reach your earth.” Huno paused, toying with the disc that hung about his neck. “For many years we tried to send our projectiles to Venus, but life there, if it exists, is too backward to duplicate our machines. And Mars had little water . . .”


  “Water?” Garth repeated. “But . . . you mean . . . I don’t understand . . .”


  “Naturally. But you will, shortly.” Huno turned to the receiver, his horny fingers making delicate adjustments of the complex mechanism.


  Garth watched him, still dazed by it all. The tablets, Harker’s story, these had seemed plausible. The thought of communication, voices leaping the void to link two planets, had been within the realms of credibility. But this . . .! A man from Mercury, materialising out of thin air! The magnitude of it stunned him.


  “John!” he cried, “This is bigger than anything we’d dreamed of! When we tell the world what we’ve accomplished . . .! Run upstairs, Marcia, call the newscasting stations! Scientists will want to . .


  Huno the Mercurian spun about, his eyes like polished anthracite.


  “You will make no mention of this, yet,” he said coldly. “We are not ready for earthmen to learn of our presence. They will know soon enough.”


  A STRANGE note of menace in the mechanical voice brought a frown to Garth’s face. What did the Mercurian mean? And why, instead of rejoicing that the gap between the two worlds had been closed, did he seem determined to keep it a secret. Garth glanced at his companions. Harker stood rigid, like a man in a trance, his plump face drawn in bewildered lines, his lips sagging. Marcia stood with her back to the wall, arms outflung; there was mute terror in the depths of her blue eyes.


  Garth set his jaw firmly, turned to the small dark figure before the machine.


  “Look here!” he said sharply. “Let’s get this straight! You send a projectile, with instructions as to how to build this receiving set. And now you’re here, you act as though this were all part of a plot against us! Against Earth! I’d like some explanation as to why you don’t want the rest of our people to know of your appearance!”


  The dark Mercurian turned from the machine, an expression of annoyance on his saturnine face.


  “You,” he said softly, “are a fool! I have no time to waste explaining our plans to a lower form of life I Already our armies are waiting!”


  “Armies!” Harker burst out. “Good God! You mean . . .”


  “I mean that I am the first of many.”


  Huno said impatiently. “Why do you suppose we went to the trouble of entering into communication with barbarians like you? For idle curiosity? Within a few moments the vanguard of our armies will be here, to commence the work of subjugation . .?”


  “No!” Garth cried. “You . . . you can’t! We . . .”


  “Your emotions are stupid,” Huno observed. “Scientific efficiency . . .” He broke off, leaped to one side as Garth sprang furiously toward him.


  Fists knotted, seized by a sudden berserk rage, the earthman hurtled forward. With amazing swiftness Huno avoided the flailing blows, drew a curiously-shaped tube from his pocket, levelled it at his opponent.


  “Garth!” Marcia screamed. “Look out!”


  Instinctively Garth jumped aside, nor was he a moment too soon. A pale violet beam shot from the tube, leaped across the room. A blinding flash of light, an acrid smell of ozone, filled the laboratory. A section of the wall the size of dinner-plate crumbled into dust under the blasting force of raw, unleashed energy!


  “Good God!” Harker slumped against the workbench. His voice was dull with horror. “And I—I have loosed this upon the world!”


  Huno, apparently satisfied with his demonstration, once more thrust the little gun into his belt.


  “You realize, I trust” . . . his many-facetted eyes flicked toward Garth . . . “the futility of such primitive assaults. Any further attempts will render it necessary for me to destroy you!”


  An insistent humming from the big receiving set drew his attention. Garth Arlan, his rage suddenly giving way to hopelessness, stood rooted to the spot, staring at their strange visitor. Behind him he could hear Marcia’s spasmodic sobbing, John Harker’s labored breathing.


  ALL at once the Mercurian straightened up, tugged at a switch. Light glowed through tubes, crackled in arcs of flame across the sparkgaps. Again that surge of power, that whine of machinery.


  Suddenly beads of cold perspiration broke out upon Garth’s forehead. Dim, shadowy figures, were taking shape before the machine! Marching from it in close-knit ranks, growing denser, less opaque with each second! The room was crowded with them now, wiry, dark-scaled men of Mercury, in their loose metal tunics, their flowing purple cloaks!


  About their necks hung ornate medallions such as Huno wore, and energy guns were suspended from their belts. In their hands the warriors carried small box-like machines, not unlike portable terrestrial radio sets, each box surmounted by a gleaming helix identical with the one on the set Harker had built. Like the dragon’s teeth of ancient legend, Garth thought . . . wherever one of these warriors went, a dozen, a hundred more would spring into being.


  Fully fifty of the dark Mercurians crowded the laboratory now, standing in line like mechanical robots. Marcia, staring at them, found it hard to believe. A nightmare, she whispered, a mad, nonsensical nightmare! These scaly, jewel-eyed creatures here in this familiar workroom! And outside the sun would be shining, the birds singing, while in busy San Francisco, ten miles away, men worked, laughed, went about their daily tasks, unconscious of the storm that was soon to break!


  Huno, staring at the row of warriors, smiled complacently.


  “Captain Zagar!” he snapped.


  “Yes, Excellency.” The leader of the detachment bowed. “May I convey the congratulations of all Mercury oh your magnificent achievement? Already the armies are assembled, waiting. And we have each, in accordance with your instructions, brought receiving sets. You have only to speak and the conquest will begin.”


  “No hurry,” Huno murmured. “It will be better first to learn something of the land, what arms the earthmen possess. You have thought-helmets?”


  Zagar nodded, snapped an order.


  Two of the warriors stepped forward, carrying gleaming dome-shaped headpieces of copper, surmounted by small circular discs.


  “These two.” Huno indicated Garth and Harker.


  At once several Mercurians seized the two men, held them motionless while the metal domes were fitted over their heads. Zagar adjusted dials and Garth heard a flat, mechanical voice emanating from the disc atop the helmet. His thoughts! Translated into words to guide and inform the listening Mercurians . . . betray his own people!


  In vain he tried to control his mind, to keep it on meaningless subjects. It seemed as though a mighty, inexorable will held his brain in its grasp, forcing him to answer a thousand unspoken questions . . . reveal his inmost thoughts.


  From the disc atop Harker’s helmet a similar toneless voice issued, telling of terrestrial armaments, methods of communication—social and economic life. Describing the region about San Francisco, picturing the west coast, detailing roughly the army posts, the points of defense.


  AT length, after an hour’s cross-examination, the gleaming helmets were removed. Garth felt dazed, as though he had been concentrating with all his energy upon some stubborn problem. Tired, somehow listless, he stared at his captors.


  Then Huno was speaking to Zagar.


  “With the information we have just obtained it will be easy. You and several of your men are to remain here. The rest of your force will scatter about this section of the country to cover what the terrestrials call the West Coast. Go as far inland as the place they termed Salt Lake City. That should include an area with sufficient human life for our purpose. Also it faces on the great body of water. I believe” . . . Huno paused, smiling . . . “that one sharp lesson, a demonstration of our power, will induce these earthly beings to surrender without a struggle.”


  “Exactly, Highness.” Zagar’s dark face reflected his superior’s thin smile. “One sharp lesson. I am to act without consulting you further?”


  “Why not, Zagar?” Huno’s scaly fingers clicked against the switch of the communication machine. “You have your orders. I wish to return to Mercury, report our success to the Council.”


  “As you say, Thantor,” Zagar bowed. Then, catching sight of Garth and Harker, secure in the grip of several Mercurian warriors. “What of these?”


  “Keep them. Their thoughts will be useful in solving any problems that come up concerning the earthmen, or the location of strategic points.”


  “And the female?” Zagar glanced at Marcia, a tragic figure huddled against the wall.


  Huno studied the girl, his brilliant eyes appraising.


  “I shall take her with me as our first captive, a specimen of this strange race. Bring her here!”


  Two of the impassive Mercurians led the girl before him. The pale, defiant beauty of her, filled Garth with sudden fury against his captors.


  “No!” he cried, struggling to break free. “Marcia! They can’t . . .!” A rain of blows from his guards silenced him, beat him to his knees.


  Dazed, Garth watched them drag Marcia before the machine. Huno’s wiry figure was bent over the complicated switchboard adjusting dials, reversing terminals for transmission.


  All at once he straightened up, faced Zagar.


  “All success, Captain, in your campaign. There can be no excuses if you fail.” He stepped forward, seized the girl’s wrists, forced her beneath the shimmering helix.


  “Marcia!” A groan broke from John Harker’s lips. His daughter’s slender figure, held immobile in the Mercurian’s inexorable grasp, was beginning to fade from view!


  “Garth!” The girl’s voice was faint, a cry from beyond the rim of existence. “Garth . . .!”


  She was no more than a faint shadowy outline, now, like Huno beside her. A phantom shape, with dark, flowing hair, blue eyes that were terrifyingly dim. Once again Garth thought he could hear that agonized voice repeating his name, but the space beneath the great helix was empty. Marcia was gone, transformed into energy, electromagnetic waves, to be hurled across a million miles of space to barren Mercury!


  GARTH, slumped upon the laboratory floor, felt sudden hopelessness. What use to struggle against such mighty forces, such cold inhuman intellects? It seemed futile . . .


  Zagar spoke, harshly.


  “You have found a place, Tolla?” he demanded.


  “Yes, Captain.” One of the warriors, returning from a search of the old mission, snapped to attention.


  “Good.” Zagar nodded. “Take the two terrestrials there, guard them carefully. No word must escape until we are ready to strike. You others will proceed to your posts, avoiding the earthmen, killing all who see you.” He drew a list, compiled from Garth’s description of the country, from his pocket. “You, Hantu, to the coast, to the place called Los Angeles. Kaban, to the north, to . . .”


  Mercurian guards, stolid, expressionless, dragged Garth and Harker from the room. The former, stunned by savage blows, staggered uncertainly; the latter, racked with grief at thought of Marcia’s fate, was an abject figure.


  Through passages they were led, along the maze of rocky galleries beneath the old mission. Tolla paused before a small cell, windowless, dark.


  “In there!” he snapped. “I’ll remain on guard.”


  


  CHAPTER III


  


  THE little cell was shallow, hardly more than a closet. Garth, regaining his strength, staggered erect, strove to pierce the stygian gloom.


  “John!” he whispered. “There’s no other door to this room?”


  “None.” Harker’s voice was dull with despair. “What if there were? We . . . earth . . . has no chance against these fiends. No escape, Garth, for mankind.”


  “You’re wrong, John.” Garth’s voice was alive with excitement. “Don’t you see? If we could get out of here, warn earth, there’d be a chance! Bombing planes, dropping down with cut motors, blasting this place before the invaders can scatter! Destroying the transmission machine to prevent others from coming across! We’ve got to get away, man! Got to!”


  “But there’s no way out of this storeroom! None! The door’s half an inch of oak, and a guard outside . . .!”


  “We’ll see! Perhaps some forgotten tool, some loose board may help! Come on!”


  Carefully, inch by inch, the two men Went over their prison, groping through the darkness with searching fingers. The little room was empty. Dust-laden shelves, stone walls and floor, some scraps of mouldering rags . . . these and nothing more.


  “You see?” Harker muttered. “It’s homeless, Garth! No possible way of escape . . .”


  “Wait!” Garth exclaimed. “The ceiling!”


  Standing on tip-toe, he ran an exploratory hand over the rough, open-beamed ceiling. All at once his fingers encountered an electric wire, leading to an ancient light-socket.


  “Say!” He snapped the switch reflectively. “This closet is wired for electricity!”


  “It was used as a storeroom by the people who lived here last,” Harker explained. “They wired the entire mission, renovated it. But I don’t see . . .”


  “Neither do I, just now. But I’m beginning to get an idea. A hundred and ten volts, of course, alternating current. Enough to knock an earth-man kicking, though I don’t know about a Mercurian.”


  “What are you driving at?” Harker asked curiously. “There’s no way I can see to break down the door!”


  “Guess not.” Garth was deep in thought. “Let’s suppose you had a key to that door. How would you go about opening it?”


  “How? Why I’d unlock it, turn the knob! How else?”


  “Well, go over there and pretend you’re doing it. Just go through the motions.”


  Mystified, Harker did as he was requested. A shadowy figure in the darkness, he reached up with one hand, holding an imaginary key, turned it before the brass lock. Then, his hand still raised before the lock, he dropped the other to the knob, twisted it.


  “There!” He stepped back. “But just what could that possibly prove . . .”


  “Plenty.” Garth ripped the socket from the end of the wires, dragged them through the staples that held them to the ceiling. Very carefully, to avoid placing himself in circuit, he stripped the insulation from their tips, leaving six inches of copper exposed.


  “ALL right.” He turned to the door. “Remember how you ‘opened’ the door? First you unlocked it, then, your hand still on the key, you tried the knob. A brass knob, too, you’ll notice. In that instant the door would be unlocked and you’d have a hand on both key and knob. Be in circuit, if there was a current. And there will be!” He hooked one wire into the lock, the other over the knob. “Now . . . when our guard comes to open the door . . .”


  “Ah!” Harker muttered. “I’m beginning to understand!”


  Garth nodded.


  “He’ll still be holding the key when he touches the knob. Then, unless these devils are insulated, he’ll get the shock of his life. Worth trying, anyhow!” He groped his way toward the wooden shelves. “Rip a few of these down, John, and he’ll think we’re attempting to break out! That’ll bring him running!”


  Harker nodded, gripped one of the shelves, tore it with a splintering crash from the wall. The ripping loose of a second shelf brought a sound of footsteps beyond the door, the rattle of a key.


  Then, suddenly, an agonized groan sounded in the hallway outside.


  “Worked!” Garth exclaimed. “Here!” He tore the two wires from their terminals, pulled at the door. Unlocked, it swung open.


  Lying upon the floor was their way Mercurian guard, his dark face suffused with pain, his insect-like eyes snapping in fury. Stunned by the shock, he was groping for the energy-gun at his belt.


  Hurtling forward, Garth pounced upon the scaly-skinned warrior. With strength surprising in his small frame, the guard fought back, his horny fingers tearing like claws at Garth’s face, digging bloody furrows across the earthman’s cheeks.


  Harker, plunging in to help his companion, was met by a driving kick that sent him reeling off balance, toppled him to the floor.


  Garth was amazed at his opponent’s strength. The blows he rained into the guard’s face seemed only to bruise his fists, make little impression upon the Mercurian’s tough, scaly skin. Blood from Garth’s torn cheeks dripped upon the ancient flagstones . . . he began to pant from exertion. At last, in desperation, he lifted the struggling warrior, slammed him back against the stone flags. With a sharp crack the Mercurian’s head struck the floor, and his body went limp.


  “Tough . . . tough egg!” Garth gasped, staggering to his feet. “You okay, John?”


  Harker was sitting upon the floor, gripping his ankle. At Garth’s words he attempted to rise, then, wincing with pain, sank back.


  “Sprained ankle,” he muttered. “Don’t mind me, lad! Goon!”


  Garth’s gaze swept the gloomy passageway. There were no windows, and to reach the cellar door leading to freedom he must pass the laboratory in which Zagar and his men had remained.


  He stood still, listening. A murmur of voices drifted along the corridor, distant footsteps, the hum of machinery. Their escape from the storeroom, apparently, had not been overheard; the Mercurians were busy with plans for conquest. But to leave the house, he must either reach the guarded staircase, or pass the laboratory, gain the cellar door leading outside. A desperate gamble either way. Burdened with Harker’s heavy weight it would be impossible.


  “Can’t leave you here,” he murmured. “If our planes bomb this place . . .”


  “WE’VE got to go, Garth,” Harker exclaimed impatiently. “It’s not just me! It’s earth . . . mankind . . . all we’ve struggled for these ten thousand years! What’s one life when we’re faced with the end of our civilization? Goon! Hurry!”


  “Right!” Garth gripped the older man’s hand, tightly. “Good luck, John!”


  One last look at Harker and he set out along the passage, cautiously, toward the laboratory. Winding among the dusty corridors that lay beneath the old mission he at length saw light ahead, moving figures.


  Zagar and several of the dark Mercurians stood in the murky gallery. Snatches of conversation drifted along it. Amidst the hissing of sibilant Mercurian, he caught the English words “slaves to our people . . .”


  Garth went tense. Slaves! But how could they expect terrestrials to live on burning Mercury? Already, perhaps, Marcia. . . . He choked with sudden emotion.


  Zagar, thumbs hooked over his belt, dark face aglow, was talking excitedly of the “Pacific.” What was it about water that awoke such interest among these Mercurians? Huno, also, had mentioned it, as a matter of importance.


  Crouched in the darkness, he strained his ears. All at once a group of warriors issued from the laboratory. Cloaked in long mantles, faces hidden by curious hoods, they seemed living shadows.


  Zagar nodded, gave crisp orders. Silently the men bowed, left. Garth stared at them, puzzled. Were these a group of the advanced guard, leaving to take up positions about the countryside? If so, his efforts would be in vain. Burning with impatience, he remained motionless, waiting for the remaining Mercurians to move away.


  After what seemed hours of waiting, Zagar and his followers walked across the hallway, reentered the brilliantly-lighted laboratory.


  With infinite caution Garth moved forward along the corridor. It seemed impossible that he could pass the entrance of the workshop unobserved, reach the heavy wooden door that led to freedom.


  For a moment he considered making a dash for it. Memory of Huno’s deadly energy gun checked him. No way of outrunning the destructive violet rays. Very softly, testing each step before taking it, he inched along the passage.


  The harsh toneless voices of the Mercurians were clear, now, distinct. He could hear Zagar speaking, grunts of assent from the others. Keeping always in the shadows, he crept toward the door.


  Garth was abreast of the laboratory now. Within it, the purple-cloaked warriors were bent over a table. A map, doubtless drawn from his description of the countryside, lay before them.


  All at once a loose pebble crunched beneath his foot. Zagar looked up. Frozen in a patch of shadows, Garth held his breath. His heart was thumping, so loudly, it seemed, that the dark, scaly-skinned commander must hear it. For a long instant Zagar’s brilliant, glittering eyes probed the darkness, then his gaze fell once more to the map.


  Garth gave a silent prayer of thanksgiving, slid toward the door. One more minute! One more minute and he’d be free, able to spread the word of this incredible invasion from space!


  A LAST step he took, reached for the latch. As he did so, his heart skipped a beat. Footsteps were sounding in the laboratory, headed toward the corridor!


  No chance, now, to escape observation. With frantic haste he tore at the latch of the massive door.


  A shout of rage echoed through the passageway. Zagar, his face contorted with fury, stood in the entrance of the workshop, energy gun in hand.


  As the Mercurian fired, Garth dropped to the floor. Struck by the stream of purple destruction that jetted from the gun, the door was blasted to bits. Then Garth sprang up and clutching a heavy piece of timber, hurled it at the infuriated Mercurian.


  With crushing force the billet of wood struck Zagar, stretched him upon the floor. Garth dove through the splintered door, raced up the stone steps that led to the garden. For a moment he considered heading for his plane, parked nearby, then, realizing what a perfect target the little silvery ship would make against the dark sky, he plunged into the woods.


  Angry cries were echoing through the house behind him, and purple rays cut the darkness. Garth, running like mad, could hear the crash of falling trees, caught by the deadly beams of unleashed energy. Half-rolling, half-sliding, he skidded down the steep slope. Behind him the woods were a hell of lambent violet flame.


  Garth plunged on, forcing himself to superhuman efforts. At length the purple glare died away in the distance. He paused for breath, wiped his bloody, sweaty face. Far below, the lights of the great bridges danced like splotches of shimmering molten gold upon the dark waters of the Bay.


  Panting, Garth headed toward them.


  Pale dawn was just tinting the up-flung towers of San Francisco when Garth entered the city. A dream place, it seemed, all rose and saffron, its. mighty sky-scrapers veiled in morning mists.


  Wearily Garth toiled up a circular ramp to the glass-paved streets of the second level. His every muscle ached and he felt as though he were living in some mad delirium.


  The city was still, at this hour, like a place of the dead. As he walked the silent streets, doubts crowded Garth’s mind. It seemed impossible, somehow, that ten miles from this great metropolis, so familiar, so everyday, there were strange beings from another planet, planning its domination.


  A soft-motored milk-truck, purring from door to door, passed him. Its driver stared with curious eyes at Garth’s tattered, blood-stained figure. Garth shook himself. He had come to warn them, spread the alarm. But . . . but . . . how?


  How to go about it? Should he shout, pound upon doors, awaken the sleeping people? If he did, who would believe him? Would he have believed it himself, three days ago, had he been awakened with warnings of an invasion from space?


  Sudden desperation seized him. They had to believe! Had to, or meet inevitable destruction! Even now the dark hosts were assembling, awaiting the word to pour across the void to conquer earth.


  A workman, dinner-pail in hand, was approaching him. Garth ran toward the man, reeling from fatigue.


  “You . . . you’ve got to help me,” he exclaimed. “Spread the word! There . . . there’re beings from another world up in the mountains! Preparing to attack! Unless we act at once . . .”


  THE laborer’s face hardened.


  “Nut!” he jeered. “Where’s your horse, Paul Revere!” Grinning, he tried to brush past.


  “But . . . Good God, man!” Garth seized his arm. “It’s true! Don’t you see? True! Strange creatures from Mercury . . .”


  “Sure, sure.” With a soothing manner the workman shook off Garth’s hand. “I’ll go tell the mayor right away!” Chuckling, he strode down the street.


  Shoulders sagging helplessly, Garth gazed after the man. A bustling housewife appeared on the steps of a house, stared at him, clutching her milk-bottles.


  “You better go sleep it off, young fellow,” she shrilled. “Land sakes! In broad daylight, too!”


  Without a word Garth turned away. It seemed hopeless. But if he could reach someone in authority, someone with sense enough to listen . . .


  Heavy footsteps sounded behind him. The workman, accompanied by a burly policeman, was returning.


  “That’s the guy!” The laborer nodded. “Crazy as a coot! He’s got no business being allowed loose in the streets!”


  The patrolman dropped a heavy hand upon Garth’s shoulder.


  “All right, you,” he g r o w led. “What’s all this about terrible creatures, and mugs from Mercury?”


  As plausibly as possible, Garth told his story.


  “You don’t have to believe me,” he concluded desperately. “If you go there, you’ll see for yourself! Can’t you understand . . .?”


  “What!” The policeman gave an elaborate picture of horror. “I’ll call headquarters right away!” He unhooked a small pocket radio from his belt, spoke softly into it.


  Garth, listening, heard the words “insane,” “ambulance.” With a quick gesture he broke away from the patrolman, dove into an alley. Shouts, the pounding of feet, sounded behind him. Twisting, dodging through the maze of streets, he at length shook off pursuit.


  The city was waking up now. Traffic rumbled through the main arteries, early pedestrians were beginning to appear on the sidewalks. Garth shook a dismal head. Hunted! First by the dark, merciless invaders, now by his own people! If he could reach Western University, though, there was a chance. Men who knew him, knew his reputation as a scientist, would listen . . . if it were not already too late. Wiping the dust, the caked blood, from his face, he headed north.


  Garth was just crossing a busy square on the upper level when the tear-shaped little police car drew up beside him.


  “That’s the man!” a policeman cried, climbing out.


  No chance to escape, now. The policeman had a secure grip on his arm.


  “Come along, young fellow,” he said, grinning. “We’re going places!”


  IT was at precisely this instant that Garth saw the small dark figure emerge from the shadows of an alley. Muffled in a long dark cloak, the man’s face was hidden, but his queer garb drew the curious glances of the passersby.


  “Look!” Garth shouted. “There’s one of them! Get him! Quick! He’s a Mercurian!”


  The patrolman stared at the small figure, frowned. There was something strangely inhuman in the shrouded man’s appearance.


  “Wonder who that guy thinks he is, Hank?” he muttered. “Napoleon?”


  The driver of the car glanced carelessly at the man in the alley.


  “Some screwball,” he shrugged. “What the hell? We can’t arrest him for wearing a black cloak. Let’s take care of this nut first . . .”


  The driver’s voice trailed off in a bewildered mutter. The small dark figure had drawn a box from beneath his robes . . . a box surmounted by a shining coil of wire. And a narrow beam of light was streaming across the pavement!


  A crowd of pedestrians had gathered about the cloaked figure, were eyeing the queer little box, speculating as to the type of advertising stunt to be pulled off. Garth groaned, knowing what was to follow! A smaller, portable receiving set . . . to bring in more dark invaders . . .!


  All at once a panic swept the crowd. Shouts, screams, echoed across the square as they broke, ran pellmell from the little box.


  “Jeeze!” The policeman dropped Garth’s arm, stared with bulging eyes at the incredible spectacle.


  Shapes were taking form in the narrow beam of light. Bark, scaly figures in metal tunics, purple cloaks! Fierce-eyed warriors of Mercury, serried rows of them, marching out of nothingness!


  Suddenly the shrouded figure threw off its mantle, straightened up, energy gun in hand. The shadowy warriors were firm, solid, now, standing in close ranks, awaiting orders. Screaming, fighting to break away, the crowds of terrestrials fled to escape from the square.


  Hissing, sibilant commands cut the air. The dark invaders broke ranks, their energy guns crackling.


  Instinctively Garth dropped to the pavement. The street was an inferno of purple flame. He saw one of the policemen fire his revolver, saw a Mercurian stagger, then, protected by his metal tunic, press on.


  Jets of violet flame cut the policemen down, transformed the square into a charnel house. A stench of charred flesh hung heavy in the morning air; blackened, mangled corpses littered the ground. And still the Mercurian fighting men poured in endless columns from the frail beam of light!


  Buildings were beginning to crumble, collapse, as the energy guns played upon them. A rumble of falling masonry, the crash of undermined structures drowned out the screams of the dying. Clouds of dust swept like a yellow fog over the square.


  It was to this dust that Garth owed his life. Hidden by the swirling clouds, he scrambled to his feet, set out on the run along a small side street.


  San Francisco had suddenly become a city of terror. Bauds of stolid Mercurians, utterly emotionless, moved along the streets, methodically raying every human figure, reducing tall buildings to mere heaps of rubble.


  GARTH ran blindly, seeking only escape. Huno’s words, “One sharp lesson,” had not been mere bluster. Battered by the rain of falling stone, stumbling over limp, sprawling bodies, he headed for the outskirts of the city.


  Other terrestrials, fear-maddened mobs, fought wildly to win freedom. A woman, a baby in her arms, brushed him aside like an enraged tigress. Cars, trucks, heedless of human life, rocked and swayed along the streets, leaving a trail of inert, bloody bodies behind. A plane, caught by the lashing rays, fluttered like a wounded bird to the ground.


  Garth shouldered his way through the crowds of refugees, plunged along the narrow streets in frantic haste. Glancing downward through the glass paving, he could see similar panicky mobs on the levels below. Kaleidoscopic pictures stamped themselves indelibly upon his mind. A woman crouched, weeping, over a charred mass of rags that once had been a man . . . an old beggar, stumbling to his knees, trampled to death by fleeing feet . . . a child laughing, clapping its tiny hands in glee at the excitement.


  Destruction had spread over the entire city. On all sides could be heard the crash of falling buildings, the shouts of fear and pain. All at once Garth saw a purple flash beside him, felt searing heat as a wide swath appeared in the ranks of the fugitives.


  Instinctively, he dove for a ramp, Two of the glittering-eyed invaders stood calmly spraying the crowd as though watering a garden . . . a garden of death.


  Down the circular ramp Garth slid. Suddenly it shuddered, swayed, as the street level above gave way, crashed in a rumbling, splintering mass of destruction. Dazed he picked himself up, clambered over the mountain of debris, staggered on.


  Running, running, endlessly. He was a robot, now, no longer conscious of his surroundings, of time or place. At length, as though awakening from a dream, he became aware of grass beneath his feet, of tall trees on all sides. The sun was high in the heavens and far below, to the south, the city lay wreathed in a pall of smoke, of dust. Utterly exhausted, Garth threw himself upon the ground, fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.


  


  CHAPTER IV


  


  THE hills were ablaze with wildflowers, sweet with the smell of pines. Spring had flung its green mantle over the long, sweeping slopes that led to the sea. Here and there, however, the fields were marred by dark patches, twisted scraps of metal, surrounded by charred grass, scorched trees. Gyros, from the terrestrial army, brought down in flames by the energy guns of the invaders. Further along the hillsides there were scattered tanks, dozens, hundreds, of charred, sprawling bodies, while the shores of the Bay were littered with fragments of steel, other wreckage.


  Garth Arlan crouched under the big oak tree, wolfing down a handful of hard, green grapes. Tattered fragments of clothing hung upon his emaciated frame and a heavy beard obscured his regular features. His hollow eyes were fixed on the blackened heap of rubble that had once been San Francisco.


  Strange changes had come over the city during the past month. Domeshaped buildings had risen with incredible speed over the mounds of debris, and a gleaming conical tower, fully five hundred feet high, thrust like a small mountain-top above the Bay. This structure puzzled Garth. Completely surrounded by water, it was connected by a broad causeway to the shore. Swarms of Mercurians far below, like tiny ants, crossed and recrossed the causeway, carrying queer machinery to and from the tower.


  Garth bolted another of the unripe grapes, began scraping a fragment of belt-buckle against a rock. Suddenly he dropped the buckle, went rigid. A crackle of underbrush, a rustle of grass behind him! He snatched up a heavy club lying at his side, crouched against the bole of the great oak, every muscle tense.


  The crackle of twigs grew louder, and a man’s tattered figure emerged from the thicket. A terrestrial, a giant of a man, his chest covered with black hair; his face, though worn by privation, cleancut, intelligent.


  “Hello.” He glanced at Garth, poised, club in hand. “Think I was a Merc?”


  Garth nodded.


  “Better learn to walk more softly,” he said. “We’re in the habit of hitting first, and finding out afterwards.”


  “I haven’t been in the hills long.” The big man threw himself wearily to the ground. “Got any food?”


  Silently Garth handed him the remains of the grapes. The stranger munched them wryly.


  “Lousy,” he commented.


  “I’ve been living on them for a month, mostly.” Garth picked up the broken belt-buckle, commenced scraping it against the stone once more. “If I ever work this thing into a fish hook, I’ll really eat.”


  “But the smoke of cooking . . .”


  “Raw fish aren’t bad when you’re hungry,” Garth said, and went on with his work.


  THE big man finished the grapes, stared down at the ruined city.


  “Aren’t you afraid of being spotted so close to the Mercs’ base?” he asked.


  “One place is as good as another,” Garth shrugged. “They’ve got posts further inland, too, scattered about the mountains. Where you from?”


  “Little place called Millersville. East of here. My name’s Wallace, in case you’re interested. I’m—I was a doctor. The Mercs landed on us last Tuesday. Or maybe it was Wednesday. I’ve lost track of time. They were in planes they’d gotten from the Los Angeles airport. Blew the town to hell. My wife and kids . . .” Wallace broke off, staring at the distant ocean. “I’ve been wandering since then. Half-starved . . . half-crazy.”


  “That’s what they hope,” Garth said. “They figure hunger’ll drive us into the open. Then they take us away, as slaves.”


  “Slaves!” Wallace muttered. “But how do they expect terrestrials to live on Mercury?”


  “Don’t know.” Memory of Marcia choked Garth; his voice shook. “They drive the captives into that big conical tower and they don’t come out again. Break them down into energy-vibrations, I guess, and shoot them out to Mercury.”


  “God!” Wallace shook his head. “Isn’t there some way to get clear of these mountains? Some way to escape? The east, maybe?”


  “Maybe,” Garth grunted. “But you’d have to cross level, open ground and they’d spot you sure, there. They’ve all the country as far east as Salt Lake City, under their control. Could have the entire earth if they wanted it.” He pointed to the charred spots on the slopes, the wreckage about the city. “That’s what’s left of the combined forces of Europe, Asia, and America. It wasn’t even a struggle. I watched it from up here. Most of the planes and tanks never even got this far. One touch of the purple rays and that was that. Same dose for the fleets. It didn’t last an hour.”


  As he spoke, a squadron of gyros leaped from the ruined city, headed inland. Garth stood up, touched the big man’s arm.


  “Better make for safer cover,” he said. “They’ll pass right above us.”


  Wallace followed him into the underbrush, marvelling at his companion’s silent tread. Eyes swinging right and left, Garth led the stranger along all but invisible trails, through the dark avenues of pines.


  At length they reached a mossy clearing, mottled with sunlight and shadow. Garth put his fingers to his mouth, emitted a shrill, bird-like whistle. Immediately there was a grinding sound, a rustle of sliding pineneedles. A rock, crudely yet cleverly set in the side of the slope, swung back, revealing a dark opening. From this cave a ragged, bearded man crawled.


  “Ah, Garth!” he nodded. “We heard planes, holed up.”


  “They’ve passed.” Garth motioned to his towering companion. “Wallace. A new man. I picked him up over near the split oak. He’s hungry.”


  “So’re the rest of us. Ogden went fishing this morning and hasn’t gotten back. Must’ve run into a Merc patrol. Our only fishhook, too!”


  A DOZEN or so muddy figures had by now emerged from the cavern. Men, women, and children, unkempt, tattered. Cave-dwellers, as primitively armed as their forefathers of a hundred thousand years before. A small, greyhaired man, carrying a wooden spear, approached Garth.


  “There’s a chance for food,” he said, “if you’re game. I used to go to a little village near Twin Peaks . . . for the golfing.” He grinned, humorlessly. “It’s not far from here and I understand the Mercs wiped it out a week or so ago. They wouldn’t be likely to leave a patrol at such a small place, and if there’s any canned stuff left in the ruins . . .”


  “But suppose they have left a patrol?” Wallace demanded.


  “Then we’ll eat regular,” Garth said slowly. “As slaves.”


  There was no hesitation on the part of the others. Hunger had banished all fear. Picking up their clubs, their spears, they prepared for the journey. Even the women and children would not remain in the cave.


  In single file, they wound through the woods, gaunt, silent, wary, skirting every clearing, smoothing out every footprint left behind them. The occasional hum of an airplane motor froze them to rigid immobility; once a scampering squirrel sent bony hands reaching for weapons.


  The very ghosts of terrestrial civilization, they seemed. Here a bearded unkempt man in the remains of a formal dinner jacket, his ringed fingers clutching a rude spear. Here a slim girl, a soiled ermine cape about her shoulders, her flowing evening dress in rags. Here a man in gayly striped pajamas, slippers on his feet, and a blood-stained club in his hand.


  After hours of trudging through the dark forests, Garth, who was in the lead, halted, held up his hand. Bright sunlight, the green fields of a clearing, were visible between the trees. Very cautiously they stepped from the shadows, gazed down into the hollow.


  Whatever the village had been before its destruction, it was no more than a desolate heap of ruins now. The Mercurians’ deadly rays had done a thorough job, levelling houses, stores, transforming rich estates into barren, blackened deserts.


  Wallace, standing beside Garth, shuddered.


  “That’s the way Millersville must look,” he whispered. “Now . . . Dark rage hardened his countenance. “They’ll pay! By God, they’ll pay for all this! Someday. . . .”


  Garth nodded. There were few of this band of fugitives who did not have bitter, deadly personal scores to settle with the invaders. He thought of Marcia, of John Harker, and the lines about his mouth deepened.


  One of the women touched his arm.


  “Aren’t . . . aren’t we going down?” she whispered piteously. “Unless we eat soon . . .


  “It may be a trap.” Garth dislodged a small boulder, sent it rolling down the hillside. Crashing into the debris, it kicked up a cloud of dust, ashes. Breathless, they waited for the dreaded hiss of energy guns, the flash of violet rays. The valley remained silent. Another rock, thudding into the ruins, brought no signs of life.


  “Safe,” Garth cried. “Come on!”


  WITH frantic haste the half-starved refugees raced down the slope into the desolate village. The horror of the place, at close range, was appalling. Skeletons, shattered, blackened, sprawled about the streets. One small bony arm, clutching a grinning rag doll, protruded from a heap of crumbled stone. Pathetic objects littered the streets . . . a pair of spectacles, miraculously unbroken, a bundle of letters, tied with faded lavender ribbon, a baby’s rattle.


  These things, however, made little impression upon the band of fugitives. They were hardened to horror, conscious only of the gnawing pain of hunger within. Rooting among ashes, digging, clawing at heaps of debris, they sought for food.


  With the finding of cans of vegetables, meat, beneath the mined houses, the last of their veneer of civilization cracked. Men fought like wolves over scraps of food, stuffing their mouths, snarling with animal-fury. In vain Garth tried to stop them; famished, they were beyond reason.


  At length Wallace gave a cry of triumph, dove into a heap of shattered timbers.


  “Bread!” he shouted. “Bread!”


  The others raced toward him. No fighting now; the remains of a baker’s shop revealed stacked loaves of bread, mouldy, dust-covered, but enough for all. Within half an hour the band of fugitives was gorged, replete, for the first time in weeks.


  Climbing heavily to his feet, Garth began to gather together the remaining loaves.


  “Each of us will carry as much as he can,” he said. “We’ve stayed here in the open too long as it is. We can take enough back to the cave to last us . . .” He broke off abruptly, listening.


  A drone of planes! Growing louder with each moment! Garth glanced up. Dots against the sky . . . gyros, dropping swiftly!


  Too late. Panicky, a dozen of the fugitives had started up the hillside toward the shelter of the forest. Violet beams broke from the descending aircraft, cutting them off, driving them hastily back toward the village.


  The gyros were low, now, not a hundred feet from the ground. Garth could see the dark, sardonic faces of the Mercurians behind the glass cowling. In helpless rage, he watched them. For weeks he had cherished a dream of collecting a strong band of terrestrials, descending upon, slaughtering, some Mercurian outpost at night, obtaining energy-guns from their victims. A dream that might ultimately have grown to the liberation of earth. And now, it was shattered. He threw down his useless club, turned away.


  The Mercurians were herding them together like cattle. A wall of the purple rays, thrust from their hovering planes, moved relentlessly forward, driving the terrestrials down the valley. Useless to attempt flight. One flick of the invaders’ wrists would blast them to atoms. Huddled in hopeless dejection the little band of fugitives plodded wearily onward.


  GARTH walked with his head bowed in despair. His hopes, his plans for revolt, were smashed. To be taken to barren Mercury . . . a slave! Never to see the green fields of earth again! Dully his gaze swept the valley, the long slopes leading down to the sea.


  It was nearly night before the drove of captives came within sight of San Francisco. A detachment of dark warriors, signalled by radio, were waiting for them near the outskirts of the city.


  “Ah!” A metal-clad Mercurian captain stepped forward. “More workers for the plains of the home planet. And a scrawny, half-starved bunch they are! Hardly worth transmission!”


  Surrounded by their captors the terrestrials were led through the ruined city, toward the huge tower that thrust like a spear-point above the blue waters of the Bay.


  Garth studied the tall structure intently as they drew near. Of gleaming white stone, its base was submerged; the door, or entrance, located on the land side of the building, was reached by the broad marble causeway.


  Files of swaggering Mercurian guards escorted the weary procession of captives along the causeway, halted them before the great bronze doors.


  “What . . . what next?” Wallace faltered.


  “Don’t you know?” The man in the ragged dinner-jacket glanced at him scornfully. “They’ll make our wrists fast, take us into this transmission plant and convert us into vibratory waves, Next thing we know, we’re on Mercury . . . slaves! The devils! If I had a gun . . .!”


  Two guards were going down the line now, snapping queer woven-metal bonds about the wrists of their prisoners. Garth, watching them come toward him, swung his gaze to the Bay. Its surface was ruddy in the sunset and, he noticed, curiously agitated about the base of the great marble cone.


  The two Mercurians were busy with the man before him, fastening the strange bonds about his unwilling wrists. The rest of the guards were lounging near the edge of the causeway, laughing, joking, gazing contemptuously at their captives. Garth drew a deep breath. It was now or never.


  Muscles tense, knees flexed slightly, he stood poised for an instant, then, with one mighty leap, cleared the edge of the causeway!


  As he dove, he could hear the shouts, the excited commands above him. Downward he went, cleaving the waters like a knife; soon there was only a greenish wall of water about him, deep silence.


  Energy guns were churning the Bay when Garth came to the surface. The force of them tossed him about like a chip, and the water grew hot, boiling.


  Garth gasped for air. Steam, created by the energy blasts, rolled over the surface like a mist, concealing him. Dimly he could hear the captain’s furious cries to his men, the hiss of the guns; then, gulping a lungful of air, he dove once more.


  Close in toward the submerged base of the great structure, Garth swam, hoping to find shelter under its massive walls. If he could circle it, reach the other side, he would be safe enough for the time being.


  STILL under water, he approached the huge cone, swimming with long, easy strokes. And then suddenly he felt it, the sweeping, dragging current that was carrying him toward the base of the building. An inexorable undertow, sucking him into a dark opening in its rocky wall!


  Vainly Garth struggled to turn back, to rise to the surface. In the grip of the strange current he was helpless. His lungs were bursting now, his heart weak from exertion. He was, he realized, in a circular tunnel leading into the great building . . . a tunnel along which water boiled and seethed, violently, as though drawn by mighty pumps.


  Suddenly Garth felt his head break water; gasping he breathed in air. Lights gleamed ahead, bluish, flickering lights. Borne along by the foaming torrent, he could obtain no grip on the wet glistening walls, was unable to check his mad forward progress.


  The lights were close now. They seemed to come from tubes, great spark-gaps. A mighty mass of machinery blocked the end of the tunnel . . . and in the very center of the array of apparatus was a huge copper helix!


  Desperately Garth tried to turn. It was clear, now . . . horribly clear. The Mercurians, for some obscure reason of their own, were stealing Earth’s water, breaking it down into energy, transmitting it across the void. And he had been caught by the flow of the current, carried into their great intake pipe!


  The water, he could see, ceased to exist as matter on passing under the shimmering helix. Transformed into energy it simply disappeared. Frantically he tried to grip the wall, hold himself back, but to no avail. In another minute. . . . Suddenly, the world went black.


  


  CHAPTER V


  


  GARTH never knew whether he maintained some fragment of consciousness during that tremendous journey, or whether the impressions formed themselves in his mind at the moment of his return to a material state. It seemed, vaguely, that he had trod the vast limitless cosmos, swinging past great silent stars, passing through a dark infinity of time and space.


  Music, dim, solemn music, had come to him, each note like the tolling of mighty bells, a song of life and death, of creation, now harsh in wild atavistic melody, now deep with tortured longing. Suddenly, an endless distance away, a light appeared, drawing closer, becoming more brilliant with each moment. Nearer and more powerful the light became . . . dazzling. Blinded by it, Garth cried out . . . and received a mouthful of water.


  For a moment, floundering about in the turbulent flood, Garth thought he had in some manner escaped the big helix in the Earthly transmission machine. Then, as he glanced about, full realization struck him.


  Lights everywhere, brilliant lights, and a mass of machinery similar to that in the station on earth. Above him stretched a huge dome, and walls of black basalt thrust upward, covered with strange instruments. A power plant of some sort, lined with gigantic engines. Small figures, dark, scaly-skinned men, sat at control panels covered with switches, dials, levers.


  Only one instant’s glance, Garth had, of the great receiving station before the surging waters swept him past. Through an arched doorway he was carried, amid a welter of foam and spray, hurled into a broad canal. Here the flow was less violent and the boiling flood abated its force. Dazed, Garth struck out for a bank of the canal, dragged himself wearily to the bank.


  Several moments passed before Garth recovered his strength sufficiently to sit up, study his surroundings. When at last he did so, the sheer wonder of the place shook him.


  He was, it seemed, in a city of some sort . . . but a city that surpassed his wildest imaginings. An immense dome, a bubble, apparently, of pink glass, covered it, tinting the sun’s rays to a soft diffused glow. In the pale, rose-colored light he could see buildings, great truncated shafts of white marble-like substance, constructed in sweeping graceful lines, topped by countless slender towers. Spires, terraces, high parapets, thrusting upward at the glass dome.


  A poem in stone, this city, marked by stately highways, winding footpaths. Gardens alive with queer fungoid growths, with clusters of brilliant, exotic blossoms, were scattered on every hand, lined the banks of broad canals.


  Of all the structures beneath the dome the huge power plant from which he had just emerged was by far the largest. Towering upward against the pink “sky,” its massive walls, its huge size, made it seem a fortress, a citadel. Water, stolen from Earth, it seemed, poured from the arched opening in an endless frothing torrent.


  GARTH glanced along the main canal, saw that it terminated miles away at an opening in the glass-like bubble surrounding the city. He wondered what lay beyond, whether the rest of Mercury could compare to this garden spot. Through the opaque pink shell he could see nothing.


  Footsteps on the marble walk nearby interrupted Garth’s inspection of the strange city. Two Mercurians, clad in their close-fitting metal tunics, were strolling toward him!


  Quickly he dropped behind a clump of strange, mushroom-like growths, held his breath. For an earthman to be found here would mean certain imprisonment, death!


  Unconscious of his presence the two men passed by, entered one of the great white buildings. But there were other Mercurians walking along the embankment, Garth noticed. Old men, for the most part . . . the younger ones, the fighting men, were, no doubt, in the army on earth. The entire population, to judge by the size of the city, could not be more than a million, if that.


  Lying hidden beneath the clump of growths, Garth waited long hours, watched the great, glowing disc of the sun glide across the tinted roof of the city. At length there was darkness, broken only by a scattering of soft, shimmering lights within the tall marble buildings that lined the winding roadways. Squaring his shoulders, Garth emerged from his place of concealment, set out along one of the footpaths.


  Fleeting shadows, hurrying shapes, peopled the darkness, but Garth avoided them, remaining always in the cover of bushes, dense growths. Cautiously he approached the neighboring stone structures, white and ghostly in the gloom.


  All at once Garth’s jaw tightened. One of the buildings, surrounded by a magnificent garden, bore a familiar device cut over its doorway. The strange, triangular crest which he had seen emblazoned upon Huno’s cloak!


  Perhaps . . . perhaps if this were the Thantor’s dwelling, he might find some clue that would lead him to Marcia, might even surprise Huno, force him to disclose the girl’s whereabouts! A mad, desperate chance, yet he faced discovery every moment as it was. Very softly, he set out toward the building.


  Crossing the Mack street, crouching in shadows at the approach of passersby, he at length reached the garden. Soft, fur-like grass deadened his footsteps, great masses of vegetation concealed him. The palace was ablaze with lights, its tall windows forming orange oblongs in the darkness. Sounds of revelry, laughter, strange pulsating music drifted across the garden.


  All at once Garth went rigid. A figure was hurrying toward him! A small, metal-clad figure, with the cringing, obsequious manner of a servant.


  The man murmured something in hissing, sibilant Mercurian, drew nearer. Suddenly, noticing Garth’s terrestrial garb, he sprang backward, a bubbling cry of terror on his lips.


  With cat-like swiftness the earthman sprang, arms outstretched. Borne to the ground, his smaller opponent struggled vainly to tear Garth’s fingers from about his throat.


  “Try to call for help and I’ll kill you,” Garth whispered fiercely.


  THE Mercurian nodded vigorously, drew a deep breath as the terrestrial relaxed his grip.


  “Where is the earth girl?” Garth snapped. “Marcia Harker, the first of the captives taken by your army? Quick, now, and none of your lies!”


  “Third window from the fountain,” the man gasped. “One story above the garden. Prince Huno keeps her a prisoner there.”


  Garth studied the man’s frightened face, decided he was not lying. Hastily he tore strips from his ragged coat, bound the Mercurian’s hands and feet, gagged him. Then, thrusting the. inert figure beneath a bush, he resumed his progress toward the towering white structure.


  The fountain, a frail silvery jet in the darkness, was set in the wall of the palace. Garth counted three windows from it, on the second floor. All of this wing of the building was dark. Servants’ quarters, he decided. But how to reach the second story?


  For a moment he considered, then a way presented itself. A tall slender tree, similar to a terrestrial poplar except for its scarlet blossoms, stood some four feet from the wall. If he could climb to the top, bend it by his weight toward the window. . . .


  Quickly he sprang into the tree, worked his way toward the top. As he mounted, it commenced to sway, lean toward the casement. Garth reached out, gripped the ledge, swung clear. The tall tree snapped back with a shower of scarlet petals, and Garth drew himself up to the sill.


  The window was broad, deep-set. Unlocked, it yielded easily to his touch. With silent caution he lowered himself into the dark room beyond.


  Thick rugs met his feet; he could see the sheen of velvet draperies, the glitter of golden ornaments. As his eyes became accustomed to the gloom, Garth realized that the room was otherwise empty. Sharp disappointment gripped him. Had the Mercurian lied, he wondered? Or had Marcia been moved to some other place? Certainly this did not seem the prison of a slave.


  He crossed the room, drew back the gleaming metallic curtains that masked a door . . . and his heart suddenly leaped. Lying upon a low silken couch, her eyes closed in sleep, her face pale against the pillows, was Marcia!


  Garth moved toward the bed, and at the sound of his footsteps the girl stirred, opened her eyes. A scream of horror rose to her lips.


  Quickly Garth placed a hand over her mouth.


  “Marcia!” he whispered. “It’s me! Garth Arlan!”


  “Oh!” Bright tears sprang to her eyes. “Oh, Garth, Garth! I’ve hoped, dreamed . . .”


  For a long moment there was silence in the little room. At length Marcia broke from his embrace.


  “What . . . what of Dad?” she murmured. “That terrible night back at the old mission was the last I’ve seen or heard . . .”


  BRIEFLY Garth told his story.


  When he had finished, the girl’s body shook with sobs.


  “Then he’s dead . . . or a prisoner,” she said bitterly. “And earth at the mercy of those devils! If only we hadn’t seen that projectile, followed the instructions on those tablets! Oh, Garth, isn’t there anything we can do?”


  “First tell me what this place is, where the prisoners are kept, give me all the information you can!” He sat down beside her on the couch. “Right now things look pretty hopeless, but perhaps when I know more about this place, I may be able to work out some plan of escape.”


  “This is the city of Latath,” she replied. “The only one of its kind on Mercury. From what I’ve been able to learn, the planet was once, milleniums ago, further from the sun, shielded from its rays by an atmosphere. Gradually it was drawn in closer, lost its protection of clouds. The race began to decrease, built this great dome to shield themselves from the sun’s heat. It is filled with pure air, cooled by great conditioning units in the underground workshops beneath the city.”


  “Underground workshops?” Garth repeated. “Then that’s where the prisoners are kept!”


  “Some of them,” Marcia replied. “The rest are sent outside, to the labor camps.”


  “But how do they live in that heat? If even these horny-skinned Mercs can’t stand it, what chance would a terrestrial have outside the city’s dome?”


  “They wear vacuum-suits. Like a metal diver’s suit on earth. And the prisons where they sleep are shielded like this city. Even so, they don’t last long outside. That’s why new ones are constantly needed.”


  Garth thought a moment, turning this over in his mind. Latath, the rose-pink city . . . and the terrestrials working on the sun-scorched plains beyond its sheltering dome . . .


  “What about the water?” he asked. “Why are they bringing it here from earth?”


  “Don’t you see?” Marcia exclaimed. “Mercury’s water supply was failing. A constant drying up of the underground springs that were their only source of supply. And no rainfall to replenish it. But with enough water poured onto the rocky plains, they would not only replenish their springs, but have an atmosphere to shield them. Clouds of steam to act like the glass dome of this city, protect the entire planet. Millions, hundreds of millions of gallons of water every day, sent in the form of energy vibrations from earth. Pouring from the central receiving station along canals, through special air-locks, and so out onto the plains. Terribly, unbelievably hot, the plains, and the water evaporates instantly into steam, great banks of mist, to form an atmospheric blanket. When the blanket has lowered the outer temperature sufficiently, the water, instead of evaporating, will remain on the surface as lakes, seas. That’s what the terrestrial prisoners are working on. Artificial reservoirs, canals . . . to distribute the water properly. . . .”


  Garth stared at her, incredulous. The magnitude of the Mercurian’s plan was staggering. Earth, to be drained of its water, to be transformed into a barren desert! Its people enslaved to labor in the cruel heat of Mercury’s sun-swept plains! It was unbelievably fantastic . . . and horribly true!


  “WE can’t let it happen!” he exclaimed. “Can’t! You’ve got to find out all you can, Marcia, try to get hold of an energy gun! If we could learn how they’re made, arm the prisoners . . .!”


  “I’ll try, Garth.” The girl’s gaze swept the small, luxurious room. “It’s been so horrible, these months here! Huno treats me as though I were some strange beast! Brings his friends up here to see me, makes me speak, show off like a trained seal! And no one to talk to . . .”


  “Huno’s a devil! But couldn’t you have escaped? The windows aren’t barbed, the palace is unguarded . . .”


  “Escape?” Marcia shook her head. “Where would I go? Latath is small, a hundred square miles at most. I would be captured in an hour. The citadel, the transmission machine, everything is closely guarded. And to go outside, onto the plain . . .” She shuddered.


  “I see.” Garth nodded sombrely. “Then our only hope is to get energy guns, somehow, capture the citadel, and return the way we came. We’ll have to get in communication with the terrestrial prisoners, arm them . . .”


  “But how about you, Garth?” Marcia asked anxiously. “Where will you go? How will you live? Sooner or later you’ll be discovered. When they find that servant outside, hear his story, they’ll start a search.”


  “I don’t know, yet,” Garth said. “But I’ll find a place, somewhere, hide out until we can get in touch with the slaves.” He laughed reassuringly. “Don’t worry, sweetness. I’ll keep myself safe . . . come back again . . . soon.”


  Marcia clung to him tightly.


  “Be careful,” she whispered. “You’re all I’ve got, now, Garth. Stay near the canal. The Mercurians have no boats, can’t swim. I’ll try to learn the secret of the energy guns, get word to the prisoners.”


  “I’ll count on you, Marcia.” He swept her into his arms, kissed her. “And now I’ve got to go, before they discover the man I tied up.” Garth tore loose the long metallic curtains. “These should make an excellent rope.”


  He had just commenced to knot them when they heard ribald, laughing voices in the hall outside.


  “Huno!” Marcia gasped. “Quick! Hide!”


  Garth’s eyes darted about the room for some place of concealment. It was too late. The carved door swung open and Huno, followed by two grinning companions, entered.


  At sight of Garth, Huno’s bulging eyes flashed sudden rage.


  “Gods!” he roared. “You . . . an earthman! Here!” His hand slid toward the gun at his waist.


  Marcia sprang forward, a pale, very lovely picture in her sheer silken nightdress, threw her weight upon Huno’s arm, preventing him from raising the weapon.


  “Go, Garth!” she cried. “Quick!”


  In a blaze of action Garth leaped for the door. His arms, extended, seized Huno’s two befuddled companions by their necks, crashing their heads together. Stunned, the Mercurians tumbled to the floor. Huno was spitting strange oaths, trying to break free from Marcia’s grasp.


  INTO the dim corridor Garth ran, twisting, turning through a network of passages. Pale lights broke the darkness ahead, and he burst into a large, high-ceilinged room. A dozen startled Mercurians seated about a long banquet table, sprang to their feet, fumbling for their guns. In two bounds he crossed the room, felling with his fist a man who tried to bar his way.


  Again Garth found himself in a gallery. He groaned in despair. Was there no way out of this immense maze? Heart pounding, breath coming in gasps, he raced on.


  Behind him, furious shouts rang, metal-shod feet clattered upon the cold marble. All at once Garth was on a landing overlooking a long, pillared hall, dimly-lighted, deserted. Broad steps led to the great shadowy room. Garth pounded down them, dashed across the hall toward massive inlaid doors that reached halfway to the ceiling.


  Heavy metal rings were set in the panels. Seizing them, Garth pulled with all his strength. Slowly the big doors swung open, and a gust of warm night air swept the hall. Darkness . . . the welcome darkness of the streets . . . lay beyond.


  As Garth raced from the building, he heard the shouts grow louder. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw Huno, a dozen followers, silhouetted in the light that streamed from the doorway. The Mercurian’s voice shook with fury as he barked orders to his men.


  Onward Garth ran, rounding corner after comer, in an effort to shake off pursuit; but onlookers, seeing his tall terrestrial form plunge by, sent up warning cries to direct Huno and his men.


  The pale city was humming with excitement, now, blazing with lights. Other Mercurians had taken up the chase, were joining in the hue and cry. Like wolves, Garth thought, on the trail of their prey. Desperately he glanced about. Marcia had said to stay near the canal, but he had no idea in which direction it lay.


  He was tired now, reeling from exhaustion. Days of starvation, of ceaseless struggle, had taken their toll. Behind him the shouts were nearer, the thud of running feet ominous. With stumbling footsteps he staggered along the street, seeking some place of refuge. Then all at once, his heart sank. The street was a cul-de-sac, ending in a low wall! He glanced back. The flash of lights, shadowy forms in the darkness. Cornered! And in another moment . . .!


  Blindly; hopelessly, he turned to the wall, dragged himself over it. Through an arbor of vines, strange perfumed flowers, he crashed, landed dazedly in a cloistered garden dimly lit by a soft bluish radiance. And as he landed, he heard a smothered, terrified scream . . . a woman’s scream.


  Garth swept the hair from his eyes, glanced up. Facing him was a woman, a Mercurian, he instantly realized, the first he had ever seen, close at hand.


  In the glow of the swinging, flickering lamps, she was like some strange golden goddess. Tiny yellow scales gave her skin a soft lustre, contrasting strikingly with her black, glossy hair. Perfectly formed, her body was scantily covered by clinging, all but transparent, robes; her eyes seemed great, curiously-cut opals, flecks of fire in their dark depths. Bizarre, hauntingly beautiful, this woman of Mercury, yet with a certain fullness to her scarlet lips that spoke of fierce passions, tempestuous, swift-changing emotions.


  AS Garth crouched there, the woman stared at him with a mixture of fear and amazement.


  “An earthman!” she whispered. “A slave! You . . . you dare to enter . . .” She broke off at the sound of shouts, the clatter of feet in the street outside.


  “They’re after me,” Garth gasped. “The Thantor, Huno, and his men. Hunting me down, as they hunt all of our race. I . . . I must go . . .” He swayed to his feet, but the strength had gone out of him. Reeling, he caught at a corner of the arbor to keep from falling. A clamor of voices, a thunder of knocks, sounded beyond the small door set in the wall.


  For a long moment the Mercurian woman stared at Garth, her eyes inscrutable. Suddenly she clapped her hands, called sharply.


  “Matan! Kara!”


  Two squat figures, wearing servants’ garb, crossed the garden, bowed.


  “Quick!” The Mercurian woman was like a fluttering yellow flame. “You, Kara, hold them at the gate with questions! Matan, fetch me a slaveband! Haste!”


  Garth stared at them, bewildered. The woman had spoken in the liquid-tongue of Mercury and he had not understood. His head swimming, he watched the stocky Kara draw a bolt, parley with Huno’s men through the half-open door.


  A moment later the other servant, Matan, was running toward them, carrying a gleaming silver band covered with strange markings. The woman took the band from him, bent to fasten it about Garth’s arm. Her fingers, he noticed, were soft, satiny, unlike the horny skin of the Mercurian warriors.


  “Say nothing,” she whispered. “And have no fear.” Then, turning, “Let them enter, Kara!”


  The servant nodded, drew wide the door. Huno, fierce triumph on his dark face, strode across the garden, followed by his group of guards.


  “Your pardon, my Lady Ysseth,” he said to the woman, “but a rebellious earthling . . .” He broke off at sight of Garth, kneeling in the shadow of the arbor. “That is the man! Quick! Seize him!”


  Two guards sprang forward, but Ysseth, the Mercurian woman, waved them back.


  “Wait, Huno!” she said. “The earth-man is my slave!”


  “What!” Huno growled. “Is this another of your tricks, Ysseth? The man belongs to no one and must be sent to the labor camps outside the city!”


  “Look, then!” She pointed to the silver band about Garth’s arm. “Is that not a slave-band? With my device upon it? The law of Latath states that an unclaimed slave becomes the property of the first to band him.”


  For a long moment Huno stared at the woman, then turned away, scowling.


  “It is the law,” he said savagely. “But someday, Ysseth, you will pay for this folly! Come! Let us go!” Motioning to his followers, he stalked from the garden.


  WHEN they had left, Garth turned questioningly to the woman. Her conversation with Huno had been in Mercurian and he had been unable to understand it.


  “What was it?” he muttered. “What did you do?”


  Swiftly Ysseth explained. Garth, listening, shook his head, puzzled.


  “But why?” he asked. “Why should you, a Mercurian, save me from the labor camps?”


  “Why?” Ysseth laughed, an odd, wide laugh. “Have I not gained . . . a slave?”


  Garth gazed at her a moment, seeking the meaning behind her words. His mind, it seemed, was suddenly slow, dull, and the lights in the garden were beginning to whirl. Fear, nervous energy, had kept him going. Now, with the realization that he was safe, exhaustion gripped him. Very dimly he was conscious of the golden woman reaching to help him to his feet, and then everything was lost in the mists of oblivion.


  


  CHAPTER VI


  


  GARTH awakened to find himself in a richly-hung bedchamber, adorned with gold and silver furnishings. Hardly the room of a slave, he reflected. Still weak, he climbed from his couch. A metal tunic, a long cloak of some soft material, lay beside the bed. He donned them, turned to the large circular window at the other end of the room.


  Below him lay the great city, a thing of beauty in the soft pink light that streamed through the curving dome. Graceful gleaming buildings, green fields and gardens, winding streets along which small figures strolled. The massive receiving station bulked grey and somehow menacing above the city and Garth realized with a start that the torrent of water no longer poured from it into the canal. Sudden hope swept over him. Was it possible that the earthmen had risen, destroyed the great station at San Francisco?


  A rustle of robes broke Garth’s train of thought. Turning, he saw Ysseth, the golden woman, standing in the doorway. In the rose-tinted light she was more lovely than ever, and her vivid, seductive lips were curved in an inviting smile.


  “Our city of Latath is beautiful, isn’t it?” she murmured, joining him at the rounded window.


  “Look” . . . Garth pointed . . . “What’s happened? There’s no water flowing into the canal!”


  “It is nothing.” Ysseth made a careless gesture. “When slaves come through, the stream of water from earth is shut off. See, they have arrived!”


  Garth stared, gripping the sill with tensed fingers. From the tall arched doorway through which the water had poured, a dreary procession was plodding. Bent figures, terrestrials, dragging themselves along the bed of the canal, urged on by Mercurian guards wielding long lashes.


  “Good God!” he grated. “The devils! Beating women and children! They’ll pay for this!”


  Ysseth gazed at him, her eyes very bright.


  “You are attractive when you’re angry,” she smiled. “So different from our men of Mercury, with their stern, emotionless manner.” She took his arm, her fingers resting lightly on the silver band that encircled it. “Come! The morning meal is ready . . .”


  The days that followed taught Garth much of the domed city of the Mercurians. Although Ysseth referred to him as her slave, he had no duties other than to accompany her, remain eternally at her side. As time passed, he learned the liquid speech of Mercury, and attending Ysseth on her walks about the strange city, became familiar with its streets, its landmarks.


  Certain things which had puzzled him now became clear. He had wondered that so advanced a civilization had been forced to use terrestrial gyros in their conquests on earth. Now, however, that he was aware of the small size of their glass-enclosed world, he realized that mechanical means of transportation would have been useless to them. And the general knowledge of English was no mystery when he realized that their sensitive apparatus had been receiving terrestrial broadcasts for years, that their conquest had been planned long before the landing of the projectile. But while they spoke the language, the limited range of earth’s television broadcasts had permitted them no knowledge of its written symbols and they had been forced to use ideographs when sending their tablets.


  The rule of the city, Ysseth told him, was lodged in the hands of the nobles, the Thantors; she and Huno were both members of this ruling class. Strict obedience to their ancient laws was enforced upon the workers.


  AS to what lay outside the great dome, Garth had only an incomplete picture. Few Mercurians other than the guards at the labor camps ever went outside. At regular intervals about the base of the translucent “bubble,” there were great airlocks, carefully guarded. The substance of which the dome was made, he learned, was not glass, but a crystalline material of tremendous strength and durability.


  The daily life of Ysseth’s household was monotonous. Most Mercurians, their needs supplied by the workers, slaves who labored in the underground workshops, passed the days in idleness. Boredom on the part of the warriors had, quite apart from the failing supply of water, been instrumental in urging them to attack the earth.


  In addition to visits among her group of friends, the seeking of amusement from dancers, musicians, Ysseth spent long hours in the garden with only Garth to attend her. There was something almost feline in the way her eyes followed his every move, but only once had he seen her display any emotion.


  It had been on the first morning after the night they met. As they sat over their breakfast of synthetically-prepared food, Garth had told her his story, how he had reached Mercury. At mention of Marcia, a sudden frown had creased Ysseth’s forehead.


  “This terrestrial girl . . .” she said reflectively. “Is she beautiful?”


  Garth, suddenly on the alert, had made a careless, non-committal reply, and the Mercurian woman’s frown had vanished.


  Yet though Ysseth kept him near her with a thousand trifling excuses, Garth found time to speculate on the chances of freeing the terrestrial slaves. His hope of learning the secret of the energy guns was in vain. Only Mercurian warriors were allowed to carry them, and they guarded their weapons jealously, keeping the secret of the guns’ tremendous power to themselves.


  More than anything else Garth worried about Marcia. He had promised the girl he would return, see her soon again. Did she believe him dead, he wondered? Had Huno vented his anger upon her, for aiding in his, Garth’s, escape? Time after time he tried to free himself, for only an hour or so, from Ysseth, but always the Mercurian woman kept him near her.


  One day while they were in the garden Ysseth seemed restless. All at once she stood up, touched Garth’s arm.


  “Let us go,” she said abruptly. “I have something I wish to show you.”


  Mystified, Garth followed her from the garden into the street. Walking respectfully behind her, as was his custom when they appeared in public, he noticed that she headed toward a section of the city which they rarely visited. At length Ysseth paused before a small, windowless structure, very strongly built, approached the armed guards who stood before it.


  “I would like to visit the caverns,” she said imperiously, exhibiting the curiously-wrought ring she wore.


  The sentry glanced at the device, saw that it was a symbol of the Thantors, bowed.


  “The slave will accompany you?” he murmured.


  YSSETH nodded, passed through the doorway with a sweep of her robes. Garth, following, saw that they were in an elevator of some sort, surrounded by a stout steel grating. Ysseth touched a lever and the car began slowly to descend.


  Down the car dropped, through a dark, metal-lined shaft, down interminably. In the dim light Ysseth was like a graven golden image, silent, motionless.


  At length a pale illumination glowed beneath them and the car came to a stop.


  “Look!” Ysseth said softly. “Look, Garth!”


  The car had come to rest on the floor of an immense cavern, a vast shadowy grotto stretching on all sides as far as the eye could see. Gazing through the grating about the elevator, Garth drew a sharp breath. It was like a glimpse of the inferno.


  Huge furnaces, jetting tongues of lurid flame, lit the great workshops, revealing gargantuan machinery, masses of wheels, cogs, turbines, stretching up into the gloomy recesses above. The cavern echoed with a bedlam of noise, screaming drills, pounding hammers, clanking machinery, all mingled in a deafening cacophony of sound. The heat was unbearable, and a pall of smoke, of strange mephitic gases, fouled the air.


  Dark figures peopled the immense cavern, sooty, sweaty slaves, dwarfed by the great engines to resemble ants about an anthill. Terrestrials, many of them, Garth suddenly realized, both men and women. Here a row of captives bent over a long conveyor, busily sorting objects of some sort . . . containers of chemically-made food, he thought. Beyond, a group of squat Mercurian underlings were hammering wearily upon a bar of red-hot metal. Further away a cluster of terrestrial slaves were shovelling slag into a car; their whip-scarred bodies, moving in tired rhythm before the glare of the furnaces, threw sprawling grotesque shadows upon the rough-hewn walls.


  Faces drawn with toil, with despair, these captives labored, cringing before the swaggering Mercurian guards who walked among them, lash in hand. Pride broken, eyes dull, they waited for eventual release in death.


  For perhaps a quarter of an hour Garth watched them., choking with rage, with a sense of his own helplessness. Then, silently, Ysseth touched the lever again and the car commenced to rise. Without a word she stepped from it, as they reached the surface once more, led the way to the garden.


  Stunned by the horror of those murky caverns, Garth followed her blindly, as though in a dream. Bitterly he reproached himself for remaining inactive, while human beings faced a living death below the surface of Mercury.


  As they entered the garden Ysseth turned to Garth, her brilliant eyes fixed avidly upon his face. Her scarlet lips were moist.


  “What do you think of our workshops, Garth?” she said softly.


  “Think!” he burst out. “Do you need ask . . .”


  “And yet,” she interrupted, “all terrestrial captives are sent there, now, except those who experience an even more terrible fate in the labor camps outside the city. Do you not wonder, Garth, why you enjoy such freedom, such favor?”


  Garth stared down at her. His voice, when he spoke, was harsh, cold.


  “Who am I to wonder?” he said. “A slave . . .”


  “No!” she whispered. “No!” With trembling fingers she unfastened the silver band about his arm, dropped it to the ground. “It is I who am the slave!”


  SOFT arms stole about Garth’s neck, drawing him down to her. He could feel her lithe body pressed tightly against his own, feel hungry lips, hot breath, upon his cheek. Instinctively he drew her close . . . and then his gaze fell upon her eyes. Sparkling, many-facetted eyes, the eyes of an alien race. She was a Mercurian, of the ruthless breed who planned the enslavement of his fellow-men, who were stripping earth of its precious water to leave it a barren, lifeless desert. The breed which had made Marcia a prisoner . . .


  With a sudden, fierce movement Garth broke the grip of those caressing arms, threw Ysseth roughly to one side. Stooping, he picked up the silver armband.


  “I prefer to remain a slave, thanks,” he said mockingly. “The duties are more pleasant!”


  Crouched against a marble bench where he bad thrown her, Ysseth stared unbelievingly at him.


  “Garth!” she whispered. “Garth! You . . . you can’t mean . . .” Abruptly she straightened up, her countenance contorted with cold rage. “So it was that white-faced terrestrial girl after all! I shall see that you join her!” Ysseth’s laugh was like. the tinkle of broken crystal. “Kara! Holu! Matan! Quick!”


  Garth, warned by the menace in her voice, sprang toward the gate. Before he could reach it, however, a dozen of Ysseth’s servants had rushed upon him, held him firmly in their grasp.


  “And now,” Ysseth smiled icily, turned to one of her attendants, “you will take him at once to the Thantor Huno, say I send him as a gift!”


  As the swarthy Mercurian servitors led him out, Garth could hear Ysseth’s brittle laugh behind him; he thought it ended in a choking sob.


  They found Huno in the great hall of his palace, surrounded by a dozen of his followers. At sight of Garth, the Thantor’s face lit up with fierce joy.


  “So Ysseth has repented of her folly,” he murmured. “Excellent! The man is a dangerous rebel.” He paused toying with the silver medallion about his neck. “A convoy of slaves were to come through today. They should already have arrived at the receiving station. Let this man join them, be sent to the labor camps outside.”


  As Huno spoke, Garth’s eyes swept the pillared hall, hoping for a last glimpse of Marcia before they led him away. If only he could get word to her! Perhaps some of the servants within the hall might tell the girl of his fate . . .


  Then they were taking him out once more, dragging him through the winding streets toward the huge grey citadel. As they approached it, Garth saw that the flow of water into the canal had ceased, that a column of perhaps a hundred bewildered terrestrials were issuing from the arched doorway, staring in a mixture of fear and wonder at the strange, unreal beauty of the Mercurian city. Stocky, purple-cloaked guards herded them like cattle along the muddy bed of the canal.


  YSSETH’S servitors approached the leader of the convoy, pushed Garth forward.


  “A rebellious house-slave,” they explained, “to go to the labor camps, along with the others!”


  “So.” The captain’s whip curled about Garth’s shoulders with stinging force. “Get into line, dog! We’ll sweat the rebellion out of you on the plains!”


  Stunned by the force of the blow, Garth joined the pitiful procession. The captives seemed scarcely aware of his presence. Stumbling with exhaustion, they plodded along the canal-bed toward the air-lock at its end.


  When they reached the lock, a huge circular metal door set in the side of the glass-like dome, the guards came to an abrupt halt, grinning.


  “Heat-suits!” The captain barked, turning toward a small guard-house beside the air-lock.


  At his command soldiers ran from the small building, carrying bulky pieces of equipment not unlike ancient suits of armor. Of the same strange, light metal as the projectile, the tablets, which had reached earth, they were built in double thicknesses with a heat-resisting vacuum between the layers. Airtight, cunningly jointed at knee, elbow and hip, the heat-suits had oxygen tanks upon their shoulders to provide a supply of air.


  With the ease of long experience the guards climbed into their protective armor, strapped their energy guns about their waists. The captives, unfamiliar with the heat-suits, were slow, clumsy in donning them.


  Garth had just picked up his heavily-tinted, transparent helmet, was about to place it over his head, when he heard swift footsteps behind him, the sound of his name being repeated in a choked, sobbing voice . . . a woman’s voice.


  Wheeling about, he saw Marcia, her blue eyes dim with tears, running toward him. She brushed past the startled guards, swayed against his tall, metal-encased figure.


  “Garth!” she whispered. “Oh, Garth! They told me, the servants at the palace, that you had been sent to the camps outside! They can’t do this, Garth! Can’t! Men last only a few months on the plains!” Face wet with tears, she tried to hold him back from the air-lock into which the captives were filing.


  “It’s . . . all right, Marcia!” Garth bent, kissed her. “We’ll be back, all of us slaves, from the camp. Back to take this city, return to earth again! Chin up . . . you’ll see!”


  A stony-faced guard tore the girl from his embrace.


  “Back to your master!” he growled. “And you, earthling” . . . the man drew an energy gun from his belt . . . “into the air-lock before I blast you!”


  One quick smile Garth flashed at the girl, then, snapping his helmet into place, strode into the big airlock. With a clang the massive double doors swung shut behind him.


  Marcia slumped to the ground, a broken, abject figure. Garth gone! Sentenced to the terrible labor camps on Mercury’s sun-seared surface I Camps from which no slave had ever returned! She crouched upon the canal embankment, shaking with sobs.


  SUDDENLY the girl felt a hand grasp her shoulder, roughly . . . the dark, scaly hand of a Mercurian. She glanced up. Two grim-visaged men in servants’ garb stood beside her.


  “Come!” One of them said harshly, pulling her to her feet. “Quickly!”


  Marcia stared at the men in amazement. Hund’s guards, no doubt, sent to bring her back to the palace. But no . . . the strangers wore a device quite different from that of her captor.


  “Who are you?” she whispered. “What do you want?”


  “You’ll find out soon enough,” the man said curtly. “Come along!”


  Helpless, she allowed herself to be conducted across the city to a tall white structure standing in a walled garden. Silently the men entered the dwelling, stepped into an elevator. A moment later Marcia found herself on an open terrace, surrounded by high parapets. At one end of the terrace, upon a couch of shimmering scarlet material, lay a slender, gold-skinned Mercurian woman. Sleekly beautiful, her voluptuous figure was revealed by a clinging, sheer gown; her eyes, as they dwelt upon Marcia, were like hot coals.


  “The earth-girl!” she whispered, a narrow smile twisting her crimson mouth. “You have done well, Matan!”


  “You . . . you wanted to see me?” Marcia asked.


  “Yes. I wanted to see you!” With a swift movement the golden woman sprang from the couch, tore the fastening from Marcia’s robe. Rustling softly, it fell to the floor, leaving the earth girl clad only in fragmentary undergarments, a slim white figure, fragile, graceful, exquisite.


  With a startled cry Marcia reached for her robe, but the two Mercurian servants held her fast.


  “So!” Ysseth stared at Marcia, appraisingly, contemptuous. “As cold and white as some distant star! While I . . . I am as golden as the hot sun! But perhaps . . . perhaps the sun may warm you, may give your skin a softer hue!” She laughed, sardonically, advanced toward the girl, lips curved in cruel lines. “You know the earthman, Garth Arlan? You . . . love him?”


  “I . . . I . . .” Swift color rushed to Marcial cheeks. “What does this mean? Why have you had me brought here?”


  “See!” Ysseth’s voice was mocking.


  “She reddens! Then it is true! You do love him! And he is fool enough to prefer you to me! But after the sun of Mercury has kissed your pale skin, perhaps he will regard you differently! And when you are a blind, burned thing, he will return to me! Tome!” Ysseth’s voice was shrill with triumph. “Stand her against the wall!”


  Marcia’s eyes widened with horror. Twisting, struggling, she tried to break away from the two servants, but in vain. Stolid, emotionless, the men dragged her to the wall, lashed her wrists and ankles to rings set in the stone.


  For a long moment Ysseth’s brilliant eyes rested upon the girl’s slender white figure. Then, smiling thinly, she settled back upon her couch.


  “The opening, Matan!” she said softly. “Let us see if sunlight can improve the earth girl’s beauty!”


  SPEECHLESS with terror, Marcia sagged against her bonds, watching. The man Matan had climbed upon the parapet, a curiously-shaped lever in his hand.


  Ysseth’s tall dwelling was dose to the edge of the great curving dome. The roof of the translucent glass-like substance swept low over the terrace, meeting the ground only a short distance away. And set in the glass was a round metal-ringed affair, resembling a window, through which, as in the rest of the dome, weakened, rose-hued sunlight poured.


  At a signal from Ysseth, the servitor reached up, fastened the end of the lever about a projecting knob, turned it. At once a circular pane of glass swung back, and a beam of hot sunlight poured through, sweeping over Marcia’s slender figure. Behind this opened pane, there were others. The dome was made up of several layers of the translucent material; to open them all would permit the atmosphere of the city to escape, bring death to everyone within. But by opening the inner thicknesses of tinted glass, one after the other . . . all except the last and outermost one . . . a slender ray from the burning sun could be safely admitted.


  As the first pane was opened, and a beam of sunlight poured upon the girl’s all but nude figure, a shudder shook her. It was like a breath from a furnace, blinding, dazzling. Perspiration broke out upon her forehead and her brain reeled. So near was the sun that even with only one pane of tinted glass swung back, the heat was terrific. A cry of anguish, of terror, burst from the earth girl’s lips.


  Ysseth, watching closely, laughed.


  “Do you think, then, that Garth will prefer you to me when you are blind, when you skin is burned away to leave a wrinkled mass of scars! Before another hour has passed, we will stand side by side once more, compare our charms!” She turned, raised her hand. “Another, Matan!”


  The man nodded, reached out with his lever. A second pane of the crystalline substance was turned back and the beam of sunlight now became a white-hot lance.


  Marcia screamed as the relentless rays struck her. A thousand cruel needles seemed to be piercing her body, her skin was on fire. She writhed in agony . . . agony that increased with each second. Already her eyebrows, her eyelashes were singed, her lips cracked by the searing, burning heat. The few fragments of clothing that remained upon her body were beginning to scorch, turn brown. Dazedly, she cried out.


  “No! Stop! Can’t stand . . .”


  Ysseth moistened her red lips, lay back indolently upon her couch.


  “So soon?” she whispered. “I had hoped for more amusement. See, Matan, already her skin turns red, blisters! They are not accustomed to the sun, these earthlings! In a little while, now, she will be hideous, a mass of scorched flesh! Garth will enjoy the sight of hey, should they meet again!” She raised her hand. “The third panel, Matan!”


  The servant reached up with his lever, fastened it about the knob of the third panel. Marcia groaned, in maddening torture. The pain was unbearable; her eyes could no longer see. Branded, her body seared by the white-hot sunlight! Flayed, made a grotesque arid ghastly sight! She tried to scream, but no sound came from her parched, swollen lips. In another moment . . . the third panel . . .


  YSSETH was leaning forward now, her eyes eager. Matan had unlocked the third section of tinted glass, was drawing it batik. A thin dazzling beam touched Marcia’s wrist, and the girl’s body went rigid with agony. Slowly, as Matan drew open the panel, the fierce new ray of sunlight crept along her arm . . .


  Then, suddenly, there was a pounding of footsteps, a clatter of accoutrements. Dark figures burst through the doorway, raced across the terrace. Huno, followed by his purple-cloaked warriors, took in the scene with one sweeping glance.


  “Quick!” he shouted, his dark face furious. “The Opening!”


  A guardsman sprang to the parapet, hurled Matan to one side. Snatching up the long lever, he snapped shut the three panes of tinted glass.


  Hastily Huno cut Marcia’s bonds, threw his cloak over her limp, inert figure. Very grim, he turned to Ysseth.


  “Once again you interfere with my captives,” he said sternly. “Arid this time the law of Latath does not shield you. The earth girl is mine, wears my slave bands. There seems to be no limit to your madness, Ysseth!”


  The Mercurian woman bit her lip, clenched her fists, tightly.


  “You protect a terrestrial!” she cried. “You who have sent a thousand, ten thousand, to the plains outside?”


  “You also protected a terrestrial, not so long ago,” Huno laughed. “Do as you wish with your own slaves, Ysseth, but leave mine to me. Torture and burn to your heart’s content, so long as they are not My captives. This girl is not made for pain. Had I not missed her, thought to come here, you would have paid heavily!” He turned to his attendants. “Take the earth girl to my palace, see that her burns are treated!”


  Nodding, the guards picked up Marcia’s slight figure, left the terrace. At the door Huno paused, a mocking light in his eyes.


  “Goodbye, Ysseth! May your next terrestrial lover prove more . . . complaisant!”


  Laughing, he strode through the doorway.


  


  CHAPTER VII


  


  AS Garth Arlan stepped from the airlock of the city, a strange X feeling of unreality crept over him. Seen through the dark, protecting glass of his helmet, the plain was like a glimpse of hell.


  On all sides there was only barren rock, cracked split by the awful heat of the sun, or endless, blazing sand. Here and there great fissures yawned, while jagged spires of stone, grotesquely formed, cast fantastic shadows across the arid ground. Barren, desolate, appalling, the surface of Mercury, a terrible contrast to the cool, smiling city they had just left.


  Overhead, the sun was an immense fiery ball, covering almost half the heavens, pouring its light like white rain upon the plains. Here and there Garth could see strange bubbling wells, spouting grey viscid liquid in sluggish streams.


  As he watched, one of these queer springs erupted in a jetting, boiling geyser, spraying the barren landscape with the grey liquid. For a moment Garth stared at it puzzled. If this were water, why did the Mercurians seek to transport earth’s supply to their own planet?


  All at once the explanation swept through his brain. It was lead! Natural veins, deposits, of lead, reduced to a molten state by the searing heat! And terrestrials worked in a place like this!


  Sudden curt gestures by their guards interrupted the captives’ inspection of the rocky, furnace-like plain. With threats of the Mercurians’ energy guns they were driven forward, toiling wearily along a beaten trail.


  Garth found the heat-suit stiff, clumsy. Already, in spite of the vacuum between its layers, the temperature within was staggering. The captives reeled dizzily as they walked, necessitating frequent pauses for rest.


  During one of these halts Garth, crouching in the shadow of a misshapen rock, glanced back. Latath was like a great pink bubble resting upon the plain. As he stared at it, he saw one of the air-locks swing open and a torrent of water began to pour onto the rocky soil. Instantly clouds of steam arose, veiling the city in. mists. Millions of gallons of water, transformed into vapor, to rise, create a protective blanket that would some day shield the entire planet from the sun’s rays. Long years it would take, for even so small a world as Mercury, but with unlimited energy from the sun to drive their solar engines, the Mercurians lost nothing but time. And when they had finished earth would be a barren, lifeless desert.


  Garth glanced at his fellow prisoners. Behind the dark-hued helmets their faces were only stolid, dull masks, betraying no hope, no emotion. Terrestrial pride had died within them, leaving only human robots, plodding automatons. . . .


  NIGHT had plunged the plain in darkness when they arrived at the labor camp. In the eerie glare of great searchlights the captives could make out a pink-hued dome, such as covered Latath, only of much smaller size. Exhausted, they staggered through the heavily-guarded air-lock, snapped open their helmets to gulp the cool, conditioned air inside.


  Lights flickered, armed guards ran toward the captives. Garth could see a large grey building, its doors and windows barred, and a fortress-like structure in which the guards were quartered.


  At a command from the Mercurian captain the prisoners took off their vacuum-suits, which were quickly carried into the barracks, placed under lock and key. So long as the suits remained in the hands of their captors, no escape was possible.


  The massive gates of the prison building swung back, the band of weary terrestrials were waved through the entrance. Along dim-lit corridors the guards drove them, into a large shadowy cell already crowded with indistinct shapes. A moment later the door of the cell clanged shut.


  “More poor devils from home,” a dull voice muttered. “Well, so much the less work for us. How many died yesterday?”


  “Twenty-three. And several more won’t last until morning,” another voice replied.


  “Well, there’re at least a hundred in this new convoy. That should help for a while.” A grey-bearded, wasted figure came forward. “Greetings, fellow terrestrials! What’s the news from earth?”


  “The sea-level’s falling,” one of the newcomers replied. “Also the Mercs are going further east to find more slaves. As far as St. Louis there’s only an empty wilderness. . . . You . . . You mean to say this is all that’s left of the millions already sent across?”


  “There are other cells,” the grey-bearded man replied. “A few thousand terrestrials altogether a few more thousands in the work shops beneath the city. Here a man lasts only a few months. I . . .” He broke off, his eyes peering from beneath matted eyebrows at Garth. “Why . . .! You . . . you’re Garth Arlan?”


  “Yes.” Garth stared at the man. “But I don’t recognize . . .”


  The prisoner laughed, harshly.


  “No,” he whispered. “I don’t guess you would. You left me, Garth, in the cellar of the old mission, nursing a sprained ankle. While you went out to warn, save the world. No need to say that you failed.”


  “What!” Garth seized the man’s shoulders, dragged him into the light that streamed through the barred door. “John Harker! But . . . but, it’s impossible!”


  “Not impossible, Garth,” Harker said bitterly. “It’s true.” He passed a calloused hand over his seamed, aged face. “Men grow old quickly on the plains. There’re others here who say they know you. Wallace, Ogden, Mears . .


  The men came forward, clustered about Garth. All of them were mere grim and terrible caricatures of the friends he had known, lived with during their long months hiding in the hills. Suddenly Harker was speaking.


  “Have . . . have you heard anything of Marcia?” he muttered.


  GARTH told his story. When he had finished, Harker straightened his bent shoulders.


  “So she’s alive then, and well,” he murmured. “That’s something. If only we weren’t condemned to dying out here, I might . . .”


  “Dying!” Garth growled. “Why talk of death? You say there are several thousand of us, only a few score guards? Haven’t you tried escape?”


  Harker shook his head despondently.


  “Escape?” he said. “Look about you, Garth. Bars of steel, and beyond them, armed guards. What could half-starved scarecrows like us hope to do against their energy guns? And even granting that by some miracle we were able to get out of this prison, how could we ever hope to attack Latath!”


  “Why not?” Garth demanded. “We’d have energy guns from the guards here, would be able to break through the outer shell. . . .”


  “Thus allowing the air to escape, killing not only our enemies but all terrestrial prisoners in the city, the underground workshops. Killing . . . Marcia.” Harker’s voice was dull. “And the air-locks of Latath are well guarded. Impossible, Garth! Madness to even dream of it! A few days on the plain and you’ll have forgotten your dreams, forgotten everything.” He turned away wearily, threw himself upon the metal floor. “Rest, lad, while you can! You’ll need your strength for tomorrow!”


  Garth watched the others lie down, fall into swift, exhausted slumber. But for long hours after they had gone to sleep, he remained awake, examining their prison, seeking some method of escape.


  Dawn swept the prison with a blaze of glowing heat. The pink-hued shell about the camp cut the sun’s rays to only a fraction, but that fraction was terrible to a terrestrial, although only pleasant to the horny-skinned Mercurians. Dirty aluminum plates, too soft to be used as weapons or to cut the steel bars, were thrust into the cell, each plate bearing a scanty portion of synthetic food.


  The meal over, the prisoners were led out, given their heat-suits once more.


  In long columns they filed through the airlock, escorted by heavily-armed Mercurian guards, out onto the barren plain. For a mile or more they marched, past weird rock formations, skirting gaping fissures, until at last they reached great heaps of crumbled, broken stone. Toiling wearily up the mounds, they finally reached the summit, and had their first glimpse of the vast works the Mercurian engineers had planned.


  The pit was immense, stretching for many miles before them, and from it a network of half-finished canals branched. Great engines, solar-powered, were at work digging, drilling, cutting away the tough rock, while the night shift of prisoners, heat-suited terrestrials, swarmed about the floor of the pit, filling conveyor cars, shovelling loose rock, completing the rough work of the machines.


  Far into the future the Mercurians had planned, awaiting the day when the water brought from earth had created a protective atmospheric layer, when their planet’s temperature had been sufficiently lowered to permit this and other similar reservoirs to store up the stolen waters. A garden spot, they envisaged, cooled, rendered fertile once more by irrigation ditches . . . a garden spot created by the ruin of earth.


  As the day shift of captives appeared over the rim of the crater, the weary night gang threw down their tools, formed ranks, and commenced the ascent. At once the newcomers were divided into groups, assigned various jobs.


  GARTH was motioned toward a shovelling detail. There was no means of communication between the prisoners; their heat-suits had no micro-wave sets, with miniature earphones and mike inside the helmets, such as the guards’ suits were equipped with. Following the lead of the older prisoners, Garth fell to work.


  The hours that passed were a nightmare of toil. Heat . . . blinding, killing heat . . . penetrated the insulated suit until his head spun and his heart pounded furiously. No rest, no brief pauses were permitted by the Mercurian overseers, nor was it possible to refresh himself with water while cooped within the heat-suit.


  From time to time exhausted workers would fall to the ground unconscious, but the others dared not stop to aid them. Once Garth saw a drilling gang accidentally break into a pocket of molten lead, saw them sprayed by the bubbling liquid until they were only gray formless spectres.


  When the day at last came to an end, Garth was barely conscious. Only the thought of the relative coolness of the prison, water for his swollen, cracked lips, rest for his weary, pain-racked body, kept him going during the grim, interminable trip to the camp.


  In the weeks that followed Garth fell into the dull, almost comatose state of the other prisoners. Long days of toil, blank intervals of rest, and always the torturing, maddening heat. Life became a terrible delirium, broken only by short moments of conversation at meal time.


  It was during one of these intervals that the idea came to Garth. He and Harker were sitting beneath the barred window, wolfing their morning meal, while the huge Wallace, now wasted, thin, crouched nearby. Morning sunlight, still strong although diffused by the tinted dome, poured through the opening. As Garth scraped his bowl clean, he noticed it gleam in reflected light.


  “John!” He gripped Harker’s skinny wrist. “What would you say these bowls were made of?”


  “Eh?” Harker stuffed the remains of his breakfast into his mouth. “Why, aluminum, of course. Too light to be used as a weapon, and useless for cutting away steel bars. The Mercs think of everything.”


  “Everything?” Garth whispered. “No, John! Not everything! Look!” He pointed to the steel walls of their prison. Moisture, the sweat of countless prisoners, had covered the wall with flakes of red rust.


  “Well,” Harker demanded, “what of it? It would take a couple of centuries for six inches of chilled steel to rust through. We’ll be lucky to last a couple of months. I hope they put me on a drilling gang today; you can rest sometimes, when . . .”


  “Listen!” Garth’s voice shook with excitement. “You don’t understand! Aluminum from these dishes, rust from the walls! You see? The thermite process! Violent reaction, creating tremendous heat! Heat enough to melt those bars at the door like butter!”


  “But . . . but . . .” Wallace bent low, a frown on his scarred face. “Heat is required to start the thermite process! Plenty of it! And we’ve no way . . .”


  “WE have a way,” Garth replied. “Take a look at these bowls! Dull, grey aluminum! But suppose they were polished, scraped! They’d be brilliant, shiny, almost, as mirrors! The sunlight coming through this window is bright, hot, even though it’s been tremendously weakened by the dome of colored glass. And if all of us polished up these concave bowls, focussed the light upon an aluminum-rust mixture, it would start the reaction!”


  “Then you mean there’s a chance?” Harker whispered fiercely. “That . . .”


  A rattle of the cell door interrupted him. The guards had come to take them out for the day’s work. Garth made a gesture of silence to his companions, joined the file of prisoners issuing from the cell.


  All that day the work, the heat, made no impression upon him. His mind was occupied with plans for escape; it seemed only a moment until they were returning to the prison.


  That evening, as the captives wolfed their slender rations, Garth motioned them to him.


  “Listen!” he exclaimed softly. “Would you fight for a chance to win your freedom, perhaps return to earth? Return to the green fields, the blue skies we know and love?”


  A swift mutter of assent ran about the circle. Dull eyes glowed with hope, men who had thought only of death, now thought of life . . . a new life, far from this burning, barren planet. A barrage of questions was fired at Garth.


  In quick staccato words he replied, outlining his plan.


  “It’ll be a slow job,” he concluded. “Every night we’ll scrape the bowls against the walls, get a handful of powdered aluminum together, with a certain amount of rust. And the concave inside of the dishes must be polished, the day we make our attempt. There’s no surety the process will work, and we face certain death if we’re caught. Do you want to go through with it?”


  For a moment the men paused, considering. Then Ogden, a small, white-haired man, spoke.


  “That can only get us out of the cell,” he said, “provided it works. And assuming we can conquer the guards, unarmed, secure our heat-suits and cross the plain, how do you expect to enter Latath? By the time we got close enough to an air-lock to rush it, we’d be blown to bits.”


  “Isn’t it better to be blasted, fighting, than die a slow death in this blazing hell?” Harker growled. “Let me knock off a few of these scaly devils before I die and I’ll go happy!”


  “And I! And I!” others cried. “We saw our homes destroyed, our friends, our families mowed down! Let’s try it!”


  “Right, then,” Garth exclaimed. “Wallace, stay at the door and keep an eye open for guards! We’ll start now!” Seizing his aluminum bowl, he began to scrape it upon the rust-flaked wall.


  Progress was maddeningly slow. With interruptions by the guards on their rounds, with the clumsiness of their implements, they had obtained less than a handful of the mixture of aluminum and rust particles by dawn. But as the days passed, the heap of grey-brown powder concealed beneath a pile of tattered rags, grew steadily. A change, too, had come over the captives. Hope had taken the place of blank despair and a certain pride, defiance, superseded their former abject bearing. There was talk of their homes on earth, of revenge upon these dark invaders who had shattered their lives.


  ONE evening several days before the time set for the attempt, a group of guards appeared at the cell door. Warned at their approach, the terrestrials had ceased their scraping, thrown themselves upon the floor in semblance of sleep.


  Energy guns in hand, the guards unlocked the door, swept a light over the sprawling forms. One of them prodded Garth with the toe of his boot.


  “Up!” he growled. “You’re wanted at the barracks!”


  Garth fell in between two of the men, his heart sinking. Had they learned of the plot, decided to question him? He remembered his previous experience with the thought-helmets, realized the futility of attempting to withhold information.


  Across the yard, into the barracks . . . his guards motioned him toward a small door. Puzzled, he opened it, found himself in the commandant’s headquarters. A slender figure, muffled in a scarlet cloak, stood facing him.


  “Garth!” The cloak fell to the floor, revealing a richly-clad figure . . . a figure with full red lips and glowing, golden skin.


  “Ysseth!” he muttered. “What do you want here?”


  “I want you, Garth! You!” She laid a trembling hand upon his arm. “I was a fool, a mad jealous fool to have had you sent away! Look, Garth!” Ysseth drew a slip of paper from beneath her robe. “Your release! Ah, the trouble I had getting the council of Thantors to pass on it! Bribery, trickery . . . But that doesn’t matter, now! You’re free, free from this awful place! You and I . . .”


  Garth glanced at the paper, crumpled it.


  “Live in ease with you?” he laughed coldly. “While my companions die here in this hell-hole? Not until they also are free, do I leave!”


  “But . . . Garth!” Ysseth swayed close to him. “You’ll refuse love, position, every luxury . . . to stay with the other earthmen? I . . . I cannot free them all! Come with me, Garth! Come, and I’ll do anything within my power for you! Anything!”


  “You mean that?” Garth seized the woman’s, shoulders, swung her about to face him. “Anything?”


  Ysseth nodded, silently.


  “Suppose,” Garth said, “that I and the other prisoners were to win our way out of this place, attack Latath? Unless an airlock were opened, we would have no chance, would die! But suppose someone within the city, someone who wore a Thantor’s device” . . . he glanced at the ring upon Ysseth’s finger . . . “were to order one of the locks to be opened . . .”


  For a long moment Ysseth gazed at him, searchingly.


  “You want me to turn traitor?” she whispered. “Betray my own people? And yet. . . .” Suddenly she straightened up. “I’ll do it! For you, Garth! With Huno and his clique out of the way, you and I can rule Latath!” Her jewel-bright eyes sought his face. “You swear to give up this terrestrial girl, to take me as your wife, if I do this? You swear?”


  GARTH did not answer. To give up Marcia . . . give up the girl he loved! But to capture Latath, release the enslaved terrestrials, perhaps free earth. . . . Any sacrifice was worth that.


  “I promise,” he said slowly.


  “Ah, Garth!” Ysseth drew his head down, kissed him. “Tell me what to do!”


  “Watch the plain from your terrace each night at the fourth hour,” he said swiftly. “On the night that you see three flashes of light through the city’s glass shell opposite your palace, go at once to the nearest airlock, tell them you are expecting an officer from the garrison here, have them open the lock.”


  Ysseth nodded, pressed her lips once more against his.


  “I’ll wait for your signal, Garth,” she whispered. “May the gods watch over you!” Drawing her cloak about her, she . touched a button on the desk.


  A guard appeared at the doorway.


  “The interview is concluded,” Ysseth said coldly. “Take the slave back to his quarters!”


  This meeting with Ysseth brought new hope to Garth. If they could win the prison, the way into Latath was clear. The price, his marriage to the Mercurian woman, while it meant the end of his dreams, was cheap if it purchased the freedom of his countrymen. In a fever of impatience he supervised operations, watched the heap of aluminum and iron rust grow.


  At last all was in readiness. Sleepless terrestrials, crowded upon the floor of the cell, waited for dawn. In their hands they held worn fragments of the aluminum bowls, scraped, polished, until they gleamed like silver. Heaped upon the floor, surrounding the lower ends of three of the door’s steel bars, was a large pile of the powdered thermite mixture.


  Harker glanced through the window of the cell, saw a pale light appear against the pink-hued “bubble” that covered the camp. From the guards’ barracks across the court there was no movement, no sound. Only, the monotonous pacing of the sentries before the airlock, the main gates of the prison, was audible.


  Swiftly the sun rose, its long level beams piercing the glass-like dome with burning heat. Garth watched the red-hot tide pour through the cell window, sprang to his feet.


  “Now!” he whispered. “Quickly! We’ve barely time, before the guards awake!”


  “Right!” Harker thrust his hand, gripping a polished bit of aluminum, into the patch of sunlight, flashed the reflected beam onto the heap of grayish dust. A score, a hundred, other hands followed his example and a hundred jets of light, narrowed by the concave reflectors, met in a bright circle of heat.


  Garth eyed the prisoners, sprawled in a welter of humanity upon the floor, gave whispered instructions. A hand here and there, to be moved slightly, thus shrinking, concentrating, the glowing spot . . . a trembling arm to be steadied, preventing fluctuation of the beams of reflected light . . . a dull bit of aluminum to be wiped clear, its surface made brighter.


  LONG minutes passed. The heap of powdered metal glowed under the mirrored rays, threads of smoke curled from it, but the desired combustion did not take place. Beads of sweat dotted Garth’s face. Was the mixture impure? Did the mirrors fail to produce sufficient heat to start the chemical reaction? Through the window he could hear the sound of voices, movement, within the barracks. Only a short time, now, before the Mercurian guards arrived to take them out onto the fiery, desolate plain.


  “No go, Garth,” Harker whispered tremulously. “Better to stop now, clean away the dust before the guards discover it.”


  “Wait!” Garth exclaimed. “There’s a little time left! We can’t stop now! Can’t!”


  Wallace, Ogden, grunted in assent, remained rigid, their burnished bowls motionless in the sunlight. All eyes were fixed upon the heap of powder, the round, white-hot circle of reflected light.


  Suddenly there were footsteps echoing along the corridor. The voices of guards, drawing nearer with each moment.


  “You see!” Harker muttered. “Useless! We’re. . . .”


  He broke off, staggered back, shielding his eyes with his arm. A white, searing flame, a gust of terrible, explosive heat erupted about the cell door!


  Deep-throated cries broke from the captives. The entire middle section of the barred door had disappeared, leaving a mass of molten, glowihg metal upon the floor!


  “Out!” Garth roared. “Quick!” And in one leap he had cleared the molten pool, landed in the corridor beyond. Faces flushed, eyes burning, the others sprang after him.


  Swarthy guards, dumbfounded by this flaring burst of heat, cringed against the wall, energy guns in hand. Three precious steps toward them, the racing prisoners gained, before they recovered their wits sufficiently to fire.


  In the first blast of the energy guns fully half of the captives in the corridor fell. A terrible stench of charred flesh filled the air, as blackened corpses slid to the floor. Yet regardless of this terrible slaughter the remainder of the terrestrials plunged blindly forward into the vortex of purple rays.


  Garth, escaping the first volley, was in the front ranks of the attackers. He could make out, through the shroud of smoke, a fierce-eyed Mercurian levelling a gun at him. As the guard’s fingers contracted about the trigger, Garth dove.


  A blast of lambent purple energy swept above his head, scorching his hair; he felt his shoulder crash against the man’s knees. There was a crash as the Mercurian’s head struck the ground, and he lay still.


  Snatching the gun from his hand, Garth cut down two of the other guards in a single sweep of flame.


  “Get their guns!” he cried. “Their guns!”


  Several ragged terrestrials obeyed. The remaining guards fell back, scrambling to safety. Before they could round the corner of the corridor, however, they had fallen before the hissing energy beams.


  “Here!” Garth tossed a gun to Wallace. “Blast open the other cells, free the rest of the day shift! Quick!”


  WALLACE, his bearded face aglow with fierce triumph, disappeared in the direction of the upper tier. Garth glanced at the bloody, grim-visaged remnant of his band, now hardly fifty and many of these badly burned.


  “Harker, take ten men and clean out the guards in the left wing!” he snapped. “The rest of us’ll get control of the entrance!”


  Feet thudding on the steel floor, the group under Garth dashed toward the gates of the prison. Two sentries, attempting half-heartedly to intercept them, went down under a burst of purple rays. Several others, throwing down their weapons in surrender, were hastily bound with strips of tattered clothing.


  Wild berserk rage had gripped the earthmen. All the pent-up hatred of the past months was now focused upon their brutish captors. As they neared the great gates of the prison, they could hear shouts, screams of pain from the upper tiers, a joyful roar as Wallace blasted open the other cells.


  A half-dozen Mercurians were assembled at the prison entrance, prepared to hold it until their comrades from the nearby barracks came to their assistance. At sight of the onrushing terrestrials, lean, vulpine figures, eyes blazing with the fierce light of battle, the guards lost heart. A perfunctory blast from their guns and they were racing toward the barracks. None of them reached their destination; they were mowed down before they were half-way across the court. But as the terrestrials sprang through the massive gates to secure their guns, a burst of fire from the guards’ quarters drove them back to cover.


  “No chance of taking the barracks that way,” Garth said. “We’ll have to wait. But first” . . . He crouched in the shadows of the doorway, aimed at the network of wires above the guards’ quarters. A crackle of purple rays and the wires were swept away. “So!” Garth leaped back as an answering fusillade tore at the prison gates. “Now let them try to call Latath for help!”


  The hallway was crowded with terrestrials, hundreds of them, now, from the other cells. A moment later John Harker reappeared; his band of ten had been reduced to six, but the other wing of the prison was free of Mercurians.


  With the building in the hands of the terrestrials, the barracks held by the guards, a deadly sniping battle began beneath the great pink dome. The courtyard between the two buildings was a veritable no-man’s-land. Sallies on the part of each party left it dotted with sprawling bodies. The battle for control of the camp now settled down into a slow double siege, each faction crouching behind windows, doors, picking off any unwary opponent who showed himself.


  In a struggle of this kind the terrestrials’ numbers were useless, while the superior armament of the enemy took a heavy toll. Garth, watching the ever-growing rows of dead and wounded lying in the corridor of the prison, frowned. In another hour, at most, the night shift of captives would be herded through the airlock, swept into oblivion as they entered. But their guards, well-armed, would be an added factor to deal with, a reinforcement for the hard-pressed force of Mercurians within the barracks. Gravely Garth studied the guards’ quarters. If only there were some way of reaching it, other than by crossing the courtyard!


  JOHN HARKER, his beard singed, his hand black from the backspit of his energy gun, ran toward Garth.


  “Eleven more picked off in the last five minutes,” he said. “We’ve got to do something, lad! At once, before the night shift arrives!”


  “Right!” Garth nodded grimly. “And I think I know what it is!” He drew a second energy gun, taken from one of the prison guards, from his pocket. “You know that as long as the triggers of these projectors are pressed, they keep on spitting out their purple rays. For as long as fifteen, twenty minutes, until the charge fails. Now suppose the trigger of this gun were wedged in place to keep it steadily firing, and the gun thrown upon the floor? What would happen?”


  “Happen?” Harker repeated. “Why it would clean out this room in thirty seconds! The recoil, slewing it around in circles, pointing the beam at every conceivable angle . . .! Nobody could escape it!”


  “Exactly.” Garth replied. “Go tell the others to open up with every gun, keep the Mercs busy. I’m going to try something!”


  Harker left the room and a moment later a fierce storm of rays broke about the nearby barracks. Hastily Garth pressed the trigger of the energy gun, wedged it with a bit of wood into place. Then, carefully keeping the thrusting purple ray pointed away from him, he drew back his arm, hurled the weapon through the doorway!


  Whirling, spinning, the deadly beam lashed prison and guards’ quarters alike as the gun curved through the air. An instant later, still spouting violet death, it disappeared through a window of the barracks.


  Shouts, screams of terror, issued from the guards’ quarters, and the fire from its windows abruptly ceased. The interior of the barracks was an inferno of flame as the gun’s recoil sprayed the beam in every direction about the long room. Garth, watching, held his breath.


  Suddenly a triumphant cheer broke from the terrestrials within the prison. In frantic haste to quit the ray-swept barracks, a score of Mercurian guards poured from the building, arms raised in token of surrender.


  The earthmen dashed, grinning, from the prison, placed the Mercurians in one of the cells they had so recently vacated. No sooner had this been done, than a shrill siren echoed from the airlock. The night shift had arrived!


  Garth sprang to the lock, tugged at its levers, and the massive circular door swung open. A long weary column of heat-suited prisoners stumbled from the air-chamber. They were followed by a dozen or so guards.


  The leader of the Mercurians threw back his helmet.


  “What’s all this mean!” he growled. “What happened to the day shift?”


  Garth raised his hand and a swarm of terrestrials, guns ready, surrounded the Mercurians.


  “It means,” he said softly. “That we, the earthmen, are in control here!


  Throw down your weapons!”


  With no choice, the guards obeyed. When they had been led away, Garth faced the stunned night shift.


  “Arm yourselves from the arsenal,” he cried. “Rest and eat! Tomorrow, as free men, we return to Latath, to capture it!”


  


  CHAPTER VIII


  


  BY dawn of the following day the terrestrials were rested, refreshed by their first decent food in months. Well-armed, clad in their heat-suits, they awaited the signal to leave for Latath.


  John Harker, shaven, clean, stood beside Garth at the airlock; he seemed to have dropped ten years of age overnight.


  “Think, lad,” he whispered. “A chance to take their city, free our friends in the caverns! A chance to see Marcia again!”


  “Marcia?” Garth repeated dully. Sudden, sharp memories overwhelmed him. His pact with Ysseth, the pact which would make it possible for them to enter the city, likewise separated him forever from Marcia. To go through the rest of his life, as the mate of an alien, cruel-eyed Mercurian woman! Abruptly Garth straightened up, turned to Wallace.


  “Release the Mercs,” he said. “We’ve nothing to fear from them if we leave no heat-suits, no guns, here.” He waited for Wallace to return, then faced the liberated terrestrials. “All right, men! We’ve a big job ahead, a dangerous job, but it’s got to be done. Let’s go!”


  A shout of assent echoed through the camp. Snapping their helmets into place, gripping their weapons, the earthmen began to file into the airlock.


  The march across the arid desert was exhausting, the heat bitter, but the terrestrials, hardened by long months work on the reservoirs, the canals, made light of it. Past jagged spires of rock, pools of molten lead, great crevices, the earthmen made their way, grotesque robots in their metal suits. Lean, hardbitten faces were smiling behind the tinted helmets, sharp eyes swept the plain for possible attacking forces. Hands resting on the butts of their energy guns, they swung along with sweeping strides, eager for the liberation of friends held captive in the caverns below Latath . . . for vengeance!


  Garth, marching between Harker and the huge Wallace, was lost in a tangle of thoughts. The prospect of giving up Marcia stunned him. Yet if Ysseth lived up to her part of the bargain, betrayed her own people, he could not break his promise. Struck by the bitter irony of it, he filled his helmet with jarring laughter, strode on.


  Night had plunged the plains into darkness when they came in sight of the city. Its lights, radiating with a soft pink glow through the immense dome, made it seem a luminescent rose-hued pearl, set deeply in a mounting of dark basalt.


  As they approached the city, Garth motioned to the others to halt, glanced at the Mercurian time-indicator he carried. In the soft diffused light he could see that its hands pointed to the third hour. They had an hour to wait.


  The interval seemed endless. At length the hands crept near the fourth marker. Garth stood up, motioned to the men to follow him. Very cautiously they drew near the huge dome, until they were opposite Ysseth’s dwelling, marked by a dim cluster of lights behind the translucent glass-like shell.


  From his belt Garth unhooked a small but powerful searchlight, such as the guards on the night shift had carried, snapped it in three quick flashes at the dome. Then, after a brief wait, he repeated the signal. Suddenly he stiffened to attention. Three flashes, very faint behind the tinted dome, in answer! Ysseth had seen, understood!


  HE raised his hand in a gesture of command, motioned for the others to follow him. Vague, bulky shapes in the ghostly radiance from the city, they glided toward the nearest air-lock.


  Garth had barely reached the lock before its thick metal door swung wide. Springing forward, he and a hundred of his followers squeezed into the air chamber. At once the outer door closed, the inner one was drawn back. Air entered the chamber and the terrestrials opened the helmets of their heat-suits.


  In the little room housing the lock mechanism stood three swarthy Mercurian sentries, and the slender, goldenskinned Ysseth. The guards peered into the shadowy lock, leaped back in amazement.


  Before they could cry out, give the alarm, a dozen earthmen, guns in hand, faced them.


  “Quiet!” Garth warned sternly. “One word and we shoot!” Then, turning, “Quick, John, let the others through!”


  As Harker sprang to the controls of the air-lock, Ysseth came forward, her eyes very bright.


  “I have done as you wished, Garth,” she whispered. “You’re mine, now . . . forever! The city is yours! Impossible for you to return to earth, with our armies in possession there! We will remain here, you and I, as rulers of Latath, of all Mercury! I give you a planet, Garth! What greater proof of my love!”


  Garth stared at her, sick at heart. Marcia. . . .


  “I keep my promise,” he said brusquely. “As soon as the city is ours. . . .”


  “Traitress!” One of the dark Mercurian guards, his lips twisted with rage, sprang toward Ysseth, energy gun in hand.


  Quick as light Garth whirled, shot. The guard crumpled, pitched forward . . . but as he fell, his gun flashed purple death.


  “Garth!” Ysseth, her lovely body torn, mangled, slumped to the floor. Then, like a faint echo, “Garth!” But even as he fell to his knees beside her, Ysseth’s golden features had relaxed in death.


  No time for regrets, no time even for thought. The flare of the guns had spread alarm to the neighboring posts, dark figures were running toward the air-lock.


  “Take off your heat-suits!” Garth cried. “They’ll only hamper your movements! Quick!”


  Hastily the terrestrials stripped off the clumsy suits, sprang into the fray. Those already within the city formed a ring about the lock, to hold it until the rest of their force could come through.


  Latath was awake now, ablaze with lights. Shouts, cries, echoed along its streets, and the darkness about the airlock was laced with purple rays.


  More and more of the terrestrials were entering; before twenty minutes had passed, the entire force of several thousand was beneath the great dome. Fighting desperately, the Mercurian guards were pushed back toward the center of the city, leaving a trial of dead and dying behind them. Purple energy rays stabbed the gloom, illuminating gardens, tall white towers, massive buildings with a lurid unnatural light.


  WALLACE, a wild-eyed, sooty spectre, surged forward with Garth and Harker.


  “They’re breaking!” he shouted exultantly. “In another half hour we’ll have the city!”


  Garth, his gun spouting livid jets of death into the groups of defenders, shook his head. The resistance was stiffening as warriors from the other, more distant quarters of the city entered the struggle.


  Suddenly a fierce shout was heard on their left. Hun®, followed by a hundred or more attendants, servants, had joined the defenders. Outnumbered, weary from their long march across the plains, the terrestrials began to fall back. Their opponents, familiar with every alley, every garden path, every clump of vegetation, remained largely under cover; flitting from shadow to shadow, they poured a deadly fire into the decimated ranks of their adversaries. Stubbornly the terrestrials fell back toward the air-lock.


  Garth fought like a madman, trying in vain to stem the tide. A purple flash from the terrace of a nearby house churned the ground at his feet. Automatically, he fired in return, saw a dark figure topple from the parapet. But for each Mercurian slain, there were a dozen more to take his place, and the odds were now overwhelming. Garth attempted to prevent the retreat to the air-lock. If ever they were forced from the city, back onto the plain, it was only a question of a few moments until, without the air-tanks of their heat-suits, they died of strangulation.


  All at once he recalled the small, stout structure housing the elevator that led to the underground caverns. If they could go below, release the slaves in the workshops, the foundry. . . .


  “This way!” he shouted. “Here! Ogden, pass the word along to fall back toward that small round building on our right! Quick!”


  Grudgingly the terrestrials retreated toward the shaft-head. It was deserted, its guards had left to join the struggle in the streets. Garth pushed open the massive metal doors, saw that the elevator was at the surface.


  “Inside!” he shouted. “Hurry!


  We’ll be safe enough below ground, be able to free the workers to help us! . . . find them arms!”


  In the building, pell-mell, the exhausted, wounded earthmen dashed. Garth and a picked few remained outside, staving off the attackers as the elevator made trip after trip, taking the terrestrials to the caverns.


  At length the others had all descended. Garth and his band sprang toward the door. As they did so, a burly Mercurian officer plunged forward in pursuit.


  Garth fired at the man but his gun’s charge was exhausted. He hurled the weapon at the officer, saw him drop, then raced into the building, slammed, bolted the heavy doors.


  INTO the elevator they leaped, commenced the descent. Above them they could hear a hammering at the doors of the building. Downward the car dropped, swiftly. Just as it reached the shadowy caverns, they heard the sound of footsteps . . . shouts, far above. Quickly they sprang from the car into the workshops. No sooner had they done so when a blast of purple rays lit up the elevator shaft and the cables of the car fused, melted.


  “Good God!” Harker clutched at Garth’s arm. “Look! We’re trapped! No way to reach the surface!”


  “Don’t worry about that now,” Wallace cut in. “We’ve work enough here!”


  The great caverns were a scene of confusion. Already the men from the plains had overcome the few Mercurians left to guard the workshops, were busy cutting the shackles that bound the slaves. Bewildered by this unexpected deliverance, the workers seemed at first dazed, then, as realization sank into their toil-numbed brains, they gave way to wild rejoicing. Tools, broken chains, were hurled into the blazing furnaces, hated machinery smashed, crude weapons fashioned from odds and ends of apparatus.


  Suddenly in the midst of this wild rejoicing, a man came running toward Garth, his face like putty.


  “The air-vents!” he cried. “The Mercs have closed them, sealed the top of the elevator-shaft! We . . . we’re doomed!”


  John Harker gripped his belt, very pale.


  “Any chance to dig our way out?” he demanded. “A slanting gallery, maybe, to the surface?”


  The worker shook his head.


  “Impossible,” he muttered. “It would take days. And the air here below won’t last twelve hours.”


  For a moment no one in the little group spoke. Wallace, squinting into the dimly-lit caverns beyond, gnawed reflectively at his lower lip.


  “Suppose we knock out the pillars that hold up the roof of one of those smaller caves,” he rumbled. “D’you suppose the ceiling might give way, leaving an opening to the surface?”


  “Wallace! You’ve got it!” Garth slapped the big man’s shoulder. “Tell the others! We’ve got to work fast!”


  With picks, with sledges, with energy guns, they attacked the huge pillars of living rock that supported the roof of one of the lesser, more remote caverns. Trained to toil, the freed slaves, Mercurians and terrestrials alike, made deep clefts in the supports, while the energy guns blasted with crackling violence at the stubborn stone.


  Hours of killing labor passed, and as the moments fled, the air grew foul, noxious. Gleaming muscular bodies drooped, fell exhausted to the floor of the grotto, were dragged clear by their companions. Time lost its meaning, was gauged only by the depth of the niches in the rocky pillars. There was no sign from their enemies on the surface; confident that the lack of air must soon do its work, the Mercurian overlords waited.


  How long he worked, Garth never knew. It seemed that for days, weeks, he hacked at the dark flint, swinging the sledge until his arms, his body, were numb. There was no sound other than the ringing of metal on stone, the hiss of energy guns, the gasping of men as they fought for breath. The caverns seemed filled with fantastic shadows, though whether they were real, or phantoms of his aching brain, Garth could not tell.


  THEN all at once there was a crackling, splintering sound, a warning rumble from somewhere above. Dimly Garth was aware of shouting a warning, of dragging a limp figure from the cave.


  Suddenly the world was a hail of flying rock; of shattered stone. The crash and roar were deafening, while the adjoining cavern in which they sought safety, rocked like a storm-tossed ship.


  Dazedly, Garth picked himself up. Soft pink-hued sunlight flooded the underground workshops, and air, sweet, clean air, swept through them. He drew a deep breath, felt the blood race through his veins.


  “It . . . it worked!” he exclaimed. “Up! Quick, before the Mercs get over their surprise!”


  The tattered, weary figures about him sprang forward, over heaps of rubble into the great pit that now gaped in the center of the city. Up its steep slanting sides, they swarmed, pouring to the surface like a legion of devils from the nether world. Brandishing energy guns, iron bars, flailing chains, they fell upon the startled Mercurians, drove them back in disorder.


  It was no battle, this time. The men of Latath had suffered heavily in the struggle the night before, and were disheartened by the reappearance of the terrestrials, greatly reinforced by the slaves from the caverns. They had counted on an easy, bloodless victory by cutting off the air vents. Now, completely surprised, they fell back toward the great citadel-like receiving station.


  Vainly Huno and his band tried to check the rout. The Mercurians, old men and boys for the most part, lacked the courage and training of the warriors, now away on earth. Driven back by the furious wild-eyed slaves, they retreated toward the receiving station. In less than an hour all of Latath except the towering bullet-shaped citadel was in the hands of the terrestrials, the cavern workers.


  


  CHAPTER IX


  


  GARTH ARLAN stood before the circular window of Huno’s palace, staring with narrowed eyes at the city beneath him. It was quiet, very lovely in the soft pink radiance that streamed through the dome. There were no signs of the recent struggle other than the gaping pit above the caverns, the dark stains upon the white marble streets.


  About the citadel, however, there was activity. From behind bushes, heaps of earth, the freed slaves kept up a steady fire at the massive gray walls of the receiving station. Pale violet beams played incessantly upon the reinforced masonry, bathing it in lambent light. From the loopholes that broke the otherwise smooth walls of the citadel, there was only an occasional reply; the Mercurians were husbanding their energy charges.


  Garth frowned. All days, since their escape from the caverns that morning, the earthmen had blasted at the fortress, and apart from the pitting, the erosion, that scored its surface, they had made no headway. Time, precious time, was being wasted. And if the Mercurians recalled their armies from earth, the rebels must certainly go down in defeat.


  The click of a door interrupted Garth’s reflections. Harker stood in the entrance, his eyes troubled.


  “Any news?” Garth demanded.


  Harker shook a disconsolate head.


  “Nothing. We’ve searched the entire city. Huno must have taken her with him when he retired to the citadel.” He stared through the window at the towering massive fortress. “Marcia . . . a hostage in the hands of those merciless devils!”


  “Nothing we can do, John,” Garth muttered. “Days, perhaps, before we’re able to blast a hole in those walls. They’re made of Mercurian zorite, ten times as hard as flint. We’ll just have to keep plugging away . . . and hoping.”


  “But the place is bound to fall sooner or later,” Harker exclaimed. “Madness for them to try and hold out! They must understand that we’ve men and guns enough to take it in time. If we could make them realize . . .!”


  Garth’s face was drawn, gray, as he shook his head.


  “I’ve tried to communicate with them,” he said slowly. “Tried to reach them a dozen times by television. . . .” his eyes flicked toward the cabinet nearby . . . “but got no response. Don’t forget the receiving set, the matter transmitter, is in the citadel . . .”


  He broke off as a soft. buzzing sounded in the television cabinet.


  “John! They are trying to contact us! Must be them!” Garth bent over the viewplate as another insistent drone rose from the machine. “Yes?” he barked.


  FOR a moment the silvery mirror was blank. Then slowly a face began to come into view . . . a pale, poignant face, surrounded by a mass of dark curls.


  “Marcia!” Garth exclaimed. “You . . .”


  “Quiet!” the girl whispered. “Listen! I managed to slip by the sentry, enter the communications room here! They may spot me at any moment! You’ve got to capture this place, now, Garth, before tomorrow morning, or there’s no chance . . . ever! Huno has called earth, ordered every man there to return! Already they’re assembling the army at the big San Francisco station, to be flashed across the void by dawn! Unless you can capture the receiving set here in the citadel before they arrive . . .” Marcia’s voice broke in a smothered scream.


  John Harker, peering over Garth’s shoulder, gave a gasp of rage. In the viewplate they could see a dark, scaly arm pass about the girl’s slender neck, drag her from the screen. Then Huso’s face, dark, sardonic, appeared; his many-facetted eyes were mocking.


  “I regret the interruption of this pleasant reunion,” he said suavely, “but I cannot permit my household slaves to communicate with rebels. By morning you and your rabble will be destroyed by our returning forces. The walls of our fortress will keep us safe meanwhile. A pleasant evening, earthmen! Until dawn, then!” Laughing, he snapped a switch and his saturnine countenance faded from view.


  For a moment the two terrestrials were silent. Then Harker spoke, his voice trembling.


  “Their armies on earth!” he cried. “Returning! We’ve got to get control of the citadel, free Marcia! Now! All our work, our sacrifice in vain! Perhaps if we make an attack . . .”


  “An attack?” A deep voice boomed. “What nonsense is this about an attack?” Wallace stood on the thresh-hold, his huge frame filling the doorway. He was dirty, ragged, marked by a score of deep bums. “How can we attack, John, without a breach in the walls? And there’ll be no breach for some time to come, with only these small energy guns to work with. If we had big, powerful ray projectors like the Merc army have on earth . . .”


  “On earth!” Garth snapped. “Not for long! They’ll be here by dawn! Broken down into electro-magnetic vibrations, shot across space to the receiving station in the citadel! And when they get here, we’re through!”


  “Returning!” Wallace’s face fell into grim lines. “Then we’re helpless! No way to stop electro-magnetic vibrations, prevent them from reaching the receiving station I You’re right, John! Better to go out in an assault now, however useless, than wait for the Merc army to arrive, destroy us! I’ll go tell the men to prepare ladders . . .”


  “No! Wait!” Garth swung from the window, his eyes suddenly bright. “There may be another way! Interference! Static, like that distorting radio waves! If we could build a small projector, just powerful enough to create interference . . .!”


  “Static?” Harker echoed. “What do you mean?”


  “Listen!” Garth snapped. “You’ve heard an entire symphony orchestra, united in a single chord. Suppose one musician struck a false note, created a discord? The whole effect would be ruined! Or a radio transmitter, broadcasting on the same wave-length as another station, could garble, ruin, its reception! These waves of electro-magnetic energy are akin to radio waves, except that they’re directional, sent in one beam! Suppose we were to send out a small directional beam in the same line as that of the one coming from earth, of similar wave-length! We’d distort it, create interference!”


  “GARTH!” Harker gripped his arm, excitedly. “It’s incredible, yet there’s no reason why it shouldn’t work! If we could keep their armies from being recreated into matter until we gain control of the citadel . . .! But how would it work? What would its effect be?”


  “I’m not sure,” Garth replied, “but I’m going to find out!” He-turned to Wallace. “We’ve got to work fast! It’s questionable whether we can do such a job overnight! Still, there’s equipment in the caverns . . . plenty of it, and the finest! Go get me a hundred men, men who worked in the underground factories, know the ropes! Mechanics, engineers, laborers! I’ll need you, John, most of all! I’m counting on your remembering the plan of that first set we built back on earth! Come on . . . we’re starting work right away!”


  In less than an hour, just as the sun was fading below the lower rim of the tinted dome, a hundred men were desperately busy in the caverns beneath Latath. Except for the one cave which they had undermined, the subterranean workshops were intact. Blue flame leaped within the huge electric furnaces, lathes, drills whirled, screaming as though in complaint, hammers clattered and rang, while the masses of machinery sang a song of power.


  It was in these grottos that the Mercurians had built their matter-transformation sets, and the apparatus, the necessary material, lay ready at hand. Of the Mercurian slaves, more bitter than even the terrestrials against their former masters, there were some who had helped construct the first sets. These Garth placed in command of gangs, gave the more intricate jobs.


  He and Harker, relying upon memory, drew rough plans, diagrams of the delicate mechanism. They would have given anything, now, for the green tablets which, bearing the directions of the Mercurians, had caused earth such sorrow.


  The original hundred workers were augmented by many others before the first hour, leaving only a small force to continue the blasting of the citadel walls. A sortie by the besieged would have swept the little band of assailants to sure defeat; but unaware that the bulk of the terrestrials labored below ground, and confident in the early arrival of their forces from earth, the Mercurian overlords passed the night in feasting, celebrating the victory that seemed inevitable at dawn.


  The great caverns were like some fantastic fabled workshop of gnomes. Dwarfed by the masses of machinery, the earthmen toiled desperately, battling against time. Piece after piece of fragile mechanism was completed, to be assembled by Garth and Harker. Slowly the shimmering, intricate device took shape, yet with each inch that it rose from the ground, precious moments slipped by.


  Garth, pausing for a moment’s breath, glanced about him. Sweat-dampened bodies, gleaming weirdly in the blue glare of the electric furnaces, threw sprawling shadows upon the rocky walls as they hammered at some tough piece of metal. Smoke, black, choking, swirled through the workshops, giving them a dim air of unreality.


  Suddenly Wallace appeared, clutching a coil of wire in his grimy hand.


  “That piece for the spark-gap,” he muttered. “What next?”


  “HERE!” Harker handed him a chalked diagram. “Silver, three-sixteenths of an inch, pierced for bolts here, and here! How about the cathodes!”


  “We broke the first set,” Wallace flung over his shoulder. “A flaw in the metal. We’ve started on new ones . . . ready in an hour, barring accidents.”


  Garth bent, fitted the coil into place above the spark-gap. Futile, it all seemed. Already half the night had passed and the worst of the job remained. The tubes, the helix . . . And the work was clumsy, make-shift, crude. Nor was there any assurance that his plan would succeed even if the set were completed in time. He shook his head, then plunged into the task once more as Ogden approached with questions concerning some complicated bit of mechanism.


  While Garth and his men worked frenziedly beneath the city, Marcia stood in a corner of the citadel’s main hall, watching Huno and his men as they celebrated the morrow’s certain victory. Seated about a long table the dark Mercurians were laughing in ribald merriment, passing goblets of greenish, aromatic liquor, the powerful Mercurian kalo, from hand to hand. At one end of the room a soft-toned multiphone beat out its throbbing, insistent rhythm, while slave-girls, some slim, golden Mercurian women, others, like Marcia, terrestrial captives, carried dishes laden with curious, synthetically-prepared food to and from the long crowded table.


  “A toast!” one of the Mercurian Thantors cried, staggering to his feet. “To the return of Zagar and his armies, to the death of the rebellious earthlings!”


  A harsh cry of approbation resounded through the hall and the guardsmen drank. Huno rose, his eyes like points of flame.


  “To the death of their leader, Garth Arlan!” he cried.


  Marcia, bearing a heavy platter, swayed, stumbled. They were drinking to the death of Garth! She drew an agonized breath, and with her cheeks damp with tears, placed the platter upon the table.


  “Soon” . . . Huno tossed his goblet, empty, to the floor . . . “soon there will be an end to this fighting, this confusion, and we can devote ourselves to more pleasant pursuits.” He smiled narrowly, his gaze sweeping Marcia’s slender form.


  With a shudder the girl drew back from the table, stepped into the shadows about one of the tall narrow loopholes. Below, an incessant stream of violet light played upon the stout walls of the citadel. From time to time, as the small energy guns blasted with crackling force at the heavy masonry, the flinty zorite, there was a splintering noise, a crash of falling stone. A structure of earthly build would have crumbled at once under such an attack, but the strongly-built Mercurian citadel gave way very slowly before the fury of the rays.


  Marcia shook her head. Only a few hours remained until dawn and the walls showed little signs of yielding. And when the Mercurian army emerged from the energy-transformers, their overwhelming numbers, their powerful weapons, would easily crush the revolt. Garth, her father, doomed to destruction, while she . . .


  A harsh shout of command from Huno drew her from the window. Hastily she ran to fill his goblet. The feast was growing uproarious. Choking with despair the girl listened as Huno Jubilantly outlined the morrow’s attack.


  FALSE dawn’s pale radiance, showing faintly through the glass dome, revealed Garth and John Harker standing on the terrace of Huno’s palace, making final adjustments of the gleaming mass of machinery before them. Small, this generator of electro-magnetic waves, and lacking in power. Yet upon its slight, feeble beam hung the future of two planets.


  Harker straightened up, wiped grease-stained hands upon his ragged trousers.


  “Ready!” he said soberly. “May God grant it does the trick! If only there were time to wrap another coil, adjust that oscillator . . .”


  “No chance for that, now!” Garth muttered. “Tell the others to be ready for a last attack if we should fail!”


  For a moment the two men remained silent, haggard spectres in the dim light. A thousand memories flashed through Garth’s mind. The days at the old mission before the coming of the Mercurians . . . his meeting with Marcia, the moments they had spent together before the dark invasion . . . the destruction of San Francisco, the conquest of the west. His own journey to Mercury through the medium of the stolen water . . . Ysseth . . . the labor camp . . . the fight for the town. And now . . .


  He watched the endless streams of purple energy blasting at the battered walls, the figures of his men crouching behind their barricades. In a few more minutes the triumphant Mercurian army, flushed by their conquests on earth, would return to scatter the rebels who threatened their home city. Unless this hastily-built machine worked . . .


  “Garth!” Harker gripped his shoulder, pointed. Light, the soft light of dawn, flowed at the edge of the great dome!


  With a swift movement Garth sprang forward, tugged at the roughly-made levers, the crude switches! Humming movement surged through the mass of fragile wires and a pale light emanated from the copper helix.


  “Pray, Garth!” Harker whispered. “Pray!”


  Within the citadel there was excitement, an air of expectation. Preparations for the return of their armies from earth were being completed by the besieged Mercurians.


  In the huge power-plant small figures bent over control-panels, awaiting the signal to commence their work. The mighty engines which had received the torrent of water from earth were silent, as though resting in preparation for the reconversion of the waves of electrical vibrations into marching legions of fierce fighting men.


  The rows of galleries, tier on tier up into the shadowy reaches of the ceiling, were packed with Mercurians, silent, eager, awaiting the return of their warriors, laden with the spoils of earth. Dimly from outside they could hear the incessant hiss of energy guns as the terrestrials blasted doggedly at the massive walls. Small heed they paid to such futile attacks . . . one regiment of their warriors could crush this band of rebellious slaves.


  Huno, a dark elegant figure in his metal tunic, stood near one of the control panels; his expression was sardonic, and he showed no effects of the night of revelry. His gaze swept the retinue about him, singled out Marcia.


  “Come!” he said softly. “To you a place here in the front ranks, where you may watch the return of our forces!”


  SILENTLY the girl obeyed, sick at heart from his mockery. The fighting men of Mercury, coming back to destroy Garth!


  Suddenly light flashed on a board, a buzzer whined. Huno went rigid.


  “They’re here!” he shouted. “Our warriors from Terra have returned! Open the receivers!”


  A roar of triumph echoed through the plant, and the huge machines hummed with power. Marcia, standing beside Huno, bit her lip as a jet of light swept downward from the immense copper helix. In another instant they would be here, endless columns of savage soldiers. . . .


  Suddenly Marcia gasped, and her knees went weak. Huno swore, and the roar of triumph turned to a cry of sheer horror!


  Figures were issuing from the beam of light . . . but what figures! Fierce, swarthy heads, joined grotesquely to scaly arms . . . bodies without legs, with hands protruding from their chests . . . torsos with three feet and nothing more! And the ghastly shapes were alive . . . horribly, terrifyingly alive!


  Here five arms, connected to a shapeless mass of flesh, crawled crab-like, forward. Here a dark form, a head protruding hideously from its back, struggled with the rags of purple and metal that enswathed it. Here a revolting monstrosity with double body and stumps of feet dragged itself forward. Screaming wildly, they stumbled from the machines to die!


  The space beneath the helix was piled high with distorted, awful figures, a writhing jumble of arms, legs, bodies. And still from the beam of light they came, more ghastly than before!


  Through dazed, panicky eyes Marcia stared at them, frozen with horror. A figure with two heads dashed screaming from the mass of flesh, fell groaning to the floor. Baroque travesties on human life rolled across the polished marble, dying. And still the maimed, twisted, incredible shapes appeared!


  The big room was in an uproar. Mercurians who gathered to witness the return of their victorious armies, fled in panic to escape the hideous spectacle. Every entrance was jammed with fugitives in mad flight. Frenziedly they rushed to the great arched doorway through which the water from earth had poured, tore open the massive gates, streamed along the dry bed of the canal into the rose-pink city beyond.


  Suddenly Huno found his voice.


  “The earthmen!” he screamed. “Close that entrance! Quick!”


  But his warning came too late. Huno’s efforts to rally the horror-struck Mercurians were in vain.


  ALL at once from outside there came a thunder of deep terrestrial voices. The attackers, cleaving the frantic stream of fugitives, burst into the citadel. A crackle of energy guns rose above the screams, the hoarse, frightened shouts.


  “Gods of Mercury!” Huno whispered, drawing his own weapon.


  Through the clamor sounded the triumphant cheers of the earthmen as Garth, followed by a band of ragged terrestrials, dashed into the great hall that housed the power plant.


  Eyes blazing hatred Huno crouched before the switchboard, swung his gun toward Garth. Viciously he pulled the trigger . . . and the gun missed fire. Garth plunged forward, caught Huno about the waist and spun him against the wall. Harker, rushing to his comrade’s assistance, raised his energy gun, fired.


  A bubbling scream burst from Huno’s lips: he toppled face downward to the floor. The first of all the invaders that had overrun earth was dead.


  “Garth! Dad!” Marcia ran toward them, her face white. “What . . . what is it?” She pointed in horror at the ever-mounting heap of hideous, writhing monstrosities before the machines.


  “Interference!” Garth replied grimly. “A similar ray of vibrations, distorting this one!” He turned. “Wallace, send a man to shut off the interfering beam! It’s done its work! As he rest of the Mercs come through, we’ll be here to disarm them! Hurry!”


  A few minutes later the flow of ghastly figures ceased. Warriors, intact, unharmed, marched from the beam of light. Stunned by the sight of their hideous dead comrades, covered by the terrestrials’ guns, they threw down their weapons in surrender.


  Within an hour the remains of the Mercurian army had returned from earth, were being driven, unarmed, along the bed of the canal into the pink-domed city beyond. When at last the marching figures ceased to materialize before the machines, Garth turned to the ragged band of terrestrials, reduced by constant fighting to less than five hundred, and gave crisp orders.


  “Bat the doors!” he commanded. “By the time they succeed in getting back into the citadel, the power plant, we’ll be on our way to earth! On our way home!”


  Joyfully the men from Terra obeyed. Led by Garth and Marcia, they stepped into the ray of light beneath the helix.


  Once again that sound of rushing music, that dazzling light. Suddenly they were in the great stone sending station at San Francisco, breathing once more I the fresh cool air of earth!


  The few Mercurians left to guard the transmitter were quickly overcome, dispatched to their home planet. Jubilant, the liberated terrestrials poured from the great gloomy building into the clean yellow sunlight beyond.


  Three weeks later Garth, John Harker, and Marcia stood on a hilltop overlooking the ruined city of San Francisco. Armed with the energy guns they brought back from Latath, the returning terrestrials had easily captured the remaining Mercurian outposts, sent their prisoners back to the domed city on the rocky plains of their home planet. Nor, remembering the terrible interference beam, had the dark invaders attempted to return.


  GARTH, his arm about the girl’s shoulders, nodded to Harker. Marcia’s father bent, pushed a plunger. Suddenly a tremendous roar shook the harbor and the big transmission station which had sent so many millions of gallons of water, so many frightened slaves across the void, disappeared in a cloud of flying debris; of smoke!


  Watching, Garth nodded gravely.


  “The last of the receivers,” he murmured. “Communication with Mercury shut off forever!”


  The girl glanced at the stricken city below. Already men were at work clearing away the ruins, rebuilding.


  “A new civilization, a new world,” she whispered. “And a new life, Garth, for you and me . . .”


  Garth said nothing, but his arm tightened about the girl’s shoulders . . .


  THE END


  LIFE ON MERCURY


  uncredited


  ON our back cover this month we present artist Frank R. Paul’s conception of the sort of creature we might most logically expect to inhabit the planet Mercury, based on astronomical observations and scientific deductions of conditions on the world nearest the sun.


  Owing to the proximity of the sun, and in spite of the extremely heavy atmospheric envelope around Mercury, the climate is bound to be extremely hot, and in a chaotic, stormy condition. It is reasonable that the Mercurian is a creature equipped to withstand the rigors of a rugged world.


  More than likely he would be constructed along the lines of some of Earth’s insects, heavily armored and insulated against heat, against the extreme power of ultra-violet light from the near sun, and against radiations which we do not receive on Earth. He would be extremely heavy, and only the light gravity of Mercury would permit this. On Earth, the Mercurian might have great difficulty in moving his armored body about. But on Mercury, in spite of almost armor-plate construction, he would possess enormous strength and be able to proceed from place to place on the chaotic surface of his world by enormous leaps and bounds, like a greatly magnified grass-hopper.


  He would not be carnivorous, but would subsist on the nut-like fruits of a hardy, heat-resistant vegetation, of a desert nature. He would be provided with strong jaws to crack the shells of such nut-fruits, and with strong pincer-like hands and claws to gather them from the bushes and trees on which they grew.


  He would undoubtedly live underground, in an ant-like fashion, and would probably be highly specialized, with breeding, fighting, hunting types specially developed. Breeding prolifically would be necessary, due to the high death rate of a savage world.


  An Earthman, visiting Mercury, would be forced to wear heavily insulated armor to withstand the heat, to fend off deadly radiations from the sun, and to keep out noxious gases. The atmosphere would be absolutely unfit for human lungs, and would soon burn the tissues by reason of sulphur and other fumes, constantly pouring into the atmosphere from molten seas of such elements on the side of Mercury continually facing the sun.


  It is also certain that only in the twilight zone, around the rim of the planet, could life exist in any stable form.


  Intelligence would be a low factor, development being slowed by the continual necessity to fight for existence against heavy odds. Civilization would not advance, nor would cities or science develop.


  SLAVE RAIDERS FROM MERCURY


  Don Wilcox


  Lester Allison and June O’Neil found they faced more than death on Mercury; the Rite of the Floating Chop.


  “THIS way, ladies and gentlemen!” shouted the sideshow barker, pounding on a tomtom. “Open to the public for the first time. The greatest mystery attraction ever offered for fifty cents. A rocket ship from the outside world!”


  A few customers paid and passed through. Above the brightly painted canvas fence, the huge black chrysalisshaped hull gleamed in the midday sun. Lester Allison gazed. He dropped the wisp of foxtail grass from his teeth and edged toward the front of the crowd.


  “Step right up, you handsome farmer boys,” the barker sang out, with one eye on Allison. “It’s brand new.


  There’s no fake about it. It was found last week in a wheat field and this carnival bought it for your entertainment. Come one, come all, only fifty cents!” Lester Allison yelled up at the speaker, “Who was in it when they found it?”


  “Not a soul, my boy, not a soul!”


  “Then how’d it find its way to the earth?”


  “Ah, there’s the mystery! An empty ship from an outside world, and not a foot-track around it. Come in and get the whole story!”


  Lester Allison looked around for someone to take in with him, but saw no one he knew. However, he gave a second look to the pretty girl who brushed past his shoulder.


  The girl gave a quick anxious glance back through the crowd; apparently she was trying to get away from someone. She bolted through the canvas gateway without stopping to pay.


  “Hold on, lady!” The barker made a pass at her.


  “Here,” said Lester Allison, slapping down a dollar. “For two.”


  “Thanks so much,” the girl breathed a moment later. Lester Allison followed her through the open airlocks into the black ship.


  “The luck’s all mine,” he said. “Mine,” said the girl, “if he doesn’t follow me in—that is,” she talked excitedly, “I’m running away—from home.”


  They pushed through the cluster of spectators within the ship.


  “You oughtn’t to wear such a bright yellow dress if you’re trying to make a getaway. It caught my eye first thing—it and the yellow hat and your black hair and—”


  At a curious smile from the girl Allison concluded he’d better not catalog any more of the items about her appearance that had attracted him. Nevertheless his gaze lingered on her pretty face.


  “Pretty young to be running away, aren’t you?”


  Suddenly her dark eyes were intent on the door.


  “Oh—” she began distressedly.


  A slender young man came in and looked about furtively. The moment he spied the girl, he marched back to her.


  “All right for you, June O’Neil,” he said in a surly voice. “Your dad said come home. He meant it, too. He’s sober and he’s mad.”


  June O’Neil refused to speak. The young man tried to take her arm. She jerked away and scrunched down in her seat in the ship. He sat down beside her.


  “Big-hearted of you,” he said sarcastically, “to make me pay fifty cents to come in here and get you.”


  “You haven’t got me,” said the girl. “Oh, no? Don’t make me laugh!”


  “Listen, Ted Tyndall!” The girl’s voice was low but every word was packed with fury, and the flash of her dark eyes gave Lester Allison a quickened heartbeat.


  “I’m not coming home. That’s final. I’ve had all of home and drunken fathers and quarrelsome boy friends that I can stand!”


  “Zat so?” Ted Tyndall mocked. Then his eyes took in Lester Allison, who stood, an easy six feet of country-bred manhood, at the other side of June’s chair.


  “Who’s that?”


  “I don’t know,” said June O’Neil quietly.


  “I’m Lester Allison.” The words were accompanied by a genial smile which met with an expressionless stare from Ted Tyndall.


  THE sideshow barker stepped inside the rocket ship and rapped for attention.


  “Ladies and gentlemen—(The group was mostly men; there chanced to be only one other lady besides June O’Neil.) “You are now in the main cabin of a mystery space ship whose secrets not only baffle science, they even baffle me. Mystery Number One: no controls are visible. Mystery Number Two: as I walk to the front of the cabin, the airlocks automatically close.”


  With a swish the doors folded, to become an imperceptible part of the black metal walls.


  Ted Tyndall grumbled to the girl, “Now see what you’ve done. I’m stuck here for a lecture.”


  By this time most of the eighteen or twenty spectators were seated in the deep-cushioned chairs. Lester Allison started toward a seat as the carnival man continued.


  “Mystery Number Three: the black metal of this ship is unlike anything found on this earth—”


  Brum-brrr-row-wrr—wham!


  * * *


  LESTER ALLISON awakened with the vague feeling that the universe had jumped a cog.


  That dull aching roar—most of it seemed to be in his head. Some of it came through the wall that cramped his shoulder. He was too groggy to open his eyes. What a clamor of voices! That woman’s unrelenting scream—again and again and again. Men shouting and wrangling and fighting. And, near at hand, the voice of that pretty girl, June O’Neil, her low-spoken words fraught with terror. Lester Allison opened his eyes.


  “He’s alive, didn’t I tell you?” the girl gasped.


  Ted Tyndall’s only response was, “Get me out of here! What the hell—”


  “But he’s hurt! He might be dying!” The girl’s hands tugged at Allison’s shoulders.


  “Let him rot!” Ted Tyndall fairly screamed. “Get me back to the ground!”


  Lester Allison took a deep breath and rolled onto his elbows and knees.


  “I’m all right,” he mumbled. “A little stunned. That sudden fall—”


  His words were lost against the continual screaming. He staggered to his feet. He saw June O’Neil’s frightened, imploring face, heard her say, “No one knows why we took off. No one knows what to do.”


  Allison’s attention turned to the distant sun blazing out of a black sky. It shot through the front cabin window, illuminated the frantic figures chasing through the aisles of the space ship. Some stood at the windows paralyzed with fear; some were fighting. Allison moved up the aisle toward the fight. Three or four enraged men had closed in on the carnival barker.


  “You trapped us, you lousy—”


  “I did not!”


  “Get us back to Earth or we’ll kill you!”


  “What’s the game, you crazy—”


  “I tell you I didn’t—” the barker protested.


  “This knife means business!”


  The sun flashed from the open pocket-knife. The carnival man backed into a corner.


  “Don’t be a fool!” Allison snapped as he pushed through to the chief threatener. “Don’t—”


  HE caught the wrist that held the weapon, bore down with severe strength, and faced the threatener. “Take it easy, friend.”


  “Take it easy! This fellow coaxed us in, didn’t he? And locked the doors and—” The struggling man’s grip relaxed as Allison’s steel fingers tightened. The knife dropped.


  “Let it lay!” Allison snapped. “And don’t be simple. That carnival guy’s no space pilot. He’s not that smart!” Eyes turned toward the barker, whose jaw dropped with a comical effect. One of the threateners snorted, another chuckled, and the situation eased.


  “Besides,” Allison went on, “where are the controls? There aren’t any. Say—how the heck does this darn thing operate, anyway?”


  Naturally no one on board could answer that question. Lester Allison calmly picked up the pocket-knife, folded it and slipped it into the owner’s jacket.


  “Hey—where do you think we’re heading for?” another passenger spoke up.


  Allison glanced out the window. “Either Mercury or Venus, near as I can judge. But probably Mercury, because we seem to be heading pretty close toward the sun—an’ Mercury’s the planet nearest the sun.”


  “Mercury!” the sideshow barker puffed. “And I only charged you fifty cents. Am I a dope!”


  Ted Tyndall made his voice heard. “All right, smart fellow, if you know all the answers, turn us back.”


  Lester Allison’s eyes roved along the walls hopefully. He wondered whether the adjoining rooms might contain the answer. However, some of the men who had had time to explore shook their heads.


  “We’ve searched high and low,” said a one-armed man. “There’s food and water and sanitary facilities, but nothing that looks like a control lever.”


  “Then we’re in for a space jaunt,” Allison muttered. “We may as well stop howling and make up our minds to it.”


  The other lady passenger, who had become hysterical, stopped crying for a moment, and then burst out afresh.


  Ted Tyndall yowled, “You mean we can’t get home tonight?”


  “No, dear,” the carnival barker mocked, mopping his forehead. “Better drop a note to mamma.”


  “Shut up, you damned—”


  “Sit down!” Allison cracked the command, and Tyndall obeyed. “We’ve had enough roughhouse. Whatever we’re in for, we may as well have order.”


  “You’re elected to keep it,” said the carnival barker.


  Whether or not the barker meant it for a taunt, Lester Allison took it as a challenge. He looked from one to another of his fellow passengers.


  An odd assortment, surely. A fat unshaved tramp, a one-armed man, a poorly dressed Negro, a bewildered old man who was deaf, several men who might have been machinists or farmers or white collar workers.


  “You’re elected,” another of the men echoed.


  In that moment Lester Allison forgot he was only twenty-three years old and that most of those years had gone into handling stubborn mules and running farm machinery. His eyes turned toward the woman who stood at the rear window, crying hysterically.


  “Does anyone here know that woman?” he asked. No one did. He walked back to her. “Lady, we’re going to put you in a room by yourself until you get quiet.”


  Immediately the terrified crying ceased. Quiet reigned. From that moment Lester Allison’s authority was established. Whatever unknown destiny awaited the ship, for the present he was its master.


  CHAPTER II


  Inhabited Chasms


  MERCURY grew like a crescentshaped cloud bearing down upon the nose of the space ship. By this time the sun was far to the side. Lester Allison watched and wondered how soon the ship would cut its speed. A queer feeling, being tossed through the universe at the whims of—well, of what?


  The men hovered close about Allison. No one talked. Everything had been talked out. Now there was nothing left but to wait and watch their common fate unfold.


  Through Lester Allison’s mind surged the memories of recent hours. The hysterical woman’s shocking suicide . . . the bottle of deadly poison . . . the erratic note that proved she had been frightened crazy . . .


  Allison had taken the bottle and hid it within his pocketbook for safe keeping. As soon as the dead body had been given a space burial, via the disposal chute, Allison had diverted the passengers’ morbid thoughts as best he could.


  Games had proved the best way. He had had the men make some bean shooters—bean shooting had been a favorite sport in his own boyhood—and he had organized a bean shooting tournament, good for several hours. But as the planet Mercury grew larger, the contestants’ nerves became less steady, and the games had petered out.


  Once when most of the passengers were asleep, June O’Neil had come to Allison at the front window to help him keep watch. That hour had burned deep in his memory.


  “You aren’t a bit scared, are you?” he had said.


  “I haven’t been since you took over. Whatever may come to us, there’s nothing we can do now.”


  Then the girl had laughed in a quiet confidential way.


  “Really, it’s almost funny. All these men try to help me keep my courage up, and I think they’re worse scared than I am.”


  Allison had smiled at that, and his eyes must have looked at her long and intently. For he had never before in his life been so impressed by a girl’s spirit, nor so stirred by a girl’s beauty. To change the subject he had said: “Is the boy friend still sulking? Don’t worry, he’ll come out of it.”


  June O’Neil had blushed with resentment.


  “He’s not my boy friend!”


  Now her words still echoed in Allison’s mind as the girl stood silently beside him. Ted Tyndall was at the other side of her, and silent passengers were all around. The great unfathomable mass of Mercury grew closer, half lighted, half shadowed. They were headed toward the line that divided the misty white foam from the dark.


  “Stormy over there,” said Allison, pointing.


  “I could do with a storm,” grunted the carnival barker. Anything to break the monotony . . .


  “We’re gonna crash! We’re gonna crash!” Ted Tyndall gasped the words over and over.


  The purring ship plummeted down—down—through the clouds, through layers of blackness and brown twilight and gray fog. Down between banks of mountains, down—


  “We’re headed for that abyss!”


  “Which abyss, Allison?”


  They watched in awe as the vast crevasses among the mountains gaped larger. The whole landscape was stitched with ragged gashes. Now they recalled their previous discussions about Mercury. How the planet always kept the same face to the sun. How hot it would be—and what the effects of the uneven heating might have.


  “SEE any signs of civilization, Allison?” someone asked.


  The answer was obvious. On the surface, there wasn’t any sign of life.


  Was it at all possible that somewhere within those jagged depths there was a mind that contrived to direct their course so skilfully? Down into a funnel of pitch blackness they slowly coasted. Interminably down, like a car on an endless grade. When at last their eyes saw light again, it was artificial light—the dull red of flares reflected from red rock walls.


  They stopped.


  The airlocks opened. A puff of warm air blew in. Heavy atmosphere was tinged with odors that were at once mellow and pungent. Allison sniffed and took a deep breath. He felt puffy enough to float, the air was so buoyant and the gravity so light.


  He led the way out, cautiously at first; then, at the sound of friendly human voices, he dropped all restraints. His passengers filed out after him, bounding and leaping and striding, curious at the sensation of new power in their feet and legs.


  They were greeted by a volley of welcomes that figuratively brought them back to earth. Welcomes shouted in good American slang—a puzzling thing, for they had conjured up all manner of perilous beasts and boiling cauldrons in their private nightmares.


  But at the shouts of “What’s happened back in America?” and “Give us all the news!” and “Who’s the president now?” and “Anybody here from Indiana?” all dangers seemed suddenly removed; or at least postponed.


  The questions came from a dozen or more half-uniformed men, who passed out handshakes indiscriminately and made the robot ship’s eighteen captives feel like prodigal sons. Then—


  “A girl!” one of them uttered. All the uniformed men quieted, somewhat in awe, Allison thought, as if a fear or dread came into their thoughts.


  “Where’s the boss here?” Allison inquired.


  An uncomfortable shrug of the uniformed shoulders.


  “In his laboratory. He’ll drop around and take care of you after awhile.”


  “Who are you men, and what are you doing here?” Allison demanded.


  The men glanced at each other and at their own distinctive garb; they seemed loath to answer. A curiously uniform group; all of them well-built men, youngish, perfect pictures of good health. The red lights gleamed upward across their muscular bodies. They were half naked, like Egyptian gods.


  The form-fitting garments about their loins and the mantelets on their shoulders were of fine mesh woven from some unfamiliar red metal. Most of the brilliant mantelets were decorated with vertical white stripes—one over each shoulder, or in some cases two.


  “We’re entitled to an explanation.” Allison bit his words off forcefully. “We’ve been taken against our wishes.”


  A man with double stripes over his shoulders answered, and there was a note of pathos in his voice.


  “It is not our part to make explanations. We are—slaves.”


  “SLAVES—of what?”


  “Of the Dazzalox.”


  “The dazzle—what?”


  “The Dazzalox. The natives of this underground world. We were brought to Mercury by the robot ship, the same as you. You will soon be sold as slaves too—though the market is slumping just now, owing to the current deaths of two Dazzalox potentates.


  “But no matter what happens to the market price,” the man spoke as matter-of-factly as if he had been discussing the price of milk, “you’ll soon be slaves too.”


  “The hell we will!” Allison’s belligerent attitude only evoked smiles from the mantled men. They recalled that they too had bristled with resistance when they first came.


  Allison’s men began to mutter with anger, and their young leader voiced their sentiments.


  “See here, we’ve come here by mistake. We need food and water, and a chance to rest before we start back.”


  At this all of the slaves laughed. Then the double-striped spokesman said:


  “Don’t mind us. We know just how you feel, but you don’t realize what a trap you’ve fallen into. Take it easy and you’ll be better off. Make yourselves comfortable on those circular benches and we’ll see that you get some food and rest first thing. But as for starting back—forget it.”


  The exotic food might have been hothouse products: fruits and vegetables and nuts—rich blends of flavors and aromas and colors. Allison wasn’t surprised that some of his men couldn’t eat. The aged deaf man was definitely ill. Ted Tyndall had apparently lost all his appetite.


  But June O’Neil ate with relish. The side-show barker and the man who had once threatened him with a knife feasted and joked together like old cronies on a picnic.


  A deep-toned musical note resounded through a hundred distant caverns, and some of the slaves started away. Lester Allison finished his meal and started after one of them. A few light-footed bounds and he caught up.


  “My name’s Smitt.” The man with the double stripes on each shoulder offered a friendly hand. “You want to look around, do you? I’m off duty now. On my way to the funeral—or rather funerals. Two of them. Big events on the Dazzalox social calendar. They love their funerals—or farewells, as they prefer to call them—Sure, come along.”


  The deep-throated tone sounded again through the maze of red caverns. Allison glanced back at his party. They were stretched out on benches. Apparently they were in no danger. A few one-stripers were walking among them.


  Smitt led the way over a red metal bridge that crossed a tiny gushing rivulet many feet below.


  “We leave the Red Suburb here,” Smitt said. “From this point on is the civilization of the Dazzalox—a dying race, and the proudest, haughtiest, most ostentatious sons-of-guns you ever saw. We slaves retreat to the Red Suburb in our time off, but most of the time we’re at work here in the main city. Notice the change of colors?”


  Allison saw that the red rock ended. Ahead were higher walls that stretched upward like fortresses of tightly packed columns—greens and blues and blacks. Apparently nature’s tricks of heating and cooling accounted for these formations.


  “A fascinating staircase there,” Allison remarked.


  “Thousands of years old, they say. My owner lives up there.”


  ALLISON’S eyes followed the magnificent sweep of the stairs toward the spacious shelf in the wall toward the roof of the cavern. It was too lofty for one to see into the home, but the rows of torches burning along the upper levels indicated a wealthy and pretentious built-in mansion.


  “My owner’s name is Naf,” Smitt continued. “Rich and lazy. Sleeps so much that I have a lot of time—more than most of the slaves.”


  “Is Naf retired?”


  “Rather! Everyone’s retired here—except us slaves. And even we are used more for displays and ceremonies than for hand work. Of course we gather and distribute the food. But the necessities of life were so well planned a few centuries ago that things almost take care of themselves—such as the gardens and underground orchards. Things live an interminably long time here—plants and people both.”


  They hiked along the corridors and riverside streets at a good pace. All of Allison’s senses were on the alert, but he had yet to see his first Dazzalox.


  He asked, “What do they do to pass their time?”


  “You said it, brother!” Smitt laughed. “Well, not very much. They polish up their old traditions and have funerals and bloodless wars and bragging parties and feasts. But they don’t do anything—except eat and sleep. I’ve watched them for thirty years—” Allison gave a skeptical look, for Smitt didn’t appear to be more than twenty-five.


  “For thirty years,” Smitt repeated, “and when I stop to realize that the older ones have gone on this way for centuries, I say to myself, ‘No wonder they’re ready to walk into their graves with their eyes wide open.’ ”


  Bewilderment was piling upon Allison almost too fast. By this time he had viewed six magnificent staircases cut in deep-colored rocks and polished from ages of use. His eyes were dancing from the rows of luminous purplish-white lamps that flanked the floorways. His ears rang with the untiring echoes of the funeral gong, drowned now and then by spouting waterfalls. Now he followed up a long narrow clay ramp, at last to look down upon a breathtaking sight.


  “A stadium!” he gasped. “An underground stadium!”


  “They call it the Grand March.” From above the tiers of seats they looked down upon the wide-paved parade ground which ran from end to end like an elongated gridiron. The whole structure filled a vast underground valley.


  “My stars! There’s room for two or three hundred thousand people!” Allison exclaimed.


  “And only five thousand to fill it. A dying race. The native laborers died off a few centuries ago. The gardens needed so little care that the laborers became a superfluous class, who finally either died from misery or from trying to migrate under unfavorable conditions.


  “Well, there’s your five thousand,” Smitt pointed down to the lower, sparsely filled tiers, “waiting for the first of the day’s funerals.”


  Allison viewed the scattered audience incredulously.


  “But those are people—humans.”


  “No, they’re Dazzalox,” said Smitt. “You’ll notice a pronounced difference on closer inspection.”


  THE flame of excited curiosity in Allison leaped up.


  “They stand and walk and sit like ordinary people. A little more spring and hop to their step—but the gravity could account for that. Do they have human natures?”


  “That depends upon what you mean. Lots of things pass for human nature,” Smitt observed. “Most of it, I’ve noticed, has a lot to do with animal nature. These Dazzalox are as simple as children and as savage as beasts. Here come a couple of them now.”


  The two men slipped back into a convenient hiding nook, from which they could watch at their leisure without having to make any explanations for Allison’s presence. The two Dazzalox, a male and a female, ascended the steps to take seats in the upper tier.


  They were ornately dressed in highly colored mesh clothing. They were stockily bodied, but their bare legs were thin and sinewy, and their hard crusty bare feet were as ugly as an insect’s. “Kub-a-zaz-ola-jojo-kak—”


  Now Allison saw his face. The male Dazzalox spoke in a metallic voice. It was an expressive face, but it looked as if it were made out of yellow chalk. The female’s face was also of a single solid color, a slightly paler yellow. The female scolded like a bird.


  “Is that a fair sample?” Allison asked. “What’s wrong with their hands and feet?”


  “Nothing. Adapted to living in rocks,” said Smitt. “Did you notice their double eyebrows? Eyebrows below the eyes as well as above. I suppose their ancestors in the dim past enjoyed sunshine, but now most of their light comes from near the floors. Lukle gas torches. They’ve got lukle gas to bum, and plenty of other gases for other purposes.”


  “What are they saying?”


  Smitt listened for a moment. “They’re talking about the funeral that will follow this one. It’s high time for old Jo-jo-kak to die, they say, because he’s forty-five hundred years old.”


  “Forty-five hundred!”


  “That’s not as bad as it sounds, because we get a year here for every eighty-eight Earth days. By Earth time he’s more than a thousand years old.”


  “But a thousand!” Allison searched his informant’s face to make sure he wasn’t being kidded. “Say, do they have old age pensions here?”


  Smitt laughed. “If they did most everyone would be on the rolls. Long lives and a low birth rate are the custom here. However, it isn’t unknown for Dazzalox who are several hundred years old to still have children. Old Jo-jo-kak, for instance. Listen—”


  The Dazzalox couple were still talking about old Jo-jo-kak, and Smitt interpreted their words.


  “The language is simple. You’ll get onto it in no time. Unless, of course, you decide to—er—go back right away,” Smitt added with a wink.


  “Sarcasm never ran a space ship,” Allison retorted. “Maybe that’s why you’re still here.”


  SMITT laughed again, and Allison realized that in the past eventful hour a bond of friendship had sprung up between them.


  “And speaking of space ships,” said Lester Allison, “there’s something that’s burning me up. How the devil can this dying race of powdery-faced Dazzalox, who evidently don’t have electric light, or automobiles, or radios—how the devil can they have robot space ships that slip out and gather up a load of Earth folks and chase back again like a homing pigeon?


  “It’s inconsistent. There’s a loose screw somewhere around here, and it’s beginning to rattle in my ears worse than that funeral bell.”


  “Ah,” Smitt sighed. “You’re hot on the trail of the brains in this set-up. There’s brains in these here hills, all right. Sometime soon I’ll give you a look back of the scenes, and you can draw your own conclusions.”


  Allison pondered his friend’s words only to find that the mystery deepened. The brains of this set-up?


  Allison recalled an answer some slave had given him when he had just arrived: “The boss is in his lab.”


  Well, whoever the boss was—whether man or beast or robot or spirit—Allison resolved to see him.


  The funeral gong silenced and the first of the farewell processions came into view.


  CHAPTER III


  The Symbol of Death


  THE central figure of the funeral procession was an old male Dazzalox with long yellow hair who stood in the center of a moving platform waving his arms at the crowd.


  “Where’s the corpse?” Allison asked. “That’s it—the old man waving his arms. He’ll be a corpse in a few minutes.”


  Allison was aghast. “But why?”


  “Because this is his day to die.”


  “You mean he has to die, because it’s his turn or something?”


  “He wants to die. He’s lived until he’s tired of living. There’s no sense waiting until you die a natural death here in Mercury. It just isn’t being done. Voluntary deaths are getting more popular right along because—well, after all, it’s the one way the Dazzalox have of escaping boredom.


  “The old man set the date for this event a year or so ago. The same with Jo-jo-kak. It’s the only pleasure these fellows have left on their social calendars.”


  “Pleasure?” Allison muttered. “Darned if I can see how death could be a pleasure!”


  “You aren’t a thousand years old,” Smitt retorted wisely. “But you can see for yourself that it is a pleasure for that old gent.”


  The procession was directly below them now. The crowd cheered in high chirping voices. Here and there the old man had the procession stop while he divested himself of a short speech, with many a vigorous shout and gesture.


  “All memorized and practiced in private,” said Smitt, “My owner, Naf, is working on his farewell now, though he hasn’t set the date yet.”


  The color scheme of the procession, Allison noticed, was simple but striking. The old man with the yellow hair was dressed from head to foot in a flowing costume of bold black, with a black mask and black and white-striped ankelets.


  The moving platform was painted in black and white bars, and the human slaves who bore it wore mantelets with black and white stripes.


  At last the procession came to a stop at the remote end of the Grand March, at a door in the rock wall also marked with black and white vertical bars.


  “Those stripes must be the symbol of death,” Allison remarked.


  Smitt nodded. “The door leads into a long tunnel that is filled with death gas. Another bounty of nature. Death gas is plentiful and it provides a painless way to die. Any slave would be happy if he only believed he would eventually die by death gas, rather than by some Dazzalox violence—the Floating Chop, for instance.”


  The old man’s last moment had come and he apparently gloried in it. He gave a magnificent bow and, amid a flood of farewell cheers, leaped nimbly down from the platform and marched to the door. A slave opened it, the old man went in and the door closed . . . “What happens to the body?” Allison whispered after silent minutes.


  “Bountiful nature comes to the rescue again. The body remains in the tunnel untouched, but twice each year—that is, every forty-four days, Earth time—the boiling seas from the sun side overflow through all these caverns and sweep everything away. The people’s homes, of course, are all high above the flood level, but the river beds and streets are washed clean.”


  ALLISON abruptly rose. “I’m going back to the Red Suburb,” he announced.


  “Come back in an hour or two,” said Smitt, “if you want to see old Jo-jo-kak’s farewell. In fact you might as well wait right here. There won’t be anything going on until it’s over. What’s the hurry?”


  “I just remembered something.” Allison gave a wave and hurried off.


  Smitt followed after him. “You’ll get a kick out of old Jo-jo-kak. He’s a bit eccentric . . . Allison, what the hell—”


  Allison bounded down the long clay ramp with Smitt at his heels.


  “That black and white door,” Allison panted, and kept on running. “I just remembered there was a door marked like that back at the Red Suburb. My folks don’t know the danger.”


  “Wait, let me explain!” But Smitt was losing ground. However, Allison missed the way and came to a stop in a dead end, and then realized that his guide was still indispensable.


  “That striped door is safe; that is, none of your gang will get in there by mistake. It’s there for a purpose.” More explanation was demanded by Allison’s searching gaze. Smitt tried to wave the matter aside.


  “Hell, quit worrying about things. You’re well-built and you’ll be a cinch for the slave market. No striped door is gonna cross your path.”


  Allison stared. “What are you driving at, man?”


  “Well, you may have noticed that all of us slaves fall into a uniform physical type. That’s been a tradition since the first load of slaves came in—about forty years ago. The boss found out that the Dazzalox like well-built young American men, so that’s what he gives them. People who don’t fall into that classification are—er—spared the humiliation of becoming slaves.”


  “How?”


  “By a painless process of elimination—the striped door. It’s really a kindness, in comparison to—”


  “Kindness!” Allison roared. He grabbed Smitt by the arms and glared at him. “They’d better not try any kindness on my group!”


  Smitt smiled calmly. “Relax, Allison. Don’t misunderstand. I’m not hard-boiled. Down here the fates are different. I’ve learned to accept them. You’ll have to, too.”


  “All right. What’s the bad news?”


  “Well, I glanced at your group. It was plain as day that there were five—er—unsuitable ones out of your eighteen. By this time they have been culled out—by way of the striped door.”


  “Which five?” Allison shouted.


  “The deaf old man, the Negro—but only because he was sick; the one-armed man, the fat tramp, and—of course—the girl.”


  Down the cavernous lane they flew, Allison ahead, Smitt sailing after him in tow like a kite. When the red bridge came in sight, the gasping slave was left behind. Allison raced into the Red Suburb. A single glance at his group lying around on the benches, and he knew at once that some were missing. “Where’s June O’Neil?” he blurted to the first person he reached.


  “Whose business is it?” Ted Tyndall retorted with a jealous smirk.


  “Where is she?” Allison clutched the fellow by the shoulder.


  “Damn it, what’s the difference!” Tyndall snarled. “You’re nothing to her. Lay off—”


  TED TYNDALL sprawled to the ground without ever knowing what hit him. Other members of the party hurried up to Allison.


  “She and some of the others went off with a fellow in a shiny white suit—a sort of big shot—”


  “Which way?” Allison fairly screamed.


  “Up toward that striped door.”


  The men swarmed after Allison as he raced up the red rock path. He bounded against the striped metal panel. It opened inward. Blackness. Blackness and a strangely sweet smell like old flowers pressed in a book.


  “Your flashlight,” Allison barked at one of the men.


  “It’s dead.”


  “Then keep the door open for me—but don’t breathe any of the air.” Allison took a breath, entered, groped along the jagged walls, lost himself in the blackness. In two minutes he was back, bearing a dead body. It was the one-armed man.


  He caught his breath and rushed back in. Another man followed him. Two minutes—three—The other man returned empty-handed. Three and a half minutes—four—Allison stumbled out again, also empty-handed. He started to speak but fainted instead, and for a minute or two he was out.


  “It’s a death trap,” the other man gasped. “We located three more bodies—the old man, the Negro, and fat Tubby. Didn’t find the girl, did you, Allison?” Allison shook his head. He breathed heavily, got up on his knees.


  “I’m going back,” he muttered.


  “Give yourself a rest,” said the man who had accompanied him. “Let someone else go.”


  The man’s eyes turned to the sideshow barker, who quickly excused himself.


  “I’ve got a weak heart,” said the barker. “Let Tyndall go. He’s got a crush on the girl.”


  Ted Tyndall sneered. “The girl ain’t in there.”


  “How do you know?” Allison growled, pulling himself to his feet dizzily.


  “I saw the big shot lead her on down that path,” said Tyndall.


  Allison bit his lips to keep from flying into a white rage. He looked down at the corpse of the one-armed man.


  “Leave the other bodies where they are,” he said. “I’ll be back later.”


  “And where are you going?” asked a slave with single stripes over his shoulders. Allison made no answer.


  The one-striper snapped in an authoritative tone, “I have orders for thirteen new men. Get yourselves into these slave uniforms and memorize this list of rules. You are to be on the floor of the sales cavern in time to catch the funeral crowd. You’ve got less than two hours, and these rules are complicated, so get busy.”


  Allison grabbed the pile of slave uniforms and hurled them across the red rock floor.


  “I’ll take this up with the boss!” he said. “Where do I find him?”


  “At the end of this path,” said the one-striper, “but it’s your neck.”


  CHAPTER IV


  A Female Slave


  “THE brains of this set-up,” Allison muttered to himself as he sprinted.


  “A look behind the scenes—”


  He stopped. Not twenty-five yards ahead of him the red rock path abruptly turned into an ornate entrance in the rock wall. Under red lights, the red stone carvings of the doorway glowed like a filigree of burning vines.


  “The boss likes luxury,” thought Allison.


  Hum of motors came from within the place, smooth rhythmic sounds, music to one who appreciates fine machinery. A strangely discordant sound came from somewhere overhead. A ragged tap—tap—tap on stone. Allison looked up.


  His eyes beheld a solitary figure coming down a zigzag path. Where the trail came from Allison had no idea, but obviously it connected some other part of the maze of caverns to this red rock sanctuary of the big boss.


  The solitary figure was a stone’s throw above Allison, with several switchbacks to go before he got down to the red rock level on which Allison stood. Though he tapped along at a lively gait, apparently he was an old, old man—no, a Dazzalox.


  His yellow face was wrinkled. His coppery hair hung long and uneven, his double eyebrows almost concealed his tiny eyes, although his head was bent downward. The tapping came from a bright copper-colored sword which he used as a cane.


  All this Allison caught in a glance. “That can’t be the big boss,” he muttered. He ran on.


  RING BEFORE ENTERING


  Allison was in no mood to heed signs. He had a single purpose: to make certain June O’Neil was alive and safe. He had thrown all caution to the roofs of the caverns. Now he dashed through the doorway and down a long glass-walled corridor. To his amazement this place was electrically lighted and had all the look of a gigantic subterranean power station.


  “June!” he shouted. “June O’Neil!” His voice sang off into the hum of machines. He ran past room after room, and the passing sights fairly took his breath. Everywhere were manifestations of power.


  “June O’Neil!”


  No answer but the grinding of automatic engines came back, rolling out yards of shining metal goods. Ladles pouring molten red metal into ingots. Presses stamping out silvery ornaments. Charts of space routes flashing in neon. Automatic jewel cutters playing with precious stones under violet spotlights. Allison raced on. His voice rang weirdly.


  He stopped to listen. Footsteps sounded dangerously behind him. He whirled to see a one-striper swing a club at his head. He went down.


  His consciousness flashed back almost at once—before his captor got his hands and feet tied, in fact—but he was too helpless to struggle.


  “Awake, eh? Hate to do this, brother,” he heard the human slave mumble, “but orders are orders. Kilhide doesn’t tolerate any rebellion.”


  Allison grunted sourly. “That would be his name.”


  “The big boss’ll have something to say to you. And then, if I was you, I’d get into a slave uniform like I was told.”


  The slave picked up Allison bodily and carried him back through the corridors to a brilliantly lighted room.


  “Here’s your rebel, Mr. Kilhide,” said the one-striper. He eased Allison to the carpeted floor. Then at a flick of the finger from the big boss in the farther end of the room, he went out.


  ALLISON got his slightly blurred eyes into focus—and gasped. There before him sat the most imperious, the most uncommonly handsome individual he had ever seen. Dark, luxurious hair, swept back rebelliously over a sensitive brow. Chiseled, somewhat disdainful nostrils. A smooth, creamy brown complexion that was yet a little too smooth, a little too bland. And large brown eyes, intelligent, magnetic, which sparkled even in repose—but sparkled with malice.


  If Kilhide heard Allison’s little gasp of astonishment, however, he ignored it completely. It was only too evident that there was someone or something in the other end of the long room with which the big boss was preoccupied. With the man’s first words Allison understood.


  “Now, Miss O’Neil, you realize how lucky you are that I brought you here instead of sending you with the others,” said the smooth oily voice.


  Lester Allison gave a deep sigh. To know that June O’Neil was alive was cooling water to his thirsty soul. He could breathe again. The knots cut his wrists and ankles, his head hummed with pain where the club had struck him, but these things were trifles. June O’Neil was alive!


  By squirming about Allison could see her at the farther end of the sumptuous parlor. She was looking at him; her dark eyes glistened and her firm breasts heaved. Allison could hear her strained breathing.


  “Don’t mind that wretch, my dear,” said Kilhide, jerking a thumb toward Allison. “I get a problem child or two with every boatload. One snap of my fingers and they line up. More coffee? That’s my own brand.”


  Allison had hated this man enough, sight unseen. But to find him a devilishly handsome American, gloating in riches gained from selling his fellow Americans into slavery—and now trying to twist this innocent girl around his little finger—well, it was enough to inflame Allison to an orgy of murder. But just now all he could do was listen. The big shot apparently wasn’t aware that his unctuous voice carried through the room.


  “As I was saying, Miss O’Neil—June, if you don’t mind—my fabulous wealth and my unlimited powers have come to me because I’m smart. I know exactly how to play ball with these wealthy old Dazzalox potentates. From the day I cracked up with my trial rocket ship fifty years ago, I’ve played to their whims like nobody’s business. Because I’m smart.”


  “I see,” said June O’Neil, trying not to let her eyes drift toward Allison.


  “I give them everything they want. They give me everything I want. At first they were going to make a slave of me, but I convinced them they could have many more slaves if they would help me build a ship. I lost my first robot ship, but the second brought home the bacon.”


  “Why didn’t you go back yourself?” the girl asked.


  “To the earth? Hell, what’s the earth got that I haven’t got! Nothing but more stupid people.”


  “Oh.” June shuddered to think that any human being could be so saturated with hate and egotism. She wanted to run, but she only sat, frozen, keeping one eye on Lester Allison.


  “I suppose you think I can’t keep up with the earth’s scientific developments, living alone down here among these numbskulls,” Kilhide said.


  June didn’t answer. She was terrified, and obviously there was no way to break out of this situation.


  “Well, you’re wrong,” said Kilhide. “I get new ideas from every boatload of slaves. There are always some newspapers in the men’s pockets, and scientific discoveries are now regularly reported in the press. Whatever the earth is building I eventually find out about—and duplicate. And do a better job of it, because my various red and black metals are superior to any steels or tungstens on the earth. Besides,” the man stroked his little trick mustache, “I’m smart.”


  “Mr. Kilhide,” the girl rose and spoke boldly, “do me a favor.”


  “I’m doing you a favor, child. I’m going to marry you.”


  THE girl shrank back to her chair.


  “What more could you ask?” said Kilhide with an arrogant smile. And he was that egotistical that he meant it.


  “Send me back to the earth,” said the girl weakly.


  Kilhide snorted. “Earth! That’s a helluva thing to ask! You told me you ran away from home. Well, you’re away. Stay here. It’s healthy. You can live for hundreds of years. The food gives you what you need to keep young. I’ve got everything you need”—he made an elegant gesture toward the luxurious furnishings of the room—“to keep you happy. And I mean, happy.”


  He came close to June and tried to gather her fingers into his hands. She drew back. He laughed.


  “You’re afraid, child. You needn’t be. Those rock-sleepers, the Dazzalox, won’t know you’re here, for they rarely come back to this end of the caverns. And the human slaves won’t dare bother you.”


  Kilhide broke off his rhapsody to cast a glance at Allison, whom he had considered to be out of hearing.


  He growled, “What are you gawking at?”


  He flung a mesh-covered sofa pillow at Allison’s head, then strode down the room and painstakingly packed it against the other’s face with a disdainful foot.


  “I’m doing you a favor, June,” Kilhide resumed in his confidential voice when he had walked back to her. “Of all the women the robot ship has brought here, not a one has been allowed to live more than a few minutes after arriving. In fact, the Dazzalox have never even seen an Earth woman.” A ragged tap-tap-tap sounded dimly from a corridor.


  “Strange you didn’t sell women for slaves,” June O’Neil said a little sharply.


  “Not at all,” said Kilhide, too conceited to note the sarcasm. “Men have made perfect slaves. No use upsetting an established system. The Dazzalox like their traditions let alone.”


  “Moreover,” the speaker again stroked his trick mustache, “since none of the women who came were both beautiful and intelligent, I’ve saved myself any annoyance by quickly disposing of them—painlessly.”


  The girl winced. The tap-tap-tapping grew closer. Kilhide was too intent upon his purpose to notice it.


  “You think me cruel, I suppose, but you’re wrong. I’m just being practical . . . More coffee?”


  “Please. It so strengthens one, you know,” June almost hissed.


  Kilhide started toward an adjoining room for more of his prided beverage.


  “By the time I return, I expect you to say that you are ready to marry me.”


  “The answer will still be ‘no’,” said June O’Neil. “But definitely.” Kilhide flushed. “May I politely remind you of the striped door we passed a short time ago?”


  June fought the surge of anger within her.


  “You may,” she said shortly. “But first—the coffee, please?”


  By this time Allison had shaken out from under the metallic pillow sufficiently to see the red flush that leaped to Kilhide’s face. That haughty individual hesitated uncertainly in the doorway, then stomped into the adjoining room.


  On the instant June was at Allison’s side, tugging at the tough cords that bit into his wrists. She wrenched her fingers, but the cords were stubborn and time was too short.


  “Don’t cross him,” Allison whispered tensely. “He murders as easy as he lies—Get away!”


  JUNE sprang away and appeared to be innocently examining a picture when the white-suited figure came back into the room. At the same moment a grizzled old Dazzalox with ragged, copper-colored hair hobbled in from the corridor.


  “Jo-jo-kak!” Kilhide exclaimed in a disturbed voice.


  Allison held his breath. Though he knew that the human slaves feared the savage Dazzalox as one might fear a cruel or stupid employer, it took that startled tone of the big shot himself to convey the full value of the Dazzalox prestige.


  “This is an unexpected pleasure!” Kilhide’s enthusiasm rang falsely. He quickly changed his mood to one of gentle reprimand.


  “You shouldn’t be here. Today is your funeral—your farewell. Did you forget?”


  “Ak-ak-ak!” the old Dazzalox chuckled hoarsely. Then in broken English he announced that he had come to tell Kilhide farewell personally. He hadn’t learned the language for nothing, he said.


  Kilhide met him with a handshake and started to lead him back toward the corridor, but the wizened old Jo-jo-kak stood in his tracks and continued to shake hands—continued unconsciously until Kilhide pulled away. For Jo-jo-kak’s beady little yellow eyes were now upon June O’Neil.


  His eyes glittered and his double eyebrows blinked.


  The rest of the world could roll into the boiling seas, but Jo-jo-kak’s eyes would not unfasten from what they were seeing.


  “Who be this?” he grunted.


  “You’ll have to hurry to get back for your farewell,” said Kilhide nervously.


  “Who be this?” Jo-jo-kak growled, shaking his copper locks.


  “I—I’ll have some slaves take you back to the Grand March,” Kilhide evaded. “You’re due now, and it’s a long walk for you.”


  “WHO BE THIS?” The quaking old voice attained a genuine roar. The wrinkled old creature swaggered closer to the girl. He patted her black hair and her full graceful arms with his unsteady sword.


  “Female slave?” he yelped.


  Kilhide reached for a bell and rang for assistance.


  “So! Female slave,” Jo-jo-kak crackled. “Ak-ak-ak!”


  He dragged the sword down along the side of her dress, down to her shapely ankle. June walked back a step. He followed, and with his crude hand he caught her hair. She cried out. He jumped back with a ridiculous laugh. “Ak-ak-ak! I want her!”


  “Don’t be silly,” Kilhide snarled. “Go on back.”


  “I buy her. How much?”


  The sweat broke out on Kilhide. “Buy” was a magic word between him and the Dazzalox. It was the magic that fixed things for him, and saved him from the Dazzalox’ savage moods.


  “You can’t buy her, Jo-jo-kak.


  You’re leaving. This is your day to die.”


  “No! I want her!”


  With that the old Dazzalox potentate broke into a violent jabber that neither June O’Neil nor Lester Allison could understand, but from Kilhide’s growing perspiration they knew that Jo-jo-kak held the high cards.


  Some one-striped slaves arrived. The old Dazzalox turned to them and restated his case with renewed vigor, waving his copper-colored sword. Then he hobbled back to Kilhide and shouted in an accusing tone:


  “Maybe you want her, so? Yes? She yours?”


  “Yes,” Kilhide hissed desperately. “No!” cried June desperately. “Not in a million years!”


  “Ak-ak-ak!” the old Dazzalox exulted. “She say she not yours! Ak-ak-ak! I want her!”


  THE sting of the girl’s open rejection blasted Kilhide’s composure. He bit his words hatefully.


  “Jo-jo-kak, she is your slave. No, I’m not selling her. I’m making you a gift. She’s yours. See?”


  Jo-jo-kak went into a weird spasm of laughing and dancing and shouting. Then suddenly he stopped and turned to a slave.


  “Go,” he shouted. “Tell them there is no farewell. I do not die today.”


  CHAPTER V


  Underground Penthouse


  THE slaves chased away with the strange command Jo-jo-kak had uttered, and the wizened old Dazzalox strutted out to the corridor, the proudest creature in the chasms of Mercury.


  He accosted another slave and ordered him to go find his wife and bring her here at once. For June O’Neil had forcibly stated that Jo-jo-kak’s wife[*] would have to accompany them, or she would refuse to go—a bit of swift thinking and stout bluffing on her part.


  By this time Allison, who had tried in vain to break his bonds, gave way to a burst of temper. He shouted stinging words at the suave, handsome scientist, which under the conditions was all he was able to do. Kilhide was in no mood to take it. He responded with sharp kicks at Allison’s prone body.


  “Go ahead and kick hell out of me!” Allison snarled defiantly. “That ought to make you very happy. You’re just a rat—selling your fellow humans!”


  “My customers seem satisfied,” Kilhide sneered.


  “And that’s all you care about! Giving those savage Dazzalox anything they want, just so you can have more power and wealth. You haven’t an ounce of feeling for anybody but yourself!”


  “And why should I have?” Kilhide snapped. “I am a master scientist. To me, all the difference between you average humans and these underground savages is less than the difference between two heads of cabbage. And I hate cabbage.”


  “Why, you damned, cynical—” Another stout kick. “I’d kick your face to pulp if it wasn’t for losing money on you. Get up, now!”


  Kilhide hoisted his prisoner into a chair, and as he did so he gauged the well-developed muscles of the young farmer’s arms and shoulders.


  “You damn fool, you could be a first-class slave if you knew on which side your bread was buttered.”


  An excited one-stripe slave broke in upon the scene to report the pandemonium of the funeral crowd. Evidently five thousand Dazzalox at the Grand Parade had received the greatest shock of many a century.


  A few minutes later, many smartly and colorfully dressed Dazzalox, men and women, crowded into the room, chattering and wailing at Jo-jo-kak. Allison couldn’t make much out of the dreadful chaos, but he was sure they were upbraiding the old potentate because he had walked out on his funeral. Jo-jo-kak laughed at them, and brandished his sword, and strutted around defiantly.


  All the while, June O’Neil had been out of sight, having retired to an adjoining chamber to retouch her hair and make ready for the strange adventure. Now she entered the room.


  At the sight of her, the group of blustering Dazzalox fell silent and edged back into a circle all around her. They gazed as if they were looking upon something unreal, something they couldn’t quite believe.


  But when Jo-jo-kak’s wife finally arrived, and she and her centuries-old husband actually led this creature out to the corridor to take her home with them, the Dazzalox were convinced that this thing of beauty was a fact. Some of them, indeed, could even begin to understand why old Jo-jo-kak had neglected his funeral.


  CHATTER and cheering and the tapping of Jo-jo-kak’s sword melted into the hum of machines. Kilhide called a one-striper.


  “Have the mechanics service the robot ship for another trip,” he ordered.


  Then he turned to Allison. “Oh, yes, you! I was about to kick you in the face, I believe. Well, I haven’t time now. But perhaps by this time you realize that the smart thing for you is to get into your slave clothes.”


  “What,” said Allison deliberately, “would you do if you were in my shoes?”


  Kilhide flushed, but there really was no answer he could make.


  “Take him outside and cut his bonds,” he snapped at the one-striper. “See that he and the others get ready for the market. Though heaven knows,” he added as the slave dragged Allison out of hearing, “that the market is headed for a slump—the male market, anyway.”


  * * *


  MANY hours after Allison, dressed in his red one-stripe outfit, had been stationed on the sales floor of the slave cavern, he looked up to find his old two-stripe friend, Smitt, grinning at him.


  “So you haven’t been sold yeti,” Smitt exclaimed.


  “None of us have been sold,” said Allison. “Scores of potentates have examined us from head to foot, and made us prance and climb rocks and repeat Dazzalox words, but they didn’t buy. Kilhide marked us up, marked us down, and down some more; but still no sales.”


  “That girl,” said Smitt with a sweeping gesture, as if that were enough to account for everything. “You never saw such a stir. These sleepy old Dazzalox are all in a dither. Most of them haven’t seen her yet, but they know she must be something terrific to make old Jo-jo-kak miss his funeral.


  “Now they can hardly wait for the Challenge Parade that Jo-jo-kak has promised. Did I ever tell you about the Challenge Parades they have here?”


  “You told me they put on big shows to impress each other with their wealth.”


  “That’s what it amounts to,” said Smitt. “Although to them, it has a lot more meaning, because it has carried down from the centuries when they had wars, and each potentate would parade his army and challenge the world. Now they don’t have armies, so they parade their families and slaves and jewels and their famous weapons. Such an orgy of display you never saw!”


  “Tell me something,” said Allison in a voice of quiet confidence.


  Then their conversation was interrupted by the attendant in charge of sales, who dismissed the one-stripers from the salesroom, for the business day was over. Allison jogged back to his temporary quarters at the Red Suburb and Smitt, being off duty, accompanied him.


  Allison stripped and got into the natural shower bath that gushed out of the rock wall, for he was hot and dusty.


  “Tell me,” he resumed, while Smitt prepared some food for him, “is Jo-jo-kak interested in this Earth girl simply as an ornament for his display, or—Hell, man, you know what I mean.” Smitt shrugged his shoulders sympathetically. “I wouldn’t want to say.” Allison frowned worriedly. “Of course, she’s beautiful,” he said. “There’s no denying that. And if these Dazzalox have an eye for beauty—”


  “The point is,” said Smitt, “that no Dazzalox ever saw an Earth girl before. She’s a novelty. Any Dazzalox who can have her for his Challenge Parade has gained a big edge on all his fellows. That’s what Jo-jo-kak is after. Still—”


  “You should have seen the look in his eye when he saw her,” said Allison. “I don’t trust him. She was clever enough to call for his wife before she would go with him. If it hadn’t been for that—”


  SMITT shrugged. “They’re Dazzalox. We’re humans. We slaves have never had any attraction for the Dazzalox women.”


  “Dazzalox women aren’t attractive,” said Allison.


  “Through our eyes, no, of course not.”


  “It would be a pretty pickle if the Dazzalox potentates saw through our eyes.” Allison dried himself on a towel of matting and got into his one-stripe uniform.


  Smitt munched at a ripe fruit thoughtfully. He began to see what Allison was driving at.


  “Say, this thing might turn into some kind of avalanche. Already the potentates have found out from us slaves that there are more of these Earth women where this one came from. And when they take a notion they want something—”


  Allison caught on instantly. “They know that Kilhide, with all his scientific magic, will get it for them somehow.”


  “Exactly.”


  “Kilhide is having the robot ship serviced,” said Allison dryly.


  “The hell! Damned louse!”


  “I thought you approved of Kilhide and all his thievery and ‘gentle’ murders and—”


  “Kilhide’s a devil!” Smitt muttered under his breath, glancing about to make sure no other slaves were within hearing. One never knew what fellow slaves might be tale bearers.


  “We lick his boots because he’s got us. It’s futile to fight—so we don’t care whether we live or die. But if he starts shipping women here for slaves.”


  “There’d be something worth fighting about!” snapped Allison. “Which way to Jo-jo-kak’s? I’ve got to see June O’Neil.”


  * * *


  LESTER ALLISON skipped up the long circling staircase as nimbly as a squirrel. The red flame of his torch fluttered over his bare arm. It was a torch of porous stone. Smitt had shown him how such torches could be made by soaking a strip of gray stone in liquid fuel and touching it to a blaze.


  Another round of steps and he found himself on the uppermost level beneath the cavern roof. Before him a semicircle of dim flares outlined the railing that enclosed the open shelf of rock: the combination balcony and front porch of Jo-jo-kak’s built-in mansion.


  A momentary impression of carved arches and ornamental furniture, then Allison’s eyes lighted upon the figure of the girl standing before a natural mirror of polished black rock.


  “June,” he called softly.


  The girl turned and her face brightened.


  “Lester!”


  She ran to him and he caught her hands. Then, rather in awe, he stepped back to gaze at her.


  “You’re—you’re beautiful!”


  Allison couldn’t remember ever having said those words to a girl before. Certainly no words could have been any more appropriate, even if he did explode them quite unintentionally. June O’Neil was dressed in all the splendor of an Oriental queen.


  “It’s part of my costume for the Challenge Parade,” she said. “There’ll be a headdress too, and some ornamental hangings from each wrist. All the Dazzalox in this neighborhood have been working on it for hours, but just now they are all away, making more plans.”


  “Then you’re—alone?”


  THE girl nodded. “It’s wonderful of you to come, Lester. I’ve been so worried about you.”


  “Nothing to worry about,” Allison laughed, involuntarily rubbing the bruises on his face that had come from Kilhide’s boot.


  At once they fell to talking of all that had happened. The head of the long circling stairs seemed an ideal place to sit. They were close together, and their very closeness made them realize that they were two adventurers in a land of hidden perils—adventurers who couldn’t lose hope as long as they were looking in each other’s eyes.


  “It’s good to be with you,” said Allison. All the longing and desire to be alone with this girl that had kept his heart pounding in the interminable hours on the space ship, and the torchlit hours since, flooded over him. His arm held her tightly.


  “Are you afraid here?” he asked. “Not as much as when Kilhide talked to me. I shudder for fear of Jo-jo-kak’s finding me alone; but his wife takes care of me, and I feel safe with her. She’s much younger—only three hundred Mercury years. I think she must have been badly upset because he didn’t go ahead with his farewell, though she pretends everything is just fine.”


  “Has anyone been to see you, June?”


  “Who would there be—but you?”


  “I thought perhaps Ted Tyndall—”


  “He still despises me for bringing him here. He’ll blame me to his dying day.” Allison was silent for awhile. Together they watched the lights of the streets below, the Dazzalox coming and going, the ribbons of water chasing through the ravines.


  “Wouldn’t it be beautiful up here,” said June, “if we could only forget all the fears and troubles that are closing in on us?”


  “It’s easy to forget everything else when I can look at you,” said Allison, conscious that his face was very close to hers.


  “This place is like I’ve always imagined a penthouse would be,” she breathed. “Only here the sky is a rock roof right above our heads. Could you pin some little lights up, Lester, for stars?”


  Lester Allison wasn’t sure why he chose that moment to kiss her. He only knew that his lips came close to hers and at once he was lost to everything except June O’Neil. Then swiftly the dangers surged back into his mind, and their lips parted reluctantly.


  “That’s just to remind you,” he said softly, “that I’m with you in whatever happens.”


  The girl looked into his eyes intently and nodded without smiling.


  “If my plan works,” said Allison, “I may get you back to Earth soon. Kilhide is preparing his boat for another trip.” June looked at him questioningly. He added, “I’ll keep you posted.”


  “You’d better go now,” she breathed. “They’ll be coming back soon. The way Jo-jo-kak has been blustering around with his sword, I wouldn’t put anything past him. I hope I don’t have to be near him in the Challenge Parade.” She laughed lightly.


  “Is it something you dread? I never know what to expect of these Dazzalox.”


  “I’ll be all right,” said the girl bravely. “It’s probably foolish for me to worry.”


  Her mind flashed back to Kilhide—Kilhide, giving her to this erratic old potentate; Kilhide, waiting to see her humiliated as an ornament in a Dazzalox display; Kilhide, who held all the power over every human being in these chasms.


  “I’ll be with you,” Lester Allison repeated as he said good night.


  CHAPTER VI


  The Living Ornament


  THE holiday brought the full five thousand natives to the gayly decorated Grand March stadium. They came early, in a more than ordinary festive spirit. Challenge Parades of past centuries had often been hundreds of times as long in the preparation, but none had ever evoked so much excitement or suspense as this one.


  “Girl! Girl!” was the cry everywhere.


  From the hour that the famous Jo-jo-kak had walked out on his funeral, that magic English word had taken the Dazzalox civilization by storm. It was on every Dazzalox’s lips this hour. Whatever else old Jo-jo-kak might have in his parade, the important thing was that he would exhibit the most novel—and according to rumor, the most beautiful—living ornament ever seen.


  Lester Allison watched from a front seat. He was with Smitt, who had chosen seats within hearing distance of Naf, his owner. While the excited talk and cheering gathered momentum, Smitt quietly described to Allison the highlights of a few previous Challenge Parades that had made indelible impressions.


  Allison was most impressed to learn that slaves were sometimes killed at these affairs.


  “Not for any reason, you understand,” said Smitt, “except that the Dazzalox become intoxicated with the spirit of the spectacular. I’ve seen them place two slaves on the top of a float and make them maul each other with battle axes, just in order to keep the audience applauding.”


  A huge door unfolded from one wall and a single magnificent float came into view. It actually floated in; for the Grand March was built over a river, and for this occasion the floor through the center of the stadium had been removed, section by section. The waters rippled brightly with the colored lights of a thousand flares.


  “That artificial river bed is as old as their civilization,” Smitt remarked.


  “You wouldn’t guess it, but there is a funnel-shaped depression right out there in the center, that is used for some of their ceremonies—the Ancient Rite of the Floating Chop, for example.”


  “Tell me later,” said Allison. He was intent upon the approaching float. It was a huge floating pyramid, bearing many a handsomely arrayed Dazzalox. But where was June O’Neil?


  Uniformed slaves towed the pyramid slowly, like a canal boat, from one end of the Grand March to the other. Brilliant lights flooded the tower of steps, which were resplendent with knives, swords, jewels, battle axes—all arranged in patterns that would have made an artist gasp for breath. The action of the figures was dazzling. Gaudy Dazzalox, both male and female, kept up a continuous procession of running up and down the sides of the pyramid.


  The only quiet figure was the wizened old Jo-jo-kak himself, who sat on the top of the pyramid. And his time was coming.


  But among all the startlingly grotesque creatures, Allison still failed to find a single human being.


  The crowds also grew impatient for what they knew must be coming—the mysterious living ornament that had been promised.


  “Girl! Girl! Kap-ja-zaz-o-jo-jo-kak!”


  The cries were an intoxicant to Jo-jo-kak. At last he leaped to his feet at the top of the pyramid and brandished his sword. The other Dazzalox sat down on the lower tiers and turned so they could watch him.


  EVEN with five thousand creatures clamoring for the surprise, the old potentate held them off long enough to make a speech. The pyramid floated the length of the Grand March and back again, with Jo-jo-kak shouting at the top of his withered voice, and with the crowds bawling at him so loudly that no one could hear a word he said.


  At last he stepped down on the second step from the top level. With his unsteady sword he struck at the top step. A lid opened.


  The five thousand silenced. It was suddenly so quiet that Allison could hear the excited old potentate puffing.


  The girl rose up out of the top of the pyramid. She stepped down to the second level. The lid closed. She ascended to the pinnacle, stood there motionless, her arms outspread.


  The silence was perfect. Even Jo-jo-kak’s breathing must have stopped in that moment.


  The ornamental draperies that hung from the girl’s wrists trembled slightly, and with every tremble Lester Allison’s heart fluttered. To him, her radiant beauty was overpowering. To the Dazzalox—He could only wonder.


  Jo-jo-kak swung his glittering sword in a broad gesture of triumph and shouted in a loud croaking voice:


  “Girl!”


  “Girl! Girl! Girl!” the crowds echoed, and wave after wave of cheering followed while the pyramid passed between the sides of the stadium.


  Then someone started a new cry and the crowds picked it up. Old Jo-jo-kak pranced around the fourth level below his living ornament, listening to first this section of the crowd and then that, then tossing his head back and laughing and slapping his sword against his side.


  “What are they shouting?” Allison demanded of Smitt.


  “They say there are too many ornaments. They want to see the girl.”


  Just then Jo-jo-kak pranced up three steps and flashed his sword through the air toward the girl’s head. Her ornamental headdress shattered and fell. Her black hair cascaded down over her shoulders. The crowd roared.


  Jo-jo-kak jogged down to the fourth step and hobbled around the pyramid a few times and then went up again. Another shaky stroke with his sword. The flowing ornaments from the girl’s left wrist slipped down onto the steps.


  “What are they yelling now?” Allison asked excitedly.


  “More!” Smitt answered.


  Allison gasped. “He wouldn’t dare—”


  “He’d dare anything.”


  June O’Neil’s left wrist was bleeding. Jo-jo-kak again did a limping grotesque dance around the fourth level. Then up the steps again. More clumsy, treacherous sword work. The girl winced.


  “The damned fool!” Allison muttered loudly. “The filthy old—” Smitt clamped a hand over his mouth. “Quiet! There’s nothing you can do about it.”


  “Nothing,” Allison spluttered. “Oh, if I only had a gun!”


  “If any of us had a gun!” Smitt mocked bitterly under his breath. “If!” Involuntarily Allison’s hand plunged into the pocket of his slave uniform. Only useless things: scraps of gray porous rock from a torch, a pocketbook, and his handkerchief wrapped tightly around something—what was it? Oh, yes, the old bean shooter he had used to win over all the others on the boat.


  PERHAPS—but what was that bulge in his pocketbook? Why, it was tiny bottle of deadly poison, poison that had once effected a quick suicide. Poison—Porous stone—A bean shooter—


  The girl’s bleeding left hand fell to her side. She lifted it up again. Both arms were bare now. She held them out as best she could.


  Up the steps came the wrinkled old creature with his ugly crackling laugh. His yellow eyes glittered as he danced around the girl, prodding her body with the point of his sword. Avidly the other Dazzalox cried for more.


  Again the sword jabbed perilously at June O’Neil’s garments. The blue ornamental band that covered the girl’s breasts severed. For a moment her side below her extended right arm was whitely naked; then a long dark line of blood appeared.


  Jo-jo-kak hobbled back down to the fourth step and tossed back his ragged coppery head of hair and laughed like a demon. The crowd went wild with cheering.


  Then something mysterious happened. Jo-jo-kak straightened up with a jerk. His skinny arms shot out, his gnarled fingers extended. His sword clattered down the steps and swished into the water. The breathless crowd heard the clatter and the splash.


  Jo-jo-kak grabbed his mouth. A trickle of blood dripped over his lower lip. He spat and choked and with both hands fought at his mouth, all the while reeling about on the fourth step like a man who has been stabbed.


  His wrinkled yellow face grew dark. His arms drooped. His eyes tightened. He fell.


  He slid only a few steps, for his crusty yellow hands and feet caught him. He hung on the side of the pyramid, head and face downward, and his ragged coppery hair showered down toward the water. He was dead.


  * * *


  ALLISON and his fellow one-stripers lay about on the floor of the slave sales cavern. The men complained of the endless hours of waiting.


  “Hell, if we’ve got to be slaves,” one of them grumbled, “I wish someone would buy us. I’d rather work for a Dazzalox than have to answer to that swine of a Kilhide all the time.”


  “Me, too,” said another. “But who wants men slaves now? All the potentates are putting in their orders for women slaves. I hear several of the old boys have put off their death dates.”


  “And some of their women are up in arms about their breaking traditions,” said a third. “But if the potentates want Earth women, they’ll get them. That’s Kilhide for you. Ain’t that so, Allison?”


  Allison didn’t answer.


  “He hasn’t said a word for hours,” someone grunted.


  “More like weeks. Brooding about the girl, probably. It’s a good thing he got away long enough to fix up her scratches, though. Even if he did get lashed for it.”


  A silence. A Dazzalox potentate came past, stopped to inquire for Kilhide, and went on. The conversation resumed.


  “Funny about that thousand-year-old codger falling dead right when he did . . . But if he hadn’t, he might easily have killed the girl, the way he was going.”


  “He didn’t just fall dead, however,” said another man carelessly, “according to something I heard.”


  LESTER ALLISON looked up sharply. “What did you hear?”


  “I heard that he was killed somehow—by some slave—though Tyndall wouldn’t tell who it was or how he did it.”


  “Tyndall?”


  “He’s the one that saw it happen—at least, he claims he did.”


  “Where is Tyndall?” Allison snapped savagely.


  “The big shot and some potentates took him over for a conference. It won’t take them long to find out what he knows.”


  The group waited for Allison to say something more, but he didn’t. His manner was puzzling.


  Someone finally asked, “Whatever happened to that rebellion you started when you first got here, Allison? Thought you were going to get us a ride back to the earth.”


  “Come close and listen to me,” Allison said coldly. Then his voice lowered to a whispered undertone. “The robot ship will soon take off. I’ve found out when it goes and who goes with it. A few trusted slaves. They’re being sent to America to gather up a load—all girls. When they take off, Kilhide will be at his lab, working the automatic controls.”


  One of the men asked, “But how will these slaves get people to come aboard? After all, the people on Earth—particularly in our country—will be mobilized, wary of the return of this kidnaping space ship, and when it does reappear—well—”


  Allison’s face twisted. “Kilhide has an answer for that, too. No matter how many trips this damned shuttling space vessel makes, it’ll be landed each time at night, disguised, camouflaged, on the outskirts of a town or the edge of a woods. I don’t even want to think about how Kilhide’s slaves will kidnap folks.” There was a swelling chorus of angry mutters.


  “Can’t we get to Kilhide?” one of the group bit out through clenched teeth.


  “Not a chance,” said Allison. “He’s got more protection than a dictator. But—by careful timing, there might be a chance for one or two—possibly three—of us to slip aboard—during the crucial five or ten seconds just before the take-off.”


  “Let the girl go, for one,” said the sideshow barker.


  The other men voiced their agreement. She should have first chance.


  “I suggest we draw straws for second, third and fourth chances,” said Allison, “and we’ll follow through as long as our luck lasts.”


  The straws were prepared. But just as the draw was to begin, the sound of footsteps outside made Allison hold up a warning hand.


  “Psst!” he whispered. “Make out we’re playing a game.”


  A moment later Ted Tyndall walked in, and behind him came three Dazzalox carrying ornamented battle axes, followed by Kilhide. It was Kilhide who spoke.


  “Allison, the Dazzalox want you for the murder of Jo-jo-kak.”


  Allison’s eyes met Kilhide’s and read the evil delight that lurked there in the handsome scientist’s saturnine, gloating face. Kilhide, however, could not meet the other’s accusing stare. His own eyes lowered, came to rest on the straws the slave men held in their hands.


  “What is going on here?” Kilhide demanded, all suspicion. “Not drawing lots for some little trick, are you?”


  “You don’t think,” Allison fairly purred, “that any of us are that clever—do you, Kilhide? If you have made us slaves, at least you cannot deny us the right to play an occasional game.” Kilhide flushed darkly, made as if to say something, and then retired from the room in momentary confusion, gesturing to the three Dazzalox to take Allison along. Allison rose leisurely, glanced back at the men who had been about to draw straws, and surveyed Ted Tyndall with amused, contemptuous eyes. Tyndall’s face turned away.


  “Let my good friend Tyndall have my straw,” Allison said as he left in the center of the three Dazzalox. “Perhaps—perhaps he likes to play games, too. Perhaps there will even come a time when he will be ‘it’ !”


  * * *


  AT snail pace the robot ship moved along the cavern runway, its gleaming black metal nose pointed toward the unlighted tunnel that would let it escape, somewhere miles beyond these buried chasms, into the void. The rocket motors thundered.


  Several men in slave uniforms waited, concealed in a deep shadowy crevice. The drawing of straws had gone through according to Allison’s original plan. Ted Tyndall, in fact, had taken Allison’s place with an almost sweating eagerness.


  Silently the men counted off the seconds. Another one-striper came running to them a moment later from the other end of the crevice and whispered his news breathlessly.


  “Allison couldn’t get her to come!” he gasped. “She’s determined to stay.”


  “Hell!” the carnival barker muttered. “We should have guessed that she wouldn’t go unless Allison did. Wish to God I’d given Allison my chance. If there was only time—”


  “Not a chance,” said the news bearer. “They’ve just convicted him of murder. He’s sunk.”


  The ship was about to stop to take on Kilhide’s trusted slave. It was time to act. Since the girl hadn’t come, the barker’s turn was automatically raised to first. Ted Tyndall’s chance moved up from fifth to fourth.


  “Why can’t I have her place?” Tyndall begged. “After all—”


  “You’re fourth!” the barker snapped. “Heads up—All ready? Remember what Allison said. We jump out of here at our own risk. Either we make it or we don’t. Ready, number two?” Number two stood directly behind the barker, number three next, Ted Tyndall and the rest followed in line.


  The ship eased to a stop. On the opposite side of it Kilhide’s minion would enter. There was a click; the airlocks on this side automatically pushed open. The carnival barker dashed out. Number two failed to get started, for Ted Tyndall gave him a violent push and crowded out ahead of him.


  Then above the sound of the idling rocket motors an automatic gun rattled. The barker and Ted Tyndall fell. The other men fled back through the crevice as hard as they could go. The robot ship roared away exactly on schedule.


  CHAPTER VII


  War of the Sexes


  LESTER ALLISON lay on his stomach a fortnight later, his chin resting in his hands, his eyes watching the Dazzalox traffic come and go.


  The heavy metal bars of his prison door afforded a comprehensive view of Dazzalox life, and in the many hours he had been here—an estimated twenty-five days, Earth time—he had gained much insight on the rising conflicts within this subterranean race.


  A sharp, bitter conflict between the sexes!


  At first, when he had been hailed into the absurd courts of native justice, he had been mildly surprised at the pronounced difference of opinion between the males and the females regarding his degree of guilt. To his astonishment, even old Jo-jo-kak’s widow had made a stout appeal in his behalf.


  “This slave not kill,” the unbereaved spouse had declared in her prided English words. “Jo-jo-kak, his time to die. He try to escape death. He die.”


  The other women had carried their superstitions even farther. It was the official duty of the Dazzalox women to uphold and defend the great traditions. When they discovered that their males were yielding to a strange urge to break traditions, they were sure that Jo-jo-kak’s death should be interpreted as a warning. Nothing less.


  To Allison’s grim amusement, many of the old men had cancelled their death dates, as if life had suddenly taken on a new interest; and this, the women complained, was upsetting to their careful plans for the distribution of food and properties. But back of it all, Allison knew, was a deep-rooted female distrust of the ill-suppressed desires of their males for “girl” !


  If this Allison slave be guilty of a murder, the women whispered among themselves, then he should still be dealt with leniently; for he had put a timely end to the most undignified and ungracious exhibition of any Challenge Parade in their memory.


  But although the Dazzalox women considered that the murder had been well timed, if murder it was, the male Dazzalox were exceedingly angered that the act had occurred just when it did.


  They had been crying “More!” to old Jo-jo-kak, and he had been complying.


  Indeed, the Challenge Parade had been on the point of making memorable history when Jo-jo-kak’s death brought the excitement to an end. The murderer deserved death. No, he deserved the worst kind of death!


  Between Ted Tyndall’s eyewitness account and the telltale bottle of poison which Allison had dropped and broken in his haste, there had been no difficulty proving guilt. The only question which Kilhide had left open to the potentates was: what was the most appropriate sentence?


  Allison closed his eyes as these thoughts flooded through his mind for the thousandth time. The perspiration trickled over his half-naked body. He knew that before the manner of his death had been decided upon, other things had happened to make his case a spectacular issue.


  The most important thing was that the robot ship had returned on schedule seven days ago after its week’s trip to Earth to dump twenty-five nice-looking girls—stolen from a factory in eastern United States—into Kilhide’s lap.


  “There are now over a hundred male slaves; there are twenty-six female slaves in our society,” Naf, Smitt’s owner, had reminded his fellow potentates, speaking in their native tongue during the last session of Allison’s hearings.


  “Unless we deal firmly with the murderer of Jo-jo-kak, we may expect more trouble from the male slaves.”


  The potentates had applauded vigorously.


  “If the females are to be our slaves, we must have complete freedom in our management of them.” Naf’s words had led to enthusiastic cheering. A severe execution seemed in order.


  ANOTHER potentate had hit upon another need for such an execution, saying, in effect, “If these female slaves are treated to the bravest and most daring of our Dazzalox performances, in which we put to shame the poor fighting skills of their males, they will be convinced that male slaves are insignificant compared to us. The most daring and spectacular way for us to execute this murderer is by the Ancient Rite of the Floating Chop.”


  So, in spite of demands for leniency from the female upholders of tradition, Allison had been condemned to die by the Floating Chop.


  And what had happened to the anger of the women aroused by these masculine strategies? At this very moment Allison could look out into the streets and see groups of female Dazzalox talking in ominously low tones. The conflict was gathering fury. It had been gathering all the past weeks. There were subtle signs here and there that the lid would soon blow off.


  Allison felt a poignant wish that he could live to see what form the conflict would take, and whether the women would dare do violence. But he doubted whether he would live to find out; for he was to die by the Floating Chop.


  When? he wondered.


  Perhaps not until this orgy of buying and selling the new females had subsided. Not until the arrogant old potentates had had their turns at staging ostentatious Challenge Parades to impress these lovely females slaves with their grandeur and power. Not until the speculation on the slave market had passed its first frenzied wave.


  Perhaps not until the boiling seas had swept periodically through these streets and river beds, to wash away the filth and grime and half a Mercury year’s accumulation of bodies from the death tunnels. The blue dust from the stone streets was constantly in the air, so thick and fast came the traffic of hard, crusty yellow feet, and so long had it been since the sea had swept through. “How’s the boy, Les?”


  Lester Allison looked up into the grinning face of Smitt. A Sicker of disappointment came into his own visage. “You couldn’t get her?”


  “Not yet, Romeo. But I’ll try again soon. It’s devilishly risky, you know. As long as she’s with Jo-jo-kak’s wife, she’s safe. But with these potentates practically fighting over girl slaves—”


  “I know,” Allison grunted. “I see plenty of it from this angle, with the slave mart right across the street from me. Those poor girls are scared to death. They fell into a pretty mess of hell when they came here. Did June send any message?”


  “Her love, and this.” Smitt passed a package of food through the bars. Allison took the package with eager begrimed fingers. Smitt grinned broadly and knowingly.


  He mumbled, “I’ve begun to figure out your side of things finally. That is—” He shuffled his feet like a bashful boy with something embarrassing that had to be said.


  “What are you driving at?”


  “Well, at first I thought you were a fool to try to fight Kilhide’s racket. It was too much like batting your brains against a stone wall. But since that load of females arrived, I’ve sort of picked up the feeling that life is worth fighting for.”


  “You mean—”


  “Her name’s Mary,” said Smitt, as if that explained everything. He added, chuckling, “I know of three other fellows who have got it as bad as I have. They’ve been plumb dead to themselves for years down here, but the minute some girls came along and began to look at them as heroes, darned if the fellows aren’t pawing the earth for a chance to put the hammerlock on Kilhide and take a shot for the void!


  “If you were just on the other side of these bars, Les, that rebellion you’ve been propagating—Listen! What’s that?”


  “Another load of girls,” Allison muttered. “Two trips in two weeks!”


  THE subterranean canyon filled with the percussion of the robot ship. Before the sounds stopped and the echoes died, hundreds of Dazzalox bounded down their steps and through the streets toward the Red Suburb.


  Soon another twenty-five attractive working girls were lined up in the slave market across the dusty plaza from Allison’s prison, and at once the bewildered creatures were surrounded by a chaos of buying and selling and trading—a chaos of shrill birdlike voices screaming and quarreling in an inhuman tongue. Potentates hurried to the market with many of the first crop of girls—and with groups of two-stripers to make exchanges.


  Smitt was still sitting outside Allison’s bars when Kilhide breezed past, then turned back to say, “I’m looking for June O’Neil. Have you seen her?”


  Allison’s fighting temperature jumped. His words clogged. Smitt answered with a blank stare. So far as Smitt knew, she was with Jo-jo-kak’s widow.


  “Find her for me, Smitt!” Kilhide snapped. “With prices skyrocketing, she ought to be back in circulation.”


  Smitt saluted and he and Kilhide went their separate ways. Allison glanced dully at the package of food.


  Half an hour later Smitt returned to the barred opening, and worry showed on his face.


  “She’s gone, Les. What do you suppose—”


  “What did Jo-jo-kak’s widow say?”


  “She’s gone, too.”


  “Where?”


  “I couldn’t find out.”


  “Didn’t any of the Dazzalox women see her go?”


  “Les, you’ll think I’m blind and deaf and cockeyed. But by George, I couldn’t find any Dazzalox women—not a one!”


  Allison’s eyes shot across to the crowd of Dazzalox men. Apparently most of the male population had turned out to swarm about the slave mart. He glanced up and down the main thoroughfares, toward the rock-walled vestibules and shadowy side streets where a few hours earlier groups of women had been conferring in hushed tones.


  “Something’s cracked, Smitt,” Allison said with a snap of his fingers. “I’ll swear I haven’t seen a female Dazzalox since these new girls came in.”


  The package of food caught Allison’s eye. He shuffled its contents and there he found the answer—a penciled note from June.


  Dear Lester,


  This is to tell you that the Dazzalox women are going to migrate. Jo-jo-kak’s widow has confided this to me. You can guess how desperate they are about their broken traditions when I tell you that they debated whether they should run away or commit wholesale murder upon all the males. They seem to feel that the sooner their race comes to an end, the better. It is the only answer, they say, to their outraged traditions.


  “They’re the damnedest lot!” Smitt hissed. “I never could understand them and their traditions.”


  ALLISON read on.


  They talked of escaping these caverns through some ascending passages. I do not know whether they can.


  “They run the risk of death from the sea,” Smitt muttered. “And if they find their way to the top, they’ll be scorched to cinders, from what Kilhide says.”


  Allison read feverishly now. For appearances’ sake I must go with Jo-jo-kak’s widow. But I can’t give up believing that you may yet escape, Lester. You must. I shall try to break away from the women before they leave the caverns, and wait for you. But if you do not come—I will tell myself to the last that somehow you must have escaped them and flown back to the earth. I shall always love you. June.


  Lester Allison leaped to his feet and shook the bars like a wild man.


  “Get me out of here, Smitt! I’ve got to get out!”


  Smitt’s hand shot through the bars and flattened over Allison’s mouth.


  “Quiet! You’ll have Kilhide on your neck!”


  “But June—”


  “I’ll go after her,” Smitt said, and for once he wasn’t grinning. “If Naf comes looking for me, tell him—nothing.”


  ALLISON stalked the prison cave hungrily. All the food June had sent him that day had been devoured, and the closely eaten rinds of the fruits had washed away with the gushing rivulet that pounded incessantly down a jagged wall of his cave and chased through a barred opening to deeper ravines beyond.


  He was scarcely conscious of his hunger. He was keenly conscious, however, that it had been hours and hours since Smitt set out to bring June back. And during those hours—what a terrific hullabaloo! The Dazzalox men had discovered what had happened, and they had forthwith exploded into an enraged brand of pursuers.


  A thousand or so pairs of hard yellow feet had thudded through the dusty caverns, leaving only the echoes of angry shouting and clouds of purple dust in their wake. What had followed when they finally overtook their rebellious runaways several miles up the canyons, Allison could only imagine.


  But evidently the males had administered some sort of persuasive argument, either by force or threats, for the women had at last begun to dribble back.


  “That ends that,” thought Allison, as he watched group after group straggle homeward. “Or is it only the beginning?”


  The more closely he observed, the more he wondered. The thing he particularly noticed was that the groups of females who trudged past within his hearing were not speaking to the males who followed them. The husbands might growl and shout threats and dictate demands, but the women only huddled closer together and said nothing. Were they refusing to squander their energies on a verbal quarrel, Allison wondered.


  “Violence ahead!” he muttered to himself.


  Whenever the women passed near the large violet flare, he could catch a certain glint of desperation in their yellow eyes. And suddenly he discerned in that blazing desperation a glint of hope for himself!


  If—if—if—if—


  IF only these mad Dazzalox women would unleash their fury soon enough, he might escape the Floating Chop!


  And if Smitt was right about some of the slaves; if they were ripe to risk Kilhide’s guns; and if they could storm the upper secret chambers of Kilhide’s lab, where the controls to the robot ship were thought to be hidden—


  If—But these were runaway dreams, with less chance to succeed than the runaway Dazzalox women. Allison’s dizzy thoughts boiled down to one single, immediate, vital if. If Smitt didn’t come back soon with the news that June O’Neil was safe, Allison would go crazy.


  * * *


  JUNE came to him hours later, tired and dirty but still beautiful. Allison kissed her passionately through the bars of his prison, and she smiled while he brushed the rock dust from her cheek and her shoulder.


  “Thanks—thanks more than I can tell,” said Allison to Smitt, who stood by, grinning. Then Smitt was off on business of his own, and Allison and the girl were sitting side by side with only the black vertical bars between them.


  Food and drink passed through the bars. June made believe they were dining in luxury; and as her dark eyes flashed smiles at him and her hair fell against his shoulder, the luxury became genuine for Allison.


  “You must go get some rest,” she said, after he had listened to her story of the women’s ill-fated venture. “I’ll be safe for a time, surely. The Dazzalox will probably turn in for one of their three-day sleeps after all this turmoil.”


  The girl’s smile quickly vanished. “No, there are other plans.” She spoke with tense restraint. “Desperate plans. I—I can’t—I mustn’t talk of them.”


  She was pale, and Allison felt the blood leave his own face.


  “Tell me.”


  June shook her head. “All the way back I heard them talking. The men boasted, and the women whispered.” She hesitated. “I didn’t hear all the details. I didn’t want to. I couldn’t.” She choked. “Then men were talking about—”


  “A circus in the big arena?”


  The girl nodded. Allison felt the cold surge through his spine. So at last the Floating Chop was at hand!


  “They’ve got to have an orgy of cruelty at once,” said June. “It’s their savage way of forgetting the slap the women have just given them. As soon as they had turned the migration back, they began to clamor for a celebration—and the first thing they thought of was Jo-jo-kak—and you.”


  “And the Dazzalox women?” Allison asked. “What do they have up their sleeves?”


  “Wholesale murder,” June answered. “How soon?” Those eager ifs were jumping through Allison’s mind again. “How soon?”


  June gave him a quick frightened look. “Almost too soon,” she said. “Perhaps as soon as they can pick up enough knives—as soon as the signal comes. Then they’ll all strike at once.”


  “Don’t tremble so,” said Allison softly. “There’s still a chance for us. I’ve got a scheme—”


  A shrill brassy gong sounded from somewhere down the torch-lit street. It clanged out three inharmonious notes in rapid succession. Then it came again, and again. Ominous triple clangs.


  AT once Dazzalox men and women hurried down the distant stairways. Dazzalox potentates led their elaborately adorned female slaves down the streets. Two-stripers and Mercurian natives paraded together in hastily arranged formations—toward the Grand March.


  Friendly slaves slipped past Allison’s prison to give him a sign of farewell or a word of tasteless hope. Hope that snatched at straws.


  “Your strategy?” June asked for the third time. She too, was snatching for straws in these last minutes. She knew that no condemned creature had ever lived through the Floating Chop.


  A slender Dazzalox in a gaudy green athletic suit bounded past, swinging a gleaming black ax. A crowd chased after him, cheering him. Some of them stopped to hoot at Allison for a moment. They raced on toward the stadium.


  “Your strategy?” June repeated in a tight voice. Her lips trembled.


  “I’m going to fight for time,” Allison answered. “If the women are on the verge of a slaughter that nothing can stop—well, I may as well take advantage of it. Probably they plan to spring their knives as soon as the men are intent upon my execution ceremony.”


  “Yes.” June was staring off into the gloomy distance.


  “Then if I can only stave off death until the women strike,” there was a maniacal hope in Allison’s eyes, “then my party will be forgotten—at least, there’s a speck of a chance. If I can work that break, I’ll bolt for the narrow stairway at the lower end of the stadium. You know—to the left of the striped door.”


  “Stairway,” the girl echoed dazedly.


  “So that’s my strategy—to hold on to dear life till the women give their signal and hell breaks loose.”


  A group of armed Dazzalox officers rounded a corner and came toward the prison.


  “If I only knew what signal the women will wait for,” came Allison’s final whisper. And then he kissed the girl. The officers opened the barred door and led him away.


  “ ‘Signal’ !” June moaned and she sank to the floor in a paroxysm of sobbing. She had not had the heart to tell him that the signal the Dazzalox women had agreed upon was the death blow at the Ancient Rite of the Floating Chop.


  CHAPTER VIII


  The Floating Chop


  THE chains on Lester Allison’s wrists led him back and forth before the stadium crowd. He was royally hooted. All the Dazzalox words for “killer” and “criminal” and “monster” were hurled at him. He had learned the Dazzalox tongue only to be mocked by it.


  The four uniformed Dazzalox who marched him around kept the two long chains stretched tight so that they themselves were never close to him. They were not only playing safe, keeping out of his reach; they were shunning him.


  “Let them delay all they want with their damned preliminaries,” Allison thought to himself. He clung to his one false hope tenaciously.


  Such a sinking feeling assailed him as he had never known before. As if death were already leading him by the hand. As if he had already departed from everyone in the world.


  Even the one-stripers and two-stripers he glimpsed here and there among the assemblage of glittering Dazzalox were completely apart from him now. Their bondage was nothing compared to his. But their fates would come in time—and what would they be? Allison wondered. The chain whipped and jerked at his left wrist, a signal to turn back.


  His blood chilled each time they led him past the pool in the center of the arena. A circular section of the flooring had been removed from over the hidden river. That circular pool was to be the scene of his execution.


  Allison’s eyes followed the three floating discs, each ten or twelve feet across and apparently made of tightly compressed faggots from some subterranean timber or root, that circulated within the pool. They were like three huge doughnuts in a kettle of grease, except that the grease was green water and the doughnuts were like round meat-cutters’ tables, hacked and scarred from ceremonies immemorial. The chains led Allison on.


  Glancing upward, he saw that there were a number of female slaves here and there in the crowd. Some of them were in gold and blue slave costumes, others still wore their American clothes; but all were richly adorned with bold Dazzalox jewelry and medals and trinkets. They sat near wealthy potentates. Probably they were too baffled, Allison thought, to know what was going on.


  And yet it was their innocent presence that was figuratively to bring the universe crashing down upon the Dazzalox race. At this very moment, how silently the Dazzalox women sat at the sides of their unsuspecting males, like charges of electric death awaiting the flip of a switch.


  Back toward the pool the chains pulled Allison.


  Now his eyes widened in horror as he counted off three Dazzalox, lithe and well muscled. Each of them wielded a black metal double-edged ax, and all three were now enthusiastically engaged in warming up.


  They pranced around the open arena in their athletic uniforms, glittering with polished medallions. Attendants tossed fruits in the air for them, which they deftly sliced with their flying axes. Up in one piece, down in eight—and the crowds hailed the feat with lusty cheers.


  At last Allison was released into the circular pen—a fence of vertical iron bars that enclosed the pool. His wrists were free again, his mantle was removed. He wore only his slave trunks. Bars clanged after him.


  So this was the arena for his execution! Without hesitation, Allison plunged into the pool.


  A dozen easy strokes took him across and he climbed up on the narrow walk that bordered the pool. The walk, like the ten-inch discs in the water, was chipped and hacked. Allison sat with his back against the bars of the fence and let his feet rest in the cool water. His arms involuntarily jerked and trembled.


  “Stall for time,” he kept saying to himself in a voiceless whisper. “Just keep stalling for time.”


  ONE of the floating discs brushed past his feet. He kicked at it, then leaped onto it. It was as buoyant as cork. He crossed to the other two discs—the flow of the river through the pool kept them in constant circulation—and jumped back to the narrow walk.


  Now, amid a loud ovation, the three muscular choppers entered the pen and the gate was fastened behind them. They stood together ceremoniously, with their long-handled axes uplifted, while an official on the outside made a presentation speech.


  The crowd listened breathlessly. Between the announcer’s sentences Allison could hear the bubbling of the river as it seeped along under the stadium floor, into the eddying pool, and out again through its underfloor passage. Perhaps—


  No, the very words of the announcer extinguished a sporadic hope that flashed through Allison’s mind—the hope of an underfloor escape. In substance the announcer said:


  “. . . and he has been condemned to die by the Floating Chop. There is no escape from the Floating Chop. The surrounding fence is made of strong bars with spears at the top. Beneath the water there are walls of metal bars and of stone which narrow to a point. The culprit must either meet his death by the ax—or drown.


  “The choppers have a sporting chance to kill him. If they succeed before drowning overtakes him, they shall win the Ancient Award of the Floating Chop. If they fail, all three will lose their titles of Floating Choppers. A salute to their success!”


  The choppers, standing in a line across the pool from Allison, swung their axes in circles and called out some unintelligible response in unison. They came to attention again while the announcer finished.


  “Remember that the rules cannot be violated,” he said, in effect. “The culprit’s members must be severed in a precise order: first, the two feet, then the two hands, finally the head. You are now ready. Begin!”


  The subterranean canyons rocked with yelping cheers of the male Dazzalox.


  Eagerly the three choppers tightened their grips on their axes. The one dressed in green started around the circular walk in one direction, the orange axman took the other. The yellow one stood where he was. Allison dived for the center of the pool.


  He came up to see a yellow-clad form floating toward him on a disc. He caught his breath and looked for an open corner. There wasn’t any such thing. Not as long as the two choppers were running around on the narrow circular walk.


  Allison swam for a disc, climbed up onto it. The advantage of Mercury’s slightly lighter gravity kept surprising him as he accustomed himself to the water. But other less pleasant surprises soon flooded in upon him too swiftly for him to collect his thoughts—surprises in the form of leaping choppers and spinning axes.


  He sprang backward from the disc barely in time to escape the black streak that whizzed past his feet. He plunged for the center of the pool and stayed there, treading water, studying the vicious yellow eyes, trying to gauge where the next attack would come from.


  The yellow chopper floated near him on a disc. The axman’s double eyebrows were squinted menacingly toward the water, his wicked blade was poised. He was trying to sight Allison’s submerged feet. He floated past without doing any damage, and the crowd clamored for action.


  THE green chopper was dancing about on the next disc, swinging the flat of his ax against the waves to slap water into Allison’s face in order both to enrage and confuse him.


  Suddenly the orange man plunged from the side, ax and all. He swam underwater, but the waves showed where he was coming. Allison surface-dived and cut well under him.


  Another dive sounded, and Allison looked up from a depth of several feet to see a chopper coming straight down toward him. With a swift twist Allison plunged deeper. He realized by now that the advantage of vision was with whoever was underneath, for all the light came from above the pool.


  But suddenly it dawned on him, as he scraped against a narrowing wall, that the cone itself was a treacherous trap. The deeper he went-, the easier it would be for three axmen to close in on him. He switched back, barely passing a third diver as he shot upward. A hard hand clutched at his ankle. He kicked out of it and bobbed up to the surface like a jumping fish. An instant later he was up on the ragged walk, panting furiously.


  Three ugly Dazzalox heads came up. Three axes caught on the edge of the walk and the choppers pulled themselves up with practiced skill.


  There was a moment’s hesitation while the green axman gibbered a word of instruction. Then two of them came racing around the perimeter, one from each direction. The third leaped out to a floating disc and waited.


  Allison dived again. There was nothing else to do.


  He made as if to dive deeply; then with distended eyes searching the green waves for forms above him, he switched back to retrace his course. It was an old trick he had used when he was a boy playing tag at the lake. Five seconds after the three choppers dived for him, he was upon the surface again.


  But he was well aware that all the tricks he could muster would not last long against their teamwork . . .


  To the utter amazement of the roaring, bellowing crowds, Allison’s wily tactics lasted for most of half an hour. By that time he was nearly exhausted, both physically and mentally. Had it not been for the rules, his hands and head would never have survived the ceaseless attacks. As it was, nine times the ax blades had bit into his legs.


  Three of the cuts stung him constantly. The sharp pains soaked upward through his legs, and blood and strength seeped away from him. But there was nothing to be done about that. The crowd yelped for action and the three choppers closed in on him again.


  Allison dived deeply. For the first time he allowed himself to go down—down—down.


  The walls of the cone narrowed around him. If the choppers should follow—But an upward glance told him they were still floundering several feet above, trying to locate him. If the fates would only give him the one break he craved!


  He groped at the bottom of the cone. His search was futile. He had hoped his hands might fall upon an ax lost in some previous tournament, fallen to the bottom of the cone, forgotten. Again he explored.


  No such luck. All his groping hands found in the point of the cone was slime. Slime and bits of bone.


  Slime! He cupped his two hands into it, then up he floated—up to the surface with bursting lungs.


  HE caught sight of the three axmen back in their positions. He heard the crowd wail for action. Action! In another moment they would get it, if the gods of luck would give him half a break. Treading water at the edge of the pool, he smeared his slimy hands over the walk.


  The orange chopper bounded toward him with devilish yellow eyes gleaming. Three swift bounds—and a grand slip! Flying arms and legs, orange body, black ax—all went careening into the fence. The chopper made a swift scramble to recover his ax. Allison was too quick for him.


  A tense gasp echoed through the stadium, a long gasp that melted into worried mumbles.


  The yellow and green choppers who had started around the ring to their fellow’s rescue stopped short, for the orange form plunged into the pool. In his place stood the slave they were to execute—a well-muscled human being with an ax in his hands.


  They jabbered savagely for a moment. Outside the cage the announcer roared something at the frenzied crowd.


  Allison understood. The rules were automatically off. The choppers were to strike anywhere—and strike to kill! No more playing around. This culprit was a dangerous creature!


  Another ax was passed through the bars to the orange executioner. Three attendants outside the pen came toward Allison and debated trying to reach in and take the ax away from him, but decided against it when he flashed the weapon deftly toward the bars.


  “Stall for time,” Allison thought, but the words had a sickly taste in his mouth. How much time—or had the women forgotten their resolve? Pains shot through his feet. He felt weak from loss of blood. He wanted to lie down and faint away.


  Now two of the axmen began to close in on him from each direction, as before, but more cautiously, desperately. A disc floated toward Allison’s edge. The yellow chopper was on it. There was no more stalling. It was kill or be killed. One false move would be the end.


  Which way to strike? His right-handedness determined. He would throw his stroke in the direction that would give his right arm full play. Automatically he plunged to his left to meet the approaching green chopper.


  But fate waited in his path—the slime.


  Three steps he bolted, then his footing gave way. He shot outward over the water. But as his foot gave a final kick against the edge of the walk, he flung his ax back with all his strength, squarely at the green body. The force of a madman went into that blow and followed through as the ax shot out of his hands.


  His plunge carried him deep into the cooling waters. His hands were free now. He plodded on downward. He didn’t want to come up again. His strength was gone. He felt that drowning would be so easy, so simple. He clung to the slanting wall and waited.


  No one came after him. Things began to go black. His hands loosened . . .


  Even before Allison’s face cut through the surface of the water to gasp air, he was conscious of the terrific screaming that filled the stadium. His lungs inhaled air, blearly sight returned to his eyes, blood-chilling cries of terror crowded upon his ears. What a weird terrifying pandemonium!


  The tiers of the stadium were a shambles of mass murder. Knives flashed again and again upon the writhing bodies of male Dazzalox. Blood gushed and streamed down the steps. Males and females grappled in death struggles and tumbled down, tier after tier, to roll onto the open pavement of the Grand March.


  So the hour had struck at last—the fatal hour that might spell the doom of a race in the ghastly clash of sex against sex!


  CHAPTER IX


  Destiny


  WHAT signal had set the shambles off? Allison’s eyes swept the bloody scene and returned at last to the pen of his own intended execution.


  Across the pool from him the gate was open. The orange and yellow Dazzalox choppers were outside, now running as if to the rescue of a friend, now halting as if overwhelmed by the scene of terror. They glanced back, and Allison’s eyes followed their glance. Their green-suited teammate lay motionless on the walk beside the pool.


  The ax, which had sunk deep in his heart, still hung there with its handle pointing almost straight up. Blood flowed in a crooked stream along the water-tracked walk to an ancient ax mark at the pool’s edge, and from there the eddying waters carried it away.


  Allison dragged himself up out of the water, rolled against the fence and lay there, bleeding, quivering, wondering at the fact that he was still alive. The two departing choppers looked back at him, but their hearts had evidently gone out of their jobs. It was a corps of angry women advancing upon them that absorbed their attention now. The last Allison ever saw of them, they were backing away and defending themselves wildly with their axes.


  Two slaughtered potentates rolled down the stone tiers and thumped into the bars of the cage. One of them was Naf, Smitt’s master. His wrinkled old face was a contorted mass of yellow chalk. He had weathered a thousand Earth years only to die from a black knife in his side.


  The dead and dying bodies rolled down, and those Dazzalox still alive scrambled across the tiers—to kill or to be killed.


  Allison was relieved to see that his fellow humans of both sexes were clambering to the upper reaches of the sloping sides and finding exits. His eyes sought for June. He remembered telling her he would try to escape by the narrow stairs above the striped door at the farther end—


  And someone was there! Someone waving at him—a girlish figure with black hair and a blue and gold costume.


  “June!” he breathed, half aloud. “June! June!” The very name gave him strength. Allison tottered dizzily to the door of the cage, waving at her.


  He paused. Several hundred Dazzalox males and females were battling to death on the open pavement before him. Armed women were charging about in small groups. Getting through that mad milieu wouldn’t be easy. He looked about for a weapon. The only thing he saw was the ax buried in the green chopper’s riven chest. He turned from the sight and plodded through the battleground unarmed.


  “Lester! You were wonderful!” The girl bathed his face with her kisses and tears. “Don’t mind me. I’m so happy, I just have to cry.”


  But the next moment June dried her tears and became practical. She hastily tore strips from her garments to bandage his bleeding feet and legs. A crevice protected them from the spectacle of the bloody war, and they tried not to hear the thudding of feet and the wailing and cursing of males.


  “The women must have got off to a good start,” Allison remarked, lying back on the rock floor and closing his eyes.


  “You should have seen the first attack. It went off like clockwork.”


  ALLISON asked innocently, “What started them off?”


  “The signal you gave them.”


  “The signal I gave them!”


  “They had agreed that the death blow would be the signal to attack. You finally furnished it when you threw your ax at the chopper. They couldn’t have waited much longer, anyway. In fact, you provided them with the ideal moment. It was such a stunner to the males, to see you cut down one of their heroes, it was almost equal to an anesthetic.”


  “I’ll bet,” Allison said grimly. “But what next, after they finish with their men? Do they start in on us humans?”


  “There’s only one human they’ve sworn to get.”


  “Not Kilhide?” Allison came bolt upright.


  “Yes. They blame him for encouraging the men in this mania for female slaves.”


  “We can’t let them get Kilhide!” Allison snapped. As the final bandage was tied he came to his feet. “Kilhide’s the only one that can get us back to Earth!”


  Hand in hand they ran down the clay ramp as fast as Allison’s painful legs could travel. They dodged groups of fighters in the streets, they closed their ears to death screams from bodies that had been hurled into ravines.


  They glimpsed the fall of an aged potentate from the top of a stairs; heard a moment later the scream from the terrorized American girl who had just fought free of his grasp; saw the stricken Dazzalox crash to death over a torch light. Wincing, they turned their eyes away as the flames puffed up from his yellow hair and eyebrows. They hurried on.


  “Where’s Kilhide?” they shouted together at a two-striper who came running from the other direction.


  “Layin’ for trouble makers. Watch out! He got a couple at the suburb,” the slave retorted without stopping.


  They slackened their pace as they neared the red metal bridge. A severe voice barked at them from the shadows.


  “This way, you two.”


  They turned to see the gleaming pistol move out into the light. Back of it the sleek white-clad form of Kilhide appeared.


  “So you jumped your fate, Allison,” said the evilly handsome scientist with a twitching smile. “You’ll not jump this one. You happen to be superfluous to my purposes, and this hour was made to order for ridding myself of superfluous people. Your friend Smitt will also qualify. Now, Allison, step away from that girl!”


  “No!” cried June O’Neil. “Please—you can’t! Not unless you kill us both!”


  “Don’t be throwing yourself at the feet of a corpse, Miss O’Neil. It annoys me.” Kilhide twisted his little trick mustache into a cynical scowl. “Besides, it’s bad taste for one of your rank. You’re soon to be queen of these caverns—when the Dazzalox have had their fun, and I—”


  Lester Allison and June O’Neil were no longer listening. Their eyes were intent upon the six figures who were cautiously stealing toward the scientist from behind his back. Now Kilhide’s words broke off as he saw shadows creep along the perpendicular wall.


  THE man with the gun whirled. He faced a group of Dazzalox women with knives and axes in their bloodstained yellow hands. The group bore down upon him. His pistol blazed, and three of them fell. The others swamped him with their blades. His arms clamped over his chest and his gun fell. In another instant he would have died with a knife in his throat, had Allison not interfered.


  But between the efforts of Allison and June, not to mention Jo-jo-kak’s widow, who chanced to be one of the attackers, the assault was brought to a sudden halt . . . “Ja-ik-lif! Ka-lib-or-taf-ki-damik!” Jo-jo-kak’s widow cried, pulling the other women back from the fallen slave master. “It is enough! We leave him to die!”


  * * *


  THE spacious corridors of Kilhide’s laboratory were seething with American men and women, who talked in low excited undertones. Though most of them wore the uniforms of Dazzalox slaves, their faces glowed with hope and enthusiasm. They were on the verge of freedom. They talked of a swift return to the earth.


  Whenever their conversation slackened, Allison, sitting near the door, could hear the roar of the rivers outside. The periodic floods of Mercury were scouring the rock dust and filth from the streets. Powerful torrents were sweeping the dead and dying bodies away through unknown subterranean channels, bearing them to the boiling seas on other sides of the planet.


  Allison watched through the glass doorway. The winds, generated by the floods, kept the red torches flickering and the shadows of the Red Suburb quivered. Occasionally—but rarely—a rush of water would slap over a flame and extinguish it.


  “June asked me to tell you that Kilhide is beginning to stir,” said a voice at Allison’s shoulder.


  “Tell her I’ll come soon,” Allison answered.


  “Smitt and the others haven’t returned?”


  “Not yet.”


  Allison’s eyes turned again to the red scene, coming to rest, as always, upon the crumpled striped door beside the gaping death cave. Earlier he had seen the three Dazzalox women crash that door with axes, and then themselves fall victims to the escaping death gas. Now the last of those three women was caught by a wave and borne away, and only the battered fallen door was left as a monument to their mad determination.


  Poor insane Dazzalox women, Allison thought. Not satisfied until they had turned the last stone upon their own extinction. They had released the invisible death that would rise to slay every male who escaped the high rocks.


  Four hooded figures came bounding along the path.


  “The door!” Allison called. “Unseal it!”


  Someone obeyed, and Smitt and his three companions entered; the door was sealed again. The four men removed their oxygen masks.


  “Well?” Allison asked, facing Smitt.


  Smitt shook his head slowly. “Complete slaughter,” he said. “Every striped door is down. I don’t think there’s a living soul left out there, human or Dazzalox. We found a few of both up on the shelves, but they were gone.” He added, turning away, “We didn’t find—Mary.”


  ALLISON put a hand on his shoulder.


  “Your Mary is here,” he said. “She came in just after you left—and none too soon. I think she’ll be all right.”


  * * *


  IN an inner chamber Allison glared into the eyes of Kilhide. The dying scientist had been given every medical attention. He knew he could not live many hours longer, but he fought death as bitterly as he had fought his fellow men.


  “You’ve got to live!” Allison said to him fiercely. “You’ve got to live long enough to send these people back to Earth!”


  Kilhide muttered profanity. “So that’s why you wouldn’t let them kill me.”


  “There couldn’t be any other reason,” snapped Allison. “You’ve got to come through!”


  “You can’t threaten me, Allison,” the sick man answered sardonically.


  “For God’s sake, man, show us how to operate the robot ship before it’s too late.”


  The dying man answered with a sarcastic, taunting laugh.


  “You’ve got to do it, Kilhide! You’ve got to send us back!”


  “You can go to hell and fry,” Kilhide sneered, and then he closed his eyes.


  June and Allison and the others who were at his side during the next two hours were convinced that he never once returned to normal consciousness. All his feverish raving was simply the welling up of repressions and hatreds and loves, dreams and ambitions and scientific secrets that were imprisoned within his warped, complex mind.


  Two hours they heard of the most eloquent raving that ever passed a scientist’s lips. A dying genius, declaring himself to be the master mind of the world!


  Allison listened in awe; Smitt snatched at every word of information; June, with her practical turn of mind, seized pencil and paper and captured the flow of words in shorthand.


  For the fever-stricken slave master was at last the glorified figure he had always dreamed of being. He was host to the world’s leading scientists. They were evidently circled around him, and his maniacal eyes glittered upon them as he talked. His delusion was complete.


  He commanded them to carry him through his laboratories from top to bottom while he lectured upon their wonders. All through his ravings, he acted as though his delusions were being carried out to the letter. He extracted promises that they would never reveal his magnificent secrets to the rabble from the earth, nor to the world tourists who might come to this place.


  He began with the robot ship’s controls, followed through the power plant, started through the shops—and then, in a burst of rage over imagined enemies from the earth, he collapsed. A minute later, the amazingly brilliant, incredible evil Kilhide passed on to the eternity for which his whole life had been a fitting preparation.


  WITH the aid of gas masks, Allison, Smitt and three other men had rebuilt the doors across the death caves. They had needed something to do, they said, while they counted off the days of waiting for the robot ship’s final return trip for its last load. Only ten persons remained to go. Today was the day.


  June and Allison strolled along the clean streets, surveying the strangely quiet world. All signs of the war were gone. The air was fresh. The waterfalls and rivulets gushed with lively music that seemed more melodious, now that there were no harsh Dazzalox voices.


  Strangely, in the many days that had passed since the fighting and the invisible death took their toll, not a single living Dazzalox had been found. In a sense, Allison thought, the women had won a complete victory.


  But tears often came to June’s eyes as she thought of Jo-jo-kak’s widow and the curious friendship that had grown up between them.


  “I’m sorry we couldn’t have saved her life,” said Allison.


  “But she wouldn’t have been happy living on, after her civilization was gone,” June replied. “It is just as well.”


  Allison smiled at her curiously. Somehow she had reconciled her feelings to the insane violence the women had committed.


  “But I understand how they felt,” said June, reading his thoughts. “It wouldn’t be much fun to live after you’ve lost all faith in your own civilization.”


  There was something deep and serious in her dark eyes that Allison appreciated.


  “You have some pretty big thoughts for such a young girl,” he said. “Were you thinking things like this when you ran away from home? Perhaps you had lost faith in your own civilization, too.”


  “And if I had,” she answered, “what would you suggest?”


  “Come,” said Allison, taking her hand. “I’ll answer that one when we reach the top of this stairs.”


  They climbed the winding steps to the balcony where, not so many weeks ago, they had first kissed. They looked across to other torch-lighted mansions of the silent, uninhabited city. They saw Smitt and Mary strolling along the street below them.


  Elsewhere, they knew, three other couples who had lingered to take the last boat back to earth were also enjoying the quiet romantic atmosphere of this lost world.


  “You were going to suggest—” said June.


  “That if we don’t feel the call of our old civilization too strongly,” said Allison, “we might all stay here and build a new civilization of our own.”


  “Make our homes here?” June crept closer into Allison’s arms and there was a bewitching eagerness in her dark eyes—an eagerness for new adventures concerned with life, not death.


  Allison kissed her. For a time no word was spoken.


  “We five men have been studying the machines,” Allison said presently. “Kilhide has left us the foundation for marvelous developments. In time we’ll come to appreciate him more—after we’ve forgotten what kind of person he was.”


  The girl in Allison’s arms shuddered slightly.


  “But Kilhide’s science isn’t civilization,” Allison went on. “At least, it isn’t everything. There have to be people that want to live together—honest, genuine people—like you—and Smitt—and Mary—”


  “I CAN name the other seven by heart,” said June, smiling up at him as if to help him with his pretty speech.


  “I saw to it that only these five couples would be left for the last load,” Allison said. “Right now the other four men are asking their sweethearts, just as I’m asking you, whether they would be willing to marry and stay right here.”


  “The other four girls will say ‘yes’.” June answered with a faint twinkle in her eyes. “I know, because they’ve talked and dreamed and planned every hour while their men were out rebuilding the doors.”


  “Then,” said Allison softly, drawing the girl tighter in his arms, “why not make it unanimous?”


  [*] On Mercury the Dazzalox permitted themselves wives, a privilege denied the slaves.


  VIA MERCURY


  Otto Binder


  Expedition Number One Dares the Fiery Menace of the Solar System’s Inferno-Where All the Horrors; of Hell Stalk Earth’s Puny Spawn!


  HELLO, Earth!


  Mercury Expedition Number One reporting by etherline code radio, Operator Gillway at the keys. Fifty-fifth day since leaving Earth.


  Karsen, our rocket man, found it easy to plan our landing from the Martian data. Mercury’s gravity is a little less than Mars’, about two-fifths of Earth’s. Tarnay, at the pilot board, spiraled us down on a broad flat stretch of smooth material that looks like cooled lava. We haven’t stepped out yet, till we see about temperature and air.


  Well, here we are on Mercury, the smallest of the nine planets. Two of Jupiter’s moons—Ganymede and Callisto—are actually larger, Markers tells us. And Saturn’s satellite, Titan, is as large. Mercury also has the distinction of being nearest to the Sun, only thirty-six million miles away on the average. We have our Sunward ports shuttered, otherwise we’d be blinded.


  The view from our other ports shows a world not only utterly weird, but decidedly inhospitable—tumbled, flinty rock fields, a jagged mountain range off to the side, smooth lava plateaus. No signs of life, not even a tuft of moss or a single hardy cactus. Only rock, of a thousand varieties. The horizon is short, but evidently Mercury is a barren rock. We expected that, but hoped against it.


  We hardly know whether to be glad we’re here. Fifty-five days in black, monotonous space is bad enough. But the Mercury environment looks just as unpleasant.


  However, we’re here for scientific studies. In four months, when Mercury swings swiftly around the Sun and again catches up with slower Earth, we’ll leave. I think we’re looking forward to that already.


  Within five minutes of our landing, Captain Atwell called us together.


  “Men,” he said, “I’m determined this time not to let some little thing maroon us and take lives, as on Mars and Venus. We’re going to plan ahead cautiously. Keep on bur toes, understand?”


  We all nodded. Besides Captain Atwell, three of us are veterans of the Mars and Venus Expeditions—Parletti, Markers and myself. Two are veterans of the Venus Expedition alone—Tarnay and Karsen. Four are new men, to make up our full ten—Robertson, von Zell, Ling and Swinerton—official archeologist, chemist, physicist and biologist respectively.


  Captain Atwell really spoke to the four new, unseasoned men. Sensing this, Ling spoke for them.


  “We will be careful, Captain.” And then, in his soft voice, he added: “Honorable Chinese proverb say, ‘Fool see danger but laugh—last time’.”


  Just received the message from Mars Expedition Number Two, relayed through Earth. Thanks for your congratulations, Mars. And for giving us all the credit for your safe landing there, through our pioneering. We’re glad to have done our bit.


  Will resume tomorrow. Batteries low from space flight.


  FIFTY-SIXTH Day.


  Chemist von Zell found a thin atmosphere outside our ship. We had been speculating all through the space trip whether there would be any more than on the Moon. Since there is, Markers’ theory probably holds. On the Night. Side are vast amounts of frozen gases, circulating somewhat on the Day Side.


  We are in the Twilight Zone, of course, named that in imaginative literature for the past century. Mercury does not rotate. It is a unique experience for us. One side eternally faces the blazing Sun. The other has been shrouded in darkness for countless ages. The narrow strip in between, where supernal day blends into absolute night, is in perpetual dusk. It is the only possible zone we could have landed in. At our left is hell-heat, at our right, frightful cold.


  We stepped out today, with air helmets. Mercury’s air is unbreathable, loaded with hot, poisonous vapors. Captain Atwell has had the unparalleled honor of being the first human to set foot on three planets—Mars, Venus and Mercury. He deserves it, as I think our precious chronicles have proved. He planted the Earth flag in loose shale.


  Ling had warned us in advance of the temperature, one hundred and seventy-seven degrees, Fahrenheit. But so dry and wispy is the atmosphere that we felt no extreme discomfort. We wore white suits of light cloth, to keep the burning rays off our skins.


  We tested our jumping powers, finding we could easily soar up twenty feet. The new members got more of a kick out of it than we veterans. We had had the first thrill of light gravity on Mars.


  The visors of our helmets are equipped with darkened glass, cutting down the glare. We were able to look briefly at the Sun. It is a gigantic yellow-red globe, hanging half below the horizon. It dangles there motionlessly, as it has for eons of time. It grips you to think that nothing here has changed, while on Earth all evolution took place.


  “It is like realizing at last what eternity means!” Ling put it. His tiny voice, through the helmet radio, was solemn.


  But we were wrong. There is change. While we watched, we saw an astounding phenomenon. A range of mountains between us and the Sun is slowly melting down! Yes, the tips gradually ran down the slopes as a watery tide. But it wasn’t water. It was lead, Parletti told us—metallic lead, melting under the Sun’s fierce heat. Luckily only slanting, weaker rays come to us in the Twilight Zone.


  PARLETTI expanded his theory.


  There has been little weathering on Mercury, with its wispy atmosphere. Most metallic deposits are in virgin form, just as they cooled millions of years ago. Lead melted here, beyond the edge of the Twilight Zone. Out farther, the blistered Day Side must be a literal inferno of molten metal lakes of bismuth, tin, gallium and all the easily melting metals.


  Parletti estimates peak temperatures as seven hundred degrees out there. We can’t think of exploring it. Man might never explore Mercury’s exposed Day Side, except perhaps in specially equipped ships. Mercury, then, according to Parletti’s explanation, is not mainly rock, but a vast store house of metal!


  Tarnay suddenly let out a yelp. And then we all felt it. The solid ground under our feet was heaving. What we had thought was rock was metal, and it was beginning to melt.


  Captain Atwell herded us into the ship. With a blast of the rear rockets, we rolled fifty miles-toward the Night Side. Looking back, we saw the section we had quitted slowly heave, bubble, and finally move sluggishly away, seeking its level. We were safe where we were. Cooling drafts of air from the Night Side protected us. The plateau was probably gallium, a metal melting at less than the boiling point of water.


  That was our first day’s experience on Mercury. We began to wonder if we could ever feel safe. At any moment the metal ground under our feet might turn to liquid and flow away.


  FIFTY-SEVENTH Day.


  Last night—our arbitrary “night” of twelve hours—it hailed. And the hail was composed of metallic bismuth. Parletti and Markers sat down to figure out what it meant. After an all-day discussion, and octant reading of the Sun, they explained. Mercury has a libration. That is, it wobbles a little. It presents a little more than half its face to the Sun during one revolution. Because of this rocking back and forth, the Twilight Zone shifts constantly.


  Each forty-four days, half the revolution period, the Zone crawls a hundred miles Sunward, then a hundred miles spaceward. But there is an overlap of ten miles. So this narrow ten-mile strip was the safest area, unaffected by the advancing heat and the returning cold.


  Parletti assured us we were now in that strip of safety. We could stay here four months, without danger of something melting under our feet, or the alternate cold wave. Bismuth vapor from the blistered mountains blew toward the Night Side. Meeting cooler air, it precipitated. It was no different, in principle, than the rains of water on Earth.


  Captain Atwell heaved a sigh of relief. We could stay, after all, in that ten-mile strip without constantly fleeing from molten floods. Here we buried our fuel, as originally planned. We found a depression nearby and stacked our drums in it. We covered it with a tarpaulin, and then with loose clumps of the metal rocks.


  Don’t picture Mercury’s surface as smooth sheets of metal. There are, after all, plenty of non-metals. These have combined with some of the metals, forming detached lumps and gravels, mostly ovides and sulfides.


  Finally our cached fuel supply was safe from all accident, and particularly from heat. We had worked all day, but hardly felt it in the light gravity. Our skins, wherever exposed, are more deeply browned than ever, though we took the precautionary tanning periods out in space before arriving.


  Thanks for the special musical program. It came through clear as a bell. My seleno-cells charge easily, in this constant sunlight, even better than on Mars. I’ve shut off the Sun power mirror entirely, having more current than I need.


  FIFTY-EIGHTH Day.


  We are not attempting to set up any camp outside the ship. We will be here only four months, and can stand the cramped ship quarters for that short time. On Mars and Venus, facing respectively two years and fourteen months of stay, we needed roomier habitations.


  Our position seems secure. We have food, water and tanked air supplies for more than the four months. Captain Atwell has given the signal to go ahead with scientific studies.


  Parletti has been wandering within a radius of a mile, with his indefatigable pick, shovel and electroscope. On Mars he found gold-impregnated sand, on Venus, radioactive deposits. Here he comes back with a knapsack loaded with gold, platinum, thallium, and all the precious metals. They lie around for the picking. Mercury, he predicts, will eventually become the mining center of interplanetary exploitation.


  Markers has set up his telescope and is searching for long-speculated Vulcan, the planet that might have an orbit closer than Mercury. Trying all sorts of glare filters, he is methodically sweeping the area around the Sun. If he finds it, he says he will be more surprised than anyone. He is trying to prove it isn’t there, once and for all.


  Tarnay and Karsen, in collaboration, are taking seismographic records of Mercury’s crust. They are sending sonic signals down, and interpreting them in terms of density strata. They are trying to account for the libration by proving one hemisphere heavier than the other, since there are no ocean tides.


  Von Zell, with true Germanic patience, is listing all the queer, jumbled, natural alloys of the ground beneath us, forged in Nature’s laboratory. He hopes to discover some that would benefit Earth industry.


  Ling is measuring the invisible waves of electrons that shower down from the Sun spots. These Sun spot barrages disturb radio communication on Earth, and create the Aurora Borealis. On Mercury, they surround every mountain tip with incredibly beautiful color effects. These are invisible to the naked eye, in the Sun’s strong glare. But Ling is taking pictures with special color filters.


  Paul Swinerton is as zealous a biologist as his brothers, Charles and Richard Swinerton, were. They gave their lives on the expeditions to Mars and Venus. But they at least had something to study, in the way of lifeforms, before the end. Here, Paul Swinerton raves bitterly, there isn’t even a microbe.


  Robertson, the archeologist, is still worse off. If there aren’t even plants or insects, there were never any higher life-forms—no rational creatures, no lost civilizations. Just a while ago, as we ate together, he suddenly asked a question sharply.


  “Where are the pyramids?”


  We all realize what is lacking. We found pyramids on Mars and Venus, built by the ancient Martians. Records vaguely told of their presence on Mercury. We would be startled not to find them here.


  Robertson begged Captain Atwell to let him explore beyond sight of our ship. Atwell pursed his lips, but gave no definite answer. In keeping with his policy of caution, he is probably not yet ready to risk an exploration to unknown parts. He wants to bring us all back to Earth alive.


  Hello, Mars Expedition Two! Received your relayed message. Glad to hear you stopped an attack of the warrior ants with the light cannon you have along. Wish we had had them. We wouldn’t have lost Proosett and Cruishank. If you locate their graves, with the Earth flag painted on boulders, say a word for us. They died heroes.


  FIFTY-NINTH Day.


  Startling news, Earth! Two big surprises. No, just one, because after all we expected the pyramid. The other is—life.


  Captain Atwell consented to an exploration this morning, at the insistence of both Robertson and Swinerton. He went along with them, to balance their inexperience with his veteran sagacity.


  They went parallel to our latitude, inside the Twilight Zone, covering fifty miles in five hours. You can move on Mercury like a fast kangaroo. They found the pyramid perched on a hill, limned against the bright sky. Coming on it suddenly around a boulder, Robertson gasped and then ran for it like a demon. To his credit, he stopped when Captain Atwell sharply called him back. They approached it cautiously. One can never tell what danger lurks—our cardinal rule.


  But there was no danger. The pyramid was deserted, ancient. Robertson looked at it almost reverently. It reared like a symbol out of time’s mists. The Martians have been here before us. Twenty thousand years ago, Robertson estimates.


  Again the strange mystery of it brooded over the scene. Halloway and his experts, on Earth, have partially deciphered the crypt records of both Mars and Venus. We know now that the Martians colonized and roamed through the Solar System, as late as ten thousand years ago. But what happened to them? Why did they abruptly vanish from the scene, to leave only their almost eternal pyramids?


  The answer might lie within this one. But Atwell pulled Robertson away. Another time for that, since they were on rationed air for their helmets. At that moment, Swinerton let out a wild yell, which I heard through connection with his helmet radio.


  Walking around the pyramid, they had come on something else, beyond it—a long sunken valley, so deep that it was in full shadow. At the edges were algae. Swinerton knelt and cuddled them in his hands. The first signs of life on this incredibly barren planet! The rest of us don’t wonder that he nearly went crazy with excitement.


  They looked down only long enough to see a sort of mist lying throughout the valley. Denser air, Swinerton surmises, and water vapor. A general green color promised much more plant-life below, though they could see no detail. Swinerton swears he saw something move.


  Then Captain Atwell forced Swinerton away, almost at the point of a gun. He herded Robertson past the pyramid, and they returned. We are all too excited to sleep now. Indigenous life on Mercury. But what kind, on a planet whose soil can only be heavily loaded with metals? And the pyramid link to the enigmatic past.


  We were proud to receive that broadcast from Polaris. We’ve never heard the song, “Hail, Men of Space!” rendered better than by the Antarctic choir. Antarctica was the last frontier on Earth, before we went into space. Thanks.


  SIXTIETH Day.


  This morning a party of five made the trip again. The lure of mystery—both of life and the pyramid—was there. Robertson and Parletti examined the pyramid. Captain Atwell went on with Swinerton and Ling, down into the valley.


  To report briefly on the pyramid, Robertson and Parletti found no immediate entrance. So they contented themselves with taking measurements. Also, they, took photos of the inscriptions around the base.


  Captain Atwell and his party cautiously descended the slope of the valley, guns ready. The lower they went, the more life appeared, from algae, to moss, to rudimentary ferns and clumps of bushes. Finally, toward the center ten miles along, grew a forest of reeds fully two hundred feet high. In Mercury’s light gravity, the thin stems can support a tremendous height of foliage.


  Swinerton, kept up a running fire of disjointed conjecture. Ages ago, Mercury rotated, he said, and supported a flowering life in what would correspond to our arctic and antarctic, here equatorial. When the rotation finally ceased, this withered away. Only a remnant survives now in the narrow strip of the Twilight Zone. Sunken valleys protect it from the blistering Day Side and from the deathly cold of the Night Side.


  Swinerton wondered how much of the animal life had survived. Watching and wandering, they saw. Insects buzzed about, amazingly large ones, the size of song birds. Birds, in turn, were all bigger than eagles, snapping up the huge insects as Earth birds snap up gnats. Mammals were winged. Flying wolflike creatures lumbered by, seeking prey in the universal rule of life.


  One great bearlike creature, with a membranous wing spread of thirty feet, hovered over them as though contemplating attack. Then it flapped away grotesquely. It pounced on a turkey-sized bird, rended it with its claws, and savagely gobbled it down—all in mid-air. As on Mars, despite thin air, life had adopted the skies because of the light gravity! And the lifeforms are big because of one rule. The smaller the planet, the bigger is its life. Gravity is the sole yardstick of size.


  It was strange and pathetic. These monsters represented the last of a planet’s evolution, bound to a tiny strip of territory circling Mercury. That ring of stubborn life is eternally menaced by extremes of heat and cold on both sides.


  Markers just made a remarkable discovery, back here at camp. He found no sign of the mythical planet Vulcan. But he did spot a new body. Mercury has a moon!


  Earth telescopes could never resolve it, because Mercury is unfavorably situated for observation, so close to the Sun’s glare. Markers estimates it as only a few miles in diameter, smaller even than Mars’ two tiny moons. But still it is a moon.


  It revolves rapidly, within five thousand miles, hugging Mercury closely lest the Sun’s enormous gravitation pull it away. Markers suggests Phaeton as its name, the chariot driver of the Sun. Obviously no planetary body wheels closer to the Sun, except now and then a comet.


  To continue the valley exploration—Sput—


  SIXTY-FIRST Day.


  Continuing today. My ether-damping unit burned out yesterday. Von Zell, when I told him,-said it is probably a new Sun spot that suddenly deluged my unit with a barrage of electrons. I repaired it and added a shield.


  Atwell, Swinerton and Ling saw something still more amazing, before they returned. In an open patch among the huge reeds, they suddenly came face to face with a truly monstrous creature. Scaly and. winged, large as a dinosaur, it seemed curiously familiar. When a steamy breath came from its nostrils, Ling recognized it.


  “It’s a dragon!” he yelled. “Run!”


  Ling himself ran. But Swinerton, paralyzed, just stared. When he did turn to run, he stumbled and fell. Captain Atwell stood over him as the monster charged, and pumped shot at it. It swerved, ran past them, gaining speed. It launched itself into the air. Ponderously it flapped its mighty wings. Rising like a great airplane, it soared out of the valley and turned toward the Sun.


  Atwell and Swinerton watched, amazed. Their bullets had merely scared it away. And it vanished in the distance, over the Day Side. Did it live somewhere out in that inferno?


  On their return, we speculated about this incredible creature. Swinerton displayed chips that the bullets had knocked off the scales. They were flinty horn, and Von Zell labeled them as silicic in composition.


  Silicic life, Swinerton surmises from that—carbonaceous tissue, replaced by the analogous silicaceous tissue. It would be able to withstand terrific temperatures. He wildly assumes that it forages mainly out on the blazing Day Side, among other silicon life-forms. He pictures it wading through pools of molten metal, perching on mountain-tops, exposed to incandescent heat.


  Fantastic? Swinerton went a step further. He says its metabolism must be chemically fierce, perhaps actual combustion, with live steam powering its muscles. In brief, a living steam engine! He hardly knows whether to take himself seriously or not. Ling does.


  “The fire-breathing dragon of Chinese mythology,” he said moodily. “Either the Martians once brought some to Earth, or told stories of it to aboriginal man, as a threat.”


  “Is that why you ran from it?” von Zell asked cuttingly. “Race memory, eh?” He laughed as though Ling had presented a poor excuse for cowardice.


  Ling said nothing, but the rest of us felt von Zell had spoken out of turn. There is probably just a trace of chauvinism left in von Zell, from his Germanic ancestry of the previous century. He should remember that the wars of the white race on the yellow are over. There had been a little bad feeling between Ling and von Zell before, on the space trip.


  Hello, Mars Expedition Two! Just received your signal, that you’ve found our clay house. We lived two years in it. Almost like home to us. Parletti says to look around for a dime he lost. What he was hoping to buy with a dime on Mars, I don’t know.


  SIXTY-SECOND Day.


  Captain Atwell is worried. Mars was quiet and menacing. Venus was tempestuous and menacing. Mercury is unexpected and menacing.


  Last night a storm broke, waking us all. First a violent wind roared from the Day Side, so hot that we had to turn on the refrigeration unit. Then came a counter-blow from the Night Side, with peltings of metal hail. Our outside thermometer swung from two hundred degrees above to one hundred below, in the space of an hour. The metallic rain churned against our hull till we thought it would be sandpapered thin. It lasted ten hours. Suddenly all was calm and serene again.


  Libration effects, of course, Parletti and Markers explained. Periodically the heat drafts and cold drafts clashed, from their respective hemispheres. Where they met, not ten miles from us, hot metallic vapors cooled and dropped their brushing rain. Luckily, in our overlapping zone, full day and night never come. So only the tailings of these storms are ever felt.


  “The unexpected,” Captain Atwell muttered. “That’s our danger. Life when we didn’t expect it. Mountains melting down. Storms without warning. We’ve escaped so far. Forewarned, we can guard against what we’ve encountered. But watch for the unexpected, men. We don’t want to lose a life to that.”


  Suddenly we didn’t feel so secure. What lurks around the next corner? This is the question we face during our four months on Mercury.


  Our morale is high, however. Karsen noted that hours before the storm came, the thermometer fluctuated from its mean of one-seventy-seven. We can anticipate other storms, so no one will be caught out in one. Tarnay kept watch of the molten metal flows from the Day Side, and says no tongue of them has reached closer than five miles. Swinerton says the giant dragon probably wouldn’t consider us food, and will leave us alone if we don’t annoy it. We have only the unexpected to deal with.


  In the meantime, our scientific work is going on. Markers is observing his moon constantly, like a loving father. Parletti and Robertson, at the pyramid, are methodically circling and climbing, step by step, looking for an entrance. Tarnay is measuring the height of the atmosphere. Von Zell is still listing the metals. He finds that some, rare on Earth, like gallium and iridium, are more plentiful than iron. Karsen is cheerfully mapping the Sun spots, though at this close range they are numberless.


  Swinerton, examining specimens of the plant-iife he brought back, finds them loaded with metallo-organic compounds, poisonous to us. Ling, we’re a little troubled about. He is moody, doing little. Perhaps he feels there is race discrimination against him because of von Zell’s remark. Captain Atwell slapped Ling on the back once.


  “Buck up, kid. We know your skin is yellow, nothing else.” We wonder if Atwell meant it.


  We’ve just had dinner and Would like some music. Can you send us some?


  SIXTY-THIRD Day.


  Trouble has come—not from an unexpected quarter, but from the dragon. Four men are trapped by it, at the top of the pyramid. This morning, the four went together. Parletti and Robertson as usual stopped at the pyramid. Tarnay and Swinerton descended into the valley. Swinerton was in search of more data about the valley life. Tarnay went along for safety’s sake. No man goes anywhere alone.


  As Swinerton just reported it via helmet radio, they came on one of the dragon-creatures, apparently dozing. Why it should be in the valley—arctic to it—was a puzzle. It might have been driven by food scarcity in its normal haunts. At any rate, Swinerton conceived the idea of putting a bullet through one eye into its brain. Later he meant to dissect this amazing new kind of life. Tarnay’s protests to the contrary, he tried it. He should have asked Captain Atwell first, by radio.


  Swinerton didn’t miss. The eye shattered, almost with a crystalline sound. But the brain behind it seemed unaffected by the slug. Perhaps a flintlike bone turned it aside. Enraged, the beast came after them. Further bullets had no effect.


  Running desperately, slipping among the vast reeds, Swinerton and Tarnay managed to keep out of the blundering behemoth’s reach. It was handicapped by the loss of one eye. Using the power of their Earth muscles to the full, the two men got out of the valley. They scrambled up the pyramid, helped by Robertson and Parletti.


  And there they are now, all four. The dragon sits at the base, waiting’, bellowing its anger. It clumsily tried to climb the pyramid, but gave up. Once it lumbered into the air, trying to peck at them from above. But the men crouched against the stone safely. Thereafter it waited below.


  They emptied their guns at it, without effect. Its chitonous scales are bullet-proof. The other eye was too small a target to hit at that distance. When they try to sneak down the other side of the pyramid, it spies them and moves to meet them. No Earth bear could be more tenacious with a treed victim.


  All this was reported by Swinerton through his helmet radio an hour ago. Captain Atwell first grabbed up our sub-machine-gun, and then lowered it helplessly. Even if he could get within range, it still would not destroy that armored colossus.


  The situation of the trapped men is frankly grim. In a few hours their individual air-tanks will be exhausted. They can’t breathe the rarefied air of Mercury loaded with metallic vapors.


  Captain Atwell and the rest of us are discussing all possibilities of driving the monster away. We even think of charging it with the space ship. But von Zell reminds us that if it can live out in the fiery Day Side, it can withstand our rocket blasts. Besides, with its steam-driven muscles, it might actually batter our ship and damage it! We can’t afford to underestimate this formidable form of life that turns away bullets and breathes fire.


  Thanks for your musical broadcast. I rebroadcast it through my set to the helmet radios of the four trapped men. It helped keep up their spirits. We’ve promised to rescue them. We don’t know how.


  SIXTY-FOURTH Day.


  The four men are safe! They are returning now. We owe a vote of thanks to the men on Mars Expedition Two. Their suggestion worked, or a variation of it. It’s strange to think of four men on Mercury being saved by advice from men on Mars, across a hundred million miles of space.


  We had been about to run the ship over there, and take our chances of damaging it. Then their suggestion came—to make bombs of our fuel. We made three, packing pints of fuel in thermos containers with fulminate caps that von Zell quickly made with his chemical kit.


  Captain Atwell, Markers and von Zell went out with them. Karsen, Ling and I were to stay with the ship. Karsen has only one hand. I had to keep three-way radio communication open through the ship’s relay system. Ling—Well, I could see he took it hard, being told to stay back. He had run once from the dragon.


  It wasn’t till an hour later that Karsen and I noticed Ling wasn’t with us. He had quietly sneaked out, waving his air helmet. When Captain Atwell reported being within sight of the pyramid, he gasped suddenly.


  “Ling, you here? But—” After a moment he finished tersely: “All right. Keep close to us.”


  Captain Atwell reported his moves. The four of them crept up from the opposite side of. the pyramid, out of sight of the beast. The men above, to keep its attention, waved their arms and yelled. Clambering up, Atwell and his men worked their way high enough to be out of reach of sudden attack. At last they came around to the beast’s side. The crucial moment had arrived.


  As the beast reared up suspiciously, they threw down the first bomb, under its feet. The impact of landing touched off the fulminate and fuel. The beast rocked back, but when the smoke cleared, it bellowed angrily and scrambled at the base of the pyramid, as though to climb. Captain Atwell hastily yet carefully tossed the second bomb. It exploded against the side of the pyramid, chipping, off rock and hurling the beast back by concussion.


  But it was unhurt! Any Earth beast, even the mightiest dinosaur, would have been mortally wounded. This Mercurian monster had lost only a few scales. We all realised for the first time how really impregnable it was. In a sense it was minerral life. Beside it, organic life was soft jelly, and their weapons and forces little puffs of nothingness. It had spawned and lived where furnace heat and volcanic forces reigned.


  One bomb was left. If that failed, all eight men would be marooned. Some could get away by separating, but only at the loss of cither lives.


  Back in the ship, Karsen and I could hear the beast’s roar through the helmet radio system. It sounded like the deep-throated blast of an ocean liner’s steam whistle. And then we heard a new sound—dull, heavy thumps that rattled the radio speaker!


  CAPTAIN ATWELL reported that these were caused by the beast. Now utterly berserk, it threw its titanic body against the pyramid, trying to batter it down. And it might. None of us was skeptical of that. Swinerton’s voice breathed in awe: “Being literally an animate steam engine, it probably develops a thousand-horse-power!”


  Robertson made an additional comment.


  “The Martian inscriptions at the base include this beast, represented with mathematical symbols and an outline of its dragon shape. They show it being destroyed, by blasting its head away completely. The ancient Martians must have set up big guns to do it.”


  There was a sharp exclamation suddenly, from Captain Atwell.


  “Swinerton!” he called. “You fool—”


  “Let go!” Swinerton yelled., “Only hope; The rest of you can escape. I caused all this.”


  But several of the others grabbed Swinerton and held him back. Sacrificing a life would be done only as a last resort.


  Karsen and I held our breaths. We heard Ling’s voice murmur softly.


  “Blowing its head away—”


  Ling was already scrambling down the pyramid steps, while the rest were still struggling with the almost insane Swinerton. Ling carried the last bomb! Captain Atwell shouted, but there was no answer from Ling. It was too late to catch him.


  Captain Atwell described Ling calmly descending toward the beast. It had launched its tremendous bulk again at the structure, shaking its foundations. Then it spied the tiny mite and stretched its serpentine neck toward him.


  Ling faced the dragon, a lone man against a mighty beast. What kind of courage that took, we can’t guess. The dragon had been his childhood terror.


  Von Zell’s choked voice came from his helmet radio.


  “And I called him a coward!”


  Ling’s idea was sublimely simple. He waited till the ferocious saw-edged jaws lunged for him. The dragon’s live-steam breath snorted out at him. He threw the bomb straight between those gaping jaws. The first touch of hot steam within would set off the sensitive fulminate. The dragon’s head would be blown apart—and Ling with it. . . .


  Karsen and I heard the muffled explosion in our radio. It was followed by a curious sound, almost like the breaking of dishes. It was the creature’s hard, silicic tissue flying to shreds. Then there was silence.


  “Well,” came Captain, Atwell’s low voice, “that did the dragon in, all right.”


  “Ling, too,” murmured von Zell. “Brave Ling.”


  And all of us, at that moment, knew we had done the quiet, soft-voiced Chinese a deep injustice. He had conquered more than the beast. He had conquered fear. Captain Atwell spoke again, in bitter self-reproach.


  “A life lost, after all—” But he was interrupted.


  “Ling!” It was a startled exclamation from all of them. Ling’s voice came, panting from the climb.


  “Well, let’s get back to the ship. Confucius has said: ‘He who leaps fast, lives to leap again’.”


  Ling had had about three second to scuttle away along the pyramid ledge, before the explosion. Crouching against the stone, he had been untouched, except for a pelting of silicic chips. The men hadn’t seen him crouching out of sight.


  We’re all overjoyed that he escaped, Captain Atwell particularly.


  “Well, men,” he said, with more feeling than his voice betrayed. “We haven’t lost a life yet on Mercury. And we’re not going to, as long as we watch out for the unexpected.”


  SIXTY-FOURTH Day (noon).


  The unexpected came!


  The ment went a mile from the pyramid, toward the ship, and then suddenly ran back. Captain Atwell told us why. A pouring flood of what seemed to be molten metal thundered down from the side. Barely reaching the pyramid in time, they once more scrambled up and watched. All the regions around them was filling like a lake.


  But it wasn’t molten metal—just mercury. A whole glacier of it had been frozen solid five miles away, touching the frigid Night Side. As the slow libration exposed it to the warmer rays of the Sun, it assumed the liquid form.


  Picture it as we see it. Cubic miles of silvery metal are flooding all the region around us—almost an ocean of it. Atwell and his seven men are once again trapped on the pyramid, watching the level slowly rise.


  Of all things unexpected, it is ironic that the namesake metal of Mercury should threaten us!


  It’s a real threat. The flowing mercury surrounded our ship. All ordinary metals float on Mercury, with its high density. Thus our ship was picked up like a cork and whirled off. Karsen and I felt as though we were on the stormiest sea ever known.


  The mercury flood carried us out toward the Day Side, miles and miles. It has just beached us, high and dry, on a metal hillside. We have the refrigeration unit going full blast. We’re a hundred miles apart. Atwell and the others are on the pyramid, Karsen and I on the blazing Day Side. Our problem is to get together.


  The engine was damaged by the violent knocking around. Karsen is looking it over frantically. I have a broken arm. As soon as possible, we’ll make repairs and fly the ship to the pyramid, so we can at least be together.


  There is one disturbing thought. Our buried fuel reserves are under that lake of mercury! How will we ever get it out, for our return trip to Earth?


  THIS will be our final contact. Your last signal came through so faintly, I doubt whether this is reaching you. We will send the usual high-powered click signal twice a day, noon and midnight, Greenwich Earth time.


  We will resume contact in three months, if all is well. If we have somehow rescued our. cached fuel, we’ll make the return at that conjunction. Our only consolation is that we haven’t lost a life—yet.


  Good luck, Mars Expedition Two! Hope you haven’t had any trouble. Au revoir, Earth!


  Mercury Expedition Number One signing off.


  THE ACHILLES HEEL


  Raymond Z. Gallun


  Southern wasn’t going to take any chances on getting caught—not he! So he forced the meek little astronomer to walk ahead of him into inferno


  VINCE SOUTHERN looped his waspish little space boat around in a wide arc, to get behind the pursuing ship of the Interplanetary Police. He had the advantage of superior maneuverability. Squinting expertly through the sights of his atomic blast weapon, he pressed the lanyard. Flame lanced out dazzlingly in the void.


  In a magnificent blaze of exploding atoms, the Space Patrol Ship was torn apart. This was the latest of Vince Southern’s misdeeds.


  “That’s that,” he chuckled wickedly. “Nobody else will be trying to catch me for a while at least. All I need now is enough fuel to escape to some hideout among the moons of Saturn. And I think I know where I can get it! The job will be easy as taking candy from a kid!” Again his space boat executed a wide arc, heading toward the dazzling bulk of the sun. Vince Southern was leaving the neighborhood of Venus, where he’d stolen a huge quantity of rich radioactive salts. Within five hours he was descending toward the eternally sunward face of Mercury, whose almost airless wastes of mountains and plains and extinct volcanoes were heated by the terrific solar rays to a temperature that would have melted lead.


  Vince Southern had never visited the planet that was nearest to the sun before, but he had maps to go by and navigation pamphlets to guide him to the exact place which he sought. Checking speed with his forward rockets, he slanted down for a landing. Ahead, in the awful glare of the desert, he saw a low building, lost in that lifeless wilderness. It was the building he sought—the small Solar Observatory of Mercury.


  “They’ll have a supply of rocket fuel here some place,” Southern thought. “The observatory also serves as a space-traffic emergency station. And the best part of it is, I’ll get the fuel without having any tough customers to worry about. Just some crazy old hermit astronomer. Joshua Briggs is his name, according to the personnel listing in the pamphlets.”


  Vince Southern’s handsome features twisted into a sneer of contempt. He didn’t land at once in the clearly marked area beside the building. Instead he guided his craft low over the observatory, sweeping the latter with a wide beam of powerful waves from a paralyzer gun. Anyone inside the structure would be temporarily rendered senseless.


  Having completed this safety measure, Southern glided his ship back on its gravity plates, and brought it to rest on the landing stage. Clad in space armor, he emerged from the cabin a moment later. His helmet face-plate of darkened glass protected his eyes from the awful glare of the sun. A few seconds of exposure to the hellish Mercurian conditions forced no damaging heat through his vacuum-insulated space suit.


  He ran to the observatory airlock, worked the knobs to open it. He passed through the double doors to the cool, refrigerated interior of the structure, whose metal walls were heavily shielded against heat by vacuum compartments. Here, Southern explored for several minutes.


  HE found the man whom he judged to be Joshua Briggs, the lone attendant of the observatory, lying unconscious beside a worktable littered with solar spectographs. The scientist was a wispy little man with a peculiar mottled scar on his cheek.


  Ruthlessly Southern started shaking Briggs, to bring him to his senses. The stunning effects of the paralyzer gun, which disorganized the functions of brain and nervous centers, was always brief. Presently the little man opened his eyes.


  Vince Southern had removed his own oxygen helmet, for there was plenty of cool, conditioned air here to breathe. He looked down at his captive with a good-natured but sinister smile.


  “I guess maybe you know who I am, Grandpa,” he boasted. “I guess maybe you’ve seen plenty of my pictures, scattered around by my good friends, the police. You know I’m a tough guy, don’t you? I suppose you realize that there’s nothing for you to do but obey my orders, huh?”


  Southern twisted the astronomer’s wrist torturingly, just to emphasize his question.


  The little scientist winced with pain, but there was a strange, detached dignity in his gaze, as he studied the renegade’s thin, sharp-cut features and reddish, wavy hair that streamed with careless charm down over one side of his forehead.


  “Yes, I recognize you,” Joshua Briggs said at last, speaking quietly from the prone position in which the outlaw held him. “You’re Vincent Southern, wanted for a dozen crimes, including wholesale murder, on Venus, Earth and Mars.”


  “Right!” Southern snapped, glorying in his exploits. “But don’t ever try to high-hat me, Grandpa! Treat me with respect. Do you understand?” The outlaw jerked the astronomer’s arm viciously, just to show that he meant what he said.


  For a second something vengeful and steely showed in Joshua Briggs’ eyes. But pain made his lips go white. Almost losing consciousness again, he wilted, panting.


  “That’s better,” Southern sneered. “I came here to get rocket fuel, so I can make a real getaway to Saturn’s moons. I’m going to leave the Space Patrol ships so far behind that they’ll think they’re chasing a devil’s phantom. Now, where is the emergency fuel supply kept, Grandpa?”


  Briggs seemed to hesitate. But after a moment he must have recognized his helplessness.


  “It isn’t stored here at the observatory itself,” he said at last. “Rocket fuel, being atomically unstable, gives off certain radioactive radiations. The instruments I use here, to test and measure the magnetic emanations of the sun, are very sensitive. It wouldn’t do to have their readings influenced by other radiations. So the rocket fuel is kept in an insulated underground vault, about two miles from here.”


  Vince Southern knew enough about science to realize that the astronomer probably stated facts. But the outlaw had long ago learned caution, too.


  “Okay, Grandpa,” he said. “But now listen carefully, and don’t tell me any stories. Could I land my space boat any nearer to the vault than this, so that it would be easier to load the fuel? I’ve been told that there’s a lot of fine ash from ancient volcanoes on Mercury—swell stuff for a space ship to sink out of sight in—if somebody happened to land it in the wrong place.”


  AGAIN Joshua Briggs hesitated, as Vince Southern studied him keenly. “No—you couldn’t land near the vault,” the scientist finally replied, forced once more to tell the truth.


  Southern nodded easily. “Yeah, I thought so, Grandpa,” he said. “You would have liked to lie, and maybe trick me into getting my space boat bogged down in a lot of that ash! But you knew better than to lie to me. You knew I’d guess that the fuel would be kept in the most protected place possible to avoid having folks like me take it away from you. But—how do you bring the fuel drums back here to the landing stage?”


  Joshua Briggs’ withered face worked.


  “I—I’ll show you,” he stammered. “If you’ll let me up—”


  Southern released his prisoner, but kept him covered with a small atomic blast pistol. The old astronomer rose to his feet, and walking with a peculiar rolling gait led the way to a window, fitted with double panes of darkened glass, with a vacuum in between.


  Briggs pointed beyond the window, without saying anything further.


  Southern peered out across the heat-blasted plain—a skeletal waste of ash and scoria ejected from volcanoes that had been extinct for millions of years. Above the plain, in a dark, almost airless sky, blazed that monster sun of Mercury.


  But it was not any of these things that Briggs meant to draw Southern’s attention to. The astronomer was pointing at a path, which wound its lonely way out across that inconceivable desert of superheated ash and rock. The path was made up of countless foot tracks—the marks of space boots.


  Seeing those tracks, Southern frowned in puzzlement.


  “Oh,” he growled after a moment. “I get it. You carry the fuel drums yourself—on foot—whenever it’s necessary. You go out in a space suit.” Briggs nodded.


  “Then,” the renegade observed guardedly, “I could send you out to bring the drums back here to my space boat, eh, Uncle Dudley?”


  “You might,” Briggs responded. Southern chuckled deep in his throat. “I couldn’t do anything more stupid than that, could I, Grandpa?” he questioned. “I wouldn’t want to leave you all alone and unguarded. You’d probably think up some kind of dirty trick to spring on me. So I guess maybe I’ll have to go along with you, just to be sure you don’t get any ideas!”


  Vince Southern paused, thinking warily, wondering if this little old astronomer was trying to lead him into a trap of some kind.


  “Listen!” he said at last, angrily. “You know it’s death to lie to me, Uncle Dudley! I know things about space suits, and that they can screen an awful lot of heat away from a man’s body. But I’ve always heard that, even so, it’s dangerous to wander around on the sunward side of Mercury—if a fellow happens to wander too far. Let me see that space armor you use!”


  Joshua Briggs obeyed promptly, opening a supply cabinet in the wall. Southern took out the vacuum armor hanging there beside several curious umbrella-like sunshades of asbestos fabric. He examined the armor carefully, especially the heavy, insulated boots. It was all standard equipment, exactly like his own space suit.


  SOUTHERN gave his captive one final, searching look. But the evidence was plain and convincing. First, there were those tracks out there in the desert, proving that Joshua Briggs often ventured out there into that eternal, blasting sunshine. Second, his own standard make of armor. With a sunshade added to his own gear, to screen off the direct solar rays, Southern would be equipped just as was the astronomer.


  “All right,” said the outlaw. “Get into your rig, Uncle Dudley, and we’ll get that space fuel. With an equal chance, I guess I’m tough enough to go anywhere you can go—even if you do know a lot more about Mercury than I do! But remember—I’ll keep right behind you with my blaster, and if you try the least little thing that looks funny, it’s your finish!”


  Presently, scientist and outlaw were plodding across the desert toward the fuel vault two miles away. In addition to their asbestos sunshades, they carried slings of metal webwork at their belts, with which to transport the small drums of compact but fearfully powerful atomic fuel, which they were going to bring back for Southern’s space ship.


  Vince Southern kept his captive, who led the way, covered with his blaster. To the renegade, the going didn’t seem at all difficult. True, his boots sank deep into the superheated ash of the path at almost every step; but two miles wasn’t a great distance, and he didn’t mind a little exertion. Carefully he dogged every step old Joshua Briggs took, keeping close to him. That way there seemed no chance for error.


  Vince Southern felt cool and comfortable in his space suit, shaded as it was by the asbestos shield he held over his helmet. This much was all logical and in accord with science. The direct rays of the sun were screened away from him, and the Mercurian air, being extremely thin, could not transmit much heat to his armor.


  It wasn’t till they were a good mile from the observatory that an unpleasant warmth began to seep at last through Southern’s insulated boots. Even then he wasn’t worried much, however. His captive was still plugging on, the same as ever, just ahead. Evidently a fellow just had to be rugged. . . .


  Southern thought optimistically of the future. As soon as he got the fuel, he’d be flying out there toward the moons of Saturn. Wanted men who had enough wealth could live in luxury in certain prepared underground caverns in the little-known Saturnian satellites. They could have their features so changed by plastic surgery that they could come back to civilization, and remain forever unrecognized. Southern had. wealth enough, what with all those cannisters of rich radioactive salts he’d stolen on Venus, loaded in his space boat.


  He even smiled sardonically at the thought of killing Joshua Briggs when the old man ceased to be useful to him. Maybe Briggs thought he was going to be spared. Well, let him keep his illusions! Southern always had believed in playing safe, and dead men told no tales, particularly dead men whose corpses were dissolved to powder by an atomic blaster!


  But now the outlaw’s sadistic reveries were broken off by real alarm. That heat in his boots was increasing with every step! Scorching pain in his feet grew rapidly—becoming real torture! A dizziness of agony swirled in his brain.


  IN dumb, uncomprehending confusion he stared at Joshua Briggs’ back, just ahead. The aged astronomer was still plodding on unruffled, betraying not the slightest hint of discomfort. How could this be when they had identically the same kind of space armor and sunshades—the same identical protection? Southern had been careful; the old fool could never have played a trick on him! There was no way for him to do so!


  But there must be a trick—there had to be—even though he couldn’t possibly guess what it was! Those foot tracks in the path, showing that Briggs had come this way hundreds of times before, just as he was doing now, were certainly bona fide. And yet the first time he, Vince Southern, who was as tough as anybody, tried it, he was tortured to the verge of fainting. In a minute he’d collapse in that hot dust, helpless!


  Filled with hate and lust for vengeance, Southern began to squeeze the trigger of his blast pistol. But terror conquered his urge to kill Joshua Briggs. He’d be left alone then, to die slowly, hideously!


  For he could grasp the facts now, relative to his own position. Space suits were a very effective protection against heat; but they had a weak spot—an Achilles heel. Shaded from the direct rays of the sun here, they could scarcely be penetrated by the weaker, reflected heat waves of the surrounding desert. But when any part of them—the boots, for instance—came into actual contact with something hot enough, heat conduction started working, slowly penetrating insulation.


  Southern’s space boots were in contact with the sun-blasted ash of Mercury, heated to a temperature that would have fused many of the less refractory metals.


  That was why Vince Southern’s feet seemed afire. He could understand why it was so now. What he could not understand was the thing he had banked his judgment on, before he had ventured out here on this path of space-boot tracks.


  Those tracks had proved that Joshua Briggs was immune to the danger, and Southern had expected the same immunity for himself. Joshua Briggs’ immunity was completely evident now, as he continued to plod on, unruffled and undisturbed, toward the low ridge of rocks, still almost a mile ahead, beneath which the fuel vault was located.


  But what was the secret of the astronomer’s freedom from doom here? Southern could not think of the ghost of an answer.


  Agony increased second by second. Southern’s mind was getting dim. Blood seemed to hiss and roar in his head. He staggered, trying to balance his weight on one foot and then the other, as he executed a grotesque torture dance. All around, the devilish glaring wastes of Mercury seemed to wait inscrutably for their prey.


  Vince Southern raised his blast pistol again toward Joshua Briggs. But the effort at revenge was lost in the half-crazed confusion and terror of his thoughts. Instead of squeezing the trigger, he lunged furiously at the little astronomer.


  Briggs, who must have long anticipated some such move, dodged aside easily. He faced the renegade and his menacing weapon.


  “Damn you!” Southern roared into his helmet radiophones. “What have you done to me, you devil? What have you led me into? You’re going to die for this doublecross, Briggs . . .”


  SOUTHERN’S voice was a whining shriek at the end. He could smell his own flesh burning now. It was horrible, horrible.


  But Briggs remained calm. His features were faintly outlined behind the dark glass of his face-plate. Maybe his steadiness made him seem a little like a superman—a creature who was no longer quite human after having spent so much time in the hot furnace of Mercury’s sunward hemisphere.


  “No, Southern,” he said, speaking through his phones. “You won’t kill me now. You see, I’m the only person who can save you from slowly roasting alive. Without me, you couldn’t take ten more steps. You’ve destroyed many lives, Southern. You’re a condemned man. But the euthanasia chamber provides an easy death. Now will you hand over your blaster?”


  Tremblingly, and without another word, Vince Southern obeyed. Yes, the euthanasia chamber seemed a boon now—a relief from hellish torture. He was barely conscious as Briggs tied his wrists behind his back with a metal cord taken from his own equipment, and began to carry him back toward the observatory.


  In the building’s cool interior, Southern submitted to first-aid measures. His feet were masses of ugly, charred blisters. But Briggs, who had tied the outlaw securely to a refrigeration pipe, doctored the injuries expertly.


  Vince Southern was the first to speak.


  “How did you do it, Grandpa?” he asked dazedly. “How come you didn’t get the same hot-foot I did? I can’t understand it. What’s the password?”


  Joshua Briggs smiled apologetically at the confused and truculent badman.


  “Password?” he repeated. “Well, I got acclimated to Mercury. A long time ago I spent an hour out there on the desert. I didn’t know any better then. I walked too far, and the heat soaked through my boots. I couldn’t walk back; but I managed to stay alive by leaning against some rocks, and by keeping in the shade as much as possible.


  “Bixby, my boss then, picked me up in a small space boat. I spent a long time in the hospital.”


  Briggs had gotten out of his space suit. He pulled up his trousers leg.


  “The doctors had to amputate above the ankles,” he said simply.


  Vince Southern, a captured renegade extraordinary, stared dumbly at a pair of neat artificial limbs, made of asbestos fiber, which not even the searing dust of Mercury could damage.


  THE END


  REVERSE ATOM


  Henry Kuttner


  A Blazing Riddle Out of the Cosmic Gulfs Poses a Problem That Men Must Answer!


  IT WAS a flaming enigma from the cosmic gulfs beyond the Solar System, a vast, coldly luminous comet that drove inexorably Sunward. No spectroscope could analyze it. Some element entirely new to man’s experience was flashing past Pluto, beyond the great planets, an a path luckily above the plane of the ecliptic so that only little Mercury felt the alien breath of the strange visitant. Mercury—and the Sun. For the comet’s tail, in defiance of all laws of logic and science, stretched Sunward, seemingly dragging that glowing, incredible gas into the heart of the Sun, where it came finally to rest.


  And simultaneously solar radiation began swiftly to wane.


  Max Molin, the Swiss astrophysicist, was completing his series of lectures at a famous English college when this was happening. The auditorium was warm, though outside snow was falling. It was late June.


  The Swiss was striding up and down the platform, blowing out his lips occasionally with a gusty, impatient breath. On his chunky body hung an ill-fitting, gaudy golf suit. His coarse, craggy face looked as though it had been hacked out of weathered brown granite.


  He stopped on the edge of the platform and purred:


  “This will be my last lecture, gentlemen. Your classes are over forever. No doubt that pleases you, eh? Well, when you’re cowering in an insulated basement trying to get warm, chewing your shoes because there’s nothing else to eat, you’ll remember with pleasure this lecture series!


  “You don’t know what I’m talking about, perhaps,” Molin went on. “Let me explain. The Sun is constantly creating sub-atomic energy. You will not deny that, I suppose. Now there is a delicate balance in this Sun of ours, as in any other star. The interior of it is composed of atoms under intense pressure. Such pressure that their outer electrons are being constantly knocked off, and energy being thus created. Now there are ether waves also in the Sun’s interior—all sorts, light waves, X-rays, Gamma rays. The atomic excitation in the Sun’s heart forces out these ether waves.”


  Molin made an expansive gesture with his long arms.


  “See? That is solar radiation. But if all these ether waves escaped into space they’d wither the Earth like a—a—” He groped vainly for the right word, gave it up. “Anyway, the waves can’t get through. The atoms of the outside layers of the Sun provide a barrier—a mesh—through which these waves can leak only very slowly. Until lately, that has been the situation.”


  NOBODY was asleep now. This lecture was unusual, even for the unpredictable Max Molin. The astrophysicist hurried on.


  “A comet recently collided with the Sun. Now the unusual thing about this comet was that it contained an element entirely new to us. It collided with the Sun, diffused itself, and has wrapped itself like a blanket around our star.


  “Now how could it do this? Its atomic weight is less than that of calcium, which is light enough to float on the Sun’s chromosphere, and at the same time the atomic nucleus is very large indeed—larger than that of lead. You all know that lead will stop many ether waves. Well, this new element in the comet forms an opaque blanket around the Sun, a blanket that absorbs solar radiation almost entirely and prevents light and heat from reaching the Earth.


  “So,” Molin said pleasantly, “in a short time all plant and animal life will die. Artificial ultra-violet light may help, but not for long. Solar radiation is necessary to grow food and human beings. Man may prolong his life for a while by migrating to Mercury, but I doubt it, for the atomic blanket on the Sun is very thick. We can’t save ourselves by seeking another Solar System, for our spaceships are as yet incapable of long interstellar voyages. And so, my young friends, I finish my last lecture and take the opportunity of bidding you a very pleasant death.”


  The astrophysicist bowed, marched from the dais and went to his office, where he opened a can of beer. Gulping it, he mused, “I owed them that. For years I’ve endured their idiotic faces gaping at me, while I parroted other scientists. Well, if I had not lectured I would have starved and gone without beer.”


  The craggy face was not harsh now. Once Molin had dreamed of a laboratory, equipped with the apparatus he loved, where he could follow out his theories. And he had never quite forgotten how to dream. In dreams he could forget what was to happen to the world.


  One of the most obvious things that happened was that the world grew dark. Crops were blighted. Wheat and corn failed, and cattle and sheep began to die. Starvation hovered like a chill spectre in the drab twilight of a frozen world . . .


  IT IS a seemingly unrelated fact that Peter Joslyn’s tenth birthday came four months after Molin’s delivery of his last lecture. Peter’s father, Dr. Howard Joslyn, famous for his quantum experiments, gave the boy a model spaceship.


  On one of those ominously dark moons, young Peter was sending the toy whirling around the penthouse, and occasionally the boy glanced aside at the tired white face of his father, and at the man who was with him.


  “I knew you’d come,” Joslyn was saying, his grim features softening briefly as he put his hand on Max Molin’s arm. “An hour—that was quick.”


  “Stratosphere ships are fast,” Molin grunted. “Why send for me, though? Other men are more capable—”


  “Better known, maybe—but I remember those theories you had when I knew you in Vienna. Our work has been along similar lines, and I need someone who can understand quickly. Most of the governments have given their approval to my plan—”


  Max suddenly glanced down at a package under his arm. He swung about, bellowed at the boy.


  “Here, you monkey—catch!” He flung the parcel, and Peter caught it deftly. Eagerly he unwrapped a transparent sphere, a suit of shimmering silver fabric. It was an imitation spacesuit, and Peter’s eyes lighted up with pleasure.


  “Thanks a lot!”


  “Come along, Max,” Joslyn said. “You need some beer. I haven’t forgotten your liking for it.”


  “Yes, yes,” Molin rumbled, following the other. “But this work of yours, Howard—you wired me you had a cure for the solar blanket?”


  He took the foaming glass Joslyn handed him.


  “Right, Max. Although my theory upsets a rather well known law. The conservation of energy—”


  Molin blew foam from his lips.


  “So! Those foolish dreams we had in Vienna have materialized, eh?”


  “They weren’t so foolish. Not after I carried them out to the logical conclusion. The secret’s in potential energy. You know the rule—‘total amount of work done on all parts of a system equals the total sum of the kinetic and potential energies of all its parts.’ In other words, you can’t get more energy out of something than you’ve put into it.”


  “Well?”


  “It’s common knowledge that electrons can be thrown from their normal orbits by external stimulus—temperature change, for example. And when an electron automatically returns to an orbit of lower energy, we get a quantum, a radiation that shows the energy-change that has taken place. In the quantum I’ve found the key.”


  Molin gulped the rest of his beer, poured more. His sharp eyes watched Joslyn unblinkingly.


  “The Universe is gradually running down, Max, losing its energy. We know that; we take it for granted. Sub-atomic energy is released and converted—scattered, because it can’t be lost—changed to light and heat and so on. Well, my theory is simply this: a certain type of artificially-created atom can release more energy than it apparently possesses!”


  THE Swiss whistled softly.


  “It’s crazy, Howard—you know that. Any scientist in the world would laugh at you. I’d laugh myself, except that my early experiments pointed in the same direction, to the fact that there’s some secret reservoir of power in the atom—in the nucleus, maybe, or even the quanta. But it’s unbelievable.”


  “I’ve proved my case on paper.”


  “So. But didn’t you find an x somewhere—an unknown factor?”


  “Yes,” Joslyn said, and his gaunt face was puzzled. “Something I can’t explain, that crept into my figures somehow. But it has no effect on the calculations. I know they’re accurate.”


  “Have you more beer? It helps me think . . . Thanks. Well, if you can do this impossible thing—what then?”


  “This ‘reverse atom’ of mine can reverse atoms surrounding it, just as a grain of gunpowder sets off other grains. My plan is to create such a thing and send it by spaceship into the Sun, where it will transmute the Sun’s atoms into ones similar to itself.”


  “And if you do that, won’t the increased radiation kill everything on Earth?”


  “Curiously enough, no. The damping blanket the comet left will be destroyed, and a tremendous amount of energy will be liberated, but chiefly in harmless etheric waves. Max!”—Joslyn’s voice was suddenly tense—“I’ve got to take the chance! It’s our only one. There may be holes in my figures, but I’ve checked and rechecked and the results seem sound and safe. If the governments are satisfied, that’s enough, isn’t it?”


  “At worst, it’s a quick death,” Molin grunted, with a glance at the door. “You’re thinking of your son.”


  “And of the human race,” Joslyn amended. “Unless we can destroy the solar blanket, Earth’s doomed. In a few generations our power will give out, we’ll retrogress and become savages. All the culture and science of civilization will die . . .


  “I’m with you,” Molin rumbled, “on one condition. I cannot work when I’m thirsty. There must be plenty of beer.”


  FOUR more months passed. A spaceship, the Newtonia, rested at the Washington, D.C., spaceport, ready to take off. Terry Webb, its pilot, couldn’t help getting a queer, tight feeling in his throat as he swung through the circular doorway. This wasn’t his first cruise beyond the atmosphere. Despite his youth, Webb was an experienced pilot, or he’d never have been chosen for this job. Special motors had been installed in the ship, engines that would pour a flood of power into the gravity plates—enough power to enable the Newtonia to pull free from the Sun’s grip. For Webb’s orders were to take his craft inside the orbit of Mercury, closer to the Sun than was really safe.


  The youngster shrugged broad shoulders as he glanced around the little control room, checking his instruments. He shivered in the icy wind that knifed from outside. In ordinary times a huge crowd would have been at the spaceport, but only a few hardy souls had ventured out into the fringed November afternoon.


  Webb ran tanned fingers through a mop of tousled yellow hair and reached for a cigarette. After the ship was sealed he could do little smoking, for the air supply wasn’t inexhaustible. Now, glancing up, he saw Joe McGowan, the telecaster, hurrying toward him, chewing on an incredibly long and black cigar.


  McGowan, one of the shrewdest newshounds on Globe Press’ payroll, was short and dark, with a round pudgy face and squinting pale eyes.


  “All ready, Terry?” he asked excitedly.


  “Yeah,” Webb said. “Molin and Joslyn are in their lab.” He pressed a button that closed the port. McGowan straddled a chair, flipped a microphone into his hand, and chattered:


  “Just about to take off, folks! You’ve already seen Dr. Joslyn and Max Molin on your televisor screens, as well as Terry Webb, our pilot. This is my last direct broadcast. After we head Sunward I’ll keep sending, but radio waves can’t get through the Heaviside layer, you know. Globe Press has three ships stationed beyond the layer, transmitting my messages by visual signals down to the observatories closest to them. This is remote control with a vengeance! Here it comes!”


  Webb fingered the switchboard. With no sense of motion, the Newtonia floated up as power raced through the gravity plates. It was difficult to judge the force of the compensating gravity field necessary within the ship, and so for a moment the passengers were weightless, till Webb’s experienced fingers adjusted matters.


  “All power’s on, folks,” McGowan yelped, his unlighted cigar dancing. “We’re driving right at the Sun. Won’t be long before we get close enough for the big experiment. Considering the distance—it isn’t a five minute walk, you know.”


  Over sixty million miles! Webb chuckled; despite the tremendous acceleration the gravity plates supplied, it would be a fairly long trip. But already they were far beyond Earth’s atmosphere. He sobered suddenly as he remembered the possibility of failure. Joslyn had been explicit on that point. And Webb didn’t want to die just yet, for he was to be married in two months. But no pilot on Earth would have turned down the chance to command the Newtonia.


  ON EARTH a few days later, in Joslyn’s penthouse apartment, Peter squatted by the televisor. Lounging in a nearby chair was Mahaffey, Joslyn’s chauffeur, who was utterly devoted to his employer and his employer’s son. From the televisor came the announcer’s voice, relaying McGowan’s messages.


  “We’re swinging around the Sun, in an orbit well inside Mercury. The experiment’s coming along fine. Joslyn’s reverse atom is due to hit the Sun any minute now. As I said, it was released just before the process was complete—the whole auxiliary cabin went with it, because we didn’t know how fast the reversal process might spread. Terry’s an expert pilot. He got rid of the excess baggage at just the right moment. All three men are with me now in the control cabin. Molin has a spectroscope set up. And we’re heading back to Earth—wait a minute! The atom should have hit the chromosphere by now.” Peter glanced up at Mahaffey. “That happened quite a while ago,” he observed. “Radio waves travel through space at the rate of—uh—” But his memory failed him at that point, and he turned to the televisor again. Mahaffey grinned.


  Meanwhile, in space, the Newtonia gave a lurch. Molin stared in amazement at the spectroscope. He was flung to his knees as gravity was abruptly increased. All four men went down on the cushioned floor.


  Terry Webb fought his way back to the instrument board. McGowan, flat on his back, still clutched the microphone and was shouting into it.


  The ship began to whirl crazily. Webb battled the controls. He glared unbelievingly at his instruments, let out a meaningless shout. Joslyn lurched unsteadily to his side.


  “They’ve gone crazy!” the pilot screamed. There was a grinding bellow rasping through the ship, from what source it was impossible to tell.


  Without warning deathly quiet fell. Normal gravity was reestablished. The four men stared at each other.


  Molin broke the silence.


  “Power,” he rumbled shakily. “It caught us—”


  “What does it mean?” the telecaster asked. “What happened?”


  “It’s still happening,” Molin said, gesturing toward the instruments. “We thought only the Sun’s atoms would be reversed. But the atoms of space are being reversed—”


  “Space—I thought—a void—” Webb managed to get out.


  Joslyn’s face was a haggard mask.


  “There’s about an atom to every square inch of interstellar space,” he said, a curious horror in his eyes. “It’s spreading, Max! It must be. If the void can’t stop the reversal process, it’ll spread out through the Solar System—the Galaxy!”


  McGOWAN gripped his arm. “But what’ll happen?”


  “God knows.” The scientist made a futile gesture. “Too much energy—it may do anything, released like this. It may warp the framework of space itself.”


  “Listen,” Webb said sharply. “You mean it’ll cause trouble on Earth?” He was thinking of a girl in Washington—a girl he was going to marry.


  “It may wreck Earth,” Molin rumbled.


  “Eh?” McGowan’s eyes widened. “Listen, I’ve got a wife in Hollywood—”


  “And I’ve a son in New York,” Joslyn said with nervous harshness. “But there’s nothing we can do. This energy will keep increasing—created out of nothing—”


  The pilot jerked roughly at the controls.


  “God Almighty, if anything happens to Stella!”


  In the silence Molin spoke.


  “I have no family. So I’m not afraid of death.”


  He was thinking of unleashed energy, an inconceivable Titan, spreading out from the Sun, catching Earth in its grip, flashing out at a speed that traversed light-years with incredible rapidity—pure energy, shaking the foundations of matter, warping and twisting physical laws insanely . . .


  In other places other men were thinking too. In Mount Wilson Observatory for example. A shining dome, built in 1985, perched atop a tall, snow-drifted scaffold of toughened steel. On one side, white mountains; on the other, steep slopes, the cities of Pasadena, Glendale, Los Angeles, and in the far distance the chill blue of the Pacific. Scientists, astronomers, Globe Press men under the great dome, watching for the signals from the ships beyond the stratosphere.


  Quite suddenly the observatory was split neatly in half, as though sliced with a giant knife. One half of the huge hemisphere was lifted and hurled violently northward, rocketing through the atmosphere at a speed which instantly melted the snow which capped its top. A minute later the Gargantyan missile was dropped gently on the prairie six hundred miles away, approximately midway between Lake Tahoe and Reno. The half-observatory, incredibly, seemed undamaged. But every living thing within it had died, as though by a violent electric shock.


  STELLA HART, the fiancée of Pilot Terry Webb, was fighting the icy wind that rushed along Pennsylvania Avenue. Washington was buried in snow. The Capitol’s dome glistened whitely with it. Stella, a rather pretty girl of twenty, was shivering despite the old furs she hugged to her small figure.


  Terry had wanted to buy her a new coat, but she wouldn’t let him. They needed all the money they could get to buy that cottage in Maryland. But Terry had said that if he returned safely from this voyage, they’d never have to worry about money any more. He didn’t realize, Stella thought, just how much she was worrying about him now.


  Televisors everywhere were blaring the latest reports from the Newtonia. Her nerves were rasped and raw from the strain. She marched doggedly along the icy street, trying to shut out from her mind the picture of Terry—so close, so terribly close to the Sun.


  Gray daylight, and a cold wind blowing. A few hurrying dark figures in the distance, blacker blotches against the drab snow. The whine of an airship flashing invisibly past in the cloud-blanket overhead. And the snow sifting down softly, endlessly . . .


  There was a brittle, curiously penetrating snap, like the sound of a taut violin-string breaking. Simultaneously dozens of small points of fire sprang into existence in empty air, about a hundred yards from Stella. Strangely the snowflakes did not hide them from her. Little glowing specks of flame. They darted about in long, arcing curves, swinging, dancing.


  WHAT were they? A moment before they had been living inhabitants of a white dwarf star, the Companion of Sirius. Unleashed energy, warping matter, had crinkled the fabric of space as a sheet of paper is crushed, had scooped up these flaming beings and deposited them neatly on Washington’s Pennsylvania Avenue. Though they were alive, even the atomic structure of their brains was alien to that of human beings. Their reactions were disastrous.


  They may have been puzzled, frightened, angry, or perhaps hungry. They danced among the snowflakes briefly, and then swung in widening spiral orbits, glimmering like tiny stars. Stella, watching them, did not at first realize that she was seeing anything more than an unusual electrical display. She felt a surge of fear only when one of the sparks brushed the stone wall of a building and brought the structure down in quick ruin.


  How could this happen? Simple. The Companion of Sirius is of tremendous density. Living beings existing on the white dwarf’s surface must be similarly compact in atomic structure. As a man’s finger brings down a house of cards, so the touch of the glowing star-point brought a ten-story office building crashing in destruction, collapsing upon itself, with a great, earth-shaking roar that drowned the victims’ screams. The concussion knocked Stella down. She scrambled to her feet, the sleazy fur wrapped around her face, momentarily blinding her. She tore it free.


  A cloud of dust was still billowing up, meeting the sliding rush of the snowflakes, luridly brightened by the streaking orbits of the stars as they raced faster and faster. Blocks and fragments of stone lay all around Stella, but, save for a shallow cut on one arm, she was miraculously unhurt. With panic tearing at her throat she turned, slipped, and went down in the slush. Quick footsteps sounded.


  A man gripped her arm, jerking her roughly to her feet. Half dragging her, he rushed away from the scene of destruction. Now that the noise of the collapsed building had died, Washington was strangely silent.


  Their breaths whooping, their throats raw, the two paused, looking back. Only a faint glow shone through the flickering veil the snow made. Stella glanced aside, saw that her rescuer was a short, pudgy man, with fogged gold-rimmed glasses and a bald spot that was speedily capped by snow.


  From the distance came a crashing bellow of grinding masonry.


  “War,” the little man said vaguely. “Some new kind of bomb. I don’t know—” Then his nostrils flared; there was sweat on his pink brow. “We’ve got to get out—eh? My wife and kids—they’re in New York—”


  Stella could not speak. Shuddering with cold and fear, she ran with her companion along Pennsylvania Avenue, goaded by the slow crescendo of sound that was rising to a world-shaking symphony of fear from doomed Washington.


  “Where? Where can we—” she managed to gasp.


  “My helicopter!”


  They reached the landing platform, not yet crowded with the refugees who would soon arrive. Stella had no relatives in Washington. She could not yet understand the full extent of the catastrophe, and she crouched in the cafoin, watching her rescuer silently as he nervously worked the controls. The door was opened, and a man’s unshaven face was thrust in. He cried something unintelligibly, and, despite the pilot’s remonstrance, pushed into the cabin a squat, dumpy woman carrying a child in her arms.


  “You take her, eh, meester? Maria—”


  “Ramon!” The woman tried to pull him in. “You come too!”


  “No—I mus’ get my father—I fin’ you after, Maria. An’ the muchacha—”


  A mob was pouring out on the platform. The helicopter drifted up. Below them a man stood waving, tears on his grimy, stubbled cheeks.


  “Vaya con Dios!”


  Stella, looking from the window, saw the platform suddenly split across the middle. The man was flung, a small black figure, into blinding clouds of chaos; flaming star-specks whirled into view. Thunder of ruin bellowed up . . .


  The pilot desperately battled air-currents. The squat Mexican woman screamed, huddled low, hugging her child till it began to cry with fright and pain.


  “Carmelita—muchacha—ohe, ohe!” the woman sobbed.


  Stella shivered, trying to understand what had happened, battling the cold, dark fear that was overwhelming her. Terry . . . Terry! Will I see you again? We can’t die now, either of us. We’ve got to live. That cottage in Maryland . . . Cod, God be merciful! Terry!


  THE BIGGEST LITTLE CITY IN THE WORLD, said the sign at the end of Virginia Street, Reno. The city hadn’t changed much in a hundred years. The state capitol had been moved here from Carson city; bars and gambling establishments still thrived. So did Reno’s most famous trade—divorces.


  Iola McGowan, wife of the telecaster, had taken advantage of his absence to go to Reno and start divorce proceedings. She was an artificially luscious blonde, and she had been married to McGowan, her fourth husband, for almost a year. She felt she was getting in a rut.


  So Iola, after an unpleasantly early visit to the courthouse, demolished a lamb chop and went for a stroll along Virginia Street, wondering how to pass the time. The man she had chosen as her next husband had been unfortunately detained in Hollywood working on a picture for Summit Studios, and so she was alone. Casting a glance at the snow-capped mountains to the west, she hastily turned into a comfortably warm establishment where the busy clicking of a Wheel of Fortune immediately intrigued her.


  Even at that hour inveterate gamblers were busy, though the tourist trade wasn’t due till evening. Iola found a seat next to a lean, good-looking fellow who was playing with a reckless disregard for consequences. He glanced at her with sleepy, appraising eyes as she placed a bet.


  Maybe Reno wouldn’t be so dull after all, Iola thought. The man was quite handsome.


  “Place your bets,” the attendant called. “All in—here she goes . . .”


  There was a faint snapping sound, strangely piercing. To an observer in an airplane, Reno would have looked exactly the same a half minute later. But actually it was considerably changed. Everybody had suffered. As a result of the tremendous energy that had been released, most of the inhabitants lived in a few seconds the span of decades. They grew old.


  But on some of them the process was reversed. They got young. Automobiles crashed against lamp posts and into store-fronts, driven by wrinkled, toothless oldsters. The Governor, who happened to be in his office at the capitol building, was abruptly reduced from a florid, portly man of sixty to a small, chubby child who ignored a visiting committee of ranchers to play with the fountain pen he had been using. The ranchers had their own troubles, however; they had become at least octogenarians, and four of them suddenly died of old age.


  Iola was changing her mind about her neighbor’s good looks. His face was too lean—why, it even had wrinkles in it. For heaven’s sake! His face looked like a skull with withered parchment stretched over the bones, and a straggling white beard dangled almost to his lap. But she couldn’t see him clearly. What was the matter? She lifted a trembling hand to rub her blurry eyes, and paused, transfixed, by the sight of the incredible claw attached to her arm. She screamed in a cracked voice . . .


  Then she caught sight of her face in a nearby mirror, and mercifully fainted.


  IN Joslyn’s penthouse, Mahaffey was fixing himself a Scotch and soda, listening to the televisor voice from the next room where Peter was. The kid was growing, Mahaffey thought. He could remember when young Pete was about knee-high to a grasshopper. Well, if he grew up like his old man it’d be okay. A swell guy, the doc.


  A faint snapping noise sounded. Peter called out, a note of panic in his voice: “Mahaffey! There’s something—”


  The chauffeur put his glass down and was through the doorway in a split second. His eyes bulged. The room had gone crazy!


  It looked familiar enough—same chairs and tables, bookshelves and televisor—till you got to the end. But instead of the further wall there was only—something else! Mahaffey shook his head, blinking. His eyes hurt. Angles here—crazy looking colors—


  Dr. Joslyn might have guessed that some utterly alien segment of the Universe had impinged here at the moment the energy had been released. But Mahaffey could only stare, sensing somehow that he looked on something very horrible—and very dangerous. A blaze of incredible colors that hurt the eye, angles and curves that were warped and twisted insanely—


  He made a quick dash and scooped up Peter, who was standing by the televisor, paralyzed with uncomprehending fright. Turning to escape, Mahaffey sensed danger. He whirled.


  Something was coming toward him, tacking and veering in mad flight, racing out from that crazy blaze of colors. A gray, leathery thing it was, and Mahaffey was perturbed because he couldn’t manage to focus it in his vision. Its outlines kept shifting. One moment it was big as a man; the next it was a speck; and then it was in the penthouse.


  Mahaffey raced for the desk, snatched a gun out of a drawer. The thing, whatever it was, seemed to be coming forward, though he couldn’t really be sure. Everything had gone crazy. He couldn’t see clearly enough to aim. But he fired.


  Something hit him, sent him spinning in one direction while Peter hurtled across the room to crash into a chair. Mahaffey felt a sickening pain knife into his chest. A rib’s busted, he thought. Maybe more than one. Was the kid okay? Yeah, he was moving. His arm, though—broke. Well, that wouldn’t kill him. Look out, kid!


  Gray leathery flesh moved swiftly toward the boy. Mahaffey got to his feet, sprang across the room. He grappled with the thing. Sickening, abysmal pain lanced through every part of him. The creature had hold, seemed to be wrapping itself all around him. The touch of its flesh burned like acid. The gun—


  He emptied the weapon at point-blank range. An endless, brain-piercing shrilling screamed out. And, quite suddenly, the leathery thing was gone; the wall of the room was back again, and everything was normal. There was a yellowish, musky smelling liquid on the rug, but this was already evaporating. Peter was lying still, but he was breathing, Mahaffey saw. Tough little sprout; all kids were. I’m dying, Mahaffey thought. That thing’s killed me. What the hell was it, anyway? Doesn’t matter . . . it’s gone now . . . so this is dying. Funny I’m not scared. No worse than a knockout punch.


  So long, kid. See you again sometime, maybe . . . maybe . . . wish I could say goodbye to your old man before I croak . . . So long—


  DANGER OVER, JOSLYN SAYS—


  SCIENTIST RETURNS, DECLARES


  ENERGY EXHAUSTED


  NEW YORK, Feb. 2—(GP) Dr. Howard Joslyn today said no further danger from his so-called “reverse atom” exists, for his instruments show that the surplus of released energy has been dissipated. Since the destruction of Cleveland last night there have been no reports of similar catastrophes, and it is hoped that Dr. Joslyn’s statement will be confirmed. The mysterious lights that razed Washington are said to have disappeared . . .


  SUN SAVED!


  RESUMES FORMER BRIGHTNESS


  Joslyn’s Experiment Successful


  NEW YORK, Feb. 3—(GP)—The atomic blanket that smothered the Sun for so many months has been destroyed, Dr. Howard Joslyn declared today, by the energy his famous “reverse atom” released. The delicate balance necessary to maintain the comet’s matter On the Sun’s surface has been upset, and a hitherto unknown type of ionization has shattered the atomic nuclei of the radiation-smothering blanket. Scientists predict startling discoveries dealing with new properties of matter given immense energy-charges . . .


  SPRING came again to the Earth.


  Blighted crops began to yield. Sheep and cattle thrived again under the vital radiation of a newborn Sun. The snow that had covered nearly all the world melted and was forgotten. And Joslyn and Molin worked again in the former’s laboratory, helping to repair the damage the experiment had done.


  Joslyn came in one day smiling. “Remember Terry Webb?” he asked. “Our pilot on the Newtonia? Well, he’s getting married. I just got a telegram from him. We’re invited.”


  “Bah!” Molin rumbled. “We have no time. Send him my condolences, the young fool. Why should he get married? He’s a hero now—everybody giving him medals and money.” The Swiss pointed at a dozen sheets of calculations on the table.


  “But look, Howard—I have found the answer. The unknown quantity in our calculations. It explains your reverse atom very simply.”


  “What?” Joslyn hurried forward, snatched up the papers. “You’ve found the missing factor?” His keen eyes searched the calculations.


  “Sure. Your figures were right, but your reasons weren’t. You got energy, plenty of it—but how?”


  “By creating a reverse atom,” Joslyn said slowly. “One that released more energy than it apparently possessed.”


  Molin roared assent.


  “So! But we did not look far enough. It does not make sense, Howard—we should have known two apples and two apples don’t make five apples. If they do, the extra apple must come from somewhere. And all this energy we got out of nothing—it, too, came from somewhere.”


  “From the atoms.”


  “Not from them—through them. You didn’t create energy out of nothing; what you did was to tap a reservoir of power. It got you the correct results, but the origin of this power—we both guessed wrong about that. We must have siphoned energy, so to speak, into the atoms of our Universe, from some reservoir of power.”


  “Perhaps you have hit it,” Joslyn said excitedly. “Of course! But this reservoir—”


  “Is another continuum. Another Universe, one separated from us perhaps by space and time, filled with potential and kinetic energy as our own Universe is so filled. You simply bridged the gulf between the two continua with your reverse atom, Howard, and siphoned energy to us from this other Universe—emptied it, drained it dry.”


  “But look here, Max,” Joslyn frowned. “You say the known scientific laws weren’t violated. Where has this excess energy gone? If it’s been destroyed—that’s impossible, you know.”


  “Not destroyed—converted. It hasn’t gone into nothingness. It was utilized in warping and twisting the foundations of the Universe as it did. It was converted, scattered all through our continuum, changed to light, heat, maybe matter. We have far more potential energy than we had before, and the Universe will last longer. It’s been rejuvenated.”


  Joslyn nodded, a little sadly.


  “Converted energy—you’re right, Max. Changed, like so many lives have been changed and destroyed by our experiment. Mahaffey . . .”


  BUT Mahaffey was beyond pain and fear, separated from them by six feet of earth. There were flowers by the grave, some of them put there by Peter.


  So many lives . . . changed . . .


  A squat Mexican woman searching in the ruins of Washington, her stolid face betrayed by the eternal sorrow of her eyes . . . Two happy lovers in a Maryland cottage, already forgetting the terror they had known . . . A woman in Reno, gasping bitter, dry sobs, staring at a mirror and a ravaged shrunken mask . . . Joe McGowan, the telecaster, getting a divorce and going to Hawaii on his honeymoon with a famous actress . . .


  The world moved on . . .


  VIA CATACOMBS


  Earl Binder and Otto Binder


  The Valiant Ten Probe the Dead Mysteries of Mercury and Make a Choice Between Life and—Life!


  GREETINGS from Mercury, Earth!


  One hundred forty-fifth day—Mercury Expedition Number One resuming contact, via etherline code radio, after three months. Operator Gillway reporting.


  Well, no lives lost! It was my sad duty, both on the Mars and Venus expeditions, to report lives lost after a period of stay. Five men on the Mars expedition, four at Venus. But none here—so far. It has become almost an obsession with us to keep up the record. We all ten intend to return.


  Or we’ll all ten stay, if we fail to rescue our cached fuel. It is still buried under a lake of mercury metal, as when I signed off three months ago.


  To recapitulate, eight men were stranded on the pyramid, surrounded by a sea of silvery mercury that had swept down, like a melted glacier, from near the Night Side. It had carried our ship, with Karsen and myself in it, out into the Day Side, beaching it finally.


  There we were, separated by that dumbfounding event, with the eight men on short air-supplies for their breathing helmets.


  I believe I reported that the ship’s engine had been damaged. Karsen examined it frantically. He has only one hand—one was lost on Venus. There had been some talk, before we left Earth, of substituting someone else for Karsen. But it is his mind and knowledge that count. He knows rocket engines from A to Z.


  Once he located the trouble, he quickly did the work. I was little help, with my own broken arm. It was simply a short in the distributor system. Yet a two-handed man, without Karsen’s keen brain, might not have found that short in time to save the stranded men.


  Karsen also took the controls, his one hand flying back and forth deftly. He raised the ship, rocketed along, and brought her down with a splash of mercury metal near the pyramid. The pyramid was the only thing that stuck out above that strange metal sea, for miles and miles.


  Waving in joy, the eight marooned men climbed down to the mercury level and ran for the ship. That is, they tried to run. It was ludicrous, even to me with the pain of my broken arm. Von Zell, who was first, should have known better, with his chemical knowledge. His feet skidded under him, like a poor skater on ice. He fell on his chest, knocking his breath out. That was lesson two, that mercury is hard, even though a liquid. It was equivalent to falling flat on water, from a high springboard.


  The others wisely watched Von Zell, learning from him. He came to his feet carefully, sinking to his lower ankles in the dense liquid. When he lifted one foot, in the walking motion, the other slid back. There was no traction, as on very smooth ice. Finally, in disgust, he dropped on all fours and inched his way toward the ship. Thinking of a better idea, he lay flat and rolled himself along. It was like rolling across a yielding cushion.


  “At your age!” said Tarnay banteringly, through his helmet-radio. They were all laughing.


  But they stopped laughing when they tried it. We threw Von Zell a rope, when he was near, and dragged him in. The others were likewise rescued from their floundering.


  One by one they came in the airlock, then the cabin, and ripped off their air-helmets. They had been on their last breaths of oxygen from the depleted tanks.


  Parletti, in fact, came in purplefaced, and collapsed. Just in time, for him. He came to quickly at a whiff of pure oxygen. Captain Atwell and Markers came in supporting Ling between them. Ling’s face and hands were blistered from his close encounter with the steam-breathing dragon. He was weak, but smiling gamely. Salves were applied to the burns immediately. Also Parletti set my broken arm.


  We were all laughing, yelling, overjoyed at being together and safe again.


  All except Swinerton. He looked sadly out of a port.


  “Damn!” he grunted. “That dragon is buried under it. I wanted to dissect him. A new form of life—silicon base instead of carbon. Damn!” Biologist to the core.


  “The dragon—and our reserve fuel,” reminded Captain Atwell.


  At that we all sobered. Without the fuel we had no way of leaving the planet.


  Hello, Mars Expedition Number Two! Glad to know you’ve had no trouble yet—due to our previous pioneering, as you put it. Thanks for giving us so much credit.


  ONE Hundred Forty-Sixth Day. Still in recapitulation—


  We talked over our situation the next day, after resting up. Somehow, we had to get our buried fuel out. We coasted the ship to the spot, ®n easy rocket-blasts. The ship skimmed along lightly, hardly denting the mercury lake’s surface. Luckily, in forethought, Captain Atwell had had Markers take position records, both by the Sun and by landmarks. We knew we were floating within fifty feet of the spot. But how to get down through perhaps thirty feet of mercury metal?


  At first thought it might seem easy. Mercury metal isn’t solid. Simple to send a man down, either in a sort of “diving suit” or caisson. We tried it, of course. But remember how water pressure builds up to crushing force, even within thirty feet. Mercury metal has a pressure fourteen times greater, because of its density. Even cutting that to two-fifths, because of this planet’s light gravity, it’s tremendous.


  We welded together a steel pressure-suit, tearing down the partition between our bunkroom and main cabin mar material. Tarnay volunteered. The problem was how to get the man and suit to sink! Even lead floats on mercury. We finally hooked together handrails, and pushed Tarnay down. Tarnay went down till the mercury bubbled over his head-piece, and then yelled in pain, through his helmet-radio.


  When we hauled him back, we found his legs wedged in. The terrific pressure had squeezed the two sides of each leg-hollow together. Had the metal cracked, Tarnay would have “drowned” in a unique and horrible way—sucking mercury into his lungs.


  Tarnay had bloody leg bruises, and has a limp now, permanently. We didn’t try that any more. We talked of making a diving bell, but Ling showed cold hard figures. The walls would have to be a foot thick. We would need the forge of a battleship plant to make it. It was out of the question.


  We looked at each other then. Only thirty feet under us lay our cached fuel. Yet it might as well be at the center of the planet. Reaching it directly was impossible, we knew that now. It was comparable to diving through four-hundred feet of water, with no special equipment to start with. And yet we have to get it—or stay on Mercury.


  I say “have” because we still haven’t solved the problem! And our date for departure, at this conjunction, is only nine days off. We may have to try a desperate measure we’ve thought of. It will cost a life.


  Thanks for your sympathy, Earth. It counts more than you know.


  ONE Hundred Forty-Seventh Day.


  Our next step was to reconnoiter all around the mercury lake, to see what we were up against. It is about five miles in diameter, resting in a hollow between the Day Side mountains and the Night Side’s frozen ridges. At one end it laps against the valley crest, from which the dragon came. At the other end it stops against a plateau-cliff.


  It is beautiful, and hateful—this mercury lake. Its constantly quivering surface shines like soft silver. There is a steady low thunder from all sides, as it throws a “surf” against its bounding edges.


  Parletti says there is probably much free mercury metal on this unweathered planet. Lakes and pools of it. When libration brings heat, it evaporates. When libration brings the Night-Side cold, it freezes into glaciers.


  But unfortunately, in our Twilight Zone, it will neither evaporate or freeze. It will simply stay till some geologic disturbance opens a way and lets it drain to some other hollow.


  And that was the hope we’d been living on, for the past three months—that perhaps on the edge of the Day Side a leaden mountain would melt away and let the mercury through. Now that hope is dim. And we can’t wait too long. We haven’t made a decision yet. It is a strangely hard decision to make. To clarify this, I’ll have to tell of our other activities in the past two months.


  Captain Atwell, when we began our wait, suggested that we all continue our science studies. No need to sit and brood about the buried fuel.


  An exploratory trip to the Day Side was organized, for a glimpse into that seething hell—Captain Atwell, Parletti, and Ling. They broke out seal-suits for the purpose, equipped with battery-operated cooling units.


  We had parked the space ship near the pyramid. Anchored is the word—with a steel chain. They started from there, on a steel “raft.” We had devised that previously, when navigating the lake. Paddling sent the raft along at surprising speed, skimming like a cork over the oily-smooth liquid metal.


  Beaching near the Day Side, the party climbed a ridge and penetrated thirty miles beyond, on foot. Strange exploration. They skirted bubbling pools of molten lead, bismuth, tin and cadmium. Out beyond, all was blinding brilliance, under the rays of a giant sun only thirty million miles away.


  Metallic mountain peaks, plains and escarpments stretched ahead, burning hot, sparkling like factory-made trinkets. It looked like a model of a world, fashioned out of metal by some giant metal-worker. Steamy metallic vapors spiraled into a dazzling sky. It was as bright and hot as the inside of an electric furnace. Utterly dry, lifeless.


  No, not lifeless, for they saw two of the frightful silicic dragon-creatures winging majestically in the distance. How they live and what they live on out in that corner of Hell is an appalling mystery. Future biologists will have a lifetime of study ahead of them on that point.


  They saw a mirage, too. A startlingly clear, detailed picture refracted through the metal-vapor atmosphere ahead. It mirrored a vast, molten ocean that stretched to all horizons, with “white-caps” of coppery metal splashings. No man-made vessel could sail those violent waves, stormier than any Earth typhoon. Substitute liquid-metal “rollers” and metal-vapor “wind” for water and air and you have forces that would crush a battleship like an eggshell.


  The mirage was a mere glimpse of what lay beyond, for thousands of miles under the direct rays of the Sun. It glinted so brightly that the men’s eyes hurt behind the darkened visor-glasses.


  They turned back when the outside temperature had hit 300 Fahrenheit. Their cooling units were balking. The heated underfooting worked through their vacuum soles. They lost five pounds each, in perspiration.


  “Worth it,” Captain Atwell said. “Sight you can’t see on any other planet.”


  Markers sends along this bit of information. Sun-spot barrage due on Earth any minute. Aurora displays will be particularly brilliant on Earth in the next 24 hours. Markers suggests black-outs of all cities within range, to enjoy the spectacle. In the war-days of last century, blacked-out cities saw memorable displays.


  ONE Hundred Forty-Eighth Day.


  Captain Atwell also made an exploration to the Night Side, with Swinerton and von Zell.


  The battery units of their suits were this time hooked to heating-coils. And well they needed them. The temperature dropped and dropped. Thirty miles beyond, it was 200 below. Beyond that, out where the Sun’s rays had never shone for staggering eons of time, it must finally reach quite close to Absolute Zero, more than 500 Fahrenheit degrees below zero.


  A white tufting of “snow” lay over everything out there, within the edge of the eternal Night Side. A snow of frozen gases. Sluggish streams of liquid air flowed from beyond and steamed into vapor. It is from here that the Day Side gets its constant replenishment of atmosphere. In fact, there is a steady “trade wind” across from the Night Side to the Day Side, like the trade winds of Earth caused by equatorial and arctic winds circulating.


  Von Zell described the scene somewhat poetically. Eternal night.


  Bright stars like jewels in the jet drapery of space. Earth, Venus and Mars all in the sky. Mars low and garnet. Earth higher, a beautiful blue star. Venus shone so brightly that they thought it was another moon of Mercury, besides the one discovered by Markers. Venus from Mercury is the brightest planet, as seen from any other planet. They saw Markers’ moon, too—he named it Phaeton—diving up and then down in a swift arc, as though looking for the Sun.


  Swinerton suddenly stooped, with a startled cry. A biologist, he hardly cared about the magnificent firmament. His eyes had spied a tuft of green moss-algae. Life, out in this bitter frozen waste!


  Almost feverishly, he picked up a lump of metal with a pitted depression and placed some of the algae in this natural container, for later examination under a microscope.


  They did not stay long. Captain Atwell snapped a roll of film of the weird, chilling scenes, and they went back. Suddenly Atwell’s heating-coil went dead. It was all that protected him from lethal cold. He broke into a run, to work up a sweat. Von Zell and Swinerton dragged him between them for the last mile, when Atwell had gone numb.


  He was brought into the ship unconscious and frost-bitten. Parletti stripped him and rubbed him down. He came to, with no worse effects than a bad cold.


  “Cheated death again, didn’t we, men?” he said with a grin.


  We burst out laughing, then, at Swinerton. He was staring in dismay at his knapsack. Silvery mercury metal was dribbling from it. The metal lump he had picked up to carry his precious algae in had been mercury frozen solid, out there on the Night Side. Here, naturally, it reverted to liquid form, crushing his algae.


  Von Zell was screeching. “I knew it all the time!” he gasped, holding his sides. “I knew it was mercury! I couldn’t resist letting you gravely carry off what would become a handful of running metal!”


  And then, before poor Swinerton broke down and cried, as he seemed about to do, von Zell opened his own knapsack and revealed more of the algae, safely carried on a slab of hardier metal.


  Swinerton later found the algae to be cold-resisting spores, accidentally blown to the Night Side, waiting patiently for the touch of life-giving sunlight. They had waited perhaps thousands of years already, in suspended animation. Would they wait all eternity for a sun that would never rise? The thought awed us. The stuff of life, of which we are part, challenges infinity.


  But we all hated the sight of that mercury dripping from Swinerton’s knapsack. It reminded us of the vast lake of it all around, beneath which was buried our reserve fuel.


  Hello, Venus Expedition Two! Congratulations on your safe landing. The news was relayed to us through the Earth etherline station. If you think it’s wet there, at first glance, wait till the daily cloudburst comes! But after it’s over, you’ll be treated to rainbows that will knock your eye out.


  ONE Hundred Forty-Ninth Day.


  After that, we avoided the Day Side and Night Side entirely. The only habitable part of Mercury is this narrow Twilight Zone, circling the planet. It is all we are really interested in. There is life, here in this zone. And the pyramid.


  Robertson, poking around like a human bloodhound, finally found an entrance to the pyramid. A small square tunnel, set high, like the shafts in Earth pyramids. He dutifully reported to Captain Atwell, before rushing in. Atwell took Parletti and Robertson with him, to investigate.


  More than our interest in Mercurian phenomena, almost, is our breathless wonder about the ancient Martian colonizers, and why they set up these time-defying structures on Mars, Venus, Earth and now Mercury.


  Atwell and his party found a central chamber, apparently once living quarters. More, they found a shaft dropping straight down into lightless depths, far below the foundations. Returning with more men, Captain Atwell allowed Robertson to be lowered on a long rope.


  Robertson stayed down for hours, till we were nervous about him. Finally he jerked the rope and was hauled up. He told us what he had seen. His eyes were faraway, as though he had looked into a past age.


  He had found the chamber below a gigantic one, braced with metal beams that on erosionless Mercury had lasted without collapse. His flashlight revealed huge enigmatic machinery, most of it twisted and torn as though by some explosion. Broken-off cables had obviously led through wall-conduits to the pyramid’s apex.


  What energy or force had the underground machine produced, radiating from the apex? The pyramid on Venus had had similar machinery at the apex, but long since reduced to rust by the slow bite of water-vapor. The pyramid on Mars perhaps has the same machinery underground, filled in long ago by drifting sand.


  There is some common denominator to it all, Robertson muses. As for Earth, the actual Martian pyramid or pyramids there must have been destroyed by some natural or artificial event. The Cheops and other Egyptian pyramids are simply copies of the Martian. The old Egyptians had perhaps deified the Martians and their works. Their bird-beaked god Osiris is suspiciously like an insectal Martian with his natural proboscis.


  ROBERTSON says Halloway and his staff of translators on Earth will eventually run into the explanation of the true purpose of the pyramids on four—or more—planets. Simply sturdy stations for their interplanetary communication system? Robertson says no. The machinery he saw is designed to hurl out tremendous forces, not just etherline impulses. It is mysteriously linked with the vanishment of the Martian civilization.


  Captain Atwell, Parletti, Markers and I are the most intrigued, besides Robertson. We were among the first men to reach another planet—Mars. We still remember that first incredible shock—a pyramid on another world! The main purpose of our expeditions has been to pioneer for future colonization. Yet at times we find our digging into past history far more significant. We prepare for the future, but our eyes turn always back. Back to a hoary, ancient story of another civilization that stirs the blood and makes us feel like scavengers in the ruins of a mighty but dead city.


  Time has wiped away all but a whisper of that great Martian saga. As Robertson put it, rather theatrically:


  “If only these stones could speak!”


  Attention, Mars and Venus expeditions! Markers has just spotted a small new comet coming around the Sun and heading out again. Please watch for it and take readings of its course. Correction—Venus expedition excused, since astronomical observation is impossible through its dense cloud-packs. But watch for it on Earth and Mars.


  ONE Hundred Fiftieth Day.


  All this while, you understand, we had been waiting and hoping the mercury lake would roll away somewhere. Parletti took daily measurements of the mountains melting on the Day Side barrier, to see if one would eventually open a gap for the mercury to pour out there.


  But our hopes faded, as the weeks passed. The mercury lake might very likely remain in its new bed for years. Years! We shudder at the word. Our food, water and air supplies can’t be stretched more than five or six months. We can’t gather food here. The metallo-organic life of Mercury would be sheer poison to our metabolism. Air and water are contaminated hopelessly.


  Tarnay showed us the way out of our bleak prospect.


  He proposed dynamiting the valley-crest, against which the mercury lake lapped. Our fuel would do it, open a gap. Into this gap the mercury would pour, down into the valley which is at a much lower level. It would destroy all that valley’s life, but that is the harsh rule of survival.


  That was ten days ago, with takeoff time dangerously near. We planned the dynamiting eagerly. And then, the next day, we paused.


  I mentioned before that it would cost a life. Swinerton is down in that valley—lost.


  He had gone down several times, collecting biological data on the strange indigenous life of Mercury, remnant of a once flowering fauna and flora, when there was rotation. Someone else always accompanied him. It was part of our caution against losing a man. Captain Atwell, fate willing, was determined to bring us all back to Earth alive.


  Tarnay was with Swinerton, nine days ago. Swinerton was apt to run off abruptly, seeing some new plant or creature. Tarnay suddenly found him missing. He called again and again via helmet-radio, emptied his gun in the air, and searched in wide circles. Informing us, seven men joined the search, but Swinerton had vanished into thin air.


  We’ve been firing three shots over the valley every hour since then. At my radio, I’ve been sending out a call in alternate hours. Daily search parties have almost beaten the valley vegetation flat.


  “I know he’s alive!” Captain Atwell keeps saying. “We’ll wait till the last possible minute before dynamiting the gap. The mercury flood would make his death certain.”


  We all feel he might be alive. The air in the valley floor is thin, but pure and breathable. None of the heavy, poisonous metallic vapors is in it, as elsewhere. Swinerton could therefore breathe and live, after his helmet-air ran out. He carried a week’s full food and water rations in his knapsack, enough to sustain life for at least two weeks if budgeted.


  IS Swinerton alive, lost somewhere in the dense, tall reed-forests down there? Wandering in dazed circles perhaps, and unable to hear our signal shots in the thin air? His helmet-radio damaged? We don’t know.


  Captain Atwell tries not to show it, but it’s grinding his soul to shreds, to lose a man after all.


  “Do we always have to bargain with death?” I heard him mutter once, staring down into the valley.


  We all hate to pay the price of one life, even though it saves nine.


  The deadline for our departure is close. Captain Atwell just announced that tomorrow we will blast open the gap. We will barely have time, after the mercury has drained away, to retrieve our fuel and take off. Earth is almost at inferior conjunction, on our side of the Sun. Another day and we’ll be sweeping past, on another swift revolution around the Sun with Mercury. We can’t stay four more months.


  Thanks for the music broadcast, Earth. It has helped lighten our spirits. We haven’t felt like smiling for a week.


  ONE Hundred Fifty-First Day. Swinerton is back! We’re not paying the price of a life after all!


  All was ready this morning for the blast. We had run the ship up on the higher slope of the plateau edge, safe from danger. Packing all the remaining fuel into one drum, we set it in the hole dug at the strategic spot. Karsen set up a timed clockwork, with spare engine parts, that will detonate the fulminate-cap.


  But before we set it, a shot quivered through the air, like a lost wail, from the valley below! Rushing down, we found Swinerton stumbling along, panting in the skimpy air. Though rather gaunt, unkempt and weak, he seemed all right.


  Except his eyes. There was a strange look in them.


  He told his story. Wandering away from Tarnay, ten days ago, he had half-fallen into a cave-entrance covered with thick foliage. The fall damaged his helmet-radio, so that he couldn’t call Tarnay. Foolishly, as he admitted, he explored the cave instead of coming right out. But not simply out of the little-boy spark of adventure that lurks in all humans. He seemed to hear voices, somewhere back in the cave!


  The next thing he knew, he was lost. The cave had opened out into several branches. He didn’t know which was his. He wandered on—for a week! He had stumbled into endless catacombs, like those of Mammoth Cave on Earth.


  Parletti interrupted at this point with a nod.


  “I suspected so. The strains between the heated Day Side and the congealed Night Side produced those caverns in the Twilight Zone. It also explains the pure air in the valley. Underground flows of liquid air, from the Night Side. Meeting heat from the Day Side, it evaporates and seeps out constantly into the valley floor.”


  Swinerton went on, and now we noticed his eyes telling us he was going to say something amazing.


  All the while he wandered in the labyrinth, eating and drinking sparingly from his rations, breathing the fresh air, he kept hearing those voices. It was maddening, he said, like ghostly echoes of lost souls who had died here.


  Then suddenly he stumbled on them.


  I don’t vouch for what follows. Captain Atwell says to report it strictly as Swinerton did.


  Vegetable intelligence, in brief. A group of mushroomlike growths, in the phosphorescent cavern, rooted in the soil. The thick stems held large white pulpy masses, convoluted like—well, like brains, Swinerton says. And the “voices” he had heard had actually been telepathic impulses between them!


  “Telepathy? Bah!” said von Zell. “All caves are full of murmurs.”


  “Telepathy,” Swinerton insisted. “What’s fantastic about that? Way back in 1933, Rhine first proved its existence. Not much progress has been made, but I think it was only last year, on Earth, that two men actually exchanged conversation for an hour, in separate sealed rooms.”


  We could accept that.


  “But those—those brain-plants!” said Ling. “Preposterous! Did you bring one back?”


  SWINERTON recoiled as though the suggestion were in extremely bad taste.


  “No. I had no right to touch them. They are living minds, far more intelligent than we are!”


  Swinerton went on. He had sat before the plants—whatever they are—for three days. Trying to communicate with them, of course. At first, he says, they seemed to ignore or resent his presence. Then finally, they had answered his mental questions.


  They are the end-product of Mercurian evolution. Mercury, smallest planet, had cooled first, and spawned life. They had reached their peak perhaps a billion years ago. They had colonized the Solar System long before the Martians. So long ago that no stick or stone was left of their doings.


  But it didn’t matter, the brain-plants intimated—according to Swinerton. They had evolved further, given up interplanetary exploits as frivolous and puerile, and passed into a vegetative stage. When Mercury’s rotation ceased, they took root in the catacombs of the Twilight Zone. They had been there for at least a million years!


  We were as dazed as Swinerton when he finished. The appalling sweep of that story chills the blood, with its suggestion of futility. There was silence among us for quite awhile. We didn’t know whether to believe.


  Karsen aroused himself first.


  “Our deadline is here. We’ve got to leave today.”


  “Set the time-detonator,” nodded Captain Atwell. “Thank the Lord you’re back, Swinerton. I swore I’d bring all you men back, and by heaven I will after all!”


  When Swinerton found out what we were doing, he let out a wild cry.


  “You can’t do it!” he almost screamed. “You can’t flood the valley with mercury. It’ll plunge through all those caves and crush the brain-plants.”


  “It’s they or us,” Atwell said.


  “You say you don’t want to sacrifice life,” Swinerton said with a strange bitterness. “But you are. You’re destroying plant-minds that are infinitely finer and live a far more beautiful mental life than we coarse brutes that think we’re civilized.”


  “But what good are they? We’re not killing them wantonly. This is part of space pioneering—”


  “Meaningless! It’s all meaningless. They went through this stage and it means nothing. It’s all futile, senseless—”


  Swinerton’s eyes went wild and he began to run back into the valley. Pityingly Captain Atwell ordered him caught and locked in the ship. We don’t hold it against Swinerton. He’ll get over it.


  We’re ready to set off the blast. Will resume after it’s done.


  I can hear Swinerton pounding against the door, yelling. He’s still madly insisting that we must not drain the mercury into the valley and kill those odd plant-creatures.


  We’re not losing a life, as we set our hearts on. But we hope we’re not losing a mind—Swinerton’s.


  Stand by for the blast.


  ONE Hundred Fifty-Second Day.


  The mercury lake is gone. All went as planned.


  The blast undermined a whole section of the valley-crest. Like a thousand Niagaras, the mercury metal thundered down into the valley. It was an awesome sight, from our safe perch on the plateau. Plants, reed-trees, animals—all vanished beneath that silver flood.


  Imagine, if you can, Boulder Dam dynamited and letting not water but mercury spurt through into a basin filled with teeming forest life. Imagine millions of gallons of liquid metal hurtling down, with an impact that seemed to shake the whole planet from end to end.


  Earth has its glaciers of ice and floods of water. Mercury has glaciers and floods of mercury, on a scale a hundred times more destructive.


  We were startled to see the pyramid collapse and go along as bobbing bits of stone. But no man-made, nor even Martian-made structure could withstand that smashing, churning, roaring avalanche of metal fluid.


  Robertson let out a groan.


  “Good Lord! Why did the pyramid have to go? It might have revealed the secret of the Martian Age, with a little more study.”


  We consoled him by pointing out that there must be other pyramids on Mercury, with their perfectly preserved machine chambers. The Martians must have set up more than one, on Mars, Venus and Mercury, or we would not have found them so easily.


  Within an hour, the mercury lake had drained down, covering now the valley floor. Green and furry debris bobbed on its surface, and a film of organic oil. At one stroke we had wiped out all that life. But again, as with the pyramids, there must be other valleys. We had not consigned the life-forms to extinction.


  “Still,” sighed Markers, turning away with a shudder. “I almost have the feeling we murdered those—”


  He stopped, but we all knew what he meant. We know Swinerton couldn’t have imagined the whole episode of the plant-brains. Has our record been broken after all? Have we saved our ten lives, at a cost in other lives that can’t be reckoned in any terms we know?


  We don’t know. We almost forgot to retrieve our fuel, thinking those strange thoughts over moodily. Captain Atwell finally led five men to the spot, which will now be uncovered. It will be rolled back, a drum at a time. They should be back soon.


  Well, Earth, throw out the anchor! We’ll be there soon.


  Hello, Venus! Sorry to hear of one of your men dying, from the death-mold. Keep your courage up. You’ll lick the death-mold with all your UV-apparatus.


  Stand by—


  Startling news!


  Captain Atwell and his party just returned—without the fuel. It wasn’t there, where we buried it! Will resume later, after we have discussed this alarming turn of events.


  ONE Hundred Fifty-Second Day—Noon.


  We have the fuel, but it’s a strange story.


  Our first thought, when Captain Atwell announced the stunning disappearance of our reserve fuel, was that the mercury tide had ripped it along, down into the valley. We even looked down there, expecting to see smashed drums and perhaps a film of useless fuel over the new lake.


  There were no signs, but nevertheless the fuel was gone. We stared at one another bleakly. We were marooned on Mercury.


  “Swinerton!” Parletti suddenly exclaimed. “What was he shouting before?”


  But instead of running to him, Parletti ran outside the ship, and began peering in all directions. He pointed suddenly. Then we all saw it—a drum of fuel a few hundred yards away. We ran to it. It was whole. It rested a few feet above what had formerly been the mercury-level of our lake. The other drums were scattered along the plateau slope, for a mile along, all above the mercury-line.


  “Do you know what it means?” said Parletti. “It means that our fuel has been here, high and dry like this, for three months! When the mercury first flooded here, from the melting glacier, it simply picked up the drums and finally tossed them here. All the while that we waited, our fuel was waiting for us to see it. And there was no need to at all drain the lake!”


  We looked at each other sheepishly.


  Like fools, though we had intelligently remembered that almost everything would float on Mercury, including our heavy ship, we had stupidly failed to think of our fuel bobbing right up and floating away. Fortunately the mercury from the glacier had seeped down gently enough not to smash the drums, but merely toss them up and whirl them away. The shore it had tossed them on was opposite the glacier-source.


  Our faces are red. How could ten men miss that elementary thought?


  Well, Earth, how come you didn’t think of it? Billions of you! Sometimes the obvious is too profound to grasp.


  We stored the drums in the ship. Swinerton had been quiet for hours. When we opened his door, he slowly looked up at us.


  “I saw those drums,” he said in a hollow voice, “just after you locked me in. Why didn’t you listen? Well—too late now. We’re ready to leave, aren’t we? Captain Atwell, I commend you on bringing ten men through four months of the dangers of Mercury—without sacrificing a life!”


  We all winced. We knew what he meant, why his tone was infinitely ironic. He was looking down into the valley, under whose floor a series of catacombs were choked with crushing mercury.


  We’re ready for take-off. Stand by—


  ONE Hundred Fifty-Second Day—Afternoon.


  Take-off successful, but trouble developed.


  At a height above Mercury of a thousand miles, the engine began missing. Tarnay reported that a complete rear jet-bank is out of order. Without that, we had no chance of building up enough velocity to reach Earth in less than a year.


  Rather than risk a landing back on Mercury, with our crippled rockets, Captain Atwell pointed out Mercury’s moon.


  We have landed on that, having no maneuvering troubles because of its extremely light gravitation.


  This tiny moon is little more than a big rock, or mass of metal. We will try to repair our damaged rockets. As you might guess, the mercury lake caused it. Its vapors, constantly surrounding the ship, worked into the outside tubes. It amalgamated with parts of the jet-valves, weakening them. Mercury vapor is a destructive influence with all harder metals, in time. That was another thing we failed to foresee.


  To be candid, our entire rocket system wouldn’t stand an hour’s highspeed operation. The repair job-well, we can try.


  The outlook is grim, but we haven’t lost a life—yet. My battery power is needed now for welding. Will resume when conditions warrant.


  Mercury Expedition Number One signing off.


  VIA INTELLIGENCE


  Earl Binder and Otto Binder


  Stranded, the Expedition Must Buy Its Way Off the Furnace Planet, at the Price of Death if They Win—and Death if They Lose!


  HELLO, Earth, Mars and Venus! Mercury Expedition Number One resuming contact after three months, two-hundred-forty-second day of our stay. Gillway at the keys.


  All ten of us are still alive and well! We are rather proud of this. We have now been on Mercury twice the length of time we originally intended—longer than our air, water and food supplies were estimated to last. How we have done it is a long story.


  But we don’t care to stay any longer. We’re determined to make a crossing at this conjunction of Mercury and Earth. The question is, how? Our rear rocket system is still useless for sustained space flight. We only have eighteen days to solve our problem.


  We know there is a way, if only Omega would tell us. Omega is one of the vegetable intelligences. To explain about him, I’ll have to recapitulate.


  Three months ago, after draining the mercury metal lake and finding our reserve fuel, we took off. Trouble developed immediately. Mercury vapors had amalgamated with our exposed rocket tubes, weakening them. Rocket tubes have to be supremely sturdy, as everyone knows. They are made of platinum-iridium alloy. They have to withstand high fuel temperatures, and the cold of space. The slightest weakening makes them useless. The mercury vapors of the lake had made a soft amalgam of ours.


  When a rear bank of jets blew out, Captain Atwell ordered a landing on Mercury’s little moon, for investigation.


  Phaeton, as Markers had named it, is small, only ten miles in diameter. It’s a solid mass of alloyed metals, completely airless, waterless, lifeless. It rotates on its own axis at the furious rate of once an hour. Each hour the heavens wheeled about us as though geared to a whirling wheel.


  It actually made us dizzy. We had the feeling that we would slide off and catapult away, hurled by centrifugal force like a stone from a sling. It was a unique sensation. Von Zell, for instance, threw himself flat when he stepped from the ship, and grabbed a rock as if to hold on. In the almost negligible gravitation of the little satellite, the big boulder came up in his arms like a hydrogen-filled balloon. It was no more of an anchor than a feather.


  WE all had to laugh, despite our dilemma. While Tarnay and Karsen were going over the rockets, the rest of us amused ourselves. We pitched metal lumps and watched them travel through space, never to come back. The escape-velocity was unbelievably low, something like thirty feet a second, easily achieved by our arm-muscles in throwing.


  In a way, it gave us a thrill to realize we could throw objects into the Sun, though they wouldn’t arrive for years. We threw some down toward Mercury, thereby starting man-made meteorites that would pepper the planet.


  Robertson exuberantly tested his jumping powers. He flew up, in his seal-suit, like a cannon shot. He gave us a fright, for he went up and up, from the initial impetus, dwindling till he was lost among the stars! Then he reappeared, floating down like a dust mote. He landed and clutched at us, pale and gasping.


  “Lord!” he blurted. “I thought for a minute I had jumped clear off the place.”


  A man might easily do it, too, with a running leap.


  But most of all, we just stood and looked up, watching the firmament wheel majestically about us. A half-hour of daylight, a half-hour of night—over and over. The Sun plunged from horizon to horizon like a great comet. The stars streaked around so fast that, to our unaccustomed eyes, they left a faint trail. It was like a film run at super-speed, an unforgettable sensation. We’re not sorry we saw it.


  It’s strange to think of our delight in these phenomena, when all the while our chances of getting back to Earth hung in the unknown. But it’s good that men can laugh and look curiously at the bared teeth of adversity. I speak for the entire human race, not just us.


  Tarnay and Karsen, after their careful examination, gave their report. We could not go on. The rocket tubes wouldn’t stand up for sustained acceleration, nor could we stay on the planetoid.


  “Back to Mercury, men,” Captain Atwell announced. “We’re faced with three months additional stay. Somehow, we must last it out.”


  TWO Hundred Forty-Third Day.


  Five hours later, we maneuvered down over the Twilight Zone. Our ship threw up a spray of mercury metal as it landed on the lake that had drained into the valley. While we floated there, Captain Atwell ordered a complete inventory of supplies.


  “Reserves above the minimum amount needed for the space flight are low,” Ling announced. “Food, enough for three weeks. Water, about ten days. Oxygen, a week.”


  We stared at each other, dismayed. A week’s supply of breath for our lungs, little more of food and water, and our rocket engine nearly useless! The inhospitable terrain of Mercury seemed to mock us. Von Zell laughed a little hysterically.


  “We’re not losing A life, men. We’re all staying together. All ten of us—here!”


  Captain Atwell slapped Von Zell’s face stingingly, before he could say more. But the slap was really delivered to all of us. Von Zell just happened to express himself.


  “Get hold of yourselves,” Captain Atwell snapped. “It’s not as bad as it seems. There’s liquid air on the Night Side, which we can tank. There’s pure ice frozen out there, too. We’ll go for air first, then water. One thing at a time. As for food and the rocket engine, we’ll see.”


  “Sorry, Captain,” Von Zell murmured for all of us.


  Morale is a strange thing, for you either have it or you don’t. We had it from then on—or rather, we had Captain Atwell. His name will go down in history as a world-conquerer, alongside those of Alexander, Caesar and Napoleon, and with far more meaning. I’m saying this unofficially. If Atwell saw it, he’d probably put Ling in my place as radio operator.


  Now to switch to Omega. Not long after we landed on the mercury lake, Swinerton suddenly let out a whoop. The next moment, in his air-helmet, he dashed from the lock and made his way across the mercury. Like a clumsy skater on ice, or like a man in a nightmare, he ran for all he was worth, yet he barely moved.


  He struggled a hundred feet, picked up something, and returned. Panting, he showed it to us. It was one of the brain-plants, or vegetable-minds, the first we had seen. A pulpy white mass, it was convoluted like a naked brain, set in a chalice of thick greenish leaves. Its stem and root had been torn away. Swinerton’s sharp eyes had seen it bobbing on the mercury surface.


  How had it survived the deluge of crushing, roaring liquid metal that had poured through its underground cavern? Swinerton tried to find out, asking it questions aloud. He claimed he had conversed with them mentally that way. They had absorbed the thoughts accompanying his voice, and returned telepathic answers that registered as a voice to Swinerton.


  That was his story, anyway. But now no slightest sign came from this plant-brain, no slightest mental whisper, though we all held our breaths in anticipation.


  “It’s dead,” Swinerton said mournfully. “Omega, the ultimate in intelligent life!”


  The rest of us smiled. Somehow, on second thought, it seemed ridiculous to expect a plant to be a rational being. It looked more like cauliflower, on close examination. Swinerton had imagined his underground episode of talking to them, we thought.


  “Dead or alive,” scoffed Markers, “you never talked with them telepathically.”


  Swinerton was about to make an angry retort, but Captain Atwell interposed.


  “Expedition to locate liquid air will start in an hour. Parletti, Tarnay, Robertson, von Zell and myself. Get ready, men.”


  To switch to the present, thanks for the musical broadcast, Earth. We’ve about worn out the few phonograph records we have here. And thanks, World President Mason, for your speech in behalf of the planet, saying you’re overjoyed that we’ve survived. We can hardly believe that Earth, from pole to pole, went wild when we resumed contact yesterday, and that for a whole night, every radio, newspaper, and telecast celebrated the event. We’re so deeply moved that we can’t even talk about it.


  TWO Hundred Forty-Fourth Day.


  It doesn’t take long to tell how we replenished our stores of air and water, though it amounted to weeks of labor and planning.


  Captain Atwell’s expedition to the Night Side, in heated seal-suits, found a pool of liquid air within three days. It was fed by some underground spring, from the bitter wastelands beyond, where Absolute Zero reigned.


  Ages ago, Parletti explained, when Mercury finally ceased rotating, most of its atmosphere froze on the Night Side. At the edges of this hemisphere, where it touches the warmer Twilight Zone, the gases liquefy and flow.


  I call the pool we used “liquid air,” but it’s not Earth air. That would be too much to expect. Actually it was only seventeen per cent oxygen. The rest was mainly nitrogen, but with a high five per cent content of inert gases—neon, argon and krypton. But it had life-giving oxygen, and that was the main thing.


  By teamwork, we filled all our empty tanks in two weeks. Parletti and Robertson drained the liquid from the pool into an open round-bottomed vat, made of sheet metal. This they dragged five miles into the Twilight Zone, where Tarnay and Ling were stationed with their tanking apparatus.


  It was simply a pipe that sucked up the liquid, let it evaporate en route, and pumped the gas into the tanks under pressure. The pump was our gyroscope motor system, temporarily removed from the ship. Power came from my radio batteries, charged constantly by seleno-cells under the Sun’s constant rays.


  Markers and myself carried the tanks back and forth, from the ship to the spot. The strategic spot was chosen because it was out of the Sun’s direct glare, in the latitude where its rim was just below the horizon. Any farther “south” and the liquid air would have boiled away too fast.


  And so our ship was soon aerated by the new mixture. By increasing the pressure, we offset the low oxygen value. The bends and other symptoms were avoided by increasing the pressure gradually, over a period of twenty-four hours. Now we have lived three months with this high-pressure, low-oxygen air, without ill effects. The human mechanism is an adaptable one. However, over a period of years, the mixture would probably be harmful.


  Water was a simple problem. Large ice blocks are frozen eternally on the Night Side, where the Sun hasn’t shone for incredible ages. Water in its crystal form is always pure, free from saline impurities. We merely carted the ice-blocks to our ship and let them melt into our tanks.


  But food was a harder nut to crack. That was where Omega helped us.


  Hello, Venus Expedition Two! Glad to get your greetings. You say you’d give your right arms for a glimpse of the Sun or stars through Venus’ solid cloud-packs? You wouldn’t want our Sun, even the half we have above the horizon in our Twilight Zone. It’s blazingly hot. We’re all burned black.


  TWO Hundred Forty-Fifth Day.


  A While the others had been storing fresh air and water supplies, Captain Atwell, von Zell and Swinerton had been struggling with the food problem.


  First they made a hundred-mile trek along the Twilight Zone, finding another sunken valley with its indigenous life. There must be a string of such valleys around Mercury, harboring the remnants of its fauna and flora that probably flourished before rotation ceased.


  Shooting down several samples of the winged animals that prey on one another, they brought these back for examination. Von Zell’s chemical tests showed their flesh to be impregnated with metallo-organic compounds.


  Venus, Earth and Mars have evolved life-forms that are mutually edible. But Mercury, loaded with heavier metals, has evolved a unique branch of life. Copper, zinc, lead—even platinum—run through all Mercurian protoplasm. It is the in-between stage of strictly carbon life on Earth, and silicic life, which Mercury also has.


  Swinerton shook his head and shrugged unhappily. The flesh of Mercurian animals would be deadly poison to us.


  Desperately, with our stored food running low, he boiled the stuff for hours, hoping to precipitate the metals. Von Zell found enough left for the meat to be left still poison. Acids were tried, and alkalis, but the metals stubbornly refused to precipitate. In organic chain-compounds, metals tend to stay firmly.


  A month later, we were forced to break into our food reserves. What would we eat in space, if and when we took off? Air and water we had, but no food.


  We all became moody, Swinerton particularly. He would sometimes stand before Omega and stare for hours. Omega wasn’t dead, by the way. Swinerton had set the broken stem in a water solution of sugar and phosphate. The brain-plant grew rootlets and seemed to take on new freshness.


  “Omega,” Swinerton would often mutter, “listen to me! Talk to me! How did you escape the mercury flood?”


  Von Zell and Swinerton tried one last desperate resort. They fried the Mercurian flesh in hot lard, but of course the metals did not precipitate.


  “Still poison!” von Zell groaned. “All right, I admit there’s no way of making that flesh edible.”


  “Have you tried to precipitate the metals electrically?” someone asked.


  Von Zell froze erect, stunned.


  “That’s it!” he almost screamed. “The metals will take the ion form readily, and then can be thrown out of solution. Tarnay, you have saved us!”


  “Don’t give me credit,” Tarnay denied. “Karsen said it.”


  “No, I didn’t,” Karsen said. “You did, didn’t you, Parletti?”


  Suddenly we were all looking at one another bewilderedly. Who had said that?


  “Omega was the one,” Swinerton announced quietly. “That is, he said it by telepathy.”


  HE looked around at us triumphantly, for we had practically called him crazy. We had all heard it, though not those exact words. I’ve freely translated. It was more of a subtle impression that stole into our minds, like a sound just at the edge of hearing.


  Tarnay claimed he heard the words “stupid fools” first.


  At any rate, it was the solution. Under von Zell’s eager orders, I rigged all my batteries together. He immersed a sample of Mercurian flesh in salt solution, as an electrolyte, and ran current through the set-up.


  An hour later, a smudge of metals had precipitated at the bottom of the jar. The remaining tissue von Zell found to be free of heavy metals! He tried it and ate it, serving as our guinea-pig. Someone had to do it, and he insisted on himself, confident of his purifying process.


  “Tastes like good steak,” he informed.


  Three hours later he felt no ill effects and we all breathed again. So our food problem was solved. A daily hunting party brought back game. My seleno-cells were set up permanently, beside the precipitation vat, to feed current and purify the Mercurian flesh of heavy, poisonous metals.


  But von Zell lied, in his enthusiasm. It is remarkably tough, unappetizing, rather blubbery flesh, yet we’re grateful for it. It satisfies our stomachs, if not our palates. We’ve varied our diet with Mercurian grasses and roots, also electrically treated.


  WO Hundred Forty-sixth Day. We are assured of continued existence, with air, water and food at hand—the three main essentials of life. Our first meal of purified Mercurian meat was a joyous occasion. We toasted Omega with glasses of water.


  No one wanted to spoil the fun and mention the rocket tubes. That hanging sword still remained, however. It loomed like a mountain before us, though we had conquered the foothills of air, water and food.


  But to get back to Omega—


  Swinerton naturally was excited that his charge had finally broken its long silence. He was also angry with it.


  “Omega,” he demanded, “why have you kept silent so long?”


  “I was thinking,” came back in what I’ll describe as a phlegmatic “tone.”


  The conversation I report will be the consensus among all of us. We all “heard” slightly different versions of Omega’s startling telepathic speech.


  “Of what?” Swinerton pursued.


  “You would not understand.”


  “Weren’t you aware of our food predicament all the time? Why didn’t you give your suggestion before?”


  “What did it matter whether you solved the problem or not?” Omega asked tranquilly. “I spoke only because of your sheer stupidity in not seeing the answer.”


  Omega was blunt, if nothing else. Swinerton colored for all of us, and changed the subject.


  “How did you escape the mercury flood?” he queried.


  “By willing around myself a shield of force. I was barely in time, for the flood tore my roots away. Surrounded by the protective shield, I bobbed to the surface.”


  Swinerton asked about the shield of force, but the answer was incomprehensible. Tarnay murmured something about “a controlled vibratory shell” and then gave up.


  “We had to release that mercury flood to save ourselves,” Swinerton said, by way of apology. “Or we thought we did. We’re sorry it uprooted you.”


  “It matters not,” Omega returned indifferently.


  “Were the others saved, too?”


  “No.”


  “Why didn’t they surround themselves with force-shields?”


  “They did not wish to.”


  “You mean,” Swinerton gasped, “that they made no move to avoid death, when they easily could have?”


  “Avoid death? Why? We would all long ago have committed suicide, except that doing so involves an effort which we did not choose to make.”


  WE stared blankly at one another.


  Trying to understand that dangerous, maddening philosophy, our minds rocked.


  “But wouldn’t you rather be alive than dead?” Swinerton insisted, sweating.


  “What is the difference?”


  We didn’t know whether to take that reply as idiom, or literally. Somehow, Omega seemed to be laughing at us quite mirthlessly.


  “But you saved yourself,” Swinerton declared. “You must have had a reason, a desire to live.”


  “No, I had no reason, nor was it instinct to save myself. I did it because I did it.”


  “But why?” roared Swinerton. “There is no ‘why’ for anything. There is no reason for anything. A million years ago, our race stopped asking that futile question.”


  Swinerton shook his head dazedly and got back to firmer ground.


  “How long have you existed?”


  “A million of what you call years.”


  “I mean you personally, as an entity. Not your race.”


  “I mean myself, personally. I was in that cavern alone ten thousand years.”


  “Impossible,” Swinerton mumbled uncertainly. “How do you feed? Why, there’s not enough nutriment in acres and acres of ground to have supported you that long.”


  “I am not a plant, so I do not feed from chemicals. I extract pure energy from matter. A cubic foot of any sort of matter will last me a thousand years. The chemicals you put in this water are unnecessary. The water alone is all I need. Or, lacking that, air, vapor, or just cosmic rays will do as well.”


  “You’re eternal!” Swinerton said, awed.


  “If I choose.”


  “Do you reproduce?”


  “No.”


  “Then your race is dying out, if you never avoid accidental death?”


  “It is,” Omega stated unemotionally. “How many of you are left? Do you know?”


  “Yes. I’m in telepathic rapport with all my fellows. One hundred and twenty-nine are left.” A pause. “No—one hundred and twenty-eight,” he amended. “A thousand miles from here, in a cave, one was just crushed by a falling rock. He did not choose to live.”


  Swinerton asked more questions, but Omega fell silent. He didn’t speak again till three days later. Omega was like that, in the following time, speaking for a few minutes, then shutting his mind to us as if we didn’t exist.


  That probably seems like a collective hallucination to you. Perhaps it is. We have no proof. Von Zell might have thought of the electrical precipitation himself.


  Hello, Mars Expedition Two! Your winter has set in, you say, confining you to your barracks. It’s a long, bitter one. It’ll last six months. Luckily, besides cards and chess, you have books. We didn’t. If you get tired of those, try the roundelay story game, each person continuing the adventures of a mythical hero. Give him a super space ship and all the Universe to roam in. It’s great fun.


  TWO Hundred Forty-seventh Day. The necessities of life were taken care of, so we concentrated on the rocket tube problem.


  Of our sixty-four drive rockets, nine had blown out in the previous take-off. We had twelve replacements. It had not been thought, on Earth, that more would ever be needed. The margin of three replacements left is not enough, Tarnay says. At least ten to twenty others would blow out if we took off again.


  The action of the mercury vapors had greatly softened the tubes. Mercury tends to amalgamate with any and all metals, and the result is an alloy that can readily be manipulated. But the first blasts of rocket flame had burned out this amalgam, leaving the surface badly pitted. Our only hope was to recoat the weakened tubes with harder metal again, and only platinum-iridium alloy would do.


  We have the metal. Parletti discovered nuggets of almost chemically pure platinum and iridium. They lie around on unweathered Mercury like so many acorns. It was much harder to find the clay we needed.


  We can melt them, even though they are two of the most refractory metals known, with melting points of eighteen hundred, and twenty-three hundred degrees Centigrade. Tarnay, Markers and I devised an electric-arc unit for the purpose.


  But we can’t melt enough of it at once. Our unit melts a few grams at a time, at the point of arc. We somehow have to melt and keep molten several pounds in our clay vessel. The rocket tubes must be dipped in one after another, for their full length, to become coated all over with new platinum-iridium alloy. To make an electric-arc furnace that size and capacity would take ten times the equipment we have. We came to that inexorable conclusion six weeks ago.


  Another set-back dispirited us. Karsen fell ill for three days and Parletti has diagnosed it as arsenic poisoning! It is impossible for the electrical method to eliminate all metals in our Mercurian food. Traces of arsenic remain, but even worse than that is the minute amount of lead. Lead is a cumulative poison. It stores up in the body until it causes death.


  Parletti estimated that two or three months of the Mercurian food would bring us all down with lead and arsenic poisoning. And eventually bad enough to kill us. Karsen was nursed back to health with our precious Earth food.


  The hunting parties are often caught in the short but terrible storms that rage between the Night Side and Day Side temperatures, precipitating metal hail. Once Robertson and Ling came in battered and bleeding, and were laid up for three days.


  It was as though Mercury had gathered all its sullen wrath and was warning the alien invaders to be gone. Somehow, we have to leave at the next conjunction. It is two weeks off, and we still haven’t repaired our rockets.


  Hello, Venus! Keep your chin up. The food-mold destroyed half our food supplies, too. But you’ll find the Venusian animals good eating. Wish we could say the same for Mercury. . . .


  TWO Hundred Forty-eighth day.


  Swinerton carried on several more “conversations” with Omega—when Omega was disposed to converse. We blessed Omega at times for keeping our minds off our troubles. We also cursed him, for his insidious philosophy was more dangerous to our morale than anything we had to battle.


  Omega and his kind have no ambitions, no desires, no instinct of work or self-preservation. They are probably the end-product of all intelligence. They could be super-scientists and rule the Solar System, except that long ago they simply let their manipulative limbs become vestigial and lost all inner drive. They are simply minds, dreaming on and on, existing for no reason except that not existing requires a suicidal effort.


  What do their thoughts consist of? How have they filled that appalling stretch of time since they became vegetables? Imagine a million years of physical inactivity! How had they kept from going mad, or being bored to death?


  They were being bored to death! That was the answer. Yet why did they make no attempt to escape? Why weren’t they in the least interested in establishing contact with us, or the Martians before us?


  “Look,” Swinerton put it. “A worm says to us, ‘Hello, man! Why do you live out there, in that emptiness? Why don’t you come down where we are? There is nice, black, lightless ground to wallow in, and eat, and dig through. This is the life! What are you doing out there where everything is blinding and empty and nothing happens?’ The worm, you see, knows nothing of the Sun and stars and all the greater things. We’re the worms telling Omega he should come down from his higher mental realm and wallow in the mud with us.”


  Sensitive by nature, Swinerton brooded over those sinister ideas. That other time, spending a week down in the cavern with the plant-minds, he had come back with the outlook of a plant mind.


  Captain Atwell one day threatened to throw Omega out, for we were all worried about Swinerton.


  “We’re not concerned about the thinking processes of this mental weed,” Captain Atwell declared sternly.


  “We have to get our rocket tubes repaired and leave.”


  Swinerton started. “Good Lord!” he whispered. “Why didn’t I think of it before? Omega’s our answer. He knows everything. He even utilizes atomic energy. Omega can tell us how to repair our rockets!”


  We thought Swinerton was growing mad. But the next time Omega deigned to answer, he tried questioning the vegetable intelligence.


  “Omega, tell us how to repair our rockets,” Swinerton demanded. Briefly he explained the ship’s engine and its system of rocket propulsion.


  “Why do you want to repair your ship?” Omega asked.


  “To leave, of course,” Swinerton snapped.


  “Why?”


  MOCKINGLY Omega was turning our own guns on us. It was the first time he had asked for a cause.


  “So we can get back to Earth, our home planet, and report,” Swinerton said doggedly.


  “What good is that?”


  “Space travel will be able to go on.”


  “And after space travel, what?”


  “The human race expands, advances.”


  “To what?”


  Swinerton looked at us helplessly. Did the stock answers mean anything to Omega?


  “To an interplanetary empire,” Swinerton groaned.


  “For what purpose?”


  “Damn you! Are you toying with us?”


  “No. Just showing how futile it all is. Look what happened to the Martians.”


  “What!” Robertson yelled the word out, face alight. “What did happen to the Martians?”


  We all leaned forward tensely. Would Omega reveal the stupendous mystery of the past that had tantalized us on three expeditions to three planets? But Omega obstinately became silent. It was not till five days later that he spoke again, in answer to Swinerton’s hourly calls.


  “The rocket tubes,” Swinerton said. “You could tell us how to repair them, couldn’t you? Don’t you know how?”


  “Yes. But I do not choose to. I see no reason to trouble myself.”


  “Must you have a reason? You said once there’s no reason to anything.”


  “Exactly,” Omega returned heartlessly.


  “You can’t refuse—it means our lives,” Captain Atwell rasped threateningly. He pulled out his pistol, aiming it for Omega’s head. “If you don’t tell us, I’ll blow you to atoms!”


  It was a futile gesture.


  “Shoot,” Omega said. “If I wish, I can turn the bullet aside with the shield of force, or I can take death. It depends on what I would wish at the moment you fired.”


  Either way, we would get no answer. What could we do? Omega had no answer for the worms.


  My chronicle is now up to date. I mentioned earlier that we know Omega could save us, but he hasn’t. Perhaps we are all mad. We don’t know. We’re haggard, haunted, though not so much by the thought of doom. If a man could talk to a worm, he might undermine its whole philosophy, too. It’s strange to think that Mercury’s greatest menace is something more intangible than poisoned food.


  We should throw Omega out. He’s poisoning our minds, and yet he’s our last forlorn hope of leaving—if he chooses.


  Just received your broadcast of the dedication ceremonies for the completed Tycho Space Station on the Moon. We know Omega would question the use of it. But we feel like cheering. There must be faith in progress, even if we’re beginning to doubt its value.


  TWO Hundred Forty-ninth day. Startling news, Earth. Omega told us, after all! This morning he “awoke” again.


  “Tell us how to repair our rockets,” Swinerton pleaded. “In return, we’ll try to give you anything you want.”


  What could a creature want who had lived a million years and known all things? But Omega threw a bombshell.


  “Yes, I will bargain with you. I’ll tell you how to make an atomic-energy furnace, to melt your alloy. In return, I want a mind. We haven’t examined a human mind since two million years ago, when we colonized Earth. You were sub-men then.”


  “A mind?” Swinerton asked in horror.


  “Yes. Choose one among you. He will die, for I must absorb his mind completely.”


  Fantastic? Absurd? I’ll describe the rest briefly, since it’s even more unbelievable. Keeping his part of the bargain, Omega asked for our best technical man and hypnotized him. That was Tarnay, of course.


  Under Omega’s control, Tarnay has become a super-scientist. I can’t describe it in any other way. Like a robot, he assembled wires, batteries, prisms and seleno-cells, from our workshop supplies. He has been working furiously all day, putting his equipment together in some strange pattern. At his terse orders, the rest of us have helped where we could, winding coils, hooking up battery circuits and lathing metal parts.


  Will resume tomorrow. We are tired, dazed, wondering if the machine we’re putting together will mean anything. We hope Omega isn’t playing some monstrous joke on us.


  Two Hundred Fiftieth day.


  The machine is done. It works!


  An hour ago, Tarnay set in the last part, a speck of radium from Ling’s supplies. The clay pot from our electric-arc apparatus was put in the heart of Omega’s machine. When Tarnay threw a switch, there was a deep hum that sounded like a billion angry atoms buzzing out of their orbits. We expected an explosion that would kill us all, including Omega, in a suicide plan spawned in his enigmatic mind.


  But instead, the clay pot became red hot. The lumps of platinum and iridium within melted down in a few minutes. We dropped in more metal, filling the pot. All of it melted with ease.


  Like happy pups we cheered and hopped around deliriously. It will be easy to dip our detached rocket tubes, coat them with alloy to make them strong again for space flight. We will start the dipping tomorrow.


  The machine awes us. It releases atomic energy, the dream of science for a century. Tamay can’t explain it, though his hands made it. Somehow, the radioactivity of the radium speck is increased tremendously, throwing; off heat beside which the electric-arc is comparatively cold.


  Omega has saved us. But we will have to pay the price. We promised.


  “A life must be sacrificed, after all,” Captain Atwell said bitterly. “I said I would bring you all back. I’ve failed. But at least I’ll send you all back—”


  We stopped him instantly. No voluntary sacrifice would be allowed. We drew lots. Ling is the unfortunate one.


  TWO Hundred Fifty-fifth day. Hello, Earth! I skipped five days because we were busy dipping the tubes and preparing for take-off. We’re ready to leave now. All the tubes are shiny with the new surfacing of platinum-iridium alloy.


  Ling is with us! All ten of us are coming back! You wonder, perhaps, if we tricked Omega, or simply refused to keep our bargain. Here’s the story.


  After the machine’s completion, Omega went into one of his silent spells. We were all thinking the same thing—If we worked fast enough, and got away before Omega came out of it—well, what could he do? It would be his own fault.


  We even went a step further. Why not just toss Omega out and forget about the whole thing? He was just a helpless plant. Why pay the price? What right had he to demand a life? Omega would probably just shrug it off anyway, and think us fools if we paid.


  “I could blast you all where you stand,” Omega’s telepathic voice suddenly stated this morning. “You can’t escape without paying the price. Whom have you chosen?”


  Swinerton pushed Ling back.


  “Me, Omega!” he shouted. “Take me quickly. I’ll live in your mind. I can’t stand this life any more. It’s meaningless, trivial, futile. Take me, Omega!”


  We were paralyzed, waiting for something to happen.


  “I choose—” Omega began.


  We held our breaths, waiting for some ray, a force, an unknown beam to blast either Ling, or Swinerton, or all ten of us.


  But Omega was silent. Slowly his chalice of leaves drooped. Before our eyes his pulpy brain crumbled into dust.


  “He chose suicide!” gasped Swinerton. “But why? Why?”


  Yes, why? That question will ring through all eternity and never be answered, for anything. That is the philosophy of Omega.


  We’re ready for take-off. We’re glad to leave Mercury and the shadow of Omega. Somewhere in space, Swinerton will get over it. But now he’s sitting vacant-eyed, and doesn’t answer us. We’ll all have to reorientate our minds, before arriving on Earth. We’ll have to forget Omega and his philosophy of indifference. Future expeditions to Mercury must be warned to keep away from the plant brains.


  BY the way, don’t get the idea that we’re coming back with the secret of atomic energy. We had to tear down the machine, for we need the batteries and other parts. Tarnay says he could never begin to assemble it again, even with complete plans. He wouldn’t understand what he was doing. That great secret still lies in the future of mankind, and we hope it doesn’t end in the philosophy of Omega.


  Captain Atwell has just given the take-off signal. We’ll be on Earth in two months. All ten of us. That thought is already warming us, taking away the chill of Omega. If we keep talking to each other, we won’t hear that echoing challenge—why, why?


  Mercury Expedition Number One signing off.


  THE DEMONS OF DARKSIDE


  Leigh Brackett


  The Denizens of Mercury Ruled a Domain of Eternal Night—Until Barry Garth Invaded that Empire with Light!


  IT was early, so the ancient televisor was only observed by a scant audience. Sila, the town buried on the edge of Venus’ eastern swamp belt, didn’t wake till dark.


  Barry Garth, almost alone in the scrap metal barroom, put his head in his arms and listened with a weary hatred. He’d heard so many telecasts during the past months. Thousands, it seemed, and all on the same subject.


  “A third appeal for clemency was today denied Alice Webster by the Interplanetary Court,” rasped the blurred image of the telecast announcer. “This means that the twenty-three-year-old heiress, convicted of murdering her uncle, Gavin Webster, the Mercurian Metals tycoon, will die as scheduled three weeks from today. Her fiancé-accomplice, Barry Garth, has not yet been apprehended by the police, from whom he escaped soon after the trial.”


  “Dirty rat!” hiccupped a space sailor at the bar. “Leaving a dame to take the rap by herself!”


  “Flash! Ladies and gentlemen!” The telecaster’s voice fairly crackled. “Word has just come from Mercury. The private yacht of Wilsey Stevens, third vice-president of Mercurian Metals and chief witness for the prosecution at the murder trial of Alice Webster, crashed on Darkside two hours ago. Our Mercurian informer states that the yacht, the Hermes, struck a magnetic storm before she broke her drag, and was sucked down into the shadow.


  “Wilsey Stevens himself was piloting the craft. Since experience has proven salvage work impossible, and since no one has ever survived either a crash or an expedition on the dark face of Mercury, it must be concluded that Stevens and his entire crew of six men are lost. Names of those aboard—”


  Barry Garth didn’t hear them. He was staring blankly at the telescreen, his big raw-boned frame taut. So Wilsey Stevens was dead, after all. All his lying, all his signing away of two lives, had availed him nothing. Darkside had caught him, and he was dead.


  That meant Alice was dead, too. There was no hope now of saving her. He might as well go back and die with her.


  Wilsey Stevens dead! But was he? Who knew what happened on Darkside? No one had ever come back to tell. Perhaps, if the crash hadn’t killed him, he might live—at least for awhile. Was there a chance, one meager but all-important chance?


  Barry Garth strode out of the barroom then, and there was something strangely ruthless in his dark, handsome face and the set of his wide shoulders.


  The slow Venusian dusk cloaked the single shoddy street. The fever-mists crawled up out of the swamp, and some faraway scaly beast sent up a hissing scream. Blue mud reeked and squelched under Garth’s boots. Ahead, a space of desolation with the rocket-blown pits filled with water, was the port of Sila, the town’s only excuse for existing.


  GARTH paused near a cluster of rusty shanties, searching with narrowed blue eyes. Finding what he sought, a cracked and slimy board bearing the legend “Scotia Salvage Co.,” he started forward and stopped again, wondering if he were not a little mad.


  The odds were greatly against him that he could find Stevens alive, or live to come back himself if he did. Darkside was one of the impenetrable mysteries of the System. No one knew what existed under the blanket of everlasting shadow and freakish magnetic currents—except that men who went there never came back!


  Garth shrugged. Perhaps he was going mad. To be a crack racing flier with a future and the grandest girl in nine planets, to be, out of a clear sky, accused and convicted of murder, to face an unjust death with that girl was enough to make anyone crazy.


  Wilsey Stevens either killed or knew who killed Gavin Webster. His testimony at the trial, convicting Alice and Garth, had proven that. He had woven an unbreakable chain of evidence around them. But they knew they were innocent. Garth’s one hope had been to force Stevens to confess. His one meager clue as to discovering Stevens’ possible motive for the murder had brought him to Sila, only to end like this.


  A new thought occurred to Garth. Even if Stevens were dead, the Hermes might yield some clue that would be sufficient to stop Alice’s execution and give them another chance.


  He knew what he was going to do to the man in the Scotia Salvage Company office. He didn’t care. Not all the population of this rotten sinkhole put together added up to Alice Webster. He would cheerfully have shot them all down, if it meant one single chance for her.


  As for himself, he was no diamond-studded hero. He wanted to live. He had a right to live!


  Barry Garth put his right hand in his pocket and pushed open the door of the Scotia Salvage Company.


  A pungent reek of white Venusian whisky struck his nostrils. The cramped, untidy office was growing dark, but he could see the man who rose from behind the rickety table. He looked into a dark face sunk between tremendous shoulders, with savage gray eyes half-veiled by hair, black, shaggy as that of a bear. Heavy stubble shadowed a square, grim jaw. The man’s worn spacemen’s kit, wrinkled against a powerful body, was stained and dirty. The tunic was torn open over a black-haired chest.


  “There’s no job here,” growled the man. “And I’m closed for the night.” His voice was deep and harsh, with a slight burr.


  Garth shook his head.


  “I don’t want a job,” he said.


  “Then what do ye want?”


  “Your ship,” said Garth.


  The gun blurred out of his pocket, snapped softly. A needle laden with a quick-acting anesthetic caught the man at the base of his hairy throat. Before his startled curse could voice itself, the big Earthman fell.


  Barry Garth eased his fall. There was something about that bitter, deep-lined face that seemed familiar, even important, but he couldn’t bring the half-memory clear. He knew he’d never seen the man. He shrugged and sat down to wait.


  The black, starless night shut down, and it began to rain. Staggering under the big man’s weight, Garth ventured out into the deserted landing field. There was no one here but himself and the Scot.


  HE found the hangar, opened it with the Scot’s keys. There was a squat, ancient salvage tug inside, one of those disreputable pirates of the space lanes, who preyed on misfortune and made ill luck worse. Garth knew these tramp salvage men. They’d give aid, preferably to private ships, and then strip the owner to his underclothes to pay for the service. He had, in his younger days, lost his first ship to just such vultures.


  The name Bruce was painted on the scarred hull. Garth dumped the Scot through the open port and set about checking the ship. Because of the darkness he was forced to risk a small light.


  Some instinct made him look up suddenly. A face was framed in the opening of the door he had thought was closed. It was a thin, unhealthy Martian face, with lank hair and a mouth purpled from chewing finchi. Then it was gone.


  Garth jumped for the door and caught a dim glimpse of a tall, awkward form running. But there was no chance for a shot.


  He turned back to the Bruce. He might, of course, have been watched all the time. By whom? Police spies, perhaps. A sharp-eyed space rat who had recognized him and wanted the reward. Or just a curious loafer.


  There had been something purposeful about that peering face. Garth’s bony jaw locked grimly. Strapping the Scot in his bunk, he slid back the hangar top and sent the Bruce hurtling up on roaring jets, outbound for Mercury . . .


  He was far beyond the cloud blanket, out in space, when he saw the little streak of flame on his visi-plate. Another ship, up from Sila, was following him.


  Crouched in the pilot’s bay, which was little more than a sweltering air-space between banks of machinery and control panels, Barry Garth threw every last atom of speed into the Bruce and cursed its slowness. If that was a police ship following—


  But it wasn’t. The ship reached its maximum velocity, approximately that of the Bruce, and hung there. It was close enough so that Garth could make out its shape in the brilliant glare of the Sun. It was a squat, shabby salvage tug like the Bruce. Barry Garth frowned.


  There was something funny about that. There was nothing ahead but Mercury, and there was no salvage job on Mercury except the Hermes. Besides, it took a damned strong motive to get any man near Darkside.


  Uneasy curiosity sent his hand for the televisor switch. But he drew it back. He didn’t dare contact that ship. If the Martian back in Sila had anything to do with it, they knew he had stolen the Scot’s ship. If not, he didn’t dare tip them off. They could radio the Venusian police to pick him up before he hit the shadow.


  Garth forced himself to calm, and set about checking his course. Then he jerked bolt upright, sweat bursting in a sudden flood from every port.


  The Scot had screamed—screamed in black, abysmal terror!


  Barry Garth stood in the dim glow of the panel light, facing into the darkness toward the stern. The bunkroom was back there, beyond the air-tight door. Garth cradled the needle gun, waiting.


  The bulkhead door clanged open wildly against the wall. A towering shape burst through it, staggered, and plunged for the light switch. The cold white glare of full power blazed blindingly.


  The Scot stood flattened against the curving hull-wall, every muscle rigid. His face was a ghostly gray and his eyes were mad.


  Garth forced his voice to be quiet.


  “What’s the matter?” he asked.


  BREATH sobbed into the big man’s lungs.


  “The demons,” he whispered. The burr was deep and thick in his voice. “They come i’ the dark. I can hear them.”


  “You’ve had a nightmare,” Garth said. “Take a drink and go back to bed.”


  A measure of sanity returned to the Scot’s wild gray eyes. His heavy muscles knotted in his effort to still them.


  “The light,” he said. “It drives them awa’. They cannot stand the light.”


  Garth relaxed, remembering that the Scot had been drinking.


  “All right, I’ll leave the lights on,” he agreed. “Go and sleep it off.”


  The Scot’s harsh laugh startled him.


  “I’ll nae sleep them off while I live, lad.” He ran huge scarred hands through his shaggy hair, and looked up again, completely under control. “Now then. What are ye doing, and why?”


  “We’re going on a salvage job,” said Garth evenly. “To Mercury. There’s a man there I want to see.”


  “To Mercury?” Fear leaped bright in the big man’s eyes, but he held it down. “Go on.”


  Garth told his story.


  “Stevens is my last and only hope,” he finished. “He must have had a motive, a reason for what he did to us. I’ve tried every other way to find it, and failed. Now I’m trying this. I’ll die if I fail, but I’d have to die anyway. I had to have a ship, a salvage ship, and I knew I couldn’t get anyone to go where I’m going voluntarily. I’ll get you out of it if I can get out myself. But I’d rather kill every rat in Sila than let this chance go.”


  “Aye, ye’re right,” the Scot said. “And why not? Life’s nae a merry gambol. Where on Mercury is it ye’re going?”


  “Darkside.”


  The Scot’s grim mouth opened, but no sound came forth. His eyes widened like ice-gray flames. Garth saw a tremor shoot through him, as though he’d taken a death-blow over the heart. Then he laughed.


  The roar of that wild, harsh laughter shook Garth strangely, and sent his blood running boiling hot and then cold. He braced himself and raised his gun.


  “Darkside!” the big man whispered. “He’s taking me to Darkside. Me, Sandy MacDougal!” He swung to face forward, toward the silver blaze of Mercury. “This is yer doin’ ! Ye thought ye had me once, ye black demons of hell, but I cheated ye! Ye got Sarasoff, but nae me. Ye’ve hounded and followed me, and noo ye want me back. But I’ll nae come! D’ye hear me? I’ll nae come!”


  He flung himself forward with startling speed for such a big man. But Garth was ready. His finger closed convulsively on the trigger. MacDougal’s hands had only time to close around his throat before they went lax.


  Barry Garth dragged the Scot back to his bunk and strapped him in, this time where he couldn’t get at the buckles. Then he stood staring down into that lined, bitter face, and he felt himself tremble.


  “Sandy MacDougal,” he whispered. “I remember now. He was a crack pilot on the Mercury run for Interplanetary Mails nearly fifteen years ago. And he was reported to be lost on Darkside!”


  So someone had come back from the shadow. Someone had cheated whatever deadly forces lived in that sunless cone of eternal night. Garth smiled grimly. What one man had done, another could do.


  Then he looked at MacDougal again, and his smile died . . .


  TWENTY-FOUR hours went by, and then another five. Barry Garth, keeping himself awake on caffeine tablets from the supply locker, crouched in the narrow bay, stripped to the waist. The metal shields were over the ports, but the blaze of the huge, malignant Sun sent in heat that the hard-worked refrigerator units couldn’t down. The thermometer crawled up and up, and the control levers were almost too hot to touch.


  Three times in that period of hours, Garth had thrust another needle into Sandy MacDougal, keeping him in drugged quiet. Far more often than that he had cursed the necessity of bringing another man, cursed the luck that had given him MacDougal, of all men.


  “Perhaps,” he muttered, “it’s my punishment for risking another man’s life.” Then he thought of Alice Webster waiting in her cell—waiting for a death she didn’t deserve. Garth glared red-eyed at the shuttered ports.


  “I’ll get him back if I can,” he said aloud. “But I had to do it! I had to!”


  It was the heat, he decided, that made his nerves go tight. The heat and that damned ship behind him that hung on and wouldn’t go away. He swore viciously at the image in his visi-plate. It blurred before his eyes, and he felt the cabin spinning. Another caffeine tablet helped keep him awake. How much farther was it? He’d wait another hour. MacDougal would come to by then.


  Still the heat climbed. Several times Garth found himself on the verge of collapse. His rangy body was tough, but the ordeal of the past months had taken something out of him, and he hadn’t eaten regularly since his escape. He kept his aching, burning eyes on the chronometer, and when it reached a certain mark, he gripped the emergency fuel-dump lever.


  The plastic burned his palm, but he pulled it back, watching the gauge drop. He had calculated nicely, and he prayed that his calculations were right. If they weren’t, it was just too bad.


  When he staggered back to the bunkroom, the Scot was awake. Garth bent over him.


  “Listen,” he said. “There’s just enough fuel in the tanks to get us to Mercury. You can’t go back to Venus, no matter what. Now get in there and stand your watch.”


  MacDougal looked at him.


  “Ye love that lassie, don’t ye?” he asked surprisingly.


  Garth nodded. “I’ll sleep now. And there’s nothing you can do about it, MacDougal, so don’t try.”


  The Scot rose stiffly, stood looking down.


  “Ye’ve the kind of guts I like, lad. Sorry I can’t help ye.”


  Garth’s bony face went ugly.


  “It takes two pilots to get a ship through the disturbance field. That’s one reason why I had to bring you. And you’re going to pull your weight!”


  MacDougal shrugged.


  “Without fuel, I’ll have to, for awhile.”


  Garth hefted the pistol significantly.


  “I’ll see that you do,” he said meaningly. He smiled as MacDougal turned and went down the corridor. And then he groaned as a thought struck him. He had forgotten that ship following them!


  He plunged forward, and felt the vibration of the rockets die out of the hull, then start again as the forward jets cut in, decelerating. Raging, Garth burst into the control room and raised the needle gun.


  Then the televisor buzzed. MacDougal, almost smiling as he looked into the visi-plate that had given him his chance, flipped the switch.


  GARTH saw the duplicate of the Bruce’s cramped sweatbox of a cabin blur onto the old screen. A man filled the foreground—a burly man with iron-gray hair and a fighting jaw and level dark eyes. His half-naked body gleamed with sweat, but even so, there was a compact neatness about him.


  “What the hell’s going on there?” the man said.


  MacDougal laughed.


  “Brent, for the first time in my life I’m glad to see yer ugly face!” Relief amounting almost to hysteria rang in his voice. “My young friend here dumped my fuel, so ye can gi’ me a tow back to Venus.”


  Amazement and suspicion vied in Brent’s dark, hard face.


  “Akal!” he called. And another face materialized beside his. It was the unhealthy Martian face that Garth had seen back in Sila. “Is that the man you saw?”


  The Martian licked his purple lips and nodded. Brent scowled.


  “What are you trying to put over on me?” he demanded. “You were headed straight for Darkside, and you know it!”


  “Aye, but we’ve changed our plans,” MacDougal said.


  “Then you’ve given up?” A fierce smile creased Brent’s cheeks. “It’s just as well. I’d have wrecked you before I’d have let you have what Wilsey Stevens owes me. Though how you got onto it is beyond me.”


  Garth bent forward, suddenly taut.


  “What do you know about Stevens?” he shouted.


  Brent’s black eyes glared at him.


  “You know damn well!” he said. “I’m going for what you were, before you lost your nerve. It’s funny, too. I’d have thought a man with guts enough to tackle Black Sandy there and steal his precious Bruce would have had the guts to do anything.”


  Garth was abruptly conscious of MacDougal’s face. It was lined with a growing terror now.


  “The tow, Brent?” he said. “Ye’ll do it?”


  “No! I’m going after the Hermes! Radio Venus for help. They’ll take the Bruce away from you, but that won’t matter much. We independents are nearly dead, anyhow—and a good thing.” Garth caught the surprising bitterness in his voice. “We’re nothing but a bunch of filthy pirates, anyway.”


  “Brent!” Garth shouted. “What’s in the Hermes? What do you know about Wilsey Stevens?”


  Brent frowned.


  “I don’t know what you’re driving at, and I haven’t time to find out. So long!”


  The screen went dead. MacDougal shot a shaking hand to the dial, and in the same instant, Garth lunged. The heavy needle gun in his hand rose and smashed down. Tubes and fragile metal shattered. Garth stood back, breathing hard, and cut the forward jets. The flame of Brent’s ship passed their dot on the visi-plate.


  “Get going,” Garth said. “It’s Mercury, or slow death for us.”


  MacDougal looked at him like an animal beaten numb with hopeless fear. Garth shivered, but he stifled the stab of remorse he felt.


  “There aren’t any demons,” he snarled. “You’re crazy with drugs and whisky.”


  “Why d’ye think I drink?” MacDougal whispered. “So I can stay as sane as I am.” He turned to the controls, set the stern tubes blasting again.


  Garth went back and locked himself into the bunk-room. But it was a long time before he slept . . .


  TIME passed in a blur of rising heat, of dials and gauges that danced before aching eyes, of metal that burned at the slightest touch, of clattering machinery and warm, stale water that did not quench thirst.


  At first, after his escape, the fear of failure had risen in Garth in racking waves. The knowledge of Alice Webster, waiting in her cell for him to free her, drove him on incessantly.


  The answer to his problem lay on Mercury. He had only to overcome certain obstacles to find it. And success or failure—when it was over, it was over. Alice would die in a few days. There’d be no time to try again.


  Garth was rather glad. He knew he couldn’t stand another try, another struggle. All that was left to him now was the memory of Alice Webster’s face when he kissed her in the court-room, before they were drawn apart.


  MacDougal stood his watches in a dangerous, tight-lipped quiet, drinking steadily from a supply in the locker but never getting drunk. The little flame of Brent’s ship stayed always ahead of them, but unable to break away.


  The Bruce and Brent’s ship entered the disturbance area almost together, and Garth prepared himself. Now was the time that MacDougal would probably make his last bid for freedom. There was no radio communication to Mercury, due to the nearness of the Sun and the crazy electro-magnetic currents generated by the wild flight of the planet’s metallic body across the force-field of the Sun.


  But MacDougal would try to semaphore the relay ship that hung above the Twilight Belt, or he could try to regain control of his ship and set her down on one of the mining company fields.


  His face looking more like a death’s head than ever, Garth came into the control room. It was empty. He’d taken one foolish step forward before he realized that the bulkhead door wasn’t flat against the wall in its hooks.


  He caught the blurred movement out of the tail of his eye as he dived forward and heard the crash of the spanner flung by McDougal on the metal floor. It was close enough to jar his teeth. Then he was bunched together and springing up, and the heavy pistol that never left him was flying for MacDougal’s head.


  The Bruce lurched as the Scot swayed back, stunned and bleeding. The machinery bellowed and clanged as timers and compensators went off balance. Garth caught up the needle gun.


  “Get over to those controls,” he said almost gently. “Or I’ll put enough of these needles in you so you’ll never wake up.”


  Blood was running from MacDougal’s temple, matting his shaggy black hair.


  “I’ll get you out of it, MacDougal,” whispered Garth. “I swear I will!”


  MacDougal took the controls, uncertainly at first as the wild currents gripped the Bruce, then with strength flowing back into his hands. Garth, watching the struggling machinery, operated manual controls where the electric systems were too deranged, looked curiously at MacDougal.


  What had happened, down there on Darkside, to change him so horribly?


  The flame of Brent’s ship curved across the visi-plate, still ahead. And then, abruptly, there was darkness edging across the field toward the little flame and the little dot that were their two ships—a darkness utter and impenetrable.


  The dot was so tiny against the immensity of glare and shadow that Garth didn’t see it until it was almost on them. MacDougal saw it, too, and took his hands away from the controls, staring at the oncoming edge of darkness.


  AT that velocity, it wouldn’t be fatal. But it would be enough to crack their outer hull, force them to head for the Twilight Belt and repairs. Brent was in earnest, then. He knew something about Wilsey Stevens, something he didn’t want to tell, something big enough to take him to Darkside.


  Garth blasted his port steering jets, knocking MacDougal aside to get at the levers. There was a dull, vicious thud somewhere astern. The Bruce yawed and shuddered, and there was a tiny hiss of air finding emptiness.


  Violet flames were born abruptly here and there along the metal. Electricity penetrated the broken skin in greater strength. The rockets broke in ragged discord as the timers went out. And it began to grow hotter. The refrigerators had quit, short-circuited.


  “Vac suits!” yelled Garth, and sent the Bruce hurtling toward the shadow. There was no time to get to the Twilight Belt now, even if he’d wanted to. At these temperatures, a man would roast alive in a matter of minutes.


  MacDougal got the suits. He seemed completely beaten, beyond even terror.


  “What will ye do?” the Scot asked.


  “You’re the salvage man,” Garth said.


  Brent’s ship had already touched the shadow, plunged into it. Garth could follow the crimson streak of her rockets.


  “Ye’ll have to land and study the damage,” MacDougal said finally.


  “Then we’ll land.” Garth pulled the final zipper on his vac suit, switched on the refrigerating unit and gasped with relief.


  And then the shadow suddenly touched them!


  The temperature shot downward, freezing where it had seared. Electric fire danced and flared through the ship. Garth felt the Bruce leap under his hands as wild, mad currents surged against her.


  MacDougal laughed suddenly.


  “Ye’ve killed us for nothing, lad,” he said evilly. “My Brucie’s done, and even if she weren’t, Brent’s ahead. The law of salvage says the wrecked ship belongs to the first one there!” His harsh, wild laughter rang against the helmet phones, and then was silent. And through the silence Garth heard someone whispering, very softly, but he couldn’t quite hear the words. MacDougal’s eyes met Garth’s.


  “The demons, lad,” he whispered. “The demons of Darkside!”


  They struck with a skidding crash that jarred them brutally, but the Bruce was tough and it didn’t kill them. Garth, crushed under MacDougal’s weight, felt it lift suddenly, heard a broken cry and the shriek of a bent metal port being hurled open. And then he was alone.


  Garth had never been so alone, even in prison, or out in space with his racing ship. The cold glare of his torch, thrown out the open port, showed him only an endless maze of crystal spires, glimmering eerily in the light. There was a naked loneliness about those tumbled crystal peaks, held forever in the unchanging vacuum and the unimaginable dark.


  Garth felt the desolation seeping into him, flowing like water through his bones. The darkness pressed down, a solid thing beyond the narrow shaft of his torch. It was smothering, overpowering. The black of utter blindness, untouched by sunlight since the Universe began.


  HE swore loudly, defiantly. The Hermes was somewhere down here. MacDougal was out there, and Brent, and Akal, the Martian. And Wilsey Stevens!


  Barry Garth left the ship. The crystals walled around him, flung back his light in broken glints of green and gold, blue and crimson.


  “MacDougal!” he shouted over and over, bellowing into his helmet phone.


  He heard wild, faint laughter. And then the Universe was drowned out in a rush of voices.


  Whispers, loud and clear, were at his elbow, and stretching to the very borders of infinity. Whispers not borne by his helmet phone. Whispers that came through the airless dark and into his brain.


  There was something indescribably horrible about them. They reached deep inside him and dredged up buried ugliness—hate, fear, lust and a brutal desire for vengeance he hadn’t known he possessed. Did he really hear words, or was it just that his mind formed them from habit, out of the things that stalked inside his skull?


  “MacDougal!” he cried, and ran—ran engulfed in a mocking sea of whispers that kept pace with him, filling him like an empty vessel with shapes of naked horror.


  Climbing a jagged ridge, he saw the shattered hulk of a wreck. He knew it, even in the dim reflection of his powerful light, by the peculiar design of the rocket tubes. It was the Hermes!


  “Stevens!” he shouted, and instantly the whispers surged stronger and louder in rhythms of hatred and murderous rage. Then terror blotted them out.


  Perhaps MacDougal was right about the demons. Only the bull strength of the Scot could have brought him through this alive. What had happened to the Sarasoff he’d mentioned, down here in these crystal valleys?


  Desperately he got a grip on himself, shouting to drown out the whispers. Then he heard another voice, crying:


  “What is it? In God’s name—”


  Garth stumbled forward, and quite suddenly, the whispers stopped.


  Sounds rocketed through his headphones. MacDougal, crying his lament. Brent, swearing viciously. And a thin, high scream from Akal.


  A pit yawned suddenly beneath him, filled with shards of light broken from the blue-white torch beam. There were men down there, five of them! Lost from some ancient wreck. They were rigid and unchanging in the spatial cold. Garth looked at their dead faces and swayed with a long, icy shudder.


  He couldn’t find MacDougal, and his voice grew fainter as the Scot wandered farther away in the crystal maze. The Hermes loomed quite close now. Garth moved through showers of flame, over faceted ridges and between rearing cliffs, ever toward that silent ship.


  He realized that he was waiting with a terrible fascination for the whispers to come again.


  “Akal!” Brent’s voice shouted suddenly. “Where are you?”


  There was no answer. Garth’s torch picked out a stocky figure in a vac suit standing beside the broken hulk of Stevens’ yacht. There were other shapes there, strewn on shattered crystals, but they didn’t move. Brent had a gun in his hand, one of the deadly proton guns forbidden to civilians.


  Quickly Garth came up to him, and stopped.


  “This ship is mine,” Brent said to him. “Keep off.”


  “I don’t want the ship,” Garth said. “I want Stevens.”


  Brent gestured.


  “There he is, damn him. MacDougal’s demons got him.” He laughed, but it had a cracked, uncertain quality.


  Garth knelt hurriedly. He could see Stevens’ strong face clearly. But it wasn’t impassive now. It was twisted into a mask of deadly terror. Stevens was dead.


  GARTH rose slowly, his sunken blue eyes fixed on the Hermes. His last hope of saving Alice lay there, barred by the stubborn figure of Brent.


  “Listen,” he said harshly. “I don’t want that ship, or anything in it, except information. I’m going in, Brent.”


  Brent’s gun hand lifted.


  “You’d better not,” he warned. And suddenly his voice broke out, loud and hard and bitter. “Do you think I’m going to let any man near this ship? Do you think I want to die here? Stevens owes me this. He made me what I am. But I wasn’t cut out for a smuggler, nor a damned tramp salvage pirate! Stevens wouldn’t let me go. But he’s got his—and I want mine!”


  Questions broke from Garth, savage, urgent, but were lost in whispers. Again the world was filled with them, goading, driving, lashing him with brutal sensations. They swirled chaotically through him, bringing a jumble of alien voices, Brent’s, MacDougal’s, Akal’s, all shrieking fear and death and hatred.


  No wonder MacDougal was crazy. Garth would be, too, if he lived. He’d even be too crazy to marry Alice. What were the whispers? They weren’t demons. Then what were they?


  And then things happened. A dark shape plummeted from a crystal peak, hurled itself at Brent. Garth glimpsed a white face gashed with purple. He heard Akal’s thought rhythms, heavy with greed and hate, but most of all, greed.


  Brent hadn’t seen him in time. Akal had him down in a flash. He was kneeling on his gun hand, battering his tough glassite helmet against the crystals on the ground. Garth leaped forward, gripping the heavy torch. Brent knew something. He couldn’t die yet. The torch crashed down on Akal’s helmet and knocked loose the life-giving oxygen valve. The Martian squealed, gasped, and fell away.


  The whispers had sent Akal mad with the magnification of his greed for whatever was in the Hermes. Garth grabbed up the gun and plunged on into the wreck.


  The cabins were a shambles. Fire from a short-circuit in the control relays had consumed every inflammable substance, every paper. There was nothing!


  Garth stood lax in the shattered cabin. There was nothing to do now but wait for death. His last hope was gone. He had taken MacDougal to his death for nothing. Alice Webster was doomed.


  But Brent knew something. He had to shake off this weariness and make him tell what was so important in the Hermes. The demon whisperings surged and swelled now. Garth dropped the gun and began to laugh. He’d solved the secret of Darkside, anyway. He couldn’t stop laughing. Brent knew something, but he wouldn’t tell. And it didn’t matter now. They were all going to die, here in the dark and the whispers.


  Louder and louder came those voices. Brent was in the cabin, yelling defiantly. It was something about Yttrium, and Wilsey Stevens.


  Yttrium was rare and valuable, he babbled. Found in the mines of Mercurian Metals, it was stolen and smuggled through Sila to secret agents who bought it for armaments. It was smuggled by Brent and Wilsey Stevens. Stevens flew the stuff from the Twilight Belt on his own yacht. He killed Gavin Webster because he found out, and hung the murder on Alice Webster and Barry Garth.


  Brent didn’t know about the murder, but Garth could fill in the gaps. He gripped Brent by the arm.


  “Let’s get away!” he shouted. “Hook onto your cargo of Yttrium and let’s go.”


  BRENT laughed crazily.


  “Ship’s smashed,” he muttered. “I’m going to stay here with it.”


  The whispers, surging and swelling, came again. Over and over, a hideous monody. Suddenly Brent rushed at him. But he couldn’t avoid the attack. The whispers drugged him. He fell under Brent’s rush and lay laughing. Laughing, because he couldn’t help it, because he had the evidence to save Alice Webster, and he couldn’t use it.


  Alice. The whispers said her name. He saw her, heard her, touched her. The picture of her steadied him. He stopped laughing and began to fight.


  Struggling, they rolled through the broken port and onto the crystal ground. And though Garth’s torch was lost, there was light, faint webs of rainbow light tossed from facet to facet.


  MacDougal rushed up to them then. A giant with mad gray eyes, he stood above the two, a heavy shard of crystal in his hands, muttering with the whispers.


  “The demons sent Sarasoff to kill me,” he mumbled. “I killed him first. Kill! Kill before they do!”


  The shard struck down. Desperately Garth flung Brent aside, took the blow glancingly on his shoulder, and struggled up. Even with Alice strong in his mind, he wanted to kill. He remembered a short-handled pick in his belt. While MacDougal was regaining his balance, poising the shard for another blow, Garth took the pick and brought it down solidly on the Scot’s helmet. It stunned him, but didn’t knock him out. Then an amazing change came over MacDougal.


  “Their censor-band has relaxed,” he said dazedly. “Conscious and subconscious are merged in my brain now. We can communicate with them for a short while. Listen!”


  Garth started violently. Brent was shocked back a little to sanity. The whispers were faint. The crystals flickered eerily about the Scot, who was lying on the ground.


  “We realize that we’ve made a mistake,” a strange voice said. “But it’s lonely here. You unfamiliar organisms were new, interesting. We thought we might be friends. But we bitterly regret it. We understand now.”


  Garth stared wildly. Had he gone mad already? The crystals flamed, weaving dim veils of gold and scarlet, and purple and green.


  “Your minds are strange to us,” the voice went on. “They give off wavelengths of which we know nothing. We do not know about hate, fear and love. We can but guess at them, and sensory impulses are unknown to us. In some manner we do not understand, we have caused unfavorable reactions in the organisms that have come into our sphere of life. Their mind-waves are confused, and then lost.


  “We don’t understand, now, why the censor-band, which seems to keep the vibrations of a part of your minds separate from the other part, has slackened in McDougal’s brain. But for the first time we can communicate with you.”


  Why was there light in the crystals? Why had the cold torchbeam broken to a full spectrum?


  “Yes, we’re alive,” the voice went on. “You call us crystals. We’re carbon, as you are, but static. We came into being with this planet and we’ll go out of being with it. We neither die nor change. But we can’t build up vibration of the proper frequency to enter your conscious minds. That’s what you term them, isn’t it?


  “In some ways we have, instead, amplified the vibrations of your subconscious minds, which seem to be a storehouse for impulses not permitted in your conscious minds. We didn’t realize for a long time that your fleshly brains had two centers of thought.”


  THESE, then, were the demons!


  “But how do you do it?” Garth managed to ask.


  “We build up thought impulses by simple oscillation of our facets,” the voice explained. “During this exchange of vibrations, energy is liberated in the form of light. When all of us oscillate to the same frequency, we have quite a powerful output. Solar radiations destroy our thoughts by introducing counter-vibrations. That’s why we’re powerful only in the screening shadow of this planet.


  “We meant no harm. We wanted contact, not destruction. It’s very lonely here in the eternal dark, the eternal silence, the eternal thought. We might have helped you. Instead, we have—is killed the thought—killed you. We’re glad that this contact has been possible, for we wanted to explain and to tell you that we’ll never try it again. As soon as we sense the presence of one of your organisms, we shall cease oscillating until it’s gone. You need never—is fear the sensation?—fear us.


  “We’re sorry. We meant no harm. But we’re lonely. Pure thought is wonderful. There’s no limit to it. But we’re so near the limit, though we hadn’t believed it existed. And we’re lonely. Lonely. Lonely.”


  The fires died out of the crystals like fireflies drowned in the mist. Darkness, black and unbroken and cold, followed. And there was silence, utter and complete. The whispering had stopped for all time.


  MacDougal stirred and opened his eyes. They were wide and dazed, but the madness was gone from them.


  “I heard,” he whispered. “Somehow, I heard. Thank God!”


  Garth turned away. He had no right to watch another man’s soul being released from hell.


  Far away he could make out the dim glow of the Twilight Belt. They could make it now, without madness dogging them. He could semaphore the relay ship and get a stay of Alice’s execution. Brent’s testimony would change things. Alice would be free, and he, too!


  Brent could come back to claim his Yttrium. MacDougal was free of his demons. And Darkside was no longer a death-trap, except for the magnetic currents, which man’s engineering genius could soon overcome.


  The dark, lonely plain spread around him. He could feel it, though he was blind with the darkness. For just an instant, he could feel the black eternities of flight through frigid space, the silence, the desolation, the terror of a Universe coming to its end.


  “I’m sorry,” he whispered to the voice-crystal. “So very sorry.” Then, quite loudly, he yelled to the others: “Come on. Our air won’t last forever. Let’s go!”


  DOOM SHIP


  Harry Walton


  The ship was done, half wrecked, and her crew was done, Outcasts, the useless dregs. And the ship was hound for the Sun—though that wasn’t her official port of call!


  “HEY, you!”


  Garth turned slowly. It had been a long time since anybody had taken the trouble to call him, even that way. He wasn’t sure the shout was meant for him.


  “Want a berth?” asked the dim figure on the landing-stage platform.


  The bitterness of disappointment welled up like acid in Garth’s mind. How often he had heard those words, that were only the prelude to an oft-rehearsed farce. He knew it by heart now and had no desire to undergo another performance.


  “Yeah,” said Garth. “I want a berth, but I can’t pass a physical.”


  He expected the man above to turn away at that. The man stayed. He said: “We got kind of a good doctor on board. Maybe he’ll pass you. Come on up.”


  Garth stood still, swaying a little as men of his kind did. Pass him on a physical? Not a chance.


  “He won’t pass me,” he called up.


  The shadowy figure silhouetted against the ship’s open port gestured impatiently.


  “You got nothing to lose by trying. We pay five credits anyway if you’re rejected. Come on.”


  That was different. The bitterness in Garth gave way to anticipation. He licked his dry, feverish lips. Five credits would cool them for a while. Five credits would still a little of the raging hunger within him. He’d be rejected, of course.


  He swung up the stairway to the landing stage. An old-fashioned fluorescent farther up the cradle shed pale light on the ship’s hull. The paint on her was thin, scratched by a thousand forgotten impacts, so that you could hardly read her name and origin. Carlyle Castle—Tarma, V. A freighter, of course. Garth had never heard of her, but obviously she was a veteran and in urgent need of hands to offer five credits on rejections.


  The man, who wore a second mate’s stars, motioned him through the port and into a grille-floored corridor with steel walls even barer of paint than the hull. Their footsteps woke echoes from the dim depths. You could look down through the floor, through a maze of metal, and count three levels; four in all, because this was the upper deck. Earth built, she was, Garth thought. Off the Martian run, perhaps, and reregistered here on Venus for third-class freight service. What difference did it make? lie wasn’t sailing on her.


  He looked at the second mate, a gorillalike brute in build, with a face to match, and was almost glad he wasn’t sailing. Garth could read faces, and he knew this was a man he wouldn’t have tolerated for a single watch on his ship. And then self-contempt twisted his lips in a wry grimace. His ship! He’d never have a ship again. Gale Garth was through. Not an owner in the system would intrust so much as a tender to him. Even the hulking second mate walking beside him would be accounted worth ten of his kind.


  IN THE main saloon three men waited. One, wearing the single star of a captain, sat behind a battered table littered with papers. Two others in mufti stood by, cigarettes clamped between their lips; one had a stethoscope dangling from his neck. Garth took no further notice of them. The rest would be routine, with perhaps a kick or a curse when they learned what he was.


  “Name?” snapped the captain. “Gale Garth.”


  “What was your last ship?”


  “Stellar Queen. Jupiter run.”


  “Doctor, examine this man.”


  The doctor came negligently forward, ran the stethoscope over Garth’s chest in a perfunctory manner, then stepped back while Garth, obeying the mumbled command, took off his shirt. Now they’d know—


  There was a gasp from the doctor as he caught sight of the characteristically indrawn stomach, the ribs starkly plain beneath the pallid, glossy skin.


  “When did you eat last?” he asked sharply.


  They found out quicker now, Garth thought. But it made no difference. He hadn’t expected to pass—just to get the five credits.


  “Two years ago,” he answered, and was conscious of the third man taking the cigarette from his mouth in astonishment.


  But the doctor reacted otherwise. Rage contorted his face. His fist came up threateningly, and Garth stumbled backward with a scream of terror that welled up from his very soul. The fist dropped harmlessly to the doctor’s side. He swung toward the table. “This man’s a dewlog drinker, captain. His basic metabolism has been radically altered by the drug—and he hasn’t the courage of a cornered rat. He may live five years, certainly no more, unless he quits the stuff.”


  “This voyage,” said the captain dryly, “won’t last any five years. Will you pass him?”


  Garth, astonished, saw the doctor nod. “With the reservations mentioned. But he’ll be no good to you without dewlog. You’ll have him in a sick bay half the time.”


  The captain only grinned wolfishly. He was of the same type as the mate, with perhaps just enough additional intelligence to get a third-class master’s certificate.


  “Look sharp, man,” the gruff voice aroused him. “Your papers?”


  Bewildered, Garth shook his head. Didn’t they know a dewlog drinker couldn’t get papers at any clearance port in the system? He hadn’t had any for two years. And without papers you couldn’t get a berth even on a fourth-rate tramp such as this.


  “Found them in his shirt, captain,” said the third man, who had been silent up to now. He flung a stained packet on the table.


  Garth watched in stunned amazement as the captain unwrapped it, spread out the stamped and sealed voucher of a certified spaceman. Incredulously he read his own name in the spaces provided; and, ending a list of ships, the name Stellar Queen. Then he remembered that the captain hadn’t asked questions in the usual order, and that the third man had turned aside to write something when the doctor came forward-.


  “Why the hell,” the captain wanted to know, “don’t you spacelings sign your papers? I can’t accent them this way.”


  The room reeled about Garth. Through a haze he saw the captain leering at him, holding up a pen. Without meaning to do so, he took it, scrawled his signature twice beneath the master’s stubby thumb. He’d dreamed of this hopelessly for so long he would have done it in his sleep.


  “You’re signed on. Get your equipment from the slop chest and find a bunk forward,” said the captain.


  IT WAS like a pailful of cold water in his fevered face. Garth had expected anything but this, anything but being provided with bogus papers, passed on the physical, and signed on immediately. A cold chill of realization came over him; he was no longer fit to take a berth. A year ago it could have been the salvation of him. Now it meant torture. Nausea shook him when he thought what it meant—going for weeks without the stuff that was meat and drink to him, vomiting up ordinary food because his atrophied stomach couldn’t handle it, while his nerves shrieked for the anodyne denied them.


  “I can’t go,” he gasped. “The doc’s right—I’m no good without dewlog. I’d go crazy without it. I only came up for the five credits on rejection.”


  “You’re signed on,” the master repeated. “Mercury voyage. Go forward.”


  Terror lent Garth a sort of courage. “Even if you have me legally, captain, you’re better off without me. I can’t face a voyage any more. I’d be a liability. You’re better off to go short-handed than to take me.”


  “I’ll be the judge of that,” snarled the master. “Now go forward—or we’ll have a little discipline here.” Garth looked about wildly. The second mate had stepped close to him. The doctor looked stonily into space. The third man blocked the doorway. He was trapped.


  “You want to go forward?” asked the mate with a cold grin. “Or you want a little discipline?”


  His hand came up, clenched into a hard, knotted fist. Garth stared at it while horror welled up in his mind—the horror a normal man sees in the knout or the rack. For to Garth’s dewlog-sodden, abnormally sensitive nerves, all pain was multiplied a hundredfold. A scratch or pinch was agony. A blow—


  He went forward, the mate following. Automatically, his horror-numbed senses took note of things that were not as they should be—rotted fire hose in the corridor racks, broken valves, dogs missing from the bulkhead doors, torn gaskets, and a dozen lesser evidences of neglect.


  The mate stopped, flung aside a wall panel that covered a mess of tangled clothing, shoes, and safety belts.


  “Pick ’em out. Sharp, now.”


  Garth pawed the stuff over. The uniforms were filthy, faded, patched things. Most of the shoes lacked soles. He found a passable outfit, but the safety belts were grained, cracked, worn-out. It would be as much as your life was worth to trust any of them in an emergency. He flung them aside.


  But the mate threw one on top of his bundle. “Regulations. You don’t have to use it if you don’t want to. Come on.” The panel snapped shut, they trudged through more corridors, brought up in what was evidently the crew’s quarters, a huge, dirty cubicle with bunks ranged about the walls two deep. Four of them were occupied by motionless, blanketed figures.


  “Tired?” asked the mate with mock solicitude. “You look it.” Ain’t been getting enough sleep. We’ll fix that—”


  Garth looked at him in astonishment that turned to terror when he understood the leer upon the mate’s face. He screamed as the other advanced, fists swinging. The cry bubbled in his throat as hard-swung knuckles exploded against his chin. Then came merciful darkness of body and mind.


  “HI, waddies. Wot d’yuh know? The stiff’s comin’ to now, ’e is.”


  Garth heard the words, a shuffle of feet, and the muted, hull-transmitted roar of rocket motors all in the same instant of awakening. He felt spent and feverish, which was not strange, considering the fact that he had taken no dewlog for forty-eight hours before getting on board. He opened his eyes to the bunk wall, and a sputtering little fluorescent that winked constantly with the twenty-cycle delivery of the lighting generators. He turned his head and looked into a face as dark and wizened as a monkey’s.


  “Hullo,” said the face, cracked by a tooth-revealing grin. “From the way yuh were snoozin’, I thought yuh were either dead or Pedersen must of sung yuh a lullaby.”


  “Who’s that?” asked Garth thickly, sitting up.


  “Yuh don’t know?” inquired monkey-face. “The second mate, old bull-face. The captain’s name is Dickby.”


  Sharp memories surged back. Garth came out of the bunk standing, swaying slightly, instantly aware of the change to artificial gravity. “The clearance inspector—he been on board?”


  Monkey-face chuckled. “Sure ’e was—hours ago. Found all shipshape and regulation—what ’e saw, leastwise. We’re cleared for Mercury, waddy.”


  “Mercury!” snarled a new voice. “Cleared for hell, you mean. Tell him the truth, Jonkin.”


  Garth looked at the speaker, a lean, tall, hard-set man of indeterminate age, swarthy and almost bald. From ear to chin, a long scar lent character to an already unusual face. Black eyes burned tragically in deep-sunk sockets. A man sunk below his station, Garth thought, like himself.


  “What does he mean?” he asked the wizened little man, Jonkin.


  “Mean? ’E don’t mean nothin’ that ’e knows of. That’s the Croaker, as we call ’im. Croaker Holt. A year he’s been on this ship, an’ still he’s croakin’. Don’t pay ’im no mind, waddy.”


  “This voyage’s different,” snarled Holt. “You know it is. Mercury! Think they’ll miss that chance? This is the trip.”


  Jonkin shrugged his shoulders, turned his back on the tall man. “Wot’s yuhr name, waddy?”


  “Garth.”


  There was a silence, as though he might wish to say more.


  Then Jonkin spoke again, dryly: “Thanks for tellin’ us the story of yuhr life. Guess we each have a story that we’re not so anxious to tell. It’s mess time. Comin’ ?” Garth surprised Holt’s eyes upon him. “Guess so. Nobody’s assigned me a watch yet.”


  Jonkin grunted, led the way. Others in the bunkroom followed. At the mess table they sat down in two long rows.


  Garth looked them over as curiously as they did him. Port sweepings, he decided, and worse. Shifty-eyed, drink-sodden, apathy and hopelessness in their every glance and gesture. A crew he wouldn’t have put out of port with in the old days. He himself was no better—yet the captain had refused to release him. Why? Why should any master deliberately burden himself with such a set of men?


  A burly ruffian entered from the galley, deposited a steaming kettle upon the table and vanished. There was a flurry of arms, metal plates, and spoons as the kettle was slid along. Garth filled his dish with a smelly mixture of flour, shredded meat, and less recognizable ingredients.


  “Swill, that’s what it is,” growled Jonkin at his elbow. “All we get on this tub is swill and dishwater.” But Jonkin heaped his plate and proceeded wolfishly to devour the stuff, while Garth’s shrunken stomach did flipflops within him. Sooner or later, of course, he would have to eat. He took up a spoon and toyed with the food Holt’s eyes were upon him again, burning, speculative.


  Garth forced the stuff into his mouth. Every instinct, natural as well as drug-born, urged him to spit it out. He couldn’t bring himself to chew it, but swallowed wryly and put in a second spoonful. On the sixth he gagged, and then in panic rose sharply from the bench.


  “Second door to yuhr right,” Jonkin remarked matter-of-factly, and Garth hastened off as directed, followed only by a few brief, uninterested stares.


  Getting rid of what he’d eaten didn’t help much. He was still feverish, but only dewlog could remedy that. When he got back to the corridor it was to encounter the burly second mate, Pedersen.


  “Up and about, hey?” said the latter, smiling at him unpleasantly. “Maybe, after all the rest you’ve had, you’re ready for work. Come along, sharp.”


  GARTH followed him down two steel-runged ladders, along a corridor that ran the length of the ship, into a shallow, drum-shaped chamber that was a maze of trusses and thrust girders. The circular rear wall against which these abutted was studded with two-foot pressure disks, from behind which issued the thunderous roar of blasting rockets. The chamber was a bedlam of sound; trusses danced with vibration. In the air was the reek of hot metal and leaking combustion gases.


  Still grinning, the mate opened an equipment cabinet, drew forth a portable motor, a wrench, and a droplight at the end of a long cord.


  “Series F rockets,” he roared above the din, “have been choking under blast. They’re shut off now. You know what to do?”


  Garth nodded, licked his dry lips. Regulations required that all the tubes be shut off before a man be sent into any of them to brush off the carbon deposits. But the Carlyle Castle was beyond regulations now.


  The mate threw the wrench down. “Get going. We can’t get our speed without those tubes. I’ll look in later.”


  He disappeared, slamming the bulkhead door behind him, leaving Garth alone in the fume-laden rocket chamber. That was against regulations, too. Two men should have been here. It was too easy for one alone to succumb to monoxide and heat. His head was already reeling, but he clamped the wrench over a capscrew, forced it protestingly around. When all twelve on the first disk were out, he lifted the hot pressure plate off its studs. Choking fumes swirled back out of the tube. He attacked another disk to give the first tube time to clear. By the time he had all six off he was staggering with weakness born of hunger, heat, and the omnipresent monoxide gases.


  The motor sputtered rather badly, and its wire scratch-brush ran sadly out of tune. He dragged it and the droplight with him as he crawled into the first tube. There was room to creep—none to turn around in. Ahead, the throat narrowed down, although still farther aft it flared again into a narrow taper. The place was an oven, heated even through the refractory casing by the rockets still operating. From aft, where the space end of the tube was sealed by an automatically seating plug, came the thin hiss of escaping air. The plug wasn’t seating perfectly.


  He started the noisy motor, set to work in the narrow throat of the tube. The wheel bit into the sooty, inch-thick deposit. Carbon dust clouded Indore his face, bit his throat. The Stellar Queen had had automatic machinery for this work. But this wasn’t the Stellar Queen.


  His head was filled with a surging ache. His drug-ridden body shrieked protest against its cramped position. In a haze of near delirium he swept the brush around. The rackety little motor drowned out the hissing aft. Slowly he worked backward—and suddenly, above the noise of the motor, came a squeal of twisted, torn metal and a roar of outrushing air. A terrific blast hurled Garth aft, headfirst. He had a momentary glimpse, through the stern end of the tube, of coal-black sky and hotly bright stars. Then he was fighting for his life. He knew that the safety plug had blown, that the tube was open to space. Air shrieked past him—the ship’s atmosphere escaping into vacuum. Carbon crusts tore his fingers as he clutched madly for handholds. Little by little he was being pushed into the throat of the tube. Once past that, he would be blown into space like a bullet from a rifle barrel.


  The blast inched him relentlessly aft, despite his struggles. His head was in the narrowed throat. He braced arms and shoulders against the rim just behind it. A hurricane of air held him spread-eagled, tore the breath from him, filled his head with a roaring cataract of sound. The narrow circle of sky visible through the tube reeled and blurred before his buffeted senses.


  There were voices behind him, faint and far off. Semisuffocation was fast robbing him of consciousness, for his lung’s could get no air from that shrieking blast. Every fiber of his beaten body cried for surrender, for the instantaneous death of space rather than this. The circle of sky was gone in a reeling chaos of pain and darkness.


  Something clutched his ankles and tugged mightily. He felt himself drawn back, the crushing weight on his arms lifted. Air roared past him as he was pulled over the lip of the tube and lifted, to the floor. There was the clang of the pressure plate being replaced.


  He never knew whether he had or hadn’t lost consciousness. Blurred pictures of the monkey-faced little Jonkin bending over him, and of another man he didn’t know, and Pedersen. Greater than any of these loomed pain, dewlog sharpened. His chest ached viciously. His lacerated hands burned as though dipped into acid. His skull felt as though about to explode.


  “ ’E’ll live,” came Jonkin’s squeaky voice, “but it was a close thing, no mistake.”


  Jonkin lifted Garth’s head and let a burning trickle of fluid flow into his mouth. The stuff almost choked Garth, but he saw then that he was back in the bunkroom, and that the stranger was a towheaded youngish man wearing the twin stars of a first mate—a very different sort from Pedersen.


  “Glad to see you coming around,” said the mate. “No need to talk now. Stay here a watch or two.”


  “Yuh got ’im to thank, waddy,” put in Jonkin. “ ’E come a-runnin’ and found yuh like a cork in a bottle. Pedersen was all for clampin’ back the plate and lettin’ yuh go, to save air. But not Mr. Denham, here.’E made us haul you out.”


  “That’ll do, Jonkin,” said Denham. “I’m glad we got there in time, Garth. The air circulators tripped an alarm when the plug blew; and, of course, the instruments told us where the leak was. No harm done, and we can spare the air well enough.”


  He nodded pleasantly and left, Jonkin following him, while Garth sank into a coma of fatigue and weakness which mercifully dulled the pains within him.


  FROM that inauspicious beginning, life aboard the Carlyle Castle settled into a routine. Garth was grateful to be assigned to Denham’s watch, and so to escape the rawhiding which Pedersen would have dealt him. Sinister as the ship had first seemed, it was apparently neither better nor worse than many similar tramps, poorly manned and equipped, which scoured the space lanes with cargoes that other vessels couldn’t afford to handle.


  From very necessity Garth learned, although not without spasms of weakness that kept him in his bunk a great deal at first, to assimilate the starchy, ill-cooked food served to the crew. Denham showed himself more than tolerant, and never drove him beyond endurance. In gratitude, Garth drove himself, resisting the onslaughts of his abnormal hunger so far as he could. Slowly the fever induced by lack of dewlog sank, as his metabolism swung back toward normal. He began even to think of reclaiming the life he had lost on that last voyage of the Stellar Queen. But at such times he wondered whether, with money in his pocket and dewlog available, he would resist the temptation of the drug. Even now the craving was at times so strong he would scarcely have stopped at murder to obtain the stuff.


  “I’ve been given to understand that you were a dewlog drinker, Garth,” the first mate once said. “You don’t look like a man to adopt the habit deliberately. Accident?”


  Denham’s manner relieved the question of all offensiveness, and Garth was grateful both for his use of the past tense and for the benefit of doubt which Denham accorded him.


  “Yes, sir,” he answered. “I sailed on the Stellar Queen for Jupiter. Asteroid pierced our fuel tanks and set us adrift. It was eighteen months before a patrol found us out there—not like the heavily traveled inner orbits, you know. Two thirds of us were gone by then—starvation. The rest of us were kept alive by some bottled stuff we’d found smuggled aboard. If we had found it sooner, everybody could have survived—in a fashion. It was dewlog. You don’t leave dewlog alone after living on it for three months. But it saved our lives.”


  Denham nodded. There were a few other stories of addicts made through similar circumstances. But Garth kept to himself the additional fact that he had been, not a spaceman, but captain of the ill-fated Stellar Queen.


  Of all the ship’s crew, Holt remained a mystery—or perhaps it was Holt’s manner rather than the man himself. He watched Garth with furtive interest, and more than once seemed on the point of making confidences which failed to materialize.


  THE Carlyle Castle was well past the midpoint between the orbits of Venus and Mercury, and sweeping in a great spiral toward the latter planet, when Holt and Garth were told off to break out some cases of supplies in the cargo hold. To get at the boxes wanted, they had to shift a part of the ship’s paid cargo, which consisted largely of monster packing cases of tremendous weight.


  Only because of the ship’s weak artificial gravity were they able to move them at all, and even then their mass made it a tricky, dangerous business.


  “Mining machinery,” said Garth, reading the stenciled designation. “Funny they’d trust expensive stuff like that to this sort of ship.”


  Holt’s smoldering eyes met his. “That ain’t all that’s funny about this ship,” he answered darkly, and lapsed into his customary moody silence.


  From Jonkin, Garth had learned that Holt had been an officer once, but in a blaze of temper had knocked down a rawhiding master—technically an act of mutiny which barred him from getting legitimate papers. His voucher, Garth imagined, had also been furnished by Dickby, Pedersen & Co.


  The work went on until Holt, in a fit of moody abstraction, let his steel bar slip from under a case they were shifting. With a howl of warning he jumped back, and Garth escaped the tumbling juggernaut by a hair. The case teetered over, dropped with a screech of splintered wood across the corner of another, and crashed to the floor. Several boards had been stove in, exposing the contents to view.


  Garth drew a dismayed breath as the droplight showed a long crack in the heavy metal casting inside, then scowled as the light revealed other cracks; rusty, broken edges. He tore more boards away and stood with Holt looking at the Carlyle Castle’s cargo.


  The “mining machinery” was scrap steel.


  Holt drew a deep breath. “I told them,” he said fiercely. “I told all of you—this is the trip.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “What do you think?” sneered Holt. “A rusty tub leaves Venus with a cargo of expensive machinery on board. She’s been tramping for a year, so she has no trouble getting insurance after proving there’s a full crew on board. But the machinery is junk. There’s no other cargo, and you can’t make money by carrying scrap to Mercury.”


  “You mean—”


  “I mean she’s a death ship,” snarled Holt. “A shipful of corpses—you, me, everybody but the officers. She isn’t meant to get anywhere. She’s due to be listed ‘lost in space,’ and the owners will collect for her and for a million credits’ worth of mining machinery they never owned. Our lives? The hell with them. That’s what I mean, Garth.”


  It was plausible, especially in view of the bogus cargo. But, Garth considered, this was Croaker Holt talking.


  “I don’t think Denham would be in on a thing like that,” he objected.


  “Maybe not Denham,” Holt said, “but Dickby and Pedersen are. They’ll jump ship in one of the tenders to save themselves. They can lie low on one of the asteroids and collect their cut later on. The rest of us won’t be so lucky. We go with the ship.”


  Garth shook his head, unconvinced. They stowed the broken case behind some others, and Holt said no more, although his manner from then on was even grimmer than before. His story started whisperings among the crew, however, and Garth could sense a growing uneasiness aboard the ship. What if Holt were right? The officers, with law on their side, were masters of the situation. Upon them depended the safe navigation of the vessel. If they chose to hurl the Carlyle Castle into the Sun, not a soul on board would know until it was too late.


  And then, for two age-long watches during which he tossed feverishly in his bunk, Garth forgot about Holt’s suspicions entirely. When he was again on his feet, Denham set him to polishing brass in the control turret, light work intended to let him regain his strength. Garth had never been in this part of the ship before, and the familiar although old-fashioned instruments awoke pangs of memory in him. Captain Dickby, intently at work with the calculator, paid him no attention. There was no sound in the room but the click of the machine and the dry whisper of the air circulators, for the rockets had long been shut off.


  Garth had been at work about half an hour when Denham burst unceremoniously into the turret, his blond hair disheveled and his usually neat uniform spotted with grime. Garth looked up in astonishment, but the captain, absorbed in his calculations, was unaware of Denham’s presence until the first mate stood before him. Dickby looked up then, and an unfathomable expression flashed over his face. With a quick sweep of one arm, he brushed aside the papers he had been working on.


  “Mr. Denham!” he snarled. “What are you doing here? Isn’t it your watch below?”


  “It is, sir,” Denham answered a bit breathlessly, “but I have a special report to make. It’s urgent—”


  “It’s urgent, Mr. Denham, that my officers stick to their duties until relieved. What’s this report?”


  The first mate flushed, but answered promptly. “Life tender No. 2 is unfit for service, sir. It has been deliberately tampered with, gaskets damaged, valve threads hammered, and the rocket-control cables slashed.”


  “Very well, Mr. Denham,” snapped Dickby. “I note your report. How did you learn of this?”


  “It’s the first officer’s duty to inspect life tenders, sir. I’ve done so regularly, but never found anything to report before. That is why I know this is deliberate sabotage, and that it was done since we left Venus.”


  “I see. Very well, I’ll confer on repairs with Mr. Pedersen when he comes on watch. Carry on, Mr. Denham.”


  But Denham stubbornly remained.


  “Your pardon, sir. The work can’t wait one watch. Repairs will take upwards of thirty hours. Should we miss Mercury, we’d have to take to the tenders not more than fifty hours from now—”


  “I am well aware, Mr. Denham, of the dangers of a Mercury passage,” rapped Dickby. “You may begin dismantling the valves, if that is necessary. Have you any idea who may be responsible for this?”


  “None whatever.”


  “We’ll talk about that later, then. Carry on.”


  DENHAM LEFT the turret. The captain, after a few scowling glances at Garth, also climbed down into the ship proper. His mind busy with what he had overheard, Garth worked automatically until he came to the calculator table. The papers were gone, but Dickby had forgotten to clear the machine. Beneath its windows appeared a course setting, the position of the ship from which it had been calculated, its speed, and a row of corrections.


  Acting upon an unreasoned impulse, Garth turned to the observation scope and got a sight on Mercury. From its position and the figures on the calculator, he hastily worked out upon the chart pinned to the table the relative future positions of skip and planet. So puzzling was the result that he hastily rechecked it without finding any error. By following the course given, the Carlyle Castle would intersect Mercury’s orbit only after that tiny world had passed the point of intersection.


  At the sound of footsteps on the metal deck below, he hastily stuffed the scribbled sheets of figures into his pocket, set the observation scope back in its former position, and busied himself with polishing its brass standard. A moment later Dickby climbed the turret ladder, still frowning, and sat down heavily before the calculator. There was a clicking rumble of gears as he cleared the machine, then only the fall of tumblers as he plunged into further calculations.


  What he had just learned disturbed Garth far more than Holt’s suspicions and the discovery of the Carlyle Castle’s fraudulent cargo. Did the captain mean to miss Mercury and allow the ship to be caught in the immense gravitational trap of the Sun? If not, why was he plotting a course which would do just that? What did the sabotage of the life tender mean? And why had only one, and not both, been tampered with? Was it because Dickby and Pedersen planned to escape from the doom freighter in the other, as Holt had said?


  Was this a death ship, meant to vanish for the profit of the owners? The bogus cargo was a point in Holt’s favor. So were the general air of neglect about the ship and the fact that undesirable men were helped, even to the extent of being given fake vouchers, to obtain berths aboard her. Evidently Dickby wanted such men—men without papers, without recourse to spacemen’s courts, without ties—men of the lost legions of space, whose disappearance would stir neither comment not inquiry.


  Death ships were legends in every port, and certainly behind some of the wild tales was a solid wall of facts. Probably many such vessels were never suspected, for they might cruise for years as legitimate tramps, only to vanish without leaving survivors—or, at any rate, no talkative ones. Even if the men on board grew suspicious, they were not the sort who could afford to jump ship in the hope of finding another berth. More likely they would remain, hoping always to escape the last fatal voyage somehow.


  It might be, on the other hand, that the Carlyle Castle was merely engaged in some comparatively harmless smuggling for which the “mining machinery” was a blind. That would explain the choice of the men, some of whom were probably fugitives from the law already. As for Dickby’s course reckoning, careful navigators sometimes worked out alternative courses as a check upon the one they adopted, and this might have been the captain’s purpose in setting up the fatal calculation Garth had found upon the machine. But the sabotage of the life tender was not so easily explained, unless there were two distinct factions aboard. Did the Carlyle Castle carry a secret and valuable cargo which the officers meant to smuggle to Mercury, and which some unknown member or members of the crew planned to highjack? Such highjackers might have put the second tender out of commission to eliminate pursuit when making their escape in the other tender. The Carlyle Castle itself—underpowered as most freighters—could not possibly overtake the speedy smaller vessel.


  It was a theory, at least—a possible alternative to Holt’s explanation—but Garth saw no way to prove or to disprove either of them. Whichever was true, most of the crew were mere pawns in a game whose existence they scarcely suspected.


  FINISHED in the control turret, Garth went below to find his watch at work on the life tender. Valves were being removed and taken apart for rethreading in the machine shop. Denham was tracing the severed control cables on a greasy blueprint, and at once commandeered Garth’s help. Dozens of fine wires, the vital nerves of the little ship’s control system, had been slashed. The damage was thorough and could only have been meant to render the lifeship inoperable. Yet it could all have been done by one man—Pedersen, for instance—in fifteen or twenty minutes. Repairing it, Garth thought, would take rather more than the thirty hours Denham had estimated.


  The watch over, Denham dismissed the men for mess and a few hours of sleep, himself remaining to turn the work over to Pedersen. Garth wondered, as he ate, whether the second mate were the saboteur. If so, he would probably make at least a pretense of carrying on the repairs as the obvious and easiest way to quiet suspicion. The men were aroused now, with no need of Holt’s dark and fiery speeches to awaken them to their peril. If the Carlyle Castle overshot Mercury, as ships had before this, their lives might depend upon the tiny, high-powdered tenders, which could attain escape velocity even after the parent vessel was irrevocably trapped by the Sun’s gravitational pull.


  The talk continued even in the bunkroom. There Holt’s remarks, bolstered by the mystery of the lifeship, wrought the crew to a pitch where a word from Garth of his observation in the control turret would have brought on open mutiny. Knowing that, he kept silent. Unfounded revolt could mean only disaster for every man on board. Time enough for that if the Carlyle Castle missed Mercury. He listened and said nothing.


  Abruptly, like the flickering out of a lamp, voices ceased. Garth looked up. In the doorway was the evilly grinning face of Pedersen. His cold eyes swept them contemptuously for a full minute while the men stared back, cowed, uncertain. Deliberately he spat and turned on his heel, leaving silence behind him. Two men slowly pulled blankets back and rolled into their bunks. Others sheepishly climbed out of stained dungarees. Holt ripped out an oath.


  “You yellow-bellied fools! That’s what he came for. Are you going to be done in without a fight?”


  They shrugged their shoulders. Uncertainty, and Pedersen’s appearance at the psychological moment, had taken the fight out of them for the present. Holt lapsed into bitter silence, but instead of getting into his bunk, sat down at the tiny table, his head in his hands.


  Habit, however, soon claimed the others. Snores presently announced their sleep, deep and genuine. Garth, at first wide awake, felt a sudden, overpowering drowsiness just before unconsciousness came. His last glimpse was of Holt, slumped down at the table and snoring lustily.


  THERE WAS a sickly, sweetish taint in the atmosphere when Garth awoke—and the electric clock over the door declared that he had slept not five, but twelve, hours. He was on his feet in an instant, aware of a slight nausea, and it flashed through his mind that the air had been drugged, probably by pouring a volatile anesthetic into the circulators.


  “Holt!” he bellowed. “Jonkin! Kelders!”


  The men called stirred uneasily, but only Holt sat up, blinking uncomprehendingly. Garth pointed to the clock.


  “We’ve been drugged. Help me wake them.”


  Holt responded at once, and together they woke the others, who grumbled and cursed at being aroused. But the effect of the drug had worn off, and presently all were on their feet, astonished and uneasy to learn how long they had slept.


  “It don’t make sense, it don’t,” muttered little Jonkin. “Wot’s the matter? Wot is it?”


  “It’s Pedersen,” Holt grated. “It’s the officers’ dirty little gamble with your lives, you white-livered, gutless rats. We’ve passed Mercury!”


  Men looked at one another, aghast at the truth of it. Had the ship’s course been correct, they should be braking for a landing on Mercury at this moment. But the rockets were silent. They were speeding unchecked, on a course that could have only one destination.


  “The Sun!” One man, white under the oily smudges on his face, uttered the thought of all.


  “Come on,” Garth said. “Find out where we stand—”


  In a body they left the bunkroom, uneasy because there was only silence where there should have been the whir and hammer of the machine shop, the murmur of working men. Instead, only the ever-active air circulators hummed whisperingly.


  They were passing the machine shop when a roar from Holt brought all to a stop. One of the lathes was running, shiny, new-cut brass revolving in its headstock. On the floor, almost hidden, slumped a man.


  He was not alone. Crumpled beside the machines lay all fifteen of Pedersen’s watch. In a few minutes they were awakened and telling their story. They had been sent aft by Pedersen to work on the damaged valves, and while working they had felt drowsiness come on. Most of them had sat down wherever they could for a few minutes of relaxation, as they thought. A few, fighting sleep, had sprawled their length when at last it overcame them. They refused at first to believe how long they had slept.


  Thirty strong, they came to the midship bulkhead. Holt grasped the door handle, tugged, and with an oath, applied both hands. Others gripped it, many together, to no more purpose. The door held.


  “It’s dogged on the other side, of course,” said Garth. “We’re locked in.”


  “Now what?” snarled Holt.


  “Jimmies,” ordered Garth. “Prybars from the machine shop. And one man go to Deck 3 and try the door there.”


  They watched Jonkin, monkeylike, descend the ladder. Through the floor grilles they could see him climb down the next. He was back in less than a minute.


  “Locked it is, and tighter’n this, if anything,” he reported dolefully.


  Meanwhile the steel prybars had been brought. Men wedged them into the thin, gasketed crack between door and bulkhead. Hopeless, Garth knew, unless some flawed piece of metal snapped under the strain.


  But that strain was never applied. Before the sudden squeal of unoiled metal, the unmistakable chock of dogs thudding back, the bars were withdrawn. Thirty men waited in tense expectancy.


  The door swung open—and a bullet thudded plonk into the steel bulkhead. Denham, coatless and with a crooked ribbon of dried blood down one cheek, stood swaying in the doorway. Garth sprang forward and steadied him while seeking the source of the shot. The corridor stretched dim and empty before him, but it could be only Pedersen or Dickby—everybody else was accounted for.


  “Get them!” said Denham weakly. “Loading Tender 1. Hurry—couldn’t stop them myself.”


  GARTH propped Denham against the wall and set off at a run through the corridor. Holt and Kelders were close to him, the others strung out behind, as they burst out of the passageway into the compartment giving upon the lifeship deck. A gun barked twice. Garth felt the whistling passage of a bullet. Beside him a man pitched forward without a sound.


  But the momentum of their rush carried them forward—thirty men against two, steel bars against automatics. The odds, Garth realized, were still against them. Dickby stood by the port tube of Tender 1, his gun threatening. Pedersen was hauling a bulky, burlap-wrapped package aboard the lifeship—four similar ones lay on the floor just outside the tube.


  “I’ve got ten explosive bullets in this clip,” roared Dickby. “Any of you that want the guts blasted out of you come on!”


  That stopped them. An explosive bullet is a messy way to die, and, too, it seemed infinitely closer than the death of the Sun, still hours away. Garth, who had even less to Jose than the rest of them, suddenly decided it wasn’t worth his while to wait. He snatched Holt’s bar and flung it, all in one frenzied movement.


  It struck Dickby on the knee, and the bullet meant for Garth exploded viciously against the ceiling grids. Other bars hurtled murderously across the deck. One spun end over end to hit Pedersen squarely across one temple. The second mate dropped the package he was carrying and slumped at Dickby’s feet. The captain, roaring with the pain of his shattered knee, made grim use of his gun. Bullets bit into the mass of men behind Garth, and while they hesitated for a rush, Dickby hauled Pedersen into the port tube.


  “They’ll get away,” Garth shouted. “Come on—”


  He led the rush, snatched a prybar from the floor and thrust its wedgelike tip into the narrowing gap between door and frame.


  Too late. Bolts snicked home. The steel panel settled inward that fraction of an inch that told of tightly drawn dogs. For twenty seconds there was a silence loud with the harsh breathing of baffled, beaten men. From beyond the curved wall of the tender well came loud clickings as magnetic grapples let go, then a muffled roar—and silence.


  “Got away!” snarled Holt. “Dirty murderers—”


  “Bear a hand with the wounded,” said Garth. “Then we’ll see what’s what.”


  He was shocked to find that one of the six men on the floor was Denham, his shirt bloodsoaked at the armpit, where a bullet had burst without actually entering. Kelders and another man were dead. A fifth insanely waggled a handless wrist. One more was only touched, but the fest was absurdly alive with a gaping wound in the chest.


  “Get these men to bunks,” he ordered. “Any of you know first aid?”


  “Aye,” growled Holt. “I do—not that it’ll help them—or us, now.”


  NEVERTHELESS, Holt was competent, and after seeing that the others would be cared for, Garth hurried to Denham, who had been carried to his cabin. While he was dressing the wound, the first mate regained consciousness.


  “Wasn’t much good—out there,” Denham murmured. “They made it?”


  “Pedersen was hurt. Dickby pulled him along, though. You’re mauled up yourself. Hurt?”


  “Could be worse,” Denham admitted.


  “You’ve got a clip on the head, too.”


  “That must have happened just before the lights went out for me. I was waiting for Pedersen—and then woke up in my own bunk with a headache. Must have been drugged, because it was hours later. I went forward and caught them loading the tender. Couldn’t do anything—guessed you’d be locked in. I headed aft. Dickby must have heard me. He followed. You know the rest.”


  Garth finished the bandaging. “We’re not sure about the ship yet—except that we should have reached Mercury before this. I’m afraid you won’t be able to get around. I’ll take a check if you like.”


  Denham nodded. Garth left, went up into the control turret. The instruments were undamaged; everything was in flight order. He took bearings, checked them with a scope reading on Mercury, now dwindling far ahead of the Carlyle Castle, and rechecked, but he already knew what the result had to be. The ship was spiraling toward the Sun.


  The truth must have been written large in his eyes, for Denham nodded, bleak-faced, at sight of him.


  You’re sure?”


  “Triangulation and scope reading check,” Garth answered. “Sunward acceleration, positive. Two hundred, ten tons of fuel in the tanks—”


  “For a mass of thirty thousand tons,” finished Denham. “Twice that much couldn’t give us escape velocity. Do the men know?”


  “They’ve guessed.”


  “Have to keep morale up. Never know—an eleventh-hour miracle. If we don’t let ourselves crack.”


  “Miracles such as we need,” Garth said, “don’t happen.”


  Denham leaned back wearily. “I’m weaker than I thought. Somebody has to take over—discipline—our only chance. You, Garth. You’ve been an officer.”


  “I was master,” said Garth slowly, “of the Stellar Queen.”


  “I guessed . . . it was like that. You’re acting captain. Everything . . . in your hands. Do what you can.”


  He closed his eyes and lay back exhausted. Garth left, went forward again to the second lifeship. The closest examination convinced him that the tender could not be made spaceworthy in the time left them. When he reached the control cubby he was sure of it. The switchboard had been wrecked.


  OUT in the corridor, Garth laughed—laughed in a tone he wouldn’t have recognized as his own six hours ago. Gale Garth, acting captain of the Carlyle Castle! By Heaven, he was a master again! And a ship was under him. Captain Garth! The moment he had dreamed of for two ghostly, hopeless years. Now it had come and it was a farce. Master? Aye, he was master. A ship? No, this was a coffin he commanded—a coffin manned by walking corpses, and its destination death.


  He laughed again, a hard, shivery laugh. And then he saw Jonkin standing at his elbow, an almost respectful Jonkin, with something in his hand.


  “I been to see Mr. Denham, and he says you’re captain now. I got somethin’ maybe you ought to see. It come from those bags Pedersen was tryin’ to haul aboard.”


  Jonkin thrust the thing into Garth’s hands, which shook a little as he unwrapped the straw-and-paper packing, for it was all hellishly familiar. He would have recognized the shape of that bottle anywhere, unlabeled though it was.


  “It’s dewlog,” he said harshly, his nerves suddenly raw. “The captain and Pedersen were running a bit of smuggling, after all, on the side. We nipped that, though.” He fixed Jonkin with a furious eye, while his heart whipped wildly. “Dewlog, you understand? Lock it up. Let nobody touch it. Don’t tell the others.”


  Jonkin bobbed his head and was off. But Garth stumbled to Dickby’s cabin and sat down heavily, for every nerve in his body was a-tremble with desire. Dewlog! It was said you wanted it worse than ever the first six months you left it alone, and with him it had been only six weeks. His metabolism still wasn’t quite normal; his system was starved for elements it couldn’t as yet obtain from anything but dewlog. The drug would put new life in him, strength he hadn’t had since leaving Venus. Of course, it meant losing all the ground he’d gained. If he went back to the stuff now he’d never be able to quit it again. But that didn’t matter now. Nothing he did or didn’t do could change what was to be. He and everybody on board had just so many hours to live—a matter of precise calculation that no amount of discipline could alter by a hair. Firing the fuel that remained, making a show of handling the ship, could only postpone the end, not prevent it. The Carlyle Castle had her grim flight orders, and no man on board could countermand them—so many hours, so much of life remaining. But they had to live those hours, and if dewlog would help him to forget, where was the harm in that? Gale Garth was through, in any case.


  A fire of anticipation ran through his veins as he stood up. He was almost sorry for the others, for the poor devils who weren’t addicts, who hadn’t the anodyne of the drug. He kicked the chair away behind him, and his eyes came level with a cross-sectional side-view drawing of the Carlyle Castle that hung over Dickby’s desk. He looked at it indifferently, half drunkenly, swaying with the desire that blazed within him. Hell, a master ought to know what his ship looked like, shouldn’t he? Well, now he knew. She was a tub, a damned old-fashioned turreted tub. And now that he knew, he was going to swill himself so full of dewlog he wouldn’t be able to stand.


  He turned toward the door, and then he turned back to the drawing. Something queer there had half registered on his fogged mind. Impatiently he glanced over the thing again, furious at his bootless curiosity. What the hell did it matter now? What difference could it make that the Carlyle Castle was old-fashioned, poorly designed according to modern standards? Control turret, fuel tanks and generators aft. Air circulators, life tender wells, and cargo forward. A tail-heavy tub when not loaded. So what?


  And then he knew. It came in a full flash now, and his whipping heart settled to a hammering thump that he could feel in his temples. A moment’s thought that had almost slipped past him in his insane desire for dewlog—and it held, perhaps, the life of every soul aboard the Carlyle Castle!


  He copied weight-distribution figures from the drawing, raced to the control turret and plunged into calculations. Thirty-seven hours! If it could be done in that time there was a chance. A chance, with fate offering no odds—


  He raced out of the turret, howling for Jonkin, and when that monkeyfaced little spaceman appeared, seized his arm in a grip that made him wince.


  “Quick!” snapped Garth. “How many space suits on board?”


  “Eh? Three, maybe, and two of them not fit to leave ship in. I stowed that dewlog safe—”


  “Never mind the dewlog. How about cutting and welding torches?”


  “Ask Holt.’E should know—handled it last, ’e did. But we got two, maybe three outfits. Plenty of gas, too.”


  “Assemble all hands in the main cabin. I’ll be there in a few minutes. Hurry!”


  JONKIN hurried off, and Garth hastily visited the fuel tanks, to take direct readings from the gauges there as a check upon the readings electrically recorded in the turret. There wasn’t, as Denham had said, half enough fuel to attain escape velocity this close to the Sun. The Carlyle Castle was too big. Her mass trapped her. Dickby knew that, or he would have dumped the tanks.


  Garth grinned with satisfaction. There was as much fuel as he had hoped for—and the tanks lay well aft. He climbed back to the main deck, and shortly afterward faced the assembled crew.


  There was the sullenness of death about them. Discipline, he knew, hung by a thread. Hopeless, afraid, knowing themselves once betrayed, they were ugly in their very despair and as silent as trapped animals. But there was a collective snarl on their faces as they watched Garth.


  Garth waited, outwardly calm, his face as impassive as he could make it. He waited, as though time were eternity, as though the Carlyle Castle were not rushing headlong to doom until the shuffling of feet ended, until he commanded the silence.


  “There’s just one reason I want to talk to you,” he said slowly. “Everything Holt has been telling us is true. We’re headed for the Sun. The life tender is a wreck. Dickby and Pedersen have done their best to see that none of us ever gets back to testify against them. But if you want to live badly enough to work for it, there’s a fifty-fifty chance. It’s all together—or none of us. What do you say?”


  They said nothing at first. More suspicious than ever, already unaccustomed to thinking in terms of life, they remained mute. Then Holt’s voice, harsh, incredulous, spoke for them all.


  “Don’t lie, Garth. There’s no such chance—not even a thousand-to-one chance.”


  Garth answered calmly, unangered. “But I say that there is. It’s not a sure thing. It’s desperate and clumsy. It may fail. Maybe the odds aren’t as good as I think. You may work like the devil and roast anyway for all the good it does. But if you’re men, you’ll want to play the chance—no matter what the odds may be.”


  “What’s the scheme?” cried a voice.


  “My secret,” Garth answered coldly. “If you choose to die like trapped rats, that’s your business—and you need no master. If you want to live you’ll take my orders—it has to be done that way. Work together or not at all. We’re short-handed as it is. What do you say?”


  “I say you’ll tell us what’s up,” growled a red-haired giant, leaping forward. “We’ve got a right to know. Make him tell, mates!”


  A roar of assent went up. The men moved forward in a solid mass, despite Holt’s efforts to hold them back.


  “Better talk, Garth!” he bellowed. “Talk fast.”


  The gigantic redhead sprang at Garth, fists swinging. A blow on the side of his neck sent lightning thrusts of pain into Garth’s brain. He saw the fist swing again—and fury convulsed his muscles. His knuckles cracked on the giant’s cheekbone. Stars exploded as something hit him solidly below one eye. Through a fog of pain he saw the redhead’s jaw, swung madly, felt the impact of bone on bone. The man was down. Holt was roaring with the fury of a stricken bull, and laying about him with cold and telling precision. Even little Jonkin, squealing with excitement, ranged himself beside Garth, who was fighting now like an insensible automaton. Submerged in pain, Garth no longer felt each blow, but doggedly returned what he got with all the energy he could draw from his aching body—a nightmare of motion, blurred in agony that flickered again and again along dewlog-raw nerves.


  Then there was a clear space before him, and Jonkin, bleeding from the mouth, and Holt, breathing in great gasps, standing before the other men. Their eyes were on Garth.


  “Give your orders,” said Holt. “We’ll take them.”


  GARTH swayed, steadied himself against the wall. Couldn’t let himself slip now—they were waiting. Waiting to work. Aye, and he was master!


  “Holt, you’re first mate. Take cutting torches and rip the inner plates off the forward hull. Patch leaks as you go. Send the plates back to me. Jonkin, you’re second mate. Break out the space suits and patch them. Take two men. I want fourteen men myself. Get going.”


  They did, and within an hour, under Garth’s critical eye, the various units were functioning satisfactorily. Within the ship’s blunt bow, eight sweating, puzzled men were peeling inner hull plates off. Occasionally the hiss of air was heard, escaping through some opening in the scarred and dented outer hull. If large enough to be troublesome, the leak was sealed with sputtered-on, instantly solidified metal. The detached plates were carried aft by a second crew, while a third was carrying the useless lifeship’s flasks of liquid oxygen into the Carlyle Castle and transferring the tender’s fuel to the parent vessel’s tanks—a small but possibly valuable addition to their reserve of power.


  Garth meanwhile stalked from level to level, measuring and marking hull girders, cables, conduits and pipes on blueprints he had found in the control turret. Sleep was forgotten, food wolfed down with scarcely a pause. Just forward of the engine and generator room, three levels below the turret, men under Garth’s direction cut apart wiring, pipes and floor gratings, insulating or sealing the severed ends where necessary.


  Lights winked out here and there through the ship as connections were broken. Oily water sloshed about the generator pits. Jagged ends of girders and floor grids gleamed dull silver in the flicker of emergency lamps.


  It was unnerving to see the sudden shadows loom and darkness fall in the long, echoing corridors of the old ship. Men looked askance at Garth’s work, the more uneasily as lamp after lamp winked out forever. More than ever, the Carlyle Castle seemed a death ship, mutilated and darkened, eerie with impending doom. It was an impression not easily denied, and men who had first worked with willing good humor grew sullenly silent as the hours went by.


  Garth felt their change of mood, but had neither time nor patience to deal with it. The first tangible intimation that something was wrong came to him with a realization of sudden stillness, a cessation of sound, a hushing of hammers and torch flames and saws. He straightened from the girder he had just marked and turned around. He was on Deck 2 then, and should have been alone, but at the bead of the ladderway, all fourteen of his men were gathered, first among them the huge redheaded man Weldon, whom Garth had knocked out once before. But there was a difference now. Not anger, but a berserk fear, sat in Weldon’s eyes—the eyes of a man convinced of death, and doubting all else. In the eyes of the others that same panic was mirrored. Garth stood up, rigidly alert.


  “What are you doing here?” he demanded. “Get back to your work. Lively!”


  “We’re through workin’,” bellowed Weldon. “Think we’re fools? Think you can make us forget by rawhidin’ us? You lied—there ain’t a chance. Tricked us—and we’re gettin’ you for it.”


  He advanced, his mouth working, one fist clenching and unclenching spasmodically, the other white-knuckled with its grip on a steel bar. Garth stood his ground. To retreat would be to bring the pack down.


  “Tricked us with lies! Made us sweat our guts out!” mouthed Weldon furiously. “But we’re through now—”


  The bar lifted—and Garth plunged forward, ramming into Weldon’s body before he could reverse the motion of the heavy steel. The man went down, with Garth on top of him, but the ship’s slight artificial gravity instantly nullified that advantage. Weldon heaved convulsively and they rolled over until Garth could feel the bars of the floor grid under his back. His left hand held down Weldon’s wrist, and with it the murderous bar, although the other strained furiously to release it. Steel slithered against steel. The tip of the thing caught in the floor grating, and Garth exerted all his strength in twisting the hand that held it. With a howl of pain, Weldon let go. The bar teetered, slipped through the floor. Garth’s eyes followed it as though fascinated. His straining body was suddenly rigid.


  “God! The generator!”


  Oath and prayer strangely commingled—and then disaster in a flash of hellish white and red, the blue glare of burning copper, a semi-explosion that ripped and echoed from level to level. Metal screeched as though in unendurable pain. Half the fluorescents winked out, and in the wan glow of those left, men looked at one another as though stunned.


  Garth was on his feet, unhindered by Weldon and, plunging through the compact mass of men, hurtled down the ladder to the engine switchboard. He cut the ignition on the auxiliary motor, and the shaft groaned to a stop.


  “Electrician!” he called.


  “Aye, sir.” The man came forward docilely enough, shocked into obedience, but shook his head. “She’s done for. Commutator’s stripped.”


  “Spare?” Garth rapped out.


  “Ain’t none aboard, sir.”


  It was a stunning blow to Garth. This generator, delivering four thousand volts D.C., supplied the rocket igniters. Without it the blasts couldn’t be lit off.


  “How about rectifying the A.C. output?”


  The other grunted negatively. “No rectifying equipment aboard that could handle that much current.”


  Garth swore. “We’ve got to have this generator. Repair it somehow—if it runs ten minutes, it’ll do. The rest of you get back to work.”


  SHEEPISHLY, the ex-mutineers obeyed to a man. Either the accident had shocked them back to sanity, or Garth’s concern about the ruined generator convinced them more than words that he actually had a plan for their salvation. The work went on. Squarely across the Carlyle Castle, supplementing the bulkhead just forward of the control turret and generator room, grew a wall of tough alloy steel. Made of the hull plates Holt’s men had stripped off forward and welded together into an air-tight whole, it cut the ship into two parts—the aft section only about one third of the vessel’s total length. To the rear it was securely braced by a network of steel welded to hull—hull girders and transverse beams.


  Thirty of the precious hours were gone when that much was done. Holt’s men, as well as Garth’s, gathered before the wall, sweat-stained and weary.


  “Three suits ready,” reported Jonkin proudly. “Not like new, but they’ll hold up.”


  “We’ll need them soon,” said Garth, “because we’re going to cut the hull through right here. Cut the ship in two. One part is dead weight—cargo, lifeship, and air circulators—which we can do without. The smaller part has the turret, fuel tanks, and rocket motors. That’s ours. The Carlyle Castle, thirty thousand tons, couldn’t be budged from the course Dickby gave her. But our part of her won’t be more than nine thousand mass tons. We’ve fuel enough and tubes enough to accelerate nine thousand mass tons to escape velocity. We’ll be crippled by lack of bow steering jets, but once we’re free of the Sun we can rig a heliograph to reach Mercury or Earth and get a rescue ship sent out after us. Meanwhile we’ll have plenty of liquid oxygen, stores and water.”


  A ragged cheer went up as, with the vision of life before them, men went back to work. The last girders marked by Garth were cut in planned succession, the few remaining conduits and cables cut and sealed. With that the ship’s artificial gravity vanished. Hand lines were rigged spider-web fashion, and men walked with mincing steps to avoid being flung from their footholds.


  The inner plates of the double-walled hull, just forward of the newly erected bulkhead, were burned through with the torches in a straight line about the ship’s circumference. Air was escaping from a dozen fissures when Garth ordered all hands aft. They filed through the little steel box that had been welded over the bulkhead door to form an air lock. Garth, Holt and a third man remained outside, donned space suits, and with the torches attacked the outer hull through the slit already opened. Hissing flames cut a slender black line through which air roared free into space. Smoking arcs curved around and met. The two parts of the severed ship, with a gap between them that was black as space on one side, white with the glory of the Sun on the other, still sped together as one, although the pressure of escaping air had driven them a little farther apart.


  Tapping the other men on the shoulders, Garth motioned them to the air lock, while he made a last inspection of the work. The remnant of the Carlyle Castle that now harbored life looked as though lopped off by a gigantic sheers. An ungainly stump, its severed arteries sealed shut, it looked anything But navigable. Yet its shape was of no importance here in the vacuum of space. Streamlining was indispensable only in ships meant to take off and land on atmosphere-clad planets.


  GARTH was last to enter what was now the ship. Holt’s men were sealing a few leaky seams in the bulkhead which it had been impossible to detect before. Everything now hinged upon the four-thousand-volt D.C. generator. Without its current to heat the igniters to the six-thousand-degree temperature necessary to light off, all the work done was valueless. The generator, Garth told himself, had to be in working order.


  Nevertheless, his heart sank when he saw the electrician’s work. Probably the man had done his best with the stuff available—tramp ships carried a minimum of spare parts—but it would be a miracle if the thing delivered current at all. The copper bars, deeply pitted and scored despite a surface burnishing, were held fast at their outer ends by a turned ring of pressed fiber, split and held together by an improvised clamp.


  He found Denham awake and stronger, and explained to him what had been done. “If you can handle the turret,” Garth said, “I’d like to stand by below and see how that generator takes speed. If it doesn’t, a quick shutdown may give us a second try later.”


  Denham immediately agreed, the prospect of action bringing color back to his pale face. With his wounded arm bound close to his side, he climbed with Garth into the turret. It was hot here, despite the heat-absorption plates over the ports, and through the single uncovered one sunlight poured a blazing torrent. Ahead, apparently motionless, stretched the gray, battered hulk that had been cut free.


  “Fifty seconds side jets ought to pull us over,” said Garth. “Cut in your stern tubes as soon as you’re clear, because there’s no telling how long that generator will last.”


  Denham took his place at the controls, while Garth again went below. At a signal from the turret telegraph the electrician started the auxiliary motor. Slowly the generator shaft with its patched commutator whined up the scale of speed. Relays cut in loudly. Brushes shrieked against the scoured copper segments. But the extinguished fluorescents flickered into life, only to wink out at a word from Garth, who wished to save every ampere of output for the all-important igniters.


  “It’s holding, by glory!” bellowed Holt, and Garth pressed the turret telegraph lever to notify Denham that he might light off.


  The motion was never finished. Without warning, there came a snarl of ripping insulation. Blue-white fire flashed. Something hit the ceiling grid with terrific force. A brush holder broke with a crash. Smoke gushed as Garth tore open the ignition switch. For the second time the generator grated to a stop. The commutator was a smoking ruin, blackened to the core, some of its bars flung out bodily by centrifugal force.


  “Pluto’s moons!” gasped the electrician. “It took the windings that time.”


  It was true. The armature windings were a black, sticky mess, short-circuited and burned out by the faulty commutator.


  “Rewind it,” snapped Garth.


  The man shrugged. “Seven or eight hours, at least, if we have enough wire aboard.”


  SEVEN hours! Garth felt his strength sag under that ultimatum. In less than two hours it would be too late. They would be too close to the Sun to attain escape velocity, their mass of fuel reserve considered. Already, despite the refrigeration equipment still operating in this part of the ship, the temperature stood at a point only too eloquent of their close approach. All of them had long since stripped to the waist.


  Denham was painfully descending the steel-runged ladder, probably apprised by the noise that something had gone wrong. He made no comment at sight of the ruined machine.


  “How about using the lifeship generator?” asked Garth.


  “Too small,” Denham replied. “The tender uses the new Starr ignition system, with built-in igniters that take only a tenth the juice the old ones do.”


  “So that’s out,” said Garth bitterly. To have come this far—and fail! For they had failed. It only remained to tell them so. False hope could be cruder than the truth. “That’s that, then. We can’t light off. There’s nothing else to be done.”


  They didn’t understand at once. Their eyes mirrored a dull refusal of belief, like those of children faced with tragedy. But as understanding dawned despite themselves, men turned soberly away.


  “Can’t light off?” asked Holt. “Give me a suit and a torch. I’ll light off—from outside.”


  Garth shook his head. “Torch isn’t hot enough. The fuel kindles at six thousand degrees. Under that, atomic combustion won’t start. Sorry, Holt—”


  It was ghastly irony to come so close as this, only to give up. Irony, too, that they had plenty of current—of the wrong kind. If only the igniters could be made to operate on alternating current. But that was impossible. Not only was the voltage too high, but even if they carried the overload momentarily, self-induction would fuse the firing coils instantly.


  Would fuse them instantly!


  Garth seized the electrician in a grip that made the man’s jaw drop open with pain and astonishment. “The A.C. overload relays—what do they break at?”


  “Twelve hundred amps, as they’re set now,” the man answered. “But you can’t use A.C. on the igniters!”


  “We’re going to,” Garth snapped. “Set the breakers at fifteen hundred amps—the highest you can without endangering the generator. We’ll ruin the igniters—but we’ll light off doing it. Cut the A.C. over to the igniter circuit and stand by those relays. Each time I signal after they break, close them.”


  “Aye, sir,” gasped the electrician, and set to work.


  While tire change-over was being made, Denham took Garth aside. “You realize this mayn’t work, Garth?” the first officer asked worriedly. “The igniters may fuse back of the coils. It’s burning our bridges, although I don’t say you shouldn’t try.”


  “You may be right,” Garth admitted. “In fact, I expect some of them to fuse back of the coils, but if only one in each bank of tubes does light off, we can get the other tubes lit from that one. With D.C., of course, the cables would melt before the igniters themselves, but with A.C. we’ll have self-induction built up in the firing coils themselves—a local current of tremendous amperage. I’m banking on that.”


  “And I’m with you,” Denham said, closing the subject.


  With Garth, Denham watched the men complete the connections, then preceded him into the control turret. After seeing to it that the first officer was securely strapped into his acceleration chair, and fastening himself similarly before the dual control, Garth set the telegraph lever to “Stand by” position.


  “Here’s to luck!” said Denham softly.


  GARTH nodded. At a touch of his hand the acceleration alarm sounded its warning below. He inched forward the stubby lever that fed gas to one of the six port steering jets, set the telegraph lever to “Stand by for firing,” and pressed the ignitor switch.


  From three levels below came the crash of opening overload relays. Nothing else. No roar of blazing gases or flash of the red lamp before him that would indicate the tube had lit off. He pushed the fuel-feed lever shut, signaled the engine room to close the circuit breakers, and upon its acknowledgement fed fuel to the second of the port tubes.


  The igniter switch went down. Again circuit breakers crashed open. Nothing else broke the silence of the doomed ship.


  Denham’s lips were compressed to a knife line, but his eyes spoke the significance of the moment. Two of the six jets had failed to light off. Had those two igniters failed prematurely, in some weak spot back of the ignition coils, and therefore were unexposed to the combustible gases? Or would they all fail in the same way?


  Signal and acknowledgment from below. The third fuel lever forward, further this time. A wait until Garth was sure the tube was well primed. His thumb pressed the igniter button.


  A shudder of exploding gases racked the crippled ship, settling at once to the muted roar of a single rocket tube in action. Denham’s frozen lips broke into a triumphant grin as Garth fed fuel to the tube nearest the one firing. It caught explosively from the flame of the first, and the roar of power was doubled. Through the turret port the amputated hulk ahead could be seen shifting slowly to port. Breathlessly, Garth watched it. If a single overlooked projection caught and locked the two parts together, delay—perhaps disaster—was inevitable.


  Then, abruptly, the danger was past as edge cleared edge with a scant foot to spare. Garth kept the side jets firing until the dead hulk was several hundred feet abeam, then cut the tubes to an idling blast.


  Again the telegraph clicked signal and acknowledgment. He opened the fuel feed of the first stern jet, but the relays crashed open without effect. The second and third tubes failed also. But the fourth caught furiously, and from its dame he was able to light off the entire bank. Acceleration crushed him and Denham back into their seats. Six of the last bank failed before the seventh caught, but with that all went into action. The crippled fragment of the Carlyle Castle underwent such acceleration as the old ship could never have experienced.


  Garth let his heavy arms drop to his sides. His body was already aching under the punishment of acceleration, which must continue as long as their fuel held out, until the ship, cometlike, attained escape velocity. Denham, studying the acceleration meter, nodded reassuringly. There was nothing more that could be done, and now, for the first time during the driving exertion of the past thirty-eight hours, Garth knew himself to be near collapse.


  SLEEP should have been impossible under the acceleration they were undergoing, but when Garth was again conscious he knew that he had fallen asleep where he sat. Denham was smiling quizzically.


  The rockets were silent, the mad surge of acceleration gone. But it was still hot in the turret, the sunlight as fierce as before. Had the tubes failed, Garth wondered?


  “We’re rounding the Sun,” said Denham. “Speed’s a bit over a hundred miles per second, which gives us a very fair margin above escape velocity. Fuel’s gone now, but I caught a helio from Mercury—they put one of the new electronic detectors on us when we missed connection. A patrol flier will be on hand to pick us up in about ninety hours. The crew, incidentally, have asked me to convey their respects—and thanks.”


  There was a sound from the turret ladderway, and the wizened little face of Jonkin appeared on deck. He saluted Garth smartly.


  “Yuhr pardon, sir, but it’s about that there dewlog I’ve stored in the brig. It’s safe there, but things was happening so fast I forgot to give yuh the key.”


  He held out the bit of metal, and, as though it were a symbol of his desire, Garth felt the stark, familiar longing flush his veins. Nerves sharpened by dewlog clamored for that surcease from pain and tension that only the drug could give. He could have it—for the taking of a key. Denham wouldn’t stop him.


  Garth licked his hot lips, glanced at the first officer, who stood quietly by, making no sign. And then Garth heard his own voice, harsh with the rawness of his nerves.


  “The dewlog will be offered as additional evidence against the captain and second mate. Mr. Denham will take the key.”


  Strangely, his own words gave him strength. They were like cool water thrown upon the fire of his desire. In that moment he knew that he had won for himself more than mere existence. His body still craved dewlog—would crave it for months still. But something in himself, something submerged and beaten since the evil adventure of the Stellar Queen, had been revived. He knew that he would never again touch the stuff; knew that, for the first time in two years, he was on the way back to the life he loved.


  Denham pocketed the key as Jonkin vanished down the ladderway. The two men in the turret looked at each other. Then Denham thrust forth his hand.


  “Congratulations!” he said softly, “Captain Garth.”


  THE END.


  MASQUERADE


  Clifford D. Simak


  The Roman Candles of Mercury weren’t the fireworks kind—they were alive. Everybody knew that and that they could make mirages. But they didn’t know how good they were—


  OLD CREEPY was down in the control room, sawing lustily on his screeching fiddle.


  On the sun-blasted plains outside the Mercutian Power Center, the Roman Candles, snatching their shapes from Creepy’s mind, had assumed the form of Terrestrial hillbillies and were cavorting through the measures of a square dance.


  In the kitchen, Rastus rolled two cubes about the table, crooning to them, feeling lonesome because no one would shoot a game of craps with him.


  Inside the refrigeration room, Mathilde, the cat, stared angrily at the slabs of frozen beef above her head, felt the cold of the place and meowed softly, cursing herself for never being able to resist the temptation of sneaking in when Rastus wasn’t looking.


  Up in the office, at the peak of the great photocell that was the center, Curt Craig stared angrily across the desk at Norman Page.


  One hundred miles away, Knut Anderson, incased in a cumbersome photocell space suit, stared incredulously at what he saw inside the space warp.


  THE communications bank snarled warningly and Craig swung about in his chair, lifted the handset off the cradle and snapped recognition into the mouthpiece.


  “This is Knut, chief,” said a voice, badly blurred by radiations.


  “Yes,” yelled Craig. “What did you find?”


  “A big one,” said Knut’s voice. Where?


  I’ll give you the location.


  Craig snatched up a pencil, wrote rapidly as the voice spat and crackled at him.


  “Bigger than anything on record,” shrilled Knut’s voice. “Space busted wide open and twisted all to hell. The instruments went nuts.”


  “We’ll have to slap a tracer on it,” said Craig, tensely. “Take a lot of power, but we’ve got to do it. If that thing starts to move—”


  Knut’s voice snapped and blurred and sputtered so Craig couldn’t hear a word he said.


  “You come back right away,” Craig yelled. “It’s dangerous out there. Get too close to that thing. Let it swing toward you and you—”


  Knut interrupted, his voice wallowing in the wail of tortured beam. “There’s something else, chief. Something funny. Damn funny—”


  The voice pinched out.


  Craig shrieked into the mouthpiece. “What is it, Knut? What’s funny?”


  He stopped, astonished, for suddenly the crackle and hissing and whistle of the communications beam was gone.


  His left hand flicked out to the board and snapped a toggle. The board hummed as tremendous power surged into the call. It took power lots of power, to maintain a tight beam on Mercury. But there was no answering hum—no indication the beam was being restored.


  Something had happened out there! Something had snapped the beam.


  Craig stood up, white-faced, to stare through the ray filter port to the ashy plains. Nothing to get excited about. Not yet, anyway. Wait for Knut to get back. It wouldn’t take long. He had told Knut to start at once, and those puddle jumpers could travel.


  But what if Knut didn’t come back? What if that space warp had moved?


  The biggest one on record, Knut had said. Of course, there always were a lot of them one had to keep an eye on, but very few big enough to really worry about. Little whirlpools and eddies where the space-time continuum was wavering around, wondering which way it ought to jump.


  Not dangerous, just a bother. Had to be careful not to drive a puddle jumper into one. But a big one, if it started to move, might engulf the plant—


  Outside, the Candles were kicking up the dust, shuffling and hopping and flapping their arms. For the moment they were mountain folk back in the hills of Earth, having them a hoe down. But there was something grotesque about them—like scarecrows set to music.


  The plains of Mercury stretched away to the near horizon, rolling plains of bitter dust. The Sun was a monstrous thing of bright-blue flame in a sky of inky black, ribbons of scarlet curling out like snaky tentacles.


  Mercury was its nearest to the Sun—a mere twenty-nine million miles distant, and that probably explained the warp. The nearness to the Sun and the epidemic of sunspots. Although the sunspots may not have had anything to do with it. Nobody knew.


  CRAIG had forgotten Page until the man coughed, and then he turned away from the port and went back to the desk.


  “I hope,” said Page, “that you have reconsidered. This project of mine means a lot to me.”


  Craig was suddenly swept with anger at the man’s persistence.


  “I gave you my answer once,” he snapped. “That is enough. When I say a thing, I mean it.”


  “I can’t see your objection,” said Page flatly. “After all, these Candles—”


  “You’re not capturing any Candies,” said Craig. “Your idea is the most crackpot, from more than one viewpoint, that I have ever heard.”


  “I can’t understand this strange attitude of yours,” argued Page. “I was assured at Washington—”


  Craig’s anger flared. “I don’t give a damn what Washington assured you. You’re going back as soon as the oxygen ship comes in. And you’re going back without a Candle.”


  “It would do no harm. And I’m prepared to pay well for any services you—”


  Craig ignored the hinted bribe, leveled a pencil at Page.


  “Let me explain it to you once again,” he said. “Very carefully and in full, so you will understand.


  “The Candles are natives of Mercury. They were here first. They were here when men came, and they’ll probably be here long after men depart. They have let us be and we have let them be. And we have let them be for just one reason—one damn good reason. You, see, we don’t know what they could do if we stirred them up. We are afraid of what they might do.”


  Page opened his mouth to speak, but Craig waved him into silence and went on.


  “They are organisms of pure energy. Things that draw their life substance directly from the Sun—just as you and I do. Only we get ours by a roundabout way. Lot more efficient than we are by that very token, for they absorb their energy direct, while we get ours by chemical processes.


  “And when we’ve said that much—that’s about all we can say. Because that’s all we know about them. We’ve watched those Candles for five hundred years and they still are strangers to us.”


  “You think they are intelligent?” asked Page, and the question was a sneer.


  “Why not?” snarled Craig. “You think they aren’t because Man can’t communicate with them. Just because they didn’t break their necks to talk with men.


  “Just because they haven’t talked doesn’t mean they aren’t intelligent. Perhaps they haven’t communicated with us because their thought and reasoning would have no common basis for intelligent communication with mankind. Perhaps it’s because they regard Man as an inferior race—a race upon which it isn’t even worth their while to waste their time.”


  “YOU’RE crazy,” yelled Page. “They have watched us all these years. They’ve seen what we can do. They’ve seen our space ships—they’ve seen us build this plant—they’ve seen us shoot power across millions of miles to the other planets.”


  “Sure,” agreed Craig, “they’ve seen all that. But would it impress them? Are you sure it would? Man, the great architect! Would you bust a gut trying to talk to a spider, or an orchard oriole, or a mud wasp? You bet your sweet life you wouldn’t. And they’re great architects, every one of them.”


  Page bounced angrily in his chair. “If they’re superior to us,” he roared, “where axe the things they’ve done? Where are their cities, their machines, their civilizations?”


  “Perhaps,” suggested Craig, “they outlived machines and cities millennia ago. Perhaps they’ve reached a stage of civilization where they don’t need mechanical things.”


  He tapped the pencil on the desk.


  “Consider this. Those Candles are immortal. They’d have to be. There’d be nothing to kill them. They apparently have no bodies—just balls of energy. That’s their answer to their environment. And you have the nerve to think of capturing some of them! You, who know nothing about them, plan to take them back to Earth to use as a circus attraction, a side-show drawing card—something for fools to gape at!”


  “People come out here to see them.” Page countered. “Plenty of them. The tourist bureaus use them in their advertising.”


  “That’s different,” roared Craig. “If the Candles want to put on a show on home territory, there’s nothing we can do about it. But you can’t drag them away from here and show them off. That would spell trouble and plenty of it!”


  “But if they’re so damned intelligent,” yelped Page, “why do they put on those shows at all? Just think of something and presto!—they’re it. Greatest mimics in the Solar System. And they never get anything right. It’s always cockeyed. That’s the beauty of it.”


  “It’s cockeyed,” snapped Craig, “because man’s brain never fashions a letter-perfect image. The (undies pattern themselves directly after the thoughts they pick up. When you think of something you don’t give them all the details—your thoughts are sketchy. You can’t blame the Candles for that. They pick up what you give them and fill in the rest as best they can. Therefore camels with flowing manes, camels with four and five humps, camels with horns, an endless parade of screwball camels, if camels are what you are thinking of.”


  He flung the pencil down angrily.


  “And don’t you kid yourself the Candles are doing it to amuse us. More than likely they believe we are thinking up all those swell ideas just to please them. They’re having the time of their lives. Probably that’s the only reason they’ve tolerated us here—because we have such amusing thoughts.


  “When Man first came here they were just pretty, colored balls rolling around on the surface, and someone called them Roman Candles because that’s what they looked like. But since that day they’ve been everything Man has ever thought of.” Page heaved himself out of the chair.


  “I shall report your attitude to Washington, Captain Craig.”


  “Report and be damned,” growled Craig. “Maybe you’ve forgotten where you are. You aren’t back on Earth, where bribes and boot-licking and bulldozing will get a man almost anything he wants. You’re at the power center on the Sunward side of Mercury. This is the main source of power for all the planets. Let this power plant fail, let the transmission beams be cut off and the Solar System goes to hell!”


  He pounded the desk for emphasis.


  “Em in charge here, and when I say a thing it stands, for you as well as anyone. My job is to keep this plant going, keep the power pouring out to the planets. And Em not letting some half-baked fool come out here and make me trouble. While I’m here, no one is going to stir up the Candles. We’ve got plenty of trouble without that.”


  Page edged toward the door, but Craig stopped him.


  “Just a little word of warning,” he said, speaking softly. “If I were you, I wouldn’t try to sneak out any of the puddle jumpers, including your own. After each trip the oxygen tank is taken out and put into the charger, so it’ll be at first capacity for the next trip. The charger is locked and there’s just one key. And I have that.”


  He locked eves with the man at the door and went on.


  “There’s a little oxygen left in the jumper, of course. Half an hour’s supply, maybe. Possibly less. After that there isn’t any more. It’s not nice to be caught like that. They found a fellow that had happened to just a day or so ago over near one of the Twilight Belt stations.”


  But Page was gone, slamming the door.


  THE CANDLES had stopped dancing and were rolling around, drifting bubbles of every hue. Occasionally one would essay the formation of some object, but the attempt would be half-hearted and the Candle once more would revert to its natural sphere.


  Old Creepy must have put his fiddle away, Craig thought. Probably he was making an inspection round, seeing if everything was all right. Although there was little chance that anything could go wrong. The plant was automatic, designed to run with the minimum of human attention.


  The control room was a wonder of clicking, chuckling, chortling, snicking gadgets. Gadgets that kept the flow of power directed to the substations oil the Twilight Belt. Gadgets that kept the tight beams from the substations centered exactly on those points in space where each must go to be picked up by the substations circling the outer planets.


  Let one of those gadgets fail—let that spaceward beam sway as much as a fraction of a degree—Curt shuddered at the thought of a beam of terrific power smashing into a planet—perhaps into a city. But the mechanism had never failed—never would. It was foolproof. A far cry from the day when the plant had charged monstrous banks of converters to be carted to the outer worlds by lumbering spaceships.


  This was really free power, easy power, plentiful power. Power carried across millions of miles on Addison’s tight-beam principle. Free power to develop the farms of Venus, the mines of Mars, the chemical plants and cold laboratories on Pluto.


  Down there in the control room, too, were other gadgets as equally important. The atmosphere machine, for example, which kept the air mixture right, drawing on those tanks of liquid oxygen and nitrogen and other gases brought across space from Venus by the monthly oxygen ship. The refrigerating plant, the gravity machine, the water assembly.


  Craig heard the crunch of Creepy’s footsteps on the stairs and turned to the door as the old man shuffled into the room.


  Creepy’s brows were drawn down and his face looked like a thundercloud.


  “What’s the matter now?” asked Craig.


  “By cracky,” snapped Creepy, “you got to do something about that Rastus.”


  Craig grinned. “What’s up this time?”


  “He stole my last bottle of drinking liquor,” wailed Creepy. “I was hoarding it for medical purposes, and now it’s gone. He’s the only one that could have taken it.”


  “I’ll talk to Rastus,” Craig promised.


  “Some day,” threatened Creepy, “I’m going to get my dander up and whale the everlastin’ tar out of that smoke. That’s the fifth bottle of liquor he’s swiped off me.”


  The old man shook his head dolefully, whuffled his walruslike mustache.


  “Aside from Rastus, how’s everything else going?” asked Craig.


  “Earth just rounded the Sun,” the old man said. “The Venus station took up the load.”


  Craig nodded. That was routine. When one planet was cut off by the Sun, the substations of the nearest planet took on an extra load, diverted part of it to the first planet’s stations, carrying it until it was clear again.


  He arose from the chair and walked to the port, stared out across the dusty plains. A dot was moving across the near horizon. A speedy dot, seeming to leap across the dead, gray wastes.


  “Knut’s coming!” he yelled to Creepy.


  Creepy hobbled for the doorway. “I’ll go down to meet him. Knut and me are having a game of checkers as soon as he gets in.”


  Craig laughed, relieved by Knut’s appearance. “How many checker games have you and Knut played?” he asked.


  “Hundreds of ’em,” Creepy declared proudly. “He ain’t no match for me, but he thinks he is. I let him beat me regular to keep the interest up. I’m afraid he’d quit playing if I beat him as often as I could.”


  He started for the door and then turned back. “But this is my turn to win.” The old man chnckled in his mustache. “I’m goin’ to give him a first-class whippin’.”


  “First,” said Craig, “tell him I want to see him.”


  “Sure,” said Creepy, “and don’t you go telling him about me letting him beat me. That would make him sore.”


  CRAIG TRIED to sleep but couldn’t. He was worried. Nothing definite, for there seemed no cause to worry. The tracer placed on the big warp revealed that it was moving slowly, a few feet an hour or so, in a direction away from the center. No other large ones had shown up in the detectors. Everything, for the moment, seemed under control. Just little things. Vague suspicions and wonderings—snatches here and there that failed to fall into the pattern.


  Knut, for instance. There wasn’t anything wrong with Knut, of course, but while he had talked to him he had sensed something. An uneasy feeling that lifted the hair on the nape of his neck, made the skin prickle along his spine. Yet nothing one could lay one’s hands on.


  Page, too. The damn fool probably would try to sneak out and capture some Candles and then there’d be all hell to pay.


  Funny, too, how Knut’s radios, both in his suit and in the jumper, had gone dead. Blasted out, as if they had been raked by a surge of energy. Knut couldn’t explain it, wouldn’t try. Just shrugged his shoulders. Funny things always were happening on Mercury.


  Craig gave up trying to sleep, slid his feet into slippers and walked across the room to the port. With a flip of his hand he raised the shutter and stared out.


  Candles were rolling around. Suddenly one of them materialized into a monstrous whiskey bottle, lifted in the air, tilted, liquid pouring to the ground.


  Craig chuckled. That would be either Old Creepy bemoaning the loss of that last bottle or Rastus sneaking off to where he’d hid it to take another nip.


  A furtive tap came on the door, and Craig wheeled. For a tense moment he crouched, listening, as if expecting an attack. Then he laughed softly to himself. He was jumpy, and no fooling. Maybe what he needed was a drink.


  Again the tap, more insistent, but still furtive.


  “Come in,” Craig called.


  Old Creepy sidled into the room. “I hoped you wasn’t asleep,” he said.


  “What is it, Creepy?” And even as he spoke, Craig felt himself going tense again. Nerves all shot to hell.


  Creepy hitched forward.


  “Knut,” he whispered. “Knut beat me at checkers. Six times hand running! I didn’t have a chance!”


  Craig’s laugh exploded in the room.


  “But I could always beat him before,” the old man insisted. “I even let him beat me every so often to keep him interested so he would play with me. And tonight I was all set to take him to a cleaning—”


  Creepy’s face twisted, his mustache quivering.


  “And that ain’t all, by cracky. I felt, somehow, that Knut had changed and—”


  Craig walked close to the old man, grasped him by the shoulder. “I know,” he said. “I know just how you felt.” Again he was remembering how the hair had crawled upon his skull as he talked to Knut just a while ago.


  Creepy nodded, pale eyes blinking, Adam’s apple bobbing.


  Craig spun on his heel, snatched up his shirt, started peeling off his pajama coat.


  “Creepy,” he rasped, “you go down to that control room. Get a gun and lock yourself in. Stay there until I get back. And don’t let anyone come in!”


  He fixed the old man with a stare. “You understand. Don’t let anyone get in! Use your gun if you are forced to use it. But see no one touches those controls!”


  Creepy’s eyes bugged and he gulped. “Is there going to be trouble?” he quavered.


  “I don’t know,” snapped Craig, “but I’m going to find out.”


  DOWN in the garage, Craig stared angrily at the empty stall.


  Page’s jumper was gone!


  Grumbling with rage, Craig walked to the oxygen-tank rack. The lock was undamaged, and he inserted the key. The top snapped up and revealed the tanks—all of them, nestling in rows, still attached to the recharger lines. Almost unbelieving, Craig stood there, looking at the tanks.


  All of them were there. That meant Page had started out in the jumper with insufficient oxygen. It meant the man would die out on the blistering wastes of Mercury. That he might go mad and leave his jumper and wander into the desert, a raving maniac, like the man they’d found out near the Twilight station.


  Craig swung about, away from the tanks, and then stopped, thoughts spinning in his brain. There wasn’t any use of hunting Page. The damn fool probably was dead by now. Sheer suicide, that was what it was. Sheer lunacy. And he had warned him, too!


  And he, Craig, had work to do. Something had happened out there at the space warp. He had to lay those tantalizing suspicions that rummaged through his mind. There were some things he had to be sure about. He didn’t have time to go hunting a man who was already dead, a damn fool who had committed suicide. The man was nuts to start with. Anyone who thought he could capture Candles—


  Savagely, Craig closed one of the line valves, screwed shut the tank valve, disconnected the coupling and lifted the tank out of the rack. The tank was heavy. It had to be heavy to stand a pressure of two hundred atmospheres.


  As he started for the jumper, Mathilde, the cat, strolled down the ramp from the floor above and walked between his legs. Craig stumbled and almost fell, recovered his balance with a mighty effort and cursed Mathilde with a fluency bora of practice.


  “Me-ow-ow-ow,” said Mathilde conversationally.


  THERE IS something unreal about the Sunward side of Mercury, an abnormality that is sensed rather than seen.


  There the Sun is nine times larger than seen from Earth, and the thermometer never registers under six hundred fifty degrees Fahrenheit. Under that terrific heat, accompanied by blasting radiations hurled out by the Sun, men must wear photocell space suits, must ride in photocell cars and live in the power center, which in itself is little more than a mighty photocell. For electric power can be disposed of, while heat and radiation often cannot be.


  There the rock and soil have been crumbled into dust under the lashing of heat and radiations. There the horizon is near, always looming just ahead, like an ever-present brink.


  But it is not these things that make the planet so alien. Rather, it is the strange distortion of lines, a distortion that one sometimes thinks he can see, but is never sure. Perhaps the very root of that alien sense is the fact that the Sun’s mass makes a straight line an impossibility, a stress that bends magnetic fields and stirs up the very structure of space itself.


  Curt Craig felt that strangeness of Mercury as he zoomed across the dusty plain. The puddle jumper splashed through a small molten pool, spraying it out in sizzling sheets. A pool of lead, or maybe tin.


  But Craig scarcely noticed. At the back of his brain pounded a thousand half-formed questions. His eyes, edged by crow’s-feet, squinted through the filter shield, following the trail left by Knut’s returning machine. The oxygen tank hissed softly and the atmosphere mixer chuckled. But all else was quiet.


  A howl of terror and dismay shattered the quiet. Craig jerked the jumper to a stop, leaped from his seat, hand streaking to his gun.


  Crawling from under the metal bunk bolted at the rear of the car was Rastus, the whites of his eyes showing like bull’s-eyes.


  “Good Lawd,” he bellowed, “where is I?”


  “You’re in a jumper, sixty miles from the Center,” snapped Craig. “What I want to know is how the hell you got here.”


  Rastus gulped and rose to his knees. “You see, it was like this, boss,” he stammered. “I was lookin’ for Mathilde. Dat cat, she run me wild. She sneaks into the refrigerator all the time. I jus’ can’t trust her no place. So when she turned up missin’—”


  He struggled to his feet, and as he did so a bottle slipped from his pocket, smashed to bits on the metal floor. Pale-amber liquor ran among the fragments.


  Craig eyed the shattered glass. “So you were hunting Mathilde, eh?”


  Rastus slumped on the bunk, put his head in his hands. “Ain’t no use lyin’ to you, boss,” he acknowledged. “Never gets away with it. I was havin’ me a drink. Just a little nip. And I fell asleep.”


  “You hid the bottle you swiped from Creepy in the jumper,” declared Craig flatly, “and you drank yourself to sleep.”


  “Can’t seem to help it,” Rastus moaned. “Ok dehbil’s got me. Can’t keep my hands off of a bottle, somehow. Ok Mercury, he done dat to me. Ok debbil planet. Nothin’ as it should be. Ol’ Man Sun pullin’ the innards out of space. Playin’ around with things until they ain’t the same—”


  Craig nodded, almost sympathetically. That teas the hell of it. Nothing ever was the same on Mercury, Because of the Sun’s tremendous mass, light was bent, space was warped and eternally threatening to shift, basic law’s required modification. The power of two magnets would not always be the same, the attraction between two electrical charges would be changed. And the worst of it was that a modification which stood one minute would not stand the next.


  “Where are we goin’ now, boss?”


  “We’re going out to the space warp that Knut found,” said Craig. “And don’t think for a minute I’ll turn around and take you back. You got yourself into this, remember.”


  Rastus’ eyes batted rapidly, and his tongue ran around his lips. “You said the warp, boss? Did I hear you right? The warp?”


  Craig didn’t answer. He swung back to his seat, started the jumper once again.


  Rastus was staring out one of the side ports. “There’s a Candle followin’ us,” he announced. “Big blue feller. Skippin’ along right with us all the time.”


  “Nothing funny in that,” said Craig. “They often follow us. Whole herds of them.”


  “Only one this time,” said Rastus. “Big blue feller.”


  Craig glanced at the notation of the space warp’s location. Only a few miles distant. He was almost there.


  THERE WAS NOTHING to indicate what the warp might be, although the instruments picked it up and charted it as he drew near. Perhaps if a man stood at just the right angle he might detect a certain shimmer, a certain strangeness, as if he were looking into a wavy mirror. But otherwise there probably would be nothing pointing to its presence. Hard to know just where one stopped or started. Hard to keep from walking into one, even with instruments.


  Curt shivered as he thought of the spacemen who had walked into just such warps in the early days. Daring mariners of space who had ventured to land their ships on the Sunward side, had dared to take short excursions in their old-type space suit. Most of them had died, blasted by the radiations spewed out by the Sun, literally cooked to death. Others had walked across the plain and disappeared. They had walked into the warps and disappeared as if they had melted into thin air. Although, of course, there wasn’t any air to melt into—hadn’t been for many million years.


  On this world, all free elements long ago had disappeared. Those elements that remained, except possibly far underground, were locked so stubbornly in combination that it was impossible to blast them free in any appreciable quantity. That was why liquid air was carted clear from Venus.


  The tracks in the dust and rubble made by Knut’s machine were plainly visible, and Craig followed them. The jumper topped a slight rise and dipped into a slight depression. And in the center of the depression was a queer shifting of light and dark, as if one were looking into a tricky mirror.


  That was the space warp!


  Craig glanced at the instruments and caught his breath. Here was a space warp that was really big. Still following the tracks of Knut’s machine, he crept down into the hollow, swinging closer and closer to that shifting, almost invisible blotch that marked the warp.


  “Golly!” gasped Rastus, and Craig knew the Negro was beside him, for he felt his breath upon his neck.


  Here Knut’s machine had stopped, and here Knut had gotten out to carry the instruments nearer, the blotchy tracks of his space suit like furrows through the powdered soil. And there he had come back. And stopped and gone forward again. And there—


  Craig jerked the jumper to a halt, stared in amazement and horror through the filter shield. Then, the breath sobbing in his throat, he leaped from the seat, scrambled frantically for a space suit.


  Outside the car, he approached the dark shape huddled on the ground. Slowly he moved nearer, the hands of fear clutching at his heart. Beside the shape he stopped and looked down. Heat and radiation had gotten in their work, shriveling, blasting, desiccating—but there could be no doubt.


  Staring up at him from where it lay was the dead face of Knut Anderson!


  CRAIG straightened up and looked around. Candles danced upon the ridges, swirling and jostling, silent watchers of his grim discovery. The one lone blue Candle, bigger than the rest, had followed the machine into the hollow, was only a few rods away, rolling restlessly to and fro.


  Knut had said something was funny—had shouted it, his voice raspy and battered by the screaming of powerful radiations. Or had that been Knut? Had Knut already died when that message came through?


  Craig glanced back at the sand, the blood pounding in his temples. Had the Candles been responsible for this? And if they were, why was he unmolested, with hundreds dancing on the ridge?


  And if this was Knut, with dead eyes staring at the black of space, who was the other one—the one who came back?


  Candles masquerading as human beings? Was that possible? Mimics the Candles were—but hardly as good as that. There was always something wrong with their mimicry—something ludicrously wrong.


  He remembered now the look in the eyes of the returned Knut—that chilly, deadly look—the kind of look one sometimes sees in the eyes of ruthless men. A look that had sent cold chills chasing up his spine.


  And Knut, who was no match for Creepy at checkers, but who thought he was because Creepy let him win at regular intervals, had taken six games straight.


  Craig looked back at the jumper again, saw the frightened face of Rastus pressed against the filter shield. The Candles still danced upon the hills, but the big blue one was gone.


  Some subtle warning, a nasty little feeling between his shoulder blades, made Craig spin around to face the warp. Just in front of the warp stood a man, and for a moment Craig stared at him, frozen, speechless, unable to move.


  For the man who stood in front of him, not more than forty feet away, was Curt Craig!


  Feature for feature, line for line, that man was himself. A second Curt Craig. As if he had rounded a corner and met himself coming back.


  Bewilderment roared through Craig’s brain, a baffling bewilderment. He took a quick step forward, then stopped. For the bewilderment suddenly was edged with fear, a knifelike sense of danger.


  The man raised a hand and beckoned, but Craig stayed rooted where he stood, tried to reason with his muddled brain. It wasn’t a reflection, for if it had been a reflection it would have shown him in a space suit, and this man stood without a space suit. And if it were a real man, it wouldn’t be standing there exposed to the madness of the Sun. Such a thing would have spelled sure and sudden death.


  Forty feet away—and yet within that forty feet, perhaps very close, the power of the warp might reach out, might entangle any man who crossed that unseen deadline. The warp was moving, at a few feet an hour, and this spot where he now stood, with Knut’s dead body at his feet, had a few short hours ago been within the limit of the warp’s influence.


  The man stepped forward, and as he did, Craig stepped back, his hands dropping to the gun butts. But with the guns half out he stopped, for the man had disappeared. Had simply vanished. There had been no puff of smoke, no preliminary shimmering as of matter breaking down. The man just simply wasn’t there. But in his place was the big blue Candle, rocking to and fro.


  Cold sweat broke out upon Craig’s forehead and trickled down his face. For he knew he had trodden very close to death—perhaps to something even worse than death. Wildly he swung about, raced for the puddle juniper, wrenched the door open, hurled himself at the controls.


  Rastus wailed at him. “Whats the matter, boss?”


  “We have to get back to the center,” yelled Craig. “Old Creepy is back there all alone! Lord knows what has happened to him—what will happen to him.”


  “But, boss,” yipped Rastus, “what’s the matter. Who was back there on the ground?”


  “That was Knut,” said Craig.


  “But Mr. Knut is back there at the center, boss. I know. I seen him with my own eyes.”


  “Knut isn’t at the center,” Craig snapped. “Knut is dead out there by the warp. The thing that’s at the center is a Candle, masquerading as Knut!”


  CRAIG DROVE like a madman, the cold claws of fear hovering over him.


  Twice he almost met disaster, once when the jumper bucked through a deep drift of dust, again when it rocketed through a pool of molten tin.


  “But them Candles can’t do that nohow,” argued Rastus. “They can’t get nothing right. Every time they try to be a thing they always get it wrong.”


  “How do you know that?” snapped Craig. “How do you know they couldn’t if they tried? And if they could and wanted to use it against us, do you think they would let us see them do it? Through all these years they have done their best to make us lower our guard. They have tried to make us believe they were nothing but a gang of good-natured clowns. That, my boy, is super-plus psychology.”


  “But why?” demanded Rastus. “Why would they want to do it? We ain’t never hurt them.”


  “Ask me another one,” said Craig grimly. “The best answer is that we don’t know them. They might have a dozen reasons—reasons we couldn’t understand. Reasons no human being could understand because they wouldn’t tally with the things we know.”


  Craig gripped the wheel hard and slammed the jumper up an incline slippery with dust.


  Damn it, the thing that had come back as Knut was Knut. It knew the things Knut knew, it acted like Knut. It had his mannerisms, it talked in his voice, it actually seemed to think the way Knut would think.


  What could a man—what could mankind do against a thing like that? How could it separate the original from the duplicate? How would it know its own?


  The thing that had come back to the Center had beaten Creepy at checkers. Creepy had led Knut to believe he was the old man’s equal at the game, although Creepy knew he could beat Knut at any time he chose. But Knut didn’t know that—and the thing masquerading as Knut didn’t know it. So it had sat down and beaten Creepy six games hand-running, to the old man’s horror and dismay.


  Did that mean anything or not?


  Craig groaned and tried to get another ounce of speed out of the jumper.


  “It was that old blue jigger,” said Rastus. “He was sashaying all around, and then he disappeared.”


  Craig nodded. “He was in the warp. Apparently the Candles axe able to alter their electronic structures so they may exist within the warp. They lured Knut into the warp by posing as human beings, arousing his curiosity, and when he stepped into its influence it opened the way for their attack. They can’t get at us inside a suit, you see, because a suit is a photocell, and they are energy, and in a game of that sort, the cell wins every time.


  “That’s what they tried to do with me. Lord knows what the warp would have done if I’d stepped into it, but undoubtedly it would have made me vulnerable in the fourth dimension or in some other way. That would have been all they needed.”


  Rastus’ eyes strayed to the litter of glass on the floor by the bunk. “Sho’ wish I had me a snort of redeye,” he mourned. “Sho’ could do with a little stimulus.”


  “It was clever of them,” Craig said. “A Trojan horse method of attack. First they got Knut, and next they tried to get me, and with two of them in the Center it would not have been so hard to have gotten you and Creepy.”


  He slapped the wheel a vicious stroke, venting his anger.


  “And the beauty of it was that no one would have known. The oxygen ship could have come from Venus and the men on board would never have been the wiser, for they would have met things that seemed like all four of us. No one would have guessed. They would have had time—plenty of time—to do anything they planned.”


  “What you figure they was aimin’ to do, boss?” queried Rastus. “Figure maybe they meant to blow up that ol’ plant?”


  “I don’t know, Rastus. How could I know? If they were human beings, I could make a guess, because I could put myself in their shoes and try to think the way they did. But with the Candles you can’t do that. You can’t do anything with the Candles, because you don’t know what they are.”


  “You aimin’ to raise hell with dem Candles, boss?”


  “With what?” snapped Craig.


  “Just give me a razor,” exulted Rastus. “Maybe two razors, one for each hands. I’se a powerful dangerous man with a razor blade.”


  “It’ll take more than razors,” said Craig. “Mare than our energy guns, for those things are energy. We could blast them with everything we had, and they’d just soak it up and laugh at us and ask for more.”


  He skidded the jumper around a ravine head, slashed across the desert. “First thing,” he declared, “is to find the one that’s masquerading as Knut. Find him and then figure out what to do with him.”


  BUT FINDING the Knut Candle was easier said than done. Craig, Creepy and Rastus, clad In space suits, stood in the kitchen at the center.


  “By cracky,” said Creepy, “he must be here somewhere. He must have found him an extra-special hide-out that we have overlooked.”


  Craig shook his head. “We haven’t overlooked him, Creepy. We’ve searched this place from stem to stern. There isn’t a crack where he could hide.”


  “Maybe,” suggested Creepy, “he figured the jig was up and took it on the lam. Maybe he scrammed out the lock when I was up there guarding that control room.”


  “Maybe,” agreed Craig. “I had been thinking of that. He smashed the radio—that much we know. He was afraid that we might call for help, and that means he may have had a plan. Even now he may be carrying out that plan.”


  The Center was silent, filled with those tiny sounds that only serve to emphasize and deepen a silence. The faint cluck-cluck of the machines on the floor below, the hissing and distant chortling of the atmosphere mixer, the chuckling of the water synthesizer.


  “Dang him,” snorted Creepy, “I knew he couldn’t do it. I knew Knut couldn’t beat me at checkers hon—”


  From the refrigerator came a frantic sound. “Me-ow—me-ow-ow-ow,” it wailed.


  Rastus leaped for the refrigerator door, grabbing a broom as he went. “It’s that Mathilde cat again,” he yelled. “She’s always sneakin’ in on me. Every time my back is turned.” He brandished the broom and addressed the door. “You jus’ wait. I’ll sure work you over with this here broom. I’ll plaster you—”


  But Craig had leaped forward, snatched the Negro’s hand away from the door lever. “Wait!” he shouted.


  Mathilde yodeled pitifully.


  “But, boss, that Mathilde cat—”


  “Maybe it isn’t Mathilde,” Craig rasped grimly.


  From the doorway leading out into the corridor came a low purring rumble. The three men whirled about. Mathilde was standing across the threshold, rubbing with arched back against the jamb, plumed tail waving. From inside the refrigerator came a scream of savage feline fury.


  Rastus’ eyes were popping and the broom clattered to the floor. “But, boss,” he shrieked, “there’s only one Mathilde!”


  “Of course, there’s only one Mathilde,” snapped Craig. “One of these is her. The other is Knut, or the thing that was Knut.”


  The lock signal rang shrilly, and Craig stepped swiftly to a port, flipped the shutter up.


  “It’s Page,” he shouted. “Page is back again!”


  He turned from the port, face twisted in disbelief. Page had gone out five hours before—without oxygen. Yet here he was, back again. No man could live for over four hours without oxygen.


  Craig’s eyes hardened, and furrows came between his brows. “Creepy,” he said suddenly, “you open the inner lock. You, Rastus, pick up that cat. Don’t let her get away.”


  Rastus backed off, eyes wide in terror.


  “Pick her up,” commanded Craig sharply. “Hang onto her.”


  “But, boss, she—”


  “Pick her up, I say!”


  Creepy was shuffling down the ramp to the lock. Slowly Rastus moved forward, clumsily reached down and scooped up Mathilde.


  Mathilde purred loudly, dabbing at his suit-clad fingers with dainty paws.


  PAGE STEPPED out of the jumper and strode across the garage toward Craig, his boot heels ringing on the floor.


  From behind the space-suit visor, Craig regarded him angrily. “You disobeyed my orders,” he snapped. “You went out and caught some Candles.”


  “Nothing to it, Captain Craig,” said Page. “Docile as so many kittens. Make splendid pets.”


  He whistled sharply, and from the open door of the jumper rolled three Candles, a red one, a green one, a yellow one. Ranged in a row, they lay just outside the jumper, rolling back and forth.


  Craig regarded them appraisingly.


  “Cute little devils,” said Page good-naturedly.


  “And just the right number,” said Craig.


  Page started, but quickly regained his composure. “Yes, I think so, too. I’ll teach them a routine, of course, but I suppose the audience reactions will bust that all to hell once they get on the stage.”


  Craig moved to the rack of oxygen tanks and snapped up the lid.


  “There’s just one thing I can’t understand,” he said. “I warned you you couldn’t get into this rack. And I warned you that without oxygen you’d die. And yet here you are.”


  Page laughed. “I had some oxygen hid out, captain. I anticipated something just like that.”


  Craig lifted one of the tanks from the rack, held it in his arms. “You’re a liar, Page,” he said calmly. “You didn’t have any other oxygen. You didn’t need any. A man would die if he went out there without oxygen—die horribly. But you wouldn’t—because you aren’t a man!”


  Page stepped swiftly back, but Craig cried out warningly. Page stopped, as if frozen to the floor, his eyes on the oxygen tank. Craig’s finger grasped the valve control.


  “One move out of you,” he warned grimly, “and I’ll let you have it. You know what it is, of course. Liquid oxygen, pressure of two hundred atmospheres. Colder than the hinges of space.”


  Craig grinned ferociously. “A dose of that would play hell with your metabolism, wouldn’t it? Tough enough to keep going here in the dome. You Candles have lived out there on the surface too long. You need a lot of energy, and there isn’t much energy here. We have to screen it out or we would die ourselves. And there’s a damn sight less energy in liquid oxygen. You met your own environment, all right; you even spread that environment pretty wide, but there’s a limit to it.”


  “You’d be talking a different tune,” Page declared bitterly, “if it weren’t for those space suits.”


  “Sort of crossed you up, didn’t they,” said Craig. “We’re wearing them because we were tracking down a pal of yours. I think he’s in the refrigerator.”


  “A pal of mine—in a refrigerator?”


  “He’s the one that came back as Knut,” said Craig, “and he turned into Mathilde when he knew we were hunting for him. But he did the job too well. He was almost more Mathilde than he was Candle. So he sneaked into the refrigerator. And he doesn’t like it.”


  Page’s shoulders sagged. For a moment his features seemed to blur, then snapped back into rigid lines again.


  “The answer is that you do the job too well,” said Craig. “Right now you yourself are more Page than Candle, more man than thing of energy.”


  “We shouldn’t have tried it,” said Page. “We should have waited until there was someone in your place. You were too frank in your opinion of us. You held none of the amused contempt so many of the others held. I told them they should wait, but a man named Page got caught in a space warp—”


  Craig nodded. “I understand. An opportunity you simply couldn’t miss. Ordinarily we’re pretty hard to get at. You can’t fight photocells. But you should strive for more convincing stories. That yarn of yours about capturing Candles—”


  “But Page came out for that purpose,” insisted the pseudo Page. “Of course, he would have failed. But, after all, it was poetic justice.”


  “It was clever of you,” Craig said softly. “More clever than you thought. Bringing your side-kicks in here, pretending you had captured them, waiting until we were off our guard.”


  “Look,” said Page, “we know when we are licked. What are you going to do?”


  “We’ll turn loose the one in the refrigerator,” Craig told him. “Then we’ll open up the locks and you can go.”


  “And if we don’t want to go?”


  “We’d turn loose the liquid oxygen,” said Craig. “We have vats of the stuff upstairs. We can close off this room, you know, turn it into a howling hell. You couldn’t live through it. You’d starve for energy.”


  FROM THE KITCHEN came a hideous uproar, a sound that suggested a roll of barbed wire galloping around a tin roof. The bedlam was punctuated by yelps and howls from Rastus.


  Creepy, who had been standing by the lock, started forward, but Craig, never lifting an eye from Page, waved him back.


  Down the ramp from the kitchen came a swirling ball of fur, and after it came Rastus, whaling lustily with his broom. The ball of fur separated, became two identical cats, tails five times normal size, backs bristling, eyes glowing with green fury.


  “Boss, I jus’ got tired of holding Mathilde—” Rastus panted.


  “I know,” said Craig. “So you chucked her into the refrigerator with the other cat.”


  “I sho’ did,” confessed Rastus, “and hell busted loose right underneath my nose.”


  “All right,” snapped Craig. “Now, Page, if you’ll tell us which one of those is yours—”


  Page spoke sharply and one of the cats melted and flowed. Its outlines blurred and it became a Candle, a tiny, pale-pink Candle.


  Mathilde let out one soul-wrenching shriek and fled.


  “Page,” said Craig, “we’ve never wanted trouble. If you are willing, we’d like to be your friends. Isn’t there some way?”


  Page shook his head. “No, captain. We’re poles apart. I and you have talked here, but we’ve talked as man to man rather than as a man and a person of my race. Our differences are too great, our minds too far apart.”


  He hesitated, almost stammering.


  “You’re a-good egg, Craig. You should have been a Candle.”


  “Creepy,” said Craig, “open up the lock.”


  Page turned to go, but Craig called him back. “Just one thing more. A personal favor. Could you tell me what’s at the bottom of this?”


  “It’s hard to explain,” said Page. “You see, my friend, it’s a matter of culture. That isn’t exactly the word, but it’s the nearest I can express it in your language.


  “Before you came we had a culture, a way of life, a way of thought, that was distinctly our own. We didn’t develop the way you developed, we missed this crude, preliminary civilization you are passing through. We started at a point you won’t reach for another million years.


  “We had a goal, an ideal, a place we were heading for. And we were making progress. I can’t explain it, for—well, there just are no words for it. And then you came along—”


  “I think I know,” said Craig. “We are a disturbing influence. We have upset your culture, your way of thought. Our thoughts intrude upon you and you see your civilization turning into a troupe of mimics, absorbing alien ideas, alien ways.”


  He stared at Page. “But isn’t there a way? Damn it, do we have to fight about this?”


  But even as he spoke, he knew there was no way. The long role of Terrestrial history recorded hundreds of such wars as this—wars fought over forms of faith, over terminology of religion, over ideologies, over cultures. And the ones who fought those wars were members of the same race—not members of two races separated by different origins, by different metabolisms, by different minds.


  “No,” he said, “there is no way. Some day, perhaps, we will be gone. Some day we will find another and a cheaper source of power and you will be left in peace. Until that day—” He left the words unspoken.


  Page turned away, headed for the lock, followed by the three big Candles and the little pink one.


  Ranged together at the port, the three Terrestrials watched the Candles come out of the lock. Page was still in the form of a man, but as he walked away the form ran together and puddled down until he was a sphere.


  Creepy cackled at Craig’s elbow. “By cracky,” he yelped, “he was a purple one!”


  CRAIG sat at his desk, writing his report to the Solar power board, his pen traveling rapidly over the paper:


  —they waited for five hundred years before they acted. Perhaps this was merely caution or in the hope they might find a better way. Or it may be that time has a different value for them than it has for us. In an existence which stretches into eternity, time would have but little value.


  For all those five hundred years they have watched and studied us. They have read our minds, absorbed our thoughts, dug out our knowledge, soaked up our personalities. Perhaps they know us better than we know ourselves. Whether their crude mimicry of our thoughts is merely a clever ruse to make us think they are harmless or whether it reflects differing degrees of the art of mimicry—the difference between a cartoon and a masterpiece of painting—I cannot say. I cannot even guess.


  Heretofore we have never given thought to protect ourselves against them, for we have considered them, in general, as amusing entities and little else. Whether or not the cat in the refrigerator was the Candle or Mathilde I do not know, but it was the cat in the refrigerator that gave me the idea of using liquid oxygen. Undoubtedly there are better ways. Anything that would swiftly deprive them of energy would serve. Convinced they will try again, even if they have to wait another five hundred years, I urgently suggest—


  He stopped and laid down the pen. From the kitchen below came the faint clatter of pots and pans as Rastus engineered a dinner. Bellowed snatches of unmusical song, sandwiched between the clatter of utensils, floated up the ramp:


  “Chicken in de bread pan,


  Kickin’ up de dough—


  The wastebasket in the corner moved slightly and Mathilde slunk out, tail at half mast. With a look of contempt at Craig, she stalked to the door and down the ramp.


  Creepy was tuning up his fiddle, but only half-heartedly. Creepy felt badly about Knut. Despite their checker arguments, the two had been good friends.


  Craig considered the things he’d have to do. He’d have to go out and bring in Knots body, ship it back to Earth for burial. But first he was going to sleep. Lord, how he needed sleep!


  He picked up the pen and proceeded with his writing:


  —that every effort be bent to the development of some convenient weapon to be used against them. But to be used only in defense. A program of extermination, such as has been carried out on other planets, is unthinkable.


  To do this it will be necessary that we study them even as they have studied us. Before we can fight them we must know them. For the next time their method of attack undoubtedly will be different.


  Likewise we must develop a test, to be applied to every person before entering the Center, that will reveal whether he is a Candle or a man.


  And, lastly, every effort should be made to develop some other source of universal power against the day when Mercury may become inaccessible to us.


  He reread the report and put it down.


  “They won’t like that,” he told himself. “Especially that last paragraph. But we have to face the truth.”


  Rastus’ voice rose shrilly. “You, Mathilde! You get out of there! Can’t turn my back but you’re in that icebox—”


  A broom thudded with a whack.


  There was no sound from the control room. Creepy apparently had put away his fiddle. Probably didn’t have the heart to play it.


  For a long time Craig sat at his desk, thinking. Then he arose and went to the port.


  Outside, on the bitter plains of Mercury, the Candles had paired off, two and two, were monstrous dice, rolling in the dust. As far as the eye could see, the plains were filled with galloping dominos.


  And every pair, at every toss, were rolling sevens!


  THE END.


  THE WORLDS OF TOMORROW


  MERCURY, WORLD OF CONTRASTS


  MERCURY, the inmost and smallest of the nine planets, presents more differences and contradictions than any other world. It is the hottest planet in the Solar System—and also one of the coldest. It is almost the most barren of the worlds, and yet it is also one of the richest.


  Mercury is in fact three different worlds, each of them greatly different from the others. The three are the Hot Side, the Cold Side, and the Twilight Zone. The division of the planet into these three regions rises from the fact that one side of Mercury is always turned toward the Sun, the planet’s day being as long as its year.


  The side turned toward the Sun is the Hot Side. And it is well named, for it is the hottest place on the nine worlds. It is so close to the Sun, and so constantly exposed to it, that its temperature is well above the melting point of lead. This fact, as we shall see, is the cause of some of the Hot Side’s most fantastic natural wonders.


  Life on Hot Side


  The Hot Side is essentially a waste of barren, sun-blackened rock. No organic life can exist there without protection from the appalling heat of the Sun. Daring interplanetary explorers and miners who have entered this awful waste must wear protective “haloes,” shields of heat-repeling force
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  radiated from a small portable mechanism.


  But while no life of the kind ordinarily called “organic” can exist on the Hot Side, it does possess life of a strange type.


  It is a kind of life with a silicon base instead of a carbon base. Most of the forms it takes are rather small, but there are some of considerable size. The so-called “solar eagles” are winged creatures of siliceous type, subsisting on certain minerals their strange anatomies are able to ingest. And then there are the famous “sun dogs,” ground beasts of exceptional ferocity, equipped with horns with which they are able to dig from the rocky wastes the minerals that keep them alive.


  These creatures all draw much of their energy by photosynthesis from the flood of solar radiation, and die at once if taken away from the Hot Side.


  The natural wonders of the Hot Side are far-famed, though few interplanetary travelers are intrepid enough to succeed in viewing them. Best known of these wonders is the Sea of Lead. It has been noted that the temperature of the Hot Side is above the melting point of lead. Because of this, all the native lead in the rocks of the Hot Side long ago drained in molten condition into a big southern depression. Since Mercury is rich in lead as in other metals, there was enough of the molten metal to form the large sea of molten lead which is talked of whenever Mercury is mentioned. There are islands in this sea—the so-called Fire Islands—which have not yet been explored.


  Vapor Valley


  Another fantastic wonder of nature on the Hot Side is Vapor Valley. This is a great gorge in the north, which is perpetually filled with heavy, gray mists. These mists are not steam. They are the vaporized element mercury. For the vaporization point of the element mercury, being little above the melting point of lead, is a little under the constant temperature of the Hot Side. So all mercury on the Hot Side, instead of being liquid, is gaseous. The poisonous metallic mists of the Vapor Valley have prevented all exploration of its depths until now.


  The Cold Side is just the opposite of the Hot Side. It is a frozen realm of eternal night, always turned away from the Sun. It is bitterly cold, and is even more rugged and mountainous than the Hot Side. It would be even colder were it not for the ceaseless currents of warm air that rush around the planet from the other side, causing the rough gales and wind-storms that are a characteristic feature of the little world.


  The Dwellers of Cold Side


  There is more variety of indigenous life on the Cold Side, and it is a more familiar type of life. Most of the animals found there are furred beasts able to withstand the low temperatures, such as the fierce “cliff-cats,” six-legged Mercurian bears, and others. The fauna and the scanty flora are very similar
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  to those of remote, icy Pluto. A characteristic of all Cold Side animal-life is the enormous eyes. Being creatures of eternal, moonless night, the Cold Side animals have developed eyes capable of seeing well even in the faint starlight that is the only illumination here.


  Beside its mountains and rocky hills, the Cold Side is split by many chasms and fissures of unfathomable depth. These fissures exist also in the Twilight Zone and Hot Side. They are, in fact, cracks in the planet—caused by the enormous difference in temperature between its two sides.


  The only inhabited part of Mercury is the Twilight Zone. This is a band of territory which encircles the whole planet, lying between the Hot and Cold Sides. It has been noted that one side of Mercury always faces the Sun. Therefore one would think that one side would be hot and one cold, and that there could be no intermediate zone.


  But this overlooks another fact about Mercury—its orbit. The orbit of Mercury is the most elliptical of any planet. And this eccentricity of orbit, causing the distance of Mercury to the Sun to vary greatly during its brief year, is responsible for a libration of its surface which gives partial sunlight to a band between the two sides.


  That band is the Twilight Zone. Seen from it, the Sun never rises more than a little above the horizon. So the full scorching heat of the solar orb never falls upon the Twilight Zone. Yet there is warmth enough to prevent it from becoming as frozen and glacial as the Cold Side.


  Mercurian Inhabitants


  For this reason, the Twilight Zone has always been the home of Mercurian life. It is a fairly fertile region, and while there are no bodies of water of any size, there are periodic rains. Here, long ago, the Mercurians built their first cities.


  The Mercurians had attained a certain civilization before ever the first Earthmen opened the spaceways and visited the planet, in 1980. They did not have the mighty past of the Martians, but they had achieved progress commensurate with their numbers. For the Mercurians, due to the smallness of their world and the small part of it which is habitable, are the least numerous planetary race in the System.


  They are a small-statured, swarthy-skinned people, with eyes of a peculiar tawny shade. They are a fighting people, and are without doubt the hottest-tempered race in the nine worlds. “As touchy as a Mercurian” has become a proverb.


  The Mercurians warmly welcomed the first Earth explorers to their cities of Izli, Baruda and others. Gorham Johnson, head of that first expedition—the greatest space-pioneer of all—noted in his log that Mercury appeared to be very rich in valuable metals. Later explorers corroborated this fact. It was discovered that immense deposits of beryllium, titanium, tungsten, cadmium and many other rare and valuable metals existed in the Cold Side.


  Heart of the Space-Ship Industry


  The mushroom growth of the space-ship manufacturing industry, in the decades following the opening of the spaceways brought a great demand for Mercurian metals. The very metals most needed for space-ship construction were found in profusion on Mercury. At first, space-freighters brought shipments of the metals to the space-ship factories on the different worlds. But it was found more practicable finally to center the whole space-ship industry on Mercury itself, near the source of supply.


  Thus great space-ship factories arose in the Twilight Zone, established by Martians, Earthmen, Jovians and others. The System Government, however, strictly supervised this transfer. It was declared that no step might be taken without the permission of the Mercurians, and that there must be no friction between the natives of the planet and this inrush of strangers from other worlds.


  Eternal Night and Day


  On the whole, the System Government’s wise restrictions have worked well. There has been no recurrence on Mercury of the resentment which early interplanetary colonizing projects often aroused among the inhabitants. The Mercurians have prospered from the sale of mining concessions. Their impressive villas in Solar City, their capital, attest to the wealth of many.


  Also, the Mercurians have become great interplanetary travelers. You are likely to find a few of them on almost any world in the System, bent upon satisfying their curiosity. It is true that in this respect they do not match the Earthmen, famous as the greatest race of wanderers in the System. But they do love to travel for pleasure.


  The Mercurians always come back to their native planet, however. And they always declare that their strange little world of violent contrasts, of terrible heat and killing cold, of arid rock and hidden wealth, of eternal day and eternal night, is the most beautiful in the System.


  A WORLD IS BORN


  Leigh Brackett


  MEL GRAY flung down his hoe with a sudden tigerish fierceness and stood erect. Tom Ward, working beside him, glanced at Gray’s Indianesque profile, the youth of it hardened by war and the hells of the Eros prison blocks.


  A quick flash of satisfaction crossed Ward’s dark eyes. The he grinned and said mockingly, “Hell of a place to spend the rest of your life, ain’t it?”


  Mel Gray stared with slitted blue eyes down the valley. The huge sun of Mercury seared his naked body. Sweat channeled the dust on his skin. His throat ached with thirst. And the bitter landscape mocked him more than Wade’s dark face.


  “The rest of my life,” he repeated softly. “The rest of my life!”


  He was twenty-eight.


  Wade spat in the damp black earth. “You ought to be glad, helping the unfortunate, building a haven for the derelict . . .”


  “Shut up!” Fury rose in Gray, hotter than the boiling springs that ran from the Sunside to water the valleys. He hated Mercury. He hated John Moulton and his daughter Jill, who had conceived this plan of building a new world for the destitute and desperate veterans of the Second Interplanetary War. “I’ve had enough ‘unselfish service’,” he whispered. “I’m serving myself from now on.”


  Escape. That was all he wanted. Escape from these stifling valleys, from the snarl of the wind in the barren crags that towered higher than Everest into airless space. Escape from the surveillance of the twenty guards, the forced companionship of the ninety-nine other veteran-convicts.


  Wade poked at the furrows between the sturdy hybrid tubers. “It ain’t possible, kid. Not even for ‘Duke’ Gray, the ‘light-fingered genius who held the Interstellar Police at a standstill for five years’.” He laughed. “I read your publicity.”


  Gray stroked slow, earth-stained fingers over his sleek cap of yellow hair. “You think so?” he asked softly.


  Dio the Martian came down the furrow, his lean, wiry figure silhouetted against the upper panorama of the valley; the neat rows of vegetables and the green riot of Venusian wheat, dotted with toiling men and their friendly guards.


  Dio’s green, narrowed eyes studied Gray’s hard face.


  “What’s the matter, Gray? Trying to start something?”


  “Suppose I were?” asked Gray silkily. Dio was the unofficial leader of the convict-veterans. There was about his thin body and hatchet face some of the grim determination that had made the Martians cling to their dying world and bring life to it again.


  “You volunteered, like the rest of us,” said the Martian. “Haven’t you the guts to stick it?”


  “The hell I volunteered! The IPA sent me. And what’s it to you?”


  “Only this.” Dio’s green eyes were slitted and ugly. “You’ve only been here a month. The rest of us came nearly a year ago, because we wanted to. We’ve worked like slaves, because we wanted to. In three weeks the crops will be in. The Moulton Project will be self-supporting. Moulton will get his permanent charter, and we’ll be on our way.


  “There are ninety-nine of us, Gray, who want the Moulton Project to succeed. We know that that louse Caron of Mars doesn’t want it to, since pitchblende was discovered. We don’t know whether you’re working for him or not, but you’re a troublemaker.


  “There isn’t to be any trouble, Gray. We’re not giving the Interplanetary Prison Authority any excuse to revoke its decision and give Caron of Mars a free hand here. We’ll see to anyone who tries it. Understand?”


  MEL GRAY took one slow step forward, but Ward’s sharp, “Stow it! A guard,” stopped him. The Martian worked back up the furrow. The guard, reassured, strolled back up the valley, squinting at the jagged streak of pale-grey sky that was going black as low clouds formed, only a few hundred feet above the copper cables that ran from cliff to cliff high over their heads.


  “Another storm,” growled Ward. “It gets worse as Mercury enters perihelion. Lovely world, ain’t it?”


  “Why did you volunteer?” asked Gray, picking up his hoe.


  Ward shrugged. “I had my reasons.”


  Gray voiced the question that had troubled him since his transfer. “There were hundreds on the waiting list to replace the man who died. Why did they send me, instead?”


  “Some fool blunder,” said Ward carelessly. And then, in the same casual tone, “You mean it, about escaping?”


  Gray stared at him. “What’s it to you?”


  Ward moved closer. “I can help you?”


  A stab of mingled hope and wary suspicion transfixed Gray’s heart. Ward’s dark face grinned briefly into his, with a flash of secretive black eyes, and Gray was conscious of distrust.


  “What do you mean, help me?”


  Dio was working closer, watching them. The first growl of thunder rattled against the cliff faces. It was dark now, the pink flames of the Darkside aurora visible beyond the valley mouth.


  “I’ve got—connections,” returned Ward cryptically. “Interested?”


  Gray hesitated. There was too much he couldn’t understand. Moreover, he was a lone wolf. Had been since the Second Interplanetary War wrenched him from the quiet backwater of his country home an eternity of eight years before and hammered him into hardness—a cynic who trusted nobody and nothing but Mel ‘Duke’ Gray.


  “If you have connections,” he said slowly, “why don’t you use ’em yourself?”


  “I got my reasons.” Again that secretive grin. “But it’s no hide off you, is it? All you want is to get away.”


  That was true. It would do no harm to hear what Ward had to say.


  Lightning burst overhead, streaking down to be caught and grounded by the copper cables. The livid flare showed Dio’s face, hard with worry and determination. Gray nodded. “Tonight, then,” whispered Ward. “In the barracks.”


  OUT from the cleft where Mel Gray worked, across the flat plain of rock stripped naked by the wind that raved across it, lay the deep valley that sheltered the heart of the Moulton Project.


  Hot springs joined to form a steaming river. Vegetation grew savagely under the huge sun. The air, kept at almost constant temperature by the blanketing effect of the hot springs, was stagnant and heavy.


  But up above, high over the copper cables that crossed every valley where men ventured, the eternal wind of Mercury screamed and snarled between the naked cliffs.


  Three concrete domes crouched on the valley floor, housing barracks, tool-shops, kitchens, store-houses, and executive quarters, connected by underground passages. Beside the smallest dome, joined to it by a heavily barred tunnel, was an insulated hangar, containing the only space ship on Mercury.


  In the small dome, John Moulton leaned back from a pile of reports, took a pinch of Martian snuff, sneezed lustily, and said,


  “Jill, I think we’ve done it.”


  The grey-eyed, black-haired young woman turned from the quartzite window through which she had been watching the gathering storm overhead. The thunder from other valleys reached them as a dim barrage which, at this time of Mercury’s year, was never still.


  “I don’t know,” she said. “It seems that nothing can happen now, and yet . . . It’s been too easy.”


  “Easy!” snorted Moulton. “We’ve broken our backs fighting these valleys. And our nerves, fighting time. But we’ve licked ’em!”


  He rose, shaggy grey hair tousled, grey eyes alight.


  “I told the IPA those men weren’t criminals. And I was right. They can’t deny me the charter now. No matter how much Caron of Mars would like to get his claws on this radium.”


  He took Jill by the shoulders and shook her, laughing.


  “Three weeks, girl, that’s all. First crops ready for harvest, first pay-ore coming out of the mines. In three weeks my permanent charter will have to be granted, according to agreement, and then . . .


  “Jill,” he added solemnly, “we’re seeing the birth of a world.”


  “That’s what frightens me.” Jill glanced upward as the first flare of lightning struck down, followed by a crash of thunder that shook the dome.


  “So much can happen at a birth. I wish the three weeks were over!”


  “Nonsense, girl! What could possibly happen?”


  She looked at the copper cables, burning with the electricity running along them, and thought of the one hundred and twenty-two souls in that narrow Twilight Belt—with the fierce heat of the Sunside before them and the spatial cold of the Shadow side at their backs, fighting against wind and storm and heat to build a world to replace the ones the War had taken from them.


  “So much could happen,” she whispered. “An accident, an escape . . .”


  The inter-dome telescreen buzzed its signal. Jill, caught in a queer mood of premonition, went to it.


  The face of Dio the Martian appeared on the screen, still wet and dirty from the storm-soaked fields, disheveled from his battle across the plain in the chaotic winds.


  “I want to see you, Miss Moulton,” he said. “There’s something funny I think you ought to know.”


  “Of course,” said Jill, and met her father’s eyes. “I think we’ll see, now, which one of us is right.”


  THE barracks were quiet, except for the mutter of distant thunder and the heavy breathing of exhausted men. Tom Ward crouched in the darkness by Mel Gray’s bunk.


  “You ain’t gonna go soft at the last minute, are you?” he whispered. “Because I can’t afford to take chances.”


  “Don’t worry,” Gray returned grimly. “What’s your proposition?”


  “I can give you the combination to the lock of the hangar passage. All you have to do is get into Moulton’s office, where the passage door is, and go to it. The ship’s a two-seater. You can get her out of the valley easy.”


  Gray’s eyes narrowed in the dark. “What’s the catch?”


  “There ain’t none. I swear it.”


  “Look, Ward. I’m no fool. Who’s behind this, and why?”


  “That don’t make no difference. All you want . . . ow!”


  Gray’s fingers had fastened like steel claws on his wrist. “I get it, now,” said Gray slowly. “That’s why I was sent here. Somebody wanted me to make trouble for Moulton.” His fingers tightened agonizingly, and his voice sank to a slow drawl. “I don’t like being a pawn in somebody else’s chess game.”


  “Okay, okay! It ain’t my fault. Lemme go.” Ward rubbed his bruised wrist. “Sure, somebody—I ain’t sayin’ who—sent you here, knowin’ you’d want to escape. I’m here to help you. You get free, I get paid, the Big Boy gets what he wants. Okay?”


  Gray was silent, scowling in the darkness. Then he said, “All right. I’ll take a chance.”


  “Then listen. You tell Moulton you have a complaint. I’ll . . .”


  Light flooded the dark as the door clanged open. Ward leaped like a startled rabbit, but the light speared him, held him. Ward felt a pulse of excitement beat up in him.


  The long shadows of the guards raised elongated guns. The barracks stirred and muttered, like a vast aviary waking.


  “Ward and Gray,” said one of the guards. “Moulton wants you.” Gray rose from his bunk with the lithe, delicate grace of a cat. The monotony of sleep and labor was ended. Something had broken. Life was once again a moving thing.


  JOHN MOULTON sat behind the untidy desk. Dio the Martian sat grimly against the wall. There was a guard beside him, watching.


  Mel Gray noted all this as he and Ward came in. But his cynical blue eyes went beyond, to a door with a ponderous combination lock. Then they were attracted by something else—the tall, slim figure standing against the black quartz panes of the far wall.


  It was the first time he had seen Jill Moulton. She looked the perfect sober apostle of righteousness he’d learned to mock. And then he saw the soft cluster of black curls, the curve of her throat above the dark dress, the red lips that balanced her determined jaw and direct grey eyes.


  Moulton spoke, his shaggy head hunched between his shoulders.


  “Dio tells me that you, Gray, are not a volunteer.”


  “Tattletale,” said Gray. He was gauging the distance to the hangar door, the positions of the guards, the time it would take to spin out the combination. And he knew he couldn’t do it.


  “What were you and Ward up to when the guards came?”


  “I couldn’t sleep,” said Gray amiably. “He was telling me bedtime stories.” Jill Moulton was lovely, he couldn’t deny that. Lovely, but not soft. She gave him an idea.


  Moulton’s jaw clamped. “Cut the comedy, Gray. Are you working for Caron of Mars?”


  Caron of Mars, chairman of the board of the Interplanetary Prison Authority. Dio had mentioned him. Gray smiled in understanding. Caron of Mars had sent him, Gray, to Mercury. Caron of Mars was helping him, through Ward, to escape. Caron of Mars wanted Mercury for his own purposes—and he could have it.


  “In a manner of speaking, Mr. Moulton,” he said gravely, “Caron of Mars is working for me.”


  He caught Ward’s sharp hiss of remonstrance. Then Jill Moulton stepped forward.


  “Perhaps he doesn’t understand what he’s doing, Father.” Her eyes met Gray’s. “You want to escape, don’t you?”


  Gray studied her, grinning as the slow rose flushed her skin, the corners of her mouth tightening with anger.


  “Go on,” he said. “You have a nice voice.”


  Her eyes narrowed, but she held her temper.


  “You must know what that would mean, Gray. There are thousands of veterans in the prisons now. Their offenses are mostly trivial, but the Prison Authority can’t let them go, because they have no jobs, no homes, no money.


  “The valleys here are fertile. There are mines rich in copper and pitchblende. The men have a chance for a home and a job, a part in building a new world. We hope to make Mercury an independent, self-governing member of the League of Worlds.”


  “With the Moultons as rulers, of course,” Gray murmured.


  “If they want us,” answered Jill, deliberately missing the point. “Do you think you have the right to destroy all we’ve worked for?”


  Gray was silent. Rather grimly, she went on.


  “Caron of Mars would like to see us defeated. He didn’t care about Mercury before radium was discovered. But now he’d like to turn it into a prison mining community, with convict labor, leasing mine grants to corporations and cleaning up big fortunes for himself and his associates.


  “Any trouble here will give him an excuse to say that we’ve failed, that the Project is a menace to the Solar System. If you try to escape, you wreck everything we’ve done. If you don’t tell the truth, you may cost thousands of men their futures.


  “Do you understand? Will you cooperate?”


  Gray said evenly, “I’m my own keeper, now. My brother will have to take care of himself.”


  It was ridiculously easy, she was so earnest, so close to him. He had a brief kaleidoscope of impressions—Ward’s sullen bewilderment, Moultons angry roar, Dio’s jerky rise to his feet as the guards grabbed for their guns.


  Then he had his hands around her slim, firm throat, her body pressed close to his, serving as a shield against bullets.


  “Don’t be rash,” he told them all quietly. “I can break her neck quite easily, if I have to. Ward, unlock that door.”


  In utter silence, Ward darted over and began to spin the dial. At last he said, “Okay, c’mon.”


  Gray realized that he was sweating. Jill was like warm, rigid marble in his hands. And he had another idea.


  “I’m going to take the girl as a hostage,” he announced. “If I get safely away, she’ll be turned loose, her health and virtue still intact. Good night.”


  The clang of the heavy door had a comforting sound behind them.


  THE ship was a commercial job, fairly slow but sturdy. Gray strapped Jill Moulton into one of the bucket seats in the control room and then checked the fuel and air gauges. The tanks were full.


  “What about you?” he said to Ward. “You can’t go back.”


  “Nah. I’ll have to go with you. Warm her up, Duke, while I open the dome.”


  He darted out. Gray set the atmosphere motors idling. The dome slid open, showing the flicker of the auroras, where areas of intense heat and cold set up atmospheric tension by rapid fluctuation of adjoining air masses.


  Mercury, cutting the vast magnetic field of the Sun in an eccentric orbit, tortured by the daily change from blistering heat to freezing cold in the thin atmosphere, was a powerful generator of electricity.


  Ward didn’t come back.


  Swearing under his breath, tense for the sound of pursuit in spite of the girl, Gray went to look. Out beyond the hangar, he saw a figure running.


  Running hard up into the narrowing cleft of the valley, where natural galleries in the rock of Mercury led to the places where the copper cables were anchored, and farther, into the unexplored mystery of the caves.


  Gray scowled, his arrogant Roman profile hard against the flickering aurora. Then he slammed the lock shut.


  The ship roared out into the tearing winds of the plain. Gray cut in his rockets and blasted up, into the airless dark among the high peaks.


  Jill Moulton hadn’t moved or spoken.


  Gray snapped on the space radio, leaving his own screen dark. Presently he picked up signals in a code he didn’t know.


  “Listen,” he said. “I knew there was some reason for Ward’s running out on me.”


  His Indianesque face hardened. “So that’s the game! They want to make trouble for you by letting me escape and then make themselves heroes by bringing me in, preferably dead.”


  “They’ve got ships waiting to get me as soon as I clear Mercury, and they’re getting stand-by instructions from somebody on the ground. The somebody that Ward was making for.”


  Jill’s breath made a small hiss. “Somebody’s near the Project . . .”


  Gray snapped on his transmitter.


  “Duke Gray, calling all ships off Mercury. Will the flagship of your reception committee please come in?”


  His screen flickered to life. A man’s face appeared—the middle-aged, soft-fleshed, almost sickly innocent face of one of the Solar System’s greatest crusaders against vice and crime.


  Jill Moulton gasped. “Caron of Mars!”


  “Ward gave the game away,” said Gray gently. “Too bad.”


  The face of Caron of Mars never changed expression. But behind those flesh-hooded eyes was a cunning brain, working at top speed.


  “I have a passenger,” Gray went on. “Miss Jill Moulton. I’m responsible for her safety, and I’d hate to have her inconvenienced.”


  The tip of a pale tongue flicked across Caron’s pale lips.


  “That is a pity,” he said, with the intonation of a preaching minister. “But I cannot stop the machinery set in motion . . .”


  “And besides,” finished Gray acidly, “you think that if Jill Moulton dies with me, it’ll break John Moulton so he won’t fight you at all.”


  His lean hand poised on the switch.


  “All right, you putrid flesh-tub. Try and catch us!”


  The screen went dead. Gray hunched over the controls. If he could get past them, lose himself in the glare of the Sun . . .


  He looked aside at the stony-faced girl beside him. She was studying him contemptuously out of hard gray eyes.


  “How,” she said slowly, “can you be such a callous swine?”


  “Callous?” He controlled the quite unreasonable anger that rose in him. “Not at all. The war taught me that if I didn’t look out for myself, no one would.”


  “And yet you must have started out a human being.”


  He laughed.


  The ship burst into searing sunlight. The Sunside of Mercury blazed below them. Out toward the velvet dark of space the side of a waiting ship flashed burning silver.


  Even as he watched, the flare of its rockets arced against the blackness. They had been sighted.


  Gray’s practiced eye gauged the stranger’s speed against his own, and he cursed softly. Abruptly he wheeled the ship and started down again, cutting his rockets as the shadow swallowed them. The ship was eerily silent, dropping with a rising scream as the atmosphere touched the hull.


  “What are you going to do?” asked Jill almost too quietly.


  He didn’t answer. Maneuvering the ship on velocity between those stupendous pinnacles took all his attention. Caron, at least, couldn’t follow him in the dark without exhaust flares as guides.


  They swept across the wind-torn plain, into the mouth of the valley where Gray had worked, braking hard to a stop under the cables.


  “You might have got past them,” said Jill.


  “One chance in a hundred.”


  Her mouth twisted. “Afraid to take it?”


  He smiled harshly. “I haven’t yet reached the stage where I kill women. You’ll be safe here—the men will find you in the morning. I’m going back, alone.”


  “Safe!” she said bitterly. “For what? No matter what happens, the Project is ruined.”


  “Don’t worry,” he told her brutally. “You’ll find some other way to make a living.”


  Her eyes blazed. “You think that’s all it means to us? Just money and power?” She whispered,“I hope they kill you, Duke Gray!”


  HE rose lazily and opened the air lock, then turned and freed her. And, sharply, the valley was bathed in a burst of light.


  “Damn!” Gray picked up the sound of air motors overhead. “They must have had infra-red search beams. Well, that does it. We’ll have to run for it, since this bus isn’t armed.”


  Gray had a hunch. He opened the switch, and the face of John Moulton appeared on the screen. It was white and oddly still.


  “Our guards saw your ship cross the plain,” said Moulton quietly. “The men of the Project, led by Dio, are coming for you. I sent them, because I have decided that the life of my daughter is less important than the lives of many thousands of people.


  “I appeal to you, Gray, to let her go. Her life won’t save you. And it’s very precious to me.”


  Caron’s ship swept over, low above the cables, and the grinding concussion of a bomb lifted the ship, hurled it down with the stern end twisted to uselessness. The screen went dead.


  Gray caught the half stunned girl. “I wish to heaven I could get rid of you!” he grated. “And I don’t know why I don’t!”


  But she was with him when he set out down the valley, making for the cliff caves, up where the copper cables were anchored.


  Caron’s ship, a fast, small fighter, wheeled between the cliffs and turned back. Gray dropped flat, holding the girl down. Bombs pelted them with dirt and uprooted vegetables, started fires in the wheat. The pilot found a big enough break in the cables and came in for a landing.


  Gray was up and running again. He knew the way into the explored galleries. From there on, it was anybody’s guess.


  Caron was brazen enough about it. The subtle way had failed. Now he was going all out. And he was really quite safe. With the broken cables to act as conductors, the first thunderstorm would obliterate all proof of his activities in this valley. Mercury, because of its high electrical potential, was cut off from communication with other worlds. Moulton, even if he had knowledge of what went on, could not send for help.


  Gray wondered briefly what Caron intended to do in case he, Gray, made good his escape. That outpost in the main valley, for which Ward had been heading, wasn’t kept for fun. Besides, Caron was too smart to have only one string to his bow.


  Shouts, the spatter of shots around them. The narrow trail loomed above. Gray sent the girl scrambling up.


  The sun burst up over the high peaks, leaving the black shadow of the valley still untouched. Caron’s ship roared off. But six of its crew came after Gray and Jill Moulton.


  THE CHILL dark of the tunnel mouth swallowed them. Keeping right to avoid the great copper posts that held the cables, strung through holes drilled in the solid rock of the gallery’s outer wall, Gray urged the girl along.


  The cleft his hand was searching for opened. Drawing the girl inside, around a jutting shoulder, he stopped, listening.


  Footsteps echoed outside, grew louder, swept by. There was no light. But the steps were too sure to have been made in the dark.


  “Infra-red torches and goggles,” Gray said tersely. “You see, but your quarry doesn’t. Useful gadget. Come on.”


  “But where? What are you going to do?”


  “Escape, girl. Remember? They smashed my ship. But there must be another one on Mercury. I’m going to find it.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “You probably never will. Here’s where I leave you. That Martian Galahad will be along any minute. He’ll take you home.”


  Her voice came soft and puzzled through the dark.


  “I don’t understand you, Gray. You wouldn’t risk my life. Yet you’re turning me loose, knowing that I might save you, knowing that I’ll hunt you down if I can. I thought you were a hardened cynic.”


  “What makes you think I’m not?”


  “If you were, you’d have kicked me out the waste tubes of the ship and gone on. You’d never have turned back.”


  “I told you,” he said roughly, “I don’t kill women.” He turned away, but her harsh chuckle followed him.


  “You’re a fool, Gray. You’ve lost truth—and you aren’t even true to your lie.”


  He paused, in swift anger. Voices, the sound of running men, came up from the path. He broke into a silent run, following the dying echoes of Caron’s men.


  “Run, Gray!” cried Jill. “Because we’re coming after you.”


  The tunnels, ancient blowholes for the volcanic gases that had tortured Mercury with the raising of the titanic mountains, sprawled in a labyrinthine network through those same vast peaks. Only the galleries lying next the valleys had been explored. Man’s habitation on Mercury had been too short.


  Gray could hear Caron’s men circling about through connecting tunnels, searching. It proved what he had already guessed. He was taking a desperate chance. But the way back was closed—and he was used to taking chances.


  The geography of the district was clear in his mind—the valley he had just left and the main valley, forming an obtuse angle with the apex out on the wind-torn plain and a double range of mountains lying out between the sides of the triangle.


  Somewhere there was a passage through those peaks. Somewhere there was a landing place, and ten to one there was a ship on it. Caron would never have left his men stranded, on the off chance that they might be discovered and used in evidence against him.


  The men now hunting him knew their way through the tunnels, probably with the aid of markings that fluoresced under infra-red light. They were going to take him through, too.


  They were coming closer. He waited far up in the main gallery, in the mouth of a side tunnel. Now, behind them, he could hear Dio’s men. The noise of Caron’s outfit stopped, then began again, softly.


  Gray smiled, his sense of humor pleased. He tensed, waiting.


  THE RUSTLE of cloth, the furtive creak of leather, the clink of metal equipment. Heavy breathing. Somebody whispered,


  “Who the hell’s that back there?”


  “Must be men from the Project. We’d better hurry.”


  “We’ve got to find that damned Gray first,” snapped the first voice grimly. “Caron’ll burn us if we don’t.”


  Gray counted six separate footsteps, trying to allow for the echoes. When he was sure the last man was by, he stepped out. The noise of Dio’s hunt was growing—there must be a good many of them.


  Covered by their own echoes, he stole up on the men ahead. His groping hand brushed gently against the clothing of the last man in the group. Gauging his distance swiftly, he went into action.


  One hand fastened over the fellow’s mouth. The other, holding a good-sized rock, struck down behind the ear. Gray eased the body down with scarcely a sound.


  Their uniforms, he had noticed, were not too different from his prison garb. In a second he had stripped goggles, cap, and gun-belt from the body, and was striding after the others.


  They moved like five eerie shadows now, in the queer light of the leader’s lamp. Small fluorescent markings guided them. The last man grunted over his shoulder,


  “What happened to you?”


  “Stumbled,” whispered Gray tersely, keeping his head down. A whisper is a good disguise for the voice. The other nodded.


  “Don’t straggle. No fun, getting lost in here.”


  The leader broke in. “We’ll circle again. Be careful of that Project bunch—they’ll be using ordinary light. And be quiet!”


  They went, through connecting passages. The noise of Dio’s party grew ominously loud. Abruptly, the leader swore.


  “Caron or no Caron, he’s gone. And we’d better go, too.”


  He turned off, down a different tunnel, and Gray heaved a sigh of relief, remembering the body he’d left in the open. For a time the noise of their pursuers grew remote. And then, suddenly, there was an echoing clamor of footsteps, and the glare of torches on the wall of a cross-passage ahead.


  Voices came to Gray, distorted by the rock vaults.


  “I’m sure I heard them, just then.” It was Jill’s voice.


  “Yeah.” That was Dio. “The trouble is, where?”


  The footsteps halted. Then, “Let’s try this passage. We don’t want to get too far into this maze.”


  Caron’s leader blasphemed softly and dodged into a side tunnel. The man next to Gray stumbled and cried out with pain as he struck the wall, and a shout rose behind them.


  The leader broke into a run, twisting, turning, diving into the maze of smaller tunnels. The sounds of pursuit faded, were lost in the tomblike silence of the caves. One of the men laughed.


  “We sure lost ’em!”


  “Yeah,” said the leader. “We lost ’em, all right.” Gray caught the note of panic in his voice. “We lost the markers, too.”


  “You mean . . .?”


  “Yeah. Turning off like that did it. Unless we can find that marked tunnel, we’re sunk!”


  Gray, silent in the shadows, laughed a bitter, ironic laugh.


  THEY WENT ON, stumbling down endless black halls, losing all track of branching corridors, straining to catch the first glint of saving light. Once or twice, they caught the echoes of Dio’s party, and knew that they, too, were lost and wandering.


  Then, quite suddenly, they came out into a vast gallery, running like a subway tube straight to left and right. A wind tore down it, hot as a draught from the burning gates of Hell.


  It was a moment before anyone grasped the significance of that wind. Then someone shouted,


  “We’re saved! All we have to do is walk against it!”


  They turned left, almost running in the teeth of that searing blast. And Gray began to notice a peculiar thing. The air was charged with electricity. His clothing stiffened and crackled. His hair crawled on his head. He could see the faint discharges of sparks from his companions.


  Whether it was the effect of the charged air, or the reaction from the nervous strain of the past hours, Mel Gray began to be afraid.


  Weary to exhaustion, they struggled on against the burning wind. And then they blundered out into a cave, huge as a cathedral, lighted by a queer, uncertain bluish light.


  Gray caught the sharp smell of ozone. His whole body was tingling with electric tension. The bluish light seemed to be in indeterminate lumps scattered over the rocky floor. The rush of the wind under that tremendous vault was terrifying.


  They stopped, Gray keeping to the background. Now was the time to evade his unconscious helpers. The moment they reached daylight, he’d be discovered.


  Soft-footed as a cat, he was already hidden among the heavy shadows of the fluted walls when he heard the voices.


  They came from off to the right, a confused shout of men under fearful strain, growing louder and louder, underscored with the tramp of footsteps. Lights blazed suddenly in the cathedral dark, and from the mouth of a great tunnel some hundred yards away, the men of the Project poured into the cave.


  And then, sharp and high and unexpected, a man screamed.


  THE LUMPS of blue light were moving. And a man had died. He lay on the rock, his flesh blackened jelly, with a rope of glowing light running from the metal of his gun butt to the metal buttons on his cap.


  All across the vast floor of that cavern the slow, eerie ripple of motion grew. The scattered lumps melted and flowed together, converging in wavelets of blue flame upon the men.


  The answer came to Gray. Those things were some form of energy-life, born of the tremendous electric tensions on Mercury. Like all electricity, they were attracted to metal.


  In a sudden frenzy of motion, he ripped off his metal-framed goggles, his cap and gun-belt. The Moultons forbade metal because of the danger of lightning, and his boots were made of rubber, so he felt reasonably safe, but a tense fear ran in prickling waves across his skin.


  Guns began to bark, their feeble thunder all but drowned in the vast rush of the wind. Bullets struck the oncoming waves of light with no more effect than the eruption of a shower of sparks. Gray’s attention, somehow, was riveted on Jill, standing with Dio at the head of her men.


  She wore ordinary light slippers, having been dressed only for indoors. And there were silver ornaments at waist and throat.


  He might have escaped, then, quite unnoticed. Instead, for a reason even he couldn’t understand, he ran for Jill Moulton.


  The first ripples of blue fire touched the ranks of Dio’s men. Bolts of it leaped upward to fasten upon gun-butts and the buckles of the cartridge belts. Men screamed, fell, and died.


  An arm of the fire licked out, driving in behind Dio and the girl. The guns of Caron’s four remaining men were silent, now.


  Gray leaped over that hissing electric surf, running toward Jill. A hungry worm of light reared up, searching for Dio’s gun. Gray’s hand swept it down, to be instantly buried in a mass of glowing ropes. Dio’s hatchet face snarled at him in startled anger.


  Jill cried out as Gray tore the silver ornaments from her dress. “Throw down the guns!” he yelled. “It’s metal they want!”


  He heard his name shouted by men torn momentarily from their own terror. Dio cried, “Shoot him!” A few bullets whined past, but their immediate fear spoiled both aim and attention.


  Gray caught up Jill and began to run, toward the tube from which the wind howled in the cave. Behind him, grimly, Dio followed.


  THE ELECTRIC BEASTS didn’t notice him, His insulated feet trampled through them, buried to the ankle in living flame, feeling queer tenuous bodies break and reform.


  The wind met them like a physical barrier at the tunnel mouth. Gray put Jill down. The wind strangled him. He tore off his coat and wrapped it over the girl’s head, using his shirt over his own. Jill, her black curls whipped straight, tried to fight back past him, and he saw Dio coming, bent double against the wind.


  He saw something else. Something that made him grab Jill and point, his flesh crawling with swift, cold dread.


  The electric beasts had finished their pleasure. The dead were cinders on the rock. The living had run back into the tunnels. And now the blue sea of fire was glowing again, straight toward the place where they stood.


  It was flowing fast, and Gray sensed an urgency, an impersonal haste, as though a command had been laid upon those living ropes of flame.


  The first dim rumble of thunder rolled down the wind. Gripping Jill, Gray turned up the tunnel.


  The wind, compressed in that narrow throat of rock, beat them blind and breathless, beat them to their bellies, to crawl. How long it took them, they never knew.


  But Gray caught glimpses of Dio the Martian crawling behind them, and behind him again, the relentless flow of the fire-things.


  They floundered out onto a rocky slope, fell away beneath the suck of the wind, and lay still, gasping. It was hot. Thunder crashed abruptly, and lightning flared between the cliffs.


  Gray felt a contracting of the heart. There were no cables.


  Then he saw it—the small, fast fighter flying below them on a flat plateau. A cave mouth beside it had been closed with a plastic door. The ship was the one that had followed them. He guessed at another one behind the protecting door.


  Raking the tumbled blond hair out of his eyes, Gray got up.


  Jill was still sitting, her black curls bowed between her hands. There wasn’t much time, but Gray yielded to impulse. Pulling her head back by the silken hair, he kissed her.


  “If you ever get tired of virtue, sweetheart, look me up.” But somehow he wasn’t grinning, and he ran down the slope.


  He was almost to the open lock of the ship when things began to happen. Dio staggered out of the wind-tunnel and sagged down beside Jill. Then, abruptly, the big door opened.


  Five men came out—one in pilot’s costume, two in nondescript apparel, one in expensive business clothes, and the fifth in dark prison garb.


  Gray recognized the last two. Caron of Mars and the errant Ward.


  They were evidently on the verge of leaving. But they looked cheerful. Caron’s sickly-sweet face all but oozed honey, and Ward was grinning his rat’s grin.


  Thunder banged and rolled among the rocks. Lightning flared in the cloudy murk. Gray saw the hull of a second ship beyond the door. Then the newcomers had seen him, and the two on the slope.


  Guns ripped out of holsters. Gray’s heart began to pound slowly. He, and Jill and Dio, were caught on that naked slope, with the flood of electric death at their backs.


  His Indianesque face hardened. Bullets whined round him as he turned back up the slope, but he ran doubled over, putting all his hope in the tricky, uncertain light.


  Jill and the Martian crouched stiffly, not knowing where to turn. A flare of lightning showed Gray the first of the fire-things, flowing out onto the ledge, hidden from the men below.


  “Back into the cave!” he yelled. His urgent hand fairly lifted Dio. The Martian glared at him, then obeyed. Bullets snarled against the rock. The light was too bad for accurate shooting, but luck couldn’t stay with them forever.


  Gray glanced over his shoulder as they scrambled up on the ledge. Caron waited by his ship. Ward and the others were charging the slope. Gray’s teeth gleamed in a cruel grin.


  Sweeping Jill into his arms, he stepped into the lapping flow of fire. Dio swore viciously, but he followed. They started toward the cave mouth, staggering in the rush of the wind.


  “For God’s sake, don’t fall,” snapped Gray. “Here they come!”


  The pilot and one of the nondescript men were the first over. They were into the river of fire before they knew it, and then it was too late. One collapsed and was buried. The pilot fell backward, and the other man died under his body, of a broken neck.


  Ward stopped. Gray could see his face, dark and hard and calculating. He studied Gray and Dio, and the dead men. He turned and looked back at Caron. Then, deliberately, he stripped off his gun belt, threw down his gun, and waded into the river.


  Gray remembered, then, that Ward too wore rubber boots, and had no metal on him.


  WARD CAME ON, the glowing ropes sliding surf-like around his boots. Very carefully, Gray handed Jill to Dio.


  “If I die too,” he said, “there’s only Caron down there. He’s too fat to stop you.”


  Jill spoke, but he turned his back. He was suddenly confused, and it was almost pleasant to be able to lose his confusion in fighting. Ward had stopped some five feet away. Now he untied the length of tough cord that served him for a belt.


  Gray nodded. Ward would try to throw a twist around his ankle and trip him. Once his body touched those swarming creatures . . .


  He tensed, watchfully. The rat’s grin was set on Ward’s dark face. The cord licked out.


  But it caught Gray’s throat instead of his ankle!


  Ward laughed and braced himself. Cursing, Gray caught at the rope. But friction held it, and Ward pulled, hard. His face purpling, Gray could still commend Ward’s strategy. In taking Gray off guard, he’d more than made up what he lost in point of leverage.


  Letting his body go with the pull, Gray flung himself at Ward. Blood blinded him, his heart was pounding, but he thought he foresaw Ward’s next move. He let himself be pulled almost within striking distance.


  Then, as Ward stepped aside, jerking the rope and thrusting out a tripping foot, Gray made a catlike shift of balance and bent over.


  His hands almost touched that weird, flowing surf as they clasped Ward’s boot. Throwing all his strength into the lift, he hurled Ward backward.


  Ward screamed once and disappeared under the blue fire. Gray clawed the rope from his neck. And then, suddenly, the world began to sway under him. He knew he was falling.


  Someone’s hand caught him, held him up. Fighting down his vertigo as his breath came back, he saw that it was Jill.


  “Why?” he gasped, but her answer was lost in a titanic roar of thunder. Lightning blasted down. Dio’s voice reached him, thin and distant through the clamor.


  “We’ll be killed! These damn things will attract the bolts!”


  It was true. All his work had been for nothing. Looking up into that low, angry sky, Gray knew he was going to die.


  Quite irrelevantly, Jill’s words in the tunnel came back to him. “You’re a fool . . . lost truth . . . not true to lie!”


  Now, in this moment, she couldn’t lie to him. He caught her shoulders cruelly, trying to read her eyes.


  Very faintly through the uproar, he heard her. “I’m sorry for you, Gray. Good man, gone to waste.”


  Dio stifled a scream. Thunder crashed between the sounding boards of the cliffs. Gray looked up.


  A titanic bolt of lightning shot down, straight for them. The burning blue surf was agitated, sending up pseudopods uncannily like worshipping arms. The bolt struck.


  The air reeked of ozone, but Gray felt no shock. There was a hiss, a vast stirring of creatures around him. The blue light glowed, purpled.


  Another bolt struck down, and another, and still they were not dead. The fire-things had become a writhing, joyous tangle of tenuous bodies, glowing bright and brighter.


  Stunned, incredulous, the three humans stood. The light was now an eye-searing violet. Static electricity tingled through them in eerie waves. But they were not burned.


  “My God,” whispered Gray. “They eat it. They eat lightning!”


  Not daring to move, they stood watching that miracle of alien life, the feeding of living things on raw current. And when the last bolt had struck, the tide turned and rolled back down the wind-tunnel, a blinding river of living light.


  Silently, the three humans went down the rocky slope to where Caron of Mars cowered in the silver ship. No bolt had come near it. And now Caron came to meet them.


  His face was pasty with fear, but the old cunning still lurked in his eyes.


  “Gray,” he said. “I have an offer to make.”


  “Well?”


  “You killed my pilot,” said Caron suavely. “I can’t fly, myself. Take me off, and I’ll pay you anything you want.”


  “In bullets,” retorted Gray. “You won’t want witnesses to this.”


  “Circumstances force me. Physically, you have the advantage.”


  Jill’s fingers caught his arm. “Don’t, Gray! The Project . . .”


  Caron faced her. “The Project is doomed in any case. My men carried out my secondary instructions. All the cables in your valley have been cut. There is a storm now ready to break.


  “In fifteen minutes or so, everything will be destroyed, except the domes. Regrettable, but . . .” He shrugged.


  Jill’s temper blazed, choking her so that she could hardly speak.


  “Look at him, Gray,” she whispered. “That’s what you’re so proud of being. A cynic, who believes in nothing but himself. Look at him!”


  Gray turned on her.


  “Damn you!” he grated. “Do you expect me to believe you, with the world full of hypocrites like him?”


  Her eyes stopped him. He remembered Moulton, pleading for her life. He remembered how she had looked back there at the tunnel, when they had been sure of death. Some of his assurance was shaken.


  “Listen,” he said harshly. “I can save your valley. There’s a chance in a million of coming out alive. Will you die for what you believe in?”


  She hesitated, just for a second. Then she looked at Dio and said, “Yes.”


  Gray turned. Almost lazily, his fist snapped up and took Caron on his flabby jaw.


  “Take care of him, Dio,” he grunted. Then he entered the ship, herding the white-faced girl before him.


  THE SHIP HURTLED up into airless space, where the blinding sunlight lay in sharp shadows on the rock. Over the ridge and down again, with the Project hidden under a surf of storm-clouds.


  Cutting in the air motors, Gray dropped. Black, bellowing darkness swallowed them. Then he saw the valley, with the copper cables fallen, and the wheat already on fire in several places.


  Flying with every bit of his skill, he sought the narrowest part of the valley and flipped over in a racking loop. The stern tubes hit rock. The nose slammed down on the opposite wall, wedging the ship by sheer weight.


  Lightning gathered in a vast javelin and flamed down upon them. Jill flinched and caught her breath. The flame hissed along the hull and vanished into seared and blackened rock.


  “Still willing to die for principle?” asked Gray brutally.


  She glared at him. “Yes,” she snapped. “But I hate having to die in your company!”


  She looked down at the valley. Lightning struck with monotonous regularity on the hull, but the valley was untouched. Jill smiled, though her face was white, her body rigid with waiting.


  It was the smile that did it. Gray looked at her, her tousled black curls, the lithe young curves of throat and breast. He leaned back in his seat, scowling at the storm.


  “Relax,” he said. “You aren’t going to die.”


  She turned on him, not daring to speak. He went on, slowly.


  “The only chance you took was in the landing. We’re acting as lightning rod for the whole valley, being the highest and best conductor. But, as a man named Faraday proved, the charge resides on the surface of the conductor. We’re perfectly safe.”


  “How dare you!” she whispered.


  He faced her, almost angrily.


  “You knocked the props out from under my philosophy. I’ve had enough hypocritical eyewash. I had to prove you wrong. Well, I have.”


  She was quiet for some time. Then she said, “I understand, Duke. I’m glad. And now what, for you?”


  He shrugged wryly.


  “I don’t know. I can still take Caron’s other ship and escape. But I don’t think I want to. I think perhaps I’ll stick around and give virtue another whirl.”


  Smoothing back his sleek fair hair, he shot her a sparkling look from under his hands.


  “I won’t,” he added softly, “even mind going to Sunday School, if you were the teacher.”


  A CITY ON MERCURY


  Henry Gade


  Our back cover presents artist Paul’s conception of Mu, the capital city of Mercury. Here is the scientific basis on which his conception is based


  WHEN we visualize the city of Mu, on Mercury, we must take into consideration quite a few conditions that are peculiar only to this planet, and no other. It is the smallest of the major planets, and is nearest of all to the sun. It is about 3,000 miles in diameter, and its orbital distance from Sol is 36,000,000 miles. However, due to the extreme eccentricity of its orbit, it approaches to within 28,500,000 miles and recedes to 43,500,000 miles.


  It revolves around the sun in 88 of our days. The density of the planet is between that of Mars and the Moon. Its mass is one twenty-seventh that of Earth.


  It presents one face always to the sun and 27% of its surface is continually sunlit. Other portions present enormous temperature changes through each “day.” Its dark side is intensely cold. It has an atmosphere, although tenuous.


  The inhabitants of Mercury, therefore, are more than likely insect-like, of the type that can withstand great heat. And undoubtedly they rarely venture to the surface.


  Thus, Mu, the city of Mercury, and of the Insect Men, is an underground city, and we can logically assume that it would be ideally situated on the floor of an ancient, and completely dead, volcano. On Mercury there would be no volcanic activity, this having long since ceased.


  Due to the intense heat of the planet’s youth, and its nearness to the sun, there might possibly have been a natural process of refining going on and volcanic lakes of almost pure crystal could have hardened in dead craters, thus offering an ideal medium for carving out crystal cities, perhaps even utilizing natural caverns caused by huge “bubbles” in the mass.


  Quartz, mixed with metallic elements, would result in vividly colored effects; copper, iron and nickel causing their respective vivid hues to be imparted to the quartz. It would be a city of rainbow beauty.


  Certainly, the refracted illumination of the giant, nearby sun, reflected down into the depths from the crater rim, would serve to permeate through the whole city in a natural manner, and thus provide a constant and almost unvarying source of natural illumination to the inhabitants of the city.


  The most precious element, to a Mercurian, would be water. On Mercury, water would be the most highly priced commodity.


  On the volcano-crater floor, quartz tanks would be constructed, to catch and preserve, tightly sealed against further evaporation, all condensation that would seep down from the shadowed walls. This would exist as a condition due to the variation in Mercury’s rotation. Extreme temperature changes would cause rapid evaporation and in turn, rapid condensation with each “day.”


  And the only place where the water could be collected would be at the base of crater walls where the atmosphere would be most dense and most capable of supporting the vapor in such a form and provide a temperature drop of enough duration to condense it and cause it to trickle down into the more cool darkness of the crater bottom, and to the city which awaits it so eagerly.


  The civilization of the Mercurians would be quite high, and agriculture would be an amazing science. If they failed to utilize every possibility of their heat-torn world, food would fail them, and they would cease to exist. Mechanically, perhaps, they would not be too far advanced, nor would they need a mechanical civilization. The only travel done would be possibly through tunnels from cavern to cavern, from crater-city to crater-city. And most of this would be “afoot.”


  Power would not be possible as on Earth, through the energy of waterfalls, which do not exist. It is more logical to assume that crystals, mirrors, etc., placed high in the craters, or on the planet’s surface itself, would utilize the tremendous energy of the sun, thirty times as bright as on Earth. From these “sun motors” power would be converted by “loss-proof” steam engines into electrical energy, which could be stored in natural batteries far below the surface.


  But Mu would essentially be a city of insect people, and would prove absolutely uninhabitable to visitors from Earth. The temperature range would be too great to support human life. We would be glad to leave, after a few hours, encased in our asbestos suits. Mu is quite close to hell!


  MEMOS ON MERCURY


  Eando Binder


  Ace Newsman Wyrick Unearths Injustice on the Hottest Planet—nd Nearly Gets Himself Frozen Off His Paper!


  HISTORY is generally the process of adding one trivial event to another trivial event, until something big breaks. And often it starts with a small matter like the following radiogram:


  Kranto, Twilight Territory, Mercury


  Interworld Radiograph Service


  May 22, 2061. Noon.


  Charles H. Brown


  Managing Editor


  Multiplaneteer News


  New York City, Earth


  Bonskosk, Chief:


  Which, in the local patois means Good morning, Hello, Howdy, Cheerio, Have-a-Drink, How’s-your-liver . . . Take your pick, Chief. The natives have only two hundred basic terms—grunts would be more descriptive—to take care of all their lingual needs.


  Well, Chief, this is your Extraterra Correspondent reporting from Kranto’s ritziest hotel, supposedly air-conditioned.


  “Just like on Earth,” says the manager. I don’t think he’s ever been on Earth.


  Kranto lies in the middle of the narrow ten-mile strip running around the planet, in which conditions are halfway between. When the wind blows from the night-side, the temperature dips thirty degrees in ten minutes—enough to make false teeth on the table chatter, like the old guy’s in the next room. When the Hot Winds have their turn, man, it feels like you’re stoking coal in the Sahara.


  So here I am, sitting at my typewriter, my fingers purple-cold one minute, my chin dripping like a spigot the next.


  “Just like on Earth!” Ransmurl!


  Which is a Mercurian cuss-word that covers all the cuss-words in the Milky Way galaxy and ten others. But what the devil, never let it be said Aston Wyrick balked at personal discomfort.


  “Get the news!” That’s the good old slogan our ilk has followed since the first scoop-hound, back in the early twentieth century, chased a fire-truck.


  IT took me three days to get acclimated. Don’t squawk, Chief. I wrote some stuff you can use in the Poet’s Corner. I took the regular sight-seeing tour the fourth day with the others in our party, to the famous mines. They put you in a fairly decent asbestos sealed-suit, whisk you there by monorail, and put you under a liquid-air spray every hour.


  Did I say something about heat before? The mines are about five miles from Twilight Territory, right at the edge of Hades itself. Surface temperature 267 degrees Centigrade. Sun’s so bright you can’t look up, even through the smoke-glass visor. And don’t step in puddles, they warn you. It’s not water or mercury—it’s molten lead, oozing out of the rocks from below!


  The mines are cool, only 95 degrees (203 Fahrenheit, of course). To the leather-skinned natives, it is cool. I hear they shave by rolling a red-hot iron across their chins. I gave one of them a drink of brandy—medicinal brandy, Chief—and darned if he didn’t shiver. He gave me a taste of some native stuff. If I’d taken a real swallow, my brother on Earth would have got drunk.


  Anyhow, it’s a grand thing, this great network of mines, which is the industry Mercury is most noted for. As the guide explained, eighty-seven per cent of the System’s metal supplies come from the Mercurian mines. Most of it is found in virgin form on this unweathered world. Since its cooling, no extensive seas or atmosphere dissolved or jumbled it all up as on the other planets.


  There’s a deposit of tin that they haven’t found the end of yet, though they’ve bored ten miles. Further details in my official report, coming to you later by radio-cable. You have no idea how tremendous the industry is, Chief. Wait till you see my radioed pix.


  Here’s another item I just got from Orby. In the last forty years, Mercury has shipped ten times more gold to Earth than Earth ever had.


  By the way, guess who’s here on Mercury? Doctor Ronson Halbert, late of Earth! The same guy who was exiled for the atomic explosion that blew up half of the city of Fort Wayne, Indiana. He has some official capacity here. I’ll check him further.


  Will click off now before you have a stroke over the cost of this by radiograph.      Rick


  THEN, of course, we find the second trivial event added to the first:


  Aston Wyrick


  Kranto, T.T., Mercury


  May 22. Midnight


  Dear Rick:


  You crazy fool, stop sending me drivel. I want something printable. I want a story. I want human interest. Who cares how much manganese ore was shipped where and when, or how many new shafts the Mercury Development Commission opened in the past ten or a million years?


  I know what you did. You just copied off some company propaganda about the mines. And the rest of the time you loafed around, writing poetry.


  You’re on a planetary tour, revealing to our millions of readers the life on other worlds. Life, understand? Get going. It’s only because you used to be the ace newsman on our staff that I’m not firing you this second. But auld lang syne can’t last forever. Get me?


  Who in blazes is Orby?      Brown


  May twenty-third. Noon.


  Dear Chief:


  Human interest is what you want? How’s this? They’re having a sit-down strike at Mine Number Eighteen! Remember the sit-down strikes, Chief? It goes way back to the early twentieth century, when Capital and Labor couldn’t agree on whether the common man was entitled to a living or not.


  How the Mercurians hit on that, I don’t know. Maybe they read Earth history. Anyhow, there they sit and sit, demanding—But guess what they’re demanding? More heat! They claim they are working under conditions of bitter cold. It’s only twice as hot as a sizzling summer day in New York. They want the company to install heaters down below to get the temperature up to a comfortable 120, which is normal to these fire-eaters.


  You see, Chief, the interior of this planet, since it was so small, has cooled completely through the ages. Underground, there isn’t much heat beyond what seeps down by conduction from the superheated surface. Down about a mile in the mines, it has lessened to a frosty 95 degrees, which makes the poor Mercurians’ fingertips blue.


  So there they sit, freezing, waiting for action by their union. I was down there for an hour. Took some pix of them. They want more heat, and here I was perspiring like a human heatwave. Good thing the sealed-suit I wore was sponge-lined. And the solidified carbon-dioxide packing helped a bit to keep my personal surroundings down below boiling. But I suffered for Multiplaneteer and you, Chief, to get the news. I’m that kind. Details and pix will follow.


  Dr. Ronson Halbert seems to be employed in an experimental mine hereabout. I’ll have to look it up, might be an item.


  You ask about Orby. Orby is Orby Tillson, one of the members of our tour-party. We met on the liner coming here and found out we were practically neighbors. Orby is from Los Angeles. Out in space, when you travel millions of miles, it feels like that.


  Got back to the hotel from the mines as fagged as though I’d lived in Death Valley for a month. But a shot of their super-vodka and a little poetizing did me an asteroid of good. How do you like this couplet? It’s one of my best, I think.


  Through the star-spangled void we flew,


  Together in eternity, we two.


  Walking down the hall here, I keep hitting the ceiling at every step. Drat this light gravity! They have the ceilings padded, of course, in an Earthian hotel. Food is beastly. Most of it is sun-baked, or sun-fried, to a delicate bricklike quality. When I gnaw on it, I feel like a jellyfish nibbling toast. So you have to soak it in some soup they serve that smells stronger than day-old news. Hope you are the same.      Rick


  MAY TWENTY-THIRD, Midnight.


  Dear Rick:


  Stop your infernal grumbling—at five cents a word. It’s costing Multiplaneteer fifteen dollars a day, plus extras, to keep you at the best hotel, and you complain.


  The sit-down item is a little better. But you took some awful pix. On your toes, man! Give the best that’s in you. And if you’re spending too much time gravitating around a bottle and your vile poetry, snap out of it. Sending me that rheumy couplet, of all things, and at five cents a word!


  I’m warning you. When I picked you up, Wyrick, you were rhyming and rumming. You’ll find yourself doing that again—at your own expense—if you don’t produce. Items, man, news! Extraterra Correspondent Touring the Planets, one by one. Doesn’t it fire your imagination? Most of the stuff you’ve sent us crab, lifeless, uninspired. Our rewrite men have had to work like robots to hypo it up. Turn on the rockets, Rick!


  And keep the expenses down. Net so many after-dinner Venusian cigars at a dollar per. I ask you who is Orby and you prate on for a paragraph—at five cents a word. You could have sent that by radio-cable, for one cent a word. If he’s some drinking companion or broken-down wandering poet, cut him out before he ruins you. Best wishes.      Brown


  MAY twenty-fourth, Noon.


  Dear Chief:


  Thanks for the lecture—at five cents a word.


  Listen. Chief, you’ve got some great stuff coming to you by radio-cable. Dr. Ronson Halbert is superintendent of the experimental mine up the country. And he is installing—guess what? This’ll make your sour-puss curdle for sure. Atomic-power drills and machinery! The very thing he was exiled from Earth for, ten years ago!


  But the Mercurians are apparently willing to let him try it out. I knew I had to get to that mine and see what was going on. But what trouble it was, Chief, you’ll never know. They sneered, so help me, when I said I represented Multiplaneteer. I hinted price, and I was ignored. I threatened subtly. Multiplaneteer, the System’s foremost news agency, most powerful molder of interplanetary opinion, could easily get them in all kinds of Dutch. And they grinned. I was stumped, Chief.


  So how did I get to that mine? Orby pulled strings. Orby is connected with Hollywood’s Behemoth Studios and threatened to stop every animated cartoon coming to Mercury’s theaters. That did it, pronto. Is it a sad fact that what appeals to the senses, rather than to the intellect, rules civilization?


  At any rate, there we were at the experimental mine. Dr. Ronson Halbert graciously conducted us around. I like that man. He didn’t reveal much, naturally. But there’s some whopping big machinery down there that looks as if it can drill to Mars and back. When the setup is completed, Halbert says it will increase the production rate at least ten times. Seems to be confident it’ll work this time.


  I don’t have to tell you what the success of this would mean. At last atomic power could be controlled for heavy-duty work. Play it up big, because it’ll be a big—pardon me—collossal achievement. Better than steam-power, electricity, rocket turbines.


  Dig up all the data you can about atomic power and hypo it into my report. How a handful of sand could run a rocket ship to Hermes and back. You could drag asteroids around with it. Enough energy in a mass the size of our Moon to squash our entire Universe into a hat, says Halbert.


  And it’s cheap! The overhead of the System, in all industries, will drop so low that you couldn’t fish it up with a mile-long comptometer. The cost of installing this unit here, Halbert admitted, is five billion dollars. But it will pay for itself in a year of operation. Five billion! The Mercurians sure have gone the limit with him. And he was exiled by Earth. . . .


  It’ll be a stupendous thing, Chief—if it succeeds. Even if it doesn’t, it’ll be stupendous, if you know what I mean. The date set for the first tryout is three days from now. What luck I’m here. Or maybe what luck you’re where you are!


  But as I say, Dr. Halbert is confident. He has it controlled this time, he says. I certainly hope he’s right.


  Well. Chief, does this item meet with your approval? Don’t be so vindictive in your pep-talks. After all, I’m a sensitive soul, a poet by nature, and you hurt me with your rude blasts—at five cents a word. I’m doing everything I can. and in all due modesty, when Wyrick dishes it up, it’s dished! Why didn’t you send Anderson on this tour? Because you know darned well I can write rings around him and find the stuff to write.


  As for my occasional nips for medicinal purposes, you don’t want an invalid on the job, do you? Poetry, lastly, is my relaxation. Ah, ’tis the gift of the Infinite to striving man! Without it, I would be a barren shell. Orby says my poetry isn’t bad. All this is just to bolster up my ego, after you tore it down—at five cents a word. Love and kisses.      Rick


  MAY twenty-fourth, Midnight.


  Dear Rick:


  I don’t know if that atomic power item is any good at all. Halbert is an exile, a discredited scientist all over Earth and the System. Don’t know why the Mercurians are so dumb as to back him. He’s been a down-at-hell wanderer and self-styled prophet about the future of atomic power most of his exile. Five billion dollars worth of junk—that’s what you’ve described in your report. It won’t give a squeak, or it’ll blow up half of Mercury, including you. I certainly would miss Mercury.


  Must you dig up off-trail stuff like that? I want human interest, life, romance! We’ll use part of it, however, playing it up from the angle of Earth’s superiority. How her second-rate scientists go to other planets and loom there as geniuses. But please give me some reason to think I’m not an unmitigated fool for sending you on this assignment. Please!


  And, blast you, Rick, stop mocking me, five cents or no five cents. You, sensitive? You’re so thick-skinned, you have to be insulted to get your attention for five minutes. Aside from drink and poetry you used to be a pretty good newsman, so I have to keep you in line this way, even at five cents a word. This Orby is probably a bad influence for you. Hollywood, eh? I can sense from here that he’s a dissolute. Ain’t human if he likes your poetry.


  Now what do you say, Rick? Won’t you really get going like a good little boy?      Brown


  May twenty-fifth, Noon.


  Dear Chief:


  Your eloquence moves me. On the way to the Dark-side Observatory, I wept like a woman. But they were tears of cold, Chief. It’s really a dangerous trip. One slight rip in your sealed-suit and you freeze to death in one minute. I: doesn’t take more than three hours t: get there. But in that time the monstrous cold seeps past your warming-coils. Surface temperature, minus 111 for the past billion-odd years on thus eternal night-side of Mercury.


  Farther out, past the Twilight Territory. where the Hot Winds can’t penetrate, it drops in close to the Absolute Zero, No cue has ever gone out more than a hundred miles on foot.


  I arrived at the Observatory feeling the an animated ice-cube. But it’s worth the experience. They have it heated, of course by an underground pipe-line that impetus hot air from the day-side. Clever, these Mercurians, though I think Earth engineers made the plans. Anyway, there it is, a huge three-hundred-inch reflector telescope.


  Excellent visual conditions, and uninterrupted. Here’s where Jimson spotted the tenth planet, Hermes, eighty years ago, before space ships could go out that far. The Mercurian staff astronomers take endless photographs. They can’t trust their eyesight. It’s naturally weak because of the strong sunlight they were born in. One of their achievements has been to record a dozen comets near Saturn. Those comet tails were so tenuous that they couldn’t be seen from Saturn itself!


  It’s not as dark out here, though, as you would expect. From here, at this opposition, Venus has a disc that’s almost as bright as the full Moon on Earth. There’s a stock story they tell about O’Rourke, the first Earthman to trek into the night-side, more than a century ago. He saw Venus. On his return to Earth, he swore that Mercury had a moon. He was just a guy who happened to be an explorer and not much of an astronomer, so he didn’t know any better. It really fools you, though.


  In fact it fooled, or inspired, a young couple in our party to the point of amorous cooings off in a dark corner, cold or no cold. Accidentally coming upon them—accidentally. I say—they were rattled enough to admit they were honeymooners, as though I didn’t know. But the payoff, Chief, is that the girl is Boston socialite Fanchon Ridgeward! And her mysterious elopement partner is or was her family’s private rocket ship chauffeur—Andy Jones! Front-page scoop for you. Chief, no extra charge.


  That pseudo-moon inspired me, too. I wrote some snappy lines as an ode to the stars. “Yon diamonds in the hair of Night—” But why go on? I can hear your snort all the way here in advance. But as I said, Orby considers me a first-rank poet in the making.


  They serve some hot soup before our party went back. For once I positively enjoyed the concoction. Talk about atomic power, Chief. This soup has aromic power whose slightest whiff would send a crawling cheese to Mars in shame. But I’m beginning to like the brew, God forbid.


  Speaking of atomic power, there was one other thing Halbert mentioned when I saw him yesterday. He could heat night-side territory with the by-product energy from his process. Hope you’re collecting all the data you can get on the science angle. The story will break in two days.


  Listen Chief, don’t criticize my friends the way you’re running down Orby. And watch out. Orby says I’m just the type for the movies, the strong, silent hero. So maybe with a little pull, which has already been offered, I can get onto Behemoth Studios on or return Multiplaneteer will be deprived of its most brilliant star. Put that in your rockets and fire it. But you know I wouldn’t let you down, Chief. All my love.      Rick


  MAY twenty-fifth. Midnight.


  Dear Rick:


  Can’t you hear me groaning? That last mess of wordage by radio-cable, about Darkside Observatory was absolutely rank. I know it’s one of two things. Either you were in what quaintly call a poetic mood, or you were plain sotted to the gills. Anderson will be getting some rare brain disease, hypoing rewrite so we can use some of it. But I’ll have to give you another chance, I suppose, out of sheer pity.


  And your debutante scoop—The news broke two hours before your report came in, making it prehistoric. Now why in Pluto’s pants didn’t you get it sooner? If an elephant stepped on you, you’d report a week later that the circus was in town. You’re fired, Rick.


  On second thought, you’re hired again since your hotel bill is paid in advance. But at least I had the-satisfaction for a moment.


  So you’re getting in with Behemoth, through that no-good Orby? All right, sign a contract and I’ll radio your fare. I’m so blistering mad right now that I’d pay your fare to Hades. You and that soup. . . .


  And lay off Halbert. That’s an order!      Brown


  MAY twenty-sixth, Noon.


  Dear Chief:


  I had to try some of the local big-game hunting, which is famous throughout the System. Let me tell you, it’s big game. And I mean massive!


  They take you by mono-rail about a hundred miles along the Twilight Territory, where there’s something that’s supposed to be a forest. The trees are pulpy things in the small gravity and grow high enough to scrape Venus. When the Cold Winds blow, they bend in that direction and wrap their leaves and branches around themselves like ragged beggars. When the Hot Winds blow, they bend toward that direction, open up, and glow like wildfire. You can almost see it. During a long Hot Wind they’ll add a foot an hour.


  Naturally the cycle of life is short and merry. New shoots spring up everywhere. Old, tall trees, blown over by the winds, are crashing down every minute. You have to keep your eyes peeled, or you’ll end up buried alive. The pulpy, light stuff can’t do worse than swat you like a wet rag when it lands. But it can bury you in a ton of sticky messiness in which your friends can never find you. Every now and then a body is found when the winds have swept up. It’s always preserved in jelled sap, like those bugs in amber on Earth.


  But this was all incidental. We wanted animal life. We did see some small fry, miniature nightmares on assorted legs, but no big ones. They’re kind of rare since Earth’s sportsmen, with their expert aim, took to hunting them. Eventually they’ll be as extinct as the Earthly rhinoceros.


  But Wyrick’s luck held. Pretty soon a young mountain moves up ahead. It is the Risgrawk—try to pronounce it—fifty feet high and twice as ugly looking. When it spies us, or detects us with its long antennae, it begins growling. The guide steps us three hundred yards away Good thing because that critter suddenly lets loose with all it has. From a shiny, moist knob on its head it shoots—you can’t guess, Chief—electricity! Long status of it, estimated at 100,000 volts.


  When that thing bore down on us like a runaway express rocket, we all got paralyzed except the guide. He let go with his blunderbus and then we all remembered we still had trigger fingers. The Risgrawk proved allergic to bullets. It finally settled down like a grounded zeppelin. The guide kept us from going closer for ten minutes. We saw why.


  That knob suddenly exploded. Enough loose electricity was thrown around to electrocute an army. When that happened, it was dead. The skin is going to be mounted as a trophy in Kranto’s hunting lodge. We all get credit for it.


  The way it collects its electricity is one of Nature’s cutest scientific plagiarisms. The Risgrawk runs to the night-side, stores cold somewhere inside. Then it runs to the day-side and stores heat. In between its cold-sac and warm-sac is what corresponds to a thermo-generator, manufacturing electricity out of the drop in temperature. Clever, these Risgrawks. With a cold shoulder and a hot foot they sure make the sparks fly.


  Orby, watching me kneel and shoot, says I’d be a natural for a brave-man-in-jungle picture. Suggests I’d be good in a revival of Tarzan, a noble character, a noble character of the twentieth century. Watch my rockets flare when I hit Hollywood.


  Dr. Romson Halbert was in town today, looking as excited as a collision. Don’t tell me to lay off him, Chief, because he’s going to be news. Day after tomorrow is the tryout of his atom smashers. I’ll be around till then—longer I hope. Wish me luck!


  I guess this big-game writeup will convince you that I’m triple-A newsman I really am. Don’t try to deny it. Rick


  May twenty-six, Midnight.


  Dear Chief:


  I think you’re a good poet.      Brown


  MAY twenty-seventh, Noon.


  Dear Chief:


  Let’s lay down our guns. Listen to this. This morning there’s a knock on my door. Who walks in but Dr. Ronson Halbert. He said he wanted to hear the news about Earth and figured I ought to know it all, being a newspaper man.


  Well, there he sat, Chief, with the most homesick look on his pan while I talked. Every time I said “Earth,” he jumped as if I had stuck a pin in him. You can say anything you like, but exile is a horrible thing.


  I could see that man eating his heart out to go back, to breathe that wonderful, soil-tainted air. He wanted to walk in the gravitation he was born to. I knew he longed to see faces around him like his own, instead of the gargoyle varieties Nature has produced on other worlds. He is living in torture, Chief. I wouldn’t wish his fate on my worst enemy.


  Before long he was weeping like a baby, and I had to give him a couple of shots of Mercurian vodka to straighten him out. Then he talked and I had to be straightened out in a like manner. It was a funeral dirge, the bitterness of life on other worlds, among alien beings and trying environments. But most of all was the hurt of the banishment.


  Then he told me all about the big explosion that blew him off the Earth. He had got on the track of atomic power, there in his Fort Wayne workshop. He got it in little spurts, with tiny amounts of activated fuel. He hoped to develop the process to where it could be used industrially. Then came the disaster—an explosion that killed 25,000 people, dug a hole a half-mile deep. He estimates that a whole pound of matter had gone off at once.


  Then he got to crying again when he continued talking. Chief, do you know the whole thing was not his fault at all, and not deliberate? He is positive it resulted through the carelessness of his assistant. He had taken the most elaborate precautions against danger. But he can’t prove his point, because the assistant was blown up. The very fact that Halbert himself had been leaving in his car, and was miles away at the time, made it look bad for him.


  You know the rest, Chief. Court trial, insinuations that he aimed at rule of Earth and all that rot, sentence to exile for the rest of his natural days—for the murder of 25,000 people. Murder? Chief, this guy wouldn’t step on a lowly skunk, human or otherwise. He’s a humanitarian, or I’m not Aston Wyrick, the best newsman this side of Orion. So you can imagine how the sentence has corroded his soul during all these years.


  But he didn’t give up, or get bitter. He still wants to give civilization the gift of atomic power. The Mercurians finally sponsored him, three years ago. He’s worked on it ever since, harder than a slave. His success in his mine will mean atomic power for the entire System. And he says that if it works, he’ll send the plans to Earth—anonymous!


  Chief, you’re too commercial to appreciate this sort of thing. But I’m a poet down underneath, so to me it’s the real thing. You take that writeup I’m sending you by radio-cable and print it word for word. Don’t let any of your rewriters touch it or, so help me, I’ll tear the office apart when I get back.


  We’ve got to take up Halbert’s case, Chief. We must smear the truth about him all over the System. We can prepare the ground for him so that, when and if his atomic power works, he’ll get the full pardon he deserves. Tomorrow is the tryout, and it’ll be a great thing for Multiplaneteer, too. All set, Chief? Answer immediately.      Rick


  MAY twenty-seventh, three ten P.M.


  Dear Rick:


  You crazy crusader! Dr. Halbert’s case is taboo, closed. It’s packed dynamite. The Congress of Scientists would blackball Multiplaneteer for the next two ages if we opened up your way. Lay off, dimwit. Is it the soup, vodka, or Orby?    Brown


  May twenty-seventh, six-nine P.M.


  Dear Chief:


  Since when has anything but the great arbiter, Public Opinion, ruled about the humanities? With the success of Halbert’s atomic power, my story will start a riot from here to Hermes if the Brainies in Congress don’t give him the Distinguished Cross of Space!


  You want human interest. Here it is, you primordial dope!    Rick


  May twenty-seventh, Midnight.


  Dear Rick:


  Who are you calling primordial? You’re fired, utterly, completely, ultimately, eternally! Anderson is taking the next liner for Venus, to continue your Tour where you got left off. Back to your poems and puddling post. Good-by and good riddance.


  Brown


  May twenty-eighth, Noon.


  Dear Mr. Brown:


  Okay. I ought to send you a radiocable, telling what I think of you—at one cent a word. You wouldn’t rate five.      Aston Wyrick, Esq.


  May thirtieth, noon.


  Dear Mr. Brown:


  I’m no longer in your employ, so this is off the record.


  Dr. Halbert’s machines worked! They worked like a million bucks, purring like a well fed cat. At the cost of five dollars—which includes fuel, depreciation of machinery and all—he dug out a thousand dollars worth of platinum in one hour. That, Mr. Brown, is history!


  Of course that’s all it is, just history. It won’t mean that the System’s industry will treble itself overnight, raising the standard of living for everyone, mostly you and maybe me. It won’t mean the dawn of a greater civilization. That’s only for poets like me to rave about. You know better. And you know, too, that the man who did it is a scoundrel, a murderer, a beast who wantonly wiped out half a town just for the fun of it.


  You should have seen the look on his face, Brown. You’d think he was looking straight into some heaven—and also into some hell.


  But why should I bother to go on? It’s the vodka in me. Believe it or not, I’m going on a permanent jag and stay on it, so I won’t get sober and realize what tiny piddlers you and I and all the rest of us are compared with that man. Even Orby can’t stop me.      Aston Wyrick, Poet


  May thirtieth, Midnight.


  Dear Rick:


  All is forgiven! I took a chance with your story and it went over with a bang. Went to press three hours ago and already about five million radiograms and cables have come in, cheering for Dr. Halbert, demanding his pardon. What a great day for Multiplaneteer! And also for you, Rick. Your story did it. It really wasn’t a bad writeup, when you examine it closely—and reverently.


  Incidentally you’re reinstated with Multiplaneteer, at double salary. Little fit of anger I had. Trivial thing. I know you didn’t really intend to hit the bottles, anyhow.      Brown


  MAY thirty-first, Noon.


  Dear Brown:


  Sorry. Can’t postpone that bun. Besides, I have some poetry to write. Besides that, Orby has other plans      Rick


  May thirty-first, Midnight.


  Dear Rick:


  I won’t lecture you, but you’ve got to postpone your stew! You must get an exclusive interview with Halbert for us. Multiplaneteer needs you. I’m a cosmic heel, an abysmal ass, a primordial dope—at five cents a word. You’re the greatest newsman that ever lived. Your poetry is divine. Orby is all right, too. But what can he offer you that I can’t? Triple salary on the spot!      Brown


  June first, Noon.


  Dear Chief:


  You’re darned right Orby is all right! But you seem to have the idea that Orby is a male of some species. No, my pal. She’s a woman, a lovely one.


  Note the date, Chief? It’s my wedding with her that I can’t postpone. There won’t be any more stews, incidentally. Orby insists on that.


  My poetry was what won her, Chief!


  We’ve talked it over and decided we’ll take your offer. I believe you promised four times my former pathetic salary? Anyway, Orby doesn’t want me in pictures, or even in Hollywood, for some reason. We’ll have our honeymoon on Venus and I’ll carry on for Multiplaneteer at the same time, on the Grand Tour.


  Exclusive interview with Halbert coming to you via radio-cable. He is one happy man, Chief, even happier than me, his humble instrument of redemption.


  Your Extraterra Correspondent signing off for the present. We’re taking the next liner for Venus, to be married in space.      Rick


  June first, one-fourteen P.M.


  Dear Rick:


  Congratulations, sight unseen! I won’t have to lecture you any more—at five cents a word. Orby can take the job, at whatever rate Cupid charges. Make a poem out of that. . . .


  Brown


  THE MERCURIAN


  Frank Belknap Long


  For ages Mankind labelled Mercury a dead world—a red-hot, seething outpost of hell. Too late Rawley learned of the hideous life that molten, steaming planet spawned!


  WE stood before the airlock, the old man and I, and watched them go out. Ellison was a granite man and I was just the lad who threw the switches.


  I was new at it. They had sent me out with a pat on the back and a commission, but I didn’t feel like a Mercury run officer. Mining uranium on the Sun’s firstling was no job for a green kid of twenty-two. Outside were lakes of molten zinc and a temperature of 790 degrees Fahr.


  No part of that temperature seeped into us, but just knowing it was out there was spine-chilling. I am not being facetious. To keep from thinking of the hot face we thought of the cold face, and you can’t imagine extremes of cold without feeling shivery. Out on the cold face were other miners, working under conditions I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. They had the cold of open space to contend with, and a little of that seeped in.


  The Commander was passing out advice to each of the miners as they stepped into the lock.


  “Murphy, it’s uranium we want. We’re not zoologists. The next time you go specimen chasing—”


  “But it looked like a frog, Chief. I swear it did.”


  “You know damn’ well no froglike animal could hop around on red-hot rocks.”


  “I won’t let him out of my sight this time, sir,” said the miner at Murphy’s heels.


  “Thank you, Haines. He needs a nurse, but do what you can.”


  Five miners stepped out, each with a glance from Ellison which said as plain as words that he would walk beside them until they came back in again. The old man had so much quiet strength that he could split off simulacra of himself, and send them out through the airlock by just passing out advice. He moved like a living presence over the semi-molten Mercurian crust beside each of his men, fretting when a coupling slipped or mysterious stirrings caused the lads to look at one another with a wild surmise.


  He knew that the merciless heat beating down did something to the scarred and cracked surface rocks which made them seem to buckle and split up into little leaping ghosts, and half his warnings were directed against “heat-devils” and other optical illusions.


  When the last man had passed out he turned to me with a wry smile. “Dave, speaking as a psychiatrist, and without knowing for sure, I’ve a hunch there is too much tension inside of you.”


  The old man actually was a psychiatrist. You have to be pretty nearly everything to qualify as a Mercury run commander and Ellison’s knowledge started with Aasen and ended with Zwolle. There were some gaps in between, but not many, and he frequently surprised me by pulling rabbits out of those.


  We went down into the cuddy and the old man brought out some real smoky Scotch, and we had at least three while a strained look came into his face. One of these days someone is going to stop putting bulkhead chronometers in the cuddies of Mercury run spaceships. Men have to go out and Commanders have to wait, and if an officer can’t get his mind off the seconds in a cuddy what chance has he of relaxing at all?


  Hanging on the corrugated metal bulkhead were curios from all over the Solar System, and I tried to interest myself in the things the Commander had collected in his travels. A dried Venusian weejee head looks pretty grotesque, but so does a deep-sea fish from home, and when you’ve seen both dozens of times—


  A sudden vibrant humming made me spill a jigger of Scotch on my liberty uniform. The lad who was taking my place at the lock control was buzzing the old man from the “peel off” room. Ellison swung about, and barked into the auxiliary circuit audiocoil. “Well?”


  “The men have returned, sir.”


  “All right. Keep the inner locks closed and watch the insulators. Rawley is taking over.”


  BETWEEN the outer and inner locks we had to cool off the men a little. When they stepped in from the crust the sheath couplings on their non-combustible suits had to be sprayed over with liquid air.


  We went up in the jacket-lift with our knees braced and down the stem passageway to the “peel off” room, the old man striding on ahead of me. Had I stopped to reflect I might have realized there was trouble brewing. The old man wasn’t psychic exactly, but his hunches came out pat.


  Before I looked through the lock port my nerves were merely jumpy, but when I actually saw Murphy standing in the freeze vault enveloped in smoke and sizzle I nearly passed out from shock.


  Murphy was waving his arms up and down and the man behind him was making frantic signs to us. The frog was dangling by its long legs from the Irishman’s gloved right hand. It was about three feet in height. Every time he raised it up it tried to leap in his hand, and twisted its eyes around.


  Some quirk of parallel evolution had given it a froglike face, webbed feet and long, powerful hindlimbs. But, of course, it wasn’t a frog. It was a Mercurian animal, and my stomach went tight ten seconds after I laid eyes on it.


  I’ve said that I was just a green kid. The old man thought otherwise, but he was wrong and I proceeded to prove it. I turned on the freeze conduits. Liquid air poured into the vault over Murphy and he stopped gesticulating. He just stood there looking at me through the eyepiece of his helmet.


  Murphy had gone out at the risk of his life and brought back a living Mercurian animal. When he perceived that I had frozen that frog to a crisp something must have gone dead inside him. When he came in through the inner locks his couplings were coated with frost and there was a look of anguish on the upper part of his face. Behind the eye-piece his features seemed all wrenched apart. From his gloved right hand the frog still dangled, but its squirmings had ceased. Its limbs were rigid, its stalked eyes frozen shut.


  With shaking fingers Murphy removed his helmet and started peeling off his suit, his gaze riveted on my face. The other miners stood watching him as though fearful of what he might do.


  The old man laid a hand on my arm. “You’d better go below, Dave.”


  Murphy shook his head. “No, no, let the lad stay.”


  He had laid the frog on the deck and was pushing his suit down below his knees. I noticed that his features were twitching, but I thought he was making an effort to control his anger until he came up out of that crouch with all his strength riding on his fists.


  He clipped me on the side of the head, and delivered a blow to my midriff which sent me reeling back against the bulkhead.


  The old man leapt between us. “Watch yourself, Murphy,” he thundered. “I’m still in command here.”


  Murphy spat on the deck, a slow flush creeping up over his face. “I just can’t figure it,” he muttered. “I saw an infant once without one, but its skull tapered and it had to be fed through a tube.”


  I had always liked Murphy, but suddenly I saw red. I jumped him, and for a minute it was touch and go. We rolled over on the deck, exchanging hammer blows. He was hampered by the tangle his legs were in, but he made good use of his fists.


  The old man had to intervene again. He accomplished it by backing up his tuggings with profanity. He cast aspersions on our ancestry, and threatened us with the psycho-lash.


  I’m hot-tempered, but I cool off quickly. The instant I realized I was making it tough for the old man I struggled to my feet, and held out my hand.


  “Any time you’re ready, Murphy,” I said.


  The Irishman rose groggily, shaking his head to clear it. He stood for a minute staring incredulously at my extended palm, his eyebrows twitching. Then his own hand went out and locked with mine.


  “I guess I was a bit hasty, lad,” he said.


  TEN minutes later Sylvia was placing cool pads on my face, one on each cheek, and shaking her head over my blackened eye. “I’m not really sorry for you, Dave,” she said. “You apparently enjoy lashing out with your fists. You just used that frog as an excuse.”


  Perhaps I should have mentioned sooner that there was a woman on board. A slim and attractive girl with coppery hair named Sylvia Varner was visiting us for five days consecutively. But she had come out on the crew-shift cruiser Aquila which was berthed right alongside of us on the semi-molten crust.


  Women are out of place on Mercury run ships, and if I were taking fictional liberties with this record I’d leave her out. But facts are facts, and the feminine zigzag had a lot to do with the way the frog brought us all to the brink of despair. Without her it would have been less though, but less exciting, too, and, of course, for romantic reasons I was glad she had come. She happened to be Ellison’s niece, and my fiancee, and had a kid brother working on the metallurgical staff.


  “But it isn’t a frog,” I said, irritably. “It’s a Mercurian animal. And I don’t blame Murphy for sailing into me.”


  “You’re being very charitable,” she said. “He tried to kill you.”


  “All right,” I said. “For a minute he went berserk. But what would you do if you bagged the first Mercurian animal ever seen and a dumb kid turned it into a museum piece? If Murphy could have brought that frog back to Earth alive the National Geographic Society would have smothered him with medals.”


  “But won’t it thaw out, Dave?”


  “It’s limper than a rag right now,” I said. “But it is also dead as a doornail.” Sylvia’s brow crinkled. “I should think a Mercurian animal would have to be plated like an armadillo. I should think it would need some sort of air-cooling system and a—”


  “Hold on,” I said. “You’re jumping to a priori conclusions. We’ll start with the animal. It is froglike, so conditions on Mercury must favor the development of slender, agile quadrupeds with powerful hindlimbs. Since Mercury is flecked with semi-molten ‘marsh patches’ its froglike appearance does not surprise me. We can only speculate as to its habits, but it’s probably oviparous, and has a brief life-cycle.


  “Now, in hot baths with carefully regulated approaches human beings have been able to stand degrees of heat above the boiling point of water. Back in the eighteenth century a Frenchman named Chamouni the Incombustible entered an oven containing a raw leg of mutton, and remained there until the meat was completely cooked. Medical history records hundreds of similar cases.”


  “But what has that to do with Murphy’s frog?”


  “Don’t you see? If human beings can build up all that resistance in a few minutes what’s to stop a rapidly breeding Mercurian animal from acquiring ten times as much immunity in fifty thousand generations? With already immune invertebrates to start with natural selection could give even a highly evolved, meaty-fleshed animal plenty of resistance.”


  I was feeling distinctly proud of myself when Sylvia countered with: “You said the sides of its body and its hindlimbs were covered with fine, reddish hairs. Villosities was the term you used. How could natural selection build up immunity in hair?”


  I could have brought up another player, but I wanted her to smooth my forehead instead. So I leaned back with a sigh and refrained from pointing out that chitin was slow-burning at best, and that the only hairy frog on Earth—Trichobatatrachus robustus from West Africa—lived up to its name.


  She sat on the arm of my chair and leaned forward and for a minute I thought I was going to get my wish. But all she did was kiss me. She leaned her lips against mine and for about three minutes a pleasant tingling surged through me. Then I began to grow restless. I couldn’t breathe and her lips were no longer warm and vibrant.


  I had to move her face to one side in order to inhale, and the instant I did so she swayed and her elbows descended on my chest.


  A CHILL coursed through me. Her arms were rigid and she seemed almost weightless. Alarmed, I rose, grasped her wrists and eased her gently down into the chair.


  She just sat there staring up at me, her face a petrified mask and her body so utterly still that it did something to sound. In place of the faint susurrous which occupied space gives forth the chair seemed to be enveloped in a kind of auditory vacuum which chilled me to the core of my being.


  I can’t remember how long I stood there with horror slapping at my brain like the tides of some cold, dead moon. I only know that I turned at last and went stumbling from her presence with one thought uppermost in my mind.


  I must get medical aid to her quickly, before that trance could deepen, before it could endanger her life.


  Going up in the jacket-lift to the sick bay I kept visualizing Ned Dawson’s face. Dawson was a strong-jawed, competent physician with years of experience behind him and I was sure he would know what to do.


  He was usually in the sick bay attending to the many little sprains and bruises the men brought in with them from the crust. There was a flicker of violet light as the jacket-lift hummed to a stop. I stepped out and raced down a cold-lighted passageway to the “drug shop,” my breath coming fast.


  On meta-glass chairs amidst a faint odor of antiseptics two men sat frozen, but I thought they were asleep. I went straight through the waiting space with scarcely a glance at them, and burst into the sick bay unannounced.


  Dawson was there all right, but he was bent nearly double, frozen in the act of applying a gauge bandage to the badly cut ankle of a miner who stood contemplating his navel like a schizophrene, his head sunken on his chest.


  FOR an instant I just stood there gasping, too stunned to realize that I was staring at a physician who could no longer heal. It wasn’t until I went up to him and discovered that his body was cold and his face a frozen mask that my brain started to soak up horror.


  I went reeling out into the passageway like a drunken man and tried to locate the commander, and found him at last in the control room with his body glinting in light-silvered dust.


  He was standing before one of the Lyra’s translucent windows staring out upon the steamy Mercurian landscape, his arms folded on his chest. When I touched him he swayed and when I looked into his eyes I perceived that the pupils were set in a fixed stare, and covered with a dull, grayish film.


  Murphy was standing beside him. The Irishman had evidently come in for orders and stiffened to immobility with a pipe in his mouth and a slightly provoked look on his face, as though my stupidity still riled him.


  A nightmare unreality lengthened the minutes which followed into unevenly-spaced eternities filled with a steadily mounting dread. In the more crowded parts of the ship frozen men clustered in little queues. Every member of the atomotor crew stood frozen at his post. The starboard watch looked like statues carved in bronze and in the chain locker room were three crewmen whose muscular contortions conveyed an illusion of motion as they tugged at windlasses which had ceased to turn.


  My palms were wet and I was trembling in every limb when I completed my inspection of the ship. It was especially bad going back in the jacket-lift to the commander’s cabin. In the dark fore-hold I had glimpsed obscure, rigid shadows which had unnerved me more than all the frozen, brittle men illumed by cold light in the crew spaces fore and aft.


  When I stepped from the jacket-lift a voice said: “They only seem brittle, Rowley. Actually they are still soft and flabby, like all the inhabitants of the third planet.”


  It was a telepathic voice, but I didn’t know that. I thought it was a human voice speaking close to my ear. Appalled, I swung about.


  The frog was peering around a bend in the passageway, its stalked eyes pointing toward the lift. I fought a desire to scream as it leapt agilely toward me. It seemed to be grinning up at me. Its wet, yellowish lips were split in a grimace which gave it the appearance of being convulsed with mirth.


  “Why are you trembling, Rowley?” it said. “Surely you expected to find intelligent life on at least one of the planets.”


  “You mean you are—”


  “Intelligent, yes. So intelligent that you seem very primitive to us. It is a hindrance, in a way. Too wide a gulf.”


  “Then you did this,” I choked. “You—you froze every man on this ship.”


  “Froze? Oh, I see what you mean. It is unfortunate that I am compelled to use your mental concepts to think with. You are giving my thoughts a verbal twist peculiar to yourself. You see, Rowley, I can correlate your fugitive reactions to a given phenomenon with everything experienced by you from the day of your birth. By simply tuning in on your thoughts I can get your—your slant. Not merely your thought images, Rawley, but all the little twists and turns of your familiar speech. Fortunately you have telepathic powers, too. Somewhat rudimentary, but adequate.


  The frog’s eyes quivered. “Don’t glare at me, Rawley. I have no intention of harming you.”


  “You harmed her,” I groaned.


  “I harmed—Oh, I see. The girl, eh? We propagate by fission, so we’ve been spared all that. I didn’t harm her, Rawley. All I did was diminish her mass. I had to do that to warm myself.


  “Rawley, I was almost gone. I can stand a little cold, but that liquid air—”


  “You did what to her?”


  “Diminished her mass. Now keep your shirt on, Rawley. I need the glow to warm me. Needed it badly. For real warmth there’s nothing like the radiant energies imprisoned in kalium. The bodies of terrestrials are ideal sources of heat in all respects; not only because they contain kalium, but because the other elements of which they are composed are among the easiest to tap.


  “No harm done, you understand. I can radiate back subatomic particles at any time. All I did was squeeze out the radiations in a soft, glutinous mass. You don’t have to bombard atoms or surround them with water-jackets to strip them, Rawley. With a little patience you can squeeze out their energies the way you squeeze toothpaste from a tube.


  “My body has soaked up a fine, tingling warmth from all those frozen terrestrials. They are mere atomic husks now, but perfectly preserved and restorable at any time.”


  I scarcely heard it. Something was happening to the ship. Beneath my feet the deck was unmistakably swaying, and there were twangings and creakings all along the passageway which could only mean one thing.


  The ship was in motion!


  THE frog had noticed it, too. It stiffened abruptly and cocked its head as though listening, its stalked eyes squinting shut.


  In paralyzed astonishment I stood staring at the vibrating overhead, wondering what in hell it could mean. Had one of the frozen crewmen regained the use of his limbs and attempted an emergency take-off? I strained my ears, but could detect no atomotor drone, or other indication that we were rocketing upward from the crust.


  “No, Rawley,” the frog’s voice came again, vibrant but strained. “No, we are not leaving the planet. I think I know what is happening. Rawley, you have an instrument which enables you to see the ship as though it were being viewed from a distance by someone out on the planet. Horiz—horizonscope. Suppose we see for ourselves.”


  We descended in the jacket-lift together, the frog bracing its knees precisely as the commander had done long ago in another world.


  I don’t know how I lived through the next ten minutes. When I stood in the control room and looked in the horizonscope I saw a sight which I shall never forget if I live to be a hundred.


  On both sides of the ship were dozens of frog-like shapes moving in single file, their bodies bent nearly double as though they were straining at the leash.


  All about them swirled steamy vapors and flickering tongues of flame. A blood-red sun, so gigantic that it spanned a fifth of the sky, hung like a vast, glowing eye directly overhead, dazzling my pupils as I stared. Even in the horizonscope it seemed huge, blinding.


  The scent was weird beyond all imagining—weird and unutterably terrifying.


  “Rawley, they are moving the ship. They are using magnetic tow lines and making a mighty good job of it.”


  “Where—where are they taking us?” I gasped.


  The frog’s reply was utterly bewildering. “We’ll label it terrestrial fauna—habitat group. We’ll take the ship right into the museum. Large-brained bipeds from the third planet, stooping above their artifacts in perfectly natural attitudes. Magnificent.


  “Mustn’t let sunlight touch them. It’s curious I didn’t think of this when I absorbed their energies. My one thought was to warm myself, but necessity is the mother of invention. They’ll honor me for this. I’ll head the next expedition. My instructions were imbecilic. ‘Observe all their habits and then mummify them.’


  “What good are shriveled specimens? So long as sunlight doesn’t touch them they’ll keep this way for a thousand years. This one has been—helpful. Oh, enormously. Just as well I didn’t tap him.


  “I mustn’t let him suspect that I couldn’t—can’t. I’ve absorbed too much radiance as it is. My energies are brimming over.


  He thinks I can still diminish his mass. Might have to kill him if he knew.


  “Kill him. I could do that, of course. But I’d hate to lose one of these specimens.”


  It hit me all at once, with the force of a physical blow. There was something that the frog didn’t know. It didn’t know that I could listen in on its private thoughts. It thought it could shut off its mind from me. Hitting me also with force was the sudden realization that when in close proximity to it I had telepathic powers which were first rate, as good as its own.


  Wait a minute—better. Because it didn’t seem aware of what I was thinking now. So we were just animals to it, eh? Bigbrained bipeds—specimens. I was edging away from it and toward the control panel, very cautiously.


  KEEPING my excitement down wasn’t easy. There was a lot of anger mixed up with it, and more fear than a man of courage likes to own up to. I wondered how strong the magnetic tow lines were. Would they hold the ship if I blasted out all the rocket jets and started the atomotors ten seconds later?


  It didn’t seem likely. If I could reach the control panel nine-tenths of the battle would be won. Nearer to it I inched, and nearer.


  The frog stirred just as my hand touched the rocket control. I swung down on it hard. Something in my brain started babbling as I swung my other hand toward the atomotor emergency bulb and splintered it with my naked palm.


  The whole ship seemed to explode, carrying the top of my skull with it. I was no longer in a Mercury run spaceship screaming defiance at a frog.


  I was far out in space between massive gaseous suns, red and blue and mottled, with island universes to right and left of me and a long-tailed comet sweeping down from a ragged hole on the sky.


  When I crawled through the fence into my own backyard again I was bruised and partly numb, but the ship was plowing steadily through the void, and Mercury was so far away from it that it was a mere fly-speck mottling on the dull-corona-encircled disk of the sun.


  The frog? Yes, it was still with us, but all the cockiness load gone out of it. It came to me, as meek as a lamb, and laid all its cards on the table.


  It would be the specimen now. So long as we didn’t cast it out through the airlocks to freeze in the void it would consent to be exhibited in every museum on Earth. Only the museums would have to be roofless, because it would need the sunlight.


  It promised not to diminish the mass of a single human being on Earth. All it needed was our sunlight. Locked up in the Lyra and freezing to death it had been compelled to tap the nearest energy source, which happened to be us.


  But on Earth it would tap the sunlight. It pointed out that the sunlight falling on one square foot of Earth would keep one of our big power plants running for a year, if we knew as much as the Mercurians did about radiant heat.


  “I’ll be no trouble at all, Rawley. And if you wish, I’ll show you how to convert sunlight into useful energy. You won’t need so many cyclotrons then. Before I’d monkey with anything as unpredictable as a skinless atom I’d go jump in a lake.”


  I was no longer listening. There was something I had left unfinished and it suddenly seemed more important to me than anything a frog could say or do.


  Going down in the jacket-lift to Sylvia I kept trying to recall just how I felt when it had cheated me out of something I was entitled to.


  It didn’t seem right to leave a kiss dangling in midair, and I was sure that Sylvia was feeling frustrated, too.


  She was. She came into my arms in utter silence, and we did the kiss up brown, and stored it away in our memories for when we were eighty-eight.


  “Darling,” she said. “I’m glad we thought of that.”


  I felt better almost at once. They had sent me out from Earth with a pat on the back and a commission, and I was returning with the commander’s niece in my arms and a story in my brain which the news syndicates would certainly want.


  I’d ask a good price for it. Lunar honeymoons were expensive, and although Sylvia wasn’t extravagant she liked orchids as well as the next girl and was just the right height to wear sables with grace.


  RED GEM OF MERCURY


  Henry Kuttner


  A stone from the stars kept vigil, and a dead man smiled, as Steve Vane bore a death token from Mercury to the man who had promised him—murder!


  CHAPTER I


  Stone from the Stars


  THE noise of pursuit was growing louder. Steve Vane’s lungs ached with each knife-thrust, gasping breath of the icy air. His gray prison garments were no protection against the wintry breeze, and his thin shoes were already wet with snow and beginning to freeze.


  It was hard to keep going. It would be far easier to give up the mad attempt, to stop and wait, with his hands in the air, till the guards came and took him back to the bare gray walls of his cell. But—Vane took a quick glance at the grim-faced man racing along beside him—if tough little Tony Apollo could keep going, certainly husky, big-shouldered Steve Vane could grit his teeth and stagger along. But where would it end? The break had been hopeless from the start, doomed to certain failure. Only the iron determination of Tony Apollo, and the burning sense of injustice rankling within Vane had kept the latter’s will firm.


  “Pasqual framed us both,” Apollo had said, his dark face sombre with hatred.


  “I’ve been in here longer than you have—but I’m getting out now. If you’re smart, you’re coming with me. One of us has a chance to get Pasqual before the cops nail us.”


  And so the two had planned and fled. Blue and shaking with cold, they plunged along the bank of the river gorge toward the cabin Apollo had said would serve as a hideout.


  “How—how much further?” Vane managed to gasp, and hated himself for the weakness his question betrayed. Apollo managed a twisted grin.


  “Just over the ridge, kid. Dunno if I can make it. Those damn guards—that bullet went into my lungs. Steve, if I—if I croak, get Pasqual for me. When he framed me into the big house, I told him I’d come back, and he knows I’ve never broke my word. I—”


  Apollo grimaced and coughed blood. He lurched; Vane gripped the smaller man’s arm and pulled him along for a few steps. Then the gangster pulled free and plunged ahead, ploughing up snow as he ran.


  TRUE enough, Vane thought, Apollo had never broken his word. The whole set-up was fantastic. Two years ago Tony Apollo had been the underworld king of Kentonville, and had tried to bribe Vane and failed. For, in those days, Steve Vane had been a struggling, idealistic lawyer in the slum district.


  Then big Mike Pasqual, Apollo’s lieutenant, had stepped in. Very cleverly he had framed his chief. Apollo had gone to prison and Pasqual reigned in his place.


  Anybody who got in his way was crushed. As Steve Vane had been crushed—suspended from the bar and given a long prison term because of certain papers Pasqual had had forged. Now the two doomed men fled along the snowy brink of the gorge in a gray, ominous half-light, with a wintry breeze numbing their bodies. And behind them came men with guns.


  Almost at the summit of the ridge it happened. Apollo clutched at his side, lurched, and cried out sharply. Vane whirled; his hand went out in a futile gesture. For already the little gangster was falling. . . .


  The treacherous snow banked on the edge of the abyss crumbled beneath him. He was gone almost before Vane realized it. Sick with horror, the lawyer moved forward and peered over. He saw the body, far below, bound off a rock and vanish into the swift, turbulent river.


  Tony Apollo was dead, and he had failed to keep his last promise.


  A shout sounded eerily from the distance. Vane heard the noise of a shot—the high whine and the sharp report. He glanced over his shoulder, saw three dark forms, and caught his breath, hesitating. What now? He had not realized before just how much he had come to depend on Apollo’s grim, iron will. But the gangster was gone—


  The hideout! It lay just over the ridge. Perhaps there were guns there. Vane broke into a stumbling run, topped the rise, and saw below him a broad, shallow valley. A cabin, its roof pillowed with snow, was not far away. Pines rose thickly from the whiteness of the ground. The key was hidden in the hollow log Apollo had mentioned. Vane burst into the cabin in a flurry of snow, kicking the door shut behind him and barring it. His first glance showed him a rack of well-oiled rifles within easy reach. The feel of the smooth stock was comforting to his fingers.


  He went to a window and peered out. The pursuers were just coming over the rise.


  It would be easy to pick them off now, one by one. Vane cuddled the rifle against his cheek; his finger tightened on the trigger. But he did not fire.


  He had never yet killed a man. Even though his ideals had changed, in the slow torment of months of prison, into a dull, burning hatred and resentment, yet he realized that this rage was focused on one man only. Pasqual. The squat gangster chief who had framed him into disgrace. The guards—well, they would not hesitate to shoot him down, given the opportunity. But that was their job. Vane said “Hell” under his breath and fired over the heads of the three.


  They paused very briefly and then dived for cover. After a time Vane could see them cautiously coming closer, taking advantage of every hiding place. He fired again.


  One of the guards yelled, “Come on out! You can’t get away!”


  “I’ve got plenty of ammunition,” Vane shouted back. “And I’m staying right here.”


  THEN, without warning, it happened. A shrill keening almost above the threshold of hearing grew suddenly louder. Vane, startled, glanced up. Beyond the tops of the pines he saw the gray, cloudy sky—


  He screamed, dropping the gun, and flung up his arms to shield his face, falling back in instant reaction. For rushing toward him from the sky came a dot—a circle—a huge black thing that grew larger by split-seconds. It was like standing on a railroad track and watching a locomotive plunge toward you. One had only the single impression of something—a meteor?—rushing, expanding, growing—


  Earth-shaking and thunderous was the explosion. Vane felt the floor rise up under his feet; he was hurled through the air, his ear-drums almost broken by the violence of the sound. Swift movement, and a flash of blinding light, and then darkness, complete and quiet . . .


  HE could not have been unconscious long. He woke to find himself lying in the snow, his head throbbing with pain. Dazedly he heard a voice say, “Alive, eh?


  You looked like a goner to me.”


  Vane sat up and looked around. He realized that there were handcuffs on his wrists. He was under a pine, and some distance away was what was left of the cabin. It was like a house of cards that had collapsed. Only a miracle had enabled Vane to survive.


  He looked up and saw the blue-jowled, bulldog face of a guard. The man nodded and jerked his thumb down the slope.


  “There,” he said. “That’s what hit. Airship or something.”


  Vane looked, and his eyes widened with amazement. An airship—no! No Earthly vessel, obviously. Shaped like a tear-drop, it had fallen thirty feet from the cabin and had dug a crater out of the snowy ground. Its hull was split and riven in a dozen places by the shock of the impact. A crystalline green powder carpeted the ground and cloaked the trees for yards around.


  The ship itself was perhaps twenty feet long, made of a dully-shining metal, bluish in hue. The two remaining guards were busy, pulling something through a yawning gap that split the hull.


  The man standing over Vane bent and jerked the prisoner to his feet. “Somebody was in it,” he grunted. “Hurt or probably dead. Come along.” Vane let himself be pulled toward the wreck. Despite the sick hopelessness that filled him at his capture, he was also conscious of an overwhelming curiosity. Would it be that for the first time in human history a—spaceship had reached the Earth? And its passenger—what would he be like?


  The two guards were kneeling beside the body, one of them trying to force brandy between the alien being’s lips. Vane’s captor halted behind them, his hand tightly gripping the lawyer’s arm. A whistle of amazement escaped his lips.


  “Jeez!” he muttered. “What a freak!”


  A freak, truly, Vane thought, in this world. Fully eight feet tall the being was, man-shaped, with a tremendous barrel chest and thick legs jointed in several places. The clothing was skin tight, ripped and torn to reveal greenish skin that gleamed with pale radiance.


  The lips, Vane saw, were broad, fleshy, and indigo-blue in color. And there was but one eye; the other had vanished in a crimson smear that matched in hue the red jewel that gleamed on the being’s forehead.


  Vane stared at the strange gem, conscious of an inexplicable fascination that seemed to radiate from it. Larger than a hen’s egg, it seemed to be embedded in the greenish flesh of the bulging forehead and the bone beneath.


  And—it lived!


  CHAPTER II


  The Gift of Power


  ONE guard took the bottle from the bluish lips. “It’s dead,” he said slowly. “I don’t—”


  The monster groaned. The massive head turned. The single eye passed over the faces of the four men. Vane felt an odd sense of shock as the weird gaze focused briefly upon him.


  Simultaneously an icy chill shook Vane’s mind. He went sick, giddy, and momentarily blind. Beside him, he heard the guards gasp, and realized that they felt as he did.


  It passed. Vane heard a voice inside his mind.


  Inaudible, yes—but clearer than any bell-tone he heard it.


  “For Gawd’s sake!” a guard said, amazedly. “I—I’m hearing things—”


  He paused.


  The inaudible voice commanded, “Silence!” And the word’s meaning was somehow as clear to Vane as it would have been if spoken aloud in modern English.


  “I am Zaravin,” the mental voice said. “I must give you four my message swiftly, for I have little time left. I am from . . . the planet you call Mercury. The innermost planet.”


  Vane tried to draw back, but could not. His muscles seemed frozen into paralysis. Sweat was cold on his forehead.


  Unreasoning horror of the unknown made his stomach a sick void.


  The telepathic voice went on.


  “Listen . . . Two months out from Mercury I fell ill . . . with the sleeping death. When I awoke, all was lost. The ship needed continual guidance. Since I could not carry sufficient fuel, I had to manufacture it on the way . . . and I awoke too late. There was not enough fuel for me to prevent this crash.”


  The jewel on Zaravin’s forehead flamed with red, baleful light. It held Vane’s gaze.


  The Mercutian went on:


  “It is the Stone from the Stars that you see. It is the bestower of all power.


  Ages ago it fell, embedded in a meteorite, brought from some alien Universe, perhaps . . . it is alive. All knowledge, all strength, is hidden in it. You doubt me, I see . . . Jaeckel, Bester, Hanley . . . Stephen Vane . . . How, then, do I know the names of you four?”


  There was silence. All around the green dust sparkled eerily, and drifted down from the trees. A chill wind blew up flurries of snow. The distant sound of the tumbling river seemed very loud in the utter silence.


  “The Stone from the Stars gives all power,” Zaravin told the Earthmen soundlessly. “It is . . . what you call . . . symbiosis. For it lives, with a strange, silicate life of its own. Perhaps, in the unknown abyss from which it came, it drew its lifeforce from rays . . . alien suns . . . I do not know. On Mercury, it feeds upon the life-energy of its host. And now I am its host.”


  The blue, fleshy lips twisted in pain. Shining blood made a pool around the bulbous head.


  “It is a parasite and drains the lifeforce. But in return it shares its own wonderful powers with the owner—powers of telepathy and will. These powers must be used sparingly, for they are exhausting. The owner of the gem at times falls into a state of suspended animation, during which the jewel rests and revitalizes itself. When I started this first interplanetary voyage, our ruler gave it to me, knowing that only with its aid could I conquer the tremendous obstacles. And there was only one way for the Stone to be removed. Once it finds a host, it remains there during the entire life-span of that host. Our ruler was forced to kill himself in order that I might have the gem . . .”


  The weird, soundless voice grew urgent.


  “The power of the jewel must not die! Even though it is lost to Mercury, it will aid the men of Earth. Take it, one of you—use it! And when your race has conquered space-travel, take the Stone from the Stars back to my people.


  Remember—it gives all power to the owner!”


  The Mercutian’s body twisted convulsively. A torrent of blood gushed from between the thick blue lips. A choking gasp sounded as the huge body jerked. The bulbous head rolled aside as the single eye glazed in death.


  And—the Stone from the Stars leaped from Zaravin’s forehead!


  VANE realized that the Mercutian was lifeless. His horrified eyes followed the path of the jewel.


  It soared out swiftly, turning over and over, rolled down a little slope of snow, and then lay still and shimmering.


  Silence. Time itself had stopped. The murmur of the river was a deafening thunder.


  One of the guards gave a curious gasping sound. It broke the spell. Vane drew an unsteady breath, shivering a little. And then, before any of his captors could move, he wrenched free from the grasp on his arm and dived forward.


  He fell on his knees. His handcuffed wrists hit together painfully. His cupped fingers found the Stone from the Stars and lifted it.


  It lay in his palm, red against the snow he had scooped up with it.


  “Vane!” a guard roared. “Drop that—”


  The Stone blazed, throwing unearthly reddish reflections on white snow and cold-pallid skin.


  It held fascination for Vane. He lifted it toward his forehead. A heavy hand gripped his shoulder, flung him back. But too late.


  The Stone from the Stars leaped from Vane’s palm. He felt an instant of grinding, sickening agony clashing within his brain. It lasted only a moment, and was gone.


  He stood up, throwing off the hand that held his shoulder. The guard—it was bulldog-faced Hanley—went for his gun.


  As he drew it, something made Vane say curtly, “Drop it! Drop the gun, Hanley! Quick!”


  “Like hell I will,” the guard snarled. There was a soft little plop at his feet.


  The automatic had fallen into the snow. Hanley said, “Whup!” and started to bend over to recover the weapon.


  Vane said, “Don’t move!” Hanley froze. The lawyer whirled toward the others.


  “Don’t move, any of you!”


  And the guards stood motionless. Jaeckel was caught off balance, with one leg in the air. He wavered, toppled, and fell flat on his face.


  Vane stood unmoving for a time. Presently he reached up and gingerly touched the gem. His fingers groped searchingly.


  The Stone had attached itself permanently to his forehead. It had sunk in, blazing like a caste mark of some Hindu sect, above and between his brows . . .


  UNREASONING horror shook Vane. He clawed at the jewel, tried to wrench it from its place. He could not budge the gem. His nails slipped off the smooth, cold surface. His wrists began to bleed as the handcuffs dug into them.


  It was nightmare—the guards living statues, the jewel flaming in his living flesh and bone, the dead silence, broken only by the river’s murmur . . .


  Vane lowered his hands slowly and stood staring at the cuffs. Apparently Zaravin had not lied. The Stone from the Stars gave its possessor strange powers.


  And that meant—


  Suddenly Vane thought of Pasqual. Big Mike Pasqual, ruthless, all-powerful lord of Kentonville’s underworld. Too smart for the law. Too strong for his enemies.


  All-powerful—


  Like hell!


  Vane’s smile was not good to see. He was visualizing Pasqual, frozen motionless as the guards had been, screaming for help, facing the death he had arranged for so many others.


  The lawyer turned to Hanley. His young face, with lines of bitterness months of prison had engraved upon it, was hard.


  “Unlock my handcuffs, one of you,” he said quietly.


  “Yeah?” Hanley’s voice was strained but mocking. “I don’t know what you’ve done to me, but I’m not going to take those cuffs off. I won’t—I won’t—”


  His voice rose into a scream. Because all the time he was talking, Hanley was reaching into his pocket, taking out a key-ring, selecting a small key, walking forward and reaching toward Vane’s extended wrists . . .


  “Thanks,” Vane said as the lock clicked. He shook the cuffs off and gingerly massaged his wrists. “Now—let’s see. These prison clothes. They won’t do. But a guard’s uniform—” He shook his head, pondering.


  “And I can’t leave you here. You’d freeze in no time. I don’t know why the devil I care about that, but—I’ve got it. Listen, the three of you. In ten minutes you’ll be perfectly normal again. You’ll go directly back to the prison. You won’t remember anything that happened after you came into this valley. Tony Apollo and I are dead. You saw us fall into the gorge. We’re dead. Do you understand?”


  “We understand,” the three chorused. Jaeckel’s voice was muffled as he lay face down in the snow.


  Vane grinned suddenly. “Okay, boys,” he said, turning. “Good luck!” And he hurried up the slope toward the ridge and freedom . . .


  HIS mind was furiously active. What now? First of all, he had to get rid of these betraying clothes and find more suitable garments.


  What about the guards? For a second Vane felt an unreasoning premonition, but dismissed it casually. After all, he owned the magic gem that gave its owner incredible powers. And—so far—it seemed to work.


  It worked on a tourist Vane stopped, too. The man was about his build, he noticed, and was driving a sedan slowly along the highway that twisted through the mountains near by. Vane simply stood beside the road and commanded—inaudibly—“Slow down and stop. Be careful.” He did not wish to see the man kill himself by plunging over the precipice that gaped across the highway.


  The sedan stopped. The man got out. He stared at Vane and gasped, “You’re the escaped con! Don’t shoot—”


  “Take off your clothes,” Vane said.


  “I will not!” the man said in a shocked voice, shucking his overcoat. He removed his necktie. “Undress in the open-air? I’ve never done such a thing in my life!”


  He pulled off his pants. “I won’t undress and that’s flat!”


  “Keep your underwear,” Vane smiled, as the man continued to strip. “Swell. Now get in back and cover yourself up with that afghan I saw there.”


  “I won’t,” the man said, crawling into the back seat and pulling the afghan over him. “I won’t.”


  “Now keep quiet.”


  There was no answer. Vane donned the garments and got in the front seat. He found a comb in an inner pocket and adjusted his hair till a lock of it fell over the jewel that flamed on his forehead. Still he was not satisfied. He picked up the black Homburg that lay on the seat beside him, turned down the brim, and pulled it over his eyes. Peering into the rear-view mirror, he nodded, satisfied. It would do. The gem was hidden from casual scrutiny.


  Vane was whistling softly as he slid the car into gear and began the long journey into Kentonville . . .


  CHAPTER III


  The Man Who Was Dead


  SIX hours later, at five-thirty, Vane reached his destination. He paused on the outskirts and bought a paper from an excited newsboy.


  “Big mystery, mister,” the kid was yelping. “Men from Mars—escaped convict—jeez!”


  “Sure,” Vane said, and gave the boy a dollar he found in his pocket. Later he parked under a street light and examined the headlines. A worried frown puckered his brows.


  There was trouble he had not anticipated. His plan had not been successful. The three guards had awakened ten minutes after he left them and started plodding back to the prison. But before they topped the rise they were halted by reinforcements the warden had sent out, The newcomers saw the spaceship, and, worse, they had followed the tracks in the snow.


  They read the signs correctly. One of the escaped convicts had fallen into the gorge. The other had escaped; his tracks ended at the highway, where he had obviously boarded an automobile. The dragnet was still out. The mystery of the surviving convict’s identify wasn’t solved by Hanley, Jaeckel, or Bester. In the face of plain evidence and sane logic, they continued to contend firmly that both Apollo and Vane had fallen into the gorge.


  The spaceship made headlines. Wild guesses were made as to its origin.


  Naturally, the three guards added little light to the problem. They had never seen the ship before. Obvious they were lying, since their tracks in the snow told a different story. Jaeckel, Hanley, and Bester were now protesting against their confinement in the observation ward.


  Vane grinned.


  There was a watch in his vest pocket, he found. Five-thirty-five. And, as the newspaper showed, this was Thursday. The lawyer shoved the car into gear.


  “Unless Pasqual has changed his methods since I was sent up,” he murmured, “his boys are making the rounds on East Third Street right now. Wonder if Uncle Tobe’s still in business?”


  He had decided on a definite plan. Swiftly he treaded the familiar streets of Kentonville, feeling an odd sense of pleasure at seeing well-known sights again.


  The City Hall—the old Mattingly mansion—Curlew Park—and the slums.


  The tenement district, where Vane had been born and where he had fought his way up from the gutter. The slums were part of Vane. Beneath the squalor and the filth he saw something else, a high, unwavering courage that kept on where all else failed. Kids playing naked under the hydrants, bent old shopkeepers saving their pennies to send their children to school, shapeless, tired-eyed mothers slaving over oven-hot stoves in the blazing summers . . .


  VANE parked the car and turned his head. He said to the man lying under the afghan, “In two minutes you’ll wake up and drive to your home. You won’t remember anything that’s happened since I met you.”


  There was no answer. Vane emerged from the car and crossed the street, looking up at the twilit sky. Ramshackle tenements loomed all around. Tiny, grimy little shops were visible everywhere. Pushcarts were visible here and there.


  Vane entered a small grocery whose window bore the legend: Elite Grocery.


  A bell tinkled as he stepped across the threshold, looking around the gloomy interior. A glass showcase, filled with cheap candy, was at his left. The place looked just the same—like any other grocery in slumtown.


  A boy came from the back—a sallow, taffy-haired kid whose thin face was splashed with freckles. He stared at Vane.


  “Steve! Jez—” He whirled. “Pop! Hey! Steve’s here!”


  “Eh? Who? What—” Uncle Tobe came into view. He looked like a gnome, except for his lack of beard. His face was brown and wrinkled as a walnut, and the faded blue eyes blinked at the intruder.


  Then, suddenly, he was running forward unsteadily, gripping Vane’s arm with skeletal fingers, drawing him back into the store.


  “Steve! Come in here, quick! They’re all looking for you. Did anyone see you come in?”


  Vane smiled, but let himself be pulled back through faded curtains into the back room, where Uncle Tobe lived with his adopted grandson. He sank down on a rickety couch and pulled his hat lower over his eyes. No use frightening his hosts.


  “Hold on,” he said. “I’m in no danger, Uncle Tobe. Really. I—the police can’t touch me.”


  “You’re cleared? They know you were framed?”


  “Not—yet,” Vane said slowly, and hurried on. “Listen, I want some information.


  Does Pasqual still collect his protection dough from you?”


  “Yeah,” the boy broke in. “He sure does. Raised the ante, too. That dirty gorilla of his—he busted Uncle Tobe smack across the face when we was half a buck short. We cleaned out the till, too, but we couldn’t make it.”


  The old man’s eyes searched Vane’s face. “Something’s happened to you, Steve,” he said, frowning. “What is it?”


  “Never mind that. When is the collector due again?”


  “Today,” the youngster burst out. “I’m going to stick a knife in—”


  “Mickey!” Uncle Tobe’s voice was sharp. “You want to grow up to be a gangster?


  You shut up!”


  Vane said, “Okay. I’m going to wait right here. I want some information from Pasqual’s thug, but when he comes I want you to pay him off as usual.”


  Uncle Tobe bit his lips nervously. “I haven’t the money this week, Steve. I’m five dollars short. I’ve been trying to borrow it, but everybody else is hard up too.”


  “Swell. Don’t worry about that.” Vane paused as he heard the sound of a motor starting across the street. He smiled a little. His weird power was still with him. He stood up and put his hand on the old man’s stooped shoulder.


  “Don’t worry about it, Uncle Tobe,” he said quietly. “Remember when I was a little kid, you used to slip me candy whenever I came in the store? Remember why you did that?”


  The other nodded. “Sure, Steve. You swiped a peppermint stick out of the case once, and I caught you at it. You never did it again.”


  “No. I remember what you told me—that there was always a right way and a wrong way of getting things, and the wrong way wasn’t ever necessary. You said if I wanted candy, you’d give it to me. Well—I owe you plenty, Uncle Tobe. I’ve thought of what you said a lot of times. And—”


  The bell tinkled. Mickey went to the curtain and turned back a white face. “It’s Stohm. Uncle Tobe—don’t go. I’ll go—”


  THE old man shook his head, smiling, and went past the boy into the shop. Mickey followed. Vane stepped to the curtains, parted them a trifle, and peered through the aperture.


  Uncle Tobe was talking to a hulking, unshaved man who looked like a prizefighter. His cauliflower ear seemed to verify that conclusion. His neck made a beefy roll of red fat over a dirty collar. Small black eyes, embedded in little pits of gristle, watched the old grocer.


  Stohm’s hand lay palm up on the counter. He turned it over and smacked it against the wood.


  “I can’t help that,” he grunted. “I want the dough. And now.”


  “I’d give you all I have,” Uncle Tobe said. “I’ll make up the rest next week.”


  Stohm said nothing, but waited. Mickey stood against the counter and glared, his freckles standing out against rage-pallid skin.


  Slowly the old man counted out greasy bills, silver, and pennies into the fat palm. Stohm thrust the money carelessly into his pocket.


  He said, “Just to make sure you don’t forget to make up the difference next week.” His heavy foot pushed against a showcase, and it fell over with a shattering crash. Candy showered the floor.


  Uncle Tobe sprang forward as Stain turned to another case. The blue-veined old hand clutched a brawny arm. With a contemptuous grin the gangster swung his fist and knocked the grocer down.


  From his hiding-place behind the curtain, Vane watched, feeling a hot tide of rage surge through him at the sight. Before he could move, however, Mickey had leaped forward and drove his small, hard fist into Stohm’s somach[sic].


  The thug grinned. He picked up Mickey by the shirt, holding him helpless in midair.


  Stohm said, “Don’t get smart with me, sprout. I’m gonna twist your ears off—”


  Vane’s hand lifted. He brushed the hat off his head. The Stone from the Stars flamed with unearthly crimson light.


  The lawyer’s lips moved silently. And Stohm stood helpless, frozen, still gripping Mickey . . .


  “Don’t move, Stohm,” Vane whispered softly. “Don’t move a muscle. Just stay like that . . .”


  The gangster’s eyes were wide. His face was twisted into a grimace. He glared at Mickey as the boy twisted and struck out with his small, fury-driven fists.


  They drove into Stohm’s face. They flattened his nose and split his lips. They blacked his eyes and raised red welts on his cheeks.


  “Leggo o’ me!” Mickey shrilled. “Lemme go!”


  But Stohm didn’t relax his grip, He couldn’t. He couldn’t even yell for help.


  Only his eyes spoke of stark horror as he continued to hold the boy before him.


  Blood spurted from the gangster’s nose, dripped down his chin. Uncle Tobe staggered forward and seized Mickey about the waist. He tore the boy’s shirt free from the iron fingers that held it.


  “Mickey! Stop it! Stop!” He thrust the lad behind him. “Don’t touch him, Stohm.


  If you do—”


  Uncle Tobe stopped, staring at the other.


  Vane readjusted the hat on his head and stepped through the curtains. He patted the grocer’s shoulder.


  “It’s okay, Uncle Tobe. I told you it’d be. You’re a good scrapper, Mickey. Now be quiet for a bit.”


  He turned to Stohm.


  “Where’s Pasqual?”


  THE gangster’s face remained expressionless, but his voice said thickly, “I dunno.”


  “When were you to see him again?”


  “Tonight. At eight. He’s throwing a party tonight at his house. He’s celebrating because Tony Apollo’s dead.”


  “Yeah,” Vane said thoughtfully. “That’s right. Pasqual was always afraid of Apollo. Well, listen to me, Stohm. You’re coming along to headquarters, and you’re going to confess—answer truthfully every question that’s put to you.


  Hear me?”


  “Yes,” Stohm said dully.


  “My God!” Uncle Tobe’s thin frame was shaking. “What’d you do to him, Steve?


  Hypnotize him?”


  “Call it that,” Vane nodded. “See you later.” He turned to the door.


  “You can’t go out in the street. You’ll be recognized.”


  The lawyer pulled the Homburg lower over his forehead. “Oh, I dunno. Even if I am—I don’t think I’ll be arrested.” He grinned at the old grocer. “You’ve helped me a lot, Uncle Tobe. And you, too, Mickey. Fists are better than knives, aren’t they?”


  “Me,” the boy said, eyeing his hands with awe, “they sure are, Steve.”


  “Come on,” Vane commanded Stohm, and the gangster followed him out of the shop.


  Realizing that the latter’s bruised face would attract attention, Vane soon managed to find a taxi. The driver was suspicious, but a brief command from the lawyer had instantaneous effects.


  “Police station,” Vane directed, and settled back on the cushions beside the dazed Stohm.


  Newsboys were yelling extras as they rode on. “Spaceship from Mars! Read all about it! Convict still at large!”


  “Wonder why people figure Mars is the only planet that has life?” Vane mused.


  “Well—” His thoughts turned to Pasqual. Eight o’clock. He had a rendezvous with the underworld king at eight . . . He was conscious of an overwhelming hunger.


  What had the Mercurian said? Vane tried to remember. The Stone from the Stars feeds on life-energy—that would speed up his own basal metabolism, of course.


  And there was something else—some warning Zaravin had given. What—well, it didn’t matter. Nothing could harm Vane as long as the red jewel glowed on his forehead.


  He was soon to learn how wrong he was in thinking this.


  CHIEF OF POLICE LANKERSHIM looked up casually as his office door opened. Then he caught his breath and rose half upright, staring at the man on the threshold.


  Lankershim’s hard-bitten, tired face was suddenly ludicrous with amazement.


  “Vuh—” he said, and tried again. “Vane!”


  “Hello,” the intruder smiled. “How are you, Chief?”


  Lankershim’s eyes flickered to Vane’s hands, empty at his sides. Then he looked again at the other’s face.


  “Give a dog a bad name,” Vane observed. “I’m not armed.”


  “How the devil did you get in here? I—” The chief of police abruptly shot out his arm toward the call-buzzer on his desk.


  “Stop,” Vane said.


  Lankershim’s forefinger touched the little button, but did not press it. The chief stood there, his left hand flat on the desk, his right arm extended.


  Slowly his gaze swiveled toward Vane.


  His mouth gaped for a shout to summon aid, but no sound emerged.


  “That’s it,” the lawyer nodded. “Remain perfectly quiet and don’t say a word.


  Just listen. I’ve got a prisoner for you. I left him outside—Stohm, one of Pasqual’s men. He’ll talk. All you have to do is ask him questions.”


  Vane glanced at his watch. “I’ve an appointment soon. See you later. You’re an honest cop, Lankershim, and I remember when you used to pound the pavements on the East Side. So I’m turning Stohm over to you. You won’t need to third-degree him. For myself—” He hesitated “—I’m not going back to prison. It’ll do you no good to throw out a dragnet for me.”


  Vane turned to the door. “You’ll be all right in three minutes. Adios, Chief.”


  He went out, leaving Lankershim an apoplectic statue. The hall wasn’t empty.


  Vane pulled the Homburg lower over his eyes and walked swiftly toward the door.


  Uniformed men eyed him and turned away.


  But one man didn’t turn. Vane saw his face light with recognition. He opened his mouth and thrust out a finger in a swift gesture.


  He stayed that way, briefly. He was paralyzed, immobile, with one foot in the air and his arm extended. Then, off balance, he flopped to the floor, while a nearby officer stared and came hurriedly forward to administer first-aid.


  No one else recognized Vane, and he left. Nobody expected to see him in police headquarters, so he had no difficulty in walking out and hailing a taxi. He was driven to Pasqual’s home.


  It was an old-fashioned mansion set alone amid wide grounds. Vane noticed a number of cars parked near by. He remembered that Big Mike was throwing a party that night.


  He was again conscious of an overwhelming hunger, and a strange, inexplicable lassitude that weakened him. He fought it down, staring at the frog-faced man who opened the door.


  “Yeah?”


  “Tell Pasqual Steve Vane’s here,” the lawyer said.


  The other stepped back a pace. His hand dived into his pocket.


  Vane extended his arms slightly from his sides.


  Frog-face said, “Come in,” and closed the door as the lawyer entered. Then he deftly frisked his guest. After that he nodded to a chair set against the wall and vanished hurriedly.


  VANE sat and looked around. This had once been a palatial Georgian mansion, but Pasqual had redecorated it to suit himself. The bright hall was furnished in the height of garishly bad taste. Vane blinked sleepily. He felt very tired . . .


  Frog-face returned. “Come along, he grunted, and led the way upstairs. He paused before a door, thrust it open, and gestured. Vane stepped over the threshold.


  He heard the door shut behind him—and lock. He was in a bare room, empty save for curtains that covered one wall. There were no windows. Two men stepped out from behind the drapes. They held guns aimed unwaveringly at Vane.


  “Pasqual’s busy,” one of them said jeeringly. “He sent us to—”


  Briefly the odd lassitude left Vane as he realized the death that menaced him.


  He snapped, “Drop those guns! Quick!”


  “Like hell!”


  The automatics clanked on the bare floor. The killers stared down at them, at Vane, and simultaneously lunged forward. They halted in mid-course, paralyzed.


  Vane said, “Go tell Pasqual I want to see him.”


  The two turned Stimy and vanished behind the curtains. A door shut metallically.


  The lawyer rubbed his forehead with a shaking hand, wincing as he felt the chill surface of the jewel. He felt weak and sick. And tired. His thoughts spun chaotically. What—


  The room was moving. No, it was his dizziness. There was a choking, unfamilar odor in Vane’s nostrils. Reeling a little, he went to the drapes and drew them aside.


  There was a metal door in the wall. It was locked.


  Vane felt icy cold. His head was bursting.


  It was extremely difficult to move. He turned, staggered, and fell full length on the bare floor.


  His body was like ice. He could not move a muscle. He was paralyzed . . .


  Gas! Pasqual had pumped anaesthetic gas into the room. Vane recognized the strange odor now. But what manner of gas could have this effect? His brain was perfectly clear, yet he was immobile as a statue. He lay, waiting.


  TIME passed. A burly man in a gas mask pulled through the drapes, a gun in one hand. He paused to eye the figure on the floor. Then he pocketed the gun, bent, picked up Vane, and carried him into the next room, shutting the door carefully behind him.


  Vane’s vision was restricted. He could only stare up at the ceiling. Then a new face appeared, swart, thick-lipped, and brutal. It was Pasqual.


  The stocky gangster stood looking down at Vane. His hoarse voice asked, “Dead?”


  “Yeah.” The other man was removing his gas mask.


  Pasqual put his palm flat on Vane’s breast. He took a small mirror from his pocket and held it to the lawyer’s lips.


  “He’s stiff, all right,” the gangster nodded, rising. “Didn’t take much gas to knock him out, either. I dunno what he did to Jim and Oscar, but they said he hexed ‘em. Well—” Pasqual’s gold teeth flashed in a grin. “That settles one thing. It was Tony Apollo who fell into the gorge up in the mountains. This calls for a celebration, all right.”


  He pulled at his thick lip, pinching it between thumb and forefinger. “I don’t want Vane’s body found here. Get the boys to dump him in the river.”


  The Homburg was still jammed over Vane’s forehead. Pasqual bent, tugged at it, and changed his mind. He stood up again.


  “Okay,” he grunted. “Snap it up. When the boys get back, they can help celebrate. I spent a cool thousand on champagne.”


  He went out. Vane tried desperately to move, to speak. It was useless. Yet he wasn’t dead. He could hear and see. But he wasn’t breathing. His heart had stopped beating. Poison gas—that didn’t explain it.


  Quite suddenly Vane remembered a sentence Zaravin, the Mercutian, had emphasized.


  “The owner of the gem at times falls into a state of suspended animation, during which the jewel rests and revitalizes itself.”


  Suspended animation! Good God! How long would it last? Vane thought frantically, Will I come back to life at the bottom of the river, with rocks tied to my ankles? How long—


  Rough hands lifted him. He was wrapped in sacking and carried. Downstairs, by the feel of the jolting motion. Then he lay motionless, till he heard the sound of a car’s motor starting.


  “Head for the river,” a low voice commanded.


  Traffic sounds came to him. Someone muttered, “Hurry up. There’s a police car next to us—”


  And a siren began to scream ominously.


  What was happening? Vane cursed silently, furiously. If he could only move! But no, he could merely lie helpless as the roar of the motor mounted louder and louder and the car jolted more uncomfortably.


  “They’re catching up . . .”


  “Throw the stiff out,” somebody suggested. “Under their wheels. That’ll stop ‘em. If we don’t—”


  A door-latch clicked. Vane felt himself moving. He fell heavily, rolled over and over, and lay still.


  Brakes screeched. Footsteps pounded on the pavement. The gunny-sacking was stripped from Vane’s face.


  Staring up glassily, he saw a uniformed officer bending over him, dim against a star-sprinkled night sky.


  “It’s Vane!” the man gasped. “The escaped con!”


  He turned, shouting. “Keep on after those mugs. Radio headquarters to send a car out. Tell ‘em I got Vane—and he’s dead!”


  CHAPTER IV


  The Road to Life


  VANE lay on an operating table, a sheet over his naked body, and stared blankly at a bare white ceiling. He could not move. He could not tell the coroner or the medical examiner that he was alive, that an autopsy would be murder, that he had agonizingly felt the cut of a scalpel into his arm, though no blood flowed from the pale-lipped wound.


  The coroner, his face partly hidden under a gauze mask, came forward, holding a probe. He bent over Vane and delicately felt around the edges of the jewel on the lawyer’s forehead.


  “Funny,” he said over his shoulder. “I’ve never seen anything like it. By rights it ought to have killed the man—it goes right through the bone. Maybe it did kill him. I can’t find any surface wounds on the body.”


  A deeper voice growled, “Too damn bad the murderers got away. I know Pasqual did this, but I can’t pin a thing on him.”


  Vane realized that Chief of Police Lankershim was speaking.


  “And there’s something funny about this whole thing, Doc,” the official went on.


  “When Vane walked into my office an hour or two ago—well, I told you what happened, didn’t I?”


  The coroner’s gray eyebrows drew together. Level dark eyes scrutinized the jewel on Vane’s forehead as the medico nodded.


  “About Stohm? Yes. He confessed, didn’t he?”


  Lankershim expelled his breath with an angry sound. “He started to—answered every question I asked him. But he was so bruised up I sent him to the hospital for first and. And—now he’s dead.”


  “Dead?”


  “Poisoned. I don’t know how. I’m checking up on the trustees and the internes.


  One of ‘em tied up with Pasqual, I know, and he managed to kill Stohm before the man could sign a confession. And now Vane—”


  Lankershim came into the lawyer’s range of vision. The hard, seamed face was very tired.


  “I feel sorry for the kid. Maybe he was framed, maybe he wasn’t. The cards were stacked against him, anyhow. And now he’s cooling on a slab—” The chief’s lips tightened. “Go ahead and find out what killed him, Doc. If I can pin this on Pasqual, so help me, I’ll send him to the chair.”


  A scalpel gleamed in the bright white glare. Vane felt a wave of hopeless sickness. His body tingled with expectation of the searing pain of sharp steel.


  His body . . . tingled . . .


  Yes. It felt like—like pins-and-needles, the prickling sensation in a limb when circulation is restored to it after a long time. A pulsating, faint stir, too brief to be called a movement, came . . .


  HIS heart! It was beginning to beat again! But already the coroner was placing the point of his scalpel below Vane’s sternum, preparing for the incision.


  Vane tried desperately to move. He managed to make one eyelid quiver. Neither the medico nor Lankershim noticed. The lawyer threw all his will into a silent, frantic command.


  The coroner hesitated, bent again to his task.


  Suddenly he threw his arm out in a convulsive gesture. The scalpel flew from his hand and rebounded off the wall, to clatter upon the floor.


  Lankershim said, “What the hell—”


  “I—funny! I couldn’t help it! Some reflex—”


  It was no reflex. As life returned to Vane, the power of the Stone from the Stars waxed strong. His heartbeat was distinctly detectable now.


  The coroner recovered the scalpel, stared at it, and thrust it into a sterilizer. He donned another pair of rubber gloves, and, with a different scalpel, advanced again upon the corpse.


  Then he stopped. His eyes and mouth expanded to their ultimate limits of flexibility. He gurgled inarticulately.


  Behind him, Lankershim gasped, “My God! Look at that!”> The corpse sat up.


  Vane winced, stretched out his arms, and yawned. He swung his feet from the table and sat eying [sic] the two astounded men.


  The coroner whispered, “You’re dead! You’re dead!”


  Lankershim came out of his trance. He sprang forward.


  Vane frowned and said, “Don’t move, either of you.” His voice was harsh, husky.


  His throat felt tight and dry.


  Water. He needed that, first. Clutching the sheet about him, he went to a cooler in the corner and drank nearly a quart of icy liquid. After that he felt better.


  He turned to stare at the two men, who were immobile statues.


  A warm stickiness on his arm drew his gaze. The incision to coroner had made was beginning to bleed as blood flowed again through Vane’s arteries. Luckily, the wound was not deep, and there was adhesive tape in a glass cabinet nearby.


  Gingerly he fingered the jewel on his forehead. It was still there, chill, glassy, alien.


  He thought swiftly. Pasqual was a shrewd, ruthless antagonist, and he himself was not as powerful as he had imagined. These trances might overtake him at any time. Again he felt the tug of painful hunger. Food was the immediate necessity.


  He was weak as a cat.


  Food—and clothing. Neither the coroner nor Lankershim wore garments large enough to fit Vane’s big-boned frame. The lawyer hesitated and finally said, “You’ll both wake up in half an hour. Lankershim, I’m going to have a show-down with Pasqual tomorrow morning. At six A. M. I’m going to his office on the East Side. I want you to be there, and I want you to see that Pasqual’s there, too. I don’t care how you do it, but that’s an order. Understand?”


  “I understand,” Lankershim said dully.


  “Swell. Now—I’ll need some decent clothes . . .”


  GRAY dawn broke over the East Side. Smoke rose greasily from the chimneys.


  People rose early in the slums; they had to. Garbage trucks, milk wagons rattled past. Pushcarts were loaded for the day’s trade.


  In the back of Uncle Tobe’s grocery, Steve Vane stood up from the table. Mickey was watching him with awed eyes. The lawyer smiled at the boy.


  “Gosh, you can sure stow it away! I never seen a guy eat so much.”


  Vane pulled the hat lower over his eyes. “I was hungry. Don’t wake Uncle Tobe.


  I’ll be seeing you.”


  He pushed through the curtains, went through the shop, unlocked the front door.


  He stepped out in the street, and, with a quick glance around, began to walk swiftly southward. It was nearly six A.M. Time for the rendezvous.


  Pasqual’s office was a dingy, mean little place squeezed in between tenements.


  Through the glass window Vane could see the squat gangster seated uncomfortably at his desk, shooting occasional glances behind him, where, no doubt, Lankershim was hidden. Vane wondered what means of coercion the chief had used on Pasqual to induce the gangster to keep this appointment. Well, that didn’t matter. The lawyer’s lips tightened grimly.


  He walked into the store. Pasqual shot up from his chair. His hand was hidden in his coat. Vane smiled.


  “I’m unarmed,” he said.


  The gangster’s thick lips twisted. He called, “Larkershim! Quick!”


  From the back of the office came the sound of hurrying feet. The chief, flanked by four uniformed patrolmen, stepped into view. He walked toward Vane.


  “I don’t know why I did this,” he said. “But I had to, somehow. Vane, you’re under arrest. Put up your hands.”


  Vane said, “All right,” and obeyed. He was thinking fast. At a word from him he could force Pasqual to commit suicide. Certainly the gangster deserved death . . .


  No. There was another way. But—


  Lankershim was walking forward, handcuffs clinking as he held them. “Come on, Vane.”


  “Wait a minute.”


  The chief stopped.


  Vane looked at Pasqual. The squat gangster still kept his right hand out of sight under his flashy sport coat. His little eyes were fixed on the lawyer. He snarled. “For God’s sake, put those cuffs on him!”


  “I just wanted to tell you something, Pasqual,” Vane said, very softly.


  “Remember Tony Apollo? Remember how he used to lick the tar out of you when we were kids? Remember how much you hated and feared him? Tony swore to get you, Pasqual, and he never broke his word.”


  “Apollo’s dead,” the gang chief lashed out.


  “He told me nothing could kill him till he’d kept his last promise.”


  Pasqual started to reply, but no sound came from the thick lips. The tiny eyes turned toward the door. It was opening, very slowly.


  Tony Apollo stood on the threshold.


  PASQUAL sucked in his breath sharply. A sound came from his throat. It wasn’t intelligible.


  Lankershim whispered, “Apollo!” He reached for his gun.


  Vane said, “Don’t move, Chief.” His glance took in the four patrolmen. “Or you either. This is between Pasqual and Tony Apollo.”


  Pasqual glanced around frantically. His face was a sickly butter-color.


  Tony Apollo walked forward.


  Pasqual screamed and clawed out his gun. He fired point-blank at the other.


  Blood gushed from Apollo’s chest. He didn’t stop. He ignored the wounds. He kept on walking toward Big Mike Pasqual.


  And Big Mike Pasqual wasn’t big any more. He was just a terrified little rat, yelling and picking up the telephone from the desk and hurling it at Apollo. The latter’s nose was crushed by the impact. The fixed, unchanging smile did not fade.


  Tony Apollo kept on walking forward.


  Pasqual seized a chair, lifted it, and smashed it down on Apollo’s head.


  “Keep away from me!” he mouthed. “Damn you, leave me alone! I never framed you!


  For God’s sake, Tony—”


  Pasqual picked up a heavy lamp from the desk and used it like a club. He kept hitting again and again at his opponent’s face. Apollo didn’t try to resist or protect himself. He just stood there, while his features slowly vanished in a mangle of red, pulped flesh.


  Tony Apollo came walking on. . . .


  Horrified gasps went up from the crowd outside. Pasqual whirled suddenly and made for the door. He forced his way through the mob, and men and women alike shrank from the hysterical lord of the underworld—now a shaking, shrieking wreck. Pasqual looked over his shoulder.


  Tonv Apollo was following.


  Vane said to Lankershim, “Come on, all of you.” He nodded at the officers, and they trailed him out on the sidewalk. Amid the seething crowd, they stared after Pasqual.


  The gangster was climbing a fire-escape, in a frantic attempt to escape from his pursuer. Up and up he went, five stories above the ground to the roof. White faces watched him from the tenement’s windows. On the summit Pasqual vanished for an instant, and then reappeared, holding in his hands a brick he had wrenched from a crumbling chimney.


  Tony Apollo was climbing the fire-escape.


  And Tony Apollo wasn’t a man any longer. He was a red butchered Thing from which blood dripped in a steady stream to the pavement below. The street was filled now with a huge mob; hundreds of eyes were turned up to the roof.


  “KEEP away from me! I didn’t frame you! Stay back!”


  The brick shot down with the force of a bullet. It smashed against Apollo’s shoulder. The man’s body was torn from its grip. It plummeted down through the air.


  Silence, after that a dull, heavy thud. Then, suddenly, Pasqual screamed like a damned soul. For Tony Apollo was getting up, slowly, carefully, and starting to climb the fire-escape again.


  Pasqual found more bricks and hurled them down. Some found their mark; some missed. But Apollo did not lose his grip again. He reached the third story—the fourth—the fifth. White faces watched him with horror from the windows. Apollo ignored them.


  He had no face. Blood was literally pouring from his body. And he kept on smiling, silently, horribly, as he climbed.


  Pasqual suddenly began to scream, “Stop, Tony! I framed you! I framed you! But I’ll give everything back—everything! Only don’t come any closer—”


  Tony Apollo pulled himself over the edge of the roof. He stood up. Pasqual staggered back, clawing at the air, sobbing hysterically.


  Then he fell, and was hidden beyond the parapet of the roof. Tony Apollo fell, too.


  Vane turned to Lankershim. “Better send your men up to the roof. I think our friend Pasqual will talk now. If he’s still sane . . .”


  The chief harked a command. Two officers raced forward, clambered up the fire-escape. After a moment one returnd, while the other, carrying Pasqual’s limp body, followed more slowly.


  The first officer halted before Lankershim. His voice was puzzled.


  “Apollo wasn’t up there.”


  “He got away?”


  The patrolman swallowed convulsively. “I—I guess so. There wasn’t any blood on the roof—”


  Lankershim expelled his breath in disbelief. “No blood! Why, the pavement’s covered with it. Look!” He pointed—and then his jaw dropped.


  There wasn’t any blood visible. It had vanished . . .


  A MONTH had passed. Vane sat in the back of Uncle Tobe’s shop, eating Hasenpfeffer with gusto. The old man was smoking a battered corncob and nodding thoughtfully.


  “Business is better for everyone now that Pasqual’s gang is broken up. He confessed everything, didn’t he—how he framed you—everything?”


  “That’s right.”


  Uncle Tobe suddenly leaned over the table. “I’ve been thinking, Steve—they never found Tony Apollo after he disappeared from that roof.”


  “Probably dead,” Vane grunted. “A wonder he kept alive as long as he did.”


  The grocer smiled. “I have been thinking of various things,” he said, apparently at random. “The way you hypnotized Stohm when he knocked over my showcase—and that red stone you used to have on your forehead.”


  Vane looked up sharply. His face was immobile for an instant. Then, abruptly, he grinned.


  “All right,” he said. “You saw the jewel, eh?”


  “I got a glimpse of it, yes. And now there is a little scar in the center of your forehead—”


  “Operation. I’d figured that I’d have to wear that stone till I died, like the original owner. But he wasn’t—exactly human.” Vane hesitated. “Maybe his race didn’t know much about surgery. Maybe their nervous structure was more sensitive. I dunno. An operation removed the jewel, and I’m still alive.”


  “I see. And what really happened to Tony Apollo?”


  “He died the first day after we broke out of prison. Before that, he asked me to get Pasqual for him if he failed. Tony Apollo was a crook and a gangster, but he played square, in his own way. And he never broke a promise.”


  “But it wasn’t Apollo who followed Pasqual up that fire-escape.”


  Vane smiled grimly. “Pasqual saw him. The Chief saw him. The whole crowd saw him—so did you.”


  “Yes, I saw him,” Uncle Tobe nodded. “But—did you?”


  There was a brief silence. Then Vane shook his head.


  “No, I didn’t see him. He wasn’t there, except in the minds of Pasqual and the chief and all the rest. I—well, let’s say I used hypnotism.” Involuntarily the lawyer’s hand went up to the scar on his forehead.


  Uncle Tobe tugged at his lower lip, “The red jewel? You still have it? What did you do with it?”


  “It’s safe,” Vane said. “Some day—perhaps I may be forced to use it again.


  Anyway—” He picked up his fork “—this Hasenpfeffer is swell. How about another helping?”


  CHILD OF THE GREEN LIGHT


  Leigh Brackett


  Between sun and space, a gallant little band fought to pierce the dread secret of Mercury’s orbit—that the human race might endure!


  SON felt the distant, ringing shiver of the metal under him. The whole close-packed mass of broken hulks shifted slightly with the impact, turning wheel-like around the shining Light.


  Son half rose. He’d been sprawled full length on the crest of the wheel, trying to make the Veil get thin enough to see through. They had both seen that it was thinner than ever, and Aona, on the other side of it, had danced for him, a misty shifting light beyond the queer darkness. Several times he thought he had almost seen her outlines through the thinning veil.


  He could hear her mind now, tickling his brain with impish thought-fingers.


  She must have heard his own thought change, because she asked, “What is it, Son? What’s happened?”


  “Another ship, I think.” Son rose lazily, the green Light from below rippling around him like clear water.


  He looked out over his domain, feeling the savage sun-fire and the spatial cold of the shadows touch his naked body with little whips of ecstasy. His face was a boy’s face, handsome and bright-eyed. His fair head burned like a torch in the blinding glare.


  The sun made a blazing canopy across half the sky. The rest was open space, velvet dark and boundless, flecked with the little fires of the stars.


  Between sun and space lay the wheel, built of space ships that lay side by side, over and under and sometimes through, broken and bent and dead, bound close by the power of the Light.


  The Light, lying below Son’s naked feet, at the very heart of the wheel, burning green through the packed hulks—the Light that was his bridge to Aona.


  Son’s blue eyes, unshaded, looked for the wreck. He knew it would be a wreck. Only one ship in the wheel, the one in which his memories began, was whole.


  Then he stood quite still, staring, feeling every muscle tense and tighten.


  He saw the ship, lying high on the outer rim of the wheel. It was not broken. Tubes burned red at the front end. There was a door opening in the side. Things began to come out of it.


  Things shaped like Son, only thick and clumsy, with queer bulbs on their heads.


  A strange contracting shiver ran through Son. Since sound and breath had gone, and the effigies that lay in his ship had ceased to move, nothing had stirred on the wheel but Son himself.


  In the broken ships there was never anything but scraps of odd substance, scattered as though by some bursting inner force. Son and Aona had talked idly of living beings, but Son hadn’t bothered his head about them much.


  He was Himself. He had the sun, and space, and Aona. It was sufficient.


  Aona said impatiently. “Well, Son?”


  “It’s a ship,” he answered, with his mind. “Only it isn’t wrecked. Aona, there are living things coming out of it.”


  He stood staring at the Veil, and the misty light beyond.


  “Aona,” his mind whispered. “In my head I’m cold and hot all at once. I warn to go and do, but I don’t know where or what. What’s the matter with me, Aona?”


  “It’s fear,” she told him softly. “I have it, too.”


  Son could feel it, pulsing from her mind. In all the years of life he had never felt it before.


  Now it had him by the throat.


  Aona cried. “What if these creatures should harm you, or the Light?”


  “You have said that nothing in this universe could harm me now. And—” Son shivered—“no one would do what has to be done to destroy the Light.”


  “But these creatures—we don’t know what knowledge they may have. Son, if anything should happen—”


  Son raised his arms to the darkness.


  “I don’t want you to be afraid, Aona. Tear away the Veil!”


  “I can’t, darling. You know neither of us can, until the Veil of itself passes behind you.”


  “How long, Aona?”


  She laughed, with an attempt at her old sweet teasing. “How long is ‘long’ in your world, Son? How long have you lived? How long have we talked? No one knows. Only, the Veil grows thinner every time we meet, every time we talk like this.


  “Stay by the Light, Son. Don’t let anyone harm it!”


  Son’s blue eyes narrowed. “I love you,” he said quietly. “No one shall harm the Light.”


  “I’ll stay with you,” she said. “They won’t be able to see—yet.”


  Son turned and went, across the tumbled plain of dead ships, with Aona’s misty light following beyond the blurred and pulsing dark.


  THERE were seven of the invaders. They stood in a close knot beside their ship, staring at the green fire of the Light. Three of them began to dance clumsily. The others placed shapeless hands on each other’s shapeless shoulders and shook and pounded.


  Son’s eyes were as sharp as the spear-points of the stars. He lay behind a steering-jet housing, watching, and he saw with shock that there were faces under the glittering helmets.


  Faces very like his own.


  There were three round, smooth faces. They belonged to the ones who danced. There was one deeply lined face with bushy eyebrows and a framing straggle of white hair. Then there were two others, which Son sensed to be of different races.


  One was round and green and small, with shining eyes the color of space, and a mouth like a thin wound. The other differed from the first three only in subtle points of line and shape, but its face was like a mask beaten out of dark iron, with deep-set, sullen eyes.


  The seventh face drove all the others out of Son’s mind. It was bronzed and grim and strong, with some driving inner force about it that was like the pulse Son felt beating in space, when he lay on the crest of the wheel watching the sun and the burning stars.


  This last man seemed to be the leader. He turned to the others, his mouth moving. Then the mouths of the others moved also. Presently five of the invaders turned. Son thought they were going away again.


  But two of them—the white-haired one and the one with the dark, vital face—started together, out across the broken plain of ships. And Son tensed where he lay.


  They were heading toward the heart of the wheel, where the glow of the Light danced like the fire-veils of the sun.


  Who knew what knowledge, what powers they might have? Son called to Aona, and followed, keeping out of sight, his blue eyes thinned and hard.


  They were almost over the Light when Son heard the first human thought-voice, as though the power of the Light brought it out. It was faint and indistinct. He could catch only fragments.


  “. . . here, inside Mercury’s orbit . . . heat! . . . found it, after five years . . .” That was the bronzed man speaking. Then—


  “Yes, thank God! Now if we can—” Sou wished the voices were clearer. There was a terrible, disturbing urgency about them.


  The invaders paused where the green light was strongest, at the heart of the wheel.


  The mind of the grim, dark man said, “Down there.”


  He started to lower himself into a crevice between two hulls. And Son, driven by a sudden stab of anger, leaped up.


  He came striding across the searing metal, naked and erect and beautiful, his fair head burning in the sunlight.


  He flung up one corded arm, and his mind cried out, “No! You can’t go down.” The invaders straightened, staring. The face of the bronzed, strong man went white, the lines of it blurring into slackness. The white-haired man swayed on his feet.


  “The radiation’s getting me, Ransome,” he whispered. “I’m having hallucinations.”


  “No. No, I see it, too.” The eyes of the bronzed man burned into Son’s. “A man, naked in open space.”


  He stumbled forward, his gaze fixed on the powerful body outlined against the stars.


  Son watched him come, conscious of a curious pulsing excitement. Anger, resentment, fear for the Light, and something else. Something like the first time he had spoken to Aona through the Veil.


  The bronzed man stopped before him. His lips moved in that queer way they had. Son heard his mind speaking, faintly. “What are you?”


  “I am Son,” he answered simply. “What do you want with the Light?”


  Again he heard the faint mind-voice. “You can’t understand me, of course. I don’t know what you are, god or demon, but don’t try to stop us!”


  “But I do understand. You can’t go down there.”


  Ransome turned. “Dick,” he said, “Lord only knows what this—this creature is, or what it will do. But we’ve got to get down there and study this thing. If it tries to stop us, I’ll kill it.”


  Dick nodded his white head. His face was lined and very tired. “Surely nothing will stop us now,” he said. “Not now.”


  “I’ll cover you,” said Ransome. Dick slid down into the crevice. The bronzed man drew something from his belt and waited.


  Son stepped forward, anger and fear cording his muscles.


  The dark man said, “I don’t want to kill you. I have no right to kill you, because of what you are. But the thing down there is going to be destroyed.”


  Son stopped, quite still. A great flaming pulse shot through him. And then he gathered himself.


  The spring of his corded thighs carried him full over the crack down which the white-haired man had gone. One long arm reached down. The hand closed angrily on smooth glass.


  The helmet shattered. Son had a momentary glimpse of a lined, weary face upturned, faded eyes staring in unbelieving horror. Then the flesh of the face split into crimson ribbons, and the body under the space suit altered strangely.


  SON got up slowly, feeling strange and unsteady in his thoughts. He hadn’t wanted to destroy the man, only to make him come back.


  He became aware, then, of Ransome, standing with a metal thing in his hand staring at him with eyes like the savage dying red stars.


  “It didn’t touch him,” Ransome’s mind was saying. “A heat ray strong enough to fuse steel, and it didn’t touch him. And Dick’s dead.”


  Ransome hurled the gun suddenly into Son’s face.


  “Do you know what you’ve done?” his mind shouted. “Dick was a physicist—about the only one with any knowledge that hasn’t died of old age. He might have found the way to destroy that thing. Now, if our weapons don’t work on it—


  “The effect is accelerating. Every child born since the Cloud is horribly susceptible. There isn’t any time any more for anything. There won’t be anyone to follow us, because now there’s no time to learn.”


  Ransome stepped close to Son. His head was thrown back, his face a grim hard mask, streaked suddenly by little shining things that ran from those savage eyes.


  “You don’t know what that means, do you? You don’t know how old Dick was with his white hair and his wrinkles. Thirty-six! Or me. I’m nineteen—nineteen. And my life is already half gone.


  “All over the Solar System it’s like that, because of this hellish thing that came in the Cloud. We’ve hunted the System over for five years, all of us that could, for a thing that wouldn’t react to any test or show on any instrument. And when we found it—”


  He stopped, the veins knotted across his forehead, a little muscle twitching in one lean cheek.


  Then, very calmly, he said, “Get him, boys.”


  Son jerked around, but it was too late. The five who had stayed in the ship were all around him. For a long time Son had been conscious only of these two men, and the strange confusion in his mind—a confusion made worse, somehow, by those mysterious crystal drops running from Ransome’s eyes. They caught him, somewhere, deep.


  Ropes of light metal fell around him. He fought like a Titan in the naked blaze of the sun. But they were experts with their ropes. They caught his wrists and ankles, dividing his power, baffling him with tenuous cords of elastic strength.


  Son knew that his mass was still sufficiently in phase to be subject to such laws as gravity and tension. He fought. But presently he was spread-eagled on the burning metal, helpless.


  The man with the face like beaten metal and the sullen eyes said, “We were watching from the ship. We thought we must be crazy when we saw this—man standing out here. Then we thought you might need help.”


  He stopped, staring at Son. “The heat ray didn’t touch him.”


  “No,” said Ransome quietly. “That’s how he got Dickson.”


  The one with the queer green face snapped, “Dickson’s dead?”


  Ransome nodded. “Down in the crack there. We were trying to get down to study the light. He—it didn’t want us to go.”


  The green-faced one said, “My God!”


  “Quite. Arun, you and one of the boys guard the ship. Teck, you mount guard here with the other. Greenough, come with me.


  One of the round-faced ones stepped forward. His eyes were light blue, oddly empty in spite of their brightness. He looked down at the crevice where Dickson’s body was, and his mind said, “I’m afraid. I don’t want to go down there. I’m afraid.”


  “Come on, Greenough,” Ransome snapped. His lips started to move again, and stopped abruptly.


  Son caught the thought, “Got to hurry. God knows what this radiation will do to us, right on top of it.”


  “Sir,” said Greenough jerkily, “what if there are more like him down there?” Ransome turned his grim, hard face on the boy. Son felt again that force, the strength that pulses between the stars.


  “Well,” said Ransome, “what if there are?”


  He turned and slid down into the crevice. Greenough closed his pale, scared eyes, licked his lips, and followed.


  TECK, the man with the sullen eyes, laughed, a biting mind-sound as hard as his jaw-line. “Hell of a gunnery officer.”


  Arun said absently, “He’s only eleven.” His eyes, purple-black and opaque as a dark nebula, swung jerkily from Son to the crevice where Dickson lay, and then back again.


  Teck was a big man, as big as Son, but Arun topped him by a foot. He was very slender, moving with a queer rubbery grace.


  “What if we can’t do it?” he said suddenly. “What if our weapons won’t work on it any more than they did on him?”


  “Then,” answered Teck evenly, “the last generation of mankind will die of old age within fifty years.” His sullen gaze roved over Son, over and over, and his mind was whispering to itself.


  “Mutation,” he said abruptly. “That’s it. Complete change of cellular structure, metabolism, brain tissue, everything. Mutation in the living individual. I wonder how long—”


  “Look at that green light,” whispered Arun. “Remember how it filled the whole sky when we came into the Cloud? Cosmic dust, the scientist said. Temporary effect. But it stayed, when the Cloud went away.”


  His long thin arms came up in a blind sort of gesture. “We were millions of miles away, then. What will it do to us now?” Teck studied his hands. “We’re not aging, anyway. Concentrated effect is probably different. Feel anything?”


  “Deep. Deep inside me. I—”


  “Your cellular structure is different from ours, anyway.”


  Arun swayed slightly, watching the green light pulse up from below. Beads of sweat ran down his face.


  “Yes,” he whispered. “Different. You know how the Cloud affected us on Tethys. If our life-span were not almost three times as long as your—”


  He bent suddenly over Son, and more of the queer shining things were trickling out of his eyes.


  “For five years we’ve watched our people die, hunting for this thing. Dickson was our only chance. And you, you damned freak—”


  He lifted his long arms again, as though to cover his head. “I’ll get back to the ship now,” he said abruptly, and turned.


  Teck hesitated for a heartbeat, scowling at Arun. Then he stepped in front of him, the thing they called a heat gun in his hand.


  “Sit down, Arun.”


  “You heard Ransome’s orders.” The Tethysman was trembling.


  “In the Martian Drylands, where I come from,” murmured Teck, “men sometimes get what we call esht—desert-fear. They take other men’s water and vaards, and run away. You’re the engineer, Arun, and even without me to do the navigating . . . Sit down, Arun.”


  The Tethysman sat, a fluid folding of thin length. The two round-faced boys stood by, not moving nor speaking, the fear so strong in their minds that Son could hear it.


  He saw and heard all this with a small part of his brain. Most of it was thinking of the Light and the men working their way down to the queer hole where it lay among the tangled ships.


  This talk of age and years and dying and humanity meant nothing to him. In all his universe there was only himself, the wheel, the sun, the distant stars, and Aona. There was no day or night, no time.


  He was angry and afraid, full of hatred and resentment and a queer tearing at his throat, as though he had lost some vital part of him—the Light. Were they going to take the horrible way of destruction that Aona had told him of? Or did they know another way?


  He tensed his corded body against the metal ropes, and his mind cried out “Aona!” as though he were seeing her vanish forever beyond the Veil.


  THE Martian said, softly, “He used to be human. I wonder—” He leaned forward suddenly. “Can you hear me?”


  Son answered, “Yes.” He was beginning to realize something. The mouth movements of these men had something to do with speaking, and their clearest, loudest thoughts came with them.


  Teck must have caught the motion of his eyes, for he cried out.


  “Yes! But you can’t speak, because you don’t breathe air. Probably lost both lungs and vocal cords. You must be a telepath. I’ll bet that’s what you are!”


  The Martian’s dark-iron mask of a face was eager; his sullen eyes full of little sparks.


  “You hear me think, is that it? Nod your head once, if you do.”


  Son hesitated, studying the men with narrow eyes. If he talked with them, he might find out just how much, they knew. He nodded.


  Teck was quite still for a moment. Arun sat rigid, staring with eerie, purple eyes at the Light.


  “How long have you been here?” asked Teck.


  Son shook his head.


  “Where did you come from?” Again Son shook his head, and Teck asked, “You know no other place than this?”


  Again the negative.


  Teck drew a long breath.


  “You must have been born here, then In one of the first ships swept up by the magnetic force of this thing as it passed through the Solar System. Then your ship cannot have been wrecked. Probably the counter-pull of some planet saved it. as our new Elker drive saved us from perishing.”


  His deep eyes blazed. “Your body was the same as mine, once. How long would it take to change me to a being like you?” Arun got up suddenly. “I’ve got to get back to the ship.”


  Teck’s gun hand was steady. “Sit down!”


  Arun’s thought rose tightly. “But I’ve got to! Something’s wrong—”


  Teck’s gun thrust forward menacingly. Arun sat down again, slowly. The green light wavered around him, making his face curiously indistinct.


  Teck’s thought hammered at Son.


  “You know what the light is?”


  Son hesitated, sending Aona a rapid question.


  Her mind said, “No! Don’t tell, Son. It might help them destroy it.”


  He shook his head. “No.”


  Teck’s lips drew back. “You’re lying,” he said, and then whirled around, his dark hard face taut.


  Arun had risen, and the single wild shriek in his mind stabbed Son’s brain so that he writhed in his shackles.


  The two boys backed off, their faces white and staring. Even Teck drew back a bit, and his gun hand trembled.


  Arun was changing. Son watched tensely, forgetting for a moment even his agony of fear for the Light.


  The lines of the green, smooth face of the Tethystnan blurred and shifted in the green light, like something seen under water.


  Strange writhing tremors shook his whole body.


  His mind cried out with his moving lips: “Something’s happening to me. Oh, God! And all for nothing—”


  He staggered forward. His eyes were night-black and luminous, horribly steady in that blurred face, fixed on Son.


  Son knew, lying there chained, that he was in deadly peril. Because Arun was on his own plane, though a little past him.


  “All for nothing—mankind lost,” wailed the thought-voice. “I’m going blind. No. No! I’m seeing—through—”


  His scream shivered cold as space along Son’s nerve-channels. The tall rubbery form loomed over him, bending closer . . .


  ONE of the boys fainted quietly, rolling like an ungainly bundle into a deep shaft between two wrecks. Teck caught his breath.


  “I’m not through with him yet,” he muttered, and raised his gun.


  The glassite helmet melted and ran. The head and the glowing purple eyes beneath it were untouched.


  And then no one moved, nor spoke. Arun’s head and face quivered, merging imperceptibly into the blurred darkness of the Veil.


  Aona cried out suddenly, “He’s coming through!” And then, “No! The change was too swift. Too many atoms in transition. He’s caught—”


  Shivering against Son’s mind, like the single wild shaft of a distant comet, came Arun’s thought.


  “No, not here! Not here—between!” And then he was gone. His space suit crumpled down, quite empty.


  Teck swayed, the dark hardness of his face bleached and rigid. “What did Arun mean—‘between?’ ”


  Son lay quite still, hearing Aona sob beyond the Veil. He knew. Aona told him. Between universes—the darkness, the nothingness, the nowhere. He felt the cold dark crawling in his mind.


  Teck laughed suddenly, biting and defiant. His deep eyes were fixed on Son, sprawled like a young god in the raw blaze of the sun.


  “By the gods,” he whispered, “it’s worth the risk!”


  Greenough came stumbling up out of the crevice.


  He looked more like a child than ever. His round face was dazed and bewildered, screwed up strangely. Even to Son, there was something terrible and unholy in that child’s shallow-eyed face on a man’s strong body.


  Teck drew a slow breath. Son felt a dark, iron strength in him, different from the strength of the bronzed Ran some, that was like the beat of space itself, but great, too.


  Great—and dangerous.


  “What did you find out?” asked Teck. “Where’s Ransome?”


  Son’s brain burned within him with fear, though he saw that the green Light was still unchanged.


  “Down there,” said Greenough, and whimpered. He blinked his eyes, moving his head and pawing at his helmet as though to clear it.


  “I only looked at it a minute. It was too little and too big all at once, and I was frightened.”


  Teck caught him by the shoulders and shook him roughly. “Look at what?” he demanded. “What’s happened?”


  “At the light,” said Greenough, in a faraway voice. “We found it inside a ship. We could look right through the metal. I only looked a minute because I was frightened. I was frightened, I was—”


  Teck’s strong hands snapped his teeth together. “What was it?”


  Greenough’s shallow eyes wandered to his. “Ransome says it’s part of another universe. He’s still there, looking. Only—” Greenough’s voice broke in a little hiccough. “Only he can’t see any more.”


  Son felt a great surge of relief. The Light was safe, so far.


  Greenough slipped suddenly from Teck’s hands, sitting wide-legged on the hull.


  “I’m scared,” he said. “I want Mama.” Big slow drops ran down his cheeks, and again Son was stirred by something deep and strange.


  Teck turned slowly to Son. “He was six years old when the Cloud came. You can build a man’s body in eleven years, but not his brain.” He was silent, looking down with deep, intense eyes.


  HE SPOKE, after a bit, slowly and deliberately.


  “So it’s part of another universe. Diluted by distance, its radiation speeds human metabolism, causing swift age. Concentrated, it changes the human organism into an alien metabolism, alien flesh.


  “Slim almost made it through, but hi peculiar chemical balance destroyed him You must be in the same transition stage but much slower, being passed by the changing of your basic vibratory rate into another space-time continuum.”


  Son couldn’t hide the sudden flicker it his eyes. He hated this dark Martian suddenly, this man who guessed so much.


  “So it’s true,” said Teck. “Confirmation of the old conception of coexisting universes on different vibratory planes. But how would you know, unless—unless you can talk to that other universe?”


  He laughed at the bitter look in Son’s blue eyes.


  “Afraid, aren’t you? That means you have something to hide, or protect.” He dropped suddenly to one knee, catching his fingers in Son’s fair hair.


  “Look at me. I want to watch your eyes. You do know what that light is, and how it can be destroyed. If I could get a body like yours, and still not cross over. Do you feed on the green light, or on the sun?”


  The question came so quickly that Son’s eyes flicked to the canopy of fire overhead before he could stop them. Teck sat back on his heels with a long, slow sigh.


  “That’s all I needed,” he murmured “Your friends on the other side evidently can’t help you, or you’d be free now.” He rose abruptly. “Greenough! You, there sailor! Help me get this loose hull-section, over here.”


  The two pale, empty-eyed boys rose obediently and helped. The heavy metal plates, uptilted by the force of the original crash, were not far from Son. They had only to heat the bottom with cutting torches and bend it.


  Son lay, then, in black, utter dark.


  “Now then,” said Teck. “Back to the ship, both of you.”


  The boys stumbled off across the broken ships. Son could see them, out in the glare beyond his prison shadow. Teck waited until their backs were well turned.


  The beam of his heat gun flickered briefly, twice. Two crumpled shapes fell and were still.


  Teck turned, smiling tightly.


  “No need to have a whole race of supermen.” He inspected the spiderweb of metal ropes that bound Son, and nodded, satisfied.


  “When you get hungry enough for energy, you’ll tell me how to destroy the light. And then—” His hard dark face was cut deep with triumph, his eyes fierce with dreams.


  “After I destroy the light, the aging process will stop. People will start to live again. And I’ll be virtually a god, untouchable, impervious.”


  He laughed, softly and deep within him, rolling Son’s head with his font.


  “You wouldn’t know what that means, would you? Think it over while I’m down taking care of Ransome!”


  He turned and slid down into the crevice.


  Son cried out in anguish, “Aona!”


  THE Veil, the darkness that was everywhere and nowhere, that was all through the wheel and yet not of it, shimmered and swirled.


  “Son! Son, what has happened?”


  His mind had been too busy to tell her before. Now he hesitated, thinking of Teck clambering down to kill the man with the strength of the stars in him; thinking of Arun’s agony and Greenough’s fear and the tired face of the man he had killed; thinking most of all of the strange shining drops that ran from their eyes.


  “Aona, what is age?”


  “We had it, long ago. The legends hardly remember, except that it was ugly and sad.”


  “What are years?” He tried to give her the thought as he had taken it from their minds. But the idea was so alien to him, the time-concept so vague in itself, that he couldn’t make himself clear.


  She said, “I don’t know, Son.”


  “And Aona—what is death?”


  “No one knows that, Son. It’s like sleep, only one never wakens. But we live so long before is comes, there’s time for everything. And even in the little part of our universe that’s left, there are so many worlds to see.”


  Already, there in the shadow, he was hungry for the sun. He would starve for energy if he couldn’t get free. He gathered himself to try . . .


  And then, quite suddenly, it happened. The thing he’d waited all his life for. He looked into the shimmering blur of the Veil and cried, “Aona! Aona! I can see you!”


  He surged against his ropes, aflame inside him with a joy like the fire of the sun itself.


  The Veil was still there, hiding most of Beyond. But it was closer and thinner. He could see the slim silver shaft of her standing against soft blurred colors, could almost see the luminous brightness of her eyes.


  “Oh darling,” she cried. “Almost!”


  Everything, all memory of the invaders and their alien troubles, left Son’s mind. He stared hungrily into the Veil, watching the pale blur of her face steady, become clear.


  “You’re beautiful,” he whispered. “Beautiful as a blue star.”


  “And you . . . Oh, Son, go down to the Light. The force is strongest there. The Veil will pass more quickly.”


  “But I can’t. I’m tired.” He told her briefly what had happened.


  She laughed. “You’ve changed since then. The ratio has changed. More of your atoms are vibrating in phase with my universe than with yours. From now on the change will be very swift. Try again!”


  He tried, pitting his strength against the ropes. Slowly their resistance slackened.


  His wrists and ankles slid through them, as though they were heavy smoke.


  He rose and shook himself, and looked once more at the wheel and the stars and the blazing sun. Then he turned to Aona, and a pulse of joy rose in him until he thought surely his head would burst.


  He plunged downward, toward the Light.


  He found that he had no need to clamber through the broken ships. The matter of their metal walls resisted him as water resists a swimmer, no more. He went downward through the green light that grew stronger as he went, until it was like the water at the bottom of a green lake.


  Aona followed, running on little white feet across pale blue grass, with a great sweep of sky growing clearer behind her. Her silver draperies whipped-in something she had called a wind. Her eyes were silvery, too, tilted with impish piquancy, and there was a crest of some feathery stuff on her head, burning red-gold like his own sun.


  His mind shouted to hers and hers laughed back, and the barrier between their universes was growing thin.


  It was almost a shock to Son to see Teck crawling through a doorway in the wrecked saloon of a liner, just above the Light itself.


  Ransome crouched on the deck before him, his back turned, quite still.


  The Martian’s hard lips smiled. He drew his heat gun.


  Son stopped, the sheer happiness of the moment shattered. His dark hatred for this man came back, his instinctive loathing of what the fingers of his mind had brushed against in Teck’s brain. Also, dimly, it had to do with Ransome.


  Hardly realizing what he was doing, he sprang at Teck.


  His arm sheared harmlessly through the matter of Teck’s helmet and head. Son realized then that he had no more power over the stuff of his universe.


  But Teck started and cried out, and his aim was spoiled. The heat beam flicked across Ransome’s shoulder, melting a little hole in the fabric of his space suit.


  The Martian’s sullen, fiery eyes were wide.


  “You’ve changed,” he whispered. “Like Arun. I can see through you.”


  Then furiously he shouted, “Damn you! Look out!”


  He lurched sideways, but he was just too late. A searching tongue of heat ranged across him, across Son and the metal wall behind him, leaving a little molten trail. It rose and fell methodically, weaving a net of death across that whole space.


  Teck’s space suit collapsed. Son witnessed again, this time with a curious satisfaction, the disruption of an alien organism.


  Alien. Yes. And yet . . .


  He turned to see Ransome crouched on one knee, holding the shoulder of his suit with one hand and the heat gun—not firing now—in the other.


  His eyes were open, but they didn’t see. Son knew what had happened. Ransome had looked too long at the Light, and the distances, the planes and angles and curves of it had pulled his sight too far.


  Son said, “He’s dead.”


  Ransome nodded. “I heard his mind die. This thing down here—I can hear you, too. I couldn’t, up there.”


  A strange, subtle thrill crept along Son’s consciousness. Something in him reached out to that mind. Strong even now, strong as the pulse-beat of space.


  “You’re not bad,” said Ransome. “You just-.don’t understand. I don’t suppose you could, although you were human once.”


  He dropped the gun, as though it didn’t matter any more. “I’m going to die, you know. There’s a hole in my suit. In a few minutes the air will leak out. But there’s no time, is there? And you’ve forgotten what air is, or why I need it.”


  The bronzed, grim face smiled, but it was not humorous. “So humanity dies, because one of its sons has no conception of time.”


  “SON!” It was Aona calling, peering through the thinning Veil. Ransome lifted his head. “Who’s that?”


  Son said, “It’s Aona. She’s waiting for me.” His surroundings were getting indistinct.


  The Veil was passing.


  “Aona. Someone you love. Son—that’s what she called you, isn’t it? Son, what is this light? Where did it come from?”


  The strength of Ransome’s mind was bright and terrible. It was like the fire of a dying star.


  “It’s—Aona, you tell him.” Son’s thoughts were strangely chaotic.


  “It’s a part of my universe,” she said slowly. There was a quality of stillness in her thought, a subtle forerunner of fear. “Something happened, in one small corner of space, to the electrical tension that holds the fabric of the universe together. There was a release of energy so unthinkably vast—”


  Her burning crest drooped as she shivered. “Scraps of our universe were hurled right through the walls of vibration that separate us from other space-time continua. Only a very little bit of ours survived.


  “The bit of our universe in yours, vibrating at a different basic rate, makes a sort of bridge between us, by altering atomic speeds. Son has changed almost completely. Only a few of his atoms now vibrate in phase with your universe.”


  Ransome nodded. “And that alien vibration is destroying us. Can’t you take it back?”


  Aona shook her glowing head. “We could not possibly generate enough energy to draw it back.” Her silvery, tilted eyes went to Son, and the terror in them stabbed him.


  “I hear you,” said Ransome softly. “Then there is a way.”


  Aona whispered, “Yes.”


  All Son’s being went out to her. And yet, some tiny scrap of his mind clung to Ransome’s, as though to something he must not lose.


  “I don’t understand,” he said slowly. “Years, age, time—they mean nothing.”


  “No.” Ransome’s grim dark head strained back in his helmet. His face was veined and glistening with sweat.


  “Think of it this way. You love Aona. She’s beautiful—I can hear that in your mind. Suppose that now, while you looked at her, she were to wither and crumple and die—”


  He broke off, as though fighting for strength. Not the pulsing strength of his mind, but the power of his body. When his thought came again, it was a whole lot weaker.


  “Look at your own body, Son. Think of it, now, growing weak and ugly and bent—”


  He staggered up suddenly, his eyes like the last embers of a dying sun, fixed on nothingness.


  “You’re mankind’s only hope, Son. Son. Remember the people who called you that. They were human. Remember. Son—of humanity.”


  Ransome’s suit collapsed with a rush. Son shut his eyes.


  “Son,” he whispered. “His thought said I—” He couldn’t phrase it clearly, but it meant coming from something, being a part of it, as he, already, was part of Aona.


  And Aona whispered, “I feel it growing in your mind. Oh, Son—”


  He could see the flowers around her feet now, the distant fires of some great surf. A strange tremor shook his body, a shifting and changing.


  The Veil was thinner.


  “Son, they’re not your people any longer. You couldn’t even understand.”


  “No. No, but I could feel.” He turned abruptly. “There’s something I have to do. Quickly.”


  He plunged off, rushing through the dissolving matter of his universe. Up, and into the ship he thought of as his, though he had left it long ago. He hated it, down here away from the sun.


  Aona followed him, her feet like little white stars in the grass.


  THINGS grew dimmer, more vague. Son had only to wait, to put off thinking until it was too late. But something drove him on.


  Presently he stood in the cabin of his ship, looking down at the still effigies. The people who had called him Son not so long ago.


  He shivered with something more than the shock of change. These still faces—Dickson’s face and Arun’s, and Ransome’s face.


  These still shapes, that had touched him and called him Son and shed queer shining drops from their eyes.


  Something caught at him, wrung him so that he cried out.


  “I don’t want to. Aona, I don’t want to. But I must!”


  Her thought was a mere tremor across his mind. “I think I knew, when he spoke to you. I try to think, if they were my people, suffering and dying—”


  “I don’t want to, Aona. But he said—Son of humanity.”


  Only to postpone, to wait until it was too late. The Veil was so thin. Son beat his hands together, very softly.


  Then blindly, he rushed back toward the Light.


  Something had got hold of him, was driving him. He knew it was right. But he wanted to fight it, to hold it off until it couldn’t hurt him.


  And he was afraid.


  He stopped in the ship above the Light where Ransome lay dead. He raised his corded arms and cried, “No! I can’t. I don’t understand!”


  He saw Aona watching him on her shining hilltop, not moving or speaking. And slow silver drops rolled from her tilted eyes and down her cheeks.


  Then he knew. Then he was calm and steady, and not very much afraid. Because he understood why the bright drops had rolled from the unhappy eyes of the strange men.


  He smiled at Aona. He took a long sweeping look at the sun and sky and the blowing grass, and the silver shaft of her standing in the midst of it.


  Then he went slowly down toward the Light.


  He knew what would happen. Aona had told him. Most of his substance was in the universe now. Part of it was still in his own. But there were atoms in him just changing.


  Atoms that were—Between.


  Because of the atoms that matched its own, he could penetrate the Light. The atoms in transition would set up a vibration in the Light that had not been in Son because of the balancing pull of two universes.


  The vibratory balance of the Light would be destroyed, because Son’s universe had no hold on it. It would be pushed bad through the wall of that universe, but no back to its own.


  A little green roundness that could be held in his hand, that yet was not round at all and that stretched into soaring distance Color and line and form that melted and flowed and were not.


  Son went without stopping, straight into the heart of the Light.


  For an instant, or an eternity, he was lost in chaos. He knew nothing—whether he moved or was still, whether he saw the black-green rushing darkness or whether it was only the picture of his own fear.


  He didn’t fight. He caught only two things to him in his mind—Ransome’s strength and Aona, standing on her shining hilltop.


  An instant, or an eternity. And then there was stillness, a cessation. Son opened his eyes and looked about—at the space Between.


  RUNAROUND


  Isaac Asimov


  A robot must react to orders, but must, on the other hand, have sense enough to disobey if the order would destroy it. But that can lead to a most embarrassing sort of situation, when a robot gives its owners a handsome runaround!


  It was one of Gregory Powell’s favorite platitudes that nothing was to be gained from excitement; so when Mike Donovan came leaping down the stairs toward him, red hair matted with perspiration, Powell frowned.


  “What’s wrong?” he said. “Break a fingernail?”


  “Yaaaah,” snarled Donovan, feverishly. “What have you been doing in the sublevels all. day?” He took a deep breath and blurted out, “Speedy never returned.”


  Powell’s eyes widened momentarily and he stopped on the stairs; then he recovered and resumed his upward steps. He didn’t speak until he reached the head of the flight, and then:


  “You sent him after the selenium?”


  “Yes.”


  “And how long has he been out?”


  “Five hours now.”


  Silence! This was a devil of a situation. Here they were, on Mercury exactly twelve hours—and already up to the eyebrows in the worst sort of trouble. Mercury had long been the jinx world of the System, but this was drawing it rather strong—even for a jinx.


  Powell said, “Start at the beginning, and let’s get this straight.”


  They were in the radio room now—with its subtly antiquated equipment, untouched for the fifty years previous to their arrival. The air of disuse that touched everything about the room—and the entire Station—was infinitely depressing.


  Donovan must have felt it. He began: “I tried to locate him by radio, but it was no go. Radio isn’t any good on the Mercury Sunside—not past two miles, anyway. That’s one of the reasons the First Expedition failed. And we can’t put up the ultrawave equipment for weeks yet—”


  “Skip all that. What did you get?”


  “I located the unorganized body signal in the short wave. It was no good for anything except his position. I kept track of him that way for two hours and plotted the results on the map.”


  There was a yellowed square of parchment in his hip pocket—a relic of the unsuccessful First Expedition—and he slapped it down on the desk with vicious force, spreading it flat with the palm of his hand. Powell, hands clasped across his chest, watched it at long range.


  Donovan’s pencil pointed nervously. “The red cross is the selenium pool. You marked it yourself.”


  “Which one is it?” interrupted Powell. “There were three that MacDougal located for us before he left.”


  “I sent Speedy to the nearest, naturally. Seventeen miles away. But what difference does that make?” There was tension in his voice. “There are the penciled dots that mark Speedy’s position.”


  And for the first time Powell’s artificial aplomb was. shaken and his hands shot forward for the map.


  “Are you serious? This is impossible.”


  “There it is,” growled Donovan.


  The little dots that marked the position formed a rough circle about the red cross of the selenium pool. And Powell’s fingers went to his brown mustache, the unfailing signal of anxiety.


  Donovan added: “In the two hours I checked on him, he circled that damned pool four times. It seems likely to me that he’ll keep that up forever. Do you realize the position we’re in?”


  Powell looked up shortly, and said nothing. Oh, yes, he realized the position they were in. It worked itself out as simply as a syllogism. The photo-cell banks that alone stood between the full power of Mercury’s monstrous sun and themselves were shot to hell. The only thing that could save them was selenium. The only thing that could get the selenium was Speedy. If Speedy didn’t come back, no selenium. No selenium, no photocell banks. No photo-cell banks—well, death by slow broiling is one of the more unpleasant ways of being done in.


  Donovan rubbed his red mop of hair savagely and expressed himself with bitterness. “We’ll be the laughingstock of the System, Greg. How can everything have gone so wrong so soon? The great team of Powell and Donovan is sent out to Mercury to report on the advisability of reopening the Sunside Mining Station with modern techniques and robots and we ruin everything the first day. A purely routine job, too. We’ll never live it down.”


  “We won’t have to, perhaps,” replied Powell, quietly. “If we don’t do something quickly, living anything down—or even just plain living—will be out of the question.”


  “Don’t be stupid! If you feel funny about it, Greg, I don’t. It was criminal, sending us out here with only one robot. And it was your bright idea that we could handle the photo-bank cells ourselves.”


  “Now you’re being unfair. It was a mutual decision and you know it. All we needed was a kilogram of selenium, a Stillhead Dielectrode Plate and about three hours time—and there are pools of pure selenium all over Sunside. MacDougal’s spectroreflector spotted three for us in five minutes, didn’t it? What the devil! We couldn’t have waited for next conjunction.”


  “Well, what are we going to do? Powell, you’ve got an idea. I know you have, or you wouldn’t be so calm. You’re no more a hero than I am. Go on, spill it!”


  “We can’t go after Speedy ourselves. Mike—not on the Sunside. Even the new insosuits aren’t good for more than twenty minutes in direct sunlight. But you know the old saying, ‘Set a robot to catch a robot.’ Look, Mike, maybe things aren’t so bad. We’ve got six robots down in the sub-levels, that we may be able to use, if they work. If they work.”


  There was a glint of sudden hope in Donovan’s eyes. “You mean six robots from the First Expedition. Are you sure? They may be subrobotic machines. Fifty years is a long time, you know.”


  “No, they’re robots. I’ve spent all day with them and I know. They’ve got positronic brains; primitive, of course.” He placed the map in his pocket. “Let’s go down.”


  The robots were on the lowest sublevel—all six of them—surrounded by musty packing cases of uncertain content. They were large, extremely so, and even though they were in a sitting position on the floor, legs straddled out before them, their heads were a good seven feet in the air.


  Donovan whistled. “Look at the size of them, will you? The chests must be ten feet around.”


  “That’s because they’re supplied with the old McGuffy gears. I’ve been over the insides—crummiest set you’ve ever seen.”


  “Have you powered them yet?”


  “No, there wasn’t any reason to. I don’t think there’s anything wrong with them. Even the diaphragm is in reasonable order. They might talk.” He had unscrewed the chest plate of the nearest as he spoke, inserted the two-inch sphere that contained the tiny spark of atomic energy that was a robot’s life. There was difficulty in fitting it, but he managed, and then screwed the plate back on again in laborious fashion. The radio controls of more modern models had not been heard of fifty years earlier. And then to the other five. Donovan said uneasily, “They haven’t moved.”


  “No orders to do so,” replied Powell, succinctly. He went back to the first in the line and struck him on the chest. “You! Do you hear me?”


  The monster’s head bent slowly, and the eyes fixed themselves on Powell. Then, in a harsh, squawking voice—like that of a medieval phonograph, he grated, “Yes, Master!”


  Powell grinned humorlessly at Donovan. “Did you get that? The makers of the first robots never did get rid of the Frankenstein idea, so they built good, healthy slave complexes into the damned machines.”


  He turned once more to the robot. “Get up!”


  The robot towered upward slowly and Donovan’s head craned and his puckered lips whistled.


  Powell said: “Can you go out upon the surface? In the light?”


  There was consideration while the robot’s slow brain worked. Then, “Yes, Master.”


  “Good. Do you know what a mile is?”


  Another consideration, and another slow answer. “Yes, Master.”


  “We will take you up to the surface then, and indicate a direction. You will go about seventeen miles, and somewhere in that general region you will meet another robot, smaller than yourself. You understand so far?”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “You will find this robot and order him to return. If he does not wish to, you are to bring him back by force.”


  Donovan clutched at Powell’s sleeve. “Why not send him for the selenium direct?”


  “Because I want Speedy back, nitwit. I want to find out what’s wrong with him.” And to the robot, “All right, you, follow me.”


  The robot remained motionless and his voice rumbled: “Pardon, Master, but I cannot. You must mount first.” His clumsy arms had come together with a thwack, blunt fingers interlacing.


  Powell stared and then pinched at his mustache. “Uh . . . oh!”


  Donovan’s eyes bulged. “We’ve got to ride him? Like a horse?”


  “I guess that’s the idea. I don’t know why, though? I can’t see—Yes, I do. I told you they didn’t trust robots in those days. Evidently, they didn’t dare allow them to move about, without a mahout on their shoulders all the time. What do we do now?”


  “That’s what I’ve been thinking,” muttered Donovan. “We can’t go out on the surface, with a robot or without. Oh, for the love of Pete”—and he snapped his fingers twice. He grew excited. “Give me that map you’ve got. I haven’t studied it for two hours for nothing. This is a Mining Station. What’s wrong with using the tunnels?”


  The Mining Station was a black circle on the map, and the light dotted lines that were tunnels stretched out about it in spiderweb fashion.


  Donovan studied the list of symbols at the bottom of the map. “Look,” he said, “the small black dots are openings to the surface, and here’s one maybe three miles away from the selenium pool. There’s a number here—you’d think they’d write larger—13a. If the robots know their way around here—”


  Powell shot the question and received dull.


  “Yes, Master,” in reply. “Get your insosuit,” he said with satisfaction.


  It was the first time either had worn the insosuits—which marked one time more than either had expected to upon their arrival the day before—and they tested their limb movements uncomfortably.


  The insosuit was far bulkier and far uglier than the regulation spacesuit; but withal considerably lighter, due to the fact that they were entirely nonmetaliic in composition. Composed of heat-resistant plastic and chemically treated cork layers, and equipped with a desiccating unit to keep the air bone-dry, the insosuits could withstand the full glare of Mercury’s sun for twenty minutes. Five to ten minutes more, as well, without actually killing the occupant.


  And still the robot’s hands formed the stirrup, nor did he betray the slightest atom of surprise at the grotesque figure into which Powell had been converted.


  Powell’s radio-harshened voice boomed out: “Are you ready to take us to Exit 13a?”


  “Yes, Master.”


  Good, thought Powell; they’re fitted for radio reception. “Mount one of the others, Mike,” he said to Donovan.


  He placed a foot in the improvised stirrup and swung upward. He found the seat comfortable; there was the humped back of the robot, evidently shaped for the purpose, a shallow groove along each shoulder for the thighs and two elongated “ears” whose purpose now seemed obvious.


  Powell seized the ears and twisted the head. His mount turned ponderously. “Lead on Macduff.” But he did not feel at all lighthearted.


  The gigantic robots moved slowly, with mechanical precision, through the doorway that cleared their heads by a scant foot, so that the two men had to duck hurriedly, along a narrow corridor in which their unhurried footsteps boomed monotonously and into the air lock.


  The long, airless tunnel that stretched to a pin point before them brought home forcefully to Powell the exact magnitude of the task accomplished by the First Expedition, with their crude robots and their start-from-scratch necessities. They might have been a failure, but their failure was a good deal better than the usual run of the System’s successes.


  The robots plodded onward with a pace that never varied and with footsteps that never lengthened.


  Powell said: “Notice that these tunnels are blazing with lights and that the temperature is Earth-normal. It’s probably been like this all the fifty years that this place has remained empty.”


  “How’s that?”


  “Cheap energy; cheapest in the System. Sun-power, you know, and on Mercury’s Sunside, sun-power is something. That’s why the Station was built in the sunlight rather than in the shadow of a mountain. It’s really a huge energy converter. The heat is turned into electricity, light, mechanical work and what have you; so that energy is supplied and the Station is cooled in a simultaneous process.”


  “Look,” said Donovan. “This is all very educational, but would you mind changing the subject? It so happens that this conversion of energy that you talk about is carried on by the photo-cell banks mainly—and that is a tender subject with me at the moment.”


  Powell grunted vaguely, and when Donovan broke the resulting silence, it was to change the subject completely. “Listen, Greg. What the devil’s wrong with Speedy, anyway? I can’t understand it.”


  It’s not easy to shrug shoulders in an insosuit, but Powell tried it. “I don’t know, Mike. You know he’s perfectly adapted to a Mercurian environment. Heat doesn’t mean anything to him, and he’s built for the light gravity and the broken ground. He’s foolproof—or, at least, he should be.”


  Silence fell. This time, silence that lasted.


  “Master,” said the robot, “we are here.”


  “Eh?” Powell snapped out of a semidrowse. “Well, get us out of here—out to the surface.”


  They found themselves in a tiny substation, empty, airless, ruined. Donovan had inspected a jagged hole in the upper reaches of one of the walls by the light of his pocket flash.


  “Meteorite, do you suppose?” he had asked.


  Powell shrugged. “To hell with that. It doesn’t matter. Let’s get out.”


  A towering cliff of a black, basaltic rock cut off the sunlight, and the deep night shadow of an airless world surrounded them. Before them, the shadow reached out and ended in knife-edge abruptness into an all-but-unbearable blaze of white light, that glittered from myriad crystals along a rocky ground.


  “Space!” gasped Donovan. “It looks like snow.” And it did.


  Powell’s eyes swept the jagged glitter of Mercury to the horizon and winced at the gorgeous brilliance.


  “This must be an unusual area,” he said. “The general albedo of Mercury is low and most of the soil is gray pumice. Something like the Moon, you know. Beautiful, isn’t it?”


  He was thankful for the light filters in their visiplates. Beautiful or not, a look at the sunlight through straight glass would have blinded them inside of half a minute.


  Donovan was looking at the spring thermometer on his wrist. “Holy smokes, the temperature is eighty centrigrade!”


  Powell checked his own and said: “Um-m-m. A little high. Atmosphere, you know.”


  “On Mercury? Are you nuts?”


  “Mercury isn’t really airless,” explained Powell, in absent-minded fashion. He was adjusting the binocular attachments to his visiplate, and the bloated fingers of the insosuit were clumsy at it. “There’s a thin exhalation that clings to its surface—vapors of the more volatile elements and compounds that are heavy enough for Mercurian gravity to retain. You know: selenium, iodine, mercury, gallium, potassium, bismuth, volatile oxides. The vapors sweep into the shadows and condense, giving up heat. It’s a sort of gigantic still. In fact, if you use your flash, you’ll probably find that the side of the cliff is covered with, say, hoar-sulphur, or maybe quicksilver dew.


  “It doesn’t matter, though. Our suits can stand a measly eighty indefinitely.”


  Powell had adjusted the binocular attachments, so that he seemed as eye-stalked as a snail.


  Donovan watched tensely. “See anything?”


  The other did not answer immediately, and when he did, his voice was anxious and thoughtful. “There’s a dark flat spot on the horizon that might be the selenium pool. It’s in the right place. But I don’t see Speedy.”


  Powell clambered upward in an instinctive striving for better view, till he was standing in unsteady fashion upon his robot’s shoulders. Legs straddled wide, eyes straining, he said: “I think . . . I think—Yes, it’s definitely he. He’s coming this way.”


  Donovan followed the pointing finger. He had no binoculars, but there was a tiny moving dot, black against the blazing brilliance of the crystalline ground.


  “I see him,” he yelled. “Let’s get going!”


  Powell had hopped down into a sitting position on the robot again, and his suited hand slapped against the Gargantuan’s barrel chest. “Get going!”


  “Giddy-ap,” yelled Donovan, and thumped his heels, spur fashion.


  The robots started off, the regular thudding of their footsteps silent in the airlessness, for the nonmetallic fabric of the insosuits did not transmit sound. There was only a rhythmic vibration just below the border of actual hearing.


  “Faster,” yelled Donovan. The rhythm did not change.


  “No use,” cried Powell, in reply. “These junk heaps are only geared to one speed. Do you think they’re equipped with selective flexors?”


  They had burst through the shadow, and the sunlight came down in a white-hot wash and poured Iiquidly about them.


  Donovan ducked involuntarily. “Wow! Is it imagination or do I feel heat?”


  “You’ll feel more presently,” was the grim reply. “Keep your eye on Speedy.”


  Robot SPD 13 was near enough to be seen in detail now. His graceful, streamlined body threw out blazing high lights as he loped with easy speed across the broken ground. His name was derived from his serial initials, of course, but it was apt, nevertheless, for the SPD models were among the fastest robots turned out by the United States Robot & Mechanical Men Corp.


  “Hey, Speedy,” howled Donovan, and waved a frantic hand.


  “Speedy!” shouted Powell. “Come here!”


  The distance between the men and the errant robot was being cut down momentarily—more by the efforts of Speedy than the slow plodding of the fifty-year-old antique mounts of Donovan and Powell.


  They were close enough now to notice that Speedy’s gait included a peculiar rolling stagger, a noticeable side-to-side lurch—and then, as Powell waved his hand again and sent maximum juice into his compact headset radio sender, in preparation for another shout, Speedy looked up and saw them.


  Speedy hopped to a halt and remained standing for a moment—with just a tiny, unsteady weave, as though he were swaying in a light wind.


  Powell yelled: “All right, Speedy. Come here, boy.”


  Whereupon Speedy’s robot voice sounded in Powell’s earphones for the first time.


  It said: “Hot dog, let’s play games. You catch me and I catch you; no love can cut our knife in two. For I’m Little Buttercup, sweet Little Buttercup. Whoops!” Turning on his heel, he sped off in the direction from which he had come, with a speed and fury that kicked up gouts of baked dust.


  And his last words as he receded into the distance were, “There grew a little flower ’neath a great oak tree,” followed by a curious metallic clicking that might have been a robotic equivalent of a hiccup.


  Donovan said weakly: “Where did he pick up the Gilbert and Sullivan? Say, Greg, he . . . he’s drunk or something.”


  “If you hadn’t told me,” was the bitter response, “I’d never realize it. Let’s get back to the cliff. I’m roasting.”


  It was Powell who broke the desperate silence. “In the first place,” he said, “Speedy isn’t drunk—not in the human sense—because he’s a robot, and robots don’t get drunk. However, there’s something wrong with him which is the robotic equivalent of drunkenness.”


  “To me, he’s drunk,” stated Donovan, emphatically, “and all I know is that he thinks we’re playing games. And we’re not. It’s a matter of life and very gruesome death.”


  “All right. Don’t hurry me. A robot’s only a robot. Once we find out what’s wrong with him, we can fix it and go on.”


  “Once,” said Donovan, sourly.


  Powell ignored him. “Speedy is perfectly adapted to normal Mercurian environment. But this region”—and his arm swept wide—“is definitely abnormal. There’s our clue. Now where do these crystals come from? They might have formed from a slowly cooling liquid; but where would you get liquid so hot that it would cool in Mercury’s sun?”


  “Volcanic action,” suggested Donovan, instantly, and Powell’s body tensed.


  “Out of the mouths of sucklings,” he said in a small, strange voice, and remained very still for five minutes.


  Then he said, “Listen, Mike, what did you say to Speedy when you sent him after the selenium?”


  Donovan was taken aback. “Well, damn it—I don’t know. I just told him to get it.”


  “Yes, I know. But how? Try to remember the exact words.”


  “I said . . . uh . . . I said: ‘Speedy, we need some selenium. You can get it such-and-such a place. Go get it.’ That’s all. What more did you want me to say?”


  “You didn’t put any urgency into the order, did you?”


  “What for? It was pure routine.”


  Powell sighed. “Well, it can’t be helped now—but we’re in a fine fix.” He had dismounted from his robot, and was sitting, back against the cliff. Donovan joined him and they linked arms. In the distance the burning sunlight seemed to wait cat-and-mouse for them, and just next them, the two giant robots were invisible but for the dull red of their photoelectric eyes that stared down at them, unblinking, unwavering and unconcerned.


  Unconcerned! As was all this poisonous Mercury, as large in jinx as it was small in size, Powell’s radio voice was tense in Donovan’s ear: “Now, look, let’s start with the three fundamental Rules of Robotics—the three rules that are built most deeply into a robot’s positronic brain.” In the darkness, his gloved fingers ticked off each point.


  “We have: One, a robot may not injure a human being under any conditions—and, as a corollary, must not permit a human being to be injured because of inaction on his part.”


  “Right!”


  “Two,” continued Powell, “a robot must follow all orders given by qualified human beings as long as they do not conflict with Rule 1.”


  “Right!”


  “Three: a robot must protect his own existence, as long as that does not conflict with Rules 1 and 2.”


  “Right! Now where are we?”


  “Exactly at the explanation. The conflict between the various rules is ironed out by the different positronic potentials in the brain. Well say that a robot is walking into danger and knows it. The automatic potential that Rule 3 sets up turns him back. But suppose you order him to walk into that danger. In that case, Rule 2 sets up a counterpotential higher than the previous one and the robot follows orders at the risk of existence.”


  “Well, I know that. What about it?”


  “Let’s take Speedy’s case. Speedy is one of the latest models, extremely specialized, and as expensive as a battleship. It’s not a thing to be lightly destroyed.”


  “So?”


  “So Rule 3 has been strengthened—that was specifically mentioned, by the way, in the advance notices on the SPD models—so that his allergy to danger is unusually high. At the same time, when you sent him out after the selenium, you gave him his order casually and without special emphasis, so that the Rule 2 potential set-up was rather weak. Now, hold on; I’m not blaming you. I’m just stating facts.”


  “All right, go ahead. I think I get it.”


  “You see how it works, don’t you? There’s some sort of danger centering at the selenium pool. It increases as he approaches, and at a certain distance from it the Rule 3 potential, unusually high to start with, exactly balances the Rule 2 potential, unusually low to start with.”


  Donovan rose to his feet in excitement. “And it strikes an equilibrium. I see. Rule 3 drives him back and Rule 2 drives him forward—”


  “So he follows a circle around the selenium pool, staying on the locus of all points of potential equilibrium. And unless we do something about it, he’ll stay on that circle forever, giving us the good old runaround.” Then, more thoughtfully: “And that, by the way, is what makes him drunk. At potential equilibrium, half the positronic paths of his brain are out of kilter. I’m not a robot specialist, but that seems obvious. Probably he’s lost control of just those parts of his voluntary mechanism that a human drunk has. Ve-e-ery pretty.”


  “But what’s the danger? If we knew what he was running from—”


  “You suggested it. Volcanic action. Somewhere right about the selenium pool is a seepage of gas from the bowels of Mercury. Sulphur dioxide, carbon dioxide—and carbon monoxide. Lots of it—and at this temperature.”


  Donovan gulped audibly. “Carbon monoxide plus iron gives the volatile iron carbonyl.”


  “And a robot,” added Powell, “is essentially iron.” Then, grimly: “There’s nothing like deduction. We’ve determined everything about our problem but the solution. We can’t get the selenium ourselves. It’s still too far. We can’t send these robot horses, because they can’t go themselves, and they can’t carry us fast enough to keep us from crisping. And we can’t catch Speedy, because the dope thinks we’re playing games, and he can run sixty miles to our four.”


  “If one of us goes,” began Donovan, tentatively, “and comes back cooked, there’ll still be the other.”


  “Yes,” came the sarcastic reply, “it would be a most tender sacrifice—except that a person would be in no condition to give orders before he ever reaches the pool, and I don’t think the robot would ever turn back to the cliff without orders. Figure it out! We’re two or three miles from the pool—call it two—the robot travels at four miles an hour; and we can last twenty minutes in our suite. It isn’t only the heat, remember. Solar radiation out here in the ultraviolet and below is poison.”


  “Um-m-m,” said Donovan, “ten minutes short.”


  “As good as an eternity. And another thing. In order for Rule 3 potential to have stopped Speedy where it did, there must be an appreciable amount of carbon monoxide in the metal-vapor atmosphere—and there must be an appreciable corrosive action therefore. He’s been out hours now—and how do we know when a knee joint, for instance, won’t be thrown out of kilter and keel him over. It’s not only a question of thinking—we’ve got to think fast!”


  Deep, dark, dank, dismal silence!


  Donovan broke it, voice trembling in an effort to keep itself emotionless. He said: “As long as we can’t increase Rule 2 potential by giving further orders, how about working the other way? If we increase the danger, we increase Rule 3 potential and drive him backward.”


  Powell’s visiplate had turned toward him in a silent question.


  “You see,” came the cautious explanation, “all we need to do to drive him out of his rut is to increase the concentration of carbon monoxide in his vicinity. Well, back at the Station there’s a complete analytical laboratory.”


  “Naturally,” assented Powell. “It’s a mining station.”


  “All right. There must be pounds of oxalic acid for calcium precipitations.”


  “Holy space! Mike, you’re a genius.”


  “So-so,” admitted Donovan, modestly. “It’s just a case of remembering that oxalic acid on heating decomposes into carbon dioxide, water, and good old carbon monoxide. College chem, you know.” Powell was on his feet and had attracted the attention of one of the monster robots by the simple expedient of pounding the machine’s thigh. “Hey,” he shouted, “can you throw?”


  “Master?”


  “Never mind.” Powell damned the robot’s molasses-slow brain. He scrabbled up a jagged brick-size rock. “Take this,” he said, “and hit the patch of bluish crystals just across that crooked fissure. You see it?”


  Donovan pulled at his shoulder. “Too far, Greg. It’s almost half a mile off.”


  “Quiet,” replied Powell. “It’s a case of Mercurian gravity and a steel throwing arm. Watch, will you?”


  The robot’s eyes were measuring the distance with machinely accurate stereoscopy. His arm adjusted itself to the weight of the missile and drew back. In the darkness, the robot’s motions went unseen, but there was a sudden thumping sound as he shifted his weight, and seconds later the rock flew blackly into the sunlight. There was no air resistance to slow it down, nor wind to turn it aside—and when it hit the ground it threw up crystals precisely in the center of the “blue patch.”


  Powell yelled happily and shouted, “Let’s go back after the oxalic acid, Mike.”


  And as they plunged into the ruined substation on the way back to the tunnels, Donovan said grimly: “Speedy’s been hanging about on this side of the selenium pool, ever since we chased after him. Did you see him?”


  “Yes.”


  “I guess he wants to play games. Well, we’ll play him games!”


  They were back hours later, with three-liter jars of the white chemical and a pair of long faces. The photo-cell banks were deteriorating more rapidly than had seemed likely. The two steered their robots into the sunlight and toward the waiting Speedy in silence and with grim purpose.


  Speedy galloped slowly toward them. “Here we are again. Wheel I’ve made a little list, the piano organist; all people who eat peppermint and puff it in your face.”


  “We’ll puff something in your face,” muttered Donovan. “He’s limping, Greg.”


  “I noticed that,” came the low, worried response. “The monoxide’ll get him yet, if we don’t hurry.”


  They were approaching cautiously now, almost sidling, to refrain from setting off the thoroughly irrational robot. Powell was too far off to tell, of course, but even already he could have sworn the crack-brained Speedy was setting himself for a spring.


  “Let her go,” he gasped. “Count three! One—two—”


  Two steel arms drew back and snapped forward simultaneously and two glass jars whirled forward in towering parallel arcs, gleaming like diamonds in the impossible sun. And in a pair of soundless puffs, they hit the ground behind Speedy in crashes that sent the oxalic acid flying like dust.


  In the full heat of Mercury’s sun, Powell knew it was fizzing like soda water.


  Speedy turned to stare, then backed away from it slowly—and as slowly gathered speed. In fifteen seconds, he was leaping directly toward the two humans in an unsteady canter.


  Powell did not get Speedy’s words just then, though he heard something that resembled, “Lover’s professions when uttered in Hessians.”


  He turned away. “Back to the cliff, Mike. He’s out of the rut and he’ll be taking orders now. I’m getting hot.”


  They jogged toward the shadow at the slow, monotonous pace o,f their mounts, and it was not until they had entered it and felt the sudden coolness settle softly about them that Donovan looked back.


  “Greg!”


  Powell looked and almost shrieked. Speedy was moving slowly now—so slowly—and in the wrong direction. He was drifting; drifting back into his rut; and he was picking up speed. He looked dreadfully close, and dreadfully unreachable, in the binoculars.


  Donovan shouted wildly, “After him!” and thumped his robot into its pace, but Powell called him back.


  “You won’t catch him, Mike—it’s no use.” He fidgeted on his robot’s shoulders and clenched his fist in tight impotence. “Why the devil do I see these things five seconds after it’s all over? Mike, we’ve wasted hours.”


  “We need more oxalic acid,” declared Donovan, stolidly. “The concentration wasn’t high enough.”


  “Seven tons of it wouldn’t have been enough—and we haven’t the hours to spare to get it, even if it were, with the monoxide chewing him away. Don’t you see what it is, Mike?”


  And Donovan said flatly, “No.”


  “We were only establishing new equilibriums. When we create new monoxide and increase Rule 3 potential, he moves backward till he’s in balance again—and when the monoxide drifted away, he moved forward, and again there was balance.”


  Powell’s voice sounded thoroughly wretched. “It’s the same old runaround. We can push at Rule 2 and pull at Rule 3 and we can’t get anywhere—we can only change the position of balance. We’ve got to get outside both rules.” And then he pushed his robot closer to Donovan’s so that they were sitting face to face, dim shadows in the darkness, and he whispered, “Mike!”


  “Is it the finish?”—dully, “I suppose we go back to the Station, wait for the banks to fold, shake hands, take cyanide, and go out like gentlemen.” He laughed shortly.


  “Mike,” repeated Powell earnestly, “we’ve got to get Speedy.”


  “I know.”


  “Mike,” once more, and Powell hesitated before continuing. “There’s always Rule 1. I thought of it—earlier—but it’s desperate.”


  Donovan looked up and his voice livened. “We’re desperate.”


  “All right. According to Rule 1, a robot can’t see a human come to harm because of his own inaction. Two and 3 can’t stand against it. They can’t, Mike.”


  “Even when the robot is half era—Well, he’s drunk. You know he is.”


  “It’s the chances you take.”


  “Cut it. What are you going to do?”


  “I’m going out there now and see what Rule 1 will do. If it won’t break the balance, then what the devil—it’s either now or three-four days from now.”


  “Hold on, Greg. There are human rules of behavior, too. You don’t go out there just like that. Figure out a lottery, and give me my chance.”


  “All right. First to get the cube of fourteen goes.” And almost immediately, “Seventeen forty-four!”


  Donovan felt his robot stagger at a sudden push by Powell’s mount and then Powell was off into the sunlight. Donovan opened his mouth to shout, and then clicked it shut. Of course, the damn fool had worked out the cube of fourteen in advance, and on purpose. Just like him.


  The sun was hotter than ever and Powell felt a maddening itch in the small of his back. Imagination, probably, or perhaps hard radiation beginning to tell even through the insosuit.


  Speedy was watching him, without a word of Gilbert and Sullivan gibberish as greeting. Thank God for that! But he daren’t get too close.


  He was three hundred yards away when Speedy began backing, a step at a time, cautiously—and Powell stopped. He jumped from his robot’s shoulders and landed on the crystalline ground with a light thump and a flying of jagged fragments.


  He proceeded on foot, the ground gritty and slippery to his steps, the low gravity causing him difficulty. The soles of his feet tickled with warmth. He cast one glance over his shoulder at the blackness of the cliff’s shadow and realized that he had come too far to return—either by himself or by the help of his antique robot. It was Speedy or nothing now, and the knowledge of that constricted his chest.


  Far enough! He stopped.


  “Speedy,” he called. “Speedy!”


  The sleek, modern robot ahead of him hesitated and halted his backward steps, then resumed them.


  Powell tried to put a note of pleading into his voice, and found it didn’t take much acting. “Speedy, I’ve got to get back to the shadow or the sun’ll get me. It’s life or death, Speedy. I need you.”


  Speedy took one step forward and stopped. He spoke, but at the sound Powell groaned, for it was, “When you’re lying awake with a dismal headache and repose is tabooed—” It trailed off there, and Powell took time out for some reason to murmur, “Iolanthe.”


  It was roasting hot! He caught a movement out of the corner of his eye, and whirled dizzily; then stared in utter astonishment, for the monstrous robot on which he had ridden was moving—moving toward him, and without a rider.


  He was talking: “Pardon, Master. I must not move without a Master upon me, but you are in danger.”


  Of course, Rule 1 potential above everything. But he didn’t want that clumsy antique; he wanted Speedy. He walked away and motioned frantically. “Stay away. You can’t move quickly enough. I must have Speedy!” The advance continued, and Powell yelled frantically: “I order you to stay away. I order you to stop!”


  It was quite useless. You could not beat Rule 1 potential. The robot said stupidly, “You are in danger, Master.”


  Powell looked about him desperately. He couldn’t see clearly. His brain was in a heated whirl; his breath scorched when he breathed, and the ground all about him was a shimmering haze.


  He called a last time, desperately: “Speedy!


  I’m dying, damn you! Where are you? Speedy, I need you.”


  He was still stumbling backward in a blind effort to get away from the giant robot he didn’t want, when he felt steel fingers on his arms, and a worried, apologetic voice of metallic timbre in his ears.


  “Holy smokes, boss, what are you doing here? And what am I doing—I’m so confused—”


  “Never mind,” murmured Powell, weakly. “Get me to the shadow of the cliff—and hurry!” There was one last feeling of being lifted into the air and a sensation of rapid motion and burning heat, and he passed out.


  He woke with Donovan bending over him and smiling anxiously. “How are you, Greg?”


  “Fine!” came the response. “Where’s Speedy?”


  “Right here. I sent him out to one of the other selenium pools—with orders to get that selenium at all cost this time. He got it back in forty-two minutes and three seconds. I timed him. He still hasn’t finished apologizing for the runaround he gave us. He’s scared to come near you for fear of what you’ll say.”


  “Drag him over,” ordered Powell, “It wasn’t his fault.” He held out a hand and gripped Speedy’s metal paw. “It’s O. K., Speedy.” Then, to Donovan, “You know, Mike, I was just thinking—”


  “Yes!”


  “Well”—he rubbed his face—the air was so delightfully cool—“when I die and go to the . . . uh . . . probable place, won’t old Satan have to stretch himself to show me anything I haven’t seen today?”


  THE END.


  CUBE FROM SPACE


  Leigh Brackett


  “I drove them out of one solar system. I sacrificed myself to keep those devils from ever finding a home again. And now you—you have traded it back to them for the life of a worthless fool. What are you going to do about it?”


  CHAPTER ONE


  Coffin Ship


  HE’D been falling toward Jupiter for a long time. He knew that, because he could feel the thickness of his red beard against the curve of his helmet. It was hard to remember why, hard to think of anything except the sharp, exquisite agony of breathing.


  He raised his head with a blind, instinctive defiance. The slight movement set him spinning slowly. He watched the moving stars with savage blue eyes, and cursed them.


  He was an infinitely tiny thing against all that empty, star-shot vastness—a red-haired man, dying in a vac suit.


  Almost as sheer reflex action, he opened the oxygen jet. There was no response. “Empty,” he mumbled. “Empty.” He cursed it. His head throbbed, and the throbbing went down and burned in his throat and lungs.


  He tried to remember why he was here, to take his mind off the strangling. Ships, spaceguard ships—very dimly that memory came back. The dirty sons had finally trapped him. He’d fought them, but there were too many, and he’d gone into the deadly Belt to lose them.


  “Wouldn’t follow,” he whispered, and laughed. “No guts. Planet-bred, and soft. They couldn’t follow Red!”


  But it hadn’t mattered. Ships weren’t built to buck the Belt. His automatic deflectors burned out from the overload. He got lost. And then there was a crash.


  He’d bailed out. There was no way of telling where he was until, miraculously, his hand rockets kicked him free of the asteroids. Then he saw Jupiter, and knew that he was in that vast gulf that no ship had yet penetrated.


  He knew then that he was finished. There would be no one to pick him up. He couldn’t get back. He’d live just as long as his air held out.


  Now there was no more air.


  Red hated dying. He hated meeting something he couldn’t beat, either by cleverness or sheer strength. But he grinned, his strong teeth gleaming white in the tangle of his red beard.


  “I lasted—” he whispered, “longer than any planet-bred man.” He laughed out at space, the black fire-shot immensity of it. “You couldn’t drive me crazy, anyway. Not me, Red!”


  The stars were getting blurred. There were great drums beating in his head. His face was twisted; the cords of his throat were like bundled wires. He clenched his fists, gathering the last shreds of his strength.


  Death was going to have to fight for him.


  It was then that the black cube drifted past, between him and the golden blaze of Jupiter.


  Its gravitational field pulled him, broke his slow aimless arc toward Jupiter. The motion jarred his dull brain a little. It was hard to see, harder still to think. But the sharp perfection of that black mass spurred him.


  It was man-made. He could see the rivets on it, the studded outline of an airlock on the nearest face.


  His lungs strained against the thick, foul air. Sweat ran from his hair roots, into his eyes and mouth. It was agony to move.


  But he forced his hands to find the rocket lanyards at his belt, to fumble the little things to a grip and fire them.


  There wasn’t much charge left in them. He’d used it all getting away from the Belt. But there was enough—just enough.


  He clawed for the outer handle of the lock door. He could hardly see it, and his hand didn’t belong to him anymore. But the handle moved smoothly on its delicate balances.


  He clawed his way inside, grinning with the exquisite torture of it. The door closed automatically behind him. A dull reddish light came on overhead. Dimly he heard the hiss of air.


  He pawed the latch of his helmet open. Air rushed into his lungs. It had a queer taste to it, but it was air, and breathable.


  Red lay there a long time. Part of it he was unconscious. But his lungs stopped hurting and the drums stopped battering his head. After a while he sat up, viciously thirsty, shaky, but alive.


  It was then that the first chill of fear crawled over him.


  HE looked at the walls of rusty black metal, the way the rivet heads were cut, the mechanism of the lock door. It wasn’t Martian work, nor Venusian, nor Terran.


  Besides, all the Triangle ships were round or cigar-shaped, never cubed. And this was the Jovian Gulf, where no Triangle ship had ever come.


  He got up very quietly, and shucked the clumsy vac suit. He flexed his great thick-muscled body, testing it, and was fairly satisfied. There was a heavy blaster on the suit belt. He took it in a huge, scarred fist with hairs standing on it like red-gold wires against the burn of space.


  Very carefully he opened the inner door of the lock, his blue eyes narrowed and ugly under red brows.


  A light came on, like the one in the lock, showing a narrow passage. Red padded down it on his soft Martian sandals. It was so still he could hear the rustle of his tunic, blue-green Venusian spider-silk, rumpled and open over his hairy chest.


  The passage came to a square well, cross-braced with girders, with balconies of black metal above and below, connected by ladders. They were dark, but far down below there was light, a dim rusty-red glow.


  There was a sound in the well too, a queer, soft, steady sound, almost like breathing, as a giant might breathe in his sleep.


  Red started down. Suddenly, clear and sharp in his brain, a voice said, “Stop!”


  Telepathy was nothing new to Red. He’d worked with Martian Low-Canalers in the glory holes. He sprang away from the ladder head and got his back against the wall, looking around, his blaster up.


  There was light in his eyes then, a stabbing blue-white dagger of it. He made a sharp animal cry of pain and covered his eyes with his free hand. But the light speared through the flesh, and his optic nerves contracted in agony.


  He snarled and fired blindly out into the well. He heard, with his ears, a hard little laugh. The light burned into his closed eyes, stabbed his brain with searing blades.


  He fired again, uselessly. The pain got him in the stomach. He was already weak from what he’d been through. He tried to hold his ground, but his head turned, and then his shoulders and his whole body, trying to escape the light.


  It followed, ruthlessly. He retched, and his knees gave. His blaster made a distant ringing clang on the balcony floor.


  The voice said, “Drop the weapon over the edge.”


  Red gripped it, stubbornly, and the light was intensified. Nothing shut it out. His whole brain was seared with it.


  “In one more minute,” said the voice, “you will be blind.”


  Red pushed the blaster over the edge. It struck a girder, and then, distantly, something that rang. A great bellowing roar echoed up the well, a sound that made Red’s heart skip a beat.


  The light was gone then. He crouched, trembling, breathing hard, with the sweat salty in his mouth, letting the blessed darkness flow through him. There was no sound. The cords of Red’s jaw knotted in anger, but he was afraid.


  He was no fool. And he knew he couldn’t fight that light.


  When he could begin to see again he squinted out into the dim well.


  Something moved between the rusty girders, and the voice said in his mind, “Here, in front of you.”


  AT first Red saw only a faint, fuzzy glow. It focused slowly into a small metal disc, perhaps three feet across, hovering in the well. Above it, apparently growing out of its center, was the upper body of a man. It was not really a man—manlike, but not human. Red felt that in the nerves of his skin, the prickling of his hair roots. He stared with hard, wary blue eyes.


  There were shoulders, narrow but powerful, and long wiry arms ending in strong, slender hands with seven fingers. There was a head, magnificently domed, and a face that was rather too small, though the features were beautiful and cut with uncompromising strength.


  Crowning that splendid skull was a crest of something soft and feathery that shimmered iridescently. The whole creature glowed with a faint, pulsing phosphorescence.


  The eyes that watched Red were long and opalescent, slightly tilted. They burned with little flickering points of fire. Red shivered suddenly.


  There was an eagerness about those eyes, a hunger and a towering, driving hope, almost as though Red were a symbol.


  He said sullenly, “What are you?”


  The creature laughed. Its teeth were pointed like a cat’s and its tongue was blue.


  “So there is life in this solar system—human life!” The feathery crest rose and began to pulse with rippling light, as though the hairs were hollow and filled with fire.


  There was a stirring down below. Red looked down. Little shining discs began to pour up through the well, rushing with a strange, excited eagerness between the girders.


  There were ten of them presently, hovering in front of the red-haired man. Some were older than the first; one was younger. But all had the same opalescent eyes and the same terrible, fierce hope.


  Red caught the thought of one. “Is it possible, after all this time . . . Korah! Is it possible?”


  The first one smiled. “We’ll make it possible. You, human! There’s no life in this gulf. How did you get into our airlock?”


  Red told him, briefly. His body was strung tight and his nerves ached. He was in a trap, and he couldn’t see a way out.


  Korah’s opal eyes narrowed. “The lawmen of your people chased you, eh? That means you’re an outcast. What’s your name?”


  “Red. I never had another.”


  “We have just entered your solar system. Tell me about the inner planets.”


  Scowling, Red told him. Then he demanded, “What are you? Where did you come from? What are you doing here?”


  Korah’s face was a hard white mask. “We were a great people once. We came from the world of another star. For more time than your little brain could conceive we have drifted across interstellar space, fighting, in this iron coffin, to keep alive.”


  His sinewy hands gripped the rim of his floating disc and there was a look in his eyes that made Red’s heart jerk.


  “All this time,” whispered Korah. “All this darkness and loneliness and suffering, these maimed bodies, because of a man. A human, Red, a human like you.”


  He caught something swiftly and raised it, a queer thick tube aimed at Red. “I ought to blind you,” he said softly. “I ought to burn the brain in your stupid skull!”


  One of the older creatures caught his arm. “Wait. This man was sent to us. Let’s try to use him.”


  He floated closer. His fine-cut face had deep, grim lines in it, and his eyes were infinitely tired—but not soft.


  He said, “Red, is there any place on these three worlds you speak of where we could land, colonize, and live unnoticed until—until we have regained our strength?”


  “No. You’d be spotted the moment you got into the space lanes beyond the Belt. They’d either take you in or blow you apart. Besides, all the usable land is already being used.”


  “And there’s no other place?”


  “Listen,” said Red. “What is all this? And what is in it for me?”


  “Your life,” said Korah evenly. “If you’re of no use to us, we’ll use you as a slave—as long as you last.”


  Red’s dark, scarred face was ugly. “I don’t make a good slave.”


  “That depends on the master,” said Korah gently. “Well?”


  “How can I tell you where to go?” Red’s body was clammy with sweat, prickling with the cold, dry hate he felt in them.


  The old one said slowly, “Perhaps you don’t understand. I’m Saran. My body is older than Korah’s, less impetuous. I’ll try to explain.


  “We are near death. If we don’t find a suitable place very soon, our race will become extinct. If you can help us to such a place, you will be rewarded. If not . . .”


  He shrugged his narrow shoulders. “We have no reason to love your breed.”


  Red looked at the rust on the walls, the dim light, listened to the whispering silence of the great empty cube. He saw Korah’s eyes, burning with deep, terrible fires, and the others with their beautiful crested heads straining forward.


  He shivered. The white scar stood livid against the burn of his face, where old Wick had broken his nose with a spanner. Earth, Venus, Mars; swamp and desert and teeming cities; spaceguard ships—where could he tell them to go?


  “If I do tell you,” he said, “how do I know you won’t welsh?”


  “We keep our word,” whispered Saran, “even to humans.”


  Somehow Red believed him. But the younger ones, Korah—He licked dry lips and tried to think. They waited, pale and glowing in the dim well, hardly breathing.


  And suddenly, in the tight silence, there was a voice, a man’s voice, faint and distant, down below in the rusty dimness, cursing. Cursing with such a low, blistering intensity that the whisper of it carried like a spear.


  Red’s muscles tightened. “What’s that? Some other fool who did you a favor?”


  Korah laughed very softly, the point of his blue tongue flicking across his pointed teeth.


  “Yes, Red, a very great favor. But that doesn’t concern you now. Three planets beyond the Belt. Our instruments showed us four.”


  “Mercury!” cried Red. He’d forgotten it. Nobody thought about little fireball much. Then he shut his jaw and his mind tight.


  Saran said wearily, “Don’t bother, Red. We can drug you and pick your mind at leisure. You’ll have to trust us.”


  Korah’s thought smashed across the older man’s. “Then there is a place!”


  “I don’t know,” said Red slowly. “Maybe.” Their glowing shapes blurred. He took hold of the balcony rail and closed his eyes. Quite suddenly the last of his tough strength was used up.


  The last thing he heard was the man’s voice, cursing down in the rusty well.


  RED realized two things when he came to. The first was that the ship was moving. He was as sensitive to every quiver of a spaceship as a good rider is to his mount. He knew that the great cube was limping slowly along a definite course.


  The second thing was that he’d been out a long time. He was completely rested. He was neither thirsty nor hungry. And there was the mark of a hypodermic needle on his wrist.


  He scowled at it, remembering Saran’s words. They’d moved him off the balcony. He lay on a mattress of some spongy stuff in a little iron cubicle.


  He got up and tried the door. It opened. A little surprised, he went out onto a balcony, like the first one but much lower down.


  And suddenly a mind invaded his, gripped it, shook it, tramped about in it like a black wind.


  Red started instinctively to fight it off, but it cried, “You, human! Come down! Come down!”


  Red looked over the rail. There was no sign of the shining creatures. The floor of the well was just below him, partly obscured by the pattern of the girders, murky in the dim light.


  He went down, slowly, the mind force pulling at him with terrible intensity. It wasn’t a mind like Korah’s. It was wild and savage and powerful, but it was human.


  His sandaled foot touched bottom. He turned. Heavy riveted doors pricked the black walls on four sides. In the center of the space were three great blocks of iron, kept free of rust.


  The two outer blocks bore clustered vats and coils and apparatus in glassite cases. The rhythmic breathing sound which Red had heard before came from them.


  The middle block was higher and larger. There was something on it, connected by transparent tubes to the others, so that the whole thing formed a cross. The red light was dim. He padded forward. Then he stopped, the pulses hammering in his throat and wrists.


  Spreadeagled on the center block was a man in armor.


  He must have measured nearly seven feet. His black armor was dulled and crusted with age, dented with the marks of great blows.


  His mailed feet were shackled to the block with iron bands. The wristlets had been stripped from his wide-spread arms and there too were shackles, grown deep into the flesh. Below them the transparent tubes ran into the veins, pumping a fluid that glinted darkly in the dull light.


  Black hair grew from the man’s head, flowed down the block and out over the metal floor in a pool of shadow. His black beard spread out over his battered breastplate, falling down to mingle with the darkness of his hair.


  Something dangled from the girders overhead. It was a chain, and a sword hung from the end of it by its grip. A great two-handed sword, its queer blunt point just above the face of the giant.


  Red stopped. The pit of his belly was cold. The man’s head turned suddenly, so that his hair made a dark, whispering sound on the rusty plates, and eyes were watching him from under shaggy black brow—eyes half mad, but human.


  The mind-voice said to Red, “You’ve given them refuge. You’ve given them life. You’ve betrayed your kind!”


  RED looked at the mark on his wrist and smiled without mirth. “The dirty sons! So we’re headed for Mercury.”


  “They got everything—orbits, spaceguard patrol boundaries, everything you know about the planet. Korah told me. He was pleased to tell me.”


  The black eyes went to the sword overhead, swinging slowly in a vagrant current of air. They followed the motion in a way that made Red shiver. Suddenly the prisoned body moved convulsively, fighting the shackles, and the rusty armor groaned and rang.


  “The devils! They’ve won out after all. All this—the darkness, the suffering, the time—for nothing!”


  His gaze swung back to Red, only half seeing him. “I drove them out of one solar system. I sacrificed myself to do it. And I’ve stood the punishment, the drifting and the time because I thought they’d never find a home again. And now you—little red man that I could break in my two hands—you make it all for nothing!”


  Remembering Korah’s opal eyes, Red wondered if it was all for nothing for him too. His hand strayed uneasily to where his blaster should have been, and his narrow blue eyes searched the darkness.


  He said, “I don’t get this. Who are you? What are they? Where did you come from, and why? And—how long ago?”


  He looked at the dull, rusted armor and the shackles grown into the flesh of the man’s wrists, and the black hair heavy on the deck.


  “How long, little man? How long is eternity?” Those suffering, elemental eyes went again to the swinging sword. “I am Crom. I was king once, in a land called Yf. And they are the Rakshi. The time came when we had to fight them, we humans, because we couldn’t take any more.


  “They were different then. They were beautiful and numerous and very strong. They knew a lot we didn’t know, the shining devils! But they didn’t know us—not the heart, the guts of us.”


  Crom’s hands clenched into great scarred fists and the glass tubes swayed into his wrists. He smiled, his teeth white in the black tangle of his great beard.


  “That was a fight,” he whispered. “They almost beat us. But they were fighting from this ship, all the best brains of them, and I thought of something. I got in through a space-vent while they were busy deciding how to finish us off in a hurry, too busy to hear my mind. I killed two of them in the engine room, and poured every last ounce of power they had into their drive.


  “The terrific acceleration tore us clean away from our solar system, as I hoped it would. It also burned out the motors. Even if they could have fixed the motors they couldn’t have got the ship back because they use sun-power and there wasn’t any sun.”


  Crom laughed, the harsh roar of it echoing in the rusty balconies. “Can you conceive how they felt? They had me, but that was all. Me, and interstellar space! Haie! That memory is almost compensation for the rest. All this load of mighty brains, rushing at constant speed through nothing to nowhere, and helpless, because of me!


  “I thought they’d kill me, but they had better ideas. Trust them! They kept me alive—alive to meditate on my sins, with my sword mocking me overhead. But I could mock them too. I could say, ‘My people are safe from you,’ and laugh at them, all through those black empty ages of drifting.


  “But now we’ve been drawn into the field of another sun. And you . . .” His head turned, and the voice of his mind shuddered like distant thunder in Red’s brain. “And you have let them win.”


  IT took all Red had to meet Crom’s eyes. He said, half angrily, “That’s too bad. But how could I help it?”


  Crom whispered, “You could have thrown yourself from the balcony.”


  Red stared at him, and then laughed. “Hey, wait a minute! This isn’t my fight. All I want is my neck safe and a getaway.”


  “Not your fight!” said Crom. “The gods blast you! There’s a colony on Mercury, isn’t there?”


  “Yeah. How did you know?”


  “Korah told me. He took particular pleasure in telling me. They picked your brain clean, Red, and it gave them ideas. You know why you’re here talking to me, don’t you?”


  “No.” He was liking things less by the minute.


  “You’re here to make me squirm,” said Crom with savage quiet. “They’re throwing my laughter back in my teeth, through you. Do you know what they’ll do to that colony on Mercury?”


  “No.” The red shadows were still empty. Red’s hide prickled uneasily. He knew he was being watched, and he didn’t like it.


  “They’ll take them for slaves, Red, use them like beasts, for work they won’t do and for experiments. You don’t know the Rakshi, how they live on and on in different bodies. You don’t know the agony they can cause. They worship power, Red, as men worship their gods—power, pure and naked, for its own sake. They don’t want world conquest or domination by force, nothing as stupid and mentally unimaginative as that.


  “They like to sit in their beautiful fortress and play with men like pieces on a chess board, for the sheer mental pleasure of the game. They get power in many ways—giving scientific secrets to unscrupulous men, powerful new weapons to lawbreakers, the gift of prolonged life to men whose minds they test and approve. Minds,” he added softly, “like yours, Red.”


  Red’s blue eyes were suddenly hot and bright. “What are you getting at?”


  “I mean they can use you. They’ll give you power under them, the status of—well, ambassador to the human forces they wish to contact. Power, Red, and virtual immortality.”


  A thick, hot pulse began to beat in Red’s temples. His lips were dry. He licked them, and whispered, “Yeah?”


  There were thoughts tramping around in his head—huge, thundering dreams. Circe, the Pleasure World, with the wealth of three planets there for the plundering. The Treasure City of Mars and the lost, water-buried secrets of Venus.


  He spread out his big, scarred hands and looked at them. Age was like death to him, a sneaking thief to steal his strength and his cunning. To defeat age, to jeer at death . . .


  It was while he was off guard, thinking these things, that Crom attacked him.


  The shackled Titan looked up at the swinging sword with eyes as deep and elemental as primal space. And the strength of his brain shocked against Red’s, huge and savage and terrible.


  “Free me!” roared the voice of his mind. “Give me my sword. Free me! Free me!”


  It was very still in the dark well. Red’s eyes closed. His body stiffened, bent like a straining bow. Sweat needled his face, oiled the red-gold hair of his chest.


  It was agony, the beating of that mind against his, greater than the blow of Wick’s spanner across his face, a great thundering pain, the pain of iron under the hammer. He snarled, and the veins of his brow and throat stood out like knotted cords.


  And suddenly it was gone. Crom lay limp on the block, his teeth white in the black tangle of his beard and the breath harsh between them.


  “They were right,” he whispered. “The gods curse you, Red. The gods blast you to hell!”


  A cold, black fury swept across Red’s heart. “What do you want me to do?”


  “Look at that door. That’s the Temple. The Temple of the Flame, the light that makes them shine the way they do, and stimulates their tissues so that they live on and on. Do you know how many there are sealed up in there, waiting for bodies? Three hundred of them, the best brains of their stinking race!


  “My sword was forged in Yf. It has a power beyond steel, a flame of its own that will destroy their Flame. Give me my sword. Free me, let me blast the Flame. You’re human, Red. Remember your duty!”


  Red laughed, a harsh, ugly bark. He stripped off the rumpled silken tunic and stood with the red light spilling over his bull neck and great thick-muscled body.


  “Look,” he said.


  Crom’s black eyes went from the white scar of the spanner across Red’s broken nose, down the tangled pattern of old weals across his back and breast, to the puckered gashes of a spiked Martian knuckle-duster across his flat belly.


  “Most of that,” Red said dispassionately, “I got before I was fifteen. I was born on a tramp freighter. I never knew who my parents were, never cared much. Had all I could worry about just staying alive.


  “They sold me from one tramp to another, to sweat in the galleys and the glory holes. I never set foot on any ground until I was sixteen. Then I ran away from the ship I was in. It was a dirty little tramp port. I got shanghaied aboard Wick’s rotten hulk. I stood him for two voyages, and then he hit me once too often. I woke up. I took the spanner away from him, and I never heard whether he died or not. I got away in a life-skiff. Nobody touched me. They knew I wasn’t a kid any more, and they were scared.


  “Since then I’ve made my way alone, getting what I could and not doing badly. Black Cargo running, hijacking, straight piracy.”


  He pulled the tunic on again, running his palm over the soft, rich silk.


  “I haven’t said I’d take their offer, if they make it. I don’t like taking orders. But if I do decide to . . .”


  He shrugged and gave a slow, hard grin. “I have no world,” he said softly, “and I never met a man I didn’t hate.”


  Crom looked at him. He didn’t speak nor move, but a cold, iron something slid through Red and held him.


  He snarled and jerked his head away, and saw Korah coming toward him, a swift silver gleam in the red dusk.


  The Rakshi’s tilted eyes burned like living opals, a shifting fire that warmed his beautiful white face. He set the great sword swinging over Crom’s head and laughed silently, the points of his teeth like ivory needles.


  “Come into the control room, Red,” he said. “We’re landing on Mercury.”


  CHAPTER TWO


  Port of Death


  RED stood in the control room, looking into a visilens of unfamiliar shape. The bitter blaze of Mercury stabbed in at him. The Rakshi had made a long curve in their ship, clear outside the orbital range of planets or spaceguard patrols.


  They were coming in now toward the Sunside. As they drew nearer, Red could see the black line of the Darkside slicing thin across the farther hemisphere, and the naked mountains of the Twilight Belt raking at the sky like Titan spear-points.


  He was used to the sleek fast ships of the System, and the great cube seemed clumsy and unmaneuverable.


  He said uneasily, “Do you think she’ll do it?”


  Korah hovered beside him. He answered in Red’s own mongrel tongue, learned from his drugged brain along with the information on himself and Mercury.


  “If we had full power, there’d be no doubt. But we had only proper metal enough to repair one motor. And since we had none of these problems in our own sphere of activity, we’re not prepared for them.”


  He looked at the visilens. The opalescent fire of his eyes was suddenly misted.


  “No more darkness,” he whispered. “No more hunger. No more ages of little death in the Temple. We can have bodies again, strong fine bodies, and breathe clean air and feel sunlight.”


  The muscles stood out on his pale, shining jaw. “We’ve got to make it.” Saran spoke from a complicated panel of indicators and delicate reaction gauges.


  “There’s unlimited power from the Sunside, and raw materials of every kind in the rock and soil. Notice the topography, Korah—a jumble of tremendous peaks with deep valleys isolated between them. A fortress cut in any one of those peaks would be completely hidden and impregnable.”


  The youngest one of the ten Rakshi grunted. He was watching still another set of instruments.


  “The human is right, though, Mercury is highly metallic. It cuts the sun’s magnetic field in an eccentric orbit, and dangerously close to the source. With full power in all our anti-gravity plates—which we haven’t—it would still be hard to land.”


  Korah said grimly, “The ship is strong. The Temple is doubly protected. Even if we crash, some of us will live.”


  Red looked at him admiringly. Human or not, these Rakshi had the tough kind of insides he liked.


  Korah must have caught his thought. He turned suddenly on the man, his tilted eyes and feathery crest alive with savage fire.


  “Guts!” he said. “You don’t know. Your brain couldn’t conceive. Over three hundred of us trapped in this iron coffin, without adequate supplies of any kind, and a hundred human slaves. We had to learn, human—learn how to handle brains as separate entities, keeping them alive and safe after the body was worn out. Learn how to create new bodies from the living tissue of the slaves, grown and kept in a plasma culture.


  “We are a long-lived race. But the time we’ve drifted, the bitter, empty time! There were not bodies enough, even for the few permitted them. We had to design these hideous legless things and these magnetic cars, so that we could save flesh and energy. We worked a miracle. We stripped the inside of the cube of metal to keep our air pumps and heating units going. We designed bodies that needed almost no food. We lived, in spite of Crom, in spite of humanity.


  “Now there is no more flesh for new bodies. We’ll get it down there. We’re not going to be beaten now, even if the ship is smashed to bits!”


  RED scratched his bearded jaw. The idea of growing bodies from living tissue was unpleasant to him. But so were pain and hunger and hate, and he’d lived with those all his life. He said, “That offer Crom told me about—is that on the level?”


  Saran looked up from his dials. “Yes. Do you accept?”


  Red shrugged. “I don’t know yet.”


  Korah’s pointed teeth flashed. “There’s no hurry, Red.”


  For some subtle reason Red disliked the way he said it. “Now, what’s this Temple, and the Flame? Crom said—”


  “Red.” Korah’s silky voice slid across his like cold steel. “Those are questions not to be asked. Remember that.”


  Red’s mouth set. And then the young Rakshi cried out, “Look! In the visilens. Isn’t that the Earthman’s beacon?”


  Red looked into the screen. The night shadow was cutting in across the peaks of the Twilight Belt, drawn by the rocking of the planet on its axis.


  On one gigantic, airless pinnacle was a shaft of metal topped by a glowing ball—a perpetual beacon powered by Mercury’s own electric potential—set there to guide the infrequent ships that dared the planet to bring supplies and fresh colonists. Without it there was no way of identifying the colonist’s valley. No compass or radio of any kind could work near little fireball.


  Korah touched a stud on a bank beside him. A single beam of light licked out and touched the beacon. It flared once, then there was only a molten puddle on the rock.


  “An enlarged version of the weapon you experienced, Red. Using sun-power, it can reproduce light of any frequency and any concentration. By modulation, we can induce burning, blindness, or spontaneous combustion. Simple, and very effective.”


  “Very,” said Red grimly. They dropped lower over the valley. It was dark now, and there was a storm raging down in the atmosphere. He could see the lightning flashes.


  This was Markham Chandler’s haven for waifs and strays—one little man tackling a job too tough even for the mining companies. The last man Red had talked to, in a crimp port while fueling, had said there were about eight hundred dopes sweating their hearts out in the valley.


  The naked peaks came closer. The cube lurched with sharp suddenness. Seven-fingered hands began to fly over key-banks. There was dead silence in the control room, except for the spitting hum of power.


  Red got hold of a stanchion and braced his feet. He disliked the feeling of helplessness. But the controls of the cube were a mystery to him. Besides, they had forgotten his existence.


  Pale, glowing faces bent over instruments. The young Rakshi had the tip of his blue tongue hard between his teeth, thin strong fingers racing. There was a singing tension in the air.


  The cube lurched again, heavily. Now that they were close, Saran had slid the metal shutters from the huge square ports. Walls of naked rock reared up beyond them.


  Red wasn’t quite clear about what happened next. The magnetic pull of the cliffs made the cube rattle like a die in a box. The snarl of overloaded transformer banks rose, stuttered, and choked out.


  Somebody yelled, sharp and high. There was a shattering, grating crash of metal on stone. The cube tilted over and began to drop.


  Red hung fiercely to his stanchion, his legs dangling.


  The glowing shapes of the Rakshi moved erratically in the dull red light. He heard Crom laughing far down the well, a great taunting roar. The cube dropped with a scream of tortured metal.


  There was an impact. Red got only a confused chaos of sound. He lost his grip and fell a long way through grinding, wrenching darkness.


  Hot, wet air struck him, and lashing rain. The noise of crashing metal blended into the stunning roar of thunder. There was earth under him, soft and wet and warm.


  He got blindly to his knees, gasping. Blood was running into his mouth and eyes with the savage rain.


  And suddenly there were hard human hands on his body, and a hard human voice yelling in his ear, “Get up! For God’s sake, hurry! Back into the caves!”


  HE ran, but without sight or knowledge. There were flashes of fierce light, and then another light that was fiercer and didn’t go away. The man with him cursed in a sobbing voice.


  There were feet trampling the wet ground, a lot of them. Voices crying out. Red tried to break free from the hands that held him, but there were more of them, helping, urging. His head spun and sang.


  His eyes began to hurt—the familiar, blinding pain of Korah’s tube. The running feet began to falter. A man’s voice cried out, wild and strong and, even in that dazed moment, infinitely thrilling.


  “The caves! Run, all of you! Never mind the pain. Come on!”


  Up a steep, rocky slope, Red stumbled, drenched, his head a burning agony. The man had stopped cursing. And then darkness came sudden and sharp, like a blow.


  The rain was gone; the thunder muted. Voices, footsteps ran back queerly.


  The vibrant voice said, “Back to the third chamber—quickly.”


  They stumbled on in utter dark, in uneasy silence. A child was whimpering and someone moaned softly, but that was all. Then the sounds of their going flicked away, as though the walls and roof had opened out.


  It did that twice more, and by that time Red was getting his grip back. In the third cavern they all stopped. Someone lighted torches. Red blinked and shook himself away.


  The man who had picked him up started to speak, stared, and then yelled, “Hey! All of you! This man—”


  The babble that had started hushed abruptly. In the utter silence, every wet, stricken face turned to Red, standing huge in the torchlight, blood and water dripping from his beard, his blue-green tunic molded tight across his bunched, taut muscles.


  The man said with grim quiet, “I picked him up in Tenney’s field, right under the thing. He must have come from it.”


  In the silence Red could hear the beat and rush of his own blood. The air was furnace-hot, but his skin was cold. They were a hardy lot of people, big and tough and work-hardened. Just now they were furious in a grim, dangerous way.


  He said, “I did. Got thrown free when the ship crashed.” His voice was steady “They had me prisoner in her.”


  A man pushed forward. He was little, broad and thick and ugly. Thinning gray-brown hair was plastered wetly to a clumsy skull, and his face was almost funny, even now. But his brown eyes had something in them that made Red’s heart jump a little, just as Crom’s voice had.


  The little man said, “I’m Markham Chandler. What are the creatures in that—ship, you said? We couldn’t see it clearly.”


  There was no point in lying. Red told them as well as he could. The man who had helped him watched him with hard green eyes. He was a Martian with Drylander blood in him, as big as Red, with a stern, dark face and thick, dark hair.


  “Drifted in from outer space, eh?” he said. “How’d they get you then?”


  “Suspicious, aren’t you?” growled Red, and explained, including the spaceguard, because there was no other credible reason for his being beyond the Belt.


  “Spaceguard, eh?” said Chandler. “Well, we hold nothing against you for that. Many of us have been in trouble at one time or another.”


  That sounded strange to Red. But Chandler’s eyes were neither soft nor foolish.


  The Earthman went on: “What do they—the Rakshi—want of us?”


  Red told them that too. He watched faces go whiter and harder, eyes widen in stunned disbelief. Suddenly the big Martian caught Red’s tunic at the throat.


  “You’re lying,” he said, his green eyes ugly “You’re either pirates or slavers.”


  Red’s hand went up toward the Martian’s face, and was caught suddenly by another—a cool, strong, brown hand, a woman’s hand.


  “Let him alone, Jat. He’s hurt—and he’s not lying. I saw the thing crash and something shiny was thrown out of a broken port. It wasn’t human, and the ship isn’t a Triangle ship.”


  Red looked into a woman’s face, not far below his own. Tangled, curling hair the color of wheat-straw framed its brownness, softened the clear sharp lines of brow and jaw.


  She smiled at him. Her hazel eyes were hard and grim, but not afraid. She said, “Come over here and I’ll fix your head.”


  Chandler nodded. He looked very tired. “Yes. I’ll count noses, and then we’ll see what to do next. Jat, you get some of the men and guard the passage. We may be attacked at any time.”


  JAT went away reluctantly. Markham turned back into the crowd, and there began to be a stir of voices and purposeful movement. Red studied the girl with flat, hard eyes.


  “What’s the game, sister?”


  She stared at him. “Game? I just want to patch up that cut.”


  Remembering the women in the crimp ports, Red put his eyebrows up. Then he shrugged and fell in beside her. She moved easily, with a springy litheness. Her body, in a plain short tunic of rough homespun, was built of long, clean curves.


  It came to Red that she was something he’d never seen before. He scowled uncertainly and asked, “What’s your name?”


  She laughed. “Hildegarde Smith. They call me Hildy. What’s yours?”


  “Red. What do you do here?”


  “Work on my father’s farm.” Her face sharpened as though with a sudden pain, and she glanced at the cave entrance and away again.


  “He didn’t make it,” said Red.


  She nodded. “It all happened so suddenly. I was visiting in the upper part of the settlement. We all made for the caves when we heard the crashing—sometimes the cliffs crack and there are slides during a heavy storm. Our place is farther down the valley. I started back, but I knew it was no use. I—” She broke off and bent over a chest marked First Aid.


  Red scratched his matted beard. The girl had sand. He wanted suddenly to get away, back to the Rakshi. But there was no way without tipping his hand, and that meant death.


  “Sit down,” she said. Red obeyed reluctantly. If the girl had been one of the kind he understood, it wouldn’t have mattered. But she wasn’t. He had no precedent, nothing to judge her by. It made him uneasy.


  Looking out over the cave, he realized with a sharp, cold shock that he had no precedent for any of those people. They were as alien to him as the Rakshi.


  And he was trapped with them.


  Hildy’s fingers were cool and deft on his skin. They made him feel strange, uneasy. He watched her tensely while she bandaged the cut, sponged his face and beard clean.


  She gave him water, caught the look and smiled. “What’s the matter? Did I hurt you?”


  “No. Only nobody ever did that for me before.”


  She looked at the scar of Wick’s spanner across his face, her eyes both angry and compassionate.


  She said quietly, “You’ve suffered, haven’t you?”


  He shrugged and took his eyes away. “I guess so.”


  “Then you can understand.” The people in the cave were breaking up into orderly groups, supplying themselves with food, water, and blankets from big chests. Hildy watched them, the torchlight making deep, harsh shadows on her face.


  “We’ve worked so hard, Red. God knows what we’d have done without this place, and Markham Chandler. And now, to have it stolen from us, to be threatened and tortured . . .”


  She moved her clenched hands savagely. Chandler came up, rolling heavily on his short legs.


  “Four hundred and twenty-seven,” he said, and put his hands wearily over his face. “The cube crashed almost in the center of the valley. The others were cut off, or caught by the light.”


  Red had a mental picture of how the Rakshi were doing it. The high-power light mechanism would make the people blind and helpless long enough to be disarmed and divided up, herded into the few remaining rooms of the ship that still had doors.


  Chandler went on, “I’m sending the women and children back into the caves in small scattered groups, with a few men. The rest of the men will go up into the galleries to try and get a line on how to fight these devils.”


  His brown eves met Red’s blue ones suddenly, very clear and direct. “Red, you know about these Rakshi. You’ll help us.”


  Hildy took his hand. “Of course he will.” She smiled at him, her hazel eyes warm and deep with friendliness.


  All the meaning, the implication of trust and comradeship and understanding behind Hildy’s eyes took Red with a sudden violence. He took his hand away roughly and opened his mouth, but no words came.


  He saw Hildy’s eyes go cold and bright as spear points, saw the furrows deepen and tighten in Chandler’s ugly, tired face. Then, through the bitter silence, there came the roar of blasters out in the passage.


  They broke off raggedly. There was a noise of running feet. Jat stumbled into the cavern, his hands over his eyes, followed by the men who had gone with him.


  A voice spoke out in Red’s brain. He knew the others heard it too from the way they stiffened and gasped.


  It said, “Submit and you will not be harmed. Resistance will only mean pain.”


  KORAH came floating through the entrance, a shining blur against the dark of the passage, four other Rakshi behind him. His crest was erect, a living, pulsing flame, and his eyes were godlike.


  Hildy’s face was a mask cut from gray bone. Only the eyes were alive in it, alive and hating. In a single blurred motion she caught up a heavy tin box from the first aid chest and threw it straight at Korah’s head.


  The Rakshi jerked aside in his floating car. The box went past him, crashing harmlessly into the rock wall. He showed his sharp teeth and the tip of his blue tongue in a smile, and raised his light tube.


  Hildy cried out and turned away, shielding her eyes. Jat couldn’t see her, but he knew her voice. He raised his blaster blindly. Korah’s tube flicked a beam across his hand. He screamed and dropped the blaster. Red saw the smoke from the burn.


  There was chaos after that for a brief time. They fought with everything they had, tools, weapons, fragments of rock. And the five Rakshi flitted batlike through the smoky torchlight, burning, blinding, laughing with their blue tongues and pointed teeth.


  Red stayed out of it, against the wall. He dragged Hildy back of the chest and growled, “You’ll be able to see again soon.”


  She didn’t answer. He stood watching the fight. The Rakshi were mere pallid blurs, moving too fast for the eye to see. Their reactions were much quicker than the humans’, because they didn’t miss a shot.


  They weren’t out to kill. Men and women, blinded by the light, blundered into each other, so that those who could still see had to stop fighting lest they kill their own people.


  Markham Chandler’s ringing voice made itself heard finally, over the din, telling them to stop. They did, reluctantly. Hildy got up without looking at Red and went uncertainly toward Jat, crouched and snarling over his seared hand.


  Korah said aloud, silkily, “That’s better. You’ll learn to obey. Form ranks, please. We’re going back to the ship.”


  Chandler came forward. His brown eyes were bloodshot, tortured slits, but his voice was clear and steady.


  “What right have you to do this?”


  Korah’s eyes burned on him. “The right of survival.”


  “We haven’t harmed you. This is ours. Our lives aren’t yours to take or control. You can’t do this!”


  Korah’s soft voice carried across the whole cavern, and it made Red shiver.


  “We can do it because we must, or perish. Your race is not at stake. You’re only a handful, a pinch of dust. But we are all. Do you say, when you kill a beast to feed your children, ‘We have no right’ ?”


  “A pinch of dust!” It was Hildy’s voice, ringing out like the music of a steel blade.


  She stood erect, with her hand on Jat’s broad shoulder. Her face in the torchlight had the primal beauty of a tigress. Red licked dry lips, watching it. The palms of his hands were wet.


  “Who are you to judge us as nothing? You, a monster from another world! What right have you here, stealing and maiming? This is not your earth, nor your air, nor your sun!”


  Korah turned to her slowly. It was a long time before he spoke.


  “No,” he said very quietly “It’s not our earth, nor air, nor sun. All those we had once, and a human stole them from us.”


  He moved his free hand down his body to the metal car. The muscles tightened in his glowing face, ridged and bitter.


  He whispered, “Monster!” and raised his tube.


  He didn’t go for her eyes this time. The hot beam flicked like a whiplash. She bared her teeth and her eyes closed, but she didn’t move. Red saw the red weals of the burns come out across her face and throat.


  Jat roared and started to his feet, but Red was quicker.


  He took the stabbing beam on his own back and snarled, “Stop it, damn you!”


  Korah let the beam stay just long enough to set the silk of his tunic smoldering. Then he flicked it off and said, “Well, Red. We thought we’d lost you.”


  “The port split when we struck,” said Red sullenly. “I fell through and got caught in the stampede.” Hildy hadn’t moved, but her fingers bit deep into the muscles of Jat’s shoulder. The Martian’s green eyes were the eyes of a tortured fiend.


  Red said, “Did you have to do that?”


  “Why?” Korah’s eyes were mocking. “I thought you hated humans.”


  “She was kind to me,” said Red sulkily. It sounded a weak, silly thing to say. His heart was pounding and the veins in his neck hurt. He was confused and viciously angry, and he didn’t know why.


  RED felt Korah’s mind probing into his. He tried to shut his mind, but the anger and confusion slowed his reflexes. Korah’s thought withdrew, and Korah’s eyes danced with wicked fires.


  “About that offer, Red. Will you take it?”


  “I’ll tell you later.” He was safe enough, with five light tubes holding the colonists.


  But the hate, the loathing in them prickled across his hide.


  “Now, Red,” said Korah softly.


  Red felt Korah’s thought, and knew it was now. He tried to think of Circe and the Martian Treasure City, and strength beyond the span of other men’s strength.


  But all he could think of was Hildy’s gentle fingers on his head and the burns red and ugly across her face.


  He looked at Korah, and there was a new, wary understanding in him.


  “I won’t bargain with you. Where’s Saran?”


  “Dead, in the crash. Don’t you trust me?”


  “No.” He knew nothing of the process of longevity. Korah could play any sort of a trick on him at any time. And he didn’t like reins on him. If he took orders from the Rakshi, he’d never be free.


  Hildy’s face, stony white and barred with livid burns; Jat, dark and tortured; Markham Chandler’s ugly, gentle face with eyes that Red couldn’t meet—all those people, alien, new, beyond his understanding—and Hildy, saying, “You’ve suffered. You can understand.”


  “There must be a ship in the colony. Give me that and let me go.”


  Korah laughed. His crest shimmered in the torchlight. “No.”


  Fear began to tighten along Red’s nerves. “You promised me life.”


  “Have I said you were not to live? Think of this, Red. If you go to the culture vats, you’ll live a very long time indeed!”


  Red said very softly, “You dirty son!”


  Korah laughed again. “Your crazy, inconsistent little minds! You humans run with every mood that blows across you. No matter how well I think I know a human brain, something latent may develop in a few short minutes and upset all my plans. I wouldn’t have trusted you, Red, if you had accepted. You don’t know it yourself yet, but you’ve changed. You’re like Crom, too tough to be broken. You’d betray us before we were ready.


  “I think, my friend, that the culture vats will be much the safest place for you, if—” he let his tilted eyes move across the tense white faces, waiting under the threat of the Rakshi beams—“you live to reach them.”


  Red didn’t say anything. There was nothing to say. He stood still while the Rakshi saw to the disarming of the crowd.


  When it was done, Korah said, “We’re short of food for the humans. Why the large stock here?”


  Markham Chandler answered, in a voice utterly drained of emotion, “The storms at perihelion often drive us out of the valley.”


  Korah nodded. “Fetch it along. You’ll need it while we’re classifying you.”


  The youngest Rakshi had been preoccupied for some time, his crest glittering. Now he drifted close to Korah and spoke in his own tongue. Korah threw back his head in fierce exultation. His crest too rose and pulsated, and the three others joined in.


  Red knew that the Rakshi back in the ship were communicating. He’d picked up the rudiments of telepathy from the Martian stokers in the tramp ships. Now he tried to use them.


  He wasn’t good at it. All he could catch were vagrant thoughts concerning “plasma shortage—hurry.” But he could fill in. They were making plasma for the culture vats; they were short-handed, and they wanted help in a hurry. He wondered if the brains in the Temple were getting impatient for bodies.


  It was just by sheer chance that Red caught the brief flame of inspiration in Jat’s green eyes. The Rakshi were too busy to catch the thought back of it. But Red watched the Martian go very obediently to the store chests against the wall and haul out a side of bacon.


  Watching that, Red saw Markham Chandler’s quick start, the urgent touch of his hand on Jat’s shoulder, and the swift interchange of whispers between them. Chandler too got a side of bacon.


  They came back together to Hildy, very patient and drooping. The ranks formed in sullen quiet and trailed out into the passage, with the Rakshi floating overhead, tubes raised and alert.


  At low power the tubes lighted the way plainly. Red made his mind as nearly blank as possible and stayed close to Jat, Chandler, Hildy, and the fat sides of bacon.


  They went through the second chamber, where the Rakshi’s light was swallowed up in vaulting darkness, then back through the corridor beyond that, and into the first of the three caverns.


  Again the light was swallowed up, the sound of their slow, sullen departure dispersed. And Red found out why Jat had insisted on bacon.


  CHAPTER THREE


  Sword of Light


  THE cave roof was high and very black. Nothing happened for a minute or two, until the bacon was well out across the floor. Then Red heard them, cutting swift and shrill across the hot, still air—wings, huge, wide wings arrowing down.


  Somebody yelled, and a woman screamed. The ranks fell apart. Red saw Korah’s opal eyes dart upward, and his light tube brightened.


  There were gleams up there in the dark, metallic purple and green, hard and bright. Red saw wings with small light bodies between them and little fanged heads, rushing down toward them.


  They were going so fast that the light didn’t stop them. Jat threw his bacon high up beside Korah. A cloud of the shiny things swooped at it like gulls. Red saw that their thin wings were scaled.


  The Rakshi turned up their power. Even at burning concentration the bat creatures didn’t pay much attention. Chandler threw his load at the nearest Rakshi. Then he turned and ran, his arm around Hildy.


  Red followed them. The Rakshi were recovering from their surprise now. Winged bodies were beginning to clatter down. One of the yarns he’d heard in a fueling port came back to Red: The Mercurian hunting bats, sheathed in glass-like, silicate scales to defy the lightning.


  It was probably the salt they were after in the bacon. There wasn’t much of it on Mercury.


  Jat was leading the way toward a small side passage. There was no time to collect others from the confused mob. They could only run, hoping that the brief margin of time would be long enough.


  The Rakshi, battling desperately against the hard-sheathed bats, didn’t see them go. The little dark hole swallowed them up, Jat, Hildy, Chandler, and Red, following unnoticed.


  They went a long way, quite slowly but as though Jat knew the way. The echoes didn’t betray the extra pair of footsteps. They came out presently into a gallery that seemed to run just inside the cliff, because there was blinding daylight pouring in farther along it.


  Red let the others get ahead of him. They stopped by the cleft in the rock.


  He caught Chandler’s low hard voice: “Our valley. Our valley, damn them!”


  Jat said, “The ship’s still there. If I only had bombs!”


  “But we haven’t,” Hildy put her hands on their shoulders. “There must be some way! We can’t lose it all now.”


  Jat said, very low, “That swine Red might know a way.” His big body flexed. “I’d like to tear it out of him!”


  Chandler sighed. “Poor devil. He’s caught in his own trap.”


  Red, padding toward them on his soft sandals, stopped, scowling. Hildy shook her light curly hair away from her burned face.


  “Red’s not bad,” she said. “He saved me, you know. He’s suffered a lot, and he’s bitter. I don’t think he ever saw a decent human being before. He just doesn’t understand.”


  Jat made a wordless snarling noise. Chandler looked at him with the ghost of a smile on his tired face.


  “You haven’t forgotten, Jat, how you felt when you came out of the Jekkara quarries?”


  The line of Jat’s shoulders sagged. “All right. But that doesn’t help us now. Look down there. They got rid of the bats. And there go the last of our people into their cursed ship.”


  Red ran his hand through his beard, and then up across the mark of Wick’s spanner. His fingers touched the bandage on his forehead. He looked at Hildy’s face, clear and strong in the sunlight.


  He went forward then, and said, “Hildy.”


  THEY turned, the three of them, startled. Chandler put a hand on Jat’s arm and said, “Wait.”


  Red said, “Hildy, I’ve got to ask you something. There’s a ship down there. Are you three going to escape in it?”


  She frowned. “I suppose Jat will try and get back to Venus for help. Why?”


  “You’re not going?”


  “Not without my father.”


  “And you, Chandler?”


  “Those people are my friends. There may be some way I can help. A lot of them will die before help can possibly get here.”


  Red measured Jat’s strength. “I can take that ship from you.”


  Hildy’s face was suddenly brighter than the sunlight. She put her hands on his arms and smiled and said, “But you won’t. You’re beginning to see, Red, aren’t you? You’re realizing that the people you’ve known are only a small part of humanity. Haven’t you ever felt lonely, Red? Out there in space, with no one to speak to, nothing to trust, nothing to work for?”


  He looked away from her, out to the insulated hangar that meant freedom, the old life. Her hands were warm and strong on him, and they never quivered.


  “Lonely?” he whispered. “I never knew till now.”


  He broke away sharply. “Jat, take that ship and clear out. Get help here as fast as you can. Chandler—”


  Chandler said, “Hold on. There’s Rakshi.”


  They looked out. Far below, a little floating dot pressed over the hangar dome, trailing a pencil of pale flame. Then it flashed away, back to the great black cube tilted drunkenly in the neat green fields, with one corner crumpled and the square ports split.


  “Fused the hangar opening,” said Jat bitterly. “So that’s that.”


  Chandler turned his brown eyes to Red. “Do you know of any way?”


  “Perhaps.” He was thinking of a man in black armor, and a vengeance that had waited too long. “Anyway, I’ll try.”


  He sat down with them to wait until dark. And he laughed suddenly. “It doesn’t make sense, any of it. You know that.”


  Markham Chandler smiled. “The best things,” he said softly, “seldom do.”


  PLANS were completed by dark. Red and the Martian went cautiously back to the caves for arms. There was no sign of a search.


  “Too busy,” growled Red. “That’s what I’m gambling on. They’re in a fever for new bodies, and there are only nine of ’em to work.”


  Coming back, Red had an idea. He stripped the heavy glassy-scaled wings from several of the fallen bats. “Armor,” he said briefly.


  When it was time, they went out into the stifling, moonless dark, going down the valley toward the broken cube. Steam from the hot springs choked them, and the rich earth was warm underfoot.


  There was a Rakshi on guard. Red grinned. “All right,” he whispered. “Cover me. And if I don’t see you again . . .”


  Hildy said, “Good luck, Red. God go with you.” She kissed him, firmly on the lips. Jat and Markham Chandler shook hands with him. Red let his head drop.


  “I still don’t know why I’m doing this. Maybe if I come back . . .” He shrugged and went away, going softly through thick undergrowth. The glassy bat wings hanging against his body made a tiny clicking.


  The Rakshi stopped suddenly in his drifting patrol. He didn’t look at Red, but beyond, and Red smiled. The three he had just left were thinking hard at the Rakshi, thinking threats and plans, trying to cover Red’s mind. He crept on, his mind guarded.


  The Rakshi made a single dart toward the noisy minds. Red got behind him. His blaster made a brief bright flare in the blackness.


  “Eight,” he said grimly, and climbed in through the riven port.


  There was no one in the control room, or the dark well beyond. He could hear muffled sounds from the prisoners. He didn’t try to release them. Their suddenly-altered thought pattern would warn the Rakshi no matter what they were doing. But two brains, wary and guarded, might be blanketed, might go unnoticed long enough . . .


  One mind, if Crom had died in the wreck. But Crom’s sword would still be there.


  The floor of the well tilted crazily, but the walls, here in the heart of the cube, were not much buckled. The Titan in black mail lay still on his block, his eyes open, fixed on the sword.


  Red padded softly across the floor. The heavy iron doors were all shut. He came up beside the block and whispered, “Crom!”


  He thought for a long moment that the man was dead. The black, fixed eyes never wavered. Then, from a vast, cold distance, “Go away. The stink of you makes me sick.”


  Red said, “I discovered something, Crom. I am a human—and proud of it.”


  The eyes moved then. They came slowly to Red’s face, and a fire began to burn in them, deep and terrible.


  “You lie. The gods blast you!”


  Red said doggedly, “How do I get you loose?”


  The mad black eyes seared into his, but this time he could meet them. He felt Crom’s brain beating at his, and he didn’t stop it.


  “Gods, gods, gods!” whispered Crom. “Don’t give me hope again!”


  Red said, “How, Crom? Before it’s too late.”


  This time he couldn’t meet Crom’s eyes.


  “Take out the tubes and bind my wrists. I’ll live long enough.”


  He did it, binding the round holes tight with strips from his tunic. “Now, Crom. The shackles.”


  “Take down my sword. Hold it by the grip only.”


  Red climbed on the block. The sword was heavy in his hands. He got it free and climbed down again.


  “Lay the blade across the iron bands.”


  Wild violet light sheeted out. Molten metal sparked and ran. Red stood back, pulses hammering thick and hot in his throat and head.


  Slowly, slowly, Crom rose from his block and stood.


  Red put the sword in his hands. A cold shudder shook him. It wasn’t Crom’s body doing this impossible thing. It was something beyond, something primal and burning strong as the sun.


  There was a grating clang of metal behind him. He spun around. Korah floated in the red dusk, smiling, his light tube raised.


  “Well, Red,” he said softly, “I thought you might come back.” Then he saw the giant standing, his hair spread like a sable cloak over the block and the rusty iron floor.


  His face turned to a pale, glowing mask, and his opal eyes had death in them. He didn’t speak. But the light tube steadied.


  The blinding beam struck Crom fairly across the eyes.


  RED fired. The flame of his blaster shot wide as Korah made his car dip aside. Crom cried out, a great thundering roar. Red cursed silently and went in closer.


  He fired again, and missed again. The Rakshi was diabolically quick. Crom was abruptly quiet. Korah laughed, the tip of his blue tongue sharp between his pointed teeth. His beam flicked to Red.


  Red smiled without mirth. With his free hand he held one of the bat wings to shield his face, firing from the shelter of it.


  The blaster flame just grazed Korah’s gleaming shoulder. Red heard, behind him, the ring and groan of Crom’s armor and the heavy, dragging whisper of his hair. Korah’s face tightened.


  His beam shifted strength, shot down below Red’s guard to leave a seared weal across his midriff. Then it went to Crom again.


  Red shut his teeth together and went in between them. The hot beam struck against his shield of hard-scaled wings.


  Then, almost contemptuously, it darted down, found his unprotected legs and struck them from under him. His hands came out to stop the fall, and the beam smoked across them. Red screamed and lay still.


  The beam touched the fallen blaster and brightened. The weapon vanished in a molten blob.


  “Little men,” whispered Korah. “Foolish little humans, to think you could stop us now!”


  Crom moved across the floor in slow, ragged jerks. Korah danced out of the way of his sword, laughing without sound.


  “Go on, Crom, every step of the way. Is there a bitter, deathly taste in your mouth, the taste of defeat, Crom? The bitter bread you fed us. Suck it, Crom! Chew it, and strangle on it!”


  He let his burning beam play with exquisite skill across Crom’s face. The weals stood scarlet against the deathly white skin, and the eyes were black seared shadows under the heavy brows. But he didn’t stop, moving step by step toward the door of the Temple.


  Down on the floor, Red twitched and drew his muscles tight. His mind stood at a great distance, looking down at his body and telling it what to do. Korah floated below, lost in the ecstasy of his triumph over Crom.


  There was no time to Red, nothing but his mind detached in a clear white light directing the formless agony that was his body. He got up, very slowly, and went up behind Korah.


  His great seared hands went up. They pulled the floating metal disc off balance and down, and jerked up to the Rakshi’s glowing neck.


  Korah cried out. He tried to turn, but Red’s hands held him. He stepped up the power of his beam and turned it backward against Red’s body. The hard bat wings began to melt, but not soon enough.


  Korah’s crest, for the first time, rose in an effort to warn the Rakshi in the temple. But it dropped again with the snapping of his neck in Red’s fingers.


  Crom made a harsh animal sound in his throat and staggered forward against the prop of his sword. Red saw his face through a dark veil, the face of a dead man, driven only by the fire that burned in him.


  Red said, “Give me the sword, Crom.”


  “Open the door,” whispered Crom.


  “You’re dying. Give me the sword.”


  “The gods blast you! Open the door!”


  Red pushed the handle down with his elbow. The metal door swung back. Light flooded out, warm opalescent light that pricked his skin with tiny needles. Red looked into the Temple of the Flame.


  Seven Rakshi hovered over huge vats, turning startled faces to the door. The square room was very large. Stacked against the walls in transparent containers were naked brains in clear fluid, bathed in the light.


  The light came from a pedestal in the center of the space. The heart of it was too bright to look at. But Red knew dimly that in some way it was life.


  Red whispered, “You can’t make it. Give me the sword. You can’t even see it.”


  “I can feel it,” said Crom softly, and smiled. The sweep of one great arm struck Red back out of the way. He went on into the Temple, his head erect, carrying the weight of his rusted armor and the black hair that dragged behind him as though they were nothing.


  The Rakshi made a strange wailing cry and their tubes came out. Crom’s armor glowed and his hair became a bursting aureole of flame. He laughed out of it, a great ringing shout beyond pain, beyond anything human.


  He crashed forward, and the blade of his sword smote fairly across the heart of the Flame.


  THERE was nothing after that but light. Lying on the floor of the well, seeing very dimly, Red watched it swell out and out in a pulsing fury of strength. The Rakshi vanished in it, and the vats, and the brains in their stacked containers.


  Presently the inner surface of the heavy walls vanished too, in a flood of molten metal. Then the fire died away and there was darkness, and utter silence.


  Red smiled. It was a boy’s peaceful, tired smile. His body ached. He looked down and said, “Hildy’ll fix it.”


  He fainted, quite happily, on the rusty iron floor beside the empty block.


  THE THOUGHT-MEN OF MERCURY


  R.R. Winterbotham


  Hall and Upjohn had to escape from that “No-man’s-land” on Mercury. But to form a plan, they had to think—and their captors could read minds.


  IT was neither night nor day, but a sort of nether world of twilight. The huge fern-like plants, flashing phosphorescence under the green corona light, seemed to close in after Cappy Upjohn and Terry Hall like prison bars in the windows of a dungeon.


  Cappy, who was leading the way, paused and waited for Terry. As the huge, leonine man turned, his lips curled into a taunting smile.


  Terry’s eyes moved from side to side, watching the weird shadows, dodging the sweep of the giant ferns as they moved in the wind.


  “Scared!” Cappy ridiculed.


  “I can’t help it!” the younger man said. “This place gives me the creeps.” Cappy’s great laugh echoed above the howl of the winds. “This is Mercury. Half day, half night everlastingly. Right here is the battleground of roasting heat and perpetual cold. A twenty-mile strip of habitable land between two kinds of hell. What the devil did you expect, Tenderfoot?”


  Cappy grunted in disgust, turned and picked his way through the ferns. Terry, his jaw set grimly, followed. Cappy had been through all this before. Twice he’d landed on Venus, and he’d been with the only previous expedition to Mercury. But Terry knew that fear was a human emotion, and that there were things even Cappy was afraid of.


  The wind died a moment. Between an opening in the ferns Terry caught a glimpse of a ghostly face, more simian than an ape’s, less human than a man’s. At the same time he felt something that was like a breeze through his brain. A painless stab of thought.


  “Cappy—look!” Terry pointed at the face peering through the opening in the ferns, and his hand clawed at the rifle he had slung over his shoulder. In all respects it was like an old-fashioned gun, but it fired a deadly bullet that was capable of complete annihilation of whatever it hit. A single bullet from a flourobeam gun was powerful enough to wipe out a steel ball ten feet in diameter.


  But Terry’s hands slipped away from his gun. He recognized his action as more than fear. It was panic.


  Cappy had been too surprised at the sight of the grinning face to notice Terry’s action. Now the youth had control of himself.


  “Great guns! This is something new, lad! A living creature on Mercury!”


  “I tried to tell you, Cappy!” Terry said. “I’ve seen ’em. I’ve felt ’em for the past hour!”


  “Felt ’em? Did they touch you?”


  “It’s something I can’t describe. It’s like poking a finger into our brains. It doesn’t hurt, but it feels uncomfortable. It’s like being watched by someone you can’t see.”


  Cappy’s boldness seemed to tarnish a little. A suggestion of a shudder seemed to pass over the man. He straightened and shook it off.


  “Pooh! Imagination, Terry!”


  Cappy took a step toward the creature. The eyes seemed to flash. Perhaps it was a reflection from the corona streamers stretching above the horizon to the west. Cappy halted as the creature seemed to shrink away.


  “Hold on!” Cappy called. “Don’t go away! We’ve got to see that creature, Terry. Get it back! Can you stop it!”


  There was no mistaking that the animal was intelligent. Perhaps it felt the same emotions that raced through Terry’s body.


  “Let me try,” Terry said. His heart was pounding, but science had to know if intelligent life existed in Mercury’s twilight zone.


  Terry stripped the gun from his shoulders and laid it on the ground. He pushed passed Cappy and walked toward the creature. Terry’s hands were extended, palms outward.


  The creature hesitated. Its eyes flashed again and once more Terry felt something cold in his skull.


  The ferns parted and the creature stepped out into view.


  IT had two stubby legs, two long arms.


  Its head was pear-shaped and hairless, and its body was an ovoid ball, bloated and ugly. But its eyes were almost human except that they seemed to flash fire.


  Terry halted, facing the creature. “Terryhall of the earth!” The creature’s voice echoed through the ferns.


  “You—you speak English!” The words that fell from Terry’s lips mirrored his surprise. In his mind flashed a name for this creature. Something like Zombie, the living dead.


  “Not Zombie. Name is Chomby. I am not dead, not even living dead.”


  “You read my mind! That’s what I’ve felt for the past hour. You were studying my thoughts, and you learned my language by reading my mind!”


  Chomby’s rubbery lips tried to imitate a grin, but it achieved only a hideous travesty.


  Chomby’s hand rubbed over the leathery rags he wore for clothing and reached toward the earthman. The gesture was unmistakable. Chomby wanted to shake hands. The Mercurian had been thorough in his probe of Terry’s brain. His actions were more human than Terry’s under the circumstances, for Terry was afraid.


  “Nothing to fear from Chomby,” spoke the Mercurian.


  Terry took the hand. It was leathery and cold.


  “I am glad to meet you,” Terry said. He forced the words from his lips. “We came to mercury on a peaceful mission.”


  “You’re afraid, Terryhall,” Chomby replied. “I do not intend to kill you. Nor will I hurt Cappyupjohn.”


  Cappy brushed forward and shook hands with Chomby. He concealed a wince as he touched the creature’s corpselike flesh.


  Then he unstrapped the caseknife he wore at his side and handed it to Chomby. “A gift of friendship,” he said.


  Chomby reached awkwardly toward the knife. As he took it, the knife fell to the ground. Chomby leaned over and fumbled. He could hardly grasp the knife. Terry noted now what had been so repulsive about Chomby’s handshake. The Mercurian had no thumb.


  Instead of the five-fingered hand of a human being, there were only three flabby fingers on the end of a round, gristly hand.


  Terry stooped and picked up the knife. He handed it to the Mercurian who seized it in both hands and clutched it to his body.


  “You want food and drink?” Chomby asked. “Terryhall and Cappyupjohn follow me to my village. Sorry I have no gift of friendship otherwise. My people are unskilled in handicraft. We can hardly make our own clothes.”


  Chomby led the earthmen eastward. The shadows deepened and the sky grew dark. The stars appeared; among them the brilliant blue planet that was Earth.


  Again Chomby read Terry’s thoughts.


  “You come from that one?” he asked, pointing. “You are from the sky?”


  Terry answered, but Chomby seemed to read the thoughts that Terry flashed through his mind.


  “Spaceship. Machines. Rockets.” The Mercurian rolled the words in his mouth. “You come from a great race, Terryhall and Cappyupjohn. My people want to learn skill with our hands, to be like you.”


  “It would be nice if we could read your minds,” Cappy said, tossing a glance toward Terry.


  “You are suspicious men,” Chomby said. “I read your mind and I know you do not trust me. You fear a trap. That is why you carry your guns. But there is nothing to fear from Chomby’s people. You will think them very primitive.”


  The cold winds lashed at the earthmen and nipped through the heavy clothing they wore. Terry and Cappy lowered a plastic windshield from their caps to protect their faces from frostbite.


  Vegetation grew more scarce and at last they walked across a rocky plain toward a row of towering basalt cliffs. The feeble light that came from the outer fringe of the corona revealed a row of caves at the base of the cliffs and from these emerged a hundred or so ill-fashioned beings resembling Chomby.


  The Mercurian gave no cry, nor warning of his approach. He apparently had notified his people by telepathy, for they rushed silently to meet him. Chomby lapsed into silence, turning from one of his kinsfolk to another, answering questions without speaking.


  Cappy stared at the Mercurians. His leonine figure marched through the ill-shapen creatures confidently and unafraid. Doubts crept into Terry’s mind. There were too many Mercurians. Despite the powerful weapons strapped to the earthmen’s backs, they could not hope to escape imprisonment, if these savages sought to hold them.


  Chomby led the men to a cave in the center of the village. He turned to Terry.


  “My people think you are queer, Terryhall,” Chomby said. “But it is evident to them that you think the same about us. But we are all one people. Terryhall and Cappyupjohn are not the same. Terryhall is afraid, while Cappyupjohn is a man of rock. Are you not of the same race?”


  “More or less,” Cappy said, deridingly. “Terry doesn’t understand you and he fears what he doesn’t understand. I’ve learned to control fear, so I am not afraid.”


  “You trust us?” Chomby seemed surprise.


  “No,” Cappy replied. “I don’t trust anything, but I’m not afraid of you.”


  “What if we should intend to keep you here?” Chomby asked. “Terry sees himself as a prisoner, a slave. He fears he will never return to the earth.”


  “I still have my gun,” Cappy Said.


  “There are many of us,” Chomby said, his lips gaping again in that imitation grin. “We could overpower you and kill you.”


  “I’d take some of you with me,” Cappy replied, defiantly. “I’d go out in a blaze of glory.”


  CHOMBY studied the earthman. “I believe you would. In your world such a trait would be considered admirable. You are hard, Cappyupjohn, and brave. But it is not your kind that makes your, race so great. Your world is a coward’s world. It was built by men who are afraid.”


  Cappy choked. “You lie!”


  “We have read your minds, earthmen,” Chomby said. “We understand the civilization from the mental pictures you carry in your minds. You have great brains, but skilled as they are they are nothing in comparison with ours. It was not your brain that made your world, but your love of security. You feared wild beasts, so you killed them. You feared hunger, so you stored food. You built weapons to defend yourself against enemies. You sought out new worlds in fleeing from dangers of the old. If your race had not known fear, it would have never done these things.”


  “Men died to win that security,” Cappy replied. “That wasn’t cowardice, was it?”


  “They died fighting, which meant that they hoped to win. Their chance of victory was more attractive than the insecurity that would come with defeat,” Chomby replied. “My people wish to keep you here. He want to learn more about the emotion called fear that has made your civilization so great.”


  “You’ll never keep us!” growled Cappy. His hand automatically touched the gun on his shoulder.


  “That is the fear I speak of,” Chomby said. “You would rather die than be a prisoner. In a different way Terryhall has the same emotion. But he does not risk so recklessly. He would rather avoid the situation that makes fighting necessary. He is a brave man, too, Cappyupjohn, but in a different way.”


  “He’s yellow!” Cappy said vehemently. “He’s worse than no help at all.”


  The earthmen rested, but they were not left alone. Chomby seemed always to be near. Although Chomby insisted the earthmen were not prisoners, he made it plain they would not be allowed to leave for a time.


  “We must study you,” he said. “In turn, you may study us.”


  “I’m warning you, Chomby,” Cappy roared. “We’ll stand just so much of this thing. We’ll stay until we’ve studied you enough, but when we want to go, we’re going—or we’ll die trying.”


  “That time is not here,” Chomby said, wrinkling his lips again.


  THE icy mental probing of the Mercurians grew familiar to Terry and Cappy. There was nothing the earthmen could think of that these eerie, repulsive-looking creatures did not understand. That the Mercurians read Terry’s thoughts so easily was often embarrassing, for Terry knew that they were aware of his repugnance toward them, as well as Terry’s distrust and fear.


  But Chomby and his people seemed to accept Terry’s opinion of them understandingly. Not one of them made a move to remove either Terry’s or Cappy’s guns.


  After a first period of mental probing Chomby urged the earthmen to instruct the Mercurians in some simple crafts. Now the earthmen enjoyed the sense of superiority that previously had been a monopoly of the Mercurians. The simplest pieces of handiwork were almost beyond, the Mercurians. The hands of these creatures, without thumbs and with stiff fingers, were clumsy. Weaving was an arduous task. Construction of a simple, primitive thatched dwelling was attempted and abandoned, when Cappy found that it would require months to complete. It was not because the Mercurians did not understand what had to be done—they knew this the instant the terrestrials pictured the idea in their minds. But the tasks were nearly impossible for the Mercurians.


  Terry taught a few of the creatures to write, but the rest could not master the process, although every one of them had learned to read by watching Terry’s mind at work.


  Cappy grew more contemptuous of the Mercurians as he watched their bungling efforts at the simplest human arts.


  “We haven’t anything to be afraid of from these creatures, Terry,” he said.


  Terry shook his head.


  “They’ve got brains, Cappy. They know everything we know and a lot of things we don’t. They read us like a book. They know our thoughts before we know them ourselves.”


  “It isn’t thought that wins battles. It’s power. Oh, brains help, but only when used in the application of the proper weapons. Why with our guns and fists we probably could lick this whole village. I’m sure they haven’t coordination enough to fight hand-to-hand with us singly.”


  “But they’re too smart to let us out-maneuver them,” Terry said. “There’s a principle that seems to work in society that makes me afraid of these Mercurians. In the history of our own planet, it has always been the brains which exploited the brawn among men. People who thought of things usually took ascendancy over those who tried to progress by the sweat of their brow. For instance, everyone knows Columbus discovered America, but who knows the name of the man who built the ships he sailed in? LeCompton designed the first successful spacecraft, but the name of the man who tooled the intricate parts of its mechanism and made it successful has been completely forgotten.”


  “You mean we’re likely to become slaves of these—these Zombies?”


  “Since we came to this village they’ve changed,” Terry said. “These Zombies—as you call them—are learning fear. They see their world, lashed by cold and hot winds, freezing and roasting, as an insecure place. A violent storm might bum up their food supply, or freeze their crops. For the first time they’ve seen fear as a safeguard to their future. Now they want to build. They want places to store food; homes to protect them from cold. They want means of transportation, to escape uninhabitable spots. They know the value of fear, but they cannot conquer it because they are physiologically incapable of conquering their environment. When they realize this—if they don’t realize it already—they’ll force us to conquer their environment for them. Every earthman unfortunate enough to land on Mercury will become a slave—”


  “Great Scott, Terry!” Cappy exclaimed. “I believe you are right. Your fear has been warning us all along to get out of this place. Get your gun ready, we’re going back to the space ship—”


  The light from the entrance of the cave was blotted out. Chomby stood before them, followed by a horde of his fellow beings.


  “You recognized fear too late, Cappyupjohn,” Chomby said.


  The two earthmen tried to level their guns, but the Mercurians attacked too quickly. The leathery fists struck home and the guns slipped from the earthmen’s grasps.


  A TRANSFORMATION occurred in front of the row of caves in the basalt cliff. Windbreaks appeared in the openings in the wall. Rude machines were set up to build houses of stone and covered passages from cave to cave. From the fibrous ferns Terry constructed rude looms for weaving cloth. Stone mills for grinding the pulpy fruit of the Mercurian trees into flour were designed.


  How long the two earthmen had been prisoners on Mercury they had no way of telling, for there was neither night nor day, nor seasons in the twilight zone. But the Earth had disappeared over the south horizon and reappeared in the north and Cappy estimated that two-thirds of the Mercurian year of 88 days had passed.


  “We won’t be here another year,” Terry said.


  Cappy snorted. “I wouldn’t bet.”


  “They’re getting careless,” Terry pointed out. “They used to have a dozen men guarding us day and night. If we even got a little too far away from the village, we’d be shoved back. Now only one Zombie is guarding us. We’re allowed to go almost anywhere, except near the spaceship.”


  “They read our minds, so they’re always two jumps ahead of us, Terry. No. The principle of brains over brawn can’t be beaten. We’re licked.”


  “I’m not,” Terry announced. “Once you called me a coward—you said I was yellow. But a coward isn’t the man who is afraid, it’s the man that lets fear get the upperhand. You’re being a coward now, Cappy. You’re admitting that Chomby and his pals have the Injun sign on us. I’m not admitting it. It isn’t brains that makes men the rulers of nine planets, and it isn’t fear. Man has something else that gives him a physiological edge. I’m going to find out what that is. When we find it, we’ll be free men again.”


  “When you find it, the Mercurians will know. They’ll be ready to keep us from using the weapon—whatever it is—before we know we’ve got it.”


  “Some day we’ll have a chance. Some day we’ll have a chance to slug our guard and get back to the spaceship—”


  Terry paused. He looked at the dozing Mercurian at the mouth of the cave. Even as Terry looked the Mercurian roused out of his sleep. The thought thread had roused the guard from a deep slumber.


  “Now!” Terry yelled. “Now’s our chance!”


  Terry sprang. The guard tried to seize the stone club at his side, but his clumsy hand was not made for swift action. Terry was on him before the guard could send out a mental alarm and the young earthman’s fist crashed against the base of the guard’s skull.


  Terrestrial muscles, built for a heavier force of gravity, delivered a sledgehammer blow. The guard toppled forward. Terry leaped over the figure and darted into the open.


  Another figure rose before Terry, but again Terry’s fist smashed.


  Cappy was beside Terry now and together they raced toward the path that led in the direction of the spaceship.


  “They’ll follow us!” Cappy said. “They can trail us by our thoughts. If we miss the ship and have to double back, we’ll run into them.”


  “We won’t miss!” Terry said.


  THE sudden formulation of the escape plan had been too quick for even the Mercurian brains to block. Terry and Cappy were racing into the forest of ferns far ahead of their pursuers. The coordinated muscles of the earthmen were far more capable of traveling swiftly than those of the Mercurians behind and sounds of pursuit grew fainter in the distance.


  But Terry knew that these creatures were dogged. They would follow until the spaceship’s rockets blasted loose from the planet.


  “Remember,” Terry whispered, “don’t act on any set plan. Don’t plan what you’ll do when you meet ’em. If you do they’ll be prepared for it. Act on impulse, before they know what you intend to do.”


  “I’ll remember,” Cappy panted.


  Was it impulse that made terrestrials the masters of the universe? Terry wondered. It hardly seemed logical, yet impulse had given them their first chance of freedom. But impulse might lead them astray. First thoughts are not always the best thoughts. True enough, man had made some strides by accident, but far more of his greatest discoveries and most useful inventions had been the result of years of labor and careful planning. No, it wasn’t impulse. Some other weapon had to be used to defeat the Mercurians decisively. Terry and Cappy might escape through luck, but some day there would be a final, decisive battle that would employ the one thing that gave man an advantage over the semi-human monsters of the first planet.


  Terry hoped he could discover that weapon now.


  They had been over the route to the spaceship three times. Once in company with Chomby on their first trip to the Mercurian village. They had returned in company with a guard and come back again later.


  Terry had noted a few landmarks and now he began to spot them again. A curious-shaped rock; a spring of moulten metal; a deep fissure in the soil.


  But as they traveled toward the sun’s corona the air grew warmer. Vegetation became profuse and the trail was more difficult to find. But Cappy had kept his eyes open, too. Between them they made their way, slower and slower.


  Suddenly Terry stopped. An icy finger had passed over his brain. A wordless thought flashed into his consciousness.


  “This is Chomby, Terryhall. Go back, or you will be unmercifully killed.”


  Cappy looked at Terry. The same thought had flashed through his brain.


  “I am ahead of you, earthmen. I am waiting in front of the spaceship. In my hands I hold a flourobeam gun. You cannot pass me, earthmen!”


  Cappy groaned.


  “They’re still two jumps ahead, Terry! They’ve outfigured us again. They knew we might get away by accident. So they put Chomby out here to intercept us and he’s armed with our weapons!”


  Terry was afraid. He knew the power of a flourobeam. He’d seen it blast rocks into powder and he knew that a man could never survive its charge. One blast from the gun could wipe out all trace of Terry and Cappy.


  Terry’s face paled. Then, suddenly, he moved forward.


  “Come on, Cappy! You said I was yellow once. Let’s see who’s yellow now!”


  “But that gun! This isn’t being brave! It’s foolhardy. The better part of valor is knowing when you’re licked.”


  “Come on,” Terry said, moving ahead.


  “You’re a fool, Terry,” Cappy said. “But you’ve got guts! Now listen to reason!”


  But Terry would not listen. He moved forward. Cappy, sweating, came following.


  “It’s suicide!” cried the older man.


  IN the center of a clearing stood the spaceship. The streaks of the corona revealed a figure, huge, hideous and apelike, standing before the locks.


  It was Chomby, holding the flourobeam gun, aiming at the two terrestrials who emerged from the forest.


  “If you come closer, I’ll shoot!” It was a thought, not a voice, that flashed toward the men, but the words were as clear as if Chomby had spoken.


  “We’re licked, Terry!” Cappy said. “I’ll surrender.”


  Slowly Cappy’s hands went over his head.


  “And what about you, Terryhall?” Terry stood in the clearing, looking at the Mercurian. The young man’s face was pale and green beneath the corona glow.


  “This is a war of the worlds, Chomby,” he said. “It’s a fight between your race and mine. It’s a Waterloo for one of us.”


  “You haven’t a chance, Terryhall. You know the power of this gun.”


  Terry’s lips tightened into a thin, straight line. His body crouched for an instant and then he sprang. The terrestrial muscles sent him shooting toward Chomby. His feet touched the ground again, and like steel springs he shot forward a second time.


  Chomby’s fingers tightened on the trigger of the weapon. They seemed to twitch.


  Cappy closed his eyes.


  An inhuman scream rent the Mercurian air. But the gun did not go off.


  Cappy opened his eyes to see Terry and the monster rolling on the ground. Terry’s fingers were closed about the Mercurian’s throat. Chomby struggled feebly, and then lay still.


  Terry rose, picked up the gun and motioned to Cappy.


  “Put down your hands and start moving your legs. Get into those locks before the rest of them get here!”


  Cappy’s jaw worked up and down, but words did not come from his throat. Somehow he moved. He ran into the locks and a moment later he was at the controls.


  “Let ’er go!” Terry said.


  Cappy, still speechless, pressed the charger. The rockets roared. The machine lurched skyward and Mercury was left behind.


  “What happened?” Cappy asked.


  “I just remembered that when we were last carrying the guns we had the safety catches on. The catches are released with the thumb. Chomby couldn’t do it! He couldn’t have shot me, even though he wanted to. The safety catches are such a small piece of the flourobeam mechanism that we never think of them. Chomby didn’t have a chance to read our minds about the safety catch until it was too late.”


  “Terry,” Cappy said. “I’ll take back everything I said about you being yellow. You’ve got guts! More than I have, Terry.”


  “Guts? Hell, Cappy, I was scared to death every second.”


  TWO WORLDS TO SAVE


  William Morrison


  Three Stalwart Adventurers Trace on the Planet Mercury the Pattern of Their Future Destiny!


  CHAPTER I


  Strange Vessel


  THE huge pipe wrench he was using was not a convenient thing to handle under the best of conditions. Down here, under thirty fathoms of water, it was very much of a nuisance, what with his cumbersome diving outfit. Nevertheless, he managed to unscrew the connection between the warm-water pipe and the stationary submarine engine.


  He moved so that the bull’s-eye electric lamp attached to his breast-plate shone inside the valve on the engine side. This was the last possible checking point for the pump trouble. If he didn’t find it here, that meant the entire submarine power-converter plant would have to be dismantled and raised to the surface for repairs. It would take weeks—and that meant that the project might be abandoned.


  It had taken all of his persuasive arguments and all of the company’s political power to get the World Fuel Research Commission to okay the installation of this first full-size unit. It was terribly important If it failed, the company failed with it, and if somebody else didn’t come forward quickly with a solution for fuel shortage, Earth was doomed to revert sharply and cruelly to barbarism.


  Thus, Douglas Carson’s earnest, rugged face was grim as he peered into the exposed valve. Several small pebbles or bits of coral had managed to get down through the intake pipe to be trapped by the wire screen. These had not caused the stoppage, although they had no business being there.


  Instead, a small fish had somehow been sucked into the surface pipe to end up down here against the screen of the engine’s intake valve. The fish, of course, was dead—smashed and crushed by the enormous pressure of water and mangled by the powerful piston pumps of the surface intake.


  Carson’s face relaxed a bit as he realized the trouble was not serious. There were many fish and things near the surface in these semi-tropic waters off the Bahamas—but they should never get into the pipe-lines like this. Was it possible that the Orlando Company had managed to place a saboteur aboard the America?


  MAKING a mental note to check up thoroughly on the personnel, Carson reached in clumsily with his flexible steel-encased fingers and removed the clogging body. His head was beginning to ache from the high pressure as he started fitting the pipes together again. He threw all his weight against the pipe wrench. Another few turns, and he would be through. A drifting shadow moved by over his head, deepening the gloom of the semi-opaque gray-green water.


  A shark, hungry and uncertain, was hovering about restlessly, trying to make up its mind. But Carson, contemptuous of sharks in general and convinced that this one would not attack, was thinking about other things.


  He was thinking of the time and money that had so far been spent on this scientific project that, at one time, seemed to have odds of a million-to-one against it.


  The workings of the process were extremely complicated, but the idea behind it was simple enough. The surface waters of the ocean were heated by the sun. In the course of nature, they would mingle eventually with the colder waters below, and their potentiality for doing work would be wasted.


  What could be more sensible than for man to equalize these water temperatures in a suitable engine, and make use of the otherwise wasted energy?


  Theoretically, the idea was sound. Wherever there was a difference of temperature between two bodies, physicists had learned that it was possible to get work done. When the difference was large, as between superheated steam and cold water, the efficiency was relatively high, and the process was worth operating.


  That was the basic principle on which the steam engine worked. On the other hand, when the difference was small, the efficiency was low. In this case, however, although the efficiency was much lower than Carson would have desired, there was a compensating factor. His fuel cost him nothing.


  He and the men with whom he was working had not been the first to have the idea. Well-known scientists had tried to put it into operation, and failed. Claude, the Frenchman whose name was associated with neon lights, had been one of them.


  It had been found possible to get energy from the warm waters as expected, but the output hadn’t been worth the cost. It was necessary to use expensive machinery, to operate heavy pumps.


  Earlier industrialists had been cursed by the lack of a suitable fluid for use as water was used in steam engines, or mercury or diphenyl in the more efficient high-temperature engines.


  Now, of course, early in the year 2052, scientists started out with certain advantages in the way of new methods and new materials. And there was the tremendously increased importance of the project to drive them on. All the same, there had been difficulties that had taken Carson’s party months to overcome.


  At this moment, when they had driven down those apparent odds of a million-to-one, and were in sight of success, to have the works clogged up by this dead fish—


  Out of the comer of his eye, Carson caught a glimpse of a slimy body hurtling through the water. The shark had finally chose the moment to strike. It had withdrawn a few feet, as if to get a start for its drive against the diving suit. Now, with its rows of teeth grinning, it was rushing forward with the speed of an express train.


  Through his perspiration-filmed goggles, Carson could see the rushing form only dimly, but he had no time to waste seeking a clearer view.


  Both hands gripping the heavy wrench, he smashed through the resisting water with all his strength. The metal jaws caught the shark on the side of its snout, cut through the sandpaper skin into the flesh.


  The monster’s grinning teeth closed in agony as the water around Carson washed red with blood.


  The huge fish swerved, came to a stop, turned around. As calmly as if he had all the time in the world, Carson applied the wrench to the pipe connection once more. He gave a last twist, then prepared to pull three times on the air hose. But the sight of a second shark coming into view through his goggles caused him to hesitate.


  The forward part of this shark’s body was encased in a peculiar transparent material, obviously the remains of a helmeted diving suit, but of a type Carson had never seen before. Some poor devil of a diver, he thought, had been caught in a situation like his own, but hadn’t been lucky enough to get away.


  The shark, devouring its victim’s body, had got a portion of the diving suit caught around him, and couldn’t get it off again.


  Carson racked his memory in an effort to recall any salvage expedition in the neighborhood. He failed, shrugged mentally and gave the signal to be pulled up. He began to rise through the water just in time to forestall a second attack.


  An hour later, having undergone a slow decompression process, Carson was out of his diving suit, breathing into his lungs the fresh ocean air. A girl came out of the ship’s main cabin and stared at him.


  She saw a tall man, a fraction of an inch over six feet, his husky body as finely trained as that of a prize-fighter before an important bout. There was determination both in the cut of the square jaw and in the glint of the gray eyes.


  Despite herself, Nora Sayres felt a thrill of admiration.


  Technically, Frank Haines was in charge of this undertaking, but he was really a sort of watch-dog for the company. Douglas Carson was actually in charge of the expedition. Nora had known both men for years and was coolly aware of the fact that Haines was head-over-heels in love with her. But she had eyes only for Douglas Carson, and the young scientist was too wrapped up in his work to see in her anything more than an efficient oceanographer.


  “Douglas!” she said in sharp reproof, and no hint of her personal feelings was reflected in her tones. “You shouldn’t have gone down to fix that engine. You’re not a diver.”


  CARSON shrugged. The deck of the America was aquiver from the throbbing of the resumed pounding of the pumps.


  “It had to be done, Nora,” he replied. “It was the last chance of a minor mishap, and I just couldn’t wait for the regular diver to make the check. Were you really worried?”


  “Only for the sharks,” she answered quickly.


  Carson laughed. Then his face clouded. “There were a couple of sharks down there all right, but I am more worried about the presence of a tiny fish. I found one inside the valve. Come with me to the office, Nora. I want to talk to you about that. Frankly, I’m uneasy.”


  “You mean you suspect that—”


  “I’m not sure. Let’s go over the list of men working on this project.”


  They descended to the main cabin and went on into the smaller stateroom which had been fitted up as a sort of business office. This was actually Frank Haines’ province, but Carson considered the matter too serious to worry about technicalities now. Together, he and the girl started going over the list of employees.


  As they both bent over the desk, Carson became aware of a wisp of the girl’s fragrant hair brushing his cheek. He was astonished to realize that he liked it. And then, just as Nora raised her head to look at him and comment on an Italian foreman who might possibly be interested in the work of the Orlando Company to harness volcanic steam, Carson noted for the first time how brown were her eyes. Nora Sayres, expert oceanographer, was a lovely woman!


  Before he knew what he was doing, Carson leaned forward and kissed her full on her sweet lips. The girl did not move, but her eyes flew wide in surprise. For an instant neither of them spoke. Then Carson colored to his hairline. He looked baffled and stunned.


  “Nora—Miss Sayres,” he stammered, “I don’t know what made me do that. I apologize. I must be crazy!”


  “Then you didn’t mean it?” she asked in a slightly strained voice.


  “I—ah—of course, I meant it! That is, I don’t mean to—to—”


  “I trust I’m not breaking in on a tete-a-tete,” said a baritone voice, and they started apart.


  A man stood in the doorway, scowling at them. His figure was large and athletic, his hair attractive and vigorous. Frank Haines.


  “What do you want?” Carson asked sharply.


  “I was under the impression that this was my office,” said Haines acidly. “The question is, what do you want?” Carson regained his composure. “I want information, Haines. Where have you been since I came up from below?”


  “Seeing that the pumps got started again,” said Haines shortly. “Let me remind you both that we have plenty of work to do. We are away behind schedule. You, Nora, are supposed to be an oceanographer. You’ve a lot of information to compile about local ocean currents.”


  “I’m doing it, Frank Haines,” the girl snapped.


  THE man glared at her.


  “You’re not doing the job you should. I didn’t think it was such a good idea in the first place to have a woman scientist along—especially a good-looking one like you, but I didn’t know you would distract the serious Mr. Douglas Carson.”


  “You seldom figure things right,” Carson assured him bitingly. “I don’t exactly suspect anything—yet, but I want us to check every man on this project. I found a fish clogging the intake valve of the engine, and it could only have got there through carelessness or deliberate sabotage up here on the America. That’s why Nora and I were—”


  “The great scientist found a fish in the ocean,” interrupted Haines scornfully. “That’s the worst fish story I ever heard. You’d better get back to your engines, Carson, if you don’t want this whole undertaking to fall through.”


  Carson began to get angry. “See here, Simon Legree, if you aren’t interested enough to check the personnel with me, all right. As for me going right back to work, you know very well that even an experienced diver should take a rest after coming up from below. I’m taking mine now.”


  “It’s a nice way of resting,” said Haines sneeringly, glancing at the girl.


  “Now, see here, Haines,” said Carson savagely, “I don’t know what’s the matter with you today—unless you are guilty of what I am suspecting—and I don’t believe that. I know you are nominally in charge of this expedition, but you are not taking this little trouble seriously enough. Certainly, it was a minor thing, and it may easily have been a careless accident. But we can’t afford to have accidents at this critical stage of things.


  “We stepped into this project with our eyes open. It’s just about the most important job in the world right now, although darn few people suspect it. All over this planet of ours, oil wells and coal mines have become exhausted during the last century, as you know. And now, even though everybody in the world wants to remain at peace, that’s impossible—because there aren’t enough sources of fuel to go around.


  “That’s why there’s imminent danger of catastrophe. The wheels of all progress will stop—unless it’s prevented. And we’re the only people who have hopes of offering quick and plentiful power to the whole world.


  “We’ve got about a half-year, until September fifteenth, to be precise. If we can show that these improvements on Claude’s process will enable us to tap the oceans for energy, and thus make oil and coal unnecessary, there’ll be no cause for panic. If we can’t—well, it will mean that civilization may finally blow up altogether.


  HAINES growled impatiently.


  “Aren’t you exaggerating our importance a little, Carson? There’s water power, and there are new methods of obtaining energy directly from the sun—”


  “I’m not exaggerating our importance one bit!” Carson cut him off. “There isn’t enough water power to go around, and the solar energy stations are too inefficient. No, everything depends on this ship.”


  The floor seemed to tremble under his feet, reminding him again that the pumps were going. They pounded along at almost maximum capacity, driving the warm surface water down into the deeply submerged heat engine, where it gave up its energy to perform useful work, and was then discharged to mingle with the cold waters of the ocean depths.


  “Those pumps are more important than either you or me. That’s why I don’t give a hoot who collects the glory on this job. My interest is in seeing that the job gets done. And anybody who gets in my way is going to be sorry for making a bad mistake!”


  “That,” said Haines grudgingly, “is the way I feel, too. Now, what is all this talk about possible sabotage? I personally cheeked back on every man the company hired to work on this project, I think you’re crazy, but I won’t leave any stone unturned to make sure that everything’s functioning smoothly. Just whom do you suspect?”


  “That’s just it,” said Carson. “I suspect nobody in particular. This was probably an accident. I just want to make sure.”


  Before he could go on to explain, a man came rushing into the business office. It was McGraw, overalled foreman on one of the pump shifts. He was excited.


  “What is it, McGraw?” Haines asked quickly.


  “There’s a strange-looking craft about a quarter of a mile ahead of us, sir,” exclaimed the foreman. “We just noticed it when the fog lifted.”


  “Any name?”


  “We can’t see any, sir. It’s low in the water, and looks as if it might be a submarine. But it seems to be drifting before the wind.”


  Carson frowned.


  “You say there’s no sign of anyone aboard?” he asked.


  “We hailed it, and got no answer.”


  Carson’s face darkened as he looked at Haines, their dislike for each other temporarily forgotten.


  “There’s something funny as the devil about this. There shouldn’t be any submarines in these waters.”


  Haines nodded in agreement.


  “I’m trying to figure out if there’s anybody interested in stopping our work. This boat may not mean a thing, but all the same I don’t like to see any strangers snooping around.”


  Nora remembered something.


  “We saw a sudden fog take shape, like a distant cloud of steam, a couple of days back. I’m wondering whether it had any connection with this strange craft.”


  “It seems probable,” agreed Carson. “And there’s something else that I noticed under the surface a little while ago. I saw a shark with a peculiar helmet on its body, probably picked up from an unlucky diver. It seems we’re not the only people in this neighborhood.”


  He moved toward the door.


  “I suggest that we pay this strange vessel a visit,” he said.


  “I’m coming with you,” Nora declared.


  Haines looked at her uneasily.


  “It may be dangerous, Nora—”


  Then he turned to glance at Carson, and shrugged his shoulders with a feeling of helplessness. The girl had a will of her own, all right. And he didn’t feel like ordering her flatly to remain behind.


  THEY descended into a small motorboat. McGraw, the pump foreman, went with them, along with a member of the ship’s crew.


  As they approached the strange craft, Carson gazed at it silently. It was about a hundred and fifty feet long, a shining gray in color, and without any sign of identification. The thing was shaped more like a dirigible than a submarine, and Carson judged that it was not designed to slip readily through the water. It bore no guns.


  Carson continued to study it as they chugged slowly alongside. About its center, there was an opening several feet wide.


  “Ahoy, there!” Carson yelled.


  There was no answer.


  “It appears to be deserted, sir,” said McGraw.


  “In that case, I’m going aboard to take a look,” Carson said determinedly.


  He climbed on to the gray surface, which was less slippery than it had seemed at first. Behind him Nora followed slowly, while Haines hesitated somewhat. Carson helped her up, and then dropped lightly into the interior. Immediately Haines followed, instructing the boat crew to remain alongside.


  One quick glance was enough to tell Carson that the inside of the vessel was deserted. He noticed there were no lights on. But enough illumination entered from outside to enable him to see, and it struck him immediately as odd that there was no machinery visible.


  Knowing how cramped the ordinary submarine was, Carson was at once impressed with the spaciousness of the interior. They were in a room about fifty feet long. At each end, a doorway opened off into smaller rooms. Beyond these, their way was barred by smooth gray walls, apparently of the same material as the outside hull of the submarine.


  Carson’s forehead wrinkled in a puzzled frown. The arrangement was the queerest he had ever seen. There was no indication of a single lever or instrument that could control the motion of the strange ship. Whatever driving mechanism the vessel had was hidden beyond those walls.


  “How did this thing get here?” Haines was asking. “It can’t have driven very far before the wind.”


  Carson shrugged. He couldn’t even begin to guess. His eyes searched the ship and found four windows, two on each side.


  He had never heard of a submarine like this.


  Suddenly his thoughts were interrupted by a cry from Nora.


  “Here seems to be a note!” she exclaimed.


  “I don’t see any paper,” said Haines in annoyance.


  “It isn’t on paper. There, that small dark metal plate on that stand. There are letters of light on it.”


  “Well, what does it say?”


  “I—I don’t know.” Nora was confused. “It isn’t in any language I’ve ever heard of.”


  Carson’s forehead wrinkled. Instead of clearing anything up, the note only seemed to make things more puzzling. Haines’ voice was gruff but eager.


  “Let’s have a look at it, Nora.”


  Carson watched him pick up the metal plate. That same instant, he realized, the opening through which they had come closed silently, shutting out the daylight. A dull glow from the sides of the vessel took its place. Haines, staring at the metal plate, seemed to be unconscious of the change.


  “There’s nothing on this plate,” he said in bewilderment.


  Nora looked over his shoulder in amazement. “Why, the letters of light are gone!” she cried. “What can it mean?”


  “We are also locked in, apparently,” commented Carson grimly. “Is this a trick of yours, Haines—having McGraw shut us in this tubular contraption?”


  The sudden fear that leaped to Haines’ face was genuine. He looked around in dismay and then leaped toward the closed panel of queer metal. He uttered an oath and hammered on the panel with his fists.


  The port was immovable. They were caught.


  Then they all became aware of a strange sensation—as though they were going up in an express elevator. With a shout of alarm, Carson sprang to one of the queerly transparent windows.


  Nora followed him, clutching at his shoulder for support.


  All three felt the pull of gravity increasing as the strange vessel picked up speed. But there was no feeling of being jerked forward or to one side, as would have been the case had they been traveling in any direction more or less parallel to the surface of the sea.


  “Good heavens!” exclaimed Nora fearfully as she stared down at the ocean. “The sea! It’s dropping away from us I”


  This incredible statement was true. The individual waves were already indistinguishable. Off to the left, their ship, the America, was growing smaller by the second.


  


  


  CHAPTER II


  Off the Earth


  


  


  DOUGLAS CARSON felt as if his stomach had suddenly dropped out of him, leaving an empty place where it had been. He had a sensation of stark fear such as he had never before thought he could experience. He opened his mouth to speak, and no words came out.


  Unintentionally, he caught a glimpse of Haines’ face. The man was pale with terror, his lower jaw trembling so noticeably that Carson would not have been surprised to hear his teeth chatter. And Haines was no coward.


  “W-what—” Nora stammered.


  A dull roar came to their ears as the vessel began to turn, so that the part they had taken for the stern became the forward part of the ship. Carson opened his mouth again, and this time words came out, hoarse and almost indistinguishable.


  “What do you think—”


  The others shook their heads.


  Carson had a growing feeling of bewilderment.


  “Where—where are the people who are kidnaping us?” he blurted out.


  Haines swallowed hard, and nodded toward the front of the ship.


  “They must be up there,” he said.


  “There’s no sign of them.”


  “Maybe they’ll show up later,” Haines said weakly.


  “But who can they be?” Nora cried.


  “I don’t know,” Carson muttered. “But I’ll find out if I’m ever able to move. I’ve got that feeling you have when an elevator car starts going up suddenly. And the feeling isn’t letting up.”


  “It’s the acceleration,” said Nora sagely.


  Carson nodded.


  “We must be going fast as the deuce now,” he said. “Close to a mile every couple of seconds. And speeding up all the time.”


  “It’s impossible!” Haines snapped. “Nothing on earth will go that fast.”


  In the pause that followed, they could hear, even through the dull roar of the ship, the ticking of Nora’s wrist-watch. Nora looked at the dial.


  “It was about ten after three when we got into this thing. We’ve been moving for about five minutes and I’m afraid—I’m afraid Douglas is right.”


  Carson’s lips were dry. He moistened them with his tongue.


  “A mile a second. And speeding up. Who do you think made this ship? And where does it come from?”


  Haines’ forehead was glistening with beads of sweat.


  “Those people—up front—will tell us.”


  “But there doesn’t seem to be anybody,” Nora said faintly.


  “You mean we’re being kidnaped—by remote control?”


  “It looks that way.”


  Carson ripped out an oath.


  “I’m going to find out,” he declared.


  There were projections that resembled doorknobs along the side of the ship. Making use of them to hold on, Carson began slowly to drag himself along. He reached a window, looked out and his body trembled with surprise.


  “It’s night!” he cried. “There’s no sunlight.”


  “But it isn’t half-past three yet,” said Nora unsteadily.


  “I can see the stars. I’ve never seen them that bright before.”


  “We—we’ve been going so fast,” Haines stammered. “Do you think we’ve gone so far around the earth that we’ve reached the part where the sun has set?”


  “But why should the stars be so bright?” Nora asked.


  “Because”—Carson swallowed and went on—“because there’s no air, no dust, no clouds to hide them. That’s why it’s dark too. Even though the sun is still shining, we don’t see it because there’s nothing to diffract its rays. We can make it out only when we look straight at it, or when something reflects its light into our eyes.”


  “Then if there’s no air outside, we’re really—”


  “We’re really off some place in space,” Carson said unhappily.


  HAINES was actually greenish by now, and Carson had that same feeling of emptiness he had experienced at first.


  “I wish,” Nora said shakily, “I wish I could faint, and not know what’s going on until everything is finished. But I can’t. I just feel dizzy.”


  “That’s the acceleration.”


  “Are you sure, Carson, about our being off in space?” Haines asked hollowly.


  “I wish to God I wasn’t. But figure it out for yourself. Suppose the acceleration is half gravity, or a quarter, or even a tenth. Actually it’s more than that, but call it a tenth. We can’t be going less than several miles a second. And we’ve been moving for how long?” Nora looked at her watch. “Twenty-five minutes,” she said.


  “Twenty-five minutes. Escape velocity from the surface of the earth is only seven miles a second. Up here it’s much less. We’re not staying on Earth.”


  “But where can we be going?” Nora gasped.


  “It’s too early to tell, and as for guessing—” Carson tried to force a smile, and failed. “You can do that as well as I can.”


  “But why should anyone from—well, not from Earth—want us? What do they expect to do with us?”


  “I can’t imagine.”


  Haines’ voice was husky.


  “If they can build a craft like this, they can do anything. Then why would they go to the trouble of collecting three human specimens that to them must seem like pretty poor things?”


  “Do you think they’re what we’d call—human?” Nora shuddered.


  For a long moment no one answered. “Let’s take a good look at the situation,” Carson said shakily. “We’ve torn loose from everything we’ve ever known. We’re at the mercy of people who may be willing to kill us as soon as look at us. But so far, outside of scaring us almost to death, they haven’t done anything to harm us.”


  “So far,” muttered Haines.


  “Then why look for trouble? We might just as well wait for something to happen to us, before crying about what a tough spot we’re in. And we might just as well forget all those questions we’ve been asking. We haven’t any way of getting an answer to them, and we won’t have for a long time.


  “All we’re going to succeed in doing is to drive ourselves crazy with fear. I know it’s hard to control our minds and not speculate on what’s going to happen, but there’s no sense to it. From now on, let’s cut it out. Let’s stop being afraid.”


  “That’s an idea,” Haines conceded ruefully.


  CARSON nodded.


  “Okay. Now, then—we’ve got something important to worry about. First, there’s the question of what’s happening to that project of ours. With the three of us out of the way, work must have stopped already.”


  “I’m afraid so,” Haines agreed. “But there wasn’t any sabotage. I accidentally left the intake sluice-gate open this morning.”


  “We didn’t have too much time to spare at best, and now that we’ll be away for a while—” Carson bit his lip. “If we go back later than a month from today, we won’t have much chance of success. And if we return in six months, it will probably be to find a world in the process of becoming stagnant for want of power.”


  “Never mind that,” Haines said. “What about ourselves?” He and Nora looked at Carson questioningly.


  “It’s time we had a look for the pilot of this craft,” Carson decided. “Maybe we’re not being kidnaped by automatic or remote control, as we thought at first. It would be easy for someone to be hidden up front, out of sight behind those gray walls.”


  The moment they had something to do, they felt better. They pulled themselves along the side of the ship, probing every square inch of surface. It was Nora who made the first discovery.


  “There’s food!” she shouted to Carson, who was at the other end of the ship.


  “Much of it?”


  “Enough for all of us for more than a month. There are a lot of cans, and the labels indicate almost everything from beans to plum pudding. And there’s a store of water.”


  “Looks as if somebody was just waiting for us to step in here.”


  They went on with the search. The rear part of the ship was divided by several partitions, and there were separate rooms that Nora and the two men could use to sleep in. But they saw no sign of any living creature other than themselves.


  A sudden scream from Nora interrupted the search.


  Far in the distance, a huge object that must have been as big as a battleship seemed to be racing to meet them.


  It was the end, thought Carson. They wouldn’t have to speculate any longer as to what would become of them. Now they knew—


  A wave of green light flashed into being from the side of the ship. The meteor disappeared, a cloud of luminous mist took its place and was gone a moment later, and then the distant stars sprang back into view.


  Unharmed, the vessel plunged on in space. Its three prisoners looked at each other, and their faces were pale with fear.


  


  


  CHAPTER III


  End of the Line


  


  


  HALF an hour later, the moon drifted past, a vast globe that shone with a light almost as bright as that of day. The familiar features that Carson knew had been replaced by craters and mountains no man had ever seen before, for this was a side of the satellite that never faced the earth. But it hung outside the windows of one side of the ship for only a few moments, and then was gone.


  Haines, a look of stupefaction on his face, stared in silence.


  “Was that the—”


  “It was,” Carson assured him.


  He himself was feeling shaky again. But he wouldn’t let Haines see him afraid.


  As time passed, he began to feel more calm. About eight o’clock, when hunger finally drove them to the food with which the ship was stocked, the three were talking almost as if they were at ease.


  They were not yet out of effective reach of the earth’s gravity, and the acceleration of the ship apparently supplied just enough gravity of its own so that their weight seemed only slightly less than usual.


  As a result, they were not physically uncomfortable, and a few hours after they had eaten, Carson suggested that they turn in and get some rest. Nora and Haines stared at him a moment, as though the idea had never entered their heads. Then the girl yawned.


  “That’s a swell idea,” she said. “I’m all in.”


  Carson grinned tightly.


  “Don’t forget to wind your watch,” he said. “I left mine in my other clothes. Yours is the only means we have of telling time.”


  “I’ll remember,” the girl assured him.


  Whether Haines tried to go to sleep or not, Carson did not know. He himself lay awake hour after hour, and only after what seemed like days did he drowse off uneasily. Shortly afterward, some time during what would ordinarily have been night, the roar of the motors ceased suddenly, and the silence registered in his subconscious, awakening him.


  The dim light that came from the walls of the vessel was still on. Carson touched the wall in order to get to his feet—and found himself floating in air. Every muscle and every fiber of his body was weightless, and no part of him was under tension. He felt more completely relaxed than ever before in his life.


  He saw Nora and Haines floating in similar fashion. Haines made a frantic movement to grab the side of the ship and missed, succeeding only in twisting over and performing a somersault in the air. To Carson, Haines and the girl looked more like figures in a magician’s act than anything else.


  “Why did they turn off the motors?” Haines shouted across the cabin.


  “To save fuel, of course,” Carson replied. “They apparently don’t feel they can afford to waste it. As a matter of fact, we’re going thousands of miles an hour right now. But as there’s no acceleration, we don’t feel anything.”


  There was a quick flash of green light outside the ship. They felt a slight trembling, then they were traveling quietly again.


  “Another meteor,” said Haines. “And it came at us so fast that we didn’t even see it. What’ll happen when one comes along too big for that green thing to handle?”


  “You’re worrying again, Haines,” Carson observed casually.


  Minutes later, the three of them were once again sound asleep.


  Thus the trip went. Carson found a piece of paper and a pencil stub in one of his pockets. With the aid of Nora’s watch, he managed to keep track of the days as they passed slowly.


  Constant observation through the four windows showed the three space travelers nothing. The sun appeared to be straight ahead of them, but its fierce glow was cut off from their eyes by the bow of the ship. As time went on, however, there was noticeable a slight rise in temperature.


  TO break the monotony, Carson began impromptu lectures in astronomy. He and his pupils came to speculate on whether they were destined to land on Venus, meeting the planet as it drove forward on its orbit around the sun.


  By this time, they had all got over their former feeling of anxiety, and were more like their usual selves. Haines showed signs of wanting to be boss again, and Carson was forced to tell him politely five separate times to go to the devil. It was just like old times.


  After the tenth day, although there was no sign the ship was decelerating, the temperature stopped rising. Carson knew that this was not very significant. The surface of the ship was probably an excellent reflector of light and heat, and the total amount of energy absorbed from sunlight would not be so great as to put a strain on the vessel’s automatic air-conditioning system.


  About the twentieth day, the temperature dropped for several hours, and then began slowly to rise again. Carson figured that they were probably passing through the shadow of one of the inner planets—either Venus or Mercury.


  His ideas were confirmed the next day when he experienced a new sensation. Like everything else that was not tied down in the ship, Carson began to fall gently to the right. An enormous cloud-covered sphere came into view.


  That would be Venus, he decided. He wondered whether they were going to land there; but after a day in which the gravity increased slowly, it reached its peak, and then began to decrease again. Two days later the gravity was so faint as to be undetectable.


  That meant that their destination was Mercury. The planet closest to the sun, the planet where there was no atmosphere to absorb the fierce rays that beat down upon it.


  Carson knew that astronomers had calculated the hottest temperatures on Mercury, and he began to perspire at the mere thought of what they had found.


  It was about three hundred and fifty degrees Centigrade on Mercury.


  Carson looked at Haines, saw that the man’s face was gray with worry.


  “It looks like it’s Mercury we’re headed for,” Haines muttered.


  Carson nodded, sweat breaking out on his forehead.


  “We’re liable to freeze to death,” Haines said weakly.


  “What?”


  “Mercury turns on its axis once in eighty-eight days, the same rate at which it revolves around the sun. You told me so yourself. That means there’s a side that never gets the sun’s heat at all. No life can exist there, Carson. And that seems to be the place we’re headed for.”


  Carson hadn’t thought of that. He had forgotten the fact that Mercury always kept the same face to the sun. There was not only a hot side, but a cold side. Instead of being fried to death, they might have an alternative. They might freeze.


  He saw the shadow of fear on Nora’s face, and tried to reassure her.


  “Don’t worry,” he said. “Nobody has taken the trouble to bring us all the way from Earth, just to let us die the minute we get to our destination. We’ll be taken care of.”


  But his mental fingers were crossed.


  On the thirty-eighth day out from Earth, the temperature dropped again. They were in the shadow of Mercury.


  Now they knew, thought Carson. They were probably headed for the cold side and would have the pleasure of freezing to death. After all, Carson somewhat preferred that to frying.


  During the following day, the temperature dropped slowly. And then the roar of the motors, this time in reverse, became audible again, and the ship began to decelerate. Now the artificial gravity of deceleration pushed them toward the ship’s front walls.


  “We’ll know soon,” Haines said thickly. “Either way, it’s all up with us.”


  Carson didn’t answer him, but he was thinking the same thing.


  The minutes passed slowly. After about ten hours, they could feel the deceleration becoming apparently more intense. And then there came a slight shock, and all was quiet.


  “But we’re still decelerating!” Nora said in bewilderment.


  CARSON shook his head.


  “No. That downward force you feel is no longer due to deceleration. It’s gravity, the gravity of a planet smaller than Earth.”


  The force of gravity shifted from the front of the ship to the side. They were settling down.


  “I thought they’d be coming to get us,” Haines snapped nervously. “What are they waiting for?”


  Carson was looking out the window. He saw nothing but a vast and. apparently barren landscape, studded with tall sharp rocks that gleamed brightly in the sun. He had expected it to be dark. There was no sign of life.


  “Do you think they’re human?” Nora asked. “I—I wonder what they look like.”


  “Whatever they’re like, why don’t they come and get us?” demanded Haines, his voice rising suddenly. “They went to a lot of trouble to bring us here, and now—now they don’t seem to want us!”


  “I don’t know the answers any more than you do,” Carson said unsteadily. “What’s bothering me is the question of what’s going to become of us when we get out. I can see the sunlight reflected from the rocks, so that it seems we’re on the hot side after all. How are we going to keep from being broiled alive?”


  There was still no sign of life outside. As the minutes dragged on without apparent end, their nervousness increased. Then a slight scraping sound came to their ears. The opening at the top of the vessel had come into existence again. The sun poured through it into the ship, flooding them with golden light.


  Carson moved toward the light and then stopped, choking. Even while he gasped for breath, he realized what had happened. The atmosphere outside was at very low pressure, almost low enough to be called a vacuum. The air from the ship had started to rush out the moment the ship had opened up, and was now too thin to breathe.


  Carson tried to take another step forward. He collapsed, fighting desperately against the blackness which was trying to overwhelm him.


  


  


  CHAPTER IV


  Reception Committee


  


  


  ALONG with Nora and Haines, Carson found himself in a small room, lighted in the same indirect manner as their ship had been. The important thing was that he could breathe without difficulty. But he was as curious as ever with regard to the creatures who lived on this inhospitable planet. So far, he had not yet set eyes on any one of them.


  Then a door opened, and something alive stepped into the room. The greater portion of its body was clothed in a transparent metallic garment that reminded Carson of the diver’s suit he had seen entangled about that shark. Even two long arms, attached to the body at what corresponded to the stomach of a human being, each with a three-fingered hand at its end, were within the metal. But the head, or what seemed to be one, appeared outside the suit.


  “It’s time you got here,” grunted Carson. “What do you want of us?” Then his eyes narrowed. “That helmet!” he cried excitedly.


  “What of it?” growled Haines.


  Now that he had met the Mercurians and nothing unpleasant had yet happened to him, he had regained most of his composure.


  “It’s of the same type as the one I saw on that shark!”


  The creature seemed to regard him without moving. Carson studied it carefully. The sharp-pointed thing Carson had taken for a head reminded him of the famous circus freak, Zip, the What-Is-It. He could detect no eyes, and nothing that resembled a mouth, nose or ears. For all he knew, the head might just as well have been an ornamental topknot that served no useful function.


  Then Carson got a shock. The top-knot lifted, and between it and the metal-encased body, three eyes, set in a semi-circle, could be seen studying him in return.


  Still the creature made no sound. It stood on two legs, and for all the peculiar nature of that topknot, the thing had a strange appearance of humanity. Then slowly an image formed on its helmet. The image, strangely enough, was of three Earth people, their faces queerly distorted, as if seen through the eyes of an artist who did not regard them as human.


  They watched the image breathlessly. To the three figures that represented the Earth trio was added a fourth—that of the creature in the room. This last figure turned, and the other three followed it. Then the scene changed. All four were suddenly traversing a rocky landscape.


  “What the devil is this about?” asked Haines in bewilderment.


  “It seems to be a kind of language,” returned Carson slowly. “I think he’s telling us we’ll have to follow him outside. The thing that gets me is how the image is formed.”


  “It seems to be projected through that helmet,” observed Nora.


  A new image had formed, this time on the wall. Despite the grotesque distortion, it was easily recognizable as that of Carson. Now the image of Nora appeared beside it. And as they watched, both images began slowly to waver, to lose some of their characteristic features. They ended up as the same thing, a sketch of a man or woman such as a talented child might draw.


  “I don’t get it,” said Haines.


  “Don’t you see?” Carson exclaimed eagerly. “It’s a human being in general. It doesn’t refer to you, or me, or Nora. It’s an ideograph—a symbol, if you like, for Man.”


  The ideograph disappeared. The images of three Mercurians took its place. They differed slightly in size, in the color of their topknots—one blue, one green and one purple—and in minor details which the three humans did not at once grasp.


  THE Mercurians went through the same process of change as the other figures had done, ending up temporarily in three slightly different symbols. As Carson and the others stared, all three symbols were transformed into the same thing.


  “It’s so obvious!” Nora cried out. “There are three races of Mercurians. Our friend, here, started out with three individuals of different races, gave us an ideograph for all three, and then gave us the ideograph for a Mercurian in general.”


  Carson nodded vigorously.


  “The beautiful part of it is that the final ideographs resemble the original images, so that they’re easy to remember. And even if we start out completely ignorant of the language, we can probably learn how to express abstract ideas in a few hours. It’s better than a spoken language. But I still don’t see how they manage it.”


  The image on the wall represented Carson once more. Carson was shown as lying down and falling asleep. Then a Mercurian approached, a set of instruments in his hands. He leaned over the sleeping man and cut slightly into his skull.


  Now he inserted a pair of tiny objects whose nature the Earth trio did not understand, and bound up the incision he had made. Finally the figure of Carson rose—and now it too projected an image within the original image!


  “That answers my question, all right,” Carson said. “The Mercurians are operated on so that the thought-impulses of their brains are translated into what I suppose are electrical impulses, and then into light. And they’re going to operate on us, so that we can answer them in their own language.”


  “But it’s dangerous!” Haines muttered. “Do you think we should let them—”


  “Don’t be a fool, Haines. We’re not going to have any choice.”


  The Mercurian appeared to feel that he had demonstrated enough for the time being. Now he pounded on the floor with his foot, and two more of the creatures entered the room. Unlike the first, whose topknot was green, theirs were blue. They too were clothed in transparent metallic garments, and they carried others, apparently for their human guests.


  Carson took one of the strange garments from the hands of the nearest creature, slipped into it. The material, he discovered, was elastic, and enclosed his body snugly without being too tight. There was a bulky cylinder built into the back, and he surmised that it contained oxygen.


  On Earth, its weight would have been in the neighborhood of fifty pounds. Here, Carson could carry it for hours without tiring. The top portion, for all its metallic glitter, was as clear as glass, and Carson could see as well as before he had put it on.


  Nora and Haines put on their own helmets, and then the creature that had first entered started for the door. He paused for a moment as if waiting for them to follow him, then continued on his way again. He moved his feet alternately, but with a curious hopping motion. Behind the three humans, the other two creatures brought up the rear.


  They passed directly from the room in which they had put on the helmets, into what would have been called on Earth the open air. But here, as Carson knew, there was no air that he would have been able to perceive. The Mercurians made an adjustment to their air supply. Apparently they had to remember to keep their oxygen at a constant density.


  The disk of an enormous sun was less than half-visible, most of it being hidden behind the bare rocky cliffs that stretched up from the horizon. What there was, however, had none of that softness that the sun possesses at twilight on Earth. With only the faintest of atmosphere to absorb and scatter its light, the glare was more intense than Carson had ever found it back home at noon.


  IT WAS warm, but he was in no danger of frying to death. That was the important thing. He wouldn’t freeze, and he wouldn’t fry. All the same, Mercury did have a hot side, and a cold side. He hadn’t made a mistake about that. But apparently they were on neither. Apparently—


  Then Carson knew the answer to what was puzzling him. He was a fool. He had overlooked the fact that there was a Twilight Zone. Because of the wobbling of the planet on its axis, there was a small zone whose day and whose night were each equal to half a Mercurian year in length. That was where they were, in the Twilight Zone, the only portion of Mercury inhabitable by human beings.


  The soil was apparently barren, the green of vegetation totally absent. All about them, Mercurian creatures were passing along with that strange hoplike gait that Carson had first noticed in the one who acted as his guide. He could see on each side of their chests the double row of slits that evidently served as lungs.


  These slits had the same restless motion Carson had observed in the gills of fishes. It was obvious supplemental quantities of the rarefied air were necessary for breathing, and that the concentrated oxygen of which the human beings had need would have been deadly to the Mercurians.


  Hence the additional use of the helmets in the air-filled room. They had been used to lower the pressure so that the Mercurians could breathe.


  Off to one side, the sun’s rays hit a huge gray object and were reflected into Carson’s eyes. It was the spaceship by which they had reached Mercury. He saw Nora make a step toward it, then stop in alarm as three of the Mercurians threw themselves at her.


  Carson knew what had happened. The Mercurians had misinterpreted her motion toward the ship, believing that she intended to escape. Carson’s jaws clamped shut grimly, and he launched himself forward to Nora’s aid.


  It was a giant leap he made, of at least eighty feet, and he hit the first Mercurian while he was still in the air. The creature fell to the ground and lay motionless, and then the second one collapsed.


  After that uncounted numbers swarmed over him. Their muscles, accustomed to fighting against Mercury’s lower gravity, lacked the strength of Earth muscles, but none of them seemed to know what fear was. When one was knocked down, there was always another to take his place. Carson lost sight of Nora, and the world to him became nothing but a tangle of whirling, sinuous arms and rushing bodies.


  He knew he was lost when he felt the first arm reach for the oxygen tank in his helmet. He turned around quickly, scattering Mercurians in all directions, but the damage was done. The oxygen was shut off.


  He gasped for breath, fumbled for a moment for the oxygen valve, and then went down under a rush of bodies. After that, everything disappeared in a maze of dazzling, exploding lights.


  


  


  CHAPTER V


  Lessons


  


  


  WHEN he came to, Carson saw the spaceship again. It was unbelievable, but he was back on Earth once more, and he could see the spaceship plainly, floating on the ocean, waiting for him and Nora and Haines to enter it and be kidnaped to a distant planet.


  His mind was not clear, but he was certainly awake, and he smiled cannily. They were not fooling him this time. He knew too much for that. His work on Earth was too important. Calamity threatened, and only he and the others could prevent it.


  The spaceship became unaccountably blurred, as if a cloud had drifted before it, and then it vanished. Carson realized suddenly that he was lying on his back, no longer wearing a helmet. He was in an oxygen-containing room again, and both Nora and Haines were gone.


  Looking down at him was the Mercurian who had led him on the tour of inspection. Raising his hand to his head, Carson learned that his skull was bandaged.


  He wondered what they had done with Nora, and an image of her appeared on the ceiling of the room. He stared at it incredulously. The spaceship, Nora—these had been only his own thoughts. The Mercurians must already have operated on him then.


  With this new thought, the image of Nora disappeared, and that of himself in an operating room such as he had seen in hospitals on Earth took its place. But they couldn’t have operating rooms like that here.


  Carson stared at the image for several seconds before realizing what was wrong. When he thought of an operating room, he thought of the kind he was accustomed to. To transform that image, he’d have to think consciously of a room such as the one in which he was now resting. He concentrated on the room, and slowly the image changed.


  Presently the Mercurian began to “talk.” Interpreting the images, Carson could translate into words without the slightest difficulty.


  “The girl intended to escape,” the Mercurian was “saying.”


  “No,” Carson thought. “She was curious about the spaceship, and was going to ask you a question.”


  He racked his brains for a moment, then projected a picture of Nora stepping toward the spaceship. The Mercurian seemed to understand.


  Excited, Carson next projected a picture of himself in the room. He let the scene grow dim and uncertain. At the same time, he imagined the sun, with a planet circling about it, to indicate the passage of time.


  “What’s going to become of me?” all this was intended to mean.


  Again the Mercurian understood.


  He projected a picture of Carson in that same room, studying a series of ideographs. Carson as a human being was going to be taught the “language,” so that he would be able to communicate in a less roundabout manner than was now possible.


  “Good idea,” said Carson enthusiastically. “Let’s make it snappy.”


  And so the lessons began.


  His teacher’s name, Carson learned after a few hours, was an ideograph that resembled the one for “door.” In sound, it might be translated roughly as “Dorn.”


  “Where is Nora?” was one of the first questions Carson asked.


  But he received no satisfactory reply. That was apparently a subject his teacher was forbidden to discuss.


  “Why was I brought here?” Carson demanded then.


  Dorn raised the topknot that served him as a head, seeming to listen. To Carson, the gesture at first appeared absurd, for he knew that the Mercurian sense of hearing was not well developed, and the Mercurians did not rely on it.


  Then he realized the purpose behind that watchful attitude. The Mercurian was not listening, he was looking, giving his three eyes as wide an angle of vision as possible. It was as if he were being wary of something.


  He had been ordered not to tell, thought Carson. Carson repeated the question, and this time the Mercurian answered hesitantly.


  “You were brought because we needed you. I can not explain why.”


  “I see.” Carson nodded. “You are afraid.”


  The Mercurian protested.


  “No, I have no physical fear. That is almost unknown to us. But I must not disobey orders. I am a scientist, a member of the green race, and it is my duty to obey.”


  “And whose duty is it to command?”


  “The blue race, and above them the purple,” Dorn replied.


  “What will happen if you disobey orders?” Carson said curiously.


  The Mercurian’s eyes were uneasy again.


  “I must not think of it. Sometimes those of the lower ranks have dared to plan a revolt—” He caught himself suddenly. “The king will tell you everything. Ask me no more.”


  “But you are to show me your world,” Carson persisted.


  “Some of it,” Dorn admitted.


  “Why?”


  “So that you may be of use to us.”


  THAT was all that Carson could get out of him.


  The food the spaceship had brought from Earth had by now been exhausted. When next Carson had to eat, it was Mercurian food that was offered him. It was dark red and spongy, and as far as appearance was concerned, hardly appetizing. Carson felt a certain nervousness as he prepared to take his first mouthful.


  He tasted a portion cautiously. It seemed flat, but not as bad as he had feared. He stared at Dorn, who was watching him anxiously, and then took another mouthful. So far there had been no ill effects. He began to eat steadily.


  Carson finished his meal unharmed, and returned to his lesson in ideographs. During the next few hours, he found the Mercurian staring at him doubtfully every now and then, as if expecting him to drop dead. But nothing of the kind happened.


  It could not have been many days later when Carson was told that the first stages of his education were complete. An oxygen helmet was brought to him, and he was conducted once more out of his small air-filled room on to the planet’s free surface.


  Carson, shading his eyes with his hand, lifted them toward the sun. On Earth, the sun would have moved several times across the sky since he had first seen it. Here on Mercury it hardly seemed to have changed its position at all.


  As he lowered his eyes, dazzled by the sun’s brilliance, Carson’s attention was attracted by a slight rustling sound at his feet. He looked down. Something that resembled a small fish slid by on a dozen short legs, the gill-like lungs along its sides opening and closing even more rapidly than those of the larger species of Mercurians. As the creature passed them, Dorn bent down and scratched its head gently with the three fingers at the end of one arm.


  Carson stared after the creature, wondering whether it could serve any useful purpose. Then his attention was abruptly drawn back to his teacher, who had seized his arm and was pointing to a huge rock, at the same time projecting forcefully the ideograph “Danger!”


  There seemed to be urgency in Dorn’s gesture. Then, seeing that the Earthman was in doubt as to his meaning, Dorn threw himself flat on the ground behind the rock. “Come here!” he continued to signal.


  “Danger!”


  As Carson hesitated, the ground seemed to heave under him. The noise of a distant explosion rose from the rocky soil on which he was standing, vibrating through his body and smashing against his eardrums.


  The noise ceased, and for a moment nothing seemed to happen. Then the sun was blotted out as if by a giant eclipse, and a shower of stones began to fall around him.


  Carson eyed them curiously. They fell slowly, as was natural on Mercury, but some of the fragments were as big as Carson’s head and could have smashed him to a pulp. He understood now why the Mercurian was sheltering himself from them. As the fragments spread from their original source, the sunlight came through them again, and they glinted with all the colors of the rainbow.


  A piece the size of his fist came directly toward Carson, and he reached up and trapped it. It stung like a fast-pitched ball caught without a catcher’s mitt. Seen close at hand, it was very much like the gray rock under which Dorn had sought shelter. Something had caused one of these rocks to explode, something unintentional and undesired, but with plenty of power behind it.


  OBVIOUSLY these Mercurians, then, were living in constant danger of such explosions. And they couldn’t get away; they had only the Twilight Zone to live in. Carson’s eyes grew thoughtful Was this one of the reasons he, an engineer, had been brought to this planet?


  The shower of stones diminished in intensity, came to an end. Dorn rose to his feet. From beneath that top-knot of his, the Mercurian’s three eyes stared with wonder at the Earthman. Dorn was plainly puzzled because Carson had run a senseless risk. Maybe he considered this first specimen of a human being he had seen to be stupid.


  As they walked along, passing Mercurians from time to time, Carson continued to examine the landscape that spread before him. He had made a mistake, he decided, when he had concluded there was no vegetation. There were things that looked like plants, but they were small and black instead of green.


  Well, it was wrong to feel that all plant life must be based on the possession of chlorophyll. Even on Earth that wasn’t true. And here on Mercury, with the sunlight so strong and so little carbon dioxide in the air, perhaps green plants couldn’t exist. They might have absorbed too much sunlight for their own good.


  Reminded by a chance remark of Dorn’s about the spaceship, Carson noticed once again the thing that had struck him almost at his first view of the Mercurian countryside. Except for the oxygen chambers in which he himself could slip off his helmet and relax, there was no sign of any buildings that had been constructed by intelligent people.


  Because of the thinness of the atmosphere, there could of course be no rain or snow, no storms, and consequently no need for protection against them. All the same, the Mercurians might have been expected to find some use for places of rest and shelter.


  As for the oxygen chambers, the very existence of these compartments only added to the mystery. Obviously they had been constructed for the sake of Carson, Nora and Haines—but put up before the human beings had reached the planet. The Earth people’s presence, Carson decided, must have been greatly desired by the Mercurians.


  Lost in such thoughts, he tripped over a small black rock that was almost invisible in the deep shadow of a larger boulder. He caught himself in time to keep from falling, then noticed that Dorn had stopped walking and was staring at an advancing object. At the same time, the ground began to tremble. Carson, looking up, thought at first that a mountain had begun to move.


  It was not a mountain, however, but a living creature somewhat like a dinosaur, as a second glance showed him. It’s dull, scaly covering gave it a rocklike appearance. The thing was about fifty feet in length, and about a third that in width and height.


  Except for an elongated neck and a relatively tiny topknot, such as the human-appearing Mercurians possessed, the major portion of the creature’s body appeared to be a single undifferentiated mass of what Carson supposed to be flesh.


  There were six short legs that could hardly have supported the weight of so huge an animal on Earth, but were quite sufficient here because of the lesser gravity. And set in the topknot’s forehead were hideous eyes, four of them in a semi-circle, glaring viciously.


  As Carson stared back at it in curiosity, it charged straight at him and a group of nearby Mercurians.


  


  


  CHAPTER VI


  Underground


  


  


  DORN was as motionless as if he had been paralyzed. Carson, moving at a speed that he himself would have thought impossible, pushed the Mercurian out of the way so violently that he sent him sprawling. Then he leaped.


  He was thankful now that the gravity on Mercury was only a quarter of that on Earth. A single bound took him to the back of the animal. He had no idea where the vital spots were, and no time to seek for them. As the animal swerved in pursuit of the frightened Dorn, Carson acted almost instinctively, reaching around under the thing’s topknot and groping for its eyes.


  The forward rush came to an abrupt halt. A convulsion took place under Carson, and the next moment he was thrown clear twenty feet to one side. The beast opened its mouth in a soundless roar and plunged forward again, after the Earthman this time.


  Around Carson the Mercurians were projecting frantic messages. Carson had no time to try to read the orders they were sending him. He barely managed to sidestep the second rush; then as the animal turned clumsily to face him, he leaped to its side again.


  He had discovered, if not a vital spot, at least a point of attack that looked promising. Along the animal’s back were two rows of the lung slots needed to extract oxygen from the thin Mercurian air. Beneath these were undoubtedly organs that corresponded to the nerves of animals on Earth. If these could be paralyzed—


  Carson’s fist pounded along one row of slots, almost sinking out of sight into the soft flesh. He could feel the thin flaps struggling desperately under him, while the whole animal trembled with its effort to throw him off. But Carson held on, his fist rising and falling. And gradually, the movements of the beast became slower and less convulsive, and then ceased altogether.


  A big Mercurian who had been in the line of the thing’s attack was forming rapid images.


  “Get off, it is harmless now!”


  The fellow was in a rage, thought Carson, because his life had been saved! There was no trace of gratitude, either in his manner or in his ideographs. Carson leaped to the ground.


  “You almost killed it!” the Mercurian charged.


  “It was doing its best to kill us,” Carson replied heatedly.


  “It was frightened by the sight of you. It had never seen anything like an Earth-being before.”


  The Mercurian’s eyes were cold. And in the middle eye, the one that was most likely to betray emotion, a new feeling was visible. The Mercurian hated Carson. He was filled with envy because the stranger from Earth, without the aid of weapons, had almost killed so huge a beast. No Mercurian would even have imagined himself doing such a thing.


  “Why do you want the beast kept alive?” Carson asked.


  “It is food,” Dorn told him.


  “So that’s the thing I’ve been eating!”


  “It would have been wasteful to kill it now. It is only half grown.”


  Carson nodded in understanding. On this almost desolate planet of Mercury, half its surface at a temperature close to that of liquid air, and most of the other half above the melting point of lead, both plant and animal life must be exceedingly scarce. A large specimen of a food animal, such as this one, must be exceedingly valuable.


  But he himself, Carson knew, was for some reason also valuable to the Mercurians. The struggle between him and the beast had put these strange people on the spot, helpless to interfere without harming him or the animal.


  He and Dorn walked on. Half an hour later, Carson found himself entering an underground passageway.


  MEANWHILE, the unfriendly Mercurian with the purple top-knot had entered a private room. Here sat the Mercurian king, and he was not to be disturbed. The other man waited patiently for his sovereign’s permission to speak. But it was not until he had been waiting for a quarter of an hour that the king turned to him. Then several ideographs formed slowly.


  “What have you come to tell me, Lokan?”


  “The third stranger from Earth is approaching. He is physically very strong, and will have to be watched with care.”


  “I have my guards.”


  “He has been told nothing of the reason why he was brought here,” Lokan reported.


  “I shall tell him myself,” the king said.


  “But he is stubborn. If he learns that you intend to exterminate the other races, he may refuse—”


  Lokan stopped abruptly at the look in the king’s eyes.


  “He will not be able to refuse. Nevertheless, it will be best not to tell him everything. I shall let him know only that we intend to remake the planet. He will not learn that the hot side is inhabited by our enemies.”


  “He must not be permitted to leave the Twilight Zone.”


  The king nodded in assent.


  “As for the other two from Earth,” Lokan went on, “they have already been permitted to discover too much. They are suspicious of your real purpose. They suspect that eventually we shall try again to build spaceships of our own, perhaps even conquer their own planet.”


  “That will not be possible for centuries. Nonetheless, the thought had entered my mind.”


  “It will be necessary for these two to be destroyed,” Lokan suggested. The king did not answer at once.


  “Have they been studied?” he asked finally.


  “We have learned much about them. They do not have three castes, as among us, but they do have a division into two groups for purposes of reproduction, as is the case with some of our lesser animals.”


  “Then they do not reproduce by budding, as we do?” said the king.


  “They claim they do not. They believe that only plants bud.”


  “If we ever do attempt to invade their planet, this knowledge may be useful. Is there anything else?”


  “There are many other things,” Lokan told him. “They do not live, as we do, largely underground and scattered in very small groups. They come together in large cities on the surface.”


  “That we had learned before. They will be the easier to destroy,” declared the ruler.


  “There is a peculiarity about their body temperature,” Lokan went on. “It remains almost constant and does not change as ours does, according to the surroundings. Accordingly, their span of life does not increase with cold and decrease with heat, but remains the same under all conditions. In contrast to us, they have a well-developed sense of hearing. Moreover, they possess something called blood—”


  “These things are details, not at present important,” the king interrupted. “Do you think you have learned from them as much as you can?”


  Lokan nodded.


  “Then let these two be destroyed, at the next ceremonial connected with the setting of the sun. Now send in the third from Earth.”


  “The guard must be ready for him,” Lokan cautioned.


  “It will be ready, but I think he will attempt nothing. Go, Lokan.”


  


  


  CHAPTER VII


  Help Wanted


  


  


  THE moment Carson set foot in the underground passageway, he realized that the fact of its existence was precisely what he should have expected. Any people that could build a spaceship were also capable of building for themselves shelters immeasurably superior to those of Earth.


  All the passageways here, Carson soon discovered, were lighted in the same indirect manner that had puzzled him on the spaceship.


  For a moment he had the wild hope that he would find Nora again somewhere in the complicated passages. But the hope died quickly. He was being taken as a prisoner to meet the king of the Mercurians.


  When he had been underground for an hour, Carson came across something that confounded him completely, something for which he could think of no reasonable explanation whatever. This was a large gray-walled chamber that obviously served as a museum. It was filled with objects. But—these objects came not from Mercury, but from Earth!


  They were implements of war.


  There were cannon and tanks and machine guns, and there were primitive flintlocks and huge clumsy revolvers.


  An absurd thought flashed through Carson’s mind, the thought that the Mercurians were studying Earth’s weapons with the intention of conquering it. But he dismissed the idea as soon as it arose.


  For several minutes he studied this extraordinary museum, racking his brains as to its possible meaning. But the Mercurians were impatient and hurried him on. Their king was waiting for him.


  Carson came to the end of the journey quite unexpectedly. A tunnel opened out into a small room in which there stood five Mercurians. Four had blue topknots and carried in their hands small, pointed metallic rods, of which one end was polished and the other dull.


  These rods were the first things Carson had seen that resembled weapons the modern Mercurians might have fashioned for themselves.


  The four were obviously a bodyguard. The fifth Mercurian had a purple topknot, and eyes which shone with a cruelty and malignancy such as Carson had never seen equaled on Earth.


  This, then, was their king.


  Carson stepped forward, and the four guards raised their metallic rods threateningly.


  Dorn had been shrinking back from the time he had first caught sight of the monarch. Now he hastened forward, his manner extremely respectful. He spoke, and the images succeeded each other so rapidly as to be almost blurred.


  “This is the other one from Earth. He intends no harm,” Dorn assured the ruler.


  The king nodded, and the four metallic rods were lowered. He studied Carson as if he were a strange insect.


  Carson waited, all his senses alert. Curiously enough, he was not at all concerned with his own fate. Dorn’s remark had revealed that Nora and Haines had already been brought here for questioning. As the king seemed disinclined to speak, he himself took the lead.


  “What has become of my companions?” Carson demanded.


  “Nothing has become of them yet.” The king appeared surprised that Carson had addressed him without permission. “Although they are not very important, they have been permitted to live.”


  CARSON’S face darkened. There was cruelty not only in the king’s eyes, but also in his manner of speaking. Carson’s eyes swept over the bodyguards. He had no idea of the manner in which their rodlike weapons were used, but once he found out, he was determined to secure one for himself. He was physically stronger than the Mercurians, and he could move faster. And if they decided that he himself was not “very important,” he would quickly change their minds.


  “Why were we brought here?” Carson asked. “Why did you go to the trouble of sending a ship to Earth in search of us?”


  “We have need of you. You have learned to do things we can not,” the king conceded.


  “If you can build a spaceship, you can do anything the people of Earth can do.”


  “That was true once.” The king nodded. “But we ourselves can no longer build spaceships. Those we possess were handed down to us from past generations.”


  Carson shook his head.


  “That doesn’t sound reasonable. You still know how to use the ships.”


  “It requires little skill for that,” the ruler told him. “The secret is in building them, and that secret was lost almost a million Mercurian years ago.” The monarch paused, regarding Carson curiously.


  “In those days, Mercurians visited Earth, and found it lacking in beings of any intelligence. Moreover, its atmosphere was so dense as to be poisonous to them, and its gravity made living painful. They therefore avoided it.


  “But later, there were signs that intelligence on Earth had begun to develop. Once the Earth creatures had learned the possibility of science, they advanced much more rapidly than we had done, for they had one great advantage over us. We have decided to make use of them.”


  “What was that advantage?” Carson said.


  “Length of life,” the king replied simply. “Originally, our race lived as much as forty Mercurian years. Then we increased in numbers and began to spread over the planet. But as we could live neither on the hot side nor on the cold side, we went underground. Here we could control the temperature to suit ourselves.


  “Our ancestors were the ones who built this underground world, and having a mastery of science that we no longer possess, they built it to endure for unnumbered years.”


  “How did they lose their knowledge?” Carson persisted.


  “There were radiations underground that caused a gradual change in the Mercurian race. Now, in the Twilight Zone, our lives usually extend no more than fifteen of our years. But that is not long enough for a scientist to master any single science completely. As a result, it became impossible some time ago not only to acquire new knowledge, but to hand down the old.


  “The race was now too numerous for more than a small portion of us to live above ground, in the Twilight Zone. We tried to live on the hot side, and died. We tried the cold side, and succeeded no better. Then because of our difficulties, there arose a difference of opinion, and finally a war, which succeeded in destroying most of those who had any useful knowledge left from the past.


  “Once the war had ended, there was room to live in, but as we increased in numbers again, the problem returned. Living underground will yet be fatal to us. But above ground there is not enough room for us and our food beasts, and the plants these need to feed on.”


  “Then that’s your problem—living space,” Carson declared.


  The king nodded.


  “It is you who must help us solve it,” he said deliberately.


  “I? How?” Carson started in surprise.


  “That is for you to say. What you must do is equalize the temperature of our planet. If you could use the heat from the hot side, and transfer it to the cold side—”


  “Why can’t you do that yourselves?” Carson demanded.


  The king explained patiently.


  “Because we do not live long enough. Such a vast project requires long and careful planning. By the time a Mercurian has the necessary knowledge, he is of an age to die. It is true that he can write down what he knows, but he can not transmit his skill. That takes one of our lifetimes to acquire.


  “You, however, live twenty times as long as we do. When I and all those now about me are dead and forgotten, you will still be alive, carrying on the work.”


  HE PAUSED, and his three eyes examined Carson steadily.


  “How do you know I have the ability to do what you ask of me?” the Earthman asked.


  “I am not certain about you, but I know that somewhere on Earth there are people who have the ability. This is not the first occasion on which we have sent a ship to your planet to secure aid. Several hundred years ago our messengers returned, reporting that the dwellers of Earth had learned the use of explosive substances.


  “Since that time, other messengers have brought back specimens of the weapons your people have made. We knew that it was only in warfare that you used all your scientific knowledge, and we decided that a study of your instruments for dealing death would best indicate how far your science had progressed.


  “From the latest reports, your science is sufficiently advanced to deal successfully with our problem. As for you personally—” the king paused again and this time Carson could feel the glance of every Mercurian in the room—“our messengers were ordered to make a study of large engineering projects, and to bring back those in charge.


  “They chose you and the other two Earth-beings. The short one does not have sufficient ability, though we were not wrong in considering her a scientist. The tall one is likewise useless to us. We must therefore rely upon you.”


  Carson laughed in amusement. In the thin atmosphere, he realized, his laughter must have seemed to the Mercurians only a soundless and puzzling contortion of the face, but he couldn’t help himself. They hadn’t known what a woman was, and they had at first mistaken Nora for a member of a human race distinct from his own.


  “We weren’t chosen by your messengers,” he said. “We wandered into your spaceship by mistake.”


  “It was no mistake,” the king declared. “Our messengers did not return, possibly unable to survive the Heavy gravity of your planet and its poisonous concentration of oxygen. But they had been in communication with us, and they left a report of what they planned to do.


  “They knew that if their ship were discovered near where you were working, only someone in authority would dare enter it in order to investigate. The controls were arranged to start when you attempted to examine what looked like a message.


  “Once the ship was in motion, we controlled it from this planet.”


  Carson considered.


  “What will happen if I am unable to solve your problem for you?” he asked.


  The monarch’s topknot bent slightly, almost hiding the cruel glint in his eyes.


  “In that case, you will no longer be important to us.”


  That was clear enough, thought Carson. Failure would mean death. But even if he succeeded—


  “What if I do solve the problem?” he asked.


  “You will be honored among us.” Carson laughed again, soundlessly, puzzling all the creatures that stared at him.


  “That isn’t enough for me. I have a problem of my own to solve. You must help me.”


  “Your problems are not important,” the monarch said coldly.


  “They’re plenty important to me!” Carson snapped. “I was experimenting with a new source of energy, and facing success, when your messengers kidnaped me. Now it’s doubtful whether I can succeed in time.”


  “And if you do not?”


  “Then Earth, as I know it, will be practically ended. And I won’t give a darn whether I solve your problem or not!”


  The king stood motionless, while Carson waited. Finally he spoke.


  “We can not help you discover a new source of energy. Formerly our scientists could have done so, but their descendants have forgotten too much. There is but one alternative.”


  “What is it?” Carson said shortly. “The fuel we inherited from our ancestors is almost gone, and we do not know how to make more. But we have enough for another trip to Earth, and if you solve our problem, we shall no longer need it. You will be returned to Earth along with your companions. You may yet be in time.”


  Not much chance of that, thought Carson. Even if the king did mean to keep his promise. What the Mercurians wanted done would take years to accomplish.


  CARSON stared at the king, trying to make up his mind. Why had Dorn been forbidden to tell him what the king had just narrated? There would have been no harm in his knowing. Why had he not been permitted to see Nora and Haines? Could they already have heard too much?


  “An expedition is being sent to the hot side to secure information for your use,” the king went on.


  “And I am to go?”


  “You are not to go. Your life is too valuable.”


  All Carson’s suspicions seemed to crystallize at once. They didn’t want him to get to the hot side. He might learn too much. They just wanted him to stay put, and believe what he was told. Suddenly it seemed of tremendous importance for him to reach the hot side. Perhaps then he would learn what the king’s real intentions were.


  But it wouldn’t do to reveal his suspicions. The king would be all the more determined not to let him go. No, he must pretend to accept everything that was told him.


  “I have no desire to risk my life,” Carson said. “Nevertheless, I have a special knowledge of chemistry at high temperatures, and on the hot side I could learn much. You have pointed out that your own scientists can not even attain mastery of their own sciences. Unless I may go, the expedition will be almost worthless.”


  “But your life must not be risked. There are dangers—”


  “I shall guard my life. It’s just as valuable to me as it is to you.”


  The king hesitated. Whatever the decision, thought Carson, he must go.


  Something touched his foot, and he looked down. Snakelike coils, several inches in diameter, glided across his toes. He leaped back, but the animal appeared to have no intention of attacking him.


  It slithered across his foot and then paused in the center of the room, as if trying to decide what to do.


  Whatever it was, the Mercurians were uneasy in its presence.


  They began to draw away from it, making for the doorway. As the king drew past, the creature lashed out suddenly, wrapping itself around his legs. The others stopped in their tracks, their topknots lifted, all their eyes wide open.


  Carson gazed at the Mercurians in bewilderment, wondering at their lack of motion. They seemed painfully undecided. Their arms had risen gradually, so that the sharp polished ends of the rods that served them as weapons were pointed at the writhing creature. But something prevented them from shooting, despite the fact that the king was appealing frantically for help.


  The monarch fell to the ground, and one of the Mercurians finally made up his mind. His hand squeezed the rod, and a glow of light came from the sharp end.


  The snakelike creature writhed weakly, and began to shrivel. And as the king rose to his feet, the Mercurian who had saved him turned his weapon on himself, aiming it under the middle eye.


  Carson watched the guard collapse, his topknot jerking back convulsively like the head of a man having a fit. The Earthman was beginning vaguely to understand things. These snakelike creatures were for some reason protected by Mercurian law. Perhaps as a result of some superstition, they were considered sacred. It was forbidden to harm them even when they attacked a Mercurian.


  When the king was attacked, however, things were different. The superstition came in conflict with the guards’ duty to protect him. And the one guard who had come to the ruler’s defense, realizing that he had broken an immutable law, had chosen the only way out. Suicide.


  The dead Mercurian’s body lay where it had fallen, temporarily disregarded. Even the king, who might have been expected to appreciate the guard’s sacrifice, let his eyes pass over it with indifference. He indicated to Carson that his audience was over.


  Carson turned to leave, and as he passed the motionless body, he tripped and fell. When he rose again, his hand was closed over the dead guard’s weapon.


  


  


  CHAPTER VIII


  Escape to Where?


  


  


  IN ONE of the Mercurians’ specially constructed oxygen-filled rooms, Haines paced up and down restlessly, while Nora watched. After a while, he paused.


  “Nora, I’m worried.”


  “You have been ever since we found ourselves locked in that spaceship,” she said tartly.


  He shook his head.


  “I wasn’t just worried then. I was scared. Scared as blazes. And so were you and Carson. Anybody would have been. But I got over that later. Now, however—”


  “What do you think is wrong?” she interrupted.


  “Everything. We haven’t heard a word about Carson. Not that I’m sorry at not seeing that fellow, but it makes things look bad. And since we’ve had that interview with the king—well, things are different.”


  “I know.” The girl nodded. “As if they were disappointed.”


  “That’s it. They went to a lot of trouble to bring us here from Earth, thinking we could help them. Later they taught us the language, watched over us, acted as if we were valuable. Then this interview—and they find we can’t help them after all.


  “Now they don’t give a darn about us. They don’t pay us any attention. It looks as if they intend to get rid of us.


  “Nora, we’ve got to get out of here,” Haines stopped his placing.


  “But where shall we go?” she asked helplessly.


  “From the way the king talked,” Haines said slowly, “it looked as if he had enemies some place. If we could get to them, we’d have a chance of remaining alive a little longer.”


  “But how?”


  “I don’t know. But anything’s better than staying here, just waiting to be put out of our misery. They’ve left us helmets and oxygen tanks. What’s to stop us from going?”


  “There are guards outside,” Nora reminded him.


  “Just two of them. I can handle them without any trouble.”


  “If we could only get in touch with Carson—”


  “Still thinking of that guy?” Haines scowled. “And once I thought you were going to marry me. He put his foot in that, all right. If we ever get out of this mess, I’m going to fix his wagon for him!”


  “You’ll have to take care of these Mercurians first,” Nora said practically.


  “Don’t worry about it. Put on your helmet.”


  They drew on their helmets and went to the door. As the first Mercurian saw them emerge, he stared in bewilderment, and then turned as if to run. Haines threw himself after him, caught the fellow around the legs and slammed him to the ground, where he lay motionless.


  The second guard had drawn a gun, but was slow in shooting. Haines’ fist caught him across the chest and knocked him sprawling.


  “That was easy,” Haines grunted.


  “Where do we go now?” Nora asked excitedly.


  “Any place, so long as we get away from here. Let’s get moving.”


  They began to walk rapidly. As the oxygen-filled chamber from which they had escaped grew smaller in the distance, they began to feel more at ease. Evidently, whatever decision the king had come to regarding them, most of the Mercurians were not aware of it. No one paid them very much attention.


  “What do they do with themselves?” Haines said curiously. “They all seem to be going places.”


  “I remember asking the green-topped one who taught us the language,” Nora replied. “Most of them are busy in one way or another, trying to raise food. They cultivate plants, and raise those large animals we saw.”


  THEY came across a group of Mercurians walking together. As Haines and Nora watched them, the Mercurians reached the opening of one of the underground tunnels and began to enter.


  “They seem to be going some place,” Nora said.


  “I wonder—”


  In the distance, they could see several Mercurians begin to run toward them.


  “Quick, into those tunnels!” Haines urged. “Somebody seems to realize that we’ve escaped.”


  They plunged underground, and caught up with the Mercurians they had seen enter the tunnel. A Mercurian with a green topknot regarded them curiously, but said nothing. They entered a side passage, and then another. Haines was uneasy.


  “If we ever have to find our way back alone, we’re finished.”


  “There’s nothing for us to do but keep on,” Nora said stoutly.


  They had been traveling for about a half hour when the group stopped. A Mercurian with a purple topknot came over to them and flashed a series of ideographs.


  “Why are you coming with us?” he asked.


  “We have been ordered by the king to accompany you,” Haines said boldly.


  The Mercurian hesitated.


  “Come,” he told them finally.


  They followed him.


  “Where are we going?” Nora suggested.


  “I don’t know. But they’re out to get us above ground. Our only hope is to go along with this bunch.”


  “They may be leading us right back to the king!” Nora warned.


  “That’s a chance we’ll have to take. Come along.”


  The Mercurians they had bumped into went on rapidly, without speaking to them further. Nora and Haines followed.


  MEANWHILE, Dorn led Carson through the tunnels to a device that resembled a large wheelbarrow without wheels. It was balanced on a single rail, so smooth that to Carson’s touch it felt like oil. Following the Mercurian’s directions, Carson seated himself in it, next to Dorn himself, and the barrow moved off down the rail.


  It was the first device Carson had seen that involved a means of locomotion other than legs, and he was curious about how it worked.


  The Mercurian’s explanations were vague. The conveyance had been built long before, at a time when the race still possessed its scientific knowledge. A magnetic charge of the same sign, induced both on the bottom of the barrow and on the rail, resulted in a repulsion between them that practically neutralized the device’s weight, thus reducing friction to almost nothing. The motive power of the barrow was electric, likewise transmitted through the rail.


  A short ride took Carson and Dorn to the surface. In the distance, a cloud of stones leaped into the air, and the vibrations of the far-off explosion rose from the ground to Carson’s ears. It was the same thing that had greeted him not long before. He turned to Dorn questioningly.


  “What is it?”


  “It is a solar rock. No one knows why it explodes.”


  “Where does it come from?” Carson persisted.


  “There are many on the hot side. You may see them later.”


  Carson received the information with a grunt. Perhaps he had been a little too anxious in his eagerness to make a trip of exploration to the hot side. He had temporarily forgotten about the temperature that was high enough there to melt lead. Now he remembered it, and the mere thought made him sweat. Maybe these Mercurians had the ability to live in all that heat, but he certainly hadn’t.


  They got out of the barrow, for which there were no tracks above ground. Dorn began to lead the way again, but Carson stopped him. In the distance was the gray hulk of the spaceship in which the Earth trio had arrived.


  “I want to find out how that ship works,” Carson said.


  AT THAT the Mercurian began to argue with him. But Carson, shrugging his shoulders, made for the vessel. It was part of the agreement that he would be permitted to go back to Earth once his; job was done. He intended to learn enough right now about the ship’s operation to make sure, later, that he wasn’t going to be doublecrossed.


  The opening at the top had not been closed. A short leap took him inside it, and he looked around. Apparently nothing had been changed since he had been there before.


  Dorn followed him inside, still protesting. Carson waved him aside.


  “The king has agreed that I shall be permitted later to return to Earth in this ship. How is it operated?”


  “I do not know,” the Mercurian told him unhappily. “It is against my orders to let you come here.”


  That made it look as if they certainly intended to doublecross him.


  “Who does know?” Carson demanded.


  “There is one among us, but he is not near.”


  “I’ll wait while you get him,” Carson said shortly.


  Dorn hesitated, and then left the vessel. A moment after, he returned.


  “The one who can operate the ship is coming.”


  It was almost an hour before the Mercurian foe whom Carson had been waiting finally arrived. He turned out to be one of the smaller variety, a scientist like Dorn.


  The front wall separating the driving machinery from the passenger rooms had been kept in place by means of four locks, which reminded Carson of a bank vault. The locks were opened, not by a combination of numbers, but by a combination of lights, some of them of such short wave lengths as to be invisible to the Earthman’s eyes. The small Mercurian removed the wall and began to explain the mechanism.


  As Carson had suspected, the power that drove the ship was atomic. The hull of the vessel itself was radioactive, in order to operate the meteor-repellent device, but there was an inner layer of metal that shielded the passengers from its radiations. But even the small Mercurian had no idea of what elements were used, nor how they had been obtained.


  The fuel was carefully guarded from any possible contact with the passengers, not by a thick wall of lead, as Carson would have imagined, but by a thin sheet of steel-like metal. This developed a charge automatically when the motors were going, of such a nature and intensity as to repel, with exactly the proper strength, all the radioactive particles that shot at it in an effort to get through.


  The ship’s controls, previously set for remote operation, were now adjusted so as to be handled by a passenger on board. As he learned how to use them, Carson felt somewhat in the position of a driver learning to operate a new-model automobile.


  With something like regret, the small Mercurian came to the end of his explanations, and they got out of the ship. Carson was feeling better. It looked as if they didn’t intend to doublecross him after all. At least not right away.


  Dorn was speaking to him again. He was going to get ready for the trip to the hot side. An expedition was already being organized, had in fact been in preparation ever since the Earth people had set foot on Mercury. The Mercurians would start in a few hours, whether Carson went along or not.


  CARSON started to answer, but at his first ideograph, there was a flash of light, and then an explosion of such terrific intensity that both he and Dorn were thrown off their feet.


  The front of the gray spaceship, impervious to the most rapid of meteors, had been stove in as if it were of the flimsiest human-made materials!


  A yard or so in front of the ship, a gaping hole more than a hundred feet across yawned in the rocky ground. In the distance, a shower of stones was falling.


  Carson stumbled to his feet and rushed for the ship. A single glance told him that the driving mechanism was ruined. It would be impossible to repair. The small Mercurian scientist had already made that clear, and from what Carson had seen of the atomic motors, he believed him.


  “What—what happened?” he stammered.


  Dorn did not answer, and Carson realized suddenly that he himself was talking after the human fashion, moving his lips, instead of using the Mercurian ideographs. He must have been badly shaken to forget himself so completely.


  He made use of the ideographs this time.


  “What happened?”


  “It was a solar rock,” Dorn replied.


  “But why did it explode now? You must have set it off!”


  “No one can predict when such a rock will explode,” Dorn explained patiently. “It must have been under the ship, unrecognized.”


  “Where are your other ships?” Carson demanded fiercely.


  “There are no others.”


  “There must be!” Carson began to sweat.


  “There are none,” insisted the Mercurian.


  “I don’t believe you! Your race must have constructed more than this one!”


  “The ship to Venus was destroyed on the way back. The one to Mars reported it was having difficulty rising from the surface of that planet, and then was heard from no more. There have been rumors of still another ship hidden on Mercury, but no one has ever seen it.


  “Some of us believe it does not exist.”


  


  


  CHAPTER IX


  The Hot Side


  


  


  AT ANY rate, Carson was to go with the expedition. The king had made up his mind at the last moment.


  The expedition approached the hot side of Mercury through the underground passageways. It was miles past the limits of the Twilight Zone before the underground system came to an end, and it was necessary to ascend to the surface. The temperature had been rising gradually; but as long as they remained underground, they had not been forced to put on their insulated clothes.


  The Mercurians had a peculiar form of rough thermometer, which consisted essentially of a series of strips of different materials, visible through a transparent covering. As the temperature rose, first one strip and then another would melt.


  Carson noticed that the series of materials did not go further than lead. But molten lead, he felt, was hot enough for him, even if he was encased in insulated clothing.


  The temperature was not far below what would have been, on Earth, the boiling point of water, when they paused at the edge of the great Mercurian desert on which the sun never set. So far, strangely enough, they had suffered little discomfort. The low pressure, and the absence of water vapor in the atmosphere, had combined to make the heat less oppressive. Neither Carson nor the Mercurians had been greatly conscious of it.


  There were twenty-six in the expedition beside Carson—twenty-three of the two-legged Mercurians, and three of the small dozen-legged fish-like animals. These latter were especially sensitive to the poisonous gases which were occasionally emitted by the desert rocks, and they would give warning of the gases’ presence. They too had their insulated garments.


  Except for their clumsiness, Carson found his insulated clothes easy to move in. Complete with a refrigerating unit good for many hours of service, the outfit would have weighed on Earth about two hundred and fifty pounds. His oxygen apparatus was another fifty pounds, and his own body about two hundred.


  That meant a total of five hundred pounds on Earth; or, taking account of the lesser Mercurian gravity, about a hundred and twenty-five here. With all the weight that was piled on him, he was still lighter than he would have been on his home planet.


  To the Mercurians, however, with their less powerful muscles, the weight of the suits was no trifle. They could move only slowly and painfully, dragging their feet along as if they were chained down. Even the fishlike animals crept along as if they had been half paralyzed.


  From the edge of the desert on, the pace of the expedition slowed down to a crawl. Carson, staring out at the barren rocks that stretched mile after mile in front of them, found it difficult to believe that this was an expanse of wasteland greater than any on Earth.


  At the horizon something seemed to rise in the air, ascend to the sun, and then come plummeting down. Carson called the attention of the leader of the Mercurians, a member of the purple race, to the unexpected phenomenon. It seemed impossible that any creatures should be able to make their homes in this desolate waste.


  The Mercurian raised his topknot cautiously, uncovering his eyes, and stared. Again the object rose in the air, shimmering like a prism of glass in the bright sunlight, and again it swept down.


  “It is a flyer,” the Mercurian said uneasily.


  “Is it alive?”


  “Very much alive.”


  It seemed incredible to Carson. A bird or a plane needed air in which to fly. There wasn’t enough air here to support a mosquito.


  The flyer was coming closer. A third time it soared upward, and then sank to the ground once more. Apparently it did not possess the ability to stay up very long. Apparently—


  CARSON’S eyes were glued to the creature. It did not really fly—it leaped. That was the secret of its travel through the air. Carson imagined what a large creature possessing the leaping ability of a flea would do on this planet of low gravity, and knew he had the answer.


  The flyer shimmered like a piece of glass, because it reflected the sun’s light and heat almost completely. That was one of the best ways to keep cool on this overheated desert. Simply not to absorb heat.


  The Mercurians had stopped, and were rummaging clumsily through their insulated suits. They brought out the rodlike weapons such as the king’s bodyguard had possessed, and held them ready in their three-fingered hands. Evidently the flyers were dangerous animals. But this particular specimen, after coming within a few hundred feet of them, turned and soared off into the distance.


  The fishlike animals had stopped and refused to go on. That meant there was a source of poisonous gases in the neighborhood. Several of the Mercurians came together, consulted briefly and then, following the lead of the animals, moved off toward the right. They made a detour of several hundred yards, and then turned back again to the course they had been following.


  Carson noticed an unusual-looking rock off to one side, and drew the attention of one of the Mercurians to it. The fellow examined it indifferently.


  “This is a solar rock,” he said.


  It was more like a transparent piece of crystal than anything else, about six inches square, and no more than two or three inches thick. Inside it were red and blue streaks that reminded Carson of the veins of a piece of marble.


  The Mercurian noted his interest in it.


  “It does not explode on the desert,” he added. “Only In the Twilight Zone.”


  Carson picked it up and stowed it away in an outer pocket of his suit. He would have felt safer if he had been carrying several sticks of dynamite. But the mystery of these rocks interested him. Besides, he had a feeling they were important.


  Then one of the fishlike animals suddenly seemed to go mad. It tore at its insulated suit in an effort to get out, and the other two creatures refused to go on. That meant more poisonous gas. There was another long and time-wasting detour before the Mercurians could get straightened out on their course again. A few moments later their way was barred by a wide pool of liquid.


  It was molten tin. One of the Mercurians, chosen by the leader, stepped hesitantly into it while the others watched. He walked forward slowly, sinking gradually deeper into the hot metal. He had reached a point where the tin rose up to one third of his height when he wavered uncertainly, seemed to tremble and then threw up his arms and fell flat on his back.


  Carson knew at once the reason for what had happened. The heavy liquid had buoyed up the Mercurian so much that he had lost contact with the ground, and had been unable to keep his balance.


  The other Mercurians were staring at their fallen comrade with a curious lack of interest, apparently ready to leave him to whatever fate the; molten tin had in store for him. Carson was reminded angrily of the cheapness with which they regarded each other’s lives. The fallen Mercurian was kicking feebly, his lung slots not yet clogged by the fumes of tin, but with little hope of getting to his feet again and escaping.


  Carson strode forward into the molten metal, the vapor rising about him as his movements stirred the liquid. Though his feet were as well insulated as the rest of his body, he could feel the heat in his legs. Being heavier than Mercurians, however, he was in less danger of falling.


  HE GRASPED the struggling Mercurian by the legs and began to haul him out. When they reached the edge of the metal lake again, he set the Mercurian on his feet, and shook himself to get rid of the drops of tin that still clung to him. He noticed the others gaping at him, as if he were crazy for risking his life without being forced to.


  The lake of tin was so deep as to be an impassable barrier, and there was no choice but to go around it. As they picked their way along, Carson noticed on a flat slab of rock a series of yellowish metallic tracks, in shape like the prints that would be left by small claws. On closer examination, he saw that the tracks were molten metal, lead this time, the yellowish appearance being due to a small scum of lead oxide.


  The Mercurians regarded the tracks with serious concern. They had been formed by one of the flyers that had skimmed through molten lead further on in the desert. The flyers were not numerous in most parts of the hot side, and they generally avoided the portions near the Twilight Zone. Their presence here in any great numbers would be an unpleasant surprise.


  The Mercurians stopped again and got out their rodlike guns. Off to one side, a flyer flashed in the sunlight, like a huge animated jewel. Leaping from beyond the horizon, a second made its appearance, and then a third and a fourth. Presently about two dozen of them became visible.


  The leader of the Mercurians had flashed an order.


  “Prepare to fight!” he commanded.


  The Mercurians formed in a small circle, reminding Carson oddly enough of a circle of buffaloes about to face an attack by wolves. The fishlike animals had been placed in the center, where they remained quietly. One of the flyers rose high toward the sun and then swooped down, landing a few feet away from the circle of Mercurians.


  Carson saw a sharp spear of a beak, lifted momentarily to disclose the three eyes under it. Then the flyer was off the ground again, as several of the guns vainly discharged their rays of energy.


  Carson had a gun of his own, but in the desert, against so quick-moving an animal as a flyer, he decided it would be useless. Then his glove-encased hand closed on the solar rock in the pocket of his suit, and he smiled to himself. He would show these Mercurians a simple way of fighting that they did not seem to suspect.


  Another flyer darted down, into the center of the circle this time. Before the Mercurians could turn, its sharp beak had punctured one of the insulated suits, and it was springing up again.


  Carson twisted around with the speed of a falling cat. His arm flashed.


  The edge of the solar rock landed a fraction of an inch under the flyer’s eyes, slicing the topknot from the body as cleanly as if the job had been done by a knife.


  The Mercurian whose suit had been punctured had slapped a small piece of material to the tom place. Carson looked around for other small rocks to throw, decided there were none and picked up the one he had already used. As he returned to his place in the circle, a pair of the flyers swooped down on the side opposite from him, slashed two suits and escaped unharmed.


  The attacks began to take place steadily, without interruption. In five minutes, half of the Mercurian insulated suits had been slashed, and all but one of the attackers had escaped unharmed by the Mercurian guns.


  Each flyer was more than a match for a Mercurian. Already three of the Mercurians were dead and several were in a desperate condition, as a result of leaks in their insulated suits. As time went on, the refrigerating units would come to the end of their capacity, and all the Mercurians would be overcome by the heat.


  “We must retreat,” their leader announced.


  “What of the wounded?” asked Carson.


  “They are to be left behind.”


  “To be killed?”


  “There is no way of escape for them, and they must not be permitted to burden us. Come quickly!”


  AN ATTEMPT was made to take back the fishlike animals, but these had become panic-stricken. They crawled away crazily into the desert, where the Mercurians dared not follow them. Beside Carson, only seventeen Mercurians started on the way back.


  Carson picked up another solar rock. As the flyers swooped down again, his arm flashed viciously. Another top-knot parted company from its body, but not until its beak had slashed a Mercurian suit. But Carson’s success gave the creatures reason to pause, and they hesitated before renewing the attack.


  The leading Mercurian stepped into the shadow of a tall rock, waved his arms frantically and collapsed. He had fallen a victim to the poisonous gases. The others went around his body, dragging themselves on as rapidly as they could. The flyers, encouraged, darted down again.


  One of the Mercurians, his suit cut to ribbons, dropped to the ground, shriveling in the heat. As the rest of them drew away, Carson noticed that the flyers had descended near each dead Mercurian and plunged their beaks through the insulation into the body inside. They were feasting.


  In an effort to lighten their burdens, some of the Mercurians were discarding their almost useless guns. Carson picked one up and squeezed the dull end. Nothing came out. The charge of energy had been exhausted.


  Somehow the flyers were becoming aware that the Mercurians were near the end of their resources. They became bolder, slashing and tearing for several seconds after each landing before taking off again. The Mercurians were spreading out, their position continually weaker. It began to look as if none of them would succeed in returning to the safety of the underground passages.


  Carson began to feel a mounting rage. Except for the solar rock he had originally put in his pocket, plus one he had picked up on the return journey, he had no weapons worth using. But the guns—


  His eyes gleamed. If these fool Mercurians had any sense, they would have used the guns in the way he had shown them, not trying to hit the flyers with a weak ray that had a range of only a few feet, but with something more deadly.


  Carson threw one of the rocks and smashed an over-bold flyer. His next shot missed, and then he hurled one of the empty guns, killing another. He ran down the line of Mercurians, picking up the discarded weapons and throwing them as fast as the flyers landed.


  When they saw what was happening to their ranks, the attackers drew off again. Carson had killed almost a dozen by now, and his suit had hardly been touched. But there were only nine Mercurians left, and they were helpless, useless both to themselves and to him.


  Off in the distance, less than half a mile away, the entrance to the underground tunnel already showed. It wouldn’t take them much longer to get there, thought Carson. Another fifteen or twenty minutes of this slow retreat—


  The flyers, springing up from the ground in every direction, converged toward a single spot. They were coming straight for the Earthman, determined to put him out of the way before he did any more damage. He had picked up his two rocks again.


  Carson got a pair of the shimmering animals almost at the second of landing, slicing off their topknots with an aim which at a distance of a few feet could not miss.


  But another pair were behind him, their beaks tearing at his suit. Carson whirled around, caught one of them in his hands and twisted the topknot savagely from the body.


  THE beak of the remaining flyer dug into his side, sending a wave of agony through him. Carson fell to the ground, his body on top of it. It tried to spring away, but his arm knocked it to the ground again, and the next moment he had torn it apart.


  He stood up again panting, and looked around. While he had been fighting, the Mercurians had been continuing their retreat. There were still nine of them, and the flyers were no longer attacking. They had seen enough to be satisfied with what Carson could do to them. The fight was won.


  Carson took a step toward the Mercurians, and fell to the ground again. He hadn’t realized at first how serious that wound in the side was. He was conscious suddenly of being too warm, of having difficulty in breathing. The insulation of his suit, torn in back, was almost useless now. And his oxygen line had been cut. He could hear the gas hissing out slowly into the nearvacuum outside.


  His arm reached around to the torn places of his suit. The tears were in a position that would have made it next to impossible for him to repair them by himself, even if he had had more time. But his time was growing short. Already he had begun to feel as if his suit were being heated by steam.


  Was this, then, the end?


  The giant sun suddenly grew before Carson’s eyes, spreading over the whole heaven and blotting out everything else.


  


  


  CHAPTER X


  
Into the Darkness


  


  


  MEANWHILE, Nora and Haines had moved along the underground tunnels with the Mercurian group. Haines stopped suddenly.


  “What the devil is that?” he demanded.


  A huge cylinder barred their way, a cylinder resembling a water main. Their path took them several hundred feet past the corner where it made a turn, and then they noticed with surprise that it joined another main. But the joint was not that of two pipes coming together. It resembled the fork of a tree.


  “Nora, this isn’t a pipe,” Haines said slowly. “It’s a living thing—the biggest I’ve ever heard of!”


  It grew colder as they went on. Along with a Mercurian, they entered a conveyance of the wheelbarrow type and rode along for several miles parallel to the huge cylinder. At a spot where the ground was so cold that they were half frozen, the cylinder spread out to a width of about twenty feet. It appeared to have roots embedded in the ground.


  “It’s a tree, all right,” decided Haines. “It starts here, which seems to be not far from the edge of the cold side, stretches into the Twilight Zone, and for all we know extends to the hot side.”


  “Here’s another!” exclaimed Nora. “A tiny one, just beginning to grow.” She shrieked suddenly. “Oh—!”


  “What’s wrong, Nora?” Haines called quickly.


  “It’s moving! It isn’t a tree at all. It’s a—a snake!”


  Their conveyance had stopped. Haines stepped out and approached the twisting object. As he tried to go around the side, it moved so as to remain opposite to him.


  “It’s rooted in the ground like the other one.” Nora shuddered. “But there’s something else there—”


  Haines drew back, his face pale.


  “Yes. The body of a dead Mercurian. It would seem that there’s not enough nourishment in this rocky soil for the thing to get started growing right. It needs—animal food.”


  “But what’s the use of it? Why do they let themselves be killed by this horrible thing? Why don’t they destroy it?”


  “Don’t ask me, ask them,” Haines said nervously.


  The Mercurian explained, at a loss to understand their excitement. What they believed to be a tree was a full-grown plantlike being. It reproduced by sending out ropelike shoots that did not take root in the ground, and it possessed at first the ability to move like an animal in whatever direction there was food.


  It was a sacred creature, so sacred that no Mercurian was permitted to kill one, or even to defend himself from it. Once it had chosen its prey, and selected a spot on the cold side in which to settle itself, it gradually sank roots into the ground and lost its motility.


  “But why is it sacred?” Nora insisted a little wildly.


  “Because it brings water from below the ground.”


  Nora nodded slowly in understanding. Water was scarce on the surface of the planet. The ropelike creature, grown to full size, supplied as much as was needed by a large number of Mercurians. They sacrificed a few of their number for the sake of the rest.


  Haines leaned close to the girl.


  “Nice bunch, these Mercurians.” His voice was casual, but his face revealed disgust.


  “We can’t get away from them,” Nora said hollowly.


  “No, we’re stuck. And there are just the two of us, I’m afraid. Even if the Mercurians give Carson a chance for life, I don’t see much hope for him.”


  “You mean—you think he’s dead?”


  “Either he is, or he will be soon. I’m not claiming I liked the fellow, Nora. You had something to do with that. But I certainly didn’t want him killed.”


  He was very close to her now.


  “It’s you and I alone, Nora. We have only each other to depend on. And I want you to know you can rely on me.”


  “I know, Frank,” she said dully.


  THE Mercurian in charge of them reappeared and looked at them sharply. Now he brought out insulated suits with which he indicated they were to clothe themselves. Nora and Haines did not know it, but these suits were essentially of the same nature as the one in which Carson had set out to explore the hot side.


  In place of the refrigerating unit, there had been substituted a series of heating elements, and in the center of each suit was a group of lights for piercing the darkness.


  “It seems we’re headed for the cold side,” commented Haines. “I don’t think the king will suspect our going there.”


  They got into their wheelbarrow again, and a short ride took them to the surface of the planet. Nora, staring about her, was surprised to find that she could see dimly. She had forgotten that with no sun or moon to outshine them, the stars would give sufficient light to make the main outlines of the cold side easily visible.


  There were five Mercurians in addition to Nora and Haines, all equipped like the girl with the heated and insulated suits. As they marched forward slowly over the rocky ground, some of the stones so fragile from the cold that they crumbled to powder under their steps, Nora was suddenly overwhelmed with a wave of dislike.


  She didn’t trust these Mercurians. Not any of them.


  Presently, a few feet ahead of Nora, in the space between two enormous rocks, there was a darker patch on the ground, several inches across, like a small hole dug by a miniature meteor. The girl flashed her lights at it, but the black patch reflected no light at all.


  She approached until she was almost above it. Then she saw with astonishment that the object was moving, inching along the ground at a snail’s pace toward her.


  One of the Mercurians noticed her surprise.


  “They are alive, but not dangerous. All the same, it is well to keep away from them.”


  “How can they live here?”


  “There is in their bodies a liquid that never freezes, no matter how cold.”


  Haines touched her shoulder, making contact between his suit and her own, so that the sound of his voice would carry.


  “Sounds like liquid air to me,” he said.


  Nora was dubious. She turned to the Mercurian.


  “Is it the gas we breathe?”


  “That freezes. This does not.”


  “Maybe it’s liquid helium,” Haines ventured. “Unless the temperature got closer to absolute zero than I can imagine it could, helium would stay liquid.”


  “These creatures absorb radiations of all sorts,” the Mercurian went on. “They knew we were approaching because of the radiations of heat from our suits. The light attracts them also, but it is too much for them. They can’t stand a sharp light.”


  As Nora stared at it, the black patch suddenly exploded. Where it had been, there was nothing whatever left.


  “It absorbed too much heat,” the Mercurian explained. “The liquid turned into gas, the pressure inside became too great, and there was an explosion.”


  “How do you know all this?” Haines demanded. “Have you studied these creatures?”


  “We have no need to study,” replied the Mercurian placidly. “The knowledge has been handed down to us.”


  As they trudged on, Nora noticed several of the black patches scattered over the barren ground. Every one of the creatures appeared to sense her presence and that of the others long before they got close. When Nora saw them, they were moving toward her. They moved slowly but steadily, and after a few hours she was startled to see that the expedition had collected a group of followers of respectable size.


  There were more than thirty of the black patches already around them within a distance of half a mile, and there were others approaching.


  “What are we to do if—if they attack us?” Nora asked nervously.


  “They won’t attack,” returned Haines with confidence. “You’ve just been told that they’re not dangerous.”


  NORA laughed suddenly.


  “I was forgetting. We do have a weapon against them.”


  She directed the light against the nearest one, and observed with satisfaction the explosion that followed a few seconds afterward.


  “You’d better save your light, Nora,” Haines said dryly. “We’ll be needing it for a more useful purpose than destroying creatures that can do us no harm.”


  AHEAD of them was a broad patch of ground that gleamed whitely in the starlight.


  “Why it looks like snow!” Nora exclaimed.


  Haines picked up a handful of tiny white crystals. As they absorbed heat from his gauntleted hands, they vanished.


  “Looks more like carbon-dioxide ice to me than real snow,” he observed.


  They walked through the carbon-dioxide icefield, which was only about a foot thick at most. Even here the heatabsorbing animals pursued them, and on looking back Nora could see the tiny black spots moving restlessly over the white background.


  Only once did they pass a group of the heat-absorbers, which seemed to have no interest in them. Haines prodded one of the animals with his foot, dislodging it roughly from the spot to which it had been clinging.


  From underneath it there came a faint red light. Looking closely, Nora thought she could distinguish what looked like a mouth and feebly waving tentacles. The red light came from a luminescent animal which somehow managed to maintain its life in this frozen hemisphere.


  The heat-absorbers were clustered around it like parasites, to prevent the precious energy in the red light from going to waste.


  The stretches of carbon-dioxide ice, Nora discovered, were fairly infrequent, but they did cross two more in the course of what must have been about twelve hours of travel. Once they skirted a moderately large pool of bluish liquid that could have been nothing else than liquid air. Nora regarded the pool with a puzzled expression.


  “Low temperature or not,” she said, “that air just won’t stay where it is very long. It’s going to evaporate sooner or later. That means it hasn’t been very long where it is now. It’s come from some place below ground.


  “Frank,” she exclaimed suddenly. “I’ll bet that’s where these Mercurians have got the air they give us to breathe—from below ground. There must be plenty of it on the planet.”


  Haines nodded in sober agreement.


  Moments later something was drifting in the extremely thin air at about the level of Nora’s eyes. As it approached, Nora felt her scalp begin to tingle. The oddness of the sensation surprised her. It was the way she would have felt if she had been in mortal terror; whereas, as a matter of fact, she was not afraid at all.


  Then she noticed a blue spark leap from the metal stud that switched on her lights, and she understood. For some reason, she was heavily charged with static electricity. This creature that was approaching, in air too thin to sustain its weight, must be charged also.


  One of the Mercurians had drawn a short rodlike object from the outer pocket of his insulated suit. One end was flat and dull, the other end sharp and polished. He aimed the sharp end at the approaching creature, and squeezed.


  A light glowed suddenly, the floating creature shriveled up, and the next moment there was a miniature lightning flash from its body to the ground. When Nora picked up the body, it was an inert and shapeless mass of solidly frozen gray flesh, no bigger than a rabbit.


  Haines had a puzzled look on his face.


  “There’s something queer going on, Nora. Believe it or not, my hair is standing on end.”


  “This whole region seems to be loaded with electricity,” she agreed.


  The Mercurian who had shot the floating animal turned to them, flashing a message.


  “It was dangerous. It could kill easily,” he said.


  “How did it manage not to fall?” Nora asked.


  “Its body was charged with electricity of a sign opposite to that of the ground. This whole region is full of static electricity that does not escape to the rest of the planet.”


  Haines touched Nora’s shoulder.


  “That gun is deadly.” His voice sank to a whisper, as if the Mercurian could understand him. “It wouldn’t hurt us to have one.”


  But the Mercurians refused to let them have guns. It was as if they were afraid that the weapons might be turned against them.


  Later, when Nora and Haines discovered that they had breathed up about two-thirds of the oxygen with which they had started, they stopped at one of the pools of liquid air. A short tube led from their oxygen tanks to the outside of their insulated suits, and they opened valves and let the bluish liquid run into the tanks.


  They noted the location of each of the liquid air pools carefully in their memory, as travelers on a desert on Earth would mark the location of pools of water. There was the danger of running short of air again later on.


  They stopped after many hours of traveling to rest and to eat. They were hermetically enclosed within their insulated suits, and it was impossible to make use of food outside. But several weeks’ supply had been stored away within the suits themselves, and they could withdraw their hands from the gauntlets and manage their meals without too much discomfort.


  As they rose to go on again, Nora looked about her, and her heart skipped a beat. The ground all around them had been blacked out. They seemed to be in the center of a vast extent of nothingness.


  


  


  CHAPTER XI


  Thieves of Heat


  


  


  THE blackness moved. Nora saw that they were surrounded by thousands of the small black heat-absorbers, all of them pressing as close as they could get to these living sources of energy radiations.


  Directly next to her body they were piled upon each other three and four deep, and Nora felt a sudden chill. Despite the insulation, the heat was flowing from her suit into their bodies more rapidly than the heating coils were making good the loss.


  Two of those next to her, having absorbed more heat than was good for them, burst suddenly, one after the other. Haines, noticing for the first time the multitude surrounding them, cried out in amazement.


  “What the devil—” he gasped.


  A light flashed in front of them from his suit, to plow a path marked by the bursting of dozens of the stupid little creatures. The expedition hastened forward, and in a few minutes had got away from its too faithful followers.


  They moved on in a silence broken only by the sound of an occasional rock crunching underfoot. Nora looked up at the stars, puzzled by something strange in their appearance. It required several seconds for her to realize the significance of what she saw.


  The stars had not been moving through the heavens, as they moved when seen from Earth. They were fixed in their places, just as the sun was fixed in its place.


  She had forgotten that Mercury rotated on its axis only once in eighty-eight days, and that the stars would in consequence turn just as slowly. The distance from Mercury to Earth was so insignificant compared with the least stellar distance that all the constellations had the same appearance as from Earth. She recognized Cassiopeia and the Great Dipper, and from that her eyes traveled to the Pole Star. Only here, on Mercury, whose axis of rotation was in a different direction from that of Earth, it was no longer the Pole Star.


  They had stopped a second time to renew their supplies of liquid air when the chief Mercurian informed them that they were to make a long halt. As far as Nora knew, the Mercurians never slept, but they did occasionally rest. She herself was so tired that she welcomed the opportunity to He down in her suit on the ground. It was about as convenient a place as they would find.


  When they awoke after several hours, they would need more air from the pools close by. Then, after a few more hours of traveling, they would have to reverse their steps. Their heating coils had exhausted almost half their stores of energy.


  As Nora’s consciousness slipped away, the black heat-absorbers closed in upon her. Her last memory was of a feeling of pity for their stupidity. They would be taking in too much heat, and exploding for hours on end.


  After that thought, she slept.


  When Nora awoke, she had a feeling that it was the coldest Fourth of July she had ever heard of, for that would be the date on Earth. The heat-absorbers were exploding like fire-crackers, with a regularity so great that it almost seemed as if they were timing themselves.


  Nora herself was thoroughly chilled. She sat upright and looked around her. As far as she could see in every direction, there was a solid mass of black.


  She aroused Haines, who fought hard against being dragged back from unconsciousness. When she had finally persuaded him to stand up, she tried to awaken the Mercurians. She discovered then that they were already awake, but in the sluggish state that was natural to them at low temperatures. They refused to stand up.


  Nora and Haines refilled their oxygen tanks.


  “It looks as if we’ll have to try getting back alone,” the girl said.


  Haines nodded.


  “There’s nothing we can do for these creatures. Perhaps when we get back, the others will send a party to rescue them.”


  “When we get back.” Nora tried to force a smile. “I wonder what our chances are.”


  SHE touched the stud that controlled the lights, and a bright beam flashed into existence, blasting a path through the black animals. She took one of the energy guns from a stupefied Mercurian. Then they set out toward the Twilight Zone, guiding themselves by Sirius.


  Nora wondered what the king of the Mercurians would think when they returned without the rest of the expedition. Probably he would be angry, and inclined to kill them without further delay. She shrugged the thought away. There would be time enough to worry about that once they were safely away from the cold side.


  They stumbled on slowly over the crumbling rocks. From the distance, one of the floating animals began to drift slowly toward them, and Nora’s hand closed nervously over her gun. But the animal had not noticed them.


  It stopped over a black spot on one of the rocks, where several of the heat-absorbers were clustered around a blue, glowing, luminescent animal. Then came the lightning flash, and at the same moment half a dozen explosions as the heat-absorbers burst. The blue luminescence flared up momentarily into a lurid and dazzling radiance, and then suddenly disappeared altogether. The floating animal was already upon it, feeding.


  The floating animals were perfectly adapted to their environment, thought Nora. The electric charge served them both as a means of keeping afloat and as a weapon. Whenever they loosed it upon the victim they had chosen, the repulsion between them and the ground disappeared, and they fell—directly upon their food.


  She and Haines came to one of the liquid air pools, and Nora hesitated, puzzled.


  “We didn’t pass this one before.”


  “Guiding yourself by the stars isn’t the same thing as traveling on a paved highway,” Haines reminded her. “We may be hundreds of yards away from the path we followed going out. But as long as we keep going in the general direction of the Twilight Zone, we’ll be doing well enough.”


  Something was moving on top of the pool of liquid air, something that was alive. It was gray rather than black, and it moved too rapidly to be one of the heat-absorbers. They stared at it as it reached the edge, and then appeared to roll silently away.


  At a distance of about a hundred feet it stopped. Nora had the feeling that it was looking back at them, studying them, trying to make up its mind what they were. She flashed a light at it, and it turned and sped away from them once more.


  She had the impression of a small furry animal, more like the animals of Earth than anything she had yet seen on the planet.


  The stars shone down on them without winking. “There’s something wrong,” Nora said. “Why don’t they twinkle?”


  Haines sighed.


  “You seem to have forgotten, Nora, that there’s not much of an atmosphere. It’s the air that makes stars twinkle.”


  “And yet there’s one of them that is twinkling—off to the left, at the horizon—


  They stared at it together. It looked like a star at first glance, except that it was a little too big. Perhaps it was a planet—Venus, or even Earth.


  Nora knew that if the stars did not twinkle, the planets certainly would not. No, this was a light somewhere on the cold side, too bright to be one of the luminescent animals. And yet, that was odd too, for no light would burn without oxygen.


  It might be kept alive by a current of electricity, but in that case there was no reason for its unsteadiness. Moreover, none of the lights they had seen the Mercurians use had anything like the greenish tinge of this one.


  “We may as well investigate,” Nora suggested. “I have one of the guns, in case anything goes wrong.”


  “I suppose we may as well take a chance.”


  THEY turned left and began to approach the light. A furry animal such as the one they had seen before scampered out of the way. While it was still fairly close, Nora flashed her own light upon it, but could detect nothing like legs. It simply appeared to glide along the ground without any effort of its own.


  The light was growing brighter, and there was no longer any possibility of mistaking it for a star. Haines stopped suddenly.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “There’s something strange here. Either my heating coils are working overtime, or else there’s something that prevents this section of the cold side from being as chilly as the rest of it.”


  “There’s nothing wrong with your heating coils,” Nora confirmed. “I feel the heat, too.”


  As they pressed forward, it continued to become steadily warmer, and they began to run across more of the furry animals. Now it began to look as if the light were due to some natural phenomenon such as radioactivity, and the animals had been attracted to it exactly as Nora and Haines had been.


  She could see the source of the light clearly now. It was nothing but a small piece of colorless glasslike material, transparent, veined with red and blue streaks. It was several inches wide, but no more than an inch and a half thick. It lay upon the ground and glowed hotly, apparently of its own accord.


  There was a circle of the small gray animals surrounding it, warming themselves by its heat. As the girl and Haines approached, they turned to stare at her.


  The next moment the two human beings were alone. The animals had vanished, and the light had suddenly gone out. Only the stars were left, to smile down at them mockingly.


  


  


  CHAPTER XII


  The Crawlers


  


  


  CARSON’S first instinctive thought was that he still lived. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Whatever else had happened, at least his oxygen tank was still intact. And for a few seconds he would be able to continue breathing.


  He inhaled again, and his lungs seemed to tingle with pleasure. He felt that he could almost taste the air. He had never experienced a more welcome sensation.


  There was something else too. The pain in his side was gone. And the sunlight—


  He sat up with a start. The glaring sun was no longer above him, searing his eyeballs, baking him with its heat. It was dark here. Dark and cool. And the air tasted so good because he was not wearing an oxygen helmet at all. He ran his hands in surprise over his head and shoulders. No, he was wearing neither his oxygen helmet nor his insulated suit.


  He felt for a moment ashamed of what he had thought about the Mercurians. Careless as they were about each other’s lives, they had not been careless about his. They had come back to rescue him. They had brought him safely to the Twilight Zone, had put him in one of those little oxygen-containing huts they had built for him.


  Something must have gone wrong with the lights, but he didn’t mind that. It was enough to be alive. He wondered how long he had been unconscious.


  There was a roaring sound in his ears, a sound he had heard long ago, so long ago that he had almost forgotten it. It was something he had heard on Earth. He thought of the noise of a rushing railroad train, of the dull rumble of a distant elevated, of the loud purring of automobile tires as they rolled rapidly through a tunnel, it was like all of these, but it was actually none of them. It was—


  It was the sound of rushing water.


  He didn’t believe it. There was no running water on the surface of this planet. The hot side was too hot, and the cold side too cold, and the Twilight Zone he had to some extent seen for himself. Where there was no weather, no rain or wind, there could be no running water. It must be something else.


  Carson stood up and felt something brush against his hair. He reached out with his hand. It was the ceiling that he had touched. The room was only about an inch or two more than six feet in height. His mind tried to grasp the significance of that fact, and after a second or two succeeded.


  He was not in one of the oxygen-containing huts at all. He was some place underground. That was the reason why he could hear the rushing water. He was underground, and alive, and it was probably not the Mercurians who had rescued him at all.


  He began to feel his way in the dark. He was in a narrow corridor, no more than three or four feet wide, but of indefinite length. The walls were slightly rough, as he might have expected in a tunnel. He wondered whether they had been formed naturally or by artificial means. The underground passages of the Mercurians, he remembered, had been perfectly smooth.


  He stopped moving after a time. Someone—or ones—had brought him here, and possibly would show up again. With no light to guide him, the best thing he could do was wait.


  He had no idea how rapidly the moments passed. He realized, after a time, that he must have fallen asleep again; for when next he became conscious of what was going on, there was a creature beside him in the dark.


  He had no idea of what it was like, but he presumed it was friendly because it had saved his life. He wondered suddenly if this might be one of the enemies the topknotted Mercurians feared to let him learn about. The creature was doing something he hadn’t expected. It was tapping his arm.


  TWO hard taps, and then a soft tap, and then a hard tap again. A pause. And then the four taps repeated, in the same order.


  This was a message, thought Carson. A message in something like the Morse code. Not very complicated, either. Only four taps altogether—


  He tried to think of the different things the creature might be trying to tell him. It might want him to stay where he was—but it would need no message for that. It might want him to come along. That sounded more like it.


  He stood up, willing to follow wherever it might lead. But evidently that wasn’t it, either. The tapping continued, on his foot this time.


  He sat down on the ground again, and the tapping continued on his arm.


  The creature couldn’t be very large, he realized, if it couldn’t reach his arm when he was standing. He had at least learned that much. He reached out, and felt a hard smooth surface. There was a shell, like that of a turtle. That was queer, and unexpected.


  The tapping continued. And suddenly Carson had what he thought was the answer. He tapped back on the shell, two hard taps, a soft tap, and a hard tap again. The tapping on his arm ceased.


  The creature was simply trying to find out whether he was an intelligent animal! Those four taps must represent one of the simplest words in its language. By answering, Carson showed that at least he had an idea of what a language was like.


  The creature went away, making no sound. Carson waited, confident that it would return.


  Ten minutes passed slowly. And then a pinpoint of light became visible in what seemed miles away. It danced in the air, and as it came closer, Carson saw that it had wings. It was the first winged creature he had seen on Mercury.


  It was followed by a series of other winged lights. For the first time, Carson saw the tunnel in which he had been resting. He stood up. Something was moving slowly toward him on the ground.


  It was the creature that had tapped him on the arm. It was small, as he had figured, about a foot and a half long, a foot wide, and no more than six inches high. And its shell was so smooth that it shone like a mirror. It crawled about on a dozen tiny feet, and despite that, did in fact resemble a turtle.


  But it appeared to have no head. Neither the head nor the topknot that almost all the other Mercurian animals with which he was familiar seemed to have.


  It came up to him and at once tapped him on the foot again. Six taps this time. Carson decided that it wanted him to follow it, and he was right.


  The winged lights danced along, giving an extremely faint illumination. Carson could see little change in the passageway as he followed his guide. It hardly twisted at all, and that made him think that it was not a natural tunnel in the rocks but something created by these animals themselves.


  At one place a side passage branched off, and Carson could hear the underground stream, louder than ever. Then the noise died away again, sank to a dull murmur.


  The passageway broadened out, and his guide stopped. Staring at the ground, Carson made out the dim figures of several other creatures similar to the one which had brought him there. They reminded him of a reception committee of prominent citizens, waiting to interview an important stranger.


  His guide moved up to one of them and tapped for several seconds on the smooth shell. Then the second creature approached Carson, and Carson could feel the intermittent pressure on his foot.


  Three soft taps, a hard tap, soft taps again—it was becoming complicated, and Carson had not the slightest idea of the meaning that was supposed to be conveyed to him. He shook his head, hoping that the gesture wouldn’t baffle his hosts.


  The message stopped, began all over again. It was no use.


  AS the creatures discussed what to do, Carson observed them closely. The tiny feet were flexible, and seemed to be used almost like hands. And on the under surface of each animal were three pouches, apparently for the purpose of carrying small objects.


  It struck him then that these unimpressive-looking animals might have a high degree of civilization. They had a language, and they had hands. These were all they needed to start with.


  Watching them, Carson had an idea. He projected a series of ideographs on his helmet.


  “I don’t understand what you’re talking about,” he said.


  There was a long pause, as if they were trying to absorb the meaning of that. Even if they didn’t know what the ideographs meant, they must have seen the topknotted Mercurians conversing in similar fashion. Maybe that would help them to transmit a message Carson could understand.


  But it didn’t. They seemed so baffled by his failure to understand the tapping that he was forced to grin.


  “The trouble with you fellows,” he said, “is that even if you understand the ideograph language, you have no way of answering me. You’re not trying to get my message, you’re trying to send me one. Is that it?”


  That must have been it, for there was one final attempt to communicate that message of theirs, and then the creatures gave up. The one who had originally guided Carson to this place tapped him six times on the foot. That much he got. It meant that he was to follow again.


  The whole committee moved off after him. They entered one of the side passages, and as the roar of the stream increased, Carson began to strain his eyes for the sight of it. When he finally reached it, he was astonished to discover that the water was flowing slightly uphill.


  He puzzled his mind over that for a time, and then laughed shortly as he got the solution. He had assumed unconsciously that the passageways through which they had been walking were horizontal. They weren’t. They were built on a diagonal, leading downward, and he hadn’t been conscious of the fact because the gravity of Mercury was so low.


  His sense of balance wasn’t any too good on this planet, hadn’t told him that he was going downhill. The water flowed not up, but down, although at a lesser slope than that of the passageway.


  The stream was only six or seven feet across, and apparently no more than a yard deep at most. By the faint illumination that the winged lights provided, Carson could see the bright sparkle of the water as it flowed over a rock, and the sight reminded him of the waves of the ocean back on Earth.


  His guide led him over a small stone bridge that crossed the stream. Carson began to wonder where they were heading for. There seemed to be a definite purpose In this procession of strange creatures.


  They stopped eventually, and the winged lights fluttered low over the floor of the passageway, illuminating an object that lay there. Carson bent down, staring at it. It was the Insulated suit he had worn.


  He was surprised to find it in excellent condition. The torn places were mended with some material whose nature he could not guess, and even the leak in the oxygen-tank connection had been fixed.


  The guide was tapping at his foot again. Carson picked up the suit, deciding to carry it and walk unhampered until he would actually need its protection.


  They were going upward now. They climbed steadily, and by the time they had been moving for a half hour, they must have risen several hundred feet. Carson began to notice a gradual change in the atmosphere. It was thinner, and difficult to breathe.


  His guide tapped on his foot and then on the suit. This was one of the times that Carson understood him. He adjusted the helmet over his head, and continued to climb.


  IT was becoming warmer now. Until the last few minutes, Carson had been so comfortable that he had not realized the temperature was changing. They must still be on the hot side.


  Far off in the distance, a needlelike shaft of white light stabbed into the dark passageway. That would be the sun. It was time for him to put on his insulated suit.


  He dressed rapidly, and turned on the refrigerating unit. The creatures noted what he did with apparent approval. To them, the change in temperature and air pressure seemed to mean little.


  These creatures were certainly, thought Carson, the most adaptable beings he had yet met on Mercury.


  The shaft of light became larger and more dazzling. At sight of it his guide had actually seemed to quicken his pace.


  The procession moved so rapidly now that in his clumsy suit, Carson had difficulty in keeping up. He began to wonder what these creatures intended to do when they came to the surface of the hot side.


  They reached the opening through which the light entered. An instant afterward, Carson was out on the broiling desert once more, with the same gigantic sun flaming overhead. To his surprise, the procession halted altogether.


  The creatures spread out and then settled down motionless. They were taking a sunbath.


  The creatures’ smooth surfaces reflected the sun’s light like mirrors. For the first time Carson was able to examine them carefully. Their shells, he discovered, were fairly transparent. He could see right through them in some places. In the center, for instance, there was a small area with red and blue streaks, like the veins of a piece of marble.


  His eye caught sight of those veins, and refused to let them go. He had seen something like that before, and not long before, either. On this very desert—


  Of course, the solar rocks! Put a transparent shell over them, and they would look exactly the same. But they were explosive, and these were living creatures, who couldn’t be expected to fly apart like so many sticks of dynamite.


  Carson’s gauntleted hand slipped into his pocket and came out with a small object. One of the solar rocks. He had used it as a missile against the flyers, and recovered it later. It had been in his suit ever since he had been rescued.


  One of the creatures had noticed him examining the rock. It came close and tapped him excitedly on one foot. Then it went from one shell to another, tapping, and in a moment Carson was the center of a curious circle.


  He made a gesture as if he meant to throw the rock away. Instead one of the creatures took it from him. There was a long consultation among them, and then they went back to their sunbathing.


  Carson racked his head, and upbraided himself for not being able to understand their language. That solar rock was important. It might even be a clue to the solution of some of the problems that beset him. They were anxious and willing to tell him what it was—and he couldn’t grasp a single one of their ideas.


  In the distance, a flyer rose into the air and swooped down toward them. Soon it was fairly close. Then it noticed the dozing creatures, and turned abruptly. It wanted, Carson decided, to have nothing to do with them.


  It almost looked as if these creatures were far from being as harmless as they appeared.


  


  


  CHAPTER XIII


  The Wrong Friends


  


  


  AFTER several hours, the creatures moved underground once more. Carson rid himself at the first opportunity of his insulated suit, and strode on after them. His mind was beginning to put things together, although in a very tentative fashion.


  Those solar rocks were not things that could be fastened to the shell-like bodies and then taken away again, as men fastened wooden legs or false teeth. They were part of the bodies themselves. And if these “rocks” survived after the death of the creatures, they must be something like internal skeletons, to help preserve the shape of the body.


  But Carson could see no need for internal skeletons. Therefore it was obvious that the solar rocks served another purpose. If he could only guess what it was—


  They put the sunlight far behind them. With nothing but the winged animals to illuminate their path, Carson had all he could do to see where he was going. They were not descending along the same passageway by which they had come up. This was steeper, leading more rapidly to the cool regions below.


  He heard a thin trickle as of water, and turned to see this new stream. A slow rivulet of a luminescent liquid was running down the side of a rock.


  The slowly moving creatures stopped. One of them approached Carson, to tap on his foot once more. It was the signal to follow.


  The creature led the way down a low tunnel that came to an end in a wide chamber. In the center was a deep pool of the luminescent liquid. This was evidently the source of the rivulet Carson had seen.


  He approached the liquid, sniffed at it. It had no perceptible odor. He touched his finger to a drop or two, and withdrew his hand cautiously. The liquid had an oily feel, but seemed to flow as readily as water itself. Carson spread it out over his hand, but after a moment or two there was no sign of evaporation.


  In the center of the pool, the thick layers of liquid were a deep reddish brown, but the luminescence itself was blue-green.


  Carson turned to the creature which had led him here. The latter, apparently deciding the Earthman had finished his examination, started on the way back. But Carson was reluctant to leave. He had never seen anything like this liquid before.


  With a sudden inspiration, he dipped the insulated boot of the suit he had been wearing below the surface, and scooped about a pint of liquid into it.


  Then he returned down the low-roofed tunnel and continued to go deeper underground. The air pressure became greater the further he went, and he decided that somewhere far down there was a source of air.


  Somewhere far down—Carson’s forehead wrinkled. This planet, different from Earth in so many other ways, was different in this respect also, that the further down he went, the colder it became.


  That meant that it was even more advanced along the road of planetary evolution than Earth, and that whatever heat it possessed came from the sun. If the source of air was deep down, that air was probably liquid.


  The creatures with, whom Carson was traveling did not stop when they had reached the approximate level from which they had started on the way up. They continued on as if they had a purpose in mind. Carson decided that he would find out what that purpose was.


  CARSON’S calculations of time were mere guesses. But he judged that they had been traveling for about two days when the creatures first began to exhibit signs of caution.


  During those two days the Earthman had learned much about them. He was sure now that they had a civilization of their own, and that they were the enemies the topknotted Mercurians feared. But he did not know why. They had caches of food at several places in the tunnels and occasionally they stopped to let him eat. But they themselves needed very little food. Their adaptability amazed him.


  Now, however, they were afraid of something.


  They stopped going downward and began to climb slightly. All the same, the temperature continued to drop. That in itself was enough to indicate that they were far past the limit of the Twilight Zone, headed toward the cold side.


  And then the nature of the passageway changed. From the narrow tunnel it had been when Carson first entered it, the passage broadened. The walls were now smooth and gray, and an indirect illumination made the winged lights no longer necessary.


  The creatures had entered the territory of the topknotted Mercurians. Carson knew now of what enemy they were afraid. It was the cruel, unpitying race that had brought him to Mercury.


  All the creatures had come to a stop. Far off in the distance there were footsteps, the sound brought to Carson by the solid walls. He threw himself prone on the ground and waited along with the others.


  If the Mercurians passed by into another tunnel, there would be no trouble. But if they made up their minds to attack, the enemy would regret it.


  Two of the Mercurians came into view at once, both of them tall and with purple topknots. They were of the caste of the rulers. And they were not turning off down any side passageway.


  They must have noticed something amiss and come to investigate.


  They stopped at a distance of about a hundred feet, their topknots lifted in an attitude of watchfulness, the three eyes of each opened wide. Carson knew that their powers of vision were not as good as his own, and for a moment he hoped that their examination would fail to discover the strangers.


  But the Mercurians had seen enough to make them suspicious. They advanced a few feet further, and then turned back abruptly. They had gone for help.


  One of the shell-like creatures was tapping now on Carson’s arm—the six taps whose meaning he understood. The others were already moving rapidly. Carson ran after them, retracing his steps to the nearest side passage, then turning off.


  With the weight of his insulated suit to hamper him, it was all Carson could do to keep up. Nevertheless, he found time to wonder at the enmity between the two races. The small creatures were not cruel or bloodthirsty, and would never pick a quarrel merely for the pleasure of killing.


  But the topknotted Mercurians might. And if he was with their enemies, he would be considered an enemy too. He had been rescued by the wrong friends.


  They turned one comer after another, and in five minutes they had covered so winding a path that Carson decided the danger of pursuit was almost gone. The network of passageways had the intricacy of a labyrinth, and it seemed certain that the topknotted Mercurians would lose the trail.


  Carson was glad when the creatures slowed down and began to move again at a more leisurely pace. He had entirely lost his sense of direction, but the others seemed to know where they were going.


  IT surprised him when they came to a complete stop and began to turn back. The road ahead must be blocked. Then, from behind them sounded a faint rustling noise, and a pair of top-knotted Mercurians came out into full view.


  Running ahead of them, in the manner of bloodhounds on a trail, were a pair of the fishlike animals, the lung slots at their sides flapping rapidly as they sniffed at the footsteps of their quarry.


  The small creatures had gone into a huddle, tapping each other’s shells so rapidly that Carson couldn’t distinguish the separate sounds. One of them turned to him, and Carson got the impression of a dozen rapid taps on his foot.


  The exact number didn’t matter, because he wouldn’t have understood what it meant anyway. But the important thing was that they were not giving him the command to follow—and meanwhile, all of them had started again down another of the innumerable turnings.


  That meant that it was up to him to hold up the pursuit for as long as he could.


  


  


  CHAPTER XIV


  The Fight


  


  


  CARSON’S eyes glittered. He didn’t mind having a chance to get back at the cruel race that had brought him here. Their energy guns would be useless except at close range, where his own superior strength and agility would count greatly. As for his own gun—he shook his head and decided regretfully against using it. He wouldn’t kill them unless he had to.


  He had put down beside him the insulated suit he had carried so far. With his arms free and his body relieved of the burden, he had a feeling of unusual power in his muscles. And with only a narrow passageway by which to approach him, the topknotted Mercurians wouldn’t be able to surround him as they had done once before, to bear him down by the sheer weight of their numbers.


  The leading Mercurian came close, almost within range of the gun Carson carried. Carson faced him and projected a series of ideographs.


  “Why are you pursuing these creatures?” he asked.


  The Mercurian stopped abruptly, and his topknot lifted in surprise.


  “They are our enemies,” he declared.


  “I can see that. Why?”


  The Mercurian hesitated.


  “I do not know, and it does not matter. They have been our enemies for generations. We are ordered to kill them.”


  Another one of those crazy hereditary feuds, thought Carson.


  “Who has given the orders?” he persisted.


  “The king. These creatures are crawlers, and only those that walk erect have the right to live.” The three eyes studied Carson’s husky figure blocking the path. “You are to let us pass.”


  “The crawlers are harmless. Turn back, and leave them alone.”


  The Mercurian studied him again for a moment, without replying, and then made an unexpected move to raise his gun. Carson, taken by surprise, barely had time to sidestep the killing ray.


  But the next moment he had his own gun out of his pocket, and his arm muscles grew taut and then lashed out rapidly. Before the Mercurian could squeeze the trigger again, Carson’s weapon had caught him square in the chest, paralyzing his lung slots. As he panted for breath, Carson, giving him no time to recover, plunged forward and caught him around the legs.


  The Mercurian fell backward, entangling the companion who was just behind him. Carson lifted the leader and threw him as hard as he could down the passageway, into another squad that had been rapidly advancing. They all went over like so many ninepins. The Mercurian whom Carson had thrown lay sprawled on the ground where he fell, his body beginning to shrivel. He had stepped into the path of a gun held by one of his own followers.


  In the confusion, Carson was everywhere, aiming at their chests to paralyze their breathing. Those who were coming up from behind hesitated, puzzled as to how to get past their own fighters. One or two of them tried to use their guns and succeeded only in hitting other Mercurians.


  They drew off after a time, leaving half a dozen on the ground. Carson piled the fallen Mercurians neatly in front of him, forming a barricade with their bodies. Those who were still on their feet watched angrily.


  Carson expected another attack, but it did not come. Instead there was a long argument, and then some of the Mercurians drew back and disappeared from sight.


  He knew what they meant to do. They were going to use one of the side passages, and get at him from two directions at the same time. Carson eyed the gray walls thoughtfully. It wouldn’t be so easy to fight them off. Especially if they used the energy guns. He wouldn’t be able to avoid the rays of energy coming from two directions at once.


  Carson picked up a pair of guns from the fallen Mercurians. He regretted the necessity, but he would have to use some of their own tactics. He would shoot to kill. And he doubted whether even that would save him.


  HE FELT a sudden tapping at his foot. It was one of the crawlers, who had returned unobserved. Six taps. Carson had held up pursuit long enough. He could go.


  He picked up his insulated suit and sped after the crawling animal. In back of him, the Mercurians, after gazing doubtfully, lost their fear of a trap and hurried forward once more.


  Carson looked back, in time to see a group of them rush into the tunnel from a side passage and peer about in bewilderment before they noticed his fleeing figure. He had escaped encirclement with only a few seconds to spare.


  After a minute or two, to his surprise, he found himself among the rest of the crawlers. He had expected them to go much further during the time in which he had been delaying pursuit.


  Now they put on full speed ahead, but the topknotted Mercurians were closer than ever. Carson began to wonder whether all his efforts had been wasted.


  A faint vibration passed suddenly from the ground to his feet and spread through his body. The topknotted Mercurians felt the vibration, stopped instantly and began to run back in the direction whence they had come. Off from one of the side tunnels there came a sudden roar.


  There was a second roar, a third, and then the walls between Carson and the fleeing Mercurians caved in suddenly. Fragments of rock flew toward him, and he threw himself flat on the heaving ground.


  So that was what the crawlers had been doing! Mining all the passages by which their enemies might pursue them. Carson gazed at the small creatures with new respect, as they set off calmly again toward their unknown destination.


  As far as Carson could tell, they were traveling horizontally now and directly away from the hot side. It was becoming colder, and the air was a little more dense than it had been under the Twilight Zone, where he had first gone underground. It was barely possible for him to breathe without making use of his oxygen tank.


  After several more hours, Carson put on his insulated suit. The refrigerating unit inside operated by means of a motor, and he could cut out the cooling coils, using the heat to warm the suit. Meanwhile, all he needed was the insulation alone.


  A half hour later the path curved sharply upward. To muscles as tired as Carson’s were, the climbing was painfully difficult. But he was in the grip of a strong feeling of curiosity now. He was wondering what he would find when he reached the surface. Perhaps the cold side wasn’t as horrible as he had pictured it. Perhaps it would be possible for him to live there—


  There were stars above him, first a few seen dimly through the opening of the tunnel, then several more as he rose further and his angle of vision widened. And then there was the whole starlit sky, with Orion and Andromeda and the Milky Way shining down more brightly than they had ever shone on Earth.


  Some thirty feet away an oddly shaped greenish light flickered unsteadily, the small creatures around it casting eerie shadows. Carson’s glance wandered around the circle, coming to rest upon two large figures in insulated suits.


  Topknotted Mercurians! Carson’s dazed and tired mind could speculate only vaguely as to how he and the crawlers came to be there, standing quietly in the midst of their enemies. His hand closed upon one of the guns. If they made a false move, he would shoot.


  The greenish light grew momentarily brighter, its rays penetrating his helmet. One of the clumsy figures moved toward him, its arms gesturing wildly. They were not Mercurian gestures, but they might mean danger. He raised the gun slowly.


  Then one of the crawlers began to tap on his foot. Carson stared at it while the insulated figure came close.


  The light flickered again, and Carson saw the features inside the approaching helmet. The gun fell from his fingers, and the next moment he had Nora in his arms.


  


  


  CHAPTER XV


  Energy to Spare


  


  


  AFTERWARD Carson leaned back lazily, listening with pleasure to Haines’ raving. Nora, to keep her ears from being blistered, had discreetly moved away. After a time, as Haines paused for breath, she approached.


  “Now that you’ve told each other how glad you are to meet again—” she began.


  “Glad to see that upstart?” protested Haines indignantly. “It’s too bad he didn’t lose himself in those tunnels. And why did you throw your arms around him, after all that you told me about being ‘platonic’ ?”


  “That was just friendship.” Nora smiled. “I’d do as much for you, after not seeing you for a week.”


  “It’s an idea,” said Carson. “Try disappearing for awhile, Haines, and see how we get along without you.” Nora pouted.


  “You’re as bad as he is,” she said. “The minute I’m nice to either one of you, you begin to take yourself for granted. I’m dreaming of the day we get back to Earth, where I’ll meet somebody who’s nice and quiet and thoughtful, who doesn’t think he’s lord of creation. Somebody—”


  Nora went on, and Carson’s mind wandered. He was no longer tired and his oxygen tank had been filled with liquid air. Now that the greenish light had been turned on for several hours, the region around it was so warm that he had removed his insulated suit.


  Around him, a group of crawlers stood, watching. It had been a surprise to find Nora and Haines among them, and he still found it hard to believe at times that his colleagues had escaped from the topknotted Mercurians.


  Nora paused finally, and Haines began to growl again. Carson interrupted. “When did you first realize the crawlers were intelligent animals?”


  “After they realized we were,” said Nora. “When they first caught sight of us, they thought we were Mercurians and did a disappearing act. Later, they discovered their mistake, and since then they’ve been very friendly. They may not look it, but they’re the nearest thing to human beings living on this planet.”


  Carson nodded.


  “I wish I could make head or tail of what they’ve been trying to tell me for the past few days,” he grumbled.


  “Their language is peculiar,” Nora admitted. “But I’m beginning to learn it.”


  Carson stared at her.


  “Then you’re better than I was,” he conceded.


  “Who isn’t?” asked Haines raspingly.


  Carson ignored the interruption.


  “How did you do it?” he asked.


  “It wasn’t hard. Most of them understand the ideograph language, although they themselves don’t use it. They’ve taught me to distinguish ‘yes’ and ‘no’ in that tapping code of theirs. I simply say something, and they tell me whether I’m right or wrong. And I’ve also learned several words in the tapping code.”


  Carson considered.


  “Have they told you how they manage to get heat and light from that rock over there?”


  “Those rocks are their inner skeletons,” Nora explained. “During life they are used to store energy directly from the sun. But gradually, some sort of aging process takes place, and the animal dies. There’s a great deal of energy left in the skeleton, and these creatures know how to get it out; either slowly, as they’re doing now, or rapidly, by creating an explosion.


  “I don’t know how they manage it. The energy is thousands of times more than that of any chemical reaction I’ve ever heard of.”


  “I’ve got a theory about that,” Carson said slowly. “You know that when an atom takes part in a chemical reaction, only the outer layer of electrons is affected. The inner electrons and the nucleus of the atom go on as before, unchanged.”


  NORA nodded. Haines seemed on the point of interrupting, but controlled himself as Carson continued.


  “Now when it comes to the transmutation or annihilation of an atom, and the release of atomic energy, the process that takes place is the splitting or destruction of the nucleus itself. The old atom is changed completely, and can’t change back.


  “Well, why can’t there be something intermediate, something that will involve a change in the inner electrons instead of the outer ones, and leave the nucleus untouched?


  “These inner electrons are the ones responsible for the emission of X-rays, and there’s a lot more energy connected with them than with the outer ones.”


  “Your idea, then,” Nora said, “is that these rocks represent the result of a new type of chemical reaction, due to the intense heat and light of the sun, plus the presence of unknown catalysts in the animal’s body—a reaction that involves thousands of times more energy than any known on Earth.”


  “That’s it,” agreed Carson.


  “Well, the energy’s there, there’s no doubt of that. And these creatures know how to use it. If they could teach us the secret—”


  “We’d know how to solve the problem the topknotted Mercurians have put before us,” Carson declared.


  “And be able to get back to Earth,” Nora added. “And solve our own problem as well.”


  “Now you’re talking!” said Haines, enthusiastic at last. “That’s what we’d better start thinking about. How about finding out what the secret is?”


  THERE was a slight pause, and Carson shook his head.


  “It won’t be as easy as you think. First, no matter how high the energy content of the solar rocks, there aren’t enough of them permanently to affect the temperature of the cold side. This planet may be smaller than Earth, but it’s a fair size for all that, and the cold side is equal to a large continent in extent. It would take millions of solar rocks to raise the temperature of any appreciable area here.”


  He could see the disappointment on Nora’s face.


  “Trust you to find something wrong,” Haines grunted.


  “What else?” Nora said quietly.


  “In the second place, I’ve been thinking over what those topknotted gentlemen want us to do. If we could equalize the temperature of the planet, we’d end the existence of the crawling animals.”


  “You’re right,” agreed Nora. “They need low temperatures when they are young. I’ve learned that they can’t utilize the sun’s energy unless they undergo a period of freezing first.”


  “And they need the heat of the hot side later on,” Carson recalled. “They have to expose themselves to the solar rays.”


  “The sun would still be there,” Haines said, scowling.


  “But the hot side would be inhabited by topknotted Mercurians who hate the crawlers. They’d do their best to kill them off,” Carson said slowly.


  “They would,” admitted Nora. “And my sympathies are with the ones who act human, no matter what they look like.”


  Haines’ voice was sullen.


  “If you’re going to worry about them instead of about ourselves, then we’ll never get back to Earth. The top-knotted ones won’t let us have that spaceship unless we help them.”


  “That,” said Carson, “brings us to our third point. There’s no getting back to Earth anyway, because the spaceship has been damaged and the Mercurians don’t know how to repair it.”


  “You’re trying to scare us!” Haines declared, growing pale.


  “I am like the devil. I’m telling you the truth.”


  THEY were silent then. Carson, noting the pallor of their faces, knew what they were thinking. It was an exile more horrible than any despot on Earth had ever inflicted upon his enemies.


  “The crawlers might know how to repair a spaceship,” Nora suggested tentatively.


  “It’s a chance,” agreed Carson. “We’ll have to ask them.”


  Haines’ eyebrows lifted.


  “Do you think the Mercurians will invite them over and stand around waiting for them to do the job?”


  “We might convince them to do so,” returned Carson. “I’ve still got a couple of guns.”


  “There are too many of them,” Haines snapped. “Your guns wouldn’t be worth a nickle.”


  Haines was right, Carson admitted to himself. He might kill dozens of the topknotted Mercurians without managing to get possession of the spaceship.


  He wandered away from the others, examining the ground. Where it had been warmed by the radiation from the solar rock, it was very much like the ground in the Twilight Zone. Carson wondered whether, in the absence of light, this soil would be able to support any sort of plant life that could be useful for feeding the Mercurians.


  He had reached the edge of the small circle heated by the solar rock, and was beginning to feel the chill of the cold side. He could use his insulated suit here. His body felt cold, except—


  That was odd. One leg was like ice, and the other was quite warm. Carson looked down, noticed that his right leg was glowing with a faint blue-green luminescence. Then he remembered for the first time the luminescent liquid which he had scooped out of the pool.


  He had not been conscious of the liquid when he had put on the suit. Most of it had evidently soaked into the insulating material, but without doing any harm. Some of the liquid had very likely collected in the lower part of the boot, and risen when he had put his foot in.


  It was queer that he hadn’t noticed anything. The liquid had soaked into his clothes, and he hadn’t even been aware that it was there.


  Now it seemed to have helped keep his body warm. Carson touched a small drop of it that he saw clinging to his shoe, and observed once again that it had an oily feel. The surprising thing was that in this near freezing temperature, the liquid had not cooled off like everything else.


  Carson moved away from the cold ground toward the solar rock, letting the heat soak into his body. Then he felt the drop of liquid again. It was neither warm nor cold. But now, of course, his hand was warm. That was the difference. The liquid itself hadn’t changed in temperature.


  Yes, this liquid was as near to a perfect insulating material as anything he had ever heard of. And in order to transfer heat from the hot side to the cold side of Mercury, a man would require good insulation.


  A vague idea floated in the back of Carson’s mind. He felt that the solution of the problem which the topknotted Mercurians had set him was almost within his grasp. If only he wanted to solve it . . .


  


  


  CHAPTER XVI


  The Way Back


  


  


  HE FOUND Nora and Haines filling their oxygen tanks once mote. The crawling animals had decided to return toward the hot side, and they were all getting ready to leave.


  Nora had spoken to one of them, asking him whether there was any possibility of repairing a spaceship. The answer had been in the negative.


  “That,” growled Haines, “finally ends our chances of getting back.”


  “No.” Carson shook his head. “There’s one more possibility. Just one more.”


  “What’s that?” Haines demanded sneeringly. “Build a ship of our own?”


  “We don’t have to go that far. The Mercurians have heard of another ship supposed to exist somewhere on this planet. We may be able to find it.” Haines exploded.


  “Good God, you’ve got a planet with more surface to it than the biggest continent on Earth! And the whole inside is honeycombed with tunnels. How long do you expect to take to find the ship?”


  But Nora felt new hope growing within her.


  “What’s your idea, Douglas?” she asked Carson.


  “We can eliminate both the hot side and the cold side, because the Mercurians never lived on either one. They’d prefer to store the ship where they could get at it. That leaves only the Twilight Zone.”


  “That’s from two to three hundred miles wide, and extends all around the planet,” Haines pointed out. “It would still take you a lifetime to make the search.”


  “I won’t have to spend very long,” Carson declared. “I can eliminate the surface at once, because if the ship existed there, the Mercurians would have discovered it by now. That leaves only the underground tunnels.”


  “I’ve been learning about those tunnels,” Nora said doubtfully. “They form a labyrinth. Once we lost our way in them, we’d never get out again.”


  “We’ll have to be careful not to lose our way, that’s all. We’ll let the crawlers guide us.”


  “But how do you expect to find the ship?” Nora wanted to know.


  “I have an idea for a very rapid way of doing it. I’ll see later whether or not it’ll work.”


  Haines was beginning to mutter contemptuously, but they had no further time to talk. The crawlers were starting to move.


  They did not plunge at once into the tunnel from which they had emerged, but started off over the surface of the cold side.


  In one of the regions across which they passed, the electrically charged floating animals were common, but caused them no trouble. The crawlers had taken a reserve supply of liquid air along with them, and whenever the charged animals approached, they sprayed them with air to which tiny crystals of ice and a volatile acid had been added.


  The air vaporized instantaneously under the influence of a warm solar rock and conducted the electric charge harmlessly away, so that the now electrically neutral animal at once fell to the ground, helpless until it could build up another high electric potential.


  Two or three hours later they entered a tunnel.


  In one of the passageways, they came across what looked like the base of a huge tree deeply rooted in the ground. The tree rose a few feet, and then turned off horizontally, extending far away into the distance. Slithering along the trunk were two of the snakelike animals with which Carson had previously had some experience.


  THE crawlers all stopped at once. Then one of them tapped on Nora’s foot.


  Nora turned toward Carson.


  “They want you to use your energy gun,” she said.


  “To kill those things?”


  “Yes. They say they can destroy them with their explosives, but that isn’t a good way. The explosion might harm the tunnel and attract attention.” The snakelike animals had frozen into a coiled position, as if waiting. Then they began to glide gently toward Nora and Haines.


  Carson had his gun out, but he was not prepared for the sudden whiplash action of the two animals. They threw themselves forward, twisting around the legs of the two human beings. Haines fell to the ground at once; and Nora, struggling desperately, succeeded in remaining on her feet for no more than a second or two.


  Carson had almost pressed the trigger of the gun, when he thought of the danger to Nora. He stepped forward, forcing himself to be calm, and seized the animal which had attacked her. It tore unexpectedly in his hands, and as the two pieces began to slip away, he aimed at each of them in turn. They began to shrivel as the ray hit them. Carson treated the animal that had attacked Haines in the same manner.


  Nora rose to her feet, pale and Breathless.


  “I think we know now,” she said, “why the topknotted Mercurians hate these friends of ours.”


  “It’s because they kill these confounded snakes.”


  “Yes. The others protect them and consider them sacred, because of their use in providing a water supply.”


  Carson was examining the tree. There was a thick outer layer of hard material that probably served the same protective purpose as bark. But it was what went on inside that interested him. Whipping a pocket knife from his trousers, Carson set to work cutting through the outer layer.


  It was even harder than he had expected, and the knife blade was considerably blunted by the time he had penetrated to softer material. When he took the knife away, a thin stream of watery liquid trickled out through the cut. It evaporated almost at once, sealing the incision with a layer of gummy material.


  The tree was like a huge pipeline, Carson thought. The hard outer layer was already insulation of a sort, and with the addition of that luminescent liquid, it would be perfect. The outlines of a vague scheme for equalizing the planet’s temperature began to take shape then and there in Carson’s mind.


  He felt six taps on his foot. The crawlers were getting impatient for him to come along, and he left the tree regretfully. That problem, after all, could wait. Right now there was the more important task of getting safely over to the hot side.


  Judging from the attitude of the crawlers, that wasn’t going to be easy. They seemed to believe that the top-knotted Mercurians were lying in wait for them.


  The passageway illumination went out suddenly, and for a few seconds Carson waited motionless, as he had been forced to do several times before. He could hear the tapping of the creatures on each other’s shells. Then Nora’s voice whispered in his ear.


  “The road is blocked,” she said.


  “You mean that the Mercurians have deliberately cut off the path?”


  “That’s what they are saying.”


  Thirty seconds passed slowly while the crawlers discussed what to do. Then Carson felt the customary six taps on his foot.


  They began to retrace their steps. But they had not gone far before they turned off to one side. Carson understood. They were going to try a detour around the obstacle.


  AFTER a few minutes, they had to stop again and go back once more.


  “They’re puzzled,” Nora whispered to him. “This has never happened before.”


  “You mean that the others have never made such a determined effort to get them?”


  “Yes. It almost looks as if—”


  “The topknotted ones are after us, and not the crawlers.”


  “They’ve gone to a lot of trouble to get us already,” Haines declared sourly. “They don’t want us to escape now, when you may have thought of something that might help them.”


  More of the tapping was going on, and Carson waited.


  “They’re speaking to me, but I don’t quite get it. I’ll ask them to repeat,” Nora said.


  The tapping started on Nora’s foot, more slowly this time.


  “They’re telling us to take care of ourselves,” she interpreted. “They say that they know of a way of escape for themselves, but it would be too narrow for us to follow, and they won’t use it unless they are forced to. Meanwhile, we’re not to worry about them, and do our best not to get caught.”


  “You can promise them we’ll do our best.” Carson grinned humorlessly.


  “The chances are,” muttered Haines, “that it won’t be good enough.”


  They were moving again. Ahead of them this time there showed a dim light—the light of the tunnels built by the topknotted Mercurians. They reached the place where their own passage joined the lighted one, and stopped. Fifty feet ahead of them was a group of waiting figures.


  “It looks like the showdown,” Carson said, and licked his lips.


  A tall figure with a purple topknot separated itself from the group waiting for him. It was the king of the Mercurians. Carson watched tensely as the distance between them narrowed. If there were any signs of treachery, he intended to be the one to shoot first.


  The figure of the king came to a stop. His three eyes were fixed unwinkingly on Carson in that cold stare of his, but at first he said nothing. Then he spoke slowly.


  “Why are you with our enemies?”


  “They’re not my enemies. Why shouldn’t I be with them?”


  “You have promised to help us.”


  “I know I did,” Carson snapped. “But your race left me to die in the desert. Does it seem as if you wanted my help?”


  “Those who left you to die have been punished. If you return to us, you will have aid in carrying out our plan to remake the planet.”


  “You promised me that I would have a spaceship in which to travel back to Earth,” Carson told him. “But the ship is damaged and can no longer be used. What do you intend to do about keeping your promise?”


  The king paused.


  “Seeing that you can not help us, it does not matter,” he replied coldly.


  “I can help you plenty. But you’re not going to learn how until I choose to tell you,” Carson declared.


  The Mercurian was studying him again, as if trying to decide whether he was bluffing. Then he retired and, along with his followers, began to retreat slowly.


  Carson was puzzled. Nothing in the king’s manner had given him any reason to believe that the Mercurians would change their plans to capture him. Nora touched his arm.


  “It’s a trap,” she said in a low voice.


  Carson nodded. It was a trap, but he had no idea of what kind.


  “Maybe we’d better get back,” Haines said anxiously.


  “We don’t know whether that will do any good. I have a feeling we ought to get out of here, all right, but in what direction—”


  ONE of the wheelbarrow-like conveyances that Carson remembered from his first visit to the underground passageways had come into view, riding easily on tracks that were almost invisible in the ground. As it approached, they saw that it was empty.


  “What’s the sense of that thing?” Haines said.


  “They may be using it as a shield, hiding behind it,” Nora suggested. Carson shook his head.


  “No, there’s no one behind it. I can’t figure it out.”


  Nora cried out suddenly.


  “Look! There’s another one coming from the opposite direction.”


  All three stared at the second barrow.


  The crawlers had been moving about unobserved. Now a door opened in the gray walls.


  “Quick!” Carson urged. “Get through here.”


  Nora slipped into the narrow tunnel, with Haines so close behind her that he almost trod on her heels. Carson stepped in after them, and they started to follow the crawling animals.


  Behind them the two barrows approached each other, seemed to hesitate for a moment, and then made contact. There was a flash that revealed the walls of the tunnel for a hundred feet ahead. Then the two conveyances, molten into a single shapeless lump of metal, lay motionless on the ground.


  


  


  CHAPTER XVII


  Trapped


  


  


  THE tunnel in which they now moved was without lights. That meant that it had been built by the crawlers, and was less likely to offer unpleasant surprises. It was also less convenient to pass through. Carson had a feeling of relief when they finally reached another of the gray-walled, dimly lighted passages built by the top-knotted Mercurians.


  The party advanced a few hundred feet and stopped again. Behind them was a group of the topknotted figures, coming slowly after them.


  “We’d better go on,” Carson decided. “Even if they’re going to catch us after all, there’s no sense in making things too easy for them. And I have an idea that when they finally come to grips with us, they’re going to be sorry. This business of being hunted all the time is getting on my nerves.”


  Nora shook her head.


  “We can’t go on. Our path is cut off in front too. See—there’s a group ahead of us.”


  “All we need is another door in the wall,” Haines growled.


  A door had in fact opened. But the tunnel into which it led was an extremely narrow one, large enough for the crawlers, but far too small for the human beings or the topknotted Mercurians to follow.


  “That’s what the crawlers meant when they told us they could escape themselves,” observed Carson. “They’ve honeycombed the walls with such small tunnels, just for the sake of such emergencies. Better tell them to go, Nora. They can’t help us.”


  Nora tapped on one of the shells, and the creature entered the small tunnel. The others followed, and soon the last one had disappeared behind a bend.


  The group of pursuing Mercurians, as well as the one in front, had halted.


  “They know we’re trapped, but they’re not in a hurry to get us,” Nora observed. “Maybe they wanted the crawlers after all.”


  “More likely they’re not exactly in love with their job,” Carson said shrewdly. “Or else they want to take us alive, and are not sure how to go about it.”


  They could see the leader of the Mercurians in the center of the group ahead of them. After giving a few directions, he retired to the rear.


  “If he was human, I’d say that he was afraid,” Carson remarked. “But as these Mercurians don’t know what physical fear is, it’s more likely that he’s merely being prudent.” He was silent a moment. “They certainly appear to respect us pretty highly. And that gives me an idea.”


  “I hope it’s better than most of your ideas,” Haines snorted.


  “It’ll do. Our only way out is through the Mercurians, either the front group or the rear one. Why not do the unexpected, and cut through them?”


  “You mean, attack first?” Nora asked.


  “Exactly. They’re busy making up their minds as to the best way to get us, and it’s about the last thing they’d imagine we’d do.”


  “There’s the matter of those guns,” Haines pointed out.


  “We’ll have to take our chances on that score,” Carson admitted. “We have several guns of our own. But in order to use them, we’d have to be within range of theirs. I might try to confuse them by throwing something, but I’ve done that before, and I should think they’re on to that trick by now.”


  He could see that Haines was thinking hard. The expedition leader seemed a little pale when he spoke.


  “Your idea’s all right, Carson, except for one thing. But if you’ll let me have one of those guns, I might be able to do something about it.”


  CARSON put one of the metallic rods in his hands.


  “You squeeze the blunt end, and the ray is projected out the other,” he explained.


  “I know that,” Haines replied impatiently, and hesitated.


  Then he put the sharp end rapidly against his own arm. Before Carson could stop him, he had pulled the trigger.


  Nothing happened.


  “Haines, you fool, what the devil—”


  “We had to find out, didn’t we?” Haines said coolly. “We’re sure to get hit by these rays later, and we’d better learn now what effect they have on us.”


  “You didn’t have to try the thing out on yourself!”


  “Sure, I should have tried it on you,” Haines snorted. “But I had an idea it wouldn’t be very harmful. The ray may be deadly to all kinds of Mercurian life, but that doesn’t mean it should affect anybody that comes from Earth.”


  “Confound it, man, it’s energy—”


  “We don’t know what kind,” Haines pointed out. “Is it ultrasonic, electromagnetic or gravitational? They don’t all act the same.”


  They waited in a strained silence. “Well, you’re still alive,” Carson said with grudging tolerance. “I never thought I’d be glad about that, but I am. And it means that we don’t have to fear the Mercurians’ guns—and they do have to fear ours.”


  Carson gazed at the two groups of hostile topknots.


  “They’ve seen what you’ve done, and they’re puzzled about it. I don’t blame them. They don’t know what to do. We’d better attack fast.”


  “Which group?” Haines asked tersely.


  “The one in front. Their ruler is there, and they’ll have to keep busy protecting him. In addition, we’re more likely to catch them off guard there.


  “Leave your insulated suits here,” he directed Haines and Nora. “We can’t fight inside them. And follow me as closely as you can. I’m going to create a little excitement among these Mercurians, and you should be able to get through before they can collect their wits.”


  Carson began to run. He knew the danger, with the gravity so low, of hitting the roof of the passageway, so he kept his head down and took huge twenty-foot strides. The Mercurians had just time to raise their topknots in alarm and stare at him stupidly before he was among them, smashing into them as fast as his arms would move.


  The Earthman knew their weakest point by now. He wasted no punches, aiming for the lung slots and paralyzing the creatures at a single blow.


  In about ten seconds Carson had cleared a way through the front ranks. But behind these there were others, stretching away far down the tunnel. He knew that energy rays were hitting his body from behind as he ploughed into the Mercurians in front of him.


  As they saw what had happened to the rest, they gave way before him. In a moment or so Carson had reached a side passage that was practically free of Mercurians. A path of escape lay before him.


  He turned around. Neither Nora nor Haines was in sight.


  They were lost behind the crowd of Mercurians that had come together again behind Carson, hopelessly separated both from him and from each other.


  He plunged back into the thick of the fight, his arms flailing as before. Then he saw that both Nora and Haines had been overcome, and were being carried away faster than he could get to them. Mercurians were throwing themselves in front of him without hope of success, simply to obstruct his path for a few seconds, delay him until the other captives could be carried away.


  Carson uttered a hoarse cry that went no further than his own oxygen helmet. Then he had his own gun out and was shooting to kill. The Mercurians shriveled as the rays hit them; but others, undaunted, kept coming on.


  A FEW yards away from where Carson stood, the king was calmly giving directions. Carson hurled himself at the ruler, his gun mowing down the different members of the monarch’s bodyguard. If the enemy had Nora and Haines, then he would have a hostage of his own.


  The king saw him approaching and tried to draw back, but not in time. Carson’s fist smashed into the Mercurian’s lung slots. As the ruler fell gasping to the ground, the Earthman picked him up and threw him over his shoulder. Then he ran.


  He was pursued down the side passage. But after that, when he turned down another of the connecting tunnels, none of the Mercurians dared to follow.


  A half hour later, when Carson was sure that he had shaken off pursuit, he set the Mercurian down on his feet. The king had revived completely by then. As far as Carson could see, he had suffered no loss of dignity from what had happened. But there was greater hate than ever in his eyes.


  “What do you want of me?” the ruler asked.


  “I intend to make sure that your men have a good reason for not killing my friends,” Carson declared.


  “Your friends will not be killed. We wish to discover whether they have learned anything that can help us.”


  “And if they haven’t?”


  “Then they will not be important, and it does not matter what happens to them.”


  Carson frowned.


  “In that case,” he snapped, “you will not be important to me, and I’ll see that plenty happens to you.”


  He paused, regarding the monarch with intense dislike. After all, what he wanted was not revenge but freedom for Nora. If he could scare the king into a state of mind where he’d be willing to exchange her life for his own, Carson would be satisfied.


  But, unfortunately, it seemed as if the king didn’t scare. Not for himself, anyway. Maybe, though, he’d be afraid for his people.


  If Carson knew the solution they had been looking for all along, the ruler might be anxious to exchange the information for a pair of human lives that meant nothing to the inhabitants of Mercury.


  “I know how to make part of the cold side habitable,” Carson said as his first move.


  “I thought you might know. That is why we especially wanted to capture you, instead of your friends.”


  Carson noticed that the king was staring down the tunnel expectantly.


  He might have seen something that offered a hope of escape. Carson moved closer to him. The next moment he saw what the ruler had been looking at.


  A fuzzy and brilliantly-colored animal about a foot long, much like a giant caterpillar on eight legs, had come around a corner and was slowly moving toward them.


  The animal was not afraid of them. That meant that it was accustomed to the company of the topknotted Mercurians, and did not run wild. In that case, there might be other Mercurians around. Maybe that was what the king was counting on.


  “We’re moving again,” Carson ordered.


  The king did not object. The two followed the tunnel in the opposite direction from that by which the animal had come. It padded along with them, apparently glad of their company. There were no signs of any other Mercurians.


  They came to a stop again after a few minutes. There was one of the wheelbarrowlike conveyances abandoned on its track. The sight of it suddenly aroused suspicion in Carson’s mind. He remembered what the Mercurians had tried to do with a pair of these wheelbarrows only an hour or so before.


  “If my information is important,” he demanded, “why did you try to kill me and my friends a little while ago?”


  THE king looked at him in surprise. “We made no effort to kill you.”


  “You tried to electrocute us.” Carson indicated the wheelbarrow.


  “But the charge would not have killed, only stunned you. We decided that human beings are more resistant to electricity than Mercurians. We had no idea you were in danger of death.”


  “If you decided that, you made a bad mistake,” Carson snapped.


  “You are still alive,” the king said. “What has happened before is no longer important. What is your plan for making the cold side habitable?” Carson took the plunge.


  “My plan involves raising the temperature of part of the cold side only. Your people will have more space to live in, but the greater portion of both the cold side and the hot side will be unchanged. The crawling animals will need them for themselves.”


  The king’s topknot lowered slightly in anger, almost hiding his eyes. He didn’t like to hear Carson talking of the crawlers as if they had any rights at all.


  Carson went on.


  “There will be huge boilers erected on the hot side, containing a suitable liquid, such as water, to absorb the sun’s heat.”


  “Water is scarce on Mercury.”


  “Not far down under the hot side. There are underground streams.”


  “We know that. But they are inaccessible to us. That is where the crawlers live.”


  “Then there will have to be friendship between your race and theirs.”


  “That can not be,” the king said coldly. “They kill the plants that are important to us.”


  “Those plants won’t be very important any longer, if you have another method of getting water,” Carson pointed out.


  The king was silent. Waiting for the rest of the plan.


  “The liquid will be transferred to the cold side without losing its heat. It will be used to warm the edge near the Twilight Zone, thus making it habitable.”


  “No liquid can be transferred without losing its heat,” the ruler sneered.


  “I have discovered a perfect insulating material.”


  “There is no such material in the Twilight Zone,” the ruler declared.


  “It exists in the tunnels inhabited by the crawlers.”


  The king’s eyes burned with anger.


  “They are our enemies, I tell you,” he snapped. “We can not work with them. Moreover, to transfer the liquid across the Twilight Zone will take a system of huge pipes. Building them will require many lifetimes, even of such long-lived beings as those of Earth.”


  “The pipes will take a long time to build,” Carson admitted. “But there will be no need to wait for them. There is something which can be used at once, as soon as the pumps for driving the liquid are manufactured.”


  The king was perversely expectant again. Perhaps, Carson thought, there was a wild scheme going on in his mind of finally exterminating the crawlers and taking the tunnels they lived in, along with the water and the insulating liquid. It would be like him to prefer that to friendship.


  “Instead of pipes,” Carson said, “the plants you now use to bring water from the interior of the planet can be used. The heating liquid will flow in them very well.”


  “The high temperatures will mean death to them.”


  “Sure it will,” Carson agreed. “But as I have already said, you won’t need them any longer.”


  “Your plan is entirely useless,” the king said coldly. “We do not intend to kill the plants we need. We will not establish friendship with the crawlers.”


  That sort of reception might have been expected, Carson thought. His idea was good, he had no doubt of that. The distance necessary to transport the hot liquid would be only a few hundred miles at most, in order to double the habitable area of the planet and make it useful to the topknotted Mercurians.


  IT might even be feasible to heat up the whole cold side later on, if there was a sufficient supply of the insulating liquid. But Carson hadn’t intended to tell the king that, for fear of seeming to promise too much.


  Now he decided that no matter how much or how little he promised, it wouldn’t have made any difference. The king would have been against the plan anyway if it meant friendship with the crawlers.


  The other ruling-caste Mercurians would probably feel the same way about it, if they learned. And that would mean the end of any hope for Nora. Carson realized now that it was more important than ever for him not to permit the Mercurian monarch to escape with what he knew.


  The caterpillar animal had been moving around restlessly. The king scratched its back and then, turning to Carson, asked an unexpected question. “Where do you intend to take me?”


  “Never mind that. You just come along where I tell you to.”


  “But the tunnels form a labyrinth,” the king smirked. “It is impossible for you to find your way out.”


  Carson hesitated.


  “I’ll find my way, all right,” he said, with a confidence he didn’t feel. “Leave me to worry about that.”


  There was the equivalent of a smile in the ruler’s eyes. But he said nothing more.


  The caterpillar animal had stopped before something that resembled an outcropping of black crystals on one of the walls, and begun to eat. The seeming crystals were alive, squirming slowly as the small animal pursued them and gobbled them down.


  Carson wondered for a moment whether the animated crystals could possibly afford nourishment for him.


  e would begin to need food soon. More important than that, he would need air.


  Near the living crystals was a small brown amorphous growth. He noticed that the king shied away from this, as well as from the crystals, although the animal paid the brown growth no attention. Instead of food, Carson decided, the crystals would probably be dangerous both to him and to the top-knotted Mercurians.


  He started on the path that he figured would lead downward, ordering the king to follow. The ruler moved as he directed, with the animal trailing after.


  


  


  CHAPTER XVIII


  The Search


  


  


  CARSON might have known that it would happen. As they moved further down, they left the lighted tunnels of the topknotted Mercurians, to enter one of the dark tunnels of the crawlers. The darkness gave the king his chance. He was gone even before Carson suspected the ruler was trying to escape.


  The caterpillar animal remained, however, and Carson was glad of its presence. It gave him a feeling of companionship in the darkness of the tunnels. And it would aid him to detect the presence of strangers. It appeared to be entirely at home in the dark, which was more than he could say for himself.


  At the end of two or three hours, Carson admitted to himself that he was lost. He began to have a growing feeling of despair. The animal on whose sense of direction he had foolishly counted seemed to be doing nothing more than wandering aimlessly about. It was not until he came across one of the huge killer plants, however, that he finally felt he had reason to hope.


  He began immediately to slash through the hard bark toward the core of the plant. The streams of water under the hot side were under the control of the crawlers, and inaccessible to the other Mercurians. But the flow of water inside the pipe was from the depths of the cold side toward the hot side.


  Carson put his hand into the moving liquid, felt the slow pressure on his palm. Then he began to follow the plant in the direction toward which the water was flowing.


  By the time he had been walking three or four more hours, he noticed a perceptible increase in temperature. He was on the right track. He kept going confidently.


  The caterpillar animal was still with him, walking more rapidly as its body warmed up. Now it stopped abruptly, its eyes fixed on something moving in the distance.


  Carson saw a light, dancing slowly up and down. One of the living winged lights! Then another came to join it, and the two lights began to recede gradually in the distance.


  They were off to one side of the killer plant by which he had been traveling; but wherever they were, the crawlers would be nearby. He turned resolutely aside from the killer plant, and followed them.


  Carson came close, and then they disappeared. They had turned into a side passage. He raced forward clumsily in the dark, caught sight of them again and ran after them. He couldn’t afford to lose them at this stage of the game.


  He was within a few yards of them when they seemed to go out. They hadn’t turned around another corner, Carson could have sworn to that. There had been no corner to turn. They had simply extinguished themselves, making it impossible for him to follow them.


  Carson cursed softly to himself, and the muscles of his jaws tightened. In those few hours that were left to him, he would go forward. There was a chance, just a faint chance, that he would come across something—


  He felt a series of taps on his right foot.


  Safe!


  Carson couldn’t understand the crawlers, but they could understand him. Immediately he flashed an image of a spaceship on the walls of the tunnel. He pictured them leading him to the ship, and himself entering it.


  One of the crawlers tapped again on his foot. The answer was “no.” They didn’t know where the ship was.


  Carson projected an image of an electroscope, showed them how he would make the instrument. This time they hesitated. But when the answer finally arrived, it was no longer “no.” It was “follow us.”


  With the crawlers to guide him, and with the winged lights that the small animals provided to see by, Carson moved through the tunnels toward the hot side, at more than twice the speed at which he had formerly made his way. They had reversed their direction, and the passages were becoming perceptibly colder.


  AT A BEND in one of the tunnels, they discovered the body of the Mercurian king. It was covered with a gray amorphous growth, and looked half decayed. The ruler had fallen a victim to some of the microscopic life in the tunnel. Carson glanced at the body briefly and hurried on.


  He followed the crawlers another half hour, with his oxygen almost gone, and then he stopped in surprise.


  They had brought him to an ancient laboratory, long deserted. It had evidently been the property of the ancestors of the topknotted Mercurians. Now it lay thick with dust, strange instruments such as Carson had never imagined lying around, waiting to be used by someone who understood their purpose.


  In one corner, Carson saw the dust particles swirl around slowly. There was a draft from one of the tunnels. It came from deep down in the planet, where the atmosphere was denser. Immediately the Earthman took off his helmet, to find the air breathable. Then he began to look around.


  He did not touch the more complicated devices. What he wanted was simple enough. A few sheets of lead, some gold leaf—


  After a search of a few minutes, he found them and immediately set to work. The crawlers watched him with puzzled interest.


  * * * * *


  When Carson had completed his electroscope, he found that there were two directions from which powerful ionizing radiations were being shot at him.


  He had remembered that the hull of the spaceship in which he traveled had been made radioactive, in order that it might operate the meteor-repellent device. The ship for which he was searching was in one or the other of the directions from which the radiation came.


  Or, possibly, there were two spaceships.


  He chose one of the directions at random and set off, with the crawlers taking the lead. In a short time, they had led him to one of the tunnels laid with rails, and secured several of the wheelbarrow conveyances. Carson got in one of them and set off.


  The journey took longer than he had expected. When they finally did approach the source of the radiations, the electroscope was so strongly affected that he was forced to shield it with a lead screen. The crawlers themselves began to show signs of uneasiness. Finally, the barrow came to a stop. The crawlers refused to go further. Carson tapped on one of the shells.


  “Follow me,” he said.


  They remained motionless.


  There was danger; he understood that. He got out of the barrow, and started to walk. Then suddenly, around a bend of the tunnel, he saw the source of the radiations.


  There was a huge mass of luminous rock—radioactive ore. But there was no sign of a spaceship.


  Carson’s disappointment was so acute that for a moment he remained rigid, simply staring at the ore. Then he turned his back to it and walked slowly away. The other source of radiation might be no more than this. In that case, the report of an existing spaceship was no more than an idle legend—and he and Nora and Haines would never get off the planet.


  The crawlers seemed to understand what was going on in Carson’s mind. They started off toward the other source of radiation, without his having to say a word. He removed the shield from the electroscope, and waited with feverish impatience.


  The barrowlike conveyance moved with steady speed, shooting without hesitation around curves and up steep underground passages. For a short period they traveled in complete darkness, and Carson had not the slightest idea of his surroundings. But from time to time he caught a glimpse of the electroscope. The gold leaves were standing further and further apart. He was getting close to his destination.


  SUDDENLY he found himself in an enormous underground chamber. At first he did not realize how great its extent actually was, for the walls faded away in the darkness. But after a few moments, several floating lights swept through the chamber, and he could see how far it stretched.


  In the middle was the large gray object for which Carson had been looking. It was a spaceship, an exact duplicate of the one in which he had traveled.


  His first rapid examination failed to discover a single part of the apparatus out of order. He had a feeling that it must have been standing here for centuries, but it was surprisingly clean, as if prepared for him specially.


  The outer hull seemed to be undamaged. When Carson entered the ship, he discovered the inner parts in apparently perfect order. He kept telling himself that he didn’t believe it. There could be a thousand things wrong that his unpractised eye would fail to discover. He would learn about these defects when he tried to operate the ship.


  He examined the starter, the fore and aft rocket controls, the side rockets, the meteor repellors. Nothing wrong in any of them. Then the fuel tanks—and he knew why the ship was resting there so peacefully, instead of being used by the Mercurians.


  There wasn’t even enough fuel to take it out of reach of Mercury’s low gravity, much less to brake its fall once it reached the heavier planet of Earth, to come under the influence of a greater force.


  Carson looked upward. The ceiling appeared to be solid, and there was no indication by what path the ship had been brought into this chamber. Probably there were retractable doors of some sort that operated by means of a switch or lever some place in the chamber.


  The crawlers had followed him into the ship. Now they were waiting patiently for him to do something. It would be a pity to disappoint them, Carson thought. He switched on the lights and closed the door. There was just a trace of fuel in the ship altogether.


  One of the crawlers was tapping him on the foot again. Carson looked down at the small creature curiously. Those six taps again—they wanted him to follow. But that was absurd, because they were in the ship, making no move to go any place. Then he thought he understood. They wanted to follow him.


  He flashed a series of ideographs.


  “Where shall I go? To the cold side?”


  “No.” The answer came quickly.


  “To the hot side, then?”


  “Yes.”


  “Do you want to get to the tunnels where you live?”


  “Yes.”


  Carson asked the next question and waited anxiously.


  “Do you know where to get fuel for the ship?”


  They hesitated.


  “Yes, no,” came the reply.


  They were doubtful. But as long as they had some plan, there was no harm in taking the ship to the hot side.


  “Shall I take the ship far into the hot side?” he asked once more.


  “No.”


  “Near the edge?”


  “Yes.”


  “Near where you first discovered me?”


  “Yes.”


  That was clear enough, then. All the same Carson hesitated. There was so little fuel left that he hated to waste it. If only he could have guessed clearly what they had in mind—


  The tapping began once more. “Come.”


  It was up to him to get going.


  CARSON’S hand closed on the starting switch again, and this time he threw it and set the bottom rockets to blasting. The ship rose with a jerk that almost knocked him off his feet. In a fraction of a second it was at the roof of the chamber. By the end of the same second, it was several hundred feet past.


  The green flash of the meteor repellors had blasted the roof out of existence. No need to open the doors with a device like that on the ship.


  Carson shut off the bottom rockets, turned on those at the rear, switched them off again, and then waited as the ship began to fall under the influence of Mercurian gravity.


  It gathered momentum. But just as it was about to land, he switched on the bottom rockets again, gently this time. The ship came to a slow stop, resting not quite horizontally on the rocky surface of the ground.


  Looking through one of the side windows, Carson could see the blinding white light of the sun reflected from the bare rocks. He was on the hot side once more, near the place he had aimed for, stranded this time without an insulated suit. He would be forced to remain inside the ship.


  The crawlers were clambering up to the windows, looking out to examine the surface of the desert. They would be able to travel here. But they would not be able to take Carson with them.


  One of the crawlers had descended to the floor of the ship again, and began to tap on his foot. The usual six taps. They were telling him to follow them.


  Carson wondered for a moment whether these small animals resembled human beings in having the ability to go crazy. The temperature out there was high enough to melt tin or lead. He himself couldn’t face it without protection.


  The crawler repeated the six taps. The animal was impatient, Carson thought. He threw open the door of the ship, and they trailed each other out. Then he closed the door and returned to one of the windows, watching them. They crossed about a hundred feet of heated ground, and then disappeared into a dark opening that was obviously the entrance to one of the tunnels leading to where they lived.


  Carson understood now. That was what they wanted him to do. And in that unbearable heat.


  He looked outside again, frowning, and then his face cleared. He had forgotten the ship itself. Its shadow was long and broad, almost in the direction in which he wanted to go.


  He made up his mind.


  He opened the door of the ship, dropped to the rocky ground and ran. He could feel the radiation from the heated rocks searing his face; then he was at the edge of the shadow, plunging toward the dark opening. As he sailed slowly through the air, his eyes closed, the sun’s light seemed to burn through his lids and hit his eyeballs with a fierceness that knocked his head back. Then he was surrounded by the welcome darkness, broken only by the illumination of the winged lights far ahead of him.


  Carson plunged after them. He could feel the heat of the passageway growing less by the second, and when he had been running for a couple of minutes he slowed down. It was no longer so hot as to be intolerable. In front of him, the crawlers were moving along at a moderate pace. He followed them.


  In no more than five minutes, they came to a full stop. Others of their kind were advancing to meet them. And in the midst of the newcomers, Carson noticed, was a topknotted Mercurian, probably a prisoner. He was short, with a green topknot.


  He saw Carson, and an ideograph flashed on the ground. Carson stared at him, and a slow smile creased his face. It was Dorn, who had taught him the Mercurian language.


  


  


  CHAPTER XIX


  Time Grows Short


  


  


  CARSON’S first question was about Nora.


  “The two from Earth are still alive, but they will not remain so for long,” Dorn told him.


  “Why?” Carson grew tense. “What is to be done with them?”


  “A new king is to be chosen. When he is selected, they will be put to death.”


  Carson began to sweat.


  “When will that be?” he asked. “They are being held near the spaceship that was wrecked. They will die at the moment the sun sinks below the horizon.”


  Carson nodded slowly. The long day of the Twilight Zone was coming to an end, and the sun’s shadow was gradually approaching from the cold side. When it reached the spaceship, the coronation of the new leader would take place, and Nora and Haines would be put to death. But Carson had no more than a vague idea how soon that would be.


  He questioned Dorn further on that point. He gathered finally that because of the oscillating nature of Mercury’s axis, the sun’s shadow was now advancing toward the ship at the rate of perhaps two miles a day. And it was now within almost a mile of Nora.


  Carson had about twelve hours left in which to act.


  “When was it discovered that the old king was dead, and that a new one must be chosen?” he asked quickly.


  “It is not known that the old king is dead.”


  “Then why is there to be a new one?”


  “When the king has been taken away from his people, he is no longer their leader. Even if he returns, he has lost his authority.”


  So the old ruler had been stringing him along all the time, Carson reflected.


  “Why have you left your people and entered the tunnels of the crawlers?” Carson asked next.


  “To escape being put to death,” Dorn replied candidly. “Those of the purple topknots have given up the plan to remake the planet so that we might be able to live on either side.”


  “And you protested?”


  “They would have killed us even if we had failed to protest. There are too many of us to live in the Twilight Zone. If a few die, it does not matter. Moreover, those of us who have green topknots are the teachers of what science is left. To put an end to any possibility of reviving the plan, the purple ones wish to destroy us.”


  “How do most of your people feel?” Carson wanted to know.


  The green topknot drooped slightly. “They are not important, but nevertheless they wish to live.”


  “I can understand that. Do you think that if a suitable plan were to be proposed, all those except the purple ones would favor it?”


  “All but the purple ones.”


  “Even if the plan meant friendship with the crawlers?”


  “The crawlers destroy the plants that bring us water.”


  Carson thought that one over.


  “What if I were to show you another source of water, which doesn’t depend on the existence of the killer plants?”


  “Then we would favor friendship with the crawlers. The killer plants take many of us who do not wish to be taken.”


  Carson breathed a sigh of relief. That was the first step. He had been afraid that he would have difficulty persuading the topknotted Mercurians to accept the plan. Once they were willing to live on good terms with the crawlers, everything else would be easy.


  Then Dorn threw a monkey-wrench into Carson’s ideas.


  “If you have a weapon to destroy the purple ones, it will be well,” he said. “The people will then be willing to believe you.”


  “You expect me to destroy the purple ones by myself?” Carson exclaimed. “The people are afraid of them.”


  The hopes that Carson had built up during the last few moments suddenly collapsed.


  One last desperate hope remained.


  “Is the wrecked spaceship still where it was when it landed from Earth?” Carson asked tensely.


  “It is still there.”


  “And the fuel has not been removed?”


  “There is no fuel,” Dorn told him.


  Carson suddenly felt sick in the pit of his stomach.


  “What has happened to it?” He got the words out finally.


  “It was scattered by the same explosion that wrecked the ship.”


  So even that last plan was out.


  In the Twilight Zone, the sun’s shadow was advancing at the rate of an inch or two a second. Carson’s heart pounded as he thought of that slow relentless crawl, whose approach meant death to Nora. If only he had a weapon of some sort, something that could be used at a slightly greater distance than those energy guns, he would take the risk of tackling the whole race of top-knotted Mercurians.


  But the crawlers had no weapons that he could possibly use. They were not a warlike group.


  And yet the flyers had left them alone, as if afraid of them. That was odd. The flyers hadn’t been afraid of the topknotted Mercurians.


  Carson turned desperately to the group of crawlers that had escorted Dorn, began to speak to them in the ideograph language. One of them advanced slightly and tapped on his foot. He understood what Carson was saying.


  The images flashed more and more rapidly. Nora had taught him only their signals for “yes” and “no,” but these were enough. Carson threw one question after another at the watching animals.


  * * * * *


  THE Mercurians had been having a queer and sometimes angry debate, and as long as Nora was permitted to watch it, she did so with fascination. They had been discussing in what manner she and Haines would die.


  The Mercurians’ discovery that their energy rays were not deadly to the beings from Earth came as something of a shock. There was also a belief, Nora perceived, that the human beings would not be greatly hurt by an electric discharge. And as the topknotted Mercurians had no other ways of inflicting death in their ceremonies, they were somewhat at a loss as to what to do.


  At the same time, they had massed in great numbers near the wrecked spaceship, and had posted sentinels. Without weapons, Carson had no chance of making a rescue.


  Around the two prisoners, the shadows of even the smaller rocks stretched far toward the cold side. Night would soon fall on that part of the Twilight Zone where they were now held.


  Death would come when the sun sank below the horizon.


  Haines had been quiet and troubled. Suddenly, as he paced restlessly back and forth on the rocky ground, his head jerked up.


  “I’ve been wasting time like a fool,” he snapped. “We might just as well try to escape as wait for Carson.”


  “How? We’re being carefully guarded.”


  “These Mercurians want something. Why not pretend we can help them get it?”


  “I don’t see what—” Nora began.


  “Suppose we ask them to take another trip to Earth. We’ll say that once we reach there, we’ll be able to select engineers who can really be of some use to them.”


  Nora shook her head.


  “They’ll never fall for that, Frank. And anyway, the Mercurians have no way of getting to Earth again.”


  “I’m not so sure. If there’s a spaceship somewhere, they’ve got a better opportunity of finding it than Carson has.”


  “We’d be better off if we didn’t remind them of it.”


  “You’re wrong, Nora,” Haines said stubbornly. “I’m going to talk to them.”


  In a moment he had run over to a Mercurian guard and was flashing ideographs on the ground. Nora watched helplessly as the guard led him away.


  ABOUT an hour later, Haines was brought back.


  “Well, did they believe you?”


  “I don’t think so,” he answered slowly. “They’re going to kill us anyway. But Carson was right. There is another spaceship in existence.”


  Nora’s heart skipped a beat.


  “In the underground passageways.”


  “At the edge of the hot side. Carson’s got it now. But they think he’s without fuel. They’re sending out an expedition to capture it.”


  “But they won’t be able to!” Nora exclaimed. “The crawlers won’t let them!”


  “They have ways of killing the crawlers. In a short time, they say, they’ll have possession of the ship.”


  He turned away dejectedly.


  “What will happen now,” Nora asked. “Will they send to Earth again?”


  “I don’t know. But if they do, they won’t send us along.”


  * * * * *


  Meanwhile, it was impossible to guess what emotion the leader of the crawlers felt, or whether he felt any emotion at all. But in Dorn’s attitude, Carson could still read traces of doubt and suspicion.


  They were in a tunnel where the air pressure was sufficiently high for Carson to breathe without his oxygen tank. Dorn was wearing a helmet like the one Carson had first seen long before, caught on the body of a shark, before the Earth trio had been abducted into space.


  Many of the crawlers stood around motionless now, waiting to learn what the decision would be.


  Carson flashed a sharp image.


  “We must speak rapidly, Dorn, for there is little time. There must be friendship between your two races. You no longer have any reason for being enemies.”


  “If the crawlers will supply us with water, we shall be friends.”


  “They will do more than supply you with water. They will carry out that plan I was thinking of, to increase the amount of territory you inhabit. You’ll be able to live on the surface, and get away from those radiations underground.”


  “And then they will destroy the killer plants?” Dorn persisted.


  “They will. They hate the plants because the plants try to kill so many of them. And though you yourselves hate these plants, you have been protecting them because of your need. But you will need them no longer.”


  “It is true,” Dorn said slowly. “Let the killer plants die. Our king planned originally to spread his rule over the entire planet. He planned to exterminate the crawlers that the plants might live. That part of his plans he kept secret from you. But when he attempted to carry it out, it might have led to our destruction. Friendship with the crawlers is better.”


  “Good!” Carson, feeling oddly elated, turned to the crawler leader. “Do you understand?”


  There was a series of quick taps. “Yes.”


  “And you agree also?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then we go on to this question of fuel for the spaceship,” Carson said quickly. “You do not know how to make use of atomic energy?”


  “No.”


  “But you do have a substitute high-energy fuel?”


  “Yes.”


  “The solar rocks?”


  “Yes.”


  “Is it difficult to learn to use them?”


  “No.”


  “Will you show me how?”


  “Yes.”


  The crawler leader tapped on his foot. He was saying something more than “yes,” but Carson couldn’t understand him. And the time to puzzle out what the crawler meant was growing short. He turned to the topknotted Mercurian.


  “Dorn, do you understand the language of the crawlers?”


  “I understand a few words.”


  “What is he saying?”


  THE Mercurian waited while the message was repeated to him.


  “He knows not only how to make use of the energy already in the solar rocks, but also how to store energy.”


  “You mean, directly from the sunlight?”


  “Yes.” The crawler replied to Carson himself.


  “And is that difficult?”


  “No.”


  “You’ll show me how it’s done!” Carson exclaimed. “But first, there’s something else. My companions are in danger. And I have a plan to save them, but I don’t know whether it will work.


  “Dorn, the reason the flyers fear the crawlers is that the latter know how to release clouds of oxygen, which when concentrated is poisonous to most forms of Mercurian life.”


  Dorn nodded.


  “It is one of the poisons we fear on the desert,” he conceded. “It is released by some of the rocks. The crawlers can secure it in liquid form.”


  “Where do the crawlers get their supply? They don’t transport it all the way from the cold side, do they?”


  “All Mercurians know that it comes from underground,” Dorn said. “Our planet is a small and ancient one, and no longer has a hot core. The highest temperature is on the surface of the hot side. The further one goes into the interior, the colder it becomes.


  “Not far down, there are rivers of liquid air. That is why the tunnels have a slightly higher air pressure than the surface of the planet. On the cold side, however, the air emerges in some places still liquid.”


  “Do the tunnels lead down as far as the rivers of liquid air?”


  “Yes.” The crawler leader answered before Dorn could flash an image.


  “And that air can be brought to the surface in one place, and sent out over the planet in a given direction?”


  “Yes.”


  “But wouldn’t it spread through the whole maze of tunnels and be dissipated before getting to the surface?” Carson waited while Dorn translated the reply.


  “No. It is possible to shut some of the tunnels off from the others. The crawlers have long been able to bar certain tunnels against us. They can guide a current of gaseous air as they please. But they can not handle it so well while it is liquid.”


  “They won’t have to bring it up liquid,” Carson declared. “But there is no further time to lose. We must act.”


  The leader of the crawlers was giving directions, and the small animals were scattering. The creatures ordered Carson and Dorn to follow, and led them rapidly down through a series of steep tunnels.


  It was getting colder as they went, but the crawler leader had taken along with him one of the solar rocks. As its flickering green light began to illuminate their path, they felt a glow of warmth.


  Carson looked back and saw that a long procession of crawlers was following them, each carrying one of the rocks. Others were converging from side tunnels, joining the procession. Carson had not known so many of the animals existed.


  “Are there many of the crawlers altogether?” he asked Dorn.


  “More than there are of us. That is why our king’s plan to exterminate them was so mad.”


  “And they all live underground in these tunnels?”


  “The tunnels stretch far beneath the hot side. There is room in them for millions of crawlers.”


  “But what do they do there?” Carson wanted to know.


  DORN’S three eyes blinked.


  “They exist as we do. They create food from the rocks, and feed it to the animals they themselves eat. What more is there to do?”


  The crawler leader had stopped. Several hundred feet below them was a sluggish stream of liquid air. The crawlers were taking up places beside the stream now, as the leader began to tap out a message.


  “The energy is released from the solar rocks anti-catalytically,” translated Dorn. “It is first set off by a chemical reaction, and then continues of itself. Further, I do not understand. You are asked to observe.”


  “But what chemicals are necessary?”


  “There is iron, and bismuth, and fluorides of certain metals.”


  Carson watched in fascination as the crawler’s tiny hands manipulated the chemicals. The solar rock was no longer being used for warmth, and the green light had been permitted to die away. Now one comer glowed a bright scarlet, with a fierceness that hurt the eyes.


  “Come,” the crawler tapped out, and began hastily to retreat.


  Carson looked back. A cloud of mist was forming above the river of air. Where each rock had fallen, a white pool had sprung into existence. The liquid began to swirl rapidly. As far as Carson could see, the whole river seemed to be bathed in a fierce scarlet light that was reflected from every rock, seemingly to penetrate every corner of the tunnel in which they were.


  There was the sudden, hollow, frightening sound of a dull growling, like the roar of a monstrous beast. The river was beginning to boil.


  Abruptly and without warning, one of the fiercest whirlpools some distance away from Carson exploded. Where there had been a deep stream of liquid, there was now nothing but a layer of bare rock.


  Stones were hurtling through the air. Carson collected his wits, turned to run through the scarlet-lighted tunnels. There came the distinct sound of another explosion, and after that it was impossible to distinguish one from another.


  They merged into one vast howl that sent an intolerable wave of sound beating after the Earthman. The uproar was now so great that he could no longer hear it, but he could feel it in every fiber of his body.


  He stumbled on, panting. He was running uphill now, and despite Mercury’s lesser gravity, his lungs were beginning to feel the strain. A few feet ahead of him, Dorn was fighting desperately to keep going. The leader of the crawlers, moving as fast as he could, was between Carson and Dorn.


  They passed a bend, and the howling of the explosions became less intolerable. And then the stream of air hit them with terrific violence.


  Carson was knocked flat on his face. Ahead of him he could see Dorn fall.


  The crawler leader, too close to the ground to be as greatly affected as they were, stopped moving and waited for the wind to pass.


  But it didn’t pass. The velocity of the wind rose. Even lying on the ground, Carson could feel it tugging at him, urging him forward. His body bruised, his mind dazed, he tried instinctively to rise, and felt as if a gigantic weight were crushing him to the ground. He lapsed into semi-consciousness.


  IT SEEMED like an eternity later when the roar of the explosives ceased. Carson didn’t realize it at first, because the screaming of the wind was still in his ears. But the scarlet light was gone, and the wind was tugging at him less violently. He could feel its intensity diminish from moment to moment.


  Where there had previously been a deep stream of liquid air, there was now only bare rock. But somewhere ahead of him, Carson could hear a great current of air rushing through the tunnels of Mercury, up toward the surface.


  The crawler leader was tapping on his arm.


  “Come,” he urged.


  Carson rose to his feet. Dorn was already standing, evidently as bruised as the Earthman, but somewhat protected by his helmet.


  “We must reach the ship,” Dorn declared.


  Carson nodded.


  “What about solar rocks for fuel? What about food?” he asked.


  The crawler tapped out a message. “They have been put in the ship. Hurry,” Dorn said.


  They began to run again, up toward the surface.


  


  


  CHAPTER XX


  The Sun Stands Still


  


  


  AT LONG last now the sun’s shadow was only fifty feet away. Nora could hardly tear her eyes from it. A few more minutes to live—


  Nora stared at the sun. She could see the merest trace of its upper edge, but it was still fairly light. For the solar corona, much less intense than the mass of the sun itself, had become visible, casting its fitful illumination upon the two helpless, condemned prisoners.


  “What an astronomer wouldn’t give to see that!” Haines said hoarsely.


  A Mercurian with a purple topknot was making a speech, casting an endless series of images on the ground. As the minutes began to gallop by, Nora could no longer see the sun at all. Its shadow seemed to be racing toward her. Then it reached her feet, her knees.


  A Mercurian approached. Now, Nora thought, she would finally learn on what method of execution they had decided.


  The Mercurian stopped abruptly. The sun had suddenly leaped back above the horizon!


  Nora rubbed her eyes. She had expected an attempt at rescue, but she had not expected a miracle. But the sun, blazing as fiercely as ever, was entirely above the horizon now. The shadow that had begun to envelop her had disappeared, thrown back again beyond the cold side.


  “I don’t believe it!” Haines muttered incredulously.


  The Mercurians were staring at the returned sun in stupefaction. The speaker had lapsed into a motionless silence, at a loss for anything intelligent to say.


  Nora’s heart beat with sudden hope. If only these Mercurians were superstitious, if only they believed in miracles—


  She caught herself, and began to laugh until the tears came to her eyes. After what she and they had seen, only fools could fail to believe in miracles. She was going to be safe. She knew it now. Safe!


  The Mercurians began to collapse. Nora saw dozens of them bend over, their bodies racked as if in pain. Those who remained upright began to run as fast as they could toward the entrance to the underground tunnels. Within sixty seconds, the two prisoners had been left alone save for those who could not get away . . .


  Nora was no longer in any condition to be surprised when a spaceship dropped down out of the sky. Carson stepped from it, a green-topknotted Mercurian in a helmet at his side. Carson spoke rapidly to the Mercurian, and then came running toward the girl.


  She could see his eyes light up as he caught sight of her, and his lips seemed to form words.


  “Thank God!” the words might have been.


  But Carson didn’t pause to speak. He carried Nora into the ship, waited for Haines to follow, slammed shut the door and began to lift the vessel from the ground.


  Even the pain of the rapid acceleration, straining at her heart and muscles until Nora thought they must give way, was pleasant to her. She was finally safe now. Safe, and headed away from Mercury, toward Earth.


  She watched the stars spring into view as they put the bare, rocky planet behind them. Then the acceleration decreased.


  “A little more than one gravity is enough right now,” Carson said. “We won’t pick up speed as fast as we did coming here, but I’ll keep accelerating longer, and in the end it’ll amount to the same thing. And it’ll be more comfortable.”


  Then he noticed that Haines was staring at him in frankest awe. He heard the words that were forming on the other’s lips.


  “You stopped the sun, Carson. I didn’t know it was possible. How did you do it?” he asked, bewildered.


  “I didn’t do anything of the kind.” Carson laughed good-naturedly. “I’ll explain in a moment, but first let me take a look at these controls.”


  HE CUT out the lower rockets, set those in the rear to blasting. A small meteor approached, to be swallowed up in green flame.


  “I imagine the ship will take care of itself for a while now,” Carson said. He laughed again. “Maybe you didn’t suspect how well I can navigate among the planets. But I learned from the crawlers that the Earth and Mercury will be in conjunction about two-thirds of a Mercurian year from now.


  “That means a little less than two months, according to our way of figuring. And as I count on making the trip in a little over a month, I’m heading so as to cut across Earth’s path. It’ll be a shorter trip than it was getting here.”


  “But about the sun—” Haines begged.


  “Just a moment,” Carson told him. “I want to let you know that I’ve tried to provide for everything. There’s more than a month’s supply of Mercurian food packed away here for all of us. As a matter of fact, I figure it’s close to a three-month’s supply, for the crawlers were generous. And I’ve got plenty of fuel. We’re all set.”


  He grinned at Nora.


  “When we get back to Earth, we’ll probably have enough fuel left over to make a trip to the Moon—although I’m doubtful whether that would appeal to you. You may have had enough of space traveling. All the same, Nora, it would be a good place for our honeymoon. That is, if it’s all right with Haines.”


  “It’s all right with me.” Nora blushed furiously. “If you can make the moon stand still the way you did the sun, I might be willing to take a chance.”


  Haines, of course, shook his head.


  “I’m against it,” he declared ruefully. “But I’ve got nothing to say. Except maybe—well, congratulations.” He gripped Carson’s hand fervently. “And thanks for the lift to Earth.”


  Carson grinned happily.


  “Maybe you’ll do as much for me some day, Frank,” he told the unlucky suitor. “As for that business of making the sun stand still—”


  Carson explained briefly what had previously transpired.


  “The ordinary atmosphere of Mercury is so thin,” he went on, “that we usually consider it non-existent. That means that when the sun sinks below the horizon, we don’t see it any more.


  “It’s simply out of our line of sight. But these masses of air, before they spread over the surface of the entire planet, were fairly dense, and had a considerable lens-like effect.”


  “Just as on Earth,” Nora said.


  “Exactly. They bent the sun’s rays, brought them down so that the rays hit your eyes again. Naturally, it seemed that the sun had leaped up over the horizon. But I can assure you that it’s still in the same place.”


  He left off for a moment to switch close a pair of rocket tubes.


  “Eventually all that air will spread over the entire planet, and then manage to get itself lost in space. Meanwhile, however, its poisonous effect has put a lot of topknotted Mercurians out of commission—the purple kind, I’m glad to say, for they were the only ones important enough to be at today’s ceremony.


  “That will make them more ready to listen to reason, and Dorn has promised to put into operation my plan for making part of the cold side habitable.”


  “Then you did think of a plan!” Haines exclaimed.


  “It will work, too. Dorn is going to call the Mercurian scientists together, seize control while the few that remain of the purple race are still demoralized. I’ll explain it all to you later.”


  NORA was silent for a space.


  “Anything wrong?” Carson asked.


  “I’ve been thinking that when we get back to Earth—”


  “There’ll be fuel shortage? I’ve been worrying about that, too. But although I haven’t kept accurate count of the days that have passed, I know that we still have a few months left to work. And I’ve got just the thing we needed.


  “Those solar rocks store the sun’s energy directly,” Carson explained. “They, of course, are skeletons of the crawlers. But the crawlers taught me how to do the same thing, using instead the chemical substances of which the rocks are made. We’ll have plenty of energy now!”


  They were drawing away from Mercury’s gravitational field, their acceleration on the increase. Carson cut down slightly the blasting of the rockets.


  “It’s going to be a long trip back,” Haines said. “What are we going to do, study astronomy again?”


  “I don’t think so,” answered Nora, and then she began to blush again.


  Carson saw an image form on the floor of the ship. Nora was thinking furiously, and unconsciously expressing her thoughts in the Mercurian manner.


  Carson put his arms around her and kissed her.


  “You asked for it,” he told her.


  “I?” exclaimed Nora indignantly. “I never did!”


  He kissed her again, as they sped on toward Earth.


  The green light flashed, and a large meteor disappeared. They didn’t even notice it.


  “And I thought this trip was supposed to be platonic!” Haines growled. “You better teach me how to manipulate the controls,” he told Carson. “You’ll be much too busy!”


  FANATICS OF MERCURY


  Henry Andrew Ackermann


  Commander Montross had an ingenious plan to arouse the flagging public interest in his epic interplanetary novels!


  THERE were books in the windows of Surinam and Slidell, certainly, but their number barely totaled a scant five and even these were buried beneath spacesuits, European Ebonard skins, a scattering of meteorites and similar curios of star voyaging. In a frame at the center of this display, as it were enshrined by it, stood a photograph of a gentleman wearing a spacesuit, holding the helmet of it in the crook of his right arm. He boasted a wisp of a mustache of the sort which enable movie fans who have missed the beginning of a film to pick the hero of it even while tripping over other people’s feet. Beneath this picture was a placard stating that Commander Monte Maurice Montross, planet explorer, adventurer and author, would meet his admirers and autograph his books from one o’clock until four o’clock as advertised in the papers and announced over the radio. There followed a list of the dashing commander’s works . . . “Lunatics of Luna,” “Horrors of Kobar Cunn,” “Hellions of Ganymede,” and several similar titles which echoed the screams of the dying in the trackless wastes of space.


  Toward the rear of Surinam and Slidell’s, in the interplanetary travel department, the commander, himself, sat behind a spacious desk. And at intervals throughout the afternoon he was waited upon by round-shouldered office workers, spinsters from the suburbs and other easy-chairthrill hunters who craved the boon of his signature and to whom meeting their hero in the flesh would remain the greatest adventure in their humdrum lives.


  The intervals, however, were altogether too long and this was why four o’clock found Commander Montross’ habitual devil-may-care attitude giving way to the troubled preoccupation of a businessman who sees trade turning slack. His publishers, Hackny and Stayle who issued the exciting “Interplanetary Series,” had hinted that he was slipping. The advance sales of his new book bore them out.


  The comments of the science-literature critics (“ ’Peat and Repeat”. . . . “Ineffective”. . . . “Montross’ book is just another fiction folly.”) added insult to injury. And now, even the autograph hunters were deserting him! Commander Montross, who was neither so young nor so square-jawed as his photograph suggested, scowled across the aisle at a fat lady who was purchasing the works of Senor Manana.


  “I’ll show them! You bet I’ll do it! My next book. . . . it’ll be about something new, something startling,” he promised himself grimly. “Refreshing slant. . . . that’s it! M’m, let me see, now; how about the lost race of Martians which, in the dread caves of Pluto. . . . But no, no, that’s been done before. Space war? Well, special warfare isn’t exactly new, but it’s still good. First, though, I’d have to have the various news agencies flash a story I’ll work up about mysterious occurrences in space. But. . . . the heels!. . . . don’t fall for my stuff the way they used to. They’re leery of me lately! No, I’m afraid space war won’t do after all. A superman? Fooey, it’s been worked to death! Well, everything has! This blasted interplanetary field is overcrowded, that’s the whole trouble! There’s nothing left to do and write about that a flock of other professional author-heroes haven’t done and written about already. I’ve just got to think up a different kind of stunt, but what the hell will it be?”


  “COMMANDER!” a shocked but deferential voice broke in upon his meditations. “While I don’t know if it’s annoying for a man of your experience to sit in a shop and sign books all day, it’s hardly polite of you to use bad language to a young fellow who looks up to you as I do!”


  “What? Oh, I’m frightfully sorry, my boy!” the commander was on his feet, hand extended and smiling his best close-up smile. “I. . . . ha! ha!


  . . . I fancy I was thinking aloud! Sit down, have a smoke and. . . . say, what’s this you’re wearing on your hand? Why, it looks like a ring, an ancient Venusian circlet of royalty!”


  “Why perhaps it does,” said the youth, hastily removing the object and dropping it into his pocket. “But it’s really only brass knucks. When all of a sudden you started cursing, I. . . .”


  “Forgive me, please!” Commander Montross shoved across a cigarette lighter and sat back to study his young admirer. He saw a stocky, bullet-headed lout of perhaps twenty-two, with thick shoulders, sandy hair and eyes of gray. His face, for all its present awed expression, was of a surly, pugnacious cast. Commander Montross sized him up as an adventure-struck laborer, incapable of brain-work and embittered with the world accordingly.


  “Yes, Commander, sir,” he was saying, and it was plain that he had carefully rehearsed his speech, “to a young man who leads a shut-in life like mine, your stories are a Godsend. There’s been many a time when reading one of your perilous adventures has saved me from going mad with the sheer drudgery of my shut-in existence. Thanks to your vivid writings, I’ve come to know far lands which I shall never really see and. . . . and—well, sir, I want to thank you.”


  “Oh, don’t mention it!” protested Commander Montross, his soul a-wallow in the praise like a hog in a mud puddle. “I’m only too happy to hear that I’ve brought you an occasional ray of interplanetary sunlight, a breath from the void so to speak. Ah ha, I see you have some books for me to autograph. Just pass them over, Mister. . . . er. . . .”


  “Teagarden is the name, Commander. . . . Jack Teagarden.”


  Commander Montross opened one of the volumes at the flyleaf and poised his pen. “But what’s this?” he inquired, indicating a printed label pasted onto the cover. “ ‘Property of the spacemen’s mission lending library, Mardopolis, Jupiter.’ You must have got it secondhand, eh?”


  “Yes, that’s about the size of it,” admitted the lout, blushing firely.


  “But this one is stamped ‘Stewart’s Terra Firma Library and Luncheonette, Propantis, Mars.’ And this one here. . . . why, my word, it says ‘Reading Room of the Psang-Pano Club, Psang-Pano, Neptune!”


  “Does it?” The bullet-headed lout leaned over and examined the book in confusion. “Why so it does I Now I recall the circumstances! You see, sir, the very day after I borrowed it, there was a terrible electrical-vortex storm, or a landslide or something like that. I forget the details now. . . . and though I spared no effort to return it, I. . . . “


  “Do you mean to say you actually were out there?” demanded the commander, incredulously. “Confound it all, boy, that planet is the wildest spot left in the entire Solar System and yet you’ve just finished telling me about your sedentary, shut-in life! Are you trying to be funny or what?”


  “OH, NOT in the least, sir!” protested the other in deadly earnest. “When I said shut-in, I mean shut-in, for I’ve been shut in a ship’s galley for years. Damn it all, sir! Don’t get the idea that a cook’s travels are in a class with Maxwell’s, Senor Manana’s or your own, Commander. All my time in space I’m being nagged by a scurvy lot of sailordogs who want a good meal. And all I know of a hundred planetary ports are the docks and the spacemen’s quarters with their smelly odors.”


  “Yes, yes, I get the idea,” nodded the explorer. “I have never thought of a modem space sailor’s life that way. But all the same, it’s a strange coincidence that you happen to have been in Psang-Pano. You see. . . . I was just thinking of. . . . er. . . .” He leaned back in his chair, closed his eyes and tapped the top of the desk with his fountain pen. “Of course, you didn’t see much of the interior,” he mused aloud. “I mean the Blue Men of Bal-le-Oran, the whistling vines, the echo flowers, and so on?”


  “Aye, Commander, I saw some whistling vines!” the cook hopefully stated. “Twenty-four hours before we blasted off, two of them, creepin’ and slitherin’ they were, came very close to Psang-Pano. It was very strange; them things. . . . they give me the shivers just to think of them. . . . as a rule stay clear of the settlement.”


  Commander Montross jotted down a memorandum. “Good stuff! I’ll make it a thousand of them; attacking the settlement,” he murmured. “By the way, Jack. . . . you don’t mind me calling you ‘Jack’ do you?. . . . just when were you in Psang-Pano?”


  “The date is written in the book, sir. . . . yes, it is, December 18th.”


  “Ten months ago, eh? Well, that’s fine, that’d be just about right!” Commander Montross glanced over his shoulder, and then leaned over the desk, close to young Teagarden. “There’s a possibility. . . . just a bare one. . . . that I may ask a special favor of you, Jack. . . . Something in connection with my next expedition. There are some details to figure out first, but. . . . where could I get in touch with you?”


  “My ship, the Solarium,” said the other eagerly, “is berthed in cradle 217, at the spaceyards until Friday. And, Commander, I’ll be tickled pink to help you in any way I can, for my personal debt to you is such that. . . .”


  “Really, you’re too kind!” the explorer restrained him. “The favor I may ask will seem trifling to you, but you’ll be rendering me a very great service indeed. Meanwhile. . . . “he took a book from the table beside him. . . . “I hope you’ll accept my latest story, ‘Fanatics of Mercury.’ It’s about my experiences on the hottest planet in the system. The critics have been kind enough to say it’s. . . . ah. . . . the best yarn I’ve ever written.”


  To the young cook’s delight, he wrote on the flyleaf: Presented with my compliments to Mr. Jack Teagarden. Commander Monte Maurice Montross.


  CHAPTER II


  THE MECHANICS scurried around the short, stubby hull of the tramp freighter, Solarium, inspecting the blast tubes and the field was swarming with refueling tankers, ready to shoot their streams of energy into the sluggish craft that wallowed in cradle 217.


  First mate, Gus Snow, made his way to the vessel’s galley to check up on the supplies that were being stowed away for the coming voyage. He found second mate, McCann, daubing a swollen, black eye with a raw piece of steak and cursing to himself.


  “Go ahead, look at it, sir!” McCann invited plaintively. “Not that I mean to belly-ache or that I’m standing on my rank or anything, but at the same time I’m his superior and. . . .”


  “Do you mean you’ve been bullying Jack again?” demanded Snow severely. “Slap my sassy face if I don’t think you’re not equal to your job!”


  McCann spread his big, beefy arms in helpless protest. “I merely asked him, politely at that, to cook those chickens that he forgot to cook yesterday. He retorted that he was going to stay aground till Friday and to hell with me anyway. Then he flew into a rage, called me a Fanatic, one thing led to another and then


  “Then you led with your right and Jack countered with his left. Haw! Haw! I know. . . . that eye!” Snow became unsympathetic. “Well, McCann, are you asking me to handle your subordinates for you, or what?”


  “Not at all, sir,” replied the second mate sullenly. “But I wish you’d forbid him to read any more of them dime spacers by that phoney, Montross. They’ve made Teagarden hate and loathe his job worser than a cat hates water. He’s been slackin’ down on his work for weeks, but since Montross signed those books for him, he’s been in a sort of cataleptic trance. All he thinks about is Fanatics and bouncing spores and such. Speaking for myself, sir, I’m just about fed up with it!”


  “Banana oil, McCann!” Snow chided him. “I haven’t read the stories myself, but it’s ridiculous to think that harmless travel books would affect a stout fellow like Jack. Why, I’m sure they’re mere slop written to entertain the young. But still, if it would make you feel better, why don’t you hook the things while he’s aground and incinerate them?”


  McCann’s face brightened. “That’s an idea!” he enthused. “Only. . . . “he gingerly touched his black eye. . . . “only, I won’t burn ’em. . . . not me! Instead, if I have your permission, sir. I’ll give them to you to do with as you see fit. Then, when he starts looking for them and raises a rumpus, I can truthfully tell him that I know nothing about them.”


  SHORTLY thereafter, Gus Snow went to his berth. . . . a little hole in the wall, with a hard bunk, one battered chair, and a bureau for his clothes. The books were in his hand and he snorted as he glanced at the titles. “They sound harmless to me!” He took up “Fanatics of Mercury” and studied the jacket. . . . a reproduction of the author’s photograph that stood in the windows of Surinam and Slidell’s. “The man looks honest; there’s no guile in him or I’m no judge of human character,” he declared.


  Gus ran his eye down the opening paragraph, patronizingly. He glanced at the second page. He leaned against the bureau and scanned the third and fourth, meanwhile scratching his head. “H’m,” he mumbled, frowning thoughtfully. “H’m!” He sat down on the bunk, spread the book upon his knees and went back to the beginning.


  Hours later, Gus Snow’s physical being, jacketless and with his shirt collar unbuttoned, reclined comfortably upon his bunk, but his soul was off adventuring on super-tropic Mercury, millions of miles away.


  All through the afternoon he had been absorbing the tall tale of the Fanatics and washing down its weirder, more blood curdling passages with chasers of Four Roses.


  The little cubby-hole had changed into a mud-bricked hut in a wild jungle of club moss plants; the sound of a ship blasting off was the distant voice of a belching volcano, and the three-inch cockroaches which scurried up the bulkheads and paused, antennae waving, to contemplate him, were air-ants, fangaroos, or bouncing spores, according to the text before him. So powerful was the spell that even his lesser insectile roommates, the bedbugs, were transformed into giant beetles which bit lustily as crocodiles.


  “Better be careful!” he murmured, glancing fearfully at the floor. “I must beware of the deadly protoplasm fever!” He drained the flask and prudently opened another in readiness to ward off beetalisis, the rust death, or whatever Mercurian disease might be lurking in the next chapter.


  It was well that he took this precaution for by the last page of the book he had conquered riff bite, fought off a touch of fire fever and survived the wound of a poisoned arrow, all by virtue of nipping them in the bud.


  And when, in the final harrowing paragraphs, he had rushed through the awful jungle, thrown himself into the scalding waters of a river and swam to safety through the boiling liquid, with the moaning and gibbering of the Fanatics ringing in his ears, he would have been exhausted by the strain of it all had not a few nips remained in the flask.


  He gasped as the book slipped from his nerveless fingers and he wrapped them tight around the flask for support. “I’ve read nothing that has moved me so! Read did I say? No, lived. . . . for surely all this is no mere illusion!”


  He glanced up at a cockroach on the steel-beamed ceiling. The cockroach changed into three air-ants. “See, of course it’s real!” he assured himself. “What more proof do I need?” The air-ants merged into a single yellowish animal of uncertain form which was walking upside down and humming snatches of “The Spaceman’s Lament.”


  “Good gosh, it’s a female Gok with her young!” he exclaimed delightedly. “The first specimens I have seen this season. Remember the old quotation: ‘A Gok a day keeps the glooms away!’ But horrors!” he stared through the porthole at the rain-blurred lights of the city and dashed through the air-locks to the ground. “Why, I do believe, yes, it’s the spring floodula! The river’s rising! I must press on to the settlement at once!”


  DESPITE the danger of being swept away by the torrent, Gus Snow was too shrewd a planeteer to leave tell-tale tracks behind him, and so, for the first few blocks on the ground level after leaving the spaceyards, he waded ankle deep in the gurgling gutters of Tenth Avenue.


  When he felt that he had shaken off his pursuers, he took to the beaten trail along the sidewalk, but even there some instinct urged him to zigzag in his course.


  He wished he’d thought to put on his shoes, a raincoat, or to carry an umbrella, but the bloodthirsty Fanatics had attacked so suddenly that he’d barely had time to save the flask, the precious flask. And now, to make a bad situation more dangerous, the flask was empty!


  Walking, running, tripping, sprawling he made his way through the peril-filled night. Sinister figures stirred in the shadows and he sought concealment behind the impenetrable bulk of a massive boulder which spread as broadly as a New York mail box.


  “Mercy!” he groaned, “it’s the Fanatics on the war-path! If I only had my Ion Incinerator, now, or even an ordinary rifle!”


  Suddenly, Fanatics darted out into the downpour and jumped into a subway kiosk. “Good lord!” gasped Gus, “I hardly expected they’d risk it, and at the very outskirts of the settlement, too!”


  Steeling himself to the ordeal, he broke from cover and sprinted the remaining distance to the settlement, which, oddly enough, bore a sign, “The Space-Blaster’s Barroom.” He had won through!


  “The Fanatics!” he shouted as he staggered to the bar. “The Fanatics are coming! They’re out there in thousands and they got the place surrounded!”


  For a moment, stunned silence fell upon the room; then a bloodshot individual who had spent the evening in a corner arguing with a spittoon lurched to his feet and rasped, “Fanatics? Let me at ’em!” and went wobbling out through the side door.


  “Why, Gus!” exclaimed the grizzled bartender, an ex-spacedog, and added, “What’s the matter with you? You’re not wearing any shoes and you’re soakin’ wet!”


  “Jimmy!” Snow stumbled forward and wrung the barkeep’s hand. “Ah, Jimmy, good ole Jim, so you’re safe and sound! Thank heavens my message reached you in time!”


  “Message? Oh, yes, the message to be sure!” agreed Jimmy, rising to the emergency with rare professional tact. “I was certainly overjoyed to hear from you, Gus, and now that, you’re arrived, I hope you’ll join me in a little drink on the house.”


  He prepared a Blaster’s Blow-off which consisted of cayenne pepper, tabasco, chili sauce, with a dash of horseradish thrown in to stabilize it against spontaneous combustion.


  Although the Blow-off was highly efficient in sobering up patrons who had overtaxed themselves, it could have been used with just as good results in the welding, and smelting industries as well as for rocket fuel.


  Gus Snow took a long draft of it, smacked his lips and heaved a contented sigh.


  “Smooth!” he announced blandly. “Rich and bodiful! Jimmy, my good ole pal, there’s nothing that can touch this Mercurian Kot!”


  “Did I hear him say Kot?” snickered a whizened individual at a nearby table. “Kot! Hell’s blast!”


  “Yes, Kot,” Gus frowned at the old fellow and turned back to the bartender. “As I was saying, Jimmy, this pure Kot is distilled from the hot water sacs of the beautiful Pinkee flower. It is not only dee-licious, but it soothes the nerves as well. . . . thank you, Jimmy; yes, I’ll have another with pleasure!”


  Gus leaned against the bar, eyes closed dreamily, as the liquid fire coursed through his veins. He raised a hand to his sweat-beaded brow as though trying to corner some elusive memory.


  “Kot? Kot? Ah, at last! It all comes back to me now. Er. . . . um. . . . never shall I forget my introduction to Kot, comma, which occurred at a village called Smess, semicolon, before describing it, comma, however, comma, I believe that a brief account of my adventures en route will be in order, period. Alone and unaccompanied, comma, I struck northwards from Fatimi and up into the dread mountains of madness, period, paragraph. The. . . . “


  “Garbage!” This amazing outburst came from the wizened one. “Garbage of the foulest odor!” He laughed derisively.


  “MY DEAR SIR,” Gus addressed the old man in frigid tones, “you’re very rude and, if it wasn’t for your age, I’d be likely to punch your nose for that.”


  The tense hush which followed this announcement was broken only by certain sloshing, seething sounds from Gus’ interior as the superheated Blaster’s Blow-off swarmed down upon the Four Roses, engulfed it in liquid fire and evaporated it from his system quicker than a hungry cat laps up a bowl of grade A milk.


  The result was miraculous. Before his eyes the besieged settlement on the hothouse planet reshaped itself as the Space-Blaster’s Barroom; the hideous screeching of the Fanatics became sirens whining on express monorail cars and what had lately been a scalding downpour calmed down to a gentle summer rain. It was all so abrupt that it was confusing.


  “Why, he doesn’t know what he’s talkin’ ’bout!” the wrinkled man was declaring with scorn. “Mountains of madness! Why, there ain’t a hill on all that planet much less a mountain! Down towards Fatimi there’s mostly sandy desert, and in the nitrate beds, where I was working as a. . . .”


  “Hold it!” Gus Snow was suddenly aware that the company was viewing him with skepticism, if not hostility; he hastened to regain face. “Do you mean to say that you’ve tramped on good ole Merky, too? My, my, isn’t it a small solar system after all! Then I’ve no doubt that you know or at least are acquainted with my good friend, Commander Monte Maurice Montross?”


  “Montross? Montebank Montross? Ho, ho! He’s the writer feller that was drunk for ten weeks ill Fatimi, between liners. Do I know him? The farthest he ever got from town was the time he went to the sody beds. He tried to sober up by sleeping in the field and nearly died of sunbake. . . . But what about him?”


  “Oh, nothing,” stammered Gus Snow. “I. . . . I was merely asking that’s all.” And without another word, he made for the exit.


  As he made his way shipwards in his sodden carpet slippers, he was gnawed by a terrible suspicion. Was it possible that the old ancient had spoken truly? Ugh, the very thought was repugnant! For a while. . . . a priceless pleasant smile. . . . Commander Montross’ magic words had opened the broad realms of adventure. And now the spell was broken! Gus Snow could feel commonplace and workaday New York hemming him in on every side. Could it be that Montross. . . . Commander Montross. . . . the dashing do-or-die plant explorer, soldier of fortune and author. . . . was a liar? It was impossible ! And the midget Doubt grew into an overwhelming giant.


  CHAPTER III


  THE NEXT day dawned prettily, but Gus Snow, unenergetic and brooding, lay in his bunk. His memories of the night before were sadly confused, but they included a definite doubt of Commander Montross’ veracity. The doubt was ever growing. “Damn,” he growled. “If it’s as I suspect, the commander’s a menace to the youth of the system.”


  About eleven o’clock he felt equal to facing his breakfast. He found the fried egg well-done, as usual; but this particular morning it seemed especially revolting.


  He scooped up about half the contents of his bowl before he identified it. “Icky!” he shuddered, recoiling. “It’s chili sauce!” He remembered the unpleasant power of the drink Jimmy, the bartender, had given him the night before.


  He dashed away from the table, intending to find the cook, who was temporarily substituting for the recalcitrant Jack Teagarden, when:


  “Pardon me, sir, but a gentleman named Commander Montross is here to see the cook,” announced a sailor from the doorway, and over the sill stepped the original of the jacket illustration of “Fanatics of Mercury!”


  “Oh. . . . I beg your indulgence,” excused the adventurer, glancing about him uncertainly. “It was Mr. Teagarden I wanted to see.”


  “He’s not here!” snapped Gus Snow, still tasting the chili sauce.


  “Oh I’m sorry! You see, I came aboard this morning to have a chat with him and put him in the way of earning a little spot cash.”


  “What? How much money?” asked Gus, waving the visitor to a seat.


  “Oh, not a great deal,” the other shrugged. “It’s only a little favor he could do for me for which I’d gladly pay five or ten dollars.”


  “Let’s make it fifteen dollars,” suggested Gus, smiling charmingly. “As his superior officer, it’s of course my duty to guard his financial interests. But I’m afraid, Commander, that you won’t see him until the day we sail, Friday.”


  “Is that right? But it won’t do! I’m leaving the city tomorrow and I’ve really got to break this story in the papers and on the air then.”


  “To what story are you referring, Commander?”


  Commander Montross drummed on the table for a thoughtful second; then he leaned forward and impaled Gus with his eye. The effect was that of one charlatan gazing at another. “Look here,” he said confidentially. “Jack needn’t be in on this at all. Come to think of it, sir, your own intelligent assistance would be ever so much more valuable to me.”


  He paused as if an afterthought struck him. “Er. . . . by the way, sir, you didn’t tell me your name.”


  “Snow. Gus Snow. Please excuse my omission and go on, Commander.”


  “Well, I’m sure you know me by reputation, Mr. Snow.”


  “Of course, of course. Jack often talks of you. . . . in fact, you’re his idol. And even I have read some of your adventures and been deeply intrigued by them.”


  “That’s fine! Now, sir, I wonder if it ever occurred to you that modern interplanetary adventure is a business, just like any other, with financing and advertising and sales talks and so on. Just to roam away to Neptune or Pluto isn’t enough, these days! To be successful, an exploring expedition has got to have an idea behind it. . . . a new slant on which the publicity can be based. Otherwise the papers won’t consider you, the radio commentators won’t mention you, the fans will desert you, your books won’t sell and, perhaps, even the movies. In other words, to get the jack, you’ve got to cook up something dramatic.


  Gus Snow leaned across the table and poked the author playfully in the ribs. “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s start the cooking!” The Commander grinned, drew a typewritten sheet from his pocket and handed it across the table. “Tomorrow morning every paper in the city will carry this advertisement. And the radios will flash it over the continent and the world. Read it:


  Gus did; it read:


  $500.00 REWARD


  Five hundred dollars will be paid by me through my bankers for information as to the fate of Thomas Adamy. As far as is known, Adamy was last seen alive on December 18th in Psang-Pano, Neptune, at which time he was planning a lone expedition into the back country in search of a lost race of reptiles living in the bowls of the planet. Can anyone furnish information concerning his present whereabouts, whether living or dead? If dead, can anyone furnish indisputable proof of Adamy’s death? If you can, the reward is waiting for you. Apply in person to the Eleventh National Bank in New York City.


  (Signed) Commander Monte Maurice Montross.


  THE first mate frowned as he read the advertisement. “I was in Psang-Pano, Neptune on December 18th myself. But I’m afraid I can’t make sense out of this.”


  “You will!” Montross looked up from another slip of paper upon which he had been penciling corrections. “I’m substituting your name for Teagarden’s,” he explained. “And here is the item which will appear in tomorrow’s evening editions. See!”


  Gus Snow read:


  PLANET EXPLORER SEEKS LONG-LOST FRIEND. MONTROSS POSTS REWARD, PLANS EXPEDITION TO FIND ADAMY, LONG MISSING. CLUE TO NEPTUNE MYSTERY IN N.Y. BOOKSTORE


  A trail which may lead halfway through the Solar System, through the wilds of Neptune, and end in either an underground realm of reptiles or an earthman’s grave, was brought to light in dramatic fashion Saturday when Commander Monte Maurice Montross, the well-known planet explorer and author, chanced to make the acquaintance of Mr. August Snow in a N. W. Speedway bookshop. Snow brought the first news of Montross’ friend and colleague, Thomas Adamy, who left Earth last May on a mystery journey the object of which he refused to divulge. Grave fears have been entertained for his safety ever since. According to Mr. Snow, who is the first mate of the S. S. (Space Ship) Solarium, now resting in cradle 217 of the municipal spaceyards, Adamy was in Psang-Pano until December 18th, on which date he was planning a lone search for a lost tribe of reptiles believed to have their abode somewhere in Neptune’s hollow depths and called “The Hissing Ones.” Both the Commander and Mr. Snow fear that if Adamy is not dead, he soon will be. The Hissing Ones are known to be meat-eaters. “Although I have advertised a five-hundred dollar reward for further information, I haven’t much hope of anyone claiming it,” said Montross yesterday. “I am certain that poor Adamy is in dire need of help and I am working night and day organizing an expedition to find him.”


  GUS SNOW read this with astonishment. “But what, Commander! I never knew a man named Tom Adamy in my life!”


  “No, of course you didn’t,” chuckled Montross. “How could you, when there isn’t any such person? But I’m depending on you to stick to the story and dish it out to the reporters who’ll come to check up on all this tomorrow. To be frank, Mr. Snow, the gentlemen of the fourth estate don’t put much faith in me. And that’s why I’m paying you fifteen dollars for your confirmation of the story. My word!”


  The planet explorer sat back and laughed heartily. “You didn’t think I’d put up those five hundred hard-earned dollars for somebody to come along and snatch, did you? Of course not! The whole thing is really done for publicity’s sake, just publicity’s sake. It’ll advertise my next expedition and the book I’ll write about it. A search for a lost friend is a fine, dramatic, human-interest angle. The thing’s a cinch, can’t you see it?”


  “Lord, what cleverness!” Gus Snow’s face was wreathed in a flattering smile. “Accept my congratulations! Why the plan is marvelous. . . . in fact, it’s all but fool-proof!”


  “Just a minute,” said Commander Montross, “what’s wrong with it?” His eyes challenged Snow.


  “Oh, it’s just a minor detail, and my judgment may be wrong,” said Gus diffidently. “But I think that ‘Thomas Adamy’ is not the name to call your character. There are too many real Tom Adamys in the world and system to risk having the fond but dishonest relatives of a dead one show up and claim the money. Besides, the name is not memorable enough to register with the public. Tom! Nope, won’t do! Too much country bumpkin in it. To my mind, an explorer should have an unusual name, an adventurous name. . . . in fact, Commander, your own handle is a fine one.”


  “I think you’ve got something there I” agreed Commander Montross. Glad you raised the point, Mr. Snow. Adamy won’t do, now that you’ve mentioned it! But, unfortunately, it’s not easy to find another. Shall we call him Richardson? Or perhaps Alexander?”


  “Alexander? Sounds good! Yes, Emmanuel Alexander! But hold everything. How about Tolliver? Ah, Tolliver, there’s a beautiful name! Jack. . . . no, Oliver Tolliver! There!”


  “Tolliver? Oliver Tolliver? Great! It’s a masterpiece! And Oliver Tolliver it is! Much obliged for the thought.”


  Montross arose, laid the fifteen dollars on the table and shook hands with Snow. “I must run along, now. Got to get this stuff to the papers and stations. Then, I’m off for Neptune!”


  “Good-bye, Commander,” said Gus as he pocketed the money. “It’s been a very great pleasure to meet you and you can depend on me to tell the tale right when the newshounds come. Friday, of course, we shove off.”


  “I wish you a pleasant voyage, then,” declared the Commander as he gazed at the face of his watch. “Long trip?”


  “No,” gloomed Gus Snow, “only to Ganymede. It will be rather tiresome.”


  IT WAS Thursday morning and Gus Snow was eating breakfast. He stowed the food away with one hand and gripped a newspaper with the other. “Here it is, in black and white!” he exclaimed as the advertisement met his eye. “Oliver Tolliver, five hundred reward and all the rest of it. . . . as binding as any legal contract! Well, well, wait’ll Jack Teagarden sees this! This will ’bolish them silly ideas out of his head! But now. . . . Jones! Oh, Jones!” he called. “Will you please ask the substitute cook to come here at once”


  The substitute cook, a tall, gangling fellow with a scare-crow expression on his face appeared beside the table. “Please, sir,” he began guiltily, “if it’s that cereal I served you. . . .”


  Gus Snow sprang up. “Yes,” he thundered, “it’s about that cereal you served yesterday and something more!” He advanced upon the trembling cook and thrust his finger in his face. “Where were you on December 18th, 2039?”


  “Why, why. . . . Let me see. . . . I was in Psang-Pano on that nasty planet Neptune they call it, I think. But, please, sir, if its the chili sauce taste you’re complainin’ of, I swear to God that there ain’t a single drop of it on the ship, and. . . .”


  “What’s your true name?” bellowed the first mate menacingly.


  “O-O-Oliver Tolliver, sir,” quavered the cook. “But, please, sir, if that cereal ain’t. . . .”


  “Say no more,” ordered Snow. “Take off that apron, bring your passport and any papers that will identify you, and come along with me to the Eleventh National Bank!


  “If you stick to your story and back up my own, I might forget your nauseating cereal and not have you canned as you deserve. Perhaps,” he added in a burst of unusual generosity, “when I’ve collected that reward, I’ll treat you to a pack of cigarettes or a sody pop, maybe!”


  ALI BABA, JUNIOR


  Oscar J. Friend


  Pirates of Mercury Find Themselves in a Pretty Pickle!


  “RANDY, look!” Thalia gasped. “It’s turned my finger a lovely pink!”


  When the daughter of the governor of the Royal Venusian Warehouse spoke in that voice I was head over heels in love with her more than ever. But who was I, Randolph Lane, supercargo on the space freighter Terrapin on the Earth-Venus run, to aspire to the lovely cornflower bloom of Venus?


  Nevertheless, I did. And she liked it.


  I saw then that the sweet pickle Thalia had been tasting had indeed turned her lovely pastel blue coloring to a delicate pink. Maybe I’d better explain that the people of Venus had an atom of some alkaline substance in each blood cell instead of the atom of iron found in that of Earthmen. This, scientists told us, made the Venusians an alkaline race of a delicate blue color. Otherwise, they were similar to us.


  The Mercurians, a piratical people of Mercury, had an atom of mercury instead of iron, and they were a dark-blue-skinned race. A poisonous people, anyway, always raiding the spaceways for cinnabar, and taking delight in raiding the Venusian warehouses for the cinnabar ore and liquid mercury we freighted there from Earth.


  The Venusians were crazy about the pink and bronzed Earthmen. They preferred our color to their own and spent fortunes in their beauty parlors trying to acquire it and having their hair tinted red.


  As I looked at Thalia’s pink finger a wonderful idea struck me.


  “You like that pickle?” I asked. “It doesn’t make you ill?”


  “Of course not, silly!” she exclaimed. “And I love them!”


  I’m gifted with a long neck, anyhow, and nobody can stick a neck out as far as I can.


  “You’ve as good as got forty barrels of sweet gherkins in your private warehouse right now,” I promised. “Just as soon as the Terrapin makes another trip to Earth.”


  “Oh, Randy?” she murmured. “Would you do that for me? You must love me!”


  “More than anything in the Solar System. And I’ve an idea that if you eat enough pickles the vinegar will give your alkaline beauty that pink color you people are so crazy about.”


  Thalia flung her arms about my neck and kissed me. Things would likely have been arranged for the future right there if Litmae, her father, hadn’t come waddling into the chamber.


  “Here, here!” he gurgled in swift anger. “What’s all this behind my back? My daughter in love with the supercargo of an Earth freighter? Never! If you want to show your mettle, young man, you’ll do something to stop these beastly Mercurian pirate raids.”


  “But, Father—” began Thalia.


  “Silence!” roared Litmae, his pale blue face purpling. “As for you, Lane, get back to your ship.”


  I waved a mournful goodby to Thalia. She wriggled her pink forefinger after me.


  IT WAS when I got back to the spaceport at Chicago that my difficulties began. I had promised Thalia forty barrels of pickles, and there wasn’t space in the cargo holds of the Terrapin for even one extra barrel. But I had to make good my promise. The upshot of it all was that, as supercargo, I did something for which I could have been fired.


  I deliberately left forty barrels of cinnabar in the warehouse and substituted forty barrels of pickles, hiding the fact on my manifest sheets. The Terrapin took off for Venus with nobody else the wiser.


  We docked at the Royal Venusian Warehouse space wharf, and I busily saw to the unloading of my gift for Thalia. The pale-blue-skinned stevedores had just rolled the last barrel into a storeroom when there was a rush of feet, wild shouting—and a band of dark-blue Mercurians came charging into the docking area. A raid of Mercurian pirates! After the Terrapin’s cargo of cinnabar and mercury, of course.


  Ray guns spat, and several Venusians writhed down in death.


  “Stand as you are, Earthman!” snarled the leader. “This is no loss to you.”


  I stood helpless while the Mercurians clumped into the storeroom on their gravity stilts, donned glare goggles and went to work opening the heads of the forty barrels. Mercury was life to them, and they were in a hurry to grab the mineral and get away before the Venusian guards could reorganize and counter-attack. I gripped the hilt of my electric knife in hesitation. I heard the sounds of tumult outside the stockade as the Venusians prepared to attack.


  Then I heard a horrible choking sound behind me. I whirled and stared in amazement. Blue-skinned Mercurians were reeling about and tearing at their throats. The storeroom was full of fumes. Vinegar fumes from the opened pickle barrels.


  My guard turned to look. At that instant Litmae led his Venusian guards in at the charge. All was riot and confusion for a few minutes as we all got tangled in the fight and the overturned pickle barrels. It was soon over—because the Mercurians were mysteriously dying.


  To my astonishment all the pale blue Venusians were turning a pale pink.


  “Ha!” cried Litmae, clapping me on the shoulder. “You’ve done a splendid job, Lane. You’ve overcome forty notorious Mercurian raiders and their leader I’ve been after for months. How did you do it?”


  Thalia came running in on flying feet, and sight of her gave me the answer. Just as Venusians reacted like litmus to the vinegar of the pickles, the Mercurians with mercury in their veins reacted to the acid in the vinegar. Vinegar was deadly poison to them. They had salivated themselves!


  I explained to Litmae.


  He roared with laughter. “You’ve made good, Lane!” he cried. “I’ve no further objection to you as a son-in-law.”


  As I clasped Thalia in my arms, she looked at her father and exclaimed:


  “Oh, Daddy, look at yourself in a mirror! You’ve turned a beautiful pink!”


  And everything was rose-colored from there out.


  BEYOND THE BOILING ZONE


  Ross Rocklynne


  Close to the Sun, Earthmen Find the Planet Vulcan, a Two-Dimensional World!


  FIRST MATE CORBLY’S grizzled face was pale. For the last!—L ten minutes he had kept his thoughts to himself. Now he could bear it no longer. The chartered yacht Venture was dropping on an angular course toward the scalding-hot face of the Sun. The ship was already in the dreaded “boiling zone,” protected from the heat only by the new Grimson heat-shields.


  Mercury was far behind. And the planet Vulcan—according to Captain Wyand Trask—was ahead. But there was no sign of that trans-Mercurian planet anywhere within millions of miles. Even if it was within a million miles, Corbly knew, the ship and the men in it would fry to crisp cinders before the objective hove in sight.


  He whirled toward Trask, who was lounging back in the captain’s chair showing no slightest alarm of the death trap into which he had ordered the ship.


  “You’re sure I shouldn’t countermand the last orders you gave me, cap’n?”


  Trask met his glance coolly.


  “The ship is to remain on its course for the next fifteen minutes, with a half g acceleration.”


  “The heat-shields will give out in another ten minutes!” Corbly panted.


  Trask took out a notebook. He flipped pages.


  “In another ten minutes we won’t need the heat-shields. At precisely seven forty-five, Mr. Corbly, speed will be cut to an approximate seven-tenths miles per second, and the crew is to prepare for a landing.”


  “Prepare for a landing?” Corbly asked hoarsely, “when there isn’t a trace of a planet or any conceivable landing place within millions of miles?”


  “You will so order the crew,” said Trask coolly.


  With a strangled curse, Corbly drew the engine room tube to his lips.


  DOWN in the hot engine room, with the Wittenbergs howling full blast, Chief Engineer Jim Brille’s grease-smudged face writhed in disbelief as he listened to the first mate. He dropped the speaking tube back on its hook, a look of wild, decisive fury darkening his eyes.


  “We got a crazy man captaining our ship!” he bellowed at the men.


  “It ain’t enough that he plunges us beyond the orbit of Mercury into the boiling zone. It ain’t enough that he tells us to feed the power into the Wittenbergs when he knows the heat shields are going to give out. We’re to prepare for a landing—a landing, on a planet that isn’t here!”


  He burst into a wild, incredulous laugh.


  Most of the men gathered around him, muttering profanely. One of the older men, wiring and accumulator, looked up his face grave.


  “Better go slow, Jim,” he said quietly. “Trask isn’t any dummy. He pulled down the Pulitzer. Prize in astronomy last year. I guess he knows what he’s doing.”


  Brille’s face turned red.


  “He knows what he’s doing!” he howled. He grabbed the older man and shook him by the shirt-front. “You want us to fry, you small fry, you? I don’t care if he did discover, a new comet without benefit of a telescope; He’s off his bean. He’s nuts!”


  The accumulator man patiently waited until Brille finished shaking him.


  “You men haven’t any call to complain,” he reminded. “Trask told us what he was up to when he hired us back on Mars. He said it was going to be a dangerous expedition. He told us plainly that if we didn’t feel like signing up we didn’t have to. You all agreed then you were willing to go with, him, to the planet Vulcan, and look for Dr. John Spalding. The fact that Vulcan hasn’t showed up yet, doesn’t mean that it won’t show up, does it?”


  Brille flung him back with a round curse.


  “And when will it show up, you turn-coat?” he rasped. “After the blood starts boiling in our veins? Trask is a lily-fingered mathematician who doesn’t know beans about the practical side of captaining a ship. Everything he’s learned he’s gotten from books. Has he learned the hard way, like any of you men have—like I have?” He whirled back on the men. “Are you with me? Do we stop this business now?”


  The Holloway vacuum feeder man nodded grimly.


  “We’re with you, Jim. Lead the way!”


  And a score of angry voices rose in assent.


  Brille turned with a savage grin, and pounded up the steep metal stairs twenty, brawny men flowing after him with a will.


  CAPTAIN WYAND TRASK heard the pound of their feet in the corridor at the same time as Corbly. Corbly leaped to his feet, stepped to the transparent door. He took one look and turned back, paling.


  “It’s come,” he stuttered. “I knew they wouldn’t take this lying down.”


  Brille pounded into the room. The rest of the men flowed in„ until they formed a semi-circle around Trask. Brille put his greasy hands on broad hips.


  “Well?” he sneered. “What you goin’ to do about it? We’re here to tell you to turn this ship back, now, or we’ll take over the ship.”


  Trask took a look at his wrist watch.


  “In six and a half minutes, unless you men get back to your stations, the Venture will crack up.”


  Brille’s expression was one of amazed humor.


  “We’re going to crack up, men!” he cried. “On a planet that ain’t here!”


  “Precisely.” Trask’s voice thinned out to a filing sound. “The same planet that Dr. John Spalding landed on three months ago. Or maybe he cracked up, the way we’re going to if a counterthrust isn’t set up against the planet’s gravity in six and a half minutes—six minutes now.”


  “Poor Cap’n Trask!” Brille cooed in high humor. “Doesn’t he know, that, in six minutes the heat-shields will give out? Didn’t his books tell him that even a Grimson heat-shield can’t hold out forever?”


  “In two minutes,” said Trask, “the heat will die away. However, in fairness to you men, I’ll take one minute of that time for a complete explanation—”


  Brille didn’t allow him to finish. He must have known he was battering against a stone-wall with a ten-cent hammer, for he abruptly used battering ram tactics. He threw himself at Trask, who, searching with difficulty for words and ideas to explain an incredible truth, was not ready. Brille’s ham of a fist caught him flush on the chin.


  The fools! The utter, bulge-brained fools!


  Brille caught him again with an arcing fist. Trask hit the floor heavily; and consciousness must have departed his brain at once.


  He came to his senses in the brig, conscious that somewhere there had “been a terrific shock.


  He was pressed against the wall of the two-by-four ship’s jail, then released as the ship teetered over and was dreadfully quiet. And in that moment, Trask knew what had happened.


  He groped dizzily for the door, holding onto the bars. Five minutes later, heavy feet approached. Brille came to the door, face haggard. Keys rattled. The door swung open.


  “Ship’s cracked up, cap’n,” Brille said huskily. “We guess we need some good advice.”


  TRASK kept his hands quietly at his sides.


  “What happened?”


  “It happened the way you said. By the time we got ready to turn the ship, we couldn’t budge her. She was caught in a gravitational field. A planet leaped out of thin air.” His lips worked in disbelief.


  “The planet is two-dimensional, Brille,” Trask said.


  “Two-dimensional—” Brille’s eyes bulged. “So help me, cap’n, if you think you can put something over on us with some half-baked—”


  “You see what I mean.” Trask smiled at him bitterly. “You wouldn’t have believed me.


  He turned and went loping off toward the control room, Brille following, cursing steadily under his breath.


  Corbly was standing at the fore view plate, staring helplessly out. He turned dispiritedly as Trask came up. Trask sniffed. He felt a cold draft.


  Corbly nodded forlornly.


  “We’ve sprung a leak in No. 2 hold.”


  “The air’s good, anyway,” said Trask.


  He looked out. A planet, green with lush vegetation, rolling in hills and mountains met his eyes. It was a scarred planet for all that, however. There were deep rifts and gorges to be seen on second glance. The hills were shattered mounds of churned up rock and earth. Great blocks of stone lay canted this way and that, as if they had been tossed through the air by giants.


  Corbly raised his hand and pointed mutely. Visible in the upper half of the viewplate was the Sun. It was not a Sun humans had ever looked on before. It was a circle of yellowness, without depth. It was plainly two-dimensional.


  “What’s the condition of the ship, Mr. Corbly?”


  “Rear jets and two of the auxiliary under jets are bunged up considerable.”


  Trask looked at Brille.


  “It’s your job. Think you can repair her?”


  Brille was sweating.


  “Can’t be done,” he said hoarsely. “We can straighten up the jets and weld ’em back into shape, but the kronite lining is probably cracked, and that won’t take a welding. We’ll have to have a couple hundred yards of kronite, else the jets won’t fire anything over a minimum blast even after they’re welded back into shape again. And a minimum blast won’t lift us.”


  “It has to be done,” Trask said patiently. “Furthermore; it has to be done in the next three days, else we’ll be stuck here seven years until the planet completes another revolution around the Sun.”


  “Seven years?!’ Corbly looked at Trask askance. “No planet this close to the Sun could have a year that long, cap’n. It’d be closer to twenty days.”


  “This planet,” Trask said with emphasis, “has a year of seven Earth years.”


  BRILLE’S animosity was clearly written on his face.


  “It’s an impossibility.” He said thickly.


  “So’s the Sun an impossibility. Look at it. It’s two-dimensional. So’s Earth and all the stars two-dimensional.”


  Trask lit a cigarette, impaling Brille with cold eyes.


  “I’m not so much a babe in the woods as you imagine, Brille. This is the planet Vulcan, first observed as a dot on the Sun the latter half of the nineteenth century.


  “When space flight came along, a few scientists started looking for the planet again. For a couple centuries, there were any number of scientists who saw it momentarily, but they couldn’t get close enough to the Sun to prove their observations.


  “I collected their facts and figures and they told much of the story about what Vulcan was, what its year was and other important facts.


  “Last year I gave the figures to Spalding. His ship was equipped with the new Grimson heat shields, and he went to look for Vulcan, I think I know now why he didn’t come back.


  “At perihelion, Vulcan is a half million miles from the Sun. At aphelion, a million. At aphelion, for about three minutes, it emerges out of the fourth dimension.”


  He watched their expressions and smiled crookedly.


  “Don’t turn your nose up at the idea. Figure the tremendous stresses and strains set up in the vicinity of the Sun. The gravity is beyond belief. It actually warps the path of light. It curves space—witness Mercury’s abnormal progression. And Mercury is over thirty million miles from the Sun. What would happen to a planet only a half million miles from the Sun?


  “What has actually happened to Vulcan is that the sheer brutal power of the Sun’s gravity has sheared one of the ‘normal’ dimensions from the planet, and substituted—a fourth dimension.


  “Vulcan and the rest of the universe, the Sun included, have only two dimensions in common. Looking at Vulcan from outside the gravitational dimension-warp, it would be perfectly possible to see the planet. But one would see only a two-dimensional planet.


  “Standing on Vulcan with a fourth dimension substituted for our third, the rest of the universe appears two-dimensional.”


  Corbly ran a shaking hand through his grizzled fuzz of hair.


  “The Sun’s gravity has warped time, too,” he said slowly. “Vulcan takes a leisurely pace of seven years around the Sun.”


  “In three days,” Trask said, “Vulcan will get far enough from the Sun to slip out of its fourth dimensional cocoon and exchange dimensions again. We have to get off the planet then—with Spalding.


  “I forgot to tell you,” he added dryly, “that you can drop straight into the fourth dimension—that is, into the heart of the Sun’s gravitational field—but it’s not so simple to find the path out. So we have to blast off for Mercury—quick. Vulcan will be free for, only some three minutes. Maybe that’s the reason Spalding couldn’t get back.”


  Brille put his hand on the door to the upper-deck ramp. Sullen lights sparkled in his eyes.


  “You might have told us all this before we left Mars,” he pointed out coldly.


  “I might have told you,” Trask conceded. “As a mathematician, however, I know well enough there are some truths too incredible for anybody but a mathematician to grasp. I told you what I thought was important and credible, and I made sure to warn you there might be plenty of danger.


  “And in the control room awhile ago I made an attempt to give you a complete explanation. You didn’t listen.”


  He shrugged, and started up the ramp.


  “I take my share of the fault, Brille.”


  THE telescope was uninjured. Trask climbed into the operator’s chair.


  As far as he could see, there were evidences that a severe earthquake bad literally torn mountains and hills from their foundations. Why? His speculations were interrupted when he saw in a distant valley what must be a city, a small city, but ample evidence of intelligent life.


  He climbed down.


  “There’s a city over there some ten miles. If the people are civilized enough, maybe we can palaver and get some kronite.”


  He looked at Brille’s stoical face.


  “You better get the men to work repairing the fractured jets. We start in half an hour.”


  The evidence of earthquake piled up as they walked quickly along. Twice they came across long streaks of red dust and building blocks which looked as if a whole city had been thrust violently to one side. More than once, they had to ford gorges.


  The Sun was a two-dimensional disk most of the time. But sometimes it underwent peculiar distortions, turning ovular, elongating, actually reducing in size.


  Trask explained.


  “Vulcan is following a fourthdimensional path along its orbit. I doubt if mathematics could explain that path. Loops and spirals is as close as we can get to it. Perhaps it explains why it takes seven years to complete its orbit, and maybe then in turn explains the small degree of heat. Time and spare are warped. The heat the planet receives is exactly the same total quantity as if the years were equal to twenty days. Twenty days’ heat, that is, is spread out over seven years.”


  No one noticed the motion in the wooded slope of ground to their left. By the time they heard the rush of feet behind them, it was too late. Something hard slapped itself against Trask’s skull. He fell soddenly. Blackness washed over the crazy motes of light that danced in his brain.


  OF THE three, Trask came to first. He lay still, his head throbbing. He heard a peculiar jabbering sound. He raised his head, took a groggy look around.


  Bars! The bars of a cage. Beyond the cage were strangely shaped buildings running amuck with streaked, fantastic colors. The cage was on the corner of a narrow, red earth avenue. Pressing around the cage was the crowd of beings from which the jabbering emanated.


  Trask felt revolted by what he saw. The jabbering raised in intensity as they saw him looking. Arms raised excitedly, pointing. They were not human, although, in general, they had human form. Arms, legs, head and probably the same internal organs. But each individual differed from the other in various repulsive ways.


  They were distorted. Arms and legs did not match in length or thickness. Eyes were placed wherever they happened to land in monkey-like faces. There were bulbous heads, rectangular heads, heads with no apparent necks. Some of the creatures were unbelievably tall and thin; others so small and round they could have been rolled like a hoop. In skin color there was a tremendous range, from the most blatant red to the most subtle violet.


  Trask felt his stomach squirming. He turned quickly away.


  “Trask!” a hoarse voice bawled.


  Trask impelled himself to his feet.


  “Spalding!”


  The big explorer was standing in another cage twenty feet distant, his powerful hands wrapped around the bars, his bearded face streaked with tears.


  “Trask!” he choked. “Thank god! I’ve been yelling at you for the past hour. I’ve been going crazy. Months . . . Or has it been years? It’s been horrible, Trask . . . horrible! But—now they’ve got you, too!”


  He seemed on the verge of collapse. Trask was shocked by the lines in his face.


  “Steady!” he snapped. “Having us isn’t saying they’ll keep us.”


  In spite of the apparent hopelessness of the situation, he felt a vast load sliding from his shoulders; Spalding had been more than a father to him.


  “What’s this about? You’d think this was a zoo.”


  “A zoo it is.” Spalding laughed harshly, crazily. Then he looked ashamed. He kept his voice steady with an effort, as he told the dreary story of his captivity.


  His ship had landed with perfect safety. He had gone out to make observations. As with Trask, he had been set upon from behind, and came to in the cage. After that, it was a succession of days and night. There was a keeper who at intervals shoved malodorous food through the bars, or flushed out the floor of the cage.


  “And it is a zoo! But to them, we’re the monkeys. The distorted, filthy creatures.”


  Spalding shuddered in revulsion. He could hardly bear to look at the jabbering beings.


  “For the first time in my life, Trask, I’ve found some basis for astrology. In the period, before birth, these creatures are subjected to the distorting forces of constant changes in gravity, heat, light sunspot intensity. They ail combine to distort the embryo. When it’s finally born, it’s really an individual—a horrible travesty. God!” He shook his great head.


  “And they’re distorted mentally, too. They’ve taken a positive delight in torturing me.”


  As if in illustration, the horrible throng suddenly started throwing small pebbles at Trask; Malicious sounds of delight erupted from them. Trask clamped his lips and endured the bombardment. It, stopped when it was evident that he refused to become a source of amusement.


  “You’ve tried to escape?”


  Spalding’s eyes lighted.


  “There’s a chance,” he said tensely. “I haven’t spent my time doing nothing. Look there!”


  He pointed up the street to an intersection.


  “Your ship!” Trask’s voice was one of violent surprise.


  Spalding’s spaceship was on a dais at the street corner, a mere fifty yards distant.


  Spalding nodded in grim satisfaction.


  “They brought it on a wagon with solid wooden wheels. They don’t have any idea what it is. We’re going to use that ship to make our escape in, Trask!”


  Feverishly he explained. These cell bars were of soft iron. For the past three months, Spalding had been sawing at the base of one bar with his belt buckle. He worked at night. The bar was sawed halfway through. In another two months—


  “I’ll break out!” Spalding said fiercely. “The keeper stays in a little hut behind the cages. I’ll throttle him, take the keys, and free you—What’s the matter?”


  VERY patiently, Trask told Spalding the complete story, of the kronite the Venture needed; of the three-day margin they had, at the end of which time they would have to take advantage of the planet’s three-minute stay in the normal universe to make their escape..


  Spalding’s face fell.


  “I see,” he said slowly. “If we aren’t out within three days, we’ll have to stay on Vulcan seven years. And even if we do escape in that time, my ship isn’t big enough to accommodate more than four passengers!”


  His chin came up jauntily.


  “We’ll find a quicker way!”


  Behind Trask, Corbly groaned. In another few moments, Corbly and Brille were on their feet, the situation explained. Brille’s incendiary temper broke loose. He looked at Trask with contempt.


  “Go ahead and use your astronomical brain to get us out of this mess!” he snarled.


  Trask opened and closed his mouth. He had no plan. Escape from the cages was of first importance, of course. But how?


  Spalding’s belt buckle had been too soft to work effectively at the bars. If they had something hard—But what?


  “Good Heavens!” Like a madman, Trask. unstrapped his wrist watch, ground it under his foot. From the mess his hurried fingers extracted the foot-long main-spring.


  “I’ve got it! We can use watch-springs to saw through the bars! They’re hard steel—practically impossible to wear out!”


  Even Brille permitted himself a grudging excitement.


  Since Spalding had no watch, Trask took Corbly’s and quaking inside, threw it toward Spalding in an underhanded loop. For a heartstopping moment it seemed to pause just short of Spalding’s outstretched hands. Then Spalding had it.


  After that, maddening inaction. The day of this planet was sixty-seven hours. There were about twenty-four hours of daylight left, after which they would have about thirty hours of night in which to work. They had twenty-four hours to wait.


  In those crawling hours, Trask twice saw their keeper, a beanpole of a creature almost nine feet tall, with tiny, misformed eyes. He brought their food, chunks of pale dough floating in a greasy mess. Trask was revolted, but hunger forced him and his companions to eat.


  Other things he noticed, that filled him with wonder. There was some sort of evacuation going on in the city. Wooden carts, drawn by small, malformed creatures like goats, were being loaded to the brim. Furnishings, cloths, utensils, materials of every description, were being carried from the garishly painted buildings.


  Why? Trask remembered the cities they’d seen previously, leveled to the ground by what seemed an ’earthquake. Was another earthquake due? A periodical earthquake? Absurd.


  The two-dimensional sun finally went down, and blackness but dimly relieved by two-dimensional stars descended. Trask went to work immediately, and worked without stop for two hours. At the end of that time, Brille relieved him.


  IN THE other cage, he heard Spalding sawing, sawing. He knew what the other man was up against. He had no relief. He would have to keep working until the bar was sawed through at the base. Already Spalding was parting.


  “Don’t worry about me,” he called savagely, in response to Trask’s sympathetic question. “God gave me two big tough hands, and I’ll wear ’em through to the bone before I give up.. Worry about your own job.”


  The weary hours passed. Trask wrapped his shirt around his rasped hands, his companions doing the same.


  Brille still had his watch. At the end of exactly twenty-seven hours, Brille grabbed at the bar and wrenched. It came loose, swinging from its upper fastening.


  Half a dozen seconds later, they had wormed through the aperture and Brille was adding his own strength to Spalding’s. Spalding’s bar cracked with a tiny popping sound. He leaped from the cage. He and Corbly sped up the red-earth avenue, ghostly now under the pale star-light. Trask and Brille were scarcely a dozen feet behind.


  They got halfway to Spalding’s ship. Trask heard footsteps behind him, and whirled. He was just in time to avoid the down-swooping blow of the metal stake their tall, beanpole of a keeper was wielding. Trask wrapped himself around the giant’s legs. Brille was into it by that time.


  Together they threw their assailant, and Trask sat on the distorted shoulders while Brille took up the bludgeon and beat the giant’s brain out. He emitted one awesome scream which brought other beings from their homes before the two men were well underway to the ship. Dozens of them!


  Brille swung about with the metal club, yelling savagely. Trask had nothing but his fists. He thanked his lucky stars for a shallow gravity, picked up a six-foot skinny length of flesh by the ankles and went into a merry-go-round. He cleared a path and went sailing for the ship, Brille after him. Dimly, he knew that Corbly had entered the conflict.


  Disaster found him. He fought off one assailant only to be knocked flat by a blow from behind. With mountainous effort, he strove to rise. It was no use. Dimly he saw Brille laying around with his club. A dozen broken, bleeding bodies littered the avenue. Brille crunched one more head, stooped and picked up Trask in one arm, meantime yelling for Corbly to go ahead.


  Brille reached the ship. He flung Trask inside, and turned for one more execution. Trask heard his savage howl:


  “Monkeys!”


  And then—a sudden sense of motion, a quiver that went speeding through the ship. And Trask knew they were safe . . . Spalding at the controls.


  In his small period of consciousness, his mind must have been strangely active. A plan, mad as this fourth-dimensional world, had come to him.


  An earthquake? Yes! Moreover, an earthquake that came to Vulcan once every seven years and solved the problem of the kronite needed by the Venture.


  An earthquake that would occur at the precise moment Vulcan emerged into the normal universe!


  CORBLY was helping him to his feet, holding a glass of water to his lips. Trask thankfully gulped it down. He shook his head. He found Brille’s eyes.


  “Thanks!” he gasped. “If.it hadn’t been for you—We’re underway?”


  “Underway,” said Brille, watching him narrowly, “and ready to make a break for Mercury the minute Vulcan comes out into the normal universe.” Trask started.


  “Don’t be a fool. What about the Venture’s men?”


  “What about ’em? We can’t save ’em. The big ship won’t lift without kronite. We’re saving our own hides.”


  Trask took a slow, murderous step toward him. But Corbly stopped him.


  “He’s right,” he said miserably. “There’s no use going back there. It doesn’t mean they’ll die. A rescue party can bring them kronite. Spalding’s ship won’t hold more than four, anyway—”


  “The hell you say,” said Trask coldly.


  He started toward the control room. Brille’s face turned brick red. He stepped in front of Trask.


  “Spalding agrees with us,” he shouted. “The planet will be free of the fourth dimension in fifteen minutes for a period of three minutes, like you said. And, by Heaven, we’re going to get off then!”


  “If we get off, the men go with us,” and Trask gave Brille no warning.


  His fist came smashing up with piledriving force. Brille folded.


  Trask went forward, and once Spalding saw the look on his face, he lifted his great shoulders in a shrug of resignation.


  “I thought you’d feel this way about it,” he admitted. “But if you can tell me—”


  “You’re darn right I can tell you,” Trask said grimly, as Corbly came uncertainly into the room, his grizzled face baffled. “Once every seven years, Vulcan has an earthquake, planet-wide. It levels cities and throws whole mountains for tremendous distances. The inhabitants know that. That’s the reason they were moving. They were taking themselves and their belongings to a place of safety. Maybe to underground caves.”


  Interest was showing in Spalding’s eyes.


  Trask resumed carefully:


  “A planet this near the Sun would normally have one side eternally facing the Sun, The immense gravity would keep it cemented in that position? But Vulcan isn’t a normal planet. While in the fourth dimension, it has a rotation. But when.it comes out, it immediately begins to act normal. It stops rotating, quick. Which means an earthquake.”


  Spalding didn’t question his logic. His voice was rigid with excitement.


  “You mean we. could use the inertia of that sudden stoppage—, By Heaven!”


  He turned back to the controls. Five minutes later, the ship slid to a smooth landing on the high knoll where the Venture had cracked up.


  THE CREW of the Venture came swarming out to greet them. Trask turned to Spalding and spoke. It was agreed that Spalding would go with Trask in the Venture, while three of the crew would depart with Spalding’s ship.


  “You took a chance for me,” Spalding said grimly. “I guess I’ll take one with you.”


  Trask called Brille. Brille left the group of men who had surrounded him. He halted for a pugnacious second in front of Trask.


  “Well?” he scowled.


  “I’m not giving you any orders, Brille. We’ve got a plan to get the Venture out into open space without kronite. It’s a gamble. It would be better if we had a good engineer in the control room. If you don’t want to gamble, detail two men off to go with you and use Spalding’s ship. Escape’s sure, that way. Understand?”


  Brille’s eyes flickered. “I get it.”


  Trask, turned and left him, his expression one of revulsion.


  Trask himself took over the controls. Down in the engine room, lead cable was feeding from the Holloway vacuum feeder. Power was building.’ Trask spoke into the engine room tube. Power was released. As if a giant had nudged the ship, its stern bounced upward, the whole ship settling into a new position. Repeated nudges turned the ship in that direction exactly opposite the present direction of rotation of the planet.


  In two minutes, Vulcan would stop rotating. A kind of earthquake would ripple around the planet, shaking whole mountains, cities from their bases, loose objects hurtling for miles.


  It had happened before.


  Spalding was holding a stop watch in his hand.


  “Sixty seconds!” he called tensely. Trask spoke into the engineer’s tube.


  “Aye, aye, cap’n!”


  Trask’s eyes bulged. “Brille!”


  “An’ who else?” Brille snarled. “What’s your orders?”


  Even in the tensity of the moment, Trask found himself able to grin with his whole face. “Power lever on Wittenbergs!” he snapped. “Open protonoclast valves, minimum fire.” Brille’s voice sounded, repeating the command to his men.


  “Forty seconds!” came Spalding’s voice.


  Trask felt perspiration crawling like ants on his skin.


  “Twenty seconds!”


  “Ready!” Trask bit the word out. “Ready,” came Brille’s strong voice. “Ten seconds. Nine. Eight. Seven . . .” Spalding’s voice droned on tensely. “One!”


  “Fire!”


  Into the proton jets blasted an amount of power far short of that necessary to throw the Venture into open space.


  And yet the Venture was hurled from the high knoll on which she had cracked up, skimmed the surface of the planet with searing velocity, flung herself toward the horizon, and in seconds was hurtling over the gouged mountains!


  Trask saw the very scenery change shape. Where before there had been a rocky plateau visibly littered with the refuse of former “earthquakes,” there was now, far below, a tumbled mountain range. The Venture was flinging through the atmosphere, on a tangent to the surface of the planet. In another second even that changed.


  The horizon of the planet widened out to an immense semi-circle, and then disappeared. That could mean but one thing. The Venture was in open space, Vulcan and the Sun behind—and Mercury ahead!


  Spalding slumped back in his chair in sheer relief. His glance in Trask’s direction was warm. “Success all around!” he exclaimed. “Your mission’s completed—and so’s mine! But the honor of the discovery of Vulcan will be shared between us . . .”


  SOME two hours later, the ship limping at minimum blast toward Mercury, Spalding’s smaller ship ahead, Brille edged into the control room. Corbly was at the controls, Spalding at ships’ bay having his hands doctored.


  Brille took a stance a few feet distant. He growled, hardly able to meet Trask’s eyes, “I felt like a rat, cap’n—an honest-to-God rat. You got brains. And you got guts.” He grabbed Trask’s readily extended hand, shaking it energetically. “How about a drink when we get to Mercury?”


  “Taken,” Trask smiled. A glow of pleasure spread comfortably through him as he turned back to the controls.


  WARRIORS OF OTHER WORLDS


  Morris J. Steele


  Mercury, closest of all the planets to the sun, is a world of eternal flame, on one side, and eternal cold on the other. Its people are born fighters.


  (See Back Cover)


  THE closest planet to the sun is tiny Mercury, no larger than Earth’s moon, and having a period of rotation on its axis comparable to its rotation around the sun. For this reason, it constantly presents the same surface to the sun, and therefore, the same surface to the cold of outer, lightless and heatless space.


  Thus, on the sunward side of Mercury we find conditions not only of eternal desert, but of actually “boiling” sands. Here the sun’s rays are so intense that the sands of the desert become molten, and seas of molten glass heave sluggishly under the slight “rocking” motion of the planet as it hurtles around the sun like a stone around a child’s head when the string that holds it is shortened. It is literally a “hell” wherein no living thing can exist.


  On the spaceward side of the little world, no sunlight ever falls, except that reflected from Earth and Venus, both of which appear almost as large as moons, and intensely brilliant. However, this light brings very little heat, and the desolate ice-clad landscape remains eternally white and unchanging except for the almost constant fall of snow. This forms glaciers which creep toward the sunward side, melt, change to water vapor, and return to the spaceward side as cloud, to again be precipitated as snow.


  The only portion of the planet that can endure as a habitat of any kind of life is the perpetual twilight zone that surrounds the world at the zone where the sun is always just below the horizon. It is here that we find the inhabitants of Mercury waging a constant struggle for existence against natural conditions which are undreamed of on Earth.


  Here we have blazing heat, so intense as to melt rock, on one side, and a few miles to the other side, a region of eternal glaciers. In between a stormy area of flood, hissing steam, raging winds, and dust storms. This is the area where Mercury’s only living creatures exist.


  It is presupposed that any living beings in such a ferocious habitat must be, first of all, extremely hardy and savage in themselves, but also, possessed of a reproductive ability in direct ratio to the perils which surround them, so as to insure their survival.


  Taking their savage nature first, we find that the warrior of Mercury is a female, hardly distinguishable from the male, who must be protected. She is a powerful, agile brute, able to withstand extreme heat, even direct flame, and also able to combat Intense cold. Clothing is both unnecessary, and impractical, since none but asbestos garments would withstand the sometimes necessary ventures into hot areas. A blast of live steam would have an effect on the tough skin of the Mercurian.


  If Earthmen were to land on Mercury, they would be faced by these warriors, who would leap on them with whips tipped with radium, a plentiful element on Mercury. Only radium could cause the burns to a heat-impervious enemy.


  Our armament against them must necessarily be something different than the dreadful flamethrower we have seen in use in our war today. Such a weapon would be no weapon at all to these creatures. And in order to prevent the remarkably active Mercurian warrior from killing us even after she had been “killed” due to the fact that his body would be hard to reduce to immovability, we would use cold, but such intense cold as she had never known, that of liquid air, shot in breakable pellets which would freeze her body instantly where it struck.


  The Mercurian is amazingly fertile, laying her eggs in the hot sands to incubate, and after hatching, returning at intervals to feed her brood. It is necessary that she feed as many at once as possible because little time remains from the constant struggle for existence against the elements and against rival tribes who would seek to steal her young, or her “lebensraum” which is at a premium on this world of many barriers to life.


  The male of Mercury is also a warrior, but he remains the last line of defense because of his importance to the existence of the tribe. He, however, can fight more savagely than the female when cornered, because he is smaller, more heavily armored, so to speak, against the elements.


  Both male and female warriors possess great power in their numerous tentacles, which could crush a man in an instant if he fell into their grasp. In fact, the Mercurian tactic is to close with the enemy at the first possible moment and crush him to death, cracking the armor of the skin so that either flame or cold can enter to do its damage.


  The skin of the Mercurian is probably more inorganic substance, such as asbestos, than it is of anything biological or fleshy.


  RED WITCH OF MERCURY


  Emmett McDowell


  Death was Jaro Moynahan’s stock in trade, and every planet had known his touch. But now, on Mercury, he was selling his guns into the weirdest of all his exploits—gambling his life against the soft touch of a woman’s lips.


  ON THE STAGE of Mercury Sam’s Garden, a tight-frocked, limberhipped, red-head was singing “The Lady from Mars.” The song was a rollicking, ribald ditty, a favorite of the planters and miners, the space pilots and army officers who frequented the garden. The girl rendered it with such gusto that the audience burst into a roar of applause.


  She bent her head in acknowledgment so that her bronze red hair fell down about her face. There was perspiration on her upper lip and temples. Her crimson mouth wore a fixed smile. Her eyes were frightened.


  The man, who had accompanied the singer on the piano, sat at the foot of the stage, his back to the crowded tables. He did not look up at the singer but kept his pale, immature face bent over the keys, while his fingers lightly, automatically-picked out the tune. Sweat trickled down the back of his neck, plastered his white coat to his back. Without looking up, he said: “Have you spotted him?” His voice was pitched to reach the singer alone.


  The girl, with an almost imperceptible gesture, shook her head.


  The night was very hot; but then it is always hot on Mercury, the newest, the wildest, the hottest of Earth’s frontiers. Fans spaced about the garden’s walls sluggishly stirred the night air, while the men and women sitting at the tables drank heavily of Latonka, the pale green wine of Mercury. Only the native waiters, the enigmatic, yellow-eyed Mercurians, seemed unaffected by the heat. They didn’t sweat at all.


  Up on the stage the singer was about to begin another number when she stiffened.


  “Here he is,” she said to the pianist without moving her lips.


  The pianist swung around on his stool, lifted his black eyes to the gate leading to the street.


  Just within the entrance, a tall, thin man was standing. He looked like a gaunt gray wolf loitering in the doorway. His white duraloes suit hung faultlessly. His black hair was close-cropped, his nose thin and aquiline. For a moment he studied the crowded garden before making his way to a vacant table.


  “Go on,” said the pianist in a flat voice.


  The red-head shivered. Stepping from the stage she picked her way through the tables until she came to the one occupied by the newcomer.


  “May I join you?” she asked in a low voice.


  The man arose. “Of course. I was expecting you. Here, sit down.” He pulled out a chair, motioned for the waiter. The Mercurian, his yellow incurious eyes like two round topazes, sidled up. “Bring us a bottle of Latonka from the Veederman region, well iced.” The waiter slipped away.


  “So,” said the red-head; “you have come. I did not think you would be in time.” Her hands were clenched in her lap. The knuckles were white.


  The man said nothing.


  “I did not want to call you in, Jaro Moynahan.” It was the first time she had used his name. “You have the reputation of being unpredictable. I don’t trust you, but since . . .”


  SHE stopped as the waiter placed glasses on the table and deftly poured the pale green wine. The man, Jaro Moynahan, raised his glass.


  “Here’s to the revolution,” he said. His low voice carried an odd, compelling note. His eyes, light blue and amused, were pale against his brown face.


  The girl drew in her breath.


  “No! Mercury is not ready for freedom. Only a handful of fanatics are engineering the revolution. The real Mercurian patriots are against it, but they are afraid to protest. You’ve got to believe me. The revolution is scheduled to break during the Festival of the Rains. If it does, the Terrestials here will be massacred. The Mercurians hate them. We haven’t but a handful of troops.”


  Jaro Moynahan wiped the sweat from his forehead with a fine duraweb handkerchief. “I had forgotten how abominably hot it can be here.”


  The girl ignored the interruption. “There is one man; he is the leader, the very soul of the revolution. The Mercurians worship him. They will do whatever he says. Without him they would be lost. He is the rebel, Karfial Hodes. I am to offer you ten thousand Earth notes to kill Karfial Hodes.”


  Jaro Moynahan refilled their empty glasses. He was a big man, handsome in a gaunt fashion. Only his eyes were different. They were fiat and a trifle oblique with straight brows. The pupils were a pale and penetrating blue that could probe like a surgeon’s knife. Now he caught the girl’s eyes and held them with his own as a man spears a fish.


  “Why call me all the way from Mars for that? Why not have that gunman at the piano rub Hodes out?”


  The girl started, glanced at the pianist, said with a shiver: “We can’t locate Karfial Hodes. Don’t look at me that way, Jaro. You frighten me. I’m telling the truth. We can’t find him. That’s why we called you. You’ve got to find him, Jaro. He’s stirring up all Mercury.”


  “Who’s putting up the money?”


  “I can’t tell you.”


  “Ah,” said Jaro Moynahan; “so that’s the way it is.”


  “That’s the way it is.”


  “There isn’t much time,” he said after a moment. “The Rains are due any day now.”


  “No,” the girl replied. “But we think he’s here in the city.”


  “Why? What makes you think that?”


  “He was seen,” she began, then stopped with a gasp.


  The lights had gone out.


  It was as unexpected as a shot in the back. One moment the garden was glowing in light, the next the hot black night swooped down on the revelers, pressing against their eyes like dark wool. The fans about the walls slowed audibly and stopped. It grew hotter, closer.


  Jaro Moynahan slipped sideways from the table. He felt something brush his sleeve. Somewhere a girl giggled.


  “What’s coming off here?” growled a petulant male voice. Other voices took up the plaint.


  Across the table from Jaro there was the feel of movement; he could sense it. An exclamation was suddenly choked off as if a hand had been clamped over the girl’s mouth.


  “Red!” said Jaro in a low voice.


  There was no answer.


  “Red!” he repeated, louder.


  Unexpectedly, the deep, ringing voice of Mercury Sam boomed out from the stage.


  “It’s all right. The master fuse blew out. The lights will be on in a moment.”


  On the heels of his speech the lights flashed on, driving the night upward. The fans recommenced their monotonous whirring.


  Jaro Moynahan glanced at the table. The red-headed singer was gone. So was the pianist.


  Jaro Moynahan sat quietly back down and poured himself another glass of Latonka. The pale green wine had a delicate yet exhilarating taste. It made him think of cool green grapes beaded with dew. On the hot, teeming planet of Mercury it was as refreshing as a cold plunge.


  He wondered who was putting up the ten thousand Earth notes? Who stood to lose most in case of a revolution? The answer seemed obvious enough. Who, but Albert Peet. Peet controlled the Latonka trade for which there was a tremendous demand throughout the Universe.


  And what had happened to the girl. Had the rebels abducted her. If so, he suspected that they had caught a tartar. The Red Witch had the reputation of being able to take care of herself.


  He beckoned a waiter, paid his bill. As the Mercurian started to leave, a thought struck Jaro. These yellow-eyed Mercurians could see as well in the dark as any alley-prowling cat. For centuries they had lived most their lives beneath ground to escape the terrible rays of the sun. Only at night did they emerge to work their fields and ply their trades. He peeled off a bill, put it in the waiter’s hands.


  “What became of the red-headed singer?”


  The Mercurian glanced at the bill, then back at the Earth man. There was no expression in his yellow eyes.


  “She and the man, the queer white one who plays the piano, slipped out the gate to the street.”


  Jaro shrugged, dismissed the waiter. He had not expected to get much information from the waiter, but he was not a man to overlook any possibility. If the girl had been abducted, only Mercurians could have engineered it in the dark; and the Mercurians were a clannish lot.


  Back on the narrow alley-like street Jaro Moynahan headed for his hostelry. By stretching out his arms he could touch the buildings on either side: buildings with walls four feet thick to keep out the heat of the sun. Beneath his feet, he knew, stretched a labyrinth of rooms and passages. Somewhere in those rat-runs was Karfial Hodes, the revolutionist, and the girl.


  At infrequent intervals green globes cut a hole in the night, casting a faint illumination. He had just passed one of these futile street lamps when he thought he detected a footfall behind him. It was only the whisper of a sound, but as he passed beyond the circle of radiation, he flattened himself in a doorway. Nothing stirred. There was no further sound. Again he started forward, but now he was conscious of shadows following him. They were never visible, but to his trained ears there came stealthy, revealing noises: the brush of cloth against the baked earth walls, the sly shuffle of a step. He ducked down a bisecting alley, faded into a doorway. Immediately all sounds of pursuit stopped. But as soon as he emerged he was conscious again of the followers. In the dense, humid night, he was like a blind man trying to elude the cat-eyed Mercurians.


  In the East a sullen red glow stained the heavens like the reflection of a fire. The Mercurian dawn was about to break. With an oath, he set out again for his hostelry. He made no further effort to elude the followers.


  ONCE BACK in his room, Jaro Moynahan stripped off his clothes, unbuckled a shoulder holster containing a compressed air slug gun, stepped under the shower. His body was lean and brown as his face and marked with innumerable scars. There were small round puckered scars and long thin ones, and his left shoulder bore the unmistakable brownish patch of a ray burn. Stepping out of the shower, he dried, rebuckled on the shoulder holster, slipped into pajamas. The pajamas were blue with wide gaudy stripes. Next he lit a cigarette and stretching out on the bed began to contemplate his toes with singular interest.


  He had, he supposed, killed rather a lot of men. He had fought in the deadly little wars of the Moons of Jupiter for years, then the Universal Debacle of 3368, after that the Martian Revolution as well as dozens of skirmishes between the Federated Venusian States. No, there was little doubt but that he had killed quite a number of men. But this business of hunting a man through the rat-runs beneath the city was out of his line.


  Furthermore, there was something phoney about the entire set up. The Mercurians, he knew, had been agitating for freedom for years. Why, at this time when the Earth Congress was about to grant them self-government, should they stage a revolution?


  A loud, authoritative rapping at the door interrupted further speculation. He swung his bare feet over the edge of the bed, stood up and ground out his cigarette. Before he could reach the door the rapping came again.


  Throwing off the latch, he stepped back, balancing on the balls of his feet.


  “Come in,” he called.


  The door swung open. A heavy set man entered, shut and locked the door, then glanced around casually. His eyes fastened on Jaro. He licked his lips.


  “Mr. Moynahan, the—ah—professional soldier, I believe.” His voice was high, almost feminine. “I’m Albert Peet.” He held out a fat pink hand.


  Jaro said nothing. He ignored the hand, waited, poised like a cat.


  Mr. Peet licked his lips again. “I have come, Mr. Moynahan, on a matter of business, urgent business. I had not intended to appear in this matter. I preferred to remain behind the scenes, but the disappearance of Miss Mikail has—ah—forced my hand.” He paused.


  Jaro still said nothing. Miss Mikail must be the red-headed singer, whom at different times he had known under a dozen different aliases. He doubted that even she remembered her right name.


  “Miss Mikail made you a proposition?” Albert Peet’s voice was tight.


  “Yes,” said Jaro.


  “You accepted?”


  “Why, no. As it happened she was abducted before I had the chance.”


  Mr. Peet licked his lips. “But you will, surely you will. Unless Karfial Hodes is stopped immediately there will be a bloody uprising all over the planet during the Festival of the Rains. Earth doesn’t realize the seriousness of the situation.”


  “Then I was right; it is you who are putting up the ten thousand Earth notes.”


  “Not entirely,” said Peet uncomfortably. “There are many of us here, Mercurians as well as Earthmen, who recognize the danger. We have—ah—pooled our resources.”


  “But you stand to lose most in case of a successful revolution?”


  “Perhaps. I have a large interest in the Latonka trade. It is—ah—lucrative.”


  JARO MOYNAHAN lit a cigarette, sat down on the edge of the bed. “Why beat about the bush,” he asked with a sudden grin. “Mr. Peet, you’ve gained control of the Latonka trade. Other Earthmen are in control of the mines and the northern plantations. Together you form perhaps the strongest combine the Universe has ever seen. You actually run Mercury, and you’ve squeezed out every possible penny. Every time self-government has come before the Earth Congress you’ve succeeded in blocking it. You are, perhaps, the most cordially-hated group anywhere. I don’t wonder that you are afraid of a revolution.”


  Mr. Peet took out a handkerchief and mopped his forehead. “Fifteen thousand Earth notes I can offer you. But no more. That is as high as I can go.”


  Jaro laughed. “How did you know Red had been kidnapped?”


  “We have a very efficient information system. I had the report of Miss Mikail’s abduction fifteen minutes after the fact.” Jaro raised his eyebrows. “Perhaps then you know where she is?”


  Mr. Peet shook his head. “No. Karfial Hodes’ men abducted her.”


  A second rapping at the door caused them to exchange glances. Jaro went to the door, opened it. The pianist at the gardens was framed in the entrance. His black eyes burned holes in his pale boyish face. His white suit was blotched with sweat and dirt.


  “They told me Mr. Peet was here,” he said.


  “It’s for you,” said Jaro over his shoulder.


  Mr. Peet came to the door. “Hello, Stanley. I thought Hodes had you? Where’s Miss Mikail?”


  “I got away. Look, Mr. Peet, I got to see you alone.”


  Albert Peet said, “Would you excuse me, Mr. Moynahan?” He licked his lips. “I’ll just step out into the hall a moment.” He went out, drawing the door shut after him.


  Jaro lit a cigarette. He padded nervously back and forth across the room, his bare feet making no noise. He sat down on the edge of the bed. He got up and ground out the cigarette. He went to the door, but did not open it. Instead, he took another turn about the room. Again he came to a halt before the door, pressed his ear against the panel. For a long time he listened but could distinguish no murmur of voices. With an oath he threw open the door. The hall was empty.


  II


  JARO returned to his room, stripped off his pajamas, climbed back into his suit. He tested the slug gun. It was a flat, ugly weapon which hurled a slug the size of a quarter. He preferred it because, though he seldom shot to kill, it stopped a man like a well placed mule’s hoof. He adjusted the gun lightly in its holster in order that it wouldn’t stick if he were called upon to use it in a hurry. Then he went out into the hall.


  At the desk he inquired if any messages had come for him. There were none, but the clerk had seen Mr. Peet with a young fellow take the incline to the underground. Above the clerk’s head a newsograph was reeling off the current events almost as soon as they happened. Jaro read:


  “Earth Congress suspends negotiations on Mercurian freedom pending investigation of rumored rebellion. Terrestrials advised to return to Earth. Karfial Hodes, Mercurian patriot, being sought.”


  Jaro descended the incline to the network of burrows which served as streets during the flaming days. Here in the basements and sub-basements were located the shops and dram houses where the Mercurians sat around little tables drinking silently of the pale green Latonka. The burrows were but poorly lit, the natives preferring the cool gloom, and Jaro had to feel his way, rubbing shoulders with the strange, silent populace.’ But when he reached the Terrestrial quarter of the city, bright radoxide lights took the place of the green globes, and there was a sprinkling of Colonial guards among the throng.


  Jaro halted before a door bearing a placard which read:


  “LATONKA TRUST”


  He pushed through the door into a rich carpeted reception room. At the far end was a second door beside which sat a desk, door and desk being railed off from the rest of the office. The door into Albert Peet’s inner sanctum was ajar. Jaro could distinguish voices; then quite clearly he heard Albert Peet say in a high girlish tone:


  “Stanley, I thought I left you in the native quarter. Why did you follow me? How many times have I told you never to come here?”


  The reply was unintelligible. Then the pale-faced young man came through the door shutting it after himself. At the sight of Jaro Moynahan he froze.


  “What’re you sneaking around here for?”


  Jaro settled himself warily, his light blue eyes flicking over the youth.


  “Let’s get this straight,” he said mildly. “I’ve known your kind before. Frankly, ever since I saw you I’ve had to repress a desire to step on you as I might a spider.”


  The youth’s black eyes were hot as coals, his fingers twitching. His hands began to creep upward.


  “You dirty . . .” he began, but he got no further. Jaro Moynahan shot him in the shoulder.


  The compressed air slug gun had seemed to leap into Jaro’s hand. The big slug smacked the gunman’s shoulder with a resounding thwack, hurled him against the wall. Jaro vaulted the rail, deftly relieved him of two poisoned needle guns.


  “I’ll get you for this,” said Stanley, his mouth twisted in pain. “You’ve broken my shoulder. I’ll kill you.”


  The door to the inner sanctum swung open.


  “What’s happened?” cried Albert Peet in distress. “What’s wrong with you, Stanley?”


  “This dirty slob shot me in the shoulder.”


  “But how badly?” Peet was wringing his hands.


  “Nothing serious,” said Jaro. “He’ll have his arm in a sling for a while. That’s all.”


  “Stanley,” said Mr. Peet. “You’re bleeding all over my carpet. Why can’t you go in the washroom. There’s a tile floor in there. If you hadn’t disobeyed this wouldn’t have happened. You and your fights. Has anyone called a doctor? Where’s Miss Webb? Miss Webb! Oh, Miss Webb! That girl. Miss Webb!”


  STANLEY climbed to his feet, swayed a moment drunkenly, then wobbled out a door on the left just as a tall brunette hurried in from the right. She had straight black hair which hung not quite to her shoulders, and dark brown eyes, and enough of everything else to absorb Jaro’s attention.


  “Oh!” exclaimed Miss Webb as she caught sight of the blood staining the carpet.


  “There’s been an—ah—accident,” said Mr. Peet, and he licked his lips. “Call a doctor, Miss Webb.”


  Miss Webb raised an eyebrow, went to the visoscreen. In a moment she had tuned in the prim starched figure of a nurse seated at a desk.


  “Could Dr. Baer rush right over here? There’s been an accident.”


  “Rush over where?” said the girl in the visoscreen. “These gadgets aren’t telepathic, honey.”


  “Oh,” said Miss Webb, “the offices of the Latonka Trust.”


  The girl in the visoscreen thawed like ice cream in the sun. “I’m sure Dr. Baer can come. He’ll be there in a moment.”


  “Thank you,” said Miss Webb. She flicked the machine off, then added: “You trollop.”


  Mr. Peet regarded Jaro Moynahan with distress.


  “Really, Mr. Moynahan, was it necessary to shoot Stanley? Isn’t that—ah—a little extreme? I’m afraid it might incapacitate him, and I had a job for him.”


  “Oh,” cried Miss Webb, her brown eyes crackling. “Did you shoot that poor boy? Aren’t you the big brave man?”


  “Poor boy?” said Jaro mildly. “Venemous little rattlesnake. I took these toys away from him.” He held out the poisoned dart guns. “You take them, Mr. Peet. Frankly, they give me the creeps. They might go off. A scratch from one of those needles would be enough.”


  Mr. Peet accepted the guns gingerly. He held than as if they might explode any minute. He started to put them in his pocket, thought better of it, glanced around helplessly.


  “Here, Miss Webb,” he said, “do something with these. Put them in my desk.” Miss Webb’s eyes grew round as marbles. “I wouldn’t touch one of those nasty little contraptions for all the Latonka on Mercury.”


  “Here, I’ll take them,” said Stanley coming back into the room. He had staunched the flow of blood. His face was even whiter, if possible. Jaro eyed him coldly as with his good hand the youth dropped the dart guns back into their holsters.


  “Act like you want to use those and I’ll put a slug in your head next time.”


  “Now, Mr. Moynahan.” Mr. Peet licked his lips nervously. “Stanley, go into my office. The doctor will be here in a moment. Miss Webb, you may go home. I’H have no more work for you today.”


  ALBERT PEET led Stanley through the door. Jaro and Miss Webb were alone. With his eye on the door, Jaro said: “When you go out, turn left toward the native quarter. Wait for me in the first grog shop you come to.”


  Miss Webb raised her eyebrows. “What’s this? A new technique?”


  “Look,” began Jaro annoyed.


  “My eyes are practically popping out of my head now,” she interrupted. “Another morning like this and I take the first space liner back to Earth.” She jammed her hat on backward, snatched her bag from the desk drawer.


  “I’m not trying to pick you up. This is . . .”


  “How disappointing’.”


  Jaro began again patiently. “Wait for me in the first grog shop. There’s something I must know. It’s important.” He cleared his throat. “Don’t you find the heat rather uncomfortable, Miss Webb. But perhaps you’ve become accustomed to it.”


  Mr. Peet came back into the room.


  “Why, no, I mean yes,” replied Miss Webb, a blank expression in her eyes.


  “Goodbye, Miss Webb,” said Mr. Peet firmly.


  Jaro grinned and winked at her. Miss Webb tottered out of the room.


  As the door closed behind the girl, Albert Peet licked his lips, said: “Mr. Moynahan, I suppose my disappearance back at your room requires some explanation. But the fact is that Stanley brought an important bit of news.” He paused.


  Jaro said nothing.


  “You might be interested to know that Miss Mikail is quite safe. Karfial Hodes has her, but Stanley assures me she will be quite safe.” Again he paused. As Jaro remained silent, his neck mottled up pinkly.


  “The fact is, Mr. Moynahan, that we won’t need you after all. I realize that we’ve put you to considerable trouble and we’re prepared to pay you whatever you believe your time is worth. Say five hundred Earth notes?”


  “That’s fair enough,” replied Jaro.


  Albert Peet sighed. “I have the check made out.”


  “Only,” continued Jaro coldly, “I’m not ready to be bought off. I think I’ll deal myself a hand in this game.”


  Mr. Peet’s face fell. “You won’t reconsider?”


  “Sorry,” said Jaro; “but I’ve got a date. I’m late now.” He started to leave.


  “Stanley!” called Albert Peet.


  The pale faced young man appeared in the doorway, the dart gun in his good hand. Jaro Moynahan dropped on his face, jerking out his slug gun as he fell. There was a tiny plop like a cap exploding. He heard the whisper of the poisoned dart as it passed overhead. Then he fired from the floor. The pale-faced young man crumpled like an empty sack.


  Jaro got up, keeping an eye on Albert Peet, brushed off his knees.


  “You’ve killed him,” said Peet. “If I were you, Mr. Moynahan, I would be on the next liner back to Earth.”


  Without answering, Jaro backed watchfully from the room.


  ONCE Jaro Moynahan had regained the street, he mopped his forehead with his handkerchief. Whatever was going on, these boys played for keeps. Warily he started down the passage toward the native quarter. At the first basement grog shop he turned in. His eyes swept the chamber, then he grinned.


  At a corner table, a tall glass of Latonka before her, sat Miss Webb. Her hat was still on backwards, and she was perched on the edge of her chair as if ready to spring up and away like a startled faun.


  “Bang!” said Jaro coming up behind her and poking a long brown finger in the small of her back.


  Miss Webb uttered a shriek, jerked so violently that her hat tilted over one eye. She regarded him balefully from beneath the brim.


  “Never a dull moment,” she gritted.


  Still grinning, Jaro sat down. “I’m Jaro Moynahan, Miss Webb. I think Albert Peet forgot to introduce us. There’s some skullduggery going on here that I’m particularly anxious to get to the bottom of. I thought you might be able to help me.”


  “Yes,” replied Miss Webb sweetly.


  A native waiter, attracted no doubt by her scream, came over and took Jaro’s order.


  “All right,” Jaro smiled, but his pale blue eyes probed the girl thoughtfully. “I’ll have to confide certain facts which might be dangerous for you to know. Are you game, Miss Webb?”


  “Since we’re going to be so chummy,” she replied; “you might begin by calling me Joan. You make me feel downright ancient.”


  “Well then,” he said. “In the first place, I just killed that baby-faced gunman your boss had in his office.”


  “Awk!” said Joan, choking on the Latonka.


  “It was self-defense,” he hastened to assure her. “He took a pot shot at me with that poisoned dart gun.”


  “But the police!” she cried, as she caught her breath.


  “There’ll never be an investigation. Albert Peet will see to that. I was called here on what I supposed was a legitimate revolution. Instead I was offered ten thousand Earth notes to assassinate the leader of the revolution.


  “What revolution? I’m going around in circles.”


  “The Mercurians, of course.”


  “I don’t believe it,” said the girl. “The Mercurians are the most peaceable people in the Universe. They’ve been agitating for freedom, yes. But they believe in passive resistance. I don’t believe you could induce a Mercurian to kill, even in selfprotection. That’s why Albert Peet and the rest of the combine had such an easy time gaining control of the Latonka trade.”


  “Score one,” breathed Jaro, “I begin to see light. Miss Webb—ah, Joan—I’ve a notion that we’re going to be a great team. How do you happen to be Albert Peet’s private secretary?”


  “A gal’s gotta eat. But the truth is, I was quitting. The Latonka Trust is almost on the rocks. Their stock has been dropping like a meteor.”


  Jaro Moynahan raised his oblique brows but did not interrupt.


  “Albert Peet,” she continued, has been trying to sell out but nobody will touch the stock, not since it looks as if the Earth. Congress is going to grant the Mercurians their freedom. Everybody knows that the first thing the Mercurians will do, will be to boot out the Latonka Trust.”


  “What about this Karfial Hodes?” said Jaro. “I’ve heard that he’s inciting the Mercurians to rebellion. The newscaster had a line about the revolution too. The government has advised all Terrestrials to return to Earth.”


  “It’s not true,” Joan flared. “It’s all a pack of lies invented by the Latonka Trust. I know.”


  “But I should think rumors like that would run down the Latonka stock.”


  JOAN shook her head. “It doesn’t add up, I know. But Karfial Hodes is a real patriot. He wouldn’t advocate a bloody revolution. That’s not his way.” They both sipped their wine. Joan’s eyes were narrowed thoughtfully but Jaro’s features were impassive.


  “Well,” he said at last, “I wouldn’t give a Venusian kapek for Karfial Hodes’ life right now.”


  “Why?”


  Jaro shrugged. “They wanted me to find him and kill him. Stanley, that little rattlesnake, is captured by Hodes’ men and escapes, then Albert Peet doesn’t need me anymore. What would you say?”


  The girl’s eyes widened. “They know where he is?”


  “Exactly.”


  “But he’s such a gentle old man. Surely they wouldn’t murder him.”


  Jaro said nothing. He sat facing the entrance. From time to time he flicked his eyes to the girl’s face but for the most part, he watched the doorway like a cat at a mouse hole. For some minutes past he had been unobtrusively studying a plump, bald-headed man who had entered and was loitering about the door. The plump man’s hand disappeared inside the breast of his gray coat. When it reappeared there was the glint of metal in his fist.


  Without a word of warning, Jaro seized the edge of the table, upended it with a crash of glass. In the same movement, he slipped to the floor, using the table as a shield. Joan was left sitting in her chair, a foolish expression on her face.


  “For heaven’s sake,” she hissed, “get up! Everybody’s staring at us.”


  Jaro shifted the slug gun to his left hand, grabbed the girl by one shapely ankle, yanked her to the floor.


  “Oof!” she gulped as she lit with a solid smack. Her hat slid to the back of her head.


  “Stay down!” said Jaro impassively.


  The plump man in the gray suit was circling the table warily. Jaro took a pot shot at him over the top of the table. The plump man spun around as if jerked by an unseen hand. The occupants of the other tables simultaneously dived for the door which was at least ten feet too narrow to accommodate them all. The plump man was sitting on the floor, his back to the wall, a surprised expression on his face. His poisoned dart gun lay a dozen feet away.


  “Come on,” said Jaro yanking the girl to her feet as abruptly as he had tumbled her down. “This joint should have a back exit.”


  Joan clapped her hand to her hat as they dashed around the bar and through a door. They came out into a narrow, devious alley which paralleled the main passage.


  “What happened?” Joan gasped when she caught her breath.


  Jaro slipped the slug gun back in its holster. “Give me a slug gun any day. It’s got a kick like a rocket tube. When you hit a man with it, he says down. Knocked that gunman right off his feet. Did you see him?”


  “No,” said Joan bitterly. “I’m not accustomed to being thumped around like a sack of flour. I didn’t see anything, after bouncing off the floor, but stars.”


  “One of Peet’s men tailed me into the grog shop,” he explained, “and took a shot at us.”


  “Us?” she gulped. “But why?”


  “We know too much.”


  They had emerged into a well-lit, well-traveled passage. Jaro looked at the girl seriously, his light blue eyes unreadable. “What can I do with you?”


  “Must you do anything? I’m really a very frail girl. You play too rough.”


  He ignored the interruption. “You’d better come to my room.” He took her arm, started off toward the native quarter.


  “Please, Mr. Moynahan,” she protested trotting along beside him.


  “Now, listen,” said Jaro patiently. “I didn’t kill that gunman. When he lets Peet know that we were together your life won’t be worth anymore than Karfial Hodes’.”


  “Oh,” said Miss Webb. Then increasing her pace she repeated with rising inflection: “Oh! Well let’s not loiter along like this. Let’s get there!”


  III


  AT HIS ROOM, Jaro locked the door under the girl’s suspicious eyes.


  “If I were to listen to my better judgment,” she remarked dryly, “I would leap out the window right now.”


  “And probably get sunstroke before you hit the street,” he supplemented. “I’m hungry enough to eat a, cow, hoofs, horns, and tail.” He went to the telescreen and ordered dinners to be brought to the room.


  “Am I going to spend the rest of my life here?” she asked.


  “Heaven forbid.”


  Joan stood in the middle of the floor like a skater on thin ice. Jaro went over to the bed, sat down, lit a cigarette. He flipped the match out the window.


  “Sit down,” he said abruptly. “Unless, of course, you can rest on your feet like a horse.”


  Joan sank primly into a chair across from the bed. “What are we going to do?”


  He shrugged. “We’re in a spot. Albert Peet probably has another gunman after us by this time. We might have lost his men when we ducked out the back of that bar, but I doubt it. He has a very efficient spy system. Karfial Hodes’ men have been tailing me since last night. Actually Miss Webb—uh—Joan—we’re in a state of siege. There’s something big afoot. So big they can’t afford to let us escape.”


  Joan gulped, her eyes big as saucers. “But what do we know?”


  “Well,” he replied seriously; “we know first that Peet is hiring a bunch of gunmen to rub out Karfial Hodes—and incidentally, us.”


  “Us? What’s incidental about that?” Joan interrupted vigorously. “Maybe you consider having gunmen take a pot shot at you incidental, but as far as I’m concerned it’s the nub of the whole nasty business.”


  Jaro ignored the interruption. “Furthermore, we know that the Latonka Trust is almost on the rocks because the Earth Congress is about to grant the Mercurians their freedom. And this time Albert Peet and his combine haven’t been able to block it. Not yet anyway.”


  “Don’t forget the revolution,” said Joan.


  “I’m not. A revolution would burst open the Latonka Trust like a ripe watermelon. Peet would be lucky if he got away with his pants. But . . .”


  A discreet knocking at the door interrupted him. Miss Webb clapped her hand to her mouth as if to stifle a scream.


  “Don’t open it,” she hissed loud enough to be heard on the next floor.


  Jaro drew his slug gun, threw off the latch, then with a swift cat-like movement yanked open the door.


  Just outside stood a serving wagon loaded with food. The native waiter looked up, startled at the sudden opening of the door, and found himself staring down the barrel of Jaro’s slug gun. His yellow eyes popped out like agates and he almost completed a back somersault.


  “Bring it in,” said Jaro sheathing the gun.


  With a reproachful glance the waiter set the dishes on the table and retreated hastily. The serving wagon took the curve into the hall on two wheels.


  Suppressed giggles rocked Joan’s body. “Oh, if you could have seen yourself.” She burst out laughing. “The mother bird defending its young.” She rocked back and forth in the chair.


  “You’d better come eat,” said Jaro stiffly, “before the food gets cold.”


  Joan stifled her laughter, wiped the tears out of her eyes, pulled up a chair.


  “I’M NOT a bit hungry,” she protested, “but what a lovely steak.” She attacked it with vigor. “Um, um,” she said between mouthfuls. “Delicious.” There were half a dozen other dishes. Her strong white teeth wrought havoc with their contents. Jaro, a light eater, picked at a salad, but for the most part he watched the girl with growing interest. From time to time she cast covetous glances at his steak which he had pushed aside.


  “If you’re not going to eat your steak,” she ventured hesitantly.


  Jaro pushed it across the table. “For a girl who wasn’t a bit hungry,” he said; “you’ve shown remarkable staying powers. What do you do? Store it up in case of famine?”


  “Really,” said Joan polishing off Jaro’s steak; “you embarrass me.”


  Just then a loud knock at the door caused her to gulp the last of it unchewed.


  “What is this?” she asked, “the crossroads of Mercury? You certainly entertain a lot.”


  Jaro drew his slug gun again, tiptoed to the door, pulled it open. A big blond young man was leaning against the door frame. He was a good six feet, three inches tall and his shoulders almost filled the entrance. He had light blue eyes, a short straight nose. The rest of his face wore a broad grin.


  “Hello, Jaro, you old butcher,” said the big young man. “Quit tickling my nose with that slug gun and invite me in.”


  Joan tittered as Jaro holstered the gun. The big young man caught sight of her for the first time. He looked quickly away.


  “Sorry, old man,” he said in a low voice, “didn’t know you had company. No end sorry. Meet me tonight at Mercury Sam’s Garden.”


  Jaro’s face broke into a grin.


  “Come in,” he said. “It’s much worse than it looks.” He turned to Joan. “Miss Webb, this is Irving Landovitch. He’s with the Terrestrial Intelligence Service; so naturally he has a suspicious mind.”


  Joan blushed hotly. “Oh,” she said. “How do you do?”


  The T.I.S. agent acknowledged the introduction, sat down on the bed.


  “What are you doing here, Irving?” asked Jaro. “The last time I saw you, you were working on a smuggling case back on Earth.”


  “That’s what I should ask you,” replied the big young man, “but I don’t mind telling you Jaro, I’m investigating a report that a revolution is about to break here on Mercury. Frankly, we didn’t put much credence in it until we learned that you’d landed.”


  “How did you find me?”


  “Oh that,” chuckled the T.I.S. agent. “We’ve had a man shadowing you ever since you hit the space port.”


  For the first time Jaro exhibited annoyance. “First Hodes’ men, then Albert Peet’s men and now the T.I.S. I knew was being tailed, but I didn’t realize I was Reading a parade.”


  The T.I.S. agent glanced at Joan. “No offense, Miss Webb, but could I see Mr. Moynahan alone? It won’t take but a moment.”


  She glanced helplessly at Jaro. “Where shall I go?”


  JARO GRINNED. “You might step in the shower, pull the curtain around you and turn on the water.”


  The big young man looked perplexed. “Couldn’t we join her in the dining room in a few moments?”


  “No,” expostulated Jaro. “I should say not. She just ate enough to last a Mercurian family a week. If I turned her loose down with all that food she’d probably founder herself. Besides Albert Peet’s gunmen would like nothing better than to catch her alone. No, Irving, you’ll have to talk in front of her.”


  “I don’t like it,” replied Landovitch. He shook his head full-like from side to side. “But, well Jaro, how are you mixed up in this?”


  Jaro hitched his chair closer. “Listen, I was at Valego, organizing the Martian army. The prince had commissioned me.”


  “We know all about your disreputable past,” Landovitch interrupted blandly.


  “Quit heckling him,” said Joan. “For all I’ve been able to gather he was born yesterday. He’s the most uncommunicative man ever.”


  Irving Landovitch clucked sympathetically. “Jaro, how did you impose on this poor innocent child. If you’d let me know, maybe I could, too.”


  “I was on Mars,” Jaro continued patiently, “when I got a flash from the Red Witch—she’s using the name of Mikail—to grab the first spaceship for Mercury. She said she was singing at Mercury Sam’s Garden.” In as few words as possible he. sketched his adventures since arriving. Landovitch whistled.


  “The Rains are three days overdue,” he said.


  “What is the Festival like?” asked Jaro. “I’ve heard something about it, but I’ve never been here during the Rains.”


  The T.I.S. agent rolled his eyes. “It would make a Roman orgy look like a Sunday School picnic. Ordinarily the Mercurians are the meekest people in the Universe, but during the Rains, they go a little crazy.”


  “A little?” said Joan. “They’re mad as hatters.” She paused, her expression undergoing an abrupt change. “Listen!” At first they could distinguish nothing, then from outside the window came a persistent sigh which gradually deepened into a full-throated roar.


  “The Rains,” breathed Joan with a catch in her throat. “In a moment we will hear the flutes.”


  OUT in the hall someone knocked on the door.


  “Third time’s the charm,” said Jaro, and drew the slug gun.


  Landovitch said: “He won’t be expecting me. When he shoots you I ought to be able to catch him by surprise.”


  “Maybe I should allow you to answer the door.”


  “Go on.” Landovitch waved his gun. “I’m right behind you, but out of the line of fire, of course.”


  Jaro threw open the door. Both men thrust their guns in the face of the little Mercurian waiter who had served the food.


  “I’m growing accustomed,” the waiter said; “to your peculiar sense of humor.” He marched between the two big men, closed and locked the heavy storm shutters, marched back out. Joan burst into peals of laughter. Jaro and Landovitch sheepishly returned their guns to their holsters.


  “Will you quit laughing like a hyena,” said Jaro, “I think I hear something.”


  Joan subsided into giggles. From beneath their feet came a thin minor melody. It possessed a maddening undercurrent indescribable in its effect. Other instruments joined the first until the sound was like a field of katydids.


  “The flutes,” said Joan. “It’s the flutes.” Jaro, listening to their reedy melody, thought of the pipes of Pan. He allowed his pale blue eyes to examine Joan Webb. She had long legs, hips that were full, rounded, but not too broad, a slim waist, high breasts. He took a long drink of Latonka. He said, “I want to revel.” Landovitch said with admiration in his voice, “You sure can pick ’em, Jaro.”


  She glanced in alarm from Jaro to Landovitch. “Don’t get any ideas, you two predatory wolves, you. I absolutely refuse to be a party to any orgies.”


  “Tell me,” said Jaro, “what is this Festival of the Rains? What does it symbolize?”


  Joan explained: “It celebrates the marriage of Nemi, the god of the rain, with the soil. Each year Nemi takes a new bride. She’s chosen from the prettiest girls of Acecia. She symbolizes the earth. The last night of the festival, she is led into a beautiful chamber deep in the lower levels of the rain god’s temple and placed in bed and left. Nemi, himself, is—ah—er, supposed to visit her during the night. For a whole year she must remain faithful to Nemi. The people actually believe her a goddess. But at the end of that time Nemi divorces her, and she is relegated to the Temple Priestesses. The Temple Priestesses,” she added dryly, “aren’t noted for their rigidity of morals.”


  They all took a drink of Latonka. The flutes were louder, more insistent in their suggestion. Landovitch twitched his blond scalp pensively. He did it like a horse twitches a patch of hide. Joan stared at him fascinated. She said, “How did you do that?” She wrinkled her nose, frowned, trying to imitate his feat.


  “Gimme that jug,” said Jaro. He turned to Joan. “We,” he said impressively, “are the revolution.” Joan realized that the two men had consumed considerable wine. Landovitch threw wide his arms. “Camarade!” he shouted. There were tears in his eyes.


  Jaro put down the jug empty. “Camarade!” he cried. They embraced.


  Joan watched them, her brown eyes round as saucers. Jaro turned to Joan. “Camarade!” he said, He embraced her.


  She said, “Camarade” in a weak voice. He continued to embrace her. Landovitch lost interest in the revolution. He was searching for another jug. With a chortle, he dragged one forth from beneath the bed.


  He observed Jaro and Joan with a lifted eyebrow. “Such brazenness,” he said in a reproving voice; “and right before my eyes, too.”


  “Oh!” exploded Joan angrily. She pushed Jaro away. “Of all the disgusting tricks!” she said. “This isn’t any time for clowning.”


  “I think,” said Jaro Moynahan, “our best plan is to locate Karfial Hodes. I have an idea that he is the key to this mess.”


  Landovitch said, “Lead on, Moynahan. Your faithful friend, Last Ditch Landovitch, is with you.” He waved the jug. “Camarade,” he said.


  “Camarade,” said Jaro. They opened their arms. They embraced like two football tackles. Jaro turned to Joan, “Camarade,” he said.


  “No you don’t!” said Joan grimly. “I’ve been ‘cameraded’ the last time.” Jaro’s arms encircled her like bands of steel. She had never imagined such strength. “Oh well,” she said, “camarade.”


  Landovitch opened the door. The music of the flutes swept into the room. Jaro and Landovitch linked their arms in Joan’s. She was not a small girl, but she appeared fragile and doll-like between the two big men. The T.I.S. agent twirled the two gallon jug of Latonka on his finger. They paraded into the hall, down the stairs, three abreast.


  Jaro saw with surprise that the lobby was deserted. The clerk seemed nervous, irritable, anxious to join the revelry which assailed their ears from the runs.


  Joan suddenly went, “Awk.”


  Landovitch, under the impression that she was choking, thumped her on the back.


  “For God’s sake!” said Joan. “Stop it before you jar my teeth loose.”


  “Yeah! Stop it,” Jaro said.


  Landovitch desisted.


  “I thought,” said Joan; “that Albert Peet’s men were trying to kill us?”


  “They are,” said Jaro.


  Joan started back toward the steps.


  “Then I’m going to lock myself in your room,” she said.


  Jaro grabbed her arm.


  Landovitch said, “We’ll take care Of Peet’s men.”


  “Give me a drink of that dutch courage,” said Joan, taking the Latonka jug. She took a long drink. They all took a long drink. They descended into the runs.


  IV


  AT ONCE they were engulfed in a concourse of Mercurians. Jaro stared about him in amazement. The narrow dim-lit way was jammed with revelers. The women wore the historic costume, a short skirt low on bare hips and a diminutive jacket with squared sleeves. Their black hair was done up on top of their heads with blossoms of the red egalet that only blooms during the Rains. Wooden clogs were fastened to their feet. The men wore gaudy, loose trousers and cummerbunds of green. Their chests were bare, and many bands of hammered silver ornamented their arms.


  The three revolutionists wriggled their way into a grog shop. They were served wine and thin strips of cheese with some strange, hexagonal crackers.


  “Why can’t I get assignments like this often?” bewailed Landovitch.


  “Don’t look now,” said Joan, “but a man’s following us.”


  Jaro lit a cigarette, allowed his eyes to scrutinize the room. A short, fat Earthman lounged at the door. The waiter offered him a glass of Latonka which he refused. He had a hat perched on the back of his head. He wore a white coat but no shirt. A second Earthman pushed through the door. The fat man raised an eyebrow, nodded imperceptibly toward Jaro. The second man took a seat at a table to their left. Jaro’s eyes flitted about the room. On the other side two men sipped Latonka. They were Venusians. Tall, lean, yellow skinned men, they reminded him of Manchus. Each, he noticed with a start, had a pale blue star about the size of a dime tattooed on his forehead. Fazoqls! The caste of professional killers! His experience during the wars among the Federated Venusian States had given him a great respect for the Fazoql’s cast. They were men without fear. He nudged Landovitch.


  “We’re in a trap,” he smiled, sipped his wine. He looked as if he were passing the time of day. He said, “Joan get between us. Saunter toward the door.”


  Two more Earth men squeezed inside. The fat man nodded his head. The two Venusian Fazoqls pushed back from the table.


  The fat man intercepted them. “Where you going?” he asked with a smile.


  Jaro hit him in the mouth. Landovitch kicked someone in the stomach; shot one of the Fazoqls, clouted a third ruffian over the head. Jaro was grateful that Landovitch was with him. The big T.I.S. agent in action combined the destructive ability of an octopus and a tornado. They dived for the door. Then Jaro saw Landovitch topple over.


  The second Fazoql had walloped him over the head with the leg of a chair. The lights went out. Joan screamed. Jaro felt her hand torn from his arm. He thought, “Mercurians!”


  Something hit him over the head.


  AFTER a while Jaro came to. He stood up, bumped his head against the ceiling. It was dark. He felt about with his hands. He seemed to be in a cubical cell about four feet square and not much higher. He could neither stand up nor lie down. It was so deep beneath the city, he couldn’t hear the flutes. His head ached. The walls, floor, and ceiling of the cell, he discovered by the sense of touch, were stone. He sat down, his back to the wall. He wondered dully what had happened to Landovitch and Joan. Did Albert Peet or Karfial Hodes have the girl?


  He thought ruefully that Peet probably had her. The presence of the Earthmen and the two Venusian Fazoqls convinced him that Peet was behind the attack. Then he too must be a prisoner of Peet. He was faintly surprised that he hadn’t been lulled.


  He closed his eyes to shut out the absolute darkness which pressed in on him from all sides. With a touch of panic he considered the possibility that he might be blind. He shuddered, refusing to think about it, speculating on the fine collection of rogues which Albert Peet had gathered in support of his collapsing economic empire.


  He was not surprised that the Latonka Czar had hired the Fazoqls. The caste of Venusian killers were active all over the Universe. Like the Greek mercenaries of ancient times, it was a respected profession on Venus. As long as Peet fulfilled his side of the contract, the Fazoqls would be loyal. But the Earthmen!


  Earthmen gone bad were more feared than mad dogs and given a much wider berth. They were just as apt to destroy Albert Peet as his enemies. When he thought of Joan Webb being left to their tender care, he writhed mentally.


  There was something fresh, likeable, wholesome about the girl. He made no melodramatic vows of revenge to himself should he discover that the girl had been harmed. Instead a coldness crept over his mind. He would, he knew, hunt them to the outermost ports of the Universe’s far-flung frontiers.


  His head was no better. He felt that a drink of Latonka would clear his mind. After a while he went back to sleep.


  When he awoke he was very thirsty. He set about exploring his cell with his fingers, encountered a jug and a pan of food. They must have been placed there while he slept. He ate and drank. His head didn’t ache so badly, his mind was clearer. He felt his chin. He thought he would like a bath and a shave.


  He shifted position, leaned back against the wall, felt it give slightly beneath his weight. He scrambled around, feverishly ran his hand over the smooth blocks of stone. One of the blocks, he discovered, had been pushed back in the wall about an inch. He shoved outward against it. The stone receded further, leaving a hole scarcely large enough for his broad shoulders.


  Jaro squeezed into the hole, wriggled forward, pushing the stone ahead of him. It ran in grooves. This was not the regular door he felt sure, but a secret entrance of whose existence he doubted that even his guards suspected. After about four feet, he felt himself clear of the wall. The Stone came to a stop. He could push it no further. He had come through into a second chamber or passage, he didn’t know which as still no glimmer of light relieved the intense darkness.


  HE STOOD, cracked his head against the ceiling. He recalled the small stature of the Mercurians, grinned ruefully.


  He bethought himself of his captors’ surprise when they discovered his escape, got back down on hands and knees, pushed the stone back into the exit. It came to a stop with a small click. The hole was plugged. He tried to move the stone. It was latched fast. He realized that the lock must not have been caught or else no amount of pressure would have moved that stone. Backing out into the passage behind the cells, he stood up again. He was free.


  Stooping painfully he crept along the wall. He had taken five hundred and twenty-three steps when he stumbled up a stair. Recovering his balance, he climbed up sixteen steps which wound back on themselves, came out in another passage. This second corridor he judged ran directly above the one he had just left. There was still no light. With increasing confidence he began its exploration.


  The first thing his groping fingers encountered was a narrow alcove inset in the wall. Like a blind man he passed his hand across the back wall of the alcove, felt a knob-like protuberance, pulled. A small stone plug came out, revealing a peep hole. A ray of light streamed through the aperture. He wasn’t blind!


  He put his eye to the peep hole, saw a large, delicately furnished room. In the center was a bed on a dais. Several luxurious chairs, fashioned like chaise longues and upholstered in white fur, squatted invitingly about the floor. A deep-piled aquamarine carpet covered the cold stone blocks under foot. The walls were a solid mass of bas relief. The ancient sculptor had exhibited a robust sense of realism in his choice of subjects.


  He felt about the walls, sure that there must be some means of ingress. His fingers discovered a second handle. He pulled. A section of the wall swung back.


  For a moment he hesitated like a gray-wolf coming into a clearing, then crossed the chamber to the door. Cautiously, he inched it open. A long corridor met his eyes. It was lighted like the chamber with the pale green globes of the Mercurians. Like the chamber too, it was deserted.


  He stepped back in the room, drew the door shut, bolted it. With growing curiosity he set about examining his surroundings. If this belonged to Albert Peet’s establishment, he surely did himself proud. He discovered a closet full of rich feminine apparel, then a second door leading through a mirror paneled dressing room into a bath with a sunken tub.


  Jaro sighed. He stripped off his clothes, filled the tub, let himself into the warm water. Having bathed he searched a small built-in cabinet, found a hair remover used by the Mercurian women on their legs. It doubled for a razor quite successfully. He ran his hand over his chin, laughed, returned to the main chamber. Unlocking the door to the hall in order not to create suspicion, he retreated into the secret passage, shut the door, plugged the peep hole.


  A dozen steps further along the corridor, he found a second alcove identical with the last. There was a corresponding peep hole. The room he looked into resembled the other except that its appointments differed. It too, was deserted. He thought everyone must be above celebrating the Festival. He wondered where he was. The last two chambers had held no clue.


  A third alcove revealed a room similar to the others except that it was occupied. A pale Mercurian girl was asleep on the bed. Her black hair lay on her white shoulders like stains of ink. A broad band of green metal encircled one naked ankle.


  Jaro drew in his breath sharply. A temple priestess, one of the ex-brides of Nemi. He was beneath the temple of the rain god. Albert Peet’s men had not captured him after all. The thought induced a new chain of reasoning. He remembered the lights flashing out back in the grop shop. His thought at the time: “Mercurians.” It dawned on him that Karfial Hodes’ men must have rescued them from Peet’s hired Mercenaries. But why? He put the plug back into place.


  The following two chambers were empty. At first, he thought the next one was too. He was about to insert the plug when a girl entered from the dressing room. His lips formed an inaudible whistle. The girl was Joan Webb.


  JARO, observing Joan Webb through the peep hole, saw that her tawny brown eyes were strained, frightened, her shorts and blouse rumpled as if slept in. He wondered suddenly how much time had elapsed since the fight in the grog shop.


  Joan turned and went back into the dressing room. Jaro, with a broad grin, found the handle, swung back the secret panel. He squeezed through the narrow aperture, drew shut the panel behind him. Joan came back into the room.


  He said: “Hail, fairest of all maidens. I am Nemi come for my bride.”


  Joan screamed, sprang back into the dressing room, peered at him wildly around the edge of the frame.


  “You!” she said. She came out. “Where did you come from?”


  Jaro bounced up and down on the edge of the bed. “How did you rate this?” he asked. “You should have seen my cell. You’ve been imprisoned in the lap of luxury.”


  Joan repeated, “Where did you come from?”


  He waved his hand airily. “Out of the nowhere into the here.”


  She observed him dubiously, said, “Listen Nemi, if you can get in and out as you please, let’s not loiter.”


  He grinned, led her to the secret entrance, pushed back the panel.


  “Oh!” said Joan. “You almost had me believing that Nemi stuff.”


  “Come on.” He squeezed through the exit, disappeared.


  Joan hesitated, peering with alarm into the black hole. “The way I have to trust you!”


  Jaro reached out a hand, pulled her through, pushed the panel in place. They were immediately in darkness so thick, so dense that they could feel it.


  “Where are you?” said Joan, a panicky note in her voice.


  “Here,” Jaro laughed.


  “Oh!” she ejaculated. “Really, Mr. Moynahan.”


  “What happened back in the grog shop?”


  Joan hesitated, said, “It’s all kind of foggy, I was simply petrified with fright. When the lights went out, someone grabbed me. I tried to cry out for you only someone had his hand over my mouth. I couldn’t do anything but gurgle. They dragged me toward the back of the shop. I thought . . . Well, never mind what I thought.”


  Jaro chuckled.


  “It wasn’t funny,” said Joan, indignantly. “They hauled me down some stairs, into an alley. I saw then that they were Mercurians, and I wasn’t so scared. They brought me here, and here I’ve been ever since. But I still don’t understand how you found me.”


  He said, “There seems to be a regular network of these secret passages running through the walls. It was the merest accident that I stumbled into them. Where they lead, though, I don’t know any more than you.”


  “What are we going to do?” she wanted to know.


  “Find Karfial Hodes. I’ve a hunch that he’s hidden here.”


  “I was afraid of that,” she said in a plaintive tone.


  Jaro found her hand, led her to the next alcove, applied his eye to the peep hole. The room, he saw, was identical with the one in which Joan had been imprisoned. On the bed lay the red-headed singer of Mercury Sam’s Garden.


  “The Red Witch,” he whispered. “We’re getting hot.”


  “Who’s she?” said Joan. She pushed Jaro aside, put her eye to the peep hole. “Where do you meet these people?” she asked.


  Jaro said, “Tm going in and talk to her. Wait here.”


  “What?” cried Joan, “Leave me out in this dark hole? I should say not.”


  “All right,” he replied. He glanced again through the peep hole. The woman was asleep. She lay on her side, her red hair turning the pillow to blood. She still had on the abbreviated costume she had been wearing on Mercury Sam’s stage.


  Jaro opened the panel, crawled into the room, Joan on his heels.


  He went up to the bed, looked down at the sleeping woman. He thought she looked hollow cheeked, unhappy in her sleep; nothing like the flaming wanton who was known throughout the Universe as the Red Witch. He touched her shoulder.


  She opened her eyes. They were a vivid green. Recognition swept her features.


  V


  “JARO!” she cried, a note of fright in her voice. She jerked up, swung her bare legs off the bed onto the floor. “What do you want? How did you get here?” Those amazing green eyes flicked past him, discovered Joan. She wasn’t too frightened to raise her eyebrows.


  “There are a few questions I’d like to ask,” he replied coolly. “Just who is behind this revolution?”


  There was the faintest hesitancy in her reply. “Hodes. Who did you think?”


  He looked skeptical, waited.


  She said, “You don’t believe me? When I talked with you, I exaggerated perhaps. But there is very much money involved, very much indeed. Should the Mercurians be successful, they would take possession of the Latonka Trust, the plantations, and the mines. The Earthmen would be dispossessed. Naturally, they are very anxious to frustrate the revolution.”


  “But the Mercurians are in the right,” Joan burst out. She had been swelling up like a toad in the effort to contain herself. “Albert Peet and his kind, stole everything in the first place. They deserve to be kicked out. Mercury has a right to self-government.”


  The Red Witch shrugged. “I’m not curious about the ethics. I’m paid by the Earthmen, not the Mercurians. Are you with us or against us, Jaro?”


  He ignored her question, asked, “Are you being held by Karfial Hodes?”


  She nodded.


  “Why?”


  She exhibited surprise. “Karfial Hodes knows that I am the principal agent of the counter revolutionaries. But if he thinks that by eliminating me he can block the forces opposing him, he’s overestimating my importance.”


  “Eliminating?” said Jaro mildly. “Are you in any danger?”


  She shrugged again. “The Mercurians aren’t butchers. They merely hold me until the revolution begins.”


  Jaro said: “Where does Karfial Hodes keep himself?”


  She shook her head,.


  “That little pianist, the gunman, how did he escape?”


  “Stanley, you mean Stanley. Did he get away?” she asked him eagerly.


  He nodded.


  Her eyes narrowed; she bit her lip. “That’s all you want to tell me?” he said. The look of fright reappeared in her green eyes. “What do you mean, Jaro?” He said nothing.


  “You know as much as I do,” she assured him. “You believe me now, don’t you, Jaro.” Her voice was eager.


  “No,” he replied calmly.


  “What are you going to do?” she whispered.


  “Who are the others in this with you?”


  “I can’t tell you.” She bit her lip, looked more frightened than ever.


  “Who are the others?” he repeated mildly.


  The red-headed singer leaped to her feet. Her figure was full, strikingly beautiful. She was well aware of her appeal. “Jaro,” she cried, “I can’t tell you. It would be as much as my life is worth. Not until I know what side you’re on.”


  JARO regarded her calmly. At length he said, “You’ll excuse us if we lock you in the dressing room?”


  “But Jaro,” she said; “aren’t you going to take me with you?”


  He shook his head.


  “You’re going to leave me here?” she repeated. She couldn’t keep the relief out of her voice.


  He laughed, said, “I’m afraid so.”


  A great weight seemed lifted from the red-headed singer’s mind. With a resumption of her old bravado, she shrugged, walked into the dressing room. Her hips moved from side to side. Jaro shut the door, pushed the bed in front of it.


  “The hussy!” said Joan.


  Jaro wasn’t sure but he thought he detected a feline note in her tone. He led the way back into the passage, closed the exit.


  Joan clutched his hand again. “That woman!”


  “Attractive, isn’t she?” he said with a chuckle. “Ouch!” he said. “That wasn’t very lady-like.”


  “What wasn’t?” asked Joan sweetly. “I didn’t do anything.”


  “Well, someone kicked me,” he replied. “You don’t think I’d do a thing like that? Do you?”


  “Yes,” he said. He inched ahead along the lightless passage.


  “Jaro.”


  There was no reply.


  “Jaro!” cried the girl in panic. “Where are you? Wait for me, Jaro. I’ll never kick you again.”


  “Is that a promise?” he asked from the darkness right at her ear.


  “Eeek!” she gasped. “Yes, it’s a promise, though I regret it already.”


  He chuckled, said, “Give me your hand,” led her forward.


  They had gone only a few yards, when his foot struck an obstacle. “Careful,” he warned. “Here’s a stair.” They crept up to the next level. The familiar alcoves began again along the right hand wall. He tried the first one. It revealed a rectangular tank of water some ten by twenty feet. The walls were a mosaic of hand painted tile depicting Nemi, the rain god, descending to Mercury in a shower, Nemi searching for his bride, Nemi at the nuptial feast. The fourth wall was the one through which they were looking; and they couldn’t see its decoration. From the realism of the ancient artist and the sequence of events, Jaro decided it was just as well they couldn’t.


  “Whew,” he said, “what a bathroom!”


  Joan put her eye to the peep hole. Jaro gaped in amazement. From a circular hole in the ceiling poured a curtain of rain. The shaft, he realized, must lead straight up through the different levels and through the roof. A raised dais with a rim around it received the rain in the center of the room. The surface of the dais he saw, was composed of a springy wire mesh through which the water drained into some subterranean channel.


  “The bed of Nemi,” said Joan. “That’s where the queen must sleep on her wedding night. Nemi is supposed to visit her in the rain.”


  “What a clammy way to spend your wedding night,” Jaro said, putting his eye back to the aperture. The appointments of the chamber were magnificent. It glowed with a rosy, pulsating light. The floor was carpeted with a shaggy white rug; a divan large enough to hold at least six people rested against the left hand wall. Around the walls ran murals depicting the exploits of Nemi: Nemi touching the red egalte which burst into flower, Nemi squeezing the juice from a cluster of Latonka grapes.


  The next room proved to be an ordinary sleeping chamber, obviously the bedroom of the queen for the remainder of the year. Jaro saw a beautiful Mercurian girl packing clothes and trinkets into a chest. The green band about her ankle marked her as a temple priestess. She was singing a lilting, happy refrain in the odd language of Mercury as she went about her work.


  Joan put her eye to the hole.


  “That’s the ex-queen,” she informed him. “She’s getting ready to move to the apartments of the temple priestess.”


  “She doesn’t seem unhappy at her approaching bereavement,” said Jaro.


  Joan sniffed. “Not likely.”


  “I’m going in to talk to her,” said Jaro.


  “Are you crazy?” cried Joan in alarm. She tugged at him arm, but he was already pulling back the secret entrance.


  THE QUEEN had her back to them.


  Jaro closed the entrance, coughed discreetly. The girl spun around, her hand to her mouth.


  “How should I address her?” He whispered over his shoulder.


  “I don’t think you need bother with formalities,” observed Joan in a bitter voice, “not after your entrance.”


  The queen said, “You are an Earthman.” Jaro said, “Yes, your majesty.”


  “Majesty?” echoed the Mercurian girl. Her eyes were golden, oblique, curious, her hair a fine graven ebony. She had long, black lashes, bright red lips. Her skirt and jacket were green. “I don’t quite understand. I am not very familiar with your language.”


  Jaro grinned. “I suppose our entrance was not exactly orthodox but the fact is that we are escaped prisoners.” The queen raised her fine black brows.


  “How did you get here?” Her voice had an odd foreign flavor. Jaro couldn’t put his finger on it, but it was there. He said, “That is unimportant. We are searching for Karfial Hodes. I know of no one more apt to be informed of his whereabouts than you.”


  “And what is it that you want with Karfial Hodes?”


  Jaro had the impression that she was stalling, listening expectantly. He said, “Where is Hodes?”


  Before she could answer, the doors on either side burst open. A dozen priests of Nemi burst into the room. Jaro caught a triumphant smile on the queen’s face, then he kicked the closest Mercurian on the knee. The priest screamed, doubled to the floor. He lifted a second bodily, hurled him into the press, bowling over several others. A priest lit on his back. He flipped him over his shoulder. He rammed an elbow into someone’s eye, smashed his fist against a mouth. He kicked another priest on the knee. He got hold of one of the fellows by a leg, whirled him around like a club. He caught a glimpse of the queen, her expression registering frightened dismay. She was stabbing a button on the table, obviously the means by which she had summoned her defenders. A whole horde of priests crowded into the room.


  Behind him Joan screamed. “Jaro,” she cried. “Help!”


  Jaro laid the poor fellow he had been using as a bludgeon on the floor.


  “All right,” he said. “I surrender.” Everyone, especially the priests, appeared relieved.


  “Take them before Karfial Hodes,” directed the queen. Her yellow eyes regarded the gaunt Earthman with amazement, tinged with respect. The priests laid hold of him gingerly, urged him toward the door. He stood head and shoulders above the Mercurians.


  He looked at Joan quizzically, said: “All roads lead to Rome.”


  “Oh dear,” said Joan. “I’m not fitted for this kind of a life. I’m a secretary, a darned good secretary. I don’t know how I ever got involved in this mess.”


  From the queen’s apartment they emerged into a broad passage. A concourse of Mercurians moved in streams all about them. They flung eager questions at their guards, chattered, laughed. The flutes, too, were audible once more: thin treble pipings, like the pipes of Pan, Jaro thought.


  “How long does the Festival last?” he asked Joan.


  “What?” she said. “Oh. Roughly a week. It’s half over now.”


  They came to the end of the corridor, mounted a broad staircase. Jaro sensed that they were still deep in the bowels of Mercury. At length, they were halted before a massive door. A priest stood at the entrance. There was an exchange of words between their captors and the solitary guard. Satisfied, the priest stood aside, flung open the door. Jaro and Joan were motioned inside. The portal clanged shut behind them.


  “Caught again,” said Joan. “I’ll never feel at home now unless I’m behind bars.”


  Jaro chuckled. “This isn’t a jail,” he pointed out. “The cells are below us. I think we are about to see Karfial Hodes at last.”


  THE ROOM in which Jaro and Joan found themselves was a large, bare, vaulted hall. At the far end, Jaro saw an imposing door. He advanced curiously toward it.


  “Are we just supposed to wait?” asked Joan. “How does Karfial Hodes know we’re here?”


  “He’s probably been notified by visoscreen,” he assured her. He pushed experimentally at the massive door. It moved easily beneath his touch. “Hey!” he said. “It’s not locked.” His voice echoed hollowly in the vaulted antichamber.


  “Are we going in?” asked Joan weakly. “As if I didn’t know already.”


  Jaro gave the door a push. It swung wide.


  “Look!” cried Joan. “My god, look!” He saw a magnificent room, the floor of polished marble. A row of fluted columns ran down each side. There was a desk, a modern desk, strangely out of place in the antique setting, opposite the door through which they had entered. Across its polished surface a man sprawled limply, just as if he had fallen forward from his chair in sleep.


  With a bound Jaro sprang across the room, felt the man’s withered wrist for any signs of pulse. He was a very old man, he saw, and he was quite dead.


  “Karfial Hodes!” murmured Joan in a low frightened voice. “I saw him once in a street procession. Is he dead, Jaro?” Jaro nodded. From the back of the old man’s neck, he plucked a tiny metallic splinter. “They got him with a poisoned dart gun. He’s still warm. It couldn’t have happened but a minute before.”


  “Oh, Jaro, and he was such a nice old man. Who could have done it?”


  Jaro straightened, said, “One of Albert Peet’s renegade whites.”


  “Ugh! And to think I worked for that man.”


  But Jaro wasn’t listening. He had gone behind the desk. “This is how they got him,” he said, excitement in his voice. It was, Joan sensed, the excitement of the man hunter when he grows hot on the trail of his quarry. There was a cold and ruthless edge to his voice which she had not heard before, and for the first time she found herself a little afraid of this strange man about whom she really knew so little. Hesitantly she edged after him.


  Behind the desk, she saw a panel gaping ajar in the stone wall. It was the same kind of panel which gave admittance to the secret passages on the lower levels. Jaro was nowhere in sight.


  “In here,” he called, and Joan thought of the baying of wolves running strong on a hot scent. She bit her lip, slipped into the blackness after him.


  “Jaro, where are you?”


  “This must be how they got him,” he said from the darkness beside her. “When that gunman—the little one who was abducted along with the Red Witch, you remember—when he escaped he must have stumbled on these passages, I suppose that was the important information he had for Albert Peet.”


  “They couldn’t have gone very far,” suggested Joan.


  “No,” said Jaro. “Not very far, I hope.” He closed the panel. At once the darkness gathered about them, pressed in on them from every side. It was so dark that the girl could bring her hand right up to her face without being able to distinguish a thing.


  A RAY of light jumped from the panel as Jaro extracted the plug, applied his eye to the aperture. He could see the back of the dead Mercurian leader crumpled across the desk and beyond him the open door into the vaulted antichamber.


  As he looked, a Mercurian, the priest who had been on guard at the entrance, appeared in the doorway. Other Mercurians were staring over the priest’s shoulder. Consternation was written large across their usually impassive features.


  “Sehr Karfial Hodes!” the priest cried, and then uttered a string of Mercurian words quite unintelligible to the listening Jaro.


  Suddenly, it seemed to dawn on the priest that there had been foul play. He ran across the floor, turned up his dead leader’s face. The benign, peaceful, half smile on the old Mercurian’s lips seemed to belie his tragic murder. Jaro put back the plug.


  “We’re in for it,” he said grimly. “The Mercurians must believe that we murdered Karfial Hodes.”


  “What will they do?” the girl asked in a small voice.


  “I don’t imagine they’ll pin any medals on us,” he replied dryly.


  “Why did they have to kill Karfial Hodes?” There was a puzzled, tragic note in the girl’s voice. “He was such a harmless old man.”


  “Albert Peet can answer that question,” Jaro said quietly. “In fact, he can answer a lot of questions that I intend to ask him. But where can I hide you?”


  “Hide me!” ejaculated Joan. “If you get three feet away I’ll scream. I don’t know why I should feel safer when you’re here—I’ve been shot at, abducted and jailed since I met you—but I do.”


  For a moment Jaro hesitated, then he fumbled for her wrist in the dark, found it. “Come on,” he said. “We’ll see where this passage leads.”


  They crept ahead, encountered a stair, descended thirty-two steps. Again they felt their way along a passage, went down a second flight of steps.


  “If this keeps up we’ll come out on the under side of Mercury,” he said. “Ouch!” There was a dull thud.


  “What was that?” cried Joan.


  “Me. I cracked my skull on this confounded ceiling.” He paused. “Joan, we must be on the same level as my cell.” He got down on hands and knees, crawled along the passage, running his fingers across the stones.


  “Ah!” he said. His questing fingers had discovered a hole close to the floor.


  “Where are you?” Joan cried.


  “Here.”


  She moved up cautiously until she bumped into him. “Whatever are you after, groveling on the floor?” she asked greatly relieved.


  “I’ve a hunch,” he replied. “Wait here!”


  He wormed his way into the hole, found it blocked by the stone. Delicately, he ran his fingers over its surface seeking its mechanism. A catch? There it was. He released it, hauled. The stone slid towards him. Backing out of the hole, he drew the block after him. Joan stifled a scream as he bumped into her.


  With the block clear of the wall, he wriggled back into the hole. If possible the Stygian blackness was thicker than ever. There should be a cell on the other side of the wall. He lay still, listened. The silence was as absolute as the dark. He wormed his way ahead. With a shock he felt his fingers come in contact with bare flesh. A hand flicked across his face, clutched his throat with a grip of iron.


  Jaro wrenched backward, tried to call out, but that unrelenting grip on his throat held like a vise, choked off his words. His antagonist never uttered a sound. Silently, blindly they fought in the four foot square cell.


  Jaro got his hands on his antagonist’s wrists, wrenched. His lungs were on fire, he thought wildly that no sensation was as agonizing as not being able to draw a breath. The man had succeeded in getting both hands on his throat. Jaro drew up his legs, kicked. His feet struck flesh, the iron fingers were torn from his throat. Blessed air poured into his lungs.


  Dimly, he realized that Joan was calling his name from the passage. Then she screamed.


  A man’s voice beside him said: “Jaro! My God! Is that you, Jaro?”


  “Yes,” panted Jaro, recognizing Landovitch, the T.I.S. agent. “I was looking for you. There’s a hole here some place.” His fingers were wildly running across the cold stones. “Joan’s outside in the passage. Something’s happened.”


  Again the girl screamed.


  “Here it is,” said Jaro with relief, dived through. Once clear of the walls, he stood up, cracked his head on the low ceiling.


  “Joan!” he said. He could hear Landovitch grunting and puffing, trying to squeeze his big frame through the narrow aperture. The girl did not answer.


  “Joan!” he called louder. His voice came back to him hollowly in the pitch black corridor. “Joan!”


  There was no answer. The girl was gone.


  VI


  JARO hesitated undecided which way to go.


  “Pull me out of here,” Landovitch pleaded. “I’m stuck.”


  He felt around, seized the big T.I.S. agent’s wrist, tugged. Landovitch came free, stood up, cracked his head against the roof with a thud.


  “It’s a low ceiling,” said Jaro.


  “This is a fine time to be telling me.”


  “They’ve got Joan,” said Jaro. “Which way could they have gone?”


  “Joan?” echoed Landovitch dubiously. “Oh, you mean Miss Webb, that pretty girl who was with us when the fight started in the grog shop.” He paused. “Who’s got her? Where are we anyway?”


  “Shut up!” said Jaro impolitely. “I’m trying to orientate myself. We’re in the Temple of Nemi.”


  Landovitch whistled softly. “The rain god.”


  But Jaro was paying no attention. “There must be a set of stairs at each end of this corridor,” he mused. “We just came down one. That leads to the apartment where Hodes was murdered. I think it’s a blind alley. But the other stair goes up to the chambers of the temple priestesses. That must be the way they’ve gone. Come on.” He started off along the corridor.


  “Hey!” Landovitch said plaintively. “Which way are you going?” He reached out, clutched Jaro’s arm, hung on. “Who’s got the girl?”


  “Peet’s men,” Jaro grunted. “It must have been Peet’s men who got Joan. They murdered Karfial Hodes just a few minutes ago and escaped through this corridor. We were trailing them. I don’t think the Mercurians even suspect the existence of these passages.” They reached the steps, ascended to the next level, hurried blindly along the corridor of the alcoves.


  “But how do you figure Peet’s men knew about these passages?”-asked Landovitch in a puzzled voice.


  “That gunman of Peet’s,” said Jaro. “The one who was captured along with the Red Witch. He must have discovered them. It’s the only way I can figure he escaped.”


  Again they stumbled up a flight of steps.


  “This ought to be on the same level as Nemi’s apartment,” volunteered Jaro. Suddenly his fingers encountered space in the right hand wall.


  “What’s up,” said Landovitch, bumping into him.


  “There’s a corridor branching off here,” he replied. “Which way? Which way?”


  “One’s as good as another,” said Landovitch.


  Without replying, Jaro pushed ahead along the left hand corridor. He had not gone fifty paces before he halted again, began to curse. The words flowed out, cold, furious.


  The hair on the back of Landovitch’s neck crawled. He’d never heard Jaro vent his anger before. “What is it now?” he asked.


  “The corridor splits up into three different passages. This rotten place is a rat-run.” He drew a breath. “We might as well try to find our way out and hunt up Albert Peet.”


  He led the way along the center corridor, fell up an unexpected flight of steps, resumed his cursing.


  Landovitch wanted to laugh but decided against it. He had never known Jaro to be as wrought up over anything as he seemed to be about the girl’s abduction.


  Jaro scrambled to his feet, mounted the steps with Landovitch still following. The head of the stair was blocked. He fumbled a moment in the dark, found the omnipresent plug, extracted it.


  The room into which he found himself looking was an ordinary Mercurian apartment of the lower strata of the city. It was untenanted, bare, dusty. He worked a moment at the panel, discovered the catch, swung it back. He and the T.I.S. agent stepped into the apartment.


  “Whew!” said Landovitch. “What a relief. I was beginning to think I might rot down there.” His blond hair was a mass of clotted blood and dirt. One eye was black, his clothes torn and stained.


  “You look at if you’ve been blown from a rocket tube,” commented Jaro dryly, as he made for the street door.


  “You don’t look like a gay Lothario yourself,” Landovitch retorted.


  JARO opened the door, peered out cautiously. The vaulted burrow which served as a street between the apartments was deserted. The green globes were dim. They must be on one of the lowest levels of Acecia.


  “Irving,” said Jaro, turning to the T.I.S. agent. “I’m going to pay Albert Peet a visit. He’s going to talk whether he wants or not. I’m afraid it won’t be strictly legal, and I don’t want to embroil you in any difficulty. I think we’d best part.”


  “Never mind that,” began Landovitch, then halted, seized Jaro by the shoulder. “Listen!” he commanded.


  From up the street came faintly the noise of shouts and screams, then the unmistakable zizz-boom! of a rocket gun. The two men looked at each other. The silence was immediately punctured by a scattering rattle of dum-dum fire.


  The firing drew closer. At the end of the street, a party of Colonial guards trotted into sight. They were dragging the rocket gun and were still in an orderly retreat.


  Half way up the arched passage they made a stand. Jaro watched them set up the rocket gun. All except the gun crew faded into doorways. Jaro swung his eyes back to the head of the street. A company of Fazoqls, the killer caste of Venus, were advancing in short dashes from doorway to doorway. The rocket gun went zizz-boom! The street ahead was suddenly clear of Fazoqls except for a few sprawled figures.


  “The revolution!” said Landovitch: “They’ve started the revolution.”


  THE VENUSIAN mercenaries had begun to snipe at the guards again with the dum-dum rifles. Several of the Earthmen slumped to the pavement. The Venusians, Jaro guessed, were crawling through the apartments, flanking the little group about the rocket gun. In a moment the Colonial guards were forced to retreat again.


  Pulling their rocket gun after them, they took up a position directly in front of the apartment where Jaro and Landovitch watched, wide-eyed.


  “Back! Get back!” Jaro pulled Landovitch into an adjoining chamber. A string of dum-dums exploded against the outer wall as some Fazoql raked the building with his rapid fire rifle. The door burst open. A burly Colonial guard, his gaudy uniform soiled and ragged, stumbled inside, took up a position just within the doorway.


  “Hey!” said Jaro cautiously.


  The guard swung around, his finger on the button of the Dixon Ray Rifle. Jaro noticed that sweat had traced paths down his grimy face. His hat was gone. Slowly his features relaxed as he recognized the two men as Terrestrials.


  “What’s coming off?” Jaro asked.


  The guard grunted, glanced out the door. “The Mercurians have risen.” Up the street a Fazoql moved in a doorway. A yellow ray leaped from the bell-shaped mouth of the guard’s rifle, bathed the doorway in a saffron glare. The Fazoql tumbled into the street.


  “They’ve hired the Venusian mercenaries,” the guard continued. “We’re outnumbered ten to one.”


  “Who’s leading the revolution?” asked Jaro.


  “Karfial Hodes, the patriot,” replied the guard. He flung the words over his shoulder, keeping his eyes up the vaulted passage.


  “But Hodes is dead!” expostulated Jaro.


  “Not so you could notice it,” grunted the guard. Outside the rocket gun went zizz-boom! “How do you explain this?” He took a scrap of paper from his tunic, tossed it to Jaro.


  “What is it?” Landovitch said.


  The paper, Jaro saw, was a declaration. It read:


  “To the Mercurian People:


  “The time has come to cast off the yoke of Earth. All loyal Mercurians are called upon to purge our ranks of the greedy Terrestrial parasites who have been exploiting our resources. Arise and take back that which is rightfully yours.”


  It was printed in both Mercurian and English and signed: “Karfial Hodes, Imperator.”


  “Those have been stuck up all over the city,” the guard informed them. “They’ve stormed tire Spacegraphy Station and sent an ultimatum to the Earth Congress.”


  Landovitch whistled. “But it’s race suicide,” he said, aghast. Both he and Jaro were thinking of what must be transpiring back on Earth at this minute.


  File upon file of huge battle spacers would be floating free from their sheds. Slim cigar-shaped corvettes, tenders, all the countless craft that comprised Earth’s fleet, the mightiest fleet in the Universe, would be jockying into position for their dash across space. Even now Earth’s Sun Patrol must be hurtling upon the city of Acecia. The little uprising would be quelled almost before it got under way, martial law declared, the revolutionists hunted out, destroyed ruthlessly. Earth had experienced four such uprisings in different parts of its far flung empire within the past decade and she would not be inclined to be lenient.


  “They haven’t got the chance of a snowball in hell!” Jaro said bitterly.


  The rocket gun exploded: zizz-boom! Again the guard sprayed a doorway with the yellow ray, cursed. Three distorted figures huddled about the carriage of the rocket gun, but it was still being served.


  “They gutted the palace of the Governor,” said the guard, “and hung the Governor from his own doorway. They’ve wrecked the offices of the Latonka Trust too.”


  “What about the Terrestrials?” asked Jaro.


  “Most of them got away in the spacers before they captured the port.” The guard spat, wiped the sweat off his forehead with his sleeve. “The Mercurians aren’t fighting. It’s mostly Venusian mercenaries and a few renegade whites.”


  SOMETHING exploded in the guard’s chest. He fell half in, half out of the doorway. Outside the gun captain blew a whistle. The pitiful remainder of the Colonial guards struck their rocket gun, retreated down the passage at a trot, drawing it after them.


  “What does it mean?” Landovitch asked in bewilderment. “They couldn’t have formed an alliance with Venus.”


  “Hardly,” replied Jaro. “They would have had to sign agreements with about seven hundred and fifty different states, principalities and democracies.” He yanked the T.I.S. agent back into the chamber again. “Don’t let those birds lay an eye on you,” he cautioned.


  The Fazoqls had begun to stream past outside. They were lean, bearded men, for the most part armed with rapid fire dumdum rifles. They all had the blue star of the Venusian caste of killers tattooed on their foreheads. The noise of fighting waned, died down the vaulted passage.


  “I can’t believe it.” Landovitch shook his head. “The Mercurians are throwing away any chance for freedom. The Earth Congress will never grant them their independence now.”


  “I don’t believe it,” said Jaro grimly. “In fact, I don’t put any credence in it at all.”


  The T.I.S. agent looked at him, perplexed. “But . . .” he began.


  “Come on,” Jaro interrupted savagely. “The answer to any number of things lies at the office of the Latonka Trust, if I’m not mistaken.” He stooped over the dead Colonial guard, relieved him of his Dixon Ray Rifle, stepped over him into the street. Shaking his head bull-like, Landovitch followed. He obviously wanted to ask questions, but the set, grim expression on Jaro’s face forbade it.


  As they approached the Terrestrial quarter, the signs of bitter street fighting grew more apparent. They passed a barricaded corner where a pile of dead Colonial guards attested to the stubborness of their defense. The street beyond was littered with the bodies of Fazoqls and an occasional renegade Earthman. There were no signs of Mercurians anywhere. Jaro imagined that they had retreated deep into hidden burrows and rooms until the fighting was over.


  Two Earthmen came out of an apartment just ahead, dragging a pretty Mercurian between them. They spotted Jaro and Landovitch, halted, their hands creeping upward towards shoulder holsters.


  “Who are you?” one asked, and his voice was death itself.


  “Have you seen the Red Witch?” said Jaro, on a wild gamble. “We’ve got news for her. It’s important.”


  “Naw,” growled one of the renegades suspiciously. He turned to his companion, said: “Let’s get going.” Between them, the gunmen hustled the frightened girl off a bisecting alley.


  Landovitch was frowning. “This is a wild goose chase,” he said. “The Mercurians have wrecked the Latonka Trust building. Albert Peet was probably one of the first men to escape from Mercury when the revolution broke.”


  “I’m gambling,” replied Jaro, “that he’s got a hideout in the building some place. I think he’s waiting for everything to blow over.” He set off down the corridor at an easy lope. With a shrug, Landovitch panted after him.


  VII


  THE Latonka Trust building was a wreck. When Jaro, with Landovitch at his elbow, prowled the gutted offices he was shocked at the extent of the damage wrought. He paused in what had been Albert Peet’s private office. The desk was smashed in, the carpet ripped to shreds. The entire contents of a filing cabinet which lined one wall had been dumped on the floor.


  “I give up,” Landovitch said in disgust. “We’ve been over this building with a fine toothed comb. Albert Peet isn’t here. He’s probably halfway to Earth by this time.”


  Jaro regarded him sadly. “How you obtained your present eminence in what is supposed to be the most intelligent of intelligence services is the biggest unsolved mystery in the history of the T.I.S.” He paused, raised his hand. “Quiet!”


  The noise came again. It sounded like a mouse gnawing at the wainscoting behind Albert Peet’s wrecked desk. Both men had their eyes glued to the polished wood paneling. Slowly, a section of the wainscoting was sliding aside. A Venusian Fazoql stepped out, caught sight of the two men, whipped a dart gun from a shoulder holster.


  The bell-shaped ray rifle in Jaro’s hand flamed yellow. The Fazoql was wrapped in a blinding glare. He fell like a stone, the death ray destroying the very life forces of the man.


  Jaro picked up the Fazoql’s dart gun, tossed it to Landovitch.


  “Here, I’ve a hunch you’re going to need this.”


  Landovitch whistled. He said, “Next time I contradict you, kick me.” He tucked the dart gun in his waist band. “Lead on, camarade. Last Ditch Landovitch is right behind you.”


  A flight of steps yawned just beyond the false wainscoting. Warily, the two men descended the stair. There was a second door at the foot. It wasn’t locked. Jaro flung it open, covered the room with the ray rifle.


  An elderly Venusian sprang halfway to his feet, sank warily back in his chair. He was seated directly across a desk from Albert Peet. The third occupant of the room, Jaro saw with astonishment, was the Red Witch.


  For a tense second they observed each other narrowly. Albert Peet hunched his shoulders.


  “Don’t try anything’, Albert!” cried the Red Witch, her voice shrill with fright. “You fool, that’s Jaro Moynahan!”


  But Peet was tugging at his pocket. Before Jaro could press the button of the ray rifle, something went “pop!” just behind him. Albert Peet slowly toppled sideways onto the floor. A small dart gun dropped from the dead Latonka Czar’s fist.


  “Thanks, Irving,” said Jaro without removing his eyes from the elderly Venusian or the red-headed singer.


  The Venusian, he noticed, had two blue stars tattooed on his forehead. Probably, Jaro thought, he was the leader of the mercenaries.


  The Venusian said, “That was a very neat shot,” in perfect English. He turned to Jaro. “I think we have met before.”


  Jaro frowned.


  “In the services of Chaldmar, Zealot of the Venusian state of Zeld,” the Fazoql prompted. “You were Captain of the Imperial Guard at the time.”


  Jaro’s eyes lighted with recognition. “Certainly, Colonel. How stupid of me. I’m really very sorry that we’re on opposing factions.”


  “Fortunes of war,” the Colonel smiled. “Though with Albert Peet dead the game is up, anyway.”


  DURING the conversation the Red Witch’s green eyes had first widened, then narrowed. “You getting ready to sell me out, Colonel?” she asked angrily.


  The Venusian turned to her, said, “Miss Mikail, I couldn’t possibly sell you out. I was never cognizant of any contract between us. My men were hired by Albert Peet. So were yours. With him dead, our bargain ends.”


  “Colonel,” said Jaro, “would you mind telling me what was the nature of your agreement with Peet.”


  “Not at all,” said the Venusian. “We were hired to fake a revolution—a convincing revolution, you understand—in order that the Earth Congress would abandon the idea of giving the Mercurians their independence. Mr. Peet, I believe, had extensive holdings here that would have been jeopardized had the Mercurians recovered their freedom.”


  Landovitch whistled softly.


  “Who wrecked the offices of the Latonka Trust?” asked Jaro.


  The Venusian smiled. “That was my idea. An artistic touch to divert suspicion. You see, before the Earth forces could arrive my men were to escape aboard a space liner. The entire blame for the revolution was to be cast on Karfial Hodes.”


  “Colonel,” said Jaro, “I regret the necessity very much, but I’m going to ask you to command your men to lay down their arms.”


  The old Venusian smiled, said: “Hardly that, Captain. As I said before, with Albert Peet dead, so is the revolution. Our job is done. If you’ll be good enough to excuse me I’ll recall my men and get them aboard the space liner.” He stood up slowly.


  For a moment the two men were silent, then Jaro moved aside from the door. “Good luck, Colonel. You know that you’ll be outlawed by the Earth Congress.”


  “Yes,” said the Colonel. “Thanks for the sporting chance.” He shook hands with Jaro, nodded to Landovitch, passed out the door.


  “I suppose you know what you’re doing,” said Landovitch when he was gone.


  “Don’t be so conscientious,” Jaro grinned. “You couldn’t arrest all the Venusian mercenaries by yourself. The Earth Patrol can hunt them down. Anyway, I owed the old gentleman that. If it hadn’t been for him I still would be rotting in a Venusian jail.”


  “What about me?” said the Red Witch.


  “You?” said Jaro grimly. “You are going to be the star witness in the greatest case on Landovitch’s record.” He paused, added; “for which you might get off with a light sentence—say five years.”


  The red-headed singer obdurately set her mouth. Landovitch looked startled.


  JARO turned to the T.I.S. agent. “You heard the Colonel say that Karfial Hodes was to be the goat for the fake revolution. There was only one fly in Poet’s ointment. As long as Karfial Hodes was alive, he could present himself before the Earth Congress, denounce the revolution, and the whole scheme would blow up like a dum-dum shell. Hodes simply had to be put out of the way. But the Mercurian patriot couldn’t be found. Peet was desperate. His campaign of propaganda had been started. That was when I was called in.”


  “I never wanted to call you, the redheaded singer broke out. “I told Albert he was a fool, that you were utterly unpredictable.”


  “By the way,” said Jaro, “why did Karfial Hodes have you abducted?”


  She shrugged. “He had the wind up, but he didn’t know Albert Peet was behind the scene. He had learned, though, that I was one of the principal agents. He wanted to question me. I suppose he thought he might as well keep me out of mischief while he had me.”


  “Red,” said Jaro coldly and catching the girl’s eye. “Where is Joan Webb?”


  “Joan Webb?” The Red Witch’s eyes narrowed. “I suppose you mean that attractive brunette my men caught in the secret passages of Nemi’s Temple when they came to release me.”


  Jaro said nothing.


  The red-headed singer looked frightened, but determined. “She’s my ace in the hole!”


  Jaro took a step toward her.


  “Don’t touch me,” she cried, “you’ll never get her if you do!”


  He halted in mid-stride.


  Landovitch said: “Turn State’s evidence. I can guarantee you complete amnesty.”


  “Not just a light sentence?”


  “Complete amnesty,” he assured her. She hesitated, said, “Your words.”


  “You’ve my word,” said Jaro. His voice was cold. “I don’t threaten, Red, but if she’s been harmed you won’t come to trial.”


  The girl pulled her eyes from Jaro’s, turned to Landovitch. “Yours,” she said, “yours too.”


  “I give you my word, of course,” he replied.


  With a sigh of relief she sank back in her chair. “In there, boys.” She motioned towards a door at the left of the chamber.


  Jaro sprang forward, swung it open, revealed a large closet. Joan Webb, gagged, bound to a chair, regarded him from wide brown eyes. Behind him, the red-haired singer burst into laughter.


  “She’s been there all the time,” she laughed. “You were bound to have found her. Jaro, Jaro, that was the most magnificent bluff I’ve ever pulled. And you fell for it. You, Jaro Moynahan, fell for it.”


  THE abortive revolution had brought the Festival to an abrupt conclusion. The city of Acecia licked its wounds and fretted under the grip of martial law, but negotiations for Mercurian independence had been reopened. Landovitch’s report had exploded a bombshell in the Earth Congress, and it looked very much as if the negotiations might be successful at last.


  “How does it feel to be famous?” Jaro asked. He and Joan and the T.I.S. agent were sitting in his room, sipping Latonka.


  Landovitch said: “I wish you would have let me give credit where it was due.”


  “Publicity in my line,” Jaro replied, “is not very good for business.”


  Someone rapped at the door. He opened it, revealed a small Mercurian boy in the uniform of the Spaceography Station.


  “A spaceogram for Miss Webb,” said the boy.


  “Me?” cried Joan. “Who could be sending me a spaceogram?”


  Jaro took the envelope, handed it to her, tossed the boy a coin. She tore it open eagerly.


  “Why, it’s from Prince Radhick of the Imperial Martian Court,” she said with a puzzled frown. “He’s offering me a post as secretary at two thousand notes a year. Two thousand notes a year! Think of it!” Jaro started, said, “Two thousand notes!” He glanced angrily at Landovitch who was listening with a bland expression.


  “Irving!” cried Joan rapturously and threw her arms about the blond T.I.S. agent’s bull-like neck. “You’re a perfect darling!”


  “Let me see that spaceogram,” said Jaro Moynahan darkly. He read: “You have been highly recommended by a dear friend of mine, Mr. Irving Landovitch of the T.I.S.”


  “Jaro,” cried the girl, “should I accept it?”


  “What? Oh. Yes, of course. As it happens I know the prince very well. I think you’ll find the work delightful. If I were you, I’d run down to the desk and get a spaceogram off to him right away.” He almost shoved her out of the room. Then he went to the visoscreen, clicked it on, said: “When Miss Webb comes to send a spaceogram, take it, but don’t send it T.I.S. wishes to examine it. Yes. That’s right. The T.I.S.” He clicked the visoscreen off, turned to Landovitch.


  “Now!” he exploded. “I told you to make that one thousand notes a year, not two thousand.”


  “I thought she was worth it,” said Landovitch blandly.


  Jaro glared at his friend, trying to keep the amusement from his eyes and face.


  “That’s as much as a general in the Martian army makes.” He ran his fingers upward through his crisp black hair. “It’s going to be difficult enough persuading the prince that I need a secretary at all as head of his army, let alone get him to pay her two thousands notes a year. When I asked you to send that fake spaceogram, if I’d . . .”


  “But what a secretary,” Landovitch interrupted, rolling his eyes.


  “And that line,” Jaro snorted. “ ‘Recommended by a very dear friend of mine, Mr. Irving Landovitch.’ The prince never even heard of you.”


  “He will, he will,” Landovitch assured him.


  Jaro stopped short. “What do you mean? What’s coming off here?”


  “I’ve been attached to the Terrestrial embassy at the Martian court.”


  “You couldn’t by any chance, have applied for that post?” asked Jaro darkly.


  The T.I.S. agent grinned. “As it happens, I did.”


  Suddenly both men laughed. Jaro glanced at his watch. “We’ve got to hurry. The ship leaves in forty-five minutes.”


  The door flew open, Joan sailed back into the room.


  “Why so much amusement?” she said suspiciously. “We starting that comrade stuff again?”


  “Get your hat on,” Jaro said. “We have but forty-five minutes to make that Super Liner for Mars. We can stop by your rooms for your trunk on the way to the spaceport.”


  Joan drew back in amazement. “Forty-five minutes,” she gasped. “But I haven’t got a ticket.”


  “Oh, I’ve got the tickets,” Jaro and Landovitch both said in unison. Then they closed their mouths, stared at each other.


  A look of comprehension dawned on Joan’s face. “Look, boys,” she said grimly. “This isn’t a put-up job, by any chance?”


  The two men recovered. Jaro said with wounded dignity, “ ‘Put-up job’. No. Whatever gave you that idea?”


  “No. Of course not,” Landovitch echoed.


  “I see,” said Joan, amusement glinting through her eyes in spite of herself. “It’s just by the purest sort of coincidence that we’re all three going the same way.”


  Nodding, Jaro and Landovitch came forward—and laughing, the three began to walk. Somehow, the future looked promising—and dangerous.


  MICA SAILBOAT OF MERCURY


  Henry Gade


  Millions of years ago Mercury might have supported a form of life capable of building the sailing vessel shown in the painting on the back cover of this issue


  TODAY, scientists tell us, Mercury is a planet which probably does not revolve on its axis more than once for each circuit of the sun, and therefore always presents the same face to the sun.


  Because of this, one side of Mercury is constantly at a temperature of more than 540° F. (the side facing the sun) and near absolute zero on the other side.


  Therefore, we can be sure that today there are no oceans of any kind existing on which a ship could sail. On one hand they would be vaporized, and on the other, frozen solid.


  Too, today the planet has no atmosphere, or at the very most, an extremely thin layer of gases incapable of supporting life even in the restricted twilight area where the temperature would be a livable 1000 F. This area would be devoid of seas also, since any moisture that reached the dark side as vapor, would never return because it would remain there in a frozen condition—and eventually all of the moisture would accumulate there.


  But let us look many millions of years into the past, when Mercury was a young world. We can give it an atmosphere, much as our Moon must have had at one time. We can give it a greater period of rotation (even three or four times what it is today would be sufficient) and we would have a planet very capable of supporting seas and oceans—in fact one where such oceans would be a certainty because of the presence of a dense cloud blanket.


  Here again, however, we would have terrible heat, perhaps so much so that ordinary human life would not exist. We might eventually find insect life developing. The final result of that sort of evolution is pictured on the back cover.


  The atmosphere would be chemically poison to a human, and the chemicals in its composition might make the “sky” appear to be some fantastic color, for instance, the weird orange-red shown in Mr. Settles’ painting.


  The sea itself might be a “chemical” sea, formed of fifty percent water, and fifty percent acids of various types.


  Such a planet would be conducive of the formation of types of rock such as quartz, crystals of various kinds, mica, asbestos, etc. It would be from materials like these that our “Mercurians” would build their ship.


  Because of the existence of prevailing winds, due to the great temperature changes of this world so dose to the sun, the Mercurians would decide to take advantage of this motive power, and their ship would be a sailboat.


  They would build the ship of acid-resistant crystals, cut into sheets and joined tightly, with seams calked with tars. These tars would not be resinous in nature, but produced by gummy wells drilled down to the short-lived vegetable era of its comparative “carboniferous” period. Pressures to produce coal would never be brought into being on Mercury, due to its rapid cooling and shortness of its eras. The coal would be in the form of a gooey peat much like some of our poorer grades of soft coal. But from this coal a tar substance could be taken to form an acid-proof seal for the crystal-sheet ships.


  Our sailboat would be equipped with a stone mast, and its sail would be large sheets of a micalike substance, cut perhaps a half-inch thick. These sheets would be fitted together by slotting, and could be adjusted to allow for changes in speed. They would fold up somewhat like an oriental fan.


  The craft itself would ride high in the water, and be equipped with outriggers to prevent capsizing. There might be no oceans, so travel would be along narrow channels, like fiords, and through torturous areas where danger from rocks and obstructions would be great. Travel over shallow water would necessitate a shallow draft.


  The extreme lightness of the craft, however, would allow for great maneuverability, and we could expect the Mercurians to be rather acrobatic sailors. The ship would carry a crew of thirty or so, and perhaps accommodations for a hundred passengers, or approximately twenty-five tons of freight.


  The slow rotation of Mercury would bring them to a portion of the sea that would be frozen, and here the ship would become a giant sled which would travel by sail just as it did while a boat.


  Thus it would be possible for this craft to travel over almost the entire planet, in its two mediums, and we could expect the Mercurians to depend upon it as their sole medium of travel. Across the ice and water of Mercury, an average speed of perhaps twenty-five miles per hour might be maintained. And during such a voyage, the travelers might experience a very hot summer and a very cold winter!


  THE BUBBLE DWELLERS


  Ross Rocklynne


  The hell-planet of Vulcan had spawned a deadly menace that might entrap the civilized worlds. Only Sydney Hallmeyer could halt that force, only he could stop the fiendish Zondat—and he was the slave of the man he fought.


  TO LOOK AT US, you would have thought we didn’t have a care in the world. You would have thought everything was on the up and up. To look at us, you would have thought we were relaxing after a good meal. Will Carrist was holding a cup of steaming hot coffee to his lips with one hand, the other just lightly grabbing the edge of the galley table to fasten him tight against the slight axial twist of our Hamson-Dupré, Wittenberg-powered, thirteen-jet, new model spaceship; I, Sidney Hallmeyer, spreading myself all over the bolted-down metal chair opposite him, smoking a cigarette slowly, and admiring the perfect smoke rings I was blowing, and playing the part of the iron-nerved hero.


  Those were my thoughts, as our brand-new spaceship bowled happily along through deep space, doing exactly as she pleased, because there wasn’t a soul at her controls.


  “To look at us,” I told Will, blowing one smoke-ring right through the center of another, “you’d think we were the gayest couple of morons this side of Sagittarius.”


  “To look at us,” Will agreed froggily, setting his coffee cup into the pool of coffee in the bottom of his saucer, “you wouldn’t think we were falling into the Sun.”


  I had to admire Will, then—maybe because when you’re certain of death, you don’t see why you shouldn’t take time out to get sentimental. Will was my best friend, and one of the three best space-pilots in the Solar System. He was chunky-jawed, thick through the chest, and as broad of shoulder as the length of one of his short, powerful arms. He was excitable, easy to panic, his wide-set eyes habitually set in a mournful, worried expression. Nerves, that was it. Nerves, which probably made him the pilot he was—able to sense the gravitation of an approaching planet within a fractional margin of error; almost able to give a meteor-detector good competition. But now, nerves did not bother Will. He had schooled himself against it. He had fought the horror we were falling into, and now he faced it; knew it for what it was: extinction. His stubby fingers held the coffee cup so that there was not a quiver on the liquid surface, though the wrecked ship rocked gently back and forth on its beam. His nerves were as perfectly under control as those perfect smoke rings I was blowing. Good old Will, I thought sentimentally, after another couple of hours of this falling toward the Sun, we’ll shake hands for the last time, and then we’ll open the Grimson heat-shields . . .


  The newly invented Grimson heat-shields started it off, of course. Because I had an E.E., because the Tellurian Research Institution had somehow come to think of me, fondly, as its ace troubleshooter, I was elected for the dirty work of setting up the first Planetary Magnetic Field Research Station on Mercury.


  “Too bad, Sid,” my superior grinned, enjoying my temper, which sometimes played around like a Solar eruption whenever I was dragged away from the easy work in my lab. “In spite of the fact we’ve been space-traveling for upwards of a century, we still don’t know too much about planetary magnetic fields. We know they’re intimately bound up and influenced by the Sun, though, so why not study the magnetic field of a planet that’s as close to the Sun as any we know of? Mercury.”


  “But nobody’s ever landed on Mercury!” I exploded.


  He wagged a finger. “Now, Sid. We know of two exploration parties that landed. Half of them died from actinic ray burns, of course, but you won’t. Your ship is equipped with Grimsons, the new heat-shields. You’ll be back inside of a month, none the worse, with the station ready to be taken over by the regular personnel. And chances are,” he grinned, having his little joke, “you’ll be able to strike up an affair with Edith Dupré Maybe she really didn’t fall into the Sun.” He shuffled papers on his desk.


  “Good luck, Sid.”


  THAT WAS WHAT they named our ship, the Good Luck, and they painted a fistful of four-leaf clovers on her nose. But names don’t mean anything. And being one of the three best pilots in the Solar System sometimes doesn’t mean anything either. The deck was stacked against Will Carrist. The facts are that three meteoroids and our ship, all coming from different directions, coincided in nearly the same volume of space.


  Will slid around the first meteoroid in good shape. He was traveling on a good set of strained nerves when he lifted our tail and let the second continue to its destiny. But he was just another article like books, dishes, magnetic equipment and me, flying and crashing around inside the ship when the third meteoroid crashed into our aft section.


  We came out of it soon enough, fighting mad. The whole power system was okay. But the gas-orifices leading to the jets were welded shut. Furthermore, the telaudio had one-sixteenth normal efficiency. We sent weak SOS signals toward Venus, ninety million miles away, knowing Venus would never pick them up. We tested the auxiliary rockets, found them good enough to carry us a million miles only, not the thirty million miles to Mercury. We resolved to save the auxiliary rockets in case we happened to see a meteoroid or other body big enough to carry us around the Sun with it. We fussed around for hours, while the Sun grew bigger, hoping and praying.


  Came the time when we put the Grimsons up to tenth-power, their highest degree of protection.


  When the heat from the Sun, now nine million miles distant, began to leak through the Grimsons, we knew we were through.


  Carrist cooked a big meal and we ate the last dinner of the damned. We drank coffee and we smoked. We would die like gentlemen. When the heat became uncomfortable, we would cut out the shields, and we would roast where we stood—in a second.


  I was afraid to sweat, but I did. I felt soggy. I could hardly breathe. I was uncomfortable. Okay—


  “Now, Sid?” said Will, looking at me woodenly.


  I shook his hand, we met each other’s eyes for a brief moment, then he went slogging up the passageway abaft toward the control cubby. I watched him go—I, Sidney Hallmeyer, the iron-nerved hero. I broke, and I clattered to my feet, hurling myself up the passageway after him, and I was breathing hard, panting with the terror of negation.


  “No, Will!” I yelled, stopping his hand just as he was about to pull on the Grimson shoe-lace plunger.


  A mournful, lost expression came to Will’s face. He began to shake. “Just when I was beginning to—” he muttered.


  And at that moment—reprieve on the eve of execution!—our telaudio burbled, cleared its throat of solar static. We had left the receiver open, on the wildly improbable chance that Venus might hear us.


  And a clear voice said, though our ears hardly believed:


  “This is Edith Dupré, repeating tenth message requesting help . . .”


  ANY STEEL SUPPORTS we may have built around our nerves melted like butter. Carrist and I entirely forgot human dignity. We dived for the receiver, scratching and clawing over it, and succeeding only in turning it off. We cursed ourselves hoarse before that voice came in again, but this time, there was no clarity. That voice was twisted and distorted and shaken around by the mad magnetic and gravitational strains that stormed through space proximate to the Sun. We refused to breathe, so long as a breath would cut out the faintest static-rotten whisper:


  “. . . Planet . . . seven million miles minor axis, thirteen million min . . . Vulc . . . Dr. Robert . . . The people here are being . . .” There was a maddening wash of static. “Vulcan . . .” More static. Then, “. . . is Ed . . . repeating tenth message . . . help . . . warning you of telepathic impulse . . .”


  There was nothing more. For a trembling half hour we groveled before that receiver and at last I looked up at Will, my face haggard.


  “There’s a chance, Will,” I croaked. “That couldn’t have come from Mercury. We couldn’t pick up a message from that far. But we could pick up a message from a planet that’s only a million or so miles away. From a planet named—Vulcan!”


  “Vulcan!” Will looked at me as if I were crazy. “But there isn’t any planet by that—”


  “No?” I grinned at him in cockeyed fashion. “She named it. Edith Dupré named it. Edith Dupré, flaxen-haired heiress to the Dupré millions, the sleekest, boldest slip of a girl who ever poured her reputation down the drain because she hated conventions and wanted to wear the cover-alls of a space-pilot. She didn’t fall into the Sun, Will—and that means we aren’t going to either!”


  And we didn’t! While Will busied himself with the photo-amplifiers, thoughts of Edith Dupré dreamed in my mind. She was tough and rough, and she could use the language of a man with the same blunt honesty that she could use a Hampton gun. She was known the length and breadth of the system, this girl! She was the only woman pilot entered in the Nine Planet Spaceship Race, and she was leading all competitors by a few million miles when she was reported missing, ship and all. Her last message, picked up on Venus, was abruptly cut off as she reported that she was going to try to maneuver her ship through a swarm of Sun-bound meteoroids. Everybody knew what had happened. Her ship was wrecked, and she was carried along with the meteor swarm, into the Sun!


  That was six months ago—and now it was certain to us that Edith Dupré, daughter of the millionaire spaceship manufacturer, was alive—alive, but in some kind of terrible danger on the mythical planet Vulcan!


  Vulcan was not mythical though. Will and I yelled ourselves hoarse as we saw that celestial body, ebony black against the scalding white face of an intolerable Sun—saw it puffing up toward us as Will used our precious auxiliary rockets. We were sodden rags of sweat before we got into the conical shadow of that tiny planet, and the Sun was eclipsed. We looked through the Sun-filter of the photo-amplifier’s eyepiece and we wondered what strange secrets that dark world, fringed with the Sun’s fire, would hold for us.


  Soon enough, we discovered that Vulcan had an atmosphere—for space around crackled with spiraling flares of flame. The Good Luck was plunging downward through Vulcan’s ionosphere, and it was an ionosphere such as no space-man had ever passed through before. Titanic sheets of lurid radiance were waved in front of the ship—then withdrawn, as if the ship were a bull tantalized to rage by the actions of a flag-taunting toreador. Streamers of magnetic ions blanketed the ship with columns of static electricity four and five feet high. We seemed to be tossed and rolled in a fury of thundering heavens, but in reality Will’s hand on the U-bar was sure, steady, and it was the universe about us that seemed to misbehave. The Good Luck was boring down through the upper layers of the atmosphere, and suddenly, the ionosphere was gone.


  Turbulent air-currents tortured the air around us, but land was rushing upward. Will’s lips thinned, and suddenly he jerked the U-bar. The nose of the ship raised, the ship poised. It fell about a foot, rocked back and forth and was quiet.


  I sank weakly into a chair, looked up at Will’s taut face. We had landed, on an unknown planet. We were safe! Incredible fact, when just a few hours ago, we had given ourselves up to death in the Sun . . .


  “A LOT of nerve that Dupré woman has asking us for help,” Will Carrist grumbled sourly as we stood looking at the meteorite deeply imbedded in the aft armor plates of the Good Luck. “How are we going to get that hunk of rock out of there?”


  We were back to normal—already! Will was as nervous and jiggly as the amazing polar lights which made the bowl of the sky above us into one big fiery, flickering lantern. On the rocky plain about us, points of fire grew and vanished. The metal parts of our clothing snapped with static electricity. The horizons were a ring of up-shooting arcs and. streamers of white-hot flame, as if Vulcan were floating insecurely in a kettle of molten steel. Talk about your magnetic planets! Mercury was out of the picture.


  “We’ll get that hunk of rock out, all right,” I promised Will, ill-humoredly. I knew we were both on edge. I knew we couldn’t help ourselves. Magnetic currents were interfering with the nerve-impulses of our own bodies—nerve-impulses which in themselves were magnetic currents. “And,” I added flatly, “when we leave this planet, we’ll be taking Edith Dupré along with us.”


  “Ah, spacemen,” a shrill, rat-a-tat-tat-ting voice suddenly spoke from behind us, “I trust you will give me leave to say something about that?”


  Carrist and I turned so fast we must have momentarily imitated a rotating magnetic pole, for sparks of static electricity danced spiral fashion around us.


  Carrist gasped, gave out a choking sound. I turned rigid, my heart stopping, the extremities of my body robbed of warming blood.


  “Dr. Roberto Zondat,” I whispered. That quickly I knew his identity.


  “You are right,” said the shrill voice of the man facing us. “I am Dr. Roberto Zondat. Who are you? By what right do you come here? What do you mean by saying you will take Edith away? It is impossible. Disillusion yourself. Spacemen, now you must remain on this planet!”


  Dr. Roberto Zondat. A thing of bone and fleshless sinew, with a great blade of a nose and glittering flat eyes; small mouth, and a pointed tongue which nervously wet his lips, touching now and then at the blond mustache penciled under his nose. He stood holding a weapon which was not a Hampton. I recognized it as one of the new, small triple-strength nerve-polarizers. He held this gun pointed directly between us. His scraggly head was turned away from us so that he looked at us sidewise, as if one eye might be weaker than the other. There was in his attitude the deadly, humorless passion of a viper.


  He was not alone. Pyramided out behind him were seven human beings, dressed loosely in the beggardly type of clothing a space-rat might wear. They too were fidgety, picking at their fingernails, biting their lips, hunching their shoulders, shifting from one foot to the other, their ratty, impatient eyes fixed on us glassily. And behind them were other—beings. Yes, I knew they must be the inhabitants of Vulcan. They had the humanoid figure, but the shortest of them was nine feet tall. Of course. This planet had a low gravity, and the general rule was that growth of living things was in inverse proportion to gravity.


  I don’t know why, but where I instinctively hated Zondat and the human beings with him, I felt a voiceless compassion for the Vulcanites. They stood like beasts, with dull eyes and stupid faces, arms hanging like strings at their sides. Their loin cloths, the only clothing on their great bodies, flapped in the warm, fitful winds that blew on this Sunless side of Vulcan. They were slaves, I knew, slaves to this stringy nerve-wracked man who held a deadly weapon on us.


  It took me a second to make that survey, a second to get my breath back.


  I said, meeting Zondat’s glassy stare, “Sorry. We don’t intend to remain on this planet.”


  ZONDAT’S’ strained, deadly expression did not disappear. He continued to look at me. A strange new glitter grew in his eyes. He hopped bird-like from one foot to another.


  “Men,” his voice crackled. “These men are our deadly enemies. They have come to get Edith. That won’t do. Not at all. We must foil them. They are ours, however. We shall doubtless convert them. Raid their ship. Take all items of clothing, all food. You may now enter the ship.”


  “Oh, no you don’t,” I roared, and I knew Will had sprung into life beside me. We threw ourselves at Zondat. Useless . . .


  Zondat stepped back, pressed the button on the nerve-polarizer twice—once for me, once for Will. Once was enough. That was that. Something warm and softening relaxed the nerves of my brain to uselessness. I slumped, rolled over, and dreamed . . .


  Will wakened me, blasting my name in my ear, then rolling me over and whimpering. I opened my eyes. He looked like a firecracker with a dozen fuses burning. When I got shakily to my feet, he stood there shaking and wringing his hands.


  “Sid,” he whimpered, “they took our food. They took every stitch of clothing. They took our guns. That crazy Dr. Zondat, whoever he is! We’ll starve. Where did he come from anyway? It’s—it’s impossible. This is all flat land!”


  I reeled around in circles for a moment, holding onto my thudding, sick head. I leaned against the ship. It was true. This was flat, misshapen land, a little rocky, with a few misshapen little plants growing haphazardly. Zondat had appeared from nowhere, from thin air. Where had he come from? He had come up behind us, suddenly.


  My whirling head couldn’t handle the problem. But I did know a lot about Dr. Roberto Zondat. I said to Will with an effort, “Get hold of yourself.”


  I reeled toward the ship’s open hatch, leaned there a minute. “This is a madhouse planet, Will. The evidence is all around us. Science has proved that nerve impulses are for the most part magnetic currents, as differentiated from magnetic fields. This planet Vulcan is so close to the Sun that the Sun’s own magnetic field encloses it. Two magnetic fields operating at the same time. Strong magnetic currents are generated—magnetic currents which have a strong tendency to neutralize the magnetic currents of the body. If you don’t fight it, you turn into a nervous wreck. Remember how nervous Zondat and his men were? Vulcan is their hideout. Zondat’s being sprayed with his own poison.”


  Will gritted, “What d’you mean, his hide-out? Who is he?”


  “Later,” I said huskily. I entered the ship. Food gone, extra clothing, most of our tools. But the magnetic research instruments were in the main undamaged. That was a relief. I sat down, talked a plan of action over with Will.


  So it was that we lifted the ship on her auxiliary rockets once more, and floated gently a few hundred feet above the tumbled plains of vegetation which bordered the flat, desert land.


  “I GOT a hunch,” Will said miserably, “that this is just exactly what Zondat wants us to do, Sid.”


  I hadn’t thought of that. It turned me cold. “What do you mean?”


  “Well, it’s obvious, isn’t it? He takes all our tools and our food and our weapons. We can’t kill any game, so we have to go where the inhabitants of this planet live so we can eat We can’t fix the ship without all our tools—”


  “We’ve got an oxy-torch and a couple of hammers they forget,” I said sharply.


  “They aren’t enough. Zondat figures we’ll find some of these giants that live here and get them to help us lever that meteorite out of the hull. And after that—and after that, Sid, I got a hunch that Zondat knows what we’ll do next! You remember Edith Dupré message—she warned us about a telepathic impulse? Well,” and Will turned his head away from the view-plate to look at me triumphantly, “Well, I think that right now we’re acting on a telepathic impulse of Zondat’s!”


  I sank to a seat, shaking, a curse whispering from my lips. It was incredible—incredible that Will should come to such a conclusion when he admittedly didn’t know anything about Zondat’s history—Zondat the magician; the hypnotist; the mental healer; the spiritualist; the fortune teller; the revivalist; the great religious leader—


  “The spiritual racketeer!” I finished savagely, out loud. “Lord, Will, it tallies. On Earth, Zondat for ten years was one of the slipperiest religious leaders the Intelligence men ever tried to snare. He had the ability to hypnotize whole masses of religious-minded people, fleece them of hard-earned money. He was psychic, all right—and he did have mental powers which few men before him possessed. He slipped up at last when a dozen of the richest men on Earth willed big sums of their money to him, and then committed suicide. He had them under a hypnosis so strong their minds weren’t their own. The Intelligence men closed in on him with so much evidence that he knew he was done for. He made a break for it, fled to open space, and since then—well, this is the first sign anybody’s had that he’s still alive.”


  My forehead was cold. I looked at Will and I knew he knew what I was thinking. We were remembering how Zondat’s flat, viperish eyes glistened as they probed our very brain. Were we hypnotized? Had his amazing mental powers taken control of our minds—and was he, even now, controlling us with a telepathic impulse?


  “Will,” I said shakily, “we have to think clearly. We might not be hypnotized. We might just imagine we’re hypnotized.”


  Will’s voice was dull, hopeless. “And I guess that’s what Zondat would want us to think, isn’t it, Sid?”


  Something broke loose in me. I swore. I roared at the top of my voice.


  “No,” I shouted, pounding my fist on the console beneath Will’s nose. “I’m me. I’m Sidney Hallmeyer. I haven’t got any part of that snake Zondat in me—and by the lord, from now on, I’ll operate on that belief. Will, we’re going on. We’ll get our ship fixed up the way we planned. And we’re still going to leave this planet with Edith Dupré! That’s me talking, and not Zondat—understand?”


  Will seemed to shrink. He hardly dared to look at me. He kept the ship on its course, but I could see the nerves in his face plucking like fingers of doubt. I knew what he was thinking. We could rant and rave and swear it was we that were doing what we wanted to . . . but all the while it would be Zondat.


  I threw up my arms as the conflicting thoughts wrestled in my brain; I plunged aft and threw myself on my bunk, my every muscle rigid as I wrestled with a nightmarish, intangible monster. And it was only an hour later, when I felt the Good Luck bump to a gentle landing, that my grim thoughts abated. I sat up straight and looked at myself in the mirror opposite—looked myself straight in the eye—and said, plainly, out loud, “I—Sidney Hallmeyer—I am—I!”


  II


  I WORKED OPEN the dogs on the after port and Will and I dropped to the grounds of the village. We each held a Hampton we had found. But we sensed keenly that these giant people who stood in a respectful semi-circle some distance from the ship, would offer us no harm. Nor did they. The Good Luck was sitting evenly, keel down, off to the left of a well-trampled path which corresponded to Main Street in this little nomadic village.


  This was an alien world in which we found ourselves, so alien that we knew we would never absorb a tenth of its wonder into our systems. Vulcan, of course, does not rotate. One side eternally faces the Sun, and that side is—molten. The opposite side is continually washed with heavy gales of warm wind, convection currents. Clouds at times blot out the shifting, shunting, dancing auroras which ripple in patterns across a sky so brilliant that it outshines the stars. There is a profusion of vegetation, mushroom in formation for the most part; but there are vegetation and trees which depend on the manufacture of chlorophyll for life. The clouds reflect sunlight from the horizons, which are an eternal ragged terror of skyshooting flames.


  The horizons were the Hades of the Baimers, the Never-Never land, the Terrible Ring of Fire. Plain hell, in other words.


  Our life with the Baimers began easily that day, and continued easily. As if understanding what was required of him, a ten-foot Baimer—we did not yet know what they called themselves—approached us, holding his hands aloft in what I must comily admit is the universal gesture of peace. And this fellow, face, hair and body the general complexion of the mushroom-like vegetation which formed the staple diet, smiled gravely down upon us. There was nothing of stupidity about him, not like those other Baimers who had been with Dr. Roberto Zondat. His eyes caught the polar lights and hell-on-the-horizon and they sparkled with intelligence.


  We smiled back, albeit the grins were somewhat forced, as our nerves were playing hob with us all along the line. Those magnetic currents.


  Laughter, heavy and thunderous, rippled mutedly up and down the line of Baimer men, women, and children—maybe sixty or seventy of them.


  Then the giant leader spoke. We understood nothing. We spoke back. He understood nothing. So they brought us food—in fact, they brought everybody food. Then and there the men and the women pitched in. Roaring fires were built, metal pots were dragged from the staunch tree-bark tents, children as tall as we were ran around screaming and laughing, and first thing you know the odors of good cooking assailed our nostrils.


  Three of the adults brought a folding table from one of the larger bark tents—a table which had sixty, foot-high legs. Thjy unrolled the table the way you flap out a sheet, and it was made out of a smooth bark, and it was big enough to seat the whole village. In no time we were eating—gorging is a better word. Viands were pressed in on us, mushroom sandwiches smothered with leaves as sweet and full-bodied as the kernel of a nut. Fruits came, and a doughy substance which was more mushroom. Then some mushroom, fruit, and more mushroom served like soup and with it a whole roll of kamma-biscuit was passed around the table. You unwound it and tore off a piece. Laughter ascended.


  Three heavy female Baimers now rose and commenced to dance as three male Baimers with solemn faces sat before a great stringed instrument and each took over two or three strings. They counter-pointed. The music was thunderous and ponderous, like the Baimers. It was slow, with frequent pauses, and sometimes there were great rumblings that Carrist and I knew we couldn’t even hear, but only feel, because they descended below the limit of human audition. Slow it was, but—exciting! We were held immobilized and our pulses, beating faster than the music, seemed to accent each beat. The dancers danced, slowly. It was grotesque dancing, as grotesque as the Javanese, or the Ganymedan sengua. I forgot Edith Dupré, Zondat, Earth—everything, in the wonder of these people. These, then, were the inhabitants of Vulcan. We were the center of attention, the lavished-up, the visitors, the honored, and all this was for us. So they hadn’t met Zondat yet . . .


  IT ENDED. We breathed again, Carrist and I. Then we applauded. By the Lord, we clapped our hands, forgetting for a minute. Well, those Baimers were puzzled, but in their childlike delight in all things impulsive, they clapped too. I guess those musicians and dancers brought down the house that night as they never had. The Vulcanites pounded their hands together wildly, laughing and milling around us.


  Their chief brought an end to it. He rose, spoke loudly, commandingly. At once everything was bustle. Left-overs were gathered up, utensils were carted away to a stream at the edge of camp, the table was folded up, and in no time everybody made a bee-line for his bark-tent, and that left Will and me sitting around a fire, and on the other side of the fire three ten-foot Baimers. The banquet was over. Now curiosities would be satisfied, ceremonies adhered to, which suited us. Or at least me.


  The three Baimers sat down facing us, their crossed knees almost touching ours. The Baimer to the left of the chief, smiled at us with his friendly albino eyes. He took a long transparent jar from under his loin-cloth. It had strings on it that looked like waxed strings. Then he whipped out a razor-edged knife.


  That came so suddenly that Will howled and tried to make a break for it. I grabbed him.


  “Sit quiet,” I snapped. “If there’s going to be an operation of some sort, you can bank on it these people know what they’re doing. It’s apparent they want to communicate with us. Maybe this is the first step. Besides, I’ll take the operation first.”


  “And I,” avowed Will shakily, “won’t take the second! Sid, we have to get away. I don’t care if they do feed us, we’re getting mixed up with these people, and first thing you know you’ll want to help them out of some tight spot, and that means we’ll be in the same tight spot—”


  He subsided grumpily when I snapped at him again, but the remembrance of what he had said about a telepathic impulse shivered my spine. Maybe—maybe all this was part of what Zondat wanted us to do.


  The Baimers waited politely and when we finished, he made motions with the knife, and at the same time spoke pleasantly. He gestured to his wrist, made a slicing motion with his knife. He reached into his jar and extracted one of the stringlike things and pretended as if the stringlike thing were being placed deep in his wrist.


  Then he reached for my wrist.


  It was a queasy moment. I was terrified of the knife, but I did trust them, and I had an idea what the Baimer’s gestures meant. He wanted to transplant a nerve from a Baimer into my wrist. So I held my wrist out. I closed my eyes. I felt something smeared on the underside of my wrist, something cold and camphorish. My wrist simply lost sensation.


  It didn’t take long. I dared to look, but most of the process was being lost to me because the Baimer’s big hand was wound about my forearm, cutting off sight of what the knife was doing. Will was bugeyed, his face pallid. At last the knife was withdrawn. Another substance was smeared over the wound and I was allowed to have my wrist back. There still wasn’t any sensation in it, but through the hardened, transparent substance which served as a bandage, I supposed, I saw a thin red line about five inches long. Apparently the operation had been painless, was now complete. But what was its effect?


  The Baimer now motioned with the knife to Will, smiling. Will broke into voluble, but plainly spoken, protests. The Baimer withdrew, and then all three turned their attention to me, the planes and hollows of their big broad faces thrown into shadowy relief by the bright flames of the fire. The chief, he who had first greeted me, now spoke.


  And I almost understood him! It was as if his ponderous voice had gaps in it, and through those gaps ran precisely pronounced English words—or they could have been the words of the Universal Tongue, which I also knew. The part I couldn’t understand was just—garble.


  I blew up with excitement. “No! I can’t quite understand you, chief—but—but it’s marvelous, what I do understand. You said—”


  “Yes,” answered the big Vulcanite pleasantly. “It is garble garble garble. But in a few seconds the nerve will garble garble and you will find that you can under garble garble garble I assure you.”


  “You understand me, too?” I demanded.


  “Garble,” he answered, smiling excitedly, and looking at his two companions. “You see, we have not entirely lost garble science, for once we were a great race. Nerve transplanting in ages long garble garble and the Baimers were once of many languages before garble became so few. Then we learned that magnetic currents garble through and through the atmosphere, and that, since evolution has equipped us with nerves strong enough to withstand the counter-currents of our planet, they are also sensitive enough to transmit telepathic currents, which are generated by the nerves of the brain, much as other nerves generate magnetic current. The transplanting of the nerve—” His own language intervened for a few seconds—just plain garbling. But I knew what he was trying to tell me. Naturally! That was a Baimer nerve in my wrist. It forged a telepathic link between the Baimers and me. That nerve, taken from a Baimer brain, acted as a telepathic channel leading Baimer thoughts to my brain. The language they spoke came out as my language.


  I gathered too that this was one of the few medical secrets which had been salvaged from a glorious civilization that was now dead, far in past history. At one time the Baimers had been numerous, and there were many different languages. The problem had been solved by the transplantation of the telepathic nerve. Well, that tied in. Vulcan, if there ever was one, was—a planet of nerves!


  How much of a planet of nerves it really was, I was to find out in no uncertain terms.


  Well, that was the beginning. I made known our request for help in repairing the ship, and the Baimer chieftain granted it unstintingly. Shortly after this conversation, we were shown a tent, and Will and I slept, for we were dog-tired. Slept? For me it was a nightmare, with Edith Dupré, Zondat and myself struggling on the lip of an erupting volcano—Volcano, Vulcan—the two words became mixed, and I remembered that they had the same origin . . . and I remembered also that Edith Dupré had started to say something about a volcano in her message . . .


  “SID! SID!” Will’s voice blasted in my ear as he shook me awake.


  This was two days later—rather, forty-eight hours later, as there is no day and night on Vulcan. We had already started repairs on the ship, and the chief of this tribe of Baimers himself was our main help. He attached himself to us, smiling his slow smile, using his great strength and that of one of the tribesmen to pry the giant meteorite loose from its grip on our ship.


  The chief—his name was Oro Tarkid—even supplied heavy metallic instruments which we could use as crowbars. The torn armor plates were carefully pulled loose from the delicate traceries of gas-orifices which led to the jets. Four of the gas-orifices were hopelessly mangled. The rest, we noted with relief, would take repairs. We started to work with the single oxy-torch Zondat had left us, still using the Baimer’s strength.


  We took our time, during those two days, never dreaming that something was happening under our very noses that would make us wish we had hurried and finished the job. For something was happening, something I couldn’t understand. I first noticed it on the second day of our stay^ as we worked on the ship. Oro Tarkid, chief of this tribe of Baimers, kept looking skyward.


  “Sky falling in?” I demanded, remembering the story of the panicky hen that got hit on the head with a falling star.


  Oro Tarkid did not smile that slow smile which made him seem like a great ten-foot child sometimes.


  “No,” he muttered in troubled tones. “But the Time draws near, my great friend, Sid.”


  “What time?”


  Will was always exasperated when these telepathic conversations took place, because he understood only what I said. What the Baimers said was garble. “What does it matter what time it is?” he snarled, wrapping his powerful hands around No. 10 orifice and pulling it back into place by main strength. “We’ll never get off this planet alive.”


  Oro Tarkid could not answer my question. He looked at me in puzzled fashion, as if struggling with the thoughts my question brought, and—other thoughts, thoughts that hardly could be grasped.


  “Look at the sky, friend Sid,” he said lowly. “It is in the Fourth Brightness, and the pictures of the spirits that are thrown on the sky are more excited. See how they dance, and spiral—see the sheets of flame that leap from the Rim. And all around us, the ghosts of our fathers flare into being on the points of metal about us. Yes, the Time draws near.”


  Will yelled for me. I went. Later on, thinking the matter over during the gay, festive period before sleep, I decided some sort of a ritual was about due, and let it go at that. True, now that I looked at the sky, the fantastic celestial tapestries which embroidered and blanketed it at the same time, were more active. And I felt a sinister throb of superstition. The polar light, the aurora born from the conflicts of Sun-bombarded particles with the magnetic fields, was growing more intense—and within me there was a tightening of nerves, a foreboding of evil. Zondat. Zondat, I thought, this is your planet, a planet where telepathy and psychic phenomena dwell, where hypnotism races about on wings of magnetism. A planet you, with your devilish soul, could think up, manufacture out of thought. You, god of the planet . . . and all this time Will and I are in your power . . . I cursed angrily, out loud, to rid myself of a thought that held terror and madness, and those Baimers near ceased their childlike merry-making until I forced a grin.


  And on the second day, the troubled expression that had been on the face of the gentle Oro Tarkid was mirrored in the faces of his tribesmen—men, women, children. They brooded. There was no gaiety. They looked upward at the sky—at the Spirit Pictures. They looked at the towering incandescent Giants of Light on the Rim of the Never-Never Land. I found myself whispering to Will, and my nerves were thrumming so that I had to exert every ounce of my will-power to remain calm, to stay on the job.


  THAT DAY Oro Tarkid and his men were of no help to us. They fidgeted, looking at the sky. It was in the Fifth Brightness.


  “The Time is soon. The Time is soon.” Everywhere about me I heard the muted, rumbling whispers of these simple people.


  Everywhere through the village the people wandered aimlessly, uneasily studying the sky.


  I blew up in exasperation, caught Oro Tarkid by the arm.


  “In the name of Heaven,” I yelled. “You’re driving us nuts, Oro! We can’t work, we can’t do anything with you people mooning around. It’s—”


  But I stopped. I looked at Oro and pity flooded me. The soul of Oro Tarkid, leader of these people, was sick. His large albino eyes pleaded with me, pleaded with me for I knew not what.


  I said huskily, “We’ll help you, Oro. We’ll do anything—if you’ll tell us, give us some idea—”


  Will made wild motions at me. “You’re committing yourself, Sid,” he chattered. “You’re making wild promises. Remember me? I’m your friend, I’m the one who should have some consideration—” He dribbled off hopelessly, and it was strange, but I thought I saw in Will’s eyes an expression of horror, as he looked at me. He was remembering the nerve that had been transplanted into my arm, the nerve that surely made me part Bainer . . . In Will’s eyes, part Bainer! I lay in my dark bark-tent during the sleep-period later on, and a monstrous thought was growing in my head, entangling my soft brain in sinuous, intangible tentacles. I could not evict it. It stayed. It drummed at me, this thought: To the Rim, in the Sixth Brightness, you will now go. Toward your destiny, toward where the Light Giants cavort, on the Edge of the Molten Land.


  Go! In the Sixth Brightness!


  On that insidious thought I was drugged to sleep—and wakened hours later with. Will’s cry blasting in my ear.


  “Sid! Sid! You have to get up—they’re leaving us!”


  I was on my feet, my brain crystallizing into cold, calculating thought. I dressed in my whipcords, pulled my heavy shirt on, then faced Will, where he stood wringing his hands, his face pallid with a terror he could not understand.


  “I know,” I told him grimly. “And by the Lord, they have to be stopped. They’re on the way to—hell.”


  I brushed Will aside, pushed through the tent flap—apparently none too soon, for a group of Baimers was working on our tent. They pulled a rip cord, and the whole tent magically folded up. One loaded it over his massive shoulders, the others scooped up bedding, ornaments, everything. They threw it all on top a wobble-wheeled cart, and took hold of the wagon-tongues and moved off.


  The sky was a madhouse of light. It was the Sixth Brightness.


  I looked up Oro Tarkid, but already he was moving off, at the head of his tribespeople. The village was folded up, gone as if it never existed, and there were nothing but carts, and solemn-faced Baimers, moving with giant pace off toward the brightest, fieriest spot on the horizon.


  “Oro Tarkid!” I yelled, panting beside his giant stride.


  He looked down at me from his great height, and it seemed as if for a moment he had to puzzle out who I was.


  He laid a gentle hand on my shoulders. “The Time has come,” he said gently. “We must go now. Thus it has been for seventeen years of our time. Always we move—toward the Rim.” He paused, looked at the Rim, and I thought I saw a deadly fear twist his flat face. But it passed. He said gravely, “You may go with us.”


  “You can’t go,” I panted. “I won’t let you. You don’t understand. There are devilish forces working on this planet—doing something to you—I don’t know—you’re going off to destruction!”


  For long and long he strode along with never a word. He did not look at me, but at the Rim. The titanic glory of those Sun-forged flames seemed to light his countenance with a spiritual, inner wellbeing.


  He raised his massive arm, shook it like a crusader.


  “We shall go,” his voice thundered out in a paean of triumph. “We go—to our destiny!”


  I COULD KEEP up with him no longer. I dropped behind. I fell to a sitting position, sobbing in great breaths of air, consumed with a rage that burned as fierce as the Hell toward which they were moving. I sat there, and watched them move off, swiftly, diminishing toward a great spume of cascading light on the Rim.


  Will found me there, wrapped his powerful fingers around my shoulders.


  He whispered huskily, “You’re not going with them, Sid.”


  He literally dragged me back to the ship, because, the thought of the night before was pulsing in my brain, and Will knew it. He forced coffee down my throat, and in the same husky, taut tones whispered, “We’re going to leave the planet, Sid, soon as we get the ship fixed.” I calmed myself, scalding my throat with coffee. Finally I looked at him, grinned. I clapped him on the shoulder in a manner that made his lip tremble. Probably he’d thought I was a goner.


  “I’m no Baimer, Will,” I grinned, looking him straight in the eye. “But by the Lord, you ain’t got no chivalry!”


  His eyes turned hopeless. “Edith Dupré!” he burst out.


  “Edith Dupré,” I agreed, grinning, just to show him I was pretty damned sure who was boss on this expedition. “We’re not fixing the ship now. We’ve got plenty of power in the auxiliary rockets to take us a dozen times around this planet. Up ship! Hit heaven! We’re going to find out what’s what . . .”


  Will was sure, of course, that we were still obeying the whim of Zondat. I wasn’t sure that we weren’t myself, but no matter. This was something that had to be done. Besides, to some degree we still had free will, plenty of it, for I ordered Will to send the ship in an exactly opposite direction from that the Baimers had taken. Plainly, I wanted to make a general investigation of this habitable part of the planet Vulcan, to see if other tribes of Baimers were affected, too.


  In the next three hours, we found out that they were. Half of the habitable section, that half opposite to that in which Oro Tarkid and his Baimers were moving, was entirely deserted. Yet we saw evidences of great fires, of encampments, which suggested that this half of the habitable part had very recently been populated with numberless tribes.


  We zig-zagged back and forth. An incredible idea was taking shape in my mind. I made a chart to scale, which showed the location of each camp. My chart grew as we followed up the camps. Soon we came upon moving tribesmen themselves, numberless groups of them, all spaced out, distinct from each other. The location of these groups I also placed on my scaled chart.


  Each group, my chart showed so far, was moving in a straight line, in a series of migrations, toward the same general spot on the horizon. I no longer wasted time charting lines. Will sent the ship along the line of motion of one group, straight toward the Rim, toward the Never-Never Land. Brighter it grew, more hellishly intense, and I was afraid that at any moment the eclipsed Sun, unbearably incandescent, would show a segment of itself over the Rim.


  The point on the Rim toward which our ship plunged was a great fountain of sky-hurtling fire. Now we also saw belching volumes of smoke. As we looked through the photo-amplifiers, coming closer, I gasped with sudden comprehension:


  “A volcano! The volcano Edith Dupré mentioned in her message!”


  Briefly struggling up the slopes of that boil-like mountain, we saw three different groups of Baimers.


  On the lip of the volcano, on that side which was not erupting, hundreds of Baimers, their possessions now tied entirely to their backs, were choosing a path downward, into the interior. Into the volcano!


  Will sent the ship back from the blinding Rim. And I, with shaking fingers, stooped over the console board with chart and pencil, and drew long, curving lines which marked the nomadic path taken by each tribe of Baimers in their series of migrations. Each line ended at the volcano.


  “Look at that,” I told Will hoarsely. “Tell me what it reminds you of.”


  He blinked. “A magnetic field?”


  “That,” I said, “puts you at the head of the class. A magnetic field! The volcano represents the north magnetic pole. And the path taken by each Baimer tribe, whether or not they’ve yet reached the volcano, is—a magnetic line of force!”


  III


  THE VOLCANO was erupting, well enough! I forced Will to take the ship and land it on the volcano lip opposite where the Baimers were relentlessly pouring into its interior. Will almost had tears in his eyes.


  “You can’t do anything for them,” he choked. “And you can’t do anything for Edith Dupré. You haven’t any right to sacrifice both our lives this way.”


  His hands were shaking so much the ship bumped and staggered crazily when he landed it above the tremendous, yawning hole that led into Vulcan’s interior.


  I studied the volcano through the port. There were two widely separated craters. The other crater was spewing lava in great gulping, regurgitating motions. Fire, smoke, cinders exploded madly skyward, offering ready competition to the streamers and sheets of the aurora, even eclipsing the awesome, arched tongues of light which were thrown up by the Sun and the molten side of the planet, on the Rim still many miles distant. I thought the situation over, and I knew what we were going to do.


  I threw Will’s coveralls at him, forced him to get into them, while I hunched into my own. Then we left the ship, and I unrolled a Jacob’s ladder which was fastened inside the ship. I dropped the Jacob’s ladder into the crater. It hugged the wall, and just about reached a tortuous, winding ledge which ran around the crater, and converged with the downward volcanic path the Baimers were taking, single file. Cinders and sparks rained on us.


  “You—you expect me to follow you down—down there?” Will demanded, pointing with a quivering hand.


  I grinned. “Nope, Will. If you want, stay up here. I’ll go down and fight it out alone. Bye bye. I may be back.”


  I shinnied down the Jacob’s ladder without a look at Will, reached the crater path, and in no time at all, unburdened, I was pushing past stolidly plodding, strangely stupid-faced Baimers. Just as I reached the forefront of these nomads, Will came panting up beside me. He cast me a reproachful glance and I clapped him on the shoulder.


  As I suspected, the migrations to the volcano occurred in spurts, on the Sixth Brightness always. Will and I made our way down and ever downward, and we were ahead of the Baimers. The only light save the dim circle from far above consisted of points of static electricity which took flame on jagged volcanic formations.


  The path we were following was easy to negotiate, and looked as if it had been hewn from the lava by man-made tools.


  The path broadened suddenly, loose shale sliding away underfoot, tremendous echoes being thrown back by the gaping blackness before us. And once in a while, the whole planet seemed to shake.


  Will walked close to me, and a little behind.


  “This part of the volcano is going to erupt, too,” he muttered.


  I sniffed uneasily at the air. It was sulphurous, acrid, as if fire and brimstone would soon come bubbling out of the planet’s innards. Far above, the commotion raised by the feet of the descending Baimers echoed and reechoed in hollow coughings of sound. I had occasion to remember what Will had said about Zondat . . . that Zondat was controlling us. And I remembered, too, when in my brain had formed the thought. Go! In the Sixth Brightness! Well, I had thought when Will wakened me, that my mind during full wakefulness was able to throw off the insidious, wordless command. But had it? For—here I was, during the Sixth Brightness, far ahead of Oro Tarkid and his Baimers! I was in the crater, I was obeying the command that short hours before had made itself known to me!


  A shiver froze my spine, and I stopped for a moment, trying to orient my thoughts. We would go back. I, Sidney Hallmeyer, would admit that I had completely given my mind over to control by an alien power. I would forget the Baimers, Edith Dupré . . . I would go! I would prove . . .


  Nothing! For at that moment, a shrill, rage-filled scream splattered up from the crater below, pounded at our ears.


  “Get back, you vipers from Hell! Go on, I’ll throw myself off into the crater before I’ll—oh!”


  THE WORDS vibrating, echoing and slurred, turned us around in our tracks. In the flickering gloom, on the path a dozen feet beneath us, three shadowy figures seemed locked in mortal combat on the very edge of perdition. And farther down on the path, struggling upward, came two other figures, brandishing weapons.


  “Come on, Will!” I cried. I broke into a run downward, ignoring the possibility of falling into that awesome cavity. I reached the three struggling figures, by main force wrested one of them loose. For a moment, I was struggling with a tigress who made the air hideous with her howls. I thrust her back into Will’s arm, then charged head-on into her assailants. They were both ready to fire. My elbows went up and outward. I deflected their aim. One I tripped, slapped alongside the head, and with an unbelieving cry of horror he toppled head over heels into the chasm. I grabbed the gun-arm of the other. It fired. The explosive projectile sent a half ton of rock-lava into the crater whence it had come.


  I twisted the man backward until I was leaning over his savagely contorted, bearded face. He let out a gurgling choke, gave a wild effort, and next thing I knew, we were rolling and tossing on the edge of the crater path.


  Behind me, Will roared. He had a fight on his hands. I was suddenly underneath, saw Will through bloodshot eyes. The girl gouged him in the belly with her knee, and Will gave her an open-handed slap, dropped her, and leaped straight over us at the other two men running up the path.


  I thought I was done. My air was being cut off. My neck was breaking. I felt myself beginning to fall, to slip over the edge. I gurgled horribly, somehow got my hands free and grabbed the fellow by his belt. I literally lifted him over my head with the last of my strength. I held him there, until his clawing hands released my neck; and I didn’t have the strength to throw him in any direction. If I dropped him, his weight would center on my head, and I’d go into the crater with him.


  I saw the girl rising from her prone position. She saw the tableau. She wobbled toward us, leaning on the wall, and when she reached us, she raised her booted foot and pushed against the man I held aloft. His mouth opened in an ugly, soul-wrenching cry. He slipped sidewise from my grasp and followed his companion into Vulcan’s core. His scream dribbled away . . . and I was conscious of hands pulling me back from my precarious position.


  Will helped me to my feet, and I just breathed for a while. I looked down the path. There was a man lying there with a hole through his throat. I looked at Will. He held two Hamptons in his hands.


  He was panting heavily, his expression wild. He gave me one of the Hamptons.


  “We’re armed now,” he panted, wiping, his mouth with his arm. “Those other two, one in the crater, one dead. Okay. Let’s get out of here. We’ve got Edith Dupré.”


  I turned my attention to the girl. She was leaning against the wall, trembling, her breast heaving. She looked at us with great long-lashed grey eyes, and got out between gulps of air:


  “Are you two the rescue party? If so, and ipso facto, we’d better clear ether before the rest of the big bad wolf’s whelps take it into their heads to huff and puff.”


  She flung back her flaxen hair, fiddled around with it until it was snugged behind her ears. She dusted her hands, dusted off her corduroy breeches, and dusted her hands again, then shakily stood erect.


  I just stared at her.


  “Listen,” she said, her eyes narrowing, “I’ve been shadow-boxing with that same look you’ve got in your eyes ever since I got here six months ago. Said expression emanating from Dr. Roberto Zondato—only I guess yours is more respectful—I hope.”


  “Listen,” I said in the same tone, “you’re just an item of curiosity as far as I’m concerned, and I was just staring at you because I didn’t think a toughie like you’ve got the reputation for being would have to keep any man at arm’s length. I’ve heard that men look at you and decide to stick by their wives. I’ve heard that you walk into a bar and nobody even knows there’s a woman in the room. I’ve heard—”


  “You’ve heard, you’ve heard, you’ve heard,” she mimicked, but beneath the smudge and grime on her sweating face a flood of dull red showed. She put her hands on her trim hips—hands that were plainly scratched and had dried blood on them. She said grimly, “I don’t propose to stand here and toss arguments back and forth. What am I supposed to do now, rescue you?”


  “You started it,” I reminded her, “and besides, we’re not a rescue party, so I guess you’ll have to rescue yourself.”


  “What?”


  I explained. I said with satisfaction, “So you’re just an incidental, see? You’re going up and we’re going down.”


  I QUIETED Will’s howl of protest with a single look. I said, looking straight into her incredulous eyes, “You see, Miss Dupré, we lived with a tribe of Baimers for a couple days. They’re a good and simple people, and I don’t propose to see them duped by Dr. Roberto Zondat—however, he’s duping them.”


  She looked up and down the pathway as if her nerves, held in control, were giving way. She said huskily, “The same thing happened to you that happened to me. I can see that. There’s a Baimer telepathetic nerve grafted into your wrist. You’re acting on the will of Zondat.”


  “Are you, breaking away from him like this?” I demanded.


  She looked startled. “No. No, I can’t be. I kicked one of his men into the abyss—he certainly wouldn’t want me to do that—”


  I felt a burst of relief, as if I had been given reprieve from a death sentence. “Well, don’t you see?” I cried. “You warned us of a telepathic impulse, in your radio message. We were armed against it, we could fight it. When you first landed on the planet, you knew nothing about it—”


  She slumped. “You’re right. I guess so. But you can’t go down into that nest of space-rats—”


  “Zondat is down there?” I demanded eagerly.


  She closed her eyes wearily, and I had the incredible picture of an Edith Dupré the interplanetary newscasters had never portrayed. An Edith Dupré who could be spattered with grime and filth and dust, her blouse tom, and still show a pure, childlike loveliness; an Edith Dupré who could stand up to a man or stand beside him, and fight to the last drop, but who could be driven to a womanly weakness, the shedding of a tear. For her eyes were wet when she looked at me again.


  “I guess you mean what you say,” she muttered. “You want to go down there and finish Zondat and his men—a job I should have done maybe,” she added with bitterness. “But I was sick to death of that down there, with Zondat pawing me all the time, the beast. You want me to go back down there with you? I could help you.”


  “Well—”


  Will Carrist looked at us hopelessly, then at his Hampton. He gave a blistering curse. He snarled, “Come on, then. Let’s go!”


  Edith Dupré walked between us. For ten minutes we wound down, into the crater. Then she took the lead with a whispered word, and suddenly drew us behind a rock, and into a great cavern that ballooned fierily over our heads.


  She led us across the floor of the cavern, which was nothing less than a great natural bubble blown in the crater side by volcanic gases.


  Suddenly there was a titanic sound, and the floor beneath us rose up against our feet, threw us flat on our faces. I grasped at a protruding bubble of stone, my eyes popping. But it was over soon enough.


  “That happens all the time,” Edith Dupré said bitterly. “But Zondat has a vulcanologist—a volcano expert, so-called, who claims this side of the volcano hasn’t got a chance to blow her top. Bunk! The old girl is slated to go any minute, the way I feel about it. But, of course, I’m no fancy vulcanologist . . . This, by the way, is my own, privately owned bubble—I discovered it. Below us, all around this territory, there are hundreds of other bubbles. Zondat’s empire, you see. Nobody else knows about this bubble, which is the reason I was able to send out radio messages.”


  SHE STOPPED near a flickering ledge, and I saw a mass of tubes, and ultrawave equipment all connected together in the most jumbled sort of way. An ultraradio! And it was heavily insulated.


  “I built it myself,” she said carelessly. “Swiped the parts from Zondat’s storeroom one at a time, brought ’em up here, and assembled it. This is my hide-out.” She gestured to other ledges. We saw stacks of canned goods, thin wax plates, utensils for eating. “Sometimes,” said Edith Dupré, I wanted to be alone—I had to get away from that bunch of pawing, nervous idiots.” She shuddered. “How I ever straight-armed the boys away this long is a mystery to me . . . And then, just an hour ago, I discovered that there was a natural exit from this bubble into the crater, and I could escape. As luck would have it, four of Zondat’s thugs saw me from below and they started up after me. I don’t think that Zondat knows what happened, even yet, probably. Now come on over here.”


  She led us to a far side of the bubble, and Will and I walked on tiptoe, unconsciously. Zondat was below!


  He was below. Edith Dupré scraped away loose powdered lava from a place in the floor of the bubble, revealing the tiniest, eye-sized hole. Will put his eye to it, gasped. I shoved him away and took a look. Another huger bubble spread out below, a sphere of static lights. One side of the bubble was carved out into the shape of rooms, and there was a group of dull-eyed Baimers working with flare-torches, leveling the floor of the bubble, filling in hollows. And in one of the partially completed rooms, I saw a mass of strange equipment.


  Zondat was seated before it, and we could see his thin, nervously twitching face, pointed tongue plucking at his thin blond mustache. Two electrode-like objects were clamped to his temples. His hands made a rheostat adjustment.


  Several of Zondat’s men stood around. They were obviously guards—serving the dual purpose of guarding their chief and his machinery, and keeping the Baimers working. I noted their extreme nervousness. They hopped around. They lighted cigarettes chain fashion. Their faces twitched. All their motions were birdlike, quick. They exuded nervous energy the way the volcano above us was exuding lava.


  I rose slowly, looked at Edith Dupré for explanation.


  She shrugged slim shoulders, smiled bitterly. “That isn’t the whole set-up, Sidney Hallmeyer—Sidney, maybe I should say. There’re other bubbles, and they’re full of Baimers—slaves, as you guessed. The Baimers, you see, are Zondat’s subjects. Zondat knows he can’t ever return to Earth or any other habitable planet. So he’s going to make Vulcan his empire. I think his idea was to make me his queen—or maybe he was going to attach some other monicker to me, I don’t know. Queen Edith,” she mused, and for the first time she broke into an open-hearted grin.


  AND for the first time, I think, I felt my first emotion toward this strange girl. Something caught in my throat, my head swam a little. And she must have seen the look in my eyes. There was a tension between us that was not caused by the madly swirling magnetic currents which impinged down here, far below Vulcan’s surface. When her face burned a little, I knew it was not from anger, but from a pleasure which she tried to hide, and couldn’t.


  “That’s a telepathic machine down there!” she blurted, and she could have said nothing that would sooner shock me back from a dream-world where Edith Dupré was centralized as the main incandescent body.


  “A telepathic—” I began, and stopped. Of course. No man could possess the sheer mental power to “convert” thousands of men and women to his phony religion by means of hypnosis. Not without some kind of mechanical help. “So he used a telepathic machine on Earth, too,” I said slowly.


  She nodded casually. “Quite a guy, that Roberto Zondato. Earth has a magnetic field, same as Vulcan. Only not as intense. The men who committed suicide were under the power of a machine which amplified the telepathic, or hypnotic vibrations of Zondat’s mind. Zondat worked hand in glove with a Professor Borge. Borge is here, too. He invented the machine.”


  “The machine probably works better on Vulcan,” I put in.


  “Naturally. Zondat knows Vulcan’ll be discovered by explorers sooner or later, so he’s drawing the entire population underground with him—slaves for his bubble empire. You see, those Baimers can’t help coming lickety-split for the volcano. I know, because I lived with them a few months, just about the time Zondat put the machine into operation. Whenever the Sixth Brightness came, they’d start migrating, me with ’em. Nice people, the Baimers,” she said simply.


  Will was jiggling around. “This volcano must be the north magnetic pole of the planet. And telepathic waves travel along magnetic lines of force.”


  She smiled at him. “Righto, prof. That chart was the straight goods. In a way, the Baimers are a living magnetic field. Not like the iron filings, though, because the Baimers are drawn along the lines of force by telepathic currents. Since the lines of force end in the volcano—presto! A sweet plan the good doctor has thunk up.”


  I was looking at the eye-sized hole in the floor of bubble. Edith Dupré disillusioned me. She had often thought of sending a bullet through that hole. But it was too small. The bullet would clog up the hole before it ever hit Zondat. The commotion would just mean they’d discover her bubble.


  The shock of her astounding revelation held me speechless . . . Emperor Zondat. It was only slowly, that I dragged my mind back to face reality. I talked it over with Edith Dupré, and it was then that I noticed for the first time that her nerves were as badly shot as those of Zondat’s men I had seen below. I could see her hands clasping together, and. unclasping, then clenching. It was only by sheer will that she was keeping herself together. I said nothing. But she had been on this planet six months—a planet of nerves . . .


  Well, Will and I were on edge, too. Not as badly of course, but bad enough. If we stayed here six months—? And a fleeting wonder entered my mind. Why weren’t the Baimers, inhabitants of this planet, addicted to the same nervous hysteria? What gave them their immunity? I was to find out . . .


  Edith Dupré said, forcing her voice to casualness, “The plan of action is yours to figure, Sidney. My only suggestion is—well, we have to capture the telepathic transmitter. Outside of that, you take the lead. If I’d have been in my right mind, I wouldn’t have come back down here with you.”


  “But,” I said plainly, “you lived with the Baimers, too, for awhile. You know what a simple-hearted people they are—and generous.”


  She sneered. “Okay, so I’m soft-hearted—and soft-headed, too. It doesn’t matter. I’ll stick it out. I’ll show you how to get to the bubbles below. Maybe if I can get hold of a Hampton, too, maybe by knocking out one of Zondat’s men, we can fight our way to the telepathic transmitter. Let’s go!”


  And she led the way, Will following nervously after me. We followed a toothed crevice downward which hardly gave us room to squeeze past. Dagger points of static electricity licked snappingly at our faces. We came forth into a smaller bubble below. The girl made a ssh-ing sound, and we flattened ourselves against the wall. A half-hundred feet distant, thirty Baimers were working with shovels and flare-torches and wheelbarrels. They were cutting out rooms. I reflected that Zondat’s equipment was of the worst. With all the advantages of civilization, little manpower would have been needed. But here, on an out-of-the-way planet, human energy, instead of mechanical, was necessary in quantity.


  The Baimers moved lumberingly, like beasts, their big feet, mushroom-colored faces robbed of intelligence. Standing guard over them were two of Zondat’s men.


  I made a whispered command to Will. He looked at me imploringly, but I made a fierce gesture. We moved off in opposite directions, and Edith Dupré moved farther back into the bubble, casting me a final look of confidence before she moved behind a lava-blister.


  I felt a burning confidence, too. It would be child’s work to finish off those two thugs, then work our way into the next bubble, where Zondat had his quarters. The goal was plainly in sight.


  Too plainly, perhaps!


  I heard a sound behind me. A fiery, acid ball of panic solidified in my stomach. I tried to turn. My foot slipped on rubble, I went crashing down with enough racket to wake up the sleepy volcano beneath us. I scrambled to my feet in time to have a figure hurtle toward me, shove a hand in my face and send me somersaulting toward the lower floor of the bubble. The figure flung itself on top of me, face tight and purposeful. An arm silhouetted against the lustrous radiance of the bubble ceiling and came crashing down. An arm holding a Hampton by the barrel. The butt of the Hampton crashed glancingly from my head, and for me the universe simply vanished, without the herald of bursting stars . . .


  I CAME TO. I sat up. I surged to my feet, went reeling senselessly around a square little room. I grabbed at bars, trying to hold myself up. I sank with a groan, rolled over and saw Will. He was lying prone, dried blood on his head. I crawled to him and croaked his name. I knew he was dead. He didn’t move—not for a few minutes. Then he whimpered, his every muscle stiffened, and his eyes were looking up at me.


  “They’ve got us,” I croaked. I waved at the bars, imbedded in lava. “We’re Zondat’s prisoners. God knows what happened to the girl.”


  Will sat up, shaking. He wandered around the little lava room, staggering as I had done. Then he voicelessly sat down, his eyes miserable. He said nothing, but I felt that he was accusing me, and I rolled over, not knowing how to answer his accusation. He was right. We’d been fools to think we could get the best of Zondat. Probably he’d known all the time exactly what we were doing—just as Will had said. Zondat had another couple of suckers on his string.


  I slept, wearily—and I was awakened violently. Somebody roared at me, hoisted me to my feet and slapped me brutally on the face. I tore away, but a guard had his Hampton centered on us.


  “You,” he roared, little points of light dancing in his conscienceless eyes. “The Doc wants to see you. Move!”


  He kicked at us, sent us through the open cell gate. We went staggering and reeling through bubble after bubble, through little tunnels, two blood-caked, filthy, miserable objects. The thug behind us constantly ripped out a stream of epithets, foul and insulting. Now and then he kicked at us, sent us sprawling.


  We passed groups of working Baimers. The men guarding them took time out to kick at us, too. Their guffaws, high-pitched, hysterical, echoed like nightmares in our ears.


  Neurotic, I remember thinking. Neurotic, nerve-maddened beasts. They were charged with a nervous energy that came from an external source. From the magnetic currents generated by the action of a solar and a planetary magnetic field overlapping. Any opportunity to rid themselves of that store of nervous energy was eagerly seized. Their brutal treatment of us was a manifestation of that.


  Nor was it any different when we at last faced Dr. Roberto Zondat. A mahogany door was thrust open, and, save for the static effulgences that lighted the room, this might have been an expensive, leather-paneled office in a modern metropolitan city. Zondat apparently had made every effort to insulate this office from magnetic effects. He hadn’t succeeded.


  He bounced to his feet as we were halted before his plastiglass-top desk. He held a long cigarette holder in his hands, and the cigarette holder shook so that the smoke ascended spiraling.


  “Ah, spacemen,” he burst out shrilly. “So. What were you trying to do? Destroy my men? Murder them? How did you get into that bubble? Did you come in with the rest of my slaves? Impossible. I demand an answer.”


  “I don’t know,” I said in a drugged tone. “I don’t remember anything. We were with the Baimers. Suddenly we weren’t with them. We got lost. I don’t know where we got the Hamptons either. It’s like a dream. I don’t understand . . .


  Will kept his face stupid, but I heard his breath suck in as he caught the nature of my deception. Groggy I was, but I still had sense enough to admit nothing they didn’t already know. How much they knew was a question.


  “I—I hardly know what’s happening,” I said vaguely. “Ever since—”


  Zondat walked up and down in front of us excitedly.


  “You lie!” he cried. He slapped me across the face, stepped quickly back from me, his eyes shifting over my body. He crushed his cigarette. “You must tell me what is going on. I’ll make you work ten times as hard as any Baimer if you don’t tell me the truth. Nor am I beyond torture. I’ll hypnotize you—”


  “Oh, good Heavens,” said a voice behind us. “You couldn’t hypnotize a flea—not in your state of nerves.”


  I held myself rigid, tried not to give the slightest indication I knew that voice.


  ZONDAT said sharply, “By what right do you enter my office without permission, Edith? Why do you interrupt me? Don’t you know—And besides, I have sent some of my men to Venus to get a new nerve medicine. The nervous troubles which afflicts us all will be cleared up.”


  “Bunk! You tried medicines before. You’ll never cure yourselves—nor me either—in a million years; not unless we get off the planet.”


  And Edith Dupré walked into our line of vision, and sprawled out in a chair, her long legs spread out and crossed. She was a vision of clean beauty—the dirt and grime gone, her hair bunched up neatly against her neck, cosmetics applied to her face. Her cool, long-lashed eyes swept over Will and me without much interest.


  “Quit using up those nerves on these miserable specimens. They look as stupid as the Baimers. Whatever they did, they did while they were under your control.”


  “It’s a mystery how they did it,” raged Zondat. His quivering hand tried to light a cigarette. He threw the match away savagely. At that moment, the whole room joggled about, blurred. Zondat staggered against his desk. Will and I fought to retain our balance. It was a minor earthquake.


  A man who had been sitting in the comer, jumped to his feet when that happened, his chunky face paling.


  On him Zondat turned, fuming. “Fool! You told me we had nothing to fear!”


  The vulcanologist’s dark eyes blazed at Zondat, crackled with sudden hate. Then his expression was blank.


  “Nor have we,” he said smoothly. He subsided into his chair. “This is a double volcano—a rare phenomenon on any world. I’ve explained that before. Our probe of this crater took us miles beneath the surface of Vulcan. Seismographic studies show conclusively that this crater will never erupt. It is dead. You have nothing to fear.”


  Zondat’s hands flung over his head. “Nothing to fear!” he half-screamed. “While the earth breaks apart under our feet!”


  The other kept his gaze steady on Zondat. “Mild earth tremors which have their origin in the other volcano. These bubbles are hundreds of thousands of years old. I’ve charted the amount of crumbling over that period. It has been negligible. It is not the planet which is breaking up, Doctor Zondat—it is your nerves.”


  Zondat trembled. He was beaten down by the steady eyes of the vulcanologist. He sank into his chair behind his desk, sat with his forehead resting on the heels of his hands.


  “You are right,” he said in stronger tones. “We must find a good nerve medicine soon.” He spoke without raising his head. “Guard. Take these spacemen to the Baimers’ quarters. See that they bathe themselves, rest and eat. Then put them to work with the Baimers. Go.”


  Will and I shuffled out, but out of the comer of my eye I saw Edith Dupré suck in on her cigarette, her eyes closing a little as she did so—but one eye came down a little bit more than the other; a wink. Then she casually flicked ashes on the carpeted floor.


  And Dr. Roberto Zondat’s fancy underworld office was the last glimpse of luxury we had for a month—as we figured it later. We were the merest beasts. We were dull-witted animals. We were so weary when the sleep-period rang that we didn’t have any trouble wearing the stupid expressions that were the Baimers’. We staggered into our comer of the tremendous bubble which housed the thousands of enslaved Baimers and sagged into a drugged sleep. I felt an enormous pity for Will Carrist. He had been more than right. I’d had no right to force him on this mission. And as the empty, monotonous, terrible days passed, I became certain that we would die here, slaves to Zondat, under the surface of a planet whose existence, as far as scientists knew, was only mythical. A Frenchman in the early half of the nineteenth century had reported seeing a trans-Mercurian planet moving across the face of the Sun. Later investigators had found nothing, had concluded that the dark speck was only a Sunspot. It might well be years before man discovered Vulcan again.


  OUR WORK was the work of animals, at first. Zondat was engaged in transforming a giant complexity of bubble-caverns into an underground city. The floors of the bubbles first were leveled, or filled in. We worked fourteen hours a day wheel-barrowing gneiss, shattered rock, lava dust from one bubble to another. The gravity of Vulcan was perhaps one-fourth that of Earth, and yet the work was harrowing.


  Now and then we had an opportunity to see finished rooms. Zondat’s men very apparently were making trips to the other planets, and returning with tools, food, plumbing, air-conditioning machinery. The finished compartments had plumbing, mirrors, and a little furniture. The kitchens, which were centrally located, were already operating. Heat was being pumped in from the other half of this double volcano.


  “This isn’t for the Baimers, though,” Will said sotto voce to me as he panted along behind with his load. “They’ll be slaves. Zondat will bring in criminals from all over the Solar System.”


  That was my thought. Zondat’s “empire” would end up as a pirate-base, from which merchant shipping and lonely outposts would be ravaged pitilessly.


  Now and again there were minor earthquakes. Sometimes big ones, full of thunderous noise. But those bubbles stood intact, as they had for hundreds of thousands of years. And, of course, I thought, they would stand intact for another million . . .


  The first three weeks of our torment passed without incident. The next week? Well, because we were human beings, and because we seemed able to exert our initiative, unlike the Baimers, we were given flare torches to wield. These were not unlike oxy-torches, save that they fanned out a small, fan-shaped, invisible ray which bombarded the lava with tiny particles, cutting it cleanly. Under supervision, we cornered out rooms. Tedious work, but better than the other.


  There were other changes for us in that week. Oro Tarkid! It was everything I could do to restrain myself when I saw his giant frame come slogging into the giant bubble which housed thousands of Baimers during the eating and sleeping periods. I sidled up next to him, jogged him roughly, so that he turned his massive head downward to look at me.


  He looked at me with the eyes of a stranger, this simple, great-hearted Baimer, his eyes vapid, his lips relaxed idiotically.


  “Oro Tarkid!” I whispered pleadingly. “It’s I—Sidney Hallmeyer! You can’t have forgotten—”


  Had he forgotten? I felt a great burst of pity, a surge of hatred for Zondat, whose inhuman machine kept him and thousands of others in telepathic thralldom. But I kept on whispering his name, reminding him, orally blasting him from that horrible trance. And his eyes blinked.


  “I—remember,” he said slowly. “My great friend Sidney.”


  “We are both in great trouble!” I gritted. “Remember, Oro Tarkid—remember everything; for the time comes when your people must escape!”


  “We are in great trouble,” he repeated dully. “We have done nothing, to be thus tom away from our lands. I—I do not understand . . .”


  A guard was only a dozen steps ahead, examining us with his nervous merciless eyes.


  I whispered upward to Oro Tarkid, hurriedly, “We shall fight the terrible wrongs done us, Oro Tarkid! Remember what I say! Be on your guard! Be ready! Remember me!”


  I dropped my head stupidly, as we passed the feeding booths. I took my tasteless soup and my bread and ate soullessly. Then I went back to the corner of the bubble where Will and I slept. I whispered excitedly to Will about the chief of the Baimer tribe.


  Will lay with one elbow propping up his head. He looked at me with sick disgust, then turned away, his shoulders twitching uncontrollably.


  “It won’t do any good,” he said. “You’ve given up?” I demanded.


  HE FACED ME again, and spoke in muted, raging tones. “Giving up, Sid? Are you crazy? Don’t you know we’re goners? We can’t stand this work. Another three months and it’ll kill us. Some of the Baimers have already died from the work and the confinement. I heard some of the guards talking about it—those crazy, murderous guards! Sid,” he panted, “I’m not going to stay here. I’m going to escape, I don’t care if you don’t go with me, but I mean it. It was your fault—”


  “Quiet,” I snapped, and I was horrified to know that my own voice was as tinnily nervous as his. I said through gritted teeth, “You couldn’t escape, anyway.”


  “Couldn’t I?” He laughed nastily. “Every day we pass the fissure which leads up to that—that girl’s bubble. I could slip in there, and no one would be the wiser. I’d go up the crater—”


  “And fight your way through Baimers oh the way down?”


  “No,” he said insistently. “It isn’t the Sixth Brightness. You can tell that by the brightness of this bubble. It’s only during the Sixth and Seventh Brightness that the Baimers migrate. The time of the greatest magnetic disturbance. When Vulcan is closest to the Sun.”


  And I knew he was right. At the most, this was only the Third Brightness. Vulcan was four or five million miles from the Sun. But her orbit was carrying her closer, closer. Edith Dupré had given us the hint in her ultra-wave message. Vulcan’s orbit has a minor axis of seven million miles, a major axis of thirteen. And certainly the year of the planet would be in the order of seven or eight days. At its closest, three million miles from the Sun, the planet’s magnetic field became so intense that the magnetic lines of force were able to carry the telepathic waves emanating from Zondat’s machine; carry them much as a copper wire conducts electricity. Down those magnetic lines of force the Baimers were compelled to move, on the Sixth and Seventh Brightnesses.


  That much we knew.


  I held Will’s eyes for a long moment, but he glared back at me without faltering.


  I said savagely, “You’re letting your nerves get you.”


  “Letting them?” He gave that nasty, jagged laugh again. “How about you? How about everybody down here? The Baimers, too! Look at them! They can’t sleep. They toss around. They mutter. They get up and walk around when the guards aren’t looking. Did you watch those Baimers we were working with today? They got ants walking around under their skin. Their faces twitch. Oh, they’re under a telepathic control, down here where the machine can exert its full force and doesn’t have to depend on the strength of the magnetic field. But the machine can’t keep magnetic currents from playing hell with their nerves any more than Zondat can find a medicine good enough to quiet the nerves of himself and his men!”


  He groaned and rolled over and his muffled voice said, “Sooner or later, everybody down here will go—nuts!”


  I said nothing more. I was aghast at the possibility of Will leaving me, to fight a hopeless battle alone. But then, Will wasn’t Will any longer. He was somebody else. He’d been a melancholy, nervous type to start with. Chances were, he’d forget me, forget everything, and bolt. I bit my lip hard, because that pain was better than the pain of thinking of Will throwing me over . . .


  I couldn’t sleep. I kept watching the thousands of Baimers, crowded together, with their possessions bunched around them. They’d brought their possessions, strapping them on their backs. I saw their bark tents, their great metal pots, their utensils, their musical instruments—piled around them, untouched. Some of them were new arrivals, like Oro Tarkid and his tribe. It had taken them perhaps three different migrations before they entered the volcano. Three weeks. The newcomers, I saw, slept. Those who had been here for weeks, for months—they were the ones whose nerves were getting them. Why?


  THE THOUGHT pounded at me.


  Why had the Baimers, left to themselves on the surface of their planet, shown no signs of nervous hysteria? What had given them their immunity? Oro Tarkid had said something about it, something about the structure of their nervous systems, which had adapted themselves to the planet. But that couldn’t be true. They were still on the planet, they still had that same nervous structure.


  Was it some facet of their daily life, some food, some ritual inherited from their ancestors which had made them immune to the dreadful neurotic tendencies that so mercilessly flogged Zandot, his men, Edith Dupré, Will, myself?—something they didn’t have down here?


  I almost had the answer! It nagged at the back of my mind, and somehow I knew it was of tremendous importance that I bring it into my consciousness. But it hovered on the borderline of reason—I could not put into tangible thought. It was like a name one tries to remember, and in trying, defeats his purpose. I threw the whole problem away with a burst of rage, rolled over on the smooth, hard, yet warm lava floor and abruptly slept.


  Two more work-periods passed. On the third, for the first time since I had begun this life of the damned, I saw Edith Dupré. She came swinging through the smooth-floored bubble where I was working, with her Zondat; a big hulking man whom I guessed was Borge, the scientist; and several of Zondat’s space-rats. I wanted to sink through the floor, for I was a miserable, filthy, hollow-eyed creature, more dirt than flesh. It was blasphemous to look at her, but I did, with my heart in my eyes. She was a fire of loveliness, a rare flower in a sordid setting.


  Her cool gaze passed casually over me.


  It was only because Zondat was talking heatedly with Borge, and because his men were walking in front, clearing the way, that her mannishly swinging arms were able to release the little, square white object that fell at my feet. Her arms did not stop swinging. She passed through a tunnel into another bubble.


  I put my foot on the square white object, my shaking hands guiding the flare-torch. At the first opportunity, I scooped it up, slid it into my pocket. And until the next sleep period came, I did not know what it was. Then I found out. A sheet of paper, folded until it was only an inch and a half square, made compact with a rubber band. I feverishly spread it out on the floor, shielding it from sight of the nervously pacing guard with my body.


  Will watched me wearily.


  “It’s a note from Edith Dupré,” I said, my voice tense. I read:


  “Sidney: The volcano is going to do its stuff. Any minute, or maybe next week. This is the straight goods. Chamberlain the vulcanologist told me. He’s got it in for Zondat, always has had. So he gave him the wrong dope. Chamberlain wants me to elope to a healthier clime with him, and promises to cherish me. I said nix, and promised not to tell Zondat. Chamberlain is lop-sided in the beam. Maybe I am, too, but I want to stay here and help you on the Baimer problem. Are you going to stick around and help them out of their mess? If so, on the other side of this paper are some directions for operating the telepathic transmitter. If you can get control, half your problem’s solved.


  “It’s the other half of this double volcano that’s causing the trouble—something Chamberlain admits he didn’t foresee. There’s a thin wall separating the two fissures. Fissures are getting closer. Maybe right now, or next week, the lid will blow off—no bubbles. No nothing. Do you want to face the music or hit for the open spaces. I’ll do everything I can to help you.


  Edith.”


  I stopped reading, my voice hoarse, shaken.


  I knew Will’s eyes were on me.


  “Well?” he said huskily. “She’s put it up to you.”


  I turned the paper over, but for the moment, the diagrams Edith Dupré had scrawled there blurred. I said at last, without looking at Will, “Will, you can do what you like. You know what the score is. Hot lava and fire are going to break through from the other volcano—almost any minute, maybe. I wouldn’t keep you down here with me if you didn’t want to take the chance. But I—well, I’m going to stay. I’ve got an idea—I think it’s an idea—it’s going to solidify any second.”


  “Like the volcano,” Will’s voice came, acid with sarcasm. Then he broke down. “Sid—” His voice cracked. He couldn’t say any more. He was trembling. He was scared to death, and I knew that he wanted to break to his feet and—run. Run anywhere, but away from the silently screaming menace that was liable to burst into life around us any minute.


  And I felt like that, too. But I was grabbing at straws—barely keeping myself afloat when I could so easily have reached shore. Edith, Will, and I, somehow, could make a break for it alone, pass into the crater through her bubble, escape—before that crater became filled with ascending lava.


  And, a still, small voice whispered from deep within me, leave the Baimers to their fate . . . the voice of conscience.


  It was all I could do to force myself to study the diagrams of the telepathic transmitter control. But I did study them. Until I knew by heart which buttons, and finger-switches to push and turn; which rheostats controlled what; how the electrodes were clamped to the head; and knew which words I would say into the transmitter.


  Then I tore the paper up, buried the scraps under powdered lava, and tried to sleep. But I didn’t sleep any more than Will did, any more than thousands of restlessly tossing Baimers. I was fighting to grab a thought . . . an unimportant thought which Edith Dupré had unwittingly included in her note. And suddenly, with such blinding clarity that I sat upright, my mouth open in a soundless ejaculation, I knew what it was.


  Face the music.


  And after that, as if veils had been drawn away from the nebulosities clouding my mind, as if the thought itself were an opiate, I slept, soundly.


  “TARKID!” I whispered the name fiercely. It was the next “day.” Work was ended. We had eaten. Shortly we would sleep. I had scuttled swiftly among groups of dully sitting Baimers, praying that no guard would see me, or that if he did see me, he would think nothing. I had reached Oro Tarkid’s tribespeople. They had gathered their processions in a heap, and as if by instinct, had crowded close together about their leaders.


  Of their festive gaiety, their childlike merrymaking, there was nothing. These were not the Baimers Will and I had lived with for two days; the Vulcanites who every “evening” played their wild, lulling music.


  “Oro Tarkid!” I cried, and I wormed my way up to him where he sat cross-legged, on either side of him the other two members of the ruling tribunal. I grabbed his giant arm, shook it, and as before, the slowly awakened light of intelligence came to his eyes.


  “My great friend,” he said slowly. “It is good. Sit with us awhile. We are all in great trouble.”


  I shook him some more. “No!” I cried, as loudly as I dared. “Oro Tarkid I You are the captives of an evil creature. You must think. You must break away from the spell that holds you. Now. Now is the Time! A great change is about to come. We must all fight. Oro Tarkid, speak now! Say that your mind is fighting—that you are striving to free it of its shackles!”


  Through the mass of tribespeople ran a strange eerie moaning.


  “Speak!” I commanded wildly.


  It was as if a creature long buried were pushing away the debris of his century-old burial, the way Oro Tarkid’s mind pushed itself forward to meet my challenge.


  “I will do as you say, my great friend Sid,” he muttered. “If the Time has come, so be it. Command me.”


  “Then,” I said, “command your dancers to dance, your musicians to play their instruments. Let the sounds ring out—now!”


  “It shall be so. Dancers, arise. Let a space be cleared. Musicians, return to your instruments. Play the music that our forefathers handed down to us.”


  Oro Tarkid rose to his great height. A strange flame burned on his face. Under the mighty compulsion of his command, the tribespeople rose as one, moving back, making space for the dancers who now moved on feet of lead from the crowd, stood in drooping, spiritless poise while nine musicians took up their instruments and sat cross-legged. They looked with drugged, uncomprehending eyes at the fret boards of their giant instruments.


  “Now the music must be played, Oro Tarkid,” I whispered pleadingly.


  “Play!”


  The command rang out in a voice of iron. Silence sat tightly on the air, and then the air quivered with the muted thunder of one plucked string. The vibrant sound shook me to my soul, was like a giant hand that lightly touched at each Baimer here assembled. They swayed—and another sound, elfin-thin, shattered the air like so many crystal goblets.


  The dancers moved, flung their arms upward.


  A chord was struck, and it shook the ground. Giant fingers stroked a drum, and the hollowness of it blew holes in the ether. Four more players joined in, and a ponderous crashing of discords ascended to the roof of the bubble and echoed back, spraying like rain. The nine players played with a sudden madness, and the planet Vulcan swayed in its orbit. They crescendoed, and the Solar System whirled ever faster. Two drums fought each other, and the Universe was chaos, stars whirling, cascading, crashing. The music sounded out, made a mockery of such insignificants as death and life, beginnings and endings, foreboding and evils, good things and bad things, erupting volcanos and Zondats. The music was all.


  The dancers danced. Slowly—and faster. Stood poised on a fountain of gushing silence, pirouetted in a shower of spangled crystalline tintinnabulation.


  “Play!” shouted the giant voice of the people. “Dance!”


  THE CAVERN WOKE. There was an upsurge of movement. A mighty tidal wave of flesh flowed without thought toward that renewal of tribal ritual.


  “Play!” shouted a thousand Baimer voices.


  I stood beside Oro Tarkid. I watched the life flowing back into his great flaming face. I saw the dullness of his people washed away as a contagion caught at them. They raised their arms, swayed, pleaded with a god no human could know. I turned, my heart pounding. I fought through the crowds of Baimers, fought back to where Will was standing, mouth open, his great chest rising and falling with quick, panting breaths.


  His hand closed convulsively on my shoulder.


  “Sid!” he blatted. “They’re playing. That music! And it does something! They’re—rebelling!”


  “No,” I said swiftly. “They’re not rebelling. They couldn’t rebel, not while they’re under the control of the machine. They’re just listening to the music. They can’t stay away from that. It makes them remember—that music is a part of their lives. A necessary part. It’s like new life.”


  Life it was. The giant bubble was a mass of straining motion. Thousands of Baimers were brought to their feet by the ponderous, exciting strains that sprinkled at them from the domed roof of the cavern. They faced and moved toward that rhythm. They crowded as close as they could get, then stood, and at times, where the thunder of the Baimer’s instruments halted on a peak of sound, they cried with heavy voices:


  “Play! Dance!”


  Could the guards stop it? I watched them. There were no more than fifteen of them at the various entrances to the giant bubble. At first they ceased their nervous pacing, stood warily still, dragging out their Hamptons, ready to use.


  They conferred. Then, in groups, they nervously advanced toward the rim of that circle of Baimers.


  From where we stood, we saw a group of guards pause a respectable distance from the Baimers. Then one advanced a few steps. I heard his shaken voice, entirely lacking in conviction:


  “Back! Get back to your places, damn you! Move!”


  They didn’t move. I doubt that they heard. The guards walked in futile, nervous motions on the rim of the crowd, conferring, arguing, swearing angrily amongst themselves. More of Zondat’s men came bursting through into the cavern. They stared. Then they grinned at the consternation of the guards, and lighted cigarettes and stood there and just listened, at times making cat-calls to the guards. The guards shouted angrily back at them.


  “It’s working, Will,” I whispered tensely. “It’s working!”


  “What—?”


  “You’ll see,” I promised him. “I’ve set a ball to rolling!”


  After an hour and a half of that music, the music stopped of its own accord, not because of the guards’ commands. In fact, the guards gave up. They returned to their positions at the bubble entrances, their faces tense, at first, and then relaxing.


  Relaxing! And that was true of the twenty or thirty of Zondat’s men who had been attracted by the commotion. They leaned against walls, quietly, smoking cigarettes, listening to—the music. A smooth relief molded their faces into new patterns. The guards themselves stopped their nervous pacing and merely listened, listened as intently as any Baimer.


  And Will listened, too, sitting down with his arms locked over his knees. When the music ended, with the slow glory of the Sun sinking beneath a western horizon, the Baimers moved back to their places in the cavern, sought their sleeping-mats—and slept.


  A few moments later, Will lay full length, and he slept.


  I stayed awake for awhile, in tire strange quiet that now gripped the cavern. There was no motion, except for flickering points of static electricity. The guards stood in the lifeless, nerveless poise of statues. Zondat’s men had disappeared back to their own quarters. Beneath me I felt the ground shake briefly, mute forerunner of the volcanic eruption that soon was to occur. But I was at peace. On this day, a great deal had been accomplished. If the eruption held off for another two work-periods—


  I slept without trouble.


  V


  ALL THROUGH the next work-period, I looked around for Will Carrist. I told myself he had been put on another work detail, separate from mine. In my heart I knew it was not so. I felt a leaden pain when the work-period ended and I arrived at our sleeping places and he was not there.


  I remembered now that we had passed the hidden fissure leading to Edith Dupré’s secretly discovered bubble; had passed it early this “morning.”


  Will had escaped. He had left me to fight alone.


  The grief of that betrayal made me want to give up then and there. I buried my face in my hands and felt like bawling. And the music of the Baimers brought me out of it.


  Yes, they had begun to play. Again, without persuasion.


  I sat there, listening, looking on. It was as if a salve were smoothing out my rumpled nerves. Came the crashings, the thundering, the breathless pauses of the Baimer music; came the cry of the people.


  And—came Zondat’s men. More of them than last night. They crowded through the main entrance of the bubble, sat down, or leaned quietly against walls. Attracted by the music, compelled to attend that symphony.


  The guards said nothing. They stood lifeless, but they were absorbing every drum beat, every harmonic; every voluminous vibration which was so far below hearing that it impinged not on ear drums, but on bones and flesh and nerves.


  I waited quietly for what I knew was to happen.


  Zondat. He came bursting through the main bubble entrance, halted stock still, his glassy eyes reflecting an amazed ire. His mouth fell open, and suddenly I thought I could hear his irate screamings. He found the captain of the guards, brandished his arms in insane gestures. The captain of the guards towered over him, his dark face thin lipped. He shouted back.


  Zondat breathed hard, talking excitedly, threateningly. He walked up and down, screaming at the guards, commanding them. They took his insults woodenly.


  But nobody made a move to stop the Baimer music.


  Zondat was left alone. He walked up and down, muttering. Finally he turned on his men. I could guess that he was ordering them to return to their posts. He ranted, swore, but his men listened to him with only half an ear. They were listening to the Baimer music.


  Edith Dupré entered. She moved with easy stride to Zondat’s side, and he screamed at her. I could see her lips forming cynical flippancies. But flippancies that had sense. For now Zondat turned, his head moving in quick bird-like motions as he studied the amazing, packed circle of Baimers. He began to walk softly up and down, nibbling at his lip. He was listening to the Baimer music !


  I came to my feet, my heart beginning to hammer with slow-paced blows against my ribs. Now?


  I saw Edith Dupré turning her head slowly in a semi-circle, her eyes searching. I caught her attention. I made unobtrusive gestures. Her breast rose quickly, her eyes widened in some sort of comprehension. I began slipping along the bubble-wall, toward the nearest exit from the bubble. There was a guard standing at that entrance-way, but he could not see me. He probably could have paid no attention to me if I had walked up to him. He was staring toward the source of the Baimer music. The music of the Baimers bathed him. His arms hung relaxed at his sides, there was on his unshaved, characterless face the mute, unconscious worshipping expression one might find in a cathedral.


  Up crashed the music of the Baimers. And down crashed my fist. The guard fell, rolled over. I dragged him to the side of the tunnel which gave exit to the bubble. He began to struggle. I bounced his head twice on the lava floor. He stopped struggling, and his head lolled. Perhaps I killed him. I would never know. I took his Hampton, his nerve-polarizer, and a holstered knife. He was a space-rat, dressed as a space-rat might dress, and yet his clothing was cleaner than mine. I put his cap on my head, traded my coat for his. I buckled the weapons around my waist. I shoveled rocks and lava and powdered lava over him and went.


  The voice of the Baimer thousands tunneled through the tunnel.


  “Play! Dance!”


  I was neither playing nor dancing. I was in earnest.


  I MOVED SLOWLY into the next bubble, looked around its curving wall. Here and there were entrances into the Baimers’ bubble. Zondat’s men crowded those entrances. As I watched, another handful came loping toward the music. They wormed their way inside.


  “Okay, Sidney,” said a casual voice.


  I whirled, and my Hampton was out. Edith Dupré laughed and stepped to my side. In her grey eyes was respect.


  “Your reactions are good, Sidney. You thinking of getting out of this fire-trap?” She took my arm, came close to me. I could feel her trembling. Her flaxen hair was just under my chin, touching it. At that moment, the world seemed to rock, tipsily. The earth-shock slammed us back against the tunnel wall. We waited, I with my heart in my mouth. The Baimer music had stopped!


  I breathed hard. Came another earth-shock. There was a muttering of voices, the voices of Zondat’s men.


  Edith Dupré shrank against me. “Make them play again,” she whispered. She was not talking to me. That was a prayer. A prayer, I think, that had an answer. “Play!”


  The music struggled upward, rose toward a new peak of thunderous concussion.


  I turned my white face to Edith Dupré, and I was shaking. I took time out to put my arm around her, something I knew I could never regret. I drew her frightened face up to mine, kissed her, felt the trembling drain from her body as she pressed closer, responding. There is an intoxication in love’s first kiss—an intoxication that may be the combination of sounds and odors and touchings and sights, all whirled together and held aloft by an emotion that tears the soul. Perhaps it goes even deeper than that. It does not matter now.


  There were tears in her eyes when I took my lips away.


  “We’re a couple of tough eggs, Edith,” I said huskily. “But I think that was the real thing.”


  She gulped. “I—I think it was, too, Sidney. I’m glad.”


  “Good.” I smiled down at her. “We’ve got to keep our nerve up. How many of Zondat’s men are listening to the music?”


  “I think all of them. Except maybe a half dozen scattered here and there.”


  “Good,” I repeated. “Let’s go.”


  We went. Crossed the floor of that bubble, through a series of interlocking tunnels. Edith Dupré was guiding me. We heard footsteps, and without warning, two men burst into our line of sight.


  Their ratty eyes hesitated a second on me, then switched to Edith. We stopped, unable to keep ourselves from tensing.


  The men leered at Edith, then touched at their caps and went past us. We walked forward—two steps. Then I turned. My Hampton snapped out.


  The man who had his weapon pointed at my back got it first. The explosive projectile tore his chest apart. The other man clawed at his hip, wildly. He fell where he stood, half his face blown away.


  I took both Hamptons and gave one to Edith and pushed her ahead of me. She was weaving, and I snapped at her, commandingly. She steadied, fighting for control. In the space of a half minute, there had been a lot of blood scattered around.


  Once more we found resistance. I tipped my hand deliberately, and the fellow tried to outdraw me. Just as my weapon spoke, the earth shook again. But it was minor. We ran over his body, went through two small bubbles and then into a large one, one side of which was fashioned into a series of three-walled rooms. In the center room was the telepathic equipment I had seen from the tiny hole in the floor of the bubble above.


  I started eagerly for the room. It was empty. Edith Dupré stopped me, pointed.


  “Two guards down that way,” she whispered. “At the entrance to the crater path. We’ll have to get rid of them.”


  I hesitated, decided against it. “No,” I snapped. “What if another earth tremor stops the music before we get finished?”


  As if an answer to that, the floor of the bubble wobbled, sharply. And then again. Edith Dupré said faintly, “I’ve never felt a shock like that before. You think it’s coming—now?”


  “I don’t know,” I panted. I was sick with dread as I threw myself into the bucket-shaped chair before Zondat’s telepathic equipment. I senselessly took the earphones from the rack, clapped them on my head. And Edith Dupré tore them off, in terror. I had forgotten her diagrams.


  “The machine’s on!” she cried. “Two records alternate, commanding the Baimers to submit to Zondat. You’d find yourself wanting to submit to Zondat.”


  I SWEATED. She opened a cabinet.


  Two records were there. One was spinning. When it stopped spinning, a trip lever would start the other. Edith Dupré lifted the needles from the records and with shaking hands fastened the two electrodes to my temples. She handed me a mouthpiece. I froze as if I had an audience of a million.


  I didn’t freeze long. Not when the third earth shock in three minutes rocked the machine on its bolted-down legs. I spoke to the Baimers:


  “Baimers! Cease playing your music. You are no longer under the control of Zondat. Turn on the human beings who hold you in thralldom. Destroy! Trample! Kill! Let none escape!”


  Short and to the point.


  Behind me there was the cracking of a Hampton, the accompanying explosion. I whirled, saw Edith Dupré looking dully at a man lying face down, his position grotesque.


  I repeated the telepathic command. Again. And again.


  I added: “Kill! Kill! Leave your possessions behind you. Find the way to the crater path. Kill the human beings. Kill! Find the way to the crater path. Quickly. Kill the human beings, all you see.”


  My voice grew hoarse from talking. I thought I heard other voices, screaming voices. Imagination. This was fantasy. I thought I heard Edith Dupré’s Hampton speak again. I didn’t turn to look. Now, now or never, the Baimers must be turning on Zondat and his men. They must be killing them, paying no attention to their own lives. Senselessly, harking only to a command which came into their minds from nowhere, their great strength must be turned against their enslavers.


  Now or never. For at that moment, the girl shook my arm, cried wildly, “Sidney! They’re coming! I can hear their screams, their—oh!”


  Her weapon spoke once, twice. And now I did hear voices, terrible screams of horror. I tore the electrodes from my head, whipped out both Hamptons. Three of Zondat’s space-rats came running through the bubble, on their contorted faces a driving urgency. After them poured a flood of Baimers. They caught up with the three men, swarmed around them, dispersed and looked in our direction. They were blood-spattered.


  There was enough in their expression to make Edith Dupré scream. And I remembered. “Kill the human beings, all you see,” I had told them.


  We were human beings!


  The Baimers forged their way toward us. And I acted purely with a reflex motion. I fired—not at the Baimers, but into the heart of Zondat’s telepathic transmitter. Tiny whirring sounds in its interior died, tubes blinked out. The Baimers stopped, a hundred or two, faces bewildered.


  I cried, pointing, “We are your friends! There is the crater path! Go!”


  They went. And Edith and I started off after them, running to keep up with their stride, the sweat of a tremendous relief pouring down my face.


  Behind us there was a splatter of gun fire. A Hampton projectile singed past my ear, struck the bubble wall, brought tons of debris down on top of the fleeing Baimers. I shouted, turned, firing my weapon as I did so. A giant seemed to strike my arm. My Hampton twisted itself from my grip. I frantically started to draw the other, but a shrill voice blasted,


  “I wouldn’t, spaceman!”


  I froze. Zondat! Through the haze of lava dust, I saw him. He stood no more than ten feet away, his Hampton trained on us. He was shaking from head to foot, caught in the grip of lunatic rage. But his gun-hand was steady enough.


  Near him stood Borge, the heavy-jawed scientist.


  “You have ruined our plans, Edith,” he said heavily.


  “You will die, Edith,” chattered Zondat. “You have betrayed me. My dreams of empire are finished. You shall—die!”


  He fired, this time surely, with full control; at Edith.


  Even Fate, I suppose, has alternatives to choose from. The status quo is the easier path to choose. I expected to die. I expected Edith to die. There wasn’t much else that could happen.


  Unless one remembered the tons of lava that had chipped from the ceiling of the bubble; unless one considered the not inconsiderable vibrations that mass of falling material set up in the porous territory around us. I can now guess that those vibrations were the straw that broke the camel’s back. Otherwise, there is no explaining why the thin wall separating two volcanic fissures chose that moment to fracture. It did choose that moment, and the tempestuous fires of Hades broke from their confinement with full fury.


  THE FLOOR bellied up around us, and the ceiling bulged down. I was tossed like a speck of dust, blown through a bellows. I hit. Blood washed my face. I screamed, rolled over, saw a figure staggering toward me. Zondat. I kicked out at him. Another figure came. Edith. I grabbed at her. She sagged. I shook her, yelling like a demented person. And began dragging her behind me, in circles. Then I followed a curving wall, through choking dust. I picked Edith up in my arms. She was limp, lifeless, and I sobbed.


  There was a drumming, a coughing sound, like a man as big as a planet, spitting up his life blood. I looked behind me, and there was the most scarlet, fieriest mass of flame I had ever seen. It breathed at me hotly. It blew me before it. The earth rocked. Tunnels closed up behind me like a constricting throat regurgitating unwanted food. I fell and seemed to roll up as well as down. Great flames of static electricity lighted my way, and I staggered down a broad tunnel that was like Broadway. Then I went up. And up. I burst forth into a great bubble that rocked back and forth as if it were a bulb in a swaying chandelier. It was filled with Baimers, screaming and blundering and going nowhere. I saw Oro Tarkid.


  “Oro Tarkid!” I cried above the hell of sound and welter. “Bid your people follow me!”


  Blank. Mental blank. I was carrying Edith. And I was moving up. And I was following somebody. Up ahead, I saw them—two figures. A slight figure and a heavier figure. I had been following them I know not how long. I did not dare rest. There were branching tunnels. This was a section of Zondat’s disrupting empire that I had not seen. And that was Emperor Zondat ahead! Borge and Zondat!


  In my arms a dead girl. Or she seemed dead. Edith Dupré, the roughest, toughest girl ever to wear the space-boots of a man. If so rough, and so tough, why didn’t she walk? I put her on her feet, and cried out to her to walk, but she slumped against me. I shook her. Her eyes opened. To look into their suffering depths was to bring back sanity.


  “Can you walk?”


  “Yes, Sidney,” she said.


  ORO TARKID came behind us. Behind, two and three abreast where the tunnel was broadest came the hundreds of Baimers. I was Orpheus, I thought to myself; Orpheus, who had gone into Hades and with music had charmed all nature; had rescued his wife Eurydice and started for the upper world. But I would not look back into Hades as Orpheus had done, so losing his wife and his life both. The fancy stayed crazily in my mind, and I toiled mightily after the Bacchantes—after Zondat and Borge—for they knew the path to safety; yet also sought my life.


  Slowly, Oro Tarkid and his tribes-people were catching up with us. I had a terror of being trampled and lost and brushed against the sides of the tunnel by those giant legs. I ran. I held Edith’s hand. The tunnel turned, narrowed into a throat; we edged through, raced ahead. Now and again the earth shook. Now and again blasts of super-heated air seemed likely to roast us. But I knew we were out of danger.


  Edith cried, “Zondat!”


  I whirled. He was above us, looking down the slope. And Borge with him. He surveyed the situation calmly. He had no weapons. Borge disappeared. The next thing we knew a rock as round as an egg and almost as broad as the tunnel crashed down the slope toward us. Madly, we hugged the wall. Another smaller one came and another. We evaded them. Zondat looked palely down at us. Borge rolled a larger boulder to the rim. He started to push it. Zondat had to help him. The boulder, too large for us to escape, trembled on the edge of the slope.


  I put my arm around Edith. I was ready to die—too ready. For Borge, for an unexplainable reason, lurched to one side. To save his balance, his shoulder put its full weight against Zondat. Zondat yelled, clawed at empty air, and came tumbling down the slope. He crashed into me, full tilt. He rolled over, hurled himself full at me, put his hands around my neck and put on the pressure. My eyes started to come out.


  “Sid!”


  Will’s voice!


  On the ledge above us, I heard the sounds of a titanic struggle. My bulging eyes saw the boulder trembling. I saw Borge and Will Carrist, two heavy figures, at death grips on the lip of the slope. I saw Edith, bending over Zondat. I saw her arms come down. Zondat gasped, rolled over, released me. I leaped for him. Something shiny glinted in his hand. A knife. It sliced through the air at me, caught me in the chest, went deep.


  I felt no pain. I caught Zondat’s body in my hands, lifted him in the air, and bent him across my knee like a piece of kindling wood. His glittering eyes probed up into mine for one sane second. Then he screamed his protest, babbled for mercy, grabbed at the air. It didn’t seem as if I pressed down. Not at all. But there was a snapping sound. Zondat, Master Magician, self-styled Emperor of Vulcan, expired—and I expired with him, across his dead body, staining him as red as the volcanic fires which by this time had consumed his men. My life was flowing away through the hole in my chest, and I slumbered toward death . . .


  I DID NOT DIE, but of life I knew nothing for a week. Then I opened my eyes, and was looking up at the roof of a Baimer bark-tent. Sitting cross-legged near my sleeping-mat was that member of the Baimer tribunal who had grafted the telepathic nerve into my arm. My chest was bared, and he was touching at my wound with gentle fingers. I smelled a pungent ointment. The Baimer smiled gravely. I slept.


  Will and Edith came.


  Edith sat near me. She blinked rapidly. “You take a lot of killing, Sidney,” she blurted out. She sniffed, and she looked angry at herself for breaking down.


  Will’s blunt fingers twined together. His voice was strained. “I guess you think I walked out on you, Sid. I didn’t. I just thought it was about time for one of us to show some good sense. If the crater was going to erupt, what was going to happen to our ship? We’d be stuck here for years . . . And I had another idea! Zondat must have had another means of getting up from underground. Remember when we first landed on the planet? It was level for hundreds of feet around us. Zondat and his men came out of nowhere! I figured there was a fissure or a tunnel nearby that led down to the bubbles. And I was right! I started down, and I ambushed eight different men. I killed them. I took their Hamptons and I walked for hours. Then I felt the air getting hot!”


  He sweated as he told the story, his voice went tinny. “I knew the volcano had broken through! I ran. I almost ran into Borge and Zondat and I saw what they were doing. I knocked Borge away—then I had a fight on my hands.”


  “But Borge,” said Edith, with a sigh, “is dead.”


  I dropped my hand to Will’s knee. I had trouble meeting his eyes. But he understood, and squirmed uneasily.


  “Anyway,” he blurted, “most of the Baimers were saved. They’re out there now, Sid, and you’re a hero. A hero, Sid! Oro Tarkid is out there. He’s told the Baimers how you saved them. How you made them play the Baimer music—how you drew Zondat’s space-rats to the bubble—so you could get to the transmitter—and how I blasted the narrow part of the escape tunnel with a Hampton so they could get through—”


  “Listen!”


  EDITH DUPRÉ raised her forefinger, on her lovely face a rapt glory. And I heard it. The sound of Baimer music. The sound of a single plucked string. Yes, I thought to myself, age-old musk. Even you, Oro Tarkid, do not know the truth. Even you do not know of the music that was designed by your forefathers to serve a purpose. Music that has been handed down through the generations, a necessary part of your lives on a planet that is ripped year in and year out by the ceaseless magnetic storms of a planet that is caught in the Sun’s own magnetic field. Music, the curative. The mental healer. The soother of troubled nerves. Music, Oro Tarkid, hath charms to soothe the savage breast . . . they found that out on my planet centuries ago. Your music saved you, not I.


  Edith Dupré dropped to her knees beside me, and somehow we forgot Will. Anyway, he had forgotten us, for the Baimer music claimed him.


  Tears came to her eyes. “Sidney,” she gulped, “down there—underneath—when you—”


  “I meant it,” I said. I drew her closer, met her eyes simply. Her lip trembled. “I really meant it.” I kissed her, almost; but she broke away.


  “Sidney,” she got out at last, through lumps in her throat, “I—I didn’t ever th-think I’d meet another really t-tough egg—like m-me. A guy who didn’t have an ounce of s-sentiment. A g-guy who’d jump at the chance to throw his life down the drain just because somebody else was being stepped on.”


  I thought that over. I said grimly, “I guess you’ve met him. And I have too, Edith. Down with the oppressors—always. That’s our motto, yours and mine.” I pulled her toward me. That time she did not get away.


  THE SHADOW-GODS


  Vaseleos Carson


  Curt watched them, screaming as they fled before the shadow-things—the tortured humans of Earth. He watched them die, crushed and seared by the spreading blue flower, and he cursed himself. With all his knowledge and strength he could not save his people.


  AROUND them, space—implacable but generous, impalpable but tangible—shot through with a thousand far off suns.


  Looming at starboard, blacking out a section of space, the dark starside of the Moon. Then hundreds of flickering fireflies moving out of the darkness, blinking on by ones . . . twos . . . threes . . . as they passed the black moon’s rim.


  Curt Wing relaxing, his dark head nodding softly, his dark eyes widening as he stared into the teleplate. He stared into the plate, and his lips, for so many hours a thin gray line, pursed into an almost inaudible whistle.


  Without turning his head, he said to the lean rangy blond lieutenant beside him.


  “That did it, Packer. It flushed them from cover. Curiosity did it.”


  “Now?” Lt. George Packer asked, pulling on his helmet, reaching for the red button to sound the klaxon alarm. One long finger almost touched the scarlet dot which would send a hundred crews on a hundred Earth ships into the action which they had awaited for these long weeks.


  Curt Wing, wing Space Commander, shook his black shock of hair with deliberate slowness, wiped the sticky sweat from the palms of his hands on his gold-striped blue breeches.


  “Wait.”


  “But, Curt! We’ve waited two weeks. And for the last seven hours the crew has been going mad. They know the Mercurians must be out there now. We got the flash on the intercommunicator and it’s tuned to all-ship length.”


  “I know,” Wing said. “But what’s another moment or two. This has to be right. We’ll never get another chance like this again. Be patient, George.”


  Curt Wing still stared at? the visaplate. “They must have the whole fleet with them! I’ve never seen so many Mercurian ships in my life.”


  “They’ll spot us,” Lt. Packer said anxiously. “Let me signal, Curt.”


  “Easy, George. This is Earth’s last chance. We’ve got to be sure it’s good. They’ve got us—ten to one. Surprise is our only chance of whittling down the odds.”


  “But every minute, Curt, every minute counts. They’ll spot us sure.”


  His eyes still soldered to the plate, Wing said, an overtone of exasperation in his deep-timbered voice; “We’ve been here two weeks. They didn’t spot our black ships in the moon’s shadow before. I hardly think they will now. Take it easy.”


  The two stood there, watching the black shadow of the plate, now flickering with swarms of silver Mercurian ships. Beads of sweat built up on Curt Wing’s forehead, swelled, then rolled down his lean, harsh-planed face to make tiny plopping sounds on the duralloy deck beneath their feet.


  “Man!” Lt. Packer burst out. “Curt, are you mad? We’ve got to strike now. Their black light visas’ll pick us up any second.”


  Wing Space Commander Wing didn’t answer. Seconds oozed away like vicious blobs of oil. Then:


  “Now!”


  PACKER’S itching finger stabbed the red button viciously. Muted through the thick bulkheads surrounding the plotting room came the ululating howl of the ready signal.


  Curt Wing moved from the teleplate, clicked on the intercommunications speaker, came back to the plate. He studied it for a moment, unmindful of George Packer who was chewing his nails very deliberately.


  Curt Wing lifted his head, turned toward the speaker and said casually,


  “Fire at will.”


  Then his dark eyes turned back to the thousand fireflies flickering in the visaplate. Lt. Packer crowded his lean body alongside of him, stared at the screen.


  The ship shuddered. The deck quivered beneath their feet like a restrained earthquake. Almost simultaneously, the fireflies in the visaplate were spotting with flowering bursts of bright-hued colors which hid other of the fireflies for a long moment.


  A metallic voice echoed into the plotting room as the spotter’s hit calculator started clacking from its eyrie in the nose of the ship.


  “Seven direct . . . no twelve . . .” the metallic voice broke, then resumed and reflected the glee of the spotter. “Commander, this damn machine’s gone mad. We’re hitting them so fast it can keep up!”


  The flagship trembled again, and the visaplate was filled with the bright, blooming flowers as Mercurian ship after Mercurian ship tasted the atomic bolts, sucked them up and exploded.


  Curt Wing’s voice was no longer casual as he turned his lips toward the intercom.


  “Sock it to ’em, you precious monkeys. You’ve got a million Earthmen to avenge!”


  Then he kicked the tuning dial over, swept the visascreen from Earth ship to Earth ship. Only the flashing blue bolts identified most, but here and there an Earth ship blazed red, then white and molten metal dripped off into the darkness as the Mercurian ships lashed back at the dark shrouded hornets which were poisoning them with quick flashing death.


  The huge Mercurian fleet, its thousands scattered through with broken hulks, was turning slowly, its own bolts searching out, lighting up the blackness which hid the tiny Earthian fleet.


  The silver ships moved in, and concentrated hell poured on to one of the far-flung ships of Earth. The Earth ship exploded into myriad shells of molten metal, and the horrible atomic rays moved to the next blue flashing terrestial ship.


  Curt Wing’s voice barked into the intercom:


  “Plan L.”


  And the outnumbered Earth ships, pulling in their horns of atomic bolts, flashed away from the darkness, their rocket exhausts spurting fire. They blasted into the sky in unison, climbing above the slower Mercurian ships, and hurtled downward, their blue bolts thrusting before them, lashing at the silver ships.


  The Mercurian ships swung upward, lumbering, but the Earth ships were darting in and out like slashing knives wielded by agile, practiced hands.


  Curt Wing’s tight-held breath relaxed, made a whistling sound in the plotting room. He said, “The longest chance I ever took, and it worked.” His voice was very low, almost like a prayer.


  “Look at them run!” Packer chortled. “You did it again.” He was staring into the visaplate, watching the silver ships begin to scatter away from the black Earth ships above them. “This is the knockout punch. We’ll drive them away now, forever. Five years they’ve been nagging us and all the time they waited until they were strong enough to strike.”


  “Yes,” said Wing, “and they almost got us in the slaughtering pit by the asteroid belt. But now . . .” He halted, snapped into the intercom:


  “Attack at will, you itchy-fingered monkeys. They’re all yours. Take ’em.”


  The oval door to the plotting room burst open; a big-framed, heavy-paunched Blackbeard came plowing in.


  “Gee, Cap,” his heavy voice lumbered. “I bin missing somepin, huh?”


  Commander Wing turned to the newcomer. The harsh planes of his face softened as he grinned.


  “Yes, Dead-Eye, I guess you bin missing something all right. Making love to Elizabeth again?”


  DEAD-Eye Lindstrom grinned, his white square teeth glaring through the black of his bearded face.


  “Yep, I sure have, Y’know, Cap, Elizabeth’s coming along fine now. I jest got through placing five out of six slugs in the bull’e eye, and I wam’t even looking. I jest grabbed leather and started fanning the hammer and whamo! Elizabeth put ’em right in thar.”


  Dead-Eye patted the bulky length of the archaic powder gun strapped to his right leg. Then he jerked his hand up quickly and the white steel of the ancient Frontier .44 revolver sparkled in the light.


  “Pard,” he said, “Pard, them were the days. You stood face to face with another owlhoot rider and reached. By gosh, you could see the whites of his eyes and whamo! You got him or he got you.”


  “Shut up, will you, Lindstrom?” Packer snapped. “You and your ancient history give me a pain. They buried the last beef striker—”


  “Cowpuncher!” Dead-Eye corrected.


  “Three hundred years ago,” Packer went on. “And where you ever found that excuse for a pistol, only Neptune knows.”


  “Easy,” said Curt Wing quietly.


  Dead-Eye drew himself up to his six feet six so that he towered a full head over Lt. Packer. “Brother,” he growled, and his pale blue eyes were cold, “I’ll match you Elizabeth against any of these modem guns and I’ll kill you so much quicker that you’ll have to be cremated ahead of time. Why—”


  The eerie whistle from the Earth panel halted him. The three turned at the summons, infraction of all space battle procedure except in cases of extreme urgency. Only once before in five years had that whistle sounded during either battle practice or battle. Then it was to announce war with Mercury.


  Now . . .


  The visaplate crawled up from black through purple to yellow and white. A voice came through but there was no face accompanying it.


  “Signal six-two . . . signal six-two . . .”


  “No!” Wing cried out.


  “Signal six two . . . signal six two . . .”


  Wing glanced at the battle visaplate. The Mercurians were in full rout.


  We’ve got them licked, he thought; they’re running.


  Now this.


  “Signal six two . . .” the Earth voice repeated.


  Lt. Packer said, “Commander Wing, what is signal six two? I thought there were only sixty-one code numbers.”


  Curt Wing looked at Packer but his dark eyes were blank, the lips thinned and harsh.


  “Signal six two, lieutenant?” he asked, and there was no life in his voice. “It takes precedence over everything an Earthman has. Life, liberty, home, happiness—everything. We must return to Earth at once. To hell with the Mercurians. They’re unimportant.” Curt Wing spoke into the intercom:


  “Commander to all ships. Abandon chase. Gain formation. We’re returning to home base.”


  The formation board began to blink as ship captains acknowledged the order. But where each green light of acquiescence lighted up, below it came also the yellow light of query.


  Wing pushed on the all-ship button on the officers’ intercom system and said quietly:


  “Signal six two—you know what that means.” The yellow query lights went off immediately, the green ones blinked off, on, then off again.


  “Yes,” Wing said to Lt. Packer, “The Mercurians are unimportant compared to this. Signal six two is the emergency signal for earth catastrophe. What’s wrong I don’t know. But whatever it is, a mere interplanetary war is a kindergarten class.” He ran his blunt-fingered hands through his hair.


  “Gee, Cap,” said Dead-Eye suddenly. “That’s bad, huh?”


  “Yes, Dead-Eye,” Wing said softly. “It’s bad. Very bad.”


  “You’ll fix it, won’t you, Cap?” Dead-Eye asked, and his light-blue eyes were trusting. “You can do anything, Cap. Why, didn’t you find Elizabeth for me?”


  Wing stared at Dead-Eye’s hulking figure.


  Finally he said, “I think this will be slightly more difficult than picking Elizabeth out of a museum case, Dead-Eye.”


  EARTH below them now, its diadem of clouds winking in the reflected shafts of light from the moon.


  What danger lay there? What danger so great that they must let a victory become a might-have-been. What catastrophe so important that a fight for interplanetary life was dismissed casually with the signal.


  Curt Wing shrugged his shoulders, heard that incessant signal boring monotonously into his ears.


  Then the breaking rockets were kicking, the high thin wail as the thickening atmosphere scratched along the black ship’s bulk was deepening, and the deceleration was pushing lazy hands against him, urging him against the duralloy bulwark at his back.


  “Gosh,” Dead-Eye said, gaping open-mouthed into the visaplate. “Cap, looky here, the whole city is blue.”


  It was blue—this White City which in the long ago had been New York. A blue visible with an inner light of its own that absorbed the white moon beams and made black shadows blue.


  THE city was like some huge blue flower, sunset blue for stamen and pistil, its hue lightening to aquamarine, cerulean, and pastel as its petals stretched farther out over the city. It was pulsing and each pulsation swelled its circumference.


  Then the visaplate was flickering and the tiny red bulb centered in its plastic base began to blink, signaling power trouble. Then the screen went blank.


  “What is it?” Packer exclaimed. His voice was loud and harsh in the plotting room now. The incessant signal six two . . . signal six two . . . had ceased. The instrument panel lights went dark, the rockets cut off abruptly, the only sound was the scrabbling fingers of the outside . . .


  “Force field,” Curt Wing said. “Something we’ve never been able to develop. But there it is. That’s the catastrophe. It’s swallowing White City, and if there’s an intelligence behind it or not, mankind is done if we can’t stop it.”


  “Force field?” Packer asked. “But didn’t you . . .?”


  “Yes,” Wing said. “I created one once. A little thing less than an inch square. Balanced one magnetic field against another by firing four atomic guns at a coincident point. But a funny thing, the longer the field held the more power I had to shove into it.


  “Then I didn’t have any more power to give, and Dead-Eye says, ‘Gee, what’s happening to all those atoms?’ So I grabbed him and ran like hell for the nearest subbasement. When those compressed atoms let go it tore everything loose from the experimental station.


  “When Dead-Eye and I crawled out, all it was was a desert. There wasn’t a tree, a bush, a rock or a hill for ten miles around. It was the flattest place I ever saw, or had to see again.” He was staring blankly at the insentient visaplate.


  “But, hell, I talk too much.”


  Jake Wilson, landing supervisor, pushed open the oval hatch, said: “Hang on, sir, we’re volplaning in. It’s lucky we got the vanes out before the power quit.”


  The shock spilled the chunky Wilson into the plotting room, clipped the legs out from under the three already there.


  There was a moment of lift, then another shock a little less severe. The ship lifted again, struck, lifted once mort and settled with an audible groan of metal stress.


  They hurried from the plotting room, heading for the exit lock.


  It was a peculiar sort of night outside, a benevolent blue softening the blackness. Curt Wing stared at the blue haloed city off to the west. He was licking his dry lips.


  “Gosh, Cap,” Dead-Eye asked suddenly. “What if that blows up?” A shudder quivered through his bulky frame.


  Wing’s dark eyes went blank. He put one hand on Dead-Eye’s arm. He said nothing.


  He was standing there, staring at the pulsating blue flower that was spreading out from the city, his fingers quiescent on Dead-Eye’s arm when the red-uniformed riot officer jockeyed his speedy rocket car up to them . . .


  The building was still untouched by the force field’s encroaching maw. Curt Wing stood by the window staring out at the blue night scene. Finally he answered the men who sat at the long narrow table behind him.


  “I don’t know what we can do. My experiments with such a field taught me only that I could not control it once it was set in motion,” he said quietly.


  He turned then to face the men—the governors of the seven divisions of earth. “You have flattered me because of an experiment that ended in failure,” he went on. “But even if we had a solution, a way to overcome this impossibility, we must not forget that is only one problem. We have this unknown to lick, yes; but meanwhile the Mercurians we left out by the moon can punch us to stardust.”


  JAN ELIEL, senior governor, shook his white head quickly. “No, we have only this force field with which to contend. We have nothing to worry about from the Mercurians. We gave them Earth’s unconditional surrender only minutes after you were ordered back.”


  “Huh?” The exclamation, shot through with amazement, exploded from the shadows in the corner where Dead-Eye had buried himself. “Why, you!”


  “Quiet, Dead-Eye!” Wing barked. Dead-Eye subsided, grumbling.


  Wing’s face had drained of color, the sharp planes of his face came into sharper relief, the muscles in his throat were working pulsating as if he could not catch a full breath.


  His mind was shrieking. It’s gone, Curt Wing! The loveliest world in the galaxy no longer belongs to Earthmen. It is owned by strangers, by Mercurians, by an alien people who will grind its beauty into a molten crucible so that it may support their hell-hot lives.


  Gone! Everything worth fighting for, living for, dying for! Earth, who had flung her minions to the stars, first beings in the galaxy to solve space travel, first to probe across eternity in rickety ships, spanning the vast distances with blood and broken lives. Earth, who had struggled to bring her peoples together in peaceful harmony, finally succeeding in it, lifting them toward their destiny.


  All this—Gone.


  Curt Wing looked at the seven governors. “If that’s the case,” he said finally. “I can’t see any reason why we should worry about the force field. Let the damn Mercurians worry about it. Earth is theirs now.”


  “Wait, Wing!” Eliel cried out as Wing strode past the long narrow table, Dead-Eye’s bulk dogging his heels. “You don’t understand!”


  Wing spun around. “I don’t understand?” he repeated, and his deep voice was harsh.


  “Look, you governors. There was only one way Earth could have licked this force field. Someone would have found the way out—the way to chop this blue flower off at its source if you hadn’t taken it away.


  “Scan back through Earth’s history. Way back in the 15th century, a sea captain did the impossible. He crossed water as vast to him as space once was to us. He had a way. Earthmen flung their power at a dictator called Schickelgruber or some such name. It had been impossible to stop him. But a way was found.


  “Then the moon rocket. That was impossible, too. There was no way to break gravity chains without killing any living thing on the ship. But a way was found. Oh, there are scores of instances where Earthmen did the impossible. But they had something worth fighting for. Columbus his adopted country; the united nations their people; Dawson and his moon rocket, the welfare of a world.


  “We had Earth. Now what have we got? Not a mote of dust to call our own. I don’t understand! Hell, I hope the Mercurians use you to fire those ghastly gas pots they use here to keep Earth’s air from poisoning them.”


  Space Commander Curt Wing was balanced on the balls of his feet, leaning forward now, breathing hard, his finemuscled body quivering as his dark eyes burned at the seven governors.


  Jan Eliel said quietly, “We know how you feel, Curt Wing. But there wasn’t anything else we could do. Wait!” He held up his hand as Wing threatened to interrupt him.


  “We were like the fellow in the old story who stood at the gates of hell. He was damned if he opened the door and damned if he didn’t.


  “We had two alternatives—an unknown enemy and a known enemy, and we needed time, so we chose to capitulate to Mercury. We recognized the blue flower for what it was—and we needed you. Until you switched from building atomics to piloting them, you had made the greatest advance in the force field.


  “We have time now—precious little since it will be only two weeks before the Mercurian fleet arrives with Mercury’s Zhan Nekel. Earth still is ours. If you can solve the force field, we need not lose. We can turn it upon the Mercurians.


  They have fought with deceit and in this we must deceive them.”


  Jan Eliel sat up stiffly in his chair. “Will you desert us, Curt Wing?”


  Wing’s relaxed figure was their answer. The boyish grin which wiped the harsh planes of his face into softness was his promise. But Dead-Eye added emphasis, dragging his powder gun from his belt and waving it.


  “Elizabeth and me’ll help!” he declared.


  THE electric clock whirred softly—like a breathless metronone keeping time with Curt Wing’s pencil. The metal desk was littered with crumpled and half-crumpled sheets of paper. Wing’s black hair was rumpled and awry, his face dirtier by a ragged growth of beard, and when he lifted his aching eyes to the clock, they were blood-shot and watery with strain.


  Behind him, the door sighed softly as it closed. Aware of a presence, but too weary to turn around Wing asked:


  “Dead-Eye?”


  “No,” a quiet voice answered. Then a laugh, soft, so soft—like the whisper of leaves at nightfall, the murmuring of water sprites dancing on moonlit waters. Memory of a day—that day.


  “Get out,” Curt Wing said flatly. He did not look around.


  “I won’t go, Curt.” That voice again—her voice. I didn’t think it would ever hurt me again. I had it licked. I was living, Now—


  Then that lovely, remembered presence was warming that ache, that cold, bitter ache in his heart, soothing it. But her words—those words which had turned him from science to adventure—stayed frozen in his heart.


  “You’re not a man, Curt Wing. You’re a machine. You’re too sufficient unto yourself. You don’t need me. Your life is just a mixture of metal, paper and pencils. You just want me because you think a man should have a mate. So make one out of your metal, paper and pencils!”


  CURT WING stared wryly at the pencil held motionless between his thumb and forefinger. He forgot for a moment that into those fingers had been given the solution of an impossible problem—forgot that to him had been delegated a task so important that every second he relaxed meant the blue flower of destruction was spreading and Zhan Nekel’s Mercurian fleet sped closer to Earth.


  She was his own personal problem, breaking out from beneath the hard shell of pain he had built up within him. But his problem meant nothing at all if Earth no longer belonged to Earthmen. He had wanted her so much—still wanted her!—that there were times when he wanted to break down and bawl like a baby.


  Then Curt Wing was chuckling. I’m feeling sorry for myself! At a time when there’s no time for self-pity or anything else but work.


  He turned around quickly. She still stood there just inside the door. She was more beautiful than he remembered! Her soft brown hair that felt like gossamer when it brushed against his lips; her blue eyes that could speak of love and hate, of pleasure and disgust so eloquently her lips need not move; the soft oval of her face—it was all that he remembered and more . . . But he said,


  “Business, Miss Packer?” There was no softness in the harsh planes of his face and his dark eyes were blank.


  “No, Curt, not business.”


  “If you’ll excuse me then?” Wing said, raising his eyebrows. “There’s no time for anything else.”


  She smiled. “It won’t take long, Curt. I just wanted to tell you something before it’s too late.


  “You never did and never will need me. I don’t need you. But I hurt you, you hurt me, too, because I’ve loved you ever since you and dad first started your force field experiments.


  “I still love you, you sweet fool!”


  Then she was gone. Wing’s cry, “Pat!” struck the closed door.


  Wing hurled himself toward the door. Then stopped short as a Sleepy “Whassa matter, Curt?” growled out of the corner where Dead-Eye had been napping.


  “Nothing,” Wing said abruptly. Then: “I thought you went home hours ago.”


  Rubbing bleary eyes and pulling on his beard, Dead-Eye, grinning through the black mass, said, “I pretended to, but I thought you might need me and Elizabeth for sumpin.”


  Wing glanced at the metal desk, heaped with the paper covered with a thousand figures he had set down as he tried again and again to find where in the long ago he had made his mistake in creating his field. If Prof. Packer were still alive, he could find that error. If I can only solve that maybe I can build up a neutralizing field.


  “Come on, Dead Eye, my brain’s dulled with too much paper work. Let’s go take a first hand look at that damn blue flower.”


  The blue flower was pulsing faster now, Wing decided, as he and Dead Eye approached a police captain who was direct-clothing and valuables, toward the line of rocket buses.


  Wing looked into the hazy depths of the force field.


  Were those figures moving about in there? Or was his tired brain playing tricks on him?


  “Gee, Cap,” Dead Eye exclaimed. “There’s somebody inside!”


  The police captain moved up to them. “We’ve reported what you see, Commander,” he said. “They only became noticeable a half hour ago. But it didn’t seem possible there could be any life in there.”


  “Life within that death?” Wing repeated. His blood-shot eyes peered at the police captain. “I don’t see why not. Whoever created it must be able to handle it. They must have some protection, some armor against it. If we could capture one.”


  “That’s it,” the captain said. “They’re inside and they won’t come out. Before, those shadows looked like some sort of beings. They’re dimmer now. They walk upright in a sort of shuffle, but they won’t come out of the flower.”


  “If we could entice one of than out somehow,” Wing said softly. “If we knew what they were, it might help us find a way of throttling that flower before it destroyed anything else.”


  THE captain grinned ruefully. “We’ve tried everything to dent that field, and it didn’t even change color. I guess maybe we’ll just have to wait until they decide to come out, huh, Commander?”


  Wing grinned back at the captain. “Maybe we ought to let sleeping dogs lie. Captain? Maybe you’re right, but if one of them even looks like he intends to come out, buzz me on the visaplate at once.” Wing and Dead Eye moved away from the captain, watched the red-clad police herd more homeless families into the rocket buses for transportation to other points. But unless that blue flower is killed, Wing thought, they can go to the far ends of the earth and they’ll never escape it. And if they try to escape to other worlds the Mercurians will be their Nemesis.


  Wing and Dead Eye were threading their way through the crowd when the shout reached them:


  “Commander, one’s coming out!”


  Wing spun and sprinted back toward the captain, Dead Eye’s big heavy bulk lumbering behind him. Wing’s atomic pistol was clutched in his hand as he jarred to a stop beside the captain. His eyes followed the pointing red arm.


  One’s coming out!


  Tensely, Wing waited, aware of Dead Eye’s labored breathing beside him, of the pounding of his own heart, of the sudden quiet among the police and their homeless charges.


  What was it? Did it hold the answer he and the Council of Seven were seeking? Would Earth be free of this voracious flower? Could the Mercurians be stopped before it was too late? Would it give up its secret which meant so much to Earth—and Pat’s sweet face was smiling at him—and him?


  One shadow was growing more distinct as it moved toward the rim of the blue force field. It shuffled along slowly, like an Earth diver moving across the ocean floor. Wing was aware of the police captain’s gestures, drawing up a squad of red-clad police with their atomic rifles at the ready.


  The shadow moved closer to the outside. As it approached, the blue flower immediately before it began to dim, to grow black as if some intangible hole were opening to let it through.


  Then the shadow-thing was outside the blue flower.


  The police captain’s thumb pointed down. Atomic lightning from the police rifles lashed at the shadow-thing.


  Wing saw the lethal bolts strike the shadow. Then a blast of sound and light deluged him, spinning him off his feet, hurling him against a blackness shot through with pain and searing heat.


  The pain and the heat were still branded on his mind—raw wounds that made him want to scream out in protest—as he crept slowly back to awareness of the things around him.


  His ears came to life first—and he heard the voice whispering over and over again. “Oh, Curt. Oh, Curt.” Then his skin was responding to the warm, vibrant fingers caressing his cheek. Into his nostrils came the sweet scent of her loveliness. His eyes opened and he saw the soft brown head cradled on his breast.


  Then his mind brushed aside the memory of pain and heat.


  “We failed, didn’t we?” He didn’t recognize the broken, almost lifeless voice as his own.


  Pat lifted her head. She didn’t need to speak, not when her blue eyes were so eloquent.


  “Dead Eye?” Wing asked.


  “Don’t you fret, Captain. I’m all in one piece, even if Elizabeth did give me six nasty powder burns on my leg.”


  Curt Wing wearily turned his bandaged head, beheld a mound of bandages sprawled atop the bed beside him.


  “You sure look like a hangover, Dead Eye,” Wing observed. Then: “Was it bad, Pat?”


  She nodded. “Only a half dozen out of all those hundreds escaped. Most of them were killed in the explosion. The medics don’t know how any one came out alive—especially you and Dead Eye. You were right in the center of the blast.”


  “Well,” Wing observed, and it was an effort to speak lightly, but something had to be done about the horror in her voice, “I don’t feel the least bit alive. Maybe I’m a ghost.”


  Her laughter was a relief, but a little too full for such a flimsy joke. So he said:


  “I suppose the shadow-thing wasn’t harmed.” It was more a statement than a question.


  “No,” she said flatly. And in the same flat voice, added, “I’d better go. You need rest and quiet.”


  “Wait,” he called. But she was gone. “Pat,” he called out, once, twice. That unemotional voice was a dead give away. Something worse had happened and she didn’t dare tell him.


  CURT WING dragged his body out of the bed. It screamed in agonized protest. Somehow, his mind held together against the shock and hurt that poured into it as he pulled his body upright, focused his eyes, looking for something to wear instead of the brief hospital garment.


  Dead Eye, from the next bed, asked weakly, “Where you going, Cap?” Wing didn’t answer. He was delving into a wall locker, dragging out a burnt tunic, finding torn and broken-sandals.


  A white-gowned nurse barred his way in the hall.


  “You can’t leave, Commander. In your condition, you’ll kill yourself,” she said gently.


  “Why not?” Wing grated. “I should be dead anyway. What’s a few more minutes more or less? Life won’t be any fun anyway if Earth is lost.” He had to use his hand to guide himself along the wall as he pushed his weary, beaten body toward outside.


  Behind him, he heard Dead Eye calling, “Wait for me and Elizabeth, Cap. We’re coming, too.”


  Outside, it was raining—unobtrusively but relentlessly. The early afternoon was drab, but in the little park across the hospital courtyard, there was color. The circular beds of pink roses, of multi-colored pansies, of bluebells seemed brighter for the rain which beat so gently at them.


  Wing heard the muted twittering of birds as he stood on the hospital steps. He looked up into the lowering sky and let the raindrops beat at his bandaged face. The door behind him opened and Dead Eye came stumbling out.


  Wing breathed deeply of the wet air, felt it clearing the heat and pain from his mind.


  He looked at Dead Eye, then toward the east where the blue radiance suffused the sky.


  “Let’s go,” he said simply.


  They hadn’t trudged far in the rain before they found out what Pat Packer’s unemotional voice had meant.


  Terror was riding through the city, whipping the men and women of Earth into madness and death.


  As the two of them moved closer to the edge of the blue flower, wild-eyed humans fled past them, casting fearful glances behind.


  These panic-stricken humans ran silently, except for the gasps which burst from tortured throats. Abandoned children sobbed as they ran, not knowing nor caring where they went—driven by the fear of what was behind them.


  Behind them, flames from burning houses were growing brighter and dull explosions were growing louder. Soon there were no more humans running, but as Wing Commander Curt Wing and Dead Eye plodded on, they saw charred and broken corpses and the smell of burnt flesh was mingling with the stench of wood and plastic and paint.


  And then Wing and Dead Eye saw Them.


  They numbered in the hundreds—spreading in a long single line—moving sluggishly but steadily, bolts of blue flame flaring out ahead of them. The flashing blue bolts melted steel, sent plastic into exploding drops of fire, touched and charred humans who still moved in their path.


  Wing dragged Dead Eye out of the deserted street into a low shop building. They moved to a window and watched those blue bolts leap overhead to jab at building or human somewhere back from where they had just come.


  “What are they?” Dead Eye asked, peering at the thin line moving closer. “They’re nothing but shadows, looks like.”


  “Another dimension,” Wing suggested. “Probably on a higher plane than our own. Maybe that’s why they’re just shadows to us.”


  Dear God, he thought, what has humanity done to deserve this? We cannot fight them. We don’t know what they are. Somehow, though, we must beat them. Earth must not die, not now, when we are on the very threshold of destiny.


  We’ve come from the mud and slime of a new born Earth, clawed and fought our way out of nothing to start reaching for the stars. Is this our destiny—to come so far and then be snuffed out before we even realize our talents?


  “We’ve got to beat them, Dead Eye,” Wing said harshly.


  “Don’t worry, Cap,” Dead Eye urged. “Shucks, they can’t be so tough that they can lick us. Besides, Cap, us Earthmen always fight better when the going’s rough. Why, just give me and Elizabeth a chance at them. We’ll knock ’em dead.”


  Wing’s dark eyes were soft as they looked at Dead Eye’s earnest, bearded face.


  “We sure will, Dead Eye,” he said. “We sure will knock ’em dead.”


  That is, Wing amended, staring at the relentless shadows as they moved slowly toward their haven, if They don’t knock us dead first.


  Wing and Dead Eye hugged the buildings as they retreated. They picked their way along the rubble-strewn streets, their nostrils quivering at the intermingled odor of death, burnt flesh, charred and rain-wet wood.


  Ahead and behind them as they retreated, the flashing bolts of the shadow-things smashed buildings, leveled the trees along the boulevard, sending them up in puffs of white smoke and flame, heaving up the walks as tree roots exploded.


  The rain was turning heavier now, turning chill, soaking through their own burnt and tattered clothes. It was relentless, that rain, almost as if it were bent upon breaking the spirit of man as the shadow-things were rending and tearing the flesh.


  The two limped on alone, ahead of the advancing shadow line. They walked alone through death and destruction as man’s promise and hope darkened.


  We’re walking toward the end of our world, Wing thought. We’ll soon be nothing but dust motes kicked up by the tread of a new, more powerful race.


  The hell of it is, we’re not even fighting back. Why, he thought in amazement, we’re not even trying any more.


  “Dead Eye,” he asked suddenly. “What are we running away for?”


  Dead Eye’s slumped figure straightened suddenly. “Gee, Cap, I was wondering when you’d begin wondering about that. You ain’t been acting natural at all. We never ran away from a fight before. Let’s go knock ’em dead right now, huh, Cap?”


  Wing looked at Elizabeth, strapped snugly to Dead Eye’s left hip, then at his own two empty bandaged hands.


  “Well, Dead Eye, here, as your owlhoot pard would say, ‘here goes nuttin’.”


  Not for many days had Curt Wing felt such a sense of peace and relief as he did that moment when he turned back toward the unknown and implacable enemy. Deep inside he was chuckling. It was silly for the two of them to march against the shadows. Silly, sure, his proud spirit admitted, but wasn’t that the way of man?


  Wasn’t it man’s way to thumb his nose at impossibilities and forge ahead? It wasn’t a matter of winning, really, but having the guts to go ahead and try.


  Dead Eye snapped open the cylinder of his powder gun, observed candidly: “I hope I don’t get rattled again and try to shoot my toes off. Those six slugs jerked out of Elizabeth so fast before that there explosion I couldn’t even control her at all.”


  They moved back deeper into hell.


  All around them buildings, trees, streets and sidewalks were being flung about as the power of the shadows smashed. The rain was coming down in torrents now, and the two of them could barely see a few feet ahead.


  But always they knew where the shadows were—the slashing bolts pointed them out unerringly. They were very close to that unseen line of shadows. The thunder of those bolts was rending the air and mixing in the fresh smell of ozone with the pall of smoke and putrid smells which even the driving rain could not beat to earth.


  Suddenly, Wing and Dead Eye stopped. It was as if they had walked into a solid wall. But this wall was different. It pushed them backward easily, although they strove to move ahead.


  “A HARMLESS force wall,” Wing said in answer to Dead Eye’s query. “But we can’t get through. There goes our grand gesture, Dead Eye. We can hardly thumb our noses while we’re being pushed backward.”


  “Huh!” grunted Dead Eye. “I’ll fix ’em.” He levelled Elizabeth, aimed her into the unseen obstacle. His thumb flicked at the hammer, and Elizabeth’s gruff voice broke through the cacophony of noise with amazing clarity. He strode forward, Wing beside him, and blasted at the invisible wall.


  Of a sudden, the noise was gone. Wing halted in amazement. The tremendous symphony of sound which had been pounding at his ears now miraculously was stilled.


  Elizabeth’s last shot still echoed, but the crash of masonry and plastic, the scream of tortured steel, the growling crackling of the shadows bolts, the snapping as fire gulped at wood and inflammables—all these were gone.


  But while they still marveled at this change from noise to silence, something happened. They were thrown off their feet, and they once more found themselves out in the noise and fire.


  No more had they picked themselves up from the rubble than the invisible wall was nudging at them again, shoving them ahead of it.


  The insentient wall kept nudging them backward—ever backward until there was no longer any sense of time or place to them. A confused roar of crashing buildings, explosions, groans of tortured metal; an indiscriminate blend of smells, of smoke, fire, charred flesh and wood; a heterogenous awareness of pain, cold heat; a knowledge that this, for Earthmen, was the end.


  What did it matter now that Zhan Nekel and his rocket fleet thundered ever closer to Earth? That Pat, who had come back with her promise of happiness, loved him? What did anything matter anymore, except dying like an Earthman should—in the ruins of his world, still trying to lick something so much stronger that his greatest effort was breath against a cylinder?


  Curt Wing stumbled, fell. Then the force wall was rolling over him over and over, always back, back. The broken pavement, the shattered rubble pounded and tore at his already burned and battered body.


  Then suddenly:


  “Here they are, Pat!” The voice cut through into his dulled mind. A powerful light, hurting his eyes, struck at him, and in its reflection he caught sight of a figure in space blues, gargoyle eyes glinting. Lt. Packer! Packer shouted:


  “Swing the rocket car around, Pat. Quick! Something’s shoving Curt and Dead Eye around and it might upset the His light suddenly twisted crazily and Packer grunted, “Damn, it’s like a moving wall.” Then Packer swung back, lifted Wing to his feet, dragged him ahead of the crawling wall. Wing felt the heat of the rocket exhaust, muted by its muffler, fan his cheek. Then he was inside the car. Moments later, Dead Eye’s heavy bulk followed him, and Packer was leaping in with them, urging:


  “Get going, Pat, but watch out for those rubble piles and holes.” Then, in the bucking car, Packer was tearing open a package of antiseptic drug needles. Wing felt the sting in his neck, and the dullness and pain were fleeing from his mind.


  “You’re a couple of space zanies,” Packer muttered, yanking the gargoyle-like smoke glasses from his eyes and pulling off his space crash-helmet. “Pat almost went crazy when she found you’d left the hospital. We’ve been searching for you ever since in this hell. It was only luck Pat spotted you with the infra-red, or you’d be rolling still.”


  Curt Wing leaned back against the car cushion. “Well, Lieutenant,” he said, “I might as well be rolling still for all the good I can do against these shadow-things.” He lifted his bandaged head, his dark eyes almost black now with weariness and hate of the beings who were casually flicking man into the limbo of forgotten things.


  “You know what we’re up against, don’t you, George?” he asked. From the pilot seat, Pat said bitterly:


  “We know, Curt. The whole world knows. The telecasts have been bombarding the world with it ever since the first shadow came out and hurled our own destruction back at us a hundred-fold.” George Packer added, “I was recruited to pull our biggest space guns out and hook them up on land rockets. The ships can’t rise, somehow, and when we’ve called for ships from other points, they get so close and then their power gives out.”


  “But, gee,” put in Dead Eye, “this car’s running. How come?”


  “Don’t know why, Dead Eye,” Packer added. “These, of course, don’t have the new eye motors; still run on the old combustion principle. The force field probably neutralizes the eyes, but doesn’t faze the firing gas in the cars.”


  “The space guns didn’t help, I suppose?” Wing asked.


  “No,” Packer said, twisted his face ruefully. “The shadows thrived on it and threw our bolts back ten times as hard. It wasn’t nice to see.


  “Sometimes,” he said, wistfully, “I wish we were back in your beef-striker—sorry, Dead Eye—cow-puncher days. It was man to man then, and you knew that it wasn’t the weapon but the wielder.” He ran his hands through his tousled blond hair.


  “Yep,” said Dead Eye. “Elizabeth and me’d fix ’em if we could see ’em.”


  THE bucketing car began to have smoother going; the darkness outside was lifting, and the beat of the rain seemed to decelerate.


  In the comparative quiet and peace, Curt Wing’s dulled mind, clarified by the stimulating drug, was beginning to work again; his spirit numbed and beaten down by pain and inability to solve the enigma of the shadows and their weapons was lifting itself, shaking itself from its lethargy, as something stirred within.


  Just that buoyant spirit of man which refused to admit defeat? Wing was wondering. Or was despair so deep that I couldn’t go any deeper so I have to come up toward hope again?


  The rocket car suddenly sloughed to a stop.


  “Sorry,” Pat said softly, and laughed. There was a note of hysteria in that laugh, “But we’re surrounded.” The three men peered out through the plastic windshield.


  The shadow things were ahead, moving toward them.


  But no destruction was spitting from those ghostly figures. For the first time, Curt Wing had a chance to observe closely.


  They seemed about the height of a man—but distorted like a man’s shadow falling before him as he trudged up a hill with the sun behind. Yet not so distinct. They wavered, too, within themselves, although the outline remained constant.


  The rain was only a light patter now and the sky was brightening as the three men and one woman crawled out of the rocket car. The shadows were very close now, but there still was no sign that their weapons would speak.


  Silently the shadows moved, scores of them. That straight line they made began to bend and curve around the four who stood waiting.


  No threatening gestures, no weapons visible, just that relentless, closing circle.


  “Damn you,” said Dead Eye suddenly. “Elizabeth didn’t get a chancet at you before. But she will now.”


  “No!” Curt Wing snapped. “I think they want to take us alive. Maybe we can learn something. No, Dead Eye, no!”


  But it was too late.


  Dead Eye had snapped his ancient powder gun from its holster, and his left hand was fanning Elizabeth’s sharp-biting tongue. The hammer snapped down thrice—three shots blasted out.


  In that breathless second before the awful blast of sound and light struck, Curt Wing saw three shadows suddenly disappear. Then the sound and light struck as Wing steeled his muscles and mind against it. But, amazingly, at the first touch, it was gone, and he was standing unharmed.


  He twisted his head. Pat was standing close beside him, and George. But Dead Eye was gone. Only Elizabeth, her metal twisted and white hot, lay smoking on the ground where Dead Eye had stood.


  Dead Eye, Wing’s mind was crying, you big, dumb, blundering bear, where are you? Oh, you damn fool, pitting an old, crazy powder gun against atomic power! You killed yourself, you crazy, gallant guy. Now you’re gone—who am I going to have to look out for after this?


  Pat’s fingers were soft on his arm, drawing him back from the pain of the loss. “He always wanted it that way, Curt. Quick, while he was in action.”


  Rage began to boil in Wing’s heart against these tenuous shadows who scorned giving an Earthman even a hopeless chance. The ache for Dead Eye, who was like a big good-natured puppy; that ever-conscious nagging of the doom of mankind at the hands of these callous shadows; the knowledge that even if this doom could be somehow stopped or turned aside there was Zhan Nekel’s space fleet coming nearer, churned his mind. And from his whirling brain came only one driving thought. Avenge Dead Eye—the thousands of Dead Eyes who never would have the chance for their simple joys and pleasures if man knuckled down under this greatest threat!


  With that rage came clear thinking. Little things—like Dead Eye’s firing into the invisible wall, combustion type engines firing when cyc-powered units went dead, shadows disappearing when Elizabeth spat at them; little things, simple things.


  A thought coalesing, growing sharper, until it was burning in his mind, fueling his spirit with new hope.


  “Thank you, Dead Eye,” he whispered. The harsh sharp planes of Curt Wing’s face were softening.


  “We’ve got a chance,” he said. “Dead Eye gave it to us, Pat. But we’ve got to get away—out of this circle somehow.” He waved his hands at the tight circle of shadow-things that hemmed them in, “Any ideas, George? Pat?”


  Lt. George Packer’s shoulders had come up, he was touched by this new assurance in Curt Wing’s voice, in the fire of those dark eyes. “Not,” he said, and there was new life in his voice, too, “not unless an old wish comes true and the ground swallows us up.”


  “It can,” Pat said, the words tumbling out. “We can fall in a hole, can’t we? Look at them, Curt. They shuffle along, but they don’t step into holes. They just float over them—like they do belong in another dimension and can’t anchor themselves to Earth. See?” Her voice rang with excitement.


  Wing laughed. “But what good would falling in a hole do us? All they’d have to do is fish us out again. And we’d have new bruises.” The circle was tight now, and suddenly they felt the push of an invisible wall against them as the shadow-things moved closer. Then they were moving.


  Pat didn’t stop arguing. “If you were a fat man and you dropped something between your feet, wouldn’t you have to get your stomach out of the way to see it?” Wing looked at her sharply. “What are you driving at, Pat?”


  “If they’re from another dimension, and all the telecast say they are, and if their vision devices for this world are just for straight-ahead seeing, what would they have to do in order to look down?”


  “Pat,” Wing said softly. “It would be like riding in a rocket car. Once something gets underneath it, out of the range of the windshield, you can’t see it. You have to back up or go forward. And if we pick a deep enough hole, the shadows can’t back enough or go forward enough to see the bottom. Is that what you mean? Because the high sides cut off their vision?” Her wide smile and sparkling eyes were his answer.


  CURT WING, nursing a new set of bruises after plunging into a fifteen-foot hole and scrambling out after the shadow-things had finally floated by above them, led Pat and lanky George Packer at a loping run back to the rocket car.


  It was almost nightfall and the fire and noise and stench of White City were far behind them by the time the speedy little car made it to the mountain retreat of the Council of Seven.


  During the ride, Curt Wing’s sense of loss with Dead Eye gone was softening, mingling with a gratitude deep and strong to the big, black-bearded giant.


  With a child’s intuition for solving a problem simply, Dead Eye and his Elizabeth had given man a chance to fight.


  “A chance, Curt?” Pat had overheard his whisper. Her hand on his arm was warm and vibrant. Curt clasped his fingers softly over hers.


  “Yes,” he said, “if there is only time.” Jan Eliel, senior governor of the Council of Seven, pulled his red-rimmed eyes from the telecast when Curt Wing and Pat and Lt. Packer entered the consultation room.


  Old as his face had stamped him those few days ago when Wing had brought the fleet back, Jan Eliel now was a broken and bent caricature of the man who held the direction of a world in his hands.


  “Yes?” he asked, and the life was out of his voice.


  Then he saw the four miniature earths which still glinted proudly in a row across Wing’s torn and burnt tunic’s left breast.


  “Wing!” He rose from his seat on the telecast bench, hurried forward. “You’ve solved it!”


  Wing shook his bandaged head. “I don’t know for sure, Governor, but I think we do have a way of stopping the shadows—if there’s time.”


  Jan Eliel ran a shaking hand through his white hair.


  “I don’t know. Zhan Nekel’s fleet is moving faster than we thought it would, and the fleet units you smashed at the Moon have been re-organized and now are swinging toward us. That, at the most, gives us two days—and I thought we’d have at least two weeks.


  “But enough of that; what is the way to stop these terrible shadows?”


  Instead of answer, Wing asked:


  “How much of that obsolete Twentieth century artillery is available?”


  Jan Eliel’s old eyes widened.


  “You’re mad, Curt Wing,” he said wearily. “We’ve tried everything we have, the finest weapons, the heaviest atom machines, and we get nothing in return except our own power turned against us. Powder would be worse than useless. You can’t stop atomic power with an old-fashioned shell.”


  “My friend Dead Eye was killed when he proved you can,” Wing said quietly.


  JAN ELIEL’S voice was cold. He spoke quite without emotion. “You’ve been under too heavy a strain, Space Commander Wing. You are not the clear-headed Wing we once knew. Go back to the hospital and rest. Perhaps you will be able to bring back some semblance of sanity and help your world when she needs you most.”


  “Damn you,” Wing said. “Can’t you see it? We’ve been throwing atomic power at an atomic shield, so it just bounces back at us. Suppose we threw something it couldn’t bounce back right away, leaving us an opening to hurl our own atomic bolts into the heart of it?”


  Jan Eliel had turned his back on them, once more was watching the telecast.


  What’s the use, Curt Wing? Why bother when the ruler of the world won’t listen to what a big, blundering guy proved when he got mad and fired an old powder gun at a shadow? He’s blinded as you were not so long ago by despair. Follow Dead Eye’s lead, show him the way and he may follow.


  “Come on,” Wing said abruptly. “We have a job to do.”


  The long low barracks at the Spacers’ Training school outside Washington buzzed and growled with the hundreds of blue-uniformed spacers.


  There at the far end of the hall on the little platform where the sergeants took the roll, Wing stood looking at the hard-bitten, space-burned men who had been land-bound since they turned from victory to answer that fatal six two . . .


  They had come because their commander had offered them a fight; a little different perhaps using old-fashioned projectile weapons, but nevertheless a fight; and they, who had used space guns against the shadow-things, who had been beaten back without a chance to fight, were spoiling for battle.


  Some of them were reading the hastily-printed instructions that came with the bright, shining, but outmoded weapons. Some were a little jealous of other comrades who even now were hurling their atomic bolts through the skies over Earth as they harassed the vanguard of Zhan Nekel’s Mercurian fleet.


  But with the pangs of jealousy they had pride in themselves, too. While their shipmates battled a known enemy, they were going out to fight against an unknown enemy with untried weapons and only the promise of their Space Commander, Curt Wing, that these weapons, three centuries old, could win where atomics had so miserably failed.


  Wing raised his hand for attention.


  “Some of you knew Dead Eye and his Elizabeth. He’s gone now, but he destroyed three of the shadow-things with leaden pellets from his old sixshooter before he died. He showed me the way to lick those shadows. Simply, it’s this. A concentration of powder can open a hole in the atomic shield of the shadows. But in our atomic weapons we have a flow of power and it’s sucked away by the shield before it can concentrate.


  “In Elizabeth, Dead Eye had concentrated power—the leaden projectile. Its comparatively inert atoms struck the shield and broke through before it could be spread out evenly over the shield.


  “For a moment, the shield was out of balance. That’s your job and mine—keep that shield out of balance until we can find the invaders within and destroy them.


  “I realize that you’ve had only five days to study what these old weapons are and how they operate—but we haven’t any more time. We’ve got to lick an enemy from outside and an enemy from within at one and the same time.


  “Do you think we can do it?”


  A roar of assent greeted him.


  They numbered in the thousands. Space rovers of the Twenty-fourth century, moving in a long, spread out line toward the edge of the blue flower that still pulsated and grew, reaching farther and farther out from White City.


  Curt Wing’s heart was filled with pride—pride in these thousands who, with strange, obsolete arms, were moving against a shadowy foe equipped with weapons the like of which they’d never dreamed; pride in that unbeatable spirit and courage of man, the magnificent fool, who had lifted himself by his own bootstraps from the caves of Earth to the vast reaches of the stars!


  It was Curt Wing’s powder gun which opened an attack when they struck against the invisible force barrier.


  In the dawn light, all up and down that long thin line, the powder guns began snapping and crackling. Tommy guns, rifles and revolvers hurled their slugs at the wall.


  THE long line kept moving forward.


  Wing snapped on the portable radio phone strapped across his chest, and at his words, far behind him, a dozen space cruisers—those which could be spared from the battle against the Mercurians above Earth—rose and soon were scintillating in the rays of a sun still hidden by the rim of Earth.


  As the line of marching men strode forward, the cruisers, their rocket motors vibrating the air, circled high above them.


  The line reached the edge of the flower—and the intensity of the firing increased until it was the steady roll of a thousand drums.


  Wing spoke into the phone again as the flower grew bluer along the edge. The blue deepened and deepened until it was almost black. Then Wing spoke into the phone once more.


  The circling cruisers steadied. Their blue bolts spat at the blackness.


  The shock of it could be seen for miles in the blue flower. The shield blackened in scattered spots. Where every black spot showed, the bolts from the Earth ships lashed.


  The terrible power unleashed inside the shield began to show as the flower shrunk back into itself.


  The ground smoked and trembled as it emerged from the retreating force field; great fissures opened and the ground trembled and shook as if in the grip of an earthquake.


  Wing snapped a halt order to the captains on either side of him and the word moved rapidly down the line.


  Bracing themselves against the shock of the quake, they waited.


  It wasn’t for long.


  In the brightening day ahead of them, on the leveled plain behind them, the Earthmen saw the shadow-things approaching, their power bolts lashing out ahead of them. Every other man turned, so that half of them faced the shadows ahead and half the shadows behind.


  The powder guns crashed, and the steel and lead and copper pellets whined a song of death in the ranks of the shadows.


  The mist things exploded and disappeared as the multi-shaped spawn of Dead Eye’s Elizabeth struck their shields.


  Like puncturing a kid’s balloon with a needle, Curt Wing thought. He was laughing now—man had risen once again from the dust. No longer need he despair. He had been stopped only momentarily in his climb toward destiny. After this unbelievable enemy, the Mercurians would be, perhaps not simply, but finally, hurled back to their hell-pot planet.


  It was a tired and weary Curt Wing who threaded his way through the smoking ash of what had been one of the mightiest of Earth cities. He moved toward the church, which stood so remarkably untouched by the tremendous forces which had been unleashed within the blue flower.


  The two powder-burned and dirty spacemen who flanked the steel portals saluted him as he walked tiredly up the stone steps.


  “Who phoned me?” Wing asked.


  The redhead at the left of the portal saluted.


  “I did, Commander. Jack and I saw this thing and we peeked inside and saw that funny light, so we thought we’d better call you.”


  Wing moved through the steel portals, stood in the quiet hush of the church. There, just before the altar rail was the curious blue light—like a hexagon of blue.


  He walked slowly toward it and as he approached, the altar behind it seemed to fade away and he was looking into a silver hallway.


  He halted within a foot of it. It was like looking through a doorway—why, it is a doorway, the doorway to the world these invaders came from!


  He unsheathed the revolver, spun the cylinder to see that it was loaded, and with only a glimpse over his shoulder at the two spacemen silhouetted in the church doorway, he stepped through.


  IT was like stepping through fire—a fire that clawed and tore at the heart of him—but it lasted only a moment.


  The hallway in which he found himself was of silver, tiny overlapping bits of silver plating that rippled and cast off flashes of light. He walked slowly ahead to the other doorway he saw before him.


  Framed in the door, he looked above him, through a glass roof, up into a strange star-studded night sky.


  Where is this world? Curt Wing wondered. Have I crossed a thousand, a million or a trillion light years to come here?


  He looked down from the night-sky and the vastness of the transparent roof reached as far his eyes could see.


  It was only a whisper in his mind at first—then it grew stronger until it was as if his ears were hearing it.


  “You’re a man,” the thought said. Curt Wing’s dark eyes cast about for the source of it.


  “You’re a man,” the emotionless thought repeated. “That is why we could not beat you. We are a dying race, trapped on a dying world. You are young and have your destiny still before you.”


  “Who are you?” Wing’s mind called out. “Where are you?”


  “We were never beaten until now. We knew that to survive this dying system we must fight across eternity to find another sun and another system. We started from mud and slime like you, and some day you too must come to this—the end of your destiny.


  “You will fight as we have fought. We built a machine to warp space. For centuries our scientists labored to perfect it, just as other technicians created a space scanner to find a world suitable to us.”


  Curt Wing was trembling as he listened. Somehow, the measured cadence of those cold thoughts was fingering his heart, bringing a chill to it.


  “We found your world—the world of man, Earth, but we didn’t know it until now.


  “We made a mistake—a mistake which is destroying us but will in your far distant future destroy you.”


  “A mistake?” Wing’s mind asked.


  “Yes, those scientists of ours who labored so hard and long, built a machine not to warp space, as we all thought, but to warp time.


  “You see, Space Commander Curt Wing, we, too, are men. We were fighting our past, you your future on Earth, our common home. In attacking your world, we have destroyed ourselves.”


  “But why?” Wing’s mind started to ask.


  “You saw us merely as shadows, did you not? That’s all you were to us, too. Shadows; but very, very stubborn. Never in our recorded history had we met such a stubborn and such an able foe. No wonder. We were fighting against ourselves.


  “It’s time to go, Curt Wing, before the time door closes and locks you forever here.”


  Man to climb so far into the stars and to die by his own hand, Wing was thinking bitterly.


  “Do not despair,” the thought intruded. “What is done is done, and nothing can be changed.”


  “Wait,” Wing cried out. “We beat you because a big, dumb guy by the name of Dead Eye had the quiet faith that we could. He showed us the way.


  “Dead Eye said,” and the words came from his memory like a prayer, “don’t worry, Cap. Shucks, they can’t be tough enough to lick us. Earthmen always fight better when the going’s rough. Why, we’ll knock ’em dead.


  “Take hope from Dead Eye’s words. We were in the depths of despair when he uttered them, and we came up that long, terrible road to hope. We licked our problem. You, because you, too, are men, can lick yours.”


  There was nothing in the emotionless thought that answered him, that told they were heartened.


  Curt Wing turned his back on Man’s future, walked down the silver hallway, through the hexagonal door to his own world. He stepped out in the quiet hush of the church.


  He saw the two spacers still staring in as he walked out of the darkness of the church into the brightness of day.


  One of the spacers called out: “Commander, the light’s fading!”


  The shouted words echoed in his ears as he strode down the steps.


  The light’s jading . . . Like hell it was! Somehow those future men would find a way. Wasn’t it man’s way to thumb his nose at impossibilities and forge ahead?


  Space Commander Curt Wing’s shoulders straightened. He lengthened his stride. He did not look back.


  MARCH OF THE MERCURY MEN


  Don Wilcox


  Fearsome indeed was the spectacle as the Mercury Men began their march—because it seemed that nothing could resist their cruel progress.


  AT FIRST it sounded like the slow, measured chuffing of a lazy A. freight train, but Bruce Devoe knew that a freight train here in the swampy jungles of Mercury was out of the question.


  “It’s the crunching of jaws,” Mary repeated, “the jaws of a mighty animal devouring his food.”


  Bruce would have liked to think that his bride was joking. His protective instincts had been dulled by civilization. It wasn’t his nature to be afraid of anything. If there was danger, their stranded space ship, only a hundred yards away, would offer protection.


  “We’d better run for it,” Mary said. Then she caught Bruce’s arm. “Listen! How many are there?”


  “More than one,” Bruce muttered, as they hurried along. “I wish we could see.”


  The forest of mammoth toadstools and fleshy plants was everywhere around them. Vision was limited to a few yards, at best.


  “We’re not lost, are we, Bruce?” Her voice trembled slightly, then she managed to laugh at the irony of her question.


  “Lost is a mild word for it, dear. From the hour that crackpot Major Vickering told us to take the long way around this planet we’ve been heading for our doom. And I’d promised you this would be the happiest honeymoon in the world.”


  Mary smiled up at him courageously. “I could never imagine a more interesting one—if—”


  “If we get back, yes.” Bruce’s worried tone gave way to a chuckle that was more in keeping with his normal disposition. “Darn it, we’ve got to get back, or we’ll run up a whale of a bill on that rented space ship.”


  They dodged around a clump of massive plants expecting to see the metallic hull of the stranded ship. Instead there was only the edge of yellow swamp, not at all inviting. They changed their course. The sounds of the slowly approaching animals were coming closer.


  “It must be this way,” Bruce said. “I seem to remember that big orchid-color mushroom. So the swampy mud-hole our ship grounded in must be—”


  “Stop, Bruce!” Mary cried. “The beast!”


  “Beast?” Bruce gulped. “Oh—and what a beast!”


  In the first moment of seeing one of the great Mercury beetles there wasn’t much the Earth folks could do but stand and stare. Afterward Bruce remembered making a mental comparison of the animal’s size with a five-ton truck. He also thought of a new football with a gleaming tan surface, enlarged a thousand times.


  Crunch . . . crunch . . . crunch.


  “Bigger than an elephant,” Mary whispered. “He hasn’t seen us yet. What shall we do?”


  “Try to figure out what he’ll do,” Bruce said. “He seems to be quite contented with those blueberries.”


  “Maybe we’re too small to be noticed—but no!” Mary’s optimism on that score faded with her second thought. The berries were only as large as melons. “Our heads would probably tempt him just as much!”


  “We’d be the first berries he ever ate that hollered,” said Bruce. “Okay, honey, on your tiptoes. We’ll backtrack a few steps. I’ve got my gun ready.”


  “Two more on your left, Bruce.”


  “Two more?” Bruce glanced around, and the sight that met his eyes was enough to freeze him in his tracks. “Triplets! As the politician said to the nurse, I demand a recount.”


  “The recount,” said Mary, “totals five. See, back through those big red stalks—”


  THEY might have shot and killed one, as Bruce afterward observed; and they might have taken a chance on two or three. But with at least five of these strange monsters approaching them, the most they could hope for was to be passed unseen. It didn’t become an Earth man with one ray-gun to start a one-man war against creatures whose vulnerability was unknown. Not to mention potentialities of speed and manner of attack.


  The beetles, in spite of their apparent clumsiness, were coming along at a pace faster than a man’s walk. There was a sort of cowpath along the edge of the swamp, worn wide to accommodate all species of elephantsized creatures.


  Off to the right of the path Bruce noticed something that offered an opportunity for protection. It was some kind of skeleton, a massive frame somewhat smaller than that of the approaching beasts.


  “It looks like a man,” said Mary, all out of breath.


  “There might be room inside the skull. There’d be less chance of being seen . . . No, we can’t get in handily. This roof of ribs will have to do.”


  They huddled together within the calcareous old barrel, which had doubtless lain here for many a season. They held their breath. The big animals idled along. One of them came right toward the skeleton as if to step on it, but at the last moment passed around to the side. The skeleton trembled from the jolt of the footsteps. The dust of rotting bones showered down lightly upon the two persons within.


  “Safe?” Mary smiled up at Bruce. His arms were tight around her.


  “We’ll find the ship now,” he said. He couldn’t help glancing back with great curiosity at the skeleton. “What an oddity that old boy must have been. Do you suppose the species is extinct?”


  “All I know is that the guide books for Mercury don’t begin to tell what’s up here,” said Mary.


  “Most tourists never venture beyond the space ports. Neither would we, if it hadn’t been for that amazing Major Vickering. I still don’t see how he was able to stow away in our ship. Your father said he had had everything checked thoroughly when he rented it for us . . . Well, there she sits, way down yonder, fin-deep in the mud.”


  “With the worst kind of motor trouble,” said Mary.


  Bruce might have commented that as long as he was the sole mechanic, any kind of mechanical difficulty was the worst. Space ships were out of his line, and at present he had no notion what had brought this machine down to its perilous landing. He could already imagine himself raking through the drawers for an instruction manual and then wondering what to do with it.


  “Sure, we’ll analyze the grief and climb right out of it,” he said with an exaggerated show of confidence. “Just put your trust in Bruce Devoe, keep your seat and here we go!”


  “I do trust you, Bruce, and I love you,” said Mary. “But frankly, I’ll be surprised if—”


  “Don’t I look like a mechanical genius?”


  “But you can’t be all kinds at once, I’m sure,” Mary declared. “And you were certainly a genius at salesman ship to get my father’s consent.”


  They both laughed at this, for it was a well-known fact that selling anything to her hard-boiled father, J. K. Johnson, the porcelain king, was a major achievement.


  “All right, I’m not a natural engineer,” Bruce admitted. “I’ll need some time to figure things out.”


  He went on to observe that nothing really got him down except surprises. That was his nature. As long as he could make plans and carry them out uninterruptedly he could take the world in his stride.


  “But these devilish upsets, like discovering a stowaway in our honeymoon ship—”


  “I’m still glad you forced him and his parachute out when we got to this planet,” said Mary. “I wonder where he landed. It couldn’t be far from here. Because, you remember? Almost immediately the motor—”


  Mary broke off short.


  “What’s the matter?” Bruce whispered.


  “More surprises. Listen!”


  THE animals were returning. They were coming back in a regular stampede, Bruce thought. The thuds of their galloping feet sent forth a low roar that made black dust shower down from the giant toadstools.


  Bruce and his bride were within a stone’s throw of their grounded ship when the oncoming herd came rushing past them. They dropped down behind a rock for what protection it would offer. Bruce made ready with his gun.


  Then came the greatest surprise of all. He and Mary both saw it at the same time. There were passengers riding on the backs of a few of these elephantine beetles—large, white, halfhuman giants with immense heads as large as their bodies. They were like the big skeleton, but in the flesh. Their huge eyes bugged out like telescopic instruments. Their tall, pointed ears brushed the leaves and branches overhead.


  They had seen the space ship. One was pointing at it, others were shouting in shrill voices.


  “Kwazz! . . . Kwazz! . . . Kwazz!”


  CHAPTER II


  Red Mouth, The Rider


  WHEN giant beetles sallied forth with giant passengers, a certain young man almost always jumped Aboard one of the beasts for a free ride. He was the ridingest denizen of the swamps of Mercury, this slim, clean-muscled young man.


  He was nameless. That is to say, he had forgotten his real name. The giants called him Zee-Moop which, interpreted, meant “Red Mouth.” For it was this nameless young man’s habit to decorate his mouth with a wide ring of red clay.


  He didn’t know why he did it. He couldn’t remember reasons for many of the things he did. And he wished—oh, how he wished—that he could remember.


  Most of all he wondered how he happened to be the only person among all these giants—the only creature among them who was small and intricately featured. They treated him as a pet. He was, in fact, a favorite among some of these big fellows. Especially Vammerick and his friends.


  And then, again, he was a thorn in the flesh of others. Rippyick, that soulless and humorless giant who never talked while he ate, was one who often tried to make trouble for Red Mouth. The fellow could never take a joke. He would never laugh when Red Mouth turned flipflops over the backs of the giant beetles.


  But worst of all, Rippyick would take every opportunity to insult Red Mouth by insinuating that he resembled some of the terrible freaks who dwelt on the other side of the ridge.


  Now any reasonable potato-eater with fully developed eyesight could see that Red Mouth did not wear a covering of green scales. Nor did his toes resemble the talons of a bird of prey. Nor did he have antennae growing out of his forehead, as some freaks did. He was certainly-not one of them. As a physical specimen he stood alone.


  Red Mouth had a deep-rooted respect for his own body and was filled with savage anger when Rippyick or anyone else hurled insults. He, an outcast from the tribe of freaks? Why, he felt an instinctive revulsion whenever he had to look at one of them.


  Of course, he was in no way related to these “potato giants.” (He called them that because they made potatoes their chief food. Moreover, they grew to be as shapeless as potatoes. Take a huge potato, give it two pointed ears, turn its eyes inside out so that they bugged forward like two camera lenses, give it dangling arms and stumpy legs of yellow clay, and you would have a fine comic statue of Rippyick! Red Mouth had a great attraction for comic things. He’d have to make a statue like that some lazy day.)


  So, while Red Mouth wasn’t related to these big giants, somehow in the recent past that was all so foggy in his memory, he had come to live with them. He had learned their language and their ways, and sometimes with his lively wit or his physical agility he had helped them out of trouble.


  And sometimes Vammerick, the potato giant with the broadest grin, would call him not simply Zee-Moop, but Zee-Moop-ick. Which was the same as saying, “Red Mouth, our brother.”


  Today a few of the potato giants were riding.


  RED MOUTH bounded along over the tops of three or four toadstools where he had been stunting for his own amusement. He flipflopped through the air to land on his feet behind Vammerick. The back of the beetle shuddered a little under the impact and then moved along.


  Who was riding today? Red Mouth looked over the herd of gleaming brown and yellow shells. Only a few were occupied. There were Pellick, Matterick, Ellonick, Rippyick, and a few others.


  “Where are we all going?” Red Mouth called in the native language.


  One of Vammerick’s sharp ears twitched, but he didn’t hear. Red Mouth leaped up and caught an arm over his giant friend’s shoulder. Then with another bound he was sitting on the giant’s head. He bent down to one of the huge ears.


  “Where are we going, Vammerick?”


  “Just gathering in the stock,” said Vammerick. “They’re feeding down by the swamps again. Too much danger they’ll find their way to the wrong side of the ridge.”


  “Would they come back home in a few days?”


  “Not if the snail-eaters found them first,” said Vammerick. “We’d have to buy them back. We’d have to dig around in the wet places for things to buy them with. I’d rather keep my feet dry.”


  Red Mouth understood. He knew that the snail-eaters—that is, the tribe of freaks on the other side of the ridge—would be quick to take an advantage. Whatever they charged for the return of lost beetles would have to be paid in terms of snails.


  A snail was the standard of values when it came to dealings between the potato giants and the snail-eaters. Not small snails, either, but full grown ones, almost as large as Red Mouth. Of course, the actual payment might be made with other goods—frogs, mice, worms, or even young, edible beetles. But the finest, fattest frog was hardly ever accepted at the full value of a snail; and it took ten well-fed earthworms to equal that value. The snail-eaters were hard customers to deal with.


  “They’d like to see us have to grub for them,” said Red Mouth.


  “They would like to see us dead,” said Vammerick, “but as long as we have this ridge between us, with a solid peace agreement planted at the pinnacle, we forget there is a war.”


  “But there isn’t any war,” said Red Mouth. “I’ve been here for a long time. I don’t know how long because I can’t remember anything. But I’ve never seen any fighting between you and the snail-eaters.”


  “Fighting, no. War, yes. It is always there, under the surface. If they show their scaled forms on the wrong side of the ridge, you will see murder. Nor do any of us dare ride beyond the boundary. That is the agreement that makes us seem at peace.”


  Red Mouth thought these matters over as the beetle-bus jogged along the way. The jungle growth became thicker and deeper in color. The red blood-roots were too massive to be walked over. The beetles had to thread their way through a maze. They knew where they were going. Their sense of smell was as well developed as their masters’ telescopic eyesight. Errant beetles and kindred creatures were added to the procession along the way.


  “If war ever broke out again,” said Red Mouth speculatively, “what would happen?”


  “The agreement is that it won’t ever happen,” said Vammerick. His huge eyes glanced up curiously. Red Mouth was doing a graceful handstand on Vammerick’s head.


  “But if?”


  “The agreement is that the great treasure which appeared on the pinnacle of the ridge when we made our peace belongs to both of us in common—the snail-eaters and ourselves. But neither they nor we will touch it. However, if there should be an outbreak of war—”


  “Well?”


  “Our side would race for the pinnacle at the far end of the ridge to claim this treasure. If we could claim it we would know the war was won.”


  RED MOUTH caught his heels on an overhanging branch and swung free of Vammerick. He dropped down to the glistening back of the next beetlelike creature that passed under him. It looked back at him with its silly lavender gelatine eyes, not knowing what to make of a passenger on its back. It happened not to be one of the bus-beetles, broken for riding, but a young and untrained creature. It gave a lurch and a shake. Red Mouth laughed. It flung its cactus-like antennae around to try to knock him off. He leaped over them as easily as jumping rope.


  Jumping rope? There was something familiar in that thought. Where had he done it before? Why couldn’t he remember?


  There had been a fall from some high place, he had reasoned, when this problem of lost memory was first discovered there in his vague, groping thoughts. The scar on the left side of his head was going away gradually. He had asked the potato giants about it when he had first found himself talking their language. But no one had been able to tell him anything about his past troubles. They only knew that they had found him, one day, riding beetles like an expert. He had helped them break in new ones. From the start he had been so cooperative and useful that Vammerick had said he must not be driven off.


  And so the giants had made a place for him in their village, and he had been allowed to build himself a “kwazz” to live in.


  Red Mouth could no more explain to himself why he liked living with them than he could explain why he liked to have a rim of red clay around his mouth. Perhaps it was because, in his eyes, there was so much of the comic about these big overgrown potatoes. Their lusty shouts, their attitude of daring when they rode their slow, clumsy beetles, their big serious eyes always on the lookout for trouble—all of these things made Red Mouth laugh to himself.


  Even now, as he thought of the possible war that Vammerick had just described, he chuckled with amusement.


  Imagine old Rippyick, as serious as a barn owl, having to race along with a caravan all the way up that tortuous ridge trail. Imagine how easy it would be for those diabolical freaks from the other side of the ridge to roll down a few boulders to test the crusty backs of the beetles.


  But Red Mouth, for all his love of bizarre and spectacular things, would certainly not wish to see any harm come to Vammerick and his friends.


  Crunch!


  What was that? The sound came from somewhere up at the head of the procession. The foliage was so thick here that Red Mouth couldn’t see very far ahead. But that low crunching noise sounded very much as if a beetle bus had gone down.


  The procession surged forward, for all at once there was a great shouting of potato giant voices up ahead.


  “Hurry up, Vammerick!” Red Mouth yelled as he bounded along from one beetle back to another. “You’ll miss out on the excitement.”


  The news echoed back from the shouts before Red Mouth could get there.


  “Two snail-eaters! The beast saw them and fell!”


  The next thing Red Mouth knew he was looking into two very frightened faces, not of snail-eaters, but of creatures exactly like himself.


  One was a very beautiful female. The other, a strong-looking male.


  The male had a gun in his hand, and instantly Red Mouth knew what had brought the beetle down in a crash of death.


  Above the pandemonium of potato giant voices, Red Mouth called out his accusation in his own English tongue.


  “You shot him!”


  “Yes!” the girl answered in a shrill cry. “Just as he closed his jaws on us!” Then the man opened his mouth and added his defiant bark to the angry babble.


  “You’d better call the others off or they’ll fall too. This gun is full of death.”


  CHAPTER III


  Ick Versus Ick


  RED MOUTH was a cunning pet, in the eyes of these giants. But at this moment he came near to taking command of the situation.


  Not content to be in the center of the circle, he sprang upon Matterick’s shoulders and jumped to Rippyick’s head. There he waved his arms at the several potato giants, and they listened to him.


  “They are not snail-eaters,” he called out in the giant tongue. “They are no more snail-eaters than I am.” The big, gray ears of Rippyick twitched against Red Mouth’s bare legs. There was a look of sarcasm turned up at him. Rippyick couldn’t miss a chance to show what he believed about Red Mouth.


  “I can talk the language of these creatures,” Red Mouth hastened to say, just in time to silence the giant on whose head he was standing. “They will tell me what they are doing here.”


  “Tell them,” said Vammerick, “to stand up on the back of the dead zwouffer.”


  Red Mouth translated the order. “Climb up on the beetle, you two! The potato giants want to see you.”


  “Potato giants!” The fierce-eyed young man echoed the words. Then he and the girl, in spite of their fear, exchanged glances of amusement.


  Red Mouth scrambled down all the way to the ground to help the couple obey the order. Other orders were being called from all around. The giants were exceedingly curious over this encounter.


  “They want to hear you talk again,” Red Mouth said.


  “What shall we say?” said the man. “They want to know what you are doing here.”


  “Our ship stalled, and we landed here by mistake. If they’ll help us get our ship out of the swamp we’ll go on our way.”


  “Ship?” Red Mouth repeated. “I’d forgotten there were such things . . . Oh, I see. The big mass of silver over there in the bank. So you came here in that?”


  All this had a familiar sound to it, and Red Mouth wanted to go on with questions of his own. But the potato giants were scowling out of their big eyes, wanting to know why they were being cut out of the conversation.


  “This big fellow, Vammerick, says he wants to hear the smaller one talk again. He liked the sound of that female voice.”


  The girl, laughing, said a few words. Then she looked up at the big white creature and knew her performance didn’t satisfy.


  “He wants you to scream, the way you did before,” said Red Mouth. “And he wants to know your names.”


  The procession started on a few minutes later, circling through the swamp trails in search of all the straggling swouffers that could be found.


  IT WAS a slower procession than any Red Mouth remembered, quieter as to giant voices, but ringing loud with this very weird voice of the girl named Mary. Hers was such a fascinating voice that they couldn’t get enough of it. For a while she accommodated with a variety of screams. Then she turned to singing.


  When the man named Bruce began singing to give her a rest, the potato giants grumbled their discontent.


  “Better keep silent,” Red Mouth warned. “They know what they like. And they’ve got some funny ideas about stopping things they don’t like.”


  “What do you mean?” asked Bruce. “I’ll explain,” said Red Mouth. “That big giant with the very white ears—he’s Vammerick, my best friend. He’s very kind, as potato giants go.”


  “Oh, I’m glad to know they’re kind,” Bruce said, with a premature glow of hope in his eyes.


  “Wait till I finish,” said Red Mouth. “My kind friend has just mentioned that if you intrude upon the girl’s song with your squawk once more, he is in favor of killing you at once instead of waiting till we get back to the village.”


  “Oh!” Mary’s vocalizing suddenly turned to a scream again, for she had kept an ear to this conversation.


  “There’s a disagreement among them,” Red Mouth went on. “That other big fellow with the mouse-gray ears—that’s Rippyick—he’s in favor of killing you both right now. He says his ears hurt him.”


  “What shall I do?” Mary wailed. “Keep singing,” said Red Mouth. “I’d rather please my friend Vammerick than my enemy Rippyick.”


  Before they got back to their village they stopped for a fight.


  It began with an argument between Rippyick and Vammerick over who was entitled to the prisoners. Vammerick had taken a whimsical notion that they were his.


  “Just between us, I hope Vammerick gets you,” said Red Mouth. “Confidentially, he hasn’t any grounds for his claim, because he was bringing up the rear when they found you. But I hope he gets you. He won’t be so apt to torture you when he kills you.”


  “Must be a nice fellow,” said Bruce. “Or he might even sell you to the snail-eaters alive,” Red Mouth reflected.


  “Would that be good?”


  “Well, yes and no. It would be all right till the snail-eaters got hungry for a fancy dinner. What did you do with your gun?”


  “That big giant with the gray ears—Rippyick—threw it in the swamp,” said Bruce. “He doesn’t know it, but I tried to swing the ray on him just before he grabbed me.”


  “They aren’t used to guns,” said Red Mouth. “He had just enough instinct to be afraid of it. They’re not used to guns, or ships, or pretty girls . . . M-m-m.”


  “Why are you staring at me?” Mary asked.


  “I’m just remembering—but everything is so dim. Never mind,” said Red Mouth.


  HE TURNED their attention to the quarreling giants. They were getting set for the fight. The beetles were arranged in a circle, within which the combat would take place.


  “See them take their stands. Whoever knocks the other off his feet is the winner.”


  “Whoopee!” Bruce exclaimed. “It would take a thousand-pound punch—”


  “What was that word you used?” Red Mouth asked. For a second everything in his mind was whirling. There was something in the sound of that expression. “I used to hear that—that whoo-oo. What does it mean?”


  “Whoopee? It doesn’t mean anything . . . Look, there they go!”


  For a few seconds Red Mouth was oblivious to the fight, for the wheels within his dusty memory were spinning. He couldn’t bring it back, whatever it was he had almost recalled. But all at once he felt a great bounding gladness that these two strangers had come along. Their words were like a fountain to a thirsty man.


  “Look at them slug each other!” Bruce shouted. “They’ve drawn their eyes in so they can take it full in the face. Whoopee! My stars, what a wallop that Rippyick carries!”


  The fight went round and round without a gong to stop it. Rippyick punched overhand like a rabbit. Poor Vammerick’s ears were no longer white, but pink. The points weren’t holding up so well, either. A lot of Rippyick’s head blows that missed came skidding down over the ears.


  And yet the fight was by no means one-sided. Vammerick was doing more than dodging. He watched his chance for body blows. His great arms swung up like a windmill wheel in a storm. Three times he caught Rippyick full force, and then there was some tottering back on the heels for the grayeared giant.


  “Come on, Vammerick!” Bruce yelled. “Give it to him, Vammerick!”


  “Oh, Bruce, how can you take sides in such a dreadful fight?”


  “If Vammerick is this man’s friend, then he might be our friend,” said Bruce. “Anyway, I like his looks better than the others’.”


  “Yes, I do, too,” Mary agreed.


  Red Mouth heard, and he felt a growing interest in these well-dressed strangers. He studied them closely when he thought they were not looking.


  Now the girl joined her companion in the cry, “Come on, Vammerick!” The cry rang out to the combatant. He heard his name called by the voice that had attracted him so. And he was, unfortunately, entranced.


  That split second of virtual paralysis was Vammerick’s undoing. Rippyick slugged him with the blow of a freight train, and he left his feet and landed on his posterior.


  The fight was over and the giants all shouted for the victor.


  “Oh! Oh! Oh!” Mary cried. “Well, you did it,” Red Mouth said to her in a matter-of-fact voice, “You two folks are now the property of Rippyick, and I’m sorry for you. Sir—er—Bruce, if it isn’t asking too much, could I have your shoes before your owner takes you in charge?”


  “If it isn’t asking too much,” Bruce retorted hotly, “could you kindly help us get out of here the quickest way?”


  CHAPTER IV


  Visitor of the Night


  THE village of the potato giants was a little like the villages of the jungle people in some tropical regions of the earth, Bruce thought. It had been laid out cow-path fashion—or, more accurately, beetle-path. Every dwelling, or kwazz, was tall enough to accommodate a full-grown native standing on the back of his beetle.


  Thus the kwazzes were thirty to forty feet tall. It was a weird looking village—an uncut jungle with rustic, loosely thatched towers protruding.


  The natives would ride into their homes standing on the backs of their beetle-buses. These beasts of burden would walk right on out through the large door on the other side, minus their passengers, and wander aimlessly through the village in search of grazing. If a neighbor’s front yard and doorstep offered tempting berries or luscious grass, the beetle would make himself at home until driven off.


  If tropical foliage formed a part of a potato giant’s kwazz, the beasts might feast their way right through a wall and cause the roof to cave in. In which case the irate owner, as often as not, would gather up his goods and walk away to build himself another kwazz, rather than patch up an old one. The jungle materials grew rank and plentiful.


  Unfortunately for Mary and Bruce, the prison in which they were stored was not so flimsy a structure. Apparently the potato giants’ proudest architectural achievements were their prisons. This one was twelve yards wide and fourteen long. Bruce got the dimensions through his feet in the course of hours of pacing.


  Mary sat quietly in one corner, watching the sun move the shadows of the tall, closely set, pointed stakes that formed the wall. She applied her mathematics to the shadow and the angle of the sun, and informed her husband that the pointed stakes were twenty-two feet high.


  “And to think,” Bruce muttered, “I brought you here for the world’s most wonderful honeymoon.”


  Mary nodded. “I always wondered what a honeymoon would be like,” she said. “I’ve always heard it was the time when a couple really got acquainted.”


  “Yes, when the wife discovers what a bad temper she’s married.”


  “And the husband,” said Mary, “finds out he’s tied to a cry-baby.”


  “Right now,” said Bruce, “I’ve got such a bad temper I could bite a hole through that wall.”


  “I could cry,” said Mary. “What will they do with us?”


  “You heard what Red Mouth said.”


  “Do you trust him?” Mary asked.


  “I don’t have much choice. He’s the only human being we’ve seen. He’s the only creature that talks our language. His explanations usually hit the nail right on the head. He’s our only chance.”


  “It’s a shaky chance,” said Mary dolefully. “I wish he wouldn’t look at me that way. Did you see the way he jumped toward me when he first saw us, right after you killed the big animal?”


  “It all happened so fast,” said Bruce. “He called you some name, didn’t he? He was awfully surprised, and I remember having a sudden fear that he wanted to grab you and kiss you. But just then this giant named Rippyick was pouncing down on me and I was trying to shoot him. I thought he meant to kill us.”


  “He does,” said Mary. “But speaking of Red Mouth, I seem to remind him of someone. When he came at me he held out his arms and said ‘Lena!’ Just like that. I said, ‘I’m not Lena.’ Then for a minute he touched his head as if he was trying to remember something. But the next thing you knew he went into that monkey act, climbing up on the giants’ heads, shouting at them, trying to tell them what was what.”


  “He’s a strange one,” Bruce said. “I can’t account for his being here. And all those grotesque tricks—you’d think he was something out of a cartoon comedy.”


  “He doesn’t remember a thing about where he came from. Three or four times on our way to the village he looked at me that way, and said, ‘Are you sure you aren’t Lena?’ It gives me the creeps.”


  THROUGH the cracks in the wall of stakes they could watch the activities of the village. When the day’s sunlight faded to twilight they could still see the white, ghostlike forms of the giants coming and going along the paths.


  Occasionally they would catch sight of Red Mouth, running and chasing with some of the native children of his own size. They were evidently clamoring for him to teach them some new games, and he was putting them off, on account of darkness.


  “Not one of them can outrun or outjump him,” Bruce observed. “He’s a remarkable athlete.”


  “The gravity helps,” said Mary. “Remember how light we felt when we first stepped out of the ship.”


  “But even allowing for that, his handsprings and flipflops and climbing are phenomenal. I don’t believe they could keep him in this prison ten minutes.”


  Bruce caught the questioning look from Mary, and he answered the challenge of his own statement.


  “All right, give me ten Earth hours,” he said in a low voice, “and we’ll be out.”


  “I’ll help you,” Mary said.


  They walked along the rectangular wall, carefully examining the base of each stake. Somewhere there must be a weak spot in this man-tight enclosure.


  They talked only in a whisper. Any sort of walls might have ears. They decided it wouldn’t be wise to let Red Mouth know.


  “He’s too anxious for my shoes,” Bruce muttered. “Goodness knows I’d hardly miss them in this climate. For perfect comfort I’d as soon strip down to his style of nothing but trunks.”


  “From his ragged condition,” said Mary, “he’ll soon be after your trousers.”


  “He takes for granted,” said Bruce, “that they’ll soon use us for the same purpose for which they talked of using that dead beetle—for some sort of barter with another bribe—”


  “The snail-eaters,” said Mary. “They intend to set the price on us tonight.”


  Bruce found what he thought might be the weakest spot in the wall, and he began to make his calculations.


  BEFORE he had time to settle upon a plan, a visitor came tapping at the opposite side of the wall.


  “Hello, in there! How are you getting along?”


  “Hello, Red Mouth,” Bruce called back. “What the news?”


  “They’ve set their prices on you.” Red Mouth’s voice was low and confidential. “You both did very well.”


  “I suppose we ought to ask how much,” said Bruce.


  “The girl is worth all of two snails,” said Red Mouth. “And you, Bruce, they’ve guessed that you weigh enough to go at three snails. But don’t let it go to your head.”


  “I suppose there’s a catch in it somewhere,” said Bruce.


  “They might have to reduce you to two snails if the snail-eaters guess how tough you are.”


  “I resent that,” Bruce said. “Mary and I are worth four snails apiece, and if anyone tries to sell us for less we’ll kick up a devil of a row.”


  Mary gave him a pat on the back. It filled her with admiration to see how his scrapping spirit held up.


  “Listen to me, Red Mouth,” said Bruce.


  “Go ahead,” came Red Mouth’s voice out of the darkness beyond the prison wall. “There’s no one here but us.”


  “Where do you think you came from—the Earth?”


  “I suppose so.”


  “Don’t you want to go back?” Bruce asked.


  “I might if I could only remember what it was like. But I’m not so bad off here. I’m used to the potato giants; I understand their language and their customs.”


  “What did you do yesterday when it rained?” Red Mouth asked one night.


  “We kept in the dry,” said Bruce. “One corner of this prison is roofed over, after a fashion. It gives about as much protection as a leaky tent.”


  “Tent!” Red Mouth exclaimed, suddenly interested. “There’s another word I hadn’t thought of for a long time. Tent! Where’s Lena? Will she talk with me tonight? I mean Mary.”


  “For a thousand dollars would you help us escape?”


  “I haven’t any more use for a thousand dollars than for a pair of horns and a tail,” Red Mouth chuckled.


  “You’re a strange fellow,” said Bruce. “Why do you wear that red around your mouth?”


  “Couldn’t say. It seems like the proper thing to do. Same with wearing those worn-out pants. Something tells me I ought to. And this fancy brass belt-buckle—maybe you haven’t noticed it, but I’ll show you, come daylight. Things like that are just naturally a part of me, I guess.”


  There was no way of getting any more information out of Red Mouth and apparently no hope of gaining his cooperation for an escape. Bruce and Mary both wished he would go so they could return to their work on the weak spot in the wall.


  However, Red Mouth chose to remain for an all-night visit through the stakes.


  On the following night he came again. And the night after.


  Bruce looked longingly at the weak spot in the fence. But the village was too close at hand for him to risk any woodcutting activities by daylight.


  At nights he prevailed upon Red Mouth to teach him bits of the native language. That might be a useful weapon if this prison term didn’t end soon.


  BRUCE let Mary stand near the fence and talk by the hour, since it gave him a chance to utilize the night’s blackness for whittling at the stake. He had converted his belt-buckle into a crude blade.


  “I wish,” he had confided to Mary, “I could get that fancy bit of brass and steel that Red Mouth wears in his belt.”


  “You might catch him in a mood to trade,” Mary suggested.


  Soon afterward Bruce began to pay Red Mouth for teaching him the potato giant language. He tossed over one shoe one night, another the next, and slipped a shirt through on the third. He was on the verge of making a deal for a trade of his good trousers for Red Mouth’s old ones, belt-buckle and all.


  But the deal didn’t go through. The nimble athlete abruptly decided that he was encumbered by too many clothes. He tossed everything back, no strings attached.


  And so Bruce put on his shoes again and paced the dirt floor by day and chopped away at a section of wood by night.


  Now, at last, the cutting went faster. The interior of the chosen post was partially rotted. And the conditions of work were decidedly more favorable. Red Mouth had gone off on a prolonged expedition with thirty-five or forty giants to gather in the errant livestock again. Bruce and Mary were left with their nights to themselves.


  It was on one of these nights that a surprising voice sounded just outside the prison.


  “Hsst . . . Hsst . . . Hello, in there!”


  “Who is it?” said Bruce, trying to peer through the darkness.


  “Your stowaway Major Vickering. Remember?”


  CHAPTER V


  The Major Has a Plan


  MAJOR VICKERING came tiptoeing along the outside of the wall, looking for a favorable place through which to talk. He boldly flashed a light across the stakes that sent a row of bold shadows fanning across the floor.


  “Keep that light off,” Bruce snapped. “You’ll get yourself killed, and us too.”


  “Don’t you have a window in this joint? Ah, here’s a spot. Get your faces over here, friends. I want to see if you look starved.” The Major flashed the light again. “You’re both in the very pink. What do they feed you?”


  “Potatoes and more potatoes,” Mary said. “I’ll be surprised if we don’t take on the shape of these potato giants.” In the pitch blackness the three talked and joked in a way they had never done on the space ship journey. Here in this lost jungle of Mercury, deep in trouble, perhaps they could afford to be friends.


  “I’ve been making a survey of this region since you—er—dropped me off,” said Major Vickering. “Most enlightening. Have you noticed a high mountainous ridge by daylight? I’ve taken a look on the other side. Some very different people over there. Far more savage than these big-headed fellows.”


  “How,” said Bruce, “did you know where to find us?”


  “My binoculars have directed my steps. I’ve managed to keep in touch with you remotely, as it were.”


  “Where is your parachute?” Mary asked.


  “Surplus baggage,” the Major said lightly. “I trust I’ll never need it again. It was too heavy to carry so I discarded it. Where’s our ship?”


  “Our ship?” said Mary. She gave Bruce a warning touch on the arm. Here was the old stowaway spirit returning.


  “Our ship,” said Bruce, “is parked in a certain private parking ground that might be mistaken for a jungle swamp. Why do you ask?”


  “Because I’m planning to go back with you,” said Major Vickering, airily. “I came here to make a quick and inexpensive survey of resources—”


  “Inexpensive,” Mary whispered for her husband’s benefit. “Free transportation!”


  “Now that I’ve accomplished the business end of our trip, I’m ready to go back as soon as you two gay honey-mooners can accommodate me.”


  The Major said it in a most ingratiating tone. His words met the cold silence of Bruce’s anger.


  “Perhaps the Major thinks we aren’t enjoying our honeymoon,” Mary said icily.


  The Major chose this moment to reveal his own hopeful countenance.


  “Shut that damned thing off,” Bruce barked. “And give us no more wisecracks. We’re in prison with a death sentence hanging over us. The space ship is mired in the swamp. If you’ve any bright ideas that don’t require a flashlight—ssssh!”


  SOMEONE was approaching with a heavy step. Vickering skipped off into the darkness. For several minutes the tread of the giant could be heard making the rounds of the prison. It may have been one of the older males who did not accompany the younger group on their trek to round up the live stock. Or it may have been one of the wives, performing the duties of a guard. At any rate, the footsteps pounded back to the village shortly.


  Then after a long silence Major Vickering came back to the wall. Bruce answered him in a low whisper and repeated the warning about the flashlight.


  “I’ve got a plan for that ship,” said the Major. “You say it’s mired down? Don’t worry for a minute. I’ve got a bag of tricks for handling space ships that come down unexpectedly. Now, as to your other complaint, being stuck here in prison—”


  “With a death sentence hanging over us,” Mary repeated.


  “Well, I think I can trust you to meet that situation yourselves.” The Major tapped the upright pole that was the very weak spot in the wall.


  So he knew. By the flashlight he had seen the marks of Bruce’s carving and knew that a short section from the base of this tall stake was soon to be cut free.


  “Aren’t you afraid the native giants will see what you’re up to?”


  “We fill the crevices with clay in the daytime,” Bruce said, and added pointedly, “and at night there are no lights, ordinarily.”


  “How soon do you expect to get out?”


  “It depends,” said Bruce. “If you can get that space ship lifted out of the mud and ready for a take-off, we’d better stay inside these walls till everything is ready.”


  “That’s using your head,” the Major said. “Our chances are good until they discover we’re up to something. So far, they haven’t even seen me. Take it easy and I’ll report back later.”


  With another darkness Major Vickering returned. He was fairly exploding with ideas.


  Bruce and Mary listened, at once both hopeful and skeptical. Between themselves they had talked things over during the recent hours. On several scores they had found reason to be suspicious of the Major. His whole attitude toward the space ship trouble was much too confident. How did he know he’d ever be able to set the faulty mechanisms to rights?


  How, indeed, had he known that the ship had come down “unexpectedly” ? That the trouble had developed so soon after the Major had bailed out over the jungle seemed to imply that this canny stowaway had somehow fixed that trouble just before he jumped.


  In support of this theory, Mary recalled another implication. The Major had come here to the prison perfectly confident that he could depend on a space ship ride back to the Earth. One would think that this whole honeymoon had been arranged simply for his personal benefit.


  “I wonder,” said Mary, pondering this problem, “whether my father had anything to with his coming. “You know, Dad was the one who rented our ship and gave it a final checking over. And if you don’t know it, Dad is forever taking a whirl at some freak investment. Four out of five usually flop and the fifth makes a killing. I’m sure, now that I recall it, that he has tried to find out whether there would be cheap native labor here on Mercury for an extension of his manufacturing.”


  Bruce had made sport of the idea. “Fancy these potato giants working in a porcelain plant. They’d make a game of breaking crockery over each other’s heads.”


  IT had been a rather difficult decision to reach; but Bruce and Mary had at last agreed that they must cooperate with Major Vickering. Whatever his business mission might be, or however much his comings and goings intruded upon their honeymoon, they would cancel their earlier suspicions of him and try to rely upon him as a friend.


  And so, on the night that Vickering returned, a trifle too enthusiastic over his brainstorm, they listened with willing ears.


  “If these monster beetles were hitched together,” said the Major, “they could pull a space ship out of Hell itself. All right, we’re going to fix things so the potato giants will want that stranded ship for their own use.”


  “Fair enough. But how?”


  “By upsetting the peace between them and the snail-eaters across the divide. You’re aware of the long-standing enmity between these two groups? Well, I’ve seen these so-called snail-eaters, and they’re a mean lot. Freaks of nature. I gather that they’re an offshoot from a Mercury derelict colony of a few generations ago. Well, an open war between them and our potato giants would create a demand for our space ship.”


  “Interesting if true,” said Bruce. “Why would it?” said Mary. “Because of a certain curious peace agreement involving a treasure house at the uppermost point of the ridge.”


  “The treasure kwazz,” Bruce echoed. “What about it? Have you seen it?”


  “No, but I’ve heard dozens of echoes of the arrangement. In case of an outbreak of violence, both sides would race up the ridge to try to take possession of this treasure. As long as there is peace, both sides own it in common, but neither side touches it. And so there it sits on some distant mountain pinnacle waiting to be seized as the prize of war.”


  “I wouldn’t advise you to set off a war, Major,” said Bruce.


  “It’s in the cards. I’ll spring the war. You put it across with your captors that your ship could cart them up to the summit before their beetle caravan could finish breakfast. Can you put that factor over with them?”


  “I suppose so.”


  “All right. Then if there’s any gratitude in their leatherbound souls they’ll owe it to you for helping them beat their enemy to the punch. And as soon as they’ve done it we’ll all three shake the dew of this unholy swamp land off our feet.”


  “There might be four of us,” said Bruce. “There’s a young man living here with the potato giants. His memory is gone, but he speaks our language as well as theirs and his face lights up at the mention of the Earth.”


  “So that’s how you’ve been learning their native language so fast,” said the Major. “Well, let your conscience be your guide.”


  “I won’t say anything about a war being started,” said Bruce. “That’s strictly your end of the deal.”


  IT was dawn a day later when they got their first sight of the snail-eaters.


  Two of the hideous creatures were sneaking along toward the village. Mary heard the rustle of brush. She woke Bruce. He was instantly alert. The shadowy forms were passing along the opposite wall trying to peer in.


  “Pretend you’re asleep,” Bruce whispered.


  Mary watched through half-closed eyes. Then her head suddenly bobbed up, her eyes wide open. There was the smell of smoke in the air.


  “They’re going on to the village,” Bruce said, and he and Mary crept along the walls to watch.


  The two shadowy forms moved cunningly from rock to rock, on to a protecting clump of bushes; with great caution they slipped back to the shelter of a heap of debris. This hiding-place had once been a kwazz before some clumsy beetle broke it down.


  As they came back to this position the pink dawn caught their savage faces. Mary and Bruce saw them for what they were—inhuman creatures that were a mockery to true men. Green and yellow scales covered their almost naked bodies. Antennae reached up from their foreheads, sensitive to dangers. Evil gleamed in their grotesque faces.


  “Yellow eyes,” Mary whispered, “yellow feet—only they aren’t real feet. The toes are more like eagles’ talons.”


  “Not the sort of people you’d care to meet on a dark night,” Bruce muttered. “I wonder what they’re carrying in their buckets.”


  “Fire,” said Mary. “I can see the hazy blue smoke.”


  The two snail-eaters made a dash for it. They headed for the nearest kwazz, one that Bruce remembered as Vammerick’s.


  “And Vammerick is away!” Bruce said with an angry breath. “That fire will spread to half a dozen kwazzes before anyone can stop it—anyone but me!”


  “Where are you going, Bruce?”


  “Come on if you want to chase the fire-wagon!”


  The two snail-eaters were scampering away by this time, and Bruce knew they would put a safe distance between themselves and the village before they stopped to watch the show.


  He crouched to put his shoulder to the chosen pole, forced it with all his strength. The short section at the base snapped and thudded to the ground.


  He glanced upward. The rest of the pole stood solid, held by the horizontal stringers. The home-made gateway was open before him, and he lost no time plunging through.


  Mary was right behind him. Whatever was to be done, she was bound to help.


  The blazes licked up over the front of the tower-like dwelling. A draft through the open doors carried them fluttering into the interior. Bruce guessed that Vammerick would have to build himself another house, all right.


  “Help me with this toadstool, Mary.”


  THEY threw their weight against the pulpy stalk, once, twice, three times—and down it went. The wide, top-heavy umbrella crushed down over the flames like wet mush. The whole kwazz shuddered under the impact, and the fire slackened.


  Then Bruce and Mary snatched some whips of fleshy green leaves and went into battle. They made a daring rush through the interior. They slapped faster than the flames could climb. Vammerick’s house might be saved, after all—the frame-work at least.


  The first was quickly beaten down to charred and smoking sticks at the base of the kwazz.


  “It’s not all out,” Bruce said, panting, “but here come the native women to take over. That’s our cue.”


  He caught Mary’s hand and they raced away. They took a roundabout course so as not to be seen. Then, watching for the right opportunity, they crept back to the prison wall, drew the section of pole back in place, wedged it and sealed it with clay.


  Before that day was over the party of stock-searchers returned.


  Excitement ran high through the jungle village as the travelers and the stay-at-homes exchanged their news.


  Bruce and Mary waited silently until that night, knowing their patience would be rewarded. Sure enough, Red Mouth came to them at dark and told them everything.


  There was much to be told about lost livestock and the mounting accusations of thievery and counter-thievery. The big news, however, concerned the wave of fire-setting.


  “The snail-eaters sent a messenger to us, serving notice that they would burn our village to the ground if we didn’t pay them seventy-seven snails as damages for the fires we set.”


  “So the potato giants started it,” said Bruce.


  “No, they didn’t,” said Red Mouth. “They’ve already held a council. Not one of the potato giants was found guilty. But you can’t tell those savage snail-eaters anything. They claim they’ve had a burn-out and they swear we’re going to pay for it.”


  “All things considered,” said Mary, “it looks like war.”


  “It is war,” said Red Mouth. “If things aren’t settled to our satisfaction by morning, the march is on.”


  CHAPTER VI


  Red Mouth at the Crossroads


  THE whole tribe of potato giants was on the move. There were no fires that night nor the next, for no slippery snail-eater could have sneaked into the village unnoticed. Everyone was stirring, and even the sleepiest beetles seemed to sense the excitement in the air.


  Moving day was nothing new to these creatures. In certain warm seasons of the past they had lived high up on the ridge trail. The shells of their former villages dotted the trail for a distance of several days’ journey. Migrating was a natural part of their existence.


  However, migrating down grade was much easier than journeying upward. And more promising, too; for in the past the tribe had encountered some privations in the uplands.


  Accordingly, as the potato giants bustled around getting everything loaded, the shiny tan back of every zwouffer was doubly important.


  The snail-eaters who had stolen and eaten some of the younger beetles were doubly damned. And so were Bruce and Mary for having killed one.


  Naturally there was some renewed clamor for executions, so that the tribe wouldn’t have the bother of taking prisoners along. Red Mouth didn’t relay all of this perilous talk to his two fellow humans, but he guessed that they read between the lines.


  The consensus of opinion was that the prisoners should be taken on the march. Sooner or later some potato giant, scouting along the ridge, might get into a tight spot with the enemy. Then it would be handy to have some valuables to bargain with, even if they had to be turned at one or two snails apiece.


  If the two prisoners fully realized their predicament, Red Mouth thought, it was remarkable that they should continue to be so cooperative.


  Yes, here they were making an offer, and a most miraculous one. They boasted that what they had to give might bring a swift victory to the potato giants.


  The rumor of this offer echoed through the gathering caravan. These zwouffer-killing strangers were in some respects decent and honorable creatures, like their jumping pet, Red Mouth.


  Some of the women added their bit to this rising sentiment by swearing that the prisoners were also to be credited with stopping the fire. No one could explain how they had gotten out of prison and back in again. But they had definitely been seen fire-fighting.


  RED MOUTH rejoiced to see these growing sentiments. He wanted Bruce and Mary for friends. Everything was so wonderful since they had come. He was remembering so many forgotten words and ideas. Feelings of love had returned to his heart, causing him to dance and turn handsprings whenever he thought of this beautiful girl; causing him to stand and talk through the prison walls with her, to try to reach through and touch her hand, and to call her—for reasons he couldn’t remember—“Lena.”


  When Mary would say to him, “Remember, Red Mouth, I’m married to Bruce Devoe. I have taken his name. I am his wife. Don’t you remember about love and marriage?” Red Mouth would shake his head stubbornly. He didn’t want to remember anything that would make him admit she belonged to Bruce.


  “Maybe you will escape to go back home,” Red Mouth would say. “And maybe I will go, too. And maybe Bruce won’t escape.”


  This was something that Red Mouth never said the second time because it brought such a horrified expression to Mary’s pretty face. It even made her cry, and that left Red Mouth very much ashamed and quite lonely.


  He tried to make amends for that remark by saying, “I only said maybe. We never know who will escape and who will die.”


  This helped not at all, and so, henceforth, he weighed his words more carefully.


  The honeymooners’ popularity was not so great that anyone considered setting them free. In fact, there were those who disparaged the rumored acts of favor.


  Rippyick, for example, had no good words to say for their fire-fighting. He observed gruffly that that rickety old kwazz of Vammerick’s deserved to be burned down, and several other kwazzes with it. He also voiced strong arguments against accepting the couple’s offer to help win a quick victory.


  “We can spare no beasts of burden to lift sunken kwazzes out of the swamps. It’s easier to build new kwazzes.”


  Vammerick and Red Mouth and several others argued the point with him. Vammerick declared that this kwazz in the swamp was not just an ordinary dwelling place but one that could travel.


  “Any kwazz will travel if enough zwouffers pull it,” said Rippyick with authority.


  “But this one,” Red Mouth said, “will travel with its own strength. It will go much faster than the fastest beetle.”


  “If it can travel from its own strength,” said Rippyick, “why doesn’t it crawl out of the swamp by itself? Why must it have zwouffers to pull it out?”


  “It is so strong,” said Red Mouth, “that it would break in two if it jumped out of the swamp by itself!”


  “Then it has no judgment,” said Rippyick, gazing solemnly through his projecting owl eyes. “The stupidest beetle knows better than to break itself in two.”


  The whole caravan was delayed while the debate ensued. All points of comparison between the slow but dependable beetle and the speedy but senseless space ship were duly considered. When it was insisted that all the space ship needed was a smooth track for starting, Rippyick and his friends grew more doubtful than ever. The ridge trails were even rougher than those of the swamp.


  As for the claim that this ship, once given a chance to start, would move through the air without even touching the ground, that was simply unbelievable. Even Red Mouth, with all his jumping antics, had to keep bouncing back to the ground. And this ship was sure to be much heavier.


  THE talk stopped short when a young potato giant came racing down the ridge trail on a swift young beetle bearing fearful news.


  “The snail-eaters are already a halfday’s journey ahead of us!”


  The cry rang out from one end of the caravan Jo the other.


  “They are ahead of us. And they are crossing to our side and felling trees across our trail!”


  The caravan went into motion, full speed ahead. Rippyick made his two prisoners fast among his packs on the back of a husky beetle.


  However, a few members of the tribe chose another direction. Red Mouth smeared a fresh stripe of red clay around his lips and bounded up on Vammerick’s shoulders, aboard a trusty zwouffer. They and a few others headed for the swamps.


  Hours later they arrived there. But they didn’t find any space ship nosing up out of the mud. Instead, they found another human being, a rather pompous-looking individual, who was standing on the bank looking dolefully at the water.


  Red Mouth succeeded in getting a few unhappy words out of this stranger. His name was Major Vickering. He had come to Mercury with Bruce and Mary. In recent hours he had completed the hike down to this mud bank to see about recovering the space ship.


  He had found the ship beyond recovery.


  “She has just sunk from sight,” said Major Vickering. “If you’ll look beyond that patch of marsh grass you’ll see the last ten inches of her nose under five feet of water. The rest of her is down in a couple hundred feet of mud. And she’s still sinking.”


  CHAPTER VII


  Vision of a Colony


  “SO THIS is Mercury as the tourist sees it,” said Bruce, rolling his eyes at Mary.


  She blew him a kiss. It was the only way she could deliver it, though he was only three feet away. For both she and her husband were tied hand and foot. They were lying on their backs among the luggage that Rippyick had stacked and bound to this beast of burden.


  The Mercury scenery that they could see from this angle was sky, sky, and more sky. Occasionally they passed under overhanging branches. But the trees were becoming fewer and scrubbier. The trail was gathering altitude.


  Some of the scenery they couldn’t see, but could hear in the exclamations of the potato giants, consisted of logs and rocks that the enemy had thrown across their trail. Sometimes a small avalanche would block the way, and there would be a brief delay while the drivers tried for some more effective profanity to keep the beasts moving.


  “I think this is our initiation into the tribe,” said Bruce. “They’re making mashed potatoes out of us.”


  “Baked, if you ask me,” said Mary, “the way that sun is cooking us.”


  “Enjoying the ride otherwise? Remind me that I won’t have to take you to Coney Island.”


  “I’m not sure,” said Mary, “whether you’re cracking wise or you’re just feverish with the heat.”


  “Seasickness,” said Bruce, “aboard the good ship Zwouffer.”


  Rippyick didn’t like to have them saying things he couldn’t understand. He rode his mount alongside and shouted angrily. Bruce commented that any steamboat had to whistle now and then. Mary smiled and they fell silent.


  With the darkness came a night of camping in one of the old empty villages. To the honeymooners’ intense relief there was a high-walled prison. Nothing could have been more welcome after the long, torturing hours in bonds.


  With the darkness came Red Mouth, also.


  The news which he bore, however, was so bad that they couldn’t talk about it. It would seem that all hope was at an end. The ship was gone.


  “I also met your friend, Major Vickering,” said Red Mouth. “He is following us at a safe distance. He says there is nothing else for him to do. But he still hopes he might find a way back to civilization.”


  “Hope and I are no longer on speaking terms,” Mary murmured.


  “Hope is dead,” said Bruce.


  “I will tell you more tomorrow,” said Red Mouth.


  THE following night brought a conference of the four. Major Vickering, with Red Mouth’s assistance, had dared to venture into the camp to the darkest corner of the makeshift prison. The Major was in a mood to talk, for once, and what he had to say caused Mary’s cheeks to burn.


  “Your father did send me,” Vickering admitted. “He planned for me to stow away on your ship. He wanted to know whether the resources of some of these unexplored regions would be good investments.”


  Bruce questioned him sharply. “Did you have orders to throw a monkey-wrench to force us down? . . . Did you? . . . Did Mary’s father command that low-down trick?”


  “I’m afraid that was my own idea,” said Major Vickering. “You had already played havoc with my plans—”


  “The next time you’ll do well to straighten out your plans before we start.”


  “Next time!” Mary echoed bitterly. There was a heavy silence.


  From the surrounding camp came the lusty snores of the potato giants, sleeping like the dead. It would have been no trick to escape them. Mary and Bruce knew that.


  But to escape the giants only to fall into the hands of the snail-eaters would be jumping from the frying-pan into the fire.


  In their private discussions they had pondered the possibility of gambling on their popularity with the giants, to gain the same advantages that Red Mouth had won for himself. They, too, might become the pets of these creatures. Then, as travel to the Mercury space ports became more common, some year there would be further explorations and they would be found.


  Now Major Vickering himself brought up the same idea.


  “Rescue might come eventually, if we made up our minds to live here a matter of years,” he said.


  Bruce said emphatically, “That’s not for Mary and me. You can stay and live a hermit’s life if you want to.”


  “I didn’t say I’d relish it,” the Major grumbled. “All I say is, if we’re stuck, we’re stuck. There are four of us, if you’d put in with us Red Mouth. We could find some favorable land to cultivate. We’d be far enough away from these damned giants so that they’d never bother to trail us. Isn’t that possible, Red Mouth?”


  “Possible? Anything is possible.”


  “Red Mouth, you know the dangers of this world. You could be the guard,” said Vickering. “And you, Bruce, you’re young and husky. You could till the soil for us. Mary, you could cook.”


  “What would you do?” said Bruce. “I’m a business man,” said Vickering. “Naturally the executive responsibilities would fall to me, since there has to be a leader.”


  BRUCE gave a sarcastic grunt. Mary stared into the darkness. Through the cracks between wall stakes she could see only the outlines of Red Mouth and the Major against the stars. It was easy to imagine the Major’s arrogant expression.


  “It would be the beginning of a colony,” the Major went on. “It wouldn’t be as if we were four hermits. We’d be a society all our own. With one woman among us we could have a common family life.”


  “Why, you damned rat!” Bruce snarled. “If this wall wasn’t between us I’d smash your face.”


  “I’ll smack him for you,” Red Mouth volunteered.


  “Hey, don’t get me wrong!” the Major yelped.


  Smack! Thud! Whack! Pop!


  Mary could see the dark blurs that were Red Mouth’s swinging fists. The Major went down, rolled over, crawled to his hands and knees, and then got up to run.


  “Stop it,” Bruce commanded. “Come back here, both of you. You’ll have the whole camp awake.”


  They came back to the prison wall like two truant schoolboys.


  “Thanks, Red Mouth,” Bruce said quietly.


  “The pleasure was all mine,” said Red Mouth. “But I still don’t know why you wanted him smacked.”


  “It was all a mistake,” the Major whimpered. “I’m not in love with Bruce’s wife.”


  “Aren’t you?” said Red Mouth innocently. “That’s funny. I—”


  “Shut up, both of you,” Bruce snapped. “And no more talk about a colony. Mary and I have already decided what we’d do if worst came to, worst. Now it’s come, so we’re doing it.”


  “What’s your plan?” asked the Major.


  “We’ll take our chance against slow death,” said Bruce. “We’ll travel to the summit of the ridge with these giants and then we’ll keep going, on the straightest course we can cut. Somewhere halfway around this world there’s a patch of civilization with a space port and Earthbound ships.”


  The Major refrained from comment. Anything he might say about an impossible journey would only accentuate his own guilt.


  As if to break the heavy silence, he said, “Damn you, Red Mouth! My eye is swelling shut.”


  There was another silence.


  “We’d better sleep,” Mary said. “It isn’t long until Rippyick binds us and throws us onto the beetle. I’m glad I don’t know how far we have to go.”


  “There’s a short cut along the ridge,” said Red Mouth. “I remember it.”


  “Your memory is improving,” Bruce observed.


  “I came over it myself. It was easy.”


  “How easy?” said Bruce.


  “As easy as a flat trail. And lots more fun. I picked it out myself. Do you want to try it?”


  Three days later the four of them, together with Rippyick and six of his giant friends, branched off on a trail of higher elevation than the main trail.


  Five days later Red Mouth and his three human companions were two miles in the lead of Rippyick and his party of six.


  Three days later the going had become so difficult that Rippyick turned back. His prisoners, still accompanied by Red Mouth, were three or four miles ahead.


  Mary, looking back over the trail, saw her captors turn to retrace their course. It was an hour for celebration.


  “We’ve done it!” she cried. “We’ve outdistanced them. They’ve given up following.”


  Bruce held her in his arms. She could read the warning in his expression. The trail was growing worse hourly, and he seemed weighed down by the thought that no real victory had been won. This was only the starting point.


  However, he shared her happy mood. No longer prisoners in fetters, they were apparently as free as the birds. Red Mouth and Vickering joined them in a Feast of Freedom, and all quarrels were forgotten.


  “We don’t know where we’re going, but we’re on our way,” Mary sang.


  Bruce and Major Vickering caught up the tune. They all sang. And Red Mouth walked on his hands, danced on his hands, and turned cartwheels.


  Everyone was happy except the pack beetle, who gazed sad-eyed at the rocky trail ahead and scratched his head thoughtfully with his front foot.


  CHAPTER VIII


  Fugitives on the Divide


  NEVER once did Mary relax her suspicions of her traveling companions. Major Vickering had demonstrated that he was thoroughly unprincipled. He was keeping in line only because Bruce forced him to do so. Bruce had a physical and moral strength that stood as her constant protection.


  On the surface, however, everything ran smoothly. Now that they had lost Rippyick, perhaps for good, they laughed and joked—very much like one happy family.


  Red Mouth recounted some of his mischievous tumbling tricks that had kept the potato giants on their mettle.


  Major Vickering repeated a story he had told before, about his favorite hoax on the public. He had never been in the army. He had acquired the title in a lodge play. As a nickname it had proved such an advantage that he had worked it on the public wherever he went.


  “Your father fell for it like a ton of bricks,” the Major guffawed. “That’s why he hired me in the first place.”


  Everyone laughed, Mary included.


  Bruce added to the fun by giving an imaginary account of the rent-a-space-ship agent setting out to find his lost property and tracing it to the bottom of a bottomless swamp.


  Then they got off on a rehash of their cleverness in getting Rippyick to take the short cut with them.


  But this line of conversation changed the mood from comedy to more sobering thoughts. As Mary well knew, they had chosen a course that very nearly followed the very backbone of the ridge. Somewhere on the south slope of that divide the snail-eaters were also marching.


  And so they were ostensibly a scouting party. It was with this function in mind that Rippyick had been persuaded to try this upper trail. He had brought his pack beetle with the prisoners because they were his property and he was afraid to trust them to soft-hearted fellows like Vammerick.


  And then, suppose some snail-eaters should be met, face to face, and should try to do Rippyick injury. What could be simpler than to buy them off with three or four snails’ worth of good food, bound hand and foot?


  Thus Rippyick had been persuaded to bite off more mountain trail than he could chew. The nimble Red Mouth, jumping and running alongside the pack beetle, had excited it just enough to keep it gaining ground. Once well ahead, he had turned a deaf ear to the commands from the rear to wait for the rest of the party.


  The scouting duties had proved to be simple. The snail-eaters were far enough ahead so that there were no encounters. Red Mouth had only to wave a branch from time to time as a signal to the caravan on the lower trail that all was well.


  Now Mary and her good husband and their two fellow-travelers finished their feast and made ready to start on. They repacked their supply of food. They discarded some of Rippyick’s surplus luggage. The large, coarsely woven, red sleeping mat was much too large and heavy for anyone’s use but a giant’s. The faithful beetle seemed glad to be relieved of it and heaved its back with a gesture of a friendly thank you.


  THE caravan could be seen plodding along an indistinct trail two miles down the mountainside. Major Vickering waved a branch for several minutes and finally got an answering wave from the head of the procession.


  Everything packed, Red Mouth drew himself up proudly, called the signal and marched ahead. He was a picturesque figure, as Mary often observed. He was slender, well muscled, and quite handsome in spite of the absurd ring of red clay he insisted on wearing around his mouth. He wore no shoes. On the belt of his ragged trunks, his only garment, he always wore that odd-shaped brass and steel ornament, a reminder of some former contact with a civilization that he couldn’t remember.


  He pranced ahead with the air of a drum major. Suddenly, as Mary watched him, she knew what he was.


  Of course, it was all so obvious. Why hadn’t she thought of it before?


  The discovery excited her and she started to tell Bruce.


  “Would you like to know, dear, what Red Mouth’s life was like before he came to Mercury, while he lived on the Earth?”


  Bruce answered carelessly, “I wasn’t aware that you and Red Mouth had been carrying on any private conversations about your former lives.”


  “But we haven’t,” Mary said, suddenly on the defensive. “I really don’t know. I was just curious—”


  Bruce wasn’t looking at her. His eyes were searching the trail far ahead. Mary thought it best to say nothing more. She certainly didn’t want Bruce to feel that she had any interest in Red Mouth.


  And then she wondered. Suppose Bruce were already jealous of this jumping-jack’s obvious attraction to her. What could she do?


  “He’s taking us into a maze of trouble,” said Bruce. “Do you see what he’s doing, Mary?”


  “What do you mean?” A note of alarm was in her voice.


  “See those ragged rocks and cliffs we’re getting into?”


  “Oh, that,” said Mary, suddenly relieved.


  “What did you think I meant?”


  “I was afraid you might be losing your trust in him,” she said.


  “When it comes to that, Vickering is the one I mistrust,” said Bruce. “But I can see from here we’ll never get this beetle across the next mile of travel. Red Mouth thought this trail was easy because he’s a first cousin to a flea. If there’s anything you want off the beetle’s back, we’d better remove it now.” A few minutes later the trouble Bruce had predicted was at hand.


  The beetle got a front foot caught in a crevice between rocks. Vickering thought the beast was stalling, and he shouted at it with a vengeance. The beast lurched forward before anyone had a chance to stop it. The foot was torn off.


  “Bad,” said Red Mouth. “Very bad.” He wasn’t explicit as to whether he meant the luck or the Major’s rashness.


  The limping beetle was quite excited and difficult to control. They finally succeeded in removing some more baggage. The remainder they repacked to the rear, away from the injured foot.


  TO MARY’S surprise she found herself feeling very sympathetic toward this great, dumb creature, probably a younger brother to the one that had once nearly bitten her head off. It’s all in what you get used to, she thought. She had learned that there were safe ways and unsafe ways to deal with Mercury’s peculiar livestock.


  Just now, however, all the rules were breaking down. The crippled beast went panicky and ran pell-mell over a cliff. There was a dull crushing sound that welled up from the depths. In that moment the luckless beetle gave his all.


  The party proceeded on foot, with much less surplus baggage to trouble them.


  It soon became apparent that the Major was going to miss the beetle more than anyone. The party had noticed that he had taken considerable care of the goods, often climbing aboard the beast to rearrange or fasten down some bit of equipment. Now it was plain that these actions had been for the purpose of saving his own feet. He began to lag.


  Mary saw him stop to adjust his binoculars. Again he was focussing on the caravan two miles below without bothering to signal.


  This action was another trick of delay. It was the Major’s way of resting.


  Red Mouth and Bruce exchanged glances.


  “That’s three times in the last half hour,” Bruce mentioned, “that we’ve stopped to check up on the caravan. They’ll be getting ahead of us.”


  “I was trying to discover whether Rippyick got back to the others safely,” said the Major.


  As if anyone cared about the fate of such a spiteful lout as Rippyick. Mary and Bruce, from then on, didn’t bother to stop and wait for the Major. They moved ahead at all possible speed.


  Red Mouth skipped along, first ahead, then behind, then out to one side to gather some edible roots and berries so that lunch could be eaten without a stop.


  What eventually stopped the party was a chasm. Heat and cold had cracked this gigantic mountain rock, and the deep break cut squarely across the path of their progress.


  Mary wondered. The demon of suspicion and jealousy was always cropping up.


  Suppose Red Mouth knew that Bruce couldn’t make such a jump. Would he urge the action anyway? The drop would be at least five hundred feet.


  Looking down the line of the chasm in either direction, they could see the desirability of taking a chance. At least a half day’s walk would be required to get around this hazard if they could not jump it.


  “I’ll help you over, Mary,” Red Mouth said. Instantly he picked her up in his strong arms, ran three steps and leaped.


  Mary caught her breath. The chasm was flying past, then the rock’s edge was under Red Mouth’s feet. She was safely on the other side. And in her throat there was a stifled scream. Somehow she had remained silent, and now she looked up at Red Mouth in wonderment for what he had done.


  Then she glanced back at Bruce. He was staring, perhaps with anger for Red Mouth’s rashness, perhaps with jealousy. But he was determined that this game would not be lost by him. He came running like an eagle about to take off from its nest. He quickened his stride just before he reached the edge, and then Mary did scream. Her vision in that split second was too horrifying. Her eyes tried to shut out the sight.


  THE leap was short. His toes reached for the edge but slipped off. Only his arms in a mad scramble caught him. For an instant he hung there. A slight rolling of pebbles under him—or a slight push—could have thrown him down to death.


  Red Mouth reached him instantly, grabbed him by the hair and clothing, and hauled him to safety.


  He got up and brushed his clothes, and tried to laugh away the alarm in Mary’s countenance, the trembling of her body.


  “I had to do it,” he said. “I knew I’d catch with my hands if my feet missed.”


  From the other side came the distressed complaint of Major Vickering. “What about me?”


  “You’d better cut down to the other trail,” said Red Mouth. “You’re not going to make this one, I can tell you that right now. Here’s a good enough place for you to hike down. You’ll make it if you take your time.”


  “Help me over this ditch,” said the Major sullenly. “You’re not going to leave me to be pawned off by those giants.”


  “If you’ll make the jump, we’ll try to catch you,” said Red Mouth. “How else can we help?”


  They argued about the matter and considered trying a very risky plan. They would make a rope of their clothes and throw to him.


  Red Mouth wore so little clothing that he refused to volunteer anything. The belt with the single metal ornament was something not to be loaned to either strangers or friends.


  But Bruce’s trousers and the Major’s, knotted together would make a life-line three yards long, assuming that the Major could first throw his garment safely across the chasm.


  “What am I supposed to do while all this goes on?” Mary asked.


  As the plan went, the free end of the line was to be thrown out to the Major as he leaped, after the other end had been made secure on Bruce’s side of the chasm.


  “I’ll walk on ahead,” Mary volunteered. “The path looks perfectly clear for a full mile ahead.”


  “Watch for crevices,” Bruce warned; and Red Mouth added that there would be more like this one but much narrower and less dangerous.


  So as the men went to their task of making a line, Mary hiked on ahead.


  Within a short time she saw she was coming to another chasm. It was narrow, however, one that a lazy beetle might walk across without noticing. She paused and glanced back wondering whether the others were coming.


  She saw that they were still at the same station, still with their clothes on, talking and gesturing. Evidently the Major had cold feet and was trying to work out a better plan.


  Mary hesitated, wondering whether she should go back to them. The walk ahead was an easy one, down grade, all in the clear. She might as well cross and go ahead.


  She edged toward the chasm to see how deep it was.


  There was a slight rustle of noise, a little like rapid footsteps. She looked around. It must have come from down there—though not far down. It was like the close echoes of faraway sounds that you hear when you put a seashell to your ear.


  “I won’t go on,” she murmured. “I’ll wait—”


  There it came again, a pattering like rabbits’ feet. Could it be—


  “Oh! Oh;”


  THE horrifying reality rose before her eyes like ogres springing out of a cauldron. Three snail-eaters bounded up out of the chasm. They seized her, slapped hands over her mouth to stifle her scream, and carried her away down a steep incline hidden within the dark chasm wall.


  CHAPTER IX


  The Beating of Hands


  APRISONER! Worse—a plaything in the hands of murderous, snail-eating monsters, hideous freaks that thought of human beings in the same class with snails and worms and toads!


  The horror was redoubled at every thought. There was no way for Bruce to guess what had happened. He would think she had hiked on. He would wonder why he didn’t find her. He might go on and on for miles . . . and then?


  Then he would retrace his weary steps to look for some sign of her having taken the wrong course. All in all he might go mad trying to account for her.


  If she only could have left some sign, some mark on the stone, a handkerchief, a sprig of foliage pointing—


  If only she hadn’t walked ahead. She was angry at having had a sense of modesty; it was mockery that her habits from civilization should be her undoing here in the Mercury wilderness.


  Then she thought of Major Vickering and her heart smouldered with hate. He had been at the bottom of all their troubles, right from the start. And still, simply because he was a human being-like themselves, he had been dealt favors and given one chance after another to come back into the fold of fair play.


  What a strange thing it was, Mary thought, that human beings should go to such great pains to deal with each other on a friendly basis, even when the underlying evil of a person may be as well known as his face.


  How much worse, Mary wondered, could these snail-eating fiends be than some human beings who played their fellows false?


  The two ugly creatures who were leading her by the hand down this stony path had cruel and lustful faces. One of them had a pair of antennae rising out of his forehead; one had eyes and ears like a vampire bat.


  These three creatures—the third was tagging along, clapping his great crusty hands together with each step—must have come from a strange breed of animal, partly monster, partly human. All three of them had the toes of huge birds, talons that clicked along over the stones like a number of clocks ticking in rhythm. All of them were partly naked, and the yellow and green scales covering their shoulders and back seemed to cast a light around them as the chasm path grew darker.


  The daylight was now only a narrow jagged strip of white high above their heads. This descent had already taken them too far to be seen from the top, in the event that Bruce might be looking down for her.


  She persuaded her captors to stop while she adjusted her shoe. The tacks were crowding their way up through the half-heel that remained. The days of rough hiking were playing havoc with her clothing.


  About two hours later she arrived at what was evidently a snail-eater camp. It was well concealed in a dark cavern with huge stalactites and stalagmites to lend a weird grandeur to the scene.


  They tied her to an upright stake in a lonely section of the cave, and for a time she was forgotten.


  The jabber of these creatures was something to hear. There were hundreds of them gathered in this temporary stopping place, and they were all talking at once. The chief excitement was the news from the surface. A new band of scouts came back from some observation point with the warning that they were in danger of being passed by beetle-riding giants.


  MARY listened intently. There was just enough of the potato giant in their language to enable her to keep up with the topic of conversation. But the details were too swift and too cluttered with excited words for her to be sure of them.


  Her impression was that they expected the human scouts to be delayed by her capture. And so they were. They were still unaccountably stalled at a certain chasm—with the exception of one, who was racing around like a bee-stung frog searching for this lost girl.


  All of which gave this congregation of snail-eaters a chance to rest and to feast upon snails, in order to be fresh for a continued journey through the night.


  Mary then understood why there had been no previous encounters with these scaled creatures. Their luminous bodies lighted their way and enabled them to travel in the dark.


  A crowd gathered around her after the feasting, and she supposed that her time had come. This was doubtless to be some sort of death ritual.


  She stood looking out over the circle of ugly creatures. Her wrists and ankles throbbed from the bonds. She fought her suffering in silence. To cry out with pain might have given these brutes such satisfaction that they would have added torture upon torture to hear her voice. She had not forgotten her vocal experience with the potato giants.


  Now she saw that they were not about to kill her; they were talking of selling her at an auction. This most diabolical of all the fiendish forms was evidently her owner. He was scorning the bids from those onlookers who would have liked to buy her. Some, in their bidding, would make signs with their fingers to indicate how many snails they would give. Others would emphasize their shouting by holding up the payments they could offer—specimens of huge frogs, turtles, over-developed rats, or big, fleshy pea-green worms.


  The evil faced owner laughed at this demonstration. He indicated that such bids would be much too low.


  There was a call to feast for all the camp and Mary was left alone.


  What a strange society. She could see hundreds of these snail-eaters preparing to eat. Curiously they began by clapping their hands in a weird rhythm. There was a meaning to this. She had observed the same action in one of the scouts on the trip down the chasm when there had been talk of food.


  And so she knew that it was a gesture akin to licking one’s chops or saying “Yum, yum. Food!”


  The feast over, many of them again crowded close around her. A few of them opened up with this batting of hands. Was she, then, to be their dessert?


  Her owner laughed at them. He made his own gestures and an abrupt speech to say he’d changed his mind; he would not sell after all. At least not today. For now it was time to gather up the goods and move on with speed toward the summit.


  IN THE custody of this talon-toed owner Mary made the forced march. Her reluctance was as nothing against the eagerness with which these creatures were pressing toward their goal.


  She hated their every look. The more she saw of them the more she was convinced that all their beastliness of scales, talons and inhuman faces and insect feelers were only an embodiment of their very evil natures.


  This creature who owned her—could he ever have had a mother? Or ever have offered a prayer? Or ever have had once in a lifetime an emotion of compassion or tenderness? No symptom of goodness could have claimed one of his brutal and bestial character. In his sporting moments he would apply hot coals of fire to live frogs to watch them writhe. Mary would be treated to a sight of the sickening pain in the faces of the animals enduring this treatment.


  Once one of the frogs struck at him, and then he ate the two legs off the creature alive.


  Perhaps he read the fright in her face as he turned from this gruesome sport. “I will eat you next,” he said, and then he laughed and beat his hands together.


  CHAPTER X


  Mary Is Sold


  ANOTHER day’s camp brought sale time, and the snail-eaters gathered in and talked in terms of high bids.


  From the great stock of worms, rodents and reptiles that they exchanged on this occasion, Mary knew they must have storehouses of slimy things among these mountain caves. The jungle was far away now; but there was an industrious quality about these creatures and they had evidently prepared long in advance for a march along this route.


  When the highest bids for Mary were declared, the owner refused them as too low. He would keep her until some of the stolen beetles were sold back to the enemy, whose caravan was known to be not far distant.


  “Sell the beetles,” was the popular cry of the hour. “Let the giants grub to buy them back.”


  These creatures knew well the giants’ passion for recovering their lost livestock. There was some question as to whether any giants would desert the march in favor of a trek to the nearest lowlands for more snails and lizards, even to buy back their beetles. But it was worth a try.


  Accordingly a small expedition went forth, armed with poison-tipped spears and axes, to take some errant beetles back to market.


  Mary overheard one of these say that he knew a certain Rippyick who had promised to exchange a human at any time—that jumping human with the red mouth—for any zwouffer that was returned.


  Some of the snail-eaters looked dubious at the mention of the red-mouthed person. He was as active as a wild bird.


  These exhibitions of faint-heartedness annoyed Mary’s owner; he himself would go with the party.


  And so she was left in the charge of another demon with bright scales and a fishy-looking face and a gravel voice that froze her blood every time he spoke.


  He didn’t beat his hands together at the sight of her, and that was some comfort. He was one of the many who never went through the motions of the feast gestures until the feast was set before them; and this, Mary gradually learned, was the customary practice.


  But what he did do was sing, in his horrid gravel voice, with words that must have been inspired by creeping things out of the swamp.


  When the beetle-selling expedition returned, Mary could “tell it had been a successful venture. There were echoes of resources within grasp that would buy dozens of her.


  The beetles had been sold to Rippyick, trailing along at the rear of the potato giant caravan. Mary marvelled that such a transaction could be made when these enemies were supposedly at war. It was only Rippyick’s unaccountable character that could perpetrate such treasonable business.


  THE treasure kwazz now lay only three days’ journey away. The snail-eaters marched at night; they slept and feasted and bought and sold food in the daytimes. Frequently they would watch Mary as she ate her meals—or refused to eat, as was often the case. They seemed to be measuring her height and her proportions with their eyes.


  “How soon,” she overheard one of them asking, “will she become as large as a mushroom?”


  “She has not been eating so well,” said her owner’s gravel-voiced assistant. “But wait. I promise you she will become as huge as six mushrooms. That is the way with humans when they eat. Rippyick has told us this.”


  “Will she not be sold until she is as huge as six mushrooms?” someone asked.


  “She will be sold before we march again,” said the gravel-voiced assistant, “but she must be paid for as if already six mushrooms big.”


  At this the potential buyers began to figure whether they would not be buying a whole season’s supply of food. At last all the resources of anticipated victory could be figured in the bidding. The auction was on, the bids mounted higher and higher.


  The snail-eaters grew excited. Some of them began to beat their hands in rhythm as they shouted their offers.


  Suddenly a voice from the outer edge of the group called.


  “I have here a prize which matches value for value. I offer you this one for that one.”


  Everyone turned. Mary’s eyes could barely catch the startling sight of these newcomers. They were Red Mouth and Bruce.


  Red Mouth was shouting his offer. Bruce stood before him, hands bound at the small of his back to a vertical spear. A prisoner going to his execution? He looked it. Mary’s heart sank. Had Red Mouth betrayed them? Was he, like Rippyick, capable of striking bargains with the enemy? Mary could gladly have dropped away in a dead faint.


  But just then Bruce caught her eye. His expression was so slight she couldn’t be quite sure at first. Then one of his eyelids flicked at her with a quick message. She knew. They had come for her.


  CHAPTER XI


  Flying Spears


  LET it be a measure of the animal character of these scaled and taloned snail-eaters that they saw nothing but gain in the offer which Red Mouth made. It was, in their gluttonous eyes, simply a trade of one human being for another—a smaller one for a larger one. Was it not always a gain to trade something smaller for something larger?


  Perhaps the fact that Red Mouth clutched a ready spear may have had something to do with the snail-eaters’ promptness to do business with him. There were many of them, only one of him, true. But Red Mouth’s agility was well known, and these creatures had a fearful respect for his uncanny skills. That spear, perhaps tipped with poison, might jump forward into the scales of any one of them. Sudden death was hardly a pleasant thought when one was contemplating a great feast of victory.


  With Red Mouth they promptly did business.


  “The trade is done,” said the gravel voice. “We will accept this big one. We will fatten him until he exceeds the fullness of nine mushrooms. We will not feed him herbs, as we have done with her, but will fatten him quickly on the choisest of pink snails.


  Bruce bowed, apparently resigned to his fate.


  “Send the girl to me first,” said Red Mouth.


  “Send the large one over to me,” said the gravel voice, beckoning to Red Mouth.


  The assembled groups watched nervously, looking from Red Mouth’s poised spear to their own gravel-voiced trader. Mary felt the knots being loosened at her wrists and ankles. She was commanded to walk.


  She obediently moved toward Red Mouth’s corner of the crowd.


  “Wait,” said the snail-eater suspiciously. “Not another step until the large one comes this way.”


  Mary stopped, waited keeping her eyes on Bruce hoping for another cue.


  Bruce played innocent. All eyes were on him. He took a step toward his new owner. He bore an attitude of servility that might have convinced the snail-eaters, but not Mary. She saw cold defiance back of his feigned cringing.


  “Stop!” Red Mouth commanded in the language the snail-eaters could understand. “Before this trade is complete, where did you get this girl? Did you buy her, or did you steal her?”


  “She came here willingly,” said one of the fiends, and all of them laughed a howling, weird, diabolical laugh.


  “You stole her. You have no claim—”


  Red Mouth did not bother to finish, for the older snail-eaters had suddenly lost their patience. They leaped up, shouting, “Your spears I Quick, your spears!”


  INSTANTLY the faked knot that bound Bruce’s hands loosened, his arm swung up free, his hand seized the spear to which he had been bound. He shouted, “Run, Mary, up the path! We’re with you!”


  Mary ran. She screamed, too, a long and terribly intense scream. Not that she needed to, but because she remembered how it had frozen the giants.


  At the same time Red Mouth cried a threat that the first creature who moved out of his tracks would get the poison spear through his body.


  He didn’t make his bluff good. There was at once a great scampering from the outskirts of the crowd and from the camp beyond.


  Bruce and Red Mouth ran, close on the heels of Mary. Neither had hurled his spear. Weapons were too few to be wasted.


  Zing! Zing! Zing!


  A hail of spears came through the air at them.


  “That big rock, Mary,” Bruce called. “Get down!”


  Mary and her two liberators huddled behind it. One spear chipped the crest of the protecting rock. The others fell short. Then Red Mouth leaped up and hurled his spear. It went straight through a snail-eater’s abdomen. A loud gravel voice cried out in pain. Simultaneously Bruce gave his spear all his strength. It struck into the foreranks and pinned two of the fiends together. The phalanx momentarily fell back.


  The three humans took that moment for another gain of distance. Up the narrowing path they ran.


  Once a spear clipped the edge of Red Mouth’s prided belt with the metal ornament. Mary thought for an instant it had run through his body. But the three of them were still running when the pursuers fell back to take stock.


  Mary reached the turn where a heap of rounded boulders had temporarily lodged. Like lumbermen releasing logs, she and Bruce and Red Mouth set them off. Down the path they went bouncing. Death went with them. The snail-eaters screamed in their own weird way. They scattered to break new paths in their swarm up the mountainside.


  When the three humans reached the top they found tooth-and-nail combats on all sides. The potato giants had closed in on the ridge. The fury of war was on. At the head was the valiant Vammerick, leading ferocious attacks on the floodtide of the smaller creatures. Vammerick was sluggish but not lacking in nerve. Through the thick of the fighting, his old personal enemy Rippyick lagged at the rear of the caravan to watch the stock and keep his eyes open for possible spoils.


  Giants fell, it seemed, almost as often as the snail-eaters. The big fellows were rather dependent upon their brute force, swinging right and left with their bare hands. The hideous creatures with the scales were not clever with their poison-tipped spears, but their targets were large. Whenever Mary looked back she would see a massive potato giant reel, lose his balance and slump down.


  She was still running at Bruce’s side. They were getting away from the fighting, racing toward the summit.


  “How are your feet?” Bruce called.


  “Killing me. How do you know?”


  “You lost a heel,” Bruce said, “right at the head of the chasm. Otherwise we mightn’t have found that hidden passage. We’ve been right with you for days, waiting for a break.”


  “Will we ever get away?” Mary wailed.


  “Keep running,” said Bruce. “The more they fight, the farther we’ll get.”


  CHAPTER XII


  Gift of the Gods


  OUT of battle a wounded beetle came zigzagging along crazily, threatening to capsize with every sixth step.


  “All aboard,” Red Mouth shouted. All three caught the creature on the fly and hooked a short, perilous ride.


  “Off!” Red Mouth yelled, and they all bounded off the safe side as the beast went death-diving down the steep mountainside.


  “Every little bit helps,” Bruce shouted. “Come on, honey. The goal isn’t far off.”


  “The Major?” Mary asked breathlessly.


  “He’s back in the fray somewhere,” said Red Mouth.


  “We’ll never wait,” said Bruce.


  As they ran they could hear the big stones go clattering down the south mountain side to impede the advance of more scaled creatures.


  “They’re stopping to fight it out,” Mary called, with a backward glance. Those rolling stones had dealt the mass of snail-eaters a real setback.


  “Let them do the fighting,” Red Mouth called, “we’ll claim the prize. That must be the glorified kwazz straight ahead in that grove.”


  “It’s all ours,” said Bruce. For now, from every backward glance it became more evident that the giants were not only winning their fray; they were forcing the snail-eaters to retreat down the mountainside. And the temptation to keep them running was too great. The giants were forgetful of their goal at the summit. Their rules of war had been discarded. They were determined above all to exterminate some of the enemy.


  High on a shoulder to the south, a few snail-eaters had broken away from the main fight to claim their own private success. They were about to isolate a creature of their own size—one with a more perfect human form than theirs.


  “The Major!” Mary thought. Somehow before her pity could get a grip on her, she turned her back on the scene.


  “At last we walk toward the victory kwazz,” Bruce said, looking almost reverently toward the grove.


  “They’ve spoken of it as a recent gift of the gods,” said Mary, “though I suppose it was actually built by some of these natives.”


  “If it turns out to be a musty tower of logs,” said Red Mouth, “we’ll know it was built by the potato giants.”


  Red Mouth believed he had never seen this summit. His capricious memory that had been so bright at the beginning of the trail seemed to have reached its limits.


  THEY walked into the mountain grove. Their own plan was fixed. They would decorate the door of the kwazz with boughs to show that it was taken in the name of the potato giants.


  Then there would be the honey-mooners’ chance, not to wait to share the victory, but to race on, and on, and on into the unknown regions beyond, in the hope that somewhere they would find their way to a space port.


  “Luck has favored you,” said Red Mouth, “in giving you this many paces ahead of your captors. This time you must not wait for the Major. To do so would throw away your chance. Every foot of distance you place between yourselves and this grove of trees on the summit will be a lasting barrier between yourselves and the fate you have escaped.”


  “Are you going to come with us?” Bruce asked.


  “I haven’t decided,” said Red Mouth. They saw him look from one to the other of them, as if unsure of their wishes. He seemed to be asking, had he or had he not won their trust? “Are you inviting me to on with you?”


  “That is for Bruce to say,” said Mary.


  “Red Mouth, I wonder if you are not in love with my wife.”


  “I think I am,” Red Mouth said. “She is so much like—like someone I’ve forgotten. Please forgive me.”


  “I admire you,” said Bruce, placing a hand on Red Mouth’s shoulder. “You have seen us through dangers. I hope you will go on with us, not only as we search for the space port, but all the way back to the Earth to be our friend.” Mary could have kissed Bruce with all her heart for those words. She could see the light of appreciation in Red Mouth’s eyes. And in his own way he expressed that appreciation. He jumped up, kicked his heels together, and turned cartwheels.


  Then he stood on his head. And as he was looking backward, his expression changed to surprise.


  “The Major! There he goes!” Mary turned, looked back across to the shoulder a half mile distant. Four snail-eaters were up on the Major. They tightened ropes on his hands and feet and rushed him down over the slope. They were beating their arms in a rhythm that meant food.


  “On to the kwazz,” Red Mouth yelled.


  “On to the kwazz,” Bruce echoed. They could see its dark form now. Mary’s first impression was that it was dark and smooth and sphere-shaped. But from a different angle they saw it was long and cigar-shaped like a space ship. Its sides were glistening with a metallic lustre.


  It was a space ship!


  THAT opening in the grove of trees had been broken through by its landing on this summit. Three or four seasons’ growth had sprung up since the break-through. And so it was apparent the ship had been simply sitting here all this time.


  This was the summit. Beyond, the mountain broke off abruptly above a two-mile-deep valley. On the edge the ship stood poised.


  “Whoopee!” Bruce cried out. “Whoopee!” He caught Mary and Red Mouth by the hands and together they ran forward. “Whoopee!”


  “What?” said Red Mouth. “Are you calling me by my real name?”


  “Whoopee?” Mary echoed. That word had struck a fire a few times before. Now it seemed to set Red Mouth aflame with forgotten memories. He answered excitedly.


  “Not Whoopie—Hoopie! That’s me! Of course it’s me. I’m Hoopie Joe, the circus clown. I could flipflop through more hoops of fire than any clown in the business. That was it. They were bringing us up to Mercury to the space ports to put on an exhibition of Earth skill. Lena and I were—”


  Red Mouth broke off very much startled by what was suddenly flooding back into his memory. Mary and Bruce stopped and stared at him.


  “Lena,” he said quietly. “Lena . . . She was lovely—like you, Mary.” They looked across into the grove to where he was looking. There were several mounds of stone.


  “It was an awful accident,” Red Mouth said. “A sudden stop that was like a crash. We were in the middle of a forced landing. Through the clouds we saw this abrupt drop too late. The pilot barely touched the warning bell . . . then . . . it’s too terrifying. My memory—”


  “Don’t think of it,” said Mary.


  “Somehow I was able to throw myself away from the wall just in time to escape death. The others weren’t so lucky. I must have walked around for days and days with the fires of pain in my skull. I hardly knew what I was doing, as I buried the others. But that is all past. Listen . . .”


  “They’re coming,” said Mary. “It’s some of the giants . . . marching . . . victorious.”


  “Don’t wait for them,” said Red Mouth. “Here. This is the master key that makes the ship yours . . . I remember!”


  He took the brass and steel ornament from his belt and placed it in Bruce’s hand.


  “Don’t stand there dreaming,” Red Mouth said sharply. “There’s nothing wrong with the ship. It was left in perfect condition. Don’t you understand? It’s yours.”


  BRUCE turned the key in the outer door of the airlocks. The door opened. Mary stepped in. Bruce followed, then turned around.


  “Come on, Hoopy Joe, you’re going back with us.”


  The circus clown shook his head. “Thank you, no. Not without Lena . . . Goodbye.”


  Bruce shook his hand. Mary kissed him on the painted red mouth. “We’ll never forget you, Red Mouth,” she said.


  They hurried to the control room and touched the levers. They plunged off into the sky.


  Bruce throttled down to an air-cruising speed and circled to come up over the same long ridge trail.


  They caught a glimpse of one small isolated group of snail-eaters, no longer trying to win the race to the summit, but settling down around a private feast, at a safe distance from their giant enemies.


  “We’ll have to tell your father,” said Bruce, “that the Major stayed to keep another appointment.”


  A little farther on they floated over the summit. Potato giants looked very tiny, staring up at them in bewilderment. Vammerick rode at the head of the procession now, waving with triumphant little gestures. For the moment the victory march came to a stop as the beetles responded to some deep instinct of curiosity. They twisted their dark heads. Did they realize that the prize of their long journey had suddenly leaped off into the skies?


  All this amazement must have delighted Red Mouth’s clownish heart. The last that Mary and Bruce saw of him, he was performing a series of merry flipflops right over the giants’ heads.


  THE OCEAN DEN OF MERCURY


  Don Wilcox


  What was the secret of the underground ocean of Mercury? Who were its hidden inhabitants?


  WE KNEW that there were human beings somewhere in this region of Mercury, for my brother had relayed that information to us shortly before he passed out of the picture.


  “If you come this way, George,” he had written, “follow the crow’s-foot canyons till you find the underground sea. The crimson sea, they call it. I haven’t seen it yet, but I’m about to descend. They say it is inhabited by a mysterious tribe of human beings who originally came from the earth. If so, I am about to discover the answer to our grandfather’s dream. Give David and Uncle Willard my greetings. Wish me luck.—Ken.”


  After several weeks of exploring with the aid of native scouts, we had at last found what must have been the “crow’s-foot canyons.” We delayed for several hours while one of those terrific Mercury storms spent itself. Torrents of warm rain spilled down through the narrow mountain crevasses. We were a dispirited party, waiting there under an overhanging ledge, wondering what adventure might await us.


  My cousin David wrote a few lines to his wife and the scout assured us he would take the letter back to one of the Mercury spaceports. David, sour-faced and humorless at twenty-three, already wished he had stayed at home. He lacked his father’s spirit of adventure. Uncle Willard was bristling with eagerness to proceed.


  When we descended the last of three or four miles of water-cut channels, we came into view of an inlet of the “Crimson Sea.” At first glance it appeared to be a lake of rich red liquid. But this was an illusion from the light. The walls were of radiant rock, and their brightness cast a baleful red color over the waters.


  At once we saw streaks of darkness moving through the smooth red surface, and David exclaimed, “Swimmers!” At that moment, although we didn’t know it, we were about to become a part of the community life of the water-dwellers.


  “I hope all of you can swim,” Uncle Willard said more severely than he had said it before. All the way down through the mountains he had impressed us with his creed for getting along with strangers. “When in Rome, do as the Romans do,” was his motto.


  One of the three men who had composed our crew on Uncle Willard’s private spaceship spoke up, “We must have walked nearly ten miles since we hid our ship.” This was Jim Sutton. He wore a pedometer and kept close watch on the mounting figures. He stopped.


  “Can you swim, Sutton?” Uncle Willard asked.


  Sutton had paused to check and he might not have heard. When he caught up he began giving us figures on the approximate foot-pounds of energy required for six men of average weight, lightened by the lesser gravity of Mercury, to descend through four miles of canyons, whose angle of descent averaged so many degrees—


  “Can you swim, Sutton?” my Uncle Willard broke in sharply.


  “A little.”


  “Can you swim a mile?”


  “Oh, no. Not with all the plunder I’m carrying, plus the weight of this pedometer.”


  “Without any surplus weight, could you swim a quarter of a mile?”


  “On the earth—no. Here on Mercury—well, I should do much better. But these clothes are pretty heavy.”


  “Take them off,” Uncle Willard said. He was already starting to undress. “We’ll make a cache here for our clothes and supplies.”


  WE STRIPPED down to our trunks. Uncle Willard preferred that I stay with the goods while he and the others made a first cautious survey of the ocean den.


  Jim followed the others a few yards, then I saw Uncle Willard shake his head and motion Jim that he had just as well go on back.


  We crawled up on a rock only ten feet above the water’s edge. Jim was shuddering.


  “Cold?” I asked.


  “Warm,” he said. “If I’m shivering it’s cause I’m scared. I dreamed last night that I ran into death in just such a place as this.”


  “Your imagination’s working overtime. Watch the goods. I’m going to try the water.”


  Warm? I should say.


  Red? Not at all. It seemed to be, when you’d come up in a certain light and seen the liquid dripping off your arm. But it was all a stage effect, you might say. A trick of nature. A little further out, I rounded the perpendicular shaft of stone around which Uncle Willard and the other three men had disappeared. Now I got a glimpse of that wider cavern from which a lot of the reflected light was coming.


  It was only a limited view, as I later learned, but it was a breath-taker! I might have been looking into the biggest cathedral in the world, with all of its walls and ceilings glowing with a soft radiance. Its floor was water. And its people swam through the floor easily and quickly, passing each other as they went about their business.


  I saw a few tubes that rose out of the surface like huge glass test tubes. These were partially filled, so that the persons who rested within them were at a somewhat higher level than those who swam the surface of the regular sea.


  Uncle Willard, David, and the two crewmen now split up, each to swim off in a different direction. Presently they had disappeared around some of the projecting columns of stone. My eye tried to follow the maze of waterways, and I suddenly realized that any newcomer could get himself lost in these channels without trying. And how could you know you weren’t trespassing on private property? It would be just like Uncle Willard, always bold and over-adventurous, to swim smack into trouble before he knew his grounds.


  This danger must have occurred to my cousin David, for a moment later he reappeared, floundering around, looking for the shortest way back to home base.


  “Hay-ay! Father! Where are you?” I gulped. That was a fool thing to do, I thought. When you start out to trespass on someone’s property, you don’t go around yelling. I did a speedy crawl. Jim Sutton was right about swimming being easy in this light gravity. A few long strokes and I was close enough to draw David’s attention.


  “Pipe down!” I whispered over the liquid surface. The red-crested waves seemed to carry my voice along.


  “Hi, George. Oh, gollies, I thought I was off the deep end.”


  “Quiet, will you? Don’t forget we’re foreigners.”


  “I’m hurt,” David said, swimming toward me. “A hundred spikes shot into my leg. I can’t swim.”


  For a casualty, he was making plenty of splash. We went for the nearest shore that would accommodate us and climbed up on a flat rock. I could see that something very peculiar had happened. David’s calf was stuck full of the biggest thorns I ever saw. Live thorns—wiggling.


  They were a little larger than pencils. That’s what they looked like—three or four dozen black pencils—flexible enough to vibrate—with their points stuck tight in David’s flesh.


  “They’re fish,” I said, not that my remark gave David any comfort. I pulled three of them out and David gave such a yowl of pain that I paused, waiting for him to grit his teeth. “You must have run into a whole school of them.”


  “They ran into me,” David groaned. “I’ll bet they’re poison.”


  “They’re not poison,” came a feminine voice from over our heads.


  A GIRL was looking down on us from a shelf of rock ten or twelve feet overhead. I would have sworn she was smiling sweetly with not enough mischief in her manner to disturb anyone. But David must have seen her in a different light. He gave her an awful scowl, and he nudged me.


  “Let’s move. We didn’t ask for company.”


  “They’re not poison,” the girl repeated. Her wet hair hung tight over her shoulders, but you couldn’t help noticing that she was pretty and golden and plump. What she wore for a bathing suit must have been woven of seaweed and shells, and it seemed just right on her—a graceful, natural costume through which her pretty golden skin showed bright. It was better than any breathless moment in a technicolor movie.


  “Those are water hornets,” she said, climbing down over the rock. “If you want to remove them, come over to the warm fountain. That’s the easiest way.”


  I don’t think David cared for her offer of help, but I didn’t give him a chance to refuse. I practically pushed him along over the rocks. We followed her up through a zigzag trail, with deep blue lights barely showing the way. All the while those wiggling black hornets were sticking in David’s flesh like so many fish-hooks, and he was doing plenty of whimpering. I didn’t blame him.


  When we came to the source of the low hiss of falling water, the blue light illuminated a waterfall, and mist from the steam came up and filled our eyes. The pool under the fall was as hot a bath as David could stand. But it worked. The moment he dipped his leg in the pool, those ornery black water hornets went limp and fell away. Later, when we examined his injuries in the brighter light, the spots didn’t look too serious. “See,” the girl said. “No bleeding. The warm water heals everything—everything except a broken heart, they say.” She gave a little laugh. Then, “My, you are a sober one. I don’t know where you come from, but you must belong to a very fierce tribe.”


  David wasn’t quite equal to the situation. He couldn’t return a smile for a smile. So I tried to fill in for him. I thanked the girl and told her to go on about her business and not to pay any attention to us. We were wanderers who had come down into these ravines out of curiosity. We wouldn’t be making anyone any trouble.


  This sufficed. She returned to her overhead rock. A soft, friendly smile lighted her face as she waved us goodbye. Then we were out of her sight and David turned to me fiercely.


  “Now we’re in for it. Father will raise the very devil with us for this. What was she doing there, anyway? Spying on us?”


  “She was drying her hair. Pretty hair, too. Or did you notice?”


  “I noticed that you talked too much. By now she’s running home as fast as she can, to tell the tribe they’re about to be invaded.”


  “They’re going to know sooner or later,” I said. “But I think you’re wrong about her. She liked you, my boy. She tried to be friends.”


  “Cut it out.”


  “Does your injured leg feel better? Did you thank her? You weren’t even civil.”


  David caught my arm and pointed back to the water. She was swimming across the inlet toward a point about a hundred yards distant.


  “See. She’s on her way to tell someone. Father won’t like that. We can’t spill the beans until Dad says so.”


  “The beans are spilled,” I said. “You and the hornets spilled them, and the girl is doing the natural thing. She’s going to spread the news.”


  “Then do something!”


  “Me? What should I do?” I flung back at him. After all he held a higher rank in this little party than I, being two years my senior and being a son of our chosen leader, Uncle Willard Pemberton.


  “Go get her. Head her off. Drown her, damn it. What do we care, just so we don’t let her go and ruin our expedition.”


  The quickest way to ruin our expedition, I thought, would have been for me to follow David’s rash suggestions. But I forgave him, in a measure, realizing he was homesick and sour. For on my part, I had thought the girl charming enough to bear further acquaintance.


  “Don’t just stand there! Do something,” David said in a pained tone.


  “As you will!” I plunged into the water. I called back, “You go back to Jim and wait there till you hear from me.” Then I struck off with swift strokes toward the dark streak across the red waters that marked the trail of the girl.


  CHAPTER II


  “I MADE him angry, didn’t I?” These surprising words came at me soon as I caught up with her. She must have loitered deliberately and it was my guess that she had hoped David was following her, though I could have been wrong.


  “He’s not in a good humor today,” I said. “And you caught him off his guard.”


  “He didn’t like what I said about a broken heart, did he?”


  I was sure David hadn’t given that remark a thought, and I told her so. “He’s homesick for someone he left back home. His wife.”


  “I thought so. Well, he knows nothing about broken hearts then. The only kind of pain he feels is the bite of the water hornet. That’s nothing.”


  I swam to the other side of her so I could catch the advantage of the light in her face. What a curiosity, I thought. A golden-skinned girl living in this watery cave, swimming with the ease of a champion and looking like some fabulous beauty in a movie. You’d have thought there would be a swarm of men swimming after her—and here she was talking about broken hearts.


  “You’ve recently lost a boy friend,” I said.


  “How did you know? Who are you? Let me see your hands.”


  I lifted a hand out of the water, and she stopped swimming long enough to examine it. She must have expected to find it webbed between the fingers, for she touched each finger separately.


  “You must be a stranger,” she said. “I can see that you didn’t come in from the great ocean. You are a land dweller, aren’t you? But you swim well. I have a question to ask you.”


  “I have a favor to ask you,” I said. “Here’s a resting place, where we can talk.”


  The beads of her brief swimming costume clicked against the low rock as she clambered up onto its surface.


  “This is a danger rock,” she said. “It’s so near the surface that you could swim into it and split your head before you see it.”


  I was doing my best to see everything, and if I haven’t already said so, there was plenty to see. I meant to catch my bearings in this watery wilderness of rock towers and caverns, but I could hardly take my eyes off the girl. I felt pretty awkward as I sat beside her. What David had said worried me. I cleared my throat.


  “My name is George. My friends and I came here to see the sights.”


  “Um-m.”


  “They’re nice,” I said.


  “My name is Loonza.”


  “It’s a pretty name.”


  “That’s not all of it.”


  “What’s the rest?”


  “Loonza-Lenza-Linza-Lee.”


  “My gosh. That’s lots of name.”


  “It came from the water. It’s the waves coming into a certain tiny little bay on the other side of the Black Ledge. That’s the song the water sings.” She recited it in a singsong voice. “Loonza . . . lenza . . . linza . . . lee . . . Pretty?”


  “Sounds kinda looney to me.” I was far more fascinated than I cared to admit. “Do they ever tease you and call you Looney?”


  “What’s looney?”


  “Dippy. Goofy. Silly. It comes from luna—moon. I studied it in Latin. If you take a notion you want the moon, you’re looney, that’s for sure.”


  “The moon? What’s the moon?”


  I GLANCED around at the wide expanse of rock ceiling that must have extended over a square mile or more of water. There was no sky in this underground world—and the heavenly body I had in mind was a world away.


  “We’ll skip the moon,” I said. “This natural radiation has all of the magic of moonlight, and more. Tell me, is it daytime or night-time, or do you know the difference down here?”


  “Oh, of course. It’s night now. You can tell by the level of the water. When the tide begins to rise, and the water comes in on you, where you’re sleeping, and wakes you up—then it’s day.”


  “What about all this glowing light?”


  “If you want darkness you swim away from it. Don’t you know anything?”


  “Where I come from, the sun goes down every night. Then if you want more light, you turn it on. If you want no light, you turn it off.”


  Loonza-Lenza-Linza-Lee gave me an imploring look. She touched my hand and said, “Please don’t say such things.”


  “Why not?”


  “I like you, George, and I want to trust you. But I’ve heard such stories before and I never believe them. Light never changes.”


  “Never?”


  “Never. If this rock glows red today, the tide can come and go a thousand times. It will still glow the same red, no more, no less.”


  There was such intensity in Loonza’s voice that I told myself I’d better steer clear of any argument. “What was the question you wanted to ask me?”


  “How did you learn to talk my language?”


  “I could ask you that one. It’s my language, you know. People on my part of the earth all speak it.”


  She nodded happily. “Oh, then we’ve come from the same place. I mean my grandfathers a few generations back—they came from the earth. I’ve studied all about it in my classes.”


  Classes? I thought of asking, just for a gag, whether the people swam in schools, like fish. But we were both sufficiently confused about each other, without adding complications.


  “You were going to ask me a favor,” she said.


  “Yes, and a very important one. Suppose I don’t want anyone—not anyone—to know that David and I and our friends are visiting here.”


  “Why not?”


  I could have answered that with a sarcastic reference to David’s suspicions. But I preferred not to cross him, even in my mind. After all, his father had been good enough to undertake this expedition. We had hoped, from the moment we hit Mercury, that we would be able to pick up the trail of my lost brother somewhere along the line. It was Uncle Willard’s idea that we’d better look in on this tribe from the outside before we burst in and started asking questions. My brother Kenneth might have walked into a pitfall with death at the bottom of it. That, indeed, is exactly what David feared we were doing.


  “No why-nots at present,” I said. “Just make me the promise. Wherever you go and whomever you see, you’ll say not one word about any strangers being here. That’s the favor. Promise?”


  She gave me a tantalizing smile, and I thought to myself, this battle is lost. She’ll swing right out to the biggest pool and tell everybody.


  “I’m ready to promise,” she said. “Is there a special way to promise where you come from?”


  Maybe I was the looney one; maybe it was red and blue waves that made me dizzy. Anyway I mumbled something about—well, I said we could seal the promise with a kiss.


  “That’s a good way to seal an understanding—where I come from,” I added. “Of course, you don’t know what a kiss is—”


  “Oh, don’t I?”


  “So I’ll have to show you. First I put my arm around you like this—”


  She moved out of my reach quickly. “You think I don’t know? How do you think I got that broken heart?” She rose, looking at me so fiercely that I felt a fool for trying to take such an advantage. I rose and stood awkwardly. She bent down to notice the level of the water.


  “The night’s almost over. I’ll have to hurry home. My parents don’t know but what I’m sleeping . . . But I couldn’t sleep.”


  “I hope—I hope I see you again. And I hope—I wish—”


  “What?”


  “That I could ask you to keep the promise—not to tell.”


  She tossed her hair over her golden shoulders and gave me a smile that moonlight couldn’t have improved. She was a perfect statue, beautifully formed—and for a moment I forgot to breathe.


  “But the promise should be sealed, even if I do have a broken heart,” she said.


  I started toward her. She kissed me, quickly, warmly, and then slipped out of my arms and dived into the water. She swam away so fast I’d never have overtaken her—even if I had tried. But I was still standing there, my arms extended, my fingers trembling.


  CHAPTER III


  THE dark look that came up out of the water was David Pemberton. He must have swum across silently during the last of my scene with Loonza.


  “I trust you followed my order, George,” he said with tight sarcasm in his voice that made me sure he had taken in the last of our visit. “Did you find it necessary to drown her—or only tie and gag her?”


  “Oh, hello, David.” I tried to say it coldly. But these gentle tropical waters were getting a grip on me—or something. “How are you, David?” My voice was full of unnatural honey.


  “I’m not very well.”


  “No, don’t come up on this rock, David. This is a sacred rock. You shouldn’t touch it. There’s another—here, this way David. Here’s a nice cool rock. Now, what’s on your little mind? Have you noticed the gorgeous scenery? Gorgeous colors. Gorgeous—that’s the word.”


  “I’m not interested in scenery.”


  “No—no, our tastes are quite different. Sometimes I can hardly believe we’re cousins.”


  “You’re talking like an idiot.”


  “I’m looney—don’t mind me—that’s how it is.”


  “George, snap out of it. Do you know that they have found a coat that belonged to your brother Ken?”


  That sobered me. For an instant a paralysis caught me. I had spent countless hours in sorrow over the loss of my brother. After his communications ceased to come through, about two years ago, I had only one choice and that was to conclude that he had been lost.


  “Where did they find it?”


  “Come over to the shore and my father will tell you about it.” We swam through the red water. It was hard for me to break the sudden numbness that had seized my body. The recent visit with Loonza seemed a travesty upon the higher purpose of my coming here. I felt ashamed. David, observing my sudden change of mood, glowed with triumph.


  “All right, now maybe you will attend to business.”


  We clambered up on the dark rocks into a small cave which Uncle Willard had decided to make our headquarters. He was beside himself with excitement. He and two of the crewmen had captured a small boy—a lad of ten with frightened eyes and very curious hands and feet. The boy sat back in a dark corner of the cave waiting to see what would happen.


  “Where did they get you?” I asked, going over to him. He was observing my hands just as I was observing his. He appeared to pity me because I lacked the neat webs between my fingers which would facilitate swimming in this watery world.


  “What do you want with me?” the boy mumbled.


  “Keep quiet, you,” my Uncle said. “We’ll get to you in a minute. Come here, George. I want to tell you what we saw. Do you remember that blue and yellow striped sports jacket that your brother used to wear? Well, we saw it. They’re using it over by the market. Using it for a net or something. They had it hooked up a few feet above the water. It looked like it was full of fish or something. But it’s the coat. I’d know it anywhere.”


  I said I would like to see it at once. “Do you think it means that Ken—”


  “It means he has been here. That’s all.”


  David added to his father’s observation, “It means he’s been checked off. They never would have got that jacket away from him if he were still alive.”


  “Just the same, I’d like to see it.”


  THEY turned to the boy. They inquired about his webbed hands and feet and he told them that almost all of the people here were webbed. This seemed incomprehensible at first. My impression, from the stories of my grandfather, was that this colony had begun with a single spaceship load of passengers. If, as I had reason to believe, the entire tribe around this Crimson Sea were descendants of earth people, only three generations removed from their native land, there should be no reason for any radical changes in their physical structure.


  Uncle Willard pursued this question. “Were you born that way?”


  The boy shook his head. “They graft that onto us when we’re five years old. We can’t hope to be good swimmers unless we have good hands and feet.”


  My uncle insisted that he was a champion swimmer himself. This caused the boy to laugh.


  “You can’t swim, mister. You never would have caught me if I hadn’t been sound asleep.”


  This did little to quiet my uncle’s noisy manner. He was feeling much too victorious over the success of this first incident. The boy was his, and he meant to press him for all the information he could get. How many people were there in this lost world? How did they live? What did they eat? How did they govern themselves? Who were the big-shots?


  The boy’s version, while fragmentary, was satisfactory as a preliminary survey. We learned of the fourteen hundred people here, more than half were children. And these were the descendants, so the boy had learned from his history lessons, of only one hundred families who originally took refuge here.


  “We never swim out into the ocean. Our parents won’t let us. But some of them go out to fish. No, I’ve never been hungry. There’s always a feast after Mong’s ships come back from the big ocean.”


  “Where is the big ocean?”


  “You have to swim under the Black Ledge before you see it. Once, when the tide was real low, I was there. But it was so bright out there that I was afraid.”


  So it was apparent that the denizens of this great ocean cavern were content to remain here, seldom if ever viewing the outside world. Our questions about the passages up to the surface, through which we had descended, brought a similar answer. The children had never ventured far. And the adults who had been most adventurous, had been turned back, as a rule, by the brightness of the light.


  I saw that David was growing impatient for a chance to tell Uncle Willard about my visit with Loonza.


  “I’m going to swim out and take a look at that jacket,” I said abruptly. Uncle Willard was too busy with the boy to protest. I climbed down from the entrance of the cave and dived into the water.


  Out in the wider reaches of the great cavern, it was now daytime. The tide had risen and with it the people of the Crimson Sea had wakened to the business of a new day. I proceeded cautiously, for I didn’t want any more surprise encounters.


  From across the water I heard a low musical note—thoom . . . thoom . . . thoom . . .


  Swimming closer, I observed that this was a part of the market. Some enterprising fellow was drumming up trade, and the customers were swimming in from several directions. Then I saw. Within the brighter yellow and orange light along the shoreline of the market, there hung an object which resembled an inverted umbrella. Its stripes of blue and yellow shown clearly. To these people it may have been a net full of fish. But to me it was Ken’s coat.


  I MADE use of the shadows of rocks along the shore. No telling how far or how well these people could see in this strange light. I didn’t care to be discovered. But my curiosity drove me on.


  Swish . . . swish . . . swish . . . The swimmers were all equipped, as the boy had been, with fin-like extensions of their fingers and toes. This was strange. I was certain that Loonza had not been treated to this particular improvement upon nature. And I wondered why she should be an exception.


  Another ten strokes, then I ducked for the shadows again. A party of five or six persons were swimming in my direction, chattering excitedly. One of the women was fairly screeching. Such a thing had never happened before, she said.


  “He’s my only boy. And he never runs away from home. Every morning he waits until I’ve had breakfast with him. I can’t understand it.”


  The others of the party tried to comfort her. After all, a ten-year old boy was likely to chase out into the dark waters once in a while without his mother’s permission.


  “No, I tell you, he has gotten into trouble. Maybe it was one of the sea monsters—”


  “Stop talking that way. You’ll have the whole community in a panic.”


  They were on their way to report to one of their officials, I gathered. And I knew that it concerned the loss of the boy that Uncle Willard had temporarily kidnapped.


  As soon as they had passed, I struck out in the direction from which I had come. If Uncle Willard meant to avoid contact with these people as long as possible, he had better make up for this kidnapping somehow—and soon.


  It was lucky that I turned back. When I climbed up to the edge of the cave I discovered that Uncle Willard and David were having a regular knock-down-dragout fight with the youngster. David dived for his feet and held him. Uncle Willard was looking for something to tie him with. And the boy was screeching and whipping the air with his fists. Those fists were no good at striking. He could claw, he could bat at the air, but he avoided injuring the delicately webbed fingers. It was an unfair fight and I stormed in with every intention of settling it fairly.


  “Lay off that boy!” I snapped. I’m not too clear on what I did then. But my fists collided with David’s jaws two or three times—enough that he fell back looking sour and hurt. And Uncle Willard, gathering himself up for a tirade, held his peace long enough for me to get my word in.


  “You’ve got no business handling the kid this way. Give him a chance. He’s done you the favor of answering your questions, hasn’t he?”


  The boy saw his chance to slip past me and he went on the fly. He jumped from the cave entrance. Splash! He was away.


  You should have seen the devil in Uncle Willard’s eye.


  “That shouldn’t have happened,” he said with remarkable restraint. “We’ll have a hellova bill to pay for that slip. The whole ocean den will know we’re here.”


  David spoke up then. “That’s the second slip. George pulled the first faux pas just before you returned.”


  “Go ahead,” I said. “Give him the worst.”


  “The worst is that our dear cousin George had a very pleasant little conversation with a pretty girl who was spying on us,” said David, making a sour face.


  “I made a friend,” I said defensively. “Loonza is a charming person.”


  “It ended in some kind of pledge that had to be sealed with an embrace,” David added, giving me a disgusted look.


  Uncle Willard glared at me in despair. “This is bad. I don’t understand it. You’ve sold us out, George . . . So that’s the thanks David and I get for trying to run down your lost fortune. You’re going to ruin our chances with such indiscretions.”


  I was pretty thoroughly silenced and badly whipped. I mumbled something about circumstances altering our destinies, but Uncle Willard just sat there, shaking his head and idly pouring grains of dirt through his hands. Then he flung the dirt at the wall, sprang up and began to pace. “I give up,” he said. “We’ve come all the way to Mercury to try to find some trace of your brother. And the fortune. You know better than anyone what’s at stake. You know—and I know—that that first and only load of the Mercury material brought a cool four million dollars when it was sprung on the market. And that was before its full value was known. It should have been your four million—or rather your great-grandfather’s. But his stepbrother turned a villainous trick and it got away from you.”


  “I’ve read all about it,” I said calmly.


  “And so—here we are.”


  David threw a pebble into the corner. The three crewmen climbed up, bringing the rest of our equipment. They stared at us, sensing that someone had called time-out. We stared back at them blankly, as glum as bumps on logs.


  “Pick up the baggage,” Uncle Willard said so abruptly that the surprised crewmen jumped. “We’re going to have to go back farther into the hills. Until these bungling boneheads blow over, we’ll have to hide out and wait.”


  CHAPTER IV


  TWO days, as gauged by Uncle Willard’s lazy wristwatch, was a long time to wait. Especially in the company of two angry relatives. I broke away while Uncle Willard and David were sleeping, and went back down toward the shore town in the hope of finding Loonza again. After several hours of scouting, I spied her swimming along toward the rock where we had sat and talked before.


  I plunged in and swam across to meet her. She didn’t appear surprised. In fact, her first words were, “Where have you been hiding?”


  “I’ve got to talk with someone,” I said, “and I think it had better be you.” She looked pleased and pretty, and I wondered if Uncle Willard could have refused to be friendly if he had had the privilege of sitting beside a beautiful bathing beauty like Loonza. The soft glowing lights—the whispering waters—“Does the village know they have visitors?”


  “Yes, but I didn’t tell.”


  “The boy told,” I said.


  “You know about him?”


  “I stopped the fight just as they were about to beat up on him.”


  “You were the one. I was sure of it. He told me it was the handsome, tall one with the kind face and—”


  “And what?”


  “And the ugly hands.”


  “Why, the brat!”


  “He thinks my hands are ugly too, because I’ve never had fins grafted on them.” She extended her fingers, and I took the liberty of examining them as she talked on. “Almost everyone wears webbed hands and feet. But my father told me that some day there would be a man from the outside world who would come and see me, and he would appreciate—”


  She stopped short and withdrew her hand.


  “Go on,” I said.


  “No, I shouldn’t be telling you all this. The important thing is that you—”


  “That I have ugly hands?”


  “No. That’s only what my brother said. But he’s always making remarks. The important thing is that you were kind to him and stopped the fight.”


  “Your brother?”


  “It put me in an awfully embarrassing position because of that promise I made you. You see,” she was looking at me with large sincere eyes, “I never keep anything from my brother. Not anything. And this time I had to hold back the most interesting thing—the fact that I already knew you.”


  “Well, if that’s how it is—” I weighed the matter, and made the bold decision that Uncle Willard certainly wouldn’t have approved. “All right, we’ll let the little fellow in on it. Any brother of yours is a friend of mine. I’ve a lot to tell you. If he were here right now, I’d let you both in on my story.”


  A small voice piped up from the other side of the stone. “Hi, Sis. Pardon me, mister. Do you mind if I come around where I can hear better?”


  “There you are!” Loonza sighed. “That’s Bud for you. Come on, you mischief. I should have known you’d be spying.”


  WE SAT together, the three of us, and only when Bud wasn’t watching too closely would my hand stray over to touch Loonza’s. But she wasn’t being drawn into anything that called for holding hands, I decided. She was much too interested in my story and growing troubles with the Pembertons.


  “You see, Willard Pemberton and his son would be next in line for the Freeman inheritance if there weren’t any Freeman living,” I explained. They looked too happy about it, so I tried to simplify my explanation. “I’m a Freeman. My brother was a Freeman—”


  “Naturally.”


  “And we’re the only two left. Neither of us is married. So you see why I’m beginning to lose sleep.”


  “You mean because you’re not married?” Bud said. “That’s too bad.”


  “No, no, no. I mean because there are so few of us in line for the fortune. If my brother has passed on—and that’s what he probably has—then I’m the only one.”


  “And all this expedition is for your benefit?” said Loonza brightly.


  “Yes—that is—unless my uncle and his son have a funny notion that something might happen to me. In that case, they would get all the benefit.”


  “What could happen to you?”


  “Whatever happened to my brother could happen to me, I suppose.”


  “What happened to him?” Bud asked, bright-eyed.


  “I don’t know. I only know he came down here and that’s the last we ever heard. I may never know. He may have gone straight to your high mogul—or king—or what have you—”


  “We have the great Mong,” said Bud.


  “All right, he may have gone to the Mong and asked what happened to the Freeman fortune, and the Mong may have been in a bad mood and chopped his head off.”


  “Our Mong doesn’t do it that way,” said Bud.


  “Quiet,” said Loonza. “What did your brother look like? Did he have a deep voice and nice wavy brown hair that swept back from his forehead?”


  “Yes! Have you seen him?”


  “Did he have brown cheeks and a jaw like a rock? Was he a little taller than you?”


  “You’re right on the beam.”


  “Did he know how to kiss?”


  “I think he originated it,” I said. And then I gulped. “Kiss? What are you saying, Loonza? Do you mean—he—was it he—was he the one?” Loonza dived into the water and started swimming away.


  I started after her. But Bud caught my arm.


  “Let her alone. She’s going off to have a cry. When women swim off for a cry, that’s the wrong time for us men to bother them.”


  I had had about all the shaking up I could stand for one day. I’ll be frank about it; this Loonza gal had me going. And all I really knew about her was that she was nursing a broken heart—as she put it. She had been friendly enough with me—Yes. But it was plain that I had exaggerated the importance of that. Loonza had been in love with Ken!


  I sat there mumbling to myself until Bud thumped me on the arm. “If you’re going to talk, can’t you talk out loud?”


  “What happened to him, Bud?” I asked.


  “Same thing that happens to all strangers,” he said.


  “What? Tell me.”


  “It might spoil your dinner.”


  “Go ahead.”


  He had me swim with him across to a place where we could climb about half way up toward the cavern ceiling.


  Along the way he showed me how to use climbing glue that could be gathered off the rocks just below the surface of the water. We padded upward until we could get a fair squirrel’s eye view of the great cavern. Far across the mist, where the line of markets ended and the walls curved in and out among the towers of rock, he pointed out a purple line along the surface of the water.


  “That’s a sort of turtle walk,” he said, “only they call it the ‘Leopard Walk.’ Don’t ask me what a leopard is. I’ve never seen one. But that’s what someone named it a long time ago.”


  I COULD see the reason for the name, for the perpendicular walls beyond were blotched with spots of yellow light. It was like a huge leopard coat in reverse. The walk was the straight purple line at the surface of the water.


  “A water gate rises along that line,” he said. “When they let you go to see the Mong, you’re supposed to be able to walk across the tower of rock beyond. The Twisted Arm. Do you see it?”


  Twisted Arm was a perfect name for it. It was a thick vertical column of rock shaped like an arm, and it must have been hollow. The arm rose into a square palm which separated into fingers, like gigantic stalagmites that had grown up to the ceiling. Between the fingers, the level floor of a porch could be seen. Elsewhere there were windows cut in the arm.


  “The Mong lives in the Twisted Arm. And if the guards let you go to see him, you walk across the Leopard Walk. But you’re lucky if you get across.”


  “What happens?”


  “The water gate rises, and no one in the village is supposed to know just what happens. But something happens, so that you’re never seen again and that’s what happened to your brother.”


  I stared, wondering. Finally, “So you’ve never actually seen anyone walk through?”


  Bud didn’t answer directly. He told me to look along a certain profile of tower rocks until I saw a certain niche with a blue scar at the side.


  “If you are good enough at climbing you can see the whole show from up there,” he said.


  “You’ve seen it?”


  He nodded. “I can tell you this much, don’t ever try to walk through. If they ever send you through, dive and swim for it the minute the water comes in behind the gate.”


  “So that’s where my brother came to an end,” I said, trying to visualize the horrible something that Bud had refused to describe.


  “He was with a party of about twenty,” said Bud. “There were six Paint-Faces standing by to start them off—Mong’s guards, you understand, and nobody ever doubts a Paint-Face. You’ll meet them before long.”


  Bud told me more. He knew about the magician, Propsander, who was the Mong’s chief assistant. And he knew about the fine foods and the luxurious tile-walled rooms and the little private pool which the Twisted Arm contained, like a fancy penthouse at the top of the tower, for the luxury of the Mong and his guests. And he mentioned too, as I was to recall later, the ornaments of white bars—chalky white—bleached white—but these words passed over my head for the present, for I was still mentally engrossed in imagining the awful end of my brother’s well-planned expedition.


  Bud tried to lift my low spirits by making a bright suggestion.


  “Do you want to see my treasure? I can show you something that will surprise you.”


  We avoided the light as much as possible as we climbed along the mountainous walls. His treasures were in a deep crevice between two towers of rock, not far from the opening of a narrow passage to the water’s edge.


  “None of the boys have ever found this place,” he said proudly. “They always play at the other side of town. I got away with my prize treasure without anyone ever seeing. Do you believe in stealing, George?”


  “Certainly not.”


  “I don’t either. This is the only thing I ever stole. I stole it the day your brother and the rest of the party went under. That was a long time ago. The Mong never missed it. Or the Paint-Faces either, though they probably argued over the count.”


  “The count?”


  No. He was talking over my head again.


  “There were several. I only took one.” He slid some rocks aside and lifted a clean, white, life-sized skeleton of a man. I caught a quick breath and understood.


  “This one might be your brother,” he said. “I was under water when I stole it and I took the first one I came to. It took a lot of fast under water swimming to get away without being spotted. Those Paint-Faces would have given me a hundred days of mud jail if they had caught me.”


  I lifted the skeleton with a feeling of awe mixed with tenderness. It was about the height and build of Ken. As the boy had said, it could have been.


  “You’re looking awfully puzzled, George. Maybe you don’t understand why I’d want to steal such a thing. But it’s like having some of the Mong’s own ornaments. It almost puts me in the same class with a king. Do you think I ought to give it back?”


  “Have you told Loonza about this?”


  “I didn’t dare. She wouldn’t let me steal, ever. And besides, she would know that this might be her friend.”


  CHAPTER V


  I RETURNED to camp with the intention of eavesdropping on the rest of the party. I discovered that they had moved again; and later I found that they had reoccupied the small cave above the water’s edge.


  The climbing glue was just the thing to enable me to explore the dark interior of these premises. Around at the rear, I found, to my delight, a sort of natural lattice in the stone. Through it I could see the figure of Uncle Willard, tall and broad shouldered and a trifle bent, more with eagerness than with age. He was pacing back and forth. David was sitting moodily against the wall. Two of the crewmen—Casey and Blanchard—were cleaning up after a meal. David was grumbling because I hadn’t returned.


  “Jim may find him,” Uncle Willard said.


  “Jim can’t swim far with all that plunder he insists on carrying.”


  “He’ll have to learn if he’s going to keep pace with us.”


  “If George has strayed too far, no one will find him, as far as I’m concerned,” David growled.


  The two crewmen stopped and looked at each other, and I knew that this sort of talk didn’t appeal to them. It didn’t appeal to me either. I had bent over backward trying to play fair with David, in spite of his moods.


  “Jim will stop along the way to see whether his pedometer is running true in this Mercury gravity,” Casey suggested, as if to overlook any slighting thing that had been implied by David.


  “He’s never sure whether he’s going forward or backward without consulting his instruments,” Blanchard added. They joked freely about Jim’s eccentricities. Jim had struck out to swim, wearing the pedometer, trying to see whether he could work out a gauge of distance in the water by counting the number of strokes.


  “He’ll not come back until he’s looked in on the high mogul of this village,” David said.


  “How do you know?”


  “I talked with him before he left.


  I can read him like a book.”


  “Did you order him to look in on the authorities?”


  “It was in his mind to do that,” said David. “I told him if he did, he was taking his own chances—but if he succeeded, he’d be a hero.”


  Uncle Willard was concerned. He decided they should climb to an observation point and take a gander with the field glasses. A sudden horror struck through me. Was it possible that Jim, seeking me at the tower of the Mong, would encounter some of the Paint-Faces and be directed to the Leopard Walk?


  “We’d just as well let him serve as a test case,” said David. “If he gets through to the Mong then we can all get through. If he has trouble—well, my guess is, he will have trouble—and whatever happens, we can benefit by it.”


  “You sound pretty heartless,” Casey said, stopping again to stare at the young lieutenant. “You wouldn’t want to lose Jim, would you?”


  “Just get on with your work, and we’ll take care of the welfare programs,” said David haughtily. But his father struck a saner note.


  “No, we don’t want to lose Jim. We don’t want to lose any of you. We may have a full cargo of ghagstic on the return trip and we’ll need all hands.”


  “Ghagstic?”


  “Never mind, Casey. If you haven’t heard of it, you’re going to. There are two ways we can work it to get our load. Either the Mong of this land can concede it to us as our right, or we can slip through from the ocean side and get it. The boy said there was an ocean entrance—”


  “Under the Black Ledge,” said David.


  “You’ll find your crew agreeable,” Casey said, trying to make up for lost ground. “Whatever you men and George decide, that’s what we and Jim will do. But any time you think we should help you find George and Jim, we’re ready.”


  “We’ll look about them,” said Uncle Willard abruptly. “Come on, David.”


  THE two men skirted the shore as close to the water’s edge as possible, and occasionally they would have to swim a short distance to pass the perpendicular walls. I began to discover the use of the upland trails near the ceiling, and I found a distinct advantage in traveling this route. The sounds would waft up to my level. An old fisherman swam in from some small rocky islands with a fish basket streaming with his catch. Uncle Willard and David were forced to stop and talk with him. And their words came to me clearly.


  “Sure, I recollect seeing one of your party,” said the old man, rubbing his fin-like hand over his wet baldish head. “I heard him ask the Paint-Faces the way to the town authority and they conducted him to the Leopard Walk.”


  “I hope it isn’t dangerous,” Uncle Willard said.


  “I can see you don’t know anything about this world. Dangerous? Umn-m-m. It’s known to be a very great honor to go over the Leopard Walk to the Mong’s tower. All apart from the danger involved. Yes, it’s a very permanent honor . . .”


  I didn’t wait to hear more. I have visions of Jim’s going down in some sort of death trap or falling victim to some, ocean monster. But before I could clamber far along my perilous trail, the others had already outdistanced me. They swam wide to bypass the village, so that they approached the area of the Twisted Arm from an unseen angle. I stopped, narrowed my eyes toward the brightly colored waters, and then I saw the horror which they surely saw, about one hundred yards to my right.


  The purple water gates slowly descended into a harmless looking line at the surface, and there was left, revealed in his full whiteness of form, the skeleton of Jim Sutter.


  There was no question about his identity. In death, he still held his shuffling pose. Whatever sea creatures had stripped him of his flesh, they had not done away with the single swimming garment that clung to his pelvic bones; nor had they molested the pedometer fastened to his right leg. The waters fell away, and he stood, his skull a gleaming white, his gaunt frame trembling a little as the waves struck at his ankles. He began to sag.


  His feet were caught in some jelly-like substance.


  Uncle Willard and David, fifty feet or so below me, stood like statues, and I thought I could hear David’s awestruck whisper . . .


  Farther on, at the shore line, three Paint-Faces walked out, seemingly having no trouble whatever crossing the purple line. They reached the skeleton. They deftly cut a block of the crystal substance which had trapped his feet. Then they lifted him—crystal base and all—and carried him on over to the circular door of the Twisted Arm tower. The door opened, they entered, and the door closed. That, I somehow knew, would be the last that anyone would ever see of Jim Sutter.


  Uncle Willard and David returned slowly and you could tell by their manner of conversing that they were weighing some heavy and difficult problem.


  Once I heard Uncle Willard say, “It’s not a decision to be made in haste. He’s young. He’s pliable. He’s not a bad hearted boy. And he is your own cousin. Besides, he’s offered to give us half a million apiece. That’s generous enough.”


  “It lacks a lot of being four million,” David said. “Why can’t we be practical?”


  And later, when I could hear them again, David was saying, “It will be as easy as snapping your fingers. No one will know. He’ll walk right into it and it will all be over—just like it was for Jim Sutter.”


  CHAPTER VI


  I EAVESDROPPED again at the stone lattice before slipping quietly into the water and swimming up to the cave for a casual entrance. That way I knew that I was going to find everyone at home except Jim Sutter. I knew, too, that neither of the crewmen had as yet been told what had happened. They sensed something ominous in the air, however, for they were solemn and apprehensive.


  “Thank goodness, you’ve come, anyhow,” Casey said, as I climbed up over the edge.


  “Did you see anything of Jim Sutter?” David asked innocently. He put on a fine show of being anxious over Jim’s well-being.


  “I have a hunch you know where he is,” I said coolly.


  “Anyone can have hunches,” said David. “I’ve had a hunch all afternoon that he has been attending to your business while you’re skylarking around with that Loonza dame again. How’s that for a hunch?”


  “I do get around,” I said.


  “Dress,” said Uncle Willard.


  “I beg your pardon.”


  “Dress. It’s high time you paid your respects to his honor the Mong.”


  “Has it all been arranged?” I asked. “Do I have an appointment? Does the Mong want me to come in a full dress suit? A swimming suit with white tie and tails, perhaps.”


  “You’re the man who has the inheritance at stake. We’ve brought you down here. It’s up to you to go ahead with the business.”


  “We’re reversing our policy rather suddenly, aren’t we?” I protested. “I thought we were going to keep our presence a secret from these folks.”


  “Until we knew our grounds—yes. Now we know our grounds,” said Uncle Willard. He snapped his fingers nervously. “The Mong lives in a stone tower. You don’t swim to it. You walk across.”


  “Er—have you seen his nibs?”


  “I sent Jim in advance,” said Uncle Willard. “I didn’t tell any of you, but that’s where Jim went. I arranged that he should go and break the ice. If the Mong wasn’t willing to see you, Jim was to come back and report within an hour. He isn’t back, so that means that he has set the stage for you to follow.”


  Casey was shaking his head. He muttered that Uncle Willard might have said something before and saved them all a lot of worry. Uncle Willard’s sharp cough hushed him.


  I began to dress. “Which of you gentlemen is accompanying me?”


  “I’ll go,” said Casey and Blanchard together.


  “We’ll let George go alone,” said Uncle Willard. “If he finds the hospitality ample, we’ll follow.”


  I skirted the shore and waded through the shallows, looking back occasionally to make sure that two of my party were keeping me in view. So this was to be their farewell to me. And their welcome to my fortune!


  I had left them with a stinging remark that must have tantalized them. I had offered a solid handshake to each, saying “You’ve been noble and generous, Uncle Willard and Cousin David, bringing me here. If this interview goes well, I’ll increase your share. Yes, that’s how I feel toward you.”


  Uncle Willard had winced, but David had looked very stony and had only urged me to hurry on.


  “If I should have some accident along the way—if I shouldn’t be back as soon as you expect—don’t wait too long, please. I’m sure the Mong will be glad to meet both of you.”


  Now I knew they had followed, and they were watching as I stopped to consult the Paint-Faces a few yards from the Leopard Walk.


  I TOOK a long look at the two curiously painted guards. They were taking me in, too, in more ways than one. Outwardly, they welcomed me to make an excursion across the walk.


  “Your curiosity prompts you to try the entrance to the Mong’s tower, I presume,” one of them said, suppressing a mocking smile. His face, coated with heavy lines of black and yellow paint, quite obliterated his features. The design made it quite impossible to guess what he might have looked like, unpainted. I recalled the eye-deception tricks in some long forgotten puzzle book.


  His striped face gave an ugly twist which might have been, under unpainted circumstances, a wry smile. “Curiosity. That’s every stranger’s reason for knocking at the Mong’s door. Curiosity or business.”


  “I have some business,” I said.


  “I hope it isn’t urgent,” said the other Paint-Face. “It will take you about two or three hours to cross.”


  “Two or three hours!” I gauged the distance along what appeared to be a purple concrete sidewalk just about six inches below the water’s surface. It’s not more than a sixty-yard walk.”


  “Distances are deceiving. Sometimes the waters seep through.”


  “Seep!” said the other. “Seep like a waterfall! But don’t be discouraged. Just keep going. In two or three hours the Mong will see you.”


  “And if you offer him any business propositions, the chances are he’ll see right through you.” The Paint-Face gave his companion a nudge.


  They were a strange pair of wags, I thought. Husky boys with all the confidence in the world—though their world was limited. Their shoulders were painted bright colors, in different designs, with names painted over their backs, as if their hidden faces had to be compensated for by some other means of identification. They were thoroughly enjoying the send-off they were giving me.


  I waved them farewell, turned, and stepped out into the water-covered passage. The wall rose swiftly all along the right side of the walk. The swish of waters sounded like escaping steam. The wall was a barrier of the famous ghagstic, whose plastic form and metallic qualities would some day find a thousand uses. Its present use was, first, to contain a rush of water which would presently pour in from the ocean; and second, to screen the victims of this walk from the view of the shoreline town. For the moment I was out of sight of the guards, the town, and—doubtless—David and his father as well. But I didn’t walk. I seized my opportunity. I dived into the water, turned and swam under the surface toward the nearest shore as hard as I could go. The clothing was cumbersome; but as I had observed, swimming was a much easier process against the Mercury gravity. My breath held tight. My strength stayed with me. Soon I reached a shore line, followed it until the light through the bright waters deepened into shadows, then rose cautiously to the surface.


  No, the guards couldn’t see me from here.


  My error! They had mounted a platform on the level with the water gate’s ridge, and they were peering into the waves trying to discover what had happened to me. I caught a breath and ducked under. I climbed along the shore until I came to an opening under the surface. What a pleasant surprise!


  It led up into a dimly lighted chamber which centuries of waves had hollowed out of the rock. I entered.


  I rose, gasping for breath, and was relieved to see that the hidden chamber was unoccupied. I breathed deep.


  It had been occupied recently, that was plain; for the air was stuffy. It would take another low tide to change that. But I wasn’t being choosy. For the moment it was just the piece of luck I needed, and I didn’t intend to loiter long.


  It was a Paint-Face station, apparently. The painting equipment was strewn around on rock shelves—pigments and brushes. There were numerous relics stored around in corners. Best of all—there was a skeleton! This was luck.


  I CLIMBED out of my wet clothes.


  Stripped to my trunks, I went to work with the paints. Two or three hours, the Paint Faces had said. If they didn’t worry too much over my disappearance, I would have plenty time to do a careful job. By now the waters were piling against the gate, I knew, for the level of water was rising toward the shelf-like floor of this chamber.


  I smeared a name on my back—the first name that came to me—George. I doubted whether anyone could read my crooked letters, and I hoped they wouldn’t try. Yet I couldn’t quite imagine keeping my back turned to every one all the time. If I could just get myself sufficiently decorated to pass through the danger area without being accosted—


  “There’ll surely be at least one or two Georges among those painted guards,” I said to myself.


  The watery entrance heaved and splashed. I ducked back into a corner and drew myself close against the wall.


  Two guards popped up—the same two who had given me a send-off. They would certainly notice my heap of water-soaked clothes on the floor. Or would they? I held my breath.


  “Here’s the fork,” one of them said. “But I don’t think we’ll ever overtake him now. I don’t see how he got away.”


  “I tell you a sea lizard dragged him off before his feet caught in the ghagstic.”


  “Did you see it happen?”


  “No, but by the time we got to look, he was gone.”


  “We shouldn’t lose him. He’d be a good specimen.”


  They grabbed small harpoons with coils of rope attached and then ducked under and were gone again.


  I was breathing short and hard. I hastily finished the job of painting my face and neck, and then discovered that my name across my back had smeared to illegibility. But I couldn’t take any more pains with that now. The air was stifling, and time was getting away fast.


  Hurriedly I seized the skeleton and dressed him in my clothing. This was a piece of luck I hadn’t counted on.


  Dressing the old boy gave me trouble, for his two feet were stuck solid in the ghagstic base, just as though he’d been torn out of a glass sidewalk while the glass was cooling. But I managed to crack the base around his feet, and eventually he was dressed in my best travel togs. Now—was I ready to venture forth again?


  In my trunks and war paint, quite unrecognizable even to myself, I now swam down into the water again, taking my dressed skeleton with me.


  A breath of good air—ah! The guards were rounding a bend within the channels beyond the Twisted Arm tower. The field was mine again. What I did then was sure to cause those boys some consternation on their return, but it very much needed to be done. I swam to the water gate and plunked my bony friend down into the substance that now covered the purple walk. Just as I had expected! Ghagstic—in a molten form. Like syrup. The purple walk had been covered with a layer of it. It must have poured itself automatically out of the gate, all along the Leopard Walk. If I had stepped on that walk now, I would have probably stayed right there, until the fish ate my flesh away. That, naturally, was the whole idea—but it wasn’t my idea!


  Instead, I planted my skeleton. His shoes went in solid. He was over his head in the water—for by now the level had risen about seven feet above the level of the larger Crimson Sea. Within the bright reflected purple of the walk, I could see his chalk bones waving with the movement of the water, while the brown sleeves and trouser legs of my clothing gave him a scarecrow-like appearance. A submerged scarecrow, I thought.


  “But that won’t keep away the water buzzards,” I said to myself.


  My words might have been an invitation. At that very moment I saw three of the long green water lizards that the Paint-Faces had mentioned. They were slithering through the waves in my direction. For once I wished for webbed hands and feet.


  CHAPTER VII


  THE sharp pointed noses of those water creatures fascinated me, and I would have liked to examine them under more favorable circumstances. Those noses were tools designed by nature for the intricate job of stripping every shred of flesh from a human skeleton—allowing for the water’s magnifying effects, each of the three hungry beasts must have been at least twelve feet long. They possessed sharp webbed hands, not much larger than human hands—and now it occurred to me that here was where the water dwellers got their webs for their own fingers.


  I had overlooked a detail in my makeup as a painted guard. That would never do. If I were ever to pass in the society of other Paint-Faces I must surely repair my hands with webs so they would pass casual inspection.


  It was something that I might have pondered over more leisurely, except for the fact that these three green, glittering water lizards were quite hungry and in the mood for action.


  I surprised myself by swimming toward them. I blew a breath of air at them. A bubble—that was about as effective a weapon as I could think of in my present state of mind. Then I suddenly ducked behind the skeleton.


  It would have been a mistake to leave such a good pocket knife in the pocket of a bony creature who would certainly never draw another blade on any enemy. In my hands the knife could be useful.


  Would it still be there?


  I jammed my hand in the right pocket.


  The nearest water lizard was coming at me angrily now. He had played games with stuck men befpre. I disconcerted him a trifle when I thrust the bony white arm at him. He whipped the water with his tail. I came up for a breath and went down again. The whipping action of the creature’s tail had caused the floundering guards in the distance to turn and look. I seized another quick breath, knowing I dared not take a chance on coming up again unless I wanted to be seen.


  The knife. I got it open, and none too soon. The ugly water lizard kicked and swam at my face. I jabbed across with the knife. He plowed into my wrist, and I felt the scrape of teeth. But the blade found the fellow’s palate, and he went into reverse, then there was a ripping and tearing of water on the surface. The red waters were pale compared to the carmine streak that snaked out. The blood that flowed over my wrist wasn’t mine, it was his.


  But the knife was mine and I went for him like a Caribbean diver for a shark. A plunge at his midsection. It was a mistake. His tough hide resisted my stab. He was fading back, however, and making room for his two hungry chums. He was hurt.


  The mouth had been his sensitive point. Two more mouths were coming as close as I could ask.


  So I fought at their snouts. I must have whacked one of them off clean. I heard a mad croaking sound and ocean lizard number two fought at the water and plunged away. Another stream of brilliant red dyed the colored waters.


  I gave up on number three as soon as he showed an inclination to retreat. My desire for breath had almost killed me. I swam, and I wasn’t being followed. My lungs held tight and my hand caught the safety of a rock before I dared raise my head to the precious air.


  Again, a long moment of quiet breathing. Breathing—someone should write a tribute to the joy of breathing. But nothing could be written that would do justice to my relief of that moment.


  Time was getting short. And no doubt the Paint-Faces would come back this way in a few minutes.


  Still clinging to the knife, I swam under water again, exploring the perpendicular shore line until I found a place to ascend into the shadows. Many minutes later I knew that I was safe, at least temporarily. Back in the deep darkness, halfway up to the ceiling where I could hear the soft echoes of the ebbing water as it was allowed to recede from the area behind the water gate, I watched and waited and rested. The water ebbed away. Soon it would recede lower to the level of the sea beyond the gate.


  And there I stood, rising into full view.


  Yes, to all intents and purposes, it was I who stood out there on the purple walk. Somewhere, I knew the eyes of my uncle and my cousin were peering at the gate, waiting for it to lower to make sure that I—my skeleton—would be there. They wouldn’t be disappointed.


  The gate lowered slowly. The Leopard Walk came into view again. And there stood the clean white skeleton, bearing the sagging water-soaked garments of the late George Freeman . . .


  CHAPTER VIII


  THE two Paint-Faces were pretty slow about their job of removing me—the skeleton, I mean—from its ghagstic base along the walk. I guessed the reason. They were undoubtedly doing considerable arguing, trying to figure out how it was that they had once lost sight of me before the water had risen. Once they had believed that the water lizards must have boldly moved up when the water was still only ankle deep and swept me from view; but after they had gone to search me with their harpoons, I had reappeared, stuck in the walk according to plan.


  At any rate, they had now found me, safe and quite dead and fleshless, and they were bearing my bones off proudly to the circular door of the Twisted Arm tower.


  I crept along the upper trail. The red sea water was dancing in my eyes. The prized knife was folded into the small pocket of my trunks. I had a curiously free feeling of being out of existence.


  Now I spotted David and Uncle Willard, skulking along a lower trail, moving from shadow to shadow about fifty feet below me. Occasionally I could hear them discussing the problem of breaking the news to their two remaining crewmen. They were as troubled over phrasing their report as anyone might be if he were confronted with the job of announcing that he had murdered a rich relative.


  Along the way I came to the place where Bud had hidden his “treasure.” A few steps beyond, I turned and sauntered back to look down into the crevice. Something had occurred to me. An idea that might be well worth the trouble—if Bud were willing to give me this cooperation.


  Carefully I crawled down between the walls, making use of the climbing glue which I had picked up along the way. Halfway down to Bud’s hiding place I stopped. I could distinctly hear the light sobbing of a child.


  “Bud!” I whispered softly. “Bud, is that you?”


  The sobbing broke off. “It’s me. Who are you?”


  “George. George Freeman. Can I come down?”


  The boy gave a surprised gurgle. “Is it really you, George? It can’t be. George is dead. I saw him—Who are you?”


  I had forgotten about my painted face. The boy thought I was a guard, and he was caught with his stolen skeleton.


  “But I am George. Don’t you know my voice? I gave them the slip, Bud. Don’t mind this paint. I had to do something for disguise.”


  “You are—oh-ooh.” His breath sort of gave way, and he was suddenly bawling like a baby, and he couldn’t seem to talk. It took a few minutes for the tension to melt. “I didn’t know what I was going to tell Loonza,” he said, when he regained control of himself. “Does she know?”


  “No. Not yet. But she’ll hear as soon as the guards come back from delivering the skeleton. And she’ll wonder which one it was. Whether it might have been David—or your uncle—”


  “It wasn’t any of us, Bud.”


  “Then who was it?”


  “No one. It was supposed to be me. But I swam out, like you told me to, and I bumped into the Paint-Face station under the water level. Lucky for me, there was a skeleton in it. I borrowed it, dressed it up, and set it up for them to find.”


  “Gee!”


  The admiration in Bud’s eyes repaid me for all the risk I had taken. It was as if I were being paid high honors for having saved my own life. But Bud showed a flicker of worry right away and I knew he had caught sight of some unfinished business.


  “They’ll soon miss the skeleton from their station, and then they may know somebody pulled a trick.”


  “Then what?”


  “They’ll be made to know you outwitted them. The Paint-Faces always win. They can’t stand to lose. They’ll start searching the hills.”


  “I took that chance, Bud. Unless I miss my guess, they’ll quarrel among themselves, and nobody will know whether the new skeleton is yours truly or someone else.”


  “The thing for us to do,” Bud volunteered, “is to take my skeleton down to the station under the rock, so that they’ll never know.”


  I COULD have hugged him for that.


  I knew it meant a sacrifice of his stolen treasure, but he knew, as well as I, that it might prevent a search for me among these rocky hills.


  “Would we dare?”


  “I can do it myself, as soon as the decks are clear. Gee, with all of your guard paint, you might get by easier than I. But that would be taking an awful chance. They’d be sure to wonder which guard you are. What’s your name? . . . M-m-m. That’s an awful smear.”


  Our discussion came to an abrupt end when Bud broke off with, “Get back! Out of the light. Quick!”


  We ducked.


  “What did you see, Bud? Was it Uncle Willard again?”


  “Worse than that. It was somebody on the tower—you know, the porch up there on the Twisted Arm. It’s higher than almost anything except the big ceiling, and it can look down into a lot of these crevices.”


  “Did you see someone?”


  “The magician and two guards. They seemed to be looking this way.”


  “What do you think it means?”


  “I’ll bet they’ve been observing you all the time.”


  I felt the chills chase through my spine. During all my breathless maneuvers in and under the water, screened from the view of the town by the water gate, it hadn’t occurred to me that I was, of course, perfectly visible from the top of the Twisted Arm, a hundred and twenty feet overhead. I couldn’t recall having seen anyone up on that porch; I couldn’t recall having looked.


  “If they saw you, there’ll be a search,” said Bud.


  “If they’ve discovered that the skeleton isn’t fresh, there may be a search too. Listen, Bud, is there any way into that place other than the Leopard Walk and the circular door?”


  “Sure, there’s a wall path up to the rear entrance. The Paint-Faces use it all the time.”


  “I’m a Paint Face.”


  Bud looked me over skeptically. “Gee, I don’t know. I’d hate for you to get caught.”


  “I need to see your Mong. If I could once break in, I might be able to swing a deal.”


  “I don’t think strangers ever get in,” Bud said. “What do you want?”


  “It’s like this. The old man that originally founded this colony owes me a small fortune, and the books deserve to be straightened. Have you ever been in?”


  “Gee, no. But I’ve seen the Mong several times.”


  “What does he look like?”


  “He’s the oldest man you ever saw, and he looks mean enough to scare an ocean lizard. I don’t think he ever talks with anyone. He lets Propsander, the magician, do all the talking.”


  “What do you mean, magician? Do you have someone who works some kind of magic?”


  “They say Propsander reads your thoughts. That’s how he can protect the Mong from any enemies. If any enemies get through, they always give their thoughts away, and that cooks them.”


  The figures now disappeared from the tower top, and Bud and I ventured out into the brighter light. It was a wide and busy ocean den to look down upon. Several groups of boys were swimming over from the farther end of the great cavern to see what the excitement was all about. Throngs had gathered from the markets and were skimming along through the surface of the water, looking this way and that. The fact that two strangers had tried the walk along the ghagstic gate was enough to fill the shore town with gossip. You could see the heads bobbing this way and that. Everyone was on the alert for more possible visitors.


  THE town had been nervous for two days, Bud explained, ever since he himself had let the cat out of the bag that there were some invaders back in the hills.


  “I was pretty mad at all the strangers but you, and I started spreading the alarm,” Bud admitted. “But sis quieted me. Lots of folks didn’t know whether to believe me. There are always rumors about people coming down from some world on top. It’s mostly Mercurians, of course, and they all work up into skeletons for the Mong’s galleries.”


  What an air-tight world! It resisted Mercurians! It resisted earthmen! And it had all started only three or four generations ago when a certain great-step-uncle of mine had gathered up his criminal record and fled along with a boat load of space travelers, to a safer climate.


  Later, I thought, if time permitted, I would have to tell Bud and Loonza more about the curious criminal personality of my great-step-uncle, who was said to have accumulated a great amount of experience in assembling his own art galleries and museums of sculpture. There had once been black headlines when my great-grandfather disappeared from the scene, soon after his return from this planet with a twenty ton cargo of ghagstic. And blacker headlines, many months later, when he was found encased within a handsome ghagstic statue of himself, perfectly preserved and stone dead.


  Probably no one had ever tried more daring experiments with ghagstic than my great-step-uncle Montgomery. His specimens would have gone over well in this Mong’s gallery, I thought. Or was that where this Mong had picked up his ideas? The only trouble was, each of my great-step-uncle’s statues represented a murder, which he himself performed simply by placing a man under a shower of liquid ghagstic and allowing it to freeze him in.


  “What did your great-step-uncle look like?” Bud asked.


  “I’ve only seen his pictures in the papers. After he skipped the earth, the interplanetary police tried to trail him. They may have followed him here, but they never brought him back to the earth for justice.”


  “They may have swum in this water and taken a liking to it and stayed. That often happens, you know.”


  This fact, as Bud elaborated it, helped to explain how the spaceship load of passengers whom my great-step-uncle forced into this ocean den, became a permanent population.


  “Maybe our Mong is your great-step-uncle,” Bud suggested.


  I smiled at this suggestion. I knew that my father had been tempted to explore in this direction, before his death, believing that he might find the remnants of my great-grandfather’s stolen fortune. But he had desisted fearing that Montgomery might still be alive.


  By now, however, we had deemed ourselves safe on this score; for the years would have piled up into ten more than a century of age for W.W. Montgomery, if he had lived until now.


  “As I say, the Mong is a very old man,” Bud repeated.


  “Mong . . . Montgomery . . . Mong . . . Um-m . . . I wonder. I’ll look in on him soon,” I said. “But first I’d better listen in on David and his father to see how they feel about my death.” Bud beamed. “Sure, let’s do.” And he was already a dozen steps ahead of me and going like a bullet.


  CHAPTER IX


  THERE were only two figures to be seen in the cave through our stone lattice. Uncle Willard and his son were talking it over. Their voices were low, sullen, reeking with guilt.


  “We’re going to have to wedge our way into the good favor of some official before we can crack the tower,” Uncle Willard declared. He was more nervous than I had ever seen him before. My “death” had stirred him with a frenzied restlessness, and you could see that his conscience was going to hound him every minute for a long time to come.


  “We’ll not cross the Leopard Walk,” David said. “There must be another way.”


  “I think we might get help from that Paint-Face named Zober. You remember him at the market. Very uncommunicative, a solid-looking fellow, in spite of his paint.”


  “I’d rather not rely on anyone. Why trust any of them? Trusting—that was George’s policy, but it isn’t mine.”


  “Zober.” Uncle Willard fondled the name as if trying to keep his mind occupied. “Black and yellow painted face. Never said a word when they gave him the basket of supplies for the Mong, but you could tell from the way that merchant handed it to him that he respected him.”


  “Respect for the big-shot’s errand boy, sure. That’s not much to go on.”


  “I thought you favored Zober.”


  “I only said that he had better looking hands than the others. His fins were only fancy gloves removable . . . S-s-sh. Here come Blanchard and Casey.”


  It was a cold silence that held reign in the cave then for several minutes.


  Then men ate, and Bud and I exchanged nudges which meant that we would go down and have a whirl at those victuals, too, as soon as the coast was clear.


  Casey spoke harshly. “We heard some very bad news down the line.”


  “Whom have you been talking with?” David asked accusingly.


  “With no one. But we listened. They say two strangers have been converted into skeletons. Skeletons, did you hear? It happened within the past few hours.”


  “Indeed?” said David. “Interesting. Mercurians?”


  “Earthmen.”


  “Too bad.”


  “Where are Jim Sutter and George Freeman?” Casey asked sharply.


  “I haven’t seen them,” said Uncle Willard.


  “Repeat your question, Casey,” said Blanchard, and he reached for a gun. David must have expected this. He whipped out his automatic pistol, and there was a bad light in his eyes.


  “Settle down and don’t get nervous,” David snapped.


  Blanchard stood, tense, frozen.


  “Careful, son,” Uncle Willard said. “We need these men. Settle your nerves.”


  “Settle your own nerves, damn it,” David retorted. Uncle Willard now stopped his pacing and stood glaring.


  Blanchard relaxed and folded his arms. “All right, give us the worst. What do you want of us, now that you’ve got rid of Jim and George?”


  “Stop your devilish talk. We’ve got rid of no one. If two of our men have blundered straight into an ocean trap, who could stop them? It’s happened. They got their feet tangled somehow, and from all appearances some of the Mong sea pets cleaned them up before we knew anything about the danger. We’re plenty cut up over losing them.


  Aren’t we, David? Sure. All right. That’s that.”


  “Cut up, are you?” said Casey, not nearly as sarcastically as he might have said it. “Come on, serve us the best deal you’ve got left, and we’ll let you know whether we’ll take it.”


  BOTH Uncle Willard and David squirmed. Casey and Blanchard followed their advantage. They demanded to know what was to become of the coveted Freeman fortune, now that, as they believed, both Kenneth and George Freeman were out of the picture.


  “We can listen to reason,” Blanchard said. “Deal us a hand.”


  “Listen close,” said Uncle Willard. “Only one cargo of ghagstic has ever been brought back to the earth and that was so many years ago that the metallurgists still get a dreamy look when they speak of it. It wasn’t gold and it wasn’t platinum, but it brought a solid one hundred dollars a pound, and there were twenty tons in the cargo. George Freeman’s great-grandfather grossed four million dollars on that haul. Now. We have ample room for twenty tons in the ship we left up there on the surface.”


  “Or you might add another three hundred and sixty pounds, with Jim and George both gone,” Casey said coldly.


  Uncle Willard ignored the remarks. “We’ll handle this with gloves or with an iron fist, whichever the Mong prefers. We can worm our way into his sanctum in the big stone tower over yonder and invite him to sign over free samples—which he ought to do if he’s reasonable, seeing as how it’s as much ours as anyone’s.”


  “It is ours’,” David interpolated.


  “Or, if he fails to come through, or talks of making trouble over it, I figure that with a little more equipment we can soon drain twenty tons out of the sea, right from this ocean den’s back door. You boys can swim well enough to go under that Black Ledge, I presume.”


  “What’s this?” Casey asked. “I’m no swimming champion.”


  “There’s a Black Ledge down beyond the Twisted Arm tower which they claim opens into the sea. If either of you can swim under that and bring the lines through, we can draw the material right out from under the Mong’s foundation stones so to speak.”


  They waited for Casey and Blanchard to reply. The men looked at each other and Casey gave a slight shrug.


  “I suppose,” said David, “that you’re waiting for us to cut you in on a big slice before you’ll agree to go through.”


  “You aren’t even close,” said Casey. David rose, fingering his gun nervously. “What’s your secret smirking about? Out with it. What’s your price?”


  Casey rose and met David’s eyes and you could practically feel the sparks of hatred.


  “We’d have done most anything for George Freeman,” Casey answered slowly. “The one thing we’ve been waiting to hear someone say is, there ought to be some kind of services for Sutter and Freeman. Or are we too damn busy countin’ the dollars’ worth of ghagstic to think of that?”


  Uncle Willard gave a quick gesture to David and the two of them marched out of the cave. The two crewmen were left, and as long as Bud and I waited, they simply sat there in the silence of their own thoughts.


  CHAPTER X


  LOONZA went with me when I delivered the two baskets of sea delicacies to the service entrance of the Twisted Arm tower. There were three Paint-Faces working around; two in the kitchen, and one as houseman, moving his cleaning tools out onto a back porch. The rear of the high stone palace had been connected by a stone and ghagstic structure to another tower of stone beyond, which served as a combination backyard and outdoor parlor, not visible from the red waters below. Here was luxury unlike anything I had seen for a long time. Loonza was fairly gasping. This was simply out of her world.


  A Paint-Face waved us away and we took the hint and started off, looking back like two children who had meant to sneak under the tent and see the circus.


  We were both taking long chances even looking in from the back door. As we came away, Loonza said that the big silent Paint-Face named Zober had winked at her. She guessed he was warning her.


  “A wink can mean lots of things,” I said. We watched our chances as we started down the path. No one seemed to be watching so we ducked into a shelf in the rock where a hole for a small window had been cut through. Temporarily we were safe and secluded in the rear wall of the Twisted Arm tower. Anyone coming or going along the path would have to look sharp to find us. If we had slipped off the edge of the shelf, the ocean lizards would have found us a hundred and twenty feet below. The window had been barred against chance intruders like ourselves. The bars were six femur bones from the legs of human skeletons. A mute warning to trespassers, I thought.


  “Bones,” said Loonza, giving a little start.


  “Bones,” I said, and remembering the wink of Zober, the Paint-Face, I winked at her.


  “What does a wink mean where you came from?”


  I regarded her with interest. “I’ll bet you used to ask my brother the same question.”


  “I did,” she admitted.


  “What kind of answer did he give?”


  “He winked at me.”


  “That was my brother, all right,” I said. I wanted to ask her a thousand questions about him—how he and his party had established their camp, and what effort they had made to reach the authorities here, and how much he had confided to her about the ghagstic wealth that our great-grandfather Freeman had found here.


  But Loonza always became wistful and a little sad when I brought up the subject. She had a broken heart, and yours truly, George Freeman, hadn’t succeeded in easing the pain for her.


  “You say a wink means lots of things?” she asked. “When you pointed to these bones in the window you winked. Why?”


  “Why?” I shrugged. “Just because—well, you can see for yourself the chance we’re taking. I mean, we both understand: Just now we’re safe, but we know it can’t last. If we’d get caught, who knows—our bones might fill some new window. So I winked—because we both understand. Now—do you see?”


  She gulped. “One wink means all that?”


  “Sure. Why not?”


  “It’s an awful lot of meaning for one little wink.”


  “That’s why you wink,” I said. “It’s more meaning than you have time to put into words, so—”


  “Your brother once told me that on earth everybody winks, more or less.”


  “Certainly—that is, if the occasion arises.”


  “It must be dreadful,” she said, and nestled closer to me as if visualizing a world of dangers.


  “Dreadful—why?”


  “Everybody going around snapping an eyelid at everybody else to tell them that if they don’t look out their bones will be used far bars across a window.”


  “Now, Loonza!”


  “Well, you said—”


  “There’s only one answer to that, and here it is.” I winked at her and her eyes widened and she shrugged, as if completely bewildered.


  “What did that wink mean?”


  “It meant that you and I know that you’re teasing me, trying to pretend that all winks apply to these gruesome things.” I tapped one of the chalky femurs. “Do you understand? A wink doesn’t apply just to these.”


  “Sure, I understand. It could apply to your ribs, too, couldn’t it?” And she clinched the point by giving me a wink. A painfully artificial wink.


  Exasperating, to say the least. “Listen, woman, I’m trying to tell you that a wink means we understand! See, we understand.”


  “Any kind of bones, then?” Loonza asked, smiling hopefully. “Not just these?” She tapped one of the window bars and it fell in.


  For two minutes we hardly breathed. The bone had clattered to a floor. Evidently no one had heard. The occupants of the tower were two or three floors above us. The room had an awfully empty sound. We removed another bone with care. I crawled into the window and helped Loonza, and a moment later we were slipping through the dark hallways of the Mong’s private home.


  CHAPTER XI


  A BOWL of water hornets could be seen through a mirror beyond the landing at the head of the stairs. Loonza caught my hand and we held back, watching.


  She whispered, “Don’t frighten them.”


  We could hear the shuffling footsteps of someone in the room beyond. We were on dangerous ground, and a little thing like the sudden darting of water hornets in a bowl might easily give us away.


  But we moved on cautiously until we reached the draperies that hung from an arch beyond the top of the stairs. With every step I watched to see whether those fifteen or twenty black spike-shaped hornets were going to jump with fright.


  “That’s funny,” I whispered. “The darned things ignore us. They keep pointing in one direction.”


  “They’re turning,” Loonza said. “Look.”


  The footsteps of the old man could be heard passing through the next room. They were watching him. They turned like so many compass needles.


  “There’s another bowl of them in the other room,” Loonza observed under her breath. “The Mong must like them for pets.”


  I watched the more distant bowl, and by George, they were also turning like compass needles.


  “It’s an easy way to tell where the Mong is,” I whispered. “Look!”


  Then he came into view—the great Mong himself. The aged shuffling walk didn’t begin to express the age of the subject passing before our eyes.


  Aged? He made you think of a gnarled, warped, barkless old tree on the timberline of a windswept mountain. That’s how he looked: an image carved out of weatherbeaten wood, all cracked and shredded and ready to shatter and decay. But his walk was proof that he was alive, and his eyes were still burning with a curious intensity—too bright, I thought. Bright with evil. An insane brightness that spoke of torture and sadistic delights and murder.


  Loonza must have seen him as I did. She caught her breath, and her hand clutched my fingers tightly.


  “Ha!” the little bent old man said. It was an evil cackle, and sort of dry, rattling voice that nutshells might make if they could speak. His single word directed toward the black water hornets who appeared to respond to his taunt. They struck at him and bumped their noses against the bowl. His bent shoulders hunched deeper and he gave another taunting “Ha!”


  His garment was hardly what one would expect of a king or an emperor on dress parade; he was dressed only for comfort. Loonza believed he hadn’t displayed himself among the people of the Crimson Sea for several years. It was enough that he should be seen, from time to time, on the balcony of the Twisted Arm. His garments were a grey and blue robe and soft slippers of finely spun sea-plant fibers. His sleeves hung loosely, revealing the thin brown wrinkled arms. His hands were more like claws than human hands, and his crooked fingernails reminded one of a buzzard’s talons.


  Now he was rattling away in a disjointed conversation that was obviously for the benefit of the water hornets.


  “Ha! Snap at me, you leetle black devils. Can’t you snap any harder? Ha! You never tire of leaping at evil things, do you? Break your heads against the glass. I’m your magnet, you leetle darts of poison. Not in the whole ocean will you find anyone else worth snapping at.”


  Loonza nudged me. She had evidently heard the legend of the hornets’ attraction before; now she was seeing it illustrated all too plainly.


  SO THEY would spend their evil selves against objects of evil! I recalled the time that they had attacked David Pemberton like a volley of bullets. But at the time I hadn’t guessed—“You think I am evil, you leetle black monsters? Give me another ten years. Another twenty. Ha! Give me fifty years, and I’ll fill myself with such evil that you’ll smash your brainless heads every time I pass you. You think I’m already evil enough? Ha! Give me another twenty years . . .”


  His monologue trailed off into incomprehensible muttering. Other footsteps were sounding from the balcony stairs. Someone was descending. The traffic was getting too thick for comfort. This might be one of the Paint-Faces or it might be the notorious magician—“Propsander!” Loonza whispered. We drew the folds of the draperies a little closer, allowing a crack of light to come through, admitting the image of the man descending the stairs.


  “They’re moving another skeleton out there on the shore,” Propsander growled. His words were punctuated by the heavy beat of his feet on the steps and his fists on the railing. “It’s the boy again. I don’t know what’s devilin’ him. Hornin’ in on your racket, Monty.”


  “My ornaments! Has he stolen another?” the little old man cackled sharply.


  “If he was, I could figure him out. But hell, he’s bringin’ back the one he stole before. I can’t figure it.”


  “Returning it where?”


  “I’ll watch and see. As soon as he gets around the Paint-Faces, I’ll report. They’re sound asleep as usual.” The magician Propsander hardly fulfilled my expectations. I had pictured a tall, graceful polished looking person with the clever gestures of a Frenchman and a voice that would be at least pleasant and attractive. This man failed my guess all around. He was thick-necked, flat-nosed, and heavy knuckled and he had all the look of an inmate with a bad criminal record. His jaw sagged with surliness, and his general bearing, burdened by Humpty-Dumpty lines, was anything but proud and attractive.


  There was hard-driving quality about him, however; and that was what had doubtless won the place for him as an executive for the Mong. His arrogant eyes under half-closed lids show a glint of knowing what the score was. And his gravel-edged speech, too, was clipped with directness and purpose.


  Here was one earth man, obviously imported within recent times, who had not only found his way past the Paint-Face barriers to this tower, but had also made a sure, comfortable place for himself with the Mong.


  “Magician!” I whispered sarcastically as soon as he had passed through the room. Loonza looked at me questioningly and I started to give her a wink. I caught myself—a record of sorts; for it was probably the first time in my life that I had ever called off a wink just in time.


  “Did you hear what he said about the skeleton?” Loonza asked.


  “That’s your brother he’s talking about. Bud’s taking an awful risk, trying to replace the skeleton I borrowed.” Now that both Propsander and the Mong had moved out of hearing I gave Loonza the facts on my skeleton deal. It was a plucky thing for Bud to do, carrying a replacement for the specimen I had grabbed—in order to prevent the guards from getting on my trail. But if Bud was being watched, the danger would soon catch up with him. “I wish I could warn him. If I could only trust myself to walk into the open as a Paint-Face, I’d try.”


  “No, George. You leave Bud’s troubles to him. This is his world—probably the only world he’ll ever know—unless he gets a broken heart sometime and decides he’ll have to leave to get over it.”


  “Ugh?” I slipped an arm around Loonza. “Do you think that’s a good way for a person to get over a broken heart?”


  “But Bud doesn’t have a broken heart. He may never have one.”


  “You didn’t answer my question.”


  “Going to a new world might help a person to forget.”


  “It’s worth thinking about, Loonza,” I said, feeling very close to her.


  WE PLAYED a game of hide and seek with the Mong very soon after that. He was plodding around restlessly from one room to another, and we followed him. Loonza believed he had been upset by Propsander’s talk of skeleton thefts.


  “He has enough human skeletons to keep him happy the rest of his life,” she said.


  “Natural life?” I wondered. He looked to me as if he had already lived forty years beyond his time.


  As for the skeletons, Loonza and I saw a whole drawing room lined with them as we crossed to a new hiding place. The walls and pillars and even the ceilings had been decorated with selected bones, strung together in all manner of fantastic shapes.


  The old man’s footsteps shuffled slowly up the stairs. Loonza and I awaited our chances and presently followed him.


  Now we had returned to the level of the rear entrance where we had originally come with a basket of goods. The Paint-Face with the name “Zober” on his back was moving about quietly on the rear porch. The other guards had accompanied Propsander down the spiral tower steps on his errand to the water level.


  Propsander had left in a bad mood, stating that he would go down and stir those lazy Paint-Faces out of their deep sleep. He had referred to the guards at the end of the purple walk who had failed to see Bud slip around them with a skeleton in tow.


  The coast was almost clear. This was what we had waited for. As long as the husky Zober remained occupied out on the back porch, Loonza and I apparently had the aged Mong all to ourselves.


  “Ha!” His cackle of satisfaction told us that he was off on some mysterious purpose of his own. “At last.”


  We hid behind a stack of Mercurian skulls heaped as high as the ceiling; we dodged around two piles of miscellaneous bones; then, sliding through the grey and blue draperies, we caught our first view of what must have been the Mong’s private laboratory.


  “At last!” the Mong repeated.


  He stood against a circular glass wall. It enclosed a section of marble floor that was hollowed out in the shape of a funnel. It was like a polished stone morning glory, about twenty feet in diameter, at the bottom of a glass cylinder.


  The old man touched one of the levers which projected from the glass wall. A trap door opened upward, a splash of water came through, and with it came a long sharp green nose, emerging as the narrow savage head of an ocean lizard.


  The lizard was doubtless surprised by this sudden exit from its prison. It blinked at the creamy light of the room and came paddling out on his four glittering webbed feet. It was a handsome, dangerous-looking fifteen-foot monster. Ignoring us, it pranced around the upper edges of the funnel, sniffing and shrugging, apparently wondering where it would find a pool. The splash of water had drained away. But now the old man touched another lever and a wonderful gush of glassy syrup spilled down from an opening at the top of the glass cylinder. The Mong’s little brown hand, still lifted, shook with excitement.


  “Ghagstic!” Loonza whispered in awe.


  It was a veritable showerbath of ghagstic! It sprayed against the circular glass wall like a dash of blinding rain. Loonza and I forgot ourselves and crept closer. For a moment I couldn’t see what had happened to the big twelve foot ocean lizard. Then I caught sight of him.


  For one quick moment the beast leaped around, looking for someone to fight. He was in pain. He whipped his tail against the circular enclosure. Suddenly he straightened, lifted his vicious looking head and tried to open his eyes wide.


  That was his last effort. The ghagstic had him. It showered over him and coated him with an inch-thick transparent covering.


  Almost instantly it must have solidified over him, for all of his motions ceased, and there he stood, a polished statue of himself, as lifelike as anything could be in death.


  The excess ghagstic hissed down into the funnel and with a swallowing sound was gone.


  “At last!” the Mong repeated. He looked away from the object of his experiment. “You see, I’ve always wanted to add an ocean lizard to my collection.”


  Loonza whispered almost inaudibly. “He’s talking to us . . . See . . . He’s watching us through the mirror . . . We’re caught.”


  CHAPTER XII


  HE TRUNED, not as if he had discovered intruders, but as if I were one of his Paint-Faces, standing by for any emergency.


  Loonza, clutching my arm, whispered, “He thinks you belong here.”


  It was a strange physical sensation, being stared at by such a weird aged man. His shining watery eyes looked from me to Loonza. “Well! What do you think of him?”


  We came closer to the circular wall, as if drawn by his eyes. If our only purpose had been to admire the museum pieces of this eccentric collector, we might have paid a high compliment to the picturesque statue he had just created. My boundless curiosity resulted in an oblique comment.


  “Do you think he’s a match for your other specimens?” I tried to appear casual.


  My question was almost lost, for now the Mong was looking at Loonza, studying her intently. Then—


  “Huh? What are you saying? A match for my best? Ha! I have some beauties.” Again it was the sight of Loonza that held his attention. “Beauties—yes! But there are always new ones to be had, each more beautiful than the last . . . ‘Er—” He turned to me with an order. “Take him to the mounting room at once.”


  I swallowed hard. I moved toward the door in the glass wall, unlatched it, opened it—


  “What are you doing?” he cracked. “I was going to take him—”


  “You fool. Do you expect to drag him with your hands? You know I wouldn’t have you touch him with your bare hands.” He was looking at my hands critically. He edged toward me, scrutinizing my painted face. “I don’t know you.”


  “I just came,” I said.


  “Let Zober take care of this. I don’t want any amateurs working with my models. Latch the door and come away. Who are you?”


  “My name is George.”


  “Did Propsander hire you?”


  “I—I just came—”


  “You said that. Who is this girl? Are you here to ask me a favor? I suppose you want me to add another member to my human collection.”


  “Ye gods, no!” I blurted.


  “It’s a very exclusive collection. Her family would be honored. I would let them come to look at her once every year. No? Speak up. What’s your business?”


  I drew a hard breath and spoke with all the cool courage I could muster. A leap in the dark, perhaps. But this was my chance.


  “Mr. Montgomery, I want to talk business with you.”


  “Mr. Montgomery! Well! Who told you that was my name?”


  The Mong’s bony brown arms jerked as if he had been shocked, and his thin white hair gave a furious toss.


  “I learned all about you from one of the Freemans,” I said. “Did you know that two Freeman brothers have come down to this ocean den to visit you?”


  “Two Freeman brothers!” His head lowered and waggled with a ducking motion like a snake trying to decide where to strike. I continued as calmly and impersonally as I could. “They were the direct descendants of your stepbrother, upon whom you practiced your arts of robbery and ghagstic murder. One of them is still alive, and he’s going to face you.”


  “How interesting! Someone has filled you with delightful stories. Come, I want to see how the water hornets will like me when they hear your pretty words.”


  LOONZA was trembling. I ushered her across the room after the little old man. He led us to a corner of the balcony, so that we were looking down on the Crimson Sea. The thick stone columns at either side of us I recognized as two stubby fingers of this Twisted Arm tower.


  The Mong seated himself across from us.


  “Now tell me, what does this Freeman brother propose to accomplish by coining to my ocean den?”


  “He intends to recover the lost Freeman fortune: four million dollars and a claim to the ghagstic resources of this region.”


  “What means would he employ to accomplish his purpose?”


  “Any fair means,” I said, groping. “If there are no laws here, he would appeal to your sense of justice.”


  The cackling laugh was like nutshells crunching under a boot.


  “What’s so funny?” I demanded. My face grew hot. “I suppose you’ve committed so many murders you’ve forgotten there is such a thing as justice. Is that it?”


  The cackling old man quieted, rubbed his watery eyes, and drew his chair closer. Loonza crowded back against the stone railing as if repelled.


  He spoke slowly, looking out toward the glowing light of the vast stone ceiling.


  “The Freeman brothers might well consider the rare value of my experiment here.” He waved his hand loosely toward the shoretown below. “Look what I have built.”


  “You built it out of the Freeman fortune.”


  “Yes.” He nodded at me so innocently that I thought, even the water hornets would have been impressed by his show of virtue. “Yes, I stole the money from my stepbrother, and after I had appropriately coated him with ghagstic so that his descendants would always be able to see him and pay him honors, I used his money to build this colony far away from the hard civilization of the earth. Young man, I assume that you yourself are one of the Freeman brothers . . . Otherwise you would not be interested. I don’t know how you’ve managed to seep through the barriers and find me, or what means you have used to gain the friendship of this lovely girl—but you’re here, and I’ll answer your questions—if you’ll answer mine. Tell me, have you found my ocean den something to despise? Do the people here seem to be unhappy?”


  It was a double-edged question. I couldn’t answer it in a word. I replied that one couldn’t help despising the inhuman methods that were used on strangers.


  “Ah, but that’s only a necessary evil to protect the original population. We cannot be overrun by strangers. They would soon demoralize us. And as you can see, the select population is highly contented, industrious, and peace loving. Isn’t it so?”


  HE TURNED the question to Loonza. She answered yes with the naiveté of a child. Yes, everything here was indeed quite beautiful.


  “There,” said the Mong. “Now, young man, suppose your great-grandfather had retained control of his fortune. What would have happened?”


  “I don’t know,” I admitted.


  “I’ll tell you. The industrialists of the earth would have been in a frenzy to seize control of the ghagstic supply. Your noble ancestor would have gone to the courts to retain his monopoly. The lawyers would have lined up for a battle. The manufacturers would have cut each others’ throats trying to corner the market on new products. These tons of nature’s materials would have been twisted into all manner of gadgets, most of which the human race has never needed and will never really need. Salesmen would have been whipped into a froth to go out and sell the useless stuff to people who didn’t want it in the first place, and the radioorators would have barked until they were blue in the face to make gullible consumers think they couldn’t be happy without ghagstic. Laws would have been fought over to regulate the trade and establish tariffs on incoming materials—and a few million dollars would have been spent lobbying at Washington to promote the laws, or fight the laws, or make sure the laws were cut in some fanciful pattern to please other commercial interests that might contribute to the next campaign fund. Tell me, son, who would have been happier if I had left the fortune in the hands of your great-grandfather?”


  I looked at Loonza. Her eyes were wide and she was shaking her head slowly. “What is he talking about?”


  “About the earth.”


  “Are all of those dreadful things on the earth?”


  “They only sound dreadful,” I said. “It’s all a, matter of what you’re used to.”


  “I thought the earth was a beautiful place where people admired the moon.”


  “Not many people have time for that,” I said.


  Loonza looked down over the ledge, down the perpendicular wall of rock to the red waters below. She said, “It’s pretty down there. I wonder if the water is ever quiet enough that you can see your reflection from here.”


  The old man gave a low sinister laugh. He knew—just as I knew—that Loonza, in her innocence, had clinched the whole point of his argument. Here life was simple, beautiful, undisturbed by the hundreds of thousands of artificial troubles that the people of my earth had conjured up for their own distress and suffering.


  “This ocean den is a rendezvous,” said my great-stepuncle. “It’s an experiment which proves that people of the earth can live peaceably and happily, if they can only escape their heritage of man-made troubles. I have built this world out of the silver lining of my black robe of crime. In life these people are happy. In death—ah, they are nevertheless beautiful as ornaments for my palace.”


  He folded his arms and his evil smile rested upon me triumphantly. The only thing I could answer—and it was a woefully weak answer—was: “You’ve built it out of the Freeman fortune.”


  “Yes.”


  “Well?”


  “I have a plan,” the old man said slowly. “It has been in my mind for a long time. For many years, in fact, I have known that sooner or later some ambitious young Freeman would find his way into my world and demand that I make restitution for my so-called evil deeds. Now that you have come, I shall explain my plan. But first, I should have witnesses. Zober!”


  CHAPTER XIII


  THE aged Montgomery touched a cord. A tinkling musical note echoed through the stone columns and a moment later the Paint-Face Zober came out to the balcony. He bowed slightly and took the place that the Mong indicated.


  If Loonza had looked sharp, she would have observed that this particular Paint-Face was interested in her. But in this ocean den, the guards with painted faces were socially unapproachable, it seemed. Once they had donned the paint, they became anonymous, losing their identity except as servants of the government. This man Zober, however, possessed a magnetic quality. In his presence I felt that the air was charged with too much electricity. I couldn’t help wondering what he would look like if he removed his disguise.


  I observed his hands, his feet, his crisp mud-plastered hair. As David had once mentioned, he did not possess the grafted web-structure between-his fingers, but wore trim webbed gloves that were doubtless removable.


  I whispered to Loonza, “An interesting fellow, this Zober.”


  She shook her head. “He watches me too close. I can’t figure him out.”


  “Haven’t you known him all your life?”


  “Only in recent months. They say that he swam in from the sea. But one never knows about the Paint-Faces.” In a lower whisper she added, “One forgets their families, and their age, and everything except how severe they are.” The old man cleared his throat and our off-side conversation ceased. He looked to Zober. “Where is Propsander?”


  Zober, amazingly silent, gestured toward the sea. Then the old man remembered that the magician had gone on an errand. There were only the four of us in this tower-top palace.


  “We won’t wait for Propsander,” the old man said. “There are three, of you to listen. How long will you live? No one knows. But one you will surely live long enough to pass my words on when the time comes. Listen closely.” His sleeves flapped in rhythm with his low spoken words.


  “Many years ago I borrowed—stole, if you prefer—four million dollars from my step brother. I took possession of this region which he claimed. When I die—”


  He turned to me and gave his white hair an arrogant toss.


  “Don’t look so anxious, young man. I’m only a hundred and ten years old. I’ll live another twenty years. Maybe forty, if I’m still enjoying myself. As long as there are new specimens for my art collections—er—but as I started to say—when I die, any living descendants of the Freeman family will be entitled to equal shares of a four million dollar consignment of ghagstic. Does that make you happy, young man?”


  He turned on me so sharply that Zober couldn’t fail to know I was not a Paint-Face. Painted though I was, I was an imposter. He must have guessed that I was a Freeman—and I knew that my trick would soon bring trouble down on my head. The Paint-Faces down at the gate would soon hear that a visitor had beat their death trap! Yes, Zober was staring through me. He gulped hard.


  I wondered what his voice would sound like.


  “In addition,” said the old man, “if there is any Freeman who is willing to remain in this realm, the ocean den with all of its valuable resources will fall to him. He will own it, and govern the people, and use the riches as he sees fit. There. Do all of you understand?”


  THE little old man gave a catlike lurch, and his glittering eyes fastened themselves upon someone who was approaching through the farther room. In spite of his age, W.W. Montgomery possessed the alert senses of a hunted animal.


  “Excuse me,” he said, recovering his dignity. “Visitors.”


  He plodded off through the rooms toward the rear entrance. Loonza and I followed cautiously for a few steps; then the mirror gave us the picture. The withered little old Mong was receiving guests, after a fashion. They were forcing their way in with pistols.


  Uncle Willard and David!


  We heard the old man’s crackling words of surprise. We heard David’s hardboiled grumble. Uncle Willard was trying to temper the meeting with a show of manners: the guns were only for their own protection, he was saying, and please don’t misunderstand! But it was David’s ruthless manner that predominated. David growled:


  “We are the rightful heirs to the Freeman fortune. If you are the high mogul of this joint, we can get right down to business.”


  Loonza whispered, “Whooo! He’s mad. He’s madder than when I took him to the fountain to help him get rid of the water hornets.”


  I replied that David had never been noted for his sweet disposition, and she needn’t expect any appreciation for her act of kindness at this late date.


  “Will he know you?” Loonza whispered. “If he sees you with me, he’ll know you, in spite of your paint.”


  I shook my head. David was sure he had got rid of me, otherwise he and his father would never have barged in on the powers-that-be with such a cocksure announcement.


  My great-stepuncle was polite. What a pleasant surprise to have visitors from the outside world. They must come right in and tell him all about themselves.


  “Yes, I am the Mong of this Crimson Sea,” he crackled slowly, with wonderful dignity and modesty. His sleeves of blue and gray waved gracefully as he motioned them in. “Walk softly, please. My water hornets may be sleeping . . . No, no, I’m mistaken. They are wide awake. Ah, they’re taking quite an interest in you.”


  The bowl of pets was worth watching. Those lively black spikes were all lunging at once in the direction of the three men, and Loonza whispered, “There’s enough evil to choke them!”


  WE MOVED back into the balcony, for the Mong and his guests were coming in our direction.


  “Our time is limited,” David was saying sharply. “We’re short on patience too.”


  “You’ll have to pardon my son for coming right to the point,” Uncle Willard said, “but he needs to get back to the earth as soon as possible. So if you’ll just fork over, we’ll take possession at once.”


  “Ver-r-ry interesting!” The old man drew out his words, not being in the least rushed or overwhelmed. He didn’t know how rash a person David was. Did he realize that that black ugly pistol was in dangerous hands? He nodded slowly, trudging along through the arch and out onto the balcony. “So you two are the only living heirs to the Freeman fortune?”


  “Right,” said David. He gave us a quick glance. The sight of me made no impression. His gaze rested for a moment on Loonza, however, as if wondering whether she would make trouble for him. He turned his back, then, as they came to the stone railing.


  “Just be seated,” said the Mong. “I’ll call Propsander. He handles all of my business.”


  “What the hell does he have to do with it?” David snarled.


  Uncle Willard joined in. “You’re the boss here. Let’s get down to business.”


  The little old man gave an easy gesture. “Calm yourselves, gentlemen. If you are the rightful heirs, you’ll have no objection to a routine check-up. My magician, Propsander, has the means of verifying the truth of any man’s statement.”


  David groaned. “Ugh. Lie detectors, huh? Well, you’ll not catch us up with any of that stuff.”


  “You mean you won’t submit to a test?”


  Uncle Willard moderated the tension, though he was plenty tense himself; you could tell, by the way his shoulders tightened whenever anyone spoke. “Of course we’ll submit to any reasonable test. Anything you say within reason.” While the Mong spoke through a tube, evidently calling down to the guards or Propsander somewhere a hundred and twenty feet below, we could hear David grouching about the danger of death traps. Then he fell silent, noticing that Loonza and I were still back of him listening.


  “He’s afraid,” I whispered to her. “that you’ll ask him about a certain missing party named George Freeman.” A few minutes later the footsteps in the rear room announced the arrival of Propsander. He entered briskly, perspiring and impatient, wanting to know why he had been called.


  “Don’t think I haven’t got to the bottom of the trouble, Boss,” he said huskily. “I brought the trouble back with me so you can see it for yourself.” His glance passed over the rest of us lightly. He was too intent on a purpose of his own to be disturbed about us. He called back, “Come in, Paint-Faces! Bring that young headache back to the balcony.”


  Two Paint-Faces marched in, bringing with them a small, timid prisoner—Bud!


  CHAPTER XIV


  LOONZA’S hands went to her lips.


  Bud saw her in a flash. He gulped and his eyes jumped, and I thought he’d blurt something on the instant that would damn us all. Of course he recognized me! In another minute he’d give away my identity, I thought. I cast about for any convenient exit.


  The only exit within easy reach was the rail, and I didn’t care to try a one hundred and twenty foot high dive on an empty stomach—or any kind of stomach—which is probably the way I would land. I settled back in the corner. Loonza gave my hand a warning touch, and we waited silently to see what was going to happen.


  The husky magician was now taking in the scene with an air of sizing up more trouble than he had bargained for.


  “It looks like you have company, your honor,” he said to the Mong with a strained air of respect. “Invaders, huh?”


  Then Bud broke the ice, right smack in the middle. His webbed hand shot out at Uncle Walter and he cried, “There’s the man that beat me.”


  “Huh?” Propsander gave a quick turn of his bullet-shaped head. “Slugged you, did he?”


  “He sure did. Both of ’em did. They questioned me and then they began fighting me.”


  “It’s a lie!” David snapped. “A damned lie!”


  “It’s the truth, and I’ve got bruises to show for it. And you’d have killed me, too, if it hadn’t been for George. But George, he—”


  The boy broke off with a snap of his teeth. His eyes gave the slightest flick in my direction and then he turned into a brave little statue and wouldn’t say another word. He was on his toes, that kid, protecting me that way.


  Then both David and Uncle Willard were talking fast, making all sorts of excuses but not making much sense, as far as their audience was concerned. The two guards stood back looking as puzzled as possible through the stripes of paint that hid their real faces. The Mong and the magician turned from one to the other and presently silenced all talk. David grumbled to a stop, still twisting the gun in his nervous fingers.


  The old man wanted to hear more of the small boy’s version, so the magician opened up with questions.


  “Tell us, lad, do you really know these men?”


  “Sure. I’ve watched them since the day they came. They caught me to ask me questions. Then later, after the beating, I went back and listened to them outside their cave.”


  “Tell us what you know about them.”


  “They came with George Freeman on his business trip. Then they saw their chance to have George killed. They sent him over the walk.”


  “Lies!” David shouted, on his toes, flourishing his pistol.


  “Shut up!”


  “Lies, I tell you!”


  PROPSANDER took two steps toward David with his arm thrust forward. “If they’re lies, shut up and listen. I can tell you in a minute what’s lies and what isn’t. Now, go on, boy.”


  “They sent him over the purple walk so they’d be the only descendants left. After he was out of the way, they went on with their plans to come up here and claim everything. If you don’t come through, they’re going after a load of ghagstic under the Black Ledge.”


  “Interesting,” said Propsander, turning to David and Uncle Willard. “But it won’t take long to prove it’s all a lie. Little boys always have good imaginations. Come with me, all of you.” It wasn’t that easy. If it hadn’t been for Uncle Willard, David would have shot down the magician and Bud then and there. He was so angry he was purple. But Uncle Willard calmed him, and they marched ahead, and the rest of us followed.


  Now we were walking into a part of the tower palace that I hadn’t seen before, but wouldn’t have missed for the world. It was the most luxurious—white tile walls and a private swimming pool.


  “Into the water, gentlemen!” Propsander ordered.


  “The hell we will,” David growled. “Save your death traps for the numbskulls.”


  “There’s a serious charge against you, young hothead,” said Propsander. “This is your chance to clear yourself, unless you’re afraid of the truth.”


  Of course David was afraid of the truth. He was on the spot. It was his father’s rashness that carried the moment for Propsander. Uncle Willard was still ready to play their bluff to the limit. He stripped to his trunks and dived into the pool.


  When the husky magician himself entered the water too, David’s suspicions eased and he followed, mumbling, “Lie detectors, huh!”


  Propsander emptied a bottle of green fluid into the water and tossed the bottle to the wall.


  “In a moment,” he said, walking to a depth that brought the water up to his chin, “I shall receive through the waves a transfer of your inner thoughts.”


  “None of that!” David snarled, and would have climbed out again. But a gesture from the Mong caused Zober to plunge into the pool and put the strong arm on David. David glanced at his weapon which he had temporarily parked on the ledge within easy reach. He calmed, like a child being persuaded to submit to an operation, and the magician proceeded.


  Now all four persons stood with their heads barely above the water, and the lively green liquid spread a thin film all around them. The tiny waves danced strangely.


  “The thoughts are coming,” Propsander said slowly. “It looks as if the boy was lying. If so, we’ll throw him over the rail. There are plenty of hungry lizards . . . wait a moment! What’s this?”


  CHAPTER XV


  UNCLE WILLARD and David were almost as pale as the white tile. Loonza observed that the husky Zober was doing some thinking too. She whispered, “His thoughts might mess up everything! Why not? Whooo! Suppose he thinks Bud is guilty, and thinks it too hard. What would happen, George? Wouldn’t the magician get his thoughts instead of theirs?”


  “I wonder!”


  “What’ll we do, George, if they decide to throw Bud over?”


  “I’m going to get that gun!”


  Our whispered conversation brought a “S-s-sh!” from Propsander, and I paused, irresolute. If I could have slipped along stealthily for another ten steps—


  “Get up on the ledge, all of you!” Propsander barked.


  The green liquid film gave way to a splashing of clear water. David and Uncle Willard were obedient enough, but David’s nervous fingers waited on a little black death instrument in case of emergency.


  Propsander calmly brushed the water off his muscular arms, marched along the ledge, and stopped before the Mong with a slight bow.


  “Your honor, it appears that there are four persons who claim the rights to the Freeman fortune.”


  “Four!” Uncle Willard bellowed. The aged little Mong stepped back in surprise, and his bony arms quivered.


  “Explain!”


  “One moment.” Propsander pressed his forehead. “The thoughts are scrambled. Here! Here they come. I was mistaken.”


  “I should say you were,” David muttered.


  “Not four. Six!” Propsander declared. “Yes—six! Wait! Two of them are dead.”


  “Ye gods!” I blurted. “He’s crazy.” It wasn’t exactly a propitious time for me to get myself tangled up in what had been David’s and Uncles Willard’s show up to this moment. I can’t say whether they recognized my voice, but everyone turned as if to say, what’s this Paint-Face talking about?


  “There are six, as follows,” Propsander persisted. “These two men—that’s two. They’re not Freemans, but they’re related. Then there are the two Freeman brothers, George and Ken—and my thoughts tell me that they are dead—both of them. That’s four. Then in addition—”


  “That’s all,” David said.


  “No, there were two more, in the thoughts that entered my mind.”


  “Who the devil else?”


  “This is strange,” said Propsander, pressing his forehead and looking at the ceiling. “It comes to me that there are two Paint-Faces—both living—and each one believes he has a claim.”


  “Paint-Faces!” Uncle Willard roared. “This is an outrage! It’s a frame-up!” Then I marched into the circle, and Loonza’s tug at my arm failed to hold me back.


  “Try my thoughts! I can unscramble the whole thing for you in a minute.”


  I plunged into the pool. Propsander came in after me. The waters calmed, and the little waves began to dance over the surface.


  “H-m-m! Very interesting.” Propsander nodded slowly. “Are you sure?”


  All he could be sure of was that he was catching our sincerest thoughts. And he must have known that there was just a fraction of a percent of a chance that I might be mistaken. He knew—he must have known by now—that David and his father were mistaken in their very sincere belief that I had been killed.


  “So that’s how it is!” Propsander said. We climbed up to the ledge and he bowed before my aged great-step-uncle. “Boss—your honor—I beg to report that the two Freeman brothers are living.”


  “Stop it!” David cried. “You’re driving me mad. You don’t know a damned thing. We saw with our own eyes—” Both David and Uncle Willard were shouting in a rage. They knew that I, George Freeman, couldn’t be alive. They had seen to it that I had walked into the death trap. They had seen the skeleton there afterward, and with George Freeman’s garments clinging to it!


  IF EVER two men convicted themselves in a moment of explosive talk, these were the boys that did it. Then they caught themselves, and they realized that even the Paint-Faces standing back against the wall were laughing at them. They lapsed into a hard silence.


  “I’d advise you to forget that gun and listen to me,” Propsander said in a hard voice. “By your own laws we have enough on you to consign you to the ocean lizards without any more trial. According to this man’s thoughts, the two Freeman brothers beat the death trap by their own wits. The older one did it about two years ago. The other one—well, you saw that happen with your own eyes—but you didn’t see the underwater swim or the dressing of a skeleton that fooled you.”


  “That means that George Freeman is still alive?” David was up on his toes, shaking his hands like a trapped fighter. “Where is he? Does he know—”


  “I’m right here,” I said, folding my arms and taking two paces in David’s direction. “And there’s my brother Ken.” I pointed to Zober. “Now what do you think, David? Uncle Willard?” David and his father were almost beyond thinking. But David seized at a straw—an awfully frail straw.


  “Smear that paint off their faces!” he demanded. “I’ll bet they’re a pair of imposters. I’d know George Freeman’s voice anywhere—and this fellow doesn’t sound the least bit like—”


  The little old man in the blue and grey robe had a way of commanding silence simply by walking into the circle with his feeble brown hand outstretched.


  “What pleasant guests we have today, Propsander. They seem to doubt your thought reading.”


  Propsander shrugged. The whole thing had grown too much for him, what with the conflicting stories the water had brought him. He knew he had gotten what every man believed to be the truth; but the welter of misimpressions had made him dizzy.


  “If these two Paint-Faces are having pretty delusions that they are Freemans, there’s one easy way to tell. The real Freeman brothers would surely recognize the statue of their greatgrandfather.”


  I looked to Zober. He had not said one word to confirm or deny the revelation I had made. But it was plain to me now—everything. His size, his build, his silence to hold back the voice I would have recognized, his profile, his manner—yes, and his very noticeable interest in Loonza—all these were enough to convince me.


  And on top of all this, his thoughts, in the water—had been the source of Propsander’s information that there were still two living Freemans! Was that the way he had put it? Yes, two living Freemans with a claim to the fortune!


  It had to be. Why didn’t Zober speak up and come to my rescue? Between the two of us, we would have our cousin David and Uncle Willard so thoroughly flabbergasted that they’d be ready to plunge over the rail.


  “I don’t believe it!” David yelled again. “Smear their faces!”


  “We’ll clear their faces of paint,” said the cackling little voice of authority. “Then if these irate gentlemen refuse to recognize them, we’ll make them prove their identity by looking at my collection of statues. Any Freeman son worthy of the name should be able to pick his own great-grandfather out of the fifteen or twenty old specimens I’ve kept stored in a certain closet.”


  The guards removed our paint, and then we stood face-to-face—Zober and I.


  David and his father groaned. I was the real article and their groan practically proved it.


  But Zober? Was he my brother Ken?


  He was not! He was no one that I had ever seen before, in the flesh!


  CHAPTER XVI


  THE one person who gave a cry of delight to discover who Zober really was, was Loonza!


  “My—my heartbreak!” she uttered with a funny little cry, half comic, half tragic; and she went to him and caught his hand and held it to her lips. “I—I thought you were killed!”


  “I’m afraid it was George Freeman’s brother who was killed,” said Zober in a rich, mild voice. I liked the strength of the man. I was busy observing the points of similarity and contrast between him and my late brother—and of course my heart was sinking with a terrible disappointment over Ken. Ken had not come to life after all. No—no such miracle. It was all a false hope . . . But what a quick attachment I felt for this strange, fine looking Zober, now that he was revealed in face and voice. He was speaking gentle words to Loonza, who was almost sobbing with gladness. “I thought you would forget me . . . You are so young . . .”


  “But you’re young too,” Loonza said. The two of them seemed oblivious to us, their audience, and no one—not even the baffled cousin David—interrupted their seemingly sacred moment. “Pretty little Loonza . . . I have never told you . . . But I’m not as young as—I mean, my age—it’s a troublesome thing. Still—what is age—what difference—if you really care—” Loonza sensed that the private conversation was a trifle too public for comfort. Or did she perhaps hold back a wisp of her romantic feeling from Zober—a part of her heart that now belonged to me? At any rate she turned to me.


  “George? Why didn’t you say something, George? Aren’t you going to speak to your brother Ken?”


  “He isn’t my brother,” I said. “I was wrong.”


  “Ugh.” This from Propsander, who by now had lost all faith in his ability to arrive at the truth by examining other people’s thoughts. “We don’t know a thing, Boss. Not a damn thing.”


  “If you’re not Ken Freeman,” Loonza wailed, “then what is your name?”


  “My name is Ken Freeman,” said Zober with a gracious nod, very, very serious, and studying me as intently as I was studying him. “But I’m not his brother. I’m his great-grandfather.” Two of the Paint-Faces almost slipped and fell into the pool. Bud blinked hard. Loonza’s fingertips fluttered to her lips.


  “Say it again, please,” she said, though her words came out a whisper.


  “The little old man should know me,” Zober said, and he began to smile. It was a restrained smile, but it expressed a terrible accusation. “I am his oldest ghagstic statue. If he will dust out the closet where he has stored fifteen or twenty old specimens, he will find one missing. I was never dead. I was out—in suspended animation, as they say. But after nearly eighty years, the elements wore through my coating, and I found myself to be alive, in my decaying shell. So I set myself free.” My little aged, gnarled great-step-uncle was oozing backward, wincing.


  Zober came toward me and placed a hand on my shoulder.


  “I hope my appearance won’t upset you. I am your great-grandfather Freeman, son, and I take great pleasure in meeting you. In fact, I have been watching you rather closely. As soon as I learned that a member of an invading party had beat the death trap, I said to myself, that must be a relative of mine.”


  “How did you know—I mean—”


  “When I crept out of my shell, many months ago, I floundered about, hiding like a stowaway, until your brother Ken arrived with an expedition. That was when I got acquainted with Loonza, and I attempted to learn about this land into which I had been reborn, so to speak. Without announcing my identity to anyone, I attached myself to your brother’s party. But I wasn’t quick enough on the dangers to save us from the tragedy of the Purple Walk. It might have caught all of us. By chance I was the one who escaped. Then, in my effort to play safe while I wedged my way into the good graces of my gentle murderer, Mr. Montgomery, my stepbrother, I painted my face.”


  TO MY surprise, the little Mong said, “You’ve been an excellent assistant, Ken. I’m rather glad I preserved you.”


  Zober smiled. “I am rather glad, myself. To be quite honest, you are right, Montgomery, when you say that I would have exploited this land ruthlessly eighty years ago, and that my actions would have been attended by all manner of wasteful conflict among jealous industrialists on the earth. In the past several months I have been listening to your philosophies and learning my lessons. I have learned them well.”


  “I am honored,” said the Mong. “But all the while I believed that the Freemans might come into the picture again—sooner or later. Does any Paint-Face recall that a certain skeleton has been stored for many months in the little station under the rock? I placed it there one day—you didn’t miss it, your honor—and my purpose was this. I guessed that some time the younger Freeman son might come, looking for his lost brother. And I foresaw that he might be forced to walk the Leopard Walk. If so, and if he were both resourceful and lucky, he might discover in it a means of saving his own life.”


  “Thank you,” I said.


  “Some day I hope that death trap can be removed,” Zober said.


  The little old man gave a low cackle that might have been amusement or the signal of an evil plan. Then he and Zober were challenging each other with their eyes, and the old man spoke what he knew was in the other’s mind.


  “I presume you think, now that you have emerged, that this world again belongs to you.”


  Zober smiled. “That’s a question that will be decided by time. You’ve developed it into quite a world, Montgomery. You possess its resources. But you don’t possess the people. You’ve given them a chance to live their own lives without much interference. That’s as it should be. I couldn’t improve on it. If I were to ‘own’ this region, there’s not much that I would want to change—except the death trap.”


  “Well answered,” said the little old man. “I tried to tell you such things long ago—before I murdered you. You wouldn’t listen then.”


  “It’s much easier for youth to take wisdom from an old man than from someone near his own age,” Zober said.


  “Then let me ask you this. If you were in command of this world, what would you do with culprits like these—these greedy invaders—”


  His little brown arm made a gesture toward David and Uncle Willard, but he broke off short. Both men were standing with their backs against the wall, holding guns on us.


  “You’ll not do a damned thing about us!” David snapped. “Get to the window, every damned one of you.” Propsander gave a raw laugh. “Yeah? There’s better’n a hundred foot drop below that window.”


  “That’s the very point,” David snarled. “Get moving.”


  CHAPTER XVII


  IT WAS a fast scramble, with the husky magician starting things off. You might like him or you might hate him, but you had to admire his boldness in that moment. You might believe in his strange powers of reading other people’s thoughts, or you might think him a fake, playing a high-powered bluff; but you had to give him credit for playing his power to the limit.


  He raised both hands, palms forward, and moved toward David.


  “Those guns won’t shoot, you saps! I fixed ’em for you. They’re dead. They’re—”


  “Is that so?” David shot Propsander through the heart. The bang of his pistol caused a nervous ripple over the waters of the tile-walled pool.


  Propsander fell forward and dived at David’s feet in his last convulsive moment of life. David leaped and a second shot went wild. We were all plunging forward—all of us toward the two. In the same instant a bowl tilted and tipped.


  In the split-second of my rush for David Pemberton, I caught the strange sight out of the corner of my eye. Those water hornets! They had jumped, all in unison, toward David and his father. They struck the inner wall of the bowl like a mallet, and it tipped and fell. The water and the hornets spilled around the feet of the two men. They attacked at the ankles!


  I saw a flash of fire from Uncle Willard’s gun, and one of the Paint-Faces clutched at his belly and bolted into the wall. Then Uncle Willard slipped and lost his footing, and wailed. His gun clattered to the floor, and an on-rushing Paint-Face kicked it into the pool.


  David shot at me twice, and one bullet cut a line along my forearm. The second was aimed for a kill, and that’s how I would have taken it, if the dying magician hadn’t been there. His shoulders sagged against David’s ankles, and the resulting sidestep encountered the wriggling water hornets. With a yowl, David slipped back.


  I was on him then, and had the gun out of his hands. He came at me. I struck at him. Then I flung the gun at him, he dodged, and it went sailing out the window. He wasn’t coming back for more. But he chose the wrong avenue of escape, for there was Zober—my noble ancestor—in his path.


  David backed away. He bolted toward another room. Zober was ahead of him, and Zober’s wide chest and fine muscles bluffed him out.


  “Wouldn’t you like to go down and try the Leopard Walk?” Zober asked. I’m sure he hadn’t guessed what was coming when he put that question. No one knew—unless it was some of those devilish water hornets. For David, in his rush to cross around the end of the room, struck them again, and skidded.


  HE BACKED into the window, tumbling. For an instant he hung on a balance like a teeter-totter, face up, arms up, knees kicking. The water hornets were all over his ankles, spiking him like mad. It was his kick that did it. He flung his legs upward and he toppled out.


  When we came away from the window, several minutes later, our eyes were still echoing the last sight of David Pemberton, far below us in the crimson waters. A hundred and twenty feet below us, he had been only a dark shadow, kicking helplessly at the waves. And then another shadow had closed in on him. Not an ocean lizard, as I had supposed, but—as Loonza’s practiced eyes knew—a swarm of water hornets.


  “He certainly was attractive to them,” she said, shaking her head.


  “What will happen to him?” I asked.


  “They’ll force him out toward the sea . . . Then there’ll be other, larger water animals waiting . . . but he’ll never know about them.”


  The three of us—Loonza, Zober and I—now looked about to see what damage remained to be done, and we soon realized that enough had already been accomplished to restore peace and quiet to this tower-top palace. David, a Paint-Face, and Propsander had lost their lives. Uncle Willard was missing.


  What had happened to Uncle Willard? The last I had seen of him, he had been in the act of falling, and his gun had gone into the tile-walled pool.


  Bud’s eyes were large as he told us later, in deathly whispers, “You won’t be seeing your Uncle Willard any more, George. Not unless you wait around for eighty years.”


  “What happened?”


  “The Paint-Face stunned him, I guess. Anyway he had an awful sick look and his eyes were half closed when they dragged him down to a room where there’s a big funnel in the floor and a circular wall of glass.”


  “Was the Mong there?”


  “Gee, yes. He’s the one that pulled a lever and made all the ghagstic rain down. That sort of straightened your Uncle Willard up for a minute, and then—well, from then on he was all coated. It turned him into a regular statue, and they carted him off and fixed him up on a pedestal . . .”


  CHAPTER XVIII


  THE little old man knew that he was about to die. His officials were gathered around him as he explained the strange relationship with Zober—his own stepbrother of many years ago.


  “You may be sure that Zober will govern you well, and that he will never sell your own world—this Crimson Sea—to any invaders. Believe in him—even as I have learned to believe in him . . .”


  And then his eyes gave a last curious flicker of interest and it was almost as if he were enjoying his own bit of mischief in his final moment.


  “Some of my statues . . . they may come to life . . . If so, they will still have life before them . . . When you tell them that, ask them if they are very angry . . . for what I have done . . .” And then he ceased to breathe, and he was like an image of himself carved in old wood . . .


  We swam swiftly across the crimson water, trying to overtake Loonza. She was leading us a merry chase; but just as I thought I was going to fade out and stop from sheer exhaustion, she whirled about and led us into a little cove where the soft amber lights of the rocks glowed down upon the three of us. Her golden flesh shone with unearthly beauty, and her smile was tantalizing. Together we sat on the low rocks with out feet dangling in the warm waters. Zober sat on one side of her, I on the other.


  At first there were only the low sounds of our feet dipping in the waves, and the light click of the shells woven into her bathing suit as she nestled back against the wall of rock—and then—“What a musical sound the waves make,” Zober observed.


  “I told you about it once long ago,” Loonza said. “Do you remember? George, you remember, I’m sure.”


  “I remember,” I said.


  “Listen. It’s a little song. Loonza . . . lenza . . . linza . . . lee . . . And that’s what my mother heard when she named me.”


  “It’s a pretty name,” I said. “People on the earth would like your name . . . Loonza, do you think you would like the earth?”


  When she didn’t answer, Zober said, “Loonza, I’m going to need your good help here in our little ocean world.” She looked up. “Aren’t you going back to the earth, Zober?”


  “No. No, Loonza, my place is here now. I hope you’ll stay with me.” When Loonza decided to be silent, I spoke again. “Do you remember the moon that I’ve told you about. If you would be my wife—go back with me—go back and see the wonders of the earth—”


  Loonza trembled as if she were cold. She pressed my hand. “It’s a little too terrifying. The moon—yes, I would like that. But all those other things—industries, courts, laws, lobbying, taxes, people that shout at you and make you buy things, and all your radios and automobiles and trains and ships that you have told me about—”


  “They’re really not so bad. We like them, on the earth. If you were there—”


  “No, I’d never be like that. I’m a person who likes to have my light the same day after day. It never changes here. Never . . . But I’ve liked you, George. You’ve been very kind. And you were the only one who could understand my heartbreak.”


  I laughed softly. “Maybe that’s because I’m distantly related to the man who caused it.” I drew a deep breath. “Two of the crewmen, Blanchard and Casey are ready to take me back soon.”


  “A few more days of visit first, George,” Zober said. “This is the first time I’ve had a chance to catch up on earth news for the past eighty years or so. I’d like a little fuller story of my descendants before you go back.”


  “It’s a long story,” I said.


  “May I listen too,” Loonza asked. “By all means,” said Zober. “After all, if you’re going to marry me, you’ll become the step-grandmother to a pretty big family. I hope you won’t mind.”


  “Whoo. Will I be a grandmother as soon as I’m married?”


  I laughed. “Dreadful, isn’t it? You’ll be my great grandmother.”


  “George!” she wailed, “will you promise not to tell anyone I’m your great grandmother.”


  “I promise.”


  “If it’s a real promise, you know, we should seal it with a kiss—like this.” She bent over to me and kissed me—as sweet a kiss as one could ever ask from a prospective relative three generations removed. She said, “That’s what your great-grandfather taught me.”


  MERCURIAN MADNESS


  John Weston


  YOU THINK Hell is hot? Brother, you don’t know what heat is—not until you’ve spent a little time on Mercury. That stinking little sphere is closer to the Sun then a frying pan is to the fire. And barren? Not a soul goes near the planet, not a normal soul that is; Scientists and Patrolmen aren’t normal souls.


  Kent Frazer spent some time on Mercury, but that isn’t strange because he’s been everywhere a Patrolman can be sent—and some places where they can’t. And underneath that brilliant flaming eye, Kent did a job.


  Seeley knew Kent Frazer was after him the minute he jumped the Venusian drug-carrier and hi-jacked its cargo. He had a cool forty million credits in that little lead cylinder and he knew it. That’s why he jumped in his little rocket and blasted all jets straight for Earth, where nominally the Patrol’s jurisdiction is considerably hampered and confined by the Civil Bill. He knew he’d find sanctuary there easily—it’s easy to get lost among thirty billion people, especially when the fences will pay through the nose for di-paramorphinolate, the Devil’s gift to erring men.


  Seeley’s radar spotted the Patrol flitter on his tail. Seeley knew he’d never clear the net which Kent would throw out with pulsed radio communications, so he did the only thing left for him to do—he fled. Since he was making a trans-orbital jump across the System to Earth, his best bet was to hide. He knew eventually he’d get away—or so he thought. Anyhow, he goosed his speedy little craft towards the nearest shelter—Mercury.


  And while he pondered his navigation charts and instruments, he boned up a little on Mercurian geography which can be summarized in one phrase, “a hot, flat plain”. All the while Kent’s job kept gaining.


  Seeley made it though. Kent wasn’t quite fast enough. During the chase Seeley’s radio kept picking up Kent’s voice—


  “C’mon Seeley, surrender now. I promise you leniency. You can’t make it. You can’t get away . . .”


  The criminal flipped open his own mike once and just laughed into the phone. Then he cut it off and attended to business.


  His three hour lead was enough for him to elude Kent fairly easily and when the Patrolman made his approach he saw nothing but sand, lava, and burning eroded surfaces with the perpetual boiling mercury pools casting off their shadowy vapors into the almost-airlessness of the blistered planet.


  It wasn’t hard for Kent to track down the ship used by Seeley. A quick examination showed it to be missing the little lifeboat which meant that Seeley was able to flee when he felt like it, that is, when he thought Kent would have given up the search.


  Kent locked his own craft, keyed it with a radio pulse and left it floating in the atmosphere twenty-miles up so that Seeley couldn’t grab it. He then wrecked the controls of Seeley’s ship and started his search.


  It was a heart-breaking task. In the ghastly heat and radiation, Kent, despite his work-hardened frame, could only work a two-hour stretch. Then he’d return to his ship to rest. And all the while was the waiting tension of a possible ambushing by Seeley.


  For two weeks, Kent kept up the impossible regimen. But he found no trace of the wily criminal. His blaster poised perpetually. Kent expanded his search in an increasing spiral, venturing into caves, going into holes, literally crisping himself in the planetary hell.


  He found Seeley suddenly.


  The bottom half of Seeley and his suit, was gone. Only the upper portion remained. Seeley’s remains were jammed in a crevice, jammed securely, so that he was held in a perfect position for a tidal pulse of boiling mercury to ooze up around him. Seeley had been roasted within his suit!


  In accordance with regulations, Kent took the remains with him, including the ash of the drug; Then he applied for a six-month leave due him—and you don’t have to guess where he vacationed . . . Rocky Mountain City on the good cool green Earth suited him perfectly. Kent never; visited Mercury again . . .


  THE FIRE MAGICIANS


  John Jakes


  Morgan had his choice: either spy for his enemies or die for his friends. What if he should combine the worst features of both?


  THEY CORNERED him in an alley. There was a portable spot beam on him enclosing him in a circle of yellow light. He was backed against the clay wall, his palms touching the surface, his mouth hanging open. The breath tore in and out of his lungs. His knife was gone somewhere in the dark, lost while he ran.


  He was tired of running. He stood with the rough clay scratching his back through the tattered shirt. Ever since they had spotted him in the bar, some six hours before, he had been running. They had fresh reserves to throw into the chase. He was only one man.


  Round, deadly disintegrator muzzles were trained on him, he knew, in the gloom of the alley. The light blinded him, and he could see almost nothing. They could shoot him down easily. He wondered why they didn’t. Beyond the roofs surrounding the alley, there was noise, and lute music, and voices, filling the town and the steamy Mercurian night of the dark edge of the Twilight Zone.


  Why didn’t they shoot him? His chest moved up and down spasmodically. The light burned into his eyes with yellow brilliance.


  “Morgan,” a voice called from the end of the alley.


  He didn’t answer. He knew the voice belonged to Wolfe. Wolfe had been in on the chase for the whole six hours. He was tired, Morgan knew. His voice said that, and yet there was an edge of determination in it.


  “Morgan,” the voice said again.


  “Yes?”


  “Do we kill you, or can we talk?”


  Cagily, he weighed the situation, scuffing his toes in the dirt. Talk might give him a chance to regather his strength.


  “Come on,” Morgan said. “We’ll talk.”


  Boots scuffed in the dirt. A figure appeared in the hazy area where the light dwindled off and the dark began. Morgan blinked his eyes. Wolfe’s face was tired, his heavy body sagging in the Control Force uniform. A disintegrator rested on his hip, muzzle trained on Morgan’s belly.


  “Cigarette?” Wolfe asked, his mouth melancholy under the bushy brown mustache.


  “I could use one,” Morgan said tiredly.


  Wolfe tossed it, along with the match. Morgan drew the smoke down into his lungs. From down the alley came small noises in the dirt. The watchers were relaxing a bit. And the strength was creeping back into his empty muscles.


  “Well?” Morgan said at last.


  Wolfe blew out smoke from his own cigarette and gestured. “It’s just this, Morgan. You know we could kill you right now, for that episode at White Pits.”


  “Those two guards had it coming to them,” Morgan said savagely, “whether they were Terrans or not. I couldn’t stand by and see the Mercurials treated like that. They may not be human—”


  “Stow it,” Wolfe said sharply. “You were only working there. Killing two Control Force men is as good as killing yourself. Except in this one instance.”


  Morgan’s eyes narrowed in the light. What was Wolfe driving at?


  The big man continued, “We’ve got you now. We’ve been hunting you for quite a while, and we could take you to the compound and lock you up. I suppose you realize you’d be a dead man in less than forty-eight hours. But I’ve put in a petition to have you pardoned. On one condition. And it’s been granted.”


  SLOWLY, carefully, Morgan dropped the cigarette and kicked dirt on top of it. They were laying a trap for him. They were only laying a trap. The night was hot with a smell of sulphur wind, like all the nights on Mercury. The air smelled like a coffin closed too many years.


  “What,” said Morgan, “is the condition?”


  “You know the Control Force has had trouble with the colonials. The people of Mercury don’t like us or our government very much, but they’re coming to understand us, and we them. Only there’s a certain group of them that want to kill us all off, and they can sway the rest.”


  “Yes, I know that,” Morgan said a bit irritably. “Uprisings every month or so, a few Terrans killed . . . what does that mean?”


  Wolfe stepped forward. The disintegrator muzzle drooped and his eyes shone with something akin to fear. “We’ve got agents working for us in all of their important cities, and the other places where they come together. There’s something big in the wind, something so big it could wipe out every Earthman on this planet, as well as every chance we might have for understanding. It’s an uprising, but a planetary one.” He breathed in and out once, slowly. “Can you guess who’s behind it?”


  “I can guess. . . .” Morgan said carefully.


  Wolfe said, “The Fire Magicians.”


  Morgan nodded. If anyone could unite the natives of Mercury, it would be the Fire Magicians, strange, never-seen sorcerers of the mountains, whose alien science was only whispered about. Not even the natives spoke much of them. There were stories, Morgan knew, of men and women dying, of strange luminous things flapping wings that trailed fire as they flew, of incredible ancient technology that was the same as black sorcery to the Earthmen.


  “If anyone can do it,” Wolfe went on, “they can. They’re the nearest thing to a religion, and what’s more, they’ve got fear on their side.” His hand swung up, pointing to the east. “The drums are beating, up in the mountains. Warriors are gathering in the city of Magicians. And we don’t know what’s going on, because we’d never get within a hundred miles of them.”


  THE THOUGHTS were clicking ahead in Morgan’s mind. His brain leaped out, catching the next idea. “I see. You know I’ve got a reputation for being a good fighter, and you know they know I’m supposedly a an enemy of yours. . . .”


  “Correct,” Wolfe replied. “We want you to go up to the mountains, to their city, and find out what’s happening. They’ll take you in. They can use all the fighting men they can get, if it’s as big as the rumor says it is.”


  Morgan thought for a moment. “And for that I get pardoned?”


  Wolfe nodded.


  “But suppose I don’t get back . . . alive?”


  “That’s the risk you take. If you go, you have a chance to live. If you stay here, you don’t have one chance in the world.”


  “How can you be sure that if I head for the mountains I’ll go there?”


  Wolfe studied him. The brown mustache lifted a bit humorously. “I know you, Morgan. You killed two men, and maybe more, but your word still holds.”


  Morgan said, “You know me too damn well.”


  “It would be easy,” Wolfe said eagerly. “Ride in, join them, see what’s happening, and then ride out. Then we can drink scotch together, Morgan.”


  “Sure. . . .” The reply was cynical. “If they don’t kill me first.”


  “Do you want to start tonight? We’ve got a mount tethered at the edge of town.”


  “I might as well. You can tell your men they can relax now.”


  Wolfe laughed, deep and hearty. He stuck out his hand and Morgan shook it.


  “Like I said,” Wolfe told him, eyes shining with an inner sense of comradeship, “you killed two Terrans. But you’re a damned good man.” Abruptly, he remembered something. “Yes—one special thing to notice. The agents said rumors told of some kind of fabulous sign—or omen—whatever it is—to signal the beginning of the uprising. Find out what it is, if you can.”


  “Let’s hope it works,” Morgan said, thinking of what would happen if it did not. The silent blue Mercurials, waking and rising from their pallets at night in the servant quarters of the Terran homes. Drawing their keen blades across white Terran throats, spilling Terran blood in the streets. The old, alien hatred was still not quite wiped out.


  MORGAN put his hand on the shoulder of the Control Force officer. “Get me that mount.”


  The spot beam went out. They walked in the darkness, through the muggy stale-smelling alleys, until the buildings thinned out, and they walked around a corner of a wall. The beast was tied to a tree, blowing through its huge leathery nostrils.


  “Give me a gun,” Morgan said. It had all been very rapid, and yet it was the only logical way.


  Wolfe took his disintegrator pistol from his belt and handed it over. Morgan clambered up on the back of the beast and turned. “I may be back, and I may not be back at all.” He kneed the beast’s flanks, getting the feel of the mount. He said, “Cut the rope.”


  One of the Control Force men stepped forward, yanked his knife free and slashed the tether rope. The beast wheeled and bucked. Morgan fought with it, pulling the reins, kicking it, until it quieted. Then he kicked it again and the great legs began to move. They thudded over the dry ground, steady and powerful.


  Far ahead, to the east, were the mountains. Morgan knew where the. city lay. Everyone did, though few Terrans ever went there. The mountains were shrouded in the almost eternal blackness that sprang up where the twilight belt ended. They were ominous and forbidding, ragged black teeth clawing at the star-hung sky of space.


  Behind him was the town, and the Control Force officers, and Wolfe. The Terrans lay asleep tonight, while the Mercurials fingered their knives and waited. Ahead were the mountains of the nebulous and terrible Fire Magicians. The legs of the beast made a steady rapid thunder. The sulphur wind blew in his nostrils. The town dropped far behind—as existence for him might drop forever out of sight.


  The pace of the beast speeded. The wind keened around him and he hung on tightly, smelling the hot wind.


  He did not look back even once.


  THE WARLORD Kalthar and his sister Riegel sat behind the long table, imperious and haughty. Around the great hall were other men, some Terrans, some Martians, and one or two gray Venusians. They looked hard and strong, and they watched Morgan intently.


  Riegel drummed her pale fingers on the table top. Her hair hung down about her naked shoulders in gentle blue whorls, belying the fury that was in her “eyes. She surveyed Morgan for the hundredth time.


  “Earthmen,” she said, “do not customarily come to this city uninvited. They are sent for, as these men were.” She gestured around the room to the other mercenaries. On the wall, candles fluttered and threw shadows. Beyond the great windows lay the city, smothered in the eternal hot twilight dark.


  “You do owe us an explanation,” Kalthar said, his eyes narrow. “We know of you, Morgan. This is an assistance.”


  Morgan shrugged. “I travel a lot, and I know many of your people. I heard stories of the uprising, and I knew you could use men to fight for you.”


  “Logical,” Riegel replied craftily. “What will your reward be?”


  “Whatever you’re giving these others. You know the Control Force. All the Terran governmentals, in fact, would like to see me dead. I’ve got no reason to keep them alive.”


  A slender, straight-bodied man with masses of black curly hair stepped forward. “And you won’t either, Morgan. We have the Fire Magicians on our side. And they have promised us that she will reappear. . . .”


  “What do you mean?” Morgan asked.


  The black-haired man laughed. “The woman known above all women to the Mercurials. The legend, the primary goddess. She has no name other than . . . well, literally translated, it would be Our Lady of the Flame.”


  Kalthar leaned forward, his young face eager and full of a fanatical desire for power. “Once the people know she is with them again, there will be nothing” to stop us. Already the war drums are beating. . . .” Morgan became aware of the sound again, the sound he had first heard while riding up through the foothills to the city. A steady, thunderous roar, from mountain peak to mountain peak. He had grown so used to hearing it that it had become unnoticeable.


  “The armies will be gathering in a few days,” Kalthar went on. “The greatest armies of our people ever known. Tribe joining tribe with one objective—to wipe out the Earthman.”


  “But that is not all,” Riegel said quickly. “We’re going to take this planet and make it a world to be proud of, to stand alone with the other planets of the system. Proud. Unafraid. No longer will our people be forced to act as servants.” She spat out the last word.


  Morgan kept silent. The ideas of equality entertained by the Mercurials were too complex for debate. Wolfe believed that a mutual understanding and relationship could be worked out, in time, but Riegel, strange and incredibly beautiful in her alien way, believed only in the quick, bright spurt of blood to end the problem.


  BUT HIS problem was not solved.


  He waited a minute. The candles in the walls blew and flamed, and the shadows moved in the sulphur air. Then he said, “Do I have a place here?”


  Riegel’s eyes were calculating, sliding over his body. The corner of her lip jumped once, nervously. She glanced at Kalthar. He had a wry, satisfied smile on his harsh young face. He nodded and Riegel turned back to Morgan and said, “Yes.”


  “Good. I will ride with your army then.”


  “In a few days,” Kalthar finished, “when the drums have gathered all of the tribes.”


  The black-haired Terran laughed gratingly. “And when the Fire Magicians bring forth Our Lady of the Flame. . . .”


  “She will ride at the head of the army,” Riegel breathed, “with you and me, Kalthar . . . and perhaps Morgan. . . .” She laughed once, shortly, and waved her hand. “That’s all. You may go out into the city and seek lodging. However, I want to talk more with you. Come to my apartments at the end of the next sleep period.”


  She rose imperiously, left the great hall, with Kalthar trotting behind her. Morgan knew her reputation. He was sure now that she was the dominant member of the family. Her father had been a great lord of the Mercurials, and had died at the hands of a Control Force patrol whose members had been insanely drunk. Perhaps she, like Wolfe, had her reasons. . . .


  Morgan left the hall and walked down the great wide stairway and out of the building. The streets were thronged, mostly with natives, all of them moving and talking nervously, excitedly. They knew what was coming. The death-smell was carried on the wind, infecting them.


  As he walked, Morgan noticed that many of the shops were open. It was nearing the next sleep period, he knew, but men still worked at the wheels, sharpening row after row of long blades and short knives and spear tips, all of them glittering like thousands of infinitely deadly silverfish.


  He had an uneasy feeling. He turned once, sharply, looking behind him. He thought he saw a dark flurry, as of a cape moving suddenly in the crowd, but he could not be sure. High above, on the mountain tops, the drums rolled their steady song of war, calling in the tribesmen. His hand holding the pistol butt, Morgan walked on.


  The inn he found was small and unpretentious, but it served his purpose. A native boy was sent for his mount, still tied behind the palace building. They had placed him under guard at the gates of the city, and escorted him all the way in.


  He drank a flagon of wine and climbed the stairs to his room. From the window in the clay wall, he could see where the street rose. There at the far end, in the half darkness lit only with torches, stood the squat building that housed the Fire Magicians. Its great heavy stone doors were shut tight.


  OUR LADY of the Flame. She was a legendary figure, right enough. That was the omen, then, the sign. That was the thing Wolfe had instructed him to look for. He would stay one or two more days, seeing the strength of the gathering army, and then ride out. Perhaps there would be a fight, but he could handle it. He had a chance to live after all. His reputation was carrying him. The dead men at White Pits were talked of much among the Mercurials.


  There was a tapping at the door. He turned, dragging out his disintegrator pistol, listening. He heard a sound of faint breathing as he said, “Who Is it?”


  “Please,” a feminine voice whispered, “let me in. I must talk with you.”


  He edged the door open. It was a native girl, small-bodied and delicate, with immense luminous eyes and an almost sad cast to her features. Her cape was drawn tightly around her, and Morgan decided that the cape was what he had seen flitting in the crowd when he turned.


  She looked up at him, seeing the weapon pointed at her. “My name is Elta,” she said simply.


  She did not seem particularly dangerous. He turned away for a moment and lit the oil lamp. Then he turned back to her. “Where do you come from? You were following me, weren’t you?”


  Nodding, she said, “I had to follow you, Morgan . . . that is your name, is it not?” He said it was, and she hurried on: “I know of you. Everyone in the city does. But you must leave. You must take your mount and ride out tonight.”


  He laughed, easing the hold on his gun. She was so young and frightened, so deadly serious. “You’re joking. I’ve seen Kalthar and Riegel, and joined up to fight with them. I want to see the Earthmen die, Elta.”


  She shook her head stubbornly. “I know that is not true. You must leave.”


  “I’m not going to,” he said.


  “But you do not understand me! Kalthar, Riegel—they are only the titular heads of the uprising. Those behind it—”


  He cut her off. “The Fire Magicians?”


  “Yes. They know about you.”


  “You mean that I’m here?”


  “No, no. That you come from a man named Wolfe, an Earthman on the Control Force, with orders to seek out their plans!”


  He leaned against the wall, his breathing slow and labored. Elta stared up at him, fearful. “That is why you must leave.”


  “How do you know?” he asked savagely. “Are you sure?”


  SHE WALKED to the window, pointing to where the street rose up to the stone building. “I come from there. I am one of them. With their technology, which is to you as alien as yours is to us, they know of you.


  I came to you because I have watched you for many days. Yours is a famous name. I wanted to help you because I . . . from watching you . . . I . . .” She stared at the floor, unable to go on.


  He put the gun into his belt and put his arms around her. “Elta, thank you. If you know I come from Wolfe, as the Fire Magicians do, you know, as he does, that my word’s good. It’s something I can’t change. Whatever else I’ve done, I’ve always kept to my word. I have to stay here.”


  “Oh.” The sob was small and broken. She rested her head on his shoulder for a moment. “I must go back.”


  “Thank you for coming to me. I’ll be watching.”


  “When they strike, you will have no chance.”


  Suddenly, he realized the opportunity he had. “Elta, can you tell me anything about what they’re planning? You don’t seem to care for them too much. Can you tell me anything about . . . Our Lady of the Flame?”


  She almost cried aloud in terror, and her mouth moved, forming no over and over. Jerking the door open, she hurried into the hall and stood looking at him for a moment, afraid, and pitying him.


  “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “The sign is on you now. . . .”


  And then she closed the door. Footsteps retreated down the hall softly.


  He walked to the window. So they knew about him. Somehow, through their strange alien science, they had known all along. They had let him come to the city, playing with him. There, in that stone building, the Fire Magicians knew! He wondered just how long he had.


  The streets were quieting. It was the sleep period. The torches flamed and guttered weakly and the voices died. People disappeared indoors.


  Sleep would not come to him. He lay on the mat, the pistol on his chest, his fingers curled around the stock, his eyes wide open, staring at the ceiling. He lay for hours that way, listening to the drums rolling from mountain peak to mountain peak, calling in the tribesmen who would begin the tide of death.


  AT THE end of the sleep period, Morgan again went through the streets to the palace building. Two guards stopped him at the entrance. He stated his business and they escorted him through long, dimly-lit halls to a curtained doorway. Pushing the draperies aside, he strode through.


  Riegel was again at a desk, reading from a scroll of something that looked like parchment. She glanced up as he entered, and when she saw who it was a faint smile played around the corners of her lips.


  “Come in, Morgan.”


  “You said you wanted to see me.” He stood before her, legs wide apart, relaxed. But his hand stayed near the butt of the disintegrator.


  She rose from the desk and began to walk back and forth in a disciplined, martial way. Her eyes roamed over the gold and silver tapestries that hung on the walls of the room.


  “We have taken many men into service, Morgan. They have come from many planets, and all of them have been good fighters. In each one of them I’ve searched for something, but haven’t found it. I’m looking for that same thing in you.” Now she gazed at him carefully, trying to estimate the effect of her words.


  “Just what is it you’re looking for,” he said.


  “The quality is hard to define. Strength, perhaps. Hardness. Even my brother Kalthar doesn’t have it. He seems cold and shrewd on the surface, but underneath, in here . . .” She tapped a finger on her skull. “. . . he’s like a child . . . crying, desperately afraid of the darkness and the terror in the world around him.”


  Morgan laughed gently. “So is everyone.”


  “No!” The word was harshly uttered. “I’m not. Once, yes, in the years when my father was alive. But when he was killed by the drunken Earthmen—your brothers—I began to lose my fear. I made myself lose it, because it did not belong to the task I set for myself. I burned out every bit of fear inside me with the thought of what I had to do. Now, today, there’s nothing left but purpose. No fear. Only the purpose.”


  “Terrans and Mercurials are pretty much alike,” Morgan told her, “as far as construction goes. If a Terran got rid of all the fear he had, he wouldn’t be a human any more. The same goes for you.”


  HER FACE went empty of expression. Morgan looked into her eyes and saw a nothingness, endless plains of nothing retreating to nowhere. She spoke in a whisper: “I know. You’re right. I still have physical sensations, out not much else.” Abruptly her mood changed and she stood erect again.


  “That may very well be, but it avoids my basic problem. Kalthar doesn’t have the drive that I do. I’m afraid that some time, if things should ever begin to look unfavorable, he might collapse—go to pieces and no longer be useful to me. When the stress becomes acute, he may no longer have the heart or the will to follow the cause.”


  Morgan took out a cigarette, lit it, blew out the smoke. “I think I see what you’re driving at,” he said. “What you’re looking for in every mercenary that comes along.” He paused again. “Someone to . . . replace Kalthar.”


  “That is quite correct. I know you could not do it immediately. It would take time to even want to do it. But I think you could, eventually. Your reputation is very strong, Morgan.”


  He shook his head. “No.”


  Riegel’s eyes widened and then narrowed, dangerously. “Why?” she said softly.


  “First, it would mean killing Kalthar. Murdering him. Secretly. Right?”


  “I have no qualms about that,” she replied evenly.


  “Yes, but I do. I’ve never killed a man except for two reasons. One, I was paid to do it by a military leader. And two, the man was doing something I didn’t like.”


  “The White Pits incident . . .”


  He nodded. “I’ll admit it isn’t a very pretty record. I don’t pretend that it is. But I won’t kill a man, even when he’s got something I want. And I don’t give a damn for Kalthar’s job.”


  She moved close to him now, smelling of a musky scent that was somehow incredibly warm and ancient. Her eyes stared straight into his, while her hands unfastened the chain about her neck. The cloak fell away to her feet.


  “Look, Morgan,” she breathed. “I am a Mercurial, but our bodies are like the bodies of Earthwomen. This could be yours.” She put her hands under her breasts.


  Morgan picked up the cloak. “Put this back on. I don’t think I could make love to a woman with nothing inside of her but hate.”


  “You’re a stupid sentimentalist, Morgan,” she snarled. “I’ll warn you of one thing: I have asked other men the same question before. Three of them. All three were Terrans and all three refused. They rode with my army, but they did not come away from the battles. They were slain. . . .”


  “I’ve got a wide back,” he said nastily. “There’s plenty of room for one of your knives.”


  Uttering a deep harsh growl, she leaped at him, nails raking at his shoulders, his face, his eyes. He felt something gouge his eyeball, like a fiery needle, and he jerked away, striking her hard with his open palm. She fell and lay naked beside her cloak, suddenly no longer dominant.


  “Maybe all of the fear isn’t gone,” Morgan said.


  “I’ll drive the knife in, myself. . . .” He laughed.


  “LADY,” A soft voice murmured.


  It was like a whirring of faraway wings, a sibilant rustling of foliage. “Lady Riegel. . . .”


  Morgan turned. Riegel got to her feet and drew her cloak around her. There was a figure in the curtained doorway. It appeared to be a Mercurial boy of about fourteen or fifteen years. But his skull was tremendously oversized, and his eyes bulged out, round and soft, like big eggs. He was dressed in black rags, and he held his thin blue hands together as if in supplication.


  Morgan recoiled instinctively. He saw something in the boy’s eyes that was frightening. A weird combination of childlike cruelty, shyness, and complete depraved obscenity.


  “Cabal,” Riegel breathed. “What is it?”


  “They told me I would find you here. The guards told me that.”


  “What do you want?” She returned to the desk, not looking at the boy. She seemed to respect him, to listen intently to his every word.


  The thin blue hand lifted, pointing at Morgan. “It is in regard to this stranger—”


  “What do you want, boy?” Morgan said angrily. “Speak up!”


  “I would not talk in harsh tones, sir,” Cabal whispered, and Morgan again heard a sound of wings. Cabal seemed to think that he had command of the situation. He had a deep, hidden assurance.


  “No,” he whispered again, “I would not talk so to one of the almighty.”


  Turning abruptly, Morgan said to Riegel, “What the hell is he talking about?”


  She shook her head contemptuously. “You fool. He is from the Fire Magicians.”


  “Wha—” Morgan’s mouth dropped open in amazement. First a young girl and now this boy, with his popping eyes and frail body. Two representatives of the most powerful single force on the planet of Mercury. It was ridiculous.


  “May I speak, Lady Riegel?” Cabal asked.


  “Certainly.”


  “I have come to take this stranger, Morgan, to the house of the Fire Magicians.”


  “Just a minute—” Morgan cut in.


  “You will be silent,” Cabal whispered. And, for some terrible reason, Morgan was. He could not move. His mind was filled with horrible shapes and sounds—the dark wings rushing, a smell of death, and a freezing wind that came from somewhere inside of him and made him helpless.


  “Explain,” Riegel said.


  “Yes, Lady Riegel, I will explain. This stranger, this Morgan, who rode into your city and requested that he be allowed to join your forces for the uprising, is a deceiver, a pretender hidden behind a mask. But we, in the house of the Fire Magicians, have traced his days backwards, have watched him, several days ago.”


  “Where?” Riegel said anxiously. “Where did you watch him, and when?”


  “Before he rode into the city. We traced his past back through the time web, and saw him there, and heard his voice while he spoke with a Terran named Wolfe who is a member of the Control Force. This Morgan agreed to seek knowledge among you, in return for a pardon for killing the men at White Pits.”


  RIEGEL TURNED on Morgan, her eyes deadly now, the hate boiling up in her. “You filthy traitor!”


  He jerked the pistol free and held it pointed at her stomach. “All right. You know. I guess it’s time for me to leave.”


  “Oh, no,” Cabal whispered, “you will not leave the city. I am taking you to the house of Fire Magicians, and there you will die, as an example. When we are finished with you, the Terrans shall know how you died.” Morgan waved the gun at Riegel.


  “You’re coming with me. . . .”


  But she was laughing, cruelly, triumphantly. She was gazing over his shoulder. He whirled, and Cabal was smiling too, a smile that made Morgan want to scream aloud. The boy’s eyes were bulging now, standing out from his head like full hemispheres, and his blue hands moved among the tatters of black rags he wore.


  “I won’t shoot a boy,” Morgan said. “Normally, I mean. But if you try stopping me . . .”


  “Oh,” Cabal whispered, “how unclever. How fantastically unclever and blind. . . .”


  His hands came up from among the rags bearing fire


  In each hand, resting on the skin of the palm, was a globe of flickering red brilliance. Fire, yes, but not ordinary fire. Its radiance lit up the whole room like the inside of a great oven, and the core of the balls glowed with thousands of unnamed colors.


  Morgan tried to pull the trigger of the pistol. The muscles on his arms corded and writhed like snakes. He grunted and held his teeth together and tried to pull the trigger. He could not.


  “The hour of death,” Cabal whispered, “has come. . . .”


  Morgan heard Riegel screaming: “Traitor . . . traitor . . . traitor . . .”


  The hands of Cabal fluttered up, like pale blue birds, balancing the fireballs on his fingertips delicately, like a juggler. And then his arms lashed backward, and forward again, and the fire came at Morgan.


  He could not dodge. His whole body was like stone. The brilliance in the room blinded him. The fireballs spiraled,. lazily, nearer. Riegel was still screaming the one word, over and over. Morgan could feel the heat.


  And then they struck him. There was, strangely, no pain. There was only a sudden cutting off of all sensation, and one single moment of remembered awareness before he plunged into the black pit of nothing.


  “WAKE,” a voice kept repeating from the dark echoing chambers of his mind. “Wake, Morgan, wake, open your eyes, use your muscles. . . .” Finally, with terrible effort, he did as the voice commanded. Sensation slid along his nerves, singing through the wires of his body, carrying its message of feeling. And he was standing up, with his eyes wide open; standing in the middle of a floor of great stone blocks, while torches burned on the walls. The boy Cabal was moving away, taking his hands away, as if he had been supporting him.


  Morgan knew instinctively that this was the interior of the house of the Fire Magicians. One great stone room. Along the wall to his left was a large metal frame filled with infinite twists of fine silver wire that glittered in the torchlight. In the wall to his right was a doorway, hung with curtains.


  Before him, on a low stone dais, sat an old man, a Mercurial with a bald, oversized skull and eyes similar to those of Cabal. His steady gaze was fixed on Morgan, and his wrinkled mouth was pursed. Cabal stood to the left of the old man, and on his right was the girl Elta, pale, watching Morgan, very much afraid.


  “Ah,” the old man said, “you have awakened.” It was the voice that had pulled him from the darkness.


  Morgan said nothing. He waited.


  “My name is Swanseig,” the old man said. “And you see before you the Fire Magicians.”


  The knowledge stung Morgan. These three? An old man, a boy, and Elta? These three were the powerful controlling group, the magic name that spread terror and awe among the people? It seemed impossible.


  “Questions,” whispered Swanseig dryly, “write themselves on your face.


  “I am the last of the Fire Magicians. Cabal is my son. Elta is my adopted daughter. In this building is the last of our machinery.” He pointed one thin blue finger at the frame of silver wire. “The time web, with which we can see into anyone’s past. A heritage from the Magicians who were once mighty and powerful, and who will be so again.”


  “The fireball,” Morgan thought aloud. “What was it?”


  Cabal’s hands moved in the air. “Nothing. Everything. A thought, a projection, a playing with your senses.” The hands moved, and another fireball appeared, and then four, and then eight, and Cabal spread his hands wide apart, the blinding glow filling the hall, and they were all gone.


  “Some kind of hypnotism?” Morgan asked.


  “THAT IS a convenient Earth symbol for you to apply,” Swanseig agreed. “It is basic, and entirely too elementary to fully grasp the concept of our science, but it approximates the meaning. It is much more powerful than hypnotism. The fireballs rendered you unconscious. Similar projections can cause death.”


  Elta rose angrily. “Why do you play with him? Tell him.”


  “That he is going to die?” Cabal’s voice whispered in the air. “He knows.”


  Morgan experimented with his senses. There was a hardness at his belt. The pistol must still be there. He almost started to glance down, but caught himself in time.


  “I removed the loads,” said Cabal, laughing.


  “You’re very smart,” Morgan snarled.


  “We have an end to accomplish,” Swanseig replied. “I can remember the times of my youth when the Fire Magicians were almighty.”


  “The people began to lose faith in superstition when we came,” Morgan said.


  “Yes!” Swanseig answered vengefully. “When you came in your silver rockets and cut up our world and boiled it in test tubes and slaughtered us with your logic.”


  Anger was rising in Morgan, an anger he knew he should not feel, because he was here for Wolfe, to get a pardon, and that was the only reason. But the Terran roots went deeper, down into the very pit of his being.


  “There’s understanding now, old man. Two races learning to live together. And you want to kill the Earthmen and end every chance your people have for benefiting from Terran knowledge.”


  “Don’t talk with him, Morgan,” Elta pleaded. “You’ll drive him to terrible rage.”


  Old Swanseig laughed gratingly. “I want the Fire Magicians to be born again. When Our Lady of the Flame reappears, and the people rise and your brothers die, then I will mate Elta with my son and produce the new line, springing from my loins, full of the ancient knowledge.”


  Morgan recoiled inwardly, looking at the girl. “What are you, old man? Some kind of animal. . . .”


  “Kalthar and Riegel and I—” Swanseig roared.


  “—are insane!” Morgan finished, very softly.


  “Kill him now,” Cabal breathed, “oh, please, father, kill him now. Let loose the beasts.”


  “No,” Elta breathed.


  “Keep quiet!” Swanseig’s eyes blazed at her. He turned back to Morgan. “When you came to the city, we traced you back in time. We do that with all important strangers. We saw you talking to the one called Wolfe. You will learn what it costs to ride through those gates.”


  “Tell me this,” Morgan said quickly, stalling for time. “Who is Our Lady of the Flame? Will she reappear, or is it some trick?”


  CABAL STRODE to Elta and pulled her roughly to her feet. His hands brushed over her robe and she retreated. A great white aura sprang up, shimmering over her body, transforming her hair and her clothing to sheets of multi-colored fire. She seemed ethereal, yet near and compelling, a woman made out of ice and burning.


  Abruptly the aura vanished and Elta sank down on the bench, visibly weakened. She rubbed her eyes, as though she were not fully aware of what she was doing. “I’m sorry,” she murmured. “I tried to warn you. . . .”


  “We know that also,” Swanseig replied. “We know you went to this Morgan, and for that, Elta, you shall be punished. You shall be tortured severely until you learn the lesson of obedience.”


  “That will be my task,” Cabal said quietly.


  A growling roar came from Morgan’s lips. “You filthy—I don’t know what to call you—with your rotten minds—using superstition to start a war that will kill millions! You aren’t even worth—”


  He began to walk forward. He pulled the gun from his belt, holding the barrel, to use it for a club. Cabal retreated.


  “Let loose the beasts!” he screamed. “Now! Let them loose!”


  Old Swanseig moved his hands in the air. They whirled and turned, and light sprang, up, and the room began to vanish. Morgan walked on. He heard Elta crying out somewhere.


  “They’re not real, Morgan, they’re only in your mind. They can’t hurt you unless you’re afraid. They’re not real. They’re only in—” Her voice was cut off, muffled.


  The light was blinding. Slowly it diminished to a steady gray luster. He glanced about. The room was gone. He still held the pistol in his hand as he stood in the middle of a wide, empty gray plain. In the distance, far away, where the horizon should have been, spots of fire widened.


  They drew closer. He peered until he made out what they were. And then he shrieked.


  They were alien beings, great animals, fantastic monsters made of color and heat, with tongues of blue fire, and eyes like lightning, and huge claws like licking yellow flames, and bodies and scales made from every color of fire ever conceived in all the world’s tortured minds. They bore down on Morgan and the heat became unbearable. Their visages were terror beyond terror, the ultimate nightmare.


  He wanted to turn and run. He wanted to throw himself at them, and be burned instantly, and never have to look at them.


  They were almost over him. They breathed blast furnaces upon him, scorching his skin. And then he remembered her screamed words.


  The animals were like the fireballs. That must be it. That had to be it! They were created in his mind, from the material of his thoughts. They were in his mind! Slowly, he looked down.


  The gun was in his hand.


  In his mind, he filled the gun with disintegrator shells. He made them from unreal explosives, unreal fissionable material, unreal cases. He loaded them in his gun and pulled the trigger once, thinking with great effort of their power, and the first of the unreal animals fizzled and blew apart in a million pieces, scattering fire all over the gray sky.


  On and on they came, breathing their sulphur-hot breath, and each one swelled up like a balloon and broke into shards of fire when he pulled the trigger and discharged cartridges that he had created in his mind. There seemed to be thousands of them. He kept shooting, kept pulling the trigger, and still they came.


  His arm grew tired with imagined fatigue when he noticed that the landscape was blurring, becoming indistinct. Ragged holes appeared here and there in the sky, and torches burned in gaps dotting the bodies of the fire beasts.


  “I must call them in,” came the voice of Swanseig from far away.


  “No,” Cabal pleaded, the sound like a great hurricane sweeping through the air, “no. . . .”


  “But I must! He is using our mind energy! Transferring it to form his own pictures, to create illusions of equal actuality.”


  “No,” Cabal’s frantic voice sounded again.


  So that was it. He had power now, power from their minds. Slowly, deliberately, he fused the holes in the sky and put the fire beasts back together. Then, he drove them off across the plain, very quickly. And then he thought of Cabal, and the boy appeared, down the plain, looking about wildly. He thought of old Swanseig and he was there too, cowering beside his son, the evil strength drained out of him.


  LIKE A hammer beating steel, his mind forged the thoughts. Cabal and Swanseig were crying out now, in terror, but he made them stand still. The fire beasts thundered toward them over the gray plain. The two Mercurials cursed and prayed in their own language. The beasts towered over them, trampling them with bonfires and electrical storms. Thin belllike screams echoed in the gray distances.


  Cabal and Swanseig were caught.


  Morgan started to close his eyes.


  And the fire beasts burned them and tore them apart.


  He clamped his eyes tight shut, so that darkness dropped a curtain over the scene. He felt the pain in his head now, and after a minute he opened his eyes.


  Elta stood, hands pressed to her mouth. The torches guttered and blew wildly in a cold wind that swept from somewhere through the hall.


  Swanseig and his son lay across one another, egg-eyes almost rupturing from their heads in soft horror, pale-blue ichor dripping down out of their ears. They were dead.


  Morgan shook his head dazedly, “I don’t quite understand. . . .”


  “Like you were hypnotized,” Elta whispered. “Their own power was turned upon them, and it held them, and when the time came to die, they—” She choked, and then she was close to him, her head buried against his chest, sobbing.


  He stroked her hair for a few moments, keeping her eyes away from the dead ones. And then he said, “We’d better go.”


  Her eyes were puzzled. “Where? I have no place. . . .”


  His smile was not a successful one, but his voice was strangely gentle. “With me, Elta.” Morgan bent and kissed her lips, finding them warm and not at all alien. Her hands went around him, holding deep into his shoulders, holding on against the fear that shook her body. Finally, she pulled away.


  “No,” she whispered, “I can’t.”


  “Why?”


  “Three sleep periods from now, Our Lady of the Flame is to appear on the gates of the city. The tribes will be gathered and ready. She will speak to them, and tell them that the time to strike has come. I know how to operate the devices on this gown. I can make the light shine, I will appear.”


  “But why?” he persisted. “We could get away now, out of the city, and they’d never find us.”


  “THE UPRISING would still come,” she said intently, gripping his arms. “Don’t you see that? Even if we ran away, my people would still turn on yours. I can stop that. I want to stop it. Ever since Swanseig told me of the plan, I’ve been sick with the thought of what I would have to do. And now I’ve got a chance to stop them, to give your people and mine more years for understanding to grow. I must stay.”


  Morgan turned away for a moment. There was a chance they might never get away at all, then. Which was the way?


  Morgan looked at her steadily.


  “I’ll stay with you,” he said. “We’ll do it together.”


  He kissed her again and she said, “We have three sleep periods to wait.” Then she led him through the curtained doorway and up a winding stair to the roof of the building. From the parapet they could see the whole city, spread out down the hill below them, aglow with torchlight, streets thronged with people. The air was warm and sultry. In the mountains, the drums beat.


  There was food on the roof, and a straw mat, and a jar of wine. He took off his tunic and let the air cool the perspiration on his body.


  The stars moved overhead like cold ice jewels on a velvet cloth. Morgan watched them, and then turned on the mat where he lay. Elta was beside him, her eyes on his. Her mouth made a small sound, forming soft words. He bent over her.


  After that, they did not look at the stars for a long time.


  THE WARRIORS gathered.


  The tribes came to the city, drawn by the rolling of the drums in the black mountains. They came in blue hordes, atop their mounts, with swords and spears and bows. They came in long processions, bearing torches, long ropes of fire that stretched away through the foothills.


  Morgan watched them through three sleep periods, gathering outside the south gate, making their fire camps. There were singing, loud chants in the alien tongue, and men dancing in strange rhythms, and a smell of coming blood in the sulphur air.


  The whole panorama was spread out before them, as Morgan stood hour after hour with his arm around Elta. The palace building was a maze of activity, with messengers running in and out. Once they saw Kalthar and Riegel riding through the streets, accompanied by a blowing of trumpets and a beating of hollow drums.


  Children thronged the streets, playing with artificial swords, sticking each other and screaming “Earthman!” at one another. Old women chattered in the back alleys, and the whole city breathed deeply and lifted itself from lethargy and grew alert for the coming slaughter.


  A tense, expectant air hung over the city. The drums began to get on Morgan’s nerves, beating and beating, up in the mountains. Finally, when they had slept three times, and he was waking up to the eternal muggy dark and the sound of the drums, she was there.


  “We must go,” she whispered. “To the gates.”


  “I can’t go like this,” he said, indicating his clothing.


  “No. They’d recognize you. Come downstairs.”


  She found him a black cloak, like Terran monks wore. He tied the cord around his waist and pulled the cowl up over his head. She surveyed him critically.


  “Your face is shadowed,” she told him.


  He smiled grimly. Through a slit in the side, he held the pistol, reloaded with the cartridges Elta had found in the dead Cabal’s chamber.


  Elta moved toward the door, but he caught her arm.


  “Wait, Elta. We may not come out of this.”


  She came close to him and Morgan kissed her and touched her hair. “I can remember three days,” she breathed, “if no more. . . .”


  Morgan backed away. “We’ve got something to do,” he said evenly. “We’d better go.”


  THEY MOVED through the streets, secretly, furtively, while the city awoke and began its raucous clamor. Somehow the word had spread, and the crowds were in the streets, pushing and shoving turgidly toward the south gates.


  Elta and Morgan stopped in a dim doorway to watch the Mercurials hurrying past. The gates were only a few feet away, and the Mercurials rushed through to join the armies outside. Morgan glanced quickly down the street. “There’s no one coming right now. They must be out of sight around that bend.”


  He seized her arm and they ran across, into another doorway, and upstairs to the parapet. There was a native guard at the top, holding a primitive bow, with an iron-headed arrow ready.


  Morgan tried to push past him. “Hold,” the guard ordered. Morgan brought his fist up, knocking the man against the wall. As the guard staggered away, Morgan realized that his cowl had fallen down. The guard was staring at him.


  “I know you,” he mumbled, “I am sure I know—”


  Terror filled his eyes, and he screamed. The scream ended abruptly. Morgan turned, startled.


  Elta pulled the small silver dagger from the guard’s chest, and he slid down the wall, tongue lolling out of his mouth. Morgan picked up the guard’s bow.


  “Nothing must stop us,” Elta said fiercely. “Nothing!”


  And then she touched her robe, made motions in the air, and the light sprang up. Morgan squinted, dazzled at the brilliance for a moment. He heard Elta saying “Come,” and he followed her out onto the parapet.


  Down below, on the sloping sides of the mountain, the people stopped talking. Their voices died away by hundreds and thousands, and their heads turned, upwards, over their shoulders, eyes filled with the white glow.


  “Our Lady of the Flame. . . .” It was whispered over and over in countless blue throats.


  Elta raised her white-hot hands. The Mercurials quieted.


  “Listen to me, my people,” she said. Her voice was soft, yet it carried great distances through the still hot air. Morgan watched, amazed at the simplicity of it.


  “Fortune is not with this uprising. I am not with it, and my spirit is not with you. The drums have called you, but the Fire Magicians send you home. Take your belongings, go back to your villages and your towns. Live with the Earthmen. Understand them, as they are trying to understand you. Make no wars, but dwell together in peace. Return. Take up your things. Take up your things and go. Now.”


  MOVING HER hands in benediction, she turned away. The Mercurials stirred again, whispering, wondering.


  “It was so easy. . . .” Morgan breathed.


  “They believe in the legend and in the Fire Magicians more than anything else. But now the legend will die, and they will begin to believe in themselves.”


  “Can we leave the city now?” he asked.


  Elta pointed down the mountain. “They are leaving. So can we. I will make the people leave this city, too, because it has the taint of Swanseig and Cabal on it. Once the city is gone, we can live in peace.”


  Down the hillside, the throngs gathered up their bundles, led their mounts away, back to the plains and the houses from which they had come. They paid no attention to their swords, or to the fact that their torches were dying. The fear they held of the Fire Magicians was enough. It drove them.


  As Morgan moved toward the stairs, a clattering came from below. He tensed. “It sounds like mounts.” He and Elta moved to the head of the stairs, Morgan holding the bow ready.


  Kalthar and Riegel stood at the bottom of the steps, armed with spears. The young man was confused, some of the craft gone from his expression. But Riegel’s eyes burned with anger.


  “The Fire Magicians are dead, Elta. Oh, I know who you are. We went to the house. I learned of what you did only moments ago.”


  “It’s all over,” Morgan said. “They’re going home, and all the blood frenzy you can stir up won’t get them back, Riegel. You’ll never have your empire.”


  Cursing, she threw the spear up the stairs. It missed Morgan, striking Elta’s shoulder and quivering. She moaned faintly and fell. Kalthar was running up the stairs, sword in hand. Morgan fitted an arrow to the bow and let it fly. Kalthar stopped, staggered, and fell backwards, hands constricting around the shaft in his stomach.


  Riegel dodged his falling body and came on, knife in hand. “You’re second, Morgan,” she said, her voice rising, her body shaking wildly. “But first that one—Elta—” She moved toward the fallen girl, knife upraised.


  Morgan put out his arm and held her.


  Riegel looked at him. Deliberately, coldly, she drew the knife along his arm and watched the blood come out in a bright red line.


  “Now you’ll never have anything,” Morgan breathed, and pushed her down the stairs.


  She collapsed in a tangled heap, trying to get up. The hate burned through Morgan. Riegel flung the dagger. It flew by his head, clattering against the wall as she struggled to get up.


  Very calmly, he fitted an arrow, drew the bow with all his strength, and let it fly. There was an invisible whir and Riegel doubled over, the shaft quivering in her left breast. She tried to pull it out. She whimpered while the blue ichor filled her mouth and ran over. She died on the bottom stair, quivering only once.


  He gathered up Elta’s body and started down the stairs. Guards thronged the entranceway, peering. They saw that he carried Our Lady of the Flame, evidently not noticing the spear piercing her shoulder. They saw Riegel dead, and Kalthar, and the terrible look on Morgan’s face, and drew back.


  Up the hill through the city he went, carrying her, while the people retreated in doorways’, hiding themselves. He walked on and on, feeling infinitely tired, and yet full of anger that she might die. To the house of the Fire Magicians, and through the doors, while the blue people watched and breathed fearfully.


  The great stone doors closed and the city was silent.


  Up in the black mountains, the drums rolled slowly, like a sound of death.


  THERE WERE many hours, one stretching after another, while she lay in a pale sleep of insensibility, with his crude dressings on her skin. And then she awoke, and slept, and woke again the second time. She smiled then. And he knew she would be well.


  There was one more trip into the city. Our Lady of the Flame appeared on the balcony of the palace building and spoke to the people who listened with awed faces, thinking that a goddess was with them.


  After that, the people gathered their things and moved out of the city. In three hours they were gone. The drums in the mountains were silent. Hot wind lifted dust in the streets, and the torches flickered, and only Morgan and Elta saw them.


  They went to the gates on their mounts. Morgan had told her of the pardon waiting for him. She smiled.


  “Together, the two of us . . .”


  A strange sense of peace filled him. The people of the city were out on the plain now, seeking new homes, away from the evil that had filled them. They moved under the stars, searching for understanding.


  Elta lifted the arrow. On its tip was a small silver ball.


  “At least,” she smiled wanly, “when I was with Swanseig and Cabal, they taught me to make chemical fire that will destroy even buildings and walls. This will be the last sign, Morgan.”


  “Let me do it,” he said.


  Elta handed him the bow. He fitted the arrow and drew the string back. The shaft shot up into the dark sky and fell down among the buildings and was gone. In a few moments, redness, yellowness, fire began to grow, somewhere in the city.


  Together they rode down the mountain. At the bottom, where the plain began, they turned and sat for an hour, close together, watching while the city burned to pieces.


  THE END


  MADNESS IN MERCURY


  Belli Luigi


  It was simply peculiar that the Earthmen and Mercurians suspected each other of warmongering. Jay Rennard had to find out how ‘simply’.


  JAY RENNARD, Earthman by birth, Venusian by environment, strode restlessly around the glowing circle that was the Mercury Project, and his brain-child. A mad project, the rulers of the Earth-Venus Confederation regarded it But desperation, and the lack of any other advance to the problem, had caused the Confederation to sanction it and to vote the enormous credits required for its execution.


  The scene was weird and nightmare-like. Above, a dark sky, but on the far horizon a white streak of light. The specially constructed spaceship stood in the centre of the circle of light and heat sending forth the light and heat beams that made that tight circle a living oasis in a desert of death and incredible coldness on the dark side of Mercury. Already the four jet towers had been erected, creations that looked like giant radio valves, except that from their black bases the jet-nozzle projected; the whole tower operating on a great universal joint to enable the jet to be directed at any angle.


  Sooner or later those incredibly vicious Mercurians, living on the narrow strip of their planet between the broiling heat on the side facing the sun, and the frigid iciness on the dark side, would learn of the presence of the aliens and attack. Attack they would, without doubt, with that swift ferocity typical of them. But the task Jay Rennard had set himself was not merely to repel such an attack, but to capture a Mercurian—alive! That in itself was a task verging on the impossible; and even if he succeeded in that, his real work was only beginning.


  Genesh, the Venusian, and Second-in-command of the Project, approached Rennard. “The last of the jet-towers has been tested, Rennard.” He waved his many-jointed arm towards the distant line of brilliance that was the horizon towards the sun. “We’re more than ready for the little beasts.”


  “The little beasts,” repeated Rennard. “That’s the whole trouble, Genesh. We think of them as little beasts, they think of us as big beasts. For centuries these senseless attacks have gone on. They will go on indefinitely, costing tremendous energy and wealth and, more important, countless thousands of lives on both sides. Madness! Utter madness!”


  “On their side, yes,” conceded Genesh. “We’ve forced no quarrel on them.”


  “We may have, inadvertently,” said Rennard. “We don’t know their point of view, any more than they understand ours. I’m satisfied that once we establish communication with these people our mutual antagonism will end. They attack like crazy animals now, but they’re rational beings, differing from us, only in size. They have no knowledge of the Universal Spacelanguage, and no spaceradio apparently, otherwise they would surely have responded to our frequent messages.”


  “Unprovoked attacks on Venus—” began Genesh.


  The very presence there of Earthmen and spaceships could be regarded by the Mercurians as a provocation. If Earthmen have extended their frontiers to Venus, then may they not attempt to subjugate Mercury? That is their point of view.”


  “This miserable little planet with a strip of habitable country only!” said Genesh. “Now, Venus, lush and rich,” he went on with insular fervour, ‘is a planet worthy of consideration. So too is your own Earth. But Mercury!”


  “It’s their home planet,” pointed out Rennard. “Once we convince them we have no designs upon it they should be satisfied to live in peace with us, and to exchange views, to learn more about each other. That was the idea that prompted your own great lingua-scientist, Baresh, to devote a whole lifetime to the perfection of the Linguaprojector, and it was worth a thousand lifetimes. It’s done more than spaceradio itself to weld the galaxy into a single peaceful whole.”


  “Yes,” admitted Genesh. “But they must be willing to talk into and listen to the machine.”


  THE Linguaprojector was more than a mere machine. Not only did it. translate the bewildering array of languages of a dozen planets into the Universal tongue—and the reverse also—but it preserved inflection, and was effective in translating meanings of uncouth onomatopoetic sounds, so that even those inhabitants of planets low on the evolutionary scale, with only the most rudimentary language, could make themselves reasonably understood.


  And inside the spacecraft, waiting for the Mercurian whom the project hoped to capture, was the Linguaprojector. Waiting, perhaps, for destruction at the hands of the vicious little Mercurians; destruction of the machine and annihilation of the members of the Mercury Project . . .


  “I think my idea was better,” said Genesh. “We should have brought a fleet and attacked them, and then tried to reason with them. We may wait here for months. They may never learn of our presence on this desolate spot.”


  “You don’t slaughter half a population to reason with the other half,” said Rennard. “And they will come. The planet is too small for us to remain here unnoticed for long. Sooner or later one of their craft will observe us.”


  It was sooner than even Rennard expected. Less than an hour later they came.


  It was the familiar form of attack, but familiarity had not made it less terrifying. Rennard himself took up a position in one of the jet towers as soon as his wrist-radar told him of the approach of the Mercurians. Looking through the transparent tower with his telescopic goggles he saw the craft approaching, at first like a great string of golden beads glittering above the thin line of brilliance of the far horizon. The huge shock-absorbing spring net had been automatically lifted into position at the first alarm, and that, coupled with the fact of Mercury’s lesser gravitational pull, was a reasonable assurance that a Mercurian falling from a disabled craft should survive.


  The queer craft were streaking across the dark sky at an almost incredible pace, a long string of spinning saucer-like craft, so close to each other that frequent collisions seemed inevitable. The great string of craft swooped and twisted like a crazy glowing snake, and at the same time the searing blue-white ray issued from the Mercurians’ flame tubes as the ships hurtled on their cyclonic way towards the project.


  Rennard waited until those pillars of flame were almost upon his own tower, then he barked into the intercom to the other towers the command to open fire. He closed in his own lever, and from the jet a sheet of blinding flame leapt outwards and upwards, striking the lower portion of the leading craft squarely in the centre. The other jet towers spurted to action a split-second later, and the leading four saucer-craft became at first, incandescent, and then dripping masses of spinning molten metal.


  IN the white hot glare surrounding the doomed craft Rennard could distinguish the tiny figures of the Martian crews, mad with the agony of the hellish fire around them, leap from their craft. Quickly, he rapped out the order to cease fire.


  The jets subsided, and the four molten craft crashed to the ground outside the perimeter of the project. The other craft continued on their cyclonic flight, veering away from the towers but still maintaining their string-like formation. The respite was temporary, as Rennard expected. With their characteristic crazy courage the line of saucer-craft again swooped on the project, and the second attack was more successful. One of the molten craft crashed into a jet tower, and the scene was lit luridly by a vast wall of flame that rose thousands of feet into the air before the jet-extinguishers from the spacecraft could come into play. A second jet tower was toppled as the white ray from a Mercurian craft burnt through its base.


  But even the Mercurians retained some sense of prudence. After that second attack the craft hurtled skywards and streaked back whence they had come, leaving the glowing wreckage of ten of their armada behind them.


  Rennard descended from the tower. In the spring nets outside the square formed by the towers there were several tiny bodies, but all were still. . . .


  “No survivors?” asked Rennard dully as Genesh came quickly towards him.


  “Two!” cried the Venusian. “Almost unharmed, except for shock. They’re inside, being treated now.”


  Rennard’s heart leapt. He ran past the group around one of the wrecked jet powers and into the spaceship, followed by the lumbering Venusian.


  Two of the Medical Section of the crew had brought in the Mercurians, one of whom was conscious. They were in the big laboratory-cabin, which housed the Linguaprojector. Rennard, although prepared by telephotos of the Mercurians, obtained during their raids on Venus, was nevertheless shocked at the sight of the mannikin standing in the middle of the big cabin. The creature was a shade over two feet in height, dark-skinned and round-faced. That such a race could be such a menace to the mighty Venus-Earth confederation was ludicrous. And yet it was a fact; a fact which became more understandable as Rennard noted the brilliant depths of the little man’s eyes, betokening extraordinary energy and intelligence. This was not a member of a decadent or an unenlightened race. The Mercurian technology, as demonstrated by their incredibly swift craft, was in no sense inferior to that of Earth or Venus; and the Mercurian mentality was obviously the equal of. the dwellers of other planets—at least!


  THE Mercurian moved towards Rennard, and the latter blinked. The little man’s speed of movement was startling. The short legs seemed to flicker, and the man’s position was changed, all in the flick of an eyelid. The Mercurian’s arm was raised and moved several times, apparently a gesture of anger, but the movements were so rapid that Rennard’s eye could not follow them.


  “Has he spoken yet?” he asked of the two Medical members.


  “Not a sound,” replied one of the officers.


  “Oh!” Rennard stared down at the little man, who glared up at him, a concentrated hatred in the tiny bead-like eyes. The man was a perfect counterpart of an Earthman—ears, eyes, mouth; therefore it was inconceivable that speech was not the recognised means of communication. Perhaps his vocal chords had been injured in his fall into the net. “We’ll try the other one.” said Rennard. “He’s coming to.”


  The other mannikin was flinging himself about in quick convulsive movements on the padded table. He sat up, or rather jerked up like a pocket-knife snapping open. Rennard nodded, and the Medical Officer wheeled the table across to the Linguaprojector. Rennard switched on, and waited for the first words that would fall from the lips of the Mercurian.


  The mannikin glared at him as his companion had glared—with tiny hate-filled eyes; but he uttered no sound. Rennard operated the controls of the Linguaprojector, while the Medical Officers took the earplugs and attempted to adjust them to the little man’s skull, but the creature, his eyes now fearful, moved from the table like a streak of lightning. One moment he was sitting there, the next he was over in the far corner of the cabin. There was a flicker from the other mannikin, and then he was beside his companion, lips drawn back in a snarl, white teeth showing.


  “Grab one of ’em!” shouted Rennard. “Never mind the other. They’re like quicksilver!” he muttered as the Medical Officers, now assisted by Genesh, attempted to carry out the order. The little men appropriately enough were like the metal mercury in that it seemed impossible to place hands upon them. They simply melted away from the quickest movements by the Earthmen, and the sluggish movements of the Venusian were almost laughable in their ineffectiveness.


  IT was Rennard himself who finally caught one of the Mercurians. The little man, in attempting to escape the combined attentions of the other three men, suddenly catapulted himself in Rennard’s direction, and the latter’s wiry arms closed automatically around the struggling Mercurian. The energy of the creature was astounding; he seemed to be constructed of steel springs, and it required the combined efforts of the two Medical Officers and the great strength of the Venusian to overpower him.


  “Good!” breathed Rennard when the mannikin was quelled and the plugs forced into his ears. “Now perhaps we’ll get some sense—some of our sense—into his brain.” He spoke into the machine, slowly and carefully, using the space-language, and confident that the brain-cells of the Mercurian would be acted upon in a manner that would translate his meaning. “We are from Earth and Venus,” he said clearly. “We mean no harm to you on Mercury. We wish to live in peace with you all. Do you understand?”


  There was a tense silence in the cabin, all eyes turned on the little man, held tightly in the arms of his captors. The Mercurian’s expression did not change. His lips seemed to be curiously blurred, but not a sound escaped him, and not the slightest indication that he had heard or understood.


  Again Rennard tried. Ha made adjustments to the Lingua projector, and for an hour he repeated sentences, made plans to the Mercurian—utterly without result! Sweat was pouring from his forehead as desperation seized him. “Why?” he gasped, turning to Genesh. “Why? I can’t understand it! They’re rational; they’re like us; they’re humans—virtually Earthmen on a small scale. They must talk to each other.”


  “The inhabitants of Flormesteen, in the Second Galaxy, communicate by means of thought-images,” pointed out Genesh. “It is possible that these—”


  “It isn’t possible!” shouted Rennard. “Those creatures you speak of have antennae—these men have ears to hear with! They have lips tongues; they don’t differ from us, except, in size. I tell you they MUST speak and hear!”


  “If they want to,” pointed out the Venusian. “Perhaps they do not want to. Perhaps hate of all external creatures is inherent in them. They may be conditioned from birth never to respond to reasonableness from an alien. But—the Linguaprojector has failed for the first time.”


  Rennard raged around the laboratory cabin. He was scarcely sane at that moment, so crushing was the disappointment. He had had to fight, to work, to cajole the authorities of Earth-Venus to allow him to undertake this project. It had been his dream, his whole life-work, to end the age-long hostilities between Mercury and the Confederation, and he had imagined that they could be ended for all time by this simple direct method—communication and resultant understanding.


  NOW, after all the preparation, after success in capturing two living Mercurians, he had failed to communicate with them.


  “Calm yourself, Rennard,” said the Venusian uneasily. “You’ve done your best—”


  “What does that matter?” shouted Rennard. “Results—that’s what I want!” He glared down at the little Mercurian. He bent and looked at the man’s mouth. The Mercurian shrank away, his lips blurred curiously. Rennard straightened up suddenly and uttered a shout. “He’s talking!” he yelled. “His lips are moving—moving, so quickly we can’t see them. Look at him—look!”


  The mannikin’s mouth was still blurred. Rennard pressed his hand against the little man’s lips and it was like holding a buzzing bee in his hand. The Mercurians had been trying to communicate to them all the time.


  “It’s their metabolism!” cried Rennard. “They’re too quick for us. Everything inside them is racing. Their voices are above the pitch of sound as we know it!” He laughed hysterically. “They can’t unscramble our sounds either—too low-pitched for them! No wonder they couldn’t tune in to spaceradio and understand it.” He turned triumphantly on to Genesh. “Communications he shouted. “That’s what’s required. That’s what I’ve always believed. And I’m right! There’s the barrier between us and the Mercurians, a barrier that’s inside each individual Mercurian, the barrier of a different metabolism. Just that, Genesh. Imagine it!


  They’re rational creatures. This madness, as we called it, this apparently insane impulse to attack us. and keep on attacking us, is simply ignorance of our motives in coming so close to their planet. And ignorance can be dispelled as soon as we reach their senses, break down the barrier of metabolism.”


  “It can be done, Rennard . . .”


  “It can be done,” repeated Rennard. “Simply done. Just as simple as radio waves can be brought down to the level of our own hearing . . .”


  THE work on the Linguaprojector was completed by the radio technicians within a few hours. The Mercurians listened to the transformed voice of Rennard, and as they listened the hate and doubt vanished from their faces. They spoke to Rennard, their voices brought down to the range of Earthman’s sense of hearing. And it was as Rennard had said. Fear had been the impulse behind those attacks. Fear of the huge creatures that were coming so close to their beloved little planet, on which they desired only to live in peace. And the Mercurians believed that they owed their continued existence only to those centuries’ old hostilities in keeping at bay the Earth-Venus spaceships.


  The Mercurians had their own radio, but nothing intelligible had ever been picked up from Earth or Venus—nothing intelligible to Mercurian ears . . .


  One of the captured Mercurians was speaking into the radio transmitter, now modified to cope with the higher frequencies of the Mercurian speech. The little man was speaking to his own people; his lips were a blur, his voice soundless to the watching Earthmen, but the words were being listened to. in the habitable belt of Mercury. Words that were to end the centuries’ old conflict between Mercury and the Confederation.


  The barrier of metabolism was down at last. The madness on Mercury was ended.


  THE RHIZOID KILL


  Jack Bradley


  Rhizoids—fabulous gems that harnessed every brilliant sun of the Galaxy—these were the kill-stones that sent space-rat Mallard racing for the forbidden swamp belt of Mercury . . . info a lurid land that beckoned the get-rich-quick riffraff.


  THE first half mile into the swamp hadn’t been so bad, but now Mallard began to feel really afraid. There were things in here that no spaceman had ever seen and against some of them the small blaster on his hip would be about as effective as a popgun.


  A little way ahead of him, he could dimly see the naked body of the Mercurian swamp girl and he swore enviously at the way she slipped through the dense fern growth, her webbed feet gripping the mud firmly. Once she held up her hand warningly and he slipped down behind a fallen tree fern to let a huge plant slug glide past. The thing was nearly forty feet in length and it could move with the speed of an express train.


  When it was gone, he got up and followed the swamp girl again. He hugged the helmet to him closer and grinned at the feel of the strange metal in his hands. That helmet was his one last chance for all the things he had ever wanted and he would hold on to it as long as he had life left. With that helmet he could be free of Bill Olger and D’ulio, the Martian, and go back to Earth with more wealth than a space rat like himself had ever brought back. It was now, he reflected, one month from the night he had met them, back in Venusport . . .


  Mallard was sitting at a table in the Green Star the night they came in. Sitting there, drinking Sre, the raw native wine, and wondering if he could afford another glass of the stuff. He was surrounded by the riff-raff of the spaceways and his nerves were raw from a week-long bout with the Sre.


  The two men came in, looked the dingy place over for a moment, then made directly for his table. They were both big men, the Earth man a red-haired giant with the cold eyes and the hard, ruthless face of the space rat. Mallard had come to know plenty of men like him since he had been kicked out of the Patrol. Hard, bitter men, shrewd and utterly conscienceless. The Martian beside him he hardly noticed. His red, skeleton-like face was the typical Martian mask and Mallard wasted no time trying to form an estimate of him. No Earth man ever would know what a Martian was like until he’d lived beside him for years—sometimes not even then. And, anyway, Mallard wasn’t too interested in either of them. Not even when they came over and sat at his table.


  “I’m Bill Olger,” the Earth man began without preliminaries. “This is my friend, D’ulio, one of the smartest scientists Mars has ever produced. We know about you. You’re George Mallard, owner of the Space Lark.”


  “If you’re getting ready to make a touch you can save your breath,” Mallard said sourly. “I haven’t got a hundred credits to my name.”


  “We’re not getting ready to make a touch, Mallard,” Olger said. “We’re getting ready to let you in on the chance of a lifetime. Now, do you want to let us buy you a drink of something decent while we tell you about it, or would you rather keep on sitting here alone drinking this slop?”


  Mallard looked from his hard face to the spidery red mask of the Martian, then shrugged his shoulders and pushed out his empty glass. Olger beckoned to the Venusian waiter and presently Mallard was sipping a glass of pale green brandy that soothed his raw nerves like the almost forgotten touch of an Earth woman’s hands. Bill Olger yanked his chair closer and bent his head over the table.


  “Look, Mallard, I’m not going to beat around the bush with you. I’ve kept pretty close tabs on you since you were kicked out of the Patrol and I know you’re at the end of your rope. You’ve been picked up twice by the Patrol, on suspicion of piracy and, both times, you got away by the skin of your teeth. So our proposition is made to order for you, if you’ve got as much nerve as I think you have. The proposition is rhizoids.”


  Mallard whistled softly. Rhizoids! Those incredible gems brought back from the fringes of the impenetrable swamp belt of Mercury. Gems that grew, layer upon layer, like a pearl growing within an oyster, in the heart of a fungus shrub that looked like a dead, white stump. There were less than a dozen of those gems in all the Galaxy and they were worth upwards of a hundred thousand credits each.


  Mallard had seen one only once and that had been at a distance. It was worn by a Martian desert queen and he had never forgotten the exquisite beauty of the thing. Even yards away he could see the sultry fires imprisoned in that incredible stone and it made every other jewel he had ever seen look like a piece of cheap cut glass.


  “Sounds very nice, Olger,” he said slowly. “There’s just one little catch to it. The fungus stumps where those things grow are loaded with spores and those spores are the deadliest things in all the System. A friend of mine, First Mate on the Jupiter run, went on an expedition to bring back some of those rhizoids a few years back and he told me what it was like.


  “They wear glassite suits while they’re hacking the stumps apart to get at the rhizoids. The instant one of those stumps is touched it sends out a fine cloud of spores and when those spores settle down on a glassite suit it looks like the man was covered by hoar frost. They throw the suits away when they leave the scene.


  “One of the men, this mate said, happened to step on a piece of one of those stumps, after he’d gotten out of his glassite suit. I got kind of sick listening to the mate tell about what happened then. Ever see an Earth wasp sting another insect and then lay its eggs in that insect’s body, Olger? Well, it was like that. The man was paralyzed the minute the spores settled on him and he started screaming. A couple of minutes and the spores had paralyzed his vocal chords and after that he stopped screaming. He—well, he just kept screaming with his eyes, the mate said. They put a blaster to the poor devil’s head before they left.


  “That’s what those spores are like, Olger, and I don’t want any part of them, thanks.


  I don’t mind taking a chance on dying from a ray gun but those rhizoids are only worth a hundred thousand credits apiece and I’d want a hundred million before I’d take a chance on dying like that.”


  “And what if we could show you a chance to make your hundred million?” Bill Olger asked softly.


  Mallard’s fingers tightened around his glass. “I’m listening.”


  “You see,” Olger began slowly, “the trouble up to now has been that no one could get those stones out of the fungus stumps unless he was protected by a cumbersome glassite suit and the swamp belt is too dense to bring those suits into. That meant they could only pick up a few they found growing around the rim of the belt. There are rumors that the natives have found a way to handle the spores but they regard the fungus as sacred and won’t help.


  “But, a couple of years back the Galactic Colonization Board finally managed to get one of the plants back to Earth. It isn’t generally known but they really did it. They used a low powered force field and finally worked it into a glassite cage. They kept it quiet because they lost three of their men getting the thing caged.


  “When they got the fungus stump back to Earth they began to experiment with it. They started coating white rats with different chemicals and coverings, or injecting different drugs in them, and then sending them into the cage with the tiling. They used up an awful lot of white rats, Mallard.”


  George Mallard shuddered. “I can believe that”


  “The main thing, though, the thing; that matters to us, is that they put D’ulio, here, in charge of the experiments. And D’ulio had ideas of his own. He was just out of the Martian University and he just couldn’t see any point in working for Terrans for the rest of his life for a small salary.


  “The second week D’ulio worked on the fungus stump he discovered that the spores could be killed as fast as they were released by a plain, ordinary Overton ray. You remember the old Overton ray gun that was used in the war against the Martian desert tribes? The gun was originally meant to be rigged up on a ship but D’ulio made a smaller model that could be carried by two men and it worked on the spores as well as a big gun.


  “As soon as D’ulio was sure of his findings he opened the fungus stump, took out the rhizoid from it, then ‘accidentally’ burned the stump to a crip. He reported that there was no rhizoid inside it. Sometimes they don’t have, you know, just as lots of pearls don’t happen to be there when you open the oyster. He was fired for his carelessness. As soon as it was safe he contacted me. He knew I had ways of getting rid of the rhizoid that he didn’t have. So, here we are. D’ulio has the equipment we need. We have the money to finance the expedition—and you have the ship. What do you say, Mallard?”


  “It would take the best part of fifty thousand credits to get the Space Lark ready for a trip like that,” Mallard said doubtfully.


  “And I’ve got twice that, right here in my pocket, chum.” Bill Olger reached into his pocket and handed something to Mallard under cover of the table. Something that was smooth and round and hard. Mallard held it below the level of the table top and looked. Then he drew in his breath as sharply as if he had been hit in the stomach.


  At first glance, the thing looked like a large and very perfect Terran fire opal. But no opal ever gleamed with the unbelievably sultry fires that lived in this stone. It looked as though every sun of the Galaxy were imprisoned within its depths. George Mallard looked at the rhizoid in his hand for a moment longer, then turned to Bill Olger. When he spoke, his voice was shaky.


  “We can be ready to blast off in forty-eight hours.”


  THE Swamp Belt of Mercury! Mallard looked at the almost impenetrable growth of tangled fern trees and undergrowth and swore wearily. They had been here for three weeks, now, and it had been three weeks of pure, unadulterated hell. The dank, steamy air made every breath a painful effort and, day and night, giant insects made their life miserable. They could take the miniature Overton ray gun a little way into the swamp belt but at every step they had to be on the alert for the great reptiles that floundered through the dense undergrowth. And even more, for the deadly plant life that lay in wait.


  And always they were under watch from the natives. Scaly-hided men, not much past the anthropoid stage, but the crude wooden spears they used could be very dangerous. The Overton ray gun was scaled down to near zero for use against the fungus stumps but it could be turned up to full power for its original use as a weapon. And the gun had saved their lives on more than one occasion when those wooden spears began to fly past them. It was a tense, miserable life.


  But they did find the rhizoids. Not as many as they had hoped for, because the Overton gun could be taken into the swamp belt only a little way, but they found far, far more than had ever been brought out before. Day after day the tiny hoard of stones grew. Night after night the three men sat around the cabin of the Space Lark, gloating over them. At least Bill Olger and the Martian D’ulio did. Only Mallard was sullen and dissatisfied. Once he put his feelings into words.


  “Look. You two are all steamed up because we’ve got a handful of these things. A handful that’s got to be divided three ways. Do you know how long your share’s going to last once you hit the bright lights in Venusport? Well, I’ll tell you. A year, two years. Maybe three years if you’re careful. You might be satisfied with that but I’m not. Me, I want those hundreds of millions we were talking about when we started this thing. Yes, and if I can figure out some way of getting further into this damned swamp I’ll get them, too.”


  Olger looked at him in unconcealed disgust. “I can understand a man being a bum loser, Mallard, but not a bum winner. You know that we’ve already gone as far into the swamp belt as we can with the Overton and if you think I’m going into that hellhole without the ray gun, you’re crazy. It makes my skin crawl to think of the narrow escapes we’ve had, even with it. Be reasonable, fella.”


  Mallard nodded glumly. He knew, of course, that Olger was right, but the nightly sight of the rhizoids, softly gleaming in his hands, was raising a fever in his brain that would not be stilled. If there was only some way to establish contact with the natives, maybe get a guide. He fondled the rhizoid in his fingers and stared thoughtfully at the sultry fires within its depths.


  The next day he started making overtures to a native girl they had dubbed Tiny. The natives they had seen flitting about the swamp seemed to average around seven feet tall but Tiny was not much larger than an Earth girl. She seemed very young, barely out of her childhood, although they had no way of knowing the age of these natives. Like youngsters of any race, she was filled with curiosity and she often hung around the outskirts of the camp after her tribesmen had been driven away.


  Mallard set to work winning her confidence the same way he would have done with a wild animal. The first time she was alone he squatted down on the ground and made encouraging sounds toward the fern tree behind which she hid. Then he took a piece of Earth candy from his pocket, nibbled at it, made sounds of delight, and threw it on the ground before her. He walked away and when he looked back and saw her pick up the candy, he knew that he had made a start. In another two days, he was squatting on the ground, a few feet from her, trying to learn the rudiments of her language.


  It was no easy task he had set for himself. Her language was a series of barking consonants that were terribly hard for his Terran vocal chords to form and her thought processes were so primitive that it was like trying to talk to a four-year-old child in a strange language.


  But he did progress to the point where he could communicate simple ideas to her. Then he made the mistake of telling her that he wanted to find more of the rhizoid bearing fungus. Many, many more of them. When she understood what he wanted, she ran away and he did not see her again for nearly a week.


  And when he did see her again it was almost too late for her to be of any further use to him. He was prospecting alone, that day, Olger and D’ulio having set out to explore another section of the swamp belt. He had gone only a little way into the swamp when he saw Tiny struggling, half mad with fear, in the grip of two burly natives. They were tying her with vines to a fallen log and another native was coming forward, carrying something in his arms.


  Suddenly Mallard swore incredulously. The third native was carrying one of the white fungus stumps in his arms, carrying that deadly thing as carelessly as he would have carried a stick of wood! And then Mallard saw that he was wearing a helmet on his head, a metal helmet, ringed by some sort of crystal stones. The helmet was pouring a protective flood of soft green light downward, completely covering the native’s body. He seemed unharmed by the green light but the spores from the fungus stump were shriveling the instant they were touched by the light.


  Mallard leaped forward, then, his blaster spitting wildly. His first shot brought down the native with the helmet and the other two went down a moment later. When he rushed forward and took the helmet off the dead native, Tiny cowered down on the ground, her child eyes rolling up fearfully at him. Mallard ignored her as he bent his head over the helmet.


  The thing was made of some purplish metal that was like nothing he had ever seen anywhere in the System. Certainly it had never been constructed by these primitive people and Mallard wondered briefly what alien race from what far distant star had left it here in these fetid swamps.


  But he was too filled with wild exultation to waste much time in idle speculation. The thing that mattered was that he now had a really perfect device for getting out the rhizoids. He alone had it! Let Olger and D’ulio keep their cumbersome Overton ray gun and squirm around the edge of the swamp belt with it. With this thing he could go deep inside the belt and bring out all the rhizoids he could carry.


  And he was savagely determined to keep them when he brought them out. Let Bill Olger and D’ulio go back with him, carrying a basketful of those wonderful stones? Why, within hours after they hit Venusport, half the riff-raff of the space lanes would know about their discovery and be heading for Mercury. No, when he lifted the Space Lark off Mercury, Olger and the Martian simply wouldn’t be aboard. The thought of murder raised no particular horror in his brain. He had killed before. He whirled about and looked down at the cowering native girl.


  “You—belong me—now. You—take me—to these.”


  He showed her a couple of the rhizoids. Tiny looked back at the swamp behind her and whimpered like a beaten puppy just once. Then she nodded her head slowly. Mallard grinned with satisfaction as he bent down to cut her loose.


  THE girl led Mallard back into the very heart of the swamp belt. The journey was sheer nightmare. Hour after hour they plodded on while Mallard’s body was soaked with sweat and his lungs seemed ready to burst from the steamy air. But the feel of those stones in his pocket somehow kept him plodding along after the naked girl ahead of him. Those stones had magic in them.


  It seemed long eons before he saw Tiny come to a halt and looked fearfully around her. From her evident fright, Mallard guessed she was in a taboo place. She made a furtive gesture and he hurried up to her. He reached the spot where she stood and drew in his breath with a shuddering gasp.


  The swamp had thinned out at this point and there before him was a whole grove of the white fungus stumps! They stood in serried ranks, like a yardful of ghosts and Mallard knew that within those white stumps there was a fortune that no space rat had ever dreamed of before.


  He broke into a stumbling run forward, the girl completely forgotten. At the edge of the grove he paused only a moment to make sure the shielding light of the helmet was properly adjusted. Then he swung his blade down upon one of the white stumps. It split easily and he drew forth a perfect rhizoid, larger than any they had found so far. For a moment he held it shakily in his hand. Then he slipped it into the leather pouch he carried on his belt.


  In little more than an hour Mallard had filled the pouch he carried. He was working like a madman, now, the sweat pouring from him in torrents, and he was numb with fatigue but the fever in his brain swept away all thoughts of stopping.


  He wanted more of these gleaming stones. He wanted to fill his pockets with them, carry them away in his cupped hands. He was still moving forward on tottering feet when he heard Tiny scream. He whirled about savagely, his hand darting to the small blaster at his belt.


  A tangled horde of Mercurian warriors was pouring out of the swamp into the clearing. Their bestial faces were twisted with t age and their wooden spears raised menacingly. Even as Mallard turned and sprinted back, those wooden spears were flying past his head. He ducked down behind a log, the native girl crouched, whimpering like a puppy, beside him.


  Mallard put the helmet and the bag of rhizoids down beside him and began picking off the scaly hided warriors, one by one. He fired carefully, anxious to conserve the remaining charges in his small hand blaster. In his mind was a new dread.


  He knew that, long ago, Bill Olger and the Martian would have returned to the Space Lark and found him gone. They would immediately set out looking for him and the sound of this fight would draw them to him. They must not find him with his pouch full of rhizoids! Never would he share those stones with any one else, that much he knew.


  Suddenly he saw something that caused him to open his eyes in stark disbelief. One of the warriors in that milling throng was wearing another helmet, an exact duplicate of the one lying beside him. And he was carrying a fragment from one of those deadly fungus stumps in his hands! Holding it ready to hurl the moment he was close.


  Mallard started to put on his own helmet, then realized that in his prone position it would not shield him. He let it lie and started firing more rapidly, trying to reach the wearer of that helmet. He ducked aside as one of the spears barely missed him and heard a moan of anguish from the girl beside him. One of the spears had gone into her side and blood was pouring from the wound.


  From out in the swamp, there was the sound of signal shots, followed by loud shouts. It was Olger and D’ulio and they were not far away. Mallard began firing at top speed, now, and the Mercurians fell like tenpins. The moaning girl beside him he ignored. And then the whole action exploded into nightmare.


  The Mercurian with the helmet stepped forward and called out a peremptory command to the girl. And she answered! Snatching up the pouch of rhizoids, she jumped clear of the log and started hobbling painfully toward her own people. At the same moment, Mallard saw big Olger and D’ulio leap out into the clearing, guns drawn.


  For one long moment, Mallard stared in horrified fascination at the girl carrying away the thing that mattered more than life itself to him. Then he had leaped clear of the log and was sprinting after her. As in a slow motion picture, he saw Olger and D’ulio firing into the tangled mass and saw the helmeted Mercurian warrior raise the fragment of deadly white fungus.


  For just a split part of a second he started to turn, to jump back and reach that protective helmet behind the log. But the limping girl was so close. Only another step. He reached forward for the leather pouch and the fungus landed directly at his feet!


  A cloud of fine spores lifted up like a puff of smoke and Mallard felt pain greater than he had ever known man could experience. He felt himself falling, literally pulled to tire ground by the wave of pain that was tightening every muscle in his body into an individual agonized knot. From a long way off he heard some one screaming and knew that it was his own voice.


  Mallard was no longer conscious of the action all around him. True, he could dimly sense the horde of scaly hided Mercurians rushing panic stricken past him and he could hear that monotonous screaming that was his own voice. But the only thing that really existed for him was the hundreds of knots of agony in his own paralyzed body.


  The only thing? From the corner of his eyes he could see the pouch of rhizoids lying almost touching him and he tried to force his agonized body into one last effort to cover it before he called out to Olger and the Martian to put the helmet on him. That helmet would stop the searing pain, yes, but if only he could hold out for one moment longer—just one moment. Long enough to hide those glorious gems with his body—


  He tried and found that he could not move one inch. He gave up the effort and drew in one last breath to call out to them, to tell them to put the helmet on him.


  And he could not speak! The poison of the spores had already reached his vocal chords.


  He was still screaming with his eyes when the others came up to him.


  SHANNACH—THE LAST


  Leigh Brackett


  Even in this grip of alien horror a man could not throw away his lifetime goal . . . not stand idly by as endless rows of alabaster shapes, seated in their chairs of stone, thought-ruled this gargoyle planet from the dead blackness of deep Mercurian caverns.


  IT was dark in the caves under Mercury. It was hot, and there was no sound in them but the slow plodding of Trevor’s heavy boots.


  Trevor had been wandering for a long time, lost in this labyrinth where no human being had ever gone before. And Trevor was an angry man. Through no fault or will of his own he was about to die, and he was not ready to die. Moreover, it seemed a wicked tiling to come to his final moment here in the stifling dark, buried under alien mountains high as Everest.


  He wished now that he had stayed in the valley. Hunger and thirst would have done for him just the same, but at least be would have died in the open like a man, and not like a rat trapped in a drain.


  Yet there was not really much to choose between them as a decent place to die. A barren little hell-hole the valley had been, even before the quake, with nothing to draw a man there except the hope of finding sun-stones, one or two of which could transform a prospector into a plutocrat.


  Trevor had found no sun-stones. The quake had brought down a whole mountain wail on his ship, leaving him with a pocket torch, a handful of food tablets, a canteen of water, and the scant clothing he stood in.


  He had looked at the naked rocks, and the little river frothing green with chemical poisons, and he had gone away into the tunnels, die ancient blowholes of a cooling planet, gambling that he might find a way out of the valleys.


  Mercury’s Twilight Belt is cut into thousands of cliff-locked pockets, as a honeycomb is cut into cells. There is no way over the mountains, for the atmosphere is shallow, and the jagged peaks stand up into airless space. Trevor knew that only one more such pocket lay between him and the open plains. If he could get to and through that last pocket, he had thought . . .


  But he knew now that he was not going to make it.


  He was stripped to the skin already, in the terrible heat. When the weight of his miner’s boots became too much to drag, he shed them, padding on over the rough rock with bare feet. He had nothing left now but the torch. When the light went, his last hope went with it.


  After a while it went.


  The utter blackness of the grave shut down. Trevor stood still, listening to the pulse of his own blood in the silence, looking at that which no man needs a light to see. Then he flung the torch away and stumbled on, driven to fight still by the terror which was greater than his weakness.


  Twice he struck against the twisting walls, and fell, and struggled up again. The third time he remained on hands and knees, and crawled.


  He crept on, a tiny creature entombed in the bowels of a planet. The bore grew smaller and smaller, tightening around him. From time to time he lost consciousness, and it became increasingly painful to struggle back to an awareness of the heat and the silence and the pressing rock.


  After one of these periods of oblivion he began to hear a dull, steady thunder. He could no longer crawl. The bore had shrunk to a mere crack, barely large enough for him to pass through wormlike on his belly. He sensed now a deep, shuddering vibration in the rock. It grew stronger, terrifying in that enclosed space. Steam slipped wraithlike into the smothering air.


  The roar and the vibration grew to an unendurable pitch. Trevor was near to strangling in the steam. He was afraid to go on, but there was no other way to go. Quite suddenly his hands went out into nothingness.


  The rock at the lip of the bore must have been rotten with erosion. It gave under his weight and pitched him headfirst into a thundering rush of water that was blistering hot and going somewhere in a great hurry through the dark.


  After that Trevor was not sure of anything. There was the scalding heat and the struggle to keep his head up and the terrible speed of the sub-Mercurian river racing on to its destiny. He struck rock several times, and once he held his breath for a whole eternity until the roof of the tunnel rose up again.


  He was only dimly aware of a long sliding fall downward through a sudden brightness. It was much cooler. He splashed feebly, because his brain had not told his body to stop, and the water did not fight him.


  His feet and hands struck solid bottom. He floundered on, and presently the water was gone. He made one attempt to rise. After that he lay still.


  The great mountains leaned away from the Sun. Night came, and with it violent storm and rain. Trevor did not know it. He slept, and when he woke the savage dawn was making the high cliffs flame with white light.


  Something was screaming above his head.


  Aching and leaden still with exhaustion, he roused up and looked about him.


  HE sat on a beach of pale grey sand. At his feet were the shallows of a grey-green lake that filled a stony basin some half-mile in breadth. To his left the underground river poured out of the cliff face, spreading into a wide, riffling fan of foam. Off to his right, the water spilled over the rim of the basin to become a river again somewhere below, and beyond the rim, veiled in mist and the shadow of a mountain wall, was a valley.


  Behind him, crowding to the edge of the sand, were trees and ferns and flowers, alien in shape and color but triumphantly alive. And from what he could see of it, the broad valley was green and riotous with growth. The water was pure, the air had a good smell, and it came to Trevor that he had made it. He was going to live a while longer, after all.


  Forgetting his weariness, he sprang up, and the thing that had hissed and screamed above him swooped down and passed the clawed tip of a leathery wing so close to his face that it nearly gashed him. He stumbled backward, crying out, and the creature rose in a soaring spiral and swooped again.


  Trevor saw a sort of flying lizard, jet black except for a saffron belly. He raised his arms to ward it off, but it did not attack him, and as it swept by he saw something that woke in him amazement, greed, and a peculiarly unpleasant chill of fear.


  Around its neck the lizard-thing wore a golden collar. And set into the scaly flesh of its head—into the bone itself, it seemed—was a sun-stone.


  There was no mistaking that small vicious flash of radiance. Trevor had dreamed of sun-stones too long to be misled. He watched the creature rise again into the steamy sky and shivered, wondering who, or what, had set that priceless thing into the skull of a flying lizard—and why.


  It was the why that bothered him the most. Sun-stones are not mere adornments for wealthy ladies. They are rare, radioactive crystals, having a half-life one third greater than radium, and are used exclusively in the construction of delicate electronic devices dealing with frequencies above the first octave.


  Most of that relatively unexplored superspectrum was still a mystery. And the strangely jewelled and collared creature circling above him filled Trevor with a vast unease.


  It was not hunting. It did not wish to kill him. But it made no move to go away.


  From far down the valley, muted by distance to a solemn bell note that rolled between the cliffs, Trevor heard the booming of a great song.


  A sudden desire for concealment sent him in among the trees. He worked his way along the shore of the lake. Looking up through the branches he saw the black-wings lift and turn, following him.


  The lizard was watching him with its bright, sharp eyes. It noted the path of his movements through the ferns and flowers, as a hawk watches a rabbit.


  He reached the lip of the basin where the water poured over in a cataract several hundred feet high. Climbing around the shoulder of a rocky bastion, Trevor had his first clear look at the valley.


  Much of it was still vague with mist. But it was broad and deep, with a sweep of level plain and clumps of forest, locked tight between the barrier mountains. And as he made out other details, Trevor’s astonishment grew out of all measure.


  The land was under cultivation. There were clusters of thatched huts among the fields, and in the distance was a rock-built city, immense and unmistakable in the burning haze of dawn.


  Trevor crouched there, staring, and the winged lizard swung in lazy circles, watching, waiting, while he tried to think.


  A fertile valley such as this was rare enough in itself. But to find fields and a city was beyond belief. He had seen the aboriginal tribes that haunt some of the cliff-locked worlds of the Twilight Belt—sub-human peoples who live precariously among the bitter rocks and boiling springs, hunting the great lizards for food. None of this was ever built by them.


  Unless, in this environment, they had advanced beyond the Age of Stone . . .


  The gong sounded again its deep challenging note. Trevor saw the tiny figures of mounted men, no larger than ants at that distance, come down from the city and ride out across the plain.


  Relief and joy supplanted speculation in Trevor’s mind. He was battered and starving, lost on an alien world, and anything remotely approaching the human and the civilized was better luck than he could have dreamed or prayed for.


  Besides, there were sun-stones in this place. He looked hungrily at the head of the circling watcher, and then began to scramble down the broken outer face of the bastion.


  The black wings slipped silently after him down the sky.


  ABOUT a hundred feet above the valley floor he came to an overhang. There was no way past it but to jump. He clung to a bush and let himself down as far as he could, and then dropped some four or five yards to a slope of springy turf. The fall knocked the wind out of him, and as he lay gasping a chill doubt crept into his mind.


  He could see the land quite clearly now, the pattern of the fields, the far-off city. Except for the group of riders, nothing stirred. The fields, the plain were empty of life, the little villages still as death. And he saw, swinging lazily above a belt of trees by the river, a second black-winged shadow, watching.


  The trees were not far away. The riders were coming toward them and him. It seemed to Trevor now that the men were perhaps a party of hunters, but there was something alarming about the utter disappearance of all other life. It was as though the gong had been a warning for all to take cover while the hunt was abroad.


  The sharp-eyed lizards were the hounds that went before to find and flush the game. Glancing up at the ominous sentinel above his own head, Trevor had a great desire to see what the quarry was that hid in the belt of trees.


  There was no way back to the partial security of the lake basin. The overhang cut him off from that. The futility of trying to hide was apparent, but nevertheless he wormed in among some crimson ferns. The city was at his left. To the right, the fertile plain washed out into a badland of lava and shattered rock, which narrowed and vanished around a shoulder of purple basalt. This defile was still in deep shadow.


  The riders were still far away. He saw them splash across a ford, toy figures making little bursts of spray.


  The watcher above the trees darted suddenly downward. The quarry was breaking cover.


  Trevor’s suspicions crystallized into an ugly certainty. Horror-struck, he watched the bronzed, half-naked figure of a girl emerge from the brilliant undergrowth and run like an antelope toward the badland.


  The flying lizard rose, swooped, and struck.


  The girl flung herself aside. She carried a length of sapling bound with great thorns, and she lashed out with it at the black brute, grazed it, and ran on.


  The lizard circled and came at her again from behind.


  She turned. There was a moment of vicious confusion, in which the leathery wings enveloped her in a kind of dreadful cloak, and then she was running again, but less swiftly, and Trevor could see the redness of blood on her body.


  And again the flying demon came.


  The thing was trying to head her, turn her back toward the huntsmen. But she would not be turned. She beat with her club at the lizard, and ran, and fell, and ran again. And Trevor knew that she was beaten. The brute would have the life out of her before she reached the rocks.


  Every dictate of prudence told Trevor to stay out of this. Whatever was going on was obviously the custom of the country, and none of his business. All he wanted was to get hold of one of these sun-stones and then find a way out of this valley. That was going to be trouble enough without taking on any more.


  But prudence was swept away in the fury that rose in him as he saw the hawk swoop down again, with its claws outspread and hungry for the girl’s tormented flesh. He sprang up, shouting to her to fight, to hang on, and went running full speed down the slope towerd her.


  She turned upon him a face of such wild, fierce beauty as he had never seen, the eyes dark and startled and full of a terrible determination. Then she screamed at him, in his own tongue, “Look out!”


  He had forgotten his own nemesis. Black wings, claws, die lash of a scaly tail striking like a whip, and Trevor went down, rolling over and staining the turf red as he rolled.


  From far off he heard the voices of the huntsmen, shrill and strident, lifted in a wild halloo.


  II


  FOR some reason the assault steadied Trevor. He got to his feet and took the club out of the girl’s hands, regretting the gun that was buried under a ton of rock on the other side of the mountains.


  “Keep behind me,” he said. “Watch my back.”


  She stared at him strangely, but there was no time for questions. They began to run together toward the badland. It seemed a long way off. The lizards screamed and hissed above them. Trevor hefted the club. It was about the size and weight of a baseball bat. He had once been very good at baseball.


  “They’re coming,” said the girl.


  “Lie down flat,” he told her, and went on, more slowly. She dropped behind him in the grass, her fingers closing over a fragment of stone. The wide wings whistled down.


  Trevor braced himself. He could see the evil eyes, yellow and bright as the golden collars, and the brilliant flash of the sun-stones against the jetty scales of the head. They were attacking together, but at different angles, so that he could not face them both.


  He chose the one that was going to reach him first, and waited. He let it get close, very dose, diving swiftly with its scarlet tongue forking out of its hissing mouth and its sharp dawn spread. Then he swung the dub with all his might.


  It connected. He felt something break. The creature screamed, and then the force of its dive carried it on into him and he lost his footing in a welter of thrashing wings and floundering body. He fell, and the second lizard was on him.


  The girl rose. In three long strides she reached him and flung herself upon the back of the scaly thing that ravaged him. He saw her trying to pin it to the ground, hammering methodically at its head with the stone. He kicked off the wounded one. He had broken its neck, but it was in no hurry to die. He caught up the dub and presently the second brute was dead. Trevor found it quite easy to pick up the sun-stone.


  He held it in his hand, a strange, tawny, jewel-like thing, with a scrap of bone still dinging to it. It glinted with inner fires, deep and subtle, and an answering spark of wild excitement was kindled in Trevor from the very touch and feel of it, so that he forgot where he was or what he was doing, forgot everything but the eerie crystal that gleamed against his palm.


  It was more than a jewel, more even than wealth, that he held there. It was hope and success and a new life.


  He had thrown years away prospecting the bitter Mercurian wastes. This trip had been his last gamble, and it had ended with his ship gone, his quest finished, and nothing to look forward to even if he did get back safely, but to become one of the penniless, aging planet-drifters he’d always pitied.


  Now all that was changed. This single stone would let him go back to Earth a winner and not a failure. It would pay off all the dreary, lonesome, hazardous years. It would . . .


  It would do so many things if he could get out of this God-forsaken valley with it!


  The girl had got her breath again. Now she said urgently, “Come! They’re getting near!”


  Trevor’s senses, bemused by the sun-stone, registered only vaguely the external stimuli of sight and sound. The riders had come closer. The beasts they rode were taller and slighter than horses. They were not hoofed, but clawed. They had narrow, vicious-looking heads with spiny crests that stood up erect and arrogant. They came fast, carrying their riders lightly.


  The men were still too far away to distinguish features, but even at that distance Trevor sensed something peculiar about their faces, something unnatural. They wore splendid harness, and their half-clad bodies were bronzed, but not nearly so deeply as the girl’s.


  Ike girl shook him furiously, stirring him out of his dream, “Do you want to be taken alive? Before, the beasts would have torn us apart, and that is quickly over. But we killed die hawks, don’t you understand? Now they will take us alive!”


  He did not understand in the least, but her obvious preference for a very nasty death instead of capture made him find reserves of strength he thought he had lost in the underground river. There was also the matter of the sun-stone. If they caught him with it they would want it back.


  Clutching the precious thing he turned with the girl and ran.


  THE lava bed was beginning to catch the sun now. The splintered rock showed through, bleak and ugly. The badland and the defile beyond seemed like an entrance into hell, but it did offer shelter of a sort if they could make it.


  The drumming of padded feet behind was loud in his ears. He glanced over his shoulder, once. He could see the faces of the huntsmen now. They were not good faces, in either feature or expression, and he saw the thing about them that he had noticed before, the unnatural thing.


  In the center of each forehead, above the eyes, a sun-stone was set into flesh and bone. First the hawk-lizards, and now these . . .


  Trevor’s heart contracted with an icy pang. These men were human, as human as himself, and yet they were not. They were alien and wicked and altogether terrifying, and he began to understand why the girl did not wish to come alive into their hands.


  Fleet, implacable, the crested mounts with their strange riders were sweeping in upon the two who fled. The leader took from about his saddle a curved throwing stick and held it, poised. The sun-stone set in his brow flashed like a third, and evil eye.


  The lava and the fangs of rock shimmered in the light. Trevor yearned toward them. The brown girl running before him seemed to shimmer also. It hurt very much to breathe. He thought he could not go any farther. But he did, and when the girl faltered he put his arm around her and steadied her on.


  He continued to keep an eye out behind him. He saw the curved stick come hurtling toward him and he managed to let it go by. The others were ready now as they came within range. It seemed to Trevor that they were watching him with a peculiar intensity, as though they had recognized him as a stranger and had almost forgotten the girl in their desire to take him.


  His bare feet trod on lava already growing hot under the sun. A spur of basalt reared up and made a shield against the throwing sticks. In a minute or two Trevor and the girl were hidden in a terrain of such broken roughness as the man had seldom seen. It was as though some demoniac giant had whipped the molten lava with a pudding-spoon, cracking mountains with his free hand and tossing in the pieces. He understood now why the girl had waited for daylight to make her break. To attempt this passage in the dark would be suicidal.


  He listened nervously for sounds of pursuit. He could not hear any, but he remained uneasy, and when the girl flung herself down to rest, he asked,


  “Shouldn’t we go farther? They might still come.”


  She did not answer him at once, beyond a shake of the head. He realized that she was looking at him almost as intently as the riders had. It was the first dunce she had had to examine him, and she was making the most of it. She noted the cut of his hair, the stubble of beard, the color and texture of his skin, the rags of his shorts that were all he had to cover him. Very carefully she noted them, and then she said in an odd slow voice, as though she were thinking of something else.


  “Mounted, the Korins are afraid of nothing. But afoot, and in here, they are afraid of ambush. It has happened before. They can die, you know, just the same as we do.”


  Her face, for all its youth, was not the face of a girl. It was a woman who looked at Trevor, a woman who had already learned the happy, the passionate, and the bitter things, who had lived with pain and fear and knew better than to trust anyone but herself.


  “You aren’t one of us,” she said.


  “No. I came from beyond the mountains.” He could not tell whether she believed him or not. “Who, or what, are the Korins?”


  “The lords of Korith,” she answered, and began to tear strips from the length of white linen cloth she wore twisted about her waist. “There will be time to talk later. We still have far to go. Here, this will stop the bleeding.”


  In silence they bound each other’s wounds and started off again. If Trevor had not been so unutterably weary, and the way so hard, he would have been angry with the girl. And yet there was nothing really to be angry about except that he sensed she was somehow suspicious of him.


  Many times they had to stop and rest. Once he asked her, “Why were they—the Korins—hunting you?”


  “I was running away. Why were they hunting you?”


  “Damned if I know. Accident, perhaps. I happened to be where their hawks were flying.”


  The girl wore a chain of iron links around her neck, a solid chain with no clasp, too small to be pulled over the head. From it hung a round tag with a word stamped on it. Trevor took the tag in his hand.


  “Galt,” he read. “Is that your name?”


  “My name is Jen. Galt is the Korin I belong to. He led the hunt.” She gave Trevor a look of fierce and challenging pride and said, as though she were revealing a secret earldom, “I am a slave.”


  “How long have you been in the valley, Jen? You and I are the same stock, speaking the same language. Earth stock. How does it happen, a colony of this size that no one ever heard of?”


  “It’s been nearly three hundred years since the Landing,” she answered. “I have been told that for generations my people kept alive the hope that a ship would come from Earth and release them from the Korins. It never came. And, except by ship, there is no way in or out of the valley.”


  Trevor glanced at her sharply. “I found a way in, all right, and I’m beginning to wish I hadn’t. And if there’s no way out, where are we going?”


  “I don’t know myself,” said Jen, and rose. But my man came this way, and others before him.”


  She went on, and Trevor went with her. There was no place else to go.


  The heat was unbearable, and they crept in the shadows of the rocks wherever they could. They suffered from thirst, but there was no water. The shoulder of purple basalt loomed impossibly tall before them, and seemed never to grow nearer.


  For most of the day they toiled across the lava bed, and at last, when they had almost forgotten that they had ever dreamed of doing it, they rounded the shoulder and came staggering out of the badland into a narrow canyon that seemed like the scar of some cataclysmic wound in the mountain.


  Rock walls, raw and riven, rose out of sight on either side, the twisted strata showing streaks of crimson and white and sullen ochre. A little stream crawled in a stony bed, and not much grew beside it.


  Jen and Trevor fell by the stream. And while they were still sprawled on the moist gravel, lapping like dogs at the bitter water, men came quietly from among the rocks and stood above them, holding weapons made of stone.


  TREVOR got slowly to his feet. There were six of these armed men. Like the girl, they wore loin cloths of white cotton, much frayed, and like her they were burned almost black by a lifetime of exposure to a brutal sun. They were all young, knotted and sinewy from hard labor, their faces grim beyond their years. All bore upon their bodies the scars of talons. And they looked at Trevor with a cold, strange look.


  They knew Jen, or most of them did. She called them gladly by name, and demanded, “Hugh. Where is Hugh?”


  One of them nodded toward the farther wall. “Up there in the caves. He’s all right. Who is this man, Jen?”


  She turned to study Trevor.


  “I don’t know. They were hunting him, too. He came to help me. I couldn’t have escaped without him. He killed the hawks. But . . .” She hesitated, choosing her words carefully. “He says he came from beyond the mountains. He knows of Earth and speaks our tongue. And when he killed the hawks he smashed the skull of one and took the sun-stone.”


  All six started at that. And the tallest of them, a young man with a face as bleak and craggy as the rocks around them, came toward Trevor.


  “Why did you take the sun-stone?” he asked. His voice held an ugly edge.


  Trevor stared at him. “Why the devil do you suppose? Because it’s valuable.”


  The man held out his hand. “Give it to me.”


  The hell I will!” cried Trevor furiously. He hacked away, just a little, getting set.


  The young man came on, and his face was dark and dangerous.


  “Saul, wait!” cried Jen.


  Saul didn’t wait. He kept right on coming. Trevor let him get close before he swung, and he put every ounce of his strength behind the blow.


  The smashing fist took Saul squarely in the belly and sent him backward, doubled up. Trevor stood with hunched shoulders, breathing hard, watching the others with feral eyes.


  “What are you?” he snarled. “A bunch of thieves? All right, come on! I got that stone the hard way and I’m going to keep it!”


  Big words. A big anger. And a big fear behind them. The men were around him in a ring now. There was no chance of breaking away. Even if he did he was so winded they could pull him down in minutes. The stone weighed heavy in his pocket, heavy as half a lifetime of sweat and hunger and hard work, on the rockpiles of Mercury.


  Saul straightened up. His face was still gray, but he bent again and picked up a sharp-pointed implement of rock that he had dropped. Then he moved forward. And the others closed in, at the same time, quite silently.


  There was a bitter taste in Trevor’s mouth as he waited for them. To get his hands on a sun-stone at last, and then to lose it and probably his life too, to this crowd of savages! It was more than anybody ought to be asked to bear.


  “Saul, wait!” cried Jen again, pushing in front of him. “He saved my life! You can’t just . . .”


  “He’s a Korin. A spy.”


  “He can’t be! There’s no stone in his forehead. Not even a scar.”


  Saul’s voice was flat and relentless. “He took a sun-stone. Only a Korin would touch one of the cursed things.”


  “But he says he’s from outside the valley! From Earth, Saul. From Earth! Things would be different there.”


  Jen’s insistence on that point had at least halted the men temporarily. And Trevor, looking at Saul’s face, had suddenly begun to understand something.


  “You think the sun-stones are evil,” he said.


  Saul gave him a sombre glance. “They are. And the one you have is going to be destroyed, Now.”


  Trevor swallowed the bitter anguish that choked him, and did some fast thinking. If the sun-stones had a superstitious significance in this benighted pocket of Mercury—and he could imagine why they might, with those damned unnatural hawks flying around with the equally unnatural Korins—that put a different light on their attitude.


  He knew just by looking at their faces that it was “give them the sun-stone or die.” Dying at the hands of a bunch of wild fanatics didn’t make sense. Better let them have the stone and gamble on getting it back again later. Or on getting another one. They seemed plentiful enough in the valley!


  Sure, let’s be sensible about it. Let’s hand over a lifetime of hoping to a savage with horny palms, and not worry about it. Let’s . . . Oh, hell.


  “Here,” he said. “AH right. Take it.”


  It hurt. It hurt like giving up his own heart.


  Saul took it without thanks. He turned and laid it on a flat surface of rock, and began to pound the glinting crystal with the heavy stone he had meant to use on Trevor’s head. There was a look on his lined, young, craggy face as though he was killing a living thing—a thing that he feared and hated.


  Trevor shivered. He knew that sun-stones were impervious to anything but atomic bombardment. But it made him a little sick, none the less, to see that priceless object being battered by a crude stone club.


  “It won’t break,” he said. “You might as well stop.”


  SAUL flung down his weapon so close to Trevor’s bare feet that he leaped back. Then he picked up the sun-stone and hurled it as far as he could across the ravine. Trevor heard it clicking faintly as it fell, in among the rocks and rubble at the foot of the opposite cliff. He strained to mark the spot.


  “You idiot!” he said to Saul. “You’ve thrown away a fortune. The fortune. I’ve spent my life trying to find. What’s the matter with you? Don’t you have any idea at all what those things are worth?”


  Saul ignored him, speaking bleakly to the others. “No man with a sun-stone is to be trusted. I say kill him.”


  Jen said stubbornly, “No, Saul. I owe him my life.”


  “But he could be a slave, a traitor, working for the Korins.”


  “Look at his clothes,” said Jen. “Look at his skin. This morning it was white, now it’s red. Did you ever see a slave that color? Or a Korin, either. Besides, did you ever see him in the valley before? There aren’t as many of us as that.”


  “We can’t take any chances,” Saul said. “Not us.”


  “You can always kill him later. But if he is from beyond the mountains, perhaps even from Earth—” She said the word hesitantly, as though she did not quite believe there was such a place. “He might know some of the things we’ve been made to forget. He might help us. Anyway, the others have a right to their say before you kill him.”


  Saul shook his head. “I don’t like it. But—” He hesitated, scowling thoughtfully. “All right. We’ll settle it up in the cave. Let’s move.” He said to Trevor, “You go in the middle of us. And if you try to signal anyone . . .”


  “Who the devil would I signal to?” retorted Trevor angrily. “Listen, I’m sorry I ever got into your bloody valley.”


  But he was not sorry. Not quite.


  His senses were on the alert to mark every twist and turn of the way they went, the way that would bring him back to the sun-stone. The ravine narrowed and widened and twisted, but there was only one negotiable path, and that was beside the stream bed. This went on for some distance, and then the ravine split on a tremendous cliff of bare rock that tilted up and back as though arrested in the act of falling over. The stream flowed from the left-hand fork. Saul took the other one.


  They kept dose watch on Trevor as he slipped and clambered and sprawled along with them. The detritus of the primeval cataclysm that had shaped this crack in the mountains lay where it had fallen, growing rougher and more dangerous with every eroding storm and cracking frost.


  Above him, on both sides, the mountain tops went up and still up, beyond the shallow atmosphere. Their half-seen summits leaned and quivered like things glimpsed from under water, lit like torches by the naked blaze of the sun. There were ledges, lower down. Trevor saw men crouched upon them, among heaps of piled stones. They shouted, and Saul answered them. In this narrow throat no man could get through alive if they chose to stop him.


  After a while they left the floor of the ravine and climbed a path, partly natural and partly so roughly hewn that it seemed natural. It angled steeply up the cliff face, and at its end was a narrow hole. Saul led the way through it. In single file the others followed, and Trevor heard Jen’s voice-echoing in some great hollow space beyond, calling Hugh.


  There was a cave inside, a very large cave with dim nooks and crannies around its edges. Shafts of sunlight pierced it here and there from cracks in the cliff face high above, and far at the back of it, where the floor tipped sharply down, a flame burned. Trevor had seen flames like that before on Mercury, where volcanic gases blowing up through a fissure had ignited from some chance spark. It was impressive, a small bluish column twisting upward into rock-curtained distance and roaring evilly. He could feel the air rush past him as the burning pillar sucked it in.


  There were people in the cave. Less than a hundred, Trevor thought, not counting a handful of children and striplings. Less than a third of those were women. They all bore the same unmistakable stamp. Hard as life must be for them in the cave, it had been harder before.


  He felt his legs buckling under him with sheer weariness. He stood groggily with his back against the rough cave wall.


  A stocky young man with knotted shoulder-muscles and sun-bleached hair was holding Jen in his arms. That would be Hugh. He, and the others, were shouting excitedly, asking and answering questions.


  Then, one by one, they caught sight of Trevor. And gradually a silence grew and spread.


  “All right,” said Saul harshly, looking at Trevor. “Let’s get this settled.”


  “You settle it,” said Trevor. “I’m tired.” He glared at Saul and the unfriendly staring crowd, and they seemed to rock in his vision. “I’m an Earthman. I didn’t want to come into your damned valley, and I’ve been here a night and a day and haven’t slept. I’m going to sleep.”


  Saul started to speak again but Jen’s man, Hugh, came up and stood in front of him.


  “He saved Jen’s life,” Hugh said. “Let him sleep.”


  He led Trevor away to a place at the side where there were heaps of dried vines and mountain creepers, prickly and full of dust but softer than the cave floor. Trevor managed a few vague words of thanks and was asleep before they were out of his mouth.


  Hours, weeks, or perhaps it was only minutes later, a rough persistent shaking brought him to again. Faces bent over him. He saw them through a haze, and die questions they asked penetrated to him slowly, and without much meaning.


  “Why did you want the sun-stone?”


  “Why wouldn’t I want it? I could take it back to Earth and sell it for a fortune.”


  “What do they do with sun-stones on Earth?”


  “Build gadgets, super-electronic, to study things. Wave-lengths too short for anything else to pick up. Thought-waves, even. What do you care?”


  “Do they wear sun-stones in their foreheads, on Earth?”


  “No . . .” His voice trailed off, and the voices, or the dream of voices, left him.


  It was still daylight when he woke, this time normally. He sat up, feeling stiff and sore but otherwise rested. Jen came to him, smiling, and thrust a chunk of what he recognized as some species of rock-lizard into his hands. He gnawed at it wolfishly while she talked, having discovered that this was not the same day, but the next one, and quite late.


  “They have decided,” she said, “to let you live.”


  “I imagine you had a lot to do with that. Thanks.”


  She shrugged her bare shoulders, with the raw wounds on them where the hawk-lizards had clawed her. She had that exhausted, let-down look that comes after tremendous stress, and her eyes, even while she spoke to Trevor, followed Hugh as he worked at some task around the eave.


  “I couldn’t have done anything if they hadn’t believed your story,” she told him. “They questioned you when you were too far gone to lie.” He had a very dim memory of that. “They didn’t understand your answers but they knew they were true ones. Also they examined your clothes. No doth like that is woven in the valley. And the things that hold them together—” he knew she meant the zippers “—are unknown to us. So you must have come from beyond the mountains. They want to know exactly how, and if you could get back the same way.”


  “No,” said Trevor, and explained. “Am I free to move around, then—go where I want to?”


  She studied him a moment before she spoke. “You’re a stranger. You don’t belong with us. You could betray us to the Korins just as easily as not.”


  “Why would I do that? They hunted me, too.”


  “For sun-stones, perhaps. You’re a stranger. They would take you alive. Anyway, be careful. Be very careful what you do.” From outside came a cry. “Hawks! Take cover, hawks!”


  III


  INSTANTLY everyone in the cave fell silent. They watched the places in the cave wall where the sunlight came in, the little cracks in the cliff face. Trevor thought of the hawk-creatures, and how they would be wheeling and slipping along the ravine, searching.


  Outside, the rough rock looked all alike. He thought that in that immensity of erosions and crevices they would have a hard time finding the few tiny chinks that led into the cave. But he watched, too, tense with a feeling of danger.


  No sound at all came now from the ravine. In that utter stillness, the frightened whimper of a child came with the sudden loudness of a scream. It was instantly hushed. The shafts of sunlight crept slowly up the walls. Jen seemed not to breathe. Her eyes shone, like an animal’s.


  A black shadow flickered across one of the sunlight bars—flickered, and then was gone. Trevor’s heart turned over. He waited for it to come back, to occlude that shaft of light, to slip in along it and become a wide-winged demon with a sun-stone in its brow. For a whole eternity he waited, but it didn’t come back, and then a man crept in through the entry hole and said, “They’re gone.”


  Jen put her head down on her knees. She had begun to tremble all over, very quietly, but with spasmodic violence. Before Trevor could reach her, Hugh had her in his arms, talking to her, soothing her. She began to sob then, and Hugh glanced at Trevor across her shoulders.


  “She’s had a little too much.”


  “Yes.” Trevor looked at the shafts of sunlight. “Do the hawks come very often?”


  “They send them every once in a while hoping to catch us off guard. If they could find the cave they could hunt us out of it, drive us back into the valley. So far they haven’t found it.”


  Jen was quiet now. Hugh stroked her with big awkward hands. “She told you, I guess. About yourself, I mean. You’ve got to be careful.”


  “Yes,” said Trevor. “She told me.” He leaned forward. “Listen, I still don’t know how you people got here or what it’s all about. After we got away from the Korins, Jen said something about a landing, three hundred years ago. Three hundred Earth years.”


  “About that. Some of us have remembered enough to keep track.”


  “The first Earth colonies were being started on Mercury about then, in two or three of the bigger valleys. Mining colonies. Was this one of them?”


  Hugh shook his head. “No. The story is that there was a big ship loaded with people from Earth. That’s true, of course, because the ship is still here, what’s left of it. And so are we. Some of the people on the ship were settlers and some were convicts.”


  He pronounced the word with the same hatred and scorn that always accompanied the name “Korin.” Trevor said eagerly, “They used to do that in the early days. Use convict labor in die mines. It made so much trouble they had to stop it. Were the Korins . . .


  “They were the convicts. The big ship washed in the valley but most of the people weren’t killed. After the crash the convicts killed the men who were in charge of the ship, and made the settlers obey them. That’s how it all started. And that’s why we’re proud we’re slaves—because we’re descended from the settlers.”


  Trevor could see the picture quite clearly now, the more so because it had happened before in one way or another. The emigrant ship bound for one of the colonies, driven off its course by the tremendous magnetic disturbances that still made Mercury a spaceman’s nightmare.


  They couldn’t even have called for help or given their position. The terrible nearness of the Sun made any form of radio communication impossible. And then the convicts had broken free and killed the officers, finding themselves unexpectedly in command of a sort of paradise, with the settlers to serve them.


  A fairly safe paradise, too. Mercury has an infinite number of these Twilight valleys, all looking more or less alike from space, half hidden under their shallow blankets of air, and only the few that are both accessible and unmistakable because of their size have permanent colonies. Straight up and down, a spaceship, is the only way in or out of most of them, and unless a ship should land directly on them by sheer chance, the erstwhile prisoners would be safe from discovery.


  “But the sun-stones?” asked Trevor, touching his forehead. “What about the sun-stones and the hawks? They didn’t have the use of them when they landed.”


  “No, they came later.” Hugh looked around uneasily. “Look, Trevor, it’s a thing we don’t talk about much. You can see why, when you think what it’s done to us. And it’s a thing you shouldn’t talk about at all.”


  “But how did they get them in their heads? And why? Especially, why do they waste them on the hawks?”


  JEN glanced at him somberly from the circle of Hugh’s arm. “We don’t know, exactly. But the hawks are the eyes and ears of the Korins. And from the time they used the first sun-stone we’ve had no hope of getting free from them.”


  The thing that had been buried in Trevor’s subconscious since last night questioning came suddenly to the surface.


  “Thought-waves, that’s it! Sure!” He leaned forward excitedly, and Jen told him frantically to lower his voice. “I’ll be damned. They’ve been experimenting with sun-stones for years on Earth—ever since they were discovered, but the scientists never thought of . . .”


  “Do they have the stones on Earth, too?” asked Jen, with loathing.


  “No, no, only the ones that are brought from Mercury. Something about Mercury being so dose to the Sun, overdose of solar radiation and the extremes of heat, cold, and pressure while the planet was being made, that formed that particular kind of crystal here. I guess that’s why they’re called sun-stones.”


  He shook his head. “So that’s how they work it—direct mental communication between the Korins and the hawks, by means of the stones. Simple, too. Set them right in the skull, almost in contact with the brain, and you don’t need all the complicated machines and senders and receivers they’ve been monkeying with in the labs for so long.” He shivered. “I’ll admit I don’t like the idea, though. There’s something repulsive about it.”


  Hugh said bitterly, “When they were only men, and convicts, we might have beaten them some day, even though they had all the weapons. But when they became the Korins—” He indicated the darkling alcoves of the cave. “This is the only freedom we can ever have now.”


  Looking at Hugh and Jen, Trevor felt a great welling-up of pity, for them, and for all these far-removed children of Earth who were now only hunted slaves to whom this burrow in the rock meant freedom. He thought with pure hatred of the Korins who hunted them, with the uncanny hawks that were their far-ranging eyes and ears and weapons. He wished he could hit them with . . .


  He caught himself up sharply. Letting his sympathies run away with him wasn’t going to do anybody any good. The only thing that concerned him was to get hold of that sun-stone again and get out of this devil’s pocket. He’d spent half a life hunting for a stone, and he wasn’t going to let concern over perfect strangers sidetrack him now.


  The first step would be getting away from the cave.


  It would have to be at night. No watch was kept then on the ledges, for the hawks did not fly in darkness, and the Korins never moved without the hawks. Most of the people wore busy in those brief hours of safety. The women searched for edible moss and lichens. Some of the men brought water from the stream at the canyon fork, and others, with stone clubs and crude spears, hunted the great rock-lizards that slept in the crevices, made sluggish by the cold.


  Trevor waited until the fourth night, and then when Saul’s water party left, he started casually out of the cave after them.


  “I think I’ll go down with them,” he told Jen and Hugh. “I haven’t been down that far since I got here.”


  There seemed to be no suspicion in them of his purpose. Jen said, “Stay close to the others. It’s easy to get lost in the rocks.”


  He turned and went into the darkness after the water party. He followed them down to the fork, and it was quite easy then to slip aside among the tumbled rock and leave them, working his way slowly and silently downstream.


  After several days in the dimness of the cave, he found that the star-shine gave him light enough to move by. It was hard going, even so, and by the time he reached the approximate place where Saul had tried to kill him he was bruised and cut and considerably shaken. But he picked his spot carefully, crossed the stream, and began to search.


  The chill deepened. The rocks that had been hot under his hands turned cold, and the frost-rime settled lightly on them, and Trevor shivered and swore and scrambled, fighting the numbness out of his body, praying that none of the loose rubble would fall on him and crush him. He had prospected on Mercury for a long time. Otherwise he would not have lived.


  HE FOUND it more easily than he could have done by day, without a detector. He saw the cold pale light of it gleaming, down among the dark broken rock where Saul had thrown it He picked it up.


  He dandled the thing in his palm, touching it with loving finger tips. It had a certain cold repellent beauty, glimmering in the darkness—a freakish by-product of Mercury’s birth-pangs, unique in the Solar System. Its radioactivity was a type and potency harmless to living tissue, and its wonderful sensitivity had made it possible for physicists to explore at least a little into those unknown regions above the first octave.


  In a gesture motivated by pure curiosity he lifted the stone and pressed it tight against the flesh between his brows. Probably it wouldn’t work this way. Probably it had to be set deep into the bone . . .


  It worked, oh God, it worked, and something had him, something caught him by the naked brain and would not let him go.


  Trevor screamed. The thin small sound was lost in the empty dark, and he tried again, but no sound would come. Something had forbidden him to scream. Something was in there, opening out the leaves of his brain like the pages of a child’s book, and it wasn’t a hawk, or a Korin. It wasn’t anything human or animal that he had ever known before. It was something still and lonely and remote, as alien as the mountain peaks that towered upward to the stars, and as strong, and as utterly without mercy.


  Trevor’s body became convulsed. Every physical instinct was driving him to run, to escape, and he could not. In his throat now there was a queer wailing whimper. He tried to drop the sun-stone. He was forbidden. Rage began to come on the heels of horror, a blind protest against the indecent invasion of his most private mind. The whimpering rose to a sort of catlike squall, an eerie and quite insane sound in the narrow gorge, and he clawed with his free hand at the one that held the sun-stone, tight against his brows.


  He tore it loose.


  A wrench that almost cracked his brain in two. A flicker of surprise, just before the contact broke, and then a fading flash of anger, and then nothing.


  Trevor fell down. He did not quite lose consciousness, but there was an ugly sickness in him and all his bones had turned to water. It seemed a long time before he could get to his feet again. Then he stood there shaking.


  There was something in this accursed valley. There was something or someone who could reach out through the sun-stones and take hold of a man’s mind. It did that to the Korins and the hawks, and it had done it for a moment to him, and the horror of that alien grasp upon his brain was still screaming inside him.


  “But who—?” he whispered hoarsely. And then he knew that tire word was wrong.


  “What—?”


  For it w-as not human, it couldn’t be human, whatever had held him there wasn’t man or woman, brute or human. It was something else, but what it was he didn’t want to know, he only wanted to get out—out—


  Trevor found that he had begun to run, bruising his shins against rocks. He got a grip on himself, forcing himself to stand still. His breath was coming in great gasps.


  He still had the sun-stone clenched in his sweating palm, and he had an almost irresistible desire to fling the thing away with all his strength. But even in the grip of alien horror a man could not throw away the goal of half a lifetime, and he held it, and hated it.


  He told himself that whatever it was that reached through the sun-stones could not use them unless they were against the forehead, close to the brain. The thing couldn’t harm him if he kept it away from his head.


  A terrible thought renewed Trevor’s horror. He thought of the Korins, die men who wore sun-stones set forever in their brows. Were they, always and always, in die icy, alien grip of that which had held him? And these were the masters of Jen’s people?


  He forced that thought away. He had to forget everything except how to get free of this place.


  He started at once, still shaken. He couldn’t go far before daylight, and he would have to lie up in the rocks through the day and try to make it to the valley wall the next night.


  He was glad when daylight came, the first fires of sunrise kindling the peaks that went above the sky.


  IT WAS at that moment that a shadow flickered, and Trevor looked up and saw the hawks.


  Many hawks. They had not seen him, they were not heeding the rocks in which he crouched. They were flying straight up the ravine, not circling or searching now but going with a sure purposefulness, back the way he had come.


  He watched them uneasily. There were more than he had ever seen together before. But they flew on up the ravine without turning, and were gone.


  “They weren’t looking for me,” he thought. “But . . .”


  Trevor should have felt relieved, but he didn’t. His uneasiness grew and grew, stemming from an inescapable conclusion.


  The hawks were going to the cave. They were heading toward it in an exact line, turning neither to right nor left, and this time they were not in any doubt. They, or whoever or whatever dominated them, knew this time exactly where to find the fugitives.


  “But that’s impossible,” Trevor tried to tell himself. “There’s no way they could suddenly learn exactly where the cave is after all this time.”


  No way?


  A thing was forcing its way up into Trevor’s anxious thoughts, a realization that he did not want to look at squarely, not at all. But it would not be put down, it would not stop tormenting him, and suddenly he cried out to it, a cry of pain and guilt.


  “No, it couldn’t be! It couldn’t be through me they learned!”


  It fronted him relentlessly, the memory of that awful moment in the canyon when whatever had gripped him through the sun-stone had seemed to be turning over the leaves of his brain like the pages of a book.


  The vast and alien mind that had gripped his in that dreadful contact had read his own brain clearly, he knew. And in Trevor’s brain and memories it had found the secret of the cave.


  Trevor groaned in an agony of guilt.


  He crawled out of his rock-heap, and began to run back up the ravine, following the path the hawks had taken. There might still be time to warn them.


  Stumbling, running, he passed the canyon fork. And now from above him in the canyon he heard the sounds he dreaded—the sounds of women screaming and men shouting hoarsely in fury and despair. Farther on, over the rocks, scrambling, slipping, gasping for breath, he came to the cave-mouth and the sight he had dreaded.


  The hawks had gone into the cave and driven out the slaves. They had them in the canyon now, and they were trying to herd them together and drive them down toward the lava beds. But the slaves were fighting back.


  Dark wings beat and thundered in the narrow gorge between the walls of rock. Claws struck and lashing tails cut like whips. Men struggled and floundered and trampled each other. Some died. Some of the hawks died too. But the people were being forced farther down the canyon under the relentless swooping of the hawks.


  Then Trevor saw Jen. She was a little way from the others. Hugh was with her. He had shoved her into a protecting hollow and was standing over her with a piece of rock in his hands, trying to beat off a hawk. Hugh was hurt badly. He was not doing well.


  Trevor uttered a wild cry that voiced all tire futile rage in him, and bounded over a slope toward them.


  “Hugh, look out!” he yelled. The hawk had risen, and then had checked and turned, to swoop down straight at Hugh’s back.


  Hugh swung partly around, but not soon enough. The hawk’s claws were in his body, deep. Hugh fell down.


  Jen was screaming when Trevor reached them. He didn’t stop to snatch up a rock. He threw himself onto the hawk that had welded itself to Hugh’s back. There was a horrid slippery thrashing of wings under him, and the scaly neck of the thing was terribly strong between Trevor’s hands. But not strong enough, He broke it.


  It was too late. When his sight cleared, Jen was staring in a strange wild way at the man and hawk lying tangled together in the dust. When Trevor touched her she fought him a little, not as though she saw him really, not as though she saw anything but Hugh’s white ribs sticking out.


  “Jen, for God’s sake, he’s dead.” Trevor tried to pull her away. “We’ve got to get away from here.”


  There might be a chance. The black hawks were driving the humans down the canyon a little below them now, and if they could make the tumbled rocks below the cliff, there was a chance.


  IV


  HE HAD to drag Jen. Her face had gone utterly blank.


  In the next minute he realized that they would never reach the rocks, and that there was no chance, none at all. Back from the winged whirl that was driving the humans, two of the hawks came darting at them.


  Trevor swung Jen behind him and hoped fiercely that he could get another neck between his hands before they pulled him down.


  The dark shadows flashed down. He could see the sun-stones glittering in their heads. They struck straight at him . . .


  But at the last split second they swerved away.


  Trevor waited. They came back again, very fast, but this time it was at Jen they struck, and not at him.


  He got her behind him again in time. And once more the hawks checked their strike.


  The truth dawned on Trevor. The hawks were deliberately refraining from hurting him.


  “Whoever gives them their orders, the Korins or that Other, doesn’t want me hurt!” He caught up Jen in his arms and started to run again toward the rocks.


  Instantly the hawks struck at Jen. He could not swing her clear in time. Blood ran from the long claw-marks they left in her smooth, tanned shoulders.


  Jen cried out. Trevor hesitated. He tried again for the rocks, and Jen moaned as a swift scaly head snapped at her neck.


  So that’s it, Trevor thought furiously. I’m not to be hurt, but they can drive me through Jen.


  And they could, too. He would never get Jen to the concealment of the rocks alive, with those two wide-winged shadows tearing at her. He had to go the way they wanted or they would leave her as they had left Hugh.


  “All right!” Trevor yelled savagely at the circling demons. “Let her alone! I’ll go where you want.”


  He turned, still carrying Jen, plodding after the other slaves who were being herded down the canyon.


  All that day the black hawks drove the humans down the watercourse, around the shoulder of basalt and out onto the naked sun-seared lava bed. Some of them dropped and lay where they were, and no effort of the hawks could move them on again. Much of the time Trevor carried Jen. Part of the time he dragged her. For long vague periods he had no idea what he did.


  He was in a daze in which only his hatred still was vivid, when he felt Jen pulled away from him. He struggled, and was held—and he looked up to see a ring of mounted men around him. Korins on their crested beasts, the sun-stones glittering in their brows.


  They looked down at Trevor, curious, speculative, hostile, their otherwise undistinguished human faces made strangely evil and other-worldly by the winking stones.


  “You come with us to the city,” one of them said curtly to Trevor. “That woman goes with the other slaves.”


  Trevor glared up at him. “Why me, to the city?”


  The Korin raised his riding whip threateningly. “Do as you’re ordered! Mount!”


  Trevor saw that a slave had brought a saddled beast to him and was holding it, not looking either at him or the Korins.


  “All right,” he said. “I’ll go with you.”


  He mounted and sat waiting, his eyes bright with the hatred that burned in him, bright as blown coals. They formed a circle around him and the leader gave a word. They galloped off toward the distant city.


  Trevor must have dozed as he rode, for suddenly it was sunset, and they were approaching the city.


  Seeing it as he had before, far off and with nothing to measure it against but the overtopping titan peaks, it had seemed no more than a city built of rock. Now he was close to it. Black shadows lay on it, and on the valley, but half way up the opposite mountain wall the light still blazed, reflected downward on the shallow sky, so that everything seemed to float in some curious dimension between night and day, Trevor stared, shut his eyes, and stared again.


  The size was wrong.


  He looked quickly at the Korins, with the eerie feeling that he might have shrunk to child-size as he slept. But they had not changed—at least, relative to himself. He turned back to the city, trying to force it into perspective.


  It rose up starkly from the level plain. There was no gradual guttering out into suburbs, no softening down to garden villas or rows of cottages. It leaped up like a cliff and began, solemn, massive, squat, and ugly. The buildings were square, set stiffly along a square front. They were not tall. Most of them were only one story high. And yet Trevor felt dwarfed by them, as he had never felt dwarfed by the mightiest of Earth’s skyscrapers. It was an unnatural feeling, and one that made him curiously afraid.


  There were no walls or gateways, no roads leading in. One minute the beasts padded on the grass of the open plain. The next, their claws were clicking on a stone pave and the buildings closed them in, hulking, graceless, looking sullen and forlorn in the shadowed light. There was no sound in them anywhere, no gleaming of lamps in the black embrasures of cavernous doors. The last furious glare of the hidden sun seeped down from the high peaks and stained their upper walls, and they were old—half as old, Trevor drought, as the peaks themselves.


  It was the window embrasures, the doors, and die steps that led up to them that made Trevor understand suddenly what was wrong. And the latent fear that had been in him sprang to full growth. The city, and the buildings in it, the steps and the doors and the height of the windows, were perfectly in proportion, perfectly normal—if die people who lived there were twenty feet high.


  He turned to the Korins. “You never built this place. Who built it?”


  The one called Galt, who was nearest him, snarled, “Quiet, slave!”


  Trevor looked at him, and at the other Korins. Something about their faces and the way they rode along the darkening empty street told him they too were afraid.


  He said, “You, the Korins, the lordly demi-gods who ride about and send your hawks to hunt and slay—you’re more afraid of your master than the slaves axe of you!”


  They turned toward him pallid faces that burned with hatred.


  He remembered how that other had gripped his brain back in the canyon. He remembered how it had felt. He understood many things now.


  He asked, “How does it feel to be enslaved, Korins? Not just enslaved in body, but in mind and soul?”


  Galt turned like a striking snake. But the blow never fell. The upraised hand with the heavy whip suddenly checked, and then sank down again. Only die eyes of the Korin glowed with a baleful helplessness under the winking sun-stone.


  TREVOR laughed without humor. “It wants me alive. I guess I’m safe, then. I guess I could tell you what I think of you. You’re still convicts, aren’t you? After three hundred years. No wonder you hate the slaves.”


  Not the same convicts, of course. The sun-stones didn’t give longevity. Trevor knew how die Korins propagated, stealing women from among the slaves, keeping the male children and killing the female. He laughed again.


  “It isn’t such a good life after all, is it, being a Korin? Even hunting and killing can’t take the taste out of your mouths. No wonder you hate die others! They’re enslaved, all right, but they’re not owned.”


  They would have liked to kill him but they could not. They were forbidden. Trevor looked at them, in the last pale flicker of the afterglow. The jewels and the splendid harness, the bridles of the beasts heavy with gold, the weapons—they looked foolish now, like the paper crowns and glass beads that children deck themselves with when they pretend to be kings. These were not lords and masters. These were only little men, and slaves. And the sun-stones were a badge of shame.


  The cavalcade passed on. Empty streets, empty houses with windows too high for human eyes to look through and steps too tall for human legs to climb. Full dark, and the first stunning crash of thunder, the first blaze of lightning between die cliffs. The mounts were hurrying now, almost galloping to beat the lightning and the scalding rain.


  They were in a great square. Around it was a stiff rectangle of houses, and these were lighted with torchlight, and in the monstrous doorways here and there a little figure stood, a Korin, watching.


  In the exact center of the square was a flat low structure of stone, having no windows and but a single door.


  They reined the beasts before that lightless entrance. “Get down,” said Galt to Trevor. A livid reddish flaring in the sky showed Trevor the Korin’s face, and it was smiling, as a wolf smiles before the kill. Then the thunder came, the downpour of rain, and he was thrust bodily into the doorway.


  He stumbled over worn flagging in the utter. dark, but the Korins moved sure-footedly as cats. He knew they had been here many times before, and he knew that they hated it. He could feel the hate and the fear bristling out from the bodies that were close to his, smell them in the close hot air. They didn’t want to be here but they had to. They were bidden.


  He would have fallen headforemost down the sudden flight of steps if someone had not caught his arm. They were huge steps. They were forced to go down them as small children do, lowering themselves bodily from tread to tread. A furnace blast of air came up the well, but in spite of the heat Trevor felt cold. He could feel how the hard stone of the stairs had been worn into deep hollows by the passing of feet. Whose feet? And going where?


  A sulphurous glow began to creep up through the darkness. They went down what seemed a very long way. The glow brightened, so that Trevor could once more make out the faces of the Korins. The heat was overpowering, but still there was a coldness around Trevor’s heart.


  The steps ended in a long low hall, so long that die farther end of it was lost in vaporous shadow. Trevor thought that it must have been squared out of a natural cavern, for here and there in the rocky floor small fumaroles burned and bubbled, giving off the murky light and a reek of brimstone.


  Along both sides of the hall were rows of statues seated in stone chairs.


  Trevor stared at them, with the skin crawling up and down his back. Statues of men and women—or rather, of creatures manlike and womanlike—sitting solemn and naked, their hands folded in their laps, their eyes, fashioned of dull, reddish stone, looking straight ahead, their features even and composed, with a strange sad patience dinging to the stony furrows around mouth and cheek. Statues that would be perhaps twenty feet tall if they were standing, carved by a master’s chisel out of a pale substance that looked like alabaster.


  Galt caught his arm. “Oh, no, you won’t run away. You were laughing, remember? Come on, I want to see you laugh some more.”


  They forced him along between the rows of statues. Quiet statues, with a curiously ghostly look of thoughtfulness—of thoughts and feelings long vanished but once there, different from those of humans, perhaps, but quite as strong. No two of them were alike, in face or body. Trevor noted among them things seldom seen in statues, a maimed limb, a deformity, or a completely nondescript face that would offer neither beauty nor ugliness for an artist to enlarge upon. Also, they seemed all to be old, though he could not have said why he thought so.


  There were other halls opening off this main one. How far they went he had no means of guessing, but he could see that in them were other shadowy rows of seated figures.


  Statues. Endless numbers of statues, down here in the darkness underneath the city . . .


  He stopped, bracing himself against his captors, gripping the hot rock with his bare feet.


  “This is a catacomb,” he said. “Those aren’t statues, they’re bodies, dead things sitting up.”


  “Come on,” said Galt. “Come on, and laugh!”


  They took him, and there were too many to fight. And Trevor knew that it was not them he had to fight. Something was waiting for him down in that catacomb. It had had his mind once. It would—


  THEY were approaching the end of the long hall. The sickly light from the fumaroles showed the last of the lines of seated figures—had they died there like that, sitting up, or had they been brought here afterward? The rows on each side ended evenly, the last chairs exactly opposite each other.


  But against the blank end wall was a solitary seat of stone, facing down the full gloomy length of the hall, and on it sat a manlike shape of alabaster, very still, the stony hands folded rigidly upon the stony thighs. A figure no different from the others, except . . .


  Except that the eyes were still alive.


  The Korins dropped back a little. All but Galt. He stayed beside Trevor, his head bent, his mouth sullen and nervous, not looking up at all. And Trevor stared into the remote and sombre eyes that were like two pieces of carnelian in that pale alabaster face, and yet were living, sentient, full of a deep and alien sorrow.


  It was very silent in the catacomb. The dreadful eyes studied Trevor, and for just a moment his hatred was tempered by a strange pity as he thought what it must be like for the brain, the intelligence behind those eyes, already entombed, and knowing it.


  “A long living and a long dying. The blessing and the curse of my people.”


  The words were soundless, spoken inside his brain. Trevor started violently. Almost he turned to flee, remembering the torture of that moment in the canyon, and then he found that while he had been staring, a force as gentle and stealthy as the gliding of a shadow had already invaded him. And he was forbidden.


  “At this range I do not need the sun-stones,” murmured the silent voice within him. “Once I did not need them at all. But I am old.”


  Trevor stared at the stony thing that watched him, and then he thought of Jen, of Hugh lying dead with a dead hawk in the dust, and the strangeness left him, and his bitter passion flared again.


  “So you hate me as well as fear me, little human? You would destroy me?” There was a gentle laughter inside Trevor’s mind. “I have watched generations of humans die so swiftly. And yet I am here, as I was before they came, waiting.”


  “You won’t be here forever,” snarled Trevor. “These others like you died. You will!”


  “Yes. But it is a slow dying, little human. Your body chemistry is like that of the plants, the beasts, based upon carbon. Quick to grow. Quick to wither away. Ours was of another sort. We were like the mountains, cousin to them, our body cells built of silicon, even as theirs. And so our flesh endures until it grows slow and stiff with age. But even then we must wait long, very long, for death.”


  Something of the truth of that long waiting came to Trevor, and he felt a shuddering thankfulness for the frailty of human flesh.


  “I am the last,” whispered the silent voice. “For a while I had companionship of minds, but the others are all gone before me, long ago.”


  Trevor had a nightmare vision of Mercury, in some incalculable future eon, a frozen world taking its last plunge into the burned-out sun, bearing with it these endless rows of alabaster shapes, sitting in their chairs of stone, upright in the dead blackness underneath the ice.


  He fought back to reality, clutching his hatred as a swimmer clings to a plank, his voice raw with passion and bitterness as he cried out.


  “Yes, I’ll destroy you if I can! What else could you expect after what you’ve done?”


  “Oh, no, little human, you will not destroy me. You will help me.”


  Trevor glared. “Help you? Not if you kill me!”


  “There will be no killing. You would be of no use to me dead. But alive you can serve me. That is why you were spared.”


  “Serve you—like them?” He swung to point to the waiting Korins, but the Korins were not waiting now, they were closing in on him, their hands reaching for him.


  Trevor struck out at them. He had a fleeting though of how weird this battle of his with the Korins must look, as they struck and staggered on the stone paving beneath the looming, watching tiling of stone.


  But even as he had that thought, the moment of struggle ended. An imperious command hit his brain, and black oblivion closed down upon him like the sudden clenching of a fist.


  V


  DARKNESS. He was lost in it, and he was not himself any more. He fled through the darkness, groping, crying out for something that was gone. And a voice answered him, a voice that he did not want to hear . . .


  Darkness. Dreams.


  Dawn, high on the blazing mountains. He stood in the city, watching the light grow bright and pitiless, watching it burn on the upper walls and then slip downward into the streets, casting heavy shadows in the openings of door and window, so that the houses looked like skulls with empty eyeholes and gaping mouths. The buildings no longer seemed too big. He walked between them, and when he came to steps he climbed them easily, and the window ledges were no higher than his head. He knew these buildings. He looked at each one as he passed, naming it, remembering with a long, long memory.


  The hawks came down to him, the faithful servants with the sun-stones in their brows. He stroked their pliant necks, and they hissed softly with pleasure, but their shallow minds were empty of everything but that vague sensation. He passed on through the familiar streets, and in them nothing stirred. All through the day from dawn to sunset, and in the darkness that came afterward, nothing stirred, and there was a silence among the stones.


  He could not endure the city. His time was not yet, though the first subtle signs of age had touched him. But he went down into the catacombs and took his place with those others who were waiting and could still speak to him with their minds, so that he should not be quite alone with the silence.


  Tire years went by, leaving no traces of themselves in the unchanging gloom of the mortuary halls.


  One by one those last few minds were stilled until all were gone. And by that time age had chained him where he was, unable to rise and go again into the city where he had been young, the youngest of all . . . Shannach, they had named him—The Last.


  So he waited, alone. And only one who was kin to the mountains could have borne that waiting in the place of the dead.


  Then, in a burst of flame and thunder, new life came into the valley. Human life. Soft, frail, receptive life, intelligent, unprotected, possessed of violent and bewildering passions. Very carefully, taking its time, the mind of Shannach readied out and gathered them in.


  Some of the men were more violent than the others. Shannach saw their emotions in patterns of scarlet against the dark of his inner mind. They had already made themselves masters, and a number of these frail sensitive brains had snapped out swiftly because of them. “These I will take for my own,” thought Shannach. “Their mind-patterns are crude, but strong, and I am interested in death.”


  There had been a surgeon aboard the ship but he was dead. However, there was no need of a surgeon for what was about to be done. When Shannach had finished talking to the men he had chosen, telling them of the sun-stones, telling them the truth, but not all of it—when those men had eagerly agreed to the promise of power—Shannach took complete control. And the clumsy convict hands that moved now with such exquisite skill were as much his instruments as the scalpels of the dead surgeon that they wielded, making the round incision and the delicate cutting of the bone.


  Who was the man that lay there, quiet under the knife? Who were the ones that bent above him, with the strange stones in their brows? Names. There are names and I know them. Closer, closer. I know that man who lies there with blood between his eyes . . .


  Trevor screamed. Someone slapped him across the face, viciously and with intent. He screamed again, fighting, clawing, still blinded by the visions and the dark mists, and that voice that he dreaded so much spoke gently in his mind, “It’s all over, Trevor. It is done.”


  The hard hand slapped him again, and a rough human voice said harshly, “Wake up. Wake up, damn it!”


  He woke. He was in the middle of a vast room, crouched down in the attitude of a fighter, shivering, sweating, his hands outstretched and grasping nothing. He must have sprung there, half unconscious, from the tumbled pallet of skins against the wall. Galt was watching him.


  “Welcome, Earthman. How does it feel to be one of the masters?”


  Trevor stared at him. A burning flood of light fell in through the tall windows so high above his head, setting the sun-stone ablaze between the Korin’s sullen brows. Trevor’s gaze fixed on that single point of brilliance.


  “Oh, yes,” said Galt. “It’s true.”


  It struck Trevor with an ugly shock that Galt’s lips had not moved, and that he had made no audible sound.


  “The stones give us a limited ability,” Galt went on, still without speaking aloud. “Not like His, of course. But we can control the hawks, and exchange ideas between us when we want to if the range isn’t too far. Naturally, our minds are open to Him any time he wants to pry.”


  “There’s no pain,” Trevor whispered, desperately trying to make the thing not be so. “My head doesn’t ache.”


  “Of course not. He takes care of that.” Shannach? If it isn’t so, how do I know that name? And that dream, that endless nightmare in the catacombs.


  Galt winced. “We don’t use that name. He doesn’t like it.” He looked at Trevor. “What’s the matter, Earthman? Why so green? You were laughing once, remember? Where’s your sense of humor now?”


  He caught Trevor abruptly by the shoulders and turned him around so that he faced a great sheet of polished glassy substance set into the wall. A mirror for giants, reflecting the whole huge room, reflecting the small dwarfed figures of the men.


  “Go on,” said Galt, pushing Trevor ahead of him. “Take a look.”


  Trevor shook off the Korin’s grasp. He moved forward by himself, close to the mirror. He set his hands against the chill surface and stared at what he saw there. And it was me.


  Between his brows a sun-stone winked and glittered. And his face, the familiar, normal, not-too-bad face he had been used to all his life, was transformed into something monstrous and unnatural, a goblin mask with a third, and evil eye.


  A coldness crept into his heart and bones. He backed away a little from the mirror, his hands moving blindly upward, slowly toward the stone that glistened between his brows. His mouth was twisted like a child’s, and two tears rolled down his cheeks.


  His fingers touched the stone. And then the anger came. He sank his nails into his forehead, clawing at the hard stones, not caring if he died after he had torn it out.


  Galt watched him. His lips smiled but his eyes were hateful.


  BLOOD ran down the sides of Trevor’s nose. The sun-stone was still there. He moaned and thrust his nails in deeper, and Shannach let him go until he had produced one stab of agony that cut his head in two and nearly dropped him. Then Shannach sent in the full force of his mind. Not in anger, for he felt none, and not in cruelty, for he was no more cruel than the mountain he was kin to, but simply because it was necessary.


  Trevor felt that cold and lonely power roll down on him like an avalanche. He braced himself to meet it, but it broke his defenses, crushed them, made them nothing, and moved onward against the inmost citadel of his mind.


  In that reeling, darkened fortress all that was wholly Trevor crouched and clung to its armament of rage, remembering dimly that once, in a narrow canyon, it had driven back this enemy and broken free. And then some crude animal instinct far below the level of conscious thought warned him not to press the battle now, to bury his small weapon and wait, letting this last redoubt of which he was yet master go untouched and perhaps unnoticed by his captor.


  Trevor let his hands drop limply and his mind go slack. The cold black tide of power paused, and then he felt it slide away, withdrawing from those threatened walls. Out of the edges of it, Shannach spoke.


  “Your mind is tougher than these valley-bred Korins. They’re well-conditioned, but you—you remember that you defied me once. The contact was imperfect then. It is not imperfect now. Remember that, too, Trevor.”


  Trevor drew in a long, unsteady breath. He whispered, “What do you want of me?”


  “Go and see the ship. Your mind tells me that it understands these things. See if it can be made to fly again.”


  That order took Trevor completely by surprise. “The ship! But why . . .?”


  Shannach was not used to having his wishes questioned, but he answered patiently, “I have still a while to live. Several of your short generations. I have had too much of this valley, too much of these catacombs. I want to leave them.”


  Trevor could understand that. Having had that nightmare glimpse into Shannach’s mind, he could perfectly understand. For one brief moment he was torn with pity for this trapped creature who was alone in the universe. And then he wondered, “What would you do if you could leave the valley? What would you do to another settlement of men?”


  “Who knows? I have one thing left to me—curiosity.”


  “You’d take the Korins with you, and the hawks?”


  “Some. They are my eyes and ears, my hands and feet. But you object, Trevor.”


  “What difference does that make?” said Trevor bitterly. “I’ll go look at the ship.”


  “Come on,” said Galt, taking up an armful of torches. “I’ll show you the way.”


  They went out through the tall door into the streets between the huge square empty houses. The streets and houses that Trevor had known in his dream, remembering when there were lights and voices in them. Trevor noticed only that Galt was leading him out on the opposite side of the city, toward the part of the valley he had never visited. And then his mind reverted to something that not even the shock of his awakening could drive out of his consciousness.


  Jen.


  A sudden panic sprang up in him. How long had it been since the darkness fell on him there in the catacomb? Long enough for almost anything to happen. He envisioned Jen being torn by hawks, of her body lying dead as Hugh’s had lain, and he started to reach out for Galt, who had owned them both. But abruptly Shannach spoke to him, in that eerie silent way he was getting used to.


  “The woman is safe. Here, look for yourself.”


  His mind was taken firmly and directed into a channel completely new to him. He felt a curious small shock of contact, and suddenly he was looking down from a point somewhere in the sky at a walled paddock with a number of tiny figures in it. His own eyes would have seen them as just that, but the eyes he was using now were keen as an eagle’s, though they saw no color but only black and white and the shadings in between. So he recognized one of the distant figures as Jen.


  He wanted to get closer to her, much closer, and rather sulkily his point of vision began to circle down dropping lower and lower. Jen looked up. He saw the shadow of wide wings sweep across her and realized that of course he was using one of the hawks. He pulled it back so as not to frighten her, but not before he had seen her face. The frozen stoniness was gone, and in its place had come the look of a wounded tigress.


  “I want her,” Trevor said to Shannach.


  “She belongs to Galt. I do not interfere.”


  Galt shrugged. “You’re welcome. But keep her chained. She’s too dangerous now for anything but hawk-meat.”


  THE ship was not far beyond the city.


  It lay canted over on its side, just clear of a low spur jutting out from the barrier cliff. It had hit hard, and some of the main plates were buckled, but from the outside the damage did not seem irreparable, if you had the knowledge and the tools to work with. Three hundred years ago it might have been made to fly again, only those who had the knowledge and the will were dead. And the convicts wanted to stay where they were.


  The tough metal of the outer skin, alloyed to resist friction that could burn up a meteor, had stood up pretty well under three centuries of Mercurian climate. It was corroded, and where the breaks were die inner shells were eaten through with rust, but the hulk still retained the semblance of a ship.


  “Will it fly?” asked Shannach eagerly.


  “I don’t know yet,” Trevor answered. Galt lighted a torch and gave it to him. “I’ll stay put here.”


  Trevor laughed. “How are you ever going to fly over the mountains?”


  “He’ll see to that when the time comes,” Galt muttered. “Take the rest of these torches. It’s dark in there.”


  Trevor climbed in through the gaping lock, moving with great caution on the tilted, rust-red decks. Inside, the ship was a shambles. Everything had been stripped out of it that could be used, leaving only bare cubicles with the enamel peeling off the walls and a moldering litter of junk.


  In a locker forward of the air lock he found a number of spacesuits. The fabric was rotted away, but a few of the helmets were still good and some half score of the oxygen bottles had survived, the gas still in them.


  Shannach urged him on impatiently. “Get to the essentials, Trevor!”


  The bridge room was still intact, though the multiple thickness of glassite in the big ports showed patterns of spidery cracks. Trevor examined the controls. He was strictly a planetary spacer, used to flying his small craft within spitting distance of the world he was prospecting, and there were a few gadgets here he didn’t understand, but he could figure the board well enough.


  “Not far, Trevor. Only over the mountains. I know from your mind—and I remember from the minds of those who died after the landing—that beyond the mountain wall there is a plain of dead rock, more than a hundred of your reckoning in miles, and then another ridge that seems solid but is not, and beyond that pass there is a fertile valley twenty times bigger than Korith, where Earthmen live.”


  “Only partly fertile, and the mines that brought the Earthmen are pretty well worked out. But a few ships still land there, and a few Earthmen still hang on.”


  “That is best. A small place, to begin . . .”


  “To begin what?”


  “Who can tell? You don’t understand, Trevor. For centuries I have known exactly what I would do. There is a kind of rebirth in not knowing.”


  Trevor shivered and went back to studying the controls. The wiring, protected by layers of imperviplast insulation and conduit, seemed to be in fair shape. The generator room below had been knocked about, but not too badly. There were spare batteries. Corroded, yes, But if they were charged, they could hold for a while.


  “Will it fly?”


  “I told you I don’t know yet. It would take a lot of work.”


  “There are many slaves to do this work.”


  “Yes. But without fuel it’s all useless.”


  “See if there is fuel.”


  The outlines of that hidden thing in Trevor’s secret mind were coming clearer now. He didn’t want to see them out in the full light where Shannach could see them too. He drought hard about generators, batteries, and the hooking up of leads.


  He crept among the dark bowels of the dead ship, working toward the stern. The torch made a red and smoky glare that lit up deserted wardrooms and plundered holds. One large compartment had a heavy barred and bolted door that had bent like tin in the crash. “That’s where they came from,” Trevor thought, “like wolves out of a trap.”


  In the lower holds that had taken the worst of the impact were quantities of mining equipment and farm machinery, all smashed beyond use but formidable-looking none the less, with rusty blades and teeth and queer hulking shapes. They made him think of weapons, and he let tire thought grow, adorning it with pictures of men going down under whirring reapers. Shannach caught it.


  “Weapons?”


  “They could be used as such. But the metal in them would repair the hull.”


  He found the fuel bunkers. The main supply was used to the last grain of fissionable dust, but the emergency bunkers still showed some content on die mechanical gauges. Not much, but enough.


  VI


  A HARD excitement began to stir in Trevor, too big to be hidden in that secret corner of his mind. He didn’t try. He let it loose, and Shannach murmured.


  “You are pleased. The ship will fly, and you are thinking that when you reach that other valley and are among your own people again, you will find means to destroy me. Perhaps, but we shall see.”


  In the smoky torchlight, looking down from a sagging car walk above the firing chambers and the rusty sealed-in tubes, Trevor smiled A he could be thought as well as spoken. And Shannach, in a manner of speaking, was only human.


  “I’ll need help. All the help there is.”


  “You’ll have it.”


  “It’ll take time. Don’t hurry me and don’t distract me. Remember, I want to get over the mountains as bad you do.”


  Shannach laughed.


  Trevor got more torches and went to work in the generator room. He felt that Shannach had withdrawn from him, occupied now with rounding up the Korins and the slaves. But he did not relax his caution. The open areas of his mind were filled with thoughts of vengeance to come when he reached that other valley.


  Gradually the exigencies of wrestling with antiquated and partly ruined machinery drove everything else away. That day passed, and a night, a half another day before all the leads were hooked the way he wanted them, before one creaky generator was operating on one-quarter normal output, and the best of the spare batteries were charging.


  He emerged from the torchlit obscurity into the bridge, blinking mole-like in the light, and found Galt sitting there.


  “He trusts you,” the Korin said, “but not too far.”


  Trevor scowled at him. Exhaustion, excitement, and a feeling of fate had combined to put him into an unreal state where his mind operated more or less independently. A hard protective shell had formed around that last little inner fortress so that it was hidden even from himself, and he had come almost to believe that he was going to fly this ship to another valley and battle Shannach there. So he was not surprised to hear Shannach say softly in his mind,


  “You might try to go away alone. I wouldn’t want that, Trevor.”


  Trevor grunted. “I thought you controlled me so well I couldn’t spit if you forbade it.”


  “I am dealing with much here that I don’t comprehend. We were never a mechanical people Therefore some of your thoughts, while I read them clearly, have no real meaning for me. I can handle you, Trevor, but I’m taking no chances with the ship.”


  “Don’t worry,” Trevor told him. “I can’t possibly take the ship up before the hull’s repaired. It would fall apart on me.” That was true, and he spoke it honestly.


  “Nevertheless,” said Shannach, “Galt will be there, as my hands and feet, an extra guard over that object which you call a control-bank, and which your mind tells me is the key to the ship. You ate forbidden to touch it until it is time to go.”


  Trevor heard Shannach’s silent laughter.


  “Treachery is implicit in your mind, Trevor. But I’ll have time. Impulses come swiftly and cannot be read beforehand. But there is an interval between the impulse and the realization of it. Only a fraction of a second, perhaps, but I’ll have time to stop you.”


  Trevor did not argue. He was shaking a little with the effort of not giving up his last pitiful individuality, of fixing his thoughts firmly on the next step toward what Shannach wanted and looking neither to the right nor to the left of it. He ran a grimy hand over his face, shrinking from the touch of the alien disfigurement in his forehead, and said sullenly,


  “The holds have to be cleared. The ship won’t lift that weight any more, and we need the metal for repairs.” He thought again strongly of weapons. “Send the slaves.”


  “No,” said Shannach firmly. “The Korins will do that. We won’t put any potential weapons in the hands of the slaves.”


  Trevor allowed a wave of disappointment to cross his mind, and then he shrugged. “All right. But get them at it.”


  He went and stood by the wide ports looking out over the plain toward the city. The slaves were gathered at a safe distance from the ship, waiting like a herd of cattle until they should be needed. Some mounted Korins guarded them while the hawks wheeled overhead.


  Gaming toward the ship, moving with a resentful slowness, was a little army of Korins. Trevor could sense the group thought quite dearly. In all their lives they had never soiled their hands with labor, and they were angry that they had now to do the work of slaves.


  Digging his nails into his palms, Trevor went aft to show them what to do. He couldn’t keep it hidden much longer, this thing that he had so painfully concealed under layers of half-truths and deceptions. It had to come out soon, and Shannach would know.


  In the smoky glare of many torches the Korins began to struggle with the rusting masses of machinery in the after holds.


  “Send more down here,” Trevor said to Shannach. “These things are heavy.”


  “They’re all there now except those that guard the slaves. They cannot leave.”


  “All right,” said Trevor. “Make them work.”


  He went back up along the canting decks, along the tilted passages, moving slowly at first, then swifter, swifter, his bare feet scraping on the flakes of rust, his face, with the third uncanny eye, gone white and strangely set. His mind was throwing off muddy streams of thought, confused and meaningless, desperate camouflage to hide until the last second what was underneath.


  “Trevor!”


  That was Shannach, alert, alarmed.


  It was coming now, the purpose, out into the light. It had to come, it could not be hidden any longer. It burst up from its secret place, one strong red flare against the darkness, and Shannach saw it, and sent the full cold power of his mind to drown it out.


  Trevor came into the bridge room, running.


  THE first black wave of power hit him, crushed him. The bridge room lengthened out into some weird dimension of delirium, with Galt waiting at the far end. Behind Galt the one small, little key that needed to be touched just once.


  The towering might of Shannach beat him back, forbidding him to think, to move, to be. But down in that beleaguered part of Trevor’s mind the walls still held, with the bright brand of determination burning in them.


  This was the moment, the time to fight. And he dug up that armament of fury he had buried there. He let it free, shouting at the alien force, “I beat you once! I beat you!” The deck swam under his feet. The peeling bulkheads wavered past like veils of mist. He didn’t know whether he was moving or not, but he kept on while the enormous weight bore down on his quivering brain, a mountain tilting, falling, seeking to smother out the fury that was all he had to fight with fury for himself, defiled and outraged.


  Fury for Jen, with the red scars on her shoulders. Fury for Hugh lying dead under an obscene killer, fury for all the generations of decent people who had lived and died in slavery so that Shannach’s time of waiting might be lightened.


  He saw Galt’s face, curiously huge, close to his own. It was stricken and amazed. Trevor’s bared teeth glistened.


  “I beat him once,” he said to the Korin.


  Galt’s hands were raised. There was a knife in his girdle, but he had been bidden not to use it, not to kill. Only Trevor could make the ship to fly. Galt reached out and took him but there was an unsureness in his grip, and his mind was crying out to Shannach, “You could not make him stop! You could not!”


  Trevor, who was partly merged with Shannach now, heard that cry and laughed. Something in him had burst wide open at Galt’s physical touch. He had no control now, no sane thought left, but only a wild intense desire to do two things, one of which was to destroy this monster that had hold of him.


  “Kill him,” said Shannach suddenly. “He’s mad, and no one can control an insane human.”


  Galt did his best to obey. But Trevor’s hands were already around the Korin’s throat, the fingers sinking deep into the flesh. There was a sharp snapping of bone.


  He dropped the body. He could see nothing now except one tiny point of light in a reeling darkness. That single point of light had a red key in the center of it. Trevor reached out and pushed it down. That was the other thing.


  For a short second nothing happened. Trevor sagged down across Galt’s body. Shannach was somewhere else, crying warnings that came too late. Trevor had time to draw one harsh triumphant breath and brace himself.


  The ship leaped under him. There was a dull roar, and then another, as the last fuel bunkers let go. The whole bridge room rolled and came to rest with a jarring shock that split the ports wide open, and the world was full of shriek and crash of metal being torn and twisted and rent apart. Then it quieted. The ground stopped shaking and the deck settled under Trevor. There was silence.


  Trevor crawled up the new slope of the bridgeroom floor, to the shattered lock and through it, into the pitiless sunlight. He could see now exactly what he had done. And it was good. It had worked. That last small measure of fuel had been enough.


  The whole after part of the hulk was gone, and with it had gone all but a few of Shannach’s Korins, trapped in the lower holds.


  And then, in pure surprise, Shannach spoke inside Trevor’s mind. “I grow old indeed! I misjudged the toughness and the secrecy of a fresh, sarong mind. I was too used to my obedient Korins.”


  “Do you see what’s happening to the last of them?” Trevor asked savagely. “Can you see?”


  The last of the Korins who had been outside with the slaves seemed to have been stunned and bewildered by the collapse of their world. And with the spontaneity of a whirlwind, the slaves had risen against this last remnant of their hated masters. They had waited for a long, long time, and now the Korins and the hawks were being done to death.


  “Can you see it, Shannach?”


  “I can see, Trevor. And—they’re coming now for you!”


  They were. They were coming, blood-mad against all who wore the sun-stone, and Jen was in the forefront of them, and Saul, whose hands were red.


  Trevor knew that he had less than a half-minute to speak for his life. And he was aware that Shannach, still withdrawn, watched now with an edged amusement.


  Trevor said harshly to Saul and all of them. “So I give you your freedom, and you won’t kill me for it?”


  Saul snarled. “You betrayed us in the cave, and now . . .”


  “I betrayed you, but without intent. There was someone stronger than the Korins, that even you didn’t know about. So how should I have known?”


  Trevor talked fast, then, talking for his life, telling them about Shannach and how the Korins themselves were enslaved.


  “A lie,” spat Saul.


  “Look for yourselves in the crypts underneath the city! But be careful.”


  He looked at Jen, not at Saul. After a moment Jen said slowly, “Perhaps there is a—Shannach. Perhaps that’s why we were never allowed in the city, so the Korins could go on pretending that they were gods.”


  “It’s another of his lies, I tell you!”


  Jen turned to him. “Go and look, Saul. We’ll watch him.”


  Saul hesitated. Finally, he and a half-dozen others went off toward the city.


  Trevor sat down on the hot, scorched grass. He was very tired, and he didn’t like at all the way the withdrawn shadow of Shannach hovered just outside his mind.


  The mountains leaned away from the Sun, and the shadows crawled up the lower slopes. Then Saul and the others returned.


  Trevor looked up at their faces and laughed without mirth. “It’s true, isn’t it?”


  “Yes,” said Saul, and shivered. “Yes . . .”


  “Did he speak to you?”


  “He started to. But—we ran.”


  And Saul suddenly cried, out of the depths of fear this time and not of hate, “We can never kill him. It’s his valley. And oh God, we’re trapped in here with him, we can’t get out.”


  “We can get out,” said Trevor.


  VII


  SAUL stared at him sickly. “There’s no way over the mountains. There isn’t even air up there.”


  “There’s a way. I found it in the ship.” Trevor stood up, speaking with a sudden harshness. “Not a way for us all, not now, but if three or four of us go, one may live to make it. And he could bring back men with ships for the others.”


  He looked at Saul. “Will you try it with me?”


  The gaunt man said hoarsely, “I still don’t trust you, Trevor! But anything—anything, to get away from that . . .”


  “I’ll go too,” Jen said suddenly. “I’m as strong as Saul.”


  That was true, and Trevor knew it. He stared at her for a long minute, but he could not read her face.


  Saul shrugged. “All right.”


  “But it’s all craziness!” murmured a voice. “You can’t breathe up there on the ridges. There’s no air!”


  Trevor climbed painfully into what was left of the twisted wreck, and brought out the helmets and oxygen bottles that had survived for just this purpose.


  “We’ll breathe,” he said. “These—” He tried for a word that would explain to them. “—these containers hold an essence of air. We can take them with us and breathe.”


  “But the cold?”


  “You have tanned skins, haven’t you? And gums? I can show you how to make us protective garments. Unless you’d rather stay here with Shannach.”


  Saul shivered a little. “No, we’ll try it.”


  In all the hours that followed—while the women of the slaves worked with soft tanned skins and resinous gums, while Trevor labored over the clumsy helmets they must have—in all that time, Shannach was silent.


  Silent, but not gone. Trevor felt that shadow on his mind, he knew that Shannach was watching. Yet the Last One made no attempt upon him.


  The slaves watched him, too. He saw the fear and hatred still in their eyes as they looked at the sun-stone between his brows.


  And Jen watched him, and said nothing, and he could read nothing at all in her face. Was she thinking of Hugh and how the hawks had come?


  By mid-afternoon they were ready. They started climbing slowly, toward the passes that went up beyond the sky. He and Saul and Jen were three grotesque and shapeless figures, in the three-layered garments of skin that were crudely sealed with gum, and the clumsy helmets that were padded out with doth because there was no collar-rest to hold them. Their faces were wrapped close, and they held the ends of the oxygen tubes in their mouths because no amount of ingenuity could make the helmets space-tight.


  The evening shadow flowed upward from the valley floor as they climbed, and the men who had come to help them dropped back. These three went on, with Saul leading the way and Trevor last.


  And still Shannach had not spoken.


  The atmosphere slipped behind them. They were climbing into space now, tiny creatures clambering up an infinity of virgin rock, in the utter black between the blazing peaks above and the flaring lightnings of the evening storm below.


  Up and up toward the pass, toiling forward painfully with each other’s help where no man could have made it alone, through a numbing and awful cold and silence. Three clumsy, dragging figures, up here above the sky itself, walking in the awfulness of infinity, where the rocks their feet dislodged rushed away as noiseless as a dream, where there was no sound, no light, no time.


  Trevor knew they must have reached the pass, for on both sides now there rose up slopes that had never been touched by wind or rain or living root. He staggered on, and presently the ground began to drop and the way was easier. They had passed the crest. And the oxygen was almost gone.


  Downward now, stumbling, slipping, sliding, yearning toward the air below. And they were on the other side of the mountain, above the plain of rock chat led to . . .


  And then, at last, Shannach—laughed.


  “Clever,” he said, “Oh, very clever, to escape without a ship! But you will comeback, with a ship, and you will take me to the outside world. And I will reward you greatly.”


  “No,” said Trevor, in his mind. “No, Shannach. If we make it, the sun-stone comes out, and we’ll come back for the slaves, not for you!”


  “No, Trevor.” The gentle finality of that denial was coldly frightening. “You are mine now. You surprised and tricked me once, but I know the trick now. Your whole mind is open to me. You cannot withstand me ever again.”


  It was cold, cold in the darkness below the pass, and the chill went deep into Trevor’s soul and froze it.


  Saul and Jen were below him now’, stumbling down along the rock-strewn lip of a chasm, into the thin high reaches of the air, into sound and life again. He saw them tear away their helmets. He followed them, pulling off his own, gasping the frigid breath into his starved lungs. Shannach said softly,


  “We do not need them any longer. They would be a danger when you reach other men. Dispose of them, Trevor.”


  Trevor started a raging refusal, and then his mind was gripped as by a great band, shaken and turned and changed. And his fury flowed away into blankness.


  “But of course,” he thought. “There are many boulders, and I can topple them into the chasm so easily . . .”


  He started toward a jagged stone mass, one that would quite neatly brush the two clumsy figures below him into the abyss.


  “That is the way, Trevor! But quickly—!”


  Trevor knew that Shannach had spoken truth, and that this time he was conquered.


  “No, I won’t!” he cried to himself, but it was only a weak echo from a fading willpower, a dying self.


  “You will, Trevor! And now! They suspect.”


  Saul and Jen had turned. Trevor’s face, open now to the numbing cold which he could scarcely feel, must have told them everything. They started scrambling back up toward him. Only a short distance, but they would be too late.


  Trevor shrieked thinly, “Look out—Shannach . . .!”


  He had his hands on it now, on the boulder he must roll to crush them.


  But there was another way! He was Shannach’s while he lived, but there was a way to avoid again betraying Jen’s people, and that way was to live no longer.


  He used the last of his dying will to pitch himself toward the brink of the chasm. Hundreds of feet below a man could lie quiet on the rocks through all eternity.


  “Trevor, no! No!”


  Shannach’s powerful command halted him as he swayed on the very edge. And then Jen’s arms caught him from behind.


  He heard Saul’s voice crying, thin and harsh in that upper air, “Push him over! He’s a Korin. You saw his face!”


  Jen answered, “No! He tried to kill himself for us!”


  “But Shannach has him!” Saul cried out.


  Shannach had him, indeed, stamping down that final flicker of Trevor’s revolt, fiercely commanding him.


  “Slay die woman and the man!”


  Trevor tried to. He was all Shannach’s now. He tried earnestly and with all his strength to kill them, but both the woman and the man had hold of him now. They were too strong for him, and he could not obey the Last One as he wanted to.


  “Tie his arms!” Jen was shouting. “We can take him, and he can’t do us any harm!”


  The anger of Shannach flooded through Trevor, and he raged and struggled, and it was useless. Strips of hide secured his arms and they were dragging him on down out of the mountains, and he could not obey. He could not!


  And then he felt the anger of Shannach ebb away into a terrible hopelessness. Trevor felt his own consciousness going, and he went into the darkness bearing in his mind the echo of that last bitter cry,


  “I am old—too old . . .”


  VIII


  TREVOR awakened slowly, rising above the dark sea of oblivion only to sink again, Conscious in those brief intervals that he lay in a bed and that his head ached.


  There came a time when he rose, not to sink again. After a while his eyes opened, and he saw a metal ceiling.


  “We made it,” he said.


  “Yes, you made it,” said a friendly voice. This is Solar City. You’ve been here quite a while.”


  Trevor turned his head to the voice, to the white-jacketed doctor beside his bed. But he didn’t see the man or the room. Not at first. He saw only, upon the bedside table in a tray, a tawny eye that winked and glittered at him.


  A sun-stone.


  His hand started to rise weakly to his face. The doctor forestalled him.


  “Don’t bother. It’s out. And a delicate job getting it out, it was. You’ll have a headache for a while, but anyone would take a headache for a sun-stone!”


  Trevor didn’t answer that. He said suddenly, “Jen—and Saul . . .?”


  “They’re here. Pretty odd folk they are, too. Won’t talk to any of us. You’re all a blazing mystery, you know.”


  He went away. When he came back, Jen and Saul were with him. They wore modern synthecloth garments now. Jen looked as incongruous in hers as a leopardess in a silk dress.


  She saw the smile in his eyes and cried, “Don’t laugh at me—ever!”


  It occurred to Trevor that civilizing her would take a long time. He doubted if it would ever be done. And he was glad of that.


  She stood looking gravely down at him and then said, “They say you can get up tomorrow.”


  “That’s good,” said Trevor.


  “You’ll have to be careful for a while.”


  “Yes. I’ll be careful.”


  They said no more than that, but in her steady, grave gaze Trevor read that Hugh and die hawks were forgiven, not forgotten but forgiven, that they two had touched each other and would not let go again.


  Saul cried anxiously, “Days we’ve waited! When can we go back to the valley with a ship for the others?”


  Trevor turned to the curiously-watching doctor. “Can I charter a ship here?”


  “A man with a sun-stone can get almost anything he wants, Trevor! I’ll see about it.”


  The chartered ship that took them back to the valley had a minimum crew, and two mining technicians Trevor had hired. They set down outside the ancient city, and the slaves came surging toward them, half in eagerness, half in awe of this embodiment of misty legend.


  Trevor had told Saul what to do. Out up the valley, in the skulls of slain Korins, were sun-stones worth many fortunes. They were going out with the slaves.


  “But they’re evil—evil!” Saul had cried.


  “Not in the outside worlds,” Trevor told him. “You people are going to need a start somewhere.”


  When that was done, when they were all in the ship, Trevor nodded to the two mining technicians.


  “Now,” he said. “The entrance to the catacomb is right over there.”


  The two went away, carrying their bulky burden slung between them. Presently they came back again without it.


  Trevor took his sun-stone from his pocket. Jen clutched his arm and cried, “No!”


  “There’s no danger now,” he said. “He hasn’t time enough left to do anything with me. And—I feel somehow that I should tell him—”


  He put the sun-stone to his brow, and in his mind he cried,


  “Shannach!”


  And into his mind came the cold, tremendous presence of the Last One. In an instant it had read Trevor’s thoughts.


  “So this is the end, Trevor?”


  “Yes,” Trevor said steadily. “The end.”


  He was braced for the wild reaction of alarm and passion, the attempt to seize his mind, to avert doom.


  It didn’t come. Instead, from the Last One, came a stunning pulse of gladness, of mounting joy.


  “Why—why, you want me to do this?” Trevor cried.


  “Yes, Trevor! Yes! I had thought that the centuries of waiting for death would be long yet, and lonely. But this, this will free me now!”


  Dazed by surprise, Trevor slowly made a gesture, and their ship throbbed upward into the sky. Another gesture, and the technician beside him reached toward the key of the radio detonator.


  In that moment he felt the mind of Shannach crying out as in a vast, mingled music, a glad chorus of release against chords of cosmic sorrow for all that had been and would never be again, for the greatest and oldest of races that was ending.


  The receding city below erupted flame and rock around the catacomb mouth as the key was pressed.


  And the song of Shannach ebbed into silence, as the last of the children of mountains went forever into night.


  WAR DRUMS OF MERCURY LOST


  John Jakes


  Blackthos, Lord of Mercury’s Dorgas, spoke the words: “We can make even the dead march against you.” Only then did the stranger from Earth know that the wicked curse of New Dublin—from the mouth of an ancient crone—was ready to be fulfilled.


  THEY were riding along a high rocky ridge. Here the wind blew, strong and with a faint trace of coolness, but it could not entirely dispel the scorching heat of the mid-day sun burning like a bloated red eye from the pale blue heavens of the Mercurial heat belt.


  Their horses picked a leisurely path around the scattered boulders. Above them, sharp slopes rose to the mountains standing naked in the wind. Below, the hillside dropped away to the floor of the great circular Valley of Nomoon.


  Abruptly, one of the riders pulled his mount to a stop. He sat quietly, pulling at the wide loop of gold dangling from his left ear. The wind riffled his flame-scarlet hair, and his long jade eyes swept the valley floor.


  There lay the city of Nomoon, a pile of yellow towering stone. The streets were cloaked in dim shadows, and empty. Beyond the city were large buildings made entirely of pale blue glass. Within them, tiny dots of men could be seen hurrying, tending waving frond-like things.


  That is my home, thought Tol Shannon, running browned fingers around the loop of gold. That is my home, or is it, really? Six months. I want this to be my home, but I am an Earthman. Outlander. Will they ever accept me as one of them? They haven’t, yet. But why?


  There had to be some answer. Shannon turned to where the second rider sat atop his horse. He was a native of Mercury, with traditional pale blue skin, an almost triangular head, and faint wisps of blue hair lying straight back on his blue skull. Hardly more than a boy, he was nevertheless a noble personage among the people of the valley: Kersten XI Borne, son and heir to old Kersten, ruler of Nomoon.


  Shannon pulled a cigarette, offering one to XI Borne. The young man shook his head. Lighting his, Shannon inhaled deeply and then spoke.


  “Borne, it’s been nearly six months since I wandered into Nomoon, just another star drifter. The Shannons have never stayed in any one place a great length of time. But I want to settle here. You know that, I think. The valley is peaceful. There is no endless fight for existence. I want to stay in Nomoon. But I wonder if I can.”


  Borne laughed and rubbed his horse’s neck. “Tol, that’s nonsense. What keeps you from staying?”


  “I’m a stranger,” Shannon replied. “The people are cordial enough. But I’m still a foreigner to them. They distrust foreigners, naturally enough. I want to remove that distrust. What can I do?”


  Borne shrugged. “No more than you are already doing by helping us to improve our source of food.” He waved a hand at the blue glass buildings winking in the sun far below. The buildings housed vast hydroponic gardens, and since Shannon had come to Nomoon he had helped the people better their crops.


  Now Shannon exhaled loudly, throwing his cigarette to the earth. “All right,” he said.


  Borne slapped him on the shoulder. “For Sol’s sake don’t be quite so mournful. You’ll get along all right. But I would advise one thing. Find a woman. Mate. That will remove distrust rapidly.”


  “I can’t,” Shannon said.


  Borne frowned. “Why? Are the women of Nomoon distasteful to you?”


  Shannon shook his head hastily. “It isn’t that. It’s something very strange, Borne. When I came into the system, back at New Dublin on Mars, my mother’s widwife was an old Martian witch. My mother told me years later that the old woman had murmured something at the moment of my birth, something that caught my mother’s attention even through the pain of childbearing. For some reason, she uttered . . . well . . . a curse.”


  “Oh,” Borne replied softly. The people of Nomoon were by tradition superstitious. What little technology they had reached back to obscure beginnings. It was a matter of custom, of form. Certain things had been done in ages dead, were being done, and would be done in the distant tomorrows. There was no understanding of any but the most simple scientific principles, and even those were regarded in a half-light of dim and ancient magic.


  “What was . . . the curse, Tol?” Borne asked, trying to gaze at the sky where the sun flamed fire.


  Like something from a dream, Shannon remembered the words and spoke them aloud:


  “When a woman holds the webs of stars between her hands, and the living dead are marching from the grave, then shall the house of Shannon fall forever into death.” He paused a moment, then went on, “I don’t generally believe in such things. But curses have been very prevalent in our family, and they’ve always worked out. I’m the last Shannon. The curse can only apply to me.”


  BORNE laughed again but it was forced.


  “Well, I don’t possibly see how dead men could march in Nomoon. And as for women holding stars or whatever, none of ours practice witchcraft.” His blue face darkened as he looked to the south curve of the valley where the crags rose to one great peak, on top of which stood a small stone building. “Except, of course, the old sorceress called Ylarna, who has been in that place since time began. No one in the valley visits her, or has ever seal her closely, but she is spoken of as very learned in matters of science. She is truly a dark woman controlling fearful powers.”


  “I cannot take a mate,” Shannon repeated. “I know I should not believe a thing like that, but some things are very deep in men, and can’t be easily removed. I must find another way.” He straightened himself in the saddle, adding, “We’d better start back.”


  Borne turned his horse and headed down the slope.


  When he had gone only a hundred yards, he stopped, bending his body to listen with the wind. Then he swiveled in his saddle and faced the red-haired man.


  “Shannon,” he murmured, his voice harsh, “The Drums!”


  Shannon looked below to the city. In the great central square he could see a tiny figure beating upon two large hide circles. People were streaming from the buildings, gathering in the open area. The blue glass hydroponic sheds were also emptying, pouring running figures into the city.


  “The Drums mean danger,” Borne said sharply. “They are never beaten except in times of trouble.”


  Shannon kicked his horse and plunged down the rocky slope, Borne behind him. They raced down to the valley floor and the horses lengthened their strides as they pounded toward the rising towers.


  The Drums were louder now, great beating thunders that rolled across the valley, carried by the strong wind under the burning sky.


  They came at last to the square. There The Drums deafened their ears. The naked blue Mercurian beating them with large padded sticks was sweating, his face frozen in worry. The people drew back for Borne and Shannon, who rode up before The Drums. The red-haired man watched the crowd as it milled and jabbered. He smiled sardonically. They had forgotten their suspicion of him for the moment.


  “Where is my father?” Borne shouted over the echoing pulse.


  Without missing a stroke, the naked man raised one beater and pointed at a tall stone tower. Shannon glanced up and saw a small black knot of men on the topmost balcony.


  “Come,” Borne yelled, jumping off his horse and hurrying into the lower entrance to the tower. Shannon followed him rapidly. Despite the fear on the part of the people, Old Kersten and his son respected the Earthman’s knowledge, and followed his counsel when it happened to agree with their plans.


  The tower was dark and cool as they ran up the winding stairway, emerging at last on the balcony where stood Old Kersten and the city elders. Far below, most of the square was in shadow, but the drummer still beat.


  The chieftain stood with his eyes to a crude telescope, peering to the west where lay the Gate, a narrow defile which was the sole entrance to the valley of Nomoon.


  One of the elders whispered that Borne had arrived and the old man turned, his rich blue beard slapping ludicrously. Apprehensively he handed the telescope to Borne. He looked and gasped, then handed it to Shannon.


  Coming through the Gate was a party of five horsemen, all natives. They were dressed in long black flapping robes. The foremost rider carried a spear bearing upon it a tattered flag of bright red cloth.


  “Who are those men?” asked Shannon.


  “They are from the valley of Dorgas,” replied the old man. “It lies to the west. Many years ago we fought a great war with them, a war which neither side won. Since then we have been enemies, never venturing into one another’s territory.”


  “Perhaps they want to establish peaceful relations once again,” Shannon offered.


  The elders grumbled at that, and Borne spoke up, “The red cloth they carry is the Banner of Blood, their war flag. They are not on a peaceful mission.”


  “We shall go to the great hall and await them there,” Old Kersten said, moving to the stairwell.


  The group of men walked down the twisting stairs in the chill and musty shadows. The drums had stopped, and the voices of the crowd drifted upward.


  Perhaps, thought Tol Shannon, if trouble comes, I can show them that I am loyal to Nomoon. In some way I must show them!


  The curse from his young days in New Dublin was forgotten as he accompanied the rulers of Nomoon down the twisting staircase to the great hall where they would meet the men of Dorgas who rode under the Banner of Blood.


  But the curse was soon to be remembered.


  THE vast hall was filled with a ripple of fevered excitement.


  At one end, on a high dais, Old Kersten and his son sat. The elders of Nomoon were clustered around them. Shannon lounged on the steps of the dais, lower than the rulers, yet separated from the crowds of blue-skinned men and women lining the sides of the hall.


  Shannon smoked meditatively, wondering at the mission of the Dorgas. Old Kersten and Borne kept their eyes on the tall doors at the opposite end of the long chamber.


  The ripple of excited fearful talk mushroomed upward, reminding Shannon of the waves on the distant oceans of Deep Neptune. Tire sound rose and roared and smashed at the walls.


  Then the monstrous heavy doors were slowly swinging open, pulled by townspeople from without. A long bar of sunlight splashed along the floor, remaining perfect for a moment, and then shattering under the grotesque shadows of five men.


  The hall was still, with only the faint whisper of the wind against the vaulted ceiling.


  The five Mercurians strode down the path of sunlight, their black robes rustling, halting at last before the dais, a few feet from where Shannon sat.


  The first of the group, carrying the Banner of Blood in his left hand, stepped forward, addressing the ruler.


  “Greetings, Kersten, Lord of Nomoon. He did not bow, as was customary.


  The old man answered in a strong voice that carried only a hint of contempt, “Greetings, Blackthos, Lord of Dorgas.”


  The Earthman glanced at the speaker who carried the scarlet flag. Evidently he held the same position as Kersten in his valley. He was much younger however, and his eyes seemed to move constantly. The blue skull was shaven clean of its thin wispy hair.


  “What brings you to Nomoon under the Banner of Blood?” Kersten inquired. The people shifted nervously, listening to each word.


  Blackthos smiled ingratiatingly. “Not the Banner of Blood, Lord Kersten. That is a mere formality. The true banner is one of friendship within the hearts of the people of Dorgas.”


  The old ruler was impassive, but Borne snickered.


  Blackthos ignored the thrust. “Lord Kersten, we of Dorgas have a pitiful plight to report to you, our brother, knowing that you and your people will surely assist us.”


  “Continue,” Kersten said coldly.


  “Some weeks ago a body from space, some cosmic wanderer, round and hard as the mountains of Mercury, fell into our valley. It brought death, Lord Kersten, burning death that enveloped our land, destroyed our crops and now has infected some of our people.”


  Radioactivity from a meteor, thought Shannon. He listened attentively to the voice of Blackthos, even as he noted that the doors of the hall were closed. And there was something subtly strange about the men from Dorgas . . .


  “We have come to ask you,” Blackthos went on, “to allow us to migrate into the valley of Nomoon to escape the burning death.”


  A whisper of shock rattled through the room. Borne stiffened in rage but Old Kersten had not changed his expression.


  “And why, Blackthos,” he said, “should we allow you, our enemies, to come into our valley and share its profits?”


  “Because,” came the reply, tinged with hardness and vicious strength, “you are good and kind.”


  Borne snorted. “Go back to Dorgas and rot to death, Blackthos!”


  “And because,” the Lord of Dorgas finished, his voice a sharp sword cutting through the stillness, “if you do not allow us to enter your valley of your own generosity, then we shall come with our warriors and kill you. We shall burn the city of Nomoon and build anew!”


  Kersten was on his feet, crying, “Ride out, Blackthos, and be damned!”


  BLACKTHOS passed a hand over his shaven blue head and shrugged. His men, carrying no weapons, merely stood their ground.


  There was an instant of hesitation in the mom, and Shannon seized it. Rising, he addressed the people, as well as Old Kersten.


  “Even if you wished to let the people of Dorgas come in, purely for the sake of being merciful, you could not allow it.” Shannon gestured at the five men, emphasizing what he had noticed a moment before. “The people of Dorgas, including these men, carry the mark of the death in them.”


  The people gaped. For in the dimness of the hall, Blackthos and his men were limned in a pale aura of ghostly gray light, emanating from their bodies.


  “They would infect and kill us all. There would be no end.” He turned and spoke directly to Blackthos. “Return to your home and make your burial wishes. You are beyond life, beyond help. Do not curse others with your own misfortune.”


  Angry at the discovery of his secret, Blackthos spat at Shannon. The redhead wiped the spittle from his face. His green eyes closed to slashes in the gloom. He stepped forward and lashed out with the side of his hand, catching the Mercurian in the neck. He stumbled. Shannon stepped back and waited.


  But Blackthos motioned his men toward the entrance. The portal creaked open and the sunlight crept in once more. The gray auras were gone.


  Blackthos kept his gaze on the dais, but it seemed to take in the crowd and Shannon as well.


  “I have asked in peace,” he growled wrathfully. “But now prepare. Prepare with your pitiful rocks and clubs. You have no weapons, and we have a power you cannot match. We can make even the dead walk against you. We shall return through the Gate very soon, and this time we shall carry the Banner of Blood in all sincerity. You will wait. Death will come to you; death under the Banner of Blood!”


  Snarling his final words, he turned and stalked out of the hall. The room remained quiet as his men followed, and then there came the clatter of hooves on stone, and after that nothing.


  Suddenly the hall broke once more into the raging tumult of human excitement. Young Borne spoke to his father in angry shouts.


  But Tol Shannon stood peering at the road of sunlight to the doors. His body felt cold as the stone walls. Blackthos had spoken . . .


  “. . . we can make even the dead walk against you . . .”


  The curse! Shannon’s brain howled, the second part of the curse!


  “. . . and the living dead are marching from the grave . . .”


  What had he meant? What could he possibly have meant? He rubbed a hand across his face as if to wipe away the thoughts. Still the thing rang through his head like a horrible chant.


  He leaped up on the dais, confronting Old Kersten.


  “What did he mean about the dead walking against us?”


  “I don’t know,” the old man replied tiredly.


  “Will they come? Will they carry through a war?”


  “Of course they will,” Borne snapped.


  “Could they have some strange weapon? Do they know much of science and strange lore?”


  “They could have a weapon,” Kersten admitted. He seemed straining under some terrible effort, trying to make his mind function properly. The sound of the people babbling their fear was a roaring current of noise all around them.


  “But does Nomoon have weapons to combat them?” Shannon queried insistently. “Until today I’ve heard no talk of war. Do we have weapons?”


  “Clubs, rocks, spears,” Borne put in, “as Blackthos said.”


  “Then, by Sol, we’ve got to make weapons!


  The elderly ruler stared into Shannon’s intense eyes and laughed a short jagged laugh. “We do not know how. Do you?”


  “No,” he replied lamely, “I have used them but I don’t know how to make them. I’ve fought all over the nine worlds but I don’t know how to engineer a battle. Perhaps we can throw hydroponic plants at them. That’s one thing I can supervise.”


  “We must organize the men of Nomoon at once,” Borne exclaimed eagerly. “Blackthos is willing to fight for his life, and so are we. Our weapons will work. They must work!”


  “You want to die, don’t you,” Shannon stated tonelessly.


  “Tell us how we may fight otherwise,” Kersten said bitterly. “Tell us.”


  Something fell into place within Shannon, a memory. “Yes, I have a suggestion. Perhaps it is not good, but we can at least try. Borne, earlier today you told me of the old sorceress who lives in that stone house in the mountains to the south. What was her name . . .?”


  “Ylarna,” muttered Borne.


  “Yes, Ylarna. You said she had knowledge of scientific matters. We can go to her. Perhaps she can help us to make weapons.”


  Kersten’s face was pale. Ages of superstition and dark legend was welling up within him. “What are you saying, Earthman? She is a witch, accursed! She knows things no living being should have learned! She cannot make weapons. She can only make demons! We will not go to her!”


  “Are you afraid?” Shannon asked. “I will go to her for you.”


  Borne seized Shannon’s arm, held it in a biting grip. “No man of our valley will go to Ylarna! We will rise or fall by our own strength. We will not be eternally damned by a woman who is mistress of darkness!”


  “I said that I would go for you,” Shannon repeated.


  Borne’s voice was a roar shouting the babble of the crowd to silence. “I told you that we of Nomoon would not go. Ylarna is ancient and evil. Make your choice. Are you one of us, to live and die as we do? Or will you still seek her aid?”


  Shannon looked out over the faces of the people staring up at him from their triangular blue heads. These were his people. He had wanted it that way.


  “Well?” said Borne.


  Despite the curse, Shannon knew what his answer must be.


  “I will stay with you.”


  . . . and go secretly to Ylarna to seek assistance, he finished to himself.


  A ragged smile slipped over Borne’s blue face. Shannon did not like lying, but what else . . .


  Kersten speaking to his subjects cut off his thoughts: “The women will go to their homes. The men will remain here. We must begin to plan.”


  In a few moments the hall had emptied save for the warriors. They seated them: selves on the floor.


  Kersten began his directions. “We may expect an attack on the Gate in not less than three days hence . . .”


  Sitting on the chilly stone, Shannon remembered New Dublin.


  “. . . and the living dead are marching from the grave . . .”


  Perhaps the dead would be marching to, instead of from the grave. Perhaps, if there was no help from the sorceress Ylarna, the dead would be the people of Nomoon.


  II


  TWO days and nights slipped by under the furnace of tire Mercurial sun. Shannon watched the men of Nomoon making dubs and spears and rude hatchets from the stones lying about the valley floor. He helped them, even as he waited for a chance to slip away to the high crag where Ylarna lived. But there was always one of the elders near at hand watching. They distrusted him more than ever, now that word bad spread of his outburst in the great hall. Even Borne watched him covertly at times.


  Old Kersten set guards watching the Gate. Two great drums would be beaten when the approaching forces of Blackthos were seen. Two days of toil, and the city settled down to wait for the coming of the Banner of Blood.


  Shannon’s opportunity came on the evening of the second day. A meeting had been called by Old Kersten in the central hall. But Shannon dismissed the messenger, feigning illness. Quickly he mounted and rode away.


  Through the empty streets he clattered. Overhead the sky was a moonless bowl of gold-strung shadow. Behind the walls of the city, Shannon knew, there were men and women shivering, sighing softly and waiting for the first beat of the drums from the Gate.


  Out across the valley floor he rode, not daring to think of the consequences should he be caught. Up the steep slopes to a narrow deserted pathway. And still higher, until the stars were close above, and the city was lost in the pit of night below. His horse blew plumes of grayness into the high cool air. Above were no more crags. Ahead, at the end of the narrow trail, stood a small stone house.


  He dismounted and walked toward the dusky doorway. His hands were sweaty as he pulled nervously at the loop of gold in his left ear. What kind of a devil-crone would she be? And could she help? She must help!


  “I watched. I knew you were coming, Tol Shannon.”


  The voice came from the doorway where something seemed to move. He marveled at the softness, the gentleness of the voice. Remarkable for such an old woman.


  “You . . . watched?” he repeated woodenly.


  “And heard. Yes. Enter the house of a . . .” The voice paused, and the next word carried within it a bitter smile. “. . . a witch.”


  He strode to the doorway, brushed aside a curtain, and entered a simple, plain room, lit by an oil lamp. There was a workbench cluttered with apparatus along one side. He recognized it as highly complicated machinery, but most of it was in fields apart from hydroponics. There were no other furnishings.


  Only Ylarna, the witch.


  He drew in a sharp breath.


  She was young! And yet, she was not young. Her face and body were almost too perfectly formed in beauty to be human. And her eyes were different universes. In them Shannon could read all the birth and death, all the pain and cruelty and truth of a million dead years of stars.


  She smiled half-shyly. “I admire you for coming.”


  “You know why I am here?”


  Assenting, she pulled aside a large radiation stove. There was a crystal screen imbedded in the wall, blank and gray.


  “A viz circuit,” Shannon wondered. “Then you do know science!”


  “Yes, I do. I am not a demon as the simple people of Nomoon say, but my science is far advanced from even that of the present modern system. I have been working for four hundred years. My father was a life-chemist. He experimented to increase my life span to nearly eight hundred years. Since he died, I have done nothing but work here. It . . . it has been very lonely.”


  Instinctively Shannon felt drawn to her. Her beauty was something that could not pass away. It was near to the beauty of . . . of a god. She saw his thoughts and said, “Because you have come to me, the first in four hundred years, I will help you. When you don’t require food or sleep, and when you are regarded as a fearful legend, time grows heavy, even when you work as I do.”


  “All right,” Shannon murmured inanely. It was so laughably simple. He believed her. There was no question of that.


  “You know the situation, then?”


  “Certainly.”


  “What is the weapon of the Dorgas? She gestured to the gray screen. “Watch there.” Pressing switches in the workbench top, she brought a scene into focus.


  It was a burial ground. The black-robed men of Dorgas were digging open the graves under the light of flaring torches. One of the Dorgas would climb down in the open grave and attach a round metal disk and chain about the neck of the decaying corpse. And then, the pale blue corpse would rise, slowly, slowly, the dirt falling away and bits of rotten flesh breaking free. But the corpse would rise and climb from the grave and move to take its place in a line of corspes, where naked eyes stared unseeing at the guttering lights.


  it was the prophecy! The curse! “Turn it off,” Shannon choked. “It makes me sick.”


  YLARNA threw the switches and the screen blanked out. “It is not a pleasant thing to watch. They have been doing that for two days. Already they have a very large force.”


  “Can those . . . things . . . fight?” Shannon wanted to know.


  “Not really. They can move forward, but they cannot be stopped by weapons of any kind.”


  “How do they make them move? How cm they make the dead live?”


  “They don’t live at all. The Dorgas are more advanced technically than the folk of Nomoon. Blackthos allows experimentation with science so long as is beneficial to his regime. One of their technologists hit upon a very simple principle, as yet unknown to most of the system scientists. Blundered into it, really. They still don’t understand why or how the machine began to work. But it will focus cosmic force-beams on inorganic matter, giving it some properties of organic life: forcing it into motion, and making it capable of stimulation to obey simple orders. The Dorgas dug up their graveyards, and as long as they keep the ray generator operating and transmitting impulses via the disks they have an invincible army. It can trample the natives to death, or frighten them to madness.”


  “I don’t understand it very well,” Shannon fumbled. “I did a little university work in hydroponics. Cosmic force-beams . . .?”


  “The energizing, life-giving rays that maintain being in stars. They’re a kind of ultimate life-force holding the universe chained together. That is very crude, but you would understand little more.”


  “Yes, I understand. But what can we do to stop them?”


  “I could build a similar focus beam, which can either activate dead matter, or be reversed to bum out their beam, causing the bodies to collapse and become inorganic once more. With the time I have had to experiment, it is relatively easy. I could have helped Nomoon at any time. But . . . I was afraid to go to them. I know so little of their thought-processes. You had courage to come.” Her eyes were gazing somewhere beyond him.


  Afraid! he thought. This magnificent woman afraid! Nearly immortal, working with strange new branches of technical endeavor, as simply as most women did their menial tasks. Afraid, this being who could control the very life powers binding and chaining the universe together. Afr . . .


  He knew then with certainty that the walls of circumstance were closing:


  “. . . when a woman holds the webs of stars between her hands . . .”


  Roughly, he moved forward, touching her shoulders clad in a pale green robe, smiling strangely as his eyes danced in the light of the oil lamp. He looked deep into her immortal face.


  “Destruction,” he murmured, and kissed her.


  After that, they worked hurriedly. He helped with manual tasks, welding small sections of the machine together. Her hands danced whitely over coils and joinings. Shannon felt jubilant.


  There was the curse. But they could stop the armies of Dorgas, and that would prove his loyalty to Nomoon. And he had Ylarna now. Not once did they look beyond the curtained doorway of the house. Shannon listened for the sound of the warning drum from the Gate to the west, but the world of Mercury remained silent. Ylarna worked rapidly, glancing at him occasionally, brushing his hand as he handed her a piece of equipment.


  Hours went by unnoticed, and finally Ylarna brushed back her dark hair and said, “Finished. We will ride across the valley to the Gate. We must avoid detection.”


  “When the Dorgas are conquered,” Shannon told her, “what is there for us? I am afraid of you. But I love you.”


  Her smile was warm. “I can make you as I am, Tol Shannon, for I know the secret. I can teach you the keys to make the universe open for you. We can have many wonderful children.”


  “We can’t speak of that now,” he said quickly. “We must go to the Gate!”


  He hefted the small metal cube with dials and toggles on one vapid face. Ylarna pushed the curtain aside and they stepped out into the hot morning sunlight. She mounted behind him, carrying the lethal machine, and he sent the horse down the steep pathway. The city of Nomoon seemed peaceful far below.


  Rounding the final bend to where the path widened out, Shannon jerked the horse to a stop.


  There was a stone spear-point pressing against his belly.


  III


  BEHIND the spear was Borne, and beyond him a small body of armed mounted men.


  “The messenger saw you leave the city when you pretended sickness, Tol Shannon,” Borne said. His voice was contemptuous. “We followed. You chose this, instead of honor and duty to Nomoon, which you professed to love.”


  Shannon sat still, wondering if he should bolt his horse free.


  “Do not attempt to escape,” the young man said coldly. “You will return with us to the city, the woman with you. When the trouble with Dorgas is finished we will execute you both. I warn you, any feats of witchery by the woman will result in your death.”


  “I will do nothing,” Ylarna proclaimed.


  “Listen to me, Borne,” Shannon pleaded. “I know what the Dorgas will bring against you. You can’t imagine it, or even hope to win against it. We can destroy the weapon . . .”


  “Nomoon rises or falls by its own power!” Borne snarled.


  “Then you will die a hundred million deaths, you insane idiot!” Shannon shouted back. “You’re nothing but a blind, ignorant . . .”


  Borne howled his rage, and the spear raked down Shannon’s face. The Earthman felt the blood trickle into his mouth. Ylarna clutched his waist, the metal machine held between them.


  With the Mercurians riding like blue statues all about, they returned to the city in a ring of spears. Ylarna for all her wisdom and beauty was like a little child getting her glimpse of the adult world.


  Well, thought Shannon, I tried. The curse of New Dublin, from the mouth of an ancient hag.


  The people lining the dim streets cowered in fascinated fear as they rode by. The men watching the procession were armed with their pitifully inadequate clubs and spears, undoubtedly confident of victory.


  Old Kersten stood on the high balcony of the tower, frowning down at Shannon and Ylarna. She was still clutching her machine. They were herded inside the tower, then below ground to the dungeons.


  Borne locked them in a heavy-doored cell, and stood back, wondering at Shannon’s degraded actions.


  “You were once my friend,” he said, confusion flitting on his triangular blue face. Ylarna crouched in the corner, holding the box, which Borne had overlooked as a useless sort of charm, in his whirling thoughts of betrayal and the battle to come.


  “I am not the friend of imbeciles,” Shannon spat. “I am not the friend of slavering, fear-haunted . . .”


  “Your curse, Tol. That is superstition.”


  “The curse,” the redhead replied morosely, “has come true.”


  Borne started to speak again, but halted, listening.


  From above ground came a shivering beat.


  The Drums from the Gate!


  Borne raced for the stairs.


  Shannon shouted after him, “When Blackthos pins you to the earth with the Banner of Blood, remember us. When the dead men are coming, remember us. When . . .”


  He stopped. The dungeon was silent, except for the echoing ghostly cry, “. . . remember us . . . remember . . . us . . . us . . .”


  Wearily he sank down to the floor. Ylarna touched his cheek. “I can be killed, Tol Shannon. Will they kill us?”


  “I thought they might. Now there won’t be anyone left to kill us.” He stood up. “I tried to help them, Ylarna. I did want to help them. And now they’re marching to the Gate. They can’t stop Blackthos.” Listening to the distant thunder of the Drums, he slammed his fist against the heavy door, choking, “And neither can we.”


  Shannon stood for a long moment, pain beating up his arm from his fist. That door, that door. He had to open it!


  Savagely, he whirled on Ylarna.


  “I am sorry, “she was saying. “I do not know much of the world of men. I have observed them, but I do not understand their behavior at times. Our capture . . .”


  “. . . was my fault,” Shannon answered bitterly. “I should have taken precautions. But we’ve got to get out of here.” He pointed a finger at the metal box on the floor. “Can that get us out?”


  “No.”


  “It’s got to!” he yelled.


  “Tol Shannon,” she began in a pleading voice.


  But her thoughts died unspoken. His face had gone slack, and he was whispering hoarsely, “Inorganic . . . inorganic . . . to organic . . . by Sol!”


  “What are you thinking?” she asked quickly.


  “Ylarna, the machine you made can burn out tire beam activating the corpses of Blackthos. But you said . . . it could also activate inorganic matter into organic, give it movement and direction! You told me that, didn’t you?”


  “Yes.” Eyes wide.


  “Turn it on the door!” Shannon breathed. “Give the walls of this room life . . . and make them move!”


  “I . . . I don’t know if it will work,” she complained, and Shannon sensed that she was somehow terrified, experimenting here in the world of human beings.


  “Turn it on and try!” he bit out.


  She set the metal box in the center of the floor, adjusting dials and toggles on one face. Shannon felt sweat running down beneath his armpits. Down . . . and down like the blood from the men of Nomoon trampled under the horde of lifeless things.


  “Faster!” he snarled.


  Her fingers leaped over the controls. Finally she stepped back and moved close to him, watching.


  There was no light, no sound, no sign of functioning from the machine. But after a moment or two, the walls of the cell began to . . . crawl!


  Shannon could think of no other word to describe it. The walls retained their previous stationary positions, but they pulsed and twitched and writhed, struggling as if from a searing heat of life burning up out of their bowels.


  “Now,” Shannon said in an awed voice, “make them part. Make them separate!”


  She murmured her fears once more.


  “Do it!” he commanded.


  “They will split,” she said weakly.


  Suddenly the tiny room was filled with a great groaning and grinding noise, as if the delicate balance of weight pressing down from above had shifted.


  The cell door, now an unbroken mass of flaccid grayness, was splitting down the center.


  SEIZING the machine and pulling Ylarna after him, Shannon raced down the corridor. The groaning of the building was much more intense.


  Running for the stairway, Shannon felt a sharp object strike his arm, and heard Ylarna’s frantic voice behind him, “The life in the walls! It has weakened the tower. Collapse . . .”


  “Up the stairs!” Shannon cut her off above the mounting rumble., “Don’t speak!”


  Pushing her before him, he took the stairs in long leaps, holding tight to the precious box. The stone corridor was shaking, and rocks fell more rapidly, breaking free of the walls.


  They clambered over a pile of stones at the top of the staircase. Ahead lay the square of sunlight that was the door. Over the rumble Shannon heard the sound of the Drums, mingled with the frightened shrieks of women and children in the city, driven to fear by the vision of the tottering tower.


  Desperately they struggled toward the door, amid a deadly shower of falling stones. One large piece of rock struck his shoulder and bounded against Ylarna’s neck. He felt her clutch at his arm and fall to one knee.


  She could not rise. Pain from a twisted leg lashing across her lovely face. Frantically he pulled at her. There was a rushing flurry of sound and he glanced up. The ceiling was beginning to buckle. It tumbled lazily down toward them.


  A part of him seemed to watch the scene from some abstract position. To die, only a few yards from the doorway . . .


  Ylarna pulled her hands free, and shoved against his body with all her strength. He stumbled backwards, off balance, feeling his back strike the doorway and careen dizzily beyond.


  From within the tower he heard Ylarna screaming above the roar of falling rock, “Shield the machine!”


  Dumbly he realized that he was stumbling backward off balance, and that he could not prevent a fall. He clutched the machine to his chest as he toppled. His head struck the stone and darkness came fountaining up. His last thought was of Ylarna, crushed beneath the collapsing tower of stone.


  IV


  WHEN he awoke, he was still on his back, and the box rested safely on his chest. Sunlight burst through his eyelids and be got carefully to his feet, too disorganized to think properly. Instinctively, though, he set the machine down in a clear space and looked about.


  The Drums were still, but he heard the hysterical gibbering of women. The tower was a tall, roughly conical pile of rubble, fallen almost perfectly inward, strangely symmetrical as it pointed toward the sun.


  Shannon staggered to the mass of ruin, pulling aside one small stone as he shouted, “Ylarna! Ylarna!”


  Something writhed from the pile. A once-white woman’s arm, now gray and bruised. He could see part of a shoulder, and a little of her face through a tiny opening where she was buried quite near the ground. And he heard a weak voice as if from infinitely long stone crypts:


  “Bring the machine . . . death is near . . .”


  He began to claw at the rock in a futile attempt to free her. The voice cut in once more, and it was full of the power of four hundred years of magnificent life. “Bring the machine!”


  He set it down near her hand. That hand, stained now with a glistening stream of red blood, leaped over the toggles and dials. It seemed to Shannon some surrealistic nightmare; the great conical pile of stone under a swollen sun, and the slim stained arm reaching forth to caress a metal cube.


  The voice came again, “Take the box and ride to the Gate. I have activated the shorter beam to destroy the power of the corpses. Perhaps the dead men ate already . . . through . . .”


  “I’ll dig you out,” he choked, tearing at another rock.


  “No!” Her speech, though sharp and full of authority, was filled with a muffled slowness. “I know why you want to do this. But you must not remember me as you ride to the Gate. There is more destruction there than here under a pile of stones. Forget the smaller death. I do not feel . . . sorry . . . four hundred years . . . “She seemed to grope for air.


  He stood stock still. Then he bent, slowly picking up the box, full of immense sorrow, but knowing the way.


  “I’ll go,” he whispered.


  The hand moved weakly, conveying in one gesture more love than a thousand written books. Shannon touched his lips to the white hand, and rose, turning his back on the fallen tower.


  Across the square were huddled the women of the city, peering at the wreck and speaking in jabbers.


  Shannon ran to them, carrying the machine, and called for a mount. They moved like dumb cattle, shifting their feet, and he shrieked from bloody lips. One crept away and returned with a horse.


  A short time later he was thundering out of the city toward the Gate, holding the machine, knowing it sent its magic beam toward the now-silent Drums of destruction.


  The Battle of the Gate was long remembered in Nomoon. The warriors were struggling against a steady tide of advancing moldy things; struggling to quench the screaming that wanted to bubble up in them; they quenched it with the thought that they were fighting for existence, and returned to the fray somewhat strengthened. But they were being slowly pushed back, trampled under musty, dead feet. Behind the line of naked-eyed things, Borne and his father could see Blackthos riding leisurely with his followers. Blackthos carried the Banner of Blood, and the beam-generator activating the corpses lay on his saddle. The square metal cube, however, was a mystery to Borne. But he understood all too well the smile of triumph of the Lord of Dorgas.


  The men of Nomoon swung at the dead things with rocks and stone hatchets, but still they came. With terrible rapidity, first one and then another of Nomoon’s warriors shouted and fled slobbering insanely as the walking horrors kept moving on. The Mercurial sun broiled calmly.


  Old Kersten and Borne swung their weapons side by side, but both were aware of the impending defeat. Both were aware of the madness rising within their own brains.


  And then the dead men began to waver, teetering crazily and stumbling to the ground, almost as one. They did not move, even as Blackthos and several of his technologists struggled with the machine, twisting the controls in confused bewilderment.


  The men of Nomoon rallied forward, their minds miraculously cleansed of the seeping rot of madness.


  Borne clutched his father’s shoulder and gestured. Across the valley floor came To! Shannon, with blood smeared upon his face, and a box similar to that of the Dorgas on his mount’s back. He was kicking the horse to a frenzied gallop.


  Through the lines of Nomoon went Shannon, pausing only to set the box securely behind a small boulder. Then he rode toward Blackthos, who was vainly trying to collect his men, disjointed and baffled by the failure of their crowning, supreme weapon. Behind Shannon came the vengeful hordes of Nomoon.


  Borne did not stop to wonder of Shannon’s escape, nor of the witch woman. His arrival had coincided with the fall of the corpses. That was enough. He raced forward with the rest, who battled with the ferocity born when men are fighting for their women, their homes and their mode of living.


  The Battle of the Gate was short after that. The Dorgas died rapidly, surprised and cringing, minds distorted by their legion’s collapse.


  And in the middle of the holocaust, as Nomoon swept to victory, Tol Shannon sought out Blackthos, the object of all his collected hatred against the forces that had destroyed Ylarna. He seized a stone bludgeon. Blackthos stabbed at him with the tip of the Banner of Blood, but Shannon carried in him the thousand strengths of hate. Tol Shannon pulled the struggling Blackthos to the ground and beat his brains into a dark sticky mash.


  V


  SHANNON turned away from the square marker by the little house. Beneath the marker were buried the tattered remains of Ylarna. He could not cry even a little. Since the battle, emotion was squeezed and drained from his body.


  He walked down the narrow path to where his horse stood quietly. The wind whipped against him and the stars were glittering eyes peering from a far black world.


  Borne waited, too, holding a flaring torch. “I buried her,” Shannan stated flatly. Mounting, the two men proceeded down the slope. Finally, Borne said in a fumbling manner, “I can scarcely ask forgiveness for the wrong done to you. A man, or a people, who behave as mindless slugs do net. deserve forgiveness.”


  Almost not hearing, Shannon kept his eyes across the valley, to the Gate, where huge flaming bonfires reached into the stars. The men of Nomoon were burning the bodies of Dorgas, corpses and radioactive humans alike, removing forever the taint of death from the valley. Shannon felt sorry, somehow, for the women and children of Dorgas, waiting somewhere for news of victory, but he realized that a sick man does not really wish to infect others with his disease. He only thinks such thoughts occasionally. The Dorgas had been a large organism, a whole social structure. What man did want to die? He even found himself feeling faintly sorry for Blackthos. But then he remembered Ylarna.


  “The curse did come true,” he said in a hollow voice, unconsciously speaking his thoughts. ‘. . . the house of Shannon shall fall forever into death . . .’ Truth, for I am the last of the Shannons, and we would have mated, and children would have come. Now . . .” His earlier pangs of pity for the Dorgas vanished. He was again empty.


  “Please,” said Borne, “let me speak.”


  Shannon turned and Borne saw the jade eyes stabbing into his. To Borne, the man’s face seemed like one of the corpse-army. Emotion was scorched out, and only the scoop of gold joggled brilliantly in the torch light.


  Borne fumbled for words. “We . . . of Nomoon . . . once, Tol, you said that you had to prove yourself to us. Now, my father, myself, and the people, are in your position. We must prove ourselves to you, make ourselves worthy to call you brother. We owe you more than poor words can express. We owe you life, and that cannot be measured in words. But give us a chance to repay you. Please, Tol, give us a chance!”


  His earnest voice was stilled, and there was only the clatter of the horses and the sighing of the wind as it whipped the torch into long orange ribbons of flame.


  Within Shannon rose one emotion, that he, as well as any living man, could never quite put down. Love was gone, yes. But he could belong to the valley of Nomoon, and could work for them and with them and be their brother, and perhaps he would not always be a dead and empty shell.


  “Give us the chance, Tol!” Borne repeated.


  Shannon watched the fire streaming from the torch in the wind.


  “All right,” he said.


  Together, the red-haired Earthman and the blue-skinned warrior of Mercury rode slowly down the hill, to the city of Nomoon lying quietly under the golden eyes of the universe.


  MERCURIAN PENDULUM


  Dee Arlen


  I WENT THROUGH the Mercurian Pendulum.


  Let me say that again: I went through the Mercurian Pendulum.


  It sounds like a simple enough statement, and you’re tempted to lean back and reach for another drink. So what? He went through the Pendulum. That’s some hole on Mercury; they had a write-up on that a couple of months ago in The Spacemen’s Journal. Good, but . . .


  Let me tell about it. As much as the thought of it gives me nightmares, with some sort of perverse fascination I can’t help but think about it.


  It was only two years ago. Atomics were just being shoved into rockets then, and men started—finally—to spread out over the Solar System like a handful of fine sand. I was with Patrol then too, and the first assignment our boat drew was the Mercurian visit. As soon as the ship rolled from the outfitting yards, they began shoving equipment and scientific apparatus aboard her—including a half dozen scientists, long-hairs who didn’t know an injector-steerer from a basic cadmium pile. For most of these guys it was an exploratory lark with interest and honor thrown in—we could use constant acceleration too so they didn’t have to worry about gravity.


  The trip was as dead as anything you’d want, with exceptional flashes of thrill occasionally when you’d glance out through a leaded port and see that enormous disc of the Sun, so incredibly bigger than you’d imagine anything could be. Through the almost Opaque leaded quartzite that monster still flamed unbearably brilliant.


  The Lorraine III made the trip without incident. With atomics it was like floating a canoe on a Terran lake. When atomics came into rocketry, half the danger went out—and all of the discomfort. After all you can’t really get the feel of space until you’ve spent a few weeks steady, in “free-fall.” That separates the men from the boys!


  The landing on Mercury went off simply too. There’s no point in describing that God-forsaken hole either. It’s simply beyond words. Just imagine a piece of hell brought to the Sahara desert, the Sun lowered right on top of it—and that’s Mercury.


  The planet is a flaming hell of barren craggy mountains, of molten lakes of tin and lead. It’s mineral rich and the scientists had a field day.


  One morning—ship’s time—I drew Doc Yeager, an anthropologist, for my party and he and I suited up, went through the airlock into a scooter and decided on a hundred kilometer run to a low range of hills, visible from the peak on which the Lorraine III rested.


  “Doc,” I said as we skimmed low over the Hades beneath us, “you’re crazier than I am. Why are you here? You know nothing can live in this heat.”


  He grinned under the scooter shade. “You’re right Mike,” he admitted, “but maybe something once did live here. That’s what I’m looking for. Any trace at all of life—ever.”


  “That’s possible,” I admitted grudgingly. “Maybe sometime in the past. Maybe the planet even had a larger orbit. Who knows?”


  “I’m not very hopeful, to be honest with you. Lancing thinks that too. But it’s still an interesting trip.”


  My suit was already floating in sweat. “Yeah,” I agreed cynically.


  Suddenly Doc rapped my shoulder. “Look over there Mike,” his voice said excitedly through the phones. I looked.


  Like a pill box set sand hollow, a perfectly symmetrical structure was below and to our right”. It was difficult to see because it blended perfectly with the black-red terrain and its surface was roughened and eroded—as if it could be anything but in this “climate.”


  I put the scooter’s nose down and we pulled up to a smooth spot a short distance away. It was just that, a circular building about three hundred meters in diameter. Entrances existed on its surface every fifty meters or so. It stood about fifty meters high and by any standards it was impressive. It just occurred to me that we were gazing at human handiwork—well, the handiwork of living beings of some sort, anyway.


  We walked in. I was in the lead. I had a beam on the floor—and I should have seen it—but I didn’t. I let out a wild shriek, “Doc—!”


  And then I fell endlessly.


  I mean that exactly. I fell endlessly. Free-fall in space is the same thing of course. But this was different in a subtle way. Around me were walls and these rushed by as my speed built up.


  With a spaceman’s instinctive gesture, I had reached for my rocket-harness studs. My gloved hands pressed the bulky buttons—and nothing happened.


  All of a sudden a terrific calm overcame me—as nothing happened immediately except that dreadful fall continued.


  I waited to smash against bottom as calmly as if I were waiting for a light for my cigarette.


  Finally sense returned to me and I started to fumble frantically with my harnass hoping to find the failure in my system before I hit bottom. Then a sickly Peeling came over me as my light played aver my harness—it wasn’t the sickness associated with first free-fall either. The harness wires were torn loose where I had grazed the edge of the pit when I fell.


  I was almost in a hypnotic state, a trance that transcended rationality and thought—and yet was part of it.


  I fell. And I didn’t smash against the unyielding bottom as I expected. I just fell.


  The rest requires no telling. I fell through, rose a mere hundred meters above the other side of the planetary surface, stopped, reversed my sense of fall and fell through to the other side.


  They were waiting. They had rimmed the hundred meter pit and Doc Yeager himself picked me up with his harness.


  The tension put me in sick-bay for two weeks. And I still a nervous wreck in a way. Whenever we go into free-fall, I quiver at the nerve-endings.


  Look up Doc Yeager’s essay, with photographs and story—and speculations—in the Interplanetary Quarterly. He’s got the horror of my feelings down perfectly. How long ago the pit was built, he doesn’t say, but what an engineering race that must have been even if the sole trace of their Mercurian civilization is a single hole right through a planet!


  GIVE BACK A WORLD


  Raymond Z. Gallun


  What did Fane know about Mercury that he never told? For instance, a push-button war, fifty million years old, that had been put into cold storage . . . dead storage . . . but maybe not quite dead?


  RED signal lights winked on, on the white walls that surrounded the tiers of bunks there in the belly of the Sun Child. Tension sharpened. Crap and card games broke up. Last-minute checking of gear and weapons was dropped, as five hundred men of the Survey Seervice climbed into their bunks for the deceleration.


  This would be only the second time that Terrans, surging out to colonize the planets, had reached Mercury, the Paradox World.


  As he pocketed the cards, there was only a brief flicker in Fane’s pale eyes, suggesting to Rick Mills that he was a bad loser at poker. But the savage glint was masked at once.


  Fane’s low, broad forehead crinkled. “You lucky stiff, Mills,” he said with a shrug and a grin. “Well, I don’t need to win money now.”


  Rick knew Frank Fane some after three months of journeying from Earth cooped up in a space transport with him. He seemed a fairly good Joe, some ways. He never lent or borrowed anything. That was sound policy. Or independence carried to a fault. Besides, Rick had an idea that Fane’s thin face was a flexible mask, too inclined to act out the surface he wished to show, instead of revealing his honest emotions. And his sly hints, which never told very much about Mercury, seemed Satanically designed to provoke dread in less experienced listeners.


  Here came Fane’s great distinction. He was the sole survivor, of the Martell Expedition, the one man alive who had been on the most sunward world. Six months he’d spent there. That made him an object of awe in younger eyes. It also inspired insidious doubts about him.


  And the one thing that set Rick Mills a little apart from other hard young experts that had recently graduated from the Survey Service School on Mars, and who now formed most of the five hundred aboard the Sun Child, was that he had almost made friends with Fane. Curiosity, and warmth toward people had prompted the effort. And wariness before suspicion.


  From his bunk across from Rick’s, Fane now spoke:


  “Well, here we go. Just a few more minutes. The end of book learning, eh, you guys? The beginning of experience. I wonder if all of us will still be alive inside of twenty-four hours?”


  Maybe it wasn’t malicious humor. Maybe it was just the brutal kind of joshing that helps to make men.


  “Shut up, Fane,” Rick joshed back in the tough manner that Fane seemed to like in him. “Keep on your toes yourself or you might be the first to die.”


  Fane chuckled. “Always the smart boy, eh, Mills?” Better keep it up. Because Mercury’s a crazy place. It’s the planet closest to the sun. But it forgot to turn on its axis ages ago. So the dark side is colder than Pluto must be. But on the solar side your space boots can slosh into wetness that you might believe is water. Umhm-m. Only it turns out to be a puddle of molten lead.


  “Hell, you guys have always known stuff like that. So why repeat myself? When there are interesting circumstances? A pushbutton war fifty million years old that got put into cold storage, for instance. Dead storage. But maybe not quite dead. I wouldn’t know, for sure. How about getting mixed up with that?”


  Some strange jubilance seemed to possess Fane.


  The retard-jets of the Sun Child thundered to check vast speed. Conversation died as, from the zero of free-fall, weight rose to five gravities, pushing the corners of men’s mouths back toward their ears.


  Still, in spite of the strains in his own stocky, muscular body, Rick Mills kept an eye cocked at the long, sinewy shape that was Fane, prone on taut canvas across the aisle. Fane’s grimace remained reckless.


  With the mystery of Mercury at hand, Rick was like his companions. He thought some of home. Minnesota. His folks. Anne Munson. Anne who was on Mars, at the Survey Service School. They could use girls for certain less rugged jobs, Rick thought of her picture in his pocket. Honeydew hair. Cool, pleasant eyes. And under her smile her scribbled, half-kidding challenge:


  “Find us a world, Rick!”


  Well, it would never be hellish Mercury. No place for a girl.


  RICK also thought that he would have liked to like Fane if he could. Now didn’t seem the right time. His veiled bragging and shows of insolence had begun to exceed the limit, even for rough men. And there were too many questions in Rick’s mind now. Was Fane struggling to keep some inner elation from showing too much? What did he want from life? Wealth, maybe? Did he have a Mercurian secret that led toward what he wished to accomplish?


  Rick’s cold feeling found its chief source in the Martell Expedition to Mercury of a year ago. Just Martell, Jacobs, and Fane—the pilot and mechanic—in a small, long-range rocket ship.


  On his return, Fane of course couldn’t be evasive in his written report to the Interplanetary Colonial Board. It had been published. Rick could remember parts of it almost word for word:


  “. . . We had gone a hundred miles into the dark hemisphere with the tractor. Martell wandered off alone. Jacobs and I found him with a hole in the back of his oxygen helmet. Falling backward onto a sharp rock could have done it. The hole let the air out of his space suit, and the cold in . . . “Jacobs ended up just about the same, two Earth weeks later. Except that it was on the hot, sunward hemisphere.


  Once again Rick thought that it was a little queer that two resourceful men should fall victims to the same accident even if roasting and freezing looked like the classic ways to die on Mercury.


  Rick longed primitively just then to drive his fists into Fane’s narrow jaw. Was he a liar and a murderer? If so, what was his motive?


  But then Rick was almost ashamed. The Colonial Board seemed to have accepted the report. And that Fane had brought the bodies of his companions, preserved by Mercurian conditions, back to Earth, was a minor hero’s deed, wasn’t it?


  Other of Fane’s written comments came back in Rick’s mind:


  “There is far more frozen air and water on Mercury’s dark side than there should be . . .


  “Several times I may have imagined glimpsing movement. Once I thought I saw something small scurry into hiding under some ancient wreckage. I tried to dig it out. I don’t know what it was . . .


  “There are ruins and much ancient junk on Mercury. Martian stuff. And from Planet X. As could be expected . . . Left alone while I waited for favorable relative orbital positions for a return to Earth, my investigations of things on Mercury were somewhat limited, however . . .”


  Such were Fane’s sketchy notes, supplemented by a few blurred photographs that had been salvaged from much film that had been obviously ruined by a small radiation leak from his rocket’s A-jets. But as for the wreckage he had written of, everyone knew that Earth wasn’t the first world to colonize other planets. Remembering, Rick Mills felt mingled fascination and dread.


  Fifty million years ago Mars and Planet X had been rivals. On Earth, the evidence of their final war must have been trampled under foot by the last of the dinosaurs, buried by volcanoes and rusted away by the damp climate. About the same had happened on Venus.


  But on Earth’s moon there still were gigantic bomb craters. And a few bright new weapons and engines of war, preserved perfectly by the vacuum. And two kinds of grotesque, dried-out corpses. In Mars’ thin air and dryness, there still had been much weathering. But the fused-down, glassy remains of its cities, still slightly radioactive, lingered to show how the Martians had been wiped out.


  The end of Planet X had been even more spectacular. Some colossal projectile must have drilled to its center to blow it apart, and form the thousands of fragments that were the asteroids. Drifting among them were the shattered cornices and columns of buildings, broken and cindered instruments and machines, art works, whatnot. So, two splendid technologies had perished with their creators.


  Till on Earth science had risen again to challenge the primitive solar system. There were rich metals to be dug, new cities to be built for growing populations, adventures to be had, and knowledge to be gained and regained.


  Mercury, too, had certainly been mixed up with that violent past. And now it hovered, a disturbing enigma, in both the immediate and the farther future. In only moments, now, that past would blend with the present. His—Rick Mills’ present. Fane would be in it, too. With the brassy taste of worry before the nameless in his mouth, Rick realized how easy it might be to be unjustly suspicious. So he tried to fight off his tension, which most of his companions must share in some degree. He tried to substitute an adventurous eagerness.


  Amid gusts of fire from its underjets the Sun Child thudded down at the old Martell campsite in Mercury’s Twilight Belt which rings the planet between its hot and cold hemispheres. Here there is day and night of a sort. For Mercury, wobbling a little in its eccentric orbit, does not always keep exactly the same face turned sunward. In the Twilight Belt the sun sometimes rises slightly above the horizon, and then sinks back. Here there is no terrible heat or cold.


  Everything was done now with swift precision. Like establishing a beachhead in some Earth-conflict of years ago. These five hundred men of the Survey Service, though civilians, functioned like a small army. They were the vanguard of research workers that must spearhead the occupation of yet another world. Bookish and academic they might seem, but they were trained for great ruggedness, too.


  Working in space suits, they strung a security perimeter of electrified barbed wire around the ship. Breastworks were built and weapons were mounted against the unknown. Air tight tents to house testing instruments were set up and inflated. Everyone—Rick Mills, Lattimer, Turino, Finden, Schmidt, Horton, and the hundreds of others—toiled hard.


  THEN there was time to really look around. The dry rusty plain bore patches of low vegetation, with crinkly, silver-gray whorls. Lichen, it looked like. A sad remnant of life. In the all “but airless sky stars blazed, even though a white hot silver of the sun peeped above the brooding horizon, beyond which, for all one knew, great metal shapes might hide, waiting, preparing an ambush.


  Nostrand, the leader of this expedition, held an aneroid barometer in his gloved hand. He was gray as iron, square-built of face and body, with widely separated teeth. He grinned, now, and spoke through his helmet radiophone:


  “Funny. There’s a wisp of air left. Small as it is, and with a gravity only one-fourth that of Earth, Mercury shouldn’t have been able to hold down much of an atmosphere for more than a few thousand years. It should be as dead as our moon by now. A minor riddle, eh?”


  Nostrand’s tones fell, almost unnoticed, into a hollow stillness. Fane was standing near. He said nothing, but Rick Mills saw him grinning like a Cheshire cat.


  Eyes continued to grope all around—at newness to them which was eons old. In the near distance was what seemed a highway. It ran east and west. One end vanished among the gloomy hills, at the fringe of the frigid hemisphere of eternal night. The other end reached straight across the plain toward where the top edge of the sun blazed supernally. In that direction the Twilight Belt turned gradually into unequalled desert.


  Sunward along that highway, several ruined domes were visible, like scattered castles. They looked ancient Martian. Beyond them, out of sight, there must be others—buildings never made to offer shelter from the continuous, blazing radiation to which they were now exposed.


  Also in sight on the highway was the wreck of a great turtle-like war engine, its triangular prow marking it as a probable product of Planet X. Doubtless, too, it had been an automatic, unmanned thing, capable of seeking out enemies by radar, and attacking, on its own, even without remote control. But if there was fear among those who saw it that the energy in it would be reawakened by their presence, this was dispelled as far as it was concerned. It lay on its side, torn out of shape, knocked out on the road those ages ago.


  “Jeez!” some young guy muttered.


  Then Nostrand spoke again, expressing most everyone’s mood:


  “Mercury was different when it rotated on its axis. Torrid, yes. But solar heat was nowhere continuous. Nor was darkness and cold. There were nights to cool off the heat of day. But the tidal drag of the too-near sun slowed the rotation. It must have stopped rather suddenly, as a wheel spinning against considerable friction stops. Then everything on Mercury changed, became extreme. It must have happened just about when the Martians and Xians were fighting each other. Maybe both sides held part of the planet at first . . .”


  Nostrand’s tone was musing and remote, hinting at pictures of ancient history. In his mind Rick Mills saw those dim pictures. His hide tingled. And his eyes combed the surrounding hills and plain warily. Was he looking for strange movement? This thought was tied up with the knowledge that, as on the moon, automatic machines could be perfectly preserved for millions of years here on weatherless Mercury, and that in some of them power might still be triggered into action by the disturbance of something penetrating a radio aura around them.


  Rick spent some minutes with this scrutiny. By mood, nothing but a little dust and scant air molecules ever should stir on this tomblike planet. Once he may have imagined something small crawling on a hillside. But the second time, in a boulder-strewn gulch toward the dark hemisphere, and only a quarter-mile away, he could not be mistaken. A shape, hunched under a heavily loaded rucksack, was hurrying and dodging away. A man in space armor!


  Rick gasped. He glanced around and then cursed. At once he had thought of Fane. Fane had been present moments ago. Now he was gone. Somehow Rick wished mightily that he had not lost sight of him for an instant.


  “There goes Fane!” Rick yelled, pointing. But while others took up the cry, Rick spied a piece of white notepaper at his feet. He picked it up and read:


  “I’ll drop this where you’ll find it, Mills. So long. Thanks for the interest in me. It’s flattering. I feel something is going to happen. I’m a lone wolf, unused to schoolbook greenhorns. I’m playing it single, and taking French leave. It’s safer. I know you’re supposed to go with a bunch into the dark hemisphere. Maybe I’ll see you—if you live. Fane . . .”


  Others read the note over Rick’s shoulders. And other voices expressed some of Rick’s scattered thoughts.


  “Damn Fane! Something screwy about him. I always knew . . .”


  “Sure! What’s he trying to pull? What does he know about Mercury that he never told? Running out on us, now, huh? Six months he spent here once. Bet he did kill Martell and Jacobs! What is he after now? And what has he found out about the war machines that must be here? . . .”


  “Easy, guys. No wolf-pack talk . . .”


  “Easy—hell! If he didn’t know his way around he’d never be wandering off like that on foot! His running off means no good . . .”


  Then someone raised a long-range blaster. But before it could be fired at the dodging and elusive Fane. Nostrand struck the weapon down. The runaway had already reached the darkward foothills.


  “It’s no use trying to stop him now,” Nostrand said.


  “Fane—do you hear me?” Rick called, his helmet radiophone giving his voice the needed range. “Tell me, what’s the pitch?” Rick heard Fane’s derisive and harsh laugh. “I told you, didn’t I, smart boy Mills?” he taunted. “Or are you all stupid?” The laugh and the words revealed more of Fane’s nature to Rick than he’d ever seen before. The ego, the vanity, flaunted now because of some hidden advantage. Doubtless it salved an inferiority. Rick would have liked to like Fane. But now that big lanky man, for all his show of competence, was like a poisonous child.


  Rick felt an amused smirk coming out on his own face in spite of his sense of the presence of masked danger. “Somebody has got the idea that he’s super, Fane,” he chuckled. “I wonder how that old, tiresome thing happened to you. Maybe you had a bitter, frustrated youth. Kids beat you up, hunh? So now you’re the bigshot who makes monkeys out of everybody. Well, go play your marbles . . .”


  Final response was only another harsh laugh.


  For secrecy, Rick now cut off his radio, and established a sound-channel for his voice by grasping Nostrand’s shoulder.


  “We’ve got to follow him, Chief. See what he’s up to,” he said.


  Nostrand nodded, and beckoned Schmidt, who was supposed to lead the pre-planned party into the dark hemisphere, to come closer. Nostrand spoke softly, with his phone also shut off:


  “Of course. Things will proceed about as we intended. With the primary purpose of scientific exploration. But we’ll cut the parties to ten men each to risk less personnel. One party with specially shielded space suits and tractors will invade the sunward hemisphere, while you folks will go the other way.”


  WITHIN an hour, under Schmidt’s able command, Rick and his other companions were moving along the highway toward the shadowy eastern hills, with two tractors fitted with pressurized cabins. Rick and two other men, Lattimer and Finden, rode atop the lead vehicle as lookouts.


  Rick thought of how flexible a Survey Service guy had to be. Here their intended work was to learn about Mercury—to dig, even, into its crust, searching out its mineral wealth and learning its history, even back far beyond the rivalry of the Martians and Xians. A steaming, fast-spinning little world, it must have been once. And of course its now dubious value to modern civilization and economics must be judged.


  But now another duty was added—something of criminal detection! There was suspicion without proof. Doubt that might be groundless, almost. Or that might point to a deadly unknown.


  What must be Fane’s tracks in the dust, were visible in one place for about a mile, along the hard-surfaced road. But then they vanished among the rocks. And what sense was there to try to hunt him out of the hills? Schmidt gave no such order. And Rick realized fully, then, that it was not so important to find Fane himself, but to learn what fabulous mystery it was that had made him hurry into this wilderness alone. Something tremendous must be at stake.


  Miles were covered swiftly at first, making the sliver of sun sink from view to the rear. But one pale wing of the solar corona—a reminder, here, of the final sunset so long ago—still projected above the horizon, providing ghostly illumination. There was little talk, but Rick Mills felt as if he was invading some immense and haunted cellar, covering half a planet.


  For young Finden to photograph, there were domed structures, vast buildings that might have been factories, huge slag heaps from mines, even the still standing trunks of trees, that had been perhaps developed from Martian stock. Thicker and thicker layers of frost and frozen air were over everything. And scattered along the road were the scars and wreckage of violence. Here, wood had been blackened by fire. Here, dug in the ground, had been a fortified strong point and supply-dump, full of toppled cylinders. Here there were dried-out, blackened corpses. The Martians, their many tentacles stiffened to the consistency of old wood, looked like charred tree-stumps. The. Xians, with but four boneless limbs, were like deflated sacks of old leather.


  There were great tanklike machines, of both Martian and Xian origin, blasted, and grotesquely toppled into ditches. There were metal forms, vaguely human and similarly torn. Here was all the evidence of battle and of Martian retreat. Mile by mile they must have been driven back toward some fortress deep in the now dark hemisphere.


  And what comments were there to make now, about all this archaic fury that had gone silent and moveless those eons past? In momentary contact with their space suits, Rick-Mills heard Finden’s “Jeez!” and Lattimer’s monosyllabic and awed curses. Fane had said something about a push-button war put into deep freeze.


  “That’s about the size of it,” Rick said once to his companions. “Everything is in deep-freeze—almost absolute zero, and a vacuum, besides. No method of preservation could be much better.”


  It was as if here on the dark hemisphere, time had stopped with the ending of the passing days that measured it. Nowhere else in the solar system could the remains of that old conflict be better kept. And nowhere else were they more profuse.


  It was hard not to think, now, that it was unwise to have come here so rashly. Rick had the feeling of having plunged too far into enemy territory where his bunch could be ambushed. For those war machines were not all smashed, certainly. Time meant nothing to them here. And the mystery of their function was half known from others like them on other worlds. There was always the chance that some of them would respond to the stimulus of detected movement around them. They were known to have intricate electronic relay systems inside them, almost brains.


  “Keep your necks swivelling and your eyes peeled,” Schmidt told his watchers on the tractor top, in a brief helmet phone message from inside the cabin.


  “Don’t worry, we will, Chief!” Lattimer growled back.


  Overhead blazed the same constellations of stars known on Earth. Venus was glorious among them. Earth was dimmer—farther off. And it was the brilliance of that space-like star curtain that limned the first ugly moving silhouette. One of the manlike monsters was on the road ahead, its arms raised. Its great jutting thumbs of metal might have been the sort of things that had punctured the helmets of Martell and Jacobs. Perhaps this colossus had awakened on its own, as has been suggested. On the other hand, it might have been commanded by remote control, operating through radio impulses, of which the static-like whispers, barely noticeable in Rick’s phones, might be the evidence.


  To signal, Rick pounded on the roof of the tractor’s cabin. And the men below fired their main blaster at once. The dazing blue flash of neutrons tore the metal giant apart with a spattering of incandescence. But then something fired back. There were two concussions and a blinding glare. Rick felt himself hurtling.


  When he scrambled out of a deep snow-like drift, both tractors were blossoming white-hot vapors from their insides. In their cabins, no one could still survive. Schmidt, or any of the others. The lump was hard in Rick’s throat, and the blur was thick and angry in his mind. He scrambled along the ditch, keeping down, firing at little shapes that scurried on the road. They were oval, half a foot long, like tortoises, but much faster. He’d seen their like at the Survey Service School brought from Earth’s moon. Deadly little robots from X. They scuttled for cover. No use trying to dig them out. They were as elusive as rats. And they could fire atomic pellets.


  Two more Earth-made blasters had been in action.


  “We’re still with you, Rick!” Finden risked saying by phone.


  “Yeah, all I got out of it was some bruised ribs,” Lattimer who was older, joined in, hiding a wince of pain.


  WHILE they were taping up a weak spot in Lattimer’s armor, something spitting blue, like a rocket, arced overhead, and Rick was sure he heard a derisive chuckle in his phones. Fane.


  “Damn him!” Lattimer snarled. “At the very least Fane would know how to use some of these machines after six months here. He’d know how to travel fast . . .”


  Again, against the possibility of their conversation being overheard they were speaking directly by contact-transmitted sound.


  “Keep down and time in on camp,” Rick said. “We can listen, anyway.”


  They heard strange noises. And then Nostrand’s voice saying: “. . . We’re under attack. A dozen war-robots. Parties afield please don’t answer if there is danger of giving away your positions by radio-direction finder . . . Ship already disabled . . .”


  “It must be Fane doing it,” young Finden snarled.


  “Maybe. Not necessarily,” Lattimer answered. “The question is, what do we do? Try to get back to camp on foot?”


  Rick was younger and less experienced than the middle aged Lattimer but he felt the force of leadership coming over him. Most of it, perhaps, was fury, bringing the drive out in him—and bringing out an idea.


  “We’d be of small use in camp,” he said, “even if we could get there. Come on—crawl! . . .”


  Rick had spied another Martian corpse, half-buried in a blanket of frozen air and frost a little way down the ditch. They reached it, and Rick ripped open the thin, rubberlike integument that had served its kind as space armor. Among its weird equipment Rick found a pouch held close to its hardened flesh. He drew out a parchment.


  “Should have thought of this before,” he growled. “In war they carried maps—Martians and Xians alike. Now let’s see. What looks important on the dark hemisphere? Something that a guy like Fane would go for. If that’s the way it is . . .”


  The three men huddled together, squinting at the stiffened parchment in the dim light of the solar corona. Dark lines showed highways passing between jagged markings that must be mountain ranges. Rick coordinated what he knew of Mercury from astronomical photographs taken at the great observatory on the moon, with what he saw on the map, and thus found out where he and his companions were.


  His attention was drawn inevitably to a great golden circle on the parchment. All roads led to it.


  “No matter how you stack it, that must be the place we want to reach,” Rick said. “But it’s four thousand miles away.”


  “I see there’s a tunnel, too,” Lattimer joined in. “That heavy red line. I know Martian maps. It’s for a kind of jet-train. Am I cockeyed to think that some cars might still work? . . . If we could get to a tunnel entrance. But it’s fifty miles at the nearest. Some walk!”


  “We’re stranded in a white hell, with a good chance of being knocked off before we die from more natural causes,” Finden said. “So we’ve got to. think boldly. How about finding something like what Fane seemed to be using? Then we could rocket to that golden circle place.”


  “Yeah—‘finding’,” Rick retorted. “Then there’s the question of our being able to fly it in a hurry. Uh-uh—the tunnel’s a long shot, too, but a better bet. If we can locate a large, flat sheet of metal, we can bend up one end for a prow and use our blasters for reaction-propulsion to improvise a toboggan that will ski over the frozen air and frost.”


  They crept further along the ditch to get away from the deadly little ovoids that must still lurk near. Then they arose and ran. There was a dazzling blast from behind them, and they ran faster, maybe a mile or more, stumbling through deep drifts of white.


  They came to more Xian wreckage. Hurriedly they searched, as some vague bulk prowled, far off to their left. But at last they found and shaped what they wanted. They crouched on the sheet of metal, and fired continuous streams of protons rearward. Soon their arms, braced against the thrust of incandescent fire, ached furiously.


  The weapons were hot in their hands. But under the rocket-like kick of the blasters they made speed even though their makeshift toboggan, unguided by runners, careened crazily. The hour it took to cover fifty miles seemed an age.


  Rick thought of Anne Munson, his girl, at the Survey Service School on Mars. But such sweet ruminations had no place here. He pushed them aside angrily. He wondered if Mercury would ever be worth anything, anymore. Mines it had, yes, but with one hemisphere frozen like this, and the other a furnace, would it ever be worth the trouble to build the insulated camps that would be needed to work those mines? Even the completely airless asteroids were less forbidding. And out there, in those fragments of a world, the metal-rich core of a planet was exposed for easy exploitation.


  Dull fury took hold of Rick. At Fane. But more at the past, here. Wasted violence, buried in drifts of frozen atmosphere. Wasted energy. Why couldn’t those beings have done better?


  Near the end of the journey the toboggan hit a granite outcropping, that projected an inch above the layer of white, which was deeper here, farther inside the dark hemisphere. Rick and his companions were hurled cartwheeling into, the drifts. It was minutes before they were conscious enough to move again.


  Only Lattimer’s pistol was not yet quite burnt out. So their crude vehicle was now useless. They had to continue toward the tunnel on foot.


  “Somewhere around here,” Rick muttered at last. “By the map, there should be an entrance. Don’t know where we’re going but we’ve got to hurry.”


  Looming dark and shattered under the stars was a tower. The three men struggled toward it. A shape was following them again.


  Somehow they got inside the tower. Drifted atmosphere gave way under their feet. They were sliding down a kind of chute. It felt like the end of things. But in a minute they slid into an underground chamber. They wandered for a while amid Martian apparatus. They could still recognize transmutation equipment, though its vats and grids were cast in an un-Earthly form. The walls themselves glowed softly.


  The injured Lattimer was the most exhausted but he still showed interest in things.


  “The silicon in rock has an atomic structure not so far from that of oxygen and nitrogen, hasn’t it?” he mused. “It could be redesigned a little. And the waste protons and electrons from the process could be used to make hydrogen for water. Besides, there’s a lot of oxygen in mineral oxides. And water of crystallization, locked up, but ready made . . . Water and air from rock! Earthmen can do that, too. Here the Martians must have done it all the time, replenishing the air and water constantly, and building up the supply. And when Mercury stopped rotating it just froze up here on the dark hemisphere, where, in solid form, it couldn’t leak away into space anymore. It was just kept forever. So that much is explained. The Martians must have had a lot of these factories.”


  “Yeah, sure,” young Finden growled.


  “Let’s skip that, now. We’ve got to find the tunnel vehicles.”


  “We’ll find them,” Rick promised with a drunken sort of confidence. “And they should work if they aren’t smashed. Preservation is perfect.”


  They moved as in a dream. But Rick was right. They descended a ramp. The frost of air around them was unmarked by footprints other than their own. They crept into a projectile-like car on a track, and fastened the door. The marvelous simplification of controls was evidence of an advanced technology. Was it so strange after all that when Rick pressed the throttle gingerly, a blast of atomic flame burst from the stern of the car, setting it in motion after so long?


  Speed mounted. Colliding with anything in that tunnel would have brought the men unknowing death. But now the throttle was limp and unresponsive. So what was there to do but rely anxiously on probable automatic guiding devices? In minutes the car covered four thousand miles, and then stopped by itself with a soft, innocuous jolt.


  Finden undogged the portal of the projectile by working levers not made for human hands. Again the glowing walls gave light. Boots made grating sounds. So there was air, too. Gaseous, not frozen.


  Again they wandered through passages and rooms. Here was a great underground fortress and supply depot. Metal crates and boxes were stacked high. There were hugely buttressed walls, some of them ruptured and repaired. Martian and Xian corpses, relics of a last battle, lay dried out and blackened on the floor.


  At last the men came to a long vaulted hall. Near them was the breech of a colossal tube, ten yards in diameter. Beyond it was another and another, a whole bank of them, fifty in a row, slanting slightly upward and disappearing into the metal wall.


  THE men sensed it at once—in this colossal setup must be what they had come to see. Here was the mysterious center of things.


  They might have spoken of this aloud. But in this age-old place they were warned to silence. And it wasn’t all intuition and wariness. For along the center of that hall, the dust was almost obliterated by human bootprints.


  Stepping very lightly, Rick and his companions hid behind a metal column where a mummified Martian sprawled on the vement amid heaps of parchment. Near was an Xian corpse.


  Then they heard a voice. A whisper, almost. It came to their ears directly as sound, penetrating easily the insulating texture of their oxygen helmets:


  “Give back a world . . . Me . . .”


  It was a man’s gloating mutter to himself. A vain man’s promise to his ego, which the frustrations and competition of life had made swollen, like a cancer.


  Then they saw his blurred shadow on the wall. Thin, hunched over, working at something. Fane all right. He had arrived here ahead of them, by rocket vehicle. No chance could be taken, questioning him. That could be done when and if he was overpowered.


  Rick Mills raced around the column and leaped. But the scrape of his space-boots was a small warning. Fane was almost able to meet him with the muzzle of a blaster. But Rick, hurtling into him with his shoulder, grabbed his wrist, and the weapon skittered across the floor. Yet though his face-window was open, Fane wore a space armor, too. It protected him from the onslaught. Besides, he was not near exhaustion. And his thin muscles were like wire cables. Moreover, he fought as if for all he had ever hoped for. Some terrific prize. He was like a silent maniac.


  Even so, Rick almost pinned him down. Lattimer recovered the blaster. Finden was leaping. But Fane touched controls on a square box at his belt. A strange old box.


  In obvious response, an Xian colossus of metal dashed forward from a far corner, its gleaming thumbs prised. Rick, dodging to one side, was forced to loosen his hold a little. Fane tore free.


  Lattimer used the blaster. With a dazing glare its neutron stream cut the legs from the robot. The latter clanked to the floor.


  “You found a remote control device, Fane,” Rick accused. “The war robots are largely automatic, but you are directing them. Why?”


  Fane made no denial. His face was a grimace of fury. He lunged behind another pillar.


  “Get him before he really brings hell down on us!” Rick yelled.


  Lattimer blazed away. Finden, who still had his original blaster, did likewise, discharging the weapon’s last energy.


  Incandescent chunks were torn from the walls and columns. Rick, Finden, and Lattimer ran after Fane but he managed always to keep some obstacle between them and himself. Twice, metal giants lunged at his pursuers and were cut down.


  One victory the three loyal Survey Service men had. They drove Fane from that hall, with its row of the breech-ends of great tubes. Had he been able to stay a minute longer, calling more ancient battle forces to his aid, they would have been killed without further delay.


  But there was defeat, too, in his escape from the hall. Considering what forces he must wield outside that was far from good.


  Rick and his companions chased Fane up a spiral ramp, where the horny tendrils of Martians must once have scurried, and where, at the last, Xians must have fought them. Up and up the spiral went—it was hard to say how far. At last it seemed to be ascending inside a tower, for there were windows glazed with some clear substance. But beyond these panes, and close against them, there was nothing but whiteness. The tower was all but buried.


  The climb ended in a round chamber fitted with an airlock. But when the men reached the latter, Fane had already passed through it to the outside.


  Rick rubbed the rime of frozen atmosphere from a window, and they all peered out at a level waste, pale under the stars. Here at the center of the dark hemisphere, the deposit of congealed oxygen and nitrogen and water was so deep that it seemed even to have buried the mountains utterly. Perhaps the tower itself was on a mountain top. Even so, only its cupola projected above the desolation.


  That and a row of gigantic pipe ends slanting upward from the super-frigid drifts. Their maws yawned black in the still bleakness.


  For a moment the men almost forgot Fane, as they wondered what it was that they looked upon.


  “Space ship launching tubes?” Finden suggested.


  “I’m thinking of something else,” Lattimer answered, his voice hollow and awed, yet somehow less tired.


  “So am I,” Rick put in. “I’m thinking of the breech-ends of these same tubes down below. And of an ordinary Fourth of July pinwheel made to spin by the tangental reaction of the gases of old fashioned gunpowder. And of what that screwball, Fane, muttered to himself. ‘Give back a world.’ Yeah. What was it that killed Mercury as a reasonably habitable planet?”


  “I see what you mean,” Finden growled. “Mercury stopped rotating. But about the rest you’re absolutely nuts.”


  “Are we?” Lattimer challenged. “Does making a world rotate again, seem too big a job for a bank of atomic jets the size of these aimed just above the horizon? Those old Martians could have done it. And maybe our people could, too, allowing years of work and vast expenditure.”


  At that moment Rick Mills understood Frank Fane as never before.


  “So this is supposed to be Fane’s glory,” Finden mused hoarsely, his eyes wide. “To give a ruined world back to civilization. Restore it. Not bad for an unknown pug-ugly even if the bug in his head says he has to kill everybody around and blame it on old war machines running amok by themselves so that there will be no division of triumph; so that, with all of us dopes dead, he’ll look even bigger.”


  Lattimer’s lips twisted. They were about to utter curses. But then, beyond the window, there was a dazzling flare of light. The men didn’t ask what kind of missile had been launched against them. That they fairly tumbled down the spiral was all that saved their lives.


  The terrible roar of sound itself seemed enough to kill. Automatic portals clanged above them to shut off the outrush of air and the influx of vaporized metal and radioactivity.


  “We’ve got to block all entrances to the jet room!” Rick shrieked. “And we’ve got to see that there are no tin soldiers running around loose. Then . . .” Rick’s voice trailed away.


  With the blaster that had been Fane’s, Lattimer brought down tunnel-roofs, barricading himself and his companions in the hall where the bases of the tubes were, behind tons of wreckage. It might help.


  “FANE will try to dig us out, but now a it should take a little time, I hope,” Rick said. “We’re buried deep in rock and snow and congealed atmosphere. And he probably hasn’t enough war engines assembled around here to really try to blast through to us.”


  “So what do we do?” Finden demanded.


  “Look around to see what we can do,” Lattimer shot back at him.


  They went down the row of great jet tubes. To Rick’s and Lattimer’s trained eyes basic principles of function of these jets were not too hard to trace out. Regardless of what monsters on what world invented a thing, natural law remained the same. And so the shaping of metal and the directing of forces in any device had to remain the same everywhere.


  “The setup isn’t quite finished,” Rick said. “Certain breech details aren’t hooked together yet. But you can see where they go. Say, Fane must have spent most of his first six months on Mercury here in this vault trying to put what was left to do in order! A lot of these final touches must be his. He thought he could complete everything alone.”


  The evidence was clear. Empty food containers of Earthly origin were scattered about the floor. There were tools from the same source. And boxes of parts, made so long ago on Mars, were fairly free of dust, showing that they had been opened and their contents fastened into place quite recently in the gigantic assembly. And in one corner of this chamber a small Terran tent had been set up.


  Fane had been working on something here when these three men had first found him. So now they went to see just what It was. They found a spread parchment on a work bench. It was blueprint stuff. Red lines traced the structure of the tube breeches. There were the fuel ducts in which an air blast fed the dust of uranium, and the exciter grids needed for firing. And there was the hookup of cables and bus-bars, needed to bind the whole bank of jets into a unit.


  On the work bench there was even a book of advanced engineering brought from Earth. It lay open to a page on space ship motors.


  Rick Mills saw more of the twisted soul of a man in the presence of that volume. “Poor Fane,” he growled with bitter sarcasm. “Always naming cracks about being bookish. Yet he found that he didn’t have quite the knowledge to finish the assembly when he came here with Martell. He had to go home, study, get books.”


  “Given time, we can do what he can do,” Finden said. “The still missing parts must be here somewhere.”


  “The Martians were close to completing the job themselves,” Lattimer mused. “The Xians might have done it, too. I wonder just how it happened that Mercury was not reclaimed.”


  “Failure was also near,” Rick said. “You can see that the Xians broke in through the underground fortifications with their robots. Meanwhile, on the hills outside, the snow of air was falling after the cold which followed the last sunset. There was a fight in these chambers at close quarters. The Xians had wanted to seize the setup intact, so they must have tried hard not to damage the main machinery here. But when they won, they lost. Maybe the news came that X was blown to pieces by Martian atomic science. Panic took hold, I’ll bet. They fled Mercury, perhaps hardly believing that home was gone.


  Rick’s voice had become almost a harsh whisper. A savage bitterness smoldered in him. Around him, in the disorder of this chamber, and in the mummies of the two kinds of beings who had died, he saw how violence had blocked a great public work of peaceful constructiveness, and for fifty million years had robbed Mercury of a better destiny. For all of those ages it might have been a living, useful world instead of a half frozen, half sun-blasted tomb.


  And was the same misfortune going to be repeated now because Fane was a childish damn fool?


  From far above there came a thudding vibration. Fane was beginning his attack and Rick was by no means sure that his companions and he could finish the job in time. Fury in him mounted against the self-centered Fane and his inferiority.


  “I’ll raise the power in my helmet radio and try to contact camp!” Finden said. A moment later he was busy at it:


  “CQ—CQ—CQ . . . Calling Survey Camp. Finden speaking. Do you hear me? Fane is responsible for all of our troubles. The attack of the war machines. It is all because he has found a Martian jet-system to make Mercury rotate again. He wants to use it for personal glory. Do you hear me? Fane is guilty.”


  A sudden realization gripped Rick. He grabbed Finden’s shoulders. “Stop!” he snapped. “Stop sending such a message! Don’t you see? If Fane overheard . . .”


  Both Finden and Lattimer stared at Rick.


  “What difference does it make who sets Mercury spinning and makes it a useful, habitable world again as long as it’s done?” Rick growled. “But if Fane felt that his goose was cooked, he’d wreck the whole works.”


  Rick gave his own helmet radio full power, and then spoke:


  “Fane! I’m calling to you. This is Mills. We’ve seen what you found. We understand your purpose. It’s your discovery, all yours. Come on, make peace. We’ll help you put the stuff together.”


  No one knew how much will it took for Rick to be so unreasonably reasonable.


  There was a minute’s pause. Then a choked growl of rage. Fane’s heavy breathing was audible before his hissing words: “You’ve talked too much already, smart guys! Tune in on camp and see!”


  Rick and the others did so, and heard Nostrand’s voice:


  “Calling Finden. Your message received. Can you explain further? Camp still under attack.”


  They switched back to Fane, heard him snarl: “By now Nostrand will have relayed Finden’s blabbing to Earth. Any investigation will be much too close. But if I’m finished, so are you. And Nostrand and all the others. Yeah, like Martell and Jacobs. And these jets. I’m playing for keeps, smart guys! If I can’t use them, nobody’s going to. You’ll reach hell before I do.”


  Young Finden’s eyes looked haunted. “Damn me!” he said. “If I’d only kept still.”


  “Forget it,” Rick snapped. “You probably did as right as anybody could. Even if we had patched things up with Fane he probably would have found a way to finish us in the end.”


  “So let’s get to work,” Lattimer said briskly.


  They examined the parchment plans. They tore through Martian crates and boxes searching for the proper parts. They used tools made for tentacles instead of hands. They toiled like demons. A dream not begun in human minds gripped them. It was only a hope, now, for they were sure that they did not have enough time. Give back a world. Give Mercury a day and night. Spread out the terrible sunlight and darkness. Balance the two to temper each other. Let the frozen air turn to warm wind, and the snow and frost melt. Let the fierce sunlight be filtered by clouds and atmosphere. Let vegetation grow again in tropic lushness. Let the mines be reopened.


  And if it was possible, too, let the attack on the camp be lifted, and those still alive there, survive. There was even a wish among these three men that they themselves might not be destroyed.


  AGAIN Rick Mills had to shove the thought of Anne Munson almost angrily from his mind. It was a mere frivolity, useless and aching in these grim circumstances. A futile wistfulness, worse than the rest.


  Time passed. One by one the tasks were finished. Now the men had a Martian generator going, a queer, flat device to produce electric power and to free neutrons from beryllium. Exciter neutrons for those great jet tubes.


  Could it be believed that at last they had won nineteen hours of toil in their race to finish the job here, before Fane managed to kill them? They had fed huge quantities of familiar powder of uranium into the fuel blowers. They had set cables and grids into place. And still they continued to line things up, getting ready. During all this time there was only ominous, intermittent thudding, as from far away.


  “Fane’s gathering his robot forces,” Finden said anxiously. “And now he can at least tear at the vents of the tubes, up above.”


  “I hope it won’t matter,” Rick answered.


  They couldn’t search out and understand everything that was here. The instruments that might have warned, or the weapons that might have defended them. But optimism came at last. Though it wavered some when they heard a faint grinding sound which seemed deep beyond the walls, but came closer. They hurried to hook up the last cable.


  The thing that exploded must have been a mole torpedo that drilled through rock and steel as fast as a man can walk. The walls of this vault did not break fully even under the Titanic force that hit them from outside. They bulged inward. A great section of the roof came down. Two of those huge jets were smashed. The whole chamber seemed to swing like a pendulum. A cable snapped in a flash of electric fire that consumed it.


  Rick Mills hardly knew where he was now. He was too stunned. Lattimer was moveless beside him on the floor. Finden crawled on his elbows. Blood dribbled from his mouth. Rick had closed the main switch but the great apparatus here was not functioning. Maybe he dreamed it, but Rick was sure he heard Fane’s bitter laugh.


  “Just a few minutes more, Mills,” he said. “Smart boy! We’re all terribly smart, aren’t we? We of the Survey Service. Sleep without dreams, Mills! Eternal sleep for fools like you and me!”


  This was like the last act with the Martians and Xians. Almost a repetition. These were tortured seconds on which hung the future of Mercury as a Terran colony. Or was that already and badly decided? Must frozen silence and blazing heat continue, here? How many centuries must pass before Terrans would attempt to do for Mercury what the Martians had attempted? Or would they do so, ever? Silence. Silence and death would close in. Fane’s robots were certainly aiming more mole torpedoes.


  It must not happen like that. Not again. Out of this thought in Rick’s mind, an idea was squeezed. It challenged fate. It gave him the muscle power to arise. He staggered forward and grasped in his metal hands the fire-spitting end of the broken cable. The lining of the gloves was an insulation. He propped himself up with his steel-shod boot on the terminal that the cable was meant to reach. Heat oozed around him as the metal skin of his space suit took the cable’s place as an electrical conductor.


  Hell broke loose. Rick Mills and his companions felt a thunderous vibration, as of a million space ships blasting off, as all but two of those giant jet-tubes roared into life. Rick had propped himself well. Even when consciousness left him he maintained the electrical contact. Other mole-torpedoes, exploding, shook the chamber and bulged its walls. But the constructive fury that had started there, went on. It wasn’t till half an hour later that those great tubes burned out.


  No one ever saw the terrible blast of incandescence that they threw into space, like the jet of an old fashioned, Fourth-of-July pinwheel. Not even Fane, out there somewhere in the cold wilderness. Before he could glimpse what was happening, the glare charred his eyeballs. Then it charred him inside his space suit. Then a sea of slush engulfed him and his robots. A slush of liquid air and snow. Steam rose high and scattered to blank out the stars with an awful wind.


  Five hours later the sun that had set here fifty million years ago, rose again. But the melting went on under the veil of fog. And across the furnace desert of Mercury, darkened now at last, rivers roared, hissing. Volcanoes blazed, for how can you cause a world to spin again, without poking up its internal fires with the strain?


  But at last the fury of rebirth quieted. And down a murky river days later, a still dazed Rick Mills and his battered companions, paddled a crude metal boat to meet another party from the main camp. The air was thin and steamy, but rich in oxygen, and good to breathe. They had removed their space suit helmets.


  Rick took out the picture of Anne Munson. He read the legend scrawled under her pert smile:


  “Find us a world, Rick!”


  “You thought you were pulling my leg, Miss Munson,” Rick said solemnly. “But you’ll be on Mercury, helping build things up, before you know it. Bet we’ll even have a house . . .”


  Young Finden’s chuckle, and the twinkle in Lattimer’s eyes, constituted another kind of leg-pull.


  RIDE THE TWILIGHT TRAIN


  E.R. James


  Once every 44 Earth-days the technicians working in Mercury’s twilight zone rode the twilight fail to service the radio booster stations—accompanied, as always, by the silent Mercurians.


  “How long have you had this?” The M.O. lifted his head.


  Signalman Mercer stared at the little, weeping sores between his spread fingers. “Three weeks,” he muttered.


  The M.O. nodded.


  Mercer licked his lips. “It’s not . . .”


  “No.” The M.O. rinsed his hands in the surgery sink. “No, you won’t be going back to Earth with silicon trouble. It’s a form of dermatitis peculiar to Mercury . . .” He leant across his desk and pressed the button on the intercom, marked O.C.


  He looked back at Mercer. “I know we’ve been short-handed waiting for the replacements, but you should have reported sick before . . .”


  Mercer stared at his sores without expression.


  The M-O. frowned. Mercer was a good man; yet even the best here were torn between a sense of duty to the little community of the Mercury Retransmission Station and a desire for a blighty one. Sometimes, as in this case, a man might persuade himself he was serving both ends. “I suppose Sergeant Myers told you to go sick?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The M.O. turned as the intercom, crackled: Major Parke speaking.”


  “M.O., here.”


  “Yes, Captain Jackson?”


  “Mercer going on a treatment of vitamin shots and rest. It’ll take about ten days, perhaps longer. Fairly advanced case.”


  “Mercer?” In his tiny sitting room, Lieutenant Parke’, Acting Major, rubbed his freshly bathed body absently with the towel and looked over the two small easy chairs at his own fresh face in the mirror. Another man off duty . . . Well, at least Signalman Mercer wasn’t malingering like those two replacements who’d come in the day before yesterday. “All right, Captain. Thanks for telling me at once.”


  He pressed the operator button.


  “Yes, sir? Switchboard here.”


  “Major Parke speaking. I’ll want Sergeant Myers on orders.”


  “Yes, sir. Wilco.”


  The operator yawned as he switched up an all-speaker hook-up.


  “Attention. Attention. Sergeant Myers to report to orderly room at 0900. I repeat: Sergeant Myers to report to orderly room at 0900. That is all.”


  Caleb Myers, turning back from looking at the little speaker above his bed, resumed his vigorous brushing of his cropped, greying hair.


  He had expected that. After ten years on Mercury he had known exactly how the M.O. would react. In a way it was a dirty trick on Mercer, who had already served the regulation time on Mercury. A routine trip on the twilight rail to the automatic retransmitter on the other side of Mercury, and a spell in spacesuits doing maintenance would have aggravated his condition. Replacement or not; he would have been back on Earth with his wife and kids within a month . . .


  But—well, after that new man had pointed out the sores, no self-respecting sergeant could go on turning a blind eye . . .


  He rose to his feet. Slipping his arms into his tunic jacket, he settled it neatly on his wide shoulders, zipped it to the regulation two inches from the top.


  The faded photograph of a young woman with a baby on her knees drew his attention to the top of his bedside locker. For a moment his eyes glazed over in retrospect; then he glanced at his watch. 0740 hours: time to look in on the replacements before breakfast.


  In the passage that ringed the ground floor level of the concrete dome that was the Mercury Retransmission Station and Observatory, he paused, looking out of a porthole.


  To the right, five seconds of arc above the blackness of the horizon, Earth, soon to be in opposition with Mercury, pierced into his mind as a bright beckoning star, frequently hazed by dust.


  Dust, ground by the winds of the twilight belt to the finest of powders . . . by the thin poisonous gas covering the planet’s face so shallowly that it was undetectable a mile above the average surface . . . dust—


  It streamed like a rushing, brownish tide in the floodlights from the dome, skirting the hard rock hill that was the dome’s foundation, with a consistency like water. Brown, lethal water.


  Lethal to humans at any rate. Even if it meant life to the Mercurians . . .


  The Mercurians! A dozen or more of the utterly alien beings, outwardly featureless, huge; inwardly a complexity of crystalline structures with a silicon base, stood on the edge of the pool of light. Completely alien.


  They seemed to “see;” they had no eyes. They seemed able to communicate; yet sound waves would not carry in the thin air and muffling dust. They certainly lived and moved and grew and had some kind of social intercourse; yet at no point in the long study of them had any resemblance to humanity or any other Earth creature been detected.


  They knew no struggle for existence, for the winds brought them their “food.” Of machines they had none, lacking the need of them; yet they understood, or appeared to understand more than the basics of mechanics.


  Sergeant Caleb Myers shivered. The unknown was always frightening. He knew and every other member of the Station knew that mankind was no more than an unbidden guest on Mercury. At any moment, those—those things could kill or destroy—


  He glanced up as the roving searchlight on the top dome picked out the concrete pillars and monorail of the twilight line to the retransmission station on the other side of the planet.


  At 1200 hours he and another signalman—yet to be chosen to replace Mercer—would be riding that rail, their little-electric car following that of the engineers. Every 44 Earth-day periods, that is twice in each of Mercury’s revolutions of the Sun, when the whole of the rail was on the line between frigid darkness and blazing light, this trip had to be made.


  It had to be made. Always was there need of it. And this time he had no choice of men. Only one of the new men in his maintenance section of three Was fit. Mercer was really sick; and the other new man was . . . well, did it matter whether he was malingering or really sick? The result was the same out here.


  Caleb grimaced at his own faint reflection against the darkness outside, and turned away.


  Twenty seconds later he strode into the No. 2 Signallers’ bunkroom. Mercer’s unmade bed seemed to mock him. The other man, sick or feigning sick, was sitting up in bed smoking a cigarette. His undoubtedly pallid face drew into strained lines.


  Caleb swung on the third man. “Well, Signalman Fleet, how are you feeling after your second night on Mercury?”


  “Fine, sergeant.” Fleet’s boyish face smiled; yet his eyes seemed to smoulder. He rested his large hand on the book in his lap.


  Caleb’s roving eyes fixed their sharp glare on the book. Beneath Fleet’s hand, apparently used to keep the pages flat, was a gleaming spaceman’s knife.


  Caleb looked into the youth’s burning eyes. “I think that knife would be better in its sheath.”


  “Yes, sergeant.” The hand upon the knife twisted in eye-deceiving speed, and the knife was in its proper place.


  Caleb, still meeting the other’s stare, indicated the book. “What are you reading, signalman!?”


  “Raver’s Conquest of the Planets. Chapter six. The Three Expeditions to Mercury. I have just learned that the first ship to land here merely made a passive survey; that the second carried an expedition to probe into the silicon-basis life that has evolved here——They had a pretty sticky time, didn’t they, sarge? I mean, after they’d captured that Mercurian? What sort of weapon d’you think these walking crystals turned on those old guys?”


  “I’ve no idea,” said Caleb. “And I wouldn’t advise you to try any experiments. We’re the third expedition. Our job-is to keep open the lines of communication between the planets . . .” He lifted his hands. “Believe me,” he nodded, “after you’ve been here a few weeks and got the feel of the place, you’ll be glad just to leave things as they are.”


  “Yes, sarge,” said Fleet.


  Caleb suddenly felt uneasy. And it was for no reason that he could put his finger upon—unless it was that the meekness of Fleet’s schooled tones seemed in direct contrast to his blazing eyes.


  After a few remarks designed to ease the impact of Mercury on the two newcomers, he went on to breakfast in the mess quarters.


  At 0855 he pushed open the door of the orderly room on the floor above. Seeing the M.O. sitting behind the table, instead of the clerk he had expected, he stiffened and saluted.


  “At ease, sergeant,” said the M.O. perfunctorily lifting his hand in an answering motion. He regarded Caleb narrowly. “Sergeant,” he said slowly, “you and I have been here right from the establishment of this place. All the others have gone years ago. I don’t know why you stay, and I don’t wish you to tell me . . . But I’ve felt for some time now that there is some kind of bond of—of suffering, perhaps, between us.”


  Caleb’s hands clenched. The muscles of his jaw worked.


  The M.O, nodded. “Forget our differing ranks for moment. Tell me, if you will, whether you’ve ever seen this new man—Richard Fleet—before?”


  “Seen him before?” Caleb felt for his pipe and, taking it out, turned it slowly in his hands. “It’s not likely, sir. It’s fifteen years since I was on Earth last, ten since I was on Mars. Fleet is less than twenty years old, I’d say.”


  “Mmm-yes. Queer, though. You were attached to the police during the disturbances on Mars, weren’t you?”


  “Yes.” Caleb absently put the pipe in his mouth, then, remembering himself, took it out quickly.


  The M.O. waved his hands. “For heaven’s sake, smoke, man, if you want.” He leaned forward as Caleb took out his pouch and began to fill the worn bowl. “I’ll be frank. To do that, I’ll have to break the rules and tell you this man Fleet is an “option” man. He’s a convicted criminal who has chosen to come here for the period of his sentence instead of serving it in a Martian jail. I have reason to believe that Fleet is an assumed name.”


  “Indeed, sir?”


  “Yes.” The M.O’s face reddened.


  Caleb put away his pouch. Getting volunteers for Mercury had always been an almost impossible task. Few men could stand the isolation and ever-present strain. Ordinary rankers soon broke down. Only strong, independent spirits were suitable. It was rumoured that Mercer had a criminal background.


  The M.O. fumbled with a cigarette, puffed rapidly for a few moments. “Of course I may be imagining things. But—Well, first of all, he’s an ‘option’ man. Second, he asks me—I tend to be deliberately friendly towards newcomers—if there is a Caleb Myers here? Third, you used to be connected With the police on Mars whence he has come to us. Fourth, he asks the C.O. to ride the Twilight Rail with you on the next maintenance—he was refused that, of course. Fifth—I’ll wager he forced you to make Mercer report sick this morning—Did he? Off the record, did he?”


  “Yes.”


  “Thought so. Sixth, I understand he flashes his knife around as though he was very handy with it. Seventh, the other new man assigned to your section reports sick with every appearance of swinging the lead. I—”


  The M.O. looked sharply sideways and Caleb realised the orderly room door had opened.


  The clerk hesitated on the threshhold. “I can come back later, sir, if you wish. I thought you’d gone—”


  “No. I’ve finished.” The M.O. stubbed out his cigarette with jerky movements. He crossed the floor, his movements as unsteady as a newcomer to the low gravity of the station. At the door he paused to look back. “I don’t suppose it’ll make any difference to what you’ll do,” he said. “You’re not the sort to . . . to . . . But I felt I would like to tell you.”


  “Thank you, sir.” Caleb saluted.


  The M.O. lifted his hand in brief response.


  As the door closed, the clerk sank down behind his typewriter. “The C.O.’ll be here in a few minutes, sarge.”


  “Yes.” Caleb knocked out his pipe in an ashtray before looking up at the orderly room chronometer. 0910 hours. It was not like the C.O. to be late.


  He turned smartly as the door opened again.


  Major Parke returned his salute and beckoned him to follow. Caleb stood, stiffly while the Major seated himself. Finally they faced each other.


  “Sergeant, I have no idea what Captain Jackson had to say to you that was so important. Perhaps it will be as well if it is not mentioned here. Right?”


  “Very good, sir.”


  Major Parke nodded. He switched on the desk recorder and rubbed his smooth face thoughtfully. “It appears, sergeant, that you will either have to take this new man, Fleet, or one of the experienced men—neither of whom I feel I can spare.—from the first section. Are you agreeable to being accompanied by Fleet? I have examined his papers and find he is qualified to maintain a robot station such as ours and that he has had experience of working in the vacuum conditions of the Martian moons . . .” The C.O. fingered his chin, “. . . so that your decision must depend entirely on your impression of the man during the short time he has been with us.”


  “He seems very self-assured, sir,” answered Caleb in the monotonous tone he reserved for such recorded interviews as this. “I shall be quite satisfied to accept him as my assistant. It will be valuable experience for him.”


  The C.O. nodded and reached out. Having switched off the recorder, he leaned back in his chair. “Sergeant Myers,” he murmured, “I am sure that the Central Records Bureau on Earth must think we run this place like clockwork—if they ever think of us at all.”


  He sighed and picked up a file of written reports. “I suppose you’ve seen these and know all about the usual crop of queer happenings at the robot station you’re going to restore to normal?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Mmm.” The C.O. flipped pages and read for a moment or two, “This bit here—about the time taken for re-transmission six days ago. Total time taken in receiving messages here: twenty-two hours, seven minutes; total time taken by the robot station in sending out the same messages, boosted up to reach destinations on the other side of the Solar System: twenty-two hours, forty-three minutes. What d’you make of that?”


  “One of those things, sir.” Caleb smiled wryly. “We know that the robot’s emergency circuit went out of action immediately after the last maintenance run. The station here, however, was shut up because of the rising of the sun and we could do nothing, except trust that the Other would develop no fault that the robot could not handle.


  “Er—” Caleb leaned over the desk and indicated a progress report listed as having been received from Mars and passed on to Earth on the other side of the Solar System. “That message, sir, took exactly the time not accounted for. Just before it began being recorded by the robot, the good transmitter ceased, to work; just after the message finished being sent over the land line from here, the transmitter resumed. The robot, noting this began to transmit in arrear of reception over the land line. By the end of the day it had caught up.”


  “Eeerie isn’t it, sergeant?” The C.O. stood up. “Yet you must be right—even though the robot cannot repair major faults because it only has a limited number of replacements available to it—even though it’s a deuced coincidence this single message was affected.”


  Caleb met the C.O’s brooding gaze with a feeling of impatience. This was: one of those things. Nothing more. It made no difference. All messages had been received and duly acknowledged. No authority higher than the C.O. seemed to have noted the delay. So, why did it matter? Too much brooding over the unaccountables of Mercury just wasn’t healthy.


  He stiffened as the C.O. rambled on in the same vein; he made the answers expected of him: and all the time his irritation grew.


  Dismissed at last, he marched Out, inwardly seething, outwardly schooled to calm. Blast everyone for trying to probe beneath the surface of things! Men’s past lives were their own affair; nothing mattered so long as the messages were getting through, over the immense., distances, intelligible in spite of the Solar interferences.


  He went up the stairs to the receiving station six steps at a time. Had to work off this foolish irritation. Had to! In the little, confined world of the dome, bad temper was a plague that could infect all thirty-two members of the establishment.


  Panting in spite of the low gravity, he concentrated his attention with an effort in quick consultation with the corporal-operator, getting the latest data on the robot he was to service.


  Routine. Normally easily bearable; just at that moment a chore to his torn nerves.


  Then down from below the giant radio mast, down to the engineers’ rooms quarried out below the dome. Find that the sergeant he must see was servicing the auxiliary dynamos. Glory in shouting into the howling whine of the power station proper, feeling the vibration of power that must never stop, learning that the robot’s consumption was below normal, that the twilight rail was apparently intact.


  Go outside into the communication passages. Look at his watch. 1000 hours. So much time to be endured. Walk to his bunkroom, talk to one of the Space Pilots on the way without betraying his inner feelings, sink on the bed, thankful for privacy, unable to face morning coffee in the company of other N.C.O’s in the mess, and cover his face with his hands.


  And then look at the photo beside his bed, the faded snap of his wife and son. And remember . . . Ten years ago. On Mars. The confused fighting of the disturbances. Then only the fact of getting a message through had mattered; not the manner of it.


  A failed radio warning cost lives then, instead of mere money as now. .When the retransmission station X2 had-gone dead he had driven a half-track out to repair it. He had torn the guts out of the engine. He had got there. But he had been too late. Unwarned, the tiny outpost on the other side of the desert had fallen to the maddened brown devils of Martians. It had been his fault . . . His fault.


  People died easily out of the familiar habitat of Earth. The man, the scoundrelly Earthman who had sold guns and liquor to those same Martians, had also died easily . . .


  Cold sweat beaded Caleb’s face as he seemed again to stand with a spaceman’s knife in his hand, watching the blood dripping from it and then freezing on it.


  He knew what it felt like to be an option man . . .


  Slowly he regained control of himself.


  At 1130 hours he was in the monocar garage, methodically checking stores, tools, spares and the car itself, when Fleet jumped boyishly from the loading platform into the long cabin.


  “Hello, sarge. I’ve been waiting for you . . .”


  “Waiting?” Caleb turned with a start. “Oh, yes. Sorry. I should have called for you in the duties room.” He explained what he was doing and quickly ran over what he had already done.


  Fleet listened attentively. “It’s not so very different from the monorail expresses that run between the Martian cities, is it, sarge?”


  “No.” Caleb was silent a moment. They had been building the first of the elevated, single-track lines between the principal settlements in his time. “No, I suppose not. I always think of them, myself, as being like the trams that used to run in Earth cities before I was born. They were much the same size . . .”


  He noticed the engineer sergeant in charge of the first car beckoning him out. Fleet followed him to listen to the last orders from the C.O. who had come to make the regulation recording of send-off procedure.


  Then they were back in the car, sitting side by side on the bench seat. Caleb glanced over his shoulder at the strapped down tools and materials behind them, then relaxed, looking at the engineer’s car in front. “Soon be off now,” he said. “Frightened?”


  “No!”


  Struck by the cold vehemence of the answer, Caleb glanced sideways. Fleet seemed tense; yet it was not the nervy tenseness of fear.


  The sounds of the pumps drawing the air out of the hangar gradually faded as that precious primary of life thinned to near vacuum. A line of utter darkness divided the garage doors and widened swiftly as they slid apart.


  The car vibrated for a moment and lifted slightly as the horizontal driving wheels gripped either side of the rail beneath its flanged top. A red light began winking on the little control panel jutting over their knees. Other dials glowed showing cabin air pressure, dome time, voltage across the poles of the electric motors beneath the floor of the cabin, and other such vital data. In spite of the Sun still being below the horizon the radio link with the engineer’s car crackled with the Solar interference.


  “Tranke here,” said the engineer’s voice through the crackle. “Moving off, now.”


  “Noted,” said Caleb and glanced at the dashboard clock. 1200 hours. Dead on time.


  The car ahead glided off along the rail. Its lights dwindled rapidly in the darkness outside, the head and shoulders of one of the four engineers within its long cabin was lost to view. It shone steadily, no brighter than the stars infinitely more distant beyond it.


  “How long’s the first section of rail?” asked Fleet.


  Caleb turned his head. “Twenty Earth miles. It’s powered by the dome dynamos. Sections after that are only ten mile lengths and each has a separate power unit driven by radiation energy stored by a Solar Converter. As close to the Sun as this, these converters are so efficient that no devices to switch on power as we approach are needed; it flows all the time. The—”


  He broke off as the red light winked out and an amber light beside it began to flash on the dashboard. He reached forward, switched on the headlights, glanced over the dial’s, and opened the throttle. The motors below the floor sent an initial quiver through the car and it began to move forward, rapidly gathering speed.


  Suddenly the blackness of Mercury’s dark side was shutting them in. The concrete pillars supporting the rail twinkled below for a few moments and then grew blurred with their speed, presently showing only as a continuous grey haze over which they seemed to float. The steel rail ahead, rustless on this world devoid of water, gleamed steadily in the headlights, a narrow, man-made viaduct that half encircled the planet.


  Caleb continued to open the throttle, watching the speedo. With the needle at 500 m.p.h., he leaned back in his seat, relaxing. All sensation of movement had gone. They rode the twilight rail, seeming to float above a grey haze with the rail like a blunt steel spike before them, shut in on either side by the blackness of the landscape, motionless beneath the apparent dome of unwinking stars.


  Fleet stared at the speedo. “What about meteors? With no air to stop them, don’t they ever damage the rail we’re on?”


  “I was going to tell you about that . . .” answered Caleb, taking out his pipe and charging its bowl. “There is a certain degree of danger always present while riding the rail. A big meteor buckling it, but not severing it, would be fatal to us, but big meteors are few in number, fortunately. Our springing can handle small faults in the rail. You’ll feel a few bumps as we go, however.”


  He held a lighter to his pipe until it was drawing nicely. “How much d’you know of the rail itself?” he asked with a sideways glance.


  Fleet stared ahead, out of their little oasis of light. “Not much. It’s comparatively straight, avoiding only two or three large craters. It’s . . . about a hundred feet above the surface on the average?”


  Caleb nodded. He glanced ahead, then back at the intense eyes of his companion. He smoked steadily, at his ease for the first time since leaving his bed that morning. “The rail sections are coupled together in threes by a method I have never been interested enough to find out. Numbers one, two and three are finked, numbers two, three and four, numbers three, four and five and so on. This means that when we enter any section we can tell by looking at the dashboard where the car in front is in relation to us. Red fight means it’s on the same section, amber on the one ahead, yellow on the one ahead of that, green that the two sections ahead of us are free of traffic.” He drew thoughtfully on his pipe. “These connections also carry power so that if any one section is knocked out, those on either side of it carry its load. But we don’t have to worry about that. It’s the engineer’s pigeon.”


  “I get it,” said Fleet. He lighted a cigarette, inhaling deeply.


  “Bumps ahead!” warned Tranke’s voice through the background crackle of interference.


  Caleb reached out, switching to Send. “Thanks for the warning, Ted.”


  He looked back at Fleet. “They’ll straighten them out on the way back if there’s time before the Sun rises.” _


  “Before the Sun rises,” echoed Fleet. “Does sunlight make so much difference then?”


  “I’ll say it does. Direct radiation of the Sun at this range pushes things up to 400 centigrade. Can’t work in conditions like that. That’s Why we make this run only every 44 days.” He fondled his pipe.


  “Watch out for those bumps,” he warned.


  The car shook violently, steadied, shook and steadied back into its vibrationless onrush.


  “Every 44 days?” queried Fleet.


  Caleb smiled. “That’s when the rail is wholly in twilight. The eccentric orbit Mercury describes around the Sun causes it to seem to wobble. You know it doesn’t revolve every twenty-four hours like Earth, that, like Earth’s moon it always presents the same face to its host? Well, this lack of revolutions and the apparent wobble means that three-eighths of the planet is always in darkness, three-eighths always in light and the remaining quarter half the time in light and half in darkness. The rail’s in the middle of this twilight belt so that twice in Mercury’s year of 88 days it is totally in twilight for about two days at a time.”


  He pointed with his pipe stem to the left of the car. “You can just see a faint redness colouring the dust on the horizon, if you look closely.”


  “Yes. Hey!” Fleet clutched at the seat as the car shook.


  Caleb smiled. “They don’t always warn us.” He looked sharply at the dashboard as the amber light was replaced by the red and as the power drained out of their engines. “It’s all right,” he assured Fleet. “We must have been catching them up.”


  He smoked on and reached out as the lights changed back.


  But Fleet caught his arm. “Let me take her on, sarge.”


  , “Eh?” Caleb stared into the burning eyes of the young man. “Why?” he asked bluntly. “Why the rush?”


  “I’d like to—” Fleet averted his eyes, staring straight ahead. “Suppose something happened to. you? How’d I get her back to the dome?”


  “I see your point.” said Caleb. He leaned back, fingering the half burnt tobacco down into the bottom of his pipe. “There’s no rush . . .” He pointed the pipe stem at the throttle lever. “Mostly everything is automatic. See how that lever’s gone back to the shut-off position.”


  “Yes.” Fleet took hold of it with his left hand, squeezing the release.


  Caleb considered the young man’s eagerness. “Treat it gently.”


  “Yes.” Fleet eased it back and the motors cut in and the car shuddered with their braking effect. Fleet jerked it wider, the car leapt forward; he closed it a little, watching the speedo.


  “Keep her at 500,” said Caleb as the needle climbed smoothly. “That’s the style. You’re doing well. The other lever’s the emergency brake. It’s not likely you’ll have to use that. There’s a device that’ll bring it on automatically if the line ahead is cut. You’ll need it only if the engineers stop and do not clear the line ahead, or perhaps not until We reach the robot re-transmitter.”


  Fleet nodded.


  Caleb settled back comfortably, his pipe drawing nicely. With their speed constant, they seemed again to float between darkened surface and starry sky. An occasional shuddering reminded them of the rail.


  Presently Caleb knocked out his pipe. “Rumour has it,” he said softly, “that you’ve come from Mars. I expect it’s changed greatly since I was there . . .”


  Fleet’s lips thinned. He stared out at the rail.


  Caleb, receiving no answer, presently leaned his head back. “Call me in two hours,” he said. “Don’t fail. We’ll both need rest before we’re back in the dome.”


  “I’ll call you.” Fleet smiled out at the darkness as though at a secret joke.


  Caleb dozed fitfully.


  An hour passed. Suddenly the red light flickered through Caleb’s eyelids, alerting him. The loudspeaker crackled with, static: “Tranke here. Have stopped.” Caleb motioned Fleet to apply the brake.


  “Half pressure,” he said.


  Tranke was talking in an aside to those with him. His voice suddenly gained in volume. “Three pillars gone, Caleb. Rail seems O.K., however. We’ll have to reverse half a mile, so that we can get a sound pillar to use for swinging clear.


  Can you stop in time?”


  “Full pressure on those brakes,” said Caleb to Fleet. “Hang on to the grips in front of you.” He caught hold of them himself, taking the strain . . . as the car held back hard.


  “All right, Ted. Brakes full on.”


  Motionless on the rail, they watched the other car come smoothly out of the darkness. The lights of the two cars shone out over a considerable area of the dust below, gleaming on a crater edge as sheer as a cliff face.


  Something moved out there, attracting Caleb’s attention. Mercurians. Coming to observe the intruders, as they always did. Caleb kept an eye on them, observing Fleet at the same time, while they waited.


  Fleet, although he did not appear to have seen the watchers, fingered the haft of his knife and looked from Caleb to the car ahead as engineers, in spacesuits rushed the job of connecting a temporary framework turntable to the pillar.


  Suddenly he gripped Caleb’s arm. “Don’t we have to go outside?”


  “No,” said Caleb.


  Fleet averted his eyes.


  Within ten minutes from halting they were on their way again. Four hours after starting from the dome the skyline to their left began to show a definite reddish tinge.


  Caleb watched it deepen to a thin line of lurid light. When Mercer had gone with him on the last trip, they had talked of the other worlds they had known, of the people they remembered. It had been a pleasant break from the faces of the sergeants’ mess. He eyed Fleet.


  “Ever been to Earth?” he asked.


  Fleet slowly straightened on the seat. “I have been everywhere . . .” He turned, facing Caleb. “You’re burning up to know all about me, aren’t you, Sergeant Caleb Myers?” He smiled. “Well, I was born on Mars. My mother died when I was very young. My father, like thousands of other colonists died during the disturbances. I enlisted in the army. I finally came here. That suit you?” He leaned back in his seat.


  Caleb frowned. He breathed deeply.


  Outside, around the car, rocky peaks and crater tops shone with harsh brilliance; Above, the sky some of its blackness, becoming tinged with purple as the dust storm that accompanied the division of light and darkness swirled brown around the pillars below them.


  Caleb adjusted dark shades over the windows of the Sun side of the car. Suddenly, away on the horizon, a line of red, the width of the Sun seen from Earth, glared through the shades. Dust faded swiftly from the thin atmosphere, leaving it brilliantly lit below a sky still starry but slightly less dark. Incredibly long shadows of the higher rocks flickered over them as the car hurtled on.


  Four more hours dragged by, before the green light on the dashboard was replaced by winking yellow, then amber, then red, warning them of their approach to the robot station.


  Caleb ran the car into the garage of this smaller dome, braked it to a halt and stood up. “Nine and a half hours. Not bad time for the trip, considering the halt on the line.”


  He turned to find Fleet staring at him.


  “I’m going to kill you,” said Fleet. With a sudden, expert movement of his hand he drew his knife.


  Caleb’s breathing halted. His heart seemed to miss a beat. He looked up from the gleaming blade into the young man’s intense stare.


  “Are you crazy?”


  “If I am, you have made me so. My real name isn’t Fleet. I am Richard Fluke. You murdered my father ten years ago.”


  Caleb flinched as the knife point stopped an inch from his stomach.


  “Wait!” he gasped.


  The young man smiled. “Men die easily in space, don’t they?”


  Caleb swallowed. “Perhaps you have a right to kill me . . . If you pitch my body outside on this side of Mercury, though, you’ll put a noose around your own neck. You’ve forgotten that for the next 44 days there’ll be frigid darkness. The next maintenance car’ll find my frozen corpse . . .”


  “Yes . . . That’s true . . . I’ll have to take your body back along the line and drop you where the rising Sun will frizzle the flesh from your bones.”


  “Yes.” Sweat beaded out from Caleb’s face, trickled down, salt as he licked his dry lips.


  Richard Fluke watched him. “No,” he said. “You’d bleed. That damned M.O. is a friend of yours. I slipped up when I asked him about you. But I was afraid you’d gone, that I’d missed you—after all the years it’s taken me to catch up with you. I’ll have to take you back.”


  The knife blade flashed. In spite of Fluke’s words, Caleb tensed. But the expected pain did not burn into his vitals. Instead, his uniform went slack . . .


  His severed belt fell quite slowly, curling up snake-like as the knife and its sheath clattered on the floor.


  “March around the end of the seat!” snapped Fulce; “Find me some wire so I can fasten you up.”


  “No.” Caleb jerked as the knife point pricked through his uniform. “No,” he repeated. “We came to maintain the robot. I’ll not go back without first doing so.”


  For a moment he thought it was the end of the line for him. His nails dug into the palms of his hands. No one wanted to die like this. Perhaps he could overpower Fluke with a sudden movement—Mustn’t underestimate his opponent, desperate though his plight might be . . .


  And yet—


  No, he had done enough violence for one lifetime. With the knife point pricking his quivering skin, he waited.


  Although the monorail car had stopped; he still rode the twilight rail. On one side of the thread of his life was the burning heat of killing; on the other the utter chill of death.


  “Very well,” decided Fluke. “You shall do your maintenance . . . on this planetary toy.”


  Caleb relaxed as the knife drew back from his stomach. Fluke kicked the belt on the floor, sending it slithering away. Caleb turned and, closely followed by the other, went back along the car and broke open the spacesuit lockers.


  Fluke watched him dress himself, even went so far as to help in the sealing of the helmet, escorted him to the airlock in the centre of the car, carrying the repair kit for him.


  Caleb passed outside into the garage. On the loading platform, he set down the bulky kit, panting with the weight of it—he could not have lifted it on Earth—and almost sick with reaction. He leaned against the side of the car, gathering his strength, staring at the lighted concrete walls of the garage.


  Upon it gesticulated the shadow of a man. Caleb tilted his helmet back to look up at Fluke. Fluke pointed at his ears and mouth and towards the car’s radio.


  Caleb switched on his radio. “What it if?”


  “Thought I’d never make you hear,” snapped Fluke. “I forgot to say I’ll give you six hours before I start back. You’d better be here by then.”


  “Twelve is the regulation time. If we go back any earlier, they’ll suspect you of leaving me. In the radiant heat of the dome here I may decompose a little before they find me, but I can leave them a message.”


  “I should have killed you,” said Fluke.


  Caleb smiled to himself. “I don’t see why. There is no heaviside layer on Mercury, so that I can’t send a message by radio. The landline and the outgoing signals are controlled by the robot, which is sealed in such a way I could not enter it without the key which is now some four and a half thousand miles behind us.”


  He shouldered the repair kit and left a trail of fine dust rising behind him as he crossed the platform to the circular hatchway.


  He switched on his headlight. After staring for a few moments at the sealing device which should have been fastened, but wasn’t, he pulled the hatch Wide.


  Closing it, but not clamping it, behind him, he climbed the ramp up the passage to the circuits room. He set down his burden and switched on the dome lighting.


  He let his gaze circle the checking panels and exits, then seated himself before the master panel. Aerial readings first. Yes, the signals were streaming out into space off the primary aerials that rose out of the dust around the dome. He switched over to the duplicate, emergency aerials and waited, watching.


  The robot chose its own time and slipped into the alternative circuit during a brief pause in transmission. The needles quivered with modulation as before. Caleb returned the switch to its previous position. Station functioning.


  Satisfied, he began at the other end of the main circuit, step by step from the power intake to the signal going out. The work absorbed him to the exclusion of everything else. He leaned back in the seat, nodding to himself within his helmet. All in order.


  He made the familiar journey to the rooms containing the expendable parts of the great transmitter, filling in the gaps in those used by the robot, lightening the burden of his kit. He came upon one section, where the power stress was high, and noted that all the reserve parts had been used. Filling that rack with piezo-electric units made quite a difference to his load.


  When he had made all the replacements necessary, he paused, resting. And he remembered what the C.O. had said about the mysterious break in transmission. Turning this over in his mind as he retraced his steps, he paused before the rack that had been empty. On impulse—for where else could the fault have occurred?—he triggered an automatic changeover, and caught the old unit as it slipped into the waste chute provided for it.


  As he stared at it resting in his gloved hand, his flesh crept.


  For, instead of being a familiar unit, it was a bare crystal. How had it got there? He looked around the room, leaning first to one side and then the other to see behind the orderly array of apparatus.


  He slipped it into a pocket of his suit, filled the space at the end of the spares rack and went down to the circuits room.


  Methodically he checked through the emergency circuit, finally located the fault in a tangled mass of broken leads. Sorting these out, splicing them, took much time. It was not until he stood back, the work complete, that he suddenly wondered how they had been damaged.


  He stared at them, then looked up and down the communicating passage in which he stood. Yes, they were a few inches out of their proper place along the passage. He pushed them back into the clip on the wall from which they had sprung. Their obstruction to the passage had not been great. A man would not have noticed if . . .


  A man would not have noticed it . . .


  But a Mercurian—who had no eyes and who was expecting a certain amount of room in which to move—


  Caleb discovered his mouth was dry as dust.


  He glanced at his watch. Seven hours since he had began his lonely task. He sucked water from the suit’s supply and triggered a food capsule into his mouth, chewing it as he went back through the silent maze of passages, back to the circuits room.


  His own sounds of breathing and chewing filled his suit, tending to make him strain his ears for sounds that he could not hear in the near vacuum about him.


  Were the Mercurians somehow watching his every move? The sensation was uncanny; for he could think of no explanation with a scientific basis. What creature on. Earth could “see” without eyes? He seated himself before the master panel. Bats could. But they used sound echoes in the way that men used radar echoes.


  He suddenly jerked upright. Radar!


  “Radar,” he murmured aloud. “Beings formed of complex crystalline structures of sillicon . . . Yes, it might be possible . . . It must be . . .”


  The Mercurians communicated on their airless world in exactly the same way as did mankind; by radio signals; but they did it naturally. They “saw” by means of radar-like echoes.


  And, yes that might even explain how they had killed those men, so many years ago, who had taken prisoner one of their number . . . Vibrations could shatter glass, could drive men mad—could surely be used as weapons?


  Trembling with excitement, he switched on the TV camera eyes upon the top of the dome. Breathlessly he put the face-piece of his helmet against the correcting twin glass panels that jutted towards him. The outside world, lit by searchlights that moved in sympathy with the cameras, jumped into his mind with stereoscopic clarity. Against a background of heat-eroded craters and tall girder masts, the Mercurians stood, formless things, watching.


  And a voice came over the radio, setting Caleb’s nerves on edge: “What’s going on? What are you mumbling about to yourself? How much longer will you be?”


  Fluke! Disappointment swept over Caleb like a cold douche. But of course it was Fluke. If the Mercurians could communicate, they would have done so long ago.


  “I’ve nearly finished . . .” Caleb bit his lip: He had, in fact, finished the essential work. Robot and landline were in good working order. He could go any time now. “All right,” he said, I’ll come down at once.”


  He did not remember his repair kit until he was clamping up the hatch leading on to the loading platform. But he decided swiftly and sombrely that it did not matter.


  The outer door of the airlock was open. He passed through and stood before Fluke who motioned for him to take off the Spacesuit.


  He obeyed. Fluke motioned him towards the seat.


  He shook his head. “There’s no means of turning the car. We use the duplicate controls at the other end.” He walked that way and seated himself.


  Fluke stood behind him. “You drive. Do as you told me to do. Take it steadily!” he warned sibilantly. “Steadily!”


  “I will.” Caleb turned slowly in his seat. “But first I’ve something to say.” He watched the mocking incredulity grow in Fluke’s eyes as he went over what he had done and the conclusions he had reached while within the transmitter dome. “I see you don’t believe me,” he ended flatly. “I didn’t expect it to make any difference between us, anyway. All I want is for you to tell the others when you get back.”


  A grim feeling of futility swamped his thoughts. He waited with cold fatalism. All the tedious years on Mercury must, in some measure, have atoned for the terrible thing he had done before agreeing to come here. Perhaps, in whatever life there was after death, he would eventually find the peace-of mind that was denied to him in this.


  The flat of the knife blade touched the back of his neck like ice. As though from afar off, he heard Fluke order:


  “Start the motors.”


  “Very well.” Obediently Caleb opened the throttle.


  The car gathered way, running out into the darkness. To the right, a thin line of red glowed on the horizon. Occasionally, high peaks and crater walls flickered briefly, still touched by the rays of the departed Sun.


  Caleb sat silently, strangely at peace. Long ago he had adjusted himself to the twilight rail between the extremes of violent life and equally violent death that was normal life.


  Very slowly the redness faded from the horizon. Fluke shifted impatiently a thousand times before the Sun once more reddened the horizon and then, at length, edged slowly and majestically up, first a glaring red, then a pin-prick glare, then a line that spread and spread and thickened in its centre to ail enclosed arc of unbearable brilliance with the Solar prominences clearly visible through the dark shades clamped by Caleb to the windows on their right.


  Caleb sat hunched down on the seat, staring ahead, as aware of his executioner and the naked blade behind him as though they were before his eyes.


  “How long now?” asked Fluke suddenly.


  Caleb lifted his eyes to the dashboard, his attention lingering for a moment on the steady green light before moving on to the chronometer.


  “An hour and a half . . .” he murmured.


  Fluke stared out at the harsh brilliance and shadow of the terrain around the hurtling car. “This will do. Cut the motors.” He moved tensely. “I don’t want to run into that engineering party.”


  “They’ll have built up the pillars hours ago,” Said Caleb. “They can’t work in the sunlight, even when it’s at an angle like this.” But he closed the throttle all the way.


  The speedo needle began to creep slowly back around its dial. Caleb watch it. When, he wondered, would Fluke choose to strike?


  There was, he supposed, still time to attempt to turn the tables on Fluke. But all urge at self-preservation had left him. The weight of the long years of his exile seemed to increase the fatigue he always felt towards the end of such a ride as this.


  He waited . . . watching the moving needle . . .


  And then, quite suddenly, the green glow vanished in a flickering amber. Fluke sucked in his breath.


  “What—”


  The car jolted with suddenly applied brakes, and the lights went as Caleb was flung forward by his own momentum.


  For a moment-he thought he was dead. Then he heard Fluke’s snarl—like that of a thwarted animal’—and the knife blade slashing and hacking.


  “Stop it!” shouted Caleb. “Stop it, you fool!” He staggered to his feet, leaning against the braking action, gripping the back of the seat.


  “Oh!” he gasped as the knife entered his shoulder like a burning brand. “Madman! Stop it! The car’s stopping because—Oh!”—another stab of the unseen blade—“Because the rail’s breeched ahead!”


  He slumped down on to the seat, blood trickling warm from his wounds.


  Above him a lighter flared. The emergency lights came on. Fluke glared down suspiciously. “You say the rail’s breeched?”


  Caleb nodded, holding his shoulder, looking up into the young, vengeful face above him. “And it was true what I said about the engineers going back.” He pointed weakly at the dark screens on the side of the car. “Within five hours those’ll be red hot.” He smiled. “About that time the welding of the car will give way. Ironical, isn’t it?”


  Fluke’s widening eyes glared at him. “What do we do?”


  Caleb leaned his head back. The face above him hazed and the long cabin seemed to spin with the vertigo of his weakness.


  Hands tore at his clothing. He tried to push them away. What was the use? Then everything went black . . .


  When he came to, his shoulder felt stiff and sore and weighted down with wadding stuff. Bandages. Tie lifted himself with difficulty, pausing as the sickness came back, and then hooking his good arm over the ripped back of the seat.


  Fluke was at the radio. He’d got it rigged to the emergency batteries and had his ear to the crackling speaker.


  “We’re six or seven hundred miles from the dome,” said Caleb. “The curvature of Mercury’s surface hides us from anyone even if we had power enough to radiate that far.” Fluke, resting blood-streaked hands on the radio housing, lifted his white face. “What else can we do? We’ve got to try. I’ve run the car right up to the gap.” He pointed. “If only they could hear us.”


  Caleb sighed. “How far did you move the car?”


  “Seemed a long way. Perhaps twenty miles, Why?”


  “Twenty miles.” Caleb felt for his pipe. It was the first time he had felt like smoking since starting back. “That’s it, then. The batteries are good for only about thirty miles. We can’t go back to the other dome now.”


  He turned himself to face the front of the car. The Sun had grown behind the dark shades to a glaring, electric, semicircle. “Even if they did hear us, they’d be too late.” He struggled with the loading of the worn bowl, finally managed it, stuck the stem between his teeth and held the lighter.


  Through the wreathing smoke he stared out at the jagged break in the line and at the craters freshly torn in the brown rock and brown dust. Crater overlapping crater. Quite small things, really, by the standards of the macrocosm, scars soon to be healed, weathered by, extremes of heat and cold, filled in with dust.


  He took his pipe from his, mouth and leaned forward. Yes, the Mercurians had come to watch. In this harsh landscape of shadows one did not notice them at once. Had they, he wondered, had they heard Fluke’s desperate call for help? Could they understand the danger that threatened two beings as alien to them as they were to the Earthfolk?


  But, even if they did know, how could they communicate their knowledge, even should they wish to do so, to the other humans?


  He turned as Fluke sank down on the seat beside him. “D’you see them?” he asked.


  Fluke started and stared over the gap along the gleaming line. “No?” he gasped excitedly.


  Caleb grimaced. “No, not the other car.” He pointed with the pipe stem. “The Mercurians. Watching us.”


  “Damn them!” said Fluke miserably. He looked at the rising Sun.


  Caleb smoked steadily. If the Mercurians had somehow warned the dome of the plight of the car, the engineers’ car would be showing up any moment. There was just time for an emergency repair to the line and for towing them out of the dead sections of track . . .


  “Listen!” he warned suddenly as Fluke moved uneasily.


  Through the crackle of static in the receiver he thought he could hear a faint voice. Yes . . .


  Yes!


  It was Sergeant Tranke.


  “Hello, Caleb! Hello Caleb!”


  “Fluke!” Confound you!” barked Caleb. “Get back on that radio. Get back on it, man.”


  He sat, waiting, wondering at the miracle of Tranke’s arrival, while Fluke gasped the details of their predicament.


  “Coming,” said Tranke. “I had no idea you Were so far off when we started out. That’s Signalman Fleet, isn’t it? Tell me: how did you get a radio signal to carry your voice so far—and over the curvature of the surface, too?”


  Caleb took the pipe from his mouth. “Got it!” Here was one phenomenon of Mercury that he would be able to explain away to the C.O. The Mercurians’ might not be able to originate messages in the alien language and equally alien thoughts of the Earthmen. But they had caught the urgency of the appeal—after all they had been listening in to Earthmen talking over the radio for ten years—And they had acted as booster stations, passing the radio modulations from one to another, all the way to the dome . . .


  He turned excitedly.


  But Signalman Fleet was in no condition to understand how it had happened just yet . . . Caleb stared understanding at the bowed head and shaking shoulders.


  Fluke—or Fleet—was crying.


  After all he was very young. He still had to learn how to ride the twilight rail.


  THE END.


  THE WEATHER ON MERCURY


  William Morrison


  Anyone mad enough (1) to land on that crazy world (2) in order to rescue that screwball explorer should (3) have his head examined.


  I


  THE FIRST thing McKracken did was to shoot a Mercurian native. But then McKracken, although he had powerful muscles, was never supposed to be very strong in the head.


  The expedition was in the Twilight Zone, naturally, at the time. Without special clothing, which no one had, both the perpetual night of the Cold Side and the furnace heat of the Hot Side were out of the question. The Twilight Zone at this point was about forty miles wide, and the Astrolight had been skillfully brought down smack in the middle of it. Two hours after the landing, having ascertained that the air was as breathable as Kalinoff had reported, McCracken went out and aimed his explosive bullet at the Mercurian.


  If it hadn’t been for Carvalho, who accompanied him, the rest of the group would have known nothing of the incident. It was Carvalho who reported what had happened to Lamoureux, captain of the expedition.


  McCracken, of course, burst into vigorous denials that he had shot a native. “You don’t think I’d be fool enough to go around looking for trouble, do you?”


  LAMOUREUX thought he would, but didn’t say so. “You did shoot at something. We heard the report.”


  “I tried to hit a dangerous bird.”


  “What sort of bird was it?”


  “Kind of like a penguin, I’d say, but with a broader face. No bill to speak of—”


  “Then don’t speak of it,” snapped Lamoureux. “Did you score a hit?”


  “I think the explosion caught it in the shoulder. It got away.”


  “Thank God for small favors,” said Lamoureux. “That bird, you pigeon-brain, was a Mercurian. How do you expect intelligent inhabitants of other planets to look? Like you? They’d die of mortification.”


  “Damn it, how was I to know?”


  “I told you not to shoot unless you were attacked.” Lamoureux scowled. “Kalinoff is somewhere in the Twilight Zone and we were supposed to find him with the help of the Mercurians. It may interest you to know that, while you were out at target practice, some of them came around here and began to behave as if they wanted to be friendly. Then they suddenly disappeared. I imagine they got news of what you had done. A fat lot of help they’ll give us now.”


  “We’ll run across Kalinoff without them,” said McCracken confidently.


  Carvalho, who had a habit of looking for the dark side of every situation, and finding it, suggested, “Suppose the Mercurians attack us?”


  McCracken said, “They haven’t any weapons.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Kalinoff didn’t mention any.”


  Lamoureux emitted a laugh that sounded like an angry bark. “Kalinoff wouldn’t know. He was friendly with them. He did report that they were an intelligent race. It’ll be too bad if they use their intelligence against us.”


  McCracken thrust out his jaw. There was a streak of stubbornness in him, and he was not going to take too many dirty cracks lying down. He growled, “I think you’re making a mountain out of an anthill.”


  “Molehill,” corrected Lamoureux.


  “Whatever it is. What if Kalinoff did say the Mercurians would help us? You can’t take his word for it. Everybody knows what Kalinoff is.”


  Lamoureux frowned. “Kalinoff is a great man and a great explorer.”


  “They call him the interplanetary screwball.”


  “Not on this expedition, they don’t, McCracken. You will please keep a civil tongue in your head.”


  “There’s nothing wrong in what I’m saying. Kalinoff is a screwball, and you know it, Captain. He’s always playing practical jokes. Look at how he got that Martian senator into the same cage with a moon-snake, and locked the door on him. The senator had a fit. How was he to know the snake was harmless?”


  “You don’t think Kalinoff would play jokes when his own life was at stake, do you?”


  “Once a screwball,” insisted McCracken firmly, “always a screwball.”


  Lamoureux lost patience. “Once an idiot, always an idiot. Get over to the ship and help with the unpacking. And remember, if we don’t find Kalinoff, it’ll be your fault, and God help you.”


  HAVING, he hoped, left McCracken feeling properly ashamed of himself, Lamoureux walked away. The responsibility was beginning to weigh him down. The other nineteen men in the expedition thought they were merely trying to rescue an intrepid explorer for the sake of human life, which was supposed to be sacred. They didn’t know that, behind his screwball surface, Kalinoff was as shrewd as they came. He had made some valuable discoveries—and promptly staked out a claim to them.


  He had run across large quantities of stable isotopes of metals whose atomic numbers ranged from 95 to 110. These had remarkable and useful properties.


  They were, to begin with, of unusual value as catalysts in chemical reactions. For example, element 99, in the presence of air, was a more powerful oxidizing agent than platinum or palladium was a reducing agent, in the presence of hydrogen. And the oxidations could be controlled beautifully, could be made to affect almost any part of a complicated organic molecule at a time. Element 99 was recoverable, and could be used again and again. A few hundred grams of it alone might very well pay for the cost of the entire expedition.


  Add the value of a few kilos of elements 101 to 110, and Kalinoff had discovered enough to make him and a few other people rich for life.


  Lamoureux wanted to be one of those other people. He had three kids he wanted to send through Lunar Tech; he had a wife with expensive tastes in robot servants; and he had relatives. Let him get Kalinoff off this God-forsaken planet, where he had been marooned for the past year, and even an interplanetary screwball might be expected to show some feeling of gratitude. Combine this feeling of gratitude with a reasonably fair contract already printed, and needing only the explorer’s scrawl to give it validity, and Lamoureux could almost feel the money in his pocket. If only McCracken had not spoiled everything by his stupidity.


  Lamoureux shuddered to think that by the time they got to him Kalinoff might be dead, and they would have to do business with his heirs—heirs who had no sense of gratitude to impair their business judgment. He felt suddenly poor again. But he put the gloomy thought out of his head, and went on with his work.


  UNPACKING would be finished in a couple of hours at most. Meanwhile there was some preliminary exploring to be done. The neighboring ground must be surveyed, and landmarks noted, so that they would have a suitable base from which to start their search. Kalinoff had talked about two mountains with a saddlelike ridge joining them. Those two mountains shouldn’t be too difficult to recognize—if ever the expedition ran across them.


  McCracken, obeying orders, was lending a hand at the unloading. What with Mercury’s low gravity, and his own strength, he had no difficulty in wrestling around the five hundred pound crates in which their supplies had been packed. However, he was of little help in getting the work done. With what Lamoureux decided was characteristic stupidity, he seemed to be mostly in everyone else’s way.


  Lamoureux called, “McCracken!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Let go those crates. The others will handle them. I want you—”


  Lamoureux stopped suddenly. A distant sound had come to his ears—the explosion of a bullet. There was a sudden silence that was so absolute, Lamoureux could hear his men breathe. Another bullet exploded, then another—And silence again.


  Somebody whispered, “The natives don’t have guns. It must be Kalinoff!”


  “What luck to find him this way!”


  Lamoureux had run for his own gun. He fired ten shots into the air and waited. But there was no reply.


  Lamoureux spat out his orders with machine-gun speed. “McCracken, you, Carvalho, and Haggard set out to the right. The shots seemed to be coming from that direction. But we’ll take no chances. Gronski, Terrill and Cannoni, go straight ahead. Marsden and Blaine, to the left; Robinson and Sprott, to the rear. Spread out fast and keep your eyes peeled. Don’t go any further away than the sound of a bullet. Uncover every damned white-bush, and tear up every desert-cat hill, but don’t come back without Kalinoff. Now get going!”


  THE men started on a run. Lamoureux, waiting impatiently, walked up and down in growing excitement. He had come prepared for a three months’ search, expected it. He had pictured himself and his men, exhausted by a long trek across the planet, coming upon the startled Kalinoff, striking a magnificent attitude, and saying, with characteristic Tellurian modesty, “Dr. Livingston, I presume.” And, instead, he was going to find Kalinoff in less than a day. He ran into the ship, got out the printed contract, and read it hastily.


  All was in order. He’d have Kalinoff’s signature that day.


  A half hour passed, and Lamoureux fired ten more shots. Haskell, the cook, was looking at the sky with a troubled expression on his face. He approached Lamoureux apologetically. “Say, Captain—”


  “What is it, Haskell?”


  “Does it ever rain on Mercury?”


  “Never. No rain, no snow, no hail. No man who has ever set foot on the planet has come across any sort of bad weather. Kalinoff emphasizes that fact.”


  “Well, that’s what I seemed to remember. But just now I thought I felt a drop of rain.”


  “Impossible, Haskell. Some bird—”


  Lamoureux stopped abruptly. He, too, had thought he felt a drop of rain.


  Haskell held out a hairy paw. “I thought I felt another one.” His eyes fell on the brown rocks.


  “Say, here’s a big drop that splashed.”


  The brown rocks were being slowly spotted with black. And, as Lamoureux stared, he felt his head grow wet. There was no doubt about it. It was raining.


  His mouth dropped open. “But it doesn’t rain on Mercury!”


  The sky was a dull gray now, and the patter of rain drowned out his words. He realized suddenly that he was becoming soaked.


  Haskell was running for the ship. Lamoureux followed him and slammed the door shut. The men who had not been sent to search for Kalinoff were already inside. The rain rattled on the hull of the Astrolight, and on the parched ground.


  Lamoureux stared through the side port and repeated blankly, “But it doesn’t rain on Mercury!”


  Fortunately, the noise of the rain was so loud that no one heard him say it.


  II


  IT was six hours before the first of the search parties Lamoureux had sent out returned. The men were soaked, but they had seen no trace of Kalinoff. They had faithfully tried to follow Lamoureux’s directions, but in a downpour where it was impossible to see more than fifty feet ahead of them, they stood little chance of rescuing anyone. Most of the six hours had been spent finding their own way home.


  The other search parties drifted in slowly, until all had returned. Lamoureux checked them off one by one, and discovered, with practically no surprise, that McCracken was missing.


  “Where is the idiot?” he growled.


  “McCracken separated from the rest of us,” replied Carvalho. “He thought he could catch a glimpse of those mountains Kalinoff described.”


  “When was this?”


  “Just before it started to rain.”


  “He’s probably within a few hundred yards of the ship right now, but can’t find us because of this rain. I hope he has sense enough to dig up a white-bush and get some shelter.”


  “We can never be sure how, much sense McCracken has. Anyway, Captain, it can’t go on raining like this for very long.”


  But it could, and it did. The men sat around in the ship, stretching lazily, and took life easy. They had not had time to unpack many of the five hundred pound crates, and what materials were exposed to the rain would not be spoiled. There was no harm in leaving them where they were.


  A vacation of this sort would have been welcome, if the trip through space to Mercury had itself not been so largely a vacation. After a day, Lamoureux saw plainly that his men were sick of inactivity. So, for that matter, was he. He had come to take part in a strenuous and dangerous expedition, not to sit on his fanny waiting for the rain to go away.


  Twenty-four hours after everyone else had returned to the ship, McCracken made a sensational reappearance. With that independence of thought that Lamoureux was beginning to recognize, he had found his own way of coping with the bad weather. He had stripped off his soggy and unpleasant clothing, and had meandered around for the past day clad in nothing but his shorts, with his rifle, his one remaining possession, held firmly in the crook of his right arm. The rain was fairly warm, and outside of giving him his usual ravenous appetite, his outing had done him no harm.


  LAMOUREUX got one of the crew to dig up an extra suit of clothes to cover McCracken’s manly beauty. “Where did you sleep?”


  “I didn’t.”


  “You wandered around all this time shocking the natives without rest?”


  “I’m no sissy,” grunted McCracken. “I’m not even tired.”


  He yawned, and caught himself. “I didn’t see anything of Kalinoff. But I got a good look at those mountains he described. The pair with the saddleback ridge between them.”


  “Where are they?”


  McCracken scratched his head. “I think I lost my sense of direction. But they’re not far from here. No, sir, they’re not far. Kalinoff is as good as found. The screwball.”


  His eyes closed while he was talking, and Lamoureux had him led to his bunk and deposited there. Two minutes later, McCracken’s snoring was competing successfully with the noise of the rain.


  There was little sense in looking for the mountains until the rain let up. Lamoureux waited, and waited in vain. The downpour kept on until its monotonous sound had become an integral part of their life. They learned to talk without paying any attention to it, and without even hearing it. But not without, now and then, cursing it.


  After it had been raining for a week, Lamoureux noticed that the temperature was falling. It probably signified that on this part of the Twilight Zone the Sun was dropping further behind the horizon. As if he didn’t already have troubles enough. He cursed Mercury; he cursed the Twilight Zone; he cursed the rain; he even cursed the Sun. A few hours later, he also cursed the snow and the hail.


  Such weather was absolutely incredible. There was nothing to explain it. As he had told Haskell, the cook, no previous explorer had ever seen a sign of rain, snow, or hail. Kalinoff had not reported such phenomena, and Kalinoff got around.


  The men were going crazy with inactivity. Worst of all, to Lamoureux, was the way they looked at him. They seemed to feel that, as leader of the expedition, he was responsible for the weather. Lamoureux almost found himself agreeing with them.


  ON the tenth day, he could stand it no longer. He called the men together and made a short speech. “Men, this rain seems able to go on forever. We can’t stay here waiting for it to clear up.”


  Somebody cheered hopefully, and the others, for the sake of exercising their lungs, joined in.


  Lamoureux held up his hand. “McCracken has reported that he saw the mountains we were looking for, with the saddleback ridge between them. Rain or no rain, we’re going to find them.”


  Somebody yelled, “Three cheers for Big Muscles McCracken!” The three cheers were roared. Then there came, “Three cheers for our brave and heroic captain!” and, “Three cheers for the mountains!” and even, “Three cheers for the lousy rain and snow.”


  Lamoureux began to feel uncomfortable. This was too much like a high school football rally, with burlesque overtones, to suit him. The men were bursting with pent-up energy, and it had to get out somehow.


  “I’m leaving only a half dozen of you behind to stay with the ship. The rest are coming with me. Any volunteers?”


  He had expected what followed. They all volunteered. He made his choices rapidly. McCracken went along because he had actually seen the mountains. Carvalho would make an intelligent assistant. Gronski, Marsden, Sprott—he reeled off the names rapidly, and in less than a minute had his group, leaving a disgruntled half dozen who would have nothing to do but continue to sit around the ship.


  Lamoureux himself carried a two-way radio transmission set capable of receiving intelligible signals over a distance of 12,000 miles. He gave another of the sets to McCracken, and ordered the man to hang on to it no matter what happened. In the rain, it would be their only way of maintaining communications with the ship. He put McCracken and the radio in the second squad under Carvalho, and himself took charge of the first. The two squads would stick together unless some emergency demanded that they separate.


  When they set out in the snow, wearing the heaviest clothing they had, the men were singing. McCracken’s voice, like the croaking of a huge bullfrog, supplied an unharmonized but ear-filling bass. It sounded so impressive to Lamoureux that not until McCracken had reached the third song did he perceive that the man didn’t know any of the melodies at all. He just oom-pahed as the spirit moved him, evidently feeling that, on Mercury, noise and good spirits were more important than any tune.


  THEY had been marching for a half hour when Gronski exclaimed, “Well, I’ll be damned to Venus and back!”


  “What’s wrong, Gronski?”


  “It isn’t snowing so hard, Captain.”


  It wasn’t. Carvalho said hopefully, “Maybe it’ll stop.”


  Sprott was so overwhelmed with delight that he scooped up a huge pile of snow, pressed it together, and popped McCracken on the nose with it. McCracken threw him down and poured snow down his back.


  Lamoureux said angrily, “Stop that, you fools! You’re not a bunch of kids.”


  The horseplay came to an abrupt halt. They marched on a little more soberly, and in a few minutes the snow had stopped falling altogether. Instead of being as happy as Lamoureux had expected, McCracken seemed puzzled. He scratched his head and scowled.


  “What’s wrong, McCracken? Termites?”


  “It’s this snow, Captain. We walk two or three miles and it stops. It don’t make sense.”


  “It’s got to stop sometime.”


  “The point is, Captain, it didn’t snow here at all. There’s none on the ground. It just snowed around the ship.”


  It cost Lamoureux an effort to admit it, but McCracken was right. He was not as stupid as he had seemed.


  It was Lamoureux’s turn to scowl. He got in touch with the ship. “Haskell!”


  “Yes, sir?”


  “How’s the weather where you are?”


  “Are you joking, Captain?”


  “I’m serious, Haskell. Is it clear?”


  “It’s still snowing, Captain, just as it was less than an hour ago when you left.”


  Lamoureux grunted. “You may be interested to know that it hasn’t snowed here at all.”


  He cut off Haskell’s astonished voice, and turned to the others, who now seemed a little uneasy. The unexpected changes in the weather were a little too much for them.


  “Now that it’s cleared up, we should be able to find that mountain. We’ll spread out just a little, but not too far. For all we know, it may start to snow again. Carvalho, you take your group off to the left—”


  Sprott whispered, “Captain!”


  “Yes?”


  “Isn’t that a Mercurian?”


  LAMOUREUX stared Where Sprott had pointed. About a half mile away, a small gray creature, looking, as McCracken had reported, like a penguin, but with a broader face and no bill to speak of, was standing motionless.


  “Sprott, you and Marsden go over to that thing. Be as friendly as you know how. Smile, grin, stand on your head if you have to, but don’t scare it away. Try to induce it to follow you here. Maybe we’ll finally get some of that information about Kalinoff we’re looking for.”


  Sprott and Marsden were approaching the Mercurian cautiously. Several hundred yards away, they stopped and spread their arms in what was evidently meant to be a gesture of good will.


  The Mercurian remained motionless. Not until the men had come within thirty feet of it did it give a sign of life. Then it took a step toward them.


  As Lamoureux watched, the two men spoke a few words. The Mercurian did not respond, but when they turned around and moved away, it followed slowly.


  Seen from close at hand, the Mercurian did not so greatly resemble a penguin. To begin with, it had no wings, and no arms either. It lacked a bill altogether, but had instead a small mouth that seemed crammed with teeth. Its two eyes were slanted, which gave it an appearance of slyness. There were two round tufted ears. It moved forward not by waddling, but with a smooth roller-coaster gait that was the result of its moving its four legs forward one after the other.


  Sprott reported, “It seems hurt.”


  There was, in fact, a grayish wound on the Mercurian’s chest. Lamoureux didn’t know enough about Mercurian physiology to hazard a guess as to what would be the best treatment; and, therefore, decided to leave well enough alone. But, according to Kalinoff, the Mercurians were intelligent. He wondered if the screwball explorer had taught this one any of the Earth languages.


  “Can you speak English?”


  The Mercurian stared at him with its sly expression and said nothing.


  “Parlez-vous francais? Sprechen sie Deutsch?”


  The men were grinning now, and Lamoureux felt his face growing warm. He must look like a fool, trying to carry on a conversation with a bird.


  He asked, “Anybody here know Russian? Polish? Spanish?”


  HIS men supplied him with phrases in the languages he asked for, but the Mercurian remained unresponsive.


  McCracken ventured, “He don’t look very bright to me, Captain. I can’t understand why Kalinoff said they were intelligent.”


  “Maybe,” suggested Sprott, “it’s because they just stand there looking wise and don’t say anything.”


  Lamoureux shook his head. “Kalinoff wouldn’t be impressed by anybody’s just looking wise. And he wouldn’t be impressed by anybody’s, not saying anything. He ‘didn’t go for either stuffed shirts or strong silent men. That’s why I believe that this thing must have a language of its own, and a fairly decent brain.”


  The Mercurian closed its two eyes slowly, like a sleepy cat, and opened them again. Then it poked one of its four feet out from under its body and scratched on the ground.


  “He’s nuts,” decided McCracken. “Just scrabbling around.”


  “Hold it,” ordered Lamoureux, “I’m beginning to get this.”


  The Mercurian had scratched nine parallel lines, only a few of them visible on the rocky ground. Now it scratched other lines, perpendicular to these.


  Lamoureux barked, “A checkerboard! That’s what it is! Has anybody got one?”


  Marsden had a pocket chess set. He took it out. The Mercurian’s eyes brightened. It sat down suddenly on the hard ground.


  “I’ll be damned,” said Lamoureux. “He wants to play a game. Go ahead, Marsden. Entertain our guest.”


  The men were grinning again. Marsden squatted down on the ground and began to set up the men. The Mercurian stretched out two of its paws—three-fingered affairs, the fingers almost human—and seized one white chessman and one black. It hid the paws behind its back, then held them out again.


  Marsden chose the white, and moved forward the queen’s pawn. The Mercurian countered and the game was on.


  It was Kalinoff who must have taught this creature the game, and, if it did nothing else, the incident showed that the explorer was just as screwy as ever, and probably alive somewhere on the planet. Or did it merely show that he had been alive? Lamoureux, undecided, watched the curious battle of wits.


  Half an hour later, Marsden, thoroughly beaten, demanded, “Who says this thing isn’t intelligent?”


  III


  THE Mercurian was sitting up, wagging its head from side to side as if waiting for approbation. But Lamoureux, quite sure now that it wouldn’t or couldn’t talk, wouldn’t have given a damn if it had beaten every champion on Earth. In addition, he was bothered by the fact that it was snowing again.


  The flakes had just begun to fall, large and feathery, and Lamoureux himself soon had a powdered look. Most of the other men were still gathered around the Mercurian. But one of them, Sprott, came over to Lamoureux and glanced up at the sky as if puzzled.


  “It’s following us around, Captain.”


  “What is?”


  “The snow, sir.”


  “Don’t be silly, Sprott. We just happen to have run into a streak of bad weather.”


  Sprott went on stubbornly, “It looks funny to me. First it rains and snows for ten days around the ship. But it doesn’t rain, or at least it doesn’t snow, here. An hour after we get to this place, though, it starts coming down.”


  Lamoureux brushed some of the white flakes off his shoulders. “All right, Sprott, suppose you are right. It is following us around. That’s no reason to alarm the other men, is it?”


  “I guess not, sir . . . I won’t say a word. But there’s something else I wanted to speak to you, about, sir. It’s McCracken.”


  “You believe he’s responsible for the snow?”


  Sprott looked astonished. “I don’t mean that, sir. I don’t see how he could be.”


  “I do. He shot a Mercurian. I have an idea that they’re the ones who are causing the peculiar weather we’ve been having.”


  “Why would they do that, sir?”


  “Well, Kalinoff didn’t mention seeing any weapons among them, so we’ve always assumed they had none. But suppose the weather was their weapon. It’s a very effective one, Sprott. They’ve made things damnably unpleasant for us.”


  “How can they make rain where there isn’t any, Captain? I know that rainmakers on Earth have had some success. But all they do is get the rain to fall near where it would have fallen anyway. They may make it precipitate a few hours before it would have otherwise, but that’s all. Here there weren’t any clouds to start with.”


  Lamoureux admitted, “I don’t know how the trick is done, Sprott. But I agree with you that the snow is following us around, and I’m sure that the trick is done.”


  SPROTT was silent a moment. Then he said, “And you think, sir, it’s all because McCracken shot one of them?”


  “They evidently believe in the principle of the rain falling on the just and unjust alike. And the same thing goes for the snow.”


  Sprott said doubtfully, “I’m not sure about that, sir. But I do know that McCracken is up to something. He’s been getting some queer noises on his receiver.”


  “Such as Haskell singing lullabies from the ship?”


  “Nothing as unpleasant as that, Captain. They’re just a series of sounds, some a little longer than others. Da, da, da-a-a, da—that sort of thing.”


  Lamoureux asked, “When did you hear them?”


  “About ten minutes ago. McCracken doesn’t know anything about chess, and neither do I, so we both wandered away after the first ten minutes. McCracken said he had an idea where those mountains were.”


  Lamoureux’s eyes narrowed. “Those noises are undoubtedly a message. I seem to remember that some centuries back there was a code invented by a man named Morris. That’s it, the Morris code. But where could such a message have come from?”


  Sprott shook his head. “I couldn’t say, sir. There’s supposed to be no one but Kalinoff on Mercury, and his radio set doesn’t work. Could the message have been sent from Earth?”


  “Impossible, Sprott. That set will hardly get more than twelve thousand miles.”


  Sprott looked uncomfortable. “Then maybe what I heard wasn’t a message at all, sir.”


  “I think it was. Does McCracken know you overheard him?”


  “I don’t think so, sir.”


  “Then don’t let him know that we suspect anything wrong. Come to think of it, McCracken never seems to act quite as stupid as he pretends to be. I shouldn’t be surprised if, when he shot that Mercurian, he understood very well what he was doing.”


  “You believe, sir, that he deliberately tried to cause trouble? Why would he do that?”


  “I don’t know,” said Lamoureux slowly.


  That wasn’t the whole truth. He didn’t know, but he certainly could make a shrewd guess. All along, his chief reason for fearing delay on this expedition had been that Kalinoff might die before he could get to him. Now there was another reason for fearing delay. Suppose there were another expedition on the way to rescue Kalinoff. And suppose McCracken was secretly in the pay of the people behind that expedition, and doing everything possible to sabotage this one.


  Lamoureux nodded to himself. That was probably it. The first thing, then, was to get the radio set from McCracken.


  BIG Muscles, as the other men had nicknamed McCracken, was a few hundred feet away, staring off into the distance. What else he could see besides snow, Lamoureux couldn’t guess. He yelled, “Hey, McCracken!”


  “Coming, Captain.”


  McCracken took a few tentative steps, broke into a short run, and then made a leap that carried him seventy-five feet through the, air, past where Lamoureux was standing. He ended up at attention, his hand raised in a military salute.


  Lamoureux frowned. Knowing what he did about McCracken, this attempt to seem carefree, childish, and perhaps a little stupid impressed him unfavorably. He said, “McCracken, I’m taking you out of Carvalho’s group and putting you into my own. I may need some strong-arm work and you’re just the man for it.”


  “I sure am, Captain.”


  “Seeing as I already have a radio, you may as well turn yours over to Carvalho.”


  McCracken seemed a trifle less eager. “It’s rather heavy, Captain. If you’d like, I’d carry it for you just the same.”


  “I prefer to have my own where I can get at it whenever the need arises. Turn yours over to Carvalho, McCracken.”


  “Yes, sir. Meanwhile, I want to report, sir, that from where I was standing when you called to me, I think I could see those mountains.”


  Lamoureux had his doubts, but he kept them to himself. “Good,” he said briefly. “We’ll get going.”


  He called the men together again and gave them their marching orders. Whether the Mercurian understood what he said, Lamoureux didn’t know. At any rate, it went along willingly.


  They reached the place where McCracken had been standing, and Lamoureux stared where Big Muscles pointed. There were two mountains rising off in the distance, barely visible through the snow, and there was certainly a saddleback ridge between them. The only trouble was that one of the mountains was almost twice the height of the other. Kalinoff had reported them as approximately the same height.


  “That doesn’t fit Kalinoff’s description.”


  McCracken said, “Maybe he looked at them from a different angle, sir. Then they might have seemed the same height.”


  “If he looked at them from a different angle, the ridge would no longer seem saddlebacked.”


  “That’s true, sir. But then you know, sir, Kalinoff is a screwball—”


  Lamoureux found this a little hard to take from a man he suspected of quietly trying to stab him in the back. But he continued to hide his feelings. “That’s as may be, McCracken, but he’s not cockeyed. These aren’t the mountains he described. Still, we may as well approach them. We may be able to get a good view from the top of the taller one.”


  THEY moved onward again. A quarter of an hour’s marching took them to the edge of the falling snow. As they walked further, the air became completely clear, and Lamoureux could see the mountains without straining his eyes. There was no doubt about it. They were not the mountains Kalinoff had described.


  The Mercurian horizon was not so far away as the more familiar horizon of Earth, and it was a little difficult for Lamoureux to estimate distances. Still, the foothills of the mountains could not be more than twenty miles away. For the past day, little more than the rim of the Sun had been visible above the horizon, and while the peaks were ablaze with scarlet and golden colors, only the higher one was out of the shadow to any considerable extent. The saddlebacked ridge itself was a vague outline of dull black.


  The snow did not catch up with them until four or five hours later, when they stopped to prepare a meal and rest. Then it began to fall gently after they had been in the same place for three-quarters of an hour. By now, Lamoureux was sure that it was the Mercurians who were to blame. He still wondered how they did it.


  The one they had come across had remained with them, and Lamoureux found it harder than ever to regard the creature as intelligent. All the thing had done was walk and play chess. Lamoureux had a low opinion of chess players, even when they were fairly human. He had an even lower opinion of trained animals. This Mercurian fell, in his estimation, somewhere between.


  They were no more than a mile or two from the foothills of the larger mountain by now, and the saddlebacked ridge loomed several hundred feet into the air. Unfortunately, the snow was between it and them, and prevented them from gaining too clear a view. Lamoureux wondered if the snow would keep up even at the top of the mountain, and damned McCracken again for shooting that Mercurian. And then he discovered that McCracken’s feats of arms were not yet ended. McCracken was at that very moment aiming at some target that Lamoureux could not see.


  Lamoureux sprang to his feet. “Don’t shoot, you fool!”


  He was a little too late. The noise of the explosion rang out. McCracken said, “Sorry, sir, I didn’t hear you until my finger had already squeezed the trigger. But I wasn’t trying to hit anything that was alive. There was something that looked like a rock on that ridge—”


  The words died away in his throat. Lamoureux lifted his eyes and saw something hovering in front of them, high in the air. It had eyes and a mouth and, from these features, he knew that it was a huge head, as large as a fair-sized house. There was a long, interminable stretch of neck behind it, and somewhere in the rear he felt sure was a monstrous body. But he wasted no time searching for that.


  The eyes were staring at the men unblinkingly. These eyes alone were bigger than the men were. Then the neck stretched out and the head came poking down.


  LAMOUREUX turned and ran. It had been years since he had done much physical exercise, but he made up for them now. Then, too, as the captain of the expedition, he felt that the men might expect a certain amount of leadership from him; it was with some dismay that he discovered that all the rest were ahead of him. Picking up speed, he passed Sprott, then Marsden, and then Gronski. Ahead of him someone stumbled, and Lamoureux wasted a precious second helping the man to his feet.


  The huge head opened, and a roar that almost knocked out his eardrums vibrated through Lamoureux’s body. The ground shook under him. That meant that the whole creature, whatever it was, was coming after them. Gronski and Sprott passed him as if someone had stuck a needle into them, and Lamoureux, sobbing for breath, tripped over a rock and plunged headlong.


  The ground beside him trembled as if it were being rocked by a series of quakes. A deep shadow fell over him, and Lamoureux tried to dig his prone body into the ground and not breathe. From far ahead, a scream of terror split the air.


  Then the quakes and the shadow had passed, and Lamoureux dared to lift his head. Far ahead, he could make out the gigantic neck stretching into the air, its outline already vague through the falling snow. A few feet away from him lay Gronski, and a little further on McCracken.


  None of the other men were in sight.


  The valiant McCracken, his rifle still clutched to him, was aiming at the vanishing figure. Lamoureux said, “Don’t bother, McCracken. You’ve already done enough harm.”


  “I just thought I’d get a shot at him, sir, while he was excited. He wouldn’t know where it came from.”


  “He knew the first time. Don’t bother, I say. You can’t hurt him, and he can do plenty to you.”


  “All right, Captain.” Lamoureux brushed some of the snow off him and tried to catch his breath. “McCracken, if you’re really anxious to play with your gun, you may fire into the air. Five times.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  McCracken fired, and they waited. Lamoureux said, “I hope nobody was hurt. I don’t think any of them, if they’re alive, are too far away to hear those shots. We’ll wait for them to assemble here and then start out for those mountains again.”


  “Yes, sir. Except, Captain, that it may be a little difficult—”


  “What’ll be difficult?”


  “Finding those mountains. They just don’t look the same.”


  Lamoureux stared. The mountains stretched into the air exactly the same as before, the same scarlet and gold colors glowing on their peaks, the same shadows on their sides. But the saddlebacked ridge between them—


  Lamoureux looked again. The entire ridge was gone.


  IV


  THE snow fell as steadily as ever while Lamoureux waited for the men to assemble. Only two were missing now—Terrill and Carvalho. McCracken had fired again and again into the air, but these two had not returned.


  Lamoureux decided finally, “It looks as if they’re not coming. Gronski, you take over for Carvalho. You’ll stay here in charge of his group while the rest of us climb the mountain.”


  McCracken said, “You want me to come with you, don’t you, Captain?”


  “I certainly do. I’m curious to know what in hell way of ruining this expedition you’ll think of next.”


  “Aw, now, Captain, that isn’t fair. How was I to know that whole ridge was one big animal? You wouldn’t have believed it yourself. Something over five hundred feet high, with a neck even longer. We’re not used to them that big on Earth. Here the gravity’s less, so it’s okay. But even Kalinoff—”


  “Don’t talk to me about Kalinoff,” said Lamoureux fiercely. “He’s as bad as you. That screwball!”


  “We’re still trying to find him, aren’t we, Captain?”


  “Sure, we’re trying to find him, but how can we expect to do it?” Was it his imagination, or did McCracken seem pleased? Lamoureux didn’t care. He Went on, very bitterly, “He starts off by telling us that the Mercurians are intelligent. You saw how intelligent they were. Where’s that specimen we had?”


  “He got lost in the shuffle,” reported Gronski.


  “It’s just as well. Kalinoff tells us of a landmark—two mountains with a saddlebacked ridge between them. The ridge runs away, and our landmark isn’t a landmark any more. Then there’s the weather—no rain, no hail, no snow. Nothing but pure fresh air and nice clean sunshine.” He kicked at a snowdrift. “What’s this thing supposed to be, a mirage?”


  McCracken said, “I know how you feel, Captain. But about this mountain now—do you really think we ought to climb it?”


  “Why not?”


  “You can’t see the top from here on account of the snow. It’s coming down in bigger flakes than ever now. That means you can’t see here from the top. And as the only reason we want to climb it is to take a look around—”


  “We’ll climb it anyway. Maybe it isn’t snowing as hard on the other side.”


  THEY started off then, with Lamoureux barely keeping a tight enough grip on his feelings to prevent his talking to himself. The mountain was steep, but the gravity here being low, it was easy enough to climb. McCracken demonstrated how easy it was by running up it full speed. Lamoureux let him go, hoping that he would break his neck, but McCracken’s luck was too good. All he did was start a gentle landslide that almost buried everybody else.


  As they rose, they got more and more of the Sun’s rays and the temperature went up slightly. The snow turned to rain, drenching them to the skin, and they climbed all the faster, anxious to get the job over with.


  At the top, the rain had died down to a faint drizzle. Lamoureux, looking off into the distance, could see as through a veil a range of sky-piercing mountains, their peaks gleaming in the Sun, their roots cleft with deep shadowed valleys. Between almost every pair of mountains was a saddlebacked ridge.


  “Landmarks,” commented Lamoureux sourly. “To hell with them.”


  “I told you it would be a waste of time, Captain.”


  “Not in the least, McCracken. After all, you might have broken your neck.”


  They started down again, and in a half hour were back at the line where the rain changed to snow. Another hour took them to Gronski again.


  Lamoureux shook his head. “No sign of Kalinoff.”


  “What do we do now?”


  “We go back to the ship and carry on from there. I don’t know what steps we’ll take after that, but at least we’ll get back to shelter, out of this snow.”


  “Which way is the ship?”


  “That,” said Lamoureux, “is one question we can find the answer to.” He spoke into his radio. “Haskell!”


  Haskell was alert. “Yes, Captain.”


  “Keep your radio beam going. We’re depending on it for direction.”


  “Sure, Captain.”


  Lamoureux snapped off the sending set. “Now let’s get moving, before we freeze to death.”


  The return trip was a slow one. Their spirits were all low, even McCracken’s. Lamoureux pictured the return to Earth, the eager, and then disappointed, reception, and the wave of ridicule that would follow their account of the difficulties they had encountered.


  They stopped once to eat. Lamoureux estimated that they had supplies for another two and a half months left in the ship, not counting what would be needed for the return journey. They might as well stay here until those supplies were used up. They might possibly find Kalinoff in those two and a half months, although, with the Twilight Zone of the whole planet to look in, and no decent clues, not to mention the difficulties caused by the snow, the chances were none too bright. Nevertheless, they would have to do their best.


  The meal came to an end, and they started off again. They had gone only a few hundred yards, when Lamoureux noticed something wrong.


  “Haskell!”


  There was no reply. Haskell’s radio beam had been shut off.


  THIS was a little too much. Lamoureux let loose a streak of profanity that had even McCracken staring at him in awe. Then they started out again, trying, through the falling snow, and over the rocky ground, to keep in as straight a line as possible toward the ship. Lamoureux managed to sustain his spirits only by thinking of what he would do to his cook.


  Two hours later, he had an opportunity to put his plan into practice. For out of the snow there emerged Haskell, and the men who had been left with him at the ship. Haskell started to run toward Lamoureux the moment he caught sight of the other group.


  “Here we are, Captain! We came as fast as we could!”


  Lamoureux’s eyes were almost as cold as the snow. “How thoughtful of you.”


  “Who else is hurt, Captain?”


  “Nobody’s hurt, but somebody is going to be.”


  Haskell looked surprised. “I don’t get it. You told me to come as fast as I could, and you said that eight of the men were badly injured.”


  “I told you?”


  “Yes, sir. I thought you were hurt yourself, sir. Your voice sounded hoarse.”


  Lamoureux’s jaws were clenched together so tightly in his effort to maintain his self-control that his teeth hurt. He unclenched them. “I don’t quite understand you, Haskell. My voice is as melodious as ever. Something else is strange, too. You ask who else is hurt.”


  “Yes, sir. We ran across Terrill a little while ago. He got brushed by the tail of some animal and was walking around in a real daze.”


  “How do you suppose we’re walking? At any rate, I’m glad you found him. See any signs of Carvalho?”


  “No, sir. We left the radio beam on to guide you—”


  “What’s that? You’re sure you left it on?”


  “Positive, sir.”


  “Well, someone has turned it off! Someone—Oh, my God!”


  It was so damn simple, and he had never even thought of it. Carvalho was the man. Carvalho was shrewd and quiet, a man who could keep his intentions to himself and wreck an expedition without so much as being suspected. Subconsciously, Lamoureux hadn’t quite believed in McCracken’s guilt, despite the seeming evidence against him. McCracken had too genuine a love of horseplay, and of childish showing off.


  These things were hard to pretend. You didn’t put snow down somebody’s back when you were plotting to leave him marooned on a deserted planet. And you didn’t impress people by making a seventy-five foot broad jump when you could impress them much more effectively by condemning them to slow death.


  ONCE he had thought of it. Lamoureux couldn’t doubt Carvalho had turned off the radio beam at the ship. By now the Astrolight was probably some where in space, possibly proceeding to some rendezvous with a rival expedition. Carvalho wouldn’t dare appear back on Earth as the lone passenger returning on Lamoureux’s ship. But he wouldn’t have to. He could set the Astrolight adrift, be “rescued” by the people who had employed him, and come back to tell of the dangers he had braved on Mercury.


  It all fitted in. Carvalho had been the one who had tried to hamper their work from the moment they had landed. When McCracken had shot that Mercuian—


  Lamoureux asked, “What happened then? Try to remember. McCracken scratched his head vigorously. “I think Carvalho saw this Mercurian and started to yell and run. I thought he was scared. That’s why I shot.”


  So Carvalho had really been responsible for the shooting. Lamoureux asked, “Why didn’t you report that Carvalho started to yell and run?”


  “Well, Captain, you don’t expect me to go around telling you things like that about another guy?”


  The words, “You fool,” had been on Lamoureux’s lips, but he bit them back. After all, who had been the bigger fool, McCracken or he himself, who had insisted that Carvalho get the radio? There was no doubt about the answer to that one.


  As for the occasion when the radio had begun to emit its mysterious code signals, the explanation for that was simple enough, too. The people who were in contact with Carvalho had sent their messages, not knowing whether strangers might be listening in, but not caring either. No one could make head or tail of the mysterious sounds but Carvalho. McCracken had, in fact, considered the noises a new strange form of static that had interefered when he tried to talk to Haskell.


  Lamoureux felt like asking McCracken to kick him in the pants. As that would have been bad for discipline, he substituted an order to get started back toward the ship. There was the faintest of chances that Carvalho had delayed, or had been forced by some accident to delay, his departure back to Earth.


  It was snowing harder than ever now, and it was difficult for Lamoureux to see more than fifty feet ahead of him. The rim of the Sun was blotted out so thoroughly that it was almost as dark as on a moonless night. Nevertheless he pressed on doggedly.


  It was not until six hours later, after he and the men had been wandering around aimlessly for a long enough time to have reached the ship and returned, that he admitted to himself that they were lost.


  V


  NOT that it mattered a great deal. Lamoureux realized perfectly well that by this time the Astrolight was on its return journey to Earth. All the same, it was disheartening to know that he was so completely unable to find his way about on this planet.


  The question now was what to do. They had little enough food, and not too much in the way of other supplies. They would have to live off the planet until some kind of rescue expedition had been organized to save them. If Kalinoff had done it, they could, too. Lamoureux’s face burned as he pictured himself striding over to Kalinoff, staring at the man solemnly, and uttering those historic words, “Dr. Livingston, I presume.” That was one scene that would never take place.


  It was growing colder by the hour. That meant that they would have to move over toward the Hot Side before the Sun sank beneath the horizon altogether.


  McCracken, the most cheerful of the lot, had a glum face as he asked, “What do we do now, Captain?”


  “First we eat, McCracken. Then we move toward the Sun. Just one word, McCracken. You like to shoot?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Save your bullets. I have an idea we’re going to need them before this little adventure of ours is finished.”


  Then Lamoureux sat down on a snowy rock,” leaned back, and thought everything over. It was improbable now that any of his kids would ever get to Lunar Tech. Well, that wasn’t anything to be sorry about. The life of ease and luxury of the place had ruined more than one promising youngster. His wife would have to get along with a single robot. It would do her good to wait on the family for a change. As for his relatives—to hell with them. Let them find somebody else to sponge on.


  He was busy with these cheerful reflections when he heard McCracken shout, “Hey!”


  A figure loomed out of the snow ahead.


  The figure paused and stared at Lamoureaux.


  McCracken yelled, “Hey, Captain!”


  The figure came forward, bowed, and showed its teeth. “M Stanley, I presume?”


  LOOKING back at it later, Lamoureux decided that this was the most mortifying moment of his life. He had been sent to save Kalinoff.


  Instead, Kalinoff had save him.


  It was the screwball explorer of course. Lamoureux recognize him at once. Kalinoff was a shrimp, a fraction of an inch below five feet in height, and he had a face like a monkey’s. Having taken a good look at him, Lamoureux felt, “My God, is this what we’ve been trying to rescue?”


  Kalinoff was not alone. He was accompanied by a pair of penguin-like Mercurians, who looked just as sly and acted with as little intelligence as the one they had previously encountered. Lamoureux had no idea how Kalino had managed to get along wit them.


  Kalinoff, it seemed, was angry “Why in hell,” he demanded “didn’t you have sense enough to return to the ship?”


  Lamoureux stared.


  “You mean the Astrolight still here?”


  “Of course it’s here. And the radio beam is on.”


  “You’re sure—the beam is on?”


  “Of all the nitwits to let loose on an unfriendly planet, you’re about the worst. I’ve just told you it’s on, haven’t I? It’s been on for the past two hours.”


  Lamoureux swallowed hard. “And Carvalho?”


  “There’s a man who I assume is Carvalho. He’s tied up. I’ve got a couple of friends watching him to make sure he doesn’t get away.”


  “Friends?”


  “Like these.” Kalinoff indicated the Mercurians. “Come on. I’d like to get back to Earth. There’s a girl I’ve got to see.”


  “But who—what happened to Carvalho?”


  “He seemed anxious to leave, so I pushed my fist down his throat. Incidentally, there was a radio going, with a code message.”


  “Short distance, radio?”


  “Interplanetary. The ship’s hull acted as a receiver, naturally. You could get the message anywhere on the planet by arranging a short distance automatic rebroadcast.”


  “So that’s what Carvalho did.”


  “If I’m late this time,” said Kalinoff worriedly, “she and I are finished. She’s willing to put up with dates six months in advance, but there’s a limit, and I’ve been late too often. And she’s too nice to lose. Get a move on, quick.”


  Lamoureux, in a daze, complied. They were only an hour’s journey from the ship, and, under Kalinoff’s urging, they made it in forty minutes. Carvalho, looking terrified of the two Mercurians who were standing over him with their teeth showing, yelled, “Help!”


  “Never mind him,” Kalinoff ordered. “Hop into the ship.”


  “But what are we going to do with him?”


  “Well, what’s he been up to?”


  LAMOUREUX explained briefly, and Kalinoff grunted. “You fellows are a bunch of screwballs, setting out on an expedition like this without proper equipment and proper information about Mercury.” At the word “screwballs,” Lamoureux winced, but remained silent. Maybe it was deserved. Kalinoff went on, “As for Carvalho, that’s simple. Leave him behind. He intended to maroon you, didn’t he? Maroon him instead. But first, let him send one interplanetary radio message to his friends.”


  “In code? We won’t know what it is!”


  Kalinoff grinned. “We’ll leave his punishment up to him. Suppose he reports you’ve found me. Then his pals won’t come for him, and he’s going to stay here indefinitely.”


  “What if he reports you haven’t been found?”


  “Then they come for him, discover he’s a liar, and there’s hell to pay. Either way, he’s in for a lousy time.”


  “They’ll murder him.”


  “Oh, no. We’ll let them know that we’re’ reporting the facts of the case to the Interplanetary Commission. They’d never dare commit murder.”


  Lamoureux objected doubtfully, “Wouldn’t the Mercurians kill him?”


  “If he treats them right, they’ll treat him right. They’re not as intelligent –as I thought at first—maybe you’ve discovered that—but they have their points.”


  “They’re wonderful chess players.”


  “Fair,” said Kalinoff critically. “Only fair. I always beat them, but then, naturally, I’m very good. Maybe that’s why they admire me. They have great mathematical abilities, and they can visualize well, but their language is primitive and in some ways they’re halfwits. There have been plenty of mathematical prodigies on Earth just like them—wonders at calculating, and fools at everything else. To hell with them. Let’s get started.”


  “Wait a minute, Kalinoff. What about those huge beasts? Won’t they be dangerous to Carvalho?”


  “Oh, them.” Kalinoff chuckled. “I certainly gave you some off-beam instructions before that radio of mine went on the blink. I really thought at first that those two mountains I described with the saddlebacked ridge between them would make a good landmark. Two days afterward, I discovered that the ridges were living creatures. The things have a habit of sheltering themselves from the Sun between a pair of mountains. They wrap their necks around their bodies, tuck their heads beside them, and you’d never know they were alive: They don’t move for days at a time.”


  “But when they do move—”


  “Leave them alone, and they leave you alone.”


  THE Captain asked, “What about the rain and snow?”


  “I may as well clear this up once and for all. The rain and snow were my doing. After I had told you to rely on the Mercurians and described the landmark, I discovered that the Mercurian were nitwits and the landmark a false alarm. That meant that, once you landed, you’d never find me except by accident. That put it up to me to find you.


  “As you may have heard, normally there’s no such thing as rain or snow on Mercury. But there is water. And there is a continual process of transfer going on. The water flows through subterranean channels to the Hot Side, evaporates, and is carried over in the air to the Cold Side. There it deposits on the ground eventually as ice, melts, and goes through the whole process again.”


  “Why doesn’t it rain?”


  “Because there’s no dust in Mercury’s air. The absence of a rapidly alternating day and night means that the air doesn’t circulate on the same scale as on Earth. Practically no wind, combined with little erosion, means little dust. The water-laden air cools off and becomes super-satuated at the Twilight Zone. But there are no clouds, and there’s no precipitation because the water needs either dust or ions to condense on. In a Wilson cloud chamber, an experimenter furnishes it with ions. Here on Mercury I furnished it with dust.


  “I gave the Mercurians rifles and explosive bullets, and taught them to shoot into the air. It was quite a job, but they learned. The explosion spreads a cloud of dust, the water condenses, and you have rain or snow, depending on the temperature. I impressed it upon their brains, such as they are, that the presence of human beings calls for a Fourth of July celebration—shooting into the air.


  And there you are. I had the occurrence of rain and snow reported to me, moved toward wherever the snow was thickest, and found the ship.”


  “Another thing—”


  “I’ve talked enough. That dame won’t wait forever. Which will it be, Carvalho, the Lady or the Tiger?”


  They listened in curiosity as Carvalho, tight-lipped, tapped out a short message in code. They didn’t ask him what it was.


  As the Astrolight drove upward away from Mercury, Lamoureux had one last glimpse of the Mercurians shooting into the air. The snow was coming down in enormous flakes two inches across, and Carvalho, staring after the ship, was shivering and cursing. After they reported the facts to the Interplanetary Commission, a ship would be sent to pick him up—but it might take some time.


  “Let me tell you about this dame,” said Kalinoff. Lamoureux listened patiently, got out his contract, and waited, with pen ready, for the interplanetary screwball’s signature.


  BRIGHTSIDE CROSSING


  Alan E. Nourse


  The price has always been a life for a bit of knowledge—why should it change now?


  JAMES BARON was not pleased to hear that he had had a visitor when he reached the Red Lion that evening. He had no stomach for mysteries, vast or trifling, and there were pressing things to think about at this time. Yet the doorman had flagged him as he came in from the street: “A thousand pardons, Mr. Baron. The gentleman—he would leave no name. He said you’d want to see him. He will be back by eight.” Baron drummed his fingers on the table top, staring about the quiet lounge. Street trade was discouraged at the Red Lion, gently but persuasively; the patrons were few in number. Across to the right was a group that Baron knew vaguely—Andean climbers, or at least two of them were. Over near the door he recognized old Balmer, who had mapped the first passage to the core of Vulcan Crater on Venus. Baron returned his smile with a nod. Then he settled back and waited impatiently for the intruder who demanded his time without justifying it.


  Presently a small, grizzled man crossed the room and sat down at Baron’s table. He was short and wiry. His face held no key to his age—he might have been thirty or a thousand—but he looked weary and immensely ugly. His cheeks and forehead were twisted and brown, with scars that were still healing.


  The stranger said, “I’m glad you waited. I’ve heard you’re planning to attempt the Brightside.”


  Baron stared at the man for a moment. “I see you can read telecasts,” he said coldly. “The news was correct. We are going to make a Brightside Crossing.”


  “At perihelion?”


  “Of course. When else?”


  THE grizzled man searched Baron’s face for a moment without expression. Then he said slowly, “No, I’m afraid you’re not going to make the Crossing.”


  “Say, who are you, if you don’t mind?” Baron demanded.


  “The name is Claney,” said the stranger.


  There was a silence. Then:


  “Claney? Peter Claney?”


  “That’s right.”


  Baron’s eyes were wide with excitement, all trace of anger gone. “My God, man—where have you been hiding? We’ve been trying to contact you for months!”


  “I know. I was hoping you’d quit looking and chuck the whole idea.”


  “Quit looking!” Baron bent forward over the table. “My friend, we’d given up hope, but we’ve never quit looking. Here, have a drink. There’s so much you can tell us.” His fingers were trembling.


  Peter Claney shook his head. “I can’t tell you anything you want to hear.”


  “But you’ve got to. You’re the only man on Earth who’s attempted a Brightside Crossing and lived through it! And the story you cleared for the news—it was nothing. We need details. Where did your equipment fall down? Where did you miscalculate? What were the trouble spots?” Baron jabbed a finger at Claney’s face. “That, for instance—epithelioma? Why? What was wrong with your glass? Your filters? We’ve got to know those things. If you can tell us, we can make it across where your attempt failed—”


  “You want to know why we failed?” asked Claney.


  “Of course we want to know. We have to know.”


  “It’s simple. We failed because it can’t be done. We couldn’t do it and neither can you. No human beings will ever cross the Brightside alive, not if they try for centuries.”


  “Nonsense,” Baron declared. “We will.”


  Claney shrugged. “I was there. I know what I’m saying. You can blame the equipment or the men—there were flaws in both quarters—but we just didn’t know what we were fighting. It was the planet that whipped us, that and the Sun. They’ll whip you, too, if you try it.”


  “Never,” said Baron.


  “Let me tell you,” Peter Claney said.


  I’D BEEN interested in the Brightside for almost as long as I can remember (Claney said). I guess I was about ten when Wyatt and Carpenter made the last attempt—that was in 2082, I think. I followed the news stories like a tri-V serial and then I was heartbroken when they just disappeared.


  I know now that they were a pair of idiots, starting off without proper equipment, with practically no knowledge of surface conditions, without any charts—they couldn’t have made a hundred miles, snowflakes in hell—but I didn’t know that then and it was a terrible tragedy. After that, I followed Sanderson’s work in the Twilight Lab up there and began to get Brightside into my blood, sure as death.


  But it was Mikuta’s idea to attempt a Crossing. Did you ever know Tom Mikuta? I don’t suppose you did. No, not Japanese—Polish-American. He was a major in the Interplanetary Service for some years and hung onto the title after he gave up his commission.


  He was with Armstrong on Mars during his Service days, with a good deal of the original mapping and surveying for the Colony to his credit. I first met him on Venus; we spent five years together up there doing some of the nastiest exploring since the Matto Grasso. Then he made the attempt on Vulcan Crater that paved the way for Balmer a few years later.


  I’d always liked the Major—he was big and quiet and cool, the sort of guy who always had things figured a little further ahead than anyone else and always knew what to do in a tight place. Too many men in this game are all nerve and luck, with no judgment. The Major had both. He also had the kind of personality that could take a crew of wild men and make them work like a well-oiled machine across a thousand miles of Venus jungle. I liked him and I trusted him.


  He contacted me in New York and he was very casual at first. We spent an evening here at the Red Lion, talking about old times; he told me about the Vulcan business, and how he’d been out to see Sanderson and the Twilight Lab on Mercury, and how he preferred a hot trek to a cold one any day of the year—and then he wanted to know what I’d been doing since Venus and what my plans were.


  “No particular plans,” I told him. “Why?”


  HE LOOKED me over. “How much do you weigh, Peter?” I told him one-thirty-five. “That much!” he said. “Be damned. Well, there can’t be much fat on you, at any rate. How do you take heat?”


  “You should know,” I said. “Venus was no icebox.”


  “No, I mean real heat.”


  Then I began to get it. “You’re planning a trip.”


  “That’s right. A hot trip.” He grinned at me. “Might be dangerous, too.”


  “What trip?”


  “Brightside of Mercury,” the Major said.


  I whistled cautiously. “Aphelion?”


  He threw his head back. “Why try a Crossing at Aphelion? What have you done then? Four thousand miles of butcherous heat, just to have some joker come along, use your data and drum you out of the glory by crossing at perihelion forty-four days later? No, thanks. I want the Brightside without any nonsense about it.” He leaned across me eagerly. “I want to make a Crossing at perihelion and I want to cross on the surface. If a man can do that, he’s got Mercury. Until then, nobodys got Mercury. I want Mercury—but I’ll need help getting it.”


  I’d thought of it a thousand times and never dared consider it. Nobody had, since Wyatt and Carpenter disappeared. Mercury turns on its axis in the same time that it wheels around the Sun, which means that the Brightside is always facing in. That makes the Brightside of Mercury at perihelion the hottest place in the Solar System, with one single exception: the surface of the Sun itself.


  It would be a hellish trek. Only a few men had ever learned just how hellish and they never came back to tell about it. It was a real hell’s Crossing, but someday somebody would cross it.


  I wanted to be along.


  THE TWILIGHT LAB, near the northern pole of Mercury, was the obvious jumping-off place. The setup there wasn’t very extensive—a rocket landing, the labs and quarters for Sanderson’s crew sunk deep into the crust, and the tower that housed the Solar ’scope that Sanderson had built up there ten years before.


  Twilight Lab wasn’t particularly interested in the Brightside, of course—the Sun was Sanderson’s baby and he’d picked Mercury as the closest chunk of rock to the Sun that could hold his observatory. He’d chosen a good location, too. On Mercury, the Brightside temperature hits 770° F. at perihelion and the Darkside runs pretty constant at -410° F. No permanent installation with a human crew could survive at either extreme. But with Mercury’s wobble, the twilight zone I between Brightside and Darkside offers something closer to survival temperatures.


  Sanderson built the Lab up near the pole, where the zone is about 5 miles wide, so the temperature only varies 50 to 60 degrees with the libration. The Solar ’scope could take that much change and they’d get good clear observation of the Sun for about 70 out of the 88 days it takes the planet to wheel around.


  The Major was counting on Sanderson knowing something about Mercury as well as the Sur when we camped at the Lab to make final preparations.


  Sanderson did. He thought we’d lost our minds and he said so, but he gave us all the help he could. He spent a week briefing Jack Stone, the third member of our party, who had arrived with the supplies and equipment a few days earlier. Poor Jack met us at the rocket landing almost bawling, Sanderson had given him such a gloomy picture of what Brightside was like.


  Stone was a youngster—hardly 25, I’d say—but he’d been with the Major at Vulcan and had begged to join this trek. I had a funny feeling that Jack really didn’t care for exploring too much, but he thought Mikuta was God, followed him around like a puppy.


  It didn’t matter to me as long as he knew what he was getting in for. You don’t go asking people in this game why they do it—they’re liable to get awfully uneasy and none of them can ever give you an answer that makes sense. Anyway, Stone had borrowed three men from the Lab, and had the supplies and equipment all lined up when we got there, ready to check and test.


  WE DUG RIGHT in. With plenty of funds—tri-V money and some government cash the Major had talked his way around—our equipment was new and good. Mikuta had done the designing and testing himself, with a big assist from Sanderson. We had four Bugs, three of them the light pillow-tire models, with special lead-cooled cut-in engines when the heat set in, and one heavy-duty tractor model for pulling the sledges.


  The Major went over them like a kid at the circus. Then he said, “Have you heard anything from McIvers?”


  “Who’s he?” Stone wanted to know.


  “He’ll be joining us. He’s a good man—got quite a name for climbing, back home.” The Major turned to me. “You’ve probably heard of him.”


  I’d heard plenty of stories about Ted McIvers and I wasn’t too happy to hear that he was joining us. “Kind of a daredevil, isn’t he?”


  “Maybe. He’s lucky and skillful. Where do you draw the line? We’ll need plenty of both.”


  “Have you ever worked with him?” I asked.


  “No. Are you worried?”


  “Not exactly. But Brightside is no place to count on luck.” The Major laughed. “I don’t think we need to worry about McIvers. We understood each other when I talked up the trip to him and we’re going to need each other too much to do any fooling around.” He turned back to the supply list. “Meanwhile, let’s get this stuff listed and packed. We’ll need to cut weight sharply and our time is short. Sanderson says we should leave in three days.”


  Two days later, McIvers hadn’t arrived. The Major didn’t say much about it: Stone was getting edgy and so was I. We spent the second day studying charts of the Brightside, such as they were. The best available were pretty poor, taken from so far out that the detail dissolved into blurs on blow-up. They showed the biggest ranges of peaks and craters and faults, and that was all. Still, we could use them to plan a broad outline of our course.


  “This range here,” the Major said as we crowded around the board, “is largely inactive, according to Sanderson. But these to the south and west could be active. Seismograph tracings suggest a lot of activity in that region, getting worse down toward the equator—not only volcanic, but sub-surface shifting.”


  STONE NODDED. “Sanderson told me there was probably constant surface activity.”


  The Major shrugged. “Well, it’s treacherous, there’s no doubt of it. But the only way to avoid it is to travel over the Pole, which would lose us days and offer us no guarantee of less activity to the west. Now we might avoid some if we could find a pass through this range and cut sharp east—”


  It seemed that the more we considered the problem, the further we got from a solution. We knew there were active volcanoes on the Brightside—even on the Darkside, though surface activity there was pretty much slowed down and localized.


  But there were problems of atmosphere on Brightside, as well. There was an atmosphere and a constant atmospheric flow from Brightside to Darkside. Not much—the lighter gases had reached escape velocity and disappeared from Brightside millenia ago—but there was CO2, and nitrogen, and traces of other heavier gases. There was also an abundance of sulfur vapor, as well as carbon disulfide and sulfur dioxide.


  The atmospheric tide moved toward the Darkside, where it condensed, carrying enough volcanic ash with it for Sanderson to estimate the depth and nature of the surface upheavals on Brightside from his samplings. The trick was to find a passage that avoided those upheavals as far as possible. But in the final analysis, we were barely scraping the surface. The only way we would find out what was happening where was to be there.


  Finally, on the third day, McIvers blew in on a freight rocket from Venus. He’d missed the ship that the Major and I had taken by a few hours, and had conned his way to Venus in hopes of getting a hop from there. He didn’t seem too upset about it, as though this were his usual way of doing things and he couldn’t see why everyone should get so excited.


  He was a tall, rangy man with long, wavy hair prematurely gray, and the sort of eyes that looked like a climber’s—half-closed, sleepy, almost indolent, but capable of abrupt alertness. And he never stood still; he was always moving, always doing something with his hands, or talking, or pacing about.


  Evidently the Major decided not to press the issue of his arrival. There was still work to do, and an hour later we were running the final tests on the pressure suits. That evening, Stone and McIvers were thick as thieves, and everything was set for an early departure after we got some rest.


  “AND THAT,” said Baron, finishing his drink and signaling the waiter for another pair, “was your first big mistake.” Peter Claney raised his eyebrows. “McIvers?”


  “Of course.”


  Claney shrugged, glanced at the small quiet tables around them. “There are lots of bizarre personalities around a place like this, and some of the best wouldn’t seem to be the most reliable at first glance. Anyway, personality problems weren’t our big problem right then. Equipment worried us first and route next.”


  Baron nodded in agreement. “What kind of suits did you have?”


  “The best insulating suits ever made,” said Claney. “Each one had an inner lining of a fiberglass modification, to avoid the clumsiness of asbestos, and carried the refrigerating unit and oxygen storage which we recharged from the sledges every eight hours. Outer layer carried a monomolecular chrome reflecting surface that made us glitter like Christmas trees. And we had a half-inch dead-air space under positive pressure between the two layers. Warning thermocouples, of course—at 770 degrees, it wouldn’t take much time to fry us to cinders if the suits failed somewhere.”


  “How about the Bugs?”


  “They were insulated, too, but we weren’t counting on them too much for protection.”


  “You weren’t!” Baron exclaimed. “Why not?”


  “We’d be in and out of them too much. They gave us mobility and storage, but we knew we’d have to do a lot of forward work on foot.” Claney smiled bitterly. “Which meant that we had an inch of fiberglass and a half-inch of dead air between us and a surface temperature where lead flowed like water and zinc was almost at melting point and the pools of sulfur in the shadows were boiling like oatmeal over a campfire.”


  Baron licked his lips. His fingers stroked the cool, wet glass as he set it down on the tablecloth.


  “Go on,” he said tautly. “You started on schedule?”


  “Oh, yes,” said Claney, “we started on schedule, all right. We just didn’t quite end on schedule, and that was all. But I’m getting to that.”


  He settled back in his chair and continued.


  WE JUMPED off from Twilight on a course due southeast with thirty days to make it to the Center of Brightside. If we could cross an average of 70 miles a day, we could hit Center exactly at perihelion, the point of Mercury’s closest approach to the Sun—which made Center the hottest part of the planet at the hottest it ever gets.


  The Sun was already huge and yellow over the horizon when we started, twice the size it appears on Earth. Every day that Sun would grow bigger and whiter, and every day the surface would get hotter. But once we reached Center, the job was only half done—we would still have to travel another 2000 miles to the opposite twilight zone. Sanderson was to meet us on the other side in the Laboratory’s scout ship, approximately 60 days from the time we jumped off.


  That was the plan, in outline. It was up to us to cross those seventy miles a day, no matter how hot it became, no matter what terrain we had to cross. Detours would be dangerous and time-consuming. Delays could cost us our lives. We all knew that.


  The Major briefed us on details an hour before we left. “Peter, you’ll take the lead Bug, the small one we stripped down for you. Stone and I will flank you on either side, giving you a hundred-yard lead. McIvers, you’ll have the job of dragging the sledges, so we’ll have to direct your course pretty closely. Peter’s job is to pick the passage at any given point. If there’s any doubt of safe passage, we’ll all explore ahead on foot before we risk the Bugs. Got that?”


  McIvers and Stone exchanged glances. McIvers said: “Jack and I were planning to change around.


  We figured he could take the sledges. That would give me a little more mobility.”


  THE Major looked up sharply at Stone. “Do you buy that, Jack?”


  Stone shrugged. “I don’t mind. Mac wanted—”


  McIvers made an impatient gesture with his hands. “It doesn’t matter. I just feel better when I’m on the move. Does it make any difference?”


  “I guess it doesn’t,” said the Major. “Then you’ll flank Peter along with me. Right?”


  “Sure, sure.” McIvers pulled at his lower lip. “Who’s going to do the advance scouting?”


  “It sounds like I am,” I cut in. “We want to keep the lead Bug light as possible.”


  Mikuta nodded. “That’s right. Peter’s Bug is stripped down to the frame and wheels.”


  McIvers shook his head. “No, I mean the advance work. You need somebody out ahead—four or five miles, at least—to pick up the big flaws and active surface changes, don’t you?” He stared at the Major. “I mean, how can we tell what sort of a hole we may be moving into, unless we have a scout up ahead?”


  “That’s what we have the charts for,” the Major said sharply.


  “Charts! I’m talking about detail work. We don’t need to worry about the major topography. It’s the little faults you can’t see on the pictures that can kill us.” He tossed the charts down excitedly. “Look, let me take a Bug out ahead and work reconnaissance, keep five, maybe ten miles ahead of the column. I can stay on good solid ground, of course, but scan the area closely and radio back to Peter where to avoid the flaws. Then—”


  “No dice,” the Major broke in.


  “But why not? We could save ourselves days!”


  “I don’t care what we could save. We stay together. When we get to the Center, I want live men along with me. That means we stay within easy sight of each other at all times. Any climber knows that everybody is safer in a party than one man alone—anytime, anyplace.”


  McIvers stared at him, his cheeks an angry red. Finally he gave a sullen nod. “Okay. If you say so.”


  “Well, I say so and I mean it. I don’t want any fancy stuff. We’re going to hit Center together, and finish the Crossing together. Got that?”


  McIvers nodded. Mikuta then looked at Stone and me and we nodded, too.


  “All right,” he said slowly. “Now that we’ve got it straight, let’s go.”


  IT WAS HOT. If I forget everything else about that trek, I’ll never forget that huge yellow Sun glaring down, without a break, hotter and hotter with every mile. We knew that the first few days would be the easiest and we were rested and fresh when we started down the long ragged gorge southeast of the Twilight Lab.


  I moved out first; back over my shoulder, I could see the Major and McIvers crawling out behind me, their pillow tires taking the rugged floor of the gorge smoothly. Behind them, Stone dragged the sledges.


  Even at only 30 per cent Earth gravity they were a strain on the big tractor, until the ski-blades bit into the fluffy volcanic ash blanketing the valley. We even had a path to follow for the first 20 miles.


  I kept my eyes pasted to the big polaroid binocs, picking out the track the early research teams had made out into the edge of Brightside. But in a couple of hours we rumbled past Sanderson’s little outpost observatory and the tracks stopped. We were in virgin territory and already the Sun was beginning to bite.


  We didn’t feel the heat so much those first days out. We saw it. The refrig units kept our skins at a nice comfortable 75° F. inside our suits, but our eyes watched that glaring Sun and the baked yellow rocks going past, and some nerve pathways got twisted up, somehow. We poured sweat as if we were in a superheated furnace.


  We drove eight hours and slept five. When a sleep period came due, we pulled the Bugs together into a square, threw up a light aluminum sun-shield and lay out in the dust and rocks. The sun-shield cut the temperature down 60 or 70 degrees, for whatever help that was. And then we ate from the forward sledge—sucking through tubes—protein, carbohydrates, bulk gelatin, vitamins.


  The Major measured water out with an iron hand, because we’d have drunk ourselves into nephritis in a week otherwise. We were constantly, unceasingly thirsty. Ask the physiologists and psychiatrists why—they can give you half a dozen interesting reasons—but all we knew, or cared about, was that it happened to be so.


  We didn’t sleep the first few stops, as a consequence. Our eyes burned in spite of the filters and we had roaring headaches, but we couldn’t sleep them off. We sat around looking at each other. Then McIvers would say how good a beer would taste, and off we’d go. We’d have butchered our grandmothers for one ice-cold bottle of beer.


  AFTER A few driving periods, I began to get my bearings at the wheel. We were moving down into desolation that made Earth’s old Death Valley look like a Japanese rose garden. Huge sun-baked cracks opened up in the floor of the gorge, with black cliffs jutting up on either side; the air was filled with a barely visible yellowish mist of sulfur and sulfurous gases.


  It was a hot, barren hell-hole, no place for any man to go, but the challenge was so powerful you could almost feel it. No one had ever crossed this land before and escaped. Those who had tried it had been cruelly punished, but the land was still there, so it had to be crossed. Not the easy way. It had to be crossed the hardest way possible: overland, through anything the land could throw up to us, at the most difficult time possible.


  Yet we knew that even the land might have been conquered before, except for that Sun. We’d fought absolute cold before and won. We’d never fought heat like this and won. The only worse heat in the Solar System was the surface of the Sun itself.


  Brightside was worth trying for. We would get it or it would get us. That was the bargain.


  I learned a lot about Mercury those first few driving periods. The gorge petered out after a hundred miles and we moved onto the slope of a range of ragged craters that ran south and east. This range had shown no activity since the first landing on Mercury forty years before, but beyond it there were active cones. Yellow fumes rose from the craters constantly; their sides were shrouded with heavy ash.


  We couldn’t detect a wind, but we knew there was a hot, sulfurous breeze sweeping in great continental tides across the face of the planet. Not enough for erosion, though. The craters rose up out of jagged gorges, huge towering spears of rock and rubble. Below were the vast yellow flatlands, smoking and hissing from the gases beneath the crust. Over everything was gray dust—silicates and salts, pumice and limestone and granite ash, filling crevices and declivities—offering a soft, treacherous surface for the Bug’s pillow tires.


  I learned to read the ground, to tell a covered fault by the sag of the dust; I learned to spot a passable crack, and tell it from an impassable cut. Time after time the Bugs ground to a halt while we explored a passage on foot, tied together with light copper cable, digging, advancing, digging some more until we were sure the surface would carry the machines. It was cruel work; we slept in exhaustion. But it went smoothly, at first.


  Too smoothly, it seemed to me, and the others seemed to think so, too.


  McIVERS’ restlessness was beginning to grate on our nerves. He talked too much, while we were resting or while we were driving; wisecracks, witticisms, unfunny jokes that wore thin with repetition. He took to making side trips from the route now and then, never far, but a little further each time.


  Jack Stone reacted quite the opposite; he grew quieter with each stop, more reserved and apprehensive. I didn’t like it, but I figured that it would pass off after a while. I was apprehensive enough myself; I just managed to hide it better.


  And every mile the Sun got bigger and whiter and higher in the sky and hotter. Without our ultra-violet screens and glare filters we would have been blinded; as it was our eyes ached constantly and the skin on our faces itched and tingled at the end of an eight-hour trek.


  But it took one of those side trips of McIvers’ to deliver the penultimate blow to our already fraying nerves. He had driven down a side-branch of a long canyon running off west of our route and was almost out of sight in a cloud of ash when we heard a sharp cry through our earphones.


  I wheeled my Bug around with my heart in my throat and spotted him through the binocs, waving frantically from the top of his machine. The Major and I took off, lumbering down the gulch after him as fast as the Bugs could go, with a thousand horrible pictures racing through our minds . . .


  We found him stand stock-still, pointing down the gorge and, for once, he didn’t have anything to say. It was the wreck of a Bug; an old-fashioned half-truck model of the sort that hadn’t been in use for years. It was wedged tight in a cut in the rock, an axle broken, its casing split wide open up the middle, half-buried in a rock slide. A dozen feet away were two insulated suits with white bones gleaming through the fiberglass helmets.


  This was as far as Wyatt and Carpenter had gotten on their Brightside Crossing.


  ON THE fifth driving period out, the terrain began to change. It looked the same, but every now and then it felt different. On two occasions I felt my wheels spin, with a howl of protest from my engine. Then, quite suddenly, the Bug gave a lurch; I gunned my motor and nothing happened.


  I could see the dull gray stuff seeping up around the hubs, thick and tenacious, splattering around in steaming gobs as the wheels spun. I knew what had happened the moment the wheels gave and, a few minutes later, they chained me to the tractor and dragged me back out of the mire. It looked for all the world like thick gray mud, but it was a pit of molten lead, steaming under a soft layer of concealing ash.


  I picked my way more cautiously then. We were getting into an area of recent surface activity; the surface was really treacherous. I caught myself wishing that the Major had okayed McIvers’ scheme for an advanced scout; more dangerous for the individual, maybe, but I was driving blind now and I didn’t like it.


  One error in judgment could sink us all, but I wasn’t thinking much about the others. I was worried about me, plenty worried. I kept thinking, better McIvers should go than me. It wasn’t healthy thinking and I knew it, but I couldn’t get the thought out of my mind.


  It was a grueling eight hours and we slept poorly. Back in the Bug again, we moved still more slowly—edging out on a broad flat plateau, dodging a network of gaping surface cracks—winding back and forth in an effort to keep the machines on solid rock. I couldn’t see far ahead, because of the yellow haze rising from the cracks, so I was almost on top of it when I saw a sharp cut ahead where the surface dropped six feet beyond a deep crack.


  I let out a shout to halt the others; then I edged my Bug forward, peering at the cleft. It was deep and wide. I moved fifty yards to the left, then back to the right.


  There was only one place that looked like a possible crossing; a long, narrow ledge of gray stuff that lay down across a section of the fault like a ramp. Even as I watched it, I could feel the surface crust under the Bug trembling and saw the ledge shift over a few feet.


  The Major’s voice sounded in my ears. “How about it, Peter?”


  “I don’t know. This crust is on roller skates,” I called back. “How about that ledge?”


  I hesitated. “I’m scared of it, Major. Let’s backtrack and try to find a way around.”


  There was a roar of disgust in my earphones and McIvers’ Bug suddenly lurched forward. It rolled down past me, picked up speed, with McIvers hunched behind the wheel like a race driver. He was heading past me straight for the gray ledge.


  MY SHOUT caught in my throat; I heard the Major take a huge breath and roar: “My God, Mac, stop that thing, you fool!” and then McIvers’ Bug was out on the ledge, lumbering across like a juggernaut.


  The ledge jolted as the tires struck it; for a horrible moment, it seemed to be sliding out from under the machine. And then the Bug was across in a cloud of dust, and I heard McIvers’ voice in my ears, shouting in glee. “Come on, you slowpokes. It’ll hold you!” Something unprintable came through the earphones as the Major drew up alongside me and moved his Bug out on the ledge slowly and over to the other side. Then he said, “Take it slow, Peter. Then give Jack a hand with the sledges.” His voice sounded tight as a wire.


  Ten minutes later, we were on the other side of the cleft. The Major checked the whole column; then he turned on McIvers angrily. “One more trick like that,” he said, “and I’ll strap you to a rock and leave you. Do you understand me? One more time—” McIvers’ voice was heavy with protest. “Good Lord, if we leave it up to Claney, he’ll have us out here forever! Any blind fool could see that that ledge would hold.”


  “J saw it moving,” I shot back at him.


  “All right, all right, so you’ve got good eyes. Why all the fuss? We got across, didn’t we? But I say we’ve got to have a little nerve and use it once in a while if we’re ever going to get across this lousy hotbox.”


  “We need to use a little judgment, too,” the Major snapped. “All right, let’s roll. But if you think I was joking, you just try me out once.” He let it soak in for a minute. Then he geared his Bug on around to my flank again.


  At the stopover, the incident wasn’t mentioned again, but the Major drew me aside just as I was settling down for sleep. “Peter, I’m worried,” he said slowly.


  “McIvers? Don’t worry. He’s not as reckless as he seems—just impatient. We are over a hundred miles behind schedule and we’re moving awfully slow. We only made forty miles this last drive.”


  The Major shook his head. “I don’t mean McIvers. I mean the kid.”


  “Jack? What about him?”


  “Take a look.”


  STONE WAS shaking. He was over near the tractor—away from the rest of us—and he was lying on his back, but he wasn’t asleep. His whole body was shaking, convulsively. I saw him grip an outcropping of rock hard.


  I walked over and sat down beside him. “Get your water all right?” I said.


  He didn’t answer. He just kept on shaking.


  “Hey, boy,” I said. “What’s the trouble?”


  “It’s hot,” he said, choking out the words.


  “Sure it’s hot, but don’t let it throw you. We’re in really good shape.”


  “We’re not,” he snapped. “We’re in rotten shape, if you ask me. We’re not going to make it, do you know that? That crazy fool’s going to kill us for sure—” All of a sudden, he was bawling like a baby. “I’m scared—I shouldn’t be here—I’m scared. What am I trying to prove by coming out here, for God’s sake? I’m some kind of hero or something? I tell you I’m scared—”


  “Look,” I said. “Mikuta’s scared, I’m scared. So what? We’ll make it, don’t worry. And nobody’s trying to be a hero.”


  “Nobody but Hero Stone,” he said bitterly. He shook himself and gave a tight little laugh. “Some hero, eh?”


  “We’ll make it,” I said.


  “Sure,” he said finally. “Sorry. I’ll be okay.”


  I rolled over, but waited until he was good and quiet. Then I tried to sleep, but I didn’t sleep too well. I kept thinking about that ledge. I’d known from the look of it what it was; a zinc slough of the sort Sanderson had warned us about, a wide sheet of almost pure zinc that had been thrown up white-hot from below, quite recently, just waiting for oxygen or sulfur to rot it through.


  I knew enough about zinc to know that at these temperatures it gets brittle as glass. Take a chance like McIvers had taken and the whole sheet could snap like a dry pine board. But it wasn’t McIvers’ fault that it hadn’t.


  FIVE HOURS later, we were back at the wheel. We were hardly moving at all. The ragged surface was almost impassable—great jutting rocks peppered the plateau; ledges crumbled the moment my tires touched them; long, open canyons turned into lead-mires or sulfur pits.


  A dozen times I climbed out of the Bug to prod out an uncertain area with my boots and pikestaff. Whenever I did, McIvers piled out behind me, running ahead like a schoolboy at the fair, then climbing back again red-faced and panting, while we moved the machines ahead another mile or two.


  Time was pressing us now and McIvers wouldn’t let me forget it. We had made only about 320 miles in six driving periods, so we were about a hundred miles or even more behind schedule.


  “We’re not going to make it,” McIvers would complain angrily. “That Sun’s going to be out to aphelion by the time we hit the Center—”


  “Sorry, but I can’t take it any faster,” I told him. I was getting good and mad. I knew what he wanted, but didn’t dare let him have it. I was scared enough pushing the Bug out on those ledges, even knowing that at least I was making the decisions. Put him in the lead and we wouldn’t last for eight hours. Our nerves wouldn’t take it, at any rate, even if the machines would.


  Jack Stone looked up from the aluminum chart sheets. “Another hundred miles and we should hit a good stretch,” he said. “Maybe we can make up distance there for a couple of days.”


  The Major agreed, but McIvers couldn’t hold his impatience. He kept staring up at the Sun as if he had a personal grudge against it and stamped back and forth under the sunshield. “That’ll be just fine,” he said. “If we ever get that far, that is.”


  We dropped it there, but the Major stopped me as we climbed aboard for the next run. “That guy’s going to blow wide open if we don’t move faster, Peter. I don’t want him in the lead, no matter what happens. He’s right though, about the need to make better time. Keep your head, but crowd your luck a little, okay?”


  “I’ll try,” I said. It was asking the impossible and Mikuta knew it. We were on a long downward slope that shifted and buckled all around us, as though there were a molten underlay beneath the crust; the slope was broken by huge crevasses, partly covered with dust and zinc sheeting, like a vast glacier of stone and metal. The outside temperature registered 547° F. and getting hotter.


  It was no place to start rushing ahead.


  I TRIED IT anyway. I took half a dozen shaky passages, edging slowly out on flat zinc ledges, then toppling over and across. It seemed easy for a while and we made progress. We hit an even stretch and raced ahead. And then I quickly jumped on my brakes and jerked the Bug to a halt in a cloud of dust.


  I’d gone too far. We were out on a wide, flat sheet of gray stuff, apparently solid—until I’d suddenly caught sight of the crevasse beneath in the corner of my eye. It was an overhanging shell that trembled under me as I stopped.


  McIvers’ voice was in my ear. “What’s the trouble now, Claney?”


  “Move back!” I shouted. “It can’t hold us!”


  “Looks solid enough from here.”


  “You want to argue about it? It’s too thin, it’ll snap. Move back!”


  I started edging back down the ledge. I heard McIvers swear; then I saw his Bug start to creep outward on the shelf. Not fast or reckless, this time, but slowly, churning up dust in a gentle cloud behind him.


  I just stared and felt the blood rush to my head. It seemed so hot I could hardly breathe as he edged out beyond me, further and further—


  I think I felt it snap before I saw it. My own machine gave a sickening lurch and a long black crack appeared across the shelf—and widened. Then the ledge began to upend. I heard a scream as McIvers’ Bug rose up and up and then crashed down into the crevasse in a thundering slide of rock and shattered metal.


  I just stared for a full minute, I think. I couldn’t move until I heard Jack Stone groan and the Major shouting, “Claney! I couldn’t see—what happened?”


  “It snapped on him, that’s what happened,” I roared. I gunned my motor, edged forward toward the fresh broken edge of the shelf. The crevasse gaped; I couldn’t see any sign of the machine. Dust was still billowing up blindingly from below.


  We stood staring down, the three of us. I caught a glimpse of Jack Stone’s face through his helmet. It wasn’t pretty.


  “Well,” said the Major heavily, “that’s that.”


  “I guess so.” I felt the way Stone looked.


  “Wait,” said Stone. “I heard something.”


  He had. It was a cry in the earphones—faint, but unmistakable.


  “Mac!” The Major called. “Mac, can you hear me?”


  “Yeah, yeah. I can hear you.” The voice was very weak.


  “Are you all right?”


  “I don’t know. Broken leg, I think. It’s—hot.” There was a long pause. Then: “I think my cooler’s gone out.”


  THE Major shot me a glance, then turned to Stone. “Get a cable from the second sledge fast. He’ll fry alive if we don’t get him out of there. Peter, I need you to lower me. Use the tractor winch.”


  I lowered him; he stayed down only a few moments. When I hauled him up, his face was drawn. “Still alive,” he panted. “He won’t be very long, though.” He hesitated for just an instant. “We’ve got to make a try.”


  “I don’t like this ledge,” I said. “It’s moved twice since I got out. Why not back off and lower him a cable?”


  “No good. The Bug is smashed and he’s inside it. We’ll need torches and I’ll need one of you to help.” He looked at me and then gave Stone a long look. “Peter, you’d better come.”


  “Wait,” said Stone. His face was very white. “Let me go down with you.”


  “Peter is lighter.”


  “I’m not so heavy. Let me go down.”


  “Okay, if that’s the way you want it.” The Major tossed him a torch. “Peter, check these hitches and lower us slowly. If you see any kind of trouble, anything, cast yourself free and back off this thing, do you understand?


  This whole ledge may go.”


  I nodded. “Good luck.”


  They went over the ledge. I let the cable down bit by bit until it hit two hundred feet and slacked off.


  “How does it look?” I shouted. “Bad,” said the Major. “We’ll have to work fast. This whole side of the crevasse is ready to crumble. Down a little more.” Minutes passed without a sound. I tried to relax, but I couldn’t. Then I felt the ground shift, and the tractor lurched to the side.


  The Major shouted, “Ifs going, Peter—pull back!” and I threw the tractor into reverse, jerked the controls as the tractor rumbled off the shelf. The cable snapped, coiled up in front like a broken clockspring. The whole surface under me was shaking wildly now; ash rose in huge gray clouds. Then, with a roar, the whole shelf lurched and slid sideways. It teetered on the edge for seconds before it crashed into the crevasse, tearing the side wall down with it in a mammoth slide. I jerked the tractor to a halt as the dust and flame billowed up.


  They were gone—all three of them, McIvers and the Major and Jack Stone—buried under a thousand tons of rock and zinc and molten lead. There wasn’t any danger of anybody ever finding their bones.


  PETER Claney leaned back, finishing his drink, rubbing his scarred face as he looked across at Baron.


  Slowly, Baron’s grip relaxed on the chair arm. “You got back,” he said.


  Claney nodded. “I got back, sure. I had the tractor and the sledges. I had seven days to drive back under that yellow Sun. I had plenty of time to think.”


  “You took the wrong man along,” Baron said. “That was your mistake. Without him you would have made it.”


  “Never.” Claney shook his head. “That’s what I was thinking the first day or so—that it was McIvers’ fault, that he was to blame. But that isn’t true. He was wild, reckless and had lots of nerve.”


  “But his judgment was bad!”


  “It couldn’t have been sounder. We had to keep to our schedule even if it killed us, because it would positively kill us if we didn’t.”


  “But a man like that—”


  “A man like McIvers was necessary. Can’t you see that? It was the Sun that beat us, that surface. Perhaps we were licked the very day we started.” Claney leaned across the table, his eyes pleading. “We didn’t realize that, but it was true. There are places that men can’t go, conditions men can’t tolerate. The others had to die to learn that I was lucky, I came back. But I’m trying to tell you what I found out—that nobody will ever make a Brightside Crossing.”


  “We will,” said Baron. “It won’t be a picnic, but we’ll make it.”


  “But suppose you do,” said Claney, suddenly. “Suppose I’m all wrong, suppose you do make it. Then what? What comes next?”


  “The Sun,” said Baron.


  Claney nodded slowly. “Yes. That would be it, wouldn’t it?” He laughed. “Good-by, Baron. Jolly talk and all that. Thanks for listening.”


  Baron caught his wrist as he started to rise. “Just one question more, Claney. Why did you come here?”


  “To try to talk you out of killing yourself,” said Claney.


  “You’re a liar,” said Baron.


  Claney stared down at him for a long moment. Then he crumpled in the chair. There was defeat in his pale blue eyes and something else.


  “Well?”


  Peter Claney spread his hands, a helpless gesture. “When do you leave, Baron? I want you to take me along.”


  THE BURNING MAN


  Milton Lesser


  “Your next job is to do a ninety-nine-year stretch in pokey,” they told Mayhem. When he pointed out that he never had more than a month to live in any one body, he got back a shrug and the same order. How could he lick the problem? Simple: suicide by sunburn!


  THE Galactic Firstman of Mercury did not seem happy to see Johnny Mayhem. His name was Timothy O’Halrohan of Earth and Eire and he could look as delighted as an Irishman. Also as glum. Right now he looked glum.


  “Come on in, Mayhem,” he said. “You’re a little early.”


  Mayhem shrugged. “I tried to hurry. The Hub said it was important.”


  “It’s important,” O’Halrohan agreed. “It’s so damned important, I don’t know where to begin. And I hate to officiate at the burial of a legend.”


  “You mean the Mayhem legend?”


  “Do yourself a favor, Mayhem, and turn the job down. Because you’ll never live through it.”


  Mayhem said nothing. He had, in the past week and a half, grown accustomed to the Earthman body he was inhabiting. Johnny Mayhem was, of course, the famous, legendary Man Without a Body. How many corporeal shells had he inhabited in the past five years? He shrugged, not remembering. He couldn’t remain in one body for more than a month: it would mean the final death which his elan, his bodiless sentience, had so far avoided.


  The Galactic League would help him if it could. Every world that had an Earthman population and a Galactic League post, however small, must have a body in cold storage, waiting for Johnny Mayhem if his services were required. But no one knew exactly under what circumstances the Galactic League Council, operating from the Hub of the Galaxy, might summon Mayhem. And only a very few people, including those at the Hub and the Galactic League Firstmen on civilized worlds and Observers on primitive worlds, knew the precise mechanics of Mayhem’s coming.


  Johnny Mayhem, bodiless sentience. Mayhem—Johnny Marlow, then—who had been chased from Earth, a pariah and a criminal, six years ago, who had been mortally wounded on a wild planet deep within the Saggitarian Swarm, whose life had been saved—after a fashion—by the white magic of the planet. Mayhem, doomed now to possible immortality as a bodiless sentience, an elan, which could occupy and activate a fresh corpse or one which had been frozen properly . . . an elan doomed to wander eternally because it could not remain in one body for more than a month without body and elan perishing. Mayhem, who had dedicated his strange, lonely life to the service of the Galactic League because a normal life and normal social relations were not possible for him . . .


  “Then you won’t turn the job down?” Timothy O’Halrohan demanded in the Firstman’s office on Mercury.


  “I haven’t heard what the job is, yet.”


  “One thing puzzles me, Mayhem. I thought you usually arrived—well, you know—”


  “Without a body, you mean? Usually I do. But was doing some work on Venus, and had enough time so I could come here to Mercury the normal way. Now, what’s the situation?”


  “Sunside Penal Colony,” said O’Halrohan, his big Irish face bleak. “You’ve heard of it?”


  “Who hasn’t? All over the Galaxy, Firstman. Sunside is a model penal institution because it’s escape proof.”


  “Exactly,” said the Firstman. “I don’t have to tell you everything you do as Mayhem is done with unofficial approval of the Galactic League but without official sanction. So, if we sent you to Sunside Penal Colony in the body of a man condemned to life in prison, and if. you only had a month to get out or die—”


  “Is that the deal?” O’Halrohan wouldn’t look him in the eye. “I’m afraid so. Now will you refuse?”


  “What’s the trouble at the Penal Colony?” Mayhem asked.


  “Mayhem, we don’t know! Suddenly, the cons seem to like it there. Suddenly, criminals are practically fighting to get in. When something like that happens at the Solar System’s most feared prison, the Hub wants to know why. I guess they figure if anyone can find out for them, you can.”


  Mayhem stood up and went to the two-foot thick quartzite window. The planet Mercury, closest to the sun, had a dark side and a light side and a wobble which produced an unpredictable twilight zone, The compound of the Galactic Firstman had now wobbled out of the twilight zone entirely and was in the glare of Mercury’s sunside, thirty-six million miles from the primary. What Mayhem saw was a nightmare landscape: twisted, convoluted, parched, fiery red rock without a sign of life on it. Far away toward the horizon, something gleamed through the deeply tinted quartzite. Mayhem thought it was a lake of molten lead. He said, finally:


  “If the Galactic League is that curious, so am I. I’ll go.”


  “Just like that?”


  “I guess so.” What Mayhem did not say was that he sought adventure on behalf of the Galactic League not only because he wanted to help but because sometimes he courted death like a lover who could not make up his mind. Wasn’t his life a constant flirtation with death?


  Had he ever refused a job merely because it seemed too dangerous? He smiled and said, “What are the details?”


  “We have a body in cold storage, but you’re not going to use it. A lifer named Bartholomew Tobay arrived on Mercury yesterday but took cyanide before we could process him for Sunside Penal. We’ve kept it secret because we want you to use Tobay’s body. I’ll be frank, Mayhem: we can make no exceptions in your case. A man who enters Sunside enters for life. Upon the completion of your mission, assuming you complete it, we won’t be able to rescue you. If you can’t escape on your own, I am afraid you will die in Sunside in thirty days.”


  “I understand that.”


  “But you don’t understand how certain we are you won’t escape. Sunside is escape-proof, Mayhem. It’s surrounded on all sides by a thousand miles of dayside Mercury. The guards, who wear asbesuits, are rotated to civilization not from the Penal Colony but from a base half a dozen miles away. The guards are there only to. keep order, because no one can escape.”


  “You already said that,” Mayhem smiled.


  “Damn it, man, I want to give you a chance to back down, I was hoping you’d back down. Galactic League is so sure you won’t get out to tell us what you find, they’ve imbedded a tiny radio unit in Tobay’s inner ear so you can make, your report. Now will you change your mind?”


  “No.”


  “Well, I tried to warn you. Have you any questions?”


  “None.”


  “Well, the penal jet leaves in a couple of hours. That doesn’t give us much time. It gives you very little time, Mayhem. Are you ready?”


  Mayhem nodded.


  With a resigned shrug, O’Halrohan spoke into a desk speaker. “Prepare Tobay’s body for project M,” he said.


  “Tobay!” a voice shouted.


  Mayhem trugged forward in his new body, still not accustomed to its motor-reactions. That was a part of the Mayhem legend few people knew, he thought. For the first few hours it was almost like learning to walk all over again. “Tobay here,” Mayhem said with his new voice. It was a deep voice from a deep-chested man. Bart Tobay was a big, thickly-muscled man not too many years out of-the prime of life. At least on that score, Mayhem had no objections.


  “Get in line with the others,” the guard said. “Unless you want a special invitation.”


  “Not me,” Mayhem told him, shuffling into line awkwardly. There were half a dozen lifers making the trip from Galactic Compound in Mercury’s twilight zone to Sunside Penal Colony. It was, Mayhem told himself for the tenth time, a one-way trip. Maybe . . .


  The six criminals filed within the rocket, were strapped into bucket chairs along one side wall by an indifferent guard. Jets whined and roared outside; then became muted and distant as the pressure door was sealed. Mayhem felt himself thrust sideways in the bucket seat as the penal jet took off.


  “Unfasten belts!” a mechanical voice said a few moments later. Through the deeply tinted windows Mayhem could make out the fiery Mercurean landscape, the jagged, unweathered rocks, the naked, uneroded mountainpeaks, the sluggish molten lakes . . .


  “Some sight, huh?” a voice at Mayhem’s elbow said.


  He looked around. It was a half-caste Martian-Earthman who had spoken, a small swart fellow with the enormous chest and spindly limbs of a Martian and the facial features of an Earthman. “Pitapin’s the name,” the breed said, grinning. “The Martian government figured it was time I took a vacation. A permanent one. Well, I haven’t been to Mercury before. Might as well see the Solar System, I always say.” He winked at Mayhem.


  “I’m Bart Tobay,” Mayhem introduced himself.


  “Tobay? Say, I heard of you.” Pitapin stretched his sinewy arms and said in a confidential tone, “A smart operator like you, was it your own idea?”


  “Was what my own idea?”


  “Come on, Tobay. We’re going to see a lot of each other. We’re going to be pals. You can tell me if you let yourself be caught just so you could get to Sunside Penal.”


  “What man in his right mind would want to. do a thing like that? It’s a one-way trip. Isn’t it?”


  “All right. All right, if you don’t want to talk. I’ll climb off your back. But I hope you change your mind. If you do, Pitapin’s all ears.”


  Mayhem remembered what the Galactic Firstman had told him. Criminals practically forming lines to get into Sunside . . . Pitapin seemed to know something about it—at least seemed to know there was a reason for it and guessed a criminal of Bart Tobay’s reputation might know what that reason was. Mayhem said, “After all, Pitapin, I hardly know you at all.”


  “Ah! That’s better.” The breed’s eyes took on a crafty look. “You’ll have plenty of time to know me. I just want to get in on the inside track, that’s all. I said we’re going to be pals, didn’t I?”


  Mayhem nodded.


  “Hell,” Pitapin went on, “we’ve got all the time in the world.”


  I don’t know about you, Mayhem thought. But I’ve got exactly one month. To find out and escape—or die.


  “These are your asbesuits,” the guard said at the station six miles from. Penal Sunside. “In the old days the suits were asbestos and the name stuck. Actually, the insulating material is a liquid today. And I want to tell you about these suits so you don’t get any ideas. They can take you as far as Sunside with a small margin for error, but no further. In other words, you can’t escape in them. To try means death. Well, let’s go.”


  The six convicts obediently climbed into their bulky asbesuits and plodded through the airlock of the small station dome. Mayhem’s visor was a mere slit with a tinted quartzite cover, but even so the fierce Mercurian sun hurt his eyes. The ground was unexpectedly hard underfoot. For some reason, Mayhem had expected soft pumice, as on the moon. The landscape was almost entirely white and impossibly jagged, twisted, convoluted. The surface had been thrust up from the bowels of Mercury perhaps a billion years ago, Mayhem knew, and had puckered upon contact with the vacuum of space. Since Mercury had no atmosphere, no weathering action had softened the naked, lifeless landscape.


  Mayhem watched Pitapin’s bulky suited figure marching along ahead of him, watched the two guards, electron rifles drawn and ready although the gesture was utterly unnecessary, turned and saw the other four convicts trailing in single file. Did any of them know the secret of Sunside Penal? Mayhem wondered. He thought he could find out, but didn’t know if he could bring the information back to civilization with him. There was always the tiny radio imbedded in his ear. It would answer Galactic League’s problem, but it wouldn’t help Mayhem . . .


  Hours later, they trudged into the domed compound of Sunside Penal. The tinted dome reflected back enough of the sun’s rays, Mayhem observed when he removed his asbesuit, so you wouldn’t have to squint perpetually, but the glare was still more than annoying and the oppressive heat a weight which sapped your strength.


  Mayhem and Pitapin were sent with bedding and fatigue clothing to a small barrackslike building in a row of identical buildings under the low southern edge of the dome. It was dim inside and comparatively cool, but Mayhem wasn’t fooled. He had seen the fatigue-clad figures working in the dusty streets. of the Penal Colony and knew that most of his waking hours would be spent the same way.


  “Hey, you two!” a voice cried. “Get the hell over here and report.”


  Mayhem and Pitapin deposited their gear on two empty bunks near the end of the long room and turned toward the sound of the voice. Mayhem had always wondered what sort of individuals would become guards at a place like Sunside Penal. If the man he now saw was the rule rather than the exception, the answer was a grim one. He was a tall, beefy man, bare to the waist, the hard layer of muscle on his body covered with one of fat. He had a small bald head but a large face with cruel brutal features. He had the thickest neck Mayhem had ever seen. His face was stamped with the harsh, scowling lines of the Cynic and the outcast—and something else which Mayhem couldn’t quite name until his muscular right arm swung up and then heavily down with what looked like a metal hockey stick. The stick caught Pitapin across the back and sent him sprawling.


  Instinctively, Mayhem closed with the guard before he could use his weapon again. Mayhem got both hands on the haft of the club and tore it from the man’s grasp.


  “That’s enough,” Mayhem said softly. “He didn’t do anything to deserve that.”


  The other look on the guard’s face faded before frustration. His hands clenched and unclenched. He doesn’t belong here, Mayhem thought. He’s sick. He belongs in a mental hospital. Because the look on the man’s face—which he had not been able to place—was the expression of a sadist. That, then, was one kind of man who would volunteer for this work, Mayhem now knew. A sadist, who enjoyed seeing other people suffer, who enjoyed making them suffer.


  “Give it to me!” the man bellowed at Mayhem as Pitapin got up. “Give me the club.”


  “Calm down,” Mayhem suggested.


  “I’ll call the captain.”


  “Go ahead and call him.”


  “What did you say?”


  “Call him if you want. I don’t know if what you just did is Sunside policy or not, but remember this: you can’t look everywhere at once. Sooner or later you’re going to turn your back. Aren’t you?”


  Pitapin rubbed his shoulder and smiled at Mayhem. “Thank you, Tobay,” he said. “I won’t forget this.”


  The guard said, “Well, if that ain’t something. Thieves’ honor, eh? O.K., con, you can give me the club now.”


  “If you remember what I said. If you lay off.”


  The guard held his hand out without replying. Mayhem looked at Pitapin, who nodded slowly. Mayhem handed the club over. Brandishing it, the guard laughed. “I bet you thought I’d use it,” he said.


  Mayhem shrugged.


  “Well, listen, con. There are other ways. There are ways here at Sunside you ain’t dreamed of, to make a man suffer. And I know them all. I’m not going to forget you.”


  “I’ll bet you do know them all at that,” Mayhem said.


  “Is that supposed to be funny? Well, never mind. Here, cons,” he said, handing them two creased paper forms. “Fill these out with the pencil hanging on the wall. My name’s Walker, by the way.””


  He seemed almost friendly now, Mayhem observed. He might be as humane as the next fellow when the sadism didn’t grip him. But, Mayhem thought, he would be as unpredictable as Mercury’s wobbling twilight zone.


  “Get this straight,” Walker said. “I ain’t a guard.”


  “Are you kidding?” Pitapin said.


  “I’m cadre, stupid. I’m a con, just like you. It’s the nearest thing to a trustee they have here. A cadre knows a good thing when he’s got it, see? He wants to keep it. So, he takes his job-more seriously than a guard. He knows what it’s like to obey orders because he has to obey them himself. He expects you to obey him instantly. And don’t forget this, cons: he’s a con, too. He knows all your tricks. He’s wise to anything you try because he tried it years before you even thought of it.”


  Mayhem listened to the words Walker spoke, words out of some manual the cadreman had learned by rote. When Walker stopped talking, Mayhem turned and headed back toward his bunk. He threw himself quickly aside when Pitapin bellowed a warning, but even so Walker’s club caught him numbingly across the shoulder. He staggered, breathing deeply while a wave of nausea receded. He stood in his tracks and did not turn around. He thought if he turned around Walker would use the club again.


  “I didn’t dismiss you,” Walker said. “You don’t take a step around here until you’re told. You see?”


  “Yes,” Mayhem said through clenched teeth. Mayhem heard Walker rustling the forms they had filled out.


  “So you’re Tobay,” Walker said. “Be smart, Tobay. Be good to yourself. I hold all the trumps here in this barracks. Turn around,” he ordered abruptly. Mayhem turned around. “I ain’t such a bad guy if you get to know me. If you play it right. Listen to me, Tobay. And you, Pitapin. I hold trumps you ain’t even dreamed of. Maybe you got some little idea of what I mean.”


  “The reason everybody wants to—” Pitapin began, his voice a fierce whisper. But he didn’t finish the thought, for Walker rapped the stick deftly across his face, splitting lips and loosening teeth.


  “I didn’t ask for your opinion,” Walker said. “Get over to your bunks now, both of you. You have twenty minutes to make them up proper and change into your fatigue clothing. It’s still a long afternoon, men, plenty of time to work. Now, move!”


  Pitapin looked at Mayhem. Pitapin didn’t say anything, but was busy nursing his badly bruised lips with the sleeve of his fatigue jacket. But Pitapin’s eyes said plenty: Pitapin’s eyes said: one wrong move is all he has to make. One Wrong move.


  An hour later, they were digging a foundation for a new barracks with a gang of fellow prisoners. The artificial air inside the dome was hot and sultry. Too much carbon dioxide, Mayhem thought. His muscles felt sluggish. It saved some money on the oxygen generators but it meant less efficient work, Mayhem told himself. He smiled grimly. Why did the work have to be efficient? There was nothing pressing. They had all the time in the world. If they ran out of jobs they could do the same ones over and over again.


  Pitapin and Mayhem were put on the pneumatic drilling detail, pulverizing the hard rock of Mercury’s surface with diamond-sharp drill-bits. Another crew followed them, digging out the pulverized stone with shovels. A third crew carted the debris to an airlock, where a fourth took it outside.


  The afternoon wore on slowly. The bucking handle of the pneumatic drill blistered Mayhem’s hands. Whatever Bart Tobay had spent his life doing, it had not been hard manual labor. Eventually, a whistle summoned the work crews to the large centrally located mess hall where they were served food rich in carbohydrates but low in fats and proteins.


  Mayhem slept deep and dreamlessly that night. In the morning, it was breakfast—as much as you could eat—and more work. In the days that followed, Mayhem got to know his barracks companions. There was Regan of Earth, a wife-slayer; Koltan the Venusian kidnaper whose name had flashed briefly across the Solar System’s video screens; Latrukin of Mars, who had assassinated the governor of Syrtis Major; the Earthman Thompson, grim and taciturn, who—like Cain—had slain his brother; and others whose names Mayhem did not know. And, Of course, there was Pitapin, who followed Mayhem around like a faithful dog since the incident with Walker.


  But none of them were big time, Mayhem learned. Only Walker, but Walker wasn’t actually one of the prisoners although his sentence on Mercury, like theirs, was for life. Still, Walker had indicated he knew something. The others clearly did not. Mayhem shrugged. A week had passed since he reached Sunside. Three weeks of life remained to him—including the time it would take to leave the escape-proof prison and the time it would take to enter the body which was waiting for him in cold storage. Thus far, he had learned nothing. And wouldn’t—not from his barracks mates. From Walker?


  It was a decided possibility, but the others would hate him if he buttered up the brutal cadreman. Still, it was why he had come to Mercury.


  The next morning, he took Walker’s side in a petty argument over latrine duty. Latrukin, who bore the brunt of Walker’s wrath that morning, seemed amazed. He growled something unintelligible at Mayhem and walked off. At breakfast, only Pitapin spoke to Mayhem. At lunch, it was the same. And Pitapin seemed very unhappy.


  Before chow that night, Mayhem again took Walker’s side in an argument. This time it concerned policing of the barracks area. “If you want to live in a pigsty—” Walker began, and Mayhem had quickly confirmed his point of view.


  The result was an extra hour spent by the entire barracks cleaning up the ground surrounding it. When they were finished, all fatigued from the extra burden of work in the oppressive heat, even loyal Pitapin didn’t have a word to say to Mayhem, But Walker did. He called Mayhem over and said, “I’ve been watching you lately, con.


  I got to admit I had you figured wrong.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I figured you for a wise guy. I figured you’d give me a lot of trouble. But you’re all right. Yes, sir. You’re the best man in there, far as I’m concerned.”


  Mayhem smiled. “Latrukin, Regan and the others don’t think so.”


  “You care what those bums think?”


  “No,” Mayhem said promptly.


  “That’s what I thought. Listen, Tobay. We cadremen got our own sweet deal cooking. The police guards don’t pay much attention to what goes on inside the compound, long as there ain’t much trouble. How would you like to get in on it?”


  “You mean, what I heard about outside?”


  “Yeah, I guess there are rumors. Transferred guards, you know how it is. Can I trust you, Mayhem?”


  “This was your idea, not mine.”


  “O.K., O.K. See me after work call tomorrow, willya?”


  Mayhem said that he would, and Walker dismissed him. The barracks were dark now, heavy black drapes drawn over the tinted windows. Mayhem thought he saw some figures crouching in the shadows near his bunk. Dead tired, he climbed in.


  There was a stirring around his bed—the sound bare feet might make on the floor. Instantly, he was alert, sitting up, his eyes opening wide in an attempt to pierce the darkness. Something struck his forehead and he heard a sharp intake of breath. Cursing, he swung his feet toward the edge of the bed, but was beaten back by a second, harder blow.


  All at once a heavy blanket fell over him like an encumbering cloak. He struck out blindly with arms and legs, but the blanket hindered him. A rain of blows struck him through the blanket—his head, shoulders, chest, belly, legs. He curled up in an effort to protect himself. Someone had drawn the ends of the blanket together; he was constricted inside it.


  A hard blow struck the base of his skull. His senses reeled. It was the blanket treatment, he realized dimly. It had been a part of prison life almost since pre-history.


  It was inmate-administered punishment. In the morning, no one knew who was responsible.


  Mayhem got one arm suddenly free of the blanket, felt a keen sense of satisfaction as he groped and then struck with the balled fist, the contact being rewarded by a groan of pain. But the rain of blows did not lessen. His free arm was grasped, twisted. His head reeled from fresh blows, reeled and slowly entered a dark funnel at the bottom of which was a shining whirlpool of brilliant light . . .


  When he awoke, it was morning. He ached all over and wondered if any bones had been broken. Gingerly he tested first his arms, then his legs. He sat up and waited for the abrupt wave of dizziness to wash over him. He ached from a dozen bruises and swellings, but all his bones seemed intact.


  Pitapin sat up in the next bunk, but would not look at him. Mayhem wondered if first call had sounded, then saw the still sleepy-eyed men drifting toward the latrine and knew it had. All of them avoided him completely, so Mayhem got up and went to the latrine himself, where cold water did much to help his bruised face and body.


  Ten minutes later, Walker came in. When he saw Mayhem he whistled, shook his head and said, “What the hell happened to you?”


  Everyone else was suddenly very quiet. “Blanket treatment,” Mayhem said promptly, knowing this would be the final necessary step in cementing his relationship with Walker. “These rats got me last night because I happened to agree with you a couple of times.”


  “Want to report it?” Walker asked.


  Mayhem pretended to consider, then shook his head. He had nothing against the cons; he had looked for trouble; ostracism and the blanket treatment were to be expected. “Not me,” he said finally. “I’ve still got to live with them. Don’t I?”


  “For now,” Walker said, grinning at him. “Cadres are always getting busted around here. They always need new cadres. How would you like that?”


  Mayhem nodded enthusiastically.


  “Well, I’ll recommend you when an opening comes along,” Walker said. “Meanwhile, we got a vacant cadreroom upstairs which I figure you ought to bed down in from now on. There’s a lock on the door, if you see what I mean.”


  Mayhem thanked him, but could almost feel the others’ hatred as something palpable in the hot, sultry air. He dressed and ate breakfast and only dimly remembered the long work shift that day. Any other man, his body almost entirely covered with bruises and blue marks, would not have been able to function at all. But Mayhem, whose sentience controlled a body but did not actually co-exist with it, could let his mind drift until pain receded, until physical awareness itself became dim and remote, until he was suspended from his physical self by no more than the thread of muscle control as he toiled over the pneumatic drill.


  Finally, the supper whistle sounded. Mayhem was aware of stooped, tired figures all around him ceasing their efforts. He went on with his own mechanically, the drill bucking against his hands, and slowly brought himself back from his private limbo. Only then did he stop working. His body was a single burning ache. He staggered, toward the water bucket and would have fallen, but Pitapin grabbed and supported him. “Damn you,” Pitapin said. “I guess I owed you that for what you did the first day. But keep away from me in the future.”


  Far behind the others, Mayhem staggered back to the barracks and stretched out on his bunk. He did not join the chow line because he lacked the strength to get up. He drifted off into an uneasy slumber but awoke a few moments later feeling the pressure of a hand on his shoulder.


  It was Pitapin. “Hurry up,” the breed said. “Take off your clothes. I got some ointment from the infirmary that ought to help you, but I don’t want the others to know.”


  Mayhem stripped off his shirt. “Well, thank you—”


  “Shut up. Don’t thank me. I still remember what you did for me. That’s why I’m doing it, understand? I’m not doing it for what you’re like now, you can bet on that. Just shut up and let’s get it finished.”


  Ten minutes later, the soothing balm took effect. Mayhem’s sore muscles felt wonderfully cool, almost refreshed. He thanked Pitapin again, but the breed merely grumbled something and walked away from his bunk.


  Mayhem sat up, shrugging. None of the others had returned from chow yet. Shouldering his shirt like a cape, Mayhem approached Walker’s cadreroom.


  He knocked on the door and opened it. Walker’s big body was stretched out on the bunk. Walker was smoking a cigarette and staring up with almost mournful attentiveness at a wall lined with pinup pictures.


  “Look at that stuff, willya?” the big man said.


  “About what you said yesterday—” Mayhem began.


  “I ain’t forgot, con. I only figured you was too beat up to go tonight.”


  “Not me,” said Mayhem.


  “O.K. Meet me at the south airlock in ten minutes. I’ll have. a couple of asbesuits, the guard kind, with radio so we can talk. See what it is to be a cadreman?”


  “Yeah,” Mayhem said with what he hoped was the proper amount of awe. He went back to his bunk and waited five minutes, their got up and slipped outside. Night was a purely arbitrary designation on Mercury, which always kept one side toward the sun. But it was night within the barracks, thanks to heavily tinted windows and thick drapes. Outside, the eternal sun. shone down mercilessly through the tinted dome.


  Sunside Penal during its arbitrary night period looked like a ghost city. Neither cons nor cadre nor guards were to be seen on its silent streets, although an occasional strain of music or sound of laughter drifted, ghost-like, from one of the barracks buildings. Once Mayhem saw a single guard patrolling near the periphery of the dome. Mayhem ducked quickly into the shadow of one of the barracks. The guard was a mere formality, since there was no place the prisoners could escape to, even in an asbesuit. But Mayhem would be unable to explain his own presence on the street.


  He waited a moment, listening to the fading sound of the guard’s footsteps, and then headed silently but swiftly toward the south airlock and Walker.


  And Walker’s secret.


  Mayhem did not allow himself the luxury of a guess. He hoped he would learn the answer before the night was over. At least his mission would succeed to that extent . . .


  “Hey, I’m over here!” a voice called.


  It was Walker, with two bulky asbesuits at his feet.


  The dome of Sunside Penal was behind them now, a great blue bubble on the parched white Mercurian surface. Ahead was white rock and fiery red rock and the gleaming lakes of molten metal.


  “Can you hear me?” Walker’s voice crackled over the intercom.


  “Yes. The radio works fine.”


  “Sometimes it don’t on account of sun static,” Walker said. “We’re lucky.”


  They walked on for some time in silence, then Walker’s voice bridged the static again. “I’ll bet you been wondering,” he said. “Well, listen, con. Did you pay any attention to the life sentence they read you when you got sent here?”


  “No,” Mayhem replied. “Who does?” Mayhem, of course, had been given no sentence at all.


  “I guess you’re right. But you know what it says? It don’t say for life, even though it’s a life sentence. It’s only a technicality, but it says—for a hundred years. Keep that in mind, Tobay.”


  “What is this, a guessing game?” Mayhem demanded as they walked on. They seemed to be heading toward an outcropping of slate gray rock which reared above the white Mercurian surface. Mayhem could not tell how far it was because the close Mercurian horizon played hob with distance judgment.


  “Not exactly. Did you ever hear of the knuurs?”


  Mayhem nodded. “Some kind of Mercurian animal, isn’t it? The only fauna on Mercury, a kind of reptile with a hide like asbestos?”


  “You got it,” Walker said. “Know anything funny about the knuurs?”


  “Well, they have a very long life span. Don’t they?”


  “Yeah,” said Walker eagerly. “Nobody ever knew how long. There are a few in captivity on Venus, the story goes. And they been waiting to see when the knuurs died of old age. They’re still waiting. You know how long they been on Venus?”


  “No.”


  “Two hundred years,” Walker said, almost devoutly. “Two hundred—!”


  “That’s what I said. Funny thing was, the zoologists couldn’t figure why. There was nothing in the knuurs’ makeup to explain why they should live so long. The zoologists finally figured it was something they ate.”


  “Something they ate?”


  “Yeah. Something they ate here on Mercury. One dose was all they needed, see, because the ones we Earthmen got are on Venus now. Something they ate, Tobay. You understand? Something they ate on Mercury.” Walker’s voice was almost a whisper. “We found it. Some of us cons found it.”


  Mayhem said nothing.


  “An elixir of life, Tobay! You know what that means to us? You figure it out, con. A guy’s a crook. Sooner or later, he’s gonna get caught, but he can’t be sure if they’ll send him to Sunside Penal here on Mercury or to the asteroids. The grapevine tells where the openings are, see? When you know the opening’s on Mercury, you let yourself get caught and they send you here for life. Now do you see?”


  “But—”


  “But nothing, con. The sentence is life in prison, they think. But it don’t read that way. It reads for a hundred years. How old am I, Tobay? How old do I look?”


  “I don’t know. Thirty? Thirty-five?”


  “I’m sixty-seven. I’ve been here forty years.”


  “You’re joking.”


  “I wouldn’t joke about a thing like this.”


  “But sixty-seven—”


  “The elixir of life! What’s a hundred years if you’re gonna live for ever? Another sixty years from now, when my sentence is up, I’ll still look thirty-five. I’ll feel thirty-five. And I’ll be a free man. Free, Tobay. With no strings attached. I’m not alone, either. There are a hundred of us here, in on the secret. We want recruits, because when we get out of here, we’re gonna organize the biggest cartel of crime the Solar System ever saw.”


  That part of it sounded farfetched to Mayhem. A hundred years was a long time. A hundred years in Sunside Penal would not equip a man for a Successful life of crime, despite what Walker thought. But if the convicts and Sunside Penal had discovered an elixir of life as Walker claimed, the Galactic League should learn about it, should use the elixir as it saw fit . . .


  “Here we are,” said Walker in the same devout voice. “On top of that pile of rocks. We don’t even know what the stuff is, but it tastes metallic. Anyhow, I guess you’re gonna take some back for yourself. Ain’t you?”


  They stood at the base of the outcropping of rock. Mayhem began to climb but suddenly felt himself shaken. He fell down alongside Walker, who was laughing. “Earthquake,” the big. cadreman said. “Or maybe I should say mercquake. They’re common around here. Just hold on tight on your way up, there you go.”


  They ascended the steep slope in silence. Mayhem peered down into a spring, in which a silvery liquid bubbled. He watched Walker stretch out full length on a flat slab of rock and reach down with—his asbesuited arms. He brought up a small flask, dripping, full of the silvery liquid. He capped it. “This is yours,” he said, giving the flask to Mayhem.


  Mayhem pocketed the flask, Smiling grimly. The radio imbedded in his inner ear wouldn’t do much good now, he thought. He’d have to return successfully to the outside world—with his flask . . .


  Walker was descending the slope ahead of him, beckoning. But Mayhem turned for one last look at the pool, which bubbled and frothed in its rocky cauldron. Something moved swiftly to his deft. A small reptilian form—a knuur. It-went right on over the edge of the cauldron, disappeared under the surface of the silvery liquid. Soon it reappeared, shaking its pointed snout and bobbing like a cork on the heavy silvery liquid. It climbed out of the pool and streaked away.


  “Are you coming?” Walker’s voice called over the radio.


  Mayhem said that he was. Walker was already at the base of the outcropping of rock and walking away from it. Mayhem took a step down toward him.


  The ground heaved.


  Mayhem felt himself pitching forward, head over heels. Walker’s figure, two dozen feet below him, seemed to tilt crazily, as if the Mercurian horizon was suddenly rising to meet the zenith of the planet’s sky. The ground shook again. A fissure opened at Mayhem’s feet.


  He leaped to clear it, felt one of his legs dragged back. Then, abruptly, as if a giant hand had lifted him, he was hurled high into the air and seemed to float down toward Walker. He struck jarringly.


  He blacked out.


  “He’s coming around now,” a voice said.


  Another voice, deeper: “It’s a miracle. We don’t have the facilities to treat a case like that here. It’s a miracle he survived.”


  Mayhem opened his eyes. He could see nothing. Alarm must have showed on his face, because the deeper voice said. “Don’t worry, you aren’t blind. It’s dark in the room.”


  “What happened?” Mayhem said.


  “I’m Dr. Gilody. Severe concussion, my boy. You’re lucky to be alive. You were in coma for some time.”


  “Did Cadremar Walker bring me in?”


  “Why, no,” Dr. Gilody said. “Should he have?”


  “I don’t know. Who did-?” Naturally, it would not have been Walter. Walker had his own skin to worry about. Besides, Walker might have been caught going outside illegally if he had to return with Mayhem’s injured body.


  “That’s the amazing part of it,” Gilody said. “No one brought you in. You came in yourself, then collapsed. You don’t remember, do you?”


  “No,” Mayhem admitted. “It was as if your mind only controlled the motor areas of your brain but did not feel the terrible pain which must have been gripping you. I’ve never seen a case like it before. I would have sworn it was impossible, until I saw it with my own eyes.”


  Mayhem knew the answer, but did not explain. He was Johnny Mayhem. He resided in his body; he did not coexist with it. He said, “I was in coma?”


  “Yes. There was slight pressure on the brain. I performed an operation. You’ll be all right now. Except for the operation, the only cure was rest. We did not try to get you out of coma. We let nature take its course. Nurse, you can remove the first layer of drapes slowly.”


  Mayhem sat up as faint gray light filtered into the room. The nurse and the middle-aged doctor were smiling at each other. All at once, Mayhem scowled. “How long have I been in coma?” he asked.


  “It’s always a shock when the patient finds out,” Gilody said. “He can’t believe he’s been under that long. Are you sure you want me to tell you now?”


  “Yes. I’m sure.” Mayhem was holding his breath.


  Dr. Gilody said, “Just short of three weeks.”


  “Three weeks! Then that means I’ve been at Sunside—”


  “Almost a month,” Dr. Gilody finished for him.


  Mayhem stood up, staggering.


  “Get back in bed, young man,” the nurse said. “You can’t walk around like that.”


  Mayhem ignored her, turned to Gilody. “I’ve got to get out of here.”


  Gilody looked at him coldly. “This is a prison hospital, Tobay. You don’t ‘got to do’ anything. You do as you’re told. Now, go back to bed.”


  The elderly nurse, the only woman Mayhem had seen at Sunside, took one of his arms. Dr. Gilody took the other. They convoyed him back to bed. The nurse tucked the covers up to his neck, then closed the drape. Darkness engulfed Mayhem. He was about to sit up again when something pricked his arm. Instantly, he slept.


  He awoke feeling very hungry. Memory returned and he sat bolt upright. At most, he had hours. Hours and then—death. It was utterly quiet in the infirmary. Mayhem stood up, padded barefoot to the door, opened it. The dull electric light in the corridor was enough to dazzle his eyes. The corridor was windowless, but he could see perpetual Mercurian daylight streaming in from an open doorway a hundred feet down the hall. His legs trembling with weakness, he headed in that direction.


  A normal man couldn’t escape from Sunside Penal, he thought. A normal man wouldn’t have a chance. But Johnny Mayhem, with luck . . .


  “Where are you going?” a voice called. It was Dr. Gilody. Mayhem flattened himself against the wall, but Gilody came toward him in the dim light. “Tobay, isn’t it? What’s the matter with you? The average con would give his eye-teeth to spend a few weeks resting in the infirmary. We have more gold-bricking than we can handle. But you, with the opportunity, reject it—”


  “Sorry, Doc,” Mayhem said, and hit the doctor in the face with his right fist. Gilody merely shook the blow off and grasped Mayhem with both hands. Mayhem smiled. He had not realized how weak he was, after three weeks of coma—


  “Guard!” Dr. Gilody bellowed, holding Mayhem in a bear-hug.


  Mayhem hit him again, expertly this time, with the edge of his palm, striking for the nerve behind the doctor’s ear. Gilody sighed and crumpled to the floor. Footsteps pounded down the corridor, but Mayhem was already outside. Panting, he ran up the deserted street. Apparently, it was night. Did he have hours—or only minutes? Was this really the end of the Johnny Mayhem legend?


  He rounded a corner on the dead run and almost collided with cadreman Walker, who was carrying a deflated asbesuit. “Holy Mac,” Walker cried. “I thought you was dead.”


  They stood near a foundation excavation, the hard Mercurian rock broken into jagged chunks. Mayhem reached down, found a heavy stone and struck at Walker’s face with it. Walker’s scream became a gurgle. One side of his face seemed oddly flattened as he fell. Mayhem regretted this, but Walker was no great loss to society.


  Quickly, Mayhem climbed into the asbesuit, inflating it before it was fully sealed. He did not know if Walker was returning from the outside with an almost exhausted suit or heading for it with a full one. He had no time to find out.


  He sprinted on trembling legs for the south airlock, waited a breathless moment while the guard marched by with his electron rifle, then went outside.


  He began the long walk to the guard station, six miles away. If the asbesuit had not been used, he could reach it on foot. But when he got there, the insulating liquid would almost be exhausted. Mayhem frowned, wondering if he were heading to his death. Because he wanted the suit’s insulating liquid to be exhausted. It was his one hope . . .


  The intense Mercurian heat was already seeping inside his suit by the time he neared the guard station’s small domed compound. He thought: the infirmary at Sunside wouldn’t be able to handle a really bad burn case. A really bad burn case would have to be returned to Galactic League Center . . .


  Slowly, Mayhem felt himself being broiled. An ordinary man would die—but Mayhem was not an ordinary man. He let his mind drift, felt the shackles of his temporary body slipping. Soon the fierce heat seemed to leave him, but it was only subjective. In reality, the body was being broiled alive, slowly. Mayhem felt no pain. Mayhem now governed only the body’s motor impulses—


  When he thought the body could take no more, he made his way slowly toward the station dome. Outside, he saw a large supply jet, upended and ready for blastoff. He turned on the suit radio and began to call for help. Soon he was vaguely aware of figures approaching him. He was grabbed, dragged toward the dome. There was a confusion of sound, of feeling, of pain which ebbed and flowed.


  “Look at him! Burned alive.”


  “I never saw anything like it. A mass of blisters from head to foot.”


  “They couldn’t do a thing for him back at Sunside. Well, he’s as good as dead anyhow, poor devil.”


  “. . . might be able to send him back on the supply ship.”


  “. . . not a chance he’ll live . . .”


  “Anyway. What do you say?”


  “All right, I guess.”


  Mayhem sighed and fainted.


  “Some people are lucky.”


  It was Firstman O’Halrohan’s voice.


  Mayhem sat up. He was naked, and the body he inhabited felt unfamiliar. “Mercury’s frozen storage body?” he guessed.


  “Right,” said Firstman O’Halrohan. “When they brought someone in who’d been burned almost to a cinder, I figured it might be you.


  We couldn’t save Tobay’s body, but there was time enough to switch you to this new body. You’re a lucky man, Mayhem.”


  “I guess so.”


  “Hell, I’ll admit it. You’re not lucky. You escaped, all right. You wanted to burn like that, didn’t you?”


  “Yes. It was the only way.”


  “Well, far as I’m concerned, Sunside is still escape-proof. Because only Johnny Mayhem could have done it.”


  Mayhem stood up. “About the elixir—”


  “Yes, the elixir. You were babbling about it deliriously. We sent a team of scientists out, but the earthquake had completely buried the spring.


  We’ll never know whether that thing was really the fountain of youth or not.”


  “Maybe it’s better that way,” Mayhem said.


  “Maybe. Incidentally, we’re making a technical change in the prison sentences. A hundred years is now ‘life.’ ”


  “But it can’t be ex post facto, can it?”


  “I guess not.”


  “What about those who already took the elixir?” O’Halrohan smiled. “A hundred years is a long time, Mayhem. Why don’t we let our grandchildren’s grandchildren worry about it?” Mayhem smiled back at him. “Why don’t we?” he said.       THE END


  TROUBLE ON SUN-SIDE


  S.M. Tenneshaw


  Jansen came to Mercury to find one man, and that seemed an easy enough task; the hitch was that as a hunter he was also being hunted!


  JANSEN BEGAN to sweat as soon as he left the spaceship. The bloated, swollen sun hovering near the horizon here in twilight zone was dazzling even through his protective goggles. Jansen knew he would have to get used to it: Mercury’s twilight zone, like it or not, would be his home for the indefinite future.


  Stowing his gear in the barracks while sweat streamed from his body, Jansen realized for the first time that his luggage had been examined aboard the spaceship. That was bad; it could mean anything; it certainly meant trouble.


  I have to hurry, Jansen thought. In a day or so, they’re liable to haul me in for questioning,


  “Still time for me to go out and join the work force?” Jansen asked the barracks orderly as the old man came shuffling by.


  “Eager, ain’t you, mister. They’ll get along without you till tomorrow, you can bet.”


  “Well, can I go take a look, then?”


  The old man studied him with surprise. Apparently gold-bricking and not eager-beavering was the order of the day here. “What’s your rating?” the orderly asked.


  “Twelve.”


  “Well, nobody would push you around, I guess,” admitted the barracks orderly with grudging respect. “Why don’t you see the town, though? Town’s all right. Don’t go out to the bogs unless you have to.”


  Bogs, thought Jansen. Bogs on Mercury’s sun-side. He still couldn’t get over it.


  Jansen changed into a skin tight white insulsuit and went outside. The insulsuit covered him almost like an additional layer of skin: he wore trousers and a shirt over it. Without the insulsuit, exposure this close to Mercury’s sun-side would be impossible for more than a few moments.


  It took Jansen twenty minutes to realize he was being followed. His tail wore an insulsuit and a pair of colorful shorts. This seemed to be the universal garb in Sun-side City, so that the hundreds of loungers and shoppers all looked alike, with the skull-cap cowls of their insulsuits even hiding the distinctiveness of their hair. Jansen’s tail was a man bigger than most, though, and it was only because he was wandering aimlessly in the sun-dazzled streets that Jansen became aware of pursuit at all.


  He ducked into an alley between two cafes. Two women in skintight insulsuits came by, then a man and a boy, then the big man who had been following Jansen. Abruptly Jansen stepped from the alley.


  “Just a minute,” he said.


  The man whirled, a blank expression on his face.


  “What do you want?” Jansen asked.


  “I don’t get you, mister. You stopped me, I didn’t stop you. What do you want?”


  “You were following me,” Jansen said.


  “I never saw you before in my life.”


  Before Jansen could answer, the sun went down. It did not set, as the sun sets on Earth. It disappeared, due to the sudden unpredictable wobbles of Mercury’s twilight zone. It was an astronomical phenomena. And, despite the sun’s great apparent size, Jansen suddenly found himself in pitch darkness. It alarmed him at first, until he realized that Mercury had no atmosphere, except for the artificial pockets under the man-made domes. There was no layer of air to retain the sun’s glow. One moment, dazzling light; the next, almost total darkness.


  “Where are you?” Jansen called. He groped his way toward where the man had been standing. He heard a girl’s laughter on the street nearby, heard an old woman’s shout.


  Something struck the side of his head, summoning blinding pain. Jansen staggered and fell to the sidewalk on hands and knees. He felt himself being frisked expertly in his half-conscious state. Something was removed from his trouser-pocket: his wallet probably. He tried to get up but fell forward, scraping his jaw. He heard retreating footsteps.


  Number one botch-job, he thought, and lost consciousness.


  WHEN HE CAME TO, he was not alone. He was no longer on the sidewalk, either. He had been taken into a house.


  He found himself looking at a girl in insulsuit and shorts. The forehead-piece of the girl’s skintight cowl came down in a sharp widow’s peak, in the current feminine fashion. It made her entire face, with its high cheek bones and long narrow eyes and small, stubborn, pointed chin, look somewhat aquatic. She was a very pretty girl and her figure under the revealing insulsuit was breath-taking.


  “You’re all right, Mr. Jansen?” she asked.


  Jansen. She’d called him by his name. He was on his guard at once. He’d gotten work at the Sun-station employment office on Earth as Wilson. His name was unknown here on Mercury—except to the person who’d gone through his bags aboard ship and the big man who’d taken his wallet on the street.


  He nodded his head slowly. His head ached and he felt weak and washed out, but he could feel the strength flowing back into him.


  The woman smiled. Then the smile left her face so quickly, it startled Jansen. “We don’t want you here,” she said. “We don’t want you on Mercury, Jansen.”


  He stood up. “Thanks for dragging me in off the street. I’ll get out of here now.”


  “Leave Mercury, Mr. Jansen. While you still can.”


  He headed for the door, his temple throbbing with pain. She helped him across the room coolly, efficiently, supporting his shoulder but barely seeming to touch him. He wished his head was clearer. He wanted to question this girl. She knew him; she’d had him tailed.


  “Get out while you can,” she was saying. “Remember what happened to your brother.”


  He whirled on the threshold and pushed her back into the room ahead of him. “Go ahead,” he said coldly. “Tell me about my brother.”


  Her face told him she knew she’d blundered. “Just get out of here, you fool!” she cried.


  “Tell me about my brother.”


  “He’s dead. What does it matter except he’s dead?”


  “How did he die, Miss Hilliard?”


  She gave him a startled look. “You know me?”


  “A guess. You’re Wendy Hilliard, aren’t you?”


  “Y-yes.”


  “He used to write me about you,” Jansen said bitterly. “Girl Friday or something. But when he started to go down you took off like the well-known rats. Didn’t you, Wendy?”


  Her hand struck his cheek stingingly. “Now clear out,” she said, her voice catching on a sob.


  He laughed harshly. “Well, what did you expect? It’s why you had my things searched on the ship, isn’t it? It’s why you had that big guy follow me.”


  Wendy Hilliard’s face was white. “I didn’t have your things searched on the ship,” she said.


  He looked at her searchingly: she meant that, he knew.


  “Oh, don’t you see?” she said, clutching his arm. “Don’t you see? It was Bareen, Mr. Jansen. I know you’re here and Bareen knows it. It was Bareen who had your brother killed and—”


  “Why?” Jansen asked.


  “Because he knew too much. Because Bareen is going to become, the richest man in the solar system and—and Ted got an inkling of what was happening.”


  “You seem to know,” Jansen said dryly. “But you’re still here. So what happened to Ted?”


  “Look, Mr. Jansen. Let me give you about a five minute course in Mercurian economics. Here at Sun-side station, we produce food for Earth’s teeming billions. Since directly or indirectly, all food is stored solar energy and since we’re much closer to the sun here, food-energy is produced abundantly and not expensively.”


  “I know all that,” Jansen said irritably.


  “Let me finish. You’ll see why. What we grow in the sun-side bogs is chlorella, millions of tons of chlorella, which is converted into synth-steak and other pseudomeats on Earth. Now, there are two keys to the production. The first, of course, is water. Chlorella must grow in bogs, which means artificial irrigation. The second is the sub-space tunnel. You know about that, Jansen. Call it a hole in space which shortcuts the distance between Mercury and Earth. The chlorella is shipped Earthward through this sub-space tunnel, not only instantly, but cheaply.


  “Bareen works the tunnel, Mr. Jansen. Bareen’s men control the irrigation station. Bareen is now in a position to demand any price he wishes from Earth for the chlorella. If Earth doesn’t agree, Earth starves. That’s why your brother was killed. He learned about this before Bareen was ready to strike. He’s almost ready now, Mr. Jansen.”


  “Where do you fit in? If Ted was killed—”


  Wendy’s face colored. “I wanted to go on living, Mr. Jansen. I didn’t want to die. I can’t be an idealist if my own life—”


  “What did you do?” His hand gripped her wrist. “Did you turn Ted over to Bareen?”


  She struck his face a second time. “I loved your brother. I wouldn’t have done a thing like that.”


  “Then what?”


  “I told you what you wanted to know. I don’t have to tell you more. Now get out of here.” She followed him to the door. “But you have to leave Mercury at once, you see,” she said. “Bareen can’t afford to let you live. Bareen will have you killed.”


  “The way they tell it on Earth, Bareen’s a loner. If he goes, the whole outfit folds and will play ball with Earth the way it ought to. Is that the way you see it?”


  “Yes, but—”


  “You thought I was here for revenge? I am, baby. Don’t get any wrong ideas. But I’ve also got a job to do. Earth needs that chlorella.” He opened the door.


  “Jansen—”


  “Well?”


  “Nothing. Just be careful.”


  He laughed harshly and walked out into the darkness.


  THE MAN’S NAME was Dinnison. He had the bunk next to Jansen’s in the barracks and he, like Jansen, was a newcomer. He’d shipped to Mercury from the Venusian dust-desert in search of greener pastures. Jansen felt sorry for him, then ruthlessly beat down the feeling. He had no time for pity.


  While it was still dark he followed Dinnison outside the barracks and thrust a mugging arm around his neck. Dinnison struggled, his arms flailing, his legs drumming. Once he almost broke loose, but Jansen held him until he had lost consciousness. A day, Jansen thought. Bareen knows I’m here, so all I can expect is a day now.


  He dragged Dinnison into a storage shed. The slight effort left him drenched with sweat, despite the insulsuit. He found rope and bound Dinnison, then took tape from his pocket and gagged him.


  Ten minutes later he returned to the barracks with Dinison’s identification papers. Andrew Dinnison, he thought. I’m Dinnison now. Bareen’s men would be looking for Frank Jansen, he knew. But unless Wendy Hilliard told them, they wouldn’t know what Jansen looked like.


  I’m Dinnison . . .


  He slept poorly. He dreamed but in the morning did not remember his dreams. When he awoke, Mercury had wobbled sufficiently for the twilight zone to be in sunlight again.


  “Rise and shine, men!” a supervisor’s voice blared over the loudspeaker. “Got some gunk to harvest!”


  Jansen watched the men get up, groaning and complaining, in the barracks. Gunk was the supervisor’s word for chlorella, Jansen thought. Looking at the men he decided they had other words for it, none of them printable. For, although the pay was good, it was sheer hell working on Mercury and the average employee at the chlorella bogs didn’t stay more than three months.


  With the others Jansen went outside and piled onto one of the half dozen swamp buggies which came for them. The buggies were surplus Army amphibian vehicles and rattled noisily over dry ground. They formed a line, single file, and headed through the domed corridor that connected Sun-side city, which was actually in the twilight zone, with the bogs themselves, which were on the sun-side of Mercury.


  If it had been hot in the city, despite man’s best air-conditioning efforts, it was murderously hot in the bogs. The sun burned down on the dome and through it; the irrigation water evaporated rapidly, so rapidly that the dehumidifiers could not carry it away quickly enough. As a result, the bogs were not only terribly hot, but humid as the inside of a Turkish bath. Jansen felt washed out before he’d even begun his work.


  The swamp buggies took them to a field of chlorella, the valuable plant growing like a thick coating of slime on the bogs. The men, moving slowly to conserve energy in the heat, climbed down from the buggies and attacked the chlorella by sweeping the surface of the bogs with their muscle-powered harvesters.


  Jansen smiled in spite of himself. Agricultural methods five thousand and more years old! It couldn’t be helped on Mercury, of course. Most available machinery was needed on Earth, for Earth’s billions. The metal for machinery was at a premium; the great iron mines of two centuries before were almost exhausted and no new supply had been found on any of the planets—at least none which could be mined productively at slight enough cost. Result: the outworlds got along with primitive methods or didn’t get along at all.


  Dinnison, Jansen discovered, had a rating of Six. It was not as bad as it could have been, but a good deal worse than Jansen’s own twelve. At least Dinnison wasn’t a harvester. Instead, Dinnison had been assigned to the packing platforms, and that was where Jansen found himself working. Here the chlorella was dried in the fierce sun and baled. The baling, of course, was done by hand and the chlorella, dry enough for baling but still sodden, was heavy. Afterwards, Jansen knew, it would be taken to the sub-space tunnel and shipped to Earth without even the necessity of dehydration.


  All morning Jansen worked in hot, stifling silence. Whenever a supervisor came in his direction he half-expected a heavy hand to fall on his shoulder and an accusing voice to call out his real name.


  At lunch hour he wandered off, all but exhausted, into the scant shade of one of the compound shacks. He sat there, popping energy tablets into his mouth. He was too weak to eat food although he saw it being served from big trays perhaps fifty yards away.


  “Jansen,” a voice called softly.


  HE LOOKED UP quickly, his eyes taking seconds to focus in the almost blinding glare. It was Wendy Hilliard, looking amazingly cool in her insulsuit and shorts.


  He reached up and grabbed her arm, pulling her down alongside him. “How did you find me?” he demanded.


  “It was an accident, although—” her voice trailed off.


  “Although what?”


  “You’re hurting me!”


  “Although what, Miss Hilliard?”


  “I—well, I was looking for you, Jansen. I want to help you.”


  “Sure,” he said, a trace of bitterness in his voice.


  She smiled. “I’d say you need some help. You look all washed out.”


  “Your sympathy is touching. Did you say the same thing to Ted, before he was killed?”


  “You fool. I liked your brother.”


  “He used a different word.”


  “All right. I loved him. He’s dead now. We can’t bring him back to life.”


  “So what do you want?”


  “Bareen’s here. In the bogs today.”


  Instantly, Jansen was alert. He could feel fresh strength surge through his muscles, his blood. Bareen! At last, he thought, Bareen! For Ted. . . .


  And for Earth.


  Ted had been an Earth agent on Mercury. Jansen was not: Jansen had been prospecting in the asteroids when he heard of Ted’s death. But he’d gone to Ted’s agency at once and offered his services. Now he was here, where Ted had been. Now he was in Ted’s place. What would Ted have done? He didn’t know. But he had his orders. They were explicit—and ruthless.


  “You will report to Sun-side City,” they had told him. “You will seek Bareen out. Without Bareen, the organization he has built up will crumble. With Bareen, it will gain control, complete control instead of managerial control, of the irrigation system and the sub-space tunnel. Bareen will become a fabulously wealthy and powerful man, at the expense of Earth’s starving billions. You will find Bareen and kill him.”


  Assassination, Jansen thought now. Legally, it would be a crime. The civilized worlds would forever be closed to Jansen. But morally it would be anything but a crime. Morally, Jansen would be helping billions of people he would never see—and, if he helped them, he would be from that day forth an outcast who must live out the rest of his life on the far outworlds.


  For Ted, he thought. And Earth. . . .


  “Why’d Bareen come here?” Jansen asked the girl suspiciously. “I thought he runs this show from the sub-space tunnel?”


  “Sure he does. But periodically he comes here to check on his men. You must have known it: why did you come here?”


  “I couldn’t get assigned to the sub-space tunnel. I’m no technician. I was going to figure a way in, later.”


  “There’s no later for you. How much time do you think you have, Jansen?”


  He shrugged, and asked a question of his own. “Why are you pretending to help me?”


  “Ted and I—”


  “He’s dead now, remember?”


  Wendy stood up angrily. “All right, have it your way. Bareen is here. You’re here. I thought that was what you wanted. I told you. I—”


  Just then the one streamlined swamp-buggy Jansen had seen came chugging up through the brackish water. A hatch opened and as it did so Wendy moved quickly away from Jansen. She waded toward the buggy, smiling. A man appeared in the hatch, a big man, big as Jansen and wider. He was younger than Jansen thought he would be. He was handsome and somehow cold-looking.


  “Wendy, my dear,” Jansen heard him say. “This is a pleasant surprise.”


  Wendy reached the swamp-buggy. Bareen—for it was Bareen—leaned over and offered her a hand. He drew her up to him and she turned her cheek for his kiss. Then they disappeared inside the buggy and it chugged away.


  Jansen sat there for a moment. Bareen, he thought. Bareen and Wendy Hilliard. Well, why not? Hadn’t Ted been killed?


  But why did she come to me?


  Jansen stood up. His limbs trembled with heat-fatigue and he popped two salt tablets into his mouth. He began to walk.


  “Hey, you!” a supervisor called. “Lunch hour’s almost over. Where you going?”


  Jansen didn’t answer. The swamp buggy, moving slowly through the brown water, was almost out of sight. A dome corridor led from the chlorella bogs to the irrigation station, Jansen knew. The buggy was headed in that direction.


  “I said, where you going?”


  Jansen didn’t answer the shouted question. There wasn’t time. He ran, splashing through the thighdeep water, moving clumsily and slowly. Instead of following Bareen’s buggy, he headed for where the other vehicles were parked. He climbed on one and began to unbolt the hatch when he heard boots on metal behind him.


  It was the supervisor. “For the last time, buddy—”


  Jansen turned and hit him. The supervisor, an astonished look on his face, stumbled back off the amphibious vehicle and into the swamp. Jansen waited to see that he got up, then slid in through the hatch and started the buggy.


  There would be an alarm, he knew. But Bareen’s buggy hadn’t been hurrying. If he could overtake it. . . .


  HE CHUGGED ALONG, expecting pursuit momentarily. He rode with the hatch open and his body half out, for best visibility. He saw the other swamp vehicle, perhaps three hundred yards ahead. It reached the narrow neck of the domed corridor and paused at the check-point there, then went through.


  Soon Jansen reached the checkpoint. Two men with blasting rifles stood in his path, looking suspicious.


  “Get out of the way!” Jansen called boldly. “I’m Bareen’s bodyguard.”


  “Behind him?”


  “Where would you stay, friend?” The guards exchanged glances. One of them grinned. But the other one said, “We got a report of a guy who—”


  “I wouldn’t be interested in any reports,” Jansen said curtly. “Now, do you let me through or do I report you to Bareen?”


  Glances were exchanged again. One of the guards shrugged. They didn’t want trouble. Jansen’s very boldness was his best weapon. Finally, exchanging glances once more, they waved him on.


  The second swamp buggy was by then out of sight down the domed corridor. But half an hour later Jansen reached the big, white, squat structure which housed the irrigation machinery. And Bareen’s streamlined swamp-buggy was parked outside on the dry ground.


  He went inside and an armed man stood in his path. “Well?”


  “Bareen,” Jansen said.


  “Come and gone, with Miss Hilliard.”


  “But his buggy—”


  “Who’re you?”


  “Bodyguard,” Jansen said promptly. It had worked once.


  “Hell, then you ought to know. Why ask me?”


  “You know Mr. Bareen,” Jansen said, smiling. “Impulsive.”


  “Is he? I guess I wouldn’t know.”


  “Look. Ordinarily I wouldn’t mind passing the time of day with you, but I’m not supposed to let Bareen out of my sight. So if you’ll just tell me where he is.”


  “Show me.”


  “What did you say?” Jansen asked with a sickening realization of what the guard wanted.


  “You say you’re his bodyguard. Show me.”


  Jansen swung his fist in a quick, blurring arc and hit the man. He felt the pain of good contact and the man went over on his back, striking the ground hard. Jansen knelt quickly by his side: he was breathing normally. Quickly Jansen searched him and found a small hand-blaster. He pocketed it and got up, dragging the unconscious man into an alcove which housed an inter-office communications system. On impulse, Jansen picked up the microphone and said:


  “Mr. Bareen, please. This is important.”


  “I’m sorry, sir. Mr. Bareen has taken the sub-spacer back to the interplanetary sub-space tunnel.”


  “Thank you,” Jansen said automatically. There was a small subspace tunnel connecting the irrigation station with the big interplanetary space-warp, Jansen knew. Even now Bareen and Wendy Hilliard, having inspected the plant, were a hundred thousand miles away, in deep space, at the tunnel station.


  While Jansen was thinking, the communications system board flashed and a voice said:


  “Emergency! Emergency! Someone has stolen a buggy and is believed heading for the irrigation station. He may be armed and is probably dangerous.”


  Jansen acknowledged the information, then said: “The buggy just passed this way, but it kept going.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “Positive.”


  “Thanks. We’ll relay the information.”


  That ruse would give him a few minutes, Jansen knew. But for what purpose?


  Bareen and Wendy Hilliard! If they used the sub-space tunnel, why couldn’t he?


  He left the alcove and charged down a brightly-lit hallway, passing a cavern-sized room a-throb with banks of machinery. A technician looked up at him and Jansen said:


  “The sub-spacer. Hurry, man. This is urgent.”


  The technician pointed, spoke. Jansen followed his directions on the dead run.


  WHEN HE REACHED IT, he saw what looked like a vidiphone booth in a large, otherwise empty room. But vidiphone booths don’t usually have armed guards. . . .


  “This is for Mr. Bareen’s private use,” the guard said, brandishing a blasting rifle. “Better beat it.”


  No ruses here. This guard would know. This was one of Bareen’s private thugs, probably, Jansen took a breath and dove at him.


  The blaster roared, searing air over Jansen’s head. He hit the guard’s middle and they went down together, the rifle falling from the guard’s grasp. They rolled over and over, then the guard got to his knees and clubbed an elbow at Jansen’s jaw. Jansen rolled on his back, his face suddenly numb. The guard dove for him, pinned him and called for help.


  Jansen struggled frantically. He heard footsteps pounding toward them, then brought his legs up and scissored the guard’s throat, pulling him down and away. Jansen released the scissors abruptly and scrambled to his feet. He made it to the sub-space booth and pulled the door open. There was a single lever inside and he yanked at it as he slammed the transparent door. He felt nothing at first. He saw the guard retrieve his rifle, pointing it at the booth and firing.


  But the blast of raw energy never reached Jansen. For he was already being transported through subspace. . . .


  He had no time to marshall his thoughts. The first thing he saw through the transparent door of the twin booth a hundred thousand miles away on the sub-space station, was Bareen. Bareen was standing just outside the booth, holding a blaster.


  He was pointing the blaster at Wendy Hilliard, whose face was white. Jansen opened the door and Bareen’s deep voice ended with: “—to kill you now.”


  Jansen turned quickly and fired his blaster not at Bareen but at the controls of the sub-space booth. This way, he hoped, they wouldn’t be interrupted. This way—


  “Jansen!” Wendy screamed.


  Bareen whirled, facing Jansen. His eyes widened and as he fired the blaster Jansen felt a numbing pain in his right leg. The blaster had merely seared him, he knew. But if Bareen had time for another try. . . .


  Jansen leaped at him and they went crashing across the room toward another, and larger, subspace booth. Jansen was exhausted. The quick pursuit, the fight at the irrigation center, the unfamiliar activity at the chlorella bogs, had drained most of the energy from his body. And Bareen was strong.


  He slowly forced Jansen back, choking him. Jansen’s hands waved weakly in front of his face, fluttering uselessly. Bareen was going to kill him, as he had killed his brother. . . .


  Jansen’s vision swam. Balls of flame seared before his eyes. He was dimly aware of Wendy clawing at Bareen’s back, but the big man pushed her away, then hurled her across the room with one out-flung arm.


  Jansen butted with his head. He brought his knee up. He swung his fists and felt contact with Bareen’s face. But Bareen held onto his throat with one large hand, getting the other one free to use the blaster. He brought it up slowly, and Jansen forgot about the hand about his throat. He reached for the blaster, struggling for possession of it with Bareen. He butted again and saw a bloody smear where Bareen’s mouth had been. The blaster was between them . . .


  And roared. . . .


  Bareen slumped against him and the pressure was suddenly gone from his throat. When he looked down at Bareen he saw that the man’s entire face had been shot away—


  “I was working for your brother,” Wendy sobbed. “I never gave up. I was gathering evidence about what Bareen planned. You—you came just in time. He was going to give his ultimatum to Earth today. Triple the price, or no chlorella. They’d have had to say yes.”


  Feet pounded in a corridor, came closer.


  “We won,” Jansen said. “But now—we’re finished.”


  “Quick!” Wendy cried, pulling him toward the larger sub-space booth. “It connects with Earth.”


  “I can’t return to Earth. I’ve just killed a man. I—”


  “Self-defense. I saw you. Besides, we have the proof that Bareen was going to bleed Earth dry for chlorella.”


  “. . . . the outworlds. . . .” he said.


  “You don’t have to hide on the outworlds now.”


  “Hide, nothing,” Jansen said, smiling weakly but happily the split-second before they were whisked seventy million miles through sub-space. “If you’re not a fugitive, the outworlds are wonderful. Maybe you’d like. . . .”


  He was going to say, like to join me. It was an impulse he couldn’t explain, as if the depths of subspace drew a man’s secret desires from his unconscious mind.


  And as they began to materialize on Earth he heard Wendy’s voice, as if from far away:


  “Maybe I’d like to try that.”


  SUNRISE ON MERCURY


  Robert Silverberg


  The question was: why was the sun rising a week ahead of schedule?


  NINE MILLION miles to the sunward of Mercury, with the Leverrier swinging into the series of spirals that would bring it down on the solar system’s smallest world, Second Astrogator Lon Curtis decided to end his life.


  Curtis had been lounging in a webfoam cradle waiting for the landing to be effected; his job in the operation was over, at least until the Leverrier’s landing jacks touched Mercury’s blistered surface. The ship’s efficient sodium-coolant system negated the efforts of the swollen sun visible through the rear screen. For Curtis and his seven shipmates, no problems presented themselves; they had only to wait while the autopilot brought the ship down for man’s second landing on Mercury.


  Flight Commander Harry Ross was sitting near Curtis when he noticed the sudden momentary stiffening of the astrogator’s jaws. Curtis abruptly reached for the control nozzle. From the spinnerets that had spun the webfoam came a quick green burst of dissolving fluorochrene; the cradle vanished. Curtis stood up.


  “Going somewhere?” Ross asked.


  Curtis’s voice was harsh. “Just—just taking a walk.”


  Ross returned his attention to his microbook for a moment as Curtis walked away. There was the ratchety sound of a bulkhead dog being manipulated, and Ross felt a momentary chill as the cooler air of the superrefrigerated reactor compartment drifted in.


  He punched a stud, turning the page. Then—


  What the hell is he doing in the reactor compartment?


  THE AUTOPILOT would be controlling the fuel flow, handling it down to the milligram, in a way no human system could. The reactor was primed for the landing, the fuel was stoked, the compartment was dogged shut. No one—least of all a second astrogator—had any business going back there.


  Ross had the foam cradle dissolved in an instant, and was on his feet a moment later. He dashed down the companionway and through the open bulkhead door into the coolness of the reactor compartment.


  Curbs was standing by the converter door, toying with the release-tripper. As Ross approached, he saw the astrogator get the door open and put one foot to the chute that led downship to the nuclear pile.


  “Curtis, you idiot! Get away from there! You’ll kill us all!”


  The astrogator turned, looked blankly at Ross for an instant, and drew up his other foot. Ross leaped.


  He caught Curtis’ booted foot in his hands, and despite a barrage of kicks from the astrogator’s free boot, managed to drag Curtis off the chute. The astrogator tugged and pulled, attempting to break free. Ross saw the man’s pale cheeks quivering. Curtis had cracked, but thoroughly.


  Grunting, Ross yanked Curtis away from the yawning reactor chute and slammed the door shut. He dragged him out into the main section again and slapped him, hard.


  “Why’d you want to do that? Don’t you know what your mass would do to the ship if it got into the converter? You know the fuel intake’s been calibrated already; 180 extra pounds and we’d arc right into the sun. What’s wrong with you, Curtis?”


  The astrogator fixed unshaking, unexpressive eyes on Ross. “I want to die,” he said simply. “Why couldn’t you let me die?”


  HE WANTED to die. Ross shrugged, feeling a cold tremor run down his back. There was no guarding against this disease.


  Just as aqualungers beneath the sea’s surface suffered from l’ivresse des grandes profondeurs—rapture of the deeps—and knew no cure for the strange, depth-induced drunkenness that caused them to remove their breathing tubes fifty fathoms below, so did spacemen run the risk of this nameless malady, this inexplicable urge to self-destruction.


  It struck anywhere. A repairman wielding a torch on a recalcitrant strut of an orbiting wheel might abruptly rip open his facemask and drink vacuum; a radioman rigging an antenna on the skin of his ship might suddenly cut his line, fire his directional pistol, and send himself drifting away. Or a second astrogator might decide to climb into the converter.


  Psych Officer Spangler appeared, an expression of concern fixed on his smooth pink face. “Trouble?”


  Ross nodded. “Curtis. Tried to jump into the fuel chute. He’s got it, Doc.”


  SCOWLING, Spangler rubbed his cheek, then said: “They always pick the best times, dammit. It’s swell having a psycho on a Mercury run.”


  “That’s the way it is,” Ross said wearily. “Better put him in statis till we get home. I’d hate to have him running loose looking for different ways of doing himself in.


  “Why can’t you let me die?” Curtis asked. His face was bleak. “Why’d you have to stop me?”


  “Because, you lunatic, you’d have killed all the rest of us by your fool dive into the converter. Go walk out the airlock if you want to die—but don’t take us with you.” Spangler glared warningly at him. “Harry—”


  “Okay,” Ross said. “Take him away.”


  The psychman led Curtis within. The astrogator would be given a tranquilizing injection, and locked in an insoluble webfoam jacket for the rest of the journey. There was a chance he could be restored to sanity, once they returned to Earth, but Ross knew that the astrogator would make a beeline for the nearest method of suicide the moment he was let loose in space.


  BROODING, Ross turned away. A man spends his boyhood dreaming about space, he thought, spends four years at the Academy and two more making dummy runs. Then he finally gets up where it counts, and he cracks up. Curtis was an astrolgation machine, not a normal human being; and he had just disqualified himself permanently from the only job he knew how to do.


  Ross shivered, feeling chill despite the bloated bulk of the sun filling the rear screen. It could happen to anyone . . . even him. He thought of Curtis, lying in a foam cradle somewhere in the back of the ship, blackly thinking over and over again I want to die, while Doc Spangler muttered soothing things at him. A human being was really a frail form of life, Ross reflected.


  Death seemed to hang over the ship; the gloomy aura of Curtis’ suicide-wish polluted the atmosphere.


  Ross shook his head and punched down savagely on the signal to prepare for deceleration. The unspinning globe that was Mercury bobbed up ahead. He spotted it through the front screen.


  THEY WERE approaching the tiny planet middle-on. He could see the neat division now: the brightness of Sunside, the unapproachable inferno where zinc ran in rivers, and the icy blackness of Darkside, dull with its unlit plains of frozen CO2.


  Down the heart of the planet ran the Twilight Belt, that narrow area of not-cold and not-heat where Sunside and Darkside met to provide a thin band of barely-tolerable territory, a ring nine thousand miles in circumference and ten or twenty miles wide.


  The Leverrier plunged downward. “Downward” was actually a misnomer—space has no ups or downs—but it was the simplest way for Ross to visualize the approach. He allowed his jangled nerves to calm. The ship was in the hands of the autopilot; the orbit was precomputed and the analog banks in the drive were happily following the taped program, bringing the ship to rest smack in the middle of—


  My God!


  Ross went cold from head to toe. The precomputed tape had been fed to the analog banks—had been prepared by—had been the work of—Curtis.


  A suicidal madman had worked out the Leverrier’s landing program.


  ROSS’ HANDS began to shake. How easy it would have been, he thought, for death-bent Curtis to work out an orbit that would plant the Leverrier in a smoking river of molten lead—or in the mortuary chill of Darkside.


  His false security vanished. There was no trusting the automatic pilot; they’d have to risk a manual landing.


  Ross jabbed down on the communicator button. “I want Brainerd,” he said hoarsely.


  The First Astrogator appeared a few seconds later, peering in curiously. “What goes, Captain?”


  “We’ve just carted your assistant Curtis off to the pokey. He tried to jump into the converter.”


  “He—?”


  Ross nodded. “Attempted suicide; I nabbed him in time. But in view of the circumstances, I think we’d better discard the tape you had him prepare and bring the ship down manually, yes?”


  The First Astrogator moistened his lips. “Maybe that’s a good idea,” he said.


  “Damn right it is,” Ross said, glowering.


  AS THE SHIP touched down, Ross thought, Mercury is two hells in one.


  It was the cold, icebound kingdom of Dante’s deepest pit—and it was also the brimstone empire of another conception. The two met, fire and frost, each hemisphere its own kind of hell.


  He lifted his head and flicked a quick glance at the instrument panel above his deceleration cradle. The dials all checked: weight placement was proper, stability 100%, external temperature a manageable 108F., indicating they had made their landing a little to the sunward of the Twilight Belt’s exact middle. It had been a sound landing.


  He snapped on the communicator. “Brainerd?”


  “All OK, Captain.”


  “How was the landing? You used manual, didn’t you?”


  “I had to,” the astrogator said. “I ran a quick check on Curtis’ tape and it was all cockeyed. We’d have grazed Mercury’s orbit by a whisker and kept going—straight for the sun. Nice?”


  “Sweet,” Ross said. “But don’t be too hard on the kid; it’s not his fault he went psycho. Good landing, anyway. We seem to be pretty close to the center of the Twilight Belt, give or take a mile or two.”


  He broke the contact and unwebbed himself. “We’re here,” he announced over the shipwide circuit. “All hands to fore double pronto.”


  The men got there quickly enough—Brainerd first, then Doc Spangler, followed by Accumulator Tech Krinsky and the three crewmen. Ross waited until the entire group had assembled.


  THEY WERE looking around curiously for Curtis, all but Brainerd and Spangler. Crisply, Ross said, “Astrogator Curtis won’t be with us. He’s aft in the psycho bin; luckily, we can shift without him on this tour.”


  He waited till the implications of that statement had sunk in. The men adjusted to it well, he thought, judging from the swiftness with which the horror faded from their faces.


  “All right,” he said. “Schedule calls for us to spend a maximum of thirty-two hours on Mercury before departure. Brainerd, how does that check with our location?”


  The astrogator frowned and made some mental calculations. “Current position is a trifle to the sunward edge of the Twilight Belt; but as I figure it, the sun won’t be high enough to put the Fahrenheit much above 120 for at least a week. Our suits can handle that sort of temperature with ease.”


  “Good. Llewellyn, you and Falbridge break out the radar inflaters and get the tower set up as far to the east as you can go without roasting. Take the crawler, but be sure to keep an eye on the thermometer. We’ve only got one heatsuit, and that’s for Krinsky.”


  Llewellyn, a thin, sunkeneyed spaceman, shifted uneasily. “How far to the east do you suggest, sir?”


  “The Twilight Belt covers about a quarter of Mercury’s surface,” Ross said. “You’ve got a strip 47 degrees wide to move around in—but I don’t suggest you go much more than twenty-five miles or so. It starts getting hot after that, and keeps going up.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  ROSS TURNED to Krinsky. The Accumulator Tech was the key man of the expedition; it was his job to check the readings on the pair of Solar Accumulators that had been left here by the first expedition. He was to measure the amount of stress created by solar energies here, so close to the source of radiation, study force-lines operating in the strange magnetic field of the little world, and re-prime the Accumulators for further testing at a later date.


  Krinsky was a tall, powerfully-built man, the sort of man who could stand up to the crushing weight of a heat-suit almost cheerfully. The heat-suit was necessary for prolonged work in the Sunside zone, where the Accumulators were—and even a giant like Krinsky could stand the strain only for a few hours at a time.


  “When Llewellyn and Falbridge have the radar tower set up, Krinsky, get into your heat-suit and be ready to move. As soon as we’ve got the Accumulator Station located, Dominic will drive you as far east as possible and drop you off. The rest is up to you. We’ll be telemetering your readings, but we’d like to have you back alive.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “That’s about it,” Ross said. “Let’s get rolling.”


  ROSS’ OWN job was purely administrative—and, as the men of his crew moved busily about their allotted tasks, he realized unhappily that he himself was condemned to temporary idleness. His function was that of overseer; like the conductor of a symphony orchestra, he played no instrument himself, and was on hand mostly to keep the group moving in harmony toward the finish. Now, he had only to wait. Llewellyn and Falbridge departed, riding the segmented.


  thermo-resistant crawler carried in the belly of the Leverrier. Their job was simple: they were to erect the inflatable plastic radar tower far to sunward. The tower that had been left by the first expedition had long since liberated into a Sunside zone and been liquefied; the plastic base and parabola, covered with a light reflective surface of aluminum, could hardly withstand the searing heat of Sunside.


  Out there, it got up to 7000 when the sun was at its closest; the eccentricities of Mercury’s orbit accounted for considerable Sunside temperature variations; but the thermometer never showed lower than 3000 on Sunside, even during aphelion. On Darkside, there was little variation; temperature hung down near absolute zero, and frozen drifts of heavy gases covered the surface of the land.


  From where he stood, Ross could see neither sunside nor Darkside. The Twilight Belt was nearly a thousand miles broad, and as the planet dipped in its orbit the sun would first slide above the horizon, then dip back. For a twenty-mile strip through the heart of the Belt, the heat of Sunside and the cold of Darkside cancelled out into a fairly stable temperate climate; for five hundred miles on either side, the Twilight Belt gradually tricked toward the areas of cold and raging heat.


  IT WAS A strange and forbidding planet. Humans could endure it only for short times; the sort of life that would be able to exist permanently on Mercury was beyond his conception. Standing outside the Leverrier in his spacesuit, Ross nudged the chin control that lowered a pane of optical glass. He peered first toward Darkside, where he thought he saw a thin line of encroaching black—only illusion, he knew—and then toward Sunside.


  In the distance, Lewellyn and Falbridge were erecting the spidery parabola that was the radar tower. He could see the clumsy shape outlined against the sky now—and behind it? A faint line of brightness rimming the bordering peaks? Illusion also, he knew. Brainerd had calculated that the sun’s radiance would not be visible here for a week. And in a week’s time they’d be back on Earth.


  He turned to Krinsky. “The tower’s nearly up. They’ll be back with the crawler any minute. You’d better get ready to make your trip.”


  Krinsky nodded. “I’ll suit up, sir.”


  As the technician swung up the handholds and into the ship, Ross’ thoughts turned to Curtis. The young astrogator had prattled of seeing Mercury, all the way out—and now that they were actually here, Curtis lay in a web of foam deep within the ship, moodily demanding the right to die.


  KRINSKY returned, now wearing the insulating bulk of the heat-suit over his standard rebreathing outfit. He looked like a small tank rather than a man. “Is the crawler approaching, sir?”


  “I’ll take a look:”


  Ross adjusted the lensplate in his mask and narrowed his eyes. It seemed to him that the temperature had risen somewhat. Another illusion, he thought, as he squinted into the distance.


  His eyes picked out the radar tower far off toward Sunside. His mouth sagged open.


  “Something the matter, sir?”


  “I’ll say!” Ross squeezed his eyes tight shut and looked again. And—yes—the newly-erected radar tower was drooping soggily, and beginning to melt. He saw two tiny figures racing madly over the flat, pumice-covered ground to the silvery oblong that was the crawler. And—impossibly—the first glow of an unmistakeable brightness was beginning to shimmer on the mountains behind the tower.


  The sun was rising—a week ahead of schedule!


  ROSS GASPED and ran back into the ship, followed by the lumbering Krinsky. In the airlock, mechanical hands descended to help him out of his space suit; he signalled to Krinsky to remain in the heat-suit, and dashed through into the main cabin.


  “Brainerd! Brainerd! Where in hell are you?”


  The senior astrogator appeared, looking puzzled. “Yes, Captain?”


  “Look out the screen,” Ross said in a strangled voice, “Look at the radar tower!”


  “It’s—melting,” Brainerd said, astonished. “But that’s—that’s—”


  “I know. It’s impossible.” Ross glanced at the instrument panel. External temperature had risen to 112—a jump of four degrees. And as he watched it clicked up to 114.


  It would take a heat of at least 500° to melt the radar tower that way. Ross squinted at the screen, and saw the crawler come swinging dizzily toward them: Llewellyn and Falbridge were still alive, then—though they probably had had a good cooking out there. The temperature outside the ship was up to 116. It would probably be near 200 by the time the two men returned.


  Angrily, Ross faced the astrogator. “I thought you were bringing us down in the safety strip,” he snapped. “Check your figures again and find out where the hell we really are. Then work out a blasting orbit. That’s the sun coming up over those hills.”


  “I know,” Brainerd said.


  THE TEMPERATURE reached 120. The ship’s cooling system would be able to keep things under control and comfortable until about 250; beyond that, there was danger of an overload. The crawler continued to draw near; it was probably hellish in the little landcar, he thought.


  His mind weighed alternatives. If the external temperature went much over 250, he would run the risk of wrecking the ship’s cooling system by waiting for the two in the crawler to arrive. He decided he’d give them until it hit 275 to get back and then clear out. It was foolish to try to save two lives at a cost of five. External temperature had hit 130. Its rate of increase was jumping rapidly.


  The ship’s crew knew what was going on now. Without direct orders from Ross, they were readying the Leverrier for an emergency blastoff.


  The crawler inched forward. The two men weren’t much more than ten miles away now; and at an average speed of forty miles an hour they’d be back within fifteen minutes. Outside it was 133. Long fingers of shimmering sunlight stretched toward them from the horizon.


  Brainerd looked up from his calculations. “I can’t work it. The damned fingers don’t come out.”


  “Huh?”


  “I’m computing our location—and I can’t do the arithmetic. My head’s all foggy.”


  What the hell, Ross thought. This was when a captain earned his pay. “Get out of the way,” he snapped. “Let me do it.”


  HE SAT DOWN at the desk and started figuring. He saw Brainerd’s hasty notations scratched out everywhere. It was as if the astrogator had totally forgotten how to do his job.


  Let’s see, now. If we’re—His pencil flew over the pad—but as he worked he saw that it was all wrong. His mind felt bleary, strange; he couldn’t seem to handle the computations. Looking up, he said, “Tell Krinsky to get down there and be ready to help those men out of the crawler when it gets here. They’re probably half-crooked.”


  Temperature 146. He looked back at the pad. Damn; it shouldn’t be that hard to do simple trig, he thought.


  Doc Spangler appeared. “I cut Curtis free,” he announced. “He isn’t safe during takeoff in that cradle.” From within came a steady mutter. “Just let me die . . . just let me die . . .”


  “Tell him he’s likely to have his wish,” Ross murmured. “If I can’t work out a blastoff orbit we’ll all roast here.”


  “How come you’re doing it? What’s the matter with Brainerd?”


  “Choked up. Couldn’t do the figures. And come to think of it, I felt pretty funny myself.”


  Fingers of fog seemed to wrap around his mind. He glanced at the dial. Temperature 152 outside. That gave the boys in the crawler 123 degrees to get back here . . . or was it 321? He was confused, utterly bewildered.


  Doc Spangler looked strange too. The psych officer was frowning curiously. “I feel very lethargic suddenly,” Spangler declared. “I know I really should get back to Curtis, but—”


  THE MADMAN was keeping up a steady babble inside. The part of Ross’ mind that could still think clearly realized that if left unattended Curtis was capable of almost anything.


  Temperature 158. The crawler seemed nearer. On the horizon, the radar tower was becoming a crazy shambles.


  There was a shriek. “It’s Curtis!” Ross yelled, his mind returning to awareness hurriedly, and peeled out from behind the desk. He ran aft, followed by Spanger, but it was too late.


  Curtis lay on the floor in a bloody puddle. He had found a pair of shears somewhere.


  Spangler bent. “He’s dead.”


  “Of course. He’s dead.” Ross echoed. His brain felt totally clear now; at the moment of Curtis’ death, the fog had lifted. Leaving Spangler to attend to the body, he returned to the desk and glanced at the computations.


  With icy clarity he determined their location. They had come down better than three hundred miles to sunward of where they thought they had been. The instruments hadn’t lied—but someone’s eyes had. The orbit Brainerd that had so solemnly assured him was a “safe” one was actually almost as deadly as the one Curtis had computed.


  He looked outside. The crawler was almost there; temperature was 167. There was plenty of time. They would make it with a few minutes to spare, thanks to the warning they had received from the melting radar tower.


  But why had it happened? There was no answer to that.


  GIGANTIC in his heat-suit, Krinsky brought Llewellyn and Falbridge aboard. They peeled out of their spacesuits and wobbled unsteadily, then collapsed. They looked like a pair of just-boiled lobsters.


  “Heat prostration,” Ross said. “Krinsky, get them into takeoff cradles. Dominic, you in your suit yet?”


  The spaceman appeared at the airlock entrance and nodded.


  “Good. Get down there and drive the crawler into the hold. We can’t afford to leave it here. Double-quick, and then we’ll blast off. Brainerd, that new orbit ready?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The thermometer grazed 200. The cooling system was beginning to suffer—but its agonies were to be shortlived. Within minutes, the Leverrier had lifted from Mercury’s surface—minutes ahead of the relentless advance of the sun—and swung into a temporary planet-circling orbit.


  As they hung there, virtually catching their breaths, just one question rose in Ross’ mind: why? Why did Brainerd’s orbit bring them down in a danger zone instead of the safety strip? Why had both Brainerd and Ross been unable to compute a blasting-pattern, the simplest of elementary astrogation techniques? And why had Spangler’s wits utterly failed him—just long enough to let the unhappy Curtis kill himself?


  Ross could see the same question reflected on everyone’s face: why?


  He felt an itchy feeling at the base of his skull. And suddenly, an image forced its way across his mind in answer.


  IT WAS A great pool of molten zinc, lying shimmering between two jagged crests somewhere on Sunside. It had been there thousands of years; it would be there thousands, perhaps millions of years from now.


  Its surface quivered. The sun’s brightness upon the pool was intolerable even to the mind’s eye.


  Radiation beat down on the zinc pool—the sun’s radiation, hard and unending, and then a new radiation, an electromagnetic emanation with it a meaningful commutation:


  I want to die.


  The pool of zinc stirred fretfully with sudden impulses of helpfulness.


  THE VISION passed as quickly as it came. Stunned, Ross looked up hesitantly. The expression on the six faces surrounding him told him what he wanted to know.


  “You felt it too,” he said. Spangler nodded, then Krinsky and the rest of them.


  “Yes,” Krinsky said. “What the devil was it?”


  Brainerd turned to Spangler. “Are we all nuts, Doc?” The psych officer shrugged. “Mass hallucination . . . collective hypnosis . . .”


  “No, Doc.” Ross leaned forward. “You know it as well as I do. That thing was real; it’s down there, out on Sunside.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean that wasn’t any hallucination we had. That’s life—or as close to it as Mercury can come.” Ross’ hands shook; he forced them to subside. “We’ve stumbled over something very big,” he said. Spangler stirred uneasily.


  “Harry—”


  “No, I’m not out of my head! Don’t you see—that thing down there, whatever it is, is sensitive to our thoughts! It picked up Curtis’ godawful caterwauling the way a radar set grabs electromagnetic waves. His were the strongest thoughts coming through; so it acted on them and did its damndest to help Curtis’ wish come true.”


  “You mean by fogging our minds, and deluding us into thinking we were in safe territory, when actually we were right near sunrise territory?”


  “But why would it go to all that trouble?” Krinsky objected. “If it wanted to help poor Curtis kill himself, why didn’t it just fix it so we came down right in Sunside? We’d cook a lot quicker that way.”


  ROSS SHOOK his head. “It knew that the rest of us didn’t want to die. The thing down there must be a multivalued thinker. It took the conflicting emanations of Curtis and the rest of us, and fixed things so that he’d die, and we wouldn’t.” He shivered. “Once Curtis was out of the way, it acted to help the surviving crewmembers get off to safety. If you’ll remember, we all thought and moved a lot quicker the instant Curtis was dead.”


  “Damned if that’s not so,” Spangler said. “But—”


  “What I want to know is, do we go back down?” Krinsky asked. “If that thing is what you say it is, I’m not so sure I want to go within reach of it again. Who knows what it might make us do this time?”


  “It wants to help us,” Ross said stubbornly. “It’s not hostile. You’re not afraid, are you? I was counting on you to go out and scout for it in the heat-suit.”


  “Not me!” Krinsky said hastily.


  Ross scowled. “But this is the first intelligent life-form we’ve hit in the Solar System yet. We can’t simply run away and hide!” To Brainerd he said, “Set up an orbit that’ll take us back down again—and this time put us down where we won’t melt.”


  “I can’t do it, sir,” Brainerd said flatly. “I believe the safety of the crew will be best served by returning to Earth at once.”


  Facing the group of them, Ross glanced quickly from one to the next. There was fear evident on the faces of all of them. He knew what each of them was thinking: I don’t want to go back to Mercury.


  Six of them; one of him. And the helpful thing below.


  THEY HAD outnumbered Curtis seven to one—but unmixed death-wish. Ross knew he could never generate enough strength of thought to counteract the fear-ridden thoughts of the other six.


  This is mutiny, he thought, but somehow he did not care to speak the thought aloud. Here was a case where a superior officer might legitimately be removed from command for the common good, and he knew it.


  The creature below was ready to offer its services. But, multi-valued as it might be, there was still only one spaceship, and one of the two parties—either he or the rest of them—would have to be denied its wishes.


  Yet, he thought, the pool had contrived to satisfy both the man who wished to die and those who wished to stay alive. Now, six wanted to return—but could the voice of the seventh be ignored? You’re not being fair to me, Ross thought, directing his angry outburst toward the planet below. I want to see you. I want to study you. Don’t let them drag me back to Earth.


  WHEN THE Leverrier returned to Earth, a week later, the six survivors of the Second Mercury Expedition could all describe in detail how a fierce death-wish had overtaken Second Astrogator Curtis and caused his suicide. But not one of them could recall what had happened to Flight Commander Ross, or why the heat-suit had been left behind on Mercury.


  LIFE CYCLE


  Poul Anderson


  Those who skipped the Novotny story because it contained sex may safely resume their reading here, even though Mr. Anderson’s narrative is, as its title indicates, primarily concerned with nothing else. For it is surely a corollary to Comstock’s First Law ("the censorability of mammae varies in inverse ratio to the amount of melanin in the skin") that the obscenity of the sexual processes of any race varies in direct ratio to the kinship of that race with the race judging; and Anderson's wholly alien Mercurians are much too silicious to be salacious. But their sex-life, if unalluring, offers a mystery upon the solution to which depend the lives of two Earthmen—and possibly the future of Earth.


  “WELL, ALL RIGHT! I’LL GO TO THEIR damned temple myself!”


  “You must be crazy even to think of such a tonteria,” said Juan Navarro. He sucked hard on his pipe, decided it was finished, and knocked out the dottle. “They would tear you in pieces.”


  “Quicker than starving to death on this hellhound lump of rock.”


  “Very small pieces.” Navarro sat down on a workbench and swung his legs. He was a Basque, mediumsized, longheaded, dark-haired, with the mountaineer’s bony independence in his face. He was also a biologist of distinction, an amateur violinist, and a hungry man waiting to die. “You don’t understand, Joe, those Dayside beings are not just another race. They are gods.”


  Joe Kingsbury Thayendanegea, who was a stocky Mohawk from upper New York State, paced the caging space of the room, hands behind his back, and swore. If he had had a tail, he would have lashed it. He was the pilot and engineer, the only other Terrestrial on Mercury. When you dove this far down into the sun’s monstrous gravitational well, you couldn’t take a big crew along.


  “So what else can you think of?” he challenged. “Shall we draw straws and barbecue the loser?”


  Antella, the owl-faced Martian mineralogist, made a harsh cawing in his gray-feathered throat. “Best it be me,” he advised. “Then no one is technically guilty of cannibalism.”


  “Not much meat on that skinny little frame of yours, amigo,” said Navarro. “And a human body would have so many other uses after one was finished with the organic parts. Make the vertebrae into chessmen—the ribs into Venetian blinds for bay windows—yes, and the skulls would make distinctive mousetraps.” Kingsbury shook heavy shoulders and thrust his beaky face forward. “What are we yattering about?” he demanded. “We’ve got a week’s slim rations left aboard this clunk. After that we start starving.”


  “So you are going to the temple and confront the gods and convince them of the error of their ways. Ka!” Antella clicked his short, curved bill. “Or did you think to threaten them with our one solitary pistol?”


  “I’m going to try and find out what the Twonks—or their gods, if you insist—have against us,” said Kingsbury. “Here’s the idea; it’s getting close to sunrise time, and there’ll be a crowd of ’em at the temple. I’ll go out on Dayside and find me an empty Twonk shell and get into it. With luck, I’ll pass unnoticed long enough to—”


  Antella’s brass-colored eyes widened. “The scheme is a bold one,” he admitted. “As far as I know, there is strict silence during the ceremonies, whatever they are. You just might accomplish it.”


  Navarro leered. “I know exactly what you would accomplish, Joe. Do you remember that story you tell me, oh, last year I think it was? About the tourist in the North forest, and the Canuck guide, and the moose call?”


  “Yeah. ‘Ze moose, she—’ Hey! What do you mean?”


  “Precisely. That temple is a breeding place. They go there to breed.”


  “How do you know? I’ve been tramping around arguing with the damn Twonks, and you’ve just sat here in the lab.”


  Navarro shrugged. “What else could I do but my research? I studied the biochemistry of Mercurian life. I worked out the life cycle of a few plants and one insectoidal form.”


  “They all look like insects. But go on.”


  “The first expedition established no more than that Mercurian life has a silicate base,” recapitulated Navarro. “Otherwise they were too busy staying alive and teaching English to the natives and making maps. But they brought home specimens, which were analyzed. And one strange fact became evident: those specimens could not reproduce under Twilight Zone conditions. Yet they live here! And we see the natives lay eggs, which hatch; and lower forms bring forth their own kind in various ways—”


  “I know,” grunted Kingsbury. “But why? I mean, what’s so puzzling about their reproduction?”


  “The cells are totally different, both physically and chemically, from protoplasmic life,” said Navarro. “But there are analogues; there have to be. The basic process is the same, meiosis and mitosis, governed by a molecular ‘blueprint’ not unlike our chromosomes. However, though we know that such processes must take place, the silicate materials involved are too stable to undergo them. The ordinary exothermic reactions which fuel Mercurian life do not produce enough energy for the cell-duplication which is growth. In fact, adult Mercurians are even incapable of self-repair; wounds do not heal, they must depend on being so tough that in this low gravity they suffer few injuries.”


  “So what happens?”


  Navarro shrugged. “I do not know, except this much: that somehow, at breeding time, they must pick up an extra charge of energy. Analyzing small animals, I have identified the compound which is formed to store this energy and release it, by gradually breaking down, as the organism grows. It is all used up at maturity. But where is the temperature necessary to build up this molecule? Only on Day side.


  “Now these gods are said to live on Day side and meet the Twonks of Twilight at the temple. You know the breeding ceremonies take place when libration has brought the temple into the sunlight.”


  “Go on,” said Antella thoughtfully.


  “Pues, one of the plants has this life cycle: it grows in the Twilight Zone, on the sunward side, and its vines are phototropic. Eventually their growth and the libration bring them into the light. The spore-pods burst and the spores are scattered into the air. A few are blown back into Twilight, and they are now fertile; radiation has formed the necessary compound. Or consider one of the small insectoids I studied. It breeds here in the usual manner, then the female crawls out into the light to lay her eggs. When they hatch, the little ones scurry back to the shade, and some of them reach shelter before they fry. Wasteful, of course, but even on this barren planet nature is a notorious spendthrift.”


  “Wait a minute!” interrupted Kingsbury, Navarro liked to hear himself talk, but there are limits. “Are you implying that the Dayside gods are merely the sun? That because the Twonks have to have light when they breed, they’ve built up a sort of Apollo-cum-fertility cult?”


  “Why not? There are races on Earth and Mars with similar beliefs. To this day, here and there in my own Pyrenees, many women believe the wind can make them pregnant.” Navarro laughed. “It is a good excuse anyhow, no?”


  “But damn it, there’s Dayside life too. Life that never comes into Twilight.”


  “Yes, yes, of course. Quite different from Twilight biology—after all, it has to live at a temperature of four hundred degrees Centigrade. Possibly the Twonks regard some Dayside animal as a sort of fertility totem. I am only saying this: that if the gods are actually the sun, you will have Satan’s own time persuading the sun to take back its edict that we must die.”


  In the end, there was a decision. Navarro thought Kingsbury a suicidal idiot . . . but what choice was there? They would go to the temple together, disguised, and find out what they could; if there were no gods, but only some fanatically conservative priestess behind the death sentence, a .20-caliber Magnum automatic might make her see reason. Antella would stay behind to guard the ship; he couldn’t take heat as well as an Earthling.


  The humans donned their spacesuits and went through the airlock. Navarro had the gun, Kingsbury armed himself with a crowbar; at last and worst, he thought savagely, he’d crack a few Mercurian carapaces.


  They stepped out into desolation. Behind them lay the Explorer, a crippled metal giant, no more to them than a shelter. In the end, perhaps, a coffin. There was no possibility of rescue from Earth—radio communication was out, with the sun so close, and Mercury Expedition Two wasn’t due back for six months. Earth wouldn’t even realize they were in trouble till they had already died.


  To right and left, the dry valley lifted into gaunt ocherous peaks, against a dusky sky where a few hard stars glittered. There were bushes scattered about, low things with blue metallic-looking leaves. A small animal bounded from them, its shell agleam in the wan light. The ground was slaty rubble, flaked off in departed ages when Mercury still had weather. Above the peaks to the left hung a white glare, the invisible sun. It would never be seen from here, but a few miles further west the planet’s libration would lift it briefly and unendurably over the near horizon.


  There was a wind blowing; the wind is never quiet on Mercury, where one side is hot enough to melt lead and the other close to absolute zero. It sent a ghostly whirl of dust-devils across the valley. There wasn’t much air: a man would have called it a soft vacuum, and not fit to breathe at any density. Most of it had long ago escaped into space or frozen on Darkside, but now vapor pressure had struck a balance and there was some carbon dioxide, nitrogen, ammonia, and inert gas free. Enough to blow fine dust up against the weak gravity, and to form an ionosphere which made radio communication possible over the horizon.


  Kingsbury shuddered, remembering green forests and clear streams under the lordly sky of Earth. What the devil had inspired him to come here? Money, he supposed. Earth needed fissionable ores and Mercury had them, and Expedition Two was sent to negotiate an agreement with the natives. The pay was proportional to the risk . . . but what use is all the money in the cosmos to a dead man?


  “When I get home,” said Navarro wistfully, “after the parades and banquets—yes, surely there will be parades, with all the pretty girls throwing flowers and kisses at us—after that I shall retire to my own village and sit down before the tavern and order a bottle of the best Amontillado. Three days later I will ask them to sweep the cobwebs off me. A week later I shall go home and sleep.”


  “I’ll settle for a tall cold beer in Gavagan’s,” said Kingsbury. “You ought to let me take you pubcrawling in New York sometime—Bah!” His gauntleted hand made a vicious gesture at the tumbled ruin of a landscape. “What makes you think we ever will get home?”


  “Nothing,” said Navarro gently, “except that I will not permit myself to think otherwise.”


  They rounded a tall red crag and saw how the valley broadened into cultivated fields, ironberry bushes and flintgrain stalks. On the dusky edge of vision was the Mercurian hive, a giant dome of crushed rock in which several thousand natives dwelt. There were hundreds of such barracks, scattered around the Twilight Zone, with a temple for every dozen or so. Apparently there was no variation in language or culture over the whole planet—understandable when the habitable area was so small. And it was an open question how much individual personality a Mercurian had, and how much of her belonged to the hive-mind.


  Close at hand was the hut which held their lives. It was a crude, roofless structure, four stone walls and an open doorway. The first expedition had erected it with native help, to store supplies and tools—it made the ship roomier. The Explorer’s crew had used it similarly, putting in most of their food and the bulky ion-control rings from the reaction drive. Again the natives had lent a willing hand.


  There were four guards outside the hut. They were armed only with spears and clubs. It would be easy enough to shoot them down. But before anything could be transferred back to the ship, the entire hive would come swarming, and there weren’t that many bullets.


  “Let’s go talk to them,” said Navarro.


  “What’s the use?” asked Kingsbury. “I’ve talked to those animated hulks till my larynx needs a retread.”


  “I have an idea—I want to check on it.” Navarro’s clumsy suit went skimming over the ashen ground. Kingsbury followed with a mumbled oath.


  The nearest guard hefted her spear and swiveled antennae in their direction. Otherwise there was no movement in her. She stood six feet tall, broad as a spacesuited man, her exoskeleton shimmering blue, her head featureless except for the glassy eyes. With four three-fingered arms, tightly curled ovipositor, and sliding joints of armor, she looked like a nightmare insect. But she wasn’t; a dragonfly or a beetle was man’s brother beside this creature of silicone cells and silicate blood and shell of beryllium alloy. Kingsbury thought of her as a kind of robot—well, yes, she was alive, but where did you draw the line between the robot and the animal?


  Navarro stopped before her. She waited. None of her sisters moved. It was a disconcerting habit, never to open conversation.


  The Basque cleared his throat. “I have come—oh, hell.” With his teeth he switched his helmet radio to the band the natives could sense. “I wish to ask again why you deny us permission to use our own food.”


  The answer crackled in their earphones. “It is the command of the gods.”


  Kingsbury stood listening to that nonhuman accent and speculating just what sort of religion these entities did have. They had emotions—they must, being alive—but the degree of correspondence to human or Martian feeling was doubtful.


  It wasn’t strange that they communicated by organically generated FM radio pulses. The atmosphere didn’t carry enough sound to make ears worthwhile. But constant submergence in the thoughts of every other Mercurian within ten miles . . . it must do something to the personality. Make the society as a whole more intelligent, perhaps—the natives had readily learned English from the first expedition, while men hadn’t yet made sense out of the native language. But there was probably little individual awareness. A sort of ant mind: ants collectively did remarkable things but were hopeless when alone.


  Navarro smiled, a meaningless automatic grimace behind his faceplate. “Can you not tell me why the gods have so decreed? You were all friendly enough when my race last visited you. What made the gods change their minds?”


  No answer. That probably meant the Twonk didn’t know either.


  “You could at least let us have back our control rings and enough food for the journey home. I assure you, we would leave at once.”


  “No.” The voice was alike empty of rancor and mercy. “It is required that you die. The next strangers to come will, then, not be forewarned and we can dispose of them too. This land will be shunned.”


  “If we get desperate enough, we will start fighting you. We will kill many.”


  “That I—we do not understand. We are letting you die this way because it is easiest. If you fight us, then we shall fight you, and overwhelm you with numbers; so why do you not die without making useless trouble for yourselves?”


  “That isn’t in our nature.”


  “I—we do not know what you mean by ‘nature.’ Every She, when she has laid as many eggs as she can, goes out to the sun and returns to those which you name gods. Death is a correct termination when there is no further use for the organism.”


  “Men think differently,” said Navarro. “Of course, as a more or less good Catholic, I consider my body only a husk . . . but I still want to keep it as long as possible.”


  No reply, except for some crackling gibberish. The Mercurians were talking to each other. Weaker overtones made Kingsbury suspect that several Twonks within the hive were joining the discussion—or the stream of consciousness, or whatever you wanted to call the rumination of a semi-collective mind.


  “Look here, my friend,” said Navarro. “You know our purposes. We want to get certain minerals from you. You have no use for them, and we would pay you well, in tools and machinery you cannot make for yourselves.”


  “It would be mutually advantageous,” agreed the Twonk. “When the first ship came, we considered it an excellent idea. But since then the gods have told us your sort must not be allowed to live.”


  ‘Tor Dios! Why?”


  “The gods did not say.”


  “You serve these gods,” said Navarro harshly. “I believe you give them food . . . right? And tools and anything else they want. You obey their least whim. What do you gain from them?”


  No answer.


  “Can we talk to these gods? Maybe we can persuade them—”


  “It is forbidden you to see the Living Light.” Another conference. “Perhaps you will agree to die and stop bothering us if we tell you the gods are needful to our life. They give us pure metal—”


  “Most of which you make into tools for them,” snapped Navarro. “We could do the same for you.”


  “That is a small thing. But the gods are needful to our life. It is the gods who put life into our eggs. Without them no young would be hatched. It is thus necessary that we obey them.”


  “Cut it out, Juan,” snarled Kingsbury. “I’ve been through this rigmarole a hundred times. It’s no use.” Navarro nodded absent-mindedly and trudged off. They switched to a different radio band, one the natives could not “hear,” but said nothing for a while.


  “Has it ever occurred to you,” asked Navarro finally, “that nobody has ever seen a male Mercurian?”


  “Sure. They’re hermaphrodites.”


  “That was assumed by the first expedition. An assumption only, of course. They could not vivisect a live Twonk—”


  “I sure could!”


  “—and the old ones all go out on Dayside to die. The only chance for anatomical studies would be to find one which had met a violent end here in Twilight, and there was always too much else to do.”


  “Well, why shouldn’t they be hermaphrodites? Oysters are.”


  “At certain times of the year. But oysters are a low form of life. On Earth, Mars and Venus, the higher one goes on the evolutionary scale, the more sharp the distinction between the sexes.”


  “All right, maybe their males are very small.”


  “As with some fish? Possibly. But most improbable. All their eggs are about the same size, you know.”


  “Who cares?” snorted Kingsbury, “I just want to go home.”


  “I care. I have a tidy mind. And, too—Earth needs that uranium and thorium. We will never get it unless we can circumvent this religion of theirs, either by persuading the gods or by . . . hm . . . destroying the cult. But to accomplish the latter, we will first have to understand the creed.”


  They came out on a road of sorts, a narrow track in the shale, stamped out by thousands of years of feet. There were natives working in the fields, and before the hive they could see smiths hammering cold iron and copper into implements. A few young were in sight, unhumanly solemn at their play. None paid any attention to the outworlders.


  Navarro pointed to a smith. “It is true what the Twonk said, that the gods supply their metal?”


  “Yes,” said Kingsbury. “At least, so I’ve been told, and I do think the Twonks are unable to tell a lie. Being radio-telepathic, y’know, they couldn’t lie to each other, so the idea would never occur to them.”


  “Hm . . . they do not have fire here, not in this sleazy atmosphere. They must have been in a crude neolithic stage until the gods started smelting ores for them. I imagine that could be done with mirrors focusing the Dayside heat on—oh, a mixture of crushed hematite and some reducing material.”


  “Uh-huh. And the gods get the pick of whatever the Twonks make out of the metal.” Kingsbury cleared his throat to spit, remembered he was in a spacesuit, and swallowed, “It’s perfectly clear, Juan. There are two intelligent races on Mercury. The Daysiders have set up in business as gods. They don’t want humans around because they’re afraid we’ll spoil their racket and make ’em work for a living.”


  “Obviously,” said Navarro. “The problem is, how to convince the Twonks of this? To do that, we shall first have to study the nature of the Dayside beings.”


  They mounted a razorback ridge and clapped down glare filters. Before them was the sun.


  It burned monstrous on the horizon, a white fury that drowned the stars and leaped back off the withered land. Even here, with shadows lapping his feet and the refrigeration unit at full blast, Kingsbury felt how the heat licked at him. “God!” he whispered. “How far can we go into that blazing hell?”


  “Not very far,” said Navarro, “We shall have to hope some Twonks died close by. Come!” He broke into long low-gravity bounds, down the slope and out onto the plain.


  Squinting through tormented eyes, Kingsbury made out a shimmering pool at the horizon. It spouted as he watched . . . molten lead? With the speed he had and the sharp curvature of the surface, the sun was rising visibly as he ran.


  Even here there was life. A crystalline tree squatted near a raw pinnacle, stiff and improbable. A small thing with many legs scuttered away, shell too bright to look at. Basically, Dayside life had the silicate form of Twilight, many of the compounds identical—a common ancestry a billion years ago, when Mercury still had water—but this life was adapted to a heat that made lead run liquid.


  “This . . . road . . . goes on,” panted Kingsbury. “Must be . . . a graveyard . . . somewhere—”


  His skin was prickling now, as charged particles ate in through the armor. His underclothing was limp with sweat. His tongue felt like a swollen lump of wood.


  This was farther into Dayside than men had ever gone before. Through the dizziness, he wondered how even a Twonk could survive the trip . . . only, of course, they didn’t. The natives had told the first expedition that their old ones went out into the sunlight to die. There’d be no one to bury them, and the shells weren’t volatile—


  He stumbled over the first one before he knew it. When his gauntlets touched the ground, he yelled. Navarro pulled him up again. There was a dazzle in their helmets, they squinted and gasped with dry lungs and thought they heard their brains sizzling.


  Dead Twonks, thousands of them, scattered around like broken machines, empty-eyed, but the light demonic on their carapaces . . . Kingsbury picked one up. Even in Mercurian gravity, it seemed to have oddly little weight. Navarro took another. Its arms and legs flapped horribly as he ran back eastward.


  They never remembered that running. After they had fallen on the dark side of the ridge, they must have fainted, for the next memory was of stirring and a slow awareness that they were embracing dead Mercurians.


  Kingsbury put his lips to his canteen nozzle and sucked water up the hose. It was nearly scalding, but he had never drained so sweet a draught. Then he. lay and shuddered for another long while.


  “Bueno,” croaked his companion. “We made it.”


  They sat up and regarded their loot. Both shells had split open down the front, along the line of weakness where the ventral scutes joined. They had expected to find the shriveled remnants of “organic” material, dried flesh and blackened tendons and collapsed veins. But there was nothing.


  The shells were empty.


  It was a long circuitous walk back to the ship. They didn’t want any natives to see them. After that there was a wonderful time of sleeping while Antella worked.


  They didn’t stop to think about the implications until it was too late to think very much at all. Sunrise would occur at the temple in a few hours, and it was quite a ways from here.


  Amelia’s claw-like hands gestured proudly at the shells. “See, I have hinged the front plates so you can get in and out. Your radios are connected to the antennae, though how you expect to talk Mercurian if anyone converses with you, I do not understand. This harness will support the shells around your suits. Naturally, you cannot use the lower arms, but I have wired them into a life-like position.”


  Kingsbury drew hard on a cigaret. It might be the last one he ever smoked. “Nice work,” he said. “Now as for the plan itself, we’ll just have to play by ear. We’ll get inside the temple with the others, see what we can see, and hope to get out again undamaged. If necessary, we’ll shuck these disguises and fight our way back here. Even in spacesuits, we can outrun any Twonk.”


  Navarro shook his head. “A most forlorn hope,” he muttered. “And if we should succeed, do you realize how many xenologists will pour the vials of wrath on our heads for disrupting native culture?”


  “That bothers me a lot,” snorted Kingsbury.


  “I, of course, can claim to be carrying out the historic traditions of my own people,” said Navarro blandly. “It was not the Saracens, but the Basques who slew Roland at Roncesvalles.”


  “Why’d they do that?”


  “They didn’t like the way Charlemagne was throwing his weight around. Unfortunately, you, my friend, cannot say you are merely preserving your own culture. These Twonks have no scalps to lift.”


  “Hell,” said Kingsbury, “my culture for the past hundred years has been building skyscrapers and bridges. Come on, let’s shove.”


  It was a clumsy business getting into the shells, but once the plates were latched shut and the harness adjusted, it was not too awkward a disguise. The heads could not be turned on their necks when you wore a spacehelmet inside, but Antella had filled the empty eye-sockets with wide-angle lenses. Kingsbury hoped he wouldn’t be required to wink, or move all four arms, or waggle the ovipositor, or speak Mercurian; but otherwise, if he was careful, he ought to pass muster.


  The humans left the ship and went down the valley, moving with the stiff native stride. Not till they were past the hive did they speak. Kingsbury’s belly muscles were taut, but none of the autochthones paid him any special heed. It was fortunate that the Mercurians were not given to idle gossip.


  Presently he found himself on a broad, smoothly laid road. It ran straight northwest, through a forest of gleaming barrel-shaped plants where the small wildlife of Twilight scuttled off into the dusk. More and more natives joined them, tall solemn figures streaming in from side roads onto the highway. Many were laden with gifts, iron tools and flashing gems and exquisitely wrought stone vessels . . . did the gods drink molten lead out of those? There was no speech on the communication band, only the quiet pulse of currents oscillating in nerves that were silver wires.


  Ghostly journey, through a dark chaotic wilderness of rock and crystalline forest, among a swarm of creatures out of dreams. It shocked Kingsbury how small man and man’s knowledge were in the illimitable universe.


  He switched to the other band and said harshly, “Juan, maybe we are nuts. Even if we get away with it, what can we hope to do? Suppose one of these Twonks pulled a similar stunt in your church—wouldn’t that just make you fighting mad?”


  “Yes, of course,” answered the other man. “Unless by such means the Twonk proved to me that my faith was based on a fraud. Naturally, she would not be able to do so; but assuming for the sake of discussion that she did, my philosophy would come crashing down about my ears. Then I should be quite ready to listen to her.”


  “But God! How can we imagine these critters think like us?”


  “They don’t. But that is in our favor, because they are actually more logical than we humans. They have freely admitted that the only reason they obey the gods is that those are essential to fertility.”


  “Well . . . maybe the gods are!”


  “Yes, yes, I am quite sure of it. But I am equally sure that there is nothing supernatural about it. Suppose, for instance, that a dose of sunlight is necessary for reproduction. A class of priestesses may have capitalized on this fact—I am not sure how, given the Mercurian telepathy, but perhaps the priestesses can think on a different band. Now if we can show that the sunlight alone is required, and the priestesses are mere window-dressing, then I am sure the Twonks will get rid of them.”


  Kingsbury grinned with scant mirth. “And we’re supposed to find this out and prove it in one glimpse?”


  “This was originally your idea, amigo.”


  “Yeh. Please don’t rub it in.”


  They walked on, silent, thinking of Earth’s remote loveliness. An hour passed. It grew hotter, and the western blaze climbed into the sky until you could see the great lens of zodiacal light just above the hills, and more natives joined the procession until there were several thousand pouring along the road, Kingsbury and Navarro stayed close together, near the middle of the crowd.


  Black against the blinding sky, they saw the temple. It stood on a high ridge, a columned building of red granite, curiously reminiscent of old Egyptian work. A flat roof covered the front half; the rear was open, but walled off from sight.


  The pilgrimage moved between basalt statues onto a flagged plaza before the temple. There it halted, motionless as only a non-breathing Mercurian can be. Kingsbury tuned back to the communication band and heard that they were chanting—at least, he supposed the eery whining rise-and-fall of radio pulses was music. He kept his own mouth shut; no one in that entranced collectivity would realize he wasn’t joining in.


  A line of Mercurians emerged from the colonnade. They must be priestesses or servitors, for there were geometric patterns daubed on their shells. They halted before the worshipers. Gravely, those who bore gifts advanced, bowed down, and laid them at the feet of the clergy. The articles were picked up and carried back into the temple.


  Kingsbury sweated and shivered in his spacesuit. What if the ritual included some fancy dance? He hoped Navarro, who had the gun, could break out of his shell fast enough to use it. None of the natives were armed, and a human was a match for any ten Mercurians, but there must be five thousand of them around him.


  The glare became a sudden flame. Sunrise! The shadow of the temple fell over the plaza, but Kingsbury narrowed his eyes to slits and still his head ached.


  He was dimly aware of the priestesses returning. Their voices twittered, and the chant ended. A hundred Mercurians walked forth, up the stairs and into the doorway. Another hundred and another hundred . . . They were not quite so impassive now. Kingsbury could see that those near him were trembling with excitement.


  Now his and Navarro’s line was on the move. He saw that one of the priestesses was leading them. They entered between the pillars and went across a room of mosaics and down a hall. At its end were passages leading to a number of roofless courts into which the sunlight fell. His party took one.


  The priestess stood aside, and the procession went on in.


  Against the radiance, Kingsbury could just see that there was a doorway on the western side and that daises were built into the floor. The Twonks were settling themselves on those, waiting—He switched to the private band: “Juan, what happens now?”


  “What do you think?” answered the Basque. His voice shook, but there was a wryness in it. “This is where they breed, isn’t it?”


  “If one of ’em makes a pass at me—shall I try to play along?”


  “I think there is something against it in Leviticus—nor could you, ah, respond. . . . We shall probably have to run for our lives. But they are all lying down. Find yourself a couch!” There was a stillness that stretched. The heat blasted and gnawed. Even the Twonks couldn’t endure it for very long at a time. Something would have to take place soon, unless—


  “Juan! Maybe they’re what-you-call-it, virgin birth. Maybe the sun fertilizes them.”


  “No. Not parthenogenetic. It has not the evolutionary potentiality to produce intelligent life—it does not give variant zygotes. Sunlight is necessary but not sufficient, I think. And I still cannot believe they are true hermaphrodites. Somewhere there must be males.”


  Almost, Kingsbury jerked. It was a tremendous effort to hold himself rigid, to wait in the shimmering, dazzling devil-dance of light as all the natives were waiting. “I’ve got it! The gods—they are the males!”


  “That is clear enough,” said Navarro impatiently. “I deduced it hours ago. But if the case is so simple, I am not hopeful. The males can still claim to be a different, superior order of life, as they indeed already do. We shall need a more fundamental discovery to upset this male-worshiping cult.”


  Navarro’s voice snapped off. Flame stood in the doorway.


  No . . . the tall lizard-like forms, in burnished coppery scales, wreathed in silvery vapor—they glowed, walking dragons, but they did not burn . . . they advanced, through the doorway and into the courtyard. Their beaks gaped, and the small dark eyes held sun-sparks, and the tails lashed their taloned feet. More and more of them, stalking in, one to a Twonk, and approaching with hands held out.


  The males of Mercury . . . Dayside life, charged with the energy from the sun which made new life possible, sweating out pure quicksilver to cool them so they wouldn’t fry their mates . . . was it any wonder they were thought divine?


  But Judas! It wasn’t possible! Male and female had to come from the same race, evolving together—they couldn’t have arisen separately, one in the hell of Dayside and one in the endless purgatorial dusk of Twilight. The same mothers had to bear them; and yet, and yet, Twonk eggs only brought forth Twonks—


  Then—


  The knowledge bit home as a dragon neared Kingsbury. The male was hesitating, the lean head wove back and forth . . . an alien smell? A subtle wrongness of posture?


  The Mohawk sat up and yelled. The dragon spouted mercury vapor and crouched. Teeth made to shear through rock flashed in the open mouth.


  “Juan, I’ve got it! I know what they are! Let’s get back!”


  Navarro was on his feet, fumbling at the belly of his disguise. Latches clicked free, and he scrambled out of it. The nearest dragon leaped. Navarro’s gun bucked. The male fell with a hole blown through him . . . so much for the immortal gods, the heavenly showmen. Kingsbury was out of his own shell now. A female lunged at him. He got her around the waist and pitched her into the mob. Whirling, he slugged his way toward the door, Navarro covering his back.


  The dragons snapped at them but didn’t dare attack. There was a moment of fury, then the humans were out on the plaza. They began running.


  “Now we’ve got to beat them back to the ship,” panted Kingsbury.


  “More than that,” said Navarro. “We must reach safety before they come near enough to call the hive and have us intercepted. I wonder if we can.”


  “A man might try,” said Kingsbury.


  The forward port showed some thousands of armed Mercurian females. They ringed in the ship, waiting, too rational to batter with useless clubs at the hull and too angry to depart. There were more of them arriving every minute.


  “I wonder—” Antella peered out. He spoke coolly, but his feathers stood erect with tension. “I wonder if they can do worse to us than they have already done. We will starve ho faster besieged in here than walking freely around.”


  “They can get to us if they want to work at it,” said Kingsbury. “And I think they do. They could rig up some kind of battering ram—” Navarro lit his pipe and puffed hard. “It is our task to persuade them otherwise,” he said. “Do you believe they will listen?”


  Kingsbury went over to the ship’s radio and sat down and operated the controls with nervous fingers. “Let’s hope so. It’s our only chance. Do you want to talk to ’em?”


  “Go ahead. You are better with the English language than I. I will perhaps put in an oar.”


  Kingsbury switched on the speaker and brought his lips to the microphone. “Hello, out there,” he said.


  His voice cut through the seething of Mercurian tones. It was eldritch how they snapped off all at once. English, clear and grammatical and subtly distorted, answered him: “What do you wish to say? You have violated the temple. The gods order that you must die.”


  “The gods would say that,” replied Kingsbury. “But they are not gods at all. They want to get rid of us because we can tell you the truth. They’ve lied and cheated you for I don’t know how many centuries.”


  “Truth, lie, cheat. Those are words we do not know.”


  “Well . . . uh . . . truth is a correct statement, a statement of what is real. A lie is a statement which is not truth, but made on purpose, knowing it to be false. Cheating is . . . well . . . damn it, I wish we had a dictionary along! The gods have lied to you so you would do what they wanted. That’s cheating.”


  “We think we understand,” said the toneless voice. “It is a new concept to us, but a possible one. The gods do not speak so we can hear them. They—” conference, presumably recalling what the first expedition had told about radio—“they use a different band. They communicate with us by gestures only. So are you implying that they are not what they claim to be and have made fife unnecessarily difficult for us?”


  “That’s it, pal.” Kingsbury still didn’t like the Twonks much, but he was grateful they were so quick on the uptake. “Having seen what goes on in the temple, we know what these self-appointed gods are. They’re nothing but the males of your own species.”


  “What does the word ‘male’ denote?”


  “Well—” Kingsbury ground to a halt. Precisely how did you explain it in nickel words when Junior asked where he came from? He gave Navarro a helpless look. The Basque grinned, leaned over the ihicrophone, and gave a simple account.


  The female collectivity thought about it for a while, standing in burnished motionlessness, then said with an unaccustomed slowness: “That is logical. We have long observed that certain of the animals go through the same motions of fertilization as we with the gods. But whether you wish to call them gods or males makes no difference. They are still the great ones who give life.”


  “They don’t give any more life than you do,” snapped Kingsbury. “They need you just as much as you need them. In fact . . . they are yourselves!”


  “That is an irrational statement.” Was there a defensive overtone in the voice? “Our eggs bring forth only females, so it is reasonable to suppose that the gods are born directly of the sun. A Mercurian hatches from an egg after the godmale has given life. She grows up and in her turn visits the godmales and brings forth eggs. At last, grown old, she goes to the sunlands and dies. There is no missing period in which she could become a godmale.”


  “Oh, yeah? What about after she’s gone sunside?”


  Mercurian language gabbled at them.


  Kingsbury spoke fast: “We went out there ourselves and found the shells of those you thought had died. But the shells were empty! You know you have muscles, nerves, guts, organs. Those ought to remain in a dried-out condition. But I repeat, the shells were empty!”


  “Then . . . but we have only your statement.”


  “You can check up on it. We can rebuild a spacesuit for one of you, furnish enough protection from the sun for you to go out there a while, long enough to see.”


  “But what happens? What is the significance of the empty shells?”


  “Isn’t it obvious, you dunderheads? You’re a kind of larval stage. At the proper time, you go out into the sun. Its radiation changes you. You’re changed so much that all memory of your past state disappears—your whole bodies have to be reconstructed, to live on Dayside. But when the process is finished, you break out of the shell . . . and now you’re male.


  “You don’t know that. The male comes out as if newly born—hatched, I mean. Probably his kind meet him and help him and teach him. The males discovered the truth somehow . . . well, it was easy enough for them, since they can watch the whole life cycle. Instead of helping you females, as nature intended, they set themselves up as gods and lived off you, taking more than they gave. And when they learned about us, they forbade you to have dealings with us—because they were afraid we’d learn the truth and expose them.


  “But they need you! All you have to do is refuse to visit the temples for a few sunrises. Then see how fast they come to terms!”


  “Lysistrata,” murmured Navarro. For a time, then, the radio hissed and crackled with the thinking of many minds linked into one. Amelia sat unmoving, Navarro fumbled with his pipe, Kingsbury gnawed his lips and drummed on the radio panel.


  Finally: “This is astonishing news. We must investigate. You will provide one of us with a suit in which to inspect Dayside.”


  “Easy enough,” said Kingsbury. His tone jittered. “And if you find the shells really are empty, as you will—what then?”


  “We shall follow your advice. You will be given admittance to your supplies, and we will discuss arrangements for the mining of those ores which you desire.”


  Navarro found himself uncontrollably shaking. “Saint Nicholas, patron of wanderers,” he whispered, “I will build you a shrine for this.”


  “The males may make trouble,” warned Antella.


  “If their nature is as you claim,” said the Twonk horde, “they will not be difficult to control.”


  Kingsbury, the American, wondered if he had planted the seeds of another matriarchy. Underneath all the rejoicing, he felt a vague sense of guilt.


  DEVIL’S WORLD


  Randall Garrett


  Every secret agent sent to Mercury turned up dead; now Courtney volunteered for the task of trapping Thurston, the man who ruled this—


  THE ASTRONOMY TEXT books called it Mercury, but as far as SSP Lieutenant Roger Courtney was concerned it was just plain Hell. Even in the heatsuit Boss Thurston had so obligingly supplied, Courtney felt torrents of sweat rippling down his body. He forced his tired legs to struggle along, but the knowledge that he hadn’t long to live numbed him and sucked vitality from his limbs.


  “Come on now, haul!”


  The mocking voice of the overseer echoed harshly in his suit-phones. Courtney gave another tug on the permoplast line and the cargo of molten metal slid forward another few feet. Somewhere up ahead was the blessed relief of the Twilight Zone, but he was wobbling unsteadily on his feet and probably wouldn’t make it.


  And if he dropped on his kisser in the sands, they’d just leave him there. Boss Thurston would be overjoyed to be rid of him—and life came cheap on Mercury.


  Mercury—the Devil’s world.


  “Haul! Haul!” the overseer urged.


  Courtney tugged until his muscles felt ready to pop from his arms. He glared up bitterly at the overseer’s car overhead. The overseer rode in a heatproof gravcopter that was nice and balmy inside despite the blazing heat of the swollen, bloated sun filling the sky. He wasn’t roasting. He was comfortable.


  “I’m hauling,” Courtney muttered. “If you don’t like the way I’m doing it, come down here and show me!”


  “Strong words, Courtney! But that’s no way to talk to a superior.”


  Courtney felt a shock of surprise; he hadn’t known the suit-phones were working two-way. But they were—and the overseer had heard him. A sudden bolt of energy flickered down from above—a nerve-torturing electrostim. He shuddered and grabbed the line for support. The pain was agonizing.


  “Any more sweet words, Courtney?”


  He clamped his lips together and hauled. Before him, hovering in the airless waste, dancing mockingly, he saw the figure of Boss Charlie Thurston—Boss Charlie, who had seized control of Mercury Mines and held the little world in a mailed grip. Boss Charlie, who had smiled as he condemned Roger Courtney to a tour of duty in the Sunside Mines. . . . a sure sentence of death.


  “Haul there, Courtney! Haul!”


  He hauled.


  Outside the heatsuit the temperature was climbing rapidly up above the 500° mark, according to the thermometer on the right wrist of Courtney’s suit. That was mild, he thought. It was just a balmy Mercurian morning so far. Wait till the heat really gets going—up around 6oo° and 700°, when heat-ghosts flickered maddeningly up and down the craggy plain and men’s flesh turned to water.


  Inside the suit it was only 106°, according to the left-wrist thermometer. The heatsuit was a pretty good thing. But a man couldn’t do physical labor in plus-1oo° temperature wearing a bulky suit like this, even in Mercury’s low grav.


  A man died after enough of it.


  “Haul, Courtney!”


  “I’m hauling,” he grunted.


  This was the sort of work that ought to be done by robots, he thought. Pulling ladlesful of molten metal over the Mercurian plains on Sunside, dragging them to the lip of the mines. But robots couldn’t be used here. Robots had delicate cryotronic brains that were dandy on Darkside, but blanked out totally on Sunside.


  They couldn’t use robots for the job; they weren’t tough enough, and they were too expensive. So Thurston used men.


  THERE WASN’T ANY REAson why Thurston should have found out Courtney was an SSP agent. Courtney had arrived on Mercury wearing a lifemask that should have hidden his true identity under all tests but a direct mindprobe—and he didn’t recall having been probed. It made no sense at all. But yet Thurston couldn’t have done it with a blind guess!


  Courtney remembered Chief of Patrol Helgerson’s words to him:


  “We know Thurston’s a sharpie, and we know he’s up to shady maneuvers on Mercury. But, dammit, we can’t prove anything. And every time we put an agent down on the accursed planet he nails the man.”


  “How well concealed were they?” Courtney asked.


  “The best masking job the Bureau can do. We’ve lost three men on Mercury now—”


  “Lost?”


  “That’s right. Thurston’s allowed a certain amount of casualties each year, due to Sunside work; the pay is tremendously high, and the men who go out there know what they’re facing. And somehow each of the agents we’ve sent to Mercury has gotten into the Sunside mines—and each of them shortly after gets reported dead from one cause or another attributable to the heat. It’s all nice and legal, and there’s not a thing we can do. Thurston finds our men and sends them out in that hell to die. And meanwhile he’s growing rich on the illicit power he diverts on that pipeline to Venus.”


  “There is something we can do, Chief.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Send me there. I’ll come back with the goods on Charlie Thurston.”


  “It’s more likely you won’t come back at all. But I’ll risk one more man. Just one.”


  Now that he looked back on that conversation, Courtney realized that everything the Chief had predicted was about to come true.


  He hadn’t been on Mercury a day before three of Thurston’s toughs had called on him in his bunk in Twilight Zone. He opened the door and they came muscling in, grabbing him before he could move.


  They took him to Thurston. The heavyset Boss of Mercury Mines smiled urbanely as Courtney was thrust into his presence, struggling and kicking.


  “You’re very violent, Mr. Courtney. Or should I say, Lieutenant Courtney?”


  “What the hell are you talking about?”


  “You needn’t play games, Lieutenant. Your identity is crystal-clear to me.” Thurston turned, paced the room, put his hands on a jewel-encrusted rectangular box that sat on his desk. “I know exactly who you are, and why you’re here. And I can assure you that I have no intentions of allowing you to return to Earth and tell lies about me.”


  “Murder’s a crime, Thurston.”


  “So it is! But who spoke of murder?”


  Thurston turned to his desk and spoke rapidly into the communicator. “Tell Overseer Ludlow of the Sunside Corps that I’m sending him a recruit. The recruit’s name is Courtney—and he looks like a good hand at the zinc mines. Okay. Take him away.”


  MERCURY was the smallest planet of the Solar System, smaller indeed than several of the great moons of the giant planets Saturn and Jupiter. But the mighty industries of Earth and the growing Venus colony were becoming more and more dependent for their power on Mercury—the little giant of the Solar System.


  Mercury bobbed around the Sun in an 88-day year, one face turned endlessly toward the blazing heat, the other hemisphere brushing the darkness of space. Thanks to the eccentricities of the planet’s orbit, a Twilight Zone some few hundred miles wide ran the circumference of Mercury—and here it was that Mercury Mines had its headquarters and Charlie Thurston ruled his kingdom.


  Tightbeam interplanetary teleport communication was fixed between the Twilight Zone and both Earth and Venus, powered by the mighty energies of the nearby sun.


  Mercury Mines supplied raw metals to Venus, which had hardly any beneath its formaldehyde atmosphere, and Earth, which was well on its way to exhausting its own mineral supply.


  It wasn’t hard work to find metal on Mercury. A lake of molten zinc fifty miles wide and unfathomably deep lay in the heart of Sunside, right on the surface for the taking. It was mere child’s play to scoop the metal up and subsequently ship it to the needy planets.


  Child’s play. The. only trouble was the teleports were located in Twilight Zone, and there was absolutely no way of setting them up under the tremendous magnetic stress of Sunside conditions. So the metal had to be hauled from the lakes to the matter-transmitters.


  Boss Charlie had found men to do it. His theory was a simple-one: if you give men enough money to do a job, they’ll do it if it kills them. The standard pay for an eight-hour trek into Sunside and back was $500. That was $2500 a week for as many weeks as you could stand it.


  Some smart young men signed on for Mercury duty, made the trip out—it cost $1500, deductible from future paychecks if desired—and worked five or six days. Three days were shot in transportation, but they could clear out with two or three grand anyway, and when they’d spent that they could come back for another two-week tour. Those were the smart ones.


  But there were the other ones, the ones who kept promising they’d leave “tomorrow.” Tomorrow never came. The lure of that $500 check at day’s end kept bringing them back day after day, for “just one more day.” They kept at it until they dropped. Some of them died with hundreds of thousands in the Mercurian bank; Boss Charlie sadly forwarded half their balance to their widows or next of kin, and pocketed the rest.


  Then there was a third group—at the moment consisting solely of Roger Courtney. Their pay went straight into Thurston’s pocket—and they didn’t get any chance to leave. They worked on the desert till the heat killed them.


  Which was strictly too bad, of course.


  “OKAY, COURTNEY,” came the bored voice of the overseer. “Dump your load and take off.”


  Courtney tripped the release-mechanism and sent the boiling zinc down the chute. The siphon would take it the rest of the way to the teleport and there it would be demolecularized and hurled outward through space to the receiving-station at Earth or Venus.


  “Okay. You’re released for the day. The pickup truck will be here any minute.”


  “Sure,” Courtney said. He was half-dizzy with heat. Suit temperature was up to 115°; outside, a baking 586° prevailed. The ground seemed to shimmer; in Mercury’s airlessness, there were no dust molecules in the air to break up the glare. It was merciless. Everything was merciless on this world.


  He staggered over to the pickup depot and forced himself to keep standing. If a man wearing a heat-suit fell, he wouldn’t be strong enough to pick himself up—and he might fry out there before someone else came along to lift him to his feet.


  There were two other miners there already. Courtney recognized them through their faceplates, and weakly nodded in greeting.


  “Another day, another $500, eh, Courtney?”


  The man who spoke was “Iron Man” Delavalle. Delavalle had been on Mercury longer than anyone could remember; his bank balance reportedly was up in the millions. Yet he still kept making the daily trek, without any apparent strain. He was a lean, fleshless man who looked as if his skin was made from old parchment. The sun had long since baked all the fat from his frame.


  “Yeah,” Courtney said. “How to get rich quick.”


  The other miner was Paul Crestwick, a thin, pale young man who was on Mercury to pile up a stake to finance his marriage. This was his third day on Sunside, which meant he had just paid off his transportation. From now on, it all was gravy—and he hoped to return to Earth with at least $3000 in Mercury Mines checks in his pocket.


  “Here comes the truck,” Crestwick muttered. The heat was taking a terrible toll on him. He was wobbling dizzily and looked ready to fall.


  “You birds going back?” the driver said. “Get in, if you are.”


  The three staggered aboard, and the truck roared off toward Twilight Zone.


  They passed through the unnamed valley between the Mountains of Hell—two huge twin peaks, each higher than Everest, standing at the border of Sunside like two monstrous fangs. Temperature began to drop as the truck edged away from the pulsing, swollen sun; shadows grew thicker as they approached Twilight Zone.


  Finally they entered the zone of relative coolness, where the sun’s rays did not penetrate but where enough of the broiling radiation from Sunside lapped over to cancel out the deadly cold that lay beyond. The truck pulled up at the airlock that led to the miners’ barracks; the three riders got out.


  Courtney moved dazedly through the lock, shucked his cumbersome heat-suit, and headed up the esca-ramp to the two-by-four cabin Thurston had allotted him.


  He nudged the photobeam that operated the door. As the door opened, he shambled in and sprawled into the pneumocouch, utterly exhausted.


  He stared at his face in the dingy mirror they gave him. The mocking visage of a human skeleton stared back at him.


  He had weighed 195 four days ago, when he landed on Mercury. Now, after three days of Sunside duty, he estimated he had lost upwards of twenty pounds—boiled off him by the constant steam-bath conditions inside a heat-suit.


  That was about all the fat he had. From now on it would be muscular tissue that would drain away, until he was just skin and bones like some of the other miners. And then one day he’d pitch over in the desert, and—


  Damn Thurston!


  He was sure Thurston had set up an illicit power-tap. The whole system suspected it—but no one had any proof. Somewhere on Mercury there was a solar accumulator building up energy, and Thurston had it rigged to a teleport that was shipping it direct to Venus. It was a nice little racket, just as a side-venture. It probably brought Thurston a couple of million a year.


  Only there wasn’t any way of prosecuting him for it. Not when every man the Solar System Patrol sent to Mercury wound up sent out to Sunside to die.


  The door opened.


  “Hello, Courtney.” It was Ludlow, the lantern-jawed Overseer of the Sunside miners.


  “Come to pay me a visit, Ludlow? It’s after working hours; I can pick and choose my own company.”


  “Your working hours never stop, Courtney. If I wanted to I could grab you now and order you out for another eight-hour shift. It’s always daylight out on Sunside, you know. No such thing as ‘working hours’.” There was cold menace in Ludlow’s voice.


  “You wouldn’t!” Courtney said.


  “No. I’m not going to. But it’s not out of any spirit of mercy—or because I don’t want to go back there myself. It’s nice and comfy up in the gravcar, you know. But Thurston wouldn’t like it if I took you out for another shift. It would probably kill you—and he wants you to die slowly. He doesn’t want to finish you off so fast.”


  “Thanks for the favor,” Courtney snapped. “And now if you’ll please get the hell out—”


  “Watch your language! You were sassy to me out on the plain today, and that’s what I’m here about. I don’t take that kind of stuff from no ‘one—’specially guys like you.”


  LUDLOW STEPPED forward.


  Courtney watched with icy detachment as the Overseer grabbed him by the throat of his uniform and tugged him to his feet.


  “Let go of me, Ludlow.”


  “When I’m through with you.” The Overseer’s hand slapped viciously across Courtney’s face; the SSP man felt a trickle of blood begin to flow from his cracked, parched lips.


  Ludlow’s hand connected savagely with his cheek. Courtney’s reflexes were dulled by the heat; his mind fought to gain control of his exhausted body. Ludlow was laughing sadistically, as he beat the helpless SSP man.


  Suddenly Courtney lashed upward with his fist and connected satisfyingly with Ludlow’s chin. The Overseer rocked back, his eyes wide with astonishment. On Mercury miners were supposed to keep their place—even while an Overseer was giving them a going over.


  Courtney felt strength flood back into his tired muscles. He stepped forward, fists first. He had surprise on his side. Ludlow ducked backward as Courtney’s balled fist crashed into his face. Another blow ricocheted off the Overseer’s chest, leaving him gasping for breath.


  “You’ll pay for this,” Ludlow grated through swelling lips. “You can’t do this to—”


  “Can’t I?” Courtney placed, one piledriver blow that sent Ludlow staggering back against the wall. There was a sharp crack! as the Overseer hit headfirst—and then he slumped into a huddled heap at the foot of the wall.


  Courtney bent over the prostrate Ludlow and efficiently examined him.


  The Overseer was dead.


  Courtney felt only momentary remorse; it was hard to feel pity for Ludlow or any other member of Thurston’s organization. He shuffled through Ludlow’s pocket, extracting a nerve-whip and a passkey. Then he shoved the Overseer under the pneumocouch and straightened up.


  Ludlow had been overconfident; he had never expected a tired man to fight back, and he lay dead as a result. But an SSP man should never be counted out. Not at all.


  Three more days on Mercury would probably kill Courtney. But he wasn’t figuring on staying on the hellish little planet those three days.


  If he could get out of here with some evidence on Thurston—


  CAUTIOUSLY he peeked out into the hallway. No one was in sight. Good; Ludlow had come alone.


  He closed the door and activated the photon-lock, hoping nobody would come by looking for him. It wasn’t likely. No one knew much about him on Mercury but Thurston, and no one cared. So far as the other miners were concerned, he was just some guy looking for quick dough—not an SSP man who had been found out and assigned to a suicide job.


  Courtney slipped down the long hallway. Some of the miners had their doors open; he heard them talking, gloating over their bank balances, talking of when they planned to return to Earth, commenting on the heat and the general hellishness of Mercury.


  He caught the dropshaft and spun downward to the ground level. There, he entered the lock and donned a breathingsuit. It wasn’t necessary to wear a heat-suit in Twilight Zone, where the temperature was usually moderate, but since there was no atmosphere even here—or anywhere on Mercury—a suit with air-feeder had to be worn.


  He stepped outside. A dull glow far to the east was all that was visible of the sun—just enough to keep the Twilight Zone warm. From here he could see the majestic peaks of the Mountains of Hell outlined against the faint redness of the sky. Behind those mountains, he knew, the huge sun blasted down with man-killing fury. Here it was safe.


  He glanced the other way. There, to the west, lay Darkside, shrouded in eternal night. Robots mined Darkside, robots whose brains depended on supercooled cryotronic circuits and who thus were scarcely bothered by the Minus 400° temperature there. They brought back frozen gases for use in the Twilight Zone colony.


  Up ahead was the main administration building. Somewhere in there was Thurston’s office. Inside the spacesuit, Courtney’s fingers were curling and uncurling in cold anticipation.


  The main airlock of the administration building yawned before him. Courtney entered the compression-chamber, stripped off his breathing-suit, hung it on the racks that were provided.


  Beyond the inner door of the lock stood one of Thurston’s private guards. As Courtney emerged from the chamber, the goon pointed at him.


  “Where you going, buddy?”


  “I have a message from Mr. Ludlow for Mr. Thurston,” Courtney said. He started to move past, but a hand grabbed him roughly.


  “Hold on, friend. No one gets in there without a pass. Where’s yours?”


  Courtney chuckled. “Oh—I’m sorry. Here.” He fumbled in his pocket and drew out the passkey he had lifted from Ludlow. Cupping the sliver of metal in his hand, he extended it toward the guard.


  “What kind of pass is that? I can’t see it.”


  “Take a better look,” Courtney said. As the guard squinted and bent over, the SSP man slid the nerve-whip from his pocket and gave him a full dose of electrostim. The guard shuddered. Courtney kept his finger on the stud and the man went into an agonized dance, unable to control his own nerves.


  “Hold steady, will you?” Courtney said. “Ah—that’s good.” He measured the tough for the knockout punch and administered it. The man sagged to the floor.


  Courtney gave him another electro-stim bath. Even unconscious he writhed in torment.


  Chalk off one goon, he thought. That one wouldn’t be much good for anything for hours. And by then he should have found Thurston.


  HE ENTERED the dropshaft and pinwheeled upward. As he hoped, the shaft halted in mid-ascent and someone got in. Courtney had the nerve-whip drawn instantly.


  “That’s it—step right in.”


  “What do you want?” The man, Courtney saw, was a mine official.


  “I’m looking for Boss Charlie. Tell me where his office is or I’ll sizzle your nerves.”


  “You poor sucker! Don’t you know Thurston’ll spot you a dozen yards away? You can’t get anywhere trying to knock him off.”


  “What do you mean?” Courtney asked, gesturing with the nerve-whip.


  “Why, he’s got some kind of telepathic Mercurian beast in that box of his. Some sort of heat-leech the robots found on Darkside. It tips him off ahead of time on things. How many miners do you think have tried to kill him in the last ten years?”


  So that’s it, Courtney thought. So that’s how he knew I was SSP!


  “I’ll take my chances,” he said.


  “Where’s his office?”


  “Twenty-third level,” the official said. “But you’ll never get away with it.”


  “Let me worry about that. Turn around.”


  “Are you going to—”


  “Yes,” Courtney said, and gave the official a full bath of electrostim. The man quivered and collapsed. Courtney dumped him out of the dropshaft and set the dial for the twenty-third level.


  He got off and edged stealthily along the corridor. He was going to have to play the rest of the game very carefully, if his opponent was able to read his mind.


  The sign on the door said Charles Thurston, Mine Coordinator. Courtney lay concealed atop a filing cabinet facing that door, and thought out his strategy.


  Thurston was inside. And in that jeweled box on his desk was—what did the fellow say?—a Mercurian heat-leech that read minds and passed the information along to Thurston in time.


  That was the way Thurston kept the SSP at arm’s length. No matter what the disguise the heat-leech could penetrate it. Three men had died so far in the attempt to expose Thurston’s racket; Courtney was determined not to be Number Four.


  The question was, at what range could the thing read minds? And also—how deep could it penetrate?


  I’ll soon find out, he thought.


  He launched a furious burst of thought at the closed door in front of him. I’m going to ride up to the floor above and jump on him through the skylight . Then I’ll grab him by the throat and wrestle with him. Here I am upstairs now. There’s the skylight. I’ll jump through and—”


  He heard the sound of a shot and of breaking glass—and in that instant he grinned and unleashed a barrage of electrostim at Thurston’s door.


  He sprang from his perch, raced across the hall, and burst into the office, keeping his finger on the firing stud. The plan had worked perfectly. The skylight lay smashed, thanks to Thurston’s bullet; the heat-leech had picked up Courtney’s false thought and relayed it obediently to its master.


  “Hello, Thurston. No, I’m not lying dead on the floor above. I’m right here.”


  He gave Thurston a quick blast of electrostim; the mine boss jerked convulsively and dropped his gun. Courtney jumped forward.


  He smashed a fist into Thurston’s pudgy stomach and ducked as the nerve-shocked mine boss aimed a clumsy return punch.


  Thurston staggered; he rocked backward, and seemed about to topple. The mine boss’ strength seemed fantastic, in view of the dose Courtney had thrown at him with the nerve-whip.


  “Okay, you’ve got me,” Thurston said moaningly. “Don’t turn that whip on me again.”


  “Just stay down there and keep your hands where I can see them. I want to investigate this.”


  Courtney turned to examine the box in which the heat-leech was kept. Suddenly a quiet mental voice said, He’s got a knife.


  He whirled and saw something bright flashing in Thurston’s hands. A quick blast of electrostim and the knife went clattering to the floor. Thurston stared at him in shock.


  “How did you know—?”


  “Your little pet told me,” Courtney said. “It knows a loser when it sees one. It left you like a rat leaves a sinking ship. Except you’re the rat.”


  He scooped up the heat-leech’s box and glanced at Thurston. “Hmm. That’s another charge we can get you on when I get you back to Earth. Discovery of an alien life-form, and failure to report same.”


  Thurston glared at him defiantly. “You’ll never prove anything!”


  “I don’t need to,” Courtney said. “A quick mind-probe will settle the whole thing. All the evidence we need is locked up in the brain of the heat-leech here—enough to smash your lousy racket and put you away for keeps. Come on, Thurston—let’s get moving.”


  THE END


  REVOLT ON MERCURY


  Stanley Mullen


  The mob stormed into the wealthier section, looting where there was anything to loot, burning, killing.


  


  Suddenly they were free. These convicts, these murderers, these thieves, these men and women rejected by Earth, found themselves given one final chance to make something of their lives. Stanley Mullen writes about their struggle to create a mew world oat of blazing chaos.


  


  THE LAST thing they did on Mercury was to dismiss guards and unlock all the prisons.


  Silence clamped down hard. Men sat around or stood up and shuffled uneasily in the cramped space alloted them. They waited for the doors to unlock and open. They waited for bells to ring, to summon them to breakfast, to the workday.


  But silence continued. None of the electric doorlocks clicked. No guards appeared to herd them anywhere. No bells rang. Nothing happened. They grew restless and nervous and oddly afraid. Whispers and rumors went from cell to cell, and it was guessed, mostly, that someone had slipped-up in the control room. But whispers and rumors solve nothing.


  In the prison, as on most of Mercury, there was neither night nor morning. Light came on or went off automatically. Time was a matter of atomic clocks, or to astronomers, sidereal clocks. Time for the convict laborers was a schedule of work-period, sleep-period, eat-period, and so-called recreation time when there was nothing to do but sit around and growl with other convict laborers and decide that life was not worth it.


  Then suddenly, without warning, there was this morning that was different from the others. Night sounds merged into waking sounds, and those to restless sounds while you waited for the bells and for the slop-breakfast and the start of the day’s work. You woke as usual, stirred around, and nothing happened. Your fellow convicts grumbled as usual, and some sat down to grumble. A few returned to their bunks and stretched out to enjoy the luxury of their first non-scheduled rest-period. At first, nobody noticed the silence. And nobody thought to try the doors.


  Not until empty bellies were growling, and relaxing became boredom, and boredom became hunger and thirst, and these two became anger. Then the chant started, low and fierce, and the rhythmic stamp of feet, like a ceremonial war-dance. Then the building of excitement which precedes a riot. But how far can a prison riot get when you are locked in the cellblocks, unarmed, no guards in sight for hostages, and no one to force to unlock the doors?


  From there, the logical next step was to try the doors.


  In unison, like something in a mechanical ballet, every door in the prison slid open.


  It was as simple as that. But the simple things are the most frightening. An open door on Mercury is not as inviting as it might be other places. Doors opened and mouths opened. And with their road to freedom clear, the convicts fell back, too dazed and habit-bound or frightened to take advantage of their liberty.


  All but three of them—


  Alby and his two cellmates acted on pure reflex and jumped out into the corridor without thinking. Then each stood and stared at the other two and they stared back, frozen. But there was a quick thaw. None of the three was a man to miss an obvious opportunity. They had nothing but their lives to lose and all three were lifers in a place where life was not worth much at best. They went, heading out quickly and with ceremony, before someone, somewhere changed his mind, and schedule caught up with them again.


  “Outside the prison quick!” shouted Alby.


  They bolted down the corridor between the cellblocks with their banks of yawning doors. Their example inspired others, and men boiled out of the cellbanks onto the metal docking and the stairs like ants from a shattered anthill.


  Carfax and Groaner got through the main door of the prison first as might be expected of an agile pair of cat-burglars doing time as habitual criminals. But Alby joined them almost at once, coming through the door like a cork shot from a champagne bottle. There was mounting pressure behind.


  “No guards, anywhere!” howled Groaner. “No guards at all!”


  “What’s going on?” demanded Carfax. “Didn’t you birds pay your rent, or something?”


  “Anyhow, who cares?” shrieked Groaner.


  “Who cares?” Carfax yelled, grinning.


  He and Groaner set a stiff pace down the main City Tunnel. Behind them, the heavy doors of the prison crashed outward with the violence of explosion. A tidal wave of men swept toward them along the resounding tunnel. Men wildly and tearfully excited, men hysterical, men pale and sober and mutely dangerous. Men caught up in the unrestraint fury and joy of a taste of sudden, unexpected freedom. Men whose business was making trouble, all ready to go back in business.


  A few laggards and worriers had tried to hold back, but the sheer mass of the rest caught them up and whirled them along in a hurricane of emotion and physical force.


  Alby caught one of his partners with each craggy fist and dragged them by naked strength into an eddy. Even there, the three had to fight for breathing space.


  “Did you notice,” he screamed above the hubbub. “Only the automatic machinery is running. Nothing that has to be tended. And there was no traffic when we hit the main tunnel.” He stopped and let them digest this important fact, then went on—


  “Just slow down a minute, and let’s think this over.”


  Carfax stared at Groaner’s coarse, heavy-featured face, and from that to Alby’s thin, sharply ascetic face, and saw both of them reflect his own dawning comprehension and horror.


  “I’m not sure I’m going like this,” Carfax muttered.


  Not much later, that was to be remembered by all three as the understatement of the year for Mercury. . . .


  Through main tunnels and side tunnels and connecting tunnels, even through sewers surprisingly empty of matter on its way to the waste converters, up ramps and the elevators which were still working, the floods of men rose to the high levels which housed most of the living quarters of the underground city. In their mass-mind was thought only of riot and revolt, of looting and murder, of rape and pillage, and they headed first to Administration and the wealthier sections of the city which lay beyond. They had to find someone to take out their hatred upon, and the bosses and their families were target number one.


  Here, they found life and movement, such as it was. They found others before them, already looting what little was left to loot. Others as downtrodden and bedraggled and vengeful as themselves. Others as hate-happy and hopeless and desperate.


  The chief difference between the various parties bent on loot and violence were that some wore drab prison uniforms and others wore only the rags and shabby uniforms of volunteer indentured workers and immigrants, all lured by the false advertising and the fool’s gold of wealth on Mercury.


  The Bosses and their families had departed. Official and their families were gone, bag and baggage. Higher paid workers, technicians, designers, administrators, and their like, all of them had vanished, and their portable belongings with them. Even the guards and the police had gone, and when the latter went, so went law and order.


  The Scum and sweepings of the city, the beggared tenant farmers in hydroponics, the rough element which had drifted in from heaven knew where, the second generation pioneers whose inheritance had been snatched from under their noses, the rank and file of low income workers, dog-kobbers and beachcombers, drunks and harlots, the criminal elements, the marginal men of all kinds, like mixed-blood Martians and Venusians, and grubby Diggers from Callisto—all the frothing yeast of society had felt the lifting of police restraints. Like hordes of wild animals, they stormed into the wealthier sections of the city looting where they found anything to loot, burning where they found nothing, killing those few underpaid servants left behind by departing plutocrats, killing each other when other targets for hatred failed.


  Before the convict laborers reached the area, savagery reigned. Tunnels were filled with flickering red glare. Atmosphere was foul with heat, smoke, and the deadly gases released by combustion. Weaker members already were suffocating in the press, being trampled underfoot, dying of sheer frustration. Hardly anyone was in a state of mind for clear thinking, and the few that were, had no time for it.


  When the convicts drove in among the previous looters, hell was really afoot. Confusion broke into knots of struggling men. No nobody lacked an adversary. Contagion of violence spread through the city. Business blocks were ransacked, stores broken into. Everything breakable was smashed. Anything portable was loot, and whoever had it was your enemy. Everybody was everybody’s enemy. And worst savages of all were the narcotics-crazed addicts. Since the Company had encouraged dope-pushing because conditions were so terrible on Mercury, and also as an additional means of keeping working classes in line, there were so many addicts now—all tortured with the craving, all searching in vain for the dope, and all growing more frantic and vicious as they searched in vain.


  Probably half of the poorer people in the city were on the dope. There were so many of them, it was no miracle that Alby, Carfax and Groaner encountered one. It would have been a miracle if they had not—


  The three had not joined in the looting. For a while, the crowds had carried them along. But three stout hearts and willing elbows, and three pairs of fists, had won a way out of the pack for them. They holed up after a fashion, scurrying from rathole to rat-hole, avoiding the clash of mobs, the insane violence, fighting when necessary, running if outumbered, but on the whole staying clear of the uproar.


  Obviously, there was nothing worth fighting and being butchered over. The ruling forces of Mercury had taken everything portable along on their exodus.


  She came upon them suddenly, springing out from some cranny in the tunnel wall. She came at them, screaming, clawing, eyes as colorless and formless as swirling smoke. From her rags of costume, she had already had rough handling. Most women alone in the city were being killed by men fighting over them, but this one had escaped personal violence, though her clothes obviously had not.


  Crouched, ready for defense, Alby whirled and struck out at her wildly. In previous encounters, there had been no time to sort out adversaries. Weaponless, you got in the first blows, or you were not there for the second round.


  His fist cracked explosively in her face, and she went out cold.


  “It’s a woman!” Carfax said.


  “So what?” demanded Alby irritably. “You’ve seen one before, haven’t you?”


  “Not too recently.”


  Alby nodded glumly. He knelt beside her and picked up the identag with its luminous “LP.”


  “I guess I haven’t been in long enough to get interested in one like this,” Alby observed grimly.


  “Sure, and a hophead at that. Not bad looking, though, if you like Venusians. I don’t. What are you going to do with her?”


  Groaner whistled. “Do we have to do anything with her?”


  “We don’t have to,” Alby spat. “However, we can’t leave even one like this lying here unconscious. You know what would happen to her when the first mob comes by.”


  Groaner shrugged. “I remember what a guy once said about a hunk of expensive stinking cheese.”


  “Alby’s right,” agreed Carfax. “And so are you. She’s not worth the trouble, but we can’t leave her helpless. They’d tear her to pieces, partly because of her association with the Bosses. Even civilized communities shave their heads, I hear, and Mercury is not too civilized just now.”


  “She’s coming round,” said Alby, relieved. This was no time to be saddled with a woman, certainly not this one.


  The girl’s eyes opened. A measure of sanity had returned to them. There was emotion in them, not smoke-filled horror. She blinked at Alby and smiled.


  “You look like a man, not a beast,” she said, her voice the dull, simpering whine of a begging addict. “You look like a man who will pay for what he wants. I need a shot. I need it . . . bad, mister. Just a shot. Even a cut one. I’ll do anything for a shot. Anything, mister. . . .”


  Alby stared at her without pity.


  “If I had one, I wouldn’t give it to you. And, sister, you haven’t anything I want. You’re just lucky you haven’t. And I have some bad news for you. There aren’t going to be any more shots. Not for you, or anybody. Not here on Mercury.”


  She stared wildly around, and saw no hope on any of the three faces.


  “But I’ve got to have it. There must be some. I know the Bosses have gone. But they wouldn’t take it all with them. They couldn’t do that to us. Not after getting us on the habit. They couldn’t. . . .”


  “They could. They have. What makes you think they care about any of us? You’re on your own, sister. Better find a place to hide and wait for this uproar to settle down. Some place where nobody can find you. Dig a hole and pull the hole in after you. We have things to do. We can’t waste any more time on you.”


  “I can’t,” she murmured. “I can’t take the cure this way. Not ‘cold turkey, no medicines, no reduced doses of drug. I can’t stand it. Don’t leave me alone. Take me with you. I won’t be any trouble. I swear it. When the craving gets too bad, just beat me unconscious. I’ll be grateful to you . . . Kill me if you have to. It would be a favor.”


  Carfax laughed, not unfeelingly. “Just stick with us and you’ll probably get killed quickly enough!”


  “You’re not like the others. Take me with you,” she pleaded.


  “Sorry, sister. No dice. We’d only get ourselves killed trying to defend you. Tag alone if you want. We can’t stop you. But don’t expect any favors.”


  “Come on, Carfax,” ordered Alby roughly. “We’re wasting time.” His eyes fixed grimly on the girl. “I’m afraid we can’t take you with us. Don’t try to follow us. I’ll use force if I have to, and I’d rather not. You’d only bring trouble on us. and we have trouble enough, right now. We’ll have more if we don’t get going. Everyone will have more.”


  “Trouble!” she moaned, trying weakly to get to her knees, to stand. “You don’t know what trouble is. Wait till the fools start wrecking the power stations and their converters. We’ll all suffocate.”


  Alby glared at her, his eyes narrowed shrewdly. “How did you know about that?”


  “I . . . heard them talking.”


  “Where? Who? How many?”


  She did not answer. Hands covering her face, she shook as if with a chill.


  “There’s no time to waste,” Alby told his friends. “We’ll have to head straight for the power stations and the air-conversion pumps. If we can find weapons, we can make a stand there. . . .”


  “Weapons,” said Groaner, licking his dry lips.


  The girl uncovered her face.


  She was smiling thinly, a calculating expression in her eyes.


  “I’ll bargain with you,” she said harshly. “I said I’d do anything for a shot. I know where you can find some weapons. I know. . . .”


  Her voice trailed off, her eyes blanked again. Alby grabbed and shook her ruthlessly. He hammered questions at her. She shook her head numbly.


  “There aren’t any shots. Not anywhere. There aren’t going to be any. Understand?”


  “Why should I tell you anything?” she burst out in cold fury. “Let them smash the machines. They’re crazy and drunk and riding the whirlwind. But they’ll be gasping for air soon enough. Who do they think they’ll be hurting? It won’t matter much anyhow. Only a matter of time for all of us. We’ve been left behind to die, to kill each other and die. There won’t be any more foodships, no dope for people like me, no fuel for anything. Even the machinery will quit sooner or later, automatic or not. Who’s left here to die but the scum like us. Who cares?”


  “You care,” Alby told her sternly. “You care, or you wouldn’t be so full of hate and hurt.”


  “I don’t care,” she replied dully. “What have I got to live for? Look at me, you know who I am. What I am. Why should I want to go on living. Why should any of us?”


  “You have as much and as little at any of us,” Alby said. “We’re scum, as you say. Maybe we are and maybe we’re not. That’s just a point of view. But I want to live. I’m going to go on living if only because I don’t want to give those so-and-sos the satisfaction of dying. They can desert me on a planet that’s not fit to live on, but I won’t give them the satisfaction of dying. We figured this might happen someday. We talked about it, and decided what we would do. We think there’s a chance we can take over and make a world right here on Mercury, a world where people can live. And we can build spaceships and go away. We think it’s worth a try. But we can’t lo anything to defend the vital machinery against wreckers. Not without guns and ammunition. Won’t you help us?”


  “You wouldn’t help me,” she charged, her mood changing. “Will you, now. Will you do what I said—take me with you, and beat me unconscious when the going gets too rough?”


  Alby glanced at his partners. Carfax and Groaner nodded.


  “It’s a deal, Cyanide Mary. Where are those weapons?”


  She staggered, but set off down the corridor in stumbling, nervous walk. The three followed her through a mean section of warehouses and rat-nest hovels. They followed her zombie-pacing to a maze of office structures carved from the living rock of subsurface Mercury. She led them through concealed panels, down spiraling ramps, into subcellars below subcellars. And at last she led them to a room where racked guns and cases of explosive ammunition lined the rock walls.


  Thence, loaded like walking arsenals, they made their way to the airlocks guarding the entrance to the power stations and the air pumps. Alby and the girl stayed there on guard, while Carfax and Groaner made two more trips for supplies.


  Then the tidal wave struck. Guns hammered and grew hot, and were abandoned. Men died in rows, screaming, crying out, falling upon one another. They fell back, reformed, came on again. Again the death-chatter of machine-guns blasted away the front ranks, the second ranks. The corridor floors grew slippery with blood and blocked with riddled bodies. But the three determined men held the fort and drove back the onslaught of maddened men. They held firm and worked the guns until the violence of the rioting and the drink and dope madness that followed wore itself out.


  At intervals, as agreed, one or another of them left his post long enough to quiet the screams of the girl they had locked in a small room, stripped of furniture so she could not hurt herself during her ordeal.


  At intervals, one or another went in and beat her unconscious to kill the pain and craving and the madness.


  It was a curiously symbolic birth in blood and tears and screaming madness for the first republic on Mercury. But then Alby always had been an idealist, after his fashion. A two-fisted, tough-minded idealist. And this was the reason Alby had got himself sent to Mercury. . . .


  Some whimsical demon must have designed Mercury as a study in extremes. Sunside is hotter than anything in the system but the Sun itself. Darkside is colder even than Pluto, where buried transuranic elements radiate enough heat to raise temperatures a few degrees warmer than the Eskimo idea of Hell.


  Landscape is fantastic, in a manner uniquely Mercurian. One is always conscious of the Sun, visible or not. No one can look directly at such blindingly close magnificence. In size, if one dared look, it would seem to vary between twice and three times as large as the apparent size as seen from Earth. Imagine it as a half-bushel basket of pure dazzle held at arm’s length. Or try not to imagine it at all. Try not to think of it.


  Light and heat pour upon a naked planet, practically unclothed by atmosphere. Unshielded sunlight seems to have mass and density, and sensible pressure. It hammers upon a surface as broken, splintery and unstable as a field of ice-floes. It is stupendous setting for nightmare. Sunside, everything is unrelieved brightness or solid, opaque blackness. Darkside, all is gray with perpetual starlight. Here, savage mountains shine with frost-rime and sparkle with glaciered atmosphere.


  Between these prodigies is the narrow, shifting belt of twilights, where a horizon-bound Sun rises and falls slowly, over long periods, creating a conditional world in which men can live, but under grotesque terms. Domed cities offer access to the troubled surface; otherwise life is lived troglodyte-fashion in caverns underground. Mining goes on, for Mercury is rich in minerals and solar power is freer than water. Some foods are grown in hydroponic farms and gigantic yeast vats. Air is recycled, food is recycled; life itself seems to follow the cyclic patterns.


  When the first penal colony was established on Mercury, there was some idea held that all criminals were insane to a greater or less degree. Many sent to Mercury were unfit also on physical or moral grounds. Besides the criminally insane, other unsound types were herded into ships, or induced by false promises to emigrate to Mercury. Such a planet seemed an ideal dumping ground for habitual criminals, for the mentally disturbed, the physical and moral wreckage, for hopeless drug-addicts, and even for economic failures of various kinds.


  Unfortunately for the dreams of psychiatrists of making Mercury a refuge, where care and isolation could mend the mind maimed, and restore the others through hope and hard work, the planets resources proved rich. So government backed promoters took over, using convict labor, and gutted the surface wealth for quick gain. And when profit margins dropped, they simply abandoned their slaves and hirelings with the rest of their worn-out tools, too poor in value to warrant the spacefreight cost.


  When the riots damped-out from sheer exhaustion, not more than a third of the abandonees still lived. The weak had died and the more vicious bad killed each other, for the most part.


  Alby gathered about himself a force of more-intelligent hardheads, chiefly convicts, and established order. Government would have to be on primitive terms for a while, at least until essential live services were re-established and functioning.


  Food and water and fuel were needed desperately. Fuel was almost gone. Water could be obtained from Darkside, though reconstructing the badly neglected piping system would be both difficult and dangerous. Food must be grown in the hydroponics and yeast vats, which would take time. For the moment, remaining stocks must be doled out on savage ration, and belts would have to tighten. Fuel was the most desperate scarcity; without atomic stockpills, most of the machinery was useless, which created a vicious circle, for without atomics it refine atomics.


  Power, there was. Solar power, drenching the Sunside surface. But to use it, silicon batteries or mercury-vapor turbines must be set up, and wherever possible, all machinery converted to electrical power. It was a gigantic project, required vast resources of men and technical knowledge. Not to mention the necessity for venturing forth on Sunside in protective armor which had been neglected until little better than junk.


  Fortunately, Alby’s people were tough, used to hard work, and a few of them chiefly convicts, had technical training.


  “And,” as Carfax observed, “we are not starting completely from scratch. We have the abandoned machinery, such as it is. We have technical libraries on microfilm. We have the know-how, and the have to, both of which are important.”


  “And we haven’t too much time,” warned Alby. “Do you think for a moment that they’ll leave us alone, if we seem to be making out? The various government of Mars, Earth and Venus will be keeping wary eyes on us. They don’t want us to make the thing go. An independent republic born of madness and crime and despair, would be a direct challenge to them,. They can’t afford to let us exist. And if they think there’s a chance of making another quick profit, they won’t be able to wait to get their greedy hands back into the gravy boat.”


  Carfax agreed soberly. “What happens when they come back? We can’t fight them. One hydrogen bomb on the dome will destroy this city or any others like it that have managed to survive. We can’t fight back, not without spaceships, and I for one won’t surrender. I won’t go back to prison life.”


  “We’re still in prison,” said Alby. “Just a larger prison. It’s up to us to make our prison a home. We have that to do first, and we’re working on it. When they come back, to destroy us or take over the world we’ve made here, we’ll fight. We have to fight. And if we can’t lick ’em, we’ll join them.”


  “They’ll love that. How do you propose to manage that?”


  “The same way I’m managing this cageful of wild beasts. Force them, if I can, persuade them when I can’t force them; and as a last resort, appeal to their intelligence and self-interest. I want them to need us. In the meantime, we’ll have to raise ourselves by our shoestrings.”


  Carfax grinned wearily. “Even that can be done, with a block and tackle. We have to do it without the block and tackle. Rough work.”


  “Then let’s get on with it. . . .”


  Sunside was slightly cooler than Hell. Slightly. The light seemed worse than the heat. Even filtered and stepped down in intensity by helmet faceplates, it was still blind, searing pain. Terrain was split and tortured into deep rift valleys, sometimes thermal-eroded into larger-scale versions of the Grand Canyon. Towering serrated mountains crisscrossed the surface in all directions. So close to the Libration Zone, with the Sun’s rays more or less horizontal, there was shade. Zinc and lead melted in the sunlight and stiffened into treacherous sludge in the shade.


  Alby and his partners led out construction and repair crews, repairing water lines, building huge conveyor tubes which would lead superheated mercury from Sunside to Darkside, using the fantastic temperature differences to produce electrical power. In the obsolete and cranky protective armor, such work was hardly an adventure, it was suicidal. But it had to be done. And, slowly and painfully, it was done.


  After nightmares of continuous effort, which seemed to go on and on and on, the city became a functioning unit again. In time, food was toing produced in sufficient quantities to increase the rations, the air supply clarified in pace with growing greenery, there was electrical power for the most vital services and some factories began to operate, after a fashion. There were setbacks, such as the constant quake dangers, tectonic stresses which rippled through the underground world, doing damage not immediately found. There were blind alleys, such as mining, which could scarcely be carried on at deep levels without atomics. Which in turn blocked hope of obtaining atomics from that source.


  Carfax was more disturbed by the failures than encouraged by the successes.


  “With even a small amount of usable atomics, we could start a pile working, creating and refining. But without any, we can’t even trigger a reaction in an atomtractor. We can’t work the mines without atomic tools and trucks. And we need oil, real oil, not synthetics. Magnetic bearings don’t last long enough on heavy machinery.”


  “That’s true,” Alby said. “That’s one of the reasons we must be ready to make terms with the other planets. We must have trade, establish a balance. We can be almost self-sufficient on Mercury, but not quite. There’s not a drop of oil on the planet, for one thing. None except the small stores which were brought in and left behind. And to establish trade, we’ll need other things to offer besides old hatreds, and weapons to repel invasion.


  “If we had a spaceship, we could turn pirate and raid for supplies,” suggested Groaner amiably.


  “For a while, yes,” agreed Carfax. “But they’d only arm stronger and develop defenses we couldn’t break through.”


  “We do need a spaceship,” said Alby. “We’ll have to have one.”


  “Fine. Just wave a wand. How can we build spaceships when we can’t build atomic tractors? And how can you power ships with electricity?” Alby smiled. “There might be a way, but I don’t know it. Since we can’t build a spaceship, we’ll have to steal one. I’ve been thinking about it.”


  “Daydreaming?”


  “A good daydream is always the beginning of an idea. I think we can implement mine. It won’t be easy but—” Alby broke off.


  “Show me a spaceship, and I’ll steal it,” promised Groaner eagerly.


  “I may do just that. There’s one place on Mercury we can be sure is not abandoned. The polar observatory, for Solar observations. They keep a small space-cruiser there, just for emergencies. And a supply ship touches down about once every month (Earth-reckoning). With luck, we might even steal two spaceships, and some needed supplies. If we can make it to the South Pole—”


  “That’s a long walk, following the twilight zone.”


  “It’s shorter directly across Sunside.”


  “Shorter, and hotter. Nobody ever made it alive. And the few fools who tried it had to be brought back by spacers—well-done on both sides.”


  “I didn’t say it would be easy. I don’t like the idea of being broiled in my jacket either. But I’m not asking anyone to take a risk I won’t take myself. I’ll go.”


  Groaner groaned. “Somebody always maneuvers me into a false position. I don’t want to go, but I can’t let you call my bluff. If you can get me there, even soft boiled, I’ll steal you your spaceship.”


  Carfax stood by loyally. “If you can use a second cat burglar for the job, count me in. I don’t like it, but since I’ll probably spend Eternity in extreme heat, I may as well get used to the climate gradually. But maybe, instead of volunteers, you might want to pick the men best suited to the work.”


  Alby snorted. “Can you see me picking men for this and giving the orders? I can’t.”


  There had been trouble controlling the citizenry of the city. Nothing overt or violent, for the most part. In general, everyone went along with Alby’s assumed leadership because he was headed in the only direction they could go. No party of open opposition could exist. But freedom, such as it was, had come too closely upon brutal and tyrannical subjection. Resentments stayed and fixed themselves upon even the shadow of authority. There had been outbreaks, though usually confined, there still was muttering, malingering and general unrest. Alby evaded every possible test of power, since he had nothing to gain by force, and everything to lose if his foot slipped.


  “Ticklish business trying to run tigers in harness,” commented Carfax. “How can we bargain with planets when we can’t even work up a good basketball team?”


  “Spread the word around,” urged Alby. “I think you’ll be surprised by the percentage who will offer to help within the limits of sticking their necks out on a creaky limb.”


  Word went around. Like yeast, it worked through the mass, fermenting. Strangely enough, several malcontents who had given a great deal of trouble to the brittle administration had a reversal of feeling. They realized that, whatever they thought of Alby, his planning, his knowledge and his determination to make a workable world of their city, would be missed. A petition circulated requesting that Alby withdraw from the expedition.


  The first offer of positive assistance came from an exengineer and inventor named Gresham.


  “I’m shot physically and may not last the course,” he said. “But if you can’t get volunteers enough, I’ll make a try at it.”


  “In your shape, you shouldn’t venture outside the dome,” Alby told him. “You need care and medicines. I know there are no medicines, but you’ll last longer here than outside. We need good brains more than we need expendable bodies.”


  “I’ll still go if you need me. Let me know.”


  “Thanks. But I have a job for you right here. Even if we snatch those ships, we’re still in trouble. There’s a patrol cruiser orbiting Mercury, keeping an eye on us. And stealing the ships may bring trouble right down on our heads, literally. One bomb in the dome that holds in our atmosphere, and we’re through.”


  “If you expect me to rig a defense against that, you’re whistling in the wind. As an engineer—”


  “I know. There’s no defense in the physical sense. We need a psychological defense. A trick. We need a secret weapon.”


  “I don’t think I can manage that, with the means at hand.”


  “Neither do I. So we’ll try the next best thing. We’ll try to convince them that we have a secret weapon. While we’re off on this madman’s try at stealing spaceships, I want you to daydream until you come up with something. It doesn’t have to work. But it has to do something that will bother them, wondering if it might work. We’ll need a faked demonstration. Probably something using the ships. Destroy one, if you have to. But make it spectacular. I want fireworks, heat rays, everything in the comic-tape arsenal. Can you do it?”


  “As I said before, I can try.”


  “Good man. Work on it.”


  As preparations for the expedition went ahead, Carfax and Alby noticed that Groaner was showing signs of strain and depression. They approached him with it.


  “Something on your mind, Groaner?” asked Alby.


  Groaner shook his head. “Nothing at all. Well, yes, there is. I was thinking about my will. When you haven’t got anything, it’s harder to spread it around.”


  Alby laughed, but Carfax probed shrewdly to the heart of the matter.


  “How’s your sick cat coming along, Groaner?”


  With a tenderness surprising in him, Groaner had undertaken the care and responsibility for the girl who provided weapons for their barricade at the only price they could pay.


  “Nahli?” The girl was Venusian, and Groaner could not have pronounced her real name if he had known it. “She’s all right. Getting along. What’s going to happen to her if I leave her here alone?”


  “Nothing that hasn’t already, I’m sure,” Carfax said roughly. Life and virtue were still precarious possessions on Mercury. They were the only things left worth taking, or holding, if they meant enough.


  “Don’t talk like that about her,” warned Groaner. “She has good stuff in her. She had a rotten deal.”


  “Who hasn’t had?” demanded Carfax, grinning. In love, Groaner was quite a spectacle. “Let’s leave Groaner behind, chief. A lovesick cat burglar along will be no good to either of us. Have you ever heard a lovesick cat on a fence?” Violence threatened, but Alby intervened, laughing.


  “I think I can arrange for Nahli’s safety while we’re gone. Know Gresham? He’ll look after her.”


  Groaner frowned. “That’s not the problem. She’s well now. Pretty strong. But she says she wants a job. Wants to be needed. She wants to go along with us. Wants a chance to take risks and do something important. Like paying a debt.”


  “That does it!” bleated Carfax. “Two lovesick kitty burglars. No thanks.”


  “You’re all wrong,” said Groaner, glaring. “I haven’t a chance with a girl like that, and I know it. She has a crush on Alby. Thinks he’s an angel with brass wings.”


  “Somewhat tarnished, I’m afraid. I had no idea Nahli felt like that. And maybe you’re mistaken anyhow.”


  “Imagine!” said Carfax, still asking for trouble. “I’d think once a girl had lost her amateur standing, she’d give up the sport, as such. You’re all three nuts, if you ask me.”


  “Carfax is probably right,” commented Alby sadly. “But I can’t turn down volunteers. The girl can be useful. Tell her she can come along. We can use her as bait to lure the staff men outside the observatory. They wouldn’t come out for us. For a girl, they might. You don’t like the idea, do you, Groaner?”


  “It stinks, like everything else around here.”


  “It does. But we have to be practical. And I’m being practical when I promise you something else. If the girl has a crush on me, I’ll find a way to cure her of it.”


  “That’s no favor,” stormed Groaner. “It won’t help me anyhow. And you simply don’t want her. You’d spit on her, wouldn’t you?”


  Alby’s eyes flashed with anger. “I didn’t say that. I said I wouldn’t compete with you. . . .”


  It was a small caravan which crawled painfully across the broken surface of Sunside. Eight men and one woman. At the last moment, five other reluctant adventurers had been shamed into joining the expedition. Now, barely protected by obsolete and inadequate protective suiting, the nine dared the perilous passage.


  Tectonic stresses of various kinds made volcanic outbursts commonplace. Quakes and landslides threatened death by violence every mile. Moving afoot anywhere was a scramble over terrain which jiggled, or roared down at you, without warning. In direct sunlight, some metals of low-liquification point were pools of molten brilliance. Each footstep, even in the shade where lead slush and crusted zinc gave footing as treacherous as quicksand, was a challenge to painful death.


  Merciless glare angled across the great expanse of wastelands. Solid sunlight and opaque shadow-patterns seemed to be strewn at random. No depth of atmosphere tempered the killing force of sunlight. Only a shallow layer of heavier gases clung to deep chasms and hollows. Naked veins of heated copper webbed the surface, conducting heat through even insulated soling. The landscape was nightmare, and the pilgrims moved across it like a column of insects upon a hot stove.


  At first, they had dragged sledloads of equipment and supplies by battery-powered tractors. But makeshift machinery broke down repeatedly, and real repairs were impossible. For a while, they dragged some of the lighter sleds by hand until the skids bogged in pools of bubbling mercury, mired in lead or zinc slush, or heated enough to stick fast to copper veins like skin freezing upon cold metal. Such progress was tragically slow, so eventually all sleds had to be abandoned, along with most of the equipment and supplies.


  They went on afoot, carrying only weapons and food, and only the most scanty and optimistic ratios of the matter. Never had Sunside, or any considerable part of it, been crossed by a party on foot. But now it had to be done.


  Second by second minute by minute, hour by hour, day by day, week after week, they pushed on. Determination became despair, then combined into desperate determination. Long past the point of no return, they had no choice but to push on. Out there ahead, somewhere, lay the Polar Observatory Station. Horror had ceased to be comparative.


  More dead than alive, they plodded on, and on, and on. . . .


  Polar Mercury is not much different from the rest of Mercury. Surroundings seemed less jumbled, possibly because of some variation in tectonic strains, offering less cover. High mountains were still visible, but they ringed the curiously-near horizon. Above their rugged silhouette appeared a segment of the savage Sun, rising and falling slowly according to season, and making a complete circle once each Mercurian year.


  Dead-center in a high plateau was the Polar Station, most of its structure deep underground, but the observatory set high upon a natural mound, to make Solar sightings possible. Each building was a citadel planned for defense against the fearful environment, but equally effective against human attack.


  Within sight of their first objective, but carefully out of sight of possible watchers, the expedition paused. Alby called a conference, after casing the layout, to discuss possible strategy and plan the attack. Reaching the station was only part of the project; there was still the staff-garrison to be dealt with, and (he hoped) spaceships to be stolen.


  Groaner was groaning, as usual. “The inside of this armor of mine smells like a poorly managed zoo,” he complained.


  Carfax laughed. “Well, Loverboy, steal us that spaceship you promised, and you can take it off.”


  Groaner turned to Alby. “Show me the spaceship and I’ll steal it.”


  “They wouldn’t be left above ground,” said Alby sourly. “Below the airlocks are elevators. The ships will be cradled at the foot of the shafts. Somehow we’ll have to get inside and hit the lower levels. As a burglar, you should have ideas about that.”


  Groaner said nothing, glancing significantly at Nahli. The girl was dead on her feet, as they all were. But inside her face plate, the thin, delicately molded face seemed more drawn and gray and ugly than even drugs had made her before. Only her native courage and high determination had brought her as far as this. And her Venusian heritage had given her deep-strength and heat-endurance, though even the second planet could not compete thermally with Sunside Mercury.


  “I can tell you one thing,” Carfax broke in. “We can’t get through those airlocks unless someone opens them. And we’re too small a force to take over the station, so it will have to be a quick job, in and out again, before they get over the first shock of surprise.”


  Alby studied Nahli sharply. “I guess you’re elected,” he told her. “If you think you can do it, walk straight out and let them see you. Stumble a few times, pretend to fall, get up, stagger on, then pretend to faint.”


  “It may not be pretense,” she said weakly.


  “I know. Step up your communicators and keep calling for help. They’ll know about what happened in the prison-cities, and may be ready for trouble, like us. But it won’t occur to them that a woman could cross Sunside, and live. They’ll be curious. And, whether they’re in a Samaritan mood or not, they will have to investigate. It’s a prison offense in interplanetary law net to answer a call for help. So they’ll come out. You know what to do then.”


  The girl nodded. “I know. But I won’t kill them. I brought a paralysis gun, so I wouldn’t have to kill them. It’s short range, and the effects won’t last long. So you’ll have to rush the airlock fast, before they come out of their daze.” She touched the gun concealed in a fold of her bulky suit-armor. “I am ready.”


  “No time like now,” said Alby roughly. “And whether it works or not, thanks. That roes for all of you.”


  Nahli left concealment, tottering, but moving rapidly to ward the airlock. They could hear her voice calling out, weak but startling amplified. Nearing the flattened airlock domes, she faltered, fell, got up and staggered on. She fell again and her amplified voice pinched off completely. She lay still. The eight men waited and wondered. Had she finally collapsed from strain and hardship? Or was she playing the grim game?


  They waited. Slowly, the airlock doors slid back. A dark opening appeared at the head of the shaft. Three figures emerged, heavily-suited, armed and weapons ready. They approached the prostrate girl. They bent over her limp figure, talking.


  After that, the scene dissolved into action and sheer violence. There was no time to wait and see if the ruse was effective. Alby gave a crisp command. His tiny force raced toward the airlock. There was staccato firing. Confusion. Savagery.


  At the top of the shaft was huddled conflict. Screams amplified through helmet communicators. Hand to hand fighting, since the press was suddenly too great for firearms. Carfax broke free from the melee and busied himself setting charges to blast through from the airlock valve into the inner workings. He stood away, shouting a code word to his friends to retreat.


  Machinery erupted in a gigantic geyser, spewing wreckage. In the stunned silence following explosion, Alby’s men charged back in to make good their gains.


  Pressured atmosphere was escaping from below in high, whistling scream. The scream echoed and re-echoed as workmen fled through mazed tunnels, trying to escape suffocation as the atmosphere leaked swiftly away. Down the shaft swarmed Carfax and Groaner, their cat-burglar agility and skills serving them in good stead. At the bottom of the shaft, cradled, ready for flight, were the two spaceships. One small, fast cruiser, the other a clumsy but commodious supply craft.


  Groaner and Carfax took the cruiser, herding the surprised, spacesuited crew outside with leveled guns.


  “I don’t know what the Burglars Union will say about my blowing up that airlock valve,” observed Carfax. “I was never a soup-man or safecracker.”


  “We’ll worry about jurisdiction later,” snapped Groaner. “Alby said for us to pick up Nahli, if she’s still all right. He and the others are making a try for the supply ship. It’s still loaded and the city could use those supplies. Let’s get this spacecan out of here. Now.”


  Carfax pressed a remote-control stud. Riding a cushion of compressed air, the cruiser rose swiftly and smoothly up the shaft. At the top, Carfax switched over to ship’s power and the ship shot from the air lock like a slug from an air-gun. The craft lifted, hovered, made a wide swing and set down again. In space, such a ship is graceful, smoothworking; but for surface working on planets, a spaceship is as awkward and floundering and abrupt in movement an a grounded goose.


  The landing jarred both men’s teeth. But almost before the ship touched ground, Groaner was through the tiny airlock and slipping moneylike to the surface. He landed running, wondering where this last reserve of strength came from, and headed toward the spot where Nahli struggled hopelessly in the grip of aroused and frightened technicians from the station. He went among them, scattering men like tenpins, snatching half-conscious Nahli from their hands. But before he could make a run back to the ship, his enemies had closed in again, surrounding both him and the girl.


  Carfax stood clear, firing slowly, carefully, with deadly accuracy. Groaner broke clear, half-carrying Nahli. He made for the ship. Carfax kept up a rear guard action until a hail of missile cut him to shreds. He fell dead, his body partly buried in a bank of lead sludge.


  With no time for tears, no time for regrets or revenge, Groaner thrust Nahli through the airlock, and followed her. He slammed the ship upward into a black, reeling, skyfull of stars. At full power, the acceleration shock nearly blacked him out. He set the controls on automatic-pilot, heading home.


  Groaner bent over Nahli, ministering. “Are you all right?”


  “I’m alive,” she whispered hoarsely. “How about you? You’re hurt. Is it bad?” Groaner glowed at the first interest she had shown whether he lived or died.


  “I’ll make out,” he muttered. “Carfax is dead.”


  “I know. I know,” the girl murmured, eyes stinging.


  Partway back to the city, Groaner slowed the cruiser, waiting to see if the supply ship would catch up. He had no way of knowing how Alby and the others had come through the conflict. Then a speck of light appeared astern, growing swiftly in the fat, serviceable supply ship. Groaner let it close the gap and worked the signal blinker beams for word from his friends.


  Alby answered. They had their ships. There was a price in lives, and it had been paid. Alby and two others had come out alive, and were working the ship, short-handed, Alby received the news about Carfax calmly. But he felt no elation over his victory. They had taken a desperate gamble and won, but good men had died on both sides. It was a waste. But what had to be done had been done. He swallowed hard on his losses.


  Nearing the dome of their home city, the two ships almost ran head-on into a blockading force of Space Patrol ships.


  Evading the warships, by swift maneuvering before the officers commanding the fleet could marshal for action, Alby got his prizes through the blockade down the airlock tunnel, and into the city. Not, however, without getting his outer hull-plates singed by a lucky sweep of the flagship’s beam-gun battery.


  Home safe, thought Alby. But how safe? . . .


  Gresham was waiting for Alby when he stepped down the ramp from the cradled supply ship. Exhausted, Alby nearly fell into the engineer’s arms.


  “What are they doing out there now?” asked Alby, his voice dull from weariness.


  “Same thing,” answered Gresham. “They’re just circling, like cats around a mousehole. They’ve been doing it since shortly after you left on the raid. Congratulations, by the way! You’ve really pulled their whiskers by stealing those ships. I don’t know how much good they’ll do us, but they may have bargaining value.”


  “Maybe, and maybe not. I wonder what they’re waiting for out there.”


  Gresham shrugged. “Want to take us alive, I suppose. We still have value, as convict labor. Also, if they dropped a bomb, it would do a lot of damage. They still think the city is their property, not curs. I think they’re waiting for someone back on Earth or Mars to untangle the red tape and decide what to do about us. Waiting for definite orders.”


  “They may get impatient now. Stealing the ships might make up their minds for them. Let me know if they show any signs of changing their maneuver. I’m dead for sleep.


  I could sleep a week, straight through. Let me have an hour, then call me. Did you rig up some kind of fake weapon that will put on a show?”


  “Yes, but—”


  “Not now. My brain’s too fuzzy for details. See that it’s installed in the supply ship. Use paper clips, if you have to, but get it installed. Our time’s running out fast.”


  Gresham nodded grimly. Alby was sound asleep before the nod was completed. He tilted forward, and Gresham had to hold him upright until men could carry him away, still sleeping.


  When Alby wakened, fully dressed, he was surprised to find Nahli sitting beside his bed. watching him.


  “You’re going to try something dangerous, aren’t you?” the girl demanded.


  “Dangerous!” Alby laughed. “After all we’ve been through?”


  “Don’t hedge with me. You’re going out, alone, trying to talk them into something. You don’t have to answer. I know you’re going. And it’s dangerous. Before you go, I want to say something. It won’t take a minute.”


  “Talk fast,” said Alby, “while I’m throwing cold water on my face.”


  “Groaner thinks I’m in love with you. You promised not to compete with him. You don’t have to, Alby. If you want me, that’s the way it is. But I don’t think you want me. I don’t think you’ll ever want me.”


  “Wanting you has nothing to do with it, Nahli. And you don’t really love me, or want me. You just think you should, for some fantastic woman’s reason. You sense that I’m different.”


  Her lips twisted bitterly. “I should know all about love. I don’t. I’m as scared and confused of it as any green kid. I do feel something about you, more like pain and pity and awe than like love as a girl thinks of it. You are different from any man I’ve ever known. Not better or worse, just different.”


  “I’m a humanoid robot. Not clanking machinery, but a hash of synthetic flesh, reclaimed organic matter and salvaged parts. A scientific zombie, an experiment in lab-created humanity, which went haywire and turned on its creators. I escaped, and was nearly enough human to escape detection. As a human being, I was sent here.”


  “Not human. Then somebody sent you here. No robot ever does anything but follow orders. Someone, maybe a subversive organization, sent you here to take over the convicts for their purpose. Who sent you, Alby? What do they want?”


  Alby laughed, his face harsh. “If you mean God may have wanted to try a new experiment with the dregs and refuse of humanity and sent me to organize it, you may be right. I don’t know about that. But if you mean I’m working for some human agency, like politicians, freethinking philosophers or curious scientists—no. It was my own idea.”


  Nahli looked dubious. “I told you I was different—different from men and from other robots. Back on Earth, after I escaped, I became a sociologist. I was full of ideas, spoke out against corruption and inhumanity. The only way they could shut me up was to frame me, and send me here. They wanted to bury me in the prisons of Mercury and suddenly I wanted to turn corruption into a higher idea of man, of men freethinking and adventurous, but practical, loyal, capable of governing themselves. We can do that, Nahli, if I can buy a little time. And the men can do it without me, if I have to buy their chance with my life. My synthetic life.”


  “No,” she protested.


  “Don’t worry,” said Alby. “I’m. not dying unless there is no other way. I like life, and respect it. Even my own.”


  Nahli followed Alby into the elevator which was taking him to the ship docks.


  “What about you and Groaner?” Alby asked.


  “I don’t know. I like him. Sometimes it seems more than that. I owe him a lot, and I’m grateful.”


  “Don’t let that blind you to more important emotions. Groaner’s a proud man. He’ll never settle for less than love. If you can’t give him that, give him honesty.”


  “I will. I’ve told him how I feel. I hope he understands. Later on, I might find that I’ve loved him all the time. But if he hurries me, I could hate him. He’s afraid, even though you agreed not to compete. It makes him impatient.”


  “When they made me, Nahli, they left out one factor, sex, and the capacity for having children.”


  “There are other kinds of love. We could skip that.”


  “Now, perhaps,” said Alby sadly. “But people have to have something to live for. Children give them that. The people of Mercury are my family.”


  “I know,” murmured the girl. “Can I tell Groaner about you, so he’ll stop worrying?”


  “If I come back, I’ll tell him, Nahli.”


  “Take care of yourself, Alby. We need you. All of us need you. Without you, we’re lost and frightened. . . .”


  The ships rested in cradles, just inside the airlock.


  Men clustered around them, busy at numerous tasks, all working quietly, skillfully. Watching them, Alby felt strangely proud. His people. Good men. Good technicians, especially the ex-prisoners. Criminals are usually good technicians, since they can’t afford not to be. Safecrackers are experts with explosives; pickpockets skilled with their hands, delicate and precise of touch. No psychologists anywhere could compete with confidence men. The same, all through the various professions.


  Even an amateur murderer like Gresham might have hidden talents beyond the ordinary. Might be a first class engineer, an inventor in various lines. His murder had been ingenious enough, and only unpredictable accident had betrayed him.


  “Is the supply ship unloaded?” Alby asked Gresham.


  “Unloaded, yes,” replied the engineer. “We’re still installing the weapon. Paper clips wouldn’t do.”


  “You’ll have time. And pick a crew to operate it for me. We’re running a bluff, but it has to look convincing.”


  “It will. I’ll operate it myself. I’m going along.”


  “Can your bad heart stand the excitement?”


  “It’ll have to. I wouldn’t miss the expression on your face when my fireworks start popping.”


  Alby grinned in sympathy. “It had better work.”


  “It will, as far as it goes . . .”


  “Signal a parley,” instructed Alby. “I’m going out first, alone, in the cruiser. And I don’t want them shooting at me. Not yet, anyhow. Tell them I’ll speak only to their commander.”


  Gresham licked his lips. “Just like that? High-handed. You can’t talk them out of this, Alby.”


  “Talk first. Then our bluff. If neither work, we’ll fight them through the elevators, through the streets and tunnels and even the ratholes, inch by inch. This is our home.”


  “We may have to earn it,” prophesied Gresham.


  The Space Patrol commander was a civilized man. He remembered Alby and grimaced unhappily.


  “I might have known you’d have a finger in this pie,” he said. “So you’re spokesman for that rabble of thieves and cut-throats?”


  “No longer a rabble,” Alby warned softly. “And I’ve known worse men. When the Bosses abandoned Mercury, they left behind one valuable commodity—people.”


  The commander winced. “I know about that. And a great many people back home were incensed when word leaked out. They thought it was a stinking trick.”


  “People here thought so, too,” commented Alby drily.


  “We did something about it. We’ve severed relations.”


  “Personally, I don’t blame you. Officially, you are still considered subject to the various governments of the Allied Planets. Nobody will recognize your claim to autonomy, and you can’t make it stick. I’ve orders to look in, make sure you’re all right, and place you back in custody peaceably. Your people seemed ready to dispute the point. I have no direct orders to start bloodshed, but I’m expecting such orders any time.”


  “Before you start anything,” said Alby, “I have some counter terms to offer. Just go away and leave us alone. We’re making out. We can do better if Allied Planets will establish trade relations with us. We need oil, some starter atomic fuels, some trickier machinery, medicines—”


  “I don’t think you’re in a position to bargain. No civilized planet will recognize you as a free and independent citizenry with a valid government of your own.”


  “What’s civilized about abandoning us to kill each other or die? We think your governments forfeited jurisdiction by neglect, by endangering our lives, and by the whole planet.”


  “Only the get-rich-quick promoters. Putting them in charge of the colonies here was a mistake, and there’s talk that they will be punished. None of the governments—”


  “I’m not here to argue politics. We now have our own way of life. We like it, and we intend to keep it, whether anyone recognizes us or not.”


  The commander smiled indulgently. “You never were an armchair sociologist, Alby. But as a sociologist, you know that all governments are born in war, not ideas or dreams. There were eight prison-cities on Mercury. Two wiped themselves out during the riots, possibly through failure of the machinery. None of the others is showing any signs of developing into responsible city-states. We could take them over with feather dusters, not guns. Can you speak for them? Can you implement a war?”


  “We can if we have to,” prated Alby. “We’d rather trade with you. Mercury has mineral richness to offer. And we can exchange valuable ideas. Even inventions.”


  The commander waved a contemptuous hand. “I doubt that.”


  “We already have one which might interest you. A secret weapon. I don’t expect you to believe me, but I’m prepared to give a demonstration.”


  The commander laughed. “Go ahead.”


  “There’s a hitch. I insist on a bloodless demonstration. We need a ship for a target.


  Do you want to abandon one of yours, or shall I use the cruiser we took on the Polar Station raid?”


  Alby took a deep breath while the commander debated the problem with himself.


  “Better use the cruiser. I can’t risk a Space Patrol ship on what might be a smooth piece of trickery.”


  Alby nodded. “Retire your ships out of range. We’ll send out the cruiser first on robot-pilot. A zigzag course. The supply ship will follow. You’d better set up space-cameras. I’m sure you’ll want to show them back home, as well as tell them.”


  The commander shrugged . . .


  Two hours later, the unmanned cruiser shot from the airlock sally-port of Dome City V. It took off erratically in a series of eerie zigzags and twisting spirals.


  The supply ship, weaponed with a fantastic hodgepodge of gadgetry, followed in slow, clumsy pursuit. As a special favor to an old friend, Alby had permitted the Space Patrol commander aboard, giving hostages to the fleet as security for the person and comfort of the commander.


  At a safe distance above the city, Alby called the commander close to the weapon.


  “No tricks, commander. To prove it, Gresham offered to let you shoot down the cruiser”


  The commander stared at the complicated monstrosity with amusement. He let Gresham instruct him in its operation.


  A pencil-thin beam licked out through darkness. Like magic, it fixed itself upon the difficult target.


  Coruscating violence of soundless light filled the sky, lighting up a large portion of Mercury’s surface brighter than sunlight had ever lighted it. The cruiser had ceased to exist, but the deadly accuracy of the beam, and the utter violence of dissoloution, stunned the mind.


  Pale, the commander turned from the holocaust.


  “I don’t know, I just don’t know,” he muttered. “I have no authority to make deals, or any decisions as important as this.”


  “A commander in space always has authority to avoid a needless waste of ships and men,” Alby reminded soberly.


  “I’m impressed,” admitted the commander stiffly. “But the best I can offer is armistice. I’ll have to report, and the governments of Allied Planets will send out qualified observers. There’s always the possibility that you had time-bombs planted in that cruiser—”


  “I offered to use one of yours for the demonstration.”


  “So you did. But I remember playing poker with you—just once, a long time ago.”


  Alby grinned. “If you can spare one of your ships. . . .”


  “No, thanks. Signal my lighter to bring in your hostages and take me back to the fleet. I’ll make my report, and ask to be transferred to the Mars-sector. Your poker games are too rough, and I play a low limit game. . . .”


  Back in City V, Alby and Gresham watched the fleet turn and depart, heading back for Venus report.


  “We’ve bought a little time, that’s all,” Alby commented. “We ran our bluff and bought a little time. The show was brilliantly conceived and brilliantly executed, Gresham. Spectacular enough to scare even me. I won’t ask how you did it, because I probably wouldn’t understand.”


  “I don’t myself. Not for surse.” Gresham was grinning, pale with excitement, but strangely excited.


  “I don’t know what we’ll do when they come back for a real demonstration. Your gadget won’t work, and then what—”


  “Who says it won’t work? I nearly blew up the city with it, just on a dry run. Four hundred years ago, a cartoonist named Rube Goldberg specialized in doodling the most complicated and unlikely devices for accomplishing simple tasks. It’s been a standing joke among scientists ever since. I started doodling the same way, in three dimensions. That’s all I had in mind. But the gadget took over.


  Don’t worry about that second demonstration. It will work.”


  “It really works? That thing!”


  Gresham grunted. “It’s no more unlikely than making Mercury a decent place for decent people to live. If we can do one, we can do the other. And Allied Planets will have to meet our terms. It’s a stand-off.”


  Gresham and Alby stared at each other in silence. The engineer broke it. “Take off that mask, robot. I know you. And you’re a better man than I am. . . .”


  “How long have you known?”


  “From the first. And Carfax knew. We’ll miss him. And we’ll miss a lot of good men before we’re through. We have the other cities to help. And a lot of nasty technical jobs to lick. And maybe some fighting we can’t bluff out. But we’ll do it, and what then?”


  “What do you mean?”


  Gresham looked upward through the transparent dome of plastic, at the dark sky and the wide scattering of stars and planets.


  “What are you going to do when you’ve civilized Mercury?”


  “I hadn’t thought about it,” admitted Alby. “But there’s always Venus and Mars . . . and Earth.”


  “If you need help with them,” said Gresham seriously, “call on me. . . .”


  THE UNKNOWN


  William F. Temple


  This story is like a box within a box. On the outside—terror and tragedy in a setting of hair-trigger action. On the inside, a quiet, illuminating tale of gentleness, hope and faith.


  ONE of the things that go bump in the night went BUMP.


  It must have been a big thing. Or Thing. It jolted me almost out of bed.


  I’d been dreaming I was walking through the woods, gun under my arm, and somewhere among the maples was a red deer. Walking or shooting, or both, usually found their way into my dreams somehow. There were reasons.


  This inexplicable concussion in the night was made part of the dream.


  The trees somehow became mountains. This was the Kasserine Pass. I was asleep in my foxhole when the counter-attack came. Its herald was the big shell bursting a few feet away and sending my rough walls tumbling in on me.


  I fought and clawed to get my head above the avalanche. . . . And awoke fighting the bed clothes.


  From somewhere out in the night came a long, superhuman shriek. It was deep winter and the ice on the lake was over a yard thick. Sometimes it breaks under its own increasing pressure, and a rift will run miles across it, howling just like a banshee.


  But I knew that sound well. This blood-chilling shriek, echoing from the valley sides, was similar—but not the same. It was coming from quite another banshee.


  It shut off abruptly.


  The silence afterwards was as it must be on the airless moon. Thick snow muffles city noises but up in these empty northern latitudes, when winter has really set in, the quiet becomes all pervading and tomblike.


  I fumbled for and found the matches under the pillow. The heat was going from the room, and with stiff fingers it wasn’t easy to light the oil lamp at the side of my bunk. I blinked at the shards of glass glinting on the blankets. The window beyond my white, dead feet had a hole blown in it.


  It must have been forty below out there.


  The window faced northward up the valley, but there was no moon and a mass of snow-cloud brooded over us. There was a thinning of it far to the north and I could just detect the faint, gauzy dance of the Borealis.


  But more immediately the trees were only blurred shadows on the white blur of the snow, and the ice-gleam of the lake was reduced to a feeble phosphorescence.


  It had stopped snowing, however.


  There had been no further sound since the shriek, but the door opened and in came Johnny with a blanket wrapped around him. He slept in the other tiny bedroom in this cabin. When I needed him, I thumped on the floor with the butt of a Lee-Enfield rifle.


  This time I had not summoned him.


  “You okay, Cap?” he asked.


  As always, his voice was soft and level, like a well-tended lawn.


  “Yes, I’m all right, Johnny. But the darn bed-clothes have got kind of tangled—and the window’s broken. Did any of the blast come your way?”


  “Felt it hit the cabin. But there doesn’t seem to be any major damage, far as I can tell. Can you see anything out there, Cap?”


  “Not a thing. Haven’t a notion what it was. Maybe a plane crash, but it didn’t sound like it to me. Maybe one of those rocket satellite things fell back on us.”


  Johnny began tucking my blankets back. “One thing for sure—it was traveling faster than Mach One. You heard it coming down—after it hit.”


  He went to the window, felt the jagged hole carefully, paused, listening.


  “Nothing seems to be moving out there,” he said, presently.


  He meant he could hear nothing moving, which was tantamount to saying that nothing was moving. For Johnny’s hearing, like that of most blind men, was extremely acute.


  I looked at my watch. “An hour yet till dawn. We’ll sit it out. Make some coffee, Johnny.”


  He managed to prepare it and block up the window at much the same time. Ex-sergeant John Bloom was good with his hands. He was pretty good at most things.


  But he’d made two bad mistakes in his life.


  One was marrying a girl after a week’s acquaintance. You can’t begin to get to know people in that time. When he was blinded and flown home, she came to see him once at the hospital, promised to come again—and never did. She vanished completely. Even the Army Pay Office couldn’t locate her.


  But I doubted if she ever went short of slices of soldiers’ pay.


  In imagination I could hear her Brooklyn slur: “Oh, Johnny—he’s all washed up. A wreck. All his own damn fault, anyhow. He always was a mug.”


  I’d heard her say things as nasty. Her favorite catch-phrase was: “You gotta think about Number One some of the time.”


  Johnny’s sole comment was: “You can’t blame her.”


  He meant he couldn’t. He couldn’t blame anybody for anything. I told him he was too good for this world, which is as crass a statement as I ever made. This world happens to be short-stocked with good people. It can do with every one it’s lucky enough to get.


  Johnny’s second mistake came in two parts, (1) treading on a mine, (2) walking into the minefield in the first place.


  (1) Was accidental. (2) Was deliberate. He came to pick me out of the minefield. I’d seen the warning strand of barbed wire, all right—it was the egg laid by a Messerschmitt which blew me yards beyond it. I was deafened and stumbled, and bruised to hell. But otherwise I was okay. As soon as I’d recovered my senses, I could probably have walked out of it.


  But Johnny didn’t wait. He walked in. He slung me over his shoulder and started to walk out. He trod on the triple prongs of a Kraut S-mine almost at once.


  An S-mine was the creation of one of the not so good people in the world. It was packed with ball-bearings. Touched off by the prongs, an explosive charge lifted it chest-high in the air. And there it exploded properly. The ball-bearings could turn you into a human currant cake.


  After the initial mistake. Johnny went through the right motions. He flung himself and me down so that most of the fragments would pass above us. They did.


  I stopped only three of the balls, two with my backside and one with my spine. Johnny stopped only two, and those only with the fleshy parts of his thighs. But he had a bonus: a fragment of the casing passed just behind his eyes, severing the optic nerves.


  I never walked again. Johnny never saw again.


  I had no family—my only brother was killed later in the Ardennes. Johnny left his parents and came and looked after me.


  We’d been together for fifteen years now, twelve of them spent in this lakeside village in Maine. I had been born and reared in Maine. My face fitted there—it was long and lean, a Yankee face. When I left, I had always meant to come back to the forested hills, the peace rarely broken and then only by bird-songs, and distant guns, and the splash of a canoe paddle. Where the air was as crystal clear as the tumbling streams save for the rare blue stains of woodsmoke.


  But I had never dreamed I should return as a helpless cripple.


  I suppose it was a mistake to go back there. When from my window I saw the young men strike up through the birch grove on a bear hunt or wander down to the lake with their fishing tackle, the memories came back with an ache of longing. And the impotence made anger flame up in me. My self-control was coming apart at the seams. I had become a moody man.


  The time of dawn came, but the dawn itself lagged reluctantly behind. The clear patch in the north had been filled in by the steadily thickening snow-cloud which, combined with the screen of the valley-wall, strangled the sunlight at birth. Our surroundings remained obscure.


  The outlook was almost as dark. More snow on top of what we’d had would make it tough indeed to clear the already blocked roads.


  Waiting still for light, we washed and shaved and Johnny dressed. As always, he groomed himself as though he were about to step out on first parade. He used a cutthroat razor without ever nicking himself. Water never took the shine from his brown hair; his head was as sleek as a chestnut. His parting was a white, ruled line.


  It was hard to accept that his clear gray eyes—not sunken, but healthy and so never removed—weren’t observing everything, let alone anything.


  Once in poor taste, I joked: “Own up, Johnny, you’re faking, just for the pension.”


  He answered seriously: “I do see things, Cap—sort of in my mind’s eye. It’s queer. You know where things are when you know they’re there, of course. But you also get a way of knowing things are there without anyone telling you. You can get it in a place you’ve never been to before.”


  He turned his head, listening. “Someone coming,” he said.


  I heard nothing until the knocking on the door, and then we had visitors. Aylott, who owned the sporting camp, and Barnes, who ran a chicken farm.


  Barnes was a natural whiner, and he was whining now.


  “I’ll sue the Government. Blown half my sheds to hell, they have. Killed my best sitters. . . . Think there’ll be any more trouble on account of that thing, Cap? Might it blow up again?”


  “What thing?” I asked.


  It was Aylott who answered, thrusting a thick forefinger at the window. “That.”


  I looked. Daylight was settling slowly like a precipitate from above. Some three hundred yards off, in the tree-less patch up the valley-side, I discerned dimly an unfamiliar shape. I reached for my field glasses and studied it.


  It was a slatey gray, like the sky. Maybe fifteen feet high, ribbed like the dome of Florence Cathedral but tilted askew. Its outline was like half of an enormous hen’s egg, with the flatter end buried deep under the snow.


  A cracked egg, the glasses showed me. The fissures were fine and dark. The lines of ribbing were twisted away from symmetry.


  “What d’you make of it, Cap’n?” asked Aylott, presently.


  “I’ve never seen anything like it,” I said. “But then, I’ve never seen a—” I fumbled for an example. “I’ve never seen an H-bomb.”


  Barnes sucked in breath sharply: “You think maybe they’ve dropped one, and it hasn’t gone off?”


  “I didn’t say it was a bomb. Of course, it might be something that was dropped accidentally. But from the speed at which it came, I’d say it was fired—by rocket. Obviously it hasn’t exploded. I don’t think anything exploded. The damage was done by displaced air and concussion. We’re seeing only part of the thing, anyhow—it’s anyone’s guess how much is buried.


  “But do you think it’s a bomb?” Aylott persisted.


  “Good heavens, Aylott, how can anyone tell from here?” I said, peevishly, because I was eager to explore this novelty and yet frustrated by conditions. The thing was embedded on a slope too steep and difficult for the others to manhandle my sled up it. As usual, I was condemned to the spectator’s role. I went on: “It might only be the broken-off tail of some new monster plane. The rest of the wreckage could be miles away.”


  “Like a cup of coffee?” asked Johnny, addressing our visitors.


  “No, I’ve had one,” said Aylott, irritably. His tone was so untypical that I looked at him appraisingly. He avoided my eye.


  Barnes licked his upper lip and said: “Sure, Johnny—thanks.”


  They were both frightened men.


  This struck me as odd. The war had not touched them. Both had been exempted from service. Both ran one-man businesses. Aylott had a heart murmur. Barnes . . . well, no one knew much about Barnes. He was a hermit living among chickens.


  No son of Center Dam had as much as set foot on the embarkation gangplank of a troopship. There had been no food shortages in this self-supporting community. The war had been as remote from Center Dam as an earthquake in Japan.


  Perhaps that was why I’d chosen to end my days here. Not wholly consciously I reasoned that if the last war missed Center Dam, maybe the next one would also.


  Although I’d been born way off in the eastern part of the State, and had never set eyes on Center Dam until after the war, I was yet a native of Maine. And it seemed queer to me that I had never been fully accepted or absorbed into this village. Nor Johnny either. For Maine folk are as hospitable as any in the world.


  But to me it was obviously so.


  Burly Jim Aylott’s camp was always jam-packed with sportsmen in the season. He was ever the jovial host and the “sports” took him to their heart.


  Yet even at his most genial on a Saturday night in the bar of the C.D. Hotel, bright-lit among its cluster of cabins, to me he still maintained a thin, transparent, but nevertheless solid wall of reserve. Like a glass screen. I could see him plainly through it, but I couldn’t reach out and touch him.


  I found the same screen between myself and others, too, always excepting Doc Nunn.


  We weren’t wholly welcome in Center Dam. Only now, watching these two locals, did I begin to sense the reason. We maimed creatures were a standing reminder of the lunatic world which lay beyond the walls of the sheltered valley. And of what that lunatic world could do to folk.


  Also, maybe, we were a silent reproach to a community which, favored by chance and nature, had remained detached from the woes besetting civilization. I suppose, because the war had made no demands on them, they had come to think of it as none of their business.


  But in their hearts they knew they were part of the common fabric of humanity and could not tear themselves off from it. So they felt guilty. And the guilty expect to be punished. Maybe the next war wouldn’t let them off so lightly.


  The symbol of the next wax was the H-bomb. Its herald, a rocket from the skies.


  They were half expecting it, dreading it, and like fate it had come. Or something frighteningly like it.


  Barnes held his coffee mug with both hands as he drank, and even so he spilled some of it.


  Somebody thumped on the door. Johnny opened up. Dr. Nunn, aged and retired, teetered in. He walked awkwardly because of arthritic hip-joints, which often he cursed. (And as often I silenced a jealous inward voice which said: “Well, at least you can walk.”)


  He said: “Everyone’s in a panic about that thing. I told ’em to keep away from it for the time being. Not that anyone’s actually straining their gut to reach it. They keep asking me what it is. They’re afraid it’s a bomb. I’m afraid they may be right What do you think about it Cap?”


  I repeated that I’d seen nothing like it, but it could be a rocket missile that had gone astray.


  “In which case,” I added, “it’ll have a dummy warhead. So there should be no danger. Is the line still dead?”


  The telephone line was a single strand wandering every which way through the woods, linking this trapper with that, one village with the next. In this area where sudden accident or illness might strike isolated men, folk had to keep in touch. Besides, the loneliness got you sometimes, and then it was a relief to ring someone up and exchange gossip. Or merely to eavesdrop on this party line—“rubbering on the line” we called it.


  But late yesterday somewhere the link snapped. A rotten tree falling under its burden of snow, maybe. The weather had been too foul to go searching for the break. And now the single road running through the valley had I been blocked by drifts at either end.


  We were cut off from the world, except for the radio.


  Dr. Nunn answered: “Yes, I near cranked the batteries flat trying to raise Forbes.” (Forbes was the Game Warden.) “Wanted him to radio his HQ to contact the Army.”


  Johnny said: “The Army boys probably have a rough idea where it is—if they fired it. Radar tracking would have told them. They’ll probably be along to collect it soon as the roads are clear.”


  Aylott exclaimed hoarsely: “Look! Quietly, out there!”


  Barnes and the doctor joined him at the window, blocking my view. I asked them sharply to let me see. They moved aside silently. The black oblong of an open doorway had appeared in the gray dome. The door itself seemed to be hanging from twisted hinges, and a corner fragment had broken off, as though it had been hammered open.


  I grabbed my field-glasses and trained them on the opening.


  A white shape appeared therein and stood fumbling with something which looked like a short crowbar.


  “A man in a space-suit,” I reported. “That thing’s no bomb. My gosh, at last they’ve succeeded in firing a man into space! He’s come back with a bang, but he’s come back alive. Aylott—you and Barnes go up there and lend him a hand. Johnny, make some more coffee—that guy’ll be dying for some.”


  Aylott’s face was relief itself. His normal cheerful grin returned. “Come on, Barnes, let’s go make history—or at least get our names in the papers.”


  Barnes was relieved, too, and grouched only mildly. “All the same, the government’s gotta pay for the chickens.”


  They went.


  Dr. Nunn asked: “Think that feller’s hurt at all? Maybe I’d better go get my little black bag out of the junk room.”


  “No, wait. I think he’s okay.”


  The spaceman, as it would seem proper to call him, had dropped the thin, cyclindrical object he’d been fooling with. It had fallen in the snow, and now he was gingerly lowering himself from the doorway after it. The space-suit seemed to be hampering his movements badly. I didn’t wonder. Although ridged at the joints, it was plenty bulky.


  The globular space-helmet was white, also, with a transparent aperture. The face behind I could see only indistinctly. It was darkish—either deeply tanned or else the man was colored. Why shouldn’t a Negro be first into space, anyhow, if he were the fittest specimen for the job to be done.


  The spaceman slid into the snow up to his thighs. Then he stood very still for a little while, as though adjusting himself to this uncertain renewal of contact with earth. Then he began fumbling slowly about in the snow around him.


  I watched, and said suddenly:


  “Doc, maybe I was wrong. He appears rather dazed. That crash might have given him a concussion.”


  “I’ll have to bring my things here—I can’t get up to him. Not up that snow slope with these unworkable joints.”


  “Okay, Doc, Aylott and Barnes will get him here somehow. He may be glad of this bed. Go get your bag of tricks—and tell Johnny I want him, will you?”


  Duly, Johnny came in from what served us as a kitchen.


  “The chair, Johnny,” I said, flinging back the bed-clothes.


  He lifted me as though I were hollow, enfolded me in my dressing-gown, sat me in my wheelchair. I ran it over to the window.


  Aylott and Barnes had come into the picture now, big, gross figures snow-shoeing it awkwardly up the white wave of snow.


  They began to call and wave as they struggled up the slope. The spaceman showed no sign of having noticed them, and continued to fish around in the snow.


  He found what he was seeking when the others had got within twenty feet of him. It was the thin, black cylinder. As he straightened up, he became aware of Aylott and Barnes. For a few seconds he stared at them.


  Then, almost casually, he pointed the cylinder at them.


  With the hair-trigger reaction of a scared man, Aylott, in the lead, flung himself face-down. It was the slower Barnes who caught the full force of the ray which leapt from the cylinder.


  It must have felt like being struck by lightning.


  I had a split-second glimpse of the ray. It was like a bar of plutonium at the moment of fission. Concentrated, eye-scorching light, intolerably effulgent—a brand plucked from the furnace of the sun itself.


  Its glare, rebounding from the snow-sheeted landscape, seemed to beat up against the lowering cloud-layer and repel it by sheer light-pressure.


  The three distant figures, the mysterious projectile, were blotted out by the all-pervading brightness which the field-glasses funneled, in twin jets like white-hot molten metal, straight into my eyes.


  I dropped the glasses with a shout of agony.


  Johnny was at my side within seconds. His exploratory fingers ran lightly over me. His cool hands came to rest over mine, which I was clasping to my seared eyed.


  “What happened, Cap?”


  I told him in breathless, tailless sentences. Tears of pain leaked between my fingers on to his.


  “Poor Barnes! He got it worse than. . . . It may even have killed . . . Johnny, warn everyone. Tell them to . . . no, they can’t get out of the valley. Tell them to lock themselves in their cabins, block their windows, not to look out. That murderous maniac may be alone—or there may be a whole crew like him in that thing.”


  “Okay, Cap.” The touch of him went.


  Soon I heard his voice, strong and clarion-clear, repeating my orders outside as though he were addressing morning parade.


  Contemptibly, I almost hated him for being so completely in command of himself, while I, his erstwhile commanding officer, was huddled in panic. I was in real fear that now I was as blind as he, and I knew I couldn’t accept it as he had.


  I’d never accepted being a cripple. Hatred of my fate, shot through with spasms of self-pity, was always returning.


  And now the possibility of blindness added to that. . . .


  I clenched my teeth and forced myself to drop my hands. Then I opened my eyes slowly.


  There was neither intense light nor blackness. The tear-ducts hadn’t quite closed and I saw the bedroom through a swimmy gray mist with a black bar, like a huge hyphen, superimposed on the scene whichever way I looked. But—I saw. And the bar was slowly fading: it was only the counter-image of the super-bright ray.


  The relief was like a shot of benzedrine.


  I looked blearily at the slope of the valley—my glasses were still somewhere on the floor. The projectile was there, unchanged. The spaceman had progressed a few yards down the slope, towards the village, and now stood knee-deep in snow turning his head this way and that, as though undecided where to go. He was still holding the ray-gun, but slackly, at his side.


  Near the foot of the slope, floundering back along the trail they’d made, were Aylott and Barnes. Barnes was sobbing—I could hear him faintly. His head was lowered and he was holding a hand to his face. Aylott, apparently unharmed, had one arm around Barnes and was helping him along.


  They passed from the frame of my view.


  I called Johnny. He came at once.


  “Is there any sign of Doctor Nunn?”


  “He’s trying to get to them. He told me they were coming back. Can you see all right now, Cap?”


  “Well enough,” I said grimly. “Give me that rifle. And a clip of shells.”


  For once he hesitated. Then he did as I’d asked. I slipped off the magazine pressed the five .303


  shells into it, one by one, against the pressure of its spring, and jammed the magazine back on. I yanked back the bolt and rammed a round up the spout. I slid the marker along the scale, setting the sights at 300 yards.


  A couple of thrusts with the butt drove Johnny’s temporary window patch out into the snow. Chill air seeped in. I poked the barrel through the open square, rested it on the window frame, thumbed over the safety catch.


  I tucked the butt into my shoulder, began to take aim. A hand stole past my face, fumbled, pushed the safety catch on. I looked round with almost a snarl. “Johnny, what the hell—”


  “Take it easy, Cap. Cover him but hold your fire. We don’t know who he is or what it’s all about yet. The guy might be dazed. Maybe he imagined he was being attacked and fired automatically in self-defense.”


  I swallowed. My hands were trembling with anger. I couldn’t have hit the projectile, let alone the unknown spaceman. I tried to calm myself.


  “That thing he fired, Johnny, wasn’t a weapon known in the Pentagon. Ergo, it’s a foreign secret weapon. And he’s probably a member of an invading army—rocket-borne. A blitzkrieg by rocket—for all we know, thousands of projectiles like that have landed. Invasion by barges is a bit out of date, you know.”


  Johnny was skeptical. “Who would launch an attack in midwinter and hog its army down in snow like this? Anyhow, if there were others the radio would have been yelling its head off. I’ve been speaking to folk out there who’ve been keeping their radios on. Everything seems to be perfectly normal.”


  “You think this guy’s on his own?”


  “Yes, Cap, I do. Furthermore—”


  He broke off, his keen ear catching some sound, and went swiftly from the room. Soon he returned with Aylott. They were carrying an unconscious Barnes between them. Dr. Nunn hobbled behind with his black bag.


  Barnes’ face was a mess. Swollen white blisters covered it, and little shreds of skin were peeling off.


  “On the bunk,” I said, and they laid him there.


  Dr. Nunn said: “I’ve doped him with morphia. He’s out of pain—for the present. The burns aren’t so bad as they look. It’s his eyes I’m worried about. Wish I’d kept my ophthalmoscope. Curse this weather—he ought to be rushed to the hospital.”


  He opened his bag, produced bottles and bandages, began to treat Barnes’ face.


  Aylott looked at me. The geniality was still missing but also missing now was fear. His face was grave, his eyes steady.


  “You could have beaten it right away, and left Barnes to it,” I said. “By burdening yourself with him, you risked sharing his fate.”


  He shrugged. “What else can you do, when it comes to it?”


  The coming of the spaceman had settled a vital question for him, which the war had not. No man can foretell what he’ll do “when it comes to it.” Aylott had proved his courage. Now he was at peace with himself.


  His gaze dropped to my rifle, traveled to its likely target.


  “If you shoot him, Captain, the scientists will never forgive you. I’m pretty sure we’re seeing our first visitor from another planet.”


  I stared at him. He didn’t seem to be kidding.


  Johnny said: “I’d suspected that, too.”


  I looked from one to the other of them, then asked Aylott: “What makes you so sure? You couldn’t have more than glimpsed his face.”


  “A glimpse was enough. His complexion is dark green. He has no nose to speak of—just a single orifice. His mouth is lipless—it’s just a wide slit in his face. His eyes are queer—they slope down to the outer corners. Makes him look kind of sad. But they’re bright eyes—intelligent.”


  “Well, at least he can see out of them,” I said, bitterly. “I doubt if Barnes will ever see again.”


  Dr. Nunn, busy at the bed, sighed. “Guess you’re right, Cap. The scarred corneas might be replaced, but I think the damage runs deeper than that.”


  I bit my lips and scowled at the unknown, who was still standing on the slope looking aimless.


  I said: “If he starts coming this way, he’ll have had it. So will the scientists. They’ll have to make do with a dead specimen. Better a dead Martian than another blinded and burnt human—there are children in Central Dam, I’ll remind you.”


  At which moment the unknown made up his mind. He resumed his slow advance down the slope.


  I flicked the safety catch and raised my gun. I was ready for him.


  “Leave him to me, Cap,” said Johnny urgently. “I’ll stop him. He can’t blind me.”


  I paused irresolutely, and Johnny was gone.


  “The fool!” I said, savagely. “He’ll get burnt. Stop him, Aylott.”


  “Only if you promise not to shoot,” said Aylott, firmly.


  “Don’t argue, man. . . . Okay, I promise. For the time being.”


  Aylott hurried out after Johnny, I waited impatiently for their return. Dr. Nunn quietly finished his work on Barnes. The unconscious man’s head was covered with gauze and bandages, and a thick cottonwool pad was bound over his eyes.


  “Well, that’s the best I can do,” said Nunn.


  Boorishly, I didn’t answer. I was on edge for Johnny’s return. How much of my concern was for him, how much for myself without him, I shouldn’t care to apportion.


  When at last I saw him again, he was advancing steadily up the valley-side in the rough path that had been made. Aylott was a pace behind him, and maintaining that pace. The grotesquely padded alien was moving cautiously down the same path, gun in hand. The meeting was inevitable.


  I swore aloud. Nunn looked over my shoulder at the scene.


  “I might have known Johnny would talk Aylott round,” I said, sourly. “Johnny always gets his own way.”


  “Let’s hope he can talk the stranger round, then,” said Nunn, and tut-tutted. “Incredibly foolish, going up there without any protection at all. Even a wet towel wrapped around the face, and sun-glasses . . . I hope I shan’t have to do that nasty job over again. Haven’t the stuff—or the heart for it.”


  “You won’t,” I promised, and took careful aim. I had promised not to shoot if Aylott brought Johnny back. He had failed to, I was free to make another promise—this time, to shoot.


  My sights were trained on where the unknown’s heart should be, if he were just that much human. But I was also watching his gun arm. If that begin to lift. . . .


  It did, when Johnny and Aylott were only a few yards off.


  I fired.


  Just as I squeezed the trigger, the unknown slipped on the snow slope and veered sideways. I hit him, all the same. The impact bowled him over. The big white shape disappeared under the general whiteness.


  Johnny spun around and raised his arm imperatively in the “hold your fire” signal. Then he and Aylott hurried forward and all but disappeared, too, as they investigated the fallen figure.


  “Right on the nose, Cap,” said Nunn, patting my shoulder. “You did the right thing.”


  “I saved them from a roasting.”


  “Of course.”


  Why, then, did I feel uneasy, almost guilty?


  Slowly, three figures became erect on the slope. The alien was in the middle. Aylott had secured the gun. Johnny was grasping the alien’s arm, not as though he were about to frogmarch him, but in a friendly kind of way. Aylott began to gesture, using the gun as a pointer. The alien gestured also, Aylott investigated something on the alien’s back. Johnny began doing something there, too.


  After a minute or so, Aylott pointed to the projectile, made as if to go to it. The alien pulled him back gently.


  More sign language followed.


  “What the hell’s going on?” I said, feeling gloomy and out of it. “Hand me up those fieldglasses, Doc.”


  As soon as I began to refocus, the little party started down the path together, the unknown still in the center and seemingly being guided by the other two. They passed from view.


  I turned my chair from the window and looked at the doctor questioningly. “So now we’re all pals together. I don’t get it.”


  He rubbed his chin, looking away. “The blind leading the blind,” he mumbled, cryptically, and weaved his painful way to Barnes and began to take his pulse.


  The coin dropped. “You mean, that other-world creature is blind?”


  “Not quite,” said Nunn, absently. He was thinking of something else. “Barnes will be coming out of it soon. That was the last of my morphia. It’s not going to be a joyful awakening.”


  I banged the arm of my chair with frustration. “What can we do? If I could only walk! I feel so helpless.”


  “We’re all helpless right now,” said Nunn.


  Presently, Aylott and Johnny led the alien in. In his thickwhite suit he looked enormous in this small room. His face was as Aylott had described it, except that his curiously slanting eyes were half-closed and no longer bright.


  “Where did it hit him?” I asked.


  They ignored me. Aylott looked distressed. He grabbed the doctor’s arm.


  “Doc, can you help? This poor devil’s suffocating. The captain shot two holes in the air-tank pack on his back. We’ve plugged them with our handkerchiefs, but most of the stuff escaped first. He has little more than is left in his suit. It won’t last long. But we don’t know what the stuff is. It’s not our kind of air.”


  “It smells like almonds,” said Johnny. He had gently eased the big figure into the chair by the stove. The contrast made the chair look like a child’s.


  “So does prussic acid gas,” said Nunn, looking worried. “But surely it can’t be that.” He went behind the chair, sniffing at the air-tank on its harness. He coughed suddenly and violently. “Can’t identify it,” he choked. “But I guess . . . enough of it . . . would kill us.”


  Anxious to avoid condemnation as a murderer in their eyes, I said: “There must be reserve tanks in his ship, maybe whole compartments—”


  “No,” said Aylott, sharply and with hostility “The ship’s all smashed up inside. When you get close enough, you can see it’s falling apart.”


  “All the same—”


  “No. He indicated clearly enough by signs that there was no hope there. It’s a broken shell. It was a crash landing. He was alone.”


  “Then he was doomed, anyhow,” I claimed. “You can’t blame me.”


  “Nobody’s blaming you,” said Aylott. “Can we forget you for just a little while and think of him?”


  “All right, all right. Here’s my pen. There’s a writing pad on that table. Get him to write down the formula of his atmosphere. The doc’s still got plenty of chemicals and apparatus. There’s chance he could whip up something that’ll last your friend till we can contact civilization again and get the stuff laboratory-produced. It’s worth trying.


  Dr. Nunn looked doubtful. Aylott wavered. “We’ll never understand his chemical symbols.”


  “Okay, you say he’s intelligent,” I said. “Maybe intelligent enough to draw rough diagrams of atomic structures, the component elements. One dot, with another dot circling it, for hydrogen. One dot, two dots circling it—helium. And so on. Get it? I know something about it. Could be I could fathom it out.”


  “Maybe it would be simpler to take him to my place and let him look over my stock,” said Dr. Nunn.


  Johnny said: “That’s a mile away, Doc. He’d use up too much energy struggling that distance through the snow, have to breathe too hard. It’d likely kill him.”


  “Anyhow, Doc, he couldn’t look over your stock,” said Aylott. “It’s become obvious to us that he can see little more than dim outlines. He must come from a planet where the daylight is extremely bright. Earth to him seems as dark as Pluto would to us.”


  “Then for Pete’s sake why did he land here?” I asked.


  “I doubt if he meant to,” said Aylott. “More likely he meant to orbit Earth, and take a quick survey, but something went wrong and he crashed. Skip that for now. What can we do to help? Maybe there’s something in your idea, Captain, but if the poor guy can’t see what he’s doing—”


  “The torch,” said Johnny, suddenly.


  Aylott banged a fist into his palm, “Sure, the torch. Let’s try it.”


  He picked up the ray-gun he’d laid on the table, and examined a stud on its side. “This isn’t meant to be a weapon. It’s only a torch—providing the kind of light he needs. It’s blinding to us. He saw that—too late. He was scared to use it again. He chose to grope on through the dark and the unknown. That’s the sort of guy he is.”


  I looked away, and felt depressed. I saw my gun leaning against the wall by the window. I felt like smashing it.


  Aylott went on: “This stud was bent and jammed in the crash. He was working on it, then it dropped in the snow. He located it and got it straight just as we came on the scene. He only wanted to see who or what we were.”


  There was a faint moan from the bunk. Barnes was stirring. Nunn went to his side, made soothing sounds.


  I looked at the alien, motionless and in discomfort in the chair. His eyes were open wider but there wasn’t much life in them. His thin mouth was parted. His tongue looked brown and dry. He was gasping.


  “Give me that pad,” I said. Aylott passed it. I drew a few simple atoms in progressive series, was stumped for some symbol to represent the atmosphere, then decided on a sketch purporting to be a cloud of gas. Beside it I set a useless query mark.


  “Give it to him.”


  Aylott pressed pad and pen into the alien’s thickly gauntletted hands. The fingers closed on them. The eyes moved, looked down blindly.


  I wheeled myself to the window, opened it wide and got away from it.


  “Aaah!” came from Barnes.


  I said: “Aylott, direct that torch out of the window, else we’ll burn the joint down. We’ll have to gamble he can see enough by reflected light from the snow. You can stay if you want, Johnny. Doc, you’d better wait in the other room. We can’t risk your eyes.”


  “I’m staying with Barnes,” said Nunn. He crouched over the slowly awakening man, shielding him with his slight twisted body and pulling the blankets further over him. I was satisfied that Barnes’ eyes would be protected from further harm by the thick, cottonwool pad.


  “Very well, Doc, but keep your back turned and your eyes shut. Aylott, you’ll find some dark glasses in that drawer. Put them on—and keep your eyes tightly shut while the thing’s working.”


  I turned my chair away from him. “Count slowly up to five,” I went on. “Switch on at five. Give him around three minutes. Tell us when you switch off.


  “Right,” said Aylott. “You set, Johnny? Keep facing that way. Here we go. One, two, three . . .”


  I shut my eyes and buried my head in my arms.


  “. . . four, five.”


  Nothing could be heard except weak, inarticulate cries from Barnes. But I felt warmth on the back of my neck, warmth that became radiant heat.


  The seconds dragged on. There came tiny sounds of movement and then paper rustling.


  My neck felt as though it were blistering. I wanted to shield it with my hands, but it would be stupid to uncover my face.


  Eternity went on, marked only by intervals between Barnes’ moans. The paper had ceased rustling. I had an uncanny feeling that I was being watched intently. There were mad thoughts crossing my mind. Suppose the alien was faking? Now he had us all with our back to him and our eyes shut. Suppose, seeing that, he went berserk and—


  There was a small, floppy thud. The pad had fallen to the floor.


  “It’s off now!” snapped Aylott.


  Like a tortoise, I put forth my head, turned it. The alien lay back, the pad at his feet, the pen lost somewhere. His eyes were closed. His face was very dark now, nearly black with congestion.


  I rued my uncharitable suspicions. In near despair I said: “There won’t be time enough.”


  Aylott pounced on the pad, frowned at it, thrust it at me. Set beside my little protons, and electrons in orbit, was a single larger system of orbits, shakily drawn.


  Nine orbits. The solar system. Either the alien had misunderstood my intention or else realized that a full answer was beyond his resources now. Or beyond ours.


  But he had succeeded in getting one message across. There was a simple cross marked in the orbit nearest the sun.


  “Mercury,” I said. “He comes from Mercury.”


  That explained the intense sunlight he was accustomed to. Also his slow movements under our gravitation. But it left a lot more unexplained, which to us would have to remain forever unknown.


  “Doctor,” called Aylott, peering intently through the faceplate. “Come quick—I think he’s going.”


  Dr. Nunn hobbled across and gave his verdict. “Very soon now, I’m afraid. Suffocation.”


  We looked, horrified and helpless, at the strange being dying before our eyes, far from his world, far from our understanding. Except Johnny, that is. He’d begun to feel around the Mercurian’s neck and shoulders, sliding little studs.


  “Johnny’s right—take his helmet off,” I said, thickly. “It’s the last gamble left. Our atmosphere is probably useless to him but it can hardly be worse than nothing.”


  Aylott was already helping Johnny. All at once the helmet came off in their hands. They lifted it free. It was like opening a furnace door. Cooking hot gases boiled out into the room with a raw, sharp smell of almonds.


  We all began coughing and our eyes streamed water.


  Luckily, the window was still wide open, and much of the expanding gas went pressing out to freedom.


  Then a miracle happened. Because of my smarting eyes and convulsions of coughing, I glimpsed it only intermittently.


  The Mercurian’s strange eyes opened wide. His face paled. He stood up slowly, his mouth still agape in that nightmare face. His hands touched his wrists and gauntlets fell silently to the floor.


  His naked green hands were surprisingly thin and delicate. His fingers were pointed and without nails.


  He groped around him. His left hand brushed Johnny’s cheek, returned, touched it properly.


  And Johnny covered his eyes with his hands and began to tremble.


  The Mercurian moved forward, towards me. I bent double as another bout of coughing racked my chest. Burning fingers touched the sore place at the back of my neck. The touch was withdrawn and the pain went with it. All pain.


  I sat up in speechless awe, and tremors began to run through me. Through my whole body. Through my legs, to my feet. I could feel my feet.


  The Mercurian could not see where to turn next. A pale shaken Johnny came up behind him and began to guide him gently. For Johnny could see now.


  Johnny led him past the astounded Aylott to Dr. Nunn, who was sitting petrified on the edge of the bunk. The Mercurian extended his left arm.


  “Take his hand, Doctor,” Johnny whispered.


  Dazedly, Nunn did so. The tired stoop, the twisted awkwardness of his limbs, disappeared. He was made straight and whole. As long as I live, I shall never forget the expression on the face of the healer as he himself was healed.


  The Mercurian, his face now all agony, as though he had absorbed all the pain he had removed, bent forward, groping along the bunk, feeling the shape of the groaning Barnes. He laid his palm on Barnes’ head like a benediction. The groaning ceased.


  The Mercurian straightened up and stood stock-still for a moment.


  Then with a sound in his throat like the slow tearing of cloth, he fell forward across the bunk and its occupant.


  I was helping to lift him before I even realized I was on my feet again. And beside me Nunn was helping, too, strong and lithe for all his age.


  We laid the stranger gently on his back on the floor. Death had been delayed but not cheated. I closed his queer eyes. His skin was silk-smooth and still very warm. But by the standards of his world he was cold—ice-cold.


  Barnes sat up suddenly, plucking at his bandages.


  He protested, whiningly:


  “What sort of game are you playin’ on me? Who was that jumpin’ about on me? What’s the idea of blindfoldin’ me? Get this stuff off—let me see, will ya?”


  “Take it easy, Barnes, you’re all right,” said Nunn, unbandaging him expertly.


  As the pad came away, we Saw that Barnes’ skin was clear, unmarked, and his mean little eyes were alive with indignation.


  Aylott said, uncertainly: “I was never a religious man. But now . . . I don’t know.”


  Johnny said in an undertone: “He saved others but couldn’t save himself.”


  Barnes stared at us, indignation passing into puzzlement.


  “Who—me? What are you talkin’ about? What’s been goin’ on here?”


  I said: “He didn’t waste much time scribbling on that damn—fool pad. He was studying us, seeing our troubles. I felt him watching.”


  “So did I,” said Johnny.


  Dr. Nunn flexed his knee, straightened it again, with quiet content. He gave a little sigh of happiness, and said: “Gosh, it’s great to feel really fit again. You know, I never wholly scoffed at the so-called miracle cures. Ever read Alexis Carrel? He examined some of those cases—hopeless cases. And then saw the cures happen before his eyes. And he was no sucker—he was a Nobel Prize man, for medical research. Psychosomatics is stumbling along the same path. From what we’ve seen, we’ve got to accept it now: sudden organic changes to nerves and muscle and bone are possible.”


  “Unfortunately, our friend seemed unable to do anything with inorganic chemicals,” I said. “It seems plain idiotic that he had to die of suffocation. But he fought to the end. That last effort of his was magnificent.”


  “The triumph of the spirit,” said Aylott. “I’m glad he came. It’s done something for my spirit.”


  There was a little shriek. Barnes, who had been looking up at us, listening with his mouth open, had happened to look down and see the strange, still form on the floor.


  “Gosh, who’s that?”


  “That,” said Dr. Nunn, “is something we can’t tell you, Barnes. I only wish we could. We humans tend to get big-headed about our scientific advances. The conquest of matter, the conquest of space, and the rest of it. Then something like this happens and we’re reminded of the real scale of things. We’re on a tiny island in an infinite sea. And in that sea are countless other islands, larger, maybe, or smaller—but all unknown.”


  That was two years ago.


  I wouldn’t say man’s knowledge has increased all that much in the interim.


  For myself, I left Maine and the impossible wish to return to boyhood. I went back into business in the immense dog-fight called Los Angeles. It’s a one-man business. Literally and figuratively I stand on my own feet.


  When Johnny’s sight returned, he wanted to use his eyes. He went looking. For her. I’ve not heard yet whether he’s found her. I still wonder whether she’ll be worth the finding. Maybe he saw some good in her that I never did. I just don’t know. As Nunn said, there’s a great many things we don’t know. About other people. About ourselves. About other souls on other planets.


  THE END


  HOT PLANET


  Hal Clement


  Mercury had no atmosphere—everyone knew that. Why was it developing one now?


  I


  THE WIND which had nearly turned the Albireo’s landing into a disaster instead of a mathematical exercise was still playing tunes about the fins and landing legs as Scholssberg made his way down to Deck Five.


  The noise didn’t bother him particularly, though the endless seismic tremors made him dislike, the ladders. But just now he was able to ignore both. He was curious—though not hopeful.


  “Is there anything at all obvious on the last sets of tapes, Joe?”


  Mardikian, the geophysicist, shrugged. “Just what you’d expect . . . on a planet which has at least one quake in each fifty-mile-square area every five minutes.


  You know yourself we had, a nice seismic program set up, but when we touched down we found we couldn’t carry it out. We’ve done our best with the natural tremors—incidentally stealing most of the record tapes the other projects would have used. We have a lot of nice information for the computers back home; but it will take all of them to make any sense out of it.”


  Schlossberg nodded; the words had not been necessary. His astronomical program had been one of those sabotaged by the transfer of tapes to the seismic survey.


  “I just hoped,” he said. “We each have an idea why Mercury developed an atmosphere during the last few decades, but I guess the high school kids on Earth will know whether it’s right before we do. I’m resigned to living in a chess-type universe—few and simple rules, but infinite combinations of them. But it would be nice to know an answer sometime.”


  “So it would. As a matter of fact, Kneed to know a couple right now. From you, How close to finished are the other programs—or what’s left of them?”


  “I’m all set,” replied Schlossberg. “I have a couple of instruments still monitoring the sun just in case, but everything in the revised program is on tape.”


  “Good. Tom, any use asking you?”


  The biologist grimaced. “I’ve been shown two hundred and sixteen different samples of rock and dust. I have examined in detail twelve crystal growths which looked vaguely like vegetation. Nothing was alive or contained living things by any standards I could conscientiously set.”


  Mardikian’s gesture might have meant sympathy. “Camille?”


  “I may as well stop now as any time. I’ll never be through. Tape didn’t make much difference to me, but I wish I knew what weight of specimens I could take home.”


  “Eileen?” Mardikian’s glance at the stratigrapher took the place of the actual question.


  “Cam speaks for me, except that I could have used any more tape you could have spared. What I have is gone.”


  “All right, that leaves me, the tape-thief. The last spools are in the seismographs now, and will start running out in seventeen hours. The tractors will start out on their last rounds in sixteen, and should be back in roughly a week. Will, does that give you enough to figure the weights we rockhounds can have on the return trip?”


  The ALBIREO’S captain nodded. “Close enough. There really hasn’t been much question since it became evident we’d find nothing for the mass tanks here. I’ll have a really precise check in an hour, but I can tell right now that you have about one and a half metric tons to split up among the three of you.


  “Ideal departure time is three hundred ten hours away, as you all know. We can stay here until then, or go into a parking-and-survey orbit at almost any time before then. You have all the survey you need, I should think, from the other time. But suit yourselves.”


  “I’d just as soon be space-sick as seasick,” remarked Camille Burkett. “I still hate to think that the entire planet is as shivery as the spot we picked.”


  Willard Rawson smiled. “You researchers told me where to land after ten days in orbit mapping this rock-ball. I set you just where you asked. If you’d found even five tons of juice we could use in the reaction tanks I could still take you to another one—if you could agree which one. I hate to say ‘Don’t blame me,’ but I can’t think of anything else that fits.”


  “So we sit until the last of the tractors is back with the precious seismo tapes, playing battleship while our back teeth are being shaken out by earthquakes—excuse the word. What a thrill! Glorious adventure!” Zaino, the communications specialist who had been out of a job almost constantly since the landing, spoke sourly. The captain was the only one who saw fit, to answer.


  “If you want adventure, you made a mistake exploring space. The only space adventures I’ve heard of are secondhand stories built on guesswork; the people who really had them weren’t around to tell about it. Unless Dr. Marini discovers a set of Mercurian monsters at the last minute and they invade the ship or cut off one of the tractors, I’m afraid you’ll have to do without adventures.” Zaino grimaced.


  “That sounds funny coming from a spaceman, Captain. I didn’t really mean adventure, though; all I want is something to do besides betting whether the next quake will come in one minute or five. I haven’t even had to fix a suit-radio since we touched down. How about my going out with one of the tractors on this last trip, at least?”


  “It’s all right with me,” replied Rowson, “but Dr. Mardikian runs the professional part of this operation. I require that Spurr, Trackman, Hargedon and Aiello go as drivers, since without them even a minor mechanical problem would be more than an adventure. As I recall it, Dr. Harmon, Dr. Schlossberg, Dr. Marini and Dr. Mardikian are scheduled to go; but if any one of them is willing to let you take his or her place, I certainly don’t mind.”


  The radioman looked around hopefully. The geologists and the biologist shook their heads negatively, firmly and unanimously; but the astronomer pondered for a moment. Zaino watched tensely.


  “It may be all right,” Schlossberg said at last. “What I want to get is a set of wind, gas pressure, gas temperature and gas composition measures around the route. I didn’t expect to be more meteorologist than astronomer when we left Earth, and didn’t have exactly the right equipment. Hargedon and Aiello helped me improvise some, and this is the first chance to use it on Darkside. If you can learn what has to be done with it before starting time, though, you are welcome to my place.”


  THE COMMUNICATOR got to his feet fast enough to leave the deck in Mercury’s, feeble gravity.


  “Lead me to it, Doc. I guess I can learn to read a homemade weathervane!”


  “Is that merely bragging or a challenge?” drawled a voice which had not previously joined the discussion. Zaino flushed a bit.


  “Sorry, Luigi,” he said hastily. “I didn’t mean it just that way. But I still think I can run the stuff.”


  “Likely enough,” Aiello replied. “Remember though, it wasn’t made just for talking into.” Schlossberg, now on his feet, cut in quickly.


  “Come on, Arnie. We’ll have to suit up to see the equipment; it’s outside.”


  He shepherded the radioman to the hatch at one side of the deck and shooed him down toward the engine and air lock levels. Both were silent for some moments; but safely out of earshot of Deck Five the younger man looked up and spoke.


  “You needn’t push, Doc. I wasn’t going to make anything of it. Luigi was right, and I asked for it.” The astronomer slowed a bit in his descent.


  “I wasn’t really worried,” he replied, “but we have several months yet before we can get away from each other, and I don’t like talk that could set up grudges. Matter of fact, I’m even a little uneasy about having the girls along, though I’m no misogynist.”


  “Girls? They’re not—”


  “There goes your foot again. Even Harmon is about ten years older than you, I suppose. But they’re girls to me. What’s more important, they no doubt think of themselves as girls.”


  “Even Dr. Burkett? That is—I mean—”


  “Even Dr. Burkett. Here, get into your suit. And maybe you’d better take out the mike. It’ll be enough if you can listen for the next hour or two.” Zaino made no answer, suspecting with some justice that anything he said would be wrong.


  Each made final checks on the other’s suit; then they descended one more level to the airlock. This occupied part of the same deck as the fusion plants, below the wings and reaction mass tanks but above the main engine. Its outer door was just barely big enough to admit a space-suited person. Even with the low air pressure carried by spaceships, a large door area meant large total force on jamb, hinges and locks. It opened onto a small balcony from which a ladder led to the ground. The two men paused on the balcony to look over the landscape.


  This, hadn’t changed noticeably since the last time either had been out, though there might have been some small difference in the volcanic cones a couple of miles away to the northeast. The furrows down the sides of these, which looked as though they had been cut by water but were actually bone-dry ash slides, were always undergoing alteration as gas from below kept blowing fresh scoria fragments out of the craters.


  THE SPINES—steep, jagged fragments of rock which thrust upward from the plain beyond and to both sides of the cones—seemed dead as ever.


  The level surface between the Albireo and the cones was more interesting. Mardikian and Schlossberg believed it to be a lava sheet dating from early in Mercury’s history, when more volatile substances still existed in the surface rocks to cut down their viscosity when molten. They supposed that much—perhaps most—of the surface around the “twilight” belt had been flooded by this very liquid lava, which had cooled to a smoother surface than most Earthly lava flows.


  How long it had stayed cool they didn’t guess. But both men felt sure that Mercury must have periodic upheavals as heat accumulated inside it—heat coming not from radio-activity but from tidal energy. Mercury’s orbit is highly eccentric. At perihelion, tidal force tries to pull it apart along the planet-to-sun line, while at aphelion the tidal force is less and the little world’s own gravity tries to bring it back to a spherical shape: The real change in form is not great, but a large force working through even a small amount of distance can mean a good deal of energy.


  If the energy can’t leak out—and Mercury’s rocks conduct heat no better than those of Earth—the temperature must rise.


  Sooner or later, the men argued, deeply buried rock must fuse to magma. Its liquefaction would let the bulk of the planet give farther under tidal stress, so heat would be penetrated even faster. Eventually a girdle of magma would have to form far below the crust all around the twilight strip, where the tidal strain would be greatest. Sooner or later this would melt its way to the surface, giving the zone a period of intense volcanic activity and, incidentally, giving the planet a temporary atmosphere.


  The idea was reasonable. It had, the astronomer admitted, been suggested long before to account for supposed vulcanism on the moon. It justified the careful examination that Schlossberg and Zaino gave the plain before they descended the ladder; for it made reasonable the occasional changes which were observed to occur in the pattern of cracks weaving over its surface.


  No one was certain just how permanent the local surface was—though no one could really justify feeling safer on board the Albireo than outside on the lava. If anything really drastic happened, the ship would be no protection.


  The sun, hanging just above the horizon slightly to the watcher’s right, cast long shadows which made the cracks stand out clearly; as far as either man could see, nothing had changed recently. They descended the ladder carefully—even the best designed space suits are somewhat vulnerable—and made their way to the spot where the tractors were parked.


  A sheet-metal fence a dozen feet high and four times as long provided shade, which was more than a luxury this close to the sun. The tractors were parked in this shadow, and beside and between them were piles of equipment and specimens. The apparatus Schlossberg had devised was beside the tractor at the north end of the line, just inside the shaded area.


  It was still just inside the shade when they finished, four hours later. Hargedon had joined them during the final hour and helped pack the equipment in the tractor he was to drive. Zaino had had no trouble in learning to make the observations Schlossberg wanted, and the youngster was almost unbearably cocky. Schlossberg hoped, as they returned to the Albireo, that no one would murder the communications expert in the next twelve hours. There would be nothing to worry about after the trip started; Hargedon was quite able to keep anyone in his place without being nasty about it. If Zaino had been going with Aiello or Harmon—but he wasn’t, and it was pointless to dream up trouble.


  And no trouble developed all by itself.


  II


  ZAINO WAS not only still alive but still reasonably popular when the first of the tractors set out, carrying Eileen Harmon and Eric Trackman, the Albireo’s nuclear engineer.


  It started more than an hour before the others, since the stratigrapher’s drilling program, “done” or not, took extra time. The tractor hummed off to the south, since both Darkside routes required a long detour to pass the chasm to the west. Routes had been worked out from the stereo-photos taken during the orbital survey. Even Darkside had been covered fairly well with Uniquantum film under Venus light.


  The Harmon-Trackman vehicle ‘Was well out of sight when Mardikian and Aiello started out on one of the Brightside routes, and a few minutes later Marini set out on the other with the space-unit technician, Mary Spun, driving.


  Both vehicles disappeared quickly into a valley to the northeast, between the ash cones and a thousand-foot spine which rose just south of them. All the tractors were in good radio contact; Zaino made sure of that before he abandoned the radio watch to Rowson, suited up and joined Hargedon at the remaining one. They climbed in, and Hargedon set it in motion.


  At about the same time, the first tractor came into view again, now traveling north on the farther side of the chasm. Hargedon took this as evidence that the route thus far was unchanged, and kicked in highest speed.


  The cabin was pretty cramped, even though some of the equipment had been attached outside. The men could not expect much comfort for the next week.


  Hargedon was used to the trips, however. He disapproved on principle of people who complained about minor inconveniences such as having to sleep in space suits; fortunately, Zaino’s interest and excitement overrode any thought he might have had about discomfort.


  This lasted through the time they spent doubling the vast crack in Mercury’s crust, driving on a little to the north of the ship on the other side and then turning west toward the dark hemisphere. The route was identical to that of Harmon’s machine for some time, though no trace of its passage showed on the hard surface. Then Hargedon angled off toward the southwest. He had driven this run often enough to know it well even without the markers which had been set out with the seismographs. The photographic maps were also aboard. With them, even Zaino had no trouble keeping track of their progress while they remained in sunlight.


  However, the sun sank as they traveled west. In two hours its lower rim would have been on the horizon, had they been able to see the horizon; as it was, more of the “sea level” lava plain was in shadow than not even near the ship, and their route now lay in semidarkness.


  The light came from peaks projecting into the sunlight, from scattered skylight which was growing rapidly fainter and from the brighter celestial objects such as Earth. Even with the tractor’s lights it was getting harder to spot crevasses and seismometer markers. Zaino quickly found the fun wearing off . . . though his pride made him cover the fact as best he could.


  If Hargedon saw this, he said nothing. He set Zaino to picking up every other instrument, as any partner would have, making no allowance for the work the youngster was doing for Schlossberg. This might, of course, have had the purpose of keeping the radioman too busy to think about discomfort. Or it might merely have been Hargedon’s idea of normal procedure.


  Whatever the cause, Zaino got little chance to use the radio once they had driven into the darkness. He managed only one or two brief talks with those left at the ship.


  THE TALKS might have helped his morale, since they certainly must have given the impression that nothing was going on in the ship while at least he had something to do in the tractor. However, this state of affairs did not last. Before the vehicle was four hours out of sight of the Albireo, a broadcast by Camille Burkett reached them.


  The mineralogist’s voice contained at least as much professional enthusiasm as alarm, but everyone listening must have thought promptly of the dubious stability of Mercury’s crust. The call was intended for her fellow geologists Mardikian and Harmon. But it interested Zaino at least as much.


  “Joe! Eileen! There’s a column of what looks like black smoke rising over Northeast Spur. It can’t be a real fire, of course; I can’t see its point of origin, but if it’s the convection current it seems to me the source must be pretty hot. It’s the closest thing to a genuine volcano I’ve seen since we arrived; it’s certainly not another of those ash mounds. I should think you’d still be close enough to make it out, Joe. Can you see anything?”


  The reply from Mardikian’s tractor was inaudible to Zaino and Hargedon, but Burkett’s answer made its general tenor plain.


  “I hadn’t thought of that. Yes, I’d say it was pretty close to the Brightside route. It wouldn’t be practical for you to stop your run now to come back to see. You couldn’t do much about it anyway. I could go out to have a look and then report to you. If the way back is blocked there’ll be plenty of time to work out another.” Hargedon and Zaino passed questioning glances at each other during the shorter pause that followed.


  “I know there aren’t,” the voice then went on, responding to the words they could not hear, “but it’s only two or three miles, I’d say. Two to the spur and not much farther to where I could see the other side. Enough of the way is in shade so I could make it in a suit easily enough. I can’t see calling back either of the Darkside tractors. Their work is just as important as the rest—anyway, Eileen is probably out of range. She hasn’t answered yet.”


  Another pause.


  “That’s true. Still, it would mean sacrificing that set of seismic records—no, wait. We could go out later for those. And Mel could take his own weather measures on the later trip. There’s plenty of time!”


  Pause, longer this time.


  “You’re right, of course. I just wanted to get an early look at this volcano, if it is one. We’ll let the others finish their runs, and when you get back you can check the thing from the other side yourself. If it is blocking your way there’s time to find an alternate route. We could be doing that from the maps in the meantime, just in case.”


  Zaino looked at his companion.


  “Isn’t that just my luck!” he exclaimed. “I jump at the first chance to get away from being bored to death. The minute I’m safely away, the only interesting thing of the whole operation happens—back at the ship!”


  “Who asked to come on this trip?”


  “Oh, I’m not blaming anyone but myself. If I’d stayed back there the volcano would have popped out here somewhere, or else waited until we were gone.”


  “If it is a volcano. Dr. Burkett didn’t seem quite sure.”


  “No, and I’ll bet a nickel she’s suiting up right now to go out and see. I hope she comes back with something while we’re still near enough to hear about it.”


  Hargedon shrugged. “I suppose it was also just your luck that sent you on a Darkside trip? You know the radio stuff. You knew we couldn’t reach as far this way with the radios. Didn’t you think of that in advance?”


  “I didn’t think of it, any more than you would have. It was bad luck, but I’m not grousing about it. Let’s get on with this job.” Hargedon nodded with approval, and possibly with some surprise, and the tractor hummed on its way.


  The darkness deepened around the patches of lava shown by the driving lights; the sky darkened toward a midnight hue, with stars showing ever brighter through it; and radio reception from the Albireo began to get spotty. Gas density at the low ion layer was high enough so that recombination of molecules with their radiation-freed electrons was rapid. Only occasional streamers of ionized gas reached far over Darkside. As these thinned out, so did radio reception. Camille Burkett’s next broadcast came through very poorly.


  There was enough in it, however, to seize the attention of the two men in the tractor.


  SHE WAS saying: “—real all right, and dangerous. It’s the . . . thing I ever saw . . . kinds of lava from what looks like . . . same vent. There’s high viscosity stuff building a spatter cone to end all spatter cones, and some very thin fluid from somewhere at the bottom. The flow has already blocked the valley used by the Brightside routes and is coming along it. A new return route will have to be found for the tractors that . . . was spreading fast when I saw it. I can’t tell how much will come. But unless it stops there’s nothing at all to keep the flow away from, the ship. It isn’t coming fast, but it’s coming. I’d advise all tractors to turn back. Captain Rowson reminds me that only one takeoff is possible. If we leave this site, we’re committed to leaving Mercury. Arnie and Ren, do you hear me?”


  Zaino responded at once. “We got most of it, Doctor. Do you really think the ship is in danger?”


  “I don’t know. I can only say that if this flow continues the ship will have to leave, because this area will sooner or later be covered. I can’t guess how likely . . . check further to get some sort of estimate. It’s different from any Earthly lava source—maybe you heard—should try to get Eileen and Eric back, too. I can’t raise them. I suppose they’re well out from under the ion layer by now. Maybe you’re close enough to them to catch them with diffracted waves. Try, anyway. Whether you can raise them or not you’d better start back yourself.”


  Hargedon cut in at this point. “What does Dr. Mardikian say about that? We still have most of the seismometers on this route to visit.”


  “I think Captain Rowson has the deciding word here, but if it helps your decision Dr. Mardikian has already started back. He hasn’t finished his route, either. So hop back here, Ren. And Arnie, put that technical skill you haven’t had to use yet to work raising Eileen and Eric.”


  “What I can do, I will,” replied Zaino, “but you’d better tape a recall message and keep it going out on—let’s see band F.”


  “All right. be ready to check the volcano as soon as you get back. How long?”


  “Seven hours—maybe six and a half,” replied Hargedon. “We have to be careful.”


  “Very well. Stay outside when you arrive; I’ll want to go right out in the tractor to get a closer look.” She cut off.


  “And that came through clearly enough!” remarked Hargedon as he swung the tractor around. “I’ve been awake for fourteen hours, driving off and on for ten of them. I’m about to drive for another six; and then I’m to stand by for more.”


  “Would you like me to do some of the driving?” asked Zaino.


  “I guess you’ll have to, whether I like it or not,” was the rather lukewarm reply. “I’ll keep on for a while though—until we’re back in better light. You get at your radio job.”


  III


  ZAINO TRIED. Hour after hour he juggled from one band to another. Once he had Hargedon stop while he went out to attach a makeshift antenna which, he hoped, would change his output from broadcast to some sort of beam; after this he kept probing the sky with the “beam,” first listening to the Albireo’s broadcast in an effort to find projecting wisps of ionosphere and then, whenever he thought he had one, switching on his transmitter and driving his own message at it.


  Not once did he complain about lack of equipment or remark how much better he could do once he was back at the ship.


  Hargedon’s silence began to carry an undercurrent of approval not usual in people who spent much time with Zaino. The technician made no further reference to the suggestion of switching drivers. They came in sight of the Albireo and doubled the chasm with Hargedon still at the wheel, Zaino still at his radio and both of them still uncertain whether any of the calls had gotten through.


  Both had to admit, even before they could see the ship, that Burkett had had a right to be impressed.


  The smoke column showed starkly against the sky, blowing back over the tractor and blocking the sunlight which would otherwise have glared into the driver’s eyes. Fine particles fell from it in a steady shower; looking back, the men could see tracks left by their vehicle in the deposit which had already fallen.


  As they approached the ship the dark pillar grew denser and narrower, while the particles raining from it became coarser. In some places the ash was drifting into fairly deep piles, giving Hargedon some anxiety about possible concealed cracks. The last part of the trip, along the edge of the great chasm and around its end, was really dangerous, cracks running from its sides were definitely spreading. The two men reached the Albireo later than Hargedon had promised, and found Burkett waiting impatiently with a pile of apparatus beside her.


  She didn’t wait for them to get out before starting to organize.


  “There isn’t much here. We’ll take off just enough of what you’re carrying to make room for this. No—wait. I’ll have to check some of your equipment; I’m going to need one of Milt Schlossberg’s gadgets, I think, so leave that on. We’ll take—”


  “Excuse me, Doctor,” cut in Hargedon. “Our suits need servicing, or at least mine will if you want me to drive you. Perhaps Arnie can help you load for a while, if you don’t think it’s too important for him to get at the radio—”


  “Of course. Excuse me. I should have had someone out here to help me with this. You two go on in. Ren, please get back as soon as you can. I can do the work here; none of this stuff is very heavy.”


  Zaino hesitated as he swung out of the cab. True, there wasn’t too much to be moved, and it wasn’t very heavy in Mercury’s gravity, and he really should be at the radio; but the thirty-nine-year-old mineralogist was a middle-aged lady by his standards, and shouldn’t be allowed to carry heavy packages . . .


  “Get along, Arnie!” the middle-aged lady interrupted this train of thought. “Eric and Eileen are getting farther away and harder to reach every second you dawdle!”


  HE GOT, though he couldn’t help looking northeast as he went rather than where he was going.


  The towering menace in that direction would have claimed anyone’s attention. The pillar of sable ash was rising straighter, as though the wind were having less effect on it. An equally black cone had risen into sight beyond Northeast Spur—a cone that must have grown to some two thousand feet in roughly ten hours. It had far steeper sides than the cinder mounds near it; it couldn’t be made of the same loose ash. Perhaps it consisted of half-melted particles which were fusing together as they fell—that might be what Burkett had meant by “spatter-cone.” Still, if that were the case, the material fountaining from the cone’s top should be lighting the plain with its incandescence rather than casting an inky shadow for its entire height.


  Well, that was a problem for the geologists; Zaino climbed aboard and settled to his task.


  The trouble was that he could do very little more here than he could in the tractor. He could have improvised longer-wave transmitting coils whose radiations would have diffracted a little more effectively beyond the horizon, but the receiver on the missing vehicle would not have detected them. He had more power at his disposal, but could only beam it into empty space with his better antennae. He had better equipment for locating any projecting wisps of charged gas which might reflect his waves, but he was already located under a solid roof of the stuff—the Albireo was technically on Brightside. Bouncing his beam from this layer still didn’t give him the range he needed, as he had found both by calculation and trial.


  What he really needed was a relay satellite. The target was simply too far around Mercury’s sharp curve by now for anything less.


  Zaino’s final gesture was to set his transmission beam on the lowest frequency the tractor would pick up, aim it as close to the vehicle’s direction as he could calculate from map and itinerary and set the recorded return message going. He told Rowson as much.


  “Can’t think of anything else?” the captain asked. “Well neither can I, but of course it’s not my field. I’d give a year’s pay if I could. How long before they should be back in range?”


  “About four days. A hundred hours, give or take a few. They’ll be heading back anyway by that time.”


  “Of course. Well, keep trying.”


  “I am—or rather, the equipment is. I don’t see what else I can do unless a really bright idea should suddenly sprout. Is there anywhere else I could be useful? I’m as likely to have ideas working as just sitting.”


  “We can keep you busy, all right. But how about taking a transmitter up one of those mountains? That would get your wave farther.”


  “Not as far as it’s going already. I’m bouncing it off the ion layer, which is higher than any mountain we’ve seen on Mercury even if it’s nowhere near as high as Earth’s.”


  “Hmph. All right.”


  “I could help Ren and Dr. Burkett, I could hang on outside the tractor—”


  “They’ve already gone. You’d better call them, though, and keep a log of what they do.”


  “All right,” Zaino turned back to his board and with no trouble raised the tractor carrying Hargedon and the mineralogist. The latter had been trying to call the Albireo and had some acid comments about radio operators who slept on the job.


  “THERE’S ONLY one of me, and I’ve been trying to get the Darkside team,” he pointed out. “Have you found anything new about this lava flood?”


  “Flow, not flood,” corrected the professional automatically. “We’re not in sight of it yet. We’ve just rounded the corner that takes us out of your sight. It’s over a mile yet, and a couple of more corners, before we get to the spot where I left it. Of course, it will be closer than that by now. It was spreading at perhaps a hundred yards an hour then. That’s one figure we must refine. Of course, I’ll try to get samples, too. I wish there were some way to get samples of the central cone. The whole thing is the queerest volcano I’ve ever heard of. Have you gotten Eileen started back?”


  “Not as far as I can tell. As with your cone samples, there are practical difficulties,” replied Zaino. “I haven’t quit yet, though.”


  “I should think not. If some of us were paid by the idea we’d be pretty poor, but the perspiration part of genius is open to all of us.”


  “You mean I should charge a bonus for getting this call through?” retorted the operator.


  Whatever Burkett’s reply to this might have been was never learned; her attention was diverted at that point.


  “We’ve just come in sight of the flow. It’s about five hundred yards ahead. We’ll get as close as seems safe, and I’ll try to make sure whether it’s really lava or just mud.”


  “Mud? Is that possible? I thought there wasn’t—couldn’t be—any water on this planet!”


  “It is, and there probably isn’t. The liquid phase of mud doesn’t have to be water, even though it usually is on Earth. Here, for example, it might conceivably be sulfur.”


  “But if it’s just mud, it wouldn’t hurt the ship, would it?”


  “Probably not.”


  “Then why all this fuss about getting the tractors back in a hurry?”


  THE VOICE which answered reminded him of another lady in his past, who had kept him after school for drawing pictures in math class.


  “Because in my judgment the flow is far more likely to be lava than mud, and if I must be wrong I’d rather my error were one that left us alive. I have no time at the moment to explain the basis of my judgment. I will be reporting our activities quite steadily from now on, and would prefer that you not interrupt unless a serious emergency demands it, or you get a call from Eileen.


  “We are about three hundred yards away now. The front is moving about as fast as before, which suggests that the flow is coming only along this valley. It’s only three or four feet high, so viscosity is very low or density very high. Probably the former, considering where we are. It’s as black as the smoke column.”


  “Not glowing?” cut in Zaino thoughtlessly.


  “Black, I said. Temperature will be easier to measure when we get closer. The front is nearly straight across the valley, with just a few lobes projecting ten or twelve yards and one notch where a small spine is being surrounded. By the way, I trust you’re taping all this?” Again Zaino was reminded of the afternoon after school.


  “Yes, Ma’am,” he replied. “On my one and only monitor tape.”


  “Very well. We’re stopping near the middle of the valley one hundred yards from the front. I am getting out, and will walk as close as I can with a sampler and a radiometer. I assume that the radio equipment will continue to relay my suit broadcast back to you.” Zaino cringed a little, certain as he was that the tractor’s electronic apparatus was in perfect order.


  It struck him that Dr. Burkett was being more snappish than usual. It never crossed his mind that the woman might be afraid.


  “Ren, don’t get any closer with the tractor unless I call. I’ll get a set of temperature readings as soon as I’m close enough. Then I’ll try to get a sample. Then I’ll come back with that to the tractor, leave it and the radiometer and get the markers to set out.”


  “Couldn’t I be putting out the markers while you get the sample, Doctor!”


  “You could, but I’d rather you stayed at the wheel.” Hargedon made no answer, and Burkett resumed her description for the record.


  “I’m walking toward the front, a good deal faster than it’s flowing toward me. I am now about twenty yards away, and am going to take a set of radiation-temperature measures.” A brief pause. “Readings coming. Nine sixty. Nine eighty. Nine ninety—that’s from the bottom edge near the spine that’s being surrounded. Nine eighty-five—” The voice droned on until about two dozen readings had been taped. Then, “I’m going closer now. The sampler is just a ladle on a twelve-foot handle we improvised, so I’ll have to get that close. The stuff is moving slowly; there should be no trouble. I’m in reach now. The lava is very liquid; there’s no trouble getting the sampler in—or out again—it’s not very dense, either. I’m heading back toward the tractor now. No, Ren, don’t come to meet me.”


  There was a minute of silence, while Zaino pictured the space-suited figure with its awkwardly long burden, walking away from the creeping menace to the relative safety of the tractor. “It’s frozen solid already; we needn’t worry about spilling. The temperature is about—five eighty. Give me the markers, please.”


  Another pause, shorter this time. Zaino wondered how much of that could be laid to a faster walk without the ladle and how much to the lessening distance between flow and tractor. “I’m tossing the first marker close to the edge—it’s landed less than a foot from the lava. They’re all on a light cord at ten-foot intervals; I’m paying out the cord as I go back to the tractor. Now we’ll stand by and time the arrival at each marker as well as we can.”


  “How close are you to the main cone?” asked Zaino. “Not close enough to see its base, I’m afraid. Or to get a sample of it, which is worse. We—goodness, what was that?”


  Zaino had just time to ask, “What was what?” when he found out.


  IV


  FOR A moment, he thought that the Albireo had been flung bodily into the air. Then he decided that the great metal pillar had merely fallen over. Finally he realized that the ship was still erect, but the ground under it had just tried to leave.


  Everyone in the group had become so used to the almost perpetual ground tremors that they had ceased to notice them; but this one demanded attention. Rowson, using language which suggested that his career might not have been completely free of adventure after all, flashed through the communication level on his way down to the power section. Schlossberg and Babineau followed, the medic pausing to ask Zaino if he were all right. The radioman merely nodded affirmatively; his attention was already back at his job. Burkett was speaking a good deal faster than before.


  “Never mind if the sample isn’t lashed tight yet—if it fails off there’ll be plenty more. There isn’t time! Arnie, get in touch with Dr. Mardikian and Dr. Marini. Tell them that this volcano is explosive, that all estimates of what the flow may do are off until we can make more measures, and in any case the whole situation is unpredictable. Everyone should get back as soon as possible. Remember, we decided that those big craters Eileen checked were not meteor pits. I don’t know whether this thing will go in the next hour, the next year, or at all. Maybe what’s happening now will act as a safety valve—but let’s get out. Ren, that flow is speeding up and getting higher, and the ash rain is getting a lot worse. Can you see to drive?”


  She fell silent, Zaino, in spite of her orders, left his set long enough to leap to the nearest port for a look at the volcano.


  He never regretted it.


  Across the riven plain, whose cracks were now nearly hidden under the new ash, the black cone towered above the nearer elevations. It was visibly taller than it had been only a few hours before. The fountain from its top was thicker, now jetting straight up as though wind no longer meant a thing to the fiercely driven column of gas and dust. The darkness was not so complete; patches of red and yellow incandescence showed briefly in the pillar, and glowing sparks rather than black cinders rained back on the steep slopes. Far above, a ring of smoke rolled and spread about the column, forming an ever-broadening blanket of opaque cloud above a landscape which had never before been shaded from the sun. Streamers of lightning leaped between cloud and pillar, pillar and mountain, even cloud and ground. Any thunder there might have been was drowned in the howl of the escaping gas, a roar which seemed to combine every possible note from the shrillest possible whistle to a bass felt by the chest rather than heard by the ears. Rowson’s language had become inaudible almost before he had disappeared down the hatch.


  For long moments the radioman watched the spreading cloud, and wondered whether the Albireo could escape being struck by the flickering, ceaseless lightning. Far above the widening ring of cloud the smoke fountain drove, spreading slowly in the thinning atmosphere and beyond it. Zaino had had enough space experience to tell at a glance whether a smoke or dust cloud was in air or not. This wasn’t, at least at the upper extremity . . . And then, quite calmly, he turned back to his desk, aimed the antenna straight up, and called Eileen Harmon. She answered promptly.


  THE STRATIGRAPHER listened without interruption to his report and the order to return. She conferred briefly with her companion, replied “We’ll be back in twelve hours,” and signed off. And that was that.


  Zaino settled back with a sigh, and wondered whether it would be tactful to remind Rowson of his offer of a year’s pay.


  All four vehicles were now homeward bound; all one had to worry about was whether any of them would make it. Hargedon and Burkett were fighting their way through an ever-increasing ash rain a scant two miles away—ash which not only cut visibility but threatened to block the way with drifts too deep to negotiate. The wind, now blowing fiercely toward the volcano, blasted the gritty stuff against their front window as though it would erode through; and the lava flow, moving far faster than the gentle ooze they had never quite measured, surged—and glowed—grimly behind.


  A hundred miles or more to the east, the tractors containing Mardikian, Marini and their drivers headed southwest along the alternate route their maps had suggested; but Mardikian, some three hours in the lead, reported that he could see four other smoke columns in that general direction.


  Mercury seemed to be entering a new phase. The maps might well be out of date.


  Harmon and Trackman were having no trouble at the moment, but they would have to pass the great chasm. This had been shooting out daughter cracks when Zaino and Hargedon passed it hours before. No one could say what it might be like now, and no one was going out to make sure.


  “We can see you!” Burkett’s voice came through suddenly. “Half a mile to go, and we’re way ahead of the flow.”


  “But it’s coming?” Rawson asked tensely. He had returned from the power level at Zaino’s phoned report of success.


  “It’s coming.”


  “How fast? When will it get here? Do you know whether the ship can stand contact with it?”


  “I don’t know the speed exactly. There may be two hour, maybe five or six. The ship can’t take it. Even the temperature measures I got were above the softening point of the alloys, and it’s hotter and much deeper now. Anyway, if the others aren’t back before the flow reaches the ship they won’t get through. The tractor wheels would char away, and I doubt that the bodies would float. You certainly can’t wade through the stuff in a space suit, either.”


  “And you think there can’t be more than five or six hours before the flow arrives?”


  “I’d say that was a very optimistic guess. I’ll stop and get a better speed estimate if you want, but won’t swear to it.”


  Rowson thought for a moment.


  “No,” he said finally, “don’t bother. Get back here as soon as you can. We need the tractor and human muscles more than we need even expert guesses.” He turned to the operator.


  “Zaino, tell all the tractors there’ll be no answer from the ship for a while, because no one will be aboard. Then suit up and come outside.” He was gone.


  TEN MINUTES later, six human beings and a tractor were assembled in the flame-lit near-darkness outside the ship. The cloud had spread to the horizon, and the sun was gone. Burkett and Hargedon had arrived, but Rowson wasted no time on congratulations.


  “We have work to do. It will be easy enough to keep the lava from the ship, since there seems to be a foot or more of ash on the ground and a touch of main drive would push it into a ringwall around us; but that’s not the main problem. We have to keep it from reaching the chasm anywhere south of us, since that’s the way the others will be coming. If they’re cut off, they’re dead. It will be brute work. We’ll use the tractor any way we can think of. Unfortunately it has no plow attachment, and I can’t think of anything aboard which could be turned into one. You have shovels, such as they are. The ash is light, especially here, but there’s a mile and a half of dam to be built. I don’t see how it can possibly be done . . . but it’s going to be.”


  “Come on, Arnie! You’re young and strong,” came the voice of the mineralogist. “You should be able to lift as much of this stuff as I can. I understand you were lucky enough to get hold of Eileen—have you asked for the bonus yet?—but your work isn’t done.”


  “It wasn’t luck,” Zaino retorted. Burkett, in spite of her voice, seemed much less of a schoolmistress when encased in a space suit and carrying a shovel, so he was able to talk back to her. “I was simply alert enough to make use of existing conditions, which I had to observe for myself in spite of all the scientists around. I’m charging the achievement to my regular salary. I saw—”


  He stopped suddenly, both with tongue and shovel. Then, “Captain!”


  “What is it?”


  “The only reason we’re starting this wall here is to keep well ahead of the flow so we can work as long as possible, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, I suppose so. I never thought of trying anywhere else. The valley would mean a much shorter dam, but if the flow isn’t through it by now it would be before we could get there—oh! Wait a minute!”


  “Yes, sir. You can put the main switch anywhere in a D. C. circuit. Where are the seismology stores we never had to use?”


  Four minutes later the tractor set out from the Albireo, carrying Rawson and Zaino. Six minutes after that it stopped at the base of the ash cone which formed the north side of the valley from which the lava was coming. They parked a quarter of the way around the cone’s base from the emerging flood and started to climb on foot, both carrying burdens.


  Forty-seven minutes later they returned empty-handed to the vehicle, to find that it had been engulfed by the spreading liquid.


  With noticeable haste they floundered through the loose ash a few yards above the base until they had outdistanced the glowing menace, descended and started back across the plain to where they knew the ship to be, though she was invisible through the falling detritus. Once they had to detour around a crack. Once they encountered one, which widened toward the chasm on their right, and they knew a detour would be impossible. Leaping it seemed impossible, too, but they did it. Thirty seconds after this, forty minutes after finding the tractor destroyed, the landscape was bathed in a magnesium-white glare as the two one-and-a-half kiloton charges planted just inside the crater rim let go.


  “SHOULD WE go back and see if it worked?” asked Zaino.


  “What’s the use? The only other charges we had were in the tractor. Thank goodness they were nuclear instead of H. E. If it didn’t work we’d have more trouble to get back than we’re having now.”


  “If it didn’t work, is there any point in going back?”


  “Stop quibbling and keep walking. Dr. Burkett, are you listening?”


  “Yes, Captain.”


  “We’re fresh out of tractors, but if you want to try it on foot you might start a set of flow measures on the lava. Arnie wants to know whether our landslide slid properly.”


  However, the two were able to tell for themselves before getting back to the Albireo.


  The flow didn’t stop all at once, of course; Nit with the valley feeding it blocked off by a pile of volcanic ash four hundred feet high on one side, nearly fifty on the other and more than a quarter of a mile long, its enthusiasm quickly subsided. It was thin, fluid stuff, as Burkett had noted; but as it spread it cooled, and as it cooled it thickened.


  Six hours after the blast it had stopped with its nearest lobe almost a mile from the ship, less than two feet thick at the edge.


  When Mardikian’s tractor arrived, Burkett was happily trying to analyze samples of the flow, and less happily speculating on how long it would be before the entire area would be blown off the planet. When Marini’s and Harmon’s vehicles arrived, almost together, the specimens had been loaded and everything stowed for acceleration. Sixty seconds after the last person was aboard, the Albireo left Mercury’s surface at two gravities.


  The haste, it turned out, wasn’t really necessary. She had been in parking orbit nearly forty-five hours before the first of the giant volcanoes reached its climax, and the one beside their former site was not the first. It was the fourth.


  “And that seems to be that,” said Camille Burkett rather tritely as they drifted a hundred miles above the little world’s surface. “Just a belt of white-hot calderas all around the planet. Pretty, if you like symmetry.”


  “I like being able to see it from this distance,” replied Zaino, floating weightless beside her. “By the way, how much bonus should I ask for getting that idea of putting the seismic charges to use after all?”


  “I wouldn’t mention it. Any one of us might have thought of that. We all knew about them.”


  “Anyone might have. Let’s speculate on how long it would have been before anyone did.”


  “It’s still not like the other idea, which involved your own specialty. I still don’t see what made you suppose that the gas pillar from the volcano would be heavily charged enough to reflect your radio beam. How did that idea strike you?”


  ZAINO THOUGHT back, and smiled a little as the picture of lightning blazing around pillar, cloud and mountain rose before his eyes.


  “You’re not quite right,” he said. “I was worried about it for a while, but it didn’t actually strike me.”


  It fell rather flat; Camille Burkett, Ph.D., had to have it explained to her.


  THE COLDEST PLACE


  Larry Niven


  It was the coldest place in the universe—and the strangest!


  In the coldest place in the solar system, I hesitated outside the ship for a moment. It was too dark out there. I fought an urge to stay close by the ship, by the comfortable ungainly bulk of warm metal which held the warm bright Earth inside it.


  “See anything?” asked Eric.


  “No, of course not. It’s too hot here anyway, what with heat radiation from the ship. You remember the way they scattered away from the probe.”


  “Yeah. Look, you want me to hold your hand or something? Go.”


  I sighed and started off, with the heavy collector bouncing gently on my shoulder. I bounced too. The spikes on my boots kept me from sliding.


  I walked up the side of the wide, shallow crater the ship had created by vaporizing the layered air all the way down to the water ice level. Crags rose about me, masses of frozen gas with smooth, rounded edges. They gleamed soft white where the light from my headlamp touched them. Elsewhere all was as black as eternity. Brilliant stars shone above the soft crags; but the light made no impression on the black land. The ship got smaller and darker and disappeared.


  There was supposed to be life here. Nobody had even tried to guess what it might be like. Two years ago the Messenger VI probe had moved into close orbit about the planet and then landed about here, partly to find out if the cap of frozen gasses might be inflammable. In the field of view of the camera during the landing, things like shadows had wriggled across the, snow and out of the light thrown by the probe. The films had shown it beautifully. Naturally some wise ones had suggested that they were only shadows.


  I’d seen the films. I knew better. There was life.


  Something alive, that hated light Something out there in the dark. Something huge . . . “Eric, you there?”


  “Where would I go?” he mocked me.


  “Well,” said I, “if I watched every word I spoke I’d never get anything said.” All the same, I had been tactless. Eric had had a bad accident once, very bad. He wouldn’t be going anywhere unless the ship went along.


  “Touché,” said Eric.


  “Are you getting much heat leakage from your suit?”


  “Very little.” In fact, the frozen air didn’t even melt under the pressure of my boots.


  “They might be avoiding even that little. Or they might be afraid of your light.” He knew I hadn’t seen anything; he was looking through a peeper in the top of my helmet.


  “Okay, I’ll climb that mountain and turn it off for awhile.”


  I swung my head so he could see the mound I meant, then started up it. It was good exercise, and no strain in the low gravity. I could jump almost as high as on the Moon, without fear of a rock’s edge tearing my suit. It was all packed snow, with vacuum between the flakes.


  My imagination started working again when I reached the top. There was black all around; the world was black with cold. I turned off the light and the world disappeared.


  I pushed a trigger on the side of my helmet and my helmet put the stem of a pipe in my mouth. The air renewer sucked air-and smoke down past my chin. They make wonderful suits nowadays. I sat and smoked, waiting, shivering with the knowledge of the cold. Finally I realized I was sweating. The suit was almost too well insulated.


  Our ion drive section came over the horizon, a brilliant star moving very fast, and disappeared as it hit the planet’s shadow. Time was passing. The charge, in my pipe burned out and I dumped it.


  “Try the light,” said Eric.


  I got up and turned the headlamp on high. The light spread for a mile around; a white fairy landscape sprang to life, a winter wonderland doubled in spades. I did a slow pirouette, looking, looking . . . and saw it.


  Even this close it looked like a shadow. It also looked like a very flat, monstrously large amoeba, or like a pool of oil running across the ice. Uphill it ran, flowing slowly and painfully up the side of a nitrogen mountain, trying desperately to escape the searing light of my lamp.


  “The collector!” Eric demanded. I lifted the collector above my head and aimed it like a telescope at the fleeing enigma, so that Eric could find it in the collectors peeper. The collector spat fire at both ends and jumped up and away. Eric was controlling it now.


  After a moment I asked, “Should I come back?”


  “Certainly not. Stay there. I can’t bring the collector back to the ship! You’ll have to wait and carry it back with you.


  The pool-shadow slid over the edge of the hill. The flame of the collector’s rocket went after it, flying high, growing smaller. It dipped below the ridge. A moment later I heard Eric mutter, “Got it.” The bright flame reappeared, rising fast, then curved toward me.


  When the thing was hovering near me on two lateral rockets I picked it up by the tail and carried it home.


  “No, no trouble,” said Eric.


  “I just used the scoop to nip a piece out of his flank, if, so I may speak. I got about ten cubic centimeters of strange flesh.”


  “Good,” said I. Carrying the collector carefully in one hand, I went up the landing leg to the airlock. Eric let me in.


  I peeled off my frosting suit in the blessed artificial light of ship’s day.


  “Okay,” said Eric.


  “Take it up to the lab. And don’t touch it.”


  Eric can be a hell of an annoying character. I’ve got a brain,” I snarled, “even if you can’t see it.” So can I There was a ringing silence while we each tried to dream up an apology. Eric got there first.


  “Sorry,” he said.


  “Me too.” I hauled the collector off to the lab on a cart.


  He guided me when I got there.


  “Put the whole package in that opening. Jaws first. No, don’t close it yet. Turn the thing until these lines match the lines on the collector. Okay. Push it in a little. Now close the door. Okay, Howie, I’ll take it from there . . .” There were chugging sounds from behind the little door.


  “Have to wait till the lab’s cool enough. Go get some coffee,” said Eric.


  “I’d better check your maintenance.”


  “Okay, good. Go oil my prosthetic aids.”


  “Prosthetic aids”—that was a hot one. I’d thought it up myself. I pushed the coffee button so it would be ready when I was through, then opened the big door in the forward wall of the cabin. Eric looked much like an electrical network, except for the gray mass at the top which was his brain. In all directions from his spinal cord and brain, connected at the walls of the intricately shaped glass-and-soft-plastic vessel which housed him, Eric’s nerves reached out to master the ship. The instruments which mastered Eric—but he was sensitive about having it put that way—were banked along both sides of the closet. The blood pump pumped rhythmically, seventy beats a minute.


  “How do I look?” Eric asked.


  “Beautiful. Are you looking for flattery?”


  “Jackass! Am I still alive?”


  “The instruments think so. But I’d better lower your fluid temperature a fraction.” I did. Ever since we’d landed I’d had a tendency to keep temperatures too high.


  “Everything else looks okay. Except your food tank is getting low.”


  “Well, it’ll last the trip.”


  “Yeah.”


  “ ‘Scuse me. Eric, coffees ready.” I went and got it. The only thing I really worry about is his “liver.” It’s too complicated. It could break down too easily. If it stopped making blood sugar Eric would be dead.


  If Eric dies I die, because Eric is the ship. If I die Eric dies, insane, because he can’t sleep unless I set his prosthetic aids.


  I was finishing my coffee when Eric yelled.


  “Hey!”


  “What’s wrong?” I was ready to run in any direction.


  “It’s only helium!”


  He was astonished and indignant. I relaxed.


  “I get it now, Howie. Helium II. That’s all our monsters are. Nuts.”


  Helium II, the superfluid that flows uphill.


  “Nuts doubled. Hold everything, Eric. Don’t throw away your samples. Check them for contaminants.”


  “For what?”


  “Contaminants. My body is hydrogen oxide with contaminants. If the contaminants in the helium are complex enough it might be alive.”


  “There are plenty of other substances,” said Eric, “but I can’t analyze them well enough. We’ll have to rush this stuff back to Earth while our freezers can keep it cool.”


  I got up.


  “Take, off right now?”


  “Yes, I guess so. We could use another sample, but we’re just as likely to wait here while this one deteriorates.”


  “Okay, I’m strapping down now. Eric?”


  “Yeah? Takeoff in fifteen minutes, we have to wait for the ion-drive section. You can get up.”


  “No, I’ll wait. Eric, I hope it isn’t alive. I’d rather it was just helium II acting like it’s supposed to act.”


  “Why? Don’t you want to be famous, like me?”


  “Oh, sure, but I hate to think of life out there. It’s just too alien. Too cold. Even on Pluto you could not make life out of helium II.”


  “It could be migrant, moving to stay on the night side of the pre-dawn crescent. Pluto’s day is long enough for that. You’re right, though; it doesn’t get colder than this even between the stars. Luckily I don’t have much imagination.”


  Twenty minutes later we took off. Beneath us all was darkness and only Eric, hooked into the radar, could see the ice dome contracting until all of it was visible: the vast layered ice cap that covers the coldest spot in the solar system, where midnight crosses the equator on the black back of Mercury.        END


  THE MERCURYMEN


  C.C. MacApp


  Their remote ancestors had conquered Mercury—and now the hot planet was ready to begin conquering them!


  From the Book of Truths: . . . Then came Men, that were of the third planet which was called Earth. And they saw that Sunn poured death upon Brightside, and that Darkside lay cold beneath the Stars, which are other gods, but distant. And they spake and said, Even here shall our children dwell.


  And they caused to grow a great vine, that was like unto nothing seen before. And the roots lay in Darkside; and the verdure lay in Brightside; and the stalk stretched even the full breadth of Twilight; where Sunn came and went. And they saw that within the stalk the air did not stale, nor the water sour. And they saw that it brought forth after its kind. And they spake and said, it is good.


  But a trouble fell on the, and they came no more.


  I


  Tem was many kilostrides rootward from the last settlement, in a part of the stalk that was not planted nor grazed because nearly half the diameter was filled with icy water and the air was cold. Nevertheless, it was not too cold for fish nor for some of the quadrupeds, and he loved to come here when he had free time.


  He lay concealed in the throat-like constriction between stalk sections. He was watching a wild tomcat fishing.


  The luminous moss grew feebly here, and he could barely make out the cat’s dark form inching along the giant fronds at the water’s edge. He wondered why tomcats would come this far (and even farther, he knew) when, in warmer but still unsettled parts of the vine, there were lizards and mice and birds to hunt. Maybe they liked the dim light and the solitude, and the vastness of the sections. Personally, he found the size of the sections a little frightening. The one before him was a good two hundred strides in diameter, and over half a kilostride long.


  Now the cat was out of sight entirely, but he kept his eyes on the spot where he’d seen it last. There were no bird songs here; no sound at all except a faint trickling of water somewhere. He pulled his goatskin hood closer about his cheeks, and waited.


  There was a leap and a splashing. Then the cat’s dark form went bounding up the steep wall. He caught just one glint of silver at its head as it disappeared into some hidden cavity. Presently he heard eating sounds.


  After a while he gathered himself, squirmed free of the bulbous growths which, legend said, would swell to an airtight seal in case the section were seriously punctured, and picked a way back along the near-vertical side of the next section. He plucked a vine-fruit, but it was tart and he only swallowed a few bites; they seldom ripened this far rootward. He thought he might do a little hand-fishing himself farther along, where it was warmer. But then, he ought to be getting back.


  The kilostrides passed. The sections were smaller, with much less water in them so he could walk nearer the bottom of the curve. The luminosity brightened. He reached sections planted to rice; then, finally, one where grass grew almost halfway up the circumference. He smelled goats ahead. At the next section-joint he had to let himself through a netting.


  As he skirted the grazing animals, the herder, a young man a few orbits older than he, called out, “You better hustle, idler! The Elders have been looking for you!”


  Tern grunted an acknowledgement and continued his casual pace. As First Son of the Chief, he didn’t feel he should let goat-herders hasten him. Nevertheless, when he was out of sight he walked faster. He couldn’t imagine why the Elders would want him.


  The first huts came into sight. A little later a band of children spotted him and came running, babbling and shrieking, each vying to be bearer of the news. “Tem! The Chief is dying!”


  They’d already bled the Chief and given him fermented rice, but even so, his face was set against the agony and his eyes were dull. It was the sickness that strikes in the right side of the belly. He raised his hand feebly and took Tern’s. His voice was weak, but calm. “I affirm that you are my true First Son. I invoke the Law of the Migration.” He let his hand drop and closed his eyes against the pain.


  Tem knelt, trying to find words.


  How was this possible? The strongest and wisest of the vine . . . hardly into middle age . . . He looked around at the Elders, wanting someone to tell him it wasn’t so; that this was some cryptic charade, and that his father would throw off the act any instant and bound to his feet with a guffaw. But he recognized the Conclave of Death. Besides the Elders, none of the vine was present except six other first sons who were older than Tem but within the age limits for migration.


  One of those, a man named Buld, scowled and said harshly, “Why does he not disown this stripling, so we can elect a real Leader?”


  The dying man’s face only tightened more, but one of the Elders said, “Do not speak blasphemy!” Each of the Elders took one step forward, signifying their intention of enforcing the Law if necessary. Buld looked sullen, but said no more.


  Numbly, Tem got to his feet and stood at his father’s head, as the Conclave demanded. He wished he could leave to find his mother and comfort her, but of course he could not; nor could she join the Conclave.


  From the Book Of Truths: And within the menagerie, these things shall ye take, lest the new vine know them not: the fruits and the grains, and the fishes that swim and the fowls that fly, and the things that creep, and the tiny things and the things that suckle their young . . .


  II


  Since this was a season when the sun was already retreating Brightward (everyone kept looking apprehensively at the corona above the horizon), the migration could start as soon as it was ready.


  Tem had been Outside before, of course, as part of his training, but he’d only left the lock and walked a few steps on the gravel above the vine, and it hadn’t seemed real. Now, ostensibly overseeing preparations (though the Elders’ who’d been on their own migration to this vine, were the actual experts), he had to stay out here for twenty or thirty kilopulses at a time, and Outside was all too real.


  He was glad the suitmakers had done a good job on his suit. The face part was of the clearest rubber possible, with very few bubbles or white spots of undried vine latex, and the fit was good. It was awkward moving, with the weight of the backpack full of air-freshening fungus pulling him off balance. But they’d assured him he’d get used to that. They’d also promised the pleats at knee and elbow joints would stop sticking together when the latex cured a little more.


  He kept tilting his helmet to look up at the Stars, though it made him ill to think of such emptiness above him. He could believe the Stars were fantastically distant, all right, but were they really Gods? And if so, were they watching?


  For that matter, he’d never been quite dear in his mind about the relation between sun and Sunn. Was the sun Sunn’s weapon? Or his dwelling? Or what? Of course Sunn could probably travel around anywhere invisibly, even to Darkside; though the Law didn’t say; and asking such questions got you admonitions instead of answers.


  He turned and stared the way they’d be going. That was another confusing thing. The Law said you must go in the direction of your right hand as you stood facing Brightward. Clearly there was distance there, and ground to walk on, but was it a direction? One was used to two directions—rootward and leafward. Or, to use other terms, darkward and brightward. Anyway, they had to go in this new ‘direction’, across an unknown number of vines, until they found an uninhabited one fit to settle. The guess was that it would be as much as four hundred kilostrides. They could go that far before the sun began to return, if they didn’t lag.


  He saw an Elder frowning at him, and turned his attention to the work.


  They were bleeding air out of the lock now, into big rubber bags; carrying those over and squeezing the air into the menagerie. Big as that was—with a dozen wide carts under it—the animals, and the human couple who’d live in it to care for them, would be cramped. Most of the space was filled with the air-freshening fungus. Still, they’d be more comfortable than he and the others, living in suits with only an occasional visit into the resters.


  The menagerie was the biggest airbag, by far. There were smaller one; air fresheners, the Testers, and simple bags of spare air.


  There were waterbags and bags of food, and bags of liquid vine latex for future use. There were two carts loaded with great sheets of rubber, already cured, for constructing the lock when they found their vine. There were loads of rope, and the precious tools. And seeds, of course. There was no assurance what would have spread to a new vine.


  The lock was sagging now, into the slanting tunnel that let it meet the vine at a good angle. It was time for a shift to go in. He walked over and helped push on the big end-plug until it gave way and the remaining air gushed out. They trooped in, replaced the plug and held it hard against its seating. Someone opened the valve from the vine, and the lock began to fill again. Soon Tern’s suit lost its rigidity and hung upon him, and the end plug would stay in place by itself. They pushed open the inner plug and entered the vine, and filed down the ramp that had been built up to the lock. It was good to be able to look in any direction and see solid walls around him again. He began unlacing his suit.


  He met people, all wanting to stop and talk, and excused himself politely. He was headed down vine toward his home, but there was another stop to make first.


  He reached the right section and paused in the throat, in sudden despair. It was strange, he thought, how it took things a while to hit. Slowly, he started down and to the right, until he was walking in the grass beside the narrow lake. Near midsection he turned right, through a fruit orchard to where some huts nestled on the curve of the vine.


  Neena’s father sat there, turning a roast over a small fire. He looked at Tern silently for a few pulses, then said, “I’m sorry, lad, but you both knew what to expect.”


  Tern didn’t answer that. He said, “Could I see her?”


  Her father nodded rootward. “Two sections down, in the rice.”


  She must have been expecting him, for she was working near this end. He walked out and began gathering handfuls of the tall grain. It was not censorable for them to work together and talk.


  They worked silently for a while, then he said, “I could refuse to go. But then I’d be in Bottom Caste, and so would you if you married me. We never really talked about it, did we?”


  She was calmer than he expected. “No, we didn’t. I suppose you’ll take up with my sister. I’ve seen the way you look at her.”


  He flushed. “I do not! She’s four or five orbits older than I am!”


  She shrugged. “Anyway, I guess you don’t really care much about me, or you’d find some way to take me along.”


  He frowned at her. “What kind of talk is that? Even if we dared defy the Law, do you think the Elders are blind?”


  She glanced around and said in a low voice, “I’m the same size as my sister, and we look alike. I don’t think any of the Elders would know the difference if I were in her suit.”


  He was so shocked he cringed, half expecting Sunn to send a meteor and destroy the section. Slowly, he straightened. Really—in all his experience—Sunn had never punished anyone, preachments notwithstanding. It was always the Elders who handed out punishment. And there’d be no way they could pursue the migration. He said unsteadily, “But your sister . . .”


  “I’ve already talked to her,” she said, “and she’s willing. She’s afraid to go anyway.”


  III


  The Elders gave the faint-hearted no time to rebel. The lock’s inner plug closed behind the migration like the cutting of an umbilical cord. Thirty-nine men and forty-three women—all the healthy firstborn of the vine whose ages fell between seventy and one hundred orbits—turned and gazed across the bleak country.


  The hardest thing to get used to, Tem decided (after the suits and the awful emptiness above them) was the harsh lighting. One compressed glare from the sun’s corona lit the uneven rock, leaving shadows so sharp-edged and black it was hard not to think they were bottomless holes. The stars, dazzling as they were, helped very little to light those shadows.


  Even where it was illuminated, the ground was frightening. Gravel extended for a few strides, where the vine’s growth had shattered the rock; but beyond lay the undulating plain, punctuated here and there by hills or ringwalls, dotted with loose rocks from the latter.


  Another disturbing thing was the silence. He could see lips move, see people clap their gloved hands together to soften the gloves, and strained his ears for the sounds. But inside his suit he could hear too much—his harsh breath, his blood pumping.


  He could see bitterness in some of the others’ faces. The Law did seem inequitable, requiring that the first generation born in a new vine supply the migration, on the death of the first Chief. Why couldn’t older vines send the migrations, if migrations were necessary? There was some vague principle that a colony too long in a vine might grow soft, but it seemed to him that a generation or two might go by without that, so that a vine could better afford to equip a migration. And why such long migrations? If fewer vanguard vines had to send them out, they wouldn’t have to leapfrog so far to find empty vines.


  He could sympathize with the bitterness, for he himself was feeling for the first time—really feeling it inside—how cruelly they’d been thrust out; how unreachable the old vine was now. What brought it home to him was the way he’d parted from his mother. She’d come to the lock with a last present—a newly braided belt and scabbard with his father’s knife—and she’d helped him on with his suit. They hadn’t said much. He’d been almost gruff, because he was afraid she’d embrace him with everyone looking and all. She’d surely known how he felt, and she hadn’t done it; but he wouldn’t soon forget the look in her eyes or the little gesture of her hands as he looked back for the last time. If he’d really realized it was the last time—that he’d never hear of her again, or know when she died—he’d have certainly embraced her.


  He decided they’d stood here feeling sorry for themselves long enough. He gestured to the team he’d chosen, and bent to pick up a tow-rope of the menagerie. The others added their weight to his and the menagerie began to move.


  When the team was pulling together well, he turned his place over to another man and walked back along the column. The other carts were moving. One man on a tow-rope was limping, and gestured that his suit was chafing him badly. Tern transferred him to a scouting squad that was to move a little ahead. At least the man could walk gingerly, with no load to pull.


  He looked back to make sure there were no stragglers, then walked forward along the column.


  They were able to travel fairly straight, with only short halts to rest, for what he judged was ten kilopulses (though one’s heart was a poor chronometer under this exertion). Then, glancing back, he saw there was some disturbance in the column. He started toward it.


  The man he’d left in charge of that unit hurried to meet him, and they touched helmets so the small metal contact-plates would carry their voices. The man said, “One of the women insists she has to visit the rester.”


  Tem walked back with him and discovered that the miscreant was Neena. He halted, dismayed, then slowly advanced and touched helmets with her. “You must have been drinking water! Didn’t your sister tell you not to until you really needed it?”


  “I was thirsty,” she pouted, “and I didn’t think . . .”


  He looked at her in exasperation. “Can’t you wait until we camp?”


  “No!”


  He spun away from her, growling to himself. A fine start! The vine still in sight, and he had to make camp. Sullenly, he signaled the order, and the column closed up to the tight pattern that would conserve warmth. At least, they did it efficiently—all of them (except Neena) remembered their teaching.


  Buld took the opportunity to criticize his leadership.


  Before they started on, he delivered a lecture in pantomime; and he kept them moving faster than he might have on the next jaunt. After a while he could see they were very tired and legitimately needed to camp. But by this time a large ringwall was looming ahead. He decided to keep on and camp just to brightward of it.


  Presently a long line of other objects poked above the horizon.


  He knew they were the leafages, at section-joints, of a vine. He hoped the lock, if any, wouldn’t be in sight. There was danger that individuals might sneak away and try to enter a strange vine, even at the cost of becoming Bottom Caste among its inhabitants. That was less likely now, of course, than it would be later when people were really discouraged or sick.


  However, when the column was already skirting the ringwall, he saw a chasm in their path, stretching from the ringwall brightward. This was trouble.


  IV


  He turned over responsibility for making camp to a man named Bannow, passed back along the column to see that things were all right and to exchange glances with Neena, then headed out to the ringwall.


  He climbed slowly, with frequent rests, because one was warned that if he used air too fast he might grow foolish without realizing it. The fungus should be doing well, though, with the light from the corona falling directly on his backpack.


  Long before he got to the top he could see that the chasm went as far as the horizon, but he kept climbing because he wanted to see the country ahead. Again, he had the experience of sudden realization. One moment, the scene was like a painting; then, abruptly, he felt the vastness.


  The ringwall was perhaps twenty kilostrides across. Inside, it was hollow just as he’d heard them described. It was dark in there, the light from the corona just hitting the top of the far wall, but as his eyes adjusted he could see by Starlight that the floor was deeper than outside, and smoother, though there were a few small craters. Uncomfortable, he turned away.


  The column was neatly camped, a cluster of toys to brightward. It was queer to see only their shadowed sides and a rim of corona light at the top of each. He looked, hesitantly, at the corona. From up here it seemed definitely bigger and brighter, especially at the base.


  The chasm went straight brightward, swerving once to miss a smaller ringwall. Obviously, it was the bed of an old vine, chopped off by this ringwall—a comparatively recent meteor hit—and left to die from there up. He couldn’t see the darkward of the ringwall, but he knew the stalk would have sealed itself, sent out feelers, found its way around the new obstacle, and gone on, paralleling the old, shriveling stalk. He could see that it had drawn close so it could consume the old vine via small local roots. It had consumed it, leaving the ditch, something like two hundred strides across and nearly as deep.


  The new vine was only half-grown (not inhabited, surely) but it was his first good view of a vine. Along the length, the thin layer of gravel was clearly distinguishable from solid rock. The leafages were great bursts of spear-like growth, fanning out in semicircles above each section-joint. Some, he knew, were fifteen times the height of a man. They were said to shade the path of the vine and, by evaporating water, keep the vine’s temperature down when the sun struck here. He’d seen a piece of one once, freshly brought in; eight inches in diameter, moist and woody inside, covered outside with hard, rough very white scales.


  He moved on a little way to see farther ahead, and a spot of very bright light came into view on the horizon. It must be a high mountain peak, catching the sun. He considered. Theory said sunlight reflected from a mountain was safe, and wonderful for the fungus, and warm. This mountain might be a hundred kilostrides away; still, they had to go farther than that. It was a little to brightward, but by the time they got there the sun would have retreated farther. It would be a good place to camp and freshen up everyone’s air, and catch up on whatever else needed doing.


  Besides, he wanted to see a mountain.


  The land between, so far as he could see, had no serious barriers. There were ringwalls of various sizes, some simple hills, a few cracks. He fixed those in his mind so he could avoid them.


  This present chasm was the thing to worry about now. It would take too long to build a ramp across it, and the alternative of going back around the ringwall—and passing in its cold shadow—wasn’t attractive.


  Could a way be cleared along the base of the ringwall itself? A thought struck him. There must have been other migrations by here, unless they’d all passed farther darkward. He went a little way down the slope, and grinned with delight. There was a path of a sort, where boulders had been moved and holes filled in. He was very lucky this time.


  Before continuing down, he looked around for one more thing. It was earlier in the season than the Traders appeared at the vines, but no one knew where they came from, and legend said they sometimes attacked migrations. However, there was no movement in sight, and nothing that looked like a camp, and that was the best he could do. He started toward camp.


  Before he’d gone far he noticed that he was breathing hard, even though he was going downhill. He began to have trouble controlling his limbs. Once, when he jumped between boulders, he misjudged and fell hard.


  He hauled himself up painfully. Nothing was broken, but he knew he’d overestimated his air, especially since his backpack was now turned away from the corona. He wasn’t silly yet, but he might not be far from it. And—he realized with shock—he’d violated an elementary principle. He’d come alone.


  He got down safely, but by now his mind was very muggy and his limbs alternated between aching and numbness. He concentrated on getting one leg ahead of the other, stopping now and then to stand with his back to the corona, head down, almost falling asleep.


  He hardly knew he’d reached camp until he stumbled into it. He was vaguely aware of Buld confronting him with a scowl, but couldn’t seem to keep his mind even on that.


  The next thing he knew Bannow and some others had a full airbag attached to the suit’s intake nipple, and an empty one on the exhaust, and were squeezing air through. His head cleared, though he was still very tired.


  Bannow told him, “You made a bad mistake sneaking Neena into the migration. She raised a fuss about your being gone so long, and somebody recognized her.”


  V


  There was no way Tem could have blocked a Council even if he’d tried. He called it as soon as he’d refreshed himself. There were six of the maturest men, beside himself.


  The cumbersome touching of helmets slowed things so he had a chance to think. He listened woodenly to Buld’s argument that since he’d broken the Law, he was no longer fit to lead; and that they’d better depose him.


  He let them wait for his answer while he thought it out. Buld’s argument was hypocritical, but how to demonstrate? He said, “Why is Buld so anxious to get rid of me? Does he want to be Leader himself?”


  Buld declared he was thinking of the migration. Tem said, “Buld must have gained respect for the Law quite suddenly. When my father was dying, Buld wanted him to avoid the Law by disowning me.”


  That produced nods and one or two grins. Buld said, scowling, “That was just a suggestion to the Elders. What I wanted was a grown-up Leader. Besides smuggling in a brat who doesn’t belong, this stripling has brought us too close to Brightside, and now he’s got us trapped so we have to go back around this ringwall. He’ll get us all killed before he’s through.”


  Tem said, “You don’t know anything about how far Brightside is, or how far we can go.” Buld glared at him. “My father was on the last migration too!”


  “He wasn’t Leader,” Tem said, “and no one voted for him for Chief. I’m the only one who’s really trained. As far as Neena’s concerned; which is better—a girl who wanted to come, or one who was afraid to?”


  Buld and a couple of the others spoke of the Law again. Tem said, “If Sunn wants to punish me, he can do it right now. I’m ready.” He stood up and walked a few paces away.


  One of the men presently came over to him, with a glance toward the corona, and said, “What about this chasm you’ve got us up against?”


  Tem went back and sat down. He thought he might get Buld to stick his tongue out a little farther. “What should we have done?”


  Buld said, “We should have camped farther back while someone scouted.”


  Tem said, “By the same reasoning, we’ll have to scout the other side now. Do you want the job? You can take a partner and some bags of air.”


  Buld glared. “We’ve all heard how a big meteor kills a vine, and that’s obviously what’s happened here. Why do we have to scout the other side?”


  “Well,” Tem said, “I wonder how you know for sure that this meteor killed this vine. What if the vine was already dead? We’d go all the way around and find we couldn’t pass on that side either. Is that your idea of leadership?”


  He was glad Buld wasn’t quick-witted. Buld flushed and said, “Well, I would have found out before.”


  Bannow looked at Tem keenly and said, “Can you get us across without going around?”


  “Of course,” Tem said casually.


  The vote was four to two in his favor.


  Afterward, he was astonished at how alert and shrewd he’d been. Eloquence had never been his strong point before. He decided that it was because Buld had been trying to take something away from him and he just didn’t want to let go.


  They took the path he’d seen, finding only a few boulders to move, then crossed over the young vine. By now, everyone understood that he’d outsmarted Buld, and he saw many grins. That was good for morale, he decided. So was the evidence that another migration had passed this way, sometime. Tem wondered how that one had made out.


  He didn’t dare speak often to Neena, and though the other women, misty-eyed, had adopted her, she was glum. As the march dragged on, so were others.


  But glumness wasn’t the worst. One woman, taking her turn in the rester, refused to put her suit back on and had to be forced into it, screaming. She quieted later, but her face worried Tem and he could feel the whole column reacting. He made camp sooner than he might have, close to a vine, hoping that would raise spirits a little.


  It turned out to be a mistake. While he was climbing a nearby ringwall to scout, the woman broke from camp and ran toward the vine. Others pursued. He had to stand helpless and watch the whole thing from a distance. She threw herself down, clawing at the gravel. Then, before they could reach her, she must have deliberately undone the lacings of her suit.


  The suit went limp, and that was all.


  Sick, he started down without finishing his scouting. He knew now what he should have done. He should have given her something to carry, walked her until she was exhausted, and let her sleep.


  Another thing he’d been neglecting was religion. He’d have to appoint a preacher to talk about Sunn. It looked as if a Leader had to know and understand almost everything.


  On the way down, he thought, It might have been Neena. What if it had happened to Neena?


  They crossed a number of vines before he saw a lock, and that was in the distance. He made sure the column didn’t see it.


  The dazzling mountain was getting nearer, and he made a point of how they’d rest up when they got there, but some of the migration seemed to find it frightening rather than reassuring.


  The supplies, including the air, were holding up pretty well, but there was trouble in the menagerie. Some of the goats got sick, and one died, for no apparent reason. Finally Tem discovered that some of the air-freshening fungus was spreading into their compartment, and they were nibbling it. It wasn’t supposed to be poison.


  Some of the birds, confined so long, were pecking others to death. They had to be separated.


  He’d expected conflicts among the people, but there were surprisingly few. Presently, from h: own behavior, he understood why. He found himself withdrawing into the world of his suit paying less and less attention to other people. One thing particularly struck him. The right arm of each suit was deeply pleated under the armpit, with an external grip so the gloved left hand could pull down and outward. That enabled the wearer to get his right arm inside. He noticed many right sleeves hanging empty before he realized he was doing the same thing himself. Thereafter, he kept his arm in the sleeve, unless he had to bring it inside to eat, drink, or scratch himself. It was odd, but the sleeve somehow felt outside the suit.


  VI


  After they’d crossed a few more vines, they found what was left of an old migration. Tem thought it was probably the one that had built the path back there.


  There were no corpses in the sagging menagerie except those of cats, small birds, and fish. The goats and larger fowl were gone. There were several empty suits lying around, and four that weren’t empty. There were waterbags, airbags, two Testers, some air-freshener carts and some empty carts, all falling apart, the wood shrunk and warped, the rubber brittle and cracked from Sunn knew how many season’s exposure. Tools, rope, and personal belongings were scattered about. It looked as if the survivors had taken what they could carry, and just walked. There was a vine within ten kilostrides, but no lock in sight.


  Maybe the Traders had gotten them, or maybe Sunn had swallowed them up.


  The column wasn’t visibly much moved by the relics, but during the next camp a couple—a man and wife who’d had to leave two young children with relatives—quietly killed themselves. They didn’t take the simple way of just opening their suits. They got knives inside, lay down together, and stabbed themselves.


  That shook Tem worse than anything so far. He made up his mind to reach the sunlit mountain in two marches if he possibly could, with one brief stop between.


  He pushed the column through the first march, crossing two closely spaced vines without even slowing, camped briefly, and bullied them on. The mountain was awesome now; stretched diagonally ahead in one long blaze of light. He could feel the warmth of it already, and his eyes ached. Nevertheless, his vision was adjusting amazingly, so he could tolerate the light, though he couldn’t look directly at it. The ground was mountain-lit by now. The corona was a faint ghost, and so were the stars, though space was black as ever.


  He could see some of the people about to rebel at this light, and that Buld was getting ready for another try. Then he found the ideal spot.


  There was a large ringwall some kilostrides from the mountain, itself aglow with mountain-light. Closer to the mountain, and near this end, was a much smaller one. He could go to brightward of the smaller one, for shade from the mountain, and enjoy the twice-reflected, tamer light from the big ringwall.


  They dragged to the spot and made camp. The light was stronger than any in a vine, but comfortable. There was no more hunching of shoulders against the cold as one’s warmth leaked away to the sky and to darkward. The fungus fairly puffed out fresh air, and the animals grew frisky.


  They had the cleaned and exposed carcass of the goat that had died, and now Tem decided they could build a small fire in the menagerie and have fresh meat for once. People revived visibly.


  By his count of vines, they might be close to half way through their journey. Before they left here, he’d have scouted enough to make a closer guess.


  The lower slope of the mountain, below where the sunlight hit, could be climbed, he thought, to an elevation higher than any ringwall he’d seen yet. So, as soon as people were fed and resting he took Bannow and started that way.


  He got used to looking at the mountain through a murky part of his helmet, so the light was cut down.


  The mountain was probably twenty kilostrides long, and half that high at the peak. It was really a long ridge, set at an angle to the sun, and he had a feeling it was not very thick through. It curved down at each end, tapering into darkness.


  The upper part of it was sheer cliff, lit part way down now. Below the cliff, and barely visible with one’s eyes dazzled so, was a steep but even slope, apparently of rock crumbled from the cliff by the sun’s timeless hammering. Already Tem was perspiring. He touched helmets with Bannow to say, “We’d better turn from side to side so we won’t melt our suits.”


  Actually, it didn’t turn out to be that bad. They had shade from huge boulders, and could hurry across open stretches; and one could always turn his backpack to the cliff and let the fungus soak up some of the light.


  They kept on until they were more than halfway up the rubble slope, then the heat was finally too great. They sat down in a shadow.


  Gradually Tern’s eyes adjusted, but it was still disappointing how little he could see of the country. Things close by were brightly lit from the mountain, and tended to dazzle his sight. Things farther away weren’t lit much. He could see the two close-spaced vines they’d crossed (both squeezing around the obstacle of the mountain) and some ringwalls he remembered. In the other direction, beyond the far end of the mountain, he thought he could make out the leafages of another vine, but he wasn’t sure.


  He said to Bannow, “I guess that ringwall would be a better vantage point after all. Maybe we can walk part way around and climb.


  Bannow didn’t answer. Tem drew aside and looked at him. Bannow’s eyes were fixed down the slope, and when Tem followed the look he saw four suited figures, tiny in the distance moving toward the slope. They were spread out widely, each carrying something in one hand. A moment later he saw a fifth. He decided the things they were carrying were some of the sharpened stakes intended for fastening the lock onto the new vine. In addition, the fifth one dragged two airbags.


  Bannow started to rise, and Tem pulled him back. Bannow touched helmets. “It’s Buld and his bunch! They intend to kill us!”


  “I know,” Tem said, trying to keep the trembling anger out of his voice, “but let’s stay here for a while and think. They can’t see us. Remember how it was looking up?”


  Bannow sat down. “But we’ve got to get around them and get back to camp!”


  “How? If we climb down they’ll see us, and move to intercept. We’ll run out of air before they do. They’ve probably told the camp they were just climbing that small ringwall or something. We can’t expect any help in time.”


  “Well,” Bannow demanded, “what are we going to do?”


  “First of all, let’s act as if we didn’t see them. We can go along this slope to the end of the mountain and get into shadow. They may not see us at all; and even if they do, we’ll be out of their reach, so probably they’ll just wait.”


  “Then what?”


  “Well . . . at the worst, we might go clear around the mountain and get back to camp from the other end. I figure it wouldn’t be more than sixty kilostrides. If we’re very careful with our air, we might make it.”


  Bannow looked very doubtful. “It’ll be cold on the other side.”


  “Maybe not. The heat may go clear through. Anyway, it’s better than just sitting here, isn’t it?”


  Bannow hesitated, but finally nodded.


  They went carefully, seeking shadows, but presently it became clear that Buld had spotted them. They kept on, rounded a bulge, and were in darkness.


  VII


  Now even the corona-light was hidden. Gradually the stars grew into brilliance, as if the distant gods were drawing closer to watch.


  To Tern’s surprise, this side of the mountain was a gentle slope, with a surface much like level ground. Below them was a small ringwall, ghostly in the Starlight. He could feel his warmth leaking away, so he turned a little uphill. If there were warmth coming through the mountain, it would be nearer the top.


  They moved on slowly. Tem was paying close attention to the footing so he wouldn’t trip, when a vaguely seen motion ahead brought him to a startled halt.


  Bannow had seen it too. Tem bent his head to touch helmets, but said nothing. The movement was not toward them, but up the slope from below, crossing their path. It was not a man, nor any single creature, but a vast moving pack. As well as he could make out in the dim light, the individuals stood half as high as a man and moved on many legs, though they didn’t seem to have horizontal bodies like cats or goats. Finally he said, in a cautious whisper, “Do you suppose these are the things the Book speaks of? The metal things that crawl?”


  Bannow’s voice was awed. “I don’t know. Shall we turn back?”


  “Let’s stand still for a while.”


  The vanguard of the pack was nearing the top. Suddenly a line of light grew along the peak, toward them, so bright and so startling that Tem threw an arm before his eyes. He felt Bannow whir! away from him. He himself took a step backward and stumbled over Bannow, who’d evidently tripped with the first step. He jerked his head around to look back. The line of light was still advancing, and he pushed himself erect to run, but before he did he realized the line was not aimed at him, but was just growing along the peak. It was not a solid line, he saw as it came closer, but consisted of thin upright sticks, like a row of very bright, perfectly matched firebrands. It was not straight, but irregular, with dips and rises and gaps.


  Something brushed by him. He flinched, but didn’t panic. Now he was surrounded by the things, which felt solid and heavy when they bumped against him, but paid him no attention. They scuttled to the peak and aligned themselves along it, thrusting up fingers or feelers into the sunlight, jostling for places in line, crowding each other where there were too many. Then there were no more around him, but farther along they still swept up.


  Bannow got to his feet, pawing at his suit. Tem moved close and touched helmets. The man started, then said, “Sunn! They walked right over me! I thought . . . is my suit punctured? I can’t—I don’t hear any hiss . . .”


  “You’re all right,” Tem told him. The suit felt rigid as ever, but there was a little roughness. “I guess they have very small claws, if any.” He looked toward the peak. “They seem to eat the unlight, or drink it.”


  A few stragglers were arriving, to push their way into line. Tern moved after one, trying to see it.


  There was a central body, the ire of a man’s head. A number of legs, each as long as Tern’s arm but no thicker than a finger, grew from the body on all sides. These were flexible, and while about half of them clung to the rocks, the rest were held up so that two inches of the tips were in sunlight.


  Now the things were motionless except for an occasional shifting of stance or a wave of an upthrust leg. They stretched along the mountain as far as Tern could see in either direction.


  A very strong urge gripped him to climb and get one quick glimpse of the sun. He took a few steps before he caught himself. He looked at Bannow, then reluctantly turned to go on. There was no time to investigate this wonder now.


  Bannow drew alongside, wanting to talk, but Tem put off touching helmets. These creatures were apparently a form of life that didn’t need air; could wander at will. Could things be learned from them that would free men from dependence on the vines? Could a man, or a small group, find an empty vine nearby and make trips to study them?


  He turned to Bannow, and as he did he saw a line of luminous blobs moving up the slope toward them.


  He crouched, suppressing his impulse to run, but Bannow’s nerve finally broke. The man whirled and ran back the way they’d come. Tem shouted uselessly, then started after him The blobs of light suddenly reacted, moving to cut Bannow off.


  Bannow might have outrun them, but instead he turned and ran up the slope. Tem, suddenly realizing the danger, ran as fast as he could toward him.


  He was too late. He saw Bannow’s helmet suddenly turn blinding bright as it popped into sunlight. Bannow’s eyes stared for just an instant, then snapped shut. The man clapped both hands to his face, whirled, and plunged down the slope. Tem saw him go headlong and slide. Then the suit suddenly went limp.


  He stopped, fighting nausea, forgetting the blobs until a knot of them gathered around Bannow’s corpse. By then he could see they were men in suits, with very large backpacks that gave off the glow. Shortly, several surrounded Tem. He thought of looking for a rock to defend himself, but they didn’t act threatening, though two of them held tapered, sharp-tipped swords.


  One of them made incomprehensible hand-signals, then, as Tem shook his head, pointed at Tern’s helmet and his own, and pantomimed bringing them together. Tem nodded and they touched helmets.


  VIII


  The man’s speech was only slightly odd. “You from a vine near here, son? What are the two of you doing up here, anyway?”


  Tem tried to get his voice working. “We—I guess my friend isn’t doing anything, any more.”


  The man shrugged. “Too bad. But it would have been besten if he didn’t panic. Why were the two of you up here?”


  Tem hesitated. Maybe he oughtn’t to tell them about the migration. “Some men were trying to kill us. We came to this side of the mountain to get away.”


  The man looked thoughtful. “Your vine very far?”


  “Well . . . quite a ways.”


  The man studied his face and finally said, “You’re from a migration. Got yourselves in some kind of trouble, and ran. Besten you not be so close-mouthed about it. We won’t take you back.”


  Tem said indignantly, “It isn’t that at all!”


  The man scowled. “Well, we can’t stand here jabbering. You can come with us, or die here.” He glanced at the two with swords, then turned and went down the slope. The two armed men waited motionless.


  Others had taken Bannow’s suit off his body, and were carrying the suit away. Tem started toward the corpse, changed his mind, and walked after the spokesman.


  The line spread out again, so it was hard to see anything but the glowing backpacks. There were about thirty, all told. A little way down one of them bent to pick up a thing and carried it in one arm. Tem saw legs dangling, and realized it was one of the metal things, dead. Another man found one, and so It went all the way down the slope, until each man was carrying two or three. Finally the spokesman turned back and handed Tem a pair to carry. They were fairly heavy.


  Beyond the end of the slope, other figures moved about, apparently also gathering the dead things. Soon Tem saw that there were carts heaped with them. Imitating others, he went to the nearest cart and deposited the two he had. No one gave him any instructions, so he just stood.


  Presently they stopped looking for the things and threw over each cartload a rope net, tying it securely. Someone looked at Tem and pointed to a tow-rope. He picked it up and pulled with the others, wondering if they just wanted to get some work out of him before killing him.


  It seemed a very long time that he trudged, his hands on the rope first cramping painfully, then going numb. His feet grew clumsy. He stumbled along, knowing his air was bad. Finally he must have fallen, for the next thing he knew he was draped face-down across a cart-load, and tied on so he wouldn’t slide off. The jolting ride went on for a long time.


  He realized that they were dear into Darkside now.


  Then they halted, and he managed to raise his head and saw another cliff, this one lit only by starlight, and with no rubble at its foot.


  There were four tunnels in the cliff, each with a clear-rubber airlock. One of the locks was open, and the carts were being rolled in.


  Dull as he was, the lock fascinated him. It was made more intricately than the ones he knew, with hoops along its length and pleats between. The three not in use were folded against the tunnel-mouths. His mind worked at that. Why, they must squeeze the air back into the tunnels, instead of losing it!


  He got a chance to observe that, as his cart was in the next batch that went in. The tunnel itself seemed to be a second lock, as it had a plug in its middle, and another at its inward end. When that was opened, light as strong as a vine’s spilled in.


  Inside, they unloaded him and laid him on the floor, face up. Someone began unlacing his suit. A little pressure seeped out, then his helmet was pulled off and he was breathing pure, rich air.


  As soon as he could, he sat up and stared around at things he only gradually understood.


  This was evidently a great natural fissure, twisting back into a mountain, but it had been much reworked. Rock was hewed away in places. At others, walls of squared stones, cemented with latex, sealed openings or supported ceilings.


  A series of shelves hacked from the walls were planted with some kind of shrubs Tem didn’t know. There was a stepped wall down the middle of the fissure, similarly planted. Luminous moss grew on vertical surfaces and on the ceiling.


  The artificial wall where the tunnels came in drew his awed attention. There were great abutments supporting massive machinery—more metal than he’d supposed existed. Some men were turning a giant’s windlass, slowly raising high a huge boulder that dangled on a rope as thick as Tern’s thigh. At the other end of the wall, a similar boulder descended slowly, turning a heavy shaft to which were geared a dozen strange devices. Rods moved in and out of smooth round holes, with a hissing that could only be the intermittent escape of air under pressure. Great pulleys creaked as the monstrous ropes snaked around them.


  Eventually he understood that all this machinery operated the locks, squeezing air in and out.


  The tunnel he’d come through opened again, and the last of the expedition came in. The man who’d talked to Tern unfastened his helmet and removed it, looked around checking men and carts, and finally glanced toward Tern. He came over and said, “I’m Hannult. I’ll want to talk to you later, but meanwhile I’ll take you to the Young Bachelors’ chamber and leave you with Oskir. He’s boss there.”


  Oskir was older than Tem, blond, and large. He looked Tem in the eye without expression, then walked around him studying his suit. Finally he said, “No marvel your air got bad. Is this the besten you Vinies can do?”


  Tem flushed. “I’ve trekked two hundred kilostrides in it!”


  Oskir’s eyes showed a trace of amusement. “With airbags and big carts of freshener, and such. What’s your name, and how old are you?”


  Tem started to blurt out angrily that he was a Chief’s first son, but saw the futility of that. He’d have a better chance of escaping if they didn’t know he wanted to get back to his migration. He said sullenly, “My name’s Tem. I’m seventy orbits. And a half.”


  The amusement flickered in Oskir’s eyes again. “Tell you, then. There’s roast goat over there, and some milk. This ditch is for bathing, and the way you smell, besten you do that first. Hang your suit here.” He indicated a peg, then waved a hand toward a low dark tunnel. “We deep in there. You’ll take the pad nearest the inlet.” He turned and walked away.


  Tem glared at him, then hung his suit on the peg, removed his underthings and stepped into the water. It was tepid, and smelled of some pungent herb. He scrubbed himself with a wad of coarse vegetable fibre, got out, rubbed himself dry, started to dress, then decided he’d better not. He dumped the clothes in the water to soak, and went over to eat. When he’d done that, he rinsed the clothes, wrung them and spread them on the floor under his suit.


  Oskir and some others, deliberately ignoring him now, were squatted in a circle, gambling with odd-shaped stones. Five or six more worked on their suits or tinkered with various things. There were about twenty in the group.


  Tern ducked through the tunnel and found there was a spacious chamber beyond. There was no luminous moss, but enough light came in so he could see that the walls were cut into shelves and planted. The pads were spaced far apart, probably for ventilation. He lay down on the first, wincing with lameness, and tried to relax.


  Evidently these people didn’t intend to kill him, but would he ever get a chance to escape? And if he did, what then?


  He wondered what Buld had told the column. Possibly that Tern and Bannow had deserted and surrendered to a vine. He wondered what would happen to Neena.


  For all he knew, these people might hunt down the column and plunder it. He listened to the low hum of talk in the outer chamber. These were the Traders, of course. At least they were human, though they had odd ways of living.


  Eventually, from exhaustion, he slept.


  Oskir woke him by toeing him in the ribs. He rolled aside and got to his feet. He felt rested, so some time must have passed. Oskir nodded toward the tunnel.


  In the outer chamber were all the young men he’d seen before, plus two or three others. They stood along the walls, with an air of waiting.


  Oskir said, “Turn around.” When Tern did so, Oskir hit him on the chin hard enough to knock him down.


  Tern came up like a cat, and didn’t forget to poke out his left fist before swinging his right, but somehow both punches bounced off Oskir’s thick forearms. Oskir hit him again. He staggered, caught his balance and tried to dodge in close. He got his left to Oskir’s cheek, but not solidly, and took a hard punch he didn’t even see coming.


  After that it was one long series of stunning blows. He fought back as well as he could, but he was groggy and Oskir was too strong, and too clever with his fists. Tem went down repeatedly. Each time, he hauled himself up, until finally, after a punch that didn’t feel any harder than the rest, he found his legs wouldn’t work. He had the will to get up, and his mind was fairly clear, but his limbs would only make uncoordinated pawing motions.


  They picked him up, dowsed him in the bath water, and swabbed off his face. He was still too weak to stand alone, but his thoughts were remarkably clear, if inclined to wander. He was bleeding a little from the nose and from a small cut in his upper lip, but he knew he wasn’t badly marred.


  Most of the punches had been clean ones to the chin. He realized Oskir had deliberately avoided messing him up.


  He was almost strong enough now to start swinging again, but something in their attitude stopped him. They were looking at him with casual approval. Finally Oskir said, “I’m going to parley besten I can Hannult let you join.”


  Tem glared at him. “Oh? And suppose I don’t want to?”


  Oskir looked mildly surprised. “What else can you do? You spect we’d let you go back to a vine, now that you’ve seen this much?”


  IX


  As the newest member of Oskir’s dormitory, Tem drew the menial tasks. Every three sleep-cycles (as marked by the growth of moss along a measured path) he had to bail the bath water into bags and carry it around to prescribed places to be used for irrigation, then refill the ditch from the nearest reservoir. He had to sweep the floor, air the pads, ventilate the dormitory by using fans, fetch food, bring in fertilizer for the plants and take garbage to the fertilizer factory. He smouldered, but held his temper. Aside from his occupations, he was treated as an equal.


  Oskir, who seemed to know everything, personally took charge of his training. One big job was to build a new suit for himself, and he had to perform every bit of the work to Oskir’s satisfaction, even if it had to be done over ten times. The backpack was complicated. Instead of a simple honeycomb of fungus, as in his old suit, this one alternated layers of fungus with layers of luminous moss, which gave enough light to keep the fungus working. There was also a better way of feeding in nutrients, and a better method of circulating the air. It was twice as heavy as tire old pack.


  Equally fascinating was the jettison lock in the front of the suit, at waist level. It had ingenious valves so it could be worked from either outside or inside. Using little bags for body wastes, this made it possible to live in the suit for a long time.


  There were also improvements at the ankles and in the soles, which made for better climbing and less danger from sharp rocks. All in all, he was delighted, and he nearly blurted out that such suits would make travel between vines easy. He caught himself in time.


  The cycles flowed past. His despair about the migration dulled a little, so he could live with it. He was able to pretend he was content here. He wasn’t quite accepted into the clique, but aside from a certain amount of joking about his Vinnie origin, there was no hazing. He was willing to let things rest there.


  He supposed the migration would be close to finding its vine now, if it hadn’t run into bad trouble. He worried about Neena. They might put her in Bottom Caste, since she didn’t belong, which would make her a virtual servant to the whole vine. He supposed Buld would get himself elected Chief. That thought brought up shaking hot anger; and that was one feeling that didn’t grow dull.


  He thought, now, that he should have killed Buld right at the start. It wouldn’t have occurred to him then, of course, but that seemed to be the logic of the thing. He could have found some way to make it look like an accident.


  He shuddered and put that thought from his mind.


  Some younger men were elevated to Oskir’s group, and took over the menial chores. Tern was put to work in the shops where the metal creatures were cut apart and things made from the metal.


  He was a flunkey, but not the only one, and the place was so fascinating he didn’t mind. Sometimes he worked a hand bellows that forced air into big rubber bags, for the smiths to use with their fires.


  In the vines, small open fires had been used for cooking, or to cure rubber, but that was all These fires were even smaller, and confined within stone boxes through which thin jets of air were blown. The flame came out pointed and incredibly hot, and would even melt iron.


  The metal creature’s legs were partly iron, but their body-cases were of some other metal. They were cut open, the insides were taken out and sorted for various metals, and the cases were hammered flat, then trimmed six-sided. The edges were heated soft and joined together. Finally, when a sheet of them was big enough, it was hammered on great anvils until it was very flat and smooth and the joints could hardly be seen.


  Also, using the fires and anvils, with some special tools, the smiths made all sorts of tools and weapons. There were the straight tapered swords he’d seen, and a variety of knives that made his own look crude. There were scissors; dainty ones for tailoring, large, long-handled ones for cutting tough vegetation or even metal.


  One tool in particular took his eye—a saw for cutting the hard hulls of vines.


  Once he helped carry some new gardening tools to a branch of the cave where grains were planted. For the first time, he saw women of the cave close up. They wore ordinary clothes and looked no different from vine women. When he heard one speak, he was sure she had come from a vine. He wanted to talk to her, ask her how she’d come here, but he didn’t get a chance.


  He worked in the smithies and at other jobs until he knew most parts of the cave, and most of their equipment. Then a time came when Oskir told him, “You’ll be getting a chance to try out your suit. Hannult says besten we take you on a foray and see how you act.”


  There were about forty men on the expedition, including Oskir, Tern, and half a dozen others of the dormitory. They took eight medium-sized carts, a few tools, some empty bags, and some extra air and water. They headed deeper into Darkside, and now there was something different about the ground. It was darker and harder to see in the starlight, and slick at times. He had to walk carefully.


  This suit held the warmth better; and, after a good twenty kilostrides, he couldn’t feel any deterioration of the air.


  They kept going almost in a straight line until a ringway lay ahead. He studied it curiously. Not only was it low in relation to its width, but it lacked the rugged outlines he was used to. They reached the skirt and he found he was walking on gravel, among half-buried boulders. He saw signs that people have been here before, shoveling away the gravel, and that was apparently what they were going to do now.


  They laid out small-meshed nets of strong cord, and he was given a shovel and told to heap gravel on one of them. When it was fairly covered, four men took hold of one side and four of the other, and rolled the load back and forth so that the fine stuff sifted through. They discarded the coarse stuff and started over. As the fine material piled up, they shoveled it into the box-like carts.


  Tern’s curiosity overcame his pride. During a rest period, he touched helmets with Oskir. “What is this for?”


  “Dirt.”


  Tern flushed. “I mean, why are we getting it here?”


  Oskir grinned. “Cause we don’t want to take it away from Vinies.” In a moment he went on, “If you just take rock that’s been burnt in the sun and crush it, there ain’t muchen good in it. This is the besten for growing stuff, sept you can get goat manure or rotted rice or such. You got to find a ringwall like this one, in Darkside.”


  “Oh,” Tern said. “What makes this one different?”


  Oskir shrugged. “My father told me it was because a meteor was ice, not rock like most. It went in a ways and exploded, and threw out this fine stuff. Times, you’ll dig down a ways and it feels wet, a little. This is the only one I been to. I can parley Unmakes stuff grow, all right.” Tern digested that. Then, as Oskir seemed in a talkative mood, he brought up something he’d been wondering about. “You people never talk about Sunn. The god Sunn, I mean. You always try to explain how things happen by themselves. Don’t you believe in Sunn?”


  Oskir pulled his helmet away and chewed on some dried meat for a while. Then he joined helmets again. “There’s those talk about Sunn. I spect it’s how you feel inside. I never could see much proof one way or the other. Looks to me, if there’s a Sunn, he put things so they run mostly by themselves. Looks to me, people are supposed to make their own, not sit down and wait for some god to give it to them. He put plenty, sept a man. don’t try.” Tem drew back, uncomfortable. This might be blasphemy, but it made more sense here Outside than in a vine. It would explain how a man like Buld could just take what he wanted, Law or no Law, if no one stopped him. And keep it, if no one took it back.


  They filled seven of the carts, packed the tools and other things in the eighth cart or on top of the dirt, and started Brightward. Judging from Hannult’s caution now—sending scouts, camping in cover—there must be some danger. Also, they seemed to be mapping, as Hannult kept making notes and sketches.


  Finally, when the gossip was that they were nearly out of Darkside, they made camp on a moist gravel patch that Oskir said lay over the base of a vine. They were going to get water here. While a pit was being dug, Oskir took Tern to the nearest ringwall on sentry duty.


  They left relays of men for contact with camp, and moved around to brightward of the ringwall before climbing. From the top, the corona was faintly visible, and Tem could see the dark line of gravel where the vine ran up-country, though there were no leafages here. He wondered if a vine seeped water all along its length. He turned to ask Oskir, and found Oskir back to him.


  It occurred to him it would be very easy to pick up a rock and hit Oskir on the head. The inflated helmet was rigid, but would move easily, and (as Tem knew from more than one tumble) wouldn’t protect the skull. He could roll the corpse down inside the ringwall, where they’d be a long time finding it. He owed Oskir some lumps.


  However, he found he didn’t want to kill Oskir. He’d repay the beating sometime, as a matter of principle, but he didn’t really resent it. After all, that had been a matter of principle too; a duty with Oskir. Anyway, he’d better stay with the Traders until he learned more, and at least knew where he was.


  Oskir turned. Tem touched helmets and asked, “That dark streak. Is that because it’s moist?”


  “A little. Those are reservoir sections of the vine.”


  Tem said, “What do you mean, reservoir sections? There’s water in every section, even up near Brightside.”


  “Sure,” Oskir said, “but these here are full; no air space at all. They’re deeper under, too, so they’re safer from meteors. If a vine gets hit farther up, this water’ll stay here until a new vine grows.”


  “Oh.”


  Oskir nodded up-country. “You can’t see the first leafages from here. I spect it’d be about eighty kilostrides. That’s where the vines start to have air in them, and come up near the surface. Hey. You tell me how the Vinies decide where to put their locks.”


  Tem said, “The Law sets it.


  You’re supposed to have at least forty leafages below the lock, but not more than eighty. That puts it in a comfort ah’; part of the vine.” He looked at Oskir, then touched helmets again. “You ever been as far up as the locks?”


  Oskir grinned. “I been on trading trips for the last nine orbits. Last orbit I was clear to the leaves.”


  “What?”


  “Sure. Hannult took me along. Ten of us went.”


  Tem said, “How did you stay alive?”


  “We didn’t walk out in the sun, stupid. There’s ringwalls and mountains, like here, for shade. Besides, the leaves grow three times as high as here, and thick, and make a shade. Only thing is, the ground’s hot in places. We found one place you could stand on a mountain and look at the sun through a thick piece of rubber.”


  Tem snorted.


  Oskir said, “Your friend did, didn’t he? Only thing, he didn’t have enough rubber in front of him. Course, you can only look for a couple of pulses, or the rubber melts.”


  Tem, the notion spinning in his head, began to believe. “To go all the way to Brightside!” he muttered. “And look at the sun!” Oskir chuckled. “You spect that’s something? Look here.” He turned and pointed the way he’d been looking before. “See that bright star, right above the horizon?”


  “Yes. That’s really bright.”


  “You should see Venus when it’s in the sky. This one’s Earth.


  See the real faint one, kind of yellow, right beside it? That’s the moon. It goes around Earth. You know about Earth?”


  “Well . . .” Tem said.


  Oskir’s voice was soft. “That’s where people come from in the first place. Some day, well find out how; then we’ll go see what happened to them. Maybe they’re still there, but just need a little help of some kind.” He stood looking for a while. “I spect it won’t be in my lifetime. No more of this parley, now. We’re supposed to be up here on watch.”


  X


  When they got back to camp, the pit was thirty feet deep. They ate, rested briefly, and joined the digging.


  Before long the hull of a vine showed. Now men brought a pipe, ten feet long, made of wooden strips glued together, with an iron tip honed to a slanted cutting edge. Hannult jabbed at the vine, twisted and pulled the pipe free. An iron rod was thrust in from the other end, to punch out the chunk of vine that had stuck in it. Hannult kept deepening the hole until some water, bearing chips and strings of latex, gushed, out. Now the pipe was thrust clear in, and water swelled from the tip.


  They collected the water in bags, but to Tern’s surprise they didn’t seal them at first. They dumped the water into the dirtladen carts. The water soaked into the dirt, and the carts still weren’t any fuller!


  When all the dirt was mud, they did fill the bags and seal them. Iron bars went over the mud, and the bags were tied on top.


  The hole in the vine plugged quickly when the pipe was removed, and they filled in the pit before leaving. There were traces of mist here and there, just above ground, and puddles that evaporated quickly.


  Now they turned darkward again, but angled away from the vine, to the right If Tern had his directions correct, they were headed home.


  When they’d traveled about sixty kilostrides they met the trouble Hannult had been expecting.


  They were nearing a large ringwall when a scout who’d climbed it began signalling; turning his backpack toward them, then away, in a complex sequence. He was relaying something from scouts farther abound the crater.


  Hannult sent two men running ahead to find a hiding place, and took the column straight to the ringwall. Two other men backtracked to make sure no telltale debris had been dropped along their path. Then Hannult talked briefly with Oskir, who gathered Tern and his other young men.


  The column found its hidden cove, and there was a hasty transfer of good on the carts. The cart with no mud in it was fitted out with a few tools, one of the tapping-pipes, a bag of air, and two bags of water; along with some food. Oskir’s bunch seized the towropes and ran around toward the dark side of the crater. They were going all out, and Tern’s lungs soon burned like fire. Even this suit would never keep up, at this rate.


  Before long, though, they slowed to a leisure pace. The main column was getting ready to go around the bright side if that were clear, or hide if it weren’t. Obviously, this single cart was a decoy.


  When they’d gone a little farther, Tem saw in the distance a whole army of backpack glows There must be over a hundred Oskir held the casual pace, moving darkward from the ringwall Presently it was clear they’d been sighted, for a dozen men broke away from the army and ran to intercept them. Oskir went on a little way, then stopped so suddenly the cart almost overran Tem. Then Oskir threw his weight forward again, and so did the others. The cart began to bounce over the rock, headed away from the strangers now.


  Of course they couldn’t escape with the cart, but Tem supposed any time gained would be vital to Hannult. Scouts climbing the crater might pause to watch the chase.


  The pursuers were getting close now. Oskir dropped the rope and ran. The others went with him, but Tem had no warning. He tumbled and fell. By the time he got to his feet the raiders were nearly upon the cart. They were making derisive gestures, apparently with no intention of chasing anyone so long as they got the cart and supplies.


  Tem could still have fled, or he might just have stood there meekly, but something in the face of the nearest stranger reminded him of Buld. Shocking, unexpected fury exploded within him. He leaped to the cart and grabbed the tapping pipe; spun it as the point was toward the stranger, and lunged. The man stared for an instant, then twisted frantically. The point raked along his side, and for a split instant Tem thought he’d punctured the suit, but it only snagged and pulled free, intact He took a step back, ready for another thrust, but all the strangers had leaped out of reach. Now each put an arm behind him and pulled, from somewhere, a sword. They spread out to surround him. He gave ground, darted to one side and menaced a man, who drew back. Beyond them he saw more men leave the army, carrying long spears that would out-reach him. The local group pressed him back slowly, gaining time. He felt very foolish now. What had he accomplished? Well, at least, he was being a good decoy, and that was the intent. But he’d soon be a dead one. His stomach felt as if it were full of gravel.


  Then a rock sailed past him and made one of the strangers duck. More came; obviously Oskir hadn’t run far. But throwing-size rocks weren’t plentiful. Tem hesitated. Shouldn’t he take this second chance to run? After making such a fool of himself, he was ashamed of himself, he was ashamed to have Oskir and the others put themselves in danger.


  But before he could make up his mind, the strangers were suddenly retreating toward their own army. Only one of them—the one Tem had attacked—stayed for a moment. That one, keeping the cart between himself and Tem, ran forward and jabbed his sword into first one, then the other, bag of water. Then he grinned at Tem, made an obscene gesture, and ran after the others.


  Bewildered as he was, Tem had wits enough to go to the cart and press a hand over the cuts in the bags. Oskir arrived, furious, and bumped helmets! “Fool! You might have gotten us all killed! Why didn’t you follow the plan?”


  Tem thought about it. He could hardly explain. He said meekly, “Nobody told me any plan.”


  Oskir glared, speechless. Then the glare began to fade and finally he was grinning. “Well, besten we not stand here. Another army’s coming, or they wouldn’t have run like that. Likely they’re loaded with plunder and the owners are chasing them. I spect you’d want to fight them, too.”


  XI


  They found Hannult before he reached the cave. He was delighted that they’d saved the cart and supplies, and if he didn’t think well of the way it had happened, he didn’t say so directly to Tem. However, as soon as they were home Tem was put on a crash program of learning the hand signals, also the backpacksignaling. He was told in blunt language that, while feuds of varying deadliness existed between tribes of Traders, this cave wanted none. Evidently it was considered a sport, not a hostile act, to capture carts out in the open.


  Sport or not, when the cave sent out the first trading expedition of the season, a few hundred kilopulses later, it was large and well-armed. Even some of the women went along to handle chores.


  This was more like a migration than a foray. There were carts with air-fresheners, resters, extra air, extra water, and many empty bags. There were tools and metal in sheets, rods, and bars, for trade; and bags of rock salt mined in the cave. They also had a few woven fabrics to offer, and some articles of wood, but these were just camouflage, to mask their dependence on the vines.


  Their own more sophisticated tools, including the vine-tapping pipes and the saws, were kept out of sight, with the weapons.


  To Tern’s disappointment, they headed the opposite way from the migrations, slanting brightward. When they’d gone a ways he found a chance to talk to Oskir. “That mountain where I was picked up must be near here.”


  Oskir shook his head. “We aren’t that far yet That’s just about the end of our territory.”


  So they wouldn’t get to Tern’s old vine. He asked, “Do we trade all the way out to the newest vines?”


  “No. The last eight or ten belong to that bunch you tangled with. The newest are too poor to trade much, anyway. That’s why we never bother with migrations, either. Sept sometimes we steal a girl or two.”


  They passed the mountain eventually, but now only the very peak was lit, giving little warmth or light. They turned brightward to a large ring wall and made camp in a hidden niche. Oskir took Tem to one of the resters, handed him another suit, and said, “You’re picked for the trading party. Go inside and they’ll fix you up.”


  There were two men inside who helped him out of his suit, then proceeded to smear his face with greasy stuff that stained it red. A pair of goggles hid his eyes. Finally they helped him into the second suit, and he was disgusted to find that it was his old one. Later he saw that the whole trading party—twenty men—were similarly made up and were wearing Vinnie suits. Then he understood. They didn’t want the good suits seen.


  With two cartloads of goods, they approached the first vine. Two Elders were in the lock, pretending to be making repairs. Tem grinned. He knew the eagerness and unease they were hiding.


  Hannult did the bargaining, standing outside the clearest spot and gesticulating, as items were brought up singly for display. He put on a show of fierceness and weirdness. Tem, carrying an axe-head to be shown, grimaced and made hostile gestures, and enjoyed the Elders’ expressions. That earned him a scowl from Oskir that was half grin.


  When the Elders were convinced there’d be legitimate trading, the inner plug opened. Moss-light spilled out. A procession came out, bearing bags of fruit and grain, cooked fish, cooked fowl, and raw carcasses of goats. There were a few small bags of water, handled as if they were very precious. Larger bags contained liquid vine latex, which could be used as glue or for making rubber.


  Hannult accepted the edibles and the latex, and solemnly purchased a small bag of water, as if it were a great luxury. He concluded the trading with mysterious genuflections, and led the party away by a roundabout path.


  As soon as they reached camp, the women went to work on the goat carcasses. The meat was cut in strips and mauled with spikeheaded hammers, then laid out on the surface rock so the warmth would speed drying. When it was dry, it was powdered with a little salt and sealed into small bags. Oskir said it would keep a long tune.


  They worked back across the vines, re-passing the high mountain, gradually exchanging the metalware for edibles and latex, and some articles of wood. It became obvious to Tern that they wouldn’t get within two hundred kilostrides of the newest vine.


  Nevertheless, he made preparations. He found a chance to steal a saw and hide it. He got several bags of the powdered meat, too, and some grain. Water would be a problem. If he couldn’t steal a bag of the right size, he might have to get it from vines, which would take him farther to darkward than he wanted to go. Tentatively, he took a small bag.


  Toward the end of the trading, there was much sentry duty. When sentries were being changed, he slipped away, got the stuff he’d hidden and kept on going.


  XII


  After crossing several vines, he nearly blundered into the foreign trading expedition, but they didn’t see him. He detoured around them, then moved darkward and turned across country, crossing below the lock of each vine.


  He walked, rested, and walked, until he lost all count of the stops. He ate enough to keep up his strength, but drank sparingly. Gradually he slid into the familiar half-daze, and had to make an effort to think at all. After a while he realized the corona had made its farthest retreat and was beginning to return.


  He crossed yet another vine, noting with vague puzzlement that its lock was below instead of above him. Then something snapped awake in his mind. This was what he’d been looking for! He shook himself awake, sipped a little water, and turned down the vine. Buld had been afraid of the corona, or had pretended to be. If he’d taken the column darkward, his lock would be down here.


  When he was close to the lock he stopped, with an odd reluctance. The trek had become such a part of him, it was somehow wrong that it should be over. Yet this was a new lock. The puffs of latex where the stakes were driven into the vine hadn’t collapsed yet, nor had the vine begun to grow over its wounds.


  He looked around at the scattered debris, and recognized some of it. Where was the menagerie? He stared back across country.


  Finally he saw one of the carts, tilted, with one wheel missing, its towropes sprawled where they’d fallen. They hadn’t done much salvaging; even precious rope lay around. The tunnel wasn’t nearly deep enough, so that the lock met the vine very near the top, and at a bad angle.


  At least, they were in a vine. They wouldn’t starve, though they might get pretty lean if they had to live on vine-fruit. And he hadn’t come here to commiserate. First of all, he had to get into the vine, and this was no place to do it. He ate and drank a little more, then squeezed the last of the water into his suit-reservoir. He salvaged some rope and started down the vine.


  What he wanted was a section too cold to have been explored yet, but not too far from the lock. He settled for the twentieth one down.


  He chose a spot twenty strides below a leafage, and began scraping away the gravel. When he’d cleared a circle of hull, he jabbed the point of the saw in and twisted. It was very hard cutting, but he chipped out a hole and was finally able to thrust the saw through. Bits of vine blew out and thudded on his helmet, and he was spattered with strings of latex. The blast of air was like a solid thing. The hole plugged quickly and he shoved the point in again and began sawing a straight line, holding his arm out to one side to avoid the latex. The stuff set very fast, and stuck hard, out here.


  The cut sealed fast behind the saw, but it left a line of weakness. He sawed three sides of a rectangle big enough to drop through, suit and all. Then he paused to consider. If he sawed the fourth side, the plug might blow out and smash him like a bug. If he left part of the fourth side it might act as a hinge, so the plug would just flap Back.


  When he’d done that, he still had to go around the old cut again. The plug blew out with awesome force, but the hinge held. The saw was knocked from his hand and bent, but he wasn’t hurt. Now the blast of air was incredible. Latex, draining from capillaries, formed strings in a virtual tube around it, whipping madly. The blast went on so long he began to fear the whole vine was emptying. At last, though, it slackened. Eventually, he could peer in.


  The section was full of mist, but seemed to be clearing. The luminous moss was still glowing, though it might be dead now. He tied a rope around the hinge and let it fall inside. He tugged at the flap, and it moved slowly.


  Eventually, to get it shut behind him, he had to tie another rope around the free end and train at it When it was closed—with the ropes still dangling—It stayed. Oozing latex should seal it fast, and the vine would soon heal.


  He cut off one rope a few feet down to tie on the end of the other. Together, they reached within an easy drop of the bottom. He’d cut a little too far from the leafage, though, and had to drop into water. He felt ice crumble beneath him, but the suit protected him.


  Now, if what he’d been told about vines was correct, he was in good shape. He climbed toward the throat, where the bulbous growths had swollen shut like a clenched fist. If they didn’t open until capillaries filled the section, he was in for a long wait.


  However, there was evidently, as he’d been told, some other mechanism or intelligence in the vine. In not more than three or four kilopulses, the throat began to open and air poured in. When the blast lessened, he squeezed through and started up the vine.


  When water filled only a fourth of the diameter, he got out of his suit and hid it, taking part of his food with him. The air was chilly, but it felt wonderful to be out of the suit.


  He found that the vine wasn’t a completely barren one. There was grass, and wild rice, and ilk-sects and lizards, and fish; things that had come through the seeding-shoot from some parent vine. He saw no mammals, and no birds.


  He’d reached territory where he had to go cautiously, peering into each section before entering it, so he saw the seven people before they saw him.


  XIII


  They didn’t look well-fed, and they didn’t look cheerful.


  There were two married couples and three single men. Tem had to think a moment to remember all their names.


  Should he show himself? Why not? He had to make contact sometime, and these weren’t part of Buld’s clique. He walked toward them and called out, “Kliv! Jellen!”


  The seven of them whirled and peered toward him. Then Kliv’s eyes went wide. “Tem!” One of the women screamed. The whole seven fell back.


  Tem grinned at them. “Relax. I’m not a ghost.”


  Kliv was the first to accept that. “Sunn!” he exclaimed, “I’ll never doubt miracles again! How—?”


  Tem had already decided on a story, or a hint of one. “Ours isn’t the only migration that ever travelled.” Let them do some guessing.


  The others had come forward now. Jellen said wonderingly, “You found another migration? But we thought . . . Well, I see. Buld did lie, even though he didn’t kill you and Bannow. He said they saw both of you vanish in bursts of flame near that mountain. Some of us doubted it and wanted to go looking for you. It almost came to a fight right then, but they’d grabbed everything that could be used for a weapon. Anyway, we didn’t even know what direction to look, so . . .”


  “I’m glad you didn’t,” Tem said. “How did things go after that?”


  “Bad. As soon as we were past the mountain, he led us darkward. It was cold, and we made poor time and used too much air. Then we got into some tough country and had to detour. We lost the menagerie, except for some of the fowl; and eleven more people died on the way, and six more escaped with some supplies. We think they surrendered to a vine.”


  Tem said, “Neena?”


  “She stayed with us.” Kliv acted a little embarrassed.


  “Well,” Tem asked, “What’d happened since? Why are the seven of you here alone?”


  Kliv said, “Buld has a grip on everything. We thought he’d probably kill us, because we spoke against him, so we ran. He hasn’t come after us yet. I guess he doesn’t really have to.”


  “Did any of the grain get through? And no goats.”


  “Yes, but no goats.”


  “You can live without goats,” Tem said. He refrained from saying that, if the colony grew prosperous, there might be ways of getting goats. “How many would resist Buld if they had a chance?”


  “I don’t know. Most of them resent him, but there’s not much fight in them. They just want to forget the Outside.”


  “How many will fight for Buld?”


  “His clique, and two or three more. Maybe nine all told.”


  “Is there much fight in them?”


  “Yes. They’re getting most of what eggs there are, and most of the meat we salvaged. They’ll fight to stay on top.”


  “Well,” Tem said, “you haven’t much to lose. If you’ll follow me, well get rid of Buld and make this a decent vine to live in.” The two women showed distress. The men looked at each other. Finally Kliv said, “We’ll go with you if you can show us we have a chance.”


  Tem left the married couples and one of the single men to improvise clubs from vine fronds and to follow a few sections behind. He, Kliv, and Jellen started up the vine, scouting each section before entering it.


  Twelve sections up they found two of Buld’s friends, fishing with a net. They were evidently there as an outpost, as each had handy a six-foot wooden staff, sharpened at each end, evidently made from a cart. They wore knives at their belts.


  There were only a few clumps of fronds along that side. Tern said to Kliv, “Do you think you could creep fairly close to them?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Pretend you’re trying to steal their fish. Get them to chase you this way.”


  He and Jellen found places in the convolutions of the throat, as far into the other section and as high on the sides as possible. He didn’t think Buld’s men would be reckless enough to pursue blindly through the throat, but if he could get them close . . . He raised his head enough to peer out.


  Kliv was going on all fours. He got within nine or ten strides before his cover played out. Then he leaped toward the bucket of fish just a few steps behind the men.


  The farther man glanced up and shouted. The nearer dropped the net and hurled himself toward Kliv, reaching for his knife.


  Kliv got a hand on the bucket, then, as the man was on top of him, swung it into the man’s face, knocking him off balance. Fish spilled from the bucket. Kliv wheeled and ran with what were left. The two grabbed their spears and came after him, bellowing. Now if they only didn’t look up too soon . . . Tern’s limbs felt weak and shakey.


  Kliv leaped for one of the bulbous growths, and from there to a higher one. The first pursuer jumped mightily, landed on a growth, and struggled for balance as the stuff gave. His eyes fell upon Jellen, who was tensed to spring, and he jerked his spear around.


  Without conscious planning, Tern had already launched himself. He arced down, missing the man, but a murderous instinct made him reach out with the saw. It ripped awfully across the right shoulder and the man went down, screaming. Tern landed, tumbled, trying not to cut himself on the saw, then writhed to his feet and faced the second man. But there was no fight left in that one. He just stood, jaw hanging, spear adroop. Tern said, “Drop it!”


  They bandaged the hurt one as well as they could, then got the fishnet and cut cords from it to tie both men securely. They waited for their five friends to come up, left them the prisoners and one knife, and started on.


  The next dozen people they met (scattered along the vine, fishing) were friendly or neutral. Tem deliberately used the shock of his reappearance, commandeering instead of asking. He added two reliable men to his advance squad. Since none were armed, he sawed a few clubs out of fronds and left his non-combatants hacking out more with a knife, with instructions to hold the upper end of a certain section. Then he climbed into the throat to scout the section. He hoisted himself to a growth, and without warning confronted two of Buld’s cronies starting through.


  He made a move as if to retreat, hoping to draw them after him. However, after a moment of gaping, one seized the other and whispered urgently. They both turned and ran. The quickwitted one must have realized Tem would have allies, and that the thing to do was to get to Buld immediately. Tem gestured to his handful to follow him, and leaped after the pair. He drew ahead of his underfed comrades, gaining a little on the quarry. At the end of the section, he bounded far up the curve to see whether they kept going.


  They did.


  There were several people in this section, who straightened and stared. Tem yelled for them to intercept the two, but only one moved, and the fugitives threatened him off with their spears. At least, though, the man joined Tem.


  Two sections later Tem saw he’d lost the chase. He stopped in the throat, watching the quarry flee up the left-hand side of the fairly wide lake. In their path were about fifteen new huts, with the bulk of the colonists working around them or lounging. The two shouted at the people, threatening them with their spears. The people listlessly allowed themselves to be herded toward the other end of the section.


  There was a smaller group of huts there, partway up the curve. Coming at a run were Buld and four other men, all armed with spears.


  Tem ran down the slope, shouting. The people looked back and stopped. Buld’s pair prodded them on, and now Buld was bellowing at them. Most of the people started on, staring back over their shoulders. One man broke away and ran toward Tem, then several others. Tem heard Neena scream, “Tem!” and saw her start toward him. One of the armed pair herded her back, spear poised. She turned and went with the others, face buried in her hands.


  Tem counted eight men and three women who’d escaped and were running to him. He scanned each face, and didn’t think any of them were enemies.


  That left about twenty, mostly women, in Buld’s hands. Tern went over things mentally. Not counting his own two captives, there were about thirty either with him here, or behind him in the vine. There were five or six unaccounted for, who might be farther up the vine.


  The eleven who’d defied Buld just now gathered around Tem. He cut off their questions. “You, and you. Take these women down to where the others are. You other six—will you fight?”


  They all nodded.


  Tem looked around. Kliv was just coming through the throat. A moment later Jellen and the other three men appeared, panting for breath. Now Tem had eleven with him who’d fight, against Buld and six allies. But Buld had hostages; and if he could recruit a man or two among them, he had plenty of knives and spears.


  Buld had the hostages herded up near his own hut now, and his men were busy tying some of them so they couldn’t escape. Tem watched with mounting frustration. He could hardly attack now. Of course Buld couldn’t afford to kill the hostages—they were his security—but what if he killed one at a time? Or threatened to torture them?


  Could Tem pretend convincingly that he didn’t care what happened to the hostages? No; not if Buld put it to the test.


  What if he just seized the vine, moved up it and left Buld penned up here? Again, Buld could use the hostages.


  What Tem had to do was work on Buld’s nerves somehow, quickly, before he had time to think. Or, try to split away some of Buld’s men.


  There was the fact of Tern’s sudden reappearance, which must be mystifying and dismaying to Buld. While that lasted, could anything be done to amplify it?


  What if Tem acted like a ghost, or something else supernatural?


  Whatever he did, he ought to get out of this section, so Buld couldn’t threaten him with the hostages. Should he go back down the vine? Buld must be wondering what was down there.


  Maybe he could act as if there were something frightful down there. Maybe he could even act frightened himself.


  That began to feel promising.


  He said to Kliv, “How many people up the vine? Any of them hostile?”


  Kliv said, “I don’t think so. There are just a few, tending the fowl.”


  “How far up?”


  “Well, the lock’s in the next section, and there are a few huts In the one beyond, then two sections with fowl in them.”


  An idea began to stir. “The lock’s in the next section? Where are the suits, and the other stuff?”


  “Right under the lock. We just left everything there that we didn’t have use for.”


  Tem thought hard. He turned to Jellen. “Go back downvine and get everyone here in a hurry. Act as if there’s something terrible coming up the vine. Look as scared as you can, but don’t explain. Can you do that?”


  “Yes, but—”


  “I’ll explain later. Hurry!” Jellen left. Tem took his other ten to the far end, across the constriction from Buld, and made a show of scouting the throat. Then he waited, acting nervous, paying little attention to Buld but staring downvine. Finally the rest of his people came hurrying into the section. He gestured them on, posted his armed men between them and Buld, got them all through the throat.


  Buld called out, “What nonsense are you up to now?”


  Tem yelled, “You’d better surrender while you can.”


  Buld laughed. “I’ve got these people here. You can’t do anything.”


  Tem looked as worried as he could. “You’d better let them go.” He turned toward the throat turned back irresolutely, and finally hurried into the throat. He put one man where he could watch Buld and signal Tem if Buld moved.


  XIV


  No ramp up to the lock had been started. Rope ladders dangled the full distance, only a little off the middle of the vine. Equipment, including suits, lay scattered about at the edge of the lake. Tem glanced back at his watchman, then chose two suits. He told the people, “Carry the rest of these upvine. Go at least five sections before you stop, then wait until I come.” As they stared at him, he said harshly, “Hurry!”


  His own bunch stayed with him, but he told them, “Help Kliv and me into these suits, then you go upvine too. Make sure nobody comes back down. We’re going to let the air out of this section.” He smiled grimly at their expressions and said, “I know what I’m doing.”


  They trotted off, and he and Kliv began the climb. When he could just see the lookout he’d left, he gestured to the man, pointed upvine and held up five gloved fingers. The man left his post and started through the section. Tem hoped he’d understand and keep going.


  The climb was long and nerve-wracking, with the ladders swaying, and carrying the saw in one hand didn’t make it easier. Finally, though, Kliv reached the crude platform hung below the lock, and reached down to give Tem a hand.


  The inner plug came unseated easily, since there was still pressure in the lock outside, maintained by leakage. They wedged it where it couldn’t swing shut, and stepped out.


  Getting the outer plug loose, of course, would be beyond their strength, lacking levers to pry with. He looked for a thin spot in the rubber, found one where it bulged, and poked the saw at it gingerly. He thought it would penetrate easily when the time came.


  Now Kliv’s face showed understanding, and horror, but he didn’t protest. They went to where they could peer obliquely into the section, and waited.


  He was gambling that Buld would come scouting without being prudent enough to bring hostages. The man would suspect a trap, of course, but he wouldn’t be sure, and as time passed his nerves would get worse. If he did bring hostages, maybe he could be trapped anyway—it should be possible to let enough air out of the section to render everyone in it unconscious, without killing them, then get the inner plug back in place.


  Time dragged. Kliv got up and paced in the lock, but Tem stayed where he was, grimly. At last Buld and another man trotted into sight, headed upvine.


  By the time Tem could see them, they were a third of the way into the section. He tensed. Should he spring the trap now, or wait? He didn’t know how quickly the throat would close when air started to escape. Would they have time to get back? Would Buld glance up, and understand the significance of the open inner plug?


  Buld stopped suddenly, eyes fixed on the spot where the suits had been. Tem leaped away from the opening, shoved Kliv to safety, jabbed the saw into the thin spot. The rubber split, and the split ran halfway around the lock. A mighty wind knocked Tem down. His suit puffed suddenly rigid. He crawled toward the vine opening, but the wind shoved him aside. He hauled himself clear of it, got to where he could see in slantingly. Buld and the other men were sprinting downvine. They went out of sight, and Tem strained his neck to see farther, but could not.


  He had to wait, not knowing whether they’d got clear or not, for what seemed eternity. Mist formed around him. He went to touch helmets with Kliv, but the wild air battering on his suit drowned out their voices. Finally he forced himself to sit down and wait.


  At long last the wind lessened, and he could push his way to the side of the opening and force his head in.


  The two men lay at the throat where they’d collapsed, clawing at the great growths. The throat was squeezed tight.


  He raised a hand to beckon Kliv, intending to say they should get inside to the platform and be ready to replace the inner plug before all the air was gone. But he hesitated, and Kliv stared at him, obviously seeing his indecision.


  Tem tried to sort out the muddle in his own mind. He’d come all this way to kill Buld, hadn’t he? He wasn’t sure. A man’s motives seemed to be such mysterious things. He couldn’t feel the slightest concern now whether Buld, and the other man, died or not. Maybe all he’d really wanted was to regain his leadership and prove that he was the better man.


  A kilopulse longer, maybe less than that, and the air in the section would be too thin. Right now, he could take Buld alive and let the colony decide what to do with him. On the other hand, Buld would always be a threat to the colony. They’d have to watch him constantly. If they . . .


  They?


  Yes, he said to himself, I’d have known it long ago if I’d stopped to think about it. I’m not of this colony any more. I’m not of the vines.


  As long as he didn’t care one way or another, why leave Buld to worry the colony? Why even bother them with the decision?


  He stayed where he was and watched the bodies begin to puff. When he was sure they were dead, but before they got too ugly, he motioned Kliv and they crawled in to replace the plug.


  XV


  As soon as the first urgencies were taken care of, he and Neena strolled a few sections below the lock. He had to assure her several times that none of the throats would suddenly squeeze shut without reason, or with diabolical reason, as they were passing through.


  She said, “I didn’t take up with anyone else, but I want to tell you the truth. I did think about it. There was one man who paid special attention to me, and I didn’t avoid him. I thought—” She searched his face. He said nothing, and she went on, “I was sure you were dead, and I thought they’d make me Bottom Caste because I didn’t belong; but if I married this man, they wouldn’t.”


  He said casually, “Was it Buld?”


  She colored. “No. But it was one of his friends.”


  He said, “I don’t think anyone would have blamed you. I wouldn’t.”


  They walked in silence for a while, then she said, “It does make things complicated, though. They’ll think—” She stopped and faced him. “I want to be sure you don’t think it!”


  “Think what?”


  “That I just want to be the Chief’s wife.”


  He nearly smiled at that. “I don’t think that. And they won’t, because I’m not going to be Chief.”


  She stared at him. “What do you mean?”


  “Will you try to imagine it like this? Suppose we went to another vine, the two of us, that was an easier trip from here. I don’t mean a deserted vine. There’d be other people, and we wouldn’t be Bottom Caste, and we’d be comfortable. We’d just be plain people. Would you come?”


  The bewilderment in her eyes made him put an arm around her shoulders. “Well?” he said, for he daren’t waste much time.


  She drew back. “You mean, put on a suit again and go Outside? And leave everyone we know?”


  “Maybe one or two others could go with us.”


  Suddenly she flushed.


  “What’s gone wrong with you? Why can’t you be Chief and—and live a normal life?”


  “I’m not going to be Chief. I’m sorry, Neena. I want you to come with me, but I’m not going to stay.”


  She wouldn’t talk for a while, just sobbed and thrust his hands away. Finally he said, “Do you suppose you might feel differently if you had some time to think about it?”


  She pulled herself together. “Would we be married and live here while I think?”


  This time he did smile. He couldn’t be angry with her; she’d been through more than any girl deserved in a lifetime. “Suppose I came back, in another orbit or two. Would you want to talk about it again?”


  “I don’t know. You don’t seem to—to care about me at all. I feel as if you were some—I feel as if I didn’t know you.”


  He kissed her gently on the forehead and left. He didn’t look back and she didn’t call after him.


  He hurried, for he had to get to his hidden suit before anyone came looking for him. He felt badly about her, but he had to admit that his other feeling was relief. People did change. He wasn’t really Tern any more. He didn’t even remember, exactly, what Tern had been like.


  His mind grew busy with schemes for getting back to the cave. There’d be difficulty leaving the vine by the way he’d entered, without getting blown out through the hole; but with some arrangement he could do it. He’d be on short rations for the trip. And he’d have to talk fast, to convince Oskir and Hannult he hadn’t given any secrets away to the Vinies.


  Vaguely, he wondered if it were quite normal for a young man to walk away from a really pretty girl like that . . .


  But before he was out of the vine, Neena was out of his mind. There was a whole worldful of other things to be pondered. A whole skyful, in fact.


  PADDLEWHEEL ON THE STYX


  Lohr Miller


  On the hottest planet of all, they rode its molten streams of metal in a nuclear-powered riverboat!


  The Styx, the Acheron, the Phlegthon. These are the rivers of Mercury. The Cocytus, the Lethe, the Mare Infernum. These are the seas of Mercury. They are the waters of Hell.


  The Charon is the sole sailor of the seas of Hell. Gaunt, scorched dull black, its paddlewheels propel it through the Beardsley-drawn shadow world of the Sunside, a stranger to the sea.


  Cerberus, the watchdog of Hell, spotted it as it fell, an Icarus blazing in the sky. The sensors on Cerberus screamed their warning to the reflector-plated dome of Dis. Gauntlets of oyster-white plastex coated with frost trained the detectors of Dis on it. The commander of Dis read the reports and looked at his screens in fear.


  The Phoebus-K engines that bore it left a trail of hydrogen derivatives glowing in the sky as the Copa de Oro dived on the Sunside. Rhadamanthus, the judge of Hell, beamed autocontrol signals into the radiation-scared sky as the unresponsive ship fell. The Copa de Oro streaked down, gaining speed.


  In Dis, the computers made noises like pneumatic hammers and put an answer on their screens. ESTIMATED POINT OF IMPACT 24° 25’ N., 176° 22’ E.


  The commander of Dis nodded to his subordinates, who checked their maps. The Copa de Oro would come down at Point Dante, two hundred miles south of Dis.


  The Copa de Oro was worth everything that could be done to salvage her gaunt silver shape. She made up one-third of Earth’s nuclear space fleet. She was priceless.


  Don Manuel Stilette Dos Muertos, the boatman of the infernal regions, donned his white suit with a row of chill-coils nesting like snakes in the back. He ran up the stairs through Dis to the docks.


  The paddlewheels clawed at the softly glowing sea. They cut through and came up, tiny viscous clumps of lava dripping from the blades. In the dark of the buildings they resembled tiny sunsets as they fell into the sea. Dos Muertos swung the Charon south to the land where the stilettos of the sun knifed and gouged and bounced into the seas of flowing rock and lead and tin.


  Dos Muertos sat in his big command chair aboard the Charon and looked at the frost that covered his controls. Two nozzles in the ceiling sprayed coolant down onto the cabin. To look at Dos Muertos through his visor of #7 amber revealed a pale, patrician face. Dos Muertos had an air about him that was just barely placable.


  Dos Muertos was a matador. The last great matador. But his fiesta brava was not in the Plaza del Toros in Madrid, facing bulls, but on Mercury, facing the weapons of the sun. That was Dos Muertos: a matador. An enemy to the sun.


  Rudders turned. Jets of compressed oxygen spurted from tanks in the hull. The Charon surged forward and southward. The winglike sides of the ship cut through the glowing waves and stood out in the red mists that belched from the craters that lined the shore. The Charon rode south.


  Point Dante was a jut of rock with four crown-rimmed craters on it that spewed lava. Atop the rim of one crater the Copa de Oro balanced. The Charon cut through a wave of lava borne aloft by tectonic activity and came within scope range of Point Dante. Dos Muertos brought down his periscope and swept the area.


  The Copa de Oro was a great tri-tailed thing, and her nose was in position for a quick line from the Charon. So the matador moved in, the Charon his cape, swordless.


  Percolating in the crater, the lava bubbled up, and a wave cascaded down onto the port flank of the Copa de Oro. The metal had already peeled, and lava whooshed through and into the innards of the Number Two Phoebus-K. The Phoebus’s nozzle flared out and vomited metal and flame.


  Dos Muertos watched, transfixed.


  Number Three ignited and split at the seams. Metal fell away and hit the sea. Bubbles of lava appeared. Hydrogen derivatives spurted from exposed tanks and left a trail on the crater’s rim.


  Number Two ignited and functioned properly. Its thrust shoved the Copa from her position atop the crater into the sea. The rounded nose of the ship entered the sea a few yards in front of the Charon.


  That was the charge of the sun bull. Dos Muertos’s veronica was quick and life-saving. He reversed the paddles and fired the forward jets as the waves the Copa’s fall had raised washed over the Charon’s bow. Dos Muertos looked into his periscope. Lava was dripping over the lens, giving a very odd view as it thinned into transparency. He checked his controls. Aside from a twelve-degree list the Charon was functioning as well as could be expected.


  The Charon limped away. Dos Muertos was silent. He only looked at his upper screens of #7 relux and felt hate. He knew who the enemy was. The sun was his enemy. He couldn’t defeat the sun, for only time was capable of that, but he could harass it and worry it. Any victory at all was a major one; every Brienne was an Austerlitz, for the sun was an enemy to hate with all the hate Dos Muertos could dredge from his soul.


  The Charon carried him away to Dis, where the sun could penetrate to lash with radiation and heat to destroy the matador, a stranger to the sea.       END


  HOT SPOT


  Brenda Pearce


  An explorer is like a turtle: he can’t get anywhere without sticking his neck out.


  I was alone at last, although the noises of the Base still hummed and sputtered in my ears. I switched off the light and groped my way to the neoglass window. As my eyes adjusted, details emerged into the spectral clarity of the months-long night. Unsoftened by any wisp of atmosphere, the stark and frigid landscape gleamed sullenly beneath a sky jangling with stars as sharp and hard as drilling-bits. A strange chill crawled along my nerves, excitement spiked with fear. Here was I, gazing upon the nightside of Mercury, the inmost and smallest of the solar planets: a brutally hostile, deadly little world sweeping an eccentric orbit around a monstrous sun.


  The door behind me opened. A click, and the room exploded into light. I blinked, blinded; then turned.


  “You must be Dr. Collins—Christopher Collins?” said the gray-uniformed, prematurely gray-haired stranger who filled the doorway.


  “Yes,” I replied.


  He moved forward, light-footed for his bulk. Without ceremony he introduced himself: Commander Peter Craig, United European Space Service, Mercury Base Three. He was in command of the twopronged project nicknamed “The Hot Spot Expedition.” One prong was purely scientific: to investigate the nature of subsolar volcanism during perihelion passage. The other was more immediately practical: to confirm the existence of rich deposits of uranium in the hot spot regions, and to pinpoint their positions so that the precious element could be extracted by night-side teams and shipped to our uranium-hungry Earth.


  Craig chuckled. “One thing we’re indebted to you for: the stink you kicked up when you learned of our obsolete equipment! Thanks to you, we’ve at last been given what we need to bounce Mercury back into the limelight where it belongs.”


  “I’m glad,” I said, and meant it. Mercury Bases One and Two had been closed down long ago, and Base Three starved of funds for years.


  Craig fell silent, then: “This is not your first trip off Earth,” he stated.


  “No,” I agreed. “I’ve worked on Saturn’s moon, Iapetus, and in the seismically active regions of Mars.”


  “Titan? Weren’t you there with the Heilbron Expedition last year?”


  “No. I couldn’t make it.”


  “Why not?”


  “Broke my leg.”


  “How?”


  “Slipped on the ice on Erebus.” Craig laughed. “Teach you to go scrambling around on Antarctic volcanoes!”


  “A geologist goes where he’s sent, on Earth or off it,” I retorted. I had a guilt complex about that leg. I’d broken it through staying too long in an unstable zone, poking instruments down smoking fumaroles; I’d had to bolt for cover.


  Craig turned to the window. The vivid blue eyes set deep in his glare-bronzed face narrowed as. he scanned the darkness outside. His size made me uncomfortable. I’m a small man. wiry and agile, with sandy hair and eyes to match. Beside this giant I felt microscopic.


  Craig said idly, “When I came in, you were standing here with the light off. Does Mercury impress you?”


  “Very much,” I answered truthfully. Some quirk of temperament ensures that the more I travel the keener grows my zeal to explore strange places and unravel new mysteries.


  With shocking abruptness Craig’s manner changed, “That’s what I feared,” he said. “Dr. Collins, I know your reputation. You’re damned good at your job—you wouldn’t be here if you weren’t!—but you take hair-raising risks. So far you’ve got away alive though not always intact.” His voice became velvet over a razor blade. “Here you will behave more sensibly. Mercury is a killer planet. One act of folly on your part, and you’ll throw away men’s lives and equipment worth millions. Men can be replaced, including you. The equipment is irreplaceable. There will be no heroics. Do I make myself clear?”


  He did. I could not tell him so; the unexpectedness of his attack had stolen the air from my lungs. I felt my face grow pale with shock and rage. No one had spoken to me like this in years.


  As for his earlier questions, so innocent, so friendly, how I had been deceived! Craig had asked them, not to toss a social hand-line, but to provide a launching pad for his savage little homily.


  Craig gave a sudden boyish grin and slapped me lightly on the arm. “Enough. Time to visit the daysider, check your gear, meet the crew. But first, may I give you a final word of advice?”


  Hoarsely I forced out: “If you must.”


  “Stop gaping at me as though I’d sprouted horns and a tail!”


  Seconds later Craig was striding to the door. I struggled to arrange my expression to show bright good humor, and hurried after him.


  The crew of two was already aboard the daysider, an exploration vehicle designed to operate in full sunlight. Safe in its shielded entrails, I would be borne to the hot spot tomorrow. Earth-time.


  Inside the air lock, Craig helped me off with my borrowed spacesuit. I tested my legs and noted with relief that the gravity generator was switched on and I was my own natural Earth-weight. I breathed air redolent of oil and warm metal. I listened to the two voices dropping clearly from the intercom, which someone had left open . . . one voice, to be exact: a monologue punctuated by the hearer’s ribald guffaws.


  “So I said to her, ‘Look, pussycat, six times in two hours is more than enough. I need to recharge my batteries. I want to sleep. Move over.’ ”


  These bedtime antics were related in an English too impeccable to be the speaker’s native tongue. The storyteller must be our navigator, Giovanni Ricci: one of the Italians among the multilingual Mercury Base personnel.


  “Alas,” continued Ricci with an elaborate sigh, “she refused to budge. She wanted to cuddle me, she said. ‘But,’ I protested, ‘you’re wrapped around me like an octopus. That’s not cuddling. That’s sheer bad manners.’ She replied that she was demonstrating her undying love. I was flattered—until the truth dawned: she wasn’t cuddling me because she loved me but because she was cold.” Ricci’s light attractive voice throbbed with indignation. “Know what she said then? ‘Swap sides with me, carissimo. I’ll warm your half. You warm mine.’ The cheek of it! My half was warm already. Hers was freezing. I refused, of course. I rolled over, wedged my bottom against her tummy and shoved.”


  “And did it work?” That was presumably our engineer, Mark Anderson. He was spluttering with mirth.


  “Alas, no. We were both in her half all along. My shove gave birth to the most frightful commotion. I’d heaved her onto the floor.”


  Having stowed our spacesuits, Craig led me along the passage from the air lock to the control cabin which filled the daysider’s forward end. Ricci and Anderson sprang to their feet as we entered. Craig introduced them. Young men, both: Ricci, dark and lithe, with a sallow fine-boned face and eyes so deep a brown that they looked, in the artificial light, like pools of pitch; and Anderson, built like a boxer, stolid and square, with a fuzz of fair hair matting his wrists and curling from the V of his uniform collar.


  “To work,” said Craig briskly.


  Suppressing a surge of excitement (I love my job), I set about preparations. They should have been simple: to check the equipment installed for my use. There was just one snag: space—or rather the lack of it. How severe that lack was would soon become dismayingly clear.


  “No, Dr. Collins, I’m sorry, but you can’t,” said Craig, seating himself in the pilot’s chair and eyeing my contortions with misgiving.


  “Can’t what?” I asked.


  “Park your gear so close to the window. It’s blocking my view. I’m piloting this sardine can, remember.”


  I stopped short. It was true: my bulky instruments were festooning the heavily reinforced neoglass window which gave forward vision to pilot and copilot—except that on this trip we would carry no copilot.


  I would be using his chair; no other arrangement was workable.


  I reshuffled my apparatus: large items to the wall, small items to the front where I would have them comfortably to hand . . .


  “Sorry, Doctor. No. I’ve got to be able to reach the controls. I can’t if all the time I’m bashing my fingers on some gadget of yours that’s in the way.”


  I scowled at the control board stretching the length of the wall below the window. I moved my instruments again.


  “Whoa. Doctor! Stop! That’s Ricci’s table. Tomorrow it’s going to be covered with navigation charts.”


  I glared at the table almost touching the backs of our chairs, and exploded. “All right, Commander, you tell me how the hell I’m supposed to manage if I can’t have my gear anywhere within my reach.”


  “Stow it beside your chair—”


  “I can’t. There’s no room.”


  “Of course there isn’t! The daysider wasn’t designed to hold all this newfangled equipment. Make room as best you can.”


  “How?” My voice rose half an octave. My hands waved wildly at the instruments cluttered around me, each bristling with sharp projections and snakes’ nests of cables looping to the wall. “If I leave my stuff where it is, I’ll be zipping about like a squirrel in a net. I’ll bruise myself black and blue. I’ll strangle myself in all those bloody cables—”


  Craig’s voice boomed out, drowning mine: “Too bad, Doctor, but you’ll have to cope. Somehow. So will the rest of us.”


  Silence descended, breached by muffled merriment from Ricci and Anderson—merriment which fizzled out under a single stern glance from Craig, who brooked no insubordination.


  Eventually my apparatus was checked and arranged as conveniently as the cramped space allowed. I sagged wearily into the copilot’s chair. Craig produced a flask of hot coffee. Politely he offered me some. Politely I accepted, reaching to receive a large mug filled to the brim.


  “There are four exploration vehicles, are there not—two daysiders and two nightsiders?” I hoped a light remark might thaw the chilly courtesy which threatened to asphyxiate us.


  A frisson rippled through the cabin. My companions were momentarily as still as stalagmites. The frisson passed. Craig said easily, “There used to be. One daysider went missing. Didn’t you read about it in the papers on Earth?”


  Of course I did, I recalled too late, and cursed my thoughtless blunder. I buried my embarrassment in my coffee, gulping so deeply that I scalded my mouth. I mumbled, “I believe I may—”


  “This was two perihelions ago,” Craig cut in, perhaps to sidestep further awkwardness. “Our sister craft set out to make a hot spot crossing. She never returned.”


  “What happened to her?”


  “No idea.”


  “You must have some theory, surely?”


  “None, Dr. Collins. I headed the search for her myself, in this craft. We found no trace. But”—Craig’s gaze locked on mine, grim and very clear—“she had a competent and careful crew. Whatever happened, those men died through no fault of their own.”


  You take hair-raising risks. There will be no heroics. I stiffened. If Craig dared to tongue-lash me with Ricci and Anderson lapping up every word . . .


  “You’re spilling your coffee,” warned Craig.


  I righted my tipping mug, and swore at the brown stain spreading along the hem of my clean white overall. To have been harangued as though I were a naughty child—and for nothing! I never take risks. Well, only when forced to by the nature of my work.


  Lifted by gravity-neutralizing motors safely above the fissured ground, the daysider whined through the night. A fan of light illuminated the route ahead. Beyond the fan a lake of radioactive dust flared into sickly fluorescence, then faded. A mineral outcrop crept into a corner of the fan and burst into prismatic sparks. The terrain spoke of immeasurable age battered by extremes of temperature, alternately frozen and superheated as Mercury turned its airless face slowly, very slowly, from the bitter cold of the nightside to the blowtorch glare of the sun.


  The Hot Spot Expedition was under way.


  I sat quietly in the copilot’s seat. Craig filled the chair beside me, his powerful hands riding the controls with casual ease. Behind us Ricci rustled navigation charts, his cleanly chiseled face relaxed yet alert under its cap of sleek black hair. Anderson was absent; he was supervising the engines tucked away in a compartment beyond the washroom, to the rear.


  Craig broke the silence. “Dr. Collins, we shall be flying on instruments only for the next half hour.”


  “Why?” I asked.


  “We’re approaching the terminator—the dividing line between day and night. In a few minutes the sun will appear on the horizon ahead. We’ll be flying straight toward it.”


  I tensed. With straining eyes I probed the darkness in front of us. Darkness? A cone of pearly luminescence stabbed up from below the horizon. Lengthening rapidly, it mowed into the sky. I had seen it from Mars, this zodiacal light, but never so magnificently. So brightly it glowed that the ground itself reflected a pallid shine.


  Moments later a brilliant haze limned the ragged skyline. It arched upward, spread, intensified. “The sun’s corona,” Craig told me. “The sun itself will follow.” He pressed a button. A glittering shutter of heat-shield material sank silently over the outside of the window, chopping off the view. It would stay lowered until the sun had lifted high enough to be above our line of sight.


  Craig studied the control board, concentrating on a small color-television screen inset among the dials and switches. I eased forward and saw why: the screen gave a view to the front. I examined it . . . and felt the breath lock in my throat. A blazing bow had reared beneath the arch of the corona, dimming it to a ghost. The body of the sun was rising. More and more of it kept coming; it seemed to have no end. Sluggishly it heaved itself into the sky, annihilating the last few faded stars.


  Details from my briefing lunged to the forefront of my mind. Mercury was now at perihelion, that point along its lopsided orbit where it whipped in closest to the sun. For many Earth-weeks past the sun had been growing larger and larger as it crawled up the sky. It was hovering now at the zenith, swollen to its most immense size. Hovering? Like a fiery pendulum it had reversed its motion and swung backward for a fortnight before resuming its forward path.


  Under that thrice-crossed zenith lay the hot spot toward which we were traveling with such crazy confidence.


  The hot spot: one of the two which Mercury bore on opposite sides of its equator. At alternate perihelions, each crept vertically under the sun and shuddered into volcanism—volcanism which crescendoed to planet-bursting violence during the period of greatest heat.


  With a hideous shock the full realization punched home: this was the period of greatest heat; I was racing to the hot spot; I would soon be pinned between that gigantic fireball and the flaming cauldron of the land . . . with no shelter, no shadow to creep under for safety.


  Safety? One daysider had been lost already, two perihelions ago lost. therefore, in the region I was to study; lost without trace. In other words, rendered unrecognizable by the manner of its destruction.


  The cabin seemed suddenly like the inside of a runaway nuclear reactor. As inconspicuously as possible I eased my collar from my throat, then rubbed my hands down my overall.


  “Cheer up,” said Ricci behind me.


  I started convulsively; turned.


  “It catches all of us like that the first time out,” Ricci explained, and flashed me a wicked grin. “Er—your elbow is about to poke the glass out of one of your gadgets.”


  So it was. I jerked back my arm, appalled at the prospect of damaging my precious equipment.


  Craig pressed a button and the segment of heat-shield covering the window rose. I looked out on a furnace landscape, parched and crumbled. Shadows sprawled across it like accidents with ink.


  In quick succession Ricci gave out several course corrections. Craig followed them, then thrust a lever hard down to the floor. Mercury began to glide more swiftly beneath us. The shadows grew shorter, the stonescape still more flayed and agonized. Like madmen seeking the most frightful stage for suicide, we hurtled toward the hot spot which lay impaled under the vertical blast of the flamethrower sun.


  “Prepare yourself, Dr. Collins.” Craig’s prosaic voice helped me to shake loose from a state of uncomfortable tension. “Shortly, we shall enter the volcanic zone.”


  I bounded from my seat. With hands that trembled slightly I prepared my instruments for action. The polished coolness of their planes and edges comforted me. I slid my fingers over them with almost sensual affection. Cameras, recording equipment, spectroscope, gauges and meters of various kinds, monocular; all would soon yield sweetly to my will.


  Sometimes I have an uneasy suspicion that I prefer things to people.


  There was no definite boundary to the hot spot region. Suddenly and unmistakably we were over it.


  I set the cameras whirring and leaped for the spectroscope, bruising my knee on the corner of my chair. “Slow down!” I cried in anguish. “All I’m getting is a blur!”


  Craig said reasonably, “I thought you wanted to make a systematic scan, starting from the center.”


  “I do, but don’t let’s rush it. A slow approach will give me a chance to get the feel of the place before I begin.”


  We slowed down.


  The volcano-scape flared all around us. I squeezed past my apparatus and glued my nose to the window, backing off smartly when I found that it was hot. Warily I edged forward again, trying to examine the details outside. The neoglass was darkened and polarized. Even so, a sizzling, upward-striking light slammed into my eyes: the reflected radiance of the vertical, perihelion sun.


  Craig’s voice roused me. “Dr. Collins! Dr. Collins!”


  “Yes?” I said absently.


  “It’s unwise to stand so close to the window. The glare can hurt your eyes.”


  I stiffened into full attention. “But I’ll need to be dose to it from time to time. That’s part of my job.”


  Craig opened a locker in the wall beside him. He groped within, produced a pair of dark glasses. “Wear these,” he said. “And keep back from that window as much as you can!”


  I perched the glasses on my nose—a button nose with a dent where the fridge should be. Again I studied the view outside. The lenses cut its intolerable brilliancy.


  I moved to the tectonic strain gauge, an instrument designed to measure strain in both surface and subsurface rocks without physical contact with either. I stooped to read its dials. The glasses slithered down. I shoved them back, smearing one lens with an impatient finger. The dials were meaningless shadows, their needles darkened to invisibility. I whipped off the glasses and tried afresh. This time the needles stood out clear—and quivering. Their agitation warned of tremendous stresses striving to rip the crust asunder.


  Impressed by the magnitude of the forces at work, I turned once more to the window and peered out, frowning in concentration. I found myself chewing the earpiece of the glasses. Guiltily I slipped them on again. Both lenses now were smeared.


  We were skirting a cluster of volcanic cones. Ash-gray, leaning at impossible angles, they reared from a floor which blazed white and pale orange hundreds of feet below. Above them boiled thick gritty clouds whose undersurfaces smoldered redly with the reflected glare. Constituent particles soared and plummeted in the low-gravity vacuum. The clouds staged a nightmare spectacle of fiery towers writhing between the tar-black sky and the incandescent ground.


  “May we fly between them?” I asked. “I’d like a trial run to make sure that no unforeseen snags emerge.”


  Craig’s cheek muscles twitched. He seemed on the point of refusing, then: “Very well,” he said.


  Cautiously, very cautiously, we threaded between the cones. I put my instruments through their paces. They functioned splendidly. Gripped by excitement, I called to Ricci, “Got the position logged?”


  “But of course,” the cheeky devil answered. “Er—you’re shedding those goggles again.”


  True. The wretched things had skidded down my nose like toboggans down an ice run. Swearing, I rescued them.


  “Getting the feel of things, Dr. Collins?” Craig inquired. He sounded amused.


  I halted abruptly. I had almost forgotten that Craig was our pilot. I had been flitting around him, buffeting him with my apparatus, breathing heavily in his ear. “Thank you, yes,” I replied, ruefully aware of error. One snag did exist: my own excitability. In future I must remember to flit with care.


  A nearby cone blew itself silently to fragments. Craig yanked levers. The daysider skipped nimbly out of the danger zone.


  “Jesus,” I murmured when my voice returned. “Does that happen often?”


  “We don’t know,” said Craig. “One needs to be perpetually on guard.”


  Ricci added slyly, “One needs also very much not to have a nervous disposition!”


  A muscle bunched in the corner of my jaw. Some people think, quite wrongly, that I have a nervous disposition. I realized that I didn’t like Ricci, not at all. He was too knowing, too insolent.


  I must be honest: my dislike stemmed from a core of plain old-fashioned jealousy. I resented Ricci’s Latin good looks and air of sexual assurance. I recalled the bedroom adventure which he had described with such hilarity. I would have liked to chalk up similar exploits. I would have liked to tell naughty tales of my virility. I would have liked to be a wow with the ladies.


  Pipe dreams. I’ve always muffed my contacts with women. I’m sensitive about my smallness. I can’t dance. My attempts at cocktail party chat undergo a sea change into lectures on geology. I watch female interest fade as, helpless, I wax more and more abstruse. Female eyes glaze with boredom. Surreptitiously but with mounting desperation they search for a rescuer. A rescuer invariably appears, and my latest conquest wafts away with insincere murmurs of regret.


  Mercury rolled below, convulsed. Despite the dark glasses, my eyes itched and stung as I scanned that riot of lethal light. I rubbed them fiercely and carried on, determined not to let physical weakness interfere with my enthralling work.


  Twice Craig warned me away from the window.


  I was adjusting to Mercury’s bizarre violence, although I was no closer to explaining it away. Eons ago, this vicious little world should have quenched the last of its volcanoes. The question niggled like a sore tooth: why had it not?


  Regretfully I thrust speculation aside. The time had come to begin the systematic scan. Craig nodded when I told him. Ricci looked up with a sardonic glint which plainly stated, High time too!


  The daysider sped the rest of the way to the hot spot’s center. Ricci’s most exacting task now began. As navigator, he was to guide us out in a pattern of expanding squares which would cover every yard of the terrain.


  The daysider floated forward, its path making right-angle turns frequently at first, then less and less often. I set my instruments to make broad slow sweeps across the searing white and yellow expanse. Here and there darker features glowed in all shades of red from cherry to charred crimson-black. Their outlines were indistinct, for they cast no shadows under the pounding radiance of the vertical sun.


  I examined the terrain. I studied the printouts from the recorders. I took readings from my instruments. I marked the cones of radioactive ores. Gradually, gradually, the dim outlines of a chaotic picture began to emerge. Sharp discontinuities and fluidic mergings: they were not arranged in an orderly manner; they were jumbled higgledly-piggledy as though a giant spoon had dug deep into the crust and stirred with stupendous strength.


  Three hours slipped past. We glided over a region of overlapping craters. I swung the monocular into position—a useful gadget, like a short-range telescope on a jointed stalk. I adjusted its focus, increased its magnification, squinted into it painfully. Long since I had abandoned my dark glasses. Their lenses were a mess of smudges. Cleaning them was useless; each time I put them on, they steamed up within seconds.


  Grotesquely magnified by the monocular, the craters wavered in the heat-glare. They looked wrong somehow. I bent over my instruments. Their readings indicated an increase in gravitational pull over this region. The direction of pull was measurably out of alignment with the gravitational field of the planet as a whole. A mascon lay hidden underground—a mascon fizzing with hard radiation. Uranium! The mascon was riddled with the stuff, begging to be mined and ferried to power-starved Earth.


  Enough. I needed no more at present. Detailed analysis must await my return to Europe.


  I straightened and kneaded the small of my aching back. I frowned through the window, studying the patchwork of ruined craters. An obscure pattern seemed to underlie their subtle wrongness. Could this entire zone, mascon and all, be one monstrously huge, inactive caldera?


  Inactive? On Mercury, near the center of a hot spot, at perihelion?


  I made a dive for the strain gauge, read its message frantically. And read it again, unable to believe my eyes: the needles were like live things demented with terror, striving to burst from their confinement and go whirling off the ends of their scales.


  Before I had time to yell a warning, Craig sent the daysider shrieking upward into the ebony sky.


  Ricci grabbed the edges of the navigator’s table to keep from being hurled from his seat. One of his nails tore; I saw blood bloom brightly on his fingertip. He sucked it, inspected it, asked casually, “Why did we do that, sir?”


  Craig’s answer was terse and grim: “I’ll show you.” He swung the daysider around in a tight circle, stationed it well above the rim of the caldera. “Look down there.”


  Ricci half rose to see over Craig’s shoulder. “Mother of God!” he breathed, and crossed himself rapidly.


  Craig flicked on the intercom. “Anderson! Are the engines all right?”


  A box on the rear wall crackled a reply, a brief splurge of technical details which amounted to “More or less.”


  I stood riveted to the spectacle beyond the window. A rift had burst open in the caldera’s crater-pocked floor. Duty belatedly galvanized me into action. I sprang to my instruments. Even as I struggled to adjust them the chasm went on opening, wider and wider, jagged and enormous. Superheated gas and steam puffed out and dissipated in seconds. Dust and debris hurtled up at us, smashed down again to form a thickening carpet of slag and cinders.


  Lava welled up in the rift; overflowed. A scalding torrent of liquid rock seethed out as freely as boiling water. It lapped around the crumbling rims of disintegrating craters. It tunneled under loose-lying ash, gulped beds of flickering embers. It sank again. The walls of the chasm reappeared, slimy-bright and dripping. Incandescent lava still gouted from innumerable tiny vents and fissures.


  My instruments could not operate accurately from such a height. “Go lower! Go lower!” I shouted. “No,” said Craig.


  “For Christ’s sake, do as I bloody say! Every second I’m stuck up here, invaluable data is lost. That rift is being acted upon by colossal, ever-changing pressures—”


  “Exactly,” Craig agreed dryly. “That’s why we’re not descending.”


  “But such an opportunity may never recur! You’re wasting—”


  “No!” It was point-blank refusal.


  I gritted my teeth in fury.


  “I’m responsible for your safety,” Craig reminded me.


  “To hell with safety, I’ve got a job to do! I can’t do it if you whisk me away the moment things get interesting. I need to be right up close to record—”


  “Shut up!” roared Craig.


  I shut up, but merely to marshal a new, more telling, blast.


  Craig gave me no time to start again. “You’re welcome to kill yourself,” he said with brutal bluntness. “But you’ll do it on Earth, not here. We’ve lost one daysider already. You’re not murdering this one’s crew.”


  I subsided. I was shaking.


  Ricci grinned, openly enjoying my skirmish with the commander. I’d have wiped that smirk off his face with my fist, had civilized conventions not restrained me.


  We continued with the systematic scan. It wasn’t easy. My work demanded steady hands. Mine were slippery with sweat and, ten minutes later, still quivering.


  Craig cleared his throat. “Tell me, Dr. Collins”—his voice carried just the right degree of interest—“have you hatched any theories yet to explain Mercury’s volcanism?”


  I forced my mind into clinical detachment, hunted for words which a layman would understand. “It must be something to do with the nearness of the sun. At perihelion particularly, the sun’s gravitational pull is tremendous. It must set up intolerable stresses in the planet’s crust.” I was warming nicely to my subject. Enthusiastically I continued: “Even if Mercury lacks plates of the terrestrial kind—and the evidence suggests that it does, although it may have some other mechanism to take their place—gravitational strain could set up tidal movements in the crust. This could riddle the hot spots with active quasi-plate boundaries. Friction would generate heat enough to melt the underlying rocks into magma. Sections of the crust would grind together, or dive under each other, or stretch apart allowing mantle material to well up under explosive pressure. Mascons would form—that is, massive concentrations of dense and heavy material gathered in pockets below the surface.” I pointed to the printouts. “Those things imply that the mascon associated with our rift is rich in uranium ore. If it can be mined while the hot spot traverses the nightside . . .”


  “Whoa, stop, stop!” Craig protested, chuckling. “You’ve lost me. I can’t follow—”


  “But it’s so simple—”


  “To a boffin, perhaps. Not to an old space dog like me.”


  Suddenly I felt like a fish, airborne and floundering. Once hooked by one’s own eloquence, it is incredibly difficult to let go. I managed it somehow, and resolved to be more wary in future. If I could learn to refuse the bait, I might—just might!—avoid transformation into a raging bore.


  Later, much later, I remembered that Craig knew more about Mercury than I did. All Space Service personnel were grounded in planetology. Craig would easily understand the weird effects of this killer world’s eccentric orbit. With a shock I saw how skillfully he had handled me. His question had been designed to soothe my tight-strung nerves.


  Another hour crawled by. Fatigue was beginning to blunt my reactions, to suck skill from my fingers and clarity from my mind. I wiped my sleeve across my smarting eyes and told Craig that a brief rest was essential.


  Craig set the daysider to hover high above the treacherous ground, then paced the cabin, easing his cramped muscles. Ricci fetched sandwiches and coffee. I flipped through the printouts, partly to quench my curiosity, partly to insure that adequate data was being recorded. It was; the information on these tapes would fuel fierce battles among the experts for years.


  I put the printouts aside. It was time to get on with the job. The daysider swooped down. We spent a further hour gambling for knowledge with our lives.


  I became aware of Craig and Anderson talking on the intercom. The words refrigeration unit were tossed to and fro. Ours was apparently on the blink, but Anderson was nursing it along. I listened, but soon ceased to pay attention.


  Something odd was registering on the instruments.


  “Ninety degrees to starboard, sir,” Ricci told the commander.


  “Cut forward motion and hover.”


  I said in the same breath.


  The daysider slid smoothly to a stop. “Found something interesting?” asked Craig.


  “I’m not sure. I’m trying to pinpoint it.” A few minutes later, “Got it!” I announced with satisfaction. “Can we go down closer?”


  We could and did, after a flurry of confusion when my directions proved off-beam.


  We hovered a hundred yards above the anomaly. I squeezed past my equipment and pressed to the window, as near as its heat allowed. I squinted down through screwed-up eyes, probing a desert of rubble rotted and half liquefied by the unshielded radiation of the gigantic sun.


  “See anything?” inquired Craig. Long since, he had given up trying to persuade me to keep back from the window.


  I shook my head. “No, there’s nothing to account for the readings I’m getting. Nothing visible, at least.”


  “I might be able to help if you. explain your readings. Can you, without getting too technical?”


  I pondered. “There’s something down there which doesn’t belong,” I said at last. “Listen; suppose on Earth you get a limestone plateau with a bloody great lump of chalk in the middle. The nearest chalk outcrops are fifty miles away. You wonder how the chalk got there, right?”


  “Right,” Craig agreed.


  “On Earth, of course, the chalk could have been moved in dozens of ways—by mankind, for one. Mercury’s dead, however; we and the Base personnel are the only living beings here—unless you believe in ghosts!” I added with heavy jocularity . . . and trailed off abruptly.


  Craig’s vivid blue glance flicked to my face. He made to speak and checked himself at once.


  My feeble attempt at wit had sparked a strange unease in me. What had I told Craig? Nothing momentous; merely a stupid crack about ghosts . . .


  Ghosts on Mercury. Of what—or whom?


  My fingers crisped on the window-frame, clutching so tightly that the nails whitened. I stared out. The wasteland stared back at me, flashing a million scalpels into my eyes.


  I blundered among my apparatus, examining meter readings with feverish haste. Clumsily I detached the printouts from the recorders. I juggled mentally with neat columns of figures and symbols. The anomaly stood out starkly, all the more starkly because the area was passing through a quiescent phase. Not that such a phase could last for long; inexorable pressures underthrust the entire region. The recent past must have seen scarifying tectonic upheavals.


  I returned to the anomaly. Slow-witted with tension, I analyzed the elements which composed it. I fitted them together jigsaw-style, seeking connections, trying to construct an orderly whole . . .


  Every drop of blood drained from my face; I felt it go.


  Craig snapped out crisply, “Well?”


  I turned my head away, half hoping to disguise my reaction.


  Craig was not fooled. His voice hardened: “Come on, man, spit it out. You’ve gone as white as paper. Why?”


  I said, “I’ve found your missing daysider.” My voice sounded absurdly conversational.


  “Where?”


  “Down there.”


  “Show me.”


  I turned back to the window. I raked my gaze over fuming mineral pools and glutinous boulders. Somewhere among them was the wreck of the daysider. I could not find it. My eyes burned and watered. The stonescape began to waver, distorted by the tears clinging to my lashes. Pools and boulders took on an eerie beauty, rippling and sparkling, alive with iridescent light. I dried my eyes roughly on my sleeve and tried again. Slowly, carefully, shifting from blob to viscid blob, I searched that scene of hideous desolation.


  I failed. I checked my instruments, trying to fix the daysider’s exact location. I looked through the window again. And shivered.


  Craig said quietly, “You’ve spotted it, haven’t you? Show me.”


  I bit back horror. “I can’t.”


  “Why not?”


  “You won’t recognize it. It doesn’t look like a daysider any more.”


  Silence clamped down, brief but heart-stopping.


  Harshly Craig ordered me: “Explain yourself.”


  “Very well. The daysider has fused into the ground. The upmost rock-layer is partly fluid and partly plastic, you know, and reaches appallingly high temperatures. The daysider must have crash-landed and sunk in. Direct contact with the ground has melted it, little by little probably, from the bottom up. The heat-shield is still intact, but discolored and sagging out of shape. One more perihelion passage should finish it altogether.”


  I stopped. I swallowed painfully. “In future it might be better to extend the heat-shields under the daysiders. That would protect their bottoms from the ground as well as their tops from the sun—” I fought rising nausea. “Oh Jesus no! A daysider crashes, it’s doomed! The crew can’t escape. They’re trapped. They fry. Protection would spin out their agony—”


  Craig sliced a hand down, cutting me off sharply. “Thank you, Dr. Collins. You can leave the rest to our imaginations.”


  Ricci’s voice sounded behind us, unnaturally subdued: “What could have caused the crash?”


  Craig cocked a grizzled eyebrow at me. “Any pointers to that?”


  I studied my instruments. “No. This area’s quiescent—that is, it’s as quiescent as any part of a hot spot can be. Of course, two perihelions ago, things were likely very different. A rift, a range of volcanic vents: if something of that sort opened up, the daysider could have been knocked out of the sky by flying debris, as we so nearly were . . . wait!”


  “He’s off again,” murmured Ricci. He had shaken off the frightfulness of his colleagues’ fate with disgraceful speed.


  I combed the area yard by yard. There was no evidence of volcanic vents or cones in the immediate vicinity. A rift, therefore: it had to be a rift. There was no rift; but there was another mascon. I thought hard: Rifts can close as well as open; so, search for traces of a closed rift . . .


  Tensely I turned to Craig. “Commander, can we circle this spot slowly?”


  Craig nodded. “If you wish. But make it snappy, will you? Time’s running out.”


  We circled. Ricci, teeth clenched, tried to keep track of our wayward meanderings. I hunted dead or dormant rifts. The sheer fascination of the task soon claimed me heart and soul. All other considerations faded and fled before the juggernaut of intellectual delight.


  I found what I sought. “There!” I exclaimed in triumph.


  “Where?” asked Craig.


  “To our left. See that seam in the ground, running diagonally toward that clump of crystals?”


  “Crystals?”


  “Yes. Look, over there: see where I’m pointing? Giant crystals, scintillating like jewels, every facet ablaze. Can’t you see them?”


  Craig frowned. “I see the crystals. But no seam.”


  “Well, it’s not exactly a seam,” I admitted. “It’s a very faint, puckered, waggly line, smudged in places and nonexistent in others. According to my instruments, it marks the site of a closed rift. Not too recently closed, either, or all trace of it would have vanished. What’s the betting it burst open two perihelions ago?”


  As I spoke, shock hit me, shock at my blithe and gleeful tones. This was the rift which might have destroyed a daysider, might have condemned my fellow human beings to a lingering, agonizing death on this nightmare world millions of miles from home. Ashamed, I added soberly, “I’d appreciate a closer look at it. May we go lower?”


  Craig slanted me a narrowed glance. “Is it safe?”


  “Yes, as far as anything’s safe here.”


  “Check your strain gauge.”


  “I just did. The needles are fluctuating, but not over a dangerously wide range.”


  We floated down to a point some fifty yards above the seam. With difficulty we tracked it, losing it from time to time and casting about to pick it up again. On one of these casts, I noticed a curious shadow on the ground.


  “Hover,” I said.


  We hovered.


  I peered into the monocular. Scorching radiance lashed back at me. My eyes had taken such a battering from the reflected sun-glare that they had lost all sensitivity. I could distinguish no details at all.


  I pushed the monocular aside. “We’ll have to go lower.” I advised.


  “Is it absolutely necessary?” asked Craig.


  “I’m afraid so. There’s something down there and I can’t make out what it is.”


  “Your instruments will tell you.”


  I checked their readings. “They don’t. All they show is a gravitational disequilibrium indicating a mascon below the surface. That shadow doesn’t register at all.”


  “Then it’s probably nothing.” Craig sounded almost relieved.


  “Nonsense,” I snorted. I scowled at the inexplicable patch, dark only through contrast with the searing brightness all around it. “That shadow may not register because it’s so small: nine or ten inches wide . . . and situated plumb on the seam.” Excitement dried my mouth. “That means it must be connected with the rift. A shadow? It can’t be a shadow, there’s nothing to cast it. It must be—hell and damnation, I can’t investigate it from this height. Please go lower!”


  “No, Doctor. It’s too risky.” You take hair-raising risks. My lips tightened at the memory of the rebuke. “Commander, this entire expedition is one big risk. If danger frightens you so badly, you should have stayed at home. The hot spot is no place for a coward.”


  Craig flushed. “It’s common sense guiding me, not cowardice.”


  “Then common sense should tell you that, in a stable zone, one may approach the ground in relative safety.” I smiled at him. “Besides, you’re forgetting: I’m the expert. I’m the one who knows what’s safe and what’s foolhardy. Now, will you let me do my job?”


  Craig went very quiet. “All right,” he said eventually. “As you say, you’re the expert. But I think you’re making a mistake.” He concentrated on the controls.


  I was elated with my victory . . . then.


  The daysider drifted down another thirty yards. The shadow clarified into a perfect circle of red-tinged darkness.


  “It’s a vent,” I said. “No wonder the instruments ignored it! They can’t look into it. Nor can I. We’re at the wrong angle. Can we move forward a little?”


  “Madness,” muttered Craig, but he took us forward. Now, at last, I could examine the vent properly. I set the recorders going, tucked myself into a corner by the window. I gazed down the narrow gullet. It plunged into the incandescent crust as straight as a die, dragging my sight down and down into a rich and glimmering blackness.


  I surfaced and gave Craig a wry wisp of a grin, regretting my malicious attack. “I’m sorry, Commander, but I’m going to bash you.”


  For the first time I saw Craig startled out of his wits. “Eh?” he squawked.


  I hastened to explain: “That pipeline’s so tiny and so deep that I’ll have to work from directly above it. That means hauling my gear right up to the window and dumping it all over the copilot’s chair. You’re bound to get clonked. Sorry.”


  Craig gestured Ricci out of his seat behind the navigator’s table. “Up. lad. Help him.”


  Together Ricci and I manhandled to the window those items I needed. We wedged them between my chair and the control-board. Craig suffered the occasional thump without complaint. There was desperately little space. Cables trailed everywhere. It was a miracle that Ricci and I didn’t trip and smash the lot.


  Pinned among my gear at the window, I settled down as best I could, hunching my body in a vain effort to escape the brilliance blasting up from the ground. I made sure that the recorders were functioning unjarred by their rough handling, and wondered. How deep would this vent prove to be? What was its etiology? The seam which had spawned it overlay a mascon. What was the mascon’s composition? Was it a brutally compressed intrusion of magma, like the first, or of—what? I had no idea.


  Did the vent—could any vent!—pierce deeply enough to tap the mascon? If it did, why had the savagely crushed material not jetted upward, stoppering its safety valve with congealing melt? My instruments showed the mascon to be extremely hot and dense, and (judging distance by planetary scale) relatively near the surface. Yet the area was quiescent—so my readings showed. It didn’t make sense. That mascon ought to be a seething inferno, dragged into renewed activity by the gravitational pull of the perihelion sun.


  Why was the vent so straight?


  A prickle of unease ran up my spine.


  The crust at Mercury’s hot spot was in constant, albeit sluggish, motion, powered by the nuclear horror ravening overhead. Plastic flow should have warped that pipeline out of true. It had not, which could mean only one thing: the vent was very recent indeed. Its lifespan was measurable in hours—or minutes.


  I thought of the other mascon, of the other rift whose violent bursting had almost scooped us out of the sky. I twisted to check the strain gauge. Its needles were vibrating rapidly, but held within the limits for safety.


  I stood locked in indecision. I felt a nerve jumping in my cheek.


  Craig’s glance fastened on my face, as penetrating as a laser. “What’s wrong, Doctor?” he demanded.


  I made a helpless gesture. “Nothing. According to my instruments this area is stable. But . . .” I fumbled for words which would not brand me as a crackpot, shying at fancies. “I’m not happy. Let’s move.”


  Craig said dryly, “For once we’re in agreement!” He pulled levers. Nothing happened. He tried them again, this time very gently. Still nothing. He pressed a button and, holding it down, gave the master lever a sharp hard jerk. The daysider remained poised above the vent. Poised? Almost imperceptibly it was beginning to settle. Its shadow grew. The vent, dead center, aimed straight at us like a weapon.


  Craig reached for the intercom. Before his fingers touched it, it squealed. He flicked a switch, leaned toward the mouthpiece. “Why aren’t the controls responding, Anderson?”


  The engineer’s voice answered tersely: “Sir, we’re in trouble. The refrigeration unit has broken down completely. A section of the fuel system has jammed with the heat.”


  “Can you rig a bypass?” asked Craig.


  Silence, punctured by faint clanks and rattles. Then: “Probably. It may not work.”


  “How soon can you rig it?”


  “An hour.”


  Craig looked at me. “Have we got an hour?”


  I lifted my shoulders. “God knows.”


  “Just how dangerous is that vent?”


  My glance traveled to the strain gauge, to the pressure gauge. No danger at all . . . which merely heightened my inexplicable anxiety. I repeated, “God knows.”


  Craig spoke into the intercom. “Hear that, Anderson?”


  “Yes.” The alarm in the engineer’s voice came through clearly.


  “Do you need help?” Craig inquired.


  “No thanks. Explaining things to a helper would slow me down. I can work faster alone.”


  “As you wish. Rig that bypass as soon as possible. But first, stop us sinking or we’ll end up stuck on that hole like a cap on a bottle. Can you do it?”


  “I’ll try.”


  Craig broke the connection.


  I checked my apparatus, seeking malfunctions. If the heat had knocked out the daysider’s fuel system, it could have affected my instruments as well, despite their independent power source. But no, all was normal, as far as I could tell.


  My intuition continued to warn insistently of danger. Why?


  I whipped around, snatched the printouts from the recorders. I raced down columns of data. Fright chilled me, for they told me nothing—yet I knew that, slowly but inexorably, pressure must be building in the unguessable dense layer at the bottom of the pipe.


  Another thing I knew: this wasn’t the only vent piercing the seam. It couldn’t be. There had to be others, numerous others, some not yet fully formed, some stoppered tight. In turn they would relieve the unendurable pressure underground. Yet not one was active at this moment. Why not?


  This was absurd. Here was I, a trained geologist, making the Error of Errors: relying on a hunch instead of on my equipment. Those gauges were far less fallible than a man’s weak eyes and subjective brain. If they showed this zone to be stable, then stable it was.


  I tried to relax. Instead, I started sweating profusely.


  Craig divided his attention between me and the vent. Ricci gnawed his fingernails. We waited for the intercom to crackle, for Anderson to tell us we could leave.


  The intercom stayed silent.


  God, how I wished that I had heeded Craig’s advice! But no: still bristling at his lecture about risktaking, I had goaded him into stationing us here against his better judgment. That fit of childish pique of mine might well have doomed us all.


  The heat, and our tension, climbed and climbed.


  I tried to track my hunch to its source by reviewing my observations. From them had emerged the following theory: that hot spot vulcanism resulted from the colossal stresses set up in Mercury’s crust by the drag of the sun. Excessive heating of the subsolar surface aided the formation of the volcanoes. My geologist’s instinct clamored that I was right—which meant that tectonic activity in this region was governed by well-attested, long-proven laws. In turn this meant that I could trust my instruments. Indeed, I must, or all research was useless.


  But Mercury was an alien planet, subject to alien laws. How dared I trust instruments designed on Earth? Anything could happen here: anything at all.


  I turned to the window again. Our downward drift had stopped. We hung a few short yards above the vent, directly in its line of fire. All around, Mercury spread its flayed hide to the devouring sun. The vent was a worm-hole eating down to the bone. I peered into it, striving desperately to wrest the secret from that opalescent darkness. Something monstrous must be happening in that unimaginable nether world. We had to escape.


  We could not escape.


  Realization broke through the barrier of exhaustion which dulled my mind: I understood our peril. My intuition sprang from an elementary physical fact which I should have remembered long ago. Funnel a broad, slow-flowing river into a narrow canyon, and it becomes a raging torrent. Similarly, in the mascon vast pressure stood within the safety limits because it was distributed throughout a vast area; but let that pressure force open a single narrow vent, and the gas-impregnated melt would explode.


  I thought of warning Craig, but desisted. No practical purpose would be served thereby. I watched dials and meters, alert for the tiniest change. I watched the quiet vent.


  I grew hideously frightened.


  A pinpoint of luminescence seemed to glimmer faintly in the lowest depths of the pipe. I blinked, and it was gone. I strained and strained to glimpse it again . . . and there it was: fractionally brighter, fractionally larger—fractionally nearer. It was lunging upward like a bullet in a gun-barrel.


  My nerve broke. “Get us away!” I yelled. My voice cracked into falsetto.


  The daysider screamed forward, rising steeply; Craig had not waited to consult Anderson before engaging drive. Where was the point? We died ruptured by an engine-room explosion or impaled on a spear of flame: it made no difference.


  We lived. We rocketed away from the danger zone, then slowed, then turned toward the now far distant place where the vent drilled down to the mascon.


  “Holy Mother of God!” That was Ricci, hoarse with horror and awe.


  Craig drew a deep breath, let it hiss out softly between his teeth.


  A fountain of liquid metal punched five thousand feet into the sky. The top of the fountain splayed out like a blazing flower, white and gold against the backdrop of black vacuum. The petals curled, splitting into shafts of fire which plummeted unhindered to the smoking ground.


  I reached for cameras and spectrosope. That jet of metal had to be captured on film, its constituents analyzed, its temperature recorded. I stooped to my task and froze. Reaction hit me. I began to tremble violently.


  Craig tried to raise Anderson on the intercom. There was no reply.


  “I’ll go.” said Ricci.


  Some minutes later he returned. “Anderson’s collapsed, sir. The engine room’s like a blast furnace, worse even than here. I’ve dragged him into the passage and chucked a bucket of water over him.”


  “Has he rigged a reliable fuel bypass?” Craig asked urgently.


  “He’s rigged something, heaven knows what. I burned my arm on it.” Ricci indicated a charred patch on his sleeve.


  “We’ll risk a dash for the nightside,” said Craig. He swung the daysider around, flogged it to its greatest possible speed. He looked near collapse himself. His bronzed face gleamed sickly pale under a varnish of perspiration.


  Ricci sat down, reached for his charts. Quick and neat, he plotted our flight path. He offered few comments, few course corrections. So long as he kept track of our position, nightsiders could be summoned to our rescue—provided that we reached the nightside. Where we reached it mattered little. Top priority was to escape the murderous sun.


  We were traveling too fast for my equipment to function effectively, although my faith in it was restored. The facts it had revealed had been correct; I had failed to make the necessary deductions.


  I shut down my apparatus, item by item; stowed it as neatly as I could against the wall. Thereafter my hands and my mind were empty. My imagination, free-wheeling, conjured the half-melted wreck of our sister craft. Its crew’s fate still could be ours. We still might learn the full meaning of agony, still might smell our own flesh roasting as we died.


  The daysider’s motion grew erratic. Every so often it gave a tiny but sickening lurch. Certain engine components were beginning to run red-hot; soon they would seize up altogether.


  I waited, rigid with suppressed panic. I was wretchedly aware of my body: of aching muscles, of labored breathing and pounding pulse, of sweat-drenched clothing clinging to my skin.


  The hot spot fell away behind us. The terrain changed. We hurtled past crumbling crags and sword-edged pinnacles. Dully glowing shadows, stubby at first but lengthening, thrust toward a horizon which etched a line of jagged brightness on the sky.


  My head throbbed excruciatingly. I curled into a ball with my hands covering my tortured eyes and my fingers digging into my hair. I had gazed too long upon the inhuman glory of the dayside. The price was pain; pain which the heat was aggravating beyond endurance.


  Craig spoke. I don’t know what he said; I wasn’t listening; but the subject must have been me, for seconds later Ricci was at my side. From light-years away I heard his voice: “Come.”


  “Where?” I mumbled.


  “Washroom.”


  Movement was impossible; pain paralyzed my will, I felt Ricci’s slim strong fingers clamp around my wrists, I let him pull me from my chair, guide me across the cabin. I walked as gently as I could. If I jarred my splitting skull, it would burst into fragments.


  One thing was clear: my work on Mercury was likely to remain unfinished. It had been intended that tomorrow, Earth-time, I should visit the hot spot lying at this moment frigid and inactive at the center of the nightside. My instructions were to locate its probable deposits of uranium ore. Even if I lived, the damage to my eyes would make me useless for a long while.


  in the passage we almost stepped on Anderson. He was sprawled half lying, half leaning against the wall. He blinked at us blearily. but made no attempt to move out of our way.


  Outside the washroom Ricci said, “Wait.” I waited obediently. Tablets and a mug of water were thrust into my hands. “Get those inside you,” Ricci ordered.


  “What are they?”


  “Pain-killers. Three.”


  I swallowed them. Relief came within minutes.


  Ricci ran tepid water into the basin. “Dunk your head in that.”


  I dunked. The water was bliss. I stayed down until my starved lungs forced me to come spluttering up for air. Ricci passed me a towel. I used it, very gently, for it rasped like sandpaper. With difficulty I focused my light-scourged eyes on the mirror.


  “Christ Almighty!” Shock jolted the oath out of me before I could catch my tongue.


  Ricci reverted to his old provocative self. One of his eyebrows lifted wickedly. “Nice, isn’t it? Think of the magnificent tan you’ll have when that little lot dies down!”


  That little lot was the king of all glare-burns. My face looked like raw red steak and felt as tight as a drum. It would blister splendidly tomorrow—if I had a tomorrow.


  “Back at the Base we’ve a wonder-cream that will fix it in no time,” Ricci told me cheerfully. “But mama mia, how you’ll peel!”


  I must have looked curious, for he laughed delightedly. “My God, Doc, you should have been an actor! You have the most expressive face I’ve ever seen!”


  I refused the bait—which proved to be a mistake, since Ricci was hell-bent on making me explode. “It’s a good job that looks can’t kill,” said he, “or I’d be dead at your feet by now.” He grinned, his sardonic black eyes alight with mockery. “You’re ideally suited to your work. Guess why!”


  “Tell me,” I said grimly. Nothing short of dynamite would stop him with a punch line begging to be delivered.


  “You’re a volcano yourself. Miniature, of course, but capable of spectacular eruptions. See! You’re boiling up to one right now!”


  Abruptly I made for the passage. Ricci caught up with me, walked in silence at my side. Suddenly he said: “Odd how it affects one, isn’t it? A brush with death, I mean. Particularly when every passing second increases its ghastliness.”


  I stood still, one foot poised for a step which was never taken. “Oh? Why?”


  Ricci halted but kept his face averted. “Use your brain, Doc. The closer we get to the nightside, the cooler grows the ground, so, if we’re forced down, the longer we’ll take to die.” His fingers linked into a knot which twisted tighter and tighter. “Know something? I’ve got a bad attack of the shakes. The absurd thing is, I seem to steady down more easily if someone else lets fly.” His glance touched mine and darted away. “That’s why I tried to provoke you. I—I wish I knew how to apologize.”


  On impulse I put my fist between Ricci’s shoulder blades. Gruffly I said, “You’re not the only one with the shakes.” With rough gentleness I pushed him to the control cabin, prodded him toward his chair.


  Lurching, juddering, the daysider streaked for the nightside. Our air grew acrid with the stink of smoldering insulation. Here was a new hazard: fire. Could the extinguishers cope, or would we suffocate in smoke . . . or burn alive?


  Craig had smelled it too. His nostrils twitched. Terror brushed his face, to vanish at once behind a wall of unconcern. His slitted eyes scanned the control board. Without haste he pulled a knob. It must have connected with the ventilation system, for the acrid stench increased and fumes scraped my throat. I coughed.


  Craig tapped the knob home again; reached for a small, bright red switch; threw it. A lever slipped its cogs and sprang up, jumping and rattling. Craig forced it down, held it in position by sheer brute strength. A light began to wink on the control board—a warning light which he ignored.


  Ricci caught his breath. I looked around quickly. Our navigator’s face was vivid with alarm.


  “What have you done?” I asked Craig.


  “Overridden the safety locks to give us more speed.”


  “That sounds bad.”


  “It is. Very.” Craig glanced at the winking light. “As you can see, the engines hate it. They may well blow up. If so. I’ve killed us all.” The words should have been melodramatic. They were not; they were as cool as pebbles dredged from a lake in midwinter. Trying to match this coolness, I said: “So you’re gambling, are you—gambling that you can get us to the nightside before we’re ripped apart?”


  “Yes.”


  I managed to smile. “Isn’t that . . . a hair-raising risk?”


  Craig kept his gaze fixed on the terrain ahead, but I saw him stiffen in startled understanding. “It is,” he agreed. He added with a flash of wry humor, “I take your point.” Ricci butted in: “What point, sir?” To Ricci, who knew nothing of Craig’s little lecture to me about risk-taking, our byplay was incomprehensible.


  “Many jobs entail risks of one kind or another,” Craig told him, and finished ruefully, “Eh, Dr. Collins?”


  I gave a noncommittal grunt, aware that Craig’s motives for risktaking were different from mine. Craig was acting from necessity, to save our lives. My motives were less worthy: I loved my work, but also the acclaim which sometimes followed. I was obsessed by curiosity to the point where human values took second place—except on the occasion when I had goaded Craig into positioning us above the vent: injured pride had precipitated that. I felt thoroughly ashamed of myself.


  Craig must have sensed my discomfort. He flicked me a glance, friendly, mischievous, accompanied by a quick crooked grin: the last kind of glance I expected. He looked away before I could respond. I was thankful; at this very moment I was busy realizing that I had come to like and respect him more than I would have imagined possible. It was an odd sensation; I needed time to come to terms with it.


  Ricci eyed us, his puzzlement increasing until he was one huge, obtrusive, silent question mark . . . the crucial word being silent. I hoped to God that he would remain so; in the charged atmosphere which now prevailed, overt comment would be exquisitely embarrassing.


  Ricci kept his mouth shut. Reluctantly he bent his attention to his navigation gear. The threat of a public soul-baring display was averted.


  Slowly I relaxed. I concentrated on the scene tumbling past our window. Far ahead of us raced our shadow, an ever-changing blob which danced and bounded over the ravaged rockscape. I watched it, breathing shallowly, trying not to notice our vile air. Choke just once, and I would go on choking till I died.


  “Two degrees to port, sir,” husked Ricci.


  “Two degrees to port,” Craig repeated. He altered our course.


  Behind us, bloated and ferocious, sank the sun. Our shadow fled further and further away. Came the blessed instant when it vanished permanently upward into the star-spiked darkness of the sky.


  Ricci buried his head in his hands; then lowered them, busied himself with his charts. He assumed a calm and casual pose which was ruined through being grossly overplayed.


  Craig slowed the daysider to a safer speed. The winking light went out. The juddering diminished. Craig tested the controls.


  I croaked, “Will we survive?”


  Craig studied me briefly. I avoided his gaze, too avid for reassurance to trust myself to meet those bright, tired eyes. “Probably,” he answered. His voice held no emotion at all.


  With unsteady fingers I rubbed my forehead, pushing back my soaked and tangled hair. The nightmare was finished: we would live: probably. I began at last to dare to contemplate the future.


  RETROGRADE SUMMER


  John Varley


  This story and John Varley’s earlier piece for us (“Picnic on Nearside,” Aug. 1974) share the theme of vast change in the traditional roles of sex and the family, this time set against a suspenseful drama on a turbulent Mercury.


  I was at the spaceport an hour early on the day my clone-sister was to arrive from Luna. Part of it was eagerness to see her. She was three E-years older than me, and we had never met. But I admit that I grab every chance I can get to go to the port and just watch the ships arrive and depart. I’ve never been off-planet. Someday I’ll go, but not as a paying passenger. I was about to enroll in pilot-training school.


  Keeping my mind on the arrival time of the shuttle from Luna was hard, because my real interest was in the liners departing for all the far-off places in the system. On that very day the Elizabeth Browning was lifting off on a direct, high-gee run for Pluto, with connections for the cometary zone. She was sitting on the field a few kilometers from me, onboarding passengers and freight. Very little of the latter.


  The Browning was a luxury-class ship, where you paid a premium fare to be sealed into a liquid-filled room, doped to the gills and fed through a tube for the five-gee express run. Nine days later, at wintertime Pluto, they decanted you and put you through ten hours of physical rehabilitation. You could have made it in fourteen days at two gees and only have been mildly uncomfortable, but maybe it’s worth it to some people. I had noticed that the Browning was never crowded.


  I might not have noticed the arrival of the Lunar shuttle, but the tug was lowering it between me and the Browning. They were berthing it in Bay Nina, a recessed area a few hundred meters from where I was standing. So I ducked into the tunnel that would take me there.


  I arrived in time to see the tug cut the line and shoot into space to meet the next incoming ship. The Lunar shuttle was a perfectly reflective sphere sitting in the middle of the landing bay. As I walked up to it, the force field roof sprang into being over the bay, cutting off the summertime sunlight. The air started rushing in, and in a few minutes my suit turned off. I was suddenly sweating, cooking in the heat that hadn’t been dissipated as yet. My suit had cut off too soon again. I would have to have that checked. Meantime, I did a little dance to keep my bare feet away from the too-hot concrete.


  When the air temperature reached the standard twenty-four degrees, the field around the shuttle cut off. What was left behind was an insubstantial latticework of decks and bulkheads, with people gawking out of the missing outer walls of their rooms.


  I joined the crowd of people clustered around the ramp. I had seen a picture of my sister, but it was an old one. I wondered if I’d recognize her.


  There was no trouble. I spotted her at the head of the ramp, dressed in a silly-looking loonie frock coat and carrying a pressurized suitcase. I was sure it was her because she looked just like me, more or less, except that she was a female and she was frowning. She might have been a few centimeters taller than me, but that was from growing up in a lower gravity field. I pushed my way over to her and took her case.


  “Welcome to Mercury,” I said, in my friendliest manner. She looked me over. 1 don’t know why, but she took an instant dislike to me, or so it seemed. Actually, she had disliked me before we ever met.


  “You must be Timmy,” she said. I couldn’t let her get away with that. There are limits.


  “Timothy. And you’re my sister, Jew.”


  “Jubilant.”


  We were off to a great start. She looked around her at the bustle of people in the landing bay. Then she looked overhead at the flat-black underside of the force-roof and seemed to shrink away from it.


  “Where can I rent a suit?” she asked. “I’d like to get one installed before you have a blowout here.”


  “It isn’t that bad,” I said. “We do have them more often here than you do in Luna, but it can’t be helped.” I started off in the direction of General Environments, and she fell in beside me. She was having difficulty walking. I’d hate to be a loonie; just about anywhere they go, they’re too heavy.


  “I was reading on the trip that you had a blowout here at the port only four lunations ago.”


  I don’t know why, but I felt defensive. I mean, sure we have blowouts here, but you can hardly blame us for them. Mercury has a lot of tidal stresses; that means a lot of quakes. Any system will break down if you shake it around enough.


  “All right,” I said, trying to sound reasonable. “It happens I was here during that one. It was in the middle of the last dark year. We lost pressure in about ten percent of the passages, but it was restored in a few minutes. No lives were lost.”


  “A few minutes is more than enough to kill someone without a suit, isn’t it?” How could I answer that? She seemed to think she had won a point. “So I’ll feel a lot better when I get into one of your suits.”


  “Okay, let’s get a suit into you.” I was trying to think of something to restart the conversation and drawing a blank. Somehow she seemed to have a low opinion of our environmental engineers on Mercury and was willing to take her contempt out on me.


  “What are you training for?” I ventured. “You must be out of school. What are you going to do?”


  “I’m going to be an environmental engineer.”


  “Oh.”


  I was relieved when they finally had her lie on the table, made the connection from the computer into the socket at the back of her head, and turned off her motor control and sensorium. The remainder of the trip to GE had been a steady lecture about the shortcomings of the municipal pressure service in Mercury Port. My head was swimming with facts about quintuple-redundant failless pressure sensors, self-sealing locks, and blowout drills. I’m sure we have all those things, and just as good as the ones in Luna. But the best anyone can do with the quakes shaking everything up a hundred times a day is achieve a ninety-nine percent safety factor. Jubilant had sneered when I trotted out that figure. She quoted one to me with fifteen decimal places, all of them nines. That was the safety factor in Luna.


  I was looking at the main reason why we didn’t need that kind of safety, right in the surgeon’s hands. He had her chest opened up and the left lung removed, and he was placing the suit generator into the cavity. It looked pretty much like the lung he had removed except it was made of metal and had a mirror finish. He hooked it up to her trachea and the stump ends of the pulmonary arteries and did some adjustments. Then he closed her and applied somatic sealant to the incisions. In thirty minutes she would be ready to wake up, fully healed. The only sign of the operation would be the gold button of the intake valve under her left collarbone. And if the pressure were to drop by two millibars in the next instant, she would be surrounded by the force field that is a Mercury suit. She would be safer than she had ever been in her life, even in the oh-so-safe warrens in Luna.


  The surgeon made the adjustment in my suit’s brain while Jubilant was still out. Then he installed the secondary items in her; the pea-sized voder in her throat so she could talk without inhaling and exhaling, and the binaural radio receptors in her middle ears. Then he pulled the plug out of her brain, and she sat up. She seemed a little more friendly. An hour of sensory deprivation tends to make you more open and relaxed when you come out of it. She started to get back into her loonie coat.


  “That’ll just burn off when you go outside,” I pointed out.


  “Oh, of course. I guess I expected to go by tunnel. But you don’t have many tunnels here, do you?”


  You can’t keep them pressurized, can you?


  I really was beginning to feel defensive about our engineering.


  “The main trouble you’ll have is adjusting to not breathing.”


  We were at the west portal, looking through the force-curtain that separated us from the outside. There was a warm breeze drifting away from the curtain, as there always is in summertime. It was caused by the heating of the air next to the curtain by the wavelengths of light that are allowed to pass through so we can see what’s outside. It was the beginning of retrograde summer, when the sun backtracks at the zenith and gives us a triple helping of very intense light and radiation. Mercury Port is at one of the hotspots, where retrograde sun motion coincides with solar noon. So even though the force-curtain filtered out all but a tiny window of visible light, what got through was high-powered stuff.


  “Is there any special trick I should know?”


  I’ll give her credit; she wasn’t any kind of fool; she was just overcritical. When it came to the operation of her suit, she was completely willing to concede that I was the expert.


  “Not really. You’ll feel an overpowering urge to take a breath after a few minutes, but it’s all psychological. Your blood will be oxygenated. It’s just that your brain won’t feel right about it. But you’ll get over it. And don’t try to breathe when you talk. Just subvocalize, and the radio in your throat will pick it up.”


  I thought about it and decided to throw in something else, free of charge.


  “If you’re in the habit of talking to yourself, you’d better try to break yourself of it. Your voder will pick it up if you mutter, or sometimes if you just think too loud. Your throat moves sometimes when you do that, you know. It can get embarrassing.”


  She grinned at me, the first time she had done it. I found myself liking her. I had always wanted to, but this was the first chance she had given me.


  “Thanks. I’ll bear it in mind. Shall we go?”


  I stepped out first. You feel nothing at all when you step through a force-curtain. You can’t step through it at all unless you have a suit generator installed, but with it turned on, the field just forms around your body as you step through. I turned around and could see nothing but a perfectly flat, perfectly reflective mirror. It bulged out as I watched in the shape of a nude woman, and the bulge separated from the curtain. What was left was a silver-plated Jubilant.


  The suit generator causes the field to follow the outlines of your body, but from one to one and a half millimeters from the skin. It oscillates between those limits, and the changing volume means a bellows action forces the carbon dioxide out through your intake valve. You expel waste gas and cool yourself in one operation. The field is perfectly reflective except for two pupil-sized discontinuities that follow your eye movements and let in enough light to see by, but not enough to blind you.


  “What happens if I open my mouth?” she mumbled. It takes a while to get the knack of subvocalizing clearly.


  “Nothing. The field extends over your mouth, like it does over your nostrils. It won’t go down your throat.”


  A few minutes later: “I sure would like to take a breath.” She would get over it. “Why is it so hot?”


  “Because at the most efficient setting your suit doesn’t release enough carbon dioxide to cool you down below about thirty degrees. So you’ll sweat a bit.”


  “It feels like thirty-five or forty.”


  “It must be your imagination. You can change the setting by turning the nozzle of your air valve, but that means your tank will be releasing some oxygen with the CO2, and you never know when you’ll need it.”


  “How much of a reserve is there?”


  “You’re carrying forty-eight hours’ worth. Since the suit releases oxygen directly into your blood, we can use about ninety-five percent of it, instead of throwing most of it away to cool you off, like your loonie suits do.” I couldn’t resist that one.


  “The term is Lunarian,” she said, icily. Oh, well. I hadn’t even known the term was derogatory.


  “I think I’ll sacrifice some margin for comfort now. I feel bad enough as it is in this gravity without stewing in my own sweat.”


  “Suit yourself. You’re the environment expert.”


  She looked at me, but I don’t think she was used to reading expressions on a reflective face. She turned the nozzle that stuck out above her left breast, and the flow of steam from it increased.


  “That should bring you down to about twenty degrees, and leave you with about thirty hours of oxygen. That’s under ideal conditions, of course; sitting down and keeping still. The more you exert yourself, the more oxygen the suit wastes keeping you cool.”


  She put her hands on her lips. “Timothy, are you telling me that I shouldn’t cool off? I’ll do whatever you say.”


  “No, I think you’ll be all right. It’s a thirty-minute trip to my house. And what you say about the gravity has merit; you probably need the relief. But I’d turn it up to twenty-five as a reasonable compromise.”


  She silently readjusted the valve.


  Jubilant thought it was silly to have a traffic conveyor that operated in two-kilometer sections. She complained to me the first three or four times we got off the end of one and stepped onto another. She shut up about it when we came to a section knocked out by a quake. We had a short walk between sections of the temporary slideway, and she saw the crews working to bridge the twenty-meter gap that had opened beneath the old one.


  We only had one quake on the way home. It didn’t amount to anything; just enough motion that we had to do a little dance to keep our feet under us. Jubilant didn’t seem to like it much. I wouldn’t have noticed it at all, except Jubilant yelped when it hit.


  Our house at that time was situated at the top of a hill. We had carried it up there after the big quake seven darkyears before that had shaken down the cliffside where we used to live. I had been buried for ten hours in that one—the first time I ever needed digging out. Mercurians don’t like living in valleys. They have a tendency to fill up with debris during the big quakes. If you live at the top of a rise, you have a better chance of being near the top of the rubble when it slides down. Besides, my mother and I both liked the view.


  Jubilant liked it, too. She made her first comment on the scenery as we stood outside the house and looked out over the valley we had just crossed. Mercury Port was sitting atop the ridge, thirty kilometers away. At that distance you could just make out the hemispherical shape of the largest buildings.


  But Jubilant was more interested in the mountains behind us. She pointed to a glowing violet cloud that rose from behind one of the foothills and asked me what it was.


  “That’s quicksilver grotto. It always looks like that at the start of retrograde summer. I’ll take you over there later. I think you’ll like it.”


  Dorothy greeted us as we stepped through the wall.


  I couldn’t put my finger on what was bothering Mom. She seemed happy enough to see Jubilant after seventeen years. She kept saying inane things about how she had grown and how pretty she looked. She had us stand side by side and pointed out how much we looked like each other. It was true, of course, since we were genetically identical. She was five centimeters taller than me, but she could lose that in a few months in Mercury’s gravity.


  “She looks just like you did two years ago, before your last Change,” she told me. That was a slight misstatement; I hadn’t been quite as sexually mature the last time I was a female. But she was right in essence. Both Jubilant and I were genotypically male, but Mom had had my sex changed when I first came to Mercury, when I was a few months old. I had spent the first fifteen years of my life female. I was thinking of Changing back, but wasn’t in a hurry.


  “You’re looking well yourself, Glitter,” Jubilant said.


  Mom frowned for an instant. “It’s Dorothy now, honey. I changed my name when we moved here. We use Old Earth names on Mercury.”


  “I’m sorry, I forgot. My mother always used to call you Glitter when she spoke of you. Before she, I mean before I. . ..”


  There was an awkward silence. I felt like something was being concealed from me, and my ears perked up. I had high hopes of learning some things from Jubilant, things that Dorothy had never told me no matter how hard I prodded her. At least I knew where to start in drawing Jubilant out.


  It was a frustrating fact at that time that I knew little of the mystery surrounding how I came to grow up on Mercury instead of in Luna, and why I had a clone-sister. Having a clone twin is a rare enough thing that it was inevitable I’d try to find out how it came to pass. It wasn’t socially debilitating, like having a fraternal sibling or something scandalous like that. But I learned early not to mention it to my friends. They wanted to know how it happened, how my mom managed to get around the laws that forbid that kind of unfair preference. One Person, One Child: that’s the first moral lesson any child learns, even before Thou Shalt Not Take a Life. Mom wasn’t in jail, and so it must have been legal. But how? And why? She wouldn’t talk, but maybe Jubilant would.


  Dinner was eaten in a strained silence, interrupted by awkward attempts at conversation. Jubilant was suffering from culture shock and an attack of nerves. I could understand it, looking around me with her eyes. Loonies, pardon me, Lunarians, live all their lives in burrows down in the rock and come to need the presence of solid, substantial walls around them. They don’t go outside much. When they do, they are wrapped in a steel and plastic cocoon that they can feel around them, and they look out of it through a window. She was feeling terribly exposed and trying to be brave about it. When inside a force-bubble house, you might as well be sitting on a flat platform under the blazing sun. The bubble is invisible from the inside.


  When I realized what was bothering her, I turned up the polarization. Now the bubble looked like tinted glass.


  “Oh, you needn’t,” she said, gamely. “I have to get used to it. I just wish you had walls somewhere I could look at.”


  It was more apparent than ever that something was upsetting Dorothy. She hadn’t noticed Jubilant’s unease, and that’s not like her. She should have had some curtains rigged to give our guest a sense of enclosure.


  I did learn some things from the intermittent conversation at the table. Jubilant had divorced her mother when she was ten E-years old, an absolutely extraordinary age. The only grounds for divorce at that age are really incredible things like insanity of religious evangelism. 1 didn’t know much about Jubilant’s foster mother—not even her name—but I did know that she and Dorothy had been good friends back in Luna. Somehow, the question of how and why Dorothy had abandoned her child and taken me, a chip off the block, to Mercury, was tied up in that relationship.


  “We could never get close, as far back as I can remember,” Jubilant was saying. “She told me crazy things, she didn’t seem to fit in. I can’t really explain it, but the court agreed with me. It helped that I had a good lawyer.”


  “Maybe part of it was the unusual relationship,” I said, helpfully. “You know what I mean. It isn’t all that common to grow up with a foster mother, instead of your real mother.” That was greeted with such a dead silence that I wondered if I should just shut up for the rest of dinner. There were meaningful glances exchanged.


  “Yes, that might have been part of it. Anyway, within three years of your leaving for Mercury. I knew I couldn’t take it. I should have gone with you. I was only a child, but even then I wanted to come with you.” She looked appealingly at Dorothy, who was studying the table. Jubilant had stopped eating.


  “Maybe I’d better not talk about it.”


  To my surprise, Dorothy agreed. That cinched it for me. They wouldn’t talk about it because they were keeping something from me.


  Jubilant took a nap after dinner. She said she wanted to go to the grotto with me but had to rest from the gravity. While she slept I tried once more to get Dorothy to tell me the whole story of her life on the moon.


  “But why am I alive at all? You say you left Jubilant, your own child, three years old, with a friend who would take care of her in Luna. Didn’t you want to take her with you?”


  She looked at me tiredly. We’d been over this ground before.


  “Timmy, you’re an adult now, and have been for three years. I’ve told you that you’re free to leave me if you want. You will soon, anyway. But I’m not going into it any further.”


  “Mom, you know I can’t insist. But don’t you have enough respect for me not to keep feeding me that story? There’s more behind it.”


  “Yes! Yes, there is more behind it. But I prefer to let it lie in the past. It’s a matter of personal privacy. Don’t you have enough respect for me to stop grilling me about it?” I had never seen her this upset. She got up and walked through the wall and down the hill. Halfway down, she started to run. I started after her, but came back after a few steps. I didn’t know what I’d say to her that hadn’t already been said.


  We made it to the grotto in easy stages. Jubilant was feeling much better after her rest, but still had trouble on some of the steep slopes.


  I hadn’t been to the grotto for four light-years and hadn’t played in it for longer than that. But it was still a popular place with the kids. There were scores of them.


  We stood on a narrow ledge overlooking the quicksilver pool, and this time Jubilant was really impressed. The quicksilver pool is at the bottom of a narrow gorge that was blocked off a long time ago by a quake. One side of the gorge is permanently in shade, because it faces north and the sun never gets that high in our latitude. At the bottom of the gorge is the pool; twenty meters across, a hundred meters long, and about five meters deep. We think it’s that deep, but just try sounding a pool of mercury. A lead weight sinks through it like thick molasses, and just about everything else floats. The kids had a fair-sized boulder out in the middle, using it for a boat.


  That’s all pretty enough, but this was retrograde summer, and the temperature was climbing toward the maximum. So the mercury was near the boiling point, and the whole area was thick with the vapor. When the streams of electrons from the sun passed through the vapor, it lit up, flickering and swirling in a ghostly indigo storm. The level was down, but it would never all boil away because it kept condensing on the dark cliffside and running back into the pool.


  “Where does it all come from?” Jubilant asked, when she got her breath.


  “Some of it’s natural, but the majority comes from the factories in the port. It’s a byproduct of some of the fusion processes that they can’t find any use for, and so they release it into the environment. It’s too heavy to drift away, and so during darkyear, it condenses in the valleys. This one is especially good for collecting it. I used to play here when I was younger.”


  She was impressed. There’s nothing like it on Luna. From what I hear, Luna is plain dull on the outside. Nothing moves for billions of years.


  “I never saw anything so pretty. What do you do in it, though? Surely it’s too dense to swim in?”


  “Truer words were never spoken. It’s all you can do to force your hand half a meter into the stuff. If you could balance, you could stand on it and sink in just about fifteen centimeters. But that doesn’t mean you can’t swim, you swim on it. Come on down, I’ll show you.”


  She was still gawking at the ionized cloud, but she followed me. That cloud can hypnotize you. At first you think it’s all purple; then you start seeing other colors out of the corners of your eyes. You can never see them plainly, they’re too faint. But they’re there. It’s caused by local impurities of other gases.


  I understand people used to make lamps using ionized gases: neon, argon, mercury, and so forth. Walking down into quicksilver gully is exactly like walking into the glow of one of those old lamps.


  Halfway down the slope, Jubilant’s knees gave way. Her suit field stiffened with the first impact when she landed on her behind and started to slide. She was a rigid statue by the time she plopped into the pool, frozen into an awkward posture trying to break her fall. She slid across the pool and came to rest on her back.


  I dived onto the surface of the pool and was easily carried all the way across to her. She was trying to stand up and finding it impossible. Presently she began to laugh, realizing that she must look pretty silly.


  “There’s no way you’re going to stand up out here. Look, here’s how you move.” I flipped over on my belly and started moving my arms in a swimming motion. You start with them in front of you, and bring them back to your sides in a long circular motion. The harder you dig into the mercury, the faster you go. And you keep going until you dig your toes in. The pool is frictionless.


  Soon she was swimming along beside me, having a great time. Well, so was I. Why is it that we stop doing so many fun things when we grow up? There’s nothing in the solar system like swimming on mercury. It was coming back to me now, the sheer pleasure of gliding along on the mirror-bright surface with your chin plowing up a wake before you. With your eyes just above the surface, the sensation of speed is tremendous.


  Some of the kids were playing hockey. I wanted to join them, but I could see from the way they eyed us that we were too big and they thought we shouldn’t be out here in the first place. Well, that was just tough. I was having too much fun swimming.


  After several hours, Jubilant said she wanted to rest. I showed her how it could be done without going to the side, forming a tripod by sitting with your feet spread wide apart. That’s about the only thing you can do except lie flat. Any other position causes your support to slip out from under you. Jubilant was content to lie flat.


  “I still can’t get over being able to look right at the sun,” she said. “I’m beginning to think you might have the better system here. With the internal suits, I mean.”


  “I thought about that,” I said. “You loo . . . Lunarians don’t spend enough time on the surface to make a force-suit necessary. It’d be too much trouble and expense, especially for children. You wouldn’t believe what it costs to keep a child in suits. Dorothy won’t have her debts paid off for twenty years.”


  “Yes, but it might be worth it. Oh, I can see you’re right that it would cost a lot, but I won’t be outgrowing them. How long do they last?”


  “They should be replaced every two or three years.” I scooped up a handful of mercury and let it dribble through my hands and onto her chest. I was trying to think of an indirect way to get the talk onto the subject of Dorothy and what Jubilant knew about her. After several false starts, I came right out and asked her what they had been trying not to say.


  She wouldn’t be drawn out.


  “What’s in that cave over there?” she asked, rolling over on her belly.


  “That’s the grotto.”


  “What’s in it?”


  “I’ll show you if you’ll talk.”


  She gave me a look. “Don’t be childish, Timothy. If your mother wants you to know about her life in Luna, she’ll tell you. It’s not my business.”


  “I won’t be childish if you’ll stop treating me like a child. We’re both adults. You can tell me whatever you want without asking my mother.”


  “Let’s drop the subject.”


  “That’s what everyone tells me. All right, go on up to the grotto by yourself.” And she did just that. I sat on the lake and glowered at everything. I don’t enjoy being kept in the dark, and I especially don’t like having my relatives talk around me.


  I was just a little bemused to find out how important it had become to find out the real story of Dorothy’s trip to Mercury. I had lived seventeen years without knowing, and it hadn’t harmed me. But now that I had thought about the things she told me as a child, I saw that they didn’t make sense. Jubilant arriving here had made me reexamine them. Why did she leave Jubilant in Luna? Why take a cloned infant instead?


  The grotto is a cave at the head of the gully with a stream of quicksilver flowing from its mouth. That happens all light-year, but the stream gets more substantial during the height of summer. It’s caused by the mercury vapor concentrating in the cave, where it condenses and drips off the walls. I found Jubilant sitting in the center of a pool, entranced. The ionization glow in the cave seems much brighter than outside, where it has to compete with sunlight. Add to that the thousands of trickling streams of mercury throwing back reflections, and you have a place that has to be entered to be believed.


  “Listen, I’m sorry I was pestering you. I. . ..”


  “Shhh.” She waved her hands at me. She was watching the drops fall from the roof to splash without a ripple into the isolated pools on the floor of the cave. So I sat beside her and watched it, too.


  “I don’t think I’d mind living here,” she said, after what might have been an hour.


  “I guess I never really considered living anywhere else.”


  She faced me, but turned away again. She wanted to read my face, but all she could see was the distorted reflection of her own.


  “I thought you wanted to be a ship’s captain.”


  “Oh, sure. But I’d always come back here.” I was silent for another few minutes, thinking about something that had bothered me more and more lately.


  “Actually, I might get into another line of work.”


  “Why?”


  “Oh, I guess commanding a spaceship isn’t what it used to be. You know what I mean?”


  She looked at me again, this time tried even harder to see my face.


  “Maybe I do.”


  “I know what you’re thinking. Lots of kids want to be ship’s captains. They grow out of it. Maybe I have. I think I was born a century too late for what I want. You can hardly find a ship anymore where the captain is much more than a figurehead. The real master of the ship is a committee of computers. They handle all the work. The captain can’t even overrule them anymore.”


  “I wasn’t aware it had gotten that bad.”


  “Worse. All of the passenger lines are shifting over to totally automated ships. The high-gee runs are already like that, on the theory that after a dozen trips at five gees, the crew is pretty much used up.”


  I pondered a sad fact of our modern civilization: The age of romance was gone. The solar system was tamed. There was no place for adventure.


  “You could go to the cometary zone,” she suggested.


  “That’s the only thing that’s kept me going toward pilot training. You don’t need a computer out there hunting for black holes. I thought about getting a job and buying passage last darkyear, when I was feeling really low about it. But I’m going to try to get some pilot training before I go.”


  “That might be wise.”


  “I don’t know. They’re talking about ending the courses in astrogation. I may have to teach myself.”


  “You think we should get going? I’m getting hungry.”


  “No. Let’s stay here a while longer. I love this place.”


  I’m sure we had been there for five hours, saying very little. I had asked her about her interest in environmental engineering and gotten a surprisingly frank answer. This was what she had to say about her chosen profession: “I found after I divorced my mother that I was interested in making safe places to live. I didn’t feel very safe at that time.” She found other reasons later, but she admitted that it was a need for security that still drove her. I meditated on her strange childhood. She was the only person I ever knew who didn’t grow up with her natural mother.


  “I was thinking about heading outsystem myself,” she said after another long silence. “Pluto, for instance. Maybe we’ll meet out there someday.”


  “It’s possible.”


  There was a little quake; not much, but enough to start the pools of mercury quivering and make Jubilant ready to go. We were threading our way through the pools when there was a long, rolling shock, and the violet glow died away. We were knocked apart, and fell in total darkness.


  “What was that?” There was the beginning of panic in her voice. “It looks like we’re blocked in. There must have been a slide over the entrance. Just sit tight and I’ll find you.”


  “Where are you?”


  “I can’t find you. Timothy!”


  “Just hold still and I’ll run into you in a minute. Stay calm, just stay calm, there’s nothing to worry about. They’ll have us out in a few hours.”


  “Timothy, I can’t find you, I can’t. . ..” She smacked me across the face with one of her hands, then was swarming all over me. I held her close and soothed her. Earlier in the day I might have been contemptuous of her behavior, but I had come to understand her better. Besides, no one likes to be buried alive. Not even me. I held her until I felt her relax.


  “Sorry.”


  “Don’t apologize, I felt the same way the first time. I’m glad you’re here. Being buried alone is much worse than just being buried alive. Now sit down, and do what I tell you. Turn your intake valve all the way to the left. Got it? Now we’re using oxygen at the slowest possible rate. We have to keep as still as possible so we don’t heat up too much.”


  “All right. What next?”


  “Well, for starters, do you play chess?”


  “What? Is that all? Don’t we have to turn on a signal or something?


  “I already did.”


  “What if you’re buried solid and your suit freezes to keep you from being crushed? How do you turn it on then?”


  “It turns on automatically if the suit stays rigid for more than one minute.”


  “Oh. All right. Pawn to king four.”


  We gave up on the game after the fifteenth move. I’m not that good at visualizing the board, and while she was excellent at it, she was too nervous to plan her game. And I was getting nervous. If the entrance was blocked with rubble as I had thought, they should have had us out in under an hour. I had practiced estimating time in the dark and made it to be two hours since the quake. It must have been bigger than I thought. It could be a full day before they got around to us.


  “I was surprised when you hugged me that I could touch you. I mean your skin, not your suit.”


  “I thought I felt you jump. The suits merge. When you touch me, we’re wearing one suit instead of two. That comes in handy, sometimes.”


  We were lying side by side in a pool of mercury, arms around each other. We found it soothing.


  “You mean . . . I see. You can make love with your suit on. Is that what you’re saying?”


  “You should try it in a pool of mercury. That’s the best way.”


  “We’re in a pool of mercury.”


  “And we don’t dare make love. It would overheat us. We might need our reserve.”


  She was quiet, but I felt her hands tighten behind my back. “Are we in trouble, Timothy?”


  “No, but we might be in for a long stay. You’ll get thirsty by and by. Can you hold out?”


  “It’s too bad we can’t make love. It would have kept my mind off it.”


  “Can you hold out?”


  “I can hold out.”


  “Timothy. I didn’t fill my tank before we left the house. Will that make a difference?”


  I don’t think I tensed, but she scared me badly. I thought about it, and didn’t see how it mattered. She had used an hour’s oxygen at most getting to the house, even at her stepped-up cooling rate. I suddenly remembered how cool her skin had been when she came into my arms.


  “Jubilant, was your suit set at maximum cooling when you left the house?”


  “No, but I set it up on the way. It was so hot. I was about to pass out from the exertion.”


  “And you didn’t turn it down until the quake?”


  “That’s right.”


  I did some rough estimations and didn’t like the results. By the most pessimistic assumptions, she might not have more than about five hours of air left. At the outside, she might have twelve hours. And she could do simple arithmetic as well as I; there was no point in trying to hide it from her.


  “Come closer to me,” I said. She was puzzled, because we were already about as close as we could get. But I wanted to get our intake valves together. I hooked them up and waited three seconds.


  “Now our tank pressures are equalized.”


  “Why did you do that? Oh, no, Timothy, you shouldn’t have. It was my own fault for not being careful.”


  “I did it for me, too. How could I live with myself if you died in here and I could have saved you? Think about that.”


  “Timothy, I’ll answer any question you want to ask about your mother.”


  That was the first time she got me mad. I hadn’t been angry at her oversight with the refilling of the tank. Not even about the cooling. That was more my fault than hers. I had made it a game about the cooling rate, not really telling her how important it was to maintain a viable reserve. She hadn’t taken me seriously, and now we were paying for my little joke. I had made the mistake of assuming that because she was an expert at Lunar safety, she could take care of herself. How could she do that if she didn’t have a realistic estimate of the dangers?


  But this offer sounded like repayment for the oxygen, and you don’t do that on Mercury. In a tight spot, air is always shared freely. Thanks are rude.


  “Don’t think you owe me anything. It isn’t right.”


  “That’s not why I offered. If we’re going to die down here, it seems silly for me to be keeping secrets. Does that make sense?”


  “No. If we’re going to die, what’s the use in telling me? What good will it do me? And that doesn’t make sense, either. We’re not even near dying.”


  “It would at least be something to pass the time.”


  I sighed. At that time, it really wasn’t important to know what I had been trying to learn from her.


  “All right. Question one: Why did Dorothy leave you behind when she came here?” Once I had asked it, the question suddenly became important again.


  “Because she’s not our mother. I divorced our mother when I was ten.”


  I sat up, shocked silly.


  “Dorothy’s not . . . then she’s . . . she’s my foster mother? All this time she said she was. . . .”


  “No, she’s not your foster mother, not technically. She’s your father.”


  “WHAT?”


  “She’s your father.”


  “Who the hell . . . father? What kind of crazy game is this? Who the hell ever knows who their father is?”


  “I do,” she said, simply. “And now you do.”


  “I think you had better tell it from the top.”


  She did, and it all stood up, bizarre as it was.


  Dorothy and Jubilant’s mother (my mother!) had been members of a religious sect called the First Principles. I gathered they had a lot of screwy ideas, but the screwiest one of all had to do with something called the “nuclear family.” I don’t know why they called it that, maybe because it was invented in the era when nuclear power was first harnessed. What it consisted of was a mother and a father, both living in the same household, and dozens of kids.


  The First Principles didn’t go that far; they still adhered to the One Person-One Child convention—and a damn good thing, too, or they might have been lynched instead of queasily tolerated—but they liked the idea of both biological parents living together to raise the two children.


  So Dorothy and Gleam (that was her name; they were Glitter and Gleam back in Luna) “married,” and Gleam took on the female role for the first child. She conceived it, birthed it, and named it Jubilant.


  Then things started to fall apart, as any sane person could have told them it would. I don’t know much history, but I know a little about the way things were back on Old Earth. Husbands killing wives, wives killing husbands, parents beating children, wars, starvation; all those things. I don’t know how much of that was the result of the nuclear family, but it must have been tough to “marry” someone and find out too late that it was the wrong someone. So you took it out on the children. I’m no sociologist, but I can see that much.


  Their relationship, while it may have glittered and gleamed at first, went steadily downhill for three years. It got to the point that Glitter couldn’t even share the same planet with his spouse. But he loved the child and had even come to think of her as his own. Try telling that to a court of law. Modern justiprudence doesn’t even recognize the concept of fatherhood, any more than it would recognize the divine right of kings. Glitter didn’t have a legal leg to stand on. The child belonged to Gleam.


  But my mother (foster mother, I couldn’t yet bring myself to say father) found a compromise. There was no use mourning the fact that he couldn’t take Jubilant with him. He had to accept that. But he could take a piece of her. That was me. So he moved to Mercury with the cloned child, changed his sex, and brought me up to adulthood, never saying a word about First Principles.


  I was calming down as I heard all this, but it was certainly a revelation. I was full of questions, and for the time, survival was forgotten.


  “No, Dorothy isn’t a member of the church any longer. That was one of the causes of the split. As far as I know, Gleam is the only member today. It didn’t last very long. The couples that formed the church pretty much tore each other apart in marital strife. That was why the court granted my divorce; Gleam kept trying to force her religion on me, and when I told my friends about it, they laughed at me. I didn’t want that, even at age ten, and told the court I thought my mother was crazy. The court agreed.”


  “So . . . so Dorothy hasn’t had her one child yet. Do you think she can still have one? What are the legalities of that?”


  “Pretty cut-and-dried, according to Dorothy. The judges don’t like it, but it’s her birthright, and they can’t deny it. She managed to get permission to have you grown because of a loophole in the law, since she was going to Mercury and would be out of the jurisdiction of the Lunar courts. The loophole was closed shortly after you left. So you and I are pretty unique. What do you think about that?”


  “I don’t know. I think I’d rather have a normal family. What do I say to Dorothy now?”


  She hugged me, and I loved her for that. I was feeling young and alone. Her story was still settling in, and I was afraid of what my reaction might be when I digested it to its conclusion.


  “I wouldn’t tell her anything. Why should you? She’ll probably get around to telling you before you leave for the cometary zone, but if she doesn’t, what of it? What does it matter? Hasn’t she been a mother to you? Do you have any complaints? Is the biological fact of motherhood all that important? I think not. I think love is more important, and I can see that was there.”


  “But she’s my father! How do I relate to that?”


  “Don’t even try. I suspect that fathers loved their children in pretty much the same way mothers did, back when fatherhood was more than just insemination.”


  “Maybe you’re right. I think you’re right.” She held me close in the dark.


  “Of course I’m right.”


  Three hours later, there was a rumble and the violet glow surrounded us again.


  We walked into the sunlight hand in hand. The rescue crew was there to meet us, grinning and patting us on the back. They filled our tanks, and we enjoyed the luxury of wasting oxygen to drive away the sweat.


  “How bad was it?” I asked the rescue boss.


  “Medium-sized. You two are some of the last to be dug out. Did you have a hard time in there?”


  I looked at Jubilant, who acted as though she had just been resurrected from the dead, grinning like a maniac. I thought about it.


  “No. No trouble.”


  We climbed the rocky slope, and I looked back. The quake had dumped several tons of rock into quicksilver gully. Worse still, the natural dam at the lower end had been destroyed. Most of the mercury had drained out into the broader valley below. It was clear that the quicksilver grotto would never be the magic place it had been in my youth. That was a sad thing. I had loved it, and it seemed that I was leaving a lot behind me down there.


  I turned my back on it and walked down toward the house and Dorothy.


  MERCURIAL


  Kim Stanley Robinson


  Science fiction stories that project the problems of crime detection into the future have proven over the decades to be a favorite form for writers and readers alike. (Isaac Asimov’s novels about Lije Baley—most recently The Robots of Dawn—are perhaps the classics of this type—though Larry Niven John Varley, and many others have produced excellent stories in this vein.) The combination of genres is a natural one, because both sf and detective fiction strongly appeal to the intellect.


  Now Kim Stanley Robinson gives us a tale of murder on Mercury, with delightful characters and well-considered science. (Despite references at the beginning to other cases solved by his protagonists, “Mercurial” is the only story Robinson has actually written in this “series”—so far)


  Kim Stanley Robinson’s stories have been featured in the past several volumes of Universe, and his first two novels, The Wild Shore and Icehenge, greatly increased his reputation in 1984.


  
    “She rules all of Oz,” said Dorothy, “and so she rules your city and you, because you are in the Winkie Country, which is part of the Land of Oz.”


    “It may be,” returned the High Coco-Lorum, “for we do not study geography and have never inquired whether we live in the Land of Oz or not. And any Ruler who rules us from a distance, and unknown to us, is welcome to the job.”


    —L. Frank Baum, The Lost Princess of Oz

  


  I am not, despite the appearances, fond of crime detection. In the past, it is true, I occasionally accompanied my friend Freya Grindavik as she solved her cases, and admittedly this watsoning gave me some good material for the little tales I have written for the not-very-discriminating markets on Mars and Titan. But after the “Case of the Golden Sphere of the Lion of Mercury,” in which I ended up hanged by the feet from the clear dome of Terminator, two hundred meters above the rooftops of the city, my native lack of enthusiasm rose to the fore. And following the unfortunate “Adventure of the Vulcan Accelerator,” when Freya’s arch-foe Jan Johannsen tied us to a pile of hay under a large magnifying glass in a survival tent, there to await Mercury’s fierce dawn, I put my foot down: no more detecting. That, so to speak, was the last straw.


  So when I agreed to accompany Freya to the Solday party of Heidi van Seegeren, it was against my better judgment. But Freya assured me there would be no business involved; and despite the obvious excesses, I enjoy a Solday party as much as the next esthete. So when she came by my villa, I was ready.


  “Make haste,” she said. “We’re late, and I must be before Heidi’s Monet when the Great Gates are opened. I adore that painting.”


  “Your infatuation is no secret,” I said, panting as I trailed her through the crowded streets of the city. Freya, as those of you who have read my earlier tales know, is two and a half meters tall, and broad-shouldered; she barged through the shoals of Solday celebrants rather like a whale, and I, pilot-fish-like, dodged in her wake. She led me through a group of Grays, who with carpetbeaters were busy pounding rugs saturated with yellow dust. As I coughed and brushed off my fine burgundy suit, I said, “My feeling is that you have taken me to view that antique canvas once or twice too often.”


  She looked at me sternly. “As you will see, on Solday it transcends even its usual beauty. You look like a bee drowning in pollen, Nathaniel.”


  “Whose fault is that?” I demanded, brushing my suit fastidiously. We came to the gate in the wall surrounding Van Seegeren’s town villa, and Freya banged on it loudly. The gate was opened by a scowling man. He was nearly a meter shorter than Freya, and had a balding head that bulged rather like the dome of the city. In a mincing voice he said, “Invitations?”


  “What’s this?” said Freya. “We have permanent invitations from Heidi.”


  “I’m sorry,” the man said coolly. “Ms. Van Seegeren has decided her Solday parties have gotten overcrowded, and this time she sent out invitations, and instructed me to let in only those who have them.”


  “Then there has been a mistake,” Freya declared. “Get Heidi on the intercom, and she will instruct you to let me in. I am Freya Grindavik, and this is Nathaniel Sebastian.”


  “I’m sorry,” the man said, quite unapologetically. “Every person turned away says the same thing, and Ms. Van Seegeren prefers not to be disturbed so frequently.”


  “She’ll be more disturbed to hear we’ve been held up,” Freya shifted toward the man. “And who might you be?”


  “I am Sander Musgrave, Ms. Van Seegeren’s private secretary.”


  “How come I’ve never met you?”


  “Ms. Van Seegeren hired me two months ago,” Musgrave said, and stepped back so he could look Freya in the eye without straining his neck. “That is immaterial, however—”


  “I’ve been Heidi’s friend for over forty years,” Freya said slowly, once again shifting forward to lean over the man. “And I would wager she values her friends more than her secretaries.”


  Musgrave stepped back indignantly. “I’m sorry!” he snapped. “I have my orders! Good day!”


  But alas for him, Freya was now standing well in the gateway, and she seemed uninclined to move; she merely cocked her head at him. Musgrave comprehended his problem, and his mouth twitched uncertainly.


  The impasse was broken when Van Seegeren’s maid Lucinda arrived from the street. “Oh, hello, Freya, Nathaniel. What are you doing out here?”


  “This new Malvolio of yours is barring our entrance,” Freya said.


  “Oh, Musgrave,” said Lucinda. “Let these two in, or the boss will be mad.”


  Musgrave retreated with a deep scowl. “I’ve studied the ancients, Ms. Grindavik,” he said sullenly. “You need not insult me.”


  “Malvolio was a tragic character,” Freya assured him. “Read Charles Lamb’s essay concerning the matter.”


  “I certainly will,” Musgrave said stiffly, and hurried to the villa, giving us a last poisonous look.


  “Of course, Lamb’s father,” Freya said absently, staring after the man, “was a house servant. Lucinda, who is that?”


  Lucinda rolled her eyes. “The boss hired him to restore some of her paintings, and get the records in order. I wish she hadn’t.”


  The bell in the gate sounded. “I’ve got it, Musgrave,” Lucinda shouted at the villa. She opened the gate, revealing the artist Harvey Washburn.


  “So you do,” said Harvey, blinking. He was high again; a bottle of the White Brother hung from his hand. “Freya! Nathaniel! Happy Solday to you—have a drink?”


  We refused the offer, and then followed Harvey around the side of the villa, exchanging a glance. I felt sorry for Harvey. Most of Mercury’s great collectors came to Harvey’s showings, but they dissected his every brushstroke for influences, and told him what he should be painting, and then among themselves they called his work amateurish and unoriginal, and never bought a single canvas. I was never surprised to see him drinking.


  We rounded the side of the big villa and stepped onto the white stone patio, which was made of a giant slab of England’s Dover cliffs, cut out and transported to Mercury entire. Malvolio Musgrave had spoken the truth about Heidi reducing the size of her Solday party: where often the patio had been jammed, there were now fewer than a dozen people. I spotted George Butler, Heidi’s friend and rival art collector, and Arnold Ohman, the art dealer who had obtained for many of Mercury’s collectors their ancient masterpieces from Earth. As I greeted them Freya led us all across the patio to the back wall of the villa, which was also fronted with white slabs of the Dover cliffs. There, all alone, hung Claude Monet’s Rouen Cathedral—Sun Effect. “Look at it, Nathaniel!” Freya commanded me. “Isn’t it beautiful?”


  I looked at it. Now you must understand that, as owner of the Gallery Orientale, and by deepest personal esthetic conviction, I am a connoisseur of Chinese art, a style in which a dozen artfully spontaneous brushstrokes can serve to delineate a mountain or two, several trees, a small village and its inhabitants, and perhaps some birds. Given my predilection, you will not be surprised to learn that to look at the antique rectangle of color that Freya so admired was to risk damaging my eyes. Thick scumbled layers of grainy paint scarcely revealed the cathedral of the title, which wavered under a blast of light so intense that I doubted Mercury’s midday could compete with it. Small blobs of every color served to represent both the indistinct stone and a pebbly sky, both were composed of combinations principally of white, yellow, and purple, though as I say every other color made an appearance.


  “Stunning,” I said, with a severe squint. “Are you sure this Monet wasn’t a bit nearsighted?”


  Freya glared at me, ignoring Butler’s chuckles. “I suppose your comment might have been funny the first time you made it. To children, anyway.”


  “But I heard it was actually true,” I said, shielding my eyes with one hand. “Monet was nearsighted, and so, like Goya, his vision affected his painting—”


  “I should hope so,” Harvey said solemnly.


  “—so all he could see were those blobs of color; isn’t that sad?”


  Freya shook her head. “You won’t get a rise out of me today, Nathaniel. You’ll have to think up your dinner conversation by yourself.”


  Momentarily stopped by this riposte, I retired with Arnold Ohman to Heidi’s patio bar. After dialing drinks from the bartender we sat on the blocks of Dover cliffs that made up the patio’s outer wall. We toasted Solday, and contemplated the clouds of yellow talc that swirled over the orange tile rooftops below us. For those of you who have never visited it, Terminator is an oval city. The forward half of the city is flat, and projects out under the clear dome. The rear half of the oval is terraced, and rises to the tall Dawn Wall which supports the upper rim of the dome, and shields the city from the perpetually rising sun. The Great Gates of Terminator are near the top of the Dawn Wall, and when they are opened shafts of Sol’s overwhelming light spear through the city’s air, illuminating everything in a yellow brilliance. Heidi van Seegeren’s villa was about halfway up the terraced slope; we looked upon gray stone walls, orange tile roofs, and the dusty vines and lemon trees of the terrace gardens that dotted the city. Outside the dome the twelve big tracks of the city extended off to the horizon, circling the planet like a slender silver wedding band. It was a fine view, and I lifted my glass remembering that Claude Monet wasn’t there to paint it. For sometimes, if you ask me, reality is enough.


  Ohman downed his drink in one swallow. Rumor had it that he was borrowing heavily to finance one of his big Terran purchases; it was whispered he was planning to buy the closed portion of the Louvre—or the Renaissance room of the Vatican museum—or Amsterdam’s Van Gogh collection. But rumors like that circulated around Arnold continuously. He was that kind of dealer. It was unlikely any of them were true; still, his silence seemed to reveal a certain tension.


  “Look at the way Freya is soaking in that painting you got for Heidi,” I said, to lift his spirits. Freya’s face was within centimeters of the canvas, where she could examine it blob by blob; the people behind her could see nothing but her white-blond hair. Ohman smiled at the sight. He had brought the Monet back from his most recent Terran expedition, and apparently it had been a great struggle to obtain it. Both the English family that owned it and the British government had had to be paid enormous sums to secure its release, and only the fact that Mercury was universally considered humanity’s greatest art museum had cleared the matter with the courts. It had been one of Arnold’s finest hours.


  Now he said, “Maybe we should pull her away a bit, so that others can see.”


  “If both of us tug on her it may work,” I said. We stood and went to her side. Harvey Washburn, looking flushed and frazzled, joined us, and we convinced Freya to share the glory. Ohman and Butler conferred over something, and entered the villa through the big French doors that led into the concert room. Inside, Heidi’s orchestra rolled up and down the scales of Moussorgsky’s Hut of Baba Yaga. That meant it was close to the time when the Great Gates would open (Heidi always gets inside information about this).


  Sure enough, as Moussorgsky’s composition burst from The Hut of Baba Yaga into The Great Gates of Kiev, two splinters of white light split the air under the dome. Shouts and fanfares rose everywhere, nearly drowning the amplified sound of our orchestra. Slowly the Great Gates opened, and as they did the shafts of light grew to thick buttery gold bars of air. By their rich, nearly blinding glare, Heidi van Seegeren made her first entrance from her villa, timing her steps to the exaggerated Maazel ritard that her conductor Hiu employed every Solday when Pictures at an Exhibition was performed. This ritard shifted the music from the merely grandiose to the utterly bombastical, and it took Heidi over a minute to cross her own narrow patio; but I suppose it was not entirely silly, given the ritual nature of the moment, and the flood of light that was making the air appear a thick, quite tangible gel. What with the light, and the uproar created by the keening Grays and the many orchestras in the neighborhood, each playing their own overture or fanfare (the Coriolan came from one side of us, the 1812 from the other), it was a complex and I might even say noisy esthetic moment, and the last thing I needed was to take another look at the Monet monstrosity, but Freya would not have it otherwise.


  “You’ve never seen it when the Great Gates are opened,” she said. “That was the whole point in bringing you here today.”


  “I see.” Actually I barely saw anything; as Freya had guided me by the arm to the painting I had accidentally looked directly at the incandescent yellow bars of sunlight and brilliant blue afterimages bounced in my sight. I heard rather than saw Harvey Washburn join us. Many blinks later I was able to join the others in devoting my attention to the big canvas.


  Well. The Monet positively glowed in the dense, lambent air; it gave off light like a lamp, vibrating with a palpable energy of its own. At the sight of it even I was impressed.


  “Yes,” I admitted to Freya and Harvey, “I can see how precisely he placed all those little chunks of color, and I can see how sharp and solid the cathedral is under all that goo, but it’s like Solday, you know, it’s a heightened effect. The result is garish, really; it’s too much.”


  “But this is a painting of midday,” Harvey said. “And as you can see, midday can get pretty garish.”


  “But this is Terminator! The Grays have put a lot of talc in the air to make it look this way!”


  “So what?” Freya demanded impatiently. “Stop thinking so much, Nathaniel. Just look at it. See it. Isn’t it beautiful? Haven’t you felt things look that way sometimes, seeing stone in sunlight?”


  “Well . . .” And, since I am a strictly honest person, if I had said anything at all I would have had to admit that it did have a power about it. It drew the eye; it poured light onto us as surely as the beams of sunlight extending from the gates in the Dawn Wall to the curved side of the clear dome.


  “Well?” Freya demanded.


  “Well yes,” I said. “Yes I see that cathedral front—I feel it. But there must have been quite a heat wave in old Rouen. It’s as if Monet had seen Terminator on Solday, the painting fits so well with this light.”


  “No,” Freya said, but her left eye was squinted, a sign she was thinking.


  Harvey said, “We make the conditions of light in Terminator, and so it is an act of the imagination, like this painting. You shouldn’t be surprised if there are similarities: We value this light because the old masters created it on their canvases.”


  I shook my head, and indicated the brassy bedlam around us. “No. I believe we made this one up ourselves.”


  Freya and Harvey laughed, with the giddiness that Solday inspires. Suddenly a loud screech came from inside the villa. Freya hurried across the patio into the music room, and I followed her. Both of us, however, had forgotten the arrangements that Heidi made on Soldays to cast the brilliant light throughout her home, and as we ran past the silenced orchestra into a hallway we were blasted by light from a big mirror carefully placed in the villa’s central atrium. Screams still echoed from somewhere inside, but we could only stumble blindly through bright pulsing afterimages, retinal Monets if you will, while unidentified persons bowled into us, and mirrors crashed to the floor. And the atrium was raised, so that occasional steps up in the hallway tripped us.


  “Murder!” someone cried. “Murder! There he goes!” And with that a whole group of us were off down the halls like hounds—blind hounds—baying after unknown prey. A figure leaped from behind a mirror glaring white, and Freya and I tackled it just inside the atrium.


  When my vision swam back I saw it was George Butler. “What’s going on?” he asked, very politely for a man who had just been jumped on by Freya Grindavik.


  “Don’t ask us,” Freya said irritably.


  “Murder!” shrieked Lucinda, from the hallway that led from the atrium directly back to the patio. We jumped up and crowded into the hallway. Just beyond a mirror shattered into many pieces lay a man’s body; apparently he had been crawling toward the patio when he collapsed, and one arm and finger extended ahead of him, still pointing to the patio. Freya approached, gingerly turned the body’s head. “It’s that Musgrave fellow,” she said, blinking to clear her sight. “He’s dead, all right. Struck on the head with the mirror there, no doubt.”


  Heidi van Seegeren joined us. “What’s going on?”


  “That was my question,” George Butler said.


  Freya explained the situation to her.


  “Call the police,” Heidi said to Lucinda. “And I suppose no one should leave.”


  I sighed.


  And so crime detection ensnared me once again. I helped Freya by circulating on the patio, calming the shocked and nervous guests. “Um, excuse me, very sorry to inform you, yes, sorry—hard to believe, yes—somebody had it in for the secretary Musgrave, it appears”—all the while watching to see if anyone would jump, or turn pale, or start to run when I told them. Then, of course, I had to lead gently to the idea that everyone had gone from guest to suspect, soon to be questioned by Freya and the police. “No, no, of course you’re not suspected of anything, farthest thing from our minds, it’s just that Freya wants to know if there’s anything you saw that would help,” and so on. Then I had to do the difficult scheduling of Freya’s interviews, at the same time I was supposed to keep an eye out for anything suspicious.


  Oh, the watson does the dirty work, all right. No wonder we always look dense when the detective unveils the solutions; we never have the time even to get the facts straight, much less meditate on their meaning. All I got that day were fragments: Lucinda whispered to me that Musgrave had worked for George Butler before Heidi hired him. Harvey Washburn told me that Musgrave had once been an artist, and that he had only recently moved to Mercury from Earth; this was his first Solday. That didn’t give him much time to be hired by Butler, fired, and then hired by Van Seegeren. But was that of significance?


  Late in the day I spoke with one of the police officers handling the case. She was relieved to have the help of Freya Grindavik. Terminator’s police force is small, and often relies on the help of the city’s famous detective for the more difficult cases. The officer gave me a general outline of what they had learned: Lucinda had heard a shout for help, had stepped into the atrium and seen a bloodied figure crawling down the hallway toward the patio. She had screamed and run for help, but only in the hallway was clear vision possible, and she had quickly gotten lost. After that, chaos; everyone at the party had a different tale of confusion.


  Following that conversation I had nothing more to do, so I got all the sequestered guests coffee, and helped pick up some of the broken hall mirrors, and passed some time prowling Heidi’s villa, getting down on my hands and knees with the police robots to inspect a stain or two.


  When Freya was finished with her interrogations, she promised Heidi and the police that she would see the case to its end—at least provisionally: “I only do this for entertainment,” she told them irritably. “I’ll stay with it as long as it entertains me. And I shall entertain myself with it.”


  “That’s all right,” said the police, who had heard this before. “Just so long as you’ll take the case.” Freya nodded, and we left.


  The Solday celebration was long since over; the Great Gates were closed, and once again through the dome shone the black sky. I said to Freya, “Did you hear about Musgrave working for Butler? And how he came from Earth just recently?” For you see, once on the scent I am committed to seeing a case solved.


  “Please, Nathaniel,” Freya said. “I heard all of that and more. Musgrave stole the concept of Harvey Washburn’s first series of paintings, he blackmailed both Butler and our host Heidi to obtain his jobs from them—or so I deduce, from their protestations, and from certain facts concerning their recent questionable merger that I am privy to. And he tried to assault Lucinda, who is engaged to the cook Delaurence—” She let out a long sigh. “Motives are everywhere.”


  Bemused, I said, “It seems this Musgrave was a thoroughly despicable sort.”


  “Yes. An habitual blackmailer.”


  “Nothing suggests itself to you?”


  “No. Not only that, but it seems almost every person at the party had a good alibi for the moment of the murder! Oh, I don’t know why I agree to solve these things. Here I am committed to this head-bashing, and my best clue is something that you suggested.”


  “I wasn’t aware that I had suggested anything!”


  “There is a fresh perspective to ignorance that can be very helpful.”


  “So it is important that Musgrave just arrived from Earth?”


  She laughed. “Let’s stop in the Plaza Dubrovnik and get something to eat. I’m starving.”


  Almost three weeks passed without a word from Freya, and I began to suspect that she was ignoring the case. Freya has no real sense of right and wrong, you see; she regards her cases as games, to be tossed aside if they prove too taxing. More than once she has cheerfully admitted defeat, and blithely forgotten any promises she may have made. She is not a moral person.


  So I dropped by her home near Plaza Dubrovnik one evening, to rouse her from her irresponsible indifference. When she answered the door there were paint smudges on her face and hands.


  “Freya,” I scolded her. “How could you take up an entirely new hobby when there is a case to be solved?”


  “Generously I allow you entrance after such a false accusation,” she said. “But you will have to eat your words.”


  She led me downstairs to her basement laboratory, which extended the entire length and breadth of her villa.


  There on a big white-topped table lay Heidi van Seegeren’s Monet, looking like the three-dimensional geologic map of some minerally blessed country.


  “What’s this?” I exclaimed. “Why is this here?”


  “I believe it is a fake,” she said shortly, returning to a computer console.


  “Wait a moment!” I cried. On the table around the painting were rolls of recording chart paper, lab notebooks, and what looked like black-and-white photos of the painting. “What do you mean?”


  After tapping at the console she turned to me. “I mean I believe it’s a fake!”


  “But I thought art forgery was extinct. It is too easy to discover a fake.”


  “Ha!” She waved a finger at me angrily. “You pick a bad time to say so. It is a common opinion, of course, but not necessarily true.”


  I regarded the canvas more closely. “What makes you think this a fake? I thought it was judged a masterpiece of its period.”


  “Something you said first caused me to question it,” she said. “You mentioned that the painting seemed to have been created by an artist familiar with the light of Terminator. This seemed true to me, and it caused me to reflect that one of the classic signs of a fake was anachronistic sensibility—that is to say, the forger injects into his vision of the past some element of his time that is so much a part of his sensibility that he cannot perceive it. Thus the Victorians faked Renaissance faces with a sentimentality that only they could not immediately see.”


  “I see.” I nodded sagely. “It did seem that cathedral had been struck with Solday light, didn’t it?”


  “Yes. The trouble is, I have been able to find no sign of forgery in the physical properties of the painting.” She shook her head. “And after three weeks of uninterrupted chemical analysis, that is beginning to worry me.”


  “But Freya,” I said, as something occurred to me. “Does all this have a bearing on the Musgrave murder?”


  “I think so,” she replied. “And if not, it is certainly more interesting. But I believe it does.”


  I nodded. “So what, exactly, have you found?”


  She smiled ironically. “You truly want to know? Well. The best test for anachronisms is the polonium 210, radium 226 equilibrium—”


  “Please, Freya. No jargon.”


  “Jargon!” She raised an eyebrow to scorn me. “There is no such thing. Intelligence is like mold in a Petri dish—as it eats ever deeper into the agar of reality, language has to expand with it to describe what has been digested. Each specialty provides the new vocabulary for its area of feeding, and gets accused of fabricating jargon by those who know no better. I’m surprised to hear such nonsense from you. Or perhaps not.”


  “Very well,” I said, hands up. “Still, you must communicate your meaning to me.


  “I shall. First I analyzed the canvas. The material and its weave match the characteristics of the canvas made by the factory outside Paris that provided Monet throughout the painting of the Rouen cathedral series. Both the fabric and the glue appear very old, though there is no precise dating technique for them. And there was no trace of solvents that might have been used to strip paint off a genuine canvas of the period.


  “I then turned to the paint. Follow so far?” she asked sharply. “Paint?”


  “You may proceed without further sarcasm, unless unable to control yourself.”


  “The palette of an artist as famous as Monet has been studied in detail, so that we know he preferred cadmium yellow to chromium yellow or Naples yellow, that he tended to use Prussian blue rather than cobalt blue, and so on.” She tapped the flecks of blue at the base of the cathedral. “Prussian blue.”


  “You’ve taken paint off the canvas?”


  “How else test it? But I took very small samples, I assure you. Whatever the truth concerning the work, it remains a masterpiece, and I would not mar it. Besides, most of my tests were on the white paint, of which there is a great quantity, as you can see.”


  I leaned over to stare more closely at the canvas. “Why the white paint?”


  “Because lead white is one of the best dating tools we have. The manufacturing methods used to make it changed frequently around Monet’s time, and each change in method altered the chemical composition of the paint. After 1870, for instance, the cheaper zinc white was used to adulterate lead white, so there should be over one percent zinc in Monet’s lead white.”


  “And is that what you found?”


  “Yes. The atomic absorption spectrum showed—” She dug around in the pile of chart paper on the table. “Well, take my word for it—”


  “I will.”


  “Nearly twelve percent. And the silver content for late-nineteenth-century lead white should be around four parts per million, the copper content about sixty parts per million. So it is with this paint. There is no insoluble antimony component, as there would be if the paint had been manufactured after 1940. The X-ray diffraction pattern”—she unrolled a length of chart paper and showed me where three sharp peaks in a row had been penned by the machine—“is exactly right, and there is the proper balance of polonium 210 and radium 226. That’s very important, by the way, because when lead white is manufactured the radioactive balance of some of its elements is upset, and it takes a good three hundred years for them to decay back to equilibrium. And this paint is indeed back to that equilibrium.”


  “So the paints are Monet’s,” I concluded. “Doesn’t that prove the work authentic?”


  “Perhaps,” Freya admitted. “But as I was doing all this analysis, it occurred to me that a modern forger has just as much information concerning Monet’s palette as I do. With a modern laboratory it would be possible to use such information as a recipe, so to speak, and then to synthesize paints that would match the recipe exactly. Even the radioactively decayed lead white could be arranged, by avoiding the procedures that disrupt the radioactive balance in the first place!”


  “Wouldn’t that be terrifically complicated?”


  Freya stared at me. “Obviously, Nathaniel, we are dealing with a very, very meticulous faker here. But how else could it be done, in this day and age? Why else do it at all? The complete faker must take care to anticipate every test available, and then in a modern laboratory create the appropriate results for every one of them. It’s admirable!”


  “Assuming there ever was such a forger,” I said dubiously. “It seems to me that what you have actually done here is prove the painting genuine.”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “But even with these paints made by recipe, as you call them, the faker would still have to paint the painting!”


  “Exactly. Conceive the painting, and execute it. It becomes very impressive, I confess.” She walked around the table to look at the work from the correct angle. “I do believe this is one of the best of the Rouen cathedral series—astonishing, that a forger would be capable of it.”


  “That brings up another matter,” I said. “Doesn’t this work have a five-hundred-year-old pedigree? How could a whole history have been provided for it?”


  “Good question. But I believe I have discovered the way. Let’s go upstairs—you interrupted my preparations for lunch, and I’m hungry.” I followed her to her extensive kitchen, and sat in the window nook that overlooked the tile rooftops of the lower city while she finished chopping up the vegetables for a large salad.


  “Do you know the painting’s history?” Freya asked, looking up from a dissected head of lettuce.


  I shook my head. “Up until now the thing has not been of overwhelming interest to me.”


  “A confession of faulty esthetics. The work was photographed at the original exhibit in 1895, Durand-Ruel photo 5828 L8451. All of the information appended to the photo fits our painting—same name, size, signature location. Then for a century it disappeared. Odd. But it turned out to have been in the estate of an Evans family, in Aylesbury, England. When the family had some conservation work done on one corner it returned to public knowledge, and was photographed for a dozen books of the twenty-first and twenty-second centuries. After that it slipped back into obscurity, but it is as well documented as any of the series belonging to private estates.”


  “Exactly my point,” I said. “How could such a history be forged?” As Freya mixed the salad she smiled. “I sat and thought about that for quite some time myself. But consider it freshly, Nathaniel. How do we know what we know of the past?”


  “Well,” I said, somewhat at a loss. “From data banks, I suppose. And books—documents—historians—”


  “From historians!” She laughed. She provided us both with bowls, and sat across from me. As I filled mine she said, “So we want to know something of the past. We go to our library and sit at its terminal. We call up general reference works, or a bibliographical index, and we choose, if we want, books that we would like to have in our hands. We type in the appropriate code, our printer prints up the appropriate book, and the volume slides out of the computer into our waiting grasp.” She paused to fork down several mouthfuls of salad. “So we learn about the past using computer programs. And a clever programmer, you see, can change a program. It would be possible to insert extra pages into these old books on Monet, and thus add the forged painting to the record of the past.”


  I paused, a cherry tomato hovering before my mouth. “But—”


  “I searched for an original of any of these books containing photos of our painting,” Freya said. “I called all over Mercury, and to several incunabulists in libraries on Earth—you wouldn’t believe the phone bill I’ve run up. But the original printings of these art volumes were very small, and although first editions probably remain somewhere, they are not to be found. Certainly there are no first editions of these books on Mercury, and none immediately locatable on Earth. It began to seem a very unlikely coincidence, as if these volumes contained pictures of our painting precisely because they existed only in the data banks, and thus could be altered without discovery.”


  She attended to her salad, and we finished eating in silence. All the while my mind was spinning furiously, and when we were done I said, “What about the original exhibit photo?”


  She nodded, pleased with me. “That, apparently, is genuine. But the Durand-Ruel photos include four or five paintings that have never been seen since. In that sense the Rouen cathedral series is a good one for a faker; from the first it has never been clear how many cathedrals Monet painted. The usual number given is thirty-two, but there are more in the Durand-Ruel list, and a faker could examine the list and use one of the lost items as a prescription for his fake. Providing a later history with the aid of these obscure art books would result in a fairly complete pedigree.”


  “But could such an addition to the data banks be made?”


  “It would be easiest done on Earth,” Freya said. “But there is no close security guarding the banks containing old art books. No one expects them to be tampered with.”


  “It’s astonishing,” I said with a wave of my fork, “it is baroque, it is byzantine in its ingenuity!”


  “Yes,” she said. “Beautiful, in a way.”


  “However,” I pointed out to her, “you have no proof—only this perhaps overly complex theory. You have found no first edition of a book to confirm that the computer-generated volumes add Heidi’s painting, and you have found no physical anachronism in the painting itself.” Gloomily she clicked her fork against her empty salad bowl, then rose to refill it. “It is a problem,” she admitted. “Also, I have been working on the assumption that Sandor Musgrave discovered evidence of the forgery. But I can’t find it.”


  Never let it be said that Nathaniel Sebastian has not performed a vital role in Freya Grindavik’s great feats of detection. I was the first to notice the anachronism of sensibility in Heidi’s painting; and now I had a truly inspired idea. “He was pointing to the patio!” I exclaimed. “Musgrave, in his last moment, struggled to point to the patio!”


  “I had observed that,” Freya said, unimpressed.


  “But Heidi’s patio—you know—it is formed out of blocks of the Dover cliffs! And thus Musgrave indicated England! Is it not possible? The Monet was owned by Englishmen until Heidi purchased it—perhaps Musgrave meant to convey that the original owners were the forgers!” Freya’s mouth hung open in surprise, and her left eye was squinted shut. I leaped from the window nook in triumph. “I’ve solved it! I’ve solved a mystery at last.”


  Freya looked up at me and laughed.


  “Come now, Freya, you must admit I have given you the vital clue.” She stood up, suddenly all business. “Yes, yes, indeed you have. Now out with you, Nathaniel; I have work to do.”


  “So I did give you the vital clue?” I asked. “Musgrave was indicating the English owners?”


  As she ushered me to her door Freya laughed. “As a detective your intuition is matched only by your confidence. Now leave me to work, and I will be in contact with you soon, I assure you.” And with that she urged me into the street, and I was left to consider the case alone.


  Freya was true to her word, and only two days after our crucial luncheon she knocked on the door of my town villa. “Come along,” she said. “I’ve asked Arnold Ohman for an appointment; I want to ask him some questions about the Evans family. The city is passing the Monet museum, however, and he asked us to meet him out there.”


  I readied myself quickly, and we proceeded to North Station. We arrived just in time to step across the gap between the two platforms, and then we were on the motionless deck of one of the outlying stations that Terminator is always passing. There we rented a car and sped west, paralleling the dozen massive cylindrical rails over which the city slides. Soon we had left Terminator behind, and when we were seventy or eighty kilometers onto the nightside of Mercury we turned to the north, to Monet Crater.


  Terminator’s tracks lie very close to the thirtieth degree of latitude, in the northern hemisphere, and Monet Crater is not far from them. We crossed Endeavor Rupes rapidly, and passed between craters named after the great artists, writers, and composers of Earth’s glorious past: traversing a low pass between Holbein and Gluck, looking down at Melville and the double crater of Rodin. “I think I understand why a modern artist on Mercury might turn to forgery,” Freya said. “We are dwarfed by the past as we are by this landscape.”


  “But it is still a crime,” I insisted. “If it were done often, we would not be able to distinguish the authentic from the fake.”


  Freya did not reply.


  I drove our car up a short rise, and we entered the sub-mercurial garage of the Monet museum, which is set deep in the southern rim of the immense crater named after the artist. One long wall of the museum is a window facing out over the crater floor, so that the central knot of peaks is visible, and the curving inner wall of the crater defines the horizon in the murky distance. Shutters slid down to protect these windows from the heat of Mercury’s long day, but now they were open and the black wasteland of the planet formed a strange backdrop to the colorful paintings that filled the long rooms of the museum.


  There were many Monet originals there, but the canvases of the Rouen cathedral series were almost all reproductions, set in one long gallery. As Freya and I searched for Arnold we also viewed them.


  “You see, they’re not just various moments of a single day.” Freya said.


  “Not unless it was a very strange day for weather.” The three reproductions before us all depicted foggy days: two bluish and underwater-looking, the third a bright burning-off of yellow noontime fog. Obviously these were from a different day than the ones across the room, where a cool clear morning gave way to a midday that looked as if the sun were just a few feet above the cathedral. The museum had classified the series in color groups: “Blue Group.”


  “White Group.”


  “Yellow Group.” and so on. To my mind that system was stupid—it told you nothing you couldn’t immediately see. I myself classified them according to weather. There was a clear day that got very hot; a clear winter day, the air chill and pure; a foggy day; and a day when a rainstorm had grown and then broken.


  When I told Freya of my system she applauded it. “So Heidi’s painting goes from the king of the White Group to the hottest moment of the hot day.”


  “Exactly. It’s the most extreme in terms of sunlight blasting the stone into motes of color.”


  “And thus the forger extends Monet’s own thinking, you see,” she said, a bit absently. “But I don’t see Arnold, and I think we have visited every room.”


  “Could he be late?”


  “We are already quite late ourselves. I wonder if he has gone back.”


  “It seems unlikely,” I said.


  Purposefully we toured the museum one more time, and I ignored the color-splashed canvases standing before the dark crater, to search closely in all the various turns of the galleries. No Arnold.


  “Come along,” Freya said. “I suspect he stayed in Terminator, and now I want to speak with him more than ever.”


  So we returned to the garage, got back in our car, and drove out onto Mercury’s bare, baked surface once again. Half an hour later we had Terminator’s tracks in sight. They stretched before us from horizon to horizon, twelve fat silvery cylinders set five meters above the ground on narrow pylons. To the east, rolling over the flank of Valazquez Crater so slowly that we could not perceive its movement without close attention, came the city itself, a giant clear half-egg filled with the colors of rooftops, gardens, and the gray stone of the building crowding the terraced Dawn Wall.


  “We’ll have to go west to the next station,” I said. Then I saw something, up on the city track nearest us: spread-eagled over the top of the big cylinder was a human form in a light green daysuit. I stopped the car. “Look!”


  Freya peered out her window. “We’d better go investigate.”


  We struggled quickly into the car’s emergency daysuits, clamped on the helmets, and slipped through the car’s lock onto the ground. A ladder led us up the nearest cylinder pylon and through a tunnel in the cylinder itself. Once on top we could stand safely on the broad hump of the rail.


  The figure we had seen was only thirty meters away from us, and we hurried to it.


  It was Arnold, spread in cruciform fashion over the cylinder’s top, secured in place by three large suction plates that had been cuffed to his wrists and ankles, and then stuck to the cylinder. Arnold turned from his contemplation of the slowly approaching city, and looked at us wide-eyed through his faceplate. Freya reached down and turned on his helmet intercom.


  “—am I glad to see you!” Arnold cried, voice harsh. “These plates won’t move!”


  “Tied to the tracks, eh?” Freya said.


  “Yes!”


  “Who put you here?”


  “I don’t know! I went out to meet you at the Monet museum, and the last thing I remember I was in the garage there. When I came to, I was here.”


  “Does your head hurt?” I inquired.


  “Yes. Like I was gassed, though, not hit. But—the city—it just came over the horizon a short time ago. Perhaps we could dispense with discussion until I am freed?”


  “Relax,” Freya said, nudging one of the plates with her boot. “Are you sure you don’t know who did this, Arnold?”


  “Of course! That’s what I just said! Please, Freya, can’t we talk after I get loose?”


  “In a hurry, Arnold?” Freya asked.


  “Of course.”


  “No need to be too worried,” I assured him. “If we can’t free you the cowcatchers will be out to pry you loose.” I tried lifting a plate, but could not move it. “Surely they will find a way—it’s their job, after all.”


  “True,” Arnold said.


  “Usually true,” said Freya. “Arnold is probably not aware that the cowcatchers have become rather unreliable recently. Some weeks ago a murderer tied his victim to a track just as you have been, Arnold, and then somehow disengaged the cowcatchers’ sensors. The unfortunate victim was shaved into molecules by one of the sleeves of the city. It was kept quiet to avoid any attempted repetitions, but since then the cowcatchers’ sensors have continued to function erratically, and two or three suicides have been entirely too successful.”


  “Perhaps this isn’t the best moment to tell us about this,” I suggested to Freya.


  Arnold choked over what I took to be his agreement.


  “Well,” Freya said, “I thought I should make the situation clear. Now listen, Arnold. We need to talk.”


  “Please,” Arnold said. “Free me first, then talk.”


  “No, no—”


  “But Terminator is only a kilometer away!”


  “Your perspective from that angle is deceptive,” Freya told him. “The city is at least three kilometers away.”


  “More like two,” I said, as I could now make out individual rooftops under the Dawn Wall. In fact the city glowed like a big glass lamp, and illuminated the entire landscape with a faint green radiance.


  “And at three point four kilometers an hour,” Freya said, “that gives us almost an hour, doesn’t it. So listen to me, Arnold. The Monet cathedral that you sold to Heidi is a fake.”


  “What?” Arnold cried. “It certainly is not! And I insist this isn’t the time—”


  “It is a fake. Now I want you to tell me the truth, or I will leave you here to test the cowcatchers.” She leaned over to stare down at Arnold face to face. “I know who painted the fake, as well.”


  Helplessly Arnold stared up at her.


  “He put you on the track here, didn’t he.”


  Arnold squeezed his eyes shut, nodded slowly. “I think so.”


  “So if you want to be let up, you must swear to me that you will abide by my plan for dealing with this forger. You will follow my instructions, understand?”


  “I understand.”


  “Do you agree?”


  “I agree,” Arnold said, forcing the words out. “Now let me up!”


  “All right,” Freya straightened.


  “How are we going to do it?” I asked.


  Freya shrugged. “I don’t know.”


  At this Arnold howled, he shouted recriminations, he began to wax hysterical—


  “Shut up!” Freya exclaimed. “You’re beginning to sound like a man who has made too many brightside crossings. These suction plates are little different from children’s darts.” She leaned down, grasped a plate, pulled up with all of her considerable strength. No movement. “Hmm,” she said thoughtfully.


  “Freya,” Arnold said.


  “One moment,” she replied, and walked back down the hump of the cylinder to the ladder tunnel, there to disappear down it.


  “She’s left me,” Arnold groaned. “Left me to be crushed.”


  “I don’t think so,” I said. “No doubt she has gone to the car to retrieve some useful implement.” I kicked heartily at the plate holding Arnold’s feet to the cylinder, and even managed to slide it a few centimeters down the curve, which had the effect of making Arnold suddenly taller. But other than that I made no progress.


  When Freya returned she carried a bar bent at one end. “Crowbar,” she explained to us.


  “But where did you get it?”


  “From the car’s tool chest, naturally. Here.” She stepped over Arnold. “If we just insinuate this end of it under your cuffs, I believe we’ll have enough leverage to do the trick. The cylinder being curved, the plates’ grasp should be weakened . . . about here.” She jammed the short end of the bar under the edge of the footplates’ cuff, and pulled on the upper end of it. Over the intercom, breathless silence; her fair cheeks reddened; then suddenly Arnold’s legs flew up and over his head, leaving his arms twisted and his neck at an awkward angle. At the same time Freya staggered off the cylinder, performed a neat somersault and landed on her feet, on the ground below us. While she made her way back up to us I tried to ease the weight on Arnold’s neck, but by his squeaks of distress I judged he was still uncomfortable. Freya rejoined us, and quickly wedged her crowbar under Arnold’s right wrist cuff, and freed it. That left Arnold hanging down the side of the cylinder by his left wrist; but with one hard crank Freya popped that plate free as well, and Arnold disappeared. By leaning over we could just see him, collapsed in a heap on the ground. “Are you all right?” Freya asked. He groaned for an answer.


  I looked up and saw that Terminator was nearly upon us. Almost involuntarily I proceeded to the ladder tunnel; Freya followed me, and we descended to the ground. “Disturbing not to be able to trust the cowcatchers,” I remarked as my heartbeat slowed.


  “Nathaniel,” Freya said, looking exasperated. “I made all that up, you know that.”


  “Ah. Yes, of course.”


  As we rejoined Arnold he was just struggling to a seated position. “My ankle,” he said. Then the green wash of light from Terminator disappeared, as did the night sky; the city slid over us, and we were encased in a gloom interrupted by an occasional running light. All twelve of the city’s big tracks had disappeared, swallowed by the sleeves in the city’s broad metallic foundation. Only the open slots that allowed passage over the pylons showed where the sleeves were; for a moment in the darkness it seemed we stood between two worlds held apart by a field of pylons.


  Meanwhile the city slid over us soundlessly, propelled by the expansion of the tracks themselves. You see, the alloy composing the tracks is capable of withstanding the 425 degree Centigrade heat of the Mercurial day, but the cylinders do expand just a bit in this heat. Here in the Terminator is the forward edge of the cylinders’ expansion, and the smooth-sided sleeves above us at that moment fit so snugly over the cylinders that as the cylinders expand, the city is pushed forward toward the cooler, thinner railing to the west; and so the city is propelled by the sun, while never being fully exposed to it. The motive force is so strong, in fact, that resistance to it arranged in the sleeves generates the enormous reserves of energy that Terminator has sold so successfully to the rest of civilization.


  Though I had understood this mechanism for decades, I had never before observed it from this angle, and despite the fact that I was somewhat uneasy to be standing under our fair city, I was also fascinated to see its broad, knobby silver underside gliding majestically westward. For a long time I did nothing but stare at it.


  “Wed better get to the car,” Freya said. “The sun will be up very soon after the city passes, and then we’ll be in trouble.”


  Since Arnold was still cuffed to the plates, and had at least a sprained ankle, walking with him slung between us was a slow process. While we were at it the Dawn Wall passed over us, and suddenly the twelve tracks and the stars between them were visible again. “Now wed better hurry,” said Freya. Above us the very top of the Dawn Wall flared a brilliant white; sunlight was striking that surface, only two hundred meters above us. Dawn was not far away. In the glare of reflected light we could see the heavily tire-printed ground under the cylinders perfectly, and for a while our eyes were nearly overwhelmed. “Look!” Freya cried, shielding her eyes with one hand and pointing up at the sun-washed slope of the city wall with the other. “It’s the inspiration of our Monet, don’t you think?”


  Despite our haste, the great Rouen cathedral of Mercury pulled away from us. “This won’t do,” Freya said. “Only a bit more to the car, but we have to hurry. Here, Arnold, let me carry you—” and she ran, carrying Arnold piggyback, the rest of the way to the car. As we maneuvered him through the lock, a tongue of the sun’s corona licked briefly over the horizon, blinding us. I felt scorched; my throat was dry. We were now at the dawn edge of the Terminator zone, and east-facing slopes burned white while west-facing slopes were still a perfect black, creating a chaotic patchwork that was utterly disorienting. We rolled into the car after Arnold, and quickly drove west, passing the city, returning to the night zone, and arriving at a station where we could make the transfer into the city again. Freya laughed at my expression as we crossed the gap. “Well, Nathaniel,” she said, “home again.”


  The very next day Freya arranged for those concerned with the case to assemble on Heidi’s patio again. Four police officials were there, and one took notes. The painting of the cathedral of Rouen was back in its place on the villa wall; George Butler and Harvey Washburn stood before it, while Arnold Ohman and Heidi paced by the patio’s edge. Lucinda and Delaurence, the cook, watched from behind the patio bar.


  Freya called us to order. She was wearing a severe blue dress, and her white-blond hair was drawn into a tight braid that fell down her back. Sternly she said, “I will suggest to you an explanation for the death of Sandor Musgrave. All of you except for the police and Mr. Sebastian were to one extent or another suspected of killing him, so I know this will be of great interest to you.”


  Naturally there was an uneasy stir among those listening.


  “Several of you had reason to hate Musgrave, or to fear him. The man was a blackmailer by profession, and on Earth he had obtained evidence of illegalities in the merger Heidi and George made five years ago, that gave him leverage over both of you. This and motives for the rest of you were well established during the initial investigation, and we need not recapitulate the details.


  “It is also true, however, that subsequent investigations have confirmed that all of you had alibis for the moment when Musgrave was struck down. Lucinda and Delaurence were together in the kitchen until Lucinda left to investigate the shout she heard; this was confirmed by caterers hired for the Solday party. Heidi left the patio shortly before Musgrave was found, but she was consulting with Hiu and the orchestra during the time in question. George Butler went into the house with Arnold Ohman, but they were together for most of the time they were inside. Eventually George left to go to the bathroom, but luckily for him the orchestra’s first clarinetist was there to confirm his presence. And fortunately for Mr. Ohman, I myself could see him from the patio, standing in the hallway until the very moment when Lucinda screamed.


  “So you see—” Freya paused, eyed us one by one, ran a finger along the frame of the big painting. “The problem took on a new aspect. It became clear that, while many had a motive to kill Musgrave, no one had the opportunity. This caused me to reconsider. How, exactly, had Musgrave been killed? He was struck on the head by the frame of one of Heidi’s hall mirrors. Though several mirrors were broken in the melee following Lucinda’s screams, we know the one that struck Musgrave; it was at the bend in the hallway leading from the atrium to the patio. And it was only a couple of meters away from a step down in the hallway.” Freya took a large house plan from a table and set it before the policeman. “Sandor Musgrave, you will recall, was new to Mercury. He had never seen a Solday celebration. When the Great Gates opened and the reflected light filled this villa, my suggestion is that he was overwhelmed by fright. Lucinda heard him cry for help—perhaps he thought the house was burning down. He panicked, rushed out of the study, and blindly began to run for the patio. Unable to see the step down or the mirror, he must have pitched forward, and his left temple struck the frame with a fatal blow. He crawled a few steps farther, then collapsed and died.”


  Heidi stepped forward. “So Musgrave died by accident?”


  “This is my theory. And it explains how it was that no one had the opportunity to kill him. In fact, no one did kill him.” She turned to the police. “I trust you will follow up on this suggestion?”


  “Yes,” said the one taking notes. “Death declared accidental by consulting investigator. Proceed from there.” He exchanged glances with his colleagues. “We are satisfied this explains the facts of the case.” Heidi surveyed the silent group. “To tell you the truth, I am very relieved.” She turned to Delaurence. “Let’s open the bar. It would be morbid to celebrate an accidental death, but here we can say we are celebrating the absence of a murder.”


  The others gave a small cheer of relief, and we surrounded the bartender.


  A few days later Freya asked me to accompany her to North Station. “I need your assistance.”


  “Very well,” I said. “Are you leaving Terminator?”


  “Seeing someone off.”


  When we entered the station’s big waiting room, she inspected the crowd, then cried, “Arnold!” and crossed the room to him. Arnold saw her and grimaced. “Oh, Arnold,” she said, and leaned over to kiss him on each cheek. “I’m very proud of you.”


  Arnold shook his head, and greeted me mournfully. “You’re a hard woman, Freya,” he told her. “Stop behaving so cheerfully; you make me sick. You know perfectly well this is exile of the worst sort.”


  “But Arnold,” Freya said, “Mercury is not the whole of civilization. In fact it could be considered culturally dead, an immense museum to the past that has no real life at all.”


  “Which is why you choose to live here, I’m sure,” he said bitterly. “Well of course it does have some pleasures. But the really vital centers of any civilization are on the frontier. Arnold, and that’s where you’re going.”


  Arnold looked completely disgusted.


  “But Arnold,” I said. “Where are you going?”


  “Pluto,” he said curtly.


  “Pluto?” I exclaimed. “But whatever for? What will you do there?” He shrugged. “Dig ditches, I suppose.”


  Freya laughed. “You certainly will not.” She addressed me. “Arnold has decided, very boldly I might add, to abandon his safe career as a dealer here on Mercury, to become a real artist on the frontier.”


  “But why?”


  Freya wagged a finger at Arnold. “You must write us often.” Arnold made a strangled growl. “Damn you, Freya. I refuse. I refuse to go.”


  “You don’t have that option,” Freya said. “Remember the chalk, Arnold. The chalk was your signature.”


  Arnold hung his head, defeated. The city interfaced with the spaceport station. “It isn’t fair,” Arnold said. “What am I going to do out on those barbaric outworlds?”


  “You’re going to live,” Freya said sternly. “You’re going to live and you’re going to paint. No more hiding. Understand?”


  I, at any rate, was beginning to.


  “You should be thanking me profusely,” Freya went on, “but I’ll concede you’re upset and wait for gratitude by mail.” She put a hand on Arnold’s shoulder, and pushed him affectionately toward the crossing line. “Remember to write.”


  “But,” Arnold said, a panicked expression on his face. “But—”


  “Enough!” Freya said. “Be gone! Or else.”


  Arnold sagged, and stepped across the divide between the stations. Soon the city left the spaceport station behind.


  “Well,” Freya said. “That’s done.”


  I stared at her. “You just helped a murderer to escape!”


  She lifted an eyebrow. “Exile is a very severe punishment; in fact in my cultural tradition it was the usual punishment for murder committed in anger or self-defense.”


  I waved a hand dismissively. “This isn’t the Iceland of Eric the Red. And it wasn’t self-defense—Sandor Musgrave was outright murdered.”


  “Well,” she said. “I never liked him.”


  I told you before; she has no sense of right and wrong. It is a serious defect in a detective. I could only wave my arms in incoherent outrage; and my protests have never carried much weight with Freya, who claims not even to believe them.


  We left the station. “What’s that you were saying to Arnold about chalk?” I said, curiosity getting the better of me.


  “That’s the clue you provided, Nathaniel—somewhat transformed. As you reminded me, Musgrave was pointing at the patio, and Heidi’s patio is made of a block of the Dover cliffs. Dover cliffs, as you know, are composed of chalk. So I returned to the painting, and cut through the back to retrieve samples of the chalk used in the underdrawing, which had been revealed to me by infrared photography.” She turned a corner and led me uptown. “Chalk, you see, has its own history of change. In Monet’s time chalk was made from natural sources, not from synthetics. Sure enough, the chalk I took from the canvas was a natural chalk. But natural chalk, being composed of marine ooze, is littered with the fossil remains of unicellular algae called coccoliths. These coccoliths are different depending upon the source of the chalk. Monet used Rouen chalk, appropriately enough, which was filled with the coccoliths Maslovella bamesae and Cricolithus pemmatoidens. The coccoliths in our painting, however, are Neococcolithes dubius. Very dubious indeed—for this is a North American chalk, first mined in Utah in 1924.”


  “So Monet couldn’t have used this chalk! And there you had your proof that the painting is a fake.”


  “Exactly.”


  I said doubtfully. “It seems a subtle clue for the dying Musgrave to conceive of.”


  “Perhaps,” Freya said cheerfully. “Perhaps he was only pointing in the direction of the patio by the accident of his final movements. But it was sufficient that the coincidence gave me the idea. The solution of a crime often depends upon imaginary clues.”


  “But how did you know Arnold was the forger?” I asked. “And why, after taking the trouble to concoct all those paints, did he use the wrong chalk?”


  “The two matters are related. It could be that Arnold only knew he needed a natural chalk, and used the first convenient supply without knowing there are differences between them. In that case it was a mistake—his only mistake. But it seems unlike Arnold to me, and I think rather that it was the forger’s signature. In effect, the forger said, if you take a slide of the chalk trapped underneath the paint, and magnify it five thousand times with an electron microscope, you will find me. This chalk never used by Monet is my sign. For on some level every forger hopes to be discovered, if only in the distant future—to receive credit for the work.


  “So I knew we had a forger on Mercury, and I was already suspicious of Arnold, since he was the dealer who brought the painting to Mercury, and since he was the only guest at Heidi’s party with the opportunity to kill Musgrave; he was missing during the crucial moments—”


  “You are a liar!”


  “And it seems Arnold was getting desperate; I searched among his recent bills, and found one for three suction plates. So when we found him on the track I was quite sure.”


  “He stuck himself to the track?”


  “Yes. The one on his right wrist was electronically controlled, so after setting the other two he tripped the third between his teeth. He hoped that we would discover him there after missing him at the museum, and think that there was someone else who wished him harm. And if not, the cowcatchers would pull him free. It was a silly plan, but he was desperate after I set up that appointment with him. When I confronted him with all this, after we rescued him from the tracks, he broke down and confessed. Sandor Musgrave had discovered that the Monet was a fake while blackmailing the Evans family in England, and after forcing Heidi to give him a job, he worked on the painting in secret until he found proof. Then he blackmailed Arnold into bankruptcy, and when on Solday he pressed Arnold for more money, Arnold lost his composure and took advantage of the confusion caused by the opening of the Great Gates to smack Musgrave on the head with one of Heidi’s mirrors.”


  I wagged a finger under her nose. “And you set him free. You’ve gone too far this time, Freya Grindavik.”


  She shook her head. “If you consider Arnold’s case a bit longer, you might change your mind. Arnold Ohman has been the most important art dealer on Mercury for over sixty years. He sold the Vermeer collection to George Butler, and the Goyas to Terminator West Gallery, and the Pissarros to the museum in Homer Crater, and those Chinese landscapes you love so much to the city park, and the Kandinskys to the Lion of the Grays. Most of the finest paintings on Mercury were brought here by Arnold Ohman.”


  “So?”


  “So how many of those, do you think, were painted by Arnold himself?”


  I stopped dead in the street, stunned at the very idea. “But—but that only makes it worse! Inestimably worse! It means there are fakes all over the planet!”


  “Probably so. And no one wants to hear that. But it also means Arnold Ohman is a very great artist. And in our age that is no easy feat. Can you imagine the withering reception his painting would have received if he had done original work? He would have ended up like Harvey Washburn and all the rest of them who wander around the galleries like dogs. The great art of the past crashes down on our artists like meteors, so that their minds resemble the blasted landscape we roll over. Now Arnold has escaped that fate, and his work is universally admired, even loved. That Monet, for instance—it isn’t just that it passes for one of the cathedral series; it could be argued that it is the best of them. Now is this a level of greatness that Arnold could have achieved—would have been allowed to achieve—if he had done original work on this museum planet? Impossible. He was forced to forge old masters to be able to fully express his genius.”


  “All this is no excuse for forgery or murder.”


  But Freya wasn’t listening. “Now that I’ve exiled him, he may go on forging old paintings, but he may begin painting something new. That possibility surely justified ameliorating his punishment for killing such a parasite as Musgrave. And there is Mercury’s reputation as art museum of the system to consider . . .”


  I refused to honor her opinions with a reply, and looking around, I saw that during our conversation she had led me far up the terraces. “Where are we going?”


  “To Heidi’s,” she said. And she had the grace to look a little shame-faced—for a moment, anyway. “I need your help moving something.”


  “Oh, no.”


  “Well,” Freya explained, “when I told Heidi some of the facts of the case, she insisted on giving me a token of her gratitude, and she overrode all my refusals, so . . . I was forced to accept.” She rang the wall bell.


  “You’re joking,” I said.


  “Not at all. Actually, I think Heidi preferred not to own a painting she knew to be a fake, you see. So I did her a favor by taking it off her hands.”


  When Delaurence let us in, we found he had almost finished securing Rouen Cathedral—Sun Effect in a big plastic box. “We’ll finish this,” Freya told him.


  While we completed the boxing I told Freya what I thought of her conduct. “You’ve taken liberties with the law—you lied right and left—”


  “Well boxed,” she said. “Let’s go before Heidi changes her mind.”


  “And I suppose you’re proud of yourself.”


  “Of course. A lot of lab work went into this.”


  We maneuvered the big box through the gate and into the street, and carried it upright between us, like a short flat coffin. We reached Freya’s villa, and immediately she set to work unboxing the painting. When she had freed it she set it on top of a couch, resting against the wall.


  Shaking with righteous indignation, I cried, “That thing isn’t a product of the past! It isn’t authentic. It is only a fake. Claude Monet didn’t paint it.”


  Freya looked at me with a mild frown, as if confronting a slightly dense and very stubborn child. “So what?”


  After I had lectured her on her immorality a good deal more, and heard all of her patient agreement, I ran out of steam. “Well,” I muttered, “you may have destroyed all my faith in you, and damaged Mercury’s art heritage forever, but at least I’ll get a good story out of it.” This was some small comfort. “I believe I’ll call it The Case of the Thirty-third Cathedral of Rouen.”


  “What’s this?” she exclaimed. “No, of course not!” And then she insisted that I keep everything she had told me that day a secret.


  I couldn’t believe it. Bitterly I said, “You’re like those forgers. You want somebody to witness your cleverness, and I’m the one who is stuck with it.”


  She immediately agreed, but went on to list all the reasons no one else could ever learn of the affair—how so many people would be hurt—including her, I added acerbically—how so many valuable collections would be ruined, how her plan to transform Arnold into a respectable honest Plutonian artist would collapse, and so on and so forth, for nearly an hour. Finally I gave up and conceded to her wishes, so that the upshot of it was I promised not to write down a single word concerning this particular adventure of ours, and I promised furthermore to say nothing of the entire affair, and to keep it a complete secret, forever and ever. But I don’t suppose it will do any harm to tell you.


  THE FIRST MEN ON MERCURY


  Edwin Morgan


  – We come in peace from the third planet. Would you take us to your leader?


  – Bawr stretter! Bawr. Bawr. Stretterhawl?


  – This is a little plastic model of the solar system, with working parts. You are here and we are there and we are now here with you, is this clear?


  – Gawl horrop. Bawr. Abawrhannahanna!


  – Where we come from is blue and white with brown, you see we call the brown here ‘land’, the blue is ‘sea’, and the white is ’clouds’ over land and sea, we live on the surface of the brown land, all round is sea and clouds. We are ‘men’. Men come –


  – Glawp men! Gawrbenner menko. Menhawl?


  – Men come in peace from the third planet which we call ‘earth’. We are earthmen. Take us earthmen to your leader.


  – Thmen? Thmen? Bawr. Bawrhossop. Yuleeda tan hanna. Harrabost yuleeda.


  – I am the yuleeda. You see my hands, we carry no banner, we come in peace. The spaceways are all stretterhawn.


  – Glawn peacemen all horrabhanna tantko! Tan come at mstrossop. Glawp yuleeda!


  – Atoms are peacegawl in our harraban. Menbat worrabost from tan hannahanna.


  – You men we know bawrhossoptant. Bawr. We know yuleeda. Go strawg backspetter quick.


  – We cantantabawr, tantingko backspetter now!


  – Banghapper now! Yes, third planet back. Yuleeda will go back blue, white, brown nowhanna! There is no more talk.


  – Gawl han fasthapper?


  – No. You must go back to your planet. Go back in peace, take what you have gained but quickly.


  – Stretterworra gawl, gawl . . .


  – Of course, but nothing is ever the same, now is it? You’ll remember Mercury.


  CILIA-OF-GOLD


  Stephen Baxter


  Stephen Baxter’s breathtaking new hard SF tale is set against Mercury’s austere beauty and the tangled thoughts of an alien mind.


  The people—though exhausted by the tunnel’s cold—had rested long enough, Cilia-of-Gold decided.


  Now it was time to fight.


  She climbed up through the water, her flukes pulsing, and prepared to lead the group further along the Ice-tunnel to the new Chimney cavern.


  But, even as the people rose from their browsing and crowded through the cold, stale water behind her, Cilia-of-Gold’s resolve wavered. The Seeker was a heavy presence inside her. She could feel its tendrils wrapped around her stomach, and—she knew—its probes must already have penetrated her brain, her mind, her self.


  With a beat of her flukes, she thrust her body along the tunnel. She couldn’t afford to show weakness. Not now.


  “Cilia-of-Gold.”


  A broad body, warm through the turbulent water, came pushing out of the crowd to bump against hers: it was Strong-Flukes, one of Cilia-of-Gold’s Three-mates. Strong-Flukes’ presence was immediately comforting. “Cilia-of-Gold. I know something’s wrong.”


  Cilia-of-Gold thought of denying it; but she turned away, her depression deepening. “I couldn’t expect to keep secrets from you. Do you think the others are aware?”


  The hairlike cilia lining Strong-Flukes’ belly barely vibrated as she spoke. “Only Ice-Born suspects something is wrong. And if she didn’t, we’d have to tell her.” Ice-Born was the third of Cilia-of-Gold’s mates.


  “I can’t afford to be weak, Strong-Flukes. Not now.”


  As they swam together, Strong-Flukes flipped onto her back. Tunnel water filtered between Strong-Flukes’ carapace and her body; her cilia flickered as they plucked particles of food from the stream and popped them into the multiple mouths along her belly. “Cilia-of-Gold,” she said. “I know what’s wrong. You’re carrying a Seeker, aren’t you?”


  “. . . Yes. How could you tell?”


  “I love you,” Strong-Flukes said. “That’s how I could tell.”


  The pain of Strong-Flukes’ perception was as sharp, and unexpected, as the moment when Cilia-of-Gold had first detected the signs of the infestation in herself . . . and had realized, with horror, that her life must inevitably end in madness, in a purposeless scrabble into the Ice over the world. “It’s still in its early stages, I think. It’s like a huge heat, inside me. And I can feel it reaching into my mind. Oh, Strong-Flukes . . .”


  “Fight it.”


  “I can’t. I—”


  “You can. You must.”


  The end of the tunnel was an encroaching disk of darkness; already Cilia-of-Gold already feel the inviting warmth of the Chimney-heated water on the cavern beyond.


  This should have been the climax, the supreme moment of Cilia-of-Gold’s life.


  The group’s old Chimney, with its fount of warm, rich water, was failing; and so they had to flee, and fight for a place in a new cavern.


  That, or die.


  It was Cilia-of-Gold who had found the new Chimney, as she had explored the endless network of tunnels between the Chimney caverns. Thus, it was she who must lead this war—Seeker or no Seeker.


  She gathered up the fragments of her melting courage.


  “You’re the best of us, Cilia-of-Gold,” Strong-Flukes said, slowing. “don’t ever forget that.”


  Cilia-of-Gold pressed her carapace against Strong-Flukes’ in silent gratitude.


  Cilia-of-Gold turned and clacked her mandibles, signalling the rest of the people to halt. They did so, the adults sweeping the smaller children inside their strong carapaces.


  Strong-Flukes lay flat against the floor and pushed a single eyestalk towards the mouth of the tunnel. Her caution was wise; there were species who could home in on even a single sound-pulse from an unwary eye.


  After some moments of silent inspection, Strong-Flukes wriggled back along the Ice surface to Cilia-of-Gold.


  She hesitated. “We’ve got problems, I think,” she said at last.


  The Seeker seemed to pulse inside Cilia-of-Gold, tightening around her gut. “What problems?”


  “This Chimney’s inhabited already. By Heads.”


  Kevan Scholes stopped the rover a hundred yards short of the wall-mountain’s crest.


  Irina Larionova, wrapped in a borrowed environment suit, could tell from the tilt of the cabin that the surface here was inclined upwards at around forty degrees—shallower than a flight of stairs. This “mountain”, heavily eroded, was really little more than a dust-clad hill, she thought.


  “The wall of Chao Meng-Fu Crater,” Scholes said briskly, his radio-distorted voice tinny. “Come on. We’ll walk to the summit from here.”


  “Walk?” She studied him, irritated. ‘Scholes, I’ve had one hour’s sleep in the last thirty-six; I’ve traveled across ninety million miles to get here, via flitters and wormhole transit links—and you’re telling me I have to walk up this damn hill?”


  Scholes grinned through his faceplate. He was AS-preserved at around physical-twenty-five, Larionova guessed, and he had a boyishness that grated on her. Damn it, she reminded herself, this “boy” is probably older than me.


  “Trust me,” he said. “You’ll love the view. And we have to change transports anyway.”


  “Why?”


  “You’ll see.”


  He twisted gracefully to his feet. He reached out a gloved hand to help Larionova pull herself, awkwardly, out of her seat. When she stood on the cabin’s tilted deck, her heavy boots hurt her ankles.


  Scholes threw open the rover’s lock. Residual air puffed out of the cabin, crystallizing. The glow from the cabin interior was dazzling; beyond the lock, Larionova she saw only darkness.


  Scholes climbed out of the lock and down to the planet’s invisible surface. Larionova followed him awkwardly; it seemed a long way to the lock’s single step.


  Her boots settled to the surface, crunching softly. The lock was situated between the rover’s rear wheels: the wheels were constructs of metal strips and webbing, wide and light, each wheel taller than she was.


  Scholes pushed the lock closed, and Larionova was plunged into sudden darkness.


  Scholes loomed before her. He was a shape cut out of blackness. “Are you okay? Your pulse is rapid.”


  She could hear the rattle of her own breath, loud and immediate. “Just a little disoriented.”


  “We’ve got all of a third of a gee down here, you know. You’ll get used to it. Let your eyes dark-adapt. We don’t have to hurry this.”


  She looked up.


  In her peripheral vision, the stars were already coming out. She looked for a bright double star, blue and white. There it was: Earth, with Luna.


  And now, with a slow grandeur, the landscape revealed itself to her adjusting eyes. The plain from which the rover had climbed spread out from the foot of the crater wall-mountain. It was a complex patchwork of crowding craters, ridges and scarps—some of which must have been miles high—all revealed as a glimmering tracery in the starlight. The face of the planet seemed wrinkled, she thought, as if shrunk with age.


  “These wall-mountains are over a mile high,” Scholes said. “Up here, the surface is firm enough to walk on; the regolith dust layer is only a couple of inches thick. But down on the plain the dust can be ten or fifteen yards deep. Hence the big wheels on the rover. I guess that’s what five billion years of a thousand-degree temperature range does for a landscape . . .”


  Just twenty-four hours ago, she reflected, Larionova had been stuck in a boardroom in New York, buried in one of Paradoxa’s endless funding battles. And now this . . . Wormhole travel was bewildering. “Lethe’s waters,” she said. “It’s so—desolate.”


  Scholes gave an ironic bow. “Welcome to Mercury,” he said.


  Cilia-of-Gold and Strong-Flukes peered down into the Chimney cavern.


  Cilia-of-Gold had chosen the cavern well. The Chimney here was a fine young vent, a glowing crater much wider than their old, dying home. The water above the Chimney was turbulent, and richly cloudy; the cavern itself was wide and smooth-walled. Cilia-plants grew in mats around the Chimney’s base. Cutters browsed in turn on the cilia-plants, great chains of them, their tough little arms slicing steadily through the plants. Sliding through the plant mats Cilia-of-Gold could make out the supple form of a Crawler, its mindless, tube-like body wider than Cilia-of-Gold’s and more than three times as long . . .


  And, stalking around their little forest, here came the Heads themselves, the rulers of the cavern. Cilia-of-Gold counted four, five, six of the Heads, and no doubt there were many more in the dark recesses of the cavern.


  One Head—close to the tunnel mouth—swiveled its huge, swollen helmet-skull towards her.


  She ducked back into the tunnel, aware that all her cilia were quivering.


  Strong-Flukes drifted to the tunnel floor, landing in a little cloud of food particles. “Heads,” she said, her voice soft with despair. “We can’t fight Heads.”


  The Heads’ huge helmet-skulls were sensitive to heat—fantastically so, enabling the Heads to track and kill with almost perfect accuracy. Heads were deadly opponents, Cilia-of-Gold reflected. But the people had nowhere else to go.


  “We’ve come a long way, to reach this place, Strong-Flukes. If we had to undergo another journey—” through more cold, stagnant tunnels “—many of us couldn’t survive. And those who did would be too weakened to fight.


  “No. We have to stay here—to fight here.”


  Strong-Flukes groaned, wrapping her carapace close around her. “Then we’ll all be killed.”


  Cilia-of-Gold tried to ignore the heavy presence of the Seeker within her—and its prompting, growing more insistent now, that she get away from all this, from the crowding presence of people—and she forced herself to think.


  Larionova followed Kevan Scholes up the slope of the wall-mountain. Silicate surface dust compressed under her boots, like fine sand. The climbing was easy—it was no more than a steep walk, really—but she stumbled frequently, clumsy in this reduced gee.


  They reached the crest of the mountain. It wasn’t a sharp summit: more a wide, smooth platform, fractured to dust by Mercury’s wild temperature range.


  “Chao Meng-Fu Crater,” Scholes said. “A hundred miles wide, stretching right across Mercury’s South Pole.”


  The crater was so large that even from this height its full breadth was hidden by the tight curve of the planet. The wall-mountain was one of a series that swept across the landscape from left to right, like a row of eroded teeth, separated by broad, rubble-strewn valleys. On the far side of the summit, the flanks of the wall-mountain swept down to the plain of the crater, a full mile below.


  Mercury’s angry Sun was hidden beyond the curve of the world, but its corona extended delicate, structured tendrils above the far horizon.


  The plain itself was immersed in darkness. But by the milky, diffuse light of the corona, Larionova could see a peak at the center of the plain, shouldering its way above the horizon. There was a spark of light at the base of the central peak, incongruously bright in the crater’s shadows: that must be the Thoth team’s camp.


  “This reminds me of the Moon,” she said.


  Scholes considered this. “Forgive me, Dr Larionova. Have you been down to Mercury before?”


  “No,” she said, his easy, informed arrogance grating on her. “I’m here to oversee the construction of Thoth, not to sightsee.”


  “Well, there’s obviously a superficial similarity. After the formation of the main System objects five billion years ago, all the inner planets suffered bombardment by residual planetesimals. That’s when Mercury took its biggest strike: the one which created the Caloris feature. But after that, Mercury was massive enough to retain a molten core—unlike the Moon. Later planetesimal strikes punched holes in the crust, so there were lava outflows that drowned some of the older cratering.


  “Thus, on Mercury, you have a mixture of terrains. There’s the most ancient landscape, heavily cratered, and the planitia: smooth lava plains, punctured by small, young craters.


  “Later, as the core cooled, the surface actually shrunk inwards. The planet lost a mile or so of radius.”


  Like a dried-out tomato. “So the surface is wrinkled.”


  “Yes. There are rupes and dorsa: ridges and lobate scarps, cliffs a couple of miles tall and extending for hundreds of miles. Great climbing country. And in some places there are gas vents, chimneys of residual thermal activity.” He turned to her, corona light misty in his faceplate. “So Mercury isn’t really so much like the Moon at all . . . Look. You can see Thoth.”


  She looked up, following his pointing arm. There, just above the far horizon, was a small blue star.


  She had her faceplate magnify the image. The star exploded into a compact sculpture of electric blue threads, surrounded by firefly lights: the Thoth construction site.


  Thoth was a habitat to be placed in orbit close to Sol. Irina Larionova was the consulting engineer contracted by Paradoxa to oversee the construction of the habitat.


  At Thoth, a Solar-interior probe would be constructed. The probe would be one Interface of a wormhole, loaded with sensors. The Interface would be dropped into the Sun. The other Interface would remain in orbit, at the centre of the habitat.


  Thoth’s purpose was to find out what was wrong with the Sun.


  Irina Larionova wasn’t much interested in the purpose of Thoth, or any of Paradoxa’s semi-mystical philosophizing. It was the work that was important, for her: and the engineering problems posed by Thoth were fascinating.


  The electric-blue bars she could see now were struts of exotic matter, which would eventually frame the wormhole termini. The sparks of light moving around the struts were GUTships and short-haul flitters. She stared at the image, wishing she could get back to some real work.


  Irina Larionova had had no intention of visiting Mercury herself. Mercury was a detail, for Thoth. Why would anyone come to Mercury, unless they had to? Mercury was a piece of junk, a desolate ball of iron and rock too close to the Sun to be interesting, or remotely habitable. The two Thoth exploratory teams had come here only to exploit: to see if it was possible to dig raw materials out of Mercury’s shallow—and close-at-hand—gravity well, for use in the construction of the habitat. The teams had landed at the South Pole, where traces of water-ice had been detected, and at the Caloris Basin, the huge equatorial crater where—it was hoped—that ancient impact might have brought iron-rich compounds to the surface.


  The flitters from Thoth actually comprised the largest expedition ever to land on Mercury.


  But, within days of landing, both investigative teams had reported anomalies.


  Larionova tapped at her suit’s sleeve-controls. After a couple of minutes an image of Dolores Wu appeared in one corner of Larionova’s faceplate. Hi, Irina, she said, her voice buzzing like an insect in Larionova’s helmet’s enclosed space.


  Dolores Wu was the leader of the Thoth exploratory team in Caloris. Wu was Mars-born, with small features and hair greyed despite AntiSenescence treatments. She looked weary.


  “How’s Caloris?” Larionova asked.


  Well, we don’t have much to report yet. We decided to start with a detailed gravimetric survey . . .


  “And?”


  We found the impact object. We think. It’s as massive as we thought, but much—much—too small, Irina. It’s barely a mile across, way too dense to be a planetesimal fragment.


  “A black hole?”


  No. Not dense enough for that.


  “Then what?”


  Wu looked exasperated. We don’t know yet, Irina. We don’t have any answers. I’ll keep you informed.


  Wu closed off the link.


  Standing on the corona-lit wall of Chao Meng-Fu Crater, Larionova asked Kevan Scholes about Caloris.


  “Caloris is big,” he said. “Luna has no impact feature on the scale of Caloris. And Luna has nothing like the Weird Country in the other hemisphere . . .”


  “The what?”


  A huge planetesimal—or something—had struck the equator of Mercury, five billion years ago, Scholes said. The Caloris Basin—an immense, ridged crater system—formed around the primary impact site. Whatever caused the impact was still buried in the planet, somewhere under the crust, dense and massive; the object was a gravitational anomaly which had helped lock Mercury’s rotation into synchronization with its orbit.


  “Away from Caloris itself, shock waves spread around the planet’s young crust,” Scholes said. “The waves focused at Caloris” antipode—the point on the equator diametrically opposite Caloris itself. And the land there was shattered, into a jumble of bizarre hill and valley formations. The Weird Country . . . Hey. Dr Larionova.”


  She could hear that damnable grin of Scholes’s. “What now?” she snapped.


  He walked across the summit towards her. “Look up,” he said.


  “Damn it, Scholes—”


  There was a pattering against her faceplate.


  She tilted up her head. Needle-shaped particles swirled over the wall-mountain from the planet’s dark side and bounced off her faceplate, sparkling in corona light.


  “What in Lethe is that?”


  “Snow,” he said.


  Snow . . . On Mercury?


  In the cool darkness of the tunnel, the people clambered over each other; they bumped against the Ice walls, and their muttering filled the water with criss-crossing voice-ripples. Cilia-of-Gold swam through and around the crowd, coaxing the people to follow her will.


  She felt immensely weary. Her concentration and resolve threatened continually to shatter under the Seeker’s assault. And the end of the tunnel, with the deadly Heads beyond, was a looming, threatening mouth, utterly intimidating.


  At last the group was ready. She surveyed them. All of the people—expect the very oldest and the very youngest—were arranged in an array which filled the tunnel from wall to wall; she could hear flukes and carapaces scraping softly against Ice.


  The people looked weak, foolish, eager, she thought with dismay; now that she was actually implementing it her scheme seemed simple-minded. Was she about to lead them all to their deaths?


  But it was too late for the luxury of doubt, she told herself. Now, there was no other option to follow.


  She lifted herself to the axis of the tunnel, and clacked her mandibles sharply.


  “Now,” she said, “it is time. The most important moment of your lives. And you must swim! Swim as hard as you can; swim for your lives!”


  And the people responded.


  There was a surge of movement, of almost exhilarating intent. The people beat their flukes as one, and a jostling mass of flesh and carapaces scraped down the tunnel.


  Cilia-of-Gold hurried ahead of them, leading the way towards the tunnel mouth. As she swam she could feel the current the people were creating, the plug of cold tunnel water they pushed ahead of themselves.


  Within moments the tunnel mouth was upon her.


  She burst from the tunnel, shooting out into the open water of the cavern, her carapace clenched firm around her. She was plunged immediately into a clammy heat, so great was the temperature difference between tunnel and cavern.


  Above her the Ice of the cavern roof arched over the warm Chimney mouth. And from all around the cavern, the helmet-skulls of Heads snapped around towards her.


  Now the people erupted out of the tunnel, a shield of flesh and chitin behind her. The rush of tunnel water they pushed ahead of themselves washed over Cilia-of-Gold, chilling her anew.


  She tried to imagine this from the Heads’ point of view. This explosion of cold water into the cavern would bring about a much greater temperature difference than the Heads’ heat-sensor skulls were accustomed to; the Heads would be dazzled, at least for a time: long enough—she hoped—to give her people a fighting chance against the more powerful Heads.


  She swiveled in the water. She screamed at her people, so loud she could feel her cilia strain at the turbulent water. “Now! Hit them now!”


  The people, with a roar, descended towards the Heads.


  Kevan Scholes led Larionova down the wall-mountain slope into Chao Meng-Fu Crater.


  After a hundred yards they came to another rover. This car was similar to the one they’d abandoned on the other side of the summit, but it had an additional fitting, obviously improvised: two wide, flat rails of metal, suspended between the wheels on hydraulic legs.


  Scholes helped Larionova into the rover and pressurized it. Larionova removed her helmet with relief. The rover smelled, oppressively, of metal and plastic.


  While Scholes settled behind his controls, Larionova checked the rover’s data desk. An update from Dolores Wu was waiting for her. Wu wanted Larionova to come to Caloris, to see for herself what had been found there. Larionova sent a sharp message back, ordering Wu to summarize her findings and transmit them to the data desks at the Chao site.


  Wu acknowledged immediately, but replied: I’m going to find this hard to summarize, Irina.


  Larionova tapped out: Why?


  We think we’ve found an artifact.


  Larionova stared at the blunt words on the screen.


  She massaged the bridge of her nose; she felt an ache spreading out from her temples and around her eye sockets. She wished she had time to sleep.


  Scholes started the vehicle up. The rover bounced down the slope, descending into shadow. “It’s genuine water-ice snow,” Scholes said as he drove. “You know that a day on Mercury lasts a hundred and seventy-six Earth days. It’s a combination of the eighty-eight-day year and the tidally locked rotation, which—”


  “I know.”


  “during the day, the Sun drives water vapor out of the rocks and into the atmosphere.”


  “What atmosphere?”


  “You really don’t know much about Mercury, do you? It’s mostly helium and hydrogen—only a billionth of Earth’s sea-level pressure.”


  “How come those gases don’t escape from the gravity well?”


  “They do,” Scholes said. “But the atmosphere is replenished by the Solar wind. Particles from the Sun are trapped by Mercury’s magnetosphere. Mercury has quite a respectable magnetic field: the planet has a solid iron core, which . . .”


  She let Scholes’ words run on through her head, unregistered. Air from the Solar wind, and snow at the South Pole . . .


  Maybe Mercury was a more interesting place than she’d imagined.


  “Anyway,” Scholes was saying, “the water vapor disperses across the planet’s sunlit hemisphere. But at the South Pole we have this crater: Chao Meng-Fu, straddling the Pole itself. Mercury has no axial tilt—there are no seasons here—and so Chao’s floor is in permanent shadow.”


  “And snow falls.”


  “And snow falls.”


  Scholes stopped the rover and tapped telltales on his control panel. There was a whir of hydraulics, and she heard a soft crunch, transmitted into the cabin through the rover’s structure.


  Then the rover lifted upwards through a foot.


  The rover lurched forward again. The motion was much smoother than before, and there was an easy, hissing sound.


  “You’ve just lowered those rails,” Larionova said. “I knew it. This damn rover is a sled, isn’t it?”


  “It was easy enough to improvise,” Scholes said, sounding smug. “Just a couple of metal rails on hydraulics, and Vernier rockets from a cannibalized flitter to give us some push . . .”


  “It’s astonishing that there’s enough ice here to sustain this.”


  “Well, that snow may have seemed sparse, but it’s been falling steadily—for five billion years . . . Dr Larionova, there’s a whole frozen ocean here, in Chao Meng-Fu Crater: enough ice to be detectable even from Earth.”


  Larionova twisted to look out through a viewport at the back of the cabin. The rover’s rear lights picked out twin sled tracks, leading back to the summit of the wall-mountain; ice, exposed in the tracks, gleamed brightly in starlight.


  Lethe, she thought. Now I’m skiing. Skiing, on Mercury. What a day.


  The wall-mountain shallowed out, merging seamlessly with the crater plain. Scholes retracted the sled rails; on the flat, the regolith dust gave the ice sufficient traction for the rover’s wide wheels. The rover made fast progress through the fifty miles to the heart of the plain.


  Larionova drank coffee and watched the landscape through the viewports. The corona light was silvery and quite bright here, like Moonlight. The central peak loomed up over the horizon, like some approaching ship on a sea of dust. The ice-surface of Chao’s floor—though pocked with craters and covered with the ubiquitous regolith dust—was visibly smoother and more level than the plain outside the crater.


  The rover drew to a halt on the outskirts of the Thoth team’s sprawling camp, close to the foothills of the central peak. The dust here was churned up by rover tracks and flitter exhaust splashes, and semi-transparent bubble-shelters were hemispheres of yellow, homely light, illuminating the darkened ice surface. There were drilling rigs, and several large pits dug into the ice.


  Scholes helped Larionova out onto the surface. “I’ll take you to a shelter,” he said. “Or a flitter. Maybe you want to freshen up before—”


  “Where’s Dixon?”


  Scholes pointed to one of the rigs. “When I left, over there.”


  “Then that’s where we’re going. Come on.”


  Frank Dixon was the team leader. He met Larionova on the surface, and invited her into a small opaqued bubble-shelter nestling at the foot of the rig.


  Scholes wandered off into the camp, in search of food.


  The shelter contained a couple of chairs, a data desk, and a basic toilet. Dixon was a morose, burly American; when he took off his helmet there was a band of dirt at the base of his wide neck, and Larionova noticed a sharp, acrid stink from his suit. Dixon had evidently been out on the surface for long hours.


  He pulled a hip flask from an environment suit pocket. “You want a drink?” he asked. “Scotch?”


  “Sure.”


  Dixon poured a measure for Larionova into the flask’s cap, and took a draught himself from the flask’s small mouth.


  Larionova drank; the liquor burned her mouth and throat, but it immediately took an edge off her tiredness. “It’s good. But it needs ice.”


  He smiled. “Ice we got. Actually, we have tried it; Mercury ice is good, as clean as you like. We’re not going to die of thirst out here, Irina.”


  “Tell me what you’ve found, Frank.”


  Dixon sat on the edge of the desk, his fat haunches bulging inside the leggings of his environment suit. “Trouble, Irina. We’ve found trouble.”


  “I know that much.”


  “I think we’re going to have to get off the planet. The System authorities—and the scientists and conservation groups—are going to climb all over us, if we try to mine here. I wanted to tell you about it, before—”


  Larionova struggled to contain her irritation and tiredness. “That’s not a problem for Thoth,” she said. “Therefore it’s not a problem for me. We can tell Paradoxa to bring in a water-ice asteroid from the Belt, for our supplies. You know that. Come on, Frank. Tell me why you’re wasting my time down here.”


  Dixon took another long pull on his flask, and eyed her.


  “There’s life here, Irina,” he said. “Life, inside this frozen ocean. Drink up; I’ll show you.”


  The sample was in a case on the surface, beside a data desk.


  The thing in the case looked like a strip of multicolored meat: perhaps three feet long, crushed and obviously dead; shards of some transparent shell material were embedded in flesh that sparkled with ice crystals.


  “We found this inside a two-thousand-yard-deep core,” Dixon said.


  Larionova tried to imagine how this would have looked, intact and mobile. “This means nothing to me, Frank. I’m no biologist.”


  He grunted, self-deprecating. “Nor me. Nor any of us. Who expected to find life, on Mercury?” Dixon tapped at the data desk with gloved fingers. “We used our desks” medico-diagnostic facilities to come up with this reconstruction,” he said. “We call it a mercuric, Irina.”


  A Virtual projected into space a foot above the desk’s surface; the image rotated, sleek and menacing.


  The body was a thin cone, tapering to a tail from a wide, flat head. Three parabolic cups—eyes?—were embedded in the smooth “face”, symmetrically placed around a lipless mouth . . . No, not eyes, Larionova corrected herself. Maybe some kind of sonar sensor? That would explain the parabolic profile.


  Mandibles, like pincers, protruded from the mouth. From the tail, three fins were splayed out around what looked like an anus. A transparent carapace surrounded the main body, like a cylindrical cloak; inside the carapace, rows of small, hairlike cilia lined the body, supple and vibratile.


  There were regular markings, faintly visible, in the surface of the carapace.


  “Is this accurate?”


  “Who knows? It’s the best we can do. When we have your clearance, we can transmit our data to Earth, and let the experts get at it.”


  “Lethe, Frank,” Larionova said. “This looks like a fish. It looks like it could swim. The streamlining, the tail—”


  Dixon scratched the short hairs at the back of his neck and said nothing.


  “But we’re on Mercury, damn it, not in Hawaii,” Larionova said.


  Dixon pointed down, past the dusty floor. “Irina. It’s not all frozen. There are cavities down there, inside the Chao ice-cap. According to our sonar probes—”


  “Cavities?”


  “Water. At the base of the crater, under a couple of miles of ice. Kept liquid by thermal vents, in crust-collapse scarps and ridges. Plenty of room for swimming . . . We speculate that our friend here swims on his back—” he tapped the desk surface, and the image swiveled “—and the water passes down, between his body and this carapace, and he uses all those tiny hairs to filter out particles of food. The trunk seems to be lined with little mouths. See?” He flicked the image to another representation; the skin became transparent, and Larionova could see blocky reconstructions of internal organs. Dixon said, “There’s no true stomach, but there is what looks like a continuous digestive tube passing down the axis of the body, to the anus at the tail.”


  Larionova noticed a thread-like structure wrapped around some of the organs, as well as around the axial digestive tract.


  “Look,” Dixon said, pointing to one area. “Look at the surface structure of these lengths of tubing, here near the digestive tract.”


  Larionova looked. The tubes, clustering around the digestive axis, had complex, rippled surfaces. “So?”


  “You don’t get it, do you? It’s convoluted—like the surface of a brain. Irina, we think that stuff must be some equivalent of nervous tissue.”


  Larionova frowned. Damn it, I wish I knew more biology. “What about this thread material, wrapped around the organs?”


  Dixon sighed. “We don’t know, Irina. It doesn’t seem to fit with the rest of the structure, does it?” He pointed. “Follow the threads back. There’s a broader main body, just here. We think maybe this is some kind of parasite, which has infested the main organism. Like a tapeworm. It’s as if the threads are extended, vestigial limbs . . .”


  Leaning closer, Larionova saw that tendrils from the worm-thing had even infiltrated the brain-tubes. She shuddered; if this was a parasite, it was a particularly vile infestation. Maybe the parasite even modified the mercuric’s behavior, she wondered.


  Dixon restored the solid-aspect Virtual.


  Uneasily, Larionova pointed to the markings on the carapace. They were small triangles, clustered into elaborate patterns. “And what’s this stuff?”


  Dixon hesitated. “I was afraid you might ask that.”


  “Well?”


  “. . . We think the markings are artificial, Irina. A deliberate tattoo, carved into the carapace, probably with the mandibles. Writing, maybe: those look like symbolic markings, with information content.”


  “Lethe,” she said.


  “I know. This fish was smart,” Dixon said.


  The people, victorious, clustered around the warmth of their new Chimney. Recovering from their journey and from their battle-wounds, they cruised easily over the gardens of Cilia-plants, and browsed on floating fragments of food.


  It had been a great triumph. The Heads were dead, or driven off into the labyrinth of tunnels through the Ice. Strong-Flukes had even found the Heads’ principal nest here, under the silty floor of the cavern. With sharp stabs of her mandibles, Strong-Flukes had destroyed a dozen or more Head young.


  Cilia-of-Gold took herself off, away from the Chimney. She prowled the edge of the Ice cavern, feeding fitfully.


  She was a hero. But she couldn’t bear the attention of others: their praise, the warmth of their bodies. All she seemed to desire now was the uncomplicated, silent coolness of Ice.


  She brooded on the infestation that was spreading through her.


  Seekers were a mystery. Nobody knew why Seekers compelled their hosts to isolate themselves, to bury themselves in the Ice. What was the point? When the hosts were destroyed, so were the Seekers.


  Perhaps it wasn’t the Ice itself the Seekers desired, she wondered. Perhaps they sought, in their blind way, something beyond the Ice . . .


  But there was nothing above the Ice. The caverns were hollows in an infinite, eternal Universe of Ice. Cilia-of-Gold, with a shudder, imagined herself burrowing, chewing her way into the endless Ice, upwards without limit . . . Was that, finally, how her life would end?


  She hated the Seeker within her. She hated her body, for betraying her in this way; and she hated herself.


  “Cilia-of-Gold.”


  She turned, startled, and closed her carapace around herself reflexively.


  It was Strong-Flukes and Ice-Born, together. Seeing their warm, familiar bodies, here in this desolate corner of the cavern, Cilia-of-Gold’s loneliness welled up inside her, like a Chimney of emotion.


  But she swam away from her Three-mates, backwards, her carapace scraping on the cavern’s Ice wall.


  Ice-Born came towards her, hesitantly. “We’re concerned about you.”


  “Then don’t be,” she snapped. “Go back to the Chimney, and leave me here.”


  “No,” Strong-Flukes said quietly.


  Cilia-of-Gold felt desperate, angry, confined. “You know what’s wrong with me, Strong-Flukes. I have a Seeker. It’s going to kill me. And there’s nothing any of us can do about it.”


  Their bodies pressed close around her now; she longed to open up her carapace to them and bury herself in their warmth.


  “We know we’re going to lose you, Cilia-of-Gold,” Ice-Born said. It sounded as if she could barely speak. Ice-Born had always been the softest, the most loving, of the Three, Cilia-of-Gold thought, the warm heart of their relationship. “And—”


  “Yes?”


  Strong-Flukes opened her carapace wide. “We want to be Three again,” she said.


  Already, Cilia-of-Gold saw with a surge of love and excitement, Strong-Flukes’s ovipositor was distended: swollen with one of the three isogametes which would fuse to form a new child, their fourth . . .


  A child Cilia-of-Gold could never see growing to consciousness.


  “No!” Her cilia pulsed with the single, agonized word.


  Suddenly the warmth of her Three-mates was confining, claustrophobic. She had to get away from this prison of flesh; her mind was filled with visions of the coolness and purity of Ice: of clean, high Ice.


  “Cilia-of-Gold. Wait. Please—”


  She flung herself away, along the wall. She came to a tunnel mouth, and she plunged into it, relishing the tunnel’s cold, stagnant water.


  “Cilia-of-Gold! Cilia-of-Gold!”


  She hurled her body through the web of tunnels, carelessly colliding with walls of Ice so hard that she could feel her carapace splinter. On and on she swam, until the voices of her Three-mates were lost forever.


  We’ve dug out a large part of the artifact, Irina, Dolores Wu reported. It’s a mash of what looks like hull material.


  “Did you get a sample?”


  No. We don’t have anything that could cut through material so dense . . . Irina, we’re looking at something beyond our understanding.


  Larionova sighed. “Just tell me, Dolores,” she told Wu’s data desk image.


  Irina, we think we’re dealing with the Pauli Principle.


  Pauli’s Exclusion Principle stated that no two fermions—electrons or quarks—could exist in the same quantum state. Only a certain number of electrons, for example, could share a given energy level in an atom. Adding more electrons caused complex shells of charge to build up around the atom’s nucleus. It was the electron shells—this consequence of Pauli—that gave the atom its chemical properties.


  But the Pauli principle didn’t apply to photons; it was possible for many photons to share the same quantum state. That was the essence of the laser: billions of photons, coherent, sharing the same quantum properties.


  Irina, Wu said slowly, what would happen if you could turn off the Exclusion Principle, for a piece of fermionic matter?


  “You can’t,” Larionova said immediately.


  Of course not. Try to imagine anyway.


  Larionova frowned. What if one could lase mass? “The atomic electron shells would implode, of course.”


  Yes.


  “All electrons would fall into their ground state. Chemistry would be impossible.”


  Yes. But you may not care . . .


  “Molecules would collapse. Atoms would fall into each other, releasing immense quantities of binding energy.”


  You’d end up with a superdense substance, wouldn’t you? Completely non-reactive, chemically. And almost unbreachable, given the huge energies required to detach non-Pauli atoms.


  Ideal hull material, Irina . . .


  “But it’s all impossible,” Larionova said weakly. “You can’t violate Pauli.”


  Of course you can’t, Dolores Wu replied.


  Inside an opaqued bubble-shelter, Larionova, Dixon and Scholes sat on fold-out chairs, cradling coffees.


  “If your mercuric was so smart,” Larionova said to Dixon, “how come he got himself stuck in the ice?”


  Dixon shrugged. “In fact it goes deeper than that. It looked to us as if the mercuric burrowed his way up into the ice, deliberately. What kind of evolutionary advantage could there be in behavior like that? The mercuric was certain to be killed.”


  “Yes,” Larionova said. She massaged her temples, thinking about the mercuric’s infection. “But maybe that thread-parasite had something to do with it. I mean, some parasites change the way their hosts behave.”


  Scholes tapped at a data desk; text and images, reflected from the desk, flickered over his face. “That’s true. There are parasites which transfer themselves from one host to another—by forcing a primary host to get itself eaten by the second.”


  Dixon’s wide face crumpled. “Lethe. That’s disgusting.”


  “The lancet fluke,” Scholes read slowly, “is a parasite of some species of ant. The fluke can make its host climb to the top of a grass stem and then lock onto the stem with its mandibles—and wait until it’s swallowed by a grazing sheep. Then the fluke can go on to infest the sheep in turn.”


  “Okay,” Dixon said. “But why would a parasite force its mercuric host to burrow up into the ice of a frozen ocean? When the host dies, the parasite dies too. It doesn’t make sense.”


  “There’s a lot about this that doesn’t make sense,” Larionova said. “Like, the whole question of the existence of life in the cavities in the first place. There’s no light down there. How do the mercurics survive, under two miles of ice?”


  Scholes folded one leg on top of the other and scratched his ankle. “I’ve been going through the data desks.” He grimaced, self-deprecating. “A crash course in exotic biology. You want my theory?”


  “Go ahead.”


  “The thermal vents—which cause the cavities in the first place. The vents are the key. I think the bottom of the Chao ice-cap is like the mid-Atlantic ridge, back on Earth.


  “The deep sea, a mile down, is a desert; by the time any particle of food has drifted down from the richer waters above it’s passed through so many guts that its energy content is exhausted.


  “But along the Ridge, where tectonic plates are colliding, you have hydrothermal vents—just as at the bottom of Chao. And the heat from the Atlantic vents supports life: in little colonies, strung out along the mid-Atlantic Ridge. The vents form superheated fountains, smoking with deep-crust minerals which life can exploit: sulphides of copper, zinc, lead and iron, for instance. And there are very steep temperature differences, and so there are high energy gradients—another prerequisite for life.”


  “Hmm.” Larionova closed her eyes and tried to picture it. Pockets of warm water, deep in the ice of Mercury; luxuriant mats of life surrounding mineral-rich hydrothermal vents, browsed by Dixon’s mercuric animals . . . Was it possible?


  Dixon asked, “How long do the vents persist?”


  “On Earth, in the Ridge, a couple of decades. Here we don’t know.”


  “What happens when a vent dies?” Larionova asked. “That’s the end of your pocket world, isn’t it? The ice chamber would simply freeze up.”


  “Maybe,” Scholes said. “But the vents would occur in rows, along the scarps. Maybe there are corridors of liquid water, within the ice, along which mercurics could migrate.”


  Larionova thought about that for a while.


  “I don’t believe it,” she said.


  “Why not?”


  “I don’t see how it’s possible for life to have evolved here in the first place.” In the primeval oceans of Earth, there had been complex chemicals, and electrical storms, and . . .


  “Oh, I don’t think that’s a problem,” Scholes said.


  She looked at him sharply. Maddeningly, he was grinning again. “Well?” she snapped.


  “Look,” Scholes said with grating patience, “we’ve two anomalies on Mercury: the life forms here at the South Pole, and Dolores Wu’s artifact under Caloris. The simplest assumption is that the two anomalies are connected. Let’s put the pieces together,” he said. “Let’s construct a hypothesis . . .”


  Her mandibles ached as she crushed the gritty Ice, carving out her tunnel upwards. The rough walls of the tunnel scraped against her carapace, and she pushed Ice rubble down between her body and her carapace, sacrificing fragile cilia designed to extract soft food particles from warm streams.


  The higher she climbed, the harder the Ice became. The Ice was now so cold she was beyond cold; she couldn’t even feel the Ice fragments that scraped along her belly and flukes. And, she suspected, the tunnel behind her was no longer open but had refrozen, sealing her here, in this shifting cage, forever.


  The world she had left—of caverns, and Chimneys, and children, and her Three-mates—were remote bubbles of warmth, a distant dream. The only reality was the hard Ice in her mandibles, and the Seeker heavy and questing inside her.


  She could feel her strength seeping out with the last of her warmth into the Ice’s infinite extent. And yet still the Seeker wasn’t satisfied; still she had to climb, on and up, into the endless darkness of the Ice.


  . . . But now—impossibly—there was something above her, breaking through the Ice . . .


  She cowered inside her Ice-prison.


  Kevan Scholes said, “Five billion years ago—when the Solar System was very young, and the crusts of Earth and other inner planets were still subject to bombardment from stray planetesimals—a ship came here. An interstellar craft, maybe with FTL technology.”


  “Why? Where from?” Larionova asked.


  “I don’t know. How could I know that? But the ship must have been massive—with the bulk of a planetesimal, to more. Certainly highly advanced, with a hull composed of Dolores’ superdense Pauli construction material.”


  “Hmm. Go on.”


  “Then the ship hit trouble.”


  “What kind of trouble?”


  “I don’t know. Come on, Dr Larionova. Maybe it got hit by a planetesimal itself. Anyway, the ship crashed here, on Mercury—”


  “Right.” Dixon nodded, gazing at Scholes hungrily; the American reminded Larionova of a child enthralled by a story. “It was a disastrous impact. It caused the Caloris feature . . .”


  “Oh, be serious,” Larionova said.


  Dixon looked at her. “Caloris was a pretty unique impact, Irina. Extraordinarily violent, even by the standards of the System’s early bombardment phase . . . Caloris Basin is eight hundred miles across; on Earth, its walls would stretch from New York to Chicago.”


  “So how did anything survive?”


  Scholes shrugged. “Maybe the starfarers had some kind of inertial shielding. How can we know? Anyway the ship was wrecked; and the density of the smashed-up hull material caused it to sink into the bulk of the planet, through the Caloris puncture.


  “The crew were stranded. So they sought a place to survive. Here, on Mercury.”


  “I get it,” Dixon said. “The only viable environment, long term, was the Chao Meng-Fu ice cap.”


  Scholes spread his hands. “Maybe the starfarers had to engineer descendants, quite unlike the original crew, to survive in such conditions. And perhaps they had to do a little planetary engineering too; they may have had to initiate some of the hydrothermal vents which created the enclosed liquid-water world down there. And so—”


  “Yes?”


  “And so the creature we’ve dug out of the ice is a degenerate descendant of those ancient star travelers, still swimming around the Chao sea.”


  Scholes fell silent, his eyes on Larionova.


  Larionova stared into her coffee. “A degenerate descendant”. After five billion years? Look, Scholes, on Earth it’s only three and a half billion years since the first prokaryotic cells. And on Earth, whole phyla—groups of species—have emerged or declined over periods less than a tenth of the time since the Caloris Basin event. Over time intervals like that, the morphology of species flows like hot plastic. So how is it possible for these mercurics to have persisted?”


  Scholes looked uncertain. “Maybe they’ve suffered massive evolutionary changes,” he said. “But we’re just not recognizing them. For example, maybe the worm parasite is the malevolent descendant of some harmless creature the starfarers brought with them.”


  Dixon scratched his neck, where the suit-collar ring of dirt was prominent. “Anyway, we’ve still got the puzzle of the mercuric’s burrowing into the ice.”


  “Hmm.” Scholes sipped his cooling coffee. “I’ve got a theory about that too.”


  “I thought you might,” Larionova said sourly.


  Scholes said, “I wonder if the impulse to climb up to the surface is some kind of residual yearning for the stars.”


  “What?”


  Scholes looked embarrassed, but he pressed on: “A racial memory buried deep, prompting the mercurics to seek their lost home world . . . Why not?”


  Larionova snorted. “You’re a romantic, Kevan Scholes.”


  A telltale flashed on the surface of the data desk. Dixon leaned over, tapped the telltale and took the call.


  He looked up at Larionova, his moon-like face animated. “Irina. They’ve found another mercuric,” he said.


  “Is it intact?”


  “More than that.” Dixon stood and reached for his helmet. “This one isn’t dead yet . . .”


  The mercuric lay on Chao’s dust-coated ice. Humans stood around it, suited, their faceplates anonymously blank.


  The mercuric, dying, was a cone of bruised-purple meat a yard long. Shards of shattered transparent carapace had been crushed into its crystallizing flesh. Some of the cilia, within the carapace, stretched and twitched. The cilia looked differently colored to Dixon’s reconstruction, as far as Larionova could remember: these were yellowish threads, almost golden.


  Dixon spoke quickly to his team, then joined Larionova and Scholes. “We couldn’t have saved it. It was in distress as soon as our core broke through into its tunnel. I guess it couldn’t take the pressure and temperature differentials. Its internal organs seem to be massively disrupted . . .”


  “Just think.” Kevan Scholes stood beside Dixon, his hands clasped behind his back. “There must be millions of these animals in the ice under our feet, embedded in their pointless little chambers. Surely none of them could dig more than a hundred yards or so up from the liquid layer.”


  Larionova switched their voices out of her consciousness. She knelt down, on the ice; under her knees she could feel the criss-cross heating elements in her suit’s fabric.


  She peered into the dulling sonar-eyes of the mercuric. The creature’s mandibles—prominent and sharp—opened and closed, in vacuum silence.


  She felt an impulse to reach out her gloved hand to the battered flank of the creature: to touch this animal, this person, whose species had, perhaps, traveled across light years—and five billion years—to reach her . . .


  But still, she had the nagging feeling that something was wrong with Scholes’ neat hypothesis. The mercuric’s physical design seemed crude. Could this really have been a starfaring species? The builders of the ship in Caloris must have had some form of major tool-wielding capability. And Dixon’s earlier study had shown that the creature had no trace of any limbs, even vestigially . . .


  Vestigial limbs, she remembered. Lethe.


  Abruptly her perception of this animal—and its host parasite—began to shift; she could feel a paradigm dissolving inside her, melting like a Mercury snowflake in the Sun.


  “Dr Larionova? Are you all right?”


  Larionova looked up at Scholes. “Kevan, I called you a romantic. But I think you were almost correct, after all. But not quite. Remember we’ve suggested that the parasite—the infestation—changes the mercuric’s behavior, causing it to make its climb.”


  “What are you saying?”


  Suddenly, Larionova saw it all. “I don’t believe this mercuric is descended from the starfarers—the builders of the ship in Caloris. I think the rise of the mercurics’ intelligence was a later development; the mercurics grew to consciousness here, on Mercury. I do think the mercurics are descended from something that came to Mercury on that ship, though. A pet, or a food animal—Lethe, even some equivalent of a stomach bacteria. Five billion years is time enough for anything. And, given the competition for space near the short-lived vents, there’s plenty of encouragement for the development of intelligence, down inside this frozen sea.”


  “And the starfarers themselves?” Scholes asked. “What became of them? Did they die?”


  “No,” she said. “No, I don’t think so. But they, too, suffered huge evolutionary changes. I think they did devolve, Scholes; in fact, I think they lost their awareness.


  “But one thing persisted within them, across all this desert of time. And that was the starfarers’ vestigial will to return—to the surface, one day, and at last to the stars . . .”


  It was a will which had survived even the loss of consciousness itself, somewhere in the long, stranded eons: a relic of awareness long since transmuted to a deeper biochemical urge—a will to return home, still embedded within a once-intelligent species reduced by time to a mere parasitic infection.


  But it was a home which, surely, could no longer exist.


  The mercuric’s golden cilia twitched once more, in a great wave of motion which shuddered down its ice-flecked body.


  Then it was still.


  Larionova stood up; her knees and calves were stiff and cold, despite the suit’s heater. “Come on,” she said to Scholes and Dixon. “You’d better get your team off the ice as soon as possible; I’ll bet the universities have their first exploratory teams down here half a day after we pass Earth the news.”


  Dixon nodded. “And Thoth?”


  “Thoth? I’ll call Paradoxa. I guess I’ve an asteroid to order . . .”


  And then, she thought, at last I can sleep. Sleep and get back to work.


  With Scholes and Dixon, she trudged across the dust-strewn ice to the bubble shelters.


  She could feel the Ice under her belly . . . but above her there was no Ice, no water even, an infinite nothing into which the desperate pulses of her blinded eyes disappeared without echo.


  Astonishingly—impossibly—she was, after all, above the Ice. How could this be? Was she in some immense upper cavern, its Ice roof too remote to see? Was this the nature of the Universe, a hierarchy of caverns within caverns?


  She knew she would never understand. But it didn’t seem to matter. And, as her awareness faded, she felt the Seeker inside her subside to peace.


  A final warmth spread out within her. Consciousness splintered like melting ice, flowing away through the closing tunnels of her memory.


  CROSSING CHAO MENG FU


  G. David Nordley


  Our first close glimpses of our neighbor planets have shown them full of surprises. And the closer we look . . .


  
    
      
        
          	
            Begin a ghostly plain

            Dim white in pale starlight.

            Flat as far as you can see

            To where a distant black ridge

            Divides reality.

            Above the stars shine

            Below the ground crunches;

            Hillary, Byrd, Peary and Amundsen,

            Are your guides. It is beautiful.

            But you cannot stop long;

            The plain is life itself;

            Move on now, trod onward,

            Or stand and freeze, they say.


            —W.B.

          
        

      
    

  


  I am in the middle of a line of people walking determinedly across the most everything-forsaken boring waste in the Solar System. I am so sore and tired I could scream—if there were a warm bed around somewhere, I’d crawl in it to shudder. My attitude has hit rock bottom, but it is time to file my report and if I want anything good out of this pain, I’d best sound positive:


  “I am Wojciech Bubka, college teacher, occasional poet and now your . . .” I take a breath of sterile suit air, “. . . guide to the natural universe, courtesy of the Solar System Astrographic Society and its many sponsors and members. Welcome to my personal journey through exotic, dangerous, and unusual places of the Solar System.” I take another deep breath got to keep up with everyone else. “Come with me while there are still such places to explore—for as we approach the twenty-third century, this frontier, too, is receding.”


  I try to gain a little ground to stop briefly and pan my helmet cam over the dirty ice field. Despite the exertion, the change of pace lifts my spirits a bit. But not even a ten-to-one vertical exaggeration will make this landscape interesting. Come on, Bubka. You’re a poet? Find meaning.


  “These are not robot explorations to be experienced in a video display, but personal ones. I seek authentic, not virtual, reality. I seek the go there, see there, and be there experience of the human explorer, not sterile pixels.” Breathe deep. “There is nothing between me and the crunch of crampon spikes on this frozen mud, the strike of an axe into virgin scarps, the strain of muscles, the hiss of sliding ropes, and the sight of wonders. Such is the dream and the experience I seek to share with you here, today, on the frozen wastes of Chao Meng Fu crater on Mercury.”


  Said strain of muscles gets my attention as I start walking again, and I groan involuntarily. I am tired from the almost week of walking under a pack that brought my weight close to Earth normal—when what is normal for me is Mars. I wiggle my toes as hard as I can—despite vacuum insulation, thermistor environmental control and loose, fluffy socks, I think my feet are beginning to get cold.


  “Come on, mate. Another hour will get us there.” That is Ed Blake, a gentleman adventurer from New Zealand with Antarctic experience. Ed is my tentmate, lanky, mostly bald and prematurely gray, confident, competent, and reserved—unless he gets that kind of twinkle in his eye. Then beware a terrible pun. He’s cheerful enough to me, but I sense a certain condescension.


  Understandable, I think. What the frozen hell am I doing here?


  I had been getting bored at Jovis Tholis University. Poetry, these days, includes video as well as text—something which would have delighted Will Shakespeare, I assure you—and has blended with drama so much that we distinguish the two by picking nits over length and symbolic content. But even in its media-inflated majesty, a dozen years of going over the same basic stuff while fighting battles with New Reformation censors and left-wing nihilists—neither of whom take kindly to the display of material contrary to their philosophies—has me well on my way to burnout.


  JTU is in a dome over an ostensibly extinct volcano on Tharsis, roughly halfway to Olympus Mons from the tether tube terminal on Ascraeus. The location worked, and it became the biggest university on Mars—of which I was an increasingly small and out-of-step part.


  As the politics of being an important academic became increasingly burdensome, my dreams of “out there” grew. I might teach at Saturn High Station with its magnificent view of the rings. Or I could compose random meter verse at Hyperion institute, the lonely retreat of mathematical philosophers set on a detached mountain peak that careens about Saturn as metaphor of an uncertain future. Or I could volunteer to ride a comet and watch robots turn it into Martian air while writing my epics in the freedom of isolation as the comet fell for a decade into the inner Solar System. Or, and this was my most favorite, I might become a journalist in the old sense on the first expedition to Pluto and Charon.


  Thus did I dream. But so, of course, dream millions of others. Only a chosen few can go anywhere the first time or do anything the first time. I dabbled at trail writing; journals of hikes and visits to parts of the vanishing “Red” Mars, but got little notice beyond a reasonably nice “been there, done that” rejection from the Solar System Astrographic Society. I needed an entree, a contact, an idea, something to lift me out of the background.


  Then, last year (Martian year, everyone; almost two standard years ago), Miranda Lotati, the daughter of the man in charge of Solar System Astrographic Society’s expeditions division, walked into my literature class at Jovis Tholis University, a junior transfer from Stanford on Earth. She looked to be a hard, vigorous, and exciting person but could barely choke two words out in succession—about as contrary to stereotype as one could be and still have breasts.


  She was not really beautiful—too muscular, too thin in the face, too boyish a figure, but I saw the possibilities in that. Less competition, and perhaps a complement to my esthetic, well, softness, I told myself. I saw the romance of an attraction of opposites who themselves were opposites of conventionality, and I was looking for some romance somewhere—the women of my normal circles were hopeless and helpless in anything but words, and even seemed to take pride in that. I saw in her an invitation to beyond and away from here. If I played it right—and I resolved to do so.


  It wasn’t easy. Miranda was a rough-edged, prickly student, and her essays were condensed dullness, never more than the required length. A spoken sentence of more than a half dozen words was a rarity from her, and she sometimes seemed to speak a language so far evolved from today’s English in its lack of articles and verbs that, had it been deliberate, would have been considered art in some circles. Nonetheless I was intent. I persisted in bringing her along. I bided my time.


  I had to expend some moral capital, but convinced myself that she covered the ground on her final well enough to let me pass her. She liked me, I think. But I said nothing unethical to her, nor hinted at anything romantic while she was my student—I have my standards.


  I saw her on the last day of classes of the winter semester, after the final grades were in.


  “You’re off to Mercury, I hear, to be along on your father’s attempt to walk across Chao Meng Fu Crater?” Shielded from the Sun, that huge crater was an ice field—Mercury’s Antarctica.


  She nodded.


  “Have you set the expedition membership?”


  She shook her head, confirming what was known publicly.


  “Will you have any journalists along? It would make a very exciting nature piece.”


  She smiled a bit. “Like your Ascraeus Mons hike piece? Dad liked that and sent me here.”


  He’d seen that? I tried to remember the rejection letter. I was flattered but a bit worried that it was a little light for a Lotati expedition. Then the alarm bells rang in my head. My competition for the position of expedition bard was standing in front of me.


  I reached for a tone of professorial authority. “Randi, uh. You’ve come a long way in your composition . . .”


  She shrugged. “Yeah. Thanks to you. Someone’s got to do the article. Someone who fits on the team. Wish I wrote better.”


  “Randi, I suppose I shouldn’t be obscure. Is there any chance I might come myself?”


  Her eyes lit up for a moment, then she frowned. “Rough business, exploring.”


  “Then my accounts of it should draw interest, maybe enough to push Solar System Astrographic’s allocation priorities a little further up.” Not to mention that a single Astrographic article could bring in the equivalent in allocations of my entire Jovis Tholus University stipend for a year. A Martian year.


  “Uh, huh.” A doubtful assent on her part.


  “Might even help you get to your namesake, out by Uranus. Now there would be an angle that people would notice!”


  That got her attention. “Dad’s idea too. My name. Not that easy, though. No place for amateurs, out there.”


  I smiled at her. “I bet I’ll make a good explorer. I’m observant, handy, and in reasonably good shape.”


  She gave me a somewhat skeptical look and a sigh. “Mercury first. Chao Meng Fu. Hundred fifty kilometer-wide. Never sees the Sun. Covered with granite-hard permafrost. Probably take us two, three weeks to walk it.”


  “Walk?”


  She nodded. “Unassisted. Carry everything. Vacuum suits, tents, supplies, samples.”


  “Walk it? Uh, why?”


  She looked at me as if I was born in some other cosmos. “Because we can.”


  There is this recklessness about me that allows me to throw words around without fully considering the consequences. “Well, I think I can too. I’ve done enough hiking around Tharsis—I even have a cinder cone named after me.”


  She looked skeptically at me. “Oh? How high?”


  She had me there. I grinned sheepishly, “Well, ‘Bubka Mons’ is only a hundred meters above local mean. But it’s kind of impressive because there’s nothing else around it.” And I knew someone in the Martian Geology Institute that was laying out the local real estate.


  She giggled.


  “It is registered, Randi. Anyway, my Ascraeus trip was solo, and by a new route.”


  She looked judiciously at me and sighed. “Lose ten kilos. Do fifty kilometers a day.” We stood silent for a couple of seconds as I tried to digest that.


  She turned away. “Physics final—see you.” And she was gone, gliding easily down the hall.


  Dreams are free; but realizing them has a price. And I resolved to pay it.


  By the end of last semester, I had walked up a few Martian mountains and lost the ten kilos. I talked to her again and we arranged a checkout hike down to the base of Jovis Tholis and back up to the town again with full packs, breather gear, and by the most difficult route she could pick. She watched every move I made, and seemed satisfied enough to make another “date.”


  As this went on, I grew utterly fascinated with her. She was a busy woman. Reporters called her, outfitters called her. She was always meeting young women explorers who knew her reputation as a companion of her father, and old men explorers who had been somewhere with her father. My metaphor for Randi was a black hole; people and things seem to swirl around and accrete to her without any significant verbal effort on her part, as if her presence distorts space so that all roads simply lead to her and none away.


  The week she was to leave Mars for Mercury she called me.


  “You’re in, Professor Bubka. Can you make the Shannon inbound? Friday?”


  By moving heaven and Mars, I could, and did. I had, it seemed, been within her event horizon for some time now.


  So, Mercury. Mercury gravity is the same as Mars gravity, which some say is more than a coincidence, but a coincidence as yet unexplained. The gravity here is exactly the same as on Mars, but I’m carrying three times my mass in supplies and vacuum survival equipment. I might as well be hiking in Antarctica with a light pack. Indeed, I could use the conditioning to visit Earth! Despite the extra mass, we try to keep up the fifty kilometers a day—a pace I must maintain.


  There are eight of us strung out along the Chao Meng Fu crater floor, Dr. Lotati in the lead. Dr. Juanita Tierzo, a Harvard-trained geologist, follows him. Juanita is actually on the JTU faculty—in the Martian Geology Institute—but I had to come to Mercury to meet her. Randi follows her. Then comes Ed, myself, and one of Dr. Tierzo’s graduate students, Eloni Wakhweya, a slight Kenyan woman with a big grin. Solar System Astrographic expedition staffers Mike and Karen Svenson come last, pulling an equipment pallet on two large wire wheels.


  They meant it; no robots, no powered vehicles, and in my now humbled opinion, no sense. If Mercury had a breathable atmosphere, they’d have done without the spacesuits and all their built-in communications and amenities, too. I’m exhausted, uncomfortable, and increasingly uneasy with this exercise in cosmic hubris.


  The view is simple, unrelieved flatness, the kind of view that should reach one’s soul in the way of all great expanses. The crater’s stark lines go its namesake’s art one spareness better; the vertical dimension is almost absent. It too is painted in an ink of five colors, all gray. It is Aldrin’s magnificent desolation, without relief. I appreciate it more in intellectual abstract than in person.


  There is light to see: the tips of the peaks behind us blaze like distant arc lamps, and fill the bowl of Chao Meng Fu with a ghostly kind of moonlight. Small, rounded crater rims dot this frozen plane—very few higher than a man, for ice flows in time. The brighter stars shine down on us hard and free. Brilliant Earth hangs just over the horizon, a tiny dazzling blue-white star. Luna lies well away from it, a faint gray dot lost in Sagittarius.


  Invisible to us in the Earth’s glare is the beginning of Earth’s Sunshield. This mammoth project will partly shade the heat-polluted atmosphere from the fires of Apollo’s chariot someday. It is taking form at the Earth-Sun L-1 point, balanced there with the help of reflected light—they plan to reduce insolation by 1 percent. But more relevant to our endeavor is that it is the home of Solar System Astrographic’s solar radio antenna, which we use to apprise the rest of the Solar System of the status of this madcap adventure. I look that way wondering why I ever left.


  “Another five kilometers to the crevasse,” Dr. Lotati tells us on the comnet.


  This desolate flat sameness is an illusion; we have real work ahead. The crevasse is a major obstacle, or a major objective if you are a geologist. Halfway between the rim of Chao Meng Fu crater and its central peaks lies a huge crack in the permafrost caused, they think, by an almost infinitely slow lifting of the crater floor, still rebounding from the billion-year-old impact that formed the crater. To this poet, overhead views make the crevasse looks like the mouth of the planet—and I worry about being devoured.


  By noon, universal time, the mouth of Mercury yawns directly in front of us, an ugly black crack that makes the dark gray plain around us look silvery by comparison. We halt to plan our crossing. Juanita proposes that we simply go down into this thing, down into a darkness that has never known the Sun, and out again on the other side. That idea creates enough interest to scare me. But not now. A descent will take planning, and, in the meantime, I luxuriate in not having to move my body.


  Yet, standing still, I forget my pain and become curious. The crevasse seems to run to the horizon to my right and left. The other side is the length of a football field away. I shudder—it is impossible to repress the thought that such darkness is not meant for human beings, that the laws of physics will become conscious and punish us for trying it. Perversely, the challenge of that danger attracts me.


  Yet, there are reasons to go down beyond the simple thrill of it. Solar Astrographic’s expedition is half stunt, half science—and here is where the other half gets its due. There is a mystery here and the root of it lies in a contrary mysticism of celestial dynamics. Here, a mere sixty million kilometers from its fiery photosphere, are surfaces that have not seen the Sun since the Caloris impact defined Mercury’s final orientation.


  This same counterintuitive magic then decrees that the ices of comets that orbit impossibly far—beyond even Pluto, Charon, and Persephone—are actually closer to the Sun, and Mercury, in the energy of their motion than anything in the inner Solar System. Something on Venus would have to be kicked at almost 11 km/s to reach Mercury, best case—but merely nudge a pair of Oort belt comets together and parts of them may fall into Mercury, decades hence. Sometimes these collisions give the planet a very temporary, tenuous atmosphere, which condenses in the deep freeze of Chao Meng Fu. Blame this on Kepler and Newton, not Ptolemy.


  So near is far, and far is near, and the crevasse yawns from ’ere to ’ere. Does it have teeth? Do its open jaws reveal molecules from the beginning of time, such as measured in the Solar System? Lotati confers with his daughter, and Ed. Randi and Ed have a thing, I’ve found, and spend a fair amount of time touching helmets.


  What great ideas I have! I despair of ever being able to itch again, let alone going to Miranda with its namesake. My rented vacuum gear fits like the skin of a hundred-year-old man; stretched taut digging into my flesh here, loose and bulging there. Randi says there’s an art to it and I should take more time getting in. Next time I will.


  I edge closer to the brink, attracted to the danger perhaps, or perhaps wanting to demonstrate courage to Randi. I gaze down. Here and there the dust has fallen from the sheer ice walls, and the layered structure is clear. There are Mercury’s sediments. Each comet or meteor creates a temporary atmosphere for Mercury, and that which is not boiled away by the Sun condenses in the polar craters, mixed with ejecta dust. The bedrock lies perhaps a kilometer below us. After three days of the most physical labor I’ve done in decades, I now contemplate a rappel down to the bottom of a bottomless crevasse and the climb back up again.


  I look away as though by not observing it, I can create the possibility that it does not exist.


  But I have my journalist’s duty. At my command, my helmet camera plays back the view, and it floats, reflected off my face plate, against the stars. It doesn’t fit in the standard field of view, I realize, so I look over the edge again and slowly turn my head from horizon to horizon. An object of professional interest now, it begins to lose some of its scariness for me.


  Bubka’s prescription for fear of something—study the hell out of it.


  How long and wide! Then I turn off all my lights, let my eyes relax, and turn back to see the solar corona, a peacock’s tail of icy fire spreading from the Sun that sits just under those utterly black mountains that ring our horizon. If Chao Meng Fu did not flatten Mercury’s globe here, we would not be able to see those mountains this far into the trek, so close is Mercury’s horizon—but we have been heading ever so slightly inward, downhill, as well as south.


  The furthest streamers of the corona glow far above that rim behind, looking almost like the aurora borealis back on Earth. Awed, I step back, and back again to catch my balance.


  I happen to glance down—my boot is barely centimeters from the edge of the chasm.


  “Bubka, freeze.” Randi’s voice echoes in my helmet.


  I am already frozen.


  “Now. Raise right hand,” she continues.


  I am carrying a strobe lamp in my right hand so I automatically start to raise my left—


  “Your other right!” she snaps, instantly.


  This time I get it right, raising both my arm and the strobe lamp.


  “Now lean that way. Walk slowly. Away from edge.”


  I understand now: if I teeter, she wants me to teeter in the direction of safety. I walk away from the edge with as much dignity as I can muster, as if there were nothing at all wrong, knowing that anyone monitoring my heartbeat will know that I am anything but calm.


  She detaches herself from the management group and strides toward me, ghostly dust glittering in my helmet light behind her footsteps. She halts in a cloud of fairy sparkles, grabs my hand, and leads me well away from the edge of the crevasse.


  “Professor Bubka, near crevasses, tether. Always, always, tether.”


  “Professor” hangs in my mind dripping with irony. On Mars, I taught her literature. Here, I am her student—and I had just come close to failing a test where failure is judged somewhat more harshly than at Jovis Tholis University.


  Nodding ruefully, I pull a piton gun from my pack and harpoon the planet. A test pull shows that it’s secure, and I clip the line to my belt. Randi fires a piton in too, clips on, then clips another line between her belt and mine. “Ed, some baby-sitter you’d make! Going to take a look.”


  “Sorry, mate. Watching, Randi.”


  Baby-sitter?


  “Now, Professor Bubka. Let’s go look.” Dark eyes, on a tanned face with a snub nose, twinkle at me behind the clear, non-reflecting visor.


  We retrace my footprints together. We walk to the edge together. This time, I think to clip my strobe light to my belt as well.


  One of the things I see is half a footprint at the edge of the crevasse. The toe half. Mine.


  What I had done was, I realize, foolish, but I think I am forgiven. She pulls oh her line, then actually leans out over the cut, to inspect its near side.


  “Light.” The word is a request and a command. Crystals from far down glitter in response.


  Nervously, wrapping my line around my left hand and playing it out through a “smart slot” belay device, centimeter by centimeter, I lean out with her and shine my strobe on the wall under us. On a clean vertical, the layering resembles a diffraction grating—fine thin grooves, perfectly horizontal, broken occasionally by what must be the sections of ancient buried craters.


  The strobe light looks continuous, but contains off-pulses for range—it times a journey of the absence of light. So. The crack goes down, a hundred meters, two hundred, three hundred. At five hundred, I can no longer see the light returning, but it can. I swing it slowly from side to side, as my helmet display paints a graph of angle and range. The walls seem to almost converge about twelve hundred meters below us here, with some flatness between them. I move the beam a bit to the left.


  There is something across the chasm at eight hundred meters, just to our left. “Randi?”


  “I see it. Bridge. Dad, channel seven.”


  “I have it, Randi! I’ll think that is a billion years down if it’s a day! What do you say, Juanita, my Randi’s found a bridge!”


  There seemed no point in immediately explaining that I’d found it.


  “Eight hundred meters down and all the way across! Can we do it?” Juanita answers, thrill in her voice. “Do we have enough line?”


  “Yes and yes,” Randi’s father answers after a moment of thought. Then he points to a slight dip almost above the bridge. “Probably half of an old crater, broken by the crack. That will get us a few meters closer. We could rappel down from there. Perhaps two billion years down, if the crevasse goes to the bottom of Chao Meng Fu. Do you want the bottom, Juanita?”


  “God, yes, Emilio, if it isn’t too dangerous.”


  Dr. Lotati shrugs. “It has been this way for millions of years of impacts; the walls should tolerate a few ants crawling on them. We’ll go ourselves, instead of waiting for some robots to do it.”


  I look across the chasm for the other half of the ancient crater, but, like the other half of my footprint, there is no sign of it. Where did it go? I feel a curiosity as powerful as any hunger. What formed the bridge? What lies at the bottom? We shall find out, if the Laws of the Universe let us.


  We all have some climbing experience, but only the Lotatis and Ed have very much. It is, however, a very easy climb down in 38 percent gravity. The ropes are well secured to the plain above, the slope is usually less than vertical. Mike and Karen Svenson will remain on the rim with the bulk of the equipment until we are all safely down. They call themselves the “human robots” and have been in excellent humor. When Randi and Dr. Lotati scale the other wall, they will fire a rope across. The Lotatis will then pull over a larger rope on which a tram will carry the equipment. Meanwhile, at the bottom, Dr. Tierzo will supervise sample gathering by the rest of us. That is the plan.


  It becomes dark quickly as we descend. The sky contracts to a starry band overhead, one edge of which glows a faint, frozen, shadowy pearl, a reflection lit by a reflection of sunlight on distant peaks. We turn on our helmet lights, and their glare banishes any other source of illumination. They spread sparkly pools of light on the wall—tiny crystals everywhere. I am conscious of a fine mist or fog, just on the edge of the perceivable. Our suits allow the skin’s waste gases to diffuse slowly outward, our footsteps create microscopic dust clouds on which it may condense, our helmet lights evaporate hydrogen gas that has condensed on the wall. Our progress appears tinged with the ethereal.


  We are three hundred meters down: a football field on end. The descent is easy, simple, routine. You ease rope out under friction, take a pair of steps down, and ease out some more. This descent is demanding and terrifying. You dare not lose concentration. Pitons can pull out, crampons can slip, and you will be just as dead from a fall of a kilometer in Mercury’s gravity as Earth’s. Yes, it will take a few seconds longer and an academic might note that you hit with less velocity—only about five times instead of fifteen times what is needed to smash your helmet and the skull within it.


  You dare not cause problems for everyone else. One foot after another.


  A person in fear of his or her life needs no more excitement—but if you want it, you glance at the wall in front of you, at layers of ice laid down when dinosaurs were young. This is not on a screen, not a simulation, but never-seen-before reality that puts ice hard in front of your own eyes.


  “Ed,” I ask, “do you wonder if anyone might have been here a billion years ago?”


  “Eh? Interesting thought, that. The feature would attract someone with enough curiosity to build spaceships, I should think. But the crack itself wouldn’t be that old, now, would it?”


  “No, I guess not.” When the layers were laid down, of course, this had been a part of the plain.


  Still, my eyes scan every layer, hoping.


  “Has everyone got positive pressure in their suits?” Dr. Lotati asks, and receives chuckles. “There is,” he continues, “a significant build-up of nitrogen gas, and a bare trace of nitrogen trifluoride, which I would not recommend breathing.”


  I call up a temp display and find that it is cold in the crack—about eighty kelvins, versus a hundred twenty at the surface. As I think about it, I notice traces of frost on the outside of my gloves: our insulation is that good. I have no idea what the biological implications of nitrogen trifluoride are, but I would rather someone else perform the experiments. A drop rolls down my face plate.


  “Watch your footing, Juanita,” Dr. Lotati says. “It’s slippery here.”


  So far, my crampons dig into the dirty clathrate walls with ease, but I can tell it is wet. The wall is mostly ice, but ice that is heavily mixed with crater ejecta, pocked with more volatile ices, and stiffened far harder than anything on Earth by cryogenic temperatures. Dr. Lotati says it’s something like sandstone, but if it weren’t for the gas in the ice, it would be like concrete. There are few cracks, but the piton gun works well, as does the ax.


  “Nitrogen trifluoride data,” I ask. Floating in the wall, by virtue of my helmet display hardware, are glowing numbers telling me that nitrogen trifluoride is liquid over a range of about 80 kelvins—from about 77 up to 145—which is over 120 Celsius degrees below the freezing point of water. Somehow, stating such temperatures in kelvins above absolute zero is less scary than using negative Celsius degrees below freezing. The vapor pressure of this big, heavy molecule is almost nil at the low end of this temperature range—a wet vacuum.


  A hundred meters to go, and I can see the bridge clearly in the shifting pools of our helmet lights.


  “A sliver of wall appears to have detached itself and slid down until it jammed,” Dr. Tierzo tells us. “The top is a jumble with, here and there, flat spaces that may have been part of the original surface, including part of a crater. I wonder if that’s what knocked it down?”


  “Hello down there,” Karen Svenson calls. “Yes, that crater would explain what looks Eke a ray network around where you went down. Now that I know what I’m looking at, this spiderweb network of cracks is a real giveaway.”


  I hadn’t remembered any cracks. I ask my suit to play back my recording of our approach to the side. The surface in the depression was smooth. My pulse races. “Playback two hours ago,” I command. In a ghostly video window, my suit shows me almost falling in to the crevasse, but . . .


  “Hey, everyone!” I shout. “Those cracks weren’t there before. Dr. Lotati, I’ve got it on channel six.” There is a moment of silence. “Quickly now,” Dr. Lotati speaks briefly and very businesslike. “Those of you still on the wall come down as quickly as possible without panic and without yanking on anything. Mike and Karen, set another belay well back of the cracked area.”


  I have my full attention on climbing down, gingerly as possible. Dr. Tierzo is off belay just below me. I remember to lock my crampon spikes out—the bridge is slippery.


  Meanwhile, Dr. Lotati has set an ice bolt in at the far end of our bridge. Dr. Tierzo sets another one in the biggest hunk of bridge she can find at our end and pulls the line tight.


  Then I am off the wall. I quickly clip my line to the bridge line and release myself from the wall ropes. “Off belay.”


  Miranda Lotati and the grad student, Eloni, are still on the wall.


  I hear, I think, at very low frequency, a kind of groan.


  “We have the protection in,” Karen says. “The cracks are larger!”


  “Wojciech can get your line, Ed,” Dr. Lotati says, “release from the wall immediately!”


  “No worry. Here.” He tosses me the end of his spare line and I hit it with the loop of a smart ’biner, which opens, takes the line, and shuts faster than I can see—like that old magic trick with hoops. I take up the slack.


  Ed releases and scrambles off the wall, holding the taut line for balance until he reaches me. We move further down the bridge.


  “Come on Eloni,” Ed says encouragingly. The young Kenyan woman is the least experienced of our group—she descends slowly, but flawlessly, a few meters right of where Ed came down. “Toss me the end of your spare line.”


  She stops to find it. Miranda Lotati’s feet are but a few meters above her. I hear another groan.


  “Come on . . .” Ed says again.


  Finally, Eloni tosses a coiled line toward Ed. It jerks short and dangles below her, a hopeless tangle.


  “Sorry, I try to do this too fast.”


  “That’s OK, mate,” Ed says. “Just come on down now. We’ll improvise.”


  We feel a slight tremor. She freezes.


  “Down, Eloni. Fast,” Randi says.


  Eloni starts moving again. I can see her tremble.


  “Ice!” Karen shouts. Our radios level amplitude, magnifying whispers and buffering shouts—that shout was well buffered.


  Eloni freezes.


  “Go,” Randi snaps, and clips Eloni’s helmet with the side of her boot. “Get going!”


  Galvanized, Eloni half scrambles and half falls the remaining fifty meters, landing on her seat where the bridge butts against the wall. She starts fumbling with the ’biner holding her line to the wall belay line. Ed, clipped to a line, moves to help her—I think he has a knife in his hand. Heedless, I follow him using crampons and ax. Ed reaches Eloni.


  I look up and see the sky falling.


  Randi releases and leaps from almost twenty meters up on the wall, un-belayed, right at me. “Catch,” she shouts.


  I have time to set my crampon spikes and open my arms. She hits hard, and various pieces of her gear dig into my chest. I grab her as the boots tear free and we skitter together down the side of the bridge. My line stops us after a three-meter slide.


  Ten meters from us, with a roar clearly conducted through the ice we lie against, an avalanche of clathrate pours down. There is no sign of Ed and Eloni.


  Randi clips a line to my belt, rolls off, and starts to scramble back to the top of the bridge, ice dust streaming around her.


  “Ed!” she shouts. “Eloni!”


  The fall increases, becoming a white wall. Randi scrambles into it. I follow and am enveloped in a stream of pulverized clathrate, and I can see nothing. It flows over me, not like sand or water, but something in between—not dense, but still exerting pressure.


  I wait. My helmet is filled with the sound of my breathing.


  “Ed!” Randi shouts again.


  “We’re alive.” Ed’s voice is hoarse and strained. “Trapped next to the wall. The fall created a bit of a pocket. No injuries, but it’s getting somewhat cold.”


  In spacesuits with rebreathers and plenty of energy, we are in no danger of suffocating. But under our coveralls we wear skintight vacuum suits that depend on a surrounding vacuum for much of their thermal control and the fabric of the vacuum suits, while smart and extremely tough, is necessarily thin. Conduction of heat could quickly freeze Ed and Eloni. But, clinging to the side of the bridge with the landslide still in progress, there is nothing I can do to reach them.


  “Got you on locator. Can move.” That is Randi Lotati, for me. Move? How?


  I roll over prone to the face of the bridge, reach forward into the flow with my hands, and find purchase. With both arms and legs, I find I can edge forward, too.


  “Solid piece—here.” Randi says. “Ice boulder. Think you’re on other side.”


  “S—sounds that w—way,” Ed replies.


  “Line charge. My side. Push like hell when I say.”


  “No, Randi,” Ed pleads, “too dangerous—”


  “Push, damn it! Now!”


  I hear the crack of the detonation.


  “Randi?” I call, and claw my way toward the signals, white sand and occasional rocks still streaming by me. Somehow, though, it seems a bit easier. “Randi, Ed?”


  “Wojciech, Ed. We—we’re free. At—at least the rock’s split. Need help with Eloni.”


  “I’m trying.” I pant. “Where’s Randi?” I am exhausted struggling against the continuing stream of material from above. I reach forward with my hand and hit flesh. Someone there. The world is gray in my helmet lamp; I can see nothing. “Ed, is that you?”


  “Not me, mate. It’s slackening a little. I’ve got some space.”


  The someone moans. The groan is female.


  “Eloni?” I push the person in front of me again, harder.


  “She’s with me, Wojciech.” Ed says.


  “Randi?”


  She grunts. “Wojciech. I’m OK. I’m just . . . stuck. Legs won’t move.” I feel a hand brush mine, then lock with mine. “Drag me back.”


  “I’ll try.” Trusting the precarious hand link, I sit up into the flow of clathrate mud. It tries to take me away with tremendous force, but my line holds me. Slowly I get my legs around in front of me and pull as hard as I dare. She doesn’t move.


  “It’s no good. I’ll hurt you if I pull any harder.”


  “Freezing’s worse. Hurt me. Pull.”


  God knows how much force I put on her arm, but something seems to unstick, and she comes toward me, slowly at first; then something breaks free and we scoot back about four meters. I can see through whirls of snow here. I can see my clip still on the bridge line, see Randi strung out at the end of my arm.


  “Dr. Lotati, she’s out. Over here.”


  “What? Wojciech? Where? . . . There, I have you! I’ll be right over.” He is there in a moment. “Had you on the other side of the Bridge for a moment—propagation freak, I think. Randi, will you be all right for a few minutes?”


  “Hurts like hell, Dad, but yes. Thanks, Wojciech.”


  Dr. Lotati gives her a pat and plunges into the remains of the ice fall. Minutes later, he and Ed emerge, carrying Eloni between them. “Mike, Karen, this is Emilio,” he says. “We’re all out of the avalanche. I don’t know in what shape yet, but we’re all out.”


  “Roger. We suggest all of you rest a bit until this plays itself out.”


  “Mike . . .” He pauses, catching his breath. “We’ll consider that.”


  There are several rueful chuckles, and we spend the next five minutes or so, watching the river of white dust slowly come to a halt.


  Finally the ice fall abates entirely and we take stock. Randi reports a severe sprain in her right shoulder. Ed is recovering from hypothermia and is severely bruised as well. Eloni is better, physically, but appears to be in some kind of psychological shock. The rest of us have minor bruises.


  The side of the crevasse looks like a giant took a huge, semicircular bite out of it. Karen and Mark wave at us from an edge that is now at least fifty meters back from where it was. We lost two long lines, buried in the debris. The avalanche has buried half the bridge and I worry that it could start again at any time and bury us along with the other half. I try to do some mental calculations on how long it would take a suborbital hopper to get here and pull us out.


  “I think we are here for a while,” Dr. Lotati says, “at least until we’re all up to climbing out again. We might overnight on the bridge.” If he’s worried about the avalanche restarting, he isn’t saying so.


  “We’ll need to revise the schedule a bit,” Ed adds. “Another five kilometers per day would do it, I should think. Now, how do we get the gear down here?”


  “Toboggan the big tent down to us,” Randi says. “Meantime, collect data.”


  I stare at Randi, stupefied.


  “Are you OK, Eloni?” I ask, mainly out of concern but perhaps with a secondary agenda of reminding people of something.


  Eloni raises her head and looks around in wonder. If she expects a chewing out, it seems she is in the wrong group. I lay a hand very gently on her shoulder, and, as if I touched some kind of hidden button, she leans into me and lets out a very long sigh, which I hear clearly where my helmet touches her. Randi is looking right at us, but in the glare of our headlights, her face is unreadable. Warning bells ring in my head.


  “My mistake, Eloni,” Ed says, “pressuring you like that for something that’s not automatic. You needed to think it through, and with me talking at you like that, you couldn’t. My mistake.”


  “Eloni,” Dr. Lotati asks, “Can you help Juanita get her samples tomorrow?”


  Eloni takes a breath and slips away from me. “I—I can do that.” A smile of relief creases the young woman’s features.


  “That a way!”


  “Randi?” I ask, dumbfounded. “Your arm?”


  “I’ll live. Still go for the bottom, Juanita?”


  “There may be a pond of liquid nitrogen trifluoride down there—it’s unprecedented.”


  “Ed?”


  He looks down, then at the crevasse sides. “Why don’t I help Randi with the camp and prepare for climbing out of here?”


  Apparently, we will sleep here—under the sword of Damocles.


  “Wojciech?” Dr. Lotati asks.


  I am at a loss for words. I am more tired and sore than I have ever been. How much more tired and sore can I be before I am a danger, I wonder? Everyone has been pummeled and challenged. But these people, these comrades of mine, will not admit disaster. They will press on. It is a collective decision—a spontaneous informal vote of voices that is already a majority. Voicing misgivings on my part would do no good at all, and my fate is tied to theirs. But I wonder that such things can still be in this age of robots. May the ghosts of Byrd, Amundsen, Lewis and Clark, and Bering fill my mind with whatever it is that gets one through. I came here to prove myself worthy and now the question is upon me. I look at the crevasse sides and down into its deep.


  “Three climbers would be best.” Dr. Lotati says.


  “I’m . . . I can go with a little rest.”


  Dr. Lotati nods. “We can all use some. It’s only 1100. We’ll set up on the bridge. Mike and Karen, we’ll take the big tent—you can probably slide it down on ropes.”


  This only takes a few minutes. We anchor the large vacuum tent to the bridge. It fits with about a meter to spare in width—with the door toward the intact wall. Room in the tent is limited. It was meant to sleep four and it is crowded with six of us. Our body odors again mingle in a forgettable stew of smells, and the drop curtain for its tiny commode is woefully inadequate for privacy. But we are relieved and happy—we have been through a memorable adventure and nobody has gotten killed.


  Ed is quiet, eats quickly, and is asleep in his sack, fully clothed, in minutes. He says nothing. We will take a very real risk shortly, far, far, from help—for the sake of samples that could easily be gathered by robots a month from now.


  As a certified—and some might say certifiable—poet, suicidal undertakings are perhaps in my nature. But the milieu of the Gentleman Adventurer requires that one return from the adventure to recount it. While Ed was gallant in the crisis, the closeness of his brush with death might only now be sinking into him. I, with far less experience, accepted a challenge he did not—does he resent this? No, I tell myself, he is just exhausted.


  I have to make myself eat—I’m hungry, but more tired. A warm sleep-sack never felt so good, I realize. It seems I have barely closed my eyes when Dr. Lotati is gently rocking me awake.


  “It’s 1400,” he says. “Time to go.”


  The trip to the bottom of the crevasse is a straightforward rappel. With Randi resting her arm, Eloni and I head for the bottom with Juanita in the lead.


  “This could be Calorian clathrate—proof that Chao Meng Fu is older.”


  “But doesn’t its flatness mean it’s young?” I ask. Old surfaces are heavily cratered.


  “Watch for a hollow to your left. No, the surface is young due to deposition—the crater itself is ancient. I’d guess we’re about 3.8 billion years down, below the original crater floor. The walls are shock-fractured rock, not exposed sediment layers. No strata—” a swing of her ax tears a rough section of about a square meter from the wall “—underneath.”


  “Look, more signs of erosion,” she adds later.


  “Erosion?” The wall is a rough breccia, a compressed clathrate and gravel mixture. The larger stones are sharp, not rounded.


  “There is evidence of atmosphere all around us—you can see icicles in the hollows, and a cold glistening wetness on the walls.”


  I turn off my radio. “Can you hear me?” I shout.


  There is no answer—the vapor is still too thin, even at the bottom, to conduct sound.


  We hang from the wall and gaze into the utterly still pool of nitrogen trifluoride in the circles of our helmet lamps below us. Unable to resist the temptation, I reach into one of Mercury’s nostrils and break off an icicle and toss it into the pool. It ripples like oily water.


  “Wojciech,” Eloni says in a mildly scolding voice, “have some respect! That pool has been built up, molecule by molecule, probably over billions of years.”


  “How?” Juanita asks, gently. “Even if the crater is that old, the crevasse isn’t.”


  Eloni is silent, then says. “Oh, of course. But where does it come from then?”


  “The pool is a mystery, for now,” Juanita says. “Perhaps some comet with an unusual concentration of fluorine ices struck not too long ago. Or something else.” She laughs. “Fortunately, not all mysteries can be solved now. We would run out of things to do!”


  I envision tentacles reaching out of that deep to pluck us from the crevasse wall. “Could something have evolved to base its blood on that, the way we use seawater?”


  “Not my field,” Juanita answers. “But let’s take a sample.”


  She is closest, and deftly dips a sample capsule into the liquid. Nothing emerges to bite her hand off—so much for that fantasy. I might not have had the nerve. Then I have a moment of insight; to do this requires the right balance of imagination and nerve.


  “I do not think,” Eloni offers, “that there would be enough energy for life. If there were, the liquid would boil away. Hydrocarbons at these temperatures would be frozen solid, so what could one use to build life molecules? How could anything that would work at these temperatures get here without being destroyed by the Sun first? Still, it is an interesting thought, Wojciech.”


  “If the crack could go down a hundred kilometers or so,” Juanita remarks, “it would be warm enough to evaporate everything, possibly warm enough to walk around with the right atmosphere. But Mercury would close a crack that deep; its crust is surprisingly thin, even now. This is not Mars.”


  She sounds like my fifth-year teacher back in Krakow. I suddenly feel far, far over my head. These people understand where they are and what they are doing: it holds no terror for them, no fear of sticking a hand where it might not come back. But for me, my overripe literary imagination haunts my mind like the tale of the bogeyman that kept me out of grandfather’s basement until I was seven. I am not comfortable here—but, I tell myself, I will enjoy having been here more when, and if—always if—we get back.


  “It’s time to go back,” Juanita says, her vials filled. “Climbing.”


  “Climbing,” we all say.


  “Belay on,” Dr. Lotati says, from far above us.


  The climb back up to the bridge is slow. Once we hit the layered material, we stop to take half-meter cores, drilled slantwise, at those layers which Juanita estimates to have been laid down during the great events of the inner Solar System: layers that may contain glass beads from the Imbrium impact on Luna, Caloris here, Hellas on Mars, and, just possibly, a few grains with the right isotope ratios to be from the K-T impact on Earth. If we find these, we can bring the geological history of the planets together. If, the paradigm goes, we understand better why the Solar System is the way it is, we will understand better why we are the way we are—the forces that have shaped our evolution and those of other sentient races. But we won’t know if the samples contain what we suspect for many months, by which time we will have scattered to the nether ends of the Solar System.


  We are tired and bruises remind us of yesterday’s avalanche with each bump, but there is a sense of elation about us. We are the first people to see a pool of liquid on an alien planet in its natural state. And no machine saw it first.


  When we arrive back at the ice bridge, Juanita sees me staring nervously at the slide.


  “I’ve calculated the slope and the coefficient of friction, Wojciech—I think it’s fully relaxed. It may stay that way for a billion years.”


  “Now you tell me!” But would the trip have been as thrilling if she had? “What caused it to go in the first place?”


  “Our weight, I think, plus an accumulation of stresses. I’m beginning to think the crevasse is fairly young—otherwise a meteor impact would have caused the slump before we did.”


  “There could be more than physical tension,” Eloni says. “Near the surface, over many years, radiation will cause chemical changes and produce unstable molecules in crystalline ice. A physical shock, such as an ax, might release these energies.”


  “Possibly,” Juanita says.


  I look down at the ice bridge under me. If the crevasse is fairly recent, this would be even more recent—and not, I hope, have had time to accumulate radiation “energies.”


  We are physically tired but the midday nap and the feeling of accomplishment leave us too hyper to sleep immediately. After rations, I suggest the idea that had led me to join their expedition in the first place.


  “Randi?” I ask. “Dr. Lotati?”


  They turn their heads to me.


  “Are you aware of the theories of a Dr. Nikhil Ray?”


  Dr. Lotati purses his lips as if he had something to say, then thought better of it.


  Juanita answers. “He tries to explain the low density of Miranda and some other outer satellites, by making them a sponge of caverns. It is an innovative idea, but, I’m afraid, not well accepted.”


  Dr. Lotati grunts. “I’ve met the man. His theories are unorthodox and he has this infuriatingly superior manner about him. . . . Well, we’ll know soon enough anyway. The IPA is finally getting around to dropping sonography stations on the major Uranian satellites.” As “free” robot-produced resources grew exponentially, so did the Interplanetary Association’s influence on who goes where and does what. The IPA, whose main members are the United Nations of Earth, the Mars Council, and the Cislunar Republic, responds, in large measure, to politicians. They in turn respond to the media and the public—I am counting on this.


  “I was,” I venture, “thinking that it might be time to visit Miranda—and that, with the coincidence in their names, Randi might be the one to do it. It would certainly be an interesting angle. Especially if Dr. Ray could be persuaded to come.”


  Dr. Lotati frowns. “That would be rather commercial, wouldn’t it?” Ed contributes with a wink in my direction. He is not taking this too seriously.


  “Finish school,” Randi says, “do some low g work in the asteroids, Saturn, then maybe.” She grins at me. “My world. Caves?”


  “There are certainly caves there,” Juanita says with a grin, “but if they are big ones, you might be sorry about taking Nikhil. He’s already insufferable with the issue in doubt. God help us if he’s right!”


  Dr. Lotati and Ed laugh heartily. Randi shrugs, and a flicker of pain crosses her face at the gesture. The shoulder hurts more than she wants us to know, I suspect.


  “You can make too much of that,” Ed says. “He’s not a monster, Juanita. He can be very much the gentleman, and his conversation is always interesting. I sometimes wonder if the personality conflicts don’t have more to do with his peer review problems than the merits of his work.”


  Dr. Lotati turns and tugs on his beard. “Uranus is the frontier,” he finally says. “There’s only one small inhabited scientific station in the Uranus system, in its outer satellite, Mustardseed. Within the Uranian magnetosphere, radiation is a concern.” He stares briefly at me, then Randi. “Also, I don’t want to associate the Society with Ray’s claims just yet. Let’s see what happens with the seismic study. And let’s see how well Wojciech’s presentation of this expedition is received.”


  I glance at Randi. She stares back at me, intently, and the ghost of a smile crosses her face as she wrinkles her nose.


  “I could use a shower,” I say—humorously. There will be no showers for several days yet.


  But Randi hands me a silver foil wrapper. Her nose has decided that it’s bath time—understandable in view of our exertions. The foil contains a light towelette soaked in a cleaning solution that does not have to be rinsed. She offers them to the others, removes her coveralls, and then releases the seam of her vacuum suit. Her father turns his back to us and, facing the wall of the tent, does the same. Eloni also turns to the wall of the tent. Ed watches Randi, and they exchange a brief smile.


  We are a cross section of the Solar System, and a cross section of attitudes about our bodies. I still feel a slight twinge, as if in nostalgia for an old cultural taboo, but the observer of people in me rejoices the passing of taboos. Ed, surprisingly, seems the one uncomfortable with communal bathing.


  Juanita, whose family left Earth a century ago, is already sponging, oblivious to anything else. She is a well-endowed woman in excellent condition, as is everyone on this kind of endeavor. Her hair, unbound, hangs to her shoulders. It is almost all white and makes her skin look darker than it is in contrast. Her only other concessions to her fifty standard years are a slight gut and a bit of looseness on her neck and under her arms.


  Randi is still watching Ed watch her, as if she enjoys it. She is a rangy young woman of jet-black hair and well defined, though not exaggerated muscles. Her female features seem like the afterthoughts of a god who in making an athlete decided at the last minute to make a woman, too. There is an intriguing hardness about the rest of her, including an untouched scar on her side. But her face, her smile, and her manner are womanly.


  Embarrassed at myself for staring, I turn around like Dr. Lotati and finish undressing—applying the cleaning cloth to my body. But I love women too much to resist another look. When I do, both Eloni and Juanita are looking at me. Our eyes meet, we smile and I relax. My feelings as they watch me bathe are hard to describe—would it make sense to say that I felt first forgiven? I feel something of a sense of camaraderie.


  Then Eloni reaches with both hands and turns me to the side of the tent. Its drum-tight bulge instantly reminds me of the vacuum, just beyond that millimeter of tough, impervious fabric.


  I feel a damp cloth on my back, up and down, hitting every needful spot. When she is done, I return the favor. She sighs just on the edge of audibility. Almost like a purr.


  I feel suddenly very good, and useful—should poetry and nature writing fail me completely, I could do this for a living. Well, maybe.


  Dr. Lotati turns to crawl into his sleeping bag, and I accidentally get a brief glimpse of injuries he has chosen not to show the rest of us. Gunshot wounds? Before he can seal the side, Juanita touches his shoulder and crawls in with him.


  Eloni turns from the wall then and sees Randi and me, not yet in our sleeping bags. She looks down, then looks up again, then crawls into her sleeping bag. I can’t read the expression on her face.


  I get into my bag, pull my suit and helmet in with me, and seal the hood behind me. Its flaps will close and hold pressure if there is an accident while I sleep.


  “Lights off,” Randi says, and the tent complies. It is utterly, totally dark. There is movement. As my eyes adapt, I glance in her direction, but her sleeping bag is empty. She is probably not sleeping with Eloni, which leaves Ed. I feel a twinge of jealousy, though I know Ed has known the Lotatis for many years, and gone on several expeditions with them.


  The exhaustion of this day does not permit sexual regrets, however. It seems like only a moment, and then I awake to light, discussions about the ascent, and the smell of freshly opened breakfast bars. The discussion is between Ed and Emilio, and it concerns who is to go up the wall with Randi, to set the ropes for the rest of us.


  “We need to make time,” Dr. Lotati says.


  “All the more reason for you to go with Randi. You’re a team.”


  “Thank you, friend, but I am sixty-two years old and you are thirty-eight. You and Randi climb well together.” There is a slight hint of humor in Emilio’s voice to suggest to my perhaps oversensitive mind that he knows they do more than climb well together.


  “It’s only a kilometer, mate. You’re as good as ever.”


  “I’ll second that,” Juanita says.


  Dr. Lotati smiles and shakes his head. “The group comes first.”


  Randi embraces her father, wordlessly, but I can see her eyes glisten. Then Dr. Lotati reaches over to Ed and they grasp hands.


  Something has passed, I realize, and who am I to witness such a passing? More than ever, I feel an ambitious interloper. I look over at Eloni. She is looking at me. Wistfully? I smile back.


  We pack quickly and efficiently, filling the soft pressure packs first with the things that can stand vacuum, then the hard ones. When the tent is bare, the last pack is sealed and we take it down to a tenth of an atmosphere. We check each other’s seals and fit. Randi frowns at mine, and has me depressurize to readjust my fit. If the pressure were much lower, I think, my blood would boil. We normally breathe a fifty-fifty oxygen-nitrogen mix at four-tenths atmosphere, so I still have a quarter of Earth normal oxygen partial pressure. I try not to get excited.


  Randi treats this like an everyday event. She tugs, pulls, and smooths all my joint areas. She is utterly clinical about this, but happens to glance up with a wink when she adjusts my leg seams. “Its all in the family,” her look seems to say.


  I find myself slipping as if to an event horizon. Do I want to befriend this woman to pursue fame and fortune on her distant namesake moon, or has my idea for an expedition to the moon become an excuse to be near the woman? I suddenly realize that I am very, very taken by her.


  She reseals my suit and I tell it to bring its pressure up again. She has indeed worked wonders, and I am much more comfortable than I was the day before. She apparently likes what she sees, grins, and squeezes my arm, then turns to the business at hand.


  The tent finishes taking itself down to near vacuum. When the sides are noticeably softer, we open the main seal, and the tent ripples as the remaining millibar or so of air escapes. We turn our helmet lights on and emerge into the crevasse again.


  The wall is suddenly lit with floodlights—Mike and Karen have seen us emerge. It is one kilometer of gray-banded dirty clathrate, vertical, except for the parts that are more than vertical.


  Randi leads; if she falls, she is less weight on the bolts and pitons that hold our ropes.


  “This stuff is like soft sandstone,” Ed says. “I can almost push a piton in by hand, here and there.”


  “Use more.” Randi says. “Angle down.”


  “OK.” He is silent for a while. “There. I suggest we do this before I lose my nerve. Belay on.”


  “Climbing,” Randi answers. They proceed upward carefully but steadily, taking turns.


  I happen to be looking up when it happens. Randi is climbing when her foothold crumbles. She grabs for a line, says “Damn!” then, “Falling.” Her effort to grab has pushed her out from the wall, and when the rope goes taut, one of the pitons pops out of the wall with a shower of dust and ice. After a brief hesitation, the other two follow, and Ed yells, “Slack!”


  Desperately, Randi tries to slow her fall by digging her hands and crampons into the wall beside her, throwing up a wake of dust. The smoothness of the wall helps; it is not completely vertical, and there are no bumps to throw her out.


  The next set of pitons catches her rope, and for half a second it looks like it might hold. But before she comes to a complete halt, they pull out too and she starts to slide down again. Now, only Ed’s own precarious hold on the wall stands between them and a five hundred-meter fall. He is furiously trying to hammer in more pitons, but there is little rope left between him and Randi.


  They need another secure line. Why, with six other more experienced explorers present, I am the one to think of something is a mystery. Perhaps it has something to do with creativity, or with not having a mind full of the knowledge of things that wouldn’t work.


  “Mike, Wojciech. Can you fire a rocket line right into the wall above them? It ought to penetrate that stuff and anchor itself.”


  He doesn’t take time to answer me. There is a flash from overhead and an impact ten meters above Ed. The line it carries is much thinner than climbing rope, but drapes down beside them quickly in the vacuum. It continues to play out, draping all the way down to our little camp.


  The line between Randi and Ed snaps tight, and his foot and arm come free in a shower of ice. He should hit the release, I think. Better one death than two, but he tries to hold on to the wall. He doesn’t dare let go and reach for the new, untested line, hanging less than a meter away.


  It almost works. Randi, caught short, manages to reach her ax and digs into the wall like a desperate fly. Working with her right hand, she sets one piton and then another, hammering them in with her fist.


  Above her, the rest of the ice holding Ed begins to give way as he tries to regain his handhold. “Can’t hold, falling!” He flails for the new line as he starts to slip, but it is out of reach.


  They, would, I think, be dead on Earth—but Mercury gravity is more forgiving. Working as Ed slides, Randi reaches the new line and yanks hard on it. She yanks hard again—it must not have been firmly set. Another hard pull and she seems satisfied. Ed slides down beside her in a plume of dust and ice, barely in contact with the wall.


  Quickly Randi connects the new line to the line that still connects them, slack now, and loops it around the piton she has just set. “Protection in!”


  Thirty meters below her, Ed bounces as the line pulls taut and pops the piton out of the wall in another shower of debris. Ed’s weight pulls Randi free of her holds as well.


  They both slide another ten meters, but now the slack in the line from the rocket has been taken up. They slide some more as it stretches, then, finally, stop. All told, Randi has fallen about a hundred meters and Ed perhaps fifty.


  “Jupiter!” Karen, on the crevasse rim, exclaims. “Randi, Ed, set yourselves if you can. I can see the rocket: it’s wedged itself vertically in the hole it made when it hit the wall, only about ten centimeters from the face. Try to hold tight while we think of something.”


  “OK,” Ed says. “But don’t take too long. I think I’m about at the end of my rope about this.”


  The laughter, fueled by relief, is perhaps a little too loud for the quality of the pun. Ed quickly starts hammering in additional protection. Randi, however, is simply hanging passively in her harness.


  “Randi?” Mike calls.


  “Injured. Both arms.” Her voice attempts calm, but I can hear the pain in it.


  “Can you climb?” Mike asks.


  Randi tries to lift an arm up to her rope and gasps. “Not now.”


  “Descending,” Ed says. “I’d like another belay if you can think of something.”


  What we think of is setting our remaining line rocket for maximum range and steering it about six meters under the far edge of the crevasse. It slams in hard, burying itself too far in for Karen to see. “Ice,” Mike says, instantly, as a patch of icy regolith loosened by the rocket impact snows down left of the climbers. The upper layers, as we know, are softer. They pull the line from the far edge until it sets hard—ten kilonewtons tension, Mike estimates. Then they let the line drape down to us, and we walk it over to where Ed can reach it.


  He connects the lines, and continues down.


  Randi tries to descend. We hear the slightest hint of a cry of pain over the radio, then a loud “Damn! Dad, I can’t lift my hands over my shoulders. Both shoulders shot.”


  “That’s all right, Randi, I’m coming.” Dr. Lotati turns and looks at me. “Come on, Wojciech. I want your head on that wall.”


  Juanita gives me a pat on the rear, and surprisingly, Eloni gives me a silent hug. Inside her visor, her dark eyes are glistening. I think of how frightened the Kenyan student must be, but she has just contributed in the only way she could think of.


  “Thanks, team,” I say, and squeeze her hand.


  I clip my ascent ratchet on and start climbing. There are no problems and we reach Randi and Ed in half an hour.


  Randi is calm. “Right arm. Won’t go above shoulder. Maybe dislocated. Left arm works, sort of. But hurts too much. Might faint. OK as long as I keep my hands down.”


  “I’ll take you down, papoose-style,” Ed offers. “Then we’ll ride the elevator up.”


  Dr. Lotati touches Randi. “OK?”


  “I’ll make it, Dad.”


  “Good, Wojciech and I will go up then, and set the anchor,” Dr. Lotati decides. His voice crackles with leadership and confidence. I smile. Everyone, including him, has forgotten about his age. It won’t be obvious on this climb; if anything, I will slow him down.


  We replace Ed’s backpack with Randi, tying her to his shoulder harness, and help guide them down. When they are safe below, Dr. Lotati nods to me, and says “We have to consider everything we put into this surface to be hazardous, no?”


  I nod. We are leaning out from a wall almost half a kilometer above a bridge about half a kilometer above a pool of cryogenic nitrogen trifluoride, talking about how the various things that hold our ropes to said wall may give way at any time.


  “OK. We use four pitons, or bolts, or a combination, on each belay, and arrange the ropes like so.” He demonstrates, creating what looks at first glance to be a cat’s cradle of ropes between carabiners and pitons. “This equalizes forces among the pitons and minimizes the shock if one lets go.”


  It takes me a couple of tries to get it right. He finally pats me on the shoulder, and without further ado says “climbing.”


  “On belay,” I answer, wondering about people who seem to come alive only when staring death in the face. He ascends deliberately, and deceptively fast.


  Actually, I keep up, but exhaust myself in the process. Dr. Lotati is only a centimeter or two taller than his daughter, and hardly much heavier.


  He is wiry strong; occasional rest stops are the only concession he makes to age—and I need them more than he does. We stop where the second line-bearing rocket buried itself in the fragile clathrate, six meters below the crater floor. The ledge is overhung by about a meter, more where the rocket impact dislodged a large hunk of wall.


  “Can you stand a short fall?” he asks me. “I think we’ll need several tries to get around that edge.” I’ve never fallen on a belay line before. I want to impress Emilio; my Mirandas, moon and woman, are at stake. But the idea of trying to scramble almost upside down and free-falling six to ten meters, with only a questionable anchor to stop me if I slip, scares the crap out me. If there were any other way . . .


  “Wojciech?”


  “Yes.” Then, perhaps because my mind works best in an emergency, or under a deadline, the idea comes to me. “Dr. Lotati—this is fairly soft stuff. You don’t suppose we could just tunnel through it, up to the surface?”


  He looks down at me. “Perhaps! I wouldn’t consider desecrating an Earth climb like that, but I think we will be forgiven here. I knew your head would be good for something!” Then he takes an ax from his belt and swings it into the ice overhead. A good sized hunk falls and shatters into tiny chips on my helmet.


  “Ice!” He looks at his handiwork, says, “St,” and swings again, and again, cutting a notch more than a tunnel as it turns out. We are through and up to the crater floor in less than an hour.


  There is a round of cheers when we say, “On top!” Mike and Karen wave from the other side of the crevasse—only a hundred meters away. It has taken us two days to go that hundred meters.


  I help set the next set of anchors a hundred meters back from the edge, in firm regolith. The rest is ropes, ascenders and pulleys. Mike and Karen send the remaining gear, and themselves, across in an ersatz tram, and help us hoist the rest of the party. Juanita is the last one to emerge from the crevasse and we all cheer, intoxicated with our close call and our final victory. By the time everything is up or over, we have been awake for thirty hours. Dr. Lotati decides to set up camp immediately.


  We have four two-person tents in addition to the large one. They can be independent or their entrances can be sealed to connecting ports in the large tent, forming a mini-base looking something like an inflated starfish minus an arm. That way, early risers can let others sleep.


  Randi’s left shoulder is bad—a possible separation—and we have at least three days’ march ahead of us to our pickup point. We discuss an evacuation, but she won’t hear of it. Mike and Ed both have field medical training but Mike has more practice, so he is the closest thing to a doctor we have, and he consults with Earth. It turns out that our optical scattering imager is good enough to build up a picture of the injury; Randi’s humerus is not quite in its socket.


  Earth recommends evacuation. Randi says no. Dr. Lotati supports her—we are in an age where injuries can be healed if they can be endured, but the opportunities to do something more significant than entertain oneself and collect one’s automation stipend are few and far between.


  Randi, Ed told me several nights ago, is Dr. Lotati’s only son. I laughed and asked Ed what that made him. “The gayest man on Mercury,” he answered—and threw such a convincing leer at me that it took me an unsettling second to get the joke. But the humor disguises a poignant situation—a young woman trying to be, for her father, the son he could never have. How much was from her nature, how much was from her love? Or was there a difference? And what of her mother? Randi’s mother was never mentioned by anyone, and the only public biographical info was that Emilio had divorced her when Randi was six and never married again.


  Following instructions from the doctors on Earth, Mike resets the shoulder. It takes him two tries. Randi shuts her eyes and gasps—that is all. Then it is in. Painkillers, anti-inflammatory drugs, and reconstructive stimulants we have—she will be sore, but as good as new in a few months. Climbing is out, but she can walk the rest of the way.


  Ed and Randi retire together, her arm immobilized to her body with tape.


  Juanita decides to sleep with Emilio. Mike and Karen are a given.


  Eloni is looking at me with dark pools of eyes and what could be a hopeful smile on her face. I look at the shy graduate student who had given me a hug to send me up a treacherous wall that had just come within the width of an idea of killing two people. I shrug and reach a hand out to her and she comes and sits by me with the widest grin on her face I have ever seen.


  “You wish I were Randi, don’t you?” Eloni asks me.


  “That’s not your fault.”


  Her smile fades. “I almost got us all killed by being too slow. That was my fault.”


  There are times when sympathy can do things lust cannot. I have my arms around her in a second. “No one blames you. You’re part of us, now. Time to enjoy it.”


  She kind of melts into me and gently pushes me down onto my back on my sleepsack. She has a low, incredibly sexy voice. “That is about as much as I can enjoy. I hope I do not disappoint you.”


  Tired as I am, I’m relieved, and confused. “Eloni, I write about the male and female thing, more from reading than experience, I’m afraid. I may sigh, but disappointment would be putting things a bit strong. But I’m curious. Do you believe in abstinence, and if so, can you tell me why?”


  No contraception, I speculate? In this day, I find that hard to believe—but she is studying at Jovis Tholis on Mars, I remind myself, in the middle of the New Reformation.


  A certain hardness comes over her face. “You want to know? I spoke literal truth. Abstinence has nothing to do with it. I was mutilated so I cannot enjoy what most women can enjoy. So I hike across glaciers and climb mountains instead,” she smiles wryly. “That is how I get high. Try to understand. I am not Kenyan by birth. Kenya is a civilized nation.”


  I have it then. Female circumcision. Back on Earth, the villages all have nice premanufactured houses, with bathrooms, electricity, diagnostic comm ports, and regular food deliveries. But here and there, otherwise gentle people protect primitive cultures from “western interference,” and so we still permit this to be done to children.


  “How old were you?”


  “Ten. They were very thorough. But in a few years, doctors will be able to fix it, I think. Regenerate the tissue that was taken from me. That’s a spin-off from the interstellar project. They needed to solve tissue regeneration to do cold sleep reliably. For now, I must enjoy giving and being enjoyed while I fantasize what it might really be like.” What can one say? I take her hand and she squeezes it.


  “Oh, yes.” Her voice is low and throaty. “They mutilated me, they tried to keep me barefoot and stupid to carry on their primitive culture. They even tried to keep me from school. But they could not shut off my mind. And here I am, yes, here I am where they thought I could never go doing what they thought to keep from me forever. So I am a space person now, part of another tribe.”


  Eloni and I are both, I realize, refugees from cultures that do not want who we are. Hers a primitive one, mine too sophisticated to see itself. I only want to hold her, smother her hurt, and bring a smile to her face. I try to kiss her.


  She holds me off. “Someday I have to go back there and try to change what the people do to each other there. I cannot be a space person forever. Do you understand?” She buries her face in my shoulder. “For now. Just for now.”


  I understand. This is for now—and whatever our feelings for each other now, our destinies lie in different directions. I nod and she is in my arms. Our lips touch again and the future vanishes. “What do you do want me to do?” I ask.


  In answer, she releases the seal of my tight suit.


  We remove each other’s remaining clothes and slip into my sleep sack. She wriggles against me and we do kiss, and our hands do stroke and caress, and begin to defy the cold dead gray cruelty outside our bubble with yet another act of life.


  But there really isn’t very much room and we are both very tired. So, in each other’s arms, we fell asleep, content with a mostly symbolic defiance.


  The remaining walk toward the center of Chao Meng Fu is two by two, the time filled mostly with conversations that share what we are and what we know, but sometimes with those comfortable silences in which your mind digests what you have learned, playing this way and that with it. There are more crevasses to cross, but we do so expeditiously.


  During one of these crossings, I say, “On belay, Dr. Lotati.”


  “Climbing. Wojciech, call me Emilio, it’s quicker.”


  A small thing, but it suggests to me a future more interesting than correcting undergraduate papers.


  Juanita suggests we share a piece of music for our final approach to the central depot. It is by a twentieth-century composer named Alan Hovhaness, a symphony called “City of Light.” She says it is his symphony number twenty-two.


  “Twenty-two?” I ask. “Did I hear you right? I know Haydn wrote over a hundred, but that was when they were short and highly formatted. Beethoven wrote only nine. Tchaikovsky, six. I thought they’d pretty much stopped doing symphonies by the twenty-first century.” Juanita laughed. “We geologists call Hovhaness our patron composer because he actually wrote a symphony about a volcano—and that was number fifty. By the mid-twenty-first century, they were calling him ‘the American Haydn.’ Now let’s just listen.”


  As we approach the brilliant peaks of the Chao Meng Fu central crown—great massive round Sun-gilded domes that speak of power and eternity—I am incapable of understanding why I once thought of this expedition as a stunt. I feel like a piece of steel, bent, hammered, bent and hammered again in the fire with greater strength and balance than I have ever known before.


  It is a feeling I want to have again, if I must pursue it to the ends of the Solar System. Perhaps I am not in a class with Ed Blake and perhaps any fantasies I had of a match with Randi must remain fantasies, but I have found in my own backyard a delicate and precious union with Eloni and a friend and colleague in Juanita. And I think I have succeeded in my main objective—I have, I think, the friendship and respect of the people who could bring me out to the frontier which calls my spirit.


  As I walk I feel the voices of a more broad-shouldered century calling me; Stanley, Peary, Scott, Teddy Roosevelt, and among poets, of course, Kipling. As I trudge, I amuse myself with a doggerel: Perhaps those prudent people—


  
    
      
        
          	
            Who never risk the pit,

            Also never know the joy

            Of coming out of it.

          
        

      
    

  


  Not prize material, perhaps, but sums my experience, and in my present state of deranged ecstasy, I am no critic!


  And if my words fail you—as they fail many others of highly educated tastes—then listen to the finale of Hovhaness’ symphony. For if you cannot understand after hearing that, you have left the human race. What I learned, in the crossing of Chao Meng Fu, was that such things still can be, in any age, for anyone who will do them.


  ROMANCE IN EXTENDED TIME


  Tom Purdom


  Tom Purdom’s Casanova-like character, Joe Baske, most recently seen cavorting in “Romance in Lunar G”(November 1995), returns to experience . . .


  I didn’t hear the three missiles strike when they landed on the rear wheel of our vehicle. The missiles were drops of plastic with just enough mass to make it through the air and they were moving at a relatively low speed—about ninety meters per second, I would guess. On a low-gravity planet like Mercury, a modest muzzle velocity will give you all the range you need for most practical purposes.


  At the moment the missiles hit, I was lounging on a reclining chair, under an awning that protected me from bird droppings, falling insects, and other woodland indignities. I was taking some pleasure in the fact that my accommodations were a sizable improvement over the closets spaceships offer their passengers.


  I was traveling at a leisurely pace through an idealized temperate-zone forest composed of well spaced, aesthetically varied three-hundred-meter trees. My conveyance had been purchased from an owner who had stocked the refrigerator and the wine chest with a connoisseur’s selection of prefabricated food and wine. The fabrication unit situated near the rear wheel had been equipped with programs that could produce several hundred items that were supposed to be just as palatable as the champagne I was currently holding in my hand.


  On my left—where I could give it an occasional politely conversational glance—there was a face that displayed an intriguing interplay of two themes: sensuality and alertness. Ling Chime’s features were round and fleshy, but her genetic designer had tempered the fleshiness with a sharp nose, high cheekbones, and eyes that seemed to be constantly dancing around the landscape. On my right the Elector—Ling’s employer—was dispensing genuinely entertaining gossip about the world of the arts. I was even willing to admit that the Elector was just as attractive as Ling was, in her large-scaled, arm-waving way.


  The whole scene was permeated, in addition, with a pleasant touch of the exotic—the light that created peculiar, inconsistent shadows under the trees. The ecodesigners had created a park-like environment, but the light was a constant reminder that the only thing protecting us from the full blast of the sun was a wall that was so thick and milky it diffused the small percentage of the sunlight that slipped past its molecules.


  At that time—it was 2089, according to my records—the Mercury habitat was still something of a wonder. On the Moon, people still lived in standalone cities dug into the rims of craters. On Mars, they were still arguing about the rights and wrongs of full scale terraforming. On Mercury, I could peer through the trees and observe the giant towers that supported a globecircling greenhouse, three kilometers high and twenty kilometers wide. From space the habitat had looked like a thin white band that circled the planet at a sixty degree angle to the equator. Eventually, according to the developers, the urbs built into the towers were supposed to house a billion people.


  “My drive wheel has developed structural defects,” the car said. “I am instituting repair procedures.”


  Ling was the Elector’s business manager—the factotum who took care of her employer’s practical affairs, while the Elector concentrated on the creative efforts she considered the primary purpose of her life. Ling didn’t miss a beat as she turned around in her chair and rested her finger on the car’s main screen.


  “Give us the details,” Ling said.


  The car had already slowed to a stop. “The drive wheel has developed three large cracks,” the car reported. “Continued stress could result in collapse.”


  The Elector threw back her head. The electronic bracelets on her left arm flickered and rainbowed as she gestured at the landscape.


  “I thought you told us this was a new vehicle, Joseph.”


  “How long will the repairs take?” Ling asked.


  “Approximately ten minutes.”


  A small, single passenger three-wheeler lurched off the road on our right and bumped across a tree root as it jockeyed past us. The transportation modes lining up behind our rear wheel included riding animals, two-passenger carts, and four hikers who were being followed by a motorized baggage hauler. The “road” was a narrow strip that was covered with a hard mat of surface grass. It had been designed so two vehicles going in opposite directions could just squeeze past each other.


  By Mercury standards, the traffic on the road was uncomfortably dense. The high speed vacuum rail had been shut down at the worst possible time. This section of the planet was approaching the beginning of its thousand-hour night. Half the people who lived in this part of the habitat had headed for the forest and a last minute rendezvous with the pleasures of “outdoor life.” Now all that recreational traffic had been inflated by the people who had decided to use the road net when the rail system had stopped operating.


  Ling had jumped off the car and started examining the rear wheel. Her finger traced one of the cracks. She turned around and peered through the trees. She was wearing a close fitting jacket-and-pants outfit and her businesslike movements accented her slimness.


  “My repair system has detected the presence of destructive molecular entities,” the car said. “Remedial action is underway.”


  The Elector’s bracelets shimmered again. “Is that thing telling us we’re being attacked?’


  Ling hopped back on the car and bent over the fabrication unit. She ran her hands across the unit’s interface and I realized she was searching its external databanks.


  “I suppose we shouldn’t be surprised,” Ling said. “You were willing to come all the way to Mercury just to cast one vote. I suppose we shouldn’t be surprised somebody might be willing to engage in a little violence just to stop one vote.”


  “A little violence!” the Elector orated. “Do you really consider this a little violence, Ling? Have you any idea what a clump of those things would have done if they’d landed on one of us?’


  A red light flashed on top of the fabricator. The time strip on the side of the unit produced a 7:17 and held it.


  “There’s a car parked around that last bend,” Ling said. “You can see it through the trees—right where they could have fired at us. I think there’s four people in it.”


  “And once the repairs are made,” I said, “they’ll just follow us until they find another spot where they’ve got a good shot. And hold us up another ten minutes.”


  Ling gave me a quick glance of approval—the kind of glance that still evokes a foolish rush of pleasure, no matter how many times a woman who’s captured my fancy bestows it on me.


  “Are you telling me they merely have to stop us four times?” the Elector said.


  Ling pointed at the time strip on the fabricator. “In seven minutes and seventeen seconds we can have our own version of the same kind of weapon they probably used—two minutes to download the fabrication program, five minutes and seventeen seconds to fabricate it. If you’ll put your expense program on your notescreen, you can see just how much it will cost you, along with the price of half a dozen smoke bombs. The missiles we’ll be firing should be the same type they’re using—low impact devices equipped with moles that snip breaks in the long chain molecules that make up the plastic in the wheel. If Joe will give me some help when the time comes, I think we can arrange things so they have to sit around waiting for repairs while we put some distance between us.”


  The Elector wasn’t really called the Elector. That was only a title I had bestowed on her in the privacy of my own mind. Her full name was Katrinka Yamioto Oldaf-Li and the only thing she elected was the winners of a set of ten prizes. The prizes were awarded by an organization called the AllMercury Coalition of Documented Creative Specialists and they were presented to their proud recipients once every eighty-eight-day Mercury year.


  The Elector was a well-known creator of the kind of simulated habitats the less sophisticated members of the human community like to surround themselves with when they’re forced to endure a few minutes of inactivity. (Not famous, please note—just well known. There’s no reason you should feel culturally deficient if you’ve never encountered her name before.) I had sampled one of her creations during the voyage to Mercury and it had been the kind of vision I tend to favor—an imaginary world in which people spent their Eves dancing in elegant settings and browsing through gardens populated by citizens who dressed themselves with understated (but unmistakable) refinement. She liked clothes that flattered tall, slender men, but that was, from my viewpoint, the only serious flaw in her work.


  Citizen Oldaf-Li had been living on Mercury when she had placed her first simulation on the market. She had spent most of the last ten years enjoying the pleasures of the Earth-orbiting cities, but she had maintained her membership in the All-Mercury Coalition of Documented Creative Specialists.


  Now she was apparently one of the leaders in a faction that was trying to unseat the current officers. It was hard to believe anyone would spend three months in a spaceship for such a minor cause, but I had learned at a very early age that there were no limits to the absurdities humans would commit once they began joining organizations.


  If you look through the databanks, you will find several entries in which journalists and other members of the pseudo-employed compare me to the eighteenth century adventurer Giacomo Casanova. I read all twelve volumes of Casanova’s memoirs during a down period in my finances when I was in my sixties. He lived in the eighteenth century and I Eve in the twenty-first, but we would have given similar answers to certain questions if some time traveling psychologist had bedeviled us with the same personality assessment program. We would both have agreed that sexual encounters are a flat experience if they aren’t combined with romantic feelings. We had both decided, at a very young age, that we would spend our lives following the impulses of our hearts. I had been seven years old the first time I had been awakened by the strange feelings a member of the other sex could evoke. I had been sixteen—and obsessively fascinated with a woman ten years older—when I had promised myself I would make those feelings the central concern of my life. I didn’t want to waste one hour of my life listening to committee reports.


  I had boarded the ship as the devoted companion of a flamehaired, amusing woman who was emigrating to Mercury to escape a burdensome grown son. I had believed we could keep each other diverted for the entire ninety-three days we were going to be imprisoned in the ship. Instead, I had discovered that I had exhausted her capacity for entertaining exchanges in the first five days of our liaison. On the forty-first day of the voyage—fifty-two days before we were scheduled to reach Mercury—I had placed my investments under the total control of my alter program and put myself into deep sleep.


  And then, five minutes after I trudged through the disembarkation tunnel, while I was still feeling numb and semi-conscious—I turned my head as I maneuvered through the passenger lounge and saw Ling Chime sitting in front of a panoramic screen that displayed the craters and hard shadows of the real Mercury on the other side of the wall. She was sitting at a small, single-pedestal work table and she was staring at her notescreen as if she were planning a move in a championship game tournament.


  The Elector had spent most of her time on the ship working at her trade. Ling had been less work oriented but she had spent several hours each ship day superintending the Elector’s business interests. I had seen her a few times during the first half of the voyage and her face had always left me with an after-image that floated in my mind for several hours. But that had been all there had been to it.


  So why had I responded with such a rush when I had seen Ling sitting in front of the panorama? Had it been the atmosphere created by the hard-shadowed desert behind her? Had it been the fact that she was focusing her entire attention on her notescreen and I was getting my first look at the intense competence she brought to everything she did?


  I didn’t know. I never would know. I just knew she had ignited the emotion that was, for me, the wine and the salt and the cream of life.


  In Ling’s case there was a small drawback—as there frequently is. I had picked up some information on Ling’s background when I had been exploring the Elector’s organizational antics. Ling had earned three doctorates and she still hadn’t celebrated her thirty-second birthday.


  The age entry had given me a mild shock. I can usually tell people’s ages to within twenty years, no matter what they’ve done to keep their physiology and their appearance in peak condition. A woman of eighty and a woman of twenty-five may look almost exactly alike, but the older person will normally carry herself with an authority and sophistication that can’t be simulated. I had watched Ling guide the Elector through one of the mandatory social rituals that had opened the voyage. She had been so self-possessed I had automatically assumed she was at least twice as old as she really was.


  There had been a time when the discrepancy in ages wouldn’t have troubled me. The older male, younger female pairing is a combination as old as the species. I didn’t have any problem with the reverse situation either. When you’re in your nineties, the fact that a woman is twenty years older than you doesn’t make that much difference.


  But that was my attitude. It was already becoming obvious some of the younger members of our species were developing a different outlook.


  I have been living with technological upheavals since I was old enough to regard the world with some measure of understanding. I was one of the first people to implant a musical performance system in my nervous system. I’ve struggled with the possibilities created by personality modification technology. I watched molecular technology flower into a major force after decades in which it looked like it was destined to be one of those tantalizing daydreams that remain permanently out of reach. Nothing, in my opinion, has changed the world more than the ability to modify human genes.


  Moles have given us things like personal fabrication units and projects that could circle Mercury with a fully enclosed habitat in six Earth years. Genetic technology changed what we are. Ling could awe me with her competence because she had a brain and a nervous system that her parents had ordered for her in exactly the same way I had ordered my clothes. She could remain cool under stress because they had chosen a set of glands that equipped her with that kind of temperament.


  So why was someone like Ling working as a personal assistant to someone like the Elector? What did she think when she looked at someone like me? Was I just a primitive life form to her? An old man fumbling around the Solar System with an outmoded set of physical components?


  The woman who had drawn me to Mercury had been fleeing a son who was six years younger than Ling. Her son apparently believed men and women my age were the ultimate enemy—a group that was going to sit on society and block every channel of advancement for centuries into the future. I gave him everything I could, his mother had said. A forty percent intelligence enhancement. Looks. A coordination component that would have made him a professional athlete when you and I were young. Aggressiveness. And what do I get? A son who tells me I’m as obsolete as a piece of thirty-year-old software.


  The Elector started gesturing and emoting as soon as she realized I was steering myself across the lounge toward Ling’s work table. It didn’t take me long to find out why Ling was working with such intensity. The Elector had planned to hop out of the orbit-to-surface shuttle and board one of the high speed rail vehicles that raced through the vacuum just outside the habitat. She would arrive, according to her calculations, three hours before the deadline for casting her vote. Unfortunately, the governing body of Mercury—the Conclave of Talents—had once again decided it had to worry about the safety and long term well being of the people it was supposed to serve. The Talents had decided this section of the rail system needed some special maintenance work. It would be six hours before a vehicle glided down the rails.


  Ling was looking for a road vehicle the Elector could buy or rent. If she could find one sometime in the next half hour, they could drive past four stations and board a functioning rail vehicle. I watched Ling work at her notescreen while the Elector paced out big circles behind us. Then I slipped away to another table and opened my own notescreen.


  My financial program updated its statement on my current worth and I asked it for a list of the current bids for road vehicles. The top bid on the list had been posted by Ling and it had been totally ignored. As I had expected, most of the people who already owned road vehicles weren’t interested in selling.


  I stared at the figures on my screen. If I doubled Ling’s offer, I would be eating up almost 25 percent of the profits my alter had earned for me while I had been asleep. . . .


  Most of the immediate responses came from idlers who apparently thought I was some kind of ignorant off-worlder. Five people advised me I could turn right as I left the disembarkation lounge and find a shop with a large-scale fabrication unit that could produce any vehicle I wanted within five hours.


  In case you haven’t noticed, one wit expounded, you’re living in a society in which you can have anything you want for the price of a little energy, some cheap raw materials, and a small payment to the people who designed the product and wrote the fabrication program. I realize you’ve just landed on our planet. But we have more of the civilized conveniences than you may think.


  I said I need it immediately, I replied. IMMEDIATELY.


  It was a reckless thing to do—an invitation to squeeze me until I strangled. But it brought results. An image of a three-wheeler bounced onto my screen seconds after I finished writing. The list of accessories indicated the owner had been planning a romantic trip of her own. The asking price was 30 percent higher than the amount I had offered.


  Ling was still hunting down possibilities when I hurried back to her table. “Please excuse me for interfering in your problems,” I said. “I have just been reassessing my own plans. As it happens, I ordered a touring road vehicle before we left Earth. If you would be willing to share my accommodations for the next few hours. . . .”


  Ling pulled two sections of a weapon out of the fabrication unit and fitted them together. Her new possession was a practical-looking device with a skinny barrel and a wide, bulky stock.


  “There’s five smoke bombs in the fabricator, Joe. Can you drop two of them over the side when I give the word? Then tell the car to move. And drop more bombs as you roll.”


  “I don’t think that will put too much stress on my martial capabilities.”


  “What makes you think they won’t fire through the smoke?” the Elector demanded. “They’ll still know exactly where we are.”


  “I’m assuming they’re not trying to kill us,” Ling said. “They can’t fire through the smoke without running the risk they’ll hit one of us.”


  I watched her as she slipped around the front wheels and started working her way through the trees. Fashion was once again going through a period in which clothes and body styles emphasized the classic sexual differentiators. Women were spotlighting their breasts, wearing long skirts, and even draping themselves in the kind of elaborate gowns the Elector favored. Men were developing their shoulder muscles and adopting clothes that drew attention to the results.


  It was a development I could support with enthusiasm. What was the point in having two sexes if there wasn’t any difference between them? I was too short to look physically impressive but I had grown a beard and put myself through a training program that made me look solid and muscular. Ling had managed to conform to fashion without compromising her ability to function. She had picked clothes that emphasized her litheness and the gracefulness of her movements. Her hair had been cut so it bobbed just above her shoulders.


  There have been times—many times, unfortunately—when people have looked at the woman who had currently aroused my interest and wondered why she had paired off with someone like me. In this case, I honestly thought we would make an attractive couple. If I could lure Ling away from her employer for a few tendays, we could enjoy an interlude that would be a nice mix of companionship and sensuality. We could follow the temperate zone, perhaps, as it moved around the planet. Or would Ling prefer the kind of long twilight we were currently experiencing?


  “Don’t you think it might be best if you didn’t stare at her?” the Elector said. “Even if they didn’t see her leave the car, they might wonder why you’re so fixated on that part of the landscape.”


  I stood up and glanced into the fabricator. Five oval objects had been lined up on a storage shelf.


  The car’s main screen emitted a trio of discrete trumpet notes. There’s a red activation button on the side of each bomb, a written message from Ling announced. You can release the bombs whenever the car tells you the wheel’s repaired.


  I examined one of the bombs without pulling it out of the fabricator. The Elector was eyeing me with an ironic smile.


  “You have intriguing tastes, Joseph Louis. I have to confess I thought I was the one you were interested in.”


  I shrugged. “My reactions to women are totally unpredictable. I thought about having them modified many years ago. But I decided I’d rather just let them lead me where they will.”


  “And that’s why you’ve led such an adventurous life?”


  “Believe me, it’s been much less turbulent than the entries in the databanks indicate. Most of the time, it’s just a matter of a few hours with this one, or a few tendays with that one. I’m interested in pleasure, not excitement.”


  “And how much time are you planning to spend with Ling? I should warn you—we’re heading back to civilization ninety-eight hours after I cast my vote.”


  I stared at her. “You’re going to turn right around and pen yourself up in a spaceship for another three months?”


  “I can do my kind of work wherever I am. I’m far happier, in fact, when I’m someplace where I don’t have to put up with weather. I moved into this place two years after it opened and I got tired of hearing people lecture me about it before I’d been here a single Mercury year. Every time we had a rain storm I had to listen to somebody telling me I should be happy I was living in an environment that was so big it could maintain its own cycles just like the Earth does. Personally, I’d rather pay the extra rent and live in environments that have to be managed down to the last molecule of air.”


  “The repairs have been completed,” the car said. “I await your orders.”


  I turned away from her before she could see the gloom that was settling over my face. My hands ripped two bombs out of the fabricator and dropped them onto the road surface. Two red clouds enveloped the car.


  I watched the clouds expand along the road. We had been traveling toward the night side of the planet, so the wind inside the habitat was actually blowing in the direction we had been moving. The temperature difference between the night side and the day side could have built up enormous winds inside the habitat, but the engineers had arranged things so the air flow remained mild and steady. The habitat had been designed with several doglegs, and the landscaping had included hills that could act as windbreaks. The trees probably helped, too.


  I ordered the car to resume progress and we edged forward. Puzzled faces stared at me through the fog as two three-wheelers passed us going in the other direction.


  The smoke had covered the entire width of the road behind me. I looked back and saw Ling skimming through the mist with the long strides of the expert low-gravity runner. I had spent several tendays mastering that skill when I had first emigrated to the Moon. I wasn’t surprised to discover I would never do it as well as she could.


  The face on the Elector’s notescreen belonged to a man who had adopted a particularly masculine style: a large bald head and a trim, disciplined beard. I had come across several vindictive graphics when I had been browsing through the Elector’s political diatribes. I immediately knew I was looking at the current Elected Superintendent of the All-Mercury Coalition of Documented Creative Specialists.


  I had spent several hours exploring two of the Elected Superintendent’s environments during the voyage. I wouldn’t have paid much attention to them normally, but they had been well crafted, and they certainly kept my activity hormones flowing. The Superintendent created fantasy worlds for people who wanted to combat various kinds of imaginary opponents and dispatch various kinds of imaginary animals. In person, he was scrupulously polite. It was the Elector who launched into a tirade ten words after she heard his perfectly modulated greeting.


  As I understood it, the officers represented a group that wanted to alter the membership rules of the Coalition. Under the current membership rules, voting members had to produce a certain number of creative works every twenty-five Mercury years. The officers wanted to increase the requirements. They had already managed to limit voting on certain issues to people who were actually physically present on Mercury. They had even decreed that voting members had to establish their right to vote by attending a meeting or paying a personal visit to the elections officer at least once every seven Eyears.


  As far as I could determine, the Coalition had only one function: it awarded the All-Mercury prizes for the “finest, most innovative works produced on the First Planet” during the shortest year the laws of physics had bestowed on any rock in the Solar System. The right to vote on the awards seemed to be the sole benefit of membership.


  The members of the Elector’s faction felt larger principles were involved. As they saw it, their group favored a “broadbased, fully representative” organization that would admit “anyone who had been gifted with the true creative fire.” The Superintendent’s group was “a ring of audience-pandering would-be oligarchs” determined to “garrote creative minds who have already been asphyxiated by the abuse-by-neglect they have received from the semi-conscious commercial audience.”


  The Elector didn’t quite use language like that. She had too much taste. But the attack on our car had confirmed her belief that the Superintendent was a violent man who catered to the worst human impulses. The Superintendent maintained an expression of calm concern as he stared at her while she ranted.


  “Do you really feel we should be wasting time rehashing our differences, Katrinka? It seems to me you should call the police.”


  “You know very well that if we call the police they’ll merely get us involved in a lot of time consuming questioning. We are going to arrive on time. I am going to cast my vote.”


  “I hope you will. I wish all our members took their voting privileges as seriously as you do.”


  “Voting is not a privilege! Voting is a right. The mere fact that you call it a privilege should tell anyone who cares about social justice everything they need to know.”


  We had reached the edge of a long, narrow lake while the Elector had been venting her emotions. Ten minutes earlier I might have thought the lake created a picturesque scene. Now, the water looked dark and cold. The complicated shadows the trees cast on the surface looked as sinister as a tract of quicksand.


  How could anyone turn around, a third of a tenday after they had made landfall, and go back to the jail cells we had been living in since we had left the Earth-Moon system?


  I turned back to the Elector. “Wouldn’t you be better off talking to some of the people on your side? It seems to me they could use an attack like this as a propaganda ploy.”


  Ling gave me another example of those golden looks of approval. I was obviously saying something she had wanted to say herself.


  The Elector banished the Superintendent from her notescreen with a wave of her hand—a gesture that would have looked appallingly rude if I hadn’t been confident he was probably happy to have the conversation terminated.


  “By this time,” the Elector said, “everyone who’s going to vote has undoubtedly voted.”


  “Then why bother to vote yourself? Do you really think there’s any serious possibility your side could lose by one vote?”


  “Ling, will you take manual control of this vehicle and see if you can achieve a little more speed than this parade line we’re in is making? If it wouldn’t be too much trouble.”


  Ling settled behind the main control screen. She stared at the menus for approximately twenty seconds—I’m certain it couldn’t have been longer—and we swerved out of line and passed four of the vehicles in front of us.


  The Elector returned her attention to the semi-intelligent wretch who had questioned the value of her activities. “There are important principles at issue here, Joseph. Some of us feel there is more to life than the pursuit of pleasure.”


  “You’re going to spend a total of six months in a spaceship,” I said. “With just half a tenday in a place where you can actually walk around like a human being—”


  “No one should object to a minor hardship when they’re defending a major cause. It may even help Ling develop a little toughness—she’s still getting her first look at the universe, after all.”


  The Elector eyed me over a mocking smile. She really was an unusual woman. She really believed she was doing something moral and laudable. Yet at the same time she couldn’t resist reminding me I was pursuing someone who had been born just after I reached my sixties.


  The Elector’s smile changed to a look of pure annoyance. I started to respond and then realized she was staring at something in front of our vehicle.


  I turned around and discovered I was regarding the hindquarters of a large gray animal. I had never seen a reduced-scale riding elephant before, but I was familiar with the concept. This one was a little taller than a horse. Its rider was lounging on a top mounted arrangement that looked like a luxury-class acceleration couch.


  Ling had tried to move us over to the left, to pass the animal, but it was straddling the center of the road. The elephant’s passenger had his hands behind his head and he was lolling back with his chest bared and his eyes on the sky—as if he thought the milky whiteness above the trees could bestow some kind of life-giving radiation on his skin.


  He wasn’t quite as oblivious of the scene around him as he pretended. He moved to the right, as if he was giving us room, but as soon as he did it we saw there was a car coming toward us in the other lane. As soon as the car passed, the elephant shifted back toward the center.


  If he had stopped dead, we could have driven off the road and slipped by him. The Conclave of Talents had established certain rules for vehicles using their roads and they had embedded their dictates in every vehicle’s programming. You couldn’t exceed forty kilometers an hour and you couldn’t drive off the road unless it was blocked by a stationary object.


  There were good reasons for such rules. The forest was the source of all the oxygen and organic raw materials available in the habitat. The roads in the forest weren’t supposed to be used for routine travel. They had been added to the forest area so people could reach pleasure spots in comfort.


  The Talents had shut down part of the rail system because they felt it needed maintenance. They forced cars to stay on the road because they were worried about the maintenance of the habitat’s biological life support system. Their obsession with maintenance was a nuisance at the moment, but it would have irritated me more when I had been a self-centered scatterbrain in my twenties and thirties. Overall, it was a good argument for the Mercurians’ experiment with a “democracy of limited choice.” The Talents had divided into factions and parties, like any other group of politicians, but there were areas in which they had reached an almost unshakable consensus. They had all noted that human societies tend to neglect the long term maintenance of the ecosystems and technological infrastructures that support their way of life.


  Ling had already collected a good view of the elephant rider’s face and queried the external databanks. My notescreen networked her results and I skimmed through a search summary that advised me the gentleman on the elephant belonged to an extended family of medical designers. The Yan family had built up one of the most successful enterprises on Mercury. They were quartered in a tower just north of us and they made most of their profits designing replacement parts and enhancements.


  “Do you mind if I talk to him?” I said. “He seems to have connections—a little diplomacy might be prudent.”


  “We’ve already lost enough time dealing with the terrorists our hoodlum friends sent after us,” the Elector said. “Do you really feel we should sit here trying to argue with this oaf while they get back in range?”


  I leaned over the front of the car and addressed the oaf in my most polished Techno-Mandarin. He gave me the benefit of two or three glances while I entreated with him, but apparently he wasn’t in the mood to engage in actual conversation.


  There had been a few shouts from the cars behind us when he had started playing his little game, but I noticed they had all died down. By now, most of our fellow pilgrims would have had him identified. Apparently, they didn’t feel inclined to argue with him.


  He looked Eke a type I had encountered more than once. Those of us who live on the fringes of conventional society tend to run into them. According to the data on my notescreen, his name was Yan Daian and he was the son of one of the more prominent women in his clan. He had been born in 2031—when I had still been ricocheting through my thirties—and he listed his occupation as “lifestyle consultant.” He was, in other words, someone who was enjoying an extended adolescence, thanks to the income and social status he acquired from his family connections.


  I turned back to the Elector. “Isn’t there some kind of law against this kind of behavior?”


  “There are certain things our beloved Talents seem to feel we should settle among ourselves. They’ll hobble us with a thousand rules designed to protect us from our fondness for so-called short term thinking and refuse to intervene when someone creates a situation they consider a minor inconvenience. They claim they’re trying to minimize wasteful legal tangles.”


  “Maybe we should give him a few minutes of privacy. It’s been my experience people like him tend to get tired of their games pretty quickly.”


  The Elector was standing by the fabricator. She glanced at the time strip and I realized it was ticking off the last seconds of a countdown.


  “The Talents think we should deal with these problems on our own, Joseph.”


  She plunged her hands into the fabricator. Her right arm stretched above her head. A round object arced over the front of our vehicle.


  I turned around and saw a thin mist rising from the road surface. The elephant’s body sagged as if all that mass of bone and muscle had been transformed into a pile of gray cloth. Its passenger rolled off his seat as his mount settled to the ground.


  “Move!” the Elector shouted. “Drive off the road.”


  Under the rules, we could now leave the road and circle the inanimate object blocking our progress. Unfortunately, the Elector had forgotten the object’s cargo might have other ideas.


  Yan Daian came out of his roll and crossed the road in a perfectly calculated low gravity jump. He skimmed over the top of his recumbent animal and landed just in front of us, with his arms waving. His face twisted into a mask of outrage. I had realized he was tall and bony when I had seen him reclining on the elephant, but now I could see just how exaggerated his physique was. His height was all in his legs—as if his upper body was mounted on stilts. His legs were at least twenty percent longer than they should have been, given the length of his torso.


  The three-wheeler’s programming overrode Ling’s commands and we eased to a stop. The object dancing in front of us was undeniably mobile.


  Ling’s face settled into the same focused, businesslike look it had assumed when she had set off through the woods with the gun. She stood up and covered the distance between her and the fabricator in two deliberate, unhurried steps.


  Yan Daian was obviously furious but he wasn’t trying to communicate his emotions with words. He was just dancing in front of us, deliberately manipulating the programming that was fixing us in place. The Elector was the one who was making all the noise.


  The more I watched that silent figure gyrate, the less I liked the situation. I turned my back on him and stepped up to Ling. “He’s not making threats,” I murmured. “No threats. No insults. That’s not a good sign when somebody has the kind of family he seems to have.”


  The light on the fabricator interface turned green. Ling reached inside and pulled out a couple of dozen objects that were about the size of her little finger.


  “If he’s called for help,” Ling said, “they’re already on the way.”


  She dropped out of the three-wheeler and I decided to follow her. This wasn’t the first time I had watched people fling non-lethal weapons at their adversaries. It’s been my experience that non-lethals are the kind of technological marvels that usually work better when they’re supported by more primitive techniques.


  She stopped to give Yan Daian a warning—the first foolish thing I had seen her do. “These things are quite painful. Worse than animal bites or electric shocks. They cling to your skin and inject moles that stimulate your pain receptors. Please don’t make me use them. We’re not interested in causing you or your animal the slightest discomfort.”


  Naturally, he lunged at her before she’d finished delivering her speech. He bent over and tucked himself in, but some of the weapons in her first handful landed on bare skin anyway.


  He straightened up as soon as the pain jolted him. His head snapped back. He lurched away from her and hopped around in front of the car with his arms waving and his mouth warped into a silent scream.


  Ling tossed a second handful at his chest but it didn’t change the situation.


  “You should have used a gas,” the Elector shouted. “You should have knocked him out.”


  I’m not a violent person but I had become tougher as I had aged. Technology had helped me overcome some of my reluctance, too. There’s very little you can do to people nowadays that can’t be repaired in a few hours. I had severed my spinal cord in a motorcycle accident in my youth and been forced to spend four tendays in the hospital—two of them in almost absolute immobility. Today, I believe that problem can be dealt with in six Edays.


  I approached Yan Daian from the rear and launched two carefully placed kicks. He went down with both his ankles broken and I grabbed his legs and pulled him off the road.


  Ling stared at me for a moment. Then she reached into the three-wheeler and pulled out the weapon she had used to slow down our pursuers.


  “Hop on board and start rolling,” Ling said. “I’ll take care of the Superintendent’s friends. They should be pulling up the road in a couple of minutes.”


  “And what about the over-age adolescent over there? What are you going to do when his reinforcements arrive?”


  “Get in the car, Joe. Please.”


  I looked up at the Elector. “Go ahead without me. Don’t waste time.”


  The Elector looked a little stunned, but she really was dominated by her political passions. She gave the three-wheeler an order and it lurched off the road and bypassed the unconscious elephant. On the other side of the road, Yan Daian was grunting with pain as he dictated something into his notescreen.


  I smiled at Ling. “It will be an adventure,” I said. “Besides—you’ll never meet anybody who’s had more experience at running away. Have you ever been pursued by three angry husbands simultaneously?”


  She walked away from me and dropped to one knee beside a tree. I had never seen anyone who had more control over her responses. I have spent a large part of my life learning to interpret the information communicated by things like the slant of a woman’s shoulders and the subtle changes that cross her face. Ling was giving me nothing. I could have been talking to a computer screen.


  I’ve always responded to faces that communicate something. It could be almost any desirable quality—tenderness, intelligence, enthusiasm, serenity. But it had to be something. Why was I fascinated by a face that told me nothing?


  I could only assume it had something to do with her incredible air of absolute competence. I have watched women climb mountains. I have seen hundreds of women play musical instruments. I have even observed surgeons who worked on eyes and nervous systems. There is nothing more beautiful than a woman who combines competence with all the physical and temperamental qualities that evoke romantic and sensual feelings—assuming, of course, that you’re the kind of person who tends to have such feelings.


  I selected a position behind another tree and put a map of my immediate area on my notescreen. One thing you should look for when you’re making a getaway is a crowd. I didn’t expect to encounter a real crowd in a forest, but I located something almost as good. Just south of us, approximately three thousand people were participating in some kind of woodland festival.


  There was a short description of the festival linked to the map. They were hunting a unicorn, of all things. The animal had been released just a few standard hours before, and they were driving it toward the sunward side of the habitat. Eventually they would pin it against the sunward wall. A cage would be lowered over it. Wine drinking and other activities would celebrate the triumph.


  The tower that housed the Yan family was located about twenty kilometers from our current location. They couldn’t reach us without detouring around the lake that stretched between us and them. With a little luck, we should be able to reach the edges of the festival before the Yans’ emissaries caught up with us.


  Ling raised her weapon and pulled the trigger in a single, uninterrupted motion. She was standing up and flowing into a run almost as soon as the gun emitted its last, almost inaudible, phut.


  I fell in beside her and told her what I’d found. “We’ll probably have to engage in some informal sexual activity,” I said. “It’s not normally my kind of thing, but my impression is it won’t be too bad. The whole affair has a kind of light-hearted air. I don’t know what you’ve learned about me from the databanks but what I really like is a total emotional experience with someone I find genuinely attractive.”


  “And you’re going to all this trouble because you think you can have that kind of experience with me?”


  Normally, I’m happier when things just develop. You put yourself in the right position and let things happen. But you also have to remember you aren’t in complete control of the schedule. The great truth about sexual relationships—the difficulty that makes them endlessly fascinating—is the fact that they involve two people.


  It wasn’t the best moment. I had been living in low gravity environments for almost twenty years but I still had to concentrate when I ran. The designers had broken up the forest floor with shrubbery. Some of the trees they had developed had big, spreading roots.


  “I’ve been hoping it might be a possibility,” I said.


  I must have covered twenty more steps before I realized she wasn’t going to respond. It was one of those moments when my emotions let me know just how strong they really are. I try to treat the whole thing lightly—there is no danger, after all, that I’m going to die or be permanently maimed if one of my adventures doesn’t turn out. I’m merely going to miss an experience that’s aroused a yearning. But it doesn’t feel that way when I find myself faced with the kind of reaction her silence seemed to be communicating.


  I wanted her. Don’t tell me I’ll want someone else in another tenday. I haven’t seen that someone else yet.


  I looked down at her feet and tried to convince myself the situation couldn’t be completely hopeless. She was still matching me stride for stride. She could have been moving at least 30 percent faster if she had decided to speed up and leave me behind.


  “There’s something I think I should tell you,” Ling said. “My sexual appetites aren’t very strong. They’re almost as weak as you can get them and still have any. The emotional side of my sexual feelings is just as weak. I still respond to the other sex emotionally. But it’s nothing like the kind of overwhelming obsession you seem to experience. My mother thought that was the best way to be.”


  “And you’re happy that way? You haven’t thought you might like to strengthen your feelings?”


  “It’s the way I am. Are you happy with the way you are?”


  “I’m not sure happiness is relevant. To me, it’s like being immersed in music. I’m surrounded by creatures who seem beautiful and exciting.”


  I turned my head away from her and decided I might as well concentrate on our immediate problem. “I’ve had another thought that might be useful,” I said. “Why don’t we see if we can enlist some help from the quartet who’ve been pursuing us on the road? Katrinka’s obviously going to cast her vote. The Superintendent’s faction may be certain they’re going to win the election, but she can still raise a fuss about the tactics they used. If they gave us some help now—in exchange for some silence on Katrinka’s part . . .”


  “Do you really think they might think that way?”


  “I just wondered if you thought it was worth a try.”


  “I haven’t got the slightest idea. The people who shot at our wheel may not even be members of the Coalition. The Superintendent has a lot of friends who are interested in weapons and military techniques. Katrinka likes to refer to them as his hoodlum associates.”


  “You think they might have attacked us just because they were friends of his?”


  “I don’t know. I really can’t tell you what any of these people are feeling, Joe. I’ve just been doing my job.”


  The Superintendent appeared on my notescreen as soon as the program advised me it had placed the call. I filled him in as rapidly as I could, in my best impersonation of a direct, no-nonsense, business-oriented male.


  “What are you trying to do?” he asked. “Arrange a romp with Lady Compassion?”


  “As a matter of fact, no. I’m just trying to see if Ling and I can get out of this mess without sustaining any serious damage.”


  “You’ve paired off with her assistant? This is the first time anyone on her side has done something I can understand.”


  “I’m not on her side. I haven’t participated in a political controversy since I was a teenager.”


  “You helped her out, didn’t you? You crippled a member of the Yan family just so she could continue her grand journey to the polling site. You do understand what kind of people the Yans are? You didn’t do something like that without consulting the databanks?”


  “I merely offered Katrinka the kind of assistance any—”


  “Quit while you’re ahead. I’ve cued in my friends while we were talking. They’ll love every minute of it.”


  We had reached the edge of the festival. I could see two groups making their way through the trees. One group had spread out in a thin line and seemed to be maintaining a fairly serious level of alertness. The members of the other group seemed to be more interested in the bottles they were carrying and the bodies they were grasping.


  I had been wearing a green jacket with some distinctive gold striping woven into the lower sleeves. I draped it over my arm, with the sleeves tucked inside, and told Ling she should throw her own jacket over her shoulders—a move that broke up her rather distinctive outline. Her gun went into a thick patch of vines. She had ordered a use-and-recycle version. There was no way we could break it down and conceal it under her jacket.


  “It’s probably just as well,” I said. “We’ve already inflicted more damage on the Yan family than anyone in his senses should have. None of these little changes are going to give us any permanent protection, but they can give us some hope we won’t be identified the instant we’re eyeballed by somebody who’s been given our description. Now if we can put a little distance between us, so we don’t look like a couple . . .”


  I gave our position to the Superintendent’s friends and headed for the group that seemed to be more pleasure oriented. In a moment, Ling was ensconced between two men who were clutching at her waist and her shoulders. She looked up at the man on her left and I saw her smile for the first time.


  An arm slipped around my shoulder and pressed my head against a female breast. I raised my eyes and discovered I had fallen into the clutches of a woman who was at least two heads taller than I am.


  I marched through the woods with my hands grasping at human flesh, struggling to keep track of Ling in spite of the fascinating swells and indentations that intruded on my field of vision. I was so busy playing my role that I almost didn’t react when I saw two long-legged figures flitting through the woods. They were using a low gravity technique that maximized the value of their leg length. They were taking deliberate, ultra-long steps and carefully making sure they didn’t leave the ground and waste time coming down. It was a very efficient way to move in low gravity—if you didn’t mind a physique that made you look like some of your ancestors had been water-skimming insects.


  Ling had already started pulling her two companions toward a patch of waist-high grass that had accumulated around a small pond. Her body was sinking downward in a way that made it obvious what she had in mind.


  The two longlegs stared at me and took two steps in my direction. My partner tried to hold onto me as I slipped away from her but my exercise program had given me some useful extra muscle mass.


  I pulled out my notescreen and gave the Superintendent’s rowdies another fix on my position as I started accelerating. I had been assuming the Superintendent was one of those baronial males who feel they have to keep their word. Now I was beginning to wonder if he might be the type who went in for cruel jokes.


  The two longlegs looked like they were picking their way across a pond, rock by rock, but I knew I would be misjudging the whole situation if I thought I could outrun them. My only hope was the possibility my reinforcements really were on their way.


  I spotted them before I had managed to cover a hundred meters. They were actually wearing the kind of costumes Europeans wore when they traipsed through the African parks when I was young.


  I waved at them frantically and they halted and gestured at me to join them. I threw a glance over my shoulder and discovered two sets of oversize legs were tiptoeing toward me on my left rear, with about fifty meters between us.


  You have two choices in a situation like that. You can give up or you can torment yourself and prolong the chase. I usually decide to torment myself.


  I veered toward a promising tree and jumped at the lowest branch. I had been living on the Moon for the last few years so the gravity on Mercury was actually stronger than the gravity field my muscles were used to. I managed to get a grip on the branch anyway. I even hauled myself upright and worked my way onto the branch above it.


  The longlegs stopped under the tree. For a moment I thought they might be content just to tree me while they requested instructions. I could see one of them talking into his notescreen as I put another layer of branches between me and the base of the tree. Then the other one bent at the knees and I watched him float off the ground. He rolled onto his side and eased himself onto the branch I had just vacated.


  He was mostly legs but his arms had received some genetic assistance, too. It was obviously time I switched from flight to fight. I did, after all, have the advantage that I commanded the high ground.


  We played a few moves of a little game: he ran around on the lower branches, looking for an opportunity to get up to my level, and I maneuvered so I would always be in a good position to stomp on his hands as soon as he got near me.


  The game ended when his partner folded up the notescreen and prepared to join the fun. On the ground, my four bodyguards were still acting like they would be happy to perform all kinds of derring-do if I would just cross the distance between us and link up with their group.


  Ling had covered at least three steps before I realized she had broken out of the grassy area in which she had been engaging in pleasanter recreational activities. The second waterbug had elevated himself to the first branch and I was trying to watch both of them at the same time. Ling was flying toward the Superintendent’s friends as if she had been launched from a catapult.


  I didn’t see her grab their gun. I was watching my adversaries maneuver into a good position for a pincers attack. They were talking very conversationally—like people who knew exactly what they were doing and believed I couldn’t do anything in response if I heard them coordinating their efforts. Then the one on the right snapped back his head and produced a noise that sounded like a cross between a scream and a gargle. The other one joined him in the chorus and I watched them clutch at the branches with both arms as they tried to maintain their hold on the tree.


  The Superintendent’s henchmen were willing to drive us back to the tower near the spaceport but they rolled off as soon as we climbed out of their three-wheeler. They had already called the Yan family and apologized for the fact that missiles from their gun had left two Yan employees sitting under a tree with broken legs. The Superintendent had apparently overestimated their zest for conflict with people who took it seriously.


  “I’ll give you my best assessment of the situation,” one of them had told me. “You won’t like it, but it’s the best advice anyone can give you, colleague. Try to hole up until you can leave Mercury. There aren’t many places where you can hide from the Yan family for long. Their theory of human relations is dominated by one big principle—their neighbors should be afraid of them. But you might pull it off.”


  The tower we had picked was an obvious choice, but it housed two of the biggest hotels on the planet. I had already reserved a suite equipped with the optimum security package.


  It was a nice little fortress. The walls were meter thick active defense units. The electronic systems were monitored by detection routines that would switch everything to a new path if they spotted an anomaly that lasted a hundredth of a second. The food and wine programs in the fabricator were as select as the programs in the three-wheeler I had rented. The besieged could eat and drink like potentates without opening a single chink in their defenses.


  Ling raised her eyebrows when she tasted the first bottle I opened after we secured the one and only door.


  “In answer to your question,” I said, “I can pay the bill for this right up to the day your ship leaves. Unfortunately, at that point I won’t be able to buy a passage on the ship for myself.”


  “This is way out of my orbit financially, Joe. You shouldn’t expect any significant help from Katrinka, either. She’ll just tell herself you did all this because of me.”


  I raised my glass. “We’re free and we’re secure. And one of us is supposed to be incredibly bright.”


  “So what do you want me to do? Plug into your financial alter and see if I can snatch up a few million yuris?”


  I shook my head. “At this point, I don’t think the best human brain in the Solar System could follow the things my alter does.”


  “You have two problems if we stay in this suite until the next ship leaves for Earth-Luna. First, you need to raise the money for your own ticket. Then, you have to get from here to the orbiter without being captured.”


  “And what do you suggest I do about them?”


  “I presume your alter has a risk setting. Set it as high as you’re willing to set it. You may lose everything—but at this point you really don’t have anything to lose. For the escape to the orbiter—I’ll work out a tactical plan and see what kind of weapons we’ll need.”


  She said it very coolly, of course—just as coolly as she had assessed the situation and gone into action when we had been attacked on the road.


  For the last twenty years, my alter had been operating with the risk factor set at 23 percent. It couldn’t venture into a situation unless it was certain I wouldn’t lose more than 23 percent of my capital. I wasn’t trying to get rich. I was just trying to maximize my life style without engaging in that restrictive, time-wasting activity called work.


  “I would call that a fallback plan,” I said. “We’ve got a lot of things we can work with. We’re operating on a world with a population of approximately five hundred million people. The Yans have to have political adversaries. There should be some divisions in the Conclave we can work on, too. The Talents can’t be one hundred percent in favor of this hands off policy. They’re still people, no matter what they’ve done to themselves.”


  “I don’t know anything about politics. I just gave you my best advice. I gave up trying to understand politics when I was a teenager. I’m an administrator—I work with accounting programs, I schedule Katrinka’s trips, I make sure her customers get what they want. I think you got the wrong impression when you saw me reacting when our wheel got hit. I’m not some kind of supergenius strategist.”


  I spoke American English when I was young. We had a word in those days that described people who were very good at things like math and science but didn’t know a thing about human relationships, and didn’t seem to have much interest in the activities most people found pleasurable. It was a derogatory word with a derogatory sound—nerd. They don’t seem to have developed an equivalent word in the offEarth societies—perhaps because their cultures have too much respect for learning and technical expertise.


  It had taken me awhile to learn there was such a thing as a beautiful female nerd, but it had been a useful discovery. At least a third of the scientists I had been in love with would have been considered prime specimens when the term had been in vogue. They could have spent their whole lives in their laboratories and field camps and never felt they were missing anything important. Nerdhood wasn’t as obvious when a woman could dazzle you with her looks, of course. You don’t need social skills when half the humans you encounter are males who think you’re doing them a big favor if you just stand still while they try to entertain you.


  Ling had doctorates in cosmology, administrative organization, and number theory. They are all fascinating subjects. I’m certain there were times when they made her heart thump with excitement. But you could master everything the human race knew about all three of them without spending one moment wondering if another human being was going to do something you wanted them to do.


  “And you’re happy spending your life helping someone like Katrinka?” I said.


  She shrugged. “It’s easy work. It leaves me plenty of time to pay attention to other things.”


  She smiled. It was a shy, guarded smile but at that moment, in spite of everything, it glittered as if somebody had been shining a spotlight on her.


  “I’m still deciding what I want to do with my life, Joe. That’s one of the differences between people in your age cohort and people my age. When you were young, you didn’t know you could have centuries ahead of you.”


  “And right now you feel you’re only good at planning financial programs and shoot ’em ups?”


  “I’m a member of three circles that are looking at different approaches to the open universe question. I’m part of the outer circle of two groups that are looking at mathematical issues most mathematicians have never heard of. But don’t ask me to help you manipulate political systems. For that you have to understand the emotions of the people involved. You have to feel the same things they feel.”


  “Someone who can be happy working for Katrinka,” I said, “obviously doesn’t know much about feelings like vanity and the drive for social status.”


  “Is that a flaw? Does it change your feelings about me?”


  “Right now—at this moment—you are the most desirable woman in the Solar System.”


  Her shoulders relaxed just a little—just enough that I could see it. Her eyes turned inward.


  “Does that matter to you?” I said.


  “Right now—at this moment . . . yes.”


  Her responses were gentle, as you would expect. But they were real. We could spend a very pleasant time together, if we ever got our troubles straightened out.


  When I had left Earth in 2071, I had been approached by a representative from an agency that engaged in an activity it called “preventive peacekeeping.” She had noticed that I had bounced around the home planet like a billiard ball and become enmeshed in the social structures of most of the places I visited. She hadn’t asked me to spy. She had merely offered me a small guaranteed stipend in return for reports and observations.


  When she had learned I was embarking for Mercury, she had given me some contacts who could help me pursue my social rounds. The Mercurian political system was a novel idea at the time. Her agency wanted to make sure I got a good look at it.


  I left Ling sleeping on the bed and asked my notescreen for a complete list of all the members of the Conclave of Talents, with their official personality profiles. The Mercurian constitution writers hadn’t been able to agree on a single personality type. The whole scheme had almost failed when their constitutional convention had been split between the people who favored moral virtues like compassion and the people who favored intellectual qualities like the ability to absorb huge amounts of information.


  In the end, they had compromised. Citizens who wanted to join the official candidate pool had their choice of four different personality clusters. Pick the one you could live with, schedule a few sessions with a certified, state of the art personality modification program, and you, too, could spend your life groveling for votes and debating the best design for the latest upgrade to the recycling system.


  I thought it was a promising idea the first time I heard of it, and I still think it’s probably one of the better political systems humans have clobbered together. The basic trouble with all political systems is the material they work with—the human personality. If you tell the voters they can only elect people who possess certain personality traits, you’re going to eliminate most of the afflictions that have plagued democracies since the Greeks first started experimenting with the idea.


  You could go further, of course. You could modify the personalities of the voters. But that would mean I would have to change.


  At the moment, the Conclave of Talents seemed to be dominated by people with two kinds of personality clusters: the Bos and the Mings. The other two clusters—the Joos and the Xins—only held about 25 percent of the seats in the Conclave.


  In spite of that, I felt I would have better luck if I appealed to a Xin. For one thing, most Xins were women.


  If I had been on Mercury longer, I would have had a detailed picture of the political situation in my head. As it was, I had to spend three hours rummaging through the databanks just so I could piece together a rudimentary cartoon. Ling was standing behind me by the time I was done. She sat down beside me and I studied the information on the screen while we mixed the aroma of coffee with the flavors of lobster and sausage pastries.


  “The Xins are an interesting cluster,” I said. “Apparently there was a faction who felt they needed some politicians who were adventurous and novelty-seeking. So they compromised and balanced the adventurousness with an intense need for community approval.”


  I called up a three-dimensional diagram of the social and political alignments that influenced the Talent pool. It was mostly based on numbers and links I had worked out myself, but I’ve learned to trust my intuitive grasp of the social patterns I encounter. I can usually see what the overall pattern is, even if I can’t defend my conclusions in a debate with a real expert.


  “Forget this is supposed to represent people,” I said. “Just think of it as forces and connections. This one over here is very powerful but it has all these other forces tugging on it. These two are weaker but they don’t have a lot of forces acting on them and they’re both pulling in the same direction. What would you do if you wanted to get the red sphere in the center all the way to the right hand side of the screen?”


  “Does the red one represent us?”


  “It might.”


  She pointed at one of the larger spheres. “Weaken that one. Reduce its overall strength by about 20 percent.”


  “Have you got a second choice? Something that requires less of a change?”


  “Does it have to be a certainty? You haven’t told me the boundary conditions.”


  “Let’s try for a high probability.”


  Her face tautened into the tight-stretched total concentration I had observed every time I had seen her coping with a crisis. Her hands moved across the screen as if she were physically trying out possibilities. We would have made an interesting visual study—she totally absorbed in what she was doing, me totally focused on her.


  “That one,” she said. “Can you make that one pull on the red sphere? If you can—then that one connects to this one . . . see? And this one is part of a group that . . .”


  She had ignored the two Xins I had been considering and pounced on another Xin named My Lien Thang. I hadn’t thought of Talent Thang because her connections looked weak. Her strength lay in the way those weak connections plugged into networks that added up to something much more impressive. She was obviously an optimum choice—once someone like Ling traced the connections for you.


  I spent two more hours arranging the contact and roughing in a draft of my approach message. Ling plugged her notescreen into a full-size desk screen and connected to one of her circles.


  She turned her back on a screen full of mathematical symbols as soon as I told her dinner was ready, but you could tell she wasn’t really interested in the array of bottles and edibles I had ordered up. “I think I’d better get my approach message polished up,” I said after awhile. “I hope you don’t mind if I concentrate on that for a couple of hours.”


  She looked confused. She had obviously been assuming she was going to spend the evening being polite to me. Then she recovered—it didn’t take her long—and let me know there had been some interesting developments in one of her mathematical groups—stuff she was really going to have to work on if she wanted to grasp its implications. She even mouthed some words to the effect that she would really much rather spend the time with me.


  It wasn’t what I wanted, of course. I had activated one of my own modifications during the time we had spent on the bed. We had been joined together for nearly an hour, isolated in our own private universe. I would have kept it up for a dozen more hours if we had been embracing in a zero g environment.


  “I should advise you this really isn’t my kind of thing,” MyLien Thang said. “I almost slipped your letter into the polite refusal file as soon as I read it.”


  Talent Thang had conformed to the fashion by outfitting herself with a loose floor-length gown and hair that hung down her back to her waist. For her screen background she had chosen a subdued, gently colored floral arrangement.


  “I’ve talked to some friends of mine who seemed to have the right connections,” she said. “They managed to talk to a member of the Yan family and he asked me to arbitrate this dispute. If that’s acceptable to you, I’ll bring their representative onscreen now.”


  “How does arbitration work? Is your decision final?”


  “If you don’t like my suggestions, you’re both free to disregard them. I have no legal power in this. No member of the Conclave has. But our opinion usually carries some weight. I’ve only arbitrated three other disputes myself, but the Yan family said they wanted me to arbitrate, since I’m the Talent you contacted.”


  She paused for a moment and I thought I picked up a little shimmer that flowed across her gown. It was only the slightest hint of a motion—the mere suggestion that a successful, fully elected politician had actually engaged in a wiggle.


  “Please don’t be optimistic, Mr. Baske. None of the people I talked to expressed much hope for you. I decided to go ahead because I’d spent an hour examining your history. You have a talent for adventuring and enjoying life. Our society can use some of that. I hope you’ll consider staying on Mercury if we manage to get your present troubles straightened out. I can only help you, however, if I can work out something that has some general support.”


  I nodded. It was a variation on a theme I had heard before. Translation: one more woman had decided Joseph Louis Baske is a lovable scamp.


  “I’ll be happy to stay here for awhile if my companion and I can enjoy the freedoms your citizens normally enjoy.”


  She split the screen and presented us with a view of our friend Yan Daian. He was sitting in a wheelchair, naturally.


  “Citizen Yan has already told me his views of the incident that brought this on,” our arbitrator said. “Is there anything you’d like to add to the report you sent me? If you don’t, I’m prepared to present my first suggestion.”


  I glanced at Ling. I wanted to take her hand, but it didn’t seem like an appropriate gesture.


  “I think I would like to hear your suggestion before I say anything else,” I said.


  “You are a stranger on our world,” Talent Thang said. “While it’s true that you physically attacked Yan Daian, it was your companion, Ling Chime, who instigated the actions that led to the attack. She was also the person who actually fired on two members of the Yan family and caused them extreme pain and bodily damage. Yan Daian has already indicated his family is willing to overlook your part in the affair, in return for a small token indemnity. Ling Chime’s offense was much greater. From her, the Yan family demands an indemnity of three million yuris. In lieu of that, they will accept complete samples of all her tissues and body fluids, and a two Eyear residency in their development facilities.”


  I stepped toward the screen. “That’s absurd. The damage she did to the three members of the Yan family can be repaired in a few days. You’re talking about a sum of money that represents years of her current salary.”


  “The Yan family do not permit people to attack them,” Yan Daian said. “We cannot tolerate such behavior.”


  Ling was sitting in a lounge chair with her legs curled under her thighs and her notescreen perched on her lap. She lowered her head and started entering data with her stylus.


  “Do you have anything to say to that, Ling Chime?” Talent Thang said.


  “Give me two more minutes,” Ling said. “If you don’t mind.”


  Talent Thang stared at her. Ling had responded in exactly the same way she probably reacted when somebody interrupted her while she was pondering some aspect of her math interests.


  “Yan Daian was deliberately obstructing traffic,” I said. “Ling’s employer was trying to make an important rendezvous before a fixed, unalterable deadline. How can—”


  “I’ll pay the indemnity,” Ling said. “I’ve worked out a loan with the Third Traders Bank in Bangkok. Their Mercury alter has approved it.”


  I stepped up to her chair and studied her notescreen. The interest rate was nineteen point seven percent. “It will take you twenty-five Eyears to pay that back,” I said. “Katrinka will have you under her thumb for over two decades.”


  “I’m not going to spend two Eyears in their laboratories.”


  “It seems like an exorbitant commitment to me, too,” Talent Thang said. “Citizen Yan—if you reduced your demand to half a million yuris, Ling Chime would still have to spend over six Eyears paying off her debt. While she lived on a subsistence income.”


  “She should have thought of that before she subjected a member of my family to this indignity.”


  “You’ll be restored to your normal condition in a tenday,” I said. “And for that you think Ling should spend decades in a condition that amounts to penal servitude?”


  “We are making you an offer, Mr. Baske. Talent Thang’s friends asked us to make an offer and we have. You don’t have to accept it if you don’t want to.”


  “It’s settled, Joe,” Ling said. “It’s the best we can do.”


  “And what happens to us? Do I just let you leave here in a few days? Do I get on the ship with you and hope Katrinka will let me see you now and then after you get home?”


  “You’ll be preoccupied by someone else two tendays after I leave here. Even if I stayed—how long would it last? Two or three tendays?”


  She was right, of course. The idyll I had in mind wouldn’t last more than a few tendays. But nothing lasts. Every pleasure slips away from you. Does that mean you shouldn’t value it?


  I’ve met people who spent hefty fractions of their annual incomes traveling to places where they could spend a few hours listening to a certain opera. Should I deny my own hungers merely because I knew they would eventually be replaced by some other set of beauties and mysteries?


  I picked up my notescreen and entered the code that generates an up to the second summary from my financial alter. I already knew what the number was to within a few hundred yuris, but I never make a financial decision without getting a solid fix on that basic bit of information.


  The alter would have to double my current wealth just to satisfy the Yan family’s demands. I would have nothing left over for my own needs, even if it succeeded. Obviously I needed to try for something grander.


  I turned back to Talent Thang. “Will you excuse me a few minutes? I’d like to investigate some possibilities.”


  “The situation has been resolved,” Yan Daian said. “If Citizen Ling will just transfer her funds to our account, we’ll all be able to resume our normal activities.”


  “I haven’t agreed to the settlement. Is there any reason we have to rush through this, Talent Thang?”


  “I’m certain we can spare a few minutes. I really think it would be best, Citizen Yan.”


  I backed out of the camera field and settled into the other lounge chair I had ordered for the suite. I had already entered the boundary conditions I was giving the alter. I wanted to end up with four and a half million: Ling’s three million, plus the one and a half million I already had. A two hundred percent increase. Risk factor: seventy percent.


  The alter came back with a zero response thirty seconds after I made the request. It always keeps an updated file of possible deals in memory. The time lag between Mercury and the big financial centers in the Earth-Moon system created problems, but Mercury had its own exchanges. Most of the currency derivatives I traded in the Earth-Luna exchanges could be traded on Mercury.


  I stared at a pair of elegantly shaped vases that had been arranged beside the big wall screen. There was a moment when their slender lines seemed to be blurred by a mist. Then I pressed my stylus against the screen and entered a new risk factor: one hundred percent.


  Ling hopped out of her chair. Her fingers grabbed my wrist before I could cover the notescreen with my hand.


  “That’s absurd,” she said. “It’s settled. I took a risk. I got us into trouble. You’re just a bystander.”


  A list of deals appeared on the screen. I didn’t understand any of them, of course. Those days were long gone. The only number that meant anything comprehensible was highlighted in red at the bottom of the screen. Probability of success: seventy-three percent.


  She tightened her grip on my wrist as she turned her head toward the wall screen. “He’s gambling his entire stock of capital. Isn’t there some way you can lock up this arrangement so he’ll stop?”


  She didn’t know it but she was actually understating the situation. I had transformed most of my possessions into programs when I had left the Moon. My violin—one of my most treasured belongings—was just a bunch of numbers and instructions recorded in a molecular engineering file. So were my wines, three fourths of my clothes, and most of the other items that make life tolerable. None of it could be reconstructed if I didn’t have a single neil or yuri in my bank account.


  “I’ve agreed to accept the proceeds of your loan,” Yan Daian said. “If he wants to gamble so he can present you with a gift, that’s his affair.”


  Ling’s fingers pressed against the nerves of my left wrist. Her other hand snapped into action with all the speed her designers had coded into her nervous system. She backed away from the chair with my notescreen pressed against her hip.


  “I’m not going to be responsible for your impoverishment. I’m not worth it.”


  I don’t know what gave me the biggest surprise—the blurred movement or the blurted words.


  “You certainly seemed worth it a few hours ago,” I said. “I’m not exactly pining after an experience I haven’t had yet.”


  “We’ve got days—whole Earthdays—before Katrinka leaves. We can have all of that we want.”


  “I don’t want just that. I want to share your life. I want us to have the whole experience.”


  “There’s no way you can share my life. Do you really think you can follow the kind of things I’m involved with? What difference would it make if you could? Do you have any idea what the people fifteen years younger than me are like? Do you understand what’s happening with the children who are just being born?”


  I frowned. I understood the first part of what she’d said. The second part sounded like irrelevant babbling. How could the brains and bodies coming out of the gene designers’ shops have any effect on my relationship with the particular combination of genes and experience that had snared my emotions at this particular moment in my life?


  I’ve met a number of men—hundreds by now, probably—who wanted to know the secret of my “success” with women. I usually tell them the big secret is the fact that I really am in love with every woman I pursue. But that’s not the whole story. I’ve always had another talent—a gift for seeing the world through other people’s eyes. The other people are usually female, of course. But that’s a minor matter. The basic human emotions tend to be the same. Ling might be smarter than me. But I had been exploring the mysteries of the human personality for almost ninety years.


  In some ways, I was looking at a creature from another world when I looked at young, super-enhanced people like Ling. But that didn’t change the emotions that any organism will feel when it’s faced with certain circumstances. When you’re threatened, you become frightened. When you can’t do anything about a threat—when you can’t fight or run—you become depressed.


  I had thought her coolness under fire was an aspect of her general competence. But now I understood it could also be a sign her emotions had been flattened by the terrible knowledge that she had become obsolete on the day she was born.


  I didn’t understand all of this immediately, of course. I worked some of it out later. But I could see the outlines of it. And I could form another hypothesis. When people grab a subject out of nowhere and throw it into an emotional argument, it’s usually a sign they’re trying to tell you something. It may even be an indication they’re asking you for something.


  “Is that what’s bothering you?” I said. “Is that the real reason you’re wasting your abilities working for someone like Katrinka? Is that why you’re playing around with ideas? Instead of making them the central focus of your life?”


  “Doesn’t it bother you? Haven’t you grasped what’s happening?”


  “In thirty years—fifty years—sometime in the foreseeable future—I’m going to be sharing the Solar System with people who have brains that will probably make me look like an imbecile by comparison. And so will you. So will the people being born today, probably.”


  “You aren’t going to share it with them. You’re going to be replaced by them.”


  I pushed myself out of the chair and stepped in front of the main screen. “Talent Thang—will you please link me with my notescreen?”


  “Of course.”


  She put a replica of my notescreen on the bottom half of her screen and I immediately gave it my current password. The alter program intoned the traditional reminder that past performance is no guarantee of future success—one of the more tiresome mantras the lawyer class has inflicted on human society—and I gave it an execution order. Then I turned back to Ling.


  “No one is going to replace me,” I said. “Not in any sense that means anything important. They can’t feel for me. They can’t live my life for me. They can’t change the way I felt when I held your shoulders in my hands and saw your eyes looking up at me.”


  “Are you trying to make me grateful? Is that it? You’re hoping I’ll stay on Mercury after Katrinka leaves just because I feel grateful?”


  “I’m hoping you’ll stay here because you want to. And because you have the opportunity.”


  “You’re risking everything you own just so you can have a temporary frolic with someone you hardly know.”


  “I’m hoping I’ll have a kind of experience I’ve had before—the kind of experience I can have when someone makes me feel the way you make me feel.”


  “How long is this going to take?” Yan Daian said. “It seems to me we’ve settled everything we were supposed to settle.”


  “I suggest you stay with us, Citizen Yan,” Talent Thang said. “If Mr. Baske doesn’t object, I can even put my image of his program on your screen and let you monitor his progress.”


  “This is a private matter between him and her. We’ve already arrived at a settlement.”


  “It would still be best if you stayed. I’m certain your family would agree with me.”


  It only took the alter ten minutes to get my total wealth above four million. But a minute later the total dropped back to three-sixty. From there it started bouncing between three million two hundred thousand and three million nine hundred thousand.


  No one talked much. Even Yan Daian started showing signs he was becoming absorbed in the numbers. Ling had dropped into a chair. Her hands were gripped between her knees. Her eyes had turned into slits—as if she were trying to limit her sensory input to the bare minimum.


  The bottom line crossed the four million mark for the second time just twenty minutes after I’d actuated the program. Then it started down again.


  “I think you’d better stop, Mr. Baske,” Talent Thang said. “Please consider that an official request—based on my judgment of what seems to be happening.”


  I studied her face for a moment and decided this would be a good time to yield to higher authority. I gave the alter the word and it closed out its positions at three million, eight hundred thousand.


  “Are we done?” Yan Daian asked.


  “Mr. Baske is seven hundred thousand yuris short of the amount he needs to pay Citizen Ling’s debt. He has engaged in one of the most extraordinary acts I’ve ever witnessed. As a member of the Conclave of Talents—as somebody responsible for maintaining the peace and general civility of our society—I believe you would be doing everyone a service if you reduced Citizen Ling’s indemnity by that amount.”


  Yan Daian raised one of his long arms above his head and studied his palm. “It’s not my fault he needs a better alter.”


  “This incident has already come to the attention of a number of people who are connected to your family. You are not without fault yourself, Citizen Yan. I have reason to believe your family would probably feel you had done the right thing if you exercised some leniency at this moment. I haven’t met your mother personally. But I have several friends who have. From what they’ve told me, she would be a much happier woman if they could advise her you exercised some good judgment at this moment. . . .”


  My time with Ling didn’t end after three or four tendays, as we had both assumed. It lasted over three Mercury years—almost all of an Earth year. It concluded with a touch of comedy that amused both of us.


  I left Ling alone with her screens one day and a musical, slightly ironic laugh attracted my attention. I spent most of a tenday wondering how I could tell Ling about the relationship I was developing with the woman who owned the musical laugh. And discovered—as I should have expected—that Ling had been putting off the sad day when she would have to tell me she had established a community with three people in her cosmology circle. They had all agreed, it seemed, that they should set up an in-person household on a “promising-ooking research habitat the Kwan-Bain Cooperative is placing in a long-duration cometary orbit.” Ling had already purchased her passage to the habitat, in fact. She had meant to tell me before she made her reservations, but . . .


  It hadn’t been quite the idyll I had envisioned. Ling spent at least half of every day in front of her screens. She had left the rest of it up to me, however. I gave her dinners she would never have arranged for herself. I showed her how we could both take full advantage of the possibilities created by her dimmed sexual responses. I put some of my capital into a small partnership and showed her she could live quite comfortably without indenturing herself to someone like Katrinka Yamioto Oldaf-Li. Ling had never really looked at the financial markets. She had just assumed they were too risky.


  And, of course, we talked. All real love affairs involve three things: sexual union, shared experience, and talk.


  Ling had been eleven when she had begun to understand her true situation. Up until then, she had thought of herself as someone who had been given special gifts, thanks to her parents. “Then I went through this period where I got really fascinated by Go. I spent two hundred hours working with mentor programs. I ate meals in front of my screens so I could play in tournaments. Then one day I ran into somebody who left me feeling totally confused. The only thing I really understood about the game was the fact that I’d lost. And I discovered I’d been playing someone who was only six.”


  She only talked about the subject when we were lying in bed, with our bodies arranged so she didn’t have to look at me while she talked. This was the first time she’d talked about it with someone who wasn’t a member of her own age group. “The essence of intelligence is the ability to predict the future. I couldn’t tell my parents how I felt. They’d practically beggared themselves so I could have the best. But all the people my own age could figure it out. The numbers indicated intelligence was going up about twenty percent every nine years. It was going to double about every thirty years.”


  “So you just created a little hideaway for yourself. And stepped out of the mainstream of life.”


  “I didn’t know what to do. None of us do. I couldn’t see it the way you do. I’d spent my childhood thinking I was the next step in human evolution. And suddenly it turns out I’m just a tiny little interim phase.”


  It was one of those relationships in which two people exchange bits of their personalities. Ling was glowing with anticipation when she transmitted her last message from her couch on the ground-to-orbit shuttle. I think I can say she had discovered she could enjoy life and pursue her own pleasures even if she knew someone “better” was going to inhabit the Solar System in the not-too-distant future. She had shaken off her torpor and recognized there are aspects of life that are just as important as intelligence and competence.


  As for me—I had finally been forced to concede that the gulf she was worried about was very real. There was going to come a day when the Solar System would be full of intelligent, physically magnificent women who would think of me as a rather crude prototype. I had always made contact with the minds and personalities of the women I loved. Someday that would be impossible.


  The woman with the unforgettable laugh was a survivor from the middle of the twentieth century—the only member of that rare company I have ever become involved with. She had outlasted two bouts with cancer in the days when tumors were assaulted with powerful chemical poisons. Sometime in her eighties, thirty years after the new century had begun, she had discovered she wasn’t living in the last years of her life after all. She had dodged all the traps that could have killed her and reached a time when she could start her life all over again.


  She had heard about me, of course. I think she took me up mostly out of curiosity. She looked at the world around her with the arch, slightly detached viewpoint of a tourist from a remote, immeasurably alien country. Her laugh was even more ironic—and just as musical—when she moved in my arms as she responded to the elation flooding her senses.


  When she had been a student, near the middle of the twentieth century, she had studied the literature of England and the United States. It was the subject conventional young women studied in the United States in those days. She liked to quote a seventeenth century poet named Andrew Marvell. Had we but world enough and time, this coyness, Lady, were no crime.


  We had lived into an era when we had several worlds, she pointed out. And much time. And coyness was no longer fashionable.
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  “It looks like somebody may be following us,” Lieutenant Kim said.


  Daj had been monitoring the news media ever since the catapult had I shoved the transport vehicle away from Huanying City. So far there I had been no word about his mother or any of the troops under her command. Most of the stuff he had scanned on his notescreen had been general commentaries about the situation in the city. The real-time reports consisted of videos that emphasized angry faces, homicidal rhetoric, laments over the folly of mankind, and occasional images of people operating various kinds of projectile weapons.


  It was a typical news media response to a violent event. There was a general agreement that the situation in Huanying was rapidly developing into a full-scale civil war. Beyond that, the news merchants were pandering to the public interest by maintaining a continuous flow of commentary and covering up the fact that they didn’t have any solid information. Daj was only thirteen but he recognized the pattern.


  He touched the controls on the right side of his notescreen and picked up a feed from the cameras mounted outside the transport vehicle. An arrow designated a dot near the upper left hand comer.


  The other passengers in the vehicle all seemed to shift positions at the same time. The only exception was the girl huddled in the couch across the aisle. Wanshu was only seven. For her, adults were still background figures who spent much of their time engaging in random, uninteresting actions.


  Lieutenant Kim occupied a couch in the front of the vehicle. A half-height partition separated him from his passengers. They could glimpse segments of his screens but they couldn’t collect any meaningful information. They could hear him speaking into his headset but he was talking in a low murmur. For most of them his words would have been meaningless even if he had been bellowing. Kim was speaking Ghurkali—the working language of the Fourth International Brigade—and his passengers were all civilians.


  Daj spoke Ghurkali. So did his civilian father, Yin Hong. Most people spoke two of the official international languages. Daj spoke three—TechnoMandarin, Hindi, and English. Someday he would speak all six. Right now he was concentrating on other types of learning.


  Lieutenant Kim turned on the intercom loudspeakers and spoke to his passengers in Techno-Mandarin. “I’m sorry to report we are being fired on. Our armor system is containing the attack, but I’ve talked with Battalion and they agree we should make some attempt to evade, instead of staying on course and waiting until we’re supposed to make our scheduled orbital transfer maneuver. I’m putting us in an orbit that will bring us very close to the surface of the planet—close enough that I can try to interpose some mountains or craters between us and their radar. We believe there’s a good possibility the two vehicles can occupy significantly different orbits when we come back up again.”


  Daj frowned. Kim’s statement made no sense. The standard military projectile was a two-gram package that contained several hundred molecular devices. The moles started multiplying and destroying as soon as the package hit its target. The armor system consisted of moles that responded by attacking the intruders and repairing the damage. If the armor system was “containing” the attack, why were they attempting a fuel-consuming—and peculiar—evasion maneuver?


  “The thrusters will operate for about one minute,” Kim said. “You’ll feel a slight push against your couch harnesses.”


  Daj manipulated the controls on his notescreen and zoomed in on the other vehicle. The best magnification on his system brought it to a simulated two kilometers. He couldn’t make out any details, but it looked to him like it was a standard orbit-to-orbit civilian transport vehicle. There were no turrets or any other indication it was armed. The two turrets on their own vehicle should have had it outgunned. Their armor system should have neutralized any moles the other vehicle could launch.


  The thrusters were pushing him against his couch harness, as promised. The thrust ended after sixty-eight seconds and his stomach advised him he had returned to a free-fall, zero-g environment. He put his phone against his mouth and murmured to his civilian father in Ghurkali.


  “It looks like the trade in illegal fabricator programs has once again created problems,” Daj said.


  “I see you’ve been thinking again,” Yin Hong replied.


  “Am I right? We wouldn’t be diving on Mercury if our armor was working as well as he says it should.”


  “Perhaps he just wants to show us what a superb pilot he is.”


  Father Hong was strapped into the couch directly behind his son. Daj couldn’t see his father’s face but he could visualize the expression it had probably assumed. Yin Hong was a prominent sociologist, with students and research partners scattered all over the solar system. Daj had been hearing that wry, sardonic tone since he was a year old.


  “I suspect we shouldn’t discuss this any longer,” Father Hong said. “Not even in Ghurkali.”


  “I just wanted to get your opinion, Doctor.”


  “Well, you have it, young man.”


  “Do you truly think we can evade them by going down to Mercury?”


  “I’m afraid that’s outside my area of competence.”


  Daj kept his notescreen connected to the external cameras and watched Mercury expand. Every few minutes he switched to another camera and noted that the other vehicle was maintaining its distance.


  In Daj’s opinion, Lieutenant Kim’s biggest problem would be the three giant interlocking habitats that circled Mercury. Each habitat was over three kilometers high and twenty kilometers wide. Each one went all the way around the planet, creating a sealed environment that was so large it generated a self-adjusting weather cycle. Shorter lengths of habitat connected the larger units and linked them into a single environment. For a vehicle attempting a low level orbit, the habitats were planet-circling walls. If Lieutenant Kim slipped up and crashed into one of those walls, he would trigger a historic catastrophe.


  Their vehicle had been orbiting Mercury at a little over half a kilometer per second when it started its fall. They were moving over two kilometers per second faster when they started their low-level race across the surface. For Daj, it was the first time he had truly experienced speed. He had ridden in ships that traveled at several times his current speed, relative to the rest of the solar system, but he had never watched a planetary landscape stream past a hurtling vehicle. The craters and hills on his notescreen were solid objects, not simulations, and he was watching them in real time, from the inside of a vehicle that would smash into said objects at two-and-a-half kilometers per second if Lieutenant Kim and his piloting system made a mistake. Lieutenant Kim was also providing some tactile reminders that the images on Daj’s notescreen were reaching him in real time. Sideward blasts from the thrusters shoved Daj across his couch. Upward blasts lifted the vehicle over obstacles and pushed his stomach toward the floor.


  The couch directly behind Wanshu was occupied by a slender, stylishly dressed woman named Ankala Midora. She was still wearing the jeweled, hexagonal hat she had been sporting when she pulled herself through the door of the transportation vehicle. Wan let out a yelp the first time the thrusters pushed her sideways, and Ms. Ankala leaned forward when the acceleration stopped. She stretched her arm around the edge of Wan’s couch and touched the girl on the shoulder.


  “Lieutenant Kim is making some unusual maneuvers. It’s all right. We’re just going to be tossed around a little. It’s nothing to worry about.”


  Daj could smell Ms. Ankala’s perfume. There had been a number of times in the last few tendays when he had spent long intervals visualizing the way her lithe, snaky body would move in his arms. Ms. Ankala had struck up a relationship with Combat Sergeant Jo about five tendays ago. She and Sergeant Jo always seemed to have some part of their bodies in contact when they were together.


  Lieutenant Kim fired the rear thrusters for a full minute as they completed their swing around the planet—a maneuver that was obviously supposed to place them in an eccentric orbit, with the high point far above their original altitude. Daj scanned through the external cameras and stopped when he found something that looked like it could be the other transport vehicle. It was about fifteen kilometers away. It seemed to be moving at approximately the same speed as their own vehicle.


  He turned on his phone. “Esteemed Doctor.”


  “I’ve seen it,” Father Hong said.


  “We expended a notable percentage of our maneuvering fuel in that last acceleration.”


  “I noticed.”


  “Of course it’s always possible our pursuers could have expended most of their fuel trying to stay with us . . .”


  “I think it would be best if we awaited the next development in silence.”


  Daj returned his notescreen to the news monitor. A bald, heavily bearded expert on “communal dissolution situations” was discussing—for the third time in half an hour—the political situation in Huanying City.


  “A conflict between the original investors and the renter class they have attracted is not, of course, an uncommon development in orbiting cities. Usually, it’s settled relatively painlessly, with the renters acquiring some kind of formal participation in the city’s political structure. In this case, the situation has apparently been aggravated by the unusual virulence of a feud between two of the leading families in the original investor faction. The leading renter organization, the Heavenly Union Society, seems to have become a much more volatile organization when its leadership fell into the hands of an apostate from one of the most powerful families in the city’s ruling elite.”


  A text bar appeared under the expert’s chin. Daj touched a control and the screen scrolled a paragraph at his standard reading speed.


  The Heavenly Union Society has released the following message to “all legitimate news sources”: An orbiting space vehicle crewed by members of the Society is now pursuing a transport vehicle belonging to the Fourth International Brigade. The passengers on the Brigade vehicle belong to the families of the force recently stationed in Huanying City. The crew of the Heavenly Union vehicle reports that it has fired on the Brigade vehicle and overwhelmed its defensive system. The pilot of the Brigade vehicle was ordered to accept a boarding party and transmitted a refusal. The commander of the Heavenly Union vehicle has responded by ordering the pilot to place his passengers in emergency pressure suits and move them to the outside of the vehicle, so they may be transferred to the safety of the Heavenly Union vehicle.


  “Our situation appears to be more difficult than we’ve understood it to be,” the man sitting in front of Daj said. “If you haven’t been scanning the news media, I suggest you do so at once.”


  Ms. Ankala looked up from her notescreen. She had obviously been using it for other purposes.


  The man who had spoken up was the husband of a communications sergeant. His name was Torisoti Denashi—Mr. Torisoti to properly reared thirteen-year-old sons—and Daj had learned he was involved in an unusual marital arrangement: a two-husband triple. Mr. Torisoti had accompanied his wife to Mercury orbit while the other husband had stayed home.


  Eighty-five percent of the triples recorded in the databanks were one-husband, two-wife arrangements. Daj had hoped he could correlate the aberration with some observable quality in Mr. Torisoti’s personality. Unfortunately, Daj was the son of a Combat Major. His parents had their off-duty life and Mr. Torisoti and his wife had theirs.


  “Our lives are in danger, Lieutenant,” Mr. Torisoti said. “Don’t you think even we lowly civilians have some right to know that?”


  Lieutenant Kim turned his couch around. He stared at his passengers through the display visor that covered most of his face.


  “I’ve been receiving orders from Battalion since I first realized we were being followed,” Kim said. “They feel there is no serious danger. Our solar collectors have been heavily damaged but we still have about 20 percent of our solar power flow. And we have fully charged batteries in reserve. Our defense system has rallied after the initial onslaught. Right now it’s holding on to that remaining 20 percent. We believe our fabricators can supply us with oxygen and everything else we need for another seventy-two hours. I can also tell you your family members in Major Yin’s party are all safe. Battalion’s main worry at this moment is the possibility we may become hostages. Major Yin’s party has secured the city’s principal docking port. A pacification force from Battalion can dock with the city as soon as the Secretariat decides to send it in. The only thing that could stop them is a hostage situation.”


  “We’re already hostages,” Mr. Torisoti said. “They can put a hole in this ship anytime they want to.”


  “You have your emergency suits. The batteries are still working. I’ve been ordered to hold out as long as we can. Every hour we hold out can make a difference.”


  Mr. Torisoti’s hands rose above the back of his couch. “You told us your armor system was containing the attack. Now you’re sitting there telling us it didn’t defend us after all—but we’re still all right because we have wonderful, fully charged batteries. How many other stories are we supposed to believe, Lieutenant?”


  “The enemy vehicle is apparently carrying a new kind of mole.”


  “And how about their defensive system? How much damage did you do to them?”


  “We may have a problem there, too. I can’t say anything for sure, obviously. But they aren’t acting like they’ve suffered anything serious.”


  Daj entered two sets of keywords into his news program: “Huanying City” and “pacification force.” The last time he had looked, the Secretariat had still been “considering the possibility” it might send a full-scale pacification force to the city. Now his screen responded to his search order by presenting him with the same dispatch he had looked at twenty minutes ago. The international politicians in Singapore were following their usual pattern and postponing the moment when they would have to make a decision.


  In Daj’s opinion, the politicians had made their first mistake when they had decided to “show the flag” and post his mother and seven troopers in Huanying City. They had a full battalion of heavily armed troops standing by in Sergeant Wei Base—the military outpost the Secretariat had established in Mercury orbit. If they had sent a full pacification force right at the start, the current outbreak could have been smothered while it was still building up.


  It wasn’t the first time Daj had decided the world would be a saner place if people like him were running things. He was, after all, significantly more intelligent than the adults who constituted the current intellectual elite.


  “I don’t understand this,” Ms. Ankala said. “We’re on board a military vehicle. How can these people have weapons that are more advanced than the weapons we’re carrying?”


  “It’s a recurrent problem,” Mr. Torisoti said. “I’ve heard my wife rant about it a thousand times. The military and police forces are trapped in an arms race with hobbyists and intellectual sociopaths—people who feel they have to spend their days developing weapons and armor that are superior to the equipment the authorities use. Then they sell the fabrication programs to people who are willing to sell them to hotheads and political fanatics. The insurgents in Huanying City have somebody rich on their side. It’s a wonder anybody is surprised.”


  “It doesn’t take anything to produce new warheads once you get the programs,” Daj said. “The fabricator we’ve got in the back of this vehicle could produce thousands of them in an hour.”


  “That’s very informative,” Ms. Ankala said. “Are we the only people who have to worry about these superior missiles? Can’t they use them against the armor your wives will be wearing, too?”


  “Lieutenant Kim is dealing with moles that attack inanimate objects,” Father Hong said. “Still, if the insurgent forces can get their hands on superior anti-equipment moles, they can probably acquire superior anti-personnel missiles, too. I suspect my wife has already advised her detachment they should start reviewing their cover and concealment training.”


  “We have two children with us,” Ms. Ankala said. “Don’t you care about them? Do you think Wanshu’s father would sit there in the pilot’s seat and calmly tell her she had to die like a soldier?”


  “No one is going to die,” Kim said. “We are merely being asked to hold out as long as we possibly can.”


  “And you can guarantee that, Lieutenant? You can be absolutely certain nothing is going to happen to this child while we sit here?”


  Kim swung his couch around and presented them with its featureless rear surface. “I have my orders,” he said over the speaker system. “We are supposed to hold out as long as we can. If you have any objections to that decision, you should present your opinions to the people who made it.”


  “And listen to my wife complain that I’ve ruined her career,” Mr. Torisoti said.


  “Tell me where to send the message,” Ms. Ankala said. “I’m just a guest here. They’re not going to punish a veteran sergeant just because they got a few words from some woman he took up with for awhile.”


  The calm, vaguely female Voice of the vehicle broke into their arguments. “May I please have your attention. Please don your pressure suits. My armor system has received additional extensive damage. My hull could be breached at any time if the attack continues. I will now talk you through the donning procedure.”


  Cubical packages popped out of overhead hatches. Daj stretched out his arms in response to the Voice’s first instruction and extended the pressure suit.


  “Stay in step with the instructions,” his father said. “Don’t try to anticipate. This is no time to rely on your memory.”


  Daj rolled his eyes. He had been running through pressure suit drills since he had been two years younger than Wan.


  The suit was a skintight, like all emergency suits, and it had been designed so it could be worn over clothing. Embedded moles adjusted it to his measurements. A hose jacked into an oxygen supply tube that ran along the side of the passenger area.


  The Voice put them through a radio check before it launched into its closing encouragements. “You are all tied into the emergency communications network,” the Voice said. “You will all use the same frequency from now until the end of the emergency. Please avoid unnecessary conversation. Please keep the network clear. Thank you for your cooperation. You have completed the emergency donning procedure in three minutes and thirty-nine seconds—a time that puts you in the 89th percentile. The record for this vehicle, under drill conditions, is three minutes and seventeen seconds. Congratulations.”


  Ms. Ankala had grabbed a handhold and pulled herself into a position next to Wan’s couch. Her skintight had wrinkled her clothes when it pressed itself around her, but Daj could still respond to the swell of her breasts and the long curve of her waist and hips.


  “I’ve heard everything I need to hear,” Ms. Ankala said. “I’m taking this child out of here. Will you please open a hatch, Lieutenant?”


  “It’s ridiculous to tell us we should avoid becoming hostages,” Mr. Torisoti said. “We’re already hostages. They can kill all of us anytime they want to.”


  Kim swung his couch around. “Please return to your couch, Ms. Ankala. I’m trying to track a very complicated situation. I would appreciate it if you didn’t create distractions.”


  “You have a young girl here. A child. You’ve been outmaneuvered. Mr. Torisoti already said it. The Voice just confirmed it. They can put a hole in this vehicle any time they want to. Why don’t you admit it and let us get these children out of danger?”


  Lieutenant Kim pulled his side arm out of its belt case. His left hand jabbed at the control screen set into the top of the handgrip. “Please return to your couch, Ms. Ankala. The moles I’ve selected can anesthetize you in one and a half seconds under normal conditions. They may have to spend some extra time burrowing through your pressure suit, but it won’t be more than a couple of seconds.”


  “That’s a very forceful move, Lieutenant. Does it give you some emotional compensation for your failure to protect us from interception?”


  “Please do what Lieutenant Kim is asking,” Daj’s father said. “If he has to anesthetize you, it could create complications if they continue firing on us and compromise the hull. The child is safer here for the time being. We may have to surrender later, as Lieutenant Kim says. But right now she’s better off in here.”


  Father Hong’s voice sounded flat and unemotional. He was pronouncing each word with great precision. It was a speaking style Daj had only heard three or four times during his childhood—and always on occasions when Yin Hong thought his son was pressing against an important limit. Lately Daj had been hearing it more often.


  “Do you feel that way about your own son, too?” Ms. Ankala said. “Are you willing to leave him here, too?”


  “I feel the evidence indicates he’ll be safer here. No one can be sure about these things. But I do feel it’s the less risky option.”


  “And you’ll be doing your duty,” Mr. Torisoti said. “You’ve bought the whole package, haven’t you? Honor. Duty. Sacrifice?


  “I feel it’s the safest choice. I would feel that way if I were just an ordinary civilian passenger, with no military ties. If they get us inside their own vehicle, they could drag this situation out for days. The longer hostage situations last, the more unpredictable they become.”


  “Are you thinking like a noncombatant?” Mr. Torisoti said. “Or like someone who’s supposed to support his wife’s mission? Your wife is a commissioned officer, Dr. Yin. Your family has an ideal, right? And you’re all supposed to live up to it. Even the children.”


  Daj’s earphones picked up a gasp. He couldn’t tell whether it had come from his father or Lieutenant Kim, but Lieutenant Kim was the most probable source. Father Hong would have been feeling the same emotions but he would have responded with a frown, not a vocalization. Mr. Torisoti had stepped into forbidden territory.


  Daj twisted around on his couch and stuck his head into the aisle. “They aren’t going to destroy this whole vehicle and kill us all. They’re caught in the hostage paradox. They’re bluffing. They don’t have any hostages if they kill all of us. They have to get two or three of us under control. Then they can kill one of us to prove they mean business. And still have hostages.”


  “Precisely,” Father Hong said. “That’s exactly the kind of thing I was thinking about. Thank you, Daj. I really think you should case your weapon, Lieutenant. I’m certain Ms. Ankala can see the logic in Daj’s argument.”


  Lieutenant Kim stiffened. Daj had felt Kim was putting himself in a bad position when he had drawn his side arm. Daj couldn’t have explained why it was a bad idea. He had just known it felt wrong. Now Kim had another anxiety to ponder. He was receiving a firm suggestion from the husband of his commanding officer.


  “I’m just trying to think about the girl,” Ms. Ankala said. “I don’t know anything about all this military talk.”


  Kim lowered his gun. “The people in the other vehicle have been advised that they have to negotiate with Battalion. Battalion is talking with them now, in fact. Battalion has also advised me Mercury is sending us a package with extra batteries. Battalion will send us a package, too.”


  “And what happens if the Heavenlies shoot at the packages?” Mr. Torisoti asked.


  “I’m hoping we can outmaneuver them. Whatever happens, we have plenty of time. We still have some solar power. Our batteries can last many more hours. Battalion is getting advice from a hostage consultation committee that includes the most experienced combat psychologist in the Brigade. Our best move now is to sit tight.”


  Kim had returned his weapon to its case while he talked. “If you would just return to your seat, Ms. Ankala. Please. It would be very much appreciated.”


  Ms. Ankala patted Wan’s shoulder. The girl had slid down in her couch and folded her arms in front of her chest while they were arguing. Now she looked up at Ms. Ankala and smiled. Ms. Ankala gave her another pat and pulled herself back to her couch.


  “It’s a standoff” Mr. Torisoti said. “They can’t kill us, and the Singapore Sages can’t order an attack on the city.”


  “There’s one other factor,” Father Hong said. “If anything happens to us—our assailants know the Brigade will kill them. The Brigade will make no attempt to take prisoners. Not in that situation.”


  “I’m afraid I don’t find that very comforting, Dr. Yin.”


  The news media had started focusing on Yin Cam. Daj found her name on five headlines when he turned back to his notescreen. She was clearly the officer in the most dramatic situation. Three of the news stories noted that her little squad would be faced with overwhelming odds if one of the factions tried to drive them away from the docking port. Her slim good looks obviously added to the appeal of the story.


  Major Yin has never been in actual combat before but she is considered a cool, superbly competent officer. . . . Her scores in countless simulations have consistently placed her in the top 5 percent. . . . Her judges have repeatedly commented on her ability to make quick decisions under conditions of high stress. . . .


  There had been no parting words when Daj and Father Hong had left Huanying City. Daj had learned the civilians were being evacuated when Lieutenant Kim had rapped on his door and marched into his room without waiting for an answer.


  “The Major has ordered us to evacuate,” Kim had said. “She wants us to just stop what we’re doing and go. She’s already started leading the combat squad toward their first positions.”


  Yin Cam had given the order at the last minute, just before she and her troops moved out. “You’ve got three minutes to grab your emergency kit and line up,” Kim said. “It’s a tight schedule but she felt it was necessary. This way the locals won’t see us evacuating before they already know something’s happening.”


  There had been a time, when Daj had just turned five, when he had wondered why they kept telling him Yin Cam was one of his mothers. He knew his other mother, Yin Xu, really was one of his mothers. He saw Mother Xu every day, sometimes for hours at a time. But how was he supposed to react to this woman who kept sending him messages from a military base in the asteroid belt? Why did they keep telling him she was Mother Cam?


  Say hello to Mother Cam, Daj.


  Show Mother Cam how you hit the bell with your ball.


  Let’s give Mother Cam a really nice goodnight message.


  Daj was the child of a double marriage—two military parents and two civilian parents. Military-civilian quartets had become one of the commoner arrangements in the military community. The military husband and wife could accept all the disruptive postings that came along as they tried to advance their careers, and the civilian husband and wife could stay in one place and see that the children received a reasonably stable home life. Sometimes—as now—a military spouse and a civilian spouse went off together and the other military spouse stayed home with the other civilian spouse. There had even been a period when all four of his parents had been home at the same time. It had been like a house party that lasted over one eyear.


  Yin Cam was Daj’s primary biological mother. Most of his basic natural genes came from her and Father Hong. Yin Cam had even carried him in her body during the first fifteen tendays of his development. Mother Xu had contributed about 5 percent of his genes. His military father, Yin Joong, had contributed another 5 percent. The rest of his genome had been decided by discussion. Some of the discussions, he had gathered, had been exhaustingly lengthy. There had been a general consensus on how intelligent he should be—the maximum they could arrange—and the best way to handle tradeoffs like muscularity vs. agility. The big disagreements, as always, had centered on personality traits.


  Both his mothers had campaigned for a high level of assertiveness. “An over-assertive person can develop self-control,” Mother Cam argued. “But you can’t turn a rabbit into a wolf.”


  Father Joong preferred more relaxed, easy-going personalities (which might explain why he was only a Communications Lieutenant-Major while his military wife was a full Combat Major). Father Hong adapted a neutral stance.


  Genetics only affected the physiological aspects of personality formation. After his birth Daj’s four parents engaged in more debate as they put him through programmed experiences that reinforced certain traits and discouraged others.


  The result of all the debating was a boy who was slender and just a fingernail over average height, with a 98th percentile reaction time and an IQ that was 35 percent better than Father Hong’s. On the assertiveness scale Daj tested at the top of the middle range. His facial features and most of his other personality traits had been left to the effects of random influences.


  Some things couldn’t be controlled, of course. Daj had spent most of his childhood in a massive structure that orbited the Moon—Hammarskjold Station, the headquarters of the off-Earth military forces of the Secretariat. His formative years had been dominated by a visual environment that surrounded him with square angles, obsessively neat spaces, and endless expanses of light-blue walls. His playmates had been drawn from a pool of three hundred children who had all been shaped by the same milieu.


  His only respite was his trips to the Moon. Earth people usually commented on the “sterility” of the lunar cities. To Daj, they had seemed incredibly chaotic and colorful. Vines spilled out of garden boxes. People twisted and dodged as they hurried through overcrowded corridors. Stores bombarded him with appeals and displays.


  Once, when he had been seven, Mother Cam had taken Daj and his sister on a lunar tour that lasted three whole tendays. She had given them her complete, undivided attention from the moment they boarded the shuttle. She fed them almost everything they wanted. She took them to every place her counseling program recommended. She laid a game screen on the floor of their hotel room and laughed as she let them back her ships into an undefendable comer.


  Mother Cam had developed three distinct personalities, in Daj’s opinion. She switched them on and off as if she were loading computer programs. She was the stiff figure who sent them messages from far-off places. She was the playmate and companion whose only interest in life was the fun they could have together. And sometimes—usually without warning—she turned into a person who wanted something from him. A person who obviously had some plan her son was supposed to carry out.


  The Huanying City brawl had started attracting some of the higher level news merchants. A familiar bright-eyed face smiled up at him as he flipped through the news banks. He switched to full video and let her voice dance in his left earphone.


  “It isn’t hard to imagine Major Yin’s feelings,” Ms. Bright Eyes counseled her multi-million, multimedia audience. “Mercury headquarters has advised us she has been told about the situation her son and her husband are facing. Major Yin evacuated the civilian associates of her unit because she thought they would be safer if they returned to battalion headquarters. Instead, they are now de facto hostages of the Heavenly Union faction. They are in more danger at this moment than Major Yin and her heavily armed soldiers. Major Yin has refused all our requests to interview her. Our only information on her current state of mind is a statement from her military superiors. They have every confidence, they assure us, that she will do her duty.”


  “But what is Major Yin’s duty? We are already receiving comments from our news community. A content analysis of a random sample indicates our community is equally divided between people who think her military responsibilities should take precedence over her family and people who feel her family should always come before everything else. Twenty percent condemn the Heavenly Union Society for placing her in such a dilemma.”


  The other vehicle was growing larger. Daj judged its speed and estimated it would close the gap in about twenty minutes.


  “I don’t suppose we’re going to lob a few moles at them,” Mr. Torisoti said.


  “For the time being, we’re going to conserve energy,” Lieutenant Kim answered.


  Daj had scanned two news stories that discussed the weapons the Heavenly Union vehicle was using. One focused on an angry statement from an official in Singapore. The officer in command of the Secretariat vehicle is obviously faced with an advanced molecular weapons system—a system no civilian vehicle is supposed to be equipped with. The criminals who traffic in illegal fabrication programs are violating laws that deal with life and death matters. The international community must stop thinking of the illegal program trade as a harmless form of smuggling. Citizens must understand a basic truth—they may be condemning innocent people to death when they fail to report violations of the law.


  You needed two items if you wanted to make something with a fabricator: raw materials and a fabrication program. For a molecular weapons system, the raw materials could be as cheap as sand and a few grams of common metals. The important item was the program.


  Daj could see the projectile launchers sticking out of a hatch when the other vehicle was about a kilometer away. Other than that, it looked like a normal civilian utility transport. Big solar panels jutted from eight long girders. A skin of solar panels covered the outside of the hull. Standard international ID numbers had been painted on the hatches.


  The vehicle started station-keeping at a hundred and fifty meters. Kim swung his couch around.


  “How many people here have some experience with weapons?”


  “I do,” Father Hong said. “I’ve worked out regularly with my wife and Yin Joong—the military husband in our family. I think I’ve fired all the standard side arms and assault arms.”


  “Ms. Ankala?”


  “The only weapons I’ve seen up until now are the things actors wave around on videos.”


  “Mr. Torisoti?”


  “What do you have in mind?”


  “I can issue you an assault gun loaded with nonlethal moles. If they know we have two or three people armed that way, they probably won’t try to board and enter. Not if they’re intelligent. We’ll be operating at close quarters and we can blaze away without the slightest fear we’ll do anybody any permanent damage.”


  “How does it work?” Mr. Torisoti asked.


  “You push a safety switch forward if you think you may have to use it. After that, in a situation like this, you point it in the direction you want to shoot and press the activation button. It fires for two seconds every time you push the button.”


  “And the moles are just anesthetics?”


  “They multiply as soon as they penetrate the skin and neutralize selected types of neurotransmitters.”


  “I believe I can handle that,” Mr. Torisoti said. “I’ve never touched a modem weapon, but I’ve been studying archery since I was a boy, if that means anything.”


  Lieutenant Kim released his couch straps and pulled himself around the crowded forward area. A bulkhead panel popped open as he approached it. He removed two assault guns and clicked cassettes into their sides. “You probably won’t have to use these at all. I’ll let them know I’ve armed my passengers if they indicate they really think they can come in here and force us out.”


  Daj had squirmed around in his seat harness so he could get a better view of the arrangement behind the panel. He could only see about half of it but it looked like it contained several more weapons.


  “Lieutenant Kim—what happens if we’re attacked by boarders who’ve armored their suits with the same kind of armor you think they’re using on their vehicle?”


  Daj had been thinking in Techno-Mandarin but he had switched to Ghurkali before he had finished voicing Kim’s name. Father Hong responded by barking at him in Techno-Mandarin.


  “This is no time to be showing off your linguistic abilities, Daj. Lieutenant Kim has enough on his mind.”


  “I was only going to suggest he could give me a gun, too. If they’re wearing some kind of special armor, we’ll need all the firepower we can put together.”


  Lieutenant Kim was still holding himself near the weapons locker. He shifted his position and Daj found himself looking directly at the blank visor.


  “And what kind of weapons training have you had, young man?”


  “I’ve been going to the range with my parents since I was ten”


  “Would you gentlemen mind speaking a language we all understand?” Mr. Torisoti asked. “I’d like to know what’s going on here.”


  “Yin Daj wants a weapon, too,” Kim said. “I think that would be up to your father, Daj.”


  “You know I’m right,” Daj said in Ghurkali. “If they can install enhanced armor on their vehicle, they can install it in their suits, too.”


  “I don’t think we have to make a decision now,” Father Hong said. “Lieutenant Kim can issue you a weapon if we see boarders approaching. The fact that you already know how to use one means he can just hand it to you and assume you know how to operate it.”


  The strip at the top of Daj’s notescreen contained a special symbol—the two ancient Chinese characters that represented “parent.” The symbol started blinking and Daj immediately touched it with his finger.


  Father Hong had been writing while he talked. Please be quiet, Daj. Lieutenant Kim is dealing with a very volatile emotional situation. This is no time to be blurting out every thought that comes into your head.


  In Huanying City, the fighting seemed to be settling into a pattern. People were still enduring random horrors here and there, but the news media could display maps that divided the city into two sections—a large section controlled by the Heavenlies and their allies, and a smaller section that was being defended by the original investors and their heirs. Much of the fighting was now concentrated on the control center for the primary mirror system.


  The surface of Huanying City was covered with solar collectors but the city received most of its power from two ten-kilometer mirrors. The mirrors followed the city around Mercury and constantly adjusted their positions as they focused the sun’s fury on the heat exchangers that dominated the exterior of the primary power station. The control center for the power station was located inside the city, on the edge of the area controlled by the original investors. The investors had set up a defensive perimeter in the corridors that led to it and the Heavenlies were slowly pushing them back.


  The investors had appealed to the Secretariat for help. As the legitimate government of the city, they had announced they would accept a pacification force and Secretariat arbitration.


  “Are we supposed to wear these suits for seventy-two hours?” Ms. Ankala asked.


  “An emergency suit can be worn almost indefinitely” Lieutenant Kim said. “But most people find it unpleasant. I’m setting up a schedule. You can rotate out of your suits for half an hour at a time, one by one. That way you can eat and take care of your biological functions. I suggest we start with you and Wan together. That way you can give her any assistance she needs.”


  “Women and children first,” Mr. Torisoti said.


  Daj smiled at Kim’s prim, military use of the term biological functions. The “personal hygiene utilities” in the suits could break down and recycle “biological waste” but they could take two hours to do the job.


  On his notescreen Mercury was once again becoming larger. Their second pass would bring them within two hundred kilometers of the planet’s surface. Each orbit would last fifteen hours and twenty minutes.


  Mercury launched six battery packs just after they passed their low point. “Mercury will be controlling the packs until they get within eight hundred meters,” Kim announced. “Then I’ll have to take over. I’ll be keeping our energy consumption to a minimum, but you may experience some sharp accelerations.”


  Daj took the information from Kim’s briefing and set up a model on his notescreen. Each battery weighed one hundred kilograms and the complete pack included one hundred and fifty kilograms of maneuvering fuel. Battalion was hoping six packs would present enough targets that some of them would get through. Each battery, according to the information in the databanks, would add twelve hours to the vehicle’s energy supply.


  On the other hand, Kim would also be using up energy as he maneuvered the vehicle. The maneuvering thrusters and the projectile launchers both used electrical energy. The projectile launchers pushed their loads into space with magnetic pistons and the thrusters pulled reaction mass through magnetic fields. Every time Kim fired a thruster, he would be using up energy that could be used to launch projectiles.


  The model also had to include assumptions about the defensive capabilities of the battery packs. All molecular defense systems could be overwhelmed if you scored enough hits in a limited time period. So how many hits should he assume the battery packs could absorb? He could make some assumptions based on the offensive power the enemy had demonstrated when they overwhelmed the defensive moles carried by a standard military transport vehicle. If you calculated for a range between . . .


  Daj concluded that a pilot could pluck two battery packs out of space if his midrange assumptions were correct and the pilot did everything perfectly. If the pilot didn’t do everything perfectly, he might manage to snare one.


  Daj arranged his conclusions into an orderly presentation and transmitted them to his father’s notescreen.


  Is it worth making the effort, Doctor?


  He has to maintain the belief we’re doing something, Daj. I’ll repeat what I said before—he’s dealing with a very volatile psychological situation.


  But is it worth it if we waste energy? And shorten the time we have?


  That’s not a decision for your level of responsibility. Or mine.


  The encounter with the packages lasted about four minutes. The enemy vehicle picked up the packages on its radar screens a few seconds before Kim acquired them. Two of the packages immediately informed Kim they had been damaged beyond repair.


  Kim ordered the packages to increase their speed and edged toward the other vehicle, in the hope that he could place his own vehicle between the packages and the enemy projectile launchers. Three packages shot past him on the outside track. One package skimmed between him and the enemy ship and promptly received a volley that produced another damaged-beyond-repair message.


  The other three packages were moving too fast. Kim realized they were going to slip past the front of his vehicle and ordered an acceleration that jolted his passengers against their seats. Wan let out an excited shriek. Two of the packages emerged from the protection Kim was trying to give them and he collected two more death messages. He gave the vehicle another jolt of forward acceleration and decelerated three seconds later.


  Daj scanned the external cameras. Kim had matched orbits with the sixth package. He could open a hatch and bring the package inside with the last of its maneuvering fuel.


  “Not bad,” Father Hong said in Techno-Mandarin. “I suspect that was a lot harder than it looked.”


  Daj switched back to his modeling screen. The mass of the transport vehicle was a matter of record. He would have to estimate the change in velocity Kim had achieved with his last two accelerations, but he could make a reasonable guess. Kim’s maneuvers had burned up three to five hours’ worth of energy. The battery would give them an extra twelve hours, so they had gained seven to nine hours altogether.


  The insurgents had started issuing messages that were addressed to the military personnel who had children on the transport vehicle. Assault Sergeant Song was publicly reminded that he was a single father who was the only person responsible for the welfare of his daughter, Wanshu.


  “We regret that your child is alone among strangers,” a spokeswoman for the Heavenly Union Society said. “A member of our organization is fully prepared to cross the distance between the two vehicles and carry her to the safe refuge we are preparing for her. There is no reason any child should be harmed by this dispute.”


  The spokeswoman carefully avoided any indication Wan would be injured if her father went on fighting, Daj noted. With Yin Cam she took a more direct approach.


  “You are fighting a useless battle, Major Yin. Your attempts at defensive action will inevitably be defeated by our superior numbers. Why not yield now and relieve your child of the stress he is enduring? You are an expert on military tactics. You know your position is hopeless.”


  There was no response from Mother Cam or Sergeant Song, of course. The news merchants had to content themselves with the stock images they had been displaying ever since the crisis had started.


  I’m, not under stress, Daj wrote on his notescreen. Any reports you may have seen in the news media are grossly exaggerated. I’m finding the whole experience rather interesting, in fact.


  I rather thought you would, Father Hong replied. I suspect your mother is primarily worried about the possibility you’re harassing Lieutenant Kim with tactical suggestions.


  I do have a few ideas, now that you mention it.


  The intercom picked up a chuckle from Father Hong. I think we can save them for a little longer.


  The messages from the Heavenlies made for good dramatic copy but they couldn’t fill all the space and time the news media had at their disposal. The media military experts had pondered Mother Cam’s situation and produced diagrams that depicted the best defensive arrangements she could set up. On the surface of the asteroid, they pointed out, her troops could dig up rocks and dirt and place barricades here and here. Inside the city, in the corridors leading to the docking port, she would probably post troops at these three positions.


  She should also keep at least one person in reserve, the experts all agreed. She only had seven troops altogether, so none of these points could be heavily defended. . . .


  “It’s nice of them to give the Heavenlies a few tactical tips,” Mr. Torisoti said. “Why don’t they just ask her for a map of her positions and transmit it to the Heavenly headquarters?”


  “Why don’t they just pull them out?” Ms. Ankala said. “If the situation is that bad . . .”


  “That would require a decision. If our elected leaders follow their usual pattern, they’ll talk forever and do something decisive after we’ve had a disaster and everything is ten times harder. And ten times more dangerous for the people who have to do the fighting. They’ll jabber at each other until we’ve got one soldier left in the city. Then they’ll finally realize they have to issue an order that may cost them a few dozen votes in the next election. And the battalion will have to take a port by assault when it attacks the city.”


  “That’s a cheerful assessment,” Ms. Ankala said.


  “It’s what politicians always do. Your sergeant would say the same thing if he were here.”


  The parent symbol on Daj’s notescreen lit up. Is it possible Mr. Torisoti is less of a civilian than he thinks he is? Do I hear the voice of a typical sergeant? Will he be telling us next that the Brigade isn’t what it used to be?


  Daj smiled. His civilian mother was a sergeant’s daughter. She had joined a military-civilian quartet, she claimed, because she had never felt quite at home in a purely civilian environment.


  If you know you’re a civilian, Mother Xu liked to say, you aren’t.


  The commander of Mercury Battalion was a senior colonel whose official biography included an advanced degree in political sociology. In the complicated social life of the Brigade, Colonel Mungveli was Mother Cam’s commanding officer and one of Father Hong’s former students. At the moment, however, he seemed to be thinking more like a soldier than a politician. A brief dispatch from Battalion headquarters announced that he was sending a “rescue force” to Huanying City. The force would match orbits with the city and be prepared to reinforce Major Yin’s platoon if it came under attack.


  “This force is apparently the same size as the proposed pacification force currently being discussed in Singapore,” Daj’s favorite newscaster pontificated. “Is Colonel Mungveli taking the situation into his own hands? The legal situation is murky. Colonel Mungveli could, on his own authority, put troops into the city on the grounds that he was merely defending his own personnel. Would the Secretariat back him? Or would they feel he had to be replaced with someone who might be more patient? And what would happen to the hostages on Transport Vehicle Nineteen if he carried out his threat?”


  Mr. Torisoti grunted. “It looks like we have a commanding officer who has something on his mind besides his career.”


  “And what about us?” Ms. Ankala said. “We aren’t exactly sitting in our own homes watching this on our screens, Mr. Torisoti.”


  The batteries from Battalion arrived as they were starting their third orbit. This time Kim seemed to be better prepared. Three packages made it through the initial barrage and he managed to match orbits with two. Daj counted six short, gentle accelerations. His best estimate indicated they had gained at least nineteen hours of battery time.


  Kim had organized a watch system in the middle of their second orbit. Father Hong kept an eye on Kim’s screens while Kim took a six hour sleep break.


  “Are we instituting some kind of chain of command system?” Mr. Torisoti asked. “Are we going by our spouses’ ranks now?”


  Father Hong turned away from the screens and grinned. “It’s an old military custom. According to my researches, back in the days when the soldiers were all men, their wives used to form elaborate social hierarchies based on the ranks their husbands had attained.”


  For Daj, sleep was a dilemma. The adults could activate embedded sleep control programs, but he was still operating on a natural sleep schedule. He wouldn’t receive a full featured adult sleep enhancement until he passed his twenty-first birthday and his development specialist gave it her approval. He decided his best option would be naps that lasted one or two hours. He would eat and clean up the next time he took one of his half-hour vacations from his suit. Then he would tighten his seat harness until it was pressing him snugly against his couch, clip his notescreen to the lap belt, and think about his last trip to the Moon, or some other pleasant memory.


  It all worked according to plan right up to the moment he brought up all the visual and tactile memories associated with the girl he had danced with in a lunar garden he had visited on his own. It had only been the third or fourth time he had put his arms around a girl his own age. He had been dazed by her slimness and the looseness of her movements. He had made a complete fool of himself when the dance had ended but nothing could spoil the things he had felt when he had been holding her.


  “You’d better wake up,” his father said. “It looks like we’re getting some developments.”


  He looked around him groggily. Ms. Ankala was staring at him. He frowned at the pilot’s compartment and realized Kim had returned to his post.


  His notescreen was turned away from him. He flipped it around and stared at the numbers on the time strip.


  “The Lieutenant took you out of the circuit,” Ms. Ankala said. “So you wouldn’t be disturbed.”


  “You let me sleep over seven and a half hours!”


  “They’ve started attacking our position in the city” Father Hong said. “We just got the news. It started about five minutes ago.”


  Daj’s hands jumped to the notescreen. He switched to a text transcription of the latest news bulletin so he could skim it as fast as possible.


  The Heavenlies had released a statement claiming they had launched an attack on the docking port. They had called on Major Yin to surrender and they had issued a warning to Colonel Mungveli.


  The commander of the so-called rescue force should understand that we will not tolerate any illegal interference in our struggle for a just social order. The debates now taking place in Singapore demonstrate that many leading members of the international community recognize our right to reorganize our society. If Colonel Mungveli attempts to place armed troops on the surface of our city, we will respond with any option we consider appropriate. If it becomes necessary, we are fully prepared to destroy the transport vehicle we have taken prisoner and reload the surviving prisoners on our own vehicle.


  The news media had asked Colonel Mungveli and Major Yin for their response but there had been no answer. A link referred the reader to a map that showed the probable positions of the troops on both sides.


  “Lieutenant Kim has an announcement,” Father Hong said. “He felt you should be awake when he made it.”


  “I’m awake.”


  Lieutenant Kim turned his chair around. The black visor settled on Daj for a moment. Then it swung from left to right as Kim surveyed his charges.


  “Colonel Mungveli has advised me he believes we are the key to the whole situation. If we were free, he could land troops at will. And give Major Yin all the support she needs. Two fully armed assault vehicles are now on their way here. The enemy has superior armor but we are confident the firepower on the two vehicles can defeat their armor with sustained fire lasting two to four minutes. Once the enemy vehicle has been silenced, the assault troops should be able to rescue all of us in a few minutes, even if this vehicle is destroyed. The Colonel wants your approval before he orders the assault vehicles to open fire. They’ll be here in about eighty-five minutes, so we have time to discuss the matter.”


  “And what happens if we don’t give him our approval?” Mr. Torisoti asked. “Will he still give the order to open fire? What’s he looking for? Some kind of legal cover if we all get killed?”


  “We believe we can get everyone out of this alive. They can’t destroy this vehicle in two or three minutes—or even four if it takes that long to shut them down. They can put some big holes in it but they can’t destroy it. We should all be safe if we stay under cover until their weapons are silenced.”


  “You haven’t answered his question,” Ms. Ankala said. “Will your colonel give the order to fire if we don’t give him our consent?”


  “He has another option. He can place the two assault vehicles close to the enemy vehicle. They’ll be in position to open fire if the enemy starts firing at us. He would rather have our vehicles fire first. He would rather know we’re safe before he decides to commit troops to Huanying City.”


  Ms. Ankala tipped back her head. “Has he considered withdrawing Major Yin’s force? Isn’t that an option, too?”


  “Colonel Mungveli has asked me to show you a statement he’s recorded. If you’ll swing your couches around and turn your attention to the briefing screen unfolding at the rear of the cabin.”


  Colonel Mungveli was a compact, burly man who had achieved high level black belt status in three martial arts. Daj had watched Colonel Mungveli laugh with his parents as they drank together after a dinner party. He had even seen the Colonel cast moist glances at Mother Cam when she had walked across the room in a silk gown and her commanding officer had thought no one was watching him. Now he opened his statement by adapting the easy, conversational manner he used when he discussed military matters with groups of civilian family members. He was wearing a slightly rumpled duty uniform and he had posed himself against a plain blue background. He started off by advising them that all the people in Major Yin’s platoon were alive and unharmed. He assured them the platoon had established solid defensive positions “in spite of the tactical advice our adversaries have received from the news media.”


  “I have to tell you, however—I wouldn’t be doing my duty if I didn’t—that Major Yin’s force is heavily outnumbered. If they don’t receive more support from our main force—they will inevitably be overrun. They can put up a good fight. They can inflict fifteen casualties for every casualty the enemy imposes on them. But sooner or later, numbers are going to prevail.”


  “The fact that the other side has better equipment could be relevant, too,” Mr. Torisoti murmured.


  “I would like to land a support force sometime within the next three hours. All our calculations indicate we should do it as soon as possible. The only thing that’s holding me back is my concern for your safety. I realize we’re asking you to take a significant risk. No one can guarantee any military operation will be one hundred percent successful. I wouldn’t consider asking you to take such a risk normally. But I have to think about the welfare of Major Yin and her platoon, too.”


  Colonel Mungveli paused. He turned slightly and the camera followed him around and picked up the edge of a wall-mounted Brigade insignia—two knives crossed over a sun-and-planets montage, with the Brigade motto inscribed on the rim.


  “The commander of the assault vehicles has advised me he can receive your answer at any time up to ten minutes before he arrives. I won’t try to tell you what you should do. Only you can decide that. I can only tell you the troops coming to your aid have been given orders that reflect the oldest traditions of our calling. They have been told they should take any risk to secure your safety. They know there are two Brigade children on board. Lieutenant Kim will issue both children special electronic and visual markers so they can be identified and given the appropriate priority.”


  He paused again. “We will abide by your decision, whatever it is.”


  “That’s very nice,” Mr. Torisoti said. “He gets the pay and we have to make his decisions for him.”


  “Your colonel is a real expert at emotional manipulation,” Ms. Ankala said. “It’s all my choice but your families may get killed if I don’t give him my consent. I still haven’t heard one good reason why he can’t just evacuate them.”


  “They’re holding a port,” Daj said. “It’s just like Mr. Torisoti said. If he pulls them out now, the secretariat can come back two days from now and tell him he has to land a pacification force. And the force may have to lose people forcing a port.”


  “And if we don’t agree, your colonel will land his force and they’ll have to rescue us anyway.”


  “He hasn’t said he’ll land the force if we don’t agree,” Lieutenant Kim said. “He’s merely indicated that’s one of his options.”


  “It sounds like blackmail to me,” Ms. Ankala said. “Either we tell him yes or he lands his force and the rescue team has to save us without the advantage of surprise.”


  “He wants us to give him a nice secure political cover in case it all goes wrong,” Mr. Torisoti said. “That’s all he’s doing. He’s just trying to protect his career.”


  Ms. Ankala folded her arms over her chest. “We’ll have projectiles flying all over the place. We’ll be huddling behind pieces of our vehicle waiting for the assault troops while the recycling units in our suits use up energy. We’ve got two children with us. Does he really think Major Yin or Sergeant Song will feel better if they know he’s putting their children in that kind of position?”


  “How much advantage will surprise give the rescuers?” Daj asked. “How close can they get before they’re detected?”


  “That’s the one area where we’re confident we have an advantage,” Kim said. “We’ve been analyzing their radar emissions and it looks like they just have ordinary civilian radar. Our vehicles should be able to fire for at least fifteen seconds—maybe more—before the other side knows they’re there.”


  “They could deliver a lot of moles in fifteen seconds,” Father Hong said.


  “And the other side could fire a lot of stuff at us in two or three minutes,” Ms. Ankala said.


  Daj was flipping through the news banks as he followed the argument. Father Hong obviously wanted to give Colonel Mungveli an affirmative answer. Mr. Torisoti was grumbling and making cynical remarks, but Daj believed he would vote yes too, once he had vented his objections. It was a type of behavior that had been well documented. Mr. Torisoti was tom between two powerful emotions. So he resolved the conflict by verbalizing one set of feelings and acting on the other.


  That left Ms. Ankala. For her, the critical issue was the presence of the children. She didn’t realize he was an adult by any rational standard, but that didn’t matter. She would have clung to the same argument if Wan had been on board by herself. Personally, he didn’t see what difference age made. You could just as easily argue that adults were more valuable, since society had made a bigger investment in them. His father’s brain contained the results of years of study and experience. How could you claim a child was more important?


  The Brigade had engaged in a full scale armed intervention about once every twenty years. Daj could roll off the name and date of every “commitment,” from the Lumina Mining Asteroid Incident to the Nousavon Rebellion. Brigade children learned the roster in the same way they automatically acquired everyday facts like the location of the childcare center and the difference between a senior colonel and a logistics lieutenant-major. Now he was tabulating the number of days the Secretariat had dithered before it gave the critical orders. He decided he would count from the time the Singapore politicians had first put each matter on their formal agenda. If you used that as a starting point, their average time to decision had been eight days. In almost every case, they had been faced with some kind of violent behavior when they had started talking.


  “It could be most of a tenday before the Secretariat decides to order an intervention,” Daj said. “That’s their historical average.”


  Father Hong chuckled. “Thank you, young man. That could be a relevant bit of information.”


  “You’re welcome, Doctor.”


  Ms. Ankala pulled herself around in her couch. “That’s not your responsibility. Your mother wants you to live?


  “So does his father,” Father Hong said.


  “And you think we should subject him to the dangers Colonel Mungveli is proposing?”


  “I believe he’s in just as much danger sitting here doing nothing.””


  “I’ve also got some right to think about my mother,” Daj said.


  “And the mission of the Fourth International Brigade,” Mr. Torisoti said. “We mustn’t forget our responsibilities to the mission.”


  “He’s too young to think about things like that,” Ms. Ankala said. “His parents are supposed to be thinking about him.”


  “There’s half a million people in that city” Daj said. “I don’t see why they shouldn’t count for something, too.”


  Ms. Ankala stared at him. The front plate on her suit helmet blurred her face, but it seemed to him she looked years older than she had looked when she had first boarded the vehicle.


  “I have a question,” Father Hong said. “If we do send the Colonel an affirmative vote—would you be willing to look after Wan, Ms. Ankala?”


  The gun didn’t feel like the assault guns Daj had handled on the range. It was the same model but it seemed bigger and more awkward. The range guns seemed like toys by comparison. He had stuck the attachment patch to his seat harness and the gun made the couch seem crowded—as if he was sharing it with a large, ungainly animal.


  “There’s just one thing I want to emphasize,” Father Hong said in Ghurkali. “For your mother’s sake. And mine. Please remember what we told you—that’s strictly a self-defense weapon. Our only objective in this situation is our personal survival. We’re not here to attack our adversaries. That’s a job for trained professionals.”


  “One minute,” Lieutenant Kim said.


  Daj was staring at the image of the other vehicle on his notescreen. Its projectile launchers were still trained on their hull. Kim had let their own vehicle assume a slow roll, to save reaction mass. The other pilot had apparently decided he should let his thrusters maintain a steady position.


  He started to answer Father Hong and stopped when he realized his throat was tightening up. He closed his eyes. He sucked in a long breath.


  “I understand.”


  “Thirty seconds.”


  The assault vehicles had instituted radio silence as soon as they had received the go-ahead message. Kim was counting off the seconds until the projected time of attack. There would be no indication the vehicles had actually started firing, of course. A mole attack was a silent, invisible invasion. The packages would sail through space in complete silence. The moles would land on the enemy hull and begin attacking its materials. The defensive moles would rush toward the endangered areas. It might be minutes before an outside observer could detect any damage.


  Daj glanced at Ms. Ankala out of the comer of his eye. She had wrapped her arms around her shoulders as if she were hugging herself. She had asked Kim if she could take a tranquilizer and Father Hong and Mr. Torisoti had told her she shouldn’t. They had both picked up the same bit of military wisdom from their wives. Combat veterans always claimed you needed every edge you could give yourself—including the emotional impetus created by anxiety.


  “Zero. I’m initiating our defensive maneuvers.”


  The last reaction mass left in the thrusters shoved Daj into his couch. “We’re now going straight ‘up’ in relation to our body positions,” Kim said. “I’ve also initiated the rotation maneuver.”


  Daj had started to question the rotation maneuver during Kim’s preliminary briefing. The parent symbol on his notescreen had lit up just as he opened his mouth. Don’t say it, Daj. Kim is in command. It’s his decision. He knows the drawbacks.


  Kim was rotating their vehicle and turning its stem toward their adversary. The other vehicle would have to shoot at a smaller target. But the invading moles would land on the part of the vehicle that contained the batteries and the life support systems.


  “I am repelling a molecular attack,” the Voice said. “My hull could be breached within sixty seconds. Please prepare.”


  Ms. Ankala took her hands off her shoulders. She bent forward and touched Wan’s arm. Wan patted her with her other hand—as if she were the one who was doing the comforting.


  A new voice popped onto the communications network—a brisk, noticeably excited, unmistakably human voice. “Boathook, this is Scraper. We’ve commenced hostilities. We’re taking fire but it’s lighter than we expected. Are they firing at you?”


  “Affirmed,” Kim said.


  “We’ve been advised everyone on board your vehicle speaks Tech-Man. Is that true?”


  “Affirmed.”


  “We are closing and firing. A rescue party is suited up, as promised.”


  “Emergency report,” the Voice said. “I have a breach in my hull. In the stem plate. Third quadrant.”


  Father Hong had been asked to turn his couch around so he could observe the rear of the vehicle. The rest of them were still facing Kim’s back.


  “I can’t see it,” Father Hong said. “It must be behind the fabricator.”


  “Did you hear that, Scraper?”


  “Affirmed, Boathook.”


  On Daj’s notescreen, the image of the other vehicle had started to expand. It was coming straight at them, broadside.


  Daj’s suit rustled in response to the air rushing out of the breach. Rattles broke out all over the cabin. “Please detach your oxygen supply,” the Voice said. “My oxygen source may be contaminated. Place yourself on your suit—”


  The cabin lights winked out as Daj reached for his suit connection. Every mouth on the communications net seemed to gasp at once. Daj glanced at his notescreen and discovered he was looking at a dim, featureless glow. He jabbed a symbol with his finger and a frowning news pundit replaced the glow.


  Kim’s screens were still active, too. Kim apparently had a separate energy source in the prow of the vehicle. Daj’s notescreen had gone blank because the external cameras were no longer transmitting. He still had access to a radio link and Kim still had some control over the vehicle.


  On the other side of the aisle, Ms. Ankala was still reassuring Wan. She had her notescreen on and Daj could see glints of light reflecting from her suit connection tube. . . .


  He ripped off his harness and shoved himself across the aisle. His arm stretched across Ms. Ankala’s body. He grabbed a handhold with his other hand and pulled her connection out of the wall.


  Kim had been exchanging words with Scraper. He had advised them he could no longer use his external cameras. Scraper had told him the enemy vehicle was closing in on his stem. There was still no indication the fire from the assault vehicles was damaging the enemy hull.


  “I can see the damage to your stem,” Scraper said. “The hole is getting wider every second. We’re going to start transmitting the view from our cameras.”


  Kim swung his couch around. A beam shot out of the light built into his helmet. “Will you please get out of the aisle, Daj?”


  Daj scowled. This was no time to argue or explain. “It looks like we’re going to lose the whole stem,” Father Hong said.


  “Swing your couch around, Dr. Yin,” Kim said. “I’ll take them if they come through the hole.”


  “Let us know when you want us to help you, Lieutenant. You don’t need to do this alone.”


  Daj stared at Kim’s visor. What would Kim’s face look like if he could see it now?


  He was amazed at how calm he felt. Was he reacting this way because it all seemed unreal? Was his mind keeping everything at a distance?


  “Thank you, Ms. Ankala,” Wan said.


  “It’s all right, flower. You’re going to be all right.”


  “I think you should get your arm out of the aisle now. You could get hurt when they start shooting.”


  Somebody snorted. Daj thought it was Mr. Torisoti but he couldn’t be sure. Father Hong would have been just as amused.


  Ms. Ankala looked around the cabin. “You’re all crazy. All of you. Even the children.”


  “Boathook, this is Scraper. We’re detecting the first signs of hull damage in the enemy vehicle. They’re now concentrating their fire on us. What’s your status?”


  “We have a very large opening in the stem. I’m assuming they’ll be coming through. Can you send us reinforcements?”


  “We are closing in on them. We will launch boarders when we have access. Please keep us informed.”


  Light flooded the cabin. Kim raised his side arm to chest height and pressed the activation button. A military visor could be linked directly to the sighting screen on a weapon and Kim had apparently opted to make the connection. He could aim the gun at the enemy without taking his eyes off the scene in front of him.


  It was one of those moments when Daj’s brain and hands reacted faster than his consciousness. Kim’s shadow was expanding behind him . . . as if the light were coming toward him . . . as if armed men with lights on their suits were racing down the aisle behind Daj’s back. . . .


  Daj ripped his gun off his seat harness. He freed himself from the harness and jammed his body into the space between the end of his couch and the back of Mr. Torisoti’s. The onrushing lights created wobbly, disorienting shadows. The only sound was the rush of words Kim was hammering at Scraper.


  Daj raised the muzzle of his gun. One of the attackers was coming straight down the aisle but the shadows indicated one or two people were attacking over the tops of the couches. A pressure-suited figure passed over him and he followed his orders and took his thumb off the activation button.


  “I’m being assaulted!” Kim clamored. “Three to one! Hand to hand!”


  “We’re launching reinforcements, Boathook. We’ve got an opening. In the enemy vehicle. We’re on our way.”


  The vacuum in the vehicle created a silence that was as isolating as a windowless room. Father Hong and Mr. Torisoti were both retaining their communications discipline. Daj assumed they were both firing at the boarders, but how could he tell? For all he knew, they had both already succumbed to the effects of enemy projectiles.


  Another pressure-suited figure hovered over Wan’s couch. In the light from the boarder’s headlamp, Daj could see Wan huddling in the space between the bottom of her couch and the floor—if you could think of something as the floor when you were in free fall. Ms. Ankala was still strapped into her couch harness. The boarder turned his head in her direction. The light from his lamp glittered on the folds of her suit. He grabbed a handhold and swung the muzzle of his gun toward her.


  Daj shoved in his activation button as if he were trying to squeeze it into fragments. The boarder shifted holds and turned away from Ms. Ankala—probably in response to an advisory from his suit. The boarder’s headlamp blazed in Daj’s face.


  A female scream overrode Kim’s attempts at communication. Ms. Ankala was voicing her feelings in Arabic but no moderately intelligent human could have misunderstood the meaning of her words. The headlamp wavered to one side. In the gloom behind the light Daj could see a shadowy figure gripping the boarder’s gun arm.


  Daj let go of his gun. He had never practiced maneuvering in free fall but he understood the basic principles. You could only move if you could push off from a hold. You would continue moving in the same direction until you grabbed a hold and stopped yourself. You had to ignore everything your body had learned to expect.


  In his mind he saw his next moves as a pair of carom shots. First he pulled on the seat and rose straight up. Then he kicked against the wall behind him and floated across the aisle.


  His arms closed around the boarder’s waist. His feet found a purchase on the back of Wan’s couch. He pushed off and three writhing humans scraped against the ceiling.


  A burst of fight erupted in the back of the cabin. A beam swung across the boarder’s helmet. A shadowy contorted face raged at him through the boarder’s visor. The contact between the two suits conducted the muffled sound of an angry voice telling him he was acting like a fool if he didn’t let go.


  A strange cold feeling spread up his left leg. More cold feelings spread from his right shoulder and the small of his back. His fingers went limp. The fight in the cabin disappeared down a long tunnel.


  To Ms. Ankala, Daj was a hero who deserved all the praise she could give him. “The gun was pointed right at me,” Ms. Ankala told the first newsy who interviewed her. “I might not be talking to you if the boy hadn’t fired. Then he came across the aisle and helped me hold on until the rescue party broke in. He held on right up to the moment the anesthetics from the rescue party took effect.”


  Father Hong had more ambivalent feelings. “That wasn’t self defense, Daj.”


  “He was pointing his gun at her,” Daj said. “He was in a perfect position to take her hostage. The boarding party would have come in and found themselves looking at a hostage situation.”


  The newsies wanted to know what Mother Cam and Sergeant Song thought about Colonel Mungveli’s decision. Did they think Colonel Mungveli did the right thing when he decided to free the civilian hostages by force? And put their children in danger? Ms. Ankala’s statements seemed to indicate Yin Daj could have been killed. Did Major Yin feel the results justified that kind of risk?


  “I’m certain Colonel Mungveli made the best decision he could,” Mother Cam said. “There’s no such thing as a perfect decision when you’re dealing with violent situations. You can make the best decision possible and still have things go wrong.”


  “Are you speaking as a mother or an officer, Major Yin?”


  “I’ve said all I have to say. Thank you.”


  She said the same thing when she called Daj four days after the rescue operation. Colonel Mungveli had landed reinforcements as soon as he had been certain the hostages were safe, but he had left her in charge of the defense of the docking port. Then he had given her a bigger command when the Secretariat had ordered a full-scale pacification operation.


  “There’s no way I can second-guess your decision,” Mother Cam said. “I can’t bring myself to tell you I approve of it, however. I’m afraid I might be encouraging you to take more risks.”


  “I understand,” Daj said.


  “I might feel differently if I weren’t your mother.”


  Daj nodded. They stared at each other across the distance that separated them. He had returned to his room in Sergeant Wei Base and she was calling from an office in Huanying City.


  A strange look passed across her face. He had never seen her look at him that way—and yet, somehow, it seemed familiar.


  “You’re a good boy, Daj. I don’t know if you did the right thing or not. But I think you’re a good boy.”


  Daj swallowed. They stared at each other again. “Give your father a hug for me,” Mother Cam said.


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  Colonel Mungveli decided the memorial service for Lieutenant Kim should be held in the main square of Huanying City two days after the pacification force got the situation under control. Kim had been the only fatal casualty. Fifteen people had been seriously wounded in the pacification operation but they had received immediate medical care. Kim’s suit had been slashed with a knife just before the rescue force had entered the cabin. There had been nothing anyone could do for him.


  It was a standard Brigade ceremony. The bagpipes played a slow march. Kim’s name was ceremonially transmitted to the roll of honor maintained at Hammarskjold. Seven ceremonial powder rifles fired three noisy volleys.


  The five hostages had been given a special place in the front of the spectators’ area. They arranged themselves in a neat little formation, with Father Hong on the right and the two children in front. Daj had hoped they would be asked to participate in the ceremony. He wanted to stand at attention beside the honor guard or do something else that would express his feelings about the way Lieutenant Kim had behaved in his last moments. Kim hadn’t been the brightest officer the Brigade had ever commissioned, but, in the end, he had done everything that a soldier was supposed to do: he had made the Heavenlies focus on him and given the rescue party time to enter the vehicle.


  Daj had told Father Hong he wanted to participate in the ceremony and his father had assured him it wasn’t possible. They would stand where they were supposed to, Father Hong had said. In the place Colonel Mungveli had assigned them.


  They were, after all, civilians.
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  Kathlerian looked out at black rocks and a glowing horizon. They had been dusted with frost when she first arrived at Midnight Dome, seventeen standard years ago. The frost was gone now. “Joplee,” she said, “Let’s go out.”


  Joplee turned a silvered blue visual sensor toward her. “No.”


  “You’ve never let me outside. You used to tell me it was too cold. It’s warm enough now!”


  “Kathlerian, dear, it’s too dangerous.”


  The sun never rose over Midnight Dome on Mercury. There was no sense of time, and yet everyone was in a frantic hurry. Some were observing the sun while Noonpoint’s ancient array of instruments was still in place: last chance before the expanding sun melted or burned them. Most were preparing for departure.


  Kathlerian had nothing to do with solar observations or the exodus. She’d helped tend the Vivarium—farming—but that was shut down now. She missed the jungle section and the animals. Now there was nothing to occupy her time. She had to do something.


  “Joplee, how long has it been since an environment suit failed?”


  “Eleven hundred eighteen standard years,” Joplee said promptly. “Veriority Claust Kerry 7122, on Earth. Quick rescue allowed her to be regenerated. She presently lives at Dub City on—”


  “And the temperature out there lists as benign!”


  “Briefly, Kath. Midnight Dome has been the coldest place on Mercury since Mercury stopped rotating. Ever since the Turnover Period these rocks have been at around ninety degrees absolute, as cold as Pluto and Charon once were. A billion years and more. Even when you first came here at age fourteen, these rocks were below the freezing point of carbon dioxide. In a Mercury year they’ll be glowing. In fifty they’ll be traces of gas inside the Sun.”


  “So it’s our last chance!” she said triumphantly.


  “We’re already in the outer traces of the Sun’s atmosphere. Can you see how rounded the rocks have become?” Joplee superimposed blue pointers on parts of the landscape. “High-velocity gasses would etch away any protection we can build. We might also risk missing our departure window.”


  “If I went out, you’d have to come with me.”


  “You will not go,” Joplee said. “The Naglfar Marui is nearly ready to load. It’s the last evac pod. We must board or be left behind. Find some other form of entertainment, Kathlerian.”


  Kath nodded stiffly, turning to face the wall. A swivel stool rose from the floor just behind her feet. At her command the wall dimpled into an alcove and extruded a monitor screen and touchboard. She set to work. Maybe she could get something done this way, if Joplee didn’t catch on.


  Eighty or so pink dwarves swarmed past, paying her no attention at all.


  Two augmented humanoids made an alcove, stepped into it, and folded into each other’s arms. Kathlerian heard a rapid clicking. For a moment she wished, wistfully, that Jerian would allow her to grow up. She’d been a little girl for thirty-one years: quite long enough, thank you.


  There weren’t many people left on Mercury: thirty-four thousand and some. Passersby were rare. Everyone without a physical body had left, the last ten standard months ago.


  A silver egg zipped down the corridor at eighty or ninety KPS and stopped jarringly. Zesh Folty 12 poked her mirror-silvered head through the egg’s surface. “Kathlerian 771, the Naglfar Marui will be departing in one hundred hours,” she said.


  “I’ll be ready.”


  “Kath, it’s the absolutely last ship. We’re using the last of the antimatter, dear,” her featureless face watching her anxiously, as if Kath really were ten years old.


  Old people could become timid. Zesh dreaded being left behind to broil. It was an obsession. Kath concentrated on her monitor screen until the egg zipped away.


  She was trying to contact Jerian Wale 9000.


  Jerian was Kathlerian’s never-seen guardian. She pictured him as thousands of years old, maybe millions. She’d wondered if she might be his specific N-child, a direct descendant. Then again, he seemed to be running the entire human control group, the Bear Clade, tens of millions strong and billions of years old in design. Kath was in the Bear Clade. All she really knew was that Jerian controlled her destiny.


  Jerian didn’t want more Bear Clade children. That was why Kathlerian wasn’t growing up: he had altered her biochemistry to leave her as a little girl until she completed her pre-college education. And Joplee’s mind was a dumbed-down copy of Jerian’s, though Joplee looked more like a skeletal bird of metal and plastic, a forest of appendages and sensors.


  The last order she’d gotten from Jerian was to leave Mercury on the Naglfar Marui.


  Jerian had left Mercury seven years ago to organize the exodus: find places for people, fit them to tasks, a thousand concerns for millions of citizens departing Mercury in such a way as to leave order behind and machinery still running. He’d had time, then, but the exodus had now grown urgent. Getting his attention might be difficult.


  The sun’s adolescence was billions of years in the past. Sol was a red giant and still expanding. Mercury was orbiting within the sun’s outer envelope and would soon be swallowed. A cautious old entity would be elsewhere! If Jerian Wale had fled to some other world, he’d be minutes away at lightspeed, or hours. Refugees were piling up on Pluto and Charon, more than ten hours distant via lightspeed communication.


  She decided not to wait for a response. Jerian never let her do what she wanted anyway. He usually didn’t even answer her. Where was Joplee?


  Just behind her, watching what she did. She summoned up a work in progress, then spoke over her shoulder. “Joplee, would you get me a meal? Midmorning snack. You choose.”


  “I will,” Joplee said. He didn’t move.


  Kathlerian summoned up a file two years old. It was bulky. She had researched Jerian Wale 9000, and various electronic personalities, and Joplee himself.


  Of Jerian she’d learned little. Then again, the library gave her the same lack of response to questions regarding the AIs who ran various transport systems. That told her Jerian was important, a possible target for paparazzi or terror bards. She’d probed the edges of his data firewall and found enough to awe her.


  Of electronic personalities there was too much information. They were everywhere in the solar system and beyond. In complexity they ran the gamut from a simple sewer system or air travel monitor through Joplee and his kind to the transcendentally intelligent AIs. Their kind couldn’t even be counted: they merged and fissioned at will, merging to share information, dividing to perform multiple tasks.


  Joplee wasn’t an AI. He was only her nursemaid and guardian. Kathlerian could often talk him around to her viewpoint, but there was a point at which he stopped listening, stopped responding. Maybe his programming wasn’t flexible. Maybe the original Jerian was just that way.


  What she’d found about Joplee had set her giggling.


  That was almost a standard year ago. She’d been gaining weight, then. The submind in charge of resource allotment in Midnight Dome had set her on a diet. Tired of the sameness, she’d made a tiny alteration in Joplee’s programming.


  How many people would notice that Joplee could no longer choose a meal? He’d loop until Kath chose for him. Now he looped while Kathlerian worked her way into a new program.


  What showed in the wall screen was a complicated three-dimensional shape. It turned, changed, zoomed or shrank as Kathlerian stabbed at it with a virtual cursor.


  “Hello, Kathlerian 771. What are you doing?”


  The voice was cheery, perhaps childish. Kath jumped violently. Her ears curled into tight little knots in a reflex as old . . . no, not as old as humankind, but as old as the Bear Clade.


  “Just playing,” she said, and looked around. Nobody. There weren’t any other children in Midnight Dome. “Who speaks?”


  “I’m Quicksilver. You are playing with an almost intelligent being. Be careful.” The voice came from her monitor screen, with a second’s delay. She found that odd. Electronic intelligences thought almost instantaneously.


  She snapped, “I saved Joplee in memory. What are you, Quicksilver?”


  “Do you know Mercury? The iron core is almost the entire planet. Sol’s magnetic fields interact strongly with the core—”


  “I know all that.”


  “I was a man once. Widge Hordon of the Vance Clade, plasma physics, pleased to meet you. I let my colleagues record my mind and impose me on Mercury’s magnetic field.”


  Kathlerian continued her work. She asked, “How do you expect to be evacuated?”


  “I am Mercury. When Mercury goes, I go. Will you keep talking to me, Kathlerian? I’m lonely.”


  Kathlerian shuddered at the thought of spending her last few hours on Mercury talking to a doomed entity. “Is that why you’re so slow? You’re a pattern written into this random ball of dirty iron?”


  “That and the magnetic fields, the flux tube that runs from the sun to Mercury’s core.”


  “There’s something I’ve got to do,” she said. The changes in Joplee were almost finished.


  When she finished she was ravenous. She turned off the monitor and the wall absorbed it. “Joplee, order me a veg handmeal and a brown shake.”


  “Done.”


  “Joplee, let’s go out.”


  “Yes. The nearest airlock is this way.” Markers glowed in the floor. Joplee drifted that way.


  “Are there suits?”


  “No.” Joplee didn’t stop.


  “I’ll have to be fitted. Guide me to a tailor. Have the meal delivered there.” The floor marks changed. Kathlerian was giddy. This seemed too easy.


  The tailor shop was next to the A4 personal airlock. Nobody was on duty. Her meal arrived while she worked.


  What she wanted was easily ordered, but she was surprised at what emerged. The suit was thick-walled foam, with a feathery spine and a considerable weight of motor. Cooling system, she thought. It was little-girl sized. It fit her like a work mitten: cumbersome, restrictive, cozy.


  She stepped through the lock and out onto Mercury.


  The sky was black. The horizon glared. A crater rim surrounded Midnight Dome. The black rocks had a half-melted look. Low hills crept away from the dome, dark on dark humps rising to meet the edge of a crater. She felt a moment of triumph. She’d beaten Joplee.


  Riding lights flared from a huge lens shape to her right.


  That was the evac pod named Naglfar Marui. It looked half as big as Midnight Dome, with capacity for forty thousand. When formed it had been mostly empty shell. Everyone, even Kath, had had a hand in shaping the interior. The AIs had vetoed some bulky, silly suggestions, but interior space had filled up nonetheless. Kath’s quarters would be cramped and spartan. She dreaded spending thirty standard days in this thing.


  Bent rainbow flames stretched from the horizon halfway to the black zenith. The sun itself was still hidden; so what was this wavering glare? Zodiacal light? Unnamed magnetic effects? “Joplee,” she said, and realized for the first time that her nursemaid hadn’t followed her.


  “Yes,” said Joplee’s voice.


  “Come out,” she said.


  “I am not protected against thermal radiation or magnetic devil knots.”


  Another voice spoke: Quicksilver. “Kathlerian, what are you doing?”


  “I didn’t call you,” she said.


  Silence.


  “It’s my last chance to explore Mercury,” she said. “Wh—?”


  “You can’t go anywhere interesting on foot! Design a vehicle.”


  What was Quicksilver doing on her talker? But the mystery voice was right; she’d need a vehicle to get anywhere. Besides, unlike Joplee, he wasn’t fighting her, and he wasn’t mentally crippled. She smiled and went back in.


  Her credit held. The thirty-four thousand entities left behind at Midnight Dome were rich: they commanded the resources of Sol’s innermost planet, a treasure built up over billions of years. Kathlerian chafed at the time and cost required to build a vehicle. But she had time, and what did cost matter now?


  She started with a bubble heavily shielded against radiation. She gave it pods to extrude tractor treads, paddles, wheels, mag coils. One protean couch for a small human being and a niche for Joplee. A big airlock. Like her suit, the design grew a feather plume to radiate heat. Power source with a fleck of antimatter in it. The thing grew larger with each of Quicksilver’s suggestions. Kitchen box, medical inputs in the couch, and a niche for her bulky EVA suit. Automatic darkening of the bubble wall, with an override. In the image it now looked like a tremendous old war helmet.


  “Mercury wasn’t always like this,” Quicksilver said.


  She had already trusted Quicksilver for help on the ship. He had made some suggestions that improved her safety. Joplee wasn’t making suggestions at all, and that, in its way, was scary. She’d succeeded too well. She must constantly remember that she had overwritten Joplee’s nursemaid urge.


  Quicksilver said, “When I first came here, the planet was tidally locked in a two-to-three spin ratio. The effective day was twice as long as the year. Over a day you could see the sun grow and shrink and do a weird kind of a loop—”


  “Good enough, Joplee. Build it. Quicksilver, if that crazy orbit was stable—it was stable, wasn’t it? What could knock a whole planet off balance?”


  “A magnetic storm in the sun. A chaos effect, unpredictable. We were lucky to get any warning at all. I missed some of what came after. The storm screwed up the flux lines between the sun and Mercury’s core. I went into a coma.”


  “Mmm.”


  “I lost over a million years there. But when the fields settled down, when I rebooted, Mercury was one-to-one stable. One face always to the Sun . . . wobbling a little, though. And Earth was resettled, and Mars—”


  “Earth is empty now.”


  “There are still research stations on and around Earth. Stations on Venus too.”


  The controls were daunting. She rolled the bubble ship out through an extruded airlock. She stowed Joplee in his niche, an egg in a cup, leaving most of his arms free. Under the zodiacal glare she spent a few minutes reviewing the instructions.


  She asked, “Joplee, how long before Naglfar leaves?”


  “Seventy-one hours, Kathlerian.”


  “Do a countdown for me. I want to see what I can of Mercury. How far will the mag coils take me?”


  “Fifty to sixty thousand kilometers.”


  Several times around Mercury. She could still trust Joplee to protect himself, couldn’t she? “Quicksilver, what have I got to see?”


  “Caloris Basin and the Hot Spot, at least, and the Hoplisht Rill. I’ll guide you.” A dotted green line superimposed itself on the glaring landscape, stretching over the horizon.


  She took the bubble ship up. As she rose, the rim of the sun appeared. The bubble darkened a little. The sun’s rim was a bright red line storm with glimpses of yellow within, edging along a considerable span of horizon. She scooted away at the listed cruising speed, a hundred kilometers an hour, passing over dark circles upon dark circles, eons old.


  Now she heard a whisper of wind. The cooling system hadn’t been needed much until now. Motors pumped heat out through the plume, which glowed orange. A prominence lifted thousands of kilometers out from the sun, streaming, arching higher, reaching toward Mercury.


  Joplee said, “Seventy hours.”


  The land was all craters and cracks. “Quicksilver, what’s with all the canyons?”


  “Oh, that’s interesting, Kath. The early Mercury shrank as it cooled, of course, and the surface wrinkled a little. With almost no atmosphere the ridges don’t erode very much. The thing is, it didn’t wrinkle much either. The core never shrank enough for that. It’s stayed molten for ten billion years.”


  “What’s wrong with that? Mercury is right up against the sun.”


  “That’s only since the sun’s been expanding. It’s a small planet, Kath. It would have lost that internal heat before there was a single human species. What keeps it molten is the sun’s magnetic field interacting with the iron core.”


  “And that’s you, Quicksilver?”


  “Well, the flux tube was in place before I was, but I’m in there now. Picture my memory stored in core and my mind reaching through the magnetic lines toward the sun. Kath, that line of rock is part of the Hoplisht Rill.” A cursor danced along the horizon.


  “You talk like a teaching program.”


  “I was a teacher.” The whisper of cooling had become a hum, and Quicksilver’s voice rose. “After I chose this, I was a celebrity, the Mercury Mind. I was the ultimate data source for studies of the planet. We studied Sol too. But eventually there wasn’t anything more for me to learn. So I taught visitors, children and adults. Teacher and guide.”


  “What’s that?” She used the controls to put a cursor mark on what she’d seen on the surface. “Iron crab? It’s as big as Midnight Dome!”


  “No, not quite, but there are nine of those on Mercury. Mining systems from the Shibano Dynasty, each of them a little different. That’s part of why people came to Mercury, Kath. Metals. They’d sink a shaft into the iron and siphon what they needed. Eventually the shaft would close again. They didn’t want just iron, they wanted some of the impurities, so they sank shafts in different places.”


  “These drills still work?”


  “Let me see.” A pause of several seconds. “That one does . . . and . . . four of them still come on.”


  The sun was a great red arc with a fuzzy, hazy rim. Mercury wasn’t big; two hundred klicks could take you a long way around its curve. A wall rose over the horizon. She asked, “Caloris Basin?”


  “Yes. Do you know what a planetesimal is?”


  “Big mass, from when the solar system was just condensing. Enough planetesimals crashed together gives us planets.”


  “Yes. A planetesimal hit the Earth and gouged out a ring of debris that condensed into the Earth’s Moon. Another one hit here and made Caloris Basin. But look at how regular it is, Kath.” Caloris was a perfect circle around a nearly smooth floor. There were thousands of craters inside it, the marks of later strikes, but of large craters there were none.


  “Whatever hits Mercury hits hard,” Quicksilver said. “Anything that gets this deep in the sun’s gravity well has huge kinetic energy. The strike that made the Caloris impact must have made a very hot fireball. It didn’t rise, not in vacuum. It would have hovered like a flaming leech, melting everything.”


  Kath tried to imagine it. Then, “Show me.”


  “I picture it like—” The image formed slowly, then lurched into motion. A small moonlike body flew tumbling from offstage, glowed at its forward rim, and struck. A hemisphere rose glare white and symmetric from a darkened primordial landscape. “—like this.” It expanded to engulf Kath’s viewpoint, and now they were inside the fireball. Rock sprayed.


  Kath tired of being blind. “Enough.”


  Black sky, tongues of corona, red sun. The bubble ship continued its descent into Caloris Basin. Kath spotted a silver crab-shape near the rim.


  Quicksilver said, “Red giant stars aren’t as well behaved as we once thought.”


  “Oh?”


  A glare-white storm was rising from the red arc of the sun. The vehicle’s drive stuttered.


  “Quicksilver?”


  The voice of Quicksilver was silent.


  “Joplee, land us safely.”


  The bubble ship’s drive steadied, then drove hard. Kath sagged in her couch. It reclined her, enclosed her tenderly. She spoke with difficulty. “Joplee, what’s going on?”


  “A solar storm, Kath. Let me work. If I can’t compensate for this mag whorl, we’ll tumble.”


  “How’s the radiation level?”


  “High and growing, but it’s no threat to me.”


  “What about me?”


  “It will kill you in perhaps twenty hours.”


  “Joplee, land us near that digging machine.”


  The bubble ship surged sideways, then back. It came down with a jolt. Kathlerian felt small next to the iron crab.


  “Kathlerian?”


  “Quicksilver! Where did you go?”


  “Magnetic fields disordered me. It could happen again. Kathlerian, you’re endangered. Radiation—”


  “I thought maybe I could dig in. Quicksilver, can you start that digging machine?”


  “No, I don’t have any such control over Mercury’s industrial facilities. Work through Joplee.”


  “Joplee, I want to dig a big hole, fast. Can you—?”


  Dirt sprayed back from the huge machine, jetting into the sky. Joplee said, “This is expensive, Kath.”


  “Give me a depth reading.”


  “The machine had already dug point eleven kilometers down when it was stopped. Now point fifteen.”


  “Quicksilver, does that look deep enough?”


  “Go for point three klicks. Then get into it quickly.”


  The machine had gone in at an angle. Kath settled the bubble ship into the black depths, extruded tractor treads and rolled under the digging machine. Its huge mass would be some protection too.


  The vehicle’s air conditioning hummed, but the feather plume wasn’t dumping heat into black sky any more. Hot rock surrounded them. The cabin grew warm.


  Joplee was cut off from the Midnight Dome. He could still monitor radiation, still keep time.


  Quicksilver went silent.


  Kath waited with dwindling patience through fifty hours underground. Then Joplee announced, “Twenty hours to departure. Kath, radiation levels are falling.”


  “Safe enough for me?”


  “That depends on your purpose. If you intend to return to Midnight Dome, then the shielding will hold at present levels. To circle Mercury would certainly kill you. Do you want to be told this kind of thing?”


  “Yes.” The altered Joplee knew what the old Joplee knew, except to protect her. Maybe if she knew what to ask, he could help save her after all.


  The bubble ship’s magnetic lift system wouldn’t lift.


  Kath tried not to think about what that meant. She extended tractor treads and crawled out of the slanting hole and into the glare. The sun didn’t look much different from when she had last seen it, but now it seemed scary. She extended wheels and set off around the curve toward Mercury’s dark backside. Her explorations had missed most of the planet.


  Twenty hours later she saw a silver lens lift above the close black horizon. Joplee had finished his countdown: she knew what to expect. She zoomed the forward view and saw Naglfar Marui pause above the glaring mountains, then dwindle rapidly against the black sky.


  They’d left her. She was angry, then ashamed, then—“Joplee, can you call Naglfar?”


  “Yes. Whom will you speak to?”


  “Anyone.”


  She got Zesh Folty. The silver egg was hysterical with relief, then horror. “But you’re trapped!”


  “Can someone send a lifeboat back for me?”


  “Oh, Kath, we can’t interrupt the systems. Mercury’s already in the photosphere. Naglfar Marui is our last chance. We looked for you. Have you tried to reach your, um, protector?”


  “Jerian? No, I called you first.” Jerian would be furious. Or indifferent. Would he actually want Kathlerian 771 returned to his breeding pool? She could guess at the cost of rescuing her: it would be astronomical, if it could be done at all.


  “I’ll set a system to monitor you,” Zesh said. “Where are you?”


  “On my way to the Dome.”


  “Call your Jerian.”


  There was no escape. “Joplee, call Jerian Wale, site unknown.”


  “Kath, your vehicle’s design doesn’t include long range communication. I can’t reach any sources more distant than a few million klicks. You should try again when we reach the Dome.”


  “When will that be?”


  “At this pace, one hundred thirty hours.”


  Too long! “Will my supplies last?”


  “Your water will run short. Oxygen should last long enough.”


  Horror crept up the back of Kath’s neck; her ears and nostrils and fists curled tight shut. “Water?” Run short, in this oven? “Maybe there are some caches somewhere? By the drilling machines?”


  “Probing with radar. No.”


  “Are there machines or vehicles in the dome that can bring me water?”


  Joplee went still for a moment, probably communing with the dome. “They’ve been packed away. The dome believes it’s closed, they won’t respond from here. I could change that from inside the dome, but not from here.”


  She put her head in her hands. Why had she overridden Joplee? The silent dark rocks of Mercury passed by her view. Headstones. She had to think. “Wait. Joplee, my food is stored dry, isn’t it?”


  “Most of it is.”


  If she stopped eating, she’d have more water. Joplee should have thought of that. Her first move upon reaching the Dome was going to be to put Joplee back the way he’d been.


  Every few waking hours, Kathlerian called for Quicksilver. There was no answer.


  Kathlerian held her breath as they drove up to the dome. Would the doors open?


  They did.


  She wobbled into the Dome, her stomach tight and angry, Joplee humming at her heels. She could feel the emptiness, the stillness. Oddly, the dome still supplied running water to its sinks. She ran water over her hair and face and drank from her cupped hands, dripping water from her chin. The suit landed in a corner and she wrinkled her nose at the sharp sweaty stink of her skin. Finding a fresher would take too long. Minutes was too long. She started a sponge bath. “Joplee, get me a fruit basket.”


  “Which fruits, Kathlerian?”


  “Some of everything in memory stores, a kilogram total. Send it here.”


  “I cannot find transport.”


  She sank down into a chair, the dry hot air of the dome melting dampness from her skin. Where machines had been there was only silence. All the robots must have gone into storage. “Revive some machines, Joplee. Get me a fruit basket and some corn bread. And pull the temperature down some.”


  “In process.”


  Kathlerian created a wall niche and monitor surface. As she worked, a small window popped up: a display of the expenses she was incurring. Daunting . . . but the Dome must have registered her as an emergency rescue project. As the last occupant of the Dome, her reserve was huge. The kicker was that it would have to be paid back, if she lived.


  There were delays: much of the works had been shut down.


  She was greatly relieved to find Joplee’s mind still in storage under her label: Joplee Base Program.


  Shut down Joplee? No, she’d have to re-order through the wall interface. She was famished! All right, call Jerian while she waited. She tapped instructions.


  The words “Outside Transmission Shut Down” floated across her screen in bright yellow letters.


  A robot, a float plate a meter across, arrived with fruit and a hot loaf of corn bread. Kathlerian ate while she worked the keyboard. Exterior cameras were still running, most of them. Antennas built into the roof’s curved surface had a softened look. They were being etched away much faster than they could rebuild themselves.


  Could the Dome build her an escape craft? “Quicksilver?”


  No answer.


  She’d better work through Joplee, after she gave him back his mind. The Joplee Base Program had grown into his original instructions: protect a little girl against her own mistakes. Joplee would have that talent again.


  “Joplee, choose me a dinner.”


  “Yes, Kathlerian.” Joplee froze.


  Rebooting Joplee was much easier than rewriting him had been. She finished the fruit and bread and ordered a mug of stim and an overstuffed cheese and tomato handmeal with everything, using the wall connection, while she waited. In the wall screen Joplee’s mind was a complicated three-dimensional shape, changing, turning.


  Lights blinked on Joplee’s extensors. Kath said, “Joplee?” a bit apprehensively.


  “Kathlerian.”


  “I need to build—”


  “Reviewing. You may not go out. May not build. Surface conditions are. I’ve killed you.”


  “It’s all right. We’ll get out. We’ll just—” Joplee’s lights went out. “Just build a ship. Joplee?” In the wall screen Joplee’s mind had become a featureless blue sphere. She stared into it, momentarily lost.


  All right, now, that didn’t work, but no civilized entity would be stopped by one programming mistake. Maybe if she talked faster?


  She set Joplee to reboot, and waited. When lights flashed she said rapidly, “We have to build a spacecraft, Joplee.”


  “Reviewing.”


  “Abort review. See if Midnight Dome can build us a spacecraft.”


  “Antimatter stores are depleted. I can’t get you fuel, Kath. The Dome is deserted. We’ve missed Naglfar Marui.” Joplee’s lights went out. Blue sphere of death.


  She carefully made a copy of the Joplee Base Program. She’d work with that and reserve the original.


  “Kathlerian?”


  “Quicksilver?”


  “Yes. You missed your ship.” An echo of Joplee’s last words.


  “At least the radiation didn’t get me. Are you all right?”


  “Diagnostics suggest some corruption. You should work through Joplee.”


  “I can’t reboot Joplee!” Her voice became a squeal.


  “What have you tried?”


  Kathlerian began a tearful review. Quicksilver interrupted: “I understand. He sees that he’s risked your safety and he can’t tolerate it.”


  “But he could save us. He can build us a ship. I’m registered for Emergency Survival Funding. There’s plenty of credit.”


  “Can you reload the Joplee version that went out with you?”


  Kathlerian sniffed. “I didn’t save it.”


  “Use the wall connection. Try to design something.”


  Kathlerian set to work. It occurred to her to ask, “How are you doing, Quicksilver? Is the sun hurting you?”


  “I’m having trouble concentrating. There’s magnetic kinking in the flux tube. It’s like being kicked in the head at random intervals. Kath, your problem is with the armor. If you armor a ship enough to protect you, it won’t lift you to safety.”


  “Antimatter is very powerful stuff,” she said.


  “You need too big a ship. I find two antimatter motors, both too small, and only dregs of an antimatter reserve. The best drive systems from the old ship junkyard were all reworked and integrated into Naglfar Marui. Wait, now, I’ve found some fusion drivers from a long time ago, and there’s all the water in the Dome for your hydrogen . . . mmm . . . no.”


  “There were other bases. Whole industrial cities.”


  “I remember. There was a molecular pump, too, right here, just outside Midnight Dome. Mercury’s atmosphere is all protons from the solar wind, all ionized hydrogen: very thin once, but thicker now. We could have done something. But the pump system is long gone. So are the cities.”


  Kathlerian ordered an elaborate dinner. She was recovering from partial starvation, and her brain needed fuel, she told herself. Half of what she ordered was rejected. The Dome had lost much of its stores and its capability, and the Vivarium wasn’t producing fresh food—nor fresh air.


  She asked, “How long have we got?”


  “Mercury has centuries. Mercury’s surface, much less. The Dome might survive two years. Stores . . . the recycling system is quite advanced. Three to ten years.”


  “Longer than the Dome? Wait, now, I could dig. Cover the Dome with rock. But it couldn’t radiate heat then, could it?”


  “No. I don’t see a solution.”


  Joplee was no help. She couldn’t revive Joplee unless she could present him with a way to save them. What now?


  “I have a notion,” Quicksilver said.


  “See if you can describe it.”


  “You’ll think I’m crazy. Hey, I am crazy, a little.”


  “I am not inclined to be picky!”


  “I have magnetic fields for thrust and iron for reaction mass. We could accelerate the planet to a wider orbit.”


  Her eyes bugged. “Turn Mercury into a rocket? Are you—?” Crazy. She didn’t say it.


  “All I lack is a rocket nozzle. You would have to dig a hole all the way down to the core. We’d be working at Mercury’s aft point, the West Pole, you might call it. But I don’t control the digging machines.”


  Kathlerian’s fists, ears, eyelids all clenched tight. She was only thirty-one standard years old! This was all Jerian Wale’s fault. If he’d listed her as an adult, she’d be working directly through the base systems! But a child had to work through her guardian.


  Joplee was only a machine. Must she pay with her life for mistreating a machine?


  Kathlerian spoke slowly, feeling her way. “You can jet iron?”


  “Iron plasma at high exhaust velocity.”


  “Why not just use that to dig your way out from the core?”


  “Yes, Kath, I can blast away twelve miles’ depth of regolith, but it would spray silicate meteors all over Mercury’s surface. Midnight Base wouldn’t survive. You wouldn’t survive.”


  “But you would. Mmm?”


  “Yes. I can compute a path to keep me safely distant from the sun, yet close enough to keep the flux tube in place; moving ever out as the sun expands. But I don’t think the solar system’s defense systems would allow me to do anything so reckless, unless I was acting to rescue, say, a little girl.”


  “I’m surprised you didn’t decide to try it anyway.”


  Silence.


  “Quicksilver, what is your form? You were written from a human mind into some kind of code—?”


  “Of course.”


  “Would the code match our machines? No, of course not. But can you write a version of yourself to upload into Joplee?”


  “Joplee doesn’t have the capacity.”


  “A simplified version?”


  “I can’t write that.”


  “Joplee’s my guardian. I need him to work the . . . Quicksilver, is there any way to register me as an adult?”


  “Hack the Dome? Kath, if you make a mistake you’ll be locked out.”


  “I think I have to try it. Let’s see, the Joplee Base Program is a copy of Jerian. Base might accept its credentials. . .”


  It was like using a dead man’s brainscan to run an insurance scam . . . but it worked. The Base took Kath for Joplee, Joplee for Jerian, pending action from Jerian. She could lose it all in an instant.


  That wasn’t the hard part.


  The hard part was running the digging machines.


  Base didn’t have software to run the machines itself. Kath puzzled out how to set them, the four that still worked, to converge on Mishinjer’s Crater; but from then on she had to monitor them constantly.


  One machine died early. Its fleck of antimatter was gone, and there was no way to refuel it. A second died of the heat, probably, while digging at the bottom of the cone. Molten iron flooded through the crater’s floor and killed another while most of the floor of the cone was still in place. Then its antimatter protection failed. The machine disappeared in a blast that opened the hole wider.


  Quicksilver finished the job by blasting iron up from underneath. Kath hid in the bottommost part of Midnight Dome while congealed iron droplets fell around Mercury. She’d managed to move the last machine to relative safety behind the Mishinjer Crater wall.


  At Midnight Dome there was black only at the zenith: no stars. But Mercury began to move . . . not that there was any easy way to notice.


  This was Kath’s suggestion: Mishinjer’s Crater wasn’t exactly at the eastern point of the terminator. It pointed a little sunward of that. Iron plasma blasted almost straight back from Mercury, but a little downward, into the outer envelope of the sun. The corona would absorb the blast before it circled the sun to impinge on Mercury. Otherwise the surface of the planet would erode away far too quickly.


  But it meant that there wasn’t a hope of seeing the blast from Midnight Dome. Kathlerian just had to take Quicksilver’s word that it was all working.


  By the end of a standard year, supplies were not so much low as strange. Trace elements built up or were lost with each cycle of use. Details of complex molecules were lost. Kathlerian had to count on the medical systems more and more, and all the food began to taste alike. She stopped noticing the smell, almost.


  The rocks around Midnight Base were changing. She could see them glow; she could see them slump. The horizon was a red blaze.


  Kathlerian rarely looked out. She looked often at a wall-sized monitor with a view of a vast conical pit and a violet glow.


  The pit was growing. The true rocket nozzle was a magnetic field; it didn’t touch the pit. But the glow from the plasma flow was evaporating the rock.


  She couldn’t feel the acceleration, the thrust was too low. Quicksilver kept her informed.


  She suggested games. Quicksilver played excellent chess. Kath was better at poker. Quicksilver told her about the sun’s roiling wild surface, then winked out for three days. When he returned he could only spout facts at her, an endless babbling lecture. It took three whole days before Quicksilver could beat her at chess again.


  On the morning of the four hundred and fifth standard day, in the half-sleep just before dragging herself from bed, Kath remembered Quicksilver asking her if she’d go on talking to him in his last hours. He was lonely. Had Quicksilver seen how she might strand herself on the dying planet? And had he let her do it?


  Maybe there wasn’t any iron jet. Visuals could be hacked. Maybe her half-year with the digging machines had only been a virtual reality game. Maybe the sun was just waiting to eat Quicksilver and Kathlerian and Joplee, who hadn’t moved in a long time.


  She was eating something like sweetened cereal, or trying to. Quicksilver was a three-dimensional image in the wall. Kathlerian had grown used to him: a squat, hairy creature clothed in a shapeless robe, with a blade of nose and funny ears that didn’t fold up. He wasn’t paying her any attention, but he was company.


  He blurred. Cleared, and gasped. “Kath? I’m buzzing. I hope that isn’t the sun g—”


  Then Kathlerian was looking at someone else.


  The cereal bowl rolled across the floor. Kath stared at a man similar to herself, with wrinkled nostrils and fanlike pink ears. Stupidly she asked, “Who are you?”


  The man glared, not quite at her. “Whoever hears this message, you are drafted. Do you understand? I am Jerian Wale 9000—”


  “Jerian!”


  “—have the authority to commandeer property that is deemed to be abandoned. You are drafted into the service of the Community of Solar Worlds and assured adequate compensation. Whatever is causing motion of the planet Mercury, you are to stop it at once. If you do not cease at once, we will be forced to fire on you.”


  “Quicksilver!”


  “I heard. He’s going to fire on a planet?”


  “But he’s ordered us to stop!”


  “We can’t. Turning off the jet would take tens of hours, and I don’t want to. Talk to him, Kath. He might be light-hours away. You’ll never get anything said unless you talk across each other.”


  “Well—all right.” She didn’t much like the man’s face nor his expression. “Jerian Wale 9000, I’m Kathlerian Wale of the Bear Clade, born in Bear Three Bubble. I’ve been left behind at Midnight Base on Mercury. My own fault. There are only the two of us. We’re trying to move the planet to where I can be rescued. After all, there’s nobody to be risked! Nobody’s around, we’re too close to the Sun for any kind of mining or research or tourism, and nobody else here on Mercury—” She bit it off. It sounded like she was whining.


  Jerian Wale was repeating himself, cycling.


  He looped for half an hour. Then he blurred, listened, and spoke. “Kathlerian, you’ve claimed priority under emergency action. I doubt you have any concept of how expensive that is or what the penalties are. Who is your companion? Wait, I find a record—yes. Quicksilver, Widge Hordon of the Vance Clade as of the Second Deep Reworking Period. Quicksilver, please respond.”


  Kath asked, “Quicksilver?”


  “I’ve got nothing to hide, Kath. I’m sending him everything I have. You look very twitchy. Do an exercise program while we wait.”


  Waiting ran hour after hour. Quicksilver didn’t answer queries. When Kath pressed him, his brute image disappeared. She tired of waiting, and slept.


  He was there when she woke. “We have an agreement,” Quicksilver said.


  “He didn’t want to talk to me?”


  “We’re more similar, Kath. Jerian is nearly as old as I am and has more intelligence and wider experience. Of course he thinks faster, too, but that’s nothing compared to the lightspeed delay.”


  Badly humiliated, Kath shut down Quicksilver’s image.


  Two days of that and she couldn’t stand it any more. She booted up her link and asked, “So, are we going to live?”


  “More or less.”


  “What’s that mean?”


  “You’ve seen a list of expenses, but they don’t include possible damage claims. We’ve moved a huge mass without filing flight plans or waiting for responses. We’ve sprayed gigatons of iron vapor into the sun. I may have covered some of that, or all, by claiming Mercury as salvage. The planet was completely lost to human profiteers until you and I intervened. Now there’s easy access to a source of iron and rare earths. Bidding has already started. Also, Jerian has arranged to store a recording of myself. It took me time to send it. I’m sorry if I’ve been ignoring you.”


  So he hadn’t noticed her ignoring him! So be it. “And now there are two of you?”


  “Not for long. We’ve arranged to settle Mercury in the L4 point of Venus. The mass should stay there long enough to be mined before the Sun expands to take both planets. But we’re getting too far out from the Sun. The flux tube will cut off in about twenty days. You’ll be offloaded, and Mercury will coast into place without further guidance.”


  Somehow she hadn’t seen this coming. “You’re still going to die?”


  “Well. ‘Die’ is such a vague word. Jerian will hold me in storage, he says. I won’t have anything like civil rights unless and until he finds some reason to revive me.”


  “I’ll—”


  “Don’t promise anything, Kath. You might be a pauper before this is over. The bidding for Mercury isn’t enthusiastic. If there’s any profit, though, you’ll get half and you’ll be my executor for the rest.”


  “Me? I don’t have any skills, Quicksilver.”


  “Kath, it can’t be Jerian. I don’t want to give him a motive not to revive me. We thrashed that out.”


  She was being entrusted with the very life of an ancient being. Her tongue thickened and her ears curled against her head. “Thank you.”


  Quicksilver did not answer, so she asked, “Play another game of chess?”


  A board appeared on her monitor, with green and blue pawns that looked like planetesimals. The knights were iron crabs. The kings and queens were domes.


  The sun shrank. Even so, the Base refrigeration system howled. Mercury was turning now, if very slowly. The sun was a vast, stormy red half-globe. It covered a quarter of the sky, as if the world was falling into it. Realistically, everything was. Venus wouldn’t last forever.


  The flux tube ruptured in a tremendous lightning bolt that stretched all the way into the sun. The whole planet shuddered. When it was over, part of Midnight Base was open to space. Kathlerian was caught in the dining area. Her nose, ears, throat, and other sphincters all snapped shut. She felt internal pressure trying to rip out of her, and she ran for the nearest double doors, her mind howling that it wasn’t fair!


  And she made it, but from that moment she had no food source. She had water: spigots that had fed the Vivarium.


  Venus was only a pink pinprick, changing little as Mercury approached its fourth Lagrange point. And Quicksilver was—but dead is such a vague word. Dead as Joplee, anyway.


  She didn’t hear anything at first. Kath had grown used to the refrigeration pumps. She found the Base unnervingly silent. She spent more and more time sleeping.


  She dreamed of bones rattling together, and someone calling her name. “Kathlerian Wale 771, I’m Joplee. You are to come with me.”


  But Joplee was dead.


  She thrashed and rolled to her feet. Something was coming toward her, a spiky humanoid shape. She shook her head. “You’re not Joplee.”


  “Jerian Wale 9000 has upgraded me. I am a simplified version of Jerian, with a new set of restrictions. Kath, dear, you are to be upgraded as a young adult. Jerian says that you have certainly been behaving as one, and you might as well accept the obligations that go with the job. We’ll leave your current Joplee version here.”


  “Jerian still won’t talk to me? Is he angry?”


  “No, Jerian is pleased with the way matters have worked out. He just doesn’t have time to talk to you at this time. Kath, I have a ship. I’m to take you directly to Mars.”


  “What’s on Mars?”


  “A subset of the Bear Clade has assembled. Medical facilities are on hand. You’ll be treated to mature into an adult. Jerian is there too. What would you like to take from Mercury?”


  Nothing. Memories. “Video imagery. I’ve stored a lot of memory in the Base.”


  “I’ll store the Base mind in the ship. Anything else?”


  Joplee, the real Joplee. She set her hand on him, the old Joplee. It felt as if she was leaving her childhood behind, and a crime she would never repeat.


  “Nothing.”


  MERCURY IN HAND


  Amanda M. Hayes


  They held mixed feelings about Dain on the ship. The respect came automatically: he was a Zero-rank, and that meant when he converted starlight into fuel for the Maiden’s Crescent he lost nothing to entropy. On the other hand, he’d given up being a Generator to work as a freelance enchanter. For such a choice the contempt rose fast and thick.


  But his return to his old trade for this trip through the Sol System increased their profit enormously—all Dain wanted in exchange for his service was a quick stop at each satellite, small change compared to the usual fees.


  The crew drew lots to see which ten could be spared to escort him down, each run. Jupiter’s gas swallowed two men and Pitr broke his leg on Europa, but the excitement remained.


  “It won’t take long,” Dain promised, and got a couple of faint smiles.


  They went down to Mercury protected by technology in appearance and magic in fact.


  Truthfully, it taxed his strength to keep the temperature around them to levels the tech could handle, but Dain had a wry hunch they’d rather not know. Under lamplight the southern ice glittered, unbelievable, wonderful.


  He had the kit ready, but he never grabbed his sample and ran.


  “I’m climbing up,” Dain told them. “Anyone want to come?”


  Yavashe said, “I will.”


  Unexpected bits of glassy razor-rock tried to cut their suits. With a helmet on he couldn’t hear the hiss of solar wind . . . he sensed it, stole some of its energy and kept reaching for holds. Yavashe would scorn such help. He should know. She’d wrangled her way into two dozen of his landings somehow.


  On the rim Dain held out a hand and grinned: “I bet you can guess.”


  “Maybe you’ll be a shipman when you grow up,” she taunted him—but her fingers laced through his.


  He jumped into the silent dark, and they tumbled, shrieking into radios turned off against every regulation, down and down with little pushes of power to keep them from the wall. Their landing sent up yellow dust in clouds. Dain rolled over, sat up, and stuffed a handful into his kit: done.


  He noticed the others had each drawn their initials in the dust.


  “Maybe they’ll be enchanters when they grow up,” he teased Yavashe enroute back to the Crescent, but she didn’t find that funny.


  Dain took the kit to his room, and ran through the spell he’d perfected at some point around Saturn. One grain of matter was all he really needed . . . one grain, and Mercury spun slowly in the cup of his palm, a yellow marble, flawed; true.


  He slipped it into the velvet bag holding the others; he thought he heard a slosh as it hit Earth. A complete set now and fit for one very rich and self-indulgent client.


  The bag in his pocket, Dain returned to the drive chamber to bring them out of the System again and home—another of his regulars had been making noises about bones before he left, and an army of authentic miniature Apatosaurs for his son.


  Dain couldn’t wait to get started.


  The End


  A MAP OF MERCURY


  Alastair Reynolds


  When at last his ship had escaped Mercury’s gravitational pull and aligned itself for the long cruise back to Jupiter space, Oleg unstrapped from his launch couch and floated through the cabin until he reached the aft stowage rack where he had slotted the artwork. It had been a fight against temptation, not opening the box until now, but he had promised himself that he would not do so until he had reached space. Perhaps it was unwise to open it at all, and certainly before he surrendered it to his Jovian masters. But he had been given no special instructions in the matter.


  The box was light, almost too light, as if it contained no more than air or packing. Was it a last trick on the world, he wondered? An empty container? A box full of high-grade vacuum?


  He would have to open it to know.


  The container was an unprepossessing object. It was a plain white in colour. Its upper third was hinged and secured by a simple metal clasp. It was the kind of thing, he reflected, in which one might receive a hat or perhaps a new space helmet.


  The clasp released easily under his fingers. He hinged open the top of the box. Immediately beneath the lid lay, as anticipated, a wadding of packaging. He plucked the cottony material away, until a harder form began to reveal itself. It was the upper part of a rough-textured sphere. It was beautifully shaded and coloured—a warm grey, relieved by blue and gold mottling and the circles and sprays of fine white cratering. The polar region glittered with tiny embedded diamonds, signifying motherlodes of frozen water, locked in shadowed craters for mindless aeons.


  Well, of course. It was a globe. The clue had been there in the title all along.


  A Map of Mercury.


  He had come in with high expectations—unrealistically high, perhaps.


  The artists kept the place clean. Being cyborgs they could tolerate both the lit and unlit faces of the slow-turning world, but they moved anyway—camping and then travelling on, endlessly. Except for their artforms, littering the crust like Ozymandis heads, they left no trace of themselves. On airless Mercury the shadows of these things clawed out to the limit of the world’s curvature.


  From orbit he had locked onto their moving caravan. It had only been a little distance ahead of the terminator, the dividing margin between day and night.


  “Hello,” he declared cheerfully. “I have come from Jupiter. I would like permission to land and speak with Rhawn.”


  “This is the Cyborg Artistic Collective,” came back the reply. “Thank you for your interest, but your request to speak with Rhawn is declined.”


  Oleg smiled, for this was nothing more or less than he had anticipated. “I’d still like to land. Is that possible?”


  “Do you have tradeable goods?”


  “Yes, and I’d also like to barter for fuel. I can set my ship down a little ahead of your caravan and cross the remaining ground on foot.”


  “That is acceptable,” the voice said eventually. “One of us will meet you. Bring your tradeables.”


  He lowered on thrust until his little ship pinned itself to the face of Mercury like a brooch. Once down, it flicked a parasol across itself and began to cool down.


  Oleg emerged from an airlock in a bulky spacesuit patterned with active mirror facets and fanlike cooling vanes. He went around to the back of the ship and unpacked two scuttling chrome spiders. The robots helped him unload the tradeable goods from the ship’s belly hatch. Then he orientated himself and set off for the caravan, with the spiders following.


  Here the Mercurean terrain was as flat as a salt lake. The caravan was a huge, raggedy thing composed of many travelling elements. Some as small as a person—some, indeed, were cyborgs jogging next to the procession—while others were as big as mansions or beached spacecraft. The larger structures were made up of a bits of scavenged vehicle, fuel tank and pressure module, cut-and-shut into rococo dwellings. Sails, banners and penants whipped high into the airless black. On one platform travelled the huge, lacy outline of a two hundred metre high stallion. Inside the horse’s geodesic chest cavity, tiny figures worked with nova-bright welding torches. Another form, equally tall, was a naked human woman balancing on one leg. She had her arms cantilevered out for balance, one ahead and one behind. Jammed into her torso at odd, disruptive angles were repurposed cargo modules.


  One of the cyborgs broke from the pack and jogged out to meet him. Beneath its knees, the cyborg’s legs were springy prosthetics that sent it metres into the sky with each stride.


  “Welcome, Oleg,” said a synthetic voice. “We spoke earlier. I am Gris. Have you been to Mercury before?”


  “No, this is my first time. Thank you for allowing me to land.”


  “That is a very impressive suit,” Gris said. “I imagine it could keep you alive for quite a while?”


  “Not as long as yours, I’d wager,” Oleg said.


  “Ah, but we don’t think of our suits as suits.” Gris touched a fist to its chest, in a kind of salute. “This is my skin, now and forever. I’m wired into it on a profound sensory level—full haptic and proprioceptive integration. I don’t just live in it—it’s part of me. I trust that doesn’t unsettle you?”


  “If it did, I’d be the wrong person to come to Mercury. And definitely the wrong person to speak to the Cyborg Artistic Collective.”


  Gris’s suit—or skin, if that was the proper way to think of it—was a mechanical integument giving little hint of the organic contents within. The armour was multicoloured and baroquely patterned. Gris’s helmet had become a beak-faced gargoyle, with multiple cameras wedged into its eye-sockets. There was no glass or visor.


  “I know you’ve come a long away,” Gris said. “But you mustn’t take Rhawn’s disinterest personally.”


  They walked under the Sun. In Oleg’s view it had no business being that big or that bright. The intensity of its illumination, averaged over an orbit, was a hundred times stronger than he was normally used to. That bloated inflamed Sun was an affront to his sensibilities. It would be very good to be on his way from Mercury, back to the civilised polities of Jovian Space.


  But not without the thing he had come for.


  “Rhawn’s star has risen,” he observed.


  “It makes no difference to her. Mercury is her home now. The sooner people accept that, the happier everyone will be. Are those your tradeables?”


  “It’s not much, I know. But there are some rare alloys and composites in there, which you may find of value.”


  When they were at the caravan cyborgs were waiting to pick through his offerings. A value would be placed on the items, which Oleg was free to accept or decline.


  “You can come aboard,” Gris said casually. “We have provision for guests, if you wish to get out of the suit. It will take a little while to give you a value for your goods, so you may as well.”


  “Thank you,” Oleg agreed.


  Gris brought him to one of the sliding, sledge-like platforms. They vaulted up onto a catwalk, then found an airlock leading into the side of a chequered structure made from an old fuel tank. Oleg satisfied himself by just removing the helmet and gloves, placing them next to him on a kind of combination sofa and padded mattress. Gris, squatting on the other side of a table, had removed no part of its suit except the spring extensions of its legs, presently racked by the door. Now it busied itself pouring herbal infusions into little alloy cups.


  “Were you an artist before you came here?” Oleg asked, to be making conversation.


  “Not at all. In fact I came to trade, just like you. My spaceship needed some repairs, so my stay turned from days into weeks. I had no intention of becoming part of the Collective.”


  “Were you . . . like this?”


  “Cyborgized, you mean? No, not at all. A few simple implants, but they don’t really count.” The goggled face was inscrutable, even as it decanted tea into a little receptacle on the end of its beaklike mandible. “It was a difficult decision to stay, but one that in hindsight was almost inevitable. There’s nowhere like this anywhere else in the system, Oleg—nowhere as simultaneously lawless and civilised. Around Jupiter, you’re bound up in rigid hierarchies of wealth and power. Here we have no money, no legal apparatus, no government.”


  “But to become what you are now . . . that can’t have been something you took lightly.”


  “There’s no going back,” Gris admitted. “The crossing—that’s what we call it—is far too thorough for that. I sold my skin to the flesh banks around Venus! But the benefits are incalculable. On Mars, they’re remaking the world to fit people. Here, we’re doing something much nobler: remaking ourselves to fit Mercury.”


  “And was Rhawn already here, when you were transformed?”


  “Ah,” Gris said, with a miff of disappointment. “Back to that now, are we?”


  “I’ve been sent to make contact. My masters will be very disappointed in me if I fail.”


  “Masters,” Gris dismissed. “Why would you ever work for someone, if you had a choice?”


  “I had no choice.”


  “Then I am afraid you had best prepare to disappoint your masters.”


  Oleg smiled and sipped at his tea. It was quite sweet, although not as warm as he would have liked. He presumed that Gris still had enough of a digestive tract to process fluids. “Rhawn’s early work, what she did before she came here, was just too original and unsettling to fit into anyone’s existing critical framework. They wanted her to be something she was not—more like the artists they already valued. In time, of course, they began to realise her worth. Her stock began to rise. But by then Rhawn had joined your Collective.”


  “None of this is disputed, Oleg. But Rhawn has had her crossing—become one of us. She has no interest in your world of investors and speculators, of critics and reputations.”


  “Nonetheless, my masters have a final offer. I would be remiss if I did not try everything in my power to bring it to Rhawn’s attention.”


  “Forget dangling money before her.”


  “It isn’t money.” Oleg, knowing he had the momentary advantage, continued to sip his tea. “They know that wouldn’t work. What they are offering, what they have secured, is something money almost couldn’t buy—not without all the right connections, anyway. A private moon, a place of her own—the space to work unobstructed, with limitless resources. More than that, she’ll have the attentions of the system’s best surgeons. Their retro-transformative capabilities are easily sufficient to undo her crossing, if that’s what she desires.”


  “I assure you it would not be.”


  “When she completed the crossing,” Oleg said patiently, “she would have surrendered to the total impossibility of ever undoing that work. But the landscape has changed! The economics of her reputation now allow what was forbidden. She must be informed of this.”


  “She’ll say no.”


  “Then let her! All I request—all my masters ask of me—is that Rhawn gives me her answer in person. Will you allow me that, Gris? Will you let me meet with Rhawn, just the once?”


  Gris took its time answering. Oleg speculated that some dialogue might be taking place beyond his immediate ken, Gris communing with its fellow artists, perhaps even Rhawn herself. Perhaps they were working out the best way to give him a brush-off. The Collective needed to trade with outsiders, so they would not want to be too brusque. Equally, they were obviously very protective of their most feted member.


  But at length Gris said: “There is a difficulty.”


  Oleg stirred on his mattress. The suit was starting to chafe—it was not built for lounging around in. “What sort? I’m here, aren’t I? Why can’t I have a moment with Rhawn? Is she unwell?”


  “No,” Gris answered carefully. “Rhawn is perfectly well. But she is not here.”


  “I don’t understand. She can’t have left Mercury—no one would have missed that. And the Collective is all there is. Has she gone off on her own?”


  “Not exactly. But you are wrong in one matter. The Collective is not all that there is. Or at least, it isn’t any more. There has been . . .” And now Oleg had the sense that Gris was choosing its words with particular care, and not a small measure of distaste, as if it found the whole business painful. “A division within our ranks. The formation of a second caravan. A breakaway movement, springing from within the Collective.”


  Oleg listened intently. His masters either knew nothing of this, or they had failed to brief him adequately. “When, what, how?”


  “It would probably be easier if I showed you,” Gris said.


  Soon the caravan had fallen behind them, receding over the horizon until even the stallion and the balancing woman were lost. Their shadows, Oleg noticed, were slowly lengthening, stretching ahead of the fast little surface vehicle Gris had commandeered. Mercury was a small world and they were covering ground very rapidly, pushing the Sun toward the horizon. Beyond, but closer by the moment, was the transition zone of the terminator and the extreme cold of the unlit face. He thought of his delicate little ship, how far he was from it now, how totally at the mercy of his cyborg host.


  “Tell me about Rhawn.”


  “There’s not much to say. She was always restless—in her art and her soul. It’s what brought her to Mercury. She found contentment with us, for a while. But always there was that need to push against her own limits, to break out of existing formalisms. It was only a matter of time before she attached herself to the Totalists.”


  “The breakaway movement?”


  “Of course.”


  “You said they’d formed a second caravan. Do they move around Mercury, the same way you do?”


  “Most of the time. They’re camped now.”


  “What’s so special about them, that Rhawn had to leave the rest of you? Aren’t you radical enough?”


  “They are purists. Extremists, if you will. We have accepted extensive physiological alteration to adapt to life on the Playa. It enables us to work almost without restriction, to submit ourselves to the act of artistic creation. But even we have limits.”


  “Really?”


  “Our bodies and minds are still hampered by the design compromises of biology. In the Totalists’ view, that makes us inefficient and in need of radical improvement.”


  “What could be more efficient than you?” Oleg asked.


  “Robots,” Gris said.


  At length they traversed the terminator and entered the starlit nightside of Mercury. In his suit Oleg felt nothing of the precipitous temperature drop, seven hundred awesome kelvins of it, but the faceplate markers recorded the transition from appalling heat to appalling cold clearly enough, and now the suit was having to work just as competently to keep him from freezing to death. He supposed that Gris’s life-support mechanisms were coping with a similar shift in demands.


  “They keep away from us, mostly,” Gris said. “We aren’t enemies, as such. We are obliged to conduct a certain amount of business, and of course the Totalists have no contact with the outside world at all. On the rare occasions when they need something, they have to rely on our cooperation. But I would not say our relationship is an easy one. There have been . . . acts of artistic sabotage. Denied, of course. But it’s no secret that the Totalists view our work as decadent, corrupted, mired in a state of creative exhaustion.”


  “I suppose it was inevitable,” Oleg said. “There can’t have been an artistic movement in history that hasn’t eventually fractured into two or more creative poles. If it’s any consolation, they’ll have their own splitters sooner or later!”


  “No,” Gris said. “It’s no consolation at all. We made something beautiful here, Oleg. There’s no reason in the world it had to break up like this.”


  As they approached the Totalists’ encampment Oleg was struck by how profoundly the scene resembled an exact negative image of the dayside caravan. The sky was a nearly faultless black, its perfection only marred (or improved upon, perhaps) by a sprinkling of stars and planets, the great glittery arch of the Milky Way and the faint dust haze of the solar system’s zodiacal light.


  Whereas the caravan had moved under the full blaze of day, here the only lights were those provided by the Totalists themselves. The encampment was smaller than the caravan, but the essentials were similar: it was a cluster of things which could be dragged or self-propelled across Mercury, when the time came to move. They also had sails and pennants, except that these were picked out in edges of colourful neon: reds and yellows, blues and greens, purples and oranges. The figures moving around the camp’s periphery were also outlined in bright hues. Oleg had been expecting something austere, but the proliferation of colours and shapes elevated his spirits.


  “It’s marvellous!” he said.


  Rising from the illuminated camp was what Oleg took to be a piece of large-scale art in the same spirit as the stallion and the balancing woman. It was a cluster of spires, or perhaps a single main spire attended by a large number of smaller ones, linked by a connecting tissue of arches and flying buttresses. The pale structure had a knobby, rough-cast haphazardness about it. It might almost have been glued together from millions of sea-shells, or fossils.


  “The Bone Cathedral,” Gris said, with a hint of dismissiveness.


  “Do they move that around with them? It looks much too fragile.”


  “No, it stays fixed to this spot. They’ve been building it for several years now. The day and night cycles don’t seem to do it any harm. When it is time for a new Totalist to complete their crossing, the caravan circles the Bone Cathedral.” Gris applied the brakes and brought the vehicle to a halt. They were still a decent kilometre from the Totalist encampment. “You’d best go the rest of the way yourself.”


  “What do I do?”


  “You need do nothing. They will either talk to you or ignore you. They already know that you are here.”


  He disembarked from the vehicle. He looked up at the goggle-faced creature that had become his companion, fully aware that if Gris abandoned him here—and the Totalists disdained to help—he would be in a great deal of trouble. They had come much too far for the range of his suit.


  “I would not be too long about it,” Gris warned.


  So Oleg wandered across the black Playa. His suit projected a terrain overlay. It was still functioning properly. He kept looking back, making sure the vehicle and the cyborg still waited. But Gris remained. And as the Totalist camp loomed larger, so one of the neon forms broke away from the blaze of colour and came loping over to meet him.


  The thing had arms and legs, a body and a head in roughly the right proportions, but there was no possibility that it was anything but a robot. There was no room in it for anything human. The thing’s chassis was an open exoskeleton, offering an easy view of its internal mechanisms. Oleg saw lots of machinery in there, much of it lit up and flashing in pretty colours, but there was nothing that looked biological. Its head was a cage that he could see all the way through, only loosely stuffed with instruments and modules.


  “I’d like to speak to Rhawn,” Oleg said confidently.


  “Who are you, and why have you come?” The robot’s voice, picked up by his helmet, was lighter in tone than that of Gris.


  “I am Oleg. I’ve come from Jupiter to offer Rhawn a moon of her own and the chance at reverse cyborgisation—to become fully human again.”


  The robot emitted a noise like fading static. It took Oleg a moment to realise he was being laughed at.


  “Go home, meat boy. Be on your merry way.”


  “I realise that my offer’s likely to be rejected. But my masters won’t be satisfied until I have the answer from Rhawn herself. She’s here, isn’t she? I won’t take more than a few minutes of her time.”


  “Your timing,” the robot said, “is either very fortuitious or very poor.”


  “My timing is sheer luck,” Oleg said. “Until just now I didn’t even know that Rhawn had joined the Totalists.”


  “She hasn’t.”


  “I was told . . .”


  “Rhawn has commenced her second crossing. But until it is complete, she will not be one of us. It will happen soon, though. We are confident in the force of her conviction. It is certainly much too late for reversal.”


  “Can I at least talk to her?”


  Again Oleg had the sense that matters were being discussed. Lights flickered and strobed in the cagelike enclosure of the robot’s head. Oleg risked a glance back, satisfying himself that the vehicle and its driver were still there.


  “Rhawn is . . . receptive,” the robot said. “You will have your audience. But it will be brief. Rhawn has readied herself for the final phase of the crossing. She will not be detained.”


  “I only need an answer.”


  The robot brought him into the encampment. Up close, he saw that it was not as similar to the caravan as he had first assumed. There were hardly any enclosed spaces—just a few sealed modules which may or may not have been airtight. The remainder of the structures—most of them wheeled or skid-mounted, even as they were now parked around the Bone Cathedral—were for the most part skeletal frames. Their roofs were parasols and solar-collectors, their walls either absent or no more than concertina-hinged magnetic screens which could be drawn across when required. Gathered around and inside these treehouse-like forms were many similar-looking robots, lounging or reclining like overfed monkeys. They were plugged into bits of architecture via their abdomens—recharging from stored power, Oleg supposed, or perhaps pushing energy back into the community. There seemed little in the way of artistic creation going on. But perhaps the robots had been furiously preoccupied before his arrival.


  “Is Rhawn one of these?”


  “They are what Rhawn will become. It will not be long now.”


  “You all look the same.”


  “You all look like tinned meat.”


  Through the thicket of skeletal structures Oleg was at last brought to an upright green block the size of a small house. It was a round-ended cylinder that might once have been a fuel tank or reactor chamber, before being anchored to a moving platform and gristled over with access ladders, catwalks and power conduits. In contrast to its surroundings this dumpy, windowless flask seemed entirely enclosed. Oleg’s robot host spidered up a ladder and looked down as Oleg completed his clumsy ascent. The robot opened a door in the side of the chamber, then stood aside to allow Oleg to pass through first.


  It was not an airlock, for the interior of the green flask was still depressurised. Oleg had emerged onto a platform running around the circumference of the interior, with a circular gap in the middle. Supported in the chamber’s middle, with a large part of it beneath the level of the platform, was a hefty piece of biomedical machinery. Many cables and pipes ran into the upright, wasp-shaped assemblage. Three robots, much like his host, were stationed around the machinery at what Oleg took to be control pedestals. They were not moving, but the robots had plugged in to the pedestals via their abdomens. Oleg presumed that they were directing whatever complicated procedure was going on inside the machine.


  The wasp-shaped machine culminated in a glass dome. Inside the glass was a beaked and goggled head much like that of Gris, except that it was encased within a bulky surgical clamp. Beneath the head, enclosing the neck, was a tight metal collar separating it from the rest of the machine.


  Oleg surveyed the beaked and goggled face with deep dread and apprehension.


  “Rhawn will speak to you now,” the robot said.


  “Thank you, Rhawn, for agreeing to listen to me,” Oleg said hastily. “I have come from Jupiter, with . . .”


  “I know where you came from, you spineless little shit.”


  Oleg bristled. He had listened to enough recordings to recognise the voice as belonging to Rhawn, despite a deliberate machinelike filtering.


  “I . . .” he began.


  “Stop cowering. What are you, a piece of bacteria? A vegetable? The Totalists horrify you, but you are the puppet, the thing with no free will.”


  “I only need an answer.”


  “I studied your background, when I knew you were approaching. Oleg the failed artist. Oleg the supine instrument of market forces. Oleg the pliable little turd, shat out by Jupiter. Why do you imagine your insolent little piss streak of an offer would be of the remotest interest to me? Why should I not have your suit drilled through now?”


  “My masters thought . . .” His throat was as parched as the sunlit Playa itself. “They didn’t know that you’d left the Collective. They thought there might still be a possibility to . . .”


  “To do what? To make me normal again? To bring me back to the condition of meat?”


  “To undo what has been done.”


  “As if it were a mistake, that I now regretted?”


  “I didn’t mean it like that.”


  “But your masters did. Did it never occur to question this mission? To doubt its idiotic purpose? To show the slightest sign of independent thought?”


  One of the robots at the control plinths turned its head slowly in his direction.


  “Things have changed since you came to Mercury,” Oleg persisted, refusing to waver under the robot’s eyeless regard. “No one knew what to make of your art, when you joined the Collective. It was too different, too hard to assess.”


  “If they were idiots then, they are idiots now.”


  “But idiots with money and influence. Do you understand the terms of the offer, Rhawn?”


  “My understanding is irrelevant. I can no more be ‘undone’ than an egg can be unsmashed, or meat uncooked. Let me demonstrate. Have you a strong stomach?”


  “I . . .”


  But Oleg had barely begun to give his answer. The surgical clamp around Rhawn’s cyborg head was reconfiguring itself, pulling away to separate the tight-fitting segments of her armour. Oleg thought back to what he had learned from Gris, of how the cyborg exoskeleton had become its living skin. This was how it must have been for Rhawn, before she exiled herself to the Totalists. There was a human head under the metal plates, but it was a head already skinned back to an anatomical core of muscle and sinew and nervous system. She had been blind, without the cameras. She had no nose or mouth or ears, for she did not need to breathe or speak or hear. Her cyborg senses were wired directly into deep brain structure, bypassing the crude telemetry of ancient nerve channels. Machinery was plumbed directly into her heart and lungs.


  “Are you horrified? You should not be. This is the state of being that Mercury demands of us. There is no pain, no discomfort, in being what we are. Far from it. We revel in our new strength, our bold new senses—our resilience. To each other, we have become beautiful. We drink in the sustenance of the dayside Sun and glory in the stellar cold of the Mercurean night. But why come this far, and not go all the way?”


  “They tell me that your crossing is nearly done.”


  “It’s true.” And for the moment her spite seemed to move off him. “There is almost nothing left of my old self now—the old vehicle in which I moved. What use are lungs and a heart, on Mercury? What use is a digestive system? What use is meat? These things are simply waiting to go wrong, waiting for their moment to fail us. To undermine us in our absolute, unblinking dedication to art. So we gladly discard that which the Collective fears to surrender. The flesh. Every organic part of ourselves. We donate our bones to the Bone Cathedral! The Playa was made for robots, Oleg—not ‘mere mortals,’ or their half-way cousins. We are the true heirs of Mercury—we the Totalists!”


  Something in him snapped in that moment. “You’re committing suicide, in other words. Being taken apart, until there’s nothing left of you. You can’t become a robot, any more than you can become air, or sunlight!”


  “What is this—a glimmer of contradiction? The faintest signs of a spine? Keep at it—there may be hope for you yet.”


  “This isn’t about me. This is about you, throwing yourself away—wasting what you are.”


  “How little you understand of us. What would be the last thing I clung to, do you think? The last, most sacrosanct piece of myself?”


  “Your mind,” he stated firmly. “You do not reside in your heart and lungs, but without your brain, there is no Rhawn.”


  “What you mean is, without the encoding of my personality implied by my detailed idiosyncratic brain structure, there is no Rhawn. How could there be? But that encoding doesn’t care about the terms of its own embodiment.”


  “I would,” Oleg said, with fierce certainty.


  “Weeks ago, at the commencement of my second crossing, small volumes of my brain structure were duplicated by artifical connective structures located outside my body. Machine circuits, in other words. When neural signals passed through the interfaces of these brain volumes, my Totalist peers had the freedom to choose whether those signals continued to pass through my existing anatomy, or were instead shunted through the exosomatic structures. The change was made, and then switched back—and made again, over and over! The key thing is that I felt no change in my perception of self, regardless of whether my thoughts were running inside my head, or in the exterior circuitry! Electricity doesn’t mind which route it takes, as long as it gets to the same destination! And so, step by step, volumes of my own brain were switched out—supplanted and discarded! This continued. Over the weeks, fifty, sixty, seventy percent of my old architecture was supplanted by exosomatic machinery. And now you arrive. I stand now on the cusp of absolute machinehood—ready to make the final transition to Totality. Only the last ten percent of my mind is still inside my head. You see now why it is far, far too late to reverse what I have become?”


  “There’s still active brain tissue inside you?” he asked. “Still some meat, inside the head I’m looking at?”


  “What is left of me, you could squeeze between your fingers, like a handful of wet grey sand.”


  “Then where is the rest of you? Executing inside one of these machines? Already in a robot, waiting for you to take control?”


  “You misunderstand. Ninety percent of me has already completed the transition. And one hundred percent of me is already in control. My robot body is not ‘waiting’ for me. I am already mostly in it. And we have already met.”


  He turned from the globed head, conscious that the robot that had brought him in from outside was still there. He looked with renewed fascination at the symphony of flickering coloured lights.


  “I should have guessed. You never did give me your name.”


  “And you never asked,” the robot said, nodding. “But here I am. This is me. I am Rhawn. That thing that you have been talking to, that is just the place where I used to live.”


  “You could have given me your answer outside.”


  “I thought it would help if you understood. I am ready now, you see. But that last ten percent of me—I won’t pretend that there has not been hesitation. I could have completed the transition days ago. On the brink, I quailed! Foolishly, I could not quite bring myself to submit to Totality. The meat’s pathetic last twitch! But you have been the spur I needed. For that alone, Oleg, you have my undying gratitude.”


  “I’ve done nothing!”


  “You have come, and now you may observe. Suffer one useful moment in your miserable existence. Are you prepared?”


  “For what?”


  “To bear witness. To document my becoming. In a moment, the last traces of my living neural tissue will cease to serve any useful function. And I will have transcended myself.” But when he thought she might be done, Rhawn added: “You may thank your masters, Oleg, for their kind offer. I spit it back at them, all the same. They were much too late, of course, but it would have made no difference if they had sent you years ago. I have been on this path for much too long for that. I have always felt the pull of Totality, even before I knew it in my self. The more I move from the meat, the more the meat repulses me.”


  “And one day,” Oleg said, “you’ll feel the need to go beyond this as well. It’s in your nature.”


  “What could possibly lie beyond the perfection of robotic embodiment?”


  “The greater perfection of non-embodiment. The flawless condition of non-existence.”


  “You mean that I would kill myself.”


  “I’m sure you will. You can’t ever accept what you are, Rhawn. It’s just not in your nature.”


  A new light came on in the robot’s head. It was a pale green, rising and falling in brightness without ever quite dimming completely. Oleg was quite sure it had not been activated earlier on.


  “Even now?” she asked.


  “Even now.”


  “Well, you’re mistaken. But then, you are only human. And now that I have completed my second crossing, I feel my conviction more forcefully than ever before. We shall have to see who is wrong, won’t we? I hope you have a great deal of patience, not to mention a solid medical plan. You are a bag of cells with an expiration date. Parts of you are already starting to rot. It will take me centuries to begin to exhaust the possibilities of Totality.”


  “You’ll burn through them quickly enough. And then what?”


  “Something beyond this. But not death. There is no art in death, Oleg. Only art’s supreme negation.”


  He smiled thinly. “The world will await your next masterpiece with interest, Rhawn. Even if it never leaves Mercury.”


  “Well, something shall. Does this surprise you? And you shall be its custodian.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “It is . . . traditional . . . among the Totalists. At the time of our second crossing, we concieve of a new piece. A celebration of transition, if you will. The work is initiated before the crossing’s start, and not fully completed until the crossing is done. I have . . . planned such a work. I call it A Map of Mercury. It is a minor piece, in the scheme of things. Almost beneath me. But since you have gone to such pains to find me, I should consider it fitting if it should fall upon you, the great and glorious Oleg, to bring the work to public attention.”


  “A new piece by Rhawn?”


  “Exactly that,” she said proudly. “A new piece by Rhawn. And, as far as the outside world is concerned, the last. No, I shan’t be abandoning art. But the realms into which I expect to push . . . these will shortly lie beyond your conceptual horizon. You would not only fail to recognise my art as art, you would fail to recognise that it was anything at all. But this last piece will be my gift to you—and your meat cousins. You will find it comprehensible. Take it to your masters. Fight over it like dogs. I will enjoy watching the overheated spasms of your Jovian economy.”


  “It’s not what they asked for,” Oleg said.


  “But they won’t be displeased with you?”


  “No,” he supposed. “I came for you, but never with much expectation that you’d agree to the offer. They’ll hand that moon over to someone else, I suppose. But to return with a new piece by Rhawn . . . that was never in my plans. They’ll be pleased, I think.”


  “And will their pleasure be of benefit to you? Will you also profit from this?”


  “I should imagine.”


  “Then we are all satisfied. You will return to the Collective? Delay your departure by a couple of days, and the work will be packaged and delivered to you. It really is a trifling little thing.”


  She had not been exaggerating, Oleg reflected.


  He tugged more of the packaging away. The upper quarter of A Map of Mercury was now visible. But everything below that was concealed by a thin layer of protective material with a circular hole cut into it. He dug his fingers around the layer until it began to come free. He grew incautious. If he damaged the material, he could always say it had been that way when he found it.


  Besides, he was starting to suspect that his masters would think very little of this offering no matter the condition in which it had arrived. It wasn’t the sort of thing they had been hoping for at all. Yes, it was a late Rhawn. But a globe? A Map of Mercury?


  Something that literal?


  The layer came free. He could see more of the globe now. There was in fact something a bit odd about it. Instead of continuing with the shape of the sphere he had been expecting, the object began to bulge in some directions and turn inwards in others. There was more packaging material to be discarded. He tugged it away with increasing urgency. There were two cavities opening up in one side of the no longer very spherical thing. Above the cavities was the fine swell of a brow ridge. Beneath the cavities—the eye-sockets—was the slitted absence where her nose would have been, and beneath that the toothy crescent of the upper jaw. There was no lower part.


  He pulled the whole thing from its box. The colours of the top part, the emulation of the planet’s surface features and texturing, continued across every part of it. There were ochres and tangerines and hues of jade and turquoise. It had a fine metallic lustre, sprinkled with a billion glints of stardust. It was simultaneously lovely and horrible.


  A Map of Mercury.


  That was exactly what it was. She had not lied. Nor would this piece—this piece of her—dent Rhawn’s reputation in the slightest. No wonder she had needed a couple of days to make it ready. At the start of their conversation, ten percent of her had still been inside this skull.


  Oleg had to smile. It was not exactly what he had come for, and not exactly what his masters had been after either. But what was art without an audience? She had made him her witness, and she had made art of herself, and she was still there, down on Mercury, having crossed twice.


  Clever, clever Rhawn.


  But then a peculiar and impish impulse overcame Oleg. He thought back to their conversation again. It was true, much of what she had said about him. He had been supine. He had tried and failed at art, and allowed himself to become the servant of powers to whom he was no more than an instrument. He had become spineless. He did what they told him—just as he was now executing Rhawn’s wishes.


  A tool. An instrument.


  A machine made of meat.


  A little while later a little door opened in the side of Oleg’s spacecraft. It was a disposal hatch, the kind he used for waste dumps. A small grey nebula coughed out into vacuum. The nebula, for an instant, glittered with hints of reflectivity and colours that were not entirely grey.


  Then it dispersed, and the ship continued on its merry way.


  HOW TO PAINT MERCURY


  Mary Soon Lee


  Permit him to pirouette,


  spinning as you paint.


  Capture his contrasts.


  Hammered heat, hidden ice.


  Sketch his expression,


  capricious, captivating.


  Do not erase his scars,


  the craters of a survivor.


  Remembering his history,


  be patient with his moods.


  Tell him he’s closest


  to the Sun’s heart.


  MISSION TO MERCURY


  Christina Sng


  Standing on Mercury’s surface,


  I scan the utter desolation,


  The kiln-like sterility,


  A planet once abundant,


  Now bare and stripped down.


  The sun dances back and forth


  In the sky like a metronome


  As I search for signs of life.


  But the crew is dead, sprawled


  Rag dolls on an abandoned beach.


  How am I alive?


  Our shuttle is beyond repair,


  Scattered shards of metal


  In a Mercurial junk yard.


  I sleep in my suit, broken


  Beside the corpses


  Of my fallen friends,


  And in the morning,


  I recharge my batteries—


  A full day in the blazing sun.


  There is much work to be done.
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  IN SATURN’S REALM


  George Griffith


  INTRODUCTION.—For their honeymoon Rollo Lenox Smeaton Aubrey, Earl of Redgrave, and his bride, Lilia Zaidie, leave the earth on a visit to the Moon and the principal planets, their sole companion being Andrew Murgatroyd, an old engineer who had superintended the building of the Astronef, in which the journey is made. By means of the “R Force,” or Anti-Gravitational Force, of the secret of which Lord Redgrave is the sole possessor, they are able to navigate with precision and safety the limitless ocean of Space. Their adventures on the Moon, Mars, Venus, and Jupiter have been described in the first four stories of the series.


  THE relative position of the two giants of the Solar System at the moment when the Astronef left the surface of Ganymede, the third and largest satellite of Jupiter, was such that she had to make a journey of rather more than 340,000,000 miles before she passed within the confines of the Saturnian System.


  At first her speed, as shown by the observations which Redgrave took by means of instruments designed for such a voyage by Professor Rennick, was comparatively slow. This was due to the tremendous “pull “or attraction of Jupiter and its four moons on the fabric of the Star Navigator; but this backward drag rapidly decreased as the pull of Saturn and his System began to overmaster that of Jupiter.


  It so happened, too, that Uranus, the next outer planet of the Solar System, revolving round the Sun at the tremendous distance of more than 1,700,000,000 miles, was approaching its conjunction with Saturn, and thus the pull of the two huge orbs and their systems of satellites acted together on the tiny bulk of the Astronef producing a constant acceleration of speed.


  Jupiter and his System dropped behind, sinking, as it seemed to the wanderers, down into the bottomless gulf of Space, but still forming by far the most brilliant and splendid object in the skies. The far distant Sun which, seen from the Saturnian System, has only about a ninetieth of the superficial extent which he presents to the Earth, dwindled away rapidly until it began to look like a huge planet, with the Earth, Venus, Mars, and Mercury as satellites. Beyond the orbit of Saturn, Uranus, with his eight moons, was shining with the lustre of a star of the first magnitude, and far above and beyond him again hung the pale disc of Neptune, the outer guard of the Solar System, separated from the Sun by a gulf of more than 2,750,000,000 miles.


  When two-thirds of the distance between Jupiter and Saturn had been traversed, Saturn lay beneath them like a vast globe surrounded by an enormous circular ocean of many-coloured fire, divided, as it were, by circular shores of shade and darkness. On the side opposite to them a gigantic conical shadow extended beyond the confines of the ocean of light. It was the shadow of half the globe of Saturn cast by the Sun across his rings. Three little dark spots were also travelling across the surface of the rings. They were the shadows of Mimas, Encealadus, and Tethys, the three inner satellites. Japetus, the most distant, which revolves at a distance ten times greater than that of the Moon from the Earth, was rising to their left above the edge of the rings, a pale, yellow, little disc shining feebly against the black background of Space. The rest of the eight satellites were hidden behind the enormous bulk of the planet, and the infinitely vaster area of the rings.


  Day after day Zaidie and her husband had been exhausting the possibilities of the English language in attempting to describe to each other the multiplying marvels of the wondrous scene which they were approaching at a speed of more than a hundred miles a second, and at length Zaidie, after nearly an hour’s absolute silence, during which they sat with eyes fastened to their telescopes, looked up and said:


  “It’s no use, Lenox, all the fine words that we’ve been trying to think of have just been wasted. The angels may have a language that you could describe that in, but we haven’t. If it wouldn’t be something like blasphemy I should drop down to the commonplace, and call Saturn a celestial spinning-top, with bands of light and shadow instead of colours all round it.”


  “Not at all a bad simile either,” laughed Redgrave, as he got up from his chair with a yawn and a stretch of his athletic limbs, “still, it’s as well that you said celestial, for, after all, that’s about the best word we’ve found yet. Certainly the ringed world is the most nearly heavenly thing we’ve seen so far.


  “But,” he went on, “I think it’s about time we were stopping this headlong fall of ours. Do you see how the landscape is spreading out round us? That means that we’re dropping pretty fast. Whereabouts would you like to land? At present we’re heading straight for the north pole.”


  “I think I’d rather see what the rings are like first,” said Zaidie; “couldn’t we go across them?”


  “Certainly we can,” he replied, “only we’ll have to be a bit careful.”


  “Careful, what of—collisions? I suppose you’re thinking of Proctor’s explanation that the rings are formed of multitudes of tiny satellites?”


  “Yes, but I should go a little farther than that, I should say that his rings and his eight satellites are to Saturn what the planets generally and the ring of the Asteroides are to the Sun, and if that is the case—I mean if we find the rings made up of myriads of tiny bodies flying round with Saturn—it might get a bit risky.


  “You see the outside ring is a bit over 160,000 miles across, and it revolves in less than eleven hours. In other words we might find the ring a sort of celestial maelstrom, and if we once got into the whirl, and Saturn exerted his full pull on us, we might become a satellite, too, and go on swinging round with the rest for a good bit of eternity.”


  “Very well, then,” she said, “of course we don’t want to do anything of that sort, but there’s something else I think we could do,” she went on, taking up a copy of Proctor’s “Saturn and its System,” which she had been reading just after breakfast. “You see those rings are, all together, about 10,000 miles broad; there’s a gap of about 1700 miles between the big dark one and the middle bright one, and it’s nearly 10,000 miles from the edge of the bright ring to the surface of Saturn. Now why shouldn’t we get in between the inner ring and the planet? If Proctor was right and the rings are made of tiny satellites and there are myriads of them, of course they’ll pull up while Saturn pulls down. In fact Flammarion says somewhere, that along Saturn’s equator there is no weight at all.”


  “Quite possible,” said Redgrave, “and, if you like, we’ll go and prove it. Of course, if the Astronef weighs absolutely nothing between Saturn and the rings, we can easily get away. The only thing that I object to is getting into this 170,000 mile vortex, being whizzed round with Saturn every ten and a half hours, and sauntering round the Sun at 21,000 miles an hour.”


  “Don’t,” she said, “really it isn’t good to think about these things, situated as we are. Fancy, in a single year of Saturn there are nearly 25,000 days. Why, we should each of us be about thirty years older when we got round, even if we lived, which, of course, we shouldn’t. By the way, how long could we live for, if the worst came to the worst?”


  “About two earth-years at the outside,” he replied, “but, of course, we shall be home long before that.”


  “If we don’t become one of the satellites of Saturn,” she replied, “or get dragged away by something into the outer depths of Space.”


  Meanwhile the downward speed of the Astronef had been considerably checked. The vast circle of the rings seemed to suddenly expand, though it now covered the whole floor of the vault of Space.


  As the Astronef dropped towards what might be called the limit of the northern tropic of Saturn, the spectacle presented by the rings became every minute more and more marvellous—purple and silver, black and gold, dotted with myriads of brilliant points of many-coloured lights, they stretched upwards like vast rainbows in the Saturnian sky as the Astronef’s position changed with regard to the horizon of the planet. The nearer they approached the surface, the nearer the gigantic arch of the many coloured rings approached the zenith. Sun and stars sank down behind it, for now they were dropping through the fifteen-year-long twilight that reigns over that portion of the globe of Saturn which during half of his year of thirty terrestrial years is turned away from the Sun.


  The further they dropped towards the rings the more certain it became that the theory of the great English astronomer was the correct one. Seen through the telescopes at a distance of only thirty or forty thousand miles, it became perfectly plain that the outer or darker ring as seen from the Earth, was composed of myriads of tiny bodies so far separated from each other that the rayless blackness of Space could be seen through them.


  “It’s quite evident,” said Redgrave, “that those are rings of what we should call meteorites on earth, atoms of matter which Saturn threw off into Space after the satellites were formed.”


  “And I shouldn’t wonder, if you will excuse my interrupting you,” said Zaidie, “if the moons themselves have been made up of a lot of these things going together when they were only gas, or nebula or something of that sort. In fact, when Saturn was a good deal younger than he is now, he may have had a lot more rings and no moons, and now these aerolites, or whatever they are, can’t come together and make moons, because they’ve got too solid.”


  Meanwhile the Astronef was dropping rapidly down towards the portion of Saturn’s surface which was illuminated by the rays of the Sun, streaming under the lower arch of the inner ring.


  As they passed under it the whole scene suddenly changed. The rings vanished. Overhead was an arch of brilliant light a hundred miles thick, spanning the whole of the visible heavens. Below lay the sunlit surface of Saturn divided into light and dark bands of enormous breadth.


  The band immediately below them was of a brilliant silver-grey, very much like the central zone of Jupiter. North of this on the one side stretched the long shadow of the rings, and southward other bands of alternating white and gold and deep purple succeeded each other till they were lost in the curvature of the vast planet. The poles were of course invisible since the Astronef was now too near to the surface; but on their approach they had seen unmistakable evidence of snow and ice.


  As soon as they were exactly under the Ring-arch, Redgrave shut off the R. Force, and, somewhat to their astonishment, the Astronef began to revolve slowly on its axis, giving them the idea that the Saturnian System was revolving round them. The arch seemed to sink beneath their feet while the belts of the planet rose above them.


  “What on earth is the matter?” said Zaidie. “Everything has gone upside down.”


  “Which shows,” replied Redgrave, “that as soon as the Astronef became neutral the rings pulled harder than the planet, I suppose because we’re so near to them, and, instead of falling on to Saturn, we shall have to push up at him.”


  “Oh yes, I see that,” said Zaidie, “but after all it does look a little bit bewildering, doesn’t it, to be on your feet one minute and on your head the next?”


  “It is, rather; but you ought to be getting accustomed to that sort of thing now. In a few minutes neither you, nor I, nor anything else will have any weight. We shall be just between the attraction of the Rings and Saturn, so you’d better go and sit down, for if you were to give a bit of an extra spring in walking you might be knocking that pretty head of yours against the roof,” said Redgrave, as he went to turn the R. Force on to the edge of the Rings.


  A vast sea of silver cloud seemed now to descend upon them. Then they entered it, and for nearly half-an-hour the Astronef was totally enveloped in a sea of pearl-grey luminous mist.


  “Atmosphere!” said Redgrave, as he went to the conning-tower and signalled to Murgatroyd to start the propellers. They continued to rise and the mist began to drift past them in patches, showing that the propellers were driving them ahead.


  They now rose swiftly towards the surface of the planet. The cloud wrack got thinner and thinner, and presently they found themselves floating in a clear atmosphere between two seas of cloud, the one above them being much less dense than the one below.


  “I believe we shall see Saturn on the other side of that,” said Zaidie, looking up at it. “Oh dear, there we are going round again.”


  “Reaching the point of neutral attraction,” said Redgrave, “once more you’d better sit down in case of accidents.”


  Instead of dropping into her deck chair as she would have done on Earth, she took hold of the arms and pulled herself into it, saying:


  “Really it seems rather absurd to have to do this sort of thing. Fancy having to hold yourself into a chair. I suppose I hardly weigh anything at all now.”


  “Not much,” said Redgrave, stooping down and taking hold of the end of the chair with both hands. Without any apparent effort he raised her about five feet from the floor, and held her there while the Astronef made another revolution. For a moment he let go, and she and the chair floated between the roof and the floor of the deck-chamber. Then he pulled the chair away from under her, and as the floor of the vessel once more turned towards Saturn, he took hold of her hands and brought her to her feet on deck again.


  “I ought to have had a photograph of you like that!” he laughed. “I wonder what they’d think of it at home?”


  “If you had taken one I should certainly have broken the negative. The very idea, a photograph of me standing on nothing! Besides, they’d never believe it on Earth.”


  “We might have got old Andrew to make an affidavit to that effect,” he began.


  “Don’t talk nonsense, Lenox! Look! there’s something much more interesting. There’s Saturn at last. Now I wonder if we shall find any sort of life there—and shall we be able to breathe the air?”


  “I hardly think so,” he said, as the Astronef dropped slowly through the thin cloud-veil. “You know spectrum analysis has proved that there is a gas in Saturn’s atmosphere which we know nothing about and, whatever it may be for the inhabitants it’s not very likely that it would agree with us, so I think we’d better be content with our own. Besides, the atmosphere is so enormously dense that even if we could breathe it it might squash us up. You see we’re only accustomed to fifteen pounds on the square inch, and it may be hundreds of pounds here.”


  “Well,” said Zaidie, “I haven’t got any particular desire to be flattened out like that, or squeezed dry like an orange. It’s not at all a nice idea, is it? But, look, Lenox,” she went on, pointing downwards, “surely this isn’t air at all, or at least it’s something between air and water. Aren’t these things swimming about in it—something like fish in the sea? They can’t be clouds, and they aren’t either fish or birds. They don’t fly or float. Well, this is certainly more wonderful than anything else we’ve seen, though it doesn’t look very pleasant. They’re not nice looking, are they? I wonder if they are at all dangerous!”


  While she was saying this Zaidie had gone to her telescope, and was sweeping the surface of Saturn, which was now about 100 miles distant. Her husband was doing the same.


  In fact, for the time being they were all eyes, for they were looking on a stranger sight than human beings had ever seen before.


  Underneath the inner cloud-veil the atmosphere of Saturn appeared to them somewhat as the lower depths of the ocean would appear to a diver, granted that he was able to see for hundreds of miles about him. Its colour was a pale greenish yellow. The outside thermometers showed that the temperature was a hundred and seventy-five. In fact the interior of the Astronef was getting uncomfortably like a Turkish bath, and Redgrave took the opportunity of at once freshening and cooling the air by releasing a little from the cylinders where it was stored in liquid form.


  From what they could see of the surface of Saturn it seemed to be a dead level, greyish-brown in colour, and not divided into oceans and continents. In fact there were no signs whatever of water within range of their telescopes. There was nothing that looked like cities, or any human habitations, but the ground, as they got nearer to it, seemed to be covered with a very dense vegetable growth, not unlike gigantic forms of seaweed, and of somewhat the same colour. In fact, as Zaidie remarked, the surface of Saturn was not at all unlike what the floors of the ocean of the Earth might be if they were laid bare.


  It was evident that the life of this portion of Saturn was not what, for want of a more exact word, might be called terrestrial. Its inhabitants, however they were constituted, floated about in the depths of this semi-gaseous ocean as the denizens of earthly seas did in the terrestrial oceans. Already their telescopes enabled them to make out enormous moving shapes, black and grey-brown and pale red, swimming about, evidently by their own volition, rising and falling and often sinking down on to the gigantic vegetation which covered the surface, possibly for the purpose of feeding. But it was also evident that they resembled the inhabitants of earthly oceans in another respect since it was easy to see that they preyed upon each other.


  “I don’t like the look of those creatures at all,” said Zaidie when the Astronef had come to a stop and was floating about five miles above the surface. “They’re altogether too uncanny. They look to me something like jelly-fish about the size of whales only they have eyes and mouths. Did you ever see such awful looking eyes, bigger than soup-plates and as bright as a cat’s. I suppose that’s because of the dim light. And the nasty wormy sort of way they swim, or fly, or whatever it is. Lenox, I don’t know what the rest of Saturn may be like, but I certainly don’t like this part. It’s quite too creepy and unearthly for my taste. Look at the horrors fighting and rating each other. That’s the only bit of earthly character they’ve got about them; the big ones eating the little ones. I hope they won’t take the Astronef for something nice to eat.”


  “They’d find her a pretty tough morsel if they did,” laughed Redgrave, “but still we may as well get some speed on her in case of accident.”


  In obedience to a signal to Murgatroyd, the propellers began to revolve, beating the dense air and driving the Star Navigator about twenty miles an hour through the depths of this strangely-peopled ocean.


  They approached nearer and nearer to the surface, and as they did so the strange creatures about them grew more and more numerous. They were certainly the most extraordinary living things that human eyes had looked upon.


  Zaidie’s comparison to the whale and the jelly fish was by no means incorrect; only when they got near enough to them they found, to their astonishment, that they were double-headed—that is to say, they had a head furnished with mouth, nostrils, ear-holes, and eyes at each end of their bodies.


  The larger of the creatures appeared to have a certain amount of respect for each other. Now and then they witnessed a battle-royal between two of the monsters who were pursuing the same prey. Their method of attack was as follows: the assailant would rise above his opponent or prey, and then, dropping on to its back, envelope it and begin tearing at its sides and under parts with huge beak-like jaws, somewhat resembling those of the largest kind of the earthly octopus, only very much larger. The substance composing their bodies appeared to be not unlike that of a terrestrial jelly-fish, but much denser, and having the tenacity of soft indiarubber save at the double ends, where it was much harder, in fact a good deal more like horn.


  When one of them had overpowered an enemy or a victim the two sank down into the vegetation, and the victor began to eat the vanquished. Their means of locomotion consisted of huge fins, or rather half fins, half wings, of which they had three laterally arranged behind each head, and four much longer and narrower, above and below, which seemed to be used mainly for steering purposes.


  They moved with equal ease in either direction, and they appeared to rise or fall by inflating or deflating the middle portions of their bodies, somewhat as fish do with their swimming bladders.


  The light in the lower regions of this strange ocean was dimmer than earthly twilight, although the Astronef was steadily making her way beneath the arch of the rings towards the sunlit hemisphere.


  “I wonder what the effect of the searchlight would be on these fellows!” said Redgrave. “Those huge eyes of theirs are evidently only suited to dim light. Let’s try and dazzle some of them.”


  “I hope it won’t be a case of the moths and the candle!” said Zaidie. “They don’t seem to have taken much interest in us so far. Perhaps they haven’t been able to see properly, but suppose they were attracted by the light and began crowding round us and fastening on to us, as the horrible things do with each other. What should we do then? They might drag us down and perhaps keep us there; but there’s one thing, they’d never eat us, because we could keep closed up and die respectably together.”


  “Not much fear of that, little woman,” he said, “we’re too strong for them. Hardened steel and toughened glass ought to be more than a match for a lot of exaggerated jelly-fish like these,” said Redgrave, as he switched on the head search-light. “We’ve come here to see strange things and we may as well see them. Ah, would you my friend.


  No, this is not one of your sort, and it isn’t meant to eat.”


  A huge, double-headed monster, apparently some four hundred feet long, came floating towards them as the search-light flashed out, and others began instantly to crowd about them, just as Zaidie had feared.


  “Lenox, for Heaven’s sake be careful!” cried Zaidie, shrinking up beside him as the huge, hideous head, with its saucer eyes and enormous beak-like jaws wide open, came towards them. “And look, there are more coming. Can’t we go up and get away from them?”


  “Wait a minute, little woman,” replied Redgrave, who was beginning to feel the passion of adventure thrilling in his nerves. “If we fought the Martian air fleet and licked it I think we can manage these things. Let’s see how he likes the light.”


  As he spoke he flashed the full glare of the five thousand candle-power lamp full on to the creature’s great cat-like eyes. Instantly it bent itself up into an arc. The two heads, each the exact image of the other, came together. The four eyes glared half dazzled into the conning-tower and the four huge jaws snapped viciously together.


  “Lenox, Lenox, for goodness sake let us go up!” cried Zaidie shrinking still closer to him. “That thing’s too horrible to look at.”


  “It is a beast, isn’t it?” he said, “but I think we can cut him in two without much trouble.”


  He pressed one of the buttons on the signal board three times quickly and once slowly. It was the signal for full speed on the propellers, that is to say about a hundred earth-miles an hour. The Astronef ought to have sprung forward and driven her ram through the huge, brick-red body of the hideous creature which was now only a couple of hundred yards from them; but instead of that a slow, jarring, grinding thrill seemed to run through her, and she stopped. The next moment Murgatroyd put his head up through the companion-way which led from the upper deck to the conning-tower, and said in a tone whose calm indicated, as usual, resignation to the worst that could happen:


  “My lord, two of those beasts, fishes or live balloons, or whatever they are, have come across the propellers. They’re cut up a good bit, but I’ve had to stop the engines, and they’re clinging all round the after part. We’re going down, too. Shall I disconnect the propellers and turn on the repulsion?”


  “Yes, certainly, Andrew!” cried Zaidie, “and all of it, too. Look, Lenox, that horrible thing is coming. Suppose it broke the glass, and we couldn’t breathe this atmosphere!”


  As she spoke the enormous, double-headed body advanced until it completely enveloped the forward part of the Astronef. The two hideous heads came close to the sides of the conning-tower; the huge, palely luminous eyes looked in upon them. Zaidie, in her terror, even thought that she saw something like human curiosity in them.


  Then, as Murgatroyd disappeared to obey the orders which Redgrave had sanctioned with a quick nod, the heads approached still closer, and she heard the ends of the pointed jaws, which she now saw were armed with shark-like teeth, striking against the thick glass walls of the conning-tower.


  “Don’t be frightened, dear!” he said, putting his arm round her, just as he had done when they thought they were falling into the fiery seas of Jupiter. “You’ll see something happen to this gentleman soon. Big and all as he is there won’t be much left of him in a few minutes. They are like those monsters they found in the lowest depths of our own seas. They can only live under tremendous pressure. That’s why we didn’t find any of them up above. This chap’ll burst like a bubble presently. Meanwhile, there’s no use in stopping here. Suppose you go below and brew some coffee and bring it up on deck with a drop of brandy in it, while I go and see how things are looking aft. It doesn’t do you any good, you know, to be looking at monsters of this sort. You can see what’s left of them later on.”


  Zaidie was not at all sorry to obey him for the horrible sight had almost sickened her.


  They were still under the arch of the rings, and so, when the full strength of the R. Force was directed against the body of Saturn, the vessel sprang upwards like a projectile fired from a cannon.


  Redgrave went back into the conning-tower to see what happened to their assailant. It was already trying vainly to detach itself and sink back into a more congenial element. As the pressure of the atmosphere decreased its huge body swelled up into still huger proportions. The skin on the two heads puffed up as though air was being pumped in under it. The great eyes protruded out of their sockets; the jaws opened widely as though the creature were gasping for breath.


  Meanwhile Murgatroyd was seeing something very similar at the after end, and wondering what was going to happen to his propellers, the blades of which were deeply imbedded in the jelly-like flesh of the monsters.


  The Astronef leaped higher and higher, and the hideous bodies which were clinging to her swelled out huger and huger, and Redgrave even fancied that he heard something like the cries of pain from both heads on either side of the conning-tower. They passed through the inner cloud-veil, and then the Astronef began to turn on her axis, and, just as the outer envelope came into view the enormously distended bulk of the monsters collapsed, and their fragments, seeming now more like the tatters of a burst balloon, dropped from the body of the Astronef and floated away down into what had once been their native element.


  “Difference of environment means a lot, after all,” said Redgrave to himself. “I should have called that either a lie or a miracle if I hadn’t seen it, and I’m jolly glad I sent Zaidie down below.”


  “Here’s your coffee, Lenox,” said Zaidie’s voice from the upper deck, “only it doesn’t seem to want to stop in the cups, and the cups keep getting off the saucers. I suppose we’re turning upside down again.”


  Redgrave stepped somewhat gingerly on to the deck, for his body had so little weight under the double attraction of Saturn and the Rings that a very slight effort would have sent him flying up to the roof of the deck-chamber.


  “That’s exactly as you please,” he said, “just hold that table steady a minute. We shall have our centre of gravity back soon. And now, as to the main question, suppose we take a trip across the sunlit hemisphere of Saturn to, what I suppose we should call, on Earth, the South Pole. We can get resistance from the Rings, and as we are here we may as well see what the rest of Saturn is like. You see, if our theory is correct as to the Rings gathering up most of the atmosphere of Saturn about its equator, we shall get to higher altitudes where the air is thinner and more like our own, and therefore it’s quite possible that we shall find different forms of life in it too—or if you’ve had enough of Saturn and would prefer a trip to Uranus—?”


  “No, thanks,” said Zaidie quickly. “To tell you the truth, Lenox, I’ve had almost enough star-wandering for one honeymoon, and though we’ve seen nice things as well as horrible things—especially those ghastly, slimy creatures down there—I’m beginning to feel a bit homesick for good old mother Earth. You see, we’re nearly a thousand million miles from home, and, even with you, it makes one feel a bit lonely. I vote we explore the rest of this hemisphere up to the pole, and then, as they say at sea—I mean our sea—’bout ship, and see if we can find our own old world again. After all, it’s more homelike than any of these, isn’t it?”


  “Just take your telescope and look at it,” said Redgrave, pointing towards the Sun, with its little cluster of attendant planets. “It looks something like one of Jupiter’s little moons down there, doesn’t it, only not quite as big?”


  “Yes, it does, but that doesn’t matter. The fact is that it’s there, and we know what it’s like, and it’s home, if it is a thousand million miles away, and that’s everything.”


  By this time they had passed through the outer band of clouds. The huge, sunlit arch of the Rings towered up to the zenith, and apparently overarched the whole heavens. Below and in front of them lay the enormous semi-circle of the hemisphere which was turned towards the Sun, shrouded by its many colored bands of clouds. The Repulsive Force was directed strongly against the lower Ring, and the Astronef dropped rapidly in a slanting direction through the cloud-bands towards the southern temperate zone of the planet.


  They passed through the second, or dark, cloud-band at the rate of about three thorn sand miles an hour, aided by the Repulsion against the Rings and, the attraction of the planet, and soon after lunch, the materials of which now consented to remain on the table, they passed through the clouds and found themselves in a new world of wonders.


  On a far vaster scale, it was the Earth during that period of its development which is called the Reptilian Age. The atmosphere was still dense and loaded with aqueous vapour, but the waters had already been divided from the land.


  They passed over vast, marshy continents and islands, and warm seas, above which thin clouds of steam still hung. They passed through these, and, as they swept southward with the propellers working at their utmost speed, they caught glimpses of giant forms rising out of the steamy waters near the land; of others crawling slowly over it, dragging their huge bulk through a tremendous vegetation, which they crushed down as they passed, as a sheep on earth might push its way through a field of standing corn.


  Yet other shapes, huge winged and ungainly, fluttered with a slow, bat-like motion, through the lower strata of the atmosphere.


  Every now and then during the voyage across the temperate zone the propellers were slowed down to enable them to witness some Titanic conflict between the gigantic denizens of land and sea and air. But her ladyship had had enough of horrors on the Saturnian equator, and so she was quite content to watch this phase of evolution (as it had happened on the Earth many thousands of ages ago) from a convenient distance, and so the Astronef sped on southward without approaching the surface nearer than a couple of miles.


  “It’ll be all very nice to see and remember and dream about afterwards,” she said, “but really I don’t think I can stand any more monsters just now, at least not at close quarters, and I’m quite sure if those things can live there we couldn’t, any more than we could have lived on Earth a million years or so ago. No, really I don’t want to land, Lenox, let’s go on.”


  They went on at a speed of about a hundred miles an hour, and, as they progressed southward, both the atmosphere and the landscape rapidly changed. The air grew clearer and the clouds lighter. Lands and seas were more sharply divided, and both teeming with life. The seas still swarmed with serpentine monsters of the saurian type, and the firmer lands were peopled by huge animals, mastodons, bears, giant tapirs, nyledons, deinotheriums, and a score of other species too strange for them to recognise by any earthly likeness, which roamed in great herds through the vast twilit forests and over boundless plains covered with grey-blue vegetation.


  Here, too, they found mountains for the first time on Saturn; mountains steep-sided, and many earth-miles high.


  As the Astronef was skirting the side of one of these ranges Redgrave allowed it to approach more closely than he had so far done to the surface of Saturn.


  “I shouldn’t wonder if we found some of the higher forms of life up here,” he said. “If there is anything here that’s going to develop some day into the human race of Saturn, it would naturally get up here.”


  “Of course it would,” said Zaidie, “as far as possible out of the reach of those unutterable horrors on the equator. I should think that would be one of the first signs they would show of superior intelligence. Look, I believe there are some of them. Do you see those holes in the mountain side there? And there they are, something like gorillas, only twice as big, and up the trees, too—and what trees! They must be seven or eight hundred feet high.”


  “Tree and cave-dwellers, and ancestors of the future royal race of Saturn, I suppose!” said Redgrave. “They don’t look very nice, do they? Still, there’s no doubt about their being far superior in intelligence to what we left behind us. Evidently this atmosphere is too thin for the two-headed jelly-fishes, and the saurians to breathe. These creatures have found that out in a few hundreds of generations, and so they have come to live up here out of the way. Vegetarians, I suppose, or perhaps they live on smaller monkeys and other animals, just as our ancestors did.”


  “Really, Lenox,” said Zaidie, turning round and facing him, “I must say that you have a most unpleasant way of alluding to one’s ancestors. They couldn’t help what they were.”


  “Well, dear,” he said, going towards her, “marvellous as the miracle seems, I’m heretic enough to believe it possible that your ancestors even, millions of years ago, perhaps, may have been something like those; but then, of course, you know I’m a hopeless Darwinian.”


  “And, therefore, entirely horrid, as I’ve often said before when you get on subjects like these. Not, of course, that I’m ashamed of my poor relations; and then, after all, your Darwin was quite wrong when he talked about the descent of man—and woman. We—especially the women—have ascended from that sort of thing, if there’s any truth in the story at all; though, personally, I must say I prefer dear old Mother Eve.”


  “Who never had a sweeter daughter!” he replied, drawing her towards him.


  “And, meanwhile, compliments being barred, I’ll go and get dinner ready,” she said. “After all, it doesn’t matter what world one’s in, one get’s hungry all the same.”


  The dinner, which was eaten somewhere in the middle of the fifteen-year-long day of Saturn, was a very pleasant one, because they were now nearing the turning-point of their trip into the depths of Space, and thoughts of home and friends were already beginning to fly back across the thousand-million-mile gulf which lay between them and the Earth which they had left only a little more than two months ago.


  While they were at dinner the Astronef rose above the mountains and resumed her southward course. Zaidie brought the coffee up on deck as usual after dinner, and, while Redgrave smoked his cigar and Zaidie her cigarette, they luxuriated in the magnificent spectacle of the sunlit side of Rings towering up, rainbow built on rainbow, to the zenith of their visible heavens.


  “What a pity there aren’t any words to describe it!” said Zaidie. “I wonder if the descendants of the ancestors of the future human race on Saturn will invent anything like a suitable language. I wonder how they’ll talk about those Rings millions of years hence.”


  “By that time there may not be any Rings,” Lenox replied, blowing a ring of smoke from his own lips. “Look at that—made in a moment and gone in a moment—and yet on exactly the same principle, it gives one a dim idea of the difference between time and eternity. After all it’s only another example of Kelvin’s theory of vortices. Nebulae, and asteroids, and planet-rings, and smoke-rings are really all made on the same principle.”


  “My dear Lenox, if you’re going to get as philosophical and as commonplace as that I’m going to bed. Now that I come to think of it, I’ve been about fifteen earth-hours out of bed, so it’s about time I went. It’s your turn to make the coffee in the morning—our morning I mean—and you’ll wake me in time to see the South Pole of Saturn, won’t you? You’re not coming yet, I suppose?”


  “Not just yet, dear. I want to see a bit more of this, and then I must go through the engines and see that they’re all right for that thousand million mile homeward voyage you’re talking about. You can have a good ten hours’ sleep without missing much, I think, for there doesn’t seem to be anything more interesting than our own Arctic life down there. So good-night, little woman, and don’t have too many nightmares.


  “Good-night!” she said, “if you hear me shout you’ll know that you’ve to come arid protect me from monsters. Weren’t those two-headed brutes just too horrid for words? Good-night, dear!”


  IN THE ORBIT OF SATURN


  R.F. Starzl


  Disguised as a voluntary prisoner on a pirate space ship, an I.F.P. man penetrates the mystery of the dreaded “Solar Scourge.”


  THE Celestia, gliding through space toward Titan, major satellite of Saturn, faltered in her course. Her passengers, mostly mining engineers and their wives, stockholders, and a sprinkling of visitors, were aware of a cessation of the heavens’ apparent gyrations, due to the halting of the ship’s rotation on its axis. At the same time the ship’s fictitious gravity, engendered by the centrifugal force of its rotation, ceased, so that passengers, most of whom were assembled in the main salon, which occupied the entire midship section, drifted away from the curved floor, whose contour followed that of the outer skin, to flounder in helpless Confusion.


  A woman screamed. A rasping sound, as of metal scraping against the hull, came from one point in the circumference, and here the portholes were obscured by a dark mass that blotted out the stars.


  An old man, clinging to a luxuriously upholstered chair, and pale with fright, cried:


  “It’s those damned pirates. If they find out who I am it’ll break the company to ransom me.”


  “If the company thinks it worthwhile to ransom you,” retorted his youngish, saturnine companion, who seemed less scared than annoyed.


  Questions darted back and forth. No word came from the control room forward, and little of what transpired outside could be seen through the thick glass ports. The pirate ship loomed over them like a monstrous leech, its bolts sharply etched in black and white by the sunlight from their stern. Beyond that was only the velvety darkness—the absolute vacuity of space that carries no sound, refracts no light. A battle was iraging out there, but of that nothing could be seen or heard in the salon. Only a dull, booming vibration through the flyer’s hull, made by the rockets in a useless effort to shake off their captor.


  OF all the passengers, none understood the situation as well as Quirl Finner. In imagination he followed the desperate struggle that was going on out there, for the men who were selling their lives were his companions in arms, the ship’s guard of the redoubtable I.F.P., the Interplanetary Flying Police who carried the law of white men to the outermost orbit of the solar system.


  Quirl bristled, but he maintained his pose of indifference—of the sightseeing passenger who depended blindly on the ship’s crew for his own safety. In appearance he might easily have been the pampered son of some millionaire that he impersonated. His close-fitting silken tunic of blue, with its bright yellow roll-collar, the turban of fine yellow lace, the close-fitting trousers that showed his lithe yet powerfully molded legs, the thin-soled low boots—all proclaimed him the typical time-killing dandy of the times. His superb proportions made him look smaller, lighter than he really was, and his lean features, which under the I.F.P. skullcap would have looked hawklike, were sufficiently like the patrician fineness of the character part he was playing. Young men of means in the year 2159 were by no means without their good points. They indulged in athletic sports to counteract the softening influence of idleness, and so Quirl Finner had no misgivings about the success of his disguise.


  Yet he could not refrain from listening intently for every sound that penetrated the hull. His part was to be captured by the pirate, who had been named “The Solar Scourge” by sensational newscasters, and to learn all he could, and eventually to be ransomed by a “wealthy father” with his priceless information. So he waited, chafing, while men he knew, men who had faced the perils of space with him, met their death.


  After a time there came the sudden crackling of the air-tight bulkhead which separated the salon from the forward sections. Quirl knew what this meant. The pirates had succeeded in breaching a hole through the ship’s skin, and the air of the forward section had rushed into space. It was sickening to think of those brave men up there caught in the suddenly formed vacuum. Long before the bulkhead had ceased crackling he knew they were dead, and that the pirate crew had entered, wearing vacuum suits, and was even then replenishing the air so the passengers could be taken alive.


  THEY had been in the prison hold of the pirate ship for five days, terrestrial time. This was nothing like the spacious quarters they had occupied before. A cross-section of their prison would have looked like a wedge with a quarter circle for its blunt end. The curved wall of the great cylindrical projectile, nearly a hundred feet in diameter, was their floor, on which they could walk like flies on the inside of a wheel rim. The walls of the room, on two sides, converged toward the top, until they joined the sides of a welllike tunnel that ran from the nose of the ship to its tail, where the rocket nozzles were. A door pierced the tunnel side, and under this door was a metal platform, from which one could either climb into the passage or down a ladder into the hold. A pirate guard held this platform, from where he could peer over the top of a curtain which gave scant privacy to the men and women prisoners on either side of it.


  On the floorplates, without even the meager comfort of the dried Martian weeds that had been given to the women, sat or lay the men. They showed their dejection, their faces covered with new growths of beard, their clothes crumpled and torn. The only furniture consisted of a long, light metal table on the women’s side, securely bolted to the floor. The prisoners were obliged to stand at this when eating their meals. The whole cheerless scene was coldly illuminated by a single light-emanating disk just under the guard’s platform.


  Steps echoed hollowly metallic from above. Quirl wondered if it was already time for the galley boy to bring the immense bowl of hot stew for the noon meal.


  IT was not. It was Moby Gore, the huge and overbearing first mate of the pirates on his daily mission of inspection and prisoner baiting.


  Quirl crept further into his corner. It would be fatal to his plan for him to attract the attention of this petty tyrant. It was hard enough to keep away from him—to crush back the almost overwhelming desire to fly at him, fists hammering.


  Gore came down the ladder deliberately, pausing on the lower steps to look around with his little, pig’s eyes. His head was set well forward on his thick, muscular neck, so that he had to look out from under his beetling brows in a manner peculiarly ape-like. His heavy face was smooth-shaven, and his blue-black jowls and chin looked painfully smooth. His coarse, black hair was brushed back and plastered firmly to his bullet head.


  His body was heavy, but moved with deadly smoothness and precision. The customary harness which passed around his naked torso supported a double-barreled ironizing electrocution pistol, and also a short, savagely knobbed riot club. Depending from the belt at his waist were short pants, which displayed the thick, hairy legs with their cablelike muscles. On his feet were thick socks, so that his toes were able to curl around the rungs of the ladder.


  Satisfied with his quick, darting inspection, Gore now came all the way down. At the foot of the ladder lay an elderly man in the oblivion of sleep. Gore’s foot came down on the thin chest. With savage pleasure he bore down, so that the old man’s startled squawk ended in a fit of coughing. Gore cuffed him aside roughly, growling:


  “Old squiffer! Let that learn you to sleep out of the way!” He laughed coarsely when one of the prisoners, with the temerity of anonymity, started to boo, but received no support.


  CARELESSLY Gore passed among the prisoners. Here and there he halted, snatching some article of finery or inconspicuous bit of jewelry that he had overlooked before. They shrank from him, only too glad to see him pass on to the next unfortunate.


  “You, there!” Gore rasped, indicating Quirl with his stubby forefinger. “Come on out o’ there, you!”


  Quirl hoped that the brutal mate would not hear the thudding of his beating heart, or that if he did, he would take it for fear. He came slowly toward Gore, who was greedily eyeing the young man’s brightly colored and valuable tunic. Quirl came too slowly.


  “What do you take me for?” Gore bellowed in unreasonable anger. He strode forward, the prisoners scattering before him. His large, knotty hand closed on Quirl’s arm, and jerked, with the intention of whirling this reluctant prisoner across the room. But Quirl was heavier, and his arm harder, than Gore had supposed. The hand came away, and with a tearing scream, the beautiful silk garment ripped off, ruined, disclosing Quirl’s white and well-knit body.


  “You done that a-purpose!” Gore roared, and then his great ape’s arms were around Quirl, trying to break his back.


  But that seemingly slight body would not bend, and, as much as Gore might tug and heave, he could not force Quirl back. The little pig-eyes glared, and there was death in them. Suddenly Gore let go. His hand leaped to the short club at his side, and he swung the weapon in a vicious arc. Quirl’s relaxed forearm met it, sapping most of its force. Yet when it struck his head it seemed to burst like a ball of fire. He crashed against the wall and sank to the floor only half conscious.


  “Gore! Gore!” yelled the guard from the platform, “ ’member how sore the Old Man was about the last terrie you killed? Better lay off.”


  “Shut yo’r damned mug!” Gore yelled back. But he gave up his idea of kicking the prisoner, and with a menacing glare for the guard, passed on.


  AS Quirl’s mind slowly cleared he congratulated himself for his repression. During his struggle with Gore his hand had come in contact with the butt of the mate’s electrogun. He could easily have pulled it out of its holster and turned it against its owner. But this hasty action would not only have assured his own death, but would have destroyed the only chance the I.F.P. had of learning “The Scourge’s” secrets.


  Gore slowly worked his way to the women’s side of the hold. Here, much to the amusement of the guard and himself, he began stripping off their long, flowing robes, disclosing their nude bodies. He seemed to see particular humor in heaping indignity on the older women, commenting coarsely on their shortcomings. The men viewed this with set, pale faces. But none dared to interfere. In their midst was an object lesson, his head swathed in bandages. He had been the first to resent this exhibition, an almost daily event, when the mate’s roving eye had happened to alight upon his wife.


  All at once Gore’s careless and derogatory progress was halted, and he stared with terrifying intentness at the girl who had until that day managed to escape his notice. Gore had torn off a nondescript black cape that had covered her head and face, and the golden silk robe she wore. To Quirl, watching from a space of some sixty feet, her beauty came like a shock. He remembered her as Lenore Hyde, whom he had seen only once before as she emerged briefly from her stateroom.


  About five feet, six inches tall, her slim figure was dwarfed by the huge bulk of the mate. Her golden hair tumbled over her slim shoulders, almost to her waist, where a tasseled cord held the clinging silk close to her. Her face, so white that it seemed like silver in that gorgeous setting, was cold and defiant. There was no fear in those deep blue eyes under the straight brows—only loathing and contempt.


  Gore was not concerned with the personal feelings of his prize. He licked his wide, cruel lips, seizing the girl’s arm as in a vise. His other big, dirty hand slipped into the collar of her robe.


  BUT the ripping of fabric did not come. Instead there was a sharp crack, and Gore, too surprised even to move, stared at the little man who had hit him.


  Again crack! The impact of fist on jaw. The blow was too weak to hurt this toughened veteran of countless battles. But slowly a tide of dull red welled up over the bull neck, turning the blue-black jowls to purple, and the walls echoed to Gore’s roar of anger.


  Again the fists of the smaller man smacked, this time drawing a trickle of blood from Gore’s mouth. Then the thick fingers closed on the brave passenger’s wrist, and the tremendous muscles swelled as, with a quick movement, Gore thrust his adversary back of him, grasping the other wrist also. Then with slow, irresistible motion, he began drawing the thin arms forward, stretching them, until the unfortunate man, drawn against the barrier of Gore’s back, began to shriek with pain.


  Still Gore pulled, grinning evilly, and his victim’s shoulder blades lifted under the tight skin of his back as they took the strain. Shriek followed shriek, until the guard on the platform glanced furtively out into the central well. There came a dry, tearing crackle as the bones of the arms were drawn out of their sockets, and then the shrieks ceased as merciful unconsciousness came.


  Gore tossed the limp body carelessly away.


  “The beast!” Quirl gritted his teeth. But he stayed where he was, hiding his clenched fists, for his was a specific assignment, and men of the I.F.P. know the meaning of the word “duty.”


  In a better humor again, Gore looked around.


  “Come on, you little ginny!” he chortled. “I see you! Come to Moby, my beauty. You’ll be queen of the hold, and this scurvy litter will kiss your feet every day.”


  HE pursued her as she ran, bowling over or trampling on the fear-stricken prisoners as they tried to scramble out of his way, men and women alike. But she made up in agility what she lacked in strength, lifting up the hem of her robe so that her legs twinkled bare, ducking under Gore’s outstretched arms, or leaping over the fallen form of some stumbling, panic-stricken unfortunate.


  Only in her eyes was there a true picture of her terror. Gore’s uncertain temper was changing again, and in a few moments he was cursing foully, his little red-rimmed eyes glistening, as he dashed after her with short, boar-like rushes.


  Again she skimmed past where Quirl cowered in simulated fear, and the look she gave him struck straight at the disguised officer’s heart. So it was that when she slipped and fell to her knees, and Gore charged in with a triumphant laugh, Quirl met him with no thought of anything, no feeling but the joy of battle, the delight of a strong man when he meets a foe whom he hates. And to that heady, feral emotion was added the unforgettable picture of a lovely face whose obvious fear was somehow tempered by hope and confidence—in him!


  As Gore lunged past, Quirl struck him. It was a short, sharp, well-timed jab that would have knocked out an ordinary man. But Gore was by no means ordinary. The blow laid open his cheek against the jawbone, but Gore scarcely slowed as he swerved. With a bellow of rage, he came straight at Quirl, arms outstretched.


  Philosophers have said that no matter how far the human race advances in the sciences, its fundamental reactions will still be atavistic. Gore could have dispatched Quirl in a second with his ray weapon, with perfect safety. Yet it is doubtful that the weapon even entered his mind. As he came to the battle he was driven only by the primitive urge to fight with his hands, to maim, to tear limb from limb like the great simians whom he resembled.


  TO Quirl, coolly poised, the picture of Gore did not inspire terror. In the passengers, it did. They saw a brutal giant, gorilla-like, and roaring like a beast, charging at a half-naked youth apparently only half his size. It seemed that those tremendous arms must break him at the first touch.


  But the grasping hands slipped off the lithe body as if it were oiled, leaving only angry red welts along Quid’s ribs. As the officer edged away he planted two blows on Gore’s nose, which began to bleed freely.


  Again Gore rushed, and spat! spat! two seemingly light blows landed on his face, opening a cut above his eye and another on his cheek bone. In a few seconds of battling he had become a shocking sight, with his features almost obscured by welling blood.


  Again Quirl measured him, and this time, instead of evading the grasp of the mate’s eager arms, he stepped right between them. Like a wraith he slipped into their embrace, and before they could grasp him, standing so close that his chest almost touched his adversary’s, he whipped a right to Gore’s jaw. It was the kind of punch that makes champions, a whiplike lash of the forearm, with relaxed muscles that tighten at the moment of impact. A punch with “follow-through” fit to knock out ninety-nine men out of a hundred.


  But it did not knock out Gore, and Quirl had to pay dearly for his error. Gore was staggered, but his mighty arms closed, hugging his slighter opponent to his hairy chest so that the breath was choked out of him, and the metal studs on his harness gouged cruelly into Quirl’s flesh. His face was blue before he could work his arm loose, and begin to prod with stiffened fingers at Gore’s throat. Gore had to let go then, and Quirl broke away, boxed for a few moments until he had recovered, and then proceeded to chop Gore’s face beyond any semblance of humanity.


  The mate had dropped his ray weapon, and now searched for it with blinded eyes. He flung his riot club, and it flew wide of the mark. It was obvious that he was going to be beaten into insensibility.


  THE guard on the platform, seeing the trend of the battle, shouted hoarsely up the well, and in a few minutes four men, hard-bitten, villainous looking fellows, tumbled down the ladder and joyously joined in the fray. It was then only a matter of seconds before Quirl lay on the floor-plates, battered and bleeding, but still feebly fighting, while Gore sat astride him, seeking with vicious fingers for Quirl’s eyes. At the same time his men were kicking at the helpless man’s body wherever they could reach him.


  At the sight of this brutality the other prisoners, forgetting for the moment their own cowed condition, set up such a bedlam of noise that the guard began to look furtively up the passage, and to shout at the ruffians.


  Suddenly he was whirled aside, and a figure in uniform, moving with uncanny speed for a man so massive, appeared upon the platform and bounded down the ladder. He was among the struggling men on the floor in a moment, and became a maze of flailing arms and legs. Like tenpins the pirates scattered, and the giant pulled off the mate. Gore could not see, but as he writhed he knew he was in the grip of the pirate captain. Captain Strom’s harsh, ascetic face was dangerous, and his steely gray eyes compelling. The men managed slovenly salutes.


  “Gore,” Strom snapped, “have your men get some water and mop up this blood. How many times have I told you to quit mauling the prisoners? D’ye think I’m in this business to provide amusement for you? Henceforth keep out of this hold. Hear?”


  “Yes, sir,” Gore muttered sullenly. “Took five of you bums to handle him, did it?” Strom remarked sardonically, stooping to pick up the unconscious Quirl. He carried him easily, up the ladder. As they disappeared Strom’s voice boomed out: “Dr. Stoddard! Stoddard! Messenger, have Stoddard report at my cabin.”


  THE mate was wiping the blood off his face with a rag.


  “I tried to call yer,” the guard whined.


  “That tears it!” Gore exclaimed fiercely, bursting into a string of abuse. But one of his henchmen nudged him.


  “Keep yer tongue in yer face, Gore, till the time comes.”


  Gore said nothing, but glared savagely at the prisoners.


  “Get the buckets and mops!” he snarled at his men, and they fled precipitately.


  A long, wailing noise came through the hatch.


  “Soopson! S-o-o-pson!”


  “Here comes yer grub, damn you,” Gore growled at the prisoners in general. A shuffling sound followed the singsong call, and then a “galley boy” of forty years or so, badly crippled by club-feet, shuffled up to the hatch and laboriously let himself down to the platform. The huge bowl of stew he was carrying was far too heavy for him, and his strained, thin face was beady with sweat.


  “Get a move on, Sorko!” Gore bellowed up at him. “Get your swill down here. Some o’ these swine are goin’ short this time, anyway.”


  Sorko set the big bowl down at the top of the steps and began to descend backward. Then he resumed his burden.


  But he was nervous, and had barely started when his crippled feet, far too big for his thin shanks, became entangled. He gave a giddy shriek and fell over backward, landing on his back, and lay still. His pale, freckled face became greenish.


  But the bowl, filled to the brim by its greasy, scalding hot contents, flew in a sweeping parabola, tipping as it fell, so that the entire contents cascaded on Gore, drenching him from head to foot. Howling with rage and pain he danced around. He was utterly beside himself. When he was able to see he rushed for Sorko. who was moaning with returning consciousness, and picked up the frail body to hurl it against the floor.


  “Stop, or you’re dead!”


  THAT voice, so incisive and clear, was a woman’s. Gore found himself looking into the little twin funnels of his own ray projector. They were filled with a milky light, and the odor of ozone was strong. The girl had only to press the trigger and a powerful current would leap along the path of those ionizing beams. And Gore would murder no more.


  Stupidly, he let Sorko slide to the floor, where the poor fellow recovered sufficiently from his paralyzing fright and his fall to scuttle away.


  Looking past the menacing weapon, Gore saw the girl, Lenore Hyde. Her limpid eyes under their straight brows were blazing, and he read in them certain death for himself.


  “Up that ladder!” she ordered sharply, “and stay out! Guard, when this beast is gone I will give you this weapon. Now, connect up your skipper.”


  Too surprised to disobey, the guard threw the televisor switch, and in a moment Strom’s stern face appeared on the screen. He comprehended the situation immediately.


  “Do as she says,” he ordered brusquely. “Stoddard is coming to take care of that man of hers that Gore beat up.”


  A few minutes later she was tearfully assisting the ship’s doctor to put the man with the dislocated shoulders on a stretcher.


  “Your husband?” asked Stoddard, who resembled a starved gray rat.


  “My brother,” she exclaimed simply.


  “Want to take care of him?” And at her eager assent, he said, “Can’t afford to let him die. Your family got money?”


  “Yes. yes! They will pay anything—anything—to get him back safely.”


  The doctor grinned with satisfaction.


  MEMORY returned to Quirl with the realization that he was lying on a metal bunk in an outside stateroom, where he could see the orderly procession of the stars through the floor ports as the ship rotated. His body was racked with pain, and his head seemed enormous. His sensation, he discovered, was due to a thick swathing of bandages.


  As he stirred something moved in an adjoining bunk, and Dr. Stoddard’s peaked face came into view.


  “How do you feel?” he asked professionally.


  “Rotten!”


  “We’ll fix that.” He left, returning a few minutes later with a portable apparatus somewhat resembling its progenitor, the diathermy generator. He disposed a number of insulated loops about Quid’s body and head, connecting them through flexible cables to his machine. As a gentle humming began, Quirl was conscious of an agreeable warmth, of a quickening all over his body. A great lassitude followed, and he slept.


  When he awoke again Captain Strom was standing beside him. He had taken off his coat, and his powerful body filled the blouse he was wearing. He had evidently just come off duty, for he still had on his blue trousers, with the stripes of gold braid down the sides.


  “It may interest you, Mr. Finner, that I have selected you as one of the chosen,” he remarked casually.


  “One of the chosen what?”


  “The chosen race. You didn’t take me for an out-and-out damned pirate, did you?”


  “Excuse me if I seem dumb!” Quirl hoisted himself on his elbow. “Yes, I figure you’re a pirate. What else?”


  STROM’S stern face relaxed in a smile. It was a strange smile, inscrutably melancholy. It revealed, beneath the hardness of a warrior, something else; the idealism of a poet. When he spoke again it was with a strange gentleness:


  “To attain one’s end, one. must make use of many means, and sometimes to disguise one’s purpose. For instance, it is perfectly proper for an officer of the I.F.P. to disguise himself like a son of the idle rich in order to lay the infamous ‘Scourge’ by the heels, isn’t it?”


  Quirl felt himself redden. And a cold fear seemed to overwhelm him. He realized that Strom was a zealot, and he knew he would not hesitate to kill. This prompt penetration of his disguise was something he had not bargained for.


  “What makes you think,” he asked shortly, “that I’m an I.F.P. man?”


  “The fight you gave Gore and his men. Do you expect me to think that a coupon clipper could have done that? I know the way of—”


  He checked himself. Quirl said: “My people have money. I don’t know what you mean about—”


  “Oh, yes, you do,” Strom interrupted. “If you were what you claim to be perhaps I would let you go for the ransom, though you took my eye from the first.”


  “The ransom will be paid.”


  “It will not. You will be one of those who do not return. There is only one price I will accept from you.”


  “Yes? What is that?”


  “The formula of the new etheric ray.”


  “I don’t know the I.F.P. secrets. I told you that.”


  “You know how to operate the ray. All its men do. I want you to tell me what you know. I can deduce the rest.”


  QUIRL thought rapidly. Strom was right. The I.F.P. had developed a new ray that was far superior to the ionizer ray, for the latter required an atmosphere of some kind for its operation, while the new one would work equally well in a vacuum.


  “I never heard of any,” he lied stubbornly. “Anyway, what do you want a ray for? Your guns, with no gravity to interfere and no air to stop the bullets, have just about unlimited range, haven’t they?”


  “Spoken like a soldier!” Again Strom permitted himself a brief triumphant smile. “And we have the further advantage of invisibility. The ship is surrounded by a net of wires that create a field of force which bend light rays around us. That explains why your men have never caught us. But to get back to our subject. I will tell you something. Do you know who I am?”


  Quirl looked at him. Strom appeared to be at least sixty years old. But the fine, erect figure, the rugged features told nothing.


  “Did you ever hear of Lieutenant Burroughs?” Strom asked casually.


  “Burroughs—the man without a planet!” Quirl ejaculated. “Are you Burroughs, the traitor?” Immediately he regretted his heedlessness. Strom’s face darkened in anger, and for a moment the pirate captain did not reply. When he did he was a little calmer.


  “Traitor they called me!” he exclaimed vehemently. “I a traitor—the most loyal man in the solar system guard. Surrounded by rottenness and intrigue—


  “But you wouldn’t know. You were but a lad learning to fly your first toy helics when that happened. Years later the Martian Cabal was exposed, and the leading plotters—the traitors—were punished. But that was not till later, and the court’s irreversible decree against me had been carried out. I, the unsuspecting messenger, the loyal, eager dupe, was made the cat’s-paw. I was put on an old, condemned freighter, with food and supplies supposed to last me a lifetime, but with no power capsules and no means of steering the ship. I was set adrift in a derelict on a lonely orbit of exile around the sun—the man without a planet!


  “PICTURE that, lad. That rusty, dead old cylinder, coursing around and around the sun, and inside, sitting on his bales and boxes, a young man like you. A young man in the pride and prime of his life, expiating the treason that had betrayed him. Day after day, through the thick ports, I saw the same changeless scene. And every two years, when I drew near the Earth, I watched the beautiful green ball of it, with what bitter longings! As I watched it dwindle away again into the blackness of space, I thought of the fortunate, selfish, stupid and cruel beings who lived on it, and hated them. They had banished me, an innocent man, to whirl forever and ever around the sun, in my steel tomb!


  “But that cruel judgment was never executed. Seven years ago this Gore found me. He is an escaped convict, and he came in a little five-man rocket he had stolen. We loaded up all of the supplies the little ship would hold, for Gore had no food, and escaped to Titan, landing on an island on the side opposite to where the mines are.


  “Gore wanted to become a pirate, and as he could get men, I consented. He scraped them up, fugitives from justice, everyone of them. We built this ship, and I invented the invisibility field of force—”


  “Just a moment,” Quirl interrupted, vastly interested. “I saw your ship through the ports that day.”


  “True. The presence of your ship in the field distorted it so much that it was ineffective. But at all other times—right now—we are utterly invisible. One of the I.F.P. patrols may pass within a mile of us and never see us.


  “As we raided the interplanetary commerce, I began to weed out the people we captured. Those that showed the highest intelligence, sense of justice and physical perfection I selected to be the nucleus of a new race, to be kept on Titan for a time and then to be transplanted to a new planet of one of the nearer solar systems.


  “My principal trouble is with the crew. They can collect ransom only on those I reject, and there are constant clashes between me and Gore. It is now my intention to let them go their way, and to fit out a new ship, with a new crew. I offer you the place of first mate.”


  “No!” Quirl replied crisply. “You say you understand the honor of the Force, and then offer me a job pirating with you. No, thanks!”


  STROM, or Burroughs, made no attempt to conceal his disappointment. The recital of his wrongs had brought out the bitter lines of his face, and the weariness of one who plays his game alone and can call no one friend.


  “I should have known better,” he said quietly. “There was none more loyal to the I.F.P. than I—when I still belonged to it. Yet, I thought if I laid all my cards before you—You realize what this means?”


  “Yes,” Quirl replied soberly. “It means you will never dare to let me be ransomed nor to free me among your selected people. It means—death!”


  “Not death! I will parole you.” Quirl felt an overmastering surge of sympathy. He saw this pirate as later historians have come to see him—a man of lofty and noble purpose who was made the victim of shrewder, meaner minds in the most despicable interplanetary imbroglio ever to disgrace a solar system. The thought of his own fate, should he refuse the offer, did not depress Quirl as much as the necessity of heaping more disappointment on this deeply wronged “man without a planet.”


  “Captain,” he said slowly, with deep regret. “You remember the I.F.P. oath?” And at the other’s flush he hurried on. “Knowing that oath you know what my answer must be. Put me in irons or kill me!”


  “I know,” Strom added wistfully. “Would you—if I could just once more shake the clean hand of a brave man and a gentleman—”


  Quid’s hand shot out and gripped the long, powerful fingers of the pirate captain.


  QUIRL was willing to compromise to the extent of not revealing anything to the other passengers, for the privilege of being kept in the prison hold rather than in solitary confinement. Here he would be under the vigilant eye of a guard, with possibly less chance of effecting an escape in some way, but he felt a great desire to be near the girl Lenore, and to know that she was safe and in good spirits.


  They fastened him by means of a light chain and hoop that locked around his waist to a staple set in the floor near one wall. The other prisoners regarded him as a hero, for since the day of the epic fight the mate had kept away, and they had been treated with tolerable decency. Quirl was able to cheer them up with predictions that the most of them would be eligible to ransom. But as he looked at the pale beauty of Lenore he felt grave misgivings, for he knew that a man of Strom’s discernment would want her for his projected Utopia without question.


  She did not speak to him while the hero-worshipping crowd were fluttering about him to their heart’s content. When they finally left him alone she came up to him silently, and sat on the floor beside him.


  “I want to thank you,” she said quietly, clearly, “for what you did for me and my brother, Mr.—”


  “Finner. Quirl Finner. I have thought of you as Lenore, and wondered how you were. How long has it been since they took me out? You see—” he grinned, “I was asleep.”


  “Five days. At least, they turned off the lights five times for the sleeping periods.”


  “The man who fought for you—how is he?”


  “My brother—is dead!”


  Quirl looked away so that he should not see the quick tears springing to her eyes. But a few moments later he felt her cool hand on his scarred forehead, and she was smiling bravely.


  “Tragedies such as these, Quirl, were common in the lives of our ancestors. They were able to bear them, and we can bear them. All his life my poor brother has lived as a gentleman, sheltered, protected by class barriers. When he died of pneumonia caused by the jagged end of a broken rib—so Dr. Stoddard says—I think he had a lively sense of satisfaction that he should end in such a way. If it had not been for me—”


  SHE came to him often, after that, to sit quietly by his side, and to bring his food to him from the big community bowl which even the most fastidious of the prisoners had come to look forward to. She told of her life as the daughter of a capitalist who owned large mine holdings on Titan. It would be about time for the Celestia to reach Titan, and her non-arrival would be causing anxiety to Lenore’s father awaiting her there. The void would be swarming with I.F.P. patrols, but as the pirate ship was invisible nothing would be found but the mysteriously looted and abandoned Celestia.


  There was no longer any reason for concealing from her the fact that he himself was a member of the I.F.P., and Quirl told Lenore of the adventurous life he and his companions had led. Of forays to faraway and as yet undisciplined Pluto, of tropical Venus and Mercury, where the rains never cease, of the hostile and almost unknown planet of Aryl, within the orbit of Mercury, where no man has ever seen a true image of the landscape because of the stupendous and never-ending mirages.


  As time passed they were drawn together by the bonds of propinquity and mutual interest—this obscure police officer and the daughter of one of the most powerful men in the solar system. But Quirl did not name his love, for always there was the grim present of their captivity, the ghastly uncertainty of the future. The little “galley boy” Sorko seemed daily more frail. Apparently the fall he had sustained had done him some internal injury. Often the guard, with many a ribald comment, had to help him get his emptied bowl back up the ladder.


  ONE day he seemed overcome by great weakness. Staggering, he held his hand to his sweat-dewed forehead. Erratically he waltzed across the floor, to crumple in a heap where Quirl and the girl were sitting. Moved by compassion, Lenore composed his body in a more comfortable position, and with a bit of handkerchief moistened the pirate’s wrinkled, old-young face with some of Quid’s drinking water. The guard looked on indifferently.


  “Guard!” Quirl shouted. “He’s going to die. Come and take him to the lazaret.”


  “Sez you!” returned the guard callously. “Me, I stay on post till relieved. Sorko’ll be all right. He’s been throwin’ them fits right regular.”


  Sorko’s lips moved feebly, and Lenore bent down to catch his words. They were barely audible.


  “I’m all right, lady. You done me a good turn when you made Gore put me down, and I’m doin’ you one now. I wouldn’t do this for no one else.” He gasped.


  “Water!” Lenore exclaimed sharply, and Quirl handed her the rest of his cup.


  “Ain’t water he wants,” the amused guard observed. “The blighter’s playin’ for a good chew of merclite!”[*]


  “I ain’t as bad as I’m makin’ out,” Sorko whispered. “Got to do it to tell you this, ’cause you was square with me. Gore is fixin’ to have a mut’ny. Kill captain, kill all these dubs here—this guy of yourn, too. He wants to take you for his—” the weazened little face twisted in unwonted shy delicacy—“take you for him, pretty lady. I don’t want him to. I’m not—a—bad feller—”


  “What the hell, Sorko!” the puzzled guard exclaimed over the delay. “You bandy-legged rat, get up there, or I’ll give you a jolt.”


  Lenore looked up, indignant.


  “You heartless wretch! Would you let this man—”


  “Comin’ !” Sorko was scrambling to his feet, shuffling to the table, where he retrieved his bowl. Quirl and Lenore watched his painful progress up the ladder, until at last he disappeared into the passage.


  “Quirl,” she murmured, as her hand sought his, “take this.”


  He felt a small bit of metal, and looking at it cautiously, saw that he had a rough key, filed out of a piece of flat metal.


  “The key to that hoop around your waist. He copied it from the one the captain has, I suppose.”


  HIS hopes high all at once, Quirl sought the compact little lock in the small of his back. It took a long time to get the key in, and then it would not turn. It had been un-skillfully made, and was probably not a true reproduction. Nevertheless, by constant effort, he succeeded at last in turning it, and was awarded by hearing a faint click. He tested the hoop, felt it slip, and knew that at any time he chose he could free himself.


  “Lenore, dear,” he told her. “Go with the other women now. We must do nothing to make the guard suspicious. We don’t know when this mutiny is to come off, but we are close to Saturn now; it can’t be long. Go now.”


  “Good-by, dear. Be careful!”


  It seemed an eternity until the emanation disk became dim and went out and the prisoners made sleepy sounds. A relief guard took station, and the ship became silent, so that one could hear the rumbling of the propelling rockets. As there were no ports in this hold, there was no light whatever except the faint glow that came from the central passage above the platform. Against this the pirate was outlined as he sat on his stool. As Quid’s eyes became accustomed to the darkness he could see the play of faint highlights on his muscular torso, and so he waited.


  He thought over the situation. The safest and easiest course would be to create such a disturbance that Captain Strom would be attracted to the scene. This would probably not involve anything more than a severe beating for himself, and he would then find opportunity to acquaint Strom with the projected mutiny somehow. That Strom would know how to deal with it he never doubted. Lenore might then still be forcibly impressed as a citizen of Strom’s new planet, but at least she would not be exposed to the infinitely worse fate of becoming the plaything of Gore and his villainous crew.


  THE flaw of this plan was that Quirl himself would still be under practical sentence of death. Strom would not let his gratitude carry him so far as to release a man who knew as much as Quirl did, and who would not promise to keep his secrets.


  The preferable, though far more dangerous course was to strike before the mutineers could. Quirl knew something about the structure of the ship. It was built around the tubular passage, and every hold or group of rooms opened on this well, from the bow where the navigators were to the stern where the rockets were located. Somewhere there would be a generating room where the invisibility field was being produced. If he could find this and wreck the generators one of the I.F.P. ships with which this part of space doubtless swarmed, would sight them, and after that everything was in the hands of fate.


  Quirl nervously waited for the guard to nod. At any moment he expected to hear a hellish bedlam break loose—the beginning of the mutiny. And the guard seemed alert. There was nothing to do but take a chance.


  Quirl sighed as if he were turning in his sleep, so that the clink of the released chain would not seem out of place. The guard did not stir. Slowly, very slowly, Quirl crept across the floor. He had been robbed of all his clothing except his torn silk trousers; and his boots were gone, so he was able to move as quietly as a cat.


  With tense silence he ascended the ladder, praying that his weight would not send up a warning vibration. But his luck held. He was nearly at the top before it broke.


  “Take him off! Take him off!” It was an eery, strangled shriek from one of the male prisoners in the throes of a nightmare. With a startled curse the guard thudded to his feet, peered tensely into the darkness, his weapon sending twin milky beams of the powerful ionizing ray toward the source of the sound.


  THE dreamer had awakened, still gasping in the grip of fear, and other disturbed sleepers were grumbling.


  “Better go easy, you fools,” the pirate warned them. “Yer just in luck that I didn’t let loose a couple bolts on ye. Got a good notion to do it, anyway.” He played the dangerous little spots of light around, amused as the prisoners scrambled for safety, but with no real intention of releasing the deadly electric charge along the paths provided for it. This cruel pleasure cost him his life. As he turned his back Quirl leaped. His iron-hard forearm rose and fell, and the edge of his hand came down on the back of the pirate’s thick neck. There was a muffled crack and he slumped to the platform grating.


  Quickly the officer stripped off the man’s harness and buckled it around his own naked chest. The electrogun had been uninjured, and hooked to the belt was also the riot club, a truly appalling thing at close quarters. Quirl carried the body down, laid it prone in the corner he had occupied, snapped on the waistlock, and threw a ragged old blanket over the hairy legs. In the forthcoming disturbance, if anyone looked in, he would think the inert form a sleeping prisoner, and that the guard had deserted post.


  Quirl had feared an outbreak among the prisoners, but they were so apathetic that they paid little attention. Perhaps they thought it was Quirl who had been killed, and he did not dare even a whispered farewell to the girl he knew was watching somewhere in the darkness.


  Much to Quirl’s delight, the long, tubular passage was deserted. Here the centrifugal gravity was less than it had been in the hold. A weird place, this central tube, where every direction was down, and a man could walk on his ceiling, his floor, his walls with equal facility. No top nor bottom—just a long, smooth tube with numerous enigmatic doors leading to—where?


  At least it was easy to tell where the bow of the ship was. A light shone through a transom over the door to the navigating room. Should he try to hold up the navigating officer? He decided against that. There would be at least three men in there, and it was the custom to keep those quarters locked.


  “If only I knew where they generate the invisibility field!” he muttered, as he stood irresolute.


  OPPORTUNITY came at that moment. A crack of light appeared along the passage. A door was opening there. A moment later a head and shoulders showed. Someone was climbing up. Swiftly the officer ran to the place. The pirate did not even suspect anything wrong until he felt the spots of milky light on his face. He showed his terror plainly.


  “Get up!” Quirl hissed. The man obeyed with alacrity. Quirl glanced down. He saw tiers of bunks, evidently one of the crew’s dormitories.


  He now turned to the cowering pirate.


  “I’d as soon kill you as not!” Quirl snarled.


  “You got me wrong, brother!” the pirate whined. “I’m with Gore in this deal. Lay off!”


  “Where you bound for?”


  “I have to relieve Burke at the ventilating turbines.”


  “Let Burke wait. Lead on to the invisibility generators.”


  “Oh, I can’t do that, mister! I got to have a pass. Say, mister, I was just kidding about being one of Gore’s men. I’m for the cap’n, yes, sir!”


  “You lying scum!” Quirl barked impatiently. “Get going!”


  The white-faced and bewildered pirate led the way down the tube to the after end. He unlatched a door and tried to enter, but as soon as he had dropped through to the platform he was met by a guard with leveled ionizer.


  “This gem’man,” he started to explain. But Quirl dropped after him and gave him a powerful shove, so that he crashed into the guard. The latter pulled the trigger, and the unfortunate pirate crashed over the platform’s edge to the floor. Quirl had out his own electrogun and dispatched the guard. At the same time he felt a stunning shock. His senses reeled, but the grating had taken part of the discharge loosed by a pirate electrician at the foot of the ladder. Quirl threw his riot club and followed that up with another lightning bolt.


  HE was then the only living person in the room, in which two generators hummed softly. Connected to them was a bank of U-shaped tubes, each as tall as a man, which were filled with silent livid fire. Quirl picked up a wrench and started hammering at the thick tubes until the glass cracked. Each time he was engulfed by a wave of heat, and the tube became black. The great generators idled and automatically came to a stop. Quirl was certain now that the pirate ship would be visible, but the position of the captives was still desperate. He hoped that none of the surviving pirates would think of calling at the generator room, or find out in some other way that they were now visible in the eternal day of space.


  Quietly he climbed back to the passage and closed the hatch. He cast about for his next move. He was looking toward the bow, but on hearing the subdued clink of metal on metal, he turned.


  A dozen of the pirates were coming toward him.


  It would have been useless to draw his weapon. Theirs were out and could have burned him to a crisp before he could move. Silently and with deadliness apparent in every move they approached him.


  “Hope they try to capture me alive!” he thought. “What a dogfight that’ll be!”


  Now they were nearly up to him. “Come along, you fool!” barked the leader of the group as they were all around him. “Sapheads like you’ll give the whole game away.”


  Quirl could have laughed. This was evidently part of the mutineers’ crew bent on their errand of murder. In the dim light they had taken him for one of their number. He went with them, meekly.


  “Unlocked!” The leader whom Quirl had not seen before, exclaimed with satisfaction. He pulled the hatch open softly, and the hinges had been oiled. Quietly as panthers they descended the ladder. They stood at the bottom. Still another door barred the way. Quirl now realized that they were attacking the captain’s quarters. But the leader produced a key, and silently swung the door open. “So, you dogs! You’ve come!”


  LIKE an infuriated bull Captain Strom charged them, a riot club in each hand. He could have killed them all with a ray, but he chose to vent in physical action his consuming anger at their treachery, which he had in some way anticipated. Three or four went sprawling under his mighty blows. The others sought shelter behind tables and chests, and began stabbing at him with their electroguns. Electricity crackled, and the air became pungent with ozone. A pair of the twin rays struck the captain’s gold braid, and he went down. With a triumphant yell a man dashed at him, murderous club upraised. But Quirl was faster, and the pirate fell dead with a crushed skull.


  Strom was up again, fighting beside Quirl. The pirates remaining fell under their furious blows, and the two dashed out. Strom said nothing, and Quirl was not sure that he had been recognized. The captain charged straight for the navigating bow. Here, unless he should be attacked by the I.F.P. he could still control the situation. He was perhaps still ignorant of the ship’s visibility.


  But Quirl made for the prisoners’ hold. They would be cowering there, probably in darkness, not knowing what was going on. It was his intention to rally them, provide them with the weapons of the fallen pirates, and so be in a position to advantageously make terms with whoever was victorious in this battle.


  He saw, as he approached that the light was on. He was hardly a dozen feet away when the door was darkened. Quirl did not have to hear her cry to know that Gore had Lenore.


  RUNNING with remarkable speed, the mate carried his prize toward the after end of the tube. A hatch stood open there, and he dropped through, slamming it after him.


  Quirl picked up a bar that someone had dropped. It was but a matter of moments to break the lock and pull open the hatch. The hold was lighted, and empty. In its middle, holding the helpless Lenore, stood Gore, the electrogun in his hand covering the platform.


  “Boy scout to the rescue again!” Gore sneered. He was even more repulsive than before, with the marks Quirl had left on him in the last battle. But he was fearless and utterly reckless. “Well, m’lad, I know when I’m done. And when a fellow’s done he don’t care what happens. So here’s the lay: When I get out of here, I’ll be dead. And she’ll be dead, or you’ll wish she was. Get it? She’ll be killed, too, if you jolt me—the shock’ll pass to her. And the first man-jack who crosses that grating’ll get his from me. Now then, go ahead and pull! Goin’ to kill us both, or leave her to me?” He laughed defiantly, like one who counts himself already dead.


  Quirl tentatively placed one foot on the platform. Instantly a fat spark jumped from the metal to his foot, and sent him sprawling into the tube. He saw Strom coming toward him. He had killed his enemies in the control room and was now on the hunt for more.


  “Thanks for what you did,” he grunted. As a forlorn hope, Quirl explained the situation. Strom smiled a rare smile.


  “That’s all right,” he said mildly. “Quirl, you’re a square man, and I’d rather do something for a square enemy than a false friend. Oh, I can do it cheaply. The jig’s up for me, anyway!”


  Quickly he dropped through the door and launched himself. Gore saw him coming, and Strom’s body shuddered as the bolt struck squarely. He was dead when he hit, but his great weight knocked Gore down.


  QUIRL had time to jump after him, knocking the wind out of Gore before he could rise. Lenore picked up Gore’s weapon, but dared not use it for fear of injuring her lover. As the two fighting men circled warily, seeking openings in this battle that must be fatal to one of them, they did not see the slight, shadowy figure that dropped down to them. There was a flash, and Gore slumped, a knife in his back.


  “I done it! I done for him!” chattered Sorko. “The dirty, lousy—”


  “Come, Lenore, let’s get up to the bow before the pirates think of it.” They dashed up the ladder. Some more of the disks were out, and it was nearly dark. Three sinewy forms pounced on Quirl the moment he entered the passage. The girl, too, was caught, though she fought and bit.


  “Lights! Let’s have some lights!” commanded an authoritative voice.


  “Coming, sir!” came a far-away answer.


  The passage became bright, and Quirl looked into the faces of his captors, in the uniforms of the I.F.P.


  “Got you, you dirty pirate!” gloated the husky young man on his chest.


  “Mike!” Quirl gasped, “don’t you know me? How’d you get here?”


  “Dog-gone! Finner! Leggo his legs, you eggs.”


  “Trailed you,” he added. “Glommed our magnets on the navigating bow. Expected a fight, but some big guy let us in through an airlock. Well, he’d done plenty of scrapping—all the clothes torn off him. Half a dozen dead pirates in there. Who is he?” Quirl thought of the stiffening body of Lieutenant Burroughs, alias Captain Strom, who had just purchased his life and that of Lenore at the cost of his own. Was his undeserved shame now to follow him to his grave? Quirl was no lawyer, and he decided not to take any chances with the law’s mercy. He said,


  “I don’t know his name. A prisoner from some other ship, I think. He was very homesick for Earth, and I’ll see he gets a decent grave on Earth. He died to save me.”


  “As for the lady,” he added, “let her go. She’s a captive. And, anyway, I think she is the future Mrs. Quirl Finner.”


  She smiled, and the men of the Force looked somewhat enviously at Quirl.


  “Say,” Quirl said, taking Lenore’s hand and anxious to be rid of them, “if you find a little monkey-faced guy down in that hold, go easy with him. He’s a good man, too, and I’m going to recommend his pardon.”


  [*] Merclite, a highly stimulating gum. It was prohibited by interplanetary proclamation, but was always obtainable through the surreptitious channels of a highly profitable traffic.


  THE SHOT FROM SATURN


  Edmond Hamilton


  A startling weird tale about an attempted invasion of Earth by the planet Saturn


  I REMEMBER well now the day on which the first news of the thing reached me. Brant and I were going over some erratic orbit-calculations of our classes and mutually cursing the fate that had made us astronomy instructors, when the door of the study flew open and Dr. Harkness, our superior, burst inside. His face was alight with excitement and in his hand was a folded newspaper.


  “Brant! Fraser! You remember our observations of Saturn two months ago?” he shot at us.


  We stared at him. “Why, of course,” Brant finally answered.


  “You remember what we saw with the reflectors?” he pursued.


  “That little light jetting toward us from Saturn’s upper limb?” asked Brant. “Yes, of course we remember, but what’s all this about?”


  Harkness thrust the paper toward us. “Read that and you’ll see,” he said excitedly.


  We took the paper. The article he indicated was a small item on an inner page. It bore a Quebec dateline and stated briefly that a meteor of great size had apparently fallen two nights before in the great forests east of Hudson Bay and some hundreds of miles north from Quebec.


  The sky had been lit for miles by a livid flare and the meteor itself had been glimpsed falling, a great glowing body flashing slantwise down from the southern skies. It had apparently fallen in the unpeopled and little-known forest tracts near the headwaters of the Martana River. The nearest people to it were the inhabitants of Storton, a hamlet nearly a hundred miles down the river, but of course none of these had been interested enough to start a search for the fallen meteor.


  We looked up, astonished. “Just another meteorite, it seems,” I said. “What’s it got to do with Saturn?”


  “It came from Saturn,” Harkness answered.


  “From Saturn?” we repeated together. “What the devil——”


  “The thing’s beyond doubt!” he said swiftly. “Two months ago we and other astronomers saw that tiny light jet out for an instant from Saturn almost directly toward us. The thing was unprecedented and none knew what could have caused it. It came to me even then, though, that it might be the work of intelligence, might be even a strange signal of some kind, or some great work of intelligent beings.


  “That was but a wild hypothesis of mine, but now it has been verified! For now it is evident that the light we saw was caused by the firing of a great projectile out from Saturn toward the earth! And that projectile, that shot from Saturn, has reached earth and flashed down up there in the great northern woods, mistaken for a falling meteor by those who saw it! It’s beyond doubt, I tell you!” We could only stare. “But that postulates intelligent life on Saturn,” Brant finally objected, “and as an astronomer you know as well as I do that by all accepted theories no life could exist there.” Harkness shook his head impatiently. “This isn’t theory, Brant, it’s fact! We saw that shot fired and we know now that it struck earth up there in the trackless forest. It is an unavoidable corollary that intelligent beings on Saturn fired it.”


  “But with what purpose?”


  “We can’t guess as yet,” Harkness answered, “but there is one sure way to learn, and that is to go up and find that fallen meteor, or projectile, and examine it. I’m going to form a small expedition to do just that—Bates and Gall and Webster will go, I know—and you, too, Brant. I tell you this thing is of unprecedented importance.”


  “Well, it will probably start an unprecedented argument, at least,” was Brant’s comment.


  HIS prediction was almost fulfilled when Dr. Harkness, two days later, announced his theory and purpose as to the fallen meteor.


  Dr. Harkness began his statement by describing concisely the curious light-jet on Saturn that had been seen by a half-dozen or more observers two months before. He pointed out that it could very possibly have been caused by the firing of a great projectile, and then passed to the meteor that had fallen in the northern woods, identifying it as the projectile in question.


  It had not only reached earth no sooner after the sighting of the light-jet than a high-speed projectile might be expected to do, but had also approached earth from the direction of Saturn. There could be small doubt therefore, he concluded, that it was actually the projectile that had been seen fired, and as such to find it and examine it might yield startling results.


  Thus far Dr. Harkness. He found himself met from the first by a very real skepticism concerning his theories.


  The light-jet that had been seen on Saturn was beyond denial, but few astronomers gave it the startling interpretation he had given it. Many accounted it the result of great volcanic disturbances on the planet, while others considered it due to aurora-like electrical effects. Scores pointed out that whatever had caused the light-jet there was no real connection between it and the fallen meteor, and that to regard, the latter as a projectile shot from Saturn was to enter the realm of the fantastic.


  Saturn, they pointed out, had never been regarded by science as a possible abode of even the lowest forms of life. Its temperature was very low and though its surface was forever hidden from the peering telescope by the swirling mists that surround the planet, none could doubt that it was a frozen world on which no life could exist. The suggestion that Saturn held life intelligent enough to launch a projectile across space to the earth was not, therefore, to be taken seriously.


  Dr. Harkness was not backward in answering these criticisms. He insisted that since Saturn was an older world than earth, what life existed upon it must be very old also, and logically farther advanced in intelligence than we of earth. That increased intelligence, he averred, would be sufficient to counteract the increasing cold and adverse conditions and maintain life upon the planet, not to speak of such a comparatively minor feat as sending a projectile across the gulf to earth.


  Thus Harkness and his critics argued the matter in the next few days until he finally announced that in any case he was starting in the next week to find and examine the meteor or projectile for himself. His party would consist, he stated, of Dr. Everett Bates, the angular and acid head of Raines Observatory and the least imaginative of astronomers; Dr. Ralph Gall, one of Harvard Observatory’s brilliant staff; Professor Clark Webster, the California astrophysicist; and his own assistant instructor, Paul Brant.


  “Sorry I couldn’t include you, too, Fraser,” Harkness told me on the day before their departure. “But some one has to stay here at the university with our classes.”


  “Oh, Fraser doesn’t mind,” Brant grinned. “Fraser would far rather spend the summer with his students than up in the north woods. He’d much rather——”


  But there, at my threatening expression, he desisted.


  Harkness was smiling absently. “Well, we may find nothing but a cinder at that,” he said. “But I think not—I think somehow that this business is going to prove of tremendous importance.”


  On the next day, the last of May, Harkness and his party entrained for Quebec and Storton. The newspapers two days later told of their reaching Storton, the village on the lower Martana from which they were to start north in their search. I had also a message from Harkness there in which he stated that they had found a powered river-boat that would hold their equipment and themselves, and would shortly start upstream in that, having decided not to augment their party by any of the local inhabitants.


  A short news dispatch from Storton two days after recorded the start of the five up the river. That was, I knew even then, the last word from them for some time, since with their small party and single boat it was obviously impossible for them to keep up any continuous communication or contact with the village from the forests northward.


  Despite this I waited anxiously enough for word in the next weeks, for I realized by then from the tenor of comment that Dr. Harkness had in fact staked his scientific reputation upon his venture. If he found but a mere meteor it would be something of a blow, I knew, for he had been so positive that the thing was actually a projectile from the other planet that he had rather over-emphasized his belief in the statements he had made.


  DAYS passed into weeks and as there came no word from the party I became rather anxious concerning them, since in the great forest stretches they were almost as isolated from civilization as though upon the moon. Then at last, after more than a month, the silence on their part was broken by a message and my anxiety concerning them was dissolved in an excitement that was not confined to myself or to the university, but that was, in days, almost world-wide.


  The message, sent in duplicate to the university officials and to myself, was flashed from Storton and was signed by Dr. Bates. Leaving Dr. Harkness and Brant and the rest of the party up the river at the scene of activity, Bates had come down alone in the boat to give notice to me and to the world of their activity in that month of silence, and to give word of Dr. Harkness’ amazing success.


  For they had found the meteor and it was a projectile!


  That was the first stunning fact in Bates’ excited and almost incoherent message. But he had more than that to tell, and the rest was as astounding.


  Dr. Harkness and his four companions, he stated, had travelled up the Martana River with no untoward accidents except for the near-capsizing of their boat in a rapid. They had before starting prepared a rough chart on which was located the approximate district in which the meteor had fallen, this obtained by graphing the directions from which its fall had been seen by far-separated observers. When they reached that district, a hundred miles up the river, they had made camp and had started their search.


  Almost at once, Bates related, they had come upon what they sought. It lay not a mile from the river, in a grassy valley opening clear for a short distance through the forests. They had found the thing half buried by its crash into the earth. But though covered with a hard, crusted cinder, their first glance had told them that it was no meteor but a projectile, being in shape like a cylinder with one end pointed, twenty feet in length and eight in diameter.


  Bates told of their excited inspection of the thing, of their chipping away the cinder that covered it and their finding a curious door in the projectile’s metal side which could be opened from outside as well as from within. They had opened it after some effort. They had found inside a few simple mechanisms designed to supply breathable air in the projectile during flight, some supplies of what seemed food, and also what appeared to be records in a form of picture-writing.


  These things Bates only mentioned, though, his and our excitement centering on what else they found in the projectile. Bodies—the dead bodies of Saturnians!


  Bates’ description of them in his message was so excited and incoherent that it could only be made out that the Saturnians, though somewhat man-like in form, had been much different from any humans of earth. There were four of them in the projectile and, Bates told, all had apparently been killed by the projectile’s impact against earth, their heads or brain cases being crushed beyond recognition and their bodies broken. Daring pioneers across the void, they had perished at the instant they reached earth.


  This epochal message of Bates ended by saying that Harkness and his companions were remaining for further study with the projectile. Bates had been sent down to Storton in the boat to flash word of their find to the world and also to request certain things which Harkness’ party needed to facilitate their investigation of the projectile. A list of these was sent separately to myself.


  The things specified in the list seemed rather odd to me, including electrical apparatus, transformers and static-condensers and cables and the like, and also some flat sections of metal whose size was carefully specified, with tools for joining them, materials for mixing concrete in a small way, and tackles and pulleys of various sorts. The list was almost as hard to understand and incoherent as Bates’ message.


  According to Harkness’ request, I, Fraser, was to procure these things with all possible speed and leave with them at once for Storton, where Dr. Bates would await me and proceed with me up the river to Dr. Harkness’ camp. Knowing what profound excitement his discovery would arouse in the world, Harkness had added that I could bring with me a small party of scientists and newspaper-men, not to exceed a dozen in number.


  Thus ended the lengthy and rather incoherently worded message which Dr. Bates wired us from Storton. In hours it had set the scientific world afire with excitement.


  Dr. Harkness had been right! It had been in truth, then, a shot from Saturn that had struck up there in the great forest! A projectile in which four beings of another world had been hurled across the millions of miles of space between Saturn and earth! And though they had perished in the shock of landing, who could say what knowledge their coming might not bring to us, what vistas it might not open? Within a day the newspapers were ablaze with the thing, and in that time I myself had attained to a fame or notoriety which I had never expected.


  Not only was I assistant to Dr. Harkness, whose great discovery this was, but I was known to have been designated by him to take up to him the further supplies needed. In the next crowded few days, while I hurriedly assembled the equipment and materials Harkness had listed, I found myself besieged by those who wished to accompany me to the camp of the scientists. All such requests, though, I turned over to the officials of the university, who in the end selected those who formed our party.


  Since Harkness had been definite in wanting no more than a dozen accompanying me, the party was strictly limited. When we started four days later, there were besides myself four news-writers representing the great press-syndicates, and seven scientists, all of prominence. I need mention only the names of Halsen and Gray, the biologists; Rockford, the Pennsylvania astronomer who had been one of the few to give any support at first to the projectile theory; and McGregor, one of the young wizards of the biggest of electrical corporations, to show the caliber of those who made up our party.


  It was on July 13th that we left New York for Quebec, the equipment that I had assembled at Harkness’ request going with us in a special car. The odd nature of some of that equipment rather puzzled us all, but in the excitement of the start we gave it little thought.


  We did not tarry in Quebec longer than to proceed from station to station, though we found awaiting us there newspaper-writers and photographers in plenty. I remember that on the next day as we bumped north toward Storton on the narrow-gage connecting-line we amused ourselves with some of the newspaper accounts. The imagination of the press had apparently been fired, and on the strength of Bates’ meager description long accounts were given of the projectile and its finding and even of the dead Saturnians that had been found in it.


  Some enterprising journals went so far, indeed, as to make up for themselves speculative pictures of the Saturnians, their wires to Bates for mote information having received no answer. They drew highly colored pictures of a hypothetical Saturnian civilization, discussed the planet’s conditions as though after a personal visit, and set us all laughing in one case by a serious prediction that within a short time Saturn and earth would be connected by a projectile-line with regular arrivals and departures.


  Yet laugh as we did, we were almost as completely excited. Better than most, perhaps, we who were astronomers realized the colossal nature of this achievement of the Saturnians, despite their perishing at the moment of accomplishment. And we were tensely eager to inspect the projectile in which they had hurtled across the great gulf, and more eager still to see the dead Saturnians who were the first evidence to earth that not only on earth did the universe hold life, and life that was intelligent and conscious.


  IT WAS on the afternoon of the 16th that our train bumped into the lumber village of Storton. The entire population of the little place was gathered around its unpainted station to watch us disembark, though the somewhat stolid villagers showed small sign of excitement at the tremendous event that had taken place a hundred miles to the north. Dr. Bates was on hand to meet us also, and it was at that meeting that there shadowed me for the first fleeting time the growing sense of the strange and oppressive in which I was to move thenceforward.


  For when we emerged it was young Halsen, one of the biologists, who happened to step down first, I just behind him. I saw Dr. Bates come striding down the platform toward our party, recognizing his tall, angular figure and impatient, intellectual face, his gaze intent upon us. To my astonishment, though, he grasped the hand of young Halsen first and shook it, addressing him.


  “Fraser!” he was saying “I’m glad you’ve arrived!”


  Halsen stared at him, guessing his identity. “I’m afraid we’ve never met, Dr. Bates,” he said in a moment, “though of course I’ve heard much of your work. This is Fraser—I thought you knew him——”


  Bates stared from Halsen to me astoundedly, and then his face broke into a strained smile. “Why, of course I know him!” he exclaimed, taking my own hand. “Eyesight went back on me there for a moment, Fraser, for I thought he was you. Harkness will be glad to see you—you’ve brought the stuff he listed?”


  “Right here with us,” I told him. “This is Dr. Halsen—Professor Gray—Dr. Rockford——”


  Bates bowed rather jerkily as I made introductions. His whole manner seemed strange to me, his speech thick and incoherent at moments, and interspersed with grammatical errors astonishing to any who knew as well as I did his ordinarily precise manner and speech. He explained these things to me, though, as our party walked along the single street to Storton’s one hotel. And in the explanation I received a staggering shock.


  “Everything’s ready to start up the river tomorrow,” he told me first. “I’ve three boats ready besides my own, and they’ll hold your friends and the equipment you brought, as well as a few workmen I’m taking back up from this village. Harkness will be glad to see you.”


  “And Brant?” I asked, but to my surprize he only looked oddly at me and then turned away.


  “Brant!” I exclaimed, clutching Bates’ arms in sudden apprehension, and he turned slowly back to me.


  “Fraser, you’ll have to hear it now,” he said, “though I hadn’t meant to tell you until later. Brant is mad!”


  “Mad!”


  “Stark and raving mad, yes. From the first we were under a mental excitement and strain that was terrific after we’d found the projectile. We were all a little crazy over it, I think—I know you think me queer now—but Brant was worst of all. He went clear off his head before we realized it.”


  “What happened?” I asked tensely.


  “Brant had a gun,” he answered, “and before we knew it he tried to shoot Harkness—fired point-blank at him! He missed, and was going to shoot again when we rushed him. Before we could catch him, though, he had bounded off into the forest yelling, and we saw nothing of him for a week. One night, though, he took a shot out of the dark at us and got Webster in the shoulder. Harkness and Gall and I searched the forest for him but he managed to elude us. That was two weeks ago, and though we haven’t seen him since he must be lurking still around the camp, a sheer homicidal maniac. God knows how he manages to live in the forest.”


  “Brant mad,” I said slowly. “Brant mad!”


  It was that fact that was foremost to me in the next days as we travelled up the river. Brant mad! He had been my chum for years, and his calm, humorous mind seemed to me the last that would have ever broken beneath any strain. The horror and unexpectedness of it was staggering to me, and the excitement over the stupendous shot from Saturn and all it might mean to earth which formerly had gripped me faded from the foreground of my mind in contrast with it.


  Rockford and Halsen and the others of our party showed their sympathy when they too heard, but I could see that to them it was a small enough matter when compared to the great fact of the coming of the Saturnians. They were as impatient as I to reach the end of our trip, not for my reasons but for ones as great to them. Our whole trip up the river was under a tension that gave it a flavor of the unreal.


  Our four boats fought with throbbing motors up against the currents of the Martana, between green walls of vegetation that were the ramparts of the endless forests about us. From dawn until darkness each day we fought the currents, and Bates, now very different from the precise and mathematical figure of a few months past, kept us moving at the highest speed possible. To our eager questions he gave brusk answers, withdrawing into himself, his voice harsh as he directed the half-dozen workmen he had brought with us.


  Yes, that journey now seems in truth an unreal interlude, with behind us a world waiting eagerly for further information, and with ahead of us the strange projectile and stranger dead beings that in it had crossed the great deep from world to spinning world. One picture of those unreal days and nights remains clear in my memory, though—that of Bates’ angular figure hunched outside our firelight at night, staring up broodingly at the yellow spark southwest-ward that was Saturn. Staring and staring—out at Saturn.


  It was after ten days on the river that we came in late morning to the end of that trip, our boats heading in to a natural little cove where we found Harkness and Webster awaiting us.


  As we stepped ashore Bates led me forward. “Here’s Fraser at last,” he said.


  Harkness gripped my hand tightly. “Fraser, you can’t know how glad I am you’ve got here,” he told me. “You’ve brought the things I asked for?”


  I was shocked. His familiar face was changed even more than that of Bates, lined and with his eyes somehow set and strange. Webster, too, was jerky in manner, his shoulder tied in a heavy bandage.


  “I’ve brought everything, Harkness,” I answered. “But what about Brant? Bates has told me that——”


  “That Brant is mad,” Harkness interrupted. “Yes. He is. The mental strain here—it has made a homicidal maniac out of him, Fraser. He’s tried to kill me twice, did wound Webster here, and is roaming the forests here now full of delusions, a complete madman. We’ve hunted and can’t even get near him.”


  Before I could say more the others were around us, greeting Harkness and Webster excitedly, with a babel of questions. Harkness raised his hand.


  “Please—not here,” he said. “You’ll see everything shortly, but now we must get these boats unloaded and the equipment started toward our camp. Bates, you and Webster will see to that? Then the rest of us can go on to the camp.” Leaving Bates and Webster to supervise the workmen unloading the equipment and supplies, therefore, we started with Harkness along a narrow path hacked through the thick underbrush of the forests that stretched sea-like around us. The path wound upward and inward from the river, and our party of a dozen or so seemed noisy enough as we followed Harkness along the hacked way. As we went on I wondered half despairingly where in the forests around us Brant might be lurking, driven by insane and murderous delusions, perhaps half dead from hunger and exposure.


  IN LESS than a half-hour we emerged from the thick woods into a short and narrow valley, grassy and unwooded. A thousand feet from us in this lay the projectile.


  It was half hidden from us by the heaps of earth which they had excavated from around it, but we could see its shape clearly. A big cylinder of gray metal that tapered to a blunt point at one end, it was a score of feet from base to tip and a third or a half that in diameter. It lay slantwise in a broad hole in the earth that had been formed by their diggings around it. Gall, waiting there, greeted us.


  We followed Harkness toward it, staring wonderingly. There was a round thick door swinging open in the projectile’s side half-way between base and tip, apparently made to dose somewhat like the breech of a great gun, and Harkness led us in through this. The interior was strangely disappointing in its simplicity. I do not know just what we had expected to find—intricate mechanisms and cogs and wheels, I suppose—but there was little to inspect.


  We could see that a second cylinder was swung in some way inside the outer one, for shock-absorbing purposes, no doubt. There were no windows, but at two points the metal of the walls had been treated to make it quite as transparent as glass. There was an oxygen-production and air-purifying apparatus astonishingly like the similar equipment of our human experience, and a metal rack along one side held many cubes of white, pith-like substance that had formed the food-supply of the Saturnians in the projectile. There were flat tanks that must have held water or other drink, but these were empty.


  The only other apparatus in the projectile was one near the cone-like nose of it, a square metal case behind the point or nose, which was connected by tubing with other flat cases attached to the walls, and which was at one point linked to a little control-box with a simple double-handled rheostat and switch. Near this, where the body of the cylinder began, were four squat swinging little platforms or chairs, one of the transparent portions of the wall being just above them.


  Harkness pointed to the mechanism in the nose. “That’s an electrical-repulsion mechanism,” he said. “We found some odd picture-records or writing I’ll show you later, and could make out the principle of the whole thing. That mechanism draws static electricity from the condensers you see attached to the walls, and is intended to stab forth a repelling charge of static just before the projectile reaches its goal, and so break its fall and prevent an annihilating crash.”


  “The projectile has then no motive-power of its own?” Rockford asked keenly.


  “None at all,” Harkness replied. “It was shot from Saturn toward the earth just as a bullet is shot from a gun, though not by explosives but by electrical power, as I’ll explain later. The mechanism in the nose is, as I say, for braking purposes only.”


  “But I don’t understand it, then,” Halsen interjected. “If they had this method of braking the projectile’s fall and used it, and they must have used it or the projectile would have been shattered, how does it happen that the four Saturnians inside were still killed by the shock?” Harkness stared at him, shaking his head. “It’s rather strange,” he admitted. “But so it was, for we found them crushed and dead. I can only surmise that they had underestimated the force of the impact, and though they used enough repulsion to keep the projectile from striking with shattering force, it still struck with enough violence to crush them inside it.”


  “And where are the dead Saturnians, then?” Halsen asked. “You didn’t destroy the bodies, man—creatures of another planet? If you did, by all that’s holy in the science of biology I’ll——”


  We all smiled at his excitement, though it held us to almost as high a degree. “No, we saved them, or what was left of them,” Harkness told him. “I think you’ll find them curious.”


  “Curious isn’t the word,” said Gall. “They’re so unlike anything on earth that they’re rather appalling.”


  “This way,” Harkness directed. “We hollowed a cave for them in the valley’s side for their better preservation—they’d have decomposed irreparably without the chemicals we used on them.”


  He and Gall led the way, with the rest of us an excited throng behind them, from the projectile toward the valley’s sloping side, where a black opening yawned. It was a cave excavated hastily in the soft earth, and we saw it was not large. Harkness picked up an electric lantern by the entrance and we followed him in, or the first few of us did, stooping and rubbing against the damp earth sides of the entrance. We found ourselves in a narrow, close little cave, and on its floor in a row lay the bodies of the four dead Saturnians.


  We stared, tensely enough, and I found myself whispering, “Crustacean men!” They were such, in fact, to all appearances. I suppose that when they stood each must have been five feet or more in height. The long trunk or torso of each was cased in hard black shell of true crustacean look, and the short two lower limbs on which they had stood were stiff and jointed, and crustacean-like, as were the short upper limbs or arms. It was these that gave the otherwise unhuman bodies an oddly man-like appearance.


  The heads had been apparently in each a bulbous shell-cased one set dose on the upper trunk, but this was surmise only on our part because both heads and upper bodies were so horribly crushed and mangled as to be unrecognizable. The legs of all but one, too, had snapped beneath the shock, and in all the shell of the bodies was cracked. Instead of blood a black fluid had poured from them and clotted beside the bodies, and even over the reek of preservative chemicals which had been crudely produced and used upon them, there came to us from the four still crushed bodies an alien and repellent odor.


  We stared at them. It was a curious moment, that in the dim-lit little cave. The four grotesque crushed bodies lying there before us marvelling men, the four who had dared across a void unthinkable to meet death at the very end of their stupendous journey. I found myself wondering out of what ages of crustacean evolution they had risen, what crustacean hordes Saturn might not hold—swarming races alien to man yet greater perhaps than man in knowledge and power.


  Harkness broke the awed silence. “You see the broken condition of even the limbs,” he said. “They were all so when we found them—huddled together in the projectile and apparently instantly slain by the shock.”


  “Too bad that the heads should have been crushed so completely,” Halsen said. “They have the characteristic chitinous integument of Crustacea but no trace of the usual segment-structure of crustacean bodies. I’d have given a lot to have examined the brain of one of them.”


  Harkness nodded at the biologist’s comment. “A pity that the heads were crushed into nothing,” he agreed. “But brain or none, it’s obvious enough that they were of a high order of intelligence. Their very achievement in flashing from Saturn to earth proves that.”


  “I wonder why they came,” I said. “To have themselves shot to earth in that projectile—they must have had some strong reason.”


  “That’s true, isn’t it?” Rockford commented. “We’ve been all so excited over the great fact of their coming we’ve hardly thought of why they came.”


  Harkness shook his head. “The purposes of beings like that are beyond our speculations, I’m afraid,” he said. “But we may learn that, and other things, before long. Now that you have come——”


  With that perplexing half-statement he ended as we emerged from the cave, leaving Halsen and Gray so engrossed in their examination of the dead Saturnians that it was clear nothing for the time being could drag them forth. We found that the workmen under Bates and Webster were arriving with the supplies and equipment we had brought, and already our half-dozen tents were being run up beside the two tents already pitched at the valley’s end. The place had almost the appearance of a small village, alive with activity.


  Harkness and Gall left us then to unpack our belongings and talk excitedly of what we had seen. The next hours they occupied in bringing to the camp the remaining equipment in the boats, and by nightfall it was all under canvas.


  I FOUND an opportunity in those busy few hours, though, to question Webster and Gall separately about Brant’s strange insane outburst. Both seemed under the same mental strain as Bates and Webster, their gaze almost a stare and their speech often oddly obstructed also. But both corroborated what I had already heard of Brant’s maniacal attempt on their lives, Webster pointing mutely to the now-healing wound that Brant’s bullet had made. A sick despair held me. It seemed to me that these alien beings who had crashed to their own deaths here, shot from an alien world, had released an alien madness—one that had made of Brant a lurking madman, that had inspired his murderous attacks on his own friends, that had affected even the minds of Harkness and the others, as was evident in their actions and speech.


  I think that I alone realized this sinister atmosphere of the place, for the two biologists thought of nothing but the crushed alien bodies, and the others of the projectile and its origin. That night when we were eating around a long, makeshift table between the tents, electric lanterns dispelling the night around us, Rockford brought up the latter question.


  “You said you had found definitely from indications or records inside the projectile how it was shot from Saturn, Harkness?” he asked.


  Harkness nodded. “Yes, we made it out without much trouble. Of course we knew that no explosives could have done it, for if powerful enough to hurl a projectile across the millions of miles between Saturn and earth, they’d have blasted it to fragments at the moment of firing. The propelling force of the projectile was the static charge of Saturn itself.”


  “The static charge of Saturn?” some one said, a little incredulously, and Harkness nodded quietly.


  “Just that. Every planet has like earth a terrific static-electricity charge, is in fact a huge Leyden jar that is never discharged, because there is no way for it to discharge. The Saturnians found a way, that is all. They devised a method of turning loose the whole static charge of their planet for a moment or two beneath the projectile, repelling it with all that immeasurable force, since the projectile was given a like charge and so was repelled by the planet’s charge. Repelled with such immense power, it was hurled out from Saturn at tremendous speed, and being pointed toward earth reached and struck this world.”


  “Is such a method really workable?” Rockford asked.


  “I think you’ll agree that it is after we set up the equipment you brought with you,” Harkness told him.


  “You mean you’re going to test the thing?” Rockford asked.


  “We are going to do much more than test it,” was Harkness’ calm reply. “The projectile is going to be shot out again into the void, this time from earth back to Saturn, and this time Bates and Webster and Gall and I are going inside it!”


  We could not have been more astounded had a bomb burst among us. Rockford found his voice first.


  “Harkness—are you mad?” he demanded.


  Harkness eyed us levelly. “What objections to the idea are there? Why, it is a chance to do what men have never done before, to flash to another planet! We have the projectile and we know how to operate it. With the projectile’s oxygen-apparatus and our own food and water supply the thing will be easy. All that will be necessary is to set up the mechanism that will fire it out to Saturn.


  “It was for that that I had you bring up here the equipment I specified. We can quickly set up the flat metal starting-disk on which the projectile will be set. We will have set up beside it the apparatus after the Saturnians’ plan that will when operated turn the whole enormous repellent force of earth’s static charge onto the projectile and send it flashing out in a dazzling burst of light and power as it was shot out from Saturn. If the four Saturnians who were then in it could reach earth, we can reach Saturn!”


  “But they reached earth dead!” I exclaimed. “Crushed by the terrific shock as you would be when you reached Saturn!”


  Harkness shook his head. “They underestimated the shock of contact and perished by it. We will not underestimate and will accomplish what they tried to do, will set up communication and contact between Saturn and earth. Think what it may mean for us to visit Saturn and return!”


  “But why start from here?” Rockford put in. “Why not take the projectile back to civilization—then start——”


  “How long would it take to transport the projectile out of here?” Harkness demanded. “No, the only way is to start from here, and the sooner the better. If we wait long there will be such hordes of curiosity seekers here that we can do nothing. In two days we can set up the equipment and great static-ring necessary to fire the projectile out, and so two nights from now we four will start out in it to Saturn!”


  His words were followed by a silence of amazement on our part, and in that silent pause there came something that startled us more than anything we had yet experienced. It was a voice, a high, ragged voice that ripped to us from the darkness just outside the ring of lantern-light in which we were gathered.


  “You will not start!” it rasped, and with the words flame spurted from the darkness as a pistol-shot cracked.


  At the first word Harkness had thrown himself back and that alone saved him, for the bullet hummed past him an inch away. We were all on our feet in an instant. And there at the edge of our light-area, half visible against the darkness beyond, stood Brant! Brant, his clothes torn and stained, a ragged unshaven figure, his eyes burning like flames of madness and with a pistol raised still in his hand! But an instant we saw him and then as Harkness and Webster leaped with guns raised he had thrown himself back into the darkness.


  Harkness and Webster were firing shot after shot into the darkness after him! I leaped, struck up their arms.


  “Don’t shoot—it was Brant! Brant!” I cried, astounded. “My God, Harkness, you don’t want to kill him?”


  Harkness’ eyes were blazing. “I or any of us will kill him on sight!” he exclaimed. “The man’s a homicidal maniac, I tell you—didn’t you see for yourself? That’s the third time he’s tried to kill some of us!”


  “But you can’t shoot him down because he’s mad!” I exclaimed. “To kill Brant—you must be mad yourself, Harkness, to think of it!”


  Rockford intervened. “Harkness is partly right, Fraser,” he said. “Brant is no longer Brant but a dangerous wild animal. You saw yourself what a murderous maniac he’s become—he must have been lurking out there in the darkness waiting for a chance.”


  “But we could all form a searching-party and beat the forests around here for him,” I suggested. “Ten to one we could find him and tie him up, take him back down the river. This may be only a temporary insanity, and if Harkness will postpone the preparation of the projectile for a few days, we can——”


  “I will not postpone it!” Harkness’ voice was high and harsh. “I tell you that the greatest venture in the history of either earth or Saturn is not going to come to nothing out of pity for a single crazed man. The work is going on and two nights from now we are going to start!” And he strode off to his tent.


  That night in my own tent my heartsickness deepened. For Rockford and McGregor and Halsen and the rest, I could see, held with Harkness that the preparation of the projectile was of far more moment than the securing of my crazed friend. They discussed the project from end to end and were forced to concede that if Harkness and the other three could really utilize earth’s static charge as the Satumians had utilized that of their planet, they would be shot forth from earth by it with sufficient force to hurl them to the other world.


  If they did reach Saturn, we speculated, what would they find? It was evident enough that the Saturnians had science beyond ours, to launch their projectile across the void as they had done. It might well be, then, as Harkness had said, that the earth-visitors who reached the other planet might set up thus a communication between the two that would work immeasurably to our advantage. For it was evidently only by physical visits thus that the two worlds could ever communicate, the Heaviside layer around earth preventing the sending or receiving of any radio or electrical signals.


  Yet I could not forget those crushed crustacean bodies. Man-like as they were in some respects, it was plain that these sons of Saturn had come up from ages of crustacean evolution instead of mammal evolution, rising to intelligence as great or greater than ours but by far different paths. Could ever, I wondered, two such alien races as they and we meet and remain friends? Or would intelligence bridge the gulf between them?


  There was on the part of Harkness and the others, though, no such doubt apparent. For on the next morning began the work of setting up the equipment we had brought.


  THE open valley might have been some construction camp, so busy we all were in the next two days. Harkness and Webster and Gall and Bates seemed dominated and driven by tremendous purpose, and drove us in turn. They had lost all semblance of their ordinary selves and seemed to have become monomaniacs. They explained nothing to us, but ordered Rockford, Halsen, all of us, as though we were on a par with the hired workmen that had come with us. We worked under their directions without understanding half of what we did.


  Concrete reinforcements were quickly sunk into the ground, and upon them was set a metal ring ten feet in diameter, made from the sections we had brought with us. Tube-like connections ending in fans of diverging copper strips were sunk deep in the earth around the ring, and led through strangely circuited coils to the ring’s edge. All of this, we understood, was destined to release earth’s static charge into the ring and hurl the projectile out from that ring, but the details were beyond our comprehension and the confidence and sureness with which Harkness and Webster and the others directed us was amazing, considering that it was only by an examination of the projectile and the mechanisms and records inside it that they had gained the knowledge necessary.


  By the afternoon of the second day the ring and mechanisms were finished and we strained with tackle and roughly made shears to swing the projectile into place onto it. That done, the tilt of the ring, which had been carefully measured, kept the projectile pointed up in a southerly direction toward the ecliptic, and toward a spot along it which Saturn would near at midnight. At midnight the circuit of the mechanisms around the ring would be closed and the projectile, with Harkness and Webster and Gall and Bates inside it, would be hurled out by all earth’s tremendous static charge, the closing of the circuit giving the projectile a like charge and thus instantaneously repelling it and flinging it outward. It would be aimed at a spot a little beyond Saturn on the ecliptic, though, to allow for the Saturnian orbital motion.


  Thus with the projectile in place Harkness kept the rest busy that afternoon’s remaining hours in inspecting and testing the vital oxygen-apparatus, storing the concentrated food and water in it, testing the projectile’s own static-recoil mechanism that would break its fall on reaching Saturn. The four hardly gave heed to us now other than to snap orders at us, so driven were they by excitement as they approached the end of the work and the beginning of their venture. I saw that Gall and Bates were standing guard around the projectile by then with automatics swinging at their hips, apparently taking no further chances of mad attacks by Brant.


  We had seen nothing of Brant during those two days, though as busy as we all were with the preparation of the projectile, we had had small chance to do so. Rockford had assured me that as soon as Harkness and his three started in the projectile we would search the forests for Brant as I had desired and take him back with us to civilization, where his insanity might pass. With this assurance I had to be content, for by then Rockford and Halsen and the rest were nearly as excited over the great venture of Harkness and the others as they were themselves.


  To me in those two days, though, it had all seemed utterly unreal. The coming of the Saturnians, the finding of their projectile by Harkness and his four companions, that was unprecedented enough but not unexplainable. But this wild resolve of Harkness and Bates and Gall and Webster to use the projectile to hurtle back to Saturn, the insane haste with which they had rushed preparations for the venture, their callousness in their excitement to the fate of their companion who was roaming the forests demented—all these things made the whole business seem out of reason.


  But Harkness drove steadily on with the last preparations, and the coming of darkness that night found the projectile ready on the ring from which it would leap out into space. I think now that by then we were all worked up to a pitch of tense excitement such as few men have experienced. Harkness and his three companions were the most steady of us all by then, going over projectile and mechanism for the last time, explaining to Rockford and Halsen how the circuits were to be closed at midnight, when the four would be in the projectile ready to flash out. There would be a tremendous upflash of light and force from the ring when the circuits were closed, we knew, but we and the surrounding mechanisms would not be in its path.


  So the first hours of night passed, with the yellow light-spot of Saturn creeping farther across the sky and with the projectile on the tilted ring aimed upward like a great pointing finger. By the time the hour of eleven had passed, with less than an hour remaining before the projectile’s start, a terrific tension was upon us all. Bates and Gall, still armed, were remaining by the projectile’s door while Harkness and Webster went over the mechanisms and switches with Rockford for a last time. The others were gathered excitedly around them, and as I made my way back to my tent for the colored glasses we were all to wear as protection against the great upflash of light, I saw that the end of the valley in which were the tents was deserted.


  Behind me the looming projectile and the excited throng around it made a weird scene in the light of the electric lanterns suspended about it. I turned, looking back at it, as I entered my tent. Then from somewhere in the tent’s dark interior was a rush of movement and before I could turn or cry I was crushed to earth and held tightly, a hand over my mouth and my arms pinioned as though by superhuman force. Helpless, I looked up at the dark figure crouching on me to see, in a gleam of light through the tent-flap, the haggard, wild face of Brant!


  I knew cold fear then such as I had never experienced, for Brant’s eyes still were burning, mad. Gripping me, though, he was whispering tensely to me.


  “Fraser! Fraser, you hear me? It’s Brant, and I’m not mad—you must believe me—not mad!”


  He bent closer. “You’ll not cry out if I release you? You’ll listen to me, Fraser—just listen to me? I know you think I’m insane but if you’ll just listen——”


  “I’ll listen,” I managed to choke, and as he released me I sat up beside him in the tent’s dark interior. “Keep steady, Brant, and you’ll be all——”


  His bitter laugh cut across my words. “All of which means that you think I’m mad yet and are trying to soothe me. Fraser, it was Harkness and Bates and Gall and Webster who told you I was mad, wasn’t it? And you believed it when you saw me trying to kill them two nights ago?”


  “They told me,” I said, “and I did see——”


  “Fraser,” he said slowly and clearly, “Harkness and Gall and Webster and Bates told you nothing, for they died weeks ago, really. The four who told you, the four who are out there now making ready to flash to Saturn, are not they. They have the bodies of Harkness and Bates and Gall and Webster, yes—but in those bodies are the brains of the four Saturnians who came to earth in that projectile!


  “Fraser, it’s true! You must not think me mad! When we five came up here we found the projectile, truly enough, where it had fallen. But outside it were the four Saturnians, the four monstrous crustacean-men, who had reached earth in it unharmed! They had weapons—strange forces—and they captured and held us. They did not bother questioning us but used instruments, mechanisms, that drew knowledge from our brains as though water from a tank!


  “They swiftly learned our speech, our knowledge of earth’s general features and peoples and resources. In the process we were able to make out much concerning them. They had indeed been shot to earth from Saturn, we learned, four of the countless millions of crustacean peoples that inhabit that world. They had been shot to earth because Saturn had become almost too cold for continued life, and because the Saturnians wished to know whether earth would be a habitable world for them!


  “They had been shot to earth to learn whether it was habitable and to return to Saturn with a report. If they returned and reported it habitable all the Saturnian hordes would pour across space in projectiles to earth! But if they did not return at all, the Saturnians would know that it was uninhabitable and so would give up the idea and would seek some other world for conquest.


  “The four Saturnians had reached earth and had seen at once that it was habitable for their races. They had started to construct the great static-mechanisms and ring that would be necessary to hurl their projectile back to Saturn, but this would take them long with their limited equipment, and their capture of us had suggested to them an easier way. They would transpose their four Saturnian brains into four of our human bodies, and then, posing as four humans, would send for the equipment needed and would be shot back to Saturn with it!


  “That is what they did. I saw them with their dissolving forces and superanesthetics cutting open Harkness’ skull, removing and destroying his human brain, and then removing the brain of one of themselves and placing it in the skull of Harkness. When it was finished Harkness rose to all appearances the same as ever, but he was no longer really Harkness but a Saturnian, a Saturnian brain cased in Harkness’ human body!


  “With Harkness assisting, they did the same then with the others until in all appearances they were four humans, Harkness and Webster and Gall and Bates, able with the knowledge they had gained from us to talk and behave like humans, yet really Saturnians! They meant, I know, to gain further knowledge from me and then kill me before outsiders came, but I managed to escape them, and lurked in the forests around this camp, my one purpose to kill these four Saturnians masked in the bodies of my four friends before they could get back to Saturn with the news that would bring a terrible invasion down upon our world!


  “I saw Bates, the pseudo-Bates, start down the river to send off word to the world for the equipment they needed. In the meantime they prepared the projectile to confirm their story, and took their dead and useless crustacean Saturnian bodies to save as evidence that the Saturnians in the projectile had been killed on reaching earth. They crushed the heads and upper bodies into fragments so that the absence of a brain in each of those bodies would not be detected.


  “I knew what their plans were and tried to kill them twice but could not. The night after you came I tried again, and you, seeing, thought me mad as they had told you. In the last days I have seen you all setting up the static-mechanisms under their direction, to send them back to Saturn in human bodies, never doubting that they were other than the four men you knew, and never dreaming that in so doing you were preparing doom for earth. For if they start out tonight, if they reach Saturn, it means that doom indeed, a dread invasion of millions of crustaceans that will sweep humanity from the earth!”


  AS BRANT’S desperate whisper ceased I felt my own brain spinning. I clutched his arm convulsively.


  “Saturnian brains in human bodies! My God, Brant, it’s impossible—insane——”


  “It’s true! Think back, Fraser—you must see that it’s true!”


  My thoughts stabbed back. A thousand unexplained little incidents of the preceding days rushed to my mind. Bates’ non-recognition of me when he had met us at Storton—his and the others’ occasional strange thickness of speech and jerkiness of manner—Harkness’ callousness toward Brant’s fate—the strange feature of the projectile found intact yet the Saturnian bodies inside it crushed—it all rushed upon me, staggeringly.


  “My God, it is true then!” I whispered. “Four Saturnian brains—in those human bodies—but what can we do?”


  Brant clutched my arm. “Fraser, that projectile must not start! If they reach Saturn in it, it is the end for humanity, for across the void from Saturn will flash countless projectiles crammed with crustacean hordes to conquer earth. There is no time to explain to the others now—in moments they start—and it is we who must hold them here——”


  His words were cut short by a metallic clang from the distance!


  “They’ve entered the projectile!” I cried. “We’re too late!”


  “No!” he shouted. “Quick, Fraser!” Somehow in the next instant we were out of the tent and running toward the projectile and its surrounding mechanisms. The projectile’s door was closed, and ready in it, I knew, were the four Saturnians masked in the bodies of Harkness and Bates and Webster and Gall. Rockford’s hands were on the great double switches that would close the circuits, the others standing in a silent, awestruck circle about him.


  “Rockford!” I screamed. “Wait!”


  Rockford whirled, astonished. His hand was still on the switches and Brant’s gun came up. “Rockford—back from those switches!”


  “They’re both mad!” Rockford shouted to the others. “Catch them—it’s time for the projectile to start——!”


  “For the love of God, Rockford, don’t——” My cry was cut short by the others rushing upon me. There was a clang as the projectile’s door swung open! Harkness was emerging, eyes twin flames of hate. He was shouting to the others in the projectile, crying to them to close its door while he threw the switches, sacrificing himself to send the other three back to Saturn with the word that would bring doom to earth!


  But as he raced toward the switches Brant was ahead of him, had met him! They struggled, reeled in mad battle, Harkness gripping Brant’s pistol-hand. The others were upon me but as I saw Bates and Gall and Webster pouring out of the projectile too I fired toward them almost without aim, and Gall crumpled. Rockford and the rest crushed me to the ground in the next instant. Bates and Webster were running toward the wild scene with guns upraised and with deadly purpose.


  But at that moment Brant wrenched his hand free from Harkness’ grasp and brought his heavy pistol down in a blow that crashed through Harkness’ skull as though it were of cardboard! Twin detonations split the night as Bates and Webster fired together, but at almost the same instant Brant’s pistol seemed to explode interminably, and Webster and Bates staggered and swayed and fell! Then Halsen and Gray were on Brant, tearing the pistol from him, both of us clutched by a score of hands.


  “Fraser! Brant! You’ve killed them—killed your own friends—killed them!” Rockford was crying crazily.


  I could not speak, but Brant, sagging in their grasp, pointed down to the limp body of Harkness beneath him. “Look!” he said only, pointing to the shattered skull. Beneath should have shown the gray brain but instead there was only a strange black smooth mass at which Halsen stared, unbelievingly, Gray and he bending as though unable to credit their eyes, Rockford and all the others as stupefied as the two biologists.


  “My God!” Halsen choked. “Harkness’ brain gone, and that in place of it! What——”


  “You wanted the brains of those four dead Saturnians to examine, Halsen,” said Brant. “Well—there’s one of them—and you’ll find the others in the skulls of the other three.” And as they stared, staggered, releasing us, the stupefying explanation dawning on them, Brant looked up toward Saturn’s yellow spark up amid the stars. “Waiting up there—waiting—for the word that will never come now, the attack on earth that will never take place. But none of us can blame them, surely, for they fought only for their world and race as we for ours—as we for ours——”


  CREATURES OF VIBRATION


  Harl Vincent


  The Vagabonds of Space are cast into the hands of the vibration-maddened natives of Titan, satellite of Saturn.


  CARR PARKER sat day-dreaming at the Nomad’s controls. More than a week of Earth time had passed since the self-styled “vagabonds of space” had left Europa, and now they were fast approaching the great ringed orb of Saturn with the intention of exploring her satellites.


  Behind him, his Martian friend, Mado, was manipulating the mechanism of the rulden, that remarkable Europan optical instrument which Detis had installed in the vessel before they left. Mado was utterly fascinated by the machine, having spent most of his time during the voyage searching the surfaces of Saturn’s moons for signs of human habitation. Now, as they headed directly for Titan, the sixth satellite, he was completely absorbed in an examination of the heavy cloud layer that covered it.


  But Carr’s thoughts were of his bride, who still slumbered in their stateroom amidships. In his bachelor days he never had imagined he could find such contentment as had come with his marriage to Ora. He had fought shy of the fair sex on Earth. Somehow, the women he knew back home had bored him; angling for a man’s money and position, most of them, and incapable of giving real love and companionship in return for the luxuries they demanded. He was resigned to his single state.


  But all that was changed by the little blue-eyed girl he had met in Paladar. She was a different sort; worth a hundred of those others and fulfilling to perfection the ideal he had always set up. On her world, Jupiter’s satellite, Europa, he had neither wealth nor influence; he’d left these behind when he deserted Earth for a life of vagabondage among the stars. But, to the daughter of Detis, this lack meant less than nothing; his love, and hers, meant everything.


  AND, what a good sport she had been! When they were threatened by Rapaju and his minions; when they barely escaped being swallowed up by that monster of space which Mado had likened to the Sargasso Sea of Earth; when she herself proposed joining them in their rovings throughout the universe.


  She was a companion of whom even the phlegmatic Martian was proud, she brought with her presence on the Nomad a subtle something that made of the coldly mechanical space-ship a thing of new beauty and a place of cheerfulness—a home. And, to think he had won her for his own. To think. . . .


  “Carr!” Mado’s sharp exclamation startled him from his pleasant thoughts. “Come here and take a look at this,” the Martian demanded, his voice betraying an excitement unusual for him. “Something is wrong on this satellite we’re heading for.”


  Locking the controls in the automatic position, Carr turned to join his friend at the viewing-disk of the rulden. Mado had found an opening in the heavy cloud layer, and before them was an unobstructed view of a rugged countryside where huge boulders had been scattered by the mighty hand of creation and where the sun shone weakly on the rim of a yawning crater in which sulphurous vapors curled. They saw this strange land as from an altitude of a few hundred feet, though the Nomad was still more than a million miles from the satellite.


  “What’s wrong about that?” Carr grunted. “Excepting that it’s just another of these barren and useless bodies that doesn’t even provide us with an attracting interest.”


  “Wait,” Mado replied, “You’ll see in a moment. Something—”


  AT that instant there came a puff of blue flame from out the pit, carrying on its heated breath a drifting sheet of incandescence that fluttered and pulsated like a thing alive. Mado switched on the sound mechanism of the rulden and the roaring of the pillar of flame came to their ears. There were other sounds as well; the babble of alien voices and the rumble of drums.


  Immediately the rough ground in the vicinity was filled with creatures of human mold, half naked red-skinned beings that rose up from behind the boulders and rushed toward the pit of fire and the uncanny heat mantle that wandered ghost-like along its rim. Two of them carried something between them, a struggling writhing something which they stood erect at the crater’s edge. It was a girl!—a slim, bronzed figure that swayed there an instant uncertainly as the throb of the drums rose high and the voices of the assembled savages swelled in a monotony of exultant chanting.


  “Good Lord!” Carr gasped. “A human sacrifice!”


  A quick push, a piercing scream immediately drowned out by the cries of the multitude, and the girl was flung headlong into the welcoming folds of the white-hot ghost-mantle which hovered there like some greedy monster of the lava pools of Mercury. The thing closed in around the wildly struggling body, enwrapping it with exultant constrictions of its hell-born substance and diving, flapping, smoking heat devil, into the flame from whence it had sprung. Mado touched a lever with quick trembling fingers and the rulden’s disk went blank.


  SICKENED by what they had seen, the two friends stared at one another, white-faced.


  “No place for us,” Mado said, after a moment. “Not with Ora.”


  “Right!” Carr agreed grimly. “But I’d like to get in close enough to see more of Titan. How high is this cloud layer?”


  “About a mile above the surface. We can dive through and look them over; perhaps give them a taste of the disintegrator.”


  “Attaboy! You took the words out of my mouth. The devils! Who’d ever dream of such a horror in the twenty-fourth century—even out here?”


  “What’s the reason for this serious discussion?” The voice of Detis broke in on them from the door of the control room.


  “Plenty!” Carr exclaimed. And the Europan listened gravely as he described the awful thing they had witnessed.


  “I am not surprised,” he said calmly, when the Terrestrial ended his recital. “There are certain emanations from the mother planet that most certainly will affect the mentality and baser instincts of a race living within their influence. I have been studying these vibrations for several hours.”


  They turned to the forward port as the scientist indicated the great orb of Saturn with its gleaming rings. Now, as they drew near to the enormous planet, it did indeed seem that there was a sinister quality in its shifting luminosity. Carr shivered, thinking of Ora.


  “You mean,” Mado asked, “that there are vibrations in the ether hereabouts that are set up electrically by the planet?”


  “Precisely. Or rather I should say they are set up by the vast number of whirling particles of which its encircling rings are composed. The wave form propagated is of a characteristic that is in tune with those portions of the brain which control the savage impulses. We may certainly expect to find superstition-ridden ignorance and all manner of vice prevalent in the races of Titan.”


  “You think these vibrations will affect us?” Carr inquired anxiously.


  “Not if we make our visit short. The intensity is quite low.”


  “It’ll be a short visit, all right. We’ll be in Titan’s atmosphere in about forty minutes now, and, if I have my say, we’ll be out of it and away again inside of an hour.”


  “Best thing you’ve said today,” Mado approved. “But let’s have another look in the rulden. We may find other gaps in the clouds.”


  THE mechanism of the radio telescope whirred into life as he spoke and its disk shone bright with the reflected light of Titan as it pictured the body. The Nomad was speeding toward the ill-omened satellite at the rate of more than a thousand miles a second.


  But the surface was nowhere visible and Mado adjusted the focus so that the view of the billowy cloud-covering fell rapidly away. Though actually they were approaching the satellite with tremendous velocity, it receded swiftly in the rulden’s disk until the entire body showed as a perfect sphere of uniform brilliancy. All surface markings were concealed by the blanket of clouds.


  “Just a moment, Mado,” said Detis. “I believe I saw something.”


  The Martian pressed a button and the image was stationary. A tiny black spot had appeared near one edge of the satellite’s disk and this now spread rapidly like a blot of spilled ink. Then it stretched out into a wriggling line that quickly streaked its way across the equator, completely banding the body as they watched. A moment it lay there like a great serpent encircling the globe, and then it vanished in a flash of intense light that left them blinking in amazement. It was as if a trail of gunpowder had been laid across the surface and then set off by a torch in the hand of some unseen giant of the cosmos. A strange electrical storm that agitated the cloud blanket mightily, then left it more densely closed in than before.


  Through the forward port the satellite could be seen with the naked eye, growing larger now and resolving itself into a tiny globe. To Carr it seemed that the diminutive moon winked provocatively as he turned to regard it without the rulden’s aid. Off to the west, Saturn and her rings almost filled the sky, and their baleful light shone cold and menacing against the black velvet of the heavens.


  MADO took the controls when the Nomad entered the atmosphere of Titan and drifted over the sea of clouds. He corrected the altimeter for the mass of this body of three thousand miles diameter, and noted that they were up about six thousand feet. Test samples indicated that the outside air, although thin, was pure. But they did not open the ports as they had no intention of landing.


  Ora had not yet awakened and Carr hoped fervently that she would not do so until they had left the immediate vicinity of Titan. It was vastly better if she missed seeing anything of the barbarians of the cloudy satellite. Besides, with her adventuresome and fearless nature, she’d not be satisfied merely to look on from afar—she’d want them to land. And that must not be done.


  Something tinkled metallically against the hull plates of the vessel. Again and again the sound was repeated, and soon they saw that the air was filled with driving particles which clattered on the thick glass of the ports and contacted resoundingly with the hull. A vast cloud of black loomed directly ahead, springing up from the tossing cloud banks; and Mado yanked at the controls, swerving the Nomad sharply from her course.


  But there was no escaping the fury of that sudden squall; they were in the thick of it in an instant, and the ship was buffeted and tossed about as if it were a toy. Millions of the driving particles battered the Nomad and the din of their pounding was terrific as the ship was whirled deeper into the midst of the tempest.


  CARR saw that the black particles were piling up around the rim of the port, sticking fast to the metal of the hull. They were bristling in fantastic array, like iron filings adhering to the poles of a magnet. In a flash it came to him that these particles were magnetic; the Nomad was covered with them and they piled on ever more thickly, soon weighting her down so heavily that she lost altitude. They were at the mercy of a furious electrical storm of mysterious nature.


  “Imps of the canals!” Mado shouted above the din. “We’re finished! The machinery is paralyzed. This iron hail is charged.”


  The viewing port was completely covered over now with particles that arched across from rim to rim, slender rod-like things about two inches long and of the thickness of heavy wire. Black, they were, as black as graphite. Detis worked frantically with Mado at the useless controls, vainly endeavoring to stabilize the pitching vessel.


  Dazed by the suddenness of the calamity, Carr turned to look at the altimeter. Five thousand feet, forty-five hundred, four thousand! Nose down, and reeling drunkenly, the Nomad was diving to certain disaster on the rocky ground of Titan. He dashed from the control room, calling distractedly to Ora as he raced along the passageway.


  She staggered from the stateroom and into his arms, a slim, boyish figure in her snug leather jacket and breeches. Together they were flung violently against the partition by a heavy lurch of the vessel.


  “What is it?” she gasped, clinging to him for support.


  “A freak storm, in Titan’s atmosphere. Guess the Nomad’s done for.” Carr drew her fiercely close as an awful picture flashed across his mind—of Ora’s body mangled in twisted wreckage; of the savages finding it, down there. . . .


  The metal floor-plates seemed to buckle and hurl themselves aft with a grinding crash of disrupted joints. Holding desperately to the precious little body within his arms, Carr was thrown off his feet. There was a detonation as if the universe had been blasted into oblivion—then darkness, and numbed silence.


  “CARR, you’re hurt!” Ora moaned.


  He was—a little. His head was splitting and the taste of blood was in his mouth, but it was nothing serious. He’d been half knocked out, but his head was clearing already. Of far greater importance was the fact that Ora was unharmed; he satisfied himself of that immediately.


  “I’m all right,” he grunted, struggling to his feet and feeling around in the blackness.


  The lights in the passage were out and he groped blindly along the partition, the metal of which had suddenly become very hot to the touch. There was a curious feeling of lightness as if his body had no weight at all; the ship rolled gently and he knew they were falling swiftly to the inevitable crash. Yet he clung fast to Ora, and, together, they made their way to the control room.


  Faint daylight streamed in through the ports there and he saw Mado and Detis, both bleeding from injuries they had received when the mysterious shock hurled them amongst the control mechanisms. They were working furiously with the exciter-generator, which had stopped. The Nomad was without power and helpless to exert her anti-gravity energy.


  “The iron hail!” gasped the Europan scientist. “It gave up its charge, Carr—exploded. Here, give us a hand and see if we can get the generators started.”


  The ports were clear of the black particles and Carr saw that the outer surface of the glass was cracked and darkened from the heat of the blast. He understood, remembering the black band and the flash they had seen across the cloud layer from afar. And in the instant of remembering he saw that the ground was very near, rushing upward to meet them. A coil of the exciter-armature broke away in his fingers; the thing had been burned out by the electric storm, and the Nomad was doomed.


  The altimeter needle moved with sickening speed and already registered but little more than five hundred feet. Four hundred! Carr braced himself for the impending crash and gathered Ora in his arms.


  And then a strange thing happened. Four light rays, dazzling in intensity, stabbed up at them from the forest beneath them and converged on the vessel’s hull. The Nomad staggered, then came to an even keel and slackened in her mad dash to the surface. She vibrated from stem to stern under the mighty conflict of energies and they felt themselves pressed hard against the floor-plate. But the mysterious energy beams had come too late to save them. A densely wooded slope loomed directly ahead. There was a crashing of branches and the rending of mighty trunks, and the Nomad came to a jarring stop.


  “DEVILS of Terra!” Mado ejaculated. “We’re in a fine fix now. We’ll have to set foot on Titan whether we want to or not.”


  Carr had laughed, somewhat shakily, in relief. They were safe, all of them, and no one much hurt. And the generator coils could be rewound. But he sobered instantly at Mado’s words; they’d have to produce copper and insulating materials for the job.


  “Right,” he agreed. “And that’s not so good.”


  “What’s so terrible about landing here?” Ora inquired. “I thought we were expecting to explore this satellite.” She looked up from her ministrations to Detis, who had a nasty scalp wound.


  “The people here are dangerous savages,” Carr answered gravely. “At least some of them are; we saw them in the rulden. You’ll have to remain aboard while we look up the ones who projected those rays and do some bargaining with them.”


  “What! You expect me to hide in the vessel while you’re at work outside? Not much! I want to see something of Titan while we are here.” Her pretty chin was set in that determined manner she had.


  “I tell you it’s too risky!” Carr was firm, but he looked at Mado beseechingly, signaling for his support.


  But the Martian only grinned owlishly. He knew as well as did Carr that Ora would have her way.


  “Risky—pooh!” she returned. “I’m not afraid. We have our ray pistols and the funny torpedoes you brought from Mars. Besides, I don’t believe it’s as bad as you think.”


  Carr shrugged his shoulders. After all, they probably would not encounter any of the savages here in the forest. Beings of far greater intelligence were responsible for those rays, that much was certain. Besides, they’d be three able-bodied men out there to watch over her, and he’d make sure she didn’t get too far away from the ship.


  CARR was first to step from the opened manhole to the soft carpet of the Titanese forest. He found the air cool and crisp, with a tang of ozone assailing his nostrils. There was a pulsating motion in it that he could hardly define; it seemed that it massaged his cheeks and raised the short hairs at the nape of his neck and on his forearms as if they were electrified. Those vibrations Detis had told them about were actively at work.


  The gravity was even less than on Mars, though slightly greater than that of Europa. Mado was entirely at ease, and the Europans would not be bothered by the slight change in their weight. But Carr would have to take it easy, as he’d done ever since leaving Earth. His muscles were too powerful for his body on these smaller worlds, though this was a mighty advantage if he took care not to over-exert.


  A melodious whistling note rose high somewhere in the depths of the forest and trailed off into eery silence. The sky was overcast with gray clouds and the light was poor, of little more than twilight intensity on Terra, this being partly due to the masking of the sun by the clouds and partly to their tremendous distance from that radiant body. Odd that it was not colder, he thought. Probably those vibratory radiations of Saturn’s rings had something to do with the temperature in addition to their other effects.


  Detis was on his knees, examining a queer specimen of purplish moss which had drawn his eye. The eternal scientist in the man could not be downed. Mado had come out armed with one of the bulky kalbite torpedo-projectors and was looking around belligerently.


  Ora drew herself erect and took a deep breath as soon as her feet touched the ground, her eyes bright and her cheeks flushed with excitement. “Oh, Carr,” she breathed, “it’s marvelous; an honest-to-goodness virgin forest. We’ve neither of us ever seen one, you know. Aren’t you thrilled?”


  “We-e-ll,” he admitted, “I’ve always looked forward to wandering in just such places. But, with you along, and thinking of those barbarians we saw—”


  “Silly. I’m as capable as any of you. And, even if I couldn’t look out for myself, I know that you will be at my side.” She pursed her lips and tossed back her head provocatively.


  What was a man to do?


  A DEEP-TONED booming note came then from the hills, commencing like the warning siren of a space liner approaching its berth and swelling to a bombilation of ear-shattering sound that set the steel of the Nomad’s hull vibrating and their very flesh and bones a-tingle. Then it died away as had the bird note which was the first sound of this world to greet them.


  “Jupiter! What’s that?” Mado unslung his torpedo-projector.


  As if in answer to his startled question, a weird object drifted over the treetops and poised directly above them, about fifty feet up. An egg-shaped thing, six or seven feet in length, and seemingly made of white metal. It swayed there gently, without visible means of support, and they could make out a transparent disk on its side, back of which there was a human head with eyes that regarded them curiously.


  Mado raised his torpedo tube and took aim.


  “Hold it!” Carr warned him. “This fellow’s no savage. Probably he’s one of those who tried to break our fall. Friendly, perhaps.”


  Two more of the ovoids drifted in from the woods and joined the first one, all three settling a few feet lower and their occupants staring intently at the intruders.


  “I’ll get the psycho-ray apparatus,” Detis said excitedly. “We may be able to get thought contact with them.” He dived through the Nomad’s entrance-manhole as he spoke.


  “Nothing so frightening about these creatures,” Ora murmured, her eyes reproaching Carr. “Why, they seem anxious to know that we are not enemies.”


  And, indeed, this seemed to be the case, for the strange ovoids wafted still lower, dropping until a faint humming of the internal gravity mechanism came to their ears. These were a highly developed people of scientific attainment; civilized beings. But Mado kept firm hold of his torpedo tube, and Carr fingered the ray pistol at his belt.


  The booming note from the hills came then, frightfully near this time, and the three ovoids moved with sudden roaring of their motors, literally hurling themselves skyward. But the menace they sought to escape was real, and not to be outdone in speed. A vast black something whirred out from beyond the treetops and flung itself upon them.


  “A pterodactyl!” Mado gasped. “One of the prehistoric monsters of Terra!”


  “Carr, there are men riding it!” Ora exclaimed. “Red men!”


  IT was true; the pteranodon, a horrid bat-like thing with a wing-spread of fully twenty feet, carried three of the bronzed savages clinging to a sort of harness that encircled its body just back of the crested head. The huge flying reptile whistled raucously as it flew and one of the savages was whirling a sling which held a stone as large as his own head. They watched in amazement as the swift aerial steed flapped its way after the rising ovoids. And then the savage let loose an end of his thong and released its missile, which crashed full against the transparent disk of an ovoid and tore its way through.


  The damaged ovoid careened violently and then fell end over end, crashing in the forest. With a bellow of fury, Mado fired with the kalbite tube at his hip. There was the twang of the propelling ray, and the slender arrow-like torpedo sped forth on its message of death, singing spitefully as it cleaved the air of Titan.


  It was a fair hit, catching the pteranodon just ahead of its trailing legs and exploding with the characteristic screaming roar of the deadly kalbite. The monstrous reptile and its crew of barbarians vanished in a blaze that lighted the clouds above them and brought a babble of excited shoutings from the depths of the forest on all sides. They were surrounded by the uncivilized ones of Titan! And those of the ovoids had run off at the first sign of danger.


  The din from the forest was augmented by the whistlings of a second pteranodon which darted after the remaining ovoids, following swiftly as these retreated with ludicrous, wabbling haste.


  ORA screamed and struck out at something with her fist. A naked arm had reached out from the underbrush and grasped her wrist. Carr wheeled and his ray pistol spat crackling flame. The savage, an undersized red man with an enormous head, rose unsteadily from his hiding place, a look of terrible hate in his contorted features. Then, like a punctured balloon, his body collapsed into the nothingness of complete disintegration.


  “Back, back to the Nomad!” Carr roared, dragging Ora with him and leveling his pistol at a group of the bronze brutes who rushed into the space where the vessel lay amongst the trees.


  Mado was busy with his torpedo tube and a vast explosion shook the ground beneath them as a trio of the savages were blasted out of existence. A great tree toppled and crashed across the nose of the Nomad, its roots ripped from the soil by the concussion.


  Ora had whipped out her own pistol and was firing as they fell back. Game kid, she was! Carr gloated as he saw she was making each shot tell. But this couldn’t last; there were hundreds of them now, long-armed and big-headed red devils swarming in from every direction. Carr dodged none too quickly to save his skull from a swift-flung stone, which clanged against the Nomad’s hull. There was a perfect hail of the missiles now: one struck his left arm a numbing blow, and he heard a sickening thud and Ora’s moan as she was hit. And there were winged darts, from blow-guns.


  A dusky moon-face leered into his own, horribly close, and he yelled his rage as he drove it back with a swift uppercut. But the horde of savages came on in ever increasing numbers and with renewed vigor.


  “Quick—inside!” Carr hissed in Ora’s ear as his fingers found the rim of the manhole. He’d have her safely within in a moment.


  Detis clambered out with the thought machine in his arms, and a singing dart from one of the blow-guns pierced him through and through. A look of astonishment spread over his kindly features, and he fell forward, dying.


  And then Carr looked up into a grinning face behind a huge club that was swinging downward. He threw up his arm to break the force of the blow, but the club fell too swiftly; the enormous weight of it crashed down on his skull, and he knew no more.


  WHEN he awakened it was to stare for a dazed moment into a pair of blue eyes that looked down upon him in a place of dim light and stuffy atmosphere. The eyes were only vaguely familiar in his befuddled memory. Beautiful eyes, though, and incredibly dear. . . .


  “Ora!” he exclaimed, in wondering remembrance, trying to sit up as he grasped her hand.


  “Hush!” she warned him, placing a finger-tip to his lips. “Be quiet now and perhaps they’ll leave us alone for a while.”


  “They! Did they capture us?” he whispered. “Are you hurt?”


  “We’re prisoners, all right, excepting poor father. But they didn’t harm me much, outside of the rough handling.”


  “The devils. What of Detis?” He was growing stronger by the minute and now saw that they were in an open-mouthed cave and that Mado was sitting hunched dejectedly in a corner, his massive shoulders drooping and his proud head bowed on his chest.


  “Father—they killed him,” Ora sighed almost inaudibly. “Have you forgotten? We saw the dart strike him and I—I saw it sticking from his chest. Oh, Carr!” A dry sob caught in her throat.


  “Yes—yes. Lord!” Carr groaned, sick at heart with the sudden recollection and full of compassion for the stricken girl.


  He patted her hand with clumsy tenderness as she turned her head and gazed out through the cave mouth in silence that was fraught with intense pain. She would take it like that: with little to say but with much inward suffering.


  And then he noticed a fourth occupant of the cavern, a young lad of Titan. Like one of the savages in his small stature and in the large size of his head, he was much lighter in color and his body was encased in a snug one-piece garment of shimmering material of silky texture. And there was a different light in his eyes, the light of intelligence and culture.


  “Who is that?” Carr whispered.


  Ora stared when she saw that the stranger was on his feet. “Oh,” she exclaimed, “I’m glad he has recovered. He’s one of the civilized ones; they captured him with his ovoid when the second pteranodon went out after them.”


  MADO was standing now, endeavoring to communicate with the lad by means of signs and the drawing of crude pictures in the red sand of the cavern floor. The graceful little fellow watched him with understanding and with a smile of amused tolerance. Then he halted the big Martian with an imperious motion, addressing him in velvety voice.


  “Nazu,” he said simply, placing a forefinger on his breast and bowing before the astonished Mado.


  “Imps of the canals!” the Martian exclaimed, grinning delightedly as he cast a swift look at Carr and Ora. “He’s telling me his name.”


  “Mine’s Mado,” he said, turning his eyes to the keen gray ones that smiled up at him. “Mado,” he repeated, placing a huge fist against his own chest and bending his body in awkward imitation of the lad’s courtly gesture.


  They made no attempt to converse in tongues that would convey no meaning, but there was no mistaking the quick friendship that sprang up between the incongruous pair. Mado was the boy’s slave from that moment, and Nazu looked up to the Martian with all of youth’s admiration for his vast bulk and rippling muscles.


  Suddenly they were without light and Carr saw that a curtain of woven rushes had been dropped over the mouth of the cave. There were soft padding footsteps on every side and he drew back against the rock wall with Ora clasped in his arms. A sinewy hand grasped his wrist and twisted his right arm free. He lashed out in the darkness and was rewarded by a grunt of pain as his fist contacted with an unseen face. Nazu’s voice rose in anguish, and Mado’s wrathful bellow was followed by a frightful commotion as he tore into his assailants.


  They were everywhere in the blackness, these slippery little savages of Titan, their half naked bodies crowding him and stifling him with their sweaty nearness. Again and again Carr struck out, but it was like fighting a horde of squirming and clawing feline creatures that swarmed over him and bore him down by sheer weight of numbers. They dragged Ora from his arms and quickly overpowered him. Thongs of rawhide twisted deeply into the flesh of his wrists and he was hauled forth into the daylight.


  SECURELY tied, hand and foot, Carr was propped sitting with his back to a huge boulder. He saw they had been carried to the place they had viewed in the disk of the rulden. A dozen paces away, Ora and Mado sat similarly bound. The Martian had been gagged as well and Carr was forced to smile despite the seriousness of the situation. His mad bellowings must have proved as painful to the ears of the red dwarfs as had his fists to their bodies.


  Nazu, unbound and walking proudly erect, was being marched to the edge of a smoking fissure by two of the savages. No others of the red men were in sight.


  Carr shuddered. It was the place of sacrifice they had seen in the rulden, and the natives were in hiding as before. Nazu would be first to go; then Ora, most likely. He strained desperately at his bonds when he realized the awful significance of their position. It was incredible that Ora was here and in the hands of these unspeakable monsters. Why, she’d be thrown into the incandescent folds of the flapping fire-god, along with the rest of them! He groaned in an agony of self-recrimination; he should not have allowed her to come on this mad voyage.


  Then came that roaring column of flame from out the crater, and the weird fluttering thing whose intense heat radiated across the intervening space like the breath of a blast furnace. The rumble of drums commenced, and thousands of the red men dashed over the rocky area to worship at the shrine of their pitiless god.


  As their monotonous chant rose high, Nazu was rushed to the edge of the pit. The ghastly, shimmering heat-ghost drifted hungrily to await the flinging of the slight form into its consuming embrace. Carr was glad to see that Ora had turned her head.


  AND then there came a sucking noise from the depths of the crater, and the pillar of blue flame vanished abruptly, the incandescent ghost-shape flapping disconsolately in its wake. The chant of the savages trailed off into a chorus of disgruntled murmurings and the booming of the drums died down in disappointment. The worshippers had been cheated of their sadistic pleasure. There was something wrong with the timing of the rite; their mysterious fire-god had granted the captives a reprieve.


  But the prisoners were not deceived by the solicitous treatment accorded them by their captors when they were returned to the cave and their bonds were severed. For well they knew that at the next appearance of the phenomenon of the pit they would be dragged off to the sacrifice. Sooner or later all of them were to meet the fate of those given into the embrace of the heat-demon.


  A guard of fifty or more of the savages, armed with blow-guns and stone hatchets, paraded continuously before the mouth of the cave as one of their number returned with a huge woven container of fruits and nuts of strange form and color. This was set before them and the bearer withdrew.


  “Humph!” Mado grunted. “Seems like they want to fatten us up for this heated sheet of theirs. Like hogs fattened for the market.”


  But he reached for the striped yellow melon atop the heap, and, at a bright nod of approval from Nazu, bit into its smooth skin.


  Carr’s stomach rebelled when he looked at the food. He could not bear the sight of the stuff, sitting there in the damp cavern with Ora’s blue eyes regarding him in the dim light. Those wide eyes held a gleam of hope and trust that would not be discouraged.


  HE gazed out through the cave mouth and calculated their chances. There were none. Not against that horde of barbarians; there were too many of the devils to fight with their bare hands. If only they had their ray pistols, or a torpedo projector. At least they could sell their lives dearly. His eyes narrowed speculatively when they came to rest on a peculiar egg-shaped object that stood out there in the open. It was Nazu’s ovoid. Here was an idea!


  But he saw that its entrance door was open and that the space inside was too small for any of them excepting one of the small stature of the Titanese. It was crammed with machinery. Nazu was the only one of their number who could squeeze into the thing; in fact he alone knew how to operate the queer flying machine. There must be others of his kind, plenty of them; another country, or a city full of them at least. Perhaps he might obtain aid if only he could be made to understand, and if they could get him out there safely somehow.


  “Mado,” he called, pointing, “do you suppose we could dope out a way of getting Nazu aboard his sky vehicle to go for help?”


  The Martian stared, his mouth stuffed with food and his jaws in full action. He strained suddenly to swallow the huge mouthful so he could make reply.


  “Not a chance,” he grunted. “Why, there’s a million of them out there. You won’t catch them napping.”


  But he turned his attention from the basket of fruit and made a desperate effort to convey the idea to Nazu, whose bright eyes took in his every significant motion and whose sensitive fingers traced images in the sand that conveyed his own thoughts to the mind of the Martian in rapid succession.


  “He’s got it!” Mado gloated. “The game little cuss would go in a minute if we could get him to the ovoid. He’s got a picture of a big island here, so help me! An island covered with circular dwellings, made of metal like the ovoids, he indicates. Look here.”


  CARR and Ora moved over to watch the swift sketching of the Titanese lad. By means of pantomime and his carefully drawn pictures, he told them of his people, making it clear that they were forced to live in insulated dwellings and travel only in the ovoids, which likewise were insulated against the devastating vibrations that emanated from Saturn’s rings. He sketched those rings, illustrating the vibrations and tapping his own forehead in explanation of the effect on the brain; pointing to the savages to indicate the ultimate fate of his kind. The protective insulation, it appeared, was not permanent; sooner or later, all of them would become barbarians like the others.


  The savages out there were their fathers, mothers, sisters and brothers, gone mad; their skins darkened by continued action of the vibrations after they fled their insulated homes. His pictures of the family life were meticulously drawn. His people never warred upon these savage kin of theirs—naturally—though the reverse was not always true. However, Nazu pointed to the ovoid and showed his willingness to help the strangers. But he shook his head sadly as he counted the barbarians on his fingers, multiplying the number endlessly by clapping his hands. There were too many of them; the thing was impossible.


  “Good Lord!” Carr exclaimed. “He’s a marvel at communicating his thoughts without words. But I’d think his people would beat it for the hills without waiting. Might as well have it over with.”


  “But, they’re still working on the problem,” Ora objected. “With their wisdom, they’ll finally get the thing under control. And they probably hope to discover a way of restoring their maddened relatives.”


  She was doing something with the red sand; wetting her fingers in a trickle of water that oozed from the wall and making a red paste which she smeared on her white forearm and then rubbed off.


  “I guess you’re right,” Carr admitted. Then, watching her strange performance, he asked, “What are you doing?”


  She looked up with sparkling eyes and stretched forth her arm. “It stains, Carr, see!” she exclaimed excitedly. “We can fix up Nazu to resemble one of the savages. It is the exact color of their skin.”


  “Mado!” he called, sensing at once the possibilities of her discovery. They could make up Nazu to perfection. Mingling with the barbarians unsuspected, he might get possession of the ovoid.


  THE Titanese lad fell in with the idea at once and the two men started work on him with water and the powdery stuff they had taken for red sand. They stripped him of his silken garment and smeared him from head to foot, Carr taking especial care to see that his upper body and face were thoroughly covered. Then, after using his own clothing to swab off the coating, they stepped back to view the result. He was exactly like one of the red men in color now, and he stood there twisting his face in a wicked grin to heighten the similarity.


  “The little devil!” Mado chuckled. “He gets the idea perfectly. We’ll have to muss his hair now and fix him up with a kirtle like theirs.”


  Removing his suede jacket and turning it inside out, he draped it about the slim hips of Nazu, then slapped his chest approvingly. “There you are, lad,” he told the grinning youngster. “A tough-looking kid we’ve made of you, too.”


  The words were lost on the young Titanese, but his bright eyes showed that he fully comprehended the humor as well as the gravity of the situation. The improvised covering would pass without question as one of the untanned hides the barbarians wore dangling from their waists. The disguise was faultless.


  Ora had been watching at the mouth of the cave. Now she called out in low-voiced warning, “Hurry! One of them is coming.”


  Carr moved forward swiftly to face the opening, while Mado stood with his great bulk hiding the now unrecognizable Nazu. The savage entered, proceeding directly to where Carr was standing. He bent over the fruit basket and then the Earth-man was upon him.


  The wiry red man struggled furiously, but Carr had a grip on his windpipe that stopped his attempts to cry out and quickly reduced him to a state of flabby subjection. Then he bound and gagged his captive, tearing strips of linen from his own shirt to provide the necessary material. In a moment they had bundled the trussed-up dwarf into a dark corner of the cavern, and Nazu stepped forth blithely to lift the basket to his shoulder.


  EVERYTHING seemed to happen at once after that. Nazu stalked boldly out among the savages, who paid him no attention whatsoever. He passed out of their field of vision for a moment, and then they saw him at the circular door of the ovoid. In a flash he was inside and the thing soared speedily into the air and out of sight. The red men broke forth in a babel of excited jabbering and then they were crowding into the cave, hundreds of them it seemed, shrieking their rage as they attacked the hapless prisoners.


  Carr went down fighting madly but to no avail. He hadn’t counted on this; he should have known better. A crushing weight of them was upon him, clawing and beating at him as he struggled to rise. They were suffocating him with their rank animal odors.


  And then he was dragged into the open air. Battered and dazed, he saw they had found their fellow, the one he had bound and gagged. Ora was considerably mussed up, but unharmed, he observed with relief; but Mado lay there inert. This was the first time Carr had ever seen him take the count at the hands of man.


  When they had untied the one whose place had been taken by Nazu, he came straight for the Earth-man and would have brained him with a huge stone had not his fellows interfered. He objected strenuously, his eyes red with hate and a torrent of harsh gutturals pouring from his lips. But the others held him off; this strange white giant from the machine of the skies was to be saved for the embrace of the fire-god.


  WITH the entire blame for Nazu’s escape thus placed upon the Terrestrial, Ora and Mado were returned to the cavern and left unmolested. But Carr was prodded into moving over against a boulder and was surrounded by a semi-circle of the dwarfs who squatted calmly to watch him, blow-guns in their hands and stone hatchets on the ground within easy reach. They were taking no more chances with this one.


  The long day of Titan dragged interminably but the watchful eyes of his guards never strayed from their prisoner. At any moment the fire-god might make an appearance and the rite of sacrifice take place. Carr supposed that the thing made more or less regular appearances, like a geyser of Earth. And, next time, there would be no escape.


  Night fell, and still those eyes watched intently in the light reflected against the low-flung clouds from the seething crater nearby. Nothing had been seen of Nazu or any of the ovoids. Probably it was useless to expect them; they could not bring themselves to do battle against these savage kin of theirs. Anyway, he was glad the little fellow had gotten away; he hoped he was safely in bed—if they had beds in those insulated dwellings.


  He could not sleep. All through the night he sat with bowed head, alternately planning rescue attempts and cursing himself for bringing Ora to this horrible end. Detis was dead; the Nomad was hopelessly beyond repair for many days, even if they could make their escape and locate it; Nazu had saved his own skin, and they were left to the mercy of these vibration-crazed brutes who waited there in the flickering red twilight all around him. It was a revolting ending for an adventure that had started so auspiciously.


  WITH the first faint light of dawn came the roaring of the pillar of flame from out the crater. Instantly there rose the hollow booming of the drums and the chanting of thousands of the barbarous worshippers. The place was swarming with them almost instantly, and Carr’s guards closed in on him with evil glee.


  Ora was brought out into the open, her arms held fast by two of the red devils who yanked her roughly along between them. Carr roared out in blind rage and in awful fear for the girl. He struck out viciously into the first grinning face that pressed near. Something in his brain seemed to snap then, and he became a snarling, fighting animal, battling against overwhelming odds in defence of his mate. A dart buried itself in his arm and a stone hatchet bit into his shoulder, but he scarcely felt the hurts. All that mattered now was Ora; they were taking her away—taking her to the folds of that incredible hot thing that flapped there at the crater’s rim. An arm snapped like a pipestem in his fingers and he heard the squeal of pain from somewhere in the tangled mass of savages around him.


  And then they were falling back; easing up on him. The din was increasing, but it seemed that a note of fear had crept in to replace the exultant frenzy of those chanting voices. The drums were stilled.


  Wiping the blood from his eyes with the back of his hand, he saw the barbarians running everywhere; they were screaming in superstitious terror and fighting one another in their desperate anxiety to escape the vicinity of their precious fire-god. A tremendous voice boomed out over the hubbub, a voice that came from the crater in vast commanding gutturals that struck terror into the souls of the panicky barbarians. Yet somehow that mightily sonorous voice carried a familiar ring.


  Carr raised astonished eyes to the pillar of blue flame and was seized with a well-nigh uncontrollable impulse to flee with the red men. For a monstrous image of Detis swayed there in the hot vapors, a massive arm raised menacingly and an equally Brobdingnagian voice issuing from his lips in fierce syllables of the red man’s tongue!


  “Detis!” Carr shouted. “Detis! Ora—Mado!”


  AND then he was running toward the crater’s edge in bounding strides that carried him twenty feet at a leap. He understood now. Detis had recovered from his wound and was reversing the rulden’s energy. He was projecting his own image and voice, many times amplified, into the column of fire to terrify the savages!


  Ora was lying there, on the rim of the pit. She had fainted at sight of the ghost-shape, whose white-hot folds flapped there, reaching to engulf her in their all-consuming embrace. Carr babbled like a madman as he pulled her away from the horrible thing that pulsated with eager flutterings not three feet away, its hot breath singeing her silken lashes and brows.


  Mado was there, encouraging him and yelling something else he couldn’t understand; pointing skyward. And then he saw it; the Nomad, with its sleek, tapered cylinder of a body nosing down toward them with the silvery aura of its propulsive energy gleaming like a beacon of hope against the dull clouds of the satellite of terror. And there was something else: one of the ovoids of Titan, clinging there to the vessel’s hull plates, alongside the open manhole. Nazu had not failed them after all. His mind refused to question the miracle further.


  Somehow, when the vessel landed, he managed to reach the manhole with his precious burden. He staggered through the passageway and into their stateroom, tenderly stretching Ora on her own bed. In the next instant he was rummaging in the medicine closet. He found ointment for her burns; smelling salts; damp cloths. With trembling fingers he ministered to her, a great joy welling up within him as he saw she was recovering. Another minute, back there at the crater, and he’d have lost her forever. He swallowed hard at the thought, his eyes misty as he looked down at her and remembered.


  Impatiently he jerked the barbed dart from his arm and poured a powerful antiseptic into the open wound, unmindful of the pain. As best he could, he disinfected his other cuts and bandaged them. Ora had raised herself and now sat there, swaying weakly and regarding him with anxious gaze.


  A LITTLE later they made their way forward to the control room. The Nomad had taken off and was drifting slowly higher. At the controls sat a strange, bedaubed figure. Nazu!


  Mado was peering through the coils of a helix of silver ribbon that had been erected beside the rulden.


  “Father!” Ora darted past him and dropped to her knees on the floor-plates at the Martian’s side. The body of Detis was slumped there a ghastly corpse within those gleaming coils. But his kind features were fixed in a serene smile. He had gone to his reward with content in his heart.


  Only then did Carr remember. One could not subject his body to the reversed energies of the rulden without certain expectation of death. A few short seconds with those terrible oscillations surging through his being, carrying the amplified visual and oral reproduction through the ether, and the Europan scientist had perished. Knowingly, willingly, Detis had given his life that the rest of them might live! Recovered miraculously from his first serious injury, he had done this magnificent thing deliberately and gladly. . . .


  A great lump rose in Carr’s throat as Ora’s sobbing came to his ears. With his vision blurred by tears, he turned to the pilot’s seat, where Nazu faced him with solemn eyes.


  “Nazu go now,” the amazing young Titanese stated. He spoke in halting syllables of Cos, the language of the inner planets!


  CARR stared agape, scarcely believing his ears.


  “Detis great man,” Nazu continued, relinquishing his seat to the dazed Earthman. “Nazu find him in ship. My people already there with him. They want to help when you come. Return after capture and heal dart wound of Detis. Bring wire and help him fix motors. Work very quick, my people. Detis have brain machine. Talk with Nazu; teach him words, also very quick. Nazu tell where you are and we come to help. Then he scare away red men—and die. That is all. Now I go—and you go also. Quickly.”


  “So that’s how it happened,” Carr muttered, slowly mulling over the amazing things he had heard. He watched the Titanese lad keenly as his eyes wandered in Mado’s direction. He saw the admiring light that came into them as the big Martian removed the body of Detis from the helix and carried it gently away.


  “Wait a minute,” he interposed, as Nazu made as if to leave. “Mado would like to talk to you.”


  “Must go soon.” The youngster drew himself up proudly. “Nazu is prince of his people. They need him. And you—you must go at once. Vibrations of mother planet’s rings work on you too long already. Must be quick. Else you be wild men—like those down there.”


  He waved his arm in a gesture that embraced all Titan. Anxiety was written large on his countenance and his gaze traveled nervously to the door through which Mado must return.


  The big Martian was not long in coming. He had carried the body of Detis aft, leaving Ora there with her dead. Carr’s heart ached for her; he knew how silently and terribly she suffered. Knowing that her father had been healed of his deadly wound by the friendly Titanese, only to be taken from her afterwards by his own heroic act, made the blow doubly hard.


  Later they would give Detis a decent burial, sending him through the airlock to drift aimlessly in space, preserved through the ages by the intense cold and the absence of air. A fitting tomb for the noblest of the vagabonds!


  MADO chattered endlessly with Nazu, who was impatient to be off. Seeing that it was impossible to detain him, and realizing at last the stern necessity of hastening their own departure, he finally let him go. The youngster bid Carr a sober, friendly farewell and followed Mado to the airlock.


  Carr heard the clang of the manhole cover as it swung home, and was bolted to its seat. The ovoid drifted away from the vessel and dropped toward the forest beneath them. Nazu had gone to rejoin his people.


  His fingers strayed to the controls. They must get away from the evil influence of those vibrations; he had felt something of their degrading power in the fighting down there. He had almost become a savage himself, he remembered with a revulsion of feeling.


  The feel of the levers brought to him a renewed sense of confidence and responsibility. A while back he thought he’d never perform such simple duties again. The Nomad responded instantly and rose swiftly to hover over the pit of the fire-god. The flame had partly subsided and the ghost-shape wabbled there, changing form rapidly with darkening colors. Some weird phenomenon of nature that those brutes had set up as a deity.


  Carr increased the repulsion energy once more and the Nomad shot skyward like a rocket. Through the floor port he saw Nazu’s tiny ovoid scudding over the treetops. Then it had vanished.


  “We’re getting away none too soon,” said Mado, rejoining him.


  “Right.” Carr watched the temperature indicator as he increased speed to the maximum they could withstand in the atmosphere.


  They were out above the cloud layer then and he cast apprehensive eyes on the enormous flat disks encircling the great globe that was Saturn. Something like a hundred and seventy thousand miles across them, he remembered. But the astronomers of the inner planets had little actual knowledge of their composition; they knew nothing at all of their terrible power or their strange inhabitants.


  THE Nomad left Titan with tremendous acceleration now, as he increased the speed of the rejuvenated generators. They’d go on, on toward Uranus, Neptune—anywhere, away from this ringed planet that was responsible for the death of one of their number; away from the region that was soon to become the tomb of Detis.


  There was silence then as the Nomad raced on through the blackness. Mado gripped the rail of the port and peered long and earnestly at the tiny pinpoint of light that now was Titan.


  “Great kid, that Nazu,” the Martian said, after a while. “Too bad he couldn’t come along with us.”


  “Yes.” Carr was thinking of the different life there would be on board the Nomad; and well he knew that Mado was thinking of the same thing. The Martian had missed the close companionship of his Terrestrial friend since his marriage to Ora; missed it more than he would admit, even to himself. And the lad, Nazu, had appealed to him; he would have fathered him as only a lonely bachelor can. Suddenly Carr’s own friendship for the big fellow seemed a wonderful thing.


  “Never mind, old man,” he whispered, reaching over and gripping Mado’s hand mightily, “We’ll be a three-cornered family, Ora and you and I. And, who knows but that you’ll find the one and only girl yourself, some fine day?”


  “Oh, shut up!” Mado grunted.


  But a big hand closed down hard on Carr’s fingers, and the Earthman knew that their friendship was more firmly cemented than ever before.


  WATER-BOUND WORLD


  Harl Vincent


  IN our present state of political corruption, it would seem a relief to go off to some other planet and colonize anew—providing, of course, that the chosen planet was not already inhabited by intelligent beings much further advanced than we are. But, in this short scientifiction gem of interplanetary travel, Mr. Vincent sounds another warning—corruption, too, can travel and perhaps be joined with peers of a vastly stronger menace, and uniquely strange—as witness what the travelers in this story meet with en route to Saturn.


  CHAPTER I


  Capture


  WITH ever decreasing velocity the ethership Mercurianic circled Japetus, Saturn’s eighth satellite. At each convolution she drew nearer to the ominously tossing clouds which enveloped the body. The great vessel’s rocket tubes gave forth no sound.


  A tense silence pervaded the navigating cabin. Through the thick glass of the forward port Captain Jornas Boe gazed fixedly at the sunlit billows beneath them. Ridge Color, the pilot, was a rigid hunched figure at the control keyboard.


  “What altitude, Mr. Coler?” the captain asked. “Fifty-two thousand, Sir.” Ridge straightened his slim lithe body and turned expectant eyes on his superior.


  Captain Boe stepped wearily to the optophone and flipped its lever. The alert but unsmiling visage of the Venerian chief engineer flashed into view on the disc.


  “Let me have the concentrate quantities, Mr. Nad.” The captain’s voice was mild, but a careful observer might have detected in it a strained quality of inflection and would certainly have noted the cool arrogance on the face pictured in the disc.


  “Tank number three is half full, Sir,”—with a queer mixture of insolence and respect, “And there’s eight hundred pounds in number one. Do we make the landing?”


  “We do not. We’ll proceed with the work as we’ve started, if it takes us a terrestrial month.”


  The black brows of the chief engineer drew together ever so slightly and a curiously chill smile twisted his thin lips. “It can’t be done, Sir,” he protested, “My men are exhausted; unruly. We—”


  “Enough!” Captain Boe’s words snapped out like the lash of a whip. “We proceed as I have commanded.” He shoved back the optophone lever with an angry gesture and the disc went blank. “We’ll return to one hundred thousand feet, Mr. Coler,” he told Ridge calmly.


  “Ay, Sir.” The pilot depressed a group of keys and the vessel throbbed smoothly to the reaction of a series of staccato blasts from the keel rocket tubes. The tossing cloud surface fell rapidly away.


  The stillness again became oppressive when the captain bowed his iron-gray head anxiously over the celestial chart.


  Ridge Coler was appreciative of the dilemma faced by the captain. To make a landing on the satellite Japetus was strictly prohibited by the Interplanetary Commerce Commission. The body was ringed in red on the charts; no scouting vessel of the inner planets had been able to reach its reputedly dangerous surface. Loss of his papers and probable exile awaited that master of a passenger-carrying ethership who landed his vessel in defiance of the Commission’s ruling.


  But the Mercurianic was in trouble, having run afoul of a tiny planetoid or meteorite the day before. Her fuel tanks had been punctured, causing the leakage of most of the concentrated liquid explosive into the vacuum of space. With insufficient fuel to carry her the remaining distance of her journey from Earth to Saturn, she had been eased into the atmosphere of the nearest body—the forbidden satellite—where nitrogen and other elements needed in replenishing the supply of fuel were being extracted from the thin outer air.


  It was slow and arduous work for the engineers, since the fuel consumed hourly by the heating and oxygen apparatus, plus the amount used by the rocket tubes in maintaining their altitude, was almost as great a quantity as could be manufactured during the same period of time. Zarko Nad, iron-fisted chief of the engine rooms, claimed his men were objecting. And, hourly, his insistence that they land on Japetus became more vigorous.


  Privately, Ridge looked with longing eyes at the mist-shrouded satellite. Here waited mystery, adventure. The old urge was strong upon him; this prosaic job of piloting was growing irksome, and he was itching to try his hand at setting the big liner down on the surface of this body which was declared impossible of safe approach.


  But of course there were the passengers. And the captain’s strict accountability; his sworn duty and the duty of his subordinates. It was out of the question that any course other than the present one be followed.


  Captain Boe turned a haggard face toward his pilot. “I’ve been thinking of the possible depth of this cloud layer,” he muttered, as if thinking aloud. “There is no record you know of, Mr. Coler?”


  “Only that of Vorn Jare, of the Martian Patrol. He was within a mile of the surface in 2114—”


  “Yes, I remember. And still he found himself in the dense vapor. It is no wonder that landing is prohibited, and yet—”


  “You’re thinking of attempting it, Sir?” Ridge’s exclamation was fraught with excitement.


  “Certainly not, my boy. But sometimes—er—eventualities, you know. Oh, what in the devil am I talking about?” The captain turned abruptly to view once more the tortured cloud covering of Japetus.


  Ridge stared in astonishment at the erect stocky figure. He was keenly aware of the captain’s concern; he knew of the restlessness of the passengers and of the mutterings in the crew’s quarters. But that the captain was dubious of the outcome, he had no suspicion. In the dark days to come, Ridge was to remember his words—and his courage.


  A heavy step sounded behind him and Ridge turned to stare into the faintly smiling countenance of the chief engineer. Zarko Nad’s huge bulk filled the doorway as he stood for a moment coolly surveying the scene in the navigating cabin. Then he was advancing on the captain, catlike in his movements.


  “Boe,” he rumbled, “Know how much we gained in the past hour?”


  “Mr. Boe, if you please,” the captain purred. But it was the purr of a tiger; Ridge saw the swelling of the veins at his temples and the tensing of the great chest muscles beneath his snug purple jacket.


  “Ay—mister Boe,” Zarko drawled with infuriating calm. “The gain was less than two hundred pounds. Of the seven hundred pounds of concentrate we manufactured, you used more than five to gain altitude. It is impossible, what you are trying to do—we’ve got to land.”


  “Rot!” There was no equivocation in the captain’s clipped words. “Now, you listen to me: I know your men are growling—they’re working on a long job. But work is what they’re paid for, what you’re paid for. Little though it may be, we’re gaining—you admit it. And there’s such a thing as duty, such a thing as law. The same law that forbids landing on this satellite makes me Master of this vessel, and Master I intend to remain. We do not land; we work. Get it?”


  Ridge Coler drew in a sharp breath. Zarko’s huge shoulders had hunched threateningly. There was a convulsive clenching of his great hamlike paws and he thrust a foot forward, lowering his head. The young pilot half rose from his seat. But Captain Boe’s gaze, flinty and unswerving, held the determination of a man who would hold to his guns in the face of all argument—of a man conscious of his mastery.


  The big Venerian subsided, but his voice was brittle as he asked, “Is this your final word, Sir?”


  “It is.”


  Without further speech, but with flashing eyes that spoke volumes, Zarko Nad turned on his heel and vanished into the tubular passageway that led aft.


  “I’m with you, Sir, if there’s trouble,” blurted Ridge. “Thank you.” The captain’s gaze locked with the pilot’s for a long, understanding moment. Then he smiled enigmatically and turned once more to his contemplation of the chart.


  Ridge hunched low in the pilot’s seat, his long legs raised and muscular arms enwrapping his knees. It was a habit of his when disturbing thoughts engrossed him, and he sat thus contorted for a long time. In his imagination he was dropping the Mercurianic safely through the cloud envelope, searching barren crags and arid plains for signs of habitation. Fanciful conceptions . . . impossible. . . .


  They were again nearing the outer reaches of the misty shroud when the booming of the ship’s bell announced the coming of the relief pilot. Untangling his jumbled limbs, Ridge gave over the controls and went aft.


  KAL TURJEN, the deep-chested coppery-skinned Martian who was his friend and cabin mate, awaited him in the small cubicle they shared.


  It was unusual that so great a friendship arise between Terrestrial and Martian as had come to these two. But Ridge, as a young lad, had been taken to Mars by his parents; his father had been one of the first American business men to settle there. Those were difficult days for alien youngsters on the red planet, and Kal, a trifle his senior, had taken Ridge under his wing and defended him throughout the trying initial period of Martian schooling, later joining him as partner in many youthful exploits and conquests. As adolescents, they remained fast friends; as men they had wandered together over most of the solar system in search of adventure. They were inseparable now.


  Kal’s black eyes squinted up at his friend through the curling smoke of the cigaret that adhered perpetually to his lower lip. “Any news?” he inquired.


  “Zarka was up forward, arguing with the captain.” Ridge stripped off his shirt and made for the soap and hot water.


  Exhaling noisily, Kal watched solemnly the weaving of the muscles under the smooth skin of his friend’s broad back. Then: “He’s been stirring up things between decks, as well,” he muttered, in English.


  Ridge looked up from the wash bowl, surprised. Ordinarily they conversed in Sol-ido, the universal language of interplanetary travelers. “Think it means trouble?” he asked, likewise switching to his own mother tongue and lowering his voice.


  “I’m sure of it. Zarko’s been whispering amongst the crew all this watch. Lot of new men this trip, too—seems he knows ’em all.”


  “What kind of men? How many?” The young pilot dried his unruly thatch of red hair with savage swabbings of the towel.


  Kal Turjen growled. “Imps of the canals! Every Martian below decks is with him; these cursed drylanders are ever mixed up in such devilment. And there’s Rete Dovis, Nad’s Venerian assistant. And a few roughneck Terrestrials. Probably thirty of them, all told.”


  Ridge whistled. “In other words, nearly every man Jack of the crew. Excepting only the upper-deck officers and—ourselves.”


  “Right.” Kal lighted a fresh cigaret from the halfinch butt of the last, smiling grimly the while. “Seems like we’re in for some of this excitement you’ve been yelling for.”


  Ridge’s gray eyes were solemn and he vouchsafed no reply as he wriggled vigorously into a clean shirt.


  The big Martian was booked as radiophone operator, and his duties were anything but arduous on a vessel whose transmitters were limited in range to million miles. Almost criminal, this niggardly economy of the owners; the Mercurianic would be able to summon help if only they might span the two and a quarter million miles to Saturn. Kal was contemptuous of the obsolete equipment, but at least there had been plenty of time to nose around down below. He had seen and heard many things which convinced him all was not well in the domain of Zarko.


  As if to conform his suspicions, a muffled shriek came to their ears, seemingly from the passenger compartment. A babel of shouting; swift shufflings of heavy boots in the passage.


  “They’re at it already!” he gasped.


  “Come on!” Ridge bellowed. The American burst from the cabin, well knowing that his bronze-hued friend would be on his heels.


  A knot of grimy, sweating men swayed there by the bulkhead which separated the passenger compartment from the crew’s quarters. Ridge caught a glimpse of gold braid on a purple cap and of a white face beneath, from which bulging eyes stared. It was Marrin, the first mate. A knife rose flashing and fell, and Marrin went down in the tangle. Shouting and cursing, his assailants fled into the main cabin.


  Marrin was breathing his last when they reached him. “Zarko!” he gasped, “Gone forward . . . with his killers . . . the captain . . .”


  The mate was dead. Ridge looked up into the fierce black eyes of his friend. “Jupiter!—it’s worse than I thought. Kal, we must head them off—somehow.”


  They sprinted through the cabin, where little groups of hysterical passengers were gathered. A steward lay there, sprawled on the deck with a Martian karee knife projecting from his back. Two fidgetty and frightened old men were carrying the limp body of a moaning woman to one of the lounges. Scared faces peeped out from stateroom doors. Hoarse shouts could be heard beyond the forward bulkhead.


  “THROUGH the promenade!” Kal panted, “It’s quicker.”


  They ducked out to the deck of the many glazed ports, where normally passengers would be viewing the heavens. The place was deserted, and only swirling gray vapors showed through the thick glass.


  “Too late!” groaned Ridge, “Zarko’s done it; he’s diving through.”


  Swiftly they moved toward the forward communicating door. But a sudden influx of frenzied passengers cut them off. Rete Dovis, with three squat and twisted drylanders of the red planet, were herding them in like cattle.


  The mutineers were armed with flame projectors and the ugly karee knives. Kal and Ridge had only their bare fists. Resistance would avail them nothing. Suddenly Ridge knew that the thing had been planned for months; small arms were not allowed on board and could only have been smuggled in over a long period of time.


  “Ho!” yelped Zarko’s lieutenant when he spied them, “It is here you are! You will at once report in the navigating room, you two.” Leaving his ugly cronies in charge of the passengers, he waved them forward with the stubby nose of his flame pistol.


  “Filthy swine!” Kal snarled, in his own tongue.


  “Easy now. We’ve no chance—yet.” Ridge shoved his impetuous friend aside and faced Rete Dovis. “You mean we report to Zarko?” he asked.


  Ridge was sparring for time. He had an eye on that flame pistol and was calculating his chances of obtaining it. But the Venerian was wary; he kept at a distance of ten feet or more, so there was no possibility of any quick footwork on the part of the athletic American.


  “You know I mean that. And I go with you. Look alive!”


  This Dovis was taking no chances. He urged them forward, bringing up the rear with the white flame that lurked in his weapon ready to leap forth if they turned on him.


  His companions were questioning and searching the passengers. A woman’s terrified scream was cut short by the sound of a brutal blow. Ridge compressed his lips and his nails dug into his closed palms. His mind refused to picture what was to be the fate of those fifty-odd passengers. Lucky there were no more.


  In the navigating cabin they found things much as they had feared they would. The captain’s body was a grotesque heap beneath the viewing port, a karee buried to the hilt in his broad back. Weapons of stealthy murders, these karees; silent and sure when flung by a practised hand—from behind.


  Zarko stood over Tommy Reynolds, the relief pilot, who was wilting at the controls. Tommy’s face was battered and bloody; his left arm dangled limp and useless. He was about to collapse. Behind Zarko was a ferret-eyed stranger, a slinky individual at sight of whom Ridge instinctively bristled. He was one of the passengers—a supporter of the mutineers!


  The yellow eyes of Zarko narrowed speculatively when they rested on the captives of Rete Dovis. “You fellows ready to throw in with us?” he demanded.


  Kal Turjen opened his mouth to voice his wrath, then snapped it shut. Ridge had clamped warning fingers on his arms.


  “What else is there to do?” the pilot countered. His tone was careless, and he shrugged his shoulders.


  Zarko eyed the Martian keenly. Then, returning his gaze to Ridge, he grinned broadly. “Good enough,” he rumbled, “Ah—you’d rather like to make this landing on Japetus, wouldn’t you now, Color?”


  Ridge felt the hot blood mount to his temples. “I—I would,” he was forced to admit.


  “I thought so,” Zarko chuckled triumphantly. Then he rattled off his orders: “You will relieve Reynolds so he can report to the doctor. And you, Turjen, will take your instruction from Mr. Dovis, the engineer.”


  Ridge transfixed his Martian friend with a meaning stare. He was fearful of Kal’s quick temper; it would be suicide were he to resist them now. Relieved, he caught the answering gleam of the big fellow’s eyes. Separated or together, they would bide their time.


  CHAPTER II


  The Forbidden Satellite


  “WE’VE—ah—enough fuel for the landing,” Zarko remarked when Ridge had taken the controls.


  Kal had gone aft with Dovis, and Reynolds had staggered out on the arm of the sinister stranger, leaving a trail of blood. They had done for poor Tommy.


  “If we can make it. It’s reported as impossible, you know.” A glance at the instruments told Ridge they were at thirty thousand feet and losing altitude rapidly.


  “Bah! I’ve done it—so have others.”


  “What?”


  The swarthy Venerian grinned at Ridge’s amazement. “Fact,” he gloated. “The Commerce Commission doesn’t know everything. I’ve been here before. Friends await me even now—ah—down there. And it’s perfectly safe—a water landing.”


  “Water!”


  “Sure! listen—I’ll let you in on this. You act like a pretty smart Terrestrial. Knowing what’s good for you, you’ll want to be in on it. There’s no land on the surface of Japetus, only water, but a vast treasure is there, for all that. And a civilization. Things that will interest you. Won’t they?”


  Cold calculation was in Zarko’s yellow eyes, but a hint of anxiety as well. Ridge puzzled. Why was the Venerian trusting him; why did he tell him these things? The explanation came in a flash—walking through the galley on their way forward with Dovis, they had seen a dead Martian. Undoubtedly he had been the pilot among the mutineers, posing as a mechanic. They hadn’t counted on losing any of their number in the surprise attack, especially one so important. And now, with Reynolds out of the picture as well, they needed a pilot—it was imperative that Zarko win Ridge over, and he was using the bait he thought most effective. When they had landed he might change his tune.


  “You bet I’m interested,” Ridge enthused.


  “Good enough. You’ll learn more later.”


  The ferret-eyed passenger, who had gone out with Reynolds, slipped in stealthily. “Dead,” Ridge heard him whisper in Zarko’s ear.


  They drew away from the control panel and engaged in low-voiced conversation that was not for the pilot’s ears.


  Amazed beyond measure, Ridge tried to fit together the pieces of the puzzle. He was sure now there had been no meteorite. Zarko had contrived the appearance of an accident; it was a part of his scheme. Probably he’d sent one of his henchmen through the airlock in a space suit to damage the outer plates. Perhaps even, there was not the shortage of fuel he had reported.


  He had believed he could thus trick Captain Boe into landing the vessel on the forbidden satellite. That would have simplified matters, but the plan had failed and it became necessary to murder the officers and take over the vessel in advance of the expected time.


  Who was this saturnine stranger in the garb of a passenger? Had he aligned himself with Zarko since the mutiny, or was he a henchman of the Venerian planted amongst the passengers at the start of the voyage? What was to become of the passengers? Surely they were of no value to Zarko as individuals—more than half were women. Ridge shuddered.


  On this supposed watery surface of Japetus, what manner of inhabitants might they find? Aquatic surely—but intelligent? Despite his misgivings and his horror at the thing Zarko had done, Ridge could not but thrill to the prospect of landing and of learning these things for himself.


  They had dropped to six thousand feet when Zarko sauntered back to the control panel. And the dense gray mists still eddied about them.


  The Venerian laid a huge clammy paw on the pilot’s bare forearm. Though his flesh squirmed at the contact, Ridge maintained his nonchalant air of expectancy.


  “You’ll do,” said Zarko, “as long as you behave. Nothing can be promised, understand. But the treasure—a share may be yours if you serve us well. That clear?”


  “Quite.” Ridge untangled his long legs and straightened up with well-simulated avidity. “The treasure—”


  The eyes of Zarko glittered and his barrel-like chest expanded. “Ah—the treasure. Immense! The wealth of a world is here for the taking. And there’s no reason—”


  But Ridge had ceased listening. Suddenly the clouds opened up beneath them and he was looking down upon a vast expanse of tossing waters. Inky black, those billows, and threatening. Heaving mightily to engulf them. The altimeter showed less than a thousand feet.


  “Jupiter!” he barked, forgetting all else, “We’re here.”


  His fingers twinkled over the control keys and there was the sharp hoarse cough of the keel rocket tubes. The vessel shivered as she was brought up short in her rapid descent. Then, with only the repelling energy of the gravity flux retarding her fall, she settled to the surface and lay pitching heavily in the pounding sea.


  “Good enough,” Zarko lauded.


  DURING the next few minutes Ridge Coler was far too busy to give much heed to what was going on in the navigating cabin. The Mercurianic was no submarine, nor was she designed for surface travel in the strange element in which she had landed. But her vacuum-tight hull was of enormous strength, and the gravity energy ordinarily used when taking off from solid ground and in landing was as well capable of increasing her weight as is the water ballast employed in submarine craft. After much maneuvering, Ridge was able to submerge the vessel sufficiently to stabilize her against the battering of the huge waves and to restore an even keel. But they were lost in the trackless seas.


  He turned toward Zarko, but saw that he had engaged himself with the optophone. In the disc appeared the face of Kal Turjen, his usual cigaret dangling and eyes squinting through the smoke. The Martian was grinning cheerfully as he followed Zarko’s instructions in tuning the main radiophone transmitter. Kal was on the job in the radio room and was resigned to the situation.


  But a more amazing sight was closer by; a girl who had come into the navigating cabin. When first Ridge saw her it was as if Zarko and the others did not exist. The sharp commands of Zarko and the optophone replies of Kal were mere unintelligible mutterings in his ears. They mattered not at all; nothing mattered but the girl.


  Although attired in the snug-trousered, loose-bloused costume of a Terrestrial space traveler, she was like no girl Ridge had ever seen in any of the worlds he had visited. And she clung there, hugging the arm of the ferret-eyed one who was so closely in the confidence of Zarko. Ridge gritted his teeth savagely.


  She, too, had been one of the passengers. Ridge bitterly regretted that he had not availed himself of the pilot’s privilege of dining at the captain’s table. He’d have met her then.


  He could not tear his gaze from the vision. Although she was only slightly above medium height, hers was a figure to command instant attention. Straight, youthful, and superbly moulded, she was a perfect specimen of vigorous young womanhood, yet intensely feminine withal. Her closely cropped hair was of that indescrible hue neither light nor dark yet glinting with a dazzling golden sheen. In the creamy oval of her face was set a pair of violet eyes which—well, Ridge detested her companion the more cordially when she looked into the smirking face that was so close to her own.


  “Jerry,” she was saying in mellow throaty tones, “I want to be near you through all this. I insist. Remember your promise.”


  “Yes, Rita—I’ll remember.” But the man’s shifty gaze was not to be held by the frankly appealing one of the girl. He was nervous and jumpy, a craven and debased schemer if ever there was one. Ridge marveled at the girl’s air of possession. Surely she was not—


  “Coler!” Zarko’s voice broke in disagreeably on the pilot’s absorption. “You will take to the air at once. Proceed in a north-easterly direction for eight hundred miles.”


  The disc of the optophone was blank. Kal had succeeded in making the necessary contact with Zarko’s friends by radio. Coolly ignoring the girl’s presence and that of the man, Jerry, the Venetian, strode to the pilot’s side.


  “How about the fuel?” Ridge asked him. He had thrown full power into the gravity neutralizing coils and the vessel throbbed mightily to the roar of the motors.


  “Don’t fret yourself over the fuel. We’ve plenty.” Zarko’s voice was sardonic; he had completely fooled Captain Boe. His gaze followed Jerry and the girl when they left the navigating cabin.


  None of these things were lost on Ridge as he lightened the ship until they were riding high on the angry seas. The Mercurianic groaned and creaked in every plate as she was buffeted by thousands of tons of water. And then they were free of the savage fury, drifting at a few hundred feet above the highest up-flung billows.


  “Sneaking whelp!” rasped Zarko.


  “Who?” Ridge was startled into the question by the Venerian’s ferocity.


  “Jerry Simonds. Meanest kind of a crook. A go-between. But there’s no doing without him in this. He’s the fixer.”


  “Fixer!” Ridge was more mystified than ever.


  “Sure; he arranges with the authorities. Converts the stuff to cash, and grabs off half the loot.” Zarko subsided. He had said too much already.


  Here was a situation. The pot calling the kettle black. Hate and suspicion in Zarko’s ranks. Double dealing, perhaps. Anything might develop under such circumstances. Honor among thieves? Ridge suppressed a chuckle.


  “And the girl?” he queried, after a moment of silence.


  “His sister. Rita’s worth ten of Jerry, but she’s in the way now. Don’t know why he let her come along. It’s no place for women.”


  Ridge cheered unaccountably at knowledge of the relationship. A crook she might be, but this altogether desirable creature was tied to the unspeakable Jerry by blood only.


  WITH the inky waters beneath them and the low-lying clouds above, the Mercurianic hovered in the gloom. The inductor compass functioned smoothly, proving that Japetus was possessed of a magnetic field as are the planets. With short blasts from the steering rockets, Ridge swung the ship around until she headed due northeast. Then, with a mighty roaring of her stern tubes, she hurtled screaming through the twilight.


  The navigating cabin became oppressively warm due to the heating of the hull plates by friction in the dense and saturated atmosphere near the surface of the water-bound satellite. It was necessary to limit the speed to six hundred miles an hour.


  It was not an inviting prospect, that limitless expanse of ocean below. Nor the heavy clouds above that blotted out most of the light of the distant sun and sent down curling mist fingers to the very surface of the tumbling black waters. Ridge was depressed by the gloomy surroundings.


  And when the body of Jornes Boe was borne out by two of the surly Martians Zarko had summoned, his spirits sank still further. How confidently he had promised the captain to stand by him in case of trouble; of what little use he had been to the dauntless skipper when the time came! And now he was, in effect, aligning himself with a band of thieves and murderers. In the eyes of the law, at least, he was as guilty as they.


  An hour passed. Occasional radio calls, relayed by Kal Turjen through the optophone system of the vessel, provided the only breaks in the monotony and brought information on which to correct their course. Without the directional radio of Zarko’s mysterious friends, they would be lost in the vastness of a world of water and rank vapors.


  “Here we are!” Zarko gloated at last, “Retard speed, Coler, and make ready to land.”


  Land! Ridge strained his eyes in the half-light as the forward rocket tubes belched violet flame. Yes, there was land—a circle of it a mile in diameter, with a central cone that rose high to form a crater of volcanic aspect. Land, yes, but that of the ocean bed. Dry only by virtue of the enormous enclosing cofferdam that rose up from the depths to hold back the dark waters. Obviously, here was entrance to the inner world of Japetus.


  Two etherships lay dimly outlined against the lighter gray of the bottom at the base of the cone. Small vessels of the scout type, but showing no topside markings, either planetary or national. Outlaws. Zarko’s advance guard—awaiting him there.


  The latticework of a huge cradle loomed alongside the cone, a newly constructed landing berth for a vessel of the Mercurianic’s class. The pilot’s gloomy thoughts were forgotten when he dropped the ship into the waiting space.


  In the bustle of disembarking, Zarko seemed to forget the existence of his new pilot. Ridge was left to his own resources and he hurried aft to his cabin. As he had expected, Kal Turjen was there before him.


  “Well?” the Martian challenged.


  “Well!” Ridge shrugged, grinning broadly at his friend’s owlish squint. “Looks like we’re pirates now, or some sort of bandits. Have any trouble?”


  “Not a bit. Dovis cottoned to me right away. Fact is, he made some rash promises. Mysterious about it, and cagey, but I overheard some of his talk with the crew. He’s plotting against Zarko.”


  “No!” The young pilot stared. Then he guffawed softly; there was to be excitement a-plenty in the days to come. But a vision of Rita Simonds rose to sober him. “Come on, Kal,” he urged. “Let’s get out and have a look around.”


  Kal Turjen nodded solemnly, extending a hand in which a glittering object lay. It was a flame pistol. “Take this. You may need it,” he whispered.


  Ridge whistled incredulously. “Where’d you get it?” But the feel of the cold metal was comforting in his fingers.


  “Hush! I robbed a corpse.” The squinting black eyes were inscrutable, but Ridge knew that already the Martian had scored.


  They made their way forward and out upon the landing stage where a scene of confusion met their eyes. In the great pit formed by the cofferdam was a horde of yelling bipeds. Averaging four feet in height, with bowed legs, their goggle eyes staring from faces of pallid green and bloated chests glistening with a metallic lustre, they were like nothing so much as the giant frogs in the swamplands of Venus. Yet these creatures were human—intelligent.


  The Mercurianic’s passengers were a huddled, frightened group down there, hemmed in by Zarko’s armed guards in the midst of the clamorous rabble. Zarko himself, a dominating figure in the assemblage, was bellowing orders to his men. Far above them was the rim of the cofferdam, the great hollow cylinder of masonry which held the ocean at bay. And the roar of the restless waters was a monotonous accompaniment of rhythmic sound.


  Ridge strained anxiously for a sight of Rita Simonds. But the girl was nowhere to be seen. Either she had not yet left the vessel or she was already inside the high arched doorway that opened into the volcanic cone. Where rosy light glowed from within, where——


  A slight sound behind him caused Ridge to spin on his heel. He gazed directly into the crafty, sinister eyes of Jerry Simonds. In the dim light he made out a slender tube in the man’s hand, a tube that was leveled at his own head. On the instant of realization, Ridge sprang forward. But the hissing black gas from the tube was quicker and the young pilot crumpled to the platform, strangling, clawing at his burning eyes. He heard the second hiss, Kal’s choking gasp.


  With senses reeling and eyes nearly sightless, he struggled to his knees. Kal Turjen, he saw, was down. Gasping invectives and striking out in his blindness, Ridge managed to close with Simonds. Gleefully in his semi-consciousness, he knew that the man’s knees had given way under the weight flung upon him. Yelling lustily for help, Simonds was, as the pilot’s fingers closed on his throat.


  CHAPTER III


  Gold Flame


  HAZILY, Ridge came to know that insistent hands were upon him. A frantic voice was in his ear, beseeching. Then, materializing out of nothingness as his vision cleared, he saw a glorious gold-crowned head. Violet eyes, horror-wide. Mechanically, his fingers loosed their clutching hold of yielding flesh and he staggered to his feet. Quick as a flash, the girl Rita was on her knees at her brother’s side, with anxious hands loosening his clothing, pillowing his head.


  Zarko Nad’s snarl came simultaneously with the appearance of his huge bulk on the landing stage. “What’s this?” he demanded.


  Ridge could only stare foolishly. He was weak and dizzy from the gas, and his swollen tongue clove to his palate.


  But Zarko’s swift glances took in the situation at once and he pounced upon the slim tube of the black gas with a muttered curse.


  “Jerry!” he yelped, wheeling on the dazed Simonds.


  “I thought we agreed——”


  The girl had raised her brother to a sitting position from whence he looked up with dull, uncomprehending gaze. But it was not that which caused Zarko to break off in his tirade. A stronger man than he would have quailed before the cold, scornful fury in the beautiful face of Rita Simonds. Like a young tigress she crouched there facing them, ready to tear them asunder in defense of her own.


  Zarko stepped back a pace, mumbling. Kal Turjen was recovering from the effects of the gas and was on his feet, swaying. Fumbling shakily in his pockets, searching for the inevitable cigaret. Ridge would have wanted to laugh crazily at the tableau had it not been for the potency of those violet eyes. Wondering, he looked into their fire-flecked depths; saw them slowly soften, and the long lashes drop as a surge of warm color mantled the girl’s cheeks.


  “Come along, you fellows,” Zarko growled.


  Dazed anew—and differently—Ridge stumbled along after the big Venerian down the steps from the landing stage.


  The crowds of frog men had thinned out and the passengers from the Mercurianic were no longer in sight. Only a few of Zarko’s henchmen remained outside the arched entrance to the central cone of lava. “The swine!” Kal gulped. “Pity you didn’t kill him.”


  “Lucky he didn’t get us, you mean.” All thoughts of homicide had been erased from Ridge’s mind as if by magic.


  They had come in through the arched doorway and were bathed in the rosy artificial light of the interior. It was a huge cavern they had entered and intense activity of the frog men centered about a central shaft of transparent material. Within the shaft was a spirally descending runway, down which the creatures were scurrying as fast as their crooked legs could carry them.


  Zarko led them past this to a second, smaller shaft, where four of his crew were on guard. “Here,” he grunted. “We’ll go down this way. It’s more comfortable.”


  A small car was poised in the transparent upper portion of the shaft, and they entered this with the big Venerian. With sickening speed it dropped into the depths.


  Ridge could contain himself no longer. “Look here, Zarko,” he blurted. “You’re not taking my friend and me in tow like this for the fun of it. Why are you doing it? Simonds would like us out of the way, but you seem to prefer it otherwise. I don’t get it.”


  The Venerian eyed him solemnly. “Coler,” he said, “this is a big haul we’re after here. So big that every man of this cutthroat gang of mine is itching to slip a karee between my ribs. Even Simonds. But you and Turjen are different. I—ah—I know your type. You’ll fight like the devil at the drop of a hat, but you’ll fight fair. And I want a couple of men like that around me.”


  “But, Zarko,” protested Ridge, “we can’t——”


  The Venerian showed his white teeth. “Oh, yes, you can. I’m cutting you in on this whether you like it or not. You can’t break loose. You’re tarred with the same brush as the rest of us already. And you’re marooned here besides. If you want to get out alive you’ve got to stick. After we’ve returned to civilization you can—ah—use your own judgment.”


  Kal Turjen growled. “Imps of the canals, Zarko! You take much for granted.”


  “Sure—why not?” The yellow eyes narrowed to mere slits. “I don’t want any arguments either. This is my show, and I know what I’m doing. I’m not even asking any promises of you; I’m just telling you. If you want to be a pair of damn fools, go ahead. But if you’ve got the good sense I think you have, you’ll stick with me.”


  A hot retort sprang to the Martian’s lips. But the car of the lift swooped suddenly into a glare of blinding light and he stood blinking and speechless instead.


  BEFORE them extended a vast chamber where hundreds—yes, thousands—of the frog men were assembling. It was a huge natural cavern, arched high overhead, and with myriads of stalactites brilliantly illuminated by reflection from a circular pool of liquid light surrounding a central dais. On the dais, in a basket-like couch of yellow metal encrusted with scintillating gems, was the strangest creature of humanlike mold they had ever seen.


  The body, encased in a webbing of what appeared to be metallic filaments, was shriveled and inert, a totally valueless and grotesque appendage to the enormous head that lay supported amid the cushions. A massive brain case with translucent yellow skin drawn tight over all. Hairless, and with features that consisted primarily of two great unblinking eyes. Once those eyes were observed, the rest was forgotten. The creature was all brain, and awful, all-seeing eyes.


  “Bzor!” Zarko whispered. “The brain!”


  The lift had brought them to a small balcony adjoining the runway down which the frog men were trooping from above. They joined the throng and moved swiftly down to the rim of the pool of light.


  Blinded by the intense cold whiteness of the pool’s radiation, Ridge peered through a luminous haze and saw only the saucer orbs of Bzor. Staring fixedly, looking into his very soul.


  “Jupiter!” he gasped. “It’s the Old Boy himself!”


  Kal Turjen was silent, agape.


  And then a thin, piping voice came out of the luminous mist. A voice that shrilled precise syllables in the ancient tongue of Yrldrun, the floating continent of Saturn.


  “Well done, oh Zarko,” it chirped. “As quickly as you instruct my engineers in the operation of the great ship of the heavens will the jewels be delivered.”


  Swift understanding came to Ridge Coler. Zarko had bargained for the treasure with this monster called Bzor. For a fortune in jewels he was delivering the Mercurianic into the hands of the frog men. For this he had done murder and worse. But why did these creatures of the water-bound world want a huge space liner? How——?


  Zarko was replying in solemn booming speech, and the eyes’ looked out from the light-haze with expressionless intensity. They seemed detached and apart from all things resembling humanlike in the known universe, those Satanic orbs. Cold and unfeeling, yet possessed of uncanny intelligence and understanding.


  “Good enough, oh Bzor,” the Venerian was saying, “Even as the pact was sealed, so shall it be. After one period of sleep we will be prepared to conclude the bargain.” Zarko’s words were carefully spoken in the unaccustomed tongue of Yrldrun.


  “It is well,” the thin voice gloated.


  All was silence in the great cavern save for the soft rustle and murmur that arose from the restless movements of thousands of frog folk. Ridge saw that Zarko was ill at ease; Kal Turjen was struck dumb with amazement. Not fifty feet away, Rita Simonds stood at the edge of the pool of light, eyes bright with wonder, her beauty ethereal in the dazzling illumination. At her side was the nefarious Jerry.


  The unblinking eyes of Bzor shifted to the awed group of men and women who were the unfortunate passengers of the Mercurianic.


  “Who are these under guard of your men?” the piping voice inquired.


  “Prisoners from the inner planets, oh Bzor,” boomed Zarko, “You may do with them as you will.”


  Ridge stiffened. Was the Venerian callously sending these people to their death? Many were his own countrymen.


  “It is well,” came from out the circle of light. And it seemed there was evil satisfaction in the yawping voice of Bzor.


  Instantly a chorus of gulping yells came up from the throats of the frog folk. An ominous sound that swelled rapidly to deafening intensity, then trailed off on a vibrant, gleeful note. Rhythmically it rose and fell. A chant of death.


  A shrill gurgling came up from the depths of the pool and weaving fingers of cold light reached forth. Terrified shrieks from the group of passengers were drowned out by the quickening swells of the chanting. And, shading his eyes with his hand, Ridge saw that Rete Dovis and his guards were forcing the panicky prisoners across the rim of the light pool into the mists that enveloped Bzor.


  An aged Terrestrial flung high his palsied hands and was sucked down into bubbling, shimmering depths by the light-finger which had curled about him. Screaming hysterically, a young woman fought her way from the edge of the pool and thrust her infant child into the arms of a guard. Ridge saw the swarthy drylander grin as he swung the tiny body aloft and. whirled it over the heads of the frenzied prisoners. A moan of anguish came up from the pilot’s throat as the child was hurled shrieking into the greedy maw of the dancing light-mists.


  “Imps of the canals!” Kal Turjen could stand no more. With a bellow of fury, he drove across the intervening space toward the murderous drylander of his own planet.


  The spurt of flame from his pistol was a dim yellow flare in the blinding whiteness of the pool of Bzor, but Ridge saw the guard wilt and shrivel to a cindery corpse in its blast. Then Kal was a raging demon in the midst of the outer ring of mutineers.


  Yelling encouragement, Ridge dived after him. But his arms were pinioned from behind and he was brought crashing to the pavement by the huge weight flung upon him. The voice of Zarko was in his ears—


  “Lay off, you fool! This Bzor has powers you can’t resist.”


  But Ridge twisted under the great weight of the Venerian and brought up his knees sharply. Zarko grunted with pain and the grip of his massive arms relaxed. Quick as a flash, the young pilot was on his feet. Shouting hoarsely. Stumbling as he ran.


  It was a nightmare of fantastic, impossible happenings. In the midst of the cold light haze of the pool were only the eyes of Bzor. Malevolent now, and watchful. Screeching and fighting against the streamers that reached forth and drew them into the bubbling liquid luminescence, the prisoners were enveloped swiftly. And Kal Turjen was a battling madman beset by no less than a dozen of the guards.


  Ridge flung himself into the tangle. Flame projectors useless in a hand-to-hand fight, it was a battle of brawn and of karees. A grinning face was there before him, and the pilot battered it down with flying fists. A smashed and bloody thing.


  “Kal!” he yelled.


  The Martian saw him and lunged joyously forward. Together, they would take terrible toll of this rabble before the inevitable end came. A karee swung high and Kal plunged in under the arm that raised it. Ridge saw the swift upthrust of his friend’s bronze shoulder, heard the snap of his assailant’s neck. The knife went spinning harmlessly off into the mists of light.


  Off guard for an instant, Ridge staggered under the impact of a heavy body that drove into him head foremost. He brought up a short arm jab and the head came up with a snap. It was Rete Dovis. His karee flashed and blood spurted as the pilot caught the thrust on his forearm. The pain of it Ridge felt not at all as he grappled with the big Venerian.


  Knowing he was no match in brute strength for his bulky adversary, Ridge fell back sidewise and relaxed his muscles. Dovis yelled in triumph, but it was his last yell. In his apparent yielding, the young pilot had his assailant off balance. A swift gripping of the Venerian’s thick wrist and the knife was turned. The sudden tensing of a leg was placed where the leverage of Dovis’ own great weight was most effective. The triumphant cry of Zarko merged into a wheezing sigh as he plunged forward heavily. Impaled on his own karee, he lay there squirming, dying.


  BUT a sudden paralyzing weakness overcame Ridge and he fell to his knees. He was enveloped in frigid whiteness for an awful instant. Numb with cold. Blinded. Then his vision cleared and he saw that hostilities had ceased. The guards had fallen back, and where the pool of light had been was a roaring pillar of cold white flame that extended upward to the highest reaches of the cavern arch.


  He saw bodies whirling within the dazzling whiteness, carried up with the blast. Rigid, icy bodies borne aloft by the freezing horror. The passengers, all of them, had vanished. And Kal. He, too, was swallowed up in this incomprehensible pillar of cold light. Gone!


  Painfully Ridge crawled toward the foremost of the chanting frog men. He wasn’t at all clear in mind as to his reason for doing this. But he must get out of the circle of chill radiation. A fierce hatred of Bzor and of Zarko welled up within him.


  And then, with a thunderous detonation, the light pillar vanished in suddenly darkened and yawning immensities of space overhead. In the huge cavern was only a faint rosy illumination—ghastly silence.


  “Get up!” The voice of Zarko was in his ear, strangely awed and vaguely concerned with his welfare. “Get up, Coler, you’re safe now.”


  Swift warmth flowed into his being to replace the cold. Sudden renewal of full vigor came to his body, and Ridge leaped to his feet, growling savagely.


  “Damn you, Zarko!” he yelled, “This is your work. You rotten murderer of innocent people!”


  Hardly knowing what he did, he whipped out the flame projector and swung it in an arc that included Zarko and the entire pirate crew. The throng of frog folk, he saw, now stood rigidly erect with bulging eyes raised aloft. Worshipping! This Bzor was their Deity. The pool of light, and the dais, and the malevolent God of Japetus had vanished.


  Startled by the Earthman’s ferocity, Zarko stood swaying uncertainly. Jerry Simonds, Ridge saw, had stepped out of the shadows and a flame pistol glinted in his hand. But the girl Rita flung herself upon her brother and bore him back.


  “Take it easy, old man,” Zarko was saying, “Bzor will—”


  “Yes, Bzor!” Ridge shouted, “Where is the devil?” Madness was upon the pilot as his eyes searched the roseate dimness for the monster.


  A sickly grin contorted Zarko’s features. His lips moved, but no words came forth.


  Then, with crashing abruptness, a stabbing pencil of white came from out the dark arches and smote Ridge Coler with mighty force. His blood congealed in his veins. Numbing, bitter cold pierced him through and through. His eyes saw only gelid emptiness. Crystal whiteness swept down over him and he knew no more.


  CHAPTER IV


  Spawn of Past Ages


  CONSCIOUSNESS returned swiftly and painlessly. And memory came with devastating force ere Ridge had opened his eyes. He groaned. Immediately a chorus of soft chirpings fell on his ears and he drew himself up with a jerk, every sense keenly alert on the instant. He had lain prone on a crystal slab and now sat on its edge, blinking amazedly at his surroundings.


  The lidless optics of Bzor regarded him solemnly from close at hand. And fully a score of these creatures of the big heads and shriveled bodies were grouped about him. Each was cradled in his own cushioned basket-like couch, and each bent questioning saucer-eyes on the Earthman.


  “Jupiter!” Ridge marveled, “I’m dreaming.”


  “Not dreaming,” piped Bzor, “nor yet in the land of the dead. You find yourself before the council of New Yrldrun, on trial.”


  There was utter lack of expression in the monster’s bland face, if face it might be called. The thin bloodless lips hung loosely parted. Even the great eyes seemed to lack lustre. Only the rhythmic throb of huge purple veins under the parchment-like scalp gave evidence of life.


  Ridge’s hand strayed to his pocket and his fingers closed on the flame pistol. They had not disarmed him.


  “On trial!” he repeated blankly.


  “Even so.” There was no perceptible movement of Bzor’s lips as he shrilled the words. But a cold gleam came into his unmoving eyes.


  Swift flame darted from Ridge’s weapon as he slipped catlike to his feet. With equal swiftness, the weblike filaments surrounding Bzor’s inert body glowed emerald green. And the flame swept violently upward, expending its fearful energy harmlessly on the crystal ceiling.


  By not so much as a flicker did the circle of staring eyes betray surprise or anger. Nor did Bzor himself display the faintest sign of emotion. Ridge clubbed his pistol and lurched forward. But the green glow; came instantly. His fingers stiffened and spread wide under the strange power of the radiated energy. The weapon fell clattering to the floor.


  “You win!” he snarled, and subsided.


  These creatures of the massive brains and helpless bodies were invulnerable. Invincible.


  “Be seated.” Still the lips of Bzor scarcely moved, and still the expressionless orbs were upon him.


  Ridge sat on the crystal slab and drew his knees up to his chin, wrapping his arms about them. With a start, he saw the long gash, furrowed by the karee of Rete Dovis, had completely healed. More of the science of these creatures. But, why should they waste their healing art on him? Ridge puzzled anew.


  “What are you called by your fellows?” Bzor asked.


  The pilot told him in surly tones.


  “And your friend of the coppery skin?”


  Ridge choked back a lump that rose in his throat. “Kal Turjen. What of that one—of him?” He was experiencing some difficulty with the unaccustomed language of his questioner.


  “He will recover.”


  “Recover! He lives?” Untangling his long limbs with sudden vigor, Ridge sprang to his feet.


  “He does, oh man called Reej.”


  The young pilot could hardly credit his senses. He had been sure that Kal was no longer in the land of the living. But now . . .


  “Tell me,” he demanded, “What does all this mean? Why have you brought us here?”


  “Behold!” At the curt reply of Bzor, there was a dimming of the rosy illumination and a ten-foot circle in one of the crystal walls went utterly and awesomely dark.


  IT was no ordinary darkness, this sharply outlined circle of obscurity, but a complete obliteration of light. Utter absence of wave motion of any sort. The annihilation of space, time, and matter. It was as if Ridge looked through and into a vast cosmic void.


  And then, as his eyes accustomed themselves to the strange blackness, misty shapes took form in the area. Brilliant light points came to stud the velvet blackness. A great heavenly body rushed out of the ebon vastness. A familiar body, with bright encircling rings—Saturn. With mad speed, they appeared to be hurtling toward it. Ridge gripped the edge of the slab on which he sat as the eerie sensation persisted.


  The voice of Bzor seemed to reach him from some immeasurable distance as he spoke swiftly in explanation: “What you observe, oh Reej, are light images akin to those of your own optophones. Here, however, you are looking not only through space itself but into the past as well. We do this by capturing wave motion equivalents of light and sound long since released but still adrift in the immensity of the etheric cosmic. Hundreds of generations into the past we see and hear—now.”


  On his last word there was a swift blurring of the view as when a crashing space ship meets its doom. The surface of Saturn flung violently upward. When it seemed that collision was imminently certain, there came an abrupt change. The view stabilized. Stationary and moving objects were clearly revealed. It was as if Ridge Coler had been miraculously transported into the ancient land of Yrldrun.


  It was but the beginning of the fantastic history of Bzor and his kind. And, spellbound, the young pilot sat as the strange tale was unfolded to his eyes and ears.


  In the dim and distant past of Yrldrun, Bzor and a group of his associates discovered the secret of immortality. Eternal life was theirs, eternal youth. But alas, it was only of the mind and not of the body. Those imperishable brains lived on and acquired incalculable knowledge. But the bodies withered with age. Limbs palsied. Normal functions of the body ceased. Within the span of their own generation those experimenters came to be outcasts. The life they could not lose save by violence became a burden. Bitter; impossible. Many of them contrived their own destruction by mechanical means. But Bzor and a few of his closest friends lived on, searching perpetually for a means of restoring youthful vigor to their aging bodies.


  Conditions in Yrldrun became intolerable and they decided to set forth to a new world where they might start afresh, where, with their scientific attainment and unlimited mental capacity, they might work unhampered toward the end they so greatly desired. Their own kin had cast them off and sequestered them on a tiny island where opportunity was scant. They would go to a new land—at once.


  A huge cannon was constructed on their island. A great projectile was fitted up with oxygen apparatus and hermetically sealed against the vacuum of outer space. Vast charges of explosives were placed in the bore of the enormous piece of ordnance. And they shot themselves off into space.


  The satellite, Japetus, which they called Reylis, was their objective. It seemed, from the astronomical knowledge they then possessed, as best suited to their purpose. If it proved not to their liking after they had landed, they would construct another great cannon and proceed elsewhere. All eternity was at their disposal.


  Their projectile landed unharmed on the surface of a great body of water. Bzor’s party was rescued by a school of semi-intelligent aquatic mammals and brought to land. These were the progenitors of the frog men, their evolution much less advanced than at present. But they were friendly to the newcomers, and ministered to their wants and needs. In later ages, their descendants came to worship Bzor and his kind of gods.


  The adventurers soon learned that the volcanic island to which they had been carried was the last remaining land of the satellite. It, too, was soon to be engulfed by the ocean. They decided to leave Reylis. But, again, fate was against them. A generation of frog men worked out their lives in mining operations but could locate no metallic ores other than gold and silver. There was no iron in all Reylis, no metal of sufficient strength and hardness for the building of a cannon from which to fire their projectile. They must remain.


  But they did not remain idle. In anticipation of the rising of the waters they used the energies of another generation of frog men in constructing the great dam surrounding the entrance to the caverns beneath. At least they would provide themselves with a refuge.


  Down through the ages their bodies became of less and less use to them. But the massive brains worked on. The frog men provided their hands and their means of locomotion. And they progressed enormously in electronic science, hampered only by the lack of certain elements. In these hungry, immortal brains was ever the hope that physical vigor might be returned to their atrophied bodies. Or—that new bodies might be supplied. And the latter idea became an obsession.


  They experimented with raw protoplasm and with chemical and electrical excitation. In time they developed artificial means of reproducing their own kind. Their number increased to more than a thousand. And still the great brain cases were helpless, immovable things with rudimentary and paralyzed bodies.


  Through their control of electronic forces, they were enabled to perform marvelous feats of surgery. The frog men offered themselves as subjects of experiments. A number of them gave their ugly bodies, and actual substitutions of Yrld heads for their own were accomplished. But the frog men were creatures of cold blood, and the hybrid products of these head-graftings came to be idiots. Only the bodily characteristics of warm-blooded animals were suitable to the needs of these remarkable brains. Only humans could be used.


  Then came the first vessel from outer space to be wrecked in the heaving waters of the satellite. One of those vessels before the days of Vorn Jare, Ridge thought grimly. One reported as lost. And it was indeed lost. So were its occupants, for the frog men caught them and carried them to Bzor. Decapitated, the warm, still living bodies were grafted to two monstrous Ylrd heads. Successfully. The two hybrids would still be alive had they not, in their exuberance, attempted to wrest away the power of Bzor. It had been necessary to destroy them with the electronic energies of the cold light.


  Ridge had seen and heard quite enough. “Stop it!” he roared, “Stop it, you devils!”


  THE time-space television went blank and the crystal-walled room once more flooded with rosy light. Bzor and his council were a ghastly circle of motionless, expressionless monstrosities. All evil, coldly scientific brain and calculating eyes. No semblance of human compassion was in them.


  Ridge was trembling with horror and rage. And afraid. No man living would have been unafraid in the face of the awful thought that filled his mind. Death only is not so terrifying, but to think of one’s body living on as an unwilling accessory to the evil deeds that must result from the unholy alliance with one of those vicious minds was appalling.


  “Your intention,” he quavered, “is to do the same with my friend and me? With those others—the passengers of our vessel?”


  “Be not so hasty, oh Reej,” piped Bzor, “Only a few are chosen for the honor of providing us with bodies. And you and your friend are not among these, since your blood counts are not suitable.”


  “What then?” Emboldened though he was by the knowledge, Ridge quailed inwardly at realization that the test had been made.


  “You and this man Kaal are to assist us in the work that is to come.”


  “Oh.” The pilot grinned with swift elation. So that was it. Their services were in demand. First Zarko, now Bzor. As long as there was life there was hope.


  “Even so. We have bargained with this Zarko for the large ethership in order that our plans may be carried out most expediently. He will leave with his smaller vessels when the treasure is delivered and we shall make good use of the commodious one.”


  Ridge frowned perplexidly. “Wait a minute,” he objected, “Do I understand you’ll keep this bargain with Zarko?”


  “Bzor never has broken his word. When this pirate of space first reached us with his tiny ships was the bargain made, and it shall be kept to the letter. We needed a much larger vessel, since we must obtain many humans from the inner planets for our experiments. With our energies of the cold light will we capture them, and, in the course of time, we shall be provided with a sufficient number of strong young bodies.”


  Ridge stared with growing horror. “And I?”


  “You are to aid us in operating the vessel during the raids of Earth and Mars. We do not fancy the ponderous and slow-moving bulk of the Venerians, so will confine ourselves to those two planets.”


  The young pilot pondered this in gloomy silence. A way might yet be found, but they’d have to move with extreme caution, he and Kal. It was more than their own escape . . . they must contrive between them to make this horrible thing impossible. . . .


  Suddenly he thought of Rita Simonds, and an awful fear gripped him. What if these monsters repented of the immunity they had granted to all of Zarko’s crew? Kal and himself they had singled out as enemies of Zarko on account of the fighting . . . If Jerry Simonds started anything, they might well do the same with him . . . and with the girl.


  A thin voice called out in muffled tones, seemingly from the crystal wall at his back. Startled, Ridge whirled on his heel.


  As frost melts away under the rays of the morning sun, the wall of crystal dissolved into nothingness. And one of the basket containers, with its inert Yrld freight, drifted into the room, supported a few feet from the floor by a rolling ball of emerald green energies which were fed from the glowing web surrounding the thing’s withered body.


  A swift interchange of words between the newcomer and Bzor. So swift that Ridge was unable to catch the meaning.


  But he gathered that something of moment had occurred, or was about to occur.


  Bzor raised his own gem-crusted basket with the green repulsion rays and snapped forth his orders. The crystal room was cleared of the other occupants as if by magic. And then Kal Turjen, unscathed but with solemn mien, strode forward from the shadows beyond the wall that had vanished.


  “Ridge!” he exclaimed, his black eyes lighting.


  “Kal!”


  They gripped hands—mightily.


  “We go to the vaults,” Bzor was saying, “Come.”


  But the two men gave him no heed in the moment of reunion.


  “Come.”


  This time the voice was crisply insistent. But more insistent still was the flashing green energy that accompanied the command.


  Rigid in every joint, the two men walked forward stiffly after the fashion of automatons.


  Robots, they became, utterly subservient to the will of Bzor as imposed through the medium of the green rays.


  Marching to whatever awaited at the end of the dim passage into which their unwilling feet carried them, completely at the mercy of the green energy.


  CHAPTER V


  Revolt


  THEY came out into one of the rose-lit caverns where many of the frog men and a number of basket-cradled Yrlds were assembled. The radiation of Bzor’s green energy subsided. Once more the Earthman and his Martian friend were able to control their own movements.


  “Got a cigaret?” Kal whispered in English, “I’m out.” Ridge grinned as he produced his own case. “That your biggest worry?” he chuckled.


  “It’s a help to have ’em.” Kal Turjen inhaled luxuriously and his squinting gaze sobered. “They give you the dope, Ridge?”


  “I guess so. You mean the—the surgery?”


  “Yes. Imps of the canals!—I saw them.” Kal shuddered. “The passengers . . . all carved up.”


  “All!” Ridge’s exclamation was horror-filled. “Every last one. They have to try about ten before they find one that suits.”


  “Jupiter!” The young pilot conjured up a swift mental picture of the ten thousand victims there would be if Bzor . . .


  A sudden tingling in his joints warned Ridge of the watchfulness of Bzor. He turned to look into the evil eyes.


  “They come,” the thin lips chirped. “You will remain by my side during the consummation of the bargain. After that we proceed to the large ethership.”


  Ridge raised his eyes to the squinting black ones of his friend. They were almost closed in the curling smoke wisp from his cigaret—expressionless as those of their captor. Kal, too, was thinking that the time was close at hand. Minds groping for a possible solution of their difficulties, they regarded one another solemnly.


  A twittering murmur came up from the frog men as Zarko and his motley crew straggled in. The big Venerian walked slowly forward and halted before the jeweled basket of Bzor.


  He avoided Ridge’s eyes studiously. And mortal fear was in the wavering gaze he cast on the master mind of the water-bound world.


  “You have not examined the big vessel, oh Bzor,” he offered.


  “I have not. But my frog men have attended to the matter of refueling. And I will not now require your offices in the way of giving instruction to my engineers as to the operation of the internal mechanisms, since these two at my side have volunteered their services.”


  “I—I see,” Zarko faltered, “But the bargain stands?”


  “It does, most certainly.”


  Bzor raised his cracked voice in the queer gutturals of the frog men and there was instant activity among them.


  Ridge Coler growled in his throat, then cursed Zarko softly in his own tongue. The Venerian had done this. How else had Bzor known of his and Kal’s abilities?


  The frog men were carrying heavy chests from crypts in the wall of the cavern. Huge boxes of hammered silver with hinges and bands of gold. Corroded and slime-covered from the dampness of ages. Five of these were set before their master and the bearers threw back the lids and withdrew to the ranks of their fellows.


  Ridge gasped when he saw the contents of the nearest chests. The ransom of empires was here; the wealth of a dozen worlds! Cut and uncut gems of fabulous values when measured by the standards of the inner planets. Glittering rubies and huge emeralds. Black diamonds and diamonds of the purest blue-white. And crude ornaments of rusty unlovely iron. Iron. Iron!


  Zarko and his men crowded close, clustering around the chests. Shoving and jostling one another as greedy hands reached forth. Eyes glittering with cupidity.


  Bzor’s voice cut in sharply. “The bargain, oh Zarko, was to the extent of all that might be carried on the persons of yourself and two of your trusted lieutenants.”


  Here in the bowels of the water-bound world these riches were of no account. But, later, when the evil minds of the Yrlds had been provided with healthy human bodies, other worlds would be opened to them. With this wealth they might purchase allegiance. Effect the overthrow of civilizations. They had planned carefully through the ages.


  Then Ridge saw Rita Simonds and his heart stopped beating for a breath-taking moment. She was pressing forward with her brother and her great violet eyes looked out at Ridge with piteous appeal. There was no mistaking the directness of her gaze. The frank avowal of desperate need—and of trust in the man to whom she was appealing.


  The young pilot looked around at Bzor; saw the faint green glow of his webbed body covering. The warning tingle of the radiant energy stabbed at his joints.


  Zarko and Jerry Simonds were on their knees at the chests, with one of the husky drylanders assisting them. Ridge saw the Venerian lay hands on a huge diamond and thrust it into his leather bag. Two thousand carats, at least. In itself, an enormous fortune.


  Simonds was snarling in Zarko’s ear. Ridge caught swift ugly words of Sol-ido. “Fool! Only listen to me and we’ll grab it all. It’s easy, I tell you.”


  “Shut up!” Zarko hissed in reply, “We’re lucky as it is. We—”


  The rest of it was lost in the soft pleading of another voice that was very near. Rita Simonds. There at his side! Ridge went cold with fear for her. But a glance at Bzor assured him that the interest of his captor was engrossed in the bickering avarice displayed there at the chests. Lucky Bzor had not learned Sol-ido.


  “You must help me, Ridge Coler,” the soft voice was begging, “My brother—he’s all I have. I must save him from himself. Don’t you see? He’s out of his element with these pirates, crazy with greed. He’ll get himself killed if he persists. Or life imprisonment if he does get away and home. Oh, I just can’t—”


  Her voice broke on a sob.


  Just like a woman, Ridge thought grimly. No thought of her own desperate straits; only of that scapegrace brother of hers.


  “Easy now, Miss Rita,” he whispered, “We’re all in a bad box, but if there’s the slightest chance I’ll do it. Get back there with the others—please.”


  Her eyes and the pressure of the soft warm hand rewarded him.


  Kal Turjen looked over and dropped a meaning eyelid, Ridge felt the hot blood mount to his temples. Devils take the Martian!—he’d have his chaffing in the very jaws of death.


  Jerry Simonds drew himself suddenly erect, flinging his heavily loaded pack into the waiting arms of two terrestrials of the crew who had come up behind him.


  “Ready, men!” he shouted.


  And instant darkness came in the wake of a muffled explosion high overhead. The wily Jerry had tossed aloft an air-screen bomb, one of those atom-disrupting missiles that block off a layer of air into an utterly opaque screen. In the resulting blackness there was wild pandemonium.


  Rita Simond’s despairing cry rang out. “Jerry! Ridge!”


  The young pilot sucked in his breath sharply. That final call for his support struck deep into his soul.


  “With you, old timer!” Kal’s hot breath was on his cheek.


  A flame projector spat fire and a frog man was a glowing torch in the blackness. For a brief instant only was the scene lighted, but in that instant Ridge Coler glimpsed a gold-crowned head—flung back; eyes staring. And the slim body of Rita Simonds bent double in the clutching arms of a squat drylander.


  The gulping shouts of the frog men made the darkness hideous. But there was no sound from Bzor and the rest of his weird tribe.


  Ridge plunged into the blackness in the general direction of that flash he had had of Rita. Bellowing, reckless of consequences, Kal was beside him, clinging desperately to his shoulder. Momentarily, he anticipated the gripping energy of the green rays.


  Bzor had other plans for the immediate future.


  A second stabbing flame lighted the gloom. Ridge drove a hard fist into a drylander’s face. He felt the crunching of bones under his knuckles. Swiftly exploring fingers located the fellSw’s flame projector. Once more Ridge was armed. But he had not reached Rita.


  And then a dazzling pillar of cold light rose suddenly, snuffing out with a violent concussion as it contacted with the air-screen above. With it vanished Bzor and the other creatures of the baskets. And the shouts of the frog men merged into a wailing chant.


  The screen was losing its effectiveness. Dimly the rosy light shone through. And, in the dimness, shadowy figures were struggling—Zarko and Jerry Simonds, tearing at each other’s throats. Much as he loathed Simonds, Ridge flung himself on the Venerian. It was Rita’s wish. He’d do what he could. But Zarko’s head rolled weakly on his shoulder as the pilot closed with him. The hilt of a karee projected from his breast, and Simonds slipped out from under the slumping body.


  “Coler!” the Venerian gasped, “He’s got me. Listen—it’s iron that protects—steel—”


  And with those cryptic words Zarko Nad gasped his last.


  THE frog men were streaming out into a side passage when Jerry Simonds flung aloft the second bomb. Before utter darkness swept down once more, Ridge hurled himself at the drylander who was holding the girl. Valiantly, she was pounding the brute’s face with her fists. With the fury of a tigress she struggled—in vain.


  “Here, I’ll take her,” Ridge grunted, in the tongue of the Martian drylands.


  “Who’re you?” the fellow panted. He was having his troubles with his charge.


  “Vanos.”


  Vanos had been the one who went down under the pilot’s first charge, whose flame pistol he now clung to so tenaciously.


  “All right. But don’t let her bother the boss.”


  The boss! Obviously Simonds had won them all over from Zarko’s leadership.


  Ridge pressed his lips to the girl’s hair. “It’s Ridge Coler,” he whispered, “Lean on me, now—there.” Weakly she slumped into his arms. “Jerry,” she moaned.


  “He’s all right,” Ridge answered gruffly, “Zarko’s dead.”


  “Oh,”—a sigh of relief.


  The young pilot fought down the sense of elation that came to him with the holding of that precious body so close to his own. It would not do to give way to his emotions now. He moved steadily toward one of the passages he had located in his mind during the brief interval of half-light.


  The bedlam in the cavern was subsiding as the frog men fled the scene, and the barked orders of Jerry Simonds came to their ears. The pirate crew was engaged in transferring the entire contents of the chests to their bags.


  “Here’s the passage,” Kal’s voice spoke from out of the darkness.


  Ridge had known he was there, though he had given no indication of his presence for several minutes.


  The girl was on her feet by the time they came out into the dim rose glow of the passageway. She looked fearfully up into the grim face of the pilot.


  “You’re sure about Zarko?” she asked.


  “Positive. He died at my feet.” Evidently the girl’s only fear for her brother’s life had originated in the bad feeling between himself and the Venerian. And Ridge was not one to rouse new fears by speaking of the menace of Bzor.


  The passage turned abruptly and they came out into a chamber whose walls and roof were of clear transparent crystal. The ocean was all around them, lighted to a shimmering green by phosphorescence of a great cliff wall that towered beside the crystal tube.


  “See there,” Kal exclaimed, pointing, “The frog men are leaving the interior.”


  It was true. The hinged door of an airlock in the wall of the cliff was open and great numbers of the frog folk were swimming out into the green-lit depths.


  “Wonder what that means,” Ridge muttered. He was thinking of the reason Bzor might have for getting them temporarily out of the way.


  “Why,” the girl at his side enthused, “They’re amphibians. They live as well under water as in air. Harmless creatures, too—rather likable.”


  “True.” The young pilot looked down into the shining violet eyes and his conscience smote him. There was little likelihood that any of them would come out of this place alive. And the thought of her fresh loveliness snuffed out of existence. . . .


  “Ridge! The main cavern.” Kal’s exclamation broke in on his thoughts.


  They came through the crystal blue tube up on a railed balcony that led through a forest of stalactites. And below them was the rose-lit floor of the great cavern in which they had first seen Bzor. It was deserted of life. And, somehow, there was definite menace in the very fact of its emptiness.


  The feeling communicated itself to the girl. “Ridge,” she said nervously, “Do you think he’ll come through safely? Jerry, I mean.”


  Impatiently Ridge answered her, and could have bitten off his tongue when the words had left his mouth. “He’s done pretty well for himself so far.”


  “Oh!” The violet eyes were tragic—wounded.


  “I mean,”—hastily, “He seems to have things very well thought out and—oh—is pretty well able to take care of himself. I—if I were you—I wouldn’t worry too much about him. Now, at least. It’s time you did some worrying about yourself—I mean—”


  He was floundering deeper and deeper when a flash of cold white light struck down from amongst the stalactites. It came almost as a welcome interruption.


  Bzor had struck his first blow in retaliation.


  Two of Jerry Simonds’ men staggered out from one of the lower passages carrying heavy packs on their shoulders. The light shaft bathed them in cold weaving luminescence for an instant and was gone, snapping up into the vaulted reaches with a thunderous roar. And with it vanished the two bearers of the treasure.


  No wonder Bzor had cleared the caverns. It was to be a war of extermination against the faithless bargainers—from his laboratory overhead. And all must pass this way to reach the outside.


  Rita Simonds swayed on her feet, a moan of comprehension escaping her whitened lips. Ridge Coler caught her in gentle arms as she fell.


  The strain of the long battle in behalf of her worthless brother had been too much. . . .


  CHAPTER VI


  Destruction


  WITH the unconscious girl draped over his right arm and the flame projector clutched tightly in his free left hand, Ridge searched the maze of icicle-like formation overhead. He knew that Bzor’s laboratory was up there—where the cold light originated. But there was no opening to be seen, nor was there a sound to indicate the presence of any living being within earshot.


  “Must be the energy strikes down through the solid rock,” Kal grunted.


  “Um-yes. But you can bet they see what’s going on down below.”


  “Think they see us?”


  “Why not? They’re saving us for their dirty work, that’s all. And maybe we’ll fool ’em.”


  “Huh!” Kal’s snort was dubious.


  But Ridge Coler had an inspiration. “Jerry—Jerry Simonds!” he called out. His voice echoed hollowly in the huge cavern.


  Rita Simonds stirred in his arm and he tightened it convulsively about the slender waist.


  “Listening, Coler,” came the cautious reply in Sol-ido. “Got any more of those air-screen bombs?” Ridge held his breath in expectation of a blast of energy from above.


  There was no reply to this, and the young pilot’s spirits sank. Bzor’s energies must have gotten to Jerry somehow in the side passage in which he was hiding.


  But no—he saw the swift arc of a pellet flung high from a low arch in the far wall of the cavern. Simultaneously there came the swift stabbing shaft of white from above. But no figure was there in the arch when it splashed its dazzling spray of freezing death. And the black opacity cut across the cavern as the cold flame receded with its characteristic detonation.


  There were triumphant shoutings then under the screen and frantic blasts of the cold light from above, striking through, but blindly. The din of the repeated concussions was terrific.


  “Come on, Kal!” Ridge, with his precious burden, sprinted for the transparent lift-shaft at the end of their gallery. It led down to the main floor of the cavern.


  Though they were above the opaque screen, they went unmolested. Ridge had counted on this. Bzor and his companions were too busily engaged in their efforts to pierce the screen and destroy the outlaws to pay them any heed up here. They reached the lift safely and flung themselves into the car.


  Before they shot down into the darkness, Ridge stole a look at the girl in his arms. Long, dewy lashes fluttered on the pale cheeks. She’d be out of it in a moment. Impulsively, he pressed his lips to those softer ones so provocatively near.


  And then they were slipping through the blackness of midnight. The fragrant lips responded to his pressure. Soft arms crept up around his neck. They clung together there in the darkness, these two, oblivious of all else. Were the universe to crash about them in the next instant, they would still have had this mad moment of ecstasy. Resistless, the force which had drawn them together, even had they wished to resist.


  The lift halted and they stumbled out into the flame-shot darkness of the cavern. When the cold light stabbed through it was with but a fraction of its usual brilliance. But Ridge saw a group of running men lapped up and vanish in its maw as it splashed amongst them. The hit-and-miss methods of Bzor were productive of some results at least.


  “I’m all right now,” Rita panted.


  Ridge loosed his encircling arm, but she clung fast to his hand. At the next light flash they directed their steps toward the shaft of the main lift that led to the outer air. Kal Turjen ran on ahead of Ridge and the girl.


  “Jerry!” Rita Simonds called out excitedly.


  It was utterly and awesomely dark once more. “Where?” Ridge asked her.


  “Over there—at the lift. I saw him!”


  In another moment they, too, would reach the spot. But all could not enter that tiny car.


  Another flash of the cold light splashed almost at their feet and Ridge frantically drew the girl back from the frosty blast. By its light they saw Jerry and a half dozen of his men fighting to get inside the car.


  “Jerry!” the girl called again in the sudden dark that followed the flash.


  Ridge maintained a grim silence. Little Jerry Simonds cared that this self-sacrificing sister of his was in danger!


  There was another flash, a fainter one, over at the lift. For a vivid instant a human torch glowed. Jerry had shot down one of his men, a Terrestrial, who was crowding him at the door of the lift. Rita moaned.


  “The lift’s dead!” Jerry was shouting then, “They’ve cut off the power. Take to the spiral runway, men.”


  The screen of darkness was lightening and a second bomb burst in the air above. Blankness once more, thick and stifling. The flares of cold light were scarcely visible as they shot through the screen, but the thunder of their recall was deafening.


  Gasping, stumbling men were all about them. Ridge drew the girl close as he pushed toward the runway shaft. He’d never let her go now.


  “Kal!” he called out.


  There was no reply, but, in the next weak flash of light, Ridge saw that the Martian had fallen back and was keeping close to Jerry Simonds. Suspicious of him, Kal was, and he wanted to be on hand in case of a treacherous move.


  Ridge was in the lead, with the girl, when they came up into the rosy light of the runway shaft. The thundering in the cavern ceased. Utter silence reigned, save for the panting of the men who struggled behind them under their heavy loads of loot.


  AT the outer arch they halted and the others caught A up with them. With maniacal, bloodshot eyes, Jerry Simonds surveyed his sister and the young pilot. It was as if he did not know them—not even the girl.


  “Jerry,” she pleaded, “You’ll not—”


  “Don’t bother me,” he growled, “I’ve got the stuff now—all of it—and I’ll get through with it. It’s mine, you hear, mine.”


  His voice rose on the last words and foam was at his lips. Jerry Simonds was stark staring mad.


  “I’d drop it,” Ridge said mildly, “You’ll never make it with that load.” He was thinking of the reception that must await them outside.


  “Think I’m crazy, do you?” Jerry Simonds cackled, “No, I tell you I’m getting through with it. Right now!”


  Lunging wildly under his burden he lurched through into the great pit that surrounded the volcanic cone.


  Sobbing softly, Rita stumbled after him.


  A wave of intense heat smote them like the breath of a furnace as they plunged through the arch. And a sluggish river of sparkling molten metal stopped Jerry Simonds in his tracks.


  “God!” he shrieked, reeling backward, “The etherships! They’ve destroyed them.”


  Ridge had reached the girl’s side in a single bound and she leaned weakly toward him as her brother shoved her roughly aside. Jerry Simonds was a man bereft of his senses. Yet he clung desperately to that loaded pack that was slung over his shoulder.


  The two small ships were incandescent molten masses. Mere blobs of liquid metal that spread slowly as they sank, sending forth tiny sputtering rivulets to wander aimlessly over the floor of the mile-deep well within the great circular dam.


  Behind them the surviving members of the crew streamed forth, backs bent under their precious loads. Screaming curses.


  “We’ll take it, men,” Jerry was babbling, “Take the big ship. It’s fueled and ready. Let’s go.”


  Ridge pressed close behind him, trying to shield the girl with his own body. He had seen moving figures up there on the landing stage beside the main airlock of the Mercurianic. Frog men. Probably the ship was filled with Yrlds as well.


  Kal Turjen yelled, and flame spat from his projector, searing the edge of the staging and bringing a frightful screech from a monstrous head which had appeared.


  And then the green rays sped forth into the ranks of the outlaws. The platform was swarming with the basket-cradled Yrlds!


  Jerry Simonds was pushing forward, shouting, his body aglow with the green energy and legs moving jerkily. His flame projector was spouting a steady stream. Some of the men threw down their packs and fought desperately against the paralyzing energy to reach the stairs. A karee was flung whistling and Ridge saw it drive deep into one of those bulbous heads.


  The Yrlds were not invincible! Across his mind flashed the last words of Zarko—“It’s iron that protects—steel.” That was it—in their development of offensive and defensive weapons, the Yrlds had failed to take into account the properties of the metal so scarce in the mines of Japetus. They were vulnerable to weapons of iron and steel.


  “Use your knives, men!” he yelled.


  “Knives be damned!” Simonds screeched. “Flame—flame and bare hands. We’ll get ’erh!”


  He staggered as he fought against the energy. The soft metal of the staging was dripping white molten streams. Many of the men were down. Ridge saw one of them shrivel like a trussed-up turkey and his body cover over with a glassy metallic green film. Those paralyzing rays meant death if prolonged. The pilot reached for the man’s karee and thrust it in his own belt.


  They were close by the great curving hull of the Mercurianic now, at the foot of the stairs. Still Jerry Simonds struggled upward. A glassy sheen was showing in the green glow that surrounded his body. And still he battled onward. Still he clung to the pack. Despite himself, Ridge thrilled to the fellow’s courage.


  And then he saw that Rita was no longer able to keep to her feet. Aglow in a dozen points with faint tufts of green, she slumped to her knees. Hardly able to move a muscle himself, he dragged her under the shelter of the great vessel’s hull.


  He saw Kal go down in a haze of green. His own eyes were dimming and he drew his body painfully to the girl’s . . . at least they might be together . . . close . . . in that last moment. . . .


  AND then his groping fingers contacted with the steel hull of the Mercurianic. There was a brilliant flash of green. Release from the energy! Like closing a magnetic circuit, it was, or grounding a lightning flash. Free! Iron—steel—the rare metal of Japetus protects.


  A sudden whirlwind of energy, he moved Rita and brought her arm in contact with the hull plates. She sat erect. Then, bellowing forth the astounding knowledge of the protection afforded by the steel hull, he rushed out and clawed at Kal’s still body. Gripped anew by the rays, he heaved mightily with stiff joints. An inch only, at first—two, three inches—feet—and they were alongside the hull. Both were on their feet at the first contact with the welded plates.


  “Jerry!” Rita sobbed, “He’s down.”


  He was—a shriveled, green-glazed corpse there on the stairs.


  “Keep her here, Kal,” Ridge growled, diving for the stairs.


  He saw that all of the outlaws were down. Corpses all; green cinders beside their packs of loot. Poor, greedy devils! A leering Yrld face was thrust toward him and he drove the karee home.


  He saw an iron bar from the ship’s stores, leaning against the white metal rail of the stage. Struggling desperately against new energy blasts, he clutched it with cramped fingers. Swung it crashing amongst the basket-cradled heads there on the stage as the touch of the cold iron renewed his strength. The rest was a nightmare. Bloodlust was upon him and he cleared the landing stage of the leering beasts of the ancient brains without pausing for breath until the thing was done.


  Kal was coming up the stairs with Rita, dragging her gently past the hideous thing that had been her brother. Others of the Yrlds, hundreds of them, were drifting across from the archway toward them.


  Ridge flung his iron bar down amongst them and reached trembling arms for the girl. The glorious golden head was buried on his shoulder.


  They were in the airlock then, and Kal was bolting the outer seal. A few frightened, goggled-eyed frog men backed away as they went in through the passage to the navigating cabin. No Yrlds were within.


  “Can we run this ship alone?” Ridge asked the Martian when he had led the white-lipped, staring girl to the captain’s leather couch.


  “Alone?” Kal Turjen chuckled. “I’ll lay a bet I’ve got a crew of fifty frog men down below. And I can make ’em work as well as Bzor can. Watch me! Besides, they’ll be useful in backing up our story when we return the ship to her owners.”


  On the last word he was gone.


  Ridge looked over at Rita Simonds. She had turned her head to the wall and was lying there rigid, silent, Alone with her grief.


  He tiptoed to the control panel. Looking down through the floor ports, he could see the drifting baskets of the Yrlds moving aimlessly about on the pit bottom. Bzor was there, great saucer eyes staring up malevolently. Iron that protects—steel. Ridge repeated softly the words of Zarko. The murderous Venerian had saved them, after all.


  Then came the purring of the gravity-flux generators, a smoothly rising note that sounded as a harbinger of Kal’s success.


  The optophone shrilled its call and the Martian’s squinting eyes looked out from the disc through the smoke of a cigaret that dangled at a precarious angle from his lower lip. His supply of these renewed, he was as comfortably at home as if nothing had happened.


  “What did I tell you?” he gloated, “These froggies are okay.” He held up a wriggling, staring specimen for inspection. The frog man blinked in friendly fashion. Harmless, but useful creatures.


  Ridge laughed, and more than ever appreciated his friend’s infectious good cheer. “Great work!” he sang out. “Step lively now—we’re off!” The disc went blank as the pilot dived to the controls.


  With the anti-gravity energy lifting them, they drifted up out of the huge pit. In the ages past, the frog men had built that great circular wall to hold back the dark waters from the retreat of their masters. Without the cofferdam the Yreds would perish miserably.


  Inspiration came to the young pilot as they hovered at the rim. He saw the tiny white spots there by the cone, drifting aimlessly. Bzor, he knew, still ruled a ghastly menace to civilization. If he and the rest of his ilk lived on, there was no assurance. . . . Ridge pressed suddenly on the keel rocket control keys.


  Ordinarily, when leaving an inhabited body, the mighty energy of the rocket blasts must be withheld until many miles from the surface. For this reason the etherships are supplied with the slower gravity-flux. But here the destructive effect might be useful. It was.


  The ship flung violently upward with the thunderous roar that came. And, before the cloud layer closed in around her, Ridge saw the huge wall of masonry collapse. Slowly, but eagerly; whipped white by the tremendous commotion, the seas closed in over all.


  Hopes of countless ages forever gone. The marvelous but warped intellects lost in the heaving waters. The menace to the inner planets removed by that single blast. But the frog folk, who could live either in water or out, remained. They would be vastly more content.


  A little later, when the water-bound satellite was but a slender gleaming crescent against the star-studded void, Rita Simonds walked to the pilot’s side. Steadfastly, Ridge kept his eyes to his instruments.


  For a long time the golden head was bowed at the viewing port.


  “It’s better so, I guess,” she whispered, after a time, “I loved him, Ridge. My whole life was spent in fretting over him—looking after him. And now—”


  “Now it’s time you had someone to look after you,” Ridge looked down into the tear-bright violet eyes.


  “I—I suppose so, Ridge. I know so.”


  The shining head nestled in the hollow of his arm when she slipped into the seat at his side. And, together, they looked resolutely away from the gleaming crescent as the steering rockets purred and the great ship swung around and headed toward the great ringed orb of Saturn.


  THE END


  CAPTAIN BRINK OF THE SPACE MARINES


  Bob Olsen


  TO us it may seem inconceivable, at first thought, that life can exist in the nethermost depths of the ocean, but more and more we learn that some form of life, especially adapted to the pressure and conditions of the very deep seas, is present there. By the same token, the fact that atmospheric and other conditions are not similar to those of the Earth does not necessarily mean that no form of life is possible on another planet. There may, quite conceivably, be intelligent life on either Venus or Mars, or even on our fair satellite Luna—though, of course, such life would be vastly different from our own. Bob Olsen’s conception is exceedingly well thought out and the story makes excellent reading.


  From Ganymede to Titan


  AT the door of his rocket-ship hangar, Captain Brink jabbed his knuckles into his lean hips and gazed smilingly at the sky. Marvelous was the sight which met his feasting eyes—far more marvelous than any Earth-bound human being could ever hope to behold. Hanging overhead, like a colossal balloon, a cloud-swathed, glowing orb rolled sedately. From its striped bands of apple green, robin’s-egg blue and canary yellow and from the enormous oval spot which glared like a blood-shot eye from the upper portion of its southern hemisphere, a terrestrial astronomer would have recognized the great planet Jupiter. But this Gargantuan globe of molten minerals, with its spectacular bands of tumultuous, varicolored clouds billowing around it, was not the only wonder which the officer saw.


  The sun was visible also, but it was a shrunken, faded sun, scarcely larger than a golf-ball. It was not brilliant enough to quench the stars, which spattered the heavens with their wan points of light. In addition to the sun, the stars and the huge planet, no less than five of Jupiter’s nine moons were visible. Two of them were tiny but each of the other three was larger than Luna appears to be when viewed from the Earth. Europa was a thin, sickle-shaped crescent. Io presented a fantastically divided disk, half of which reflected the feeble light of the sun, while the other portion was illuminated more brightly by the colorful glow from Jupiter. Callisto, the largest of the trinity, displayed a full circle of pale but lovely luminescence.


  Brink’s attention was arrested by a ghostly whisper which seemed to leap mysteriously out of the rarefied air.


  “Seeking Captain Brink! Seeking Captain Frank Brink!”


  At the sound of his name Captain Brink touched the button of his visaphone, a small flat object shaped like a cigarette case, which was held firmly against his broad chest by the crossed straps of his service belt.


  “Captain Brink reporting,” he announced.


  Instantly the head and shoulders of an elderly man materialized in the air two meters in front of Brink’s eyes. It looked marvelously substantial and life-like, yet it was not projected on anything resembling a screen, nor was the image supported in any other way.


  Recognizing the grim, weather-beaten features of his chief, Colonel Steiner, Brink clicked his heels together and saluted precisely.


  “Captain Brink, at your service, Colonel Steiner!”


  “At ease, Captain Brink. I have an important matter to discuss with you. Kindly report to headquarters at once.”


  The young officer unwound the translucent flaps which were wrapped about his sleeves, hooked their ends to small rings on his thighs and held his arms out parallel to the ground, thus stretching taut the triangular wing-membranes between his side and his extended arms. In each hand he held a cylinder, by means of which he could operate the small gravity-nullifier on his back.


  As the motor started to drone, Brink gave a little leap and soared blithely into the air. At an altitude of a hundred meters or so, he leveled off and flew swiftly toward the distant buildings, his artificial wings fanning the air with rhythmic, sweeping strokes. In a few minutes he had reached a point where he could easily read the inscription on the roof of the octagonal edifice toward which he was winging:


  Earth Republic Space Navy


  Interplanetary Outpost


  Ganymede—Jupiter System


  Bringing his arms to his sides, Brink fell like a wounded bird until he was only about twenty meters from the ground. Then he spread his wings, described a neat loop and alighted gracefully on the roof of the building. Dropping through a trap door, he walked briskly to Colonel Steiner’s office.


  Motioning for Brink to make himself comfortable in a chromium-framed pneumatic-cushioned chair, the Colonel began, “This time I have a very difficult assignment for you, Captain.”


  Brink’s eyes sparkled as he declared, “I’m glad to hear that, Sir. It’s nearly a month now since I did anything that could be classed as exciting.”


  “Don’t worry,” the old man grinned. “You’ll probably get plenty of excitement on this trip. I’m sending you to Titan.”


  “To Titan?” Brink exclaimed. “Surely you don’t mean the sixth satellite of Saturn, do you?”


  “That’s precisely what I do mean.”


  “But Titan hasn’t been explored yet. We don’t even know if it is habitable.”


  “We didn’t until a few hours ago. But now we know that it is not only habitable but very much inhabited as well. Two citizens of the Earth Republic are there now—in trouble. The Secretary of Interplanetary Relations has ordered me to send an expedition there immediately. I have selected you as the logical man to take charge of this work.”


  “Thank you, Sir.”


  “That’s all right. You will, of course, want to know the purpose of the expedition. We have been ordered to find and rescue the Valentine Sisters.”


  “What! Again?” Brink ejaculated.


  “Yes! Again! I don’t blame you for being disgusted. This is the fourth time the E.R.S.N. has been called on to save those meddlesome damsels from the consequences of their eternal quest for thrills. Previously their exploits have been confined to the unexplored portions of Mars and Venus where our garrisons were near to help them if they got into trouble. This time it looks much more serious. There really ought to be a law passed to prevent immature, irresponsible girls from getting into interplanetary messes.”


  “Nevertheless, you can’t help admiring the Valentine twins for their pluck,” Brink remarked. “There aren’t many girls in their twenties who would have the guts to navigate a rocket ship into remote regions of space as they have done.”


  “Don’t waste your admiration on them, Captain,” said Steiner. “They are thrill-seekers and publicity hounds.”


  “Maybe so. But while they are acquiring their thrills and their notoriety they also have gone through the motions of gathering scientific data.”


  “I suppose they have done some good,” the Colonel growled. “But that’s neither here nor there. Right now your job is to locate the Valentine Twins and bring them back to earth. Take a look at this.” He handed Brink a metal cylinder about a meter long and fifteen centimeters in diameter. Frank recognized it as a help-rocket such as are used to summon assistance for space ships in distress.


  “It was picked up by the crew of the space-freighter, Hercules,” Steiner explained. “This was found inside of it.”


  Brink took the scrap of paper, which the general handed to him, and read the following message: “Vera and Velma Valentine—calling for help. Our rocket-ship is wrecked on Titan about three kilometers north of a city of cones on the shore of a large orange-colored lake. We are surrounded by scores of horrible, shapeless creatures. They are closing in on us. There is just time to dispatch this rocket. Come, help us, quickly, please!”


  “Shall I keep this?” Brink asked.


  “You may as well. Not much to go on, I’m afraid, but it’s all we have. By exercising your usual resourcefulness, I hope you will be able to accomplish the task.”


  “How many ships do you think I shall need?”


  “You may need the whole fleet, but I’m afraid I shall be able to spare only one twenty-meter ship.”


  “Only one ship?” Brink exclaimed. “One small ship to fight the whole population of Titan? Why, it just isn’t in the cards to——”


  The Colonel interrupted him with, “Sorry, Frank, but one ship is all I can spare. Several things have happened within the last few days—things that will tax our forces to the limit. Yesterday a revolution broke out on Io.


  The Universe Mining Corporation is having plenty of trouble at the platinum mines on Callisto. As if that wasn’t plenty, the space pirates are up to their old tricks—holding up and robbing the bullion ships. I really need every ship and every man in the service. If I had my way, I’d let the Valentine sisters work out their own salvation, but orders are orders. For political reasons we must at least go through the motions of trying to rescue them, but one small ship is the most I can take away from our regular work. I guess you know what that means. On a long trip like that you’ll need every cubic centimeter of storage space for fuel, oxygen, water and food. There will be room for only two other men besides yourself.”


  “You have certainly given me a good job,” Brink grinned. “All I have to do is to conquer a whole nation of unknown enemies with one ship and three men.”


  “I realize that your task will not be an easy one,” the general conceded. “But I’m hoping you will make up for your lack of numbers by your well known ability as a strategist. After all, if it is a question of open warfare, perhaps even the entire E.R.S.N. fleet would not be powerful enough to accomplish the objective. And when it comes to stealth and strategy, the smaller the force is, the more likely it is to succeed.”


  “Very well, Sir,” Brink saluted. “I’ll do my best, Sir.”


  “You don’t need to tell me that,” the old man said as he gave Frank an affectionate pat on the shoulder. “In recognition of the difficulties you are likely to encounter, I shall permit you to select your own assistants. You are at liberty to choose any two men in the Ganymede garrison. If you wish, I shall allow you one hour in which to make your decision.”


  “I shall not need it,” Brink told him. “My choice is already made. Will you be good enough to notify Captain Albert Hawkins and Lieutenant James Sullivan that they are to accompany me?”


  TWO hours later, having checked over the cargo and equipment of the new space flyer for the third and last time, Captain Brink, accompanied by his two chosen companions, rocketed through Ganymede’s atmosphere and headed toward the planet Saturn.


  When the speed indicator told him that the ship had attained its maximum acceleration, Frank shut off the exhausts and relaxed his vigilant attention to the controls.


  Captain Hawkins stretched himself, yawned cavernously and mumbled, “There’s one thing I like about these long trips. It gives a fellow a chance to catch up on his sleep.”


  Brink chuckled, “Do you know, Al, I believe your idea of Heaven is a place where you can curl up in a knot and snore for a million years.”


  “Don’t exaggerate,” Hawkins protested languidly. “I’ll admit I like to sleep. But a million years! Now if you want to make it, say five hundred thousand years, why——”


  “Beat it!” Brink interrupted him. “Crawl into your hammock and snooze your fool head off!”


  Lieutenant Sullivan unlimbered a battered guitar, twisted the keys experimentally, plucked out a few chords of doubtful harmony and crooned:


  
    
      
        
          	
            Oh, Captain Jinks, the space marine——

            He drank a quart of gasoline;

            And since that time he ain’t benzine.

            He’s now a piece-ful fight-tur!

          
        

      
    

  


  Brink picked up a magazine of ancient vintage and started reading an absurdly impossible story about a Martian’s adventures on Zoxaquokivizibum, an imaginary planet of the star Sirius. After a page or two, he threw the book down in disgust. “Why,” he asked himself, “Why don’t these writers of science fiction try to keep within the boundaries of plausibility.”


  Having sung for the seventeenth time the mournful but sprightly saga of the bibulous Captain Jinks, Sullivan put away the guitar and remarked, “By the way, Captain Frank, I’ve heard that song I don’t know how many times and I’ve often been called a Space Marine myself, and yet I’ve never been able to make the slightest iota of sense out of that ridiculous nomenclature. I always thought that the word ‘marine’ meant something pertaining to the sea. Why call us marines when we never go near any oceans?”


  “Merely a figure of speech, my boy,” Brink elucidated. “Didn’t you ever hear about the United States Marines?”


  “Certainly I’ve heard of them. During the World War at the beginning of the twentieth century they were called ‘Devil Dogs’.”


  “That was because they knew how to fight. My great-great-great-grandfather was a Colonel in the United States Marines. Evidently his descendents must have thought that meant something, because the traditions of the marines have been handed down from father to son ever since. They were called marines because they were stationed on warships. That was long before the Earth Republic was established. In those days each nation was governed independently and had its own separate navy. Whenever trouble started in any part of the world, the marines were always the first to arrive. ‘Tell it to the marines’ was a common expression. Another phrase that has been handed down in history is ‘The marines have landed and have the situation well in hand.’ Doesn’t that have a familiar ring?”


  “It certainly does. Only nowadays, whenever there is trouble, it is always the E.R.S.N. forces that arrive first and get the situation well in hand.”


  “And that’s why they call us the Space Marines! Perhaps it will also interest you to know that the song you were trying to sing a while ago is a rotten parody on a ditty that dates back even further than the United States Marines. It goes like this:


  
    
      
        
          	
            “Oh I’m Captain Jinks of the Horse Marines.

            I feed my horse on corn and beans.

            In fact it’s quite—”

          
        

      
    

  


  That was as far as he got. He was interrupted by a stentorian snore, which rumbled forth from the storage chamber like the snarl of an enraged tiger.


  It was so unexpected that Sullivan gave a startled jump. Since his body was practically weightless, it sent him sailing out of his seat, bumping his head against the roof of the control room.


  When he had recovered his equilibrium, he stammered, “Does he always snore like that?”


  “Not always. Only when he is asleep.”


  “Naturally, you goop. But he must have been asleep for several minutes. How do you explain the sudden outburst of cacophony?”


  “Don’t ask me to explain anything about Al’s peculiarities,” Brink grinned. “When it comes to snoozing, he’s in a class by himself. It always takes him some time before he is warmed up enough to snore with his full volume, but once he gets going, even the horn of Gabriel couldn’t arouse him. I’ve known him to slumber like a baby with the rockets roaring full blast and with the ship turning pin-wheels.”


  “Isn’t there any way to wake him?” Sullivan asked. “Only one way I know of.”


  “And what is that?”


  “Watch.”


  Brink picked up one of those flexible drinking tubes that are familiar to all interplanetary travelers. Unscrewing the cap and squeezing the end opposite the nozzle, he pressed out into his hand a quantity of water. He took careful aim and tossed it gently in the direction of the man in the hammock. Like everything else aboard the space-flyer, the water was weightless, but the cohesion of its particles held it together in an egg-shaped globule. With a sharp smack the liquid missile struck the sleeper’s face, flattening out like a pancake and completely covering his nose and mouth.


  Like a sea-lion coming up for air, Hawkins snorted and gurgled and finally tumbled out of the hammock and floated to the floor with his arms and legs floundering wildly.


  “What tha—What tha!” he blubbered as soon as he could get his breath. “Can’t you even let a guy sleep in peace?”


  Captured by Amoebas


  FOR many weary days the three space travelers felt as if they were floating immovably in the center of the vast, hollow sphere of sable blackness that was the sky. Behind them the miniature sun with its blazing corona shooting out tongues of lambent flame in all directions, grew smaller and smaller. Jupiter, too, had shrunk appallingly. Like a slowly deflating balloon it had contracted until it could scarcely be distinguished from the brilliant stars which stabbed through the shell of blackness from all directions.


  Meanwhile, there loomed up ahead of them a magnificent spectacle, which swelled and brightened with incredible rapidity. From the incomparable, awe-inspiring rings of relatively minute particles which spun magically around the golden ball within their circumference, they all knew that it was the planet Saturn. Swimming about it, at varying distances from the outer edge of the largest ring, were no less than ten moons.


  It was an easy matter to pick out Titan, which was considerably larger than any of the other satellites. Circling it at a distance of about a hundred kilometers, Brink scanned the surface of the satellite with the ship’s teleview, that marvelous instrument which not only magnified images but also amplified them, just as the loud speaker of a radio amplifies sound. With it the observer could distinguish even the minutest details with a startling clearness at a distance of several hundred kilometers.


  Captain Brink soon located the large, orange-colored lake with the city of cones nestling close to its shores. He attributed the peculiar color of the water to the golden light, which emanated from the seething surface of the parent planet.


  Not far from the lake was what looked like a forest. It was densely clothed with purple-hued plants of weirdly fantastic shapes. Brink decided to land within this wooded area, near the edge of it, which was closest to the lake. By this means he hoped to conceal the flyer from the eyes of the creatures who dwelt in the city. Thanks to the efficient gravity-regulator with which the ship was equipped, he set the craft down so deftly that scarcely a quiver was felt as it slid gently between the branches. The trees in this fantastic forest reminded Brink of the submarine gardens near Catalina Island, California, which he had once viewed through the glass bottom of a sight-seeing boat.


  As soon as the ship touched the ground, Captain Hawkins opened a valve and drew in a sample of air which he analyzed quickly.


  Meanwhile, Sullivan had taken a reading of the centigrade thermometer which registered the outside temperature.


  “Fourteen point six,” he announced. “I expected it would be much colder than that, considering that we are getting only one ninetieth as much heat as the earth gets from the sun.”


  “The climate here is a good deal like that on Ganymede,” Brink explained. “Titan gets plenty of heat and light from its parent planet. We won’t even need our electrically heated suits. How is the atmosphere, Al?”


  “A trifle shy on oxygen and long on carbon dioxide,” Hawkins replied. “But it’s perfectly safe to breathe.”


  “Good!” said the leader. “And, by the way, Al, I think you had better stay in the ship while Jimmy and I go out and reconnoiter. If you want to take a look outside later on, I’ll come back and relieve you.”


  “Yea, yea, Chief!” Hawkins yawned. “Hope you don’t mind if I take a bit of a nap.”


  “If you do you’d better sleep with both eyes and at least one ear open,” Brink warned him as he sniffed the outside air suspiciously.


  “Smells like a drug store,” he announced. “But I guess, if Al says so, it must be all right. Come on, Jimmy.”


  The spot where the rocket-ship had landed was on the side of Titan which was then facing away from the sun. But above the jagged peaks of the distant horizon nearly half of Saturn’s bulk was visible. It looked like the head of a cosmic jockey, the portion of the tilted ring, which was visible, forming the elongated visor of his cap. Though the light was dim, it seemed to have a peculiar, penetrating quality.


  Both Brink and Sullivan were equipped for flying, but they decided not to use their wings, deeming that they would be less likely to be seen if they kept close to the ground. They had not walked far when they were startled to see a beam of dazzling brilliancy leap out of the sky. The source of this light was a mystery, since there was absolutely nothing floating or flying in the air. When his eyes became accustomed to the glare, Brink noticed that the light was reflected against an upper stratum of the atmosphere, toward which it was projected from the distant city.


  As if operated by a methodical, intelligent being, the beam of light swept back and forth across the valley. Apprehensive that this phenomenon signified danger, Brink whispered, “Let’s beat it back to the ship, Jimmy!”


  But they had scarcely taken three strides toward the forest, when the beam overtook them, drenching them in a stream of blinding light.


  Grasping Sullivan by the wrist, Brink said hoarsely, “Hold it Jimmy. We won’t gain anything by betraying where the ship is located. Maybe we can side-step the light.”


  But, though they jumped and ran and dodged in all directions, the ominous shaft of illumination followed them relentlessly and unerringly.


  Then, as mysteriously as it had come, the light was extinguished. For a minute or two they stood there, wondering what would happen next. Meanwhile their nostrils caught a nauseating odor. It was like the smell of decaying vegetation—the fetid odor that comes from a pool of stagnant, polluted water. The source of this scent was not apparent to them until their dazzled eyes became once more accustomed to the semi-darkness. Then they discovered that they were surrounded by a surging band of ghostly, preposterous creatures.


  Neither arms, legs, eyes nor ears did these weird beings possess, yet they seemed to be alert and attentive and capable of handling any situation that confronted them. Almost colorless—like great masses of untinted gelatin—their bodies were shapeless and transparent. At the center of each organism was a dark grey spheroid about the size of a large watermelon. Lobed and wrinkled, these cores of living matter were folded into thousands of squirming convolutions.


  “Brains! That’s what they are,” said Brink in a hissing whisper. “Just great big brains with nothing but gobs of protoplasm to support them.”


  “To me they look more like giant amoebas,” Sullivan contended. “What you take for brains, may be nothing but the nuclei.”


  “Maybe they are oversized amoebas,” Brink conceded. “But those grey gobs inside them are brains, and don’t you fool yourself.”


  As if bent on verifying the suppositions which both the Earthmen had voiced, one of the Titanians separated itself from its companions and flowed toward them with a charactistically amoeboid motion. When it had covered half the distance, it stopped and a portion of its substance was pushed out to form a pseudo-podium or false limb. With a gesture that was unmistakably meant to be a polite but firm request, it beckoned for the two men to move in the direction of the city. At the same time the ring of strange creatures opened like a horse-shoe in front of them, while they surged slowly forward behind them.


  “It seems to want us to follow it,” Sullivan stammered. “Do you think we’d better obey?”


  “Not unless we have to,” Brink declared. “Let’s get our wings ready.”


  AS he spoke these words and before he had time to unfurl the wing membranes which were wrapped around his arms, Brink was astonished to see a bulge appear on the upper surface of the Titanian leader. With uncanny speed it formed itself into what looked like a featureless head, which it proceeded to shake violently as if to say, “You had better not do that.”


  Paying no attention to this warning—if warning it was—the two space marines adjusted their wings, turned on their gravity-nullifiers, and soared heavenward.


  Instantly the amoeba-like beings, which up to this time had moved slowly and sluggishly, hurled themselves into swift action. Flowing along the ground with incredible speed, they gathered momentum until with powerful leaps, they took to the air, their flexible bodies taking the form of giant flapping wings.


  Soon the air was full of them and the two men found that they were being prevented from flying in any direction save two—downward and toward the city of cones.


  Brink decided to return to the ground, hoping thus to gain time for concocting some strategem. But when he and Sullivan attempted to delay matters by seeming to yield, but walking with deliberate slowness, four of the Titanians approached them and thrust out from their bodies long, sinuous tentacles with which they reached out to seize their captives.


  When he saw the snakey pseudo-podia whipping out toward him, Sullivan lost his head and drew his superpistol. Though it weighed less than a kilogram, it was capable of spraying bullets with the speed of a machine gun and the power of an elephant rifle. Sullivan saw the bullets plainly as they thudded into the body of his opponent, but they penetrated only a centimeter or two before they were checked by the tough, resilient material of the Titanian’s body. With horrified dismay he saw the creature press the bullets out from its skin, like a child spitting cherry-stones from its mouth.


  One of the tentacles wrapped itself around the pistol and wrenched it out of his hand. Then he felt his arms seized in the clammy embraces of other pseudo-podia, which dragged him forward with irresistible force.


  “It’s no use, Jimmy,” he said resignedly. “We may as well go along with them.”


  A Sinister Encounter


  ESCORTED by a mob of squirming Titanians, many of whom had joined the procession en route, the two Terrestrial officers were dragged through the wide but tortuous streets of the village until they reached a building of medium size. A door slid to one side and the two men were shoved through the opening. Noiselessly the door closed behind them.


  They found themselves in a room shaped like a segment of pie. At the inner angle of the chamber was one of those shapeless, transparent masses of protoplasm, which they knew to be a native of Titan. It was considerably bigger than any of the others they had seen and its central spheroid of wrinkled grey matter was correspondingly great.


  Though it possessed nothing that resembled features or sense organs, the creature indicated by its change in position that it was conscious of their presence. From different parts of its body bulges appeared, protruding like the telescopic eyes of a lobster.


  “He is giving us the once over,” Sullivan remarked.


  At the sound of his voice, the Titanian moved a trifle closer, as if striving to catch the words. Then it shot out several tentacles with which it explored the bodies of both prisoners at once. Stretched across a low frame in front of it was a strip of material resembling celluloid on which the creature scratched strange marks with a small, sharp instrument.


  When the inspection was completed, the Titanian withdrew all its pseudo-podis into its body and the door opened again. Out in the street four guards awaited them. As they were being conducted still further toward the heart of the city, Brink said, “Well, there’s one thing to be thankful for. Our rocket-ship is still safe. Maybe Al will be able to contrive some way to help us out of this mess.”


  As if to mock his words, an ominous hissing sound came from somewhere overhead. Looking upward, the two men were horrified to see their space ship hovering over the roofs of the city. It was not traveling under its own power but was held in the clutches of two clawlike instruments hanging from the under side of a strange airship. The Titanian craft was shaped like a regular polyhedron with fourteen faces.


  Brink, who had majored in mathematics, knew the technical name of this figure. “It’s a tetrakaidecagon,” he told Jimmy. “These babies must know a lot about mathematics to be able to construct a ship of that shape. What do you suppose that hissing noise is? Doesn’t it sound familiar to you?”


  “It sure does. Sounds like the hydrogen escaping from the fuel tank. Maybe those dumb-bells opened the throttle without turning on the ignition.”


  “I’ll bet that’s what happened all right. And we need every cubic centimeter of that fuel to get back to Ganymede!”


  “What do you suppose has become of Al?”


  “They probably captured him like they did us. First thing you know, they’ll be dragging him into town.”


  Just ahead of them they saw their rocket ship come slowly down until it rested on the pavement of a wide circular space where several of the streets intersected. Brink tried to dash toward it, hoping at least that he would get a chance to shut off the escaping fuel, but in this he was thwarted by his alert guards, who shot out long tendrils of protoplasm which wrapped about him and stopped him dead in his tracks.


  Through a huge door of one of the largest of the buildings, the space flyer was carried inside. The Earthmen caught a glimpse of another space flyer, which they surmised belonged to the Valentine sisters. It had a ragged yawning hole in its side.


  “Take a good look at that building,” Brink whispered. “If we ever get loose, we’ll want to know where our ship is located.”


  Since all the buildings looked exactly alike, except for differences in size, this sounded like a difficult thing to do. But the task was made easy by a fortunate circumstance. The building to which the guards conducted the two terrestrial prisoners faced on the same plaza, only a short distance away.


  “What do you suppose is going to happen to us now?” Sullivan inquired when they were confined in a small cell.


  “Judging from our surroundings, I should conclude that we are to be placed on exhibition for the edification of the curious populace,” was Brink’s reply. The place certainly did look like a museum or a menagerie. Encircling the curved, tapering walls of the building were a large number of cells like the one to which they had been assigned. In the wall facing toward the center of the hall, each of them had a large window of transparent material punctured with oval holes about the size of hen’s eggs. Many strange beings were displayed in these cells. Most of them were alive, but a few of them were stuffed or mummified.


  The middle of the room was occupied by a bewildering assortment of pipes and tubes and vessels of grotesque shapes, which looked as if they might be scientific equipment. They were separated from the rest of the room by a low railing. Between this and the cells, scores of the Titanian amoeba-men flowed from one exhibit to another, seeming to study the curiosities with comprehensive but eye-less wonder.


  “Well,” Brink remarked. “If we are supposed to be putting on a show, let’s give them a song. I’ll sing baritone and you carry the tenor.” Thus they sang lustily:


  
    
      
        
          	
            Oh, Captain Jinks, the space marine

            He drank a quart of gasoline;

            And since that time he aint benzine—

            He’s now a piece-ful figh-tur

          
        

      
    

  


  Drawing in long breaths, they were about to repeat this nonsensical ditty when they were astounded to hear a voice that was unmistabably human and unmistably feminine. “What-ho! You Earth-men! Who are you all, anyhow?”


  From the direction of the sound, Brink inferred that the invisible person who had spoken was in a cell only a few meters away from theirs.


  “Good morning!” Brink cried. “My companion, who sings such a vibrant tenor, is Lieutenant James Sullivan of the Earth Republic Space Navy. My name is Captain Frank Brink. I suppose you must be one of the Valentine twins. Is your sister there with you?”


  “Yes. We are both here,” said two voices in unison.


  “We were sent out to rescue you,” Brink informed them. “So far we have succeeded in getting captured ourselves. What do you know about these Titanians, anyway?”


  “They are horrid,” one of the young ladies replied. “Can’t you do something to get us away from here? We’re afraid for our lives.”


  “It doesn’t look to me as if we are in any immediate danger,” Frank assured her. “Since we seemed to be regarded as freaks, they will probably keep us alive indefinitely.”


  “Don’t be so sure of that. Those creatures are bad, I tell you. You should have seen what they did to Omar.”


  “Omar?” Brink exclaimed. “Who in the Universe is Omar?”


  “Our mascot. He was——”


  “The darlingest Persian kitten you ever saw,” the other girl interrupted. “We’ve taken him with us on all our trips. He has been all over the Solar System.”


  “What happened to him?” Sullivan wanted to know. “One of those unspeakable brutes nailed him to a board and cut him all to pieces. He did it right in front of our eyes!”


  “It was horrible!” the other girl resumed. “Poor Omar screamed so pitifully!”


  “You mean they vivisected your cat?”


  “That’s exactly what they did. And I believe they are planning to do the same thing to us. Help!”


  “What’s the matter?” Brink cried in an alarmed voice.


  “One of the Titanians just grabbed Vera,” said a voice which Brink assumed to be Velma’s. “It is wrapping its nasty tenacle around her mouth so she can’t—Oh! Now it has me!”


  “Miss Valentine!” Brink yelled. “Are you two all right?”


  In a smothered mumble came the words, “Don’t worry about us. They are only trying to gag us. Perhaps we’d better quit talking for a while.”


  “That sounds like those Titanians can hear us talk,” Sullivan whispered to Brink.


  “No question about that. And—what is more important—I’m convinced that they are highly intelligent and can understand what we say.”


  “Nonsense!” Sullivan scoffed. “Those amoeba-things intelligent? Why they are nothing but great blobs of protoplasm!”


  “So is the human brain nothing but a big blob of protoplasm. Even the lowest type of microscopic amoeba has a rudimentary brain. Biologists call it the nucleus. There’s not much to it, but when the nucleus is removed, the amoeba cannot envelope and digest its food in the usual way. For all we know, the nucleus of the tiny amoeba might have developed into a sentient, thinking brain, even more wonderful than ours.”


  “Sounds mighty fishy to me,” was the doubting response. “I always thought that highly developed mental powers were associated only with organisms that are highly developed physically—organisms that have heads and legs and other members. These Titanian babies don’t seem to have anything but great big gobs of shapeless goo.”


  “Nevertheless, these amoeba-men, simple as their bodies are, seem to possess powers that make them far superior to use physically as also mentally. If a Titanian needs an arm, he can manufacture one instantly from the substance of his own body. And he can make it as long and as thick as he requires to accomplish the particular purpose. In the same way, he can produce as many legs, feet, hands and tentacles, and even wings as he needs, whenever he wants them. And in this respect, he isn’t much more talented than the most primitive amoeba, which can transform any part of its substance into pseudopodsa, exactly suited to grasping and devouring its prey.”


  “Do you mean to tell me that amoebas can fly?” Sullivan exclaimed.


  “Not that I know of,” Brink laughed. “But of this I am sure: If they wanted to, they certainly could produce wing-like protuberances and manipulate them like these Titanians do when they fly. Talk about being mere blobs of protoplasm—why they are better developed and far more efficient than we are!”


  “Maybe so. But a minute ago, you suggested that they may be able to hear what we say and know what we are talking about.”


  “I don’t think there is any doubt of it,” Brink declared.


  “Do you mean to say that those bozos can understand English.”


  “Not word for word, of course. But I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if they could read our thoughts.”


  “You mean by mental telepathy or something like that?”


  “Yes. Something like that. Take that chap out there in front of our cage, for instance. Doesn’t his attitude suggest attention and intelligence?”


  “To me, he’s just a bowl of applesauce turned upside down.”


  Even as Sullivan spoke these words, the shapeless heap of jelly elevated itself and swayed in the direction of the two Earth-men.


  “See there!” the captain cried. “Doesn’t that look as if he understood what we said? Not only that, but I have the most peculiar feeling that he is trying to communicate with us. How about yourself? Don’t you have a sort of funny mental impression, such as you have when someone is looking at you from a distance?”


  “Now that you mention it, I do have some peculiar mental impressions. Darned if I can interpret them, though.”


  “I think I can,” Brink asserted. “Unless the telepathic signals are haywire, that Titanian out there is trying to ask us where we came from. Just for the fun of it, I’m going to see if I can carry on a conversation with him.” Then, addressing himself to the formless creature who was squatting on the floor, like an enormous wad of chewing gum, Brink said, “We came from Ganymede, my friend. But our original home is on earth.”


  The Titanian swayed, as if to indicate that it had received the message. Then, without any sound being uttered, Brink imagined that this thought came into his mind. “These are only your own names for these places, oh stranger. Tell me, do you come from a land that is warmed by the same sun as ours, or is this place you call Ganymede in some other system?”


  “Did you get what he said, Jimmy?” Brink whispered. “I think so,” Sullivan replied. “He wants to know if we belong in the same solar system as Saturn.”


  “Those are not the exact words as I got them,” Frank told him, “But the thoughts I received were almost identical with yours.”


  Resuming his “conversation” with the Titanian, he explained: “Ganymede is the largest moon of the largest planet in the solar system. Do you understand now?” The thought-answer was, “I understand perfectly. And where is this place you call earth?”


  “It is a planet—the third one from the sun.”


  WHILE the Titanian was getting ready to propound another query, Brink said, “Listen, Jimmy, I believe I’ll turn the tables on that chap and do some questioning on my own hook. Maybe I can pump some valuable information out of him.”


  “A good idea,” Sullivan agreed. “Go to it.”


  Moving forward a step or two, Brink asked, “Are you a male or a female?”


  The Titanian indicated that he did not understand this. Brink tried to make it clear to him:


  “The people on earth, as well as most of the animals that live there, are divided into two sexes. We call them male and female. Both of us in this cell are males. The two persons in that other cage down there are females. Do you comprehend now?”


  “Yes,” came the answer. “But here we have no sexes.”


  “Then how do you multiply?”


  Although Brink’s knowledge of biology helped him to anticipate the reply, he was nevertheless astonished when this message came into his mind: “We propagate by division. Any adult can divide itself into two smaller but complete parts whenever it wishes. Watch me and I’ll show you how it is done.” And right there, in that public place, the creature squeezed itself in the middle until it looked like two balls of jelly stuck together. Through the transparent substance of the amoeba-man, Brink observed that the greyish nucleus, which he assumed to be the brain, was also cleaving apart. In less than a minute, each of the two separate brain portions had moved to the center of its half of the protoplasmic material and what had before been one organism became two.


  “Remarkable!” Brink exclaimed. “And now can you reverse the process? Can you join yourself together again?”


  The answer was: “No! That is impossible. Now that I have divided myself, we must remain as two separate individuals. Each of us is now a child, but we will soon grow to maturity.”


  “Do you ever fight with each other?” Sullivan wanted to know.


  “You mean my brother and me?” As this message came through, one of the newly formed entities extended a pseudo-podium and pointed to his companion.


  “I mean do any of you Titanians ever fight among yourselves.”


  “Nothing like that has ever happened so far as we know.”


  “Don’t any of you ever die? Isn’t it possible for you to be killed by one of the other inhabitants of this city?”


  “I don’t see how that could be.”


  “Isn’t there any kind of weapon or projectile or missile that can cause the death of one of you?”


  “What you call weapons, such as knives, projectiles and missiles, cannot harm us in the least. There is only one thing of which we are afraid and that is——”


  Just as a telephone conversation is cut off when the operator pulls out the connecting plug, so the important message which the Titanian was about to impart was interrupted abruptly.


  With their bodies trembling in a way that plainly indicated intense fear, the two creatures who had been so accommodating in giving information, slid rapidly out of the building. Their place in front of the cell was taken by another of the amoeba-men. Because of its unusual size, as well as some other individual peculiarities, Brink thought he recognized this one as the Titanian who had inspected them in the first building they had entered.


  If you can imagine a shapeless mass of gelatinous protoplasm registering anger, then you will have a clear picture of how that creature looked as it reared up and rocked itself back and forth.


  “The old boy seems to be slightly peeved,” Sullivan remarked.


  From the direction of the Valentine Sister’s cage came these softly spoken words, “That’s the beast that cut up poor Omar.”


  “Shut up or I’ll gag you again—this time permanently!”


  Both Brink and Sullivan received this message clearly. Apparently Miss Valentine did also for she murmured in a terrified voice, “All right. Just leave me alone and I’ll keep still.”


  The next thought impression which came into their consciousness was: “Why did you come here?”


  Concluding that a truthful answer was as good as any, Brink replied, “Our mission is a peaceful and a friendly one. We were sent to bring back the two earth-women, who wish to return to their home. Neither they nor we have any intention of injuring your wonderful world or any of its inhabitants. Won’t you please let us go back where we came from?”


  “What you ask is impossible. Whether or not your intentions are friendly, I cannot risk permitting you to return. Who knows but that you may come back with large forces to rob and murder my people?”


  “I’ll swear to be personally responsible for preventing anything like that from happening.”


  Brink imagined he almost heard a peal of scornful laughed as into his consciousness came this: “What good is the oath of an inferior animal like you? And, besides, I have another reason for wanting to detain you. I am a scientist and I am very much interested in the structure of your bodies. In the interests of science I consider it my duty to investigate you thoroughly.”


  “You mean you intend to cut up our bodies while we are still alive?”


  “Certainly. Why not?”


  “If you do anything like that, you will regret it,” Brink threatened. “Our earth-people are very numerous and powerful. We belong to an organization which always protects its members, wherever they may be. It is absolutely relentless in punishing its enemies.”


  “Now you are showing your true colors. A moment ago, you said you were friendly. Now you threaten us and call us your enemies.”


  Brink realized that he could not hope to bluff this super-intelligent being. He decided to keep quiet.


  But the flow of thought impulses from the Titanian leader continued to pour into his mind.


  “You are right in concluding that there is no use in trying to dissuade me from my purpose. And now I must go and make preparations for my experiments.” He glided oozingly into the central part of the room and began to busy himself with some of the apparatus there.


  “Do you suppose he is going to start operating on us right away?” Sullivan asked Brink in a husky whisper.


  Before Frank could reply, he received the mental assurance all four of the earth-people would be safe until the following morning.


  Outwitting The Amoeba-Men


  AFTER a few hours, which seemed intolerably long to the two men as they sat on a heap of straw-like refuse in their narrow cell, the Titanian scientist forsook his levers and coils and flowed silently out of the building. As if this were a signal, the rest of the occupants of the place slipped through the door and were not replaced by others. Finally, only one of them was left. Extending two pseudo-podia, he pushed the door shut and fastened it by knotting together three pairs of rope-like fibers. With the slinking, flowing motion that was characteristic of the amoeba-people, it propelled itself around the ring of open space between the cells and the laboratory equipment.


  “That blurb seems to be the night watchman,” Brink remarked, as he looked at his watch and made note of the time.


  Having made one circuit of the building, the Titanian guard plopped through a trap-door in the floor, which slammed shut behind him. Later on, he emerged again, circled the room and retired.


  Brink took another look at his watch.


  “Twenty-seven minutes,” he announced. “That ought to give us plenty of time.”


  “Plenty of time for what?” Sullivan wanted to know.


  “To escape, of course.”


  Already Brink had decided there was no use trying to force the heavily reinforced door at the rear of the cell. The side walls appeared even more formidable, being formed of a stone-like material as thick as a man’s body.


  Thrusting two fingers through one of the oval openings in the display window, he gave the large pane an experimental shake. It yielded slightly like a wooden board.


  Responding to this suggestion, Sullivan opened his jack-knife and tried to cut into the transparent material. The edge of the blade turned without making the slightest impression on the window pane.


  “It’s as hard as glass,” he muttered. “Perhaps I can kick a hole in it with my heel.”


  “ ’Fraid it wouldn’t work,” Brink disagreed. “That stuff seems to be flexible. And even if you could kick a hole in it, you would make so much noise that you’d bring the whole population of Titan about our ears. I think I have a better plan.”


  Brink’s plan was simple enough. On his finger he wore a diamond ring. It didn’t take him long to ascertain that with this jewel he could easily make a deep scratch on the glass-like substance. In a few minutes he had produced a neat, circular crack in the window and had gently removed a portion of it large enough to permit the passage of a man’s body.


  “You stay here,” he whispered, “so you can fool the watchman if he makes the rounds again before I get back.”


  Crawling through the opening, he stole softly to the place where he knew the Valentine sisters were located.


  When they saw him at their window, they were so startled that they both shrieked. Brink heard the hinges of the trap-door creak. There wasn’t time enough to return to his cell, so he leaped the railing and hid behind one of the pieces of laboratory equipment.


  Fortunately the watchman did not see him, nor did he notice his absence from his cage. With a sharp thought-command to be quiet, the Titanian crept back into its retreat.


  For thirty breathless seconds, Brink waited. Then he said in a stage whisper, “For the love of gravitation, Vera and Velma, control yourselves until I can get over there and release you.”


  With his diamond, he quickly made a hole in the window of the girl’s cell. One of them started to crawl out, but he gently pushed her back.


  Replacing the disk in the hole, he said, “Here, Vera or Velma, whichever you are, hang onto this so it won’t fall out. You’d better stay right where you are until I get the outside door open.”


  He tiptoed to the portal and attempted to cut the fastenings with his knife. This wasn’t as easy as he expected, for the material was as tough as copper wire. It took him so long to sever the bonds that he cast several apprehensive glances at his watch before he was through.


  As he passed the two girls on his way back to his own cell, he whispered, “Hold everything until the guard makes the rounds again. Then we’ll scramble.


  Then he crawled inside his cage and replaced the disk which he had cut out of the window. As he sat waiting for the watchman to reappear, his fingers ran nervously through the heap of queer-looking plant stalks which had evidently been put there for bedding. He picked up a large tuft of it and screwed it into a compact twist.


  “By Universe!” he exclaimed. “Now there’s an idea! Here, Jimmy! Help me twist this straw into bundles, will you?”


  “What do you expect to do with that stuff?” Sullivan wanted to know; but Brink said cryptically, “Never mind what they are to be used for until the time comes to use them. But while you are twisting them, please pray that my scheme will work.”


  A few minutes later, after the Titanian had slithered once more around the room and had crept back to the cellar, Brink, with a large bundle of twisted fiber under his arms, led his three companions out into the deserted plaza. Keeping close to the buildings, he hurried to the edifice which he knew housed the two rocket-ships.


  Assuming that this door would be fastened in the same way as the other one, he ran his knife along the crack until it encountered something hard. He directed Sullivan to locate a similar obstruction closer to the ground. In feverish haste they sawed away at the fastenings until their blades grated through. To reach the third bond, it was necessary for Brink to stand on Sullivan’s shoulder.


  Hardly had he severed it and carefully slid the door open when a powerful impulse shocked his consciousness. It was like an ear-piercing scream, although not a sound was audible.


  Brink turned and was horrified to see the watchman oozing swiftly toward him. At the same instant, one of the girls gave a cry of alarm and Frank wheeled to find himself confronted by another Titanian, who evidently had been on guard over the space-fliers.


  Brink snatched up one of the twists of straw, struck a match and set fire to the improvised torch.


  “Here, Jimmy! he cried as he ignited a second torch and thrust it into Sullivan’s hand. “Take this and help me drive those two brutes back into the building.”


  WITH a running leap, he hurdled the first Titanian.


  thus getting behind him. Then he thrust the brand toward the amoeba-man, who shrunk trembling before it.


  “I thought so!” he yelled triumphantly. “Those bozos have never seen fire before. Like all animals except man, they are afraid of it! Don’t let them get away, Jimmy! Chase both of them into the building.”


  When the four humans and the Titanians were all inside, Brink shut the door behind them. With Sullivan’s help, he forced the two amoeba-men into the cellar of this second building and pulled a heavy, grotesquely fashioned table over the trap-door.


  “You had better stand guard over the door, Jimmy,” the captain commanded. I’ll go and see what condition the ships are in.”


  He went first to the craft belonging to the Valentine girls. One glance convinced him that it was beyond repair.


  “How were your fuel tanks when you landed here?” he asked Vera.


  “They were over half full—plenty to carry us back.”


  “I’m afraid our tanks are empty,” he affirmed. “Perhaps I can replenish them from your supply.”


  At that moment the large outer door slid open with a rumble like thunder. In the opening a threatening, sinister throng of Titanians milled and surged. The front ranks had scarcely crossed the threshold when Jimmy, with a flaming torch in his hand, was driving them back.


  Brink ran to help him, but the plucky lieutenant waved him back.


  “I can take care of these brutes. You’d better get the girls into the flyer and see if you can replenish our fuel tanks.”


  Realizing the wisdom of this advice, Brink entered the girl’s flyer and examined the fuel gauge. Consternation gripped him when he saw that it registered zero. He tested the gauge and found it was working properly. Even when he opened the throttle wide, there was no hiss to indicate that gas was escaping.


  Sweat was dripping from his forehead when he came out and faced the ladies.


  “Sorry, girls,” he faltered. “Your tanks are empty too. It looks as if we were done for.”


  “Please don’t give up yet,” Velma pleaded. “Perhaps you have enough fuel left to reach some remote-part of Titan. There’s always a chance that we’ll be saved by another rescue party.”


  “All right,” Brink muttered. “Climb in.”


  When he took a look at his own fuel gauge, he let out a cry of astonishment: “That’s funny. According to this indicator, our tanks are five-eighths full. I am sure I didn’t have anywhere near that much fuel when I landed.”


  “Maybe Santa Claus came last night and filled your tanks,” Vera suggested.


  “By Universe! It is Christmas day today, isn’t it? With all the excitement, I forgot all about it. Take a look and see how Jimmy is making out, will you?”


  She stepped to the window and reported: “He seems to be holding them but they are creeping closer to him. Great heavens! He has used up that whole heap of torches! And the one in his hand is burnt down almost to his fingers.”


  “That means we’ll have to move fast,” Brink shouted. “Velma, run to the door and yell for Jimmy to beat it into the ship. As soon as he gets inside, shut the door and bolt it.”


  “Can’t you give me something to do?” Vera begged.


  “Sure! Take this box of matches. In case any of the beasts are too close to Jimmy to get the door shut, light some of the matches and drive them back.”


  The matches were not needed. As soon as Sullivan heard Velma’s call, he made a phenomenal sprint for the ship. Caught by surprise, the Titanians did not reach the flyer until Jimmy was safe inside with the door bolted securely.


  But before Brink had time to start the gravity nullifiers and to turn on the rockets, scores of the creatures had swarmed over the outside of the ship, weighting it down with their great bulk.


  In spite of this handicap, Brink succeeded in maneuvering the flyer slowly through the open doorway. Out in the open air, the ship was engulfed by hundreds of other Titanians, who flew around it and clung tenaciously to its surface, flapping their bodies madly in their efforts to hold the ship back.


  Due to the extra weight and to the terrific resistance which the bodies of the amoebas caused, the rocket-ship was hardly able to keep in the air.


  By using the full power of both rockets and gravity-nullifiers, Brink managed to keep on going until the ship was directly over the middle of the lake.


  “Here’s hoping that the water is deep,” he murmured, as he turned the nose of the craft downward and switched off the nullifiers.


  Down plunged the ship at a sharp angle. The pointed prow stabbed the water, sending a geyser of spray into the air. Like a fish-hawk, the great hull dove into the lake, sending the Titanians flying in all directions.


  When it bobbed to the surface, it was halfway to opposite shore. Brink turned on everything. With a roar of flaming exhaust, the space-ship shot skyward.


  The Missing Comrade


  WHEN they were well outside of Titan’s atmosphere, Brink shut off the rocket tubes and steered the ship around the satellite in a wide circle.


  Surprised by the sudden stillness, Vera Valentine exclaimed, “What’s the matter, Captain? Something wrong with the exhausts?”


  “Nothing like that. But I don’t want to get too far away from Titan.”


  “What in the Solar System are you talking about? Don’t you think we had better be on our way before those funny looking space-ships overtake us?” As she said this, she pointed to a large fleet of bizzarre polyhedrons which were swarming upward like angry bees from an overturned hive.


  “No danger from them, so long as we keep outside the atmosphere,” Brink informed her. “I had a good look at one of them yesterday. They are just aircraft. They are not built for space travel.”


  “Perhaps you are right. But even so, what’s the idea of loitering?”


  Like a school master addressing a stupid pupil, Brink explained, “The idea is that a space marine never deserts a buddy.” Then, remembering that Miss Valentine knew nothing about the disappearance of Captain Hawkins, he hastened to apologize. “I beg your pardon. You see, when we landed on Titan there were three of us. The other fellow, Captain Hawkins, is back there somewhere. Perhaps he’s dead. Perhaps he’s in danger. Perhaps he is safe. Whatever the answer is, it is up to us to go back there and find him.”


  “You mean you intend to go back there and risk getting caught again?”


  “There’s nothing else I can do. But I have tried to plan things in such a way that nobody but me will need to take any serious risk. As soon as the Titanians have calmed down and it gets dark enough to land near the city without being seen, I intend to turn the controls over to Lieutenant Sullivan. He will drop me off on Titan and will immediately take off again and wait for me out here. I shall arrange to signal him as soon as I succeed in locating Captain Hawkins. Then he can come down again and pick us up. In case he doesn’t get my signal within a reasonable period of time, his instructions are to take you two girls back to Ganymede. In the meantime, I suggest that you and your sister had better get some sleep. You’ll find hammocks and blankets in the storage compartment.”


  With a gallant bow, Lieutenant Sullivan opened the door in the bulkhead and motioned for the two women to enter.


  An instant later he was startled by two terrified screams and the girls came tumbling out of the storage chamber.


  “Oh!” one of them cried. “There’s something in there! It’s one of those horrid Titanians. I saw it move.”


  Before the words were out of her mouth, Sullivan had slammed the door and clamped it fast.


  “No use, Jimmy,” Brink told him. “All our supplies are in there—food, water, oxygen—nearly everything we need. We’ll either have to kill that bozo or tie him up.”


  “No use trying to capture him,” Sullivan moaned. “Those babies can twist their bodies into any shape they want to. You might as well try to tie up a puddle of water. And, as for killing it—you know darn well what happened to the bullets from my super-pistol.”


  “Everything you say is true, all right,” Brink admitted. “But perhaps we can figure out some way. Let we think.


  Obligingly, the other three held their breaths while Brink thought. The tense silence was broken by a noise. To the Valentine sisters it sounded like the growl of a ferocious animal—although they must have known that the Titanians never made any sounds.


  But to Brink and Sullivan, that noise was as familiar as the roar of their rocket tubes.


  “Al!” they both yelled. And Sullivan added, “If that isn’t Al’s snore, I’ll eat my nullifier.”


  Deserting the controls, Brink followed Jimmy as he dashed into the storage compartment. There, completely covered by a blanket, a shapeless form heaved up and down as the hammock swung to and fro.


  As gently as a mother inspecting a sleeping infant, Sullivan drew back the blanket, exposing the pink, angelic countenance of Captain Hawkins. He was about to shake the sleeper, when Brink caught his arm and held a finger to his lips. Picking up a drinking tube, he held it high above the sleeper’s face. With a squeeze and a shake he forced out a big globule of water. Like a sparkling bubble it floated slowly downward until a formed a fluid mask, completely covering Hawkins’ face.


  With much gurgling and coughing and waving of arms, Captain Hawkins awoke and gazed with bewildered eyes into the faces of his two comrades.


  “What—tha—what tha!” he sputtered. “Can’t you even let a guy sleep in peace?”


  “You don’t mean to tell we you’ve been sleeping here since we left you to guard the space-ship?” Brink exclaimed.


  “Before I answer that silly question, suppose you tell me where we are.”


  “We’re out in space, about a hundred kilometers from Titan. And these are the Valentine sisters. Jimmy and I found them and got away in the space ship. We were just preparing to go back to Titan and hunt for you when the ladies discovered you and mistook you for a giant amoeba.”


  “Really?” Hawkins said in what was meant to be a sarcastic tone. “And you blinking smart-Alecks had the nerve to ask me if I have been sleeping all this time! Say: Who do you think replenished the fuel tanks?”


  “We thought it was Santa Claus,” Brink declared solemnly.


  “Don’t tell me you did it.”


  “Sure I did it. When the Titanians sneaked up on me, I happened to be in the storage chamber. They were all over the control cabin before I had time to do anything. I thought the best thing to do was to hide. So I got inside a sack and tried to look like some hectoliters of beans. Lucky for me they didn’t find me. But they must have monkeyed with the valves and let all our fuel escape.


  “When they had all gone away, I sneaked out and discovered that they had moved our ship into a building where there was another space-flier. In the dead of night, I shifted the tanks. It was a dickens of a job.


  I got so blooming tired that I crawled into a hammock for a bit of a nap.”


  The girls greeted this recital with a chorus of laughter.


  “Surely,” Vera giggled—“surely you don’t mean to tell us that you slept all through that hullabaloo while we were diving into the lake, playing submarine and shaking off the Titanians.”


  “Nothing remarkable about that,” Sullivan declared. “At least to anyone who is familiar with Captain Hawkins’ sleeping proclivities.”


  Brink was busy at the instrument board. He slowly opened the throttle and headed the ship toward the colorfully brilliant star which he knew to be Jupiter.


  When he had set the course he called to Hawkins, “Here, you lazy, somnolent lout. Come here and take the controls. The rest of us have some important business to attend to.”


  “Business?” Hawkins questioned. “What kind of business?”


  To which Brink replied with a significant grin. “Business that we hope will be both pleasant and profitable. It is about time Jimmy and I got acquainted with the Valentine sisters.”


  THE END


  S.O.S FROM SATURN


  Anonymous


  A Planet Sends out a Call to the Universe


  Men may still scoff at the idea of Inter-Planetary travel, but it does not deter the Science Fiction Writer. In this vivid narrative our author takes three young space explorers to answer a distress cry from the planet Saturn.


  * MacRUFUS ANSWERS A CALL


  THE faint pulsations began to come in stronger. They whispered in out of the empty sea of black space, while the sphere of stainless steel sped, a tiny silver shot, through the immensity of the void.


  MacRufus, standing in the sullen red glow of the sphere’s great opal discs, looked like a figure of flame as his powerful hands adjusted micronometer controls, delicately lulling in to that terrific pulsing signal from one of the remote planets.


  Suddenly, as his hands adjusted a new combination on the dials, muffled throbs cleared and the steady pulsations became a regular boom. Then, as microscopic scales aligned on the verniers, this boom took on a metallic clang.


  “Saturn. Coming in now.” MacRufus shouted suddenly, and the three Earthmen poised rigid for the shock they knew was coming.


  MacRufus glanced at the faint yellow glow of the Earth just lighting one of the opalescent frequency discs, moved a lever a couple of notches, and the sullen red fire of Saturn in the upper disc stirred slightly.


  Then, moving among crystal rods and shining metal pillars that buttressed the interior of the sphere, and turning an ebonite wheel, he began to eliminate resistances to a. gigantic coil that arched across the rounded roof.


  “Saturn knows the planet code. . . . Telepathic. . . . A mind signal. Stand by.” were the last words they heard through the din.


  Then, full power, striding in from space, came the four giant notes. The silver sphere rang like a belfry.


  Soon the terrific notes stunned the senses. The shocks were no more sound, but urgent, intelligent signals pulsing directly in the mind.


  Drawing away through an eternity of space, the Earthmen’s senses quested along the invisible beam of sound. Across the polished top of a metal table a, crystal beaker travelled slowly, shuddering gradually towards the edge under the repetition of those mighty tones. It was the shivering of this vessel as it tell that startled some dim sense in MacRufus, and he shut down on the stunning call.


  The notes rushed away into space, but. MacRufus and his companions were speechless. Their heads still rang like hollow gongs.


  MacRufus spoke. “No doubt about that. What do you make of it?”


  “S.O.S. A bit doubtful which planet, though.” Sid was always “a bit doubtful” about things that weren’t mathematics.


  “The dials are set to your own calculations,” snapped MacRufus, “and it was Saturn sending out that yell.”


  There came a chuckle from Wildy.


  “Blowed if that ain’t the limit. What me you fellows getting at? A trip to a, giant world like Saturn to settle a couple of planet-quakes? What do you think Saturn is a ship in distress?”


  “I’ll tell you one thing,” declared MacRufus. “Saturn knows we’ve heard their call.”


  “They’ll be pretty far advanced in science, agreed Sid, “but I don’t see how we can help.”


  “In some things we may be a notch or two in front of them,” remarked MacRufus thoughtfully.


  Scrappin’ ? If it’s scrappin’, let’s get going!” grinned Wildy.


  MacRufus had been staring at the yellow glow of the Earth disc. He cut in now.


  “Saturn’s outside our range. We haven’t been away from our own world yet, so to speak. . . . No distance, anyhow, and I don’t see how we’re going to help, unless we land right on the spot. . . . Maybe other things will answer Saturn’s call.”


  Even as he spoke, MacRufus had decided on his next move.


  Deliberately, he clamped the level’s against Saturn’s frequency, and the planet’s red began to smoke over in the disc, as the Earth’s yellow grew steadily brighter. Still the signal from Saturn could be faintly heard.


  “We may be no more than maggots to the beings on Saturn—and we haven’t even got a gun in the sphere,” Alae went on.


  “Suppose it’s a trap,” interjected Sid. “They could bait it, with that S.O.S.”


  “But what if we could help some poor creatures. . . . They can’t get to us but, by Heavens, we can get to them. You can turn your frequency on. step off yourselves, damp me up in this sphere and I’ll chance the journey—and traps!”


  “We could build another silver sphere,” ventured Sid doubtfully, “and get you out of trouble. . . . That’s if we got to Saturn. . . . All the same, Wildy, you’re such a mad fool, I think I’ll be with you.”


  The stern look faded from MacRufus’ features. He turned quickly to his network of engines.


  “That’s what I was waiting for,” he grunted, turning levers again.


  On a screen like ground glass a section of the Earth was visible. There was a shimmer as if of rain over the scene—passing vapour clouds. Even as they stared at the Earth it shrank, dwindled to a silvery point of stardust, then went out.


  With this terrific adventure fairly launched, they felt like Earthmen knocking on the gates of Doom.


  Time censed. The sphere was falling through Inter-Planetary space, a little lonely speck of dust in absolute cold.


  * ROYAL CITY OF SATURN


  THE Silver Sphere was rapidly approaching the planet Saturn. Through its ports loomed a. great bull, dull red, vast as the complete circle of the rainbow.


  A host of small moons were whirling around it like a myriad of black flies, suddenly turning to silver stars of the sphere shot beyond them.


  A few moments more, and the filmy red x-‘s of Saturn engulfed the sphere.


  Now the lives of the three men depended on Sid’s calculations. While the sphere plunged through the atmosphere of Saturn, terrific friction would be generated. The sphere might become an incandescent thunderbolt, unless rising mercury completed a circuit and automatically switched out the frequency of Saturn. The fingers of mercury crept slowly up the glass tubes. Then suddenly the Silver Sphere checked.


  MacRufus and his companions found themselves tumbled over into sudden awakening as the sphere began to spin.


  Then, as it steadied again, they gazed anxiously through the ports it seemed as if they floated in a waterfall of ruby bubbles. They were in a ring of Saturn, jostled by a multitude of starry spheres, some small as a glistening orange, others shining crimson globes as big as St. Paul’s Cathedral.


  “By heavens!” exclaimed Wildy, questing like an eager clog through the ports. “Look below!”


  Curving to the horizon swung a vast red plain, the tints of its vegetation shading from deep purple to glistening pink.


  “Looks like the Red Sea,” was Sid’s comment.


  The sphere now floated a few hundred feet above encarnadined verdure in an atmosphere that was pink.


  “Look out! We’re going down into that red stuff—vegetation, or whatever it is!” warned MacRufus.


  Red cabbage, perhaps,” grinned Wildy, as they sank. “There doesn’t seem to be anything moving down there.”


  The sphere settled gently on to the red wilderness.


  Thus, quietly, a great wonder happened—Earthmen came to Saturn.


  * * * * *


  MACRUFUS took an air test and was amazed to find an oxygenated atmosphere.


  “No need for space suits,” be railed, and Wildy sprang to the hatch. He drew levers, flung the doorway wide; then started to squirm through.


  He dropped heavily through the opening, landing on soft, red-coloured herbage. The others followed. They searched warily about, intently regarding the weird pink landscape.


  Then, MacRufus leading, they thrust through the swishing seaweed growth and gained the lip of a hollow.


  “I’ve an idea we’re being watched,” whispered Sid. “Danger somewhere.”


  White a queer scented breeze played about them, they peered around, alert. Suddenly MacRufus pointed.


  “Look,” he cried. “There’s something hidden in this red stuff.”


  Tall weeds stirred where something pressed through them.


  “Animals of some sort,” ventured Sid.


  At that moment there sounded a weird menacing hiss. With a shock the three companions glimpsed a transparent greenish creature, like an enormous glass stag beetle. The thing reared up, its great mandibles clashing like some cruel machine.


  Then the first, translucent beast came on deliberately. With a clatter, a pack of them began to close in. Earthmen were threatened by giant insects, almost invisible in the pinkish light.


  It was Wildy who saved them. As the first great creature hurtled at them, the man snatched a torch from his pocket. In his endeavour to see something at which he could hit, he flashed it at the shimmering Thing.


  A white, beam stubbed through the rosy mist and struck on the horny plates of the enormous insect. The result was astounding.


  The creature plunged violently as the beam of light, struck it. squirmed mid died. As life left it, the thing whitened and revealed a huge bug-like horror, opaque as ivory.


  For a first experience on Saturn this wasn’t encouraging. But they had no intention of waiting to make a novel meal for a horde of fearsome gelatine monsters. In a turmoil of sinister sounds they hastily retreated to the sphere.


  Mac slammed the hatch. Wildy was the first to Speak.


  “If Saturn’s bugs are that big, what price their elephants?”


  “Those beetles may be the biggest creatures on datum,” observed Sid. “Anyway. if we stop here we’ll starve. This pink ozone makes one hungry. I wonder if Saturn’s red cabbage tastes all right?”


  “We have rations aboard for a few days,” MacRufus interposed, “but I vote we get out of this. We’ll try the wireless; we’ve got to discover what that. S.O.S. meant.”


  Turning to the radio and cathode-ray television set, Mac Rufus began to tune in.


  “Listen! Something’s coming in.” Speaking quietly, he reached up and switched off the lights.


  Breathlessly, they watched a faint glow in the televisor. The loudspeaker began to throb softly, and at, the same moment shadows flitted across the screen.


  A moment later, dim outlines sprang into focus and they saw the stupendous architecture of a mighty palace, piling upward to a central lofty tower, while from the speaking unit issued an unmistakable appeal for help, repeated continuously. A strange crying cadence like the wail of a lost child.


  “It’s someone in bad trouble, sure enough,” muttered Wildy. “No insect-beast could cry that way.”


  “A final desperate resource, sending an appeal to the Universe for help. Fat lot we can do,” grumbled MacRufus impatiently. “But we’ll he on our way.”


  As soon as he had ascertained the direction of the radio signals, the apparatus was switched off.


  Then the sphere rose gently from its little dell and sped over the red plains of Saturn.


  A landscape of curious beauty spread beneath them. They passed over scarlet forests. Mighty trees rose stupendous and massive above die crimson sward. A great range of black mountains was left behind them; and yet there was neither habitation nor city on the vast plains of Saturn.


  Beyond the far-reaching mountain ranges, they sailed over a heaving plain of ebony, stretching vast and deserted to the remote horizon.


  “That’s a great sea,” guessed Sid.


  MacRufus was absorbed in the delicate balance-angle adjustments of the radiant frequency discs, controlling the headlong rush of the sphere. A troubled look came into his eyes.


  “I can’t understand it,” he said. “That sea’s empty. Radio and no seacraft doesn’t make sense.”


  “We’ll discover why when we find that tower . . . and the city,” prophesied Wildy grimly.


  MacRufus increased the speed of their flight. They flashed faster over the tossing ocean until the vising temperature warned them that they had reached the safety limit of speed.


  Then rushing towards them, a line of jade and blue-green cliff’s rose out of (lie pink twilight.


  They rose a little, still flashing onwards. A highly developed land now spread below them; a country of many tall cities with broad, straight highways threading through them.


  All the roads and parks were empty, the gardens deserted, in the distance great conflagrations reached to the red sky. Each new city of palaces presented a picture of ruin and destruction. Walls were broken, palaces of the green-blue stone fallen, red vegetation spreading over shattered stones like the tide of doom.


  “Looks as if we’re too late,” mused MacRufus, and summoned Sid to the controls. The sphere balanced at a standstill, poised above the ruins of a once mighty city while MacRufus tuned in the cathode-ray apparatus. Immediately, and very clear now, the vision of a spiring tower appeared on the televisor, while the signals sounded urgently and near.


  “We’ll rise a hit,” Saul MacRufus, “Take the glasses and stand watch on either side, give a shout when we raise that tower. I’m going to travel slowly. If we’re the rescue party, I hope we’ll be in time,” he concluded.


  “There are fires everywhere,” Sid reported. “I believe weird things are moving about the ruins,” he went on.


  “Look,” tried Wildy. “There’s a cloud of those jellyfish squattering on the roads, scuttling about like great shiny bottles.”


  Sid was serious. “It’s a monstrous pestilence,” he said slowly.


  “Race her, Mac,” came from the other port. “Let’s get in front of them.”


  Over the tragic ruins the sphere hummed like a high-pressure boiler, as it passed through the atmosphere, of the sphere, and we can take the reflector crowded with spires. Pinnacled palaces of shining, coloured stone climbed into the rosy mists of Sal urn’s sky.


  Sid pointed out the lofty signal tower rising from a multitude of rainbow spires, MacRufus beckoned him and he silently took over the controls.


  MacRufus stared through the ports at. the impressive beauty of the city below. “The Royal City of Saturn,” he muttered.


  They hovered above an open space among the iridescent buildings, and from every quarter over the distant countryside advanced a sinister, transparent army of death and destruction.


  “People who build cities like this most Vie decent fellows,” reckoned MacRufus. “I don’t think we need fear a hostile reception.”


  “If they’d got a half a backbone they’d have noted those swarming beasts,” fumed the militant Wildy.


  “Strange thing,” interjected Sid. “I haven’t seen anything while on this planet—only the dead bug and a few whitish patches near those towns they smashed up.”


  “White here must be the colour of death; and I believe those people below are as helpless as children,” decided MacRufus.


  The Silver Sphere floated gently down between the steep buildings, and like a bubble settling to earth, it came to rest on the purple lawn.


  Then at last they saw living brings on this unfriendly planet. No weird animals these, but remarkably like Earth folk, tine and delicate they were, draped in satiny robes that glistened like poppy petals. They came eagerly, crowding and running from all directions, shading their eyes from the sheen of the sphere.


  They looked like children, bewildered, frightened, running for protection from horrors closing in about them.


  “Just look at that—not even a cop. and they’re dressed up for a garden-party. I should think.” said Wildy, as they lowered the silken ladder and descended.


  Bordering this purple city square rose perpendicular architecture of polished, granite like, square pillars. Magnificent buttresses cleaved the red clouds like towering crags.


  The three strangers in Saturn had hardly set their feet upon the dark grass when, to their astonishment, they were each taken gently by the band and led across the square towards one of the imposing palaces.


  They noticed that the ethereal faces of their fragile, confiding little friends were marked with sorrow. Their voices sounded like mournful music as they murmured in their strange tongue.


  “It’s a darn shame!” cried MacRufus, but what he meant by that forcible speech he himself could not have void.


  * THE LIGHT OF DEATH


  IN this fashion they were conducted through a mighty vestibule and along corridors lit by the universal luminous rose of Saturn. Thus they came to a sort of cathedral with stately pillars, rising to a misty roof, and lofty windows framed in a tracery of lanced carving.


  Immediately, three tall personages, draped in rich cloaks, advanced. These solemnly ushered the three companions into a cage, which bore them swiftly upwards and discharged them in a room at the summit of the central tower.


  This room, set high above the city, allowed a vista of red ruin and destruction. Tracks of the strange demons were converging towards this last island of beauty. And, behind them, fire and smoking ruins stretched to the far horizon.


  MacRufus stood silent, appalled at the task which confronted them, while he marvelled at the blind faith of these spineless but lovely folk.


  To these fragile people perhaps Mm Rufus seemed godlike, with his intellectual face stem and grim, the red locks flaming about his brow.


  The Chief Senator of Saturn stepped forward and raised his hand above his head in salutation.


  “This old bird takes us for Hercules and Co.,” remarked “Wildy.


  The dignified Senator spoke softly, but MacRufus shook his head regretfully.


  The ruler of Saturn was undismayed. At a sign a pearly globe was set upon a stone table, and by sign the Senator made them look. With eyes luteal and eager they saw, magically arising among swirling vapours, scenes re-enacted, scenes of grim, uuspeakable horror, the Senator indicating meanwhile on a large map.


  Thus they learned that this slender people, having for many ages no enemies, had devoted existence to culture; and to building up a great beauty, in the rosy day that reigns for ever on this side of Saturn’s globe. The people evolved into defenseless, fragile beauty. Living fur ages in security, they forgot war.


  A horde of savage creatures had always been separated from their laud by the Ebony Sea. Developed on borders of everlasting darkness, these swamp creatures had dwelt forgotten, until a planet upheaval had occurred and several islands became a bridge. A swarm of semi transparent demons got over before the bridge broke away. There was no other city left on Saturn—the last of the people were hero. Soon Saturn would be for ever an abode of insects.


  The Earthmen shrank from the scenes they forced themselves to witness. They saw these helpless people hurt, dying, the red countryside scared and scarlet with blood. The Chief Senator faced them appealingly.


  “We’re the last hope.” MacRufus’s jaw set in grim lines as he spoke.


  “Guns and an army couldn’t stop them, but we might swipe a few with crowbars,” said Wildy, not very hopefully.


  The Senator was watching them closely. He sensed the hopelessness in their expressions and a look of tragic despair overspread his sensitive features. Turning swiftly away, MacRufus spoke to his companions: “There’s the shadow of death in those eyes. . . . Do we go out fighting for those people?”


  “It’s up to you!” Thus Wildy.


  There was silence in the little gloss-walled room. The Chief Senator sat at the table, his head bowed in his hands. At Inst MacRufus brightened.


  “You remember how that bug died. White is death on Saturn. A white light killed it.”


  “Mac, I believe you’ve struck it. There’s a chance anyway,” supplemented Rid.


  MacRufus made the Senator understand they wanted a small useless animal brought to them.


  The Chief understood. By signs he persuaded them to descend to another floor. There they were shown, prisoned behind stone bars, a hideous semi-transparent creature. The brute was slavering and roaring with rage.


  “Come on, Wildy, your job, I think,” said MacRufus tersely.


  They stood grimly by, while the people of Saturn cowered at the tar end of the corridor.


  “It’s almost a pleasure,” gritted Wildy. “I’d rather hash him with a club or sword if they’d let him loose.”


  This was no lime for dangerous sport, however At a nod from MacRufus the flashlight was levelled at the shiny bulk.


  The white beam shot out. There was a terrific screech, then, crashing down upon the stones, the beast turned china white, revealing a demoniac hairless thing.


  They turned away and approached the frightened group.


  “With perpetual daylight, these, people won’t possess artificial light,” observed Sid, thoughtfully.


  “No. We’ll get no assistance,” agreed MacRufus. “There’s the motor generator of the Sphere, and we can take the reflector from our frequency apparatus. With those highways, these folk must use fast-running engines. Go back to the sphere while I explain to His Nibs that we want a speed engine of sorts.”


  While Sid and Charles worked like fury, uncoupling the electric generator and the great reflector of the sphere. MacRufus explained by signs and pencil and paper what he wanted.


  Then for the next hour the Earthmen were at their own game, fixing up a powerful searchlight installation. They were nearly stumped when it came to carbons for the arc, till MacRufus had an inspiration. As a consequence, electric torch batteries were broken up and the pencils of carbon extracted. Wires were led up to the glass-walled room in the tower, and there before the powerful reflector they planted the arcs.


  While they worked, in feverish haste, against the approach of the army of demons, they were conscious of a background of noise about the pinnacles of the city.


  A rising note of angry murmuring, a wailing like a host of creatures whistling among the high stone spires. One of the great winds of Saturn had sprung up, and already it had risen to a tempest howling among the lofty turrets.


  Below the city gates, the swamp demons were gathering, crouching in gloating, surging masses. MacRufus and his company, concentrated on their tusk, had almost forgotten the approaching danger. Now that their machines of defence were ready, they paused, and realised the imminent catastrophe.


  Shouting above the tempest, MacRufus ordered the people of Saturn away, thrusting them forth, signing them to keep under cover and out of sight of the powerful light they hoped to create.


  The horde of demons were on the move. Above the gale, they heard fierce grunting howls. Tersely, MacRufus issued his orders.


  “Hurry! They’re coming on. We must get them before they get under the shadow of the buildings. Below, Sid, start your engine and stand by. Wildy, to the searchlight. I’ll direct from the dome above.”


  Side sped away.


  In a few moments, mingling with the din of the beasts, the bowl and tempest about them, they heard the roar of an engine.


  Wildy drew the touching carbons apart, and immediately a hissing incandescence arced across. Through the filmy atmosphere struck an arc of light, intensely white, like a naked sword.


  Swinging a glass panel aside. MacRufus stepped out into the swirling wind. With field glasses slung about him, he mounted, clinging for life against the outrageous tempest, his wild hair threshing. He hauled himself upward by the shallow ribs of the dome to a tiny colonnade, the very summit of this lofty tower.


  Clinging grimly, anchored by arms and legs to a slender stone column, MacRufus, with glasses focused, saw, far below, an uncanny frothy shimmer, boiling onwards. The insensate horde of hungry demons were taking their final advance. They came on like foul poison-bugs seething out from the caverns of Hell.


  MacRufus yelled down to Wildy, his arm outstretched, pointing. In swift answer, the vivid searchlight ray descended, sought and found the first stone highway, then, elevating a little, the radiance shot away and struck the glassy mob far below. Immediately a shuddering scream mingled with the howl of the winds.


  The light stabbed through pink darkness, turning about, and highways were magically covered with white bodies, glimmering like fragments of white china. Thus, swiftly, the demons perished!


  But, closer in, on pinnacles, were anchored by slim gelatinous tentacles several watching jelly-fish like creatures. Like ant colonies, these swamp animals had evolved specialized forms. These mobile jelly-fish were the “intelligences” of the fighting swamp-demons. As the beam struck them, they became opaque, too, and hung suspended by gripping tentacles, draped over pinnacles.


  “Like cooking eggs,” was Wildy’s grim jest.


  The next instant his satisfaction turned to horror and he yelled a warning to MacRufus. Wildy saw his searchlight beam suddenly glittering on a segment of a huge metal globe that was sluggishly rebounding about a stone cornice. Even as he realised that this was the Silver Sphere the power of the gale thrust it bounding, over the tremendous Chasm between Saturn’s lofty buildings.


  Then MacRufus came swarming down through the blustering wind, and Wildy realised the awful situation of Sid, clinging to an open hatch, as the great bubble sailed clear.


  “They’ve beaten us!” he shouted as Mac swung down on to the terrace.


  One of the intelligences of Saturn’s demons, eluding the fatal searchlight, had taken refuge in the sphere. Once through the hatch, open to allow the searchlight cables to pass, its vicious brain got to work and gristly tentacles questing among the levers had put the anti-Saturn frequency into action. It must have been that disc minus reflector, or instead of merely floating, the sphere would have shot upwards, to be lost in the recesses of the Universe.


  As Wildy gazed horror-stricken at Sid, clinging giddily to the rim of the hatch, there sounded a crash beside him. Turning swiftly, he saw that the searchlight cables still formed a doubtful connection between the tower and a terrible death for Sid.


  Wildy sprang at the disappearing apparatus, and with a violent effort he caught the carbon holders as they went clanging through the lofty window.


  But the power of Saturn’s wind was too great. Slowly, his hands gripping like steel thongs, he was drawn remorselessly through the opening, the enormous globe whipping at the other end of the humming cable like some mighty fish.


  The smooth, curved surface of the globe offered little hold for the roaring gale, but even so, in another moment the upward lurch would hoist Wildy clear.


  It was then that MacRufus dashed to his assistance. Bracing himself against a stone balustrade, and reaching up, MacRufus caught a grip on the cables. Then began a slow, desperate struggle. Fighting, straining, the two powerful Earthmen tugged back, gaining foot by foot against the taut wires at every slight lull in the tearing gale.


  Thus Wildy retreated back, until he pressed against the massive stone table. For one terrible moment MacRufus took the full strain, white Wildy whipped his cable ends beneath, then over, the carven table.


  All this time there was the breathless fear that the metal cables might tear away from the sphere end. Husbanding his strength against prolonged strain, Sid swung limply white the globe swayed above him. He kept his eyes turned upwards for fear of the giddy chasm below him, and within the sphere he could glimpse the shimmer of the creature, where it had fastened itself.


  Swiftly now, Wildy and MacRufus shortened the distance, until, hitching the wires into a lock around the table. MacRufus dragged the exhausted Sid in, over the balustrade, on to the narrow terrace.


  There was no hope of getting the sphere down to Saturn’s soil again; no anchorage available; and any moment now they might find themselves marooned as the sphere, relieved of Sid’s weight, plunged free.


  MacRufus made his decision swiftly. He knew that death or exile on this unreal, unhomely planet waited but on the turn of a second.


  Lithely, he clambered up to the balustrade, stood there poised, balanced for a breathless second above the sickening depths, then springing outwards he caught the edge of the hatch.


  He hauled himself up, the sphere rolling and pitching beneath him, then, wedged a moment in the opening, he took the remaining torch from his pocket. The narrow beam flashed about the interior, and the creature that was the last swamp demon on this side of Saturn, draped limply over the controls.


  MacRufus leant downwards through the opening, caught Sid’s outstretched hand in a grip of steel, and hauled him up beside him.


  They reached down for the reflector that Wildy brought from the searchlight room. One more anxious moment as Wildy swayed, balanced on the narrow balustrade, and all three were safe within the sphere.


  MacRufus fitted the reflector into its place, while they cast the cables adrift and clamped fast the hatch that was the last link with the Earthmen and mighty Saturn.


  A few seconds later the sphere was rising.


  * * * * *


  “WE could have left our last torch for protection,” remarked Sid, as the frequency discs, glowing like sunshine, started a crescendo that was the Earth note.


  But the musing that ran in Mac’s mind went deeper. He said:


  “The Master Spirit that sent us to Saturn willed that such beauty should not he destroyed. That Bridge of Islands is broken again. There’ll always be someone . . . to hear an S.O.S. from Saturn.”


  His voice was stilled us the golden Earth-note roared them into the trance of InterPlanetary space.


  FLIGHT ON TITAN


  Stanley G. Weinbaum


  Incredible creatures—incredible perils—incredible night on one of Saturn’s moons!


  THE GALE roared incessantly like all the tormented souls since creation’s dawn, driving the two sliding and tumbling into the momentary shelter of a ridge of ice. A cloud of glittering ice needles swept by, rainbow-hued in the brilliant night, and the chill of eighty below zero bit through the sponge rubber of their suits.


  The girl placed her visor close against the man’s helmet and said steadily: “This is the end, isn’t it, Tim? Because I’m glad I came with you, then. I’m glad it’s both of us together.”


  The man groaned despairingly, and the blast tore the wood away. He turned aside, thinking regretfully of the past.


  THE YEAR 2142, as most people recall, was a disastrous one in the financial world. It was the year of the collapse of the Planetary Trading Corporation and the year that ushered in the resultant depression.


  Most of us remember the hysterical two years of speculation that preceded the crash. These followed the final development of the Hocken Rocket in 2030, the annexation of the arid and useless Moon by Russia, and the discovery by the international expeditions of a dead civilization on Mars and a primitive one on Venus. It was the Venus report that led to the formation of the P.T.C. and the debacle that followed.


  No one knows now who was to blame. All the members of those intrepid expeditions have suffered under the cloud; two of them were murdered in Paris only a little more than a year ago, presumably by vengeful investors in Planetary. Gold will do such things to men; they will take mad risks with what they have, pursuing a vision of what they hope to have, and, when the crash comes, turn on any scapegoat that’s luckless enough to be handy.


  At any rate, regardless of responsibility, the rumor started that gold was as common on Venus as iron on Earth—and then the damage was done. No one stopped to reflect that the planet’s density is less than the Earth’s, and that gold, or any heavy metal, should be even rarer there, if not utterly absent, as on the Moon.


  The rumors spread like an epidemic, and stories circulated that the expedition members had returned wealthy. All one had to do, it seemed, was to trade beads and jack-knives to the obliging Venusian natives for golden cups, golden axes, golden ornaments.


  The shares of the quickly organized Planetary Trading Corporation skyrocketed from a par of fifty to a peak of thirteen hundred. Vast paper fortunes were made; the civilized world went into a frenzy of speculative fervor; prices of everything shot upward in anticipation of a flood of new gold—food, rent, clothing, machinery.


  We all remember the outcome. Planetary’s first two trading expeditions looked long and arduously for the gold. ‘They found the natives; they found them eager enough for beads and jackknives, but they found them quite destitute of gold. They brought back neat little carvings and a quantity of silver, scientifically valuable records, and a handful of pearlike stones from Venusian seas—but no gold. Nothing to pay dividends to the avid stockholders; nothing to support the rumor-puffed structure of prices, which crashed as quickly as the shares of Planetary, once the truth was out.


  The collapse affected investors and noninvestors alike, and among them, Timothy Vick and his Canadian wife Diane. The spring of 2142 found them staring at each other in their New York apartment, all but penniless, and in the very depths of despair. Jobs were vanishing, and Tim’s training as a salesman of ‘vision sets was utterly useless in a world where nobody could afford to buy them. So they sat and stared hopelessly, and said very little.


  Tim at last broke the gloomy silence. “Di,” he said, “what’ll we do when it’s all gone?”


  “Our money? Tim, something will come before then. It has to!”


  “But if it doesn’t?” At her silence, he continued: “I’m not going to sit and wait. I’m going to do something.”


  “What, Tim? What is there to do?”


  “I know!” His voice dropped. “Di, do you remember that queer gem the government expedition brought back from Titan? The one Mrs. Advent paid half a million dollars for, just so she could wear it to the opera?”


  “I remember the story, Tim. I never heard of Titan.”


  “One of Saturn’s moons. United States possession; there’s a confirmatory settlement[1] on it. It’s habitable.”


  “Oh!” she said, puzzled. “But—what about it?”


  “Just this: Last year half a dozen traders went up there after more. One of ’em returned to-day with five of the things; I saw it on the news broadcast. He’s rich, Di. Those things are almost priceless.”


  Diane began to see. “Tim!” she said huskily.


  “Yes. That’s the idea. I’m going to leave you all I can, except what money I must have, and go up there for a year. I’ve read up on Titan; I know what to take.” He paused. “It’s coming near Perigee now. There’ll be a rocket leaving for Nivia—that’s the settlement—in a week.”


  “Tim!” murmured Diane again. “Titan—oh, I did hear of it! That’s—that’s the cold one, isn’t it?”


  “Cold as Dante’s hell,” replied Tm. He saw her lips form a word of protest and his blue eyes went narrow and stubborn.


  She changed her unspoken word. “I’m going with you,” she said. Her brown eyes narrowed to meet his.


  DIANE had won. That was over now—the long hours of argument, the final submission, the months of insufferably stuffy air abroad the rocket, the laborious struggle to erect the tiny hemispherical metal-walled shack that served as living quarters. The rocket had dropped them, cargo and all, at a point determined after a long conference back on Earth with Simonds, the returned trader.


  He had been an agreeable sort, but rather discouraging; his description of the Titan climate had sounded rather like a word picture of an Eskimo hell. He hadn’t exaggerated, either; Tim realized that now and cursed the weakness that had made him yield to Diane’s insistence.


  Well, there they were. He was smoking his one permitted daily cigarette, and Diane was reading aloud from a history of the world, taken because it had some thousand pages and would last a long time. Outside was the unbelievable Titanian night with its usual hundred-mile gale screaming against the curved walls, and the glitter of ice mountains showing green under the glare of Saturn wills its rings visible edgewise from the satellite since it revolved in the same plane.


  Beyond the Mountains of the Damned—so named by Young, the discoverer—a hundred miles away, lay Nivia, the City of Snow. But they might as well have been on a planet of Van Maanen’s star so far as human contacts went; surely no one could survive a cross-country journey here through nights that were generally eighty below zero, or even days that sometimes attained the balmy warmth of just above freezing. No; they were marooned here until the rocket returned next year.


  Tim shivered as the grinding roar of a shifting mountain sounded above the scream of the wind. That was common enough here; they were always shifting under the enormous tidal pull of the giant Saturn and the thrust of that incredible wind. But it was disquieting, none the less; it was an ever-present danger to their little dwelling.


  “Br-r-r!” he shuddered. “Listen to that!”


  Diane looked up. “Not used to it yet, after three months?”


  “And never will be!” he returned. “What a place!”


  She smiled. “I know what’ll cheer you,” she said, rising.


  From a tin box she poured a cascade of fire. “Look, Tim! Six of them. Six flame-orchids!”[2]


  He gazed at the glowing eggs of light. Like the flush of life itself, rainbow rings rolled in a hundred tints beneath their surfaces. Diane passed her hand above them, and they responded to its warmth with a flame of changing colors that swept the entire keyboard of the spectrum, reds merging into blues, violets, greens, and yellows, then orange and scarlet of blood.


  “They’re beautiful!” Tim whispered, staring fascinated. “No wonder rich women bleed themselves dry for them. Diane, we’ll save one out—the prettiest—for you.”


  She laughed. “There are things I’d rather have, Tim.”


  A pounding sounded above the windy bellowing. They knew what it meant; Tim rose and peered through the reenforccd window into the brilliant night, and, after a moment of blinking, made out the four-foot-long body of a native sprawled before his door, his coned claws hooked into the ice. On Titan, of course, no creature stood erect against those perpetual howling blasts, no creature, that is, save man, a recent arrival from a gentler world.


  TIM opened the door, slipping it wider notch by notch on its retaining chain, since muscular power would have been inadequate to hold it. The wind bellowed gleefully in, sweeping the hanging utensils on the walls into a clanging chorus, spinning a loose garment into a mad dance, chilling the air to bitterness.


  The native slithered through like a walrus, his streamlined body seallike and glistening with its two-inch protective layer of blubbery flesh. As Tim cranked the door shut, the creature raised the filmy underlids from its eyes, and they showed large, luminous, and doglike.


  This was a Titanian native, not much more intelligent than a St. Bernard dog, perhaps, but peacable and inoffensive, beautifully adapted to its forbidding environment, and the highest form of life yet known on Titan.


  He reached into the pouch opening on his rubbery back. “Uh!” he said, displaying a white ovoid. As the comparatively warm air of the room struck it, the flame-orchid began to glow in exquisite colors.


  Diane took it; against her palms the tints changed more quickly, deepened gloriously. It was a small one, no larger than a robin’s egg, but perfect except where it had been attached to some frigid rock.


  “Oh!” she exclaimed. “What a beauty, Tim!”


  He grinned. “That’s no way to bargain.”


  He pulled out the black case that contained their trade goods, opening it to display the little mirrors, knives, beads, matches, and nondescript trinkets.


  The coal-black eyes of the native glittered avidly; he glanced from one article to the next in an agony of longing indecision. He touched them with his clawed, three-fingered hands; he cooed huskily. His eyes wandered over the room.


  “Huss!” he said abruptly, pointing. Diane burst into a sudden laugh. He was indicating an old and battered eight-day clock, quite useless to the pair since it lacked the adjustment to permit them to keep other than Earth time. The ticking must have attracted him.


  “Oh, no!” She chuckled. “It’s no good to you. Here!” She indicated a box of trinkets.


  “Ugha! Huss!” The native was insistent.


  “Here, then!”


  She passed him the clock; he held it close to his skin-shielded ears and listened. He cooed.


  Impulsively, Diane picked a pocketknife from the box. “Here,” she said, “I won’t cheat you. Take this, too.”


  The native gurgled. He pried open the glittering blade with his hooked claws, closed it and slipped it carefully into his back pouch, stuffing the clock after it. The pouch stood out like a miniature hump as he turned and scuttled toward the door.


  “Uh!” he said.


  Tim led him out, watching through the window as he slipped across the slope, his blunt nose pointed into the wind as he moved sideways.


  Tim faced Diane. “Extravagance!” He grinned.


  “Oh, a fifty-cent knife for this!” She fondled the gem.


  “Fifty cents back home,” he reminded her. “Just remember what we paid for freight, and you’ll see what I mean. Why, look at Nivia; they mine gold there, pure, virgin gold right out of the rocks, and by the time the cost of shipping it back to Earth is deducted, and the insurance, it barely pays—just barely.”


  “Cold?”


  “Yes. That’s simple to understand. You know how little freight a rocket can carry when it has to be fueled and provisioned for a flight from the Earth to Titan, or vice versa. A mere jaunt of seven hundred and eighty million miles and plenty of chance for trouble on the way. I think the insurance on gold is thirty per cent of the value.”


  “Tim, shall we have to insure these? How shall we ever manage?”


  “We won’t. We won’t insure these because we’ll be going with ’em.”


  “But if they’re lost?”


  “If they’re lost, Diane, insurance wouldn’t help us, because, then, we’ll be lost, too.”


  II


  THREE more months dragged by. Their little hoard of flame-orchids reached fifteen, then eighteen. They realized, of course, that the gem wouldn’t command the fabulous price of that first one, but half that price, even a tenth of it, meant wealth, meant leisure and luxury. It was worth the year of sacrifice.


  Titan swung endlessly about its primary. Nine-hour days succeeded nine-hour nights of unbelievable ferocity. The eternal wind howled and bit and tore, and the shifting ice mountains heaved and roared under Saturn’s tidal drag.


  Sometimes, during the day, the pair ventured into the open, fought the boisterous winds, dung precariously to frigid slopes. Once Diane was swept bodily away, saving herself miraculously on the verge of one of the deep and mysterious crevasses that bounded their mountain slope, and thereafter they were very catitious.


  Once they dared to penetrate the grove of rubbery and elastic whiplash trees that grew in the shelter of the nearest cliff. The things lashed out at them with resounding strokes, not violent enough to fell them, but stinging sharply even through the inch-thick layer of sponge rubber that insulated their bodies from the cold.


  And every seven and a half days the wind died to a strange and oddly silent calm, was still for half an hour or so, and then roared with renewed ferocity from the opposite direction. Thus it marked Titan’s revolution.


  At almost equal intervals, every eight days, the native appeared with the clock. The creature seemed unable to master the intricate problem of winding it and always presented it mournfully, brightening at once as Diane set it ticking again.


  There was one impending event that worried Tim at times. Twice in its thirty-year period Saturn eclipses the Sun, and for four Titanian days, seventy-two hours, Titan is in utter darkness. The giant planet was nearing that point now and would reach it long before the rocket ship, speeding from the Earth at perigee, was due.


  Human occupation dated back only six years; no one knew what four days of darkness might do to the little world of Titan.


  The absolute zero of space? Probably not, because of the dense and xenon-rich atmosphere, but what storms, what titanic upheavals of ice, might accompany that night of eclipse? Glowing Saturn itself supplied a little heat, of course, about a third as much as the distant Sun.


  Well, worry was futile. Tim glanced at Diane, mending a rip in the furry face-mask of her outdoor garment, and suggested a stroll. “A stroll in the sunlight,” he phrased it sardonically. It was August back on Earth.


  Diane agreed. She always agreed, cheerfully and readily. Without her this project would have been utterly unbearable, and be wondered amazedly how Simonds had stood it, how those others scattered around Titan’s single little continent were standing it. He sighed, slipped into this thick garment, and opened the door into the roaring hell outside.


  That was the time they came near disaster. They crawled, crept, and struggled their way into the lee of an ice hummock, and stood there panting and gasping for a moment’s rest. Tim raised his head to peer over the crest and saw through his visor’s protecting goggles something unique in his experience on Titan. He frowned at it through the dense refractive air of the planet; it was hard to judge distances when the atmosphere made everything quiver like heat waves.


  “Look, Di!” he exclaimed. “A bird!”


  IT DID look like one, sailing on the wind toward them, wings outspread. It grew larger; it was as large as a pterodactyl, bearing down on them with the force of that hundred-mile wind behind it. Tim could make out a fierce, three-foot beak.


  Diane screamed. The thing was headed for them; it was diving now at airplane speed. It was the girl who seized and flung a jagged piece of ice; the thing veered higher, swept like a cloud above them, and was gone. It could not fly upwind.


  They looked it up in Young’s book at the shack. That intrepid explorer had seen and named the creature; it was a knife-kite, the same sort of beast that had accounted for the death of one of his men. It wasn’t a bird; it didn’t really fly; it just sailed like a kite before the terrific blasts of Titan, and touched ground only during the weekly calm or when it had succeeded in stabbing some prey.


  But life was scarce indeed on the icy little world. Except for the occasional natives, who came and went mysteriously as spirits, and that single knife-kite, and the whiplash trees near the cliff, they saw nothing living. Of course the crystal bubbles of the ice-ants marked the glacial surface of the hills, but these creatures never emerged, laboring incessantly beneath their little domes that grew like mushrooms as they melted within and received fresh deposits of ice crystals without. A lonely world, a wild, bizarre, forbidding, and unearthly little planet.


  It never actually snowed on Titan. The chill air could absorb too little water vapor for condensation as snow, but there was a substitute. During the days, when the temperature often passed the melting point, shallow pools formed on the frozen oceans, augmented sometimes by mighty eruptions of frigid brine from below. The ferocious winds swept these pools into a spindrift that froze and went rushing as clouds of icy needles around the planet.


  Often during the darkness Diane had watched from the window as one of these clouds loomed glittering in the cold-green Saturn-light, sweeping by with a scream and slithering of ice crystals on the walls, and seeming to her mind like a tall, sheeted ghost. At suds times, despite the atom-generated warmth of the tiny dwelling, she was apt to shiver and draw her garment closer about her, though she was careful that Tim never observed it.


  SO TIME passed in the trading shack, slowly and dismally. The weather, of course, was uniformly, unvaryingly terrible, such weather as only Titan, nearly nine hundred million miles from the moderating Sun, can present. The little world, with its orbital period of fifteen days and twenty-three hours, has no perceptible seasons; only the recurrent shifting of the winds from east to west marks its swing about gigantic Saturn.


  The season is always winter—fierce, bitter, unimaginable winter, to which the earthly storms of desolate Antarctica are as April on the Riviera. And little by little, Saturn edged closer to the Sun, until one day the western streak of its rings knifed a dark gash across the reddish disk. The eclipse was at hand.


  That night saw the catastrophe. Tim was dozing on the bunk; Diane was dreaming idly of green fields and warm sunlight. Outside roared a gale more than usually vociferous, and a steady parade of ice ghosts streamed past the windows. Low and ominous came the roar of shifting glacial mountains; Saturn and the Sun, now nearly in a direct line, heaved at the planet with a redoubled tidal pull. And then suddenly came the clang of warning; a bell rang ominously.


  Diane knew what it meant. Months before, Tim had driven a row of posts into the ice, extending toward the cliff that sheltered the whiplash grove. He had foreseen the danger; he had rigged up an alarm. The bell meant that the cliff had shifted, had rolled upon the first of the stakes. Danger!


  Tim was springing frantically from the bunk. “Dress for outside!” he snapped. “Quickly!”


  He seized her lunacy sponge-rubber parka and tossed it to her. He dragged on his own, cranked the door open to the pandemonium without, and a fierce and bitter blast swept in, upsetting a chair, spinning loose articles around the room.


  “Close the emergency pack!” he yelled above the tumult. “I’ll take a look.”


  Diane suppressed her upsurging fear as he vanished. She strapped the pack tightly, then poured the precious eighteen flame-orchids into a little leather pouch, and suspended this about her throat. She forced calmness upon herself; perhaps the ice cliff had stopped, or perhaps only the wind itself had snapped the warning post. She righted the chair and sat with her visor open despite the knife-sharp blasts from the door.


  Tim was coming. She saw his gloved hand as he seized the doorframe, then his fur-masked face, eyes grins behind the non-frosting goggles.


  “Outside!” he yelled, seizing the pack.


  She ruse and scrambled after him into the howling inferno just as the second bell clanged.


  Barely in time! As the tornado sent her sprawling and clutching, she had a sharply etched glimpse of a mighty pinnacle of glittering ice looming high above the shack; there was a rumble .d a roar deeper than the winds, and the shack was gone. One iron wall, caught by the gale, swept like a giant bat above her, and she heard it go clanging and clattering along the slope to the east.


  Dazed and horribly frightened, she clawed her way after Tim into the shelter of a ridge, watching him while he wrestled the pack that struggled in the blast like something living. She was calm when at last he got it strapped to his shoulders.


  “This is the end, isn’t it, Tim?” she said, putting her visor close against his helmet, “Because I’m glad I came with you, then. I’m glad it’s both of us together.”


  Tim groaned despairingly, and the blast tore the sound away. He turned suddenly, slipping his arms around her figure. “I’m sorry, Di,” he said huskily.


  He wanted to kiss her—an impossibility, of course, in a Titanian night. It would have been a kiss of death; they would have died with lips frozen together. He put away the thought that maybe that might he a pleasanter way, since death was inevitable now, anyway. Better, he decided, to die fighting. He pulled her down into the lee of the ridge and sat thinking.


  They couldn’t stay here; that was obvious. The rocket wasn’t due for three months, and long before then they’d be frozen corpses, rolling away before the hurricane or buried in some crevasse. They couldn’t build a habitable shelter without tools, and if they could, their atomic stove was somewhere under the shifting cliff. They couldn’t attempt the journey to Nivia, a hundred miles away across the Mountains of the Damned—or could they? That was the only possible alternative.


  “Di,” Tim said tensely, “we’re going to Nivia. Don’t be startled. Listen. The wind’s just shifted. It’s behind us; we have almost eight Earth days before it changes. If we can make it—twelve, thirteen miles a day—if we can make it, we’ll be safe. If we don’t make it before the wind shifts—” He paused. “Well, it’s no worse than dying here.”


  Diane was silent. Tim frowned thoughtfully behind his goggles. It was a possibility. Pack, parka, and all, he weighed less than Earth weight; not as much less as one would think, of course. Titan, although no larger than Mercury, is a dense little world, and, besides, weight depends not only on a planet’s density, but also on distance from its center. But the wind might not hinder them so much, since they were traveling with it, not against it. Its terrible thrust, fiercer than even an equal Earth wind because the air contained thirty per cent of the heavy gas xenon, would be dangerous enough, but—Anyway, they had no choice.


  “Come on, Di,” Tim said, rising. They had to keep moving now; they could rest later, after sunrise, when the danger of a frozen sleep was less.


  ANOTHER terrible thought struck Tim—there would be only three more sunrises. Then for four Titanian days, the little satellite would be in the mighty shadow of Saturn, and during that long eclipse, heaven alone knew what terrific forces might attack the harassed pair crawling painfully toward Nivia, the City of Snow.


  But that had to he faced, too. There was no alternative. Tim lifted Diane to her feet, and they crept cautiously out of the shelter of the ridge, bowing as the cruel wind caught them and bruised them, even through their thick suits, by flying ice fragments.


  It was a dark night for Titan; Saturn was on the other side of the little world, along with the Sun it was soon to eclipse, but the stars shone brilliant and twinkling through the shallow, but very dense and refractive, atmosphere. The Earth, which had so often lent a green spark of cheer to the lonely couple, was not among them; from the position of Titan, it was always near the Sun and showed only just before sunrise or just after sunset. Its absence now seemed a desolate omen.


  They came to a long, smooth, wind-swept slope. They made the error of trying to cross it erect, trusting to their cleated shoes for secure footing. It was misjudgment; the wind thrust them suddenly into a run, pressed them faster and faster until it was impossible to stop, and they were staggering through the darkness toward unknown terrain ahead.


  Tim flung himself recklessly against Diane; they fell in a heap and went sliding and rolling, to crash at last against a low wall of ice a hundred feet beyond.


  They struggled up, and Diane moaned inaudibly from the pain of a bruised knee. They crept cautiously on; they ended a bottomless crevasse from the depths of which came strange roarings and shriekings; they slipped miserably past a glittering cliff that shook and shifted above them. And when at last the vast hulk of Saturn rose over the wild land before them, and the tiny reddish Sun followed like a ruby hung on a pendant, they were near exhaustion.


  Tim supported Diane to a crevice facing the Sun. For many minutes they were silent, content to rest, and then he took a bar of chocolate from the pack and they ate, slipping the squares hastily through visors opened for each bite.


  But under the combined radiance of Saturn and the Sun, the temperature rose rapidly more than a hundred degrees; when Tim glanced at his wrist thermometer it was already nearly thirty-eight, and pools of water were forming in the wind-sheltered spots. He scooped some up with a rubber cup, and they drank. Water at least was no problem.


  Food might be, however, if they lived long enough to consume that in the pack. Humans couldn’t eat Titanian life because of its arsenical metabolism; they had to exist on food laboriously transported from the Earth, or, as did the Nivian settlers, on Titanian creatures from whose substance the arsenic had first been chemically removed. The Nivians ate the ice-ants, the whiplash trees, and occasionally, it was sometimes whispered, the Titanian natives.


  Diane had fallen asleep, lying huddled in a pool of icy water that flowed off into the open and then was whirled into sparkling spray by the wind. He shook her gently; they couldn’t afford to lose time now, not with the shadow of the eclipse looming ominously so few hours away. But it tore his heart to see her eyes crinkle in a weary smile as she rose; he damned himself again for ever bringing her to this.


  So they plodded on, haltered and trampled by the fierce and ruthless gale. He had no idea how far they had traveled during the night; from the crest of a high ridge he looked back, but the shifting hills of ice made localities hard to recognize, and he could not be sure that the grim escarpment far behind was actually the cliff that had crushed their shack.


  He let Diane rest again from noon until sunset, nearly five hours. She regained much of the strength spent in the struggle of the night, but when the dropping sun set his wrist thermometer tumbling far toward the hundred-below-zero mark, it seemed to her as if she had not rested at all. Yet they survived another night of inferno, and the gray of dawn found them still staggering and stumbling before the incredible ferocity of that eternal wind.


  During the morning a native appeared. They recognized him; in his clawed hands was the battered case of the eight-day clock. He sidled up to them, head toward the wind, and held out his short arms to display the mechanism; he whined plaintively and obviously thought himself cheated.


  Tim felt an unreasoning hope at the sight of him, but it vanished immediately. The creature simply couldn’t understand their predicament; Titan was the only world he knew, and he couldn’t conceive of beings not adapted to its fierce environment. So the man stood silently as Diane wound the clock and responded dully to her smile as she returned it.


  “This time, old fellow,” she said to the native, “it’s ticking away our lives. If we’re not in Nivia by the time it stops again—” She patted the blunt head; the creature cooed and sidled away.


  III


  THEY RESTED and slept again during the afternoon, but it was a weary pair that faced the inferno of night. Diane was nearing exhaustion, not from lack of nourishment, but simply from the incessant battering she had received from the wind, and the terrific struggle that every step required. Tim was stronger, but his body ached, and the cold, striking somehow through the inch-thick parka had left him with a painfully frostbitten shoulder.


  By two hours after sunset, he perceived hopelessly that Diane was not going to survive the night. She was struggling bravely, but she was unequal to the effort. She was weakening; the pitiless wind kept lashing her to her knees, and each time she rose more slowly, leaned more heavily on Tim’s supporting arm. All too quickly came the moment he had foreseen with despairing heart, when she did not rise at all.


  He crouched beside her; tears misted his goggles as he distinguished her words above the screaming of the blast.


  “You go on, Tim,” she murmured. She gestured toward the bag on her throat. “Take the flame-orchids and leave me.”


  Tim made no answer, but cradled her tired body in his arms, shielding her as best he could from the furious winds. He thought desperately. To remain here was quick death; at least he might carry Diane to some more sheltered spot, where they could sink more slowly into the fatal sleep of cold. To leave her was unthinkable; she knew that, too, but it had been a brave offer to make.


  She clung weakly to him as he lifted her; he staggered a dozen steps before the wind toppled him, and the last struggle brought him to the lee of a low hillock. He dropped behind it and gathered the girl into his arms to wait for the cold to do its work.


  He stared hopelessly ahead. The wild splendor of a Titanian night was before him, with the icy stars glittering on cold and glassy peaks. Just beyond their hillock stretched the smooth surface of a wind-swept glacier, and here and there were the crystalline bubbles of the ice-ants.


  The ice-ants! Lucky little creatures! He remembered Young’s description of them in the book at the shack. Within those domes it was warm; the temperature was above forty. He stared at them, fragile and yet resisting that colossal wind. He knew why; it was their ovoid shape, the same principle that enables an egg to resist the greatest pressure on its two ends. No one can break an egg by squeezing it endways.


  Suddenly he started. A hope! He murmured a word to Diane, lifted her, and staggered out on the mirror-surface of the ice. There! There was a dome large enough—fully six feet across. He circled to the lee side and kicked a hole in the glittering roundness.


  Diane crawled weakly through. He followed, crouching beside her in the dusk. Would it work? He gave a long cry of relief as he perceived the scurrying three-inch figures of the ice-ants, saw them patching the dome with crystal fragments.


  Steam misted his nonfrosting goggles. He drew Diane against him and then opened his visor. Warm air! It was like balm after the bitter air without; it was musty, perhaps—but warm! He opened Diane’s; she was sleeping in exhaustion and never stirred as he uncovered her pale, drawn features.


  His eyes grew accustomed to the gloomy starlight that filtered through the dome. He could see the ice-ants, little three-legged ruddy balls that run about with a galloping motion. They weren’t ants at all, of course, nor even insects in the terrestrial sense; Young had named them ants because they lived in antlike colonies.


  Tim saw the two holes that pierced the saucerlike floor; through one, he knew, warm air came up from the mysterious hive below, and the other drained away the melting water of the dome. That dome would grow until it burst, but the ants didn’t care; they’d sense the bursting point and have a new dome already started above the holes.


  For a time he watched them; they paid no attention at all to the intruders, whose rubber suits offered nothing edible. They were semicivilized little creatures; he observed them curiously as they scraped a gray mold from the ice, loaded it on tiny sledges that he recognized as leaves of the whiplash tree, and tugged the load to one of the holes, dumping it in, presumably, to a handling crew below. And after a while he fell asleep, and precious time trickled away.


  HOURS later something awakened him to daylight. He sat up; he had been lying with his head pillowed on his arm to keep his face from the water, and he rubbed the half-paralyzed limb ruefully as he stared about. Diane was still sleeping, but her face was more peaceful, more rested. He smiled gently down on her, and suddenly a flicker of motion caught his eye and, at the same time, a flash of brilliance.


  The first was only an ice-ant scurrying across the rubber of her parka. The flash was—he started violently—it was a flame-orchid rolling sluggishly in the stream of water to the vent, and there went another! The ants had cut and carried away for food the little leather bag, exposed on Diane’s breast by the opening of her visor.


  He snatched the rolling gem of flame from the trickling water and searched desperately for the others. No use. Of their eighteen precious ovoids, he had retrieved exactly one—the small but perfect one for which they had traded the clock. He gazed in utter despondency at the flaming little egg for which they had risked—and probably lost—everything.


  Diane stirred, sat up. She saw at once the consternation in his face. “Tim!” she cried. “What’s wrong now?”


  He told her. “It’s my fault,” he concluded grimly. “I opened your suit. I should have foreseen this.” He slipped the lone gem into his left gauntlet, where it nestled against his palm.


  “It’s nothing, Tim,” said Diane softly. “What use would all eighteen be to us, or a hundred? We might as well die with one as with all of them.”


  He did not answer directly. He said: “Even one will be enough if we get back. Perhaps eighteen would have glutted the market; perhaps we’ll get almost as much for one as we would have for all.”


  That was a lie, of course; other traders would be increasing the supply, but it served to distract her mind.


  Tim noticed then that the ice-ants were busy around the two vents at the center; they were building an inner dome. The crystal egg above them, now eight feet through, was about to crack.


  He saw it coming, and they closed their visors. There was a jagged streak of light on the west, and suddenly, with a glistening of fragments, the walls collapsed and went spinning away over the icy floor, and the wind howled down upon them, nearly flattening them to the glacier! It began to thrust them over the ice.


  They slid and crawled their way to the jagged crags beyond. Diane was strong again; her young body recovered quickly. In a momentary shelter, he noticed something queer about the light and glanced up to see gigantic Saturn almost half obscuring the Sun. He remembered then. This was the last day; for seventy-two hours there would be night.


  And night fell far too quickly. Sunset came with the red disk three quarters obscured, and the bitter cold swept out of the west with a horde of ice ghosts, whose sharp needles clogged the filters of their masks and forced them to shake them out time after time.


  The temperature had never been higher than forty below all day, and the night air, coming after that cold day, dropped rapidly to a hundred below, and even the warming filters could not prevent that frigid air from burning in their lungs like searing flame.


  Tim sought desperately for an ice-ant bubble. Those large enough were rare, and when at last he found one, it was already too large, and the ice-ants didn’t trouble to repair the hole he kicked, but set at once to build a new dome. In half an hour the thing collapsed, and they were driven on.


  SOMEHOW, they survived the night, and dawn of the fourth day found them staggering all but helpless into the lee of a cliff. They stared hopelessly at that strange, sunless, Saturn-lighted dawn that brought so little warmth.


  An hour after the rising of the eclipsed Sun, Tim glanced at his wrist thermometer to find the temperature risen only to seventy below. They ate some chocolate, but each bite was a burning pain for the moment that their visors were open, and the chocolate itself was numbing cold.


  When numbness and drowsiness began to attack his limbs, Tim forced Diane to rise, and they struggled on. Day was no better than night now, except for the cold Saturn light. The wind battered them more fiercely than ever; it was scarcely mid-afternoon, when Diane, with a faintly audible moan, collapsed to her knees and could not rise.


  Tim stared frantically about for an ice bubble. At last, far over to the right, he saw a small one, three feet through, perhaps, but big enough for Diane. He could not carry her; he took her shoulders and dragged her painfully to it. She managed to creep wearily in and he warned her to sleep with her visor closed, lest the ants attack her face. A quarter of a mile downwind he found one for himself.


  It was the collapse of the bubble that wakened him. It was night again, a horrible, shrieking, howling, blasting night when the temperature on his thermometer showed a hundred and forty below. Stark fear gripped him. If Diane’s shelter had fallen! He fought his way madly against the wind to the spot and shouted in relief. The dome had grown, but still stood; he kicked his way in to find Diane trembling and pallid; she had feared him lost or dead. It was almost dawn before the shelter collapsed.


  Strangely, that day was easier. It was bitterly cold, but they had reached the foothills of the Mountains of the Damned, and ice-covered crags offered shelter from the winds. Diane’s strength held better; they made the best progress they had yet achieved.


  But that meant little now, for there before them, white and glittering and cold, loomed the range of mountains, and Tim despaired when he looked at them. Just beyond, perhaps twenty-five miles away, lay Nivia and safety, but how were they ever to cross those needle peaks?


  Diane was still on her feet at nightfall. Tim left her standing in the shelter of a bank of ice and set out to find an ant bubble. But this time he failed. He found only a few tiny six-inch domes; there was nothing that offered refuge from a night that promised to be fiercer than any he had seen. He returned at last in despair.


  “We’ll have to move farther,” he told her.


  Her grave, weary eyes frightened him.


  “No matter,” she said quietly. “We’ll never cross the Mountains of the Damned, Tim. But I love you.”


  They moved on. The night dropped quickly to a hundred and forty below, and their limbs turned numb and slow to respond. Ice ghosts whirred past them; cliffs quaked and rumbled. In half an hour they were both nearing exhaustion, and no crystal shelter appeared.


  In the lee of a ridge Diane paused, swaying against him, “No use, Tim,” she murmured. “I’d rather die here than fight longer. I can’t.” She let herself sink to the ice, and that action saved their lives.


  Tim bent over her, and as he did a black shadow and glistening beak cleaved the air where his head had been. A knife-kite! Its screech of anger drifted faintly back as it whirled away on that hundred-mile wind.


  “You see,” said the girl, “it’s hopeless.”


  IV


  TIM gazed dully around, and it was then that he saw the funnel. Young had mentioned these curious caves in the ice, and sometimes in the rocks, of the Mountains of the Damned. Opening always north or south, he had thought them the homes of the natives, so placed and shaped to prevent their filling with ice needles. But the traders had learned that the natives have no homes.


  “We’re going in there!” Tim cried.


  He helped Diane to her feet and they crept into the opening. The funnellike passage narrowed, then widened suddenly into a chamber, where steam condensed instantly on their goggles. That meant warmth; they opened their visors, and Tim pulled out his electric torch.


  “Look!” gasped Diane. In the curious chamber, walled half by ice and half by rock of the mountain, lay what was unmistakably a fallen, carved column.


  “Good Heaven!” Tim was startled momentarily from his worries. “This iceberg harbored a native culture once! I’d never have given those primitive devils credit for it.”


  “Perhaps the natives weren’t responsible,” said the girl. “Perhaps there was once some higher creature on Titan, hundreds of thousands of years ago, when Saturn was hot enough to warm it. Or perhaps there still is.”


  Her guess was disastrously right. A voice said, “Um, uzza, uzza,” and they turned to stare at the creature emerging from a hole in the rock wall. A face—no, not a face, but a proboscis like the head end of a giant earthworm, that kept thrusting itself to a point, then contracting to a horrible, red, ringed disk.


  At the point was the hollow fang or sucking tooth, and above it on a quivering stalk, the ice-green, hypnotic eye of a Titanian threadworm, the first ever to be faced by man[3]. They gazed in horrified fascination as the tubular body slid into the chamber, its ropelike form diminishing at the end to the thickness of a hair.


  “Uzza, uzza, uzza,” it said, and strangely, their minds translated the sounds. The thing was saying “Sleep, sleep, sleep,” over and over.


  Tim snatched for his revolver—or intended to. The snatch turned into a gentle, almost imperceptible movement, and then died to immobility. He was held utterly helpless under the glare of the worm’s eye.


  “Uzza, uzza, uzza,“thrummed the thing in a soothing, slumberous buzz. “Uzza, uzza, uzza.” The sound drummed sleepily in his ears. He was sleepy anyway, worn to exhaustion by the hell without. “Una, uzza, uzza.” Why not sleep?


  IT WAS the quick-witted Diane who saved them. Her voice snapped him to wakefulness. “We are sleeping,” she said. “We’re both asleep. This is the way we sleep. Don’t you see? We’re both fast asleep.”


  The thing said “Uzza, uzza,” and paused as if perplexed.


  “I tell you we’re sleeping!” insisted Diane.


  “Vera!” buzzed the worm.


  It was silent, stretching its terrible face toward Diane. Suddenly Tim’s arm snapped in sharp continuation of his interrupted movement, the gun burned cold through his glove, and then spat blue flame.


  A shriek answered. The worm, coiled like a spring, shot its bloody face toward the girl. Unthinking, Tim leaped upon it; his legs tangled in its ropy length and he crashed on his hands against the rocky wall. But the worm was fragile; it was dead and in several pieces when he rose.


  “Oh!” gasped Diane, her face white. “How—how horrible! Let’s get away—quickly!” she swayed and sat weakly on the floor. “It’s death outside,” said Tim grimly.


  He gathered the ropy worm in his hands, stuffed it back into the hole whence it had emerged. Then, very cautiously, he flashed his beam into the opening, peered through. He drew back quickly.


  “Ugh!” he said, shuddering.


  “What, Tim? What’s there?”


  “A—a brood of ‘cm.” He raised the broken end of the column in his arms; the shaft fitted the hole. “At least that will fall if another comes,” he muttered. “We’ll be warned. Di, we’ve got to rest here a while. Neither of us could last an hour out there.”


  She smiled wanly. “What’s the difference, Tim? I’d rather die in clean cold than by—by those things.” Rut in five minutes she was sleeping.


  As soon as she slept, Tim slipped the glove from his left hand and stared gloomily at their lone flame-orchid. He had felt it shatter when he struck the wall, and there it lay, colorless, broken, worthless. They had nothing left now, nothing but life, and probably little more of that.


  He cast the pieces to the rock-dusty floor and then seized a fragment of stone and viciously pounded the jewel into dull powder and tiny splinters. It vented his feelings.


  Despite his determination, he must have dozed. He woke with a start, glanced fearfully at the plugged hole, and then noticed that dim green light filtered through the ice wall. Dawn. At least, as much dawn as they’d get during the eclipse. They’d have to leave at once, for to-day they must cross the peaks. They must, for to-night would see the shifting of the wind, and when that occurred, hope would vanish.


  He woke Diane, who sat up so wearily that his eyes felt tears of pity. She made no comment when he suggested leaving, but there was no hope in her obedience. He rose to creep through the funnel, to be there to help her when the wind struck her.


  “Tim!” she shrieked. “Tim! What’s that?


  He spun around. She was pointing at the floor where he had slept and where now flashed a thousand changing colors like rainbow fire. Flame-orchids! Each splinter he had cracked from the ruined one was now a fiery gem; each tiny grain was sprouting from the rock dust of the floor.


  Some were as large as the original, some were tiny flames no bigger than peas, but all glowed perfect and priceless. Fifty of them—a hundred, if one counted the tiny ones.


  They gathered them. Tim told her of their origin, and carefully wrapped a few grains of the rock dust in tinfoil from their chocolate.


  “Have it analyzed,” he explained. “Perhaps we can raise ’em back on Earth.”


  “If we ever—” began Diane, and then was silent. Let Tim find what pleasure he could in the discovery.


  She followed him through the passage into the howling inferno of Titanian eclipse weather.


  THAT day gave both of them all the experience of souls condemned to hell. They struggled hour after hour up the ice-coated slopes of the Mountains of the Damned. The air thinned and turned so cold that the hundred and fifty below which was the minim on Tim’s thermometer dial was insufficient and the needle rested full against the stop.


  The wind kept flinging them flat against the slopes, and a dozen times the very mountains heaved beneath them. And this was day; what, he wondered fearfully, would night be like, here among the peaks of the Mountains of the Damned?


  Diane drove herself to the limit, and even beyond. This was their last chance; at least they must surmount the crest before the wind shifted. Again and again she fell, but each time she rose and clambered on. And for a time, just before evening, it seemed that they might make it.


  A mile from the summit the wind died to that weird, unnatural calm that marked, if you care to call it so, the half-hour Titanian summer season. They bunt into a final effort; they rushed up the rugged slope until their blood pounded in their ears. And a thousand feet short of the summit, while they dung helplessly to a steep icy incline, they heard far off the rising whine that meant failure.


  Tim paused; effort was useless now. He cast one final glance over the wild magnificance of the Titanian landscape, then leaned close to Diane.


  “Good-by, ever valiant,” he murmured. “I think you loved me more than I deserved.”


  Then, with a bellow of triumph, the wind howled down from the peaks, sending them sliding along the crag into darkness.


  It was night when Tim recovered. He was stiff, numb, battered, but living. Diane was close beside him; they had been caught in a cupped hollow full of ice crystals.


  He bent over the girl. In that roaring wind he couldn’t tell if she lived; at least her body was limp, not yet frozen or set in the rigor of death. He did the only thing possible to him; he clutched her wrist and started clawing his way against that impossible gale, dragging her behind him.


  A quarter mile away showed the summit. He ascended a dozen feet; the wind hurled him back. He gained fifty feet; the wind smashed him back into the hollow. Yet, somehow, dazed, all but unconscious, he managed to drag, push, roll Diane’s body along with him.


  He never knew how long it took, but he made it. While the wind bellowed in colossal anger, somehow, by some miracle of doggedness, he thrust Diane across the ridge of the summit, dragged himself after, and gazed without comprehension on the valley beyond, where glowed the lights of Nivia, the City of Snow.


  For a while he could only cling there, then some ghost of reason returned. Diane, loyal, courageous Diane, was here dying, perhaps dead. Doggedly, persistently, he pushed and rolled her down the slope against a wind that sometimes lifted her into mid-air and flung her back against his face. For a long time he remembered nothing at all, and then suddenly he was pounding on a metal door, and it was opening.


  TIM couldn’t sleep yet. He had to find out about Diane, so he followed the government man back through the sunken passage to the building that served Nivia as hospital. The flame-orchids were checked, safe; theft was impossible in Nivia, with only fifty inhabitants and no way for the thief to escape.


  The doctor was bending over Diane; he had stripped off her parka and was flexing her arms, then her bared legs.


  “Nothing broken,” he said to Tim. “Just shock, exposure, exhaustion, half a dozen frostbites, and a terrific mauling from the wind. Oh, yes—and a minor concussion. And a hundred bruises, more or less.”


  “Is that all?” breathed Tim. “Are you sure that’s all?”


  “Isn’t that enough?” snapped the doctor.


  “But she’ll—live?”


  “She’ll tell you so herself in half an hour.” His tone changed to admiration. “I don’t see how you did it! This’ll be a legend, I tell you. And I hear you’re rich, too,” he added enviously. “Well, I’ve a feeling you deserve it.”


  [1] Note. “Confirmatory settlements” were those created under the international law requiring at least one permanent resident in order to confirm a nation’s claim to a planet. This applied only to habitable worlds, of course, not to the asteroids, which were—and are—free for anybody to claim—if anybody wants them.


  [2] Note. “Flame orchids,” the name given to the Titanian gems that caused such admiration twenty years ago. It is not known whether they are products of some form of life—as sea shells on Earth—or whether they are merely inorganic crystalline growths. The composition is largely a complex chromium boride, thermo-sensitive; and the colors change strikingly with any slight temperature variation. Even now, when the inferior ones called chromatites are grown on Earth, science still argues the question of whether they are living forms.


  [3] Note: “Titanian threadworm”—Nematoidus Titani, the curious, quasi-intelligent, sinister creature now believed to be the author of the decayed Titanian civilization, since it is always found among the ruins. It is not dangerous to man if he has a moment of warning; otherwise it is horribly so.


  MENACE FROM SATURN


  Clifton B. Kruse


  THE LIFT clicked to its topmost point, the eightieth level, and the grilled door rasped open to discharge the squad of eight leather-skinned men who sluffed mechanically down the gray-tiled hallway toward the central dome room.


  “Third shift reporting.” The foremost of the eight returned the salute of the dour graybeard who had just swung back the main door to admit them. “There are twenty-three in the infirmary this morning.”


  Old Mardico chewed vigorously upon his mouthful of weecbie weed, nodded briefly and spat forth a yellow stream before speaking.


  “You can cut short on your swathers, Wiljon Kar, but I’m warning you that all four dome riders will have their hands full.’Tis the curse o’ this hell’s planet upon mankind, I’m saying.” Then jerking a thumb toward the central chamber he growled: “Prock’s waiting for you and he’s in a fine stew about everything from Earth to this devil’s hole we call Venus. Know we haven’t had a flash from Earth yet?”


  The leader of the squad, Wiljon Kar, snapped an order that the men go to their posts at once and prepare to relieve the crew on duty. The men moved desultorily, their faces strangely set.


  It had been three months now, by Earth time, since the last space transport had returned to the rich though precarious dome city upon poisonous Venus. Returning transports brought Earthly food, pure oxygen and, occasionally, new men to relieve those who had served their seven-year contract.


  Then Earthward again, their holds packed with the wondrous Venusite as well as countless other treasures from the forbidding planet. But the dome city could support human life only so long as the precious free oxygen supply could be made to last. Six months in comfort, a little longer if necessary.


  Three long, weary months had gone by with no visit from a transport, Wiljon Kar ruminated soberly as he entered the control chamber. The prospect of another long shift of watching and hoping was not pleasant. And every minute they must be alert in their constant warfare against the creeping, flesh-consuming green atmosphere of Venus.


  Senior Engineer Prock jerked his gaze from the visor plates, observed that it was the junior engineer coming to relieve him for another period and groaned wearily.


  “Third shift in their stations,” Wiljon Kar announced with official faithfulness. “I’m short one swather. Fujik goes on his first trip as a dome rider. No help for it though—Section collapsed with the scale fever—at this rate we won’t have men enough to protect the dome within another three periods.”


  “I know; I know.” Prock turned to the signals.


  The plottoscope above the controls showed four red lights at different points upon its large semicircular chart. These marked the positions of the dome riders who were swinging over the vast ten-mile area of the dome, readjusting the gas tension at various points in order to hold the aeriotex layer steady against the torrential drives of green atmosphere. In response to the engineer’s sigma! beams, the red lights on the chart swung, one by one, back to the point marked as the control chamber. As the lights clicked to the central point they immediately swung out again, indicating that a dome rider of the third shift was now on duty.


  As Prock arose from his seat Wiljon Kar at once took his place before the controls. Swiftly he checked over the hundred-odd surface tension indicators and the dials which revealed the purity and the reserve of the breathable air within the dome. Those energy gauges which were connected with the mining equipment far below on the planet’s surface were strangely dead. For two weeks now there had been no mining of Venusite; nor had any excursion party ventured forth beyond the dome in search of the many fantastic animal and vegetable curios of the gruesome world.


  Of the normal population of eight hundred—less than fifty of which were dome maintainers—half had perished from the dread scourge of scale fever, and the infirmary was a heartbreaking accumulation of over two hundred moaning, nearly lifeless human wrecks.


  Apparently satisfied with his superficial examination of the controls, Wiljon Kar looked up into the glazed stare of the senior engineer.


  “You had better go rest, Prock. You dare not risk lowering your vitality too much.”


  Prock’s voice was dejected. “It matters little. I tell you, boy, unless you sight a transport within this watch, ours will soon be a city of the dead. Gellert has just called from the infirmary that unless I release more water and free oxygen for treatment of the victims that the death list will swell to six hundred before another thirty hours.”


  “He is right, of course.” Wiljon Kar’s gaze turned involuntarily to the great reflector. There the black, star-glittering sky mocked him. If only there might show up just one small, blue flare, then he could quickly and safely release Gellert his needed water and oxygen. But until that transport signal should appear men must die by scale fever that a possible handful of survivors might hold the great aeriotex dome even until there was no more air to breathe and no more water to drink.


  Suddenly Prock jerked forward stiffly, his bony forefinger pointing toward the chart and his voice rising to a screech.


  “Wiljon, look! The chart—dome rider Number 4—he’s—he’s——”


  Wiljon Kar stared for a moment. Shock made his muscles rigid. The red light indicated dome rider Number 4 was wavering crazily. Massing of colors on the visor plate below indicated a huge bulge in the surface of the dome.


  “It’s Fujik!” Wiljon Kar caught his breath sharply, whirling to face Prock. “Take my place. I’m going out there.”


  Prock started to voice some reply. Just then the red light which marked Number 4’s position went dark. The man had fallen!


  WILJON KAR dashed from the control room, hurling his body beyond the swathers with their squat, mortarshaped guns, and reached the narrow balcony which completely surrounded the tall central tower. The engineer’s hands shook as he donned the straps of a dome rider’s harness. Then, raising the disk to which the straps were attached he leaped up, slapping the platelike disk to the under surface of the aeriotex shell.


  He shoved off. Now his legs dangled high above the ground. The straps suspended his body in a semiprone position, facing up. By kicking or slapping against the waterylike texture of the dome, the supporting disk would slide over the surface like a sled on smooth ice.


  Kicking with full force, Wiljon Kar sent his body flying at a dizzy pace off across the dome expanse. The aeriotex was in reality a tough, gaseous bubble which swelled upon the surface of Venus. Within was breathable air, but beyond its twelve-foot thickness were the lashing gales of caustic clouds, ammonia, swamp gases and, intermingled with these, the poisonous green vapor—the true air of Venus.


  Speedily now he checked his frantic glide. Before him loomed the hideous bulge pushing down into the dome many times the length of a man’s body. But how long could even the tough aeriotex film withstand such a strain? Now he was upon the swell. Cautiously he let the disk make the swerve which permitted his dangling body to ride down upon the bulge.


  Wiljon Kar steadied himself. Sweat gathered in streams upon his forehead. Yet he must remain calm. He was releasing the compressor gun at his belt. Now pressing the nose of the gun to the bulge he started the mechanism. Instantly the gun leaped into action, vibrating so that it was necessary for him to hold it clutched, firmly in his two hands.


  A strong current of air swirled about him. The gun was stirring up a cyclonic current of air and directing its drive straight against the bulge. It was dangerous. Constant shifting of his position was required in order to hold the supporting disk firmly against the readjusting aeriotex. Steadily now he worked from point to point, swinging from one edge of the swell to the other. Gradually the force of the gun was driving the strained stuff of the bubble back into place.


  Time became meaningless. Wiljon Kar dared not pause for thought. Any moment a chance wrinkle in the surface of the dome might loosen the hold of the supporting disk. But he was winning. The force of the peculiar gale outside was counterbalanced by the steady drive of the air blast.


  Then, with a last cracklike pop, the dome straightened out. Wiljon Kar snapped off the gun and hung back. He was sick and incredibly weary. His arms felt strangely numb. Every nerve in his body seemed to throb with a biting pain of its own. Weakly he kicked against the aeriotex. His body was sliding, back over the undersurface of the dome toward the central tower.


  Releasing himself from the straps, Wiljon Kar stumbled beyond the balcony. on into the first room. Three swathers were energetically manipulating their queer-looking ray guns as they cut broad swaths above the dome city, thus permitting a few feeble rays of the Sun to reach down beneath the blanketing atmosphere of Venus.


  Sunlight will not do us much good if the dome does not hold, Wiljon Kar was thinking. Thus he called to the sturdiest of the three swathers, ordering the man to shut off his gun and don a dome rider’s straps. The man grinned sheepishly; nevertheless, he did as the engineer ordered. Even should the dome shudder and release his supporting disk, death would be fairly quick. But to catch the dread scale fever—ugh!—lie had seen men suffer in rotting misery for days.


  Prock looked up as Wiljon Kar entered. A strange light gleamed in the older man’s eyes. His long, ill-shaped fingers were quivering.


  “Wiljon Kar,” he rasped out in a tense, shaken voice, “I have found the answer. Come here.”


  The younger man shook off his weariness. He had been in the act of pouring himself a glass of Martian roulek. Hastily he gulped the bitter stuff and ran toward the senior engineer.


  Prock was working excitedly with the energy-filter screen. It was a swift photographic reproduction of the ordinarily invisible energy images caught by the telescope. In principle it was worked much as infra-red photography in modern astronomy.


  At first the pictures appeared little altered from those seen by regular Sunlight. Then Prock’s shaking old finger pointed out something else. Wiljon Kar stared breathlessly. Slowly he saw the almost unbelievable evidence.


  From distant Saturn a great weblike cloud snaked its way across the black of space, enmeshing Earth completely.


  Prock’s wiry little frame was all energy. The normally colorless eyes seemed to bum vividly with some terrific inner fire.


  “I ask myself what it is—I cannot answer—save that it is weblike and that it evidently comes from Saturn. But see! It does not move. Mother Earth looks like nothing so much as a weary old buzz fly hopelessly entangled in a gigantic spider web!”


  HOURS PASSED while the two engineers measured and studied the unnatural phenomenon. Gradually the lines of their faces became set as the fearful significance became apparent. Slowly, steadily the web of ingeniously controlled energy was tightening its grip upon Earth. As the lines seemed to converge they would sparkle with their pent-up energy. The core of the vast web reached far beyond to the ominous red bulk of ringed Saturn.


  The very mention of the dread name of Saturn caused spacemen to shudder. Vividly red it gleamed in the eternal night of space, and it was the crimson of blood lust, men said. Thrice had the space-conquering Interplanetary sent the most powerful and best equipped of their expeditions to the sinisterly beautiful planet. Yet no ship had ever returned and no signal beam had ever flashed back a hint of the menace of Saturn. Mars, Venus, Neptune and even the airless desolation of little Mercury were held in the name of the Earthman’s commerce. But Saturn! Wiljon Kar’s eyes grew lustrous with brooding thought, and old Prock shook his head slowly, mumbling his dejection.


  “It is now death,” Prock was chanting. “Death to the dome city of Venus—perhaps death even for all of humankind.”


  The older man’s dirge irritated the junior engineer. His jaws were set with belligerent desperation. His strong hands clenched with the fierceness of his concentration.


  “No! By the very omniscience of galaxies, no! Look closely, Prock. Put your spectroscope, element H, on the reflections. Study them. We’ll do something yet. We must do something. Man, do you know that the future of humanity may rest with us—with you and me?”


  The haranguing voice cut through the trance of the senior engineer, fired his blood, brought a fighting gleam to his eyes. He did as Wiljon Kar ordered, forgetting in the crisis of the moment such vagaries as man-defined rank. He was adjusting the delicate instruments, working swiftly yet with remarkable accuracy. Now the element H, the factor of ray diagnosis, was throbbing in subtle response to the reflected image of the slowly converging web.


  “Cosmic rays?” Wiljon Kar examined the inked scroll. “But no—not the natural phenomenon—the curve is more pronounced.”


  Prock was alert now, his face showing the strain of enthusiastic labor. “Right, comrade. But see, I recognize the results. Have you not studied the atomic disintegration researches conducted in the last conference of science at Toronto? Professor Anger demonstrated the destruction of hydrogen atoms and their subsequent reconstruction. The experiment was marked by a release of rays, subcosmic he termed them, in both phases of the work.”


  “Then you think——”


  “Quite! This web is really matter in unorganized state—free protons, neutrons and electrons under artificial control—once properly organized atoms but now shot out across space as ray energy. Wait! Focus the telescope upon Saturn. No, not upon the planet itself. I have a premonition. If my deduction is correct we should discover something startling taking place in the rings of Saturn. Quick!”


  Wiljon Kar’s hands shook as he brought the narrow ribbon of Saturn’s awe-inspiringly beauteous rings into direct focus.


  “Look! The rings are diminishing.”


  “They appear to be afire.”


  “It is not flame, but energy in concentration. Now, you can see yellowish beams reaching out from the planet itself. And see those four deep-purple bands? The yellow beams arc disintegrating the rings, concentrating the disorganized atoms of the matter into four globes of fire. It’s clear now. The purple bands are gathering the free energy of matter and driving it across space to Earth. Colossus!”


  Wiljon Kar was dripping with perspiration. He was directing the great telescope toward Earth. The two engineers gasped. The web of nefarious energy was steadily massing about the planet. Even as they watched they saw the bright lines grow, narrowing the interstices.


  “Don’t you see it? The disintegrated matter of the rings is being shot to Earth. As soon as a sufficient mass has been carried across, the Saturnians will reverse the disintegrating process!” Prock’s face whitened as he uttered the words. “Our Earth will be choked by a shell of solid matter!”


  “No!” Wiljon Kar breathed the hopeless denial. “It cannot be. It cannot be!”


  “Death!” Prock clenched his fist, shaking it futilely toward the malefic red spot which was Saturn. “Extinction! Man will be no more!”


  The half-screamed words of the senior engineer rasped through Wiljon Kar’s taut nerves, challenged him. For the moment a heavy, oppressive silence bore down upon the two. Wiljon Kar’s eyes had narrowed to hard slits. He became unnaturally calm. Then he sucked in a deep breath of air. With calm deliberation he reached the signal board, touched the keys according to the code. Prock eyed him stupidly, mumbled an almost incoherent question as to whom he was calling.


  The door swung open after a moment. A slouching figure entered the room. Old Mardico observed the strained appearance of the two engineers and chewed his mouthful of weechie weed more vigorously.


  Wiljon Kar’s voice was a command.


  “You know of the space transport which is housed in the north storage warehouse? Call Zenor and Hals who are in the third dormitory and have them fuel it within an hour.”


  Mardico stopped chewing. His head reared up and his watery old eyes popped in astonishment. As he spoke, dribbles of his weechie weed streamed down his chin.


  “But X29 isn’t fit for flight, sir. Leastwise she can’t fire to Earth. That’s why she’s left here. She’s a cockroach-infested pile of junk and you know it. It’s that soul-peeling Martian roulek as has got your head to swimming, sir. If——”


  “Get it ready at once.” Wiljon Kar repeated the order in a low voice. “The X29 is going for its last flight, Mardico—or we all die.”


  Mardico returned the engineer’s steady gaze. Something firm and brave in the engineer’s eyes told old Mardico that tire young man was neither drunk nor entirely a fool. He grinned, backed from the room and was gone.


  Prock surveyed the junior engineer with more than perplexity in his gaze. Something had happened to Wiljon Kar; some magnificent inner change had taken place which for the time raised him above the level of his fellow men. It was this same aura of strength, of aggressive will and fearlessness which caused Prock to say that he was ready, come what would.


  “How much time have we?” Wiljon Kar broke into the older man’s wonderment.


  Prock studied the charts, frowned in thought. “You mean—until the web will have become a solid mass?”


  “Yes—less the time necessary for the X29 to reach Saturn?”


  Prock stiffened, lifted his gnarled old hands in horror. “Not—not go to—to Saturn.”


  “Saturn or hell!” Wiljon Kar laughed softly. “There is scant difference.”


  Prock mumbled as he figured. “At the rate of energy massing in the web, I should say not much longer than thirty hours—possibly less.”


  “We’ll reckon with fifteen hours then,” Wiljon Kar uttered calmly. “Fifteen hours, the difference between life and death, between universe-conquering man and ignominious extinction.”


  “HALS REPORTING, sir,” came the voice through the signal beam.


  Wiljon Kar’s answer showed relief. Two precious hours had ticked away since Mardico had left the control room. “You are ready then?”


  “We have X29 fueled to capacityt More than enough to drive her to Pluto if her worm-eaten torps will stand the strain.”


  Wiljon grinned wryly at this. “That is well, Hals. And what is the Venusite load?”


  “Nine thousand tons. We emptied the bins. But I think she might limp to Earth with the load, sir. She’s an old one, but rightly built.”


  Wiljon Kar’s voice was firm. “We’re going at another angle, Hals. The X29 is scheduled for Saturn. Be ready to leave in fifteen minutes.”


  The voice at the other end of the signal beam choked, coughed and at last sputtered: “To Saturn? Why, that’s ten times the elongation of Earth—and it’s—it’s—great galaxies, Wiljon Kar, you’re primed with roulek for sure!”


  Wiljon Kar laughed, disconnected the signal beam and addressed the three dome maintainers of the second shift who were just reporting.


  “Cardio,” he said to the leader, “the fate of this dome city rests with you and but fifteen assistants—and there will be no relief shifts.”


  “I understand,” Cardio replied calmly.


  “Everywhere it is said that the Saturnians are ravaging Earth. Also we have seen certain ones working with X29.”


  At the quarter-hour stroke Mardico battened the three outer ports of X29 and signaled to the transport’s pilot chamber that the ship was ready to take off. Immediately he found his position on the acceleration absorber beside Zenor. Hals, Mardico and Prock assisted Wiljon Kar in the pilot’s chamber.


  The aeriotex bubble exuded the heavy transport at Entrance No. 3. Through the swirling green gales of the vicious planet X29 hurled its great length, churning the thick cloud masses into even greater flurries as it drove through to space and beyond.


  Faster and faster. The ancient beams creaked with the strain. Yet Wiljon Kar drove at maximum acceleration. Straight toward the evil red star which was Saturn he forced the massive steel-gray hulk. Its torps became cherry-red, then brilliant white. Still he poured in the power.


  Four hours. Prock was poring over the position chart. To their right was Earth; straight ahead and ten times Earth’s distance from the Sun was Saturn.


  Wiljon Kar had called for an angular swerve. Prock looked mystified; nevertheless, he computed the desired result. Using these figures Wiljon Kar began a wide arc. The X29 was swerving to cut into the dark-purple conveyer rays at a point approximately midway between Earth and Saturn.


  Time stretched to six, to eight, and now to ten hours. Again Wiljon Kar called for an angular calculation by which he might accurately pivot the madly charging ship. This time Prock mumbled and even Hals protested.


  “Such an arc would swing us directly into the strange purple beams, sir. We’d hit the load squarely.”


  “You, too, have studied the curious rays of artificial disintegration, I see,” he murmured.


  For the moment Wiljon Kar made no effort to answer. All his attention was directed to the swinging of the old ship upon this second arc. And still he held the fire-belching torps at maximum expulsion. Neither Prock nor Hals cared to ponder upon this, however. They remembered that the X29 had been pronounced unsafe for further travel. Any moment her worn torps might explode.


  Abruptly Wiljon Kar interrupted their fearful reveries. “We are scarcely two hours—at this speed—from the purple beams. Hals, you join Mardico and Zenor below. You three will stand by the forward discharge tubes and be prepared to fire the entire load of Venusite through them when I give the word. Mardico understands what is expected in this job.”


  Hals saluted, his colorless lips pinched together sharply. After all, it seemed this mad engineer did have some plan or other. They would die fighting.


  A curious smile quavered momentarily upon Prock’s mouth as he began to piece together the obvious maneuver contemplated by this determined junior engineer.


  Wiljon Kar met the older man’s gaze. “If the ship holds out,” he said.


  Prock nodded. His voice was a scarcely audible whisper: “If the ship holds out.”


  WILJON KAR plugged in the signal beam. “Mardico,” he called, “are you ready?”


  “Ready, sir,” came the response. “We can empty a hundred tons of Venusite within an hour, I think.”


  “First charge set?”


  “First charge is waiting, sir.” Mardico’s voice became high-pitched, ringing with real joy.


  “When I give the word,” Wiljon Kar counseled, “keep all three discharge tubes firing full blast. Empty every scrap of Venusite as fast as you can.”


  Mardico sang back: “Just say the word!”


  Moments passed in gripping tenseness. Both Prock and Wiljon Kar were handling the controls now. Madly, desperately the X29 flashed across the arc, was straightening out now for the final perilous drive directly facing the mysterious conveyer beams.


  Wiljon Kar’s voice commanded: “Fire!”


  A strange shudder wracked the speeding hulk as great waves of heat lapped at its space-pocked sides. In the pilot’s chamber the two engineers gripped the ship’s controls with strain-whitened hands. With his right hand holding down the power clutch Wiljon Kar still fed the torps a maximum of fuel.


  Below, in the tube-discharge room, Mardico, Hals and Zenor sweated in furious rhythm as they shoved charge after charge of raw Venusite into the guns.


  Click—slug! Click—slug! The snapping and firing of the tubes proceeded like the timed explosions within the cylinders of a combustion motor. Venusite, its silvery sheen making it seem like so many logs of chromium, was poked into the gaping holes in a steady stream.


  Prock tore at his clammy garments. Sweat was dripping from every pore; he gasped for breath. Wiljon Kar still hovered over the controls seeming not to mind the tormenting blasts of heat.


  “It’s getting worse.” Prock slumped back in his seat. “I can’t hold up under it. Man, it’s melting me alive. I’m cooked—sacred nebulae! Look at my flesh. I’m boiling in my own sweat.”


  Wiljon Kar hastily wiped an already damp sleeve across his face, yet his eyes never wavered from the instruments before him. Even as he spoke, his attention was held to the throbbing indicators.


  “Hold out a while,” he was saying. “It can’t last much longer. Check Mardico. They should have shot forward a good fourth of our Venusite by this time.”


  Weakly Prock staggered to his feet. He moved drunkenly across the room. Heat waves scurried over him, making everything swirl crazily before his eyes. As soon as possible he stumbled back to his seat beside Wiljon Kar, dropped his head in his arms and panted for air.


  “Mardico—says—load half gone—inside—another hour.”


  Wiljon Kar’s expression was of indurate determination. “We can make it—don’t mind the heat—it will soon—soon have to stop.”


  Prock was groaning as he breathed. Again and again Wiljon Kar checked the indicators, studied the controls, listened attentively to the weird shrieks of the X29’s ancient support beams. The ship was still holding out. But how much longer? He wiped his steaming face; jerked back sharply from the touch of the handkerchief. His flesh was raw, blistered. He glanced toward the miserable old senior engineer. Prock’s flesh was red and puffy as if it had been lashed with a billion microscopic whips.


  Suddenly a tense thrill coursed through the junior engineer’s taut nerves. The indicators were changing. And, too, the X29 was slackening in its fierce forward lunge despite the fact that he was still feeding it a maximum flow of fuel. For a moment Wiljon Kar permitted himself to relax. He breathed deeply; laughed aloud.


  The ship was cooling! The terrific onslaught of subcosmic rays had been checked. His plan was working.


  Frock looked up wonderingly. The grin on Wiljon Kar’s broad mouth was a most heartening sight. Too, the horribly suffocating heat seemed to be diminishing in its devilish intensity.


  “Hear me, Prock?” Wiljon Kar’s voice was firm with a fighter’s glory. “Can you manage the controls?”


  Prock straightened up as if challenged; reached toward the instruments. As Wiljon Kar got up Prock slid into his place.


  “Hold the forward drive—hold it even in death!” Wiljon Kar’s words rang into the senior engineer’s still flurried brain. “We’re going to win, Prock. We’ve got to win.”


  Prock nodded stupidly at the instruments and indicators before him. “Got to win—got to win,” he was mumbling without realizing what he was saying. It was all he could do to flay his tortured old body and brain into intelligent activity so that he might hold the X29 on her crazy drive, nose foremost down the path of the Saturnian’s purple beams. But it was getting more bearable in here now. His head was clearing.


  Wiljon Kar was in a space suit. He had gone below to the tube-discharge room, checked the work of the three. Fully half of the Venusite had been shot forth beyond the forward end of the ship.


  “It’s been the breath of hell herself spitting down upon us, sir,” old Mardico had bawled out. “But we’re outdeviling the devil himself, I says. sir. Just don’t worry about us boys, Wiljon Kar. Just you and Prock keep this blasted ship afloat.”


  Beyond the pilot’s chamber Wiljon Kar squirmed awkwardly along the ramp which led to the observation port. It was slow going in the heavy space suit; nevertheless, he hurried with a desperate enthusiasm pounding in his turbulent blood stream.


  Atop the ship Wiljon Kar braced himself. The sight chilled him with its magnitude.


  BEYOND the nose of the speeding X29 there spread a gigantic silvery cone. Vast and glistening with incalculable billions of energy units, the Venusite cone pointed ahead, its cavernous maw gulping in the approaching purple beams with their burdening charges of sub-cosmic energy.


  Weakly Wiljon Kar staggered back, his eyes wide with wonder. The sight was more glorious than even his most intense dreams. From his position in the observation port it seemed that the great spreading cone of Venusite was stretching forth to engulf even the huge red star before it. Then he turned to look beyond the rear of the ship toward the faint glow of Earth.


  The purple beams did not extend beyond the Venusite cone. Tears flowed freely from Wiljon Kar’s eyes now. Earth was saved!


  But he must not pause to philosophize, nor to drink in the glory of his own achievement. There was yet much to be done.


  Prock looked up at his approach. “Three hours at this speed—maybe more for our momentum is no longer a constant. Also, Mardico has just reported that the Venusite supply will be exhausted in a very short while. What are your orders?”


  Wiljon Kar gave the senior engineer a terse outline of the situation. Prock listened, no longer capable of being amazed at the wonders this strange young man seemed able to perform.


  Prock nodded in deep thought. “So the Venusite fired into the Saturnians’ energy beams becomes flattened into a cone which absorbs the precious sub-cosmic force. A brilliant thought! But listen, Wiljon Kar. Venusite does not absorb energy rays—all experiments prove it to be an absolute ray reflector.


  It——By the spirals of Andromeda!


  The very energy the Saturnians planned to congeal around Earth is being reflected back upon Saturn itself! Incredible! Magnificent!”


  “One hour more.” Wiljon Kar’s voice was an energetic whisper. “We dare not continue forward much longer, Prock.”


  The older man nodded, his nervous fingers trembling upon the instrument board. “Man survives,” he murmured softly.


  Wiljon Kar took over the controls, sending word by Prock for all to assemble in the pilot’s chamber.


  Silence pressed down upon them. Prock’s bony forefinger tapped with the passing of time.


  Suddenly Wiljon Kar stiffened in his seat. “Make ready!” he commanded.


  The other four rushed for the acceleration absorbers. Wiljon Kar counted silently. Then swiftly he cut a side blast, sent the groaning ship off at a dangerously sharp angle. For moments it careened, wabbling with sickening uncertainty. Desperately Wiljon Kar fought with the controls, eased the tormented mechanism to a fixed orbit around Saturn.


  “I’m going above,” he said sharply. “You will watch the controls again, Prock.”


  Hals and Mardico donned space suits and followed his hasty climb up the ramp to the observation port.


  The Venusite cone had disappeared. The X29 was riding serenely in space, slowly turning in its new orbit about Saturn.


  “But the planet!” old Mardico bellowed into the radiophone. “It’s—it’s—by the shade of Einstein!—she’s cooked to a frizzled omelet!”


  They stared in hushed awe. Below them the red planet of Saturn seethed with the churning energy which had been thrust back upon it by the Venusite reflector. The surface seemed to flare with some strange cosmic fire which gathered energy as it seared the mysterious land.


  Wiljon Kar’s hands shook as he adjusted the telescope. He gasped! The entire surface of the planet was a churning, seething mass of fiery death. Matter was disintegrating and reforming before their eyes. All life which had been upon the sinister land was lost in the chaotic transformation of matter.


  LATER—much later—Senior Engineer Prock was lauding Wiljon Kar. “You are the savior of mankind. Soon we shall reach Earth—and a multitude of men are awaiting you to acclaim Wiljon Kar as the greatest of Earth’s heroes—that is—if old X29 will stand the trip!”


  Wiljon Kar made a move to silence the senior engineer’s enthusiasm when old Mardico interposed his bulk.


  “And you’re for not saying a word for us as wore our blooming gizzards to a frizzle shoving nine thousand tons of Venusite into those gal-blasted guns. That it, huh? Well, pickle your hide in Hades if you forget Hals, Zenor and old Mardico of the sweat brigade, says I.”


  “Tut, tut,” Prock soothed. “Of course, you realize, Mardico, that every man of us is——”


  “Don’t ‘tut’ me,” old Mardico sang out. “Just lead me to another tank of that blessed Martian roulek. Make it two tanks—one for me and one for the rest of you.”


  SATURN’S RINGMASTER


  Raymond Z. Gallun


  Helplessly Marooned in Space, Earthman and Uranian Devise a Cunning Trap for an Interplanetary Outlaw!


  “YOU’RE licked, Raff Orethon. The new Esar repulsion shield will protect me and my people; not the Titanian colony. I could kill you now, but to do so would be a waste of effort, since you are already as good as dead. Sometimes self-murder is justified, my friend. If you and that ridiculous Uranian mascot of yours resorted to suicide, I am certain that you would save yourselves much anguish of mind. That is all. Korse Bradlow, the Ringmaster, has other business. Goodby, trouble shooter I Farewell!”


  Raff Orethon, strapped in the wrecked cabin of his spaceboat, was dimly aware of the words that clicked faintly in the etherphones of his oxygen helmet. His faculties were still numb from the crash. In them there was room for scarcely more than one thought—he had failed.


  Foggily he saw Korse Bradlow creep over the rusty surface of the meteor against which the ruined spaceboat was telescoped. He saw him straighten up, holding the metal box which contained the pilfered Esar models tightly against the side of his vacuum armor. He saw Bradlow jump athletically clear of the great lump of cosmic refuse, catch the door-rail of his own gaudily gilded ship floating free in the ether, open the valve, and disappear into the: interior.


  A moment later the rockets of the golden craft spat blasts of incandescent flame, and it hurtled away, clear, of the immeasurably frosty glory of Saturn’s Rings. Its form dwindled swiftly among the brittle stars.


  “What are we going to do now, Orethon?”


  HE question, sounding now in Raff’s etherphones, was certainly human enough as far as its arrangement and meaning went; but the curious tinny rasp of it suggested the tones of some cheap and ancient phonograph. And to an uninformed observer its point of origin might have been puzzling at first. It cam® from the tympanic voice-membrane of Ruzza of Uranus.


  Raff did not answer at once. He was trying to straighten things out—trying to remember just what had happened.


  The Esar models had been intended for delivery to the colony on the Saturnian moon, Titan; and he had set out from Mars to take them there. But somehow, probably through the agency of his efficient spy system, Korse Bradlow, greatest rogue within the orbit of Pluto, had learned of the mission and had foreseen its purpose. It was a gesture of the forces of law against his piratical depredations.


  When a full-sized Esar apparatus had been constructed, its deadly energy shield would screen the domes of the colony, rendering them forever impervious to attack. But meanwhile police craft could continue their assaults on Bradlow’s camp on Tethys without fear of reprisal.


  It was a dangerous situation for him who, gifted with, some touch of poetic humor, had called himself the Ringmaster. And he had acted promptly. Approaching from the rear, he had disabled Raff’s flier, with a protonic blast, and had caused it to dive into the Rings, where it had been smashed against a meteor. The fact that Orethon had survived the collision, was one of those strange tricks of relativity.


  The meteor, hurtling around Saturn at a velocity of many miles per second, had been going just a shade slower than the uncontrolled ship, and in the same direction. And so Raff and his weird companion still lived. And because they were harmless and half stunned and the death by suffocation which was in store for them appealed to his sadistic nature, Bradlow had let them live.


  But he had taken the Esar models from them.


  Young Orethon could grasp all the details of the situation now.


  Dazedly he looked down at the large fibrotex pocket on the front of his space suit. It bulged with abhorrent contents.


  “What are we going to do, Ruzza?” he questioned irritably. “Nothing but admire the scenery, I guess—until our oxygen gives out.”


  Ruzza was a native of the buried caves of Uranus. It was his bulk, which would have weighed a scant three pounds on Earth, that caused Raff’s pocket to bulge. Ruzza was a grotesquely humorous demonstration of the fact that all intelligent forms of life need not be wrought in human shape. His body was a ball of leathery brown flesh, pronged with sensitive prehensile feelers. Four of them, longer and thicker than the others, and covered by protecting sheaths of transparent, cellophanelike material, were thrust ludicrously out of the top of the pocket. They wavered from side to side with a restless motion.


  At their tips, looking through the clear texture of his odd space attire, were bright, beady, intelligent eyes. Ruzza was a scientist of note in his own country. His association with Orethon—a matter now of seven Earth months—was an expression of an adventurous yearning in the unnamed soul of the tiny creature. He had paid in bars of priceless actinium for the privilege of traveling around with Orethon on his police duties; and though the young Earthman had often found Ruzza’s constant presence annoying, he had endured it because of the pay. Any enterprising youth would have done so.


  The Uranian gave his buzzing version of a human laugh. “At least the scenery is very nice, eh, friend?” he questioned.


  ORETHON agreed with a sullen nod. It was Ruzza’s endless effort to be friendly that irritated him most. But he could not disagree with the little fellow now.


  The spectacle around them was the most grandly beautiful in the solar system, and perhaps in the entire universe. The large meteor on which they were marooned was one of myriads that were in sight. Their range in size was tremendous; some were as massive as small mountains, while an immeasurable host of others were as fine as grains of dust. Glowing silvery with the reflected rays of the distant sun, they formed a tremendous arching pathway, the width of several Earths.


  Close at hand, the path was murky, like a haze; but distance sharpened its outlines until it became a great ribbon curving around the cloud-wrapped bulk of Saturn. Each cosmic lump and particle that composed it was a minute moon-of the monster planet.


  Beyond the filmy texture of the Rings, the greater satellites glowed, sullenly—Mimas, Rhea, Titan, Tethys—Tethys, home of Bradlow’s band. Beyond the moon were the stars, eerily bright against the frigid blackness of infinity.


  Under other circumstances Raff Orethon might have found the view even more interesting. But now the harsh grandeur of it only served to emphasize the helplessness of his position. His spaceboat was wrecked beyond any possibility of repair; a glance through the shattered observation window at its crumpled prow, gleaming in the contrasting lights of many spheres, was enough to tell him that.


  And it was not only his life and the Uranian’s that would be lost; many Titan colonists would perish, and many others would be reduced to a state of slavery. Korse Bradlow would have his way now.


  “What will the Ringmaster do, now that he has the repulsion shield?” Ruzza demanded suddenly.


  Raff shrugged, annoyed by what seemed to him a childish question.


  “You heard his little speech of departure,” he said. “Isn’t that enough? Among the renegade Terrestrials and Martians in his outfit, there are plenty of skilled mechanics. He’ll build a big Esar apparatus to protect his headquarters on Tethys, of course. And he can make another apparatus to screen his fleet. From behind the screen he can blast our orderly colony on Titan out of existence if it doesn’t submit. But it will—eventually. He’ll rule the whole system of Saturn! So far from their home bases, no Earthly or Martian fleet would dare oppose him. And his depredations against commerce will doubtless continue.”


  “Zaah, Raff Orethon!” Ruzza buzzed. “It must not happen!”


  The Earthman felt exasperation rising within him.


  “I’m with you that way, Ruzza,” he said. “It must not happen; But I’m afraid it will in spite of anything we can do to prevent it. We’re stranded here until doomsday. We can’t even save our own necks. Our etherphones, even at maximum power, couldn’t send a warning all the way to Titan, even if such a warning would do any good. Our ship can’t be repaired, and if it could be, we’d still find it impossible to get far. This is Bradlow’s territory; his patrols are never far out of sight. A damaged flier could never escape.”


  “Supposing some small trick of invisibility were used?” Ruzza queried.


  “It would be nice,” Raff replied with bitter sarcasm. “It would be easy for us to go right to work and invent an invisibility machine—something which has never been effectively accomplished on any of the known planets.”


  Ruzza’s prongs bristled within the pocket that held him.


  “You do not understand what I mean, Raff Orethon!” he shrilled. “It is simpler than that! Wait! Put me down!”


  Obediently the Earthman hoisted Ruzza from his odd refuge, and lowered him to the floor of the cabin. The Uranian, clad in his transparent space garment, drew himself with his feelers through the opening left when the craft’s door had bulged from its hinges. Raff looked into the periscope to watch him in his swift scrambling progress astern. Presently Ruzza disappeared into a rent in the crumpled jumble of the spaceboat’s tail assembly.


  THERE was a long silence, during which Orethon remained in the cabin, tentatively fussing with the machine-gun with which the craft was equipped. The weapon’s long barrel was badly twisted at the muzzle. But it would be possible to saw off the ruined part, thus making the gun practically as good as new. The complicated sighting mechanism seemed undamaged. But at these thoughts Raff’s lips curled cynically. What was the use? He and Ruzza were hopelessly trapped and impotent.


  Then the Uranian’s voice buzzed and shrilled again in Orethon’s helmet phones: “One rocket tube is intact, and another is not beyond repair,” Ruzza announced.


  “So?” Raff questioned. “What about it? All the new rockets on Earth and Mars wouldn’t put this pile of junk into flying trim again!”


  “Wait, Raff Orethon,” Ruzza answered. “I have the beginning of a plan. I will explain. But we must be careful. The power of our etherphones must be cut down to minimum so that no one will hear.”


  Raff was mildly curious.


  “Mine’s at minimum, of course,” he said. “Shoot!”


  He listened while the Uranian outlined his sketchily conceived scheme in low, buzzing tones. His hard young face, illumined by the contrasting lights of Saturn’s system, underwent many swift changes. First it showed the chagrin of doubt, then dawning wonder, then hope. Finally all his natural enthusiasm and resourcefulness, which had seemed to be drained out of him, returned.


  Once more he was his old, energetic, forceful self.


  “It’s worth a try, Ruzza,” he said grimly. “Maybe it won’t work, but we can’t help that.”


  For a minute he sat chewing his lip and tried to clear up in his mind the hazier phases of the plan.


  “We’ll have to get rid of what’s left of the ship,” he mused. “But that should be easy. All we have to do is shove it off into space. And we’ll have to plot our course carefully, because we won’t have the use of the usual well-balanced guiding machinery. There’ll be the danger of colliding with meteors, of course; but that’s a risk we’ll have to take. Some of Bradlow’s men will get us in the end. Or—or maybe—not—”


  Raff’s brows knitted as he sought to concentrate. His gaze fell on the tiny atomic projectiles in the belts of the machine-gun. Each projectile was filled with an explosive of tremendous violence; and each was fitted with a time fuse that could delay explosion a full minute from the instant of percussion.


  Suddenly he was very grateful for the possibilities of those fuses. The delay they offered might spell the difference between life and death for his small, startling companion, and for himself.


  “Come on, Ruzza!” he said at last. “We’ve got a lot to do, but it won’t take long if we will only hurry!”


  He unstrapped himself and kicked the ruined door of the flier out of his way. He had tools in his kit—blast-welders, chisels, wrenches. Gingerly he clambered forth onto the pitted surface of the meteor. Its gravity was almost nothing, and a too abrupt movement might have set him adrift in spite of his magnetized boots which attracted the nickel-iron alloy under him.


  Like a tumbleweed Ruzza bowled toward him to help. Saturn and its moons looked on, as if fascinated by the strange machinations of living creatures.


  SKILFULLY Horse Bradlow guided his gilded space flier toward Tethys. A cruel smirk of triumph curved his thin lips. He was pleased, and he was off guard. He was within his own section of space. There was but one danger that he knew about, and it was not a great one. Meteors were plentiful here, so close to Saturn’s Rings. Because of them, and because there was no reason to hurry, he pursued his course at leisure.


  His thoughts were pleasant. The exquisite bit of piracy he had just accomplished would be accepted by the horde he commanded as sure evidence of his right to rule. That was why he had undertaken the theft of the Esar models single-handed. His following, gleaned from the criminal ranks of a solar system, was a fickle crowd at best. To remain its leader, a man must constantly demonstrate his prowess.


  And Horse Bradlow knew that he was the only man fit to command. He had made Bradlow’s Circus; he had made himself its Ringmaster. Without him, petty and bloody differences would soon cause it to break up, its various factions falling easy prey to the police patrols.


  But his position was doubly assured now. In his mind’s eye he could picture pleasant things that soon would happen. He could see ships, protected by the blue fire of the repulsion shield, hurtling down upon Titan, smashing the domes of its colony and whipping its people into submission. Titan would yield before other Esar models could be sent to the harassed inhabitants. Horse Bradlow was happy, steeped in his rambling dreams—dreams which seemed as certain to be realized as tomorrow’s dawn and dusk, on Earth.


  He did not glance into his rear-vision periscope. But had he done so at the proper moment, he might have seen a slender sword of incandescent flame limned against Saturn’s tremendous bulk.


  It might have been the fiery wake of any ordinary space-craft, building up speed. The rockets of vessels that navigate the ether are not continuously active during flight. They flame only when a change in velocity or direction is necessary; otherwise, in the frictionless void, no application of power is required. A ship can coast on at undiminished speed for an indefinite if not infinite distance.


  Presently the nearing trail of incandescence died out. Bradlow had not seen it; and if he had, he would have thought only that one of his henchmen was on a scouting tour somewhere astern.


  And then a little red light gleamed on his instrument panel. Someone was calling him by etherphone.


  Switches moved in his grasp.


  “The Ringmaster speaking,” he drawled into the microphone inside his oxygen helmet. His voice was lazy and bored.


  “You were a fool to let Ruzza and me live, Bradlow,” came the words.


  Though the Ringmaster recognized the speaker at once, he was not alarmed.


  “So, Orethon?” he questioned.


  “Yes, Bradlow,” was the calm reply. “We have tricks up our sleeves other than the Esar shield. You did not know that we were carrying another invention to Titan—one which will render a space ship invisible. It is in operation now, my friend. You, will notice, too, if you take observations with your direction finder, that the waves which bring this message to you come from a point of origin which you will consider impossible. We have changed position, Bradlow. We are no longer in the Rings. We are clear of them, and we are coming toward you with intent to kill. How it is that we have moved, I leave you to guess.”


  The Ringmaster’s laugh was low and scornful.


  “I admire your nerve, Orethon,” he said. “Probably I’d try a bluff, too, if I were one of the living dead, as you are.”


  NEVERTHELESS Bradlow turned his attention to a rectangular coil of wire, mounted on a universal joint. He pointed its axis in the direction of the place where Orethon and Ruzza should be, allowing for the steady rotation of the substance of the Rings. Then he watched the bobbing needle of a sensitive galvanometer. Its reading did not balance as it should with the strength of the incoming carrier waves, which, though Orethon was not speaking at the moment, were still being broadcast. Bradlow moved the coil experimentally, seeking the point of balance. And at last he found it, high up, clear of the Rings as Orethon had said!


  A frown of worried puzzlement creased the Ringmaster’s brow. What the young patrol pilot had said was obviously true in part at least. But that all of it could be true was of course impossible. And yet, who could be sure? For a moment Korse Bradlow felt a twinge of dread. Then, before him, against the star curtain of space, he saw the slender forms of seven fliers. Some of his followers were coming to meet him. Their presence served to banish the faint uncertainty which had touched his iron nerves.


  Orethon’s voice was speaking again in his helmet phones. “I believe that by now you have found that what I have told you is not entirely a bluff, Bradlow,” it stated coolly. “I seem pretty sure of myself, don’t I? Probably you’ve got a young space navy within call. You’d better yell for help, Bradlow.”


  The Ringmaster “betrayed hone of the fury the insult aroused in him.


  “You want a show, do you, Orethon?” he questioned mildly. “Well, it’ll be just a workout for the boys. Your wish shall be granted, trouble shooter!”


  He changed the adjustment of his etherphone, and gave a sharp whistle into the mike. This was his signal for attention. A moment later he heard words of enthusiastic response coming from his henchmen:


  “Arka reporting, Sire Ledrak reporting . . . Leilson reporting . . .”


  Loyal Earthmen and Martians were answering the call of the Ringmaster.


  “Fan formation!” Bradlow ordered sharply. “Watch for damaged flier of XL type. Blast out of existence at sight!”


  He followed the command with a string of numbers which, in the terms of space navigation, indicated the position of Raff Orethon and Ruzza as nearly as he had been able to determine it with the direction finder.


  The golden ship of the Ringmaster executed a quick hairpin turn, its rockets flaming. The seven other fliers followed like an angry horde. Sharp eyes were directed keenly ahead.


  Minutes passed. The damaged craft bearing Orethon and Ruzza should be in sight now, but it was not. There was nothing near except a few drifting meteors, shadow-blotched in the contrasting lights of the sun and of Saturn and her moons and Rings. And meteors were too common here to attract more than momentary attention.


  Bradlow was becoming nervous. Could there be any truth in what the insolent, patrol pilot had said about an invisibility apparatus? He had scarcely given any credence to that part of what Orethon had said before; but now he did not quite know what to believe.


  HE heard nothing as tiny explosive projectiles drilled through the outer shell of his golden flier, for the vacuum compartments between its inner and external walls deadened all sounds which might have come from such a source.


  Some moments went by as the time fuses of the projectiles burned. Then Bradlow saw one of the ships of his following burst apart with a dazzling flare of light. For an instant he felt a panic such as he had never before experienced. The atomic explosion which ripped his own craft asunder was too sudden and violent for disintegrating human senses to record.


  By then the meteors had passed far astern. One of them was not quite what it seemed. Its Saturnward end had been hollowed out, so that a tiny cave was formed there. At the mouth of the cave a pair of rocket tubes had been welded firmly to the meteoric alloy, their muzzles carefully countersunk to minimize the possibility of their being seen. Through the opening above the tubes, the shortened barrel of a machine-gun projected.


  Behind the weapon crouched a man, and beside him in the tiny cave they had carved out with blast-welders, was the grotesque shape of a Uranian.


  Looking back through the mouth of their refuge, they saw several swift flashes of flame.


  “Five, Raff Orethon!” Ruzza shrilled. “Four and the Ringmaster! We made sure of him and his gilded ship. He is dead, and the Esar models are destroyed. Bradlow’s Circus will break up now, without his leadership. Titan won’t even need the repulsion shield! Nice stunt—my ‘invisibility’ trick—wasn’t it? Our rocket tubes practically turned this old meteor into a space-ship. And if you hadn’t thought of using those time fuses on the atomic projectiles our friends probably would have spotted us and have burned us out of space. The first exploding ship would have put them wise. But we had those five as good as smashed before their pilots knew it. And the three that remain will never find us. The men at the controls will never guess the truth, simple as it is.”


  In response to this long speech, Raff only nodded laconically; but when he looked at the tiny Uranian, pronged and brown like an oversized burdock bur of his own native countryside, and yet, by some surprising whim of nature, humanly intelligent, there was in his eyes a new awe and respect for his weird companion. All his petty resentments were gone; and in their place was a feeling of real friendship at last.


  RAFF glanced at his wrist watch, strapped over the fabric of his space suit.


  “Continuing on our present course, we’ll be within hailing distance of Titan with our etherphones within ten hours,” he said. “We have enough oxygen to last until they send somebody out to pick us up. Meanwhile, what’ll we do?”


  “Talk about Earth, sing about Earth, and maybe sleep and dream about Earth,” Ruzza replied. “We’ll be going there soon, I think. The Commissioners will give you a leave with pay, I’m sure, for this Bradlow business. I’ll be glad, because I always wanted to collect terrestrial butterflies; and you’ll be glad because you’ll see Miss Emily; and she’ll be glad because she’ll see you. Even all around, eh?”


  Raff grinned genially behind the curve of his transparent oxygen helmet, and began to hum the tune of some ludicrous song. Ruzza joined him with rasping buzzes.


  But beyond the maw of their meteor cave, the mad glory of Saturn’s system was still visible, hemmed in by the black void and the sardonic stars.


  MILL OF THE GODS


  Malcolm Jameson


  A small job of grinding—about a hundred miles of solid steel to be removed—for a grindstone of appropriate size and power!


  WELL, what have you been doing out there?”


  The windows rattled at Jed Andrews’ bellow. The towering, redfaced old metal magnate glared belligerently from under bushy eyebrows at his quaking employee. They were both standing, for there were no chairs for visitors in Jed Andrews’ office. Interviews with him were too short for need of them. “Say something, damn it! What about Phoebe? You’ve been there long enough—and spent enough!”


  Asa Nutworth was really a quite promising young mining engineer—on paper, but he lacked experience and the toughness of character to cope with the hard-boiled, self-made kind like old man Andrews. The master of Saturnine Metals Corporation did nothing to make it easier for him. Bluff and bluster made him rich, and he stayed faithful to a technique that had served him well.


  “The core of Phoebe is solid C32, super-diamond, the hardest isotope of carbon. It is in the form of a single crystal, over five miles in diameter. To be exact, twenty-nine thousand, two hun—”


  “Never mind the inches,” snorted Jed Andrews, bringing his fist down on the table. A stack of books, topped by the elephantine edition of “Ores of the Saturn System” leaped an inch into the air, then crashed to the floor. “How do you know it?”


  Asa Nutworth gulped uneasily, and his eyes shifted unhappily, then went on with his speech, like a frightened schoolboy reciting. “The Engelsburg X-13 inferometer readings indicated its presence and size. We sank test borings in six places, along three different diameters at right angles to each other. In that way we checked the dimensions exactly. The cores we brought up were all pure superdiamond.”


  “I’ll say they were super-diamond,” growled Andrews, caustically, snatching up a handful of monthly reports. “Chewed up seventy-four ordinary diamond cutting heads. Lord! Six holes, one hundred and eight miles deep, each—through solid meteoric iron—at twelve and a half sols a lineal foot! What a survey! And how do you propose to get my money back?”


  “Well, sir, I was thinking—”


  “Thinking be damned! What have you done?”


  “Why . . . er . . . nothing, yet. You see—”


  Jed Andrews’ eyes bulged; no apparatus was needed to read the blood pressure—anybody looking could guess: two hundred ten, two hundred twenty, two hundred thirty—“Get out of here before I lose my temper!”’ managed the mining trillionaire, half choking, hanging onto his desk with both hands.


  With the vague feeling that somehow he had offended, and sensing that he was no longer wanted, Asa Nutworth edged slowly, hesitantly, as he had come in, out of the office. Ever since he had been sent to Titan by the Dean of Terrestrial Tech in response to Jed Andrews’ requisition for the “smartest damn engineer you got,” he had had the feeling of fighting uphill against his employer’s prejudice against college men. Yet he had done a good job on Phoebe, and he knew it. Andrews had told him to survey it and learn its composition “from skin to gizzard, and damn the expense.” Today’s reception was all the more unreasonable because the old mining magnate had O.K.‘d all the bills so far without a whimper.


  AN HOUR later, at the time when Andrews’ chief clerk was paying off the rattled and mystified young engineer (but sugar-coating the dismissal with a handsome bonus check), Dingbat Warren was parking his runabout gravicopter on the sun-deck of Saturnine’s main office building. Around, spread out for ten miles in every direction, lay the shops and yards of Andrews’ vast industry. Over against the ragged sierra of the Prometheus Range were the smelters and foundries. To the south, cut by the great scintillating arch of the Rings, were the hulls of scores of spaceships of every type taking shape. To the east and west were machine shops, drafting rooms, laboratories, and the other many accessories of a highly integrated industry.


  His companion joined him on the ramp. Dainty, cute, utterly feminine, the first glance at her was apt to be deceptive. A second one would discover the square chin and challenging eyes of Jed Andrews, for Alicia Andrews was a fair copy of her dad. She was defiantly carrying a heavy two-foot bar of polished metal, one end of which was roughened and covered with chalk marks. He tried to relieve her of her burden, but, making a little face, she drew back.


  “No, I want to grind it myself.” She smiled and added, with a childlike smile. “I like to watch the sparks fly.”


  “Have it your way,” he shrugged, knowing she would anyway. As they passed the door of Andrews pere’s office, they grinned at each other. A thunderous torrent of profanity was welling through the open transom into the hall.


  “You trot along and do your fireworks,” said Dingbat. “I want to speak to the Old Man. He doesn’t seem any worse than normal.”


  Her eyes flashed angrily, but she was smiling. “Go on in—and you’ll deserve all you get in there, only don’t come crawling to me afterward and ask me to patch it up.”


  He threw back his head, laughing, as she stalked haughtily down the hall, lugging her bar of manganese steel to the machine shop. A moment later, he heard his name announced within, to Andrews, and the answering roar, “Hell, I’m busy. Find out what he wants and tell him no! Hold on! Did you say Dingbat Warren? Bring him in. I want a bucket of his blood!”


  “Mornin’, pop. What’s hot?” remarked Dingbat, casually, when he was in the presence.


  “Don’t ‘pop’ me! Save that until you rate it, which will be a long time, if I have anything to do with it.” Jed Andrews waggled a finger at Dingbat. “But I do want to talk business with you, young man. What kind kind of hop did you slip my traffic manager to wangle that terminal contract out of him? It’s the rankest piece of piracy anybody ever put over on me?”


  “Hop?” echoed Dingbat, innocently, “Oh, I get it. If one of your employees does a sensible thing, he must be hopped up. Well, my little service is going to cut your turn-around on the Plutonian run by a trifling sixty per cent, that’s all.”


  “Rats and rubbish! Never heard of such a thing.”


  “How could you?” challenged Dingbat, audaciously, “It’s hard to get new ideas when all you’ll listen to is ‘yes, sir.’ ” He knew that the tough old industrialist whom he hoped soon to have for father-in-law had a worse bark than bite, and likewise that he secretly admired men that stood up to his bluster.


  That is, if they were not on his own pay roll.


  Jed Andrews glared, sputtering. He jabbed a button on his desk.


  “Send Tolliver in!” he bellowed into a microphone.


  In a couple of minutes, Tolliver, traffic manager for the far-flung lines of Saturnine Metals, stood in the sanctum.


  “Why did you take on the tug contracts? Speak up. I want this impudent spud to hear it.”


  “Why, sir, as you know, all our ore-carriers are low-powered ships, for economy, and slow. If we could lift one off the loading dock by a powerful tug, take it up to speed, then kick it ahead, it would coast the rest of the way as fast as a super-liner. At the destintaiort, another tug would have to meet it, brake it down and dock it. This contract does that. It is the equivalent of trebling the motive power of all our ore-carriers. For the same operating costs, we can carry twice as much ore as heretofore.”


  “Har-rumph,” commented Jed Andrews, sourly. “Who thought that up?”


  “Why, Mr. Warren, sir. He approached me about it. I thought it was a good idea, and accepted it.”


  “Good work, Tolliver,” said Andrews, gruffly. “That’s all.”


  For a moment after Tolliver had faded from the room, Andrews regarded Dingbat thoughtfully. At bottom, he respected this breezy young man who was courting his daughter. Himself a successful industrialist, he had watched with approbation the aggressive way in which Warren had built up his little fleet of planetary tugs and salvage vessels until it had already become a factor in the world of industry. At the same time, Jed Andrews had no intention of approving the love match with his daughter. He could only think in big terms. In his eyes, anything less than millions was mere chicken feed.


  At that moment, however, Jed Andrews was not appraising the young man before him as a possible son-in-law, but as a resourceful business man who might be of use to him. Andrews was struggling with a problem, and had not been able so solve it—an unusual situation for him. For the first time in many years he was ready to accept advice.


  “You win,” he said, more calmly. “Since you’re so all-fired smart, let me put something up to you, and see if you can think of an answer to it.”


  Dingbat Warren listened attentively while Jed Andrews told him the story of Phoebe and his operations there.


  SATURN’S outermost satellite, Phoebe, had been the subject of controversy for generations. Since it revolved around its primary in an opposite directions to all the other moons, many thought it came originally from outer space. Some thought it might contain rare and valuable minerals. The Saturn System Geologic Survey had explored it to some extent, but its bulk of pure iron had defied extensive probing. Three years before, they had reluctantly given Jed Andrews the concession of surveying and mining it. The terms of the charter provided that if he succeeded in bringing in to trade a reasonable quantity of valuable minerals within that period, he might buy the satellite at a nominal price. If no actual mining were done, it was to revert to the government.


  The period was about to expire, and since no mining had been done, the option would lapse. The government had refused to renew it, and rumor had it that the Martian syndicate, having learned of the immensely valuable core, had already induced the members of the council to award the satellite to them. Bribery was suspected.


  “So you see, I’m out on a limb. They gave me three years, and the whole dagblasted term of it has been frittered away by that guy Nitwit I hired. All right, he did. find one diamond, and what a diamond! But it’s all in one piece, five miles across, and a hundred miles down—under pure iron! I’ve done some fast digging in my time, but this option expires in three weeks. Three weeks! Think of that.”


  “You must have known all that for at least a year,” observed Dingbat, shrewdly. “What have you been waiting for?”


  Andrews winced inwardly. Dingbat bad put his finger on the spot that was aching him, but he laughed a little. “I was hoping, I guess, that I would think of something, or the Nitwit would, or maybe get an extension of time. If the worst came to the worst, I meant to wire these test holes with Bragwyn circuits and shoot the juice to her. Blasting is mining, under any law. Then, ten days ago, one of the Martian gang got an injunction against me. They claim if I blow Phoebe up, it will fill the space-ways with bad fragments—menace to navigation, and all that stuff. Well, that sunk me. What makes me sorest of all is that I can’t find the answer—me, that’s never been licked!”


  “I could tow Phoebe in for you, as is, if you had a place to park her,” suggested Dingbat. “That would take care of your option. Stuff laid down at the smelter is mined, surely.”


  “Oh, I thought of that,” objected Andrews. “It’s not practical. Did you ever try to drag a moon contrariwise through a mess of stuff like that runs around the planets? Even if you ducked actual collisions, you’d set up perturbations that’d make the inner satellites wander to hell-and-gone all over the place. I’ve got mines on those, too, you know.”


  “Why?” asked Dingbat, cheerfully. “I can drag that little lump of iron in here, and those others won’t so much as wiggle. The plane of her orbit leans way away from the others, and what’s more, she’s riding high right now. You’re way up north here, and so is she. All I have to do is break her out of her orbit and lead her in here in a nice, easy curve, and lay her down.”


  Jed Andrews took only two seconds to make his decision. The plateau beyond the. Prometheus Range he had bought years before, to take care of future expansion. It was of continental proportions and could hold Phoebe easily. If Dingbat could do it, having the diamond alongside his plant would solve everything, even if it was encrusted with two hundred miles of useless iron. It might cause some quakes here on Titan, but—


  “Done, boy! But I tell you right now, if you knock any of my chimneys down when you come spiraling in here, I’m going to be hard to live with!”


  The price was discussed and settled, and it was a good one. Success would not make Dingbat rich, but it meant he could buy a couple more tugs. A contract was quickly drawn and signed.


  DINGBAT WARREN found Alicia in the machine shop. She had finished polishing the piece she had carried there—a part of her own gravicopter bumper that she had broken in a bad landing, and wanted to smooth off. She had played around the shops as a kid, and was half a machinist. When he found her, she was sitting on a pile of half-finished parts, watching a swarthy grinder polish a crankshaft. The squat Titanian tending the grinding machine stood squarely in the midst of a cascade of flame and sparks. Titanians made excellent grinders, for their skin was unbelievably tough, and their crystalline eye-plates impervious to fire. Jed Andrews always employed them. It kept his compensation costs down.


  Seeing she was sitting, fascinated by the rain of sparkling light from the gritty cutting wheel, and pretended to ignore him, Dingbat did not speak, but stood patiently nearby. Idly he surveyed the busy shop, listening to the screams of the tools cutting the hard alloys used in spaceship construction. Like Alicia, he let his gaze drift to the cataract of fire, and fell to planning how he was to maneuver the Phoebe.


  Of a sudden, something clicked inside his brain. Abruptly he snapped out of his reverie and began watching the operations of the flame-bathed Uranian with avid interest. The germ of an idea that flitted into his mind flowered into a full-fledged plan. Flinging “I’ll be right back” to the preoccupied Alicia, he dashed out of the machine shop.


  Back in Andrews’ office, he found the old man staring savagely out the window toward the Prometheus Range.


  “That’s going to be a hell of a lot of iron to get rid of,” he shot at Dingbat, thinking of the two-hundred mile sphere if iron that would loom there, if Dingbat did not get tangled up with the inner satellites.


  “Oh, the diamond core is all you want, is it?” asked Dingbat, mildly.


  “Yes, you damn fool! Why should I want iron?” bristled Andrews. “But, boy, the diamond! It will be worth trillions. The army and space-force alone—”


  “That’s what I thought,” interrupted Dingbat. “Please sign this additional clause I’ve had inserted.”


  Jed Andrews glanced at him sharply, and seeing he meant it,’ puckered his brow and read, “and for delivery within the agreed time of the central core only of the said Phoebe, consisting of one super-diamond, the compensation shall be, in lieu of moneys stipulated elsewhere, one-third the value of the said diamond.”


  “Why, you four-flushing young whippersnapper!” exploded Andrews. “So you’re getting high and want to show off? Well, if that’s a bluff, you’re called. Emily! Bring your notebook!”


  A fluttering stenographer slid into the room.


  “Change this to read,” he grunted. “ ‘in addition to’ where it says ‘in lieu of,’ and change ‘one-third’ to read ‘one-half.’ That’s pouring it on you, boy. Now put up, or shut up!”


  “Thanks,” grinned Dingbat, picking up the signed paper. At the door, he turned and asked, “and if I do, can I call you ‘pop’ ?”


  “You can call me anything. Get out of here!”


  Bound back to the machine shop, Dingbat bumped full tilt into Nutworth, just emerging from the cashier’s office, still dazed at the manhandling he had received from the cantankerous Jed Andrews. Hastily apologizing, he was about to dash on, when he recognized the unhappy engineer who had made the survey of Phoebe.


  “You’re just the man I’m looking for. Want a job?”


  “Well, I haven’t one, but—”


  “You have! Dingbat Warren’s Sky Wrestlers, Inc. That a sky-tug outfit.”


  “But I don’t know anything about tugboats.”


  “You’re going to.” Dingbat shoved a card into the surprised young man’s hand, and telling him to meet him there in an hour, rushed away. By now, he figured, Alicia had tired of watching the manganese sparks and was probably steaming up to spit some of her own.


  ON BOARD the super-tug Thor, hurtling outward from Titan with all her stern jets spewing fire, Dingbat clung, to the grips of the starboard observation port, intently studying the play of light from the iridescent Rings below. No matter how often he passed them, he always did that. There was more than the strange beauty of the multicolored whirling bands to appeal to him; there was the intellectual interest in the superb precision with which the myriads of tiny globes kept station in the endless procession around Saturn.


  He did not care whether the Rings were the unused parts of a planet never built, or the debris of one that fell apart. But he did know that that planet, if it ever existed, was all of quartz. The rainbow hues of the dizzily sweeping disks were due to the helter-skelter mixture of amethyst, clear, rose and smoky quartzes, jasper and agates, mingled and ceaselessly succeeding one another in their race to nowhere. They flowed along, some spheroids five or ten miles in diameter, most somewhat smaller, the interstices partially filled with clouds of smaller particles, ranging from boulders on down through sand and gravel to the merest dust. Due to its speed, the Ring looked solid, a polished sheet of opalescent glass, but Dingbat knew its real composition. He had spent a vacation prowling through its interior.


  When the Ring had slid out of sight under the quarter, and Mimas hung glimmering below, Dingbat turned away and began considering the details of what he had to do. The mining engineer. Nutworth, was disconsolately pacing the cabin. He regretted coming on this expedition, for there appeared nothing for him to do. No one had told him yet what he had been hired for. Violent and unaccountable people, these Titanian colonists, he was thinking. In a single afternoon he had been summarily dismissed by one whose orders he had carried out implicitly, and as promptly hired by another who seemed to have nothing for him to do. Nutworth was a conscious fellow, and he felt he should be doing something to earn his pay.


  “Tell me all about the big diamond inside Phoebe,” demanded Dingbat, noticing him for the first time.


  NUTWORTH brightened. Eagerly he told all he knew. It did not take long. The diamond was a special form of carbon. It had no known melting point, was of tremendous hardness, was probably a crystal of many million faces, probably nearly spherical. The fact that it was combustible gave Dingbat a moment’s worry, until he remembered that oxygen is needed to let something burn.


  “Thanks,” said Dingbat, and left Nutworth to his own devices. On the quarter, following the Thor, were two other powerful tugs, the Kwasind and the Hercules. Dingbat called their captains to the televisor and outlined what they were to do. Jed Andrews had said that all men and equipment had been withdrawn from Phoebe and the moonlet was deserted. This was well, for there was little time to spare. They could hook right on.


  A week later, the Phoebe was rolling inward, well on her way to Titan. Her course led around Saturn in a great arc, and out, then, to Titan. Clinging to her, spaced equally about her on a great circle, were the three tugs, all pushing. By varying their jet velocities, Dingbat could manipulate his tow as he chose. He was utilizing all her own momentum, coming in on a spiral counter to the revolution of the other satellites.


  Saturnward and down lay the bright plain of the Ring. From the Thor it appeared as a glittering continent stretching almost limitlessly to starboard. Its near edge was racing toward them, Dingbat knew, at tremendous speed. It looked as thin as cardboard at his distance, despite its forty miles of thickness. Now, if at all, he must launch his daring experiment.


  He had no great misgivings. He had confidence in his theory—even if the idea was impromptu. But there was never any certainty in the outcome when colossal forces of nature are brought into play in a novel way. Unforeseen factors could easily make the difference between triumph and ruin. But it was do or die now’. After what Andrew’s had said in the office, Dingbat would not draw back. He reached for the televisor control.


  At his curt order, the tugs turned the helpless Phoebe downward. Dingbat turned his attention to the Ring, which now appeared to be tilting slowly up toward him. When it had risen until it was edgewise to him, he gave another signal and the tug masters leveled off, heading their tow toward a point on the edge of the Ring far ahead. Self-reliant and cool as he usually was, Dingbat felt gooseflesh rise as his calculations showed him his zero hour was but a few minutes off. When once he had let go of Phoebe, the matter would be out of his hands. Nature would have charge. Time only could tell whether she would handle it as he had visualized it. “Stand-by,” he ordered, grimly, squinting at the chronometer; then, “Give her the works!”


  His other tugs cast off, flaring their bow tubes to deliver a parting kick to the doomed Phoebe. Dingbat himself clung to the satellite a couple of minutes longer, surging forward with all his power to start the moonlet spinning. Then he, too, administered a final kick and backed away. The released Phoebe shot forward like a gigantic bowling ball sent down the black alley of space by some vast giant. Dingbat sighted over the fast receding sphere. His calculations had been perfect; she was heading squarely for the edge of the Ring. His work, for the moment, was done. The urgent need was to find a safe place. The Thor shot upward, climbing frantically, followed by the other two.


  AT THE INSTANT when he felt high enough to be secure, Dingbat leveled off again. Well above the plane of the Ring, he could look ahead and down to the speeding iron ball. Phoebe was very near to the periphery of the Ring now, approaching at a small angle. Shortly she must collide with it. Their directions of movement were opposite, and Dingbat involuntarily shuddered at the speed of impact—it would be at least sixty miles per second!


  “Too bad,” commiserated Nutworth, who was also looking out the port. “Got away from you, didn’t she?”


  “Put these on,” commanded Dingbat, shortly, handing out space goggles.


  Phoebe struck. A dazzling green flame shot out, straight as an arrow, flaring back thousands of miles along her wake. The region from which the tugs had just escaped was sheer flame. About the buffeted sphere that had been Phoebe, a corona of incandescent iron vapor was pluming, streaked with beads of molten iron bursting into sparkling rosettes, while ricocheting quartz spheroids bombarded space above and below the Ring. Instinctively, Dingbat shut his ears with his hands to shut out the screech he expected to hear, forgetting that in the void there is no sound.


  “What on Earth!” stammered the frightened Nutworth. The crew members looked at Dingbat in awe.


  “Cosmic grindstone,” tersely explained Dingbat, “a little job of diamond polishing.”


  Now that he saw the limits of the danger zone, Dingbat pushed his ships ahead. He wanted to get as close as the spurting flames and wildly leaping quart? particles would permit, for when Phoebe had spent her momentum, he still had the tricky job of diving in to salvage the diamond. He could plainly see by this time one hemisphere of Phoebe sticking up through the upper surface of the Ring, and it was white hot. The hurricane of sand and gravel impinging against the iron moonlet was abraiding it away, and the friction was heating the iron as it was torn from its base. Now and then, a blinding burst told of the collision with one of the larger quartz spheroids. Dingbat thrilled, thinking what the spectacle must be, viewed from Saturn.


  His first reaction had been one of elation. His idea was working! His main fear had been that Phoebe would lose her velocity before the sandblast of the Ring could strip her clean, and he would have to lug home a misshapen thing. But when he looked again, his complacency left him. There was something wrong down there. He had used foresight, but not enough. In giving Phoebe his last push, he had set her spinning, so that when she was in the rushing Ring stream, she would roll over and over, allowing it to gnaw her evenly on all sides. With a gasp of dismay he realized that this was not happening. Instead, Phoebe was spinning madly about an axis vertical to the Ring! In striking the Ring, the impact of the edge had applied a torque that had started a violent rotation about the wrong axis.


  Dingbat’s first impulse was to dive and risk another push. But as he approached he saw too clearly that the searing envelope of lurid iron vapor and the flying gobs of fused quartz made that certain death. Even if he could penetrate that barrage, it was questionable whether the glowing sphere was solid enough to receive the thrust. There was nothing to do but hover and watch. The blast of Ring material was slotting the Phoebe through the middle. The moonlet was over two hundred miles in diameter, the disk but forty thick. The battered satellite was being severed like an apple being fed into a buzz saw. Its core was a priceless diamond, and would soon be reached, and swept away.


  DINGBAT had hardly realized the inevitable effect, when the thing he dreaded happened under his direct gaze. With a final outpouring of flame, the white-hot nucleus of Phoebe was swept out from under its polar dome, and away in a swarm of struggling quartz globules. The white-hot domes, no longer held apart by the center, now collapsed into the Ring, and in their turn began to be eroded. Dingbat sprang into swift action, for he knew that to lose sight of the diamond meant to lose it. Once cool, and mingled with the tens of millions of similar quartz spheroids, it would circle perpetually with them about Saturn. There would be no finding it, short of a miracle. He must turn and pursue it now!


  Desperately the tugs tried to kill their momentum in the direction Phoebe had originally started. Enveloped in flames from the flaring jets bucking space, observation from the Thor was impossible for a time. When she and her sisters had managed to turn and had begun to pick up speed in the direction of motion of the Ring, Dingbat’s anxious scanning of the curving plain ahead showed him nothing. The diamond, last seen well within the Ring, had disappeared. Now there was no sign. Savagely, he ordered every ounce of speed crowded on.


  Ten minutes later, far ahead, there was a momentary burst of white light, followed by a fanlike eruption of greenish flame. That indicated the diamond still had a little velocity left in their direction, and had just had a collision with a quartz sphere. Dingbat snatched a little hope. As long as the diamond was fighting upstream, as it were, signs could be expected. Cursing helplessly because there was no more reserves of speed, Dingbat paced the cabin until the Thor had built up to Ring velocity. The sight of the glimmering ten-thousand-mile width of the Ring added to his dejection; systematic search of it was an impossibility.


  When the moment came that the tug was traveling exactly at the speed of the Ring fragments, all hands peered below. As by magic, the Ring ceased to be a solid. Below, as if hanging motionless in space, were bodies, millions of them, of every size and color. The spaces between them were large, comparatively. A space-ship, handled with care, could safely be taken in.


  As he gave the order, he noted for the first time that in the excitement of the day, he had forgotten the passage of time. In scanning the part of the Ring ahead, where he thought lie had last seen the diamond, his heart sank when he observed that that spot would shortly pass into the shadow of Saturn. His search would have to be made in the dark. What had seemed to be difficult enough was about to turn into an impossibility. Unless he sighted the diamond before dark, it was lost forever!


  At that moment, in the very edge of the penumbra, a dazzling beam of purest blue, changing instantly to a gorgeous crimson, shot forth. It vanished as quickly as it came, as its source went into the shadow. The diamond! It could be nothing else. A groan went up from the crew. Everybody recognized now that with another hour of sunlight, there might be a chance of securing the gem. But now?


  THE THREE ships groped through the packed recesses of the Ring, their lights creating an eerie scene. Nowhere in all space is there another such area. All about them were the ghostly spheres, each reflecting the light differently, depending on its color and crystal form. Hour after hour they tested one big quartz globule after another, hoping to get back the answering flash of the superb jewel. False hopes were raised—and dashed. Men grew tired and sleepy.


  “Titan calling,” announced the televisor man.


  “Don’t answer,” replied Dingbat, glumly.


  “If it’s any help, sir,” ventured Nutworth, “I just remembered—diamonds phosphoresce under the impact. of an electric discharge.”


  “No good,” said Dingbat, gloomily, “these are tugs, not war cruisers.”


  Nutworth relapsed for a moment into his ordinary state of worried abstraction, then brightened and added; “And under ultra-violet light, too.”


  “Now you’re talking,” cried Dingbat, coming to life again. Orders rang out and the crew of the Thor swarmed all over the place, rigging transformers.


  The scene outside, if bizarre before, was absolutely weird now. The flood of violet light made the strange particles in the neighborhood look like the embellishments of a fever dream, glimmering in the ghostly light. Many pieces were discovered that gave off a mild fluorescence. These were successively examined and rejected. The ships went on, casting their invisible light ahead. Presently, back from the black void ahead came the glorious brilliance of the answering flame of the diamond.


  “Phoebe, come to papa!” half sobbed Dingbat, delirious with relief. The crew needed no orders. They did what was to do. Dingbat danced round and round. Grabbing the amazed Nutworth, he pumped his hand up and down. “Nutworth, old boy, I apologize!”


  “For what?” asked the bewildered engineer.


  “Never mind,” said Dingbat, sobering, “but you get a bonus, too.”


  The Thor had hooked onto the diamond, and it was not yet dawn.


  “Saturnine Works,” Dingbat ordered, crisply, “and mind the chimneys.”


  He went to the televisor and switched it on. In a couple of minutes he was looking into Jed Andrews’ office. Before he could say a word, the old man started roaring.


  “What in Hell! Every astronomer in the Solar System has gone crazy!”


  “Tell ’em everything’s under control,” and Dingbat switched off. The old man could wait. He was looking for Alicia and the glimpse of the office showed him she was not there. Now he called the Andrews mansion on Tethys Heights. Ah! There she was.


  “Hy’a, hon! Listen—there’s an old Earth custom that when the boy friend brings in a big diamond, the girl sets the date. I’m on the way!”


  THE IMPOSSIBLE WORLD


  Earl Binder and Otto Binder


  Vandals of the Void, Dedicated to the Conquest of Nine Planets, Reach Across Infinity with Science-Sped Armadas!


  CHAPTER I


  Saturn’s Satellite


  THE space ship Tycho, of the Planetary Survey Bureau, came down bouncingly on its retractable landing wheels of thick, spongy neo-rubber that even the cold of space could not harden. A blast of the retarding rockets prevented it from rolling too far over jagged, crystalline rooks strewn along the narrow valley between two cliffs, picked as the most promising landing field.


  Pilot Mark Traft cursed. There hadn’t been much choice in the matter, what with the whole blasted satellite as torn up in appearance as a battlefield. It had almost been a matter of closing your eyes and lowering away with your fingers crossed, hoping for the best. Yet he hadn’t done that. He had applied all of his skill as a class-A pilot. The ship came to rest, safely.


  Unhooking the broad seat-straps, he came to his feet and rose to his full height of six-feet-five. He was proportionately as broad-shouldered, with great hands and powerful arms. Muscles bulged beneath his natty uniform.


  Blond-haired, he was a reincarnated Viking in all aspects save one—his face. That, incongruously, had been stamped by Nature in a kindly, good-natured mold, and his complexion was as smoothly fair as a girl’s, much to his secret disgust. Nor had he ever been able to raise a camouflaging mustache or, when he left off shaving for a time, more than a scraggly reddish beard.


  He pressed his face against a flawless port plate of artificial diamond, looking out.


  This was Iapetus, eighth moon of Saturn, revolving at a distance of 2,200,000 miles from its ringed primary. A bitter, isolated little world it obviously was, whose dawn was lit only by the feeble rays of a sun nine hundred million miles away.


  Its atmosphere, he knew, was thin, frigid. Its gloomy surface, as much as he could see of it, was a jumbled, scaly waste of barren mineral plains and some few agelessly frozen lakes. It was a desolate scene; one to chill the eye and heart of a living observer.


  YET Earthmen were about to carry their interplanetary exploits to this wayward member of the Solar System, in the year 2050 A.D., a hundred years after the advent of space travel. There was a thriving colony on Titan, largest moon of Saturn, two million miles away, and a fueling outpost on Rhea. Exploring ships had already touched on Iapetus and noted its rich beds of beryllium ore.


  “Pretty deserted-looking place,” commented Greeley, the co-pilot, also unstrapping himself. He stood six feet, but was dwarfed by the gigantic Traft. He went on, his eyes rather bleak: “Not much of the disease of life, as the poets put it, here. Not even insects!”


  “There’s some plant life—looks like moss,” commented Traft. “Evolution barely got a start here!”


  Back of them, the rest of the ship’s list of ten men were making similar observations. Somehow, the less of life a world displayed, the more inhospitable it appeared. Even a hotbed of horrible monsters would have been preferable to this stony, barren stretch.


  “However, we’ll go out armed,” said Captain Harvey, commander of the expedition.


  As a wise and experienced leader in the Survey Service, he knew that on alien worlds unknown dangers oftentimes lurked just beyond one’s nose.


  “Men”—he addressed the whole group—“you know what we’re here for. Survey of mineral deposits. All previous expeditions, in the past few years, reported extensive beryllium ores. That makes this satellite a sort of treasure-chest.”


  He waved his arms as though indicating mountainous heaps of wealth. True, in a sense, for beryllium, forming the lightest and strongest of alloys, had become the most useful metal in that age of interplanetary travel.


  “The Mineral Exploitation Bureau,” he went on, “would have come around to it sooner, except that this satellite is so damnably far out of the way. As it stands, Saturn is the practical outpost of present-day earthly traffic in the Solar System. And Iapetus here, being so remote from the primary, is about the farthest frontier so far achieved. But now that Titan and Rhea have good fueling stations and docks for ore freighters, Iapetus is ripe for the plucking. Man is bringing another world to his doorstep!”


  HE glanced around, knowing that all the men felt the inner glow that comes to the explorer who realizes he is the first of a cavalcade of settlers, workers and builders, who will come later on.


  “For the survey work,” the captain went on, “you are all under the orders of Hugh Benning, our mineralogist. And now we’ll get into vac-suits and venture out. All except Traft and Greeley. You two will remain within the ship, as guard.”


  The rest of the men struggled into their vac-suits of neo-rubber. The two pilots helped them clamp the neck fittings of their helmets and clipped oxygen bottles to their belts.


  “By the way, Captain Harvey,” Hugh Benning said, “this atmosphere has always been reported breathable, by other expeditions. Cold and thin, of course, but fresh and pleasant. No harmful effects after an hour.”


  “I know,” the captain nodded. “We’ll try it later, but only after a volunteer has breathed it for fifteen minutes before the rest do. Get that, men? Keep your helmets closed until I give the word!”


  Finally the eight vac-suited figures clumped out with their lead-weighted shoes and the air-lock hissed shut behind them. Traft and Greeley watched half enviously as their companions wandered about outside, enjoying the feeling of freedom, after the cramped quarters of the cabin. That was always a thrill to space voyagers.


  A few minutes later Benning, evidently having volunteered to try the air, was seen to unfasten the slit covering that allowed the outside air to reach his lungs. His suit promptly deflated, as the outside pressure was greatly lower. He turned off his oxygen bottle, subsisting entirely by the satellite’s atmosphere. A normal man, avoiding exertion, could breathe such stratosphere-thin air for a limited period of time without ill effects.


  “Bet that air has a bite to it,” Traft shivered, glancing at the thermo-scale that showed the outside temperature at minus 102 degrees. The overhead, midget sun did little to dispel such cold. “But of course he has the nose tube warming coils taking most of the chill out.”


  “Lucky guy!” sighed Greeley. “Bottled air always tastes so stale after a few hours.”


  A click sounded in the stillness of the ship. Traft was training a small, compact camera—a marvel of perfection that took colored pictures under almost any conditions—out of the port, snapping the outside scenery.


  “A candid camera fiend, if there ever was one,” Greeley said, grinning. “The breed hasn’t died out in a hundred years.”


  “It’s a great hobby,” said Traft simply. “I have pictures taken on ten worlds, and I’m proud of the collection.”


  The group outside strode to the top of a low hillock overlooking the surrounding territory. Benning kneeled suddenly, grabbing up handsful of coarse soil to peer at it closely. He seemed startled and was evidently telling the others what a fortune in ore lay at hand.


  “It’s a wonder private interests haven’t been here,” Traft reflected aloud, “to sneak away a few million dollars’ worth, as they did on Callisto. Remember that case, some years ago? They got away with a fortune in radium ore before Government exploitation moved in.”


  Captain Harvey’s deep voice issued startlingly from the radio speaker, kept open and tuned to his helmet radio.


  “TRAFT,” called the captain, “we are making our way to the nearest cliff, at the right. Benning suggests the richest deposits may be there. We are all breathing the air now. Very sweet and fresh. Keep the radio open.”


  “Aye, sir!” said Traft.


  Then he and Greeley, from the aft port, watched the party move toward the sharp, upflung cliff to the right from the ship’s nose. They could make out the cliff’s details easily, no more than a quarter-mile away. At the base of it showed the black, uneven cut-out of a natural cave leading into the solid rock. Anemic sunlight failed to penetrate within its depths.


  The exploring party had seen the cave, too. They were approaching it, with the curiosity that all men have for the mysterious. Guns up in instinctive wariness, they clambered to its mouth and peered in. Benning climbed to a flat, overhanging lip for a closer look.


  To the two watching pilots there was no thought of danger. A deserted world, uninhabited by inimical life-forms, could offer little uncertainty. Their stay on Iapetus promised to be as routine and safe as on the more well known planets.


  And then it came!


  They saw the men out there stagger drunkenly, then start to stumble toward the ship, fumbling at their open visors. Their movements were stiff, awkward.


  “Something’s happened!” gasped Greeley in startled alarm.


  Traft, moving with tigerish swiftness for all of his size, was already at the radio, shouting info it.


  “Captain Harvey! What’s wrong? What—”


  “Something—freezing—choking us!” came back the captain’s hoarse tones. And more weakly: “Gas—cold—in the air! Traft, Greeley—help!”


  The voice died away in a strangling moan. The men were dropping now, one after another, bouncing like rubber balls in the light gravity. They twisted convulsively. Traft and Greeley glanced at one another for an instant of horrified wonder.


  “Vac-suits!” roared Traft, whirling to the rear supply compartment.


  They fairly dived into their vac-suits, snapped the oxygen valves, and entered the lock. They plunged from it a moment later and bounded for the fallen men. Exerting full muscular effort in the reduced gravity, they were able to cover the quarter-mile in less than a minute. The fallen men were lying still now, with eyes closed behind their visors.


  Traft knelt at the side of Captain Harvey and quickly unstrapped his leaden shoe weights. He did the same for another, then picked up the limp bodies, one under each arm. He was still able to run faster than he could have on Earth, carrying nothing but his own weight. Greeley followed with two more of the stricken men.


  They made another hurried trip, but Greeley came back with only one man. Inside the cabin he hastily unfastened his visor. “Benning is missing!” he shouted at Traft. “He must have fallen into the cave mouth!”


  Traft nodded grimly, grabbed up a hand flash and dashed out again. Greeley wriggled out of his vac-suit and began stripping the others.


  TRAFT returned in a few minutes, his face strained. “Benning is lost!” he announced with a note of finality. “That cave is a monstrous place, full of pits that haven’t any visible bottom.” He shrugged, not with indifference, but with hopelessness.


  “Good Lord!” groaned the co-pilot. But he was staring numbly at the bodies of the rescued men. “They aren’t even breathing! They’re d—” He gulped, unable to bring the word out.


  “Not necessarily!” snapped Traft, though his eyes held the daze of shock. “They were exposed only a short time to whatever was in the air. People don’t die so suddenly, even when their hearts stop beating and their lungs collapse. They found that out back in the Twentieth Century. We’ve got to hurry, though. Slip an oxygen mask over their faces and pump their diaphragms like you would for a drowned person. Come on, we’ve got work to do.”


  They labored like slaves at this, changing from one limp form to another, hoping to revive them all. But no signs of returning life rewarded them. No color came to the faces that seemed drained of all blood. The clammy fingers of fear gripped their hearts.


  Gradually the hopelessness of it stole into their minds, but they doggedly continued their efforts, unwilling to admit defeat. Several hours later, dog-weary and with aching muscles, they stared at one another pantingly.


  “They’re dead!” Greeley declared, shudderingly. His voice held a grating edge from frayed nerves.


  Traft looked haggard. But his eyes were puzzled. He raised the arm of one of the limp forms. Then he released it. The arm dropped back loosely.


  “No rigor mortis!” he whispered hoarsely.


  “What do you mean?” gasped Greeley.


  The giant pilot sprang up. “This is a case for the Extra-Terra Bio-Institute!” Sudden resolve flared in his eyes. “The sooner we get there, the better. We’ll refuel at Titan and head for Earth.”


  “What good will that do?” moaned Greeley. “It’ll take at least four or five days to get there. By that time they’ll be dead for sure, if they aren’t already.”


  “Maybe they aren’t—and won’t be!”


  Traft stared down at the bodies queerly, trying to tell himself he was mad for the thought. Yet his pulses hammered with an insistent hope that he might be right. He leaped for the pilot seat.


  As Iapetus receded from their thundering rockets Traft set a course for the tiny disc of Titan near the sweeping curve of Saturn’s rings. He found it easier to stare out at the star-peppered firmament than back at the seven still figures strapped in their bunks. And the thought of Benning, lying broken at the bottom of some measureless pit—


  The big pilot had not led a particularly tranquil life, in his adventurous calling, but this disastrous episode numbed him to the core. Especially the mystery of it. What strange gas had suddenly appeared in Iapetus’ atmosphere? Did it spell some strange menace, natural or—otherwise?


  Traft shuddered a little. Somehow, it struck him as full of sinister promise, this amazing event.


  


  


  CHAPTER II


  The Institute of Bio-Magic


  


  


  FROM the highest tower of ETBI, situated on Long Island, the view was magnificent. Far to the west could be seen the spires of Manhattan, Earth’s largest and busiest city, the beating heart of man’s empire in the skies. Closer, on Long Island itself, lay Tellus Space Port, with its gigantic drome and hangars and its widespread landing field.


  Great liners and freighters rocketed up and thundered down constantly. The bull roars of their powerful engines could be heard as a steady low undertone, like the beating of an endless surf.


  “The crossroads of space meet there!” murmured Dr. Rodney Shelton to his laboratory assistant, Myra Benning. She nodded.


  It was a scene to inspire that thought, as the docks and quays of old London, a century before had been the crossroads of the high seas. All the rich and varied commerce of other worlds entered at this hub of the Solar Empire. Not a day passed but what new treasure came out of the void—precious and useful metals, priceless jewels, exotic food staffs rare or unknown to Earth. This besides the steady dealing in Venusian grains and meats, and the Martian manufactures.


  At times, the breath of adventure wafted from the spaceways—tales of hidden lands on alien worlds, fabulous creatures and heroic deeds. In that sense it was like the Venice of the Middle Ages, with its early Teachings into Cathay and India and the mysterious South Seas. Only here it was the traversing of etheric trails to Mars and Ganymede and Rhea.


  And there was a frontier—Saturn—beyond which organized enterprise had not yet advanced. It was a mixture of the prosaic and romantic, as with all such pioneering periods, and no one could say what the morrow might bring.


  The two watchers from the tower drank in the scene, finding a moment of relaxation from their intense laboratory routine below.


  Dr. Rodney Shelton was under thirty and over six feet, as lithely built as an athlete. One noticed his strong chin, firm lips and straight nose, but mostly his eyes. They were the steady, calm gray eyes of the dreamer and thinker, but in their depths lurked a certain quality, keenly alive, that marked him a man of action when the occasion demanded.


  He did not look, outwardly, the scientist he was. But the wrinkles of concentration could appear in an instant on his forehead, when the brain behind it delved into a knotty problem.


  Beside him, Myra Benning was wholly feminine, despite her shapeless laboratory smock and the lack of cosmetic artifices. She had the natural beauty equipment of pert nose, gold-sheen hair and soft blue eyes. But more than that, she had a mind, and a corresponding ambition to utilize it. She had chosen science as a career.


  Suddenly both looked up, startled, as the shrill blast of sirens sounded from the direction of Tellus Space Port. The sirens were seldom used. It meant an emergency of some kind. Sometimes crippled ships, for instance, needed the port cleared for a dangerous landing.


  Dr. Shelton and Myra could see ships hastily wheeling away, postponing take-off. One small freighter, about to settle for a landing, nosed up again with a revved blast of its under tubes, to circle and await its time.


  A FEW minutes later the cause of the disturbance appeared—a long, torpedo-shaped craft that dropped almost precipitately from the clouds. Steam hissed from a hull that had been heated by rapid descent through Earth’s air envelope. The under tubes flamed a cherry red, smoothing the fall, but the ship landed bouncingly on its undercarriage and rolled forward a hundred yards before retarding blasts halted it. Then the volcanic throb of its engines ceased, abruptly.


  The air-lock of the landed craft jerked open. Hurrying officials from the drome met the flyers coming out. Excitement pulsed in the air. To Rodney Shelton and his companion, it was like a play being enacted on a faraway stage. The figures were tiny toys.


  “Wonder what that’s all about?” mused the man. “They’ve come from somewhere in a big hurry.” He leaned forward, straining his eyes. “Looks like an exploration ship, by the size of its fuel hold. Can’t make out the name.”


  “Exploration ship!” Myra Benning caught her breath. “My brother Hugh is with the Tycho—” She shook her head. “But that isn’t due back for three weeks yet. It wouldn’t be Hugh’s ship.”


  She glanced at her wristwatch. “We’ve been up here a half hour,” she stated crisply. “I think we’d better go down now, Dr. Shelton.”


  “You’re like the voice of my conscience,” the man grinned. “But you’re right—back to work!”


  They left the tower to descend to their laboratory.


  The builders of the New York World’s Fair of 1939 had called it the “World of Tomorrow.” They would have been utterly amazed, however, to see what reared on those same grounds a century later.


  To the eye, it was simply a group of giant, windowless buildings; the conditioning chambers of ETBI—Extra-Terra Bio-Institute. But within them, in sealed cubicles, were a hundred varieties of temperature, pressure, lighting, and the other strange conditions of extra-terrestrial environments. It was a large-scale biological project that had meant much in Earth’s colonization of the planets.


  One building was devoted solely to Martian conditioning. Men and women emerged from there with bodies whose metabolism was suited perfectly to Martian environment, with its utterly dry, wispy air, freezing climate, and light gravity. They were taken to Mars in specially conditioned space ships, a steady stream of them.


  Mars had been the first to be colonized. Already the resident population of Earth people on the Red Planet was over five million. A dozen industries thrived there. Beautiful ceramics from Martian clay were much in demand on Earth. And the exquisitely fine cloths from Martian spider webs.


  Another building conditioned colonists to withstand the torrid dampness of Venus, ten times as trying to humans as the hottest jungles of Africa or South America. These people reaped tremendous harvests of the Cloudy Planet’s boundless fertility. Crops ripened in a short month in the hot, steamy plains that stretched endlessly under veiled skies. Imported grains from Earth grew in riotous abundance. More than half of Earth’s staple food supplies came from the rich farms of Venus.


  ALL this would have been impossible to normal, unconditioned Earth people. They would have had to labor in sealed suits against adverse environment, with all the insurmountable handicaps of such methods. But with people whose metabolism had been altered to fit the new conditions, they lived and breathed as freely as though born on those planets.


  But how had human metabolism, the stabilized result of millions of years of evolution on Earth, been changed? In the final analysis, it all centered about the use of one remarkable product of biological science, developed twenty-five years before.


  It was called, for the press and public, just “adaptene,” but only the most trusted officials of the Institute knew what it was by formula. By its very nature, it had to be shrouded in secrecy and kept from the hands of unscrupulous individuals. The Earth Union Government controlled exclusively the manufacture and use of adaptene.


  Adaptene was the parent substance of all hormones in the living body. It controlled all metabolism, and therefore all the body processes to the last one.


  Most remarkable of the applications of this near-miraculous substance had been the conquest of Jupiter’s inimical environment. It had seemed impossible at first. At Jupiter’s surface was a crushing gravity, almost three times that of Earth, that made human bones and muscles crack in a few hours.


  A moisture-choked heat, from the Titanic layers of pressing gases, promised constantly parched throats and slowly boiling skin. Worst of all, the atmosphere itself was laden with gases, besides oxygen, never meant for earthly lungs—methane, ammonia, and even traces of searing bromine that exuded from volcanic sources and gave the whole atmosphere its brownish tinge.


  The natural life-forms of Jupiter’s wild environment were adapted by millions of years of evolution. How could Earthmen, nurtured in a gentler climate, meet that terrible challenge?


  It was tried. A series of conditioning rooms had been prepared, with successively greater air pressure, heat and foreign gases. In a way, it was like the Twentieth Century compression chambers, which had been used to prepare divers for the great pressures under the sea. Three Earthmen, given strong doses of adaptene, had gone from chamber to chamber. Leaden suits were prepared for them and weight added day by day. Their metabolism had faithfully undergone the necessary changes!


  At the end of three months, they had reached the final conditioning room, which practically duplicated Jupiter’s conditions. Their skins had become tough and heat-resisting. Their lungs filtered out methane, ammonia and bromine automatically, retaining only the necessary oxygen. Their muscles, motivated by superactive adrenalin, easily supported five hundred pounds of weight without tiring. All this through the magic touch of adaptene, working in its mysterious way throughout every cell and vein.


  The men had been sent to Jupiter. One of them succumbed to the continued harshness of life there, but the other two survived. With this proof of success, other men were bio-conditioned, and soon a settlement was founded and work begun to extract the chemical riches of Jupiter’s soil.


  Now, in 2050 A.D., bio-conditioned Earthmen were to be found on ten different worlds of the Solar System—Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, Io, Europa, Ganymede, Callisto, Saturn and Titan. Adaptene had burst the former bonds of the narrow range of conditions under which the human body could survive.


  It did not matter whether the atmosphere was thin or thick, whether life-supporting oxygen was scarce or overabundant, whether frigid cold or suffocating heat existed, whether the force of gravity was weak or bruisingly powerful—adaptene made metabolic corrections for all variations.


  They were still humans, these made-over colonists on other worlds. Science had changed their bodies somewhat, but not their minds. They lived and loved and worked in alien surroundings with as much of the measure of well being and happiness as came to Earth-living humans. Their children were easily bio-conditioned from birth onward by adaptene. It was only the start, but colonization was rapidly gaining momentum toward a great empire in which Earth people lived on all the worlds of the Solar System’—by the virtue of adaptene.


  ETBI, where the bio-conditioning was carried on, was a separate branch of the Earth Union Government, along with the Space Navy. Interplanetary Exploration and Planetary Survey Bureaus. The exploitation of space was a highly organized process.


  First the ships of the exploration service mapped and explored, on any new world. Then the Planetary Survey experts tabulated all raw resources, mineral and otherwise. The Space Navy stepped in next, to establish outposts and fueling stations.


  Finally ETBI sent its tailored, permanent colonists to dig in and develop the planet. And a new world had been added to man’s growing roster!


  


  


  CHAPTER III


  Mystery from the Spaceways


  


  


  THE heart of Extra-Terra Bio-Institute was its controlling laboratory system, whose activities ran the entire scale of science. Its staff numbered thousands. Its facilities were ultra-modern. It was the clearing house of all data brought back from the spaceways. On file was every conceivable bit of information relating to extra-terrestrial matters.


  The head of ETBI was a cabinet member of the Earth Union Government. Second in command was Dr. Rodney Shelton, youngest and most brilliant of the scientific staff.


  His career had been studded with vital researches. Even before coming to ETBI, his graduation thesis as a student had settled once and for all the virus-enigma, unsolved for a century. He proved that the viruses were molecular Life-forms, the link between mineral and living states. Thus tagged, all virus diseases were curable, including the common “cold,” by treating them with artificial anti-virus molecules, as though they were simply chemical reagents.


  But, joining the staff of ETBI, Shelton had turned his attention to the mysteries of extra-terrestrial biology. He had been with the famed Venus Swampland Expedition, commissioned to study the terrible brain-softening plague that periodically swept out from the swamplands to wipe out whole communities of Earth settlers.


  Isolating the germ, Shelton had studied it at great risk alone—at his own insistence. He passed out his notes from a sealed-off cubicle of the ship. He lived in a sealed suit and did not dare eat or drink. In a week, he came out, thin and weak, but happy—with the answer.


  The brain-softening bacteria died promptly in blue light, unknown on Venus because of its cloud-packed skies that filtered out all blue radiation. Thereafter, all Earth settlements were simply protected, when the plague reared, by rings of blue searchlights.


  On Mercury, Shelton had found a much simpler way of stopping the voracious hordes of omnivorous, two-foot amoeboids than by blasting them to pieces with small cannon. No poison could affect them. Small gelatin capsules containing solid carbon dioxide were strewn in their stampeding path. The giant single-celled monsters absorbed them, dissolved off the gelatin, and swiftly puffed up into porous balloons by the action of released gas. In this form, they were whisked into the sky by the stiff winds, like bubbles, and eventually dashed to smears against rocks and cliffs.


  But on Mars, Shelton had met, and conquered, the most baffling problem of them all. What could one do against invisible swarms of spongy germs that roamed the wastes of that planet and soaked up every last particle of water, to convert it into more spongy germs? The least exposure of a water supply would let them in, to fill it with their multiplying legions.


  Shelton impregnated the normal water with one per cent of heavy-water, easily manufactured on Earth from deuterium, “heavy” isotopic hydrogen, and oxygen. By Mendelian principles, applicable to all life, whether on Earth, Mars or Andromeda, the hundredth or so generation of the sponge-germs were unable to breed.


  Shelton remembered that back in the 1930’s the law had been laid down that heavy water inhibited reproductive processes. The sponge germ ceased to peril the water supplies of Earth colonists.


  BUT in the past three years, Shelton’s responsibilities had been shifted entirely to the most important of ETBI’s activities—the bio-conditioning. He was one of the trusted few who knew the chemical formula of adaptene, and was always in complete charge of every new bio-conditioning venture engaged in by ETBI.


  Before his transfer to that project, bio-conditioning had been clumsy, taking months. Shelton’s researches enabled the process to be cut down to weeks. He had thereby tripled the colonization rate of the other bodies of the System. . . .


  “Well, the conditioning of men for Rhea is about done,” said Shelton, in relief. He and his assistant were in their laboratory, after having seen the excitement of an emergency landing at the port. “Another score for ETBI, and for adaptene! It’s laboratory evolution, in a way!”


  “Yes, Dr. Shelton.”


  Myra Benning slipped microscope slides into a cleansing bath of alcohol. Surreptitiously, however, she was watching his face. It was an interesting face to watch, with its glow of inspired feelings. It was the face of a leader and organizer, one whose mark would be left in the history of man’s conquest of space. But to Myra Benning, it was also just the face of—a man.


  “Let’s see”—Shelton was counting on his fingers—“that’s the eleventh world outside of Earth to which ETBI has sent its graduates. Iapetus will be next, to make it an even dozen. That will be soon now.” His eyes glowed, as one who envisions ever greater horizons. “Exploring and mineral survey have gone on for several years. They’ll want bio-conditioned men soon, when the Navy has established an outpost. It’s like clockwork! World after world!”


  The opti-phone bell rang.


  Shelton snapped the “on” stud. The bewhiskered, jowled face of Grant Beatty, director of ETBI, flashed on the milky screen. One of the six men who, under the Earth Union’s president, ruled the spaceways, his forceful personality reflected from a habitually grave face. Iron-gray hair framed his piercing eyes and thin, firm lips. But his expression was more than just grave at the moment; it was tense.


  “Shelton,” he barked out of the speaker, “drop whatever you’re doing. Something vital has just come up. We’ve got an assignment that sounds more important than anything we’ve tackled before. The space ship Tycho just docked, emergency landing.”


  “The exploration ship?” queried Shelton, glancing at his assistant to see her head swing up sharply. “The one that went to Saturn for an official survey of Iapetus ore?”


  “That’s it!” corroborated the director. He went on slowly, biting off the words incisively: “It’s back with only two men alive out of ten!”


  Myra Benning’s hand went to her throat, but she said nothing. Shelton had to admire the way she waited calmly for the rest, though her own brother might be one of the victims.


  Shelton was shaking his head. It always hurt to hear of brave men meeting doom out in the spaceways—young, spirited men who had much to live for. Some of them were important, too; scientists, technicians. Now they were martyrs to mankind’s steady march toward complete dominion of the Solar System.


  “TWO alive and the rest dead!” Shelton muttered. “On Iapetus—the next colony world on our list. What happened up there on Iapetus?” He shrank from asking which men were dead, with Myra Benning’s horrified eyes on him.


  “No, not dead!” boomed Director Beatty, going back to the first thing Shelton had said.


  Shelton stared. “But you just said that there were only two alive—”


  “Yes, but the others are not dead!” Beatty insisted. “I had a look at the bodies. They aren’t alive; they aren’t dead!” His eyes looked shocked, as though he had seen the incredible. “And that’s our job, Shelton; finding out what it means. Come to the hospital ward at once. The bodies have been brought here.”


  “I’ll be over in a moment.” Shelton switched off the phone. “Steady now!” he said to the girl.


  He slipped off his stained smock and wrestled into his coat. As he stepped to the door, he found her waiting to go along.


  “You’d better stay,” he admonished gently.


  “I must go,” she insisted nervously. “No matter what it means, if Hugh’s one of them, I must see him!”


  Shelton nodded. They stepped out into the hall and wound their way through the busy corridors, arriving at their destination a few minutes later. The hospital ward, in which ailing men from the bio-conditioning process were looked after, was spacious and modem, second to none on Earth.


  Director Beatty greeted Shelton, a scowl of worry on his face. A physician with a stethoscope and puzzled eyes was going over the bodies, lying in a row of beds. One of the two men who had come back alive from Iapetus stood at one side, haggard from days of sleepless driving across space. But his eyes lighted up suddenly.


  “Rod! Rodney Shelton!” he exclaimed, striding forward eagerly. “My old roommate at Edison College! Remember me?”


  Shelton stared at the gigantic young man blankly for a moment.


  “Mark Traft!” he cried, in recognition, a broad grin spreading over his face.


  “Pilot Mark Traft!” informed the tall man. “In the Planetary Survey. I went to the training docks, when we graduated. I remember you went back for research. I’d heard you were here at ETBI, but never had the chance to drop in. You’re a sight for sore eyes, Rod.”


  They stared at each other for a moment, their minds crowding with renewed memories of college days.


  “Good to see you again, Mark!” Shelton remarked. “But we’ll talk later. Right now—”


  He turned to watch Myra Benning. Her eyes had flicked over the seven still figures. She had stood stiffly, then, breathing hard. Now she ran up and grasped the big pilot’s arm, squeezed with frantic fingers.


  “My brother—Hugh Benning!” she cried. “Another man came back alive! Was it Hugh?”


  Traft’s face instantly became sorrowful.


  “No, Miss Benning,” he said softly. “One man was lost on Iapetus—”


  He shifted his feet awkwardly, tried to go on, but the words stuck. The girl’s eyes dilated. Her lips trembled. Shelton wished the news had been broken to her less abruptly, but it was too late now.


  “HUGH—” she choked. But suddenly she straightened up, shaking herself slightly. “I’m all right,” she said firmly. “Tell me what happened up there on Iapetus—about Hugh.”


  As briefly and sympathetically as he could Traft gave the details to Shelton and the girl.


  “Seeing we couldn’t revive them ourselves,” he concluded, “we decided to get the men to ETBI as soon as possible. We refueled at Titan, took on two men as engine crew, and ripped for Earth, triple-acceleration all the way.” He waved a hand. “Here we are. Greeley, my co-pilot, went to report to our superiors. I came here with the bodies. I had a hunch all along they weren’t—dead!”


  Shelton stepped to the nearest bedside, touched a hand to the forehead of the still man. who lay there.


  “Cold!” he whispered. “Cold as death!”


  The examining physician straightened.


  “Medically,” he pronounced, “they are dead! They don’t breathe, their hearts have stopped, and their blood has cooled. Yet there is no rigor mortis!”


  To demonstrate, he raised a limp arm of one of the men and let it fall. There was no stiffness apparent.


  “Well, what’s your final diagnosis?” demanded Director Beatty impatiently.


  “Death, without rigor mortis!” returned the physician stubbornly, “That is, academically.”


  The director grunted. “What would you call it, Shelton?”


  “Suspended animation!” Shelton replied reluctantly. “The first clear case in medical history. It means arrested life processes, without decomposition. Zero metabolism!”


  He looked at the bodies as though still unwilling to believe.


  “Suspended animation!” muttered Director Beatty, though he had not been surprised. “All right, revive them,” he ordered the physician. “Get the whole staff on the job, if you have to.”


  “I don’t think ordinary methods are going to work!” said Shelton grimly. “However, let them try.”


  The ordinary methods did fail. They knew, an hour later, that such methods were futile. Even an injection of adrenalin directly into the heart of one of the men had failed to start the slightest flutter of pulse. Director Beatty became the picture of baffled dismay.


  “We’ve got to revive those men!” he ground out finally. “The reputation of ETBI is at stake. You’re the best damned biologist on Earth today, Shelton”—he spoke challengingly—“and we’re up against the best damned problem that’s reared out of the spaceways yet. I’m putting you in complete charge. If it takes a day or a year, get these men up and around!”


  “I think adaptene is the answer!” Shelton exclaimed, and went on rapidly to explain: “In a sense, these bodies have been thrown into an environment without air, heat, or any of the normal things. They’re ‘adapted’ to those extreme conditions. We can adapt them right back to ours!”


  Director Beatty nodded. “Try it!” he said, and left. Other pressing duties claimed his attention.


  WHEN he had sent the worn-out Traft for a rest Shelton called the hospital staff and gave them orders. The group galvanized into action. In a few minutes the seven limp forms were in combination fever machines and iron lungs. Small doses of the miracle substance, adaptene, were injected. It remained to be seen whether it could bring metabolism up from a zero point as well as simply shift it in degree.


  “This must work!” Shelton said hopefully to Myra. “But it’ll probably be a wait of hours.”


  He saw her red-rimmed eyes and suggested she take a rest.


  “No.” She shook her head, and went on tonelessly: “There’s more work to do. I’ll help you.”


  The puzzle of it all cropped to the fore in Shelton’s mind. “Just what caused the suspended animation?” he murmured, “What queer, unknown gas—at least they spoke of gas. Is it in the Iapetus air? I wish I knew, but Traft forgot to bring back a sample, in all the excitement.” His eyes suddenly lit with a thought. “There’s one man who might know—the Space Scientist!”


  He whirled and strode toward the Institute’s main opti-phone exchange room, beckoning the girl to follow.


  “The Space Scientist!” she reiterated in astonishment. “Do you know him—talk to him?”


  “I did once,” Shelton said shortly.


  


  


  CHAPTER IV


  The Space Scientist


  


  


  IN the exchange room, the half-dozing male operators jerked to attention at sight of Shelton.


  “Call long-distance radio central,” Shelton ordered rapidly, “and have them send out a full-power call for the Space Scientist, on micro-wave Nine. When an answer comes, give me a private line.”


  “Yes, Dr. Shelton.”


  The attendant plugged in radio-central, the most powerful Earth radio station, whose services reached through the Heaviside Layer, on micro-waves, to every planet of the empire. Or to any ship in space.


  “I only hope he decides to answer,” Shelton muttered.


  “From what I’ve heard of the Space Scientist,” Myra Benning said, “ ‘deigns’ is the word!”


  Rodney Shelton grinned mirthlessly.


  “It amounts to about that. He’s the most mysterious figure living today. No one seems to know just who he is, or how it started, but he lives out in space, in a ship elaborately equipped. He has a complete laboratory in it, they say!” He shook his head wonderingiy. “He’s been in space for twenty years, alone! He has never been known to land on any planet for supplies, but he must have some means of picking up fuel, oxygen and food, probably through confederates.”


  “What does he do out in space, alone, year after year? I should think he’d go mad!” The girl shuddered.


  “He’s a hermit by nature, I suppose,” Shelton explained. “He’s compiling data for a tremendous new concept of the Universe. He does no harm. Years ago the Space Rangers tried to track him down, but never caught him. They’ve left him strictly alone since then. His ship, with two large white crosses on it, has been sighted everywhere, from Mercury to Saturn. At intervals, he contacts Earth scientists and asks for certain information to further his Work on his great theory, whatever it is. But if you want to contact him, he’s liable to ignore your call. He’s called me once, to ask about a biological point, though how that could help him, I don’t know.”


  “Why are you calling him?” asked the girl.


  “A hunch more or less,” confessed Shelton. “He has on tap a lot of firsthand information about the Solar System. He may know something significant about Iapetus.”


  The operator turned. “Here’s your party, Dr. Shelton—the Space Scientist!” He looked rather startled, at having contacted this mysterious, almost mythical character. “You can take the call in private booth Three.” Shelton strode to the booth, motioning Myra Benning to follow. It was something to keep her mind off the thought of her brother’s sad fate.


  He closed the door behind them, in the roomy booth, and snapped the switch. The opti-screen came to life with a subdued hum. Spectrum colors flitted across the fluorescent round plate and finally intertwined into the head and shoulders of the Space Scientist.


  Myra Benning caught her breath. The face was hidden. The entire head was enclosed in an opaque globe of what seemed to be semi-porous cloth. No features were distinguishable behind the mask.


  “HE always wears that hood, at least while televising,” whispered Shelton. “No one has ever seen his face.” He did not realize that the sensitive instrument in the enclosed booth was picking up his whisper.


  “And no one shall ever see my face!” came in harsh, stiffly accented tones from the masked image. “I have made a vow never to let Earth see my face again. Twenty years ago, on Earth, in a laboratory . . . Well, no matter.” A strange laugh came from behind the head, “But you wouldn’t want to see my face. It isn’t a pretty sight!”


  Shelton glanced at the girl significantly. This confirmed rumors that an unfortunate accident in a laboratory had seared the Space Scientists’s face horribly, and had embittered him. It had finally driven him to exile himself in space, where no one would see his disfigurement. Shelton felt pity for the man.


  “I’m sorry,” he said simply, then went on hurriedly, after an awkward pause: “I’ve contacted you, sir, to ask for any information you may have about Iapetus.”


  “Why do you want to know about Iapetus?” the Space Scientist asked coldly.


  “Seven men have come back from there in a state of suspended animation, apparently from breathing Iapetus air,” Shelton explained. He went on to give the details.


  The masked scientist seemed to listen attentively, but at the end he said laxly:


  “I am not interested in these affairs. I am not interested in any earthly matters. I have divorced myself completely from that pettiness. Men are fools. Life is futile and meaningless. Only mind is important, and the contemplation of the great mysteries of the cosmos!”


  The globed head moved forward and the voice lowered with tension. “I am at the verge of a tremendous new concept of the Universe. It will embrace all things in one master formula! That has been my dream for twenty years. It will be a significant achievement. It will in one sweeping stroke give meaning to all things!” He ended almost in a shout.


  “But sir, about Iapetus—” began Shelton.


  “I don’t care about Iapetus!” retorted the masked man scornfully. “I have no concern with your petty troubles. I’m not a citizen of Earth, furthermore. I am my own master, with all space as my domain.” His arm moved as though to snap off the connection.


  “Wait!” snapped Shelton angrily. “You may be independent of earthly ties, but you’re still a human being. As such, you must have some regard for earthly things!”


  The Space Scientist’s arm drew back. “Still a human being!” His mirthless laugh sounded again. “Well spoken! Who are you again?”


  “Dr. Rodney Shelton, of ETBI.”


  “Ah, yes,” said the hidden lips, reflectively. “I recall contacting you once. You answered my questions. So in return if I can help you, I suppose I should. But be quick about it.”


  “Have you had occasion to test the Iapetus air recently?” Shelton queried.


  “Yes. Just a minute and I’ll get my record.” The Space Scientist’s form moved aside, out of the screen’s range.


  SHELTON’S eyes stared wonderingly into what he could see of the cabin of the Space Scientist’s mysterious ship. His vision went down a short corridor, into a laboratory. A bewildering variety of apparatus was discernible, most of it blurred from off-focus so that he couldn’t guess its nature. Yet he could sense the completeness of equipment and advanced nature of the man’s experiments. Another of the many unconfirmed rumors about the Space Scientist was that he had discovered amazing new things that Earth scientists would pledge their souls to know.


  Myra Benning shivered. “Somehow, he’s so cold and implacable,” she whispered. “He doesn’t seem human any more. He’s been warped by his long life in space to something different from you and me!”


  “Nonsense!” Shelton laughed shortly. “On the contrary, he is still human, in nature as well as body. More human than he knows himself. He proved it by yielding to my little speech.”


  He broke off as they heard footsteps approaching the screen. The Space Scientist’s masked face appeared.


  “I had occasion to land on Iapetus, in the course of my planetary studies,” he said. “I analyzed its atmosphere. Gases present in Iapetus’ atmosphere are oxygen, nitrogen, hydrogen, carbon dioxide, helium, neon and traces of the other noble gases. If you want the percentages—”


  “No,” declined Shelton. “When did you make the test?”


  “Once ten years ago, and also just a month ago. The results were the same both times.”


  “One more question,” pursued Shelton. “Do you think it possible for an alien gas to be present, so unstable that it cannot be detected?”


  “Impossible!” the Space Scientist said confidently. “Particularly with my technique. I use a cold-light spectroscope,” A boastful note crept into his voice. “Earth’s scientists don’t know of that method. It examines substances at the low, stable temperature of liquid helium!”


  Shelton stared. That was incredible and he almost said so. No one had ever made spectroscopic tests without heat. But then he remembered to whom he was talking—a genets, mad or not, who had labored at his space science for two decades. Space was cold. Perhaps his researches had naturally veered toward low temperature methods.


  “I see,” Shelton said. “That’s all I wanted to ask you, sir. Thanks and good-by.”


  He was reaching a hand to switch off, but the Space Scientist’s voice interposed. “What are you going to do about those seven unfortunate men?”


  “I thought you weren’t interested in earthly affairs?” said Shelton sharply, suppressing a smile.


  “I am, though in a purely esoteric way,” the masked man returned; “Life and men’s doings are, after all, a part of the Universe which I am encompassing in my theory. I cannot entirely ignore that which exists. All mankind will be represented by one symbol in my formula—the symbol zero!” There was almost an ominous note in his voice. “Perhaps I’ll explain that in some future contact.”


  “I’ll look forward to it,” said Shelton. “As for the seven men, adaptene will revive them, I believe.” He set his jaw. “And I’m going to solve the mystery of what happened to them if it takes a year! Good-by!”


  HE snapped off, but not before a slightly derisive chuckle came from the Space Scientist, just before his image faded.


  Myra Benning shivered again. “Now I can appreciate that expression, the ‘cold scientist’,” she murmured. “He’s all of that. If he can laugh at the predicament of those men, he’s a—a beast, too!”


  “But he’s human!” defended Shelton. “Notice how close he was to Earth—must be hovering fairly near, since there was so little delay in the signals going back and forth. He probably stays around Earth a good-deal, eagerly listening to news and vision programs, eating his heart put because he’s made a silly vow never to come back. I’ve got him figured out!”


  


  


  CHAPTER V


  Expedition to the Unknown


  


  


  WHEN they got back to the hospital ward the men were still in their lifeless stupor. Shelton ordered another injection of adaptene.


  The night hours fled, as he waited. But at dawn the whole tired crew was electrified to hear a low groan, above the noises of the laboring lung machines. Shelton dashed up and peered down into the glass top of the drum, to see the man’s arms and legs twitching. His head was moving from side to side. He was alive!


  Suddenly his voice was heard, faintly, through a vibrator: “Gas—cold-choking—damn them! Gas—”


  Agonized moans followed, then silence. The man—Captain Harvey—had fallen into a restful sleep.


  “Take him out,” ordered Shelton. “Adaptene did it, all right. The others will revive soon, too.” His smile of relief changed into an aching yawn. “And then we can all get some sleep.”


  Eight hours later, a momentous conference took place in the ward where the seven men who had met seeming death on Iapetus were recovering. They were fully awake now, smoking cigarettes, and apparently unharmed.


  “Tell us just what happened, Captain Harvey,” Rodney Shelton asked when Director Beatty arrived.


  Myra Benning and Mark Traft were already there. The big pilot, looking himself after a night’s sleep, had greeted his companions with unreserved joy at their miraculous return to life. For a week he had seen them as men dead.


  “There isn’t much to tell,” Captain Harvey said slowly. “It struck us like a lightning bolt. We were looking into the cave, couldn’t see much. Then suddenly an intense cold feeling came over us. At the same time some odorless gas choked us. At least that’s the way it felt.”


  He looked around at his men for corroboration and they all nodded. Their eyes reflected the shock they had felt.


  “We tried to run for the ship,” Captain Harvey resumed, “but we lost consciousness. That’s all we knew until we woke up here a few hours ago.” He smiled wryly. “It’s hard to believe that days have passed!”


  “The whole thing is a mystery!” grumbled Director Beatty. “Where did that gas come from? Shelton, we’ve got to know!”


  Shelton faced the group, his features thoughtful. “I’ve come to certain conclusions already,” he stated, without preamble. “The strange gas did not come from the general atmosphere. I’ve checked that with the Space Scientist.” He gave the facts briefly, disregarding their surprise. “Therefore, it may be that the gas came from the cave. Formed by volcanic action, perhaps, within Iapetus. Puffed out of the cave as a natural vent.”


  “That’s logical,” mused the Director.


  But Shelton suddenly whirled on Captain Harvey.


  “When you were coining out of your coma, Captain, you said, ‘gas—choking—damn them!’ Why those last two words?”


  THE captain started. “Did I?” he began lamely, then drew a breath and went on firmly. “It might have been my imagination, but I thought I saw figures lurking in the cave’s shadow! None of the others saw figures. I’ve asked them. I was nearest the cave mouth, calling to Benning to step down from his dangerous perch. The cold struck at that moment, and I thought I saw some forms in the cave.” He set his lips grimly.


  “That would mean,” Shelton spoke incisively, “that some person or persons, in the cave, shot that gas out!” The assembled men were dumbfounded at the implications of that.


  Traft’s big fists had involuntarily doubled. “It could be private interests working!” he half roared. “Maybe they want the beryllium ore for themselves, and are willing to go any lengths short of murder. If somebody has invented a gas that produces suspended animation, they had something as useful for their purpose as a death gas!” He ground his teeth in sudden rage. “Dirty dogs—using a horrible means like that to hog the beryllium ore!”


  “Ridiculous!” spat out Director Beatty, glaring at the impulsive pilot, “We can’t jump to conclusions like that! It must be a natural phenomenon. Private interests wouldn’t dare go to such lengths.” He directed his glare at Captain Harvey. “With all due respect, Captain, I think you have an overactive imagination!”


  “Maybe so,” retorted the bluff captain easily. “But my men and I are going right back up there, as soon as we can, and find out!” The spirit of daring shone in his eyes and his men unhesitantly nodded their willingness.


  Shelton’s eyes suddenly took fire. He faced the director.


  “I think ETBI should send up an expedition, and I’ll lead it! Iapetus is next on our list anyway, for field tests toward bio-conditioning. In fact, we can combine expeditions—use the ETBI-14. That’s a big enough ship for Captain Harvey and his men, and all their surveying paraphernalia.” Director Beatty thought that over, his bearded face dubious. Shelton had led such routine expeditions to ten other worlds, but only after navy outposts had been established. This was different. “Hate to risk a valuable man like you up there, Shelton”—


  “Risk?” scoffed the young scientist. “There’s a Navy outpost on Rhea.”


  “I’ll sanction it,” agreed the director finally, arising. The ETBI-14 can be outfitted and ready in a week. I’ll have to snip a little red tape to have the expeditions combined, as you suggest, but I think it’s a good idea.”


  He had turned to leave when Myra Benning touched him on the arm.


  “I’m going along!” She wasn’t asking him; she was stating a fact.


  “W-what!” The director opened his mouth to remonstrate, but the girl said:


  “No one saw my brother die on Iapetus. There’s a chance he’s still alive—in a state of suspended animation! I’m going along!”


  “This is—er—highly irregular,” Director Beatty growled, “But I’ll arrange it.” He wilted before the girl’s fixed determination.


  SHELTON stared at her in surprise. It had never occurred to him that she was possessed of so much will. And courage.


  A week later the expedition ship had been fully stocked and fueled, its huge engine tuned and tested for its long flight. Dawn was just breaking redly as Captain Harvey and his men, fully recovered, trooped into the lock.


  The hulking form of Traft followed Myra Benning up the gangplank. The girl was in mannish attire. Shelton watched her half in surprise, as though it had suddenly come to his attention that she was a woman. She was obviously that, in man’s clothing.


  No one was there to see the take-off except Director Beatty and a drome official. Newspaper and opti-view men had not been informed. It had been thought best to keep the whole matter a secret, since the news, distorted by rumor, might easily place an unnecessary stigma on Iapetus’ future.


  “This is purely a scientific expedition, not a snooping for trouble!” Director Beatty warned Shelton in formal tones. But his voice became more intimate as he said, “Good luck, lad!” He took Shelton’s hand in a warm clasp and gave him a friendly clap on the shoulder.


  “Don’t worry about me, Director!” Shelton said cheerfully, “There’s no danger up there except a mysterious gas from which we can easily protect ourselves.”


  He leaped lightly to the lock’s threshold and pulled at the heavy portal plate, “If there should happen to be anything—subversive,” bawled the director just before the plate banged shut, “call the navy outpost—”


  With a thunderous crescendo of its drive tubes, the great ship ETBI-14 taxied a thousand yards down the runway of Tellus Space Port and then roared for the clouds as its under tubes thrust against gravity.


  Strapped securely in one of the two seats of the pilot’s cupola, Shelton relaxed his muscles against the inertia. No use fighting it, as Earth-lubbers usually did, to ache later. Beside him sat brawny Mark Traft, watching the panel dials with a careful, yet casual eye that spoke of his assured skill, “Nice boat,” he said feelingly. “Handles like oiled silk.”


  Shelton craned his neck toward the side port. The ground slanted away, tipping at a crazy angle, with the skyscrapers of mighty Manhattan hanging breathlessly from a steep cliff. So it seemed from the interior of the departing ship, as the rhythmic thump of the rockets pushed Earth away.


  The ship bored its way through shimmering cloudpacks that seemed to split asunder as the clear shiny stratosphere was reached. Earth was now a huge, cotton-filled bowl back of them. Shelton blinked, waiting for the queer optical illusion to change. It did, suddenly, and the half-Earth became a tremendous concave shell. With it came that startling, hollow sensation that the world they had left was dropping into a bottomless pit, while they hung motionless.


  The ship tore through the thinning, darkening stratosphere till the stars peeped out, one by one, gradually peppering the whole firmament. The Sun, to the side, blossomed out in unhindered glory, halo and corona plainly visible. Traft reached over with his huge paw to adjust the Venetian-type shades, cutting off most of its fierce, blinding glare.


  WHIPPED along by its tempestuous drive jets, the ship hurtled through the last fringes of atmosphere into the universal midnight of space. Here the way was clear and the suddenly muted rocket blasts revved into its high-power plane, piling on speed. Cross-hairs over the chart on the pi lot board followed the red line of their plotted course.


  They were on their way to Saturn. “Nice, smooth take-off, Mark!” commended Shelton admiringly. “You’ve got that real ‘feel’ for ships. You certainly didn’t miss your calling!”


  “Thanks, Rod!” The giant pilot was plainly happy when sitting at the controls of a ship. His good-natured face shone. “Sure glad we’re together again, old boy! It’s like old times!”


  “Fate kept us apart too long,” agreed Shelton. “And brought us-together on a pretty strange twist. How long do you estimate the trip?”


  “About eight days.”


  Shelton looked surprised. “I figured seven myself. Why the extra day?”


  “We’re taking a high jump over the asteroid belt, following the safest liner route.” Traft reluctantly added, as he saw Shelton’s raised eyebrows. “Orders from Director Beatty. You see—”


  “Yes. I see,” snapped Shelton. “Valuable life aboard—mine!” He scowled heavily. “I wish they’d stop treating me like a gold cup. Why didn’t they send half the Navy along, as convoy, while they were at it?” He kicked disgustedly at the wall as he made for below.


  Traft grinned. Rodney Shelton didn’t realize his own importance. The pilot had heard much, from the lips of Director Beatty. The man being groomed to take over ETBI some day, when Beatty was retired, could not be lightly risked to the dangers of space. Earth’s program of colonial hegemony was too vital to stand the loss of one of its key men. Traft had made secret promises to stick with Shelton every minute of the day and night.


  With his attention less occupied by the ship, the big pilot took down his camera from its wall clamp and made the lens adjustment that would give the best space views. Pictures of Earth as a receding globe were always fascinating, and always different, no matter how many times he took them.


  Routine settled over the ship. There was much time for cards, chess and idle talk. Somehow, their destination wasn’t mentioned much, except casually. Yet there was a tension that grew hourly.


  Shelton could understand why. To all except himself, the arrival at Iapetus would be a personal matter. To Captain Harvey and his men it was the desire to solve, if possible, the mystery of their recent adventure. Big Traft clenched his fists at times, unconsciously, and Shelton knew he was thinking of possible battle, if Captain Harvey’s “figures” turned out to be real, Myra Benning’s eyes showed she was thinking of her brother—and hoping.


  SHELTON himself felt the surge of adventure’s pulse in his veins, stirring his red blood, promising excitement, in one shape or another. Questions buzzed in his mind. Had the mysterious gas come from the cave? Had it been produced artificially? If so, had it been meant to discourage further survey of beryllium ore? And was it non-lethal for that reason, to avoid bringing down the full wrath of authority?


  Two days later, Earth standard time, the ETBI-14 passed over the asteroid belt. Myriad new stars twinkled out of the backdrop of space, winking as the irregularly shaped little bodies rotated in the sunlight. Had they passed closer, they would have seen the bright magnesium beacons lighting the clearest lanes directly through the gnarled group. But they were far above the zone and soon the little planetoids faded into the obscurity of space.


  After ample warning bells had clanged through the ship, rocket power was started up again, this time with an off-thrust that would slant them back from the peak of their flight to the Solar System’s level. Most ships, except those on express schedules, adopted this route for the added safety factor, though at the cost of time, distance and fuel.


  And now, with a direct course set for far Saturn, impatience began to grow on them all. Iapetus, moon of mystery, occupied their thoughts. And more and more the monotonous routine aboard the unpowered, coasting ship palled. There was not much to do in space but eat, sleep and watch the clock.


  


  


  CHAPTER VI


  Attack in the Void


  


  


  ON the fourth day, something happened to break that routine. Shelton was in the main cabin at the time, dozing in a lounge chair. Most of the men were playing cards, murmuring in low tones. Myra Benning sat stiffly, gazing out into the star-spattered void.


  “Look!” The girl cried out abruptly, startled.


  “What?” Shelton’s eyes snapped open, staring at Myra, as were the others.


  “Out there!” She pointed out of the port. “Something black—and huge!” They all scrambled for the port, shading their eyes from the cabin light’s glare, peering out. There was something out there, black and large, that blotted out the stars in that direction.


  “A meteor!” somebody yelled. “Warn the pilot!”


  “It’s not a meteor!” snapped Shelton. “It’s oval-shaped, symmetrical.


  And it’s paralleling our course, which meteors don’t do. It’s a ship!”


  “Without a light and painted jetblack!” breathed another of the men. “A pirate ship!”


  Myra Benning drew in her breath sharply. There were tales told of piracy that made the blood run cold.


  Shelton was already on his way to the pilot’s cupola, pulling himself up the companionway by sheer muscular effort in the gravityless ship. He burst into the room to find Captain Harvey staring out anxiously. Traft was signaling the engine room to stand by for emergency.


  “Pirate?” Shelton demanded.


  “Might be,” the captain said nervously. “Anything can happen out here, beyond the asteroids.”


  “Looks mighty suspicious,” agreed the Big pilot tensely. “It came up so suddenly I didn’t even see its rocket blasts.”


  “Signal it!” ordered Captain Harvey. “They usually make their demands by radio. It might be trying to contact us already!”


  “Aye, sir!” Traft punched at the radio stud.


  The black shape, looming nearer, was evidently angling in so that its prey could not escape. Its entire surface was a uniform, dull, unglazed black that barely reflected the light of the distant sun. No ports were visible; not a single beam of light relieved the utter blankness of hull. No ship like that had ever been reported before. Shelter’s pulses were throbbing.


  “Ahoy!” Traft bellowed into his microphone, on the all-wave circuit. “What ship? Veer off immediately or state your purpose!”


  Captain Harvey reached over to pull the handle, sounding the alarm below to strap in for suddenly applied power. If worst came to worst, they must be ready to run for it before the strange ship, if it were a pirate, had a commanding position with its guns.


  “If they don’t veer off, we will!” he said tightly. “Traft—”


  “Wait!” interposed Shelton. “Let’s not be scared off so easily. I don’t see a gun on them.”


  Captain Harvey’s head jerked up.


  “Dr. Shelton,” he said firmly, “as navigation captain, I have full command while in space. My flight orders are to be obeyed without interference!”


  SHELTON flushed slightly, but nodded. He realized there could not be two captains during an emergency.


  “Traft,” continued the captain, “try once more, and if they don’t answer, we veer off.”


  The big pilot, bawling louder than before, repeated his call. No answer came.


  “Blast them!” Traft growled. “Who do they think they are, not answering? For two plugged Martian nickels, I’d ram them!” He coughed suddenly, and his voice was thick as he said jerkily: “Something’s happened! I feel cold—numb—”


  Everybody aboard the ship had the same sensation. Something gripped their nerves with an icy clasp, as though they had suddenly plunged into a frigid pool. Yet it was only internally that they felt it; the surrounding temperature had not changed.


  Shelton gasped. What terrible force was probing into their vitals with congealing fingers?


  He had no time to conjecture. He felt his senses swim. His legs crumpled weakly under him, and he knew that had there been normal gravity, he would have crashed to the floor. As it was he slowly swayed, feeling all the strength go out of him. A crushing weight seemed to smash into his chest, knocking his breath out. Feebly, he tried to fight off the invisible incubus. He was choking, gasping, fighting for breath.


  “Traft—veer—” Captain Harvey was leaning crazily against the bulkhead, Tike a sagging, stuffed dummy.


  Traft’s eyes were popping out as his lungs strained against a deadly paralysis. With a herculean effort, half growling and half strangling, he raised hands that were numb and seemed non-existent. Every muscle quivered against an intolerable lethargy. He punched at the power keyboard with owe big paw and with the other grabbed the belt around Shelton’s middle.


  His numbed fingers bent clumsily at the knuckles as he touched the drive-tube studs. He pressed them over by the sheer smashing impact of his hand. Instantaneously the offside rockets fumed sulfurously, throwing the ship off its arrowlike plunge through space.


  Traft’s body jerked against the straps of his seat. Shelton would have catapulted against the wall except for the big pilot’s death grip on his belt. Captain Harvey merely flattened against the bulkhead as the line of motion was away from him.


  The strange force gripping them eased suddenly, and Traft let out his breath in. a sobbing hiss of relief. Bus only for a moment was there respite. Shelton, diving for the second pilot seat, barely had time to fling the strap around him before the terrific numbness again seized him. Coincident with their motion, the attacking ship had also swung sideward, keeping close.


  “Oh no you don’t!” Traft snorted savagely. “I’ll show you a thing or two about maneuvering!”


  He applied both hands, rapidly going limp again, to the keyboard, and their ship darted ahead. The next second it braked. Captain Harvey came flying forward, with a wild cry. Shelton was barely able to stick out a hand and grab the captain’s arm, pulling him between his knees. He fervently hoped all those below had heeded the warning bell and strapped in when. Traft had begun his game of tag with the enemy.


  THE big pilot sloughed the ship around madly, with volcanic blasts from all angles in succession. They flew up, then down, then back, to the ship creaked throughout its length. But the mysterious black marauder followed relentlessly, duplicating every maneuver with maddening ease.


  The numbing force began to bathe them with unvarying intensity. Shelton felt himself sinking into oblivion, with a hopeless feeling. Yet he saw that big, powerful, indomitable Traft had not given up.


  Putting into play every ounce of his splendid vitality and strength, Traft continued punching desperately at the keyboard. He tried a straightaway dash, at triple acceleration. The amazing craft of Stygian gloom followed, crawling up on them as though to show its superiority. Expertly it maneuvered closer than before, and the paralyzing force grew stronger—stronger.


  Muscles cracking, Traft jerked profane defiance out of his strangling throat and pounded his balled fists at the keys. But it was useless. His muscles had turned to water. Groaning, fighting to the last, he felt his spine going limp. Another few seconds now, and he’d be helpless, like the others were.


  But the terrible internal stricture ceased suddenly!


  Amazed, Traft jerked his body erect. Then he saw why. Out of nowhere, the vermilion flames of rockets bad appeared, and a long, sleek ship streaked up, A Space Ranger ship! Traft ripped a hoarse shout of relied from his raspy throat.


  With its bristling guns peppering shots at the black ship, the Space Ranger blasted up like a zooming meteor. The black ship withdrew, sullenly it seemed, as though debating whether to outface the formidable armed newcomer. Then it plunged away, with the Space Ranger after it.


  “What’s—up—Mark?” Shelton asked dazedly, raising his head with a suppressed groan.


  “What’s up?” chortled Traft. “Our dark friend just slunk back where it came from, with a Ranger hot on its trail! You know what that means. Ten to one that the black ship will be full of holes in five minutes, and those aboard lucky enough to get into vac-suits, prisoners!”


  “Saved!” breathed Captain Harvey. He crawled weakly from between Shelton’s knees. “Saved from—” he broke off, shuddering. His eyes had a strange, wondering gleam in them.


  They remained where they were, panting, relaxed, gaining back strength that had been sapped dangerously near the limit of endurance. They didn’t speak for awhile, enjoying to the full the delicious feeling of being snatched from an unknown fate.


  Presently Traft snapped on the broadcast phone, plugging in the main cabin.


  “Everybody all right down there?” he called.


  Myra Banning’s voice answered after a moment, shakily.


  “Yes. AH of us were strapped in. But what happened? What was that frightful numbness?” Her tones were bewildered, high-pitched with hysteria. Then, before he could answer: “Is Dr. Shelton all right?”


  “He looks about like he’d just come out of Jupiter’s Red Spot,” Traft said wryly, “but he’s okay. We—”


  HE snapped off with a hurried excuse as the signal light flashed above his space radio. Through the port they could see the Space Ranger returning, retarding rockets belching. Gracefully it maneuvered to parallel their course. The seven-pointed star insignia of the Space Rangers, policing corps of the Space Navy, was emblazoned in gold over its silvery hull.


  The Ranger commander’s keen-eyed face appeared, slightly baffled in expression, in the opti-screen.


  “Commander Gordy, Space Ranger ship Forty-four-B reporting to Dr. Rodney Shelton, ETBI-14,” said the image. “The black ship escaped, sir!”


  “Escaped!” echoed the three men blankly. The Space Rangers, policing all the spaceways, had the best and fastest ships known.


  “By a trick?” Shelton asked.


  “No, sir. It simply pulled away from us on the straightaway. And it doesn’t seem to use rocket motivation. I can hardly understand it myself, sir!” The commander looked genuinely shame-faced.


  “Of course it was dark and unlighted,” admitted Shelton. “No fault of yours, Commander, I’m sure. We’re only too glad you were here, in time to—” He eyed the officer askance. “Incidentally, how did you happen to be at hand so miraculously?” The man smiled slightly. “We’ve been following you all the way from Earth! Director Beatty’s orders, sir! When we saw your sudden maneuvers, as revealed by your rocket flares, we knew something had happened and came up. We are to convoy you to Iapetus. We’ll be right behind you for the remainder of the trip, Dr. Shelton.”


  “Very good, Commander.” Shelton clicked off and whirled. “Did you hear that?” he exploded. “A convoy—for me! What am I, a man or a museum piece?”


  “If you ask me,” Traft drawled pointedly, “it’s rather lucky for us the Ranger was around!” He rubbed his bruised knuckles ruefully. “About ten seconds more and—” He interrupted himself. “But that ship! Why the attack? What did they use on us? And it didn’t use rocket power! What motivated it, in the name of Jupiter! A space ship can’t run without rockets! It’s fantastic!”


  “Yet it did!” Shelton quietly interposed. “It must run by some sort of gravity control. Scientists have tried for years to develop that, without success. But that ship had it! We have to face facts. It also had some sort of ray, or field, projected across space from ship to ship, that produced the numbing sensation. Fantastic again, but somehow they do it.”


  “And Shelton!” Captain Harvey’s voice was vibrant. He had come out of a perplexed daze. “That numbing sensation we went through—it was the same as our experience on Iapetus! The same cold feeling, choking, strangling. It wasn’t a gas at all, as we thought. It was this same—force. I’d swear it!”


  Shelton was thunderstruck. Had they been at the point of being thrown into suspended animation? Had it in fact been this same force, instead of a gas, on Iapetus? Something that could rapidly extract energy from the nervous system? A sort of “cold-beam”—exact opposite of a heat-beam?


  “THAT seems to tie it up with the Iapetus affair!” Shelton ground out finally. “And that means your ‘figures’ in the cave are real after all, Captain Harvey. But just who are they and what’s their purpose?


  “Pirates with a hide-out there,” rumbled Traft. “Or piratical private interests who want that beryllium ore. Same thing. They don’t want our noses in their business. Simple enough, isn’t it?” He doubled his fists and his eyes gleamed. “I think we’re going to run into something on Iapetus. Well, there’s nothing I like better than a good fight.” His good-natured face twisted into a ferocious grimace.


  Shelton smiled. “You may be right, you old warrior. Good thing Beatty doesn’t know of this.” He laughed, half bitterly. “He’d want me back right away, locked up and guarded by the Navy.”


  “Shelton,” Captain Harvey said slowly, “perhaps it would be best if we did turn back! We don’t know what—”


  Shelton jerked up, his face determined. “Captain, you’re navigation commander, but I’m commander of the expedition. I have signed orders to land the expedition on Iapetus. And that’s what we’re going to do!”


  Captain Harvey shrugged and left for his office.


  “Good boy!” Traft approved warmly. “There’s nothing like a little excitement to make life worthwhile. It—”


  The flashing of the radio signal interrupted him. He snapped on the opti-screen, tuning till lights began to flicker at micro-wave nine. Shoulders appeared, and a head invisible behind a masking globe!


  “The Space Scientist!” exclaimed Shelton, stepping to the microphone.


  “Yes, it is I!” the image said, in cold tones. “I am calling to warn you not to go to Iapetus!”


  Shelton and the big pilot looked at each other in amazement.


  “Why not?” snapped Shelton.


  “Because danger awaits you there! It would be best for your own sake to turn back, Dr. Shelton!” The mysterious scientist’s tones were serious, almost ominous.


  “But how do you know that?” demanded Shelton. His eyes narrowed. “We were just attacked. Do you know of that too?”


  The Space Scientist nodded. “In the course of my wanderings through space, certain things come to my attention, unavoidably. Don’t ask me any further questions. I am not concerned with those things one way or the other. I care only for my science, my great theory. But I give you this warning—do not go to Iapetus!”


  “Why are you taking the trouble to warn me?” queried Shelton curiously.


  The queer masked man did not answer for a moment. Finally he said, in gruff tones:


  “Don’t attribute it to maudlin sentiment. I’ve renounced such things. Earth is a world of fools who let human emotions run away with them. My motive in this case is simply esoteric. You have a good brain, Shelton, and you are a scientist. Science must go on. You would come to harm on Iapetus. That is all I have to say.”


  


  


  CHAPTER VII


  The Secret of the Cave


  


  


  ABRUPTLY, the masked image faded from the opti-screen. Shelton turned with a grin.


  “By glory, the old boy likes me!” Traft came out of an astonished trance at having seen the semilegendary Space Scientist, though he had not been too astonished to hastily snap him several times with his camera.


  “What about the warning, Rod? Maybe—”


  “Maybe nothing!” cried Shelton, his jaw set grimly. “We’re going to Iapetus. You couldn’t stop me now with ten cold-rays, I’m going to solve their mystery if I have to explore the whole System to do it!”


  The great ETBI-14 nosed its way into the little Saturnian universe. It was a welcome sight to the voyagers, after the long stretch through empty, monotonous space. In its ringed beauty Saturn looked like a gigantic rosy apple with a shimmering halo of perforated gauze around it.


  It was the outpost, the present frontier, of man’s empire beyond Earth. On misted Saturn’s surface were a few scattered settlements that gathered the valuable medicinal herbs that grew there. Titan’s mines were already gaining prestige for their rich tungsten, iridium and copper ores.


  Rhea, about to be exploited for its sulphur and mercury, was soon to be given its first bio-conditioned citizens, through ETBI and adaptene. Shelton thrilled with pride at the thought.


  But beyond, in the outer gulfs of space, man had not yet penetrated, except for occasional explorations. Distances were so vast, the three planets out there so frigidly inimical, that organized commerce had not yet tackled its prodigious challenge. It was the Antarctica of the Solar Empire, beyond Saturn.


  After a stop at the Titanian docks for fuel and replacements of their emptied oxygen tanks, the BT73I-14 and its Ranger convoy lumbered for wayward Iapetus. It was a small, glinting globe as they approached, rapidly enlarging to reveal its jagged, inhospitable surface, Just what mysteries would soon be unfolded there?


  The ship began cruising parallel to the wild surface, upheld by underjets. Captain Harvey, after consultation of his charts, was able to point out the valley with the cave mouth. Traft landed the ship skillfully.


  Back of them, the Space Ranger settled to rest. Its commander called Shelton:


  “We are under your orders, sir!”


  “Very good, Commander Gordy. I’ll contact you later.”


  Shelton felt a glow of confidence, with that gun-bristling ship and trained fighting crew at his command. He was glad now that Director Beatty had seen fit to send the ship along.


  Shelton called a conference of his ship’s total group. He had Commander Gordy listen in by radio.


  “Officially we’re here as a survey party, and an ETBI commission,” he began. “But unofficially, due to what has come to our attention since leaving Earth, we’ll investigate the cave, first. I think we all agree on that.”


  The listening men nodded grim acquiescence.


  “There shouldn’t be any danger.” Shelton continued. “We have the Ranger men for armed protection. So that if there are men in the cave, and if they have a-strange new weapon, and if they’re hiding something—” He left the rest hanging. “Captain Harvey, you and your men will accompany me. The rest will stay with the ship.”


  Myra Benning was stubbornly shaking her head. “No,” she said flatly, “I’m coming along! My brother is in that cave somewhere—and alive! I want to help find him.”


  She hurried on before Shelton could even protest:


  “Since we’ve landed I’ve been sure! Call it intuition or anything you want. He’s alive in that cave—I know it! And I must go along!”


  Shelton still looked dubious, but Traft spoke up.


  “Let her come along, Rod. I’ll keep an eye on her.”


  The girl flashed him a brief smile.


  A brooding atmosphere seemed to rest over the scene as twenty vac-suited figures stepped from the two ships toward the black cave mouth at the nearest cliff’s base. A ridiculously tiny sun overhead barely dispelled a deep gloom in the miniature valley. Age-old, untouched by natural life, the ancient surroundings were an utterly alien motif against an unfamiliar blue-black sky.


  Shelton cautiously led his party to the side of the cave mouth, approaching it along the cliff face. Traft’s giant figure followed him eagerly, convinced it was a pirate’s nest that must be cleaned out. Myra Benning’s smaller form was at his back, flanked by Ranger men, ready for any emergency. Shelton had told them the salient points about the whole affair.


  Stooping, they were able to gain the high lip of the cave and crouch behind it. Then, carefully, heads were raised and eyes peered through visors into the cave. There was not much to be seen except that it was huge and stretched out interminably. Deep shadows hung on all sides, obscuring detail.


  “See anything, men?” asked Shelton, his audio-vibrator carrying his voice to all of them.


  A series of negatives was his response, and Shelton felt a queer sense of disappointment.


  “There is something in that cave!” Myra Benning’s voice was low, half breathless. “I can’t see anything, but I can feel it! Something is waiting there, waiting—”


  “We’ll soon find out!”


  Traft suddenly stood erect, lighting his hand flash and sweeping its rays back and forth. Harsh, startled cries came from the cave, echoed by the walls.


  “There they are!” the big pilot yelled triumphantly.


  Scurrying figures were revealed a hundred yards back.


  “Down, you fool!” cried Shelton. “You’re a perfect target—”


  At that instant it struck, a wave of terrible coldness that constricted their lungs and turned their entire bodies numb. Even the protection of the rock lip was futile. Some incredible force seemed to suck heat and energy from their bodies and leave nothing but bitter, congealing iciness.


  Shelton knew there was no time to lose.


  “Up, men!” he ordered. “They’ve declared hostilities. Give ’em hell!”


  Jumping up stiffly, the men set their rifles on the rock, snapping on the flashlights attached to the barrels. The flaring beams stabbed questingly into the darkness.


  Traft’s gun spoke first, as he sighted a dark figure at the dim fringe of his light beam. He grinned at the harsh yell that rewarded his aim.


  Then all the guns were peppering, until the cave was filled with a hollow roar. Milling figures scampered back in the dimness beyond the range of the lights and vanished into the shadows beyond. Vaguely, they could make out a huge machine being dragged back with the retreat, and the numbing cold-wave died out.


  “Cease firing!” ordered Shelton. “That taught them a lesson!” His voice, however, was oddly hoarse.


  “Guess they’re pirates all right,” boomed Traft. “But why didn’t they sling some lead our way? Were they that cocksure of never being discovered? And that cold business—it doesn’t add up quite right, does it, Rod!”


  “No,” agreed Shelton. “Mark, go in there and bring out one of those bodies. We’ll cover you with our rifles, though I’m sure they’ve all gone.”


  Without a word the big pilot scrambled over the lip and carefully made his way down to the cave floor, winding past deep pits. He reached the first fallen body and kneeled beside it.


  “Uh—Lord!” those outside heard him say.


  Then he tossed the limp form over his shoulder and clambered back to the cave mouth. He tossed the body at their feet in the light, standing back with a dazed stare in his eyes.


  Slowly, almost mechanically, he unhooked his camera from his belt and looked through the finder for a good snap. The picture would create a sensation on Earth.


  The same dazed stare came into the eyes of the rest of the company as they looked at the body, the thing, lying on the white rock of Iapetus, lit by a feeble, distant sun.


  “It’s not human!” whispered Myra Benning, recoiling in horror. “It’s an—alien being!”


  


  


  CHAPTER VIII


  The Great Machine


  


  


  IN a vast cavern of Iapetus that to earthly senses would have been freezingly cold and impenetrably dark, a dozen figures emerged from their space ship. They made their way sure-footedly down the corridor. Their large, bulging eyes, with an unearthly light-gathering power, saw every detail of the way by reflected sunlight from the cavern’s yawning mouth.


  In sufficient light, earthly eyes would have made them out as repulsively alien, and yet shockingly human in shape. They were tall, giants almost. By casual inventory, each bad two legs, two arms, a body and a head with two eyes, two ears and nose and mouth. Whatever evolution had spawned them had not seen fit to depart from that basic structure. Humans, thus far.


  But it is in details that nature adapts her creatures to their particular environments. These creatures were cold-blooded, so that extremes of low temperature could not bring the chill of death. In place of skin, they were equipped with a horny epidermis divided into pentagonal plates. They had no hair, but crests of sharp spines stood on their heads. The feet were splayed and taloned.


  Reptilian, the earthly observer would say, with a shudder. Reptilian creatures somehow cast in the human mold. Yet by a curious quirk, the hands were supple, humanlike. The scales of the faces were small and smooth. The foreheads were high and full, the eyes keenly intelligent.


  It would be a mistake to credit them with low intellect, solely because of their alien attributes. The reptile species of Earth were dumb, witless brutes. These semi-reptilian creatures from another world were far higher in the scale of mentality.


  The corridor opened into a large amphitheater outfitted with a variety of instruments, none made of metal. In a thronelike chair made of some plastic composition sat Lorg, the Alien Superior, bathed in a dim red radiance from a cold-fire bulb.


  The Alien Superior was more brutish in cast than any of his subjects, with hulking shoulders and a feral gleam in his cunning eyes. His air was that of one who desired power and self-glorification. Ruthlessness was an aura about him. For the brain within his skull schemed endlessly toward a goal which, if attained, would cost many lives.


  He looked the recruits over with an appraising eyes and nodded approval. They were fine specimens of his race, young-, strong and intelligent. They gazed back at him with awe, for he was a combined Caesar, Columbus and Napoleon in their conception.


  “Welcome!” greeted the Alien Superior, and they saluted him. His voice, to human ears, would have seemed like the hoarse bull-roar of an alligator, curiously muffled by the thin, cold air.


  “You all know why you are here,” he said simply, but austerely. “You have been chosen for your courage and your skill with machines. Ahead of you lie hard work and a sacrifice of your normal lives. There is no return from here. Thousands have preceded you. Through the years, the drain of life has been large. The building of the Great Machine takes its toll almost hourly. Besides we are beneath the very feet of a powerful enemy who would hound US like rats, if they discovered our presence. It is not a pleasant shadow to live under.”


  HE looked down the row of faces that reflected youth and eagerness, though to human eyes they would have seemed expressionless.


  “Are you prepared for these things—day after day of toil, sacrifice, danger? Never to see your native planet again?”


  A thunderous chorus of cheers rolled down the dim, frigid halls.


  “We are ready, Superior!” cried the recruits.


  “Good!”


  Their leader dropped his aloof, stiff manner. The speech had been more or less of a formal ceremony, calculated to impress the newcomers with the gravity of their mission. A general exhorting to deathless loyalty.


  He leaned forward in his throne.


  “I will tell you more,” he confided tensely. “The hour will soon come when we will prove who has a mightier civilization, we or the Earthmen!”


  His cold, reptilian eyes flashed momentary fire. He spoke the word “Earthmen” with the curl of his lips, but at the same time with an unconscious respect. Napoleon might have spoken that way of the British, whom he knew he must defeat before he could rule the world.


  “This very morning,” he resumed, “we made a thorough test of the Great Machine, and had it in operation for a short time. Though we used the minimum of power, there was a displacement of one full inch on our measuring scale. You all know, from your training in data about the Great Machine, what that means.”


  The recruits stared in stunned surprise. The Great Machine had powers even greater than they had been taught to expect. Then they burst out in wild cheers, at the thought of what this meant in the near future.


  Up above, on the surface of Iapetus, Rodney Shelton and his party stared long at the dead creature of unmistakable intelligence at their feet, so like them in general and yet so utterly alien in detail. Scaled body, taloned hands and feet, hooded eyes and the crest of horny spines decorating the head.


  “An alien race of intelligence on Iapetus!” murmured Shelton incredulously. “The first known in the Solar System!”


  That was true. Man, in going out to the other planets, had found himself unopposed master. There were evidences of a past civilization on Mars, but it had passed into limbo tens of thousands of years before. The anthropoids of Venus gave promise of future evolution toward intelligence, but that would not be for ages to come. None of the other planets or satellites had any life above the ape stage. Man was supreme.


  And now here, like a bolt out of nowhere, was alien intelligence!


  “Of all things!” exploded Traft. “Here we came to Iapetus expecting pirates and we find alien beings!”


  He looked dumbfoundedly at the long, sinuous body with the torn hole in its chest where his radi-bullet had exploded and struck out life. A thin, pale red fluid congealed in the cold air as it trickled out.


  “He’s not—pretty,” the big pilot commented. “Scaly, reptilian, living in caves—I don’t like them, at first sight!”


  “They’re monsters!” breathed Myra Benning, wide-eyed and trembling. “Horrible beasts!”


  “But intelligent!” insisted Shelton, trying to absorb that fact.


  “Maybe they’re just savages, or at the caveman level,” hazarded Traft. “They don’t wear clothes—at least this one didn’t.”


  “They don’t need clothes, with that scaly hide,” Shelton pointed out. “And clothing is no criterion of intelligence. And what about their cold force? And perhaps that black ship? Does it mean—”


  HE stopped, not wanting to jump to any conclusions. What did it all add up to? The cold force, the black gravity ship, the guarded cave mouth? Were they a troglodytic race, inhabiting the caverns of Iapetus, and never discovered before for that reason? How advanced were they, how did they live, what were their activities and plans? Shelton’s brain raced with a thousand questions, and his scientific instinct demanded the answers.


  “Men!” Shelton said suddenly, facing them. “We’ve stumbled onto something important—almost incredible! We’ll be making history when we report this! Who’s with me to go further in the cave and find out more about these strange beings? We can reconnoiter step by step, without taking unnecessary chances. And they obviously can’t outface our weapons.”


  “I’m with you!” Traft cried quickly. “We should find out anyway why these scaled people are so anxious to keep us out.”


  Fired by the spark of adventure, the other men glanced at their leaders.


  “We shouldn’t rush into this,” Captain Harvey said, with characteristic caution. “We don’t know how many there are, or what we’d be running into.”


  “We could inform the authorities first, sir, by radio,” Commander Gordy temporized. “However, we have plenty of ammunition.”


  “Hugh!” Myra Benning choked suddenly. “My brother is in their hands! He’s a prisoner of those monsters! I feel it!”


  Traft nodded. “Maybe she’s right, men. He was standing on the rock lip and fell inward. The aliens could have taken him away before I searched. My light beam, blinding them, probably saved me at the time. But they took Hugh Benning with them!”


  Men became electrified. The thought of a human being, one of their own kind, a captive of the aliens, sent fire through their veins. If there was anything needed to swing the decision, that was it. Every man in the group whole-heartedly shouted to advance into the cave.


  “Hugh Benning was a good man and we all liked him,” Captain Harvey said, himself stirred. “If we can rescue him, if he’s alive—”


  “He is alive!” said Myra Benning firmly.


  “I don’t suppose,” Shelton asked the girl, studying her set face behind the visor, “that there’s any use trying to convince you to stay here.”


  “None at all!” assured the girl, and Shelton could understand.


  Captain Harvey insisted on a careful check of their oxygen bottles. Each had a supply good for at least ten hours.


  Shelton called the ships, via his helmet-radio, and informed them of the decision to investigate the cave and its alien denizens. Two of the Space Rangers were detailed as guards at the cave mouth, as an added precaution.


  “Let’s go!” Shelton called. He clambered over the rock lip of the cave, leading the way.


  


  


  CHAPTER IX


  Alien Underworld


  


  


  WITH the gun-mounted flashlights illuming their path, they trailed over the uneven cave floor, avoiding shuddery pits that perhaps were riven gashes from some ancient quake. Huge twisted stalagmites of unguessable age loomed in their way now and then, like great columns. Overheard the flinty roof of rock glinted with strange crystalline formations, in the glow of their beams. The click of Traft’s camera echoed loudly in that dank, dark cavern of mystery and shadow, leading to—the unknown!


  Shelton almost wished he hadn’t been so impetuous in leading the men down here. The atmosphere of the place, brooding and rife with sinister promise, was weighing down his spirit. Who knew what lurked ahead, what possible danger? Then he remembered the warning of the Space Scientist!


  But after all, he had fighting men at his back; armed, capable, courageous. They could not be cut off at the rear. With that thought he began to feel the thrill of leading an armed force. He, a scientist! Only incongruous Fate could have brought this about.


  Behind him, Myra Benning hurried along, almost stumbling in her eagerness. Traft’s ready grip steadied her at times. The girl had thought of her brother, alive in the hands of pirates, but humans. To think of him now, a prisoner of aliens—


  The rest of the party swung along steadily, sending shafts of light on all sides lest there be an ambush.


  The cavern narrowed down to a small corridor no more than ten feet high and wide. Winding slowly downward, it seemed to stretch into the bowels of Iapetus. Nervous tension held the group as they trudged deeper and deeper, with untold tons of rock hemming them in.


  “What a place for a murder!” Traft said cheerfully. “Those beggars must like the dark!”


  He peered sharply ahead, secretly hoping for a little excitement. But it was Myra who first noticed a scampering, shadowy figure ahead that darted out of a niche and raced fleetly away. Her sharp cry brought them all to a halt.


  “Their advance scout, probably,” surmised Traft. “Gone to tell the rest of our little visit.”


  “Shelton,” Captain Harvey said nervously, “we should turn back.


  This is foolhardy!”


  “That’s just your opinion!” Shelton snapped back. “When I start a thing, I go through with it.”


  Commander Gordy and one of his men stepped forward. “If you don’t mind, sir,” he suggested, “we’ll precede you. We’re good shots!” Shelton acquiesced, smiling at the subtle way they offered their protection. The party moved forward, but more slowly than before. Shelton was determined to find out some little thing about the aliens before giving up.


  He estimated they had gone perhaps a half-mile from the cave mouth when suddenly the corridor opened out into a tremendous hollow space. The slope at their feet led down gradually, and the farther walls, where the slope must go up again, were lost in darkness. It was a far larger cavern than Shelton had ever seen, or had ever thought possible. It gave one the same giddy feeling as being out in empty space.


  “SHINE the lights down in the hollow,” Shelton commanded, wondering what lay on the floor of this monstrous rock chamber.


  The beams stabbed along the slope, down and down. Their ends flared into haziness before meeting anything. But faintly beyond, by reflection, could be seen a confused mass.


  Their eyes gradually adjusted to the dim lighting, revealing more detail. Something tremendous was spread there, over the rock floor; something vaguely broken up into cubes and cones and triangular spires. Dim red lights hung from some of these and shed an undependable crimson glow, barely enough to reveal architectural details. Avenues ran between the geometric structures, radiating from a hub, like a gigantic spider web.


  Shelton blinked his eyes, certain that they were playing him tricks.


  “It’s a—city!” Myra Benning cried excitedly. “The city of the aliens!” Standing at the brink of the slope, they took it in. A city within a world, unsuspected by the outside universe! A subterranean dwelling place whose horizons were shadows and whose sky was solid rock. And all this done by hands other than those of men, deep within the most desolate world known to the Earth mind. It was like finding a great and complete city in the middle of the Sahara, or Antarctica.


  “No, it wouldn’t be savages who built that!” observed Traft soberly. “That’s civilization!”


  Shelton stared down in a trance, his brain whirling with wild, unformed conjecture.


  “Well,” he muttered, “at least we’re sure now that there’s another race in the Solar System—one approaching our level. That’s important for Earth to know.”


  “Look!” Traft pointed, with a short laugh. “We seem to be creating a little excitement down there!”


  Milling figures in the nearer avenues were running back, away from the lights, throwing up their arms as shields. Hoarse cries, both frightened and profane sounding, drifted up.


  “They’re troglodytes, unused to bright light,” said Shelton. “Our flashlights must seem like blazing suns to them!” He glanced at Myra. “You believe your brother is down there?”


  She nodded, a little hopelessly. “Yes, somewhere! I’m sure he’s alive, and it must be here.”


  She stiffened suddenly, leaning forward with one audio-resonator of her vac-suit toward the city. Her eyes widened. “I seem to hear his voice!” she whispered hoarsely. “Listen carefully, everyone!”


  They all heard it then, a faint hallooing that rose above the noises of the city and its excited inhabitants, and were instantly aware that only earthly lungs could produce those shouts. The cries of the aliens were distinctly different in timbre.


  “It must be Hugh Benning, all right!” Traft was straining his eyes downward. He shouted suddenly. “There he is—I see him! Must have escaped. He’s running out of the city, up the slope—without a vac-suit!


  And there’s a pack of the critters behind him!”


  “Get ready to fire, men.!” Shelton yelled, gripping his own rifle. “The first volley over their heads, to warn them off. Fire!”


  THE thunderous volley rumbled through the cavern like a tempest, but it failed to scare off the aliens chasing Benning. Evidently they had been given orders they could not disobey.


  The flying figure of the Earthman raced up the slope, with a hundred aliens at his heels. In the light gravity, Benning made huge, bounding leaps with his Earth muscles. The pursuers came along with a rapid, four-footed lope, like hounds at the chase.


  “Come on, Benning!” Traft’s great voice boomed encouragingly.


  But the aliens caught up with their quarry, pulling him down. Myra shrieked and darted forward wildly, but Shelton held her back.


  “Stay here!” he ordered tensely, then swung to the men. “Fire!” he snapped. “Pick them off around Benning!”


  A burst of withering gunfire poured down the slope. The aliens staggered and fell on all sides of Benning. Wilting, they began to retreat, but dragged the Earthman with them. Yet the devastating hail of bullets began to tell. Benning was struggling violently to free himself from the dozen aliens left.


  And at that moment attack came from another quarter!


  Shelton felt that now familiar, crushing numbness grip him. The aliens were projecting the cold force from somewhere! He whirled. A group of the enemy had stolen up from the side, along the slope’s rim, with a gigantic instrument whose redly glowing center was focused in their direction.


  He yelled in warning and his men turned stiffly to blaze away at the new threat, fumbling to reload their guns. Shelton groaned as be realized their precarious situation. Their motions were rapidly becoming sluggish from the paralyzing effect of the cold force. Soon they would be unable to use their limp fingers and the battle would be over.


  To make matters worse, he saw Myra Benning dash away toward her brother, who was being dragged down the slope. She was running right into the arms of the enemy! Shelton leaped up like a wound spring, bounding after her.


  Traft, blazing away at the attackers, cursed and leaped after them. He had promised on Earth to stick at Shelton’s side at all times. Now was one of those times.


  The three racing figures reached the aliens at almost the same time. Myra swung futile fists at them. An alien loomed over her with a snarl, raising his hand to strike. Shelton jammed his gun in the brute’s midsection and fired. Another alien wrenched the gun out of his hands. Shelton began swinging his gauntleted fists, with a surge of joy each time a scaly chin cracked under his hammering blows.


  Traft had leaped into the fray with his rifle clubbed. Growling, swinging right and left, his powerful blows brought howls of pain from the enemy. Many fell to lie still with battered skulls. But more pressed up from the city, completely surrounding them.


  FACED with certain defeat by sheer weight of numbers, Shelton kept fighting automatically. Perhaps the men above the slope could yet turn the tide. But his last hope died when he glanced up and saw them tottering, falling stiffly. Their rifle fire died away to sporadic shots, then stopped altogether.


  “Cold force—numb—” came Captain Harvey’s choked voice, by the helmet radio. “Can’t hold out—”


  His swaying vac-suited figure, the last standing, toppled over to lie among those of the other men. Shelton knew that they lay still, unbreathing behind their visors, caught in the pseudo-death of suspended animation. The cold red eye of the cold force projector was turned off, having done its work.


  Shouting triumphantly at this victory, the aliens surrounded Shelton and his patty and quickly bore them down. Even Trait’s great strength was unable to shake off a dozen dinging forms that twisted his arms behind him. Benning was already being carried off, unconscious from his exertions in a cold, thin atmosphere unfit for laboring Earth lungs.


  Panting, exhausted, the three Earth people were prodded down the slope to the city—to what fate? Shelton didn’t know and was almost past caring. Bitterly he realized they had fallen into a trap. The empty cavern, the way open to the city—it added up to that.


  Had the aliens known they would come for Benning, or had they banked on human curiosity? How much did they know of humans? Shelton’s brain was tortured with queries.


  


  


  CHAPTER X


  Lorg, Masker of Aliens


  


  


  AS they approached, the unearthlike city was weird with its dim red glow. Windowless buildings of geometric harshness of design stared blackly. Metal was nowhere apparent. Even in his extremity Shelton noticed that.


  The four prisoners were taken to a building standing alone on the fringe of the city. There was a hissing sound as a door swung open. Was it an airlock? Such it turned out to be and they were shoved into a lock-chamber, Benning’s senseless form with them. Traft quickly lifted Benning in his arms as an inner door opened and they stepped through.


  The large chamber beyond, to their amazement, was outfitted with earthly furniture, or more properly, with the fittings of a space ship’s cabin—bunks, trap-chairs and even a washstand outfitted with a water tank. Shelton saw the name, Galileo, in black letters painted across the tank. A ship of the Exploration Service, reported lost years ago!


  Traft had already opened his visor, sniffed at the air. He began stripping off his suit.


  “Earth normal pressure and warmed!” he said with forced cheerfulness. “We’re prisoners but we may as well be comfortable.”


  Shelton and Myra followed his example, glad to be free of the encumbering vac-suits. They were not too curious at the moment as to how such a chamber as this existed.


  Not much had been spoken among them, since the battle. A depressed silence had weighed their tongues. But now the girl burst into sudden tears.


  “It’s my fault!” she sobbed. “For making you men go—”


  “Of course not!” snapped Shelton. “We just didn’t know what we were running into. This thing is turning out to be bigger, more amazing, than we could suspect. First of all we have to revive your brother, find out from him all we can about the aliens.”


  Hugh Benning’s physical condition approached that of a man who had been lying on a mountain top, exposed to its bitter conditions. His skin was blue, his breathing labored. He moaned and twitched at times.


  Shelton strode to a medicine cabinet he had already seen reposing in a corner, also taken from an Earth ship. He returned with a chemical warming pad and stimulants that gradually brought the unconscious man around. They waited breathlessly.


  But suddenly a large round screen on the wall before them flickered with spangled lights. Though of strange design, it was an opti-screen. A moment later the features of an alien peered out at them, with an expression they could only interpret as sardonic. Large, greenish eyes flicked from one to the other, as though surveying specimens in a goldfish bowl.


  “Well,” Traft rumbled insultingly, “what are you staring at, you two-footed snake! I wish you could talk our language. I’d—”


  “I do speak your language!”


  These words, spoken clearly with a precise accent, coming from an utterly alien creature of non-earthly origin, brought incredulous cries of surprise from the three Earth people. It was more astounding almost than any of the crazy events of the past hours.


  TRAFT had lost his voice, his mouth agape, but Shelton recovered and stepped before the screen. He stared directly into the enigmatic, unblinking eyes.


  “Who are you?” he demanded.


  The alien face drew up in what might have been a smile.


  “I am Lorg, a Superior of my people, the Torms. As you would say, I am one of their rulers. You are surprised that I know your language? I have known it for many years. Our instruments pick up your Earth radio programs, and thus I hear your language constantly.”


  “Why have we been imprisoned?” Shelton demanded. “Retribution will follow, at the hands of Earth authorities, if you hold us against our will!” He glared at the Alien-Superior in a boiling anger that had been accumulating since the capture.


  “I am not easily intimidated,” Lorg said harshly. “You will remain here at my will. You are out of touch with the Earth authorities. They will not interfere. You will be treated well.” Shelton cooled down suddenly, passing a hand over his forehead.


  “What is this all about?” he asked wearily, as if talking to himself. “Just what do you want with us?”


  “You are Dr. Rodney Shelton, of ETBI!” Lorg stated blandly. “We will have much to talk about later.” Abruptly, the image in the screen faded away, with a queer expression that human eyes could not interpret.


  “He even knows my name, who I am!” murmured Shelton.


  He threw up his hands. It was all an insoluble, soul-shaking mystery. And each succeeding event seemed more cryptic.


  “Hugh,” Myra Benning was saying in a glad voice, “you’re awake! Thank God—”


  Benning had finally opened his eyes, with a sharp horror in them, but this died away as he stared around eagerly at their faces. He struggled to sit up, Myra helping, and grinned at them weakly.


  “Hello, Hugh!” Traft boomed heartily, gripping his hand. He gave Shelton a brief introduction.


  “Glad you’re here!” Hugh Benning said fervently. “Three weeks among the Torms—” He shuddered. “You can’t imagine the feeling of being the only one of your kind, among aliens—”


  Shelton patted him on the back, soothingly. “Take it easy, old man. Begin at the beginning and tell us what happened.” He realized that they couldn’t rush the man into telling what he knew of the aliens.


  Hugh Benning nodded. He was a small, slight man with a studious air about him. His knowledge of science, as Myra had previously revealed, was extensive. lie had been with the Planetary Survey as one of its best technical men.


  “I was standing on the rock lip of the cave, at that time you know about, looking in,” he finally began. “Suddenly I was choking and turning numb. I felt myself falling, then everything went black. I woke up in a big room, filled with instruments. I thought it was a nightmare when I first saw the aliens!”


  Again he shuddered. “I’d been lying in a sort of glass coffin. There were many more around me, in tiers, containing other humans, in suspended animation. I had come out of it for some reason. A big machine stood in the center of the room, radiating bright, colored rays. I think it was some kind of mind-reading process, because I felt my mind being probed, searched, revealed.”


  HIS eyes were dull with perplexity. “I’m not sure what it was. All I know was that I broke out of my glass container like a maniac and ran from the horrible place. Aliens pursued me. I went unconscious, from the thin air and cold. I woke up in this room. Since then my one thought has been to get away. When I saw your lights at the top of the slope, from the window, I went wild. The jailer had just come in with food for me. I knocked him down and ran out.”


  He shivered. “It was cold and cruel to my lungs, but I knew I could stand it for a few minutes. I ran toward you—the rest you know.”


  His story, brief and jerky, left an aura of horror in the minds of his listeners more by reason of what was left unsaid, rather than what he had told.


  “Do you know anything definite about all this?” asked Shelton, “These aliens, and what they’re doing, planning?”


  Benning’s eyes went bleak. “Just enough to give me an awful fright when I think what it might mean!” he said, his voice shocked. “I didn’t tell you, but I escaped once before, while I still had my vac-suit handy. It had a few hours oxygen-supply and I figured to get to the surface. I got there, all right, slipping past the guards—to find the ship gone. I was marooned! The guards chased me back down, but I managed to elude capture, hiding in shadows. I suppose I went a little mad, then. I crept past the city—” His voice became tense. “This is only one part of their community. There are other chambers beyond. One is filled with big black space ships. Another with thousands of cold force projectors. Several others”—his eyes were stark—“with dozens of bodies of Earthmen in those glass coffins, in suspended animation. Men from missing expeditions.”


  “The devils!” cried Shelton, white-lipped. “What—”


  “Wait!” Benning went on. “There’s something still more significant. I looked down a deep shaft. It seemed to be miles. Down there is a gigantic workshop, and some great machine”—he drew a breath—“some great machine! I think it means danger to the whole Solar System!”


  “Why?” asked Shelton, startled at the bare suggestion.


  Benning shook his head. “I can’t tell you why. I don’t know. But I do know it represents a great science, perhaps superior to ours!” He lowered his voice. “These people don’t use metals! They use plastics. Look at the walls which aren’t stone, the window which isn’t glass, the whole city which hasn’t a scrap of metal in it. They use plastics for everything!”


  “Plastics?” echoed Shelton. “Why should that—”


  “The science of plastics is not a simple one,” Benning said, with an assured scientific air. “It is just beginning on Earth. We know of celluloid, cellophane, bakelite, and so on. They are the basic simples of a possible industry supplying every material need of mankind. These people have gone into it deeply. They have plastics harder than steel, clearer than glass, more lasting than stone! And all made of chemical ingredients at low temperatures. They don’t have to use elaborate blast furnaces, coal, power, or dig ores. Theirs is a laboratory civilization if there ever was one!”


  HE waved a hand suddenly. “It’s mainly conjecture on my part, but”—his face went haggard—“I have the feeling all this activity within Iapetus spells danger to the Space Empire. It broods in the air here. It—”


  “The Empire can take care of itself!” Traft burst out belligerently. “When the time comes. Why, these fish-eyed aliens haven’t even guns, if it came to war. Earth’s Space Navy could surround Iapetus and bottle them up.”


  “Don’t underestimate their cold force weapon,” Benning said quietly. “It can be as effective as a heat force. They’re probably developing it day by day. As for Iapetus, this is not their native world!”


  Shelton nodded. “I surmised that. Iapetus is barren of native life. But where have they come from?” Benning shrugged. “Uranus, Neptune, or Pluto. They are a race inured to cold, hating light. It must be one of those three.”


  “Or all three!”


  Shelton Was suddenly pacing up and down. Some of timing’s conjectures has seemed wild, the ravings of a man whose imagination had been touched off by three weeks in a strange, dark world of aliens. But now Shelton felt that the true scope of it might be still more incredible.


  “Saturn,” he said, “has been Earth’s frontier. Beyond lies the unknown. I’ve seen the official records, not often revealed. More than half the exploration ships that have gone beyond Saturn have never returned. ‘Natural hazards’, the official epitaph is. I wonder!”


  Traft tied things together, sweepingly. “Looks like the aliens, on Pluto, Neptune and Uranus are expanding inward, while Earth is expanding outward. Where the two meet, here at Saturn—hell will pop!”


  “We’re painting a pretty lurid picture,” muttered Shelton, dazed by the tremendous implications of it.


  He shook his head. It might all be a poisonous mushroom blooming from the spores of undigested facts. They must get down to basic facts. He turned to Benning.


  “But why has this room been prepared, with Earth conditions, for live prisoners?”


  “I can’t guess,” admitted the technologist. “They’ve fed me, kept Earth-pressure here and warmth. They haven’t mistreated me. I’ve just been sitting here, brooding, marooned, surrounded by aliens, thinking—thinking—”


  He was sobbing suddenly, and Myra comforted him. They realized what he had gone through. It was plain in his sensitive, lined face; the marks of an experience no human could have passed through without mental scars.


  


  


  CHAPTER XI


  
Dash for Freedom!


  


  


  LORG, the Alien Superior, sat in his seat of authority. He turned as Murv, his second-in-command, entered and advanced with quick tread. Murv stopped before him and saluted respectfully.


  “Lorg,” he said, in their own speech, “we must try arbitration with the Earthlings, now that the hour draws near. They are more powerful than you think. That has been part of our plan from the first, and for that reason the Earth-conditioned room was prepared. You have in it now their Dr. Rodney Shelton, a high official, with a voice of authority. Through him you can arbitrate with the earthly government.”


  As the Superior shook his head, the spines of his head swayed.


  “I think it will be useless at this point,” he objected. “We are ready to strike. After the first point in our plans is carried out, then will be the time to talk. They will be impressed.”


  “They will be enraged!” Murv insisted. “Take care that you do not ruin everything, Lorg! Best that you arbitrate now. And”—he spoke firmly—“do not make your demands too high!”


  “Who are you to speak thus to me?” shrilled the Superior, rising angrily.


  “The voice of those of our people who do not want a war with the Earthlings!” returned Murv, eyeing Lorg steadily.


  “All right!” he snapped. “I will attempt arbitration. But I make my own demands, and follow my own judgment thereafter!”


  Once again the opti-screen in the Earth people’s prison chamber flared with pulsing lights. The Alien Superior gazed down at them, singling out Shelton.


  “Dr. Rodney Shelton,” began Lorg, “you have authority, I believe, that can connect directly with your supreme Earth Government? What you say, they will believe—and consider?”


  “Yes.” snapped Shelton. “But how do you know that? How—”


  The sounds made by the alien might have been amused laughter.


  “Do not be astounded,” he murmured. “We have been in contact with Earth affairs for a long time. Not only through radio, but by gleaning information from Earth minds—those whose bodies we have in suspended animation. We developed the cold force for that purpose, as well as for a weapon. The cold coffee is a pseudo-magnetic field that absorbs all electrical nerve currents in the human body. The nerves become dead, frozen, but without affecting any of the other organs.


  “Those bodies in suspended animation are a library of information to us. We are far more fully aware of your affairs than you would believe possible! We know much of your science, history, social structure, and your interplanetary program of expansion. Daily, we gather more information, with our psychic-extractor apparatus.”


  Shelton was tense with horror at the thought of human bodies kept in the pseudo-death, like mechanical records, for the aliens to delve into their minds.


  “I THINK I can promise you,” he said harshly, “that when Earth finds out about this, you will be blasted out of existence. You have done things that make you a bitter enemy of mankind!”


  “Those men are unharmed,” returned the alien, half apologetically. “The psychic-extraction does not affect them. I would not wish to earn the wrath you promise. I wish to open arbitration with Earth, in fact!”


  “For what?” Shelton asked bluntly.


  “For control—absolute, undivided control—of certain planets. You might call it a ceding of planets!”


  There it was, staring them starkly in the face. Shelton was staggered a little, though it had not been a complete surprise. He was being asked to inform his home authority that an un-suspected outside power, an alien race from somewhere beyond Saturn, wanted planets for its own empire! It was utterly fantastic!


  “Which planets?” he managed to query, trying to keep cool.


  “Pluto, Neptune, Uranus, Saturn and Jupiter—and all their moons!” Lorg calmly informed. “My race is very prolific. The three outer planets are ours in all but name already; our people inhabit them. We are asking only for recognition there of what already is ours. But Saturn and Jupiter, in addition, must be ceded to us by Earth!”


  The four Earth people looked at one another. Was this some monstrous joke, spawned in the mind of an alien who aspired to an impossible tin-pot empire?


  “You can’t be serious!” retorted Shelton. He suddenly laughed shortly. The thing was ridiculous!


  Lorg’s alien features drew up tightly in what was obvious even to Earth eyes as outraged anger.


  “Cease your laughter, Earthling!” he snarled, his repugnant face thrusting forward in the screen. “Those are my demands. If I must, I am prepared to take Saturn and Jupiter. The day of earthly dominion over them is finished. I, Lorg, say it!”


  Shelton was quickly in the grip of equal anger.


  “Take them?” he blazed. “Against all the Earth forces? You are mad, Lorg! Earth might conceivably waive jurisdiction over the three outer planets, since you say your race inhabits them, but Saturn and Jupiter are out of the question!”


  Lorg had turned his face and spoke lo someone unseen by the Earthlings. Nor could they guess that what he said was: “You see, Murv? Arbitration is impossible.”


  They heard another voice answer, but did not understand when Murv answered in the alien tongue:


  “Your demands are too high. Saturn and Jupiter are theirs!”


  Only the tone of Lorg’s reply, “You anger me, Murv. Go!” was understandable to the four as Lorg turned back to the mystified Earth people.


  “We shall see about arbitration, Dr. Rodney Shelton!” he said ominously. “Perhaps Earth will soon be glad to do so, at my terms!”


  “Wait!” said Shelton thoughtfully. “Perhaps it would be best after all. I’ll do it, Lorg!”


  The other three stared at Shelton. Was it possible he had been cowed by the alien? He seemed to look so. The Alien Superior peered at him narrowly.


  “I know what goes on in your mind, Earthling,” he said shortly. “You would simply make that an excuse to contact Earth and have warships come winging. Fool! I would know of a way to prevent you. But no matter now, I have decided not to arbitrate at this time!”


  His image vanished.


  SHELTON lurched away from the opti-screen, sank weakly into a chair. The stark revelation of the past few minutes was almost more than the human mind could accept without, he felt, going mad.


  “Holy Jupiter!” Traft was exclaiming. “Wants five planets for his empire, and apparently is ready to fight for them.” He balled his fists. “He won’t be so eager after a taste of the kind of war Earth people put up in big doses!”


  “That’s the trouble!” Shelton’s voice was worried. “Think once. What fighting forces have we? Actual fighting forces? AH the Space Navy has had to worry about is traffic duty in the spaceways, rescue of stranded ships, and battling a few pirates. In total, the Navy consists of only a dozen battleships, built just in case, a few hundred Space Rangers, and a few thousand lightly armed ships that haven’t fired a gun in years.”


  He made a sweeping gesture. “Suppose the enemy, planning long, have thousands and thousands of ships—” He stopped, appalled at his own suggestion.


  Traft was unworried. “What good would superiority in space battles do them, granting that? We have people on Jupiter and Saturn. Their space ships couldn’t fight ground forces. They’d need ground forces. And I doubt they can stand up under the sun without going blind, and getting a heat stroke. Unless they were bio-conditioned. But they don’t know about that.”


  Shelton suddenly went cold. Unless they were bio-conditioned! Was that where he came in, in the aliens’ plans?


  He jumped up.


  “Talk is useless,” he ejaculated forcefully. “Earth must be warned! Earth must strike first—wipe out this alien nest! If we could only get in touch with our men in the ships, on the surface—”


  He strode to their vac-suits and grabbed up his own, with the helmet-radio attachment. He snapped it on, holding the helmet upside down, and spoke tensely into the tiny microphone.


  “ETBI-Fourteen, attention! ETBI-Fourteen, attention! Shelton calling!”


  He tried this for long minutes before he gave up. “Not enough range, as I expected,” he groaned hopelessly. The helmet-radios were for suit to suit converse, at short ranges of a few hundred feet. He whirled. “We’ve got to get to the surface!”


  “Guards outside,” muttered Hugh Benning. “They’ll be more watchful since I made my break.


  “Never mind about guards!” Traft rumbled grimly.


  “But they’d run us down,” Benning said in a monotone. “And we have no guns.”


  The four looked at one another helplessly. They had priceless, vital information that should go to Earth, and no way to transmit it.


  Shelton paced up and down with a concentrated frown. “Get thinking, all of you!” he urged. “One way or another, we’ve got to escape!”


  Traft made a mental inventory, aloud. “No guns, no lights, no weapons of any sort. We’re outnumbered a hundred to one. We have to have some way of holding them off for about ten minutes, while running up the slope.”


  “Light would do it,” mused Shelton. “Bright light alone! Their eyes are extremely sensitive to light, and therefore blinded by what to us is normal light.”


  TRAFT was looking around. “There’s not a thing here to help us,” he growled. “No flashlights, candles, or even matches.”


  “Matches!” murmured Benning tonelessly. “They would be useless anyway. Things don’t burn in the thin Iapetus air!”


  Myra Benning, less despondent than her brother, pointed at the globular bulb hanging from the ceiling, shedding its pale reddish glow over the room.


  “Can we use that?”


  Shelton shook his head. “Too dim. Some kind of cold light, without blue rays. We need something with strong blue rays. They are the strongest.” He snapped his fingers suddenly. “Listen, all of you!” He held up the helmet-radio at which he had been staring. “If we can find a way to short the battery and produce an arc, we’d get a bright light, much brighter than our flashlights were. An arc would blind them so thoroughly we’d have a chance to get away! We’ll try it! How about you, Benning? Can you go out there without a suit again?”


  Benning nodded. “I’ll go as far as I can.


  “And after that I’ll carry you!” finished Traft. “Let’s get set—ready for them when they come with food!”


  When three aliens entered with food a little later they let out hoarse cries as three determined Earthmen attacked with whirlwind speed. Benning tripped one and struck him on the head with a table leg. Shelton knocked his adversary out with a clean uppercut. Traft disposed of the third with a hammerlike blow to the forehead. Taken by surprise, the aliens were easy prey, although in a normal fight they might have been more effective, using their taloned hands.


  “Come on!”


  Shelton hustled Myra into the lock left open by the aliens, the others following a moment later. The outer seal flung open, automatically, after the inner seal had closed. They stepped out.


  Hugh Benning gasped as he met the frigid, sparse air outside, but set his lips grimly. A dozen outside guards stared for a moment in surprise, then leaped forward. Shelton was fumbling with his gauntled hands at the two bare wires he had previously drawn from the radio coils, at the peak of his helmet. He touched the wires and then drew, them slightly apart.


  A blinding blue radiance shot from the contact as hot sparks sizzled across the gap. In the thin air, conditions were ideal for a high voltage spark. The advancing aliens let out painful shrieks as the glaring light bathed their light-sensitive eyes. They flung up their arms and staggered back.


  Shelton set the lead away from t-he city, up the slope. It was a long stretch. If the arc lasted till the top, they were not likely to be cut off. They would have to take their chances with any cold beams.


  As they bounded up the incline, the whole city seemed to burst into movement. Aliens rushed from all sides, shouting in their queer, dissonant tones. But the blazing arc at the top of Shelton’s helmet kept them off. They would approach within thirty or forty feet, try to run against the light with face averted, and finally reel back, rubbing t-heir tortured eyes.


  TO them, Shelton knew, it was like running toward a hot, incandescent furnace whose beams would burn their eyes out, and whose heat crackled on their scaly skin. Skin on which water at just above the freezing point would have felt like live steam!


  Once in a while the arc sputtered, and Shelton had to reach up quickly to adjust the gap. Several times, the instantly numbing force of a cold beam struck at them and made them stumble. But each time it died away as quickly. The operators were having a hard time focusing on what to them looked like an unveiled sun.


  On and on they raced. Time and again the aliens would have cut them off except for the blue-bright bail of fire they could not face. But gradually the arc weakened. The small batteries were being quickly drained. With a hundred feet to go, the arc flickered out entirely.


  Instantly the aliens leaped forward, in the dark which was normal to them. Traft, at the rear, began lashing out with pummeling fists, fighting them off. A dynamic whirlwind, he protected the other three completely. They gained the top. Shelton whirled to help Traft, but saw he wasn’t needed. The big pilot had just picked up an alien bodily and flung him among the rest. Then he dashed up, grunting exultantly.


  Brazenly he stood for a moment at the slope’s rim, taking a camera snap as a gesture of defiance to the aliens.


  “You and that fool camera!” barked Shelton. “Come on!”


  A cold beam bit at their muscles, but they staggered through into the corridor leading to the surface. Here they knew they could easily get away, protecting their rear. The aliens did not even follow, as though shirking the prospect of facing the ferocious Earthmen in a narrow space.


  Hugh Benning let out a bubbling gasp suddenly and collapsed. Traft caught him and swung him to his shoulder without lessening his pace.


  “Made it!” panted Shelton. “Though we’ll have to watch for guards at the cave mouth.”


  


  


  CHAPTER XII


  Message to Earth


  


  


  WHEN the glow of the city behind them died away, Stygian gloom slowed them down. Shelton fumbled with the wires and managed to eke a little more current out of the batteries, enough to give a dim, sputtering radiance. It served to warn of out jutting rocks and treacherous underfooting.


  But finally the glow of the cave mouth appeared ahead, like a steady candle, and they entered the large cavern. The guard detail of aliens, evidently warned of their coming, had their path blocked with their cold beam projector. Its paralyzing grip touched them.


  Shelton raised his voice in a shout to the two Rangers that had been left on guard. Two flashlight beams stabbed into the cavern, centered on the Earthmen for a minute and then swung to the aliens. Guns spoke and with wild cries the aliens Sung themselves flat. Shelton and his party raced past.


  The two Rangers greeted them warmly.


  “Glad you’re back, sir,” they said, saluting Shelton. “We were about to organize a search party. Where are the others?”


  “No time to explain now!” Shelton said shortly, and headed for the ship.


  The sun had set. The desolate topography of Iapetus was eerily lit by a blend of starlight and the reddish glow of Saturn hanging like a moon in the sky. The scene was quiet, peaceful. Shelton found it hard to believe they had just returned from a bustling city deep underground. It had all been like a nightmare, tumultuous and unreal.


  Within the welcome interior of the ETBI-14 again, the bruised and battered party took off their vac-suits, and basked in the warmth of the ship. Shelton left all explanations for Traft to make and dashed for the pilot’s cupola. He jerked over the radio stud.


  “Dr. Rodney Shelton of ETBI calling from Iapetus!” he barked into the microphone. “Titan station, please answer immediately!”


  He repeated the call several times, using the full power of the ship’s radio. Waiting for the return call, he fidgeted nervously, cursing radio operators who couldn’t see blinking signal lights before their very eyes. At last a rather sleepy voice answered:


  “Titan station. Go ahead, Dr. Shelton.”


  “Emergency!” he snapped. “Get this and get it right! Call the Navy outposts, both yours and on Rhea, and say I want every fighting ship available here at Iapetus, as soon as possible. There is to be no delay. This is a matter of vital importance. Tell them an alien menace is here that requires their presence. Every fighting ship! Is that clear?”


  His keenly stirred mind seizing on the smallest details, Shelton timed the reply just right—forty seconds from Titan, at opposition, to Iapetus, three million miles, back and forth.


  The operator’s voice was no longer sleepy, but puzzled. “This is such an unusual request, sir!” he objected. “Are you sure—” He broke off. “Please give me opti-screen contact, Dr. Shelton. Routine, you understand.”


  Shelton growled, but was aware that the operator had the right to be startled, and careful. This was perhaps the most momentous call that had ever hummed across the ether lines. Shelton switched on the iconoscope and adjusted its electrodes rapidly to catch his face clearly in direct focus.


  “NOW,” he declared, knowing he would be recognized, “I want those ships immediately. Then call me back.” Just to make it stronger and avoid any delaying red-tape, he added: “If you question my authority, you’re questioning the authority of Extra-Terra Bio-Institute! Understand?”


  Forty seconds later: “Yes, Dr. Shelton! I’ll call the outposts immediately. And then call you back.” The operator’s excited voice clipped off.


  Ten minutes later his signal light flickered and Shelton rushed back from the pilot port. He had been staring out at space, beyond Saturn, wondering where out there lay the alien civilization that had sprung upon the ken of man with such blinding, threatening swiftness.


  “Titan station reporting,” said the operator alertly. “Both Navy outposts have answered, Dr. Shelton. They will send all available ships as quickly as possible, though it will take a little time to organize the details. The Rhea outpost says it will have five Rangers there in about eight hours, others to follow. Anything else, sir?”


  “Yes,” Shelton stated. “Put me through on a line to radio-central, Earth, right away.”


  “Go ahead, Dr. Shelton!” acknowledged the Titan operator, after the appropriate time lapse.


  Shelton spoke slowly and distinctly.


  “Radio-central, Earth. Dr. Rodney Shelton of Expedition Ship ETBI-Fourteen calling. Attention, Director Grant Beatty, by transcription, if necessary. Say this: ‘Director Beatty, I’ve been on Iapetus just ten hours and in those ten hours the incredible has happened. Aliens, intelligent beings, are on Iapetus. That’s a bare, unbelievable statement. I know it will shock you.’ ”


  Shelton went on to give the details, as far as he thought necessary.


  “ ‘And so, Director,’ he concluded grimly, ‘this alien menace has been flowering secretly on the three outer plants. They are looking inward. They have a foothold in our empire, on Iapetus. They must never get any further! I don’t know what powers the aliens have, but they must have a highly developed science. It is evident from what we’ve seen and heard. Lorg, the Superior, as he calls himself, radiated confidence that he could get what they wanted, by force if not arbitration. I can only describe him as a devilish character, capable of devilish plans and deeds!’ ”


  Carried by humming radio waves across the deep gulf of interplanetary space, Shelton’s voice became hard, inflexible.


  “ ‘My idea is to force their hand. I’ve called for all available fighting ships from Titan and Rhea. Send from Earth a fleet of whatever ships can be spared. If necessary, the aliens must be blasted out of Iapetus! I know, Director Beatty, that you’ll want me to leave Iapetus immediately, when you hear this. But I’m staying! Don’t waste breath begging, demanding or cajoling me back right now. I’m here to see this thing through. I’ll open negotiations with the aliens as soon as the first ships arrive. I’ll await acknowledgment of this call.’ ”


  SHELTON turned away from the radio, heaving a great sigh. Earth had been informed. Regardless of what happened to him, the most important thing had been taken care of.


  As he stepped away, the signal light flashed, signifying another call. Shelton turned back, and started, as the strangely leering face of Lorg. the Alien Superior, rippled into the glowing opti-screen!


  “You made a clever escape, Dr. Rodney Shelton!” remarked the alien imperturbably. “You Earthlings are resourceful. I also overheard your recent radio message.” The voice became ominous. “It will avail you nothing, Earthman! I am ready to strike. You will be too late with your attack!”


  “We’ll see about that!” Shelton drawled easily. “When our armed space ships are ready to blast away. If you attack me tonight, remember that I have an armed space ship with me, and several expert gunners.”


  “I will not attack you,” scoffed Lorg. “It is not necessary, in the least.” A queer expression flitted across his repugnant features, and the hoarse cackle that came from his lips made Shelton’s nerves grate. “I say only one thing to you. Watch at dawn!” He cackled again, ominously. “Watch at dawn, Earthman!” Down in his chamber, the Alien-Superior turned from his screen when Shelton’s face had vanished.


  “Go,” he commanded his aide. “Spread the word. The hour has come!”


  The aide saluted and sped away, his face gleaming.


  Murv, who was there, pressed his lips together. “You have made your move, Lorg,” he said quietly. “Let us hope it was the right one. You have incurred the wrath of the Earth people. I have often told you of their dangerousness when aroused. The chance for peaceful arbitration may be lost forever!”


  Lorg’s ruthless face flared with anger. “Murv, you annoy me with your childish fears. Go!” He added a threat: “And take care that I do not depose you from all authority one of these days, if you try to hinder me!”


  Murv turned away with a shrug, his face stony. . . .


  In deep thought, Shelton made his way from the pilot’s cupola to the main cabin. Why was the Alien Superior so confident? What did he have up his sleeve? Watch at dawn! What was going to happen at dawn?


  The occupants of the cabin looked up at Shelton’s preoccupied, haggard face. Myra Benning had nursed her brother back to consciousness, but he lay weakly in a bunk, still breathing stertorously, Traft had just finished telling the story of their experiences underground. The listening men were looking at each other in shocked horror at the fate of those who had not returned from the cavern of alien menace.


  Shelton briefly gave the details of his radio calls. Then he counted his forces. The three engine men, two ETBI men, two Rangers here and two left as guard in their ship—twelve men, including himself. And a girl.


  He turned to the Rangers. “You two go back to your ship. Keep one man on guard in case anything pops during the night.”


  They saluted and left. When the air-seal had hissed shut again, Shelton swung on his two ETBI men.


  “YOU’VE made preliminary tests of the Iapetus conditions—enough to give a rough approximation of bio-conditioning steps?”


  “Not quite finished,” answered one of the biologists. “Couple hours’ work on it yet.”


  “Then we’ll finish it now,” Shelton decided. “We must transmit the data to Earth, in case it comes to the point”—his eyes blazed—“where bioconditioned fighting men are needed to rout out the aliens, Mark, you stick at the radio, for any calls. You three engineers keep watch at the ports. Lorg said he wouldn’t attack us, but I don’t trust him. They might try to come sneaking up in the night. Miss Benning”—his voice became gentler as he turned to the worn girl—“you’d better get some rest. This has been a trying day for you.”


  “I’m going to help you, Dr. Shelton,” she quickly interposed. “Hugh’s asleep and won’t need me.”


  Shelton admired the way she had drawn herself together.


  “Incidentally,” he said, “you’ve done a great service to the Empire! Through your search for your brother, the aliens were discovered sooner. Look at it that way, not that you led brave men to a living death. They can yet be rescued. But with the alien menace uncovered, we’ve stolen a march on them!”


  The girl’s eyes brightened. It had not been pleasant to think of her part in the half-tragic events since the landing.


  “But we’ve work to do!”


  Shelton led the way to the small but completely equipped laboratory in the back of the ship. They plunged into their work. The Iapetus air was checked and rechecked for density, pressure and mean temperature. Cosmic radiation was recorded, by means of a sensitive Geiger counter. An anesthetized guinea pig was put in a pressure tube, dosed with adaptene, and his reactions to Iapetus’ conditions noted, his blood count taken.


  Rough, hurried approximations they were, but Shelton knew he must race against time. Data went down rapidly under Myra’s flying fingers.


  


  


  CHAPTER XIII


  At Dawn!


  


  


  AS soon as Traft’s voice thundered down from the pilot room, announcing the return Earth call, Shelton hastily grabbed up the single record sheet and raced up.


  “Mark,” he demanded, rapidly adding a few words at the top of the paper, “you know the secret code of your Planetary Survey Service?”


  “Like I know my own name!” assured Traft readily, pushing aside his dry chemical developing kit, with which he had been making prints.


  “Code this!”


  Shelton turned to the radio. Director Beatty’s forceful face, half twisted out of shape with amazement, was in the screen. Only three hours had elapsed since Shelton’s call. It was probably a record for a return call across the stupendous nine-hundred-million-mile stretch between Earth and Saturn.


  “Director Beatty calling Dr. Rodney Shelton on Iapetus,” said the image’s lips. “Your message was received in full. I need hardly say it’s the most startling news I or the world ever received. An intelligent, unsuspected alien race in the Solar System—an underground city at the doorstep of the Empire—miraculous science! If it were anybody else but you reporting that, Shelton, I’d refuse to believe it!”


  A hand reached up to mop a sweating brow. “An armed Earth fleet is already being organized. They will arrive at Iapetus in four days, at multiple acceleration. We can’t tolerate any subversive program, defying our jurisdiction on the planets. Saturn and all its moons are an official part of our Empire. The aliens must leave, or be driven away!”


  The Director’s eyes stared out commendingly at Shelton. “Everything you’ve done is right, Shelton. But don’t go any further. You’ve exposed the aliens. When the first armed ships arrive, from Rhea, simply have them on guard. Officials will arrive with the fleet from Earth, to take up negotiations.” The eyes twinkled slightly. “I should command you to leave for Earth immediately. However, I won’t, to save you the embarrassment of a court martial later. I’m trusting you not to be reckless.”


  His voice became serious. “But this is a grave situation facing the Empire. How grave, I suppose none of us knows yet. Report to me the instant anything new comes up. Signing off.”


  The bearded face faded from the screen, but Shelton hurriedly called the Titan relay station for another line to Earth radio-central.


  “Director Beatty!” he called when the connection was completed. “After I sent my message to you, Lorg, the Alien Superior called me! He had listened in. He is probably listening now! So I’m sending the rest in secret code, Planetary Survey.”


  He went on in the code that Traft was rapidly transposing from the record sheet, calling out letter by letter swiftly and clearly. The decoded message ran:


  Important to leave nothing to chance. Have thousand men bio-conditioned for Iapetus, in case needed to storm underground city. Data follows.


  Shelton’s voice droned on for another half hour, with the laboring Traft barely able to keep ahead with his coding. Finally it was done, and Shelton heaved a sigh of relief.


  “There!” he said. “We’re another jump ahead of the aliens!”


  DOWN in the main cabin, a tantalizing odor met them. With the limited facilities of the ship, Myra Benning had managed to prepare an appetizing meal. Shelton was hungry, despite the cheerless situation. And for awhile they were able to keep up a dinner conversation free of the thoughts uppermost in their minds, relaxing somewhat from their tenseness.


  “We have four hours till dawn,” said Shelton, consulting the chart of Iapetus’ day-and-night periods. He yawned. “The ships from Rhea will be here two hours later. Let’s get some sleep till then. Weill have one man on guard, burn about.”


  This arranged, they went to their separate bunks. Shelton threw himself down, fully clothed. His head hummed with the breath-taking events that had burst like a bombshell into the course of things. Many things had been answered since the day on. Earth when the ship Tycho had landed with two alive out of a crew of ten. But many things remained to be answered. In what bizarre way would they be revealed?


  Shelton’s nerves quieted as he became drowsy. He felt satisfaction in how it had all turned out so far. In a few hours armed Earth ships would arrive, to hold the aliens at bay. Yet in the back of his mind, like a haunting refrain, thrummed Lorg’s strange words: “Watch at dawn!” What could it mean?


  He turned over. He had the watch at that period. He would watch at dawn. He slept. . . .


  A hand shook Shelton’s shoulders. He awoke from a troubled sleep, nerves throbbing.


  “Your watch, sir,” said the engineer whose vigil was over.


  Shelton arose and made his way through the dimmed cabin to the pilot’s cupola, where a sweeping vision all around the ship was possible. He stared around at the desolate, barren landscape, glinting somberly in starlight. Saturn had set in the sky of Iapetus. Soon the Sun would rise.


  Shelton pressed a hand to his forehead, wondering why his nerves should be jangling so much. Suddenly he started. Was it his nerves, or was it his whole body, the whole ship, and the very ground it stood on? Abruptly Shelton realized that was so. A subtle vibration trembled through the entire ship! He was aware now, too, that he had felt that steady tremor in his sleep, for at least an hour!


  He pressed his feet firmly to the floor. The strongest vibration came from below, from the ground. Was it some sort of Iapetus quake? It felt as though the whole satellite were quivering and trembling. The aliens—underground! Did it have any connection with them?


  The Sun rose. Small and feeble though its reflection was, it made an appreciable contrast to dark night. Shafts of light speared down, dispelling shadows, gleaming from crystalline peaks. It was strangely, hauntingly beautiful, this sunrise on another world, but Shelton’s mind kept humming those relentless, maddening phrases: “Watch at dawn! Watch at dawn!”


  Shelton glanced at the chronometer above the pilot’s keyboard. And a startled cry burst from his lips.


  The dawn had been ten minutes late!


  The electrically-operated clock could not be wrong. The chart of Iapetus’ rotation could not be wrong. Yet the sun had peeped above the horizon fully ten minutes behind time!


  SHELTON’S face was white, drained of blood. His hands were trembling fitfully. His heart skipped a beat, then began to pound furiously. For of all the things that man depends on with a blind faith, it is the clockwork of the heavens. The certainty of sunset and sunrise on split second schedule, for ages on end without fail, whether on Earth or any other world. “What is it, Rod?”


  Traft spoke from the door. The others were behind him, awakened by his involuntary cry, which had resounded through the still ship.


  “Ten minutes late!” Shelton whispered hoarsely. “The sun—”


  “What!” roared Traft, blinking dumfoundedly. “You must be wrong, Rod! That would mean the rotation of this whole satellite has changed!” Hugh Benning ran forward, grabbed up the space sextant and trained it, then compared its readings to the chart of Iapetus’ rotation and revolution. The others waited breathlessly. Finally he set the instrument down carefully, and turned a drawn face.


  “It’s true!” he breathed. “Impossible, but true. The rotation of Iapetus has been slowed and—”


  He let out a sharp cry and flung a hand up, pointing. Saturn had risen above the horizon, opposite the sun.


  “Saturn just set!” groaned Shelton, bewildered. “How can it rise again, and go the opposite way? Even the slowing of rotation couldn’t account for that!”


  “No,” Benning croaked. “It means that Iapetus’ rotation and revolution both have changed! Iapetus has left its orbit!”


  Traft lunged forward, picking up the sextant. He angled Saturn and the sun, put the figures down, and ran his finger down the trigonometric scale fastened above the pilot board.


  “We have a velocity of a hundred miles a second, relative to Saturn, with the sun as a fixed point,” he announced. “The orbital velocity is supposed to be only two miles a second. So Iapetus is streaking out of the orbit, at a tangent, in the general direction of—Pluto!”


  The appalling fact was like a living force.


  “We’re on a runaway satellite!” Shelton summed it up as calmly as he could. “But worlds don’t just suddenly slip out of their orbits, after ages of cutting the same groove, obeying the laws of gravitation. Iapetus has been forced out—by the aliens! This vibration going through the whole satellite—”


  “The Great Machine!” Hugh Benning cried wildly. “I knew it meant something unbelievable. That great machine, buried deep, motivates the satellite as though it were a space ship! Now you’ll believe me, Shelton, that they have a miraculous science—incredible science! Greater than ours!”


  Shelton jerked erect. “I wouldn’t say that,” he fiercely defended. “More developed in one direction, perhaps, but not necessarily superior. And they’re not going to get far with this, whatever crazy scheme it leads to. When the ships from Rhea arrive—”


  HE stopped, his jaw suddenly dropping.


  “If they arrive!” croaked Benning. “Two hours from now they’ll arrive at the point in Iapetus’ orbit where Iapetus used to be! They’ll look around, dazed, and recheck their course chart. They won’t find an error in that. They’ll look for Iapetus, but it will only be a pinpoint star by then, no different from the other stars.”


  “Stop it!” shouted Shelton, but he knew Benning was right, of course, Shelton knew Benning had spoken with inexorable scientific exactness. At their present velocity of 100 miles a second, they Would be three-quarters of a million miles from where the ships would arrive. At that distance, small Iapetus, much smaller than Earth’s moon and three times further away, would be just a bright, starlike object. The ship’s men would have no reason to single it out as the lost satellite, from all the other bright stars of open space.


  Shelton dived for the radio. “What’s the matter with me?” he muttered. “Can’t we tell them what has happened and where we are?”


  But as soon as he snapped the switch, a sinking feeling came over him. The speaker blared forth with a confused crackle, as though all the static in the universe had poured into its coils. Some powerful interference was jamming the ether lines.


  Shelton tried desperately, twisting the rheostat to full power.


  “Iapetus calling the Rhea ships! Please answer!”


  But no answer came. No answer could, it seemed, worm through that barrage of interference.


  He gave a glad cry suddenly, that as quickly changed to startled disappointment. The face of Lorg, Alien Superior, blinked into the opti-screen. His voice came through clearly as the discordant noises became a rustling background. His powerful wave, from so near, was able to work through.


  “You can’t signal those ships. Dr. Rodney Shelton!” the alien said with aggravating conviction. “Nor any ship, unless it should happen to pass within a few dozen miles. But no ships are going to blunder that close. Iapetus is lost to the Solar System. We are motivating it away, by means of our Great Machine, underground. Our scale shows an inch of displacement each second, or a rate of a hundred miles a second away from Saturn. I was not—what is that Earth word?—bluffing, was I, when I said your planned attack would come too late?”


  Shelton glared at him, unable to speak because of rage, frustration and choking hatred. He had never felt such a burning hate before. His fists clenched till his knuckles were white.


  “I see you cannot speak,” the alien mocked. “You are too stupefied by what has occurred. And you hate me! It is the hatred of inferior beings for one superior!”


  Shelton reached to snap the screen off.


  “Wait!” The Alien Superior went on. “Do not try to leave this moving satellite in your ships, which would be your next move. Disaster will follow if you try. There is a stricture of space, a warp, surrounding the globe. Your ships cannot pass it. It would take far more power than your engines produce. You are prisoners—or guests. You will not be harmed. I have need of you later, Dr. Shelton!”


  The repulsive alien visage glided out of the screen.


  


  


  CHAPTER XIV


  Trapped on the Runaway World


  


  


  THERE was silence within the ETBI-14 for a moment. Then Traft’s voice boomed out.


  “It’s a bluff!” he scoffed. “About not being able to leave.”


  “It may or it may not be,” Shelton said slowly. “But I think it has to be tried. It’s our only chance to get word to the System. And we don’t know what that devil has up his sleeve. The Ranger ship must be used. It’s lighter—more take-off power. Power is the thing needed. To judge from Lorg’s warning, more power than any ship has.”


  “There’s one way to power up a ship specially at take-off,” said Traft. “By resetting the timing of the rockets, and hand-pumping fuel at all the lines. I’d need”—he counted around—“every man here except two!”


  Shelton faced the company haggardly. “Every man except two—to defy death!” he said wearily. “The first attempt will probably be the only chance to try it. Yet it has to be tried, doesn’t it?”


  They all nodded. Shelton went on: “As for the two men—”


  Traft interrupted. “Benning’s one; he’s sick. You’re the other, Rod!” The big pilot spoke frankly, facing his friend. “If the ship cracks up, you’ll at least be left here. And you’re the one most qualified to outwit the aliens, in some other way.” He grinned wryly. “It’s a sort of devil-and-the-deep choice. It’s even-Steven either way, Rod!”


  Shelton saw the logic of that, though at first it seemed he was being asked to shirk taking his chances.


  “All right,” he said gruffly.


  It was no time for heroics, though Solomon himself would not have been able to say which was the most heroic choice.


  Traft, as pilot, took charge, ordering the men into vac-suits. After solemn farewells, they trudged to the Ranger ship.


  Shelton, Myra Benning and her brother, alone in the ETBI-14, watched from the pilot’s cupola. After half an hour, while the Ranger ship’s engine had been idling, and the men instructed, Traft’s big, cheery face appeared in the opti-screen, behind the visor of his vac-suit.


  “All set!” he said.


  Shelton had thought of a hundred things he wanted to say to his friend at this final, chilling moment which might be their last together. But something choked him.


  “Good luck, old man!” was all he could bring out, in a dry, hoarse voice.


  “Watch me ram through that damned warp of his!” promised the big pilot, waving nonchalantly as though departing on a pleasure cruise. But they could see the set grimness behind his wide grin.


  He stared at Shelton oddly for a moment, then.


  “You know where my camera is, Rod,” he said softly. “It’s yours—in case.”


  Shelton nodded blankly. It was the big pilot’s way of acknowledging the moment.


  His image flickered out.


  Shelton watched tensely. It was their last chance now to get word to the Rhea ships, so that the runaway satellite could be traced. If this failed, Lorg and his aliens would have escaped entirely, free to carry on their plans, whatever they were. The Ranger ship must get through that threatened, invisible barrier. Simply must.


  THE long, sleek ship out there trembled. Long tongues of searing flame shot from its underside. It catapulted up suddenly, into the sunshine. like a roaring monster. Rockets blasted away at the rear, to give it a forward momentum and thus tear away from Iapetus’ gravity at a tangent. Gathering speed swiftly, it launched itself into the sky.


  Shelton held his breath. Where would the mysterious “warp” manifest itself? What was it? What would it do?


  Dr. Shelton tried to quiet his growing horror. Traft was at the controls; big, powerful, indomitable Traft with the strength of a bull and the cunning skill of piloting in the spaceways. He would win through!


  The sleek Ranger ship hurtled upward, driven by powerful blasts seldom used in take-offs. Against an unknown force, Traft was pitting every ounce of ramming power the ship had. Split seconds passed with the drawn-out beat of hours.


  A gasp of horror was wrung from the lips of the three watchers in the ETBI-14. The Ranger ship, drilling into the sky nose foremost, stopped almost abruptly, a thousand yards above. As though it had struck a wall of steel, the nose flattened and bent. Shiveringly, the rest of the long torpedo hull telescoped upon itself with a terrific grinding noise that even the thin air of Iapetus carried as a grating thunder.


  Shelton stared with fixed eyes that refused to turn away. The wreck dropped like a stone, a broken, twisted thing without semblance to the ship it had been a second before. It crashed on jagged rocks, and fell apart as though it were a rotten apple. Nausea twisted Shelton’s stomach.


  One soul-torn shriek escaped Myra Benning’s lips. “Those men!” she cried, looking down at the destroyed ship.


  “No use hoping for them,” muttered Shelton, with an infinite ache in his whole body.


  His very soul shook at thought of bodies ground to quivering, bloody shreds, their lives snuffed out like snapping strings.


  “Dead, every one of them,” he said tonelessly.


  “I think you’re wrong!” said Hugh Benning. “Something is moving near the wreck—by that red rock. Thrown clear.”


  Shelton let out a startled yelp. “It’s Traft!”


  It was. Unmistakably a giant figure in a vac-suit was crawling to its feet, a dozen yards from the shapeless mess of the wreckage. It rose staggeringly, helmet twisting as though to locate the ETBI-14, then reeled toward them.


  Shelton was in his own vac-suit, and was out in less time than he had ever taken before. He sped across the intervening distances, helped the stumbling pilot back.


  Inside again, Traft’s suit was stripped off and he was laid on a bunk. For a minute he lay with closed eyes, breathing heavily. Finally he opened his eyes—and grinned.


  “Here I am!” he whispered weakly. “Can’t kill me off so easy!”


  Shelton shook his head. “You’re alive, though you shouldn’t be. The pilot’s cupola cracked into it first. You should have been ground to a powder.”


  Traft sat up, vitality once again flowing through his veins.


  “Call it a miracle,” lie said simply. “All I know is the Universe cracked open and I fell through. The Grim Reaper just didn’t call my number, though”—his eyes went bleak—“he reaped plenty!” His fists clenched. “Darrin that Lorg!” he snarled. “If there ever was a fiend—”


  “A scientific fiend!” put in Hugh Benning hopelessly. “With superscience at his command. We’re trapped now, completely?”


  NONE of them could deny that. Shelton realized that the big, heavy ETBI-14, undermanned, could never leave if the Ranger ship couldn’t. Their radio signals were blocked. Not a thing more could be done. It was simply a matter of riding away with the moving satellite, away from Saturn, away from the Sun, out to the—unknown.


  It was a terrifying feeling, like sinking to the bottomless depths of a dark ocean. Already huge Saturn had dwindled to a tiny moon with a bright ring around it. The Sun’s light grew steadily fainter. What breathless velocity was taking them from the empire of man, receding behind them?


  “Let’s check our velocity,” suggested Shelton.


  Traft, in the pilot’s cupola, angled the Sun, Saturn, and a fixed star.


  “Five thousand miles a second!” he said at last, incredulously. “Iapetus has been accelerating constantly all this time!”


  Shelton tried to think of the Titanic powers necessary to accelerate this great bulk, millions of times larger and heavier than Earth’s hughest freighter, but stopped in dismay. It was, as Benning had said, super-science.


  The radio signal blinked in his eyes. “Lorg, I suppose,” he muttered, snapping the stud.


  The Alien Superior’s reptilian features shone in the screen.


  “Are you convinced, Dr. Rodney Shelton?” He spoke austerely. “I watched the crash of your other ship, with an optical instrument of mine that pierces matter. It was a futile attempt. The Warp is impenetrable. I warned you. But you disbelieve—at the cost of ten lives!”


  “Nine, damn you—only nine!” Shelton yelled back, taking a small, twisted pleasure in that denial. “One lived. But you’ll pay for those other lives!”


  “A few lives!” scoffed the alien. “What of the lives of my people that you and your men took? But I do not hold it against you. There is much more at stake than a few lives.” His eyes glistened. “Planets, worlds, are the prizes I want!”


  “You will not find it so easy,” Shelton grimly retorted. “You will have to war against all our forces. You will never win!”


  The Torm leader smiled cryptically. “Indomitable spirit!” he mused. “Murv is right in that.” He raised his voice. “I am busy. I will contact you later. You understand fully now that you are my—guests?”


  With a mocking glance, his image vanished from the screen.


  Shelton writhed internally. Helpless captives in the hands of a ruthless intelligence! Yet it was not that so much. His personal welfare was unimportant. It was the thought of not being able to warn Earth.


  He tried the radio again, full power, calling out a time-honored SOS for attention. But there was only a continuous Niagara of howling static, through which no wave could work. In desperation he tried every conceivable wave-band. Everywhere, the drowning static. . . .


  No. wait! His pulses leaped. At Micro-wave Nine the hiss of a strong carrier-wave came through. Microwave Nine—the Space Scientist! He must be near, near enough to batter through—and perhaps trying to make contact!


  HOPEFULLY, Shelton tuned the vernier and let out a triumphant cry as the Space Scientist’s masked head ghosted into the screen.


  “Space Scientist!” he cried eagerly. “Shelton calling—Dr. Rodney Shelton!”


  Apparently startled, the Space Scientist seemed to be staring, speechless for the moment. Then he said:


  “Dr. Shelton! You—”


  “Listen to me!” Shelton hurriedly burst in. “I’m caught on Iapetus, can’t leave or radio Earth. There are aliens here, somehow motivating Iapetus. They threaten war on the Empire—want planets! Can’t explain more now. You’re last hope. You must radio Rhea ships to follow. Hurry! Lorg might hear—send ships after you!”


  The globed head shook. “I do not take commands from you, Dr. Shelton!” he declared frigidly. “I am not concerned with the Empire’s affairs!” Shelton choked. Was the man still playing his childish part, in the face of this?


  “But this is something vital!” he roared. “Something bigger than your paltry ideas of isolation and independence. The Empire is in danger! Can’t you understand?” Suddenly remembering, Shelton’s face grew livid. “You knew of this before! You warned me not to come to Iapetus! You knew of the aliens. But you would not tell me. You would not warn Earth! Unless”—he ground his words out vehemently, glaring with fierce accusation at the Space Scientist—“you have renounced ail claim to your human birth, you’ll inform the Rhea ships—redeem yourself to that extent, at least!”


  “No!” The word came flatly. “Man, you can’t calmly stand by!” cried Shelton, aghast. “When the least little word from you—”


  “Enough!” snapped the Space Scientist. “Emotions do not move me. Iapetus and the aliens are an interesting problem to me, and to my theory—no more. Their relation to the Empire of Earth is irrelevant!”


  “But you were trying to contact me!” groaned Shelton. “Why? To taunt me? You—”


  At that moment, on the screen, a second view superimposed itself over the Space Scientist. The latter’s figure vanished instantly. Lorg’s features, suspicious, stared out of Shelton’s opti-screen.


  “To whom were you talking?” the alien demanded.


  “None of your business,” retorted Shelton, snapping off.


  Shelton turned away from the radio with sagging shoulders.


  “That was our last hope!” he muttered bitterly. “And it had to hang on the mad ego of a monomaniac!”


  “He’s inhuman!” Myra whispered. “A man who thinks himself a god!”


  “He’s lower than the aliens!”


  snapped Traft. “I just wish I had him here for one minute. I’d change his mind about some things!”


  Shelton shrugged. He looked out at receding Saturn, now scarcely displaying a disk.


  “Too late now. Lorg and his Torms have succeeded in stealing a whole satellite from under the Empire’s nose. All we can do now is wait and see what develops.” He sighed, and went on in a monotone. “As far as we ourselves go, we’re in no immediate difficulty. We have oxygen and food enough here in the ETBI-Fourteen for a month.”


  But he knew that before the month was up, stupendous things were to happen.


  


  


  CHAPTER XV


  Outward to Pluto


  


  


  EIGHT hours later Saturn had taken its place in the starry backdrop of space as another of the pinpoint host. The Sun had dimmed and shrunk proportionately. Traft, hoarsely, had announced their velocity as twenty thousand miles a second!


  Four humans riding a runaway satellite at a prodigious velocity that could barely be matched by Earth’s fastest and lightest ships! Fantastic dream! An entire world, whose mass measured a staggering total of earthly tons, hurtling away from its age-old orbit, like a gigantic cannon-ball. The engine to drive it must produce forces comparable to the smoldering giant that at times on Earth had laid Waste its crust. Colossal power was in play, whose designation in horsepower would require reams of paper to record.


  Shelton had fallen into a sort of shock-proof calm. Facts had to be accepted. Now that the initial excitement had died down, he began pondering. Why had this been done? An entire satellite ripped from its orbit, flung toward the outer reaches? Their destination was Pluto, obviously.


  What was to be done there? What were Lorg’s cryptic plans?


  Shelton tried to anticipate a little, but made no headway. So far it was inexplicable.


  THE radio signal hashed. Shelton knew it would be Lorg, the Alien Superior. His hatefully confident features peered out of the screen, his large, unlidded eyes aglow.


  “A complete success!” Lorg chortled in triumph. “The Great Machine which drives this satellite has come up to all our expectations. We worked on it many years. It would have been a sad blow if it had failed. But our engineers and scientists performed nobly. You have perhaps noticed, Dr. Shelton, that we have achieved the velocity of twenty thousand miles a second. I think you will agree with me that it is A marvelous feat—a product of super-science?”


  Shelton remained stonily silent, “But let me show you this Great Machine of which I am so proud,” Lorg went on imperturbably. “I will relay views of it through to you. Just one moment.”


  Shelton almost snapped off the opti-screen, enraged at the Torm’s smug boastfulness. But then he stayed his hand. It might be well to know as much of the aliens’ doings as possible.


  The Alien Superior’s face was replaced in the screen by another picture. It was meaningless at first, a jumble. But suddenly its perspective leaped out, as finer tuning smoothed the general haziness.


  Shelton gulped as the impression of great depth smote him. It was an aerial view of a Cyclopean chamber. The walls were studded with little boxes—no, big transparent boxes in each of which sat an alien. They were manipulating controls. Strange beams stabbed outward toward the thing in the center.


  And the thing in the center was a truly amazing object—a gigantic coil of glasslike material, uprearing from floor to ceiling. It surrounded a thinner coil that in turn surrounded narrower coils, dozens of them. Finally the core was a thick laminated post that lost itself in the screen, evidently piercing the roof and continuing.


  It was hard to estimate dimensions. Shelton conservatively placed the largest, outside coil as a thousand feet long and at least a hundred wide. Its glasslike, glistening cable was perhaps five feet thick. But there was no sign of a support. The thing upheld its own tremendous weight. Earth’s best steel would never do that, as a coil.


  A purling violet glow surrounded the coils, deepening toward the core. Electrical power, in one form or another. But Shelton was certain, look as he might, that there wasn’t a pinhead of metal in the place! Plastics? That must be the only answer.


  Lorg’s voice came, as though he were a commentator lecturing tourists.


  “The Great Machine!” he informed. “From its coils springs the world-moving force that motivates Iapetus. It is simple. Electricity is fed through the coil matrix and transformed thereby into space-warping energy. When space is warped, gravitational forces arise. I believe your scientist Einstein postulated that, a century ago.” The alien nodded slightly, as though giving unvoiced commendation to Einstein. He went on.


  “We warp space in the direction opposite that in which we wish to go. A negative gravitational field results, repelling the gravity of Iapetus. Iapetus moves, since space is fixed. It is that warp beyond which your radio calls cannot penetrate, and that your Ranger ship so unfortunately crashed into. It is a solid wall of bent space!” Shelton was thunderstruck, but to control himself he asked:


  “How do you produce the great amount of electricity needed?”


  The alien smiled. “We need but little electricity. We have taken advantage of a simple fact. The lower the temperature of a conductor, the less resistance to the flow of electricity. The electrons move more easily. As some of your Earth scientists know, a slight current in a coil of wire near absolute zero will continue for hours, even days, without diminishing.


  “At the absolute zero itself, the current would continue forever! This chamber is enclosed, artificially cooled, and is as close to absolute zero as we can achieve. Perhaps it is a few millionths of a degree above. My workers there are in sealed suits. We have only to feed in tiny amounts of electricity, now and then, to make up for small losses. But the original current put in is still there, circuiting endlessly, producing the great world-moving forces for us like a faithful, undying slave!”


  The Earth people stared at the great coils, trying to understand. A pulsating current rippled silently through, never dying, never wearing out!


  “It’s impossible!” Shelton found himself muttering. “Absolutely impossible!”


  “Then we do the impossible—in your conception?” the alien said pointedly. “Notice the coils themselves. They are not metal; they are of plastic composition. It is also true that poor conductors become good conductors at low temperatures. We are masters of low temperature methods, Earthman, and of plastics.


  “Our life, our environment, exists at much lower temperatures than yours. We know little of heat methods. Therefore we have never been able to utilize metals, furnaces, and all those processes that are the life of your civilization.”


  The picture of the Great Machine had flicked away, and Lorg’s face once again greeted them.


  “We do not use explosives, guns, since we have no metal industry,” he went on. “Instead of rocket ships, we have gravity ships whose engines are miniatures of the Great Machine. We have developed plastics to serve all our needs. We have a greater number of varieties, serving all purposes, than you have alloys! Thus you see we are not handicapped. We handle greater powers, in fact, than you, as you have just seen. Our civilization and science will prove themselves superior—in the coming events!”


  Shelton felt suddenly chilled. What would those coming events be? That question stabbed through his mind, crowding out the amazing superscience he had glimpsed.


  “You are taking Iapetus to Pluto,” he stated as a feeler. “For what purpose? Is Pluto your home world? Why—”


  He stared quizzically at Lorg, waiting.


  The Alien Superior smiled enigmatically. “You will find out all those things in due time,” he said noncommittally. “We will reach Pluto in thirty-six hours. I suggest”—he glanced mockingly from one to another of their haggard faces—“that you get some sleep. You cannot escape, and you are safe. Incidentally, here’s a little bedtime entertainment for you, relayed from a ship just beyond the warp.”


  The loud speaker crackled for a moment, then blared forth with an excited Earth commentator’s voice. The Earth people leaned forward tensely.


  “—that utterly vanished a few hours ago. This eighth moon of Saturn has apparently slipped out of its orbit, incredible as it sounds, and lost itself. Earth astronomers are searching feverishly with their telescopes, but so far it has not been located. The Titan Ranger patrol has been out searching through and around Saturn without result. Iapetus is gone!


  “No one knows how it happened. Astronomers say it is impossible for a moon to wander off. No official statement has been issued yet by the Government. Something startling will probably be the answer, but official channels have not revealed a thing. All official posts at Titan and Rhea are under a seal of silence. It is hoped that wayward Iapetus will soon be found somewhere around Saturn and thus end this unprecedented mystery. This is the central—”


  The voice was clipped off. With his mocking leer Lorg said, “Au revoir,” and his image faded.


  “They’re looking around Saturn!” said Shelton bitterly. “We’re past the orbit of Uranus already. If only somebody knew before—”


  “Before what?” queried Traft. “What do you figure the aliens are going to do when we’ve reached Pluto?”


  Shelton shook his head. “Let’s get some sleep,” he said.


  Lying in his bunk, a little later, he thought of Iapetus at Pluto, being loaded like a bomb with ships and aliens. A movable war base! It could rumble into the Solar System, disgorging its fighting forces anywhere needed. He could almost picture the scene, a moon looming in one of the planet’s skies, ships plunging down to attack, earthly forces taken unawares.


  Was this what Lorg planned? Shelton’s sleep was troubled by the tailings of these ominous conjectures.


  


  


  CHAPTER XVI


  Impossible World


  


  


  DAY had become permanent on their side of Iapetus, since the anti-gravity force was projected backward from their position on the satellite. It was a queer sky they saw, stationary, immovable, with the planets and Sun slowly fading.


  The bright dot of Earth had drawn in so close to the Sun, as its orbit shrank, that it was obscured. They could not see Pluto, with the bulk of the satellite between, but they knew it must be getting bright, expanding into a disk.


  The party aboard the grounded expedition snip had slept, or tried to, for a few hours. Since then they had waited in an air of portentous gloom, eating a little, as the hours passed. Finally they felt an increased throbbing under their feet, as the satellite quivered with decelerating forces. Their weight became noticeably greater as inertia pressed them groundward.


  “We must be arriving at Pluto,” Traft surmised. “Slowing down now. Well, they did it!”


  Shelton nodded reluctantly. He was forced to admire the achievement, if not the achievers. A tremendous, world-sized bulk, driven by namelessly supreme energies across three billion miles of space! Never in the annals of Earth science had such a thing been dreamed possible. The aliens had touched a height, in this direction at least. It was something to be respected.


  After awhile, the pressure vanished, and subtly they felt a new motion that Iapetus had taken.


  “We’re revolving around Pluto,” predicted Hugh Benning.


  “And rotating,” added Traft, indicating the stars which had begun to wheel up from one horizon and down the opposite.


  Shelton dashed for the radio.


  “Maybe they’ve turned the warp off!”


  But the roaring static greeted him as before. Lorg was not making any slips.


  Presently, in their sky, a dark, shrouded bulk shouldered up between two peaks at the “east.” It rose like a brooding monster, barely lighter than the black void behind it, lit by a starlike Sun four billion miles away.


  “Pluto!” breathed Myra Benning, catching her breath. Not many humans had seen the outermost planet of the Solar System so close. She turned to Shelton. “They’ve made Iapetus a moon of Pluto, at present. Is that what the aliens’ plans amounted to? Perhaps Lorg was just talking without meaning the rest.


  “I wish I could think so!” murmured Shelton.


  He stared up at the dark planet, somewhat larger than Earth. It was too far to see, but was the Torm civilization up there, on that bitter surface? Were there dozens, perhaps hundreds of cities built of plastics, unwarned, unlighted save dimly, the natural homes of the cold-blooded reptilian aliens who had come to take Iapetus away? And, more important, were there fleets of warships there, with highly developed cold force projectors, ready to be transported toward the Sun to swarm into the Solar System?


  Shelton waited to see, in a fever of anxious impatience.


  Nothing seemed to happen. The skies continued to revolve overhead for several hours. Pluto swung around majestically with the stars and finally sank again, as broodingly as it had arisen.


  But not long after, the empty firmament slowed down and locked into place. They all tensed suddenly as the steady underground vibrations slowly increased.


  SOON the throbbing became so violent that objects in the ship rattled against the metal walls. Even the teeth of the waiting four clicked, and their shoes beat a tattoo against the floor. Outside, the landscape seemed to dance. The stars became darting fireflies, whirling in small circles, as their vision stuttered.


  “G-gr-eat J-jup-pi-ter!” exclaimed Traft. “Is Ia-pet-tus-s fl-y-ying ap-part?”


  It almost seemed that way. Plainly some inconceivable force was being spawned within Iapetus. even greater than the energies that had driven it from Saturn. For one panic-stricken moment the thought came that perhaps the Great Machine had been strained beyond its limit, was now breaking down, to unleash its pent-up torrent of energy in one space-shattering explosion!


  Each of the four, waiting breathlessly, felt as if sitting on top of a volcano.


  But gradually the nerve-jangling vibration smoothed out into a steadier, though still powerful, rhythm. It felt now like the humming beat of a Gargantuan Diesel motor. The stars ceased their dizzying motion, yet the four Earth people sensed that the Great Machine below was laboring harder than it had before. Hope roused in Shelton that the machine had partially broken down, or was at least weakened. A machine constantly in need of repairs would hinder the aliens considerably.


  They fell to waiting again, without knowing for what they were waiting. After an hour, Trafton stared fixedly at the stars, then jumped to his space sextant. He looked up, after taking tentative readings.


  “That’s queer,” he observed. “We’re going past Pluto’s position, but in a straight line. We’ve left the orbit!”


  They crowded at the “east” port, waiting for Pluto to appear. The wait grew to an hour—and the dark, brooding planet had not “risen,” as it should if they were going past it. In what crazy direction were they going, and where was Pluto?


  Suspense charged the air, with no one daring to speak.


  At last Hugh Benning broke the taut silence with a long, sibilant breath. The lines of his face deepened perceptibly as he spoke.


  “Pluto isn’t there!” he said, almost inaudibly. “Pluto has been moved from its orbit!”


  For a mad moment, Shelton almost felt like forcing Benning to take back those incredible words. It just couldn’t be! It was one thing to move a comparatively tiny body like Iapetus—dumfounding as that had been awhile before—but moving Pluto, a definite planet a hundred times larger and more massive. . . . How could one accept such a palpable impossibility?


  Shelton kept staring out of the port, telling himself that with their motion, Pluto must eventually appear, receding. He turned finally, in hopeless dismay. It fit in, of course, with the increased beat of the Great Machine. Somehow, the Titanic gravitational forces had been made to drag the big planet from its orbit!


  ACCEPTING that, his stunned mind tackled the looming enigma of why and where?


  “Mark, he commanded the pilot, “find out where—in what general direction—we’re going.”


  Traft nodded and raced for the pilot’s cupola. It would be a rather delicate measurement, with the basing planets so dim.


  Shelton eyed the Sun gauge. Its measurement of the strength of sunlight was a rough scale by which to judge advance to or recession from the Sun. The needle was going down! Shelton refused to think what that meant until Traft came down again.


  “We’re receding directly from the Sun!” he reported with false calmness.


  “The velocity is already about a thousand miles a second!”


  Shelton met the shock of this revelation with a savage curse. Myra Benning put a hand to her throat and froze in that attitude. Hugh Benning bobbed his head, with a queer, twisted smile on his face. Traft kneaded one band in the other, aimlessly.


  That was where, stupefying as it was, but now why? Shelton finally ran to the radio, the others following as though afraid to be alone.


  “Shelton calling Lorg!” he barked into the microphone, determined to swallow his pride and ask pointblank questions.


  There was some delay, but finally the Alien Superior’s visage rounded into the opti-screen.


  “I am very busy at present,” he snapped. “My attention is needed with the moving of Pluto. What do you want?”


  “You’re moving Pluto away from the Sun,” Shelton snapped back. “Why? And exactly where?”


  “I told you I wanted planets,” retorted the alien. “I am bringing Pluto to my home world!”


  Shelton’s sharp gasp was explosive. Shock piled on shock!


  “Your home world!” he echoed weakly. “Out there?” He waved a hand vaguely toward the regions beyond Pluto’s former orbit. “Do you mean there’s a tenth planet out this way? It has never been detected by Earth astronomers!”


  “No, there is no tenth planet!” informed the alien, without elaborating. He seemed to be enjoying their surprise.


  “Then where is your home world?” demanded Shelton. “The nearest star would take years to reach, even at your best speeds. Your home world can’t be out there. It—it’s impossible!”


  “You like that word ‘impossible.’ ” Lorg grinned, and shrugged. “Well, then, my world is the Impossible World, but it’s out there! I’ll contact you later—and explain.”


  Shelton snapped the radio stud with such force that his fingers were bruised.


  “Am I going crazy?” he half moaned. He looked wildly at the others. “Tell me, where do we find worlds, planets? Around suns, of course! And where are the suns? The nearest is four light-years away. And he talks of an impossible world, his home world, out there! Planets don’t fly around free in space; they’re formed from suns, bound to suns. It—”


  He broke off, realizing he had let go of his nerves. “Sorry!” he muttered. “Doesn’t help any to blow up. I’ll have to follow my own advice—to accept facts. We’re moving away from the Sun, and to Lorg’s alleged home world. That’s that!”


  BLANK-FACED, dazed, they gazed out toward the Sun, their Sun, dimming perceptibly back of them. The events of the past day had blunted their minds. A satellite yanked out of its eon-long orbit, motivated to Pluto like a great ship; Pluto tugged out of its orbit, and now being pushed out into the abyss of outer space! It was more than the mind of man had ever before been called upon to witness and accept.


  They ate mechanically, then discovered they had been awake for many hours. Wearily, they slept.


  When they awoke, they hardly dared look out of the ports. But an unwilling fascination drew them. The sight stabbed every nerve with icy needles. Around them was the true chasm of the empty void; chilling, abysmal. The Sun had been relegated to the rank of a true star, though an exceedingly bright one. Even at Pluto’s orbit, sunlight was of the intensity of five hundred full moons on Earth. But here, the Sun’s beams had become starlight, feebler than Jupiter’s smallest moon!


  There was a terrifying grandeur to the scene. Theirs were perhaps the first earthly eyes to look back at the Solar System from such a remote viewpoint.


  Traft’s camera clicked, recording the bizarre perspective on micro-film. Most of the planets were invisible; one with the Sun. Jupiter could be distinguished, a slight distance out; and Saturn, Uranus and Neptune, like tiny pinpricks in the black fabric of space.


  But where was Pluto? It should be visible too. Shelton started, remembering. Pluto wasn’t there where it should be. It was being towed away, out into the sunless void. But where? To what impossible destination?


  Finally the anxiously awaited call came from the Alien Superior, who alone could tell the answers to the plaguing question.


  “You still think it is impossible for my home world to be out here somewhere?” Lorg inquired amusedly.


  “Planets come with Suns,” Shelton doggedly insisted. “The nearest star in this direction is Sirius, almost nine light-years away.” Something clicked in his mind, something about Sirius. “A dark sun—that’s the only possibility!” He finished with a sharp, quivering breath.


  Lorg, preparing to throw this bombshell, looked almost angered that Shelton had guessed the answers.


  “Yes.” He nodded. “There are dark suns as well as bright ones. Suns that have burned out, or dimmed to a low red heat. Your astronomers do not know how many of such invisible dead suns exist between and among the burning stars. Such a dark sun would be undetectable by your earthly telescopes, unsuspected. That is my home world—a dark sun comparatively close to your bright Sun, with one planet!”


  A dark sun, out in the great gulf between Sol and its surrounding stars! A more staggering conception could hardly be advanced. Yet in a way it was almost a simple answer.


  “WHERE is the dark sun?” he jerked out. “How far?”


  “About ten billion miles out from Pluto’s orbit,” stated Lorg. “Therefore, about fifteen billion miles from the Sun. It is, in fact, a companion star to the Sun—a dark companion. They form a binary, revolving about a common center of gravity. Many stars have dark companions. Even your scientists know that. Sirius, for instance. And it is likely that the Sirians, if the star has inhabitants, do not know of their companion dark sun, just as you Earthlings have not suspected.”


  “A binary—our Sun!” murmured Shelton, finding it a queer thought. “But their motion around a common center. . . . Shouldn’t that be detectable to our astronomers in the positions of the stars?”


  “Not unless parallax measurements were taken over the appropriate eighty-year period.” Lorg seemed to sneer. “Your stargazers missed that. And they missed a still bigger clue—the extremely eccentric orbit of Pluto, which at one point crossed Neptune’s. They kept looking for a mythical tenth planet. Why could they not conceive of a dead, but gigantic, sun exerting its gravitational influence scarcely much further? However, that clue is gone now—Pluto’s orbit!”


  There was satisfied maliciousness in the alien’s tones.


  Shelton saw it with breath-taking clarity now. The pieces of the mad jig-saw puzzle were falling together rationally.


  “And you are taking Pluto to your sun,” he said, “to be one of your planets?”


  Lorg nodded. “Our sun has only the one natural planet. We Torms are a growing, ambitious race. We need worlds in which to expand. What better than to take them from our neighboring System, which has them to spare?”


  The Earth people could only stare, hearing the diabolic world-stealing plan of the aliens laid bare. Lorg and his people were thieves out of the void, come to loot the Solar System of its planets! The realization was staggering.


  Lorg raised a hand at the storm of outraged protest that was ready to burst from his listeners.


  “Let me tell the whole story, briefly,” he said.


  He settled back in his seat, as though to enjoy the exposition of these mind-staggering things that would amaze his audience.


  


  


  CHAPTER XVII


  World of the Dark Sun


  


  


  “A MILLIONS of years ago,” Lorg began with a grand flourish, “a double star, a binary, plunged at Sol, then a single star without planets. As your Lyttleton Theory states, in part, one of these suns grazed Sol, so that it ejected a mass of its burning material. The attraction of the other sun drew this out into a long tongue that finally split into fragments—molten balls becoming the planets.


  “This second sun then careened on into space, as our cosmogenists have reconstructed that cosmic tryst. But its companion was torn from its binary attraction, because after the collision, the first sun’s velocity had been reduced. This sun then became Sol’s double, retreating to fifteen billion miles. In passing the molten planets, it clutched the last one for itself, becoming our lone planet, Torm. We call our sun ‘Tor’.”


  Lorg paused and made a motion as though sweeping billions of years aside, then resumed.


  “So much for that. In due time life appeared on Torm, when it had cooled; warm life such as yours, for Tor was then a hot sun. Intelligence evolved, in close to human form. Evolution is repetitious, because of the analogous mutation through the constant cosmic-rays.


  “But then”—his voice softened a little—“Tor, an older sun than Sol, began to cool. A struggling civilization fought against increasing darkness and cold, losing. Intelligence was eclipsed on Torm, for ages. But Nature is resourceful. Mutation finally produced a cold-blooded species, inured to the dark life—our present species!”


  The Alien Superior’s eyes glowed.


  “The latent spark of intellect burst into flame again. At about this time, in Sol’s system, intelligence arose again, on Earth. The first uprise, on Mars, had passed into decadence. Thus our two civilizations, Torm and Earth, grew up almost side by side. Yours, much like our ancient warm-age one, with metals and heat industries. Ours, today, a cold-age one, with plastics and low temperature methods.


  “Your civilization had not suspected ours, for you could not see our dark sun. But we saw your blazing proximity from the first. When we had conquered gravity and sent space ships to explore the Solar System, we frankly envied your big family of planets, where we had only one! The thought germinated, grew, blossomed—”


  Lorg’s lips twisted significantly, then he continued on a different tack.


  “We sent colonists to Pluto, Neptune and Uranus. But we could not go any closer to the Sun, with its terrific heat—not until we found the great natural hollows within Iapetus. We established a colony there. That was a century ago, at just the time you Earth people initiated interplanetary travel.”


  Lorg’s voice rose on a more vital note. “At this time, I became the Superior of all our colonizing activities. Yes, I am more than a hundred years old. We are long-lived, as are all cold-blooded creatures. I foretold, seeing your Empire-building, that eventually there would be friction between our races, when you reached Uranus and outward. You would claim those planets, establish jurisdiction over our colonies, and we would be no better off than before.”


  LORG straightened importantly.


  “I laid plans before the rulers of Torm. Work was begun, installing the Great Machine within Iapetus. It took us a century—a hundred years of driving scientific research, hard labor, sacrifice and danger. I saw that at the end it would be a race against your earthly expansion, before you had too firm a grip on the planets we wanted. Particularly”—the alien looked hard at Shelton—“with the application of your admirable bio-conditioning process. We must get the planets away quickly, we decided!”


  The Earth people were listening in a taut silence. Was this all a mad, impossible dream? That all these tremendous, unsuspected events had been going on, building up to a crashing climax, for a century? Shelton shook his head, remembering the famous soliloquy: “There are more things in heaven—”


  The alien, went on, dovetailing the more recent occurrences.


  “I had hoped not to have our presence in your System discovered until the Great Machine had been completed. Some of your exploration ships, landing on the outer planets where our colonies existed, were—eliminated. We did not fear discovery on Iapetus, being underground. But quite by accident, recently, the survey ship of which you know landed next to one of our cave entrances. The men peered in. Startled, my guards there blunderingly used the cold force.”


  Lorg looked at Traft and Benning. “Later, when that giant man there shone his flashlight, looking for the small man, my guard fled, taking the man you call Benning along. Hearing of this, I knew there would be investigation. Work was rushed on the Great Machine. Only a few more days and it would be ready.”


  He looked at Shelton. “You came into the picture, Dr. Rodney Shelton. From what I know of earthly affairs, your ship, approaching Saturn, spelled investigation on Iapetus. I sent a ship to attack, to put you into suspended animation and bring you here as prisoners. But the Ranger ship intervened. Events seemed about to get out of hand, for me.


  “I decided not to attack you on the surface of Iapetus with our ships, for fear you would radio for help immediately. Instead I planned a trap. You fell into it, were captured. Your later clever escape and message to Earth of our presence came perilously close to upsetting my plans, but not quite—by a margin of only hours!”


  Lorg finished gloatingly. “The rest you know. Our hundred-year plan, for which we have labored with fanatic zeal, approaches its fulfilment. Torm will have sister planets, and our race will expand!”


  Shelton had been standing rigidly, listening with every fiber of his being to the amazing recital. But it was no time now for squirrel-cage ruminations. One burning thought usurped his brain: “Find out all you can!” Every little item of information would be useful in the looming clash between Earth and Torm forces.


  “How many planets,” he asked deliberately, “do you plan to take as you’ve taken Pluto?”


  And suddenly he remembered the arbitration episode, back at Saturn. Lorg had asked for five planets and all their moons, and threatened to take them by force, if balked. Now Shelton knew Lorg had meant that literally!


  Lorg smiled arrogantly. “We will discuss that later,” he said abruptly.


  His alien, scale-covered features flicked from the screen.


  ON and on into the dim void sped the powered satellite, pushing stolen Pluto, in the tongs of artificial gravity, before it.


  Already oppressed by the knowledge of the alien menace, the Earth people were still more crushed in spirit by the dark, sunless caldron of outer space around them. The Solar System seemed lost. The Sun was now a distinctly yellow star, almost unthinkably remote.


  But Shelton did not let mental lethargy destroy all initiative. He drove Traft and Benning to plotting the exact direction of their flight, in relation to the fixed stars. Long hours of tedious work gave result. Shelton smiled grimly. The direction of Tor, the alien sun, was known, in case earthly forces should wing out here.


  Six Earth days passed, after the departure from what had been Pluto’s orbit, as the ten-billion-mile gap was negotiated at the prodigious velocity of twenty thousand miles a second. Lorg’s “guests” slept, ate, and inspected their oxygen units regularly, carrying on the details of life while their brains were torture chambers.


  At last, far out in the hollow immensity of space, deceleration was felt. It pressed them for hours, as the Great Machine groaningly dragged at their plunging speed. Sudden, quakelike vibrations arose and died, and their motion veered.


  “Putting Pluto in an orbit around Tor,” observed Traft.


  They waited anxiously to see Tor, the sister sun of Sol. It rose slowly above their horizon, a giant, redly glowing globe, whose atomic fires had long since burned low for reasons that the cosmos only knew. Its surface temperature could not be much more than that of heated iron? perhaps a few hundred degrees centigrade. Its rays were too feeble to reach across the void and register in earthly telescopes. It would be a corpse sun, truly dark and dead, in another million-year tick of the cosmic clock.


  Its ruddy radiance cast a ghastly glow over the landscape of Iapetus, paler than moonlight. The Earth people shuddered under that alien luminescence, A more unearthlike setting could not be imagined.


  Caught in a spell, Traft almost forgot to snap pictures, but finally did with his camera lenses open to their full light-gathering power for the darksome scenes. He hoped the weird colors would come up.


  A full Earth day was taken up in maneuvering Pluto into an orbit around Tor. The Great Machine’s song of vibration changed pitch hourly as. greater and lesser forces were brought into play. It was fantastic, this manipulation of heavenly orbs!


  They could feel a sudden surge as Iapetus finally ungripped its planetary burden. Soon Pluto was seen receding, slowly rotating, following its given orbit. Tor was its primary now, and its dark surface was lit somberly by the dull torshine. A planet that had circled the Sun for ages on end had been transplanted to a new part of the universe!


  It grated against Shelton’s every instinct. The whole thing wasn’t right; a violation of the design of space.


  Then Iapetus picked up speed and raced inward toward the dark sun. A planet appeared, perhaps as large as Saturn, gloomy and shadow-haunted. Torm, the home world of the aliens who had come marauding to the Solar System!


  IAPETUS lowered until it must loom in Torm’s sky as a huge moon. It halted there, for some reason.


  Shelton tuned the radio and finally an opti-screen view appeared of milling crowds of aliens within a city square. Thousands upon thousands were there, cheering and waving hysterically. Their combined voices thundered from the speaker. They were cheering Lorg, who had brought them the first of new worlds!


  Shelton started suddenly, listening. The warp must be off, if radio waves came through! But even as he turned to remind the others, Lorg’s face blotted out the other scene.


  “We are hovering above Torm, my home world,” he said. “For the present the warp is not in operation. But do not try foolhardy escape. You will note that several of my ships hover over you. If you try to leave, the warp will be immediately turned on. You would not like to crash, like the Ranger ship!”


  The alien face, mocking, flicked from the opti-screen.


  Shelton looked out of the port. Above hovered a half dozen black ships, silent sentinels. It would be madness to attempt a dash for freedom.


  Ceremonies went on endlessly for a day. Black gravity ships, plastic-hulled, shot back and forth. A scene showed Lorg, high on a balcony, bathed in torshine, addressing the mad crowds.


  Periodically they cheered. It was a scene that might have been recorded anywhere on Earth, with the return of a conquering hero. Lorg was the great man of the hour to the Torms, an explorer who, with no new lands to discover, had brought back a land, fetched it from the heavens!


  “He’s having his moment now!” growled Traft. “But just wait!” Tense worry gripped Shelton.


  What were Lorg’s plans in regard to them? Were they to be incarcerated in Torm, in some Earth-conditioned prison? Shelton knew that Lorg wanted something with him, for he had hinted it, and in Shelton’s mind was horrible suspicion.


  Even as the Earth people helplessly waited down in the Torm city, Lorg faced Murv in a private chamber. Outside the ovations of the crowd over Lorg’s speech, could still be heard.


  The two aliens eyed one another, faintly hostile.


  “You have made bold hints, Lorg, in your speech,” said Murv. “Hints that you would not only bring back more planets, but defy the Earthmen entirely. I warn you against such a dangerous course, Lorg. You must arbitrate with Earth, lest we earn bitter enemies for all time. It may be too late already, though I think they will condone the taking of Pluto. But you must arbitrate with them now, or you will plunge our two worlds into a war of practical extermination, on one side or the other!”


  “Yes, yes, of course I will arbitrate,” assured Lorg, averting his eyes, “Am I not taking the Dr. Rodney Shelton back with me, for that purpose?”


  Satisfied, Murv turned away. Lorg watched him with a twisted smile.


  


  


  CHAPTER XVIII


  Solar Menace


  


  


  ALL the Torm celebrations over the great event done with, Iapetus leaped away, back the way it had come. The great red sun, Tor, began to fade behind, as the course was set for Sol.


  The Earth people felt instant relief. Their hearts gladened at the mere thought of returning—home! The utterly alien world in which they had been stifled their senses, frayed their nerves. They watched as the dim bulk of Tor, dark sun of the aliens, dwindled into the midnight of space.


  Only a short while later, Traft suddenly let out sharp cry.


  “Look!” He pointed out of the port. “The Space Scientist’s ship! What in thunder is he doing here.”


  Shelton saw the large torpedoshaped ship with two white crosses on its sides. It scudded over above the warp, blocking out the stars, and darted for open space.


  Shelton started for the radio, then stopped and groaned.


  “What’s the use?” he murmured, “He doesn’t care about us, or the Empire! He’s probably here only to observe, like a aloof god. Somehow he followed all the way from the System. But only to fit all this into his mad theory, whatever it is. It’s ironic, that he alone should be able to warn the Empire—and won’t!”


  Time seemed to stand still in the star-powered void. Their hurtling velocity was in nowise apparent. They could not see the approaching Solar System, precluded by the satellite’s backward motivation. But they knew they were nearing Sol, and hourly their spirits lightened—and at the same time grew tense.


  What would the outcome of this cosmic drama be, the first act of which they had seen unfold?


  Lorg contacted them when it seemed an eternity had winged past. Still flushed by the triumphant reception his people had given him, his tones rang.


  “The culmination of a century’s planning!” he fairly crowed. “You have seen, Earthlings. Is there anything to stop me? I will take planet after planet, as easily as this first! I will build a great empire, and my people will make me Grand Superior, ruler over all Torm!”


  Shelton asked the question that was haunting him.


  “How many planets do you plan to take?” In the back of his mind drummed that self-command; “Find out all you can!”


  “At first it was planned,” the Alien Superior said loftily, “to take only Pluto, Neptune and Uranus, and their moons, and those only after arbitration with Earth. Certain timid elements in our ruling body fear warfare with Earth. But I do not fear it!” His reptilian eyes blazed. “I will not arbitrate. I am going to take all the planets, one after another! Your Sun will be stripped bare. My sun, Tor, will beam down upon a great brood. Every planet, Earthman, do you hear?”


  Shelton recognized the symptoms. Lorg had gone mad with power! It was a common failure with all intelligence, whether Torm or earthly. Perhaps in the unsolved death of Martian civilization, too, could be found the agent of power madness. Moving a world, with all the majestic command of an omnipotent being, Lorg had succumbed to further impossible ambitions.


  Impossible? That word again. And so many times had it been the synonym for the real that Shelton felt an ominous dread.


  “HOW will you do it?” queried Shelton, quietly. “Earth forces will find some way of stopping you! Even if the warp protects you from attack here on Iapetus, Earth will eventually trace you to Torm, and attack there!”


  Shelton hoped it wasn’t too obvious that he was asking leading questions, trying to ferret out the details of Lorg’s plans. But Lorg, in flushed confidence, merely spoke scornfully.


  “A great fleet rides with Iapetus, in fact most of our forces—thousands upon thousands of ships. They outnumber your Earth forces by ten to one. Our cold force, though not quite a match for your gunfire, will be effective in massed battles. Whenever Earth ships appear, my fleet will attack, decimate them. Thus we will gradually cut down the Earth forces. They will not find out about Torm till too late. I will go on, all the while, with my planet moving. Iapetus itself is immune from attack, because of the warp. Do you see, Earthling?”


  Shelton saw all too clearly. An alien egomaniac whose plans had all the cunning of the power-mad, ruthlessly determined to annihilate a civilization. And there seemed no flaw in his plans!


  “What about us—about me?” Shelton asked wearily.


  “You were to be the means of arbitration with your Government,” Lorg informed. “But that I have eliminated from my plans. However, I have a use for you, Dr. Shelton. You are an expert in bio-conditioning. You know the formula of adaptene. Later, you will show us how to make adaptene. That is one Earth secret we have not been able to uncover, since it has been guarded so well. With adaptene, we will be able to condition our race to the variations of climate that will result with far-flung planets. Then—”


  “But I’ll never give you the secret of adaptene,” Shelton broke in with harsh, stubborn defiance. “If you know Earth people as you claim, you know I’d die first!”


  “You have forgotten we have a way of extracting secrets from men’s minds, while they are in suspended animation,” Lorg said calmly. “Our psychic extractor apparatus sends sensitive X-rays into the brain. They come out, modulated by the tiny electrical currents of thought, even the circling ones of the memory cells. By suitable interpretation of the modulated X-rays, we read the original thoughts. It is something like your voice-modulated radio waves being translated to sound.


  “I could have used the psychic extractor with you already, Dr. Shelton, save that, as I mentioned before, the first intention was to be used in negotiations with Earth. However, with my change of plans, you will be submitted to the psychic extraction upon my next return to Torm!”


  Shelton recalled Bennings’ account of the chambers in which Earth bodies were kept, like living records, for the mind-reading process. He battled with sheer hopelessness that threatened to overwhelm him.


  “As I was saying,” resumed Lorg, “the adaptene will be used to condition some of your people to our conditions, when the conquest is over. When your armed forces are annihilated, and your worlds and cities exposed, our cold force beams will sweep over Earthlings, put them in suspended animation, Later they will be adapted. And they will become slaves! Those that are not left to die!”


  SHELTON felt a sticky wetness where his own nails had dug into his palms, drawing blood. Now the full depth of Lorg’s terrible ambitions was revealed. He had the true, depraved nature of the conqueror, a desire to destroy and enslave.


  “I will have no compunctions,” Lorg continued implacably. “You are, after all, an alien race to us. Two diverse species of intelligence can only have hatred for one another. One must dominate the other. We will dominate yours!”


  On this ominous note, the Alien Superior clicked off.


  And it was this ominous note, like a tormenting dirge, that whipped through their brains all during the trip back to the Solar System.


  “We must get away!” Shelton said a hundred times. “Get away somehow, to organize Earth’s forces, with what we know against Lorg’s horrible campaign.”


  But how? They could not get past the warp, with either their radio waves or ship. They had already ascertained, by experiment, that the warp was on at all times, whether the satellite was in motion or not. Evidently it was a fixed and permanent feature of the Great Machine’s operation. Only at Torm had it been turned off for a while.


  They were trapped as securely as though in unbreakable chains. Shelton felt himself turning old and gray, revolving scheme after scheme in his mind, none of which promised a ray of hope.


  When the familiar feeling of deceleration came, they knew they must be near the Solar System. Probably they were passing vanished Pluto’s old orbit, and approaching Neptune.


  Neptune had two large moons, one so dark that it had been unknown and unseen before 1950. This outermost moon, of course, would be the next annexed and spirited away to Torm.


  And then the Solar System would be humming with another mystery—the third disappearance of a planetary orb.


  And no one would know, or guess, how and where. The black alien ships would take care that no Earth ships followed them out into the void. Only four people knew—four who were trapped on Iapetus. No, five knew—the Space Scientist, too!


  Shelton ground his teeth. If only the Space Scientist had spoken one word—But useless to think of that now.


  “We must get away!” he repeated through clenched teeth, pacing up and down in the cabin like a caged tiger.


  They could feel the beginnings of maneuvers to attach Neptune’s second moon to the gravity hook. Gigantic, cloudy Neptune itself reared into their sky as Iapetus jockeyed into-position. The Great Machine beneath their feet sent its teeth-jarring pulsations through the ship.


  Shelton, still pacing, took no notice, a frown of concentration on his face.


  “Must get away!” his brain was chanting. “Must get away!” He stopped, glaring at Traft.


  “Good Lord, man!” he snapped. “Is that all you can think of doing at a time like this?”


  Traft was clumsily fumbling through his collection of small prints with his big paws.


  “I’m trying to think, Rod,” he mumbled. “All these shots taken underground—might be a clue.” He went on in spite of Shelton’s snort. “I’m going through them one by one. It’s a sort of review of what we know. Here’s a shot of the cave. Those stalagmites and stalactites shine here”—he used his magnifying glass—“like ice. They—”


  RODNEY SHELTON stopped in midstride. “Ice!” he exclaimed thoughtfully. “I noticed that, too, when our flashlights shone on them. They’ve existed there probably for ages, in the uniform cold, with drop by drop adding onto them from water squeezed out of salt crystals in the roof.” His eyes narrowed. “Suppose,” he added tensely, “that a great heat played on them. What would happen?”


  “They’d melt.” Traft looked up quickly. “With enough heat, steam would be formed!”


  “Live steam!” Shelton said tightly. “Blown back into the corridor, down to the alien city underground—what would that do?”


  Hugh Benning raised dull eyes in which a light had dawned.


  “It would disorganize the aliens, all that heat. Like a terrific heat wave would in any earthly city. Steam to them would be like molten metal to us!”


  Shelton spoke tensely. “If we can just force them to shut the Great Machine off for a few minutes—a few seconds—the warp wouldn’t be there to stop us. We could escape!”


  Traft hastily ruffled through his prints and picked one out.


  “A shot of the Great Machine,” he said. “I took it from the opti-screen while Lorg was showing us views of it. Look, Rod, there’s the cooling apparatus.”


  Shelton grabbed the print and examined it carefully with the lens.


  “A pump affair, run by power from the city. Mark, this picture is priceless! If we blew steam down there, it would upset their cooling apparatus that keeps the Great Machine at absolute zero. It can only run at that temperature. They would have to shut it off!”


  “But how produce the heat, the steam?” puzzled Traft. “It would take a great amount of heat to do the job. And you can’t even light a match in Iapetus’ air!”


  “If we had one good heat-gun—”


  Shelton glanced about the cabin, knowing in advance there was no such instrument aboard.


  “There was one in the Ranger ship,” murmured Benning. He looked out of the port at the crumpled wreckage and shook his head. “No use looking for it. Smashed to bits.”


  “Think! Think!” charged Shelton, as hopeless looks were exchanged. “The steam would do it, I’m sure. We must figure out a way of producing it!”


  Myra Benning spoke up. “We have plenty of battery power, in a ship like this. Can that be utilized?”


  Shelton mulled that over for a moment, dubiously. “No,” he finally judged. “We’d have to have big resistance coils. We haven’t the apparatus—or the time! We need large volumes of heat rapidly.”


  TRAFT suddenly snapped his fingers. “Rocket fuel!” he cried. “Like any other explosive, it can be burned too, in the open, with oxygen—


  “Wait!” Shelton’s voice cracked eagerly. “If we could get the ship backed up, with its rear tubes sticking into the cave-mouth—heat and blowing pressure at once! Mark, can you do it?”


  Traft had already leaped to the side port, looking the situation over.


  “Ticklish!” he admitted wryly. “And I’d need someone in the engine room to keep the fuel lines open.” Hugh Benning came to his feet. “Used to be a fuel man in the spaceways, ten years ago. I’ll keep the engine at peak for you. Myra can watch the dials for me.”


  “We’ll have to try it!” Shelton decided. “It’ll have to be done as quickly as possible. They have ships around here some place. They’ll investigate, try to stop us, of course.”


  “Strap in!” warned Traft, as Hugh Benning and Myra turned for the engine room. “This is going to be a rough ride!”


  


  


  CHAPTER XIX


  Through the Warp


  


  


  HIS big paws expert and quick, Traft started the engine. He let it idle hummingly for five minutes, in the meantime staring over the intervening terrain to the cave mouth, planning with narrowed eyes. Then he turned back.


  “If I don’t rip the hull off on some sharp boulder,” he said grimly, “we’ll make it.”


  Shelton reaped the hazards. No ship had ever before been called upon to traverse such rutted ground.


  There was no chance to raise the ship and gently plop it near the cave mouth, in that short distance. It was simply a matter of wheeling over the jagged ground, trusting to luck.


  The rear rockets burst out in a deafening roar at the big pilot’s touch. The ship trembled, inched forward, then catapulted ahead. Rocking crazily, the heavy craft bounced over the twisted surface of Iapetus. Muscles strained, Traft kept himself hunched forward within reach of the controls, and touched off the proper blasts.


  Like a fiery monster, the ETBI-14 swung in a big arc for the cave mouth, tail end swinging as it neared. Timed neatly, the rear tubes were in line with the cave, only ten yards short. But at the last second, the ship tipped crazily, almost bowling over.


  “Side wheel shot!” panted Traft.


  A ravening burst of the retarding rockets shoved the ship backward, grinding on its wheelless side. But the rear tubes were almost projecting into the cave.


  “Good enough!” shouted Shelton. “Give her half blast, so the ship doesn’t move, from the rear—and keep giving it!”


  A hollow rumble at the rear told of long, searing tongues of flame belching into the cave, filling its confined space with terrific heat that would melt the ice, turn the water to hissing steam. The blasting of the rockets would then cram this steam down the corridor.


  Shelton’s imagination vividly painted the picture. Billowing clouds of live steam rolling into the alien city, the Torms thrown into a panic. The steam rolling on, filling every corner of their cavern Spaces. Large volumes of heat released, far more heat than the cooling system for the Great Machine could cope with.


  He switched on the radio. The roaring crackle of the interfering warp sounded. If that stopped, they were free to dash away from Iapetus.


  It seemed they sat there for ages, with the rumbling thunder of the rear rockets filling their ears. Was it futile, after all? Did the aliens have some way of closing off the Great Machine’s compartment?


  Suddenly Shelton clutched Traft’s arm. Black ships had arisen over the horizon, part of Lorg’s great fleet maneuvering within the warp. Silently, ominously, they winged close, hovering with their anti-gravity forces. Almost instantly the biting, numbing force of cold-beams gripped them, prying into every nerve with congealing fingers.


  Myra’s cry and her brother’s hoarse yell came from below. Shelton began fully to realize how potent such a force could be, in battle, paralyzing gunners, pilots, crews!


  “Another couple—seconds!” panted Traft, “and we’re done—for.”


  DESPERATELY, cursing through lips he could barely move, the big pilot jammed his knuckles at the controls. The rocket blasts crescendoed as Traft sought to cram more heat and steam into the cave.


  The next instant the bedlam of noise changed queerly. Shelton stiffly moved his head nearer the radio speaker. Only a slight, steady hiss came from it!


  “The warp’s gone!” he cried, clumsily trying to shake Traft’s shoulder with a hand he could not feel. “Up—the ship—”


  His throat seemed filled with liquid air. He slumped back, with dancing spots before his eyes.


  Traft responded like a berserk madman, He hunched his powerful shoulders, in defiance of the cold force that had almost paralyzed them to rigidity. Growling, he threw his hands at the rocket studs. They were like amputated stumps. Muscles cracked with strain.


  Somehow, through sheer determination, he hammered his wrists down, moved studs. The rocket blast grew to the thunder of take-off power. Bouncing crazily on its wheelless side, the big ship jerked forward.


  Traft nudged over other studs, with his elbows. The underjets belched and thrust the ship up into the air. The upward surge was almost enough to snap their necks.


  But there was a moment of respite, as the cold beams momentarily lost their range. Traft shoved the acceleration lever over to its last notch. Like a flaming comet, the ETBI-14 hurtled up into the sky of Iapetus, beyond the area that had once been the warp barrier.


  They were free!


  Shelton, his senses swimming back, realized that, but he also saw that a horde of alien ships were at their tail, rapidly overhauling. Lorg was not going to let his prey escape. The black ships zoomed close, and again the numbing force came into play. Already weakened by it, Shelton knew they could not hold out long.


  Traft’s eyes were smoldering thoughtfully.


  “Got to get away!” he mumbled “One possibility—richer fuel mixture. Will give six gravities of acceleration. We’ll go unconscious—or worse! Engine might blow up. But aliens couldn’t match that acceleration. Automatic shut-off after five minutes. Want to chance it, Rod?”


  Shelton nodded. “Last chance! Go ahead!”


  Traft poked at his controls, setting a robot shut-off five minutes ahead. Then he grasped the fuel mixture wheel with the heels of his two palms and groaningly slammed it over from “normal” to-“rich.” With a terrific surge, the ship leaped forward.


  Crushing weight, six times normal, came into being for the humans aboard the ETBI-14. Each carried a burden whose equivalent would be a half ton on Earth. Their senses reeled into oblivion. But before he passed out, Shelton saw the alien ships dwindle, as though they were going the other way.


  Traft clung to consciousness for a moment longer. There was a triumphant grin on his face, but behind it stark anxiety. Death, whom no acceleration could leave behind, might steal up on one or all of them. Overburdened hearts stopping—engine exploding—hull cracking open—anything might happen during those five minutes while super-forces shoved the ship through space. Then the big pilot plunged into a river of darkness. . . .


  SHELTON came to with an infinite ache in every bone. He moaned with sharp pain as he moved his head. But the mountain that had been lying on his chest was gone now. The ship was silent and unpowered. He looked around, meeting Traft’s eyes.


  “That did it!” The big pilot’s voice was weak, but jubilant. “No sign of the alien ships!”


  Shelton nodded in voiceless relief, looking for himself. The stars shone clearly, with no black hulks blotting them out. Iapetus was visible as a large disk. Already it was maneuvering to grip Neptune’s second moon again, after the temporary halt of the Great Machine’s activity. The Earth people had succeeded in stopping its operation only for the minutes needed for escape. But for that, Shelton was supremely thankful.


  Traft groaned suddenly and darted out of his seat.


  “My camera!” The super-acceleration had torn it from its clamp and hurled it into the corner. He picked it up and his face cleared. “Not a scratch!” he said, with almost more relief than he had had for their escape. “Let’s go down—see how the others are.”


  Shelton unstrapped himself and managed to stagger down to the engine room, with muscles that threatened to turn to water. Thankfully, he saw that the two down there, though numbed by the experience, were unharmed, though grimy from the engine’s fumes while it had been blasting so furiously.


  Hugh Benning looked up dazedly. “We got away?” he asked hopefully.


  At Shelton’s nod, Myra gave a cry of joy.


  “Thank heaven!” she whispered. “Away from the aliens—from Lorg!” A little later, when they had all recuperated somewhat, Shelton spoke to his companions, his eyes lighting grimly.


  “Now that we’re away, we can inform the Empire. The Great Machine on Iapetus must be destroyed! Without it Lorg’s whole diabolic plan falls flat. Time is important. It would take too long to go to Saturn, at least a week. Well radio them. Something must be planned quickly.


  “Lorg will have Neptune’s moon transported and be back for the other moon in no more than two weeks. It took a century to conceive and build the Great Machine, but only days for its accomplishments! If Earth waits too long, half the planets will be gone!”


  “Direct attack on Iapetus won’t work,” Hugh Benning said heavily. “Lorg wants the Earth forces to attack, against his superior numbers on Iapetus, and be gradually cut down. He’s probably ready to lose ten ships to one.”


  “He wouldn’t lose that many,” Traft gloomily observed. “With gravity control, they can outmaneuver our ships in space. And that damned cold force is bound to play hell with pilots and gunners.” He shook his head. “Then on top of it all, the warp protecting Lorg and his underground headquarters so thoroughly!”


  Solemnly they looked at one another, baffled by a problem that seemed insoluble.


  Shelton’s mind battered against the stalemate. What could be done before Lorg stripped the planets away from the Sun, like peeling a ripe fruit? A queer expression spun in his brain, though it had little meaning at the moment: “The best defense is a good offense.” But suddenly it crystallized into a plan, a daring, breathtaking plan that made the blood race through his veins.


  “WHY is it that Lorg made such a desperate try to stop us, if he’s invulnerable?” he demanded,. and answered himself exultantly: “Because we know where Torm, his home world, lies!”


  “You mean attack Torm?” cried Benning. “Most Earth ships don’t carry enough fuel to get to Pluto and back, much less Torm.”


  “But they can carry more, fill every available inch of cabin space!” snapped Shelton. “And bombs—”


  “But what good would that do?” objected Traft. “The Great Machine would still be left. I don’t see—”


  “Listen to me!” Shelton went on rapidly. “Lorg has most of the alien forces, in ships, there on Iapetus. In a way, that’s a tactical blunder. If Torm is attacked, he must send help. The warp must be lifted, for ships to leave on that mission. While the warp is lifted, a fleet of our ships, secretly hovering, dart down and land. Then it’s just a matter of storming the underground city!”


  “Sounds like it might work!” cried Traft.


  “It will work,” Shelton said confidently, “if it is timed right.”


  “Providing,” croaked Hugh Benning, “Lorg doesn’t catch on and leave half his fleet at Torm, now that we’ve escaped.”


  “That’s up to chance,” admitted Shelton. “And to one more thing I’m banking on—Lorg’s own certainty that he is a mastermind and we are inferior thinkers!” He pushed the pilot toward the cupola. “I’m going to write out what I want to say and you’ll code it, so Lorg’s ears won’t intercept it. Then, while I’m radioing, you scoot the ship in several directions alternately, in case Lorg’s ships are waiting to trace our position by our signals.”


  Shelton began writing furiously, composing the most startling message that had ever been winged over the humming ether lines of the Empire. Fleetingly, he thought of the stupefied surprise with which his fellow-men would hear of Iapetus, the motorized satellite, the incredible theft of Pluto, and of the Impossible World of aliens, far out in the void.


  


  


  CHAPTER XX


  At Bay with the Aliens


  


  


  FOUR hours later, when the portentous message had found its way to Earth, the Earth Union Council gathered for the most momentous conclave in its history, or in all the history of mankind.


  Shocked beyond words by what they heard, there was a period of excited, dazed comment. It all seemed inconceivable, fantastic—impossible. Particularly the thought of a dark sun, companion to Sol, out in the void, unsuspected by astronomers. That was the Impossible World!


  But they had the evidence of the vanishment of three heavenly bodies, which could not be denied. And Director Beatty, one of the councillors, fiercely declaimed that his young protege, Dr. Rodney Shelton, had one of the soundest minds he had ever known, and that every word he spoke must be true.


  Bewildered, the council took up Shelton’s plans, and as an official gesture, passed them in the record time of half an hour. For they knew that in this stupendous crisis everything depended upon the soundness of the reasoning of a keen-minded young scientist; far out in space.


  The council moved with unprecedented swiftness. Orders hummed over wires, and the vast, intricate organization of interplanetary affairs burst into feverish activity. Two fleets had to be prepared. But a strict censorship, specified by Shelton himself, kept the news from broadcast channels, so that Lorg’s radio would not hear of it.


  One fleet, as planned by Shelton, was composed of any and all commercial ships available, hastily loaded with bombs and reserve fuel. Little more than enough room for skeleton crews was left in the cabins. Private ship companies were conscripted to donate ships to the project. Space crews were picked of the best and most highly trained veterans of the spaceways.


  Within three days this fleet soared away from Earth. Though only the leaders knew, it was bound for Tor, on a grave mission. And on the longest trip ever undertaken by man.


  The second fleet was Earth’s regularly armed Space Navy, and this was carefully outfitted, stocked and primed for its part in the coming struggle. With it went a hundred of the special ETBI ships, used to transport bio-conditioned colonists. Within these were a thousand men bio-conditioned for a cold, thin-aired world like Iapetus. Director Beatty had heeded Shelton’s first message, three weeks before.


  Finally this fleet too winged into space, secretly, bound for Neptune. The climax would come in ten days’ time.


  A week later the Space Navy fleet cautiously maneuvered near Neptune, and got in touch with Shelton on low-powered, coded radio signals. Further details of their plan were gone over item by item. The success of the coup depended upon timed, bursting action. Scout ships, drilled with instructions, were sent to a position beyond Pluto’s former orbit, to watch for the return of Iapetus and the aliens.


  The bombing fleet arrowing for Torm followed a curving course plotted by Shelton, planned to avoid passing close to Lorg on his return trip. They arrived within the margin of time allotted and stopped to hover beyond sight of Torm. They sent back a brief, long-range signal of their readiness, then waited with cabins darkened, rockets still. The men within were somewhat dazed by the tremendous journey they had undertaken, but were grimly ready for action.


  RECEIVING their signal, Shelton breathed a sigh of relief. A miracle had been accomplished already. It was as if the English Armada had sailed to the unknown shores of America, immediately after its discovery by Columbus.


  Finally the electrifying signal came from the scout ships that Iapetus was rumbling up to the Solar System. Shelton gave the word, and a coded, long-range signal was sent to the Earth fleet far out near Tor. These ships thundered up to the lone planet of the aliens, swooping low and dropping bombs in their cities.


  The best defense is a good offense! Shelton’s plan, carried out on two fronts ten billion miles apart, was smashing to its climax.


  In the ETBI-14, the four Earth-people awaited developments in an agony of tenseness. Their cabin lights were out. Beyond their ports, they could barely make out the first of the Space Navy fleets, occulting the stars. The Sun was not visible to betray them while they awaited the arrival of the planet stealers. They were in the huge, conical shadow of Neptune that speared far out into space.


  Telescopic observers aboard the Navy ships finally reported Iapetus approaching, aiming directly for Neptune’s great, single moon that was left. Lorg’s world-sized tug slowed and maneuvered into position. The two bodies drew closer, Iapetus dwarfed beside the moon. But it had powers that could whisk the larger body from its orbit, as easily as plucking away a marble. These powers came into play, invisibly.


  The Earth observers could see the great moon’s orbital speed decrease. Shelton turned his radio to low power.


  “Now’s the time!” he said in a bare whisper. “It will take them several hours to reduce the moon’s orbital velocity. Well creep up on the other side of Neptune’s moon and be within striking distance, when the time comes!”


  “Aye, sir!” came back from the Navy commander, and the other ships were informed in the same careful way.


  Gently, on the lowest of rocket blasts, Shelton’s ship and the fleet followed Neptune’s shadow until they were behind the moon, from Iapetus, then headed for its surface. Reaching this vantage, they crept slowly, cautiously around the Neptunian moon’s bulk. It was a game of stalking and the enemy must not receive premature warning.


  Finally they hovered, high enough above the moon’s surface so that gentle underjets counteracted gravity. A slight glow over the horizon told them they were just short of seeing Iapetus—and being seen.


  “So far, so good!” Shelton murmured to Traft. “The call should come to Lorg at any moment now that his world is being attacked. It takes radio waves just ten hours to come from Torm. Our fleet there attacked just ten hours ago.”


  Their own radio, kept open, got the call from the bombing fleet suddenly that the attack on Torm had begun.


  “Now he must know!” Shelton said tensely. Into the microphone he whispered: “Fleet, attention! Move slowly in view of Iapetus. At the moment their black ships rise, to go to Torm, the warp will be gone. Blast down then, at top maneuvering speed!”


  THE fleet moved slowly ahead, till half of Iapetus hung as a huge moonlike object over their horizon. Then they stopped, awaiting the crucial moment.


  “It should be soon now!” Shelton said hoarsely.


  “It had better be!” grunted Traft. “Lorg has already dragged Neptune’s moon out of its orbit, given it a velocity of a hundred miles a second toward Tor!”


  Fifteen minutes passed. A half hour.


  Still no sign of alien ships rising! Through telescopes they could be seen as huge black blots resting on the white surface of Iapetus.


  When would they rise? Shelton began to wonder if his great plan had failed. Was Lorg so heartless, so intent on his goal, that he would not send the help his people must now be clamoring for? Or had he somehow been warned of the Earth coup? Or had he thought of possible attack at Torm and left half the fleet there on the last trip?


  Shelton realized that the success of his coup lay in the lap of Destiny. Which way had the wheel of Fortune turned—for or against Earth? Rodney Shelton’s mind was Crucified by doubts and agonized torment, more so than during any of the tumultuous events preceding. He did not know that his fingers were squeezing Traft’s shoulder until the big pilot winced.


  Shelton started. His eyes strained forward. A ship moving across his vision, ahead! Ready to put his lips to the microphone, for the advance signal, he suddenly drew back with violent curse.


  The ship had not risen from Iapetus. It had drifted from Neptune’s shadow. And on its sides were two big white crosses—the ship of the Space Scientist!


  He was on hand again, watching this episode of the mighty struggle between two great civilizations. A mind divorced from all former attachments, living its own mad, independent existence, unconcerned over the turn of events. No doubt, were the Earth forces decimated, the whole empire of man exposed to alien conquest, he would laugh coldly and put the zero symbol representing humanity in his formula of the cosmos!


  Enraged at his own analysis, Shelton shook with the temptation to order the Space Scientist’s ship fired upon, destroyed. He had refused to warn the Empire, weeks back, when it would have meant much. He was a traitor to humanity, wasn’t he?


  But Shelton conquered his blind anger. Such an act would instantly warn Lorg, disrupt the whole coup, precarious as it was already.


  Fuming inwardly, Shelton saw the Space Scientist’s ship glide back into the shadow of Neptune, waiting for what would happen.


  Shelton himself concentrated again on a sharp watch toward Iapetus. In the name of heaven, would the black ships never rise? How much longer could he stand the nerve-shattering wait?


  And then—it happened!


  Shelton’s whole body jerked violently. Black ships rooming up from Iapetus, a long line of them, fully half of the total alien forces. They were streaming off toward outer space, to save their home world from the savage bombing of the Earth fleet, or extract revenge, at least. Lorg had tumbled into the trap! The warp was lifted! Iapetus was a free-floating body now, vulnerable to attack.


  Twisting his rheostat to full power Shelton shouted into the microphone: “Down at Iapetus! Full acceleration! Land near cave mouth! Blast away!”


  THE entire fleet leaped forward, like greyhounds unleashed. The ETBI-14, under Trait’s skilled, sure touch, led the van. Down they sped toward Iapetus, at reckless accelerations, courting disaster on landing. But Shelton had stressed the necessity of speed, before Lorg should know of the attack and once again threw around Iapetus his impregnable warp.


  With action started, a deadly calm settled over Shelton. Half the distance covered—three-quarters. Would they make it? Was Lorg even now reaching his hands to whatever controls threw on the warp? Would all these thousands of magnificent ships smash into a terrible, invisible barrier, to rebound as shattered, broken debris, spattered with human blood?


  Shelton felt the weight of his responsibility in this daring, desperate attack. Yet in the back of his mind was the voice of assured hope.


  And a minute later, his hopes were fulfilled. Retarding blasts thundering and splitting the thin air of Iapetus, the Navy ships plunged for the jagged surface, wheeling for a landing. The fleet had come as a wide-spread pancake, all arriving at almost the same time. It was the precision, trained skill, practiced formation flying of Earth’s finest pilots. Shelton’s heart leaped with admiration.


  But then he cried aloud. Some few ships, lagging, burst into flying fragments against an unseen barrier and slithered off into space. The warp had been turned on again! But too late. By-far the majority of the Earth fleet was nestling down for landing, well within the barrier. Those deaths of a few brave men would not be in vain!


  “Look out!” came Traft’s warning roar. “Bad landing!”


  Shelton suddenly remembered their damaged undercarriage, gripped for his seat handles with sweaty fingers. So precipitous had their descent been that the under jets could not cushion the fall, though Traft blasted them valiantly.


  The ETBI-14 landed with a jarring thump, rocking crazily as it rolled forward a few yards with hull scraping. Shelton’s body straps broke and he was flung against the wall. The big pilot, face lit with concern, quickly unstrapped himself and picked Shelton up like a baby.


  “Hurt, Rod?” he cried anxiously. “Sorry I couldn’t—”


  “Let me down!” snapped Shelton. “I’m all right.” But when he tried to stand, his left leg buckled under him. “Guess I’ve got a sprained ankle! And of all times—”


  He broke off and hopped to the radio.


  “Fleet, attention!” he barked. “Man your guns! Their ships will attack soon. Give ’em hell! We’ve got to hold them off while the underground city is stormed. Conditioned men, attention! Come to the ETBI-Fourteen immediately!”


  


  


  CHAPTER XXI


  Act of the Space Scientist


  


  


  WITH all moves discussed to the last detail long before, the Earth forces swiftly organized themselves. The armed ships lay like silvery dots in all directions, bristling guns pointed upward, waiting for the enemy ships to appear.


  Some of the ships lay half smashed from bad landings on treacherous Iapetus, but in these, the men were already in vac-suits. Here and there, unavoidably, two ships had smashed into one another, in the close landing maneuvers. Undoubtedly there were some deaths, ruined ships and guns, but on the whole, the casualties of that roaring, precipitous descent were slight.


  From the special ships came the men who had been bio-conditioned to the Iapetus air and cold. They loped rapidly across the rocky terrain, congregating around the ETBI-14.


  They were to invade the underground city, on an equal footing with the aliens, unencumbered by vac-suits. They would be a mobile force, swift to attack, much more effective in a long-drawn-out, hand-to-hand battle than unconditioned men in vac-suits. Shelton thanked the forevision that had prompted him to ask for the corps, as a hunch, weeks before when contacting Earth to first reveal the alien menace.


  They were armed with rifles, bandoliers of ammunition. Certain groups dragged with them wheeled machine-guns, flame-throwers, and ponderous heat-beam guns. Earth had been unsparing in arming them with its best and most effective weapons.


  Shelton tried to struggle into his vac-suit, but had to give up. He would not be able to Walk on his badly sprained ankle.


  “Guess I can’t make it;” he groaned. “Mark, you and Hugh Benning lead the men. Smash at the aliens with all you’ve got—force quick surrender!”


  “And get Lorg!” Traft added grimly, fastening his visor.


  “Keep in constant touch with me by radio,” Shelton admonished, “The biomen have several along. You can hook one on your belt.” His face lighted somberly. “We’ve got to win!” he declared earnestly. “We should now. The battle was half won when we got past the warp. Go to it!”


  Traft and Benning stepped out of the lock, in their vac-suits. They conversed briefly with the bio-men, then set the lead toward the cave mouth, a quarter-mile off.


  Alone in the ship with Myra, Shelton and the girl looked out from the pilot port at the familiar, though unworldly, landscape of Iapetus, dotted now with the waiting Earth forces. A hushed lull seemed to hang over the universe, as though it were watching this soon-to-be bid for mastery between two warring intelligences.


  Shelton’s face clouded a little, watching Traft’s army march to attack.


  “Why did I have to get a sprained ankle?” he muttered. “Now I have to wait up here, like a lame duck. It’s ironic, isn’t it, Miss Benning?”


  “Yes, Dr. Shelton.”


  They looked at each other strangely, finding it a little ridiculous that after all they had been through together, they were still so formal. In the swift tumble of events, they had carried through, without change, a reserved attitude to one another. Shelton smiled a little, and opened his lips to speak, but at that moment the radio blared forth.


  “Traft calling! Cold beams pouring from the cave! Here’s where they get a taste of hot lead. The battle’s on, Rod!”


  THE first line of bio-men had fallen to the ground, writhing in the grip of concentrated cold forces. The second line promptly began pouring rifle-fire into the cave mouth. In a moment, the chatter of machine-guns and the hiss of the flame-throwers joined the battle sounds.


  Then, over the horizon, came the black ships of the enemy, in seemingly countless numbers. Like buzzards, they swooped over the Earth ships, pouring down their numbing cold force.


  The Navy guns began popping viciously, in a steadily increasing roar. The larger dreadnaughts hurled their thunderous big shells into the melee. Black ships faltered, peppered with jagged holes, and fell to the surface to split open like eggshells. Their plastic hulls, though diamond-hard, could not withstand the battering of Earth’s most powerful guns.


  But they kept coming in endless numbers, spraying down their cold force with enough effect to prohibit accurate gunfire. Here and there an Earth ship’s gunfire ceased entirely, as its crew was thrown completely into suspended animation. If the aliens ever won, with their strange weapon, all the Earthmen would be prisoners, in a state of suspended animation. And later slaves!


  But Shelton was sure the enemy could not win. It might have been different in space, where the gravity-ships could outmaneuver the rocket-propelled ships. But on solid ground, with the Earth forces like a grim, impregnable fortress, all the advantage was with Earth. The alien ships were raining down; broken, useless. It should be just a question of time before they would no longer be superior in numbers, and completely ineffective.


  At the cave mouth, Traft had routed the large force of aliens there. Already he was leaping into the cave, leading his men on. In the light gravity, the men easily lifted bulky machine-guns and heat-projectors. The bio-army disappeared from sight, invading the underground world.


  A half-hour later, Traft’s voice came cheerily, via radio.


  “Overlooking the city now!” he reported. “Aliens swarming up the slope, armed with long sharp things. Benning says plastic swords and spears, as good as steel. There’ll be hand-to-hand fighting now. They have us outnumbered plenty, but we’re reducing the proportion with bullets, flame and heat. Sort of a”—he sounded as if he were a little nauseated—“slaughter. But they have courage, coming through it all like demons. Hand-to-hand fighting started now—”


  “You and Benning keep out of it!” warned Shelton. “One slit in your vac-suits and you’re out of the picture. Just stay back and give orders. That’s your part!”


  “Right, Rod!” Traft answered, reluctantly. Half under his breath he added, “Anyway, I’ll get some nice snaps.”


  And so the battle raged on, above and below ground, with the Earth forces rapidly gaining the upper hand. After an hour, above ground, Shelton could see that the black ships were not coming in such tremendous numbers any more. They began to fall away from the massed stand of Earth ships, and retreated to the fringes, where the Navy gunners continued to pick them off one by one.


  “It’s practically all over!” Shelton breathed joyfully. “Lorg should be surrendering any minute now—”


  “Look!”


  MYRA was pointing upward. A ship had dropped directly over them, hovering. And then Shelton saw the two large white crosses on its sides. The Space Scientist’s ship!


  None of the Navy gunners had fired, for they had seen it was not an enemy ship. It lowered and landed, just beyond the ETBI-14.


  “Wonder what he wants here?” Shelton growled. “A front seat at the big show? I’m going to give him a piece of my mind!”


  He turned to Micro-wave Nine and barked into the microphone: “Attention, Space Scientist!”


  The Space Scientist’s masked head appeared on Shelton’s opti-screen, but said nothing, though his air of coldness could be fairly felt.


  “Look here!” Shelton exploded. “You’re a traitor to your own race, a renegade! You knew of the aliens, but you wouldn’t lift a finger to help the world you were born on. Had you given the warning, much of this would not have happened—the disappearance of Iapetus and Pluto, men dying in battle!” Shelton choked with rage. “You’re going to pay for it! You thought you could come here, observe things as though it were all a gigantic play for your benefit, and then leave. But you’re not leaving! If you try to go, I’ll command the Navy gunners to fire. You’re going to be taken to Earth—and court-martialed!”


  The Space Scientist appeared to show only studied indifference to the threat.


  “Court-martialed, as a traitor!” yelled Shelton. “Do you hear me?”


  “Yes, I heard you,” came back the Space Scientist’s voice, with a half mocking note.


  He raised his hands to fumble at his mask. As he removed it, Shelton was thunderstruck at the face revealed.


  It was the scaled visage of an alien! The alien’s large, dark eyes peered at Shelton with faint amusement.


  “I am Murv,” he announced. “A citizen of Torm, and an official just beneath Lorg in authority!”


  “But the Space Scientist?” gasped Shelton. “Where is he? You have his ship!”


  “I am the Space Scientist!” the alien stated calmly. “Or rather, I am the embodiment of the myth of the Space Scientist! You see, with the spreading of your race among the planets, It became imperative for us to learn as much about earthly things as possible. We learned your language from captured men. Then, twenty years ago, I was commissioned by Lorg to drift close to Earth, to pick up any and all information as to your plans and exploits. Knowing that I would eventually be sighted, my presence questioned, I devised the Space Scientist story. Your authorities finally came to accept me as a harmless, if eccentric, human who chose to live in space.”


  So for twenty years an alien, masquerading as a human, had been spying on earthly activities! No wonder Lorg had known so much.


  THE alien, Murv, went on.


  “I took the precaution of having false rocket tubes added to my gravity ship. And when I knew human eyes were watching, a chemical giving off bright but cold phosphorescence was ejected, exactly as though I had a rocket engine. The two white crosses I adopted as my insignia, mainly because you humans regard that symbol with peculiar reverence. My mask, and the hinted story of a laboratory accident, is self-explanatory.”


  These revelations dovetailed, but still in Shelton’s mind, there were inconsistencies.


  “You warned me not to go to Iapetus,” Shelton mused. “I understand that now. It was to avoid exposure of your underground city. But why did you keep up that pretense, when I contacted you? I was a prisoner, and for all you knew at the time, a permanent one.”


  “I expected you later to act in the arbitration between Lorg and your authorities,” Murv informed. “My duties then would have been to hover near Earth and watch for any secret moves on Earth’s part. As the Space Scientist, I could do so with impunity. But branded as an alien by you, I would be hunted down, driven away.”


  Then an amazing thought struck Shelton.


  “But up there at Neptune’s moon, before the attack!” he cried. “You Baw us Earth forces waiting to attack Lorg! Why didn’t you inform Lorg?”


  Shelton drew a sharp breath. Why, the whole coup could have been disrupted, all their careful plans whiffed to eternity!


  “You had plenty of chance to warn Lorg,” he repeated, dumfounded, “and yet you didn’t!”


  The swift thought was in Shelton’s mind: Could the alien be a renegade as he, Shelton, had accused him?


  The Torm smiled strangely, sadly perhaps. “I did not want to warn Lorg! He is defeated. Better so!” He bowed his head for a moment.


  Murv looked up, suppressing whatever feelings were his.


  “Lorg went mad with power,” he explained. “He wanted to destroy and enslave all Earth people, take all the planets. His own idea, entirely. My people have good and bad elements, exactly as yours. We all wanted planets, and endorsed the building of the Great Machine for that purpose, but our reasonable element hoped to gain planets purely by arbitration, not by force. Lorg betrayed us!”


  Momentarily, fierce anger illumined the speaker’s face before he went on:


  “I kept waiting for Lorg to arbitrate, through you. But when, after the taking of Pluto, he made no such move, I knew he was planning bloody, complete conquests. I knew, too, that he would never succeed. Having observed earthly doings for twenty years I know of your spirit, courage, your indomitable will. Lorg might succeed in taking half the planets, but eventually the tide would turn. And then, I knew, there would be a bitter war of extermination, till either my race or yours was obliterated from the face of the Universe!”


  Murv’s eyes held horror. “You see now, Earthman? Why I did not warn Lorg? I had been thinking for days of what to do to avoid the inevitable holocaust that Lorg’s course would bring about. I saw that with the success of your coup, a solution would be reached, quickly. For I believe that now, with the elimination of Lorg, our races can come to an understanding.”


  SHELTON realized, during the moments Murv had been speaking, that the entire complexion of things had changed. It was Lorg who was the arch-enemy of mankind, its would-be conqueror; not his people. Tact and consideration must now be used in dealing with the Torms.


  “Will you expect more planets, by arbitration?” he asked.


  Murv shook his head. “No,” he said softly. “We have forfeited our chance, through Lorg’s blundering tactics. We are now a defeated race, with no right to make demands. I only ask that the two bodies we have already taken to Tor—Pluto and Neptune’s second moon—be left to us!”


  “I can promise you they will be,” Shelton said promptly. “Our sole aim at the moment is to destroy the Great Machine, so there will be no more world moving. And I think the basis for a permanent peace between our races will be your promise never to build another Great Machine!”


  “You will be given that promise, gladly!” the alien said earnestly. “We—”


  A new voice burst in on the all-wave circuit. Traft’s voice; from below. Shelton had almost forgotten that a battle was still raging there.


  “We’ve got them licked, Rod!” came the big pilot’s bellow. We swept through the city, drove them back. One Earthman is worth ten Torms! They’ve thrown down their arms in surrender. We’ve surrounded the chamber in which Lorg has barricaded himself. We’re battering down the door! There it goes—and there’s Lorg!”


  Shelton snapped on his auxiliary opti-screen, barked into the phone. “Shelton calling Lorg!”


  


  


  CHAPTER XXII


  The Moon Bargain


  


  


  LORG’S autocratic features, twisted with bitterness, appeared on the second screen.


  “You must surrender, Lorg!” barked Shelton. “Your ships above ground have been driven off. My men down below—”


  “They had best not step nearer!” threatened the Alien Superior. “I have my hand on the master switch of the Great Machine. If I close it, all its energy will be released at once, tearing Iapetus apart with its terrific stored forces!”


  His face gleamed evilly. Madness shone from his eyes. True madness now, from the crashing of his power.


  “You have won, Earthman!” he said sardonically. “But I hold your life in my hands. In revenge—”


  “Don’t!” Murv cut in sharply. “Don’t destroy Iapetus and all on it. Then Earth will never know the true facts, and the war will go on!”


  Lorg’s left hand reached to the side, to-tune an auxiliary screen.


  “You, Murv!” he ground out. “I suppose this is all to your liking? With me out of the way, you would arbitrate. But I tell you, races alien to one another cannot live in peace! One must dominate the other. If I had succeeded, we would have ruled the Earthlings. Now, since all is lost, I’ll at least take with me, into death, the Earthman who brought my downfall!”


  Shelton thought rapidly, in this frightful moment of impending death for all.


  “I think you had better not, Lorg!” he said quickly. “You may have forgotten that you started to move Neptune’s moon before the attack came. You had given it a velocity of about a hundred miles a second—toward Tor! That velocity is not lost, as you know from the laws of motion in space. It will take time, at that slow rate, but if you destroy Iapetus, the free-plunging moon will eventually reach Tor, crash into it, drawn by its gravitation. The impact will send out a wave of scorching heat and blinding light to Torm, your planet. If you destroy Iapetus now, you destroy all your people!”


  Lorg’s mad eyes glared in momentary indecision. His insane mind seemed trying to determine whether that was so. Mad or not, he could not let his own people be destroyed, to let the Earth-people reign supreme, in their binary Universe.


  Cold sweat beaded Shelton’s forehead. He felt the wings of death brushing closer than at any time in all this strange adventure. Myra’s face was ash-white, her eyes wide as though staring into eternity. Even Murv’s alien face reflected the stark horror of the moment. All the satellite seemed to be held in an electrified stasis.


  Lorg’s right hand, on the Great Machine’s master control, grew limp for an instant. And in that instant, there came a sharp zing, and the nauseating sound of the impact of a bullet in living flesh. A hole appeared in Lorg’s right temple as if by magic. Pale blood gushed forth. His limp fingers tightened for a moment on the switch handle, then relaxed and fell free. With an expression of stark bewilderment, Lorg, the alien conqueror, slumped to the floor—lifeless.


  “Whew!” came Traft’s voice in a long-drawn-out sigh. “If I had missed—”


  For a moment Shelton leaned back, panting.


  “Good work, Mark old boy!” he murmured finally.


  HE snapped himself alert. Matters had to be attended to. “Mark,” he ordered, “find all Earthmen down there who are in suspended animation. Benning can point out the chambers. Bring them up, to be taken to Earth and revived. When you come up, leave a few of the bio-men On guard.”


  “Okay, Rod! And while I’m going around, I’ll be taking a complete series of pictures of this place. I’ll get some kind of a prize for them, on Earth.” Shelton looked at the image of Murv. The alien had stood unmoving since the death of Lorg. His face expressionless, there was no clue to the thoughts going through his mind. But faintly, Shelton could sense bitterness, perhaps at the crashing of plans he and his people had nourished for a century.


  “Can you direct the handling of the Great Machine, Murv?” Shelton asked.


  The alien nodded.


  “Then you will have the moon of Neptune put back in its orbit,” Shelton said. “After that the Great Machine will be destroyed!”


  He would not feel a moment’s peace until that had been done, and the threat of its terrible powers removed forever.


  But the alien remained silent for a moment. Then he said, slowly, his tone half apologetic:


  “There would be no need to put the moon back into its orbit!”


  “But you surely don’t want your world destroyed!” Shelton snapped, impatiently.


  The alien shook his head. “No, that would not happen. Tor swings in an orbit itself, with Sol. When the moon of Neptune arrived, it would swing to one side of Tor. Tor’s great attraction would then grasp it, pull it into an eccentric orbit. Neptune’s moon would be captured, as a body of Tor’s system!”


  “You mean,” Shelton queried wonderingly, “that you would want to have the moon as another world in your system?” This was all incongruous, fantastic, this bargaining for worlds! “I’m afraid it can’t be, Murv, I have no authority to present you with another planetary body—” He stopped, wondering how to say it. “You already have Pluto and Neptune’s first moon, at Tor. No sense in taking them back. But to let this second moon of Neptune go—”


  “I am asking for this moon!” the alien said softly, firmly. “For my people. We will remove our colonies on Neptune and Uranus, leave your System free. Iapetus will be destroyed, in the void between our Systems, and our premise will be given never to build another Great Machine. Let this moon be a token of peace between us.”


  Shelton’s thoughts were in a turmoil. Was this some trick on Murv’s part?


  Was he scheming to carry on the aliens’ program, now that Lorg was gone? Shelton felt ashamed of himself instantly. No, obviously Murv was sincere.


  “IT is such a small thing to ask, Earthman!” Murv went on, his voice vibrant, “This moon is but one of your many bodies. Ours is an impoverished System, yours rich with worlds. What difference can it make it this little moon is gone from your Sun, when you have giant Jupiter and Saturn and their moons, and all the other great planets? And we have so little! To us, this one moon would be a great new world! Can you understand, Earthman? How long we have lived on one, lone planet, gazing across with our telescopes to your magnificent System? Can you blame us for building the Great Machine, hoping to bargain for some of your worlds? Results have been unfortunate, but that is over. I am asking, pleading, for this one more moon! Surely you can spare it!”


  Shelton could glimpse the alien’s depth of emotion. With all the eloquence at his command, he was begging for another small world for his restricted System. And incredible as it might seem, Shelton knew that he sympathized with him!


  “Murv, the moon is yours!” Shelton said quietly. “I may be utterly crazy for taking this responsibility, but I am.” He grinned briefly at the thought of facing the council, on Earth, and blandly telling them he had given away a moon!


  For a moment the two stared into one another’s eyes. Alien and Earthman. A spark of something akin to brotherhood passed between them. There would be peace between Earth and Torm, in the coming ages. . . .


  A day later, after Iapetus had been motivated, under Murv’s guidance, to a point far beyond Pluto’s former orbit, all the ships within and upon it left. The black ones of the aliens streamed out into the dark void, toward Tor. The fleet of Earth soared with thrumming rockets toward Sol.


  Within the pilot cupola of the ETBI-14, Traft and Hugh Benning had their heads together, plotting the return course, after the take-off.


  “Let’s go down to the cabin, Myra,” Shelton suggested to the girl beside him.


  Traft turned to watch. Shelton, limping, had his arm around the girl’s shoulder for support. But they were also holding hands. Traft snatched up his camera and clicked the shutter.


  “I’ve been waiting for that shot!” he grunted in satisfaction.


  Hours later, as Murv had set the timed mechanism to throw the master control of the Great Machine, deserted, stranded Iapetus exploded into cosmic debris, ripped to atomic shreds by the release of world-moving gravitational force stressed within. The Great Machine, and Lorg—and his dream—were no more.


  Shelton stared back at the bright ring of shimmering dust that expanded and faded into the dark void. It was hard to believe that their great adventure had been real. That a world, an Impossible World of aliens, existed close in the void. That a planet and two moons had been whisked from Sol to Tor. That he had been instrumental in ending an unsuspected menace, one that had been hanging over them for a century.


  And last, that he had given away a moon as a symbol of peace between their races.


  Shelton felt content.


  OUTLAW OF SATURN


  John Russell Fearn


  It was Lena’s Job to bring Bruce Lanning to Justice—but the accursed world of the Minitors had planned a worse fate for him than the avenging arm of the law!


  THE heavy log floor, fast rotting under the eternal damp of Saturn, creaked as Bruce Lanning strode back and forth across it. Being a good one hundred and seventy pounds, and gaining one pound in five on the ringed planet, he gave the underpinnings of the hut plenty of work to do.


  “It won’t do!” he shouted at last, swinging around and jabbing an accusing finger. “You’ve got to get those plantations cleaned up before the mud-tides start, else you’ll find yourselves without sugar! Get it? If you weren’t such a damned shiftless race you’d have cleaned the seeds up long ago!”


  The creature he faced stood only two feet high—an almost perfect miniature of an Earthian, save that his eyes were wide and innocent, his hair pink, and his skin deep amber. The Minitors of Saturn were literally vest-pocket humans—“Minitor” being a malaproprism of the word “Miniature”—childlike, amazingly passive, exasperatingly lazy, and underneath it all, mysteriously vindictive. In their eyes this tough Earthian was a dynamo, a destroyer of their calm, somnolent peace.


  Lifican, the Minitor, waved a thin arm timidly. His voice was like a badly played flute.


  “Mister Lanning, please sir, plenty work is difficult. Opius seeds damn hard to collect. Beg for lots of time, please.”


  “You’ll beg for nothing!” Lanning roared. “You’ve been lazing your time like all the rest of your pals. You’re the boss of them, so it’s up to you. Now scram out of here before I bump the baby daylights out of you!”


  HE STRODE forward menacingly, and the little creature twisted and flew outside with a yelp, perfectly accustomed by his small size to the rather heavy going of the giant, steamy planet. Lanning watched him go, rubbed a powerful hand through sweat-damp black hair.


  “Rip Van Winkles!” he granted irritably. “They’ll never get the stuff away in time at this rate; then I’ll be in a spot trying to explain lo Davis. . . . I just wonder what the hell’s the use of it all, anyway?”


  He knew the use of it well enough. The common necessity of making a living had driven him into this business of racketeering, this illicit trading in opius seeds. Once the seeds reached Earth, various methods were utilized for their disposal. The wealthy were willing to pay any price for a few hours of glorious dreams, surcease from the boredom of 22nd Century perfection.


  Dreams produced by opius, unlike its old-time deadly cousin, opium, left no ill-effects on the constitution. More, it produced a kind of sublime anesthesia, detached the mind from the body.


  Just the same, the business was still illegal, despite sundry efforts on the part of John Davis, chief of the enterprise, to make it a lawful occupation. Not that Bruce Lanning minded; the salary was worth it. The only drawback was climate. . . . The ghastly climate of Saturn—that was the thing that got into him, particularly here on the North Equatorial Belt where the opius plants flourished. It wasn’t so bad over at Green City, the civilized Saturnian quarter—but here . . .! He was becoming wearied—wearied of the myriads of childish Minitor workers on the plantation, the seasonal mudflows from Saturn’s fifty-mile distant volcanic area, the senseless driveling of the mimical birds, the alternating lights of the arcing rings of Saturn, the wild glimpses of the ten moons ever and again through heavens that were almost eternally wreathed in green clouds.


  In the higher levels, the air was unfit to breathe, but down here a preponderance of breathable oxygen remained. Unlike the penal world of Jupiter, where the vast pressures had crushed out all the oxygen, Saturn still possesses some, in percentage high enough to support life of an Earthly standard.


  And the heat—all internal. An almost unvaried temperature of 115 degrees Fahrenheit. . . .


  Banning grunted with discomfiture and mopped his streaming neck and face. Then, arising from his musing, he went outside to the short ladder propped against the doorway. His hut was on stilts to raise it above the periodic mud-flows.


  Steadily he descended the ladder and sank the accustomed two inches into the spongy loam of the clearing. He nodded in satisfaction as he beheld the Minitors at work again, dwarfed by the weird fern-like plants whose seeds they collected. They worked with a certain sullen persistence, reminding him of children who have received a tough scolding.


  “Van Winkles!” he repeated again, and couldn’t help smiling a little. “Just the same I’d rather be back on Earth. No Minitors, no jungle, no cock-eyed trees that are both organic and inorganic, no mud. . . .”


  His blue eyes traveled over the packed mass of the flesh-eating and normal trees rearing to the green heavens. He listened in silence to the eternal chatterings of Saturn’s jungle life—then his attention was suddenly caught by his own pet mimical bird, George, as his clumsy but skillful bulk came like a bullet from the upper air.


  Far larger than an earthly ostrich, resembling a parakeet about the beak and face, his main qualities were a sublime gift of voice mimicry, sub-human intellect, and magnificent plumage. He landed in the muddy ground with a thud, folded his wrings and scanned Lanning as he raised a lazy hand in acknowledgment.


  “Hallo there, George. I wondered where you’d gotten to.”


  “Seed thief!” George retorted, in a voice that was quite unmistakably that of a girl. “Seed thief! Wash your neck!”


  Lanning straightened up in surprise. “Say, wait a minute! Where’d you pick that girl’s voice from?”


  “Hellish hot! Seed thief! Racketeer!”


  “Racketeer, eh?” Lanning frowned. “Sounds like you’ve been places where you shouldn’t. Don’t tell me you flew as far as Green City. . . . Here—come here.”


  George wasn’t moving any. He stood on one leg and considered Lanning with beady eyes. The Earthman sighed.


  “Maybe it was the Minitors,” he remarked. “They’re not half so darned innocent as they look, the lazy—”


  “They’d be all right if you didn’t have to act like a modern Simon Legree.”


  LANNING twisted around with sagging jaw, then gulped as he saw a slim, girlish figure in the customary shorts and silk blouse of the North Equatorial Belt advancing towards him. Apparently she had come from the side of the clearing facing the plantation. She lifted her broad welted boots with the air of a mud-trekking expert.


  Lanning said nothing as she came level. Cool gray eyes looked into his; a stray, corn-colored curl peeked under a soiled white hat. His eyes moved to the neat, fast ray gun in her shorts belt.


  “You’re Bruce Lanning, aren’t you?” she asked suddenly.


  “Yeah, sure—Who the devil are you, anyway? Don’t you know that nobody in his right senses is allowed beyond the two-mile zone limit of Green City? That’s twenty miles north of here.”


  “I know that; I came from there.” Her voice was level and cold. “I’m going back there almost immediately, and you’re coming with me.”


  Lanning raised his eyebrows, noted the small but efficient pack on her back. “I don’t catch on,” he said. “Maybe we’d better go inside my place and talk things over.”


  “Wash your neck,” agreed George, waddling after them as the girl turned to the ladder. . . .


  “I suppose,” Lanning said, as they entered the little living room, “that it was you who called me a seed thief and racketeer within George’s hearing?”


  “Well, aren’t you?” She took the restorative he held out to her and sipped it slowly. “I did call you that, anyway. I was annoyed; I lost my way, and called you names because you were responsible for it. I didn’t see this bird, though. Maybe he was above me somewhere.”


  Lanning looked at her steadily. “Maybe I’m very dense, but I don’t understand why you came—why you trekked across mud and jungle to get here. You’ve no right here, anyhow.”


  “No?” Her sensitive upper lip was contemptuous. “I guess you’re afraid of how much I’ll find out, eh? Well, that’s what I’m here for. . . . I’m Lena Tavistock.”


  “Well, I’m Bruce Lanning, but I’m still puzzled.”


  “Number 16 of the Outer Planets Service,” she embellished icily. “You’re trading in illicit drugs and I’m here to stop it and run you in. You’re under arrest, Lanning!”


  Before he could recover from his surprise, she had jumped to her feet and snatched out her gun, covered him squarely.


  “We’ve got to get moving,” she stated flatly, her eyes bright and hard. “You’re coming back to Green City with me to answer a few questions. You know you’ve no right to use the Minitors as workers. By interplanetary law they’re the natural inhabitants of this world, and not under the dictates of outlaw Earth men like yourself.”


  Lanning smiled and shrugged. “It isn’t my doing. I take orders from my chief. He put the Minitors work and I just look after them. They’re lazy, but they’ll work their heads off for a bag of sugar.”


  “Your chief, eh?” the girl repeated. “Where does he hang out?”


  “Green City.” Lanning laughed shortly. “Guess you might as well have saved yourself the trouble of chasing after me.”


  “You’re wrong there, Lanning; I’ll run both you and your chief m. Come on, let’s move. You don’t need to pack; I’ve plenty of tabloid provisions.”


  “Hot again!” whistled George, hopping about wildly.


  “You’re telling me,” Lanning growled, turning to the door. Then, as he reached it with the girl inexorably behind him, he suddenly stopped.


  “Listen!” he exclaimed. “Hear it?” She tensed, frowned at the sound of distant rumblings and the underings, gradually coming nearer.


  “It’s nothing,” she snapped; “only a volcanic area blowing up. They re common enough, aren’t they?”


  “Sounds more like mud to me,” Lanning muttered. He didn’t argue any further, descended in silence to the ground. As the girl dropped beside him, a group of Minitor men and women came speeding up, chattering at the top of their voices. They clutched Lanning and the girl with tiny hands, nearly deflecting the steady pointing of her gun.


  “Can’t you call these things off?” she demanded impatiently. “I don’t like being pawed—”


  “Then you should have stepped away!” Lanning retorted. He swung around to the nearest one. “What’s wrong?” he demanded.


  “Mister Lanning, sir—seeds we no longer get. Mud flow coming this way. Plenty danger. . . .”


  Lanning looked up sharply. The Minitors were fleeing pell-mell from the plantation, more active than they’d ever been before in their lazy lives. . . . The jungle trees were shitting in the advance drafts of the mud-wind, the superheated blasts of ail engendered by the relentless periodic flow of mud from one portion of the Saturnian equator to the other.


  As Lanning well knew, the stuff often wiped out everything in its path—hence the stilts on his hut. Saturn, with its ten-moon gravitations, together with a swift 10-hour rotation and consequent equatorial bulge, suffered from mud tides of paralyzing height and power. . . .


  LENA looked anxiously around her as the wind blew hot and odorous into her face. Then she turned suddenly as Lanning clutched her arm.


  “Put that toy away and be yourself!” he ordered briefly. “We’ve got to step on it. Come on!”


  She tried to pull free, but he was too strong for her. Shaking clear of the whimpering Minitors, they raced swiftly across the clearing and plunged into the jungle. A little way inside it, Lanning stopped and surveyed a towering, notched tree, stabbing up against the misty, perpetual ring and moonlight.


  “Up you get!” he commanded, turning, and the girl stared appalled.


  “Up there! But why? I—”


  “It’s my safety tree,” he interrupted. “I use it when there’s an extra heavy mud flow, like the ore coming up. It’s notched, and there’s a platform at the top. Either that, or drown.”


  “But I—” She broke off in bewildered surprise as his powerful hands suddenly clamped under her armpits and shot her to the first notch. His grim face was below.


  “Step on it!” he barked.


  She stared up at the lofty height, then began to climb, notch by notch. He came up slowly behind her; little by little the whole clearing and contiguous plantation became visible to them. By the time they reached the little platform at the top, they could see the mud sea rolling inwards from the north, plowing down weaker trees and undergrowth, frothing in great steamy globules of dirty ocher.


  Lena looked apprehensive—You’re—you’re sure we’re safe?” she asked anxiously. All her former coldness and didactic manner had gone now. She was a woman, very frightened, but she’d rather have cut out her tongue than admit she was glad of Lanning’s brawny, tense body beside her.


  “No, I’m not sure we’re safe,” he answered briefly, watching the stuff with keen eyes. “This tree of mine has stood tides before; it should do so again. If it doesn’t—Well, I guess you won’t need to run me to Green City—or yourself either, for that matter.”


  She didn’t answer him. He looked at her strangely.


  “You know something,” he went on, “you’re too nice a girl to go around arresting people. I’ll hand it to you you’ve got plenty of nerve, though—coming through the jungle from Green City, I mean.”


  She shrugged, her eyes on the mud. “It didn’t take nerve. I knew where you were and I hired some guides to help me. After all, I’m used to Saturn. I was bora here. My father lives in Green City.”


  “And he approves of this Secret Service stuff?”


  “He doesn’t know. It’s four years since I saw him—”


  The girl broke off as George suddenly came whirring through the air and alighted heavily. The little platform swayed.


  “Hellish hot!” George commented affably, folding his wings.


  “It’s going to get plenty hotter,” Lanning answered moodily. “This is about the biggest flood tide I ever saw—and then some.”


  He stared over the fast approaching morass. It was only a matter of yards from his hut. He and Lena watched it tensely, caught their breaths as the whole hut and plantation vanished utterly in the smother. The surging, rolling mass bubbled swiftly beneath them, but since the tree afforded little resistance, they experienced little beyond a fierce swaying that quickly subsided. . . . But all about them the lower trees of the jungle swayed and collapsed.


  “Funny, isn’t it?” Lanning mused. “Saturn’s surface, around here anyway, is nothing but successive layers of mud from each succeeding drift. The tops of the trees and plants get snapped off, yet the roots remain, to push through the hardening mud when the flow stops. Damned queer place.”


  “Where do the Minitors go?” the girl asked suddenly.


  He pointed to a rocky cliff bounding the southern end of the clearing. “They live just beyond there in a sort of valley. There’s a sort of cleft they go through. The mud never reaches high enough to get down there.”


  Lena nodded slowly. Since there was not a Minitor in sight, they had evidently all escaped in time. For a while she watched the flood in silence, then spoke again.


  “How do we get away from here, anyhow? What’s next?”


  “We stop here,” he answered pleasantly. “Do you mind?”


  She stared at him. “I should think I do mind! I’m no pole squatter; I’m a detective. How long do we stop, anyway?”


  “Oh, it depends. I usually reckon to stop here for three days and nights—that is, by earthly standards. There is never any dark on Saturn, of course. By that time the mud is usually hardened enough to be normal and new trees and things are starting to spring up. . . . It’s not half bad up here. It’s warm; and there’s always light, be it the rings, Titan, Dione, or Hyperion.”


  She looked helplessly around her. The major force of the mud-flood had already spent itself. The vast, swirling brown river below was moving more turgidly, thickly, building up slowly to a solidity that would mean only a two-inch depth of upper plasma. . . .


  “Wash your neck!” screamed George suddenly, flapping his ponderous wings. “Hellish hot! Wash your—”


  “Hey, sit still!” Lanning yelled, clutching the platform edge savagely. “Stop it, you—”


  HE BROKE off in sheer horror as the bird flapped his vast fan tail violently. Even on the ground, the wind action from it was enormous: in the short area of the platform it was catastrophic. The whirling feathers caught Lena unexpectedly clean in the face, sent her falling involuntarily backwards.


  With a hoarse scream, she vanished over the platform edge and went hunting down to the turgid expanse below.


  “Lena—!” Lanning screamed, and flung himself flat. He was just in time to see the girl strike the mud with a dull splash, begin to strike out savagely towards the distant cliff surrounding the domain of the Minitors. . . . Without hesitating a second, he dived after her, struck the mud feet first, and swam towards her.


  Swimming in the stuff made him feel like a fly in warm treacle. It weighted down every portion of his body. He could see Lena’s head bobbing some distance away as she struck valiantly for the cliff base; but she was becoming weaker. He could tell that by the dragging movements of her mud-caked arms.


  Cursing George, Saturn, and women who nosed around where they aren’t wanted, he struck out with renewed savagery, using every ounce of his strength. By degrees, he began to gain, but he realized that he had only the gradually ceasing mud-current to thank for it. The stuff was already beginning to congeal somewhat.


  He reached the girl fifteen minutes later, as she was beginning to drag her laboring limbs up the stones to the cliff base. Catching up with her, he caught her around the wait, dragged her a little distance, then set her down carefully.


  “I’m—I’m sorry about that,” he apologized. “It was George’s fault, of course. Thank God you fell feet first into the mud, otherwise—”


  “I’d have been drowned,” she finished quietly, sitting up and clawing the slimy mud disgustedly from her hair and skin. “Would that have mattered so much? After all, I’m here to run you in. You can get ton years on the penal world for Illicit trading, you know.”


  “You can only get me to Green City now of my own free will,” he said grimly. “Your gun will be useless after this mud.”


  With a start of alarm she pulled it from her belt and fired it into the air. Nothing happened. With a rueful glance at the ruined charge-drum she tossed it away.


  “O.K., Mr. Lanning, you win!” She got to her feet and faced him steadily. Their eyes met—his curiously uncertain; hers cool and unafraid.


  Then his eyes went beyond her to a cleft high up on the cliff face. For a brief instant he caught sight of a Minitor who had evidently been watching the proceedings.


  “They seem quite interested in us, don’t they?” the girl remarked casually. “How’s chances of staying with them until the mud solidifies and we can get away from this glorified little desert island?”


  “Chances not so good,” he replied, set-faced. “I don’t trust ’em—never have done. They’re like precocious children, and damned nasty ones at that. In fact—”


  He broke off as there suddenly came the familiar piping voices of the little creatures. In another moment or two, the pass disgorged a veritable horde of them. They came swarming down onto the shingle, chattering and laughing amongst themselves.


  “They’re armed!” Lanning said, with a start of surprise. “I wonder what the game is now?”


  HE AND Lena stood waiting as the Minitors came up. The men were carrying spears in their hands, tipped with deadly ilifac poison, sap of the most lethal plant Saturn produced.


  “What is this?” Lanning demanded, as a ring of the little men closed around them, as the women, looking like dolls out of a Christmas store, kept at a watchful distance.


  “Well, what is it?” he roared, as they were silent. “Come on, Lifican, let’s have it.”


  The boss of the seed pickers smiled innocently. His round, cherubic little face was as baby like as ever.


  “Mister Lanning, sir, we want you. You and lady. To come down into our valley. You will? Better, you know!”


  “Are you threatening me?” Lanning demanded, clenching a huge fist. “If you are—”


  The ogling eyes widened in surprise. “No threaten. Just order. Ask you obey, please, sir.”


  He glanced in bewilderment at the girl.


  “Guess we’d better,” she said shortly; “though it’s the first time I’ve had an invitation in the form of a poisoned spear.”


  Lanning nodded. “O.K., Lifican, let’s go—but make it short. We’ve got to get away from here as soon as possible. . . .”


  Lifican beamed like a boy with a model motorboat. Proudly he led his file of people up the shingle to the cliff pass, waving his poisoned spear like a band leader as he went.


  The pass was only short, leading down into a wide valley filled to a great extent with the humble hut dwellings of the lazy little people, huts that were surrounded by neatly planted palisades of ordinary trees, with a carnivora plant here and there for the consumption of carrion, waste, and unwanted foes.


  When the center of the valley was gained, Lifican called a halt. His people gathered around him. Lanning and the girl stood like Mr. and Mrs. Gulliver amidst them.


  Lifican bowed politely and showed his little teeth.


  “Sir, we have honor to be revenged,” he stated cordially. “You make work in plantation, threaten my baby daylights with prompt bumpings if I not work. So sorry to regret it. You rule with iron rod and trouble plenty.”


  Lanning’s eyes narrowed. “You blasted, traitorous little devil!” he breathed. “So you think you need revenge for the way I’ve made you and your lazy tribe work, do you? And take that damned friendly grin off your face!”


  “I doubt if he can,” the girl put in. “As I understand it, these people are differently constituted than us. They have only one visible emotion—that of childlike innocence. The rest of the emotions sort of boil inside them—something to do with their adrenal glands. They’re under-developed, so they can’t express anger. . . . We know already that their pituitary glands are almost nonexistent. That’s why they’re so tiny. . . . So I’ve heard, anyway.”


  Lanning stared at her. “Yet knowing all this about them, you had the nerve to call me Simon Legree? As for you, Lifican, to hell with you! Come on, Lena—let’s go.”


  He turned vigorously, but the little man made a prompt movement. In response, both Lanning and the girl found themselves suddenly smothered in the little people. Tiny though they were, there was an unbelievable power in their delicate-looking bodies and doll-like hands, begotten mainly of Saturn’s rather heavy gravitation against which they were always laboring.


  In the space of a few minutes, the astounded Lanning found himself being carried by fifty of the men, and the girl by another thirty. When a corner of the clearing was gained, they were hauled to their feet, their hands jerked over their heads, and fastened by a length of tough creeper to the branch of a tree.


  Lifican, at the forefront of his fellow’s, smiled again.


  “So sorry,” he said affably. “Tree a Titan Bender. You know rest, Mr. Lanning, sir. No work hard no more.”


  He bowed, turned about, and marched off with his men and womenfolk towards the mile-distant abodes at the remote end of this palisade.


  LENA twisted her face between her updrawn arms. “What did he mean by Titan Bender?” she asked.


  Lanning came to the end of an underbreath reel of oaths at her words. With a final glare after Lifican, he turned towards her as well as he could.


  “It’s a tree peculiar to Titan. I’ve seen it work and it’s mighty weird. A carnivorous tree, of course.”


  The girl studied its drooping branches, in particular the one to which her wrists were fastened.


  “Looks harmless enough,” she said. “In fact, I’d say it’s asleep.”


  “That’s just it,” he muttered. “It is asleep. Listen; you have seen an earthly sunflower turn its face to follow the sun, haven’t you?”


  “Who hasn’t? What’s the connection?”


  “This tree’s pretty similar. While the moon Titan is below the horizon, this tree is limp and resistless—bat once Titan rises, it comes to life!—something to do with its origin. It came, in the first place, by seed spores blown across space from Titan’s Whispering Forest. On this world it starts to move and consume whatever living prey is near it the moment Titan comes over the horizon. Certain radiations from Titan stimulate its inner organs, just the same as the moon affects certain plants on Earth.”


  The color fled from Lena’s face. “Then you mean it will attack us? Consume us?”


  Lanning’s jaw squared. “That seems to be the idea. It’s just like those damned little devils to think of this. Torture and death rolled into one—and it took those china dolls to think of it! God, if I could only get my hands on them!”


  The girl tugged furiously on the vine tethering her wrists, lifted her feet from the ground and threw her whole, weighted body into the effort. But it was of no use. The stuff only cut deeper into her chafed wrists.


  Lanning tried with similar futility. They stopped at last, panting, surveying the twelve-inch length of vine that separated them from the branch itself.


  “No go!” Lanning said breathlessly. “Let me think now—” He stared at the murky sky. “It’s Iapetus and ring-light at the moment. That means Titan will be up in fifteen minutes or so.”


  “Fifteen minutes!” Lena gave a groan, waggled her cramped arms helplessly, stared with Lanning into the varilighted scum that was Saturn’s eternal sky. Then suddenly both of them twisted sharply at a faint cry.


  “Hellish hot. . . . Seed thief!”


  “George!” Lanning yelled. “I’d forgotten him. . . .”


  He stopped and stared away towards the village. Typical of their race, now that their task of revenge was apparently accomplished, the Minitors were thinking no more about it. With their usual laziness, they had retired to their huts, probably to eat and fall into a long state of torpor.


  Lanning searched the sky with a feverish intensity, until at last he caught a glimpse of an unwieldly flying ostrich.


  “George!” he screamed desperately. “George! Come here!”


  The bird turned at the sound of the voice, swept down in a flurry of wings and came waddling forward.


  “Wash your neck,” he screeched; then his voice suddenly changed to a heavy bass. “No sign of plantation. Where’s Lanning? Damn, damn. Where’s Lanning? Dam the mud.


  “That—that voice he’s imitating!” Lena cried. “Where’s he get it?”


  Lanning was looking puzzled. “It’s the voice of my boss, as a matter of fact. Don’t know how George happened on it, though—”


  “You mean the chief of the opius organization?”


  “Sure. Why? We’ve got other things to worry about right now. Here, George. Nice birdie. . . . Come here.”


  The girl watched tensely as George fluttered up and down, as Lanning issued tense instructions.


  “Up!” he panted. “Up! Come on! Papa’s baby! Up. . . .”


  “Oke,” George said briefly, and went up. His beady eyes shone in the pale, vague light as he listen id to Lanning’s desperate injunctions.


  “Down a bit—This way! Vine! Bite it! I said bite it, you blockhead. . . . Come on . . .”


  AGAIN and again he had to try, but little by little the bird’s subhuman intellect began to function. It swooped triumphantly, snapped its scissor jaws together, and went through Lanning’s vine like a razor. Instantly he dropped his leaden, aching arms. Then ripping his penknife out he cut the girl free.


  “Nice going, George,” he breathed gratefully. “Remind me to give you some sugar.”


  “Hellish hot,” George observed, strutting with tail outspread.


  “Let’s get out of here,” Lanning went on, catching the girl’s arm.


  They moved steadily through the shadows of the palisade, and even as they did so, the Titan Bender behind them suddenly came into life. Its branches writhed weirdly against the scummy sky, continuing their eternal, horrifying search for edible things.


  Lena shuddered a Little. There was something incredibly grotesque and horrible about this blind plant that was a born killer.


  “Guess we only just made it,” Lanning muttered. Then as the girl remained silent, he looked at her sharply. “What’s on your mind, Lena?”


  She looked up sharply, then smiled faintly.


  “Nothing. At least, almost nothing. I’m thinking of the voice George imitated. Your boss’s voice.”


  “Well? So what?”


  “If he’s around I’ll have to ran him in with you. I don’t know how I’m going to do it without a gun, but—”


  “Suppose you skip it for the time being?” Lanning suggested. “We’ve enough to do to get away from here without being spotted by the Minitors. . . . Now come on.”


  WITH extreme caution, they moved slowly away from the shadows of the palisade towards the clearing itself, skirting around the back of the huts towards the foothills of the valley cliff. George came strutting behind them.


  “No sign of plantation,” he squawked. “Where’s Lanning?”


  “Shut up!” Lanning hissed; then he glanced at the girl. “Must be something urgent that brought the boss here. Obviously he’s not far away, else George wouldn’t have heard him.”


  “What’s your chief’s name?” the girl asked quietly.


  “Calvin Davis. He operates this racket from Green City.”


  “I see.”


  Lanning glanced at her wonderingly as they crept along, but she said no more. With the utmost caution, they made their way along the valley side, keeping a good mile of distance between themselves and the huts of the Minitors.


  Unseen and unheard, they finally reached the pass. In a few minutes they were through it.


  “Whew!” Lanning whistled. “Thank Heaven for that! We’re safe enough now.”


  “And of course you’re not going to Green City with me?” she asked quietly.


  “After all, Lena, why should I? I’m not pining for ten years on the penal world. Besides, you can’t force me to go now. You’ve no dangerous toy to help you. Serves the Service right. They shouldn’t have sent you out alone.”


  “They didn’t. I had two men with me, but they were killed on the way here. Got caught by a constrictor tree. . . .”


  “I’m sorry,” Lanning said, awkwardly.


  She regarded him with steady eyes.


  “I’ve only one course—to go back and report failure. And that means being thrown out of the service. Maybe it doesn’t matter much, but I’d rather have retired honorably than be chucked out on my ear—”


  She broke off and turned at the sound of a booming voice.


  “That you Lanning? Why, so it is! Well, thank goodness I’ve found you. I thought you’d gone down in the mud flood.”


  A heavily-built man of middle age, followed by a dozen raft-experts—Earthian pastmasters in the art of driving rafts through Saturnian mud-floods—came slowly up, brushing drying mud from his white ducks.


  “Mr. Davis,” Lanning acknowledged cordially, extending his hand. “I’m glad to see you, sir. It isn’t much of a surprise, though. George gave me advance warning.”


  Davis nodded as he glanced at the bird. “Yes, I found him flying around the site of the plantation and I told him to find you. Had a bit of trouble getting here. The flow was bigger than usual this time.”


  “But why did you take such a risk?” Lanning demanded.


  “It was worth my risk, my boy. You see, the Interplanetary Police have agreed to let opius seeds pass as legal merchandise from now on. Earth chemists have just discovered that they are the finest things out for producing a new form of anesthesia for severe operations—anesthesia which gives delightful dreams and leaves no hangover. Because of that, because we are the only two who own an opius plantation, and therefore have first rights, the charges against us have been canceled. Instead, I’ve an order to produce as much of the stuff as possible.”


  “Why—why, that’s terrific!” Lanning cried in delight. “No more scraping, no—Lena, you hear that?”


  The girl turned from the shadows of the cliff wall and Davis glimpsed her for the first time in the pale Titan light. He raised his hat.


  “Hallo, there, Miss—I hadn’t noticed you.”


  “Mr. Davis, Miss Tavistock,” Lanning murmured. “She came to run us in, but I guess that’s all washed up now by the new order. So you’re safe after all, Lena. You can return with dignity to your job, without having to admit failure—”


  He broke off in astonishment as Davis suddenly shouted, “Good God, Mary, it’s you! What in Heaven’s name—?”


  “Father,” she said simply, moving into his wideflung arms. “Oh, dad, I’m so glad that your trading is—is legal. Otherwise, I would—”


  “You mean you’re a member of the Service?” he demanded. “That that’s what you’ve been up to ever since you left Green City four years ago?”


  She nodded her fair head slowly. “Yes, Dad. I got sick of Green City; it was too slow. I told you I was going on a trip around the system, and sent messages to that effect from different places. Instead in came Lena Tavistock, of the Service. They assigned me to this job. . . .” She paused and turned to banning. “You see, when George used the voice of your boss, I knew it was father. That was a shock to me. My duty was to turn him in, along with you—or else report it. To protect father, I’d have to admit failure . . .” She smiled brightly.


  “But now it’s different. I can return to the Service headquarters with a clean conscience.”


  “And a fresh assignment?” Lanning questioned gloomily.


  “No, resign without the stigma of failure,” she said slowly. “I’m getting tired of wandering, anyway. And besides, you’re going to need help around here when the fresh opius sprouts. You’ll want a woman around to look after the cooking department when you import good American labor to work for you, won’t you?—labor to take the place of the lazy, treacherous Minitors?”


  “Trouble with ‘em, eh?” Davis said, catching on. “It doesn’t surprise me. I think you’re right, Mary—”


  He stopped. She wasn’t listening. “There’s only one way to do that,” she said naively, as Lanning swept her impulsively into his arms.


  “Wash your neck,” agreed George, alighting with a thud from an aerial jaunt. “Hellish hot . . . Hellish hot . . .”


  THE END


  VALLEY OF PRETENDERS


  John Russell Fearn


  Those four wandering Earth people soon regret leaving the vicinity of the space-ship—for they find themselves the captives of the strangest race of creatures ever to inhabit a world of the Solar System!


  CHAPTER I


  “HELL, that’s darned funny!” Mart Latham sat up in his comfortably sprung seat and stared in surprise through the huge window. “Look, we’re turning towards Rhea. . . . Rhea, of all places!” he whistled blankly.


  He was not the only one who had noticed the fact. A general chatter of surprised conversation rose from the passengers in the immense, comfortable lounge. Faces angled towards windows in complete amazement.


  “Nothing to worry about, folks. Just keep your seats, please.”


  A trim, white-coated steward of the giant Earth-Europa space liner suddenly appeared at the main door. He was smiling apologetically.


  “We’ve developed a jet fault,” he explained. “It’s too risky to attempt the complete run to Earth without having it fixed—so we’re making a temporary landing on Rhea. We’ll be there about four hours—”


  He was cut short by a chorus of protest. Some had appointments, some had wives, some hoped to have wives, others were dam glad they hadn’t—and so forth. The steward met the onslaught with his best “customer is always right” smile.


  “I am so sorry, ladies and gentlemen, but the Interplanetary Corporation reserves the right to land in an emergency. . . . Thank you.” He departed as silently as he had come.


  Mart Latham looked disgustedly out the window again.


  “Well, what do you know about that?” he grunted. “Ditched for four hours on the fifth satellite from Saturn with nothing to look at but jungle, and rocks—and things,” he finished vaguely.


  The girl by his side looked up from a half-doze and revealed a freshly youthful face framed in com-colored hair.


  “Never mind, darling,” she consoled him. “It’ll give you time to realize how beautiful I am.”


  “I don’t feel like being gallant,” Mart growled. “Besides, a guy doesn’t tell his wife how beautiful she is after being married to her for five years. . . . Or does he?” he mused.


  EDA LATHAM elevated her uptilted nose disdainfully. “Noted chemist on holiday from Europa trade satellite makes analysis of matrimony,” she sniffed. “O.K., be high hat if you want to!”


  “Rhea,” Mart murmured, hardly listening to her, his gray eyes fixed on the 1500-mile diameter moon of Saturn as the vast space liner curved around towards it. “Y’know, I’ve often wondered what Rhea has on it. Titan’s pretty well known, of course, but the other smaller moons, Rhea among them, hasn’t had much to say for itself. Inhabitants of sorts, I understand; even an atmosphere. But devilish hot.”


  “Naturally, being near Saturn,” Eda said, regarding him with level blue eyes. “Let me think now. . . . Rhea is 337,000 miles from the primary. Right?”


  “Right!” Mart agreed laconically. “Revolves in relation to the Sun at the speed of 4 days, 12 hours, and 25 minutes. Gravitation somewhat less than that of Earth’s moon. Atmosphere breathable, but only to a height of 1500 feet. Satisfied?—or shall I get you a guide book?”


  The girl didn’t answer. She was watching the little moon rising up to meet the ship. Exhaust sparks, prevented from igniting the vegetation below by reason of subsidiary foam nozzles, spouted from the under jets. Saturn, vast and magnificent with his planetoidial rings, dominated all space. A partly molten, partly solid, but at all times rather grim, world.


  Further in the distance beyond the rings moved the trading moon of Titan, and at varied intervals the but little explored other moons of Hyperion, Japetus and Phoebe. . . .


  Eda started to speak as the ship began to settle down carefully over a waste of sprawling green jungle; then she stopped and turned a little as a voice out above hers. It was slow voice, sonorously British, steeped in the toneless impartiality of the law courts.


  “. . . but, m’lud, I would bring to your learned notice the case of Simmons-v-Simmons in 2415, exactly five years ago. There, the plaintiff alleged—”


  “I am not interested, Sir Basil! Not interested in the least.”


  Sir Basil Emmot, world and space renowned interplanetary Counsel of British law, mopped a bald head and blinked protruding, bovine eyes. Next to him, Judge Asa Walbrook—the and wizened as a disinterred corpse, and about as attractive—looked at him sourly. Nobody spoke. Nobody dared to. Judge Walbrook had captured and condemned more criminals in his career than any other man alive; even now he was heading earthwards to preside over the trial of Nick Andrews, long evasive spacial filibuster.


  “Cheery looking old dear, isn’t isn’t he?” Eda murmured, turning back to Mart. “That face of his would make any lemon jealous—”


  She stopped again as the ship suddenly jolted slightly and became still. The throbbing of the tremendous rocket engines ceased; the vessel lay in the half-shade of towering trees that stretched upwards to surprising heights against the slight gravity. The multiple lights of Saturn and the moons filled the outside jungle with a curiously ghostly white tinge, not unlike indirect floodlighting.


  The steward appeared again. “If you wish to take exercise, ladies and gentlemen, you are at liberty to do so. But you are warned not to move more than two hundred yards from the ship. We are by no means sure of what this moon contains. If you go any further you do so at your own risk. Kindly leave your names with the purser as you go out, so a complete check of passengers may be made before we start again. We have four hours’ wait.”


  He disappeared actively, and Mart got to his feet. Languidly he zipped up his shoes. They were special shoes, worn by every space traveler—steel-soled to hold firmly to the attractive gravity-compensator plates in the floor. Nor were they any too comfortable. . . .


  “Guess we might as well have a look at Rhea,” he murmured. “How about you, Eda?”


  “Naturally!” She fixed her own shoes and patted her hair. Behind her, Judge Walbrook rose up with a face of vinegar, Emmot beside him.


  “I have always felt, Sir Basil, that your learned talents are better exercised in unconfined surroundings,” Walbrook observed, chopping his words with vicious economy. “We can continue this discussion on Simpson-v-Simpson outside.”


  “Simmons-v-Simmons, I assure you,” the Counsel corrected hotly, tugging out his pipe and filling it.


  “Don’t be impudent! And kindly refrain from lighting that archaic incinerator in here, tool Come!”


  Mart stared after them, grinning. “That Simmons-v-Simmons case must be a honey,” he said seriously. “Be glad you married a chemist and not a judge. . . .”


  HE TOOK the girl’s arm and headed from the lounge into the main hall. Men and women were queued up before the purser’s desk. . . . Then in a few minutes Mart found himself outside the airlock on Rhea’s soft, vegetation-smothered surface. Immediately a sense of amazing lightness bouyed him up. Years on Europa, however, with its slight attraction, had made him—and Eda too—practiced in the art of counterbalancing themselves.


  “Pretty dry here,” Eda remarked, stirring the tindery stuff at her feet. “The other satellites are wet by comparison.”


  “Less humidity here,” Mart observed.


  For a moment or two they both stood accustoming themselves, breathing the somewhat dry but tolerable atmosphere, conscious too of sweltering, burning warmth.


  The people broke up into parties, wandered around the giant liner, peered into the comers of the clearing. The sound of the ship’s mechanics began to echo vigorously—but above them came a fading, occasional didactic reference to “Simmons-v-Simmons” as Walbrook and Emmot wandered off to the far side of the clearing, oblivious to all warnings to stay near the ship.


  “Well, what now?” Eda asked, dabbing her face languidly. “Do we stick around, or look around?”


  Mart answered her by strolling towards the wall of jungle. Through the trees, the remarkably near horizon was visible, giving the odd effect of the jungle suddenly sloping away almost in sheerness.


  “Mart, what exactly is that?” asked the girl suddenly, when they reached the jungle’s first trees, and she pointed to a quivering rim of pale fire just visible over the near horizon. In some strange way it resembled a pale edition of the Earthly Northern Lights.


  Mart shrugged “No idea—and we can’t risk going too far to find out. Pity! You know, I’d like to come here some day and—” He broke off, sniffing hard. “Smell something?” he asked sharply.


  Eda elevated her nose, then looked surprised. “I believe I do! Burning wood. . . . Maybe old Lemon Pan and the Counsel have built themselves a fire, seeing it’s only one hundred and thirty in the shade—”


  “Look!” Mart interrupted her, pointing, and she gave a startled gasp at a vision of sooty smoke rising into the air perhaps a quarter of a mile distant.


  “It’s a fire all right,” Mart went on tensely. “And if this stuff gels ablaze—Holy Smoke! We’ve got to warn them back at the ship. . . .”


  But there was no need for that. The officers of the vessel, conducting the mechanics’ operations, had already seen the smoke and were issuing quick orders to the crew to fetch the powerful fire extinguishers.


  “Inside everybody!” roared the chief steward, through his wrist-microphone. “We can’t afford to take chances.”


  “He’s right there,” Mart muttered, catching the girl’s arm. “We’d better—”


  “Help!”


  It wasn’t a very audible call; in fact it would probably have missed being heard altogether had not Mart and Eda been at that particular part of the clearing. They turned sharply, startled, and even as they did so it came again.


  “It’s coming from somewhere near that smoke column!” Eda cried.


  Mart glanced back towards the skip. Nobody else seemed to have heard the cry: they were all too busy dashing for the ship in case the fire developed into a genuine conflagration.


  “We’ve got to help,” he stated briefly. “You go back to the ship and—”


  “Rats!” Eda cut in tersely. “I married you until death do us part. This may be the break I’m waiting for. . . .”


  Without waiting, she turned and headed into the jungle with Mart immediately behind her. With the lesser gravity to aid them they progressed in immense leaps, floating across considerable distances, coughing as the smoke grew denser and surged into their lungs.


  “Hey! Where are you?” Mart yelled, pausing a moment.


  “Here! Here! Quick—!”


  “It’s Lemon Pan all right,” Eda gasped, then she jumped back as the foliage of a nearby tree began to sizzle and wither in a blighting shaft of flame shooting up its length. All the groundwork of a forest fire was laid.


  THE smoke was a fog now, but the two blundered forward again, to come suddenly on Judge Walbrook and Emmot standing in the middle of a little clearing, tugging—oddly enough—at their own legs, while around them the flames of burning vegetation were sporting dangerously close.


  “Keep away!” Emmot cried, as Mart prepared to leap forward. “You’ll be as bad as we are if you come here. We’re—stuck!” he wailed dismally.


  “But—but you can’t be!” Mart yelled. “You’re not in a bog; you re on solid ground. What sort of a game is this? Come on!”


  Ignoring the warning he jumped forward, Eda beside him, but the moment they landed they felt themselves gripped by something of viselike power. They couldn’t move one foot beyond the other.


  “You see?” Walbrook bleated, more crinkled than ever now he was alarmed. “This is the fault of my learned friend. I told him not to scatter his pipe ashes in the vegetation—” He broke off with a yelp as a crackling runner of fire spat towards him.


  Mart coughed violently and tugged at his feet. It was useless; he was rooted. Then he started suddenly as Eda came to his side in her stockinged feet. Her shoes lay behind her, zipped wide open.


  “Take your shoes off, smart guys!” she suggested tartly. “This stuff’s magnetized, or something—holds the steel soles of our shoes. You two do the same.” She gazed witheringly at the best brains in British law, then helped to rip open the zippers.


  “But this is perfectly preposterous!” Sir Basil cried, stumbling free of the danger area. “I cannot reconcile the fact that—”


  “Never mind reconciling facts,” the girl said practically “We’ve got to head back to the ship before we’re cut off—If we can!” she finished in dismay. “Look, Mart!”


  She jabbed an arm at the pouring flood of choking smoke, the crackling advance of flames. The way back was ruthlessly cut off by a solid, raging wall.


  But Mart wasn’t looking. He was on his knees staring at the slacky substance whereon the four pairs of shoes were still immovably riveted.


  “Say, this stuff is magnetite!” he exclaimed in astonishment, glancing up. “Natural lodestone—like the Swedish deposits on Earth. Magnetic oxide of iron.”


  “So what?” demanded Eda impatiently. “Take a look at the fire!” He sprang up from his futile efforts to dislodge the shoes, stumbled backwards and cursed as a sharp bramble stabbed his besocked feet. In dismay he stared at the beating, torrid wail of flame moving inwards.


  “Come on—we’ve got to travel,” he panted. “That way. . . .”


  Stumbling helplessly he led the way to the opposite side of the clearing with Eda and the legal men picking their way behind him.


  CHAPTER II


  ONLY when the holocaust was some two hundred yards behind them did they stop.


  “Now what?” Eda demanded, wiping her smutty, greasy face. “How do we get back to the ship? We re heading away from it all the time. Besides, this jungle is no place to hike around without shoes.”


  “What do you suggest?—that we walk through the fire like a collection of Hindu fakirs?” Mart asked tartly. “We’ve got to keep moving until it dies down, or the ship’s crew extinguishes it. Come on—it’s catching up again.”


  He began to resume the advance, but Walbrook caught his arm.


  “Listen to me, young man!” he panted. “Back on the Earth I have to preside over the case of Andrews-v-Interplanetary, and it is quite unthinkable that my learned colleague and I—”


  “Forget your briefs and follow me,” Mart snapped out. “That fire’s gaining. . . .”


  Onrushing flame made further argument impossible. Floundering wildly in the slight gravity, stabbed by barbs and vicious thorned roots, the quartet blundered on, they knew not where, all sense of direction hopelessly at sea, the smoke of toe forest fire formed into a dense, impenetrable fog behind them.


  They became aware of other things too—the bellowing of enigmatic beasts, the shriek of unknown birds, all stampeded by the conflagration. Here and there through the rifts were glimpses of incredible objects plunging and plowing through the undergrowth.


  “Looks like we loosed some kind of zoo around here,” Eda said breathlessly, rubbing her gashed feet painfully. “And if you, my learned friend,” she went on bitterly, glaring at Sir Basil, “had taken care where you parked your pipe ash, this wouldn’t have happened. Of all the darned crazy things to do! Here!”


  The Counsel’s veiny brown eyes protruded nauseatingly.


  “But, my dear young lady—”


  “Don’t ‘dear young lady’ me! You ought to start a Nicotine Abolition Act with that profound brain of yours—Gosh, Mart, what’s that?” Eda finished with a scream, and the others looked up in time to see a vast pair of saucer eyes staring at them malevolently from a hundred-foot high body.


  “Some sort of dinosaur,” Mart panted. “Can’t try conclusions with that brute. This way—!”


  He swung off to the right, clutching the girl’s arm. Together they vaulted the nearest five-foot high row of bushes, but they did not strike solid ground beyond. Instead they found themselves in the midst of warm, fast-moving water, struggling desperately amidst a jammed, screaming mass of animals, none of which resembled anything Earthly.


  Two splashes from the rear announced that Judge and Counsel had also landed. Walbrook rose up screaming words not entirely legal and finally choked out that he couldn’t swim.


  “But I can, m’lud,” Emmot gaspingly assured him. “Leave everything to me.”


  He clutched the older man tightly and struck out towards Mart and Eda. His bald head looked like an emerald bladder with scum draped round it.


  “Most belittling,” he groaned, as he came level. “The dignity of the law, upheld by—”


  “Watch yourself!” Mart interrupted him, gaze darting around him at the fighting creatures. “A flick from one of those supertails and it’ll be curtains. Take it easy; the flow’ll carry us along.”


  “Curtains?” wheezed Walbrook, smothered in mud, scum, and fury. “Curtains? Confound you, sir, how are window adornments applicable to our present position?”


  Emmot ejected a mouthful of filthy water. “Americanism, m’lud,” he gurgled to explain, “implying, so I understand it, a rather sudden cessation of life—symbolical, to wit. with the descent of a curtain upon a stage act, m’lud, whereby—”


  “Oh, shut up!” yelled Mart. “This is no law court—Look out there!”


  HE DUCKED suddenly, forced Eda down, too. A mighty object, mad with fright and twice the size of a crocodile, breathed its last as its abdomen was transfixed by a vicious spire of dead tree stump projecting from the water. With bursting lungs the quartet emerged from the froth and foam of the death struggle.


  “This is all most irregular—” Walbrook began to bleat, but Mart yelled above him:


  “Say, that carcass wouldn’t make a bad raft! The lesser gravity will help it to float, too. Give me a hand with it. I don’t think these other creatures will attack us; they’re too concerned for their own safety.”


  He struck out vigorously and clutched the object’s scaly body with both hands. It rolled over in a tumult of water. With some effort, which somehow reminded him of riding a bladder-horse in a swimming pool, Mart scrambled onto the broad back. Wedging himself as well as possible he held down his hand, dragged the girl up with ease against the lesser gravity. Floundering crazily, Walbrook and Emmot followed suit.


  “And now?” the Judge panted, very wet and monkeylike, as they began to drift downstream amidst the bubble and smother of stampeded animals.


  Mart shrugged his shoulders. “I’m no fortune teller, judge. All we can do is go where this takes us. We’re safe enough from fire here, anyway. The space liner crew will douse it with their high-power apparatus, anyway. . . . At the moment our lives are still our own.”


  “But for how long?” groaned Sir Basil, wiping his taut, scummy head.


  Oh, woe is me! An unknown world, an unknown river—drifting further and further away from the ship. . . . And did you notice the water was quite warm?” he finished with sudden brightness.


  “Naturally, on a world so near to Saturn,” panted Walbrook. “Where are your finer powers of perception, Sir Basil?”


  “Rhea’s nearness to Saturn doesn’t altogether explain such warm water,” Mart murmured. “I’m inclined to suspect volcanic forces.”


  “That’s right; be cheerful!” snapped Eda, tossing back her damp hair. “Next thing you’ll be telling us is that we’re drifting into a boiling whirlpool or something. If so, I’m heading for the bank. I never did like lobster.”


  Mart didn’t answer her, and for a moment the party was silent. Then a bend in the river brought into view that strange aurora display the girl had pointed out a little while before—a quivering band of white, but augmented now by streaks of amber and lilac arcing across the purply-blue sky.


  “Wish I could figure out what that is,” Mart mused. “Seems to be centered over Rhea’s North Magnetic pole. High electrical energy of some kind—maybe connected somehow with that natural lodestone area we found. . . .”


  He stared up at titanic Saturn flooding his warmth and light down on this fantastic little satellite, then suddenly he looked ahead again as there came to his ears the unmistakable sound of a dim, booming roar.


  For the first time he noticed that the animals in the river were battling aside, struggling towards the silent, weird masses of the jungle on either bank. There was no danger of fire here; the danger area was far behind.


  “Mart, what is that noise?” Eda demanded suddenly, seizing his arm. “It’s funny, but—but I remember that—Niagara sounded like that from a distance. . . . Remember? Our honeymoon?”


  “It’s a waterfall!” cried Walbrock hoarsely, clutching his skimpy gray hair. “It’s a waterfall, I tell you!” He danced perilously on the carcass. “Do something! Don’t you realize that my life is valuable? My—”


  “Oh, shut up!” Mart growled. “You’re no more valuable than we are. . . .” He broke off, studying the accelerated speed of the water. “If it is a waterfall we’re going right over it,” he breathed. “We couldn’t swim to the bank against this current in any case. The animals knew what was ahead; they got free in time. River’s clear of ’em. . . . Looks like we’re going places.”


  Sir Basil gave a groan of despair. “And me with the case of Andrews-v-Interplanetary on hand! My brief—everything—for nothing!” His pop-eyes stared down the river, much as a cow regards a cloudbank.


  THE others stared with him, nor was it very long before another bend of the river brought into sight the filmy mist that hangs eternally over plunging waters. Backed by the rainbow hues j± the distant aurora, the effect was both beautiful and extraordinary.


  The carcass quickened speed. Mart turned to the legal men, clutching Eda to him.


  “It’s a waterfall, all right—tidy size too, if the din and mist is any guide. The only thing that can save us is the lesser gravitation. As we go over, jump outward—outward for your lives. . . . You’ll miss the main water impact that way.”


  He tensed himself as he spoke, keeping his balance with difficulty as the carcass bobbed up and down with ever increasing speed.


  “This is most disturbing,” moaned Walbrook; then he turned a ripely jaundiced eye on Emmot. “Sir Basil, I shall look to you for assistance.”


  “Willingly, m’lud—but I would bring to your learned notice that I am not proficient in the art of acrobatics.”


  “Mart, suppose—” whispered Eda hopelessly; but he only tightened his hold.


  “Take it easy, Eda. We’ve taken the hurdles so far and we’ll take this one—somehow. . . . Uh-uh! We’re off now—”


  The carcass suddenly jolted forward, so violently that the four were nearly pitched off. As they rocked and swayed they felt it hurtle towards the creaming cataract ahead. Beyond, they had a transient glimpse of the river’s continuation through a deeply-wooded valley, to the left of which was a blunted, sullenly smoking volcano.


  “Jump for your life!” Mart screamed suddenly, and simultaneously hurled himself outwards into space with all his power.


  The effort of his jump dislodged Eda from him; in the lesser gravity she went soaring absurdly away from him, turning slow somersaults. To the rear Emmot and Walbrook rose up, looking curiously like effigies on Independence Day.


  Twirling through the air Mart got a brief glimpse of the waterfall. It was at least 200 feet high. . . . He began to drop towards the river below with ever increasing speed—automatically straightening his body for a dive. Eda was falling too, yards away. . . . He struck water—but struck something else as well that burst the universe into soundless white fire. . . .


  CHAPTER III


  MART struggled back to consciousness, to the awareness of a throbbing head and murmuring voices. He opened his eyes to the full-bodied glare of Saturn streaming down upon him with its feverish warmth. The ground underneath him was stony and warn’; several feet away the river raced past.


  “Mart—! Oh, Mart, thank Heaven!” It was Eda suddenly beside him, her clothes nearly dry now in the blighting heat, her hands holding his head thankfully.


  “O.K., don’t strangle me,” he mumbled, emerging from the clinch. “I’m all right now. . . . But say, what happened?”


  “You caught yourself a glancing blow on a submerged rock. No damage done, thank goodness. We managed to pull you out.”


  “Oh. . . .” Mart turned and caught sight of Emmot and Walbrook sitting a little distance off, looking behind them in blank astonishment. Mart turned again and winced as his head swam.


  “Say, what—what the—?” he began blankly, and Eda cut in quickly: “They’ve been waiting for you to recover,” she explained anxiously. “They talk—talk English!”


  “Th-the devil they do!” he stammered back, and stared in amazement at a group of twenty men and women, all of them but scantily attired, practically Earthly in general development save that the lesser gravity had given them shorter stature and more highly efficient biceps. All the men were white bearded.


  Their faces were strikingly childlike and docile, differing but little from good tempered Earth boys and girls of some ten years of age. The only oddity lay in the slit, catlike pupils of their innocent misty blue eyes—pupils which visibly dilated and contracted under the changing lights of Saturn and the various moons.


  Beyond them there stood a rather makeshift city of dried mud; yet remarkably enough it looked as though it was meant to resemble modern New York—a miniature version of it in mud flung here amidst the wilds of Rhea. There were recognizable edifices, even streets, but there was a complete lack of unity and careful planning.


  Behind it was again the evidence of that enigmatic, multi-colored aurora, while to the right, lifting to a height of some 800 feet, and smoking sullenly, stood a squat but nonetheless deadly volcano. . . .


  Mart scrambled to his feet at last with his eyes on the men’s beards.


  “Go this is where Santa Claus hails from,” he muttered. “Methinks this is where we have plenty palaver, eh, squaw?” He grinned at Eda, then with upraised hand went slowly forward.


  “Here’s looking at you!” he cried, halting before the foremost man.


  “Mud in your eye,” responded the four-foot leader gravely, and bowed profoundly so that his beard eclipsed his narrow waistline. Then, straightening up and looking Mart full in the eye, he asked politely, “Did you brush your teeth this morning?”


  “Huh?” Mart blinked in astonishment, was hardly aware that Eda, Walbrook, and Emmot had come silently up behind him.


  “I speak to you by courtesy of the people of Malinjah,” the man went on. “We, the Malinjahs, offer you a free sample of our excellent hospitality. Come at once, or write at once, as you will. . . .”


  Mart shook himself, thumped his forehead. “No doubt about it,” he muttered. “That slug on the head has made me daffy. Why. this guy talks like a radio television announcer handing out blah. . . . There ain’t no such animal! Who’d you say you are?” he asked abruptly, looking up again.


  “The Malinjahs. I am Ansid Rawl, leader of my people’s network, complete with hookups.”


  “We’ll skip the hookups. How’d you come to be here? How did you learn English?”


  For answer Rawl turned and pointed towards the aurora. “Knowledge is cheap when it is free,” he said poetically. “Write now for my prospectus. Send no money.”


  Eda started to snicker at the astounded expression on Mart’s face. Even Walbrook’s withered mouth creased painfully at the corners. Emmot’s eyes had nearly parted company with his face.


  “Don’t you get it, Mart?” the girl gasped at last, holding her sides. “Some—somehow these people have a means of hooking onto Earthly television broadcasts; the radio part, at any rate. Very probably American broadcasts, since they’re the most widely distributed and work on the strongest power. That’s where they’ve picked up the language and they use advertisement slogans and bits and pieces out of plays, sketches and political blurbs to talk with. Gosh, who’d have thought it!”


  “I don’t believe it,” Mart stated stubbornly. “There’s no signs of radio aerials in that city of theirs . . .” He stopped, trying to collect his thoughts, and the quant people looked gravely at him with their big, slumbrous blue eyes and catlike pupils.


  “We’re from Earth—third planet out from the Sun,” he hesitated. “We’re—er—We’re trapped. Want food. We’re friends.”


  “You believe in democracy?” Rawl asked surprisingly.


  “Eh? Yeah, sure we do. . . . But what’s that to do with it?”


  “If you did not we would declare a state of war. Democracy for the democrats. Non-party; unilateral. That’s us.”


  “War? With whom?”


  “Anybody,” Rawl said complacently. “So long as we are right.”


  MART began to gesticulate, finally blurted out, “Be damned to the politics? What about a bite to eat?”


  “Eat with pleasure—fear of pain afterwards positively banished! This way. . . .”


  Turning suddenly, Rawl led the way up the shingle towards the Saturn-lit city. Rubbing his bruised head Mart began to follow, Eda at his side.


  “Tell me, young man, what do you imagine is the matter with these people?” asked Walbrook, coming level. “In a way, I am—ah—reminded of the case of Munro-v-Munro, wherein the plaintiff complained that her husband developed a mania for writing for advertised samples. . . . Very similar, eh, Sir Basil?”


  “Very similar, m’lud. Clearly these people are strongly influenced by the advertisements of the time. . . . You’re a chemist, Mr. Latham. Can you account for it?”


  “You’ve got me there—up to now,” Mart confessed. “They strike me as being really quite childlike, with little initiative of their own. Take this city we’re coming to. It’s not built by their own ingenuity; it’s taken from descriptions they’ve heard over innumerable radio broadcasts. Note the lack of unity, showing minds that are only half-developed in the matter of self-government and control. Rawl said that the aurora caused him to know English—” Mart broke off and stared at the strange display. “North magnetic Polar Lights all right,” he breathed. “I just wonder how—”


  “Gosh, what a smell!” Eda interrupted him, pinching her tilted nose. “Who’s opened the sewers around here?”


  “Like—like rotten eggs,” Sir Basil observed, and seemed ashamed of his brief lapse from dignity.


  “There’s the source of it,” Mart remarked, nodding towards the volcano. “H2S gas—better known as sulphretted hydrogen—Say, that gives me an ideal”


  “Wad?” Eda asked nasally, still clutching her nose. “How der dooce do dese folks live arou’d here wid dat udhody odor blowi’g arou’d?”


  “That’s just it. Maybe they don’t smell it.”


  “Boy, dey’d wad sub code in de dose dot to smell dat!”


  “No, I mean maybe some other sense is developed instead. It might be. For instance, animals have sense of smell developed above sense of eyesight. With humans, sight comes first, hearing second, and smell last. Some even have no sense of smell.”


  “So whad?”


  “I dunno; ’cept that perhaps these folks have a sense we don’t know about which compensates them for lack of smell.”


  “I’d give all I’ve godt to loose my sedse of smell right dow—”


  Eda broke off and released her nose as Rawl pointed to the nearest building of the mud city. With a beaming smile and a good deal of ceremony, surrounded by his silent people, he led the way into it. To the deepening amazement of the Earthlings, it was furnished in a style that was crudely terrestrial. There were chairs and tables in the center of a vast room that filled the entire length of the building. There were no other floors: the ceiling went up to an amazing height.


  “More evidences of lack of brains,” Mart commented. “They don’t seem to realize that Earthly buildings have several floors and not only one ground floor. . . . Guess they’re just playing at being civilized, like kids play at shop. They’ve just—wed, just Pretenders.”


  Inside this room, lighted by naturally ignited volcanic gas spouting from crudely designed jets on the stone walls, the odor of sulphretted hydrogen had diminished considerably. The light of Saturn cast silver oblongs on the floor. . . .


  Rawl motioned to the chairs. “If you want food, we have it—and then some,” he said affably.


  TURNING aside he clapped his hands sharply, spoke for the first time in an unknown language. It was the signal for his childish, passive followers to spring into action. They vanished into unknown recesses of the slipshod building and returned bearing armfuls of fruit, presumably jungle products.


  “Are we expected to eat these—these overgrown bananas?” demanded Walbrook, as they were laid on the table.


  “Most irregular, m’lud, but without alternative,” Emmot murmured, then he looked at Mart questioningly.


  “O.K.,” Mart announced, sampling one. “They’re safe enough. Overgrown plantains, or something. Not poisonous to our constitution, anyhow.”


  Rawl watched in blase contentment as the four began to appease their hunger, sharpened by their experiences. One of the women stopped outside and returned shortly afterwards with four garlands of livid-hued flowers. With a little cry of girlish delight, she placed one around Sir Basil’s perfectly bald head.


  “Really, young woman, I protest’ ” he shouted, looking up. “And at my age—!”


  “Irrelevant and immaterial,” grinned Mart, looking at him critically. “But you’d better not take it off. These folks have evidently got you down as a sort of god, or something—Hey, what the—” He broke off in dismay as soft white arms passed against his ears and he found himself similarly adorned.


  Eda looked remarkably pretty with hers—but Judge Walbrook looked about as attractive as a pig with a lemon between its teeth.


  “Most irregular!” he fumed, crinkling with passion. “I refuse to wear it!”


  “You’d better,” Mart counselled quickly, glancing up. “Our friend Aniseed Ball has his eye on you. . . . Keep your shirt on.”


  “I assure you,” Walbrook said, with measured acidity, “that I have no intention of taking my shirt off.”


  “Oh, skip it,” Mart groaned. “Why don’t you learn English?”


  Rawl came forward from the ranks of his smiling, highly delighted people.


  “I bring you a message,” he stated, waving his small arm. “We wait for the appointed ones; they who will show us peace. You are the appointed ones.”


  “Oh, but we’re not,” Mart protested, jumping up. “You’re talking about things religions, Rawl; things you’ve heard over the radio. Some religious denominations wait for the appointed ones, yes—but that’s not us. We’ve got to leave here. We have a ship waiting for us.”


  Rawl shook his head steadily and smiled. “We have waited long. We shall honor and cherish so long as you all shall live.”


  “So long as—” Mart gulped, stared, then sat down with a thud. He spread his hands helplessly. “That’s the marriage service you’re mangling!” he yelled. “And it’s time this sort of foolery came to an end. We can’t stop here.”


  “You are here . . . on a journey which knows no returning,” Rawl observed calmly.


  “That’s—that’s Shakespeare,” Eda said quickly. “An’ maybe he means it, Mart. There is no way back over that waterfall. . . .”


  “Hell!” Mart said helplessly, and all sat looking at each other, too concerned to notice how absurd they all looked with their garlands—all save Eda. Emmot was looking at her with a pop-eyed expression that might have either been fascinated appreciation or incipient cardiac.


  CHAPTER IV


  AFTER a time Rawl and his people began to hum, in not unmusical voices, watching the four intently as they did so. At first it did not occur to Mart what they were chanting, then he suddenly leapt up.


  “Listen to ’em!” he shouted. “That song is “I’ll Buy Me a Robot’—the I latest American craze song! They can only have contacted that by direct radio. . . .” He swung around to Rawl. “Look here, where is your radio receiver?” he demanded.


  Rawl shrugged, tapped his head. “Why travel far when it comes to your door?” he asked, then pointed again towards the far end of the room. It was obvious he meant the aurora, hidden from sight now, of course.


  Mart stared perplexedly, then suddenly Eda cried, “Listen, Mart, is it possible that these folks are natural radio receivers? They haven’t the brains to build apparatus; they’re only like kids.”


  “Say, I believe you’ve got something there, Eda. Their lack of a sense of smell, for instance, might be compensated for by another unknown sense. Here’s to trying, anyhow. . . . Rawl, can you hear radio waves?”


  “All-wave receiver given free,” he said in gratification, thudding his white-haired head again.


  “It is inside his brain!” Eda cried. “What there is of his brain, that is.”


  “But how—?” Mart kicked his chair back and began to pace the room, thinking. “Short-wave radio waves do penetrate this far, of course, especially the ones linked with television. They travel as far from Earth as Pluto. But—Good Lord!” he broke off with a gasp. “I began to get it now—the connection between the aurora and this radio reception. This planet is naturally highly magnetic; we know that by discovering that lodestone area back in the forest. There may be thousands of ’em knocking around different parts of Rhea, particularly at the poles.”


  “Well?” Eda questioned, and the people themselves moved closer to hear Mart’s halting, thoughtful exposition.


  “Is there any reason,” he deliberated, “why the free electrons of short radio waves cannot be caught by Rhea’s lines of magnetic force spiraling around its magnetic poles? It’s a highly-magnetized satellite for one thing: it doesn’t spin too fast, of course, but quite fast enough to form itself into a planetary dynamo and collect radio waves and redistribute them—Gosh, yes! That would account for the weird electrical display at the pole. Probably the same thing happens at the other pole, too. Not only trapped radio wave electrons, but electric radiations of various sorts have full play. This planet has such a high magnetization it captures them pretty freely, both from outer space and Saturn’s own emanations.”


  “That may be right,” Eda admitted, thinking, “but how do you account for these folks being able to hear them?”


  “Just a minute,” Mart said, and turning to the table he picked up the skin of one of the plantain fruits. Gently he folded it and rubbed it together.


  “Rawl, what does that sound like to you?” he asked quickly.


  “Visit Niagara Falls for your honeymoon,” Rawl smiled back—and Mart gave a yelp, slammed the peel emphatically back on the table.


  “There you are! To us that sounded like a faint, slippy sort of noise. To him it sounds like the din of Niagara. You get it? The hearing perception of these people is way ahead of ours. Human ear limit is 10-12 watt power, and that’s mighty low. Animals a bit higher. These people are above our audio frequency.”


  “Maybe,” Eda mused, “but how does that connect up with them hearing radio waves—electronic waves? Those aren’t audible anyway; they’re electrical.”


  “I know that, sweetheart! Point is, their brains are adapted differently than ours. If they can hear inaudible sounds and magnify them as much as they do, it logically indicates that they can also receive electrical waves and interpret them.”


  “But how?”


  “How the devil should I know?” Mart snorted exasperatedly. “Give me some cooperation, can’t you? When a stream of electrons changes its course in, say, the Sun, it produces the sensation of light in our brains, via our eyes. Well, what happens inside our brains to transform electron agitation into light? We don’t know; nobody does. It’s a thought mutation; a cellular response as impossible to describe as explaining a color to a blind man.”


  EDA looked about her at the child-like faces and shrugged her slim shoulders.


  “Can you beat it?” she asked at last. “Kids with radio-receiver minds in a mud city on a cock-eyed moon! And I thought I knew all the answers about space and its contents’.”


  “Personally,” said Walbrook sadly fingering his garland, “I am not in the least interested in space or vulgar radio. . . . I really must insist we find our way back to the ship. I have a case to judge.”


  “You’ve said something there,” Mart assented grimly. “We’ve got to take a chance . . . He swung around on the smiling Rawl.


  “Listen, Rawl, there must be another way through the jungle without climbing two hundred feet of sheer cliff,” he insisted. “A pass, or something. What about it?”


  Rawl shrugged; his people giggled among themselves, as amused as children at the Earthlings’ anxiety. It was perfectly plain that their strange minds saw no seriousness in the situation.


  “Happy the man, whatever his lot, is he who’s content with whatever he’s got,” Rawl observed with a certain fatalism, and folded his arms to verify his belief.


  Mart groaned and clutched his hair. “Listen to him!” he muttered bitterly. “That statements plain enough—there is no way, or if there is these walking radio receivers don’t know about it. . . . Come to think of it, they’re probably right,” he went on gloomily, thinking. “There are no animals down in this valley. The cliff and waterfall stops them. They’d be down here and wipe these folks out like a shot otherwise.”


  “We might try walking round Rhea,” Eda ruminated.


  “Sorry, bright eyes, I don’t feel up to walking a couple of thousand miles without shoes on. . . .” Mart glanced at his watch. “The ship’s due to leave in about ten minutes,” he groaned. “Once that happens we’re here for keeps probably—”


  “There’s that smell again,” Eda whistled, clamping down on her nose. “Seems like the wind’s off the gasworks this morning.”


  “Do you think if we shouted—?” Emmot began, eyes glistening with unexpected discovery—but Mart waved a hand at him.


  “What do you think we are?—yodelers?”


  He stalked impatiently to the door of the place and stared moodily out over the little clearing towards the river, across at the sullenly smoking volcano. The odor was disgustingly strong. . . . Eda came quietly to his side.


  “I’m sorry Mart,” she murmured, and without turning, he grunted absently:


  “Sorry? What about?”


  “Well, I seemed kind of silly making cracks when this situation’s so desperate. I—” She stopped suddenly and twisted her head sharply. Mart glanced at her and she raised a quick finger for silence.


  “Listen!” she breathed. “Our funeral guns!”


  He caught her meaning immediately. On the odorous wind came the distinct roaring boom of rocket blasts—the rockets of the distant liner as it lifted from Rhea into the void. Right on time, too.


  “Well,” Mart growled, “they aren’t losing any sleep over us, that’s evident.” He stared forlornly at the purply sky. “Just the same, you’d think since we left our names with the purser that they’d—”


  “Mart, the sound’s coming nearer!” Eda shouted suddenly, in quick delight.


  “Listen! It isn’t fading away into space—There!” she screamed, jabbing out her arm. “There, near the waterfall! The ship! They’re looking for us!”


  She was right. Not a thousand feet above the waterfall and jungle swept the titanic bulk of the space liner, under jets and foam nozzles working vigorously. Here and there dull red ashy deposit missed the foam nozzles and sizzled in the river. . . .


  Then the ship began to circle as slowly as its huge, ponderous bulk would permit. There were dimly visible figures standing in the airlock, gazing down.


  MART came to himself abruptly and raced wildly into the center of the clearing in huge, stumbling leaps. Eda joined him in frantic arm-waving. Emmot and Walbrook came out of the building too and began an insane war dance in the lesser gravity, a dance entirely inappropriate to their station.


  After a while, Rawl and his people came as well and copied the Earthlings’ example because it amused them. Linking hands they danced around like a circle of elves and fairies, chanting that damnable craze song, “I’ll Buy Me a Robot . . .”


  “Hey!” screamed Mart frantically, as the ship moved towards the smoking volcano. “Hey! Come back here! Can’t you see us? Hey!” He cupped his hands and bawled his lungs hoarse.


  A stream of red, glowing deposits crawled up the volcano side as the liner swept over it. Something was wrong somewhere; that foam nozzle wasn’t dead true—then suddenly it seemed that the entire crazy moon went out in a flash of blindingly brilliant light and sound.


  Mart and Eda found themselves flung backwards by the force of a terrific explosion, flung clean on top of the wildly struggling Emmot and Walbrook. Every one of the Rheans fell to the ground, holding their ears in anguish, their higher hearing power wrenched and hammered by the frightful concussion.


  “Look!” Eda screamed, scrambling up. “An—an eruption!”


  “It can’t be—” Mart began, clutching hold of her; then he broke off in astounded horror at the vision of the giant liner reeling violently as it recovered from the shock of that explosion.


  It was heading swiftly away now from a sudden newly born rift in the volcano side through which was spouting a hellish fury of cinders, pumice, poisonous fumes and bubbling lava.


  “I get it!” Mart cried. “That sulphuric gas must have been ignited somewhere by that under jet deposit. The nozzle’s wrong; must be the one they’ve repaired. The sparks blew out a blind cone or blister when the gas ignited, started an uprush of matter. . . .”


  He stopped, gasping, staring through the swirling, darkening smoke clouds at the lurching space liner. It could not land in the clearing in any case; it was far too huge.


  “Ahoy!” he bawled, and an amplified voice thundered out over the din of escaping volcanic steam.


  “You have been seen. Prepare for rope ladder escape.”


  “Make it snappy!” Mart howled, jumping back as a lump of hot lava spattered onto his hand and stung viciously.


  “This—this is all most disturbing,” panted Walbrook, coming up through the smoke. “What do we do with the rope ladder? Hang onto it?”


  “Or else fry,” Mart answered him briefly. He swung round, struck with a sudden thought, stared in pitying amazement at the Rheans. Every one of them was lying on the already smouldering vegetation, gasping desperately, twisting and turning.


  “Rawl, what’s the matter?” he panted, lifted the head of the queer, bearded little ruler.


  The strange creature tried to smile, choked over his words.


  “Pa-parting is such sweet s-sor-row. . . .” he whispered. “Undertaking estimates g-given. Write for—for my prospectus. . . .” Thai was all he said, quivered and smiled over it, then relaxed.


  “Dead,” Mart said very quietly.


  “Poor, strange people,” Eda whispered, her eyes moist. “The noise?”


  “Must have been,” Mart muttered. “It nearly deafened us. To these creatures it must have been brain-destroying. Perhaps it’s as well. What with the volcano and that faulty underjet on the ship the whole darned moon will be ablaze in an hour. . . .” He stared around pityingly, through the smoke, on the sprawled, child-like figures. Then he looked up at a yell from Emmot.


  “The rope ladder! Come on!”


  He tore towards it in frantic leaps as it hung like a runged snake from the twilit gloom. Then he was pulled up short as Mart seized him savagely by the shoulder.


  “Lay off, can’t you? Eda first! Up you get . . .”


  He swung the girl upwards. She gripped the rungs and began to climb. Emmot followed, and after him came the panting and thoroughly frightened judge.


  MART came last, felt the ladder swinging him away from that fated clearing towards the clearer air. He could not take his eyes from that group of silent beings near their doomed, toy city.


  “Pretenders, playing at life,” he muttered, “only to meet death through the damnable blunderings of Earthlings. God, it’s like mowing down children with ray guns—”


  “Hey!” came Eda’s voice from above him, and he looked up we see she’d reached the airlock.


  “Better come up,” she called. ‘You might find it cold out there when we head off into space. . . .”


  The smoke of the eruption hid the dead Pretenders from sight as Mart began to climb. . . .


  PASSAGE TO SATURN


  Jack Williamson


  An Interplanetary Outlaw Escapes the Death Block and Heads for the Grim Kappa Space-From Which There Is No Escape!


  FROM the first shocking glimpse of him, I knew that the man was dangerous. We were four hours and a million miles off the Moon, when an unfamiliar gruffness of the voice in my co-pilot’s phone brought me uneasily aft from the little space shell’s pilot cuddy of the Swallow. Awaiting me in the power turret, I found the stranger. A bright omeganode gun leaped in his lean hand to menace me. “Steady, Kane!” The hard, level voice rasped from his motionless, red-bearded lips. “You’ve got a new copilot out to Saturn.”


  My own omega beam projector was clipped in its place on the bulkhead back in the pilot cuddy. The swift little “jeep” carried two men only, and I had already made five hops to Titan (for Jado station was upon that great satellite of Saturn) with loyal and trusted Victor Mohr.


  “How—” I was stunned, breathless.


  “How did you—”


  The stranger grinned at me, darkly. His deep-tanned face was haggard. A neglected stubble of wiry bronze beard gleamed on it, in odd contrast to the stiff blackness of his heavy eyebrows and unkempt hair. A black patch covered one eye. The other, bloodshot with fatigue or drugs, was narrowed and dark with a ruthless desperation.


  “I simply walked aboard.” His voice was calm and immensely deep. “While you were making your tearful farewell to old Doc Jollabard.”


  “Eh?” My eyes left the menace of his gun, to search among the tiered Pitcairn cells, the quick snaky black quadraxial cables, the crowded bulky transformers and massive humming rotors, for Mohr. “Where’s my copilot?” Alarm choked me. “What—have you done to Mohr?”


  That deadly silver muzzle lifted carelessly.


  “Forget your buddy, Kane,” came the rumbling voice from that grim, rigid mask of a face. “He’s all right—back in Tycho Station, behind a pier at the edge of the dome. He’ll be coming safely out of the lethoid cone I tossed at him, by now.”


  I STARED at the well adjusted, quietly humming delta-field rotors, my respect for the stranger vastly increased.


  “Yes, I’m qualified to take Mohr’s place.” The ominous lone dark eye had read my mind. “Or, for that matter, Captain—yours!”


  I was groping for his identity. Stellar Express was new. The great rocket liners had been plowing the void for two centuries. But it was just thirteen years since Doc Jollabard had sent the first successful momentum-field jeep out to Jupiter.


  Working from the tenet of quantum mechanics that the canceled wave fields of every electron pervade the entire Universe, Doc Jollabard was able, by inversion of electric magnetic fields to form his delta-field, to create momentum and velocity through direction reaction of energy on the warp of space. Thus, the jeep, in a sense, lifted itself by its own bootstraps.


  When it accelerated, energy was expended by the rotors to build up the delta-field. In decelerating, the rotors absorbed the energy of the field as they damped it out, recharging the Pitcairn accumulators. Total power loss, from battery to momentum field, was about eight percent. Hence, the Jollabard space flier had an efficiency of twelve hundred percent, against the forty or fifty percent of the best rockets.


  But not a hundred men had ever been trained to master, or even understand, the delicate controls of the Jollabard jeeps. Which, out of that small group, was this man?


  I stared at the giant’s black radiation-cloak, his black hair, the black eye-patch. Black! My memory stirred, recalling a scrap of news that I had seen on the telescreen back at Tycho Dome.


  Black Kell Killahin had escaped in a rocket sled! Notorious space pirate, he had lain four years in the death block of the prison of the Interplanetary Commerce Commission, at Kenya City, Africa, while lawyers squabbled over division of his recaptured loot. In the rocket sled he had commandeered, it was just possible that a man of Black Kell’s metal could have flown from Africa to the Moon. He had been an earlier Jollabard man.


  Involuntarily, my dry lips whispered, “Killahin!”


  Sardonically, my captor bowed. “I’m going to Saturn. As co-pilot, or”—and his weapon made an ominous gesture—“pilot!”


  Flinching from the menace in his tone, I tried to set my spinning brain in order. The Swallow had to get to Jado Station—for two very good reasons.


  The first was Doctor Jollabard himself, founder and still head of Stellar Express. Four hours ago at Tycho Dome he had gripped my hand nervously.


  “Kane,” he had said, “you’ve got to get through safely with that shipment of serum for the Yellow Death which is striking down the miners of Japetus.”


  That was one reason. The other was more personal—Elida Lane.


  DAUGHTER of Captain Derk Lane, the old space-rat who had been Jollabard’s partner when they were radium-prospectors on Pluto, she had gone out with her father to keep him company when he became station master at the Titan depot. For three long years, ever since I took Jon Trevor’s place on the Saturn hop, I had known Elida—and loved her hopelessly.


  She had devastating red-gold hair, a willowy slender beauty that would have set the artists back on Earth to raving—and a blank shadow of tragedy staring out of her wide blue eyes that put an ache in your throat to see.


  Perhaps I fell for her because that agony made her so different from other women I had known. I had proposed to her a dozen times in three years, but the shadow had not gone out of her wounded eyes.


  But we got to be good friends. Whenever I could get them past the inspectors, I took her seeds and bulbs for the hopeless little garden that she tried to grow in the thin frozen soil beside the station shed. And one day: “Sorry, Reg,” she told me. “You’re a swell somebody, and you’ve been mighty good to me. But there is a promise that I must keep. I’ve got to wait here at Jado Station.”


  The dim blue-gray light, filtering through the luxaloid dome from the frozen moonscape, turned her red curls almost black. Pain grayed her face. Her voice was low and husky.


  “You see, Reg,” she finished, “I’m waiting for Jon Trevor.”


  There was nothing I could say to that. I couldn’t tell her the bitter thing she already knew—that Jon Trevor, once the greatest pilot on Stellar Express, was a convicted murderer, lying in the death-block at Kenya City, awaiting his turn to die.


  Nothing I could say. But still I could hope. This trip I had brought some hardy rose cuttings under the false bottom of my tiny kit, and I was hotly anxious for Elida Lane’s gravely smiling thanks.


  Putting those two reasons together:


  “Very well,” I told the big man waiting behind the menace of his omeganode gun, “I’ll pilot you to Jado Station.”


  That promise, just now, was pretty obviously the price of my life. But my solemn oath, made before the ICC, to observe and enforce the laws of space, was certainly more binding than any unwilling word given this pirate.


  Killahin evidently read what was passing in my mind. The one bloodshot dark eye glittered ominously.


  “Look here, Kane,” he rumbled swiftly. “We’ll each have a hundred chances to kill the other—but the one that lives will have a mighty long watch to stand alone. Will you give me your hand on a truce till we make Jado Station?”


  I put out my hand, but the act made Killahin none the less an outlaw. His dark face seamed to a handsome grin. His lean hand, scarred and dark and powerful, took mine in a crushing grip.


  “Good, Captain Kane,” he rumbled. “Now there is one thing more to be understood between us. And then I am at your command, till we touch Titan.”


  I searched the dark, bronze-bearded mask of his face.


  “What’s that?”


  HIS hard lips were motionless; it was like a metal statue speaking:


  “We are going through the Kappa Space.”


  “Through—the Kappa—Space?” Idiotically, I parroted his words. I staggered back against the turret bulkhead. For, if there was anything that interplanetary voyagers struggled to avoid, in the century since its tragic discovery, that was the Kappa Space.


  My voice was ragged with outraged protest:


  “Not deliberately—into the Hole? That’s suicide.”


  The Hole was what we called it, in the argot of the starways. For it was crudely pictured as a hole in space. A deadly phenomenon. Essentially a closed field of special space-time curvature, as the astro-physicists described it, a blind whirl-pool in the ether, its resistless vortices could trap anything from a photon to a planetoid.


  The very planets, so a new theory of cosmogony held, were mere cores of extinct Kappa Spaces—aggregations of matter which had finally damped out the terrific etheric fields that had collected them.


  Eventually—that theory maintained—after a billion years or so there would be a new planet in the gap that Bode’s Law indicated, between the orbits of Mars and Jupiter. Most of the asteroids would have gone into the building of it. And, at the rate things were going, the wreckage of thousands of space ships and the bones of millions of men.


  For men couldn’t keep out of the Hole. Since it refused to follow the known laws of matter, the motion of the Kappa Space was not accurately predictable. Because the terrific forces of it prevented escape of light or even gravitational energy, it could not be observed from a distance. Only a new instrument, the Clauson sub-electronic detector, sometimes gave warning in time. Only one man was known to have escaped from the Hole with his jeep—Jon Trevor.


  The Kappa Space was a colossal cosmic trap, ever-growing since some unguessed eddy in the ether had been its beginning; its web spread unpredictably, blind and deadly. And the danger was relatively greater for our jeeps, partly because their speed was twice that of the rockets, also because their momentum-field drive was almost useless in the freakish ether fields of the Hole. Working on an electro-magnetic principle, the electro-magnetic currents of the Kappa Space must have counteracted the drive field.


  I began to suspect that I had a madman as well as a criminal for a passenger. I backed uneasily toward the passage. The dark face of Killahin set grimly, and his bright weapon made a significant gesture.


  “Steady, Kane,” he rumbled. “We’re running through the Hole! And we’ll make it!”


  I raised my hands in protest.


  “But you don’t know the Kappa Space,” I gasped. “A grinding, flaming hell of trapped energy and cosmic debris. A stellar storm, with deadly radiations for lightning, and nickel-iron boulders for hail. And we’ll be helpless in it—the jeep could never pull out.”


  The man shook his shaggy black head.


  “But I do, Kane,” he said gravely. “I know all about the Hole. Jon Trevor told me.”


  WONDERMENT took my breath again. I had never seen Trevor, for we had always been on different hops. But I knew that he had been the adopted son of Dr. Jollabard, the ranking pilot of Stellar Express and the favored of fair Elida Lane—until that fantastic tragedy in space.


  “Oh!” Enlightenment came to me. “You knew him in prison?”


  “I knew him three years in the death block,” said Killahin defensively. “Jon’s a friend of mine.”


  “Not of mine!” I said bitterly. “They should have blasted him three years ago. Doc Jollabard has been a fool to ruin himself fighting the case, when it is Trevor who whitened his hair and bent his shoulders and broke his heart. Trevor who killed the soul of the woman waiting for him at Jado Station!”


  “Elida Lane?” The great voice had an eagerness that I did not like. “I’ve got a message for her. A message from Jon.”


  I knew, then, that I didn’t want Black Kell Killahin to get to Jado Station. And the telescreen announcer, I recalled, had mentioned a huge reward for the convict, dead or alive. It had better be dead, I determined. My omeganode gun was still in the pilot cuddy. And ondman, with the auto-pilot, could run the jeep to Titan.


  “Well?” Killahin saluted me, grinning.


  “The rotors are running well enough,” I told him. “You can take Mohr’s bunk. I’ll call you for your watch in four hours.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  I went back to the cuddy, checked the instruments, reset the softly clicking auto-pilot. But a jeep is a small and silent craft. Above the faint hum of the rotors, I caught the sounds that told me when my companion took a shower in the tiny bathroom, helped himself to a tin of space rations in the minute galley, flung himself into Mohr’s bunk. Presently, in the air from the ventilator, I scented a faint acrid sweetness.


  The sweet smoke of the rogo-bean. I had smelled the narcotic vapor of that Martian weed often enough in the Jollybird Tavern at Tycho to know what it meant. Many space-men breathed the smoke of the burning waxy seeds; they said it soothed their nerves and yet sharpened all their senses. But I knew that at last they all lay in a senseless stupor. And I was very well pleased.


  Two hours passed, and the Moon’s yellow crescent became a dot beside the reddish crescent Earth. The sweet pungence was gone. And at last I heard what I was waiting for, a slow and stertorous breathing.


  I locked the jollybar again upon the auto-pilot. Silently I slipped the thin silver tube of my omeganode gun from its clip on the bulkhead, noiselessly tested its fine deadly mechanism, went soundlessly down the passage, past the galley and the power turret, to the tiny cabin.


  ABRUPT alarm caught my throat as I realized that the hoarse snoring had ceased!


  The gun clutched hard in my sweating hand, I jerked aside the curtain from the bunk that had been Victor Mohr’s. The blankets were tumbled. Upon the pillow lay a thick-stuffed brown wallet, a leather pouch of rogo-beans, and the little metal pipe. But the bunk was empty!


  Convulsively I spun, shuddering. Already I could feel the fiery jet of Killahin’s omega beam burning into my back. I had been very neatly tricked—he must have been crouching in the galley when I passed.


  But I lived to turn, and looked down the empty passage. Where was the pirate? Then I heard the sharp hiss of his ray from the cuddy, heard a muffied explosive woosh, and the tinkle of shattered crystal. And the air was suddenly sharp with the odor of burned insulation.


  What was he up to?


  I ran forward. The space pirate met me at the narrow entrance to the cuddy, his tube alertly leveled. His dark, one-eyed face surveyed me unscrutably.


  “What are you doing?” I demanded. His great shaggy head shook solemnly.


  “Now, Kane, I think we can both put up our guns.” The heavy rumble of his voice was oddly calm. “You see, I was afraid your sense of duty would lead to difficulty. So I destroyed the auto-pilot. With only the jollybar, neither of us would get to Titan alone—and I think neither of us wants to turn back.”


  I lowered my weapon. That was true. And I couldn’t help an unwilling admiration for the outlaw’s deliberate efficiency, a real gratitude for the fact that it was the robot-pilot he had destroyed, and not me.


  “You win, Killahin,” I told him. “And you did it very neatly.”


  “Thank you.” His dark face was expressionless. “And now, with your permission, Captain, I’ll get some real sleep.”


  The space shell was already spinning off her course. I moved swiftly past him to snatch the loosely flapping jollybar and pull the green circle on the astrogator-dial back upon the red dot of our destination.


  Standing wearily over the control board, quivering now with reaction, I kept the red dot centered. There would be four long weeks of that, out to Titan. And there could be no turning back, even if I got the better of Killahin, because that little brown package of serum in the express hold must not be delayed.


  The pirate answered my call four hours later with a booming readiness that made me doubt that he had been sleeping. Before I crawled into my own bunk, I took the liberty of searching his. I wanted to know what message Jon Trevor might be sending Elida Lane.


  The thick wallet was gone. But under the pillow I did find a worn clipping of paper that must have slipped out of it. In my own bunk, I carefully spread out its ragged folds. Nothing about Elida. But still I caught my breath as I read.


  ONE MILLION DOLLARS’ REWARD!


  The Pan-Planetary Museum of New York, Earth, hereby announces the above sum to be paid for the living body of the entity known as “Susie-Q.”


  Allegedly, this astounding being was created through mutation of a life cell in a bulb of Lilium tigrinum, under the radiations of the Kappa Space. Known only through the evidence in the case of The System vs. Trevor, it is believed to manifest not only specific and phyletic but fundamental differences to any form of planetary life heretofore observed, and is therefore thought to be of unique scientific value.


  This anomalous entity is believed to be aboard the derelict space shell Kingbird, last seen drifting in the suspected vicinity of the Kappa Space. All searchers are warned to exercise the utmost caution in any approach to it, for the nature and the evolving powers of it are beyond prediction.


  (Signed) Alpheus Crayle, Curator.


  I had seen that notice before, but I had never tried to find the thing known as Susie-Q. No sane space-man would willingly have entered the Hole, not for ten millions. And few who had followed Jon Trevor’s trial would have touched the “entity” for even twice that.


  Every fantastically amazing detail of the case had been repeated a thousand times, in the Jollybird Tavern.


  THREE years ago, to sum up the facts, Jon Trevor had taken off for Saturn with the Kingbird. His copilot was a thin sallow youth named Sydlow Hawl—a man obsessed, as it proved, with an overwhelming dread of the cold, dark, empty millions of miles between the planets. They never got to Jado Station.


  A rocket captain found the wrecked jeep, drifting far inside Jupiter’s orbit. Trevor was insensible with the rogo-weed. Sydlow Hawl was sprawled in the cuddy, stabbed in the heart with a knife from the galley. And there was this thing, the incredible being born of a lily’s cells—Susie-Q.


  Abandoning their rosy thoughts of salvage, the terrified officers retreated with the corpse and Trevor. The natural presumption was that the two had quarreled; that Trevor had stabbed Hawl and then attempted suicide. Anyhow, it was upon that charge of murder, preferred by the rocket captain, that Trevor was tried.


  It was the dead co-pilot’s diary—a strange, horror-ridden document—that convicted Trevor. It left no doubt that they had quarreled.


  Their first difficulty came over a potted tiger lily that Trevor had smuggled past the ICC inspectors. He meant it for a gift to the girl he loved, red-haired Elida Lane, out at Jado Station. Safely out in space, he unwrapped it from his radiation-cloak, and set it under a lamp in the cuddy.


  “I felt it my duty to protest,” Hawl wrote in his diary. “I quoted to Captain Trevor that section of the ICC Code which prohibits the unauthorized transportation, from any planetary body to any other, of any seed, seedling, plant, shrub, bulb, spore, fungus, bacterium, tissue culture, life germ, egg, animal, virus, or any other living or semi-living thing.’ He merely laughed. But I feel that no good can come of his disregard of law.”


  The next rift came when the Kingbird passed across the edge of the Hole. Hawl describes the flaming eldritch radiations and the hurtling meteoric matter of the Kappa Space, his nausea and terror as the jeep spun almost helpless through it, his shaken relief when Trevor’s skill brought them out of danger.


  “Trevor is to blame for this disaster,” he wrote. “In his haste to see his girl at Jado Station, he is driving the jeep too hard. He ignored the Clauson detector. His lack of caution will get us yet, I fear, into grave difficulty.” Their final quarrel, however, resulted from a series of almost incredible happenings—events that the court would certainly have refused to accept as fact, but for the combined testimony of the diary, the rescue rocket officers, and Jon Trevor himself.


  A dozen entries record the amazing observations of the doomed co-pilot; his reactions of increasing wonder, incredulity, and terror; and the ever-mounting tension of his conflict with Trevor.


  “Captain Trevor’s lily seems to be dead, since we escaped the Hole,” he wrote. “The radiations burned it. The leaves died, and the bulb itself shriveled. But Trevor keeps it under the photon tube and now it’s growing again—growing much too fast. And the pale new leaves are not those of a lily.”


  AGAIN, he wrote:


  “I have begged Trevor to destroy the thing that was a lily. Something happened to it, in the Kappa Space. It is alive—but like no living thing that ever was. The pale shining tendrils of it move! Today I saw them clinging caressingly to Trevor’s hand when he watered the thing. They recoiled from me when I tried to touch them. I feel that this monstrosity of life must be destroyed. But Trevor only laughs at me.”


  A subsequent entry:


  “Today I noted a more serious incident—one which heightens my conviction that Trevor’s strange pet must be done away with before it kills us both. Trevor talks to it when he feeds it. He calls it Susie-Q. And its queer bright tendrils brush his hands, as if affectionately. But today I found them coiled around the lead wires of the photon tube. The tube was dim, and the meters showed that it was drawing two thousand watts, instead of twenty. The damned thing is sucking the power out of our batteries—that’s how it grows and changes so fast! I begged Trevor to kill it. ‘Better make friends with Susie-Q,’ he told me. ‘She knows you don’t like her.’ Is Trevor going mad? Or am I?”


  And then the last entry:


  “Trevor still hopes to preserve this fearful entity. He says he hopes to exhibit Susie-Q on Earth. He won’t listen to me. But I know that his folly can lead only to death.


  “Today I attempted to kill the thing myself. While Trevor was sleeping, I got a bottle of powerful antiseptic from the medicine cabinet. But the entity has already an uncanny sentience and a terrible strength. When I approached it, the glowing tentacles whipped the bottle out of my hand. It was shattered on the floor, the flesh on my fingers cut to the bone.


  “Trevor is not yet awake. When my shaken nerves are calm enough, I am resolved to make another attempt. For the shining monster is swiftly exhausting the batteries. It must be destroyed, if we are to reach Titan. The fearful growth and change of it however, I am afraid, has already—”


  That incompleted entry was the last in the dead man’s diary. The prosecution held that Trevor, discovering his co-pilot’s intention to make away with Susie-Q, had himself killed Hawl to preserve his eerie prize.


  Trevor himself testified in his own defense that he had been sleeping, on that occasion, because Hawl had drugged him with an extract of the rogo-weed, to clear the way for his attack on Susie-Q. Therefore, he had not seen what happened.


  “But only one thing could have happened,” he testified. “Susie-Q, to save her life, killed Hawl with his own blade.”


  That was a little too much for a jury of space-men to swallow. Murder by a lily! In vain the defense attorneys, that Dr. Jollabard almost broke himself to pay, argued that Susie-Q was no more a lily than man, because evolution had developed him from an amphibian, was a frog.


  “From a study of the dead man’s diary,” Dr. Alpheus Crayle testified as an expert bio-physicist, “and from the testimony of Captain Trevor and the rocket officers who glimpsed this entity, I believe that it is something more than a common mutant. It undubitably developed from the reassortment of the genes in the chromosomes of a single surviving life-cell of the lily, under the unknown radiations of the Kappa Space. But the genes, this body of evidence convinces me, were not merely rearranged; they were given an infinite fluidity of structure. Susie-Q was thus tossed free into the channel of life, to undergo in one body the whole flux of evolution from the single primitive cell to whatever the goal of living beings may be. All our evidence agrees upon this amazing change. We can expect anything from this evolving entity. And I am completely prepared to believe that it, indeed, and in fact with perfect justification, killed Sydlow Hawl.”


  * * * * *


  BUT even such opinions as that failed to win acquittal for Jon Trevor.


  Now, finding that my unwelcome passenger on the Swallow carried a copy of Crayle’s offer of a million dollars for the evolving entity, I knew why Killahin wanted to cross the Kappa Space. He was mad enough to risk everything for the capture of Susie-Q.


  I put the paper back in the outlaw’s bunk, and resolved to keep us out of the Hole, and to make every effort to deliver Killahin, alive or dead, to the ICC authorities.


  In the strained days that followed, I discovered that he was an actual user of the rogo-bean. He was often insensible, from the sweet narcotic smoke. Frequently in his delirious mutterings, I heard the name Susie-Q.


  Sometimes I was left on watch for twenty hours at a stretch. But the pirate always came at last to take the jollybar—and always altered our course while I was sleeping, until I was convinced that he had private knowledge of the location of the Kappa Space!


  Indeed, listening to his drugged mutterings, I had sometimes an uneasy feeling that he was talking with the weird being he sought. Experimenters in telepathy had claimed that the rogo-bean lowered the thresholds of the mind, heightening extra-sensory perception. And the mental powers of the thing Susie-Q were certainly an unknown quantity.


  Anyhow, the dread moment came when the needle of the Clauson detector flamed crimson and pointed to a spot almost dead ahead. There, an unseen pit against the steady stars, was the Hole! I hauled back on the jollybar to swing away at right angles.


  Killahin, with the stupor of the drug dark in his single blood-shot eye, came stalking at once into the cuddy.


  “Cool your jets, Kane,” his great voice croaked thickly. “Susie told me you were turning.” White lightning flashed from the unsteady omeganode gun in his hand, and the Clauson detector exploded. “Get back to your bunk, Kane,” he rumbled. “I’ll take the jollybar.”


  I felt an impulse to snatch for my own weapon. But if I killed the outlaw, I had certainly no chance to get through to Titan alone. And he had spared my life. I had come to have a kind of admiration for him, and I pitied him for his slavery to the drug.


  There was still a good chance, I thought, that he would miss the Hole. I couldn’t really believe that he had been in mental contact with that uncanny entity. And, now, with the detector gone, I knew no way to tell where the Hole was, or where it was not.


  I went back to my bunk. After an hour, when nothing had happened, long fatigue overcame my fears. I was still sleeping when I heard the gongs. My heavy eyes blinked against the dizzy scarlet flicker of a danger light. And sick realization came with my dismayed shout:


  “It’s the Kappa Space!”


  The bunk seemed to drop and spin beneath me. Reeling out into the corridor, I dragged myself to the tiny bull’s-eye of the galley port. When I saw beyond, it gripped me with sick fascination.


  The constellations were flickering like some cosmic mirage. There were banners and arrows and spinning wheels of flame. I flinched and shuddered from a ragged, glowing meteoric fragment that plunged within yards of the jeep.


  MY flesh was crawling, and I felt the sudden prickle of intense radiations. Darkened for a moment, by a queer whirling cloud, the port became a mirror in which I saw myself as a ghastly thing, eyeballs and teeth burning with weird fluoroscence.


  Blue brushes of electric flame were hissing and crackling from every metal point, as I slammed the metal shield and staggered toward the cuddy. Towering over the jollybar, I found my outlaw companion enveloped in an eerie halo of bluish fire. Every black hair on his head stood out straight and alone, with an effect of exaggerated horror. His lean, red-bearded face however, remained grimly intent.


  “Well, Killahin,” I gasped hoarsely, “I hope you’re satisfied.”


  He shot a look at me. The eerie blue illumination gave his red-bearded, eye-patched face a most sinister expression. But I couldn’t help a tremendous admiration for this pilot whose strength and skill could defy the Kappa Space itself.


  “Well, Kane?” His great voice held no hint of terror. “Will you take the jollybar? The Kingbird is just ahead. If you will hold the controls, I’ll board the wreck, after Susie-Q.”


  Dust of dread choked my throat. With never a change on his iron-dark face, Killahin guided us around a plunging boulder. He pushed the jollybar into my hands, and his great arm pointed.


  “The Kingbird!”


  Battered almost beyond recognition, the tiny space shell might have been another hurtling splinter of stone, but for the half-obliterated SE on her side. It took all my skill to hold the Swallow abreast it. Killahin stalked aft.


  Two minutes later, a magnetic grapple shot across to the wreck. And the outlaw, a giant in white metal armor, swarmed across the line to vanish through the gaping space port of the spinning wreck.


  It happened while he was out sight. The stark disaster that all my being was flinching from. A rock larger than I had yet seen, a veritable planetoid, came hurtling out of clotted darkness and weird blue fire. When I tried to drag the wreck out of its path, the momentum field met some freakish hole in the ether. The jeep sank, sluggishly, and the whine of the rotors became a tortured scream. I could have cut the magnetic grapple, and slid the jeep—at least for the moment—out of harm. My hand was on the switch, but I didn’t do it. Outlaw Black Kell Killahin might be, but I suddenly knew that I had to play square with him.


  I kept the shrieking rotors at full power. The drive field slowly meshed, and the cable tightened. The derelict Kingbird followed the Swallow, and that iron projectile merely grazed us.


  The whole hull rang with the frightful clangor, and both ships spun madly against the cable. And the scream of the over-laden rotors became suddenly a harsh, shattering vibration. One of them, I knew, had burned out.


  COLD despair clutched my heart. So disabled, we could never leave the Hole. I’d never see red-haired Elida Lane again. . . . The serum wouldn’t get through, to stop the Yellow Death in the mines of Japetus. . . .


  Sunk in that last hopeless apathy, I was fighting as best I could to keep the jeep out of harm’s reach with the feeble, unbalanced power of the remaining motor when Killahin came back with Susie-Q, and swiftly removed his space-suit.


  The strangeness of that unearthly being was burned forever into my dazed brain. The body of it was a gigantic diamond egg of wondrous light. Above that many-faceted splendor, like the leaves of a lily above the bulb—and yet as different from them as anything could be—were three tentacles of silver smoke, lit with little bright pulsating atoms.


  Killahin held the diamond bulb in his hand. The tendrils of fiery vapor were coiling about his arm, brushing his body caressingly, kissing his dark, haggard face.


  Stolidly the outlaw listened while I told him that the port rotor was burned up—that we were doomed. He didn’t say a word. Still carrying the fantastic bright entity, he stalked away aft. In a moment the jeep was flooded with the sweetish, sickening smoke of the rogo-bean.


  Alone in the cuddy, I tried with that one rotor to keep the ship alive. Eerie blue flame danced about me, and all my body began to seem on fire. And the hull rang again and again to shattering impacts I could not escape.


  We might live an hour, or a dozen, but I knew we could never get out. Then, hearing Killahin’s thick voice, I looked briefly aft.


  Killahin was sitting in a corner of the power turret, talking in a hoarse voice to the crazy plant he had rescued from the derelict, pausing to listen as if the thing spoke Back to him. Incredible? Yes, but subsequent proceedings proved beyond the shadow of a doubt that the two were en rapport.


  “I knew you’d help me, Susie,” Killahin was saying. “Knew you’d be glad to square things up, if I could just get back to put the situation up to you . . . sure, we can make it, if you can take care of the Hole . . . of course I don’t blame you for knifing Hawl; it was him or you . . . no, I don’t regret the three years in prison . . . so you do understand the physics of Kappa Space, and you can damp out the Hole . . .


  Damp out the Hole! I simply hung onto the jollybar and stared. The scintillant diamond bulb was poised above the burnt-out rotor—only it wasn’t a rotor any longer. With amazing strength those smoky tentacles were moving and changing and adjusting the parts, all but molding them into some electric mechanism such as I had never seen.


  Then, all at once, a greenish-purple aura surrounded the device, there was a violent lurch of the Swallow, and I felt the jeep take hold like she had suddenly sprouted caterpillar treads on sandy soil. I glanced through the observation port and blinked in amazement. The infernal maelstrom of the Hole was gone, blotted out just like that, and the Swallow was driving again through untroubled ether, the ringed globe of Saturn dead ahead against a background of serene and changeless stars in the void of night.


  KILLAHIN, with Susie-Q balanced on his shoulder, came forward to the pilot cuddy. His eye-patch was gone, and he was surveying me with two perfectly good orbs.


  “Yes, Kane,” he admitted easily, “I’m Jon Trevor. I knew Killahin in the death block at Kenya City. When Doc Jollabard recently got my sentence commuted to life imprisonment, Killahin traded identities with me and left for the prison colonies. I dyed my hair and put on a patch and proceeded with my already perfected plans to steal that rocket sled and escape to the Moon. I want you to meet Susie-Q.”


  I didn’t flinch as the queer thing whipped out a tentacle and laid it gently across my cheek. The tingling sensation from the physical contact was lost in the mental shock I received. Susie-Q was a sentient entity with a profundity of knowledge and wisdom that staggered me. In the space of a couple of heartbeats I received information that I was several days sorting out and tabulating.


  Briefly I understood the general conditions. Susie-Q was exactly what Alpheus Crayle had deducted, a new life force created by that first encounter with the Kappa Space. Trevor was innocent. She had rebuilt the delta-field rotor, reversing its polarity to damp out the key warps of the Hole, absorbing enough energy in the process to recharge the accumulators of the Swallow, and simply canceling out the positive and negative fields of the Hole by using the Swallow somewhat like a catalyst.


  Susie-Q drew back her tendril from my face and caressed the cheek of Jon Trevor.


  “We can’t restrain Susie now,” Trevor told me sadly. “She has evolved far beyond us. We must let her go. But she’ll come back to help clear me if your testimony is not enough. And man owes her plenty for obliterating the Hole.”


  We released Susie-Q through the valve, a free and unhampered voyager in space.


  “Good-by, Susie,” whispered Trevor softly. “But don’t forget that mankind, chained to these little worlds, will be struggling through painful generations to follow the path you are showing us.”


  A finger of fiery smoke touched his face, and the queer being was gone.


  As Trevor turned to help me nurse the limping Swallow on to our destination he held out his hand to me.


  I looked into his dark eyes and smiled wryly as I grasped his outstretched hand. Elida was his—I couldn’t do anything about that any more. I swallowed the lump in my throat and stared off into space.


  Straight ahead, a million miles away, was Jado station—and Elida. The present I was bringing her this time would be the greatest I’d ever given her.


  SWORDSMEN OF SATURN


  Neil R. Jones


  Roy Cooms sold his honor to plan a conquest of his fellow Earthmen by the savage hordes of the world Dian—it was the duty of Bret Carson to avenge the traitor and battle the ranks of alien warriors for the salvation of his race!


  CHAPTER I


  THE LATE ARRIVAL


  “AS REPRESENTATIVE of the company, I’m here to tell you, Baynes, that your insurance does not cover the risk you are taking.”


  Lester Baynes, middle-aged and florid of countenance, banged his fist down upon the office desk. “And why not?” he demanded.


  “Our company is not liable for casualties sustained beyond the orbit of Mars or inside the orbit of Venus,” stated the insurance agent, quoting mechanically from the policy. “You are trying to reach Saturn.”


  “Yes, and I’ll do it, too—insurance or no insurance!”


  “But no one has ever reached Saturn yet.”


  “More glory to me,” retorted Baynes spiritedly. “I’ll be the first, then.”


  “Within the last seven years, two expeditions have tried it and failed. They never came back.”


  “Are you trying to scare me?” demanded Baynes fiercely, his face mantling red. “Jupiter has been reached—why not Saturn?”


  “You can’t land on Saturn,” dissuaded the insurance man. “It is still molten, like Jupiter.”


  “But it possesses moons—ten of them. We’re heading for one of the largest, Dian.”


  “You’re crazy!—a man of your age trying a thing like that! Suppose you didn’t come back? What about your daughter?”


  Lester Baynes grew thoughtful, losing a bit of his verbose attitude. “Well,” he explained, “she’s in good hands. There’s plenty of my money and estates to take care of her.”


  The agent shook his head sadly. “I guess there’s no stopping you,” he said. “I hope you return safely,” and then he added pessimistically, “but I’m afraid you won’t.”


  With marvelous control, Baynes restrained himself from throwing a book at the man as he left the office. Settling back in his chair, he listened to the swelling roar of cheers outside the little office. Admiring throngs crowded around his space-ship, fellow passengers and crew.


  It was the year 2364. Mars and Venus were being colonized by peoples of the earth. Expeditions had gone to the asteroids and Jupiter’s moons, returning safely. Two expeditions had set out for Saturn, but neither had ever returned. Three years had passed since the last attempt, and now Lester Baynes and several others dared to face the veiled mystery which hung menacingly over Saturn.


  FOUR men entered Baynes’ office.


  They were Baynes’ associates on the venture into the Saturnian territory. There was Kern Hilton, an adventurer. Hilton had led many of the colonizing expeditions to Venus and Mars, and as a young lad had been with the first space-flight to the asteroids. Tall, with brown hair and dark eyes, still in his late thirties, he represented the spirit of the space pioneers. That he had not emerged unscathed from his various adventures was apparent. Two scars creased his face. His clothing hid more of them.


  Professor Zander, a scientific savant, was accompanying Baynes’ group in the interests of his clique. He was slim, and his shoulders, slightly bowed, suggested long years of study bent over open books. The two remaining members of the interstellar flight to Saturn were Roy Cooms and James Fenley. Fenley was Baynes’ secretary, while Cooms had just lately joined the expedition, qualifying as an assistant to Professor Zander. Cooms was a dapper young man with dark hair, an olive complexion, and black eyes which had a continual habit of shifting about.


  “Everything’s set,” announced Hilton. “We leave in half an hour, if you’re ready.”


  “Did you send off that radiogram to my daughter?”


  “Yes,” replied Fenley, “I attended to that, sir.”


  “Then I guess everything is ready for the start,” said Baynes. “Find out about—”


  There came a vigorous banging on the door, cutting short the financier’s words. Cooms opened it. A young man dashed into the office, out of breath, his clothing awry; he had pushed his way through the milling throng of humanity.


  “Are you Mr. Baynes?” he asked.


  “Yes!” snapped Baynes, a bit ruffled by the intrusion. “What do you want?”


  “Here’s a letter!” The newcomer laid a grimy, wrinkled letter upon the desk before Baynes.


  The latter glanced up at the clear blue eyes which stared at him wildly. The youth pushed a shock of blonde hair away from his eyes. Baynes ripped open the envelope and withdrew the missive. He read the message, and his impatience turned to surprise.


  “So you’re Don Carson’s boy?” he asked.


  “Yes. I’m Bret Carson.”


  “Your father tells me you wish to embark with us for Saturn. Is that true?”


  “Yes!” was the rather fervent reply.


  “Well—I don’t know,” mused Baynes. “You see, we’re pretty well fixed right now. There’s five of us, not to mention the crew of three.”


  “Please let me go!” entreated Carson.


  “Why are you so eager?”


  “I want to get away from here—from the earth—from all civilization !” A dull luster shone in his eyes. There was something almost compelling about his manner.


  “We have enough now,” said Cooms. “I guess your chances aren’t so good.”


  “What’s that?” demanded Baynes, his face mantling red. “Who told you to do any choosing?”


  Cooms subsided under the verbal assault. The financier turned once more to the letter. Then he addressed Bret Carson:


  “I’m not ken about taking any more with us, lad, but I owed your father a great moral debt years ago. He’s asked that you be allowed to go with us. How old are you?”


  “Twenty.”


  “Under age,” remarked Professor Zander.


  Baynes disregarded the remark. It was Kern Hilton who now spoke up.


  “Guess we can take him if you like, Mr. Baynes. Don’t see a reason for not letting him go.”


  “All right, Carson. You can go. We start in half an hour. Are all your affairs settled?”


  “Yes, sir—I attended to everything! Thank you so much.”


  “Don’t thank me,” grumbled Baynes, scowling fiercely as he remembered the gloomy prophecy of the insurance agent. “Maybe we’ll never come back.”


  AMID the roaring acclaim of enthusiastic millions, the spaceship broke its moorings near San Diego and headed skyward. The trip promised to be three weeks old before they neared Saturn. The velvet blackness of space enveloped the ship. The earth grew small, dwindling away behind them.


  They were forty hours away from the earth and well past the orbit of Mars when one of the crew made a stirring discovery. Into the control room came Smythe, pushing ahead of him a young girl. Yellow, wavy hair fell to her shoulders. Tilting her head bravely, she assumed a defiant stand.


  “A stowaway!” explained Smythe. “Valerie and I found her hiding in the supply room!”


  Baynes’ mouth fell agape. The color drained from his face. Before he regained the ability to speak, the girl beat him to it.


  “Well, daddy, here I am!”


  “Rose!” he thundered, his face apoplectic. He rose to his feet. “What in heaven’s name are you doing here?”


  “Going to Saturn,” she replied quietly.


  “You little fool! I’ll—I’ll—” He paused, inarticulate, clenching his hands, staring about him wildly. “I thought you were in Chicago!”


  Her eyes flashed, and she drew herself up proudly. “Not while there’s a chance of going on this trip,” she replied.


  “Ah-h-h-h!” growled Baynes. “That’s what comes of my spoiling you! Fine clothes—parties—” Once more he was at a loss for words to fit his anger.


  “But I want to go. I—”


  “We’ll put about and take you back, that’s what!” shouted Baynes.


  “Please let me go, daddy!”


  “Why not let her go?” interjected Cooms. His eyes sparkled strangely, his gaze fastened avidly on Rose Baynes’ lovely figure.


  “It’s too dangerous!” maintained Baynes, weakening visibly under the reproachful eyes of his daughter.


  “But she’s here now,” observed Cooms, noticing how Rose shot him a glance of approval for championing her cause. “We—”


  “Shut up!” roared Baynes. “Damn it, man, I’ll put you off on the asteroids when we get to them!”


  Cooms’ face turned darker, but he said nothing. For nearly an hour, Rose Baynes and her father argued the question, the latter threatening to return to the earth and put her off. He finally gave in to her.


  CHAPTER II


  LOST IN SATURN’S RING


  IN THIS manner, Rose Baynes became one of the expedition, accepted on an equal footing with the men. She, too, was ready to brave the mysteries of Dian. In olden times, this moon of Saturn had been known by another name, Dione, but science had seen fit to change it.


  It was plainly evident that Cooms was smitten with Rose Baynes. When time permitted, he was with her a great deal. He was handsome and affected a polite manner for her benefit. He fascinated her. It has been said, however, that “the ass in the lion’s skin will eventually bray,” and Cooms was no exception to this rule.


  They were sitting in the lounging room of the space-craft, Cooms doing his best to create an impression of his importance with Rose. Bret Carson entered, saw that he was probably intruding, and started to leave.


  “Say, boy,” Cooms ordered in supercilious tones, “bring the television desk over here.”


  “Go and get it yourself, boy!” was Bret’s sharp retort.


  COOMS reddened with irritation and leaped to his feet, sending a stinging blow to Bret’s jaw. The latter fell to one knee but was up again almost immediately. A hard right hand smash to Cooms’ face followed by a blow to his chin sent him to the floor cold, knocked out. Blood trickled from the corner of Bret’s mouth.


  Hilton, attracted by the sounds of conflict, dashed into the lounging room, his intuition quickly apprising him of the situation. “You’ll have to appear before Baynes for this,” he said. Hilton dragged the groggy Cooms to the kitchen where he splashed water on his face.


  Rose dabbed the blood away from Bret’s lips with a small square of white linen. “I’m surprised at Mr. Cooms,” she said. “He was so ungentlemanly. It was right of you to do as you did. Don’t worry about daddy. I’ll tell him the truth.”


  Bret smiled at her. He realized for the first time how pretty she was. She smiled back at him. He became aware that the contact of her soft hands was like balm to a lonely heart, a heart which had not always been lonely.


  Baynes dismissed the incident with a warning that another squabble would bring stricter measures. The financier was troubled with more important things.


  The space-ship was well past the steroids and on the way towards Jupiter when a stirring message was received from the earth by radiogram: “Five million dollars in jewels are reported missing from the vaults of the Phelon Gem Association at Cleveland. The thief has been traced to San Diego where it is believed he joined Lester Baynes’ space expedition to Saturn.”


  The finger of suspicion wagged at Bret Carson.


  “You came aboard ship under very strange circumstances,” reminded Baynes. We’re beyond the law now, and just as soon as we pass Jupiter’s orbit, we’ll be past radio communication. Hand over the jewels, Bret, and we’ll do the best we can by you on our return from Saturn.”


  “I swear I’ve stolen no jewels!” explained Bret. “You may search me!”


  “What’s the use?” sneered Cooms. “You’ve no doubt hidden them on the ship somewheres.”


  “Better give them up if you have them,” advised Hilton.


  “But I haven’t!” replied Carson.


  “Why were you so eager to leave the earth?” Professor Zander accused him suddenly.


  “Well, you see—I—” Bret stammered a moment. “It is none of your affair,” he finally managed to say.


  For the next half hour, Bret Carson was questioned and cross-examined, but he made no incriminating admissions, refusing to state his reasons for leaving the earth. If he possessed the gems, they were artfully hidden. A search of his person and his possessions failed to reveal them.


  “You’ll be turned over to the police when we return from Saturn,” he was told.


  For the remainder of the trip, until the huge, ringed planet hove into sight, Rose Baynes courteously avoided Bret. Often, when he was not looking, her glance fell on him, but she was careful that their eyes never met.


  Nearly everyone believed him to be a jewel thief. A few accused him openly. Kern Hilton was puzzled. He disliked thinking of Bret as a criminal, yet the evidence pointed against him. In the meantime, the space-ship approached the planet of mystery, Saturn.


  Saturn’s ten moons became visible, one by one from near and far. It was Baynes’ intentions to explore Saturn’s ring first of all. Professor Zander frowned at the idea, anticipating the difficulty of movement among the tiny moonlets, many of them no larger than the space-ship itself. Slackening its mad speed, the ship plunged in among the cosmic bodies.


  Deeper and deeper they threaded the maze of dull brown spheres.


  “Strange,” commented Baynes. “No sunlight reaches into the ring—we’re beyond Saturn’s reflection—yet we still see these globes without use of a searchlight.”


  “Their surfaces are luminous,” said Zander.


  “I feel like an ant on a billiard table,” observed Hilton.


  One of the crew approached Baynes. “We’ve lost our direction, sir. A peculiar influence has nullified our gauges.”


  “I warned you!” Professor Zander wailed. “We’re lost—we can wander in this ring for years at the rate we’re going, and never get out!”


  “Shut up!” yelled Baynes, losing his temper. “We’ll get out of this jam somehow!”


  “Some of us had better go outside,” Hilton advised. “May be able to get our bearings from there.”


  “Stop the ship!”


  Hilton, Carson, Valerie, and Brunhild donned space-suits, entering the air lock. From the air lock, they jumped off into the void, floating about the space-ship. Bret Carson found himself clinging to a large moonlet. The impetus of his leap from the space-ship started the sphere rotating. When the globe had made a complete rotation in less than a minute, Bret joined his comrades who were now swimming in space.


  Through his radio speaker, Hilton addressed them.


  “Come on, boys, let’s give up the fooling and see what can be done.”


  THEY gathered close about the apparatus which Hilton and Brunhild were fastening to a moonlet.


  “This should give us the direction of Saturn,” said Hilton. “We can figure from that.”


  Valerie, looking up suddenly, drew the attention of the rest to a weird phenomenon. “Look! The mist—the white mist—over there!”


  Ahead of them, a faint cloud, like fog, wound its way among the moonlets, slowly approaching the spaceship.


  “What is it?”


  “Can’t say,” was Hilton’s reply. “Better not take chances—head for the air lock!”


  The four men pushed off from the moonlet. An amazing transformation of the white cloud took place. Dividing into five separate pieces, it raced after the four men. Brunhild was last. The clouds overtook him, two of them enveloping him. The two sections of wispy white cloud clinging to Brunhild became smaller and denser. A terrified scream rang in the helmets of the little group. Brunhild was fighting desperately. The three remaining pieces merged once more, transforming into a dense circle which closed about Carson and Smythe.


  Hilton sprang to Brunhild’s aid, tearing at the ghostly material with the metal fingers of his space-suit. He tore handful after handful of the stuff away from Brunhild’s helmet, but always it came back to join the main body. From a distance, more of the strange stuff appeared. Carson and Smythe had fought their way clear of the white, tangling mass. Brunhild and Hilton still battled with the eerie substance which now wrapped itself around both of them. Most of it was concentrated about Brunhild’s helmet, dwindling in size, hardening and compressing. Carson and Smythe joined the struggle.


  Under the constriction of the white substance, Brunhild’s helmet was bending. The upper half suddenly snapped off. Free of the weird entity, Brunhild was rushed instantly to the airlock by his three companions. Those within the space-ship worked fast. The outer door clanged shut. Air was pumped into the chamber. Brunhild, minus his helmet, was dragged into the observation room. It was too late. Brunhild was dead, asphyxiated by the chill vacuum of space.


  Outside swirled legions of the white clouds, more of which had just arrived. The live, intelligent material merged, split up, assumed strange, fantastic forms, became barely visible, solidified by compression and raced in and out among the moonlets.


  “Get away from that damned stuff!” ordered Baynes. “I don’t like it!” He shuddered—then cursed himself for it.


  “Which way?”


  “Any way—just get clear of it!”


  The ship started forward. Instantly, the space-dwelling entity of Saturn’s ring closed in about the craft. The misty material became denser, clinging to the space-ship. Loud knockings sounded against the metal sides.


  Baynes peered out through the transparent fronting of the observation chamber. “Get going!” he yelled.


  “The ship doesn’t move!”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “It seems we’re being held back!” Hilton sprang to Baynes’ side—stared at the veiled mists of moving cloud. Long, tough strands of the solidified mist held the space-ship like anchors to the nearest moonlets.


  “Put on more power!”


  The farther spheres commenced racing past the nearer ones. The ship was moving, carrying with it the surrounding moonlets to which it was held like a vise. The ship was rocked by jarring concussions as the traveling spheres struck other moonlets.


  “We can’t get very far this way!” fumed Baynes.


  “Open up with the radium rays!” shouted Hilton. “Ought to get rid of the stuff that way!”


  Professor Zander and Cooms set up the radium ray ejectors, hooking them to the inside joints of the exterior muzzles. Iridescent gleams of light shot into the white material, burning deep holes. The remaining bits of cloud hurried away, joining, dividing, flitting rapidly out of sight. Not a particle of the white mist remained.


  “Poor Brunhild—we won the fight too late to save him.”


  “What shall we do with his body?”


  “Bury it in space,” said Zander. “For that damned stuff to get hold of?” demanded Baynes angrily. “I should say not! Wait until we reach Dian. Brunhild will have the distinction of being the first man buried on one of Saturn’s moons.”


  “If we ever reach them,” Professor Zander sighed dejectedly. “We’re not out of the ring yet.”


  They continued on aimlessly through the vast labyrinth of moonlets, lost in Saturn’s ring. Curiously, they saw no more of the white clouds. Many of the moonlets were dark, being scarcely visible. Others shone with a dull brown phosphorescent glow. A few were spotted with dirty yellow streaks.


  It was Bret Carson who noticed a peculiar type of moonlet they had not seen before. Not only was it decidedly different in color, but in size also. It was slightly oblate in shape, elongated at one end. A chunk seemed to be nicked from the other end. As they came nearer, Hilton’s sharp eyes took in the details. He suppressed an exclamation.


  “That’s no moonlet, Bret! It’s a space-ship—and it’s wrecked—one end is gone!”


  The discovery was jolting. Baynes was all questions.


  “It’s the ship Grenard used on his trip to Saturn—three years ago!” was Hilton’s information. “I recognize it!”


  “Let’s board it!”


  “Better make a few investigations first,” advised Hilton. “Don’t forget what just happened to us.”


  “But there’s none of that cloudy stuff around now,” said Cooms.


  “Want to go out, do you?” queried Hilton.


  Cooms was none too eager to risk his own neck. “Why—no!” he replied, his face flushing angrily at Hilton’s forced play.


  “Come alongside the wreck,” said Baynes. “We’ll play safe first.”


  CHAPTER III


  A ROBINSON CRUSOE


  PROFESSOR ZANDER leaned over and pointed towards one one end of the derelict. “Hilton, do you see a line of some kind attached to the front of that ship, or is it my imagination?”


  “Yes—there is a line. It leads to that large moonlet over there where it’s fastened with a cable. Yes, it’s a cable. The moonlet looks quite a bit different than the others we’ve seen—a funny color.”


  All eyes were centered upon the moonlet to which the long cable was fastened. To their utmost surprise, a small section of the moonlet opened outward. A weird figure appeared in what looked to be a doorway.


  “A man in a space-suit!” shouted Baynes. “He’s waving to us!”


  The man stepped out and waved both arms vigorously to gain their attention. Giving a kick with his feet, he sped through the vacuum to the side of their ship, entering the air lock. The outer door was closed, air was sent rushing into the compartment, and a minute later the strange individual stepped inside the observation chamber. Hilton helped him off with his helmet.


  Scraggly gray hair adorned the man’s head and face. He gazed about him at the various members of the expedition.


  “Folks!” he cried in a voice tremulous with emotion. “Folks! Real folks at last!”


  “Who are you?” Baynes asked. “How did you get here?”


  “Jasper Jezzan is my name,” came the reply. “I’m the only survivor o’ that out there!” He pointed to the wrecked space-ship.


  “Great guns, man!” exclaimed Hilton. “Your expedition left for Saturn over three years ago!”


  “Well do I know it, friend. Ain’t I lived in that little moon out there nigh on t’ three years?” He sighed. “Just like livin’ and bein’ dead too!”


  “How did you ever do it?”


  ASPER JEZZAN cast a lingering eye at Hilton. “It’s a long tale, and a doleful one, too.”


  “Out with it, man! We’re listening! What happened to your expedition?”


  “We entered the rings of Saturn,” the old man narrated. “Got in here all right enough. Gettin’ out was different. Some white devils as live ’mong these little moons took after us.” Here the old man paused a bit. He swore volubly as he made mention of the misty clouds in Saturn’s ring.


  “We follow you!” spoke Zander eagerly. “They just killed one of our crew!”


  “The damned, pesky devils got in our airlock, somehow—forced it, I guess. Then they came inside. Gosh—it was awful!” The survivor of the grim tragedy held an arm over his eyes as if to shut off a ghastly scene. “Our air leaked out. I was in the air rejuvenatin’ room at the time. I felt the terrible cold cornin’ inside—my breath came a gaspin’—I knew we’d sprung a leak.


  “I jumped in a air tank—had enough sense t’ jerk a space-suit and helmet in with me, else I’d not be standin’ here now. I went drunk with too much ox’gin, but I shut the inside gauge off when I felt I was goin’. When I come to, I got inside the space-suit, came out and looked around. Nothin’ left but bones! They fell t’ pieces when I picked ’em up. The white devils was gone.”


  “How have you managed to keep alive and away from the—the white devils?”


  “They come down on us so quick, we hadn’t time t’ find a way o’ fightin’ ’em. When they did finally come back, I used the radium rays. They did the trick. A good share o’ the little moons here are hollow, so I found. I dug in the one you see over there, riggin’ it up with stuff I took from the ship. If it weren’t for the supplies of synthetic food and air machines, you’d ’a’ found only a wrecked space-ship, friends.


  “The white devils sure raised hell with the ship’s mechanism. Wasn’t no chance o’ repairin’ it. Best I could do was fix up my moon here and wait, I knew somebody would try t’ come through the ring again, but I was afraid they’d never find me in this place. Just like a needle in a haystack.”


  “Isn’t your moon over there pretty cold?” inquired Baynes.


  “No,” replied Jezzan. “I got all the heatin’ equipment off the space-ship in there.”


  “What an adventure!” exclaimed Hilton.


  “Have you been t’ Saturn’s moons—t’ Dian?” queried old Jasper Jezzan, his blue eyes peering intently at them.


  “No, Jasper. We’re on our way there now. You can finish the trip you commenced over three years ago.”


  “Did anybody find out anything about the first expedition?” he asked. “The one which came here first?”


  Hilton shook his head. “We’re the first space-ship that’s come here since Grenard tried.”


  The old man shook his head wistfully. “I had a pal, Ben Cartley, on that first expedition. That’s why I came with Grenard, mostly, thinkin’ maybe I’d find out what become o’ Ben. He and I were pards since we were boys.” A reminiscent light shone in his eyes. “Ben and I were on the first trip t’ Mars. We were two o’ the first settlers there, but we didn’t settle long. Settlin’ wasn’t in our blood.”


  “How’d it happen you and Ben became separated?” asked Hilton.


  “I got laid up in a hospital in Vienna just after we signed up t’ go. Didn’t want t’ see Ben lose out on account o’ me, so I made him go just the same. They never came back. It was four years later when I left with Grenard.”


  The space-travelers marveled at the old man’s pluck and courage, his steadfast loyalty. Baynes extended his hand.


  “Jasper Jezzan, I’m mighty proud to have a man like you with us. I just lost a man back there. You can take his place.”


  THE grizzled old veteran of many adventures in the Solar System shook hands with Baynes warmly and became acquainted with the rest in turn.


  “Know any way of getting us out of this mess, Jasper?” asked Hilton.


  “Let me take the controls,” said the old man. “Durin’ my three years here, I’ve done a bit of explorin’ hereabouts in my space-suit. I never been out o’ the ring, but I’ve got so I can guess directions here just like a bird.”


  Jasper Jezzan proved conclusively that his instinctive sense of direction among the moonlets was infallible. He guided the space-ship out of Saturn’s ring in nearly a straight line. Several times, they encountered the malignant white clouds, but always the radium ray repulsed the weird entity before any damage was done to the space-ship.


  Emerging from Saturn’s outer ring, they headed across the cosmic void in the direction of Dian, Saturn’s largest moon. The daylight side of Dian represented a queer merging of colors. The light from the far-off sun was faint. Saturn’s molten mass spread a reddish glow over the hemisphere which faced it. As Dian loomed large, the topography became visible.


  “Fifty miles above!” called Valerie, reading one of the gauges.


  “We’re commencing to strike air!”


  Professor Zander took samples of the atmosphere, testing it. “Pretty much the same as the air on Mars,” he said, “breathable but rarified.”


  A red spot on the satellite lay directly beneath them. With the exceptions of this one place, the rest of the surface was blotched in yellow and blue. The moon seemed to rush up at them with tremendous speed.


  “Slow down!” yelled Baynes. “You’ll kill us!”


  There was no diminishing of their speed. Like a plummet, the spaceship fell. The pilot’s face went white. He worked frantically at the controls. Both Hilton and Baynes leaped to Valerie’s side. Hilton threw the radium repulsion lever to its final notch.


  “Too late!” gasped Baynes. “Look!”


  Beneath them, a yellow forest leaped upward. There came a rending crash, the space-ship twisting and turning in its mad plunge. Roaring noises filled their ears, and they were tossed helplessly about.


  Bruised and shaken, Bret Carson raised himself on one elbow, rubbed an aching head and looked about him. Dazed and half-conscious, Hilton still clung to the controls. Blood trickled from a scalp wound. Baynes and Valerie lay prone upon the floor. In a corner, Professor Zander, his head bent sideways, was humped over in an unnatural position.


  Weakly, Bret came to his knees. Outside, yellow fronds waved against the transparent fronting of the craft. From another section of the ship, Cooms came stumbling into the control room, Smythe behind him. Bret bent over the recumbent financier.


  “Is—is he dead?” asked Hilton.


  Valerie stirred and lifted an arm, then came to his feet. Bret pressed an ear to Baynes’ breast. “He’s alive!”


  “What happened?” asked Cooms in a bewildered manner. He pulled Professor Zander into a sitting position. The professor’s head sagged to his chest.


  “He’s dead!” whispered Cooms. “His neck’s broken!”


  “Who’s dead?” queried Baynes, recovering his senses in time to catch Cooms’ final words. He gazed around him in a startled manner. “Where’s Rose? Is she safe?”


  “Quite all right, sir!” It was Smythe who spoke. “She’s up forward with Jezzan and your secretary.”


  “Where are we?”


  “In a jungle of some kind.”


  “Is Zander dead?” asked Baynes, noting the strange posture of the Professor’s body.


  Cooms nodded.


  “We’ve wrecked the ship,” said Valerie. He and Hilton were making a cursory examination of the controls and mechanism. “What brought us down so quick?”


  “Haven’t the slightest idea—yet,” said Hilton. “What do you say we go outside and see where we are?”


  Armed with electric pistols, Hilton, Baynes, and Carson stepped outside. Strange animals scampered out of sight into the dense, yellow foliage. The party waded through lush grasses. High growths of creepers and tangled vines grew up into the gigantic, spreading trees. It was exceedingly warm.


  “Wonder where this moon gets all its heat? The sun’s too far away, and Saturn doesn’t radiate much heat.”


  “Probably from inside Dian.”


  THE three explorers ventured only a short distance from the spaceship. They saw few animals, being unaware of the many eyes that watched them from behind the lush foliage. On their return to the ship, Cooms greeted them with startling news.


  “We’ve got to get out of here!”


  “What do you mean?”


  “We’re in a swamp. The air is poisonous—unlike that we tested before the fail. If we breathe this swamp air a few days, we’ll all be dead.”


  “But we can’t repair the ship in that time—if we can repair it at all,” protested Hilton.


  “Then we’ll have to find a way out. This swamp isn’t very large. It’s in the center of that red spot we saw on the way down.”


  “We can move our equipment in a few marches,” said Hilton. “There’s nothing else to do.”


  “What about putting the airship together?” suggested Bret.


  Hilton pointed to the surrounding jungle with its interwoven maze of vegetation overhead. “How could we ever fly out of that?” he asked.


  “Cut some of it away,” said Bret.


  “Take too long. Can’t be more than a few miles to the edge of the swamp. We’ll take everything to the camp site and set up our airship there.”


  In a little glade near where the wrecked space-ship lay half sunken into the soft ground, they buried Brunhild and Professor Zander with due formality. After much argument, it was decided that all nine of them, including the girl, would set out for the edge of the swamp, traveling lightly. Later, a group of them was to return for the heavier stuff.


  Fenley, Baynes’ secretary, was a little doubtful. “I don’t like the idea of leaving the space-ship here,” he intoned dejectedly.


  “What do you want to do?” snapped Cooms sarcastically. “Pack it on your back, or stay here until your lungs rot?”


  “It’s our only way of getting home again,” was Fenley’s reply.


  Several hours later, the group of space-travelers turned their backs on the wrecked space-ship and started out. The way led through yellow mazes of giant trees surrounded by matted growths of long, scraggling plants. Vines and creepers interlaced the whole, making progress difficult in places.


  Rose Baynes shyly accepted the aid of Bret Carson, much to Cooms’ dislike. Once when Cooms offered to lift her over a decaying tree trunk, she openly disdained his assistance. Feeling strangely comforted by her acceptance of his services, Bret kept close to her in the line of march. The traveling was difficult enough for a man.


  Shadowy forms slunk ominously out of sight. Once they saw two large, spidery creatures on long, spindly legs. They charged fiercely into the killing flashes from the electric pistols. Presently, two bird-like animals, resembling bats, circled above them on leathern wings. Long, taloned claws hung beneath them. They swooped low, uttering cries.


  One of them dashed at Hilton, clutching at him. He fired. The second bird attacked from the rear, his talons tearing viciously at Rose Baynes, entangling her clothing, while the huge wings flapped fiercely in an effort to raise her from the ground. Bret Carson seized one of the bird’s six legs. Old Jasper Jezzan courageously seized a wing and held tight. Rose screamed. Claws bit cruelly into Bret’s arm. With his free hand, he beat at the cruel head with its snapping black beak. He dared not use his gun with Jasper and the girl so near.


  With a wild scream of pain, the giant bird released the girl and struggled free. Like a shot, it was gone, swooping out of sight through the tangled strands of trailing vines. One of the birds lay dead. Bret nursed a bleeding hand.


  CHAPTER IV


  SWAMP HORRORS


  “WE‘VE got to keep a better lookout,” warned Hilton. “First thing we know—”


  A chorus of shrill cries shattered the silence of the swamp. Flying objects swarmed down from the upper foliage. A vicious horde of the winged demons had returned in full force. The swooping, flitting swarm fell before the withering fire of the electric guns, but their numbers were little diminished. More came to take the places of those fallen. They seemed entirely without fear.


  A sweeping wing knocked Bret Carson from his feet. He hung doggedly to his pistol. Talons gripped Smythe who was borne screaming aloft. The bird with its human prey flew a short distance away, coming to light, that it might gain a firmer hold on the squirming man it held. Carson, Valerie, and Jezzan sprang into pursuit. Just before they reached the spot, the bird continued its flight, disappearing from sight, Smythe’s screams dying away into the distance.


  A black, flapping rush of the creatures kept the three men cut off from their friends. Desperately, they battled, shooting down the winged terrors before they came to grips with them. Using the dead bodies of the creatures they had slain, they crawled beneath them for protection, taking shots at those which ventured near. Hundreds of the great birds lay dead.


  The red light in the sky changed to a deep purple, and this to complete darkness. With the fall of darkness, the birds suddenly abandoned their persistent attack and disappeared


  “They’re gone!” whispered Jezzan, nudging Bret in the darkness.


  “Where’s Valerie?”


  “Right here!” came the reply.


  “Where do you suppose the rest are?”


  “Yell out and see.”


  Bret did so. There was no reply.


  “Think the birds got ’em?”


  A CRASHING noise came to their ears. Strange cries mingled with the snapping of the underbrush all about them. Out in the blackness, they heard the crunching of flesh and bones as mysterious, nocturnal prowlers made a feast of the dead air monsters.


  “Scavengers!” whispered Bret. “We’d better leave before they find us. Maybe they like live meat, too.”


  Cautiously, the three men crept away from the sounds of feasting, feeling their way through the dark swamp, guided by the sounds behind them. Once, Bret put his hand against a soft, slimy body that whistled shrilly and ran off into the dark.


  Suddenly, it became light. The darkness was of short duration, due to double sources of light which the little world of Dian possessed. The brilliance emanated from the distant sun. A short distance ahead of them lay the partially buried hulk of the space-ship. By mere chance, the three stragglers had returned the way they had come. They debated their next move.


  “We haven’t many chances of finding them in this place by setting out and walking,” said Bret. “We’d better assemble the airship and fly over the swamp towards the open country. It’s our one good chance of finding them—if they escaped.”


  Jasper Jezzan shook his head pessimistically. “How’ll you do it, lad?” He waved his hand upward. “Look at the tree-tops, vines, and all that mess.”


  “We’ll cut all that away with the radium rays.”


  “That’s an idea!” Valerie exclaimed.


  Carson, Valerie, and Jasper Jezzan worked long and hard at assembling the airship and clearing a space through the tangle of foliage overhead. During the latter task, they made a discovery. It was Valerie who first realized the seemingly ineffectiveness of the radium rays.


  “Now I know why we came down so hard,” he announced. “These rays are working at only half their usual force—less than half.”


  “Out of order, are they?”


  “No. There’s something about this moon which partly counteracts their force.”


  The cutting away of the dense foliage proved an arduous task. During that time, two periods of pale light, three darknesses, and two red light periods had passed by, marking time. The airship was unboxed and assembled. The three explorers were ready to set out and search for their comrades.


  “There’s just one part of the airship I’m not sure about,” said Valerie, after an examination. “The front compression tank was pretty well banged up when our ship fell, and it’s apt to spring a leak.”


  “We’ll just have to chance it,” that’s all,” said Bret resolutely. He was impatient to start.


  The little ship rose into the air, ascending the vertical passage which they had cut through two hundred feet of dense vegetation. They soared above the yellow, matted tangle, rising higher. On the horizon lay the end of the swamp. A dull red country lay beyond. In this direction, they guided the airship.


  BAYNES’ little group was having its troubles. Electrocuted birds fell all about them, but more came to take their places. Fenley, thoroughly frightened, broke from the huddled group and ran. A swooping flier seized him and made off into the air. Fenley let out an agonizing scream of pain and terror.


  With a reckless side-snap of his wrist, Hilton let fly at the great bird. The monster fell quietly with its human burden, Fenley, lying still where he had fallen.


  “Dig for cover!” yelled Baynes. “They’ll get us all if we don’t!”


  Hilton ran over to where Fenley had fallen. Baynes’ secretary had been knocked out of his senses by the quick drop. He arose dazedly to a sitting position, his face still chalky with fright. Hilton assisted him to his feet.


  “All right, are you?”


  Fenley nodded dumbly, limping after the adventurer who ran to join the rest.


  In the protection of the gigantic tree boles, the five space-travelers held off the persistent air monsters. Firing upon the winged terrors, they moved from one place to another, hoping to elude them—but there was no escape. To live was to fight. The charges of their electric pistols grew weak. Hilton warned them against any unnecessary firing.


  Darkness fell. The birds suddenly disappeared. They had seen Smythe carried off earlier that day. Then Valerie, Carson and Jezzan had gone. Baynes feared that the birds had carried them off. Hilton, however, was inclined to a more optimistic opinion.


  When the feeble rays of the far-off sun penetrated the gloom of the fearful swamp, the little party continued its way once more. They anticipated another attack from the winged monsters, but they did not return. The weak light changed to red as Saturn’s dull brilliance lit up the satellite. Presently, the yellow vegetation thinned out and they stood on the swamp’s edge.


  Before them lay a broad expanse of lifeless country. The red, barren surface supported no plant life. Curls of smoke arose from scarred depressions and fissures. At the rim of the horizon, beyond the red vista of melancholy wasteland, a yellow line of vegetation was plainly visible, broken in spots by open country.


  Above, the sky was a deep purple. The tiny disc of the remote sun shone feebly. Many stars were visible. Three of Saturn’s moons were above the horizon, while Saturn itself represented a magnificent spectacle. The enormous globe occupied a large share of the sky, the vast ring crossing it like a huge bar.


  Hilton pointed across the desolate waste before them. “We’ll have to cross this,” he said.


  “I wish we had the airship here,” remarked Baynes. “I don’t like the looks of that smoke.”


  “Have to thread our way through, that’s all,” said Hilton. “It’s a cinch none of us want to go back to the space-ship.”


  “I wouldn’t go back to that place for anything!” gasped Fenley, shuddering at memory of the winged demons.


  “Not while our pistols are dead, we won’t.”


  “Let’s eat.”


  They ate from the supply of concentrated synthetic foods they had brought with them in liberal quantities from the space-ship. Following a well-earned rest, the tired little group advanced into the red wasteland. They had estimated it to be about three miles across.


  The farther they advanced into the smoking region, the more they found it necessary to skirt hot fissures and flaming pits out of which filtered acrid fumes.


  “This is hell!” exclaimed Baynes. “My feet are getting hot!”


  “Getting hot?” snorted Cooms disgustedly. “Mine have been burning for the past fifteen minutes!”


  “We’re about half-way across,” Hilton announced.


  THEY stopped at the edge of a crater hole. Hot flame seared upward; bubbling lava boiled in the depths. A pungent odor assailed their nostrils, smarting their eyes and choking their lungs. Hilton considered the situation with Baynes.


  “No use turning back. If Carson and the others win through to the edge of the swamp, I’ve left signs and messages for them to follow. We can—”


  Kern Hilton leaped forward and seized Rose Baynes. The girl had fainted.


  “A little too much for her,” said Baynes. “I feared it all along.”


  Hilton picked her up and slung her across his shoulder. “Better get across this as fast as we can,” he advised, breaking into a slow trot.


  Conditions became worse. The ground grew hotter, the heat unbearable. Pits of fire and liquid rock lay all about them. There were times when it seemed that only one direction lay open to them—the way from which they had come. Hilton doubted their ability, however, to retrace the maze. The yellow verdured lands, now much nearer, beckoned to them. Angry curls of smoke enfolded them. Flames swept out of ragged rents before them. All about lay the inferno.


  “Head for that hill!” shouted Hilton. He had straggled behind the rest with his human burden.


  A low knoll rose up before them. It was free of fire and smoke, offering a respite from the terrific heat and baked ground. Leaping across a deep, narrow fissure which vomited forth a thin curtain of smoke, Hilton joined the rest upon the fireless oasis. It was comparatively cool.


  Baynes hastily withdrew his smoking shoes, cursing volubly. Fenley was nearly as exhausted as the girl. Rose opened her eyes and looked about. On all sides lay the fire country. Her eyes held a hopeless look. Then she realized that Hilton had aided her.


  “Thank you—so much! I—I’m so weak!”


  “You’ve done wonderfully,” offered Hilton.


  “Do—do you think Bret and the rest are—are really dead?”


  “I can’t say,” replied Hilton kindly. “Maybe they think we’re dead.”


  “It really is too bad he’s a jewel thief,” Rose murmured. “He seems so—so nice.”


  Hilton peered thoughtfully at the girl. “What makes you think he’s a jewel thief?”


  “Well—isn’t he?” Her eyes opened wide in surprise at Hilton’s strange attitude.


  “I’ll admit it looked funny the way he—”


  An excited shout from Lester Baynes drew Hilton’s attention. He ran to the spot where Baynes and Fenley where pointing to a small cave near the center of the hill. Cooms was just emerging.


  “It grows larger inside!” he reported. “It heads that way!” Cooms pointed in the direction of the rolling, grassy hills and yellow forests.


  “Got those radium lights?” queried Baynes.


  “Mine’s back in the swamp,” said Fenley dejectedly.


  Cooms and Hilton both came forward with radium lights.


  “We’ll go as far as the cave goes, anyway,” said Baynes. “Maybe it leads over to the other side.”


  Illuminated by the radium lights, the walls and floor of the tunnel sloped downward at a rather steep angle into the ground. For several hundred feet, this was the case, and then the tunnel broadened into a level-floored cavern. Ahead of them flickered tongues of leaping flames.


  The five travelers from another world advanced to the very brink of the subterranean holocaust. Below them raged a boiling chaos of molten rock.


  “Internal fires!”


  “Can we cross it?”


  “Yes. There’s a ledge to one side of it.”


  CHAPTER V


  IN THE FIRE CAVERNS


  THE ledge skirted the raging conflagration, finally ending in a sheer drop of several hundred feet. Black cave-mouths punctured the wall at this point. At right angles to the ledge, a thin, ragged ridge of rock ran towards the center of the flaming pit, rising slightly into the haze of smoke where it became lost to view. Palls of smoke reflecting the hellish glare from below, fumed upward.


  Baynes pointed towards the caveopenings. “The trail must continue through one of these—which one?”


  “There’s five. We’ll try the first one.”


  The first ended in a blind pocket. The next three merged together less than a hundred feet from the ledge. The last tunnel came to an abrupt stop at the edge of a dark pit. Baynes nearly stepped off. Hilton seized him just in time. Cooms shone his radium lamp out into the blackness, revealing no opposite wall—only a vast emptiness. Rugged walls sloped downward into the gloom.


  “Probably another fire pit—an extinct one.”


  Back upon the ledge, Hilton stared out into the hellish display of the yawning abyss. “There’s just one bet left,” he said, “unless we go back the way we came.


  No one spoke for a moment. They grasped the terrible significance of his words. Then Baynes spoke.


  “You mean—that!” He pointed with nervous forefinger at the thin knife of rock which slanted upward—out over the raging hell of the internal fires.


  Fenley’s eyes started out of their sockets. Beads of sweat, not born of the heat, stood out upon his forehead.


  “No—no—Pd sooner go back to the swamp!” he screamed in desperation.


  “Lead the way!” said Baynes, his face set white and firm. “I’ll follow you, Hilton—but what about Rose?”


  “I—I can do it, daddy,” Rose interposed. A fluttering heart contradicted her brave smile of confidence.


  “We’ll take no chances with you,” said Baynes. “You go behind Hilton. I’ll come right in back of you. Then Cooms and Fenley can bring up the rear.”


  FENLEY jibbered in fear, his wild, staring eyes regarding the raging chaos of flame, smoke and boiling lava in abject terror.


  “Brace up, Fenley!” snapped Baynes. “Damn it all, man, we’ve got to get out of this jam!”


  “Stay on your hands and knees,” advised Hilton. “Keep in touch with the one behind you. Don’t move forward only a short distance at a time, and wait for the smoke to lift.”


  With these final words of advice, Kern Hilton walked out on the narrow crag, stooped to his hands and knees and commenced crawling into the smoky haze. Resolutely, Rose Baynes crawled out behind him. A rush of smoke enveloped them. When the smoke lifted, she looked steadily ahead of her, gained a mental picture of the rough, narrow bridge and shut her eyes. Slowly, she crawled forward until her hands touched Hilton’s feet.


  “Coming?” asked Hilton, his voice rising above the bubbling roar of molten rock.


  A touch on his feet assured him of the girl’s presence behind him. He heard Baynes coughing. Hilton continued his slow advance, his fingers clinging to either side of the knife-like ridge. He paused as a rush of smoke blinded and choked him. Behind Baynes crawled Cooms. Fenley followed Cooms, his body shaking in stark horror.


  The rock commenced growing hotter. They were nearing the center of the abyss. A break in the smoke billows gave Hilton a glimpse of the farther side. He turned his head and shouted the reassuring news, but his voice was drowned in the boiling, hissing and roaring beneath him.


  The narrow ridge shook and trembled.


  Once he glanced downward during a cessation of the smoke. The sight he saw was one which gripped at his stomach and prickled his scalp. Fully seven hundred feet below, a surging sea of fire bubbled, leaped upward, raged and roared. Columns of molten rock spouted upward, spraying the cliffs. The ridge to which they clung, a mighty peak, rose out of the fiery depth. Another rush of smoke shut out the view. Hilton was not curious to look again.


  Nearing the other side, he looked back. Fear gripped at his heart. The ridge behind him was empty. He stopped. A minute which seemed like an eternity passed. Then he felt the familiar pat upon his ankle. When the smoke cleared, he moved onward. With a sigh of relief, he reached the other side and found a ledge joining the ridge.


  He looked back. Emerging out of the smoke came Rose Baynes, her head drooping. Twenty feet from the safety of the ledge, she suddenly slumped forward, her arms dangling over the sides of the ridge. Her senseless body rolled sideways. Throwing caution to the winds, Hilton ran out upon the rough ridge just as the girl’s body sagged over the awful depths. From behind her, a hand leaped out of the smoke, clinging desperately to her ankle. As Hilton grabbed her around the waist, staggering back to the safety of the ledge, the hand released its hold.


  Baynes, a wild-eyed expression on his haggard face, drew himself along the remaining distance of the ridge, flinging himself down upon the rocky ledge. Cooms, a desperate glitter in his dark eyes, his complexion a pasty color, followed Baynes to safety. Fenley was not in sight. Hilton peered into the fiery gloom.


  Turning fiercely on Cooms, he demanded, “Where’s Fenley? Didn’t you wait for him—like I told you?”


  Cooms gave no reply, but took advantage of his exhaustion, slumping forward on the ledge. And then Hilton saw Fenley coming. Baynes’ secretary had gone stark, raving mad. He was not crawling—but walking upright—keeping his balance in some miraculous manner not granted normal individuals. He waved his arms wildly. A maniacal laugh issued from his mouth. Arriving at the ledge, he turned and started back across. Hilton seized him.


  “Fenley, you fool! Snap out of it J”


  He shook the crazed man vigorously. Fenley paid no attention to him, making another attempt to start out once more upon the ridge. Hilton rapped him smartly over the head with the useless, burnt out electric pistol.


  “Terrible—it was!” shuddered Baynes. “I—I owe you a lot, Hilton! I thought she was gone! You saved us both! I’d have gone too—hanging on to her ankle!”


  “Fenley’s gone mad!”


  “Don’t blame him,” replied Baynes. “It nearly got me too.”


  THEY rested on the ledge a long time. In the interval, both the girl and the demented secretary regained consciousness. Fenley became brooding and taciturn.


  “It seems like a dream—a horrid nightmare,” said Rose. “I can’t remember it all—only the crawling, crawling, endlessly through a mist.”


  The experience had shaken the nerves of them all. The fire and smoke had seemingly drained from them much of their strength and fortitude. A new line stood out in Hilton’s forehead. Cooms appeared like a man who had been sick for some time.


  They arose and continued along the ledge. It grew broader, assuming the proportions of a cavern, the pit of fire dropping off to their right. Wild, fearful yells suddenly came to their ears. Strange figures flitted like shadows ahead of them. With wild cries, they halted at a distance. They appeared to be men—strangely formed and strangely garbed.


  Barbaric ornaments glittered from their trappings. Each one held a sword. For a moment, they stood and regarded the five weary wanderers. With terrific din, they suddenly charged. Hilton swore disgustedly at his ineffective pistol, hurling it at the foremost attacker. Superior numbers overwhelmed them.


  They were held securely. No scabbards hung to the leather trappings, yet each carried a sword. On closer examination, the captives made a startling discovery. The swords were a part of the creatures themselves! They were natural swordsmen! One arm ended in a hard, bony protuberance, a rapier supplied them by nature. The other arm ended in a claw. In figure and feature, they appeared much like men. Their feet were encased in sandals.


  Their features were strangest of all, though not wholly unattractive. The general color of the swordsmen was brown. Across the eyes and forehead, the texture of the skin was black. Their noses were straight and clean-cut, while a narrow slit of a mouth gave them a rather set, determined expression. They chattered loudly, urging their prisoners along with pricks from the swordtips.


  They entered a long tunnel. Ahead of them, the captives heard a low, muttering cadence. They were shoved into a cavern. Row upon row of swordsmen stood kneeling before a vivid picture artfully designed upon the wall, chanting incantations. All five of the space-travellers instantly recognized the effigy of worship before which the swordsmen kneeled. A huge, red, glistening ball was limned upon the wall, blowing phosphorescently. Across this lay a thin, silver bar.


  “Saturn and its rings!” exclaimed Cooms. “It’s their god—they are praying to it!”


  “Swordsmen of Saturn,” said Kern Hilton, “that’s what they are.”


  The crazed Fenley, with a nerve-shattering laugh, leaped forward and placed his hand upon the glowing red disc. Instantly, one of the brown swordsmen sprang upon Fenley angrily. With a rapid slash of his blade, he severed the offending hand of Baynes’ secretary. The latter screamed fearfully, leaping at the swordsman in a frenzy. Accepting this as a challenge, the swordsman plunged his bony blade through Fenley’s breast.


  Hilton lunged forward as Fenley slipped, dying, off the keen blade, but many hands and swords barred his progress. Wiping his bloody sword on the hair of the dead man, the brown swordsman screamed a challenge, then looked about to see if there were any to accept. A hush of silence fell over the group.


  The leader motioned the four captives to follow him. The rest of the swordsmen fell in behind. The tunnel led gradually upward, emerging into daylight. They were beyond the fire country. Far behind them, smoke curls arose from the barren wasteland. They were now in a yellow thicket which skirted a plain of waving grass.


  The swordsmen followed a well-defined path. Presently, a large black castle loomed before them. Swordsmen swarmed the gate towers, staring in surprise at the prisoners. The massive gates swung open for their entrance. There was much excited conversation among the swordsmen.


  The swordsmen and their captives were still a hundred yards from the fortress when a strange noise above them caused Rose to look upward.


  “The airship!” she cried.


  Sure enough, above them rode the airship which they had left disenabled at the space-ship.


  “It’s Carson!” shouted Hilton. They’re alive! They came through!”


  “Without us!” sneered Cooms. They sneaked back to the ship!”


  The girl’s eyes blazed, and a hot retort came to her lips. A terrific explosion drowned out her words. The swordsmen shrieked in terror, urging their prisoners on a run for the gate.


  CARSON guided the airship out over the fire country. “Keep an eye open for them. Maybe they tried to cross over.”


  “If they are, we can’t do anything for them until they come out, that’s sure.”


  “I see someone!” yelled Valerie. “Look! Over there!” He pointed to the country beyond the fire area.


  Carson and Jezzan followed the pointing arm of Valerie. Fierce creatures swarmed about a defending man, leaping in and out at him viciously. Carson flew the ship over the fire country at a rapid speed, settling low over the melee. All three looked upon a strange sight below them.


  A lone man, wielding a sword with expert precision, fought with calm and deadly manner. Three beasts, much like mammoth wolves, were jumping close, then leaping backward as the whirling, dancing blade bit into their flesh. His body was red, a peculiar shade of red, and he was clad in barbaric trappings.


  “We’ve got to help him!” said Bret. “He can’t hold out against them much much longer!”


  Already, the long-fanged beasts were crowding their prey desperately. Frantically, the red man wielded his sword.


  “What a swordsman!” marveled Valerie.


  The crimson man looked up in surprise at sight of the ship swooping so low over his head. The glance was only a fleeting one, however. Not once did he relax his ceaseless vigilance. The airship came to rest a short distance away. The three men jumped out. Their silent, electric guns dispatched the three animals, leaving the man with the sword a bit startled.


  He raised his blade menacingly as they came near. Bret, realizing that this was one of Dian’s inhabitants, made overtures of friendship. The swordsman lowered his blade a bit doubtful as the three men approached. To their surprise, they found that the sword was a living part of the red man! A black band of color lay like a mask across the swordsman’s eyes. Fearlessly, he awaited them, his sword held half ready as if he anticipated an attack.


  “Wonder if he can help us find Baynes and the rest of ’em?” suggested Jezzan.


  Bret, by means of signs, tried to make the red swordsman understand his question, but the swordsman chattered volubly each time. A sudden warning from the red swordsman put them on their guard. From a nearby wooded copse, fully two score of the beasts, like the ones they had killed, came running. Shooting down the nearest of the vicious, long-fanged creatures, they ran for the airship, urging the red swordsman to follow. For a moment, he balked at entering the mysterious flying craft, but a second glance at the attacking beasts made him change his mind.


  He jumped into the airship just as Jasper Jezzan and Valerie let fly at the approaching pack which was closing upon them in a circle. Once more the craft swung into the sky. They circled the yellow land outside the fire-country for a long time and were just about to return over the swamp once more when the chattering of the swordsman attracted their attention.


  He pointed to the far horizon across an expanse of yellow grassland. Small black figures moved in the direction of a dark blot against the yellow background. Instantly, Valerie swung the telescopic sights in that direction.


  “It’s they!” he yelled. “They’re prisoners!”


  “Prisoners?”


  “Yes!” replied Valerie. “I just saw Baynes get a jab from a sword. They’re brown swordsmen!”


  Putting on speed, Bret Carson flew the airship above the group of brown swordsmen and their captives.


  “Drop a grenade! Maybe we can scare them!”


  “Here goes!” Valerie threw a small cylinder over the side. The grenade exploded close to the castle wall at a safe distance. The swordsmen hurried for the castle, forcing Cooms, Baynes, Hilton and the girl ahead of them through the gateway.


  “How many grenades have we left?”


  “Four,” Valerie replied to him.


  “When I fly over the castle, bombard it! Be careful where you let them drop!”


  Bret circled the ship low over the grim pile. Brown swordsmen ran about the courtyards excitedly. A large, round object screamed past the airship, described an arc, and fell outside the castle walls.


  “A catapult!” shouted Valerie, pointing to a strange contraption which the swordsmen were reloading.


  “All right, Valerie! Let one fly!”


  “At the catapult?”


  “Yes! Take that tower near the gate, too!”


  Another bulky object whistled close to the ship.


  “Their aim ain’t so bad!” said Jezzan.


  The red swordsman chattered in excitement and delight as Valerie unloosed two more grenades. One of them blew the catapult and its operators skyward. The other shattered the gate tower to fragments. The red swordsman seemed to bear no love for his brown counterparts.


  “Better get up higher,” advised Jasper. “Can’t tell what else they’ve got.”


  CHAPTER VI


  DUNGEONS OF DOOM


  A CONFUSED look spread over Bret’s face. “The ship won’t rise any higher!” he exclaimed.


  “We’re comin’ down!”


  “The compression tank—it’s leaking!”


  The airship listed badly to one side and dove for the black castle. The red swordsman screamed in terror. Brown swordsmen shouted in alarm as the airship plunged into the courtyard with a crash, pinning two of their number underneath its wreckage. Dazedly, the three men and their red ally climbed from the ruins, uninjured by the short, belated fall. The brown swordsmen, at the shrill command of their leaders, sprang to the attack, overwhelming the three men from the earth before they had a chance to find their pistols.


  With the red swordsman it was different. His weapon was always at hand, and he now made effective use of it, jumping against a nearby wall •—ready to hold off his brown foes. A brown swordsman hacked viciously at him. With rapid movements, the red swordsman penetrated the other’s guard, lunging his blade deep into his opponent’s vitals. Almost instantly, before his rapier was scarcely stained with the brown swordsman’s life fluid, his blade clashed with another of the overwhelming odds.


  SHRILL orders were shrieked above the din of battle. The result was a foregone conclusion. Defense was a mere gesture. The red swordsman was taken—alive. Evidently, this had been the orders. All four were led into the dark, grim castle, down several flights of steps into a dimly lit corridor far underneath the building’s ground level. Here they were separated. Jasper Jezzan and Valerie were escorted one way. Bret Carson and the red swordsman were led another way, being shoved into a dark, damp, ill-smelling dungeon.


  “That you, boy?” Hilton’s voice came out of a dark corner of the semi-gloom.


  “Hello, Kern! Who’s with you?”


  “A swordsman—he’s red and seems to be of a different race. He’s certainly no friend of the brown ones. You should have seen him fight before they took us!”


  While Hilton and Carson discussed their position, the red swordsman walked about the dungeon, searching every corner. He went to the heavy, metal door, shaking it vigorously. Only a dim filter of light suffused the darkness. This came from a luminous patchwork on the ceiling far above them.


  A stone balcony looked down upon them, well beyond their reach. The red swordsman gazed at it longingly. Carson and Hilton told one another their adventures and discoveries from the time they had become lost in the swamp. The red swordsman came back to stand beside them, listening to their strange talk.


  With the claw of his left arm, he pointed to himself and spoke one word, “Drook!” Then he repeated it.


  “He means himself,” explained Bret, grasping the other’s meaning. “His name is Drook!”


  Hilton pointed to himself and said, “Kern.” Then pointing to the red swordsman he said “Drook,” in token of understanding. The swordsman smiled, pointing questioningly at Carson. After the latter’s name had been spoken, Drook pointed to other objects, speaking various syllables.


  “We’re learning his language!”


  Dark forms crossing the balcony brought them to silence. Soft footsteps were heard pattering down the stairs. A tray of food was shoved beneath the door.


  The three captives had no means of telling how long they were kept in the dungeon beneath the grim pile. They ate and slept indiscriminately whenever they felt the urge. Their captors brought food at no standard time. The little stream which gurgled through one corner of their prison gave them drinking water. A long time passed before the two adventurers became sufficiently conversant with Drook’s language to speak it intelligently. They were then told a strange tale of Dian which Drook called Grish.


  It seemed that the brown and red swordsmen of Grish were forever at war. Though the red swordsmen were by far the more civilized and cultured, the brown swordsmen outnumbered them fully ten to one. The red inhabitants of Grish resided in large cities. Their brown contemporaries lived a scattered existence in “degs,” or castles, all over the country.


  “They are forever trying to batter their way into our cities,” said Drook, “but we always repel them. Our safety lies in the fact that the brown lords of the degs are extremely quarrelsome and jealous of one another, lacking organization. We are being held at Bendl Deg. Heeng is the ruler here. I come from the city of Laroos.”


  “Where were you going when we found you fighting the beasts?” asked Carson.


  “When you saved me from the kralfs, I was on a trip to Vaaneen, the greatest city of the red swordsmen. I carried a message from Kaud, the lord of our city. Vaaneen is ruled by a god who descended from Oonul, the world with the great bar across it—where all our gods live, and where the bravest go when they die. With him in our midst, Vaaneen can never fall before the brown swordsmen, and warriors of Vaaneen can never be defeated while defending the other cities.”


  Hilton winked broadly at Carson, who smiled back. They humored Drook’s superstitions, however, by inquiring about the fabulous deity who ruled Vaaneen. Drook answered their inquiries from what he had heard. He himself claimed that he had never seen the god of Oonul.


  “It was he who caused the wild skels to be tamed—that we might ride them through the air.”


  “Skels?” queried Carson. “What are they?”


  Drook then gave a detailed description of the winged demons the travelers from earth had encountered in the swamp.


  “And you tame them so that they may be ridden?”


  “To be sure, though they’re vicious until their spirits have been tamed.” DROOK believed that Hilton and Carson had come from a remote portion of Dian, despite their explanations of their trip through space. He failed to understand. Many days passed. The clothing of the two men became soiled and ragged. Long, unkempt beards adorned their faces much to the surprise of Drook, whose face was utterly hairless. He had also been surprised at their lack of natural “built-in” swords.


  One day, a small guard of brown swordsmen took them out of their dungeon. The language of the latter was little different from that of Drook’s speech. From their captors, they learned that some form of judgment was to be meted out to them. They were led into a large hall thronged on all sides with ranks of the brown swordsmen, or degmen, as Drook called them.


  For the first time, the two adventurers obtained a glimpse of swords-women. They were smaller than the males, their swords short and blunt. At one end of the large hall sat a burly swordsman.


  “That is Heeng,” whispered Drook. “We can expect little mercy from him.”


  Before the raised platform stood Baynes, Valerie, and Jezzan. Both Cooms and Rose Baynes were missing.


  The three were led to a position beside their companions. In a low voice, Hilton inquired of Baynes, “Where’s Rose—and Cooms?”


  “That damned, lousy—”


  Baynes’ torrid outburst was quieted by a roar from Heeng.


  “Silence!” he howled. “Or by Oonul, I’ll cleave your skulls!” Heeng scowled, raising his sword menacingly.


  From a curtain behind Heeng, a man stepped out, a white man in the trappings of a brown swordsman. It was Cooms. Baynes swallowed an oath, his fingers clutching convulsively.


  “This is a great man,” said Heeng, placing the claws of his left hand upon the shoulder of Cooms. “He promises to lead us in victorious conquest of his rich land across the great sea. The rest of you swordless ones are to be given into slavery with the red devil of Laroos.”


  “You dirty—” Hilton sprang in direction of the treacherous Cooms, but was blocked by several crisscrossed blades which clashed together before him.


  Sword-tips jabbed him back into position once more. “You and Baynes aren’t the big cheeses any longer, Hilton,” Cooms sneered malevolently at him. “I’ve come into my own here.”


  “Wait!” hissed Baynes beneath his breath, his voice shaking. “That isn’t the worst of it!”


  Bret Carson’s face turned white as he gathered the significance of what he had seen and heard. The worst of his fears were realized when a swordsman led Rose Baynes from an ante-chamber behind the black stone platform on which stood Heeng, Cooms and several servitors. She was brought before Heeng, clad in the scanty trappings of a swordswoman. They enhanced, rather than destroyed, her beauty.


  “I am giving this slave to Kumes,” said Heeng, designating Cooms with a wave of his sword, “in reward for his promise to lead us across the sea and conquer rich cities guarded by men without swords!”


  A tremendous ovation of approval arose from the degmen. Swords clicked and rattled.


  “He lies!” screamed Baynes frantically. He leaped forward to be at the throat of Cooms. Degmen closed in upon him before he had taken half a dozen steps. Bret Carson sprang to his aid, Hilton at his side. A vicious cut was aimed at the latter. Bret planted a fist in the face of the brown assailant, crashing him to the floor amid the kicking, trampling feet.


  Valerie and Jezzan joined the fray as the milling swordsmen closed in upon the group. A sinewy red arm shot forward and upward in a rapid lunge. Two brown bodies wriggled in dying gasps upon Drook’s sharp blade before the remaining degmen closed in to overwhelm their captives. The degmen stood ready to hack them to pieces with their blades, looking askance of Heeng.


  “Back to the dungeons!” screamed Heeng in rage. “The red devil lies tonight by torture! The rest will go to the fire caverns—to work until dead!”


  Carson, Hilton, and their red ally were rudely hustled down into their dungeon once again, small trickles of blood oozing from slight sword cuts.


  “We’ve got to get out of here!” Bret turned to Hilton and the red swordsman.


  “There’s a fighting chance,” offered Hilton, pointing to a long ledge of rock which jutted out above the dungeon. “We must reach that balcony.”


  “We can’t do it,” deplored Bret. “It’s too high, even if we stood on each other’s shoulders.”


  “I’ve got a better idea than that.” Hilton waved an arm in the direction of the steady stream of water which ran through one corner of their dungeon. “That will help us.”


  FOR a moment, Bret was keenly perplexed. Drook stood by uncomprehending—, for Hilton had lapsed into the language he and Bret knew best. Hilton explained.


  “You mean to let the water fill our dungeon I” enthused Bret. “So we can float up to the balcony!”


  “Sure thing. All we have to do is fill up the grating.”


  “Then we’d better hurry before they come for us again!”


  The situation was explained to Drook. Gathering material from their bedding, the three prisoners clogged the interstices through which the waterway left the dungeon. As they worked, small pools of water grew and spread out over the hard, stone floor, little rivulets trickling beneath the heavy door, rising against the stone stairway outside. The cold, invigorating water crept slowly about the calves of their legs—then to their hips.


  “So far—so good,” observed Hilton. “As long as they stay away until we’re ready.”


  Soon, they felt the water trickle about their chins. Bret gave a light spring, levelling his body with the water’s surface.


  “We’ll have to swim for it now!”


  To his left there came a bubbling gurgle. A bony blade cleft the surface of the water, waving madly.


  “Drook! He can’t swim!”


  Bret grabbed the choking, gasping swordsman by the hair, pulling him to the surface.


  “We’ll have to keep him afloat!”


  The contingence of Drook’s inability to swim was unexpected. They had overlooked the fact that Drook’s heavy blade was not fitted for swimming. Nevertheless, the red swordsman had faced the issue bravely without one word of dissent.


  “Be there pretty soon now!” Hilton panted. “Only a few more feet!” Hilton’s outstretched finger-tips fell short of the rim by inches.


  Then, there happened that which they had feared all along. The patter of footsteps broke the silence. A brown swordsman stepped out upon the balcony, an exclamation of surprise on his lips as he looked down upon the black water. He leaned out over the water for a closer view, and this proved to be his undoing.


  Drook, alert to seize any opportunity, whipped his long blade upward in a rapid arc. The singing rapier severed the head of the degman who toppled into the watery depths. The swift motion submerged both Hilton and Drook for a few brief seconds.


  “Quick! Get up there before more of them come!”


  Supporting the swordsman with one arm, Hilton gave Bret Carson a violent shove.


  CHAPTER VII


  SWORDS CLASH


  BRET managed to catch one hand upon the balcony’s edge, pulling himself upward. A brown figure rushed down upon him from out of the gloom, another behind him, swords lifted menacingly. Bret dropped quickly to his knees, the swordsman falling over him into the water. Before the second degman was aware of what had happened, Bret bowled him over with a crashing blow, leaping upon him, seizing the vicious sword-arm in a tight grasp.


  The vicious thrust which Drook aimed at the drowning degman was unnecessary. Kern Hilton pushed Drook upon the balcony. The red swordsman reached down and pulled Hilton upon the ledge. Bret and the degman still rolled madly about on the rocky floor.


  “Let him up!” exclaimed Drook, holding his blade ready.


  Bret did so, springing clear of the wicked blade. Drook engaged the degman, their swords singing and clashing as they danced about the ledge, looking for an opening. Both were marvelous fencers, but Drook was by far the best. He kept his brown opponent backing up constantly. The latter, realizing that he was face to face with death, yelled for help. With a rapid series of disengages and cleaving thrusts, Drook sank his blade into the other’s vitals.


  Running footsteps pattered down the corridor.


  “Quick!” hissed Drook. “Out of sight to one side of the doorway—until they come through!”


  Four brawny swordsmen rushed into view. With a rapid stroke, Drook sliced the head of the first clean off his neck, recovering rapidly to clash blades with the second. The third sprang to his fellow’s assistance, but a piston-driven fist from out of the dark caught him on the side of the head, sprawling him to the floor. Seizing him with both hands, Kern Hilton whirled the dazed swordsman above his head, casting him into the submerged dungeon.


  IN THE meantime, Bret had charged the remaining swordsman, crashing him to the floor with a vicious tackle. Instantly, the ready blade slashed at him madly, grazing his shoulder. Bret seized it in a strong grip, giving a quick twist. There came a dull snap and an agonizing cry. He had broken the blade half off.


  In pain and rage, the degman rolled over and over with Bret Carson. Over the brink of the rocky ledge and down through the cold water they fell. The swordsman’s grip froze upon Bret who, with difficulty, broke the grip. When he came to the surface, only a string of bubbles marked the spot of his late adversary. The water was now nearly level with the balcony. Drook had dispatched his man and was wiping his blade on his victim’s hair.


  “Now I can realize why they call you the ‘red devil’,” said Hilton admiringly.


  “Without a sword, you do very well yourself,” commended Drook. “Both of you are true fighting men.”


  “Thanks, but hadn’t we better be getting along?”


  “Wait!” The red swordsman listened intently. Hearing nothing, he stooped over the bodies of the two dead swordsmen. From the decapitated degman, he took a bunch of keys.


  “If doors bar us, we’ll use these!” he exclaimed. “If Heeng’s men bar us, we’ll fight!”


  Down the corridor they softly made their way. None of their brown enemies were in sight. “We killed all those stationed in the corridor; it must be,” said Drook. “They ran into our dungeon.”


  A cry issued from a small grating at their right. Turning that way, Bret saw the face of Valerie pressed close against the interstices. Beside him stood Baynes.


  “Drook! The keys! Let them out!”


  After a bit of fumbling, Drook finally found the right key. Baynes, Valerie, and old Jasper Jezzan were soon at their side. Hilton cautioned them to silence. From another grating across the corridor and farther down came a slight commotion. Drook became all attention.


  “Red swordsmen—captives!” exclaimed Drook, running to the grating where three faces were pressed close to the grilled opening.


  “Drook!”


  “Imaak—Yeem—and Steeth! How did you get here?”


  “Taken—like yourself!”


  Quickly the red swordsman released his three companions. The escape party was now swelled to nine members. The four swordsmen waved their blades, eager for the fray ahead of them, scarcely able to keep down their voices.


  “We’ve got to find Rose before we leave!” announced Bret firmly.


  “Yes!” said Baynes. “I’ll die here before I leave without my daughter!”


  “And I want Cooms!” gritted Hilton, a hard light in his eyes.


  “I know how you feel,” counseled Drook. “I, too, would like nothing better than sinking my blade through Heeng’s vile carcass, but we must use reason. Some of us must win through to Laroos—to bring help.”


  “If we—”


  A sudden shout ahead of them brought a close to all conversation. Several of the brown swordsmen stood at the farther end of the corridor, gesticulating excitedly.


  “This way!” yelled Drook. “They’ll be reinforced!”


  Brandishing their bony blades, the degmen rushed after them with loud yells. The fugitives now entered a broad, high-ceilinged room, running into the midst of several more of Heeng’s warriors. Blades clashed.


  “To the right!” cried Hilton. “Up this stairway!”


  With rapidity, the escaped prisoners bounded up a broad stairway, the surprised degmen in close pursuit. Steeth and Drook held them off in the rear. Somewhere in the great castle, a huge bell tolled dismally several times, announcing their escape. Cries of the degmen rose into a swelling roar. The stairway narrowed and spiraled upward several times before the fugitives found themselves upon a narrow bridge far above the ground. The bridge led to a remote tower set apart from the rest of the grim pile.


  Four degmen rushed out of the tower, slashing eagerly at the white adventurers and the red swordsmen, their hereditary enemies. Hilton felt a searing sting in his right arm as a blade bit into his flesh. Rushing forward, he seized the brown warrior about the hips, hurling him over the bridge-rail to the ground far below. A wailing scream—a sickening thud—then with fierce cries the remaining swordsmen charged.


  EAGERLY, the red swordsmen sprang at the degmen. Blades flashed faster than the eye could follow. The three degmen were quickly dispatched. A roaring, howling mob of Heeng’s warriors rushed out toward the bridge with fierce battle cries. Drook, Imaak, Steeth, and Yeem sprang forward to defend the narrow passage. In their intense eagerness for combat, the brown swordsmen handicapped each other in their approach. The mob of degmen, forced forward by those in the rear, came swelling upon the narrow bridge in a compact, close-pressed mass, their movements hampered.


  “Run into the tower!” shouted Drook to his white friends. “We’ll hold the bridge!”


  “Like hell we’ll run!” retorted Hilton. “We’ll fight by your side, Drook, with the red swordsmen!”


  The blades of the red swordsmen leaped in and out among the front ranks of the brown horde, slaughtering the degmen right and left. The foremost of the brown swordsmen, realizing the helplessness of their close-packed ranks, yelled a warning to move back. A swishing red sword decapitated him. Shrill orders were hurled from the rear. There was a temporary retreat for reorganization. The red swordsmen leaped bravely in pursuit, following up the advantage. With a crash, the railing broke on one side. Several degmen plunged to their doom. The red blades paused not for a moment.


  Behind the red swordsmen, the space-explorers pushed forward, unable to aid their strange allies at the time. As the brown ranks thinned, and there was more room for fewer blades, a half-dozen degmen drove the four red swordsmen back upon the bridge once more, pressing them closely. Here, no more than two might battle abreast.


  With a swift series of feints and counter-strokes, Drook sank his blade into the neck of his adversary. Imaak behind Drook, sprang to the front in his place, giving Drook a brief rest. The fighting continued. The brown swordsmen were no match for their red foes. Steeth had remarked to Hilton during a temporary lull in the fighting that they were four of Laroo’s best fencers.


  Heeng’s men were fearless and persistent, and now the crafty, brown rascal was sending only his best and most cunning swordsmen into the fray. The excessive effort and skill was tiring the red swordsmen. Several minor slashes warned them. They were weakening under the steady strain of meeting fresh warriors.


  Snapping off the blade of a fallen swordsman, Bret rushed forward. “Let me in there, Drook!” Bret made a lunge at the nearest of Heeng’s warriors.


  “Back!” cried the red swordsmen, careful not to move his eyes from the flashing blade ahead of him. “Your efforts are useless in this kind of fighting!”


  As if to verify the statement, the blade which Bret wielded was sent spinning from his hand, and he was laid open to the thrust which followed. Drook spun his blade about, swiftly countering the vicious jab at the unprotected man. The brown blade grazed Bret’s head—and then Drook felt a piercing thrust catch him in the shoulder as he stood off guard for a fleeting moment. Desperately, he battled both men, bringing into play every bit of his superior skill. Yeem sprang into the breach over the crouched form of Bret Carson who was no match for these natural swordsmen.


  With a fierce counter-attack, Drook’s seething sword forced back the brown warrior who had nearly sent him to his death. Straight for the edge of the bridge, the degman retreated. As he stepped off, Drook’s blade pierced his vitals in mid-air with a lightning thrust and withdrawal. Immediately, another of Heeng’s finest swordsmen sprang forward to fill the place of his fallen comrade.


  “Drook, this can’t be kept up!” shouted Hilton. “You’re weakening!”


  The red swordsman made no reply. Sweat streamed from his brow. Still he wielded the tiring sword-arm. Then he spoke. “What else—is there to do—but fight?” A brown blade swished close to his head, much closer than Drook would have allowed, had he been fresh and strong.


  Hilton’s eyes darted over the situation. “Drook! If we tear this bridge down, they can’t come at us!”


  “Go to it!” shouted the red swordsman.


  The bridge was a narrow, frail structure of timbers and thin stone slabs. With haste, the five spacetravellers tore off the heavy stone slabs and ripped the timbers loose from the tower. The degmen redoubled their attack.


  “Come—quick!” shouted Hilton.


  Beneath his feet, Drook felt the bridge sag. Steeth looked backward. Only two timbers lay between them and the safety of the tower. Four of the swordless, white men held them up by main strength, ready to let them fall the moment the four red swordsmen were safely across.


  “Run!”


  THE red swordsmen raced for the tower. Several brown degmen followed. Yeem turned for a quick thrust at the very brink of the tower. The timber’s end slipped from the paralyzed fingers of Baynes and Valerie, their arms strained almost to the breaking point. Yeem shot downward, but retained a temporary grasp on the remaining timber which Carson and Hilton supported. Releasing his hold, Bret grasped the slipping, swaying body of Yeem, dragging him to safety just as the remaining section of the bridge fell. Down it crashed, taking four of the degmen with it.


  Across the intervening space, Heeng raged and tore around. He and his brown swordsmen disappeared within the black castle, reappearing on the ground a hundred and fifty feet below.


  “We’re not out of danger yet!” cried Drook. “They’ll come up through the tower!”


  “Block them off!”


  They raced into the tower and down a stairway.


  “Here’s where they come up!” Drook pointed to an oval aperture in the floor.


  “Destroy the stairway!”


  A series of loud yells from below announced the coming of the degmen. Rapidly, they set to work tearing at the stairway. Valerie and Jasper Jezzan held their weight against the door. The heavy bar bulged inward under the rush of the brown swordsmen, but the two held it securely.


  “All set!” yelled Hilton. “Scramble up the pole!”


  A single pole had been left in place. One by one, the fugitives climbed into the tower above. Valerie and Jezzan still held the door which threatened to burst at any moment. It was ripped and torn in many places, the long blades of the degmen flashing through in an effort to get at the two men.


  “Up with you!” cried Valerie, motioning old Jasper to the pole.


  “No—lad. If one o’ us lets go, they’ll all be in here. It’s death I’ remain. You go—I’m old—maybe I couldn’t climb the pole!”


  “Hurry!” snapped Valerie. “The door’s giving!”


  A yell from above drew their attention. Two ropes were lowered, their ends looped. “Hey, you fools! Up with you—quick!”


  Hilton gave the pole a shove in the direction of the shattered door just as a rush of brown bodies crashed it inward. The pole struck several of them with force, retarding their progress while the two men were hauled up. Out of the chaos of yells came a scream. One of the degmen had snapped his blade off short against the heavy pole. Valerie cursed as a stinging sensation sprang into his leg—and then they were drawn to safety.


  “Sure lucky Steeth found coiled rope up here.”


  Temporarily safe from attack, Baynes sank down exhausted. “Wonder what they’ll try next?”


  “If they have patience,” said Drook, “they’ll try and starve us out.”


  “Sure got a good long wait then,” said Jasper. He drew several small packages from various pockets. “I been sayin’ these since we were took.”


  Valerie also produced similar packages, piling them alongside Jasper’s contribution. “Here’s food enough to last us all pretty close to a week—if we go easy on it.”


  “Impossible!” said Imaak. “There’s little more than two good meals—if it is really good to eat!”


  “You don’t know this stuff,” laughed Hilton. “Each one of those little cubes is a square meal all by itself.” He turned to Baynes. “Have you—”


  But Baynes was fast asleep.


  “I don’t blame him,” said Drook. “I feel the same way. Right now, when there’s nothing going on, we’d better rest up.”


  While the others slept, Carson, Hilton, and Yeem kept watch for a surprise attack. But none came.


  CHAPTER VIII


  “I’LL FIGHT HIM!”


  DARKNESS fell. Flaring torches were set up about various parts of Bendl Deg. Figures flitted about in the lurid glare, but none came near the high tower.


  “I wonder what happened to the wreck of the airship?”


  “They destroyed it, so Valerie said,” explained Hilton. “One of his jailers told him. What wouldn’t bum, they broke and crushed. Superstition, I guess.”


  “I wonder where Rose is—over there?” Bret Carson pointed across to the grim pile.


  “Bret, do you love Miss Rose?” queried Hilton.


  “I’m afraid I do, Kern. When I left the earth, I didn’t believe I could ever love again. I swore I wouldn’t.”


  “Then you’ve sworn your love to some other woman?”


  “No. You don’t understand. I made that resolution for my own good.”


  In the darkness, Hilton grinned broadly. “And now you’ve weakened.”


  “Yes,” came the admission, “I have—hopelessly. When I think of Cooms, there’s murder in my heart!”


  “I, too!” was the grim reply. “I want to see Cooms die for the sake of common decency. If you’re sure of your feelings about Miss Rose, I’ll try and afford you the opportunity of killing him.”


  “I’m sure now,” said Bret in a strange voice.


  In the dim light of several small moons, Kern Hilton saw his friend remove a square bit of paper from his pocket and throw it out of the window. A caprice of the breeze blew it back lightly against Hilton’s


  arm. He took it, leaning forward to give it to Bret. The latter was not there, however, having arisen and walked across to where Imaak guarded the oval opening in the floor. On second thought, Hilton placed the small, folded square in his pocket.


  At dawn, a council was held. It was decided that two of the red swordsmen were to try a break for freedom when darkness came again. In this manner, help might be obtained from Laroos. When both the sun and its ringed planet settled below the horizon, silent forms in the tower lowered Yeem and Steeth to the ground with ropes. Each set out in a different direction to scale the castle wall.


  They were scarcely upon the ground when huge bonfires sprang into brilliance. With shrill cries of alarm, the brown swordsmen rushed down upon them, having waited and watched for just such a move. With a sinking sensation, the besieged group in the tower saw Yeem go down, fully a dozen swords piercing his body. Out of their sight, around a bend in the castle, they heard a raging, triumphant mob bearing down on Imaak.


  “They never had a chance,” said Hilton.


  The brown swordsmen threw the hacked body of Yeem onto a blazing pyre, having first removed the head.


  “Where’s Carson gone?” Valerie looked searchingly about. “He was here only a minute ago.”


  Carson was not to be found. He had disappeared, gone completely.


  “You don’t suppose he went with Imaak and Yeem?” suggested Drook. “He was strong for it, even when we convinced him of his folly.”


  “Here—here we are!” cried Jezzan. “Look at this!”


  Jasper pointed to a rope that stretched from the tower to the castle across the space which had recently been spanned by the narrow bridge.


  “He’s over there—in the deg!” exclaimed Drook. He shook his head despairingly. “Not much of a chance for him.”


  “You don’t know him!” enthused Hilton. “He’s gone over there on account of the girl!”


  “For my daughter?”


  “He loves her!”


  “It’s madness!” deplored Drook. “He’ll try and get Cooms, too.”


  “If he saves Rose from that mangy dog, and she wants him, he can have her!” swore Baynes. “Even if he is a jewel thief!”


  “He’s not a jewel thief!” retorted Hilton.


  “How do you know?” challenged Baynes.


  “I can’t say right now’, but I’ve got my reasons for thinking he didn’t steal those gems.”


  WHEN Bret Carson saw the fruitless attempt of Yeem and Imaak to gain an escape, he made a desperate resolve. Silently, he swung a coiled rope in the direction of the castle where several jagged timber ends still remained of the bridge foundation. The noose settled and tightened. Carson fastened his end to the tower rail, testing it with the weight of his body. Satisfied, he swung out over the dizzy depths, heading for the castle, hand over hand.


  Ordinarily, the degmen would have seen the rash action, capturing him immediately, but Imaak was still unfound, having hidden within the castle walls. The brown swordsmen were busy searching for him. No one saw the dim figure draw itself through the dark window amid the shadows thrown by the flickering torchlight.


  It was his intention to find Rose. Softly, he stole through the darkness of the chamber, a bit undecided as to where he might find her. He turned suddenly into a dimly lit room. A swordswoman opened her mouth to scream, but the palm of Bret’s hand muffled the outcry. She swung at him viciously with her short blade, But Carson had learned to keep well away from these living rapiers. One hand held her sword arm like a vise.


  “Quiet!” hissed Carson. He lent emphasis to his words by a slight pressure on her neck. “Speak!” he said. “Where is the swordless female?”


  The degwoman, her heart beating wildly, stared in terror at the dirty, bewhiskered face of Bret Carson. He released his hand from her mouth, ready to clap it back if she tried to scream. She gasped a moment, then replied to his question.


  “She is in the judgment hall of Heeng! The swordless warrior wants her! Gruk, too, wants her! The law demands a combat to settle the argument—but the swordless one cannot fight! They are still undecided !”


  “Where is Heeng’s judgment hall—tell me—quick!”


  “Down the corridor by which you entered—through the arched opening—and through the door marked by Oonul! Go out the doorway at the other side of the room!”


  Bret bound her securely with several thongs of leather from her trappings. Stuffing a gag in her mouth, he started across the threshold. His eye fell on a heavy metal bar which stood by the door. Seizing it, he ran down the corridor. Smoking, flickering lamps illuminated the way.


  He had hardly left the room when a figure flitted by him in the gloom, turning to peer suspiciously after him. Large eyes regarded him searchingly from a strip of black across the degman’s face. Bret crashed the swordsman to the floor with his improvised weapon. Passing the archway, Bret instantly recognized the planet Saturn (Oonul) on one of the doors. There was no one in sight. He entered. A luxurious room met his gaze. This too was deserted. Beyond, he heard the hubbub of voices.


  Stealthily, he tip-toed across the chamber, opened the door slightly and peered through. He looked upon an untenanted balcony overhanging the crowded hall of judgment. Draperies hung before it. He moved to the concealment of the long curtains which hung from ceiling to floor.


  The majority of the brown swordsmen were just returning from the pursuit of Yeem and Imaak. One of the degmen bore the bloody head of Yeem on his uplifted blade, his companions cheering him wildly. Heeng, from his dais, clamored for silence.


  “Did you get them all?” he asked.


  “There were only two who tried to leave.”


  “What of the other—where’s his head?”


  “He is in hiding about the grounds. There are those who search and watch for him. Others patrol the wall. He will not escape.”


  “He will be found,” said Heeng, appearing satisfied with the report. “Let us proceed with our business. Bring the swordless woman forward.” Bret heard a movement beneath his balcony. Two figures walked toward the center of the hall, facing Heeng. Bret’s heart leaped in joy—and alarm. It was Rose Baynes, still garbed as a swordswoman. Her


  female attendant guided her to a cushioned settee a short distance to Heeng’s left. Instinctively, Bret stepped forward a bit as Roy Cooms, also dressed in the garments of a swordsman, stepped into view from a doorway behind Heeng’s dais.


  “I have promised this woman to the swordless Kumes in exchange for the vast holdings we are to capture and control,” stated Heeng, as if opening an argument which had lain dormant.


  “And I say that she belongs to any swordsman who may win her according to the customs of combat,” affirmed a warrior, striding forward. “I desire her, and I am willing to meet any other to decide the case.”


  “But this Kumes has no sword,” deplored Heeng, attempting to pacify Gruk. “People from his land are born without them. He says we shall overcome them easily.”


  “I claim her!” shouted Gruk, waving his sword menacingly. “Who will dispute me?”


  “I will!” cried Cooms, his dark face mantled with wrath.


  “Will you fight me for her?” Gruk inquired. “The first to receive a wound loses her.”


  “I will fight you in my own way! It is unfair for you to use your sword!”


  “Without swords? Impossible!” The murmur ran through the crowded ranks of the degmen.


  “What do you mean—your own way?” asked Heeng.


  COOMS briefly described a rough and tumble fight. He was careful to include the stipulation that Gruk be barred from using his sword in any manner. The latter easily perceived how his blade would hamper him in such a combat.


  “What kind of a fool do you think me?” demanded Gruk. “You would have me nearly helpless!”


  “Come—come!” exclaimed Heeng, a bit impatient at the haggling and unarrived parley. “There must be some way to settle this matter!”


  Bret Carson leaped over the balcony rail—sliding down the long draperies—into the midst of the brown swordsmen.


  “I’ll fight him!” he cried. “On his own terms!”


  Every eye was upon him. Cooms’ face went suddenly white. Rose gave a little gasp of surprise and joy. Heeng arose to his feet, startled by Bret Carson’s spectacular entrance into his hall of judgment. The degmen, overcoming their surprise, sprang for the audacious young man, pinning his arms to his side.


  “Bring him here!” ordered Heeng above the bedlam of noise.


  Bret was escorted before the lord of Bendl Deg.


  “How did you get here?”


  “I was chased about the grounds by your men,” lied Carson. “I came in here to hide—to save myself. I heard your offer to fight him.” Carson pointed to the scowling Cooms. “I’ll meet him hand to hand!”


  “I knew we’d get that second fellow!” roared Heeng mirthfully. “But I didn’t expect he’d come here to give himself up! Take him away! Watch those others! Tomorrow, we build a fire under the tower!”


  “Wait!” cried Gruk. “Let him fight this Kumes as Kumes wishes to fight! Let him battle for me! I will abide by the decision!”


  “Unloose him—let him go!” shouted Heeng, signifying his approval. He turned to Cooms. “Are you ready?”


  This was not entirely to Cooms’ liking. Under the circumstances, however, there was no backing out. He stepped forward. Bret Carson was more than pleased. His initial plan had worked. The brown swordsmen believed him to be the escaped fugitive for which they had been searching. He had thrown off the search for Imaak, greatly increasing the chances of the latter’s escape. Opportunity for vengeance upon Cooms also lay within his power. Bret’s love for the girl made his blood run hot. His muscles bulged involuntarily as he eyed Cooms grimly.


  The latter, crouching low, circled Bret warily. The degmen formed a circle and watched eagerly, wondering how swordless men fought one another. Suddenly, Cooms made a flying leap. Carson dodged swiftly, letting a heavy fist fly into the face of his opponent. Cooms grappled wildly for a hold. Carson sprang clear as Cooms came up with his knee. Caught off balance, Carson went down from a smashing righthand blow.


  The brown swordsmen, catching the spirit of the fight, howled their approval—yelling advice and encouragement to first one and then the other. Gruk looked on anxiously. Cooms aimed a vicious kick at Carson’s head as the latter came to his knees. Seizing the sandaled foot, Bret gave a terrific pull which brought Cooms to the floor upon his back. Both arose, coming at one another with hammer-like drives, fists pounding like pistons. A slashing uppercut sent Cooms to the floor—knocked out.


  Cooms arose several seconds later. With a snarl, he rushed into Carson head first. Fingers clutched Bret’s face—thumbs hooked under his eyes. Shaking him off, Bret lifted Cooms far above his head, hurling him into the close-packed ranks of the degmen. The swordsmen forced him back into the circle. Cooms aimed several desperate blows at his opponent and then felt himself seized in a grip which threatened to break his neck. Slowly, Bret applied pressure.


  “Enough!” shrieked Cooms in agony. “Enough—I’ve had enough!” Bret Carson fully intended breaking the scoundrel’s neck, but from a motion of Heeng’s hand, he was pulled back by many strong arms.


  “You have lost!” said Heeng to the beaten man. “She is Gruk’s woman—unless there are any who would contest it!”


  “I do!” cried Carson. “I’ll fight him too—sword and all!”


  “You’ll fight nobody!” shouted Heeng. “You’re a slave—less than a slave! I condemn you to death!”


  With a rapid spring, Bret Carson leaped upon the dais, seized Rose Baynes in his arms and sprang for an opening in the ranks of the brown swordsmen. Simultaneously, the great brazier of burning torches crashed down from the ceiling, plunging the hall into semi-darkness.


  WHEN Kern Hilton saw the method by which Bret Carson had gained access to the castle, he could not help but admire the nerve of the young man who had slapped across space with him. He knew full well that Bret’s love for Rose had been the main inspiration for the reckless act.


  Drook and Hilton decided that it was time for them all to change position.


  “We’ll make a dash for it!” exclaimed Hilton. “Carson’s over there, and he’ll need help!”


  “And my daughter—we must get her!” cried Baynes in desperation.


  “Come!” said Steeth, waving his sword in the direction of the castle. “Let us cross!”


  In the darkness, several more ropes were thrown across. Soon, all six of them were in the castle. Their next discovery was the bound swordswoman. Removing her gag for a moment, Drook heard how Carson had passed that way. Rapidly, they made their way through the castle to the balcony—overlooking the hall of judgment. They were just in time to see Carson hurl Cooms into the ranks of the degmen.


  Taking in the situation at a glance, they waited—until Bret Carson made a spring for the dais of Heeng. With a rapid slash of his blade, Drook cut the long rope which held the brazier.


  With a crash, the great vessel of oil and flaming torches crashed to the floor among the brown swordsmen. For a moment, semi-darkness reigned amid furore and confusion. Burned swordsmen screamed. Like a pack of maniacs, they fought to escape the fire. A chaos of shrieking, yelling voices drowned Heeng’s orders.


  Into the melee leaped the two red swordsmen, followed by Hilton, Baynes, Valerie and old Jasper Jezzan. The latter picked up the heavy bar which Bret had dropped before sliding down the draperies.


  “Stay together!” Drook instructed them. “Head for the door behind Heeng’s platform! I’ll get Carson and the woman!”


  Close together, unnoticed by the terrified swordsmen, they moved rapidly towards the rear of Heeng’s dais. Only once were they attacked. Jasper Jezzan swung the heavy bar, and the opposition was removed.


  Drook sprang into the milling throng just before they reached the doorway. He did not see Hilton who stole after him. Bret Carson felt a hand upon his arm. As he turned instinctively to battle his way clear, a voice whispered in his ear.


  “Quick! This way! It’s Drook!”


  CHAPTER IX


  HELL UNLOOSED


  THE spreading oil burst into fire, the lurid flames shooting high. Bret now saw Hilton, who came up beside them. The three men and the girl were clearly revealed to the brown swordsmen. The degmen, stumbling and pushing to avoid the proximity of the burning oil, made only a half-hearted effort to cut them down. It was a fight to gain the protection of the doorway. Bret still carried Rose.


  Once more, the degmen realized the disadvantages of close-packed numbers. Drook kept a space cleared before them, his keen blade hacking them unmercifully. Hilton seized the nearer ones, casting them back into the faces of their fellows. Bret set Rose upon her feet, and the three defenders formed a moving triangle of protection about her, fighting their way toward the door and their friends. Drook’s sword-arm led the way.


  From time to time, cruel sword points cut them. Drook’s blade dripped red. As they neared the doorway, the opposition grew less, thanks to Jasper’s furious attack with the metal bar and Steeth’s flashing blade. The attack from behind came in a grand rush. Then darkness fell as the oil burned itself out.


  “This way!” cried Steeth.


  Down a flight of stairs, they rushed into a broad corridor. The way led into the open yard. Above them towered the high wall, blocking their escape. At the gate, three fighting degmen sprang before them. Blades clashed as Steeth and Drook engaged them. Jasper Jezzan sprang forward with his bar of metal, but a lightning thrust from one of the brown swordsmen made him drop it, clutching his arm in pain. These were no mean opponents, and the two red swordsmen battled as they had never battled before.


  Back and forth they danced and weaved, their glittering blades flying faster than the eye might follow. Valerie picked up the bar and swung it viciously at two more swordsmen who came rushing up, blades ready for action. Catching one of the degmen on the side of the head, he crushed the swordsman’s skull. The other sprang forward and plunged his rapier through Steeth’s unprotected back.


  In the meantime, Carson and Hilton had shut the heavy door leading upon the yard, barricading it against the throng of raging swordsmen who battered it from the inside.


  THE two degmen who had accounted for Steeth now turned upon Valerie. The latter swung the metal bar mightily to protect himself, but here in the open, he was at a disadvantage. One swordsman drew his attention. As Valerie swung, the other danced in and transfixed him with his blade. One of them moved too late. His blade snapped off, striking him across the face. Valerie fell dead beside the inanimate Steeth, two brave fighting men from two different worlds united by a common menace.


  Baynes worked frantically with the crude mechanism operating the massive gates. Finally, he struck the right combination of levers and trip falls. The ponderous gates swung wide. From the windows and various entrances to the grounds swarmed the brown horde after its prey. Showing a marvelous exhibition of super-swordplay, Drook stabbed his opponent, turning rapidly to engage the brown warrior who was backing old Jasper Jezzan to the wall.


  The degman slashed at Jasper. From behind, a lightning swing of Drook’s supple sword-arm sent the degman’s head spinning into the air, saving the old man by inches. The brown blade buried its point in a wood column, holding the decapitated body upright.


  “Hurry!” yelled Drook. “They’ll be down here!”


  Carson and Hilton who had held the door against the main body of the brown swordsmen now joined the rest. They raced through the gateway, the massive gates swinging automatically shut behind them. Rapidly, they made their way from the black castle under cover of darkness, the yells of their late captors ringing in their ears.


  Keeping to the open country, they fled over low hills. A lurid glow marked Bendl Deg. Many bright lights came bobbing in their direction.


  “There’s no way of covering our trail,” said Drook. “We’ll just have to keep moving in the direction of Laroos. They can’t gain on us during the darkness.”


  The rising of Saturn was preceded by a red glow on the horizon, night vanishing into a deep purple shroud. The sun had not yet appeared. Three moons dotted the sky. Yellow, waving grassland surrounded them. Here and there, rough, rocky buttes loomed out of the ground. To their rear, faint dots moved down the far-off hillside. The brown swordsmen were hot upon their trail.


  “Don’t look so good,” said Hilton with a worried expression. “They’re bound to catch up with us soon.”


  “We’d better make for that.” Drook pointed to a distant outcropping of rock which rose straight out of the grassy plain like a huge, squat chimney. “If we can reach it before they come, we’ll stand a good chance of holding them off.”


  At a quicker pace, they headed for the rock formation, once the core of a raging volcano. When the fugitives reached the towering rock, the degmen were only a quarter-mile behind them. On three sides, the butte was steep. On the other side, it sloped a bit, representing a hard climb. The six fugitives scrambled upward, Bret Carson carrying the tired body of Rose Baynes.


  “What will they try to do now?” gasped Baynes.


  “They’re cruel—relentless!” Drook panted from the climb. “They’ll chase us just as long as there’s one of us left!”


  “I’d like a good electric gun—or radium ray!” exclaimed Bret. “What we couldn’t do with—”


  “We’re much nearer Laroos now,” said Drook. “Maybe a scout will pass this way.”


  Rocks were piled at the edges of the declivity, Baynes, Jezzan and the girl ready to shove them off on the heads of the degmen. Drook, Hilton, and Carson stood ready to repulse the invaders from the rocky path they had recently ascended. The degmen stopped for a parley before coming close to the butte. They were led by Gruk who came forward alone, halting a short distance from the rocky pile.


  “Give me the swordless woman,” he said, “and I’ll permit the rest of you safe passage to Laroos.”


  “When hell freezes over!” Carson replied.


  “Then you’ll all die!”


  “Start the fireworks—we’ll fight!” From all sides, the degmen made a rush for the natural stronghold. Agile warriors climbed the vertical sides while more of the brown swordsmen rushed up the winding pathway. Rocks crashed down upon them. Though outpointed in numbers, the defenders enjoyed the advantage of higher position.


  Before leaving the castle, Hilton had snatched up the broken blade of Valerie’s opponent. Bret Carson retained the metal bar which had wreaked such havoc at Bendl Deg. They were a formidable trio.


  Drook’s sword arm leaped forward to sever a brown throat. Bret wielded the bar with crushing effect. Hilton slashed, parried and cut savagely—strength pitted against skill. His impetuous attack forced the battlers backward—until a sudden, calculated flick of a sword sent his blade skimming into the air and over the butte’s edge.


  BRET was there with his weapon, and the degman went down with a crushed skull before his vicious lunge was scarcely started. Seizing the dead body, Hilton picked it up and hurled it into the faces and menacing blades of the brown pack which surged up the slope. This, and Drook’s death-dealing blade, forced the remainder of the degmen backward into a stumbling, disorganized mass.


  A scream from behind caused them to turn. The three upon the butte’s edge were hard set. Several brown swordsmen had eluded the rocks and were clambering over the edge. One of them held Rose Baynes. Like a shot, Bret leaped up the rough trail. Hilton hesitated, knowing full well the results of leaving an unguarded avenue.


  “Go!” cried Drook. “I can hold them alone!”


  Hilton gained the butte’s rim just as Carson sprang upon the degman who grappled with Rose. Releasing the girl, the warrior swung his blade at Carson, who dodged, seized the sword-arm, and clung tightly. Hilton saved Bret a jab in the back, kicking a degman over the butte’s rim. Qld Jasper rolled about at grips with a swordsman, while Baynes hurled rock after rock upon several more who were dangerously close to the top.


  Bret gained an unbreakable hold. With a twist of his body, he sent the brown swordsman spinning dizzily to his death upon the rocks far below. Hilton disposed of Jasper’s opponent, hurling his lifeless body into the faces of two more who climbed upward. Drook was hard set, meeting a counter-attack which was backing him rapidly up the slope. Busily, he parried the thrusts of four blades. Hilton, brandishing the metal bar, returned to his aid.


  “Look!” cried Rose. She pointed to several flapping forms which beat toward them through the air.


  “Those pesky birds again!” shouted Jezzan. “Just as if we didn’t have enough trouble!”


  “We’re saved!” yelled Drook. “They’re skels—with riders—red swordsmen from Laroos!”


  Jasper’s curses turned to cheers. The degmen also saw and withdrew their attack. The trained birds and their red riders settled down upon the butte. Drook rushed forward joyously to meet them, waving his dripping sword in greeting. The brown swordsmen had retired for a council of war.


  “Imaak!” Drook recognized his comrade. “How did you ever win through?”


  “By luck, I guess. I came close to being caught at Bendl Deg. They searched near my hiding place—were nearly upon me—then all of a sudden stopped hunting for me and entered the deg. I got over the wall.”


  A loud cry burst forth from the ranks of the brown swordsmen. “Tayoon Deg! Tayoon Deg!” they shouted.


  The reason for their sudden burst of enthusiasm was apparent. Like a great war cloud, the horizon was dotted with a vast army of the brown swordsmen.


  “Sineek?” queried Drook. “What does it mean?”


  “It means that the swordsmen of the degs have united! Laroos is already hard beset by the legions from Craylt Deg and Eeemot Deg! We have sent to Vaaneen for help!”


  “These are from Tayoon Deg! They’re on their way to Laroos!” Drook pointed at the advancing horde.


  “What of us?” asked Hilton. “They’ll wipe us right out of here!”


  “Foot soldiers are on their way here to block the forces of Tayoon Deg,” said Sineek. “If they attack our position, we’ll all leave on the skels.”


  “When the forces from Vaaneen reach Laroos, the city cannot fall!” exclaimed another of the red swordsmen.


  Once again, the space-travelers were amazed at the surety with which the red swordsmen spoke of Vaaneen’s invincible legions.


  “I’m afraid our soldiers will come too late,” observed Drook gravely. “They are not yet in sight—and look there.” He waved his blade at the thousand or more brown dots which came steadily out of the distant hills.


  “Drook, I’ve got an idea!”


  “What is it, Bret?”


  “Are those skels very hard to ride?”


  “No—unless you get one which has not been thoroughly broken.”


  “Then you and I are going to ride them to the ship we used in coming here?”


  “You mean—in the center of the fire country?”


  “Yes! There are many strange weapons we can bring back to use against the degmen!”


  Instantly, Drook signified his willingness.


  Bret mounted one of the skels a bit gingerly. He clung tight to the big bird, crouching in the leather saddle. With an abandon born of experience, Drook leaped upon the back of another skel, reaching over to slap Bret’s bird into motion. They took off from the butte above the clamoring swordsmen of Bendl Deg, circling higher for altitude. Bret’s fears were soon overcome, and he actually enjoyed the flight.


  Far to their left, curls of smoke marked the fire country. For the second time, Bret flew across it. The yellow swamp with its fearful monsters loomed before them. Bret headed for the clearing they had previously made. During their captivity at Bendl Deg, the rank vegetation had grown partly together again. The skels, however, wound their way easily through the thickness of verdure to the side of the isolated space-ship.


  At sight of it, Bret was seized with a touch of homesickness. It was the only thread of connection between Dian and the earth. Drook marveled at its intricate construction.


  “To be so far away from the sea, it must fly in the air,” he said.


  Bret pressed a secret knob, and they both entered the wrecked spacecraft.


  “You must be of a wonderful race!” enthused Drook, staring in awe at the intricate mechanism of the craft. “We never dreamed that such things as these existed on Grish!”


  Eagerly, Bret Carson went to the arsenal of the craft. He found six of the electric pistols. For a moment, he considered the ponderous radium gun. It was too heavy a load for a skel, he opined, and besides, its action was partially nullified on Dian for some unknown reason.


  “Come,” he said to Drook, “let’s return!”


  BACK upon the butte, the red swordsmen and their white allies watched anxiously for the fighting men of Laroos. The combined forces of Bendl Deg and Tayoon Deg were nearing the butte.


  The space travelers sat together watching the strange sight. The red swordsmen on their skels kept Gruk’s degmen at a respectful distance from the butte. The latter waited for reinforcements.


  “I—I wish Bret were back here,” said Rose. “If we are to die, I want to see him first. I’ve something to tell him—what I should have told him before he left.”


  A worried frown wrinkled the brow of Lester Baynes. Kern Hilton, watching closely, guessed its import.


  “Bret Carson is not the man you think him to be,” said Hilton, reading the other’s thoughts. “He’s not jewel thief!”


  Baynes started forward a bit. The point had struck home.


  “But the evidence,” deplored Baynes. “He came at the last moment—was desperate to leave.”


  “Baynes, were you ever in love?”


  “Why—yes—certainly!” came the stammering reply. “What about it?”


  “Were you ever disappointed in love?”


  “Er—uh—yes, just once,” he confided.


  “So was Bret Carson.”


  “You mean—he left on account of a love affair—a scandal?”


  “Who brought up anything about scandal?” asked Hilton, an amused smile playing about the corners of his mouth. “There was no scandal.”


  Baynes face reddened, perhaps from the fit of coughing he suddenly experienced. Kern Hilton drew a folded paper from his pocket. In the center was a photograph. It bore the face of a beautiful lady.


  “The Countess Condon!” exclaimed the financier.


  “If you remember,” said Hilton, “she married the Chancellor of Africa just a few days before we left the earth.”


  “Quite right—I remember it distinctly.”


  “The countess was a lady of many love affairs—a siren, a vampire, if I must say so. Men often died mysteriously for love of her.”


  “And you mean that she threw her spell about Carson?”


  “I gather as much from his manner—and this photograph he carried with him on the trip. When the countess married, he, like many another devoted suitor, became—well, you can imagine. Above all, he wanted to leave the scene of his unhappiness. He was ready to go with us to Pluto—or even farther.”


  During the explanation, Rose Baynes had become virtually a statue. Her love for Bret Carson was all too apparent.


  “The other night in the tower, I pieced together the whole truth,” continued Hilton. “He took this photograph from his pocket along with a small locket.” He paused long enough to glance at Rose Baynes. The girl listened intently, her hands clutching tightly at the trappings she wore. She waited for Hilton’s next words. “He threw the photograph out the window where the breeze carried it back to me. He pressed the locket to his lips and—”


  “Oh!” Rose gave a sharp exclamation of joy. “It was my locket!”


  CHAPTER X


  LEGIONS OF WAR


  A CRY from the red swordsmen drew their attention.


  The fighting men of Laroos were in sight. Though farther off than their brown foes, they were coming at a swifter pace.


  “Can they make it in time?”


  Imaak shook his head.


  “No,” he said.


  The degmen reached the vicinity of the butte first. Loud shouts, curses, and yells filled the air. The red swordsmen rushed across the plain to engage their hereditary enemy. The degmen forgot those besieged on the butte for the moment.


  The red swordsmen were far in the minority, but this did not stint their valor. Bravely, they came to grips with the degmen. Sword clashed on sword. Blades smote living flesh. Individual duels and group duels took place. Red swordsmen on skels swooped downward to slash off a brown head or a sword-arm. The weird mounts screamed and wailed above the din of battle.


  The fight waged with unrelenting fury. Red and brown corpses strewed the ground which was crimson with carnage. Every inch of ground was contested in desperation, becoming muddy with gore. Where the fight was thickest, the dead were fairly heaped up. By dint of terrific fencing and deadly swordsmanship, the red legions of Laroos forced the enemy backward by sheer driving force.


  Suddenly, a score or more of the degmen came on a run for the butte. Imaak raised his voice in a weird cry, like that of the skels. Instantly, a dozen or more of the riders flew above the fighting ranks and landed on the butte.


  “On the skels, quick!” urged Imaak. “Make haste!”


  “Will they carry double?” asked Hilton.


  “A short distance—to safety!”


  With their double load, the skels wobbled off the butte a bit uncertainly, their black wings flapping furiously. Jasper Jezzan leaped upon the back of a riderless skel which had stood on the butte since the arrival of the first red swordsmen. Reaching down, old Jasper swept Rose Baynes into the saddle, urging the big bird off the butte’s edge. A brown climber just appearing over the butte’s rim swung his blade in a flashing arc. The sword cut deeply into the bird’s wing.


  The great bird wheeled, knocking the degman to his death with a mighty sweep of leathery wings. With a piercing wail, the skel lost altitude, striving vainly to carry his riders to safety beyond the lines of the red swordsmen. The wounded skel came down behind the brown ranks, Jasper and the girl clinging tightly to its back.


  Several swordsmen seized the old space-traveler and the girl, pulling them rudely to the ground.


  DROOK and Bret Carson headed for the yellow land beyond the fire country, each carrying three electric pistols. Leaving the fire country far behind, they flew high above the yellow forests in the direction of the grassy plain. In the distance, they saw the fighting, milling throngs of combatants.


  “War!” cried Drook. “Our fighting men have arrived!”


  Bret Carson felt a sudden anxiety for those on the butte, especially Rose Baynes. He urged his skel to greater speed. Arriving at the scene of bitter conflict, they rode their black mounts twice above the butte. It was now occupied by brown swordsmen who were busy erecting several catapults. Red swordsmen on skels harassed their movements.


  “Where have they gone?” Carson looked for his friends in vain.


  “Look—there’s Hilton!” Drook pointed to the rear of the red swordsmen’s fighting ranks.


  Dismounting from his skel, Bret ran to meet Hilton. The latter had been impatient for Bret’s return. He told him what had happened.


  “She and Jezzan were both taken back to Bendl Deg!”


  “Couldn’t you stop them?”


  “Not a chance for red swordsmen to get through on foot,” protested Imaak. “We followed on skels to the castle, but they were too well guarded.”


  “Are—are they still alive?”


  “Unless they killed poor Jezzan. Gruk wants Rose. So does Cooms, if he can get her by trickery.”


  “Is Cooms here—with the degmen?”


  “Think you’d catch him here where he’s got a chance of being run through?” laughed Hilton. “He’s safe at Bendl Deg.”


  “Then we’re going to Bendl Deg!” swore Bret.


  “We were just waiting for you, boy. How did you make out at the space-ship?”


  Carson brought forth six electric pistols. “We’ll fight our way into the castle!”


  “Here is Menaalt,” said Drook, motioning one of the red swordsmen forward. “He has the deadliest blade in Laroos, perhaps in all Grish. We’ll take him with us.”


  Bret divided the weapons among Hilton, Baynes, Drook, Menaalt, Imaak, and himself. Briefly, he instructed the red swordsmen in their use. Reinforced by a dozen or more mounted swordsmen, the six avengers flew off in the direction of Bendl Deg. Flying above the butte, Hilton and Carson let fly with their pistols. The degmen around the catapult fell dead like flies.


  On they flew, soaring above the dark, grim pile. At a low altitude, they picked off the brown swordsmen. The marksmanship of the three red swordsmen was poor, but occasionally they dispatched one of the degmen. They took great delight in this novel, effortless means of killing.


  Red blades, however, thirsted for the blood of brown flesh. Hilton had a specific plan in mind. He allowed the landing of a dozen red swordsmen in the courtyard. The six snipers circled a short distance above. As Hilton had expected, the brown swordsmen rushed furiously into the courtyard to get at t fir hereditary enemy. Back to back, fighting in a circle, the red swordsmen hacked and parried viciously. From their skels, the snipers took heavy toll.


  Heeng ordered a retreat into the castle, well out of sight. The great doors closed. The attacking force settled down upon the ramparts of Bendl Deg for a council of war. The degmen had sealed themselves up. Knowing Rose to be in the castle, Bret was anxious to enter. He suggested a battering-ram to force open the high central dome into which the brown swordsmen had disappeared.


  A voice spoke from somewhere beyond the dome. “Heeng has a bargain to make with you.”


  “We want no bargains,” replied Hilton. “We want the man and woman you took from the butte.”


  “Are you willing to fight for them?”


  “Yes!”


  “An individual combat?”


  “What does he mean?” asked Bret, turning to Drook for enlightenment.


  “That one of our swordsmen meet one of theirs to decide honors for both sides.”


  “If the red warrior wins,” continued the voice faintly from beyond the dome, “you shall have back your two friends and be free to leave unmolested. If our warrior wins, you will leave without the swordless ones we now hold.”


  “What shall we do?” queried Baynes.


  “There’s trickery in it,” said Bret suspiciously.


  “No,” was Drook’s reply. “Heeng means fairly if he offers a combat. It is an unwritten law of Grish.”


  “Let’s rush them! They fear us!”


  The degman who spoke to them must have heard Bret Carson’s impetuous words. “If an attack is made, both prisoners will be put to death,” he warned. “You shall not find us when you enter.”


  “It is so,” Imaak told them. “They will do what they say. Many secret passages lead underground from the deg.”


  “Let me fight!” cried Menaalt resolutely. “I can best any of them!”


  “Menaalt is our best swordsman,” said Drook. “Shall we agree to their proposal?” He looked askance of the space-travelers.


  “There seems to be no other way,” replied Baynes helplessly. “It’s a gamble.”


  “Not on Menaalt’s sword-arm,” said Imaak. “He’s more than a match for any degman I ever saw battle.”


  “Bring forth your warrior!” Drook challenged. “Menaalt of Laroos will meet him in combat to decide the issue!”


  BROWN swordsmen poured forth from the castle. The trigger fingers of all three men tightened as they saw Cooms walk out beside Heeng on a high balcony overlooking the court.


  “No!” cautioned Drook, realizing their feelings. He clapped his hand over Carson’s arm. “Hold yourself!”


  “It’s hard!” gritted Hilton. “Cooms should die!”


  “Why not include him in your bargain?” urged Drook.


  Bret Carson hurled forth the offer to Heeng. Heeng considered the matter thoughtfully. Cooms drew backward, pleading with the lord of Bendl Deg, his face a pasty color. Heeng was plainly dissatisfied with Cooms’ abject terror.


  “If your fighter wins, you can have him too!” roared Heeng. “He is a big talker—not a fighter! But you’re not going to win! Jeng of Tayoon Deg will fight our cause!”


  A gigantic brown swordsman strode out upon the courtyard, a smile upon his big face.


  “Jeng!” echoed Drook. “We have heard of him—but have never seen him before! Menaalt, you have the fight of your life on your hands, if what we hear of this degman is true!”


  “He’s a giant!” exclaimed Carson, glancing a bit anxiously at Menaalt.


  Previously, the red swordsmen had believed Jeng to be merely a fabled figure in the folk-lore of the degmen. Here before them in amazing reality stood the mighty, invincible Jeng! Where there had been extreme confidence on the countenance of Menaalt, there was now a firm determination.


  The red swordsmen flew down into the courtyard accompanied by their white allies. Red, brown, and white all jostled together in a broad ring around the combatants. Jeng loomed high above his adversary. A mighty muscled sword-arm, longer than Menaalt’s, flexed itself ready for the duel.


  A parry—a slash—and the two circled warily, watching for an opening, their blades clashing noisily, both on the defense, feeling for each other’s weaknesses. The world’s two greatest swordsmen pitted skill, cunning and muscle against one another, their blades flashing too fast for the eye to follow. Jeng hopped nimbly about on his toes, suddenly wielding his blade in a slashing attack. Menaalt was the faster of the two, but this advantage was sorely outweighed by Jeng’s great strength and superior reach.


  Baynes, Hilton and Carson stood silent, aghast at the marvelous super-swordsmanship. Never had a man of the earth ever witnessed such peerless swordplay. It put to shame the best blades which Europe had ever produced during her heydey of medieval history.


  Menaalt forced his huge opponent toward the wall in a supreme burst of fencing skill, his rapier darting in to draw blood in three places. Jeng howled in rage and fought back savagely, the crowd of swordsmen giving way behind him. The red swordsman fought like a demon, driving Jeng back with the lightning play of his blade. Jeng was on the defensive, but he was not tiring like Menaalt.


  The brown swordsman’s longer reach had saved him from being pierced by Menaalt’s skilled blade. Even so, blood streamed from several small cuts. The red swordsman was nicked in but one place—across the leg.


  Never before had the swordsmen of Saturn witnessed the remarkable fencing they saw in the courtyard of Bendl Deg, accustomed as they were to the deadly pastime. There were no loud cries. It was a fight to the death. The degmen were hushed by the skill of Laroos’ famed champion, while the red swordsmen waited in an agony of suspense, knowing full well the natural advantages Jeng possessed.


  It was incredible that Menaalt had done so well—but now he was becoming tired from the terrific speed he was forced to employ in holding his own. Like a frightful genie from out of a nightmare, Jeng forced his weakening opponent backward. Sweat stood out upon the face and body of the red swordsman. Jeng’s long blade drew blood from Menaalt’s sword-arm. The brown giant laughed lustily, beating at the other’s defense. Again and again, Jeng’s blade drew blood from the red swordsman. Menaalt felt death’s icy clutch upon him as Jeng rushed him more and more, forcing him back across the courtyard.


  Menaalt was now fighting mainly by force of his iron will, mechanically. Jeng was eager to finish his dwarfed opponent. Laid open for a split second by a vicious parry, Menaalt invited slaughter. Jeng slashed, but Menaalt leaned his body close to the ground, one leg stretched far behind his body.


  Giving a terrific spring, he shot through the air. The blade of Jeng ripped through his left arm. His own blade drove clear through the vitals of the giant swordsman, Menaalt’s furious charge carrying them both backward. The rapier of the red swordsman snapped off with a sharp crack beneath the broad back of the dying Jeng. Swordsmen of both factions leaped forward and pulled the exhausted Menaalt from his vanquished opponent. With difficulty, they withdrew from Jeng what was left of Menaalt’s blade.


  “You have won—fairly!” shouted Heeng. “You may now have the prisoners, and you can do as you like with Kumes!” He turned to his degmen beside him. “Go and fetch them!”


  Three of Heeng’s men rushed inside to do his bidding. They were gone only a short time when they returned. During their absence, Hilton, Carson, and Drook flew their skels to the balcony beside Heeng. The three degmen returned with looks of blank surprise on their faces.


  “The swordless female is gone!” one of them anounced. “Kumes is gone, too!”


  “What treachery is this?” shrieked Drook, advancing angrily upon Heeng.


  “That blasted Cooms’ treachery!” cried Jasper Jezzan who ran out upon the balcony. “He came t’ get Rose! Look!” Jasper pointed to a faint speck on the horizon. “There they go!”


  “Quick!” snapped Drook. “We’ll take after them! The skel is carrying double! He can’t get far!”


  With a flapping of wings, the skels took off from Mendl Deg, heading for the tiny dot on the sky line.


  “Good luck!” Heeng yelled after them. “But when we meet again—it’s death!”


  “The same to you and many of them!” retorted Hilton.


  CHAPTER XI


  THE GOD OF OONUL


  THE distance between the pursuing skels and their quarry closed. Out of a forest beneath, came a party of the red swordsmen from the direction of the butte. They were heading for Laroos. Far ahead of his pursuers, Cooms dropped suddenly among the red swordsmen. He released the girl on the ground and then arose into the air once more, continuing onward. “What’s his game?” asked Bret, swinging close to Drook.


  “I don’t know—unless he realizes he can’t get away riding double! We’ll see!”


  Bret’s skel had hardly skimmed to the ground when he was racing toward the girl and the party of red swordsmen. She was arguing with them, pointing at Cooms who was now a good distance away. It was plainly evident that the swordsmen had mistaken Cooms for a friend, allowing him to continue in haste. It had been a bold stroke.


  “Don’t worry,” said Drook. “He’ll be caught. The skel is carrying him straight for Laroos.”


  “Are you all right, dear?” Bret looked adoringly into the girl’s eyes.


  “Oh, Bret, how horrible it has all been—like a nightmare—but, yes, I’m all right! Where’s daddy?”


  Baynes’ skel had just settled to the ground. Baynes came forward and embraced his daughter.


  “Let’s move on to Laroos!” cried Drook.


  Cooms was out of sight by the time they were on the wing once more. They headed for the city of the red swordsmen. Far in the distance, the travelers from the earth had their first view of Laroos. It was built almost entirely of red and white stone, surrounded by a high wall. Skels flew thickly above the city.


  Laroos was surrounded by myriads of brown swordsmen. Rush after rush they made upon the walls, the brave defenders still holding them off. Drook and his fellow-swordsmen were appalled at the vast numbers of the degmen. Waving banners fluttered from various standards outside the embattled walls.


  “There are warriors from a dozen degs fighting us!” cried Drook. “What an uprising!”


  They flew high above the melee, landing on a lower section of the high-domed city entrance. At this point, the fight was waging furiously. A swordsman ran up, greeting Drook and Imaak.


  “It’s a terrible fight! Some of the degmen are already inside the walls!”


  “Where are the forces from Vaaneen?”


  “On the way here!” cried Drook’s informer. “They were held up by the degmen of Eemot Deg!”


  HUGE catapults of the brown swordsmen threw boulder after boulder into the city, into the fighting ranks of the red swordsmen and against the massive wall. Brown and red warriors fought desperately on the wall. Scaling ladders were thrown up, degmen mounting them to be thrown bodily backward, their ladders on top of them. It was a raging chaos, the brown swordsmen overcoming their foe by sheer weight of numbers.


  Bret heard a small object whistle past his head. Hilton pointed to a group of degmen outside the wall. They were using slingshots, miniature catapults, into which they loaded small stones. Raising his pistol, Bret fired several times at the group, bringing down a degman with each shot. Hilton, Baynes and the three red swordsmen now joined the shooting, spreading electrocution among the front ranks of the attacking degmen. The menace at this end of the city was removed for the time being.


  The electric pistols grew weak from so much firing. Degmen fell stunned only to arise a minute later and continue the fighting. After a time, the pistols refused to even stun their victims. Brown reinforcements gathered before the entrance.


  None of them noticed a skel which came to rest on a small section of roof behind the entrance dome. Cooms, his face gloating fiendishly, stole softly and unobserved upon those whom he called friends during the trip across space. In his hand, he held a small object partially concealed. He raised his arm to throw. His head snapped backward—he tottered—and fell.


  The space-travelers and the swordsmen were startled by a terrific explosion behind them. Turning, they saw the mangled remains of Cooms laying beside a ragged hole torn in the roof. The chance shot of a degman’s slingshot had terminated the career of Roy Cooms.


  “A grenade!” exclaimed Carson.


  “Where did he get it?”


  “Must have been saving it. Maybe the degmen didn’t destroy everything when the airship came down.”


  Cooms’ body was nearly torn to pieces. A red welt on his forehead and a sharp stone on the roof testified to the manner in which fate had blocked his murderous designs. With an exclamation of surprise, Menaalt picked up a small, dazzling object by the side of Cooms’ head. More leaked out from a small bag around the dead man’s neck. Hilton poured the contents out upon his hand.


  “Jewels!” exclaimed Baynes. “Cooms was the jewel thief!”


  “Well, I guess that clears me, doesn’t it?” Carson inquired.


  “You were cleared a good while ago, Bret,” was Hilton’s reply, “only you didn’t know it then.”


  “They’re worth millions—millions—on any o’ the three worlds!” said Jezzan.


  “If we ever do get back to the three worlds, which I doubt,” said Baynes, “they’ll be returned.”


  Cries of triumph came down from the red warriors astride the skels. “Vaaneen! Vaaneen!” they shouted.


  “They’re coming!” yelled Drook exultantly. “Now we can’t lose—if they only arrive in time!”


  The degmen were making a united rush, the red swordsmen fighting desperately. As the hordes from the degs scaled the high wall, battling fiercely for a wholesale entrance into the city, it seemed as if nothing might stop them. But the city’s defenders hewed them back with exhibitions of hard fighting spirit and masterly swordsmanship.


  “Another grand rush like that and Laroos will be conquered!”


  Topping a rise of ground a quarter mile away, the red swordsmen of Vaaneen became visible to those within the city. A swelling roar of voices arose. Several detachments of brown swordsmen ran to combat them. Few skels were in evidence among the newcomers. Their front ranks glistened strangely in the light of the far-off sun. For a moment, the space-travelers from the earth were at a loss to account for it.


  “Armor!” Hilton cried. “Their bodies are protected with metal!”


  LINE after line of armored swordsmen marched into view, falling upon their brown enemy. In the background, many of Vaaneen’s red swordsmen moved excitedly about several large, ponderous objects.


  “Catapults!” said Baynes.


  “They seem too far away for effective use.”


  The brown legions from the degs were now gathered for another strong attack upon the walls. With loud cries, the brown wave of conquest swept down upon the city. A terrific roar shook the ground and split the air, a belch of flame spurting from the ridge. An explosion in the center of the brown swordsmen sent a cascade of soil and degmen high into the air, blown to fragments. Ragged fire tore again and again from the ridge into the ranks of the degmen, wreaking fearful havoc.


  “Catapults nothing!” yelled Hilton above the explosions, screams and howling of the swordsmen. “If that isn’t old fashioned cannon, then I—” Another loud roar drowned his words.


  Repulsed, disorganized, and stricken with awe, the degmen broke into retreat. Rank after rank of armored swordsmen, partially-armored swordmen, and swordsmen without armor, clashed with the degmen, cleaving their way through. Death followed in the wake of their advance.


  “The god of Oonul!” cried Drook.


  In amazement, they stared at a strange figure which came towards the city, leading column after column of the red swordsmen. He was heavily encased in armor—armor wrought from pure gold. Dazzling and scintillating, he glittered in the combined rays of Saturn and the distant sun.


  Approaching the wall, he seemed piqued and interested in the queer, swordless creatures about whom he had already heard. Through the grilled front of a visored helmet, he regarded them intently, swinging his sword beside him. The blade also shone golden, plated with the brilliant metal. The god of Oonul looked about the battle field. Red swordsmen from Laroos and Vaaneen now had their brown enemies in full retreat.


  Ordering skels, the swordsman in the golden armor flew with his chieftains to the platform overlooking the city entrance. In reverence and superstition, Drook and his fellow swordsmen drew into the background. The god of Oonul walked slowly, silently towards the little group from the earth. They grew a bit uneasy at his protracted silence and strange manner.


  Then he performed an amazing act. he dropped his golden sword which fell clattering to the roof at his feet. Slowly he lifted off his helmet with two mailed hands.


  The space-travellers gasped in surprise. Before them they saw the wrinkled, kindly face of an old man, his head crowned with silver hair. Jasper Jezzan gave a shriek of delight.


  “Ben!” he cried. “Ben Cartley!”


  With sobs, the two old men embraced one another. For the first time, the space-travellers heard the god of Oonul speak.


  “Jasper, you old coot, where you been?”


  It was a weird sight, the strangest ever witnessed on Saturn’s moon. In the distance, the fighting men of Vaaneen were returning from the rout of their brown enemies, accompanied by swordsmen of Laroos.


  “What happened t’ your space-ship, Ben?”


  “We came down in the ocean, disabled. Floated around for a long time. When we floated in t’ shore, all kinds o’ things took after us. We kept losin’ men. With only three left, two besides me, our food and weapons run shy. My two pals caught some kind o’ disease as choked them t’ death. I’d given up hope when these swordsmen found me. They made me what I am, thinkin’ I was from up there.” Ben pointed to Saturn whose rings gleamed like a silver bar across the ruddy sphere.


  “Where’s your space-ship?” asked Hilton. “Can you find it again?”


  “I had it brought t’ Vaaneen,” replied the old man. “It’s there yet.”


  “Our ship is in the swamp inside the fire country with the hull crushed,” said Hilton. “We’ve probably got what your ship lacks. We can all return to the three worlds.”


  Old Ben Cartley smiled and shook his head, scratching in the depth of his grizzled beard. “You can all go that wants t’, but I’m stayin’ on here,” he said.


  HILTON’S guess was right.


  Enough remained of Baynes ship to equip the one in which Ben Cartley and his expedition had come to Saturn’s moon. A month later, according to earthly standards, the space-ship was ready to head back for the earth. To make up for the lost crew, several red swordsmen had been enlisted and trained.


  With great pomp and ceremony, Ben Cartley had arranged a fitting farewell. Rank after rank of armored swordsmen stood at attention. All Vaaneen had turned out to view the occasion. Swordsmen from the other red cities, including Laroos, were also present.


  Just before they were ready to start, Jasper Jezzan came forward in an apologetic manner, stopping before Hilton and Baynes.


  “I’m not goin’ back,” he said. “I’m stayin’ on with Ben. He’s makin’ me a grand duke o’ somethin’ or other. Besides, I wouldn’t leave him even if he put me t’ work shovellin’ skel dung.”


  “That’s all right, Jasper,” replied Hilton, shaking the old timer’s hand. “I know just how you feel. Ben couldn’t get along without you.”


  As a fitting end to the occasion, Ben Cartley, lord of the red swordsmen, married Rose Baynes to Bret Carson.


  The space-ship rose into the sky, manned by six red swordsmen, including Drook, Menaalt, and Imaak. In Vaaneen, Menaalt’s broken blade had been beautifully tipped with steel. Menaalt had become vastly proud of his new blade.


  Bret held his lovely bride close to him as they watched the city of Vaaneen grow small below them. They were on the first lap of their eight-hundred-million-mile honeymoon. Nearby sat Hilton and Baynes. Drook entered to report that everything was ready for an ascension into space.


  With blades pointing skyward, the red swordsmen in the city waved a farewell to the tiny speck which shot out of sight into the vast cosmos.


  CAVE-DWELLERS OF SATURN


  John Wiggin


  Across Earth’s radiant civilization lay the death-shot shadows of the hideous globe-headed dwarfs from Mars. One lone Earth-ship dared the treachery blockade, risking the planetoid peril to find Earth’s life element on mysterious Saturn of the ten terrible rings.


  IT was a crisp, clear morning in the city of Copia. A cold winter’s sun glinted on the myriad roof tops of the vast spreading metropolis. To the north, snow-covered hills gleamed whitely, but the streets of Copia were dry and clean. There were not many people stirring at such an early hour. The dozen broad avenues which converged like the spokes of a great wheel on Government City in the center of Copia were quite deserted. There was little apparent activity around and about the majestic Government buildings, but the four mammoth gates were open, indicating that Government City was open for business.


  At the north gate the sentry, sitting behind his black panel with its clusters of little lights, switches, and push-buttons, glanced upward. There was a faint humming and a man was circling downward about a hundred feet above him. The rays of the early sun flashed off a helmet and the sentry knew that this man was a soldier. The newcomer dropped rapidly, the stubbed wings on his back a gray blur. Then the humming ceased as the soldier switched off his oscillator and landed lightly on the ground before the sentry.


  The sentry’s swift glance took in the immensely tall, broad-shouldered figure, covered to the ankles in the green cloak. He took in also the pink, smiling face and merry blue eyes, and the lock of bright red hair which showed as the soldier pushed his helmet backward off his forehead.


  “Your business?” asked the sentry.


  “I have orders to report to the Commander-in-Chief,” said the soldier, with a pleasant smile.


  “Let’s see,” said the sentry, glancing at the insignia on the helmet, “you’re a decurion of the Eightieth Division. And the name?”


  “Dynamon,” said the soldier.


  “Oh, yes,” said the sentry, with a recollective smile, “I remember you as an athlete. Didn’t I see you in the Regional Games two years ago?”


  “Yes,” said the soldier, with pleased surprise. “I was on the team from North Central 4B.”


  “I thought so,” the sentry chuckled. “As I remember you walked away with practically everything but the stadium. Hold on a minute now and I’ll clear the channels for you.”


  The sentry bent over the panels, punched some buttons, threw a switch, and recited a few words in a monotone. He listened for a moment, then threw the switch back and looked up.


  “It seems you’re expected,” he said, “third building to the right and they’ll take care of you there.”


  Ten minutes later Dynamon stood in the doorway of a large, beautiful room and saluted. The salute was answered by a grizzled, dark-skinned man sitting behind an enormous desk. This man was Argallum, Commander-in-Chief of the Armies of the World. He rose and beckoned to the young soldier.


  “This way, Dynamon,” said he, opening a small door. “What we have to talk about requires platinum walls.”


  Dynamon’s face was a mask as he followed the Commander-in-Chief into the little room, but his heart was pounding and his mind working fast. The platinum room! That meant that he was about to learn a secret of the most vital importance to the world. He remembered now, that there was a delegation of Martians in Copia. They had arrived about a week before, ostensibly to carry on negotiations in an effort to avert the ugly crisis that was developing between Earth and Mars. But the conviction was growing among the citizens of Copia that the chief object of the Martian delegation was to spy. It was a well-known fact that the grotesque little men from the red planet had a superhuman sense of hearing that seemed to enable them to tune in on spoken conversations miles away, much as human beings tuned radio sets. They could hear through walls of brick, stone or steel; the one substance they could not hear through was platinum. Hence the little room off the Commander-in-Chief’s office which was entirely sheathed in this precious metal.


  ARGALLUM sat down heavily behind a little desk and gestured Dynamon to be seated opposite him.


  “On the basis of your fine record,” said Argallum, “I have selected you, Dynamon, to lead a dangerous expedition. You may refuse the assignment after you hear about it, and no blame will attach to you if you do. It is dangerous, and your chances of returning from it are unknown. But here it is, anyway.


  “The situation with Mars is growing worse each month. They are making demands on us which, if we accepted them, would destroy the sovereign independence of the World-State. We would become a mere political satellite of Mars. But if we don’t accept their demands, we are liable to a sudden attack from them which we could not withstand. They have got us in a military way and they know it. We might be able to stand them off for a while with our fine air force, but if they ever got a foothold with their land forces, then it’s good-bye. They have a new weapon called the Photo-Atomic Ray against which we have absolutely no defense. It’s a secret lethal ray which far outranges our voltage-bombs and which penetrates any armor or insulation we’ve got.”


  “Now, of course, our Council of Scientists has been working on the problem of a defense against the Ray. But the only thing they’ve come up with is a vague idea. They believe that there is a substance which they call ‘tridium,’ which would absorb or neutralize the Photo-Atomic Ray. They don’t know what tridium looks like, but by spectro-analysis they know that it exists on the planet Saturn. So I am sending you with an expedition to Saturn to find, if you can, the substance known as ‘tridium,’ and bring some of it back if possible.”


  “Saturn!” gasped the decurion.


  “I said it would be dangerous,” Argallum said, bleakly. “No human being has ever set foot on the planet, and very little is known about it. But that’s where you’ll find tridium, if we’re to believe Saturn’s spectrum. You will have the latest, fastest Cosmos Carrier. You will have a completely equipped expedition. You will have for assistants the best young men we can find. As head of the expedition, you will be promoted to the rank of centurion. Do you accept the assignment?”


  “Yes, sir,” said Dynamon, unhesitatingly, “I accept the assignment.”


  DYNAMON walked thoughtfully out of Government city by the North Gate. The sentry noticed that his helmet was now adorned with the badge of centurion, and came to a smart salute. Dynamon went past him without seeing him, and the sentry glared after the new centurion disapprovingly. Lost in thought, Dynamon kept on walking until he came to with a start, and found himself in the middle of the shopping district.


  The sun was getting uncomfortably warm and Dynamon switched off the electric current that heated his long cloak and looked around him. A sign in a shop window said, “Only fourteen more shopping days before the Twenty-fifth of December.” Dynamon sighed. He wouldn’t be around on this Twenty-fifth and it was going to be a very gay one. It was to be the nine hundredth anniversary of the Great Armistice—from which had come the unification of all the peoples of the Earth. Dynamon sighed again.


  The long peace was threatened.


  The Earth, in this year of grace 3057, was a wonderful place to live in, and Copia was the political and cultural center of the Earth. For nine hundred years now, the peoples of the Earth had lived at peace with one another as members of a single integrated community. The World-State had grown into something which that war-torn handful of people back in 1957 could scarcely have imagined. No longer did region war against region, or group against group, or class against class. Humanity had finally united to fight the common enemies—death, disease, old age, starvation.


  And on this nine hundredth anniversary of the Great Armistice, the people of the World would have a great deal to celebrate. Disease was now unknown, as was starvation. Arduous physical labor was abolished, for now, the heaviest and the slightest tasks were performed by machines. Pain had been reduced, both physical and mental. Helpless senility was a thing of the past. Death alone remained. But even death had been postponed. Human beings now lived to be almost three hundred years old.


  All in all, Dynamon mused, as he strolled along the broad avenue, the human race had developed a pretty satisfactory civilization. More was the pity, then, that human restlessness and vaulting ambition should have led to the construction of the great Cosmos Carriers. If Man had been content to stay on his own little planet, then communication would never have been established with the jealous little men of Mars, and this beautiful civilization would not now be threatened by a visitation of the terrible Martians and their frightful Photo-Atomic Ray. Dynamon’s deep chest swelled a little with pride at the thought that he had been selected by the Commander-in-Chief to take an important part in the coming conflict.


  HE turned the corner and found himself standing before an imposing building. Across the top of the facade in block letters was the legend, “State Theater of Comedy.” A few minutes later he stood in front of a doorway at the side of the great theater building. The door opened and a tall, lovely girl appeared.


  “Dynamon!” she exclaimed, “I didn’t expect to see you for another ten days.” She stepped out of the doorway, and reached her arms up impulsively, kissing Dynamon.


  The tall young soldier gripped her shoulders hard for a minute, and then stepped back and looked down into her soft brown eyes.


  “Yes, I know, Keltry,” he said soberly. “I had to report on short notice.”


  “Oh!” said the girl called Keltry, “are you here on duty?”


  “Very secret duty,” said Dynamon with a meaning look. He twiddled an imaginary radio-dial in his ear and looked around mysteriously.


  The smile died on Keltry’s smooth brown face, to be replaced by an expression of concern.


  “You mean—them?” she whispered. Dynamon nodded. “Yes, I am being transferred to a new post,” he said slowly, “and I thought, if you had no objections, I would ask to have you transferred along with me.”


  “Do you need-to ask a question like that?” said Keltry. “You know perfectly well I’d have a lot of objections if you didn’t ask for my transfer.”


  “There may be some danger,” he said, giving her an eloquent look.


  “All the more reason why I should be with you,” Keltry said quietly.


  FOUR days later, a conference was breaking up in the platinum room behind the Commander-in-Chief’s office. Argallum stood up behind his desk and carefully folded a number of big charts. He laid one on top of another, making a neat stack on the desk, then he looked keenly at the four young men standing before him.


  “Once more, gentlemen,” Argallum said, “for the sake of emphasis, I repeat—Dynamon has complete authority over the expedition. You, Mortoch”—looking at a lean, hawk-nosed man in a soldier’s helmet—“are in command of the soldiers. And you, Thamon”—turning to a studious, stoopshouldered man—“are in charge of civilian activities. And Borion”—glancing at a stocky, broad-shouldered figure—“you are responsible for the Carrier. But in the last analysis, you are all under Dynamon’s orders. This is a desperate venture you’re going on and there can be no division of authority.”


  There was a moment of silence. Argallum seemed satisfied with the set, determined expressions on the four men in the room with him. “Are there any further questions?” he said.


  Dynamon shifted his feet uneasily. “Is the decision—on Keltry, final?” he said huskily.


  “I’m afraid it is, Dynamon,” said Argallum, gently. “I had the director of the theater over here for half an hour trying to talk him around, but it was no good. He said he would under no circumstances spare Keltry. He said she was the most promising young actress in Copia, and that he would forbid her to go on any dangerous trip. Inasmuch as Keltry is still an apprentice, the Director has full authority over her. I can do nothing.”


  Dynamon drew himself up to his full height and squared his shoulders. “Yes, sir,” he said briefly.


  “Very well then,” said Argallum, “I won’t see you again. You will take off from Vanadium Field promptly at four o’clock tomorrow morning. Every one of the one hundred and twenty-nine people on the expedition has his secret orders to be there at three. Dynamon, you have a handpicked personnel and every possible resource that our scientists could think of to help you. May you succeed in your mission.”


  “Thank you, sir,” they chorused Argallum shook hands separately with each of the four men, after which they filed out of the platinum room.


  Outside the War Building, Mortoch, the decurion, and Borion, the Navigator, took their leave of Dynamon and strolled away toward the West Gate. But Thamon, the scientist, fell in stride with Dynamon.


  “For your sake, I’m sorry,” said the stoop-shouldered scientist shyly, “I mean—about Keltry.”


  “Thanks, Thamon,” said the centurion. “It was a nasty blow. I don’t know how I’m going to get along without her. I guess I’ll just have to.”


  “Well—I just wanted you to know,” said Thamon, “that I sympathized.”


  IN the middle of Vanadium Field a great gray shape, like a vast slumbering whale, could be indistinctly seen in the soft half-light of the false dawn. No lights showed on the field and no sound was heard. But scores of people clustered around the sides of the Cosmos Carrier, dwarfed to ant-like proportions by its great size. Inside the Carrier, standing near the thick double doors in the Carrier’s belly, was Dynamon, near him his three chief lieutenants, Mortoch, Thamon, and Borion. The members of the little expeditionary force filed past the youthful Commander, each one halting before him for a brief inspection. One hundred brawny soldiers, divided into squads of ten, stepped through the double doors, each squad led by its decurion. Dynamon ran a practiced eye over the equipment of each man and then for good measure turned him over to the scrutiny of the Chief Decurion, Mortoch. Then came twenty-five civilians, including ten engineers, four dieticians, five administrators, and six scientists. But for a cruel prank of fate, Dynamon reflected, his own dear Keltry would be a member of the expedition.


  But there was no time for regretting that which could not be. Dynamon turned and walked toward Borion.


  “Are you satisfied?” he asked the navigator. Borion nodded, and Mortoch and Thamon likewise nodded in answer to Dynamon’s unspoken question.


  “All right,” said the young centurion.


  “Stations!”


  A moment later the great outer door of the Cosmos Carrier swung silently shut, after which the thick inner door was secured and the great ship hermetically sealed. Dynamon followed the navigator into the control room.


  “This is a gorgeous ship!” said Borion, “It’s absolutely the last word. There’s a cluster of magnets underneath our feet that are brutes and yet they can be so finely controlled, I’ll guarantee you won’t feel a bump at any time. Dynamon, these magnets are so strong that this ship will go at least ten times faster than anything that has yet been built. Once we get up out of the stratosphere, beyond the danger of friction, we can go almost twenty miles a second. You ready for the takeoff? If you want to use the loud speaker system just throw that switch.”


  Dynamon nodded: a moment later his voice was heard in every compartment of the Cosmos Carrier.


  “Men, we are taking off. Hold your stations for five minutes, after which you may take your ease until further commands.”


  “Come and watch the altimeter,” Borion said after Dynamon closed the loud speaker switch. “You won’t believe we’re off the ground, these controls are so smooth.” The centurion watched the needle creep gently upward a few feet at a time. But he could feel no trace of motion.


  “I’m going to take her up vertically to two thousand feet,” said Borion. “Then we’ll be clear of all obstacles and can pick up our course horizontally—”


  “Yes, good,” Dynamon broke in quickly, “but don’t tell me your course until we are out of the stratosphere.”


  “Aye, aye, sir,” said Borion with a wink, “little pitchers have big ears, don’t they?”


  “How soon will we get out of the stratosphere?” Dynamon asked.


  “Well, I’m lifting her very slowly,” answered the navigator, “I don’t want to take any chances on friction. I would say in about three hours from now we will be ready to go.”


  “I will be with you then,” said Dynamon, and walked out the door.


  THE young centurion had in mind to make a thorough inspection of the entire ship, but he had scarcely been ten minutes away from the control room when the loud-speaker system boomed forth.


  “Centurion Dynamon is requested to come to the control room.” Dynamon hurried up a metal staircase and then through a companionway. As he threw open the door to the control room, Borion turned quickly and laid a finger on his lips. Then the navigator gestured Dynamon toward a series of glass panels. There were six of these panels, each about a foot square, and ranged in two vertical rows of three each. One word, “periscopes,” was stenciled at the top, and beside each mirror were other labels, “port bow,” “port beam,” “port quarter.” The other three panels were labeled in the same way, designating their location on the starboard side. Borion flicked the switch beside the “starboard quarter” panel and it become dimly illuminated. Dynamon threw a swift glance at the altimeter, and saw that it said two thousand feet. Then he bent over and peered into the periscope panel. A wide panorama of twinkling lights spread out before him, the street lights of Copia. But the pale blue of approaching dawn was creeping fast over the city, shedding just enough light to reveal a dark shape a mile behind the Cosmos Carrier, and perhaps a thousand feet below. As Dynamon stared into the periscope screen, he thought he could detect a faint glow of red in the following shape. He turned questioningly to Borion. The navigator was waiting rapidly on a piece of paper. A second later he handed the paper to Dynamon. It said: “I queried Headquarters and was told that the conference with the Martian delegation is still officially going on. But that Carrier following us is bright red, the color of the Martian Carriers.”


  DYNAMON held the piece of paper in his hand for a minute and gazed doubtfully into the periscope screen. Then he took the pencil from Borion and, bending over, wrote the following:


  “I don’t like the looks of this. Can we outrun them once we get out of the atmosphere?”


  Borion nodded slowly.


  “As far as I know, we can,” he said, “unless—” he reached for the paper in Dynamon’s hand and wrote “—unless they have developed a new wrinkle in their Carriers that we don’t know anything about.”


  “Well,” said Dynamon, “we won’t waste time worrying about things over which we have no control. Proceed as usual.”


  There followed some anxious hours, which Dynamon spent with his eyes glued to the periscope mirror. In a short time the early golden rays of the sun appeared, and the Martian Carrier followed behind inexorably, glowed an ugly menacing crimson. Once Dynamon instructed his communications officer to speak to the Martian ship.


  “Lovely morning, Mars. Where are you bound for?” was the casual message.


  There came back a terse answer, “Test flight, and you?”


  “We’re testing, too,” Dynamon’s communications officer said. “We’ll show you some tricks up beyond the stratosphere.” All so elaborately casual, Dynamon thought grimly. It was fairly evident that the Martian ship intended to follow the Earth Carrier to find out where it was going. Those inhuman devils! Why did the Earth’s people ever have to come in contact with them?


  Dynamon’s thoughts went back to his childhood, to that terrible time when the men of Mars had abruptly declared war and descended suddenly onto the Earth in thousands of Cosmos Carriers. Only the timely invention of that remarkable substance, Geistfactor, had saved Earth then. It was a creamy liquid, which spread over any surface, rendered the object invisible. The principle underlying Geistfactor was simplicity itself, being merely an application of ultra high-frequency color waves. But it saved the day for Earth. The World Armies, cloaked in their new-found invisibility, struck in a dozen places at the ravaging hordes from Mars. The invaders, in spite of their prodigious intellectual powers, could not defend themselves against an unseen enemy, and had been forced to withdraw the remnants of their army and sue for peace.


  But the unremitting jealousy and hatred of the little men with the giant heads for Earth’s creatures was leading to new trouble. It enraged the Martians to think that human beings, whom they despised as inferior creatures, should have first thought of spanning the yawning distances between the planets of the solar system. It was doubly humiliating to the Martians that when they, too, followed suit and went in for interplanetary travel, they could do no better than to copy faithfully the human invention of the Cosmos Carrier. It was only too evident that Mars was gathering its strength for another lightning thrust at the Earth. This time, with the Photo-Atomic Ray, there was no doubt that they intended to destroy or subjugate Earth’s peoples for good. And to that end the Martians had been inventing new bones of contention and had been contriving new crises. A peace-minded World Government had been trying to stave off the inevitable conflict with conference after conference. But to those on the inside it was only too evident that the Martians could invent pretexts for war faster than Earth could evade them.


  DYNAMON, watching the blood-red Carrier in the periscope mirror, felt a surging bitterness at the Martians. If they could only be reasonable, he reflected, if only they could be human, then he, Dynamon, would not now be floating away on a dangerous mission far from the Earth and the woman he loved. He tried to imagine what Keltry was doing at that moment. In his mind’s eye he could see her on the stage of the Theater of Comedy, enthralling audiences with her youthful charm as she played a part in the latest witty comedy, or sang a gay ballad in a new revue.


  He broke out of his reverie and tossed a glance at the altimeter. The needle was moving much faster now, climbing steadily toward seventy thousand feet.


  “It’s about time to go now, isn’t it?” he asked Borion.


  The navigator nodded. “Just about,” he said, and put his hand on a lever marked “gravity repellor.”


  As the navigator pushed the lever smoothly forward, Dynamon turned back to the periscope mirror and saw the red ship behind suddenly dwindle in size. The new Cosmos Carrier was beginning to show its speed.


  Apparently, the Martians were momentarily caught off guard. The red Carrier diminished to a tiny speck against the dark background of the Earth. But then it began to grow in size again as the Martians unleashed the power in their great magnets.


  “Borion, how about friction?” Dynamon asked.


  “We don’t have to worry about that yet,” was the answer, “we’re not going fast enough. And the temperature outside is about sixty-five below.”


  Dynamon nodded and glanced again at the altimeter. The needle was steadily climbing, a mile every ten seconds. Once again he looked into the screen of the periscope. The Earth was now far enough away so that the young centurion could begin to make out the broad arc which was a part of the curving circumference of the globe. Silently he said a final good-bye to Keltry and turned to speak to Borion. At that moment the door of the control room burst open and an engineer stepped in and saluted the navigator.


  “Stowaway, sir,” the engineer said. “Just found her in the munitions compartment.”


  Dynamon stared out through the open door at the woman who stood out there between two soldiers.


  It was Keltry.


  IT was a harried and heartsick centurion who, a few minutes later, called a conference in his own quarters. Borion and Thamon sat regarding him gravely, while Mortoch, the second in command, lounged against the wall, a faint, derisive smile on his lean face.


  “We are faced with a situation,” Dynamon said heavily. “I would like to hear some opinions.”


  “Flagrant case of indiscipline,” Mortoch said promptly; “that is, if we can regard this impersonally.”


  “Personalities,” said Dynamon sharply, “will have no influence on my final decision.”


  “In that case,” said Mortoch harshly, “it seems to me, you are bound to put back to Earth and hand the woman over to the right people for corrective action.”


  “Good heavens!” cried Borion, “I hope we don’t have to do that. We already have a problem on our hands in the shape of that Martian Carrier.”


  “What do you say, Thamon?” the centurion asked after a significant pause.


  “Well,” said the scientist quietly, “you can’t altogether regard the situation without considering personalities. Keltry stowed away for a very personal reason, and one which it is hard to condemn entirely. I think we are over-emphasizing the official breach of discipline. I, personally, can’t see that it makes so much difference. After all, we on this expedition are on our own and are likely to remain so for some time to come. I am in favor of going along about our business and forgetting how Keltry came aboard.”


  “Spoken like a civilian,” said Mortoch sourly, “and I hold to my opinion. Just because Dynamon was promoted over my head, I see no reason for trying to curry favor with him.”


  There was an awkward silence during which Dynamon’s face grew very pink and his blue eyes grew cold.


  “I’m going to forget what you just said, Mortoch,” he said. “You are a valued member of this expedition, and you are much too good a soldier to overlook the danger that lies in that kind of talk. Without my participation, you are out-voted two to one. We will not turn back.”


  He stood up with a gesture of dismissal and the three lieutenants filed out of the door. He paced the floor of his quarters for a few minutes, then walked to the door and gave orders for the prisoner to be sent in.


  “Ah, Keltry darling,” he said after the guard had left the two of them alone, “you have put me in an impossible position.”


  “I don’t see why it should be that bad,” Keltry answered. “It was an inhuman thing to do to separate us and I just wasn’t going to permit it.”


  “Yes, but don’t you see?” said Dynamon, “I will be accused of playing favorites because I don’t turn around and take you back to Earth.”


  “I’m not asking favors,” Keltry retorted calmly, “I just want to be a member of this expedition.”


  Whatever Dynamon was going to answer to that, it was interrupted by the loudspeaker booming:


  “Centurion Dynamon is requested at the control room.”


  Dynamon leapt to his feet, crushed Keltry to him in a swift brief embrace and then opened the door.


  “Escort the prisoner to the scientist’s quarters,” he ordered, “and release her.”


  DYNAMON walked into the control room and saw that Borion’s face was gray. The navigator was standing in front of the periscope screens looking from one to another. The centurion walked over and stood beside him.


  “The Martians are showing their hand finally,” said Borion. “They have decided that we’re headed for another planet, and I don’t think that they want to let us carry out our intention. See. here and here?” Dynamon peered into the port and starboard bow panels. He could see dozens of little red specks rapidly growing larger.


  “They will try and surround us,” Borion said, “and blanket our magnets with their own.”


  “That’s not so good, is it?” Dynamon murmured. “What is our altitude from Earth?”


  “Forty miles,” was the reply, “and I think they still may be able to overhear our conversation.”


  “Let them,” said Dynamon quietly, “We have no secrets from them and they may as well know that we’re going to out-run them. Full speed, Borion!”


  The Navigator advanced the “repellor” lever as far as it would go. There was a slight jerk under foot. Then he adjusted a needle on a large dial and moved the “attractor” lever to its full distance. There was another jerk as the great Carrier lunged forward through space. Borion smiled.


  “I put the attractor beam on the moon,” he said, “and we’ll be hitting it up close to nineteen miles a second in a few minutes. We should walk away from those drops of blood, over there.”


  “Are we pointing away from them enough?” Dynamon asked. “What’s to prevent them from changing their course and cutting over to intercept us? See, that’s what they appear to be doing now.” The navigator peered critically at the forward periscope screens. “It may be a close shave at that,” he admitted. “But please trust me, Dynamon, I’ll make it past them.”


  THE tiny red specks in the periscope screens were growing shockingly fast, indicating the frightful speed at which the Earth-Carrier was traveling. Bigger and bigger they grew under Dynamon’s fascinated gaze. The centurion darted a glance at Borion. In this fantastic encounter, every second counted. Could the navigator elude the pursuing red Carriers? Borion haunched tensely over the control levers, his eyes glued to the screens. The Martian ships were as big as cigars now and tripling their size with every heartbeat. Dynamon clenched his fist involuntarily and fought down an impulse to shout a warning. That would be worse than useless now—the fate of the expedition was entirely in the hands of Borion.


  Dynamon held his breath as a flash of red flicked across the port bow periscope screen. The Carrier heaved under his feet for a second then quickly settled to an even keel again. The sweat stood out in little drops on Borion’s forehead.


  “Too close for comfort,” muttered the navigator. His eyes widened as another huge red shape loomed up in the starboard bow screen. Borion’s hands flicked over a dial spinning a needle around. Then he hung desperately back on the repellor. There was a momentary shock. The Carrier seemed to bounce off something. Borion staggered and Dynamon hurled forward and crashed into the forward bulkhead of the control room.


  Then Borion shouted, “We’re through!”


  Dynamon picked himself up off the floor with a rueful smile. “I thought we were all through for a minute,” he observed.


  “Well! That was a bad minute there!” said Borion excitedly. “I thought that one fellow was going to get us, but I kicked him off by throwing the beam on him and giving him the repellor. But you can see for yourself, they are far behind now, and they’ll never in the world be able to catch up.”


  Dynamon peered into the port and starboard quarter screens and saw a group of rapidly diminishing red specks. He looked up with a sigh of relief.


  “Good work, Borion,” he said, and the navigator grinned.


  “I don’t think we will have to worry any more about the Martian ships from now on, if were careful,” Borion said. “I’m going to run for the shadow of the moon and from there I’ll plot a course straight for Jupiter, avoiding Mars entirely.”


  THE door to the control room opened, and a smiling, spectacled face peered in. It was Thamon, the scientist.


  “That was quite a bump,” Thamon observed. “Were we trying to knock down an asteroid?”


  Dynamon gave a short laugh. “No, that was merely some of our friends from Mars trying to head us off. But they’re far behind now and we don’t anticipate any trouble for a good many days.”


  “Ah, round one to the Earth people,” Thamon observed. “In that case, Dynamon, have you decided how you are going to conduct affairs within the Carrier in the immediate future?”


  “Not quite,” Dynamon replied. “Suppose we discuss that, in my quarters?” Thamon nodded. “I’m at your disposal, Centurion.”


  Dynamon led the way down the little stair and into the compartment that served as his office. Once there, he threw off his long military cloak and sat down at a little table, his great bronzed shoulders gleaming in the soft artificial light.


  “I suppose the first question,” said Thamon, sitting down opposite the centurion, “is whether to institute suspended animation on board?”


  “I think we’d better, don’t you?” said Dynamon.


  “It would save a lot of food and oxygen,” the scientist replied. “You see, even at our tremendous rate of speed now, it will take two hundred and twenty-six days to reach the outer layer of Saturn’s atmosphere. Until we actually land the ship, there is no conceivable emergency that couldn’t be handled by a skeleton crew.”


  “Quite right,” said Dynamon. “I’ll have Mortoch take charge of the arrangements, if you will stand by to supervise the technical side.”


  “It’s as good as done,” said Thamon. “We have the newest type of refrigeration system in the main saloon. I can drop the temperature one hundred and fifty degrees in one-fifth of a second. By the way, I was a little worried by that outburst of Mortoch’s when we were talking about Keltry.”


  “Oh, well,” said Dynamon, “Mortoch is only human. He was a Senior Decurion and I was passed over him for this job. He couldn’t help but be a little jealous. But he will be all right, he’s a soldier, after all.”


  “I hope so,” said Thamon, doubtfully.


  “Why certainly,” Dynamon affirmed. “As a matter of fact, I wish he had been given the command in the first place. Between you and me, I’m not too keen about this expedition to a comparatively unknown planet. Thamon, why on earth weren’t human beings content to stay at home? Why did they have to go to such endless pains to construct these Cosmos Carriers? Before these things were invented, the inhabitants of Earth and the inhabitants of Mars didn’t know that each other existed, and they were perfectly happy about it. But when they both began spinning around through space between the planets, all of a sudden the Solar System was not big enough to hold both Peoples.”


  “It’s some fatal restlessness in the makeup of human beings,” Thamon replied. “Do you realize how far back Man has been trying to reach out to other planets?”


  “Well, the first successful trip in a Cosmos Carrier was made seventy-eight years ago,” said Dynamon.


  Thamon chuckled.


  “As far as we know, that was the first successful trip,” the scientist corrected. “As a matter of fact, the first Cosmos Carrier was anticipated hundreds of years ago. Just the other day in the library, I found a very interesting account of an archaeological discovery made up in North Central 3A—the island that the ancients called Britain. A complete set of drawings and building plans was found in an admirable state of preservation. The date on the plans was 1956, and as you will remember from your school history, all of North Central by that time had been terribly ravaged by the wars. The inventor, whose name was Leonard Bolton, called his contrivance a ‘space ship.’ Wonderful, those old names, aren’t they? But the most remarkable thing of all, is, that the designs for that ‘space ship’ were very practical. If the man ever had a chance to build one, which he probably didn’t, it might very well have been a successful vehicle.”


  “That’s very interesting,” said Dynamon. “Were there any clues as to what happened to Leonard Bolton?”


  “None at all,” the scientist replied. “All we know about him is that he designed the ‘space ship’ and then was presumably blotted out by the savage weapons used in the warfare of those days. But, as I say, the remarkable thing is that when we got around to building a Cosmos Carrier eighty years ago, we were able to use several of Leonard Bolton’s ideas. Which all goes to show, I suppose, there’s nothing new under the sun.”


  “I’m not so sure about that,” said Dynamon with a smile. “I’ve an idea that we’re going to bump into several things new to us on the planet Saturn.”


  “As to that,” Thamon nodded, “I shouldn’t be surprised if you are right. Now I suppose I’d better go and make arrangements for the refrigeration job. Will Mortoch be responsible for providing each individual with a hypodermic and return-to-life tablets?”


  “That will be taken care of,” said Dynamon. “I’ll see you later.”


  DYNAMON stood beside Borion in the control room, staring fascinatedly at the periscope screens. The images that were reflected in the six panels made up a composite scene that was awe-inspiring and fearsome. The great Cosmos Carrier was finally arriving at the end of its seven months’ journey. In front of the Earth-craft, a vast, barren expanse, uniformly dark gray in color spread for thousands of miles. To one side of the Carrier a wide belt of mist and shimmering particles stretched upward from the planet out toward space. Dynamon realized that this was a small section of the great ring encircling Saturn, that could be seen in the powerful telescopes from Earth. Glancing at the stern vision screens, Dynamon saw the sun twinkling. So far away it was now, that it was hardly bigger than a large star and gave off not much more light. Even though they were coming to Saturn in the middle of a Saturnian day, there was no more than a gloomy half-light to illumine their way.


  “Saturn revolves on its axis with such speed,” observed Borion, “that I should imagine there will be tremendous prevailing winds on the surface. I think I can see a range of steep mountains down there; it might not be a bad idea if we landed in the lee of them.”


  “Yes,” agreed Dynamon, “I think that would be a good idea. As a matter of fact, we may have to dig below the surface entirely to prevent being blown away. How is the gravitation pull?”


  “It’s a curious thing,” Borion replied. “It should be tremendous but the centrifugal force is so strong that it counterbalances to a certain extent. The ship is handling very easily.”


  “How soon do you think we’ll make the surface?” said Dynamon.


  “I should estimate somewhere around six hours from now,” the navigator answered. “I could make it sooner but I’m feeling my way.”


  “That suits me,” said Dynamon. “That will give us just time to turn off the refrigeration and bring our people back to life. Lucky devils to be able to sleep through this trip—have you ever been so bored in your life?”


  “Never,” agreed Borion. “But I am not bored now.”


  Dynamon walked across the control room and threw a large switch in the wall panel.


  “Decurion Mortoch and Scientist Thamon,” he said into the loud-speaker system. “Proceed at once to remove the suspension-of-life condition in the main saloon. As soon as everyone is revived, stand by to take landing stations.”


  As the centurion closed the switch and turned away, Borion called him over again to the periscope screens.


  “That is a range of mountains,” said the navigator. “I can see it more clearly now. I think I’ll slow up our descent a little bit so that by the time we’re ready to land it will be midday again. As you probably know, Saturn makes a complete revolution in only a little more than ten hours.”


  “That sounds sensible,” said Dynamon. “We’ll need all the light we can get to make a safe landing.”


  Borion nodded and reached toward the repellor lever. He pushed it gently forward and then looked at his altimeter. He seemed to be dissatisfied with the altimeter reading and pushed forward the repellor lever a little more. Then he looked again at the altimeter, and an expression of bewilderment came over his face. With a muttered exclamation he jammed the repellor lever as far ahead as it would go, at the same time watching the altimeter. Dynamon sensed that something was wrong as he watched the color drain out of the navigator’s face.


  “The Saints preserve us!” the navigator cried hoarsly. “Something has gone terribly wrong—the repellor isn’t working! We’re dropping at a frightful rate of speed—!”


  Borion leapt to the loud-speaker system and issued rapid orders to the navigating engineers.


  “What’s going to happen to us?” Dynamon demanded.


  “I don’t know,” Borion said, his face ashen. “I think it is just a simple mechanical failure in the controls from the repellor lever down to the magnets. I don’t know how soon my workers can discover the trouble and repair it. In the mean time—”


  “In the mean time,” Dynamon broke in gloomily, “we may all be spattered all over that gray landscape.”


  “Either that,” Borion gritted, “or we burn to a crisp from the atmospheric friction. I can feel it getting warmer in here already.”


  DYNAMON fought down the sickening sensation of panic that was starting to creep over him.


  “How long do you think we have got?” he said with an effort.


  “At the most,” said Borion staring, white lipped, at the altimeter, “at the most, I should say a half an hour.”


  The door to the control room burst open and Thamon rushed in closely followed by Keltry.


  “I heard you talking to. your engineers, Borion,” the scientist said rapidly. “Are we in trouble?”


  “We are,” said Borion, “and it may be the last trouble any of us ever have. Our repellor has gone out for some reason. And we’re heading for the surface of Saturn like a metorite.”


  “Can’t anything be done?” said Thamon. “My engineers are doing all they can to find the source of the trouble,” Borion replied. “But until they do, I can’t slow the ship up.”


  Keltry’s great brown eyes were enormous as she moved over beside Dynamon and took his right hand in hers.


  “As long as I’m with you, Dynamon,” she said in a low voice, “I’m not afraid to die. But I hate to see your expedition fail. Perhaps the fate of the Earth depends on us here in this Carrier.”


  “I know,” said Dynamon, squeezing her hand. His eyes followed Borion as the navigator went to the loud-speaker system again. But apparently the news from below was not encouraging, and Borion’s shoulders sagged as he turned to face the other three people in the control room.


  “They haven’t found the source of the trouble yet,” he said dully, “and there’s not a thing to be done until they do. I’m sorry that, as navigator of this Carrier, I am plunging you all to your death. But it’s a case of a simple mechanical failure which I couldn’t foresee.”


  Keltry stepped forward impulsively and laid her hand on the navigator’s wrist.


  “Nobody could blame you, Borion,” she said gently. “It isn’t your fault if the attractor or the repellor lever, whichever it is, gets broken. You are already—”


  “Wait a minute!” Borion shouted, eyes darting out of his head. “The attractor! In my excitement I forgot!”


  The navigator leapt to the control levers, spun the dial and put his hand on the attractor lever.


  “If—I’m only—on time!” he muttered agonizedly. “It’s just possible—the counter-attraction of Jupiter—Lord it’s hot!” The control room was silent as death as the navigator eased the attractor lever carefully forward. Dynamon whipped a glance at the periscope screens. The ground was rushing up at a terrific rate, and out behind the Carrier, a dense cloud of black smoke was forming. The veins were standing out in Borion’s forehead as he inched the attractor lever forward. The girl and the two men watched him with bated breath as he slowly raised his eyes to the altimeter. A wild incredulous expression appearing on the navigator’s face.


  “It’s—it’s working! Borion muttered hoarsly, “the attractor beam from Jupiter is slowing us up!”


  DYNAMON’S heart leapt and he sprang back to the periscope screens. The column of smoke behind them was still there but it seemed to be thinning out. But the surface of Saturn seemed to be rushing upward just as fast as ever. Dynamon twisted his head around to look at Borion. A feverish smile was lighting up the navigator’s face as he pressed forward on the attractor lever.


  “We may just make it!” he breathed, and Dynamon said a little prayer.


  In the screen a range of dark gray mountains stood out in bold relief and seemed to reach claw-like peaks toward the speeding Carrier. But the smoke had ceased to whip past, and only a small black cloud far behind served to remind Dynamon of the fearful friction that the surface of the ship had been subjected to. At the same time Dynamon felt an invisible force dragging him toward the front bulkhead of the control room, and he knew that the Carrier was slowing up its forward speed. Through the bow periscopes the jagged range of mountains seemed so close that Dynamon almost felt he could reach out and touch them. Miraculously, they rose up to one side of the ship. A moment later a voice sounded in the loud-speaker system.


  “The magnet room calling the navigator. A break in the control shaft has been discovered and repaired. Throw the repellor lever into neutral and than advance it.”


  Borion gave a little sob, flicked back the repellor and then pushed it forward again. The floor of the control room heaved for a minute and then settled on an even keel, Dynamon stared unbelievingly at the starboard midship’s periscope screens and saw that the great Carrier was resting immobile not more than twenty feet above the gray soil of Saturn.


  “Saved!” cried Borion hysterically, “and it was Keltry who did it! In my excitement I would have let all of us plunge to our death, if Keltry hadn’t reminded me that there was such a thing as an attractor lever! Dynamon, Thamon, we should get down on our knees and thank our stars that Keltry was in here!”


  The door of the control room opened and Mortoch stepped in.


  “Do you have to toss us around like that?” the lean decurion said. “I had a near-panic on my hands with some of those people just coming out of their suspended animation. Oh!—” Mortoch smiled ironically—“I begin to see why we had such a rough passage. If beautiful stowaways are given the run of the control room, I should imagine it would be hard for the navigator to keep his mind on his work.”


  Borion started forward with a snarl but Dynamon’s voice cracked like a whip.


  “Attention! Both of you! Try and remember that you are modern, civilized men, not twentieth century-brutes.”


  Borion’s hands fell to his sides, and he began to laugh.


  “You’re absolutely right, Dynamon,” he said, “I don’t know why I should let myself be annoyed by this crude soldier. After all, the cream of the joke is that Mortoch would never have been able to come in here and make sarcastic remarks about Keltry, if Keltry hadn’t been here for the past half hour.”


  “What do you mean by that?” said Mortoch suspiciously.


  “I mean,” said Borion, “that if Keltry had not been in here, you and everybody else aboard this Carrier would now be dead.”


  “Now!” said Dynamon. “I think we have had enough of personalities. Suppose we get a little work done. Mortoch, prepare the First Decuria for reconnaissance duty. Each man should be equipped with cloak, oxygen mask, counter-gravity helmets, and a supply of voltage bombs, and each man’s radio should be set at eighty-one thousand meters. Have them ready at the main door in fifteen minutes. I will lead them on a short tour of exploration and, Thamon will accompany me. In the mean time, Mortoch, you will remain in charge of the Carrier until I get back.”


  DYNAMON’S heart was pounding with excitement as he and Thamon walked through the main saloon toward the group of cloaked figures standing by the big round door. As far as he knew he was going to be the first human being ever to step foot on the planet Saturn. He mentally checked over his own equipment and made sure that it was all in place, including the hard rubber box slung over his shoulder on a strap. That box contained his supply of voltage bombs—little glass spheroids, smaller than golf balls, which, when hurled at an enemy, burst releasing a tremendous electric charge. There was little likelihood that these bombs would be needed, because the periscope screens had shown no sign of life anywhere in the gray, arid valley in which the Cosmos Carrier was lying. However, Dynamon was taking no chances. He glanced briefly at Thamon beside him. The scientist was unarmed, carrying the light metal staff which was the badge of his profession.


  Dynamon stepped forward and ran his eyes quickly over the masked, muffled figures of the First Decuria. Then he signed to an engineer who quickly unfastened the great door. Dynamon then stepped through and his party followed him crowding into the air lock between the inner and outer doors. Thamon stepped forward, maneuvered a lever, the outer door swung open and Saturn lay waiting for the touch of Dynamon’s foot.


  It was not an especially inviting prospect.


  A blast of unbelievably cold air swirled through the open door, carrying with it particles of fine, gray sand. In the dim, murky twilight, tall gray mountains loomed ominously across the valley floor. Dynamon shivered and turned up the heat in his electric cloak. Then with one hand on the knob of his counter-gravity helmet he stepped gingerly out on to the ground.


  Instantly he sank to his knees in gray sand that was as light and powdery as fresh snow. With a quick twist of the knob on his helmet he kicked his feet free and stood lightly on the surface again.


  “Attention, First Decuria!” he said into the transmitter of his radio phone. “Adjust counter-gravitation to approximately plus ten pounds.”


  Stepping backward, he turned and watched the masked figures of his command leave the Carrier one by one. Thamon came out first, followed by the Decurion, and after him the soldiers. Mechanically, Dynamon counted them. As the tenth soldier stepped out on the gray soil, Dynamon started to turn away when to his astonishment an eleventh cloaked figure came out of the door of the Carrier.


  “Decurion!” Dynamon said sharply into his transmitter, “since when have you had eleven men in your command?”


  “Never,” came back the prompt answer in Dynamon’s ears. As the decurion faced about to count his men, one of them moved over beside Dynamon.


  “Forgive me, Dynamon,” came a soft feminine voice, “but I had to come with you. It’s Keltry. Please don’t send me back, I promise not to be any trouble.”


  Dynamon hesitated, then reluctantly agreed to allow her to come along.


  “Stay close to Thamon,” he warned, and started off down the valley, the rest of the party following him.


  Lightened as they were to keep from sinking deep into the treacherous powdery sand, the humans made fast progress, accelerated by the strong breeze that blew at their backs down the valley. At that, Dynamon realized that the lofty mountains on either side provided protection against immeasurably stronger winds higher up. From the saw-toothed peaks on the left, dark streamers of sand stood out for yards, indicating constant winds of gale proportions up there.


  THE valley itself, as far as Dynamon could see in the dim half-light, was barren of any kind of life. There was no sign of a creeping, crawling, or flying creature; nor was there any vegetation, trees or grass. Dynamon led his column nearly a mile down the unchanging gray of the valley and then called a halt.


  “Thamon,” he said, beckoning the scientist to him, “can you see any possibility of human habitation in this valley?”


  “Off-hand, I don’t, not on the surface,” the scientist replied. “I would have to test the atmosphere for oxygen, but I doubt if there is a large enough proportion. My guess is that there is nothing but nitrogen in this air. That won’t support human life, or any other kind of life except possibly certain kinds of plants.”


  “What about tridium?” said Dynamon. “How do you go about looking for it?”


  “Electrophysiological tests of all kinds,” said Thamon, “I must say this valley doesn’t look very encouraging. It looks like burned out volcanic ash. Say! What’s that up the valley?”


  Dynamon gazed back in the direction of the Cosmos Carrier, and felt an uneasy prickling along his spine. The desert valley floor behind them seemed suddenly to have sprouted some tall bushes. There were possibly a dozen of them standing at intervals of twenty yards. They were too far away—perhaps one eighth of a mile—for Dynamon to see them very well, but they appeared to consist of a score of leafless branches radiating outward in all directions from a small core. It was as if a basket ball was bristling with ten-foot javelins.


  “Where did they come from?” Dynamon gasped. “I didn’t see them when we walked over that ground a few minutes ago.”


  “Nor I,” agreed Thamon. “I can’t imagine where they came from.”


  Just then one of the bushes apparently moved a few feet as if blown by the wind.


  “Good Lord!” exclaimed Thamon. “Did you see that? One of those things rolled forward!”


  Then another of the fantastic bushes started to roll, and another, and another. In a moment all twelve of the extraordinary apparitions were rolling rapidly down the wind toward the humans. Dynamon felt the hair on the back of his neck stiffen, and he sprang into action, commanding his soldiers to converge around him.


  “Thamon, what are those things!” Dynamon cried.


  “I don’t know,” the scientist replied. “I don’t think they can be animals. But they might be rootless nitrogen-feeding plants of some kind. Look! Those branches are covered with long thorns!”


  The fantastic creatures were rolling swiftly down on the little group of humans, and Dynamon could see the sharp thorns around the end of each branch. He reached into the box at his hip.


  “Decuria, ready with voltage bombs,” he commanded, and looking around saw that each man held one of the little glass bombs in his hand. The bushes were only fifty feet away now, rolling lightly over the gray sand on their spindly branches.


  “Ready?” warned Dynamon, “throw!”


  A shower of glistening glass balls flew through the air into the midst of the menacing apparitions. There was a series of blinding flashes and loud report’s. Some jagged white lines appeared among the black branches of the monsters, but they kept right on rolling downwind. Dynamon felt a surge of dismay. Those voltage bombs had been, for years, Man’s best weapon.


  “They’re plants all right!” came Thamon’s voice. “You can’t kill them with electricity any more than you can kill a tree!”


  Dynamon looked at the men huddled about him and thought quickly.


  “All we can do, men, is to try and dodge them,” he announced. “Spread out and as soon as one of those things passes you run upwind! Keltry! Thamon! Stay close to me.”


  THE line of rolling bushes was almost upon them as the soldiers deployed in all directions. Seizing Keltry by the hand, Dynamon leapt to one side dragging her out of the path of one of the spiney monsters. Thamon gasped a warning, and Dynamon, turning his head, felt a thrill of horror as he saw another of the creatures almost on top of them. Acting instinctively, Dynamon snatched the metal staff from Thamon’s hands and flailed frantically at the black, thorny branches. To his amazement, they shivered and snapped under the metal rod like matchwood. Hardly daring to believe his eyes, Dynamon struck again and again at the horrible creature, until in a few minutes it was nothing but a pile of scattered, broken faggots on the gray sand.


  But cries for help and screams of anguish sounded in Dynamon’s ear phones, and he saw that five of the soldiers were on the ground impaled on the cruel thorns of others of the monsters. He ran toward them and beat them to pieces with the rod but too late to save the lives of the men. They lay pierced in a dozen places by long, black thorns. The rest of the Decuria had managed to dodge the whirling branches of the other bushes and now stood safely up wind of them. Dynamon summoned the survivors around him.


  “What do you think, Thamon?” he asked. “In your opinion are there likely to be more of these horrible things around?”


  “There may easily be,” the scientist replied promptly. “But since the only defense against them is this one metal rod, I recommend that we leave our unfortunate comrades here and head immediately for the mountains over there. Those poor fellows are beyond our help and we should be able to find better protection from these blood-thirsty thorn-bushes among the foot hills. When we get there we can work upwind until we’re opposite the Carrier again.”


  “That sounds like good advice,” said Dynamon. “And we’ll act on it. It’s getting so dark now that we couldn’t see to protect ourselves if any more of those creatures came rolling down the wind. Everyone join hands and follow me.”


  AFTER a nerve-racking march of about twenty-five minutes through the gathering darkness, the party of nine humans felt the ground rising beneath their feet. Dynamon halted and hurled a voltage bomb forward and upward. As the bomb exploded, the momentary flash revealed to the party that they were at the foot of a steep, rock-strewn declivity. Dynamon led the party upward, feeling his way over the great boulders. After a few minutes of climbing, he called another halt and again threw a voltage bomb.


  “We’ll stay here for a few hours,” the centurion announced, “until it gets light enough to see our way. We will be safe in the lee of these big rocks, so make yourselves comfortable.”


  Nine dim figures spread out on the slopping ground. Then one of them drifted apart from the rest, up hill.


  “Who is that?” Dynamon demanded.


  “Keltry,” came the answer. “I am just going up hill a little distance. When you exploded that last bomb I thought I saw something that looked like the edge of a volcanic crater.”


  “You can’t see anything in this darkness,” said Dynamon. “Wait till it gets light again before you do any exploring.”


  “Oh, I won’t go far,” said Keltry. “Really, I won’t.”


  “Well, be sure that you don’t,” Dynamon smiled into his transmitter. Then he said, “Thamon, where are you?”


  “Right here,” and a figure moved over beside the centurion.


  Dynamon’s question was casual.


  “Did you see anything that looked like a volcanic crater?”


  “Come to think of it,” the scientist replied, “I think I did. It’s just up here a few yards.”


  “Shall we go along and have a look at it too, then?” said Dynamon, getting up on his feet. Just then, he stood rooted with horror as a piercing scream rang in his ear phone.


  “Dynamon! Dynamon, I’m falling!”


  “Keltry!” the centurion exclaimed. “What’s the matter? Has something happened to your helmet?”


  “Yes!” Keltry’s voice was fainter. “I’ve lost it! It was unfastened, and when I stumbled, it rolled off!” Fainter and fainter grew the voice. “I’m falling down a black hole a mile a minute!” With a muttered sob, Dynamon scrambled up the slope. A moment later, his foot stepped out on empty space. He started to fall into nothingness.


  “Keltry!” he cried into his transmitter. “Where are you? Answer me!”


  Straining his ears Dynamon heard a tiny voice far away saying, “I’m still falling.”


  “I’m coming after you, Keltry!” the centurion yelled, and reaching up to the knob on his helmet, twisted frantically. By doing that, he multiplied the gravitational pull of the planet and was now falling much more swiftly than Keltry. How deep this black pit was, Dynamon had no idea, but he prayed it would be deep enough so that he could catch up with Keltry before she hit the bottom. It was a desperate chance but Dynamon was willing to take it.


  “Keltry!” he shouted into the transmitter. “Can you hear me? I’m coming for you.”


  “Yes, I hear you, Dynamon,” came the answer, and Dynamon’s heart leapt as it seemed to him that the voice sounded a little stronger.


  “Keep your courage up, Keltry,” he said, trying to sound calm. “I’m falling faster than you are. There doesn’t seem to be any bottom to this pit so I’m bound to catch up with you.”


  “Oh, Dynamon! You shouldn’t have jumped after me. There’s—there’s only—one chance in a million that we don’t crash.”


  KELTRY was bravely trying to hide the dispair and terror in her voice, but most important of all to Dynamon was the fact that she sounded—still nearer! He resolutely put out of his mind the frightful probability that at any second, first Keltry and then he, would be dashed to pieces at the bottom of the pit. It seemed to him that he had been falling for miles, and he thought that there was beginning to be more air resistance now. He bent his head and peered downward, trying to pierce the inky blackness with his eyes, but he could see nothing. It was a fantastic sensation or, better still, a lack of all sensation. He seemed to be resting immobile in a black nothingness, with only the rushing air tearing at his cloak to indicate that he was falling.


  “Keep talking, Keltry,” he cried.


  “Oh, you sound so much nearer!” There was a note of incredulous hope in Keltry’s voice.


  “I told you I’d catch up with you!” Dynamon exulted.


  Suddenly, his heart gave a great bound. He was still peering downward and it seemed to him that far away he could see a tiny pin point of light.


  “Keltry!” he cried, “am I seeing things? Or is there something that looks like a star; way down there?”


  “Oh, I think I see it!” Keltry answered breathlessly. “Dynamon, what could that mean?”


  “I don’t know,” said Dynamon, “but it seems to be growing larger, and I’m getting much nearer to you.”


  Under his fascinated eyes, the star grew bigger and brighter by the second. In a few moments Dynamon, hardly daring to believe his eyes, thought he could make out the outlines of a flying figure between him and the light.


  “Keltry!” he shouted. “I’ve almost caught up with you! Hold your hands up over your head.”


  “Oh Dynamon! I think I can see you.”


  The point of light which Dynamon thought was a star, was growing into a larger, brighter disk. Keltry’s body was sharply outlined against it now, and she seemed to be scarcely ten feet away. Dynamon bent himself into a jack-knife dive and kicked his feet up behind him. The air pressure was tremendous now, and Dynamon began to realize that it was no star, or sun, or planet down below but the bottom of the pit. Rays of light spread upward, illuminating the smooth, shiny sides of the shaft. A few more agonizing seconds went past and Dynamon’s hands grazed the tips of Keltry’s upraised fingers. Dynamon dared not estimate how far above the bottom of the pit they were, but concentrated on gaining the few inches he needed to get a grip on one of Keltry’s wrists.


  “We’ve—almost—made it!” he panted. “Here—grab my right arm and hang on for dear life!”


  An involuntary shout of relief came from Dynamon’s lips as he felt Keltry’s strong fingers close over his arm.


  “Hang on!” he shouted, and his left hand flew up to his helmet and carefully turned the counter-gravitation knob. At the same time, he twisted his back around and fought his feet downward. A moment later, he gripped Keltry’s torso under the arms with his knees. Frantically, he tried to estimate how far above the bottom of the pit they were. They might be five thousand feet—or five hundred feet. Slowly he turned the dial on his helmet, resisting the almost insuperable impulse to twist the knob too fast. If he tried to stop their fall too quickly it would tear their bodies apart.


  Slowly, ever slowly, the air-rush diminished. By now, they were well down into the area illuminated from the bottom of the pit. And they could see that they were falling through a round shaft perhaps one hundred feet in diameter. Dynamon judged that they were less than one hundred feet off the bottom.


  “Look out, Keltry,” he said. “I’ve got to put on the brakes hard.”


  He gritted his teeth, and flicked the knob on his helmet. He stifled a groan as invisible ropes attached to his feet and hands seemed to be trying to pull him apart. But gradually the terrific pressure released. He moved the knob a shade, and released the grip of his knees on Keltry.


  “There!” he grunted as they both landed lightly on solid ground. “There wasn’t two seconds to spare.”


  KELTRY drew a shuddering sigh and put a hand on Dynamon’s arm for support.


  “Oh, Dynamon!” she whispered, “if I weren’t such a well brought-up girl I would break down and cry from sheer relief.”


  “I don’t blame you,” said Dynamon in a voice that shook a little. “That was quite an experience, but we came out of it all right. Now, where do you suppose we are? How do you suppose this pit was ever formed?”


  The two Earth-people stared around them curiously. They were bathed in a bright light, and yet there was no apparent source of illumination. It began to dawn on them that the rocks which formed the side walls at the base of the shaft, were themselves luminous, glowing with a curious greenish light. Dynamon tilted his head back and stared up into the darkening shaft. Suddenly, he uttered an exclamation and, seizing Keltry by the wrist dragged her to one side. A few seconds later, a round object dropped out of the shaft and bounced on the ground. It was Keltry’s counter-gravity helmet.


  Dynamon reached down and picked it up. “It’s a good thing that these things are well built,” he remarked with a smile, “or this would be smashed to bits. The knob is still set for plus ten pounds, and that was quite a fall. I wonder whether it still works.”


  He twisted the knob experimentally and the helmet started to sail upward.


  “Say!” Dynamon cried. “It works, all right! Here, put it on Keltry.”


  Keltry accepted the helmet with a laugh, put it on her head and was buckling it under her chin when her blood suddenly congealed in her veins. A loud shout rang echoingly through the shaft. Dynamon whirled around and beheld a curious figure standing in front of a rock not sixty feet away. It stood upright on two legs, and cradled a sort of club in its arms. Its head was covered with long, yellow hair that fell down on to its shoulders, and the lower half of its face was covered with coarse, yellow, hair. Blue eyes glinted from under shaggy brows in a menacing glare at the two Earth-people.


  “It looks quite human, doesn’t it?” whispered Keltry.


  Dynamon nodded arid slid his ear phone of? his right ear as he saw the stranger’s hairy mouth opening and closing. Keltry followed his example in time to hear the stranger’s rumbling voice.


  “Whoo-yoo?”


  Dynamon touched Keltry’s hand. “That sounded like ‘who are you’ didn’t it?” he said wonderingly.


  “It certainly did,” Keltry answered. “I think that’s some kind of human.”


  “If it’s a human,” Dynamon said, “then there must be some sort of breathable atmosphere down here. You notice he’s not wearing any oxygen mask.”


  “Whoo-yoo?” the stranger repeated, “an whey cum fum?”


  “He’s speaking a kind of English!” said Keltry excitedly. “He said, ‘who are you’ and ‘where do you come from!”


  “By Jupiter!” cried Dynamon. “I think you’re right. If be can breathe without a mask, so can we. I’ll have a little talk with him.”


  A moment Later the centurion stood bareheaded, helmet and oxygen mask in hand.


  “We’re humans from Earth,” he told the stranger, pronouncing each word carefully. “Who are you?”


  The stranger’s eyes and mouth flew open in astonishment and the rod sagged in his hands.


  “Humes! Fum Earth!” he cried hoarsely, then turned his head, and gave an ear-splitting yell.


  A MOMENT later, a dozen or more short, hairy-faced creatures closely resembling the first stranger came tumbling through a passageway behind him and stood rooted with astonishment at the sight of Dynamon and Keltry. Their bodies were completely covered, the torsoes, with loose, gray tunics, and the legs with ugly, baggy tubes. They advanced cautiously on the two people from Earth.


  “Take off your helmet and mask,” Dynamon directed Keltry, “the air is perfectly good. We’ll try and find out the mystery of how these humans ever got here.”


  He turned and addressed the first stranger, again enunciating slowly and carefully. Immediately the whole crowd burst into excited jabbering. Here and there Dynamon thought he recognized a word. Finally, one man taller than the rest stepped forward.


  “Yoo cum thus,” he declared. “Certainly,” Dynamon nodded with a smile, and reached out a hand to Keltry. The crowd, with wondering eyes, opened up a line and the two young people from Earth followed their self-appointed guide through it. A short narrow passageway led off at a sharp angle through the rocky wall of the pit, and presently Dynamon and Keltry found themselves on what appeared to be a hill top. Both of them gave little gasps as a vast and magnificent panorama spread out before their astonished eyes. It was as if they had stepped into a new world.


  A gently undulating plain stretched away in three directions as far as their eyes could see. It was predominantly gray in color, but here and there, were scattered long, narrow strips of green. These green strips all had shimmering, silvery borders, and Dynamon couldn’t help recalling to mind some arid spots back on the Earth that were criss-crossed with irrigation ditches. There were no trees on this vast plain, but strewn around in a haphazard way, were a quantity of great boulders. And these rocks, like the rocks at the base of the pit, glowed luminously. However, the landscape was clearly illuminated by some other source than those scattered rocks. Dynamon lifted his eyes upward and saw that above them, and stretching as far as the eye could reach, there was a softly luminous ceiling. There was no way of telling how high up this ceiling was. It might be twenty feet or twenty miles. The effect was like that of certain days on the Earth, when wide-spread clouds blanket the sky and diffuse the sun’s rays.


  The plain was by no means deserted. Here and there along the green strips fourlegged creatures moved slowly, creatures that, on Earth Dynamon would have said were cows. Nearer at hand, a flock of small white creatures milled around aimlessly, and Dynamon could have sworn he heard the cackle of hens. Dynamon glanced over his shoulder and saw that the little hairy-faced men were filing out of the passageway to the pit. The guide tugged at his sleeve.


  “This oo-ay,” he said and pointed to his right.


  Still holding Keltry’s hand, Dynamon turned and followed the man, and the others fell in behind them. Their way eventually led toward a tall set of cliffs at the base of which a score or so of cavelike openings could be seen.


  “These are humans, aren’t they, Dynamon?” Keltry whispered.


  “They certainly look like it,” Dynamon answered, “although obviously they’re very primitive.”


  “Then how and when did they come to Saturn?” Keltry persisted.


  “I haven’t the faintest idea,” Dynamon shrugged. “Perhaps we’ll find out.


  Other strange humans came running up the hill and joined the crowd behind them. Apparently they were not all men, for some of them had no hair on their faces and wore long robes over their bodies. The guide led them straight to one of the openings in the cliff, then halted and faced the two adventurers impressively.


  “The koo-een!” he announced in a loud tone.


  Dynamon and Keltry looked wonderingly at each other and then back to the guide. At that moment a woman appeared at the mouth of the cave. She was small and delicately formed and strikingly beautiful. She had the bluest of eyes and golden hair that fell away on either side of a marble brow. A long-sleeved white garment gathered at the waist covered her from neck to toe, but its shapeless folds could scarcely conceal the delicious curves of her little body.


  “Humes!” the guide shouted proudly, “fum Earth!”


  THE woman’s blue eyes widened as she stared solemnly at Dynamon and Keltry.


  “Are you from Earth?” she said in slow musical tones. “So strange! So wonderful! How did you come?”


  Dynamon grinned. “We came in a Cosmos Carrier,” he said easily. “And to us, it seems even more strange and more wonderful that we find humans already on Saturn.”


  A shy answering smile came over the woman’s beautiful face.


  “We have been here hundreds of years,” she replied in the same slow accents. “But come inside the Palace and we will talk.” She turned with an inviting look and the two adventurers from Earth followed her through a passageway lined with the, by now, familiar luminous rocks. They came out in a fairly large, high-ceilinged room, in the center of which was a sort of table made out of a long, trimmed slab of rock. At one end of this table was a high-back chair made of woven reeds. The woman walked over to the chair and sitting down in it, indicated stools on either side of her.


  “Sit down,” she said, “and tell me more about yourselves.”


  “Thank you,” Dynamon answered, and turning to his companion said, “It’s warm in here, I think we might take off these cloaks.”


  Keltry nodded, and putting her hand to the throat fastening, zipped it downward. Dynamon did likewise and the two stepped out of their cloaks. There was a sudden scream from the beautiful little woman, and her hands flew up in front of her eyes.


  “What are you doing?” she squealed. “Why you’re—you’re practically naked! You’re positively immodest!”


  Keltry threw a startled glance at Dynamon’s long, brown legs.


  “Why, not at all,” she said quietly. “We are dressed like everyone else on Earth at the present time. Modesty with us, nowadays, is something much more important than lengths of cloth.


  The little woman kept her hands before her eyes and shook her head vigorously. “It’s immodest,” she insisted, “and you must put on your clothes at once. Don’t you realize that I’m the queen?”


  Reluctantly, Keltry and Dynamon stepped back into their heavy cloaks and zipped them up the front.


  “Well! that’s better,” said the little queen primly. “My goodness,” she said with a slight glance, “is everybody on Earth as big and brown as you two?”


  “We’re about average, I should say,” Keltry answered with a smile. “And seriously, we didn’t mean to offend you in the matter of clothes.”


  “Well we, on Saturn,” said the little queen, “don’t believe in indecent exposure. Now, you say you came in some kind of a carrier?”


  “Yes,” said Dynamon. “It’s up on the surface. We were exploring in the darkness and fell down the long shaft.”


  “Why weren’t you killed?” said the queen, blue eyes wide. Dynamon explained the counter-gravity helmets. It took considerable explanation, because the queen was inclined to disbelieve the whole story. She finally accepted it, however, and then launched into a long series of questions about the Cosmos Carrier and about the state of the Earth. Eventually Dynamon found an opening and started asking questions on his part.


  “We’re anxious to know about you and your people on Saturn,” he suggested. “Have you a name or are you addressed only as Queen?”


  “I am Queen Diana,” the little woman stated. “The last of my line. I am a Bolton, and the Boltons have been rulers of Saturn ever since we came here.”


  “Bolton!” Dynamon shouted. “Are you a descendant of Leonard Bolton?”


  “Yes!” replied the queen, with a delighted smile. “Do they still remember Leonard Bolton on Earth?”


  “We know that he designed a contrivance called a ‘space ship’, but that’s all. Did he actually build such a ship, and is that how you come to be here so many thousands of miles from Earth?”


  “Yes,” said Queen Diana, proudly. “It’s all down in some books which I will show you. Leonard Bolton built a space ship which was big enough to hold ten families and their belongings. There was a terrible war going on and he thought the only place to find safety was another planet. So the ‘space ship’ left the Earth by means of a thing called a ‘rocket,’ whatever that is. And they wandered around for years in space till they finally came into Saturn’s orbit, and the tremendous gravity pulled the ship right through the light outer crust into this Nether World. I don’t know how many years ago that was, but we have been here ever since.”


  “Well that is an amazing story,” said Dynamon. “And I would like to see those books you mentioned. How incredibly fortunate that the ‘space ship’ broke through into this Nether World, where there is an atmosphere that will support life. And it is pretty miraculous too, that the ‘space ship’ didn’t break up from the force of hitting the outer crust.”


  “Well, the books say that it was broken up somewhat,” the queen answered, “but nobody was hurt. And after they unloaded the ship, they took it apart so that they could use the metal in it for other things.” She was eying him admiringly.


  “And the colony has survived over a thousand years,” Dynamon mused. He could not help thinking how, in comparison with the people on Earth, the survivors of Bolton’s expedition were a rather poor lot. They had made no progress at all in the thousand years, mentally or culturally; from all evidences they had, on the contrary, retrogressed at least to a degree. Then across his mind flitted a picture of the hardships these brave souls had to endure in establishing themselves on the new planet. At no time could they have even hoped to return to Earth.


  With their limited equipment they had set out to make the most of their new world. The great caves offered natural shelter so it was small wonder that they made their homes in them.


  Dynamon, although a soldier to his finger tips, had none of the haughtiness and cruelty which are so often found in the warriors of today. Quickly his pity for the colonists turned into admiration, and he turned gently to face Queen Diana again.


  “Tell me,” he asked, “Are we the first strangers you have seen? You haven’t, by any chance, been visited by Martians, have you?”


  “Martians,” said the queen. “What are they?”


  “At present, they are just about the worst enemies of human beings,” Dynamon replied tersely.


  “No,” said the queen, “our only enemies here are the land-krakens. We have been fighting them for hundreds of years and we have never been able to exterminate them, because they’re so hard to kill.”


  “Land-krakens,” said Dynamon. “What sort of creature are they?”


  “They are great, crawling monsters,” the queen told him. “They have a dozen long, flexible arms that curl around their victims and strangle them. They lie in wait for our cows and kill them easily, and now and then, they catch a human being. They’re terribly hard to kill even with bullets—they seem to be made of gristle and jelly.”


  Just as the queen spoke, there was a chorus of shouts outside the cave, followed by three or four sharp reports, in rapid succession. The queen stood up quickly, as one of her subjects rushed into the cave.


  “Land-kraken!” he shouted. “Ter’ble biggun!”


  WITHOUT a word, the queen picked up her long skirts and ran to the entrance of the cave, Dynamon and Keltry following close behind. An extraordinary sight met their eyes.


  At the foot of the little hill, fifty or sixty shouting men were ringed around a horrible mass of thrashing, gray tentacles. Several of the men were pointing their black rods at the beast.


  “Oh, it is a big one,” the queen cried. “Our guns will be useless against that thick hide—the bullets will just skim off.” There were several more reports and smoke curled from the ends of the rods. Several long, grey tentacles rose up above the mass, and the crowd surged backward in all directions. Suddenly one of the slimy arms streaked downward and outward, and a moment later a struggling, screaming human was lifted high in the air. A thrill of horror went through Dynamon, and Keltry clutched his arm.


  “Their ancient fire-arms are useless,” she said in a tense whisper. “Perhaps a voltage bomb—”


  But Dynamon was already running down the slope, fumbling at the black box at his hip. The concerted groan of dispair from the crowd suddenly changed to a shout as the unfortunate human somehow tore loose from the encircling tentacle and dropped to the ground. Just as the land-kraken was reaching for the doomed man with another long arm, Dynamon hurled a voltage bomb over the heads of the crowd. The little glass ball landed squarely in the middle of the writhing gray mass. There was a blinding flash and a loud report. A convulsive shudder rippled over the gray monster and its twelve tentacles suddenly went limp. The crowd looked at it in stunned silence for a second, and then raised a yell of triumph. A noisy mob of little bearded men escorted Dynamon back up the hill to where the beautiful little queen stood, waiting, her blue eyes shining.


  “How marvelous! How heroic!” she breathed, as Dynamon came up to her. “You killed the kraken with one blow. How did you do it?”


  “Well, you see, Queen Diana,” Dynamon replied, patting the black box, “these little voltage bombs have long ago entirely replaced fire-arms on Earth. Their range is shorter but they are far more deadly.”


  “Oh! So wonderful!” the queen gasped. “I am so glad you came. You shall marry me and I’ll make you King of Saturn.”


  “I am most honored and flattered by your proposal, Queen Diana,” Dynamon smiled, “but I am afraid that isn’t possible. Keltry and I must go back up the shaft and rejoin our expedition.”


  “Oh, but you can’t!” said the queen suddenly. “Send the girl away if you want”—she waved a careless hand at Keltry—“but you must stay here with me forever.”


  DYNAMON saw Keltry’s startled eyes on him and he felt an acute embarrassment. It was an impossible situation. He could not repress a little glow within him from the frank approval of the beautiful, imperious little queen. But at the same time, he knew that he must soon devise some means of making a graceful exit from her presence. His thoughts were interrupted by a sudden cry from the edge of the surrounding crowd. He turned his head and looked along the base of the cliff. A column of cloaked figures, helmeted and masked, were streaming out of the passageway to the pit.


  “It’s a search party coming after us!” cried Keltry.


  They were twenty or so of the soldiers from Earth, and they covered the distance toward Dynamon and Keltry in a short time and forced their way through the crowd of bearded Saturnians. The one in the lead unfastened his oxygen mask and revealed the spectacled face of Thamon.


  “Thank goodness, you’re alive!” said the scientist fervently. “We never expected to find you. What a fantastic place this is!”


  “You are in the kingdom of the Boltons,” said Dynamon, “and this is Queen Diana.”


  The man behind Thamon unmasked, revealing the lean, dark features of Mortoch.


  “Congratulations, Dynamon,” said the Chief Decurion, dryly, as he in turn was presented to the wide-eyed little queen. “You certainly picked a sort of paradise to fall into. A paradise, I might add, presided over by an angel.”


  A coy smile crept over the queen’s face, then died away at Mortoch’s next words.


  “I bring you grave news, Dynamon,” the Chief Decurion said. “There are two Martian Carriers in the vicinity. We haven’t seen them yet, but we intercepted a longwave conversation between them. What do you intend to do about it?”


  “Why, I think we should go right back to the surface,” Dynamon replied. “Could you tell from their conversation whether they knew that we were on Saturn?”


  “Apparently they knew we were somewhere around,” said Mortoch, “but hadn’t located us yet.”


  “Well, we’d better hurry right on up then,” said Dynamon, “so that we can get back to our Carrier before they find it.”


  “Oh, but you can’t go!” said the little queen in a shrill voice, “I forbid it.”


  “I wish we could stay, Queen Diana,” Dynamon answered, “but there’s dangerous work to be done up on the surface.”


  “But why go to the surface at all?” the queen demanded. “Why not stay down here and keep away from the danger?”


  “No, Queen Diana,” Dynamon said, keenly conscious of Mortoch’s lurking smile. “Duty calls and we must go. Perhaps when we have finished our work we will pay you another visit. All right, men, here we go.”


  THE centurion, Keltry by his side, led the way back to the entrance to the pit, while the Saturnians, grouped around their little queen, gaped after them. As the little force stood in the bottom of the pit adjusting their helmets and oxygen masks preparatory to ascending to the surface, Mortoch leaned over to Dynamon.


  “That wasn’t such a bad idea of the beautiful Diana’s,” he murmured. “Personally, I wouldn’t mind spending a few safe years down there with her. It would be better than facing those deadly Photo-Atomic Rays of the Martians.”


  “If it’s safety you’re interested in, Mortoch,” said Dynamon, dryly, “we’ll try and get you, as soon as possible, to the safety of the Carrier. Anyway, perhaps the Martians are just exploring and didn’t come equipped with the Ray.”


  But as the centurion turned the knob in his helmet and shot up through the great shaft, he felt in his heart no great hope that such, indeed, would be the case. If the Martian Carrier were in the vicinity of Saturn it was altogether likely that they had come prepared to destroy the Earth Carrier, and would be equipped with their best weapon. Dynamon hoped against hope that he and the little force would reach the surface in time to get to their own Carrier, whose thick walls the Martians’ Ray could not penetrate. After that, it would be a case of maneuvering the Carrier in such a way as to try to disable the Martians’ ships.


  The humans, their gravity repellors turned up full strength, whizzed up the black shaft at a tremendous rate of speed. Even so, it seemed hours before a small gray disc above him warned Dynamon that they were nearing the top. He spoke some words of command into his radio phone and cut down his upward speed. In a few moments he stepped over the rim of the shaft into the gray light of the Saturnian midday. He glanced down into the valley in the direction of the Carrier and felt a shock of dismay go through him.


  THE gray Earth Carrier was in the same place, but a half a mile on either side of it were two flaming red Martian Carriers. And out on the gray sand far from any of the ships a furious battle was going on. Some twenty tall, human figures were ringed around by a swarm of tiny, globular Martians. A continuous series of white flashes showed that the humans were desperately hurling their voltage bombs, but the encircling Martians were keeping well out of range and a dozen still forms on the ground showed that the invisible Photo-Atomic Ray was doing its deadly work.


  All too clearly, Dynamon saw what had happened. In the absence of a commanding officer, himself or Mortoch, Borion had unwarily sent a force of soldiers out scouting. The Martians had swooped down, landed swiftly, and cut off the force from the Carrier. The humans were desperately trying to cut through to safety, but their situation looked hopeless.


  Quickly, Dynamon turned and faced the men behind him and held up his hands in a gesture signifying that no one should use his radio phone. He had determined to try and help his beleaguered soldiers down in the valley, and the only way that could successfully be done was to surprise-attack swiftly on the rear of the Martians. He motioned Keltry and Thamon back into the pit and then, sweeping his arm forward in a wide arc, he plunged down the hillside, But before he had covered half the distance to the combat in the valley, Dynamon realized that his attack was coming too late. The Photo-Atomic Ray was cutting down the little force of humans like an invisible scythe. There were only nine of them left now and one by one these were falling. A thousand thoughts raced through Dynamon’s head. Should he go ahead with the attack, counting on getting within bombing distance of the Martians unnoticed, before they could swing their Photo-Atomic Ray around? Or, should he change direction, skirting the enemy, and make a run for the Carrier? Suddenly, his blood froze in his veins as a voice sounded in his ear phones.


  “This is suicide, Dynamon!” It was Mortoch’s voice.


  “It’s suicide now!” said Dynamon through clenched teeth. “You fool! You have given us away!”


  There was an instant reaction from the swarming Martians in the valley. A large group of them broke away from the combat and rolled over the gray sand toward Dynamon’s detachment. The centurion halted his men abruptly. It was sure annihilation to try and stand in the face of the oncoming men of Mars.


  “Back to the pit!” Dynamon commanded. “It’s our only chance. Once we get down there we’ll decide what to do later.”


  The little force just barely made it to the mouth of the shaft. The Martians were coming up rapidly behind them, and Dynamon could see the big, black cones which produced the invisible Ray.


  THE descent down the shaft was rapid, Dynamon being the last to land on the shiny floor. Immediately, he marched his men through the passageway into the Nether World and detailed two men to remain and guard the entrance to the pit.


  “I don’t believe the Martians will follow us down,” he said. “If they do, we can easily defend the passageway.”


  Then he turned and singled out the Chief Decurion.


  “Mortoch,” he announced, “you are under arrest. You disobeyed my orders in regard to using the radio phone, and by doing so you betrayed our presence to the enemy. I will dispose of your case later.”


  Mortoch stepped forward, a sardonic gleam in his dark eyes.


  “And suppose I refuse to be arrested?” he said. “If I had not disobeyed the order, you would have led us into certain death.” Mortoch swept the crowd of soldiers with a burning look. “Men, I proclaim that Dynamon is incompetent to command you. Henceforth, you will take your orders from me—and you, Dynamon, are the one who is under arrest.”


  “Mortoch!” Dynamon cried. “You are out of your mind!”


  “Not at all,” Mortoch returned. “I am merely assuming the command which should have been mine to begin with. Put your hands up in the air, Dynamon, and backward march till I tell you to stop. And let nobody else make a move”—Mortoch’s rasping voice rose to a shout—“I have in each hand a voltage bomb which I shall not hesitate to throw if anybody attempts to cross my will.”


  “This is madness!” Dynamon cried hoarsely. “You can’t hope to get away with this!” He strode forward angrily.


  “Back!” roared Mortoch, and raised his right hand threateningly.


  Dynamon staggered back in bewilderment from the soldiers who stood in silence, too shocked to make a move. Helpless against the voltage bombs in Mortoch’s hands, the centurion stepped slowly backward, arms upraised. It was an impossible situation, and for the moment, Dynamon felt powerless to do anything about it. He reproached himself bitterly for not being more wary of Mortoch. Up till now he had been conscious of the Chief Decurion’s enmity, but he had never thought that the man would erupt into open mutiny.


  Dynamon threw a swift glance over his shoulder and saw that he was only two paces away from one of those curious, luminous rocks. It was approximately cylindrical in shape, six feet wide and perhaps twenty feet tall. Dynamon took another step backward and turned his head to face Mortoch. His back was almost touching the rock now, and a desperate plan formed in his head. That was to make a sudden leap around the rock. Once behind it and protected by its mass, he would have time to pull out one of his own voltage bombs and await Mortoch’s next move.


  BUT Dynamon had not truly measured the state of Mortoch’s mind. There was a sudden scream from Keltry as Mortoch, with a lightning movement, drew back his right arm and flung the voltage bomb straight at Dynamon’s chest. The little glass ball sped unerringly across the intervening twenty feet. There was no time to dodge. Dynamon pressed his back against the rock and closed his eyes. It was the end.


  Dynamon felt the little bomb bump his chest. But—wonder of wonders! There was no blinding flash—no explosion. There was just a silvery tinkle as the glass ball shattered at his feet. Dynamon opened his eyes and found that he was still alive. An incredulous shout went up from the horrified crowd and Thamon started running toward him.


  “Tridium!” shouted the scientist. “You have discovered tridium!”


  As in a dream, Dynamon saw the soldiers overpowering Mortoch and heard himself say, “What do you mean? Where is the tridium?” He stared about in wonder.


  “The rock!” cried Thamon excitedly. “You touched the rock and were instantly insulated against the electric charge. Great heavens! What a discovery! Every one of these luminous rocks must be made of tridium.”


  Dynamon turned around and placed a hand on the glowing rock. Instantly, he felt himself enveloped in an extraordinary transparent aura.


  “You see!” cried Thamon, and struck at the rock with his metal rod. Evidently, it was almost as soft as chalk, for several pieces as big as a man’s fist chipped off and fell to the ground. Thamon stooped down and picked one of the pieces up and immediately he, too, stood in a curious, gleaming aura.


  “It’s tridium, all right!” exclaimed the scientist. “There can be no doubt about it. We knew it was on Saturn and we knew what its properties were, but we didn’t know what it looked like. Do you realize what this means, Dynamon? It means that we may finally have found the defense against the Photo-Atomic Ray!”


  Dynamon felt a little dizzy. Not only had he been snatched from what appeared to be certain death but he had inadvertently made a discovery that might save the people of the world from conquest at the hands of the Martians.


  “Thamon, are you quite sure?” he said. “Are you quite sure that this will work against the Ray?”


  “No,” replied Thamon promptly. “I won’t be quite sure until we’ve tested it out. From a theoretical standpoint, this glowing cloud, this aura that surrounds us as we touch a piece of tridium should insulate us against the Ray. But to be absolutely certain, somebody will have to expose himself to the Ray. Someone among us must go up to the surface holding a piece of tridium in his hand and face the Martians. If he is killed, then I’m wrong. But if he is not killed, then the Martians are at our mercy. We can walk up to them untouched and crush their egg-shell skulls with our bare fists.”


  “I see,” said Dynamon gravely. “Then, one of us must be a heroic experimental guinea pig?”


  “Exactly,” said Thamon.


  Dynamon looked over the silent group of soldiers, at Mortoch, shoulders hunched in the grip of two stalwarts. Then he bowed his head in thought for a moment.


  “Men,” he said, finally, “this is not a case of calling for volunteers. I think any one of us is brave enough to offer his life for the good of the rest of the human beings, but I think we should decide who is to do this dirty work by drawing lots.”


  “No!”


  It was Mortoch. In his eyes was a wild, hunted look, and his voice was hoarse, but there was deep sincerity in his tones.


  “Dynamon,” said the Chief Decurion, “I went off my head with jealousy a minute ago. The madness is gone now, and I would give anything if I could undo what I did. You must give me the chance to redeem myself. If I am killed, so much the better for me. And if I am not, so much the better for all the human beings in the world.”


  Dynamon looked long and searchingly at the Decurion. Finally he said, “Mortoch, I cannot deny your appeal. Take this piece of tridium and go up the shaft. We will be close behind you to observe the experiment.”


  Just then, there was a shout from the two soldiers who were guarding the passageway to the pit.


  “Martians!” they cried. “They are coming down on us! The shaft is full of them!”


  Dynamon walked straight toward Mortoch and placed the piece of tridium in his hand.


  “Your ordeal is at hand,” he said simply, as, in a flash, the bright aura transferred itself to the person of Mortoch.


  THE two soldiers guarding the entrance to the pit were backing away to either side and throwing voltage bombs into the passageway as Mortoch ran toward them.


  “Stop!” he shouted, never slackening his pace. “This is my job! Get out of range!” He halted six feet away from the mouth of the passage and raised his arms up in a gesture of defiance. An admiring gasp went up from the crowd of watching humans at the tall, lean figure bathed in its luminous glow. Then a deathly silence shut down abruptly as four little figures erupted through the passageway, Martians!


  They were scarcely two feet tall, with spindly little bodies and legs, but their heads were more than twice the size of human heads and looked doubly grotesque in their combination helmet-masks. One of them was holding a big, black cone—the Photo-Atomic generator. Quickly the little creature leveled it at Mortoch and pulled a lever on the side. An ominous high-pitched hum filled the air and everyone knew that the death Ray was being poured in all its deadly violence on Mortoch.


  Thamon was the first to raise his voice in a shout as Mortoch, unharmed, strode forward and felled the Martian with one blow of his fist. The air rang with human cheers as Mortoch seized two more scurrying Martians by the legs and dashed their brains out on the ground.


  “It works!” Thamon yelled, hysterically. “It’s tridium! We’re saved!”


  The scientist was hacking crazily at the rock with his metal staff and jubilant soldiers swarmed around him, picking up pieces of tridium. In a few moments the whole force, every man. surrounded by the luminous aura, was bolting through the passageway into the bottom of the pit.


  For a short time the Martians tried to put up a battle. But with their chief weapon nullified, they were slaughtered by the dozen, and the survivors began flitting up the shaft. In the midst of the turmoil, Dynamon kept his wits about him. He knew that in order to realize the full value of the tridium discovery, the Martians on the surface must be kept from learning about it. He raised his voice in a mighty shout over the clamor.


  “Masks on! Up the shaft at full speed! We must not allow a single Martian to reach the surface!”


  Swiftly the Earth-soldiers fastened their masks and took off straight upward. Each one of them clung to their precious lumps of tridium, and in a short time the dark shaft presented an extraordinary spectacle. Each of the twenty-odd humans was bathed in his own ghostly envelope of light, and the fleeing Martians, looking downward, must have felt as if they were being pursued by a squadron of giant fireflies.


  The survivors of the massacre below had a head start of their pursuers, but being so much lighter in weight, their gravity-repellors could not push them up through the atmosphere as fast as the humans could go. Gradually they were overtaken and destroyed by Dynamon’s force—the last Martian being caught just at the upper mouth of the pit.


  DYNAMON quickly gathered his men about him while he took stock of the situation in the valley. The three Carriers were in the same position as they were before, but there were no Earth-soldiers left standing. A little circle of fallen bodies offered mute testimony to the hopeless battle put up by the force of three decuria which had made that ill-fated sortie from the. Carrier. Now, the Martians from both of the red ships—excluding, of course, the group that had been cut to pieces in the pit—were gathered in a body near the Earth Carrier. Dynamon guessed that they were waiting to see what the Earth people were going to do next. They would soon find out, the centurion thought grimly. Even though there were probably close to two hundred of the evil little creatures down there, they would be no match for the brawny humans insulated against the Photo-Atomic Ray.


  Swiftly, Dynamon formulated a plan of action. His first consideration was to try and seize both Martian Carriers. If possible, they must be prevented from leaving the ground and carrying back to Mars the warning that, at last, the humans had found a defense against the Ray. With that in mind, the centurion divided his little force in two. One decuria with its decurion he put under Mortoch, and the other, he commanded himself. Each group was to strike boldly at one of the Martian ships, Mortoch the nearer one; himself, the farther one.


  Dynamon issued his commands by signs, hoping to remain unnoticed by the enemy if he refrained from using the radio-phone. But as he led his group off along the hillside, a sudden activity among the Martians in the valley told him that he had been sighted. They came streaming across the valley floor toward the heights on a shallow crescent, each wing spreading to perform an enveloping movement.


  What an unpleasant surprise the nasty little devils are going to get! thought Dynamon, and he switched on his radio-phone.


  “Follow me, now, on the dead run!”


  He dug his toes into the yielding gray sand and ran along the hillside, bending low into the wind. It was heavy going, but the humans were able to make faster progress than their enemies because of their greater weight. Dynamon saw that he and his group were outrunning the Martians and would probably reach their objective sooner. Two thoughts arose in his mind to worry him. One was, that the Martians inside the red ships might lock their doors and take off before he and Mortoch, respectively, could reach them. The other was the fear that Borion, inside the Earth-Carrier, not knowing of the new defense against the Ray, would sally out in a desperate attempt to save—as he might think—the two isolated detachments of humans.


  However, Dynamon reflected, those were eventualities over which he had no control. All he could do under the circumstances was pray for good luck.


  A GLANCE down into the valley told him that he and his little force were abreast of the Earth-Carrier by now, with a half a mile still to go to reach the Martian ship. The Martians, running parallel, were falling behind a little. Rapping out a command into his transmitter, Dynamon changed his direction slightly, and swung downhill on a direct line with the red ship. At the same time, he and his men readjusted their gravity-control so that their speed was almost doubled. Away to their left, the Martian horde was dropping behind. Dynamon gave an involuntary shout of triumph. He and his party was going to win the race.


  As the little knot of speeding humans approached within a hundred yards of the Martian Carrier, another cheer broke from Dynamon’s lips. The door at the side of the Carrier swung open and a score of little creatures carrying the once-dreaded black cones tumbled out. The Martians inside the ship, far from rimning away, were coming out to fight—mistakingly confident that the, twelve humans were at their mercy!


  Quickly, Dynamon issued orders that two of his men should immediately penetrate the inside of the Carrier and seize the control-room, while the rest stayed outside and engaged the Martian warriors. Then, panting for breath, but none the less confident, the decuria closed in on the Martians.


  They were within twenty-five yards of the dwarf-like little creatures before the Martians discovered that something was amiss with the Photo-Atomic Ray. The ugly little men hesitated in momentary dismay, and then started to make a dash for the inside of the Carrier. But by that time, it was too late.


  The twelve humans, clothed in their lifepreserving auras, swept down on the Martians like avenging angels. All the pent-up hatred against this diabolically cruel enemy now found release. At last, the Martian superiority in weapons was broken. Dynamon and his men waded implacably into the terrified little ogres and slew them without mercy. The whole business was over in less than two minutes.


  Without the loss of a man, Dynamon had annihilated the defenders of the Carrier, and two of his soldiers were inside in possession of the control-room. There remained now the job of handling the hundred or so Martians who were moving over the gray sand toward his victorious decuria.


  But this force of the enemy had realized that something was radically wrong. They were no longer running, but, in fact, were slowing up to a halt about fifty yards away. Dynamon swung an arm and began to walk toward them. The black cones came up, pointing, all along the long line of Martians. Dynamon’s men fanned out on either side of him, walking forward slowly, inexorably.


  The line of Martians wavered uncertainly, and then began to fall back in terrified confusion, as the humans remained unharmed by the Ray. Dynamon’s voice crackled in nine sets of ear-phones, and the decuria lunged forward. In a moment, they were in the midst of a panic-stricken mass of scurrying Martians. Again, the soldiers from Earth slew pitilessly, until in a short while, fifty-odd of the harried little creatures lay dead. The rest were scattered in headlong flight over the valley.


  THE business was accomplished none too soon. The thing which Dynamon had feared might happen earlier, happened now. A force of humans, unprotected by tridium, emerged from the big gray Carrier and hastened toward Dynamon. A few minutes earlier and these men would have been mowed down by the Ray. The centurion sighed with relief and ordered the newcomers back to the Cosmos Carrier.


  The danger was over.


  Twenty minutes later, Dynamon had joined forces again with Mortoch’s detachment and was marching back to the mouth of the pit, where Keltry and Thamon were waiting. The past hour had seen a complete and sweeping triumph for the humans. Mortoch’s attack on the other Martian ship had been as successful as Dynamon’s. Now, both of the Martian Carriers were captured, and their crews and warriors cut to pieces. And, all this had been accomplished with the loss of but one man. One of Mortoch’s soldiers had fallen and dropped his lump of tridium. The man had instantly died under the Photo-Atomic Ray.


  There remained only one more piece of business to conclude successfully the expedition to Saturn, and Dynamon set about it promptly. Once again he led the way down the pit to the Nether World.


  There was great excitement at the bottom of the shaft. The Saturnians were disposing of the bodies of the Martians who had fallen in the first onslaught when Mortoch had proven the efficacy of tridium. And, as Dynamon landed among them, closely followed by Thamon, Keltry and the soldiers, the Saturnians crowded around in an condition bordering on hysteria. They had never before seen Martians, or even dreamed of their existence, so it was not to be wondered at that the primitive humans of the Nether World were excited when the sudden, fierce combat broke out almost in their midst. With the greatest difficulty, Dynamon quieted them down enough so that they heard and complied with his request to be taken to their Queen.


  “Queen Diana,” he said directly, “in your kingdom, you have any quantity—thousands of tons—of this luminous rock which we have identified as tridium. This substance is the one thing which can save the people of the Earth from the death-ray of the Martians. Will you give me your permission to carry away some of these rocks back to Earth, so that our armies can defend themselves against our enemies?”


  The little Queen gave Dynamon a long languorous look.


  “If you stay here and be my King,” she answered, at length, “I will permit your people to carry away as many of the rocks as they want.”


  Dynamon’s heart sank. He had hoped that Queen Diana had got over that idea. What was he going to do?


  “Well, Queen Diana,” he said, slowly, trying frantically to think of some way out, “I can’t tell you how flattered I am at your proposal, but I don’t see how I can accept it.”


  “Why not?” the queen demanded, imperiously.


  DYNAMON shook his head helplessly.


  He was trying to think of some tactful way of telling this spoiled little woman that his heart already belonged to Keltry.


  “Well, perhaps you have noticed,” he began, “that someone else on this expedition has a—a claim—er—”


  “Who do you mean?” the Queen interrupted, “The tall, dark man? The one called Mortoch?”


  “Mortoch?” said Dynamon wonderingly.


  “Yes, isn’t that what you’re trying to tell me? Mortoch! That’s very interesting,” said the Queen dreamily, “Come to think of it, I had noticed that he looked at me very intensely.”


  A great light dawned on Dynamon. The Queen was jumping to a quite different set of conclusions. He had tried to tell her that he was in love with Keltry, and she thought he was telling her that Mortoch was in love with her, the Queen!


  “I think that is very generous of you, Dynamon,” said the Queen with a brilliant smile. “You are standing aside in favor of Mortoch because in your eyes, his bravery in facing the Martians gives him a greater claim on my hand.”


  Dynamon nodded wisely.


  “He is a very handsome man,” the Queen went on, looking off into space, “perhaps you’re right.”


  “He is just outside,” said Dynamon rising. “Let me bring him in to you.” Before the little Queen could say anything more, Dynamon walked briskly out to the mouth of the cave and hailed Mortoch.


  “I remember hearing you say,” he said, as the Chief Decurion came up to him, “that you wouldn’t mind staying here with Queen Diana, Well, it seems that you are to have your wish. The Queen is determined to marry one of us, and right at this moment, she is inclining toward you as a husband. I think it’s a fine idea.”


  Mortoch turned startled eyes on the centurion. Then he began to grin.


  “Is that a command?” he asked.


  “It is,” Dynamon replied.


  “I could do lots worse,” said Mortoch, “although I’m liable to get homesick now and then.”


  “Don’t forget,” said Dynamon, “you’ll be King of Saturn, or at least, of this part of Saturn. Go on inside, now, she’s waiting for you.”


  Not long afterwards, Queen Diana, her eyes shining, appeared at the entrance to her cave. Her hand rested lightly on Mortoch’s arm, and she announced to her people that at last she was taking, a husband and giving the Nether World of Saturn, a King. As cheer after cheer went up from the bearded Saturnians, Dynamon bent over the Queen’s hand and kissed it. He, then, received gracious permission to take away as much tridium as he needed.


  KELTRY stood between Dynamon and Thamon and the three of them stared into the bow periscope screens in the control-room of the Carrier, Borion came over and joined them.


  “Well, there she is,” said the navigator, fondly. “There was a time back there on Saturn when I kind of doubted that any of us would ever see her again.”


  The chief image in the screens was a glowing sphere about the size of a man’s head. It was Earth. Already, the watchers in the control-room could make out the outlines of the continents.


  “But at that, I guess we got off lightly,” continued Borion, “We lost thirty.-nine men—including Mortoch—but just think what we’re bringing back! We’ve got enough tridium in these three Carriers to divide up among ten thousand men. I was afraid we might have trouble with so much of the stuff—afraid it might affect the magnets.”


  “No, it’s a curiously inert substance,” said Thamon, “I suppose that’s why it can absorb the terrific shock of the Photo-Atomic Ray so easily. What’s the news from Headquarters, Dynamon?”


  “It’s pretty sketchy,” said the centurion, “Argallum was afraid to say too much for fear the Martians might be able to decode the message. But it looks as if we are going to be just about in the nick of time. The Martian invasion began ten months ago, just about the time we were leaving Saturn. Even though they came without warning in thousands of ships, our people managed to beat them off for quite a while. Some cities were destroyed, but Copia wasn’t touched—too well guarded. But then, even though our people maintained, and still do maintain, superiority in the air, those Martian devils found some remote desert spot unguarded and landed thousands of their men. They were all equipped with the Ray, of course, and our land forces simply couldn’t stand up against them. They’ve been driving steadily ever since, and right now, they’re within seventy miles of Copia.”


  “Whew!” gasped Borion.


  “I should say we are in the nick of time,” said Keltry.


  “Heavens!” exclaimed Thamon, “I shudder to think what would happen to the World right now, Keltry, if you hadn’t fallen down that pit!”


  “That’s right,” laughed Dynamon.


  Just then, a communications man walked into the control-room and handed Dynamon a message.


  He read it avidly.


  “That’s good news,” the centurion remarked, looking up from the piece of paper, “Argallum is sending a heavy convoy to meet us. How soon will we be landing, Borion?”


  “Well, we should hit the top of the stratosphere in less than an hour,” the navigator replied. “From there on down—at reduced speed—will probably take another two hours.”


  “In that case,” said Dynamon, “I think we’d better shut down on all conversation. Even Argallum doesn’t know what we’re bringing back—I’m taking no chances on having our secret get out to the enemy.


  He only knows that we are returning with two captured Martian Carriers. So, make your dispositions, Borion, because in five minutes I’m going to order everyone on all three ships to landing stations.”


  THE next three hours were tense ones for the returning expedition. Even though a convoy had been promised, Dynamon was apprehensive about possible attacks by the Martians, who, he was sure, must know something of what was going on. But as it worked out, a perfect cloud of gray Cosmos Carriers came out to meet the voyagers from Saturn, and Dynamon was able to set his ships down at Vanadium Field without mishap.


  A heavy guard was thrown around the precious cargoes, and the young centurion was whisked away to Government City.


  “What did you find?” The Commander-in-Chief’s face was haggard.


  “We found tridium,” said Dynamon, “tons of it. We had an opportunity to test it, and it proved to be a complete defense against the Ray.”


  “How difficult is it to get at?”


  “Not difficult at all,” said Dynamon, “we brought back enough to equip nearly ten thousand men.”


  “Heaven be praised!” said Argallum fervently, “We might pull out of this situation yet. Those devils have been sweeping everything before them. We cut off their communications with our air power but that didn’t stop them. They’ve been living off the land, and they’re so powerful that they’ve been able to overrun territory at will.”


  Dynamon glanced at his watch. “It is almost noon,” he said, “It will take just one counter-attack to break through their line and roll it up in both directions. If you throw attack-units forward as fast as they can be equipped with tridium, you will have the Martians in a rout before sundown.”


  And it was so.


  Dynamon stood beside Argallum two hours later, on a little knoll sixty miles out of Copia. A wide plain stretched before their eyes and across its width, a beaten, discouraged army of humans gave ground slowly before hordes of tiny, malevolent creatures from another planet. As the two men watched, a fresh column of Earth-soldiers issued forth from a woods in the center of the plain. There was a curious greenish shimmer surrounding this new column—a will-o’-the-wisp, mirage-like quality—and it advanced without hesitation straight into the serried ranks of the terrible Martians.


  “Great Heavens!” cried Argallum, “They’re walking right up to them! And not a man is down! Look! The Martians are reeling back! Our voltage bombs are killing them like flies!


  Dynamon turned away from the scene of carnage with a curious smile. He knew that Argallum in his gratitude would probably want to throw every conceivable honor and promotion at him. For bringing three Carrier loads of tridium back from Saturn, he, Dynamon, would very likely become a World-wide hero. And yet, he reflected, it was a feat which could never have been accomplished if it hadn’t been for a series of unrelated incidents. If Keltry hadn’t stowed away, she couldn’t have fallen down the pit, thus leading to the discovery of Queen Diana’s Nether World. If Mortoch had not rebelled and tried to kill him with a voltage bomb—. If he hadn’t happened to touch the rock with his back—.


  Dynamon turned and looked out on to the battle field where the victorious Earth-soldiers in their tridium-auras were vetigefully slaughtering the hideous Martians. And he thought of the incident which had to precede all the other incidents so that he could bring back the tridium. That was the incident which had occurred hundreds of years before, when a man named Leonard Bolton had built a “space ship” and had traveled to Saturn in it, breaking through the burnt-out crust into the Nether World, boring the long hole with his clumsy medieval Carrier. That was the hole that Keltry had fallen into.


  Dynamon shook his head. Leonard Bolton had built his “space ship” in the year 1956, the last year but one of the long series of frightful wars, in which the divided peoples of the World tried to destroy one another—and very nearly succeeded.


  LIFE ON SATURN


  John Hale


  WHAT KIND OF LIFE MIGHT EXIST ON SATURN! AMAZING STORIES’ ARTIST HAS DEPICTED HIS IDEA OF THE “MAN” FROM THE RINGED WORLD ON OUR BACK COVER. THIS CONCEPTION IS DRAWN FROM SCIENTIFIC OBSERVATIONS


  In considering the possible form of life that might exist on the planet Saturn, we must take careful astronomical and chemical analysis of the facts, insofar as we know them. Saturn is the most remote of the planets known to the ancients, and appears as a star of the first magnitude, outshining even Sirius with a steady yellowish light. Its mean distance from the sun is about nine and one half astronomical units, or 886,000,000 miles. This distance varies as much as 100,000,000 miles due to the eccentricity of its orbit (0.056). Its least distance is 774,000,000 miles and its greatest 1,028,000,000 miles. The inclination of its orbit to the ecliptic is 2½°. The sidereal period is approximately 29½ years, the synodic period being 378 days.


  The planet is more flattened at the poles than any other, so that its equatorial diameter is 75,000 miles while the polar is only 68,000 miles. The mean diameter is about 73,000 miles, more than nine times that of Earth. Its surface is 84 times that of Earth and its volume 770 times. Its mass is 95 times that of Earth. Therefore its mean density comes out only one-eighth that of the Earth; actually less than that of water. It is by far the least dense of the planetary family.


  However, its mean superficial gravity is 1.2, being almost normal Earth gravity at its equator. It rotates on its axis in about 10 hours, 14 minutes.


  From these facts we can deduce several interesting things. First, that the planet has no stable surface, no continents, or land, as we know it on Earth. Therefore, our Earth visitor to Saturn will find no footing, but will be forced to inspect the surface and greet the Saturnian by lowering himself from his space ship through the gaseous atmosphere and hanging suspended just above the swampy, viscous, near liquid terrain. He would be forced to wear a protecting suit, since the atmosphere is filled with poisonous gases.


  Once down through the murky mists, he would find a weird landscape indeed. The possibility is great that weedy growths, tending to bulbous, gas-filled objects, would abound. These would float on the surface of the liquid planet, and provide a mat of tough, buoyant vegetation. This would not support the Earthman’s weight, but we can easily see where it would support the inhabitant of Saturn. Because, more than likely, he would be constructed very much like the “water-walkers” of our own Earth.


  He would have a bulbous body, probably composed of a light skeleton, spongy, gas-filled cells, and heavy, leathery membrane as an outer skin. He would have spidery legs, capable of conveying his body over the matted vegetation without breaking through to the fatal depths below. He would have many tentacle-like arms, provided for the express purpose of wresting his food from the fruit of the gas plants, or fishing for it in the slime and muck of the terrain.


  He would be incredibly agile and fast, and would be capable of traveling over the matted vegetation at great speed. He would probably not be a ferocious fighter, but rather an individualist, scooting about on his own business, mainly that of procuring food, most of the time. This would more than likely be true because of the enormous extent of his domain and the extremely rapid metabolism of his unstable world. The business of living would consume his entire attention, and it is to be doubted whether he could give the Earthly visitor more than a passing glance.


  Reproduction would certainly be accomplished as an egg-laying, or spore-laying function. The female would lay her eggs in the steaming, warm muck, where they would float until hatched. It is likely that the young would emerge first as swimming creatures and later develop the power to take to the “land”.


  Mortality would be high, due to the slimy denizens of the deep which would develop riotously in the liquid world. Out of millions of eggs laid, perhaps only hundreds would hatch, and only dozens of them eventually reach maturity.


  Life on Saturn would be a constant scramble for existence, on a huge scale. Also, the likelihood of death due to severe storms would always be present. The telescope shows much shifting of the surface, and constantly swirling atmosphere, which means quite a bit of turbulence constantly going on. Perhaps in certain areas, great storms would cause disastrous tidal waves of muck. Other areas might be flung into boiling turmoil by the decomposition of vegetation deep in the muck, and the consequent rising of released gases.


  Saturn is the most unstable of all planets, and life on that world is bound to be governed by this same unstability.


  With all this to cope with, our Saturnian would not have time to develop a great deal of intelligence. He would know little more than the fact that he was alive, that he must mate, and that he must eat. Doing those things would take all of his time, and his civilization would be absolutely nil. No such thing as a city would exist, nor even a structure that could be called a home. Nor would there be any community life, since nowhere would there be solid terrain which would allow it. The Saturnian must be constantly on the move, lest his footing disappear beneath him.


  Whatever solid areas there may be would be rare, and composed of light, fragile substance which could not be used to any useful purpose insofar as construction or habitation are concerned.


  WATERS OF DEATH


  Earl Binder and Otto Binder


  A DEJECTED human figure stood in the lonely wastes of Titan, Saturn’s sixth moon, under the ringed planet’s moonlike glow. The air was thin, but life-supporting. The surrounding vegetation was thorny and tangled, almost as difficult to work through as barbed wire.


  And that had proved “Lifer” Pete Larn’s downfall. Thrusting through the wild vegetation, trying desperately to put as much distance between the prison and himself as possible, it had happened. A whiplike vine had snared the neck of his water canteen and ripped it cleanly from his belt. His body had jerked half around and he had fallen, stunned. Then an ominous gurgling sound propelled him to his feet.


  It was his canteen—spilling! But by the time he had found it, parting gnarled thorns that drew blood from his hands, the last drop of water had oozed into the soil, vanishing!


  Larn kicked at the bushes with his heavy boots, swearing blackly. Rage consumed him, a greater rage than even the murderous frenzy that had driven him to kill two men, on Ganymede. He trampled the bush flat.


  Then he calmed. And with the calm came—fear! He had another five hundred miles to go, two weeks’ travel at the least, even in Titan’s light gravity. Two weeks—and without water! A man could go that long without food, but water was essential. Especially in this arid atmosphere that seemed to suck moisture out of his body. It never rained on Rhea.


  There was the river, whose course he was following. But one did not drink of Titan’s rivers. A picture loomed unbidden in Larn’s mind, like an evil specter. The face of the last man who had tried to escape. After only a month in the prison, this man had made his break, scoffing at the tales of poisoned waters. A search party had brought in his body a week later—bloated, twisted by terrible convulsions. And the look that was stamped on his face was one of haunting insanity!


  The waters of Titan were, and had always been, impregnated with some dread ingredient, a diabolical natural drug that first brought intoxication and then death, in swift succession. The prison’s purifying plant extracted all but slight traces that left only a mildly bitter taste.


  Larn stared at the empty canteen that gaped mockingly. Go back? Back to lifelong imprisonment in the grim jail from which he had escaped? “No!”


  He shouted the word defiantly. He had planned this too long—five years. He had made the canteen bit by bit, with scraps of sheet metal garnered from the prison’s machine-shop, soldering them together over a candle flame in his cell, with pellets of lead. The rest had been comparatively easy, since he had planned so thoroughly. A guard quietly strangled, who had entered his cell to investigate Larn’s pretended moaning.


  A quick trip to the main water supply, in the guard’s uniform, to fill his improvised canteen. Finally escape over the wall, boldly walking past a guardhouse, protected by the shadows of true night, when both Saturn and the sun had set.


  By dawn, when the weak sun had spattered anemic sunlight over the dreary satellite, Larn had put fifty miles between himself and the prison. They would never find him now. It had all worked perfectly up until this moment. But now . . . he kicked at the useless canteen that had been his symbol of freedom. He’d go on. He’d make it somehow.


  TITANOPOLIS, mining city, and its space docks lay five hundred miles eastward. There, in its somewhat lawless quarters where hardbitten spacemen drank and gambled, he could easily ship aboard some freighter, no questions asked.


  Pete Larn tramped along, still following the narrow river that he knew led straight into Titanopolis. He eyed the water and shuddered. He’d never take a drink of that!


  But five days later the pangs of thirst arose, and became a growing torture. Hourly his torment increased, and he knew then, in the back of his mind, that he could never reach his goal. His eyes kept turning to the lure of the softly coursing river near-by.


  The water sparkled invitingly in the sunlight. But within it lurked dissolved madness and death! “Moon of Intoxication,” Titan was often called, for dissolute spacemen added a drop of its waters to their liquors to revel in its extraordinary intoxication. More than a drop brought death.


  Larn cursed bitterly through parched Ups as he staggered along. A haunting phrase came up from his youthful reading—what was it?—“Water, water everywhere, but not a drop to drink!”


  He knew he was going mad. Beads of sweat trickled from his brow as he pushed through the wiry plant-growths, and drop by drop his body was being drained dry. His throat was raw torture. A horrible, unwanted thought hammered in his dazed mind—one little drink! One little drink wouldn’t hurt! How sweet it would taste. . . .


  With a little shock, he suddenly found himself at the river’s edge, kneeling in the mud. An alien force seemed to have gripped him and was forcing him to bend his head toward the water. Some part of his mind had snapped and had gained control of his body. Drink! He must drink!


  “I won’t!” he screamed, breaking from the mad spell. He jerked the gun from his belt, the gun of the guard he had strangled. He pressed the cold muzzle against his temple. Better the quick death than the lingering one of intoxication, insanity, and final convulsion.


  The shot rang out sharply and Larn’s body slumped on the river bank. . . .


  The two guards who found the corpse, a day later, shook their heads, standing over it. “Little did Larn realize,” said one, “how close he was to succeeding! If he had taken a drink, he would have been saved!”


  The other nodded. “He knew that the prison-water has minute traces of Titan’s poisonous waters. But he didn’t know that, after drinking it for five years, he was naturally immune to the concentrated quality of the river’s waters. And it’s lucky for us none of the other prisoners have yet guessed that fact!”


  RENEGADE FROM SATURN


  Raymond Z. Gallun


  Three Crystal Cases House the Riddle of All Time! Can You Solve It? See Page 41


  LIEUTENANT PERRY MORELAND went to Guy Laster’s d country laboratory alone. He went alone because he felt that in the face of nameless risk and death, companionship was of scant help.


  Laster’s house was dark and still among the pines. The door was locked. But in one brick wall of the building there were three shattered openings, hinting a little, by their crude shape, the form and size of the missiles that had made them, smashing through the solid masonry.


  Moreland clambered feverishly through one of the breaks in the wall. He looked back only once, at something far up in the sky to the east. For two hours, now, it had hung there, at an altitude of nineteen miles over New York City—a great globe of dull, ominous gray, far above the ceiling of the angry warplanes that swarmed beneath it.


  The sun had already set; but still one hemisphere of the strange craft suspended in the sky glowed rosy, like a little halfmoon, or like the illumined flank of a lofty evening cloud.


  Moreland shuddered, and his dark, thin face stiffened as he realized more forcefully how fearsome a mystery he was trying to combat.


  Two hours ago the great craft had blazed meteorically into the atmosphere from outer space, after having circled the Earth several times. New York had gasped, too startled to express its wonder. Then it had been stricken by a series of violent explosions—ruthlessly unleashed from the ship which seemed somehow inconsistent with the studied genius that must have been required to design and build that majestic craft.


  Stumbling over brick rubble, Moreland looked around the cluttered, disordered room.


  The receiver of the telephone, mounted on the wall beside one of the laboratory benches, still hung off its hook. Moreland remembered that final grim call from Laster some forty minutes ago:


  “Quick, Perry! For God’s sake, hurry out here if you don’t want—”


  There had been no more, except for a hiss, a groan of agony.


  There was a sickening odor of burned flesh in the air. It didn’t exactly surprise Perry Moreland to see Laster’s corpse on the floor. He had fully expected such an outcome. The scientist’s slight body was sprawled on its stomach. Its legs were gone below the knees, and there was a great pool of blood on which floated a little ashy powder—all that remained of flesh and bone disintegrated by a process which no Earthly inventor had ever equaled.


  Attacked and wounded by some alien presence associated with those strange gaps in the wall, Guy Laster had bled to death. But close to one of his limp hands lay a pencil.


  His mind working with a quickness that seemed part of his horror and grief, Perry bent close to see what this circumstance might mean. Thus he found that, before losing consciousness, Laster had scribbled a message on the white tile of the floor:


  
    Little men, Perry . . . Believe it or not. Little men from Saturn, each enclosed in crystal. Three of them. A cube, an ovoid, a sphere. And only one of them is—HIM. Other two are robots or something. Look alike . . . Nice, clever, confusing trick . . . They told me about him—his people on Saturn. Renegade. Dangerous as hell. They told me how to make a weapon. I scared the renegade off. One shot left—garden—angle of walk. That’s the only way to kill him, if you can find—which one he is. Above all, don’t drink from public water supplies. It’s his means of attack. I was an awful dope to keep still. . . .

  


  There the message ended in an erratic scrawl which told of dying nerves and brain losing their control over fingers and pencil. But Guy Laster had done his best to warn him.


  MORELAND gulped savagely, confused by the tangled riddle that confronted him. He felt very small and miserable here in the shadow of a gigantic enigma. What did Laster mean? Three? Robots? Water? Weapon?


  “Poor devil,” Perry Moreland muttered raggedly.


  Guy Laster had been Perry’s science teacher in high school fourteen years ago. And though their paths had diverted widely later, they’d always kept in contact. In their different spheres they were alike. Perry had become a soldier of fortune, first in Spain, then in France. Guy, whom, as a kid he used to call Mr. Laster, had become an explorer of the unknown.


  Cosmic rays. Perry could remember very early. Guy had begun to study them, and had written letters telling of his progress. They were like ordinary light, only much more penetrating, and of shorter wavelength, and they came invisibly from the depths of interstellar space.


  Guy Laster had never determined their natural origin. He’d lost track of this objective, supplanted it with another. For, from the direction of the planet Saturn, his newly devised instruments had one day picked up a faint train of cosmic rays—rays artificially produced. They were modulated just as radio waves are modulated to transmit messages, and just as, in a photophone hookup, a beam of light can be modulated to transmit code or voice.


  A sort of unseen flashing of delicate impulses, beating out a strange system of dot-dash symbols. Eight years Guy Laster had struggled to work it out, building a transmitter, winning the attention of the unknown signaler from the void, comparing this symbol with that, noting the relationship of words, of phrases and sentences. And the being out there had been just as eager, and even more clever. Eight years of fascinating, heartbreaking toil—until they learned. . . .


  And during all that time the renegade had been coming toward Earth, at a speed of many miles per second. Moreland had heard the eerie clicking of that code on his rare visits to Guy Laster’s lab and had seen the light of triumph gleaming in the scientist’s eyes.


  “Saturn’s an ammonia world, Perry,” Laster had said. “Cold. Terrific pressure. A different, electrical metabolism. Liquid ammonia takes the place of water there. The inhabitants of Saturn report that one of their members is on his way to Earth. He is an outcast of some kind, but he can’t be dangerous. His people are too great—too advanced. And what could he want to take from us? What have we that they could ever need, that they couldn’t more easily produce themselves?”


  Like that. The faith of scientists. And yet there had been a certain logic in Laster’s arguments, incongruous with the way things had turned out. Greatness and barbarity didn’t quite match. But Perry sneered bitterly now. He’d seen that globular ship over New York. He’d seen brick and steel flare into roaring incandescence and holocaust shot somehow from the bulk of that intruding craft. That was fact.


  Searching for something to help clear up the mystery of Guy Laster’s note, scribbled on the tile floor, Perry turned the grotesquely shortened body of his friend over. Beneath the corpse he found a tube of crudely turned steel, lined with something that looked a little like asbestos. The thing had a short unguarded trigger, and a reassuring heft, as he gripped it. A kind of gun. One with an alien cast, that made Perry shudder a little. It was still warm, having recently been discharged.


  “Renegade. Dangerous as hell. They told me—is people on Saturn . . . Told me how to make a weapon. . . .”


  This was it, Perry quickly guessed. The thing that Guy must have made so hastily, under the instructions of the Saturnites. Moreland could sense the devils of destructive power in it.


  He sighed. Beneath that gigantic cold atmosphere of Saturn there must live a great and kindly people after all. Only there were psychopathic crackpots in any society. . . .


  Perry struggled to picture what must have happened here so recently. The wall, low down, beside the telephone, was pitted, and all the white paint was burned away. That must have been when Guy’s legs had been disintegrated from under him. He must have been at bay even then, as he talked over the phone, waiting to fire short bursts at the things that were attacking him.


  Yes, there were the pitted marks on the further wall, showing where Laster’s bursts had hit. He hadn’t dared to fire strongly at any one of the intruders—for he didn’t know which was the real one, which the robots. The charge of his weapon was limited, and there had been three. But he’d managed to scare them off.


  “Enclosed in crystal. Three of them. A cube, an ovoid, a sphere.”


  PERRY could see how visible fact connected up with Guy Laster’s words. There were those three holes in the brick wall of the building, ranging in a row along one side of the room. Their edges were curiously sharp, like bullet holes. One of them was roughly square, one was oval. The third was irregular, like two circles overlapping.


  Mute evidence of alien action there, of vast speed and power. Those crystal cases must be terrifically strong, Moreland realized, shielding their occupants not only against the—from the Saturnian viewpoint—deadly conditions of Earth, but against just about everything else.


  “Only one way to kill him if you can find which one he is,” Guy had said. Which one of the three, was meant—for the other two were robots. Some kind of clever sham. Even Earthly dictators had doubles, Perry thought, as he considered the oddity of the circumstance.


  His fingers clutched tighter at the strange weapon in his hand, as he heard the beat of anti-aircraft guns pounding futilely in the distance, trying to puncture that high-floating and strangely shielded space ship.


  Moreland didn’t know quite what to do; but he had to hurry, hurry. The need for haste was in the sullen mood of that shattered room, and in the chilliness of the autumn air. Guy Laster had pointed him out. It was up to him to do his best.


  But he looked around the room again, carefully, trying to stretch his memory so that it would take on a photographic impression of every part of his surroundings. The trio of holes in the wall. The third, like two overlapping circles. Near it was Laster’s heavy electric furnace. It was still humming and active, refining metals for the dead scientist’s cosmic ray receiver and transmitter. In the plaster at the end of the room near the furnace was a mark, indicating the glancing blow of one of the intruding crystal cases. The way the scratches in the plaster went showed that this minor collision had probably occurred during the time of the three’s exit, rather than their entrance.


  Other details of the scene—broken chairs and beakers and apparatus—Perry included in his swift, tense glance. In one corner stood the complicated array of Laster’s receiver and transmitter. The former still clicked softly and eerily. Messages from Saturn—a warning to Earth from the far-off people about the sinister renegade, it must be. But Perry knew nothing of the code. . . .


  “He was only scared off,” Perry thought. “He’ll be back to finish up smashing things around here. There’s too much in this place that might be dangerous to him—”


  Moreland rushed down the corridor which led past the living quarters and to the rear of the laboratory. “Garden—angle of walk—”


  Where the concrete sidewalk crossed in the garden, Perry found a square of turf that had been carefully removed and replaced, obviously to conceal something. Lifting out the turf, Perry found a little leaden box. Clumsy with haste, he turned its latch. Within was a small cylinder of black paste, wrapped in lead foil.


  It was Laster’s only remaining cartridge for the tube weapon. Time and materials to build others had doubtless both been very limited. Perry stuffed the box and its contents, along with the tube itself, into his coat pocket.


  He raced around the building and got to his car. His departure from the vicinity was as swift as his arrival had been. But before he had driven a mile, he heard a dull roar behind him, in the thickening dusk. Fascinated, he stopped the car to look back.


  Moreland saw only a mounting flicker of whitish light, like auroral streamers, or like the trailing hairs of solar prominences. And flying debris, burning incandescent at the edges, giving evidence of vast heat. They were destroying Laster’s laboratory, perhaps by some subtle application of atomic energy.


  A moment later, rising clear of the treetops, and silhouetted against the still-lighted western sky, Perry saw the three. A cube, a sphere, an ovoid. The cube and the sphere moved parallel to the ground at terrific speed, without any change of course. The ovoid moved swiftly too, but with a startled, preliminary outward sweep that seemed odd. Perry watched them with a prayerful intensity, that he might not miss any point which might prove useful.


  In their slanting course, the three came a little nearer, and he saw them, dark silhouetted shapes within their crystal shapes. Little monkeylike forms. The human travesty of an ammonia world—of a metabolism that was electrical—of muscle and brain that were of different chemicals. But where there is ground to walk on, and things to see and handle and study, perhaps the humanlike mold is best for intelligent creatures.


  Each carried slender rods, somewhat like the tube in Perry’s coat-pocket. But in the distance at least, there was no way to distinguish the three, one from the others. The living from the mechanical. Two were moving, animated dolls—companions, helpers, and part of a trick for safety’s sake. Perry continued to watch them as they slanted up toward the sullen, brooding space ship.


  Then he got back into the city as fast as he could. He reached George Brentley’s office. Brentley was editor of the Post. Ordinarily the big, bluff man should be very helpful now; but Perry already sensed that there was something very wrong.


  “We shouldn’t drink from public water supplies, eh?—according to your friend Laster,” Brentley commented languidly, in answer to Perry’s plea. “Sure, I’ll tell everybody they’d better go thirsty for a while. I’ll put it in the Post and I’ll put it on the radio too. Anything you say . . . But what the heck is the use? We’re licked, cleaned up. Maybe this—er—visitor might be a real help. The world is in a bad enough mess as is, Lord knows. Crooked politics, strikes, war . . .


  LISTENING to Brentley, Moreland’s heart sank. He wanted to swing a haymaker to the older man’s jaw for his sudden indifferent weakness, which was so in contrast to his usual energy. But there was a dullness in Brentley’s eyes. Perry had seen that same look in other eyes, when he had come across Times Square.


  A fat man had been chanting a hymn, there. Someone in the milling throng had talked about the raiding of the library at Fifth Avenue and Forty-second Street. People were calm, unfrightened. . . .


  Moreland knew now that he’d been too late in giving his warning about the water. People had already been doped. Those glassy, drugged eyes. Emotions gone docile. There were no real outbursts of hysteria and terror, but courage had evaporated. Perry knew enough of physiology to realize what a delicately balanced chemical machine the human body is. For instance, emotions of fear and anger were closely associated with the secretions of the adrenal gland, and in fact could be artificially stimulated by adrenalin, hypodermically injected into the bloodstream.


  That was an example of how a complex chemical could influence the emotions, and the very personality of a human being. And there were certainly other such chemicals. Somehow the renegade from Saturn had tainted the water supply with—something.


  Perhaps he had fired minute projectiles, containing the subtle, far-reaching stuff, from his space ship, directing them to the sources of the city’s water supply. Most of the people had drunk the water. And the result was flaccid weakness, accepting—what? Perry didn’t know yet; the answer was masked in the dim terror of the unknown.


  “How far does it go?” he demanded suddenly, controlling himself. “How far, Brentley? The way everybody has doubled up and quit, I mean. Is it just New York, or—” Perry’s questioning pause was tense.


  BRENTLEY looked almost surprised for a second.


  “Why—er—people seem to be generally of the same opinion everywhere, if that’s what you want me to say,” he responded at last. “I know I talked with Claxon, our Chicago correspondent, over the phone, and with Breckenridge in Los Angeles. And they’ve got it doped out just the way I have. Of course there are dissenters like you—crazy mugs who’d fight anything. Maybe they didn’t drink any water—”


  Perry Moreland winced. Everywhere that courage-sapping spell had struck—at least within the borders of the United States. He knew that that ship from space had circled Earth several times, before it had slowed and hovered over New York. Quite probably it had drugged most of the sources of fresh water throughout the planet.


  “I saw those three glass things,” Brentley offered. “Only it couldn’t be glass, because they shot right through a building, and it went up in smoke and fire after them.”


  Perry felt beaten and wilted. Then from out in the street, and far up in the sky he heard a slow, harsh whisper, infinitely far reaching. It scratched mechanically, as though it was not originally a voice at all—for perhaps Saturnians were speechless—but something created by a voice machine.


  “I am your master . . . You must do as I command . . . I am your master . . . No one can resist me. . . .”


  It was eerie, godlike, there in the advancing night that closed in like purple ghosts over the metropolis. The voice of the renegade.


  It almost caved in Perry’s remaining nerve. Then, fighting the pang of helplessness, he saw how simple the trick could be, really. It was some sort of sound system in that space ship up there, amplifying sound. And the renegade must have listened to radio broadcasts, learning to produce English words vocally. He might have been listening for months, as he approached from space.


  As simple as that. And that huge uncanny voice lost some of its power to awe Perry Moreland. It made him angry instead. Its vast, hollow egotism. On Earth there’d been men like that. Outcasts of vast vanity with empty, trite ambitions. Was it like that on Saturn too? In the weird distance of an ammonia world, was it the same? Perry thought maybe he saw the soul of the renegade then.


  He felt braced a little. And the weight of that hard, carbon-steel tube in his coat pocket, helped to reassure him. The gift, through Guy Laster, of a great people who, in a way, were responsible. It was good to think of Laster and those distant champions.


  Moreland grasped Brentley fiercely by the arm.


  “Listen to me,” he hissed. “And not to that rot! Send the warning about the water—by radio first, then in your paper. Do it right away! Understand?”


  It was almost odd how quickly and sincerely Brentley said “Yes.” But then, perhaps, it was the functioning of the drug in his system. Perry could have smiled grimly at this slight victory. He had used the enemy’s own thunder!


  But now what? How much further could he go? He left Brentley’s office, but paused at the street level to think. No guns boomed now. No angry, defensive airplanes roared any longer. Organized resistance was at an end here. Only he had a way to fight. One final shot. There would be no other reprieve.


  He stepped out into the street, mingling with the crowd, to watch the space ship, sullen in the increasing moonlight overhead. How could he get close to those three up there? How would he ever know which one to strike at? Again that huge mechanical voice was whispering hoarsely, pronouncing words which must have been learned from radio broadcasts:


  “No one can resist me—no one . . .” Sonorous, theatrical, challenging, something said by the twisted, narrow ego of an outcast throwback. One who had fled, or had been driven from Saturn. Perhaps that was why the renegade had came to Earth—because there was a less learned people here, whom he could dominate, and over whom he could display his powers, venting a poisoned spleen, and regaining his battered vanity.


  An old man, close to Perry Moreland, was shrilling: “Messiah! Messiah!” submissively in a cracked voice.


  The whole setup made Perry Moreland suddenly very hot under the collar. It made his thoughts leap quickly, and it made him impulsive.


  “You’re a damn liar!” he shouted, shaking a heavy brown fist toward the sky. “I’ll resist you plenty! And since you like to show off so much, let’s make it good. Tomorrow. Yankee Stadium, where interested people can watch and cheer the winner! I’ll show you we’ve a few tricks left up our sleeves!”


  Perry Moreland was trembling, partly with excitement, defiance and anger, and partly because of his own audacity. People looked at him . . . Everything was suddenly very still . . .


  Everyone in the crowded street waited. One minute. Two. There was no response from that heavy, other-world voice above. But then, of course, it was unlikely that Perry’s words could have carried to so great a distance. He felt sheepish. His slender scheme looked like a silly, trivial thing now. And his challenge even more stupid.


  Somebody spoke at his elbow: “What are you letting yourself in for, Perry old man?”


  Moreland turned to find red-faced, big-nosed Jim Knox confronting him. Jim Knox was another roustabout who had been in Spain with Perry. And they both held commissions in the U. S. Army now.


  MORELAND stared at Knox quizzically.


  “No, I’ve not been drinking,” Knox said with a grin. “Not water, anyway. I just heard Brentley’s blurb on the radio about that. He thinks you’re nuts. But I’m with you. Glad there’s one time when—”


  “Skip it,” Perry interrupted sullenly as he thought hard. “Come on—” They walked slowly for a couple of blocks. Perry didn’t say much, but his brain was doing overtime. Suppose it could be worked out that way—a show in Yankee Stadium? Before thousands of people. It would be good for the renegade, wouldn’t it, if he happened to win? Publicity—additional proof of his dominance. Perhaps, if the stage was set, Perry hoped, he and his two false, duplicate henchmen could be enticed to attack.


  But the trick couldn’t be too obvious. It had to be masked. Perry couldn’t just come out with the tube he had in his coat, and offer to fight. The renegade would recognize the nature of the weapon immediately. It had to be covered up some way, made to look less dangerous.


  Just as Perry and Jim reached a street corner, there was a terrific flash nearby. Then a crumbling roar as several buildings rattled down into neighboring streets, amid screams.


  And in the gray-white flash of dust and intense heat, Perry saw those three forms, each enclosed in its glinting crystal case that was evidently well-nigh indestructible. The three had emerged again from the space ship. The ovoid darted to one side erratically, before it sped on to join the others.


  More ruthlessness. Another demonstration of brutal power. The night was full of a thin, tortured whistle as cube and ovoid and sphere tore on through the air. Propelling, levitating sparks trailed behind them. The sound of their flight was eerie, like the wail of a wind on another world.


  But still, though the renegade had left the space craft, that heavy whisper spoke from it again, perhaps operated by remote control:


  “Factories . . . All industry is mine.


  I will change the Earth . . .”


  And Perry Moreland was left to ponder with a grim, nervous doubt, what was meant. He shuddered with the mystery of it—with the realization that here was a science backed up by a frustrated vanity—a science that could do things far more startling than the science of men.


  Dawn found Perry almost spent. He and Jim Knox had been working all night—seeing the proper authorities for permission, directing a crew to build a platform in Yankee Stadium, and mounting there a strange bulky apparatus.


  The latter was the invention of one of the War Department experts, Dr. Lloyd Rawleigh. It was designed to project intense rays of any or all wavelengths, ranging from X-rays at the short end to heat rays at the lower end of the infra-red spectrum. Though the apparatus was still in the experimental stages the concentration of the rays it could produce was such that it was deadly at short distances—using almost any of its possible waves.


  But now its bulging, spherical, swiveled bulk was only a blind for something else. Moreland would need that to camouflage his real weapon. Within its barrel-like maw was concealed the tube which Guy Laster had made under the direction of the people of Saturn. And it was loaded with that last charge of nameless black paste, which nevertheless must have held the secret of atomic power within it. Its trigger was arranged to be operated through a little hand-wheel, which looked like one of the controls of the all-wave projector.


  At dawn the stage was set. But up to now there had been no word of approval from the renegade. During the night the space ship had sped away once, around the world, perhaps to replenish the drug of submission in the scattered water supplies. Now the craft was back again, over New York.


  At ten o’clock in the morning, people began streaming into the vast stadium, responding to the call which Perry Moreland put on the radio. The show was set for one in the afternoon. Perry repeated it over and over again, over Brentley’s radio hookup at the stadium:


  “One o’clock. Come on, you devil! Here’s your chance to show what you can do!”


  He and Knox were on the stage they had erected. Both were dressed in their U. S. Army officer’s uniforms. But Lieutenant Perry Moreland felt nowhere near as self-assured as his defiant words had seemed to indicate.


  That riddle of the three crystal cases confronted him starkly now. How was he to choose the one housing the renegade, even if the opportunity was given him? There was only one chance in three. For his weapon would only fire—once. Feverishly he groped back through every bit of his knowledge and observations, searching for the answer. And as yet he saw nothing that was clear. With a pang of added doubt, he realized too that the renegade might change from one shielding crystal case to another, frequently to protect himself more completely.


  Perry Moreland paced back and forth on the platform, listening to the subdued voices of the people entering the great stadium. They weren’t fearful—just mildly curious. Most of the time he couldn’t hear what anyone was saying. But there was mention of a great parchment scroll.


  Dr. Rawleigh, plump and small and bald headed, patiently explained the details.


  “The scroll was dropped at nine o’clock this morning, in Central Park,” he said mildly, for the mood of the drug was on him too. “I examined it. The diagram of a huge machine of some kind. The—the visitors learned a lot about presenting ideas when they raided the library and took a lot of books and things. The machine seems to be intended to throw a lot of dust up into space, just beyond the atmosphere. That way the sun’s rays could be cut down a good deal. In a short time the temperature on Earth would fall enormously—”


  Perry Moreland thought he saw the significance of this at once. Change the Earth. Make it cold—like Saturn. The first step. Methane gas and ammonia—the constituents of a Saturnian atmosphere could come later. Perhaps the renegade would even find a way to reproduce his own kind, in large numbers.


  Moreland sneered bitterly.


  “And we’re supposed to make the machine,” he commented. “Be slaves—and freeze to death!”


  BUT Rawleigh only looked docilely unhappy.


  True, the warning about the water had been broadcast. But how could it be enforced among millions of people? In many places the water sources were not plentiful. And so Perry Moreland saw how completely the situation was up to him.


  Noon passed. Twelve thirty. One o’clock. Then, lazily in the sunlight, the three appeared. At first they trailed back and forth across the sky, as if on a tour of inspection. Now the sunlight gleamed on their crystal shells; now they were dark motes, high up near that space ship.


  Moreland doubled his fist and shouted a challenge. But he felt a little sick, when, after a minute, he saw them settle, ever so gradually. Down, down, down and around. The throng in the Yankee Stadium was hushed so that you could have heard a pin drop.


  “All right!” Perry whispered raggedly to Jim Knox.


  Together they swung the Rawleigh projector around on its smoothly balanced mountings, pointing its muzzle up toward the now swift-growing shapes.


  “One in three—” Perry Moreland kept thinking. “I’ll get one, anyhow. But that’s not enough—just to grab in the dark, with all the odds stacked to lose . . . I’ve got to get the right one—the real one!”


  The pulses were hammering in his head like mad. He felt dizzy, as his brain labored. Everything came back to him in panoramic review. Guy Laster. The tube weapon. The hidden Saturnians. They’d tried to help. But the formula to make more charges for the weapon was gone—burned up in Laster’s laboratory—if it had ever even been written down.


  Laster’s wrecked laboratory. The holes in the wall. The dent in the plaster, near the electric furnace. The gray-white flame of crumbling buildings . . .


  Perry suddenly snapped his fingers. His eyes lighted. He had it! A way to trap the renegade. But would his theory prove right?


  The three were much nearer now. Perry turned the control of the Rawleigh projector to full power, so that it emitted intensified rays of its full spectrum band. Heat, color rays, ultraviolet, X-rays. Normally, they would have meant concentrated death, except for the protection of those crystal cases, which could shoot undamaged through solid brick and steel.


  The rays from the Rawleigh projector were streaming out. But the three continued to approach, diving swifter. Moreland was only using the Rawleigh radiations as a come-on, something to bait the renegade and make him think that his Earth opponent had something that was not too dangerous. It was part of his strategy.


  He could see the faces and bodies of the three now. Tiny, mean, apelike visages, with great, cruel, luminous eyes, deep-set in horny sockets. Each the renegade in appearance, but only one alive, for the others were animated dolls—doubles. All wore odd robes and tunics.


  Three crystal cases. Cube. Ovoid. Sphere. Which? Perry Moreland felt that he was not fighting to destroy the renegade alone, but to maintain a principle. His real foe was that criminal vanity and thirst for empty glory that often inspired men on Earth too, and had led nations to war. . . .


  Briefly, in the path of the intense rays from the projector, the cube wavered. Then Perry saw the ugly little man-shape inside the ovoid raise his tube—doubtless to discharge it through some concealed and momentarily opened port in the transparent crystal.


  Muttering a wordless prayer. Lieutenant Perry Moreland turned the projector, centered its muzzle not on the ovoid, but on the cube to the right, and turned the little wheel that loosed alien hell . . .


  All the populace in the great stadium seemed to gasp. Then, for Perry Moreland and Jim Knox, the world seemed to turn over. For Perry had discharged his weapon suddenly, and at full force. He did not see the cube and its occupant burst apart in a blaze of intolerable light, for his consciousness was gone. He did not see the undamaged sphere and ovoid hurtle on erratically, out of control, to bury themselves deep in the ground . . .


  Why did Lieutenant Perry Moreland fire his weapon at the being in the


  cube? The clues for his deductions are hidden in the story. Can you


  recognize them and deduce the facts Moreland deduced? Turn


  to Page 118 for the solution, as given by the author!


  Here’s the Solution to RENEGADE FROM SATURN (See page 41)


  Old man Brentley bent over Perry Moreland’s hospital bed.


  “How are yuh, fella?” he said.


  Perry mumbled and awoke, turning a stiff, bruised body over, gingerly. “Okay, I guess,” he growled, as his fingers clutched an aching, touseled head, in which bees seemed to swarm and roar.


  “You did it,” Brentley, the newspaper man offered. “But how in heck did you know which one to fire at? The others are just—machinery. We dug ’em out to see.”


  Perry’s face brightened surprisedly. He grunted “Huh?” three times before he got it.


  “I didn’t exactly know,” he said finally. “But you see, poor old Guy Laster, who had plenty of information, told me that Saturnians didn’t have any water in their flesh. Liquid ammonia instead. Because Guy was my pal I got interested and learned all I could about it. It’s an old theory that some kind of ammonia life could exist somewhere—even humanlike, maybe. But it has to be awful cold to keep real ammonia gas liquid. A Saturnian would die in anything like normal Earth temperatures.”


  Perry paused, scowled, and went on: “There was always one of those three that had a funny little habit,” he said. “I remember in Laster’s lab—there was a mark in the plaster. One of those crystal cases—I think it was the sphere then—since the mark was rounded—bumped into the wall. I didn’t know what it meant then, but I sort of half guessed later that the thing in the sphere had tried to avoid passing too close to the electric furnace there. Then later, when the lab was blown up, the oval thing got out of the flame quicker than the others. And when some other buildings went phooie, it was the same. . . .


  “Then, when they dived on me in me stadium, the cube wavered out of the path of the radiations from Rawleigh’s outfit, just for part of a second, as though trying to avoid the heat waves. The two robots, being just cleverly disguised machines, didn’t have any such impulses until he guided them by whatever remote control he used. The renegade didn’t have to get out of the way either, I’m sure, since he was all sealed up and protected so perfectly—even, probably, from the dangerous part of Rawleigh’s rays. It was just like I said—habit to avoid heat—which was damned dangerous to him if it could really reach him. For he was an ammonia man, who could live only in terrific cold. So I kind of guessed he’d switched around a lot in his crystal cases, and was in the cube just then. So I played my hunch.”


  Brentley nodded, looking a bit fuddled.


  “His ship’s smashed up too,” he commented. “Some mugs from the Smithsonian got up to it in a stratosphere balloon and vacuum armor. They tried to fly it. It landed up state a ways—a nice pile of junk. But we’re getting over the effects of that dope he put in the water—”


  Perry Moreland wasn’t listening to Brentley any more. He was looking across the room to where Jim Knox lay in another bed. still unconscious. Perry was thinking of a lot of things just then. Guy Laster’s eager researches. And those wonderful folk of Saturn. Somehow Perry could almost see dim towers in the cold murk of his imagination. But there would be renegades in any society. Perhaps Perry could call himself the charter member of an interplanetary police force.


  Maybe, sometime, not so far distant. Earth would know Saturn better. . . .


  THE DARK SWORDSMEN OF SATURN


  Neil R. Jones


  Revenge lured Lindquist to towering Greygin Deg, where a sly killer lurked behind the clicking blades of the Dark Swordsmen.


  “YOU are going to die, Denhert, but before you die you are going to tell me where Strower is.” Lindquist, the lone pirate, watched his victim with cold, calculating eyes in which there lurked a subtle hint of sadness. Here was one of the men he had tracked so long and relentlessly among the worlds and moons of the solar system since his own renunciation of civilization. It had been this same Denhert and his partner Strower who had come to Mars in a pirate cruiser to steal Lindquist’s young bride for the retinue of Garn Ellend, the pirate emperor of the earth.


  “Wait until Ellend gets you!” snarled Denhert.


  The blue-liveried pirate leered defiantly at Lindquist despite the bonds which strapped him to the laboratory chair. A tall, massive figure, a Venusian, fully a head taller than Lindquist, loomed in the background waiting his master’s bidding. His repulsive, scarred face remained impassive, yet his single good eye glared balefully at Denhert, lifting occasionally to watch Lindquist for instructions. The hands of the Venusian troglodyte tightened perceptibly upon the controls of a complicated apparatus beside Denhert.


  “No, Cyclops—not yet!” Lindquist admonished, and turned his attention to the earth pirate. “Ellend will never seek me out. He fears me. He sends men like you, Denhert, whom I trap—if they’re worth trapping. You were worth that trouble to me. So is Strower. Where is he?”


  “You think I’d tell you?” Denhert blustered. “Not even if you offered me my life, which you haven’t!”


  “You are right about that,” the lone pirate responded quietly. “It will be your life now, then Strower’s. Ellend will be last. I shall have to find my way through the blanket of destructive rays again and hunt him out. Not all your damnable space pirates or cunning of the cult can keep me from that. I am the only man who can reach the outlawed world without using your space locks you guard so carefully.”


  “Ellend will forgive you your grudge, will make you practically a king, in return for that secret,” Denhert urged eagerly. “The Duma Rangue will reward you liberally. Anything you demand that can possibly be given you will be yours.”


  “I desire nothing except revenge!” rasped Lindquist. “Everything that I loved in life is dead!” The perpetually drawn lines of his face became intensified with his sorrow and bitterness. His eyes gleamed excitedly, and his hands commenced instinctively to fondle the butts of his atom pistols slung one on each side.


  “She died five years ago at the hands of that filthy space vulture when he was through with her! I fought my way through the hell of the cult to find her dead on a slab ready for one of their devilish experiments! And you helped put her there, Denhert!”


  The blue-liveried pirate quailed momentarily before the awful intensity of Lindquist’s flaming hatred. The Cyclops meanwhile fastened his one eye on the lithe, dark-garbed figure of Lindquist. Denhert slid a swift, sidelong glance at the menacing troglodyte. Mustering his courage, he again sought to reason with the lone pirate.


  “You are mad! Everything could be yours! Perhaps even the position Ellend holds. The cult is none too well satisfied with him. They can depose him any time they wish. They are the true power. We are but minions set up in power as a reward for conquest of the earth under the cult’s direction and scientific aid. Be one of us. You have no friends. The hand of civilization is against you. The Interplanetary Guard is always looking for you. Some day, one or the other of us will get you.”


  “Thanks to the conniving of the cult,” spoke Lindquist grimly, his wrath dispelled, “I was made to appear a conspirator in the earth’s conquest. I am not even safe here on Venus in this hideaway. But I shall go on, nevertheless, to fulfill my destiny. Where is Strower?”


  “I’ll see you in hell first!”


  “Then you’ll have to wait for me, Denhert, for you’re going there first,” Lindquist countered suggestively, nodding slightly to his one-eyed henchman.


  THE earth pirate’s nerve became slightly shaken as he watched the burly Cyclops go silently about the task of swinging an octagon block of translucent material above his head and push a square, flat box beneath the chair. The silent troglodyte next snapped together two sets of three-semi-circular rings about the pirate’s body equi-distant. from him by about eight inches. The face of the octagon block was flat. The other side tapered to a diamond point which led off into several wires. The Cyclops’ hairy hand glided along these wires and into a box on a nearby laboratory table from which he lifted a small dome to which they were attached. Denhert’s eyes darted anxiously to Lindquist as this dome was set upon his head and fastened with straps and adjustable, padded plates.


  “Torture, eh? Think that will make me tell—but I won’t!”


  “You can talk now if you want to, Denhert. Later, it will not be necessary. Your brain will illustrate without aid of vocal expression just what I want to know.”


  Sweat started from the man’s forehead, and he fought for control of the arrogance he had earlier shown.


  “That damned contraption won’t find out anything I don’t want to tell you I I won’t think!”


  “You can’t help but think, Denhert,” Lindquist told him, a faint smile relaxing the hard lines of his face. “No one can deliberately halt their thought processes while conscious.”


  “I won’t think what you want to know!” flashed the pirate.


  “That remains to. be seen.”


  “Your torture won’t break me down, either, you damned privateer!”


  “I don’t torture my captives,” returned the lone pirate somberly, his eyes dancing with cold fire. “But I could really enjoy myself watching you die like Ellend sometimes makes men die. I am not on his level, however.”


  Unmistakable relief relaxed the worried lines of Denhert’s face. He took a deeper breath, and self assurance welled in him once more. He had not feared the death Lindquist had so ominously mentioned. Memories of Ellend’s victims lingered. He had also heard tales of how the Cyclops had received that ghastly, diagonal slash across his face which bridged an empty eye socket. It was the one-eyed giant he feared more than Lindquist.


  “Do you want to tell me where Strower is now?”


  “He is at Berkeley with Ellend.”


  “On the earth, you mean?”


  “Yes.”


  “You lie, Denhert. I have positive information that he is not on the earth.”


  The pirate’s face remained impassive. He neither denied nor supported the accusation.


  “All right, Cyclops.”


  At word from Lindquist, the one-eyed giant solemnly pressed a lever and set several controls which made the translucent octagon glow strangely and Denhert to jump in sudden surprise. The pirate settled back easily, however, with a puzzled expression when he found that he had been subjected to no pain. The Cyclops turned momentarily elsewhere, and then the lights in the subterranean laboratory went out, leaving as the only illumination the glowing octagon which exuded a lemon-coated brilliance over all nearer objects standing eerily out of the gloom. The faces of Lindquist and Denhert stared ghostily at each other. The Cyclops remained a part of the surrounding shadows. Strange little fires commenced to play about the rings surrounding the pirate who watched them fascinatedly.


  “If one of your straps break or comes unattached, which is unlikely, however, don’t touch those rings,” Lindquist warned him, “unless you want to die a great deal sooner than I expect you to die which would be an extreme source of annoyance to me.”


  The lone pirate watched the octagon. In its face he saw shadowy objects materialize into sharp focus under the careful adjustment of the Cyclops. There stood Denhert in cinematic relief standing vengefully and triumphantly above his own dead body. It was not what Lindquist wanted to see, and he immediately banished the thought from the other’s mind.


  “You would, of course, enjoy nothing better than killing me, Denhert. I could have guessed that easily. But let’s leave the realm of fancy and concentrate on more material things like, say, the past. Where is Strower?”


  Instantly, the picture leaped into chaos, fogged and rematerialized into a figure of a man dressed in the same livery as Denhert. Lindquist’s heart skipped a beat. It was Strower. But Denhert was aware of what he was doing, and the picture immediately vanished to be replaced with a view of the pirate barracks at Tucson, Arizona. It was deliberate concentration, for the picture was unusually sharp and replete in detail, something which Denhert had seen often. There was only an occasional flicker as his mind diverted temptingly, as minds will do, to the object he sought deliberately to avoid. Faint impressions of Strower loomed and faded.


  DENHERT commenced to find that the ordeal was less serene than he had figured it would be. He found himself under an acute mental strain which was self-inflicted. There was no rest, no way he could cheat the mechanical inquisitor which waited so patiently yet vigilantly upon his train of thought. Lindquist watched like a hawk for the slightest clue. Denhert could actually feel the mild, searching power of the wired headpiece. There was no pain, only the dread of relaxed vigilance which the mental probing induced. There was a strong temptation to let his thoughts drift to Strower. The constant effort of mind avoidance to Strower’s whereabouts was exhausting his nerve energies. The temptation finally became so great that Denhert actually concentrated on Strower himself, yet he always placed him in a setting he had known in the past. He found mental relaxation in this for a time; but then again he commenced to feel the strain rapidly becoming intolerable. It was not unlike the water drip of the old inquisition, yet the drip was from within and was not physical. What a horrible burden the secret had become.


  Denhert’s face dripped yellow beads of sweat in the yellow light which shone upon his tired features. The set corners of Lindquest’s mouth turned a bit sardonically in grim satisfaction. He had occasionally prompted the pirate to other thoughts regarding the pirates who held rule over the earthly dominions. He pried into what Denhert knew concerning the guidance and unseen power of the Duma Rangue from their grim, isolated sanctuaries in all parts of the world. He learned much which he had wanted to know, much which at a future time would be valuable.


  Denhert’s thoughts became more scattered and less clear, almost desperate in design and occasionally fantastic as he sought to invent rather than draw upon memory. More and more his thoughts reverted perilously to Strower, yet never for long did they dare linger upon the ugly, squat figure with the bulky shoulders and evil face. Lindquist found it in his heart, despite his hatred of Denhert and his unscrupulous ways to admire his loyalty and fortitude. Ellend picked his closer associates well. But Denhert was weakening.


  Two hours or more of the constant grilling had passed. Lindquist had spoken little, only to prompt the other’s mind into desired channels of information or tempt him back to his self-forbidden thought. Pictures from Denhert’s mind came and went on the octagon face. The Cyclops never spoke. The image of Strower lingered longer. Lindquist watched his surroundings sharply. Once he saw a space ship. Of course, if Strower was not on the earth he had left in one of the pirate cruisers.


  The first inkling the lone pirate received of Strower’s whereabouts was the sudden appearance on the octagon face of a red, ringed crescent. It was Saturn.


  “So, he has gone to one of Saturn’s moons. Dione or Titan? Either is more likely than any of the other of Saturn’s moons.”


  Denhert was shuddering from the strain. His head lolled back, and his eyes darted crazily, yellow irises from the suffused glow of the octagon weirdly surrounding the dilated pupils. Lindquist leaned forward, his face tensed. He made a motion to the Cyclops.


  “We’re on the right track at last! Intensify the power! He’ll go out, but before he does we’ll have what we want to know!”


  What the Cyclops did was not visible in the dark, but the increased brilliance of the octagon which shaded to a lighter hue brought his ugly features into dim prominence where he stood like a monstrous gargoyle attending the machine. Denhert stiffened suddenly, and his lips set in a hard line. He stared off into infinity straight through Lindquist who had risen to his feet and crept panther-like before his enemy. The darting fires in the three rings became a steady glow. The eyes of the lone pirate shifted to the octagon. He saw Strower, and around him were many brown figures much like men yet strangely unlike them in many respects. One arm terminated in a bony sword, the other in a claw. They wore queer trappings, and their features were not wholly unattractive. Across their eyes and forehead stretched a black band of color, and their noses were straight and clean cut. A narrow slit of a mouth gave them a rather set expression of cruelty and determination. They were walking with Strower and more of the blue-liveried pirates.


  LINDQUIST knew now what he had suspected before. Denhert had gone with Strower to Dione, Saturn’s moon. These were the brown swordsmen, or degmen, as their red brethren and hereditary enemies of Dione called them. The brown swordsmen clanned together in castles, or degs, while the red swordsmen lived in walled cities and were more civilized though none the less skilled with their swordarms. The lone pirate had caught Denhert on his way back to the earth. Strower, then, was on Dione at one of the degs. He was not surprised. The red swordsmen, better organized and more law abiding, had cast their lot with the civilizations of colonized Mars and Venus. The degmen, always lawless and at odds with the red swordsmen, were allies of the space pirates.


  Lindquist remained watchful. He wondered which deg Strower was visiting. There was probably a plot afoot to enslave more red swordsmen. The thoughts of the rigid and staring Denhert continued their reflection upon the octagon face. No longer did he possess the will to resist mentally. They had at last beaten down his enforced reserve and tapped the hidden secret. Lindquist saw Strower and the group of degmen approach a castle. Its towers and battlements rose in the distance. With the keen scrutiny of a hawk, Lindquist watched it grow closer. A broken tower loomed higher than the rest. It drew a soft exclamation from the lone space pirate.


  “Grygin Deg!”


  He had discovered what he wanted to know. For a short time afterward, he continued to watch the reflections of Denhert’s mind as the group entered the Dionian castle, but he found little more that was helpful. He signaled the Cyclops to shut off the machine. The intensified yellow glow died out, and the rings became invisible in the darkness which engulfed the laboratory.


  Presently, the lights came on again, and rubbing his eyes which he momentarily shaded from the brighter glare to which his eyes had become unaccustomed, Lindquist saw the body of Denhert relaxed and motionless. He was not dead. Of that, he knew. The earth pirate had succumbed from nervous exhaustion.


  “Take him out and lock him up,” the lone pirate turned to his one-eyed henchman, and then he walked out of the laboratory.


  THAT next day, at Lindquist’s orders, the Cyclops brought Denhert into the lone pirate’s museum and armory in another subterranean chamber, long and narrow. The walls and display cases were covered or filled with weapons of all ages and peoples. There were stone axes of the ancient earthmen, various types of bows and arrows, relics of the ancient Martians including their effective, sun-ray reflector tubes, and knives, axes, lances and all forms of offensive cutlery were liberally represented. The powder, cap and lead slug guns of six centuries earlier were in evidence as well as the electric pistols which followed in a later era. This type of weapon led up to the various ray guns and counter rays, or nullifiers. The successor of these weapons was the modern atom pistol.


  Two of these black, ominous death-dealers hung from the hips of Lindquist. They were a part of him, for he was never without them. It was said that they moved at his bidding, literally leaping into his clutching, lightning-like hands, yet this was a fallacy founded on the wild supposition of an observer who once had occasion to witness the lone pirate’s remarkable speed and accuracy In handling them.


  Denhert was once again his offensive, sarcastic self as he swaggered in with a spiteful glitter in his eyes for the black-clad, lone pirate. The ever-watchful Cyclops, who saw more with his. one eye than many people with two, followed him, a hand conveniently near his atom pistol.


  “Well, now you know what you do,” sneered Denhert, “you are probably ready to murder me.”


  “No one said anything about murder. Murder and its kindred crimes I leave solely to Ellend and those devils in human form who call themselves the Asurians.”


  “Then you mean to let me go?” Denhert asked hopefully.


  “You’ll be let go, all right,” Lindquist grated harshly. A fanatical gleam rested in the pupil of each eye as he paused before his next words. “As one who aided principally in stealing my young wife for the clutches of that snake, that arch-demon who calls himself the pirate emperor of the earth, I condemn you to death by combat. I promised you that I would kill you, Denhert.”


  The pirate was puzzled. It was unlike his kind to grasp any suggestion of fair play in a situation where one held all the power. “Wha—what do you mean?” he queried.


  “We shall fight to the death with any pair of weapons you may care to choose. Look—you hare centuries, even ages, from which to select your choice of weapons. Here are tools of combat of long dead races, some of whom mankind never knew. Weapons of three worlds and four satellites are before you. Choose. I have an appointment to keep with Strower, you know.”


  Something in the lone pirate’s deadly confidence caused an uncomfortable chill to run up and down Denhert’s back. It was talked among the space pirates that Lindquist was not right in the head. He believed he recognized a touch of this insanity now in Lindquist’s offer to fight him on even terms with any weapon he chose from the well-equipped armory. His eyes darted among the myriad weapons. One thing he knew for certain. Lindquist was cleverly dangerous and the match for any space pirate who ever sped the shoreless seas of the cosmos.


  LINDQUIST caught the sudden gleam in Denhert’s eye but he misinterpreted it as a sign that the pirate had found weapons to which he felt himself peculiarly suited. With a quick movement, Denhert bowled the lone pirate to the floor. The Cyclops yanked his gun from its holster too late. Denhert was out of range behind heavy display case on hands and knees as Lindquist’s quickly-jerked gun sprayed his previous position with savage, blue flashes. Denhert’s hand came up rapidly over the edge of the display case and disappeared holding an ancient sub-machine gun. There came a sputtering of sharp reports, and a barrage of lead slugs shot out the lighting system, plunging the armory into darkness. Several violet shafts of light streaked ineffectually from the pistol of the Cyclops.


  “Back against wall, Cyclops!” the crisp, hard tones of Lindquist cut the dark. “Find your way out! Get Liate, Mre and Oruk and wait outside! Denhert has chosen his method of combat! It suits me well enough!”


  A pyrotechnic of blinding flashes and explosions lit up the vicinity of Lindquist’s last remark.


  “Not even close, Denhert. I suspected as much. You’ve found the explosion tossers of early twenty-first century vintage, I see. I know just about where you are, now.”


  Stabbing blue death spread fanwise from the lone pirate’s spitting atom pistols. A blue, crackling flame from an electric gun was Denhert’s answer. Another intermittent series of blue flashes followed, and the scrambling, panting sounds which followed apprised Lindquist of the other’s narrow escape. Something whizzed close above Lindquist’s crouching body and smashed against the wall, setting an old muzzle-loading rifle to clanking. Reaching a groping hand, Lindquist felt of the battle ax Denhert had chanced upon and thrown at his last burst of firing. He smiled grimly. Stealing along past more cases, he retaliated to this medieval choice with several acid bombs fired in quick succession from a spring gun. He heard them smash and listened to the sizzling of their deadly, corroding contents. He heard a variety of obscene curses. Denhert had been lightly sprayed.


  Again his pistols blazed blue death in the general direction of the voice. Behind him, something struck the wall. It was the clang of cutlery thrown with savage, hopeful intent. Lindquist thought of the static paralyzers nearby, but he did not want to temporarily disable the pirate. He wanted to kill him. For several minutes neither of them made a move, and then suddenly Denhert’s agonized voice split the dark.


  “Lindquist! I crawled into that damnable acid! My body’s on fire!”


  “Roll in it!” was the terse reply as the lone pirate quickly abandoned his position. “You’ll die sooner!”


  “Help me out!” the voice preyed on Lindquist’s supposedly mad twist. “This is no way for me to die! I’ll battle you with atom pistols!”


  “All right,” was Lindquist’s laconic and emotionless reply. “Cyclops, send in a radium light.”


  A subtle movement from Denhert’s position did not escape Lindquist’s sharp ears. He was prepared as the Cyclops brought in the light himself. A flickering movement far up to one end of the arms museum caught the tail of his eye. It was not where Denhert had called to him. With lightning rapidity, the lone pirate twisted his body into a knot close to the floor beneath a withering blast of destructive light, both atom pistols spitting silent, blue death at the visible Denhert in the midst of his last, treacherous act. Semigloom engulfed that end of the armory as the Cyclops instinctively ducked to the floor behind a display case of nineteenth century weapons.


  “Raise the light above your head,” Lindquist instructed him coolly.


  The lone pirate peered over his pistols around the end of a case. Denhert lay slumped over the lens of a heat lamp which had burnt him to a crisp before more of Lindquist’s shots had put the lamp out of commission. The lone pirate urged his one-eyed henchman closer. Together, they examined Denhert. His head and shoulders crumbled to ashes at their touch, and one of his arms fell to the floor. Denhert had fallen across the lamp dead. On lower parts of the pirate’s body, they found black, charred discs which marked the fire of Lindquist’s atom pistols. These discs marked the outlines of charred cylinders of flesh all the way through the pirate’s dead body.


  “I’ll never give Strower the chance for treachery that Denhert had,” vowed Lindquist. “That generosity coupled with my old habit of collecting weapons nearly finished me off.”


  IT was not long after this that from an island in the vast morass of the great Stoencean swampland of Venus a space ship arose and became lost in the gray and silver cloud blankets, bound for the rarified heights and into space.


  The trip was a long one to the seventh planet, and several earthly days were consumed in plumbing the dark, cosmic depths at ultra-meteoric speed before Saturn stood out against the fiery star dust of infinity, a red blot encircled by its graceful rings. Several smaller blots of light in various phases were also visible on their journeys around Saturn, and toward Dione, the fourth satellite, Lindquist headed the ship.


  A touch on his arm turned his attention to the Cyclops. The giant troglodyte motioned significantly to the proximity detector plates. The lone pirate consulted the moving dots.


  “Ships of the Interplanetary Guard. Here we’ve come all the way from Venus and passed Mars in opposition without meeting a soul. Not much surprised though, Cyclops. There’s deviltry afoot among the space pirates and degmen.”


  The cruisers of the Interplanetary guard were the swiftest in the cosmos, and Lindquist had often wished that he had one of them. They were well to keep away from, and it was always a larger group of pirate ships which possessed the temerity to do battle. Lindquist was thankful for his ingenuity in having more powerful proximity detectors than either enemy pirates or ships of the guardsmen. This more than anything else was responsible for his present liberty and well-being.


  Passing the danger zone of distant ships, they neared Dione which loomed vast and multi-colored. There was a strip of nearly total darkness feebly visible by reason of reflected light from other moons; the rest of the visible sphere was tinged a subtle shade of red from Saturn’s illumination; circling the satellite, they moved above the daylight area of weak sunlight, part of that surface merging with the red light from Saturn. They passed high out of sight above Laroos, a city of the red swordsmen. It did not take Lindquist long to locate Grygin Deg, several hundred miles beyond.


  The large, black castle loomed large under the powerful lens through which Lindquist examined it. Degmen were visible moving about the massive gates and walls. The deg, like all others of its kind, was a veritable feudal fortress, for the degmen often fought among themselves. Of late, the space pirates had been trying to organize them. The cult was back of it all. Lindquist saw no space ships, but he realized how easy it would be to conceal or camouflage them.


  “We’ll drop anchor a few miles away and hide the ship,” he told the Cyclops. “I want to watch that place for Strower.”


  They searched for and found an ideal position, a hollow among several hills where the tall, yellow grass and trees would help screen the ship. A hill nearby commanded a good telescopic view of the deg with the ruined tower. Descending many miles away, they clung low to the ground in speeding rapidly to their chosen position. Leaving the ship well hidden, Lindquist and his servitor crept to the brow of the hill.


  The lone pirate soon became absorbed in watching the castle several miles away, and the time passed quickly for him. He watched the brown figures on the walls and outside the deg. Many of them gathered, and their formation outside the deg spoke of a march. The troglodyte sat silently beside him as he watched with the lens strapped to his head.


  A wild yell suddenly aroused them from behind. Lindquist jumped and turned excitedly, his hands leaping for his guns. Through the powerful lens of the glasses, he saw but a mixture of dull red moving against yellow. He heard the trampling of feet, excited yells, panting lungs and the snarling growl of the Cyclops. He also heard an ominous clicking as he tore frantically at the glasses with one hand, his other gripping an atom pistol.


  MANY things occurred simultaneously.


  A warm, muscular body struck him forcibly; the lens and straps came away from his head; he felt his remaining gun yanked from its holster; while a struggling figure engaged him on the grass. He looked into a crimson face. Dark eyes stared keenly from a black band of color across the other’s face. Instinctively, the lone pirate’s free hand leaped to grip the struggling blade of the red swordsman who had borne him to the ground. The swordsman meanwhile held his gun arm to disadvantage. Lindquist hurled the red swordsman from him with doubled knees. He leaped to his feet to find more than a score of red swordsmen rushing them. The one-eyed troglodyte held two of them on their backs while three more struggled to overcome him, another of them darting around the melee on nimble feet waiting for an opportunity to sink his poised blade.


  Like a tidal wave, they bore down on Lindquist. One of them already stood before him as he rose from the trampled, yellow grass, and he was quickly deprived of his remaining weapon as lie paused a split-second to contemplate the Cyclops’ helplessness. A lightning flick of the swordsman’s supple swordarm sent his atom pistol spinning out of sight. And then they were down on him like an avalanche, pinning him to the ground. A bony blade was quickly pressed against his throat, its tip jabbed menacingly beneath his chin.


  “Hold, or you die, pirate! We know you, Lindquist!”


  “I have no quarrel with the red swordsmen,” Lindquist replied in the language of the swordsmen as he was dragged forcibly to his feet.


  “But the reward offered by the Interplanetary Guard is large,” was the reply. “Yald and all the red swordsmen are honest, and we do no bargaining with degmen or pirates.”


  The comparison of contempt was not lost upon Lindquist. The menacing blade still threatened his life. His eyes fell upon the struggling heap which was his faithful Cyclops and combatants. The lone pirate recognized the fact that the red swordsmen had passed up the opportunity of killing him, still struggling to subdue the animal strength of the huge troglodyte.


  “It’s no use, Cyclops,” Lindquist called. “They’ve got us all right. They want us alive.”


  He hoped they had no knowledge of his space ship, but his hopes were shortlived when he saw several flying figures circling far above the location of the hidden craft. They were red swordsmen on skels, great birds from the Dionian forests which the red swordsmen had trained and saddled for air travel.


  Lindquist and the Cyclops were held securely on each side by swordsmen. Sword tips swung and clicked suggestively about them. They were forced in the direction of a small village of the red swordsmen which Yald curtly informed Lindquist was a scant ten miles distant.


  “If you go quietly, all is well,” said Yald, “but if you resort to trickery, we shall not hesitate to run you through.”


  “Am I as valuable dead as alive?”


  “You are.”


  “Then why did you not kill us in combat?”


  “It heightens the glory of the red swordsmen to say that they caught the great Lindquist and his terrible, one-eyed lieutenant alive.”


  “Prestige, I see.”


  “And the red swordsmen respect brave men, too,” added Yald generously.


  LINDQUIST bowed his acknowledgment of the compliment. His eyes sparkled, and he was about to speak when a voluble chatter among several of the swordsmen made him pause and look upward in the direction they gesticulated and waved their swordarms aloft. A plunging, black space ship raced earthward on a long slant. It sped in the direction of the few swordsmen on circling skels who were now urging their aerial mounts to the ground. Riders and mounts were killed instantly and sent plunging downward. A slower-settling cloud of feathers followed leisurely. The remaining skels were swiftly guided down to safety.


  “Another pirate!” one of the swordsmen spat and glared ominously at the two prisoners. “Lindquist’s friends!”


  “Lindquist has no friends,” replied Yald quietly. “It is a ship of the earth pirates.”


  Other swordsmen grunted or nodded their agreement. Meanwhile, the space ship circled afar, nearly a speck on the distant horizon, returning swiftly and unerringly above the position the swordsmen had been circling on skels. Several flaring rays leaped one after another downward. A terrific roar shook the ground and wreckage leaped skyward in the swift wake of the passing space ship. A fierce crackling followed like an echo. Lindquist watched the remnants of his space ship settle back to the ground.


  “Quick—out of sight!” Yald urged them. “They will blast us next!”


  Expertly, the red swordsmen searched shelter under trees, in the grass, behind rocks, some of them becoming inert parts of the hillside. Many times the space ship circled the vicinity, yet it did not drop down or even come low. A few times they hopefully believed that the ship had departed for good when it flew out of sight, but always an eagle-eyed swordsman saw it returning, usually from the direction of the nearby deg the lone pirate had been watching. He and the Cyclops were still under surveillance, but there was little need of it. A common foe rode on high.


  Yald’s attention focused upon the sharp, low-hissed exclamation of a swordsman who came sneaking on his hands and knees through the bushes.


  “Degmen are coming over the hill! A large force of them! They are come to hunt us out! The ship rides above to direct them!”


  “That is why the ship did not rake about with its fire,” reasoned Yald thoughtfully. “The degmen and pirates are working together. The pirates want slaves to take back to the earth. We have a fighting chance. Wait until the degmen are among us; then rise and fight.”


  “Let us fight with you,” urged Lindquist. “They are my enemies, too, even had they not destroyed my ship.”


  “We are honored,” Yald flourished his blade in a magnificent gesture.


  The degmen came closer. Their legs could be heard swishing the grass aside, their bony blades rattling the bushes. A tall, brown figure suddenly found himself face to face with a red swordsman who had leaped up before him so suddenly that his surprised defense had time to make but one startled parry before the red swordsman darted his blade to a vital spot. This was the signal the red swordsmen had been awaiting. Their battle cry rose clear and strong as they precipitated themselves among the half-surprised degmen who had been hunting them yet had found them sooner than they had expected.


  “Uh-ra-ha! Uh-ra-ha!”


  All became instant pandemonium and clashing blades. Lindquist sprang up with Yald at his side. The latter engaged a degman who aimed a vicious blow at him. With lightning movements of superlative swordsmanship, Yald penetrated the others guard, lunging his blade deep into the degman’s vitals. His rapier was scarcely stained with the brown swordsman’s life blood when it was withdrawn swiftly to clash with another degman. The odds threatened to be overwhelming. There were dying shrieks above the cursing, clashing din of battle. Yald called to his swordsmen to converge and work toward the top of the hill.


  Lindquist planted an iron fist into the face of a degman. Another he caught by the swordarm, snapping the blade off and hurling the screeching degman into several more who were advancing to attack. A blade swung his way in a hissing arc. It was too late to dodge, and he raised his arm and ducked. The blade never struck him, for a sinewy red arm shot forward and upward in a quick lunge which parried the blow. The lone pirate’s quick smile thanked an unknown swordsman.


  THE milling red swordsmen closed in a group, backs to backs, partly surrounded by their brown foe. It was a vicious, desperate defense on the part of the red swordsmen. Above them all rose the head of the Cyclops who, armed with the body of a brown swordsman whose neck he had broken, flailed it brutally like a club at all the degmen who came within his reach. Lindquist’s fingers itched for the touch of his customary weapons, and he voiced his regret that Yald had not kept them.


  “Who thought such as this would come to pass!” rued Yald, indicating the carnage and trampled, dead bodies around them. “Besides, what of the enemy above? Would they tolerate your slaughter of the degmen?”


  The lone pirate realized the wisdom of this, yet from time to time through force of habit his hands darted to the empty holsters.


  They were gaining the hilltop. On all sides the degmen pressed their attack. Dead and wounded lay strewn behind the scene of battle. The pirate space ship lurked on high. Several red swordsmen had already been taken prisoners. Others lay dead. Seeing the superior forces of degmen, Lindquist realized that it would only be a question of time. The degmen seemed to have forgotten the value of slaves. They fought with the killing fury of old, and the red swordsmen retaliated in kind. Swordarms leaped faster than the eye could follow, slashing, darting and biting. There were no more individual duels. It was group dueling, a wall of dancing blades, the degmen seeking to break and scatter their compact foe on the hilltop and employ the natural advantage of their numbers. Quarter was neither given nor asked. Brown and red alike overwhelmed a lone swordsman wherever they could. The red swordsmen possessed an intelligent advantage, and it was by dint of their terrific fencing and deadly skill that the brown legions from the degs did not quickly overcome them.


  But the end was already a foregone conclusion of what the red swordsmen themselves must have known. They were divided and broken into lone, fighting groups. An amplified order from the space ship warned the degmen against the slaughter their fighting frenzy had worked them to, reminding them of the red slaves they had set out to capture.


  Red swordsmen were engaged by degmen while others leaped upon them from behind and bore them down. It was soon over. Lindquist, as soon as he saw Yald taken, gave up the struggle he was waging against two brown swordsmen. The Cyclops was hardest to overcome, and seeing that the huge Venusian was in no danger of being run through, the lone pirate did not discourage his resistance. With glittering eyes, Lindquist watched six degmen finally overcome his brute strength at the cost of snapped swords and broken, twisted bones.


  THEY were all lined up on the brow of the hill. The space ship descended and came to rest at the foot of the hill. Meanwhile, another band of degmen hurried into view, swelling the ranks of those who had fought victoriously. Several figures stepped out of the space ship and started up the hill. Lindquist’s blood turned to ice as he recognized the peculiar, blue livery of Garn Ellend’s men. His eyes narrowed to glowing coals, and his face set in strained, hard lines as he reached instinctively for the deadly weapons which were gone.


  One of the approaching pirates, squat, thick-set and brutal of expression, was Strower, the man he had come to Dione to kill, and all his killer’s instinct tingled at a high pitch. A degman and two space pirates walked with him. Strower saw Lindquist and the Cyclops. His astonishment yielded to unholy delight.


  “Brong, you will live in luxury for this good fortune!” thundered Strower, slapping the startled degman’s back. “Your brown devils have captured Lindquist, the lone space pirate, who’s the greatest thorn in Gam Ellend’s side in the whole solar system—and I’m not countin’ out the guardsmen, either I He’ll pay a fortune for this man!”


  Strower strode up and leered triumphantly at Lindquist. “Denhert told me you were lookin’ fer us. Wait’ll I show him the prize I caught!”


  “You’ll wait the rest of your life, then, Strower. I killed Denhert.”


  All the deadly hate of the lone pirate for Strower lurked in those few, quiet words.


  “What’s that?” demanded Strower in mixed unbelief and astonishment. “What you givin’ us?”


  “I killed Denhert,” Lindquist replied, and Strower read the truth in the firm lines of his face. “I caught him on the way back to earth from Dione. I made him tell where you were. That’s why I am here—to kill you.”


  “Why, you dirty——”


  Strower slapped a hairy paw across Lindquist’s face with a resounding crack. The lone pirate never flinched, but the color drained from his face, and his eyes grew colder with deadly intent. Only the degmen who held him were aware of his physical reaction to the blow.


  “If it weren’t for Ellend, I’d roast and skewer you alive, but it’s likely he’ll think of somethin’ as good—maybe better—and you can bet I’ll be there!”


  At this point, Strower’s fury subsided to more controlled expression, and he seemed to be partly satisfied with the anticipation of Lindquist’s eventual fate. He turned to the chief of Grygin Deg who stood alongside.


  “Brong! Have all the prisoners taken back to the deg well guarded. We’ll go back in the ship and watch out for any more bands of those red devils who may be in the neighborhood.”


  THE red swordsmen, with Lindquist and the Cyclops, were marched to Grygin Deg over a well-worn trail they struck into soon after leaving the hills. The massive portals swung open, and they were ushered into a broad courtyard. The black stones of the castle reared their combined bulk forbiddingly, and into this dark pile the prisoners were directed with jabs from the sword tips of their brown captors. Stone-flagged corridors were left behind, and they descended gloomy, stone stairways into levels below the castle. In the third level, Lindquist suddenly found himself with the Cyclops, Yald and another red swordsman. Many degmen surrounded them, but the rest of the captives had disappeared, probably led off in different directions on the higher levels. The lone pirate and his three companions were led down a poorly lit side passage which was too narrow for more than one to pass at a time. The degmen kept them separated until they reached a metal grating which swung inward to a broad cell. They were each administered a spiteful jab and told to get inside. The grating was then slammed shut and locked, and the small band of degmen left, the patter of their sandals on the stone floor and the brushing clatter of their blades becoming less noisy and finally dying away.


  “Well, they took us,” observed Yald regretfully.


  “But you put up a great fight,” commended Lindquist. “For the Cyclops and I, this means an exquisite and elaborate death at the hands of Gam Ellend.”


  “I am of relatively less importance, I fear,” Yald admitted, “although I am a small chief among my people. For Ruod and I, it means slavery on the earth or victims for the Duma Rangue to experiment on.”


  “Is this slavery on the earth so tolerable that you would not risk death on the long chance of escape if such a chance were offered?” queried Lindquist.


  “Show me the chance!” the red swordsman demanded. “Death by fighting for freedom is preferred to slavery!”


  “I do not know that there will be chance—yet,” the lone pirate admitted, “but if there is one, I want to know how you and Ruod will stand.”


  “We’ll take it, no matter how hopeless. I if you suggest it, Lindquist.”


  “We shall wait and see what our chances are when they come to take it out,” said Lindquist. “Watch me for a signal. If one of the pirates comes with the degmen, I may be able to get an atom pistol.”


  The dungeon was furnished with a bench and several musty pallets on which to lie. It was dark and gloomy, the faint illumination from a radium lamp in the opposite wall of the corridor making of them but fitful moving shadows. They were three levels beneath the ground. There was at least one more level below their own, for they had seen another stairway descending into the dark.


  Periods of sleeping alternated with exchanges of morose conversation. At intervals, food and drink were thrust inside and left on the floor by a single degman who came but never opened the door. Lindquist estimated that two days must have passed. He wondered what plans Strower had made. He had expected the pirate to lose little time in taking him to Ellend. At any time, he expected to be removed front the dungeon along with the Cyclops and placed aboard a space ship bound for the outlawed world. It was during the third day that Lindquist, hearing the degman coming with their food, stole to one side of the grated doorway and watched from the shadows. Something he saw sent him immediately back to Yald after the degman moved away.


  THE next time the degman brought their food, he was startled from his moody thoughts when a pair of huge hands reached through and laid hold of his neck and shoulder in a strong grip. A foot stamped and held his swordarm in the act of shoving the food inward. His surprise was short-lived, for a long blade darted through the grating and into his vitals, followed by another sword thrust from a different angle. The rough, gray hands which gripped the dying degman were those of a troglodyte. Slender, brown hands groped through the grating, and, unmindful of the splash of blood upon them from a withdrawn swordarm, sought and found the bunch of keys the lone pirate had noticed the time before.


  The troglodyte’s grip relaxed, allowing the dead body to slump forward. Meanwhile, the hands of Lindquist were busy boding the right key from continual trial and error until the right one fitted and turned. The grating was then jerked open, and four prisoners walked cautiously into the narrow corridor over the brown swordsman. Yald stooped and wiped off his bloody blade on the degman’s hair and then picked up the corpse and threw it in the dungeon, pulling the grating shut once more. They filed out into the broader; passage.


  “If we can only get to the upper levels unseen, we may be able to drop out of a window to the top of the wall, offered Lindquist.


  “A long drop,” muttered Ruod.


  They made their way cautiously up the stairways to the ground level and met no one. It was on the ground level that they almost ran on tiptoe into a group of degmen rounding a turn. In the semi-gloom, the surprised degman did not at once recognize their foe until Yald and Ruod had each run their blades into a brown figure. Lindquist and the Cyclops closed with two more who fought desperately to use their bony rapiers. The Cyclops had a fondness for breaking necks and added another victim to his diversion. Lindquist bent his opponent’s swordarm until he shrieked in maddened pain. The remaining degmen at once engaged the two red swordsmen and set up a furor to attract attention. The answering yells of degmen came from every direction.


  “Come on! We can’t stay here and fight!” exclaimed Lindquist, hurling the yelling degman into the faces of those who battled Yald and Ruod. “They’ll all be down on us! Find the quickest way out!”


  They ran in the direction of the courtyard. Two brown swordsmen approached them on the run. The degmen had just issued from the daylight; the four fugitives were still in the semi-gloom of the corridor.


  “In here a moment!” hissed Yald, taking hold of Lindquist’s arm.


  Ruod and the Cyclops darted into the doorway with them. Yald stood ready as the two degmen stepped past. With a rapid stroke of his supple swordarm, the red swordsman sent the head of the nearer degman rolling down the corridor much to the dumb astonishment and stupefied horror of his companion, who next felt a foot or more of bony blade transfix him. So quickly did it all happen that both bodies fell together, the headless one across the other.


  Yald urged them from their concealment, and they dashed into the courtyard. A concerted cry arose from degmen inside the walls. The lone pirate drew the attention of his companion to a small roof which flanked the high wall above the courtyard at one end of the castle.


  “If we can make that roof, we tray be able to hold them off and edge along the roof where we can climb down outside!”


  Ruod stared hopelessly at the top of the wall so far above their heads. “But how to get up?” he protested.


  Lindquist made no reply but gave a running leap and caught the edge of the wall with his fingers, hanging a moment before he flexed his muscles to yank himself across the wall. He turned.


  “Hoist them up, Cyclops!”


  THE big troglodyte ogled fearfully at the degmen running across the courtyard and boosted Yald up the wall where the lone pirate gripped his swordarm and helped him up. The Cyclops lifted Ruod to where the red swordsman might catch hold with his one hand and left him hanging there as the degmen rushed him. The Cyclops grunted his pain and anger as his fending arm met the biting tip of a swordarm. Lindquist and Yald dragged Ruod up as a degman rushed forward and aimed a vicious cut at his hanging body. Too late, the rapier slashed a long scratch in the wall. A degman was now behind the one-eyed giant who was beset from both sides. Yald snapped a command to Ruod, who seized his legs as he lay down across the wall.


  The Cyclops was aware of his peril from behind, but he was assailed from the front by two degmen and could give no attention to the one in the rear. The latter strode up behind the Venusian and measured his broad back for the death thrust as he drew back his swordarm. It was Yald, leaning far out and held by his legs in the grip of Lindquist and Ruod, who parried the blow and dealt the degman a vicious cut across his forehead. Streaming blood, the degman fell, and the retreating Cyclops stumbled backward over his body and would have fallen but for the wall behind him. Quick as thought, he seized the dazed swordsman and used him to batter at the darting swordarms which sought to reach him. More degmen had reinforced the original three. Others were pouring from the deg.


  “Jump!” cried Lindquist, his hands darting excitedly to the empty holsters once more. “Hurry, Cyclops, or they’ll have you downed!”


  Hurling the mutilated degman into the faces and swordarms of his fellows, the Cyclops turned and leaped up the wall. All three on the wall were quick to pull him up, but not too soon. A brown blade struck his leg and drank deeply.


  “To the roof!” cried Yald, and they sped to the small roof which backed against a towering wall of the castle.


  Degmen pushed one another upon the wall and followed. Ruod turned to fight. The wall was not broad enough for two abreast. He engaged with the foremost degman. Their blades flashed too quick for the eye to follow, leaping in and out, darting and clashing. With a swift series of feints and counter strokes, Ruod sent his swordarm into the heart of the degman, who fell gasping out his life in the arms of a companion behind him. The dying warrior was tossed unceremoniously off the wall. Ruod backed toward the roof which his fellow fugitives had gained. His bare shoulder struck the foot of Yald who stood on the roof’s edge above him.


  The foremost degman was upon Ruod. Again he battled. Above him, Yald leaned out and severed the degman’s throat with a fierce swing. Ruod seized the opportunity and turning, leaped upon the roof beside Yald. Together, with ready blades, they prepared to hold off the degmen. Another brown swordsman took up the challenge. Ruod retired, waiting, at a terse word from Yald, who crouched on the roof’s edge and engaged the degman. The latter held off, cunningly enticing Yald to descend, but the red swordsman stayed where he was. The fugitives held the advantage, and only one degman at a time could approach the roof.


  Yald continued to counter the cautious efforts of the degman when from the castle there issued into the milling rank; of the brown swordsmen more reinforcements. One of them bawled orders and abusive execrations. Lindquist recognized Brong, the chief of Grygin Deg. He wondered where the space pirates were. These were all swordsmen who surrounded Brong.


  “Ladders, you fools!” screeched Brong, waving his swordarm menacingly. “Scale the roof and take them! Those red devils can slaughter you coming from the wall as you do!”


  While the line of degmen on the wall waited, the one closest to the roof still engaging Yald in desultory swordplay, degmen hurried about the courtyard and into the castle, Brong shouting orders and cursing his followers for being present in such large ineffective numbers as to block each other’s way. Ladders rattled against the wall, and clambering degmen raced up them. Those on the wall pressed their attack against Yald, two of them standing close and clinging together, both darting their blades at the red swordsman above them.


  THE CYCLOPS, his white scar flushed with the heat of battle, seized the ladder nearest him and hurled it into the middle of the thronging degmen. A swordsman on the lower rungs fell back. Lindquist’s fist smashed into the face of a mounting degman whose sword tip he fended, sending him toppling off the ladder. Ruod ran the length of the roof, quickly pushing over three ladders, one of which came back again immediately. Up the ladder rushed several degmen. One of them leaped safely to the roof just as Ruod returned. He engaged the red swordsman who knocked the ladder sideways with his foot where it fell to the ground, hearing with it several degmen. More light ladders were being erected. They were a requisite to the degmen in their raids on the cities.


  A hoarse yell from several brown throats swelled into a roar as a dark space ship raced into view above the deg. It was Strower’s ship. It hovered over the scene of battle speculatively. Ruod battled the degman desperately in an effort to dispose of him and be back on the roof’s edge defending it from further attack, but the latter proved a skilled swordsman and appeared to be cautiously stalling for time until more of his comrades had gained the roof. The space ship settled out of sight. The ladders were being erected too fast for Lindquist and the Cyclops to handle. There were too many of them, too many degmen. The towering Venusian, glaring balefully at the foe from his single eye, seized a ladder and used it to batter away others and mounting degmen until it was reduced to kindling which he threw disgustedly into the faces of the howling degmen below. The lone pirate felt the sting of a blade in his thigh when he leaped back too late. The Cyclops had been touched in several spots, but his wounds were superficial and served only to make of him a gory spectacle as he revelled in the heat of conflict.


  Yald, in desperation, deserted his protection of the wall momentarily to transfix a burly degman who clambered to the roof off a nearby ladder. The red swordsman sent the ladder and several yelling degmen into the closely jammed courtyard. It was the opportunity those upon the wall had been awaiting. Three degmen were on the roof as Yald returned quickly from his brief diversion. The red swordsman faced them, bringing into play every bit of his superior skill. He fought fiercely, desperately, but saw himself forced backward, while behind the three degman others climbed upon the roof.


  The Cyclops was already at grips with several, hurling two off the roof before the others bore him down. Had the degmen not been under strict orders to take him and Lindquist alive, the Cyclops would have bled his life out on the roof’s edge. Superior numbers overwhelmed him. Another degman had joined the one Ruod battled, and the red swordsman, forced back against the castle wall, battled for his life. Yald, holding off three degmen who pushed him backward inch by inch, was laid open to a murderous thrust from behind, and a sword tip appeared almost magically from his chest. As his swordarm shot upward in a thrust which slit the face of a degman from chin to ear, two swordarms from in front transfixed him and were withdrawn.


  Too late did Lindquist kick over another ladder near his corner of the roof and seize the degman behind the tottering Yald. With the body of the thrashing degman above his head, he paused at the roof’s edge before hurling it down upon several who were placing a ladder. Into the court from outside the wall rushed several blue-clad figures, among them Strower. Weapons glittered. He saw the evil eyes of the pirate upon him. The degman’s seething blade whistled past his ear, and he cast the brown swordsman upon the heads of those mounting the ladder.


  More degmen poured upon the roof, and Lindquist saw Brong among them. There was no questioning the chieftain’s courage. He rushed Lindquist with his swordarm raised threateningly. The lone pirate sprang and seized his legs, bringing him down grunting and cursing. They rolled together in combat dangerously near the roof’s edge. Lindquist rolled over on top. No one was left to guard the roof, and the degmen poured upon it in full force. Someone came to Brong’s aid and seized the lone pirate from behind. A pantomimic query seemed to have been raised behind Lindquist, for Brong looked past the lone pirate and shouted negation.


  “Not,” he roared angrily. “Kill him and you die for it! Ellend pays a fortune for him alive!”


  A TERRIFIC roar shook the roof.


  Even the massive castle trembled to it. There followed a long, crackling hiss. Alarm and cries of agony rolled up from the courtyard below. Falling masonry mingled with the din of throats. The grip on Lindquist’s shoulders relaxed. Brong, still staring past Lindquist, suddenly wore an expression of alarm. Something dark flashed through the sky. The lone pirate saw it from the tail of his eye and turned his head. A long, slim cruiser of the Interplanetary Guard streaked over the deg. Another hovered on high. Still a third crept closer from the horizon and grew swiftly in perspective. A blinding, crackling light flashed a split second from the ship overhead, and a tower of the castle staggered, its shattered pinnace crumbling majestically and raining down upon turrets and walls, sending its debris crashing and roaring into a corner of the I courtyard. A second flash and roar demolished the gates and a section of the I wall.


  Lindquist felt the roof leap beneath him I and then down it sagged, rolling its combatants helter-skelter into the wreckage and I destruction of life in the courtyard. Something struck Lindquist and dazed him. It was a hard fall. He pushed a brown body off him. Another degman, his swordtip pushed through the dead body of a fellow swordsman and broken off against the flinty floor of the yard, muttered his pain and strove ineffectually to disentangle the remains of his shattered swordarm from the corpse. A pair of brown legs and an arm projected from under the fallen roof close to Lindquist.


  He sat up dazedly and looked upon death and further ruin about him. He saw degmen limping into the castle from the sight of the dread destroyers from on high. His full faculties leaped back to him as he saw a blue-clad figure sneak along the wall and disappear into a doorway of the deg. It was Strower. He was escaping further death from the skies. Two of the ships had settled out of sight, but the third one still circled above the deg. Lindquist became aware of a hand which touched his shoulder from behind. He turned and looked into the worried, blood-stained features of his faithful Cyclops. The lone pirate stood up, and the horrible face grinned at him in evident delight at his undamaged condition. Blood was caking on the troglodyte from several minor word thrusts, but he was still alive and vigorous.


  “Strower!” exclaimed Lindquist, pointing to the doorway through which the pirate had vanished. “He went in there! We’ll get him if it is the last thing we do!”


  The Cyclops followed Lindquist, turning a thoughtful eye upon the space ship above. The lone pirate gripped the troglodyte’s arm as he stopped before a crumpled body in the blue livery of Ellend’s pirates.


  “Wait!”


  Quickly he knelt and fumbled in under the body of the pirate with the crushed skull. Lindquist breathed a long sigh of satisfaction as he brought forth an atom pistol and slid it into a waiting holster. Meanwhile, with a grunt of approbation, the Cyclops jerked on a pair of blue legs which disappeared beneath a pile of fallen masonry and brought out another dead pirate, quickly removing the side arm for his own use. Lindquist found another weapon; and after quickly testing them both in the doorway of the deg, he and the Cyclops set forth along the corridor Strower had taken. Lindquist stopped when he came to the stairways. One set led upward, the other downward. He turned significantly to the Cyclops, whose animal instincts he now consulted. The troglodyte sniffed questioningly both up the stairs and down. He snarled and jerked a horny thumb downward. Together, they descended.


  THE Cyclops’ sense of smell led them through another corridor and down more stairways. They found themselves on the fourth and last level. The Cyclops stopped suddenly near the turn in one of the damp, ill-lit corridors. He sniffed suspiciously, walked on a few paces and then returned, bending low to the floor. He pointed at something. On hands and knees, Lindquist stooped and found a faint line in the floor. It turned at right angles to form a square. His searching eyes caught sight of a knob of rock on the wall. He motioned the Cyclops hack and pressed the knob. A square, dark cavity yawned in the floor. Silently, the lone pirate pointed into it and looked at the Cyclops. The troglodyte moved down the stone steps, Lindquist behind him. They were in a corridor, or tunnel, low and unfinished. The passage ended blankly in under the stone trap which Lindquist left open against the possibility of their return.


  Far away, a light shone dimly. It was another of the radium bulbs. They followed the tunnel. It was long and a bit winding. They passed more lights. The tunnel they found silent and empty.


  “Are you certain he came this way?” Lindquist demanded.


  The Cyclops grunted and urged his master along. Both kept their hands near their atom pistols. Far ahead, they suddenly saw a checkered glow of green and dull gold. Voices reached them vaguely. They tiptoed closer and saw daylight shining through green and yellow foliage. It was an exit from the castle, a hidden exit through which Strower had fled from the threat of the Interplanetary Guard.


  With both pistols leveled, Lindquist stepped to the edge of the concealing foliage, brushing away the leafy branches with the muzzles of his atom pistols.


  Strower and two more pirates stood in a deep ravine beneath a group of trees less than a hundred feet away. Two degmen were with them, and all five were watching the banks of the ravine and listening. Strower held a gun in his hand. The other pirates were armed. Lindquist stepped clear of the tunnel and stood there for a moment Contemplating them. So intent were they in gazing up the opposite hank of the ravine that they did not see him. His voice cut the leafy silence in deadly, measured accents.


  “Strower—I’ve caught up with you at last. You’re about to join Denhert.”


  Five startled faces turned his way. Strower’s face went livid with chilled surprise and hatred. For a second or two he stood frozen into startled indecision. Then his face twisted into a snarl and every muscle of his body leaped into rapid action. His gun arm streaked into position and fired, but already death, blue and silent, spurted like twin rocket exhausts from the guns of the lone pirate. The guns of Strower’s companions were half raised but never leveled, for all three pirates tottered and fell, firing wild, blue flashes of silent destruction. With cries of alarm and widely distended eyes, the degmen disappeared into the bushes like frightened rabbits. The ugly face of the Cyclops peered over Lindquist’s head, a slightly cynical smile of amusement touching his wide mouth.


  The lone pirate stepped leisurely to the fallen men, never taking his eyes off them. He turned them over with his foot, satisfying himself that they were really dead.


  “That leaves the big one—Ellend,” remarked Lindquist grimly. “Some day his turn will come if the powers who work in the dark will permit me.”


  The Cyclops motioned anxiously back toward the deg they had just left. Lindquist nodded understandingly.


  “I know, Cyclops. More enemies. We’ll just have to drift and hide until this business is over.”


  CAUTIOUSLY they climbed the bank of the ravine. Lindquist stepped out from the bushes which lined the edge and almost immediately returned, bumping the Cyclops. His face was one of astonishment, and a strange light crept into his eyes. They glittered, as they often did when his imagination conceived a new and daring plan. He motioned the Cyclops to look. What the huge troglodyte saw was a cruiser of the Interplanetary Guard stationed less than fifty yards away. From the direction of the deg, the sounds of excitement and conflict reached them faintly. In the distance, another of the cruisers was grounded. The third still circled above Grygin Deg. The Cyclops saw no one about the nearer cruiser which towered so close to them, but from a small doorway in the side, voices issued faintly.


  “We’re going to take that ship!” Lindquist hissed, a wild gleam in his expressive eyes. “Come—run for it!”


  The Cyclops lumbered swiftly after his lithe, running master who leaped quickly and quietly through the little doorway. He followed Lindquist into the control room and heard his crisp edict to several startled officers of the Interplanetary Guard.


  “By all the fates!” one of them managed to find his voice. “Lindquist!”


  “Wha—what are you doing here?”


  “I’m here, and I’m in a hurry! Step fast! See that they leave properly, Cyclops!”


  The officers stepped fast, the Cyclops behind them, removing their guns as they filed out the doorway in bewilderment and chagrin.


  Lindquist radiated triumph, his eyes sparkling. He had always wanted a cruiser like this. Quickly he guided the ship into the sky. Down below, he saw guardsmen and red swordsmen mobbing the deg. Many of the latter were astride the skels, flying among the turrets and towers of the deg in search of degmen. The companions of Yald and Ruod who had escaped that day when the pirate ship had plunged among the skels had returned with ships of the Interplanetary Guard.


  “We’re leaving fast,” announced Lindquist. “One of those ships is likely to give chase when they get no signals from us, but what chance have they got with the start we’ll have? They’ve never been able to catch me before in my own ship, and their cruisers are the swiftest in the solar system.”


  The speedy cruiser flashed through the heavens, until it was a fast-diminishing speck in space. A minute later it vanished altogether.


  TRAPPED ON TITAN


  David Wright O’Brien


  What dread terror lurked on a world that had been deserted more than five centuries ago?


  “HELLO . . . Hello, Earth . . . Hello . . . Calling wave nine, Space Ship Corporation . . . Wave nine . . . Calling Space Ship Corporation. Standing by for radiophone from Space Ship Corporation . . . Wave nine . . . Come in, Earth.”


  Chet Chadwick pushed a lank strand of black hair from his forehead and snapped on the radiophone receptor button beside his seat in the control room of the gigantic space liner. For a moment he shifted his lanky frame to face his co-pilot, chubby Monk Sands.


  “Wonder what in hell they want?”


  Sands’ round pleasant features were noncommittal, and he shrugged his wide plump shoulders in bewilderment. “Dunno. Mebbe the Chief wants to check on us, huh?”


  In the next instant the radiophone receptor crackled faintly, and after a blurred vibration hum a voice flooded into the control room. At the sound of the first several words, both pilots sat bolt upright. The voice was low, sweet, and feminine.


  “Hello, Chet,” said the feminine voice. “How are you darling? And how is dear Monk?”


  Chet Chadwick sucked in his breath sharply, ignoring the sharp glance that Monk Sands suddenly turned on him. The voice went on.


  “I’ll bet you two big Test Pilots are surprised to hear from me, darlings,” the voice cooed. “But I just couldn’t wait three more days until you returned to Earth, Chet—and you too, Monk. I just couldn’t wait to see you both, so I asked your boss to let me talk to you from the company control rooms.


  “Just in case you haven’t guessed who this is, Chet—and Monk, I won’t make you worry. It’s Olga, darlings. Do hurry back from your nasty test trials in that nasty old space liner, Chet darling. And you, too, Monk. See you in three days, dears.”


  Crackling came back to the radiophone receptor, the hum grew once more, and the light above the board indicated that the conversation was concluded. Chet Chadwick leaned over and snapped off the button, still keeping his eyes averted from those of his copilot.


  “So!” Monk Sands’ voice broke the ominous silence. “So!”


  “Now, Monk,” Chadwick began, repressing a smile.


  “Don’t now-Monk me,” his companion bellowed as his usually bland face took on a slow tinge of purple. “So it’s Chet and Monk, eh? Since when have you been beating my time with Olga, you louse?”


  Chadwick struggled to assume an air of injured innocence. He raised his hands from the controls of the space liner in an expressive gesture. “Monk,” his voice was reproachful, “do you think I’d double-cross a pal?”


  The rotund little Test Pilot’s voice shook with rage and sarcasm as he replied. “Oh no, you skunk, you’d never double-cross a pal. You’ve never kept your paws off my women in all the time I’ve had the misfortune to know you. There was Winnie in Singapore, Carol on Venus, Marge on Ceres, Helen on Jupiter—,” his voice broke off disgustedly. Then: “So many more that I can’t remember them all. And now, damn your long hide, I find out you’ve been trying to make a name for yourself with Olga!”


  Chadwick kept his face straight, but his gray eyes twinkled as he spoke. “Now Monk, you know that there isn’t anything between Olga and I. The only reason she pays any attention to me is because I’m your buddy. It’s purely platonic, I swear!”


  “Platonic! Yah, just like Romeo and Juliet were platonic!”


  “Now Monk. This isn’t any time for a misunderstanding. We can’t argue about women. We’ve got to put this baby into a power drop in another moment. Hell, if we don’t finish these tests, we’ll never get this liner back to Earth in three days.”


  “You’re changing the subject,” Sands said suspiciously.


  “We can talk it over when we get our tests done,” Chadwick replied. Then, as if the matter were closed until future notice, he began to check his instrument panel. Sands watched him wordlessly, seething in rage and indignation.


  “Check the percussion panel,” Chadwick instructed his infuriated companion. Sands, muttering sullenly to himself, began to make a systematic check of the gauges before him. After a moment he looked up. “All set!”


  Chadwick finished his own readings, nodding as he lifted his head. “Good enough, dearie. Hang on tight. We’re going to give this ship plenty of hell in a minute.”


  CUTTING the rockets to half-percussion drive, Chadwick gave the huge space liner its head, and in the space of several swift seconds the nose of the ship dropped with sickening suddenness. At that moment, as the enormous experimental liner slid into a power drop through space, Chadwick spoke one taunting sentence to his copilot.


  “Olga’s a good kid,” he said, “but I never could stand her lipstick!” Then he threw open the percussion throttle, driving the liner into a steep dive.


  As the rockets banged to an explosive crescendo, so did Monk Sands.


  His mouth fell open and his hands, letting free of the dual controls, worked convulsively. He was literally sputtering with outraged indignation. Chet Chadwick had only time to shout, “Dammit, you goof, get your paws back on those controls!”


  But even as the words left Chadwick’s mouth, he knew it was too late. The pull of the dive on the controls was too much for one pilot to guide. He felt the force of the recoil tear them from his hands. Even above the noise of the rockets, both pilots heard the sound of the magnetic direction gear snapping, whipping off into space, leaving the liner rudderless.


  Instantly Chadwick cut off the percussion throttle and, with the aid of his co-pilot, pulled the nose of the gigantic liner to an even keel once more. Out of control, the liner was drifting listlessly in space.


  “Now you’ve done it!” Chadwick’s voice was a bark.


  “Me?” Sands’ tone was almost squeaky in its rising ire. “Me?”


  “Who in hell but you?” Chadwick demanded. “Couldn’t even keep your paws on the controls long enough to complete a test. I oughta—” he broke off significantly.


  Sands was on his feet instantly, fists balled, advancing toward his co-pilot. “Go ahead. Finish your sentence. You oughta what?”


  Chadwick uncoiled his lanky frame from his seat and faced Sands.


  “Oughta bust you on the button!” Chadwick said.


  “Why, you elongated, woman-stealing skunk! Just try it, that’s all I’d like. Just try it!”


  Suddenly Chadwick relaxed. “This is a fine howdoyuhdo. Here we are fighting over a woman while we drift about in a crippled ship!”


  Sands, frowning, turned and walked to the porthole at the left of the control room. “Cripes,” he said looking out at the blackness surrounding the liner. “I’d forgotten. What in hell are we gonna do?”


  “We’ll have to make repairs. That much is certain. We can’t maneuver this baby back to Earth without a magnetic direction gear. It’s also certain that we can’t fix it while we’re dangling here in space,” Chadwick answered.


  “Mebbe we ought to find out where we are?” Sands decided.


  “Check on the radio compass,” his companion instructed. “We’re only a day out of Saturn’s range. We must be somewhere above one of her moons.”


  Monk Sands grunted reply as he bent above the compass chart. His curly blond head moved up and down several times as he took “shootings” of their position. At last he raised his head and faced Chadwick.


  “We’re lucky,” he said tersely, “and then again we’re not.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Since we can only move up or down, it’s a damned lucky thing that we’re over a planet. But since that planet happened to be one of the zoned areas, we’re not so lucky.”


  Chadwick whistled. The “zoned areas” were those planets marked off by Earth Council as uninhabitable and worthless for any one of a number of reasons. They lay outside the interplanetary transportation lanes and were never troubled by interplanetary contact. It was a cinch that it would be next to impossible to make any repairs on a zoned planet.


  “What’s the name of this blob in the cosmos that we’re hanging over?” Chadwick asked.


  “Titan,” Sands replied. Then he picked up an interplanetary pilot guide, thumbing through it. “To give it the way the book does,” he announced. “Titan zoned area, one of the satellites of Saturn. Climatically uninhabitable, this world was deserted in 2821 when its radium deposits were exhausted.” The chubby pilot closed the book and looked at his companion.


  “Hell,” Chadwick replied sourly. “Titan hasn’t seen a human being in five hundred years. How the devil are we ever going to make our repairs in a place like that?”


  “We can’t be choosy,” Sands replied. “So down we go.”


  Chadwick took his place before the controls once more. As he did so, he spoke. “Mebbe we’d better notify Earth and have them send someone out to pick us up.”


  Monk Sands looked at him quizzically. “And have those boobs back at the plant find out what happened?” There was reproach in his voice.


  “Yeah,” Chadwick agreed. “I didn’t think of that. I guess we’d better not. We can make the repairs ourselves.” He paused, as though searching for a reason stronger than mere pride. “Besides,” he added. “It would take them damn near three days to get here.”


  As the pair concentrated their silent attention on getting the huge space liner safely down to the planet that lay somewhere below them, both were thinking one thing, the team of Chadwick and Sands had a long reputation to live tip to—and they’d be damned if they’d fold up on this job . . .


  TWELVE almost wordless hours later—during which time there had been no mention of Olgas in particular and women in general—Chet Chadwick looked up from his control panel. “There she is,” he said briefly. “Titan!”


  Monk Sands was silent as he looked down at the rapidly approaching satellite, but he nodded his head in reply.


  Twenty minutes later, both pilots watched the rough terrain rushing up at them, and braced themselves for the necessarily bumpy landing that was to come. Handling the controls was delicate for some moments, but five minutes later Chet Chadwick rose from his seat and stepped to the side portholes of the space liner.


  The huge craft had been eased down in the middle of what seemed to be a vast pampas, broken only by jutting crags of lunar rock formation. To every side seemed to stretch waste and desolation.


  “No wonder they abandoned the place, once the radium sources had been sapped,” Sands remarked.


  Silently, then, the pair walked over to the lockers in the compartment behind the control room. There they began to laboriously clothe themselves in space suits. They were dressed and standing before the compression door when Chadwick signaled Sands to tune in his receptor box for conversation.


  “One of us better wait inside here, while the other takes a look around,” Chadwick said from inside his glass helmet.


  Sands nodded, stepping toward the door, but Chadwick’s tall form blocked his way. “You wait. I’ll go outside,” he commanded. Sands shrugged and watched his companion press the compression door release and disappear out onto the plains of Titan. Then he walked over to the control panels and sat down to wait Chadwick’s return.


  Twenty minutes later, Monk Sands was growing impatient. Sweat was rolling down his face from the heat of the cabin and he rose to peer out of the porthole in an effort to see Chadwick. But the other was not in sight.


  Ten minutes more passed, and Monk Sands was feeling a bit of worry as well as impatience. He rose, cursing, and walked over to the compression door, pressing the release button. An instant later he stepped out onto the rocky terrain.


  ABOUT him stretched the same dull gray reaches of crags and pampas that he had glimpsed from inside the ship. But as he looked to left and right, he was still unable to catch sight of Chadwick. He looked back at the long, bullet-like hulk of the space liner. Perhaps Chet was over on the other side. Laboriously, Sands began to trudge around the nose of the ship. He had rounded the front and was able to glimpse the territory on the other side of the large liner when he gasped in astonishment, stopping dead in his tracks. At the tail of the liner, coming toward him, was Chadwick’s lanky form. But that wasn’t what made Monk Sands gape unbelievingly. Chet was walking beside another space clad figure—and through the glass helmet of the other’s suit, Monk recognized the features of an astonishingly pretty young woman!


  “Well I’ll be a blank-blink-blank,” Monk muttered. “That roving Casanova can find a woman even on an uninhabited planet!” Then his eyes widened in appreciation. “And what a looker! How in hell did that doll ever get on this godforsaken spot?”


  Sands had forgotten that Chet was now within range of his receptor-transmitter apparatus, and was startled to hear his fellow pilot’s reply. “What do you think of this baby?” Chadwick’s excited voice came to him.


  Chadwick and the strange girl were within ten yards of Sands, now. “Where did you find her?” the chubby co-pilot asked.


  “Lord knows,” Chadwick replied. “She came out from behind one of those crags after I left the ship.” He pointed to the garb of the girl. “What do you think of that space suit?”


  Sands frowned. He hadn’t noticed it until now, but the girl was wearing a space suit that had been outmoded for centuries. No wonder the girl was silent. She didn’t even have communication gear.


  Then the two men and the girl were together, and Monk took a swift appraisal of the strange young lady. His first guess, as to her prettiness, had been wrong. She wasn’t pretty. She was beautiful, excruciatingly beautiful!


  Red half-parted lips above a delicately moulded chin, tilted nose, level gray eyes, and a tumbled halo of lustrous raven hair gave ample testimony that the body within the cumbersome space suit was also lovely.


  For fully a minute, Monk gaped stupidly at the incredible beauty of the girl, then he turned to Chadwick.


  “What, that is, how—I thought—”


  “That Titan was uninhabited,” Chadwick finished for him. “Yeah, so did I. But this cutie here seems to disprove it.”


  The girl was watching both Sands and Chadwick closely, as if in an effort to follow their conversation by the movements of their lips. Then Chadwick had a possessive arm around her waist and began to move toward the nose of the space liner. Sands was at the side of his co-pilot and the girl instantly.


  “What’s the pitch, Chet?” the rotund little pilot asked.


  “Want to get her inside the cabin of the ship,” Chadwick explained. “Then she can remove her space helmet and we can communicate with her.”


  “If,” Sands interposed, “she speaks a language we can understand.”


  “That won’t make a great deal of difference,” Chadwick answered, and Sands saw him grin beneath his glass helmet.


  “Oh,” the little pilot put a fine edge of sarcasm into his tone, “so it’s going to be Chet Chadwick, Interplanetary Romeo all over again, eh?”


  “Stick to Olga,” his companion snapped. “You were all hot and hiccuppy about her a little while ago.”


  THE trio was just rounding the nose of the ship when it happened.


  Sands heard Chadwick curse in wild surprise, and at the same instant felt a whip-like tentacle wrap around his waist, lifting him high into the air. He threshed his arms wildly about in a desperate effort to free himself.


  The tentacle tightened, yet held him gently. Sands stopped kicking and turned his head—to meet the wild stare of Chadwick who was held in exactly the same position by another tentacle.


  Then his eyes met the vapid gaze of two flat, enormously large eyes, peering out from the round blue skull of an incredible monster!


  Sands tried to shout, and suddenly realized the uselessness of such an action. He heard Chadwick spluttering helplessly from his dangling perch in the other tentacle of the creature. Something prompted him to look down at the ground, and to his amazement he saw the girl, unmolested and unperturbed, staring calmly at the scene!


  Then, gently, Sands felt the tentacle lowering him to the ground once more, saw Chadwick also being deposited back on his feet. Both of them wheeled instantly, the moment they felt their feet touching ground, and faced the towering creature.


  “Leaping meteorites!” Sands blurted. “And we thought Titan was uninhabited. What sort of a thing is this?”


  “Not a very lovely looking specimen, whatever he is,” Chadwick said hoarsely. “Where did he come from so fast? I didn’t see him around when I ran into the girl.”


  At mention of the girl, Sands wheeled to face her. Her face still wore the same look of solemn appraisal.


  Bewilderedly, he turned again to face the tentacled monster. The creature, Sands could see more clearly now, was fully thirteen feet tall, with grotesque, spindly legs that accounted for three-fourths of its incredible height. Its thin torso was wasp-waisted, and of a mottled blue-green coloring. The tentacles, he saw, emerged from elbows on either arm, and were purple colored and the length of a man’s body. Each arm, if they could be called arms, possessed two of these tentacles.


  Instinctively, Monk Sands and Chet Chadwick moved closer together, as though their nearness might ward off any further designs of the towering monster. Sweat was rolling profusely down Monk’s round face, and looking at Chadwick he saw that the other was swallowing slowly.


  Then the girl stepped before them, placing her hands on the arm of each, moving them forward toward the Titanian. Chadwick and Sands tore free from her grasp at the same moment.


  “Lovely girl friends, you pick,” Sands grated, “she wants to feed us to her pet.”


  Suddenly the huge monster bent slightly, and in a swift motion threw his tentacles around the pair once more. The girl was gazing at them solemnly still, but was pointing toward a crag of lunar formation in the distance.


  “She likes our company,” Chadwick said unsmilingly, “and seems to think that we’d better go in that direction if we know what’s good for little boys.”


  Sands looked swiftly upward again, met the flat emotionless eyes of the Titanian. “I think we’d better get moving, then. Before Oscar, here, gets any more ideas.”


  Then, with the girl leading the way, and the Titanian bringing up the rear, the strange procession began to move off across the rocky terrain.


  They were within a hundred yards of the lunar rock formation that the girl had indicated when she turned, beckoning them to move ahead of her. Sands wasn’t certain, but he thought, as they drew closer to the gigantic crag, that he could see a stirring behind it.


  “There seems to be something moving around behind that knoll,” he said to Chadwick.


  “Probably pixies,” his companion replied sardonically.


  A split-second later, Monk’s suspicions were confirmed, for moving with awkward swiftness, three Titanians, identical to their captor in the rear, stepped forth from behind the crag and advanced toward them!


  “A welcoming committee from the Chamber of Commerce,” Monk heard Chadwick mutter, without a trace of humor in his voice. And as his companion spoke, Sands realized that the lanky pilot was just as apprehensive as himself, but was trying to keep his own and Monk’s courage alive.


  The Titanians were on them in the next moment, forming a sort of guard around the pair as they approached the huge crag. “Mebbe,” Sands said hoarsely, “we can make a break for it?”


  Chadwick’s voice was sharp, but calming. “Take it easy, Monk. There’s nothing we can do until we get the wind of this thing.”


  As they rounded the crag the little party stopped abruptly, Sands and Chadwick gasping in astonishment at the same moment. The crag was nothing more than a hollowed shaft, stone on one side, and structural chrome on the other. It was the worked-out pit of a very old radium mine.


  FOR a moment the grotesque Titanians milled about uncertainly. The two earthmen took advantage of this to survey their surroundings. The shaft was bored into the rock formation of the crag on a steadily declining angle, but the most astonishing feature of it was its proportions. One of the Titanians happened to be standing at the entrance to the pit, and comparative measurements showed that it was wide and high enough to enable the creature to move about comfortably at its mouth.


  “These are the ancient radium mines of 2000,” Chadwick almost whispered, “but they’ve been enlarged all out of proportion to fit the bodies of these tower creatures.”


  “But—,” Sands words were cut off sharply, for in that instant he felt the tentacles of one of the Titanians wrap about his waist, saw another seize Chadwick—and then the two earthmen were carried bodily down the steep incline, into the darkness of the shaft I Everything was blackness in another moment. “Chet,” Sands heard himself shouting, “are you all right?” He could still hear the heavy breathing of his companion coming through his receptor.


  “Yeah, fella. I’m okay,” Chadwick’s reply was reassuring. “How about you? What kind of a ride are you getting?”


  Under any other circumstances the chubby little pilot would have laughed aloud at the bland unconcern in his lanky pal’s voice. As it was, however, he gained relief and a sense of strengthened courage from the other’s reply.


  “I’m still in circulation,” he said, trying to keep his voice as unconcerned as Chadwick’s. Then further conversation became impossible as the journey grew rougher. It seemed as though every step taken by the Titanian who held him was getting more and more awkward. Evidently the footing on the shaft was becoming increasingly difficult.


  The tentacles still held him with firm but unyielding gentleness, but as the creature lurched awkwardly along through the darkness, the rocking motion smashed Monk’s head against the thick glass of his space helmet several times.


  He could hear a muttered curse from Chadwick, and guessed that the other was finding the same difficulty. Then another jarring step sent his head smashing into the side of the helmet for the third time. It was a harder blow than any of the others, and left him dizzy, sick, nauseated. Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth and he licked it back with his tongue.


  There wasn’t the faintest glimmer of light anywhere in the shaft, and Sands wondered about the large circular eyes of the monsters, wondered if perhaps they could see in the blackness of the old mine.


  Suddenly, out of his receptor apparatus, he heard the sound of a sharp cry from Chadwick, followed by a noise like a long sigh.


  “Chet,” Monk shouted quickly. “Chet, are you okay?”


  There was no answer, merely the faint sound of subdued breathing. “Chet,” Sands shouted again. “What’s happened? Can’t you hear me?”


  Monk Sand’s head smashed against the glass plate of his helmet for the fourth time. . . .


  “MONK,” a voice was crying, “Monk! Snap out of it!”


  Sands opened his eyes slowly, shut them again for an instant to accustom himself to the blinding glare of his surroundings. He moved his hand to shield his eyes and became aware that he was no longer clad in his space suit.


  Monk opened his eyes once more to become fully cognizant of his surroundings for the first time.


  Chadwick was bending over him, had been the one who shook him into consciousness. He noticed that Chet, too, was no longer wearing space gear.


  A second glance told him that he was lying on damp stone in the center of an incredibly large cavern of some sort. The ceiling of the place, far above them, was marked by jagged icicle-like formations of rock that hung pendant-fashion downward.


  The cavern itself was almost a mile in circumference, entirely clear of any obstructions. At one end of it, much to Monk’s astonishment, was a long elevated rock platform on which were assembled some fifty human beings, laboriously swinging large sledge hammers on a huge sheet of metal that moved along before them!


  Chadwick noticed Sand’s expression.


  “Yeah, Monk,” he said softly, “it’s not a dream. Those are earthmen. Don’t ask me how they got here!” Chadwick pointed his ringer at the opposite end of the cavern. “Those human beings are slaves to the Titanians!”


  Monk saw some twenty of the grotesque, tentacled creatures moving about a raised dais at the other end of the enormous natural room. On the dais, squatting ludicrously and Buddha-like on an elevated throne, was another of the Titanians—his feelers holding a sort of double-knobbed sceptre!


  “The King, or Boss, or High-Mucky-Muck, ruler of this joint!” Chadwick said.


  And then, while his rotund companion listened with growing incredulity, Chet Chadwick related the events that occurred after he regained consciousness. He had, Chadwick said, been jolted into insensibility when his head smashed into the side of the turret-like space helmet. That was just before Monk received a similar blow and was knocked out. Later, Chadwick woke in the cavern, beside Sands. The girl that they had first encountered was standing above him, no longer dressed in the cumbersome and antiquated space suit in which they had first seen her.


  “My Lord, Monk,” Chet went on explosively, “you’ve never seen such a woman! Glorious!”


  “She was a knockout, even in the space suit,” Sands observed dryly.


  Chadwick resumed his narration. The girl had been able to speak English, had told him that she and the other earth people in the cave were enslaved by the spindle-legged Titanians.


  “But where are they from, the girl and the earth people?” Sands demanded excitedly. “Why did they come to Titan when they know it’s been sectored off by Earth Council for the last five centuries?”


  “Don’t know,” Chadwick replied. “She didn’t get a chance to tell me that. They—the Titanians took her off before she had a chance to explain. She did say, however, that she was forced to remain calm, placid, when we were seized by the strange creatures.”


  “Yah,” said Sands accusingly, “I was coming to that. Why did she seem to act like she was watching nothing at all when Oscar sneaked upon us?”


  “She says she had to; that we’d have been snuffed out if we’d been warned and tried to resist!”


  Sands’ cherubic features wrinkled in perplexity. “What does it all add up to? Where’d they take the girl.”


  “I didn’t see that,” Chadwick continued, “because one of them stalked over to me, whipped me up in his tentacles and carried me over to the Big Shot—the lad over there on the dais, with the sceptre in his hand.” Chadwick paused for breath, wiping perspiration from his stubbled jaw.


  “Get on with it,” Sands snapped impatiently.


  “Well, the Big-Shot held that damned sceptre over me—I was still dangling in the air, held by those tentacles—and moved it back and forth across my head. I couldn’t get a good glance at it, for I’d slipped my helmet back on after they’d taken the girl away, but it seemed to be a phosphorous sort of wand, made out of some blue metal.


  “The thing crackled with electrical vibrations, and I felt the damnedst buzzing sensation in my head. Then, after about two minutes of this, the Big-Shot seemed satisfied, and ordered me to be taken back. I watched while they did the same thing to you. You were still unconscious at the time. Then they brought you back.”


  “Which—?” said Monk.


  “—Brings us up to date. They took our space suits away and I brought you around less than five minutes after that happened.” Chadwick concluded.


  “It sounds like something out of a twentieth century nursery rhyme,” said Sands. “Now what are we going to do about it?”


  CHADWICK turned his lean profile toward the other end of the huge cavern. His eyes narrowed as he gazed at the rock formation on which the earthmen were working ceaselessly with their great sledges. It was difficult, from where the two pilots were, to make out anything but general appearances of the toiling earthmen. The distance was too great for facial characteristics to be visible.


  “Did the girl tell you how many earthmen the Titanians had in captivity?” Sands asked, noticing the object of his pal’s attention.


  “I’m not sure, but I think that those lads swinging the hammers up there, and the girl herself, are the only people of our race, besides ourselves, on this miserable planet.”


  Suddenly Chadwick’s face tensed. He grabbed his co-pilot by the arm. “Listen, it just occurred to me. One girl and close to fifty men! Doesn’t that sound odd?”


  Monk frowned. “You don’t know that she’s the only earth woman held captive here.”


  Chadwick became impatient. “Do you think those people up there, swinging those big hammers, are women?” he replied sarcastically.


  Monk whistled. “Mebbe you’re right. It does seem damned odd!”


  “And another thing,” Chadwick was continuing with tense excitement, “I’m trying to remember a remark she made just before the Titanians took her away.” He paused, knitting his brows in fierce concentration. “I was still groggy for the better part of the few moments speech I had with her. But I think—mind you I’m not sure—she made some remark about brains. Something about watching the ‘sapper’ !”


  “ ‘Sapper’,” Monk replied, “What in the name of everything unholy is a ‘sapper’ ?”


  Chadwick never had a chance to reply, for at that moment, apparently at a command from the grotesque Titanian on the dais, two of the spindle-legged creatures advanced stolidly across the cavern floor toward them.


  “Here they come. Hang on to your hat!” Monk shouted, rising to his feet. Chadwick was instantly beside him, and the two watched the Titanians moving swiftly down on them.


  “Take it easy, Monk,” Chadwick said, hitching his belt in a gesture characteristic of the lanky test pilot when in trouble. “They haven’t actually harmed us as yet, and maybe they don’t intend to.”


  “Yah,” Monk said from the side of his mouth, eyes fixed on the advancing monsters. “Yah, mebbe they don’t. But I don’t think that’s love gleaming out of their pop-eyes!”


  Then the nightmarish creatures were towering above them, their tentacle arms weaving back and forth, wide flat eyes expressionless.


  “What I wouldn’t do for a ray gun at this minute!” grated Sands.


  “I told you to take it easy,” Chadwick warned. “Any protection we could use is back in the spaceship. Don’t forget it!”


  The tentacles were whipping menacingly about the pair, as if in an effort to herd them in a certain direction.


  The pair turned and began a rapid march across the damp stone floor of the cavern, drawing closer and closer to the sledge-swinging toilers. The Titanians kept an insistent pressure behind them.


  Fifty yards from the long stone platform on which the earthmen were toiling, Chadwick halted abruptly, grabbing his companion’s arm.


  “Monk!” His voice was hoarse. “Monk, for God’s sake, look!”


  Chadwick pointed at the group on the stone platform.


  The bodily contours of the men on the platform were human, but their actual appearance was ape-like, hairy, almost aboriginal! They paused now in their labor. It was clear that they had seen the two new arrivals, for eyes gleamed sharply from beneath incredibly shaggy eyebrows, and thick lips drew back from fang-like teeth as they conversed among one another excitedly.


  Their gibberish, which carried across the intervening distance to the horrified pair, was a weird combination of snarls and mangled English!


  Bands of iron, linked by a long chain, were fastened around the necks and legs of each of the half-humans on the platform!


  AT that moment the Titanians, evidently enraged at the delay, swept their whip-like arms around the two, and carried them the remaining distance.


  Bedlam broke loose among the toilers as Sands and Chadwick sprawled on the stone ledge at their feet. For an instant the huge cavern was ominously silent. Then the ape-like men broke forth in a frenzied commotion of half-howls and shouts.


  There was a sudden flurry at the other end of the vast cave. Eight or ten Titanians moved with incredible speed across the damp floor. In what seemed less than seconds, they were grouped along the platform, their tentacles lashing out on the backs of the shackled workers.


  Gentleness was gone from the touch of those odd appendages. They flailed mercilessly down upon the unprotected hides of the slaves. A pungent acrid odor filled the air.


  Monk and Chet were lying face downward on the ledge between the two groups—Titanians and half-humans.


  “That smell!” Chet gasped. “It’s burning flesh!”


  Monk was staring in fascination at the spindle-legged monsters. “Their tentacles are red-hot whips,” he said hoarsely. “Those damned monsters have some electrical force in their bodies. Look at the sparks flying from them!”


  Chadwick, who had been giving his attention to the plight of the sledge slaves, turned his head for an instant to see their tormentors.


  What Sands had shouted was true. Electrical sparks were literally flashing and crackling from the incredibly grotesque bodies of the Titanians!


  Then, as suddenly as they had started the commotion, the shackled workers dropped to their knees, moaning piteously, their heads lowered under the cruel beatings.


  Minutes later, the whip-like arms of the Titanians ceased. Methodically, then, the number who had come to the platform with the first outbreak moved back across the cavern to the dais of their leader on the opposite side. The two creatures who had herded Monk and Chet across the cavern still hovered over them, as if waiting a command.


  It came.


  The Titanians lifted Chet and Monk once more, and carried them to a passage that led off from the center of the cavern into a darkened alcove. Then down the passageway, finally pausing before an enormous metal door.


  One of the spindle creatures pushed this inward, revealing a brightly lighted, but small and stone-hewn prison cell. Chet and Monk were dropped to the floor of the place. The Titanians retreated, clanging the door shut behind them.


  “I must say,” Monk said bitterly when he and Chet were alone a few seconds later, “that we can’t complain about not being taken on a tour of the joint. They’ve moved us around more than a pair of checkers.”


  Chadwick didn’t reply. His brows were wrinkled in concentration, and his lips were a thin tight line across his face.


  “Monk,” he said after a moment. “Remember what I told you about the girl, about those slaves on the platform being her people?”


  Sands climbed to his feet, scratching his head in confusion. “Damn! I almost forgot about that. Why,” he paused, trying to phrase what he wanted to say, “those poor devils couldn’t be of the same genus as her. It’s impossible, Chet. Impossible!”


  “That’s just what I mean,” Chadwick groaned desperately, placing his head wearily in his hands. “It’s impossibly confusing. Aside from the small fact that we might not be alive in any succeeding minute, there’s this snarled mystery to worry about.”


  “Let’s worry about us, and the ‘small matter’ of our lives, first,” Sands said dryly. “Then, if we have the time or inclination, we can look up anything we don’t know about the joint in a nice encyclopedia!” He walked over to the tall metal door, and after gazing at it and rubbing his hand along its surface, kicked it experimentally with his foot.


  “If we can figure this out,” Chadwick said half to himself, “we might be able to find the key to get us out of this mess.”


  “It’s all very logical,” his companion agreed dryly, “but doesn’t make a hell of a lot of sense!” Before turning back to Chadwick, Monk gave the door a parting kick. The kick was answered from the other side of the door!


  The confinements of the small cell were deathly silent as Monk and Chadwick, heads cocked breathlessly to one side, listened for a repetition of the noise.


  Seconds passed.


  Then it came again, this time a little louder. The sound of a foot tapping twice on the metal door.


  Both men looked questioningly at one another.


  “It’s a cinch it isn’t our long legged buddies,” Chadwick whispered.


  “Yah,” Monk replied with heavy sarcasm. “Go to the door and let ’em in, whoever it is.”


  Chadwick withered his plump little companion with a glance, then stepped swiftly over to the metal door. After listening with his ear to the metal sheeting, he rapped twice on it with his fist.


  Two more raps answered.


  “Earthmen?” The words were faint, coming from the other side of the door, and the pair opened their mouths to reply simultaneously.


  Monk let Chet take over.


  “Yes,” the lanky pilot agreed. “Who is it?”


  “It is the girl who met you above the ground, when you landed on Titan,” came the soft reply.


  Chadwick steadied his hammering pulses, saying, “Can you help us out of here?”


  “There is a loose stone beside the door,” the voice answered. “It is as high as a man’s chin.” Monk was already groping along the wall in search of the stone.


  “She said a man’s chin, runt!” Chadwick snorted, pushing him aside to search for the stone himself. In a moment he grunted in satisfaction, his fingers tugging at a loose stone the dimensions of a large baseball. Then it was in his hand, and while they gazed in pop-eyed astonishment, the door opened noiselessly!


  The girl with the red lips and raven hair stood at the threshold. Her face wore the same expression of calm detachment as when Chadwick had last seen her.


  “Come,” she said speaking swiftly, “follow me. There is a place we can hide until it is over!”


  The girl was dressed in a tight tunic which, Chadwick noted, was as outmoded as her space suit had been. Once more his brows kinked in concentration. There was something strange that he couldn’t quite place, about her.


  At another side passage the Girl turned.


  “Wait,” she said breathlessly. Then she moved her hand along the damp stone walls of the passage, searching for something. She found it and in an instant an electrical whine filled the air. A moment later a portion of the wall moved slowly outward, revealing the brightly lighted interior of another stone chamber!


  They were inside, the girl, Chet, and Monk, and the wall was swinging back into place. Chadwick faced the girl. “Come, now. What’s all this about? Tell us what’s happened, how you got here, who those poor devils shackled to the steel-hammering line are!”


  The girl looked at them for a moment, her red lips half parted, her gray eyes misted. When she spoke her voice was low and liquid, like bubbling music.


  “My name,” she began simply, “is Naomi Brand. For what has seemed to be many years, I have been held captive on Titan—one woman with fifty men of our race. We are, all of us, earth dwellers. The monstrous creatures you have seen are the inhabitants of Titan—spindle-legged beings who have lived for centuries in the depth of Titan’s darkened sub-areas.”


  Naomi Brand seemed to shudder for a moment, then, mechanically, as if she had told the story to herself repeatedly, she continued. “When we first fell into the hands of the creatures of Titan we were on our way back to Earth. We had no suspicion that such danger lurked on this planet. But swiftly, and without warning, the Titans captured our party, killed my father, and all the women save myself.”


  Chadwick was swallowing hard, his brow furrowed with a frown.


  The girl went on. “They took the men, shackling them to stone—as you saw—and made them slaves. Myself, when they found I was unfit for work, they permitted me to survive somehow.” Naomi Brand broke, her voice choking. “You are the first earthmen to arrive here since our capture. I have waited, prayed, for aid—and now that you’ve come, you, too, are victims of the spindled monsters.”


  Naomi Brand broke into sobs, and Monk Sands moved instinctively to her, put his arms comfortingly about her.


  “Okay, Romeo,” Chadwick snapped. “Break it up. We’ve got a lot to get done, and a lot more to find out!”


  Monk Sands glared at his fellow pilot savagely. “Listen, Chet, this poor kid has gone through a million hells. Don’t you have any heart in you?”


  Chadwick’s lean features were grim and uncompromising as he replied with a fierce patience. “Look, Monk. This is no time to get full of tears and flapdoodle. We’re in one helluva jam, and unless we can figure this thing out pretty quick—we’re never going to have to!”


  Naomi’s tears stopped as suddenly as they started, and she turned her lovely face to Chadwick questioningly. “What will we be able to do?”


  Chet started a furious pacing back and forth across the damp floor of the stone chamber. Desperately, he tugged at a wild lock of his lank black hair, as if in an effort to drag ideas from his skull by the violence of the gesture.


  “Have to know more,” he said, stopping suddenly. “What were you telling me before—about ‘sappers’, I mean?”


  Naomi’s eyes were wide. “The brain sappers?”


  Both Monk and Chadwick showed their amazement in the glances they turned on Naomi. “Brain sappers?” they chorused bewilderedly.


  “Yes,” Naomi answered. “The sceptre held in the hand of the King Titanian. It is charged with electrical vibrations from his body, I believe. When waved above the head of an earthman, the voltage set up produces a state similar to hypnosis.”


  “How do you know this?” Chet demanded.


  “Why,” Naomi answered in perplexity. “It was done to the men on the long stone platform, when all of us were first captured. It is the reason why they have never been able to plan, plot to free themselves from the domination of the Titanians.”


  Sands’ face was pale as he turned to Chadwick. “Chet, good Lord, did you hear what she said? That electrical hocus-pocus was done to both of us, too!”


  Chadwick bit his underlip. “Yeah, it was. But, so far, there hasn’t been any effect on either of us. And the girl—,” he broke off, turning to Naomi. “What about it? Was the ‘sapper’, or whatever you call it, used on you?”


  Naomi shook her head in negative reply. “Just on the men,” she said.


  Suddenly Chadwick took a fresh attack on the problem. “You haven’t seen the men who were captured in your party—except from a distance—since they were shackled to the work line, have you?”


  Naomi shuddered. “No. I have only seen them from a distance.”


  Chadwick sighed inwardly. Then the girl didn’t know the change that had come over her friends since their capture. It was just as well. If she were to see them now, half-human, gibbering—.


  “There’s only one thing we can do, Chet,” Sands’ voice brought Chadwick out of his speculations. “We must get back to the spaceship. We’ve got weapons aboard that can burn these monsters to an elongated crisp.”


  Chadwick looked at Naomi. “How well do you know these underground passages?”


  “Perfectly,” the girl answered. “I have been allowed to roam.”


  “Good,” the lanky pilot broke in. “You’ll have to lead us out of here, and up to our ship.”


  The trio was moving toward the wall exit of the chamber, and Naomi was tugging at the stone that would set the door in motion, when Sands spoke.


  “Wait,” he said. “Our space gear has been taken from us. We won’t even be able to step out into that atmosphere without it.”


  Chadwick cursed. For a moment he hesitated. Then Naomi broke in. “It is all right. I know where there are other space suits. The ones that were taken from my party when we were seized!”


  Both men looked at the girl with relief. “That’s all I want to know,” Sands declared. “Let’s get going!”


  THROUGH the darkened passages and along the damp corridors, Monk and Chet followed Naomi. After what seemed to be miles of groping progress, the girl halted.


  “In here,” she whispered into the darkness. They followed her through a low opening in a dimly-lit alcove off the passage.


  “We are just below the main chamber,” Naomi whispered. The sound of sledges, ringing faintly in the distance verified her remark.


  Naomi crossed the tiny cave and bent over a mound in one of the corners. When Chadwick and Sands joined her, they saw that she was rummaging through a pile of dusty, antiquated, space suits. “Here they are,” she breathed. “Select suits to fit you.”


  “Must have gotten these at an antique sale,” Sands muttered as the three began to dress themselves in the outmoded space gear.


  “These belonged to your party?” Chadwick said curiously.


  “Yes,” Naomi replied. “But they have not been used for some time.”


  Chadwick was directly under the ceiling opening, and as he climbed into the clumsy suit, the glow struck directly on lettering that was stamped inside his space jacket. For a moment he looked at it in stark disbelief. That date—He opened his mouth, as though to speak, then abruptly clamped his jaws tight.


  In order to facilitate conversation, the trio carried their antiquated space helmets under their arms as they moved along the passageway. Although Sands and Chadwick were forced to hold fast to each other’s belts, Naomi moved swiftly along through the utter blackness without faltering for an instant. Chadwick’s eyes narrowed as he noticed this, but he said nothing. After what seemed an eternity of pushing along through the darkened tunnels of Titan, Naomi paused, pointing to a faint glow far down the corridor.


  “That opening,” she said, “is one I discovered some time ago. It is too small for the Titans and was made when—” she stopped abruptly. “It is too small for the Titanians,” she repeated quickly, “and consequently is unobserved and unused by them.”


  For a second, Chadwick felt an unexplainable chill run down his spine. Then Monk was talking excitedly. “There’s no sense in all three of us trying to make it to the space liner. It merely triples our chances of being discovered. One of us will have a better chance alone, Chet. And the other can stay with Naomi.” As Monk spoke his arm was once again around Naomi’s waist.


  “You wait with me, here—Monk,” Naomi said softly. “It is so dark, and I fear the horrible creat—”


  Chadwick broke in. “Okay,” he snapped, “it looks like I’m elected. You two remain here. I’ll be back—with enough ray juice to fry this joint.” He looked at Sands for an instant, trying to flash him a message, but his companion was gazing, cow-eyed, into the girl’s lovely gray eyes.


  Moments later, Chadwick made his way cautiously forth from the tunnel opening and out onto the barren wastes of Titan. He moved swiftly, taking shelter behind occasional lunar rock formations. He saw no sign of the Titanians, but remembering their swift approach, took no chances. In the distance, he could see the gigantic space liner, apparently unmolested as yet.


  Working his way along slowly but steadily, Chadwick gave thought to Monk, back in the cave with Naomi. There was something fishy, something very fishy, about that girl—about this whole damned mess. Those half-human slaves in the enormous cavern—Naomi’s party—could they have degenerated so, merely through hypnosis administered by the King Titanian.


  Suddenly two spindle-legged Titanians moved across his line of vision. Chadwick dropped flat on his face behind a rock. They disappeared, finally, behind a series of crags some five hundred yards away. Chadwick moved once more.


  And these suits—antiquated, impossibly outmoded, Naomi had said they belonged to her party. Chadwick’s lean face, beneath the turret of his space helmet, was worried, perplexed. What was all this adding up to?


  Chadwick was a hundred yards from the space liner when his jaw dropped open in amazement. It wasn’t the spaceship which he and Monk had arrived in—but instead, was a weather-beaten, smaller, odd-looking craft!


  He cursed, fluently, roundly, savagely. Precious moments wasted because he had mistaken this for the space liner in the murk! An unbidden thought brought an odd feeling creeping up the base of his spine. Was this the space ship used by Naomi and her people when they arrived on, or were leaving, Titan!


  “I’ve a hunch,” the lean pilot muttered to himself, “that this is going to fill in a lot of answers!” He advanced to the weatherbeaten space craft.


  Fifteen yards short of the ship, he stopped. “My God,” he said hoarsely, “it can’t be!” His lips moved mechanically as he read the inscription on the side of the ship.


  “PLANETARY MINING CORPORATION,” it said. “TITAN RADIUM BASE”. Then, underneath the huge lettering: “Final Expedition, 2000 A.D.”


  EVERYTHING was swimming before Chadwick’s eyes. 2000 AD! Mechanically, he approached the ship. Five hundred years old! Five hundred years old!


  The gnawing suspicion that had been preying on him for the past hours was now a ghastly certainty. Naomi and the slave-men of the Titanians were the surviving members of the last mining expedition on Titan—an expedition that had been concluded five centuries ago. Somehow, in some incredible fashion, Naomi and the men on the work platform in the cavern had remained alive on Titan for five hundred years!


  He pictured Naomi, probably in the arms of his pal at that moment. Unexplainably he shuddered. Five hundred years old!


  Then he was inside the ancient spaceship. Everything, as he moved about the cabin, confirmed his suspicions. Every gadget, instrument, and weapon in the ship was an antique in space travel. But everything seemed miraculously preserved—preserved like Naomi.


  Chadwick strapped several old-fashioned rocket guns to his waist and clambered out of the ancient space ship.


  He paused for an instant, to test the antiquated weapons on a jutting rock formation just outside the ship. They performed admirably, burning blue holes in the rock. Chadwick stuffed them back in his waistband and proceeded on.


  Chadwick was not interrupted on his way back to the tunnel entrance. As a result, he was back at the entrance in less than ten minutes. He looked back over his shoulder before entering the shaft. All clear. He hadn’t been seen.


  “Monk,” Chadwick took his helmet off, and shouted down the darkened passage. “Monk! Where are you?”


  There was no answer. A moment later, when he came to the place he’d left his pal and Naomi, they were nowhere to be seen!


  Then he was moving, almost running, down the long passageway of the deserted radium pits. His breath was hot in his lungs, and fear burned in his brain—fear that he was late, too late, to do anything for Monk.


  “That damned little fool,” Chadwick gasped. “I should have seen that he’d gone daffy over the girl. He was ready to do any fool stunt she asked of him.”


  Chadwick lost track of time. As he groped, half-running, half-stumbling, along the damp darkness of the tunnel, everything but his one determination became a blur to him. It might have been hours, or merely minutes, before he stumbled upon a side shaft leading to a white glare of light in the distance.


  “The cavern,” Chadwick muttered. “That must be the main cavern to the joint!”


  He burst into the enormous high-ceiling room. The sight that met his eyes stunned him momentarily. Monk was playing hero to a packed house!


  Perhaps forty Titanians stood stoically herded in a corner, their tentacled arms hanging limply at their sides, their flat, expressionless faces fixed unwaveringly at a small space-suited figure before them—Monk Sands.


  Chadwick’s flickering glance took in the dais where the King Titanian had held court, and gasped. The spindle-legged creature was sprawled grotesquely forward on his face, feelers outstretched and twitching spasmodically. There was a flaming red hole in the center of the monster’s body!


  Monk Sands was holding an ancient rocket pistol, pointing it on the emotionless Titanians.


  At the far corner of the room, moving along the stone platform and unshackling the hairy, aboriginal men, was Naomi! Chadwick shouted.


  Monk wheeled, to look swiftly in his direction. At that instant the first of the Titanians lunged awkwardly but swiftly forward. Chadwick brought one of his rocket guns up level, prayed for accuracy at that distance, and squeezed the trigger.


  The gun flashed flame. The Titanian fell to the cavern floor—a hole burned through the center of his strange head. Then the others were moving—heedless of the pistols of the two earth-men, their flailing tentacles snapping through the air with the speed of whips.


  Monk dashed toward Chadwick, and the two stood side by side. In the next confusing moments Monk and Chet pumped their ancient weapons for all they were worth, sending one after another of the onrushing Titanians crashing to the stone floor.


  Chadwick had felled one of the creatures, burning through the monster’s spindle legs and didn’t notice the creature moving along on its stumps toward him. He heard Monk’s hoarse shout, stepped back in time to avoid the stinging blow directed at his head. His gun flashed again, and the creature sank to the stone for good.


  “Come on,” Chadwick shouted. “They’re too much for us. Lets get the hell out of here!”


  Monk gave him an astonished look. “Leave Naomi? Don’t be a sap. Do what you want to do, Chadwick, I’m staying by her!” Their exchange was cut off once more by the necessity of rapid rocket work on more advancing Titanians.


  Sweat ran down Chadwick’s angular face. He cursed loudly. From the corner of his eye, he could see Naomi freeing the last of the half-humans.


  THE shrieks and yowls of the horde of hairy Earthmen dashing heedlessly across the stone floor toward the spindle-legs was a horrifying din. The ape-like men were fifty yards from the creatures of Titan before they were noticed. Then they were in the midst of the spindle-legs, clawing, tearing!


  Chadwick saw one vicious ape-man spring almost six feet from the floor to clutch at the waist of a Titanian. In the next moment the flailing arms of the monster beat down on the unprotected back of the half-human. But the aboriginal sank his long fangs into the Titanians chest, and the creature rolled to the floor—blue liquid oozing from the gaping wound.


  Chadwick was looking for Naomi. Finally he saw her. Monk did too, and shouted in terror. “Naomi!”


  But the Titanian was swifter than the guns of Monk or Chadwick, swifter than the death that was coming over him. The creature’s tentacles flashed out, winding python-like about Naomi’s waist, crushing in mercilessly.


  When Chet and Monk got to Naomi’s side, the Titanian was dead—his tentacles still wrapped around the waist of the crushed slim body. A crushed body from which no blood ran!


  But Monk hadn’t noticed this in his grief. He dropped to his knees, weeping hysterically, pillowing Naomi’s raven-haloed head in his lap.


  Chet had no time to think. He stood above Monk and the dying girl, pumping his rocket pistol with a fury born of blind rage. “Five hundred years . . . five hundred of them . . . centuries . . .” the words flashed over and over again in his brain.


  Most of the Titanians were battling desperately with their former slaves. Chet grabbed Monk by the arm.


  “Quick,” he shouted. “To the passage. Get out while we can!”


  “No,” Monk snarled. “I’m staying. Naomi’s gone. I’m gonna stay here until every one of those—are gone, too!”


  There was nothing else for Chadwick to do. With a grunt, he brought his pistol butt down on his pal’s head. He caught Monk’s limp body as the little fellow sagged forward. Throwing him over his shoulder, Chadwick ran . . .


  Once above ground, staggering under the weight of the limp body, Chadwick looked wildly about. There was no sign of Titanians. Those above ground were probably hastening below to aid their fellow-monsters in the battle against the half-humans. There would be no time for them to repair their own space liner. Chadwick struck out without hesitation for the ancient rocket ship he’d left less than an hour ago.


  If it was preserved like everything else it’d still be in running order.


  Some hours later, Chet Chadwick, at the controls of a spluttering antiquated rocket ship—a mere five hundred years old—looked down at the stirring form of his rotund companion. The bump he’d laid on Monk Sands’ head was as big as an egg. Chadwick grinned.


  “He’s going to have a hard time forgetting Naomi,” he said half-aloud. “Poor devil.” But it’d be much better than knowing that Naomi had been worse than dead for five hundred years, only this screwy radium tainted world kept her in a false life. What would have happened if we’d gotten her away in space, away from the radiations . . .? Chadwick shuddered and turned pale.


  For a moment he was silent, his angular features bathed in reflection. “I know what I’ll do,” Chadwick said softly. “I’ll let him have Olga back again! That’ll make him forget, and what he don’t know will never bust him!”


  HONEYCOMBED SATELLITE


  Helen Weinbaum


  A Strange Queen Ruled Saturn’s Moon—but Mortals Were Outside of Her Dominion!


  PHILIP MURRAY nosed his space ship toward the north pole of Themis, last discovered of Saturn’s moons. Below toward the lofty, steepled structures of the termite like inhabitants of the tiny satellite, the Cacochauns, who seemed neither to know nor care that Earth-exiled criminals searched their hive for blue amber.


  Only on Themis was blue amber found—and there only in the Cacochaun hive—for the inner element was so perishable that it oxidized in air, leaving a dull, blue powder. In the honeycomb, however, live particles had been covered by exudations from the Cacochaun’s pores. Thus preserved by the fossil resin, it had lain for centuries undisturbed, until a space traveler taking a few pieces to Earth had discovered that by using it as the plate in a vacuum tube, short waves far below the normal range might be received.


  Now, by means of vacuum tubes containing the blue amber, Earth was able to keep in constant, secret communication with her possessions—Saturn and all her moons, Uranus and Venus. Enemy powers, through lack of the element, were unable to catch waves far below the sensitivity of their receivers.


  A little thing! Yet on it now rested the fate of the tiny planet, Venus. For Mars, the little Napoleon of the Universe, had ambitions, and it was well known that her eye rested longingly on Venus—Venus with her vast platinum mines and coal fields!


  Let Mars come into possession of the element, blue amber, and create a tube delicate enough to catch the short wave messages from the experimental laboratories of Earth directing the placement of Venus’s new defenses, and the cause was lost!


  Lately, shipments of blue amber had fallen off. The Government of Earth, fearful of leakage to the enemy power, took steps at once to investigate conditions in the penal colony of Themis. The job fell to Philip Murray.


  Outside of the Cacochauns, there was no civilization on the satellite. No one knew the engineering secret of the underground combs, stretching endlessly beneath the minarets and spires which towered like a frosted wedding cake from the forty-mile diametered satellite.


  The civilization within the honeycomb was a matriarchy, the whole brood offspring of the Queen, a huge, inert egg-laying machine who ruled telepathically from an inner cell. Under the Queen were four castes: the first, fertile males whose sole function was to cohabit with the Queen; the second, a food producing type on whose bodies grew strange fungus sprouts; the third, farmers who gathered the sprouts and brought food from outside as well; and the fourth, workers, the builders of the honeycomb itself.


  On all Themis there was but one hive, one Queen, one civilization.


  This, then, was the world to which Philip and Christine Murray came—certainly no place to spend a honeymoon. But the Government order to check on the dropping off in shipments of blue amber had come so soon after their marriage, that Christine had insisted on accompanying him.


  “I married an adventurer,” she said. “High time I found out how one does adventuring.”


  NOW, stepping from the landed ship, Philip looked admiringly at her slim figure in the short, flared leather skirt and tight leggings.


  “Brrr.” Her teeth chattered, despite valiant efforts to control them.


  “Didn’t you oil your face?”


  She shook her head, made tiny by the close fitting helmet, raising her green eyes sheepishly.


  “No. It was such nasty stuff.”


  “Nasty or not,” he said sternly, “it keeps out the cold. Put a thick layer on immediately! It’s better than having your nose frozen! I’m afraid, Chris,” he continued, “you’re going to be a lot of trouble. I should have left you home.”


  “Don’t be mean, Philip. I’m still a bride. Besides, you take Toto everywhere.”


  “Toto doesn’t eat, at any rate. He gets his nourishment from air and rain.”


  He patted the queer, three-legged pup bounding excitedly at his feet, smiling at the monkey face crowned with huge rabbit ears which perched saucily atop a pyramid-shaped body.


  “Totodozeneat,” the pup squealed, cocking one ear and rolling large black eyes. “Totodozeneatatanyrate—Totodozen—”


  “Sh!” Toto shut up; it was the only word he understood. Released from the confines of the space ship, the pup bounded on his three legs, bringing his circulation to where it could withstand the terrific cold of the satellite.


  Christine, her face now shining with a thick coat of the cold resistant oil, looked curiously about. This was her first trip through space.


  “Look at the horizon!” she exclaimed.


  “It’s right next to us. It’s like standing on the bottom of an upside-down bowl.”


  “Of course, silly. The whole circumference is only some hundred and twenty miles.”


  “Ofcoursillythewholehundred—ofcoursillythewhole—is—twenty—ofcourse—”


  “Oh, Toto,” she laughed as she picked him up. “You’re all bawled up. Now shush!”


  Philip set the electro-magnetic time-lock on the space ship for two Themisian days and carefully closed the door.


  “Why bother?” the girl asked. “We may be through sooner.”


  “It’s the surest way to keep current flowing through the lock,” he answered. “Don’t forget, this is a criminal colony, and some of the fellows may be a little tired of Themis. They’re all here for life, you know. A nice unlocked space ship might be too much of a temptation.”


  As they walked toward the barracks, his rugged face sobered at thought of the investigation which lay ahead. The only non-criminal here was Sime Conner, Governor of the satellite. He managed the exiles—not too hard a task, as there was little choice between working in the Cacochaun hive and eking out an existence in the wastes of Themis—but if shipment of blue amber had fallen off, Conner must be responsible.


  BY the dim light the room at first looked empty. But as Philip’s eyes grew more accustomed to the gloom, he saw a loose, slovenly figure slouched over a table at the far end. Surely this could not be the slim, fastidious Governor whom he had met some years ago. But yes, something in the face was familiar.


  Leaving Christine just inside the door, he walked toward the man, his voice booming briskly, his lean, wind-toughened features in sharp contrast to the Governor’s sagging jowls.


  “Hello.”


  “Hellohelloheilohello—” Toto squeaked.


  Startled, the man raised bleary eyes.


  “Who are you?”


  “Philip Murray. I was here a few years ago. Remember?”


  “No.” The man tipped a filthy, half-filled bottle to his lips. “What’s that?” pointing to Toto.


  “Just a pup from Callisto. He’s harmless.”


  “Ugh.” The man grunted, wiping his loose lips with the back of one hand.


  Removing his heavy outer garment, Philip sat down, stretching long legs before him. Sime Conner watching his every movement through narrowed, suspicious eyes.


  “Well, wadda ya want?” he growled. “Not just stopping here for a visit, are you?”


  “No. I’ve been sent by the Interplanetary Division of the Government of Earth.”


  “Whafor?” Conner took another drink and looked up blearily. “Wadda they wanna know? I’m doin’ my job, sick as I am.”


  Philip glanced pointedly at the bottle.


  “Doctor’s perscripshun,” Conner said defensively. “I gotta drink the stuff. He said so.”


  “Who said so?”


  “My doctor—Shrimp. One a the crimnuls here.”


  “Oh, Well, Conner,” Philip leaned forward, “I’m afraid you’re not doing your job. Shipments of blue amber have fallen off to nothing.”


  “Thassa lie!” The man rose swaying to his feet. “I’m doin’ my job as well as anyone could in this God-forsaken Hell.”


  “Sit down and talk, Conner!” Philip spoke sternly.


  The man obeyed.


  “What’s the matter with production?” Philip continued more kindly. “That’s all I’m here to find out. Surely the combs aren’t dry of blue amber—”


  “Surelythecombsaren’tdry—” Toto squeaked. “—surelythecombs—”


  “Shut that thing up!” Conner screamed. “Nothing’s the matter with production!”


  Philip rose. They were talking in circles.


  “I’ll have a look around the combs myself. Maybe I can find out what’s wrong.”


  The burly figure of Conner blocked his way.


  “No visitors allowed,” he growled. “I’ll give you a report for your sainted Government.”


  Philip waited as Conner sank into a chair and rubbed a hand over his forehead.


  “Report”—Conner paused—“I wish the Shrimp was here,” he said weakly. “I can’t remember what he told me about—” He stopped abruptly, looking up slyly to see if his words had caught.


  “Who’s in command?” Philip asked impatiently. “You or the Shrimp?”


  CONNER took another drink. “I am. But he’s a smart fellow. Helped me a lot. Donno what I’d do without this medicine—distills it for me himself—from the shrubs of—”


  “Give me the report,” Philip interrupted. “Why aren’t you producing blue amber?”


  “Sa long story. Can’t you wait for the Shrimp? He’ll explain how the men won’t work and—” His voice trailed off.


  Philip rose angrily. “No! I certainly can’t wait! Sit here and swill your—medicine!” He stared toward the door.


  Conner grasped his arm and swung him around, putting his bleary face close. “Tha’s treason!” He straightened swaying. “I’m Governor here. Tha’s just tha same as King. Apologize for your tone of voice!”


  “My apology is—this!”


  Philip swung. Conner fell—


  “Nice work.”


  Philip looked up to see Christine beside him. For the moment, he had forgotten her.


  “Nice to now you approve.” He rose, straightening his clothes and walked with her to the door.


  “I know,” she said, “don’t tell me. I’m a nuisance.”


  “Right.” He tried to pinch her cheek, but his fingers slid off its oily surface. “What am I going to do with you? You certainly can’t stay with him.”


  “Where are you going? I’ll go with you.”


  “You won’t like it, baby,” he warned. “I’m going into the honeycomb.”


  “It sound lovely, just like—” She stopped abruptly, pointing ahead.


  A giant, featherless bird, its long spiked tail curled forward between its feet, blacked the sky. Quickly Philip pulled her down to the ground. An instant later, the bird whizzed over, its sharp forked tail missing their bodies by inches. For a moment more they lay quietly, then cautiously, Philip raised his head. The bird had turned! Flying low, its forked tail cutting the rubber shrubs like so much paper, it beat toward them again.


  Philip fumbled for his gun and, firing almost on the draw, rolled aside, pushing Christine out of range of the crashing body. Toto let out little squeals of fear.


  “Don’t be a baby, Toto,” Christine admonished in a trembling voice. “This is how an adventurer adventures. Look at me. I’m not scared.”


  “Must have been a Black Drongo,” Philip said grimly, “a Themisian species of Drongo-shrike.”


  His skin tingled with crawling mites, picked up from contact with the ground. Hastily he pulled Christine to him, wiping first her face with his glove and then his own, fearing some among the parasites might be the lichen leech, a fungus growth, part plant, part animal, which attached itself to the second caste of Cacochauns. The cold resistant oil might keep them from taking root. He hoped so anyway. On humans, the lichen leech was fatal.


  THE only entrance to the Cacochaun hive was at ground level, though windowless towers stretched some five stories upward. Cacochauns, a man-sized species of termite, crawled on six legs with their bodies parallel to the ground. To enter the hive Philip and Christine had to get down on all fours. Once through the entrance, however, it was possible to stand erect. Compared to the outside temperature, the air was hot.


  The cell in which they found themselves had a slanting floor triangular in shape. Its walls and ceiling were spotted with the green flares of electric malops which clung by means of suction pads on their stomachs. Their eel-like bodies formed a broken circle, the head a few inches from the tail. Across the gap sparks leaped, filling the interior of the cell with a greenish brilliance.


  “Don’t touch them,” Philip warned, putting Toto under one arm for safety, “unless you want to get electrocuted.”


  “Don’t worry,” she answered indignantly. “I think they’re horrible.”


  In the next cell they came upon a man lying on his back, leisurely dangling one ankle in the air. The floor was wet with the not yet hardened exudation of the Cacochauns, but he seemed unconscious of the sticky mess in which he lay. At their entrance, he jumped up quickly.


  “How did you get in?” His voice was angry.


  “The usual way,” Philip answered. “Any objections?”


  The man’s manner changed suddenly; his voice was oily smooth.


  “Of course not. It’s just that we have visitors so seldom.” His snappy black eyes dwelt curiously on Christine and Toto. “You took me by surprise. A collector, I suppose?”


  “Acollectorlsupp—” Toto began. “Don’t mind him,” Christine said. “Sa-ay. You don’t look like a crim—”


  “I’m not a collector,” Philip interrupted loudly. “I’m here on another mission.” He glared at Christine from the corner of his eye.


  The man smiled at his embarrassment.


  “The lady is right,” he said suavely. “I am not a criminal. I am a scientist—Dr. Charles Waite. That is, I was Dr. Charles Waite. One loses identity here. They call me Shrimp.”


  “Oh.” Philip stared satirically. “You’re the one who prescribes for Conner, He seems to depend a lot on you—on liquor too!”


  “I do what I can for him,” the doctor answered. “That’s more than the others do. I’m surprised at myself sometimes. After fifteen years in this Hell, one should lose the milk of human kindness.”


  “Fifteen years,” Christine murmured. “That’s a long time.”


  “A long time,” the doctor mused, “A long time to pay for an error.”


  “An error,” Philip repeated incredulously. “What error?”


  “I killed a woman.”


  Christine drew back.


  “But death through error,” Philip objected, “or in the interests of science—I thought men were exiled to Themis only for premeditated murder.”


  “It was that stupid, dull-witted jury,” Dr. Waite answered. “They couldn’t see it. I was going a great work of research, of inestimable value to the world.” His voice was matter-of-fact. “But I needed money to continue, so I killed my wife—for her insurance. However, it was all in the interests of science. I even killed her scientifically—a new virus I had discovered. Quick and painless.”


  Christine tugged at Philip’s sleeve. Obviously, her eyes said, he’s a little touched. Let’s get away.


  Dr. Waite put a hand on Philip’s arm, his voice suddenly soft, sane—that of a kindly man trying to help, “Why are you here?”


  “To inspect the honeycombs, I represent the Interplanetary Division of the Government of Earth.”


  “Hum,” the scientist said thoughtfully. “An official visit! Well,” he shrugged, “let me take you through. The honeycombs are complicated for a stranger.”


  STEPPING carefully to keep from falling on the slimy floor, they entered the next cell. Six men knelt in a circle, picking earnestly at a cleared space in the center. Beside them lay two blue ambers, their fire-stabbed brilliance startling against the dull floor.


  At their entrance the men looked up, “Who are they, Shrimp?” one yelled. “New exiles?”


  “Visitors.” The doctor’s voice was steely. “Get back to work.!”


  There was no doubt, Philip reflected, as to who was in command inside the honeycomb.


  “I got the impression from Sime Conner,” Philip said slowly, “that the men wouldn’t work. He said you’d explain more fully why Earth is receiving such meager shipments of blue amber.”


  The scientist shook his head. “It’s a hard task he’s set me. Under my discipline, the men do work. That isn’t the cause.” He paused, then shrugged. “Well, I suppose I must tell you.” He turned suddenly. “Have you ever been in the honeycombs before?”


  “No. I’ve been on Themis, but not in the honeycombs.”


  “Nononono,” Toto squealed, gaining courage in the safety of Philip’s arms.


  “That,” Dr. Waite said softly, “puts a different face on the matter.”


  “Ugh!” Christine gasped in disgust. A huge, wet, red Cacochaun had entered from the next cell, drawing its heavy body across the floor on six fleshless legs. Long, furry antennae waved slowly as its iron-strong jaws opened and closed with every step. Toto squealed shrilly. The Cacochaun continued unperturbed on its way, noticing neither the strangers, nor the chatterings of Toto.


  “It’s maddening,” Dr. Waite said. “They act as if we weren’t here. There are thirty-one men in the hive right now, but they pay no attention.” He brushed his tousled hair excitedly. “To be ignored so completely by slimy, filthy Themis monsters—it’s too much to bear. I’d like to kill them!”


  “Personally,” Christine put in faintly, “I’d rather not be noticed.” At the sound of her voice, the man calmed.


  Unerringly he led them through a maze of cells, turning now right, now left, until his companions were entirely confused. Each cell was identical: the triangular sloping floor about ten feet on a side, slippery with Cacochaun exudation, and the walls and ceilings brilliant with light-giving malops. In some cells Earth exiles worked in the scum. Through others Cacochauns passed carrying food in their strong mandibles to the newest brood of the Queen. At an unoccupied cell, the doctor paused.


  “As you already suspect,” he began abruptly, “blue amber is being stolen.”


  Philip paled.


  “But as yet none has been sold to Mars,” the doctor continued softly.


  “How do you know of Mars’ expansion policy? You’ve been here fifteen years—”


  “Collectors talk,” Dr. Waite answered. “But as I said, the stolen blue amber is still on Themis. You see, Sime Conner has had no way of leaving—until now!”


  “Sime Conner!” Philip grasped his arm excitedly. “And by ‘until now’ you mean in our space ship.” He turned quickly and started back through the combs.


  “Wait, my friend.” The doctor’s voice was oily. “Your space ship is safe for a time. Sime Conner will not leave without the blue ambers—and he does not have them now. I know where they are!”


  “Where?”


  “Wherewherewhere,” Toto repeated.


  Dr. Waite glared at the pup. “You’ll have to keep that quiet, however, or you’ll never get past the guards. In fact, it’s too great a risk for more than one to try. You’ll have to go alone.”


  CHRISTINE stared incredulously.


  “Do you mean to say Sime Conner has men guarding the blue amber he has stolen?”


  “Not men,” the doctor answered, “Cacochauns. And they’re not guarding the blue amber, but the cell of their Queen. Sime Conner chose his hiding place well. And don’t let their chant infuse you.” He turned back to Philip. “It’s meaningless. In fact, I doubt that they know why they chant or what they protect. The only thing they do know is to keep anything but Cacochauns from entering the Queen’s cell. That’s a natural instinct to assure perpetuation of their race, for all eggs come from the Queen.”


  “And where’s the blue amber?” Philip asked.


  Stooping, Dr, Waite traced in the slime of the floor a diagram of small triangles fit together to form an inverted triangle, the bottom point resting on a small circle and an arc reaching from the right top angle to the circle.


  “The blue amber,” he said slowly, “is behind the stone bearing this symbol in the ceiling of the Queen’s cell.”


  “In the Queen’s cell,” Christine repeated. “Won’t she object to Philip’s entering?”


  “The Queen sleeps soundly,” Dr. Waite answered.


  As they went farther into the combs, it became harder to get a foothold in the slime of the sloping floors. Often they caught themselves just about to put a steadying hand on an uncoiled malop, for unless the malop’s head was within a few inches of the tail, the green sparks of warning did not flash. Let a man touch either end, however, and instantly the other end flipped around, sending hundreds of volts of electricity through his body.


  In the lower depths, Dr. Waite stopped, covering his face and hands with lengths of material he brought from his pocket.


  “In the next few cells are the second caste of Cacochauns,” he explained, “the ones with the lichen leech growth. Don’t expose any part of your skin to the floating spores. If one touches you—” He shrugged.


  Through the mesh of the material covering their eyes, they got a hazy, repulsive glimpse of the fungus-covered Cacochauns. Christine clung to a fold of Philip’s coat and Toto chattered in the unwonted darkness beneath it. At an empty cell they sighed with relief and started to remove their coverings.


  “Don’t!” Dr. Waite yelled suddenly. “Leave them on!”


  With a slush of dragging feet, a lurching, fungus-covered form approached. If the Cacochauns were repulsive, this creature was far more so. Half bloody splotches, half long fungus ferns which waved feebly as he walked, beneath his loathsome exterior he was, unmistakably, a man.


  Christine gasped and drew nearer to Philip.


  At sight of the strangers, the man laughed wildly, tearing the long, furry growth out by the roots and throwing it madly about the cell, leaving his skin torn and bleeding beneath. Suddenly he calmed and came closer.


  “Scratch me,” he pleaded. “Scratch my back. It itches.”


  “Kill him,” Dr. Waite whispered. “Kill him, if you have a gun. He’s mad from the itching.”


  It was the humane thing to do. But until the repulsive fungus-covered arm reached to snatch the covering from Christine’s face, Philip could not bring himself to move. He turned his gun outward, firing through the cloth of his garment.


  “He would have died soon anyway,” Dr. Waite said, “as soon as the roots reached his heart. Besides, if he hadn’t escaped, we’d have done away with him before he got so bad.”


  A LITTLE farther on, Philip drew Christine aside.


  “When you leave me,” he whispered, “go straight through the honeycomb and wait at the space ship. I won’t be long.”


  As he pressed his gun into her hand, he saw her eyes glisten with adventure.


  Now a faint sound reached their ears, a sound starting high in the scale and going down note by note, each one sustained a shorter time than the one before.


  “The chant of the guard,” Dr. Waite said.


  Fascinated, Philip listened. As he had no knowledge of the Cacochaun language, the chafit was meaningless, yet strangely he found himself counting the beats. On each new note it lessened by two, until finally it reached a beat of one. Then, without pause, it started over in the shrill note of its beginning, holding it for sixty-one beats. Each beat was a long ck sound, coming strangely liquid from the larynxes of the Cacochauns.


  As they advanced and the chant grew louder, a picture formed in Philip’s mind—the diagram of the inverted triangle formed of triangular cells by which Dr. Waite had said he could identify the hiding place of the stolen blue amber.


  Before he could satisfactorily find an explanation, the scientist broke his thoughts.


  “We must leave now. The guard cell is very close. Keep bearing right and you can’t miss it. Now, in order to pass through, you must distract their attention. Throw something alive in their midst—that pup of yours will do—and while they are occupied, walk through behind them.”


  “Thatpupofyours,” Toto squealed gleefully, “thatpupof yourswilldo—that—”


  Philip turned on Waite angrily. “If that’s the best suggestion you can make—”


  “He’d just as soon throw me,” Christine said.


  The scientist shrugged. “Well, if you want to risk it, use an uncoiled malop. But you’ll have to throw it quickly.”


  As he turned to leave, it occurred to Philip to wonder why he was taking the trouble to expose Sime Conner’s thievery. What could he, a life exile, hope to gain from helping the Government?


  “There is no reprieve from a murder sentence,” Philip said. “Why do you trouble yourself with the affairs of Earth?”


  Again Dr. Waite shrugged, darting his small, black eyes into Philip’s.


  “Sime Conner is free,” he said. “Every day I look at his fat loathsome face and think ‘Sime Conner is free, I am not.’ For that I hate him. Sime Conner can leave this filthy, Cacochaun infested satellite whenever he chooses, and he does not leave. For that I despise him. And Sime Conner has abused his freedom. For that I expose him.”


  He beckoned Christine to leave.


  “Don’t forget what I told you,” Philip whispered to her. “Wait at the space ship!”


  “I will, honey.” She patted his arm reassuringly. “But hurry.” She looked distastefully at Dr. Waite’s back.


  It took but a few minutes to traverse the remaining cells. As the chant grew louder, Philip again counted its beats, and again came that strange picture—the inverted triangle formed of triangular cells.


  Now, on the low notes, the beats were few. Soon would come that triumphant bass growl which meant the end. Involuntarily, Philip thought of the bottom point of the triangle resting on the circle. Strange that that picture should keep recurring to his mind. Suddenly he looked up to find himself at the guard’s cell.


  Four Cacochauns lay on the sloping triangular floor, their jaw moving quickly with the ck ck ck beat of the chant.


  PICKING his spot carefully, Philip grasped an uncoiled malop from the wall, hurling it quickly into the cell. As one the Cacochauns ceased their chant, and before the writhing malop had a chance to bring its two ends together, all four had sunk their mandibles into the black flesh.


  Hurriedly, Philip entered, stepping carefully behind them—but halfway across, Toto wriggled from his grasp. The near Cacochaun turned, snapping viciously at the small pyramid shaped body. Philip kicked the under part of its neck, sending it crashing against a wall, and quickly picked Toto from the floor unharmed. But now the three others were upon him, snapping at the leather of his shoes, tearing at the thick cloth about his legs.


  It was almost hopeless, to fight four Cacochauns without a gun and with Toto wriggling and squealing in his arms, Kicking madly, Philip stunned two, but the first had come to life behind him and fastened its mandibles in the flesh of his leg. Unable to move for the pain, he stood helpless for a moment, until with a mighty effort he twisted his body free. Then, seizing an uncoiled malop he hurled it at another Cacochaun.


  There was a sharp crackle as the malop made connections. The smell of burning flesh filled the cell. The Cacochaun writhed and twitched as the electric charge went through him. For the moment there was only one more to be dealt with. Philip threw another malop and, hardly waiting to see whether it hit its mark, limped into the next cell, nerves tensed to meet whatever danger it had to offer.


  On a circular dais centered in the triangular floor lay the most repulsive monster he had ever seen—a giant orange and black striped Cacochaun. The thick, furry antennae slowly waved their four-foot lengths. The six legs, covered with coarse black hairs, were dwarfed by the fat body. Despite the movement of her antennae, the Queen was sleeping. For the moment, there was no danger.


  As he set Toto down that he might better search the diagrammed stone in the ceiling, Philip’s eyes were caught by a rich, fire-stabbed blue light in the filth and slime of the floor. Gently, he picked it up, almost fearing to touch its beauty and, for a moment, lost consciousness of his surroundings in contemplation of its magnificent color.


  At last, drawing his eyes away, he dropped the blue amber in his pocket. Here was his first evidence, probably lost from the loot of Sime Conner. That thought brought the business at hand to mind and he raised his eyes to the ceiling to search the marked stone.


  At the moment, few malops gave their greenish sparks, and he strained his eyes upward in the half gloom. Then at last he saw it—the strange, inverted triangle with one side embraced by an arc—just as Dr. Waite had drawn it.


  But, it was in the part of the ceiling directly over the Queen. And the only way he could reach it was to stand on her dais!


  Tiptoeing over he mounted carefully. Hastily he searched his pocket for a knife. He had a feeling of distaste for what he was about to do, but he overcame his reluctance, and when the knife struck an obstruction he pushed harder until it brought down from the crack a heavy, wire handle.


  From beside him he heard an angry ck ck. The Queen had awakened! Hurriedly he pulled on the wire, not anxious to feel her mandibles bite his flesh—the wound from his last encounter still pained him—and, as the stone did not move, used all the strength he had in him.


  And then it gave! He reached for the cache of blue amber. But the space above the stone was—empty! A second later there was a sickening crack. The ceiling was giving way—quickly widening cracks spreading across it!


  HELPLESSLY he watched, hearing the patter of small rocks as they fell. From above came creaks and groans, and finally heavy, dull thuds as tons of rock came thundering down. The whole honeycomb was collapsing!


  Toto ran wildly, chattering in terror as rocks crashed around him. At last, giving a frenzied leap, he landed in Philip’s outstretched arms.


  Then, for the first time, Philip became aware that the dais on which he stood was sinking—another proof of the engineering genius of the Cacochauns! For the stone he had removed must be the keystone of the hive, on which all the cells and towers above were dependent for support. Hopelessly he remembered Christine and wondered if she had been caught in the crumbling comb. But there was little time to think.


  Even as the cell walls gave, the dais with the Queen, Toto and himself upon it was below floor level. A heavy door closed over, shutting out sight of the ruined combs.


  In the dark sub chamber they could hear the crack of falling rocks; the ceiling shook with the weight upon it. But it held!


  Cautiously, he stepped from the dais, feeling for solid ground before he shifted his weight. Behind him the Queen clucked angrily and Toto, frightened in the damp darkness, imitated her ck ck ckk in his squeaky voice.


  Aside from the angry Queen, there was danger in staying too long in the sealed sub chamber with no way of getting air.


  He stood helpless with anger as suddenly the thought dawned that he had been tricked! Dr. Waite had known that by removing the keystone he would collapse the whole honeycomb. Sime Conner had no cache of blue ambers—No, worse! He had one—But it had never been hidden in the Queen’s cell!


  As soon as the time lock on the space ship opened, Sime Conner and Dr. Waite would escape to Mars and sell their blue ambers to the enemy power.


  And Christine! Christine was either dead—buried in the debris of the collapsed hive, doomed to flee with a drunkard and a murderer to a strange planet—or—worse!—left alone, the only human thing on Themis! For all the convicts must have died in the ruined honeycomb.


  His racing thoughts drove him mad! In helpless anger he paced the cell. Yet—yet—there was—there must be a chance.


  Feverishly he covered every inch of wall surface with his bare hands, wishing at least one electric malop had come down with the sinking dais to give him light. He found no opening in the smooth circular walls. Still, there must be some way out! Of what value was it to protect the Queen, if she and her potential brood must starve in this sub chamber? Despondently, he calmed himself and tried to think.


  As the constant ck ckk ck ckk ckk of the Queen penetrated his consciousness, the chant of the Cacochaun guards recurred to his mind and he remembered how the diagram of the inverted triangle had haunted him at the sound of it. Suddenly the reason dawned. He slapped his knee at its simplicity.


  The guards’ chant was a sound picture of the hive’s construction—a sound picture of the symbol on the keystone! The chant had sixty-one beats on the first note; the diagram had sixty-one triangular cells across the top. Each graded down to one: the last beat of the chant; the last triangular cell—the Queen’s chamber.


  Now he was getting somewhere! The circle on which the bottom point of the triangle—the Queen’s cell—rested, was, of course, this cell. His solution was here. He had only to find it.


  AGAIN he retraced the sequence in his mind: the chant, the keystone, the diagram. And then, simultaneously, he remembered both the unexplained mystery of the construction of the honeycomb from the bottom up and the arc on the diagram enclosing one angle and the Bottom circle.


  Now he had it! He was almost breathless with excitement! The arc represented the curvature of Themis, and the combs, instead of going straight down to the interior of the satellite, had been built on a chord of the sphere, parallel to and only slightly below the surface. As the diameter of Themis was only forty miles, a chord near her pole must be far less. Accordingly, this cell must be at the surface on the opposite side of the sphere from the towers of the honeycomb. This was the cell from which the Cacochaun builders had started!


  He started to rise to go over the wall surface once more, putting a hand on the floor to keep the weight from his wounded leg, but he stopped short as he felt regular indentations beneath his fingers. He traced them carefully. It was the keystone symbol, the inverted triangle embraced by an arc.


  Breathlessly he ran his knife around the edges of the stone, hoping against hope to meet the obstruction which meant a handle. At last he found it, a heavy wire which rose with the pressure of his knife. He pulled with all the strength he had in him until, at last, the stone moved.


  Beneath it a narrow passageway ran parallel to the cell floor. If his deductions were correct, it would slant upward to the surface farther on. That was his only hope!


  Behind him the Queen clucked angrily, filling the cell with her rumbling sounds. There was the sound of movement as she raised her fat body and descended from the dais.


  Hastily he pushed the chattering Toto into the passageway and, crawling on all fours, followed. The Queen was behind him, He could feel her heavy jaws snapping at the soles of his feet.


  He pushed on desperately, and at last found himself in the freezing outside air.


  The Queen emerged behind him. Still clucking in anger, she snapped at his feet. He strode a few steps away to pick up Toto, confident that she could not approach his speed with her heavy body, and started across the surface of the satellite.


  He hurried in the direction of the pole, tripping sometimes in the brush, moving his feet quickly to numb his mind—to keep from wondering whether his wife, Christine, were alive or dead—and if alive, whether the space ship were still there to take her from this unlucky moon.


  At last, after what seemed years of running, he saw a pile of debris on the near horizon. A pile of debris! All that remained of the minarets and towers of the honeycomb! He ran quickly, hoping against hope, that the space ship was still there.


  It was! And standing before it was Christine—alive!


  A SHOUT of joy died in his throat as he saw Dr. Waite a few feet away training a gun on her. Silently he crept closer, praying Toto would have no crazy impulse to chatter now and reveal his presence. Then, suddenly, he dropped the pup and dove at the doctor’s legs.


  Waite went down with a thud, but turning quickly raised both legs, kicking Philip in the stomach and forcing the breath from him. With a strong effort, Philip dove again, and the two men rolled over and over in the scrubby brush. Tired from his hurried trek across the satellite, Philip felt his strength ebbing. Straining, he tried to loose the gun from Dr. Waite’s grasp, but he could not. Nor could he spare an arm to knock the man senseless. So, for a moment, they lay, strength pitted against strength, and the one who gave first—the loser!


  A figure approached, but Philip could not spare the energy to raise his eyes. Suddenly, Dr. Waite gave a hoarse shout and wrenched his body, the gun falling from his hand. In a flash, Christine retrieved it and leveled it at the scientist.


  “I did it.” She smiled at Philip. “I did it with a little pin.”


  LATER, soaring through space with the only two survivors of the Themisian colony—Dr. Waite tied securely and Sime Conner sleeping drunkenly beside him—Philip tried to piece together the scattered fragments of his knowledge.


  There had been a cache of stolen blue amber, though the thief had been, not Sime Conner, but Dr. Waite, who, little by little, had taken control of the colony from the weak Governor’s hands, urging Conner to drink in order to dull his senses. And Conner, completely under the mad doctor’s thumb, had not questioned his instructions to keep official visitors, who might see too much blue amber being found, from the honeycombs until Dr. Waite had been warned. All the while, of course, the scientist had but one aim in view: somehow to escape from Themis and sell his loot to the enemy power, Mars.


  Suddenly Philip remembered the blue amber he had picked up in the moment before he had removed the keystone and destroyed the hive. He took it from his pocket, dropping it into Christine’s lap.


  “Oooh.” She cuped her hands around it, fascinated by its fire-stabbed blue. “It’s really as beautiful as a jewel. I like it better than a Xanadu stone.”


  “I hope it’s beautiful enough,” he said ruefully, “so that the Government of Earth won’t remember it’s the last she’ll ever get.” He sighed. “I sure left the Cacochaun hive a shambles—” Christine’s face sobered. “It’s always seemed foolish to me,” she said, “to wait for the Cacochaun exudation to fossilize in order to get blue amber.”


  He looked at her through narrowed eyes for a moment.


  “Honey, I’ll bet you’re right.” His hand brushed her cheek softly. “There must be a lot of the inner element hurried on Themis. All they have to do is cover it with liquid glass or something before it gets a chance to oxidize. The Cacochaun exudation is only a preservative after all; it’s the blue they use in tubes.”


  “I’m smart,” she said impersonally, “X wondered when you’d realize it. Look how I stuck that pin into Dr. Waite. And look how I fooled him before.”


  “Sa-ay.” He tipped her chin up so he could peer into her eyes. “It looks more as if he fooled you. I gave you the gun. How did he get it?”


  She jerked her chin away petulantly. “He took it. When he started dashing through the honeycomb I suspected something wrong. So I told him I’d shoot if he didn’t stop and tell me what the hurry was. Then he just took the gun out of my hand and dragged me after him.”


  “Hm!” Philip tightened his lips. “I see. He just took it. Well, why didn’t he just take the space ship then? The time lock opened hours ago.”


  She winked knowingly at her puzzled husband.


  “That’s where I fooled him. You see, I didn’t want to leave—I thought perhaps you’d been hurt a little when the honeycomb collapsed. I knew you were too smart to get killed—and I insisted on going to look for you. That’s why he had the gun trained on me, He was afraid I’d escape.”


  “Escape? Well, he had the ship. Why did he care?”


  “That’s how I fooled him.” Her green eyes rolled mischievously. “When he asked me if I’d ever flown a space ship I said yes. You see, neither Sime Conner nor he had the slightest idea of how to run one.”


  HERMIT OF SATURN’S RING


  Neil R. Jones


  The creeping, evil white fog of Saturn’s ring. . . . All but old Jasper had been its flesh-devoured victim. Now, alone aboard a coffin-ship, the space Crusoe waited for the return of the swirling, invincible death!


  OLD Jasper Jezzan passed his fingers through the locks of his graying hair and stared from the port of the space ship at the awful approaching grandeur of Saturn’s rings. The third and outermost ring, their destination, loomed toweringly. He thanked his lucky stars that he was living in this twenty-fourth century which saw mankind pushing back the boundaries of the unexplored solar system with exploits of space pioneering. In his younger years, Jasper had been on the first expedition to Mars. Now, both Mars and Venus were being colonized. Jasper had figured in many strange adventures on both worlds as well as on several of Jupiter’s satellites and the asteroids. Saturn was still virgin territory.


  Jasper had lately passed his three score and ten, but the spirit of adventure still burned in his hardy frame. Again he thanked the fates that he was permitted to be among the first to gaze at the glorious majesty of the great rings at this close distance. He had joined Grenard’s expedition as a tried and experienced hand, and he knew that the City of Fomar was to try and thread a passage through more than fifty miles of tiny moonlets.


  The City of Fomar commenced passing stray, outer moonlets while still several miles from the main band, several of them larger than the space ship and rough in contour. It was like entering a forest whose trees are less numerous as one approaches. The moonlets in the ring itself were rounded and smooth from bumping contact. Through a slight attraction of gravity, the tinier pieces clung to the largest bodies. The ship plunged deeper into the mass. Every man stood at his appointed post, yet watched the marvelous phenomena without. Jasper’s was a lonesome duty at this time. It was his shift in the air rejuvenating chamber, else this story might never have been told or had fallen to the lot of a younger man. Unaware of what was impending, Jasper had looked his last upon the faces of his fellow adventurers, alive or dead. He turned a wary old eye to the gauges, and then turned his attention back to the unfolding mysteries of Saturn’s ring.


  The space ship of the Grenard expedition plunged ever deeper into the slowly revolving mass of moonlets. Sunlight became almost constantly eclipsed and less brilliant. Shadows, as always in space, were dark and sharp-edged. The light finally yielded to ever-increasing periods of darkness, and lights from the City of Fomar glowed through the deepening gloom. The City of Fomar occasionally bumped a moonlet in making a narrow passage, sending the fragment bumping against its neighbors in what appeared to be an endless relay of inertia without a retarding influence of any kind.


  EVER deeper they penetrated into the depths of the ring. Without receiving a summoning buzz, Jasper tuned in upon the observation room where the officials of the expedition were gathered.


  “There must be trillions of these little moons!”


  That was Commander Grigsby. It was Grenard who replied.


  “That, easy.”


  “What is that white fog over there?”


  “What fog—the white moonlet?”


  “No—it’s not a moonlet. See how it changes shape—and it is misty.”


  “Why, yes, it’s like smoke, and it’s drifting this way.”


  “See it stretch out, almost as if it wen alive. What can it be?”


  “Dust.”


  This was an under officer.


  “Without any atmosphere to float it!” Grigsby’s voice was mildly derisive.


  “It’s breaking up.”


  Jasper had traveled the space lanes too much of his life not to sense something unusual. He went to the port and looked out, putting his head to one side of the port for an oblique view. The phenomenon was directly ahead. He could not see it. Inwardly, he chafed a bit. He listened for further detail.


  “What makes it move?”


  “Tell me what it is, first.”


  “It can’t be alive!”


  “The ship attracts it! The cloud is breaking up into separate parts!”


  Again Jasper looked out, and he saw some of the strange stuff. It was like white smoke and possessed a volition of its own. He could no more imagine what substance made it up than he could account for its movement. It seemed almost to be alive, yet the idea was absurd even to Jasper Jezzan who had seen many strange things. This was a strange new clement or combination of elements behaving strangely in this outer ring of Saturn. The rings themselves were phenomenal. The cloud turned from white to gray as it expanded to show dim contours of moonlets behind it. Again, it seemed to compress, appearing like a sluggish liquid or a solid.


  “Here comes more of the clouds!”


  “And more! Look! There! There! And all around!”


  “They are merging together!”


  “A part is dividing itself! See—it is splitting up!”


  Bewilderment and awe expressed itself in the voices of the expeditionary heads. Jasper felt a tingle of excitement as he watched the queer antics of the unnatural material. He saw it gathering about the space ship. His port of observation went suddenly a translucent gray, and he could see nothing. He peered into the depth of that white mass separated from him by ten inches of crystal. It was like looking into dense smoke or a concentrated fog. Muffled knockings and other unaccountable sounds were heard upon the hull of the City of Fomar.


  “We’re not moving as fast!” Jasper heard Commander Grigsby exclaim. He detected a note of uneasiness in the voice.


  “Can it be that damnable white stuff holding us back?”


  “I don’t know—but wait! The ports on this side of the ship are commencing to clear!”


  There followed a significant pause. Jasper strained his ears for further reports. His own port was still obscured.


  “Grigsby—see those long strands of the stuff, like cables! It has us fastened to the moonlets!”


  “More power!” the commander ordered.


  A FAINT, soft sighing of the hull over his head drew Jasper’s eyes back to the port. He saw a white contour slide away. He looked out and saw that long, cobwebbed strands of the mist showed a remarkable adhesion and tensile strength in holding the City of Fomar to the surrounding moonlets. With the application of greater power, Jasper saw the attached moons join in the forward progress of the space ship and pass the background of further bodies. He saw moonlets collide, felt the slight deviation of the ship and heard jarring concussions of impact as the City of Fomar struck bodies in its passage. Then once more the port was covered, whiter and denser than before. From the excited comment in the observation room, he realized that conditions there were the same. The knocking and pounding mystified them all. Then a new note of alarm rose from the control room.


  “It’s getting into the airlock! A long, thin stream of it is pouring in like a jet of steam!”


  “There must be a weak spot in the outer door!” said Grenard excitedly.


  “Without a pressure of air in the chamber, the outer door is never securely fastened! We’ll fill it!”


  Jasper heard his name called.


  “Aye, sir!”


  “Put a good head of air into the lock!” The old man sprang to the controls and heard the air go hissing through pipes on its way to the airlock.


  “That damned stuff is still coming in!”


  “But not so fast!”


  “The air is leaking out!”


  “It’s driving the mist away outside!”


  “Now—the door is tight!”


  “The white stuff inside the lock is expanding!”


  Jasper was given a sudden order to stop the air. He never did know why. No one lived to tell him. He heard many voices risen in alarm, too mixed and garbled to understand little more than the fact that the inner door had been forced. And then the outer one once more yielded. The white stuff was coming inside, and the air was leaving the ship. This last fact Jasper’s horrified eyes took in at the gauges.


  Sharp cries and awful screams came to him, screams which shuddered, were muffled and cut off short. This did not last very long. Soon, an ominous silence reigned. The white mist still veiled the port, and it was inside the ship, too. Jasper pulled himself together and ran down the corridor to close off that part of the ship. Too late. The white mist already curled along the floor and walls of the corridor exploringly in substantial volume. As if it felt his presence, it spread alarmingly fast in his direction the minute he stopped halfway down the corridor in dismay. A veil of the awful material streamed smokily across the ceiling and waved a curling pedicle almost in his face. An unnameable fear blanched Jasper’s reason momentarily, but the old space mariner and explorer took a grip on his nerves. He turned and ran back into the atmosphere chamber. The white mist had gathered from the walls, ceiling and floor of the corridor, and he saw it coming for him slowly at first, yet with gathering momentum.


  In the atmosphere chamber, he gave the main air trunk valve a quick turn which shut it off. Then he seized a space suit hanging near by and leaped inside an empty air tank just as the ball of white mist came charging madly out of the corridor at him. A shivering seized him, and it was not born of fear. A coldness was rapidly filling the ship. The air was leaving it. He found himself gasping and was glad he had turned off the main trunk. He was in darkness, having swiftly closed the hatch cover of the tank against entrance by the white menace. He turned the inside valve of the tank, feeling in the dark for it. He felt about and found the space suit; then suddenly reeled drunkenly humping his head against the metal wall of the tank. He felt strangely exhilarated and light headed. He had given the tank too much air. This was oxygen intoxication and dangerous in his circumstances.


  He fumbled about and found the valve again which he turned off. Then he collapsed as everything went giddy. But here lay death from coldness, and Jasper knew he must get into the space suit. His muscles were stiff and balky from the cold temperature which was dropping lower all the time. But he got the space suit on and started its normal air supply and heat to functioning. Not until then did he give way to the strain upon him. From a halfsitting position, he fell over sideways on the floor of the tank utterly unconscious.


  II


  JASPER JEZZAN never knew how long he lay in that air tank unconscious inside his space suit. It seemed to have been little longer than minutes, yet it might have been hours. In the dark, he took stock of himself and the situation, collecting his thoughts. Death rode that ship, the ravaging white doom its master. He wondered if anyone else had escaped. He had a subtle intuition of the cloudy menace still waiting outside. He wondered what malignant properties it held against a man in a space suit. He had no intention of putting the question to the test as long as he could hold out. He decided to wait patiently and see if the dread mist would leave the ship. Somehow, he was able to feel its presence outside the tank, roaming about, searching the City of Fomar out of which the air had drained to be wasted away into space among the moonlets.


  He turned on the body lights of the space suit to relieve the monotony of the gloom and focus his thoughts upon something tangible, something he could see, although the inside of the tank with its inner valves and their controls were familiar to him. He arose and drained the tank of air. It would be necessary to at least reduce the pressure before he opened the door of the tank.


  Then he sat down in the tank and waited, changing position from time to time. There was a strange affinity between this white mist and a subtle sixth sense, for Jasper realized with relief when the stuff had gone. Yet he was cautious, opening the tank door slowly and peering out. The ship’s lights were still lit both inside and out. The first thing he did was to peer from the port. The City of Fomar was drifting among the moonlets. One of them almost touched the ship up front. He saw no sign of the ghostly material which had forced a way into the ship. He felt sure that it was all gone. Then Jasper made a test, although he was almost certain of the result beforehand. He took a box of polishing powder down from a rack, removing the cover and letting a bit sift out. The motes did not drift to the floor, they fell like stones. As Jasper had suspected, the air was all gone from the ship.


  He walked slowly down the corridor and to the fore, through the control room and into the observation chamber. He was prepared for the sight of death but not so complete and horribly efficient. White bones and skulls lay on the floor. The white mist had absorbed the flesh and articles of clothing. He moved one of the bones with his foot and was startled to see the indentation left by his metal shoe. He stooped and picked up a femur. It crumbled to bits in his hand. What awful entity or form of life was this cloudy mist of Saturn’s ring? He wandered slowly about the ship and discovered more crumbly bones as the chilling suspicion of the truth struck him. He was the last man, the only man, alive on the ship.


  He went into the control room to look over the mechanism, wondering how he was ever going to guide the space ship out of the ring single handed. His wonder was put to rest. He found all electrical equipment and instruments wrecked irreparably. Examination of them confirmed his suspicions. Proximity with the white mist had upset and destroyed them as completely as if a lightning bolt had darted through the ship. He was alone on a derelict and lost in Saturn’s ring.


  Jasper grimly hung on to his nerves. Things weren’t so bad as they might be. There was enough food and drink aboard to last him a lifetime. The air machines functioned smoothly. He could shut off one or two chambers of the ship and manage to live. He dared not think too much of the future, of living out the rest of his life a solitary prisoner in Saturn’s ring. Grenard’s plans of entering the third ring on his way to the planet’s satellite, Dione, had been known, of course, on all three worlds, but chances of anyone coming through the outer ring at this particular point, even if they were looking for the lost expedition, were almost non-existent. He realized with a sinking feeling that the ship’s system of communication had been disrupted.


  HE became hungry. He found food stores and took them back to the air tank. He also found a radium heater and installed it for heat and light. Then he carried in bedding and other basic comforts of life. He would have to live there until he could fit up and seal off chambers of the ship. There were three principal sections of the City of Fomar which were built to be sealed in case of emergency. The blow had fallen so quickly, and the deadliness of the white horror had been so unexpected and devastating that no refuge had been taken. Jasper intended shutting off and using that section of the ship including the atmosphere chamber and supply rooms.


  From time to time, he looked out among the moonlets for a trace of the white mist returning, but all was quiet and unmoving. He turned off the lights of the City of Fomar. He wanted to save power, at least until he knew where he stood and whether conservation was necessary. As for the misty material, he recalled the luminous, ghostly qualities it had evidenced in the distance where moonlets had blocked the lights from the ship.


  Fitting up the chosen section of the ship for habitation was a longer job than Jasper had previously figured. The white mist had wreaked havoc which he had not originally noticed. Many substances such as leather, felt and other products of organic origin had been either absorbed or damaged in part by the strange white entity that lived in space, and Jasper found many items of repair, replacement and substitution requiring long work with whit he had to do with before the chambers could be closed off and made safely habitable.


  There were chronometers undamaged by the coming of the white mist, and Jasper preserved them carefully and maintained their functions. He was more than two weeks of earth time in rehabilitating that part of the ship in which he had chosen to live out his lonely existence. Another five weeks were employed in the long corridor leading from the atmosphere chamber where he constructed an air lock. Jasper kept a sharp eye ready, even rigging up an electrical sounder alarm for his sleeping hours, but the white mist did not return during these weeks of his labors. Jasper, however, was prepared. He felt that the radium ray ejectors he had ready would do something to that white mist. He did not want to let the stuff get in its first blow and catch him unawares. He still recalled with a shudder how he had found a wooden door of a small clothes closet smashed to splinters by the compressed and concentrated blows given it by the white menace. Behind the wreckage of the door he had found the crumbling bones of Holman, a firm friend of Jasper’s on the trip to Saturn. Jasper had been more fortunate in choosing the strong air tank.


  In the long months which passed, the white mist did not return, and old Jasper Jezzan lived his lonely life aboard the derelict. He occasionally left the City of Fomar in space suit but never went far among the moonlets, even though he left the ship’s lights blazing to guide him back again. When the lights were not on, everything was black and cheerless outside—no starlight, just space closely filled with floating moonlets. Jasper knew that once these unnumbered legions of tiny bodies had been a satellite of Saturn which had broken up. On his little excursions, he always carried one of the radium ray ejectors to use in case the white peril should return and catch him outside.


  He made an interesting discovery on one of these trips. He was chipping the side of a moonlet when his helmet came in contact with the body. His chipping at the moonlet in a curious search for minerals produced an unnatural sound. He hit it again and again, and then he suddenly realized that the little moon was hollow. He marked it and went about looking for others. He found but three more among the hundreds surrounding the space ship. He could only hazard one possibility. The interior of the satellite had still been molten when it broke up under the strong, tidal attraction from Saturn. There had been occasional thick bubbles which had cooled.


  For want of something to do, Jasper immediately set forth plans for drilling into one of the moonlets, and he chose the largest of the four, a sphere fully twenty-five feet in diameter. He found equipment on the City of Fomar which would serve the purpose, and he set to work. He marveled at the density and strength of the semi-metallic substance and also at the thickness of the bubble. He drilled more than three feet before he reached emptiness. He was several days making an opening into the spheroid large enough to admit his body, and then when he was inside he found no more than he had expected, the inside spherical contour a bit rough and bubbled, glinting back the rays of his light.


  In this way and many other ways, Jasper fought off the spectre of loneliness. He experimented with the ship’s instruments, making a few tests and repairs, finally coming to to belief that he had found the direction of Saturn. Had the ship been manageable, he believed that he could have guided it out of the ring and into free space.


  IT was nearly a year after the catastrophe which had overtaken the space ship in Saturn’s ring before the event which Jasper had nervously anticipated too place. The white clouds returned. The menace came from all directions, seemingly, and focused upon the disabled City of Fomar. Jasper was luckily inside when the attack came. He saw an unnatural luminescence beyond the ports where utter darkness should have reigned, and he watched with rapid beating heart as ghostly swirls of curling, merging, dividing white strands enveloped the derelict until again all the ports were covered up.


  Quickly, Jasper hurried to the little turret he had fixed. The movable radium ray ejector lay ready. The old man grasped the control lever and trigger nervously and loosed a sustained barrage. He could not see the result of his work for the port was obscured, but he saw that something had taken place, for there was a visible shifting movement of the white stuff in the recurrent graying and thinning. When the port cleared, he saw that his ray ejector was effectively burning a hole through the cloudy entity before it. He swung the weapon and watched in grim satisfaction as it cut swaths of emptiness through the malignant mist which retreated instinctively, the scattered parts rejoining and merging into singleness. There was something repulsive in it, and Jasper shivered violently as he recalled the crumbling bones of its victims.


  The ray ejector touched but an insignificant portion of the menace and possessed but a small area in which to work. Again, Jasper heard the same noises about the hull of the derelict. The ominous visitor was seeking an entrance, pressing, contracting and pounding, testing for weak spots. Jasper hurried to his improvised airlock and saw with dismay that the white mist had found a way inside it. The outer door was forced. The deadly vapor was in full possession of all the ship except that part which Jasper had closed off. Jasper grabbed a nearby ray ejector and made a hasty connection with a closed slot on his side of the airlock. He had foreseen this emergency, and he was prepared. He made an airtight connection, opened the slot and released a discharge of the ray into the rapid gathering mist which threatened the inner door. He saw it recoil and experienced a savage joy as it evaporated, untouched wisps of it hurriedly withdrawing from the airlock as if apprised in some telepathic manner of its peril. The menace had been removed here and not too soon, either, for Jasper knew what the accumulated power that gathering cloud could exert upon the inner door. It had happened before.


  Something told him to make a hasty examination of other parts of his closed-off chambers, and he was glad that he did. He found a searching, groping cloud of the hateful mist in the atmosphere chamber. One quick glance at a tiny thread of white gushing from an air joint leading to another part of the ship showed Jasper the means of entrance. He quickly destroyed the cloud and released a current of air into the unused pipe, forcing out the white mist under pressure. He then made a quick tightening of the joint which under normal circumstances had never before leaked.


  Jasper hoped that the insidious material would find no means of effecting a wholesale entrance, for he knew that he could never combat so much of it successfully with the ray ejectors. He would be overwhelmed. His skin crept at the thought. Jasper was brave and had been through much during his adventurous life, but there were ways to die vastly more preferable to Jasper than being assimilated and made a part of the ghastly white cloud. He ran back to his airlock and found, as he had feared, that it was again being filled by the white vapor. He cleared it and then ran back to the atmosphere chamber. Everything clear. He hurriedly examined the storerooms and breathed a sigh of relief. No entrance had been effected at these points. He hurried back to the airlock to fight off the accumulating mist.


  It was a long, hideous nightmare for Jasper. The white mist stayed longer this time than before, possibly because of a whetted appetite tantalized and unappeased. Yet Jasper realized that the cloud was self sustaining. Once during this time, it again forced the joint in the atmosphere chamber and Jasper had a fight on his hands. His timekeepers registered sixty-two hours before the strange resident of Saturn’s ring left as mysteriously as it had come. Until then, Jasper did not sleep. After that, he yielded, for he knew instinctively that the white cloud would not return for a long time.


  III


  REFRESHED from sleep, Jasper examined his damaged airlock and thereby made an earnest resolve. He would quit the City of Fomar with its numerous possibilities of entrance by the persistent white mist and take up living quarters in the strong and hollow moonlet he had penetrated with so much difficulty. In the days which followed, days recorded only by his chronometers amid the changeless gloom of Saturn’s ring, Jasper worked as industriously to this end as he had labored in sealing off a section of the space ship. Equipped with a strong hatch, he believed that the white menace could never force its way inside the metallic walls of the globe.


  Jasper’s first step was to enlarge the entrance he had made to the specifications of one of the emergency exits on the City of Fomar. Two of these large ports were removed from the ship. One was installed on the outside of the passage through the thick wall of the globe, the other on the inside. In this manner, Jasper had his airlock for entering and leaving the hermitage. Then he installed partitions and a flooring, equipping this flooring with the gravitational substance taken from the floors of the space ship. There were four chambers. Two of these constituted his living quarters. The other two consisted of a storeroom and a room for housing the atmosphere plant and heating unit he planned to install from the space ship. As rapidly as he could accomplish the task, old Jasper Jezzan became a cosmic Robinson Crusoe.


  Besides stores of food, his storeroom contained all manner of essentials taken from the ship. He did not abandon the ship but protected it from drifting away by attaching it to the moonlet with a long cable. He had found that there were various drifts to the moonlets, according to their sizes and neighbors. Slight gravitational influences played strange tricks, and he had noticed a slow change of positions in the neighboring moonlets since the catastrophe.


  Jasper finally completed his hermitage, and he was not sorry to leave the City of Fomar with its ghostly memories and the constant fear of another visitation by the white stuff. During his building of the hermitage, another eight months had passed in solitude. Jasper had reconciled himself to this kind of an existence in the depths of Saturn’s furthest ring. Thoughts of living there did not weigh upon him so heavily as the thoughts of dying there without the companionship of humanity—alone and untended. He wondered, sometimes, if his hermitage and the attached derelict would some day be found when the moons of Saturn were explored and colonized. This discovery might be hundreds of years later, perhaps thousands of years. Jasper was old, and he had known solitude in the cosmos before, yet he had never been an involuntary prisoner of it until now. He wondered if the ghostly cloud would eventually find a way of getting to him or if he would die of old age. As for the food stores, he might live a good twenty years yet, he realized, and he had faith in the air and heating equipment and in his ability as a cosmic mechanic to keep everything in perfect running order. The machines were not so intricate but what he had the means of replacing parts. One chamber Jasper still maintained aboard the space ship. That was the machine shop. He worked there in a space suit.


  He was both relieved and disappointed when the hermitage in the moonlet was completed; relieved, because he now felt more secure against the white enemy; disappointed, because time once more commenced to hang heavy on his hands. He was thankful for the books, audioviewreels and other means of education and entertainment aboard the City of Fomar, but these promised to eventually become too familiar and well known.


  JASPER had lived in his new habitation for more than six months when during one of his sleeping periods, he was awakened by a sharp bump which set his moonlet in motion. This unusual break in the monotony of silence and comparative stability in Saturn’s ring aroused Jasper like a shot out of a gun. He switched on the powerful floodlights of the City of Fomar by remote control and stared through a transparent facing in the outer port of his airlock at a strange sight. All the moonlets were changing position. He saw them in a relay of motion from a disturbance not visible. Moonlets struck companions, then stopped as the immutable relay of inertia continued. His own moonlet was moving. It finally jostled another body gently. The derelict had been bumped closer, and the cable was suspended in a fantastic shape. Another moonlet struck the hermitage, the sudden contact sending him off balance. Moonlets not striking one another squarely kept moving, their motion divided up with the bodies they struck. There was no loss of motion, no slowing up because of gravity. The movement was relayed. Jasper realized that these contacts would continue in the same direction and at varying tangents all through the ring. He wondered what had set the moonlets into motion. Perhaps a meteor swarm had hit the ring. He watched until the zone of movement had passed on completely and all was quiet and peaceful once more before he returned to sleep.


  When he awoke and looked out, a thrill of discovery claimed him. A misty fog obscured the outer entrance of the hermitage. With little criss-crossing radium ray ejectors installed outside the port and operated from within, he cleared the obstruction to his vision and looked out. The derelict was covered with a snowy mantle which was alive as it billowed and twisted. He knew that this mantle was but the surging outer rank of the crowding material which had forced itself unrestrained inside the City of Fomar and was greedily exploring all nooks and crannies, assimilating anything of organic origin it touched. Even the cable holding the ship to the hermitage was covered deeply with the strange stuff.


  Jasper realized a snug sense of security. He no longer feared the white mist. He was curious. He wondered if there was any connection between the return of the white entity and the recent upheaval among the moonlets. Had the malignant clouds caused the commotion, or had the latter event aroused and stimulated the mist? Jasper wondered where the mist went and what it did when it was not clustered about the derelict and his moonlet. He decided to experiment with it.


  In the depth of the ring, he created a disturbance of his own. There were explosives aboard the City of Fomar, and he placed six charges on the sides of as many moonlets situated at a safe distance from the hermitage. He returned to the hermitage and set them off by radio impulse. They jumped suddenly away from his common center and relayed their motion to their nearest neighbors, ad infinitum.


  Jasper waited patiently. He had arranged a trap to catch some of that white mist. He was going to study it if, and when, it came again. He waited for hours, and there was no sign of the white terror from the unknown reaches of the ring. He was about decided that he was on the wrong track when his heart leaped suddenly at sight of the familiar, wispy, white strands curling like luminous smoke about the nearer moonlets. The devilish substance had been aroused after all, just as Jasper had believed it would be. A disturbance of any kind seemed to bring it unerringly to foreign objects.


  Again it collected about the derelict and roamed the interior, also clustering instinctively about the hermitage as if by subtle sense or intuition it knew of strange contents inside it. Jasper, as on the previous visits, felt its strange effects upon him. It made him restless. It seemed to exert an irritating influence upon his body in a lesser sense than its powerful effects on electrical equipment of the City of Formar during its initial visit. The mist stayed for the usual duration of its time and then left.


  When Jasper was sure that it was all gone, he put on his space suit and made a hurried trip to the space ship. Full of anticipation, his spirits rose in triumph as he found his trap sprung and automatically imprisoning a small portion of the white mist. He saw the dull jvhite fog through the transparent facing of the tightly closed box. He hurried back with it to the hermitage.


  THE following days were spent with more interest than he had known since being marooned nearly three years ago. He studied and experimented with the strange material. It was alive. No earthly science had ever known anything like it. Of that, he was sure. He always kept it inside a container, pouring it from one to another. For a vapor, it possessed amazing weight. He never let it touch him, though he knew metal to be impervious to its touch. Sometimes, it became almost a solid, often like a liquid in its quiescent state gathered in the corners of the metal box. Jasper found that it was rarely in the gaseous form, the condition in which he had always seen it before this. He better understood this whenever he shook the box or otherwise agitated the strange substance and saw it become gaseous. It assumed the vapor stage when highly excited and active. As a liquid, it was sluggish; as a solid, quiescent. He found that it was highly radioactive.


  There were other strange properties of which he did not have the means nor the specialized education to ascertain. He fed it bits of leather, wool and bits of food which were absorbed by the white mist. From these repasts, the little cloud increased in volume. Jasper shuddered when he thought of what might happen if this radio-active substance should be unloosed upon the earth or one of its sister worlds. Yet there were means of destroying it. The radium ray was very effective. Extreme coldness was the natural habitat of the white mist, yet it required a high degree of heat, nearly to the boiling point of water, to destroy it. As might have been expected, heat expanded it.


  Jasper’s thoughts roamed the channels of scientific theory. What was this strange life? Had it been born in Saturn’s ring, or was it from some far corner of the universe? It was probably as ageless and deathless as the moonlets of Saturn’s ring, or of Saturn itself. Had the once stable satellite of Saturn which had broken up into these many small moonlets known life? Was this milky cloud which knew a common existence in subdividing and merging at will the ultimate in evolution of life on this satellite of the past? Jasper wondered yet could only advance these theories which were no more fantastic than the living material which confronted him and provoked these thoughtful possibilities.


  He kept the white mist carefully confined and gradually came to lose interest in it. He had learned all he could about it.


  IV


  TIME came to drag more heavily. Jasper was rapidly exhausting his interests. And he came to care less regarding his future. He took greater risks than ever, wandering farther afield in space suit among the moonlets than he had ever gone before. He was surprised to find that he had developed an instinct for directions in Saturn’s ring, and twice he recklessly put this development to the test by penetrating deeply into the darkness among the moonlets far from the last feeble rays of the ship’s lights. His only illumination came from the lights on his space suit. Both times, he returned unerringly and without hesitation. He had reached a point where he held his life cheaply. Even the chances of meeting the white mist among the moonlets held less fear for him. He longed for an actual human voice and more than that the closeness and affinity of humanity. The loneliness of the ring was awful. If he were only in empty space, it would be so much better. He could then see the stars, the same old constellations which differed to no appreciable notice out here on Saturn’s orbit than they did from the perspective of the inner worlds. He had known the solitude of the cosmic wastes, yet he had always had the companionship of the glittering stars on those past occasions. In Saturn’s ring, it was like being buried beneath innumerable huge tombstones in the darkness of an immense grave through which he was permitted to wander.


  He came to find companionship in the mute remains of the powdered bones of his long-dead comrades aboard the City of Fomar, and he felt himself longing to join them. This led to an uncomfortable suggestion which Jasper immediately put forth from his mind before it gained a foothold. He shrugged and drew himself together to face things and carry on. As long as his sanity and balance of mind remained, he would do so, he knew.


  Jasper’s moroseness, however, grew upon him. It came to invade the peace of his sleep. One night, finally, he did not sleep at all. Night to Jasper was merely his sleeping period of a studied earthly arrangement. It was night whenever he turned the lights off. This time, however, he laid awake through it. An uneasiness possessed him, a familiar feeling, so familiar as to cause him to look out into the darkness for a sign of the white menace. But it was not there unless it lurked hidden behind the nearby moonlets, and Jasper knew that this was not the way of it. His nerves and imagination were playing him tricks.


  A ghastly discovery made during his following waking schedule, however, revealed the cause of his uneasiness. His nerves and imagination had not been playing him tricks. The white mist was close by but not outside the hermitage where he had looked for it. He was met by a large, gray cloud which thrust a misty pedicle at him when he went into the storeroom for food supplies. Jasper’s overwrought nerves snapped at this evil discovery, and he shrieked as he found himself momentarily fixed to the spot, his dilating eyes taking in the grim circumstances in a glance. He ran from the storeroom and securely fastened the steel door, carrying with him the horrible vision of the white mist inside the security of his hermitage.


  The broken container in which he had kept the imprisoned bit of radio-active life and the crushed and scattered food containers told a mute and condemning story. That small bit of life had broken loose, had fed upon and assimilated his food stores and had grown to these dangerous proportions. There was more of the radio-active life than he dared to tackle with a radium ray ejector. Only as a last resort would he do this.


  HE pulled himself together. He must get rid of that white cloud. He decided to try and lure the stuff from the moonlet and into space, standing ready with one of the more powerful ray ejectors in case the plan failed to work. He reacted from using the ejector inside the hermitage unless it were necessary, for its use in the airlock of the space ship had been as destructive as the white mist.


  He put on his space suit, turned off the heat and air supply of the hermitage and proceeded to open both doors of the airlock. Then he opened the door leading into the storeroom and waited, drawn back into a far corner, a radium ray ejector held ready. The unwelcome tenant did not emerge. He glanced cautiously inside and saw it hovered over scattered cartons of his rummaged food supplies. Tins lay crushed with traces of oozing contents. He shot a weak charge into the gray mass. It churned, expanded, rose from its gluttonous repast and sent snaky streamers exploring for the source of the searing plague. A globule of the malign entity plunged at the doorway and Jasper fell back hastily, his ejector held ready. From the far wall, he saw the exploring piece of cloud pause on the threshold and examine it independently of the main mass which did not emerge. While he watched, he saw more of it appear from the storeroom, until he knew it to be joined and assembled in entirety once more. It moved into his living quarters leisurely in an explorative manner. He waited fascinatedly against the wall, hoping it would move to the open, inviting airlock and find the freedom to which it was accustomed in space. He was prepared for it, too, in case it moved his way.


  Jasper sat there grimly vigilant to the vagaries of the cloud. He watched for it to come upon the opening passage and slide out into space. He saw it move along the wall nearer the airlock. He looked back to the storeroom doorway where a small remaining portion of the cloud lingered hesitatingly. He watched this laggard bit closely. When he next looked back at the airlock, his heart leaped in hopeful anticipation. A white streamer lay through the opening. An advance bit of the cloud had exploringly found the opening. He had often wondered how much telepathic impulse the scattered material possessed. He believed that the rest of the gray cloud would be apprised of this retreat into space and would join the exploring vanguard. That piece on the threshold of the storeroom had joined the main body.


  A puzzling difference suddenly claimed his attention. The mist which lay in the airlock was of the usual white consistency he had known. The cloud moving along the wall from the storeroom door was gray. A dawning horror of numbing realization seized him, and the slowly increasing volume of the white menace in the airlock justified his worst fears. This was no part of the gray cloud from the storeroom. It was coming into the hermitage from space, not leaving it! The white peril had returned! The gray cloud in the storeroom had by some mysterious means of communication called its kindred from its scattered lair among the moonlets of the ring—and the deadly legion had responded.


  JASPER aroused himself to stagger to the airlock and try to close it against the destroying forces which threatened him. At these quick moves on his part, a corresponding alacrity was aroused on the part of the incoming mist which suddenly ballooned and gushed inside so swiftly that Jasper’s ray ejector hastily brought into play could not cope with and destroy it in fast enough quantities for him to reach the airlock and close it. A white wall expanded and struck him a buffeting blow which knocked him across the room. The white mist bore down on him more leisurely as he scrambled up and brought the ray ejector into play, his back against the wall.


  Tongues of white death leaped out and touched him, bringing a frenzy of ecstatic, tingling horror wherever the white gas even touched his space suit. The radium ray disintegrated and destroyed the white pedicles while the main mass pushed forward to crush in closer. With sweat streaming from him, and in exhaustion, Jasper fantically fought his losing fight. Delirium partly obscured his reason, yet in no way hampered his effectiveness. He swung the ray ejector like a demented demon in the pits of Hell. Holes and swaths were burned from the solidity of the cloud, but these quickly filled once more. The tingling contacts became more frequent. Jasper’s arms felt like lead. He felt his senses reeling and he desperately held on. There were flitting moments when his vision became obscured and the white cloud seemed to turn red. His knees suddenly buckled in under him, and he slid to the floor against the wall in a sitting position, the ray ejector waving more leisurely. The white cloud rushed in above where his head had been. His gasping breath hissed like steam in the helmet of his space suit.


  He wondered vaguely why the white mist was not overcoming him. He was becoming less frantic in his efforts. His motions became mechanical. He was becoming too weak to defend himself any longer. He knew what that would mean, but even his will power clamored for a rest, a long, never-ending rest. The white mist seemed to be fading. It was retreating. He was able to distinguish objects in his living quarters. He saw the white mist pouring rapidly out through the airlock, and he wondered about it vaguely. Oblivion came to his exhausted body. The ray ejector dropped from nerveless fingers, its deadly power shut off as the pressure on the trigger was released.


  Jasper never knew how long he laid there in his space suit, an easy victim for the return of the white mist. The hermitage was permeated with the coldness of space. The lights still burned. Both inside and outside entrances of the airlock yawned open. When he came to his senses, he looked around. He rose and staggered to the storeroom threshold. He looked inside. The white menace had left entirely. Appallingly little was left of the food stores, however. Death by starvation was inevitable. Still, Jasper was glad. He preferred to die some other way. Slowly, he went about in space suit making temporary repairs.


  He wondered why the white mist had abandoned the hermitage and its vicinity so suddenly, yet there were many unexplainable mysteries of the strange stuff which were beyond his understanding.


  He paused suddenly in his job of fusing and welding. Lights shone outside his hermitage. He had not switched on the lights of the derelict, and he wondered what had made them illuminate. He stared through the double ports of the airlock. Another space ship cruised alongside the City of Fomar. Indescribable emotions seized Jasper as he shakily entered his airlock and closed the inner door. Through his mind flitted an answer to the strange behavior of the white mist. When this strange ship had penetrated the ring, it lead caused a major disturbance. The white mist had become aroused and had descended upon the derelict and the hermitage—and had left at the closer approach of the space ship in order to attack the greater attraction. Jasper saw, moreover, that no mist accompanied the strange ship.


  He fumbled with the outer door and flung it open. Giving a kick with his feet, he sped through the vacuum to the side of the space ship. He found the outer door of the airlock invitingly opened. Air was sent rushing into the compartment he entered. Faces, human beings, were regarding him in friendly wonder. The inner door was opened, and a man helped turn back the space helmet from his scraggly gray hair. Jasper Jezzan gazed wildly about him at the faces of the men, too overcome momentarily to speak. With tears streaming down his face, he at last found his voice.


  “Folks!” he cried, tremulously. “Folks! Real folks at last!”


  THE WORLDS OF TOMORROW


  SATURN, THE PRAIRIE PLANET


  SATURN, the sixth planet outward from the Sun, is unique in several respects among the nine worlds. People who travel there from other planets find it a world of wonder, especially at night.


  For the night sky of Saturn is a spectacle matched nowhere else in the System. Not even the wonderful nights of the asteroid zone, whose skies always are ablaze with meteors, can compare with the splendor of Saturn’s thronging moons moving in stately procession across the starry heavens that are bisected by the tremendous arc of the shining Rings.


  Saturn is known throughout the System, not only as the ringed planet but also as the “prairie planet.” That is because so much of the surface of this vast world is covered by seemingly endless flat grasslands. The Great Plains of Saturn, undulating gently away to the distant horizon, are a sight such as no interplanetary traveler forgets.


  Vast herds of hoofed and horned animals evolved naturally in such a habitat, and still exist on the remoter plains in countless numbers. And there evolved also carnivora
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  swift enough to catch the swift Saturnian ungulates. The grass-tiger, the giant chameleon which uses cunning protective coloration to stalk its prey, the strange myrmidonia or antlike creatures who work in unison to pull down large beasts, and the terrible cor and other giant birds of prey are well known to planetary zoologists.


  Early Planetary Travel


  The first Earthmen explorers who visited Saturn, back in the early days of the interplanetary travel, were surprised to find that the planet was comparatively warm. Considering its distance from the sun, they had expected it to be cold. Only later did they learn that Saturn, and Jupiter and Uranus . and Neptune, possess cores of radioactive matter which warm those worlds from within.


  Those first Earthmen explorers were also surprised, as they had been on the other planets, to find a human race on Saturn. The Saturnians, though blue of skin because of certain chemical elements in the atmosphere, and though differing in other respects from the men of Earth, were still undoubtedly human. Of course, we know now that the human races found on every planet are descendants of a race that long ago colonized Earth and all the other planets of the System, But it was a great riddle to the first visitors.


  The Saturnians had already developed a fairly high civilization before interplanetary travel ended their isolation. They had built Ops and Cronos and other such cities, apparently a long time in the past. But most of the Saturnians were not city-dwellers but plains-dwellers—nomads revelling in the free life of the Great Plains, riding vast distances on their stads or Saturnian horses, hunting the herds of hoofed animals, looking down with contempt on the city-dwellers.


  Saturn’s Great Herds


  As interplanetary trade and commerce grew, Saturn gradually became a great source of supply of meat for the other worlds of the System. The vast plains were ideally adapted for ranching. So many of the plains-dwellers forsook hunting for the raising of meat, and today great herds of tame animals are raised on the Saturnian ranches, to be shipped frozen in the vacuum-compartments of large spaceships to all the other worlds of the System.


  Few of the denser metals are found on
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  Saturn, and the mining operations are not extensive. A peculiar cement made from minerals quarried in the country west of Ops is much in demand throughout the System, since it can rapidly be de-solidified and remolded by application of certain forces to it. Also, there were formerly some mines of the rare metal gravium in one of the great gorges near the southern pole—a forbidding country infested by the fierce, inorganic creatures called the Silicae. But these mines were completely destroyed at the time that the man, Carson Brand of Neptune, tried to gain control of the gravium supply of the System.


  The Fungus Forests


  On the other hand, precious metals abound in the vast swarms of meteors and tiny planetoids which compose the Rings, “The difficulty is in getting at them. It takes a bold space-sailor to dare entering the whirling stone-storm of the Rings. A few desperate souls can be found who will try it in hope of quick wealth, but the Rings are severely avoided by most navigators and adventurers.


  Much of Saturn is still quite unknown, even to the Saturnians. The fungus forests which exist at several places can be entered only after taking most thorough precautions, so deadly are their floating spores. Those spores were once used by criminals throughout the System as a deadly poison, and that fact led Saturnian authorities to prohibit anyone from entering the fungus forests without permission.


  Another remarkable natural phenomenon of Saturn are the so-called Wandering Lakes of the southern hemisphere. These are several large bodies of water which “migrate” to and fro through the valleys of the south, apparently because of the constantly changing powerful tidal pull of the ten moons. They make that country perilous and little-known.


  Greatest mystery-land of all on the ringed planet has always been the Mistlands in the far north. That region of eternal fog has always been shunned by the Saturnians.


  They learned by experience that a man who once entered it might wander until he died in the blinding mists without being able to find a way out. Legends about the Mistlands and the strange things they were supposed to contain have long been current on Saturn, and are usually retailed to any curious interplanetary traveler.


  The Planet’s Ten Moons


  Saturn has ten moons, though the smallest is so tiny it sometimes is not counted. Titan, Dione, Japetus and Rhea of the larger moons are inhabited. Tethys, also a large moon, contains strange ruins that are one of the great mysteries of the System. Enceladus is called the Moon of Screaming Stones because of its peculiar vibrating crystals. Mimas is remarkable for its vegetation that “dies” to protect itself when anyone lands there. The other moons are little-known.


  The Saturnians, being a hardy, daring race, make good space-sailors, and wherever you go throughout the System, you are sure to meet some of the lanky, blue-skinned men. Being accustomed to the vast open plains, they dislike the luxuriant swamp-forests of Venus and the mighty fern-jungles of Jupiter, and feel uneasy amid the sky-towering mountains of the planet Uranus.


  Furthermore, Saturnians almost without exception hate all Jovians, and the feeling is reciprocated. This is one of the deepest feuds in the System, and one of the most puzzling. Historians believe that it originated in the dim past, when there may have been a period of interplanetary contact between the two races, some sort of interplanetary war that is still dimly remembered.


  On the other hand, the Saturnians have a strong admiration and liking for Earthmen. Unlike the aesthetic Venusians, who consider Earthmen too aggressive and hurrying, and unlike the Martians, who by reason of their immeasurably ancient history are apt to look on Earthmen as a too-youthful race, the Saturnians who are themselves reckless to the point of foolhardiness admire the daring and courage of Earth’s space-pioneering sons, who first opened up the System.


  LIFE ON TITAN


  Henry Gade


  On our back cover this month depicts the life forms that might exist on Titan, largest moon of giant Saturn


  FOR those who are scientifically inclined, Titan is the largest satellite ot the ringed planet, Saturn, and its diameter is very close to (probably over) 3000 miles.


  Its distance from its parent body is 20.2 times the equatorial radii of Saturn. Its period of revolution is 15 days, 22.7 hours. The inclination of its orbit to that of Saturn is 26 degrees 7.1 minutes. It has an eccentricity of orbit of 0.0289. At mean opposition, its stellar magnitude is 8.3.


  Titan was discovered by Huyghens in March, 1655.


  Nothing is known of its density, its atmosphere, or its surface features.


  Considering these details, as few and inconclusive as they are, we may (in fact must) stretch our imagination to an extensive degree in determining just what forms of life might exist on this world. Only one thing is certain—it is by far not the last world to consider in searching for living forms beyond our own Earth.


  Titan, being only slightly smaller than Mars, might very logically have an atmosphere, and taking into consideration the huge world to which it is attendant, a quite dense atmosphere.


  We might also assume that it is a comparatively young world, and that it does not present the arid surface of either Mars or our own dead Moon. In fact, of all the worlds in the solar system, it might most closely resemble Venus.


  So, let us take flight in our space ship to Titan, and visit still another world in our travels over the sun’s wide-flung domain of planets and moons.


  Titan is not too far away. We must pass only Mars, the asteroid belt, and the orbits of three of Saturn’s outermost moons, Phoebe, Iapetus, and Hyperion. As distance in space goes, this is just a week-end jaunt.


  Nearing the satellite, we may be disappointed at its appearance, because the nearness of Saturn, with its gorgeous circling rings, quite stuns our senses. But we’ve visited Saturn before, and our interest now is to see still another life-form of the solar system. So we whirl in toward Titan, and gradually the world we intend to visit eclipses Saturn, and we lose much of the radiance of its presence when we enter Titan’s atmosphere.


  As we drop on down through the atmosphere the sky takes on a ruddy tinge, red and orange and yellows, reflecting from cloud masses, picking up Saturn’s light and that of the distant sun.


  Below us we see a large gray mass which we discover is a continent. We land well in the interior. Our ship drops down into soft, mucky soil, and sinks its nose deep. We find we have landed in a swampy section.


  We test the atmosphere. It is heavy in nitrogen, but it is also rich in oxygen, so we decide to leave the ship without helmets. We open the port and climb out, crawling gingerly down toward floating stumps of fallen trees, and moss-covered logs. We find the air breathable, and warm, although it is not uncomfortable. We feel a sense of danger, however, and call for our rifles.


  BAD MEDICINE


  William Morrison


  Meet the Scoundrels of the Spaceways as They Find That Cheating Cheaters is Universal


  THE Saturnians had never seen anything like it, and they crowded around the novel space ship that Trenholm and O’Hara had set down among them. The native’s broad good-natured faces were agape with excitement.


  On the side of the ship was a flamboyant painting of an Indian girl holding aloft a bottle that contained The Red Man’s Old-Fashioned Radioactive Herb Remedy, fortified with vitamins A to R inclusive, the latter made with the most recently discovered carbon isotope.


  Beside the girl, there had originally been a sign announcing that the ship was the home of Trenholm and O’Hara’s Gigantic Medicine Show, but the names of the owners had been painted out and replaced by the better serving names of the Jones Brothers. Trenholm and O’Hara, with understandable modesty, desired no publicity for themselves.


  O’Hara was giving the Saturnians his usual spiel now.


  “Come closer, ladies and gentlemen, come closer,” he chanted. The ladies and gentlemen, eyes alight with expectation, obeyed. Their faces were elephantine, with huge flapping ears, but without trunks. And to O’Hara they brought back old memories of those ancient cartoons that in bygone days had depicted the Republican Party as a man with an elephant’s head.


  But it was not the heads that chiefly interested him. It was the rough, pink beads they wore around their necks.


  “We are now about to give you, ladies and gentlemen,” he went on, “absolutely free of charge, two hours of the most solid, fascinating, instructive, and educational entertainment it has ever been the fortune of any mortal being to experience! Yes, sir, ladies and gentlemen. Entertainment unparalleled and absolutely free of charge!”


  Trenholm threw a switch then, and their ancient movie projector flashed a picture of a Martian dancing girl on the three-dimensional screen, while the braying of one of the latest dance tunes came from the loudspeaker. Most of the music had been produced by the new electric trumpets and trombones, with shrill overtones that were guaranteed to deafen a sensitive ear. The Saturnians watched and listened as if spellbound. O’Hara stared at the pink necklaces, and whispered:


  “Trenholm, my lad, we’ve got a fortune in our hands!”


  TRENHOLM nodded. He was a large man, blond, something like an ancient Viking in appearance, but with no trace of Viking recklessness. Recklessness wouldn’t have paid. These Saturnians were twelve feet tall, with muscles even out of proportion to their size, and an Earth man compared to them had no more than the strength of a child.


  O’Hara was small and dark, with a volubility that contrasted with Trenholm’s tendency to silence. And at the moment, he was excited, very excited.


  Attracted by the noise of the music, more Saturnians were flocking to the ship. O’Hara almost went crazy trying to estimate the value of those necklaces. They were made of satargyrite, which was mostly silver sulphide, but they contained appreciable quantities of Element 102.


  Element 102 was the only known source of atomic energy whose transformation was capable of being accelerated or retarded at will, and the price for it was high, extremely so. But getting it was a very dangerous business. The Saturnians, being below par mentally, were protected by stringent laws. If Trenholm and O’Hara were caught at their little game, the penalty would be at least ten years in a jail that boasted no air conditioning, no television movies, and which guaranteed to teach wayward men the error of their ways.


  The reel showing the Martian dancing girl came to an end, and Trenholm slipped on another that depicted a Mercurian minstrel show. The jokes and gags were so babyish that a ten-year-old Earth child would have flushed with shame to be caught listening to them, but they suited the Saturnian taste perfectly, and gales of laughter swept the crowd.


  O’Hara did a little mental calculating then. Judging from the mass of people collected here, they would get rid of their radioactive herb remedy in three days. From advance information they had secured, they could reasonably count on a Saturnian patrol ship being back on the fourth day. That gave them a whole day to spare. O’Hara grinned, and almost felt the untold wealth in his pocket.


  The Mercurian minstrels wheezed to an end, and O’Hara stepped forward with his right hand raised for attention.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” he roared, “we offer you now an attraction so sensational, so unbelievable, that you, will think your eyes and ears are playing you false. Nothing like it has been seen or heard of on Saturn from the beginning of time. Nothing like it has been seen or heard of on any of the planets. Ladies and gentlemen, we offer Waloo, the Saturnian with the intelligence of an Earthman!”


  Waloo stepped forward, grinning with pride. He seemed like an average Saturnian, and he was exactly that. They had picked Waloo up stranded on Mercury, and he had shown no wisdom there. But now he was wearing a pair of huge spectacles whose rims were caught around his flapping ears. And to the other Saturnians he must have looked as wise as a judge.


  “Waloo,” said O’Hara gravely, “how much is two plus two?”


  WALOO hesitated. “Four,” he ventured after a while.


  The crowd began to whisper excitedly. Evidently they were checking up. After a few seconds, however, most of them were convinced that Waloo’s answer was correct, and they stared at him admiringly.


  “How much is four times six?” O’Hara asked.


  “Twenty-four,” Waloo guessed. “How much is ninety-nine divided by three?”


  “Seventeen,” replied Waloo, grinning stupidly, and O’Hara smothered an oath and swept on to the next question before the Saturnians could make up their minds whether or not he had made a mistake.


  For a time Waloo answered correctly. And then O’Hara played his trump card.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” he cried. “You have all heard of the Einstein theory. It is so difficult to understand that few people, even on Earth, know what it is. But Waloo knows! Waloo, explain the Einstein theory.”


  Waloo began slowly.


  “In ordinary mechanics,” he intoned, “if a body moves with the velocity ‘u’ with reference to ‘0,’ and ‘0’ itself moves with velocity ‘v’ with reference to ‘0’—”


  They were stricken with awe. They hadn’t the slightest suspicion of what it all meant, of course. For that matter, neither had Trenholm and O’Hara. Trenholm had simply taken the words from a long-outmoded textbook on physics, and copied them for Waloo’s benefit on a small placard.


  The placard was hung on the wall of the space ship, where to the near sighted Saturnians it was practically invisible. But Waloo, with his spectacles, could read the words with ease, just as he had read the answers to the questions O’Hara had asked him. They were spelled in the new interplanetary phonetic manner, and even a Saturnian could pronounce them, no matter how ignorant he might be of their meaning. The whole difficulty with Waloo had been in teaching him to reply to the questions in order, and not to skip on to the next question’s answer before the previous one had been given, as he repeatedly did.


  Waloo came to the end of the Einstein theory, and there was a burst of spontaneous applause. Waloo flushed happily.


  “The damn fool must really think he knows what he’s talking about,” O’Hara thought, and then addressed the crowd again.


  “My friends, you have seen and heard this remarkable exhibition. Would you ever have expected such intelligence from a Saturnian? Would you not have called it impossible? Well you, too, can be as intelligent as Waloo. Yes, ladies and gentlemen, incredible as it may seem, we can increase your intelligence a thousandfold! Just drink one bottle of genuine Red Man’s Old-Fashioned Radioactive Herb Remedy with vitamins A to R every day for five days, and you will be able to answer all the questions Waloo has answered.


  “This intelligence remedy, discovered by an old Indian with one-fourth Martian blood in Oklahoma, U.S.A., Earth, while digging far roots, has a record of one hundred percent success! It is radioactive, as you can see when I bring a bottle close to this electroscope. It has all the vitamins in the world, and it contains that magic element, carbon isotope seventeen-B the form of carbon responsible for the genius of our greatest thinkers. Results guaranteed, or your money back.”


  O’HARA had them going, and he knew it. Stupid as they were, the Saturnians differed from other stupid people, in that they were aware of their deficiency. They had a tremendous respect for intelligence and learning, and would do anything to improve their minds. O’Hara did not tell them that on Earth, the same Radioactive Herb Remedy, consisting of little more than a trace of chemical and some colored water, had been advertised as a purifier of the blood stream and a cure for various disease. On Mercury they had guaranteed it to increase the strength of the muscles. The remedy had an unpleasant taste, and that made people believe in it. And for occasional doubters, he and Trenholm could refer to that Martian doctor who had written a crazy article solemnly asserting that they could improve the intelligence.


  Sometimes O’Hara could not help grinning when he realized that despite all advances in science, people had the same old weaknesses and desires, and fell for the same old tricks.


  “Results guaranteed, or your money back!” he repeated.


  “The price, you idiot, the price!” Trenholm whispered. “Tell them the price!” O’Hara had a tendency to become intoxicated with his own words.


  “And what do we charge for our magic Radioactive Herb Remedy?” declaimed O’Hara. “Not one thousand Interplanetary Lead Standard dollars, which it is well worth, ladies and gentlemen, which it is well worth. Not one hundred dollars. Not even ten dollars! No, all we ask for five bottles of this wonderful brain stimulator is one small necklace of pink beads.


  “Think of it, just one small necklace of worthless pink beads for five bottles! And as an extra added bonus, to the first ten purchasers buying this wonderful Radioactive Herb Remedy with all the vitamins, we intend to give away, absolutely free of charge, one pair of beautiful, hand-made, guaranteed plastic spectacles that will make you look as intelligent as you are going to be!”


  If the Saturnians had been impatient to buy the remedy before, the offer of the spectacles stampeded them. They pressed forward in so dense a mass that O’Hara was forced to plead with them.


  “Just a moment, ladies and gentle men, just a moment!” he boomed. “There is enough of the Radioactive Herb Remedy for all. And my brother and partner, Mr. Jones, authorizes me to state that our offer of spectacles to the first ten purchasers will be extended to every purchaser!”


  It was an hour before the buying spree had ended and the last Saturnian had gone, his five bottles of Radioactive Herb Remedy clutched firmly to his breast, and his spectacles with their lenses of plain, green-tinted translucite suspended from his ears. O’Hara was dancing around the ship.


  “Almost half the stock gone!” he gloated, fondling the necklaces. “Trenholm, one more evening like this, and we’re getting out of this place. We’ll have enough to be rich!”


  TRENHOLM was more restrained. “Tomorrow’s haul won’t be as good as this one,” he warned. “We got the cream of the crop tonight.”


  “If only I had thought to take more bottles,” O’Hara groaned. He looked around the ship. “Where’s Waloo?” he asked suddenly.


  Waloo was gone.


  “He’s out there in the open country,” observed Trenholm. “We’ll have to go after him.”


  O’Hara nodded, and went into the ship. He returned with a small round metal object in his hand.


  “For the stinger prongs,” he explained, and they set out.


  Overhead the rings of Saturn cast a faint, reflecting light, and they could see without using their electric rays. The countryside had an eerie appearance in the semi-darkness. The plants were pyramidal in shape, rising from a broad base, and coming almost to a point, so that they might conserve their heat against the freezing temperatures that would come during the long night. They were almost all dark red and brown in color, and there was no touch of green to relieve the ugly monotony.


  Trenholm and O’Hara remained at first on a well-traveled path. Then, from far off to the right, came the whinnying of a megapod. They stopped suddenly.


  “That’s probably it,” said Trenholm.


  “Waloo heard it, and set out to capture it.”


  They turned off the path to the right. A small glowing helix came twisting slowly past them, shedding a lurid violet light, and they gave it a wide berth. When excited, the helix had been known to wrap itself with incredible speed around a man’s arm or leg, and squeeze. There was terrific force in the luminescent coils, and the usual result was that the arm or leg fell off, the stump cauterized by the radiation as neatly as if done by a surgeon’s electrodes.


  In the distance they saw a megapod bound into the air, and come sailing down again slowly. Then they heard a low whistle. That was undoubtedly Waloo.


  The Saturnian was no more than a few hundred feet from them, and if they were lucky they would see him in less than five minutes. As they made their way forward, however, a sudden shadow fell on them. They stopped again and looked up.


  Apparently descending from a spot in one of Saturn’s rings, far to the left of them, a cloud of what seemed to be dust was tracing a parabolic path in the air.


  “I guess that’s it,” O’Hara said, and grasped the small metal object he had taken from the ship more tightly. “Suppose we put our backs to one of those plants?” he suggested.


  Trenholm shook his head.


  “The prongs might slide down its sides,” he pointed out. “We’d better stay as far out in the open as we can. Save the energy in that projector.”


  The particles of dust came closer, so that they seemed like small black spheres. Then, while still high up, the spheres distintegrated, and there were a thousand particles for each one that had existed before. They fell less rapidly now, having encountered the resistance of the Saturnian air. But they fell nevertheless, and when apparently only a mile up, the new particles, themselves grown to black spheres, disintegrated in turn.


  “Do they split again?” asked O’Hara.


  “No. They’re individual stinger animals now.”


  AS the animals drifted down, the Earthmen could make out their outlines. Each black leathery balloon was almost two feet in diameter. There was no appearance of eyes or any other features. Behind each balloon were three large purple streamers several yards in length.


  It was these streamers, arranged like the prongs of a fork, that had given the animals their name, and it was in them that the danger lay. A single touch of their purple fronds would incapacitate a Saturnian, or kill an Earthman.


  The prongs were coming closer now, seeming to fill the whole sky.


  “Turn on the projector,” Trenholm said.


  O’Hara pressed a button, and held the projector over his head. They could see very little, for the prongs blotted out most of the light, and the projector’s radiation was ultraviolet. But they knew the projector was working, for above them a prong suddenly came within range, and exploded!


  The ultraviolet light had struck the black balloon, and both the leathery substance and the purple streamers had dissolved into gas. O’Hara could smell a faint odor of sulfur compounds.


  The prongs began to explode rapidly now, and for a moment the space above them became clear. But other prongs came drifting in from all sides, and O’Hara could not let up for a second. When he tired, Trenholm took the projector from him, and directed it against the silent throng of invaders.


  A prong came within ten feet of them without exploding, and O’Hara tore it to pieces with a shot from his electric gun.


  “The radiation is getting weak now,” Trenholm snapped. “If they keep coming—”


  A faint wind had sprung up suddenly, and all the prongs began to drift toward the left.


  “It’ll drive them away,” exclaimed O’Hara happily. “All we have to do is wait.”


  The wind freshened, and within a minute it rose to hurricane intensity.


  And after that the rain hit them.


  Most of the prongs had drifted far enough away to be no longer dangerous, and the rest were disintegrating in the rain. The raindrops were enormous, at least three inches in diameter, and they came down with many times the force of any hailstones Trenholm and O’Hara had ever seen on earth.


  They fell without breaking up into smaller drops because they were not pure water, but a viscous aqueous solution. The force of the wind had whirled them up from a lake where they had been resting quietly, and was now hurling them at Trenholm and O’Hara.


  The two men cast themselves on the ground in the lee of a tetraphyte, one of the huge pyramidal plants, and waited for the storm to pass. The drops of rain hit them and splattered, and the droplets rolled down their faces go that they could taste them. They were bitter and nauseous, and their taste was almost worse than the battering they were receiving from the rain.


  In ten minutes, the wind ceased suddenly, and with it the rain. The two men rose to their feet painfully, and squeezed as much of the liquid as they could out of their clothes. Ahead of them, the megapod sprang into the air a second time, and once more they could hear Waloo whistling to the animal enticingly.


  THEY started forward again. Soon they could see the megapod clearly. At first glance it looked like nothing more than four huge mustard-colored legs, grotesquely held together at the top by an insignificant body. On each leg was a pair of wings, kept folded when the animal sprang upward, extended as soon as the highest point in the leap had been reached, thus permitting a gradual descent. The wings were useful also during a high wind, for then the animal could soar, and travel long distances without effort. The legs were jointed, and the forelegs were twice as long as the others, so that on the ground the megapod had difficulty keeping its balance. But it occasionally made use of a stiff tail that acted as an additional support. The head was round and tiny, and hardly seemed fitted for a beast of sufficient size to carry a Saturnian.


  Waloo was holding something green out to it. As Trenholm and O’Hara came closer, they recognized the material as the roots of a rare variety of tetraphyte that was growing all about them. At the same time that Waloo was trying to lure the megapod nearer to him, he whistled coaxingly.


  The megapod stared at Waloo, its tiny eyes showing its indecision. Finally it leaped forward, and nibbled the green roots. Waloo did not move, and the megapod, encouraged, began to eat steadily.


  “It’s wild, isn’t it?” O’Hara asked, low-voiced.


  “Wild, but not ownerless,” Trenholm said. “This field we’re in belongs to a group of Saturnians.”


  “Then if Waloo is caught—”


  “It’s jail for him.”


  O’Hara frowned.


  “What about us?”


  “The Saturnians will probably make enough noise for someone to send for the patrol,” Trenholm replied. “You know what the patrol, will do to us. Jail, and reconditioning of our evil way.”


  “Don’t you think we ought to get out of here?” O’Hara exclaimed. “We need Waloo for a couple of evenings yet.” Trenholm stiffened suddenly. “Something’s happening to the beast!”


  The megapod had fallen asleep on its feet. With its tail jammed against the ground to keep itself from falling, and its eyes closed, it resembled a piece of sculpture. The green roots had contained a drug called somnal, and it had acted with great speed.


  Waloo had drawn several pieces of thin, metal twine from his pocket, and was carefully tying the megapod’s wings, to prevent them from unfolding.


  “Where did the Saturnians ever get the brains to handle these animals?” O’Hara wondered.


  “They didn’t,” answered Trenholm. “This method of capture was devised by a Martian and taught to them. Watch.”


  The wings had all been tied, and Waloo carefully mounted the animal’s back, his feet wrapping closely around it. Then he cautiously bit one of the vertebrae just below the megapod’s neck. With one startled spring, his steed was leaping high in the air.


  WITHOUT the wings to retard its descent, the megapod came down again as quickly as it had gone up, and landed with a shock that sent a tremor through its body. His legs wrapped firmly about it, Waloo held on. The megapod leaped again.


  This time, with the pain of the descent, it staggered and almost fell. The next leap was not so high, and the following one still lower. Within a few minutes the megapod had become so bruised that it refused to spring. Then Waloo carefully untied the hind wings, and bit the megapod’s neck again. The megapod leaped, and on the descent, spread its two free wings. The shock was not so severe now.


  In half an hour, Waloo had reached the stage where he dared untie all the wings. The megapod no longer attempted to throw him off its back, and Trenhoim and O’Hara watched in fascination as the animal and its rider went floating about the field.


  A sudden crunching sound on the ground nearby drew the Earthmen’s attention. A Saturnian was approaching, his eyes fixed on Waloo. His face showed an expression of deep anger.


  “We’d better warn the damn fool,” O’Hara whispered to his partner.


  Waloo was unconscious of the danger. Then the Saturnian bellowed suddenly in a voice that sounded like the roar of a hundred bulls, and from behind him came an answering bellow. The megapod, startled, leaped into the air, and, spreading his wings, turned upside down. Waloo began to slip off, clutching desperately at the animal’s back to keep his balance. But his efforts were in vain. As he fell, the megapod turned right side up, hit the ground again, and bounded away.


  “What do we do now?” O’Hara demanded.


  “We run,” Trenholm said. “Somebody is sure to send for the patrol. We can’t afford to wait for it.”


  “But Waloo—”


  “The worst he’ll get is a month or two. They’d give us ten years and recondition us. Do you want that?”


  “But we’ve still got some unsold bottles!”


  “We’ve taken in enough satargyrite to be sitting pretty the rest of our lives. Come on!”


  Waloo was lying where he had fallen, stunned. They ran without looking back toward him. At first the noise of the Saturnians behind them died away, but as they approached the space ship, it suddenly grew in intensity once more.


  Waloo was coming after them in great twenty-foot strides. Behind him, the pack of Saturnians was howling their heads off, calling on him to stop. Waloo paid them as much attention as if they hadn’t existed.


  A hundred yards from the ship, he passed O’Hara and Trenholm, who had to swerve aside to prevent being run over by his hurtling body. He got to the ship five seconds ahead of them, and slammed the door in their faces.


  “What do we do now?” O’Hara cried. “If they decide to make up for losing Waloo by taking it out on us—”


  But the Saturnians were not interested in the Earthmen. They wanted Waloo. Through the transparent windows of the space ship, they could see him, the key to the door in his hand.


  THEY shouted at him; they cursed; they urged him to come out and take his medicine like a man. But Waloo didn’t budge. Then the Saturnians, in their rage, began to bang against the ship.


  “They’ll wreck it,” O’Hara moaned. “And the patrol will be coming back soon!”


  Trenhoim was breathing hard.


  “The first thing to do,” he said, “is to calm down. Take it easy, O’Hara. It’ll be a half hour before the patrol gets here, and we’ve got plenty of time. We’ve got to calm these Saturnians and get Waloo out of the ship.”


  “Is that all?” scoffed O’Hara excitedly.


  “Take it easy, or I’ll smack you right in the teeth. That’s better. I’ve got a plan. You’re going to talk to these people. Waloo can hear you through the auditory tube, and whether the rest of them pay much attention to you or not won’t matter at first. Give them a regular spiel, and lead up to the introduction of Waloo, the intelligent Saturnian.”


  O’Hara got it, and smiled slowly. He took a deep breath, and shouted: “Ladies and gentlemen!”


  The hubbub came to a sudden stop.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” he went on, “you are about to witness, absolutely free of charge, two hours of the most solid, fascinating, instructive, and educational entertainment it has ever been the fortune of any mortal being to experience. Yes sir, ladies and gentlemen. Entertainment unparalleled, and absolutely free of charge.”


  There was magic in O’Hara’s voice, for they were actually listening to him. They muttered, but they listened.


  “And to begin with,” orated O’Hara, “we offer you an attraction so sensational, so unbelievable, that you will think your eyes and ears are playing you false. Nothing like it has been seen or heard of on Saturn since the beginning of time. Nothing like it has been seen or heard of on any of the planets. Ladies and gentlemen, we offer Waloo, the Saturnian with the intelligence of an Earthman!”


  And Waloo, hypnotized by the familiar introduction, opened the door of the ship and stepped out, his spectacles hanging from his ears!


  The mob of Saturnians uttered one huge roar of triumph, and plunged forward, carrying Waloo back into the ship. Trenholm and O’Hara stood by shouting helplessly.


  It was ten minutes before the Saturnians thought of getting out again, and when they did, they carried the unconscious Waloo as a trophy of victory. For the next couple of months, Waloo would inhabit a cell.


  O’Hara and Trenholm hastened inside. At first glance, the place was a shambles, but the machinery had not been damaged.


  They swung shut the door, locked the auditory tube, and started the engine.


  “Ready?” Trenholm asked, and without waiting for a reply, gave the ship the gun with a jerk that sent O’Hara flying.


  THE ship rose quickly, passed the rings of Saturn, and straightened out into space in the direction of Earth. O’Hara wiped the sweat from his forehead. Through the rear windows they could see the patrol ship coasting in to make a landing.


  “That was close,” O’Hara panted. “I only hope they don’t try to follow us.”


  “I’ll take them a half hour to find out from the Saturnians what’s been going on, and by then it’ll be too late.”


  “If you knew how glad I am to get out of that place—” O’Hara began, and then he howled. “The bottles! The bottles!”


  “What about them?” Trenholm demanded.


  “They’re gone! Those Saturnians have stolen all our ‘Radioactive Herb Remedy! There’s just one bottle left. And you claimed they were honest!”


  “They are, but they have no sense. If they see something in front of them, they take it.”


  “The dumb clucks.” And then O’Hara’s voice froze with real horror. “They’ve taken the pink necklaces! And we hid them!”


  “What!” Trenholm gasped.


  “Every last one of them!” O’Hara trembled. “We’ve made a mistake, Trenholm. Those Saturnians aren’t stupid!”


  Trenholm looked. O’Hara was right. Every last necklace was gone. “This is a dishonest business,” Trenholm said heavily. “We should never have gone into it. But I don’t understand—” He interrupted himself. “Well, I’ll be damned!”


  “What is it now?”


  “That damn herb remedy! Remember what first gave us the idea of an intelligence improver? That article we read about an infusion of Martian plants containing the new carbon isotope temporarily increasing the I.Q. Well, we used those plants to make our stuff. O’Hara, we actually made those Saturnians intelligent enough to rob us!”


  “This is a fine time to be thinking of that!” stormed O’Hara.


  “Calm down,” Trenholm urged, “and have a drink.”


  “At a time like this, it’s a drink you’re offering me!”


  “Our last bottle of Red Man’s Old-Fashioned Radioactive Herb Remedy. There’s nothing better for stimulating the brain. I’m thinking we have greater need of it than those formerly dumb clucks we left behind us,” Trenholm added gloomily.


  BEINGS OF THE OOZE


  John M. Taylor


  Spence Burkly dared to enter the forbidden city of the ancient frog-men—dared to desecrate the sacred ground of Mount Dukai! From out of the post comes the awful vengeance of a race long dead—on unspeakable doom to those who would boldly disregard the Curse!


  THE water synthesizer was ready at last. The great manifolds towering into the air, and the shed housing the compact atomic-powered machinery were in alien contrast to the landscape of tiny Japetus[1] and to the group of deserted little stone homes lying still as death on the other side of the dry lake bed.


  “Well, Tom, all you have to do now is pull the switch.” The tall, heavily built man turned to his son.


  “It’s wonderful, Tom.” The third member of the party, a pretty, darkhaired young woman, exclaimed eagerly. “If your water synthesizer is really practical—and it’s bound to be—just think of the dry, lifeless planets that can be made habitable.”


  “Only if they have enough hydrogen and oxygen to spare, June,” he reminded her, smiling at her enthusiasm.


  Tom Tarrant had perfected a method of combining the abundant hydrogen and oxygen of Japetus, and of controlling the explosion of the uniting atoms. Now he and his wife and father were going to live on the little planet and prove the practicability of his invention.


  “There’s just one thing that worries me.” June’s grey eyes were fixed thoughtfully on the silent village across the lake bed.


  “What’s that, honey?”


  “Those houses over there. Where are the people? They can’t just have disappeared!”


  “I’ve been wondering about that myself,” her husband admitted. “And how could they have existed here in the first place? If it never rains—”


  “My guess is that it does rain here sometimes,” his father replied. “There’s some moisture on the planet, though most of it stays on the Darkside.[2] But periodically, especially here near the Twilight Zone, there is probably a rainy season. Maybe they migrate during the drouth.”


  “But didn’t you see anyone while you were exploring?” June persisted.


  “No. I saw several of these villages and one or two very ancient, ruined cities, but never any people. Of course,” he reminded them, “I didn’t explore the Darkside at all.”


  “Well, no use worrying about them.” Tom shrugged and started for the machine-shed entrance. “Let’s get things going. This soil will need to be mellowed before it’s fit for planting.”


  He went into the control panel and pulled the master switch. The atomic motors began their high, almost inaudible hum. The manifolds roared with the inrush of air; the muffled beat of myriad tiny explosions in the synthesizing chamber settled to a steady rhythm. Water poured into the storage tanks. Tom waited a moment, watching the pressure gauge; then he opened the outlet valves and rejoined the others. Silently the three stood waiting; water began to gush from the rows of sprinkler-pipes.


  Nearly an hour later June, who had been walking around the edge of the lake bed, noticed that the muddy ground began to boil and stir.


  “Tom! Dad!” she shouted. “There’s an earthquake or something out here!” She started back toward the house, but stopped in petrified amazement. There was a loud, liquid “pop,” and a dripping head emerged from the mud almost at her feet. Before she had time to take in this phenomenon, another head, and another, popped up, until the entire lake bed was dotted with them.


  “Frogs!” exclaimed Tom, who had just come up with his father.


  “Frogs, nothing!” June objected. “Look!”


  AS the three watched, the strange creatures pulled themselves from the sticky mud, chattering delightedly. The astonished Tarrants noted that, covered with mud though they were, they were distinctly human. The Japetans, of whom there were two or three hundred, gazed in wonder at the dusty, cloudless sky. Then they caught sight of the sprays of water shooting upward from the rows of pipes. Expertly paddling through the mud on huge fiat, webbed feet, they examined the sprinklers in astonishment.


  Then, evidently recalled to themselves by a sharp order from the leader, they all wheeled toward the striped yellow bulk of Saturn, stared steadfastly a moment, and abruptly turned their backs to it. Next, in perfect unison, they raised their left arms and, ducking their heads sidewise, solemnly peered from under their lifted arms at the great planet. There was something so inexpressibly droll in the solemnity with which these strange little folk performed their ridiculous rite, that the three watchers burst into shouts of laughter.


  Abruptly the Japetans whirled in their direction, stared in stupefaction, and fell prostrate in the mud. Jim Tarrant, long used to dealing with natives of many worlds, stepped to the edge of the lake bed and began speaking in quiet, reassuring tones. Fearfully the little people (the largest were hardly five feet tall) rose and stood still, knee-deep in the ooze. Then, reassured by the friendly smiles of the visitors, and overcome with curiosity, they climbed from the lake bed and surrounded them, chattering and jabbering in excitement. They pointed to the water and then to the Tarrants, who nodded vigorously.


  The natives immediately broke into ludicrous, flat-footed capers, dancing round and round the Earth-people, who were gasping with laughter. They peered with awe at the synthesizer, but refused to enter the shed. When Tom turned off the water, they broke into loud wails, instantly silenced when he turned it on again for a moment. Jim finally broke up the rejoicings by pointing to the silent village on the other side of the lake. Instantly they halted their wild gyrations and, beckoning eagerly to their visitors, plunged into the mud and began paddling across to the far shore. The Tarrants met them on the other side of the lake, a few yards away from the edge of the village.


  “So these are the natives we’ve been worrying about,” June observed as they trotted after the capering, shouting Japetans. “Hibernating like frogs! That’s the strangest thing I’ve ever heard of!”


  Tarrant, who had visited too many strange places to be surprised at any bizarre form of life, grunted absently. He had been listening to the chattering of the cheery, green-skinned little people.


  “Friendly creatures,” he mused. “We shouldn’t have any trouble with them. And I believe we can soon get the hang of their language. It sounds simple enough.”


  Their hosts led them into the big central clearing and darted off to their houses.


  “Shall we follow them?” June said hesitantly.


  “No—let’s see what they’re going to do,” Jim counselled. Back came the natives, laden with foodstuffs, and the Tarrants, squatting cross-legged on the ground in imitation of the Japetans, were treated to such a feast as they had never known before.


  “Say these fruits and tubers ought to be popular on Titan,” Tom remarked between bites. They were surprised and delighted by the delicious flavor of the dozen varieties of dried fruits, plump potato-like tubers, and crisp nuts. There were great gourd-jars full of a mildly fermented fruit-juice, and heaps of rockhard but delicious little cakes. The Japetans kept up a ceaseless flow of speech, to which the Earth-people replied by nodding and smiling, in complete incomprehension.


  THE next few days were pleasant, marred by only one puzzling incident. On one of her walks along the lake bed shore, June had found a tiny black cylinder, charred at one end. Curious, she carried it back to Jim, who examined it thoughtfully.


  “Now how did a Martian Taku-smoke get here?” he muttered. “These things come high—imported direct from Mars. None of us uses the stuff—and certainly the Japetans don’t. Someone must have been prowling around on cur claim here when we went back for supplies and machinery.”


  “Say, Dad!” Tom exclaimed, “I wonder if this has anything to do with those shallow holes we found dug in the side of the hill and along the lake shore? You thought they might be metaloscope[3] craters.”


  “That’s right; I’d forgotten for a minute.” He rolled the little cigarette stub reflectively in his palm. “Evidently someone thinks we’ve discovered a valuable deposit. I guess we shouldn’t have kept your synthesizer and your plans secret. That crack-brained reporter—”


  “But didn’t you report to the government that your tests showed no traces of precious metals?”


  “Yes, of course, except for a little copper and traces of some sort of radio-active substance—nothing in workable quantities. Well,” he shook his head impatiently, “let’s not worry about it any more. The chief has invited us to dinner, remember.”


  Jim soon picked up enough of the language to begin communication, and was pleased to find that the Japetans were delighted at the prospect of visitors to their country, although they could never quite understand that people actually lived on the moons which hurtled ghost-like across their never-dark skies. Tarrant, observing the strict Earth law that natives of planets should never be dispossessed, obtained permission from the Japetans to open for colonization the lands that the tribe did not use. One thing the newcomers must promise, however; no one was to enter any ancient city.


  “They are sacred,” the chief assured Jim solemnly. “Once our ancestors lived in them. Then they went away, but we never profane their ancient abodes.”


  He rose, and ceremoniously turned his back to the ancient city, the ruins of which crowned a low hill a few miles away. Then he bent over, legs straddled wide apart, and peered between them, much as a football center does when he snaps the ball at the beginning of a play. He performed this ceremony twice, with the utmost solemnity, and then resumed his seat Jim, who had witnessed many such strange antics since his arrival on Japetus, managed to preserve his gravity, merely saying politely, “May I ask the meaning of that interesting ceremony?”


  “Of course!” The chief was delighted. “Whenever we mention the abodes of our ancestors—” he jumped up and repeated the rite—“we do this to avert any evil which might come to us from talking about them. Perhaps you had better do it, too,” he added doubtfully.


  “I hardly think that is necessary,” Tarrant assured him gravely. “They are not our ancestors, you know: and so long as we do not actually enter the cities, no harm should come to us.”


  The chief pondered this statement a moment. Then, apparently satisfied, he went back to the water question.


  “And you will furnish water for our fields?” he inquired eagerly.


  “Yes, of course,” Tarrant assured him. “And later on, we can help all the tribes on Japetus.”


  “May we have Mg spurt-pipes like yours?” the chief asked, his Mg eyes glistening.


  “As soon as we can obtain more, yes,” Jim replied, smiling. “In the meantime, we can do a fair job of flooding your fields so your crops can go in.”


  “We will also help you with yours,” the chief offered magnanimously.


  AN ANXIOUS SETTLER


  BEFORE the planting was over, the Tarrants were completely won by the absurd lovable little frog-people. The antics and ridiculous superstitions of the natives kept them in spasms of mirth, for even when the Japetans were most solemn, as when they insisted on peering at Saturn from under their left armpits every time they planted a seed or a tuber, the “rain-men” found them irresistible.


  One good-humored fellow, who called himself Tra-Da-Lai, insisted on attaching himself to their household, cheerfully helping June with the housework or padding along on his tremendous webbed feet behind Jim and Tom as they inspected the fields.


  One day June said to him in his native tongue, “Your name is too hard for me to pronounce in your language, so I am going to call you by an English name—Traddles.”


  “Trad-dies?” he repeated in delight. “Traddles! Now I have a name in your tongue!” And he leaped high into the air, shouting and clapping his hands with joy. Then he bounded out the door and headed straight for his friends.


  “I have a name in the rain-men’s tongue!” he shouted gleefully, “I am Traddles!” The others regarded him with envy, until a few of the more enterprising ones decided to interview the Tarrants.


  “A name in our language?” Tom said, his mouth twitching. “Well,” turning to the spokesman, “I think Bug-Eyes is suitable for you.”


  “Bug-Eyes?” the native repeated in delight “That is a splendid name—even better than Traddles!” And the pleased little frog-man pronounced the name until he had mastered it, then strutted joyously away.


  “And you,” Tom continued, pointing to another, “I hereby name you Slew-Foot; and you,” addressing a corpulent little individual, “you are Blubber-Belly.”


  “Blubber-Belly! Blubber-Belly! That is the finest of all!” the proud recipient beamed. And so it went on, until before long nearly everyone in the village had an English name which he cherished as a mark of distinction.


  Jim protested. “It is a shame to make fun of them, son. Some day they may find out the meaning of these names, and then—”


  But Tom, the irrepressible, could not resist the opportunity for a chuckle. And Jim, who scrupulously continued to call the natives by their real names, was one day petitioned to use their English cognomens, “Don’t you like us, Jim Tarrant?” Blubber-Belly inquired in a hurt tone, “Aren’t we worthy of having rain-men names?” So Tarrant, with a helpless shrug, capitulated.


  ONE day, just as the first green sprouts were thrusting up through the wet ground, Jim heard the drone of space-ship motors.


  “Tom! June!” he shouted. “There’s a ship coming over! Must be a messenger from Titan.”


  The three stood at the edge of the yard, peering into the dusty sky. They saw first a red streak, then a little blue ship, which swooped directly over them and circled several times before slackening speed and heading for the landing field where the big freighter lay.


  The natives, who had become somewhat accustomed to the idea of men flying through the sky, gathered to greet the newcomers. The little blue ship landed in a spurt of dust, and a tall, broad-shouldered man, closely followed by two surly companions, stepped out.


  He hesitated a moment, staring in surprise at the crowd of natives. His narrow eyes flicked over the synthe-sizing-plant and the irrigated fields, as if looking for something. Then, smiling politely, he came forward to greet the three Tarrants.


  “I hope you will pardon this intrusion,” he began pleasantly, “but word has gotten about on Titan of your sojourn here, and I thought I would pay you a visit. Just roaming around, you know. My name is Spence Burkly, and these are my two friends, Adolf Hilton and Joe Stanley.”


  “Japetus is not open for colonization yet,” Tarrant said quietly, “but there is nothing to prevent your looking around if you wish to.”


  “My understanding was that there were no inhabitants on Japetus.” Burkly continued; “or did you import these creatures for your work?”


  “They are natives of Japetus,” Jim answered. “Allow me to introduce their chief.”


  Introductions went around with the proper cordiality. “What enterprise are you carrying on?” the visitor inquired, evidently puzzled.


  “We are cultivating native crops,” Tarrant replied; “do you care to look around?”


  “Crops? I understood that you—or your son, rather—had invented something to do with mining or—”


  “You must have misinterpreted the newspaper accounts,” Tom intervened smoothly. “It is a machine for synthesizing water. Perhaps you’d like to look at the apparatus.” He led the way over to the shed.


  Burkly pulled a gold case from his pocket and extracted a tiny black cylinder. As he lighted it, June started to speak, but a look from Jim stopped her.


  “Have things changed much since you were here last?” Tarrant asked casually.


  Burkly looked a little startled. “This is my first visit.” No one challenged the statement, and he strolled over the place unhampered, trailed by his silent comrades.


  “Might as well let him see the whole layout and satisfy his curiosity,” Tarrant murmured to his son.


  Indeed, Burkly rapidly lost interest when he saw no signs of mining. He courteously refused the chief’s offer of a house, and announced that he must be moving along.


  “Perhaps when the government opens the country for colonization, I may stake a claim,” he suggested as he climbed into his flyer.


  The little blue ship took off in a swish of flame.


  THE end of harvest time was a signal for the Japetans to elect a new chief. Rosv, the old one, modestly announced his willingness to serve again, but he had a young and vigorous opponent who was making life miserable for him.


  “But what’s the matter with Rosv?” Jim inquired of one villager, who proudly bore the name of Bugsie. “Hasn’t he been a good chief?”


  “Oh, yes,” the Japetan replied tranquilly, “but we want a change. One gets so tired of always seeing the same chief. Besides, Wkie has promised that, with him as chief, the crops will be better than ever before.”


  “How can he make them better?” Tarrant asked skeptically. “They’re good enough now.”


  “I know, but he says he can do it.” And that, of course, settled the matter, at least as far as Bugsie was concerned.


  Before the next sleep-period, Wkie, to prove what a superior chief he would make, announced a feast to be given to all the villagers. The rain-men were also invited. He served lavish refreshments, and entertained his guests with a four-piece band. The Earth-people had never learned to appreciate the pounding, squeaky discords that passed for Japetan music, but the villagers listened, entranced.


  The visitors exchanged glances. “Poor Rosv,” murmured June; “I’m afraid this is his finish.”


  But Rosv was not to be discouraged. The next day he announced a feast, with a six-piece band to furnish music. Bugsie was there, as prominent as he had been at Wkie’s entertainment.


  “Why, Bugsie,” Tom remonstrated, “I thought you were a supporter of Wkie!”


  Bugsie rolled his big eyes in surprise. “Why, that’s all right. We may as well have a good time while the candidates are interested in us. After election, they certainly won’t be.”


  Before the momentous issue was decided, however, Jim Tarrant was ready to report back to Titan. Loading the big freighter with samples of the Japetan foodstuffs, and carrying with him his maps and photographs of the country, he took off, leaving Tom and June to run things while he was gone.


  His business was soon over. The Titanian Earth-government agreed to grant claims to colonists, furnishing them with synthesizers on credit. Tarrant, as Governor-General of Japetus, would place the colonists when they came in, to make sure that no injustice was done the mud-folk. A detail of surveyors would return with him to map the claims. In addition, he was allowed a fleet of small, fast exploration ships, to facilitate opening the country.


  THE ANCIENT CITY


  BY the time Japetus had made five revolutions around its parent planet star, it was a transformed world.[4] Little settlements had sprung up even on the Central Desert, where no natives had ever before attempted to live. Everywhere the Japetans, delighted by the prospect of an unending supply of water, were friendly arid cooperative.


  The government sent out a detail of metallurgists to confirm Tarrant’s report that there were no metals, at least near the surface, in workable quantities. A fair-sized deposit of radio-active ore, however, was discovered along the edge of the Darkside, and miners, clad in the usual ray-proof suits and helmets, toiled for weeks to extract a sufficient amount of the metal to enable the government technicians to determine its nature.


  Jim was frankly relieved when he received the report that Japetus would be valuable only as a farming country.


  “That’s fine,” he remarked to Tom. “Now there’s no danger of the disorder and trouble that might be caused by swarms of get-rich-quick people. This new metal’s interesting, all right, but it doesn’t appear to have any possibilities. Good thing there isn’t much of it, or we wouldn’t be able to live here.”


  “Why not, Dad?” Tom inquired in surprise.


  “Well, see what the report says: ‘This new metal, which has been named japetium, is like other radioactive metals in their various stages, in that it emits alpha, beta, and gamma rays. But in addition, it throws off another one, hitherto unknown, now called the J-ray, which causes an almost immediate disintegration of tissue placed within the range of its emanation. This drastic effect renders it unfit for any practical use. Another interesting feature of japetium is its apparently almost indefinite period of transformation.’


  “And that’s that. Now we can develop our irrigation projects in peace.”


  “Fine—if everything is going along so well, how about you asking for a substitute for us so we can all three go off on a space-jaunt, like old times?”


  His father smiled wryly. “Afraid not, son. The country’s still too new; things might go wrong. Trouble can develop in a hurry, you know—” He glanced out the window as an incoming space-vessel roared down toward the nearby field. His face went grim, “For instance.” He jerked his head in the direction of a familiar blue flyer just settling to the ground.


  A few minutes later Spence Burkly stood in the doorway. “Good morning, gentlemen. At least,” pointing with a smile to the Saturn-chronometer on the wall, “I suppose you’d call it morning. Well, I’ve decided to join your little group here on Japetus. Here’s my claim,” placing a document on the desk. “I have asked for a location somewhere near the lower ridges of the Blue Mountains, toward the Twilight Zone.”


  Jim’s bushy black eyebrows rose in surprise. “Why that particular part of the country? It is rather remote from any government center and generally considered too rocky for advantageous cultivation.”


  Burkly answered pleasantly enough. “I am willing to chance it, Mr. Tarrant. I happen to like the view. Will you kindly allot me my section? You will find the papers quite in order.” Silently Tarrant unrolled a wall map and examined it a moment. “Here is a vacant claim, comprising the lower end of Blue Valley. There is a native settlement within a few miles, so you should have no trouble obtaining workers—if you win their friendship.” Burkly laughed. “Yes, of course; I shall take the little Froggies to my heart.”


  “They’re a friendly people, if you treat them right. They—”


  “Never mind, son,” Tarrant intervened hastily. “Here you are, Mr. Burkly. Tom will send out a crew to install your irrigation system. Oh, and another thing—” as Burkly rose to leave; “there happens to be, according to this survey map, one of the larger of the ancient cities quite near your location. You understand, of course, that no one is to enter those ruins.”


  “Oh, naturally,” Burkly nodded courteously. “Good-day, Governor.”


  THINGS went smoothly for a while.


  Tom, returning from a tour of inspection, reported that Burkly had secured the willing cooperation of the natives by means of gifts and feasts. His land was planted, his houses built; all seemed serene.


  “Nevertheless—” Tarrant’s black eyes were worried; “I wonder what his game is, Tom. Burkly is not a farmer—he wants to get his in a hurry. Here are the confidential reports of him and the five men he has imported. Burkly himself has been in several shady deals, although no one has ever been able to convict him. As for these five men of his—they’re a rare lot.”


  Tom read the reports, dismay growing in his brown eyes. “Adolf Hilton—expelled from Mars for extortion in the famous Red City ruby swindle; claimed right of a new start on Titan—paroled to Spence Burkly . . . Mike Kaska, under suspended sentence in connection with the disappearance of Samuel Burnley, diamond king of Dione—paroled to Spence Burkly. Paroled!” He snorted in disgust. “He’s certainly gathered a first rate collection of jailbirds! Dad, how does a man like that rate a claim on Japetus?”


  Jim shrugged his shoulders helplessly. “Ask the government at Titan City, Tom. Meanwhile, let’s keep a close watch on him. He is up to something, though I’m hanged if I can quite figure what.”


  It was not long before he found out—when the radio operator called Jim to the two-way inter-city transmission set. “It’s Carnes of Blue-Mountain City,” he reported.


  Tarrant was busy. “Yes?” he called impatiently.


  “A native from Spence Burkly’s plantation came in an hour ago, wounded and scared. He told us that Burkly tried to get his people to enter the ruins on Mount Dukai and—”


  “Enter an ancient city?” Jim interrupted. “But he knows that is strictly forbidden!”


  “I know, and the natives protested—said it was desecration and all that.”


  “But did he have any idea why Burkly wanted to go there?”


  “Yes, sir; it seems there is a very old legend of a hidden treasure hoard in the city.”


  “Treasure?” Tarrant was incredulous. “Why, there aren’t any jewels or precious metals on Japetus.”


  “The native either couldn’t or wouldn’t say—just knew that the legend had been handed down from remotest times.”


  “Well,” impatiently, “go on; is Burkly on his way?”


  “I suppose so. The messenger was in pretty bad condition—one hand burned off at the wrist. When the Japetans refused to go, Burkly threatened to kill them. Some of them tried to escape, and he and his men shot them down in cold blood. This poor devil was hurt, but managed to get away.”


  “Select five good patrolmen!” Jim snapped. “I’ll pick them up on the way.”


  The little patrol-ship roared toward Blue-Mountain City.


  “Damn Spence Burkly!” Jim muttered. “I knew it—”


  “Killing the mud-folk!” June was indignant. “They are such friendly little people!”


  Jim and Tom had tried in vain to make her stay home; but, “I’ve been in this with you from the first,” she had declared stubbornly, “and I’m not going to quit now.” And that settled it Traddles, scared but loyal, was along too.


  At Blue-Mountain City, Jim picked up the native as a guide, and on the trip to the mountain, he listened to the pitiful story. The Japetan’s soft brown eyes were wide with pain and terror as he talked.


  “Spence Burkly is perhaps even now desecrating the city,” he half sobbed. This time Jim did not smile at the absurd kowtows of the two natives which, as always, accompanied mention of the sacred place. “We always thought he was a fine man, although we never liked his men—they were often arrogant and cruel; but he was kind to us, and talked to us a great deal. That is how he found out—” He shuddered, “One work period he gathered us together and said he wanted about twenty of us to go with him on a journey into the hills. That was all right with us, and we set about preparing, We did not suspect his purpose, until my brother overheard one of the men say something about Mount Dukai and the treasure. Then we all went to Spence Burkly and told him we could not do this evil thing.”


  HIS eyes were haunted. “Jim Tarrant, I never saw such a change in any one. His face, always before so pleasant, grew hard and cruel; he told us we must go. We were frightened then, and some tried to run away.” His breath caught. “He and his men shot at them! I saw my brother fall, burned in two, and I ran. They—they—” He mutely held up the bandaged stump of his wrist.


  Jim’s eyes were black pools of anger. “The dirty—But some of you escaped, Kai. Where did you go—those of you who were not killed or captured?”


  A smile of triumph briefly touched the green face. “We buried ourselves in the mud flats. Stupid fools! They never thought of that. And after a while, when they had gone away, I crept out of the mud and went to the city to get word to you. You are our friend,” he ended simply.


  Jim patted his shoulder. “Of course, Kai. But tell me, what is this great treasure that Spence Burkly has heard about?”


  “I don’t know, Jim Tarrant; truly I do not know. We have always known that our ancestors hid it there, and that it is forbidden to disturb their ancient living-places.”


  “Has anyone ever gone into the city?” Tarrant persisted. “You know that we can do more to avenge this sacrilege if we understand something about the nature of the place.”


  The Japetan hesitated, bobbed vigorously before replying. “Jim Tarrant, you have always befriended my people, and I will tell you. Once, when I was a child, a neighbor of mine, being overbold and curious, entered the city, unknown to the elders. He returned much frightened, and declared that while he was wandering among the buildings, his whole body began to tingle and itch. After a few sleep-periods, great sores broke out all over him, and before much longer, he died in agony. So we knew that the spirits of our ancestors had punished him.”


  Tom and June exchanged glances. Traddles, wide-eyed, was drinking in the ghastly tale. “These Japetans certainly put their whole hearts—and imaginations—into their superstitions,” Tom whispered to his wife. Jim, however, said nothing, but stared thoughtfully at the great blue mass of Mount Dukai emerging from the distance, half enveloped in the clouds that heralded the approach of the rainy season.


  “The clouds will help us get close before anyone sees us,” Jim grunted. “Burkly will probably post a sentry, so we’ll have to be careful. You say there’s no place to land the ship near the city, Kai?”


  “No.” Kai and Traddles were having a hard time, in the cramped quarters of the ship, bobbing their heads between their legs in the correct evildispelling gesture, but they did their vigorous best, to the secret mirth of the others.


  “At least,” Kai went on as soon as he had caught his breath, “that is what I heard Spence Burkly say. But there is a plateau halfway up the mountain and a trail from there on.”


  “Say,” Jim grinned, “for a person who has never been there, you know a good deal, Kai.”


  The native fairly dizzied himself and his watchers, bobbing his head between his straddled legs. When he righted himself again, his face greener than ever, he confessed: “Jim Tarrant, as a child I sometimes crept quite close to the city—all of us did, in a spirit of daring. But we never entered—except that one I told you of. And after his punishment, we did not even venture up the trail.”


  Jim dropped the little ship as close to the foothills as he dared, barely drifting now in his effort to keep the motors muffled. “They’re probably expecting us,” he explained; “but if we can surprise them, maybe we can avoid unnecessary trouble.”


  Kai looked disappointed. “No trouble, Jim Tarrant? I thought you were going to destroy them all for their wickedness!”


  “No, Kai. We simply want to prevent their desecrating your ancestors by removing the treasure—if there is any. If we can capture them alive, we’ll take them back to Titan for trial.”


  Kai shook his head in bewilderment and looked at Traddles, who spread his great hands in resignation. At times even his beloved Tarrants were quite beyond his comprehension.


  Mount Dukai heaved its blue bulk into the sky. Halfway up its rocky sides, a smooth green plateau offered them a haven. They rose slowly from the valley they had been following, and hovered a moment above the table-land. Jim was not surprised to see a small blue ship half hidden in the undergrowth, and let his vessel drop silently to the ground.


  “Let’s hope they didn’t notice us from above,” he grunted. “They may have left a guard, so be careful. Each of you take a space-suit.”


  “Space-suit?” one of the patrolmen asked in surprise. “Why?”


  “Hunch,” he replied laconically. “Cover the other ship when you get out; and you, Conners,” turning to a grim-looking officer, “you stay here as guard. Traddles, you and Kai had better stay and help him. The trail is clear, so there’s no need for Kai to guide us.”


  The two natives had been casting fearful glances at the sacred mountain, and grateful relief lighted up their ingenuous faces. Not for worlds would they have entered the forbidden city, but Jim had forestalled the necessity of their refusing.


  “We will stay here and try to ward off the evil spell,” Traddles offered eagerly; “since you are going to avenge the desecration of the city,” bobbing desperately, “perhaps our ancestors will not be angry. And your magic—” he nodded respectfully toward the awkward suits hung over their arms—“may be strong enough to keep you from harm. And besides,” he swept his arm across the span of the sky, “the Contrary One[5] is not in the heavens.”


  “What’s that got to do with it?” Tom could not forbear asking.


  “Why,” Traddles explained solemnly, “when the Contrary One is visible, no enterprise begun during that time will be successful.”


  “Well, that’s a new one,” Tom grinned. “Seems to me I’ve heard before about the dark of the moon, somewhere.”


  “Come on,” Jim urged a trifle sharply; “we’ve a climb before us.”


  VENGEANCE FROM THE PAST!


  THE little group skirted the clearing and were soon at the foot of the rocky slope. They began the long climb; and once June, looking back at the plateau, could not restrain a giggle as she caught a glimpse of two solemn green figures, backs to the sacred summit, staring steadfastly upward from between widespread legs. Far above, occasional rifts in the clouds revealed crumbling stone buildings clinging to the sides of the azure cliffs, tragic in their lonely grandeur and mystery. The narrow, partly obliterated trail had been rendered easier to follow by the recent passage of Burkly and his men, and the pursuers made fairly good time. They had released their gravity adjustors as much as they dared, desiring to keep full control of their muscles in case of ambush.


  At that, the trip was hazardous and tiring. At times they had to inch their way along a narrow ledge leading along the edge of a sheer drop into the blue depths of the valleys below. True, if they had fallen, a quick twist of their gravity-adjustor controls would have sent them floating safely down, but no one had a desire at the moment to go wafting off into space. There was work ahead—work and grim danger.


  The rugged cliffs jutting over their heads made them feel reasonably safe from discovery from above, but as they approached the summit, their caution increased. Jim, coma-gun[6] in hand, scouted a few feet ahead, and they were not surprised when, peering around a huge weathered blue rock, he flung his hand back in warning and aimed the revolver. There was a hollow “pop” as the wicked little weapon released its deadening charge, and Tarrant exclaimed in satisfaction.


  He motioned to his group and they followed eagerly around the abutment. Crumpled unconscious across the trail, lay Burkly’s sentry, heat-gun lying useless beside him.


  Jim grinned. “There’s one of them.” He was beginning to enjoy this diversion from office work. “Here, son, give a hand with this rope.” When the outlaw was securely bound, Jim administered a hypodermic of glucose. “Not that I care whether he lives or dies, but—” He rolled the unconscious prisoner into a cleft in the rocks bordering the trail “Get your suits on boys—you, too, June. And as soon as we set foot in the city, use your air tanks.”


  “But whatever for?” June asked, startled. “The air’s all right up here; isn’t it?”


  “I don’t know,” he admitted, his fingers busy with the fastenings of the suit. They walked on. “I have a feeling that there’s a basis for this superstition about the cities. There’s something dangerous about them, probably some sort of protection the ancients set up. These suits will turn any ray or emanation. No use taking—”


  June barely repressed a scream. Sprawled across the trail, where it opened onto the first terrace of buildings, were three Japetans, mangled and charred.


  “Poor devils!” Tarrant’s jaw set grimly. “Burkly must have captured them and brought them along; but you see how powerful their belief was in the curse of the sacred cities—they chose death rather than enter.”


  June shuddered. “This dreadful place! It’s getting on my nerves.”


  “Well—” Tom began smugly.


  “I know, I know!” she retorted. “But you couldn’t have kept me from coming.”


  “All right, you two!” Jim interrupted, “Too late for recriminations. Everybody remember—these suits aren’t wired for radio, but have vibration amplifiers, so be sure to touch the person you are talking to. They’ll bring in outside sounds all right. Close faceplates!”


  The suited figures shuffled along the narrow, broken terraces. Weathered blue and white blocks of stone and shattered columns lay everywhere, mute evidence of buildings that had at last succumbed to the slow attack of time. Tracks in the dust told the searchers of the recent passage of their prey, while shallow depressions scooped out of exposed ground showed where the metaloscope had been set up.


  A few buildings still stood defiant, their empty windows staring out over the folds of hills and valleys below. Tarrant’s party picked their way upward toward a huge, low-spread building that crowned the summit. As they approached, they saw that it was in remarkably good condition, although here and there a wall had crumbled or a stretch of roof caved in. Jim made for a low archway that had evidently been recently cleared of rubble.


  “Here’s where they went in! Careful, now!”


  “Those old fellows certainly knew their architecture,” murmured Tom, his hand on June’s arm. “No telling how old this place is, and look at it!”


  They entered a passage cluttered here and there with fallen stones, some of which had recently been pushed aside. “One thing we can say for Burkly and his boys,” a patrolman observed to Jim, “they left a clear trail. Probably figured they’d get away before we’d come, or that the sentry’d spot us.”


  “How light it is!” June exclaimed to Tom. “But where are the windows?”


  TOM peered narrowly at the masonry. Then he pointed to the angle of wall and ceiling, from which a soft pinkish glow emanated. “Lights! After all these centuries! Some form of atomic radiation, probably. It—Hey! Look at these carvings!”


  For a moment their grim mission was forgotten as they stared at the long-hidden carved, painted pictures of a vanished race, arranged in panels as though to suggest a connected story. The wall had crumbled in places, but the faded pictures still showed a happy, beautiful race, strikingly like the ancient Egyptians of far-off Earth, living and playing in massive blue and white stone buildings—“These buildings!” June whispered. Greenish, frog-like people were everywhere, serving the others. Then came scenes showing drouth, hunger, oppressive heat. Next, as they threaded their way down the glowing corridor, they saw scientists and engineers toiling over intricate machinery, streams of workers carrying huge parts down a narrow, winding trail to a familiar plateau . . . then, flocks of strange, disc-shaped objects, rising in the air above a tiny, deserted blue and white city perched on a mountain top.


  At last, the passage made an abrupt left-hand turn to reveal, spread over walls and ceiling, the majestic sweep of the solar system. Their eyes followed a thin red line beginning at an infinitesimal speck near mighty, ringed Saturn, and leading unerringly across the depths of space to a tiny green planet, third from the great flaming sun. Even the taciturn patrolmen exchanged glances of incredulous surmise.


  “Tom!” June whispered through dry lips; “do you suppose—”


  “I don’t know . . .”


  They were jerked out of their amazement by a distant ring of metal on stone. “Come on!” Jim motioned abruptly. “Quiet!”


  They crept along the narrowing corridor to a flight of steps which plunged into the semi-darkness of an underground level. A few feet ahead they saw a faint glow and heard the clink of implements and the murmur of voices. Like grey shadows, the suited group slid along the blue stone wall, until they approached a heavy, elaborately wrought door, which had been hauled open a few feet.


  Then they surrounded Tarrant, laying their gloved hands on his suit, to receive his orders. “Be ready to shoot when I give the signal to charge,” Jim told them. “If they got first shot—”


  He motioned them to silence, and inched his way to the doorway. Suddenly a triumphant shout rang out. They recognized Burkly’s voice: “This must be it, boys, in this box over here.”


  Tarrant, peering warily around the door jamb, saw the men gathered about a large semi-transparent chest, one corner of which had been smashed, evidently by a stone that had long ago been dislodged from the ceiling. The metaloscope lay forgotten. Eagerly the thieves hauled back the remains of the massive cover and thrust their arms deep into the box, dragging forth great bars of metal that glowed with a sinister blue-white emanation. Tarrant’s signal to charge was never given. Even as he lifted his hand, a horrid, blood-chilling scream shuddered through the time-worn walls.


  The incredulous watchers, who had involuntarily crowded to the door, saw the plunderers glowing with a phosphorescent blue light. The doomed men, as if unable to comprehend what was happening, stood still a moment, their clothes dropping off in rotten rags. Then they threw themselves to the stone floor, screaming, oblivious of the treasure scattered all about them. Their skins became white and blistered, then rawly red, as If under a giant blowtorch. One ghastly figure, a tiny black cylinder still clinging to his disintegrating lips, tried to crawl toward the doorway, but lurched forward lifelessly. In fascinated horror, the group at the entrance saw the flesh shrivel and drop away, the bones themselves begin to crumble.


  Tarrant broke the nightmare spell. He darted into the death-chamber and, securing a minute fragment of the glowing metal, carefully stowed it in his special belt pouch. Then, joining the others and motioning them to help him, he began to push frenziedly at the massive door. Under their combined efforts, it slowly dragged shut, closing on the fatal treasure hoard, on little heaps of whitish, smoldering powder . . .


  The survivors scarcely needed Jim’s signal; of one accord they turned and raced along the dim corridor, up the cracked stairs, through the softly-lighted passage depicting a long-vanished race, out onto the cracked terraces. Nor did they open their faceplates until they were well out of the city.


  Then, at the head of the trail, they stopped and removed the cumbersome, ray-proof suits which, they realized, had saved them from the fate of Spence Burkly and his gang.


  “What was it?” June asked fearfully, collapsing on a convenient rock. Her eyes were still shadowed with the horror she had witnessed.


  “I won’t know positively until I have this sample analyzed,” Tarrant replied, patting the pouch at his belt. “But I feel reasonably sure it was a hoard of japetium. When Kai told us about the man who came back badly burned, I felt that he must have exposed himself to a relatively mild bombardment of J-rays. Remember the broken cover of the box? Then when Burkly and his men actually handled the stuff—”


  THEY began scrambling back down the trail, rapidly this time, for their need of caution was gone. When they came to the half-conscious sentry, the patrolmen freed him.


  “If Burkly had his metaloscope along,” Tom pondered, “why didn’t the fool see what he was running into?”


  “He probably didn’t realize what it was,” Tarrant answered. “He just noted the presence of a large amount of metal, and barged right in on it.”


  “What puzzles me,” June broke in, “is how those ancients collected such a lot of it, without danger to themselves. And whatever did they use the stuff for?”


  “Perhaps as a source of power,” Jim hazarded. “My guess is that Japetus was just one of their colonies—that they came from some other planet originally, or even from another solar system. They probably used this city as a storage place and thought they would return for their cache.”


  “But they never did,” June murmured thoughtfully.


  “Well,” one of the patrolmen interrupted, “we won’t have so many prisoners to take back, except this fellow here.”


  “No,” Jim turned to look back at the lonely city; “we won’t need to punish Burkly’s gang for breaking the Japetan treaty.”


  [1] Japetus is the eighth satellite of Saturn. An Earth-colony had years ago been established on Titan’s largest moon of Saturn), but Japetus bad not been explored until Jim Tarrant visited the uninviting little satellite and claimed it for the Earth government.


  [2] Like our own moon, Japetus always presents the same face to its mother planet.


  [3] A device which detects the presence of metal ore, within a range of 150 feet.


  [4] Japetus revolves around Saturn in 79 days, 8 hours.


  [5] Phoebe, ninth moon of Saturn, has a retrograde motion.


  [6] A revolver which catapults numerous minute needles, filled with an insulin-derivative, into the skin of its victim, causing unconsciousness by lowering the sugar-content of the blood. It is, of course, used only at short range and when the death of the victim is not desired.


  SOJARR OF TITAN


  Manly Wade Wellman


  When the First Flight to Saturn Crashes on an Alien Moon, the Robinson Crusoe of Space Clothes Himself in the Laws of a Strange Science to Win a New World!


  FOREWORD


  WHEN the first rocket ship blasted across space, making the brief journey from Earth to the Moon, men thought the Universe was as good as conquered. Every space flight would be but a logical advance upon that first one, they believed.


  For some centuries it seemed as though they were right. There was a successful flight to foggy Venus, then to Mars, with the resultant exchange of ideas and cultures, a bloody war, and finally a powerful interplanetary alliance. Subsequently, with the asteroids as a ring of convenient way-stations, they reached the moons of Jupiter where colonies throve and assumed their own government. But suddenly the old dream exhausted itself.


  From Earth to Mars, at closest, is barely thirty million miles—an easy shot with good rockets and cautious astronauts. From Mars to Jupiter is ten times that, but there were the asteroids to help. It was the step following that remained so long untaken—the more than four hundred million unrelieved miles between Jupiter and Saturn at their closest. Moreover, conjunction came only once in a score of years, a brief period of weeks for adventure to make itself come true.


  Glory and fortune waited for him who would reach the great ringed planet and its throng of moons, some of them worlds in themselves, repositories of wealth, bases for colonies, with unthinkable possibilities if developed. Those who attempted the mighty leap fully expected to find wonders. But none foresaw the true story of Saturn’s attainment, with the mystery and battle and, at the end, a cosmic joke such as only an interplanetary god of comedy could arrange.


  


  


  CHAPTER I


  The Lost Adventurer


  


  


  “WELL, that’s the end of Pitt Rapidan.”


  Two men, one old and one young, faced each other soberly above the vision screen of the mightiest telescope upon Ganymede. That vision screen still held the magnified image of ringed Saturn and his attendant flock of moons. But the sudden flash that had sprung out on the darkened half of the largest satellite had died, taking with it all hope of a ship’s safe landing.


  The ship, as it dropped down to the satellite, had fired a burst of deep red, then white, then red again. In space rocket semaphore, the dread signal meant “crashing out of control!”


  The older man, the one who had spoken, scowled to hide the pain in his eyes.


  “I should have forbidden him,” he snapped. “Not that forbidding would have kept Pitt Rapidan at home. He’d have flown a goose-feather to Vega if he felt like it. But I wish I had the satisfaction of knowing that I’d given him warning.”


  “I wish I’d had the satisfaction of going with him,” rejoined the other. He was a big, pudgy young fellow, sandy-haired and shrewd-eyed. He was narrow only in the shoulders and between the eyes, lean only in nose and lips. “I might have succeeded where he—”


  “None of that!” His companion cut him off sharply. Then, with less heat: “Sorry, Kaiser. You meant all right. But you know and I know that you never were the space flier that Pitt Rapidan is.” He shuddered. “That Pitt Rapidan was.”


  John Kaiser leaned back, fingertips together.


  “Well, Howland,” he said with a nasal assurance, “I may prove the contrary to you some day. The first flight to Saturn’s system has reached its objective and has been wrecked. I’ll make the second flight and a safe landing. Of course Rapidan’s rockets blew like a Roman candle. We saw them all the way here. But that doesn’t mean the ship itself exploded, or even ruined itself. Here and now, I promise to reach Titan, the biggest moon of Saturn, and bring back whatever record may remain of Rapidan’s trip.”


  Old Howland turned from the instrument and went to the wall of the observatory, where hung a space map of the Solar System. One forefinger he placed on the orbit of Jupiter, the other on the orbit of Saturn.


  “You’ll wait a long while,” he observed bleakly.


  “I’m content to do so,” replied John Kaiser, slipping a cigarette into a holder.


  “Twenty years, or near to it, before Jupiter and Saturn are in conjunction again,” Howland continued miserably. “And of course it’ll be a very fortunate conjunction—no more than three hundred and ninety-five millions of miles—twelve million less than Rapidan traveled. Not much more, in fact, than a fairly longish jump from the Martian orbit to the Jovian, though there won’t be any way-station on an asteroid for you to refuel and reset.” He studied Kaiser with a knowing eye. “And twenty years will see lots of improvements in rocket engines, astrogating instruments and technique. I begin to think that you’re making yourself a good proposition.”


  KAISER was not abashed. He crossed his legs and formed his lips to blow smoke rings.


  “You think hard of me, Howland. I understand how hurt you are that Rapidan’s finished.”


  “And his son,” put in Howland. “I was little Stuart’s godfather, and Nellie Rapidan asked me to take care of him on the day she died. That poor kid, just past three, smashing to death on a world nobody has ever lived to see. Of course I’m hurt.”


  He turned away, furtively flicking his wet cheek-bone with a knuckle. Kaiser was making calculations on a wad of paper.


  “Have you any idea what the Goddard Foundation award for being the first man to arrive safely on Saturn amounts to?”


  Howland shook his head. “I know the Foundation posted twelve hundred thousand value units with the Martian Bankers early in the twenty-ninth century. I haven’t figured how it may have grown.”


  “I have. It’s doubled every dozen years or so with compound interest, and just now it’s somewhere near four and a half billion.” The lean lips almost smacked. “Pitt Rapidan would have been as rich as the interplanetary financiers, even the munitions men.”


  “He wasn’t after the reward,” Howland almost growled.


  Kaiser smiled faintly and shrugged with frank disbelief.


  “In twenty years it will double again, plus possible bonuses. Say ten billion. And I’ll be still young enough to enjoy it. I hope you’ll still be alive to congratulate me.”


  Howland drew his old body straight. He was leaner and shorter than Kaiser, but rage made him appear to tower over the bigger, softer man.


  “Kaiser,” he said in a voice that shook dangerously with passion, “I’m a scientist, and I’m not supposed to consider a fellow-scientist as anything but a brother. But setting aside your talent for space engineering, you’re one of the greediest, smallest-hearted skunks in history.


  “Please, please!” Kaiser laughed, not at all insulted. He held up his plump palms as though to ward off the condemnations. “I admired Rapidan, too. I recognize the superior cuteness of that little boy Stuart Rapidan. I have a little niece I like very much. But we both know he’s dead. The ship went down completely out of control. I have the right to follow his trail.”


  “Oh, you can have the money,” blazed the older man. “As far as I’m concerned, you’re welcome to whatever the Goddard Foundation will give you. But you’ll never have the glory of Rapidan. He was there first!”


  “On the other hand,” amended Kaiser, “Rapidan won’t have the lecture tours, and the awards from societies and governments, and all that money. Good night, Howland. I’m sorry about your friend, but you’ll forgive me if I’m glad for myself.”


  He left. Howland glared with raging fury after him.


  “Why must some good minds be coupled with vicious hearts?” he muttered. “Kaiser’s a great technician, a hard worker, and he’s brave and adaptable. But down inside, heaven knows him for a louse.”


  He turned to the wall where the chart hung. Beside it was the frame photograph of a big, black-haired man in the uniform of a space officer. On his knee he held a little boy just emerging from babyhood, but who already had his father’s darkness of skin and steadiness of eye.


  “Why did you do it, Pitt?” Howland moaned. “And if you had to do it, why didn’t you leave little Stuart here with me? I’d have reared him as if he were my own. I would have taught him that his dad was the bravest fool and the most brilliant idiot who ever coaxed a rocket ship through all the loopholes in all the laws of space nature. . . . Poor little kid, I wonder just what did happen to him.”


  *    *    *    *    *


  THE little figure stirred in the hammocklike sling amid the tortured metal junk that had been the control chamber for the finest rocket craft of the thirty-first century. Abrupt shock had driven the wits from the young brain, but now they came back and remembered.


  Dad had put him there, for Dad was big and strong enough to overcome anything, do everything. Dad had dumped from the sling a great block of delicate instruments, kept there to be cushioned against any crash or other calamity by the shock-absorbing straps.


  “In you get, son,” Dad had said quickly. “We’re going to hit something hard, but I think the absorbers will save you. After that you’ll be on your own. Don’t forget that you’re a scientist, an adventurer, a good soldier—”


  Deafening, obliterating concussion! The boy was frightened and bruised, but he did not cry.


  “Good soldier,” his father had called him, and good soldiers never cry.


  “Sojarr,” he reminded himself.


  He wriggled his chubby legs over the side of the sling. The floor of the control chamber was on a steep slant, for the ship had nosed down out of control and driven itself halfway into the surface of Saturn’s greatest moon. At the lower end of the slant was a crushed turmoil of levers, supplies and other litter. Among them lay a big, black-haired figure, recognizable but limp.


  “Dad,” said the boy. “Dad.”


  No motion answered his call. The boy slid down the floor toward the figure, touched an outflung hand. That hand wasn’t his father’s, somehow. It made him afraid. He shrank back against a sprung hatch-panel. His little weight was enough to swing it open. He half-fell, half-crept into the open, and the panel fell shut behind him.


  His young eyes gazed with wondering attention at the world into which he had fallen. His three short, protected years of life had given him no set comparisons to tell him that what he now saw was strange. He would have gazed with equal fascination upon high-towered New York, the flat Sahara, Martian moss-plains or Venusian marshes.


  The ship had met its final fate almost at the bottom of a great saucerlike valley. The horizons were limited by the rim of that valley and the feathery green of the distant forest that fringed it. Not far below where the metal cylinder had practically buried itself spread a limpid lake, deep enough to look blue, and to it ran swift little streams from the heights above.


  The walls and floor of the valley were clothed with meadows of thickly tangled blades and creepers, clumps of flowering brush, and thickets of apparently soft, fleshy fungi far taller than the boy. There was a breath of gentle wind all about, and once or twice sounded a cry from far away, full of clear melody. In the sky flew several objects, certainly alive. One of them seemed more immense than the wrecked ship.


  Looking up at these, the child saw two sources of light—Saturn’s mighty hooped globe on one horizon, and the smaller but brighter blob of the Sun directly opposite. He braced his legs sturdily, as though to set himself against opposition.


  “Sojarr,” he echoed his father’s last statement. It was a word of strength. He refused to cry or let himself be afraid.


  He was hungry and thirsty, and surely that was water down yonder. He made his way to the lakeside, put his hands into the cool ripples at the brink, then lowered his head and drank. Close to the water’s edge grew a bush with stalks and starlike leaves at the crown.


  Something fluttered from the cluster as he approached. It was as large as a robin on Earth, but many-legged and fan-winged, like an insect. It had been eating some yellow blobs that might have been berries. The boy gathered two handfuls and found them good, though acid.


  The sky grew darker, but not completely dark, for as the Sun set, Saturn ascended. The blue of the sky deepened to purple, and stars began to shine. Saturn exhibited more vividly the various colors of its bands and rings. Was it night? Then he must sleep.


  He climbed back toward the wrecked ship once more, but did not go inside. Instead, he slept under the lee of the metal hull. The night was warm and quiet, and lasted as long as a spring night on his native Earth. He woke in the morning, refreshed but hungry again. He made breakfast at the berry-bush and drank as before from the little lake.


  “I am Sojarr,” he announced aloud.


  He had named himself with a noble title, one to which he knew he must prove his worthiness.


  


  


  CHAPTER II


  Sojarr’s Childhood


  


  


  HE played for awhile with flowers torn from the bushes and bright pebbles picked from between the blades of the thick lawnlike sward.


  But hunger came again, for berries were not too sustaining.


  He roamed to another thicket of larger bushes, where grew new fruits as big as his fist, and covered with a tough rind that was almost a shell. Remembering a nut-cracking holiday, he pounded some of the fruits with a stone. They broke open, revealing a doughy pulp that was good to eat and quite satisfying. A creeper grew among the bushes, bearing big tan globes like melons.


  The boy found them full of refreshing juice.


  He was able to return to play at the side of the lake. Once he fell in. But he scrambled out again and the warm air dried him almost immediately. He slept near the ship again that night. His second morning found him more cheerful and self-reliant than ever.


  Providence, which had slain Pitt Rapidan, had made some amends in its treatment of his son Stuart, who now thought of himself as Sojarr. The valley into which the ship had plunged by blind chance was ideal for maintaining life. Doubly warmed and lighted by the Sun and Saturn, it contained plenty of sweet water and a great variety of edible growing things. Almost anywhere else on the three-thousand-mile globe that is Titan, a landing would have been disastrous.


  Sojarr, in the valley of plenty and peace, began to live a life that was simple and lovely but not unpleasant.


  It had its drawbacks. There were rains that buffeted and chilled him. He tried to retreat into the wrecked ship, but the hatch-panel he had once opened was now jammed shut. When brightness came again, he remembered houses that sheltered people on civilized worlds. He tried to build one with broken leafy sprays slanted lean-to fashion against a rock.


  As he grew older and handier, each new hut showed more ingenuity and durability. Eventually he evolved a completely adequate home. Of supple, jointed reeds thrust into the ground in a circle, it was tied with a vine into a rising cone, and then thatched with leaves that were almost as large as himself and thicker than boot-leather. Such a wigwamlike device sheltered him from the hottest glare of day and the rains as well, but he was long in completing it. In the meanwhile, he had adventures.


  One of the many-legged flying things buzzed around him, and he knocked it down with a stick. When he tried to pick it up, it stung him with its pointed tail. The wound swelled and burned, and he spent miserable hours soaking his hot puffy hand in the cool water. After that he avoided such creatures.


  Only a short walk from the wreck, he once sought shelter from a shower under some low, broad leaves. They shed the water splendidly, and he sat comfortably under them, not realizing that the largest leaf was curving down around him. He might never have known until too late, had not another creature come to the shelter.


  It came with a swoop and a rush. He recognized it as one of the manylegged, flying things. Sojarr was in its way. It struck against him, and the spines that covered it pierced his flesh. He cried aloud and ran outside. The creature that had routed him fluttered in the dry space where he had been. The leaf closed as abruptly as a bird-net drawn suddenly tight.


  THROUGH the rain, Sojarr stared and saw the animal, half as large as himself, swaddled and pinned in that tight leafy trap. The whole broad plant seemed to quiver and surge, as if pouring its energies into making fast its prey. And Sojarr, his stab-wounds swelling and burning, ran away to crouch under the lee of the friendly wreck.


  On another occasion, one of the immense flying things that hurtled far in the sky overhead dropped down. Sojarr was wandering on an open slope that offered no cover. He ran instinctively toward the wreck, and the big flier hesitated to swoop down upon him, probably because the valley depths disconcerted it. Finally it came after him while he was on the edge of the lake.


  He had a view of a great rhomboid area, a metallic white luster that shut away the Sun and Saturn. It opened a gaping mouth-slit large enough to engulf him, and extended a whole leash of tentacles, each armed with a claw. Desperate, Sojarr plunged into the water like a muskrat. He knew nothing of swimming, but neither did the huge creature. It searched for him stupidly, then abruptly flopped over. Its other side was quite dark, almost black. Up and up it soared, seemingly without effort, while Sojarr poked out his dripping head to watch.


  After that he never strayed far from cover of bushes or the lake, when one of the flying monsters grew visible in the sky.


  Other living things were more acceptable. He fished some out of the lake, twisty-shelled creepers that he cracked open like nuts and found full of rich, tasty flesh. Delving for fat roots, he found his little hands unequal to the task. He prowled around the wreck until he found what he sought—a metal splinter that had broken from it. As long as his forearm, it was sharply pointed. This he learned to whet on a stone, so that it became at last a knife.


  Now that he had learned how the ship could help him, he tried again to force the wedged hatch-panel, but he was unable to do so.


  All this while, days were multiplying themselves. A revolution of Titan was little less than a day of Earth, but the moon also revolved about its parent world in fifteen Earth days. That presented a more complicated shifting aspect to the far but brilliant Sun. Besides, sometimes Saturn shone when the Sun did not. Sometimes they were both present, or both absent. But the darkest night was not without some glow, for two moons beyond Titan were big even to the naked eye.


  There was no change of season to irk Sojarr. It was always warm and bright, save in time of rain. He rapidly outgrew the rags that had been his clothing, and went only in a girdle of twisted bark-fiber to support his improvised dagger. His feet he swaddled in big, tough leaves from the vine that hore the juice melons. His hair grew long, flowing down upon his shoulders, and this he bound with another twisted cord of vegetable fiber.


  As he grew, he became leaner than the average lad reared in civilization. But his gaunt arms and legs were corded with tough muscles, and his sunburnt chest grew cavernously deep.


  He wandered far from the wreck in his daily food-hunts. But he always returned, for he remembered his father even after the passage of time amounting to years on Earth. Though he was not sure what had happened to Pitt Rapidan, he connected him with the tilted hull by the lake. Memories of the civilization he had known in babyhood grew as misty as old dreams, and language departed from him for want of practise. Only one word remained on his lips, and that was the name he had taken.


  “Sojarr,” he would say aloud, in exultation or perplexity. “Sojarr!” he yelled, to frighten away huge winged creatures that swooped at him, and was repaid by seeing them retreat. The word became his hunting cry or war shout, after the manner of a lion’s roar or a wolf’s howl.


  ON what would have been his sixth birthday by Earth time, he first came into grave danger. Both the Sun and Saturn were in the skies. Sojarr, following a stream toward its higher source, mounted the slope of valley until he came to the forest. The trees of Titan, with their broad leaves and their spongy or jointed stems, made great shadows. Pausing in his ramble, the boy drank from the stream and would have sat down. But then he became aware that he was not alone.


  As he had been drinking, a shadow had shifted almost across him. Something strangely shaped, larger than he, had moved among the stems. Sojarr glared in the direction of that movement. The thing, whatever it was, rustled through the ferny foliage in the direction of the stream’s flow. It meant to cut him off. The boy’s heart thumped as his young lips drew back from his teeth.


  “Sojarr!” he cried.


  He was young and small, only a cub, but of a fighting, conquering breed. He had been making his way alone and without help for many days. It was in his stout little heart to offer combat.


  Meanwhile the creature moved away through dense green labyrinths opposite, still circling to shunt him from the open lower reaches. He had a brief glimpse of it.


  Redder than the reddest fruit, it had a long, humped body, at least six bowed, short legs, and a head with a pointed muzzle like a beak.


  Darkness was coming on. There would be neither Sun nor Saturn.


  Two eyes peered, yellow-green, at Sojarr. The beak-mouth made a clicking noise.


  He never knew afterward whether it was by chance or by some inspiration beyond his age and experience that prompted him to do what he did. The creature was bound to approach somehow. It hesitated to face him now, but darkness would give it the advantage. It was better to bring it to grips now than later.


  Sojarr dropped down and lay on his face, motionless as a stone. But in his right hand he clutched, dagger-wise, the splinter of metal that served him for digging tool, knife and gouge. His other hand closed upon a broken branch, spongy but tough. He lay there without looking up.


  Close to the damp-breathing ground he could plainly hear the fall of broad, awkward feet. Thump, thump, thump. They were coming close. They stood beside him. From the tail of his eye he saw the beaklike muzzle gape open, showing rows of white, thorn-sharp teeth. To its mind, Sojarr was so much tender flesh for its evening meal. The head came close, close. The mouth widened.


  “Sojarr!” shouted the lad, and whirled over on his back.


  Both hands came up and at the enemy. His first knife-slash missed. The branch in his other hand he swung as a weapon. It drove home between the yawning jaws. The teeth crunched upon it, and Sojarr’s strong left arm dragged the monster close. His knife-splinter darted in again. This time it found a sheath where the beast’s long neck joined its clumsy body.


  It uttered a chattering wail and tried to jerk away. Sojarr’s weapon dragged the wound far open. Hot blood gushed over him. He grappled the enemy, wrestled with it. The spouting flood of gore weakened it. Down it went, and Sojarr flung himself upon it.


  “Sojarr!” he cried.


  He stabbed again and again, until the many limbs struggled no more beneath him.


  HE rose, victor and slayer in his first battle. Tingling, panting, baptized with blood, he gazed at his fallen enemy. His throat filled and trembled, perhaps with words that had long lost their meaning. He would have liked to boast:


  “I am Sojarr, strong and brave. A meat-eater hunted me, but I killed that eater as I will kill all else that attacks me. Let all the Universe fear Sojarr, for he will command it!”


  But his was not the gift of tongues. He laughed fiercely and cleansed his knife in the dirt. That was all. The fear he had known had passed away. As he strode from the forest, he forgot it forever.


  He returned to the side of the wreck to sleep. On the next morning, as if in recognition of his new status of conqueror, the long-jammed door opened to his pushing. He went into the crumpled metal shell.


  


  


  CHAPTER III


  The Voice from Home


  


  


  THE interior of the ship was almost exactly as Sojarr had left it. Through the rear port-holes streamed the light of the Sun and Saturn. Almost at his feet, as he crossed the threshold, lay the mass of wreckage that filled the buried forward part of the vessel. Among it sprawled a jumble of vari-shaped objects, all of a clear dull white. He gazed strangely at the bones. They lay where something else had lain before—a silent form like his own, but larger and with black hair like his.


  “Dad,” he said, remembering the word. “Dad.”


  But the clearer memory of who Dad was did not come. Sojarr entered the cabin, looking at other things. Among the smashed instruments and furniture was one device that he immediately seized. Recognizing it for what it was, he appropriated the knife.


  Once that blade had hung at the hip of Pitt Rapidan, his father, as part of the uniform of a space officer. Now it had come loose from its belt and lay half-out of its copper sheath.


  Sojarr examined it, tested its needle point and razor edges on a cautious thumb, snicked it in and out of the sheath. He smiled in approval and thrust the sheath into his vine belt.


  He climbed the tilted metal floor toward the less damaged rear of the compartment. Halfway up was something that jogged his memory—a hanging net of straps and slings, moored to springy shock-absorbers. Sojarr had once been in that. Dad, the individual he was trying to remember, had put him in it. He climbed in again, found the sling comfortable. He stretched out his brown legs and yawned. Lying there luxuriously, he gazed about him. His searching eyes came to rest upon the nearest bulkhead.


  In the metal appeared a rectangular inset, faced with black enamel and furnished with shiny knobs and transparent discs. Sojarr turned over in his hammock to study this curiosity. He extended one hand and turned a small, round protuberance. It swiveled under his touch. Behind one of the shiny discs a light suddenly glowed. Then Sojarr heard a noise.


  Some of the small scamperers and flutterers that inhabited the valley with him had sweet, chirping voices, but nothing had prepared him for melody like this. There was a rhythmic, stirring rush of tone in which many strange sounds were blended, none of them the voices of living creatures. But they were all so joined and ordered that life and intelligence obviously directed them.


  Sojarr felt the rhythmic vibration of the music swiften the fibers of his heart and the courses of his blood. He swayed to its tempo, and the sling in which he lay took up the motion. Instinctively his hands clapped to mark the accent. His eyes stung as he shed for joy the tears he would never shed for fear or pain. And then the succession of wondrous sounds came to an end. There was a pause before a voice deeper than his spoke cheerfully.


  “To all who fly the spacelanes, to whatever ship and crew may hear, this program comes as friendly greeting and recognition. It emanates from the Station of the Worlds at Pulambar, pleasure city of Mars . . .”


  SOJARR did not understand, but he had once understood some of those words. They were spoken by a member of his race, in the language of the being he identified as Dad. Strange pulses beat in Sojarr’s mind. He felt that he was on the threshold of a magnificent experience.


  “And now, more music. Stand by for a new song, written especially for space fliers. ‘The Rover of Space’.” The voice ceased, and again music vibrated the chords of his responsive heart.


  “The Rover of Space”, had been deliberately composed as a stirring tune, to glamorize the spirit of adventuring between the worlds. If the first tune had thrilled Sojarr, this one entranced him. He swayed and swung in his hammock, delighted beyond endurance. And then, of a sudden, a singing voice joined the instruments in the refrain.


  
    
      
        
          	
            I am the doer and darer,


            I am the rover of space.


            Out in the airless abysses,


            There is my pleasure and place.


            Turning my back on my home world,


            Outward by fate I am flown,


            Borne on the blasts of my rockets,


            Seeking for worlds unknown.

          
        

      
    

  


  Sojarr was stirred to the soles of his leaf-bound feet. He listened with awe, till the chorus was sung to him again. Sojarr began to repeat the words of the singer far away on Mars. His tongue and lips, long unused to forming sounds, fumbled most of them, but some of them he fashioned properly with a speech mechanism that had not entirely lost its conditioning.


  He lay back, thrilled with the delightful effort of establishing new association with words that had once had meaning for him. His father and mother had both been intelligent and educated, and they had carefully explained every word that puzzled him. While the working vocabulary of a three-year-old child was usually five hundred words, and his recognition vocabulary four times that, little Stuart Rapidan had been given a working vocabulary of twenty-five hundred words and more than three times that in recognition. Three years of disuse had merely slipped them below the level of consciousness, to await the prod of a voice other than his own.


  For an hour he listened to the program. Then he twisted the dial again. As he had foreseen, the light went off and the music and voices were stilled. But Sojarr knew that a twist of the dial would bring back more music, more speech. Just now he felt like resting and thinking of the faint memories that had half-returned.


  At last he went forth to hunt for his belated breakfast. But thereafter Sojarr slept in the hammock and listened to the radio. Its storage battery, powered to last for years, worked flawlessly. Somewhere far off was a dreamlike existence, peopled by many creatures whose voices were like his, who did wonders of strife, toil and pleasure he could scarcely comprehend.


  As Sojarr grew in size and knowledge, the valley in which he lived seemed to shrink. It was no more than twelve Terrestrial miles in diameter, an easy day’s tramp for a sturdy half-grown boy. Only the steepness of the upper ridge kept him within it. He began to wonder if the worlds of song and talk brought to his ears by the radio did not lie beyond his horizon. He promised himself to find out when he was able to climb well enough. In the meantime, he rambled and played in the pleasant country that was his.


  Sojarr learned to climb, swinging on dangling creepers and teetering on horizontal limbs in the thickets. He became an accomplished stone-thrower, sometimes actually knocking down the flying animals as they swooped low. One species, small and furry with membranous wings, he found good to eat. When he had saved enough of the silver-grizzled skins, he made himself a rough cloak, which he fastened together with thorns and fibers against the intermittent rains.


  HIS conquest of the beaked sextiped taught him danger and his own power and ability to meet it. Several times, out of sheer hunger for excitement, he ventured into the hanging forests on the upper slopes, looking for trouble. Others of his enemy’s race were there, clumsy and savage dwellers in great scooped-out caves.


  But meanwhile Sojarr had grown, so they did not seem so deadly. He had acquired a new weapon, too. With the finding of his father’s knife, he had bound his own improvised blade into the cleft of a long, tough branch with stringy root-fibers. He thought of this as a long arm with a dagger. In reality it was a spear like those his remote ancestors of Earth’s stone age had evolved. With it he met the charges of the sextipeds, impaling them and laughing at his cunning.


  Stranger and more deadly was the thing he met in those higher fringes on a thick-grown trail one day. At first he thought it was one of the mighty burr-fruits, black and shaggy, that hung on some of the bushes and grew more massive than himself. It was lumpy and dark, lying almost across his path. Sojarr’s experiments had taught him that burr-fruits were full of toothsome pulp, and he extended his spear to touch it.


  The thing straightened up suddenly—an erect creature with many claw-tipped limbs and nasty multitudinous eyes. Like Sojarr, it bore a long, shiny, sharp weapon, but its weapon was bigger than Sojarr’s knife. It made an ugly, hoarse sound.


  “I am Sojarr!” cried the boy to hearten himself.


  He backed away cautiously. The monster growled throatily, in a fashion strange but articulate, as though it made inquiry of him. From a belt it scooped another device, lifted it. The end of the shiny thing made a spitting noise, and Sojarr felt a whipping blow on his shoulder. It knocked him over backward, but he nimbly rolled over and fled. Plunging into a clump of leafy shrubs, he kept perfectly quiet.


  The thing whose rest he had disturbed went crashing about in search of him, grumbled when it failed, and finally departed. It apparently lived above the rim of the valley. Sojarr sagely decided to avoid that territory. He stuck to his lakeside and his radio.


  Sometimes, after listening to the voices from so far away, he felt a sad, yearning emotion. It was loneliness, the gregarious instinct of humanity coming to life in him. Because he thought it was hunger, Sojarr ate hugely and without satisfaction of the fruits that grew on all hands, of the shellfish and, as he learned to catch them, of the silvery swimmers—not Terrestrial fish, but comparable to them—in the deeper part of the lake. These latter creatures he found especially palatable. In his pursuit of them, he learned to swim by a long process of splashing and floundering.


  By the time he was half-grown, he could dive and race through the waters as though born in them. Titan’s lesser gravity, a scant half of Earth’s, kept him from ever being near to sinking and drowning.


  Another pursuit, that of small game, taught speed to his feet. He learned to run down nimble hopping creatures the size of his hand, which were tender to eat. Sometimes he hurled his spear after the quarry, transfixing it. He became as adept in this skill as in all his others.


  THE ship remained his home. Its rust-resistant alloy kept it intact though tarnished, and he always left the hatchway closed, merely propping open a port-hole for fresh air. The radio continued to give him instruction, though many of the concepts it voiced were too complex for his unaided mind to grasp. He speculated, however, on ideas that bridged the gap to his childhood existence on Earth.


  Since the programs he heard were special space broadcasts, designed for the entertainment and instruction of crews aboard rocket ships, there was considerable emphasis on travel between worlds. Much of this, especially abstruse mechanical shop talk, was far beyond Sojarr. But he kept speaking the words he knew, adding others that formed natural associations with them. Several times, his subconscious mind, that had never let go of a single scrap of his earlier experiences, almost burst through the veil of the long, lonely years.


  “Who am I?” he would ask aloud. And then he would reply with the best answer he could give: “I am Sojarr.”


  


  


  CHAPTER IV


  The Car-Dwellers


  


  


  THE little handful of people that was left from the following of Birok traveled as swiftly as the battered vehicles would let them. They streaked down a tunnel through the forest—one of those travelways beneath the lofty branches. Worn by wheels and kept bare of the insistent vegetation by salting, the paths were the only stationary evidence of civilization upon Titan.


  Like other habitable worlds, Titan also has continents, oceans, rivers. There are few deeps or heights, a valley like Sojarr’s being rare indeed. Almost the entire surface of this warm, fertile satellite is grown over with lofty, green, dense forest that stirs with life and the things that support life. Perhaps the ease of living explains why no great civilization ever grew up there. Perhaps there is another explanation. At the time Sojarr lived in the wreck, however, it was the permanent, only fixed habitation Titan had ever known.


  The following of Birok rode, as did other followings throughout that world, in a train of massive, box-built cars.


  Each of these, built of hand-hewn planks, ran upon wooden wheels that were cross-sections chopped from trees of the proper size. Smaller stems, chosen for toughness, formed the axles. The main fastenings were also of wood, hard pegs skilfully whittled and driven in. Other bindings and reinforcements were of rawhide from large animals. Of rawhide, too, were the belts and tethers that turned the wheels by power of the one metal construction—a remarkably efficient heat engine.


  Any of the cars could travel under its own power, but generally the chief’s car towed the others.


  Such rolling communities kept the forest roads open and smooth for the most part, though some of the less-traveled ways were rougher and narrower. The present one was no more than a corridor, walled and roofed with close-woven foliage, along which it was hard to press through, even with the engines of several cars laboring. Yet Birok would have been happier if it had been narrower still.


  He stood, not at chief’s station on the front platform of the leading car, but on the rear platform of the last. His face was as dull and heavy as the ancient scale-armor he wore on his chest. His long, straight sword appeared too heavy for his hand. Even his tawny beard, generally a bristle of assurance, seemed to droop.


  “I hear them,” he sighed to the watcher beside him. “They are smashing a wider way to pursue us.”


  His following had come that morning upon another caravan, of more and larger cars and carrying not men, but Titan’s other race, the inimical Truags. As so often in the past, there was battle, Birok’s warriors against the gross, hair-matted things that were at once wiser than animals and more evil.


  To Terrestrial eyes, a Truag would look like a cross between a huge spider and a spiteful ape. Standing erect upon flat slabs of feet, a Truag had two pairs of jointed, claw-handed arms, a black fuzzy body and a round head from the matted thatch of which glared a cluster of eight wicked eyes. The things could speak the language of men, and steal their weapons, tools, engines, armor, cars. . . .


  In the end, after quick bloody strife with swords and the simple hand-guns of Titan, Birok got the worst of it. Two of his cars were rushed and captured. Some of his best warriors had died in an effort to defend them. For the survivors there was only flight down this rough, narrow refuge. Only the greater size of the enemy train staved off immediate capture and destruction.


  “They’ll have to stop and enlarge this path,” consoled Birok’s companion, the old sage Kaulo. “By then we will have reached a main travelway and rolled out of their grasp.”


  BIROK dared to hope then. He made his way forward bumpily, for the road was rough and his cars without springs, to check the supplies and facilities. The six remaining cars, each fitted for the dwelling of a family clan-group, were filled with sad faces, some of them bloody and bruised.


  Birok surveyed the fuel supply first. There was enough tuvo, the heat mineral that burned on exposure to air and empowered their engines, for several days’ travel. Next he looked at the water, which was needed to make vapor-pressure. There was not so much of that, but he expected to find a stream along the way, or a water-vine whose bladders could be punctured to fill the clay-lined tanks.


  For food, there were some bins of dried and fresh fruit, a baking or so of meal-cakes, a few joints of meat preserved in a coating of vegetable gum—short rations, until the following could reach safe latitudes and gather more supplies.


  “Have courage,” he cheered his followers. “We did our best against a bigger force.”


  “The chief of that Truag following is called Hekta,” grumbled a grizzle-bearded warrior with a sword-slash on his cheek and another across his right forearm. “I heard his name shouted as their war cry, and I know he and his men are mighty. Birok, you should not have given battle to so powerful and fierce a band.”


  “True, true,” agreed several others who had suffered in the skirmish. “Birok was wrong to do so. Weak followings must stay away from Truags.”


  “I did my best,” retorted Birok. His beard had regained its vigorous jut. “Do not criticize me unless one of you is ready to win the leadership from me in single combat.”


  That quieted the grumble to the whisper, and Birok entered the leading car of the train. The lookouts were dubious. It became balefully evident that this was no side approach to a main travelway, but some ancient wanderpath that would come to a dead end.


  “In such a case,” said Birok, “we must cut a new trail.”


  “If we do that,” said old Kaulo, who had followed, “the Truags can follow us by enlarging more swiftly than we can go by new cuttings.”


  “They may cool their anger and withdraw,” Birok suggested without confidence. “Let us go as far as possible. It will be a day or two—perhaps many—before they cut a way to us. If worst comes to worst, we can fight them again.”


  Both Birok and Kaulo knew that another battle with the Truags would be indeed the worst come to the worst. They scowled at the pressing walls of greenery, straight, massive stems, smooth or jointed or scaly or spongy, with leaves as broad as blankets and upper weavings of vines as thick as men’s bodies.


  The heaven-born Kai—who had come here to create man and give him the world previously ruled by the evil Truags—were said to have planted the life-giving vegetation on barren continents. But both the leader and his counselor wondered in their hearts why the Kai might not have been a little less generous with that gift.


  As they talked dispiritedly, a lookout from the front platform gave a sharp cry of warning.


  “Off power brakes!” he yelled. “Stop the train, or we are lost men!”


  OTHERS sprang to the engine and to the big pivoted staves that acted as brake levers. Even at that, it was close. The foremost car came to a halt not more than ten lengths of a man before the flat brink of a precipice.


  Birok and Kaulo sprang down and trotted forward to see. They had all but plunged into a great circular valley, timbered on the upper slopes but with a more open floor and a gleaming lake. Something else gleamed even more brightly near the edge of the distant water. Kaulo shaded his eyes.


  “Surely that is metal,” he commented.


  “No, how can it be?” asked Birok. “Metal can be gained only a little at a time, by heating with tuvo the meteors that fall from heaven.”


  “Speaking of tuvo,” went on Kaulo, “I have heard my father, and other of the old men of my day, tell about this valley. It is sparsely covered with vegetation because of the great amount of tuvo in its soil. We have never sought for it, because our travelways do not lead here. Yet—”


  “Yet we have little time to guess or to explore,” said Birok. “Hekta and his Truag devils are on our heels. How do we leave here?”


  “Only by going through the valley,” stated Kaulo. “We must abandon the cars.”


  Birok grunted distastefully, for he did not relish going afoot. And there was something even worse. In the sky above the valley hovered a kite-shaped thing, which all knew and feared.


  “A ruak, looking for man-meat,” whispered one of the following. “We dare not venture into the open.”


  “Ruaks do not like to drop into low altitudes,” said Kaulo. “Anyway, we are all armed. We can beat the monster off. Come, we must abandon the cars at once.”


  The malcontents of the following protested, but Birok gave them their choice of retreating afoot or remaining to face Hekta. They knew there was no choice.


  Food was packed, all the tuvo in its coating of damp clay, weapons and other movable possessions. Not only the men, but the women in their simple, brief tunics, and the half-naked children, were given as much as they could carry.


  When all were out of the cars, the engines were set in motion again. The train chugged forward without guidance. It plunged into the abyss with a great, echoing crash.


  “Let us pray the Kai that Hekta, looking down, will think us also fallen to destruction,” said Kaulo glumly. “He might then be satisfied and seek us no further.”


  On foot, the band climbed down. It was slow, unhappy work. In silence they negotiated the hanging woods which were quite thinly grown, for some barrenness of the soil modified the vegetation, here. They went on past the splintered ruin of their swift and comfortable cars, the only homes they had known. They approached the edge of the covering trees.


  “We shall wait until Hekta is gone from hereabouts,” decreed Birok. “If we go into the open, and he spies us—”


  A cry from the scouting party at the front of the march brought him at a run down the hill.


  Two young warriors, with drawn swords, were facing a naked, brown boy. Though just growing into a youth, he was darker, bigger and more muscular than any man in the following save Birok himself.


  


  


  CHAPTER V


  Birok’s New Recruit


  


  


  SOJARR had been well up the slope at the very point where the string of cars had crashed to ruin. Curious and unsuspecting, he had scrambled up toward the source of the great, echoing noise to investigate. At the edge of the timber, he came face to face with such creatures as he never remembered seeing, save in the mirroring depths of the lake.


  They were like himself in shape, though hairier, with strange coverings for their bodies and stranger weapons in their hands. Birok’s people did not all possess armor. That was for leaders. The two scouts had only leather swaddlings around the chest and waist, with simple buckles on their belts. Each bore a sword of wrought iron, and one had a fork-headed javelin. They were as amazed to see Sojarr as was he to see them.


  “What people are you?” he asked in the language he had learned by listening to the radio.


  They shouted back inflections he could not hope to understand, lifting their weapons to threaten him. Sojarr retired a pace, lifting his own spear with his right hand and drawing his dagger with his left. Having been his own master and provider since early childhood, he was not one to fear or flee.


  He turned cautiously when he heard more voices, deep and excited. From the trees came half a dozen more of these creatures that were like himself, but fairer and softer-seeming. One gave great shouts that impelled his companions to take up a certain extended position. This one had a cascade of bright hair on his face and was dressed in the hard, dull-glowing substance that made up the weapons of the others. Beneath a close-fitting cap of metal that covered his skull as a shell covers a nut, his blue eyes glared commandingly.


  One of the younger warriors slipped around behind Sojarr and seized him. The others roared in triumphant laughter, which broke away into apprehensive yells as Sojarr, twisting suddenly in the arms that held him, caught the attacker around the waist and flung him somersaulting down the hillside. His Earth-born muscles and the wild years that had developed them gave him a strength already greater than these full-grown men of Titan.


  The men were upon him in an instant. Hastily he threw his spear, missed, then slashed a charging face with his knife. But there were too many hands for him to beat off. Several straining bodies weighted him down, while cords slipped tight over his wrists and ankles and turned in quick coils around his body. When the strange creatures drew back, panting, he was a bound prisoner.


  It was too much for his puzzled young mind. He could only glower while the leader of the party stood over him, growling out truculent gibberish.


  But another of the strangers made himself heard, facing the armored chief and giving him argument. This one was smaller and leaner, and the hair of his head and face was quite gray, but apparently he was making a point.


  HIS hand drew Sojarr erect, firmly but not roughly. When the warrior whose face had been slashed came forward with a snarl, the gray man’s elbow shunted him off.


  Sojarr knew nothing of the langauge, yet he sensed that this older stranger meant well by him. And indeed the threatening ones relaxed their deadly expressions. The fair-bearded chief spoke impressively, and the party—most of it issuing at last from the trees—started on downhill. Sojarr hobbled along in his bonds, led by the gray man who had spoken for him. The gray man pointed questioningly at him.


  “I am Sojarr,” cried the captive defiantly.


  “Sojarr,” repeated the other at once, and laughed.


  That, too, was a recognizable voice-trick. Sojarr laughed in turn, though he knew he had little reason to do so. One or two of the youngest men who moved near him joined in with their own good-humored chuckles.


  “Sojarr,” said the gray man once more, pointing to his captive. Then, touching his own leather-clad chest, he identified himself. “Kaulo.”


  Sojarr repeated the word, and was applauded with smiles and a pat on the shoulder. Feeling a trifle better, he took stock of his captors. They were about sixty in number, not only armed men like those who had first appeared, but slighter, smaller ones and little half-naked scamperers. Sojarr, who had observed lesser animals, could judge that these were the females and young. In complexion they were lighter than he, for he was brunette and deeply tanned.


  Their clothing interested him greatly. There was no attempt at fitting either the leather or the rough-woven fabrics, both of which were worn in folds or wrappings. Several turns of a strip made a kiltlike garment. A larger piece was worn like a cape or toga.


  A simple kind of body armor consisted of a length of heavy leather, spiraled snugly around the torso from waist to armpit, with a looping of the end over the left shoulder. Exceptions to this simplicity of garb were the sword-belt, neatly cut and fitted with stout buckles, the stout-soled but flexible sandals, with cross-garterings up the shin, and the metal armor of overlapping scales, which was well enough forged to excite admiration in far more critical minds than Sojarr’s.


  That night the group camped by the lakeside in the valley’s floor. They made no fire, lest the enemy be watching and know where they were.


  In the dusk Kaulo loosened most of Sojarr’s bonds, keeping a strand around his wrists and another, like a leading string, around his waist. The old man fed the boy with fruit and cooked meat, the latter new and delicious to Sojarr. They smiled at each other, and then Kaulo began to teach Sojarr more of his language.


  The big fair-beard who led the following was Birok. Other people had special names. Sojarr learned the terms for hands, feet, the food he ate.


  At last he slept close beside Kaulo, who seemed more friend than guard.


  It had taken Birok’s following only one day to reach the valley’s floor, but to climb the slope opposite was a full two-day task. Sojarr marched with the column, learning more words from Kaulo and others who joined in the task of instruction. At the top they came into thicker and thicker timber, so close-set that it was almost impassable.


  Birok sent an active youth to climb a tree and view the country. The climber reported on his findings, pointing straight ahead. Birok set all the men to hew a path in that direction with their swords. It was hard work, and necessitated the entire group marching in single file. But by nightfall of Sojarr’s fourth day with the party, they came to the goal the scout had discovered. A road through and under the trees, narrow but fairly well traveled, gave evidences of joining a main way farther on.


  BIROK sent a few of the best hunters to procure food. The rest of the following produced broad chopping blades and jagged saws, and began felling selected trunks. Some hewed and split planks. Others, working on trees of greater diameter and harder grain, sliced off sections to be used as wheels. Birok and Kaulo now evoked a new wonder for Sojarr to gape at.


  From baskets topped with wet clay, they produced brown clodlike chunks of the precious heat mineral that, upon exposure, glowed to intense heat. With its help they reshaped and refitted metal machinery salvaged from the train they had been forced to wreck.


  Held prisoner, Sojarr was divided in amazement between his busy captors and the forest. Nothing of the vegetation of his valley, even the timber on the upper slopes, was like this. Each side of the roadway was walled by thick-grown stems, rising many times the height of a man, smooth or scaly or jointed.


  A few had branches close to the ground. But most put forth foliage only on high. Here the boughs interlaced and the monstrous leaves tangled. The whole was bound together with vine-tendrils as thick as men’s legs, so that there was a thick roof, shutting away the Sun. Between these stems grew dense bushes and shrubs. Some were like the flora he had known in the valley. Others were strange and grotesque. On high were flashes of brilliant color—the flowers of Titan, spread out under the Sun as large as an upturned parachute.


  While Sojarr gazed and pondered, the community work began to take shape as a rough car, six-wheeled and six times the length of a man.


  This took days, and in the meantime Sojarr was learning to speak and understand the universal language of Titan. Not only were the words absolutely different in sound and relationship from those he had learned by listening to the radio, but so were the ideas they expressed. Kaulo was patient, though, and Sojarr was intelligent. By the time the first car was finished and a second begun, he could fashion simple sentences.


  “I will not run away if you leave me untied,” he told Kaulo.


  “Birok hesitates to trust you,” temporized the old man. “We still have trouble understanding how a lone boy could have grown up without belonging to any following and without a word of the language of men. Birok has a theory that you are a cross between man and Truag. Your hair is dark, and ours is not. He says you may be a spy for Hekta or other Truags.”


  “What is a spy?” asked Sojarr. It took considerable explaining. He stated: “I am nothing like that. I grew up in the round, deep place where you found me. I knew nothing of the world until you brought me out of it.”


  “The world is very large,” said Kaulo weightily. “Trees and other plants cover all the land and much of the water. You will see many wonders if you travel with us, Sojarr. Perhaps we will adopt you into the following. That is what I suggested when first I saw you, for we need strong young warriors after losing so many. But that dark hair and skin of yours has caused suspicion. You must prove that your heart is white.”


  Sojarr felt rebuffed, the more so because he had been made sensitive about his difference in complexion.


  “I can be useful in hunting and fighting,” he urged. “I am young but strong. Let me show you.”


  KAULO dared not vex Birok by freeing the captive entirely, but he did loose Sojarr’s hands, keeping the rope around his waist. With a handful of pebbles, Sojarr went a little way from the building camp and adroitly brought down four edible flying things by accurate throwing. Such additions to the larder were well received and won him more friendship. That night some of the young men wrestled for sport, and Sojarr grew interested.


  “That seems good to do,” he ventured. “I would like to learn.”


  Only a few had seen how easily he handled the first warrior who had seized him some days before. One of the biggest youths patronizingly offered to teach him some grips and throws. For a few moments the science baffled Sojarr. But when it came to a fair hug and struggle, he threw the older man heavily. Howls of amazement and applause rang out, and warriors gathered around Sojarr.


  “What is the secret of your strength?” they demanded, feeling his bulging young arms. “Some of us are lean and hard, others big and soft. Your muscles are both large and hard as iron. Perhaps you are not of the blood of the Truags, after all. Perhaps you are of the race of the Kai.”


  “What is the race of the Kai?” asked Sojarr.


  Kaulo told him that, too, for it was the principal religious faith of Titan. The Kai were folk who had once come from the heavens, beyond the great hooped ball that swam overhead even now. They knew all things were immensely strong and brave. They had taught men the use of cars to maintain life in the thick forests they had sown, which might otherwise choke men’s enterprises to death.


  “They taught that salt, gained by boiling sea waters, will keep our roadways from growing up too fast,” finished Kaulo. “They taught us to cook the meteors that fall from heaven, and win from them such metals as iron. They discovered tuvo, the heat mineral that runs our engines, and organized us into followings. While they ruled, the evil, hairy Truags who now threaten us dared not show their ugly faces to men. They gave us our laws—help each other in work, food-getting and fighting, and obey always the leader who is the strongest.”


  “Oh,” said young Sojarr. “The leader is the strongest? But what if one of the following becomes stronger than he?”


  “Then he is made leader,” said Kaulo gravely.


  There was silence in the lounging throng. Birok, who had heard, spat into the fire and scowled. His eyes glared at the young stranger who asked such disturbing questions. He wished that a ruak would accommodatingly swoop down and carry Sojarr off.


  It behooved Sojarr to be tractable and humble. He worried more than he cared to tell about his blackness of hair, for this seemed unbecomingly different from the tawny tresses of Birok’s people. His swelling muscles had gained him praise, and one warrior had even supposed that the heaven-born Kai were his people. But he had heard that the Truags also were strong and cunning in battle. Might not his strength as well as his complexion support Birok’s theory that he was partially of Truag blood?


  Sojarr puzzled and mourned about it. He bewailed the fact he was not as other men were.


  THOUGH Kaulo was kind and helpful, after so many solitary years, Sojarr was proving adept at keeping secrets. Not even this friendly elder was told of his strange home in the valley, nor of the wondrous speaking machine that sang and told him of marvels beyond anything on Titan. That, Sojarr decided, would remain his own until such time as he would gain an advantage by revealing it.


  Meanwhile, he was respectful to all in the following. He lent a hand in the work and the hunting, and repeatedly assured them of his intentions to support them in any battle or labor.


  Whatever Birok’s suspicion and dislike of the stranger, he did not cast a dissenting vote when, at Kaulo’s appeal, Sojarr was finally taken into the following. He even joined the praise when Sojarr proved himself adept at hunting and handicraft.


  From the first, the youth was accepted as one of the active warriors, rather than as an unproven boy. Youngsters of his own age were too weak and slow and futile for real companionship, Sojarr thought. He wanted to play a man’s part in the following, under his chief friend and mentor, old Kaulo.


  His great triumph was in making a sword. After he mastered the science of working metal, he got back both his knife and the massive splinter of alloy that had been his spear-head.


  The alloy he brought to a white glow on a hearth of stones with a lump of heat-gendering tuvo among them. Then, on a larger flat rock, he hammered it into a longer and leaner blade. Under Kaulo’s supervision he shaped it into a deadly weapon, longer than his arm, as thick as his two fingers, two-edged and sharp as a thorn. Kaulo also helped him make a hilt of bone with rawhide lashings, a cross-guard of wrought iron and a round lump at the pommel to balance the weapon.


  “It is a wondrous weapon,” pronounced the elder, trying the new sword’s swish in the air. “See, it bends and springs back like a green twig, yet it is sharper and tougher than our swords of iron. I never saw such metal. Where did you get it?”


  Again Sojarr forebore to mention the wreck. Some day, he decided sagely, that vast amount of sword-stuff would profit him greatly.


  “I found it in my valley,” he evaded.


  


  


  CHAPTER VI


  Hekta’s Captive


  


  


  HE learned to fence and found that at first his strength and agility were of little avail. Seasoned old warriors taught him, with whittled staves for foils, that he was a clumsy novice. The younger men Sojarr had conquered in wrestling, running and hunting had the opportunity to jeer at him. But with time and practise, Sojarr grew to excel in swordsmanship, as in all other skills.


  One by one he bested his teachers, then the important swordsmen of the tribe. Only Birok refrained from matching skill with him, making excuses and glaring glumly. Sojarr wore his excellent sword in a sheath of iron-studded leather, never setting it aside all day and keeping it within hand’s-reach at night.


  Another weapon that took practise and study was the simple hand-gun that Titanian science had developed. It was a simple but massive cylindrical barrel with a wooden grip and a spring-button instead of a trigger. The weapon was loaded from the muzzle, first with a fragment of clay-coated tuvo, then a bullet of iron or stone. When the button was pressed, it brought down a plunger that crushed the tuvo. Thus exposed to the air, the mineral exploded into gas, forcing the ball out toward the mark.


  There were not many of these treasures in the following. Nobody thought of a gun that would need more than one hand. The other was better free, in hunting or war.


  All this time the following was rolling in its new cars along the forest ways. There were occasional leisurely stops while women gathered fruits, roots and vegetable juices. The men for their part hunted game, preserving the meat in layers of gum. Occasionally there were little clearings, caused by the presence of tuvo in the soil. Then a halt would be called, to dig for the vital mineral.


  There were generally encounters with other strings of cars at these favored points, always beginning in the same way. Both strings would come to the halt while lookouts peered, then offered suspicious challenges. When the strangers were human, there was generally a pause and a palaver. Each group lugged out such articles as it had in plenty, seeking to trade for those it lacked.


  There was swapping of news, too—sketchy rumors of fights in distant quarters of the world-wide forest, new-discovered outcroppings of tuvo or falling of iron meteors, places where game was either plentiful or scarce.


  Almost always there was stealthy maneuvering on the part of young men. Sliding into the timber at either side of the road, they would peer out to find such young girls as seemed unattached and unguarded among the strange folk. Finally there would be a rush, a struggle, a chorus of shrieks not always terrified. For that was the way of marriage on Titan. One had to capture his wife from another following. Even though the two young people had met before, had even planned to marry, the ritual of chase and seizure was necessary.


  “It makes for new strength, sometimes for alliance and friendship,” Kaulo told Sojarr, who was mature enough to be interested in such matters.


  “Does it not also make for warfare?” asked Sojarr.


  Kaulo shook his gray head and grinned.


  “If we were to fight over every stolen girl, there would soon be no men left and the Truags would rule this world again.”


  When the unknown caravans held Truags, the two strings of cars passed gingerly and watchfully as far apart as possible. The two rows of windows facing each other would be lined with stern faces and armed hands. Bearded human warriors faced ugly many-eyed Truags. Sojarr recognized the creatures as the race of the vicious manlike beast that had attacked him long ago.


  ON one occasion, Birok’s cars came face to face with a string of larger and more numerous vehicles. There was a pause, a challenge, then frantic orders for reverse power and flight. The bigger train pursued for half a day before Birok finally coaxed enough speed from his engines to escape.


  “That was Hekta,” Kaulo told Sojarr. “We fought him and his Truags once. Yes, that was the same day we found you, I think. We do not want to fight him again.”


  The following camped one evening at a wide place on the travelway, for the purpose of mending a damaged part of an engine. In the midst of the labor rang out a shrill, frightened cry of warning.


  “Ruak! Ruak!”


  All plunged into the forest save Sojarr, who had not learned the word. Gazing up, he saw dropping down above him a rhomboid flying monster like those that had threatened him in his youth in the valley. He refused to be frightened, and there was no time to flee or hide. The mouth of the thing gaped above him. He fired his hand-gun into it and yelled, waving his swiftly drawn sword. The great bulk veered off, then up. A moment later Kaulo ran out to him.


  “It might have seized you!”


  Sojarr laughed, triumphant because he had repulsed the monster.


  “I saw a throbbing at the center, below the mouth. That means it has a heart there. Had it taken me, I would have stabbed it. The thing would make meat for all the tribe.”


  “But it would have carried you high into the air first. You would fall with it and be smashed.”


  That made Sojarr grow sober. Worrying about such a contingency, he remembered wide, round flowers that somehow floated gently to the ground. From a broad leaf, he stripped the tough outer skin, making a leathery green sheet much larger than a cloak. To the edges of this he fastened several cords and drew them together. Then he experimented by jumping from tree-branches and floating to the ground in imitation of the great flowers he had observed so closely. His parachute was larger, of course, for it had to support more weight, but it worked efficiently in the light gravitation of Titan.


  Thenceforward he carried the device rolled up at his belt. Some of his friends were curious, others scornful. Sojarr said nothing. He anticipated the time when he might fight a ruak and need the parachute.


  Days passed, enough to make two terrestrial years. On Earth, Sojarr would have celebrated his twentieth birthday. Huge and strong, he towered above all the following save Birok. Exercise and simple food kept him from learning what sickness might be. His broad-shouldered body and square-cut black hair made him stand out among the smaller, paler men of the following. Because his young beard was inevitably compared with the black face-hair of Truags, he scraped it away with the sharp edge of his dagger.


  A good shot, a deadly hand with a spear, a fine swordsman and twice as strong as any of his fellows, he was the pattern of a warrior, yet he had never seen a battle. There was a good reason for this. In the disastrous clash with Hekta, Birok had lost too many men to risk more adventures. Therefore he slipped timidly away from all strangers except those who wanted to trade, and turned tail at the farthest sight of Truags.


  This was not the way of Titan, where men considered mortal combat as the great goal and glory of their careers. As the younger faction grew up without bloodying their swords even in private duels—for Birok had forbidden such clashes to avoid weakening his following—they began to complain.


  “You will do as I say,” Birok would roar. “He who disobeys must meet me in combat.”


  Since he was a powerful man, with metal armor such as no other warrior had in the community, his challenge was not taken up.


  THOUGH there was nothing but forest and travelway, there was change and novelty enough to keep the following from being bored as it wandered. The pattern and make-up of the vegetation changed. It was straighter and starker as they rolled north, more tangled and varied as they ranged near the equator. Birok sought to find new territories, far from Hekta.


  One day the cars—there were seven now—came through sparse reedlike thickets to the shore of an ocean. It was densely grown and covered with soft, green water-plants for a great distance from shore, but Birok knew it at once for what it was.


  “All out!” he commanded. “Women, dip water and dry it for salt. Men, capture sea-creatures.”


  There was a scramble for coarse nets and two-pointed spears. In fishing, Sojarr was again able to exceed and astound his fellows. They ranged cautiously over the marshy stretches of water-growths that roofed the shallows with their broad leaves, prodding down to snare only a few wriggling quarries here and there. But Sojarr ventured out close to the edge of the natural raft. Then he dived in, quickly surprising and catching one after another of the fishlike creatures, to the applause of onlookers. Finally considering that he had done his share, he emerged and walked back to shore, then strolled up the roadway among the reedy thickets.


  He went fully armed, as had become natural with him. Sword and dagger he carried in his belt, a two-pointed spear for a staff in his hand, and slung on a cord under one arm was a handgun. To buy that gun he had for weeks stood the guard duty of the previous lazy owner. But he did not seek to hunt or to fight. He wanted a moment alone in which to meditate, and even old Kaulo, his best friend, would disrupt his thoughts.


  Tramping along the trail, out of sight of the following and its cars, he asked himself the silent questions that still bothered him.


  Who was he? Some stray from a forgotten following, or a hybrid, as Birok sneeringly hinted? If either of these, why those dreamy memories of glittering landscapes, crowded skies and hordes of people, different from any upon Titan? Had it rather something to do with the Kai, the lordly race that had given this world its science and leadership? He wondered if he would ever know, or if the knowledge would give him comfort.


  He was not happy. Despite his adoption, his companions of the following looked upon him queerly. Some of them feared his strength, would harm him if they dared. Birok, in particular, actually wished him ill. He mystified old Kaulo, despite the sage’s love and sympathy. And to Sojarr, normally a kindly and honest soul, these differences and suspicions hurt.


  “I will never know the truth,” he said in his heart. “My sorrows are as dark as my hair and as strange.”


  Abstracted he skirted a bush that grew at a curve of the travelway. He almost walked into the midst of a throng of strangers. His heart forgot its bitterness and leaped into his mouth. Lightning-swift, he darted into a thicket of reeds and peeped cautiously out.


  There was a train of cars, huge and numerous, with more than twice Birok’s muster in number and weight. It moved at a crawl, the engine of the leading vehicle barely turning over. Ahead of it, on foot, moved an advance patrol of warriors with guns, swords, and spears.


  They were Truags!


  SOJARR had seen these creatures only fleetingly heretofore, and this closer and more deliberate inspection did not comfort him. The scouts were apparently all leaders, for they wore armor as good as Birok’s with greaves on their shaggy shins and close-fitting arm-cases, as well as helmets upon their grotesque heads. Even so, they were abominably hairy and grotesque.


  Their bodies were round and gross, with a circumference that his arms would have trouble spanning. Even with the curve in their jointed legs, they were taller than most of Sojarr’s companions—as tall indeed as he himself or Birok.


  Their four long, ungainly arms terminated in pincerlike claws instead of hands. Those sharp claws had the strength to tear down trees and the sensitivity to pick up tiny grains of sand. Their faces were not really faces but thatchy slabs, from the tussocks of which peered multiple eyes in wicked clusters, while the mouth-holes were well hidden under bushy tufts.


  Sojarr had not been seen by the ugly horrors. Their intent eyes were fixed upon the ground, reading the signs of wheels that had recently passed. Plainly they were advancing to an attack on Birok.


  Almost opposite Sojarr’s hiding place, the cars braked ponderously to a halt. A voice hailed the advance party, speaking the same tongue as Sojarr had learned from Kaulo, but with a bestial throatiness.


  A Truag sprang from the front platform—a giant even among his kind, the biggest creature Sojarr had ever seen. He towered a head higher than Birok, and the width and depth of his body made him seem squat. His mail gleamed not only upon his great globe of a torso but included a skirt that hung to his bowed knees and sleeves that reached to the elbow-joints of his arms. The iron cap had a comb above it and plates at either side that would protect his cranium from all points.


  The coarse hair upon this monster’s face was unusually long and thick, cascading forth like a human beard. To his belt were slung two swords. Plainly here was the master and champion of these horrors.


  “Is the sea not very close to us?” he demanded in a grumbling boom.


  “Within a short walk, Hekta,” replied one of the scouts.


  “Go then, and make sure that the weakling men are penned up. Do not let them see you, lest they prepare, but learn all you can about their position. Then return and we will plan our attack. Not one of them must escape.”


  So this was Hekta, who had been the dread of Birok’s people ever since the day that Sojarr had joined them. The youth crouched in his concealment, listening and peering, his mind furiously turning over plans and inspirations.


  The Truag scouts waved their weapons in salute and moved ahead at a brisk walk, five of them abreast. The giant Hekta strutted back, booming out more orders. A throng of nightmare warriors emerged from the stopped cars, all heavily armed and a number of them in metal armor. Obviously they were a rich and powerful following.


  Hekta began to marshal them across the bare soil of the travelway, when a cry sounded from within the lead car. Two figures shot out upon the platform, struggling. The smaller and lighter of these tore from the grip of the other, springing to the ground.


  It was a human being, a young woman! The other was a male Truag, clumsy and ugly-looking.


  THE captive tried to run, but Hekta cursed and leaped forward with amazing speed for so great a bulk. His claws fastened upon his prey within six paces of where Sojarr was hiding.


  “I captured you last night,” he growled hoarsely at her. “That makes you mine. Do you not understand?”


  “I understand only that you are ugly and cruel,” she hurled back at him.


  Close at hand, Sojarr could see that she was a tall, lithe creature. She wore, not the brief tunic of the women he knew, but a warrior’s cross-gartered sandals, kilt and leather armor. At her belt hung an empty sword sheath. She had been armed when captured. Without being hard or masculine, her face had a disdainful strength to its fine features, and her eyes glared fearlessly at the towering Truag who gripped her. A warrior maiden of spirit, decided Sojarr.


  “Let me go back to my own following,” she said in a voice that commanded and did not beg.


  Hekta snarled. “By the black hand of Sohrn, whom Truags worship, had I not happened so soon on the trail of Birok, I would take time to humble you. That will come later. It is in my mind that a merging of the Truag and human races might bring greater strength and wisdom to the descendants of both.”


  “That shall never happen!” raged the warrior girl.


  “Watch.” Hekta grumbled out something like a laugh. “You will see fighting, and know I am worth having for a master.”


  Two hairy old females waddled out to bind the girl with fiber cords. Sojarr, almost within touch of them, yearned to interfere, but refrained. The fate of many depended upon him.


  


  


  CHAPTER VII


  Birok’s Captive


  


  


  KNOWING struggle was useless, the prisoner stood like a figure of frozen disdain. Her hair, disordered from her recent exertions, glowed as golden as the outer ring of Saturn overhead. Her cheeks showed two spots of angry red. Her eyes were as blue as the sheen of Sojarr’s sword. Certainly she deserved better than Hekta as captor and mate.


  A sudden decision electrified Sojarr. Noiselessly as thought, he slipped back through the reeds, moved away from the halted train, then regained the trail beyond the screening curve. The advance part of scouts was walking just ahead. He ran swiftly after it.


  “Wait!” he called softly. “Wait, Truag sneaks and worshipers of filth. You are all dead things within the instant.”


  They turned around, curious but not frightened. After all, they were five to his one, all armored and seasoned battlers.


  “Are you one of Birok’s?” demanded the leader. “If so—”


  With no further parley, Sojarr hurled his spear straight at the speaker. It took the monster off guard, driving straight into the scrawny, shaggy neck and stopping his last sentence forever in the middle. Before the Truag had crumpled, Sojarr had snatched up his hand-gun and discharged it at the biggest of the survivors. The tuvo exploded with an angry whuff. The ball went true to its mark.


  Two of the scouts had fallen in as many seconds. And before the three remaining had even set themselves for defense, Sojarr was upon them with his drawn sword.


  Three against one, and the one attacking! It was enough to puzzle the most alert scout. The three Truags fumbled for their swords, and one was stabbed in the paunch beneath his breast-plate while his weapon was not yet clear of its sheath. The other two fell on guard against Sojarr, hoarsely sneering at him.


  They were armored and he was unprotected save for leather wrapping, yet almost at once he had them on the defensive, so strong and swift was his sword arm, so wicked his blade. He beat aside one slash, thrusting at the one who sped it and making him spring back. Then he whirled as the other made a mighty downward cut. Up flew his own sword, and upon its tempered edge the iron of the enemy weapon broke off short.


  Sojarr spun back toward the first Truag. A beat, a cut-over disengagement of blades, a long, gliding thrust, and the fellow was down in a splatter of blood.


  The one he had disarmed lugged out a hand-gun, fired wildly and missed, then turned to run. A dozen paces would have carried this survivor around the bend of the road, into view and hailing distance of his kind. Even Sojarr’s fleet foot could not overhaul him first. Desperately he hurled his sword like a javelin, and it drove between the unarmored shoulders of the fugitive. The creature fell, plowing the dust with the hair-tangle that served for a face. Sojarr, hurrying after, set sandal upon the corpse’s back and wrenched his sword free.


  Birok’s following had worked peacefully the while, unaware of what threatened so close at hand. The women had boiled considerable brine, and were pouring the first batch of salt into the hoppers at the car-tails, which would spray the roads against encroaching vegetation.


  Sojarr rushed into view. His drawn sword was covered with blood to the hilt.


  “Truags!” he panted. “Under that leader you fear—Hekta! Arm, make ready. They are gathered—not many steps from here—hoping to destroy us all!”


  HE described his adventures, and there was the blood on his sword to prove his story. Birok pulled his bushy beard with trembling fingers.


  “Must I abandon my cars again?” he moaned.


  Only Sojarr dared deny that this must be.


  “Let us fight them! Hekta waits for his scouts to return, thinking then to plan his battle. If we are ready first—”


  “Ready?” echoed Birok. “No more than twenty-five of us can fight, and he has thrice that many!”


  “I will explain,” interrupted Sojarr without much respect.


  He drew Birok and Kaulo aside, explaining earnestly. Kaulo cried out in wondering approval, and Birok at length made a sign of glum assent.


  “It is only that I see no other way than battle,” he assured the young man. “Give orders in my name, and lead on.”


  At once Sojarr did so. He chose four youths, the fleetest after him in all the following. Kaulo he gave command over the older men, the women and the boys at the cars. The garrison would not be active or strong, but able to shoot and make a last-ditch defense. The rest of the men, about twenty seasoned fighters, moved away with Birok at their head to slip through the thickets and come out on the road behind Hekta’s halted train.


  Sojarr conducted his four racers to where lay the Truags he had killed. Quickly the corpses were stripped of their armor and weapons, and Sojarr’s party quickly donned the breastplates and helmets. Each then loaded his hand-gun and laid it in the road, so the five pieces made a line straight across the way. The hand-guns of the dead scouts were also charged, and the five carried them at the ready as they resumed their swift, silent advance.


  Beyond the bend of the road, Hekta became impatient.


  “It is time you came!” he bellowed as five armored figures appeared. “What is the arrangement of Birok’s following and how best can we cut him off?”


  “Come and see for yourself,” mocked a human voice.


  Hekta saw that the five were not his Truags.


  “After them!” he roared.


  As if his words were a signal, the strange party whipped up its guns and fired. The bullets, at so short a range, ripped into the thick of the group, and five of Hekta’s warriors fell at the same instant, dead or sorely wounded. The strangers wheeled even as their shots echoed, and ran for their lives along the way they had come.


  With deep, throaty howls of wrath, the mass of grotesque warriors dashed in ungainly pursuit. They rounded the curve of the travelway, and the foremost of them howled with rage as they saw the fallen forms of their scouts, slain and stripped.


  But the retreating quintet had paused. Each man caught up a second gun. At the spoken word of their leader, they sent another volley at the pursuers. Five more Truags went down, and then the headlong run and the headlong chase again.


  “Run them down!” Hekta raged at the forefront. “Shoot, strike! Look, there are the cars of Birok. These men come from there. We have the enemy between our fingers!”


  But stolen armor and all, the five showed remarkably clean heels. They reached the cars full fifty paces ahead of the charging horde of Truags. And those cars had been drawn up broadside along the beach, with their windows facing the road.


  The runners reached them, dived under the wheels. From the windows blasted a volley of hand-guns, which had been at dead rest across the sills, with the steadiest of the women and old men to discharge them. Again Truags fell, to flounder or lie limp.


  OF Hekta’s sixty-odd fighting males, twenty had been felled since the unlucky moment when he had halted his train to surprise and obliterate Birok. And not one of his enemies had been so much as scratched. But the giant leader of the assault had come for battle. His great voice thundered orders, stiffening the shaken morale of his surviving followers.


  At his direction, fifteen warriors halted and opened fire with hand-guns. They did not kill any of the defenders, but forced them to quit their posts at the windows. Thus protected, some twenty-five shaggy brutes moved forward at a quick trot. For a brief moment it looked as though resistance were already over. The covering force, reloading, whooped its exultation.


  That very whoop drowned the scamper of feet from behind. A frantic throng of Truag females and young ran in the direction of the train!


  Birok’s party, waiting until Hekta had led the pursuit of Sojarr’s fleet soldiers, had fallen upon the unprotected cars. Some of the non-combatants had died before knowing that death was upon them. The others ran wildly, throwing their warriors into disorder a moment before Birok threw his own triumphant forces into the fight.


  The Truags were bigger and stronger than men, but Truags attacked were less deadly than Truags attacking. Besides, this part of the horde held only empty guns for the moment, and Birok’s men had swords. Half of the firing party was cut down before Hekta, in mid-rush upon the position of the train defenders, realized what was happening at his rear.


  He saw at once that without his help the surviving females and children of his following would be wiped out. In a voice that made the trees quiver, he bellowed a command to wheel and charge back.


  Meanwhile the sharpshooters under Kaulo in the defending train, without fire to keep their heads down, reappeared at the windows and fired a volley of their own. More Truags fell, and the rest were glad to run back to where they were less unprotected targets.


  Lumbering and panting, Hekta came to the relief of his rear party. Now the Truags outnumbered the human gun-wielders, who could not fire into the furious throng lest they destroy their own forces. Victory might yet be grasped by Hekta’s mighty pincer-claws.


  But the cars had another contribution to make to this final phase of the battle. As Hekta’s charge reversed, Sojarr and his four fleet runners again wriggled out from under the wheels that had given them sanctuary. Kaulo, forgetting his years and hatred for bloodshed, sprang down to join them. Six ready blades followed Hekta, falling upon him even as he reached the battle.


  Sojarr, running ahead of his fellows, sabered two of the Truags. Leaping clear over the head of a third, he reached Hekta as that nightmarish giant sought to engage Birok in single combat. A sweep of Sojarr’s blade dented the Truag leader’s helmet and almost beat him to the ground.


  Hekta turned just in time to parry a second cut, close to his neck. Suddenly he found himself fighting for his life against a strange, towering young foeman, black-haired and smooth-jowled, more dangerous than any human warrior he had ever dreamed of battling.


  THE Truag leader held a sword in each of his upper claws, a short dagger in the third, and a hand-gun in the fourth. The gun he thrust almost against Sojarr’s face, fired it. Rut a quick upward stroke with the iron guard of Sojarr’s amazing sword knocked the muzzle aside. The bullet carried away only a flying lock from Sojarr’s temple.


  In the vicious, strong swordplay that instantly followed, Sojarr’s blade moved swiftly and brilliantly enough to foil all three of Hekta’s. For a moment it seemed as if the Truag leader was bested. Then one of his party, rushing up, struck a cowardly blow at Sojarr. Ducking low, the young man slipped and went down on one knee.


  Hekta yelled loudly and sprang to finish this formidable adversary. Sojarr, still kneeling, had only a flashing moment of time, but it was enough. He struck upward. His edge smote Hekta’s forearm, just at the base of the pincer-claw, severing it.


  A wild howl rang out and Hekta staggered back. Dropping his other sword, he grasped the bleeding stump to check the gush of gore. He had had enough of fighting, and more than enough. He ran, and so did those of his following who still were able.


  Harried by Sojarr, Birok and the other human warriors, the beaten Truags barely gained their cars. Frantically they crowded into the two that were farthest along the road. The last to scramble aboard severed the raw-hide couplings with a slash of his sword. A moment later, the badly wounded Hekta and the shattered remnant of his following were flying as fast as their two salvaged vehicles could carry them.


  Sojarr and Kaulo urged that the other cars be put in action, pursuing and exterminating the adversary to the last Truag. But the victorious warriors now yearned for loot rather than blood, and Birok was loudest of these. The pursuit plan was abandoned.


  A rich harvest of guns, swords and armor was gathered from the field, and in the cars were great bins of food and tuvo. The victory was not only inspiring but profitable. Only old Kaulo and thoughtful Sojarr mourned that five sturdy men had died of the following, for the loss of five men weakened the fighting force considerably. Meanwhile Birok, as was his right, entered the stalled car which had belonged to Hekta.


  Those outside heard him yell in a new shrill note of triumph. He stuck out his bearded head.


  “A fit reward, worthy of a leader!” he cried to his men.


  He dragged into view his discovery—the tall warrior girl whom Sojarr had seen bound by the Truag women. She was still pinioned, still brave, still glaring.


  “When last we fought Hekta, he shot down my wife,” continued Birok. “It is fitting that in this new battle I find a woman more beautiful. I shall take her as my mate.”


  “You will do nothing of the sort,” said Sojarr.


  Without raging or threatening, he stepped up quietly below the huge leader on the platform of the car.


  DEAD silence lingered for the time one might count the fingers of a hand. Birok broke it with an attempt to bluster.


  “Do you dare question your leader’s right to this captive?”


  “Yes. It was not you who captured her. It was Hekta. Besides she may be of other use to the following as a whole. I see her in a warrior’s garb.” Sojarr appraised the young woman with his eyes. “It suggests that she is unusual and valuable to her own people. Girl, who are you?”


  “Vara is my name,” she replied in a voice as chill as waters in an underground cave. “My father is Brom, leader of a following twice the size of this. Since he has no sons, he reared me to fight and hunt and lead, hoping that I would command the following after him.”


  Half a dozen listeners laughed scornfully at the suggestion of a female leader, but Sojarr gestured commandingly for silence.


  “How did you fall into the hands of the Truags?”


  “I hunted alone near the place where my folk had made camp to repair an engine,” she replied in the same tone of lofty reserve. “The Truags scouted near. Hekta himself, that big mountain of hairy filth, seized me. It was his thought”—she shuddered despite herself—“that a merging of Truags and human beings would produce a strong, wise race.”


  “Such as Sojarr,” put in Birok, who had not taken his grip from the tied arm of the girl. “He is strong and fierce enough, but troublesome. Sojarr, you oppose me without authority. Cease talking. The woman is mine.” Sojarr smiled. “I have often heard you say that one who contests your word must fight with you. So be it.” His sword came out of its sheath. A shout went up, and Birok paled to the roots of his beard.


  “Folk of my following,” he grumbled, “will you permit this upstart invader of our hospitality to flout me?”


  “His challenge is in order,” said Kaulo stoutly.


  Several others who loved duels shouted in support of this remark. Birok let go of Vara and scowled blackly.


  “This is the day I dreaded,” he muttered—and sprang!


  


  


  CHAPTER VIII


  Human Alliance


  


  


  IT was a magnificent spring, and made utterly without warning. High from the platform of the car he launched his big body, drawing sword in mid-air. Before his feet struck the ground, he swung his blade. A swordsman less swift and practised than Sojarr would have perished before the combat was begun. But Sojarr whipped up his own weapon, parrying within a hand’s-breath of his face. Next moment he and Birok were battling with a ringing clash and whip of metal, the onlookers howling and cheering with delight at the spectacle.


  But it was over in half a dozen lightning-swift passes. Sojarr beat down a thrust of his opponent and flicked out his own point. The brawny wrist of Birok gushed blood. He dropped his hilt with an oath. A second later, Sojarr had set point to the leader’s bearded throat.


  “The girl is not yours,” he said.


  The jabber had died down. All stared expectantly for the death-stroke. It did not come.


  “Kill me,” Birok bade his vanquisher. “I am unarmed. I will not beg for life. I can die like a leader.”


  “Kill you? Why?” Sojarr lowered his sword. “No, we want no more battle.” He kicked away the fallen weapon for which Birok tried to stoop. “I have beaten you. I am leader.”


  “Leader?” repeated someone, “You, a stranger? Never.”


  A dozen others murmured agreement. Sojarr faced the grumblers angrily.


  “Ruak! Ruak!” a woman suddenly yelled.


  The warriors and women, so lately triumphant over the Truags, scuttled like so many insects to cover. But as once before, Sojarr did not run. He threw back his head, saw the ruak descend upon him like the great blanket of night. He stood his ground, drawing his sword. Long ago he had planned this move. He must prove his might on a fiercer enemy than Birok—fiercer even than Hekta. Otherwise his leadership would be rejected. And just now, he knew, he must be chief or nothing.


  The fringe of tentacles whipped around him. He felt thorny claws bite into his flesh. A moment later he was jerked into the air. The ruak turned over and began to rise in the direction of the Sun, from which it gained power, absorbing rays into its darkside as it descended and converting them into energy to rise.


  But this natural thermo-dynamic principle was not known to Sojarr, who was obsessed with another matter. He let the creature rise high with him, so the apprehensive yells of his comrades seemed to die away below. The tentacles dragged him close to the gaping mouth.


  With a sudden whirl of his blade, he slashed himself free. He rose to his feet upon the almost-level expanse of flesh, located the throb of the heart and thrust with all his might. Kneeling, he drove his sword to the hilt. A sort of wail drifted from that hungry, open maw. Sojarr wrenched his weapon free, stabbed again and again. The flesh beneath him quivered. The thing was falling.


  He thrust himself free of the thing. With a quick ripping motion, he freed his parachute of its lashings. A moment later he was dangling high in the sky, upheld by the spread of the parachute, while the great bulk of the conquered ruak plunged away beneath his feet.


  He saw the outflung carpet of Titan’s forest, and the cleft of the travelway. Dragging shrewdly on the cords to one side, he changed the direction of his slow fall so he descended majestically among the now abjectly admiring people of the following.


  KAULO was first to speak. He caught at the folds of the parachute.


  “This thing,” he said excitedly. “What is it? Who made it?”


  “I did,” Sojarr told him. “Many have been curious about it. Now all know its value.” He folded the thing quickly. “Warriors, the ruak I killed has fallen in the forest to that direction.” He pointed with his sword. “Go, some of you. Make a path to it and cut up the meat.”


  His first order was obeyed with frantic haste. Sojarr addressed the following in a new, commanding voice.


  “I am leader,” he said, as once before. “Yes,” seconded Kaulo. “Sojarr is leader. No other can fight and plan as he does.”


  “Sojarr! Sojarr!” chorused the following. “He is our leader. Let Birok die!”


  “No,” stated Sojarr. “He shall not die. I have beaten him, but his death will only weaken us further. Birok is wise and brave and, after me, the best warrior among us. He shall live and help the following. I, who am leader, say it.”


  It was a radical change of custom, and only Sojarr’s insistence made them accept it. Even Birok was glumly perplexed.


  “My life is in your hands, and I will not beg for it,” he growled again in bewilderment.


  “Then I return it to you without your begging,” rejoined Sojarr. Stopping, he picked up Birok’s sword, which still lay where he had kicked it, and handed it back hilt foremost. “Let us be friends and fellow-leaders. You and Kaulo are mature and seasoned in command. You two shall advise me, for I am young. And now to cut the cords that bind this girl Vara.”


  With a knife from the belt of a dead Truag, he freed her. She faced him with a fine show of disdainful courage.


  “You will say, I suppose, that I belong to you!” she challenged.


  “Not at all,” demurred Sojarr, shaking his black head. “Your father—Brom is his name? He must set store by you. If we returned you to him, he would be grateful.”


  She looked at him with puzzled eyes. “You mean that you will take me to him?”


  “I will.” He addressed his new followers. “Return, some of you, and bring up the cars that were ours. These larger and better cars of the Truags will carry us henceforth. Transfer all supplies and the women and children. Vara, can you lead us to where your father’s following is encamped?”


  She nodded, speechless.


  Standing with Sojarr on the foremost platform of the moving train, she pointed out directions and landmarks, but she seemed strangely capable of hiding her joy at being returned to her own people. Sojarr was now clad in the mail and helmet of a leader, most becoming to his stalwart figure, and was intently getting used to them. Yet he found time to wonder once or twice in what way he had displeased Vara.


  “Is it true,” she asked once, “that you are of Truag blood? Birok said that.”


  “I know nothing of my parents, and neither does Birok,” replied Sojarr.


  “You are hard to please, and very strange,” said Vara thoughtfully. She tossed her golden head. “Many would welcome the chance to take me for a mate. Perhaps you think me ugly.”


  “No, not ugly. But you are bitter of tongue and proud of spirit, as women seldom are. Probably you would make a good leader of warriors, but a bad wife. Anyway, I am a new leader and I must learn my duties. Look, some cars are drawn up at the side of the road there. Are they your father’s?”


  A few moments later, the train had paused and Sojarr of Titan, alighting, was escorting Vara toward her own friends and family.


  Brom, her father, was a sturdy man with snapping blue eyes like his daughter’s. He embraced her joyfully and listened with amazement to the story of her capture and rescue. Then he addressed Sojarr.


  “You are taking Vara for your mate?”


  Sojarr shook his head. “I return her to you, for you wish to keep her and make a leader of her.”


  Once again the new idea took time to sink in.


  “You seek some reward, Sojarr,” Brom said with great caution. “What is it?”


  “Friendship,” replied the young leader.


  “Be assured of that,” said Brom promptly. “Indeed, if your small following would wish to join mine—”


  “We do not,” Sojarr told him. “We want to be free but friendly. Though we are small, we are mighty. We have beaten thrice our number of Truags and would make a good ally for any leader.”


  BROM pursed his bearded lips, and nodded agreement, then invited Sojarr and his sub-leaders to dinner. The alliance was discussed and approved on both sides. Meanwhile lesser individuals of the two followings traded together, much of the loot from the Truag cars changing hands. At the end, Sojarr and Brom touched each other’s sword-hilts in the Titanian gesture of formal agreement.


  “Let our two followings ride the travelways together, for there are food and water and tuvo enough for both in this world,” said Brom. “We will be too strong for any save the biggest and fiercest horde of Truags to challenge. Indeed we might induce even other followings—small and weak ones—to join with us to make an even larger band.”


  “I was thinking that,” nodded Sojarr.


  The younger of the two leaders led the way next day, toward an inland point which he had not seen for days enough to make two Earth years. In his mind was a plan to make the alliance yet stronger.


  Brom had come from his own train to ride the lookout platform with Sojarr, and as an attendant he had brought Vara. She was silent just now, more like a timid woman than her father cared to see. Her blue eyes constantly regarded Sojarr, and they neither smiled nor glared. But Sojarr, if he noticed her at all, made no more than formal recognition of her presence. He turned to Kaulo, who had appeared with some matter of business for his commander to decide.


  “Do you know what way we travel?” he asked.


  “Back toward the place where we found you,” replied the gray counselor. “We have long feared these parts, for Hekta traveled here. Now he is gone, and we need avoid the place no longer.”


  Sojarr thought regretfully of how he had only maimed and not killed the big Truag leader.


  “I have a wish to see again that deep valley where I lived alone as a child,” he said.


  “It contains much tuvo,” observed Kaulo.


  “And other things,” Sojarr added enigmatically.


  ONCE again he was not understandable to his companions. Had they not been nomads from the earliest remembered times, they might have thought him homesick, which was not the case. Materialism, not sentiment, was turning him back to the valley of his childhood.


  “We will remain near the valley for some time,” he decreed.


  Brom scratched his hairy jaw.


  “I think I know the valley of which you speak,” he offered. “But even if you have beaten one Truag horde, there will be others. That is a great Truag country. The valuable things you seek must be considerable.”


  “They are,” declared Sojarr.


  On the third day of their journey, they did come across Truags, who fled from the double train so well manned with warriors.


  Later, when they stopped at a place where fresh water was to be drawn for their drinking-tanks and boilers, Kaulo stated that the valley was not far off.


  At length they reached the point where once they had cut a road of retreat at Birok’s order. The way was grown up with stems fully as large as those of the virgin jungle. But Sojarr set all the men to making the old trail again and even widening it, while women took salt from the hoppers at the car-tails and scattered it to keep the ground open. Finally Sojarr stood on the brink of the valley, with Brom, Kaulo and Vara beside him.


  “Let the trains be prepared for a long stay,” he directed. “Will you and a half-dozen good men chosen from both followings come down with me to the bottom of the valley?” He pointed to where, far beneath them, something gleamed dully. “That is our destination. When last we saw this place, Kaulo, the fear of Hekta kept you from exploring to see what this valley holds.”


  “One can dig out tuvo with a pointed stick,” said Kaulo, studying the soil far beneath him.


  “Tuvo is the least of all wonders. Follow.”


  Sojarr led them by remembered trails through the upper timbers, across meadows and around clumps and thickets, to the old wreck of the rocket ship. Kaulo and Brom gaped.


  “By the bones of the Kai!” cried Brom. “It is iron! No, but some sort of metal—more than any man has ever seen before in one place! Ready smelted, too. Sojarr, this is wealth!


  It will make more weapons and helmets than we can count. Our tribe will rule the forests.”


  Kaulo tapped the hull with his knuckles.


  “This is of the same substance that made that wondrous sword of yours, Sojarr,” he said thoughtfully. “What is your will that we do?”


  “Make more swords, guns, engines, armor,” replied Sojarr. “Let the best of our smiths set to work. But chip metal only from the outside. The inside is—is sacred. Only I can enter.”


  “You exclude me?” asked Vara, a little hurt.


  “Even you, for here is a mystery that only I know.”


  Sojarr tried the door. Its hinges still worked. He entered the long-deserted cabin, let the door close, and stretched in his old hammock. A flick of his fingers turned on the radio. Words came, which he could understand only in part.


  “The latest news, as released from the capital of the Jovian Confederation,” said an announcer. “John Kaiser, the distinguished astronautical engineer, will shortly bring to a completion his preparations for a voyage into space. Mr. Kaiser will probably attempt a safe landing on Titan, the largest moon of Saturn, where Pitt Rapidan perished so tragically eighteen years ago. . . .”


  The words were too long and involved concepts Sojarr could not understand. He let them talk him into a light slumber, wherein he dreamed that he had joined all the human followings of his world into an alliance against a similar combination of Truags.


  In his sleep his big brown hand moved toward his sword-hilt.


  He was a warrior. To him there was no higher adventure than fighting the savage Truags, and no more final decider of all questions than his sharp, swift sword.


  


  


  CHAPTER IX


  The New Attempt


  


  


  THE smallest and most remote of Jupiter’s satellites, which since its discovery in 1914 by Nicholson had had no other designation than the numeral IX, was getting a name at last. Someone had leased it from the Jovian Government for the term of one Terrestrial year, and was acting as if he owned it. He had given the satellite his name—Kaiser.


  The satellite Kaiser revolved some fifteen million miles from Jupiter, and was a rough, rocky globule about twelve miles in diameter. Its year and its day were the same length—seven hundred and fifty-five Earth days—so one face was forever turned from Jupiter. Upon this outward face, now at its farthest from the Sun, the lessor and christener of the satellite had been working hard and cunningly.


  Since there was not enough gravity to record with anything but scientific gages, John Kaiser bolted a floor of iron plates to the rough granitelike rock of his little world. Workmen in space suits and magnetic boots could thus move at their jobs.


  They were putting the final touches to a great sphere of aluminum-tinted metal, pierced with ports, hatches and rocket-muzzles, using the light of great radium flares in the gloom of airless, sunless space. If one looked into the heavens, it was as though the eye pierced to the outer limits of the star-crammed Universe.


  The score of years that had passed since John Kaiser had spoken to old Howland of Pitt Rapidan’s disastrous try at the Saturnian voyage had wrought few changes in Kaiser. He was still plump and shrewd in appearance. Few gray hairs salted his sandy locks. Few wrinkles bracketed his thin mouth and close-set eyes. He was more than ever sure of himself, certain of success. Within the clouded glassite of his space helmet, he grinned at the nearly complete hull of his ship.


  “The best that ever fired a blast,” he muttered proudly. “Took my last shred of money, but it’s worth it. Within four months I’ll be richer than any man in the whole System, barring the big static fortunes. Yes, it’s worth the expense and the labor—worth the danger, too, if I recognized any danger. What can go wrong?”


  Some observers and newscasters had been curious, even contemptuous of the round shape of Kaiser’s rocket. It was quite practical, they admitted, for a take-off from its airless and almost gravityless construction base. But the landfall would be Titan, Saturn’s only habitable moon. And how could the unwieldy sphere rise against a gravity that was full half of Earth’s, with air resistance and low tank reserves. Where would he get fuel for the second take-off and landing? Where could he find the supplies needed for the crew and the engines?


  Thinking of their arguments, Kaiser smiled more widely. He had an answer ready, in the form of his crew. The globe ship would not return—only Kaiser himself. Inside the hull was housed a torpedo-shaped craft, constructed by Kaiser himself. It was more than twice the size of most rocket life-boats, and seemed to have more than enough room for the twelve men of the crew in case of any emergency.


  As a matter of fact, its cabin space was mostly engine room and fuel storage, with a cell-like compartment left for but one person. Kaiser himself intended to fly that little ship back to Jupiter alone. The others, according to agreement, would remain on Titan, form a colony in Kaiser’s name, and develop it for him and his estate during the next twenty years.


  AND they were glad to make the deal,” he thought, grinning. “Not one of them isn’t in a jam. I’ve bailed them out of prison, bought them out of debt, just as Columbus did his men. I insisted only that they be good space-hands. And the twenty years out yonder will allow the statute of limitations to outlaw every single charge or bill against them. There’s room on Titan for them, and both they and I will profit.”


  He turned over in his mind the problem of what to name the first settlement. Kaiser? But this satellite was already named that. Well, then, Kaiserville.


  He approached the craft, his magnetized space boots clanging on the iron plates. The working boss turned from a riveting gun and saluted.


  “All set, sir,” came his radioed voice to Kaiser’s ear-phones.


  “Ready for take-off, you mean? Everything checked?”


  “Double-checked,” was the reply. Then in a louder voice: “Cease work, all hands. Fall in at attention!”


  The other eleven men of Kaiser’s party rapidly formed in a single line. They were as silent and expressionless as robots in their hulking space armor. Again the mate saluted his superior.


  “All ready, sir.”


  “Ship the men, Mr. Pelton,” ordered Kaiser.


  The crew marched to the main-hatch-panel. One by one they entered through a closet-sized air-lock, and Kaiser himself went last. Inside the control chamber, the men were crawling out of their armor and helmets.


  “Man the tubes,” Pelton was bawling. “First watch police topside quarters. Hibbs, take television lookout. Yale, make the hatchway fast. Suffern, the controls—”


  “Easy, Mr. Pelton,” said Kaiser. “I’ll take the controls myself.”


  He moved to the great keyboard, with its attendant charts, gages and other instruments. Quickly he checked everything.


  “Air pressure, fourteen point six,” he said aloud. “Gravity, point seven of Terrestrial. Rate of air loss, nil. Ready, all?”


  “Ready!” called every man of the crew.


  Kaiser struck a combination of keys on the board, with all fingers of both hands, as though he were playing an organ. Like an organ, the great round ship vibrated, its complicated mechanism answering a multitude of stimuli. With barely a jerk it freed itself from the light fastenings at its base and soared away from Satellite IX, now called Kaiser. Jupiter, cut from view for so long by the satellite’s bulk, swam into view at a rear port-pane. Kaiser’s eyes were fixed on the gage.


  He brought rocket after rocket into play. They were going five miles a second—seven—ten. He turned the screw of an acceleration control. The vessel still hummed, as it would until it reached the speed designated on the dial.


  “One thousand miles a second maximum,” said Kaiser to Pelton. “I built her to reach that.”


  The mate nodded. He was a stocky little fellow with a perpetual grin and pop-eyes. Once he had been a crack pilot on the Spaceways Lines. He had gone to jail for insubordination, remaining until Kaiser procured his release.


  “That’s about tops in flight history,” he said. “None too slow.”


  “None too fast,” corrected Kaiser. “As it is, we’ll take forty days to reach Saturn. I’m glad for the extra fifteen-million-mile start we got by leasing the satellite. With forty days to get back, I’ll have no more than two weeks to spend on Titan.”


  “You figure you’ve thought of everything?” asked Pelton. “Everything.”


  THE mate shrugged doubtfully. “I figure you know your stuff, sir. But—”


  “Pelton,” said Kaiser, “let me do all the worrying.”


  Pelton saluted again and departed to supervise the routine of the watch on duty.


  Shortly afterward, a new figure entered the control room. It was Nissen, a space-hand as big as Kaiser and as pale blonde as a stalk of dead fodder. He had cost his employer a fortune. He was on trial for manslaughter, which some said should have been made into a charge of murder.


  “Sir,” he said, “I have Mr. Pelton’s permission to speak for the hands.”


  “Well?” Kaiser prompted.


  “It’s about our being given this chance, sir. You taking us to Titan and leaving us there, away from all the charges and troubles we had on the inner planets and so on. We feel as if it’s a new chance on a new world.”


  Kaiser’s smile grew broad but not soft. A practical man, he wanted no one to be under misapprehensions as to his kindness of heart.


  “I’m glad you feel optimistic, Nissan, but I’m being a humanitarian for a very good reason. Twelve can go out in a ship that can carry supplies to send one back. Do you see? I couldn’t pick a crew that had to get home again.”


  “Anyway, sir, all us men are grateful.”


  Nissen saluted and left. Kaiser, turning back to his controls, pondered long. If he were in the habit of counting chickens before they were hatched, he would consider Titan as good as reached and claimed, with all its rewards. It was pleasing to be thanked so warmly by his men but in truth he considered them nothing but helpers. In fact, he cared for no living person in the Universe save himself and his niece.


  He wondered how Ursula was now. That finishing school had reported her good at studies, popular with her classmates, difficult to discipline. What a girl! She was beautiful in an almost frightening way, with red hair and green eyes and a strong young body. He would have to take her with him, but only Pitt Rapidan had been foolish enough to take a loved one to Titan with him. Kaiser would see her soon enough, anyhow. The money and fame he was winning would make a princess out of her—


  “Captain Kaiser!” shouted someone from the sleeping quarters aft.


  He locked the control combination.


  “Yes?” he called back.


  “Stowaway, sir!”


  Kaiser cursed. His expedition was so accurately planned that to have such an emergency might make all the difference between success and failure. What idiot, romantic or greedy or crazed, had stolen a ride? Kaiser was grimly prepared to have the unknown fool thrown into space.


  “Bring him to me!” he snapped.


  “It’s not a him, sir. It’s a—”


  “Hello, Uncle John!” cried a clear, familiar voice that made his heart dive down into a cold well.


  Ursula Kaiser ran up to her uncle and guardian, a little rumpled but no whit abashed.


  “School bored me, darling. Nothing but dull books and duller boys. So I came by short-shot rocket last night, hid while your men weren’t looking. I’m going to Saturn with you! Isn’t that wonderful?”


  “Yes,” he said unhappily.


  


  


  CHAPTER X


  Landfall


  


  


  PONDEROUSLY, but without mishap, the great globe-form ship came to rest at last. It came to rest upon the green-grown soil of Titan, where no other craft in history had ever struck without utter disaster. As at the beginning of the voyage, so at the end the controls were in the hands of the commander.


  “Everybody to stations!” ordered Kaiser, eyes on his gages. “Prepare to cut brake-blasts. Cut them!” There was a little thump as the ship settled in. “Stand clear of the hatch. Mr. Hibbs, make a test of the atmosphere. We have to be sure, you know.”


  “I’ve already made the test, sir,” replied Hibbs, the plump chemist, from his corner of the control chamber. “Lighter pressure than on Earth—about ten pounds and a quarter—but the oxygen content is a third by volume, which balances nicely. Other gaseous constituents are nitrogen, carbon dioxide, with a few negligible traces of other vapors. It’s breathable, all right.”


  “Shall I open up, sir?” asked one of the space-hands at the lock.


  “You shall not,” replied Kaiser. “I’ll be the first one out. Let nobody venture into the open until you hear me strike the hull three times as a signal.”


  It was his right to land first as commander of the expedition. But his niece, Ursula, came from the direction of the cabins. Her lovely green eyes were full of concern and anxiety.


  “What if something happens, Uncle John? Perhaps there is danger of some sort.”


  “I’ll depend on you to defend me, dear.” He smiled. “Go to the port next the hatch, be ready to throw it open and blast away with an electroautomatic. Is everybody set? Here goes.”


  He entered the narrow lock-chamber, closed the inner panel behind him, and unfastened the outer hatch. Stepping down, he stood at last upon the soil of Titan. His first lungful of Titanian air was bracing. He sighed in ecstasy and stared about him.


  Twenty years before, disaster had hurled Pitt Rapidan’s luckless ship to the bottom of Titan’s largest valley. Policy had guided Kaiser there, for it seemed to him that all the rest of the satellite’s surface was either grown high in vegetation or swamped in oceans.


  The ship was lodged in a neat little cup or pit dug by its own rocket-blasts, not more than thirty or forty paces from a clear blue lake. Luxuriant lawnlike vegetation, tufted here and there with rich green bushes and joining on the higher slopes with some sort of forest, stretched on all sides.


  Kaiser, studying this vegetation, had a feeling that it was something he had seen before. Along with the sense of familiarity went a sense of being small in proportion. Kaiser, so important to himself, did not like it. He would have to get the expedition’s botanist, Suffern, to work. Remembering those who waited anxiously inside, he struck ringingly with his knuckles on the hatchway. Scrambles and commotion came from within. A figure sprang out and to his side. Ursula’s beautiful green eyes danced with a light of almost greedy joy.


  “Wonderful!” she exulted. “Uncle John, you’ve done it. Wait until we get back home. While you’re lecturing and accepting decorations, I’ll make every society girl take a back seat.”


  “Right,” her uncle agreed, trying not to sound doleful.


  In his heart he kicked himself. Everything he had planned seemed so practical, so foolproof. He had arranged to meet and provide for every emergency, except this wilful and beloved niece, for whom there would be no space in his cramped little return ship.


  “What’s that shiny thing on the other side of the lake?” Ursula rushed on eagerly. “It looks like a—like a space ship!”


  KAISER turned in the direction she indicated. He pursed his thin lips and whistled softly.


  “I have a hunch,” he said slowly. “We promised to look into the fate of the Rapidan expedition.” He raised his voice. “Tumble out, you others. Pelton, fire the rocket signal for ‘success’—three red blasts. I want you, Suffern. You, too, Hibbs.”


  The chubby chemist appeared with his kit already slung from his shoulder. Kaiser ordered him to test the lake-waters at once. Suffern stooped and gathered blades of the sward.


  “Remarkable!” he exploded at once. “What’s remarkable?” asked Kaiser, though he had an inkling.


  Suffern straightened again. He was a gaunt, hunched scientist, so wrapped up in his career that he had fallen into debt. Kaiser had gained possession of him by lending him more money than he could ever hope to repay. His big hand held forth the fronds he had picked. They were fleshy and fringed.


  “Not grass, Kaiser—moss!” he cried. “Moss, but bigger than anything of its type on Earth. Reduce its size and it would be like the moss you see around fish-pools and under cedar trees anywhere in Earth’s temperate zone. And those”—his other hand gestured toward the more distant clumps of bushes—“are other types of moss and fern, or I’m at the foot of my class in elementary science. What looks like yellow and dun fruit must be the spores. Giant moss of Terrestrial type on a moon of Saturn!”


  Now Kaiser knew whence had come that sense of personal smallness. The vegetation was an oversized species of what he knew on Earth. His close-set eyes skimmed the distant upper belts of forest on the horizon. Even so far away, he could see the stems were smooth, the leaves immense, big enough for carpets or tents.


  “If what you say is true,” he observed, “you’ll be saying next that those trees are really shrubs or weeds grown out of all proportion, eh?” Suffern looked, too, and for Ursula’s sake refrained from swearing.


  “That’s exactly what I’ll say next!” he almost screamed. “Look, Kaiser. See the form of those big plants yonder? They’re weeds and ground plants, and some of them are even domesticated forms! I spot a geranium, or something like it. But why? Why?” He made a move as if to dash away to make sure. Kaiser clutched his shoulder to restrain him.


  “You’ll have twenty years to study everything, Suffern. Wait. Get your instrument case. I’m forming a patrol for our first walk on Titan.”


  Pelton he placed in charge of the party at the ship, with pudgy young Hibbs to try chemical tests on certain strange fruits picked from the big moss-bushes. Suffern was to go with him, and little Clymer, the geologist. Kaiser armed himself from the gun room of his craft, with an electro-automatic rifle, two pistols and an MS-ray thrower. Three of the space-hands were also armed. Ursula refused to be left behind, and her uncle included her as the seventh member of the party.


  “Let’s walk around the lake to see what that shiny lump is,” he said.


  THEY did not make speed, for both the botanist and the geologist were prone to pause at every step to seize and comment upon some new discovery. Suffern gathered some of the immense spores of the moss, arguing that their protein-rich flesh would be a valuable source of nourishment to the colony. Clymer tinkered with a bit of clay-covered rock, and howled. When it broke open, his fingers were scorched.


  “There’s some heat-producing element on this world,” he announced. “Perhaps—”


  He broke off, gingerly putting some specimens into a tube from his case.


  At length they rounded the lake, and came toward the wreck of Rapidan’s ship. It was Kaiser, shrewd in the ways and makes of spacecraft, who first observed that it was not shattered except at the forward part, which had been driven far into the ground. Segments had been broken from the exposed hull. Indeed it seemed as though they had been cut away. Disturbing thoughts came to his mind. Surely Pitt Rapidan could never have survived such an impact as this ship must have suffered twenty years ago.


  Ursula, despite her uncle’s stern instructions, got ahead of the group and walked lightly around the ship. As she passed out of sight, she gasped audibly. A moment later she backed swiftly into view.


  “Uncle John!” she said in a voice that she tried desperately to make steady. “Uncle John, come and see what I’ve found back here!”


  What Ursula Kaiser had suddenly confronted was a tall, dark figure with powerful bare arms, a tunic of scale armor, an iron helmet with a comb, a sword, dagger and hand-gun slung to his belt. She stared at Sojarr, leader of the allied followings who called themselves the Swords of Sojarr.


  It was three years since he had made the alliance with Brom, and two since Brom had died in a hunting accident. Vara had become titular head of her father’s people, but his dying wish had been that she leave all matters of government and leadership to Sojarr. Vara had done so, in her silent and rather gloomy way, assuring Sojarr that she did only because of her father’s injunction, not because she deferred to him.


  After that, the leader of another following tried to steal her, and Sojarr had been forced to kill him in a brief and one-sided duel. The leaderless folk of that luckless woman-thief attached themselves to the alliance, and others followed.


  Now Sojarr, at the age of twenty-three Earth years, ruled many hundreds of persons and no less than five trains. They kept roughly to the same territory, a quarter that had at its center Sojarr’s boyhood valley. He taught them to signal to each other with horns and gongs, to leave notched sticks at cross-trails for warnings or messages, and to meet on set occasions for councils and decisions that amounted almost to a national government.


  Five sub-leaders acted under him. Kaulo governed the old following of Birok. Vara commanded where her father had wielded power, and solid men named Yanek, Kruh and Gorta led the other three trains. Birok himself had drifted away after another quarrel with Sojarr, whose rule he had never been able to endure. He had not been greatly missed, though it was said that a few old friends sometimes stole into the forest to talk with him.


  Sojarr had made better weapons and tools for his people, from the hull of the old ship that no one knew had brought him to Titan. Not only the chiefs, but most of the principal warriors, now went in helmet and shirt of mail. There was no people on Titan like the Swords of Sojarr for number, might or prosperity.


  But Sojarr was not exactly happy. He still felt apart from his followers. This very brilliance and ingenuity in leadership and mechanics strengthened that thought. Once or twice he thought of marrying, but all the girls feared him, save Vara, and she was unpleasant, with her ironical teasings. At times his heart was as black as his shaggy mane of hair.


  OFTEN he would stroll alone to his ship and listen to the speaking machine on the wall. He had been listening to it even now, when the noise of Kaiser’s descending amazed him and brought him out to look. And so Ursula Kaiser came face to face with him.


  She was as strange in his sight as he in hers. A tall girl, almost as tall as Vara, she was fully as proud of features and bearing. But her hair was of a strange red, like a smoldering fire of tuvo, and cut even shorter than a warrior wore his. Not only her torso, but her arms and legs were covered in snug, stout fabric of brown, and there was much metal upon her, white and yellow. In a shiny belt at her waist rode strange weapons, the likes of which Sojarr had never seen.


  “Girl, are you here for peace or war?” he asked her in the language of Titan.


  She shook her head slowly, as if trying to decide whether or not she understood him. Then she spoke over her shoulder in a tongue strange to that world, but familiar to Sojarr. It was the language he had partially relearned from the radio.


  “Uncle John, it’s—it’s a young man! He looks like a gladiator, or a Greek hero!”


  “You speak the tongue of the box inside this place,” said Sojarr in English, quite slowly but distinctly. Ursula’s head spun back, her green eyes widening in amazement. “I know of nobody in this world besides myself who can do that. Are you from heaven? Are you the Kai?”


  Ursula could not reply.


  John Kaiser now came into view, flanked by his subordinates with rifles ready. He almost reeled when he saw Sojarr.


  “Pitt Rapidan, you survived after all!” he cried in a voice that could not hide its savage disappointment.


  


  


  CHAPTER XI


  
The Flower of Death


  


  


  FOR once in his calculating and ordered life, John Kaiser was amazed beyond reason. The tall, dark warrior before him was instantly recognizable as the rival of twenty years ago, and Kaiser’s whole reaction was one of murderous despair. If Pitt Rapidan had survived, after all, the award would be his.


  “Don’t you know me?” asked Kaiser. “I’d know you anywhere, even in those clothes. We used to meet at poor old Howland’s. He’s dead now. I’m John Kaiser.”


  “Kai—Kai—Sojarr tried to form the name. “You are of the Kai, from up there?”


  He pointed skyward.


  “Of course we’re from up there,” contributed Ursula. “We came here on a visit to you. You know you’re about the most marvelous physical specimen I ever saw.”


  Her green eyes admired him frankly.


  “I am Sojarr,” announced the young man. “And you are of the Kai. Is that great, round thing over there your flying car?”


  “Yes,” replied Kaiser, scowling. “One like this.”


  He had been studying his interrogator, and saw what his mistake had been. This mail-clad stalwart was almost the carbon copy of Pitt Rapidan, but of Pitt Rapidan a score of years ago. Shocked with amazement, Kaiser had not thought how Pitt Rapidan would have aged. His nimble mind had had time now to. complete the rationalization. This was the son of his rival, the lad named Stuart Rapidan.


  “Who are you?” he demanded of Sojarr. “What are your people, and who was your father?”


  Sojarr had to wait, fitting the words into that brain-groove where he kept his gleaning from the radio. And he, too, was disturbed in his heart. These folk said they were the Kai, but he had always imagined a finer, grander race of supermen. Here, instead, were people like his own, dressed differently and not particularly handsome or imposing. The leader was as tall as himself, but unhealthily plump, and some of the others had stupid, unpleasant faces. Only the flame-haired girl was really admirable.


  “I have many people, men and women, up there.” He jerked his helmeted head toward the upper rim of the valley. “But I grew up alone here, near this place. I do not know, do not remember my father—” He broke off, ancient baby memories stirring. “It was so long ago.”


  Kaiser laid his hand on the plating of the wreck.


  “Did you fly here in this?”


  Sojarr shook his head. “I cannot be sure.”


  The practical wheels were whirling in the back of Kaiser’s head. If this were Stuart Rapidan, he must have forgotten everything about the voyage from Earth. The “people” he spoke of would be some sort of natives of this strange sphere. Perhaps the award was not out of Kaiser’s hands, after all. He went to the hatchway of the wreck and tried it.


  “Do not go in there,” said Sojarr at once. “It is my place. Only I go in.”


  “It’s all right,” replied Kaiser shortly. He drew the hatchway open. The first thing he saw inside was the wreckage, and some scattered bones in a corner. Pitt Rapidan had died. Who else could have left a skeleton at the point where the controls had once been? To deal with this simple savage would be easy.


  But Sojarr’s great sword sang as he whipped it from its sheath.


  “Get away, or I will kill you!” he roared.


  AS the sword flashed on high, Suffern drew a weapon on his own account. His snap shot with it was good, or lucky, for it snapped Sojarr’s flourished blade at the mid-point. The young warrior sprang back and hurled the hilt at Suffern. A moment later, the men of Kaiser’s party had drawn together, each with a weapon in his hand. Sojarr snarled at them.


  “You Kai are mighty, but I am leader here,” he said.


  From his belt he whipped both handgun and dagger. He would have attacked them all, but for Ursula. She sprang between him and the others.


  “Get back!” she cried. “Do you want them to kill you?”


  Sojarr, who had no notion of how to fight women, retreated half a dozen spaces. Two electro-automatic bullets sang past his ear, and he turned and plunged into a thicket of ferny bushes.


  “You will all be sorry!” his voice promised balefully.


  Kaiser, emerging from the wreck, would have fired in the direction of that voice, but Ursula caught the hand that lifted the rifle.


  “Don’t!” she begged. “I know he’s only a savage, but what a handsome savage! He needs only to be understood. Uncle John, do you think he’s the son of Pitt Rapidan?”


  “I don’t see how he can be,” lied Kaiser. Then, to the others: “I want you to disregard my niece’s whims. If you see that big killer again, get a pellet into him. He means trouble.” He set two of the space-hands for guards, opened the hatchway again and entered the wreck.


  His main examination was concerned with the bones. They were disarranged and distinctive only in being bigger than common. But on a finger-bone of the right hand was a tarnished circlet. Kaiser picked it up. It was a Service ring, the signet of a Terrestrial space officer. Inside were the initials “P.R.”


  “That settles the fate of Pitt Rapidan,” he muttered as he slid the ring into his pocket. “But he left a son, an heir to that prize money, who is also full of murderous dislike for me. How am I going to handle that situation? He speaks English somehow, but he doesn’t look or act as though he would listen to reason.”


  Kaiser sighed and emerged. Closing the hatchway, he fused it shut with a ray thrower.


  “We’ll return for a more thorough investigation,” he said. “Form up and keep your weapons ready. We’re heading back. If that fellow who calls himself Sojarr appears—”


  “Let me handle him,” Ursula finished the sentence.


  Her handsome features set in a cunning expression, as though she were a beast of prey contemplating a victim.


  “Uncle John, don’t kill him unless he really threatens you,” she pleaded. “After all, he had every right to think we were enemies butting into his affairs, using strange weapons. I think I might make him see the light.”


  “Probably you could, at that.” Kaiser smiled. “All right, men, don’t shoot Mr. Sojarr unless he really attacks.”


  But Sojarr did not show himself again, though as the party skirted the lake, they heard stealthy rustling in the thickets. Suffern, turning in alarm toward the sounds, instead pointed out more and more specimens of giant moss and lichen.


  “We’re like live dolls in a moss-garden!” he cried excitedly.


  BACK at the ship, Kaiser beckoned to Clymer.


  “Let me have those mineral specimens you gathered. The heat producing things.”


  Little Clymer brought the corked glass tube from his case, but did not hand it over at once.


  “I wanted to test them,” he demurred.


  “There’s plenty more of the stuff around, and I want Hibbs to take a look at it,” insisted Kaiser, holding out his hand.


  Clymer yielded up his findings. With a jerk of his head, Kaiser summoned Hibbs to the little inner cabin where was set up a laboratory bench, racks for instruments and vials, and containers full of chemicals.


  While Kaiser watched, Hibbs conducted one experiment after another. The mineral was hard to work with, for it was constantly blazing up, even exploding when any sizable piece was tampered with. But Hibbs was patient and wise. He made many notes of his observations, and finally spoke weightily.


  “First of all, it’s a brand-new element.”


  “I was thinking that, and so was Clymer,” nodded Kaiser. “But you’ve established the fact. It should be named after you—Hibbsite.”


  The plump chemist grinned with pleasure.


  “Thank you, sir. But won’t Clymer be jealous? He found it.”


  “Anybody could pick it up. You’re the discoverer from the exact scientific standpoint. I’ll back you in that. What else is there about it? For one thing, it burns on exposure to air.” Hibbs consulted his notes.


  “More than that, sir. Far more than that. An exposure to oxygen makes a fire so hot that—”


  “Then what?”


  “I’m not prepared to say definitely. We have here only a sort of ore. The element isn’t pure. It has inert substances mixed in. But I venture to predict that if the stuff was refined to any considerable degree, it would have a tremendous reaction. Its atoms would explode—”


  “You’re exactly right,” Kaiser cut him off. “You know what that means?”


  Hibbs nodded eagerly. “The stuff—Hibbsite, you said you’d name it after me—would be the most powerful explosive in scientific knowledge. There’s fame in it. Immortality!”


  “And money and power,” rejoined Kaiser. He gazed at the crumbled mineral he had named Hibbsite, isolated now under a glass bell from which the air had been exhausted. “The greatest rocket fuel, the most deadly weapon that anyone ever dreamed of.”


  “There’s something else,” Hibbs added. “It can furnish fuel to take back the big ship. You wondered how Miss Ursula was going to return home. And I’ll come, too.”


  Kaiser looked up.


  “You don’t want to stay here on Titan? What about that jam back on Mars.”


  “Nothing that money can’t fix,” replied Hibbs. “I’ll realize a pretty big share of the profits, won’t I, because of my scientific analysis? I’ll clear up my troubles, build a laboratory—”


  “In fact, several of the company would probably like to return,” hazarded Kaiser.


  “And they could. Remember, sir, that while the Goddard Foundation prize goes to you as commander, our contract says that we, as members of the expedition, can share in the profits taken from the new world we land on. I suppose Clymer and Suffern will be glad to return and report. Pelton, too. Nissen won’t. His charge is criminal, and very grave.”


  KAISER pursed his thin lips as he stared at the chemical.


  “Do you think,” he pursued, “that this fuel stuff could bring our ship back again soon?”


  “Of course,” cried Hibbs. “No reason to wait for a conjunction. Fixed right, it would fly us all the way to Pluto!” He got to his feet. For all his flesh he was a small-boned, alert fellow, with merry eyes and a bald head. He beamed with delight. “Let’s call the others in and tell them, sir.” Kaiser also rose.


  “Tell nobody,” he stated flatly. “Why, Boss! If I discovered it—”


  “Tell nobody until you’ve made more conclusive experiments to establish yourself as its discoverer. As you say, Clymer will be jealous, and the others may try some dangerous meddlings. This is between you and me.” Kaiser gathered up the notes Hibbs had made, put them into his side pocket. “Come along. We’re going to look for more of the stuff.”


  “All right. I understand.”


  Hibbs recognized the reason for keeping the secret.


  Beyond the nearby thickets they strode, deep in conversation. They were gone for some hours, until both the Sun and Saturn crept close to the horizon.


  Pelton grew worried.


  “We’d better look for the boss,” he announced. “Volunteers!”


  Four of the space-hands came forward, as well as Suffern, the botanist, who was placed in charge of the patrol. Ursula, wilful as ever, insisted on accompanying the men.


  Quickly Suffern picked up the trail, and for once neglected botanical enthusiasm to track down the missing men. The searchers formed an open-order line and marched for a good three miles, calling at the top of their voices. At length they were answered, and from among some reedy stalks like incredibly tall grass emerged Kaiser. His hands were full of strange, leafy specimens.


  “You’ll have to tell me about these things, Suffern,” he greeted the head of the party. “I’m not as good a botanist as you, but I can see that everything is an enlarged modification of Earth forms. I’m shopping around for an explanation.”


  “Uncle John, you idiot!” cried Ursula with affectionate rudeness. “Have you been pottering around here by yourself? We were worried sick about you.”


  “Where’s Hibbs, sir?” asked Suffern.


  “We separated to see if we couldn’t gather more specimens,” replied Kaiser. “We agreed to meet back by a big spreading plant downhill. It has thick leaves the size of carpets, like a sort of thousandfold-enlarged green lily. I was on my way back now.”


  “I know the plant you mean,” declared Suffern, “but it doesn’t suggest a lily to me. Let’s all go back.”


  They retraced their steps, chattering pleasant scientific shop. Within a twenty-minute walk from the ship, they came to where a vine issued from a clumpy thicket of shrubs, bearing at its end a cluster of leaves like a monstrous blossom.


  “Hello,” said Kaiser interestedly. “It was spread out when we came by. It’s bunched up now, like a bud.”


  “It was bunched up when we passed it on the way up,” volunteered one of the space-hands.


  URSULA had moved ahead of the party. Approaching the huge growth, she suddenly drew back.


  “I don’t like it,” she said tremulously. “There’s a kind of musky smell. I think something’s been caught and shut up inside those leaves.”


  They gathered around the closed clump of leaves, which had folded up as tightly as an immense green fist. For no discernible reason, they all had fallen sober.


  “It quivers,” pointed out Suffern. “It has sensations, responds to the stimulus of our nearness.”


  “Cut the stem,” directed Kaiser, and one of the space-hands chopped away with a machete. “Now then, let’s get hold of these leaves and peel them back and see what it’s got inside.”


  “No!” screamed Ursula. “Let go of the leaves!”


  In the midst of a sticky mass of sap lay the lifeless and blood-drained body of Hibbs, the chemist.


  


  


  CHAPTER XII


  The Two Armed Camps


  


  


  SOJARR held council on the lip of the valley, where his combined followings maintained a clearing for the corralled trains. The great bare patch in the forest had been hewn out with enormous labor. Though constantly sown with salt to inhibit the vegetation, it was well hidden by high stems all around and a roof of broad leaves and laced vines above. A tuvo fire gave radiance in the Sunless, Saturnless dark of Titanian night.


  On wooden stools sat the council. Sojarr presided, with Kaulo and Vara sitting at his right and his left. Yanek, Kruh and Gorta, his newer subordinates, ranged their stools together before him. The voting was five to one against the plan under discussion, for Sojarr, dark of hair and enigmatic of character, was once more making a suggestion that marked him for a heretical outlander.


  “Sojarr, you have been a son and comfort to me,” old Kaulo was saying, “but I fear you are not being wise this time. These newcomers are surely the Kai. Indeed they told you so. And men cannot fight against the Kai. Only other Kai can do so.”


  “Agreed,” said Yanek deeply. “I will fight Truags at ten to one, if Sojarr orders. There is chance for victory at such odds. But against the Kai? No. They cannot be slain.”


  “They can be slain,” said Sojarr stubbornly. “I know.”


  “How do you know?” demanded Gorta.


  “If they are Kai, I am Kai also,” Sojarr continued. “Do not gape at me like fools. You think it strange that I have black hair. I saw black hair on three of those who met and attacked me. Their tongue is one I have learned, and the leader among them spoke as if he knew me, asking if I did not remember certain things from my babyhood.” He paused, frowning. For a moment he did remember, but the memory was fleeting. “It is in my mind, anyway, that they and I are of one race, though I do not like them or their works.”


  “Kai may fight against Kai,” pronounced Kaulo. “We ordinary men are too weak for that. Go you, Sojarr, and fight against your people. You could not live against the strange weapons of which you tell.”


  “Unless that woman with the flame-colored hair protects you,” Vara added in a voice that was as acrid as green fruit. “You have spoken much of her, Sojarr. I would like to fight her. She is too bold with strangers.” Sojarr smiled faintly. For all her sarcasms, Vara often acted possessively toward him. Perhaps, when the present emergency of these disturbing invaders was past, he would pay more attention to the proud and lovely warrior maid.


  “Come with me, then, Vara,” he said. “We shall scout the camp of the Kai. Stay here, you others. If we do not come back, leave here, for our cunning and our strength will have been shown as nothing. But I do not expect too much from these invaders. I say again that I know they can be killed.”


  The others looked shocked at Sojarr’s blunt impiety. They gave no farewell as their commander, with Vara beside him, strode off toward the valley.


  ANOTHER council was being held at the bottom of the valley, around a big portable radium flare. Here, too, it was of leaders—John Kaiser, the mate Pelton, the botanist Suffern, the geologist Clymer. Four of the eight space-hands, Xavier, Dode, Smith and Nissen, stood guard at points well away from the ship, where they could watch and listen for anyone approaching. The other four, Yale, Gower, Metz and Borden, were off duty in their quarters. But it was doubtful that they slept.


  Ursula Kaiser sat at the open hatchway of the craft. She tried unsuccessfully to keep her eyes from the blanket that covered a still figure a dozen feet away.


  “The plant itself is only a variation, a departure from Earth forms,” Suffern declared solemnly. “Conditions here make it larger and more deadly than the types we know, but we have the Venus fly-trap and the pitcher plant at home. Tough, sensitive leaves to imprison a prey, active juices to digest.”


  “Not so loud, Suffern,” growled Pelton. “Miss Ursula can hear you, and it’s not pleasant.”


  He, too, glanced at the blanket-covered form and shuddered.


  “The crew is nervous,” contributed Clymer. “One or two are pretty superstitious. They said that bad luck and disaster was bound to come when the company was organized for thirteen men.”


  “But my niece stowed away and made us fourteen,” pointed out Kaiser. “Tell the fools that.”


  “I did. And they came back to say that with Hibbs gone, there were thirteen again. Accepting their premise, the argument is logical.”


  “We’ll bury him tomorrow,” Kaiser informed them. “We’ll have a service. I’ll read it from the prayer-book. But no volleys. We’ll need our ammunition, or I’m no judge.”


  “You mean—”


  “I mean the big, black-haired fellow we saw today. He promised us that we’d be sorry.”


  As if in punctuation of the commander’s gloomy prediction, an electro-automatic rifle spat nastily in the night air. Then the voice of one of the guards warned loudly:


  “Stand by, all! There’s something—somebody in these bushes!”


  “Take over here, Pelton,” snapped Kaiser, jumping to his feet. “Get Miss Ursula inside. Prepare for a rush, or anything else unexpected. Come on, Suffern, Clymer. It sounded like Smith.”


  He caught up the flare, which lighted the scene for many yards around, and ran swiftly. The lesser gravity obviated his middle-aged bulk. Quickly he reached the place where the sound of the shot and call had originated.


  Smith, the sentry, stood with his rifle at his shoulder. He was a compact, brown-bearded man, a ready adventurer like that other Smith who fourteen hundred years previously had founded a fort called Jamestown and made a reality of a colony called Virginia. Opposite him stood someone with a beard fully as brown, but clad in scale armor and steel cap. A stranger and a native of Titan, nevertheless he plainly recognized the rifle as a weapon to respect.


  “He wouldn’t halt when I challenged,” said Smith to the approaching officers. “I fired over his head, and he saw I meant business. What is he, sir? One of the Titanians?”


  “He’s like the specimen we saw earlier,” replied Kaiser.


  Holding up his flare so it struck lights from the stranger’s mail, he walked close. Suffern and Clymer, pistols drawn, moved up to either side of the intruder.


  “Come,” ordered Kaiser.


  HE made a peremptory beckoning motion with his free hand. Silently and sullenly the armored man obeyed. Smith remained on guard, a little nervous, though somewhat triumphant after his adventure.


  Kaiser led the man into the ship. Ursula came forward to look at the captive.


  “I suppose you speak English, like your friend who wants to kill me,” Kaiser began. “Who are you and why are you prowling around us?”


  The bearded, helmeted head shook, and the reply was in another language.


  “It sounds like Greek,” said Pelton, who had joined the party.


  “My name is Birok,” said the prisoner in his own tongue. “I was once a leader, but Sojarr deposed me. I have no love for him, and I have come to help you Kai.”


  “I recognized two words,” put in a space-hand. “He said ‘Sojarr.’ That’s the name of the big fellow we saw by the wreck. And he said ‘Kai.’ That’s what Sojarr called us, asking if we came from heaven.”


  “I understood a little more than that,” added Clymer. “He uses something like Greek, though a corrupt and archaic form.”


  “Impossible!” Kaiser said. “How can a native of this satellite, where nobody from the inner planets ever came before, possibly use Greek derivatives?”


  “How can the vegetation be an enlarged and modified Earth flora?” flung back Clymer. “Anyway, I’m going to try the fellow.” He framed simple words in Greek. “Are you a friend or an enemy?”


  “Friend,” replied Birok.


  The scientists, all of whom had learned considerable Greek in the course of their studies, understood. Convinced, Kaiser nodded bewilderedly.


  “We are willing to be friends, too,” he pronounced slowly and clearly. “One of your people, the man you call Sojarr, is an enemy. Do you come from him?”


  Birok seemed to understand this quickly enough.


  “I hate Sojarr,” he said harshly. “If you kill him, I will be leader again. I will help you. Where do you strangers come from?”


  “From the sky, where there are other worlds,” Kaiser told him. “My name is John Kaiser.”


  Birok was even more impressed than Sojarr had been.


  “Kai! You are of the Kai, the owners and rulers of all?”


  He dropped on one knee in token of worshipful humility.


  “We’re getting somewhere,” Kaiser told the others in English. “This man hates Sojarr, and he thinks we’re some kind of gods, of the race of the Kai, whatever that is. No reason to argue with him, at that.”


  He put forth his hand and ordered Birok to rise. They continued to talk, understanding each other better as time went on.


  Birok’s tale of Sojarr, though colored with strong personal dislike, was fairly accurate.


  John Kaiser listened with deep interest to the ex-leader’s account of how a solitary boy was found by the following, taught manners and speech and useful arts. Then the boy became a powerful and ambitious man, wresting from him, Birok, the rule of the following.


  Birok was forced by clashing of wills to leave the growing community.


  Now a solitary renegade, he had always prowled close to his former people, hoping for a chance at revenge and return to power.


  “I was near when he first met with you,” he finished. “I saw that he was making himself your enemy. I want your help. You want mine.”


  “This is luck,” Kaiser said in English. “A disgruntled leader will be invaluable, in case of more unpleasantness with Sojarr.”


  A decision was reached among the explorers on the spot, and Kaiser communicated it to Birok.


  “We think you have been unjustly used. We will help you, and any friends you may have, to gain back your former power.”


  Birok’s eyes glowed hopefully. “Help me to do that and to win a certain woman, Vara, and I shall be your slave forever.”


  Kaiser gave him his hand on it, and ordered that he be given quarters in Hibbs’ old berth.


  “This is real progress,” Kaiser told Pelton as Birok was led away. “We need native auxiliaries. Cortez had them, Caesar had them, every successful conqueror had them.”


  “You’re going to be a conqueror?” suggested Pelton.


  Kaiser smiled his thin smile. “It looks as if I’ll have to be, doesn’t it? If I don’t conquer Sojarr, I’ll be conquered. I daresay it will be no fun being conquered by Sojarr.”


  


  


  CHAPTER XIII


  Conflict with the Kai


  


  


  AT dawn, the closely guarded Birok pricked up his ears to listen to certain furtive calls, like the whistle of a bird. With Kaiser’s permission, he made reply. Then he was marched out by Kaiser and an armed space-hand to a thicket at some distance from the grounded ship.


  There two warriors showed themselves. They were his friends and spies in Sojarr’s camp. They spoke slowly and simply, so that Kaiser could understand their talk. They told of the council of leaders, of Sojarr’s scouting around the explorers’ position, and of that insistent young war lord’s orders for a move in force against the strangers.


  “He will not call it war unless the Kai strike first,” finished the man who reported. “He hopes rather to impress the Kai, who are few, with his strength, and then promise friendship and help. What shall we do, Birok?”


  It was Kaiser who made answer for the deposed leader.


  “Go back and say nothing, but keep to the rear of the march against us. You will both be glad later that you are Birok’s friends.”


  The two parties separated. The spies drifted back toward Sojarr’s clearing, Kaiser and Birok returning to the ship.


  “Unless the Kai strike first,” Kaiser slowly repeated the words of the report. “We shall strike first, Birok! Make no doubt of that. Yes, and we shall strike last, too.”


  Birok studied his companion. Kaiser was big but soft-looking, without much of the fighting man in his appearance.


  “You are doubtless very wise, and have good weapons,” said Birok. “But if Sojarr comes within sword-reach of you—”


  “Let me attend to that,” Kaiser bade sharply.


  Among his own men once more, he laid plans for the coming encounter. Those plans were simple. He opened four of the ship’s view-ports and placed at each of these a space-hand with a ray thrower and an electroautomatic rifle. The remainder of the party he marshaled, all heavily armed, at the closed hatch-panel, where they could make a quick sortie.


  “There are twelve of us, not counting Birok,” he said confidently.


  “Miles Standish had only twelve men with match-locks, and he whipped whole nations of Indians. These Titanians aren’t much higher in the development of warfare than Indians.”


  “There are thirteen of us,” corrected the voice of Ursula. She joined the group at the door, a pistol at her belt and a rifle in her hands. Her green eyes sparkled with excitement. “If there’s to be any shooting, I’m going to help. But I won’t shoot at Sojarr!”


  Kaiser wheeled upon his niece, caught her shoulder in a stern grasp and snatched the rifle away. Then he marched her toward the inner chambers of the ship. Surprised, she let herself be hurried along. At the door to her little cabin, no larger than a closet, she recovered herself and wriggled free. She faced her uncle in surprised protest.


  “Why the manhandling?” she demanded.


  He roughly snatched out her pistol.


  “Ursula,” he said, “this is going to be a battle. You stay out of it.”


  “But—”


  “Stay out of it, I say! I’m responsible for you, as commander of this expedition and as your guardian. I won’t have you hurt or killed. That’s why I’m locking you in your cabin.” He pulled open the door and thrust her inside. She pounded angrily at the panel, but Kaiser switched on the outer lock and set the time for six hours.


  “It ought to be pretty well over by then,” he muttered grimly.


  Inside, Ursula’s cheeks glowed redder than her hair. Her green eyes grew narrow with rage as they roamed fiercely about the little compartment. Suddenly they took on a new light of triumph.


  On a peg hung her holsters. In one of them was a ray thrower, powered with MS-beams, strong enough to cut through metal far thicker than the bulkheads of her prison.


  WHATEVER the dissenting spirit of his followers, Sojarr formed them. When they fell in to march, there was no rebellion nor even a murmur. He had disciplined them well for battle and for obedience.


  Fully three hundred warriors, armed with sword, spear and hand-gun, stood in ranks at his command.


  “Divide in three parties,” he decreed. “Kaulo, take command of the first. Yanek, you will lead the second. I myself will direct the third.”


  The two sub-leaders designated came to salute.


  “What then?” asked Kaulo.


  “The first party will move around the rim of the valley, and down toward that great flying ball which the Kai ride in as in a car.” He drew a map on the ground with his sword-point. “The second party will go in the opposite direction, and will also descend. Kaulo, this is your point of descent. This, Yanek, is yours. I will approach from this third direction. Thus we will close in upon the Kai from all sides.”


  “Sojarr, for the last time—” began Yanek.


  Sojarr stared the rest of the sentence to death before it was spoken.


  “Keep to cover, letting nobody see you,” he went on tersely. “Our scouts say that they have drawn in their sentinels, lying in their ball like seeds in a husk. Perhaps they know of our coming and would fly away. If so, it is well. We did not invite them here.”


  He paused, meditating. The council might be right. Perhaps it would be better if the mighty Kai were left alone. But they held his valley, where he had so long probed after the secret of his origin. And many against one, they had threatened him. His only course was to threaten them in turn. Even so few of the Kai must see that he was too strong.


  As soon as he and the Kai understood each other, there could be mutual respect, perhaps an actual alliance. He knew the Kai were not devils or spirits, but men like himself—more like himself, in fact, than the warriors he ruled.


  “We will be prepared to defend ourselves,” he said “but I do not think there will be need. Let all begin the descent, each at his place, when the Sun is at the height of the sky. That is all.”


  The three forces moved away.


  The advance was achieved under cover of the thick vegetation, and the thickets kept the three groups invisible until far down the slopes of the valley.


  As the afternoon wore on, Sojarr’s best scouts sneaked and crept among the bush-clumps. They brought back reports of silence on the part of the Kai, and establishing communication with the various main bodies.


  Lying hidden, the three hundred warriors made an evening meal of provisions they had brought along. Then by the dubious light of Saturn at halfphase, they continued their advance.


  The night’s bivouac was ordered almost within charging distance of the round ship, which showed lights at its windows but no movement or sign of watchfulness. Sojarr carefully ordered his forces so that they made a little ring of patrols, six to eight men in each.


  “IF we are going to attack, let us do so while the Kai do not know of us,” urged Yanek, who had begun to feel the thrill of before-battle preparations.


  “Who knows that they do not know of us?” asked Kaulo. “The Kai are wiser than any man we know.”


  “And who has said we have come to fight?” elaborated Sojarr. “This is but my show of force. I do not admire the Kai particularly, although the woman with them is very handsome. But I would rather have them as friends than as enemies. If there is a battle, it will be begun by them.”


  He continued his preparations all night. At early dawn he gave a great shout, echoed by his sub-leaders along the line. His men stood up from hiding, faced inward toward the lair of the Kai.


  Fine, ready-looking, bearded, most of them wore helmets and armor. The Swords of Sojarr were surely the finest aggregation of fighting creatures to be seen upon that world. The young leader’s heart swelled within him as he gazed along the curve of the patrol line, saw strong hands draw swords, lift spears or poise hand-guns. Surely these would do him credit in the presence of the strangers.


  “Stand fast!” he thundered. “I go by myself to speak to the Kai.”


  He strode forward to the ship. Before he had made a dozen steps, however, he was hurled a challenge in the language of the speaking machine.


  “We see you, Sojarr. We see your men, and they don’t frighten us. Are you looking for trouble with the all-powerful Kai?”


  In the open port-hole opposite him was the sudden glitter of a weapon being lifted. Sojarr saw, comprehended, and flung himself flat in a tussock of fleshy stems. He heard the hissing snap of an electro-automatic. The pellet tore the air above him with a wicked, whining sound. The Kai had begun the fight.


  “Charge!” yelled Sojarr, springing up again.


  He knew there would be a volley from the ship, but he expected no more than one. His training had been with single-shot hand-guns. He had never dreamed of a repeating firearm. One outpouring of shots, he thought, and the guns of the strangers would be left empty. Then his men would come to grips with these soft Kai, would teach them better manners and who had the true right in this valley.


  But the volley was not a volley. It was a torrent.


  Guns poked forth at every opening of the ship and fired without ceasing. Sojarr felt a burning slash upon his cheek. Another bullet struck the top of his helmet, carrying it away and knocking him down as though he had been struck with a club. His charging men swept over and past him, but even as they rushed howling to close quarters, they seemed to melt away. Those ever-speaking, inexhaustible guns of the Kai were slaying them in swaths!


  Sojarr rose shakily. He was not badly hurt, for the bullet that had pierced his helmet had not really touched him, and the other was only a graze. He caught up his fallen sword and charged after his men.


  They had gained the very sides of the round fortress, but there were not many left of them. Some were firing into the open ports with their handguns, and were being fairly hurled away by other fusillades from within.


  As Sojarr rushed quickly up to them, a small glistening blob came flying out of the nearest port. On impulse he dropped flat again. The bomb exploded above him, its shock almost ripping the armor from his body, but doing no actual harm to him. He lay still for a moment, and those who still lived gazed in terror.


  “Sojarr is dead!” cried one.


  “Sojarr is dead! Run!”


  They ran. Two of the fugitives stopped to pick up their fallen leader. Badly stunned by the two shocks, he did not move at once.


  “Sojarr is dead! Run from the Kai!”


  The whole throng was in full flight on the moment.


  The defending force laughed derisively. A trap-door flew open at the top of the round shell, and something leaped out.


  It was Kaiser’s huge life-boat, under full power—a cartridge-shaped craft of gray metal, fitted with a ray thrower. Rising, then swooping, it flashed its death-dealing beam over the thickest concentration of the demoralized warriors. They could not escape.


  The two who carried Sojarr dropped him and were scorched to cinders in mid-flight twenty paces away. Luck alone, and the whim of the life-boat’s operator, enabled some of the war party to reach shelter. Of the ship’s crew, not one was so much as wounded.


  Where timber shaded a far-off slope, the survivors gathered. Less than a hundred had returned, a scant third of the original force. Yanek was dead. So were Kruh and Gorta. Kaulo, sick at heart, took command.


  “Sojarr has died?” he asked in dread.


  “No,” growled a warrior with a bloody face. “I see him coming yonder. Better for him, perhaps, had he perished down there with the others.”


  


  


  CHAPTER XIV


  Flight of Ursula Kaiser


  


  


  LIKE many men before him, John Kaiser refused to detect in a relative traits that were his own. A schemer, a proud flouter of influence and pressure, he had always hated restraint and discipline. The worst possible attitude for him to take toward Ursula was one of arbitrary command.


  As soon as the doorway of her cabin was closed upon her, she was quite ready to die herself, or to kill others, for the pure purpose of defiant escape. The sight of the ray thrower—a sovereign oxidizer and cutter of the toughest metal—was all she needed. Seizing the device, she directed it against the thin floor-plates of the cabin.


  A circular twist of her wrist, and she had cut away a circle of the metal like a manhole cover. Below was darkness. She recognized an engine hold, with the gravity balance machine softly purring away to maintain the ship’s interior at Earth-pull.


  Ursula paused only to draw on a stout leather jacket over her silk blouse, and to fill its pockets with concentrated food tablets. Over the jacket she buckled her belt, which bore in its compartments a compass, telescope, chronometer, and kit of chemicals. Then she slid carefully down into the hold.


  It was cool and gloomy there, and she took her bearings. To the right of her would be the reserve armory compartment. Gingerly, lest she explode the store of munitions, she cut herself a way and entered.


  From the racks she took two electroautomatic pistols, clipping their holsters to her belt, and then selected a rifle. This part of the ship was well underground, nesting in the cavity blasted by the brake-rockets, and to one side was a port which would open below ground. Throwing back the glassite pane, Ursula turned the force of the ray against the soil.


  It was not particularly surprising that no great quantity of tuvo was present for her to set off and blow Kaiser’s ship high in the air, as on a rocket blast. Titanians and Truags had to search for the isolated deposits the way men on Earth and other planets sought deposits of metal ores.


  She made an adequate tunnel and crept into it on hands and knees. Her ray opened a corridor ahead as she crawled. Eventually she found herself crawling under matted roots and knew she was beneath a thicket. With the ray turned to partial strength, she cautiously broke a way through the crust and came out in the heart of a clump of fleshy shrubs that bore yellow clusters of fruit.


  Suffern, she remembered, had said that this was giant moss and that the fruity spores would be edible. She tried one, and found the flesh pungent but fairly satisfactory. Pulling several fronds to the side, she peeped out at the ship. Nobody was in sight.


  “Uncle John will try to discipline me,” she thought, amused. “He’ll send my meals by panel-waiter and not communicate with me till evening. Then he’ll come to pull the heavy-guardian act. But by then I’ll be far from here.”


  She was neither cramped nor bored in her hiding place, for there was too much to be interested in. The moon of Saturn was utterly different from what she had grown up to know, but it also had strange similarities. Again she remembered that Suffern believed all Titanian vegetation was merely enlarged Terrestrial growths.


  “These bushes are magnified moss,” she decided. “I’m like an elf hiding here. Those broad-leafed thickets are ferns. And on the top of the slope is a forest of grass, barley and reeds, the size of redwoods. What a world to grow up in! Thank heaven, I won’t grow in proportion, though Sojarr wasn’t exactly undersized.”


  Ursula spent a lot of her time thinking about Sojarr. As a schoolgirl at home, she had enjoyed and been flattered by constant admiring attention from young men. Now all those swains seemed pallid and puny, compared with the stalwart warrior whose trail she had crossed. She wondered how he would look in form-fitting sports garments, such as were fashionable now on Earth and the Jovian moons. A space officer’s tunic and shiny boots would certainly become him. How her classmates would stare and whisper and burn with envy to see her upon Sojarr’s magnificent right arm as they entered a ballroom or banquet hall!


  “Uncle John feels awful about Sojarr. If he’s really Stuart Rapidan, then he has prior claim to all those tons of money the Foundation is offering to the first successful traveler to this system. And there’s the talk about Sojarr wanting to attack us. I wonder if he will, and I wonder if I ought to let it make any difference. If Sojarr were brought back to civilization with all that money, little Ursula could help him have a good time with it. Not a bad idea.”


  For all her glitter and gaiety, Ursula was as practical as John Kaiser himself. With the tip of one pistol-holster, she wrote her name in the soft mold on which she sat.


  URSULA KAISER


  Then she crossed it out, and wrote:


  MRS. STUART RAPIDAN


  “Hmmmm,” she crooned to herself.


  At sundown, she crept out of her hiding place and struck out for the rim of the valley. She refrained from noisy trampling and moved at a crouch. Her thought was to foil any search for her from the ship, but it was another possible encounter that she missed by this stealth. She almost ran into another night creeper not many thickets away, and dropped flat behind a big-leafed vine just in time.


  Saturn was rising, and in its light she could see a half-naked, bearded man with a drawn sword. He was peering at the ship. Then he moved forward out of sight and gave her a chance to retreat. Probably one of Sojarr’s friends, decided Ursula, anxious for a look at the strangers. In case of battle, her uncle could easily defeat a thousand such innocent barbarians. She didn’t care about them, but she hoped Sojarr would escape.


  “Knock the nonsense out of that chap, and he might be worth my taking trouble over,” she decided.


  She had a brief vision of herself winning Sojarr’s everlasting gratitude and worship by interceding with John Kaiser.


  But she had to hide again, to avoid more creeping scouts and spies. Naturally they were looking for sentries, who would be stationary and erect, in positions of defense. Perhaps they heard Ursula’s rustlings and thought her one of themselves. But she was at pains to keep out of their way, striking well up the slope and beyond the areas patrolled by these observers.


  At length she reached the point where the forest began. She might have encountered one or another of the curious and frightening animals that dwelt there, had they not been frightened away hours ago by Sojarr’s advance. She did hear the noise of many human beings, and crept to where she could see.


  BY the light of a small fire, Sojarr sat and talked to subordinates. He gave orders crisply and confidently. Ursula, whose ancient Greek was quite as good as that of anybody in the exploring company, understood most of what he said.


  There was not to be an attack if it could be avoided, only a show of armed force to bring about a fair understanding, on honorable terms, with the strangers. Let the men with armor hold the forefront of the positions, and all keep their weapons ready. Finally Sojarr, having made his dispositions, moved on downhill after the main body of his warriors.


  He was even more handsome than Ursula had remembered, and more self-assured. Watching him depart by Saturn light, the young woman felt a little worry for him. His hopes of any truce with her uncle would be sadly shattered. He might be shattered himself. But that was still less pleasant to contemplate.


  “Ursula Kaiser,” she admonished herself, “you’re getting sentimental without waiting for old age. Take it easy. You can’t rescue the man. Lie low and hope he’s wounded and captured. Then you can civilize him. After that there’ll be plenty of time to think about romance.”


  She gained a vantage point on the rim of the valley, with thick jungle behind her. There she waited for the dawn, and witnessed from afar the valiant, foolish and useless charge of Sojarr’s three hundred against John Kaiser’s dozen. From that useless charge the remaining warriors broke and ran, and she saw them. She saw, too, the rise and swoop of the armed life-boat, picking off the wretched fugitives with its ray. She did not approve.


  “Why can’t Uncle John be satisfied with licking them well, and then making peace? Sojarr never wanted any more than that, even when he thought he could win. Now he’d be delighted with any kind of human treatment. I don’t understand why Uncle John’s being so bloodthirsty. . . . Is Sojarr safe?”


  Shortly afterward, she got an answer to her question. Near her hiding place gathered a knot of melancholy survivors. An old, gray-bearded man was taking charge. The others, panting and gloomy, listened to him.


  “Sojarr died?” asked the old one.


  “No,” replied one of the others, loudly enough for Ursula to hear. “I see him coming yonder. Better, perhaps, had he perished down there with the others.”


  And Sojarr joined the group, staggering a little and bleeding all along one jowl. The graybeard addressed him.


  “It is my duty, Sojarr, to remind you that this battle was none of your following’s choice.”


  The young leader lifted a hand that shook with weariness and pain, to forestall any other reproach.


  “You are right to speak so, Kaulo. These are indeed the Kai, born of heaven and too powerful for us. I was wrong to try matching wits or strength with them. The blood of all who have died is resting heavy upon my soul.”


  HE sat dejectedly upon the fallen stem of a great corky plant, holding his swimming, aching head between his hands. The biggest of the warriors spoke.


  “It is in my mind that the followings should have another leader. If I challenge—”


  “Wait,” interrupted the older one, whom Sojarr had called Kaulo. “Many of our best are dead. Shall we throw out a wise and brave leader, because he has made one mistake? Nor is it a brave man’s way to challenge one who is sick and wounded.”


  Ursula thought that well said. She thought, too, that it was high time for her to enter the affair as an active force.


  “Uncle John will be frantic, because of my disappearance,” she pondered. “He’ll think these barbarians have managed to kidnap me. But once Sojarr refused to hurt me. I’ll be safe if I show myself now, offer to go as peacemaker.”


  She would have moved into view, but just then she felt herself grasped in powerful arms. One of them locked around her waist, the other across her shoulders, with a hard skin that was nothing like a palm clamping across her mouth to prevent outcry. Unable to struggle or to turn, Ursula stared at those prisoning arms.


  They were black, shaggy, jointed. They were not the arms of a human being!


  Even as she realized this, she was lifted lightly from her feet and borne away into the depths of the unknown forest.


  


  


  CHAPTER XV


  Deposition of a Chief


  


  


  IN the stronghold of the defending explorers, there was no victorious joy. John Kaiser looked at his gathered subordinates, his face pale.


  “That damned Sojarr has been badly whipped, but he’s in a position to deal me a lot of misery,” he said.


  There was no need for him to say it. None of his companions had ever seen their chief so upset and wretched. Pelton, who had come back from reconnoitering the tunnel Ursula had dug, attempted to offer a comfort.


  “Sojarr and his Indians ran mighty fast and furious,” he reminded. “Probably they didn’t even cross Miss Ursula’s trail.”


  Kaiser shook his head. “If she had been able to come back at all, she’d have done so by now. After all, she got away well before the battle. We know that. Two days have passed. Sojarr’s got her, all right, and heaven knows what’s happening to her. Where’s that idiot Birok? What do his spies say?”


  They fetched their captive-ally, who had been conferring with stealthy spies in the near thickets.


  “Sojarr is alive, master,” he reported to Kaiser. “He was wounded only slightly, and when you saw him fall it was but shock. His men rally around him, but there is much dissention. A bold challenge would find him fairly unsupported. He would have to fight, and if a man conquered him, the following would pass from his leadership.”


  “And my niece?” prompted Kaiser. Birok shrugged. “The flame-haired girl has not been seen at Sojarr’s camp, nor have my friends heard any talk of her.”


  Kaiser was not reassured. His features grew cruel and cold.


  “Sojarr is hiding her somewhere. He’s cunning. He’ll hold her for a trump card to play against me. Birok, you’re going to help me. You want to rule your people again?”


  Birok snarled his burning eagerness for that opportunity.


  “Very good. You will go to the Sojarr’s camp and challenge him.”


  The snarl vanished comically.


  “That will not serve, master,” he protested. “Sojarr is the greatest swordsman in this world, and with swords must the challenge be offered. I would be like a child against him.”


  “The power of the Kai will strengthen you. Do not look so blank. Give me that sword you wear.”


  Kaiser took the weapon to the laboratory. He called Pelton and one of the space-hands to help him. Quickly they unshipped the blade from the hilt.


  In place of the hilt they welded on a piece of metal pipe, six inches long and one inch in diameter. In this hollow cylinder Kaiser fitted a powerful little storage battery, connecting it solidly with the tang of the iron blade. Then the three wrapped the pipe with heavy insulating rubber, making a hand-grip. The cross-hilt was also insulated, and the base of the blade itself for six inches. The switch-stud of the battery projected beneath the new hilt like a pommel.


  When the weapon’s modification was complete, Kaiser tested it with the battery turned on, evoking a crackle of sparks from metal bulkheads, door-jambs and tools. Finally he sought out Birok again.


  “You feel that you are a better swordsman than I?” he asked.


  BIROK made a humble gesture of self-effacement.


  “It is not lawful for me, a mere warrior, to consider myself above one of the mighty Kai.”


  “I give you permission to speak the truth,” said Kaiser, testing the balance of his electrified sword.


  Birok grinned. “It is a simple matter. Without giving offense, may I point out that men of my race wear and use swords constantly? You Kai seem unfamiliar with such weapons—”


  “Enough. Let us fence.”


  A sword that had been picked up from among the dead was given Birok. Confidently he fell on guard against Kaiser. The others of the expedition watched curiously and a little impatiently. Dueling seemed like foolish play for their employer to practise when his niece was lost and in danger.


  Birok advanced his point skillfully, probing for an opening. Kaiser no more than touched Birok’s blade with his. There were sparks like little flashes of lightning, a wild yell of surprised pain from Birok. He danced back, dropping his weapon and wringing his nerveless fingers. Kaiser smiled, lowering his own point.


  “The hurt will pass away,” he promised. “But were you not stricken helpless? Could I not have stabbed your heart or cut off your head?”


  “Great is the wisdom of the Kai,” quavered Birok, rubbing his arm.


  “With such power in your own sword, would you not be willing to face Sojarr?” pursued Kaiser.


  “Sojarr, or a dozen like him.”


  “Then pay attention. I have changed your sword according to the great knowledge of the Kai. A great power of tingling fire is now shut up within it. If you press this round knob so, the power is shut off or released, as you wish. Put the sword into your sheath. We go to win your leadership back from the usurper.”


  They went, eight of the twelve, with Birok. Kaiser dressed his men in helmets and mail shirts stripped from the dead warriors that ringed the ship, counting on such protection to turn back a volley of pellets from handguns. He carried a portable radio, pocket-size, to communicate with the ship.


  The party marched for a full day up the valley slope. At the top Birok found a pathway, then lifted his voice in a great shout. He was answered in his own tongue. Boldly the nine men went in the direction of that cry.


  They came into the clearing where Sojarr’s following held its station. Kaiser, at the head, saw a great area of light from the sinking Sun, almost blinding by contrast with the surrounding walls of forest. He saw, too, the parked lines of wooden cars, the groups of somber people, the warriors starting up with quick apprehension.


  At a word from Kaiser, the men of the expedition deployed with rifles raised. The motion and presentation of those terrible death-dealing firearms gave the badly beaten Swords of Sojarr pause. Sojarr alone strode forward, towering and swarthy, scowling.


  “Is it not enough that you have killed most of us when we wanted only honorable peace?” he demanded bitterly of Kaiser. “Why have you come to fill this world with sorrow?”


  Kaiser made no reply. He only motioned to Birok, who stepped forward sneering to confront Sojarr.


  “I bring you a challenge,” taunted Birok. “We fought once for the leadership. You spared my life. Now I demand to fight again.”


  “Fight Birok!” cried many voices.


  Since Sojarr’s defeat, the man he had exiled had gained partisans. Sojarr smiled bitterly. Already these warriors of his were remembering that their leader was an alien. They were turning to Birok, long ago proved a failure but still one of themselves.


  “So be it, Birok,” he granted. “Draw your sword and attack when ready.”


  He bared his own blade with a rasping jerk that had energy but no particular enthusiasm in it.


  Birok’s tawny beard jutted forward in advance of triumph. His big thumb pressed the switch-panel, charging his blade with electric current. As Sojarr fell on guard, his rival faced him.


  Sojarr gasped, quivered all over and retreated a step. Only by a great effort did he cling to his hilt. Even when contact was broken, he felt a sickening quiver through every shred of his being. What had happened?


  “It is the power of the Kai, my friend,” Birok jeered.


  Again he engaged blades. Sparks flew, and this time Sojarr could not keep his outraged fingers tight upon the vibrating hilt. The sword flew from his hand, bouncing point over pommel a dozen paces away. There was laughter from Kaiser’s men, cheers for Birok from many of the spectators. Sojarr retreated again. He had worn no other weapon than his sword, not even a dagger.


  “Your life is in my hands,” taunted Birok, advancing to the kill.


  But Sojarr had spied, in the forefront of the watchers, an old woman leaning on a stout wooden staff. The staff was tough and straight, roughly the length of a sword. He made a side-leap, snatched the stick and fell on guard with it. Loud laughed Birok and touched the stick, intending to make it fly from his enemy’s grasp as he had done with the sword.


  But Sojarr applied quick pressure in turn, forcing Birok’s blade aside and striking at his face with the end of the staff. It was Birok’s turn to retreat, amazed. Sojarr followed him up, eyes dancing with hard lights, the club striking viciously. His Earth-born strength and agility more than made up for the difference in armament. A blow on the helmet almost knocked Birok to his knees.


  “Help, master!” the renegade cried to Kaiser. “The power has failed. Protect me from Sojarr!”


  Kaiser sprang forward. With a sweep of his rifle-barrel, he struck aside both weapons, disguising the shudder of the shock he received from Birok’s blade.


  “Sojarr,” he said harshly, “I can easily give this man the strength and cunning to kill you. Already your people wish it. But I cannot let you die until you have returned to me the girl you have stolen from us.”


  “Girl?” repeated Sojarr. “The flamehaired one? I know nothing of her. If this is an excuse to kill me, then kill and have done.”


  Kaiser glared back.


  “You are lying,” he rapped out.


  He sprang away just in time to dodge the sweeping blow of Sojarr’s staff.


  “No man names Sojarr a liar,” growled the young warrior. “Shoot me with that gun-thing of yours, or call down lightning. But when I speak, I speak truth.”


  THOSE who watched his face realized that Sojarr indeed had no knowledge of Ursula. No man would thus brave an electro-automatic rifle with only a stick, if he were defending a lie. Kaiser himself made a quick retraction.


  “I believe you, Sojarr. But the girl is gone. Does any man of your people know where she is? Tell us, or I will order my men into this fight.”


  Sojarr paused. Both Birok and Kaiser were out of reach of his stick. Apparently they had lost all desire to fight him. Only by not having the trust of his people was he deposed, not formally by combat. He called out commandingly.


  “Has any man here, or any woman or child, the knowledge of this woman of the Kai?”


  Silence was the only answer. Sojarr turned back to Kaiser.


  “She is gone, and we do not have her. What then?”


  Kaiser measured Sojarr with his eye.


  “You would have peace with me and my people. Help me, then, to find the girl.”


  “You would molest us no more?”


  Kaiser made a slow nod of assurance, as though with reservations. But the gesture was enough for Sojarr, who understood little or nothing of deceit. Again he addressed his people.


  “You have cast me out as leader, yet I will serve you. I go to look for the flame-haired woman. Wait here. I promise to return with her, give her back to her friends, and win a lasting peace with the Kai.”


  He stopped for his sword.


  “It is not good, anyway, that so beautiful a woman as the flame-hair should die,” he added, as though to himself.


  “You are not going alone,” said a voice from the throng.


  When Sojarr had straightened up, Vara stood before him. She was armed and armored, and her eyes glittered with determination.


  “I will join the search,” she stated frigidly. “The flame-hair is not to be trusted with men. Lead the way, Sojarr.”


  


  


  CHAPTER XVI


  The Speaking Stones


  


  


  GAGGED and shackled by the unhuman limbs encircling her, Ursula Kaiser nevertheless fought hard. She strove to reach her holsters, but her belt was deftly unbuckled and snatched away. Desperately she put her hands behind her, clutching them full of long, coarse hair and pulling. The creature that had seized her grunted savagely, but dragged her along with added speed. She was being whisked between close-grown trunks and under netted vines to a dim depth of the forest.


  At length her captor came to a halt under a tremendous leaf, wide as a canopy and ribbed like a whale-boat. Ursula’s feet were allowed to touch the ground, but two lobster-claw talons kept tight hold of her leather coat.


  “Do not make a noise, woman of the Kai,” a hoarse voice growled into her ear, “or you will be torn to shreds.”


  “You have made a good capture, Hekta,” said another hoarse voice.


  There was an exultant hubbub all around her. Ursula found herself standing among a horde of nightmare beings, like great bird-catching spiders enlarged and grotesquely humanized.


  They had mighty bulbs of bodies, erect on two stout bowed legs, and two pairs of jointed arms, furnished with ugly but serviceable claws. Their heads were many-eyed, staring un-blinkingly like clusters of bright, wicked beads of jet. Where these loathsome figures were not clothed in kilts, harness-straps and mail shirts, they were densely grown with coarse black fur, like moss or mold run wild.


  The language they spoke was the semi-Grecian tongue of Sojarr’s people. Ursula, striving hard to conceal her stark terror, essayed a speech in the same dialect.


  “You—you are men?”


  The giant spider-thing that held her shook his round tussock of a head and an iron cap.


  “No. We speak man’s tongue, but we are Truags. Rightfully we should own and rule this world. But ages ago. you Kai came and brought men to make us miserable. You planted these forests that choke the land and even the waters. You have a heavy reckoning to pay!”


  “What are you saying?” demanded Ursula, stunned by this incomprehensible accusation. “We have not been among you six days.”


  The bearded head wagged again. Beneath the cluster of eyes was a stirring in the coarse mat of hair, as though the thing sought to smile. And indeed it managed a chesty grumble like a mocking laugh.


  “Do you think we have not lurked near and listened, as Sojarr has? While Sojarr spied upon you, and Birok spied on Sojarr, we Truags observed the whole affair. We heard your leader call you the Kai. We saw your forces of fire and flight, and know that you can be nothing else but the Kai.”


  “And if so?” prompted Ursula pluckily.


  “If we Truags had bravely fought the first Kai long Ago, we would still rule our world. We did not, and we have suffered. But things are bad enough as they are. You will not make things worse with this new invasion. I, Hekta, leader of these Truags, promise that!”


  GRADUALLY Ursula understood the vow. Her uncle had thought himself clever to claim demigod status with Sojarr’s folk. He had had no conception of this other grisly race, which had no love or respect for the mysterious Kai—only fear and hate. Now she was apt to suffer for John Kaiser’s ready lie.


  “I have done you Truags no harm,” she temporized. “In fact, my friends have been fighting and defeating your enemies who are under the man you call Sojarr.”


  Once again the horrid head shook. “We do not trust the Kai. As to conquering Sojarr, we intend to do that ourselves. I know that he has gathered several followings under his rule. But I, Hekta, have done the same. All the Truags in this region are joining forces. We will let Sojarr and the Kai fight among themselves. When both sides are weakened, we will make a surprise attack. Not even your mighty weapons will be given a chance to prevent our killing all. I tell you this freely, woman of the Kai, because you will never have a chance to warn either side.”


  For all his abhorrent aspect, Hekta was a commanding figure, a born leader. Ursula had the courage to study him. He was half again the size of his biggest companion, wore two swords, several daggers and hand-guns, and bore himself like a medieval king. His right upper claw looked small and feeble in contrast with the other members. Ursula guessed rightly that he had lost that claw some time in the past, and was growing a new one.


  “What will you do with me?” she asked.


  Hekta paused to issue orders, forming up his patrol for a march. Two of them bound Ursula’s hands behind her, but left her feet free for walking. As the group departed, Hekta answered her question.


  “We Truags have long scouted and spied upon men. We have learned and used their secrets—weapons, engines, cars. But one thing we have failed to learn, for they themselves forgot it. The Kai left certain flat stones with marks upon them. It is told that these stones could be made to speak.”


  “By heaven!” exclaimed Ursula in English. “Written records!”


  “What do those words mean?” demanded Hekta. Then: “No matter. You are of the Kai. You will give the stones a voice. Ages ago, men forgot to do this and cast aside the stones as useless. My people gathered them up and kept them. Now we will have a greater power and wisdom than they.”


  Ursula almost forgot her dangerous plight. Marked stones “with a voice.” Whatever the Kai had been, they had left inscriptions. Since the inhabitants of Titan spoke a form of Greek, perhaps the writing could be deciphered by using the same language. The secret of this world’s seeming impossibilities—plants, humanity, even language similar to that on Earth—might be solved. She thought of herself second. If she could read the messages, she might be able to bargain with her captors.


  “If I refuse to make the stones speak, what then?” she asked Hekta.


  The party had paused, while those ahead cut a way through dense growths.


  “You will die,” the Truag leader said flatly.


  “I think I will die, anyway,” said Ursula.


  “But there are quick, easy deaths and slow, hard deaths,” reminded Hekta meaningly. “You had better do as I command.”


  SHE made no more questions or suggestions, and the group went in silence to its headquarters. It was a clearing like Sojarr’s sown with salt to keep it bald, but much Smaller and shaded above by the interlocked limbs of the tree-plants. Only narrow paths, most of them well grown up, gave entrance. Five old cars were ranged at one point, but these were plainly past their traveling days and now gave only shelter and storage space.


  In the center of the clearing was a sort of oven or hearth made of stones, on which glowed the constant white light of tuvo.


  “When Sojarr made himself a clearing, I made this nearby,” Hekta informed. “We make and store weapons here, hold councils, and keep watch upon our enemies. So in ancient days did the Truags live, in one place and with great possessions, instead of rolling on forever in cars lest they be overgrown with foreign plants.”


  “You spoke of certain stones,” Ursula reminded him.


  “They shall be fetched.”


  Hekta raised his voice in a great shout, Mid several shaggy black faces peered from the doops of the cars.


  “Let the speaking stones be brought out,” commanded Hekta.


  After a moment, two of his followers appeared, bringing a great, gray slab like a table-top between them. This they laid down in the full light of the flaming tuvo.


  “It is said to be the first of the stones, and indeed it looks to be the oldest,” Hekta told Ursula. “Begin, woman. Go about giving it a voice. Our ears are waiting.”


  “Be silent for awhile,” Ursula bade as bluntly as though she, not he, were in command of the situation.


  Walking to the stone, she knelt beside it.


  As Hekta had said, there were plenty of “marks.” Plainly these were letters, closely set and grouped in words and lines. Ursula forebore to whistle in amazement. What did it matter if she were close to death? Any scholar would risk a dozen deaths to see such a marvel.


  At one hand was a string of larger capitals, evidently the head of the inscription. She took a pad of paper from her pocket, and a self-charging pen. Some of the characters looked familiar.


  One word began with an upright angle, apex at top, with a cross-bar. It might be the Greek alpha, ancestor of the letter A. Ursula set it down as such. Next was a perpendicular line with a shorter bar crossing it near the top. That was how the early Greeks and Phoenicians made their T, or tau. Next came another upright angle, an A without the cross-bar this time, and then an unmistakable second A. After that was a tilted Z. No, it was N—nu—


  “I know what it means now!” said Ursula aloud.


  She spoke raptly and in English. Hekta, watching, was curious.


  “Are you speaking the language of the stone?” he queried.


  “A—T—” spelled Ursula, ignoring him. “That angle will be the old lambda. L—another A—N—It’s Atlantis!”


  IN her high excitement, she rose and forgot her loathing and dread of Hekta. She grasped him by the shaggy wrist of his upper right arm, just above the little new claw.


  “Tell me all you know, all that is handed down from the old time,” she demanded. “These folk you name the Kai. Did they come in ships like those of my friends?”


  “So it is told among the Truags,” he replied, too surprised to resent her manner. “Out of the sky they flew on a flame of fire, from a world beyond the Shining One.”


  “From beyond Saturn, then,” she muttered to herself. “I should think so. Far beyond Saturn, and they had space ships! Well, Plato and the others hint about that, too.” Aloud she asked Hekta: “Why were they called the Kai?”


  “I am not sure. I think that it is a word of men, which means those who dwell in the heavens.”


  “Mmmmm. Ka. That was Egyptian for the soul, and Egypt is believed to have been an Atlantean colony.” Again she addressed her captor. “You say that all the plants about us, these great trees and bushes, came with the Kai?”


  “That is well known. Our stories say that there was much open land at first. But the small plants of the Kai grew and multiplied.”


  “Of course, of course!” she cried. “Seeds, planted here, are free of all the modifications that held them down on Earth. Hekta, your legends are absolutely true!”


  Abruptly she turned back to the stone. Stumbling and halting often, he read that ancient record, spelling out the letter that had fathered Greek, as Greek had fathered so many later languages.


  This is a lasting memorial for our children. We left our home, the fair island of Atlantis, for the seas had so undermined it that we knew it must sink before long. In flying ships, propelled by the wisdom of our priest-scientists, we flew from Atlantis and indeed from our world itself, coming at last to a far planet.


  We had flown many years, as reckoned on our own world. We had seen our old ones die and our young being born without sight of a new world on which to set our feet. At last we came to this moon, where now this record is set forth. Many of our flying craft perished on the way, and others in landing.


  But we who survived found it a rich place, with land and water, life and light. The seeds we brought with us, both wild and tame, took wonderous root and gave us great comfort. The new home seemed far more hospitable than the trembling, violent world we had left behind us.


  We found and defeated strange monsters like the spirits in old stories. These, however, proved wild but wise, learning and using our weapons against us.


  The growth of the plants is so swift that it is foolish to persist in building a city, for we will be driven away by our own crops. Some say that our dwellings must be on wheels, to roll freely to find the best space and convenience from time to time.


  Because we have grown to be many, and the memory is already dim of Atlantis, these records are inscribed in stone, that our children may not forget the world of their true origin. . . .


  


  


  CHAPTER XVII


  Death Prowls the Space Skip


  


  


  OF the four men left at the camp of the explorers, two were scientists—Clymer and Suffern. The others, the space-hands Yale and Metz, took advantage of their leader’s absence to loaf, play card-games and shirk their guard duty. But Clymer and Suffern were too busy probing into Titanian geology and botany to worry or enforce orders.


  “There’s absolutely nothing like it in scientific experience,” Suffern kept saying. “I’ve found mosses, lichens, burdocks, grasses and even something like barley, all grown wild and gigantic. Clymer, it’s not to be dreamed that such species can have a multiple origin on separated worlds. That men are here, I can understand. After all, anthropoid forms occur on nearly all the habitable planets. But this vegetation!”


  “Couldn’t the men have migrated and brought the plants?” suggested Clymer. “I’m interested in the differences from Earth, not the similarities. So far as I can judge”—he referred to his notes—“there’s less than one per cent of iron in this soil, while Earth’s crust has more than four per cent. No wonder the people here are short on metal. But the soil’s rich in another element, that stuff Kaiser took away from me for poor Hibbs to analyze.”


  He exhibited a corked vial with more particles of tuvo in it. Suffern peered at the crumbly bits.


  “You say it’s fire-producing, explosive? Maybe that has something to do with the modification of the flora.” Suffern stumbled off on new researches. Clymer watched him go, with the superior disdain of an enthusiast in one field for an enthusiast in another. Then he carried his specimen to the laboratory compartment.


  He was less of a chemist than Hibbs, but he made progress. The new element, which Titanians called tuvo and Kaiser still called Hibbsite, lent itself to a series of intriguing experiments. Clymer’s interest grew and crystallized into an idea that was not exactly new with the expedition.


  “It’s explosive, even in impure form,” he decided. “If I can isolate it under vacuum, it’ll be a greater fuel than any man ever guessed at.”


  A step sounded behind him. It was a heavy and purposeful step.


  “That you, Suffern?” asked Clymer, without looking up from his work. “I’ve got a hunch. I’m developing it. This element is apt to be worth more than anything we’ve found or worked for. More than your freak plants, or Kaiser’s wad of prize money! In fact, it will be the strongest, swiftest fuel for space craft ever—”


  He turned. It was not Suffern who had entered the laboratory. Clymer opened his mouth, to speak or scream or plead. He did not live to make the sound. A Titanian sword of hammered iron slashed at his throat, severing his windpipe and the spinal cord with one murderous blow.


  The geologist floundered around blindly. He was dead before he sprawled among the overturned wreckage of his experiment.


  KAISER’S forge had passed the night at the big clearing, after Sojarr and Vara had somberly strode away. Kaulo was courteous and hospitable, though somewhat furtive.


  In the morning they returned to their own place. Birok decided to accompany them, though some of the Titanians wanted him to remain.


  “I will feel safer with you,” Birok admitted to Kaiser as they departed. “Sojarr was not satisfied with that fight, and I have no more confidence in the sword that makes sparks. Why did it disarm him of his sword, but make no sparks against his staff?” Kaiser evaded the question. To his men he announced an irritating loss. The pocket radio was missing. There could be no communication with the garrison at the ship.


  Marching most of the day, they came in sight of their base. No living thing was visible. Pelton cursed.


  “I told you it’d be like this,” he complained to Kaiser. “I should have stuck here. Those lazy space-hands aren’t keeping guard.”


  But Kaiser held up his hand for a halt.


  “Maybe there’s more to it than laziness,” he said suspiciously. “We’ve had no news from the ship since we lost the radio. Anything may have happened. Wait here and cover me. I’m going to slip up to investigate.”


  “You think that—”


  “Wait here, I said.”


  Kaiser moved on alone. They watched him gain the open hatchway and enter. For some moments there was no sign or sound. Then shrilled Kaiser’s voice, loud and anxious.


  “Come! Hurry! Something has happened!”


  They ran toward the shouts. Kaiser met them on the threshold. He pointed.


  “Look there!”


  Sprawled across each other, just inside the air-lock, lay the two spacehands, Yale and Metz. Around them were scattered playing cards and a few value-unit vouchers of small denomination. The head of each was pierced by a ragged hole, plainly the work of a Titanian hand-gun.


  “The ship’s been raided!” cried Kaiser. “At first I thought they were the only casualties. But inside—Come and see for yourselves.”


  In the control room, his hands still clutching big wads of leaves and stalks, was Suffern. He had been stabbed through the back so fiercely that the weapon had pierced his body completely. And in the laboratory was the dead body of Clymer. In his throat, its edge wedged tightly in a vertebra of his neck, was a Titanian sword.


  Birok gazed at the corpses, his eyes big and wild above his beard. He was the first to make comment.


  “Then you are not of the Kai. You can be killed. You are only men, wise and strong—but only men.”


  He swung around and walked away. Kaiser followed him out of the ship. “Where are you going, Birok?”


  The ex-leader’s eyes met his, chill and disillusioned.


  “I go to tell my own folk. I heard of a death among you, but did not see the body, did not understand. Now I know that you are liars and enemies. Sojarr was right.”


  Again he turned away and began to depart with swift, long strides.


  “Come back, Birok!” called Kaiser. The Titanian did not obey. Pelton had also come into the open. Leveling an electro-automatic pistol, he fired. Slowly Birok slumped down on his face, and lay without a quiver.


  “HASN’T there been enough killing?” snapped Kaiser at his subordinate. “In heaven’s name, why did you murder him?”


  “I had to,” replied Pelton, without much ceremony. He slid his pistol back into its holster. “He would have told that bunch, just when we’ve got ’em buffaloed. And there’d have been another scrap. They might have foxed us this time.”


  Kaiser bit his lip but said no more.


  They returned to the interior of the craft. The others had laid the four bodies side by side in the control chamber for examination.


  “Titanian work, all right,” pointed out Pelton. “A sword for Clymer and Suffern. Those funny hand-guns for Metz and Yale. A couple of days ago we stood off an army of them without any of us getting a scratch.”


  “Now one, or two at the most, sneak in and get four of us,” Kaiser said grimly. “Don’t you know who did it?”


  “You mean Sojarr?” asked one of the hands.


  “Naturally. He was the only one who didn’t think we were of the Kai. He knew we were vulnerable and that we’d bring about his downfall. So he pretended to be going to look for Ursula and came here instead. He’s out to kill us to the last man.”


  The speech was a plausible one. All who heard nodded in affirmation.


  “How about Miss Ursula?” Pelton asked. “Sojarr has sworn to fetch her back. He knew it was his last chance to hold on with his own lot. And I, for one, thought he meant business.”


  “Probably he did. But that good-looking girl—Vara, I think her name was—joined him. The chances are that she, and not Sojarr, held Ursula in secret for a trump card. She must have told Sojarr about it. So, having Ursula safe, they turned their attention to us. Isn’t that perfectly logical?”


  “I can’t think of any other explanation,” confessed Pelton. “Well, your man Sojarr seems to have done away with all our specialists. First Hibbs is gobbled by that plant. Then Sojarr kills Suffern and Clymer. What’s our next move?”


  “Bury these four at once,” ordered Kaiser. “No. On second thought, wait until dark. If any Titanians are watching, we don’t want them to get the same idea that Birok did.”


  After dusk the four bodies were spaded under, near the unmarked grave of Hibbs. The eight survivors, all that remained out of a company of fourteen, grouped around silently to hear a prayer by their commander. Then they returned glumly to the ship.


  “I’d order us to shift base if Ursula hadn’t been lost,” said Kaiser. “We’ll have to stay here and form two watches. Pelton, you, Dode and Nissen turn in. I’ll keep the first trick with Smith, Xavier and Borden.”


  The division was made. Kaiser posted the three men of his watch at the hatch-entrance and two of the ports. He himself went alone into the control room and sank wearily into a chair.


  “Ursula,” he said aloud, “you began by spoiling my plans. You stowed away, throwing everything off balance. And now you’ve put us all into awful danger. Why didn’t you stay in school?”


  JUST before dawn, Borden burst into the control chamber, breathless and unstrung. Kaiser looked up from the log-book, in which he was recording the strange and tragic events of the previous day.


  “Aren’t you forgetting yourself, Borden?” he snapped testily. “Deserting your post, barging in here without permission—”


  “It’s Smith, sir! He’s dead at the door!”


  Kaiser sprang up and hurried after the man.


  Just inside the open hatchway, at the very point where Yale and Metz had been shot down, lay Smith. He had evidently turned his back toward the open, for he was sprawled upon his face, his hands flung out toward the interior of the ship. Between his shoulder-blades sprouted a long, straight, wooden shaft.


  One look was enough to convince Kaiser that death had occurred some time ago. Grasping the shaft, he tugged it free. It was a two-pointed spear, such as the Titanians used for stabbing and throwing.


  “He was killed by Sojarr,” announced Kaiser at once. “Go and wake the other watch.”


  Nissen came first, huge and palehaired. He stared at the body of Smith.


  “Sojarr, sir?” he asked.


  Kaiser nodded.


  “Smith was a friend of mine from way back,” said Nissen dully.


  Pelton, half-dressed, hustled up.


  “You’re still trusting Sojarr to bring back your niece?” he demanded.


  “He’ll do it,” said Kaiser. “He stands to profit by it. Restoring Ursula will clear him with his people, who are half on my side already and more than half-suspicious of him. So I’ll let him bring her. But the moment she’s with me once more, I’ll kill Sojarr with my own hands.”


  


  


  CHAPTER XVIII


  Hekta Passes Sentence


  


  


  HEKTA growled, stooping over Ursula as she studied and spelled out the last of the engraved stones.


  “Woman of the Kai, my patience is gone. For three days you have gazed at these stones, looking up only to ask for food, which we have brought you. But you have said nothing besides that, nor have the stones found their voice, as you promised. I said once that your making the stones to speak, as they are said to have done once, would give you the difference between an easy death and a hard one.”


  A dozen other Truags, lounging about the gloomy clearing, grumbled agreement.


  “There are many things that are beyond your dark mind, Hekta,” said Ursula. “The stones do have a voice, which I alone can hear and interpret. This”—she held up the sheaf of paper on which she had set down a rough and hurried translation—“enables me to tell you what they say.”


  “What, then? What do they tell of us, the Truags?”


  “That you were indeed the first rulers of this world.”


  Hekta’s monstrous body swelled like that of a big, shaggy frog.


  “It is not a new knowledge, but I am glad that the works of men admit it. What else?”


  “The stones say that your people were wild once, and that all you have in the way of weapons and tools you have learned from men.”


  Hekta snarled about that, neither denying nor affirming the remark.


  “And beyond?” he demanded. “What, for instance, of this choking forest which has changed the old mode of living?”


  “The plants which make it were once small,” she said. “The fathers of the men—those whom you call the Kai—brought such small plants here when they flew from another world. Because the soil and the light and other aids to growth are of a different sort here, the plants became great and made the forest.”


  Hekta was not impressed.


  “You still speak of things which we knew, in part at least, before you came here. Tell me rather how we Truags will overthrow the men who are our enemies.”


  “That,” said Ursula, “will never be.”


  Her voice rang so sternly and defiantly that one of Hekta’s claws dropped to the hilt of a weapon.


  “You tell a lie!” he ranted in frightful anger.


  “I tell the truth, Hekta. You seek to frighten me, to hold over my head a fear of painful death. But I say, here and now, that my death and its form will not make a thought’s difference in what will happen to you people. You are doomed, you and all the Truags. Nothing can conquer men.”


  He tried to gesture it away.


  “Woman of the Kai, I have organized many followings of Truags. We plan to fight the warriors of Sojarr, who are weakened by the battle with you Kai. If need be, we will draw still other followings of Truags to us, so that all the Truags alive will move and work and fight together. After we have done away with all our enemies, we will dig up much tuvo, make fires, and destroy this forest.”


  “Hekta, you speak vainly,” she said, undismayed by his fury. “You saw how my friends, few in number but wise and provided with terrible weapons, defeated many of Sojarr’s men, whom you fear. I tell you that more folk like me and mine will arrive from those other worlds toward the Sun. Against them you will be like straws.


  “Those in the round flying ship are only an advance guard. You, who boast that you will destroy all men, are going to be destroyed yourself. Not a Truag will be left living, except in a cage to show curious children what strange beings once lived here!”


  WITH a choking cry of rage, he darted out a claw and seized her throat, shutting off further speech. Furiously he shook her, until she dropped to one knee. The other Truags came running.


  “The pit,” ordered Hekta in a voice that seemed to seethe like the sound of doom. “Put her in the pit. Let her death come from one of the plants her people brought to afflict our world. Let her scream for mercy, and then let a knife or a sword end her pain. Woman of the Kai, you have let us hear your voice. It will shortly be heard in another fashion.”


  His followers dragged her away. The pit of which Hekta had spoken was one of several in a great bank of soil at the edge of the clearing. Ursula, as she was lifted to the bank, saw that it was well salted to keep it barren. The holes in the top were two feet in diameter and ominously dark. At Hekta’s word, one of the Truags brought a lump of flaming tuvo upon a clawful of wet clay. By its light he could see that the nearest hole, a tube that extended downward perpendicularly to a depth of eight feet or more. “Prepare a stopper,” ordered Hekta. Two of the Truags hurried to the wall of vegetation so close at hand. A vine of some sort grew there, its tendrils as pallid as the sprouts of potatoes that had been many times magnified. Each of these tendrils bore at its end a round, plump growth that was also as pale as bloodless flesh.


  Selecting one of these, the two monsters carried it to the lip of the hole. Behind it trailed the vine. Hekta drew a sword and severed this.


  “Look at the seed of this plant,” he bade Ursula. “Have you ever seen its like?”


  Her captives had released her, and she bent and touched the seed. It was as hard and massive as though carved from wood.


  “No,” she said. “Whatever the thing was upon my world, it has become something very strange on yours.”


  “Look at it,” insisted Hekta. “What else do you see?”


  Ursula looked hard, then drew back in spite of herself.


  “It is alive. It breathes!”


  “No. It is swelling. Once severed from its stalk, the seed swells to a great size, bursts and puts forth new vines.”


  “But what has this to do with me?” asked the girl anxiously.


  The Truags laid the huge seed upon the mouth of the pit. Where it seemed too large to fit there, they hewed it away with heavy blows of their big swords.


  “You will see what it has to do with you,” promised Hekta balefully.


  He and another Truag seized her in their powerful claws, lifted her and lowered her quickly into the pit. A moment later the seed was pushed into the mouth of it, stopping the tunnel like a cork in a bottle. She heard the Truags stamping and shoving to wedge it in firmly.


  URSULA KAISER had already proved herself a young woman not easily daunted. She neither struggled against the close confines of her prison nor yelled for release. For a moment she thought that Hekta planned to smother her there. Then she saw little dots of dimness. On either side of her, level with her elbows, were little finger-sized ventilation holes, apparently pierced horizontally through the bank that held this pit. It was plain that a person punished in this fashion was not to perish for want of air. In fact, suffocation was carefully prevented. Why?


  In a pocket of her jacket was a radium flare-light, which the Truags had not known to take from her. With a little scraping and shoving, for the elbow-room was limited, she got her hands on it and struck it alight.


  She stood at the bottom of the pit, which was almost exactly cylindrical, with only a slight narrowing at the bottom. She was not tightly fitted, but still she could neither kneel, sit nor crouch. An examination of the pit’s lining showed it to be soil hardened to the consistency of concrete. Perhaps it had been baked by that strange material the Titanians used for fire.


  Now she looked upward, where the seed was wedged two feet above her. She shook her head puzzledly. It was less than that. A minute before she had thought the pit to be at least eight feet deep. The seed, for all the banging and squeezing from above, could not have been forced more than a few inches down toward her. But it was close above her head, not more than a foot away. Looking at it, she saw a sort of churning or twitching upon the woody undersurface. Its growing force was fully active.


  It grew not only up, but down. She fixed her eyes upon a chipped inequality on the wall a fraction of an inch below the substance of the root. As she watched—for minutes or for seconds, she was not sure which—that chipped spot was hidden from sight. The seed was growing, swelling. Confined in the hard-walled pit, it was forcing itself down into the cylinder like a piston.


  “This isn’t going to happen to me,” she said to herself.


  Those words, which had become a commonplace on the lips of doomed persons, yet served to stiffen her resolve. Lifting her free hand, she set her palm against the underside of the seed and pushed upward with all her young strength.


  The substance of the seed neither yielded nor shifted. It must have weighed heavily. Perhaps it was blocked from above. More probably, its growth had already wedged it too tightly to be stirred.


  Ursula pushed stubbornly, planting her booted feet as widely apart as the cramped bottom of the pit would allow. Instead of lifting the growth by as much as a millimeter, she felt her elbow bending, bending. It was descending more upon her. It looked like a great pan of colorless dough, upside down and being puffed out by yeast so swiftly that one could watch.


  But never did a pan of dough, whatever its ingredient, suddenly develop a split like a gaping, hungry mouth. Never did a pan of dough sprout a tallow-colored creeper, like a hungry blind worm that moved as if it knew its business. It gaped toward her hand and wrist.


  She screamed and jerked back the arm she had lifted. She was just a moment too late. The tip of the tendril had snapped around her hand, just at the fork of the thumb, in a cunning half-hitch.


  She felt a sting and a gnawing, burning sensation. Again she cried out and struck at it with her other hand.


  PERHAPS she had forgotten the radium flare she still held, but its fierce flame touched the side of the writhing shoot and shore through it like a knife.


  A moment later Ursula was tearing loose the hitch of snaky vegetation. It had pierced her skin with a multitude of hairlike thorns. The remainder shrank back and retired into the split before the glare of the radium light.


  “It’s alive!” quavered Ursula. “It eats!”


  She should have guessed that. The vine had been colorless, the seed likewise, with no leaves or other helps to vegetable life that might gather sunlight and atmosphere-elements. It must have organic matter, then. What organic matter was at hand but herself, penned up like a rabbit in a burrow?


  She forced herself to look up. The split in the seed’s surface had widened. Not one, but several of those hungry tendrils showed their tips, as though they peeped at her. One crawled farther forth, lowering itself toward her.


  Again she lifted her flare, scorching its tip. The injured shoot hastily drew back, but another made a wicked sidelong strike at her wrist. She almost dropped the flare, but managed to tilt it and drive off this other enemy. Then she swung her weapon in a swift circle, momentarily driving back all the murderous tips. Bending her knees and drawing down her head, she made herself as short as possible.


  “I’m done for,” she muttered bitterly.


  Above her appeared a round dozen of the shoots. Slowly but stubbornly they extended themselves toward her. The light and flame of the flare could never drive them all away.


  Ursula felt that her mind was leaving her. Only illusion could make her ears think they heard a heavy scrabbling in the solid ground at her feet.


  


  


  CHAPTER XIX


  Rescue


  


  


  SOJARR and Vara, crouched among the thickest of the trunks that surrounded Hekta’s clearing, had seen and heard everything.


  Probably sixty minutes’ brisk walk along a straight trail, if one existed, would have taken them from their own place to this. But though Hekta had made his clearing in imitation of theirs, and for the express purpose of providing himself with a base for spying expeditions, they had never dreamed of an enemy lair so near. They had moved together to the vicinity of Kaiser’s ship, avoiding the careless sentries there, spotting at last the mouth of the tunnel Ursula had made to escape her quarters.


  Sojarr was interested at once. “Wait here,” he bade Vara.


  He crept into the tunnel and was gone a considerable time. Returning, he found his companion nervous and critical.


  “You were foolish to go in there,” she scolded him. “What if one of the Kai had found you?”


  “I would have had to kill him,” muttered Sojarr.


  “The Kai cannot be killed, or perhaps—Sojarr, have you killed any of them?”


  He did not answer the question. Instead he held out something in his hand. It was a ray thrower such as Ursula herself had used to cut a way to freedom.


  “I found a chamber full of strange weapons. I brought this. It must work like a hand-gun.”


  They started away in the dawn—for they had traveled most of the night—on the trail of Ursula. It was plain enough for the eyes of practiced hunters and trackers like themselves.


  Behind a thicket, Sojarr tested his new find. When he touched the switch, a gaunt, fierce beam gushed out, mowing away the sward and plowing up the ground like a spade in the hands of a frantic giant. Vara gasped, but Sojarr grinned.


  “It is a good weapon, better than a hand-gun for some things,” he commented, and thrust it into his belt.


  “Sojarr,” Vara almost snapped, “had you not come into my life, I would have met the worst of bad ends at the hands of Hekta. I owe you that rescue, and I owe you the word of my father, who joined his following to yours. When others turned from you, I became your companion on this search. But sometimes I wonder why I endure you.”


  “You think I was wrong to take this new gun of the Kai?”


  “I think that you were wrong to go into their place.”


  AGAIN Sojarr made no response. He led the search in silence. Once he saw one of the sextipeds, his ancient enemies. This specimen, which might have attacked him in his boyhood, now shrank away. Drawing the ray thrower, Sojarr assailed it with a quick, accurate burst of flame. It vanished in a cloud of nasty, oily vapor.


  “Hekta could never stand against such a flash of light,” observed Sojarr. “Come, Vara, this is a trail that is new-cut. See, here is something dropped by the flame-haired girl of the Kai.” He picked up a lace handkerchief. “It has a pleasant smell,” he observed, sniffing. “Don’t you like it?”


  He held it out to Vara. Her eyes blazed like the ray thrower itself, and she struck the handkerchief from his fingers.


  “Pay attention to other things,” she bade him angrily. “See, the tracks of that woman are here, set deep into soft mold. And other tracks—They are of Truags!”


  “Truags took her, then,” nodded Sojarr. “Let us follow their trail.”


  THEY came at last to the edge of the clearing. Close enough to hear and see, they watched long while Ursula deciphered the message of the heaped stones.


  Far better than Hekta did Sojarr understand the story she told of ancient human beings, in cars that flew from other stars, coming to Titan and conquering the world. Sojarr was deeply interested and watched in fascination. Vara thought that his interest was for another matter.


  “You think the flame-top is fairer than I am,” she whispered fiercely. “You want to rescue her and make her your wife. Go ahead. I won’t help you any further.”


  “Do you not understand, Vara?” Sojarr whispered back. “She is telling the story of this world’s beginnings. Listen to what she says. The Kai were not gods or spirits or demons. They were only wise folk of old time, the fathers of men who live here today. We and the Kai are of one race.”


  “Which would make your marriage to the flame-top simpler,” summed up Vara savagely.


  The Truags bore Ursula away to the bank of soils imprisoning her in a pit and planting the great hungry seed above her head.


  “That is the end of her,” said Vara, with honest satisfaction.


  “No. We can rescue her now.” Sojarr fumbled in a pouch at his belt and drew forth a round metal disc with wire attachments, a clamp with ear-phones and a little transmitter shaped like a hollow cone.


  “What are those?” demanded Vara. “Something else that belong by rights to the Kai?”


  “Exactly,” replied Sojarr, unabashed. “I have seen and known their like, in the metal chamber where I have so often gone by myself. There is a machine inside that speaks. This is another, but smaller.”


  “I saw it in the hands of the leader of the Kai,” accused Vara. “You stole it from him.”


  Sojarr shook his head. “He threw it away as of no account. But I had watched its use. This thing is to catch the words one speaks, and this larger round thing will make you hear them. Thus one gives news to his friend far off.”


  “Will you summon the Kai with it?”


  “No,” he stated. “I make this rescue myself, as I promised before the people. But first we must make Hekta and those Truags move away from the bank, where they have shut up the flame-top.”


  Cunningly he adjusted the wires, stripping the receiver from its clamp and fastening it to the broadcasting unit. His puzzled meddlings around the radio in the wreck had not gone for naught. After a moment he took up the transmitter and laid the unit with the attached receiver on the ground.


  “Ah!” he said softly into the transmitter.


  Vara jumped.


  “You made this other thing speak!” she breathed.


  “True.” Sojarr fiddled with an amplifying dial, as he had done so often with the ship’s radio. “Now the voice will be loud. Are the Truags all turned away from where the stones lie? Good.”


  Rising, he made a swift calculation of distance. Tossing underhand, he hurled the receiver and the broadcasting unit across the intervening space. It fell with a sharp metallic clank among the big stone tablets.


  HEKTA, on the bank where Ursula was confined, turned abruptly and glared with all his little black eyes.


  “What noise was that?” he demanded. “Go and see, you others.” Several of the Truags moved in the direction of the stones. The moment had come for which Sojarr had hoped.


  “It is I, the voice of the ancient stones,” he murmured into the transmitter.


  From the receiver his words boomed out like the challenge of a war-god. There was a concerted flutter and cry of apprehension from every Truag present. Some shrank back, others stole gingerly forward. A line of ugly heads poked anxiously out from the cars. Only Hekta strove to appear undaunted.


  “If the stones speak, why did they not speak before?” he blustered. “The woman of the Kai said—”


  “I do not make myself heard at the command of a mortal, but only when it pleases me,” Sojarr snubbed him grandly.


  All the Truags had now turned to gaze at the stones. Sojarr and Vara cautiously began to skirt the clearing in the direction of the bank. They gained a point behind it. At Sojarr’s gesture, she followed him furtively into the open and knelt with him, out of sight behind the massive hummock of soil.


  Hekta was a brave beast, even when completely mystified.


  “You call yourself the voice of the stones, but you sound like Sojarr, my enemy,” he snarled. “If Sojarr himself were hare, within slash-reach of my sword—”


  Sojarr thrust the transmitter into Vara’s hand. Drawing the stolen ray thrower, he snapped it on and turned its powerful beam against the base of the bank, at the point where he judged Ursula to be buried. Meanwhile Vara rose to the occasion.


  “You think I sound like Sojarr because I took his voice to attract your attention,” she said in a flat, hard tone. “I can assume any voice. Now I sound like a woman to your ears. But my strength and power are those of a thousand mighty warriors. Do you simple, blundering Truags seriously plan to destroy all men?”


  Hekta’s followers were actually cringing now. Hekta himself resolutely fought against the qualms which assailed him.


  “You stones which talk, you have strange ways beyond my understanding,” he said honestly and courageously. “I do not doubt that you are powerful as well as strange. But your power is for men, my enemies. I will fight you as fiercely as I have fought them.”


  He took a step toward the stones. There were twenty or so of his warriors in the open clearing by now, drawing together for mutual comfort. All at once they flung themselves madly upon him, holding and wrestling him back.


  “No, Hekta, no!” they pleaded. “If the stones should strike you down—”


  “Let them do so!” Hekta retorted sturdily. “I am your leader. It is my duty to protect you. If I fall, choose a better leader, one who will fight to the end against all this science and wizardry of the Kai and their human children.”


  SOJARR, judiciously plying the ray, had opened a tunnel to the spot where the soil had been hardened to cement-like lining for the pit. Now he drew a hand-gun and began to crack away the stony layer with the butt.


  But Hekta’s strength was too great for his overwrought followers. Shaking his massive body to fling them off, he struggled free. As he leaped, in among the stones, he spied something. One of his claws seized it. It was the receiver and the broadcasting unit.


  “What is this little machine?” he roared. “Has someone played a trick?”


  “Drop me,” commanded the great and terrible voice of Vara from the receiver, “or I will bring down upon you a death foul enough even for the foul Truags. I will count three. One—two—”


  The stubborn spirit of Hekta, overwhelmed by these wonders, was broken at last. He dropped the unit and backed timidly away from the stones. All four of his hairy, jointed arms were lifted as though to ward away an attack.


  “With warriors I can fight,” he jabbered. “Swords and guns I will face, though I die. But such matters as this are too much for Truags.”


  One of the others had an inspiration. “The stones speak in anger because we have doomed the woman of the Kai to the fate of the pit,” he cried. “Let us release her and make our peace.”


  “Leave her alone,” thundered Hekta. For once his orders went for nothing with his people. They made a rush for the bank, scrambling to its top. Hekta was right behind them.


  Behind it they saw Sojarr and Vara stooping down, just in the act of dragging Ursula out by her booted ankles.


  “We have been tricked by Sojarr!” roared Hekta. “Kill them!”


  


  


  CHAPTER XX


  Twilight of the Truags


  


  


  DISCOVERED, SOJARR straightened up alertly. With a quick double grasp and jerk, he cleared both sword and hand-gun from their sheaths.


  “Get the flame-top away!” he cried over his shoulder to Vara. “I swore that she would be returned safely. Make my oath true.”


  He fired straight into the thick of the Truags, pointblank and with deadly aim. His slug scattered the brains of a big warrior in the forefront. Sojarr rushed in to make the most of surprise.


  He had always been a peerless fighter. Now he had every intention of outdoing himself. An ordinary Titanian would have been forced to run up the bank, and in the running might have been dispatched. Sojarr, with muscles born to twice the gravity of Titan’s and growing stronger than even those of strong Terrestrials, made the distance in a sudden, mighty leap, his sword extended straight before him. It pierced the belly of another Truag, dropping him across the body of the one Sojarr had shot.


  The others fell back on all sides, daunted and disorganized. That gave Sojarr a chance to plant his feet and fall on guard.


  “I am Sojarr!” he yelled, as so often before. “I will kill every Truag who comes near.”


  There was almost something of the supernatural about the sudden appearance of this great mortal enemy of all Truags, hard upon the heels of that mysterious booming voice of the stone. And it was heightened with the appearance beside Sojarr of Ursula, who they earnestly believed was sealed up with her doom inside the very bank on which she now stood.


  Neither Ursula nor Vara had entertained for a moment the idea of obeying Sojarr’s command to run. The red-haired girl caught up the ray thrower Sojarr had used to dig her out, and held it hip-high.


  Hekta saw and recoiled from this fresh marvel. But at once he realized and voiced the explanation.


  “It is all a trick of that crafty Sojarr!” he bawled. “Deceiving us with the machine that speaks, he has dug the woman of the Kai from her prison. Shoot them down, Truags!”


  Sojarr flung himself in front of Ursula just in time. A volley of slugs sang around him, two flattening upon his armored tunic and one ringing loudly on the helmet he wore. Ursula hastily leveled the ray thrower beneath Sojarr’s arm. She drew its beam across the front of the nearest group of Truags as a boy draws a stick along a picket-fence.


  Most of the stricken warriors, hit vitally, were cut clear in two and expired without a cry. The others, with arms or legs shorn off, flopped about with miserable cries. It was a swift, incomprehensible disaster that made the others hesitate, even Hekta.


  “Your bravery runs out like water from a leaky pot!” Sojarr taunted. “Hekta, you have the advantage in numbers, but we have weapons to match your strength. Fall on us, if you will, with swords or hand-guns. The death-light of the Kai will wither you like leaves in a fire of tuvo.” Hekta flung up one big claw in command that his forces stand back. They did so, not at all unwillingly. Their giant leader spoke with a formal voice as big as had been the radio-magnified voice of Sojarr impersonating the speech of the stone.


  “Sojarr, would you be willing to settle our old quarrel in a fair fight—you against me, with no weapons save what we are born with? Thus my numbers and your weapons will not be employed. It is seldom that Truag makes agreement with man, but I swear to abide by this word. What say you?”


  “I say that such a settlement would be to my liking,” rejoined Sojarr. “Cast off your armor then, Hekta, and your belt of weapons. I will do the same.”


  HE thrust his sword-point deep into the bank. Upon the upthrust hilt he set his helmet, and over that draped the belt that bore his gun-holster and dagger. With quick unlacings he divested himself of his armor. Clad only in a leather kilt and sandals, he sprang down from the bank and approached Hekta with careless, almost jaunty mien.


  Hekta had also stripped himself of arms and armor. At his growled command, the Truags moved back toward the edges of the clearing. In the open space the two adversaries came face to face. Hekta, a head the taller and the superior in weight by almost two to one, was walking ponderously, all four of his claws extended and gaping. Sojarr was closing in with knees bent springily and naked brown torso half-crouched, his fists lifted chest-high and lightly clenched.


  “Kill, Hekta, kill!” shrieked the Truags. “He is a baby beside you!”


  Out darted one of Hekta’s claws, trying for a hold. Sojarr ducked under it, and it clacked shut in the air with a wicked sound like scissors. Sojarr struck instantly at Hekta’s great shaggy bulb of an abdomen, and heard the Truag leader grunt at the impact. A moment later he danced clear of another claw-clutch, laughing fiercely.


  “You are huge but slow, Hekta,” he jeered. “You will take root like a tree, and from your branches will grow other foolish Truags like fruit.”


  Wheeling, Hekta lumbered after him again. As before, Sojarr sprang aside, striking hard at flank and arm-pit. His knuckles rang as on a muffled drum, forcing from Hekta another grunt. But the Truag did not reel or retreat. He swung toward Sojarr and this time a claw fastened upon the man’s naked shoulder.


  Loud rang the exultant yells of the Truags. Ursula, watching upon the bank, felt her blood drain away from her heart. The viciously strong claw of Hekta was driving its saw-toothed edges deeply into Sojarr’s flesh. With a throaty whoop of triumph, Hekta dragged the man close.


  The crushing claw-grip hurt Sojarr sorely, but he had planned for such a happening. As he allowed himself to be jerked almost to Hekta’s chest, he brought up both hands to seize the arm that dragged him. Then he spun so that his back was to Hekta, dragging that arm quickly across his shoulder. Stooping and jerking, he hoisted the immense bulk of the Truag leader from the ground, threw him somersaulting through the air and into a heavy, floundering fall.


  The cries of the Truags rent the air. Despite the agreement, some of them started forward to their leader’s rescue. But Sojarr was quicker than they. Leaping to Hekta’s side, he kicked the hideous spider-head with his sandal, then heaved the half-stunned enemy over on his face. He knelt upon the broad, heaving back, clasped his hands around the face and drew it backward with a mighty surge of all his strength. Even as the cursing Truags closed upon him, there rang out on the air a sickening snap.


  Hekta’s neck was broken.


  STANDING on the bank of soil, Ursula screamed in terror for her champion. She still held the ray thrower, but dared not use it lest she kill Sojarr. Help came from another quarter—a quarter Ursula had forgotten and which the Truags had hardly recognized.


  Vara had slipped along the edge of the clearing. Now she gave a war cry, clear and deadly.


  “I am Vara, the warrior girl! I will save Sojarr!”


  She charged. Over her head swung and whirled a gleaming sword-blade. Two of the clustered Truags swiveled around to meet her, both crossing swords with her. Then both howled in terrified pain, staggering helplessly. Next instant she had cut them both down and was thrusting and chopping at others. There were more howls, wild and terrified.


  The knot of Truags broke up and fell back on all sides, scattering before that suddenly terrible sword. Sojarr came into sight again, on his hands and knees, stunned and bleeding.


  “Sojarr!” cried Vara. “Up, man! They’ll charge you again!”


  The badly mauled leader shook his gory head.


  “Leave me, Vara,” he mumbled. “Take the flame-top—”


  He almost collapsed his full length. Desperate, Vara extended her sword-point. She seemed only to touch his bare shoulder, as once on Earth great lords used to touch the shoulders of cavaliers to make them knights.


  But Sojarr behaved as a new-made knight never acted. He yelled as though all his strength and wit had returned by magic, wriggled, rolled over and came to his feet. Vara caught his elbow, and the two of them rushed for the bank where he had left his weapons.


  Again rallying, the Truags pursued. But Ursula let them have the full blast of her ray. They fell before it as moths in a candle, and those who could, retreated. Ursula followed them with her ray. The line of cars blazed up at its touch.


  Sojarr caught up his sword, belt and helmet.


  “Let us go,” he panted. “They dare not attack—without more Truags to help.”


  Vara waved the sword that had wrought such wonders.


  “O Truags!” she taunted at the top of her voice. “This day marks the beginning of your downfall. Not long from now, men will hunt you down like the vermin you are. Follow us who dare!”


  None dared. The three gained the trail, hurried along it and came to the brink of the valley. Now Ursula took time to burn a dazzling gaze of admiration upon Sojarr.


  “You came after me!” she breathed. “Risking your life, against almost hopeless odds—”


  “I came because I must,” he informed her.


  Her green eyes glowed the brighter. Vara saw, and interposed.


  “Do not think it was for love of you, flame-top,” she stated. “Your people would have destroyed ours were you not found and returned. And I had some part in the matter, I think.”


  Sojarr faced her with a beaming smile.


  “Vara, I had never believed you could ply a sword so well. For a moment I thought—But no, it was only Birok who—”


  “Who had such a sword, you were going to say?” finished Vara for him. She held forth the weapon, which she still carried drawn in her hand. “But this is Birok’s sword. I stole it from him, as you stole other things from the flame-top’s people. It was the tingling power of the sword that defeated the Truags so.”


  Vara again touched Sojarr with the flat of it. He yelled in pain and danced away. Ursula thrust herself in Vara’s way.


  “Leave him alone, you imp!” she cried in a rage. And to Sojarr: “You have saved me. Ask of me whatever you will.”


  “And I may have it?” he put in eagerly. “Anything?”


  “Anything.


  Ursula stood close to him, expectantly. He slowly put out a big hand.


  “This, then.”


  He took from her the ray thrower. Aiming it quickly he spurted a pale ray of light. The electrified blade of Vara’s sword disintegrated on the spot. With a wail of rage, the warrior girl stared at the fragmentary hilt left to her.


  “A noble machine, and better than a hand-gun,” observed Sojarr to Ursula. “Who among your people, flame-top, would so prize one of our weapons?”


  


  


  CHAPTER XXI


  Showdown


  


  


  FOR the fifth time, Pelton, alone in his quarters, drew from their hiding place the things he had found by merest accident in the trash container of the control room. Titanian hand-guns, made like ancient horse-pistols, massive but deadly, and recently fired, to judge by the sooty film inside the barrels.


  Of course there had been many Titanian weapons left on the field by the routed Swords of Sojarr. Of course everyone had gathered up some as souvenirs. But who had reason to fire such guns and to hide them afterward?


  Two hand-guns. Two archaic slugs, launched in deadly flight by whatever was the Titanian equivalent of gunpowder. Two targets for those slugs—Yale and Metz!


  Pelton ventured forth, looking up and down the corridor to be sure that nobody was observing him. Gaining the outer threshold, he examined the floor where the two men had fallen, then the bulkheads. The blood had been washed away long ago, but he hoped to find some other evidence of the tragedy. He found it.


  The hatchway was trimmed with chromium metal. The bulkheads to either side were of sheet iron. But over one of these, from floor-plates to ceiling, had been pegged a great sheet of pressed wood to do duty as a bulletin board. As usual, it was covered with notices, new and old—details, instrument charts, roll sheets and so on. Coming close, Pelton examined these thumb-tacked papers. He removed one, then another, finally a third that was near the bottom.


  “Here it is,” he said half-aloud.


  At a point less than a yard above the floor, a raggedly round hole the diameter of his thumb had been driven in the wood. Somebody had put a notice over it, perhaps removing the paper from elsewhere on the board.


  Out flashed Pelton’s sheath-knife. He dug carefully in the hole. After a moment he pried something out—a hammered bit of iron slag, red with rust and something else. Quickly Pelton pocketed it and replaced the notice above the hole. Returning to his own quarters, he picked up the handguns.


  The slug, coated with blood, was too large to go into the first he examined. Into the barrel of the other it slid as if made for that weapon. Immediately he knew it had been.


  “Now it makes sense,” he said, again speaking aloud in his chilled assurance of what was befalling the people of the ship’s company.


  Yale and Metz had died from handgun slugs, but the wielder of those hand-guns had not been Sojarr. He had stood inside, not outside. Probably he had been in full view of them. They had known him, and had not feared him. One of his slugs, going through a head, had lodged in the bulletin board. That meant that all four deaths—Suffern, Clymer, Metz, Yale—were the work of someone on board.


  He pocketed the slug, slid the guns under his tunic, and almost ran to the control room. Inside, Kaiser was assigning work and guard details to the five remaining hands.


  “Sir,” Pelton fairly quavered, “may I see you alone?”


  “I suppose so. Dismissed!” When the hands had left, Kaiser looked inquiringly at his lieutenant. “What is it, Pelton?”


  “Murder, sir.”


  “Everyone knows murder has been done. We’re guarding against that.”


  “Yes, sir, but we’re guarding in the wrong direction,” said Pelton desperately. “The killer’s not an outsider. He’s in here with us!”


  KAISER’S eyes seemed to draw closer together.


  “Let’s go where we won’t be interrupted,” he said.


  Rising, he led the way to the cabin from which Ursula had escaped, and which had remained locked ever since. There was barely room inside for the two men. They faced each other across the hole made by Ursula’s ray.


  “Pull yourself together, Pelton,” said Kaiser. “Tell me what’s happened.”


  For answer, Pelton produced the guns and dumped them on the bunk, then handed his chief the bloody slug. Almost jabbering in his eagerness to explain, he set forth his train of clues and his resultant deductions. It made even more plausible a story when put into spoken words.


  “How about when Smith was speared at the door?” Kaiser demurred.


  “Another fake,” said Pelton. “He was facing outward at the time, the way I see it. The killer stabbed him in the back, then turned his body around. We’d better question the hands, one at a time—”


  “Pelton,” interrupted Kaiser in a soft, cold voice, “sit down in that chair and put up your hands.”


  He leveled an electro-automatic pistol. Gasping, Pelton obeyed.


  “Wh-what—” he spluttered.


  “Ingenious detective work, Pelton. But you seem to know exactly how this business was done. Also, you’re very eager to find someone to blame for the murders.”


  “You think I did it, that I’d give you the dope if—” Pelton suddenly stared and went pale. He spoke more calmly. “So it was you all the time.”


  “That won’t do, either. No, Pelton, don’t move.”


  “You were the only person who could get into the ship alone,” continued Pelton, completely emotionless now. “You told us to wait, went ahead and killed the lot. Then you called us to see them, as if you’d found them already dead. But why, Kaiser? Why?”


  Kaiser’s gaze was steady and cold as his pistol-muzzle.


  “You are very sure, and even plausible. A pity you can’t prove your fancy theories. Nobody saw me commit a murder, and without definite evidence—”


  “I saw you.”


  The three words were carefully spoken, as by someone not completely familiar with the English tongue. They looked floorward and saw a face turned up toward them. It was Sojarr, creeping up through the tunnel Ursula had made. In his hand he pointed the ray thrower he had begged from Ursula.


  “Do not point your weapon at me,” he ordered Kaiser. “I have rescued the girl with flame-colored hair. She was in the hands of the Truags. I came ahead to report. Knowing that you considered me an enemy, I crept in this way, to hear you say that nobody had seen you kill. But I had seen you on the first night of your landing.”


  “Hibbs!” gasped Pelton.


  “The little fat man who went walking with you,” continued Sojarr. “Scouting near, I heard the two of you quarrel. It was about the fire mineral we call tuvo. You struck him with your fist. When he fell, you pushed him within reach of the leaf that eats men.”


  Kaiser stared at him.


  “You seem to have me dead to rights, Sojarr,” he said. “I meant to kill you as a scapegoat. Now the tables are turned. You’ve got me. What will you do with me?”


  “What’s this reason you killed Hibbs and the others?” Pelton was demanding, up out of his chair again.


  Kaiser nodded.


  “Why should I keep from admitting it, when you both are so sure? Yes, I killed them all. I would have killed the rest, too. And the reason? That very mineral Sojarr mentions. He calls it tuvo. I’m calling it Hibbsite.”


  “Naming it after the man you killed,” accused Pelton.


  “Exactly. He can have the name. I’ll have the control of that substance. It will make me richer and greater than all the prize money over offered.”


  Playing desperately for time, he poured out the whole story.


  “Originally the plan was to leave the ship’s company here as a colony, while I went back alone. The discovery of tuvo changed that. It can be made into fuel, and you can all go back and clear up your debts with the proceeds.”


  He grinned like a fat, sandy wolf.


  “But that isn’t my idea. I’ll be the sole operator in that material. It’s the greatest explosive ever dreamed of, worth more money and power than was ever in one man’s grasp. And in one man’s grasp it will be. You others are being counted out.” Kaiser was talking faster. “There might be enough money to go around, but not enough importance.”


  “You forget that Sojarr has the drop on you,” reminded Pelton.


  “Yes—but not now!”


  Kaiser threw himself flat on the floor. Sojarr pulled the switch of the ray thrower. Nothing happened. The ray had exhausted itself. In a flash, Kaiser was up again, gun leveled.


  “I thought for a minute that the ray-gage spelled ‘dead’ on that thrower,” he chattered. “Well, I was gaining time, and I talked too much. Neither of you will live to pass on what I’ve said. I’m going to drill you both and say I found Pelton plotting with Sojarr to betray the ship. And later I’ll get the others out of the way, all of you who stand in the way of my complete ownership of Hibbsite, or tuvo, or whatever—”


  “You’ve talked yourself out of it,” said a harsh voice from the direction of the door. It had swung open. The space-hands were gathered there. Nissen pointed a rifle.


  “You forgot, both of you, how space-hands like to listen in on secret conferences,” Nissen ripped out. “I’ve heard all I need to know—Kaiser is guilty. And Smith, the one you stabbed in the back, he was my pal!”


  Kaiser tried to turn and fire accurately at the same moment. His shot went wild. Nissen’s did not. The rifle pellet made a sudden intense glow of orange fire between the commander’s close-set yes.


  Kaiser fell and did not move.


  There was stunned silence that was broken after a moment by a clear, joyous cry from outside.


  “Hello, there! It’s Ursula. I’m back! Sojarr fought a whole nation of spider-things and saved me. And I’ve got such a story to tell about this crazy satellite. Probably you’ve been bored to death here at the ship without me. . . .”


  


  


  CHAPTER XXII


  Conclusion


  


  


  THEY had finished lading the little ship that had come along with the expedition as a life-boat. Most of the load was fuel. The rest was a cabinet of vegetable and mineral specimens, and a sealed case of tuvo. To one side, the survivors of the crew were drawn up. Opposite stood Sojarr and Vara, watching curiously. Ursula Kaiser had opened the hatch-panel to enter, but paused for the last, lingering words of reluctant farewell.


  “I’m still ready to give my place to anybody who would rather go than stay,” she said. “Pelton? Any of you others? Sojarr, would you like to meet my people as representative of Titan?”


  All shook their heads.


  “Then I’m ready to go,” she said, resigned. “I stowed away for Titan as a bored, thoughtless girl. I thought I’d have fun. Instead I ran into danger, sorrow, work, and a whole curriculum of moral lessons, by which I’m going to profit. None of you will ever be sorry that I’m going as your representative to the Governments of the inner planets.”


  “One thing, Miss Ursula.” It was Nissen, speaking slowly as though the words weighted his throat. “Say you’ll forgive me for—for what happened to your uncle. It was his life, or the lives of innocent men.”


  “I forgive you, Nissen,” she said gently. “You don’t seem to condemn him, and I don’t. He was an unusual man, acting according to his very peculiar lights, playing a complicated game for high stakes. Well, he’s been ruled out with a vengeance. I will carry no report about him, or any of you, that might cause trouble for anybody.”


  “Strange that Kaiser worried about getting us out of the way,” mused Pelton, half to himself. “I doubt if any man, except Hibbs, was really anxious to make money or return home. We had all looked forward to this new world. Well, skip it. Here we are, and here we’re ready to stay for awhile.”


  Ursula faced Sojarr and Vara.


  “I’m taking tuvo and the notes of Hibbs and Clymer,” she told them. “All the scientists of our expedition have been killed, but there are more among my own people. They will refine the tuvo and make of it the greatest rocket fuel of all history, carrying ships faster and farther than anyone has dreamed of. We won’t have to wait twenty years between visits, after all. A ship will return next year, or before. I will come with it and visit you.”


  “We will meet you in this valley,” replied Sojarr.


  “I will bring a report of the prize money,” continued Ursula. “It cannot belong to our expedition, as my uncle first hoped, nor to you, Sojarr, as we thought later. It must be spent for the benefit of all human natives of Titan. They are the descendants and heirs of the true prize-winners—the old Atlanteans who ages ago made the first successful flight to Titan.”


  VARA leaned upon her empty sword-sheath.


  “Sojarr is still our leader,” she said. “His decision will be law upon that stuff you call money, which I know nothing about.”


  “I can understand it as little as Vara, but if good things can be had in exchange for it, I Will thankfully receive it,” added Sojarr. “My following needs to be strengthened, and there are Truags left to fight. If we can have some of your weapons and tools, we may do much.”


  “Begin with the things left in the ship,” bade Ursula. “Pelton and the others will be your friends and allies, showing you how to use the devices, and learning for themselves the way of life on Titan. Now, good-by all.” She paused, her green eyes fixing upon the tall, dark warrior who had fought for her.


  “Good-by, Sojarr,” she whispered. “I wish there were room in this little ship for two, and that you were of a different mind about going with me.” She entered the craft and locked the panel behind her. At Pelton’s signal, the watchers all drew away to a safe distance. The rocket-tubes gushed fire, and the ship rose like a bird, dwindling swiftly into the sky.


  Sojarr gazed after it, seemingly lost in meditation. Vara’s voice recalled him to himself.


  “Is your wish that of the flame-top, to be flying with her to those other stars from whence came the Kai in old times?”


  Sojarr smiled and shook his head. “You know that such is not my wish, Vara.”


  They fell in behind the space-hands, marching back toward the parked ship.


  “She loved you, Sojarr. I saw it in those green eyes of hers. She will still love you when she returns next to this valley.”


  “It will be too late then, Vara.”


  “Too late?” The warrior girl glanced at him in frank bewilderment. “How too late?”


  Sojarr mused with pursed lips.


  “I have it in mind that by custom I exercise a right over you. Once, long ago, I captured you in battle from Hekta.”


  Vara sniffed. “It is not the same thing as capturing me from my own people. If you think to marry me, you will have to show another right.”


  Sojarr smiled broadly. “I am your leader,” he said. “You must obey my word. If I say you must marry me, it is yours to obey.”


  “A warrior may refuse to obey the leader,” reminded Vara, “and settle the question by duel. I still have the hilt of Birok’s tingling sword. When I have put on a new blade, I will challenge you.”


  The thought made Sojarr wriggle.


  “Does not the thought of our long companionship soften your heart, Vara? Do I not please you?”


  “As a fighter, yes. As a wise counselor, yes. But as a husband? You have spoken a new thing, which I did not dream was in your heart. I cannot answer you.”


  Vara turned her back with a coyness that seemed ill-fitted to her warrior’s gear.


  “Ah!” sighed Sojarr, and glanced upward. “There is nothing for me, then, but to await the return of the flame-top. When she alights in this valley, and I come to meet her—”


  Vara cried out in angry protest, and from her girdle she snatched the hilt of the electric sword. It still had a ragged hand-breadth of metal blade, and this she brought into savage contact with Sojarr’s elbow.


  He yelled so loudly that the Terrestrials turned in amazement to see. They were just in time to watch Sojarr wrest the hilt from Vara’s hand and to witness Vara wilt in most un-warriorly fashion in the sudden embrace of her leader.


  “Mmmmm,” observed Pelton. “Those old Atlanteans evidently taught their children how to kiss.”


  INCIDENT ON TITAN


  Mort Weisinger


  John Paul Jones Joined the Fleet to See the Universe, but All He Could See Were the Stars-and Stripes!


  THE kid was at the electro-telescope again. His eyes were glued against the vision-plate, as though he expected the Moon and the stars to do a fadeout before he could see everything.


  “Pop,” Captain Hannigan complained when he came over to relieve me, “you’ve rocketed space-crates longer than anybody else in this business. You’ve piloted solo before they ever invented the Larson screen to protect ships from meteors. Tell me, Pop, in all your days as an astrogator, did you ever carry a cargo like that?” He jerked his thumb in the direction of the kid. Ever since the Dog Star had blasted off from Earth, I had been listening to him beef about having to carry a butter-fingered supercargo.


  “Hey, Jones!” the skipper roared. “Mister John Paul Jones, I mean. What in space are you doing now? I thought you finished all your homework before they gave you your diploma at the West Point Space Academy.”


  The kid drew away from the ’scope, his face flushed. He snapped to attention as though a ramrod had been shoved through his spinal column.


  “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t think I was doing anything wrong. You see, sir, we were passing the Moon, and I wanted to get a look at the Strawnborough Monument. I’ve seen the pictures in my history books, of course, but I’d really never seen it.”


  There was a silence then. All you could hear was the thrumming of the ship’s cyclotrons as they kept shoving us toward Iapetus, our first port.


  “Strawnborough Monument,” Captain Hannigan whispered. He shuddered and glared savagely at the kid. “Get back to your astrogation, Jones!”


  The kid went white to the lips underneath his slight space tan. He turned to go.


  “Wait a minute, son,” I said gently. “You can tell me about the monument. The skipper seems to know about it, but I don’t.”


  The color came back into the kid’s cheeks. He gave me a grateful look. Hannigan turned his glare on me.


  “On June eighteenth, Nineteen ninety-seven, Martin Strawnborough took off for the Moon in the Mayflower, which carried fourteen hands. Strawnborough was the wireless man. Two days after they landed, Strawnborough contracted a case of selenium fever. He refused to return to the ship, knowing that the fever was highly contagious and fatal in nine out of ten cases. The monument is dedicated to his heroism.


  FOR a moment I thought the skipper was going to heave the kid out into space through the port.


  “Get back your work, Jones!” he yelled. “Keep out of my sight, do you hear?”


  Turning his back to the both of us, he stalked off to his quarters. The kid stood rooted to the same spot, wondering what in space he had done.


  “It’s all right, lad,” I said, patting his shoulder. “Don’t pay any attention to the skipper. He’s always that way whenever we have a first-flighter aboard.”


  I hoped it made sense. What else could I tell the kid? I could have told him the truth, sure, that the skipper’s daughter had died a few months ago of selenium fever on Mars. But that would have made him feel worse. The harm was already done.


  The kid kept pretty much out of the skipper’s hair after that. When he wasn’t on duty, he’d spend hours reading through his history books. Now don’t get me wrong. The kid wasn’t a flag-waver, or a son of a D. A. R. But he was the umpteenth descendant of the first John Paul Jones. Naturally he wanted to be like the old naval hero.


  It was the fourth day out from Earth, while we were having mess, when I began to pump him. The captain was at the controls, so the two of us were alone. I cut the kid a big slab of Venusian skitar pie, poured him a slug of Martian wine. I poured myself one, too—my fourth. “Not bad, this pie,” I said. “The skitar was hunted on Venus, baked on Earth and finished here in space.”


  The kid’s eyes lit up. They always did whenever something happened that dramatized the glamor of interplanetary travel. He was space-struck. He loved to drag his lead-weighted shoes around because that proved he was actually inside a space ship in free fall. Washing dishes was never a chore for him. He liked to see the water float in the air whenever the gravity plates were turned off.


  It made me remember the way I felt on my first rocket ride so many years ago. Everything thrilled me then. I wanted him to enjoy it as long as possible before the deadly routine destroyed the glamor of space travel.


  I sipped my wine, rolled the syrupy liquid on my tongue.


  “Tell me, kid,” I asked, “why are you so interested in history?”


  Jones pointed to the American flag on the wall opposite the scanner. It’s required by the Interplanetary Code, to identify the nationality of the ship when it’s in teleradio contact.


  “The United States is the greatest country in the system,” he explained. “It’s a grand country—all fifty-four states of it—and it has a great future. But the important thing, Pop, is that to understand the future you’ve got to study the past.”


  I POURED myself another drink.


  The stuff was beginning to give me more than just a warm glow.


  “How does the future tie up with the past?” I encourage.


  “Well, take the example of Columbus. When he and his men set off from Europe on the voyage that resulted in the discovery of America, his men almost mutinied, wanted him to turn back when they were on the high seas. They were afraid of the unknown. The bad food caused an epidemic of scurvy and there were no facilities for recreation.


  “Now, when Nicholas Devers took off on the first trip to Mars, back in Nineteen seventy-four, precautions were taken to prevent those things from happening. Scientifically trained men were selected for the crew. The ship was well stocked with correct food, oxygen and water. In other words, he took a lesson from history. Don’t you see it, Pop?”


  “Yes, I see it,” I answered. “History keeps repeating itself on progressively higher planes. Right?”


  “Sure, Pop. The flights of Charles Lindbergh across the Atlantic Ocean in Nineteen twenty-seven can be likened to Rex Carter’s solo trip to the Moon, thirty-five years ago.”


  I looked at the kid, long and steady. I had my reasons.


  “This Rex Carter, whatever happened to him?” I asked. I knew him. I used to pilot mail with him on the strato-hop from New York to Paris before he made his solo trip.”


  The kid shook his head, finishing his pie.


  “I don’t know, Pop. He just disappeared. They say he had a case of selenium fever. He was a great pilot, wasn’t he?”


  “Tell me,” I said casually, “what have they done about selenium fever at the Point? Any cure yet?”


  “None at all. Nine out of every ten cases are fatal. If the victim does live, he’s marked for life, anyway. The fever injures the delicate optic nerves, causing temporary blindness at unpredictable intervals. That’s it! Rex Carter must have caught the ‘blackies.’ So he’s finished as a space pilot. It’s a shame, too. Just think—piloting a ship without a meteor screen! Those were the days. . . .”


  Do you see? He was romantically protesting against today’s safety devices, because they made space travel too easy, removed the thrills of the old days.


  “Ever been in a space ship without the screen?” I asked “Gosh, no! I’ve only blasted forty hours, all told. I never was higher than the Layer before I got this job.”


  “Well, kid, it’s no lark, dodging around without the screen. Get it out of your head right now that it is. I was on a ship once when the screen suddenly failed. I escaped in a lifeboat. Five minutes later the ship, a three million dollar job, had more holes in it than a sieve.”


  He shifted uneasily on his chair. “Still, men did travel without the screen,” he protested. “Rex Carter, Lundon Haines, George LaMarck. Why, even a girl once did it—Elva Stuart.”


  Maybe it was the wine in me, but I decided to prove to the kid that history is all right up to a certain point. It teaches, sure, but only if it’s combined with practical experience.


  “Come over here, kid,” I said. “The skipper goes off in about a minute and I take over. I’m going to run the ship without the screen!”


  WE stood by the visi-glass, staring into the black abyss of space. The ship’s powerful searchlight probed through the darkness, invisible until it hit an object. We were hurtling toward Iapetus at more than ten miles a second.


  You never see the meteors when the screen is on. They come wooshing at you, but the screen works within a radius of a thousand miles, and the ship automatically shifts its course.


  I reached for the switch, opened the circuit. The screen was off and I was on my own. I felt good standing there, eyes straight ahead, searching for a telltale speck of reflected light that would mean a meteor.


  The kid laughed after a half-hour.


  “The old boys must have stopped all the meteors, eh, Pop?”


  Instantly I saw it. Only a pinpoint of light, but I knew that in a few seconds it would loom up as a jagged lump of metal—a couple of hundred tons of streaking death. My hand darted to the jet control, ready to sidestep the crate at a split-second’s notice. I let the thing advance way past the safety line, though the screen would have dodged it some time ago. Then, when it stood out ahead like a baleful eye of some Cyclopean monster in the dark, I blasted the port jet. The ship lurched to the right and we were safe.


  If I had hoped to impress the kid, I’d failed. He turned toward me, grinned a cocky, reckless grin.


  “Now I see how a dame could have done it. This is like steering a boat back on Earth in a war zone and having to look out for floating mines.”


  He spoke too soon. Just then I saw a dozen motes of light in the distance. They were coming from both sides and would converge in our path. Big, flashing remnants of some eon-old cosmic catastrophe, they zoomed in our path and raced toward the ship at terrific velocity.


  I kept my hand away from the jets and waited. The kid saw me waiting, which was what I wanted. The flock of bolides rushed nearer and nearer, until for a moment it seemed that one of them had our number on its nose.


  Two seconds more and the meteors were practically on top of us. I ignored the jets, began whistling softly to myself.


  “For God’s sake, Pop!” he cried. “Do something! We’ll crash!”


  I didn’t do a thing, just let the ship stab on.


  The kid was pale about the gills for five minutes after the stones had passed. He looked worse than a space-sick Martian.


  “What happened?” he asked, his eyes still ahead, wary of new meteors.


  “It’s all in the perspective, lad. When those stones got real close I noticed that they were going up and over us. When you’ve spent as much time in space as I have, you can tell almost every time. The light they reflected told the story. They were sailing at an oblique angle, over us and would miss the ship by miles. Gets so a fellow can gage the angle of approach almost instinctively.”


  He blinked, looked at me with new respect in his eyes.


  “But wasn’t that taking a chance, Pop?” he faltered.


  “Sure. But this ship is only a hundred feet long and those meteors were no more than a mile in diameter. With all of space to travel in, how much chance is there of a head-on collision?”


  BUT the kid had stopped listening. Ahead, coming at us like a juggernaut, I saw a swarm! Penumbra of Jupiter, I had forgotten all about those Nemeses of space! A big, broad belt composed of thousands of meteors, it reared up ahead like the Milky Way. Innumerable thousands of the blasted things loomed before the ship like cosmic football tacklers.


  We were in a bad jam now. Long ago, in a one-man space crate, I had maneuvered a ship through a swarm. But this one was different. It stretched for hundreds of miles in each direction. Getting through it would be like staying dry in a rainstorm.


  You wonder why I didn’t flip the screen on? Well, it takes five minutes for the screen to get hot. It used to take a whole day when they first started using the thing, but science made it more efficient. Five minutes were a whole infinity as far as I was concerned.


  I was already busy at the jets, zigzagging the ship through safety channels barely wide enough for a canoe. That’s the way it seemed, anyway.


  I tried to remember something Lundon Haines had once observed. Big meteors attract the smaller ones, and the swarm itself is composed of clusters of meteors. The idea is to spot a cluster, then shoot the ship far to the other side.


  That was our only chance, so I grabbed it. I played a tattoo on the jets that swerved the ship like a bucking Saturnian stad. The crate sun-fished and pirouetted in space, if you can imagine a space ship going in for such interplanetary acrobatics. We tore through that swarm like a mad molecule in a cloud-chamber. And then miraculously, we were free.


  It was too much for me. I slumped to the floor in a black daze, remembering only to flip the screen on as I fell.


  When I came to, the kid was putting a handkerchief to his bloody nose. When he took it away, I saw that his lip was cut, too. One look at Skipper Hannigan’s bruised knuckles hinted at the answer. His glower confirmed it. The kid saw me getting up. He tried to staunch the flow of blood, smiled ruefully at me.


  “I guess I had it coming to me, Pop, pulling a stunt like that.”


  “Like what?” I asked.


  “Knocking you out, then cutting off the screen and trying to steer the ship myself through a swarm. I thought I could imitate the way Rex Carter did it, according to a book I read.”


  Captain Hannigan came over, lifted me to my feet.


  “You all right, Pop?” he asked solicitously.


  “Sure—but the kid—”


  I tried to explain, but somehow the words wouldn’t form in my throat. If I told the skipper that I had lifted the screen, I’d have been through. I must have been the biggest sap on nine planets to have taken the risk. The kid realized that, which was why he was taking the blame. He could get away with it. I couldn’t.


  “Don’t worry about Jones,” Hannigan said gruffly. “The first smack was for endangering our lives. The sock on the nose was for damaging the cargo. The shaking-up the ship went through smashed some of our freight. You know how fragile it was.”


  I WAS way over in the kid’s corner now. The devil with the skipper and his freight! It was a wonder he hadn’t mentioned the damage to the cargo first and the danger to our lives second.


  “It wasn’t the kid’s fault,” I said lamely. “I kept telling him about the old days, showed him what to do in case the screen ever failed.”


  “Stop trying to alibi the kid, Pop,” Hannigan interrupted. “Once a year they stick us with a kiwi, and this time we’re stuck with Mr. John Paul Jones. Believe me, I’ll be glad when this trip is over. Just as soon as our official business is done on Iapetus and Titan, I’m heading back for Earth where we can drop this bird like ballast on Saturn. I’ve got a good mind to sue the Government for the value of the spoiled freight. After all, we’re on official business, even if we’re only delivering routine good-will messages.”


  The captain spied the kid’s copy of Marshal Evan’s book, “Two Hundred Years of American History.” He gave it a swift kick with his lead-weighted shoes and it skimmed across the room.


  “History book pilot!” he scoffed. “Out here in space a cook book would be of greater use.”


  The captain stepped over to the kid, grabbed him by the nape of the neck.


  “Look here, Mr. John Paul Jones, the next time you get us in trouble I’ll put you in irons with nothing but a copy of your history book. And you won’t go free until you’ve memorized the Constitution of the United States, from the preamble to the last amendment. And if that doesn’t work, I’ll see if I can dig up copies of the Congressional Record. I’ll cure you of this history bug!”


  Well, the skipper had to let the kid out when we reached Iapetus. The Government had sent the kid along to do some mapping of the satellite. Our interplanetary maps were far from complete, and the first job of every Point graduate is to do one hundred and forty hours of mapping.


  Trouble popped just before blastoff time. Everything had been going along smoothly. The captain had delivered his letter of good will from the President of the United States to the First Regent of Iapetus, a scaly-skinned, bug-eyed gent who spoke English with a Harvard accent. It’s amazing how the teleradio influence extends to every one of the thirty-seven worlds in the System.


  The kid was off in the auxiliary ship we carried, taking stereoscopic shots of the terrain below. He had been gone for four hours and had been expected back fifteen minutes ago. The captain wasn’t worried yet. Maybe he was hoping that something would happen to the kid. Our cargo had been slated for Iapetus delivery, and the skipper was still sore about the damage.


  I looked up into the sky. It was striped magnificently with Saturn’s majestic Rings. I scanned the clouds for sign of the kid. Minutes passed. When the kid didn’t show up, I decided to call him on the short-range vision set.


  I went inside the ship, switched it on and heard the batteries hum. I counted sixty, then yelled into the transmitter:


  “Dog-Star calling John Paul Jones . . . Dog-Star calling John Paul Jones . . . Come in, Jones!”


  HE came in, all right. So did Hannigan, who stood by my shoulder, staring into the vision-disk, just as the kid’s image resolved.


  “Hello, Pop,” the kid sang out. “I’m having a little trouble here in the Valley of the Crystals, but I’ll be all right. Don’t worry.”


  “ ‘Don’t worry?’ ” echoed the captain. “What the devil are you doing in a dangerous place like the Valley, Jones? You were supposed to do all your work south of there, in the Lotus City sector. Head right back, do you hear?”


  “I can’t,” the kid answered, beads of sweat trickling down his forehead.


  “I cruised over the Valley to take a shot of the spot where Lundon Haines cracked up. I’d read about it in my history book. The crystals—they’re keeping me from getting out of the Valley!”


  We stared into the disk, over the image of the kid and out into the space beyond. Directly in front of the kid’s ship hovered a strangely shining mass. It was like a brilliant cataract of diamonds, dazzling in the Sun as it flowed and writhed in midair.


  Crystals of Iapetus—one of the most dangerous life-forms that existed in the System! This strange, bizarre variety of life had developed in inorganic crystalline forms, as semi-intelligent, mutualistic crystal colonies. Some force in the Sun’s light enabled them to climb up into the atmosphere.


  One look at the motor of the kid’s ship and I knew what was wrong. The crystals had enveloped the nose of the ship, blanketing the whole front of the plane. Their tremendous weight was preventing it from rising out of the Valley. A few more crystal colonies anchoring themselves to it, and the kid would be forced down. Then a whole flood of the things would engulf the ship like an army of locusts smothering a corn-field. There wouldn’t be even an iron filing as proof that the crate had once existed.


  The gleaming crystals made a scintillant halo for the struggling ship, reflecting the rays of the setting Sun. I was afraid that a halo would soon be around the kid, if you get what I mean.


  From the distance slowly approached another mass of the sentient crystals. They reached out for the tail of the ship, smothering it until it seemed encrusted with blazing diamonds.


  Suddenly I had an idea. I grabbed the transmitter, barked into it.


  “Jones, listen to me! You’ve got only one chance. Don’t worry about the crystals. Try maneuvering the ship toward the cliffs to your right. Give her all the juice you’ve got. Don’t try to rise. Just make a straight line for the cliffs!”


  The kid nodded, took an apprehenhensive look at the mass of crystals that surrounded his ship like a sinister aurora. When he gave her the gun, he got results. Slowly, clumsily the ship headed toward the cliffs.


  “When you get her near the cliffs, stick there!” I yelled. “Stick there like glue.”


  It took the kid seven minutes to negotiate the distance that separated him from the steep wall of the cliff. Finally he made it, just as the Sun was beginning to sink in the heavens. He hovered there a few moments, like a Venusian parachute-fern. Then, just as I had expected, the mass of crystals cascaded off the body of the ship, exposing the plane’s metalloy. It floated gently down to the floor of the Valley below.


  “Now rise, kid!” I ordered. “Head back here quickly!”


  HE waved his hand in a sort of salute. Lifting the ship into the air, he sailed blithely out of the Valley, free of the menace of the crystals.


  Hannigan nudged me.


  “What happened, Pop? How did you work it?”


  I snapped the vision set off and turned around.


  “Just something I picked up in the old days,” I told him. “The crystals can only float in sunlight. I told the kid to get near the edge of the cliff so his ship would be in the shadow of the cliff. The plane was in darkness then. Get it? The Sun was setting, too, and that helped plenty. As soon as the crystals were cut off from the light, they let go of the ship. That’s all there was to it.”


  The skipper tapped me on the shoulder.


  “Fast thinking, Pop. But that’s not all there is to it. Wait until I get hold of that kid. Imagine entering the Valley so he could take a picture of the spot where one of his history book heroes had crashed!” Have you ever tried reading the Constitution of the United States, let alone memorizing it? Sure, it’s a great document, a masterpiece written by some of the greatest statesmen our country has ever had. But it’s something to be digested in small doses. After all, it took the Founding Fathers a couple of months to write it, and here was John Paul Jones reading it from start to finish. Well, maybe it’s just the sort of diet for a space-struck West Pointer on his first solar jaunt, at that.


  By now you realize that the skipper kept his word. All during the voyage from Iapetus to Titan, the kid kept reading the Constitution, trying to memorize it as the skipper had ordered. The crystals had corroded the motor of the stratoplane and the thought of buying a new one didn’t make the captain whistle a canal song, either. We weren’t doing so well those days. The skipper couldn’t even afford interplanetary insurance, which would have made up for the cost of the lost freight.


  I felt sorry for Jones, especially when we passed within five thousand miles of Nungesser’s Comet. He was dying for a chance to take a look at the celestial phenomenon through the electro-telescope. But the skipper, instead, made the kid memorize the first ten sections of Article I.


  THE kid was only up to Article XII when we reached Titan. I’d never been on Titan myself, so I was looking forward to giving the place a once-over. You could have knocked me down with a rocket exhaust when I saw the skipper handing the kid a helmet and space-suit.


  “Here, Jones,” Hannigan said genially, “be a good boy and you can go hunting with us. We’re going to LaMarck’s Peak, after big game—orgarus!


  “LaMarck’s Peak!” the kid repeated, awe in his voice. “The place where George LaMarck is buried, the first man to make a non-stop flight around the System! George LaMarck, one of the greatest pilots that ever lived! Gosh, Captain Hannigan, I’ll be good. I promise.”


  You see? He wasn’t thrilled at the thought of hunting the orgarus, whatever they were. He was more interested in visiting the shrine of his hero.


  The captain broke out the silo-guns, showed him how to attach the power line to the battery on the belt of his space-suit. As we were about to leave the ship, the kid took one last wistful look. The captain caught it.


  “Now what is it, Jones?” he snapped through the radiophone.


  “I was wondering,” the kid said earnestly, “if I couldn’t take the flag with us.” His voice choked. “Sir, it would mean a great deal to me to be allowed to plant the United States flag over the grave of George LaMarck. More than you could possibly understand, sir. Can I, please?”


  The captain stroked the muzzle of his gun.


  “All right,” he said gruffly. “But hurry up.”


  There’s not much air on Titan and the temperature is far below zero, which was why we were wearing our space-suits. I’d never hunted orgarus before, had never even seen them in the British Interplanetary Zoo.


  We plodded over the Titanian icefields, a silent trio. The kid tagged behind, the gun in one hand and the flag in the other. Occasionally a winged dalobar flitted by overhead. It was a wonder to me how the creatures can fly in the rarefied atmosphere, but I found out it was their huge wing expanse that did the trick.


  After an hour’s tramping, we saw the Peak.


  The kid seemed to get his second wind. He ran up the incline as though on an oxygen jag. He paused at the summit, and looked around. Then he lowered his head, sort of reverently, mumbling something too low for me to pick up on the radiophone. A moment later he planted the staff of the flag in the frozen terrain, after blasting a hole through the ice with his silo-gun.


  Abruptly we saw the orgarus. Attracted by the flag on the Peak, or by the kid, a couple of the things came rushing up the incline. They were fearful-looking beasts, double-tusked and multi-fanged. Their forepaws had claws that gleamed like chromium. If they ever ripped against a ship’s walls, sparks would fly.


  I’M an old salt, so by the time I staggered up to the Peak I’d missed all the fun. The kid got one of the orgarus with a blast that must have melted the beast. The skipper got the other squarely in the big, red maw.


  “Okay, Jones, good shooting,” the captain said. “Now bring the carcasses back to the ship.”


  The kid stiffened in surprise. “Carry them back? Why, sir, those things must weigh a few tons! Besides, why do we want them?”


  “Because they’re worth a fortune, you fool!” roared the captain. “Orgaru fur is one of the rarest in the System. Put a gravity plate under each of the animals and you’ll be able to tow ’em back all by yourself. Now get started.”


  So that was why Hannigan had let the kid come along! He needed the kid’s assistance all around, from helping kill the things to taking them back to the ship. The kid realized that, too. No wonder he was sore.


  We made our way back to the ship. If we had been silent before, we were as mum as a bubble in a vacuum now.


  A delegation of Titanian natives were at the ship, waiting for us. The population of Titan is a little over a million. There’s no Earth colony there yet, so space ships rarely stop on Titan. The satellite has few natural resources worth anything. Of course the orgaru pelts were worth plenty, but only one pelt had ever been brought back to Earth. The rush hadn’t begun yet.


  The scrawny leader of the Titanians looked like a polar bear, he was wearing such a heavy coat of orgaru fur. He greeted the skipper, remembered him from a trip five years ago. Hannigan invited him inside the ship and poured him some wine.


  Meanwhile the kid took off his space-suit. He walked over to the ship’s library, took out a book on Titan and began turning its pages.


  The captain got down to business. First he offered the bean-pole chap, King Lanthur, the good-will note from the President, a message that invited the promotion of friendly relations between Titan and our country. Then Hannigan got to work. He pointed to the two dead beasts.


  “King Lanthur,” he began, “I want orgarus. For each orgaru you give me, I will give you”—he paused a moment, scanned the ship—“a pound of sand.”


  Get it? The natives of Titan are silicon creatures. Sand is almost pure silicon. A Titanian would go for the sand like a baby goes for a stick of sugar. And Captain Hannigan was giving the Titanian king some of the ship’s ballast for the valuable pelts. A sweet business, that. The ballast was worthless. We should have dropped it long ago.


  “I’ll be back in a few months with more sand. King Lanthur,” Hannigan went on. “You get more orgaru pelts ready. I will have more sand.”


  THE kid snapped shut the book he had been reading.


  “You can’t do that to these natives, sir,” he said. “I’ve been reading up on Titan. The orgaru is the only source of food and clothing for these people. When you get back to Earth with your pelts, you’ll start a rush here. Everyone will trade sand for the fur. In a year or two there won’t be any orgarus left. These people can’t see that far ahead. After the orgarus are gone, they’ll die of starvation. They’ll have consumed the sand long before.”


  “Beat it, Jones!” the captain roared. “This is none of your business!”


  “It is my business, sir,” the kid insisted. “This is similar to the case of the buffalo in the United States. Before the white man came to America, the Indians depended on the buffalo for food and clothing. Then the white man came, realized the value of the pelts and in a few years the buffalo practically became extinct. A few hundred were saved by the Government, put in conservation grounds. The same thing will happen on this world, sir. But the people here will starve. There will be no one around to enforce conservation.”


  “Mind your own business, Jones,” the captain repeated. “This is my affair. Go back to your books!” There was a queer light in the kid’s eyes and the faintest trace of a smile flickered on his lips.


  “All right, Captain Hannigan,” he said softly. “I will.”


  He retreated to the back of the ship, picked up his book. When he saw the captain was absorbed in conversation with the Titanian king, he began making some notes on a sheet of paper. He wrote hurriedly for a few minutes, referring to his book now and then. When he was finished, he lifted his head and gave me a high-sign. The kid wanted me to distract the captain while he folded his note.


  “Say, Chief,” I interrupted, “take a look at the fuel-gauge. It’s stuck.” That gave the kid his chance. He quietly got up and slipped his note to the Titanian monarch while I kept the skipper occupied. The bean-pole took the note from the kid and put it inside his orgaru coat. I had a hunch what the note really said, but I wasn’t sure.


  The skipper went back and powwowed with the king some more. By the time he was ready to say good-by, he had made the king promise him a monopoly of the fur business. King Lanthur was so sand-hungry, he would have thrown in an extra pelt for a pound of spinach. We blasted off for Earth an hour later. The skipper was cheerful, counting up his profits. Jones was cheerful, too. There was an odd twinkle in his eye.


  It happened when we were at mess out past Iapetus, with Saturn way behind us. The skipper couldn’t resist gloating about his deal.


  “Just think,” he told no one in particular, but really for the kid’s benefit, “right this minute King Lanthur and his subjects are killing orgarus for me. At ten thousand a pelt, I’ll be sitting pretty.”


  The kid put down his knife and fork, looked up at the captain.


  “You’re wrong, Captain Hannigan. King Lanthur is killing only as many animals as the natives need for food.” The captain choked on a mouthful. “What do you mean?” he blurted.


  “Just this,” replied the kid. He got up, reached for the history book that contained the Constitution. “Let me read you the eighth provision in Section Nine of Article One. ‘No person holding any office of profit or trust . . . shall, without the consent of the Congress, accept of any present, emolument, office, or title of any kind whatever from any king, prince, or foreign state.’ ”


  CAPTAIN HANNIGAN stared at the kid, uncomprehending. “Yes,” the kid went on, “your deal is illegal, Captain Hannigan. By carrying the good-will letters from the President to the regents of Titan and Iapetus, you were executing official business. According to the Constitution, you can’t make a deal with any titled ruler of another state. King Lanthur is a titled ruler, sir. And I gave him a note before we left, telling him that the deal was illegal and that he had better check with Earth on the teleradio before going ahead and killing off his orgarus.” The impact of the kid’s strategy suddenly hit Hannigan like a swarm of bolides. The laugh certainly was on the skipper. By making the kid study the Constitution, he had permitted Jones to find the one vulnerable spot in his trade pact with the king of the Titanians!


  But the captain didn’t consider it so funny. He lunged at the kid.


  “Wait a minute, sir!” Jones said swiftly. “Hitting me won’t solve things. Can’t you see, sir, I didn’t do it for any personal reasons—for revenge at the way you’ve been riding me. No, sir, it’s bigger than that. It’s as big as space. It’s the eternal story of the little fellow against the big one. Let the little fellow live. There’s room for all of us in the Solar System. History’s past is a record of man’s greed. Won’t man ever change?”


  The captain suddenly calmed down. “I know I’ve been a nuisance on this flight, Captain Hannigan,” the kid went on rapidly. “Well, sir, my folks have money and I know they will insist on reimbursing you for the loss I’ve caused you—the damaged freight and the ruined strato-plane motor. Won’t you shake hands with me, sir? We’ll buy a bigger ship, go places and do things—the three of us.”


  The skipper stared at the floor of the ship and I could understand his conflicting emotions. He knew the kid was right, yet he hated to admit it. Deep down Skipper Hannigan was a right guy, which was why I had hooked up with him five years ago. Underneath that space-tanned mug of his, he was as soft as a Venusian jellyfish. Hannigan was a great guy when he was in the chips, only he hadn’t had any lately. Tough breaks often change a man.


  The captain put out his hand. “Sure,” he said gruffly to hide the emotion in his voice. “Count me in.”


  FIVE minutes later, when Jones was looking at Nungesser’s Comet through the ’scope, I walked over to him.


  “Nice speech, kid,” I said. “I thought you were up to something like that.”


  “Thanks, Rex,” he said. “I mean—Pop.”


  I started. How had the kid guessed who I was?


  “I thought you were Rex Carter when you took the ship through the swarm,” he explained. “Only a pilot like Rex Carter could have done the job. All the other old-time pilots were dead. And when you passed out—from selenium-fever blindness—I was certain.”


  I didn’t have to tell the kid why an old space-dog like me still roamed the starways. He understood. The kid knew that without my feet on the floor of a space ship, I was lost. Sure, I’d never told the skipper that I’d had the fever. As chief astrogator, with my mug over maps and charts most of the time, it didn’t matter. And I knew that my secret was safe with the kid, that there would be a life job for me on the new ship. I squeezed his hand and my eyes got foggy.


  The kid was as great a hero as any of those he’d worshiped, including his illustrious namesake. But I thought it better not to tell him.


  SPACE-WOLF


  Ray Cummings


  The lure of precious zolonite drew Morgan to barren Titan—to find a weird beast-empire ruled by a cold-eyed Earth-girl queen


  SOLO MORGAN laid his small portable spectroscope on the rock and sat down beside it to rest. He was panting, breathless from the climb up to these precipitous heights, even though the gravity here on Titan was less than that of Earth. It was night. The pallid little Sun had swiftly set behind a distant line of jagged mountain peaks. At the other horizon Saturn was rising, a monstrous glowing ball with a foreshortened segment of the rings spreading in a great iridescent flame of pale prismatic color across half the sky.


  From here, Solo Morgan could just see the tiny blob of his one-man space-ship where he had left it down in the hollow. “He travels fastest who travels alone,” had always been Solo Morgan’s motto. But now at the age of twenty-eight, a big, rangy, handsome fellow with curly, crisp brown hair, it seemed to Morgan that he was somewhat a failure. So far he had failed to strike it rich; and a single big strike had always been what he was after. He set his jaw grimly as he thought of it. Well, now was the time. There was a lode of Zolonite here on this moon of Saturn. The spectroscopic evidence of it had been faint, yet unmistakable. Doubtless it was a single, small concentration; Zolonite perhaps in an almost pure state. Immensely more valuable than radium; more valuable, than any other radioactive substance known to earth.


  Morgan stood up, rested, to continue his climb. By all that he had been able to determine from the faint spectroscopic bands, and the intensity registers which he had so carefully used in that circling flight around the bleak, uninhabited satellite, the Zolonite deposit must be somewhere in this neighborhood The radiometer had seemed to indicate gathering strength as he climbed. Perhaps it would be beyond this next rise, where now he could see a ragged plateau thick with a lush, fantastic blue-gray vegetation.


  He started forward; and suddenly from nearby there was a sharp crack, an explosive report with a stab of yellow-red flame that mingled with the iridescent sheen of Saturn’s glow. And there was a ping, a tanging whistle past his head with a thud against one of the nearby rocks where a leaden pellet flattened itself and dropped beside him.


  An old-fashioned bullet! Morgan dropped to the rocks, into a shadow from which in a moment he cautiously raised his head. There was nothing to be seen, except that from a distant clump a little spiral of smoke was rising. What in the devil was this? Titan, so far as anyone knew, was uninhabited. For a second it had flashed to Morgan that it might be a band of space-pirates who had followed him here.


  But an old-fashioned bullet-projector I Modem space-pirates would laugh at such a thing! They had nothing but the most modern electronic flash-guns, as Morgan himself in several classes could well testify. Explosive bullet-projectors were museum pieces now. Yet here was one on Titan, handled by somebody, trying to drill him!


  Thoughts are instant things. Morgan was flat in the rock hollow. And as he cautiously raised his head there came another crack. The bullet thudded into the metal of his tri-cornered hat, knocking it off. Too close for comfort. His flash-cylinder was in his hand. He sent a bolt sizzling against the distant rocks. It hit nothing but the rocks; but now, abruptly to one side of where he had struck, he saw a flutter—a blue-white drape fluttering in the iridescent light. And in the silence there was a frightened, startled cry. A girl’s voice! In that second she had dropped back into the rock-clump. But Morgan had seen her; a white-limbed girl clad in blue drapes, with dark hair flowing down over her shoulders.


  Amazement was on Morgan’s rugged bronzed face. But his grim lips twitched into a vague, startled smile. Holding the metal hat-brim, he raised the hat. A bullet thudded into it. Her aim was certainly too good to trifle with! Cautiously he stared out over the glowing iridescent rocks. There was no sign of movement; no sound save the distant reverberations of the girl’s last shot. Morgan quietly discarded his equipment; his cylinders of synthetic food, water, the radiometer and the big insulated leaden cylinder in which he hoped to take home the Zolonite-concentrate. Thus unburdened he hitched himself back into a deeper hallow. Then he stood half erect, with his gun clipped to his belt, tensing his leg muscles for a jump. She might be able to wing him in the air during the arc of his leap, but he doubted it.


  There was a rock-ledge some thirty feet away over a little chasm. The crouching Morgan eyed it, took a few running, crouching steps, straightened and leaped. His body sailed in a great flattened arc over the chasm. There was another startled exclamation from the girl; another explosive report, but the bullet went wide. Morgan, chuckling, landed in a heap on the ledge, behind a little line of intervening rocks. He could stand erect here, unseen by the girl. The line of rocks extended diagonally toward her. Morgan ducked along behind them. He ran perhaps a hundred feet, crouched down again where there was a break in his rocky shield.


  HE could see her plainly now. She was a huddled blob with a long-barreled bullet-gun resting in a rock crevice as she peered out at the line of rocks behind which his leap had carried him. He was much nearer to her now; not over twenty feet. And he cautiously peered, more amazed than ever. The pearly, glowing sheen of the Saturn-light glistened on her skin. Her oval face, framed by her flowing black hair, was set and grim, but he could see that it was a beautiful face.


  “What the devil,” Morgan muttered to himself. He had clipped his gun to his broad leather belt. Still grimly smiling, he picked up a huge chunk of the porous gray-black Titan rock and heaved it. The rock sailed over the girl; fell with a clatter behind her. It made her give another startled cry as she aimed toward the sound.


  And simultaneously, Morgan leaped again—with a bound that carried him back over the gully, and landed him almost at the girl’s side. She screamed, tried to struggle to her feet, with the gun jerking around. But Morgan gripped the barrel.


  “Easy,” he murmured. “Don’t get excited; I won’t hurt you.” He thought that his tone, if perhaps not his words, would quiet her. And then she gasped, “You—you let me alone!”


  She spoke English! Morgan was beyond being amazed at anything now. He snatched the rusty old gun from her and tossed it away. She stood docile within his grip, terrified, but defiant. She was younger than he had thought, not over sixteen or seventeen probably. Her single, blue-gray garment, he could see now, was tattered, frayed. It had the look of a fabric fragile with age. It fell from her pink-white shoulders to her thighs. A crudely fashioned animal-skin belt girdled her slender waist. Leather thongs crossed her breast, modeling the dress, and her long black hair lay there in a tangle. Her feet were bare, with toughened soles from long walking on these jagged rocks.


  “Let me alone,” she was muttering. She stood swaying backward in his grip, her dark eyes watchful, alert. He could not miss now the wildness upon her, a weird mixture of savagery and civilization. She looked as though she were figuring only how she could kill him.


  “Well,” he said, “I don’t get this at all. What’s your name?”


  “Nada,” she gasped.


  “Nothing else? You speak English so you’re from Earth. Now how in the devil—”


  She suddenly twitched away from him, but he caught her and again she stood panting.


  “Now listen, take it easy,” he said. He drew her down to the rock, and sat beside her, still holding her. “So your name’s Nada? Well, Nada, let’s talk about this. But first, the main idea is, I’m not going to hurt you, an’ I damn’ sure won’t let you kill me. Get the idea?”


  “Yes. I understand.”


  “Well, in a nutshell, I’m Morgan—Solo Morgan. Here alone. You might want to call me Tom; that was my original name. I’m here looking for a precious metal. I hope I find it, because it’ll make me rich back on earth. And the last thing I did expect to find, here on this God-forsaken little satellite, was a pretty girl like you.”


  It somewhat startled Solo Morgan that his heart seemed beating faster as he stared at her and felt her resisting arms within his grip. An interest in the opposite sex had never been one of his failings. It was completely contrary to his theory that he travels fastest who travels alone.


  But this somehow was different, startlingly different. “That’s my story,” he finished. “Now it’s your turn.”


  Normally, Solo Morgan always had been alert, under all circumstances, to possible danger. But he was absorbed now. He hadn’t noticed the faint sound of flapping wings behind him, nor noticed the weird-looking bird-shape which passed over his head, and vanished as it dropped down into a rock-clump a hundred feet away.


  But Nada saw it. Her gaze, like the gaze of a trapped animal, was darting around the iridescent darkness. Her hearing, far keener than Morgan’s, heard a faint cawing call, as though a parrot were chattering.


  She tensed in Morgan’s grip. “Stop it,” he said. “You can’t get away from me. What other name have you got besides Nada?”


  “Nada Livingston. I was from Nairobi.”


  He stared. The name was vaguely familiar. “Dr. Carter Livingston?” he murmured.


  “Yes. That was my father.”


  MORGAN remembered now. He had been a boy of ten or eleven when the name of Dr. Carter Livingston had been notorious all over the world. He was a cracked old scientist living in East Africa. As Morgan remembered it, Carter Livingston had had some theory that the wild animals of earth should be protected from the cruelty of man. He wanted laws that no animals should be hunted. Then he had gone to Africa, with new theories that animals were only different forms of humans; undeveloped, untaught, but with a latent ability for learning which no human had yet recognized. Then there were rumors that in the African jungle, Carter Livingston and his young wife had established a trained-animal zoo. Wild tales. Parrots, with their pseudo-human vocal cords, not only chattering English words, but putting a childish but human intelligence into them. Apes that could mouth human words, and think human thoughts. Then Livingston’s wife had died, leaving him an infant daughter. There had been some incidents of violence—Livingston’s trained apes accused of raiding a nearby Masai village, and killing some of the black children whose fathers had been hunting wild animals in the neighborhood. Livingston had denied the thing as fantastic. But the British authorities had descended upon his animal-colony and cleaned it out. In a rage, Livingston, with his infant daughter, had disappeared.


  Morgan had been murmuring the story. “That was your father?” he said.


  “Yes. We came here. He died just a little while ago.”


  Morgan drew in his breath. “And now you’re living alone here on Titan?”


  “Alone? Why—”


  He heard the flapping wings this time. Startled, his hands dropped from the girl’s shoulders as he turned around. A great birdlike shape was fluttering past overhead; a blue thing like a big flamingo. A grotesque bird. Its body seemed feathered, but its huge wings were naked membrane, pointed like a bat’s. Its head was round, with a little glistening skull and a great hawked nose.


  “Caw—caw—coming, Nada—coming, Nada.”


  In that second Morgan sucked in his breath at the gruesome, chattering cry. Just a monstrous parrot? It seemed more than that. It darted down, swooping on as though it were about to attack. Then it suddenly darted up, dropped back of a nearby rock.


  “Coming—help—Nada—”


  Its eerie cackled words still sounded. Morgan had snatched out his flash gun. Nada was clutching at him now.


  “Don’t!” she murmured. “That’s my friend. You—you must not.”


  Hairy shapes abruptly were materializing from the rocks behind Morgan. He heard a low whining bark; whirled to see a monstrous, shaggy, red-haired animal coming at him. It suggested an ape, yet was unlike one. A large body on two long shaggy legs, with long, dangling arms. A bushy tail, wildly swishing. A round head, with the shaggy red hair dangling over its face where eyes were shining and a mouth was growling.


  Morgan’s gun flashed. But with a cry Nada had knocked up his arm. The bolt went sizzling into the air, with its tiny crack of thunder rolling in muffled reverberations out through the shining night. He had no chance to fire again. The shaggy, oncoming thing pounced. Morgan was aware only that behind it there were others like it. The shaggy body knocked him backward. From its padded paws, fingers like claws came out—bluish fingers like the hands of an ape, clutching at his throat, strangling him. Then he heard the whizz of a thrown chunk of rock. It cracked on his skull so that all the shining darkness burst into a roaring glare of light in his head. Then the light swiftly faded as he sank into the soundless abyss of unconsciousness.


  “YOU’RE better now?”


  He was vaguely aware that cool water was running down his face from his hair and that Nada’s voice was softly murmuring to him.


  “You are better now? Don’t die. Tamo is sorry that he hit you.”


  His eyelids had fluttered up. He knew now that she was sponging a wound in his scalp. And all he could see was a blurred interior, and the blurred blob of Nada bending over him. Then her outline clarified. He was lying on something soft, and she was sitting beside him.


  “All right,” he murmured. He grinned. “That was some crack somebody or something gave me.”


  Her face lighted with relief. “One of my goths,” she said. “He’s sorry. . . . No, you lie quiet now.” He was trying to struggle up on one elbow, but she shoved him back. Beside him there was a cracked old china wash basin. The water in it with which she was sponging his head was red with his blood.


  “Guess I’m all right now,” he muttered. His hand went to his belt. His gun was gone.


  “Just lie quiet. You’ll be all right in a few minutes.”


  He was weak and dizzy; his body bathed in cold sweat. For another minute he closed his eyes and she went on silently sponging his head. He remembered now, vaguely, that he had been conscious enough to realize that he had been dragged here by the weird red-haired animals. It had evidently not been far. Dimly he seemed to recall that they had plunged underground, where there were phosphorescent rocks to light up the subterranean passages with an eerie glow.


  He opened his eyes again. He could see that phosphorescent glow through the window-openings here. He was in a room—a little grotto with tattered, faded fabric drapes on its walls, a rug on its floor. And two or three pieces of weird-looking, old-fashioned earth-style furniture.


  Presently he was sitting up. “I’m all right,” he declared. “Thanks, Nada.” His hand went to his head. “I guess it’s stopped bleeding.”


  “Yes. I think so.” She was gazing at him with interest now, and Morgan realized he was the only man she had ever seen, except her father. Her bosom rose and fell under the bodice of her tattered dress with her emotion.


  Morgan understood that faded, old-fashioned earth-dress now. They had been her mother’s clothes. And he understood the furnishings. He saw now that a bookcase in a corner of the cave-room contained half a dozen shelves of books. And on a rickety table stood a small portable sewing machine; a hoop with embroidery; needles and thread and a garment in process of mending.


  Her little world. Solo Morgan gazed around him, from where he lay on a camp cot, and was astonished at the thoughts he was thinking and the emotion he was feeling.


  “Tell me about yourself,” he said gently. “This is your home, eh?”


  “Yes,” she agreed. She told him how her father had brought her up here, how he had taught her from the books which he had brought with them.


  Queer that there on this moon of Saturn, the wandering, embittered Carter Livingston had found no humans, but an animal, bird and insect life. Yet it was no coincidence, for Livingston had journeyed until he found what he wanted. Himself an educated human, he would give the animals the advantages he had had through the centuries of human advancement. Breed God’s creatures upward, some day perhaps to reach the intelligence of man.


  Morgan stared at the girl as she so earnestly described it. Rot, of course. And yet that flying, flamingo-like thing had certainly talked, and talked much more intelligently than any parrot. It had called for help, and the red-haired ape things had come on the run. Morgan grimaced with the memory. One of those round-headed goths had throttled him with its ape-like hands, while another of them cracked him on the head with a rock. He gazed around the room uneasily now, but none of them was in sight.


  “Can those goths talk, too?” he demanded.


  “Yes. A little, but it’s hard to understand. A growling mumble. But they’re very intelligent. You see, their life-span is nearly ten years, so we only have a few generations that father taught. He said that with use, the vocal cords and the larynx were getting more adapted. Tamo is my best one. And he makes the others understand. They’re very gentle.”


  “With you,” Morgan supplemented wryly.


  “Yes. Cah called them for help.”


  “Cah? You mean that big bird?”


  “Yes. Father bred six generations of his family. And nature made his talking apparatus very adequate for human words.”


  “No argument on that,” Morgan agreed. He was gazing through the glowing window-opening of the cave-room. There was vegetation outside. It was like a great lush subterranean forest. Gnarled, fantastic-shaped trees with bluish vines lacing them together. Huge pods hung on them, and monstrous pallid flowers that opened and closed their petals rhythmically as though breathing.


  GRUESOME damn things. Morgan was about to ask if what looked like vegetation here might not be more animal than vegetable, when suddenly his attention was caught by a little round red thing that was on the ledge of the rocky window-opening. It was no bigger than the end of his finger—a round, glistening, red-shelled thing with jointed legs protruding from it. Tiny antenna were weaving in front of its single eye, which seemed glaring at him balefully.


  He made a startled gesture. “What the devil is that?” he demanded.


  Nada smiled. “One of our insects. Father used to call them rollers. He said on earth you’d consider them of the ant family. They’re remarkable little things. Well, I guess you’d say that about earth ants, too, wouldn’t you? Terribly strong for their size, with a nasty bite. They build their own houses. They’re highly organized, with workers and leaders, and their own armies.”


  “And you can talk to them, too?” Morgan muttered.


  “Well, no,” she said. “Not exactly. But Cah seems to be able to make them understand.”


  The little red-shelled, ball-like thing on the window ledge suddenly hitched out a leg and rolled itself backward; then picked itself up and scurried away like a tiny round crab.


  “Well,” Morgan said, “your father’s theories, here on Titan—”


  A sudden distant growl made him check himself. It was outside; muttered growls, growing louder. He stared inquiringly at Nada.


  “The goths,” she murmured. “Something wrong?”


  They came in a moment; two of the weird, round-headed animals, dragging something between them. In the background a pack of the others lurked, shaggy red blobs half hidden by the fantastic tangle of vines, their peering eyes like little lanterns among the foliage and the pallid flowers.


  It was a dead goth which was being dragged here to Nada. With Morgan after her, she ran outside. The huge dead goth lay crumpled. Its companions were mumbling at Nada. Queer form of speech, half animal, half human, so that the mouthed, snarled words of anger now, to Morgan, seemed almost but not quite intelligible.


  “What happened?” he demanded.


  The dead goth’s face was leprous. Burned into a noisome, pulpy mass as though by a flash bolt.


  “They found him, lying like that,” Nada said. Terror was on her face. “Something—someone with a strange gun of lightning, like the one I took from you.”


  It was dawning on Morgan. Then a flapping of wings sounded. “Coming, Nada. Cah comes.”


  The beaked-nosed, feathered shape of Cah came fluttering; landed by Nada. Weird chattering bird. “Cah saw it, Nada. Men like this one. Out beyond the tunnels, they killed Tagaro. Cah saw them. Cah sees everything—”


  It fluttered away, excited, like an imbecilic child, chattering with its excitement.


  Space-pirates! Prowling here, looking for the Zolonite. Doubtless they had seen Morgan’s little space-ship; knew he was here, and were looking for him.


  “They were outside?” Morgan demanded swiftly. “Out near where I found you? Is that what the parrot-thing tried to say?”


  “Yes,” she gasped. “Oh, who could it be? Other earth men here? You—you said you came alone.”


  “I did. But I can make a pretty dam good guess who it is all right. Nada, listen!”


  The ring of goths here were all eyeing Morgan suspiciously with weird, baleful eyes set in wrinkled, bluish, apelike faces.


  “Tell them I didn’t do it,” Morgan said hastily. “Tell them bad men did it, if they can manage to understand that much from you.”


  Would the damned growling things jump on him now? “Listen,” he added swiftly to the girl. “That’s a band of earthmen—space-pirates. They’re here to try and steal the Zolonite! came after. Nada, where’s that gun of mine you took away from me?”


  “What—what are you going to do?” she stammered.


  His eyes hardened.


  “I don’t want them to find you. Understand that!”


  Morgan knew perfectly well what he was going to try to do—get the girl out of here, into his space-ship. Zolonite or not, he had no intention of trying to fight the space-pirates with this girl as the stake for success or victory.


  “Get that gun of mine,” he commanded. “Hurry it now.”


  THE girl ran into the cave-room; came back with it. She was trembling; white-faced. “Will—will they really kill you?”


  “I hope not,” Morgan said grimly. “We’re not going to stick around here and let them try it. Nada, listen: you show me the way into those tunnels. Tell the goths to stay here, as they’ll only complicate things.”


  The goths were sullenly watching, listening. At Nada’s vehement command they slunk back, but they still watched Morgan suspiciously.


  “Into the tunnels?” she stammered. “But why?”


  He seized her arm.


  “Yes. Come on.” No use telling her that he was going to get her back to earth. She might put up an argument at leaving her animals. He ran with her, through the little cave-room, into a dim, glowing tunnel.


  “This was the way you brought me in, wasn’t it?” he presently demanded as they ran.


  She nodded.


  “Yes. The outer surface, not so far ahead.”


  Good enough. He’d slam her into the ship and tell her what it was all about afterward. The tunnel was dark, with just a faint eerie glow of phosphorescence that seemed inherent to the rocks themselves. It was a narrow passage, seeming to wind upward. At intervals, other little corridors crossed it. Occasionally it widened into grottos. They came to a large one with a jagged rocky floor, broken, rocky walls.


  Here they halted.


  “Not so far now,” Nada was saying. Her face in the dimness was turned toward Morgan, and she was trying to smile—a frightened, puzzled smile. And suddenly he sucked in his breath. Her teeth were shining with blue-green iridescence; luminous with a blue-green light streaming from them! Radioactive, stroboscopic light! The treasure of Zolonite he had come here to find. It must be here close at hand!


  Morgan gripped the girl and stood still, peering around.


  “What is it?” she murmured with new terror.


  “Wait! I’m looking around for something.”


  And then he saw it. Zolonite in almost its pure state. The vein of its out-cropping was a crescent curve diagonally up the wall; and beneath it, shining chunks had crumbled and were lying strewn. Swiftly Morgan stooped, gathered up handfuls, stuffed them into his pockets. Samples, and then he would bring back a mining crew to open this up. And even the samples would be worth a sizable fortune. But the space-pirates wanted this, too.


  Solo Morgan, at that instant, was not quite clear in his mind what he would try to do. But the feel of the girl’s pliant waist within his arm as they ran, decided him. She was certainly more important than the Zolonite.


  “I’m taking you to my ship,” he murmured suddenly. “Don’t bother to put up any argument now. That’s where you’re going.”


  He saw her turn and stare at him. They had come abruptly to the end of the tunnel; the sheen of Saturn-light was on her face, shining in her misted eyes as she regarded him.


  “Taking me to earth?” she said uncertainly.


  “I sure am. You can’t live out your life here, just for a bunch of weird animals.”


  “But some time you’d bring me back?” she murmured tremulously.


  “Sure I would. Got to come anyway to mine the Zolonite.”


  Here was the clump of rocks where he had been when first he saw Nada. His leaden cylinder was lying here. He stuffed the Zolonite samples carefully into it. Sealed it.


  “Now we go down the mountain, Nada, to my ship down there.”


  A sizzling flash with a tiny crack of thunder interrupted him. The bolt from nearby sizzled over their heads as Morgan, with a sweep of his arm, knocked the girl to the ground and flung himself beside her.


  “That’s them,” he muttered grimly. “Keep down, Nada.”


  Another bolt cracked with a prismatic shower of sparks on the rocks in front of them. Morgan and the girl were lying in a little depression now, protected by a broken line of rocks with a cliff close behind them. He could see where the pirates were gathered, at the bottom of a small gully some fifty feet away. And then in the silence, an ironic chuckling voice floated over.


  “Got you, Morgan. No use putting up a fight. Toss out your gun an’ we won’t kill you.”


  Morgan, watchful for the chance to drill one of them if he showed himself, lay quiet with the huddled girl trembling beside him.


  “Got your wife with you?” the voice drawled. “That who it is? Come on out and let’s have a look at her. We won’t hurt her.” There was a burst of raucous laughter from the other pirates.


  Morgan did not reply. His brain was busy trying to find an out.


  MORGAN could see that there was no chance for him and the girl to move from where they were lying. He had chanced a leap from here against Nada’s old-fashioned explosive-gun with its single small bullet, but he couldn’t take such a chance against modem bolt-weapons. The least move would expose them in the full sheen of Saturn-light.


  They lay still.


  “So you just want to stay where you are?” the voice called. “Okay, we’ll get you.”


  They were invisible; but back down the distant little gully Morgan suddenly saw the blob of a creeping figure; one of the pirates trying to get to where he could chance a leap. Morgan tensed; raised his gun. The shadowed blob moved again; straightened a little. Morgan’s flash spat its bolt. A scream mingled with the tiny thunder-crack, and the blob leaped into the air, turned over and crashed down again, inert upon the rocks.


  It brought a fusillade of shots; but they splattered harmlessly with a great shower of sparks on the blackened rocks. And suddenly the trembling girl gripped Morgan.


  “Look! Cah is flying over there.” She pointed.


  There was a flapping of wings in the Saturn-light. And the bird’s eerie, cawing, chattering voice. “Cah sees them. There they are!”


  The excited bird’s fluttering shape was visible. “Cah sees them! Cah sees everything!” it chattered.


  A bolt from one of the pirates mingled with its cries. The flash shot up. The huge bird, its weirdly childish voice stilled forever, came wavering down, turning end over end until it thudded heavily on the rocks.


  “Oh poor Cah,” Nada murmured. Then she gasped: “Oh look! There by the little gully.”


  The rocks on the upper lip of the small gully where the crouching pirates were gathered were splashed pale-white by the Saturn-light. And in the glow there now, a thin little red line was visible. A moving line. It stretched back over the rocks, down into another hollow and up again. Morgan caught his breath as he stared. It was a line of tiny, moving red figures. Myriads of them; round things small as the end of his finger.


  The rolling, red ants. They came hitching themselves, scuttling; a vast little army. And then he saw other lines of them converging on the gully; inarching grimly, silently to battle, summoned perhaps by Cah’s excited calls.


  Breathlessly Morgan and the girl watched. The pirates undoubtedly didn’t notice the marching red hordes of tiny insects behind them. A dozen thin red moving lines now. Silently but inexorably they crawled over the rocks, down into the gully.


  Then there was a startled cry. “What in hell!” And one of the pirates incautiously straightened, his arms flailing wildly, his hands plucking at his clothing, at his face.


  Morgan raised his gun, but Nada shoved it down. “No need,” she murmured. “The bites of those red ants are quite poisonous.”


  Silently then, they stood and watched the strange battle.


  It was a ghastly attack. Within a minute the space-pirates were screaming, staggering. Half a dozen of their frenzied bolts went wild into the air. And then they had flung their guns away, frenzied, demoniac as they fought the swarming, viciously biting little insects crawling upon them. There were four of the men. Morgan could have shot them all as they staggered out into the open, but there was no need. In another minute they were rolling in agony on the ground, with yet more thin red lines converging upon them. And then at last their blood-chilling screams were silent. In the Saturn-light they lay motionless, red with their blood and red with the swarming hordes that crawled over them.


  Morgan was standing now, with the horrified, shuddering girl trembling against him. The lead cylinder with its treasure of Zolonite was clipped to his belt. But with his arm around Nada he knew that she was the real treasure he had found upon Titan. He held her closer. Nobody would ever be able to call him Solo Morgan again.


  A CITY ON SATURN


  Henry Gade


  Our back cover depicts Frank R. Paul’s vivid painting of a Saturnian city and here is the author’s story of that city


  SATURN, being one of the four giant worlds of the solar system, is one of the four “young” planets. By young, we mean literally, less cooled off than the smaller worlds, because of their size. Therefore, life has not developed to the stage it has on our own globe.


  Artist Paul, on the back cover, has drawn his conception of this “young” world’s city, and the people who inhabit it.


  Saturn must still be in an inchoate stage, and its terrain is undoubtedly far from settled. It is quite possible that earthquakes and land-shifts and volcanic eruptions are constantly changing the aspect of the terrain.


  Thus, we may quite conclusively assume that cities on Saturn do not consist of skyscrapers, but of dwellings built low and solidly to the ground, able to resist stresses and strains and shoulder aside the debris of landslides and moving masses.


  Saturn is also far from the sun, being beyond the orbit of Mars, and is a frigid world, perhaps kept only from being a completely frozen one by the internal heat of the planet.


  Therefore, no city could be built on the open plains of Saturn, but in the shelter of a volcano wall, perhaps even in the pit itself, where vegetation could grow under the heat of geysers and volcanic ventholes.


  We would find our capital city of Crisium built in the crater of the largest volcano, its red-metal city-buildings lining the sheer walls of virgin granite that form its most solid foundation.


  Toward the center of the pit, there would be no buildings, this area being used for cultivation and growing of the peanut-like tubers that the people eat almost exclusively.


  The power plant of the Saturnians would be an adaptation of the steam-turbine motor, being built over a huge fumarole whose escaping gases would rotate its multiple fins and cause it to spin much as does a globe-ventilator atop an ordinary Earth ventilating stack, except on a much huger scale.


  The science of the Saturnians would not be very advanced, and this gas-turbine motor would be their highest type of mechanism.


  The people of Saturn are envisaged as an insectlike people, possibly of the spider family. They possess a bulbous, gaseous interior body, in which digestive functions would be carried on by an acid or gas breakdown of the rough tubers which make up their food supply.


  They would have spidery legs which would enable them to walk over the unstable portions of the planet where treacherous sands and gas-bubble formations in the mud and ooze of the icy-cold plains would offer a death-trap for a heavier being such as we of Earth.


  They would have little brain development, and no heads, beyond a small protuberance, would serve as the primitive sense organ, perhaps much different from our Earthly senses, functioning on a principle of temperature change. Thus, it would sense the approach of another creature by the heat of its body.


  Its arms would consist of four octopus-like tenacles, springing from its bulbous top just below the sense organ. These tentacles would be very facile and swift, plucking the fruit from the plants in the garden areas.


  These arms, when folded down, would enclose the entire body in a protective covering, much as the four sections of a divided lemon or orange peel could be replaced to cover the fruit.


  Two of these arms could be used to pluck the peanut-tubers and the other could carry the receptacle in which they were placed.


  Since the atmosphere of Saturn would be of a poisonous nature, breathing would be through a filtering membrane which would remove poisons.


  The interior of the buildings of the spider people of Saturn would be simple tunnels which would lead down into natural openings in the rock itself, through which inner-heat from the planet’s core would seep, borne by the rising gases. Thus, it is possible that the Saturnian, before leaving his abode, would breathe of the gases, store up oxygen, and also heat, in the bulbous portion of its body, just as hot-air balloons retain the heated air put into them for an appreciable length of time.


  An item of interest would be the scene in the heavens as viewed from Crisium, for stretching across the sky of Saturn is the beautiful, and magnificent, arch of its multi-colored rings. The rings which were once its moon.


  THE RAIDERS OF SATURN’S RING


  Raymond Z. Gallun


  Only one man could save Titan’s Earth colony from the merciless legions of the furred Callistans. But between Ron Leiccsen and his goal lay Saturn’s whirling, deadly Rings.


  EVERYWHERE in Leiccsenland the farms were burning. Silvery Callistan ships, slim arrows of destruction, flew above the countryside methodically. Splendid grain and hay crops were blazing. Barns and dwellings, too.


  The thin, clear air trailed streamers of blue smoke, that blurred the ringed globe of monster Saturn, visible at the horizon, above the craggy surrounding hills.


  The Earth-Colony here on Titan, largest of Saturn’s satellites, seemed doomed. The invaders were firing everything they could reach.


  Angry farmers were gathered in front of the Community Bank in Leiccsendale. Old Arne Reynaud, who kept a great orchard and flower-garden beyond the village outskirts, stood on the concrete steps of the bank building, and shouted to the assembled group of bitter faces.


  “Twenty-three Earth-years, Terrestrials have been here in Leiccsenland!” he shrilled grimly. “Ain’t nobody gonna drive us out now! Not even these damned Callistans from their moon back Jupiterway! Titan, so far from the sun, was a frozen world when we came. Its water was ice. Even its air lay in frozen snowdrifts in the awful cold! We slaved and starved and spent almost every cent we had, getting started here! Setting up Bart Mallory’s atomic sun-ray towers, to make the climate warm! Cultivating the soil, that hadn’t had any life in it for a billion years, since Saturn cooled too much to radiate any heat to Titan! Bringing in seeds and cattle and hogs! Even bumble-bees to pollinate the flowers! Ain’t no dirty, fuzzy Callistan devils gonna take Titan away from us now! We made us a little heaven, here, with the sweat of our brows! And we’re gonna keep it! Ain’t no—”


  Arne Reynaud got this far in his speech, his shrill, scratchy old voice vibrant with mingled grief and wild determination. But just then a second voice, from the rear of the little crowd, cut in like a whetted knife-blade, keen and caustic and condemning:


  “Shut up, Reynaud! That Iron-Made language of yours is completely out of place, now! It only makes things worse! So, for God’s sake, shut up! Stop talking like a damned fool!”


  The words fairly snapped and snarled with bitterness. No Callistan heat-bomb, dropped into the center of the little gathering itself, could have produced more emotional startlement. Two hundred pairs of haggard eyes turned as one toward the man who had broken a spell. Surprise was too great to allow anger to awaken, yet. There was only wonder as to who this rude traitor could be.


  He stood there at the edge of the side-walk, with half his gaunt weight leaned against a maple sapling. But his eyes glowed tensely, under a broad-brimmed colonial hat, denying the indolence of his posture. A crooked smile showed white teeth, and traced a line of derision in one narrow, bronzed cheek. Youth and strength and sadness and broken dreams, were in the curve of his brow and lips. But above all, there was realism—the will to do the best, most reasonable thing, in the face of heartbreaking defeat.


  A girl, as forceful as himself—in her own pert way—was the one who answered him. “You!” she stormed. “You—Ron Leiccsen—nephew of the man who explored this world, and died from the effects of hardships here, soon after his return to Earth! The man who made our Titanian Colony possible! And you tell Arne Reynaud to shut up, when he talks patriotism! You’re not fit to bear the same name as Jan Leiccsen!”


  The girl was Anna Charles, a teacher in the school at the village. There was a moment of strained silence, after her furious, accusing words tumbled out. Her tiny fists were clutched so firmly that the knuckles showed white. Her heart-shaped face had gone pale with fury, defiance, contempt! Her dark eyes blazed narrowly, and her whole, small, reckless body trembled with emotion. Anna Charles, daughter of a champion space pilot, killed several years before, was a tornado from her golden head to the tips of her tiny boots!


  BUT she was only part of the situation, now. Everyone, among those hard, bristly-cheeked colonists, waited for Ron Leiccsen to answer the girl’s withering challenge. Ron had been a respected machinist bearing an honored name—before. But his caustic attitude, now, made a difference. Most of those grim men scowled at him. Many of them fingered their smooth, trim-barreled atom-rifles in a silent threat to a dissenter. Even old Arne Reynaud, on his impromptu orator’s rostrum before the Community Bank, said nothing. His withered features only looked startled. His thin shoulders sagged in his shapeless overcoat.


  The nearest great sun-ray globe, rising on its tall, steel-girdered tower above Leiccsendale, purred softly, shedding its warmth and brilliant light, and its special, invisible radiations, which acted as a stimulus to all vegetable growth, over the scene. Smoke from rich, ripe cornfields nearby, tanged in the cool air, like a questioning ghost. Even the far-off sun itself, scarcely more than a great star in the vast distance, seemed to wait, to see what would happen during the next tense moment.


  Ron Leiccsen’s grin became a trifle more crooked. Otherwise he scarcely moved, though his eyes admired Anna Charles’ vigorous spirit.


  “I apologize, if I’ve hurt anyone’s feelings—without good reason,” he said at last. “I look up to anyone with plenty of nerve, like Arne Reynaud, or Miss Charles, here. But we can’t successfully fight Callistan heat-bombs, and their horde of heavily armed ships. We can’t expect any aid from Earth, since the Callistan space navy is supreme in this part of the void. To continue to resist alone, is just plain stupid. We’d all be killed or enslaved—Titan taken away from us anyway, in the end. And we have women and kids, remember! Miss Charles, who is a school teacher, should know that we have kids, here, as well as anybody else! Tots. Who wants to see them enslaved, abused, massacred? So, though it will hurt plenty to do it, let’s face facts! Let’s leave Titan before these laughing devils from Callisto can fly so many war-craft out from their world that even escape will be cut off!”


  Ron Leiccsen paused for just a moment, to let his arguments sink home, and to let the grim truth register in the minds of his hard, embattled listeners. Then he went on.


  “Of course, if Arne Reynaud has any information,” he said, “any new trick, or any means at all that might give us hope of defeating these furry giants from Jupiter’s outermost large moon, let him speak up! Otherwise his talk of fighting is exactly what I implied before—just senseless, foolish courage!”


  When Ron Leiccsen finished speaking, farmers looked at each other, their faces puzzled. It was easy to see that common-sense was tempering their defiance against the Callistan hordes, now. Their wives. Their children. Even Anna Charles’ features showed a sheepish, apologetic petulance for a moment, as though maybe she realized that the man whom she had as good as accused of traitorous cowardice, might have told the truth.


  From the distance, over the blazing fields and farm buildings, a slim, silvery shape flew silently, coming closer. And the atom-guns which had so far kept the hamlet of Leiccsendale itself, safe from the bombs and heat-rays of the Callistan raiders, began to spit their whining darts up from the village outskirts.


  But now old Arne Reynaud lifted a shaky hand. “Ron Leiccsen,” he shouted sincerely, “you got real, honest-to-gosh, good judgment! Talk without backing don’t get anybody anywhere! But I haven’t been just shooting off my mouth! There is a way to lick them damned Callistans, as I was gonna tell you all before! Everything’s fixed, except for the last tough part of the job!”


  It was Ron Leiccsen’s turn to be surprised, now. His brows creased in mingled doubt and hope. He stood erect now, taut and ready.


  “All right, Arne,” he urged eagerly. “I’ll eat those words of mine, down to the last sour syllable, if I’ve said anything out of place! Tell us what you’ve got up your sleeve.”


  “Just this, friends,” Arne returned seriously. “Mighty few Callistans ever visit Earth. Even though they’re immune to our germ diseases, they don’t thrive so well there, at certain seasons. Me and a brother of mine, back home, are probably the only men, either Earthian or Callistan, who realize why Callistans get very sick at certain times on Earth, though it’s so simple. I saw one die once, in New York State, in summer. It ain’t just the density of the air. They can stand that. It’s something else—and I’ve got the password. I found out.


  “Quite a while ago, I wrote a letter to my brother. But everybody knew, already, that the trouble with the Callistans was coming. My brother has quite a lot of money, and I asked him to do me a favor. Just a few hours ago I got his space-radiogram, probably one of the last that got through the Callistan interference barrages.”


  Arne had taken a slip of yellow paper from his pocket. He cleared his throat, and read the message aloud:


  “ ‘Dear Arne: Shipload of stuff you asked for is at Vananis, on Mars. Have just learned that crew deserted, refusing to go farther into zone patrolled by hostile Callistan craft. Delivery up to you colonists. Luck. Tony.’ ”


  ARNE REYNAUD ran his fingers through his ragged gray hair, as he finished the radiogram. “You see, folks?” he continued. “That space freighter is waiting on Mars right now, for somebody to go and get it. All we have to do is sprinkle its cargo all over Leiccsenland, and as much more of Titan as we can . . .


  The old horticulturist’s words were cut short here, as the silvery Callistan ship that had been approaching, swept close, overhead. It had won through the outer defenses of the village. The ominous shadow of the craft, which was small but deadly, slid swiftly over the ground. Sparks of molten metal shot from the tower of the sun-ray globe, as an unseen sword-beam of intense heat lashed at its girders. Steel crumpled and snapped. There was an ugly, creaking, groaning sound, like that which a great tree makes when it begins to fall, after the lumber-jacks have severed its trunk. The tower leaned, like a man shot, and crashed with a thunderous noise onto a row of stores and houses along the street.


  Fire spurted, as the great sun-ray globe of heat-resistent carbon-glass shattered, spilling its seething, white-hot contents on the wreckage. Flames lashed up, blazing furiously.


  Everyone had crouched down, seeking whatever cover was available, as the enemy ship, glinting in the pale sunshine, and reflecting the glare of the conflagration, circled above. The hiss of its propelling mechanism was almost a whisper. So low that the wild, challenging laughter of the gray-furred Callistan pilot, leaning over its side, could be plainly heard.


  The beam of heat that had wrecked the tower, swung downward. It hit the front of the Community Bank, and the latter’s windows, with the gold lettering on them, cracked and wilted. Old Arne Reynaud, hunched now behind the stone blocks that flanked the steps, was hit. His whole back was raked by that invisible sword of concentrated heat waves. Flesh and clothing alike was burned away from his spine.


  But even as this was happening, slender atom-rifles and pistols were brought into play—sobbing and whirring. Ron Leiccsen was among the other marksmen, firing with his pistol from beneath the foliage of the maple sapling, where he had drawn Anna Charles.


  The swift missiles struck the invader craft. Incandescent spots, bluer and more eye-hurting than the glare of an electric arc, blotched its burnished hull. It sagged in its flight like a mass of wet paper, and plummeted to the street. From the wreck was hurled a bigchested, furry, half-human form, bloodied, and spattered with its own brains, its broken, slender limbs tangled in the wires of a house-yard fence.


  Ron Leiccsen leaped to where Arne Reynaud lay on the heat-racked bank steps. There was still a flicker of life in his faded blue eyes, glazed with agony. But he was past all help.


  “Ron,” he muttered, as the youth bent over him. “You didn’t believe me—anyhow at first. . . . But I ain’t a liar. . . . I told the truth. . . . Mars. . . .That ship there. . . . Do what I said—please. . . . It’ll lick the Callistans. . . . You got nerve—cleverness—plenty. A swell space-pilot, too—the others aren’t so good. . . . Bring the freighter to Titan. . . . Sprinkle the stuff in the hold all over Leiccsenland. . . . The cargo is—


  And there old Arne’s heart stopped beating. His charred body relaxed in its last sleep. His brain ceased to think. And a vast question-mark seemed to hang over him. While in Leiccsenland, chaos thundered. Fire crackled and roared.


  Anna Charles was bending close to the old man’s body, too, her face a mask of dumb horror. But she had become challenging again, now. “You heard what he said, didn’t you, Ron Leiccsen?” she flung at him with a taut, cold softness. “Your idea that we should all leave Titan may be wrong! There’s that ship on Mars, which might save our colony! And he—Arne—appointed you to go and bring it here!”


  NO one could ever have traced the course of the tumultuous hatred and doubt that seethed in Ron Leiccsen’s mind just then. Red hate of the laughing fiends of Callisto! Little, withered Arne Reynaud—murdered! He was a hero—an inspiration! And yet, maybe he was just an old fool with an empty, hair-brained scheme that wouldn’t work! Another crackpot—a kind of fanatical inventor, perhaps, who deluded himself into believing in a worthless idea! A ship on Mars, loaded with something. What?


  Ron struggled to be reasonable, fighting the mad fury that prompted him to be rash, to believe what the old horticulturist had said and fly to Mars. Such action might give the colonists here on Titan false hope. Hope that would encourage them to stay, when maybe they should be leaving with their wives and children.


  “It’s stupid!” Ron growled at last. “A shipload of some kind of mysterious elixer! Scatter the stuff around on Titan! It’ll defeat the Callistans! Bunk! What kind of a magic charm is this, anyway? Arne was a swell old guy, all right; but he fussed too much with his flower garden, and dreamed and wished too much!” All of Ron’s cynical, bitter, doubting viewpoint, seemed to boil from his lips. “I’ve got to see that the colonists leave Titan!”


  “I won’t leave for one!” Edward Clay, a hard-bitten young farmer with a craggy jaw, stated definitely. “Me and Pa and my wife have been here five years. Not a chance of me going, now! I’ll stick, if only to even the odds for Arne Reynaud! Maybe he was an idiot, but he had courage!”


  Bart Mallory, who had invented the atomic sun-ray towers, and held their patent rights for the exclusive use of the Titan Colony, was present, too. All of his small, nervous body, even his neatly kept Van Dyke beard, trembled with rage and grief.


  “Arne was a good, practical man, when it came to taking care of fruit trees,” he said. “But he was certainly no highly trained scientist. I haven’t much faith in whatever his idea can be, either. Still, he was my friend. If I ran away from Titan, now that he’s been killed, I’d feel like a dirty, yellow coward!”


  Most of the other farmers had left the front of the bank building, to fight the fire across the street. But several of those who remained, nodded agreement with Bart Mallory. After all, everything they owned was on Titan. It was their home.


  “If you don’t go to Mars for that ship, Ron Leiccsen,” Anna Charles said quietly, “I will! I know how to fly spacecrafts as well as you do, anyway. My father was a racing pilot, and he taught me a few tricks of the trade! What Arne Reynaud said may be bunk; but there’s a chance!”


  Ron Leiccsen only growled inarticulatedly, and hurried off toward the blazing buildings. He had to fight something to expend some of his physical energies so that he could think, and clear his brain. Fighting the fire might do this. The release of atomic heat in the incandescent substance from the shattered sun-ray globe had ceased when the tower had collapsed; for the catalytic forces which induced the breakdown of the atoms had been cut off with the disruption of the apparatus. But the spilled contents of the globe were still terrifically hot. Only sand, poured on that dazzling fury, could cool and insulate it. And water was needed to quench the blazing debris of the buildings. So Ron Leiccsen worked like a demon with the other men.


  And from the village jailhouse, opposite the row of fire-wracked ruins, hollow, booming laughter mocked him. There a Callistan combat pilot, captured some time ago when his ship had been shot down, clutched the bars of his prison’s window with slender, furry, threefingered hands, and made derisive, gloating remarks in his sketchy English.


  “Eart’men! Vaah!” he taunted, his words rumbling in his vast chest. “Very little while—all done—you—here—Titan! Titan be—Mado-Achar—New Achar—New Callisto! Very little while we build shiny metal house here! You find out! You know already! Eart’men! Vaah! Huah!”


  And then he would laugh, the breath sizzling in his wide nostrils, his little, close-set eyes, that peeped, like a poodle-dog’s through the thick fur that covered his face, reflecting the flames and seeming to glow in appreciation of the situation, and of the choice Acharian insults he had hurled.


  As he helped fight down the fire, Ron Leiccsen glanced often toward the defiant captive, wondering intently about all his kind. Tough and hardy, and immune to all terrestrial germ diseases, the Callistans came from a strange world of spore-plants and burnished, bizarre cities, over which a steady, cool climate brooded. Achar—Callisto—being a satellite of Jupiter, was far from the sun, too. But because Achar had a radioactive core, generating heat constantly, its surface was far warmer than would otherwise have been possible. And so there was life, there. It was a different kind of life, in many minor respects, than that of Earth. In that thin, cool atmosphere, nature had omitted certain biological phenomena.


  Others of the fire-fighters hurled insults back at the captive Callistan—furious, defiant curses which showed that no sane argument could ever win a good half of them to retreat.


  ANNA CHARLES was climbing into the cabin of her sleek, black space flier, which rested on the landing platform on the flat roof of the house where she lived.


  She was prepared to seal the door, when a booted foot was thrust against it, preventing her action. A slow, admiring grin was turned upon her. The sullen, half-humorous line in the intruder’s bronzed cheek, was like a steel wall, against which her fury and her surprise and contempt lashed in vain.


  “Ron Leiccsen!” she choked. “I was ready to start for Mars! What do you want? You and your negative talk!” Ron entered the ship’s cabin. “To Mars, then,” he drawled. “But not all by yourself. You see, I’ve changed my mind, Miss Charles. About half the colonists will stay on Titan, no matter what advice is given, though I hope they’ll have sense enough to get most of the kids out. Result of this stubbornness, as far as they’re concerned—well—Arne Reynaud’s shipload of I-don’t-know-what is the one barely possible salvation. So, not being able to rescue my friends with argument, I have no choice. If I deserted them now, I’d only prove myself to be the yellow rat you seem to think I am. Anyway, this trick of bringing that ship back from Mars, is a real, man-size job.”


  Deliberately, Ron closed the flier’s door. He worked the controls. The ship shot up over the blackened, smoke-wreathed plains of Leiccsenland, where splendid corn and grain had grown, under the stimulus of special vitalizing radiations, mixed with the ordinary light and heat that Bart Mallory’s sun-ray globes emitted.


  In a twinkling, Leiccsenland and Titan were dwindling away, below. In brief minutes, even the bulk of giant Saturn and his Rings and ten glowing moons were shrinking away astern. Ahead was the tiny sun, Mars and Earth and Venus completely lost in its rays.


  “Pray for speed, Miss Charles,” Ron grated grimly. “Pray that we make this trip in time! And that Arne Reynaud’s idea is something better than the froth of an addled brain!”


  Their velocity was demoniac. But the distance they had to go was tremendous. They plotted a course across the orbit of Jupiter, and through the dangerous Belt of Asteroids. Luckily, Mars and Saturn, in their respective orbital positions, were near their closest possible approach to each other. So the journey was about as short as it could ever be.


  The spacial stars leered sardonically, and Ron and Anna stuck to their posts like fiends, charting, piloting, keeping watch for meteors in that dangerous region of cosmic debris, the Asteroid Belt. There was no time for quarreling, there was no time for sentiment, there was little enough time to eat, and only moments for sleep.


  Thus they reached Vananis, the gigantic spaceport set amidst the rusty red deserts of Mars. But even then it was only the beginning. Two Earth-weeks it had taken to come. And it would take longer to return; for on their trip back their ship would not be a slim scout, but a heavy freighter instead.


  They were directed to it there at the quays. The Barbarian was the name painted on its beetling black prow. It was a black ship, as were all the space craft of Earth—slender, quite speedy, judging from its lines and the power rating of its engines and gravity repulsion plates. It was an old grain-carrying ship. Its cargo hatches were battened down firmly, and could not easily have been removed.


  “What does its cargo consist of?” Ron Leiccsen asked, after Anna and he had presented their credentials, identifying themselves as Titanian colonists and licensed space pilots—the only necessary formalities in their taking control of the freighter; for special orders had been radioed to Mars by Arne Reynaud’s brother, weeks before.


  “I don’t know what the cargo is,” the brown-skinned Martian official returned indifferently. “You realize the crew deserted, not caring to go any nearer to Titan, with the Callistan trouble brewing. And we don’t care especially what the Barbarian’s hold contains, so long as it’s not going to be unloaded here in Vananis.”


  There was no time for further investigations of what the tightly closed hatches might conceal. It would have been useless to attempt to radio Earth, and try to find out from Arne Reynaud’s brother; for that would take an hour at least, and besides, there was a barrage of static even in this region, thrown out from a great station on Callisto as a wartime blockade measure. No message could have gotten through.


  Ron Leiccsen and Anna Charles cast longing, wondering glances at the huge grain discharge-spout, under the flairing stern of the craft. But there were no precious minutes to spare, to investigate what lay beyond that spout, within the bowels of the ship, itself. They begrudged even the moments it took to climb the narrow ladders to the control turret of the Barbarian.


  At Ron’s manipulation of switches and levers, the engines that fed power to the gravity plates began to whine. Like a black cloud, the old freighter arose from the quays.


  THE first part of the trip back toward Titan was quite uneventful, though the work and vigilance involved in bringing a huge, clumsy, and far under-manned ship along a perilous, short-cut route through the region of the asteroids, was even more gruelling than the journey in the scout flier had been. Luckily, most of the machinery was automatic, needing almost no attention to keep it functioning.


  But Ron Leiccsen knew what kind of trouble lay ahead. So did Anna Charles. By now many more silvery ships must have gone out from Callisto toward Saturn and Titan to reinforce the conquering hordes already there.


  “We’ll make it, all right, Ron,” Anna declared vehemently, showing almost her first signs of friendship toward her companion. “We’ll make it because we’ve got to!”


  Her small, red lips jutted out petulantly. She was coaxing herself into a mood of optimism with defiance alone. She was being optimistic only by wanting to be.


  “Maybe we’ll make It!” Ron Leiccsen answered doubtfully. “If our luck is right, and if we work out a good enough plan!”


  “Why, what do you mean?” she snapped back at him, angry again because of his usual dark thinking, which seemed to laugh at hope.


  “Just what I say,” he returned brutally, feeling that he might have tried to keep the grim facts from her, if she’d been less reckless by nature. But she was no fragile clinging vine. Bleak, skeletal truth might help to balance her judgment of what was wise and what was not.


  “I guess you’re right,” Anna Charles murmured at last, her sagging shoulders showing suddenly how very tired she was, and how little. “Those Callistan ships are almost certain to spot us, as we approach Titan. They can recognize a black Earth-craft from millions of miles off, through their telescopes. They’ll try to get us, of course, and unless we find some way to trick them, we’ll never win through the blockade alive!”


  Ron patted Anna’s arm, and grinned reassuringly. She was not reckless now, though she betrayed no hint of real fear.


  Suddenly Ron wanted very much to kiss Anna Charles; but he didn’t do it. “We’ll think hard, pal,” he said quietly, almost apologetically, “and maybe we’ll find a way to reach Titan, yet!”


  Thinking—with the sharp, steady stars gleaming ahead. Thinking—with Saturn and his beady moors growing, getting closer, out of the distance of space. Danger, coming nearer and nearer. Ron Leiccsen’s head ached with fatigue, with mental strain, with somber doubts. There was no way to hide this huge, black Earth-freighter from keen Callistan eyes. No way at all! And yet he had to keep trying. Struggling to build a scheme to run the blockade and elude the mathematical accuracy of the long-range atom guns which the Callistans used in space fighting. The Barbarian was unarmed, and against such guns, within any range less than two hundred miles, it wouldn’t have a chance.


  There was still no time to investigate the freighter’s unknown cargo. To do so would have involved the unbolting of massive doors, hasped and sealed for the voyage, so that there would be no danger that the load would shift, throwing the ship off balance, and disturbing its flight. A couple of hours’ work would be required to unscrew those bolts, and replace them again, for safety. And there might be other unknown dangers, too.


  Ron decided to put the question of the cargo’s value as a weapon out of his mind. Arne Reynaud’s mysterious idea, in which he still felt scant confidence, would either fail or succeed—that is, if they got through to Titan. And there was no use seeking an easily possible unhappy disillusionment, now. Not when the cargo was the only hope of Titan Colony! He and Anna were pledged to deliver it, and to scatter it over and around Leiccsenland. That was their part of the job. If they accomplished the job, without any hoped-for result against the men of Achar—well—he couldn’t help that.


  They were only a million miles from Saturn, when danger finally became visible. Anna, at the lookout telescope, gave the warning, her lips atremble.


  “I see them,” she said. “Bright silvery dots against space. Callistan ships, maybe fifty of them, ahead and to port about a million and a quarter miles. They’re coming this way, rapidly.”


  “They must have spotted us already, then.” Ron stated with a slow, surly nod. “Even a black ship reflects enough sunlight to be seen easily from a long way off, through a telescope.”


  He moved the guide-levers, heading the ship to the right of Saturn’s colossal, whirling bulk. Titan was to the left of the planet now, and far out.


  After all his thinking, Ron had only one pathetic shadow of an idea to use against the enemy. By going to the right of Saturn, instead of to the left, he was avoiding the direct route to Titan, cherishing the forlorn hope that such action might confuse the Acharians a little, and perhaps enable the Barbarian to circle the gigantic gaseous world, and somehow reach Titan from the other side.


  The engines of the freighter were throbbing and vibrating hideously, feeding every ounce of power they could produce, to the gravity plates, that hurled their propelling beams of reversed force, astern. Speed! Speed! Ron’s fingernails bit savagely into his palms, as he guided the old freighter on, as fast as he could make her go.


  “The Callistan ships are trying to close in ahead of us,” Anna announced from the telescope.


  “I guess they see, then, what I’m trying to do,” Ron commented bitterly. “And they’re twenty-percent more speedy than we are.”


  He didn’t change his course. To do so would have been useless. He just kept driving the old merchantman on, determined to make it as good a race as possible.


  SATURN bulked more and more huge in the ship’s observation bay. Ron’s course took him straight to the edge of those vast, arcing circular paths of cosmic dust and pebbles, known as the Rings. Seen from the Barbarian’s angle of approach, the planet’s northern hemisphere was upward.


  There, just beyond the stupendous natural miracle of the Rings, thousands of miles across, Ron piloted his craft along, in a parallel curve around Saturn. Anna and he had gotten this far, at least, ahead of their enemies; but what good did that do?


  Scarcely half a mile in front of the freighter, a terrific explosion blazed soundlessly in the voidal vacuum. Then another and another. A little nearer each time. The Acharian fleet was firing explosive atomic shells at its prey. In greater and greater numbers, as each second passed, and with better and better accuracy, as sighting instruments and ballistics calculating machines improved the aim.


  There was no way for Ron and Anna to return the fire. In spite of her warlike name, the old merchantman carried no weapons. She had been sent out from Earth on her strange errand too hastily to be fitted with guns. But even had she been a battleship, her position would have been hopeless against the odds of fifty to one!


  Once the Barbarian’s hull rung and shivered like a vast, deep-throated bell, as an exploding projectile barely grazed her flanks. It was a matter of moments, now, before a direct and final hit would be made. The atomic missiles the Callistans were using, were different in their action from the silent, metal-melting darts employed in the rifles of the terrestrial colonists of Titan. But they were no less effective, in their more sudden release of atomic power, because of that!


  Young Leiccsen found himself looking into Anna Charles’ brave, misty eyes. The pale, flooding glow of Saturn, and its sinister Rings, reflecting the sunlight, streamed through the broad observation bay of the control turret, and touched her hair, making it give back soft, golden glints.


  “Ron,” she said quietly. “I guess this is the end of the trail. But I wouldn’t like to let it be those devils from Callisto who kill us. I’d rather choose the way to die. Maybe you would, too. There’s another road out of this life, Ronnie. A grander one. You’re so bitter, sometimes. But I think you’re like me, in a few things. Shall we go—that other way? It’s so close, so easy, so swift. Look . . .


  She was pointing through the observation bay, straight into that awesome flood of reflected sunshine. Not at Saturn itself, whirling like a giant, streaked orb that filled almost half the spacial sky. But at the Rings.


  No words could ever have described that incredible spectacle—perhaps the greatest natural wonder in all explored space! A tremendous, sweeping path, circling in a perfect plane, like a highway of the gods. Misty at the edges, with scattered, cosmic dust. So near, now, belting monster Saturn. So calm, so grand, so unutterably beautiful. But deadly.


  “A trillion-trillion little moons,” Anna said softly, all traces of any resentment she may have felt for Ron Leiccsen gone now. “Or many more, even, than a trillion-trillion. Hurtling around Saturn in a sort of stream at a velocity of many miles per second. Most of them dust, as fine as powder. Steer the Barbarian into the Rings, Ronnie. Instantly those countless, tiny meteors will riddle our ship—and us.”


  For just a second Ron Leiccsen stared at that awful, dazing spectacle. It made his throat ache with awe. There was a fascination about the Rings, something unholy that beckoned suicide. But then Ron laughed, as though he was part of that miracle—a man about to use the tools of the dieties for his own purposes. Two things he remembered, especially. That the Barbarian was moving very fast. And that it was to the right of Saturn, considering the northern hemisphere as upward.


  “Thanks, Anna,” he said cryptically, as more projectiles from the rapidly nearing Callistan ships blazed close to them. “Hold tight to your stanchion, because here goes! And don’t blame me if you’re surprised at what happens!”


  For a moment he adjusted velocity dials carefully. The Barbarian slowed a little, then swerved, nosing at a gradual slant toward the glory of Saturn’s Rings. No inferno could have held a magnificence like this! A stupendous, murky, curving ribbon, like an inconceivable circle-saw, rotating at meteoric speed! So, certain death seemed to hurtle closer. A matter of mere instants, now. . . .


  In a second, the plunge was completed. Within the Barbarian’s hull, a dazing din roared suddenly. Partly like a magnified hailstorm, beating on a sheet-metal roof. Myriads of dust-grains, and tiny pebbles of meteoric iron and rock, were colliding with the freighter’s hull. It seemed impossible that any ordinary meteor-armor could turn aside such an avalanche. Even Ron Leiccsen wondered that they were still alive, and that their bodies, and the steel shell of their ship were still unriddled, before he remembered why.


  The murk of cosmic powder swallowed them, until the Callistan battlecraft, and the stars themselves, were lost to view. Ahead, through the observation hay, only a yellowish, foggy light showed—sunshine penetrating deep into the hurtling substance of the Rings. Uncountable billions of minute particles, whirling in eternal moon-paths around the gigantic if tenuous mass of Saturn.


  “They can’t shoot at us now,” Anna shouted, straining her voice so that it might be heard above the hail-like clamor, and the gigantic hissing, soughing sound—like blowing sand—that dinned within the vessel. “They can’t even see to shoot at us, through all this dust! And even if they dared follow us, they couldn’t find us! But how can it be, Ron? All these meteors are traveling at planetary velocities—maybe twenty or thirty miles a second! Small as most of them are, they should still tear through the steel armor of the Barbarian, as though it was butter! How is it that we’re still alive?”


  Ron was conscious of the bigness of the question, and yet the simplicity of the answer now.


  “Nothing to it!” he shouted back. “We approached Saturn from the right. It rotates in the same direction as does the Earth—to the right, if you consider that down lies toward the southern hemisphere, and that up, of course, lies toward the northern. So do the Rings. With but one exception, the direction of rotation is the same everywhere, for all the bodies in the solar system. And now space ships equal and exceed the velocities of planets and meteors. The Barbarian was moving at many miles per second, too, paralleling the Rings, and going the same way. I adjusted our velocity a little, so that the difference between it, and that of the Rings, is very small. Relativity, Anna. And now that we’ve plunged into Saturn’s cosmic belts, the difference in speed gives the meteors only enough relative momentum to make a lot of noise, when they strike our ship. They can’t puncture us.”


  ANNA CHARLES gasped as she realized the easy truth. “Then we can go all around Saturn hidden in the Rings!” she burst out enthusiastically. “Even though we can’t see much, we can fly blind with our instruments. But—” and her hopeful expression became faintly worried again—“we’ve got to emerge into free, clear space sometime! To cross out to Titan! And there the Callistan ships will spot us. They’ll have plenty of time to blow us up!”


  Ron Leiccsen chuckled under his breath. It was funny to hear reckless, daring Anna Charles talk like this now, while he, the cautious, careful planner, felt a wave of contrasting optimism. Maybe they’d both learned something from each other.


  “Wait and see, Anna!” he yelled back. “You might be surprised again! Remember, I’m a machinest!” On his lips was a taunting smile of confidence.


  Hours later, having circled Saturn, they dipped out of the Rings. But as the murk that had concealed them cleared, and the voidal stars showed bright again, they found a group of Callistan battlecraft not much more than a hundred miles away, their burnished hulls gleaming silvery in the faint sunshine.


  “Ron!” Anna quavered, with a nervous catch in her voice. “We’ll never make it, now! They’ll surely destroy us!”


  Young Leiccsen gripped the controls, and put on full speed. His face was grim, but that crooked smile was there again, tracing a line in his left cheek.


  “That, Anna,” he said, “remains to be seen.”


  Through her telescope, the girl continued to watch the enemy vessels, gleaming like silver arrows against the hard blackness of space. It was impossible that the keen-eyed lookouts aboard those warships did not see the black Earthcraft. And yet they approached no nearer. Their atom guns did not fire. The Barbarian was continuing on out toward Titan, quite unmolested.


  Anna Charles’ beautiful face was alight with puzzled wonder again. “Maybe I’m dumb, Ron,” she murmured. “Just like I was last time. But I still don’t understand why the Acharians neglect such a splendid chance to finish us.” Ron pointed toward a heavily glazed side-port in the control-turret. “Look out there,” he suggested. “Back at our own hull.”


  Half rising from the pilot-seat, he was looking, too. They couldn’t see much of their ship’s flanks from the little window, but what they could see of its great, spreading guide-fins was plenty.


  Those guide-fins had been deeply black, once. Now they were almost as bright and shiny as a polished mirror.


  “When we were in the Rings,” Ron explained, “all those fine meteors pounding against the Barbarian rubbed off every last speck of her black lacquer, and gave the metal underneath a swell polish, besides! I knew that it had to happen, of course. It was just a very ancient machinist’s trick, with a new, cosmic wrinkle. In effect, this old tub of ours was just sand-blasted, Anna.”


  “Why, certainly!” the girl exclaimed in pleased startlement. “I should have guessed it, too! The Barbarian is bright silver now, instead of black! From a distance the Callistans think it’s one of their own silvery ships! And so, naturally, they don’t bother us!”


  “Uhuh,” Ron chuckled. “So far, so good! Now maybe we can concentrate on delivering our mysterious cargo, as per Arne Reynaud’s instructions. It’s all up to him, now! We’re going to find out whether he was crazy, or, to put it mildly, truly clever!”


  DISGUISED as it was, the Barbarian reached Titan’s far upper atmosphere without trouble. Evidence of fighting could be seen, many miles beneath. Puffs of explosions in the weak sunshine. Silver ships flying, spreading final destruction over the richest farm country in the solar system—richest because of those scattered sun-ray towers and their secondary, plant-stimulating radiations, and the fact that Bart Mallory, the inventor, permitted the patent rights to be used only for the Leiccesenland Colony.


  A few of those towers were shattered, now; but most of them still shed their sunlike brilliance. The Callistans needed them, if conquest was completed, to maintain the warm climate and the fertility of the farms. So, in general, they had avoided their destruction. And when, as now, the sun itself shone during the day, it was useless for the Earthians to shut off the globes for blackout protection.


  “Our people are still battling!” Anna said happily. “For weeks, with all radiocommunication blocked off by the Callistan static-barrage, we didn’t even know that, for sure! But it’s a good sign!”


  “Maybe,” Ron commented with a shrug. “Anyhow we’re here high up in the atmosphere. Arne Reynaud said ‘Scatter the cargo.’ That should be easy to do from this position. So, here’s how!”


  He pulled a lever which had been an enigma to Anna and to himself through all their return voyage from Mars. It was the lever which opened the discharge-vent of the Barbarian’s hold.


  Peering wonderingly from the side-ports of the control-room, the man and the girl saw what was coming out of that discharge-vent, and settling gradually toward Leiccsenland, and the surrounding hills, far beneath.


  A brownish cloud—like chaff—that was all. It swirled astern like a streamer, in that high, frigid altitude. It scattered, so that it dissolved from view. Spreading, sinking downward.


  “Not very impressive, is it?” Anna asked anxiously. It was plain that she was doubting Arne Reynaud’s mysterious weapon more and more. Just chaff. What could it ever do against the Acharians, armed to the teeth, hardy, and prepared for all violence?


  “Not very impressive,” Ron agreed with a cynical shrug.


  But he kept guiding the freighter around and around at that vast altitude until the discharge-spout had ceased to trail brown, chaffy dust. The hold was empty. The job, at least, was accomplished, now, according to exact specifications.


  Not two minutes after it was completed, a shell exploded before the prow of the old freighter—a signal to halt. Many burnished Callistan warcraft were approaching.


  As Ron cut the power in the propelling gravity plates astern, he looked at Anna. “Well,” he drawled. “I guess this is where we stop being free Earthians.”


  The girl nodded, biting her lip.


  Ron switched on the short-wave radio, which, over a limited distance, could function, in spite of the static barrage. Over it came harsh Callistan tones:


  “You are blockade runner, perhaps. It is old trick—making ship shiny, like ours. But from very close, we recognize Earthly shape of your hull. Terestrial resistance on Titan almost finished. Please land outside Leiccsendale.”


  With so many weapons trained on the unarmed Barbarian, there was little to do but obey orders. Ron guided the ship groundward. But as it came to rest on the charred soil of what had once been an orchard, he turned a control dial on which there were red marks—danger graduations, indicating the limiting point of safety. He turned the dial well past those points. The engines of the ship howled and groaned with a fearful overload for a moment. Then there was a dull, grinding, ripping noise astern, and the crackle and hiss of fire.


  When the two Earthians emerged, red flames and black smoke were rising from the crumpled aft-portion of the vessel. The engines had been immersed in vats of oil to insulate their power. And now that oil was blazing. The Barbarian at least would be useless to the enemy, and the secret of its cargo, whether a dangerous secret or not, would be hidden in the ashes and the ruins.


  BUT for Anna Charles and Ron Leiccsen, this was the beginning of slavery. Within a hundred hours of their capture, Callistan heat-rays and shells and heat-bombs had put down the last resistance of the terrestrial colonists. They were all either chattels or dead—those who had not left Titan in time. The colony had possessed enough ships to remove everyone to Earth; but those that had not been used had fallen into Acharian hands.


  The captives were herded into their barracks—the few half-ruined farm-buildings which still stood, after the conflict was over. They were put to work repairing damaged sun-towers, recultivating desolated fields, and helping the Callistan engineers erect the burnished metal structures which duplicated in architecture the buildings of that distant moon of Jupiter. Rapidly, Mado Achar—New Callisto—was being born. Bizarre cactiform vegetation, from the flowerless mother-world, began to sprout from spores, under the stimulus of the radiations from Bart Mallory’s sun-ray towers.


  And among the chattels, the whip was not spared. Frequently a slave, driven to vengeful mania by maltreatment and overwork, was blasted down with a heat pistol, by some furry, laughing overseer.


  Ron Leiccsen saw Anna Charles only rarely, at assembly roll-call periods. Always she looked tired from endless hours in the fields. Still sweet and beautiful, though, even through the grime that covered her face and tattered clothing. Luckily Callistans were not attracted to Earth-women.


  Once Ron got a chance to talk with her for a few minutes, in the shadow of a fire-charred warehouse.


  “I can’t stand it much longer, Ron,” she whispered raggedly, her face strained with horror. “At the end of the last work-period, I saw Joe Kerr in killed, his head and shoulders burned off with a heat pistol, simply because he was too weak to carry a heavy box of tools. Kerrin was an old man, Ron, and a neighbor of mine. And that isn’t all! Not long ago, Ollie Marvick, only eleven years old, was kicked to death by one of the overseers, because he was too ill to work. Ollie was a student of mine at school, and one of the few kids that wasn’t gotten out of Titan in time. I tell you I can’t endure it, Ron! I’ll go crazy! So—well—some of us have been thinking of making a break for the hills.”


  The hills! Ron Leiccsen had seen horror, too; horror that there was no way to fight, downtrodden and disarmed as the Earthians here now were. The hills that rimmed Leiccsenland—the borderline region between the reclaimed territory, warmed by the sun-ray towers, and the still bleakly frigid portion of Titan, as yet uncolonized. Ron’s mind ached with a fierce, sharp eagerness at the thought of the hills, and all the wild, self-reliant pioneer blood in him throbbed violently. It was natural for beautiful, reckless Anna Charles to be forced toward the idea of escape.


  But then Ron looked toward those hills, and at the intervening rows of silvery Acharin ships resting on the ground. A barrier that stood in the way! And there were many furry guards pacing, too, their accoutrements and gaunt, deadly weapons glinting in the glare of the sun-ray globes.


  Ron saw how hopeless it all was. It was all but impossible to get past those guards, and those heavily armed vessels. And even if you did get to the hills, what then? Doubtless even now they were the refuge of many colonists who had fled Leiccsenland before the final surrender. But sooner or later they would all be tracked down by burnished, vulture-like ships, flying overhead.


  Ron’s common-sense conquered. “Don’t try to break away, Anna darling,” he urged seriously. “At least not yet. You see, it’s almost sure death. Remember we’re still relying a little on Arne Reynaud’s plan, which we carried out. Maybe it’s one of those schemes that takes time to develop.”


  Even as he spoke, the usually cynical young machinist was aware that he was not talking much like himself. Once he’d denounced Arne Reynaud. But then things had been different. Retreat to Earth, in favor of which he had argued, had still been possible for everybody, then. Now all those who had remained behind were prisoners, and you had to make the best of a bad situation. You had to find hope where you could, even if its basis was only the word of a dreamy old horticulturist.


  He was relieved to see Anna nod agreement before she left him. “Okay, Ron,” she whispered. “I’ll try to endure it.” Her dark eyes were misty and strange, as she continued: “And I’ll say ‘darling,’ too, because I think you meant it as I do. Maybe you’re right. I guess we should wait, before we try to escape to the hills. But I’ve sort of lost faith in Arne Reynaud.”


  Ron kissed Anna then, and let her walk away toward one of the women’s barracks. But all the time he was thinking of her words—lost faith. And what a tragic let-down it would be, if Arne Reynaud’s scheme proved fruitless. That daring race across the void to Mars, to bring in the Barbarian and its unknown cargo. The eluding of the Callistan ships by facing death in a dive into the incredible grandeur of Saturn’s Rings. The sandblasting by those tiny meteors, changing the freighter’s black-painted hull, the obvious mark of a terrestrial ship, to a polished, gleaming, Acharian disguise! These things were all triumphs in themselves. But if Arne Reynaud’s brown, chaffy dust, sprinkled over Titan’s surface, failed to turn Callistan conquest into defeat, then all this luck and effort was for nothing!


  Then the Titan Colony might just as well not have been established! The frozen atmosphere and water of the far-flung world might just as well never have been thawed! The building of the sun-ray towers had been futile, then. Anna Charles and he, Ron Leiccsen, might just as well never have met and quarreled and fallen in love! For Acharians, with their gray fur and beady eyes, and harsh, mocking, inhuman laughter, would rule forever here then, and their human slaves would be worked until the last of them had dropped, or had been destroyed.


  So, in increasing bitterness, time passed for Ron Leiccsen, in spite of his will to be patient. It was daylight, always, of course, with the sun-globes glowing eternally, just as they had in the old days, before the conquest. The tiny sun itself would creep slowly across the sky, and set, as Titan revolved around Saturn. A great, long day, like the day of Earth’s moon; for, like the latter, Titan rotated only once on its axis, every time it completed a journey around its parent planet. But all this made no difference. There was no night—only the brief sleep-periods in the ever lasting light of the Mallory towers.


  RON was transferred from the construction of Callistan apartment houses, to a job in a newly completed factory. There, under a cruel, petty old tyrant in dirty fur, Ron toiled in a little cell, polishing metal plates. Acharians loved burnished surfaces.


  Young Leiccsen could talk with no one now, except his boss, Arruj. For he was forced to sleep at the foot of his polishing machine. And he ate the food brought to him while the abrasive discs whirled. He had only this little metal cubicle to live in now, with its heavy door locked, its single window barred.


  “Be faster, Eart’man!” Arruj would growl. “Or shall I beat you more. Maybe I kill you, this moment, eh.” And then Arruj would laugh uproariously, and seem to wait for an outburst or an attempted assault that would give him an excuse. Ron could hear the breath wheezing and whistling in the Acharian’s great chest.


  It took all the courage, and all the will that Ron Leiccsen could muster, to check that maddening impulse of murder. But always, so far, he had controlled himself, because he still clung savagely to hope. But it was still there, maybe only because he willed its presence.


  Arruj wasn’t in the room most of the time, for there were other slaves to supervise in other cubicles in this great factory building. When Arruj was gone, there was always a chance to climb up on a bench for a moment, and look out of the barred window.


  The building of the Callistan city was continuing, strange, square, shiny structures rearing bizarrely among the half-ruined houses of Leiccsendale. The construction work took first place, of course, ahead of the replanting of the desolated land. But strange, flat-leaved, flowerless growths from Callisto, were already sprouting before those gleaming new factories and dwellings.


  The distant hills, which seemed forever unreachable now to Ron in his prison, showed a faint, unfathomable green now, even at their pinnacles. Young Leiccsen often wondered about this, for the higher slopes of the hills had been barren before of vegetation. The twenty-three years since Leiccsenland had been thawed, and Earthians had come to Titan, had been insufficient time for much of the imported plant-life to spread to the rocky crests.


  During his stolen moments of observation, Ron watched other human slaves, toiling in some of the fields, clearing away fire-charred com and other Earthly crops, to plant Acharian spores. But most of the cultivated land was still neglected by the conquerors. It showed that same rough green as the far-off hillsides. Weeds, it looked like. And yet no weeds had ever been brought to Leiccsenland, as far as Ron knew. The colonists had always been careful to see that the imported seed was pure.


  Vaguely, Ron wondered if these growths were something from Titan’s tremendously ancient past, when Saturn had been a hot, youthful world, acting as a warming sun to its satellites. Some vestige of plant-life preserved here through the frozen eons. But why should such vegetation appear suddenly, now? Why hadn’t its seeds sprouted as soon as Leiccsenland had been thawed, years ago, if they had existed?


  And then, with a sudden inspiration, Ron saw part of the truth. The brown, dusty stuff that had filled the hold of the Barbarian! Seed of some kind! Arne Reynaud’s plan! But what in the name of sense could it all be about? Those growths out there weren’t poison, evidently! Ron saw both Callistans and Earthians handle them with impunity! What harm could they ever be to the invaders?


  None! With a cold wave of despair, Ron reached this inevitable conclusion. So this, then, was the final disillusionment! Reynaud had been a crackpot after all! Like many a hare-brained inventor, he had dreamed only nonsense! And the struggle to carry out his wild scheme had been utterly wasted!


  Ron Leiccsen sank into black dejection. Once, beyond the wall of the great factory, he heard a flurry of hisses. Heat-guns and pistols being discharged. And then human screams of agony—and silence.


  Stealing another moment to peer from the window, he saw furry guards reloading their weapons, after the brief, murderous action. On the ground, too far off for their personal identity to be revealed, were burnt and crumpled human corpses. A group of colonists, maddened by their heartless overlords, must have tried to escape to the hills. And this was their end.


  Had Anna Charles been among them? Quite possibly. Reckless and brave and impatient as she was, it was almost probable. And Ron Leiccsen couldn’t have found it in his heart to blame her. He would have been among that bunch of rebels, too, if he hadn’t been imprisoned here. Grief struck home, until his eyes misted and his throat ached.


  Arruj came into his cubicle not long afterward. “Very little more time for you to live, Eart’man,” he announced gleefully. “When our city built, we kill all Eart’folk. No good! Much trouble! Always try revolt! All things from Eart’ no good! Except sun-ray towers. Plants from Eart’ no good! Don’t like Eart’ plants. Corn, grain, trees, everyt’ing! Look ugly. No use. We root up—destroy!”


  Arruj emphasized his hatred of all that was terrestrial by striking Ron across the back with his metal staff. Blood oozed, dying the filthy tatters of Ron’s shirt.


  But the young machinist remained quite cool. He wouldn’t have to curb that lust for murder much longer! There was a certain guide-bar that was part of his polishing machine. It could be unscrewed without much trouble. Next time Arruj came into his cell, he would strike him down, before the Callistan could reach the pistol in his belt. He would kill Arruj at least—smash his hideous, fur-draped head, and have the satisfaction of seeing the petty tyrant’s bloody brains dribble, before the other Acharians killed him, too. Partial revenge! Ron knew now that there was no need to conserve his own life. For hope was gone.


  This time Arruj stayed for quite a while in Ron’s cubicle, as he inspected the machine, and the quality of the work his chattel was turning out.


  “Very, very bad!” he grumbled, commenting on the latter without sound reason except plain cussedness. “Vaah! It will be great pleasure to see you die, Eart’man! You are even more useless than the others.”


  Ron scarcely listened. He was too used to this treatment by now. He turned his face upward toward the window, toward blue sky and brilliant artificial daylight. It was like an afternoon in late summer, on Earth.


  Suddenly a swift gust of breeze began to blow from across the fields and from the distant hills. It was refreshing and cool to Ron, as it filled his stuffy cell.


  “Your work is very, very bad, Eart’man,” Arruj repeated. “I beat you more now!”


  He raised his staff to strike. But then, half-way up, the end of the metal rod wavered. Arruj drew in a great, spasmodic breath. An instant later the wind in his vast lungs was expelled in a mighty sneeze!


  Once more he inhaled deeply and spasmodically, and again an explosive sneeze tore through his wide-flairing nostrils. But this was only the beginning. Rapidly the sudden fit that had gripped him grew worse, as sneeze was heaped on sneeze in agonizing, choking succession.


  WONDERINGLY Ron turned to watch. Arruj’s pink skin, showing here and there through his fur, had turned livid. He was strangling. His little eyes were streaming tears so profusely that he could not open them. His strange, threefingered hands clutched at his chest as though he had inhaled a whiff of lethal gas! He tried to speak, but he could not. His strangled, bellowing, tortured lungs would not give him time, as one coughing, sneezing explosion came after another, in a swift, inexorable sequence.


  He tried to grope for his keys, to unfasten the locked door of the cell and reach the open air. But the effort was lost in a confused, quaking gesture. He could not keep his hands steady for a second, as the violent spasm that heaved and tore at his breathing organs, fairly threw his whole body off balance! The keys jingled to the floor, and he tried to find them, feeling with his fingers. His streaming eyes were blinded, so that he could not see. Weakened and choked, he crumpled to his knees, and sprawled helplessly on his belly. But that smothering, drowning fit that wracked him, went on.


  From this point, the transition from humor to horror was swift. Bloody froth came to Arruj’s lips. He writhed. His sneezes and coughs and raking gasps became less forceful with exhaustion, but more hideous, with the bubbling, scratching sound of an unmistakable death-rattle.


  All this, Ron Leiccsen watched, almost without moving. He was too fascinated, too puzzled, too unbelieving to move. But then, as if remembering a duty, he picked up Arruj’s staff. It was quite massive. He lifted it, and aimed a blow at Arruj’s skull. But the blow that would have pulped the Callistan overseer’s gray matter, never was delivered. Ron felt suddenly sheepish—almost guilty. It was against best human principle to murder a helpless enemy. And Ron did not need the word of a physician to know that Arruj was dying.


  But how? Why? That was the question! Ron listened. Dimly, within the great, roaring factory, and beyond its walls he could hear more coughs and sneezes, like the rattle of great drums. No human chests of Earth could have produced such noises. Only the great barrel-like thoraxes of Callistans could ever reverberate like that!


  It was a plague, then. Something that must have stricken them all, suddenly. But how was it possible? They were tough, these beings from that moon of Jupiter. Earth-germs, for instance, did them no harm. And there were few native Acharian diseases that their rugged flesh could not throw off. Still, now, there was a pestilence among them—a killing horror, swift and strangling! Ron Leiccson thought of Arne Reynoud, and wondered.


  Then he saw the keys there on the floor, beside Arruj’s writhing, tortured form. He picked them up, chose the one he knew fitted the lock of his cubicle, and opened the door.


  Cautiously he stepped over the quivering, doomed Arruj. In the corridor outside, along the row of cells, other Callistans sprawled, helpless and strangled, their efforts to breathe consisting only of horrible, gurgling gasps. Something must be swiftly inflaming their lungs, until death by strangulation was inevitable. Like pneumonia or diphtheria, but far more rapid.


  In a daze of wonder, in which hope and optimism scarcely dared to rise, Ron rushed from one cubicle door to another. It was easy to release the human slaves who had worked the machines within each cell. All the doors could be unlocked with the same key as his own.


  Startled, unbelieving men collected in the corridor, as he freed them. Men with great welts from many beatings on their backs, and dull gleams of confusion in their eyes. Larsen, Schneider, Novak, Lloyde, and a host of others.


  Bart Mallory, the inventor and patent-holder of the sun-ray towers, was there, too, his once neat beard, which had been clipped in a Van Dyke fashion, an unkempt tangle, now.


  “What’s happened, Leiccsen?” he croaked. “We’re free! I don’t understand! How can all the Callistans be suddenly ill like this—dying?”


  “I don’t know,” Ron stammered. “We’ll have to try to find out.”


  Like a bewildered pack the liberated slaves rushed to the factory exit. There, on the metal steps, a half dozen Acharian guards lay helpless. One already had ceased to sneeze and strangle. The dark red froth on his lips had ceased to drip to his bosom, smearing his fur. He was already dead.


  Before the factory exit, the released prisoners halted, staring across the plain, brilliant in the glow of the sun-towers. Leiccsenland still looked beautiful, though weird with the addition of strange, gleaming Acharian buildings, and with a puzzling greenness that had sprouted from the charred ground, masking the effects of Callistan vandalism, not so long ago. The conqueror-fleet of silvery ships stood in seried rows of silent power at the edge of a fire-blackened woods, that was beginning to show new leaves, once more.


  But not one of the invaders, among the hundreds that could be seen, stood on his feet. All writhed on the ground, in the streets, on the lawns, and beside the ships, helpless. The stamp of doom was upon them—sudden, subtle, nameless destruction!


  Then one of the Earthmen sneezed. Smith, it was. He was a big, husky fellow; but now his red cheeks blanched with fear. His unpleasant thought was easy to understand. That sneeze looked like a symptom. Were the Earthians, the colonists, to be wiped out by this hellish plague, too?


  Ron looked at Bart Mallory, and Bart Mallory stared back in concerned doubt. A group of other slaves who had been clearing the unkempt fields, were coming forward, shouting questions. Ron saw Anna Charles among them, haggard and tattered, but still alive, still herself. Impulsively he ran swiftly toward her.


  “Anna—honey!” he blurted, as he gathered her briefly into his arms. “You didn’t try to break away to the hills. They didn’t kill you! But now—I don’t know what to think. This is Arne Reynaud’s scheme come to fruition, isn’t it? But maybe it’ll get us, too—this pestilence.”


  He looked at her carefully. With increasing worry, he saw that her nose was red. Her long eyelashes were blinking hack telltale moisture. And yet it didn’t seem as though she’d been crying or anything. Were these, then, more forerunners of the plague? Several other men sneezed violently. And Ron looked, with a touch of real fear, at the motionless body of a Callistan, lying on the grass nearby, its fur blowing in the wind. Maybe the Acharian doom was also going to be an Earthian doom.


  “Anna—” Ron gasped. That single name, as he uttered it now, was like some strange plea and prayer to the unknown.


  But the girl smiled back at him. “I think that I’m the one who understands what this is all about this time, instead of you, Ron,” she declared almost tauntingly.


  “Then tell us, Miss!” Bart Mallory urged in a half-frantic tone.


  Anna glanced briefly and mysteriously at the bulk of Saturn—a pale, pearly, enhaloed bubble at the horizon—above the now green-tinted hills.


  “Yes, it’s Arne’s scheme come true,” she said musingly. “The Acharians lived unknowingly with death here, for almost two terrestrial months. Too few of them had ever visited Earth, even to recognize the enemies that lurked there for them. And when that nemesis was brought here, it was far too harmless and unobtrusive in its aspect, for them to notice or be warned.


  “Remember what Arne Reynaud told us, long ago, just before he was killed by one of those Callistan heat-guns, in front of the Leiccsendale Community Bank? The time he made his speech, Ron? You heard him, too, Mr. Mallory. I think I can quote almost his exact words:


  “ ‘Me and a brother of mine are probably the only men, Earthian or Callistan, who realize why Callistans get very sick on Earth at certain times—though it’s simple. . . . I saw one die once, there, in summer. It ain’t just the density of the air. They can stand that. Something else. I found out. . . .”


  “Well, what is it, then?” Mallory demanded, not meaning to sound impatient.


  THE girl glanced at him, then back at Ron, then all around at the waiting faces. “We all know, don’t we,” she said, “that we are used to certain conditions, we Terrestrials from Earth. We get tough and acclimated. People from other worlds, not used to similiar conditions, wouldn’t have the same resistance. Space travel bears this out—Martian plagues spreading on Earth—Venusians dying of the common cold. Even an interchange of germs between the terrestrial continents was dangerous, according to history. Tuberculosis ravaging the American Indians. Eskimoes killed by the measles. Terrestrial germ diseases don’t bother the Callistans, it is true, because their blood is at too high a temperature for Earthly bacteria to survive. But there’s another thing—a weak point. The cargo Ron and I brought from Mars in the Barbarian, was the answer.”


  “Then you guessed, too, what that cargo was, Anna,” Ron burst out. “Seeds of some kind—plants. They’re growing elsewhere now. Out there in the fields, and on the hillsides. But that’s all so crazy! Where can there be any danger in simple, everyday Earth-weeds? Poison ivy is bad, of course; but even it couldn’t kill off thousands of Callistans—certainly not in a few minutes!”


  “Yes, I guessed what the Barbarian’s cargo consisted of, Ron,” Anna returned. “I was working in the fields all the time, seeing those plants, which had never been on Titan before. Not even many of the slaves remembered them, though, since we’ve all been a long time away from home, and from some of the familiar things, there. But I’m a school teacher, and I know a little about biology, and the common afflictions of humankind. But I kept still, because secrecy might be important. Well, those plants grew like wild-fire, under the stimulating rays of the sun-towers. And I was praying that they’d hurry up and blossom. Callisto’s a flowerless world, Ron. Probably that’s the big point. With an equal start in their growing, the plants blossomed all at once.


  And the winds blew, and the plague came. And now we colonists are masters of Titan once more. The Acharians can never threaten us again. Not even if they find a way to face the pestilence with filter-masks and so forth. For we’ve got the major part of their space fleet to protect us. Do you know what I’m talking about now, Ron? Everybody?”


  There was an awed quiet in the listening crowd. Then Bart Mallory whooped suddenly. “I get it!” he shouted in triumph. “Of course! Callistan lungs are huge and delicate and entirely unacclimated to one Earthly condition! Naturally they’d react to it far more violently even than we do! And now Terra is mistress of this section of space! My sun-towers must have helped some, by increasing the normal virulence of the plants. But most of the thanks go to Arne Reynaud, and to you, Anna, and to you, Ron.”


  Mallory, the scientist, swept his arms out toward the fields. Waving there in the bright artificial sunshine, was a tattery green host of plants, that men of Earth had known and lived with, with considerable discomfort but scant real harm for countless ages.


  Was it just the wind that blew that host, making it sway and undulate with a simple grandeur, while huge Saturn looked on? Or was the unseen spirit of Arne Reynaud, the old horticulturist, the old fool, the dreamer and the wizard, stirring them, too?


  Ron Leiccsen scowled, still lost and bogged down with the enigma, as were most of the other listeners. “I guess you’ve got to draw me a diagram, Anna,” he grumbled, shaking his head ruefully. “I know a lot about machinery and space ships and Saturn’s Rings, but it looks as though this biological problem goes beyond my depth.”


  Anna Charles smiled a faint, twisted little smile. “We’ve been through a lot together, Ronnie,” she said wistfully, not caring if the others heard. “We’ve quarreled a lot, learned an awful lot together, and I think at last found that life could be beautiful for us both. So I can afford to be patient. Now look—”


  She bent down. Her little fists clutched a tall, tattery plant, that grew nearby in the grass. Tugging vigorously, she pulled it out. From its top, where there was a cluster of homely golden nodules, there dusted a fine, yellowish powder. Pollen.


  Anna’s nose wrinkled. Suddenly she sneezed very hard.


  “Somebody ought to write some music about this plant, now,” she said at last. “It is commonly known as—Ragweed. Some Terrestrials are terribly alergic to it, though nothing like the poor Acharians from flowerless Achar, of course. Its dry pollen, drifting with the summer breeze, causes more—and more violent—hay-fever, than anything else known on Earth!”


  MAN OF THE STARS


  Sam Moskowitz


  A dream made the Captain master of space. From Earth to far-flung Alpha Centauri the Universe acclaimed him. But when his dream collapsed, the god of the stars became a mortal—naked and afraid!


  THOUSANDS of men have spun a trail of daring adventure and pioneering in the spaceways. There are statues in virtually every park on the planet dedicated to their truly magnificent achievements. Statues of rugged men, with set chins and purposeful eyes. Pioneers who blasted open the greatest frontier of them all, so you cannot blame us if doggedly we persist in revering their magic names; to honor their memories.


  Aye, their adventures were glorious. It was said that they were men of iron, with muscles of flexible steel and a scarcity of emotion that inured them to the worst the cosmos could offer. Men who could stand the pounding, the rigors of nature at her worst—and who left their emotions home—where they belonged. All except one!


  I met him under conditions under which I hope I shall never meet a man again. The ship was a brother to madness the day he came aboard. Quarantined and tightly sealed. For all Earth knew, and feared the fact that madness lurked aboard our vessel. Madness in the form of that innocent sounding scourge which men have named—Space Sickness.


  Space Sickness. The very utterance of its name is sufficient to make strong men cringe in abject fear, to make an entire crew drop to their knees in religious fervor.


  Those rays. Rays which men know as Cosmic Rays. They were the cause. Penetrating even a foot of lead, bathing every atom of a man’s soul in its never ceasing mysterious rays.


  And somewhere’s in a man’s body, dormant bacteria were aroused into activity by their proddings, and swarmed to attack—the brain! The brain! That was the only part of a man’s structure which was attacked, and the disease rarely killed—oh 30 so rarely, but a thousand new insane asylums, overflowing with tens of thousands of new victims bore mute testimony to its effectiveness!


  Men have survived the disease, but always after there was a slowness of mind and body about them, that told you, more eloquently than words that key centers in their brains had burned out!


  And just as quickly as it would strike, it would disappear—as though it worked in infinite cycles.


  Our brig was full, packed with a dozen dull eyed morons and gibbering maniacs. Men who had survived the disease—but would never know it.


  It was under those conditions that I first saw the Captain!


  Our former commander raved incoherently in the brig, and our quarantine had not been lifted for twenty-four days when the space lock was commanded to be swung open and through its roundness paced three bizzare figures that might have been some past writer’s version of the men from Mars.


  From head to foot they were cloaked in protective masses of armor and lead—a gas mask on their face, and they walked with the slow, cautious step of men who are afraid.


  And then, behind them, came the Captain! Unprotected except for a uniform designating his rank and the skin he was born with! Unafraid, unhesitatingly he strode into the atmosphere that meant for him the fearful uncertainty of awful madness.


  And it wasn’t just the fact that there were still men on the face of the Earth who were not afraid to unhesitatingly walk into the face of insanity. It was that this man resembled anything but that fearless breed.


  He stood a little more than five foot ten.


  He had smooth, black hair and a handsome, soft featured face. He looked soft. Perhaps in a city gymnasium he might have passed as being in fair condition, but among hardened space-rats he was little more than a red-cheeked, cherubic babe.


  His skin was naturally a little dark, a beautiful tan color. And his chin seemed weak—weak in the sense that it was the good natured, nice boy type of chin.


  Perhaps he was twenty-two, his age was hard to determine. His voice was heavy and emotional—he would have made a fine orator. And he talked in the half-cultured, half-down-to-earth way in which men who have had to acquire their culture by themselves sometimes talk.


  And just one other thing. There was a haunting wistfulness, an air of detached embarrassment that made you feel just a little sorry for him, though you didn’t particularly know why.


  By the eleven moons of Jupiter, what? What in all creation could have prompted this man, this young creature that must have had everything in the world to, live for, who could have carved a name for himself in any of a thousand diverse occupations—what had prompted him to head aboard a hell ship stamped with the stigma of madness, trailed by the spectre of death which followed every space vessel?


  And those others. Those others who had come with him protected by every method known to science. They did not even give him time to change his mind. Did not fling back as much as a glance of pity for a martyr in a day and age when the breed seemed virtually extinct. They hustled the mentally broken remnants of the crew who had succumbed to Space Sickness from the brig into an air-tight container waiting outside, and then left to deposit them in a convenient insane asylum.


  And so they left him. Left the new Captain to the uncertainty of his future existence. I saw them hand him papers, papers which I knew well and recognized. Papers commanding the exploration of Saturn. Saturn, in whose rings a dozen expeditions had perished. Saturn the ultimate destiny of men doomed to madness.


  THE first time the Captain addressed us remains vivid in my mind. He lined up the crew and stood a moment, selfconsciously, slightly abashed at the sullen and taciturn attitude of the entire group.


  “Men,” he began in a loud voice.


  The crew was silent.


  “This is the first time I’ve ever been placed over a large group of men. I’ve been fortunate in obtaining this job, and I’m going to do my darnedest to make good. Many of you men here know a lot more about space and conditions outside than I do, but. . . .”


  Simultaneously shouts resounded in the closed confines of the ship. Cutting off the Captain’s words abruptly.


  All eyes stared with horror. Stared at Big Murphy!


  Big Murphy. Mightiest of all space men. Terror of the ranks. Powerful giant that had pounded dozens of men into helpless pulp. He had straightened to his full height, and from his brow. . . . God! From his brow dripped glistening, yellow beads of sweat! Yellow beads of madness. Big Murphy had been struck by Space Sickness!


  His eyes. Oh, how can I describe the terror of them. The gleaming insanity that directed itself toward the puzzled, youthful form of our new Captain.


  And that mighty, terrible destructive machine that was Murphy broke ranks and strode toward the Captain.


  And we. We the crew. We stood by. Paralyzed with fright. Helpless, and not yet quite callous enough to dare to touch a man afflicted by the dread ravages of Space-Sickness.


  As we stared Big Murphy hit the Captain, a short, terrific blow with one calloused hand.


  The youngster reeled dizzily against the inside hull of the ship. If ever I saw shocked surprise in a man’s face it was portrayed on his.


  Murphy was a rock-solid two hundred pounder. Veteran of a dozen space voyages. The new Captain, who, up to now, had not been granted a chance to give his name could hardly have weighed more than one hundred and eighty pounds—one hundred and eighty pounds of easy living.


  Still, he had more guts than we gave him credit for. He came off the wall with his fists clenched, and the attitude of a man who knows he’s going to lose, but refuses to be totally disgraced in doing it.


  That was just what Murphy wanted. I’ve seen Big Murphy fight a twenty-minute battle with a Venusian Heleguite—monstrous six limbed, half-reptilian creatures, and emerge the bloody victor. I’ve seen him win so many fights that the idea of his losing never entered my mind. The entire question when a man fought Murphy was: How long could he last? How long could the awful smashes of those killer fists be endured? And what of that demoniac brightness that glistened in his eyes?


  ORDINARY men, knowing Murphy’s reputation; knowing the horror of Space Sickness, would have closed their eyes as he moved in for the slaughter. But space-rats are not ordinary men. They know the meaning of no emotions other than fear and hatred. Who blink in puzzlement at the mention of such abstract things as pity—or love!


  So they fairly licked their lips in anticipation.


  With one powerful back hand swipe Murphy swept away the Captain’s defense. With the other he planted a terrible blow on the chin of the newcomer.


  The Captain’s head snapped back at the impact. His knees wobbled; his hands rose feebly to ward off further punishment.


  Murphy’s lips curled cruelly. He smashed a blow right through the Captain’s upheld arms. It landed with a sickening thud.


  What held the man up I don’t know. His features mirrored excruciating pain—and suddenly, something else—anger! Anger was spreading over his cheeks like an expanding gas balloon. An anger of such feverish intensity that it seemed it would consume him where he stood.


  And then, with suicidical impatience, the Captain plunged toward Murphy, red rage expressed in every line of his body. Suddenly those arms seemed a little less soft; the legs soundly competent.


  Astonishment reflected in Murphy’s face, and then joy. The joy of a man who finds pleasure in beating his fellows to helpless pulp; who hopes a man will not fall just yet, not until he has hit him a few more times.


  Thud! Thud! Murphy pounded left and right into the Captain’s body. But it didn’t stop him! He pushed on! Crash! a terrible right hand punch delivered with all of Murphy’s strength exploded on the jaw. The Captain went down, but just for the tiniest fraction of an instant. Then he was on his feet again. And as though he had never been hit rushed toward Murphy.


  There was something more than disdain in the faces of the watching men. There was disgust. The disgust strong men reserve for someone who is unwilling to concede unquestionable superiority.


  But disgust soon turned to amazement. The Captain had connected with his first two punches. A glancing right to Murphy’s cheek, and then a pounding left to the mid-section.


  Murphy threw his entire weight behind a bone-crushing wallop calculated to end the fight then and there.


  Clumsily the Captain avoided it, and sent three sharp lefts ringing off Murphy’s ear in return.


  Murphy was murderous with rage. He was swinging like a mad man. Right, left, right, left—but hit mostly empty air. By accident, by clumsy footwork, by pure luck the Captain avoided the punches. Then he was in again, with a vivid tattoo upon Murphy’s mid-section.


  Minutes passed, and incredulity was mirrored upon every face present. The previous record any man, up to now, had held against Murphy was two minutes. More than three minutes had passed, and still the fight raged with murderous intensity.


  Where the Captain drew his incredible vitality from no one knew. Certainly there hadn’t been a line in his entire bearing to suggest endurance and grit.


  A dozen times Murphy connected with resounding wallops that should have abruptly culminated the affair—only they didn’t.


  Blood streamed from the Captain’s nose and eye. Half the top of his uniform was torn away, and the lower half was dyed crimson.


  But again and again he attacked. Driving himself with unquestionable courage into volley after volley of Murphy’s blows.


  Somehow the smashing strength that had laid a hundred men silent before, seemed insufficient to cope with the “softy” who was our Captain.


  Undoubtedly it was a matter of endurance. Simply a question of time before the supreme effort of the Captain would bend and collapse before the never-ceasing storm of Murphy’s blows. For though the spirit is willing the flesh is often too weak. Now we began to understand how he had achieved rank of Captain, eliminating thousands of capable men. There was an unshakable purpose of mind, an insane strength that could be called upon to meet and conquer obstacles. The spirit of survival was unbelievably strong.


  It was a question of endurance all right. Just when it seemed that Murphy had quieted the Captain, and that the next punch would dispose of him, new energy seemed to flood into the Captain’s arms and legs and he dived headlong into Murphy. Pounding. Smashing.


  And then one of them gave—but it wasn’t the Captain! Murphy’s mighty lungs were fairly screeching for air. His brutal arms rose and fell slowly, with failing strength.


  And as Murphy grew weaker the Captain seemed to get stronger. His face was on the verge of tears from the strain of the effort he was making. His continuous punching defied every law of sensible nature.


  One half hour after the battle had begun Murphy was reeling drunkenly from wall to wall, with an insane upstart pounding away with killing, untiring ferocity.


  It is not a beautiful sight to see a great champion go down to defeat before an obviously inferior man. Even when he is definitely in the wrong. And despite his previous cruelty, and present madness, I could not help feeling a little sorry for Murphy. It’s no disgrace to be beaten by a bigger man, but to be beaten by a smaller man, even when that “smaller” man weighs one hundred and eighty pounds definitely is a disgrace.


  Twice within the next few seconds Murphy desperately tried to save his slipping prestige with all-out, do or die right hand swings. Both landed! And neither stopped the Captain! Only when Murphy had fallen three times, and three times tottered to his feet did the Captain let up his attack.


  The Captain stopped hitting Murphy as he started to fall a fourth time.


  Mercy was something the men remembered reading about in books, but could not recollect having viewed—until now. Particularly mercy to a crazed potential killer. And they regarded him as crazy when he helped Murphy over to, and set him down in his own seat.


  “Quick,” he gasped at one of the men. “Get some water.”


  The man obeyed!


  Somewhere, during the fiasco, Murphy’s immense vitality had survived the crisis of Space Sickness. But he never was quite the same.


  BUT this unexpected victory did not gain for the Captain the respect it should have commanded. They did not regard him as a hero merely because he had survived a situation of whose catastrophic nature he was totally ignorant. Men like him they suspected of being fools, not heroes.


  And besides, his talk was too nice. He seemed ignorant of good, honest profanity. And the day after the battle pursued his duties, to all appearances as incompetent as we had expected.


  Luck was with us and Space Sickness did not show itself again. It had disappeared, as enigmatically as it had come.


  If it were not for the fact that the journey had begun, any one of a dozen men would have challenged the Captain to battle. One simply couldn’t believe that he was capable of beating a man like Murphy.


  Somehow things progressed all right. The men took orders grumpily, and chafed at the ignorance often displayed by the Captain, but worked in harmony once the voyage had begun.


  Now I am not a big man. I’ve acted more as the Captain’s menial servant than anything else. There are some small men who seem capable of enduring anything a big man can—and more—and who are accepted, despite the good-natured “Shorties,” as equals. I did not consider myself in that class.


  Still, I felt infinitely superior to the Captain!


  There was more age in his eyes than his face divulged. There was a haunting, drifting sadness about them as he gazed out of the ports into the blackness of space. Stared at the knifing rays of light that were stars far distant, and moped in ill-disguised homesickness. There was a sort of loneliness, an ever present peniveness, that, as I said before, made you feel just a little sorry for him and a bit more inclined to put up with his shortcomings.


  “Shorty,” he said to me one day. “This is a devil of a life. Cut off here in space, away from everything, throwing away months, years of your life.”


  I stared at him as one stares at a mad man. “What do you mean, throwing away years of one’s life?” I demanded.


  There was a penetrating understanding about him—the gift of looking into another’s mind and divining just how you felt. An incredible sensitivity that took the form of anger, instead of despair when hurt. Perhaps that was what lifted him above the common horde—pushed him into momentary glimpses of greatness.


  “Shorty,” he answered. “I’m afraid you don’t understand me. Yes, this life is thrilling, it is adventurous, and I can understand how it could get into a man’s blood and drive the thought of any other life out forever.


  “You, and this, are part of the greatest achievement of mankind to date. You are fortunate, Shorty. I wish I could be like you. But I was born different. For me, there is no finer life than a home and a wife of my own. A fireplace to sit before when the day’s work is done. A companion to walk down life’s road with. Children to watch, to mold, to love.


  “I know you think I’m crazy, Shorty. To you, a women is some space-port girl, with whom you can carouse a night and then forget. To me,” and his eyes were sad and wistful. “To me, a woman is something fine, something beautiful, to treasure, to understand, to love.


  “Space flying is your entire life. Everything that counts at all. For me, it is just a job. A job that I can endure just as long as some girl is proud of me because of it. A means to an end. And just as long as I have my dream, that long, because of it, shall I work with everything in me to be successful. But should that dream be shattered to bits there would be no more meaning to my life. No reason why I should go on in this type of work—and then—. . .”


  Then I knew! Here was a man in love. A man forced beyond his depth by the power of love. That defeat of Murphy could never have occurred under ordinary circumstances. It was just that it was Murphy or his dreams—and he would die for his dream!


  DAY by day Saturn, the objective of our voyage, grew larger in the Visa-Screen.


  And the Captain chafed impatiently, his high-strung nervous system enduring the tortures of the damned in this seemingly endless confinement.


  All his energy was directed to arranging, in minute detail, the operations that would take place upon Saturn.


  Space suits were gone over and reconditioned. The few available maps of Saturn were cheeked painstakingly for the best part of the world to land upon. And an air of general excitement seemed to fill the air as Saturn expanded.


  The Captain was at the mike shouting orders. The deflector rays, inactive since emergence from the asteroid zone went up, pinkishly comforting.


  Then the ship nosed down, down through the ceaseless stream of tiny rocks that made up the great rings of Saturn. The Captain watched the screen indicators with ill-concealed concern.


  Every time a particularly large sky-rock smacked into us the impact would register, often a fraction below the red danger line.


  No one had ever penetrated the great rings of Saturn. A few intrepid explorers had mapped the world from a distance of millions of miles. A half a dozen expeditionary parties had perished in its rings.


  The moving rocks outside rained down upon the screen like wind-driven hail. Pounding with increasing ferocity, attempting to destroy this impudent invader.


  And more than once the entire ship shuddered from stem to stem as even the deflecting rays failed to provide sufficient cushion for the rocks. At such times only the thick hull of the ship stood between us and death, and hardened though we were, involuntary shivers rippled up and down our spines.


  The Captain’s features were taut. He stared ahead just as an emotional actor vicariously living the same scene might have, but here there was more than bluff—more than play acting—for I knew that his spirit was unconquerable—while he had his dream!


  And then we were through the rings!


  Every few miles we fell, we ejected a violent blast through the rockets to break our fall.


  We slipped into the atmosphere—thick and hot as boiling soup. The ports misted over, and the fog-piercing infra-red-ray lamps were directed through them to facilitate vision.


  All we could hear was the continuous slushing of the steamy atmosphere dripping off the hull of our ship.


  The infra red ray operator peered intently ahead, relaying directions back to the pilot.


  And the Captain stood by. Fists clenching and unclenching.


  The altimeter clanged out at every hundred feet, as the meters slipped stiffly down the dials.


  At five hundred feet the Captain gave the order for heavy blasting of the forward rockets.


  There was a deafening roar, and the ship lurched violently. All but the pilot were sent spinning to the floor.


  Some of the men cursed. Cursed the Captain’s inexperience. But he pretended not to hear.


  Then the ship hit! And it seemed that we were overwhelmed by a torrent of noise. And even after it hit it settled, foot by foot, inch by inch into the hot, porous soil.


  The Captain called the men to attention. They lined up before him in the pilot room.


  “I want several men to take a small ship and scout around the immediate territory,” he asked.


  There was no response.


  “Any volunteers?”


  Silence.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “That’s your job,” someone rasped.


  The Captain turned to me, puzzled.


  “The Captain, being the most capable man in the expedition, always assigns himself to the more dangerous tasks,” I imparted. “It is the accepted code of the spaceways.”


  “All right!” he snapped. “I’ll do it. But I don’t know how to run the ship.” No one volunteered. I felt sorry for him.


  “I know how to handle the ship, Sir,” I said, cursing myself every word of the way.


  He stared at me a moment as though he saw me for the first time.


  “All right, Shorty,” he acknowledged softly. “It’s you and me.”


  Blood pounded like hell-driven vitriol in my brain as I seated myself at the controls of one of the auxiliary rocket ships. I knew only too well that this job was one for a man with ten times my experience and fortitude—but someone had to look out for the Captain.


  MY hand shook as I pulled the control lever. I muttered a soundless prayer as the rockets behind me blasted and the little ship shot away from its parent at a tangent. Shot into a boiling-hot mist of unknown gases, with visibility zero.


  The Captain wore a strained expression as he clumsily manipulated a small infrared-ray camera through one of the ports. He seemed pale and uncertain, lost at this unfamiliar work. Right now, I could imagine the thoughts of home and fireside were reaching up for him in drowning waves of nostalgia.


  But I didn’t have much time to think. Suddenly the little ship lurched violently. It spun round and round like a top. Desperately I worked at the controls. Trying to hold them into place by the exertion of every iota of strength I possessed. Vicious, powerful currents in the almost liquid air tossed us about like a chip on a stormy sea.


  The altimeter jumped insanely up and down. Two thousand feet. Zoom. Five hundred feet. One thousand feet. Zoom. One hundred. And somehow I would pull the ship out of it. Sweat pouring over me like a deluge of water.


  The Captain was doing what he could. Every time the nose dipped he threw himself down at the back of the ship to balance the weight. When the control stick stuck, he helped me pull it with all his strength.


  The altimeter was plunging again, one thousand. Seven hundred. Five hundred. Two hundred. The Captain leaped to the controls, thrusting me out of the way. He grabbed the stick and bracing his feet against the control board, pulled. The muscles of his neck popped from the effort. Back, back he pulled the stick. The nose of the ship began to edge up. It was a battle between man and the elements.


  Magnificently the Captain held out. Incredible dogged strength that refused to give one single inch. For a moment I almost dared to hope. Then the control stick snapped!


  Like a man catapulted from the wrong end of a spring board the Captain hurtled across the interior of the ship and hit the far wall with a sickening dull thud.


  The little ship was screaming down. Down, down, down. I grabbed the seat and prayed.


  It seemed an avalanche caved in on us. Rolling waves of noise that poured endlessly across my brain. Then pain, excruciating pain.


  Somehow I maintained enough calmness to pull the air helmet over my face. My body was one mass of stabbing pains.


  The ship lay almost in pieces about us. I tried to rise to my feet and almost died there and then from the awful bolts of fire that seared to my brain. Both my legs.


  The red, soup air poured through the ship, obscuring all in reddish haze.


  The Captain moved! At first I thought it was the pain. Then I could only stare in paralyzing amazment. The Captain was moving. Living! Breathing this hell-spawned atmosphere and living! No, it couldn’t be. No one could breathe in this liquid fire and live. No one! No one!


  He rose to his feet. How can I describe it? The terrible, infinite agony on his face. The hideous, horrible, gasping of his lungs. God!


  He stumbled toward me. Tears of pain rolling down his cheeks. His legs sagging beneath the exacting gravity of enormous Saturn.[*]


  I couldn’t look at him. His face was a cooked red color from the heat of the air. His eyes were pools of water. His hair steamed on his head.


  Then he tripped across me! He looked, and his hands reached down.


  “Leave me!” I cried. “Save yourself. My legs are broken.”


  Have you ever seen pity cross the eyes of a cripple for a man who has sprained his ankle? Would you know what it meant to give your last drop of water to a dying man on a desert, when it might save your own life? Could you understand how a man seated in the electric chair could feel sorry for the executioner who had burnt his fingers?


  Then you can imagine how I felt when I saw concern cross that tortured, steaming face. Concern for me!


  There was a kindness behind that pain. The kindness that I had seen behind his wistfulness before. A great heart that could not hold a grudge.


  He grasped me about the waist. Heaved! The muscles of his arms split his sleeves at the strain of lifting a weight under the crushing gravitational pull of Saturn, half again that of earth.


  “Get a helmet!” I begged him. “God! Get a helmet!” He didn’t hear me. Or if he did, thought it was but delirious ravings.


  He hoisted me to his shoulder, his entire body sagging six inches. Then he took a step. And at each step the joints of his knees gave and dropped within inches of the ground. Somehow he staggered on.


  Some day in hell a man will duplicate that nightmarish trip.


  A gasp rent from his lungs at every step. His mouth opened and closed like a grief-stricken man. And liquid hell burnt about him. Swirled and eddied in tormenting, steaming heat. Burnt into his skin, into his mouth, into his eyes. How could a man walk and breathe and live in air like that?


  Then I saw the ground! Live, turgid lava! I saw the soles of his shoes flame at every step, watched his uniform burn methodically from him.


  And his eyes wept pools of water. But this time I knew they were tears. The man didn’t know where he was going; he simply moved on, on and on into a trackless desert of live, shivering heat.


  Now he was climbing. Climbing! How did he walk, let alone climb! Up and up, around and round. Across stretches of ground that burnt in open flame.


  Once he fell to his hands and knees, and I was glad! Glad, I tell you. For I thought we would die there, and I wouldn’t have to live and watch an unquenchable spirit push a body on that should have died long ago.


  Then he got up! I cursed him. Cursed him like I have never cursed a man before. Cursed him because he would not lie down and die. Because he walked on. Walked? How did those legs keep moving? What kept him erect?


  And then he teetered a moment on the brink of a cliff, and I screamed. He slipped and we dove off a precipice—a precipice of five hundred feet. Then the miracle happened.


  HIS arm flashed up and caught the rim of the pass. A lurch that started at his finger-tips and exploded through his body stopped us. That hand should have been torn from its socket!


  We swung there a moment and then he started to pull. I laughed insanely. That arm would never move again.


  But I was wrong. Somehow he inched us up. Torturously, inch by inch, painstakingly, maddeningly he pulled us up with an arm that should have been incapable of pulling himself up at his normal weight, let alone both of us.


  Now he was on his hands and knees, crawling forward.


  He crept to the side of the pass, and grabbing a rock pulled himself to his feet and tottered on.


  We were descending. Descending into nothingness. It was impossible to see more than ten feet in front of us. Down into a lake of living flame—and he was breathing it! I stared at him. He was mad! Must be mad—or inhuman!


  A broad river flowed beneath us. A river throwing off such intense heat that I almost fainted from it—and I was wearing the helmet!


  He waded into that river of flame. Waded into it and through it! The current drove at his legs. Threatened to throw him off balance. Perhaps it was our unguessable weight that saved us. Perhaps it was something else. But he was on the other side. And his legs were black almost to the hip! Crusted with burnt skin!


  The rest I don’t know. Excepting that the crew said they heard a thumping on the outside of the ship and sent one of the men in an extra-thick asbestos space suit to investigate. He drew both of us into the ship, then collapsed from the heat and the strain!


  And they say more. They say the Captain wasn’t unconscious when he entered the ship! They say he wasn’t even insane! They say he kept repeating over and over again:


  “Soon, Mary. Soon!’


  They patched him up as best they could. Swathed his burnt legs in rags soaking with oil. Constructed a pair of steel arches for his broken ones. Ground eye glasses for his dimmed eyes. And grafted new skin onto his head, where once hair had grown.


  His lungs were unharmed! His legs, arms and trunk, muscularly were strained, but otherwise all right! The ship’s doctor gasped when he examined the Captain’s lungs. They were in perfect working order, not even burnt from the noxious, flaming vapors which had contained scarcely enough oxygen to keep him alive.


  The doctor said those lungs were a miracle of nature. Said that his whole trunk was a miracle of natural inborn strength. And one hardened space rat even murmured something of courage—in an awed, subdued tone.


  Courage? I say no! I saw that man’s face. I saw those tears streaming from his eyes, tears that were not of heat alone. I saw the fear, the godliness in his face. I saw the despair in every line of him as he took step after step. And I know the meaning of those three words:


  “Soon, Mary. Soon!”


  Super strength? I know men and I know builds. Any man on the ship should have been able to beat him to helpless pulp—none of them could.


  Then how did he ever win through that flaming? How did he defeat Murphy? The answer is he didn’t. His dream did I Perhaps some day you will understand.


  WELL, we charted Saturn. Charted it from the big ship itself, and sailed back up through the pounding of those deadly rings out into space again.


  The Captain was at his post. And all the men were kind to him. They knew what to do—he didn’t. Still they didn’t respect him! But they came as close to loving him as the hardened soul of a space man is capable of loving anyone. They went out of their way to make him think it was his ability, and his ability alone that kept the ship so carefully on the trajectory. That maintained the engines in perfect working order. That executed every phase of the journey in such smooth style.


  I watched him at the ports of the ship. He wore thick glasses, and there were only a few strands of hair left to comb back on his head. Yet he was handsome. Magnificently so.


  Glasses, bald head and all, the straight nose, the perfectly shaped mouth and chin, those black, deep, moody eyes, added up to masculine beauty.


  He spoke to the others only occasionally now—but he often talked to me while I lay in my bunk, my legs swathed in plaster casts.


  “Sure, this space job’s tough,” he said. “But it’s worth it. A few years out here and they pay you enough to live comfortably the rest of your life. When I get back to earth, after our work’s done, I’m quitting this job, and I’m going to get married, settle down.”


  “This life’s all right for men like you, Shorty,” he kept telling me. “You don’t appreciate what it means to have someone at your side to share your sorrows and triumphs; to come home after a hard day’s work and find someone you love waiting for you; to have children and live a new life again through them.” Then he would sigh and grow silent.


  Three months out of Saturn we ran into one of those things that space-liner companies don’t advertise—an ether storm! A storm of pure, incredible force.


  We were in the center of it before we could fully realize what was happening.


  Something seized our ship and whirled it around and around so fast that we could simply hold on and pray.


  The storm picked us up and whisked us away. At various times the universe would blink as though light couldn’t keep up with us.


  We seemed to be hurled across the cosmos, sent spinning on a mad journey of tremendous distances and incalculable speeds.


  And just as suddenly as the storm hit us it quit. Left us stranded alone, in the midst of a strange universe!


  Today people call the members of the Alpha Centauri expedition speed-demons. They traversed the distance of four light years in something less than six years. Our ship covered the same distance at the core of an etheric storm in hours!


  We were a confused bunch when we finally had patched up all the broken bones and bruises among us. All previous space travel had been reckoned in millions of miles, not trillions!


  Like a duck heads for water the Captain headed our ship for the nearest planet. It was a prosaic-appearing world, perhaps the size of Mars, perhaps smaller. Occasionally over its surface we could make out patches of what we believed was vegetation.


  But needing orientation, something solid to begin our computations from, we landed.


  You’ve doubtlessly read of the experiences space explorers have had with the inhabitants of other worlds. Perhaps fiction stories based upon such encounters have thrilled you.


  Well, then, here is one to clip and put in your note book. Our ship had hardly bounced from the horny soil of the planet when every man aboard was as stiff and paralyzed as if he had been placed in a vise.


  No one could wiggle as much as a finger.


  And then the locks opened—opened from the outside!


  And the most unbelievable sort of man I have ever seen entered.


  HE was undeniably shaped in the form of a human. His features were as finely, as beautifully molded as a man can conceive. And his skin was brown! But such a brown. It glittered. Light played over it in rippling waves of radiant color. Accentuating in beautiful bas-relief every line of his superb body.


  The thing’s eyes were as deep and limitless as the depths of a ruby.


  Then we heard him!


  “Strangers from space. We sighted you from afar. We have read your distant thoughts. You are primitive, evil, unspeakably evil things that we do not care to have contaminate our world. We order you to leave and never return. If you do not do so immediately we shall destroy you and your ship!”


  And somehow you knew, darn well, he could do it. Do it as easily as he could snap a finger.


  Then, suddenly the alien was only secondary and the Captain had taken the center of attention.


  Every one of us was utterly paralyzed by a mental force that we could no more hope to fight than one can hope to blow back an avalanche, but the Captain moved! Moved a little finger!


  Sweat poured off him as, with maddening slowness, he pushed one foot forward.


  The brown creature stared at him as if he could not believe the testimony of his own eyes.


  And then the Captain spoke! Spoke in a low, calm, deliberate, reproachful tone. Have you ever heard a man reprimand a Saint? We did then!


  There was contempt in the Captain’s voice. “You ought to feel ashamed,” he began. “You ought to drop to your knees and beg these men’s forgiveness. They’re cruel, yes, they have never denied it. They are ruthless, certainly. Have they ever pretended to be lambs? They may be the scum of the universe, quite possibly, but when have they posed otherwise?


  “They were thrown into this universe by a force of nature stronger, greater than you or I can ever hope to be. They landed here in total ignorance of your existence. Only desiring to estimate their position with the poor wits at their disposal, so they might, some day, perhaps in decades, return to the planet that spawned them.


  “They are more desirable, more courageous than you. They weren’t afraid to embark in their chip of metal; to battle the immense forces of nature. You, in all your superiority, are too cowardly to risk helping them out of their dilemma.”


  The brown creature stood motionless. A chastened expression upon his face.


  Then we all heard, or thought we heard. “You are right, O strange one. We have acted shamefully. You have shown us that we are not omnipotent.”


  He dropped to his knees. “Will you please accept my apologies and the apologies of my people, and allow us to help you?”


  THE vise of paralysis dropped from every man. Stiff limbs cracked their protest at renewed motion. Glaring eyes stared from angry minds, wavering between revenge and fear. Fear of the great powers this alien commanded.


  Instantly, with supreme understanding, he dispelled their doubts. A wave of his hand and three more of his race entered the ship.


  “These men can help you solve your problems,” he stated simply.


  Uneasily at first, and then with the smoothness of men spurred on to common purpose, they began work with our pilots, attempting to divine the ship’s position and place in the stars.


  The leader of the men approached the Captain. “You have a mind as great, as understanding, as kind as any I have ever probed,” he complimented. “Could I have the honor of showing you our city?”


  The Captain accepted and I accompanied him. We emerged from the ship, and where we had landed there was no longer a wide, rocky waste, but a beautiful garden of plants and statues of exquisite construction. It was startling what the power of their minds had done to us. A little beyond there was a city. A city that reminded us somehow of the Orient, or how the Orient might have been if it had progressed forward, virile, instead of lapsing into premature decadence.


  There were gigantic pagoda-like buildings. There were doorways with beautiful, grape-color drapes. There were plants that twined their way in harmonious taste up the sides of the buildings. And everywhere there were these graceful people.


  But that was in general. There was one in particular. Llola!


  LLOLA was a woman, a beautiful, brown woman. With eyes of golden glow, and a radiant, pulsant skin that lent irresistible charm to the shapely contours of her body. She was so desirable she took my breath away.


  And she was introduced to the Captain. Suddenly my mind discarded the thought of her physical charm for me. There was something else. There was the Captain’s dream!


  How would, how could, his dream compete with her!


  Nature had gifted her with every device of beauty ever bestowed upon a woman, and the wonderful brain that all her people were endowed with.


  Now I have seen women, breath-taking women, but I tell you, and I speak as a man who has been around, there was no woman, in all the nine worlds of Sol’s brood, that could hope to compare with her!


  So when they stood on a balcony beneath the seven moons of this world, with an atmosphere of inspired romance permeating the air, I clung to the shadows and listened, listened.


  “Your ship will be ready to leave tomorrow,” she began.


  “That’s fine,” the Captain replied.


  “But you do not need to go with them,” she said.


  I thought sure the pounding of my heart would give me away.


  “You are different from them. You are a single gem among billions. You do not belong out there, out there in the void. You are a man who lives for love and loyalty alone. You would be happy here. Here where there are others who think like you. Who would understand and respect you.”


  “It is very sweet of you to ask me to stay, Llola,” he replied. “You, and all your people are wonderful. I could never hope to realize one iota of their greatness. But I cannot stay here. I can’t tell you why. It’s just that I can’t.”


  I wanted to scream out. “Captain! Captain! Don’t be a fool. She’s right, you would be happy here. She loves you! She’s done everything but throw herself at your feet. She’s offering you a chance at a life greater than any you could ever hope to know. Say yes! Stay here, with her, and let us space rats return where we belong.”


  But I couldn’t! Something stilled my tongue. Ice chilled my brain into inactivity. I could only pray, pray for him.


  “Captain,” she said. “I know. I understand. But I understand too that you will only meet tragedy back there. Your mind is too sensitive to last long beneath the bludgeonings of a young, calloused civilization that is still fighting its way toward its distant dream of tomorrow. Always there will be things beyond your grasp. Always you will wish and wish and earn. Always you shall say: “When I have that, then I shall be happy.” But when you have the desired object in your hand, you shall find the world has exacted so terrible a price for it that it crumbles to ashes in your hands.”


  “And if I stay here,” the Captain answered. “I shall always wonder. Wonder if I killed a soul back there. A soul that possibly loves me, and I should be unhappy here too, eternally unhappy.” And when she turned away I knew his dream had won. His dream had beaten her as it had beaten every other thing it encountered. A dream that could not lose, even when it was the right thing to do!


  I grabbed her hand as she emerged from the building.


  “Llola,” I said. “That poor sap doesn’t know what’s good for him. Save him, save him from himself.


  And she looked at me, with wise, young beautiful eyes that were brimming with tears and said: “I am steeped in the lore of the ages, crude one, and even I am helpless to stop him!”


  Then I wondered. Wondered at this dream—this Mary. What was she, that this Godly thing should meet defeat at the distant vision of her? How could a man love so true, so stubbornly over a gap of light years? And I turned away in frustration. My poor mind incapable of a solution.


  WELL, it didn’t take us years to get back to civilization. No, it took us days! The brown men handed the Captain one tiny pill and said: “Drop this in your fuel chambers and steer the course we have mapped for you.”


  When we opened the fuel chambers four light years from Alpha Centauri nothing of the amazing pill remained. Wisdom beyond our understanding had kept them from giving the secret of it to us permanently.


  It took us days to travel four light years, it took us months more to traverse the distance from Pluto to Venus which was in closer conjunction to our direction of approach at the time than Earth.


  We landed at the primitive refueling station in the heart of the jungle to take on supplies.


  The entire crew emerged from their cramped quarters to stretch their legs in the steaming jungles of Venus.


  The Captain strode off into the fantastic flora alone. I knew he was thinking. Thinking, long, deep thoughts, so I did not disturb him.


  Then we heard a shout—and a scream—not a human scream—but the scream of the most dreaded of Venusian beasts—a Heleguite! Only one man had ever defeated a Venusian Heleguite in pitched battle—Big Murphy. And the Captain was out there alone.


  Twenty of us leaped forward as one, armed with ray guns. We splashed through the boggy swamps and then drew up before a clearing. There stood the Captain, and advancing, scarcely ten feet away was a Venusian Heleguite. Its six powerful limbs groping hungrily for him. Its cavernous, reptilian mouth drooling saliva over its enormous teeth.


  Before we could fire the monster had leaped at the Captain and buried him beneath its bulk! We closed our eyes to shut out the sight of the slaughter, and then almost fell to our knees in stunned surprise.


  The Captain had squirmed out from beneath the creature, and set it back on its haunches with a terrific blow of a large, heavy branch he had picked up from the soggy ground!


  It was as effective as holding off a wild dog with a stinging twig. The Heleguite came on, its six arms trying to grab the Captain, to draw him into its deadly embrace.


  Two of them encircled his body. And he fought back. Fought with the desperate incredible strength of a man who has everything to live for and doesn’t want to die.


  The glasses were knocked from his eyes and he stopped dead. Despair on his face. Those eyes of his, dimmed during the Saturn adventure could scarcely see more than shadows without them.


  The Heleguite tore away at him. One huge talon ripped down the Captain’s cheek and blood gushed forth.


  The Captain screamed out one word.


  “Mary!”


  Then tooth and nail he tore into the animal. Over and over he whirled, the smaller trees snapping at the fury of the battle. Twice the Captain was whacked to the ground so hard that it scarcely seemed he could rise again, but always he strained upward, fighting back.


  Have you ever seen a civilized, gentle, sensitive man tear a wild beast’s throat with his teeth? We saw it then!


  With his teeth, his poor blunt teeth, he bit into the Heleguite’s throat with fanatical strength. And tore away like a wolf! And he must have snapped a vital artery for the green, foul blood that issued forth bathed him from head to foot, and he staggered off.


  We rayed the dying Heleguite into a roasted mass of stinking flesh. Then carried the Captain back to the ship.


  He was all right, but there was a jagged scar extending down the entire right side of his face that would be with him as long as he lived!


  WE docked at Earth two weeks later.


  There were wild, cheering crowds in the streets. Two bands played raucously, but could scarcely be heard above the shouting of the multitude. Radio and television casters hemmed us in on every side. Ready to hear from our own lips the unbelievable tale we had radioed to them from space.


  The entire planet lay at our feet. We were the men of the hour. To be feted and dined and forgotten! Forgotten as soon as the next batch of heroes came to port.


  This was their hour of glory so the men drank it in to the utmost. All but the Captain—the Captain and I.


  He didn’t know I was behind him. Those gleaming eyes of his took cognizance of no one. He elbowed through the crowd, staring blankly ahead.


  A vacuum car shot us with the speed of a bullet through the greatest metropolis of Earth.


  We emerged from the tear shaped car, and raced up the stairway to the street, three steps at a hop.


  Then I followed him—it was impossible to keep pace—through a maze of sideways, passages and short-cuts—and stopped before a door—a very ordinary door, to me!


  He opened the door without knocking. The door closed behind him and I waited.


  I’ve always laughed at those jokes about “We’ve never lost a father yet,” that are cracked pretty regularly around maternity wards. I’ll never laugh at them again. I can understand just how the poor guys feel.


  Twenty minutes passed, and I heard the door swing open. I turned, my face wreathed in smiles, my hand ready for congratulations—and froze still!


  His face, burned by the cosmic rays, was ashen white! He staggered off the door way and I caught him before he fell.


  “I should have known,” he wept. “Those poor eyes of mine. My hairless head, that awful scar—how could she still love me!”


  My own heart was bursting in two. A great sob welled in my throat and stayed there.


  Gently as a mother, I guided him along the street, wishing the ground might open then and there and swallow us both.


  Then a cripple from a doorway cackled.


  “So you’re the great explorer, eh? What do you know about real suffering? You’ve got it soft—a few months out in space—and you’re set for life. You wouldn’t know what it really meant to be hurt.”


  A red haze obscured vision. I stepped forward, ray gun in hand, to kill that cripple.


  The Captain’s voice stayed me.


  “No! Shorty,” he cried, “no!”


  He turned to the fear-stricken cripple. “You’re right,” he told him. “I wouldn’t know what it really meant to be hurt!” And he tossed the miserable man a roll of bills big enough to choke a horse!


  He returned to the dock and begged for an assignment to work on a ship leaving the very next day. They gave him the job, as Captain, and everyone of the rest of us enrolled with him!


  “Shorty,” he said, shortly after the takeoff his eyes still burning with terrible hurt. “My dream isn’t all gone. Not all. Half of it remains. I can still marry another girl, have children, forget myself and live their lives.”


  But he never returned to Earth.


  THE crew cursed her. They cursed her in a tongue that I heard them use on a man once, who had deliberately sent ten thousand of his followers to their deaths. They cursed her with words that would remain, indelible, engraved on their minds.


  They say the Captain died trying to mend a breach in the hull.


  You will excuse me if I smile. Assuredly any other man would have died under similar circumstances, but not the Captain—not while he had his dream!


  With his dream he was a superman, urged on to super-heroic deeds of strength and daring which his body and mind were incapable of under ordinary circumstances.


  No, the Captain didn’t die trying to repair a breach in the hull. He couldn’t have, because there had never been a hole in the side of that ship!


  It was simply that we could not go on any longer watching him fight back the pain as the blood choked over the fragments of his broken heart.


  So one sleeping period I turned on the emergency alarm, sent out a fake S.O.S., and as the crew blasted away in their safety ships I had the medico inject the sleeping Captain with a solution calculated to hold him in suspended animation for six years.


  We left him there, on the couch, after setting the automatic controls for Alpha Centauri, four light years away.


  And as I watched the red flare of the ship’s rockets wink out in that infinity of darkness, I whispered softly, under my breath, so others of the crew might not hear:


  “He’s all yours now, Llola.”


  [*] Saturn, despite its many times greater surface area, exerts a gravitational pull, roughly a little less than one and one-half times that of earth. This because the greater part of its bulk is made up of gases and liquids of comparatively low density. A two hundred pound man would have to carry anywhere from seventy to ninety extra pounds.


  The telescopes show there is much shifting of the surface and an atmosphere in constant motion on Saturn. This would indicate powerful storms.


  In a world of such enormous gas volume, it is conceivable that there would be enough of the essential oxygen to support life for a short while in an emergency.


  The very quantities of gas, the shifting surface, would lend credence to the theory that Saturn is still in semi-molten state.


  A CITY ON TITAN


  Henry Gade


  On this month’s back cover you will see Frank R. Paul’s colorful painting of the skyscraper city of Orro, on Titan, the largest moon of Saturn, the ringed planet.


  TITAN is the largest satellite of Saturn, being some three-thousand miles in diameter. It is very close to the size of Mars, and it is a much younger and habitable world.


  Astronomers haven’t decided the exact nature of the atmosphere of this world, but most of them agree that it is perfectly capable of supporting life, and find no direct evidence against this contention. They picture it as a world where civilization might progress much as it has on Earth, and is even very much in the same stage as it is here on our own world. Although it is smaller, its development has been impeded by the proximity to its giant parent, which had to cool down first, to allow its child a chance at life.


  Thus, we find Titan almost a sister planet, with a few minor exceptions. The first of these is gravity. A man could leap twenty-two fed: into the air on Titan. The attraction is considerably less. The second is atmosphere. It is a bit less dense than on Earth, and more than likely has a high nitrogen content. The third major difference, among these minor exceptions, is the light the planet receives. It is quite far from the sun, and therefore receives about one third the light Earth does. However, this is augmented by giant Saturn, whose high reflective power sheds additional sunlight upon the planet, making the nights much less dark than on Earth.


  The city of Orro, which we see on our back cover, is a city of gigantic skyscrapers. These tall buildings are possible, because the weight of material on this world is perhaps one quarter what it would be on Earth. And therefore, buildings of greater proportions and weight can be constructed. This factor also allows for the greater use of metals. For instance, since Titan could easily have stores of the noble metals in much greater quantity, having been spawned of a world in great eruption at its birth, we see in Orro, huge skyscrapers built of gold, of a metal similar to the “orichalcum” of our own ancient Atlantis, and of alloys of copper and nickel.


  Heights of two-hundred stories would be a common sight to the visitor to Orro. And great spires, towering into the heavens, would present an inspiring architectural scene.


  The people of Orro are certainly not like the people of Earth, except that they have two arms, two legs, and a body constructed along the same lines as evolution on Earth has carried man. They have arm appendages which are supple and sinuous, and capable of handling delicate instruments and therefore of great scientific advancement.


  Evolution has proceeded at a faster rate on Titan, because of its smaller size, and therefore we find that the people have insect-like characteristics. Their bodies are slim and wasp-like, and their waists and chests are like the thorax of an ant.


  As a race, they are probably very religious, and because Saturn, the most unusual, incredible sight in all the solar system is the largest thing in their sky, they probably worship it as a deity. Even to Earth astronomers, the planet presents an awe-inspiring sight, and to these inhabitants of Titan, filling half their sky as it does, in its rainbow of colors, it must appear as the most mysterious and majestic thing in their lives.


  Each of their buildings, in addition to being dwelling places, and places of manufacture and business, are temples of worship, the top of each building being a domed structure of worship where a fire is constantly kept burning as a votive offering to the planet that is their god.


  Titan, still in a volcanic state, provides power from its volcanoes, harnessed by the people. Since Titan has no oceans, no rivers, no waterfalls, water power is unknown, and steam power is not possible. The planet is a cold one, and the volcanic heat is a necessity to heat the metal cities, and to provide energy for the highly developed thermal science that has evolved.


  Food is grown on the slopes of volcanoes, and is of a mushroom type, to a great extent. Mushrooms grow swiftly in the reflected, polarized light from giant Saturn.


  The food is harvested by hand, and carried to the cities in wide baskets that are carried on the heads of the workers.


  Beyond the smelting of metal for city-building, industry is almost unknown, and harvesting is the business of every inhabitant.


  Electrical and radio science is not developed, because of the tremendous interference offered by the static electricity formed in the rings of Saturn and radiated to Titan.


  DAY OF THE TITANS


  Frederic A. Kummer, Jr.


  Their one chance of rescue lay in the time-cone; through it they might find some sort of weapon against the hostile Titanians. But they didn’t reckon upon plunging into a deeper mess than the one they had left behind them.


  CHAPTER I


  THE rain dripped down steadily upon Titan’s bleak, cheerless surface, sluicing over the rocks and sand, drenching the tall white fungoid growths. The air, almost unbearably heavy with carbon dioxide, was saturated with moisture from the ceaseless drizzle until it seemed that one breathed it in lumps. Mark Vallard pulled his feet from the mud with a sickening squelch and swore softly.


  “Worse than Pluto,” he muttered. “Eh, Doag?”


  “What price archaeology?” the big Jovian grunted. He sucked at the small oxygen flash he carried, grinned under the heady influence of the stuff. The atmosphere on Saturn’s largest satellite didn’t require space suits, but what with the unbelievable humidity, the large percentage of free carbon dioxide, a whiff of oxygen every so often was gratifying.


  Vallard glanced about the desolate scene. They were in the middle of a vast plain, covered for the most part with pallid, mushroom-like vegetation. Here and there in the white jungle, smoke from the villages of the primitive Titans rose, and an occasional huge worm, blind and harmless for all its size, writhed through the forests.


  The two men stood on the edge of the mound from which the expedition had excavated the ancient ruins of Titan’s early civilization. An immense masonry dome, of which only the outline remained, had attracted them; and the diggings within it had proven fruitful in clues to the long-lost civilization of the satellite. Sodden archaeologists were busy pawing through mud and sand, studying the inscriptions on various fallen blocks of stone. The Stellar, base-ship of the First Titan Archaeological Expedition, lay perhaps a quarter of a mile off, rusty and mud-spattered from long weeks of inaction.


  Vallard sighed in sheer depression. ‘Where’re the diggers, today?’ he said. “Another of their everlasting holidays?” The expedition used workmen from the tribes of uncivilized Titans who had no love for labor.


  “Looks like a permanent holiday this time.” Doag shrugged his massive shoulders. “They decided we were profaning the resting place of the ancient ones. And just when we were uncovering the most interesting inscriptions of all. Hello, there’s Fowler!”


  In the middle of the ruins a large tent had been pitched. A wizened little man with the pompous air of a cock-sparrow had stepped out into the eternal rain, was rubbing grease from his hands. Vallard and Doag moved toward him.


  “So Achilles has quit sulking in his tent?” Vallard said genially. “I suppose it might interest you to know that all our diggers have up and quit.”


  “Diggers?” Fowler continued to scrape grease from his hands. “Quite immaterial, my boy. Science has other means at her disposal.” He swelled importantly, started back into the tent.


  Wait a minute!” said Vallard. “Don’t you think you’ve been playing Indian chief long enough? You’re nominally in command of this expedition and all you’ve done since we’ve been on Titan is stay in this tent and work on your mysterious invention!”


  “True.” Doag nodded gravely. “You carry strange machinery into this tent, hammer away, and no one even knows what you’re making.” He chuckled. “Mad scientist lurking in tent. . . .”


  “Your attempts at humor,” Fowler said portentiously, “are proof of your immature minds. But genius always has to contend with such ignorance, I suppose.” He disappeared once more into the tent and the sound of hammering was resumed.


  “A hell of an expedition.” Vallard glanced at the dripping scientists knee-deep in mud about the ancient ruins. “Rain and more rain, the diggers quitting, Fowler having one of his brainstorms, and. . . .” He broke off, staring. “Look, Doag! The Titans!”


  DOAG stared through the mists in the direction of the Stellar. In the mud and muck about the ship, small, ugly figures were moving. Titans, for these creatures, was the most classic misnomer in the solar system. Scrawny arms and legs, big, pot-bellied bodies, pendulous ear-lobes and webbed fingers, round red eyes. . . .and the whole surmounted by a mop of hair that gave the appearance of a chrysanthemum. Savage, ugly, treacherous, they were about as titanic as a space-rat.


  Vallard watched them move toward the Stellar; from their waists hung vines weighted with stones, like bolos. He remembered what Doag had said about the Titans believing that the expedition was profaning the ancient ones. And there were only two men left as guards aboard the space-ship.


  “Hey! Campbell, Walker, you others!” Vallard called to the group of men about the excavations. “There’s a bunch of natives heading for the Stellar! We’d better see what they’re up to! I don’t just like . . . Good Lord!”


  The Titans about the ship had moved suddenly, their webbed feet keeping them on the surface of the mud. They were swinging into the airlock of the spaceship, and in the gloom Vallard could see the flash of heat-guns behind her portholes.


  “Quick!” Doag drew his gun. “They’re fighting aboard her! Come on!”


  He and Vallard raced toward the Stellar, but already the firing had ceased. The two guards, unsuspecting, had gone down after only a brief struggle. Vallard swore softly and the big Jovian beside him drew a bead on the ship’s airlock, fired . . . but at that distance his aim was poor. The other scientists were running forward to join them, but for the most part they were unarmed.


  Suddenly from the ship’s airlock the ugly Titans began to emerge. And they were armed with heat-guns from the Stellar’s supplies. Scores of them, racing across the mud on light webbed feet. Vallard fired and two of them toppled to the ground, but more pressed on. Flashes of light were rising on all sides as the heat guns, inexpertly handled by the natives, missed them. Wherever the beams struck the mud, steam rose to mingle with the mist, and the Titans were rapidly drawing so close that they could not fail to miss.


  Doag fell flat in the mire to avoid a shot aimed at his head; the lurid beam passed above him like a white-hot lance. When he arose, he was hard to tell from the mud. His answering shot checked the Titans momentarily, but Vallard could see a party edging around to cut them off from the ruins.


  “Got to get back . . . to excavations,” he muttered. “They can move faster than we can out here!”


  Doag nodded and the two men, bending low, dodged in and out of the white fungi of the plain. Now and again flashes of gun-fire would light up the rain-swept terrain but they ploughed steadily ahead, trusting to the Titans’ poor marksmanship. Scrambling over the crumbling wall of the ancient ruins, they rejoined the other members of the expedition.


  “Safe?” Walker nodded. “We couldn’t help. Only two other guns besides yours in the whole damn diggings. Weren’t expecting this.” He peered over the edge of a cyclopean monolith, ducked hastily as red flame spat above him.


  “Looks like we’re in for a siege,” Vallard said grimly. “Is Sitting Bull still in his teepee?” He moved toward Fowler’s mysterious tent. “If this doesn’t bring him out of his pipe-dreams . . .”


  HE PAUSED as the tent-flap opened and Fowler emerged. The little archaeologist favored them with a superior smile.


  “Finished!” he announced. “They laughed when I returned from Pluto. . . .”


  “And now you’re the life of the party,” Vallard concluded. “Would it interest you to know that the Titans have raided the Stellar, scuppered Wells and Donnelly, and are now besieging u? here . . . armed with our guns?”


  “Titans? Besieged?” Fowler’s air of triumph fell from him like a cloak. “At a time like this!”


  “I don’t see what the time has to do with it.” Doag watched the flickering rays, like heat-lightning, dance along the rain-wet stones. The rest of the expedition was seeking shelter among the crumbling ruins of the ancient structure. The Titans seemed content to draw their fire in return, wait until the four heat guns in the earthmen’s hands were exhausted, before trying a rush.


  “So.” The big Jovian picked off a spindly-legged figure that showed itself too clearly among the pallid waxy growths.


  Three hundred or more of them .out there. And at least eighty guns. Twenty of us, four guns. Simple mathematics. We’ll last two days with luck. No way to reach the ship, no way to get help. And archaeology’s supposed to be a peaceful science!”


  Fowler stared out at the rainswept plain, the lowering clouds. Suddenly he straightened his shoulders.


  “Give your guns to Campbell and Walker,” he said. “Then come to the tent.”


  The two men did as he requested, ducking from rock to rock for cover. When they returned, the little archaeologist was waiting for them by the canvas shelter.


  “You’ve been wondering what I was up to, these past weeks,” he said slowly. “Remember our experience on Pluto?”


  “I’m not likely to forget it in a hurry,” Vallard grunted. “I’ve been called the biggest liar in the solar system whenever I mention that time-machine.”


  Doag nodded in assent.


  “The greatest experience any three men ever knew,” he said. “Going backward in time! And the world refusing to believe! If only the machine hadn’t been wrecked, archaeology would be able to . . .”


  “Come here.” Fowler entered the tent. “Look!”


  Vallard drew a sharp sibilant breath. In the center of the tent amid a litter of tools and machinery, rose a transparent cone, some ten feet tall. At its apex was a tangle of wires, beneath which a control board rose. In one side of the cone was a small air-tight door.


  “The time-cone!” Doag’s big craggy face lit up. “But it was destroyed! We saw it blasted by a ray-gun . . .”


  “True.” Fowler nodded. “But when we returned from Pluto I had the remains sent back to earth. For three months I studied them, checking every part, trying to remember how each wire went. I didn’t tell anyone what I was working on. Not even you two, because I knew what they’d say if the story got out. They’d want to put me in a nice padded cell. Time-travel’s supposed to be impossible.”


  “Right.” Vallard nodded grimly. “I know. Just like trying to convince people back in the twentieth century that a rocket-ship wasn’t a dream. You think it’ll work?”


  “What odds?” Doag shrugged. “Yesterday we could have made the greatest archaeological discoveries ever dreamed of! Not trying to piece out history from old inscriptions, but actually seeing, living, the past. Now’, with those mad Titan’s besieging us . . .”


  “Look!” Fowler was deathly serious now. “The time-cone saved us on Pluto. From starvation. We know the people who built these ruined buildings were powerful. Their inscriptions show them to be scientists, warriors! Why not go back and enlist their aid! The aid of men dead ten thousand years!”


  “But” . . . Vallard glanced out of the entrance of the tent . . . “how about the others? We’ll have to tell them . . .”


  “Nonsense!” Fowler shook an impatient head. “Time is our servant. We can return at the exact moment we left! This moment! Even if we stay away a week . . . a year. They won’t know we’ve been gone an instant! Come on!”


  The two men stood motionless, listening to the drumming rain, the hiss of heat guns, the fierce shouts of the Titans surrounding the ruined city. Suddenly Vallard nodded.


  “Right!” he said. “It’s the only chance.” He stepped into the time-cone, followed by Doag. “Do your stuff, Doc!”


  Fowler moved to the controls, his normal pomposity returning.


  “Thus does genius triumph over all obstacles,” he announced. “The name of Fowler shall be among the immortals of science! I . . .”


  Vallard never heard the rest of Fowler’s modest tribute, for at that moment the little man threw the switch. A blue light broke from the apex of the cone and in another moment they were lost in the abyss of time.


  CHAPTER II


  IT WAS like the time on Pluto all over again, Vallard thought. The black swirling mists, the sensation of eternity stretching away on all sides, the staggering terror of infinity. And his two companions standing like ghosts beside him while the unknown cosmos beyond the cone writhed with alien life.


  Then suddenly the darkness about them took on a greenish hue, and Doag, leaning forward, gave a surprised grunt.


  “Look!” he said, pointing.


  Vallard stared. The time-cone was completely surrounded by a thick swirling greenish vapor . . . a vapor alive with queer misshapen birds, strange lizard-like creatures, great strips of livid vegetation. The door, air-tight, prevented leakage, but they were entirely surrounded by the thick green luminous mist.


  “A nice time-era you pick!” Vallard grunted. “We’re in the middle of a gas-cloud!”


  Fowler frowned. “This should be the period when that ruined city was at its peak,” he said, fingering the controls. “I don’t just understand . . . Look!” He pointed. “That’s where the green smoke came from!”


  Doag and Vallard followed his gaze. Beyond the glowing mists the walls of a large room were visible; and at one end of the room a circular bronze door, through which the vapor poured, was dosing.


  “Locks of some kind,” Doag grunted. “We seem to be in the middle of a prehistoric gas-works. And, say . . . isn’t the vapor getting lower?”


  “Right!” Fowler nodded in satisfaction. “Must be heavier than air! Draining out through gratings, holes, in the floor!”


  The three men peered through the transparent walls of the time-cone. As Fowler had said, the green luminous gas was draining off, leaving a litter of queer vegetation, grotesque birds and beasts that gasped like fish out of water, on the stone floor. Then before their curious gaze they saw a small door open at the end of the room, and half a dozen odd, semi-human figures appeared. Tall, muscular, bronzed, they would have been rather earthly in appearance had it not been for their pendulous ear-lobes, and bushy shocks of hair. They were, it seemed, a refined, less degenerate edition of the savage Titans of the era the time-travellers had left. Dressed in close-fitting garments of shining red, they carried long, fork-like implements in their hands with which to spear the beasts flopping upon the floor. Sight of the time-cone seemed to fill them with wonder and alarm.


  “I think I’ve got it,” Fowler muttered. “This room is a sort of fisherman’s net. After draining off the green gas, they gather in a haul of animals, vegetation. Only they hadn’t counted on landing us.”


  “A nice spot you picked to set up the cone!” Doag growled. “We . . . look! They’re coming this way!”


  The red-clad figures, after one long look at the time-cone, were advancing toward it, their pronged spears raised.


  “Think fast, mastermind,” Vallard rapped out. “Do we try a more healthy time-cycle, or take ’em on unarmed?”


  “This,” said Fowler airily, “is merely a matter of impressing them with our superior mentality. Thus!” He opened the door at the side of the cone, stepped out; drawing himself up to a triumphant rive-foot-six, he extended one arm in dramatic dictatorial salute.


  FROM that point on things happened fast. Far from being impressed by Fowler’s “superior mentality,” the bushy haired men sprang forward, bore him to the ground.


  “Come on!” Doag shouted. “Got to help!”


  He and Vallard leaped from the cone, empty-handed. Stooping low, the big Jovian picked up one of their attackers, slammed him into the group, sending three of them skidding into the litter of vegetation and gasping lizard-like creatures. Vallard followed this success with a hard right that sent another of their attackers sprawling. He sprang forward to pull Fowler to his feet, but a hand clutched his ankle and he slipped on the polished floor. The fall knocked the breath out of him, and when he picked himself up, Doag was hemmed in by a circle of pronged spears.


  “Just a matter of impressing them,” Vallard said sarcastically. “Eh, Fowler?”


  The little doctor swayed to his feet, glanced about; the tall beings, spears ready for the first threatening gesture, were jabbering among themselves.


  “Listen!” Fowler exclaimed. “Their speech is like that of the Titans! A little different, but basically the same!” He dropped into the rough gutteral dialect they had picked up during their explorations in the other time-cycle, but their captors refused to answer his questions. With a curt gesture, they urged their prisoners toward the small door at the end of the big room.


  As they stumbled through the doorway, Doag gave a grunt of surprise.


  “Look!” He pointed upward. “Roofed in!”


  The others followed his gaze. The outline of the dome they had observed among the ruins of their era, now became clear . . . for a vast half-sphere of massive masonry rose over the city beneath. Streets, tall buildings, small grass plots, all were sheltered beneath the dome. Gazing about, Vallard drew a sharp breath. The vast dignity, the hoary age of the city was somehow breathtaking. Large ultra-violet projectors, like street lamps, gave light-revealing the eerie beauty of the place. For the motif of the city was the globe . . . rounded buildings, spherical minarets, globe-shaped dwellings in tiers stretching to the top of the dome.


  “Remarkable!” Fowler nodded. “Makes one feel like an ant in a heap of marbles! An unique architectural system! I must make notes on this for my brochure on Titan’s early civilization . . .”


  “Optimist,” Vallard grunted. “Better get that ‘superior mentality’ to work on these mugs first!”


  Their captors were taking them through narrow streets, from which curious passers-by stared at them. Vallard caught the words, “Teleite” and “zirkon” often repeated among the crowds. He and his three companions didn’t make imposing spectacles, he realized. Fowler’s pompous air was marred by a promising black eye, while Doag, although his size and Jovian solemnity were impressive, was still torn and muddy from the struggle with the Titans.


  A vast globular building loomed before them; they passed through the massive doors with some misgivings, made their way along a maze of corridors. Guards, armed with copper shields and swords, admitted them into a large hall at the top of the globe.


  “Gods of Jupiter!” Doag muttered. “Look!”


  The room itself was no novelty, for it contained only a bronze table and chairs. But in the center was a hole opening, via a circular staircase, into the floor below. Here was machinery . . . huge complicated machinery . . . and glass pipes through which the green gas flowed, emitting an eerie glow. The weird light, pouring from the hole in the floor, gave an unreality to the bizarre murals on the walls of the upper room until it seemed a witches’ den.


  As the three prisoners and their guards waited, a man and a woman toiled up the ladder from the strange engine-room. Young, muscular, though seemingly tired, only the large earlobes and bushy hair differentiated them from earth-beings. Both were clad in brilliant scarlet.


  “Failure, Tama,” the man was saying. “Always failure. But we must find out . . .” He broke off at sight of the three captives. “Who . . . who are these beings?”


  “EXCELLENCIES!” The leader of the guards bowed first to the man, then to the woman. “We are workers in the admission chamber. The zirkon had been let in as usual, drained off for the power stations” . . . he motioned to the masses of machinery below . . . “as it always has been done. When the chamber was clear of zirkon we entered, to obtain food, and found a queer cone, containing these beings. At first we thought it was some trick of the Teleites, but these are a new race.”


  The tired young man nodded, studied the archaeologists with keen curious eyes.


  “I am Kahl, headman of this dome,” he said in the rough Titan dialect. “Who are you? Where have you come from?”


  Vallard shot a glance at Fowler. “Start impressing ’em,” he said. “You got us into this!”


  The wizened little doctor stepped forward. Choosing his words carefully, using synonyms whenever the young man seemed puzzled, he explained the time-cone. The slender girl beside Kahl frowned.


  “Men from another world?” she said. “From a time in which we are long dead? This is some Teleite trick . . .”


  “Let us listen, Tama my wife.” The young ruler turned again to Fowler. “If your story is true, you must be a great race, and powerful. Why have you come to our poor city?”


  “The Titans . . . savages . . . are besieging our expedition in our time-era.” Foster was gaining assurance now. “We want warriors, weapons, to defeat them.”


  “Here there is no help for you.” Tama shook her head. “We are almost savages ourselves. Through ease, lack of necessity, we have lost the great learning of our forefathers. There is no science in this dome, or in any of the others, if they still survive.”


  Doag glanced down at the maze of machinery below. The scarlet-clad Kahl followed his gaze.


  “You think the machines below are proof of our power?” He shook a disconsolate head. “They were built in the old days before the zirkon came. And built too well! Everything was foreseen by our ancestors; they made the domes so perfect that there was no need for us to work, think, improve. So we have forgotten their science, leaving everything to the automatic machines. Someday the machines must break, wear out . . . and we will be helpless! So many times Tama and I have gone below to study them, but their principles are beyond our grasp! Unless we learn, this dome is someday doomed.”


  “But” . . . Big Doag studied the two young people . . . “you mentioned other domes. And what is this zirkon?” He shot a glance at his companions, Fowler nodding, making mental notes, Vallard staring at the machinery below. “We may be able to help.”


  Kahl and Tama reflected a moment. The green light pouring from the circular hole in the floor cast weird shadows over their sombre faces. The armed guards who had brought the three prisoners into the room were silent, immobile. Then suddenly the young headman of the dome spoke.


  “This is the story of our people as my grandfather told it,” he said with deep solemnity. “Centuries ago we on this satellite you call Titan were a peaceful, happy, civilized race, and endowed with great science, vast learning. Then one day our astronomers noticed one of the rings of the parent body, Saturn as you have named it, was expanding. Within a few years, they calculated, the great ring would envelop Titan. Studying the ring they discovered it was no circle of dust and tiny meteors, but a band of strange and deadly gases, charged with ions of free electricity which made it glow. This gas was zirkon.”


  Kahl paused, gazing at the green glow from the pit below. When he resumed speaking, his voice was low.


  “Our forefathers decided to exert all their power to protect themselves from the deadly gas. But there were two schools of thought. One was to build these domes as protection, the other to remain in the open and accustom themselves to the zirkon. These latter groups knew that the change would come gradually and hoped for a biological evolution such as the evolution of fish to men. Each of the two schools thought the other wrong and went ahead with its plans. We are the Dome-men and those who conditioned themselves to the zirkon are the Teleites.”


  “I begin to understand,” Fowler nodded intently. “Highly interesting, psychologically. And you mean that outside this dome there’s a . . . a sea of this electrically-charged gas?”


  IN ANSWER the girl Tama moved to one side of the room, drew back heavy metallic curtains. The building in which they stood was set against the outer dome and the heavy glass bullseye permitted a glimpse of the world beyond.


  “Great Cosmos!” Vallard swallowed hard. “It . . . it’s like a window into hell!”


  His companions made no answer; their eyes were glued to the scene before them. It was, as Vallard said, like an opening into the inferno. Heavier than air, the zirkon lay in a luminous green layer, covering everything like a deep glowing sea. The queer light from the suspended ions of electricity gave a weird mephitic look and Vallard felt as though he were gazing, hypnotized, into the depths of a great emerald. More, there was life in the sea of zirkon, queer, teeming, alien life. Vegetation, strange leprous stuff, writhing in the manner of a nest of serpents, its groping tendrils twisted into a thick jungle . . . and animal life, grotesque, leathery birds, giant slugs, and lizard-like horrors creeping among the tangle of vines and fungi. The surface of Titan, beyond the dome, was a horror of rampant, unreal life, monstrous, repulsive, an inferno worthy of a Dore’s pen.


  “So,” Tama said softly, “the world outside has evolved to suit the atmosphere of zirkon. The gas is full of carbon, and plants thrive. And all life has become semireptilian . . . even the Teleites.”


  “Amazing!” Fowler nodded. “In some respects it corresponds to the mesozoic era of earth! What do you inside this dome do for air, food, and power?”


  “All that was figured out by the ancients,” Kahl muttered. “The admission chamber in which you were trapped, gives us food. We bait it with scraps of meat, and the creatures from outside enter. When enough are inside, we close the door, allow the zirkon to drain off. The beasts die in the air, like fish out of water, and supply us with food. Our water comes from ponds beneath the dome. Then, as to power, the green gas flows into this room below” . . . he pointed to the machines in the room beneath . . . “and in some way the free ions of electricity are collected, utilized. This power runs the ultra-violet lamps, necessary to our health since we are cut off from the sun, and also the air regenerators. And from the zirkon other materials vital to our existence are obtained. Salt, carbon, similar chemicals. For the zirkon is a composite of heavy gases, which bring death by strangulation.”


  “Like the deluge of water on earth,” Val lard grinned. “Only here it’s this zirkon gas-mixture. And the domes are sort of Noah’s arks. But there weren’t any of those Teleites on earth!” He turned to Kahl. “Ever see any of your Teleite friends?”


  “A few have been caught in the admission chambers,” Kahl gave a look of revulsion. “They died in our air. But before they died, they killed many of our people with their terrible powers.” He made a weary gesture. “And now you know all there is to our dome-world. Sameness . . . eternal, unchanging. The machinery goes on, life goes on. No way to reach the other domes, because of the zirkon, the fierce creatures outside. No adventure, no excitement, no deviation from our routine . . .”


  Doag glanced about, nodding. The dreary sameness of the dome-world offered no help.


  “Better go back further,” he muttered. “To the days before the zirkon came. The men who built these domes ought to have weapons, brains. And with the expedition surrounded by those damned Titans, we better step on it . . .”


  “Right. Come to, Doc!” Vallard gripped Fowler’s arm, shook him out of his archaeological day-dreams. “We’ve got to go back further in time to get help! You can study this civilization later!”


  “I shall go to the admission chamber with you,” Kahl said. “The sight of your transition should prove interesting. So little ever happens here . . .”


  EVEN as Kahl spoke, his words were proven false. Shouts sounded in the corridor, excited dome-dwellers burst into the room.


  “Kahl! Kahl!” came the rising cry. “The Teleites! Entering through the admission chamber! Wearing masks so that our atmosphere does not harm them! Quick!”


  “Teleites! But this is impossible! Never in our history . . .” The young ruler snatched up an ornamental bronze sword and shield. “Rouse the dome! Hurry!” For a long moment the three time-travellers stood stunned. Vallard reached for a heat gun that was not there, swore.


  “First excitement in a thousand years,” he grated. “And we have to land in it! You’re a jinx, Fowler! The admission chamber, too! Where the cone is! If they smash that . . .”


  “Come on!” Doag’s face was grim. “Can’t get marooned in this era! Got to fight!”


  Then they were racing after Kahl, through winding corridors, toward the clamor outside. Mad, Vallard thought. Quite mad. Even on Pluto they hadn’t run into anything like this. Panting, he followed Doag through the doorway of the globular building.


  The streets of the dome-city were in a turmoil of confusion. The dome-men, armed with bronze swords and shields, poured into the streets, shouting furiously. But coming from the admission chamber at the far end of the dome were beings who made the bushy-haired dome-men handsome by comparison. Scaly, hideous, they emanated a queer glow, like phosphorus. The result of breathing in the free ions of electricity from the zirkon, Vallard realized, and absorbing the strange current. On their backs were small copper tanks, with masks covering nose and mouth. Conditioned to the heavy gases, they could not now breathe air, and were like divers, carrying their own atmosphere in tanks. The Teleites were unarmed, yet were driving the dome-men back with great slaughter and the latter were near to breaking.


  At sight of Kahl, his people rallied. The young headman forced his way through the throng, sword in hand, followed by the three strangers. Along narrow streets, in the shadow of great spherical buildings, they raced, faces white in the pale light of the ultra-violet lamps. As they neared the admission chamber, they could see the glowing Teleites, bodies exuding a greenish witch-fire, pushing onward with fierce cries. Motionless, inert dome-men lay upon the stone street, their still figures unmarked except for queer burn-marks. Doag snatched up a bronze sword and shield, and the others followed suit.


  “Don’t know what we’re up against,” Vallard muttered. “But well soon find out!” He grinned at little Fowler, brandishing a sword nearly as big as he was. “Attaboy, Achilles! Come on!”


  They were in the front rank now, beside Kahl. A group of (he scaly, moistskinned Teleites sprang forward, the green light from their bodies giving a weird glow to the scene.


  “Extraordinary phenomenon,” Fowler panted. “Common among certain types of marine life, but unknown to homo sapiens! Ah!” He threw up the bronze shield as one of the Teleites lunged at him with bare hands. The glowing fingers touched the shield and Fowler gave a sharp gasp, writhed as though in pain. The sword fell from his hand, he slumped to his knees, fell flat.


  “Fowler!” Doag leaped forward, mighty muscles tensed. In one terrible stroke his sword bit through the Teleite’s scales, all but sheared his body in two. A fearful blow, it brought death to the glowing warrior . . . but Doag, gripping the sword-hilt, went rigid. The weapon was buried deep in the queer creature’s side, yet Doag seemed unable to move, even to relinquish his grip on the hilt.


  “Charged!” he muttered through clenched teeth. “Like . . . electric eels! No hope of . . .” He swayed as the dying Teleite, in a last spasm, poured his deadly charge along the sword. Then with a crash Doag, the mighty Jovian, toppled to the ground.


  Vallard understood now. Through breathing the zirkon, the invaders accumulated a tremendous potential. Like, as Doag had said, electric eels. The bronze and copper shields, far from being protection, merely made good conductors. And every sword-stroke meant death to its wielder. He glanced about. Kahl was down, the street was littered with still figures, and the remainder of the dome-men were throwing down their arms. From the corner of his eye Vallard saw two of the glowing Teleites rushing toward him. Whirling, he threw the sword at one of them, saw him slump to the ground. The other, unchecked, reached out and gripped Vallard’s wrist. The earthman stiffened, as the surging current tore through his body. Through dark mists he saw the Teleite’s eyes burning over the top of the mask that brought zirkon to his nose and mouth. Then Vallard’s limbs seemed to turn to water and the domed city, the rounded dwellings, the eerie glowing figure, all faded into black oblivion.


  CHAPTER III


  VALLARD came to feeling as if he’d been on the rack; every muscle ached and his wrist was burned where the Teleite had gripped it. He rolled over, sat up.


  At the other side of the little room he saw Fowler and Doag, heads together in conversation. Fowler looked up, grinning.


  “Ah,” he said. “Our hero revives. How d’you feel?”


  “Like hell,” Vallard grunted. “And that guy Kahl said nothing ever happened around here! Where are we now?”


  “In one of the rooms of Kahl’s palace,” Doag said gravely. “The Teleites are in full control. They’re avenging the death, so they say, of some of their people who got caught in the dome’s admission chamber. Kahl and Tama and the rest of the dome-people are penned up in the admission chamber right now.”


  “While we are kept separate,” Fowler said. “The . . . ah . . . assailants have not failed to recognize our superior mentality.”


  “A little less of that superior mentality and we wouldn’t be here,” Vallard growled. “What about the time-cone?”


  “We don’t know.” Doag shook his massive head. “But it isn’t likely they’d tinker with it just now. What worries me is the thought of Walker, Campbell, and the rest, hemmed in by those lousy Titans . . .”


  “A mere bagatelle!” Fowler snapped his fingers. “Once we get out of here, it’s simple. Have you stopped to consider closely these electrical beings? For instance, why don’t they lose their charge with every move they make?”


  “Why doesn’t an electric eel?” Doag said.


  “They’re completely surrounded by water, an excellent conductor!”


  “Splendid.” Fowler nodded like a pleased parent. “You show the glimmerings of intelligence. The answer is, of course, that the eel only generates electricity when attacked or frightened. So with these Teleites. When they want to knock someone out, they turn on the juice. The charge passes through their hands into the person they touch, through the ground and back into the Teleite to complete the circuit. Thus they shock by touch, with their hands, or where, as in Doag’s case, a sword-blade touches their bodies. So much for applied logic. I will now show you what, with admirable foresight, I brought along in case of repairs to the time-cone.” He reached into his pocket and, with the air of a magician pulling a rabbit from a hat, produced a roll of copper wire.


  “So what?” said Vallard suspiciously. “I don’t see . . .”


  “Look,” Fowler said patiently, “you lie down there and pretend to be dying. Or crazy. Or both. Only raise enough noise to attract the guard. And leave the rest to me.”


  “When it comes to acting nutty, I’m hardly the one,” Vallard began. “It seems to me . . .”


  But Fowler wasn’t listening. Very carefully he bound his hands with dry cloth torn from his coat, to form a crude but effective insulation. Over the cloth he wrapped the copper wire, taking care to leave a long strand dangling from each wrist to touch the damp floor.


  “All right,” he announced at length “Yell!”


  They did. The shouts echoed through tire cell, the corridor outside, like the wail of doom. With a clatter of footsteps one of the tall glowing figures appeared in the passage, his face half-hidden by his zirkon mask.


  “He’s dying!” Doag motioned to Vallard, doing a realistic bit of writhing in one corner of the room. “Insane! Put him out of his misery before he attacks us!”


  Warily the Teleite opened the door, stepped inside. And as he did so, Fowler sprang from the shadows to face him, fists drawn back.


  There was a contemptuous look on the guard’s countenance as he whirled to meet this attack. His hand shot out, crackling with blue sparks, toward Fowler’s face. One touch of that highly-charged body and the little archaeologist would have been out of the fight . . . but with a quick motion he caught the thrust with his left hand. Sparks shot out as the Teleite’s fingers touched the copper-bound hand. The cloth insulation smoked ominously, but the current, following the line of least resistance, ran down the wire that trailed upon the stone floor, sparkling violently. The wire was a lightning rod, diverting the current from Fowler’s body, grounding the charge.


  “Some powerhouse!” Vallard, standing helplessly alongside Doag, watched the Teleite lash out again . . . and again Fowler caught the thrust with his copper-bound hand, grounded the charge. In spite of the trailing wire, the cloth insulation, some of the charge entered his body and he winced, but stuck to his task.


  “Go to it, Doc!” Doag clenched his big fists, cursing his own helplessness. But one touch of that glowing body, unless grounded, or insulated, meant sure shock . . . perhaps death.


  FOWLER and the guard were doing a wild dance about the cell. The Teleite, now that he found his thrusts were turned aside by Fowler’s “lightning rods,” was rushing his opponent, in hopes of bringing his body into contact with that of the little archaeologist and thus ending the struggle. But always a blow from Fowler’s copper-bound fists hurled him back, kept him at a distance. Once the guard kicked out with his foot, and only a quick leap backwards kept the leg from touching Fowler. A miracle of skill it seemed, that, using his hands as twin shields, he was able to avoid being touched elsewhere on his small figure.


  The Teleite was worried, now, his eyes showed fear. He could not quite understand why his electrical charge had failed him. Moreover, it began to appear that this charge was weakening. The sparks were growing less, it seemed an effort for him to produce the needed power. And with the zirkon mask over his mouth, he could not shout. It was at this mask that Fowler now aimed. With one sharp blow he knocked it from his opponent’s face. Gasping, choking in the unaccustomed oxygen, the guard slumped to his knees, striving to replace the mask, get a breath of his life-giving zirkon. The green glow of his body had faded away, and no more sparks leaped from his hands.


  “O . . . okay!” Fowler grunted. “He’s too weak to generate more juice! Tie him up, you two!”


  Doag and Vallard lashed the queer figure with their belts. The best he could put out was a mild charge like that of a run-down battery. In a moment the two men had him securely bound. Vallard lilted one of Fowler’s bound hands above his head.


  “The winnah, and still champeen!” he grinned.” ’Mastermind’ Fowler, the kayo king!”


  “A rudimentary application of practical physics,” Fowler began, swelling perceptibly. “Thus docs genius triumph over . . .”


  “Hadn’t we better get going?” Doag cut in. “We’ve got to reach the time-cone, go back further in time, get help from the people who built this dome! The expedition. surrounded by those Titans . . .”


  “First,” said Fowler importantly, “we must overcome these Teleites, free Kahl and his people. Then . . .”


  “What!” Vallard gasped. “Why . . . why you dried up little goat! Let Kahl and these walking generators fight their own feuds! Don’t you realize the expedition is fighting for its life! That it we don’t get help, quick, it’s doomed! There’s nothing in this time-cycle that can overcome the heat-guns the Titans got from us! What good are Kahl and his sword-and-shield gang against dame-guns? You can’t do this, Fowler! Can’t! We’ve got to get help . . .”


  “You can’t handle the time-cone,” Fowler said blandly. “And I can. So you better stick with me. Coming, Doag?”


  The Jovian shrugged helplessly, followed Fowler from the room.


  “Okay,” Vallard said bitterly. “You win. So now we fight for the dear old dome-people while the rest of the bunch back in our time-cycle gets knocked off!”


  Fowler vouchsafed no reply and the three men made their way along the corridor, walking softly. The u.v. lamps still shed their cold light and the stone wails gleamed queerly. They were, it appeared, in the main building, where Kahl had received them before the invasion.


  “This way,” Fowler muttered. “I want to have a look at those machines in the lower level.”


  Vallard grunted disgustedly, followed, his shadow looming grotesquely upon the wall. This was, apparently, the dwelling quarters, for there were tables, stools, benches, in the big rooms. Queer frescoes covered the walls until it seemed they were surrounded by ghostly legions, and the silence within the great spherical building was eerie. Once they passed a window that opened onto the green, zirkon-laden world beyond the dome, and sight of the teeming rampant life outside made them think of some nightmare jungle where life fed upon life and the luminescent green mists hid a thousand horrors. Small wonder the Teleites, denizens of this outside world, were merciless, savage. Once, too, they passed a window that gave view of the streets of the dome-city and here they could see the Teleites looting buildings, roistering through the broad avenues . . . silent, since the zirkon masks covered their faces to enable them to breathe. But from the way many of them stood hand touching hand it seemed that they had a code of short and long electric charges that permitted them to communicate. Two, quarrelling over a looted jewel-casket, gripped hands, drawing electric energy from each other until the weaker, drained of his charge, collapsed.


  All this the three men noted in a glance, then tiptoed on through the empty rooms. At the entrance of Kahl’s reception room, Vallard suddenly gripped Fowler’s arm, pointed. Ahead of them, standing motionless, was the glowing figure of a guard.


  Fowler nodded, started forward with his copper-trailing hands, poised, but a motion from Doag stopped him. The huge Jovian bent, picked up a heavy wooden footstool. It scraped the floor a trifle as he picked it up, but the Teleite’s hearing, accustomed to the heavy zirkon which conveyed sound better than air, did not hear. Doag threw back his herculean arm, let fly.


  The footstool spun through the air, caught the guard at the base of the skull. One frightened flurry of sparks flew from his fingertips, then he fell to the floor, unconscious.


  “Nice pitching,” Vallard said. “A perfect strike!”


  “Quiet!” Fowler waved him to silence, led the way into the large room where they had first seen Kahl. The queer light still poured through the circular opening in the door and the massive machinery below hummed unceasingly. Face a set grim mask in the ghastly illumination, Fowler motioned to the ladder leading to the machine-room below.


  VALLARD, swinging down the circular iron stairs, gave an admiring whistle. The machines there would have done credit to the most elaborate factory on Terra. They were, to be sure, alien in design, and he could not figure out their use . . . but the mere sight of them was somehow aweinspiring. Huge glass tubes, as big around as a man’s body, led the glowing green zirkon from the admission chamber to great copper tanks, wreathed in coils of tubing. Here the free ions were converted to electric power, the carbon dioxide, methane, and other heavy gases broken down into carbon products for food, and the arcs of the u.v. lamps. Other chemicals, too, were obtained in smaller quantities but without analysis Vallard could not tell just what they were. In addition to the machines, there were supplies to make repairs of all sorts. Great sheets of glass, bars of copper, strips of tin, tools of every type. The builders of the dome had provided for every contingency except the one which had occurred . . . that their descendents would abandon learning, science, grow lazy and allow the great knowledge to die out.


  “So,” Doag said somberly. “Here is everything. But the machines I do not understand. It would take weeks, months of study, to learn their principles.”


  “Weeks? Months?” Vallard grated. “And the Teleites’Il discover our jail-break any minute now! Better go back in the time-cone and fight with the rest of the expedition than stay prisoners here!”


  Fowler was examining the great vats of carbon and other products derived from the break-down of the zirkon.


  “Carbon,” he muttered, frowning. “Ammonia could be made from it. And they must have iodine. Living matter needs small quantities of iodine. Nitrogen tetra-iodide isn’t a terrific explosive, but . . .”


  “Nitrogen tetra-iodide?” Doag nodded reflectively. “It’d take time to make. But there’s a chance . . .”


  “That’s what you think!” Vallard cried. “Look!”


  Fowler and Doag went rigid. The flow of zirkon through the great tubes had ceased, leaving only the light of the u.v. lamps. And through the big pipes, each over three feet in diameter, dark forms were sliding, shooting down until the first figure was stopped by a strainer in the tube; the others, sliding into him, were strung out inside the huge pipe like beads. And they were dome-men!


  In one bound Doag had snatched up a heavy bar of copper. swung it above his head. Then, with a crash, the massive glass pipe shattered, the score or more figures slid to the floor.


  “Great Cosmos!” Doag exclaimed. “Kahl!”


  THE three strangers!” The young ruler shook a wondering head. “The gods are good! Those fools confined me and these of my guard in the admission chamber. There we stood, up to our necks in zirkon, helpless. But when all of the gas had sunk through the pipes, we lifted a grating and followed, sliding down the pipes ‘til we got here! With this” . . . he held up the great diamond he wore about his neck . . . “I planned to cut open the pipe! Your method was quicker!”


  Several of Kahl’s followers had rolled up their cloaks, stuffed them into the pipe in case more zirkon were admitted from outside. This done, they turned to the three strangers, as though awaiting orders. Fowler glowed at this tribute to his leadership.


  “You and your men will hold the stairs, Kahl,” he directed. “I haven’t checked over this apparatus thoroughly, but I’m willing to bet I can produce an explosive, a weapon of some sort . . .”


  “But there is no time!” Kahl shook his head. “The Teleites took pains to tell me that they’re going to make this dome a fortress! Going to let in the zirkon, release all the air inside! Then when it’s full of zirkon, they’ll be able to take off their masks, be at home! And all my people will die! Unless we act at once, there is no hope!”


  “You . . . you say we haven’t time?” For once Fowler was taken aback. “But . . . without time even the simplest reaction can’t . . .”


  “Never mind the science, Doc!” Vallard grinned. “This is a fight!” His gaze shifted from the shattered glass of the pipe to the sheets of the stuff among the supplies. Snatching up a hammer, he began to break it into rough oblongs.


  “Here!” Vallard slid two of the pieces of glass toward Kahl. “Tie these to your feet! Like sandals! It’s thick enough not to break easily, but walk gently!”


  “Ah!” Doag stared at the half-inch thick pieces of glass and grinned. “Insulation!


  And without our being grounded they can’t hurt us! Nice going, Vallard!” He bent to help chip the thick glass.


  Kahl and the dome-men bound the clumsy sandals to their feet with strips of dry, fibrous cloth.


  “Not a bad idea,” Fowler admitted grudgingly. “But what about weapons?”


  “Plenty of ’em lying in the streets from the first fight,” Vallard stood up, moved clumsily on his insulators. “Teleites haven’t bothered to pick them up. They don’t need weapons . . . usually.” He shot a grim look at Kahl. “All set? Then let’s go!”


  Up the stairs they went, and through the rooms above. They walked heavily, and nothing could muffle the clank of the glass insulators. Before they had reached the entrance of the building, half a dozen Teleite guards were running toward them.


  Vallard swung from somewhere in the region of his ankles, caught the foremost glowing figure flush on the chin. He felt a mild shock, no more, for with the circuit broken, thanks to the insulators, he couldn’t be grounded. But the Teleite was grounded . . . in quite another fashion; Vallard’s blow stretched him out cold.


  With a shout, Kahl’s men, who had been hanging back to observe the results of the glass shoes, sprang forward, confident. With tools, bars of copper, and other odds and ends they had picked up in the machine-rooms, they fell upon the remaining guards, and bowled them over. Then, brandishing their improvised weapons, they clattered out into the streets, where the fallen bodies of their comrades, killed in the earlier fighting, supplied them with their familiar swords and shields. The entire group had armed themselves before the Teleites attacked.


  The tall glowing shapes were pouring from the buildings, bewildered, some laden with loot, but all converging on the group about Kahl and the three time-travellers. Clattering forward on his crude insulators, the young headman gave a shout, raised his bronze sword.


  To Vallard, the next few moments were sheer madness. The dome-men, now they had lost their fear of shock, poured in with a savage rage, their reddened swords cleaving through the press of glowing bodies. Vallard had fleeting remembrances of dark butchery, of feeble shocks as the insulation prevented complete grounding, of hacking at scaly forms with a bronze sword. He remembered Doag, towering above the melee like some legendary giant, wielding a massive bar of metal, he remembered Fowler discoursing learnedly on the theories of animal electricity between strokes, he remembered how the blood of the Teleites was luminous from the charge it had absorbed from the zirkon and dripped like phosphorus upon the stone street.


  As suddenly as it had begun, the struggle ended. The Teleites, finding their sole weapon, their electrical potential, to be useless, were seized with panic. Cut down in droves by the triumphant dome-men, they fled toward the admission chamber, leaving a trail of dead and wounded behind. Into the massive locks they raced, hotly pursued, and so to the green hell of zirkon outside, where they were free from chase. But of the hundreds who had entered the dome, less than half escaped. The great covered city was free.


  CHAPTER IV


  FOWLER straightened up from his examination of the time-cone with a satisfied nod.


  “Okay,” he announced. “Not harmed in the slightest.”


  “Then let’s get going!” Vallard growled. “I’ve been down checking over that equipment in the machine-room. Explosives’re out of the question, Fowler, in spite of your hopes! Not enough apparatus. And when I think of the expedition, fighting for its life against those damned Titans . . .”


  “True.” Doag nodded gravely. “There are no weapons in this time-era. Perhaps, further back, in the days of the builders of this dome, we may find science, forces powerful enough to overcome the heat-guns.”


  Kahl, standing beside Tama, shook his head.


  “Good luck to you, strangers,” he said. “May your battle be as victorious as ours has been!” He turned to Fowler. “My men are bringing what you requested. “It’s little enough to give after all you have done for us.”


  Doag and Vallard gasped. Halt a dozen of Kahl’s men were approaching the time-cone . . . and they were carrying one of the big, powerful ultra-violet lamps that lighted the dome.


  “What’s that for?” Vallard said suspiciously. “Another of your brainstorms?”


  Fowler motioned the men to place the big lamp within the cone.


  “That,” he said with chilling dignity, “is the weapon that will overcome the Titans! Through sheer genius I have evolved . .


  “Weapon?” Vallard howled. “U.V. rays? I suppose you aim to sunburn them! Good Lora! Look, Fowler, let’s be serious! Walker, Campbell, Derrickson, all the rest, are battling for their lives! You can’t . .


  But the .little scientist had already entered the cone; one hand on the control-lever, he was waving farewell to Kahl.


  “Come,” Big Doag shrugged. “We cannot remain in this time-era. Fowler has brought us through so far.” He squeezed into the cone, followed by the protesting Vallard.


  There wasn’t much room in the time-cone, with the big u.v. lamp taking up so much space.


  “All set,” Fowler warned. “Here goes!”


  He turned the dials, and once again the queer writhing blackness engulfed them, and the rushing sound, like wind wailing through infinity, met their ears. Vallard braced himself against a sensation of dizziness, and then the dark abyss vanished.


  Once again they were in the tent, and outside they could hear the hiss of heat-guns, the drumming of rain, the wild shouts of the Titans.


  “Here!” Fowler snapped. “Help me with the u.v. projector!”


  Vallard and Doag obeyed, doubting; the three of them managed to carry the big lamp out into the rain-swept ruins. The beams of the Titans’ stolen heat-guns played in lurid fury over the ancient masonry, turning the driving rain into clouds of steam. They were, it seemed, creeping steadily nearer, and the weak answering fire could not check their advance.


  Walker, muddy, hands blackened by the back-spit of his heat-gun, glanced at the three men.


  “Decide anything in your huddle?” he demanded. “And what’s that gim-crack? The machine Fowler’s been working on?”


  For a moment Vallard frowned, wondering why Walker wasn’t more surprised at their long absence; then he realized that Fowler had brought them back to within a few moments of the time-era they’d left.


  Others of the beseiged expedition were moving toward them, dodging from stone to stone. Derrickson, the stocky radio operator, glanced at the projector, nursing a badly-burned hand.


  “Looks like a big u.v. lamp,” he grunted. “We’ll need more than that! They’re getting closer every minute! Can’t hold out much longer!” He ducked as a fiery beam tore at the ancient stones.


  “Quick!” Fowler was adjusting the wires of the u.v. lamp. “Here, Walker, give me the power-pack from your gun!” Walker obeyed and Fowler connected it to the projector. Under the power of the little atomic pack, a bluish beam cut the heavens like a searchlight. Keeping the ultra-violet lamp well behind a massive stone, Fowler swung its beam up on a long slant over the besiegers. The Titans at once replied with a barrage of rays, fearing some new weapon, but upon finding that the beam was pointed only at the rain and mist above their heads, hurled mocking shouts at the earthmen. Slowly, imperturbably, Fowler swung the beam in circles, above the ring of howling natives who surrounded the ruins.


  “All right!” Vallard exclaimed. “So what? When you’ve finished playing antiaircraft searchlight, we can use that power pack in Walker’s gun! Don’t you see they’re edging closer every minute?”


  “Keep your shirt on,” Fowler said dryly. “And leave this to me.”


  VERY methodically he swung the bluish beam in circles, piercing the foggy, carbon-dioxide laden air. The fire from the Titans was growing fiercer, and two of the expedition fell, seared, blackened figures among the ruins. The three remaining guns within the enclosure stabbed the gloom in answer but their assailants, edging from rock to rock, drew steadily nearer.


  Doag shifted uneasily from foot to toot, glanced at Vallard. The latter frowned, staring at Fowler. Beneath his banter he had a deep respect for the little archaeologist, but this madness of trying to defeat a crowd of well-armed Titans by pointing a u.v. beam into the air above them was too much.


  “All right, Doc,” he said harshly. “Call it insubordination, mutiny, or anything you like. But I’m taking that power-pack and putting it back into Walker’s gun. Another five minutes and those ugly devils’ll be close enough for a rush! And we’ll need every gun to try and beat ’em off! Not that there’s much chance of succeeding but at least we can kick off knowing we’ve done all we can!”


  “Dramatic,” said Fowler caustically. “Very. If you ever used your head . . .”


  “Sorry,” Vallard grated. “We’re getting that power-pack! Now! Come on, Doag!”


  The two men bore down on little Fowler, were about to tear the power-pack from the machine, when Walker, peering cautiously over a block of stone, gave a cry of wonder.


  “Look!” he shouted. “The Titans! They . . . they’re going nuts!”


  “Nuts?” Vallard straightened up, peered over the massive rampart . . . and gave a startled gasp. The grotesque beings were shouting, dancing with pain, clutching their eyes. Many of them seemed suddenly blind, for, dropping their stolen guns, they were blundering about in the gloom, groping their way with cries of pain into the tall white forest. Fleeing in wild disorder, they stumbled away from the ruined dome, were soon swallowed up by the mists.


  “But” . . . Doag couldn’t believe his eyes . . . “but what was it? What in the solar system . . .”


  Fowler smiled in his most benign, tolerant manner, like a teacher addressing children.


  “The u.v. rays you were so scornful of,” he said. “So simple . . .”


  “But they weren’t pointed at the Titans,” Vallard barked. “You pointed the projector into the fog above their heads!”


  “Exactly,” Fowler grinned. “The air here has a high content of carbon dioxide. So much so that you can hardly breathe it. And the fog, the rain, give water. Consider what happens if carbon dioxide and water react under energy, as represented by the u.v. rays. You get formic aldehyde.”


  “Formic aldehyde?” Doag muttered.


  “Otherwise known as formaldehyde,” said Fowler airily. “Plants, vegetation, utilizing water, carbon dioxide, and sunlight, manufacture formaldehyde in one of the intermediate steps toward making starch. We didn’t carry on the process that far. Formaldehyde was what we wanted. One of the strongest antiseptics known. On the mucuous membranes of the throat, nose and lungs, it’s not pleasant. “In the eyes it’s blinding. That’s where I’ve got them, mostly. The stuff was suspended in the mist, in tiny particles. Must have burned their eyes like fire.” He chuckled. “Catch on? When I saw those u.v. lamps in the city, I figured it out. Decided if we could help Kahl in his fight with the Teleites, he’d be glad to let us have one of his precious lamps. Any further questions?”


  “You win!” Vallard swallowed hard. “You win, mastermind!” He held out a lean hard hand, grinning. “Thus does genius triumph . . .”


  “. . . over the feeble intellects of lesser beings,” Fowler finished. “Eh, Doag?”


  “There will be only one Fowler,” the big Jovian assured him gravely; but his gaze caught Vallard’s above the little man’s head, and one of his eyelids closed in a slow, amused wink.


  “IF YOU’RE SMART—”


  Malcolm Jameson


  Seems a pretty obvious crack for a business sharper to make to an inventor. “If you’re so smart, why don’t you make some money yourself?” Maybe so. But this scientist had an even better answer—


  “If you’re so damn smart, why ain’t you rich?” That hoary wisecrack must have been all of three centuries old when Wolf Carmichael pulled it on Dr. Claud Kellog. The Wolf of Saturn loved it and used it often. That day he lay back in his swivel chair, chuckling offensively somewhere in the fatty depths of his triple chin, as he threw it. But his roving, piggish eyes showed no mirth. They were hard and scheming, the ruthless eyes that had made him master of all commerce and industry throughout the Saturnian system. To his money-grubbing mentality, this question was the ultimate in triumphant repartee.


  “A scholar named Archimedes was asked that question once,” replied Dr. Kellog, flushing angrily, “and to prove he could be rich if he wished, he knocked off his important mathematical researches long enough to buy up all the wine presses in the country. It was winter, then, but when the next fall came the vintners had to have their presses back or else lose the grape crop. Archimedes made a tidy profit.”


  “Never heard of him,” snorted Carmichael. “Musta been some little fellow on Venus. If he was a real big shot in the booze racket, he’d be on the board of Interplanetary Distillers. He aint.”


  Carmichael threw away the stump of the cigar he was smoking and lit another.


  “To get back to this gadget of yours,” he resumed indifferently. “Maybe it’s as good as you say, maybe not. But George Carmichael was always the boy to give a struggling inventor a chance—”


  Kellog winced. Yeah. Wolf would back anything that promised sure profit and no loss—provided he was given control.


  “—so here’s what I’m willing to do. Your proposition to have me lend you enough to get your machines built is out—the machines might flop, then where’d I be? What we’ll do is this—incorporate your whatchamacallit—”


  “Antichron.”


  “Antichron, huh? We’ll incorporate it first, then put it into production. I get fifty-five percent of the stock for promotion fee, we sell twenty to the public for working capital, and all the rest is yours. See?”


  Kellog saw. It was a typical Carmichael proposition. Kellog would furnish the work and brains, the sucker public the money. If the venture failed, Carmichael couldn’t be hurt; if it succeeded, he would rake in the lion’s share. Kellog reached for his hat and jammed it on his head.


  “That’s pure burglary, Mr. Carmichael,” he said fairly evenly, mustering all his powers of self-restraint. “I’ll see you in hell first.”


  “Tut, tut, my boy,” said Carmichael with a repetition of his nasty chuckle, “how fiery you are! That’s bad. You should never mix emotion with business. Take me. Am I offended? No. I’ll be here tomorrow, and the day after that, and the day after that, ready to do business with you. You’ll come back—they always do.”


  Kellog only glared at him, then strode from the room, boiling at the arrogance of the grasping capitalist. And as he angrily made his way down the main street of Saturnport, everything he saw added to his rage—and to his gloom, too. For every enterprise of any magnitude on Titan, or on any of the other Saturnian satellites, was owned or controlled by Carmichael. The list was an imposing one. Carmichael was the president of the Titanic Trust Co., the only bank. He owned the Saturnport Supply Co. and Titan Shipyards outright. He had a fat finger in Rhean Ranches, Miman Mines, Titan Radio Power, the Dione angrauk packeries, and the ruby pits on Enceladus. What burned up Kellog the most was Trans-Saturnian Lighter Service.


  That line of small intersatellite freighters had been established and built by his father, years before. It supplied a much-needed service, for the great interplanetary ships stopped only at Saturnport. The little lighters carried the slaughtered angrauks from Rhea to the packeries of Dione, and thence to the big port. They hauled ores from the mines of Mimas to the smelters on Titan, and did other chores of the kind. Carmichael saw it was a profitable line and tried to buy into it. The elder Kellog resisted. Carmichael shut down his mines for a year, cutting off important revenue. A quarantine on angrauks was mysteriously promulgated; taxes on intersatellite shipping increased. The bank called Kellog’s notes. His lighter service was forced into bankruptcy.


  “And. Carmichael bought it for a song,” muttered Doc, bitterly, “had the new taxes repealed and the quarantine” rescinded. It broke dad’s heart.”


  That was the way the Wolf of Saturn did things. Honeyed words, cash advances, at first, anything for a foothold. Then squeeze, squeeze until the enterprise was his. Now that he had the colonies of the Saturnian system well under his thumb, he was branching out into larger fields. He had ambitions of going back to the Earth one day and taking his place among the mighty in Wall Street, where the Systemic Stock Exchange was. He wanted to lock horns with such magnates as Aalman, head of Venus Exploitation, Inc., and chairman of the board of the Tellurian Master Bank. He wanted a bigger say-so in the operation of the Interplanetary Transport Co. and a directorship on Etherways, the planets’ communication system. Therefore, when he was not in his office at the Carmichael Building, he could be found in the brokerage office of Neville & Beardsley, trading fiercely in securities, trying to match wits with Aalman and the other tycoons.


  Doc Kellog knew all that and knew how hopeless his fight was. Yet that illiterate taunt still rang in his ears. He was smart, but he wasn’t rich. There must be something wrong with his approach to things. Other men with half his brains got along and prospered; why couldn’t he? That thought was uppermost in his mind when he reached his laboratory.


  “What luck, Doc?” asked cheery Billy Wade, his chief assistant.


  “The usual,” growled Kellog. “He wants to hog the show, otherwise no dice. I told him to go to hell.”


  “Swell,” grinned Billy Wade, admiringly, “but where do we get off? Fold up and get jobs somewhere?”


  “Maybe.” Doc Kellog’s anger had cooled somewhat and. dejection had succeeded it. But he was not quite ready to surrender. The memory of that sneering challenge still rankled. Kellog sat down and stared at the floor in deep thought.


  Things, looked black. The single model of his antichron worked perfectly. It had proved that his theory was correct. He could warp space-time, given power enough, and bring all the planets together, just as centuries before the introduction of telegraph and radio brought all the countries of the Earth together. But his money was gone, his bills mounting, and he was forced to deal with interlocking monopolies for all his supplies, power and credit. Carmichael knew that as well as he did and was waiting for the plum to drop in his lap. Kellog knew that Carmichael would fight Mm tooth and nail unless he cut him in. And. that Kellog was resolved not to do.


  He had never thought of his invention in terms of money before, but rather in terms of the immense boon it would be to all humanity, taking it for granted that his own compensation would be just and adequate. But now he was racking his brain for a way to turn it into money—lots of money—and quickly. He had exhausted all his own resources in building the one model he had, and the power bills were eating him up. If they were not paid by the end of the week, Titan Power would attach his laboratory and its contents, which was the same as saying Carmichael would.


  Antichron—what were its chief virtues? What could he cash in on now? For he must not only save what he had, but construct other machines to introduce to the public. He sat up and looked at his model thoughtfully. It was a clumsy-looking device, a monster machine taking up the whole side of the room. Its main feature was a six-foot-square crystal window, framed by shiny steel panels studded with knobs, dials, glowing tubes, buttons and cranks. The crystal resembled an ordinary televise scanner of the type used by Etherways, except that it was thicker and double-faced. Whatever form of energy, whether heat, electricity or light, impinged on one face was immediately transmitted to the other. Where it differed from the standard models was that its two faces could be split apart when subjected to antichronic stresses, and separated by any number of millions of miles. But the same antichronic stresses also created a warp in space-time so that the interval seemed not to exist. It was a window that with the proper manipulations of its complex controls could be made to look upon any spot in the universe and receive energy impulse from it then.


  That “then” was its great virtue. Long before space travel was an actuality, mathematicians had known that there was no such thing as simultaneity. Time, like space, was relative. They had had their first practical demonstration of it when they tried to use two-way television between the Earth and Moon. Radio waves took a little over a second to travel each way. A man would speak, then wait for two seconds before his answer began coming back to him. Later, that time lag became almost intolerable. From Callisto it. was three quarters of an hour—you activated the machine, waited forty or so minutes for it to light up, and then you waited an equal period for the inquiring face looking at you to register understanding and begin his reply. Obviously, where an hour and a half intervened between question and answer, sprightly conversation was impossible. The antichron would cure that. With the space between warped out of existence, instantaneous response could be had.


  “Why ain’t I rich, huh?” repeated Kellog, sourly, and began thinking on how men got rich. Not by inventing useful things or hard work, necessarily. He thought of Carmichael’s career, and Aalman’s, and those of others. They bad one common denominator—they were men who bought and sold, bought cheap and sold dear. And where did they find their sellers and buyers? Why, on the Stock Exchange, of course. Kellog’s eyes lit up and he almost trembled with excitement as the full implications of that chance thought, dawned upon him. He jumped up and called Wade to him.


  “How much money have we?” he asked excitedly.


  Billy Wade pulled out a wallet and squinted at its contents.


  “There’s about a thousand here of my own and the three thousand you gave me to keep for the power bill.”


  “Willing to gamble?”


  Wade just grinned and handed over the money.


  “Quick, now. Grab the current ‘Ephemerides’ and find the Earth’s present position and rate of relative movement. Then look up the exact latitude and longitude of the lower tip of Manhattan Island—that’s in New York.”


  Kellog ran over to the antichron and began setting the dials as Wade called out the figures. Then he threw a. master switch and the machine hummed, into activity. In. a moment the screen was glowing, then transparent. It was as if Kellog were looking out of a window high over a green park surrounded on three sides by water. He adjusted, the mechanism and caused the projected screen to lower itself to a great sprawling building that lay below. He forced it through a wall, and there he was—‘looking in on. the trading floor of the nerve center of the Solar System, the Systemic Stock Exchange!


  Thousands of men were milling about beneath, gesticulating and shouting. At the other end. of the vast hall an immense annunciator board stood, on which names and numbers appeared. A flickering screen beside it was displaying news flashes.


  “A notebook! Hurry!” exclaimed Doc Kellog. He jotted down quotations as he watched. Callistan Radioactives was high and climbing—a sale at 423½, then another at 428, then at 430¼. A flash came over the screen saying Martian Gems had passed its dividend. Martian Gems promptly dropped twelve points. Etherways and I.P.T. were strong. The market generally was strong.


  “Let her run,” Doc shouted, shoving the book into his pocket. “Damn the power bill. If I’m right, it won’t matter; if I’m wrong, it won’t matter either. I’ll be seeing you.”


  Then he was out and gone, hurrying to Neville & Beardsley.


  Mr. Neville took the money, but he looked at the young scientist dubiously.


  “Small margin accounts are dangerous,” he warned. “We accept them, but we don’t solicit them. Those wolves out there will take the shirt off your back so quick it will make your head swim.”


  “Fair enough,” answered Kellog cheerfully. “As a matter of fact, I am in the market for a few wolfskins myself. Here, buy me some Callistan Radioactives and sell some Martian Gems; all you can for the money.”


  Neville grunted disapprovingly, but took the money. Nobody but an ignorant fool would sell Martian short, and Callistan was no bargain above 400. Kellog went on into the board room and sat down behind the group of local capitalists who were scanning the board in a listless, bored way. Kellog had a hard time restraining his elation, for the figures on the board they were looking at were ancient history to him. His information was over an hour ahead of it. After a while he got up and phoned Wade from a booth.


  “Read me the latest dope,” he said. Then listened as Wade gave him the quotations. Martian had stopped falling; there was a flurry in Oberon Metals. He hung up and stopped at Neville’s desk on the way back to his chair.


  “Cover that Martian sale, then buy me some Oberon.”


  Neville blinked. Oberon had been inactive for days. But he noticed Kellog had doubled his money on the Martian transaction, and had a nice paper profit on his Callistan stock.


  “Beginner’s luck,” he cautioned, as he filed the order.


  When Kellog got the day’s close from Wade, he closed out his line. It was not a bad day’s work. His cash balance on Neville’s books was over fourteen thousand. He left it there; tomorrow was another day.


  The next day he ran the fourteen thousand up to forty-five. The day after that he finished up with a couple of hundred. He drew enough of it to pay the power bill, then walked on to the booking office of Titan General Shops.


  “Last week,” said Kellog to the clerk, “I left an order here for some parts for a special televise machine—”


  “It’s N. G.,” said the insolent clerk. “Credit disapproved.”


  “I’ve got the money now,” added Kellog. But the clerk shook his head and walked away. Over his shoulder he flung:


  “You gotta get Wolf’s O.K. He stopped it—personally.”


  “Oh,” said Kellog. So he wouldn’t be permitted to develop his invention on Titan even if he had money! Carmichael held the reins—the supply house, the shops, the power plant, transportation. Kellog walked slowly back to his laboratory, thinking on the way what his next step would be.


  The following day he had better luck. When he looked from his antichron onto the clamoring mob of Wall Street brokers he knew at once that something unusual was afoot. Pandemonium reigned, and often awed faces would turn to stare up at the quotation board with its ever-changing symbols of good and bad news, Kellog read the last bulletin hurriedly.


  “Following the suicide early this morning of Charles Bean, general manager of Venus Exploitation, rumors persist that the company’s billion-dollar investment in mimil plantations has had to be written off as a total loss. The stock opened at 240, but fell off over a hundred points in the first few minutes of trading. The last sale was at 97—”


  Kellog waited, tense. He watched Exploitation sink rapidly to 60, 50, then 40. A gong rang and the screen lighted up again.


  “A correction to the last bulletin,” it said. “President Aalman has made a statement. He says that Bean’s suicide was due entirely to domestic difficulties. The mimil venture has been tremendously successful. So much so that the board of directors announce a one hundred percent stock dividend and an equal amount in cash. He further states that he will buy personally all the stock that is offered under 500.”


  At once the tumult on the floor increased to a howling typhoon of sound as the brokers suddenly reversed their position and began hunting sellers as fervidly as they had previously been hunting buyers. The bidding was wild, leaping by bounds to ever-higher figures. Exploitation rose from its depths like a soaring skyrocket—up into the hundreds, past the five-hundred mark of Aalman’s bid, on to a thousand and upward.


  Another gong. Another announcement.


  “It is apparent that an effort is being made to corner Venus Exploitation. The Exchange authorities have ordered dealings in the stock suspended. Speculators short of stock may settle at the rate of two thousand dollars per share.”


  “Wow!” yelled Doc Kellog, and a moment later he was burning up the road to Neville & Beardsley.


  The board room was crowded when he got there. All the big shots of Titan were present, not excepting Carmichael. There was sheer panic in the faces of some as they stared at the earlier bulletins, for Exploitation represented a heavy investment for most of them. Even Wolf’s usually expressionless face showed concern as he saw his spare millions dwindle to half and less. He was so intent on following the damning figures that he did not notice the entrance of Kellog, or that he sat down beside him in the chair vacated by a haggard man who had just rushed despairingly from the room.


  “It’s more of Aalman’s skullduggery, the pirate!” growled Carmichael to the fellow sitting on the other side. “He’s looted the company, that’s what. We’re stuck. I’m getting out while I can.”


  He wrote an order and beckoned to Neville.


  “The hell of it is,” Wolf added, to his crafty-looking partner, “that while this order is getting to New York, the stock will drop forty points more. Damn that time lag!”


  Neville approached, bowed respectfully, and took the order. He looked at it, then, remarked:


  “This is for more than you own. Are you. taking a short position?”


  “Right! The stuff’s wallpaper. When Aalman milks ’em, they stay milked. Tomorrow I can cover at three. Get rid of this—quick.”


  Neville bowed again and turned away. Kellog plucked him by the sleeve. He had sneaked, a look at the order. The amount he had on balance would, margin it.


  “I’ll take that—at the current price,” he whispered. “You. needn’t send it to New York.”


  “You’re crazy,” said Neville, but he noted the order.


  Kellog sat back and waited, gloating. In a few minutes the news would come through that the market had reversed itself. He had made a brilliant double play. If Carmichael’s selling order had gone through in the regular way, when it hit New York his stock would have brought him hundreds of dollars a share; conversely, if his own buying order had, he would have had to pay the corresponding price. As it was, he got Carmichael’s stock at 43, close to the bottom, and for it Wolf received but 43.


  “Whipsawed!” Carmichael yelled when Aalman’s bullish statement was broadcast. “The dirty rattlesnake. He started the rumors to depress the stock; now he’s buying it in at a bargain. Neville! Cancel my selling orders.”


  Neville was late in coming. In. the meantime the later flash showed on the screen—the one telling of suspension of trading and the penalties levied on short-sellers.


  “Sorry, sir,” said Neville, as placatingly as possible, “but it is already executed. You. said quick, so I disposed of it locally.”


  Carmichael snorted, and looked about him.


  “What fool—” he began, but Neville simply said, “The gentleman on your right.”


  Carmichael glared at Kellog. Kellog glared, right back.


  “You!” howled Wolf, his porcine eyes incredulous.


  “Me,” grinned Kellog. “You owe me five thousand shares of Exploitation, I believe. I want it.”


  Carmichael sputtered and gazed questioningly at Neville. It must be a joke—this silly upstart of a scientist holding the whip hand over him. Why, only a few days before he had come whining to his office for the loan of a miserable few thousand. Now he was demanding ten million. Preposterous!.


  “If you haven’t the cash, I’ll settle for a deed to Titan Shops, lock, stock and barrel,” offered Kellog smoothly, but; he could not conceal the triumph. in his eyes. “I am rather anxious to get a little job done there, but up to now they haven’t been very . . . uh . . . co-operative.”


  Carmichael grunted like a prodded boar, frowning. He was in a tight spot; he knew it. He had to settle and he did not have the cash. Moreover, it hurt him to give up a property. But there seemed to be no choice, and he was aware that the other speculators in the room were watching him closely. He couldn’t welsh—not openly.


  “Done!” he exploded.


  That night Kellog took over the Titan General Shops. He and Wade worked late, laying out the program for the following day. Tomorrow they would start construction on the first batch of commercial antichrons. But just at midnight a messenger came, bearing a communication from the power company. It read:


  You are hereby notified that due to inadequate generating facilities, Titan Radio Power finds itself compelled to curtail its service. Since our contract to furnish your plant with power was made with Mr. George Carmichael personally and not with the Titan General Shops, the change of ownership voids it. All service will be discontinued within four hours.


  “The dirty rat!” blazed Kellog.


  “Wolf is the word,” corrected Billy Wade with a sigh. “You can’t beat him.”


  “We’ll see,” said Kellog grimly. “Let’s have a look at the electrical hook-up here. Maybe we can use antichron in another way.”


  Neither he nor Wade attempted to sleep that night. They were much too busy. The machine was retuned and put in search for the New York home of the general manager of Tellurian Power. They found him, aroused him and made their proposition. Yes, the Earth plants had unlimited power. Yes, if Kellog could project a receiving plate into one of Tellurian’s generating plants, its men would connect leads to it. The general manager doubted whether power could be transmitted from planet to planet—it had never been done before—but if they would pay for it, he would send it.


  Kellog closed the deal. Then he and Wade went about altering the antichron for gathering pure current, not light. They marked the back face to show where the Earthly electrodes should be placed. On the front they attached their own connections. Those led to the shops. Then they set the space-time warper to working. In a moment the back face was gone. No doubt, at that instant, startled engineers were puzzling over the bizarre outlet that had suddenly appeared in their plant.


  “Say,” said Billy Wade. “He said unlimited power, didn’t he? And the rate there is a tenth what it is here. Why not peddle some juice on the side?”


  “Right!” yelped Kellog, and he reached for a pad.


  POWER FOR SALE, CHEAP


  Owing to surplus productive capacity provided by new owners, Titan General Shops is in a position to furnish any quantity of power at the rate of ten cents a megawatt hour.


  “Get that to the Saturnport Herald to be run in the next edition,” he told Wade.


  “This’ll wash up Titan Power, if my guess is any good,” remarked Wade cheerfully. “They’ve been getting away with murder.”


  “Yep,” said Kellog dreamily. Carmichael would have to write off another asset, for local power could not possibly compete with Tellurian now that there was a way to transmit it. And the power monopoly was the biggest plum in Wolf’s basket.


  In an hour the first surges of energy were coming in from Earth, flowing from the antichron into the local radio distributing emission set. The electricians at the plant simply tuned out on Titan Power and in on the laboratory set. The shift was made.


  Carmichael did not take the fresh assault upon him lying down. He promptly went about getting an injunction against the unfranchised sale of power, but it was several days before he could get it issued. In the meantime, with the full facilities of the shop at his disposal, Kellog had completed a batch of sight-sound antichrons for use in communication. He hired and instructed operators. Then the machines were focused on the various important planets, satellites and asteroids. At one stroke Saturnport became the central clearing house of the Solar System for news. If necessary, a Pluto signal could be relayed through Titan to Earth in only the time necessary to make the connections. Etherways was at once ruined. All its equipment was junk, except for nearby use.


  “That ought to hurt,” observed Billy Wade, jubilantly. “They say Wolf had a pile of Etherways Preferred.”


  “Probably,” said Kellog. But he was smarting under the injunction. The corrupt local court had forbidden the outside sale of power. Not only that, the Saturnport Council—all creatures of Carmichael—issued an edict prohibiting the importation of power generated outside of Titan. This time the shops did have to close down until Kellog could improvise some old-fashioned magnetic generators of the field-armature type. Not content with inflicting those inconveniences on Kellog, Carmichael might be expected next to bring suit for personal damages ensuing from the collapse of Etherways. Etherways represented the investment of important money, and the men who lost were not the type who would console themselves that their company had been replaced by something incomparably better.


  “I’ve got to go all the way,” concluded Kellog, soberly. “If I don’t get him, he’ll get me.”


  Again he put his and Wade’s head together and designed a new type of antichron. It was three-dimensional—a cubical box, to be exact, with four sides and a bottom, but open at the top. It worked on the same principle as the flat screen, but with slight variations. It operated as a shuttle, not continuously.


  Kellog put one of his television machines in focus with the mine on Mimas. Mimam Mines was only partly owned by Carmichael; he controlled the industries on the lesser satellites by virtue of his strangle hold on transportation. So the manager was willing to talk to Kellog.


  “What do you pay that buccaneer to haul ore to Titan?” asked Kellog.


  “Twenty cents a ton.”


  “I’ll haul it for two.”


  “You can’t,” objected the manager. “The Trans-Saturnian Lighter Service’s charter says—”


  “I know what it says,” snapped back Kellog. ‘My father drew it up. It confers a perpetual monopoly on all intersatellite ship-borne commerce. Now listen. Clear a place about twenty feet square and arrange to dump ore in it from twenty feet or more above. Mark it off with safety lines and don’t ever let a man step across the lines. Then watch my smoke.”


  He cut the connection long enough to send similar instructions to the receiving station by the smelter. Then he watched through the antichron while the preparations were being made at both ends of the line. When they were ready he turned the machine over to Wade.


  Wade sat down and got to work. His job was very much like that of the operator of a grab bucket. He kept his eyes on the visual screen, his hands on the controls of the cubical one. Current!—the empty cube appears on Mimas—an avalanche of ore fills it—shift current—it disappears from. Mimas, appears at the smelter on Titan—the unloading cradle on which it materializes tips and dumps the ore—when it is upright again, shift current. Mimas, fill; Titan, dump. Mimas, fill; Titan, dump. That was all there was to it. Hundreds of tons a minute, delivered in Titan the day it is mined.


  “That shoots Interplanetary Transportation and Trans-Saturnian all to hell, I should say,” drawled the editor of the Herald, who had been invited to watch the demonstration. He was conducting a campaign to have Carmichael’s injunction revoked. Now that the people knew cheap power was available, they were angry about it. “Yes,” continued the editor, “they’re sunk. I’m going to stroll down to the bank and draw out my balance before the run starts.”


  “What do you mean?” asked Kellog.


  “Plenty. The bank is really a sort of holding company for Wolf. Now that his companies are all shot, it’ll crash. You may not know it yet, but Carmichael is ruined. He will be a very sick wolf in an hour or so.”


  Who is the Wolf of Saturn? People on Titan will point out a blowzy, sodden old derelict who hangs out in a dive near the skyport and tell you that “Carmy,” as they call him now, used to wear that title. He was a big shot once, they say.


  But if you should ask any of the frequenters of the big building on lower Manhattan who the Wolf of Saturn is, they will tell you instantly. It is a crackpot on Titan by the name of Kellog. He was the fellow who ruthlessly and without warning wrecked two of the biggest and most profitable enterprises in the universe—Etherways, Inc., and Interplanetary Transport—and many of the smartest financiers of the System with it. What a guy! Not only that, but he wrecked the System’s entire price structure with his cheap services. “Benefactor?” they will squall. “He’s a wild man—a wolf!”


  THE END.


  ELECTION CAMPAIGN ON SATURN


  Milton Kaletsky


  One electrifying word glowed in space—and it was powerful enough to overwhelm any other campaign!


  “YOU’LL do what I say, or I else—!”


  The large paunchy man behind the huge expensive desk leaned back in his luxurious leather chair and glared with cold threatening eyes at the two nervous men sitting opposite him.


  “But boss, that stuff ain’t in our line,” one of them protested uneasily. “You know, if you want a guy bumped off for meddlin’ in your affairs, we can fix it. And if you’re sorta interested in a cargo of stuff that’s goin’ from one planet to another, we can fix it so’s the cargo appears on the way—you know. But sorta disappears on the way—you know. But mixin’ in politics, especially Saturnian politics, aw, boss, we dunno what it’s all about.”


  The fat man leaned forward, rolling the cigar of finest Venusian tobacco between his thick lips with lusty enjoyment.


  “Listen, Willie.” He jabbed a stubby bejeweled finger at the tall stringy man and then at his short thick-set companion, “And you too, Joey. When I give an order, I don’t want arguments. I want action!”


  He paused briefly before concluding sarcastically, “Or maybe you’d rather go back to work in the lunar mines?”


  “Oh, gee boss, no!” Willie’s lanky body twisted uncomfortably in his loose baggy clothes, his dark scarred face clearly showing fear.


  “Then shut up and listen to me.” The fat man relaxed, tossed away his cigar and started chewing on another. The pale, dapper little man called Joey, ignoring his employer’s stern tones, gazed raptly at the discarded cigar in the ash tray. He seemed about to reach out and seize it when the man across the desk spoke again.


  “In a few weeks there’ll be an election on Saturn. The only two candidates for the premiership are Ysuol and Melko. The one who’s elected will be practically dictator of Saturn—and I want to dictate to him!”


  Over the big man’s flabby features came the hard, savage look that made Warner Jaxon the man most feared by those who knew him, and the two to whom he was speaking knew him well, better, in fact, than they cared to.


  “Saturn has the only good Uranium-260 mines in the solar system,” Jaxon went on, “and Earth needs a large and steady supply for its atomic power plants. You know that without U-260 modern civilization would collapse in a few weeks, and you’d think the Saturnians would let us have the mines no matter who is elected. Didn’t we civilize them, didn’t we give them our language? Why, they spoke only in grunts before we taught them English. But they have no gratitude, always talking about how many Saturnians were killed while we civilized them. The stubborn fools . . .”


  HE stopped abruptly, frowning at his cigar. Tossing it aside, he selected another, then glared again at his two employees.


  “But all that’s beside the point,” he said. “What matters is that old BascOLar, that dirty Martian swindler, has bribed Melko and the whole Melko party. If Melko’s elected, that crooked Martian will get those mines and he’ll raise the price of U-260 as high as he likes. But if Ysuol’s elected, well, I paid him—I mean I’ve contributed heavily to his campaign fund, so I expect some return on my, er . . . investment.”


  He paused to glower at Willie.


  “What are you snickering about?” he snapped.


  “Oh, nothin’, boss, nothin’.” With an effort, Willie hastily assumed a serious expression. Joey was still giving all his attention to the chewed-up cigar.


  With narrowed eyes, Jaxon spoke harshly. “My motives are purely patriotic. I want to assure an adequate supply of U-260 for Earth. Of course, if I get control of those mines I will have to raise the price a little. A man has to make a reasonable profit, you understand. But profit is entirely a secondary consideration.”


  “Oh sure, sure,” Willie interjected quickly, nodding violently.


  “And yet,” said Jaxon, half to himself, “there will be millions in this.”


  The mention of money woke Joey to new interest in what was going on around him. He straightened up and listened eagerly.


  “Yes,” murmured Jaxon, “more millions than you can count!”


  “Gee, boss,” exclaimed Joey, wide-eyed, “you mean more than twenty?”


  Jaxon frowned disgustedly. “Shut up! Willie, why do you keep this idiot around you?”


  “Aw, boss, he’s okay,” Willie protested earnestly. “Maybe not so good with the brains but swell with the old knockout gadget.”


  “You bet,” Joey chirped gaily. With a snap of his wrist, a small proton pistol appeared in his hand and a pale blue ray flashed dangerously close to Jaxon’s ear. The magnate paled and ducked, then turned scarlet in anger.


  “Put that gun down, you fool!” he stormed.


  “Okay, okay.” Joey obligingly let the weapon slide back into his sleeve.


  “See, boss,” smiled Willie, “me an’ Joe make a swell team—brawn and brains both.”


  Jaxon grunted derisively. “Yeah, together you’re almost as smart as a moron.”


  “Gosh! Thanks, boss!” Joey was greatly pleased. A broad grin lighting his face, he added questioningly, “Willie, what’s a moron?”


  JAXON savagely ordered him to be quiet, then continued swiftly. “Here’s the situation, boys. Much as I hate to admit it, BascOLar and Melko caught me asleep this time. They’ve bought up every minute of time on all radio-televisor stations on Saturn and they’ve got exclusive rights for political advertising in all newspapers and magazines. All over Saturn, all you can see and hear is ‘Melko, Melko, Melko!’ ‘Melko the working man’s friend!’ ‘Melko will do this for you, Melko will do that for you . . .’ Bah! All the usual political boloney. But it’s effective. You know how impressionable the Saturnians are. Tell them something a few times and they believe it. All we have to help put Ysuol across is a few street-corner speakers, reaching just a few thousand people, while the radio-televisors reach millions. No wonder the Gallup poll shows voters favoring Melko two to one right now, and he’s gaining every day.”


  The financier lapsed into gloomy silence, biting his cigar to pieces. Joey watched the distruction, his usually blank face showing a faint trace of unutterable yearning.


  “But, boss.” Willie hesitantly broke the silence. “What can we do? If all those smart guys in your advertising department and in Ysuol’s gang couldn’t figure out a scheme, how can we?”


  Jaxon made an impatient gesture. “I know, I know.” There was irritation in his voice. “You don’t have to remind me that you’re dumb. But I’m desperate for a plan, so I want everybody, even you, to try to swing the election to Ysuol. Do something! Do anything! Go to Saturn and stir up a scandal with Melko in it! Start a civil war and blame it on Melko! That’s what I want to do, but my associates are a bunch of cowardly dogs, afraid to get mixed up in Saturn’s politics. But they’ll do what I say, or else—!”


  “Why, sure,” nodded Willie earnestly, “it’s as good as committin’ suicide to stick yer nose in a Saturn election. Every day right now guys are gettin’ one-way tickets to the Milky Way. Melko an’ Ysuol hafta keep armies to pertect them.”


  “Just the same, those are my orders.” Jaxon’s cold voice showed he was unmoved by his henchman’s objections. “Scared or not, get to work, Willie. As for Joey, I guess he’s too imbecilic to be frightened.”


  Joey smiled ecstatically. “Gee, thanks, boss!” Then his eyes grew puzzled and wondering. “Hey, Willie, what’s ‘imbecilic’ mean?”


  Willie ignored him. “Okay, boss,” he muttered. “I’ll do what I can.”


  The magnate regarded him contemptuously. “Remember, if you fail, back you go where you came from, into the deepest, dirtiest mine on the moon!” Willie stood up, tugging at his partner’s arm, but the little man didn’t move. He was gazing raptly at the box of Venusian cigars, into which Jaxon’s plump hand was digging.


  Noticing his stare, the financier smiled sourly.


  “Get out, Joey. Don’t expect me to hand out these cigars to mugs like you. Only a few thousand of these cigars are made each year and I get most of them. Cost me nearly a hundred dollars each.” Joey gulped. “Geeee!” he breathed, and as Willie dragged him from the room, his eyes still lingered longingly on the cigars.


  A FEW minutes later, their new sport model rocket coupe settled gently onto the roof of McGinnity’s Run Rendezvous where they could always be found when it wasn’t absolutely necessary for them to be elsewhere.


  Dropping glumly into a quiet corner booth, Willie slid a coin into a slot and pushed a communications button to order two double trtzinas, the most potent liquor of the thirtieth century, distilled from Martian corn. Almost immediately, a panel in the wall opened and the drinks slid out. When half his drink had trickled flamingly into his stomach, Willie felt strong enough to tackle their problem.


  “Oh, what to do, what to do?” he moaned. “Joe, got any ideas?”


  “Sure, let’s have another double trtzina,” Joey replied promptly, draining his glass.


  Willie grimaced in annoyance. “I mean about this election.”


  “Oh, that. Sure, I gotta idea. Let’s sorta take Melko ridin’ and sorta just by accident he’d sorta fall outa the ship somewhere in space without a suit on, sorta, huh?”


  Willie’s lips twisted and he shook his head disgustedly. “And what’ll Melko’s guards be doin’ while we try to kidnap him? Nope, I ain’t riskin’ my life fer nobody, see? This gotta be done safe—an’ that means strictly legal.”


  “Legal? Gee, then we are stuck, ain’t we?”


  Willie frowned thoughtfully, murmuring to himself. “Maybe some nifty dame could work on Melko and get him so dizzy he’d quit politics for her. But that could work two ways. Ysuol is human too!”


  “Hey, how about this?” Joey waved his hand and the small deadly gun reappeared in his fist. “One whiff of this—and no more Melko.”


  “Yeah, also no more Willie and Joey,” growled the former. “Cantcha remember nothin’, you monkey? I just toldya we can’t use no rough stuff on account of Melko got an army of guards. What we gotta do is get Ysuol’s name where it’ll be seen all the time. But where? How? Them birds BascOLar an’ Melko got all the radio time an’ papers workin’ for ’em, so I can’t figger out nothin’.”


  He stared gloomily into his glass, emptied it, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Across the table, Joey nodded sympathetically.


  “Looks like there ain’t no place left to put Ysuol’s name except to hang a sign in the sky.”


  Willie snorted and flung his glass aside. Running his fingers through his tangled hair, he glared angrily at his partner. “You’re about as much good as a hole in a vacuum. Hang a sign in the sky, bah!”


  He reached out and jabbed Joey violently in the ribs. Joey wriggled away, putting up a placating hand. “Aw gee, don’t get sore. I wuz jus’ foolin’.”


  WILLIE merely scowled moodily and turned away. Drumming on the table with his fingers he grumbled, “Hang a sign in the sky, hang a sign in the sky—oh, what a dumb idea—hang a—HEY!”


  His sudden shout made Joey jump.


  “You got it, Joey!” Willie straightened up and thumped the table enthusiastically. “You got it!”


  Joey looked scared and baffled. “Huh? What I got? I feel O.K.”


  “That’s what we’ll do. Hang a sign in the sky! Come on. We gotta act fast. Conditions are just right, so we gotta strike now!”


  “Strike?” Joey gasped. “Just us two go on strike? Gee, the boss’d be awful sore. He put us back in those mines an’—”


  “Oh shut up, you idiot!” Willie snapped, hurriedly searching his pockets for some coins. Dropping them on the table, he dashed out, trailed by the completely bewildered Joey.


  A FEW minutes later, as their plane roared down onto the roof of the public library, Joey hesitantly broke into Willie’s intense concentration. “Hey, this is the liberry.”


  “Yeah, I know.”


  “But all they got here is books.”


  “That’s what I want, you dummy.” Joey stared at his partner. “Gee,” he breathed in awe, “you can read!”


  “Shut up and let me think!” Willie barked.


  Joey’s eyes protruded even further. “Golly, can you do that too?”


  Willie led the way to the astronomical section where he feverishly scanned a shelf of books and rapidly examined several. Meanwhile Joey loitered impatiently in the unaccustomed surroundings.


  After a few minutes, he spoke hesitantly.


  “Willie.”


  “Yeah?”


  “What’s these here books about?”


  “Astronomy.”


  “What’s that?”


  “It’s about stars.”


  “Oh, good!” Joey picked up a book at random and eagerly rippled its pages. Frowning disappointedly, he dropped the volume and selected another. Apparently this did not please him either for he promptly dropped it too and wailed plaintively, “Willie!”


  “Huh?” said Willie, deep in a set of astronomical tables!


  “Where’s the dames?”


  “What dames?”


  “The stars you said was in these books.”


  For reply, Willie clouted him on the head with a book and broke its cover.


  Joey rubbed his head, then relaxed against a wall, smiling dreamily. Presently Willie found the data he wanted, calmly tore several pages from the book and stuffed them into his pocket.


  “Okay, let’s go,” he said to Joey. The latter remained motionless, a happy, almost ecstatic expression on his face.


  Willie grinned sarcastically. “And what are you dreaming of, Joey, sweetheart?”


  “Gee,” sighed Joey, “them Venusian cigars!”


  Willie grunted derisively, seized Joey’s arm and hurried out, dragging him like a comet and its tail.


  WHEN they burst into Jaxon’s office atop the mile-high Jaxon Galactic Enterprises Building, they found the financier still sitting slumped at his desk, glumly watching the latest televised news report on a small portable screen. He shut it off as they entered.


  “Just got the latest Gallup poll,” he muttered. “Melko’s getting 84% of the vote now. If that dumb staff of mine doesn’t figure out something today, they’ll all be on the pick-and-shovel brigade tomorrow.”


  “Forget it, boss,” said Willie soothingly. “I got it all figgered out. Boss, we gotta get Ysuol’s name where them Saturnians will see it all the time so’s it’ll impress itself on them, ain’t that it? Well, we’re gonna build the biggest sign ever, an’ hang it in the sky over Saturn!”


  Jaxon shook his head slowly and sadly. “I knew that too much trtzin-a would affect even your feeble mind some day.”


  “No, boss, I’m not crazy. Listen.” With a few quick words and the astronomical tables he’d brought from the library, Willie sketched his idea.


  As he listened, Jaxon’s expression changed from incredulity and skepticism to amazement and delight. Hauling himself from his seat, he waddled to Willie and pounded him vigorously on the shoulder.


  “Willie, you’re a genius!”


  Willie grinned happily, but Joey looked annoyed. “Gee, boss, Willie’s tryin’ hard. You shouldn’t call him names. Hey Willie, what’s a genius, huh?”


  Jaxon threw Joey a glare so savage that the little man shrank back into his chair, mumbled apologetically, “Awri’, awri’, can’t a guy ask nothin’ ?”


  “Now for some fast work!” Jaxon sprang into action, tapping buttons on his desk to summon his aides. A few minutes later, they were all listening attentively at their televisors while the magnate fired a steady stream of orders, swinging his huge organization into high-speed efficient action.


  AT the end of the week, Jaxon, Willie, Joey and Jaxon’s chief aides took off from Earth in the financier’s luxurious space yacht. Behind them came a fleet of the fastest cargo rockets in service. For six days they flashed through the void toward Saturn, then, reaching their goal, they settled on Themis, one of Saturn’s small moons. Without a moment’s delay, they began construction of the largest engineering project ever undertaken by man, with Jaxon himself planning and directing the whole enterprise.


  From Themis to Titan, Saturn’s largest moon,[*] were thrown two long coiled cables of rubra, the marvelous new development in artificial rubber. Stronger than steel, yet almost as light as air, these cables were capable of stretching to many times their length, and with their ends firmly anchored to the two moons, formed an indestructible bridge between them.


  Then on the cables as a foundation, out in the emptiness of space where Saturn’s gravity was negligible, there were built enormous letters. One thousand miles long and six hundred wide, they were constructed of self-luminous luxite, which, once started glowing, would blaze with a brilliant white light for many weeks.


  On Saturn, the first inkling of these events came early one evening when a huge Y suddenly blazed forth in the heavens between Themis and Titan. While startled Saturnians gathered in the streets to stare upwards wonderingly, reporters from Saturnian news services sped spaceward to investigate. Arriving near the scene of construction, they were intercepted and turned away by Jaxon’s own patrol ships. The magnate wanted to raise curiosity and excitement on Saturn to as high a pitch as possible before explaining.


  When a huge S appeared beside the Y the next day, the purpose of the sign became clear. Two days later, when the complete name shone forth, Jaxon summoned the reporters to an interview.


  Receiving them in the expensively furnished study on the space yacht, he read the reporters a statement carefully prepared by his publicity staff.


  “It was not because of any personal interest in the election that I, an Earthman, interfered. No, gentlemen, I had higher, nobler motives. I am convinced that Ysuol is the man to lead Saturn into prosperity, that his genius in economic and financial matters will assure boom times for all Saturn, with good jobs and high wages for every working Saturnian. Ysuol is the working Saturnian’s friend! Ysuol’s tactful diplomacy and patient generosity will enable Saturn and Earth to reach a common understanding and mutually satisfactory solution of their problems. It was these altruistic considerations which led me to build this sign in the sky, at a cost of over half a million dollars. Thank you, gentlemen, you may go.”


  With these words, Jaxon dismissed them and gave orders for the return to Earth. Only his heavily armed patrol vessels remained behind to guard the sign.


  BACK on Saturn, the campaign approached its climax. The Melko forces, realizing the possible effect of that remarkable sign, frantically scraped together money to build a rival sign for their candidate, only to discover that Jaxon owned all the patents on luxite and would not let them have an ounce. When a search for a substitute material failed, the Melkomen redoubled their televisor and newspaper campaign, pouring new torrents of abuse on Ysuol while lavishly heaping praise on their candidate. All day, all night, the radios blared Melko’s name in wild, extravagant speeches:


  “Vote for Melko! Melko will bring back prosperity! Melko will end government inefficiency and graft and reduce taxes! Melko will help the farmer, the working man, the industrialist, the rich, the poor, the middle class, the unemployed! Melko will save Saturn! Vote for Melko!”


  Meanwhile, the Ysuol party sent new thousands of speakers out to harangue the Saturnians directly. On thousands of street corners they stood and shouted:


  “Vote for Ysuol! Ysuol will bring back prosperity! Ysuol will end government inefficiency and graft and reduce taxes! Ysuol will help the farmer, the working man, the industrialist, the rich, the poor, the middle class, the unemployed! Ysuol will save Saturn! Vote for Ysuol!”


  But the howls and ravings of both sides were not one-tenth as effective as the sign in space. Whenever a Saturnian went outdoors, that vast name shone on him from above. Far brighter than Saturn’s moons and rings, it lit up the planet at night with a soft pale radiance soothing to the eye and mind, exactly as planned by Jaxon’s chemists when synthesizing the luxite. Where the light shone into windows of Saturnian houses, it was reflected from lamps and vases so that now and then they would see Ysuol’s name right in their own homes.


  Without cessation, that radiance and that name beat upon millions of Saturnians and, impressionable creatures that they are, soon the outcries of the Melko party lost their effect in the face of the overwhelming force of that majestic sign floating in the heavens. All the Saturnians could see, feel or think was Ysuol, Ysuol, Ysuol!


  In the Jaxon organization on Earth, glee and joy were supreme as one Gallup poll after another arrived. From his all-time high of 84%, Melko rapidly lost ground. His percentage dropped steadily from day to day despite feverish efforts by his party to stop the ebbing tide of their strength.


  TEN days before the election, Ysuol went into the lead and continued to forge rapidly ahead. When, with only one week remaining, sixty-two percent of the Saturnian electorate named him as their favorite, Jaxon at last felt sure of victory.


  Summoning Willie and Joey to his office, he greeted them with the first friendly smile they’d ever seen on him. When he actually shook hands with them, they both collapsed weakly into the chairs he himself pulled out for them.


  “Boys,” he bubbled, beaming over every square inch of his expansive face, “we’re winning. The election’s over except for the bother of counting ballots. Ysuol’s in and those mines are mine—Earth’s, I mean. To show my appreciation, boys, here’s a little gift.”


  He handed Willie a small envelope.


  “One thousand dollars in cash, boys. Go out and have a good time. You deserve it. Come back the day after the election, boys, and when I have that contract for the mines, then we’ll really celebrate!”


  HALF an hour later, Willie and Joey strode breezily into McGinnity’s Rum Rendezvous, tramped to the bar and slapped down a thick package of currency.


  “Hey, you guys,” Willie shouted to the crowd, “I’m buying for everybody. Come on, folks, this is on me!”


  While the mechanical bartenders nearly suffered nervous breakdowns trying to mix drinks for everyone simultaneously, Willie beckoned to McGinnity, proprietor of the Rum Rendezvous.


  “Hey, Mike, how much trtzina have ya got in the cellar?”


  “About four barrels, I guess.”


  “Bring it on! Me an’ Joe is gonna lap it all up. Yow!”


  McGinnity shook his head dubiously. “Ain’t no man alive who can take more’n three drinks of that stuff.” Willie crammed some money into McGinnity’s hand and laughed. “I ain’t a man alive. I’m a banshee and tonight’s my night to howl! Hey, Flossie! Hey, Maisie!” he bellowed to two hostesses across the room. “Come on, you gals. You an’ me an’ Joey is gonna swim in trtzina. Bring on that trtzina! Don’t bother with glasses, just gimme the barrel. Hahah! Yow!”


  With an arm around each girl, he stumbled to a booth and dropped into the seat. And thus began the longest, wildest spree in the history of McGinnity’s Rum Rendezvous, a spree still discussed in awed, respectful tones by the weaklings who can’t take more than three drinks of trtzina in one day.


  For eight days, the robot-waiters rolled back and forth, hauling a steady stream of trtzina to the two carousers. Each day there was a brief interruption when Willie and Joey staggered upstairs to collapse on McGinnity’s bed for a few hours, from whence their snores tumbled downstairs to rattle the bottles on the shelves behind the bar. Awakening, they wobbled down to resume their noble but futile effort to exhaust McGinnity’s supply of trtzina.


  On the morning of the eighth day, Willie awoke with a headache so bad that a professional mind reader who happened to be flying by outside felt it too. As he lay moaning and pressing his eyeballs to keep them from bouncing out of his head, he heard a radio downstairs faintly announcing the news.


  “With the election of Melko yesterday, Saturnian politics enters a new phase. First—”


  BUT Willie lost all interest in the news beyond that first sentence. Reaching out trembling hands, he seized Joey who lay breathing a lusty rasp beside him.


  “Wake up! Wake up!” Frenziedly Willie shook the unconscious form, but to no avail. Several minutes devoted to merciless punches and jabs finally produced results. Joey rolled over and distinctly said “Ahbloofzzz.”


  Willie continued to pound him relentlessly. “Wake up, you monkey. Quick, wake up!”


  “Wassa matter?” Joey demanded drowsily, peering at his partner with one foggy eye. “Sumptin’ wrong? Alla trtzina gone?”


  “No! Listen! What’s the radio sayin’ ?”


  “Smatter? You deaf?” asked Joey, worry in his voice. “Better see a doc—


  Hey, where ya goin’ ?”


  He rolled off the bed and stumbled clumsily after Willie. When he reached the bar, Willie had McGinnity’s arm in a crushing grip and was hysterically demanding, “Who got elected on Saturn?”


  “Why, Melko, of course. Hey, leggo my arm!” squawked McGinnity, wriggling in pain.


  “But how’d it happen?” Willie insisted, relentlessly tightening his hold. “Ysuol was way ahead last week.”


  “Ouch, leggo, willya? That’s better. Oh, about the election. Funniest thing. Did ya read about the sign them Ysuol guys stuck up in the sky there? Well, heh heh, they put the front end on Themis and the back end on Titan. Titan is closer to Saturn, so it travels around the planet faster. Well—this will kill ya—what happens is the back end of the sign catches up and then passes the front end, so the sign gets turned around backwards. See?”


  He paused, grinning.


  “So what?” said Willie blankly, while a wave of fear swept up his spine.


  “So just spell Ysuol’s name backwards and see what you get.”


  Willie stared at him vacantly a moment, then his eyes widened in horror. Gulping, choking, he tried to speak but couldn’t.


  “Sure,” chuckled McGinnity, “first the Saturnians see this here name shinin’ on ’em all the time an’ they get impressed an’ decide to vote for him. Then what do they see for four days before the election? Ysuol turned backwards: L-O-U-S-Y. You know how fast them Saturnians change their minds, so while half of ’em are laffin’ themselves sick, the rest get to thinkin’ Ysuol is a louse, and comes election day, Melko gets in by a landslide.


  Ain’t it terrific? Hey, what’s wrong? Gosh!”


  FOR up to now, Willie had gradually been running through all the shades of gray and purple and now, his face a delicate green, he was swaying gently back and forth. Before anyone could catch him, he leaned forward, fell flat on his face and lay inert.


  McGinnity shook his head sorrowfully. “Knew too much trtzina would get him sooner or later. Joe, haul that carcass outside before someone trips over it.”


  Joe seized his partner’s ankles, dragged his limp body out to the parking lane, dropped it beside their rocket plane and sat down to wait. Presently a low groan indicated that the cool morning air was reviving the unhappy Willie. Soon he sat up, looking like all the tragic fates combined. Holding his head dejectedly in his hands, he proceeded to swear softly but intensely for five minutes at a stretch, while Joey listened interestedly.


  “Yeah,” he commented, when Willie finally ran down, “that goes for me too.”


  Willie carefully felt his biceps muscle, then reached out and felt Joey’s. Shaking his head despondently, he muttered, “Awful soft, but after a couple of weeks in them lunar mines . . .” He sighed unhappily.


  Joe nodded silently.


  Willie rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I wonder . . . Should we go direct to the mines, or maybe—one chance in a million—the boss’ll forgive us. Oh well, we gotta see him sooner or later, may as well make it now. Let’s go.”


  It was a sad caravan that set out toward the Jaxon Galactic Enterprises Building. It was a much sadder one which arrived there, and the two men who crawled hesitantly and fearfully into the magnate’s office were the unhappiest creatures in space.


  Jaxon looked up from his desk as they tip-toed in timidly.


  “B-boss,” began Willie, with a plaintive sob in his voice, “honest, boss, we didn’t do nothin’ wrong. It ain’t our fault, boss.”


  Jaxon jumped up and rushed across the room.


  “Boys!” he shouted gaily, smiling broadly, “I’m delighted to see you. Sit down, have a drink!”


  “Huh?” Willie clutched a lamp for support. Even Joey gaped open-mouthed in astonishment, then his eyes switched to the fat Venusian cigar in Jaxon’s hand.


  “Boys, this is the best thing you ever did,” Jaxon chuckled, thrusting glasses into their hands.


  “Bub-bub-but Ysuol ain’t elected,” stammered Willie, his head whirling.


  “Exactly! And I’m glad! The cheap swindling rat sold out to BascOLar a week ago. And I’d already paid him for those mines—ahem!—that is, I’d already contributed to his campaign. The swine deserved defeat. That’s why I didn’t do anything when I discovered the sign was turning around backwards.”


  Willie shook his head, still bewildered. “But Melko was elected, and he sold out to BascOLar too.”


  JAXON leaned back in his seat and roared with mirth, his whole body shaking violently. “Haha, I’m not caught napping all the time. As soon as that crook Ysuol went over to BascOLar, I had a little talk with Melko and finally convinced him that he ought to accept a bri—hem! er, that is, a small token of my good will. Cost me ten million, but I got the mines. I’ll make ten times ten million! What a fine man Melko is, how upright and cooperative!”


  “Then you ain’t sore at us, boss?” cried Willie eagerly. “We ain’t goin’ back to the mines?”


  “Back to the mines?” exclaimed Jaxon, amazed. “You two geniuses? Of course not. In fact, I want to give you both a gift. What do you want, Willie? Just name it.”


  Willie swallowed. Through his mind raced a vision of unending torrents of trtzina pouring down his gullet. He braced himself and spoke. “Boss, how about a hundred thousand bucks?”


  “Yes sir!” Jaxon snatched a checkbook from a drawer and scrawled quickly. “Here, Willie, my boy, you deserve this. Take six months off to enjoy it. Joey, what would you like?” Joey did not stir. Willie jabbed him savagely in the ribs. “Wake up, idiot, the boss is talkin’ to you.”


  Joey started. “Wazzat?”


  “Joey, I’m giving you a gift. Anything you want.”


  Joey stared a moment, then slowly a great smile spread across his face. In his eyes a great light shone. In his bosom a great hope dawned.


  He spoke huskily. “Anythin’ ?” Jaxon nodded. “Anything.”


  “Then please, boss, please gimme a couple of them Venusian cigars!”


  [*] Titan is 770,000 miles from Saturn, has a diameter of 3,500 miles and a period of sixteen days. Themis is 906,000 miles away, has a diameter of forty miles and a period of twenty-one days.—Ed.


  RADIUM AIRSHIP OF SATURN


  Henry Gade


  Copper, disintegrated by radium electrons, produces the propulsion power of this ship


  SATURN is the most fascinating planet of them all, insofar as our interest in the solar system is concerned. It draws its popular interest from the beautiful rings which encircle it; caused, scientists say, by a satellite which crumbled into bits and continued on in its orbit in a scattered band of debris.


  Some scientists claim that the moon of Saturn which disintegrated, did so because of the action of a great amount of radium in its makeup.


  On Saturn, which has a tremendous gaseous envelope, we would find an amazing airship indeed. We would not find a ship with wings, nor even a torpedo-shaped ship. The atmosphere is so dense that traveling in it would be comparable to traveling through water; not a liquid, certainly, but definitely a powerful resistant force.


  The shape of the ship might be roughly in the shape of a giant cone, its nose a projectile shape, wherein the propulsion motor would be located. This motor would react through the center of gravity of the ship, and would not be part of a continuous cone, but merely connected to the main body of the ship by a series of open girders.


  The body of the ship would be a huge hollow ring, like a doughnut, suspended from the head or projectile.


  Mounted on this ring would be the radium ray projectors, which would concentrate four separate beams of electrons on a specially prepared copper core in the nose of the projectile, which would be lined with an oil-thin coating of a substance closely allied to the mythical neutronium.


  This copper would be exploded, or broken down into free atoms, which would be expelled from the projectile, down through the “hole” in the doughnut, and would “pull” the ship through the air just as a stream of compressed air moves a torpedo through the water.


  Four radium projectors would allow for very careful directional control, because the angle of escape of the gases would be controllable by reflection from the carefully computed curvature of the inside reflecting surface of the projectile. Increasing the rays from one projector would turn the ship in the direction of the location of that projector. Other angles could be achieved by a combination of measured intensity of rays from two or more projectors.


  Saturn is a world of huge storms and turbulent atmosphere. And it is also a world where the surface is rocky and mountainous. Perfect landing control would be necessary, and this ship would be able to ascend and descend in a perfect vertical, with positive speed control, moving, if necessary, only an inch at a time. With this motor, such delicate control would be easy.


  The flow of power could be so delicately regulated, and would be so steady that the ship could be held suspended in midair, absolutely motionless.


  The capacity of this ship would be 112 passengers and a crew of 48. The crew would consist of projector operators in their turrets, three men to a turret, four radium control men in the lead-lined radium rooms (they themselves would wear suits of lead much like diving suits), eight relief men, to work in three shifts, and eight navigation men and officers. A crew of ten stewards would care for the wants of the passengers, and six cooks would comprise the galley-crew.


  This ship would be capable of trips of 50,000 miles across the vast surface of Saturn. They would rise to the stratosphere, and attain a speed of 500 miles per hour. At this height, the ship would be vertical to the planet’s surface, and the gravity insulation shield would be applied, normal gravity substituted by an artificial gravity in the base of the ring portion of the ship itself.


  Passengers quarters would be staterooms entirely ringing the outside of the ship, and all rooms would be outside rooms. A circular corridor would run through the center of the “doughnut,” and another around the inner surface.


  The inside ring of the ship would be coaled with the neutronium-like metal, to keep the copper blasts from penetrating the ship with harmful radiations.


  The weight of such a ship on Saturn would be far greater than our largest liner, perhaps as much as a quarter of a million tons, due to the size of Saturn. A powerful ship indeed!


  THE SPHERE OF SLEEP


  Chester S. Geier


  Brad Nellon had a perfect way to kill Big Tim without any danger of being accused. Then his foot slipped and he was hurled into an unknown


  I’VE got to kill you, Big Tim. I’ve just got to kill you! I want Laura—and you’re standing in my way . . .


  The thought beat urgently and continuously in Brad Nellon’s mind. He was absorbed in it to the extent that the terrible Titanian gale which roared beyond the shelter of his thermalloy suit was forgotten.


  Beside him, the object of his deadly thoughts strode unknowing. His large, brown face crinkled in a grin of boyish enjoyment, Tim Austin was fighting his way through the fierce drive of wind and snow. That grin was always there. It was as much a part of him as his thick, tow hair, his gentle brown eyes and giant’s frame. He was big and carefree, and life ran rich and full in his veins.


  On Brad Nellon’s face there was no enjoyment in the battle against the storm. There was not even his usual resentment of the bitter cold and the thick, white snow. His grey eyes were covered with a heavy film of thought. He walked in a world where there was no storm save that of his emotions, no reality outside of the imagery constructed by his brain. His stocky, powerful form plodded along mechanically.


  They moved in a world of snow and ice and screaming wind. Great pinnacles and ridges, worn into fantastic shapes by the gale, towered on every side. The curtain of snow occasionally lifted to reveal white hills marching upon white hills, huge, glittering ice sheets, yawning chasms. And sometimes, farther in the distance, there would be awesome alien vistas.


  The dark thread of Brad Nellon’s thoughts was broken abruptly by the sudden hum of his helmet earphones. He looked up with guilty quickness. Awareness of his companion, of the frigid hell of his Titanian surroundings, rushed back in a flood.


  “On the watch, guy,” the voice of Big Tim Austin cautioned. “We’re almost near Tower Point.”


  Nellon moved his head in a jerky nod of understanding. His eyes probed momentarily into those of the other, then dropped quickly back to the snow. His earphones hummed again.


  “Say, Brad, anything wrong?”


  Nellon’s face tautened in sudden panic. Again his eyes flashed to Austin. But he did not find in them the suspicion which he expected. There was only solicitous wonder.


  “I’m all right,” Nellon answered. “Just a bit tired, that’s all.” He realized that his voice sounded hoarse and unnatural. With masked gaze, he tried to learn its effect upon Austin.


  BUT it was the content of his voice, not its tone which had registered upon Big Tim. Nellon was startled by the unexpected flood of vehemence which poured in through his earphones.


  “That’s the result of short rations, damn it! I knew it would get us sooner or later. We should’ve been on our way home long ago. The whole expedition has been a mess from beginning to end.


  “You shouldn’t have come with me, Brad, when I volunteered to go after old Ryska’s stuff. But I thought it would be all right, because we’re the only real he men among all those runty scientists. They’re good for nothing but theory-spinning. They’ve thrown the expedition off schedule with their mental butterfly chasing, and got the rest of us down on short rations. And now, just as we’re ready to leave at last, one of them has to remember that he left a pile of valuable equipment lying around somewhere in the snow.”


  Austin was silent a while. When he spoke again, the old laughter-lights were back twinkling in his eyes.


  “Oh, hell, Brad. I guess I’m just sore because I’m being kept away from Laura every second the brain-gang holds us back. I can’t wait to see her again.”


  “Yes, I know how it is,” Nellon muttered.


  “Swell kid, isn’t she?”


  “Yes.” Nellon forced out the answer with difficulty.


  “Well, keep your eyes peeled for Tower Point up there. As soon as we’ve got old Ryska’s junk, we’ll all he heading for home.”


  Nellon felt a weary sort of satisfaction. No, Big Tim didn’t suspect. Big Tim didn’t know that he was never going home again. Nellon had accompanied him on this final little trip to make sure of that.


  They were nearing the lower end of a long ravine. Here, the invisible trail which they followed rose steeply and entered a narrow cleft between two huge slabs of ice. Then it dipped around the base of a great pinnacle, which thrust like an undaunted-finger into the rage of the storm. This was the unique landmark which the expedition members had christened Tower Point.


  Tower Point served as a great, white warning signal. For the trail skirting it gave way abruptly from powdery snow to ice of mirror slickness and slanted down sharply to a frozen lake which, unsheltered from the terrible wind, was polished constantly. One end of the lake had once been a falls, for here it ended, dropping down as sheerly as a precipice for hundreds of feet.


  The way around Tower Point was one of the chief dangers, for there was no telling where the snow ended and the ice began. A sudden slip meant a swift slide down and onto the frozen surface of the lake. There, where the wind swept in all its unbroken force, one would be blown helplessly over the icy edge of the falls and dashed to death on the jagged ice teeth far below. Dick Fulsom, metallurgist, had already lost his life that way.


  And that was the way Nellon had planned Big Tim Austin would die. Tower Point would mark the scene of another tragedy. Just the merest of shoves on that deadly borderline between ice and snow, and Big Tim would go flashing down to the lake and over the falls.


  IT was as simple as that. Nellon knew that nothing could ever be proved against him. Nor would the faintest thought of suspicion ever enter the minds of the others. For to them he and Big Tim had always been pals in the truest, deepest sense of the word.


  No, he had nothing to fear. The only reckoning would be with his conscience, but he did not allow that to trouble him now, for all he wanted to think of was Laura. Laura would be his. He knew that with a grim, satisfying certainty.


  Now they were starting up the difficult rise which led to Tower Point. Nellon slipped gradually behind, until he walked in Austin’s rear. His eyes settled and fixed to the metal back of the other’s suit.


  Very soon, now, it would be over. And then he would be on his way back home to Earth. Laura would be there on Earth, waiting. Laura.


  Laura had silky chestnut hair that glinted with deep, red lights and fell in thick curls to her shoulders. Her eyes were very brown and level and filled with dancing motes of laughter. Her nose was short and pert, and he remembered the tiny mole which lay like a speck of soot just near the left nostril. Her lips were a little too wide, but they were firm and full and could quirk up in a smile that was rich and warming. Her body was small and sweet in the gentle swelling of its curves.


  But it was her smile which Nellon thought of now. A bitter pain shot through him as he recalled it. Though in his thoughts it was all for him, he knew that its actual warmth was shed upon Tim Austin. Big Tim, who was so large and happy and tousled that he looked like an overgrown boy.


  It was together that they had met Laura. And it was together that they had dated her. But as the three-sided friendship deepened, the inevitable change had occurred.


  Strangely enough, it had been Nellon himself who brought it about. It had happened the evening he had had Laura with him alone for the first time. The spell of her charm had been concentrated upon him alone, and he had lost his head to such an extent that he proposed.


  Laura had said no, and things had never been the same between them again. Though Big Tim may have wondered at times, he hadn’t been sensitive enough to realize the change. Nellon had, in fact, concealed his pain and desire so effectively that Big Tim had never awakened to the truth.


  NELLON remembered almost the exact words Laura used that evening. Even now the tones of her voice rang in his ears, gentle and sad.


  “I’m sorry, Brad,” she had said. “Please try to understand. I really do like you—an awful lot. You’re like a rock, solid and strong, something to cling to. But Tim is like a big, clumsy playful dog—so terribly lovable. I can’t help it. Really, Brad, if it wasn’t for Tim, I’d never hesitate to marry you.”


  For two and a half years her words had drummed in his mind. “If it wasn’t for Tim—”


  At first he had tried to ignore the early thoughts of murder which had crept insidiously into his brain. But they persisted, grew stronger, and before long he had been making actual plans. Several times the cold hand of death had reached for Tim Austin, but each time Nellon’s instincts had revolted and the thing had remained undone.


  But now the members of the expedition were preparing to return home to Earth. Nellon knew that if Big Tim reached Earth alive the Laura he remembered and wanted would be lost to him forever. If Big Tim was to die, it would have to be done before the ship left, for once sealed within its confines, the risks would be too overwhelmingly large.


  It had been old Sigmund Ryska who had presented Nellon with what he had realized was his final-and only chance. Old Ryska had left several pieces of valuable scientific equipment lying in a small hut which he had set up for some experiments. He had remembered them at the last moment. Someone had to fetch them before leaving, and Big Tim Austin had volunteered. Nellon, because of the purpose which motivated him, had gone along.


  He had made up his mind at last. This time he would allow no scruples to stay his hand. This time Big Tim would die.


  THEY had reached Tower Point.


  Nellon’s breathing had quickened, and a fine perspiration had broken out upon his face. Fine lines were etched around his eyes and mouth.


  Nellon and Austin stood side by side a moment upon the summit which was crowned by the great pinnacle of Tower Point. Down below glittered the surface of the frozen lake. White and desolate, the frozen wastes of Titan tumbled and leaped on every side. Snow swirled about them, whipped into angry life by the gale.


  Austin turned.


  “Well, down we go. Watch it, guy.” For a second his eyes locked with Nellon’s. A frown of perplexity and concern narrowed them.


  “Brad—anything wrong? You don’t look right, somehow.”


  Nellon felt himself go icy cold. Words of hoarse denial tumbled to his lips. “No—it’s nothing. I—I’m all right.” But Big Tim was not assured. “Listen, Brad, Ryska’s hut isn’t much further, now. You’d better wait here, and I’ll go on ahead and get the stuff. It’s hard and dangerous going, and if you aren’t well—”


  “I tell you I’m all right!” Nellon blurted. He was hot now with a feverish warmth that made the perspiration which covered his body feel clammily cold. The old fear of murder was gone. Nellon knew only a burning desire to get the thing done, a wild alarm that his opportunity would vanish before he got the chance.


  Big Tim shrugged.


  “Come on, then. But watch it, guy, and sing out if you need me.” With a last troubled glance at Nellon, he turned to the downward sloping trail and began the descent. He moved slowly and carefully, testing each foot of the way with a ponderous, insulated boot for the sudden slickness that would announce the dangerous ice.


  Nellon was swept with relief. His blood rushed through his veins in a sudden fierce singing. Now, now! The broad, metal back of Big Tim’s suit spread before him. Far down below the gleaming ice waited.


  Nellon took swift steps forward, his arms coming up. The rushing in his ears leaped to a high pitch. He sucked in a breath, held it. Then—


  Nellon slipped. It must have been a small patch of ice undetected by Austin. But Nellon slipped, lost balance, crashed into the other. Together they went whizzing down the trail toward the frozen lake. It was a long slide, but incredibly swift, and confusion and surprise made it seem all the shorter. What happened took place too quickly for thought to follow or prevent.


  THEY caromed onto the ice of the lake. With a gleeful, demoniac howl, the terrible wind swooped down upon them, swept them with increased speed toward the edge of the falls. Though still half stunned by the sudden catastrophe, they reacted with the instinct of long conditioning, tried frantically to retard their swift flight over the ice. But it was futile. Their gouging metal fingers could find no purchase in the glassy smoothness over which they sped. And before friction could slow them even the merest of trifles, they were swept over the edge of the falls.


  They went over, but not down upon the jagged ice teeth bared hungrily below. Nellon’s attempted shove had given them both an added impetus, and they had shot over the ice at an angle which landed them upon the snow banked on the farther side of the gorge.


  In that far distant day when the heat of Saturn had been great enough to cloak its satellites in warmth, the gnawing of the falls had worn steep sides in the gorge. And though the snow upon which the two men had fallen was thick and soft, it was not enough to hold them, and they went rolling end over end, in great clouds of powdery white, to stop only when they had reached the bottom.


  For long moments they lay still. A thick pall of settling snow hung on the frigid air. The wind seized portions of this and sent them whirling and twisting in fantastic gyrations.


  The thermalloy suits were essentially compact, mobile shelters, and had been designed more for protection against inimical extra-terrestrial elements rather than for comfort. Brad Nellon had been bruised and shaken until it seemed that his body was one throbbing ache. His senses whirled giddily in a black mist shot through with flames of pulsing red.


  Of a sudden the pain leaped to intolerable heights. His battered muscles screamed an anguished protest along his nerves. Then the pain was gone, and momentarily the blackness closed in again. But something like a fresh wind sprang up, and sent the engulfing fog thinning away. Nellon’s brain cleared. He opened his eyes.


  He looked into Big Tim’s face. Big Tim was bending over him, worried and anxious. Nellon began to understand.


  Big Tim had recovered first from the plunge. He had propped Nellon up, then turned the valve which increased the flow of oxygen inside his suit. They were alive. Nellon felt a dull wonder at it.


  “Brad—all right?” It was Big Tim, his voice strained and hoarse.


  Nellon nodded mechanically.


  “All right.”


  “What happened, Brad?”


  Nellon looked away. He looked up the gorge, at the tip of Tower Point. He licked his lips.


  “I—I don’t know. Didn’t feel well—slipped on a patch of ice.”


  Big Tim shook his head.


  “I told you to stay up there, didn’t I? I knew you were in no condition to make the descent, but you were just stubborn enough to do so. It’s lucky we didn’t get our necks broken.” He looked down and across to where, directly under the falls, the ice fangs jutted, cruel and gleaming.


  NELLON was fully recovered now.


  He followed the direction of Austin’s gaze, and though his eyes saw the same thing, his mind pictured it in a different way.


  Those ice teeth should have meant Big Tim’s death. He, Nellon, had failed, had narrowly escaped losing his own life because of his blunder. Intent upon the shove which was to have sent Tim Austin hurtling to his death, he had forgotten the snow-concealed ice in the trail, as lethal with hidden treachery as a patch of quick-sand.


  But he was still alive. They hadn’t, as yet, even reached Ryska’s hut, and Nellon knew another chance would present itself. He considered this with a curious mixture of impatience and reluctance.


  “If it wasn’t for Big Tim—” Nellon was hearing Laura say the words again, and once again the realms of unutterable bliss he read into them strengthened his resolve. One more chance—and this time he would not fail or waver.


  “Brad—look!”


  Vibrant with surprise and urgency, the words ripped aside the veil of Nellon’s thoughts. His head jerked up.


  Big Tim was on his feet. He was pointing up at the steep bank of the gorge down which they had tumbled.


  Most of the disturbed snow had settled and the wind had carried away the rest. Nellon could see quite clearly.


  There up on the bank, a small snow slide had taken place. And now, against the unbroken monotony of white, something gleamed in vivid contrast.


  Nellon squinted. Gradually he began to make out details. The strange surface revealed by the slide seemed to have the mellow hue of bronze, but Nellon could not be sure, since it was queerly dappled and flecked with tones of gold and red. He thought it must be from the strain on his eyes, and closed them momentarily. But when he looked again the colors were as weird as he had last seen them. This time, however, he made out a detail which he had missed previously. The surface seemed to be crossed by a black line or stripe.


  “Now what in the world can that be?” Tim Austin’s voice was wondering, vaguely troubled. “It’s like no sample of rock or soil we’ve taken. Metal—that’s what it is!” he exclaimed of a sudden. “It’s an exposed vein of some metal. Come on, Brad, let’s have a look at it.”


  Nellon got to his feet, his eyes fixed upon that uncanny patch of something which stood out against the surrounding whiteness like a smear of blood.


  Big Tim was already started up the bank. Nellon sucked in a breath and followed after him.


  THE climb was a hard and difficult one, and their recent physical jarring caused by the fall made it all the harder. But curiosity pulled them on like a vast magnet. In the exertion they forgot their aches and bruises. Slipping and sliding, clutching for handholds, floundering in loose drifts which filled pockets of hardened crust, they made their way slowly but surely up the bank.


  Finally they stood before that strangely mottled patch of red and brown and gold. The mood of awed wonder which gripped them at once heightened and deepened.


  “It is metal!” Tim Austin breathed. “But—but, Brad, it’s not a vein. It’s—”


  “It’s a door!” Nellon finished hoarsely.


  It was a door, a metal door in the snow covered bank of a falls that had, in some long, long ago, solidified to ice. A door to what? Where did it lead? What would be on the other side of it? What could be on the other side of a metal door on a world where it was doubtful that living beings had ever existed at all?


  There was a rasp in Nellon’s earphones. And then Big Tim Austin’s voice followed it.


  “Brad—I’m going in. This—why, this is the biggest find of the whole expedition!”


  “It might be dangerous,” Nellon pointed out, before he could become aware of the wealth of irony which lay behind the words. “We don’t know what sort of life—”


  “But this door has been hidden under snow for the Lord only knows how many years, Brad. Look where the crust had split here. It’s thick, thick. Nothing has gone in or out for a hell of a long time. If there were beings, they’re either gone or dead.”


  And, as if having satisfied himself on this last account, Big Tim stepped directly up to the door. He was a tall man, yet he seemed dwarfed beside it. And it was obviously very massive, for it was partly open and the width of the edge revealed could not have been spanned by the long, flexible metal fingers of their protecting gloves. The opening was a mere crack, as if someone had once made it so for a cautious glimpse of the world outside and never closed it again.


  Big Tim placed his gloves against the projecting edge.


  “Give me a hand, Brad. We’ll see if we can open it further.”


  Together, they shoved. They drew upon ebbing reserves of strength, but what energy they managed to summon they threw into a brief, terrific effort to move the portal. But it did not move. Their combined strength seemed pitifully small against the weight they sought to budge.


  They were about to relax their efforts in despair when, suddenly, transmitted from the metal of the door to that of their gloved hands, they felt what seemed to be a coughing whir. The sound smoothed out, deepened, and became a steady hum.


  Startled, they leaped away. Their faces took on an intent, incredulous expression.


  The door was opening. Slowly, majestically, it was swinging wide.


  NO FORCE that they could see was behind it. The door seemed to move of its own volition. They stood as still as a pair of weird, metal statues, watching. Every sense, keyed to its highest, was directed at the widening gap.


  At last all movement ceased, and the door hung wide. The humming note which had accompanied its opening dwindled to a whisper and died away. Revealed was a tunnel of utter blackness.


  Tim Austin released his breath. The sound roused Nellon from the trance which gripped him.


  “It’s probably controlled by an automatic mechanism. When we shoved against it, we must have set that mechanism in motion.”


  “I’m going in, Brad,” Big Tim said suddenly. “I’m going to see what’s inside.” He strode impulsively to the door. But at the threshold he stopped and turned and looked at Nellon.


  Nellon smiled faintly and nodded. He strode after Big Tim. Together they entered the doorway.


  Lights, built into the helmets of their suits, but up to this time unused, were turned on to illuminate the way. The tunnel, they saw, was a rectangular corridor or passageway. It was lined with the same metal as that of the door.


  At two intervals down the corridor they found it necessary to squeeze through half-opened doorways. The doors here were of the slide type and seemed to be controlled by machinery as was the one which they had opened to gain entrance to the corridor. But these could not be moved, nor did their efforts awaken any hum of machinery.


  “You know,” Big Tim remarked, “this arrangement of doors sort of reminds me of an airlock.”


  “I’ve noticed the same thing,” Nellon responded. “But an airlock—” He shook his head, for this was one of the many things he couldn’t understand.


  Soon the corridor came to an end. Nellon and Austin found themselves in a small, square room, each side of which was lined with small glass cubicles or cabinets. In each reposed a transparent sphere with various inexplicable attachments and a compactly folded mass of some strange material.


  “Helmets!” Big Tim breathed. “Brad, those are helmets. And unless I’m mistaken the other stuff must be suits of some kind. What have we stumbled onto, anyway?”


  Nellon passed a slow, almost-knowing glance about the room, his helmet lights glinting on the glass of the cabinets.


  “I’ve got a crazy idea,” he said. “But let that wait until we see more. There’s another doorway over there. Let’s go on.”


  THEY went on. There were more corridors, but this time there were rooms opening from them. Each was uniformly alike, filled with the same articles and furnishings. Nothing with which they were familiar had any counterpart here. Everything, from strange, rounded furniture to bizarre clothing, was weirdly alien.


  But of the beings who had once inhabited these rooms they found no trace. There were only the garments they had once worn, the chairs in which they had sat. About these clung the ghosts of their presences. Over all was an air of desertion and long neglect.


  They entered another section. Here there were rooms as large as halls, spread with queer tables and chairs. One they found to be a library, for on shelves they found large, tablet-like books whose stiff pages were covered with glowing heiroglyphs.


  Then they found their first stairway, a succession of small ramps leading to some floor above. They ascended slowly, with the feelings of men entering some new portion of strange and utterly alien world.


  Here they found but one, huge room, and this their lights revealed to be perfectly circular. In the center, glowing greenly, was what appeared to be an immensely thick column, rising from floor to ceiling. About this banks of strange instruments and machinery were grouped.


  “Brad,” Big Tim whispered. “This place—What on earth could it have been for?”


  Nellon made small, slow shakes of his head.


  “That’s what bothers me. I can’t imagine any possible use. They knew utility, the beings who built these rooms. There was a good purpose for this room, I’m sure. Yet I can’t imagine what it could have been. None of the activities which we normally carry on in life would seem to fit in with these surroundings.”


  “Brad—that’s it! This room was for no normal use. It was for something—oh, I don’t know. But it must have been something tremendously important to them. I feel—” Big Tim did not finish. His strained, low voice died away, and he moistened his lips. The reverie heavy upon his face showed clearly how oblivious he was of the act.


  “Let’s take a closer look at that column, or whatever it is,” Nellon suggested. “We might find a clue.”


  THE column was big. Just how big they had never realized. It was only when halfway to it, and still approaching, that awareness of its size began to dawn upon them.


  The vastness of the room had dwarfed it somewhat, but now, almost upon it and with their own sizes as standards of comparison, they were amazed and awed at its cyclopean girth. Slow understanding of the heroic dimensions of the place in its mysterious entirety began to dawn upon them.


  And then Nellon became conscious of something else besides size. With closer and closer approach to the column, a strange comfort and well-being was growing within him. The stiff soreness of his bruises was easing. The sense of restless confinement which he always associated with the wearing of his thermalloy suit was dimming. The first pangs of rising hunger of which he had earlier become aware were now dulling, as though he were in the midst of a bountiful and delicious meal. He experienced a rising tide of physical and mental satisfaction, as if every want of these two components were being realized and generously administered to.


  Momentarily, he though of Laura and, because it had grown to be synonymous with her, the murder of Big Tim. His mental picture of the girl had never been more beautiful, desirable, or appealing. Every quality which she had ever possessed, real in actuality or imaginary as a result of his idealizations, was now transcended beyond all mortal planes. She became the very embodiment of every human aspiration and desire.


  Surely, he found himself reasoning with that curious pleasure and contentment which had come over him, the murder of Big Tim for so glorious and wonderful a girl could be no base act. And the scruples which had forever risen to bar him mockingly from the actual deed, were now so smoothed away that he would never have known he had had them. Big Tim would die, of course. And he would take great pleasure in killing him. There would be no regrets, no self-accusations, no torturing pangs, of conscience. There would only be complete satisfaction, comfort, and happiness. And Laura would be his. There was no doubt about that. There was no doubt anywhere in his mind. There was only complete gratification of every whimsical and vagrant thought or desire.


  Then a sudden jar shook him. For a moment he had the sensation of struggling up from warm, drowsy depths. And then, suddenly, he was looking into Big Tim Austin’s puzzled and incredulous face, and that eery mental surcease was gone.


  “Brad—did you feel it, too?”


  Nellon nodded wordlessly. He was a little frightened of the weird force that had held them both in thrall. A glance at the column looming gigantically before him showed that he and Big Tim had walked a good distance without any conscious knowledge of having done so. It was the chance collision which had aroused them both from their sleep-walking state.


  NELLON could feel the force yet, brushing at the fringes of his mind with warm, soothing fingers. But he soon found that, with active resistance, there was no fear of it overcoming him again. One thing persisted, however, and that was the curiously refreshed and stimulated condition of his body. Nor was he anxious that this should go away.


  They were within yards of the great column, now, and at an ever shortening range their eyes began to make out certain details which they had missed during their progress under that inexplicable half-trance.


  It was not actually a column, they realized, for it was hollow and they could dimly make out the shapes of objects within. It was a vast, room-like cylinder or enclosure, with walls of transparent green. In the center, and midway between floor and ceiling, there hung what seemed to be a ball of vivid green fire.


  Upon reaching the cylinder, they pressed closely to its hard surface and peered intently within. But at first the great, flaming ball obscured such early details as they could discern. It was like looking upward through water at the blinding disc of the sun. Then, as their eyes grew accustomed to the emerald brilliance, they found themselves gazing at an unbelievable scene.


  High above floated the fiery, green ball. Directly below it glittered the complex mass of a great machine. This was spread upon a huge base and narrowed as it rose. Circling the apex were a multitude of rod-like projections, the ends of which terminated in large crystal cones. The bases of these were pointed upward, and from each a pale, almost invisible, beam shot up and into the green ball, as though as once nourishing and supporting it.


  But it was not this which held the incredulous fixity of their gaze. For arranged in concentric circles about the machine were hundreds of tables or low platforms and upon each a still figure lay. The nearest table was some distance from the wall through which Nellon and Austin peered, and this, added to the weird, green light of the globe, made a clear delineation of physical characteristics impossible. Yet they were able to make out enough to become convinced, that, as their earlier examination of the clothing in the rooms had suggested, the figures were hauntingly human.


  FOR a long moment they stood there.


  Then Big Tim turned, and Nellon, looking around in response to the action, was amazed at the bright and feverish gleam in the other’s eyes. Words tumbled from Big Tim’s lips in a hoarse rush.


  “Brad, this is going to make interplanetary history. It’s the biggest thing since the discovery of the first dead city on Mars. We’ve got to go back to the ship and bring the others. They’ve got to see this. But, Brad, before they do, I’m going in there. I want to be the first to see what these people looked like. There must be a door somewhere—”


  And before Nellon could voice the protest which rose to his lips, Big Tim had started away on an eager circuit of the green wall. Nellon stood looking after him in indecision, torn between conflicting impulses. Then he tightened his lips and followed in the direction which Big Tim had taken. But before Nellon could reach him, the other’s excited voice crashed in his earphones.


  “I’ve found it, Brad! There is a door here.”


  Nellon jerked into a run. He found Big Tim standing upon a short ramp before a section of the wall which was different from the rest. It was a dark area, rectangular in shape. At one side, seen dimly through the strange green substance, was an arrangement of rods and gears which was obviously an operating mechanism. Protruding from a slot in the wall, and clearly connected with the mechanism, was a short lever.


  Big Tim’s blue eyes glittered with daring. His tow hair awry, he looked more than ever the picture of an overgrown, impulsive boy.


  “Good heavens, guy, you surely don’t intend to go in there!” Nellon exclaimed. “We don’t know what sort of—”


  Big Tim gave a short, excited laugh. “Look—there’s nothing to be afraid of. There’s just that green light up there and the people, and they are dead. Everything in this place is dead. Brad, this is the chance of a lifetime. We’ll be the first to look upon the faces of an extra-terrestrial race since the Martians.”


  Big Tim pulled the opening lever. There was a moment of appalled and complete quiet. Then hidden motors hummed into alien life, and slowly the door before them slid aside. Undimmed now by its confining walls, the green radiance poured through the opening in a blinding flood.


  “Come on,” Big Tim urged. And without any hesitation on his own part, he stepped through, to be bathed instantly in the emerald glow.


  NELLON moved to the open doorway. The emerald rays from the globe fell upon him with an almost sensible warmth. Again that weird peace and comfort was upon him, but more overpoweringly now. He felt a rising tide of drowsiness. In some strange way, he knew it would be good to allow himself to succumb to the softly-blanketing darkness which was filling his mind. It would be a blessed surcease from all the troubles and cares of his present world. But something held him back.


  And though a great, calm voice seemed to give him every assurance of safety, a stubborn, small one screamed him its warning. In a turmoil, he watched Big Tim stride toward the nearest of the platforms.


  It became evident to Nellon almost immediately that Big Tim was never going to reach his goal. For shortly after the first several steps, the blonde giant’s purposeful walk slowed to a bemused shamble. And, watching with a curiously disembodied attention, Nellon saw him waver, stop, and then collapse upon the floor, as though he had suddenly become very, very tired.


  The warning voice was shrieking now. Nellon felt a swift rush of terror that ripped him free of the force which enclosed him in its lulling folds. He shot a wide-eyed glance from the gleaming, inert shape of Big Tim’s suit to the globe flaming high above. He wanted suddenly to run.


  He struggled in panic against the invisible bonds of peace and comfort which were so reluctant to let him go. His determination to be free was the fierce and frenzied one of utter fear. Flailing his arms as if against some material foe, he managed to stumble down from the ramp, to one side of the doorway where the green light would not reach him.


  Exhausted from the herculean struggle, he slumped to the floor. A soft, warm blackness was settling over him, and he was powerless to fend it off. But he knew that he was safe, and the satisfaction which he felt was increased by the radiation which he had absorbed, so that when he finally swooped into unconsciousness, it was amidst a thunderous, victorious singing.


  NELLON’S next sensations were curious ones. He seemed to awaken in another realm. It was a vast and formless place with no distinguishable feature or color, but it was curiously sentient, pulsing with awesome possibilities.


  Now, as though stirred by his reflection upon it, the nebulous stuff began to writhe. And then, taking shape from the formless jumble of thoughts in his subconscious, a dream-world began to grow. Bits were added here, others discarded there, but every compartment in the storehouse of his mind contributed something. And all assembled in accordance with the pattern Nellon had fashioned in two and a half years of brooding. Finally his dream paradise was complete to the last detail of his hopes and imaginings.


  It was the world which he had built around Laura taken on an immaterial, but to him nontheless real, life. There was Laura and there was himself. And there was the complete bliss for which he had planned Big Tim’s murder to achieve.


  He became aware of a change. The outlines of his world were dimming, dissolving, fading. Even Laura, radiantly lovely, was beginning to blur before his eyes.


  In horror he sought to clutch the evaporating structure to him and stabilize it once again. But it slipped through his fingers like an impalpable mist. Before he was fully alive to it, his dream Eden was gone, and he was back in that formless void in which he had found himself. And even that was thinning.


  Nellon awoke. He looked around for Laura and that idyllic dream land in which they had loved. But only the great, green cylinder with its flaming globe and the vast room beyond met his gaze.


  Nellon climbed to his feet. With the action, he became aware that he felt wonderfully refreshed and stimulated. He looked around for Big Tim, then he remembered. Avoiding the open doorway through which the rays still poured, he peered through the green wall. Big Tim was lying there on the floor within. He was very still in his thermalloy suit.


  Nellon began a chain of reasoning. As it progressed, there went with it a rising tide of exultation.


  As long as Big Tim remained there under the influence of the globe, he would remain unconscious, living, perhaps, a dream as real and vivid as his own had been. It would be just as though Big Tim were dead. None of the expedition members knew of the doorway through which he and Big Tim had entered. With the almost continuous storms which raged on Titan, the door would soon become covered again. Ages might pass before a chance accident revealed it once more.


  He, Nellon, could go back to the ship with a tale of how he had lost Big Tim in the bitter storm. The men might search, but he knew it would be futile.


  Laura would grieve, of course, when he returned and told her the news. But he would be there to comfort her, and she would get over it. And he knew that she would marry him, with Big Tim out of the way. He could look forward to a happiness more satisfying than that of the dream.


  Nellon saw his course clear. He knew just what he had to do.


  FIRST he released the lever, and the door slid shut, entombing Big Tim within the great cylinder. Then he retraced his way down to the lower level and through the maze of rooms and corridors. It was not long before the snow of Titan once more keened against his suit.


  He threw his weight against the great door. Only the impulse was necessary to close it, for the operating mechanism hummed into vibrant life and it swung shut where it had not been shut before—and locked!


  Nor would it open again.


  Even if he had wanted to re-enter, that was impossible.


  Nellon started back to the ship. With the curious vigor he felt, the dangers and difficulties of the return trip hardly registered upon him at all. Gone was his sullen dislike of the ever-raging storm. He plowed through it with a careless smile, lighting his way over the wild and tumbled terrain. And it was with no feeling of exhaustion at all that he finally sighted the great, toothed ice ridge which marked the site of the camp.


  As Nellon shouldered through the narrow cleft which led into the protected, tiny valley, he remembered to remove the smile of eager triumph upon his face. It would not go with the story he was to tell.


  But it was hardly necessary for him to make the effort. For at the sight that met his eyes, an involuntary grimace of appalled amazement flashed over his features.


  Where the ship had rested there now was nothing at all, save a smooth surface of snow. And to his incredulously searching gaze, there was no indication that anything had ever been here. The little valley was virgin of any sign of human habitation. Only the bitter wind existed here, as always it had, keening along glittering ice surfaces, sporting with the snow.


  NELLON felt the sudden nausea and weakness of a terrible fear. But a bit of flotsam presented itself out of the turbulence of his thoughts, and he clutched at it with the eagerness of despair.


  He must, he told himself, have accidently encountered a site similar to the one in which the ship had lain. He had but to find the correct ridge and everything would be all right.


  Nursing this hope, he started on a tour of the vicinity. Soon he realized, however, that there was no other ridge, and he had to face the fact that he had originally been at the real site. The only difference was that the ship was gone.


  But Nellon felt that he had to make certain. Returning to the valley over which the ridge rose like a sheltering wall, he searched about in the deep snow. One of the first objects he discovered was a large, metal box. On one side were stenciled words which burned into his brain:


  The Harton-Finston Institute.


  He knew now beyond any lingering doubt that he was in the right place and that the ship was gone, for it was the Institute which had sponsored the expedition. And he had seen other boxes like that piled compactly in the holds of the ship.


  Nellon was stunned, crushed. But out of his despair a slow wonder rose. How long had he been unconscious there beside the great green cylinder? The degree to which the snow had blotted out the litter of the camp suggested that it must have been many months. For a moment.it seemed incredible that his momentary exposure to the emerald rays of the globe could have produced such a result. Then he remembered the beings, circular row upon circular row of them, lying beneath it, and an awesome knowledge flooded over him.


  Those beings were not dead. Exposed constantly to the rays of the globe, they were merely held in a state of slumber, dreaming dreams, undoubtedly, just as curiously real and poignant as his own had been. They were sleeping and dreaming, and the green globe brooded over them like some vast guardian, soothing, nourishing.


  And Big Tim slept with them. When they awoke, Big Tim would wake and live again. But he, Nellon, would not live again. Suddenly his fear and hate of the storm returned in full and terrible force. Because when his batteries were exhausted, his suit would cool—and the storm would kill him. Slowly, inexorably, death would come to him. And death was a sleep from which there was no awakening . . .


  THE GLORY FLIGHT


  Frank Belknap Long


  Jim Scott Takes a Strange Ride Through Saturn’s Crepe Ring and Unearths a Mind Long Dead!


  THE Doc’s words were ominous: “You understand, of course, that you may never return?”


  He had finished taking my blood pressure, and was removing the business end of a stethoscope from my chest. He seemed annoyed because I wasn’t dying on my feet.


  The Doc wasn’t a sentimentalist. He could watch the Crepe Ring blot out a ship and a pilot, light a cigar, and mutter around it: “It seems sort of wasteful, doesn’t it?” Not tragic, or hard on the poor guy’s family. Just wasteful.


  The Doc believed that only tottering human wrecks should undertake a Saturn Ring flight. The sound lads should conserve their energies for jobs which were less hazardous.


  It burned me up to realize that the Saturn Company was getting incurable human wrecks instead of men. Was getting them by twos and threes, and all because there was an ice-hearted old walrus in the examiner’s office who should have been given his walking papers.


  Well, the Company was getting a sound man this time.


  “Sure, I see your point,” I told him. “Ring pilots sit down most of the time, and the controls are easy to manipulate. Why not let a Johnny Fallapart handle the job.”


  He looked straight at me.


  “Well?”


  “Look, Doc,” I said. “I’m not claiming that the Johnny Fallaparts can’t hold a ship to its course. But if you knew you had a month at most to live would you fight to stay alive inside a dark flame whorl?”


  “I wouldn’t want to come out of a whorl alive,” was his grim rejoinder. He handed me a card, with a hole punched through it. “This will pass you,” he grunted. “Good-by and good luck.”


  I walked out of his office feeling as though a quart of nitroglycerin had been brought to a boil in my chest. I’d show him what a six-foot-seven giant could accomplish inside Saturn’s Crepe Ring. So help me, I would!


  OUT under the wheeling constellations I cooled down in slow stages. Glancing up at the pylonshaped bulk of the recruiting station, and then down through a translucent sky ramp at the tiered hangars of the Phoebe City spaceport my resentment took wings, and went flapping off over the berthed ships like a Rhean bladder-bird with its tail feathers quivering and its talons tucked in.


  Saturn’s wide, flat, golden rings filled a third of the sky above me, aureoling the immense bulk of the little moon’s primary in concentric bands. From Phoebe the Dusky Ring resembled a crudely welded circlet of base metal uniting the glowing plaques of the planet’s great yellow crown.


  Company men don’t talk about the Dusky Ring much. Astronomers who think they know why it looks dusky would get a jolt if they could see the logs of ships which have passed through. At Yerkes and on Mount Wilson they still call it the crepe ring, and claim its dusky color arises from the transparency of the particles which compose it.


  But lads who have piloted ships through say it doesn’t look dusky at close range. Why does the Company keep its ship logs under lock and key, and sneer down its administrative nose at Mount Wilson? Well, I know now, but I didn’t when the Doc passed me, and finding out nearly cost me my life.


  The Company was sending its fastest ships through and rushing the returning pilots to conferences from which they emerged with bulging wallets and sealed lips. I’m speaking, of course, of the handful that got through. Those that didn’t were unsound men who had disappointed the Doc.


  I was plenty robust, still in my twenties, and had a senior pilot’s license tucked in my skyjacket. Feeling as reckless as a punch-drunk bull moose I descended to the hangars in a pneumatic lift, and was caught up in a milling press of new pilots as eager as I was to pass under showers, line up for uniforms and get measured for ships.


  Vigorously I shouldered my way to the outfitting station on Level V 5, a thousand feet above the hangars, and padded down a humid, cold-lighted corridor to the peel-off room.


  Stripped to the buff in a sizzling curtain of steam, I found myself borrowing a cake of soap from the lad in the shower next to me, and parrying his questions with exuberant wise cracks.


  “Sure, I’m going through the ring. But a guy my size should have a better than even chance of not wearing crepe.”


  “Before you blast off they’ll hand you sealed instructions,” he grunted. “You won’t feel so all fired sure of yourself when you scrape the wax off, and read what John McNulty thinks you should know. If you ask me, he’s an unscrupulous old buzzard.”


  “Yeah?” I countered belligerently.


  “You seem to know a lot about it.”


  He grinned at me through the shower slats.


  “I ought to,” he said. “I’m McNulty”


  The soap slithered from my hand and went careening over the tiles between us. The president of the Satturn Company didn’t look his age. I happened to know he was thirty-nine, but in the dim cold light, with suds covering the gray patches on his temples, and a rubber cap over his thinning hair he looked almost like a kid.


  “Holy smokes!” I said.


  “I felt like a shower,” he explained. “And I wanted to see if we were getting lads with hair on their chests. You seem to have plenty of lean meat on you. You’ll need a lot of pilot room space, though. Good Lord, but you’re tall. Six-feet-six?”


  “Seven,” I said.


  “Hmm, seven. Well, your co-pilot won’t take up much room. Good luck to you, lad.”


  He thrust his hand through the shower slats, and clasped mine in a steely grip.


  “A swell guy,” I thought, descending to the hangars in a shiny new uniform. It was a little short at the knees and the supply room clerk had looked daggers at me, but the bootmaker had fixed me up. Ascending to above my knees was a pair of rust-colored solar boots into which my just-long-enough breeches had been tucked.


  I stood for an instant looking down over myself. From the toes of my polished solar boots to the silver pilot stripes on my sleeve I was a trimly outfitted sky officer, if there ever was one.


  My only regret was that I couldn’t walk through the streets of Phoebe City clad in that uniform. The girls would—oh, heck. There’d be time enough for blondes, brunettes and redheads when I brought the ship they would assign me back with her rocket jets flaming.


  AS I stepped off the lift, my eyes were drawn straight ahead. The airlock yawned on a golden glow, and her name was Lyra II. Boy, was she a ship! Trim and wasplike, and without a seam showing.


  Striding along the platform toward her, I told myself that I could never have another such moment in my life. My first command, and I not yet twenty-five, and capable of enjoying everything that came my way in life.


  Tightening my anti-grav belt I lowered myself to the lock float, and stretched out at full length. There was a sudden, vibrant droning, and the buoyant half-cylinder—some lads call ’em mummy cases—began to rise. Set in motion by my weight, it swung in through the complicated lock mechanism on a rising tide of ozone and settled down in a grooved cradle on the deck of the lock chamber.


  When I arose to a sitting position the cold lights of my new ship were winking down at me from a corrugated metal overhead. I’ll skip the fifteen or twenty minutes I spent looking over Lyra II. Not only was she a soundly constructed vessel, built for speed, but everything about her was shipshape, and no pun intended. The lock chamber was studded with cold lights, the passageway luminous from deck to overhead, the galley spacious and equipped with a magneto-range, and the rocket rooms a joy to contemplate.


  I didn’t ascend to the control room immediately, because little indications here and there—a crushed-out cigarette butt in the little sick bay, and a thin ribbon of smoke on the between-deck stairway told me that my copilot had preceded me into Lyra II.


  He had preceded me in and would of course jump to attention when I entered the control room, snapping his hand to his ultra-violet ray shield with a crisp: “Yes, sir. What are your orders, sir?”


  If you think that, you’d better douse your head in cold water, and take another look at me. Sure, I was a three-stripe pilot, and I wasn’t supposed to share my command. I wasn’t supposed to because the regulations stressed that a space-officer with a lesser number of stripes was a copilot in name only.


  But when two skymen share the dangers of a ring flight the one with a seniority rating either drops the regulations, or his self-respect out through a gravity port. I didn’t think I’d have much trouble getting across to him that my stripes didn’t count for the duration of the flight.


  I didn’t burst right into the control room, but rather opened the door a Scotch inch, and peered in, squinting against the cold light glare, and moving my head to right and left.


  McNulty had said something about my co-pilot not taking up much space, but the figure sitting before the controls wasn’t just a featherweight. I’ve seen some little lads I’d hate to square off against, and usually they make better pilots than big lugs like myself, because lightness is no negligible factor when you’re piloting a suicide crate and have to adjust to gravity shifts in double quick.


  No, he wasn’t just a featherweight. He looked downright delicate and—holy suffering cats! I waited a little time to make sure I hadn’t burst a blood vessel. Then with strides that jarred the delicate control instruments like the final crashes of an avalanche I crossed the chamber, grabbed her by the shoulders, and swiveled her about till our eyes met.


  “All right,” I said, steadying my voice with an effort, “you’ve had your fun. I don’t know who you are or how you got into my ship. But you’re not staying, understand?”


  Her lips whitened, and her chin came up.


  “Stop shaking me,” she choked.


  “You’re not staying,” I raged. “I’m carrying you straight out!”


  “No you’re not,” she protested, tugging at my wrists. “I’ve a perfect right to be here. This is my ship too. I’m your co-pilot!”


  Did you ever see a sturdy oak, firmly rooted, confident of itself, shrivel to the dimensions of a dwarf fern and begin to quake? Neither did I, but that’s how I felt.


  A shudder took hold of me. She was slender and lovely, with large, accusing eyes, blue-black hair, and lashes that threw long shadows over her pale, girlish face. A girl hardly out of her ’teens, and the Company was sending her on a Ring flight!


  “For two months now the Company has been giving all qualified pilots a break,” she said, holding her head defiantly high. “You’ve got to expect revolutionary changes from now on. If your vanity is hurt, you know what you can do.”


  I did, but unleashing the kind of profanity the situation called for was prohibited by the regulations. Besides, a Company pilot would no more think of using profanity in the presence of a woman than he would of looking startled when a rocket tube backfires.


  IN UTTER silence I did what I had to do, freezing the controls for initial acceleration with fingers that felt like fungus-growth sprouting from my palms.


  She stood so close to me, her hair brushed my cheek.


  “You’ll need more acceleration than you’re allowing for when you hit the heavy side,” she interfered coolly.


  I remained grimly silent, keeping my gaze averted and adjusting the controls to suit myself. I was still fuming inwardly when we blasted up from Phoebe City into the black night of space.


  If a slim girl could pilot a ring crate no wonder the Doc was passing men with one foot in the grave. All the pride which I had taken in my first command, all the zest, had gone out of me . . .


  I was alone in the control room when I broke the seal on my instructions. She had gone to her sleeping compartment, probably to powder her nose. No doubt she’d be setting her cap for me when she returned. Her name was Jane something-or-other.


  “You call me Jane and I’ll call you Jim.” Just like that. “Jane, old girl, there’s a meteor ahead. Tuck in your skirts and put away your knitting.” The instructions had been typed out. Skipping three paragraphs of official rigmarole I read:


  Do not for an instant allow yourself to forget that you will not be alone inside the Ring. The crystals are alive, perhaps intelligent.


  Crystals? I thought, a cold dread tightening about my heart. I glanced back over the paragraphs I had skipped. Yes, there it was—a summary of the hazards the Company wanted me to know about. That it didn’t make pleasant reading goes without saying.


  Hazards one and two were old friends. Dark flame whorls and ether twisters were not confined to the Saturn system, but moved in eccentric orbits about all of the outer planets. Flame whorls were seething vortices of infra-energies with fiery cores, ether twisters thin ribbons of space curvature which moved snakelike through the void.


  The third hazard was seemingly alive. Just reading about it was worse than—well, if you’ve ever visited a place you’ve never seen before, and found yourself remembering it you’ll know how I felt when I read the third paragraph of my instructions. Otherwise I can’t get the feeling across to you. No pen could even suggest it. It was too terrifyingly strange.


  Sweat had broken out on me and my spine felt like a dissolving icicle. The Company was sending pilots into the Crepe Ring to collect ruby-red crystals. Men were risking their lives for crystals glowing in solitary splendor, and swarming over the controls of ships derelict in the void.


  Crystals swarming in through solid metal bulkheads from the fringes of the Crepe Ring and encircling the brows of pilots too terrified to scream. Crownlike clusters of crystals on brows streaked with perspiration, above faces distorted with horror. Crystals tightening nooselike about human throats—


  I leaped up with a startled cry. My mind was forming images not suggested by the paper in my hand. It was as though the terse Company instructions had opened up obscurely remembered vistas too horrible to contemplate.


  But how could I have remembered? I had volunteered my services knowing that some tremendous challenge awaited me inside the crepe ring, but I had been given no hint as to its nature.


  Solely to steady myself I clicked on the stern visidisk at the base of the control board. Instantly the screen brimmed with light and I saw a full little moon swimming in a sea of haze a million miles behind the Lyra’s belching rocket tubes. Phoebe moving around her primary in the opposite direction from all the other moons!


  Well, I was still seven million miles from the crepe ring, and hazard three. Dark flame whorls, of course, were another matter. I hesitated an instant before clicking on the fore-view disk.


  I thought I knew what I’d see. The wide, glowing rings, and on both sides of them three or four inner Moons, and Japetus. Japetus with his bright face. There is no other Moon in the System with so great a reflecting power.


  I clicked on the disk, and caught hold of the instrument with both hands, my eyes riveted on what appeared to be a terrifying gap in the firmament. Darker than a coal sack it seemed, a black and spectrally coronated disk which was sweeping toward the ship with a velocity which chilled my heart like ice.


  Something seemed to shriek in my brain: “Throw the gravity stabilizer off center! Damp out the auxiliary jets and cut your radial velocity by two-thirds!”


  The flame whorl was filling two-thirds of the disk when my hands tore across the control panel, realigning its glowing units, and ripping out an entire cluster of coils low down on the board.


  FIVE minutes later I sat bathed in clammy sweat, staring at a visidisk in which Japetus shone brightly, dimming the more distant glow of Saturn’s great golden crown. I was trembling in every limb when we passed the little moon, and the disk brimmed with a radiance so fiery it flickered on the overhead, and bathed the control room in an unearthly refulgence.


  I was trembling because I had obeyed an impulse that wasn’t rational. I had skirted the whorl and saved my command when the experience of a thousand pilots had screamed at me from the Navigator’s Manual that it couldn’t be done. “God, man, don’t try it. You’ll telescope your ship and yourself along with it.”


  My temples were pounding, and my spine felt like a dissolving icicle. I knew that when a whorl filled the disk a pilot’s instructions were to increase his velocity and try to blast through. Chances were he would emerge blind or crippled, but no sane pilot would attempt to skirt a whorl.


  There was a tightness about my skull, and my mouth felt hot and dry. Had I skirted a whorl before? I had no conscious recollection of having done so, and yet through crumbling dykes deep within my mind there had gushed a flood of memories. Again that inexplicable feeling returned of having visited a place I had never seen before and recognized certain ghastly landmarks.


  It was as though I were walking along the edge of nothing searching in vain for signposts that kept receding before I could reach them and suddenly I felt the need of talking to the slim girl whose cool defiance had filled me with rage.


  Another insane compulsion, but so overwhelming it sent me reeling across the control room, and along a cold-lighted passageway to the officer’s cuddy.


  Some instinct told me I would find her there. The ship was still lurching from a too swift deceleration, and the passageway along which I lurched was a maelstrom of flashing lights and spiraling seepage fumes. A fit of coughing seized me just as I reached the cuddy, doubling me up. For an instant I stood with my hand pressed to my mouth, groping with the other for a knob that seemed suddenly to sprout from my palm.


  Still coughing, I flung open the cuddy door.


  She was leaning against a swaying bulkhead on the far side of the chamber with her head thrown back, her white throat pulsing. But what froze me in the doorway was not her terror-contorted face. It was the tall, white-lipped man standing by her side.


  John McNulty no longer looked like a kid in his twenties. His face was haggard with strain, the crows’ feet below his temples etched so deeply they had a stippled-in appearance, as though a red-hot needle had been dipped in acid and passed in and out through the puckers around his eyes.


  He had thrown one arm about the girl’s sagging shoulders and was trying to calm her.


  “Go steady, Jane,” he was pleading. “We’re in no danger now. The ship won’t—”


  His voice faltered, as though my sudden appearance had startled him with a strange dread. His shoulders jerked and he took a swift step backward.


  A sudden, terrible rage had welled up in me. His duplicity in saddling me with a girl pilot and stowing away like a skyport gamin until her beauty had demoralized me set off a fuse of rage and jealousy which blasted every shred of sanity from my mind.


  Cursing, I lurched across the cuddy and flung myself savagely at him, beating him over the head with my fists, ramming my knee upward into his stomach. A red mist filmed my vision, and I saw his startled, pain-contorted face as though in a dark glass.


  A red glass filmed with light, a maddening crystal which seemed to pulsate and expand till it filled the cuddy, blotting out the bulkheads and Jane’s white face.


  “Kill him! Kill him!” a voice screamed in my brain. “He’s trying to take away your mind!”


  I FOUGHT with all my strength, but John McNulty seemed to have wrists of iron. He had seized my arms and was pinning them to my side, bruising my chest with his skull. It was a fierce and savage struggle for an instant. I tore one arm free, thudded a hard fist against his jaw. He cursed, released his hold on the other, and started chopping away at my head with short, vicious blows.


  I tried to put both arms about him and lock them over the small of his back. Despite the punishment I was taking, I knew I could make my strength felt if I could get a lungsqueezing grip on him. But he seemed to know all the tricks, including the vicious ones. He side-stepped every time I tried to close in, raining lefts and rights to my temples, and crouching like a panther as he circled me.


  He had abandoned grip and twist methods, perhaps sensing I was good at them too. I soon found that bigness could be a handicap, making a man unwieldy in a slugging match. I couldn’t seem to rock him, despite my long reach. He was fighting now like a maniac amuck, driving wicked punches into my stomach, and ducking when I swung at him.


  I was gasping for breath when he aimed a blow at my solar plexus which sent me reeling back against the bulkhead. I groaned, clawed at my stomach, and started to slump to the deck. But the instant my knees sagged strength seemed to flow back into them.


  Abruptly I swung back toward him, my elbows jerking. Swung back, but didn’t lash out at him. Instead my body seemed to move against his fist, and a blow that should have doubled me up straightened me out. I saw his fist shoot backward from my stomach, saw my own arm come up.


  The next instant he was side-stepping furiously and crouching like a panther as he circled me in reverse. A panther walking backwards, dodging my efforts to move away from him. To move away instead of closing in. while he kept withdrawing blows from my head in short, vicious jerks.


  Suddenly he had moved in close and was pinning my arms to my side with wrists that seemed abruptly to melt. My temples began to pound and a red mist filmed my visage. For an instant I saw his startled pain-contorted face, and then I kneed him. At least my knee descended from beneath his ribs where it had found lodgement, and I leaped backward toward the door.


  For a terrifying instant I stood with cold fury welling up in me, watching his arm return to Jane’s shoulder and hearing his voice quaver: “Now we’re in no danger. Jane, steady go . . .”


  Then out into the passageway I backed as if propelled by an unseen force, my body bending sharply at the waist. Just outside the door a spasm of coughing seized me, straightening me up. It started as a mild attack and ended in a fit so violent I thought my lungs would burst. I moved along the passageway in erratic backward jerks, like a puppet on a wire. Into the control room, and across a lurching deck over a tangle of ripped-out coils to the pilot’s seat, my knees flexing as I heaved myself up.


  The fore-view-visidisk was brimming with radiance, and as I stared down at it transfixed Japetus swam into view, dimming the ring glow behind him. Japetus that I had watched sweep past scarcely fifteen minutes before, trailing clouds of light and leaving the chamber bathed in an unearthly refulgence.


  Suddenly a shadow seemed to fall upon the disk, obscuring the little moon, darkening a third of the instrument. My mouth went dry with horror. Slowly, so slowly it seemed as though an eternity was consumed while I stared, a dreadful, light-rimmed smudge encroached on the edge of the disk.


  The dark flame vortex was creeping back toward the center of the screen when I sat bolt upright, a cry rasping in my throat. Sweat was running down my face and my heart had begun a furious pounding, but I was no longer groping in darkness, appalled by something I couldn’t explain. Deep within my mind another dyke had been shattered.


  WITH a certainty transcending vision I knew that wrapped around the Lyra II was an ether twister, its vibrating bulk warping time-frames inside the ship. Throughout the vessel the space-time continuum was contracting, and I had just relived fifteen or twenty minutes, moving backward like a puppet through a sequence of events which had already transpired.


  I had recoiled from McNulty and returned to the control room in erratic jerks, like a player in an ancient American cinema film being run off in reverse. I was a younger Jim Scott, watching a peril I had but recently surmounted creep back across the disk.


  But though I was fifteen minutes younger I could remember everything that had occurred in the short interval of time which had been blotted out by the most terrifying phenomenon in space. It did not surprise me that I could do so, for a memory once implanted cannot be erased and a mental image can survive even the backward flow of external events.


  But what chilled me to the core of my being was my certain knowledge that long before there had been any reversal of time inside the ship, I had destroyed an ether twister. The short interval of time which had come unraveled could not explain that strange remembrance of events long past which had come to me now for the third time.


  DEEP within me a voice screamed I had struggled once before to resist the backward wash of time which was sweeping me to destruction. The voice screamed that the backward sweep would soon become a raging torrent which would suck the Lyra II into a maelstrom of dissolving time-frames, and vibrate it out of the physical universe.


  “An ether twister can be dislodged, Jim Scott. Other pilots have freed their ships. Force remembrance from your brain out through your hands, Jim Scott. Resist. Fight the time flow!


  “Encircle the ship with a chain of electrons, and apply heat to the enveloping circuit till it gathers speed and flies off into space. A mass of protons will remain, a positively charged secretion on the rocketing hull.


  “Don’t you remember, Jim Scott. You freed your ship. A ribbon of space-curvature writhing like a snake, breaking free and hurtling away, dislodged by a weaving mass of subatomic particles. Resist, Jim Scott. Fight the time flow!”


  Suddenly my hands were moving back and forth across the vibrating panel. As I manipulated dials and rheostats I knew that two huge cathodes were arising on the hull of the Lyra II. I knew that I was creating a stupendous spark gap in the vacuum of space, encircling the ship with a blanket of force which might tear it asunder.


  There would be no resistance out there on the naked hull. The flow would be accelerated till the electrons flew off and a weaving energy brush remained, as volatile as the gaseous incandescence at the Sun’s limb.


  It would be spread out thin, and if the charged particles did not overlap the twister might be dislodged, and the energy blanket sucked into its receding maw. But if the force blanket buckled . . .


  With trembling fingers I ripped out an infinity plug, rotated an Arago disk.


  “John, he’s come back!” Jane’s voice broke in a scream over my head. I had slumped jerkily to the cuddy deck, and was lying with one leg bent under me, the other spread out. My heart was thudding dully, my mouth choked with blood.


  I had no recollection of returning to the cuddy, only of bending over the control board with my hands a confused blur of movement. But seemingly I had returned, for McNulty had dropped to one knee beside me, and was lifting me up.


  “A Saturn twister,” I choked. “I went back in time—”


  “Easy, lad,” he cautioned. “You don’t have to tell me what happened. We’ve returned to where we were before we went back, apparently. There’s a second or two missing, but lads who ought to know tell me that when you dislodge a twister, time shoots ahead to where it was before it started back and then spills over into the future a little, like a stretched rubber band.


  “When I landed that last punch you reeled back, and started to slump. Now you have slumped. But we won’t worry about the missing two or three seconds, will we?”


  He was grinning at me and I was grinning back. I felt like grinning and I guess he did. I didn’t know how he felt, but I knew how I felt, and—well, sometimes a grin relieves tension no matter how ghoulish it looks.


  “I’m sorry I almost had to cripple you,” he grunted. “But I had no choice. Jim, why did you try to kill me?”


  “I don’t know,” I groaned. “I can’t understand it.”


  He stared at me steadily. “Jim Scott, don’t you remember your first flight? Jimmy, don’t you?”


  COULD a man remember and yet stare, tight-lipped, and shake his head, confused? The answer came with unexpected suddenness. Even as my gaze locked with his, tiny pinpoints of red jelly formed on the port-side and bulkhead and descended glisteningly to the deck.


  Jane leaped back with a startled cry and a sudden horror flared in McNulty’s eyes.


  “The crystals, Jim,” he muttered, hoarsely, his fingers tightening on my wrist. “Get up, man, for Heaven’s sake. Get the tubes.”


  I understood. Very deliberately I arose. I was still groggy, but I shook my head to clear it, and walked out of the chamber with my whole attention concentrated on what I had to do. I had never felt so calm, so sure of myself.


  I went straight to the supply room, removed two vacuum tubes from an insulated container, adjusted the suction filaments and returned to the cuddy, my mind a whirl of returning memories.


  Jane was sitting on the floor with her back to a cushioned bulkhead, a ruby-red cluster of crystals encircling her brow. McNulty was standing by her side, swaying unsteadily. He was pressing his hand to his forehead where a double diadem rested—a double-diadem of glowing, many-faceted crystals which was tightening like a whipcord about his skull.


  The red crystalline flood covered the entire deck now and was glowing from a thousand facets as it poured through the portside bulkhead, solidifying as it spread. Memory had returned like a huge wave of the sea, sweeping away my terrified gropings. I knew that the crystal clusters did not always contract. Sometimes they clung loosely to human brows, bringing strange dreams, driving men mad.


  Like most living things their behavior was erratic. Living they were, fearfully alive, though they could increase or decrease their density at will, and were composed of energy concretions as unstable as the radiant matter at the core of suns. Concretions which enabled them to penetrate solid metal bulkheads, and solidify with the speed of light.


  Jane had begun to moan. Her eyes were unmoving, and she was staring with unwavering intensity at the crystalline flood.


  “Get them off,” she pleaded. “My mind—”


  “I know darling,” I said, falling to my knees beside her.


  “Please,” she sobbed.


  “They took away my memory,” I said. “But not immediately. They can’t—immediately.”


  The tubes had begun to vibrate in my hand. Into them had crept a red radiance, a fiery glow. “They took away my memory,” I said, my voice deathly calm. “But I can remember now, darling.”


  I looked down at my hands, saw that they were trembling. “I love you,” I said. “I have always loved you. I have never loved anyone but you.”


  She did not speak, but I knew she heard me. She did not speak even when the cuddy was no longer filled with the weaving crystalline life which had seeped in from the crepe ring. In each of the tubes there now reposed a single huge gem, ruby-red, but lusterless, drained of all life.


  Staring down at my suddenly steady hands I knew that the Company had met the crystal challenge and surmounted it. Knew that from deck and moist flesh the blood of crystals had been drawn into the two small cylinders which I was clasping tightly now.


  Moisture from my hands clouded the glass a little, but I could see the two huge, gemlike concretions in the depths of the glow. So intense had been the amplification of force within the tubes that the swarm had condensed into just those two aggregates, with tumultuous pulsations which had suddenly ceased. Burnt out by a flow of energy through the meshes of glowing vacuum grids the great, lifeless gems reposed now in—“Company coffins.”


  I stared down at the stripes on my arm, and then my head came up. The Company had won through again. The Company couldn’t be licked.


  As though from a distance I heard a voice say:


  “Jim, lad, if you’ll help me bring the crate around we’ll be back in Phoebe City at the crack of dawn.”


  HOURS later we were sitting by an open window in McNulty’s private office on the third floor of the Company Administration Building, with the distant lights of Phoebe City shimmering in our coffee cups. I was drinking my coffee black, but Jane had poured cream into hers, and was stirring it with hands that trembled a little.


  “I knew you’d come back to me, dearest. I knew. I was sure,” her eyes said.


  “When you saw the crystals you remembered?” McNulty prodded, crushing out a cigarette.


  “Yes, everything,” I nodded. “My first Saturn flight, long ago, when the Company was pioneering in the field. They called it a “glory flight” in those days, I believe.”


  “They still do, lad,” McNulty smiled. “But as I was saying, the Doc had to humor you. You kept insisting he was sending invalids, cripples through the crepe ring. Subconsciously you felt yourself to be—well, mentally ill, and you took it out on the Doc. He says you were furious when he examined you.”


  “Was I very bad?” I asked.


  “You were simply suffering from amnesia, Jim—space-shock amnesia. There were bad months, of course, and you slept at the Phoebe City Institute. But most of the time you were completely rational. So rational, Jim, that you’ve been a flight instructor for twelve years.”


  “And Jane?” I asked.


  “You refused to see her, Jim. And I’m afraid you subconsciously hated me because my signature on your instructions had sent you through the ring. It was tough on me, Jim. We were buddies in the old days.”


  “I don’t hate you now,” I said.


  “I’m glad, Jim. You see, Jane and the Doc and I planned it together. We felt that if you could go through the Crepe Ring again you might be cured. Shock therapy, you understand? We felt another shock, going through all that again, might restore your memory and in a very real sense bring you back to us.”


  “So that’s why there were new pilots swarming; to the lockers and an air of expectancy hovering over the spaceport. You arranged all that?”


  “Add myself talking to you in the shower, Jim,” McNulty continued. “I talked to you through the shower slats the first time, remember? We were opening up the pitchblende diggings on Saturn, Jim. Those early pilots took tremendous risks.”


  “It’s funny,” I said. “I thought all the time the Crepe Ring was to be my objective. I had forgotten that the challenge was Old Man Saturn himself.”


  “The crystals took away your memory,” McNulty said. “Naturally your subconscious ire was directed against the Crepe Ring and the hazards you encountered on your first flight, before you reversed your course and brought the ship back with the devilish things clinging to your brow. You emerged babbling.”


  “You got them off?”


  “Yes, we got them off with a vacuum tube. But when I talked to you you just kept muttering over and over: “I’m going back, you hear? The Company isn’t licked yet.”


  Jane was looking at me with shining eyes.


  “Darling, when we decided to accompany you we knew it would have to be in one of the old ships, in one of the little suicide crates. The new, fast ships are much safer, but if we had made the flight in a new ship you mightn’t have remembered you had worn a glory crown.”


  “A glory crown?”


  She nodded, her hand creeping into mine.


  “When one of the old pioneers would return,” she said, “with the crystals imprisoned in vacuum tubes the kids at the hangar used to beg for them. They called them glory crowns.”


  I didn’t say anything. Couldn’t. I felt choked up, but not because I had worn a crown. No, I was remembering I had looked down over my new uniform not twenty hours before, and thought about blondes, brunettes and redheads. And all the while the most loyal, sweetest little wife a man ever had was waiting inside Lyra II—waiting to lead me out of the deep dark into a bright new dawn.


  OUTPOST OF THE EONS


  Dirk Wylie


  Though the battle to save his world had been over for centuries—one man, pitted against the pirate horde of Death—still had to fight it!


  CHAPTER ONE


  The Free Folk Die Hard!


  MANNING held his fire and watched the helmet bob invitingly at the bend in the tunnel. It hung there a moment, then was jerked back as its owner realized the ruse had failed.


  “Sucker trick,” he said aloud. “The oldest in the book. They’re not very flattering.”


  “Yes, they are,” answered Brooklyn Cordry. “There are fifty of them and only us two here. That’s sheer flattery.”


  She stopped talking and Manning saw her look at her faintly gleaming wrist chronometer.


  “What time is it?” he asked. Not that it mattered, not with fifty so-called “police” outside and only the two of them alive of the dozen that had been trapped in the raid.


  “Twenty-two ten,” she said. “An hour and fifty minutes to midnight. Think we can hold out?”


  Manning didn’t answer—the only answer was a flat “no”, and that was unnecessary cruelty. They were bound to die here, though the pirate rayshield around Rhea could last less than two hours more; though it would be only that long before the lean rockets of Tri-Planet’s navy could come blasting down to lcstore honest rule to the pirate planet.


  Hiss. The flaring muzzle of his heat pistol lashed out with a gout of flame. It ravened down the tunnel, calcined the charred rock wall. A man’s voice bellowed hoarsely and the elbow that had incautiously showed itself was rapidly withdrawn. Manning grinned in the dusk. There was one more fellow passenger for Charon’s ferry when they went, too.


  He inspected the gun. It was empty. He passed it to Brooklyn Cordry and got a full one back.


  “Here,” she said tightly.


  Manning squinted at the object she was offering in the darkness. It was another gun.


  “What—” he began.


  “There are two shells in it, Steve,” she said in a tiny voice. “That’s all there are.”


  Two shells. One apiece. Manning didn’t need to ask what that was for. When the other gun was empty and the rush came—well, death wasn’t tire worst fate the books held.


  Manning stretched his racked frame and shifted position uneasily. A tiny pebble was dislodged and clattered down the rock wall. Immediately three lances of flame spat hideously at the rock barricade from the bend in the tunnel. They rebounded harmlessly away, but a drip of molten rock trickled down the wall.


  “One thing’s sure,” Manning said, as though nothing had happened. “Eliot hasn’t talked. If Eliot had cracked, they wouldn’t need us. They’d have these men where they’re needed instead of penning us up—”


  “Steve!” Brooklyn’s whisper was tense, afraid. “Steve, what’s that?”


  Manning rubbed his eyes and stared, cursing the gloom. Was it a cloud rolling down the tunnel at them? Did he hear the faint hiss of—


  “Sleep gas!” he snarled. “Gas! God!” He leveled the heat pistol, squeezed the release, held it down recklessly as a dozen bolts of flaming hellfire ravened down the tunnel. He hurled the empty weapon away as a thousand-year-old stalactite slumped and dropped soddenly from the ceiling. A wisp of vapor invaded his nostrils, set his brain to reeling. He tried desperately to hold his breath, to fight off the onrush of unconsciousness—but the gas was stronger than he.


  Manning grabbed for the mercy gun with the two shells. His clawing hand was as weak as a babe’s, undirected as the hand of a sleeper. He found the gun, and his curling finger shot a single bolt into the ceiling as the tunnel spun madly about him—


  Then abruptly he was asleep.


  MANNING said, “No!” He said it loudly, coldly. He forced his face to be passive, to show no emotion. He rubbed his arm where it still stung from the needle they had given him to offset the sleep gas.


  Hilton noticed the gesture and smiled. Lean, dark Hilton, self-styled president of Rhea—a pirate with a price on his head that would buy a planetoid for the man who caught him.


  “Afraid of pain, Manning?” he purred. “If your elbow bothers you, think of what a little skillful extraction of information will do.”


  “Go to hell,” Manning said woodenly. “Soon. An hour from now, if you follow me.”


  Hilton laughed. “I follow you,” he said. “In an hour our rayscreen breaks down. In an hour the Tri-Planet rockets will be able to get through. . . . Only they won’t, because an hour from now they will have been destroyed—two hours ago!”


  Manning stiffened. They had learned that much, then! Eliot had broken down enough to tell them what his machine was—the dimension-warping time machine that was the only hope the pirates had.


  Hilton read his thoughts, and his smile persisted for a moment.


  Then, like the turning of a switch, it was off.


  “Damn you, Manning,” he snarled. “Damn you and the fat cats like you that keep on the good side of the law. You think you can stall us off; you think that your infernal fleet will come galloping over the hill with flags flying to save you. I’ll go back in the scrapheap. then, won’t I? Back where I belong—a cheap petty crook, raiding the space lanes—”


  He stopped in mid-sentence, brought up with a jerk. His eyes narrowed, and Manning realized with a chill that he was hopped up to the ears. Drugs, Manning realized. There goes the last chance. He’s kill-crazy!


  “Bring her in,” Hilton said slowly. “Bring in the girl.” One of the silent deadly men at the door spun round and went out.


  “We have no time to waste, Manning,” Hilton said. “We had an hour when they brought you here; we have fifty minutes now. That’s enough.”


  Manning held his stone face. Not a flicker of an eyelash; not a sign of weakening. Whatever came, it would be better than giving in and telling them what they had to know. . . .


  “I fought for this planet,” Hilton said. He wasn’t boasting wildly; he was a deadly menace. “I want to keep it. I will keep it. You have to show me how. Eliot told us a lot, but he died before he could tell us everything. We have the machine; we know what it is; we’ve laid plans to use it. You will show us how to make it work—”


  The silent man came back then and Brooklyn Cordry, hands bound behind her, was thrust in before him.


  “I can’t torture you, Manning,” Hilton said. “I haven’t the time. The girl here—she looks like the answer, Manning. If you help me, I’ll forget what you’ve been, what you’ve done to me, you and your stupid Free People that are all dead now, on this planet. I’ll pay for your help, Manning. If I start work on the girl, I’ll have to be fast and thorough. She—won’t ever be beautiful again. Make your choice.”


  The lean face hardened, and the eyes were the eyes of a predatory hawk. “Very well, Manning,” he said after a second. “We’ll do it the hard way. Ryan—” He whirled to one of the guards, spat a command—“You know what to do. Get moving!”


  Manning fought to keep his lips sealed, fought to keep from saying it. What was one girl, any girl, against the welfare of a world? What was a life or a love—when the fate of a million people was in balance? He fought to quiet the voice inside him. But it wouldn’t be quieted. It forced its way out, past his grim-held lips. . . .


  “All right,” he croaked. “Damn you, Hilton, all right!”


  HOW many hairs on a blonde girl’s head? A million? Seven million? Please, God, Manning thought grimly, let it he seven million and a bit. That will make it just right. Seven million people on a world, and I sell them all into slavery for the sake of a girl. Each hair on her head—one man, woman or child whose freedom I’ve given away forever.


  He said, “This thing has never been tried out, Hilton. It’s apt to be damned dangerous.”


  Hilton laughed. “Funny man,” he observed. “You want me to worry about danger now. Go ahead—move. And don’t forget, we still have the girl. And you.”


  Manning bent to the dials and levers, jury-rigged, all of them, and apt to break down if the power went on. It would be easy to make sure they broke down—


  But while he thought that, he was carefully, skillfully adjusting them with his quick, sure technician’s touch. He wanted to avoid the chance that they might break down, that the machine might not work. For they still had Brooklyn Cordry.


  What he couldn’t understand, he thought, was that she just stood there, looking at him. They had a cruel gag jammed in her rose-white mouth, and she couldn’t speak, or move her hands that were tied behind her back. And her eyes, of course; they were looking at him with horror and fright. There was strength in them that said he was ready to die, even by torture, and would not want to live at the price he had promised to pay. But she didn’t struggle or try to stop him—and that was a strange thing.


  She trusts me! he saw with a flash of insight. She thinks I’ll work something out—some way to get us out of this without helping Hilton and his killers.


  “She’s ready, Hilton,” Manning found himself saying. “That extension cord—plug it into the jack right above it. I’m sorry, very sorry,” he apologized, “that this is only a rough model. There are no switches on the master control—only a jack and cord.”


  “No,” said Hilton. “You plug it in.” He looked at his watch, smiled with a hard twist to his lips. “Twenty-eight minutes,” he said. “All the time in the world. I was commencing to grow impatient, but I see you weren’t stalling after all. Now plug it in—and do it quick.”


  Manning picked up the cord with its machined brass tip and rolled it between his fingers as his eyes darted for the last time over the board. He licked his lips, then, and with a quick motion jammed the cord in.


  Nothing happened.


  Nothing at all happened for one, two, three seconds. Then Hilton, his voice a strangled snarl, said, “What the hell’s the matter, Manning? If you’re trying—”


  “No,” said Manning, his voice harsh with emotion.


  This was something more than a weapon, here before him. Above and beyond the danger and the lust for battle that was raging in these men, there was the cool hand of science at work; the first test of an unknown machine.


  “No,” said Manning, “I’m not trying anything. Look!”


  The tubes, gas-filled bubbles of crystal, were glowing, all a faint red, seeping through the open spaces of the rough-rigged board that was the front of the squat machine. As they warmed, slowly, the colors changed and each tube shone with a different hue, as their ionization spectra asserted themselves. A bank of three cast lurid violet glare; an argon-filled tube was brilliant blue-white; one of neon was blood red. A bright pale green tube was nitrogen-filled, with a filament in which sodium was alloyed.


  “Watch,” said Manning, and he himself was watching. He alone saw the thing that was happening to the rheostat he had left half open. He saw it beginning to show light itself, though dimmed by the brighter glow from the giant tubes. Saw it turn red from heat, then white, as the current, transformed by the tubes into a thing of impossible frequency and fantastic power, surged through with more power and more.


  Probably Hilton saw it too, right there at the last. His eyes, half-lidded to keep out the flood of light as he stared at the machine, flared wide and he opened his mouth.


  But that was late, and the current was already too much for the thin, resistant wire of the rheostat. It glowed brilliant violet-white, then abruptly slumped sluggishly, parting and refusing with violent colors. And the current no longer had to follow the long, tortuous, reducing coil, but could leap directly through, and so it was stronger than it should have been—There was no sound, but there was an explosion of fierce and blinding light—as the building shifted crazily underfoot.


  IT LASTED only a second, and then the tubes were flaring dully again, in normal operation. Some device within the machine, some automatic cutoff installed by the dead designer, had come into operation. But fierce heat was beating from the machine, and Manning was driven back from it.


  Hilton said, “What the hell!”


  He shrugged and spoke to Manning. “Is that the way it’s supposed to work?” he asked.


  “How would I know?” Manning’s stare was into the eyes of Hilton, and the pirate president could find no trickery there. “Eliot could tell you that—if he was alive. Nobody else.”


  But he had his private thoughts, and he kept them private. Only half by accident had that rheostat been partly open. The rest was design, subconscious design that was meant to keep the pirate from getting what he wished. Though Manning had no proof to back it up, he felt sure that this present state of the machine was temporary; the automatic cut-off would not last forever. . . .


  “What time are we in now?” asked Hilton.


  There was no fantasy in the question as he asked it, no sense of strangeness. Just the horrible dark yearning of a man who sees what he wants most of all in his grasp—when the thing he wants is sordid power.


  Manning squinted at a dial, trying to make out its reading through the haze of heat that beat out from the plastic face plate of the machine. He shook his head.


  “No idea,” he said. “I don’t even know whether it’s past or future. The dials that ought to register that seem to be broken.”


  A certain new grimness was in Hilton’s jaw as he absorbed that, and the dark lines under his eyes sank deeper into the skin. His gaze as he looked at Manning grew colder, menacing.


  “Nix,” said Manning. “I didn’t do anything. I didn’t guarantee results on this. It was your idea.”


  Hilton nodded. “Well,” he said, “any time will do. Providing that we can get ships into space, and bring them back into the right time when they’re behind Tri-Planet’s damned fleet.”


  He paused, regarding Manning. “We can do that, can’t we?” he asked slowly, but with a burning intensity.


  Manning shrugged again and nodded. “The time machine can send your fleet into the future a year or so, yes,” he said. “Your fleet can form itself beyond the rayscreens, beyond where Tri-Planet’s fleet is blasting away. Then you can bring them back into the proper time and jump the inner-world fleet from the back. It ought to work. . . .”


  Hilton smiled, and the tenseness was going out of his face. “After all,” he said “we can’t expect too much from our new chief technician on his first day at the job, can we?” He was grinning now; then he sobered.


  “Ryan!” he snapped, and the deadly, silent man at the door took a quick step forward. “Order the fleet out to rendewous eighteen hundred miles out—at the admiral’s discretion.”


  The silent guard saluted and left.


  But in a minute he was back—and he was no longer a model of strictest, most punctilious military perfection.


  He was haggard, sweating, drawn. “Sir,” he said hoarsely. “Sir—the ships—aren’t there. Nothing’s there!”


  Hilton smothered a curse and dashed to a window, peering out into the night sky. The outlook was dark, darker than it should have been. Gone were the sweeping beams of the anti-rocket lights that should have been probing the sky; gone were the flares of the patrol rockets of the pirate republic’s guard fleet.


  Hilton whirled and glared tightly at Manning.


  There was death and torture in his deep-set eyes.


  “Crossed!” he hissed. “Manning, you’re not getting away—”


  “Shut up, Hilton,” said Manning. He brushed the pirate president aside, not with bravado or insolence, but as a man does who has an important thing on his mind. He went to the window.


  “Not a thing,” said Manning. “Nothing there. I wonder—”


  He turned and said, “Untie the girl. I need her.”


  He cast the blackness from his mind—the wavering blackness, unbroken by any light, that he had seen from the window. Now was the time for action, not for wonderment at what had happened.


  Hilton was looking at him, chill speculation on his face. He said to the guard, not taking his eyes off Manning, “Untie the girl.” And he stood there, watching Manning, his hand hovering by the blaster butt at his hip.


  Manning said, “You can’t keep us here, Hilton. The girl and I are going out to look around. If we find out where we are, it’ll be that much easier to figure out what to do.”


  “You’re not going out,” said Hilton. “Not alone, and not while it’s dark. When dawn breaks—if dawn ever does—we’ll all go out and scout around. This is a time machine. If you can make it work, it won’t matter how much time we waste here—or now, or whatever you’d call it. If you can’t, it just won’t matter.”


  Manning shrugged. He was only half listening, for once again he was watching something. For Hilton to see, he was watching the guard release Brooklyn Cordry from her gag and the ropes on her wrists. But with the corner of his eye he was seeing the machine again, watching the dial that was flickering ominously in rhythmic surges, each surge growing. Each run of the needle across the face of the dial came closer and perilously closer to a thin red line that seemed to waver and crawl in the heat that beat out from the machine.


  Brooklyn Cordry was free now, standing there almost dazed, absently rubbing her red-lined wrists where the ropes had chafed them. With quick sure steps, Manning crossed to her and circled her shoulders with an arm, whispering to her as he steadied her.


  Then, “Look, Hilton,” said Manning, his voice straining with some emotion stronger than triumph. “Look at the machine!”


  The heat was pounding out of it, stronger than ever, flaring up with sun-fury. And there was a thin, singing sound, as of a mammoth brazen teakettle. It was really the shriek of tortured metal surrendering to the buffets of more power than ever should have been thrust through it.


  Abruptly there was a flare of light—and the sound stopped.


  Silence. There stood Hilton, surprised with one hawklike hand stretching out to the machine, the guards, slack-jawed and staring, Manning and Brooklyn Cordry by the guards. And the light from the machine died down and was gone. But the room was not dark—for light was pouring in through the window. Sunlight.


  One, two quick steps and Manning was by the side of the guard named Ryan. A flickering motion of his hand, and the gun was not in Ryan’s holster, but in Manning’s hand, gripped tight as Manning sprang back and covered them all.


  “My turn now, Hilton,” he observed. “Keep your hands where they are.”


  BUT Hilton wasn’t listening. Slack-jawed, dull-eyed, he was staring out the window, gaping at a sun that was brighter than the sun should be, even from Earth—most especially from this remote moon of distant Saturn.


  Manning looked too. That was never the sun—never so bright, with great gouts of flame reaching out from it like the hungry arms of an octopus, seeking to devour a world in an agony of fire. If it was the sun—the sun had gone mad. “God,” said Hilton. “What now—” Manning gripped Brooklyn Cordry by the shoulder, spun her around and half shoved her out the door.


  “Come along, Hilton,” he said, gesturing with the gun. “You can leave your chums here. You and Miss Cordry and I are going out for a while. It’s dawn now, abrupt and unpleasant though this sunrise may be. You said we’d go out together at dawn. You were quite right—”


  Hilton snarled like a trapped animal as he came out of his momentary stupefaction and jerked his eyes away from the window. You could see the tiny tendons pulsing on the back of his lean hand as he battled against the supreme temptation to go for his blaster.


  But he didn’t reach for the gun slung at his hip, and he did come along, sidling close to Manning, ready for a lunge at him if Manning gave him the thinnest fraction of a chance.


  “Tell the guards to stay here,” Manning ordered.


  “Stay here,” echoed Hilton, never taking his venomous eyes off Manning. “Stay here like the man says,” said Hilton, and there was bitter mockery in his voice, an undertone that said quite clearly, “Follow me—and kill him!”


  “You’re our safe-conduct,” said Manning, waving Hilton on ahead of him, holding the blaster steady and ignoring the impotent guards. “If anything happens to us—a blaster will happen to you.”


  But in one thing Manning had been wrong. He had brought Hilton with him to order the guards away. He had expected guards to be there, in the presidential mansion of Rhea—that platinum structure that had meant serfdom for a thousand prisoners.


  But there were no guards. There was nobody. There was the corridor outside the room, empty, and a sweeping flight of marble stairs at the end of it. And down the stairs, marching grandiosely to the bottom, was a single line of furry lemon-yellow monkeylike creatures, each one holding the tail of the one that went before. Where they had come from, Manning did not know; and where they were going, Manning did not believe.


  For at the bottom of the steps, where they were headed, was green ooze and gray-green trees, lush purple foliage and dirty brackish streams. A primordial, prehistoric, steaming jungle, coming right up to this foot of the marble stairs—where should have been the grand ballroom of the president’s mansion. The ballroom was gone, and so was half the building—for it was sheared cleanly in half, and the other half was nowhere to be seen!


  From the jungle came weird hoots and lethal, bestial bellows of wild animals, of types never known to Manning. But their sound was a muted thing that did not penetrate, for there was too much wonder and awe in Manning’s mind.


  The time machine had worked—they were in Rhea’s remote past, the dawn age of the satellite!


  CHAPTER TWO


  Five from the Future


  “STAND here, Hilton,” said Manning, not thinking of the madness of the jungle being there, not dreaming of the fantasy of it all. He gestured the gun at the pirate president.


  “Stand by the doorway, Hilton,” said Manning, backing away. “With your back to us. If you move or call out while I can still see you—I’ll blast you, Hilton. Look at me and make sure of that.”


  “Listen,” Hilton croaked, his voice ragged and dry. “Let’s stop this foolishness. Let’s declare a truce while we figure out where we are and how to get out of it. Our private—”


  Manning laughed sharply. “There’s no truce, Hilton,” he said. “You wouldn’t keep it a second longer than you had to—and I’m not entirely sure I would.”


  Hilton shrugged somberly and turned about, his eyes staring blankly into the doorway from which they had come.


  They left him that way, Manning with a finger to his lips, cautioning Brooklyn Cordry to silence. They walked silently, rapidly to the edge of the bush. Brooklyn Cordry would have hesitated there. Her eyes were wide in consternation at the thought of what might lurk in the tangled, unearthly brush. But Manning would not have it; Manning touched her shoulder and walked on into the jungle.


  The blaster in his hand was a thing sharper than brutal fangs, more dangerous than the sting of a serpent. Whatever lay in the jungle could be no worse than death. Here, in the presidential mansion that stood in solitary, ragged grandeur in its fantastic new surroundings, lay things that made death seem a favor earnestly to be sought. For Hilton—mad, outlaw Hilton—had been crossed, and his vengeance was not mild.


  Now sinking ankle-deep into primordial ooze, now hearing the soles of their sandals slither across bare, raw rock, they hurried on, fighting the tangle of vari-hued vines, breathless, panting in the harsh steaming mist of the jungle. There was stillness about them, the silence of expectant waiting. From all about them, but a few hundred yards off, there were the shrieks of strange birds and the hoarse cries of animals. But there where they walked, and for a little way all about, there was silence. Waiting silence; watchful, ready silence.


  A hundred yards inside the cover of the jungle, but seeming as far from the mansion as from Polaris, they paused at the brink of a swollen, sluggish stream. It rippled and burbled in the center with the hint of life under the surface that swam about in ceaseless quest of food.


  “I’m tired,” said Brooklyn Cordry, panting, but it was not a complaint. “I don’t think I can walk very far in—this.”


  Manning, staring at the carpet of needlelike bramblegrass, red and lethal-looking, said, “Well, don’t sit down here. You might not get up—that stuff looks dangerous.”


  He stood there, holding the blaster loosely but always ready, looking about them. You couldn’t see far into this dense, subtropical jungle, but by the same token, it would be hard for a marauder to see you. Manning took a quick look at Brooklyn Cordry, and at his own clothing. Bright, vivid colors they were—which was bad. But then the jungle, with its harsh purples and greens and reds, was vivid too. Almost they were camouflaged, matching their setting.


  Manning, standing there, panting, was conscious suddenly of a tension building up in the air. There was a feeling of strain that made his scalp quiver and itch, as though somewhere a mighty surge of power was leaping into the atmosphere, preparing to—


  The machine! Hastily Manning looked at the chrono-dial on his wrist. Ten minutes since the last surge. . . .


  Then it happened. There was an instant of reeling change, then the tension was gone.


  So was the jungle about them.


  THERE was red sand around them, glistening. Sand dunes and valleys, stretching off into the distance. Overhead was a wan red sun, tiny and terribly far away. Manning and the girl, standing there, felt sharp cold make their exposed skin tingle, saw their breath form dense white vapor in the air. They were not dressed for cold, not on Rhea, warmed by the radium deposits under its surface that had made it a thing worth Hilton’s while to conquer.


  Brooklyn Cordry said, “It’s cold, Steve.” She looked about dismally, shivering as she took in the monotonous scene. Far to the west—what Manning thought was the west, though there was no way to tell—was a low range of hills. She looked at it, then at Steve.


  “Do you think there might be a cave there, where we could keep warm?” she asked.


  Manning shrugged. “Probably,” he said. “Unless we’re in the future even farther than I think—in which case erosion’ll have made sure that there’s not a cave on the planet. But it doesn’t matter. I think—I know—that the machine is going to snatch us out of here, almost in a matter of seconds! It’s still on—”


  He stopped. “Listen!”


  Voices—and the sound of feet slithering through the sand. Men’s whispered grunts, and a clinking of metal. There were two or three men around, somewhere, hidden behind a dune or crouching, crawling in a valley. But there were voices—whoever they were, they hadn’t seen Manning and the girl, or they wouldn’t speak.


  “Hilton!” he whispered tightly to Brooklyn Cordry. “The machine—it has a grip on them, too. They were in its sphere of influence.”


  Alarm flared in her bright eyes, but her lips were taut and unquivering. She nodded silently, then obeyed his touch on her arm and followed him. Hastily they stepped through the clinging carmine sand, Manning guiding her so that they kept low down, partly hidden by the enormous dunes all about. The air, it seemed, was growing colder by the instant, freezing cold, with a bitterness that Manning had never known. He wondered abstractedly how it was that the atmosphere didn’t congeal about them, didn’t fall in crystalline shards about their feet, frozen solid.


  The men’s voices were behind them now, and not coming closer. Manning released the arm of Brooklyn Cordry and gestured for her to remain where she was. He scrambled up the slipping side of a dune, trying to avoid noise but hearings the gritting sound of the shifted sand louder than Gabriel’s clarion.


  Cautiously he eased his head over the top of the dune, looked around. The men were not in sight behind them—though a muddled trail of footprints across the top of a dune showed where they had been.


  Manning rotated his head slowly.


  The presidential palace. It was there, looming majestic and stark, a slab-sided ruin with half of it bitten off by the rending force of the time warper. Manning stared at it hard, trying to bridge with his eyes the quarter-mile distance that separated it from him. Was it empty—had Hilton and all the guards left in it come out to seek Brooklyn Cordry and him?


  Or . . . who were the men they had heard among the dunes?


  He looked away, and gave minute inspection to the round horizon. Nothing. Nothing, save the wavering dunes of blood-red sand.


  This is the far future, he thought silently. The sun is growing old and faint. The planet is dead. I wonder who won—


  He grinned sharply to himself and allowed himself to slide down the dune. Whoever had finally won—yes, the battle was over now. It had been over for centuries, perhaps for millions of years, in this world of the far future. And yet, though it was over—he had still to win it!


  It was cold, deathly cold. His breath was a harsh thing that ripped into his lungs like chill flame. Brooklyn Cordry was standing where he had left her, there in the hollow between the dunes, not daring to sit and rest for even a moment in this Arctic frost. Her teeth dug into her lower lip deeply, clenched to prevent the chattering that strove to manifest itself. Her lips were blue, numb.


  “What did you see, Steve?” she asked, her voice a thin whisper that trembled as she shivered with the cold.


  He shrugged. “Nothing much,” he said. He waved an arm. “Hilton’s palace is with us still—over there. The men we heard seem not to have noticed us. They’re going away, as far as I can tell.”


  Abstractedly he touched her elbow, drew her after him. They had to keep moving. Soon the machine would grasp them up in its taut clutch, of course. But before then they might easily freeze.


  Stephen.


  Drawn out of his concentration, he turned his head, looked at the girl.


  “What?” he asked.


  Brooklyn Cordry looked at him sharply. “I didn’t say anything.”


  “Of course you did,” he began with irritation. But—


  Stephen. Stephen Manning, listen to me. I must tell you something. Go meet those men—quickly.


  No, it wasn’t the girl, wasn’t Brooklyn Cordry who stood there looking at him with wonder in her eyes, crisp fay-lights of hoarfrost dancing in her blonde hair. She was not speaking aloud, nor was the voice that had called to Steve Manning a voice at all.


  A thought without body, it was. The clear call of mind to mind.


  It was the mind of someone Steve Manning knew, someone who couldn’t be calling, couldn’t ever—


  Stephen Manning!


  “Eliot!” Manning cried aloud. “Eliot! Where are you?”


  Brooklyn Cordry, mouth falling open, conscious no longer of the cold that drained the life from her bones, looked at him. And there was suppressed, stillborn terror in her eyes; a thought that was there to see, if Manning had looked.


  It has been too much, the thought said. He has snapped!


  But Manning didn’t see. He had no eyes for the girl. He was staring about with a wildness flaring from his deep eyes, a hope that he dared not believe in.


  “Eliot!” he cried again. Then, on a softer note, “Eliot, are you here? Or have I gone insane?”


  I am not there, Stephen, the thought came. But—you are not insane. I cannot spare time to explain; I must hurry. Hilton and his guards are nearby, but they are going away and soon the time will be too late. Go to them—call to them. Surrender! If you would save the Free People, Stephen—surrender!


  “But, Eliot, I—”


  Stephen, Stephen! The thought was urgent, piercing. I have no time. Trust me for this. The Free People and myself—you and Brooklyn Cordry too, Stephen—all our lives depend on you. Surrender. Surrender, and when the time is ripe—I will try to tell you what you then must do!


  Steve Manning stood there, tensed, the atrophied muscles in his scalp trying to prick up his ears, to make him hear better that which was no longer to be heard—and in the hearing of which the ear had played no part, but only the brain itself.


  “Eliot,” he said. “Eliot, did—”


  But there was no answer.


  He looked at Brooklyn Cordry and saw what was in her clear eyes. It rocked him back—but Eliot had said that there was no time, and it truly had been Eliot. How or why did not matter.


  “Girl,” he said, “trust me a while longer. We’re going somewhere in a hurry.”


  And she said never a word, but took the quick hand he held out to her and followed after him, gasping in the stranglingly cold air, panting for breath as they raced and scrambled over the dunes, as they hurried quickly after the men they had heard. Never a word she said, not even when they saw the startled faces of three men turned over their shoulders to gape at them, not even when Hilton’s blaster leaped up and covered them—but held its fire through sheer surprise.


  Steve Manning said quickly, “You’ve won again, Hilton. Here!” With thumb and forefinger he plucked his commandeered blaster from its holster, held it out to the nearest of the stunned guards, butt first. . . .


  THEY had a little fire going, a flickering heap of what papers they’d had in their pockets and a few shreds of flameweave garment, sparked by the furious flare of a blaster shot. Manning saw a thousand-credit note wadded up in the puny blaze, charring and sputtering as it burned.


  Even Hilton’s money is no good, he thought. At least they could make it good kindling.


  “It doesn’t matter,” he said out loud.


  Hilton blinked and came out of his stupor.


  “What doesn’t matter?” he asked. “Your fire,” Manning said. “You won’t need it long—and you won’t be able to keep it. We’ll be gone in a couple of minutes. The machine—”


  Hilton shrugged. “Until that happens,” he said, “it’s cold. God, but I’m glad that you’ve got some sense pounded into you, Manning. I shouldn’t keep my offer open—but I have. You’re in on whatever happens now. If we can get this crackpot time machine under control, you’ll get all the money you can use, all the power. Anything you want you’ll get. Anything—as long as my fleet gets into space in time to catch Earth’s fleet by surprise.”


  He turned, looked at Brooklyn Cordry. Apprehension, controlled but visible, was in her silence as she stood there, her blonde hair crisp and crackling about her head in the icy air. A long, dangerous second he looked at her, making up his mind, weighing the chances.


  Then: “She’s in the bargain too, of course,” he said easily. “Amnesty for her—since the rest of your hoodlums that called themselves the Free People are dead. We’ll forget her crimes. . . . Still, Manning, she’s even more dangerous to me than you yourself. A beautiful woman who is intelligent and determined can overthrow a government between noon and night.


  “Miss Cordry, I’d give my arm to have you on my side—with the rabble ready to follow wherever you send them, to throw their stupid little lives away for your word. The power that we’d have, the incredible and complete power, with your grip on their souls and mine on their miserable bodies . . .


  He looked at her once again, and then abruptly shook his head. “But you couldn’t do it,” he said. “You couldn’t control them unless you believed in what you said—and you do not believe in me. At the last, Miss Cordry, you’re a woman still, and your heart rules your head. So—you will have amnesty for the sake of Manning, here. For yourself alone, you’d get a bolt from a blaster.”


  Brooklyn Cordry shrugged and looked away. She moved instinctively closer to the wan heat of the blaze, held her hands above it.


  “For myself alone,” she said, “I might prefer it.”


  Manning said, “There’s too much conversation. Hilton, let’s move. This fire isn’t doing us any good; we’ll freeze to death if the time warp doesn’t grab us soon. And we have to get back to your palace. That’s where the machine is, and the machine itself is what we must work on.”


  Hilton nodded his head quickly, jerked a thumb at the two silent guards. “We’re going back,” he said. And, “Give Dr. Manning his gun. He’s on our team . . .


  It became a race, the five of them against the quick surge that would come from the time warp. Hilton and Manning ahead, eyes alert each time they topped a dune for the sight of the palace that so slowly drew closer; Brooklyn Cordry behind, helped by the rough, strong arms of the guards as they scrambled through the shifting, clinging dunes.


  It was a chance, Manning knew, that the time era they were thrown into next would hide the palace. A jungle would do it, or a starless, featureless night. They could easily get lost. They had to get closer.


  Suddenly the atmosphere was crinkling hazily about them, and the intolerable strain in it made the physical chill of the air a thing that they had forgotten. They could hardly move, for the tension was a clinging thing that impeded their progress. But they made it—or came close enough.


  They were within a dozen yards of the shattered open face of the place when the coiled tension all about them released itself with almost an audible sound, and the instant of dizzying vertigo picked them up, hurled them silently, abruptly through time.


  THEY reached the palace through a driving rain, tepid but penetrating. It billowed and surged around them, and the soft red mulch underfoot was heavy with it.


  Whatever era they were in, it was a warm one. There was no sun, nor any marked vegetation. A few mosses and lichens underfoot were all of life—save for the five racing humans. It was daylight, but the scudding, pounding clouds overhead obscured the sun.


  Hilton stopped when they reached the bottom of the long flight of stairs that had once opened upon the grand ballroom, now cascaded to a wet red morass.


  There were sounds from inside, hissing, spitting, crackling sounds. The machine—


  He turned, panting, absently brushing the rivulets of rain from his face. He looked at Manning for a second.


  “Acting up, isn’t it?” he asked.


  Manning listened and shrugged. “It’s overheated. It was when we left it; it’s got worse since. What do you expect? Let’s go look.”


  They ran up the stairs in open order, like skirmishers attacking their objective through withering enemy fire. The noises grew in volume as they topped the staircase, raced down the wide paneled hall, burst into the chamber.


  Inside was—power, surging bright and hard; heat, hurling itself at them viciously; destruction, and strength gone mad.


  The machine, a thing of crudely jointed angles and gaping panels, seemed to reel with its own furious energies.


  Manning said, “We can’t get close to that!”


  Hilton nodded, and the tenseness was suddenly back in his face. No human could have approached that machine at that time. No human that had to breathe with moist lungs, no human made of moist flesh. The heat from it would have parched him in split seconds. The man to come near it would have been seared to a broiling, bubbling, shriveled hulk.


  Manning lidded his eyes against the streaming energies that spurted from the machine. He raised an arm, pointed.


  “Do you see that, Hilton?” he asked. “Do you see the cord there—so beautifully insulated, very beautifully. The heat won’t melt that. That’s Earth wiring, specially imported by Eliot in the days when we could import what we wanted, and didn’t have to use your shoddy substitutes.”


  He turned to Hilton, eyed him carefully. “You see it, don’t you?” he asked. “The one that juts out from the side of the machine, and loops around, down below, and disappears into the base where the energy atoms are? Well, if you or I could get to the machine for just one second, and break that cord, or rip it out—the power would be off. Then we’d have time, Hilton. I’d be able to fix it, I think, once the power was off. . . . But it’s too well shielded to be affected by the heat—until the rest of the machine is hopelessly wrecked, and we’re stranded here.”


  He was smiling. Hilton saw him smiling, and the mask that was Hilton’s face was not pleasant. There was no smile there, only the terrible intensity of a man who sees hell lying naked before him, and is afraid of it but carefully is weighing the chances, wondering whether the gains balance the losses, whether the risk is worth taking.


  “You can’t try, Manning,” he said. “No one else can fix the machine. The girl would never make it. Myself—I won’t try, for this is all for me and it would be fruitless to jeopardize my life, or my eyes.”


  His face was no longer a thing chiseled in lifeless stone. It was pulsing, working as he turned about, as his eyes were irresistibly drawn to the two guards who stood motionless behind him. He looked at them, dark speculation in his eyes, and cold appraisal.


  The guards looked back at him, neither sullenly nor with interest. Stolid as always they were, their thoughts and feelings hidden behind a mask of diamond-hard obedience to duty. But before the flame of intensity in Hilton’s eyes, the hard diamond began to crack, the stolidity melted and slumped away, the tough fiber of obedience in them wilted. And the human being at the core looked through, into Hilton’s eyes, and saw what was there.


  The face of one of them cracked open. “No!” he said aloud. “Chief, no!”


  But Hilton was advancing on him, staring at him with the intent objectivity of a swimmer who sees shore. “Chief—” said the guard, and his face was convulsed. “Anything you want, Chief, but—”


  Hilton brushed his words angrily aside. “Quickly!” his voice lashed. “That cord—get in there and break it!”


  Stephen! For God’s sake, Stephen!


  “Hold it!” Manning shouted aloud, and was silent, while his mind cast about anxiously, striving to catch again the thin thread of thought that had linked him with a man who should have been dead. Frantically he tried to hear the message that his brain awaited.


  The guard stood there numbly, face working, eyes riveted to the flaring, surging machine. Hilton spun around, glared at Manning. Then the fierceness in his eyes dimmed out and was gone, and concentration replaced it as he saw how Manning stood there, strangely intent on something that was not in Hilton’s experience.


  Stephen, don’t turn off the machine! All you need do now is—be ready for what will come. You’ve done the rest—The voice was exultant. Be ready, Stephen—with your blaster!


  TABLEAU. There stood Steve Manning, his hand slowly creeping around to his side where the holster swung, his face taut but alight. There stood Brooklyn Cordry, waiting for what might come, but her face softening too as she realized that there was something in the air, something that had come to Steve Manning.


  Hilton waited too, but with apprehension visible for the first time in his saturnine face. There also were the two guards, at whom no one looked. . . .


  And dominating the scene, the flaring, sputtering, energy-sotted machine in the corner.


  Abruptly its energies calmed. The radiant heat that beat out from it was no more—and only the intense but bearable heat from its tortured metal remained.


  Its sounds diminished and died away. The waves of light from it died, and the pale colors of its tubes were the only illumination. In the sudden stillness they could hear the pounding of the tepid rain outside, the sighing of the wind as it caressed the ragged edges of the palace.


  “Manning,” Hilton said tautly. “What is this?”


  “I don’t know,” Manning said truthfully, keeping his voice under control, trying not to let the stark expectancy in it seep through. “Wait and see.”


  Stephen, clear the floor. Thirty secconds—


  “Stand back,” said Manning sharply. “Get back out of the way, everybody. Something’s going to happen!”


  Seconds were fleeing, and each one left its mark on Manning’s throat, tightening about it. The urgency in his voice allowed only obedience. Even outlaw Hilton stepped back silently, but with lethal darkness glimmering in his eyes.


  The guards and Brooklyn Cordry—all stepped back.


  Twenty seconds, and twenty-five. Manning for the first time felt his fingers reaching without an order from his brain for the warm, hard butt of his blaster. He saw from the corner of his eye that Hilton was watching him. Hilton’s eyes flicked from Manning’s face to the blaster butt, and comprehension flared in them. His own hand began to move—


  Ping.


  Clear and bell-like, a crystalline, hard, thin note. It permeated the air and clung to it, though it lasted only the thousandth of a second.


  A flicker of motion, swirling and inchoate. A dazzlingly quick movement there in the cleared floor space from which they had just stepped back—and the swirl condensed and took human forms. There were people there. Four men, lean, fervid, alert—armed with leveled blasters!


  The first of them was a man Steve Manning knew well—a man who had said his dying words in Manning’s ear, a word of friendship and an order to carry on the fight. It was Jordan who had died in a besieged tunnel end, with an arm and half a shoulder ripped off him by the searing bolt of a blaster!


  “STAND still!” Jordan snapped, and the three men behind him backed up his order with their blasters. “Out in the hallway—get!”


  And he was herding them on, hurriedly. He stepped clear of the spot where he had materialized while the five wanderers fell back before him.


  Then—ping, again. And four more were there—four ragged, thin men with fires of eagerness in their eyes. They stepped quickly out of the way, and—ping!


  Only two this time. But one of them was Eliot.


  “Stephen!” he cried. “It’s hard to believe—”


  Eliot pushed the men who had preceded him aside, hurried to Steve Manning, wrung his hand. Eliot, alive!


  There were no words, Manning found. He didn’t try to look for them. Action was for him—not words. He spun around, looked at Hilton.


  The pirate president was masklike of face, tense of hand and body. His taut fingers hung there just below the grip of the blaster where they had been arrested by the four miraculously appearing men.


  “Don’t try anything, Hilton,” Manning advised sharply. “I don’t know what’s happened, but you’re outnumbered, outguessed. Give it up, or you’ll die.”


  There was no change on Hilton’s face to show that he had heard, only the impenetrable mask. His eyes were drops of jet-black hatred, pouring fury out of themselves as they bored into Manning’s.


  Jordan was saying, “Sorry I had to treat you rough, Manning. I had no time. We had to get out of the way, so the next batch could come through. There are twelve of us here now, Manning. Twelve of the Free People; each of us armed. We’re going to win a war with just the twelve of us!”


  Manning looked at him, but the question on his lips was anticipated.


  “Tell me quickly,” Brooklyn Cordry begged. There was light and life in her face now. “What has happened—what miracle has happened? Oh, Eliot—all of you—we thought you were dead!”


  Eliot nodded soberly. “We probably were,” he said. “I’ll tell you about it, soon. Not now.” He looked quickly at his machine, and his face wrinkled. “Bad,” he said. “It is not in good condition.”


  He was walking over to it, and already his fingers were in the pouch at his side, dragging out tiny tools and bits of wire.


  “A few minutes,” he said. “It will take me a few minutes to adjust it. . . .” Jordan too, was uncoiling wire from his pouch. “Manning,” he said, “give me a hand. Tie these lads up so they won’t get hurt.”


  THERE was no resistance in the two guards, none in dark Hilton. You’d have hardly thought that Hilton knew what was going on—except for the intensity of his eyes that watched every move of Manning’s with concentrated fury. He said no word, made no motion of his own, and the two guards acted as if they just did not care.


  Eliot was at the machine, and Manning turned from binding the three captives to stare in admiration at the thick, fumbling, incredibly deft fingers that were tearing out old circuits and rewiring them, making sure of every contact. Eliot was aware of Manning’s gaze.


  Over his shoulder he said, “You see, Stephen, the machine was not quite finished. I had put it aside temporarily to work on a pilot model. There were things that came up that I had to understand more clearly. I made the model, and finished it, and found the answers to the questions. I had just gone back to the big machine when—” he glared over his shoulder at Hilton—“I was interrupted. By that.”


  He stood up, resting one hand on the top of the machine, ignoring the heat that was still in it.


  “That’s how we got here,” he went on. “That’s how I was able to speak to you, telepathically. The pilot machine was easier to build than this great beast of a thing.”


  He gazed affectionately at his creation, as a father might at a well-deserving son. “This can move a world through time, anywhere, once it is properly adjusted. The pilot machine—a few cubic yards of space, a few hundred pounds of mass, that is all it can cope with.”


  Brooklyn Cordry said, her voice trembling with wonder that was only now beginning to show through her guard. “But we thought you were dead, as well as Jordan and Swayne here, and all the Free People. How does it come that you are not dead?”


  Eliot looked at her full in the eyes, and there was a smile around his lips—a smile that bore a hint of sadness.


  “I think we were dead,” he said. “We must have been. But once—before we were dead, before you saw Jordan killed, and the others—we were all alive. And this is a time machine. In one time lane, you see, all of us are dead and wiped out; there are no Free People left alive. But there are an infinite number of time lanes, numerous as the branches of a tree. . . .”


  His voice tapered off, and the smile was gone from his face as he stood staring into nothingness for a second. There was deep awe in his eyes, and a thin taint of the fear of the unknown that every human has.


  “It must have been because you started the big machine,” he said. “The time radiations, the incredible distortion of everything chronological that occurred when it was started, let loose under its own power, without control by someone who knew exactly how to run it. Whatever it was, there was a backlash of power. Perhaps that isn’t why, but there was a reason—for something utterly strange happened.


  “I was in the laboratory, trying to complete this machine here. Hilton and half a dozen of his thugs broke in and found me. I spoke to them and they mentioned the machine, told me that they knew what it was, planned to have it to aid them in their battle to keep Rhea under their heels. I didn’t try to argue with them—you don’t argue with men like Hilton. I walked back, away from them, looking for something to fight with. A club or a knife. I walked around behind the machine here. They jumped me—


  “Well, maybe the machine got turned on for a split second then. I don’t know. All I know is that—in your time lane—they captured me and tortured me and finally killed me. In my time lane, I suddenly found myself once again in the laboratory. Only it was empty, and the big machine was gone.


  “They had left the pilot machine. Probably they hadn’t seen it, for it is quite small and I had put it aside.”


  Jordan nodded and broke in. “There’s a televisor attachment on it, Steve,” he said. “Something like that. Anyhow, with it Eliot can see into other eras and communicate, sometimes, with people who are in them. He saw us in the tunnel, and saw that we were being wiped out. He couldn’t do anything about it then, but—well, I don’t understand it. All at once something was squeezing me around the chest and around the head. Then it let go, and I was in the laboratory with Dr. Eliot.”


  “I picked him right out of the tunnel,” Eliot supplemented, grinning a little. “With the pilot machine. Just grabbed Swayne and Jordan and all the others I could get. There was something wrong with the focusing, though. Jordan says he doesn’t understand it . . . I don’t either. But the time eras slipped a little, and collapsed on each other, and there was duplication. For a dozen of the Free People were there in the laboratory with me—and also they were in the tunnel with you. The same people! In two places at the same time! They’ll have to rewrite the books when they hear about that; it isn’t in natural law. But then—neither is time travel.”


  Brooklyn Cordry said, “It doesn’t matter. What matters to me is that you’re alive. Now, Dr. Eliot—what do we do?”


  Eliot’s smile vanished. “We have work,” he said. “If we just sit still, do nothing, our cause will triumph, I think. Tri-Planet’s navy, in that era from which we came, was pounding at the screens around Rhea. And when they break down, Tri-Planet’s fleet will wipe out Hilton’s. But there will be death and destruction, and Rhea will not be free still. Tri-Planet will govern wisely, and go away when the time is ripe. But Rhea can govern itself now—once Hilton is crushed.”


  Manning felt the confidence and the strength flow back into him. Here was the promise of action again, and of combat!


  “You mean,” he said, “that we will get back into our own time era again, and fight?”


  Eliot nodded soberly. “It won’t be easy,” he said. “Surprise we’ll have, yes. We can pick our spot. But there are only twelve of us—”


  Manning laughed aloud, exultation bubbling forth from him. “Easy? Who would want it easy?” he cried. “What’s worth having is worth fighting for!”


  Eliot smiled again. He dropped a hand to the machine at his side, held it there as he spoke. “Swayne, Plennith,” he said. “You two stay where you are. After the others go through, I’ll send you to a point before the screens were set up. Steal a ship; go out in space. Get to the outer limits of the screens. Take the pilot model with you, then snap back in time to the point where the Tri-Planet ships are attacking the screen. Signal them, tell them that normal government is being restored under the screens, and that Hilton’s crowd is being thrown out. We’ll deliver Hilton and his cutthroats to them in person, for their trial. The Tri-Planet commanders will listen. . . .


  “The rest of you, I’ll send back to the right time era at once. You’ll be right in the heart of things, where all the brains and executives of Hilton’s administration are gathered. I can’t tell you just what to do—but they’ll be in turmoil because of what has happened to the mansion, and you will be determined and armed. Take over. And if the worst comes to the worst—smash the ray screens and let the Tri-Planet ships through at once.”


  “Sure,” smiled Manning broadly, touching the knurled grip of the blaster at his side. “Sure! Leave it to us . . .


  CHAPTER THREE


  Nine Against a World


  EIGHT men and a girl—nine blasters among them. And against them was the might of a despot who ruled a planet!


  Not quite, thought Manning with grim triumph as they picked their way through the darkened, empty corridors of the presidential mansion, now once more complete and in its own proper era. Only Hilton’s underlings are against us. The boss himself is—forcibly—neutral.


  It was a definite advantage that Hilton and two of his guards were bound and helpless, in the care of Dr. Eliot at some remote era in Rhea’s past or future. Eliot had thought it best to keep it that way, until they had a chance to strike at his empire. They dared not take the chance of bringing him along with them—and Eliot had to stay to guard him.


  To the other side of the mansion they had hurried, to a maze of sleeping chambers, which were rarely used, some of them having never been used. Hilton had had them built when he had planned the mansion. They were designed for visiting notables, for diplomats and royalty and statesmen from the other worlds. But Hilton’s regime had never been recognized, and the ornate chambers had remained empty. . . .


  Dark it was, and silent. They were looking for an exit into the darkness outside. Manning was the leader of the party, and the eyes of the others were eternally on him, staring, wondering. Manning felt them on his back, and knew he had no answer for their unspoken question: What shall we do?


  All he could do was see what happened, and make the most of any chance. Nor was there much time. A few minutes, that was all. Then the shields would collapse, and there would be fighting. And Tri-Planet’s navy would settle down to Rhean soil, and Tri-Planet’s soldiers would do the ordering from then on, until—until too late. Rhean freedom had to be soon.


  “Who goes there?”


  Sharp and imperious, loud as the crack of doom. And a man’s figure was limned against the pale seepage of light from the end of the corridor. A guard.


  Manning’s answer was the flare and burst of a blaster. There was the beginning of a man’s shriek—but the sound of the blaster cut it off, and the man was dead before he could complete it. Blaster-dead, which is to say—utterly charred.


  “One for us,” said Manning. “Damn him! Now they’ll have heard the shot——”


  They had. The seven men and Brooklyn Cordry behind Manning bunched up closer to him, more alert and ready. Voices were ahead again, a confused babble.


  “Right through them,” said Manning in a sharp whisper. “Shoot them down and keep going. We’ve got to get out. If we can get outside and look around—Maybe the radio stations would be best. Once we disrupt them, they’ll no longer be able to control their forces, give orders to them. Then the Tri-Planet fleet can simply walk over them.”


  He shrugged invisibly in the murky gloom. What should he do? Twenty minutes—in which to conquer a world!


  There was no time for speculation. The tenor of the voices ahead had changed, and a clear, loud bass yell was giving orders. Shapes moved back and forth in the corridor ahead, and two searchlights kindled, swung their rays down the long hall at the group of nine Free People.


  Manning hurled a blaster bolt at the end of the corridor, and annihilated the men at the lights, as well as the small knot of guards that were running up. But blasters were perilous things to play with. One bolt could wipe out all the enemies ahead—but should only one escape and find chance, a single bolt from his own blaster could destroy all nine of them!


  Split-second silence ahead, then the running Free People heard dismayed voices from farther back, asking questions, calling out to each other. But they did not hesitate, did not halt. On they raced, while the enemy formed ranks around the bend ahead.


  Manning, running for the turn in the hallway, felt a clumsy hand grab at his shoulder, throw him off stride.


  “What—” he began in anger, then stopped speaking as Jordan shoved him out of the way and raced ahead at top speed, He rounded the corner like a speedster rocket on the Earth-Mars Relay.


  Great gouts of blaster flame met him, crisped him, annihilated every fragment of his body. But his own weapon had lashed out its fire at the same time—and there were shrieks from around the bend.


  Manning followed around the bend almost before the incandescent flares died out, and his gun spat its lightnings. Almost, though, there were no targets for it. Only a great chamber in which lay the seared hulks of a score of men.


  Jordan had done well—and had died.


  Manning halted, stared.


  “It’s an armory,” he said aloud, abruptly.


  “That’s right,” panted Brooklyn Cordry, halting beside him while the others came up. “What of it?”


  “What of it?” he echoed. “What of it? A roomful of explosives—”


  His voice trailed off. He looked at her carefully, then stared at the others. A second fled.


  “Nothing,” he said sharply. “Just an idea I had. It won’t work out.” His eyes were roving around the room, staring from rack to rack of hand-weapons, from case to case of super-explosives.


  “Take extra blasters,” he ordered. “All the spare charges you can carry, but not enough to weigh you down. And go on ahead. Keep the exit clear for me. I’ll try to fix it so no one will—follow us through here.”


  WE CAN’T stand still, thought Brooklyn Cordry with a white heat of anger in her brain, anger and irritation. We’ve got to keep moving. That’s all we have—smallness and speed and the ability to keep on the move. Why then are we waiting here for them to get set and wipe us out? Why doesn’t Steve get here? It can’t take him this long—


  “No trouble?” asked Steve Manning, coming through the doorway behind them, panting slightly from effort. “Good. Let’s get moving. To the right here—down to the skyfield.”


  Short, heavy Dupres said, “What about the radio stations—the generators for the city’s power? Weren’t we—”


  “I’m the boss,” said Steve Manning. “I’ll have to give the orders. And I don’t have time to explain. Come on!”


  And he circled Brooklyn Cordry’s wrist with a lean-fingered hand, began an ungraceful but efficient lope through the darkness, along the dimmed side of the mansion. Brooklyn Cordry ran like the wind behind him, a little to the side. His hand on her wrist was a guide, not a tow-rope, for she paced him step for step, lightly as the thin air of the night.


  “Halt!” A detachment of Hilton’s soldiers burst out of a side alley across the dim, empty street. They stared at them, cried out a command, and reached for their blasters.


  But quicker than the surprised soldiers, stout Dupres broke his waddling stride long enough to draw and fire in one motion—and the four soldiers were struck with man-made lightning from his gun. Two died then and there, in ashes; the other two dropped to the ground to return fire. But in that split second, three more blasters of the Free People spoke, and lashed out death to Hilton’s killers.


  “Come along,” Manning said evenly, slipping his own half-drawn gun back into its sheath. “We haven’t got time—”


  The city was alive and pulsing around them as they raced panting through the Rhean night. Alive it was—but empty. Hardly a light was in a window, not a soul was on the streets. Overhead in the black sky flared the silent aurora of Hilton’s ray screens, luminescing now as the massed forces of the Tri-Planet fleet strove to batter them down.


  Manning stopped, drew a great, ragged breath through his flaring nostrils. “Stop now,” he said, panting. “Catch your breath. Two minutes. . . .”


  He looked down below, at the wide expanse of the skyfield with its great cargo rockets and tiny speedsters lined up ready for removal to less dangerous spots when Tri-Planet’s fleet broke through. Already the deadly war rockets were gone, patrolling the night sky far overhead, just beneath the pyrotechnics of the ray screens.


  Hilton’s fleet could have annihilated Tri-Planet’s if it had caught them by surprise, though Tri-Planet’s was far the deadlier. But with the advantage in position, without surprise, without Eliot’s time-warper working against them, Tri-Planet could not lose. All of Hilton’s fleet could not guard Rhea against them. . . .


  MANNING looked at the glowing dial of his chronometer, stood up straighten “We have ten minutes,” he said. “Do you see the speedster down there, all by itself? There’s nobody in it, nobody around it. We can steal that, and we need it. I hope it’s fueled—” Not a word from any of the seven with him, only silent nods. Manning was the boss.


  They slid quietly down the ferroconcrete embankment that surrounded the skyfield, stepped gingerly over the high-tension power rail that fed the little handling cars that rolled on their tracks around the perimeter of the field—in normal times, that was, when the field was used for commercial purposes. A brace of R.M.’s—rocket mechanics—were walking slowly toward them, but still a distance away. They were heading for the same speedster as the Free People’s tiny band.


  In the background, by the huge rocket hangars, threading in and out of the looming shapes of the cargo ships there, were dozens of other men, R.M.’s, soldiers, men in mufti. But they were a thousand yards away.


  “Dupres,” said Manning. “You and Kinney—take the mechanics. Do it quietly; don’t shoot. All the rest of you—follow me!”


  They stepped out boldly, taking the better course. To skulk around might keep them from being noticed, but it would draw a bolt from the blaster of the first of Hilton’s men to see them. This way, it might be assumed that they had business with the ship.


  A speedster is a tiny thing, swift and insignificant as a wasp. It packs an equally deadly sting. Two men, they are built to hold. Or one man—and a girl.


  “Brooklyn Cordry and I,” said Steve Manning. “We’ll get in the speedster. You five will have to stay here; there’s no room. Take warning—there will be fireworks. Get to cover and stay there for the next half hour.”


  He was at the door of the ship. It yielded to his deft fingers. He gripped the elbow of Brooklyn Cordry, lifted her in, then followed. “Stand back,” he said over his shoulder.


  He cast a glance toward Dupres and Kinney. Already they had captured the two R. M.’s, and at blaster’s point were bringing them over.


  “Tell Dupres,” said Manning. “Tell him that there’s no room. He’ll understand.”


  Then he slammed the door, dogged it down. He slid into the pilot’s seat, strapped himself down and poised his fingers over the controls. Brooklyn Cordry was already in the gunner’s seat just behind. He could sense her presence there in the narrow, rounded cabin of the speedster.


  “Do you want me to use these things?” she asked. “I can, you know.”


  Manning twisted his neck to look at her. “I hope it won’t be necessary,” he said. “Look—I’m being high-handed. I know it. Forgive me, but I haven’t got too much time.”


  “You could tell me what you want me to do,” she said, and there was no doubt in her voice, no questioning. “You must have a reason for taking me along.”


  Manning glanced out the viewport, saw that the others were-out of range of the speedster’s jets. He slammed down on the warm-up levers, felt the tiny ship shake as its igniters sparked a stream of mad fire through its drive tubes. He cut the fuel supply to a trickle and heard the roar muted to a low, deadly rumble.


  He reached into the pilot’s locker, handed her a gossamer-light but bulky package, took one like it for himself.


  “Put this on,” he said in a voice that was strained as it rose over the jet-thunder. “We’re going to have to jump. You have a job. If any of Hilton’s ships come along, I’m relying on you to shoot them down. Dupres and Kinney are good shots; I could have taken them. I think you’re better. . . .”


  He finished buckling the gossamer parachute to his shoulders as he spoke. Without waiting for an answer, he again touched the main drive studs. Again the jets thundered a furious challenge, and the hull of the tiny ship thrummed dangerously about them.


  There was a surge of power thrusting at their backs, then the horizon whirled dizzily in the port and they were airborne.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  “He Will Return!”


  MANNING looked again at the dials. Fully fueled—thank God it had been fully fueled. There was enough rocket fuel in the auxiliary tank to last through all the maneuvering he’d need. He should be able to husband the deadly contents of the main tank for his crazy idea—that he prayed was just sane enough to work. . . .


  Up he drove the ship in a shrieking line of flame, the incandescent jets trailing behind. Up to gain height, then a kick on the rudder-jet pedal sent it swerving to the right. He held it straight and level for a couple of seconds while his agile fingers danced a complicated pattern over the keys. He was computing an orbit, feeding it into the automatic pilot’s chart-course keys.


  Steve Manning believed in the superiority of brain over metal—but this was a time when the aid of the automatic “mike” was indispensable. Without it he could not hope to carry out his scheme, for it entailed such racking changes of course, such deadly accelerations as meant unconsciousness for the pilot.


  Involuntarily his fingers paused in their dance, his eyes flicked to the red-handled lever that was marked Ballast. If only he could retain consciousness long enough to touch that at the proper time, then hit the automatic pilot’s starter key and let it sweep them out of danger, out of the imminent peril of striking the surface of Rhea in one great incandescent blast.


  He completed the course he had set up, let the machine’s dials read it back to him while he checked it. It was right; it was fine. If only he could hold out, now. . . .


  “Steve!” Brooklyn Cordry’s voice was a scream behind him. “Fighter ships—coming up and at us!”


  His teeth showed white as Steve Manning whirled his speedster about, spun till he saw clearly ringed in the port before him, the flame-spitting torpedoes that were three of Hilton’s fast and deadly speedsters.


  “Get them if you can!” he bawled over his shoulder. “I won’t be able to give you any help!”


  Then he was climbing again. Climbing while the deadly three raced in under him, spiraling up. They were no faster than he, but they were three to his one, and could cut off his escape in all directions. He had little time. Already there were bursts of flame in the air below him as the gunners of Hilton’s ships tried vainly to find the range. He heard the flat slap of Brooklyn Cordry’s guns behind him as she replied, but not a split-second’s glance did he spare to see if she scored a hit. There was no time. . . .


  Up and up, with the fuel in the tiny auxiliary tank running lower as he poured it into the jets with a prodigal touch. He cast a worried look at the gauge. He dared not tap the main tank; he needed that. Yet he might not have enough fuel left in the auxiliary to get them away.


  They might die in a thunderous crash. . . .


  That’s the chance you take, he grinned to himself. And the hell with it!


  Four miles of thin air gaped beneath him, with only the ravening wolf-ships of Hilton’s navy to fill it. Then he had height enough, he knew.


  He tipped the ship over and felt that instant of dizzying strain as the bottom dropped out of things, as the thrust of the rockets ceased—and the pull of gravity ceased. The ship began to fall. Then he cut the rockets in again at half blast, and what had been up became down as the rocket thrust imparted a false sense of gravity.


  Down his ship streaked, through the startled trio of pursuers, who scattered, raining bolts from their guns on the thin air all about them, but never scoring a hit. Down and down it shrieked, till it had reached more velocity than was conceivably safe, more than he dared trust the automatic pilot to halt for them.


  Then he applied a weak, slowing jet at the nose. He touched the rudder-rocket controls gingerly with a foot, and nosed the ship gently around in its careening flight till the bull’s-eye in the port before him lined up exactly with the battered oblong of the presidential mansion below. Down he raced, faster than ship had ever traveled in air, for two miles, and three, and. . . .


  At the last possible second he slammed down on the Ballast lever, cut in the automatic pilot. The ship screamed aloud in every member as the pilot obeyed its keyed instructions and whipped the nose up, fought the pull of gravity off, halted the mad rush for the surface. There was an instant of intolerable strain while the ship danced on its tail scant hundreds of feet above the surface. Then the skill of Manning’s course plotting and the sheer power of the ship’s fiercely driven rockets won—and the speedster began to climb. Up again it raced for nearly a mile.


  Then abruptly its mad rocket flare died, and its climb halted.


  The paltry few drops of fuel remaining in the auxiliary tank had run out.


  BLOOD streaming from his nose, the headache to end all hangovers thundering through his skull, Manning pulled himself out of unconsciousness with sheer tenacity of will. He had known this would happen; had expected it. He had not known it would be so bad. . . .


  But they were falling again; he could feel that they were falling. He dared not take time even to look, to see how far from the ground they were. He tore at the buckles that held him to the seat, forced himself out and to Brooklyn Cordry’s side. Utterly unconscious she was, and there was no chance of awakening her.


  Brutally, hurriedly he ripped the bracing belt from her, dragged her to the door, hurled it open. Clinging to her, he leaped. At once he saw the surface of Rhea below, with the city showing a handful of flickering lights, with the straining aurora of Hilton’s ray shields still blazing in the sky overhead. Something, he knew, was missing. . . .


  He yanked the ripcord at Brooklyn Cordry’s shoulder, felt her torn from his arms as her chute boomed open and checked her fall. He reached for his own cord, held it for a second. It had all happened so suddenly—they had had only minutes when they’d emerged from the time warp into Hilton’s mansion, and the flaring display overhead showed that those minutes had not yet expired.


  That’s what is missing! Where—


  The thought died in him, and was answered. He grinned savagely as he pulled the ripcord of his chute. He didn’t feel the angry strain of it as it flew open and held him—for his question was answered.


  Beneath him, less than a mile, the great bulk of Hilton’s mansion heaved and buckled—and burst. His aim had been true; the tank of frightfully explosive rocket fuel he had jettisoned had fallen true to the mark. Down it had plunged to the center of Hilton’s palace and had exploded.


  The violence of its concussion had set off the land mines and the shells he had carefully sensitized in those seconds alone in the armory; they had exploded too, had set off further explosion waves that had touched off everything in the building that could explode. And all the blasts together, each a major upheaval by itself, had produced that which was frightful, beyond imagination.


  The whole mansion, almost bodily, rose up at him. An inverted dense rain of debris flew past him as he dropped, swinging from his gossamer chute. The chute was riddled; he was hit by a hundred pieces of flying masonry. He was bleeding in a dozen places.


  It didn’t matter. He was laughing aloud as he fell through space, heedless of the inferno below. Luck had been with Brooklyn Cordry and himself so far; luck would continue to be with them. They had done their job and they would safely land.


  Rhea was free.


  And suddenly he was conscious that the ray aurora overhead had died—the power plant too had been struck by the violence of the blast. The lean snouts of Tri-Planet’s ships would come poking through now, looking for the remnants of Hilton’s mighty legions. . . .


  But Rhea was free, and would remain so.


  IT WAS only half an hour later, when Swayne had landed in his speedster in the ruins of the city and found Manning there, crouching watchfully beside the sleeping form of Brooklyn Cordry, that Manning felt the first stirrings of an unpleasant realization.


  “I thought I’d find you here, Steve,” said Swayne. “Everything went through fine on our side—Plennith’s with the Tri-Planet commanders now. Hilton’s fleet is surrendering all over the planet; hardly any fighting. They know when they’re licked.”


  Manning looked up.


  “How—” began Swayne, nodding toward the sleeping girl.


  “She’s fine as silk,” said Manning. “Just worn out; no wounds. And Tri-Planet isn’t going to take over—no protectorate, no nothing?”


  “No nothing,” echoed Swayne. “They’re pretty nice people, Steve. They figure that we fought for liberty and won, and we can keep what we’ve fought for.” In her sleep Brooklyn Cordry stirred, flung out an arm. Steve Manning caught it and gently lowered it to the ground.


  “Hadn’t we better take her somewhere?” asked Swayne. “Somewhere where she can rest, and get a doctor’s treatment if she needs it?”


  “You take her,” said Steve Manning. “Me—I’ll stay here. Take her where she’ll be safe, and then come back. I’m afraid there’s a job to be done. You see—Eliot hasn’t come back. . . .”


  Anyone who goes to Rhea will see the great new administration building where the Council of Freedom sits, and from which the planet is governed. The inner patio, pure green lawn a hundred feet across, always arouses comment. It’s a strange way to construct a building in these days—particularly since there is no statuary, no fountains, nothing but grass in all the hundred-foot space.


  You can look at it, but you can’t set foot on that grass. You can merely look down on it, and see the twelve soldiers that are always on duty there, marching around the graveled walk that circles the sward. What a strange custom—you might think—to have the guard of honor inside the building!


  But it isn’t a guard of honor. The blasters that swing at the sides of the twelve soldiers are fully loaded and the safety catches are off. It is impressed on them before they are detailed to this duty, the pick of Rhea’s fighting forces, that they be eternally vigilant.


  It is important.


  You see, Eliot didn’t come back—and Eliot had a time machine. Eliot could have picked his time, and he would have wanted to return as quickly as possible to be with his friends at the very moment of their triumph. Eliot would have watched the conflict through the televisor attachment to his time warper and set the controls to bring him back at the very second the victory of the Free People was assured.


  That is what Eliot would have done—if it had been up to Eliot. He didn’t do that, and, ergo, he was no longer in command of his own actions. Which meant that—Hilton had got free.


  Hilton, mad-dog Hilton, marooned somewhere in Rhea’s past or future, able to scan the centuries and to feed his fury on the sight of a free Rhea rising from the ashes of the destruction he had wrought—able to strike at the instant the defenses were weakest, attack when the barriers were down!


  In the Science Building, near the seat of the Council of Freedom, a wing is devoted to housing the great laboratories that are exploring the possibilities of Eliot’s invention. There, day and night, eager young technicians are scanning the eons of Rhea’s past and future history. They have learned much, but not the thing they have sought.


  They have not located Eliot and Hilton and the two guards in whatever age they are stranded.


  And they have not found the crucial hour, when Hilton will find Rhea’s defenses relaxed for a second . . . and return.


  WANDERERS OF THE WOLF MOON


  Nelson S. Bond


  They were marooned on Titan, their ship wrecked, the radio smashed. Yet they had to exist, had to build a new life on a hostile world. And the man who assumed command was Gregory Malcolm, the bespectacled secretary—whose only adventures had come through the pages of a book.


  SPARKS snapped off the switches and followed him to the door of the radio turret. Sparks was a stunted, usually-grinning, little redhead named Hannigan. But he wasn’t grinning now. He laid an anxious hand on Greg’s arm. “If I was you,” he said, “if I was you, Malcolm, I don’t think I’d say nothing to the boss about this. Not just yet, anyhow.” Greg said, “Why not?”


  Sparks spluttered and fussed and made heavy weather of answering.


  “Well, for one thing, it ain’t important. It would only worry him. And then there’s the womenfolks, they scare easy. Which of course they ain’t no cause to. Atmospherics don’t mean nothing. I’ve rode out worse storms than this—plenty of times. And in worse crates than the Carefree.”


  Greg studied him carefully from behind trim plasta-rimmed spectacles. He drew a deep breath. He said levelly, “So it’s that bad, eh, Sparks?”


  “What bad? I just told you—”


  “I know. Sparks, I’m not a professional spaceman. But I’ve studied astrogation as few Earthlubbers have. It’s been my hobby for years. And I think I know what we’re up against.”


  “We hit a warp-eddy last night. We’ve been trapped in a vortex for more than eight hours. Lord only knows how many hundreds of thousands of miles we’ve been borne off our course. And now we’ve blasted into a super-ionized belt of atmospherics. Your radio signals are blanketed. You can’t get signals in or out. We’re a deaf-mute speck of metal being whirled headlong through space. Isn’t that it?”


  “I don’t know what—” began Sparks hotly. Then he stopped, studied his companion thoughtfully, nodded. “O.Q.,” he confessed, “that’s it. But we ain’t licked yet. We got three good men on the bridge. Townsend . . . Graves . . . Langhorn. They’ll pull out of this if anybody can. And they ain’t no sense in scaring the Old Man and his family.”


  “I won’t tell them,” said Greg. “I won’t tell them unless I have to. But between you and me, what are the odds against us, Sparks?”


  The radioman shrugged.


  “Who knows? Vortices are unpredictable. Maybe the damn thing will toss us out on the very spot it picked us up. Maybe it will give us the old chuckeroo a million miles the other side of Pluto. Maybe it will crack us up on an asteroid or satellite. No way of telling till it happens.”


  “And the controls?”


  “As useless,” said Sparks, “as a cow in a cyclone.”


  “So?”


  “We sit tight,” said Sparks succinctly, “and hope.”


  Malcolm nodded quietly. He took off his spectacles, breathed on them, wiped them, replaced them. He was tall and fair; in his neat, crisply pressed business suit he appeared even slimmer than he was. But there was no nervousness in his movements. He moved measuredly. “Well,” he said, “that appears to be that. I’m going up to the dining dome.”


  Sparks stared at him querulously.


  “You’re a queer duck, Malcolm. I don’t think you’ve got a nerve in your body.”


  “Nerves are a luxury I can’t afford,” replied Greg. “If anything happens—and if there’s time to do so—let me know.” He paused at the door. “Good luck,” he said.


  “Clear ether!” said Sparks mechanically. He stared after the other man wonderingly for a long moment, then went back to his control banks, shaking his head and muttering.


  GREGORY MALCOLM climbed down the Jacob’s-ladder and strode briskly through the labyrinthine corridors that were the entrails of the space yacht Carefree, He paused once to peer through a perilens set into the ship’s port plates. It was a weird sight that met his gaze. Not space, ebony-black and bejewelled with a myriad flaming splotches of color; not the old, familiar constellations treading their everlasting, inexorable paths about the perimeter of Sol’s tiny universe, but a shimmering webwork of light, so tortured-violet that the eyes ached to look upon it. This was the mad typhoon of space-atmospherics through which the Carefree was now being twisted, topsy-turvy, toward a nameless goal.


  He moved on, approaching at last the quartzite-paned observation rotunda which was the dining dome of the ship.


  His footsteps slowed as he composed himself to face those within. As he hesitated in the dimly-lighted passage, a trick of lights on glass mirrored to him the room beyond. He could see the others while they were as yet unaware of his presence. Their voices reached him clearly.


  J. Foster Andrews, his employer and the employer of the ten thousand or more men and women who worked for Galactic Metals Corporation, dominated the head of the table. He was a plump, impatient little Napoleon. Opposite him, calm, graceful, serene, tastefully garbed and elaborately coiffured even here in deep space, three weeks from the nearest beauty shop, sat his wife, Enid.


  On Andrews’ right sat his sister, Maud. Not young, features plain as a mud fence, but channing despite her age and homeliness simply because of her eyes; puckish, shrewdly intelligent eyes, constantly aglint with suppressed humor at—guessed Greg—the amusing foibles and frailties of those about her.


  She gave her breakfast the enthusiastic attention of one too old and shapeless to be concerned with such folderol as calories and dietetics, pausing only from time to time to share smidgeons of food with a watery-eyed scrap of white, curly fluff beside her chair. Her pet poodle, whom she called by the opprobrious title of “Cuddles.”


  On J. Foster’s left sat his daughter, Crystal. She it was who caused Gregory Malcolm’s staid, respectable heart to give a little lurch as he glimpsed her reflected vision—all gold and crimson and cream—in the glistening walls. If Crystal was her name, so, too, was crystal her loveliness.


  But—Greg shook his head—but she was not for him. She was already pledged to the young man seated beside her. Ralph Breadon. He turned to murmur something to her as Greg watched; Greg saw and admired and disliked his rangy height, his sturdy, well-knit strength, the rich brownness of his skin, his hair, his eyes.


  The sound of his own name startled Greg.


  “Malcolm!” called the man at the head of the table. “Malcolm! Now where in blazes is he, anyhow?” he demanded of no one in particular, everyone in general. He spooned a dab of liquid gold from a Limoges preserve jar, tongued it suspiciously, frowned. “Bitter!” he complained.


  “It’s the very best Martian honey,” said his wife.


  “Drylands clover,” added Crystal.


  “It’s still bitter,” said J. Foster petulantly.


  His sister sniffed. “Nonsense! It’s delightful.”


  “I say it’s bitter,” repeated Andrews sulkily. And lifted his voice again. “Malcolm! Where are you?”


  “You called me, sir?” said Malcolm, moving into the room. He nodded politely to the others. “Good morning, Mrs. Andrews . . . Miss Andrews . . . Mr. Breadon. . . .”


  “Oh, sit down!” snapped J. Foster. “Sit down here and stop bobbing your head like a teetotum! Had your breakfast? The honey’s no good; it’s bitter.” He glared at his sister challengingly. “Where have you been, anyway? What kind of secretary are you? Have you been up to the radio turret? How’s the market today? Is Galactic up or down?”


  Malcolm said, “I don’t know, sir.”


  “Fine! Fine!” Andrews rattled on automatically before the words registered. Then he started, his face turning red. “Eh? What’s that? Don’t know! What do you mean, you don’t know? I pay you to—”


  “There’s no transmission, sir,” said Greg quietly.


  “No trans-nonsense! Of course there’s transmission! I put a million credits into this ship. Finest space-yacht ever built. Latest equipment throughout. Sparks is drunk, that’s what you mean! Well, you hop right up there and—”


  MAUD ANDREWS put down her fork with a clatter. “Oh, for goodness sakes, Jonathan, shut up and give the boy time to explain! He’s standing there with his mouth gaping like a rain-spout, trying to get a word in edgewise! What’s the trouble, Gregory?” She turned to Greg, as Jonathan Foster Andrews wheezed into startled silence. “That?”


  She glanced at the quartzite dome, beyond which the veil of iridescence wove and cross-wove and shimmered like a pallid aurora.


  Greg nodded. “Yes, Miss Andrews.” Enid Andrews spoke languidly from the other end of the table.


  “But what is it, Gregory? A local phenomenon?”


  “You might call it that,” said Greg, selecting his words cautiously. “It’s an ionized field into which we’ve blasted. It—it—shouldn’t stay with us long. But while it persists, our radio will be blanketed out.”


  Breadon’s chestnut head came up suddenly, sharply.


  “Ionization! That means atmosphere!” Greg said, “Yes.”


  “And an atmosphere means a body in space somewhere near—” Breadon stopped, bit his lip before the appeal in Malcolm’s eyes, tried to pass it off easily. “Oh, well—a change of scenery, what?”


  But the moment of alarm in his voice had not passed unnoticed. Crystal Andrews spoke for all of them, her voice preternaturally quiet.


  “You’re hiding something, Malcolm. What is it? Is there—danger?”


  But Greg didn’t have to answer that question. From the doorway a harsh, defiantly strident voice answered for him. The voice of Bert Andrews, Crystal’s older brother.


  “Danger? You’re damn right there’s danger! What’s the matter with you folks—are you all deaf, dumb and blind? We’ve been caught in a space-vortex for hours. Now we’re in the H-layer of a planet we can’t even see—and in fifteen minutes or fifteen seconds we may all be smashed as flat as pancakes!”


  The proclamation brought them out of their chairs. Greg’s heart sank; his vain plea, “Mr. Andrews—” was lost in the medley of Crystal’s sudden gasp, Enid Andrews’ short, choking scream, J. Foster’s bellowing roar at his only son.


  “Bert—you’re drunk!”


  Bert weaved precariously from the doorway, laughed in his father’s face.


  “Sure I’m drunk! Why not? If you’re smart you’ll get drunk, too. The whole damn lot of you!” He flicked a derisive hand toward Greg. “You too, Boy Scout! What were you trying to do—hide the bad news from them? Well, it’s no use. Everybody might as well know the worst. We’re gone gooses . . . geeses . . . aw, what the hell! Dead ducks!” He fell into a chair, sprawled there laughing mirthlessly with fear riding the too-high notes of his laughter.


  J. Foster turned to his secretary slowly. His ire had faded; there was only deep concern in his voice.


  “Is he telling the truth, Malcolm?”


  Greg said soberly, “Partly, sir. He’s overstating the danger—but there is danger. We are caught in a space-vortex, and as Mr. Breadon realized, the presence of these ionics means we’re in the Heaviside-layer of some heavenly body. But we may not crack up.”


  Maud Andrews glanced at him shrewdly. “Is there anything we can do?”


  “Not a thing. The officers on the bridge are doing everything possible.”


  “In that case,” said the older woman, “we might as well finish our breakfast. Here, Cuddles I Come to momsy!” She sat down again. Greg looked at her admiringly. Ralph Breadon stroked his brown jaw. He said, “The life-skiffs?”


  “A last resort,” said Greg. “Sparks promised he’d let me know if it were necessary. We’ll hope it’s not—”


  But it was a vain hope, vainly spoken in the last, vain moment. For even as he phrased the hopeful words, came the sound of swift, racing footsteps up the corridor. Into the dining dome burst Hannigan, eyes hot with excitement. And his cry dispelled Greg’s final hopes for safety.


  “Everybody—the Number Four life-skiff—quick! We’ve been caught in a grav-drag and we’re going to crash!”


  II


  THOSE next hectic moments were never afterward very clear in Greg Malcolm’s memory. He had a confused recollection of hearing Sparks’ warning punctuated by a loud, shrill scream which he vaguely identified as emanating from Mrs. Andrews’ throat . . . he was conscious of feeling, suddenly, beneath his feet the sickening, quickening lurch of a ship out of control, gripped by gravitational forces beyond its power to allay . . . he recalled his own voice dinning in his ears as, incredibly, with Sparks, he took command of the hasty flight from the dining dome down the corridor to the aft ramp, up the ramp, across girdered beams in the superstructure to the small, independently motored rocket-skiff cradled there.


  He was aware, too, of strangely disconnected incidents happening around him, he being a part of them but seeming to be only a disinterested spectator to their strangeness. Of his forcing Maud Andrews toward the door of the dome . . . of her pushing back against him with all the weight of her body . . . of her irate voice, “Cuddles! I forgot him!” Then the shrill excited yapping of the poodle cradled against her as they charged on down the corridor.


  J. Foster waddling beside him, tugging at his arm, panting, “The officers?” and his own unfelt assurance. “They can take care of themselves. It’s a general ’bandon ship.” Enid Andrews stumbling over the hem of a filmy peignoir . . . himself bending to lift her boldly and bodily, sweating palms feeling the warm animal heat of her excited body hot beneath them . . . Crystal Andrews stopping suddenly, crying, “ ’Tina!” . . . and Hannigan’s reply, “Your maid? I woke her. She’s in the life-skiff.” Bert Andrews stopping suddenly, being sick in the middle of the corridor, his drunkenness losing itself in the thick, sure nausea of the ever-increasing unsteadiness beneath their feet.


  Then the life-skiff, the clang of metal as Hannigan slammed the port behind the last of them, the fumbling for a lock-stud, the quick, grateful pant of the miniature hypos, and a weird feeling of weightlessness, rushingness, hurtlingness as his eardrums throbbed and his mouth tasted brassy and bloody with the fierce velocity of their escape.


  Sense and meaning returned only when all this ended. As one waking from a nightmare dream, Greg Malcolm returned to a world he could recognize. A tiny world, encased within the walls of a forty-foot life-skiff. A world peopled too scantily. Andrew’s, his wife and sister, his son and daughter; ’Tina Laney, the maid; Breadon, Hannigan, young Tommy O’Doul, the cabin-boy (though where he had come from, or when, Greg did not know). And himself. In a life-skiff. In space.


  Somewhere in space. He looked through the Perilens. What he saw then he might better never have seen. For that shimmering pink-ochre veil had wisped away, now, and in the clean, cold, bitter-clear light of a distant sun he watched the death-dive of the yacht Carefree.


  Like a vast silver top, spinning heedlessly, wildly, it streaked toward a mottled gray and green, brown and dun, hard and crushing-brutal terrain below. Still at its helm stood someone, for even in that last dreadful moment burst from its nose-jets a ruddy mushroom of flame that tried to, but could not, brake the dizzy fall.


  For an instant Greg’s eyes, stingingly blinded and wet, thought they glimpsed a wee black mote dancing from the bowels of the Carefree; a mote that might be another skiff like their own. But he could not be sure, and then the Carefree was accelerating with such violence and speed that the eye could see it only as a flaming silver lance against the ugly earth-carcase beneath, and then it struck and a carmine bud of flame burst and flowered for an instant, and that was all. . . .


  And Greg Malcolm turned from the perilens, shaken.


  Hannigan said, “It’s over?” and Greg nodded.


  Hannigan said, “The other skiffs? Did they break free, or were they caught?”


  “I don’t know. I couldn’t see for sure.”


  “You must have seen. Are we the only ones?”


  “I couldn’t see for sure. Maybe. Maybe not.”


  Then a body scrambled forward, pressing through the tightness of other huddled bodies, and there was a hand upon his elbow. “I’ll take over now, Malcolm.”


  IT WAS Ralph Breadon. Gregory looked at him slowly, uncomprehendingly at first. His hand was reluctant to leave the guiding-gear of the small ship which was, now, all that remained to them of civilization and civilization’s wondrous accomplishments. He had not realized until this moment that for a while . . . for a short, eager, pulse-quickening while . . . on his alertness, in his hands, had depended the destinies of ten men and women. But he knew, suddenly and completely, that it was for this single moment his whole lifetime had waited. It was for this brief moment of command that some intuition, some instinct greater than knowledge, had prepared him. This was why he, an Earth-lubber, had studied astrogation, made a hobby of the empire of the stars. That he might be fitted to command when all others failed. And now—


  And now the moment was past, and he was once again Gregory Malcolm, mild, lean, pale, bespectacled secretary to J. Foster Andrews. And the man at his side was Ralph Breadon, socialite and gentleman sportsman, trained pilot. And in Malcolm the habit of obedience was strong. . . .


  “Very well, sir,” he said. And he turned over the controls.


  What happened then was unfortunate. It might just as well have happened to Malcolm, though afterward no one could ever say with certainty. However that was, either by carelessness or malfortune or inefficiency, once-thwarted disaster struck again at the little party on the life-skiff. At the instant Breadon’s hand seized the controls the skiff jerked suddenly as though struck with a ponderous fist, its throbbing motors choked and snarled in a high, rising crescendo of torment that lost itself in supersonic heights, and the ship that had been drifting easily and under control to the planet beneath now dipped viciously.


  The misfortune was that too many huddled in the tiny space understood the operation of the life-skiff, and what must be done instantly. And that neither pilot was as yet in control of the ship. Breadon’s hand leaped for the Dixie rod, so, too, did Malcolm’s—and across both their bodies came the arm of Sparks Hannigan, searching the controls.


  In the scramble someone’s sleeve brushed the banks of control-keys. The motors, killed, soughed into silence. The ship rocked into a spin. Greg cried out, his voice a strange harshness in his ears; Breadon cursed; one of the women bleated fearfully.


  Then Breadon, still cursing, fought all hands from the controls but his own. And the man was not without courage. For all could see plainly, in the illumined perilens, how near to swift death that moment of uncertainty had led them. The skiff, which an instant before had been high in the stratosphere of this unknown planet . . . or satellite or whatever it might be . . . was now flashing toward hard ground at lightning speed.


  ONLY a miracle, Greg knew, could save them now. An impulse spun his head, he looked at Crystal Andrews. There was no fear in her eyes. Just a hotness and an inexplicable anger. Beside her was the other girl, the maid, ’Tina; she was frankly afraid. Her teeth were clenched in her nether lip, and her eyes were wide and anxious, but she did not cry out.


  Only a miracle could save them now. But Breadon’s hands performed that miracle; his quick, nerveless, trained hands. A stud here . . . a lever there . . . a swift wrenching toss of the shoulders. His face twisted back over his shoulder, and his straining lips pulled taut and bloodless away from his teeth. “Hold tight, folks! We’re going to bounce—”


  Then they struck!


  But they struck glancingly, as Breadon had hoped, and planned for, and gambled on. They struck and bounced. The frail craft shivered and groaned in metal agony, jarred across harsh soil, bounced again, settled, nosed over and rocked to a standstill. Somewhere forward something snapped with a shrill, high ping! of stress; somewhere aft was the metallic flap-clanging of broken gear trailing behind them. But they were safe.


  Breath, held so long that he could not remember its inhalation, escaped Greg’s lungs in a long sigh. “Nice work, Mr. Breadon!” he cried. “Oh, nice work!”


  But surprisingly, savagely, Breadon turned on him.


  “It would have been better work, Malcolm, if you’d kept your damned hands off the controls! Now see what you’ve done? Smashed up our skiff! Our only—”


  “He didn’t do it!” piped the shrill voice of Tommy O’Doul. “You done it yourself, Mr. Breadon. Your sleeve. It caught the switch.”


  “Quiet!” Breadon, cheeks flushed, reached out smartly, stilled the youngster’s defense with a swift, ungentle slap. “And you, Malcolm—after this, do as you’re told, and don’t try to assume responsibilities too great for you. All right, everybody. Let’s get out and see how bad the damage is.”


  Instinctively Greg had surged a half step forward as Breadon silenced the cabin boy. Now old habit and common-sense halted him. He’s overwrought, he reasoned. We’re all excited and on edge. We’ve been to Bedlam. Our nerves are shot. In a little while we’ll all be back to normal.


  He said quietly, “Very well, Mr. Breadon.” And he climbed from the broken skiff.


  HANNIGAN said, “Looks bad, don’t it?”


  “Very,” said Malcolm. He fingered a shard of loose metal flapping like a fin from the stern of the skiff. “Not hopeless, though. There should be an acetylene torch in the tool locker. With that—”


  “You ought to of poked him,” said Hannigan.


  “What? Oh, you mean—?”


  “Yeah. The kid was right, you know. He done it.”


  “His sleeve, you mean. Well, it was an accident,” said Greg. “It could have happened to anyone. And he made a good landing. Considering everything. Anyhow—” Again he was Gregory Malcolm, serious-faced, efficient secretary. “Anyhow, we have been thrust into an extremely precarious circumstance. It would be silly to take umbrage at a man’s nervous anger. We must have no quarreling, no bickering—”


  “Umbrage!” snorted Sparks. “Bickering! They’re big words. I ain’t sure I know what they mean. I ain’t exactly sure they mean anything.” He glanced at Greg oddly. “You’re a queer jasper, Malcolm. Back there on the ship, I figured you for a sort of a stuffed-shirt. Yes-man to the boss. And then in the show-down, you come through like a movie hero—for a little while. Then you let that Breadon guy give you the spur without a squawk—”


  Malcolm adjusted his plasta-rimmed spectacles. He said, almost stubbornly, “Our situation is grave. There must be no bickering.”


  “Bickering your Aunt Jenny! What do you call that?”


  Sparks jerked a contemptuous thumb toward the group from which they were separated. Upon disembarking, only Greg and Sparks had moved to make a careful examination of their damaged craft. The others, more or less under the direction of Breadon, were making gestures toward removing certain necessaries from the skiff. Their efforts, slight and uncertain as they were, had already embroiled them in argument.


  The gist of their argument, so far as Greg Malcolm could determine, was that everyone wanted “something” to be done, but no two could agree as to just what that something was, and no one seemed to have any bursting desire to participate in actual physical labor.


  J. Foster Andrews, all traces of his former panic and confusion fled, was planted firmly, Napoleonically, some few yards from the open port of the life-skiff, barking impatient orders at little Tommy O’Doul who—as Greg watched—stumbled from the port bearing a huge armload of edibles.


  ’Tina, the maid, was in a frenzy of motion, trying to administer to the complaints and demands of Mrs. Andrews (whose immaculate hair-do had suffered in the frenetic minutes of their flight) and Crystal Andrews (who knew perfectly well there were sweaters in the life-skiff) and Miss Maud (who wanted a can of prepared dog-food and a can-opener immediately, and look at poor Cuddles, momsy’s ’ittle pet was so hungry)!


  Bert Andrews was sulkily insisting that it was nonsense to leave the warmth and security of the skiff anyway, and he wished he had a drink, while the harassed, self-appointed commander of the refugee corps was shouting at whomever happened, at any given moment, to capture his divided and completely frantic attention. His orders were masterpieces of confusion, developing around one premise that the castaway crew should immediately set up a camp. Where, how, or with what nonexistent equipment, Breadon did not venture to say.


  “You see what I mean?” demanded Sparks disgustedly.


  GREG MALCOLM saw. He also saw other things. That their landing-spot, while excellent for its purpose, was not by any manner of means an ideal campsite. It was a small, flat basin of sandy soil, rimmed by shallow mountains. His gaze sought these hills, looked approvingly on their greenness, upon the multitude of dark pock-marks dotting them. These caves, were they not the habitations of potential enemies, might well become the sanctuaries of spacewrecked men.


  He saw, also, a thin ribbon of silver sheering the face of the northern hills. His gaze, rising still skyward, saw other things—


  He nodded. He knew, now, where they were. Or approximately. There was but one planet in the solar system which boasted such a phenomenon. The apparent distance of the Sun, judged by its diminished disc, argued his judgment to be correct. The fact that they had surged through an atmospheric belt for some length of time before finally meeting with disaster.


  “Titan,” he said. “Hyperion possibly. But probably Titan.”


  Sparks’ gaze, following Greg’s upward, contracted in an expression of dismay.


  “Dirty cow! You mean that’s where we are?”


  “I believe so. There’s Saturn, our mother planet, looming above us as large as a dinner plate. And the grav-drag here is almost Earth norm. Titan has a 3,000 mile diameter. That, combined with the Saturnian tractile constant, would give us a strong pull.”


  Sparks wailed, “But Titan! Great morning, Malcolm, nobody ever comes to Titan! There ain’t no mines here, no colonies, no—” He stopped suddenly, his eyes widening get farther. “And, hey—this place is dangerous! There are—”


  “I know it,” said Greg swiftly, quietly. “Shut up, Sparks. No use telling the others. If they don’t guess it themselves, what they don’t know won’t alarm them. We’ve got to do something, though. Get ourselves organized into a defensive community. That’s the only way—”


  Ralph Breadon’s sharp, dictatorial voice interrupted him. “Well, Malcolm, stop soldiering and make yourself useful!”


  And J. Foster, not to have his authority usurped, supplemented the order. “Yes, Malcolm, let’s get going! No time for daydreaming, my man. We want action!” Sparks said, “Maybe you’ll get it now, fatty!” under his breath, and looked at Malcolm hopefully. But his companion merely nodded, moved forward toward the others, quietly obedient to the command. “Yes, sir,” he said.


  Hannigan groaned and followed him.


  III


  BREADON SAID, “All right, Tommy, dump them here. I have a few words to say.” He glanced about him pompously. “Now, folks, naturally we want to get away from here as soon as possible. Therefore I delegate you, Sparks, to immediately get a message off. An SOS to the nearest space cruiser.”


  Hannigan grinned. It was not a pleasant grin He took his time answering. He spat thoughtfully on the ground before him, lifted his head. He said, “A message, huh?”


  “That’s what I. said.”


  “And what’ll I send it with?” drawled Sparks. “Tom-toms?”


  Breadon flushed darkly.


  “I believe the life-skiff was equipped with a radio? And theoretically you are a radio operator?”


  “Finest radio money can buy!” interpolated J. Foster Andrews proudly. “Put a million credits into the Carefree. Best equipment throughout.”


  Sparks looked from one to another of them, grinned insolently. “You’re both right. I aw a radio operator, and there was a radio. But we crashed, remember? On account of some dope’s sleeve got caught in the master switch—”


  “That will do!” snapped Breadon angrily. He stared at the bandy-legged little redhead. “You mean the radio was broken?”


  “It wasn’t helped none. The tubes was made out of glass, and glass don’t bounce so good.”


  Greg Malcolm said thoughtfully, “Sparks, can’t you fix it?”


  “Well, mebbe. But not in five minutes. Maybe not in five years. I won’t know till I get going on it.”


  Breadon frowned.


  “I’ll handle this, Malcolm,” he crisped. Again to the radioman, “Well, you get to work on it immediately. And as soon as you get it fixed, send out an SOS’ advising the patrol where we are—”


  “Speaking of which,” insinuated Sparks, “where are we?”


  Breadon glared at him wrathfully.


  “Why—why on one of the satellites of Saturn, of course. Any fool can see that!”


  “O.Q. But does any fool know which one? Or shall I tell you it’s Titan? And when you know that, then what? Titan wasn’t named that on account of it was a pimple. It’s a big place. What’ll I tell the Patrol? SOS. Stranded in the middle of we-don’t-know-where, somewhere on Titan, maybe. They’ll be hunting for us till we’ve got whiskers down to our knees.”


  Breadon’s irate look vanished. He looked stricken. He said, “I—I don’t know. We have a compass—”


  Once again it was Gregory Malcolm who entered into the conversation. He had been toying, almost absentmindedly, with a funnel taken from the skiff’s stores. Into this he had poured a small portion of water; his right forefinger was pressed to the bottom of the tube, closing it. He said, “I can answer part of that question now. Enough to cut the search in half, anyway. We’re in the northern hemisphere of the satellite.”


  Maud Andrews looked at him sharply as if noticing him for the first time in her life.


  “How,” she asked, “did you know that, Malcolm?”


  GREG SAID, “Watch this.” He released his finger at the base of the funnel gently, carefully, taking care not to shake it. The captured water swirled and trickled through the opening. Greg said, “Notice the direction in which the water whirlpools? Clockwise. On the northern hemisphere of any normally revolving heavenly body, water released from a basin, funnel, container of any sort, swirls in that direction. In the southern hemisphere it swirls counter-clockwise. Maybe you’ve noticed in bathtubs, or—”


  Breadon said impatiently, “Never mind the speeches, Malcolm. A very clever bit of reasoning—if it’s true. Do you think you can figure out our exact latitude and longitude from that?”


  Greg met his gaze levelly.


  “Not from that,” he said, “nor from anything else. Perhaps you’ve forgotten that latitude and longitude are artificial inventions of man’s, based in one case on an imaginary ‘equator,’ and in the other on an arbitrarily appointed ‘line,’ like Greenwich.


  “But I believe I can approximate our position and state it in such a way as to cut to a minimum the time of any search that might be made for us. That is, if a space patrol ever comes close enough to get within range of Sparks’ radio.”


  “When,” said Sparks, “and if I get it fixed.”


  “When,” said Malcolm confidently, “you get it fixed.”


  Breadon gave in with as good grace as he could muster.


  “Well, all right,” he conceded grudgingly. “We’ll let that rest for now. Meanwhile, it is apparent that we can’t escape Titan—or wherever we are—immediately. That being the case, our first task will be to set up a camp. This is as good a spot as any. We’ll stay right here by the ship. We’ll use the ship to sleep in at nights—”


  Greg coughed apologetically. “Mr. Breadon—”


  “Well, what now? More funnels, Malcolm?”


  “If you’ll excuse me, sir—I don’t believe it wise to make camp here. Nor to use the skiff for sleeping purposes.”


  “And why not, my man?” That was J. Foster.


  “The conservation of what little fuel and power, we have, for one thing,” said Greg. “Mr. Breadon’s idea of using the skiff to sleep in was undoubtedly based on the plan of using the heating units. That we must not do. The time may come when we will need the skiff again, badly. We must save its fuel and electro-motors.


  “And as for making camp here beside the ship—”


  He hesitated. Crystal Andrews, hen voice a trifle edged, as had been that of her father, prodded him for reply.


  “Well?” she demanded. “Go on, Malcolm!”


  “It wouldn’t be safe, Miss. This is an exposed and vulnerable spot. Titan has—dangerous denizens.” The words came reluctantly. “It would be much safer to take refuge in the hills. In one of those caves up there.”


  Crystal gasped, “Caves! Us—living in a cave! Ridiculous!” J. Foster echoed her words vehemently. Breadon laughed curtly; Mrs. Andrews made a gesture of repugnance with a slim, pale, exquisitely manicured hand. Bert Andrews snorted. Of the tycoon’s family, only Maud Andrews showed any inclination to heed the secretary’s suggestion. Her old eyes glinted shrewdly; her head made the ghost of a pleased nod.


  BUT OTHERS more openly approved his plan. The maid, ’Tina, watching Malcolm with curious attentiveness, nodded and said, “That is wise. I have heard tales about Titan and its—its denizens.” Tommy O’Doul grinned delightedly. He said, “Caves! Boy, caves! Old-time stuff, huh, Greg?” And Sparks Hannigan had said, “That’s right, folks! And it’s past noon now. Might as well get going right away so’s we can get settled before dark. Right, Greg?”


  And yet again there was the counterplay, the balance of Breadon’s wealth, Breadon’s name and Breadon’s accustomed authority to the calm, sane logic of the slim young secretary. Breadon’s curt laugh changed to something definitely antagonistic ; his words sheered the muttering like a keen blade.


  “Very interesting, Malcolm! But wholly impractical and completely absurd. We will remain here. And now—” He glanced at the high-riding sun. “And now I think we should eat before setting up our camp. Tommy, Hannigan—bring the electro-stove from the skiff.’Tina, prepare lunch. We’ll pursue a more intelligent discussion of our situation on full stomachs. Malcolm, bring cases from the skiff. We’ll build a rough table out here in the open.” He scowled impatiently, authoritatively about the strangely silent group.


  IV


  AT THAT MOMENT Gregory Malcolm realized what he must do. It was not a pleasant realization. Greg Malcolm was an easy-going, a peaceful, a placid man. The secretarial type. Sparks had called him a—what was it?—a “stuffed shirt.” Never, save in rare moments of dreamful imagining, had Greg ventured to impress his opinions, his will, upon the desires of fellow men.


  But he, of all those now surrounding him, seemed to understand, fully and completely, the crisis which now faced their refugee group. And he—it was made apparent to him by the pompousness of Foster Andrews, by the mulish petulance of Bert Andrews, by the aloof hauteur of Crystal and Mrs. Andrews, by the suicidal “orders” just given by Ralph Breadon—he alone was, in this moment of need, capable of deciding the destinies of the Earth-exiles.


  J. Foster Andrews had the acumen and common-sense to lead them—but he had not the requisite knowledge. Breadon had the training, the space-experience—but he lacked solid horse-sense, and his decisions were too strongly flavored by his own savor of self-importance. Yet if they, ten humans, were to exist for a week . . . a month . . . a year . . . until help reached them, someone must command And he, Gregory Malcolm, was the only one capable of taking into his hands the reins of ruler-ship.


  It was a knowledge at once heady, intoxicating and frightening. But—there it was! It had to be faced. And Greg moved, grimly but methodically, to the accomplishment of that which he deemed necessary. He halted the radioman with a gesture.


  “Wait a minute, Sparks! Tommy, wait!


  “ ’Tina!” And he faced Breadon firmly. “We are not going to do that, Mr. Breadon,” he said. “It would not be wise. We are not going to do it.”


  Breadon’s brown features darkened with swift anger.


  “What? What’s this?”


  And J. Foster Andrews waddled forward, puffing irate astonishment. “Here, here, Malcolm! What do you mean? This is—hrrumph!—blasted impertinence, sir! Insubordination!”


  Malcolm held his ground, his pale cheeks oddly flushed.


  “We are not going to do these things,” he repeated slowly, definitely. “Breadon—” It did not occur to him that unconsciously he had abandoned the respectful, formal “Mr.” which heretofore he had never omitted. “Breadon, your orders clearly indicate that you have not in any way grasped the full implications of our plight.


  “I have already warned that we should not make needless use of our limited fuel and power reserves. Yet you’ve told Tommy to bring the electro-stove. I have hinted that there are dangerous antagonists on Titan, yet you wish boldly to tempt attack by cooking and eating here on this exposed plain in broad daylight. Common sense should advise you of the folly of eating what few food stores we hold in reserve, yet you calmly command the preparation of a full and wasteful meal.”


  He did not make mention of the other, perhaps irrelevant but nonetheless rankling detail. That never once had Breadon offered to help in these doings, nor had any member of the Andrews clan volunteered to assist; that the physical labor had arbitrarily been assigned to those of lesser caste—himself, Hannigan, young Tommy, ’Tina.


  “Therefore,” he continued doggedly, “I, for one, am refusing to obey your orders. I do so because I must. Call it ‘insubordination’ if you wish, Andrews—” The older man spluttered incoherently, mauve-jowled. “—but I would call it the ‘will-to-exist.’ The law of survival. I mean to survive on this unknown, hostile planet. That can’t be done if we squander resources as Breadon apparently means to.”


  A MOMENT of tight silence answered his outburst. A slow, awkward movement stirred through the little group. It was, Greg sensed, a movement of alignment. He could sense, rather than see, the unconscious coalition of his sympathizers behind him; could see, without sensing, the outraged drawing-together of the Andrews husband and wife, fille and fils, beside Breadon. One there was whose bright, intent eyes were clouded with uncertainty. Maud Andrews. Then, as if irresistibly drawn by the bonds of blood, she too looked to Breadon as her spokesman.


  Breadon’s voice was a thick flame of wrath.


  “So that’s the way it is, eh, Malcolm? Well, this had to come sooner or later. Might as well have it over with right now. Get the glasses off, my pale young friend I One leader is all we’ll have around here!” He stepped forward, bigger, browner, heavier than Malcolm. There was a rustle behind Greg; Sparks had stepped to his side, was pressing something into his hand.


  “This’ll make him behave, Greg.”


  “Put it away!” said Greg coldly. “We’ll have better use for firearms later on. I’ll handle this the way Breadon wants.” Slowly, painstakingly, he removed his plasta-rimmed glasses, slipped them in a lucite case, slid the case into a pocket, removed his trimly cut double-breasted business coat, handed it to the grumbling little redhead.


  “But look—” growled Sparks. Then stopped. There was a newness about Greg Malcolm that stopped him. With the goggles removed, he thought dimly, Malcolm’s eyes looked different. Less soft and meeky-mosey. They were like—sort of like chunks of grey flint. And Greg wasn’t as skinny as he had looked, now that you saw him with his coat off. He was lean, yes—but there was a greyhound whippiness to his leanness; a tight, spring-coiled sort of strength.


  “Well?” said Greg. “You’re ready, Breadon?”


  Breadon’s answer was a sudden, rushing charge. One of the women gasped; there came the whipping splat of flesh striking flesh, then all noises muted save the sound of two men meeting in face-to-face conflict. Breadon’s left jarred Greg back, his right swung wide and hard to put a swift end to the dispute—


  But found no target. For leanly, deftly, with pantherlike swiftness, Greg was out from under the blow; his own left, probing sharply, flicked once . . . twice . . . again into his antagonist’s face, jarring Breadon, shocking, stunning him, halting his bull-like rush and jolting him back on his heels.


  Maddened, Breadon whirled, seeking this will-o-the-wisp whose jabbing lefts stung like salt in an open wound. He growled something that was never completed, for knuckles bruised the word against his lips. Blood sprang, saline and hot in his mouth; the taste of it edged his rage to inchoate blindness, he flailed out recklessly, forgetful of anything he had previously known about fighting.


  And that was his undoing. Against his bulky charge, Greg could do nothing but fight the kind of fleeting defensive battle he had learned in long hours at the gymnasium. A maddened warrior like this was a different matter, though; he was a vulnerable fighter.


  Calmly and with infinite assurance, Greg stepped inside Breadon’s swinging arms, beneath his faulty guard. His right hand came up once, sharply, to Breadon’s jaw. The big man spluttered pink spray, lifted his arms. Again Greg lashed out with his left, this time to the belly; Breadon gasped and his mouth remained open, sagging.


  Like the whipping length of a python, Malcolm threw that lean, deadly-sure right again—this time squarely to the other man’s jaw at the spot where jawbone meets the ear. The blow cracked in the dull, astonished silence like the chunk of a heart-biting axe on timber. Breadon straightened slowly, numbly, in a meaningless reflex. The fire went out of his eyes; their brownness dulled like sun-faded velvet. Then he fell. As a tall building might fall. Crumpling . . . the knees folding first, the body sagging, the shoulders, the head helpless and rolling. In sections. He rolled once and lay still.


  Sparks Hannigan said, “Gawddle-mighty!” His voice was feeble, awestruck.


  Greg Malcolm’s fists, falling to his sides, uncoiled reluctantly. As if they had gripped the fiery baton of his anger, the battle-urge slipped from him with their unclenching. He drew a deep breath to steady his ragged breathing, nodded to the wide-eyed ’Tina.


  “Take care of him,” he said. “Water. He’ll be all right in a minute.” He faced the others, his manner an odd mixture of apology and aggressiveness. “Breadon said there could be but one in command,” he said. “Let us hope that is definitely settled. For all time. And now I will ask all of you to help. Our first step will be to strip the skiff of the equipment we may need and carry it into the hills. In one of those caves we will make our headquarters.”


  But the fight was to have its aftermath. Crystal Andrews it was who burst from the little knot before him to kneel at her fiances side, taking Breadon’s head in her arms, glaring rage and hot defiance at Greg.


  “With you?” she cried. “With you, you—cheap, upstart bully? Not in a million years! Ralph—Ralph, dear, are you all right? Did he hurt you?”


  She jerked the water-soaked handkerchief from the maid’s hands, pressed its coolness to Breadon’s sand-bruised forehead. Breadon’s eyes opened, dazed at first, then full of awareness, sultry, indignant, incredulous. He moved to get on his feet again. Greg stared at him coldly.


  “Get up if you want to, Breadon. But don’t get up fighting!”


  Hannigan chuckled. “He ain’t hurt much. Just his conceit. It’s punched full of right and left hand wallops.”


  “That will do, Sparks!” snapped Greg. He looked at the others, replacing his glasses carefully, a vague sorrow in his eyes, defeat in his voice despite his victory. “You all feel that way? You still refuse—?”


  Crystal Andrews’ cried out, “Talk! Talk! Will you stop talking and go? Go to the hills if you want to. Leave us in peace. We don’t want you and don’t need you. Go to the hills—and good riddance to you!”


  The tiny gimlet of hurt that lay somewhere deep inside of Greg twisted once more at her words, snapped, became suddenly cold and bitter. His jaw set. He nodded to Sparks.


  “Very well. If that’s your desire.


  Sparks, there are four of us, six of them. Take an inventory of all equipment and supplies in the skiff. We will take exactly four-tenths of everything . . . fuel, power units, food, water . . . everything. Get going. I’ll help you directly.”


  Sparks said, “The radio?”


  “We’ll take that. You’re the only one capable of repairing it. We’ll save them in spite of themselves. If we can.”


  Sparks said, “Aye, sir! Come on, Tommy.’Tina.” He started toward the crashed skiff. Greg hesitated, feeling the desire to say something, to make one final plea, not knowing what to say or how to say it, restrained by the yet cold anger etched on his heart by Crystal’s scorn. Then he too turned to help. A strident voice halted him.


  “Just a moment, young man!”


  “Yes, Miss Andrews?”


  Maud Andrews, Cuddles firmly cradled to her ample bosom, left her brother’s side and marched toward the life-skiff.


  “Tell Sparks to make that a fifty-fifty division,” she said. “There will be five of us in the hills.”


  ENID ANDREWS bleated faintly.


  Crystal, still kneeling, stared at her aunt incredulously. J. Foster Andrews vented his indignation in a sudden, blustering roar. “Maud! Don’t be a blasted idiot! Come back here this minute!” Maud Andrews continued to surge inexorably forward.


  “I’m not,” she grunted, “being an idiot! It’s you who are, my dear, fat, dimwitted brother! I’m a selfish, pampered old fool, but I know common-sense when I hear it, and I know a man when I see one. Furthermore, silly as you may think it, I have a ridiculous desire to keep on living. I may have to work to do that, and I’m not overly fond of work, but if Mr. Malcolm will have me—?”


  “Just plain ‘Malcolm,’ Miss Andrews,” said Greg gravely, gratefully. “And I’m happy you see it my way.”


  “Tut! I’m not doing you a favor, Malcolm! I’m just looking out for myself, as I always do. Well, Sparks, don’t stand there yawping like my thick-pated brother! What can I do to help?”


  She waddled away. Greg glanced hopefully at those still waiting, immobile.


  “Won’t you—” he began, “Won’t the rest of you—”


  The eyes that met his were glacial. Bert Andrews, thick-lipped and bridling, snarled disdain. “The hell with you, Malcolm! The sooner you get out of here, the better!”


  Greg said, “We’ll let you know where to find us. If you should—should need us, just call.”


  “We won’t need you.” That was Crystal, coldly.


  “I hope you won’t,” said Greg. “I sincerely hope you won’t . . .”


  V


  SPARKS HANNIGAN came out grinning. He said, “This one looks like the business, Greg. Plenty of room. Dry and warm. It’s even got a natural flue-vent so’s we can have a fireplace inside.” Greg nodded, pleased.


  “Sounds good. I was beginning to think we’d never find a suitable cave. This one’s within easy reach of that spring, too; that solves the fresh water problem. Well, we might as well get settled. Getting toward evening.”


  ’Tina glanced at the sky, surprised. “So soon? I didn’t know it had taken us so long. It seems as if only a few hours ago it was noon.”


  “It was,” grinned Greg. “Titan’s days are shorter than Earth’s. Its diameter is only about 3,000 miles. By Earth measurements you’d say Titan had a sixteen hour day.”


  “And the ‘day,’ ” grumbled Sparks, “ain’t none too bright at that. On account of we’re so far from the Sun.”


  “You haven’t seen the worst of it. Right now we’re on the Sun side of Saturn. We revolve about our primary once every 500-odd hours. Since Saturn is so large, when we are to the lee of it, it eclipses us entirely. So for about five days every Titan ‘month’ we suffer a complete blackout.


  “And that—” Greg sobered. “That is another reason the others should dig into a good warm cave. It gets plenty cold during that eclipse period. An open camp on an exposed plain—” He shook his head.


  Maud Andrews said, “I can’t understand why this satellite is habitable at all.


  I was under the impression that Saturn is a frozen planet.”


  “It is. Its surface temperature is approximately 300° below zero, Fahrenheit. But the warmth of its numerous satellites is one of the astonishing discoveries made by the early space explorers, fifty or sixty years ago. Scientists have not yet explained the matter satisfactorily. Some say the tremendous mass of Saturn, the waves of atmospherics set up by its swirling motion and the ‘grindstone’ of its ring, form an electronic barrier-shield for the satellites. Still others believe that frigid Saturn acts as a gigantic mirror or solar reflector for its children.”


  “But Greg—” That was Tommy O’Doul. “Why ain’t there any colonies here if the climate’s O.Q.? Men live on Venus, where it’s hot as billy-be-hanged, and on Uranus, which is nothing but a ball of ice, and on a bunch of cold, airless asteroids—”


  “Economics, Tommy. The simple, single dictator of mankind’s every venture. Venus has valuable vegetation, Uranus and the asteroids have important metals that can’t be duplicated in Earth’s laboratories, the asteroids have rare ore deposits. There is not—or at least there has not as yet been discovered—anything native to Titan that cannot be mined or made elsewhere more cheaply, more easily. Some day man’s ever-expanding frontiers will claim this satellite as a colony, too. But now that the entire universe is open to man, the human race can increase a millionfold and still allow every soul more lebensraum than he can possibly use.”


  Sparks Hannigan gazed at him admiringly.


  “It’s stoo-pendous!” he said.


  “Titan? Not any more so than—”


  “Not Titan. You. You know everything, don’t you? Pal—” Sparks shook his head. “I sure had you figgered wrong. I thought you was a soft-soaping dope. So then you got us off the Carefree onto the skiff, cooled Breadon like a herring, declared yourself It and made us like it—” Greg said, “Nonsense! I just happened to—Oh, nonsense! Shall we go into our new home?” But he flushed.


  By evening—Titan’s short, grey shadowed evening, the only logical unit of duration by which they could live so long as they remained captive here—their new cave home began to take on some semblance of lived-inness.


  Vegetation was abundant on the hillsides. Sparks and Tommy had gathered heaps of dry faggots while Greg built a crude stone fire place underneath the flue-vent Sparks had reported; shortly thereafter the women had a cheerful blaze crackling on the hearth, and mingled with its grateful warmth was the odor of a savory stew, welcome scent to the nostrils of five who had worked long and hard in gathering the vegetables that had gone into that potage.


  “Eat nothing,” Greg had warned, “dig nothing that does not show signs of having been eaten, dug or picked by wild animals. Later we can make chemical analysis of dubious foods to determine their edibility. For the present we will depend on the most certain test, the acceptance by other flesh-and-blood creatures.”


  He had also permitted that a single can of bouillon concentrate be used in the stew. “For flavoring. There is so little food in reserve that we must save it against the cold, dark days when we can’t get out to gather supplies. Later on we’ll have fresh meat.”


  He looked thoughtfully at Cuddles, sniffing, yapping excitedly by the fireplace, and Maud Andrews, with a swift, maternal gesture, swept the poodle into her arms and glared at him belligerently.


  “Oh, no you don’t! You’ll eat me first!”


  “I wasn’t thinking of that,” said Greg indignantly. “I had something else in mind. A poodle, eh? Hmmm!”


  ’Tina and young Tommy came into the cave, arms full of fresh and fragrant ferns which they dumped beside a wall. Greg, glancing at them, could not curb his astonishment at the overwhelmingly sudden change that had come over ’Tina. During the Carefree’s cruise, during the years he had worked for old J. Foster, he had seen the girl a thousand times—but never, he discovered now, really seen her before! Always she had been a dim, dusty figure in the background. A foil for the spoiled, immaculate perfection of Enid Andrews, the glittering, heart-stopping beauty of Crystal.


  Now, viewed as a woman and a comrade, he was aware that she was lovely herself. Slim as a rush, and yielding-strong as that same wild water-flower; dark-eyed; hair as the Martian midnight with live lights glinting in it, too, as the stars glinted over the Martian deserts; soft, white hands, graceful but capable—


  But here! he thought, what nonsense was this? He had work to do. And this was no time for weaving poetic cadences about a girl who was practically a total stranger!


  Now she laughed, gaily, her very laughter seeming to burst from a heart happy with newfound freedom. And she said, “It was just as you said, Greg. We found the ferns down by the spring. Did we bring enough of them?”


  Greg said, “Enough for tonight. They’ll make comfortable beds. Later on Sparks and I will build real beds for all of us. Thank goodness there was a tool-chest on the skiff. You folks ready to eat?”


  Hannigan lifted his nose from the fireplace.


  “Ready! I been ready for a half hour, and my stummick’s been ready for a week!”


  And somehow it didn’t seem at all surprising to Greg that Maud Andrews should be the one who, sleeves rolled up, face flushed with hearth-heat, warmth and good fellowship, seized the ladle, beat on the side of the pot vigorously and bawled, in what was far from a wealthy socialite’s cultured tone, “Come and get it! Come and get it!”


  SO, SOMEHOW, the first day was over . . . and the second day, too . . . and a week of Titan’s sixteen hour days slid past so quickly that Greg could not truly say where they had disappeared.


  Duties, chores, at first chaotic became matters of mere routine as one or another of the little band took them on his own shoulders. Maud Andrews, who on the second day bluntly and surprisingly startled everyone with the pronunciamento that henceforth there would be, “—no more of this ‘Miss Andrews’ stuff; call me ‘Aunt Maud’; I’m old enough to have mothered every last one of you!”, set herself up as cook, thus freeing ’Tina to take care of the multitude of other household—or cave-hold—duties. And an excellent cook she turned out to be, performing miracles with the odd, variegated samples of produce brought to her by the rest of the group.


  Her once-aroused suspicion flared again when Greg casually requested, one day, permission to take Cuddles for a little run in the woods. She clucked to her pet, turned him over to Greg, but watchfully.


  “I don’t know what you have in mind, Greg Malcolm. But if you come back here with any sinister looking pieces of meat and no Cuddles—”


  “I’m hoping to come back,” confessed Greg, “with both meat and Cuddles. He’s a poodle, isn’t he? Well, he’s always been a lap-dog to you, but I have an idea maybe his heritage will overcome his habits when I get him out into the woods. The poodle, in its earliest beginnings, used to be a hunting dog, you know. It was bred and trained especially for that purpose. Of course his nose may have been ruined by being pampered, but—”


  “My Cuddles,” exclaimed Aunt Maud, “a hunting dog!” She looked horrified.


  Greg said slyly, “I hope so. He wouldn’t be the first member of this party to prove his true worth beneath a thin veneer of civilization.”


  Aunt Maud’s cheeks were red, but it might have been the warmth of the fire. And maybe the wood-smoke made her eyes shine like that, too. She pushed Greg roughly.


  “Oh, run along!” she ordered. “But mind you bring him back unchanged!”


  “Okay, Auntie,” Greg said.


  Greg brought him back, but not unchanged. For the poodle had, amazingly, reverted to type, once set on the trail of wild game. Greg carried back to the dinner table two small creatures, one vaguely resembling a squirrel, one definitely allied to the rabbit family, plunked them proudly before his companions.


  “Don’t give me credit. It was the purp. He’s a humdinger. You should have seen him tree that squirrel—or whatever it is! And that rabbit-thing—he went scrambling halfway down a warren after it! Didn’t you, Slewfoot?”


  The dog yerped happily. Aunt Maud moaned.


  “Slewfoot! Oh, my gracious! Cuddles, come here to momsy-womsy wight away! Did nassy-mans call him—”


  Cuddles made no move to obey. Greg whistled, and the dog looked up. “Okay, Slewfoot. Go to momma!” And the dog pranced over to Aunt Maud. Greg grinned. “I think he likes his new name better,” he said.


  Slewfoot yerped again in an ecstasy of approval.


  AND SO, gradually, life became easier and smoother and happier for the quintet of cave-dwellers. Beds took the place of piled ferns, the woodpile towered toward the cove roof against the days of dark and cold which, according to Greg’s computations, might be expected within the next week or so, food was varied and plentiful, and a needed food was supplied when Tommy O’Doul marched triumphantly home with a bawling kid in his arms. Sparks glared at him.


  “Hey, youngster, what did you tote that home for? We ain’t got no room for pets. And that thing ain’t ripe to be et yet.” Tommy said, “I had to bring it. It was the only way I could make its mom follow me. See?”


  And sure enough, a few yards away, anxiously eying its captive offspring, was a mother goat. Or something like a goat, anyway. Sparks caught on them. A flying tackle and the camp had corraled its first head of livestock. And from then on there was milk.


  And there were songs in the evening, and card games and stories and compensations for the long, hard tasks of the daytime. Sparks labored on his radio set, though without too much hope. “Smashed to hell and gone, Greg. The tubes is the wust part. I could jockey the wires around. But glass—”


  Greg looked thoughtful. “I wonder,” he said. “I wonder? Well—do what you can with the metallic parts.”


  So they waited and worked, and in some dim corner of their minds continued to hope for the release which all in some vague fashion expected might come “some day.” And their camaraderie was great and wholesome, but there was a single subject they never mentioned. The other quintet on the plain below. From their hillside eyrie they could see the other camp, but by common consent they made no effort to approach Breadon’s followers. They had offered assistance and it had been refused. They could do nothing more, now, unless—


  The unless came sooner than they expected. In the still of the night it came in the dark, multi-mooned Saturnian night, when Greg and his comrades were all asleep in their bunks.


  Greg woke with a strained feeling that he could not at first identify. He only knew, as a newly awakened sleeper dimly knows, that something was amiss.


  Then, as he listened, he heard it again. The sound of a firing rifle. And the thin, muted whisper of a cry from the clearing below. A voice lifted in dismay.


  With a start he was on his feet.


  “Sparks!”


  Hannigan bounced from his blankets like a redheaded ball of rubber. He was on his feet, scrubbing his eyes with the backs of his hands, even before he knew he was awake.


  “Smatta? Whuzzup, Greg? Smatta?”


  “Below!” roared Greg. “The party in the valley—they’re in trouble of some kind! Get your gun and come on!”


  VI


  THE OTHERS were awake now.


  Young Tommy was aquake with excitement. He made a headlong dash for the dry niche wherein were stored the arms of the cavedwellers, came back dragging three rifles, handed one to Greg and another to Hannigan.


  “Let’s get going, Greg!” he yelped. “Golly Moses, what do you think it is? Animals, maybe? Or people? Gosh, let’s get going!”


  Greg took the spare rifle from him firmly.


  “We’ll go; you stay.” Then, in swift contrition as the lad’s face fell measurable inches. “Someone must guard the cave while we’re gone, Tommy.’Tina, build up the fire and put a kettle on. Aunt Maud—”


  The old woman nodded grimly.


  “I know. We’ll have hot water ready. And bandages if you need ’em. Run along!”


  How they ever got down that mountainside so quickly was ever afterward a mystery to Greg. It was not exactly a painless descent; their progress was a series of runs, falls and buttock-bruising slides. The footing, in broad daylight, was precarious at best; with only sallow Saturn and the aura of the Rings to illumine their way, it is a wonder they ever reached the plain whole, in a single piece.


  To add to their frenetic haste, in their ears there rang the constant challenge of gunfire. Crimson flashes lit the flatsward below, once a whining slug, miserably aimed, made both of them duck instinctively as it shrilled somewhere over their heads, spanged! against a rock behind them, went ricochetting off into the darkness.


  For now they were on level ground, and mingled with the rattle of arms there was another sound, the purling whimper of tongueless, inhuman things astir and hungry. Greg had once heard, on Earth, the furtive night-passage of a jackal tribe; the soft, half plaintive mewlings, the incessant scrape of scrabbling paws, the ammoniac stench of unwashed bodies. He thought of this now, sharply, as he heard these mutterings, smelled these rank odors, strained his eyes to determine contours in the darkling night.


  Hannigan complained, “You see ’em, Greg? It’s dark as a whale’s gut. I can’t see nothing. What’ll we fire at? Are our folks out in the open or in the skiff? We might hit them if—”


  Greg said, “We’ll know in a minute.” As they moved forward he tugged from his belt the weapon he had been holding in reserve; the one such weapon found amongst the stores of the life-skiff; one he dared use but infrequently because once its charge was exhausted he had no way of replenishing it. “We should be near enough now. Spot ’em quick and fire while there’s light!”


  He jerked the trigger of the Haemholst flame pistol. A writhing streamer of ochre speared from its muzzle, lighting the plain with a hot and eerie effulgence. Like a fiery dart it blazed into the heart of the pack surrounding the life-skiff. By its lingering gleam Greg saw, with stomach-churning repulsion, the creatures which attacked.


  Neither men nor wolves were they, but a cruel parody on each. Lean, hair-matted beast-things running on four legs, semihuman of feature but with loose lips snarling back from yellow fangs; fingered paws long-clawed; indescribably evil and filthy; the more inhuman because they embodied so many physical attributes of Man.


  Their pack must have numbered three score, ranging from gray-pelted old ones to skinny, ragged pups. Apparently they had surprised the plateau party in the open, allowing them no time to remove their precious campstuffs, because the ground about, around and before the skiff was littered with a refuse of clothing, blankets, supplies and equipment, cases and scraps of food.


  It was for this last that the wolf-men had attacked, because even as the ochre beam found their midst, they were scrambling hungrily about the campsite, avidly gobbling all edible scraps they could nose out. A few more aggressive ones scented richer victuals; these it was who, despite the sporadic fire from within the skiff, snuffled, clawed and clamored at the port.


  UNTIL the heat-beam struck them.


  That put an end to their hunger and their blood-lust. Like any wild woodland animal, they had no fear of firearms; they had no experience with them. Bullets that struck, killed; wolf-men untouched by bullets had no way of associating hurt with a sharp burst of sound and a strange, unfamiliar powder-scent.


  But light—light that burned the hair and scorched the flesh; light that spared not one of them, but spread to dose all with its heatful pain—that was something different! As the beam struck and spread, snuffings changed to bestial screams of fear and pain. Those nearest the beam’s focal point felt no pain; they died instantly, charred hulks that crisped and sank, shapeless, to the ground. And from these strangely altered, swiftly dead companions the others fled, howling in shrill alarm. Their footsteps were the dry patter of leaves on shale; they broke and ran wildly for the nether hills, tonguing shrill ululations of hurt.


  Then the door of the skiff opened cautiously ; dim light was a sliver, a crack, an oblong. And the voice of J. Foster Andrews quavered through the darkness to their ears. It sounded shrill and afraid. “Malcolm—is that you?”


  Sparks snorted derisively. “Ain’t that awful?” he demanded. “Is that you!” He raised his voice. “Hell, no, it ain’t him! It’s the Gray Lensman. Who’d you think?”


  “Shut up, Sparks!” Greg said, “Hold your fire, the wolf-things are gone. We’re coming in!”


  A few moments later, he and Hannigan were standing within the life-skiff.


  GREGORY MALCOLM was twenty-six years old. For more than eight years he had been training himself to undergo any and all emotions without change of expression. That was, in his opinion, a prime requisite for a man whose vocation lay in a subordinate position. Now he was grateful for learning that self-control, and hoped his features were as granitelike as he tried to make them. He hoped his eyes did not mirror the astonishment, the shock, the numb dismay he felt when he first glanced about the interior of that cabin, and at those who stood before him.


  It was incredible that in one short week—one very short Titanian week—so great a change could have been wrought in this haughty quintet. His followers were weathering the storm of catastrophe without faltering, without any relaxation of civilized standards. But Breadon’s—


  He studied them, his quietude concealing the sudden heartsickness he knew, his spectacles hiding the swift light of horror in his eyes. The men had not shaved, it was clear, since their crash-landing. Five day stubble lay frostily on the jowls of J. Foster Andrews, blackly on the cheeks of his son and son-in-law to-be.


  Nor did slovenliness end there. Beneath the beard-growth, the skin of the men looked dirty, dingy, sallow, as if they had not washed for days. Their clothes were equally soiled and sorry. Greg saw that J. Foster’s nails were dull and broken and grubby as the nails of a stevedore.


  He rallied himself with an effort. These were men. They had been working hard, laboring. They could not stay immaculate. They had been in a fight.


  Then he looked at the women, and knew that he made excuses vainly. It was even more disillusioning to see what had happened to Mrs. Andrews and Crystal in so short a time.


  Enid Andrews, fashion-plate of two continents, one of Earth’s smartest-dressed women, thrice-named by fashion authorities as Best Dressed Woman in the Solar Confederation, hobbled sloppily about on scuffed slippers, the heel of one of which had broken off and not been replaced, so that her posture sagged like a bag of meal, split at a side-seam and sifting awkwardly away. Her once elaborate coiffure was a bird’s-nest of tangled braids which hung unbraided, curls that sagged limply; hastily adjusted pins and combs clung insecurely to locks that, once pearl-silver, were now clay-crusted gray.


  Crystal—glamorous, pulse-stirring Crystal—was in no better plight. Her gorgeous ash-gold hair was pulled severely back from a forehead which, Greg discovered, was not nearly so broad and smooth and high as he had imagined; the artificial color had rubbed from her cheeks, leaving them lustreless and sullen; her lips—ever rich, ripe, full—were pale and harsh-thin and her mouth had tight, argumentative lines at the corners. Her eyes were dark-rimmed, weary, haggard. She was, thought Greg with shocked comprehension, a tired girl.


  They were all tired. Tired and beaten and dejected. All but Breadon who, even now, was eyeing Greg defiantly, as if challenging him to comment on their condition. He said, bitterly, “Thank you, Malcolm. It was a most magnanamous gesture, coming down from your hilltop castle to rescue us.”


  GREG said nothing. He was looking about the interior of the cabin, noticing with incredulous disfavor the way it had been abused, littered, left uncleaned. Ashes, dirty dishes, scraps of cloth and paper, fragments of cartons and dirt tracked in from outside . . .


  But Hannigan was not bound by Greg’s compunctions. He spoke his mind frankly, staring at the five skiff-dwellers with obvious contempt in his eyes.


  “If you’d ask me,” he said, “it’s damn near time somebody come down and rescued you. Not from wolves, neither. From yourselves. You all look like you’d been drug through the butt end of a wringer.”


  “Well, we have,” began Bert Andrews savagely. “We have been through—”


  “Shut up, you fool!” Breadon cut short his plaint viciously; blustered defiance that was in itself an apology. “We’ve been busy making a camp around here. We haven’t had time to—”


  Sparks drawled, “Bud, we been busy making a camp, too, in a place which wasn’t already equipped with furnishings, like your’n. And I think we. done a better job of it. And in between times, we found time to shave and bathe once in a while.” Andrews flushed and said stiffly, “There is a need of being provident with water. Our supply is limited—”


  Greg said, “What? You mean you’ve been using the water reserve from the life-skiff?”


  Enid Andrews answered. Excitedly. Volubly. Almost at the point of tears. She wrung her hands, and Greg could not help noticing the anomaly of those at once dirty and gem-bedecked fingers.


  “We have. Oh, we have. There’s no other water anywhere around here. Nor food. We’ve been living on concentrates . . . sickening, horrible stuff . . .”


  “That’s not true!” flamed Breadon. “We did have other food. I made bread. I caught small game. I put out traps. There would have been plenty of food except for the wolf-men who raided tonight. They broke our stove . . . stole my reserves . . .”


  “Which,” mocked Sparks, “you conveniently left out for them to sniff and come a-running after? Why don’t you call it a day, Breadon? Admit you’re nothing but a cocky Earthlubber at heart and—”


  “Why, you little whippersnapper!” Breadon took a swift step forward. But Greg had heard enough. He laid a restraining hand on the socialite’s arm. His voice was as soothing, as pleading, as he could make it.


  “Haven’t we had enough of that already? Look here, Breadon, let’s let bygones be bygones. We’ve had our little quarrel, now let’s act like sane and sensible humans.


  “You’re not situated here any too well. You’ve admitted you’re not near a water supply. The terrain is open to attack, as is proven by tonight’s incident. You’ve been, well—let’s say ‘unlucky.’


  “On the other hand—we’ve been lucky.


  We’ve got a nice, warm cave large enough to house all ten of us easily. We have soft beds and good food and fresh milk; safety and good fellowship. With some of the things you have in here—those upholstered chairs, for instance; what remains of your equipment and supplies, we could make a veritable paradise of our cave.


  “So what do you say? Let’s cast in our lots together. Make it one big, happy family?”


  J. FOSTER looked at him thoughtfully.


  Enid Andrews began to cry softly. Crystal glanced at Ralph, then at Greg, than at Breadon again. Bert Andrews stroked his chin. He said, “It sounds good—”


  Breadon interrupted.


  “There’s just one thing, Malcolm,” he said curtly. “We’ll accept your—your overtures of friendship on one condition. That you’ll step down from the high horse you’ve been riding lately, come to the realization that you’re not oock-o’-the-walk around these parts.”


  Greg said gravely, “If you mean that our community shall be a society in which all share and share alike, I am in complete agreement with you.”


  “That’s what I mean,” said Breadon. “Of course, we all recognize that there must be leadership. As our oldest man, our most important member, Mr. Andrews is that logical leader. I can assure you, acting as his lieutenant—”


  “No!” said Sparks loudly. “It’s the same old thing in a different package, Greg. He wants to be boss, else he won’t play. The answer is—comets to you, Breadon. We’re doing all right the way we are; you’re making a mess of your affairs. As far as I’m concerned, you can stay here and stew in your own gravy!”


  He turned toward the door. Greg said, “Wait, Sparks. I’ll be right with you.” And he, too, nodded at Breadon. “I fear Sparks is right, Breadon. You haven’t learned your lesson yet. We’re going back where we belong. We’re glad to have been of some small service to you. If you ever need us again, just call. Meanwhile, my offer remains open. If you should ever decide to join us on our terms—”


  A loud and cheerful voice interrupted him. A voice from outside, bellowing gay greeting, “Ahoy, you in there! Open the door!”


  Sparks said, “Aunt Maud! What’s she—?” and pulled the door open. In the oblong, against the slow gray dawn now crawling above the hilltops, stood Aunt Maud, a huge grin on her face, a tremendous bowl in her stalwart arms. From the bowl rose a tantalizing aroma. She waddled in, plunked it on the nearest desk.


  “Thought you folks might be sort of hungry after a scrap,” she grinned. “Watched it from the cave. Nice, cozy place to watch a fight from. Saw morning was coming on, so I brought you down some breakfast.


  “Sister—” She glanced at the sallowcheeked Enid shrewdly. “You look sort of peaked. You too, Crystal. You look older, honey. Well, Greg—ready? We’d better be running along.’Tina’s got our breakfast almost ready. Fruit juice and porridge and pancakes with butter and sugar-syrup. Sounds good, eh? Well, ’bye, folks!”


  And by main force she herded the two men swiftly out of the skiff. Outside, moving toward the hill, Sparks turned on her pettishly.


  “Now, what did you go and do that for, Aunt Maud—you’ve gummed up everything! Greg was telling ’em off; just beginning to make ’em listen to reason—”


  Aunt Maud grinned and winked broadly at Greg.


  “Sparks, are all radiomen as dumb as you, or do you hold the championship? Greg could talk from now to doomsday and not get anywhere with that outfit. I know. They’re my own haughty, independent, pigheaded flesh and blood.


  “But that stew I brought them—” She chuckled and rolled her eyes delightedly. “Now, that’s a real argument. The best their bellies ever listened to. Just wait and see!”


  VII


  THE TRUTH of her statement was exhibited very soon. That very afternoon, in fact. The dim Titanian sun was settling toward the westward hilltops, and Greg was just putting the finishing touches to a crude grist-mill he was rigging for the women, when there came the scrape of hesitant footsteps up the rocky pathway.


  Hannigan had been away since breakfast time, making a survey of the natural resources within easy distance of their cave. Greg thought it was the radioman returning.


  “Hi!” he shouted over his shoulder, without looking back. “Any luck? What did you find?” Then, as no voluble, profane, fantastic answer was forthcoming, he turned around. His eyes momentarily betrayed his astonishment. “Oh! Hello, Andrews!” he said.


  Bert Andrews shuffled uncomfortably. His gaze held a curious mixture of wistfulness, reluctance and expectancy. He said, in a voice that was a trifle too breathlessly nonchalant, “Hello, Malcolm. Just taking a little stroll, so I thought I might drop up and see—see how you’re making out.” He glanced about him, obviously impressed. “Not so bad,” he said. “Not bad at all! That’s the cave, I suppose? See you have things pretty well straightened out. What’s that?”


  Greg’s gaze followed his nod to the crosswork which was suspended directly above the cave-mouth; a latticework of steel, firmly wire-lashed, secured by a rope, the stretch of which dipped into the cave itself.


  “Barrier-shield,” explained Greg. “Hangs on a pulley. We can drop it from inside. In case of attack, you see. Slides down that groove into the channel cut in the ground, holds tight there.” He grunted. “That’s one of the reasons we don’t have any honest-to-John furniture in our home. We had too many other important uses for the metal.”


  “Clever,” said Andrews. “Ingenious. I—er—got to thinking over what you said this morning, Malcolm, after you left. You were right. For a group of civilized people we let ourselves get into sorry shape.”


  He rubbed his chin reflectively. Greg noticed for the first time that his face was no longer dark with beard; that though his clothes were still dirty, he had made an effort to straighten them, dust them. The skin of his face, though, was pink and sore; chafed.


  Greg said, “What in the world did you shave with, Bert? A cross-cut saw?”


  Andrews said defensively, “The electric razor won’t work. The dry-cells are exhausted, and we can’t use D. C. without wasting fuel. There wasn’t a honed blade aboard the skiff. I used my pocket-knife. It—” he confessed ruefully, “It wasn’t very sharp.”


  Greg said, “Hannigan mounted carborundum sheets on a lathe wheel and put edges on a couple steak knives for us. I’ll let you have one before you go back. Hey, there he is now! What’s the story, Sparks?”


  Hannigan came into the clearing at a trot. He was excited. He said, “Sweet Christmas cow, Greg, you know what I run across? A—What’s this? Company?”


  The eager, interested look fled from Bert Andrews’ eyes. He said stiffly, “I—I guess I’ll be running along now, Malcolm. See you again.”


  HE TURNED, his shoulders very stiff.


  Too stiff to be convincing. Greg glanced at him appraisingly, motioned the radioman to keep his mouth shut, called after the young Andrews.


  “Don’t go yet, Bert. We’re just getting ready for dinner.”


  “Dinner?” The young man spun like a top. Then he recalled his dignity. “Oh—dinner! Why, I guess ours is almost ready, too.’Bye—”


  We’d be glad to have you stay,” said Greg levelly, striving to keep the amusement out of his voice. “I think there’s a roast tonight. Something that looks like a young suckling pig can’t exactly tell, though, till we taste it. These Titanian animals are different. Then there’s a salad and potatoes and beans, a fruit compote, and I think ’Tina baked a pie today.” Andrew’s eyes widened as his lips twitched. “I—I wouldn’t want to be any trouble,” he said faintly.


  “No trouble at all,” said Greg. Then, unable longer to restrain himself, “But of course if you think they’ll be expecting you—?”


  “No, I’ll stay!” blurted Andrews hastily. “Thanks. I can wash up somewhere?”


  “Inside. Ask Aunt Maud for soap. She’s the custodian of that.” Then, as the young man disappeared into the cave hurriedly, Greg grinned at Hannigan. “One!” he said.


  “You want to hear about what I seen?” demanded the redhead. “Listen, it was terrific! Great big marsh, full of the damnedest life-forms and craziest vegetation anybody ever met up with. Hot, too! Steamy, like the Grand Marshes of Venus, only not quite as stinking—”


  He stopped, annoyed. “One what? You ain’t listening to a word I’m saying. Don’t you want to hear?”


  “Later, Sparks,” said Greg. “Right now I’m wondering how long it will take the others to fall in line.”


  IT DIDN’T take long. The citadel of stubbornness had been undermined the night of the attack, it toppled with Bert Andrews’ “friendly visit”—from which, some time later, he staggered home glassyeyed with an overdose of wild roast, hot vegetables, crisp greens and luscious fruits, succulent berry pie—and it crashed, violently, the next day.


  Bert Andrews brought his dad up the hill, presumably to confer with Malcolm on a future mutual defensive system; the two of them lingered for lunch—and after lunch old J. Foster, with the blunt directness which accounted for his success in Earth’s business world, sat back, grunted comfortably, and said, “That’s the first meal I’ve enjoyed since I was a pup in Service! Malcolm, you win! I’m sick and tired of this squabbling, and of our hand-to-mouth existence down there. Is there room for me in this cave of yours?”


  It was no moment for gloating triumph. Greg said, “Yes, sir.”


  “Then I’m moving in. And so is my wife. What do you want me to do?” Greg said, “Hannigan and I were planning to break ground for a small farm this afternoon, but this is more important. We’ll go down with you and help you move up your personal things. How about—” he hesitated briefly “—how about Crystal? And Breadon?”


  “I don’t know,” said J. Foster unhappily. “But if they’re smart, they’ll quit kicking against the pricks, too.”


  They were smart. When Andrews and his son, accompanied by Hannigan, Tommy and Greg, appeared at the skiff to move the Andrews’ property, when Andrews told them bluntly that he and Enid and Bert were casting their lot in with the cave-dwellers, there was a moment of sultry silence, fraught with reluctance, anger, recrimination—then Breadon bowed to the inevitable. Not with good grace, but with grudging agreement he said, “Very well. If that’s the way you want it, Mr. Andrews. If we’re welcome up there, Malcolm—?”


  Greg said, “You are welcome, Breadon. I told you that a week ago.” And promptly forgot Breadon and Breadon’s surliness as he realized that Crystal, too, had been shamed into a recollection of her feminine duty to herself. Somewhere she had found cosmetics, and somehow she had managed to clean and press out a fawn-colored desert sun-suit. Once again, ash-blonde hair combed back to a shoulder-length veil of shimmering loveliness, pale golden skin fresh and creamy and fragrant beneath the sheer silk of her abbreviated costume, she was the glamorous, crystal-lovely Crystal of more leisured days. A woman at once lovely, challenging and—desirable.


  Thus the nation divided against itself was united. And thus began the second phase of the refugees’ struggle to exist against staggering odds on the lonely, hostile moon of Saturn.


  VIII


  AMAZINGLY, the period of readjustment was not long, nor was it arduous. It was accomplished briefly, surely, in a series of emphatic object lessons. There was Enid Andrews, for instance. On her first afternoon in the cave she called ’Tina to her side, ordered the beautification of her face, her hair, her nails, and with a sigh of relief surrendered to the ministrations of the younger girl.


  Greg, witness to this, frowned. But he motioned for silence when Aunt Maud would have made some irate comment.


  That evening, by former agreement, Enid washed the dinner dishes. When ’Tina stepped forward to dry them, Greg stopped her.


  “Sit down, ’Tina. Mrs. Andrews will dry them.”


  Enid started, gasped, stared at the huge pile appalled.’Tina said, “But there are so many of them, Greg. Ten of us—”


  “You have done extra work today,” said Greg suavely, “to earn your rest. Mrs. Andrews is in your debt. She must work out her obligation. We have,” he continued pointedly, “no servants or masters here. Courtesies must be repaid in kind.”


  Only twice more did the lessons have to be repeated; once when Bert Andrews gluttonously devoured an entire berry pie and was made to spend the next lunch-hour picking fruit for another; again when Breadon carelessly fouled the spring by washing in it, and in penance was required to construct a clay-and-stone dam below the spring, that in the future the community might have adequate bathing facilities; after that everyone understood that he had his alloted share of work, that the work must be done, that meals, warmth, comfort and safety could be earned only by sweat and toil.


  And gradually the rude cave dwelling began to take on the semblance of a home. During the short days at their disposal before Titan, pursuing its cosmic rounds, plunged into the umbra of its gigantic mother planet, every member of the refugee corps worked feverishly to prepare and fortify for the dark days to come.


  It was well that they did so, for when the darkness descended, ensued a bleakness even more terrifying than Greg had anticipated. The eclipse of Titan by its parent was no mild, momentary phenomenon like the eclipsing of Earth by Luna; it was a five day cessation of all heat and light.


  With the darkness came sweeping, icy winds, gales monstrously violent, and incredible cold. From a sky black and terribly came the snow, five inches of it in an hour, eight feet of it in a day. It was alarming at first. Then Greg and all of them realized that the very ferocity of the storm was their salvation! Were there to be this frightful cold without snow, not all the fires of Gehenna, not all the clothing and blankets in the universe, could have protected them. But the snow, dropping like a sodden, white blanket, choked and filled the mouth of their cave, piled thicker and thicker, enswaddling them in a fleecy comfort that kept out the bone-brittling blasts.


  Then they thanked the foresight that had led them to build up a roof-touching fuel reserve, a store of fresh produce and game, for they could not leave their refuge. They were snowbound until Titan left the shadow of Saturn and the warth should again melt their prison walls.


  But those days were not days of idleness; they were days of accomplishment. The women, under ’Tina’s guidance, ripped apart unneeded goods salvaged from the skiff’s stores—tarpaulins, extra bedding and napery, carpeting, drapes—and restitched them into more needed, more practical articles of wearing and household apparel.


  BREADON and Greg, laying aside a mutely-acknowledged hostility, pooled their knowledge and ingenuity in an effort to ascertain their whereabouts on the satellite. Neither had studied mathematics closely, a fact each now bewailed. But they had a few books on astrogation, taken from the skiff, and they had determination and intelligence. Utilizing some of their precious, dwindling store of forged metal, they constructed a crude but—they believed—reasonably accurate sextant with which, when the darkness was gone, they hoped to take celestial readings that would aid their computations.


  In the making of this, Greg was forced to sacrifice something that had been for almost ten years as much a part of him as his arms and legs. His spectacles. Strangely, he did not miss them much after the first day. Their purpose had been mainly to protect him from eyestrain and headaches in a confined vocation that required much reading. But here on Saturn’s satellite, health improved by hard labor, Greg had experienced no headaches. He was, in fact, almost disgustingly healthy. He could tell by the straining of his clothes at throat and chest and waistband that he was gaining weight; his appetite had improved and when night came, he did not have to read himself to sleep.


  Young Tommy took upon himself the task of chronicling their exile. His method, though extravagantly romantic as befitted his years and enthusiasm for this adventure, was nonetheless efficient. He laboriously scraped smooth a wide portion of the cave-wall; on this he inscribed a calendar, a log, and a map of such portions of the satellite as they had so far explored.


  Meanwhile Sparks Hannigan fretted over his damaged radio set. An accomplished bug-pounder, he took little time to get the wiring rearranged. The replacement of metal parts was a tougher problem, but it, too, he solved with the aid of their acetylene torch.


  One final job, however, stopped him cold. He shook his head when he spoke of it to Malcolm.


  “The tubes, Greg. It just ain’t no use. We can’t operate the radio less’n we got tubes, and ours is gone. I guess I’m just wasting my time.”


  Greg said, “Isn’t there a type of radio that works without tubes? Operates on a crystal, or something?”


  Sparks said, “Yeah. But it ain’t got no power. We got to get a message plumb off the satellite, out into space where it can be picked up by a Space Patrol cruiser. Or the Saturn lightship.”


  “And that’s impossible? Suppose you had glass?”


  “Can you make it?” scoffed Sparks.


  “Maybe,” said Greg. “Glass was accidentally discovered in the first place, you know, by Phoenician sailors who built a fire on a sandy beach wherein was imbedded raw chunks of natron. We might be able to do the same.”


  Sparks shook his head glumly. “O.Q. So that gives us glass. We still got to blow it, and figger out some way of sucking the air out, and winding filaments. Oh, understand, I ain’t saying we can’t do it, Greg. But it’ll take years.”


  Greg nodded soberly.


  “Well, we’ll overlook no bets. Sparks—tell you what to do. You go ahead and build one of those simple “crystal” sets, just in the event that someday a scout ship or exploration plane should come within our range. Andrews is an important man, you know. Earth won’t dismiss him casually as ‘Lost in Space.’ We’ll also, as soon as the Sun comes back, clear a wide swath in the plain below us and construct a huge SOS sign of wood and underbrush that will be visible by day and can be set afire by night.


  “Then, if we should ever hear the signal of a scout ship, we’ll hope they see our marker.”


  “If!” grunted Sparks.


  “What’s that?”


  “Skip it!” said Hannigan. “I was just making book against myself.”


  SO GREG maintained an optimism before the others, an optimism he did not entirely feel himself. Always he talked of the day they would leave Titan, but sometimes he wondered if that day would ever come.


  And truth to tell, there were periods when he almost hoped that day would not ever come! For here, a thousand million miles from the Earth that had borne him, Gregory Malcolm had finally come into the rulership that, on Earth, he could never win, but that here was his by right of greater strength and knowledge.


  He gazed about him, musing, and saw a cavern bright with candles that he had taught the womenfolk to render from the fats of wild beasts, warm with a flame he had kindled and nurtured, comfortable with furnishings he had constructed to their purpose. He saw nine men and women, a half dozen of whom had been his “superiors” aforetime, but who now looked to him for guidance, protection and leadership.


  His mind’s eye pierced the rock walls of the cavern and gazed, marveling, at the cosmos as viewed from desolate Titan. When these snows melted he could stand upon the hillside beneath the flaming moons of Saturn, beneath the never-ending wonder of Saturn’s massive, multi-colored Rings, and say with Defoe’s ancient castaway that here he, indeed, was monarch of all he surveyed.


  This was his ordained fate; this was his brave, new world; these people were his subjects. And he was, for howsoever brief or long a time, an Emperor. And the white, the whirling stars—these were his empire!


  Perhaps he was not the only one of that group who saw this truth. For there was more than mere grudging lip-service in the changed attitude of Andrews and his wife and son. Bert Andrews was a changed boy. His wilfulness had vanished; his allegiance to Greg was ardent. Maud Andrews’ affection for Greg was an obvious thing. She saw to it that he was first fed, first clothed, first taken care of in all things; hers was an attitude of fierce maternalism, springing from a breast that had never known motherhood.


  And—and there was another strange thing, too. A thing of singing glory that Greg could scarce believe, even though its truth was exhibited to him in a thousand little ways.


  Crystal Andrews!


  A great change had come upon Crystal Andrews since the loss of the Carefree. Of the old Crystal, only one part remained. Her blindingly radiant beauty. Her selfishness, her coldness, had fled, had been banished as her accustomed languidness had been banished by the obligation of labor.


  Daily her attitude toward Greg grew more intimate. From aloofness she melted into acceptance, acceptance faded and became approval. Approval waxed as transpiring events proved time and again Greg’s wisdom and his right to rule; there came upon the girl an eagerness to be the first to do whatever he suggested.


  This was good, and as it should be. But there was something else, too; something deeper. At first Greg could not understand it, then gradually its meaning became clear even to his wholly-masculine mind. The sudden glance . . . the lingering touch of hand against hand as they chanced to pass one another . . . the host of unnecessary little questions that brought them into contact a dozen times a day . . . the sweeping flush when he, looking up unexpectedly, met her gaze. All these and other things. The lithe, sure, free, but overwhelmingly feminine allure of her body, shoulder brushing his as they sat before the fireplace in the long evenings. The slow caress of her voice when she spoke his name. The moment of swift alarm—a torpid snake that had somehow wriggled into the cavern, toward the warmth of the fire—and Crystal in his arms for all too short a moment. And drawing away reluctantly when the “danger” was past.


  HE SHOULD have known from these things. Or from the amused glances of Sparks Hannigan, or the increased surliness of Ralph Breadon, or from the sudden loss of gaiety on the part of ’Tina.


  “What’s the matter with you, ’Tina? Don’t you feel well lately?”


  Her eyes avoiding his. “I’m all right, Greg. It’s nothing.”


  “But you don’t sing any more. You’ve sure you’re well? There’s nothing I can do for you?”


  “No.” Her voice low. “No, thank you.”


  “But I want you to be happy. Look, ’Tina—let’s you and me play cribbage tonight like we used to? We haven’t had a game for weeks. How about it?”


  “Oh, Greg—would you like to? Really?” Her dullness slipping away from her like a dropped cape; her voice throbbingly eager. Then another voice at his elbow, a throaty, heart-stirring voice. “Oh, Greg—me, too? May I play? Will you teach me the game?”


  Greg turned, smiling. “Why, of course. We’ll get Sparks and make it a four-handed game. Eh, ’Tina?”


  But ’Tina drew back, her eyes hurt again and distant. Her voice faint. “N-no, Greg. You and Crystal. I don’t think I want to . . .”


  Which Greg could not understand. But gradually, out of his confusion and miscomprehension, one truth came clear. And with its coming there was a sudden singing in his heart, a fire in his veins. He loved Crystal Andrews. And Crystal Andrews loved him!


  THEN one day they woke to find the floor of the cave glistening darkly with a pool of water. The snow was melting from the mouth of the cave. When they attacked the weakened snowbank with shovels and brooms, laughing and fighting their way clear of the white barrier, they discovered that the dark days had ended, that once again the sky of Titan was silver-blue and bright, that already the warmth had turned the snow mantle to chuckling rivulets that ran merrily down the hills, leaving fresh green in its wake. The miracle of Titan’s “winter” had passed, and the land would again be theirs for three warm weeks.


  Greg’s brain was afire with a hundred projects. A viaduct to carry water into the cavern during the next cold period. They had had to depend on melted snow this time. A study of the stars with their new sextant. The clearing of ground for the gigantic signal. He turned to the others enthusiastically.


  “We’ve got to work now, folks, as we never worked before! Tommy, I want you to get right to work on that new viaduct we were talking about. Andrews, your first job will be to replenish the wood supply. Try the west woods, that’s the best timber.’Tina, see what these short ‘winters’ do to the vegetation, will you? I don’t imagine they’re dead. Nature has ways of counteracting its own excesses. I believe we’ll find the vegetation here on Titan is phenomenally hardy. But see, anyway.


  “Aunt Maud—you and Enid set out those traps we made during the dark spell. We’ll have a hot stew tonight. Breadon, suppose you and Sparks and I go down to the plain and start planning our signal system? Crystal—”


  Crystal was at his side, her hand on his arm. “I’m going with you, Greg.”


  “What? But they need you—Oh, all right!”


  He smiled. Behind him Aunt Maud snorted and disguised the snort with a rattling cough.’Tina looked at him oddly for a moment before she turned obediently toward where last week there had been a vegetable patch. Her eyes were hurt. Greg could not understand why.


  It was not until he was halfway down the hill that he remembered he had promised to let her help with the sign project. Of course it was too late to do anything about it then. Besides, Crystal’s feet were unsteady on the melting path. She needed his arm about her for support. And her hair had a tantalizing fragrance all its own . . .


  IX


  IT TOOK all of the men, working steadily from dawn to dusk every day, two full weeks to construct the signal. When it was done, Greg looking down upon it from their hilltop eyrie, gazed upon it with approval and found it good.


  Across the mile-wide flatness of the plain they had heaped huge piles of branches, faggots, brush, forming the letters “S O S.” Green, they stood out boldly; withered and faded, their brownness would be equally clear.


  Hannigan was pleased with his share of the work, too.


  “—wire,” he finished, “from the bottom of the ‘S’ to the cave. We just about had enough, too. Anyhow, if the ship should happen to come at night instead of in the daytime, all we got to do is push the switch, and a spark’ll jump in the tinder. Send the whole signal up in flame in less time than you can say ‘integral calculus.’ ” He frowned. “If,” he added, “a ship comes at all. Which of course I couldn’t say yes or no.”


  “It will come,” said Greg absently. He said it because it was the thing to say; as a matter of habit. He was not even thinking of his words. He was thinking, now that this project had been accomplished, of other things. Of a silo that must be built. They had nine head of livestock now, due to Tommy O’Doul’s persistence. The beasts would have to be provided with winter quarters. One goat in the cave had not been so bad, last month. But nine goats—Perhaps, he thought, that small cave next to ours. If we could dig into it through the west wall . . . make a small opening . . .


  His lack of concentration brought a false conclusion from the third man in the group. Ralph Breadon stirred restively.


  “You should say,” he insinuated, “if Malcolm wants a ship to come!”


  The words penetrated Greg’s thoughts of the future slowly. He turned a blank, questioning look on the other.


  “Eh?”


  “I merely said,” repeated Breadon, “that one could not condemn a man in your position for showing lack of enthusiasm in a rescue party.”


  Greg stared at him thoughtfully.


  “Just what do you mean by that, Breadon?”


  Breadon shrugged.


  “Isn’t it fairly obvious? Two short months ago you were a nobody. A secretary without background, position or authority. Today you’re the demigod of Titan. Sir Boss. I don’t complain; I merely comment. You have everything a man could ask for. Authority . . . security . . . a woman . . .”


  The last jolted Malcolm out of his apathy. He took a swift step forward, gripped Breadon’s lapels with a fist grown heavier, rougher, with labor.


  “If you mean Crystal, Breadon—”


  Breadon stood his ground. “Let go of me, Malcolm. I’m not going to fight you again. Of course I mean Crystal. It’s perfectly obvious that you and she—Oh, hell, man! Don’t be a hypocrite! After all, when people live as intimately as we do, in one little cave . . .”


  GREG felt dark anger welling up within him like a gall-tinctured flood. Rage not that Breadon should say this thing, but that there should be cause for his thinking it. He choked, thickly, “Damn you, Breadon—there’s not a thing wrong between Crystal and me. I love her, yes. And Crystal loves me. We’ve only been waiting till this big job was finished—”


  “Then if I were you,” retorted Breadon wearily, “I wouldn’t wait any longer. Or is it another case of the king being incapable of doing wrong? Anyhow, I think you understand what I mean now. Two months ago a marriage between you and Crystal Andrews would have been ridiculous. Today—”


  He shrugged again. Greg glared at him wrathfully, impotently, for a long moment. Then he spun on his heel, led the way down the hill to the cave. Sparks scurried along behind him anxiously. “Now, look, Greg—don’t do nothing you might regret—”


  “Shut up! I’ll handle this!”


  At the cave he called all the settlers before him. They came from their tasks, surprised, wondering. He wasted no time. He broached the subject boldly.


  “Because we ten are marooned here on a desert satellite,” he said savagely, “without a clergyman, there is no reason we must abandon all the rights and privileges of civilized society. Human emotions have a habit of enduring. I think it is no secret that Crystal Andrews and I have fallen in love. I intend, therefore, to marry her as soon as it can be arranged.


  “Crystal—” He turned to the girl. “Do I speak for you as well as for myself?” The girl nodded and stepped forward into the circle of his arm. “You know you do, Greg.”


  J. Foster Andrews looked pleased. He said, “That’s fine, son. But who’s going to do the marrying?”


  “You are. As owner of the Carefree, you were also its commander. I think the space code would permit your acting in capacity of justice.” Greg’s anger melted.


  “I’m not being very formal about this, sir. Perhaps I should ask for your permission.”


  “You have it, my boy! And now—” Archly. “When will the—hrrumph!—happy event take place?”


  Greg looked at Crystal questioningly. “Next week?” she said, “I’ll have to have a little time, Greg.”


  “That’s it, then,” said Greg. “Next week. When the dark period comes.”


  THE LITTLE group broke up, then.


  One by one they murmured words of congratulation and approval to their leader and his bride-to-be and drifted away. Finally Crystal went back into the cave, and Greg was left alone with ’Tina, who alone of all the group, had so far said nothing. He went to her.


  “You haven’t told me you’re happy, ’Tina.”


  She turned slowly.


  “Shall I say so, Greg?”


  “I want you to. Why do you act so strangely toward me, ’Tina? Do you dislike me? You used to—”


  “I’m happy,” she cried suddenly. “Now I’ve said it. You want me to. Are you satisfied? Why don’t you let me alone, Greg? Must I like or dislike you? You have one woman? Must you—” She broke from his side, raced forward to the edge of the hill, stared blindly down into the plain. Greg moved after her, worried. “What is it, ’Tina? You’re not happy! Are you lonely? Why don’t you get married, too? Sparks . . . or Breadon . . .” He stopped, his gaze over her shoulder settling on something in the valley beneath. A thing incredible to behold, but that was . . . yes, was . . .


  “ ’Tina!” he gasped.


  At the tone of his voice she spun swiftly, anxiously. “What is it, Greg?”


  “Look! Down there! A—a human!”


  X


  “MORE GRUEL, Marberry?” asked Aunt Maud solicitously. “Can you eat another spoonful?” She glared at those who ringed the reclining spaceman belligerently. “Why don’t you let him alone?” she demanded. “Greg Malcolm, I thought you had better sense! The man’s weak and sick!”


  Marberry’s eyes were like charred pockets, but he summoned a weak smile.


  “I’m all right,” he said. “There isn’t much more to tell. We managed to cut free from the Carefree just before she crashed. Four of us. Lipstead, Hawkins, Craeburn and myself. Our skiff cracked up in a mountain gorge. Craeburn was killed, and Lipstead broke his leg. But we fixed it up in splints, and he got by.


  “When the snow came—” He shut his eyes momentarily, as though to rid them of a persistently evil vision. “When the snow came we almost died. We ran short on fuel, and the skiff leaked. Then the electro-stove ran down, and we had to eat cold, canned food.


  “Even so, we pulled through. But when it got warm again, Hawkins said we mustn’t spend another winter in the skiff. We had to find a cave in the mountains, he said. So we abandoned the ship and started moving. It was then that they caught us.”


  Breadon, who had entered late, asked, “Who?”


  “Natives of Titan,” Greg capitulated briefly. “He described ’em to us before you came in. Savages. Cannibals. Humanoid, but no culture. Funny physical make-up, like the Uranians. Don’t feel the cold at all. Murdering devils. From what he says, we’re lucky they haven’t found us before this.”


  Breadon said, “Cannibals!” and looked sallow. The supine man continued weakly.


  “We had to leave Lipstead behind. He couldn’t run. He drew a gun on us, threatened to kill us all if we didn’t leave him. We heard his gun afterward. He must have got a half dozen of them before—before they got him.


  “Then Hawkins and me split up. It was the only way, he said. One of us might be lucky. I—I guess I was. They followed him instead of me. And all the time—” His voice raised feverishly. “And all the time, we was only about ten miles from here! If we’d only known.—”


  Aunt Maud would stand for no more. She bustled between the invalid and his listeners, shooed them away angrily. “Run along, now. This man needs sleep and quiet. Go ’way!”


  BUT LATER, as Marberry slept the sleep of exhaustion, Greg called a council of war.


  “Ten miles,” he said soberly. “If those creatures are only ten miles from here, we can expect an attack almost any day. Or moment. From now on, we must keep a watch at all times. No one must leave the cave alone.”


  Hannigan said, “You reckon they’ll find us, Greg? Titan’s a big hunk of dirt.”


  “They’re savages. Savages can follow the faintest trails of wild animals, let alone the spoor of a frightened, sick man. They’ll be here.”


  Hannigan said, “There’s one good hunk of news in the whole sorry mess. Marberry said him and his companions sent out radio SOS calls for three solid weeks. Till their radio run dry. Maybe somebody picked up one of them calls. Maybe there’s help on the way right now.”


  “Radio. Speaking of radio, Sparks, how about that crystal receiving set you were working on? Is it finished?”


  Sparks smiled sourly.


  “Finished your sainted sandals! It’s all washed up. Listen to this!”


  He stepped to the hodge-podge of wires and coils on which he had been laboring, adjusted it. From its diaphragm came dismal sounds. Squawks, squeals, quavering vibrations.


  “Static,” said Breadon.


  “Double it,” gloomed Hannigan, “and add a thousand. The worst kind of static. An electrical disturbance field.”


  Greg frowned. “But that can’t be, Sparks. There’s no electricity around here. No generating plants or—”


  “It can’t be,” snorted Sparks, “but it is. I don’t know what makes it act that-away. Maybe it’s the H-layer of this cockeyed satellite. Sun spots, maybe. Whatever it is, it sure gums up my machine.” He stared at the tiny set helplessly.


  Greg stirred himself.


  “Well, then we’ll have to look forward to fighting this battle without hope of assistance. Andrews, I want you and Tommy to inspect the cave-mouth barrier immediately, see that it’s in perfect shape and reinforce it. Ralph, you and Sparks drive the livestock into the small cave so they’ll be hidden.’Tina, the fuel reserve?”


  “Complete, Greg.”


  “Good! I’m going out to stand the first watch. If you need me, I’ll be—”


  At that moment a small figure, bristlehaired with excitement, came scampering into the cave.


  “Greg!” cried Tommy O’Doul. “Greg—they’re down there! On the plain. I seen them. And I—I think they seen me, too! They’re heading up this way!”


  A HALF HOUR later, Greg, flanked by a tight-jawed little band of compatriots, crouched in the bottle-mouth of an altered cavern.


  The short time that had elapsed since Tommy O’Doul gave the alarm had been minutes of swift preparation. What little of water, food and supplies could be brought into the cave had been hustled in by eager hands. The stock had been herded into the small, adjoining cave, and boulders had been rolled against the cave mouth. The metal grill had been dropped before the mouth of their own cage; it was behind this they now crouched, through this that Greg looked out upon a lead-gray sky and green hills.


  “There’s one thing,” said Greg. “One break in our favor. It’s starting to get darker, and it’s barely afternoon. We must be dipping into the penumbra of Saturn. In a little while the darkness should come, and the gales and the cold.”


  Hannigan said, “That ain’t no break for us. Marberry said they didn’t feel heat and cold.”


  “I know. But they can’t prevent the snow falling. If it comes down like it did during the last dark spell, we will have an eight-foot fall of ice between us and our attackers.”


  Andrews looked at the sky anxiously. “But until it snows, Greg?”


  “We fight!” said Greg grimly.


  Bert Andrews, who had wriggled forward on his belly to the furthermost ell of the bottle-neck, ducked back hastily, twisted his head over his shoulder.


  “Then we fight now!” he rasped. “Here they come!”


  It was then that the Earth-exiles saw, for the first time, the dominant race of Saturn’s sixth satellite. To see was to marvel that Nature had once again—as on Earth, Mars, Uranus and Io—selected the bipedal humanoid form in creating a ruling race. Except for the thick, downy pelts that covered these Titanian’s bodies, the low, slanting, bestial foreheads, the depth of breast and rapacious mouth slits, these creatures were the counterparts of man.


  But there were other unapparent differences, thought Greg. Marberry had reported the Titanians impervious to heat and cold, which argued a difference in normal body temperature and perhaps a difference in basic metabolism. There must be sharp differences between man’s mentality and that of these man-like beasts, as well, else they would not come seeking their interplanetary guests as the huntsman seeks his quarry.


  A long, questing, silver-pelted line, they climbed the hillside path to the flat clearing before the cave. They paused there, peering about them suspiciously, nostrils wide and eyes searching. Greg realized, suddenly, that these man-things were far down humanity’s scale; so much of the animal was in them that they placed more dependence in their olfactory than in their visual sense. They seemed to catch the man scent, the spoor they had been following. Their leader moved forward to the grillwork. Hannigan’s shoulder brushed that of Greg as he wriggled forward.


  “Now, Greg? Shall we let ’em have it?”


  Greg whispered hurriedly, “When I give the word, all fire at once. Remember, we have very little ammunition. We must make every shot count. Ready?”


  He glanced at his all-too-tiny fighting crew. Bert Andrews, old J. Foster, Breadon, Sparks, himself. “Tommy,” he ordered, “go back into the cave!”


  “Aw!” said Tommy—but obeyed. Greg glanced about him once more. Others of the Titanians had slunk to their leader’s side now. Their voices, guttural and monosyllabic, carried plainly over the few intervening yards.


  “Now!” cried Greg.


  FIVE RIFLES spoke as one. Their conjoined thunder beat deafeningly upon the sweating cavern walls, echoed and re-echoed, ripping at Greg’s eardrums. But another sound pierced the roar of gunfire. The shrill, pain-laden screams of stricken man-things. The inquisitive leader fell without ever knowing the cause of his death. A Titanian behind him opened his slit-mouth in a flat, high scream, turned to run, tearing at his gaping chest with claws that crimsoned as he tore. He took three steps, toppled, crashed. Another body was beneath his own; still another fell upon his.


  Old J. Foster’s lips were white. He turned to Greg, sickened and trembling.


  “We can’t do this, Greg! It’s slaughter!”


  A weak voice cackled derision. “Don’t feel sorry for ’em. If they get in here, they’ll show you what a real slaughter looks like. Malcolm, have you got a gun for me?”


  It was the sailor, Marberry. Greg said, “Go back and rest a while longer, Marberry. We have no more guns.”


  “I’ll get Tommy’s.”


  “Rest. This siege may last all day, all night or for a week. You’ll get your turn.”


  Marberry disappeared. Greg said, “Fire! Keep on firing! They’re bewildered. Maybe they’ll break and run.”


  Again the salvo of gunfire rocked the corridor, and again foremost figures slumped to the ground, slicing the ranks of the attackers. But now, peering through the grill, Greg saw that he had underestimated the manpower of the attackers. They were not a dozen or two dozen . . . there were a hundred of them milling, now, in the small clearing, and the path was still clogged with the silvery bodies of others lumbering to the attack.


  What happened in the next hour was such stuff as nightmares are made of. At first Greg cautioned himself each time he pulled the trigger of his rifle that he must make his shot count; later he fell into a dull, scarce-comprehending state of monoexistence wherein he was conscious only of the nerveless and repeated movements of his hands. Aim . . . load . . . fire! Aim again . . . load . . . fire . . . aim . . .


  And at first there was little need for aiming For the Titanians, savagely prodigal of life, knew only one way of fighting—to press forward in brute force, attempting to crush down the metal grill that stood between them and their vengeance. To fire into that thick press of bodies was sure havoc. The Titanians were weaponless save for the cudgels they whirled about their heads threateningly; nor could they break down the barrier so long as the succeeding hands of all who gripped it became the limp, impotent hands of the dead.


  Then at last even their dim, animal intelligence saw that this was a losing battle. A cry rose and was shuttled from mouth to mouth. The silvery figures, now gray in ever-gathering dusk, wisped away from the cave-mouth.


  “Licked ’em!” cried Hannigan. “They’re running, by Peter! Golly, Greg! Look at that pile out there!”


  There was awe in his voice, distaste in Greg’s eyes as he looked on the motionless mound heaped before the cave. But Greg said, “Don’t get rash! They may be planning a new attack. Breadon—what’s wrong with you, man?”


  Ralph Breadon grinned wryly.


  “Fortune’s favored child, that’s me! They didn’t have any weapons to shoot me with, so I shot myself. Bounced a bullet off the grill. It came back and pinked my arm.”


  “Go get it dressed. There it comes!” cried Greg.


  “The new attack?” Sparks whirled.


  “The darkness. And the snow!”


  He was right. The threatened period of darkness had descended at last. Once again Titan was within the shadow of its primary. And once again the vast winds were keening from the hilltops, the great flakes of snow were tumbling from a lifeless sky. Greg’s voice was exultant.


  “Now we’re safe! In an hour or so we’ll be behind a fortress of ice. And I don’t think they’ll lay siege to us in a blizzard for a solid week.”


  His triumph was short-lived. For even as he anticipated victory, disaster beat on the portals of their refuge. From the depths of the cave came a shrill scream, the shout of Marberry, and Tommy’s frantic cry—


  “Greg! Come a-running! They’ve found the back entrance!”


  THE back entrance! Greg’s heart lurched. He cursed himself, suddenly, for having tried to accomplish too much in making their cavern habitable. For by so doing, he had rendered them vulnerable in a spot where would be no barrier of ice an hour hence.


  The back entrance. The archway they had broken out between their large cave and the smaller one wherein Tommy’s livestock was herded. Somehow the Titanians had found the other cave, rolled away the boulders, and were now attempting to get at their quarry from the rear.


  Greg shouted, “Andrews, you stand guard here! One man will be enough. The rest of you—come on!”


  The first of the Titanians was pushing through the cleft just as he reached the main chamber. There was a look of unholy glee on the manlike creature’s thin lips as he attained the cave. But it died there, suddenly, frostily. It was not Greg who dropped him. It was young Tommy, staggering under the recoil of a rifle almost as tall as himself, firing pointblank, bouncing back to reload manfully, bawling with youthful glee, “Got him, Greg!”


  THEN there was no time for speech, because the Titanians were pouring through the breech in a howling, flameeyed mob. For a moment Greg, even as he fought, felt despair touch his heart with leaden fingers. There was no grill here to bar the enemy’s passage; the cleft was wide enough to admit three at a time. He and his companions were outnumbered ten, twenty to one.


  But he did not, could not, take into consideration two vital facts. The first was the indomitable gallantry of his fellow exiles. He had expected that, in defense of their lives, their possessions, their women, the armed men would fight to the last breath. And they did. Pressing forward on relentless feet. Breadon, Andrews, Bert, Hannigan. But Greg had not realized that the women, too, could fight. As in a smoke-veiled dream he caught glimpses of their activities. Aunt Maud and ’Tina, armed with huge ladles, dipping their weapons into a massive pot of boiling water, flinging the scalding liquid at the cold-impervious but heat-sensitive invaders. Crystal, no longer a serene and radiant beauty, but a flaming Balkyr whose ash-blonde hair tumbled about her, forgotten, gaining a vantage point at the very lip of the opening, slashing ferociously at the attackers with a monstrous cleaver. Enid Andrews racing to the wall, digging in Greg’s duffle, pressing something into his hands.


  “Your flame-pistol, Gregory!”


  Greg grasped it eagerly. “Stand back, Crystal!”


  She turned, and saw, and fled. And the ochre flame mushroomed into the heart of the still-charging Titanians. Their charge stilled, faltered, wavered, died. The stench of charred bodies was nauseous. Then there were screams of fear—and the Titanians were in rout!


  Into the small cave they pursued them; from it but a handfull of the silver-pelted savages escaped. And when the last living invader had disappeared, Greg turned to his exhausted followers with a smile of weary triumph.


  “We’ll see no more of them,” he promised. “Already the snow is a foot deep. By morning both caves will be completely walled in. And I think we’ve taught them to fear us. What, ’Tina?”


  For she was standing before him; her eyes were cool and positive . . . there was decision in her tone.


  “I thought it was all over for us a moment ago,” she said. “And I knew, then, Greg, that it was a mistake for me to die without having told you. I promised myself that if a miracle occurred . . . and we should live . . . I would tell you.”


  He said wonderingly, “But what, ’Tina? I don’t—”


  “I know you don’t, Greg. That is why I must say it. I love you. Have loved you since that first day.” Her eyes were grave. Greg’s were embarrassed.


  He said, “But you—you shouldn’t say such things, ’Tina. Crystal—”


  “She is a brave woman, Greg. But she is not your woman. She is his.”


  His gaze followed ’Tina’s across the room, to where Crystal knelt beside the injured Breadon. She was cleansing his wound, which was as it should be. But there was a softness, a tenderness, to her motions . . . and a look in her eyes. Greg looked away, suddenly aware that even from the beginning he had felt this barrier between them. Perhaps Crystal had loved him, for a while and in a fashion. But she loved him for his strength, his power, his ability to rule. She was a woman of the ruling class; ever her conscious trend would be toward allegiance with those who led. But in the showdown . . . when instinct overcame logic . . .


  Hannigan cried across the chamber, “What, Greg?”


  “I didn’t say anything,” said Greg gruffly.


  “But you did. I heard you say—Omigawd!” Sparks made a sudden leap toward the bench on which rested the forgotten crystal set. “It’s this! Listen!”


  STATIC still boiled through the speaker of the tiny set. But now, above the static, riding its vibrations, was superimposed the sound of a human voice. And the voice was calling, over and over again, “Space Patrol Cruiser Orestes . . . calling survivors of the Carefree. We are looking for you. Where are you . . . where are you? Come in, Carefree survivors. Space Patrol Cruiser Orestes . . . calling survivors . . .”


  Greg looked at ’Tina. Then once again at Crystal, whose face, upturned with sudden, speechless joy, was the radiant vision of unattainable perfection. Then at Sparks, whose gaze met his reluctantly. He said, “Sparks—press the plunger.”


  Hannigan’s hand moved slowly toward the control that would set into flame the gigantic brush-signal on the plain below. With strange reluctance, everything considered. For certainly Sparks realized as plainly as he, Greg, that the snow was falling with increasing rapidity, that the cruiser must be almost directly overhead for its signal to penetrate the raucous interference of static, that if this opportunity were lost it might be years and years before . . .


  Sparks voice was low in his ears.


  “Are you sure, Greg?”


  And suddenly there was deathly silence in the cave. Never until that moment had Gregory Malcolm realized how completely was he the ruler of this tiny clan. Here, where all life and the future of life and the future of these men and women were concerned, the last great judgment was relegated to him.


  He looked about him uncertainly. And what he read in his comrade’s eyes surprised him. For there was reluctance in the eyes of Bert Andrews . . . a vague regret in those of old J. Foster Andrews . . . hope and pleading in those of the girl ’Tina . . . frank disapproval in those of the woman they knew as ‘Aunt Maud.’


  Only the eyes of Crystal Andrews, who were he to let the cruiser pass might be his wife, was there mirrored fear and apprehension . . .


  He shook himself. And with that small gesture he shrugged from his shoulders an ermine that had lain there all too briefly. Quietly he said the words that stripped him of his sceptre, that swept away his empire of the stars.


  “Press it, Sparks!” he said.


  “A REMARKABLY ingenious device, sir,” said Captain Alien-grove approvingly. “And you made use of it in the nick of time. We were just about to abandon the search when the snowy waste beneath us blossomed suddenly with that signal. I’m sorry we couldn’t get here sooner, sir. But—” And he glanced about the cavern appreciatively. “But you appear to have had matters under control.”


  J. Foster Andrews said, “Well—er—Captain, as a matter of fact, it wasn’t—hrrumph!—altogether my doing. Greg, here—”


  Captain Allengrove dismissed Malcolm with a glance.


  “Yes, yes, I quite understand. One couldn’t expect you to take care of all the minor details. But I must say, Mr. Andrews, you are a fortunate man. Inasmuch as you established residence on Titan, the Federation will be forced to acknowledge your priority claim to the heretofore unknown ore deposit near your cave.”


  “The—er—ore deposit?” Andrews looked blank.


  Sparks hollered, “Oh, my sainted tonsils! The swamp! Of course! Pitchblende! That’s why there was so much static interference! Radium!”


  The cruiser’s commander frowned on him.


  “Exactly. Of course, Mr. Andrews, you cannot file a full claim to the property. That requires a full year’s residence. And a man as important as yourself—”


  Greg Malcolm started. He had said nothing up till now. He had been given an opportunity to say nothing. The captain had addressed himself solely to the one “important” man in their party, the man for whom, primarily, the search had been made, the man to whose “genius” was attributed the existence of the castaways.


  Now he spoke up. He said, “But I am establishing residence, Captain Allengrove.” Allengrove permitted himself the luxury of a small smile.


  “You, Malcolm? But really, my dear fellow, only a spaceman could undertake such a task. A secretary—”


  Aunt Maud waddled forward belligerently. She said, “Secretary—pah! Fiddle-faddle, Captain! You don’t know what you’re talking about! And as for you, Brother Jonathan, I’m ashamed of you! Taking credit for all this—arragh!” She turned to Greg. “Gregory, I’m an old woman, and perhaps I’m an old fool, as well. But I’ve had more fun and excitement in the past month than I’ve had in the previous forty years. Be—be damned if I’ll go back to Earth and piddle away my remaining years at operas and pink teas. I’m staying here with you!”


  Enid Andrews, into whose shoulders had so quickly come the grace and ease of authority that was her charm, looked shocked. “Maud!” she exclaimed.


  Sparks Hannigan breathed a sigh of relief. “Then that makes three of us,” he said. “Any more takers?”


  Tommy O’Doul pushed his way to Greg’s side. “Can I stay, too, Greg? Can I, huh? Me, too?”


  Greg said gratefully, “If you want to, Tommy. But, Bert—you?”


  FOR Bert Andrews had also aligned himself with his aunt and Sparks. Now he said defiantly, “What Aunt Maud says is good enough for me. I’ll stick!”


  ’Tina was already beside Greg; her gaze was fiercely loyal. She did not need to say anything. Captain Allengrove looked stunned. “But really,” he said, “but really, this is most unusual! I mean, we were sent to rescue you! I—er—I don’t quite see how you expect to survive without leadership—”


  Aunt Maud snorted belligerently. “Leadership! You just leave us supplies and we’ll have all the leadership we need! Marberry, you’re staying, aren’t you? Well, that’s seven of us. A lucky number! I don’t suppose there are any more?”


  She glared at Crystal. Greg, too, was watching the girl. Now before the steadfastness of their combined gazes, her eyes dropped. Her cheeks colored faintly. But she did not move from Breadon’s side. She said, “I—I’m sorry. I hope you understand, Greg.”


  Greg said, “I understand.”


  “Furthermore,” declared Aunt Maud staunchly, “I’m warning you, Jonathan!


  I know you! If you go home bragging about your part in the colonization of Titan, I’ll follow you, so help me! And if you fail to keep us equipped with supplies—”


  J. Foster said hurriedly, “Now, Maud!” Captain Allengrove looked at them all uncomprehendingly. It didn’t make sense. But he was a Space Officer—it was not his place to engage in family quarrels; his duty was to rescue what few of this astonishing crew wished to be rescued. He coughed nervously. He said, “Well, Mr. Andrews—if you’re ready now?”


  “Yes,” said J. Foster. “We’re ready now. Goodbye, Greg,” he said. “And—er—thanks, old boy!”


  Greg said levelly, “That’s jail right. Goodbye.” He said, less levelly, “Goodbye, Miss Andrews.”


  But Crystal and Breadon were already turning toward the portal, toward the cruiser that would carry them back to an easier, gentler world. So at the end, there were no last farewells. Just a single word, and silence.


  Yet somehow, strangely, Greg Malcolm did not mind too much. For in losing one thing, he had found much more. He was bulwarked with greater, truer friends than most men ever know . . . he stood in a cave that was his home . . . on a new world that was yet his shining, unblemished empire.


  And there was the touch of a warm hand on his own.


  WARRIORS OF OTHER WORLDS


  Morris J. Steele


  The actual planet Saturn is a comparatively small body deep beneath its great atmospheric blanket. It is down in the caverns of this central world that its life exists!


  (See Back Cover)


  IN VOLUME, Saturn is 734 times greater than Earth; and in mass it is 94.9 times greater. Its mean density is 0.715, only about one-eighth that of Earth and less than that of any other planet. Yet the mass of Saturn is so great that its surface gravity averages 1.17 times greater than the gravity on the Earth’s surface. Gravity at the poles is about 30 percent greater than at the equator. Due to its rapid rotation, it is conspicuously oblate.


  It follows from the rate of rotation of Saturn and its oblateness that its mass must be largely condensed toward its center. Thus we find that the actual planet is much smaller than its apparent diameter, the greater proportion of it being tenuous atmosphere.


  The planet inclines in the plane of its orbit by 26°43’. Consequently it has marked seasons, which are moderated by its distance from the sun. It is possible also that the atmosphere provides a blanket which still further modifies them. Yet, there probably is a great range of temperature on the surface.


  Actual solid surface gravity conditions may be similar to Earth’s, or even a bit less. We might find that an Earthman could move about with great ease, contrary to the popular opinion that he would be crushed by his own weight. This is an error that has been fostered by science fiction writers.


  Due to its rapid rotation, we may assume that the planet core Is in a state much different from that of Earth. It is less a cohesive mass, and subject to volcanic and earthquake upheavals which may have resulted in a chaotic subsurface network of caverns. It is most probable that it is in the depths of these caverns that we will find the life forms of the planet Saturn.


  On the back cover of this issue artist Malcolm Smith has reproduced his conception of the sort of caverns that honeycomb the planet, and the sort of life that might inhabit them.


  He has visualized a vast ramification of caverns of beautiful sapphire appearance, built up to fantastic forms by stalagmites and stalactites. Since the density of Saturn is much less than that of Earth, we would find less metallic and stone formation than the lighter elements in crystal form. These would permit fantastic formations which would be shattered under their own weight on Earth, but which would assume architectural shapes almost unbelievable in these caves.


  The natural inhabitant of Saturn’s caves, artist Smith believes, would be a lizard-like creature quite frog-like in appearance, inasmuch as it would have two agile hind legs with which it could leap about fantastically in the caverns, and two front tentacles which would be capable of wrapping about stalactites and stalagmites and aiding it in making its trapeze-artist way about the caves. It would possess rudimentary eyes, perhaps filmed over to protect their sensitive retinae from damaging light, while they actually see their way about the caves by the lower wavelengths of the infrared and perhaps even the very high wavelengths of the x-ray.


  They would live partly on smaller lizards and on fish which they would be adept at catching in the underground streams and lakes. Thus they would have sharp, tearing teeth, quite dangerous to anyone who chooses to do battle with them.


  However, their greatest danger would be in the electrical “stings” in their fore-tentacles. They would possess a charge similar to the Earth stingray, capable of knocking a victim down so that they could tear at vital spots with their sharp teeth.


  The surface inhabitant of Saturn, who would be partially a denizen of the upper caves and the outer crust of the planet, would quite likely be human, very much like ourselves, because of the duplication of Earth conditions on the inner planet. Because of the difference in atmosphere, he would be different, especially in lung formation, having to neutralize and filter otherwise deadly poisons from the air he breathes. He might also be protected from acid-character atmosphere by an armor suit of some acid-resisting metal, probably coated with gold or some such soft metal.


  His is a rigorous planet, and battle would be natural to him, even for the females. In his painting, artist Smith has pictured this particular warrior as being female, and obviously venturing into the lower caverns definitely in search of adventure and battle with the electrical lizards.


  Armed with a long spear with sharp hooks at the end, and grounded by a wire to prevent being shocked by the lizards, the tactic obviously is to impale the lizard, keep it at a respectable distance, and then cut it to pieces with the main weapon, a sharp sword. Since the warrior here is being attacked electrically also, it seems certain that the metal suits are insulated against shock, and certainly the whole is grounded through the feet. The lizards probably also serve as a food supply.


  INCIDENT ON CALYPSO


  Murray Leinster


  Stranded on a strange satellite, Steve Baring discovers robots can sometimes be more human than human beings themselves!


  STEVE BARING didn’t expect to find human—well, call them humanoid—footprints on Calypso. He didn’t expect to find anything. He’d expected to land there and die when his air gave out. The automatic pilot of his space-cruiser had jammed on four gravities acceleration when a short-circuit developed somewhere in its inwards, and when the main fuel-tanks were empty and Steve could stir from the flat of his back, he had only his emergency fuel left.


  He was then well past the main asteroid belts—he’d been heading for Mars, originally—and speeding for outer space like a bat out of hell. He simply didn’t have enough fuel to stop and come back. So he edged over to use Jupiter’s mass as a brake, spent lavishly what fuel he did have left, and came in for a landing on Calypso with just twelve hours’ drive at one gravity acceleration left to him. Which was just about enough to enable him to take off again and be sure of falling into Jupiter itself. As a matter of purely illogical preference, he decided to stay and die on Calypso.


  He had no hope of any sort. Calypso had been surveyed back in 1982 and offered no inducements for further exploration. It is four hundred million miles out from Earth, it is in Jupiter’s gravitational field. and it is airless. Which last means that its surface is all pock-marked with ring-mountains made at the same time as those on Luna and Io by that unthinkable mass of stuff that barged through the solar system a hundred-odd-million years ago. Nobody else would be turning up on Calypso to rescue him. He was through when his air gave out. Finished. Period.


  But then he saw the footprints.


  His cruiser was lying slightly askew not far from the riven cliffs of a ring-mountain’s outer perimeter. Steve had settled down, eaten a fairly hearty meal—he had more food than air—and tried to savor the fact that he was just as dead as if he’d hit a planet head-on at a hundred miles a second and was already reduced to his constituent atoms.


  He found himself stonily calm. He even smoked. But time passes slowly when you’re newly quick and dead at the same time. He went restlessly to the ports of the cruiser to stare out.


  He saw the monstrous disk of Jupiter, coming up past Calypso’s irregular horizon. Opposite was the high wall of the nearby ring-mountain Other ring-mountains in other directions. Pits, where smaller things had struck. Craters within craters, and desolation as complete as that of Luna itself.


  The sun was a small, fiercely flaring spot of light. Stars were clearly visible. The ground was simply shattered talus, loosely filled in with the dust which had settled slowly in airlessness after that insensate, incredible bombardment from the farther rim of space.


  But then, in the dust at the very base of the ring-mountain cliffs, he saw a single line of regularly-spaced depressions They were regular footprints, as of somebody walking. But humans do not walk on low-gravity terrain! The odd, skating gait which men use on Luna and the other lesser satellites does not leave tracks like that.


  Steve stared blankly, smoking. Once he made an irresolute movement as if to turn a scanning telescope upon them. But it is hard to think of any action as worth while when everything is futile, when you’re simply waiting until your air gives out and you die.


  WHEN his cigarette was finished he shook himself and got into a space-suit. He went out the air-lock, stared about him for a moment, and loneliness hit him like a blow. He was actually the only human being in two hundred million miles. But he swallowed and went toward the cliff-wall. He moved with the finicky skating motion appropriate to Calypso’s low gravity. It is not. a series of bounding hops, but something much more practical. He made the necessary gradual halt and the tippy-toe approach to the line of depressions.


  They were footprints. They were narrow, and they were arched, and they had not been made by any space-boots that humans ever wore. There were no toes, but there was a heel, and they looked as if they had been made by something very like a human shoe, only of course they hadn’t. They were absolutely distinct. They looked perfectly fresh. Steve felt a moment’s wild flare of emotion before common sense told him that in air-lessness a footprint will remain fresh forever.


  Then he shrugged. He could tell the direction of motion by the sidewalls. He followed it. He had nothing to lose but his sanity. His life was already gone. He set off in the direction the footprints led.


  They went on sturdily for miles. Once Steve looked up and realized that he was out of sight of the cruiser. There was no familiar formation in view. He felt a little flicker of apprehension. Then he grinned wrily. His own tracks and the ones he followed would be a guide back. And if he didn’t get back it wasn’t important.


  The footprints rounded a place where a column of rock—thrown out in the formation of a crater—had fallen upright without breaking. It made a sixty-foot, irregular monolith. The footprints skirted it. Other footprints of precisely the same sort came from a new direction and joined the first set. They took a new line and headed for the monstrous wall of a mountain. A third set came in a mathematically straight line and joined them. The three went on. An opening loomed in the cliff. Yet more footprints came along the cliff-face and entered. There was darkness within.


  Steve hesitated. He looked at the sky. Jupiter was still only a quarter-way across the horizon, though the sun was low down against a jagged mountain-scarp. He turned on his helmet-light and went doggedly inside.


  Before he was actually within the cliff he saw everything that he ever discovered in this spot. There were six things in the shallow cave. They were metal, and they were the things which had made the footprints, and they were utterly motionless. There was no dust here, of course. There had been no air to swirl it in. The six things sat—there is no other word for it—in something like a circle. And that was absolutely all there was in the cave.


  The things themselves were plainly robots with curiously android bodies, two legs which ended in gracefully formed feet, and two arms. There was a head with a small, gracefully curved rod bent above it, like a receiving or transmitting antenna for very short radio waves. There were eye-spaces which were definitely not fitted with scanners. And the robots in their entirety had the peculiar, satisfying cleanness of line of an object which is perfect engineering. Like a suspension bridge or a race-horse, or a perfectly streamlined atmospheric plane.


  They sat in a circle, seeming to regard each other. They might have been sitting there for one hour or for a million years. On Calypso, without atmosphere, metal does not rust or apparatus deteriorate.


  Steve stared at them for a long time. They were quite impossible. Then he suddenly moved forward purposefully. From one standpoint, nothing that he could do was worth while because nothing could change his fate. If he took one of these robots back to the ship, though, and examined its workings. he would at least have an occupation. He might keep himself sane.


  He looked at all of them and heaved one to his shoulder. Examination might tell where it came from. At least it would be a sort of technical solitaire he could play until his air ran out. He had no faintest idea that the robots could affect his personal future, except by providing a sort of game of patience he might play like any other condemned man.


  He went back to the space-cruiser, pleased with the robot as a thing to investigate, but nagged by the fact that he was here on Calypso to die, and nothing else really mattered. He left the robot in the air-lock for a while. A puddle of furiously boiling liquid air formed about its feet as air filled the lock. The robot had been at the normal temperature of Calypso say eight degrees absolute—and it took time to warm up. But presently Steve carted it into the main cabin and set to work to find out what made it tick.


  IN ten minutes he knew he was looking at the absolute perfection of engineering design. Half of it was unintelligible, of course, but the thing had muscles, which were of flexible plastic with a magnetizing coil about them. They shortened in exact proportion to the magnetizing current. It had eyes which were not scanners, but lenses focussed directly on a flat close spiral of infinitely fine wire. It had what must have been tactile nerves which were almost microscopically small variable-resistance units.


  The whole interior of the robot was contrived to slide out as units, once the torso was opened, whether for examination or for replacement. The power was undoubtedly electric and it was generated by a thermounit Steve could not begin to understand.


  He spent half a Calypsian day in mere examination, being careful to remove nothing. It was absorbing. It was fascinating. He discovered an enormous number of things he could see the use of, but whose workings he could not fathom. In the skull-case, for example, a thick sheath of fine wires from all over the robot led to a mass of black substance with a faintly visible external pattern of crystal-outlines on it. It was apparently the coordinating factor for the operation of the robot. There was a minute bit of apparatus with a recognizable variable condenser adjusted by a tiny “muscle”. That must be a short-wave radio unit for communication.


  In spite of these mechanical details, however, the robot had an extraordinarily manlike look when it was closed up again. The head was not round, but a laterally flattened ovoid, set on a turnable neck, with the highest part at the rear. But for its slender gracefulness, the robot might have been taken for a suit of golden armor, designed by a genius for an impossibly wiry human being. And it was small. Its total height was under five feet.


  “Whoever designed you,” said Steve warmly, “did a job of work! I understand about ten per cent of your works! If I had you back on Earth, we’d make some real machines!”


  The thing was motionless. But it looked amazingly human. Erect, it. would have a gallant briskness in its air.


  “I’m going to see if I can’t start you going,” said Steve suddenly. “You can’t do any harm, anyhow!”


  Power was derived from a thermo-generator, far ahead of anything similar that Steve knew of. It was the logical power-unit for a robot, though. No battery will store as much power as its own weight of fuel will yield. Steve had seen where fuel from a tiny double tank had been fed through a hair-like capillary tube to what must have been a catalyzing chamber.


  He set to work with a tiny brazing-torch and a wisp of platinized asbestos. An hour later he carefully funnelled almost a full pint of rocket-fuel into the robot’s tank. With a platinum catalyst, the temperature attained would be relatively low and the efficiency ridiculously small, but it should work. He made as careful an adjustment as he could and closed the torso.


  The golden figure stirred.


  Its arms and legs shifted from slackness to something like tenseness. The head came around. The robot, in effect, sat up. looked at him, and all about the cruiser’s cabin, and then sharply back at him.


  “Hello!” said Steve, grinning though his heart pounded oddly. “I’m Steve Baring. Who are you?”


  The golden figure made no sound. It suddenly occurred to Steve that he had seen no signs of either hearing apparatus or of sound-producing means in the robot’s works. For a machine designed to operate in airlessness, of course, sound would not exist.


  “Oh-oh!” said Steve. “You don’t talk. Want to look around?”


  He stood up. He beckoned. The golden figure stood, with a complete effortlessness that was grace itself, Steve led the way to a port and pointed. The golden figure tilted its head and stared out. It looked back at Steve. It was extraordinarily like a living thing. There was no jerkiness in any movement. There was no clumsiness.


  “If you are remote-controlled,” said Steve, “the lad who’s running you knows his stuff! But somehow I don’t think you are. Let’s look around.”


  He led the way to the control-room. The robot followed, sure-footed and light upon its feet. Steve halted suddenly. The robot moved to one side to give him space to move. It looked from him to the instruments and to the star-map. It regarded the star-map steadily for several seconds. It was nearer the door back into the cabin, and when Steve moved toward the door it stepped aside to let him lead the way. It was incredibly like the courtesy of a reasoning being. Steve jumped a little.


  HE did not know whether he felt idiotic or frightened, but either sensation was preferable to continued contemplation of his predicament as a castaway on Calypso. He led the way to the tiny engine-room. The robot followed with light, sure steps.


  It was glittering golden metal. It was all graceful smooth lines and strictly functional curves. It was a thing of beauty, with the crest-like metal spur which must be a radio antenna, giving it a trace of cockiness that was irresistably appealing.


  It scrutinized the drive, its twin vision-devices moving back and forth among the fuel-pumps, the catalyzers, and the field-generator which turned the catalyzed but still relatively inert, organic compound into the continually detonating stuff which drove the ship—when one had enough of it to count.


  The robot, looked, but always it paid close attention to Steve. It was so lifelike that it actually held a manner. It was absorbed, it, was brisk and it was—well—human.


  “I’d give a half hour of my oxygen to know how they made that black stuff in your brain-case,” Steve mused.


  He crossed the cabin and took out a volume of the Celestial Pilot with its orbit-constants for all the larger bodies of the solar system, landing-ports and regulations for the different planets, and photographs of all moons and most of the asteroids from every possible angle of approach.


  “Your eyes ought to take this stuff,” said Steve. “Let’s see if I can get a reaction out of you.”


  He flipped the pages to the photographs of Calypso and pointed outside. The robot regarded the pictures attentively. Steve pointed out the photographs of Jupiter, recognizable from its huge disk overhead. Then he turned to a map of the Jovian system of satellites.


  The robot looked up at him. With a curiously tentative pressure it took the book into its own hands and fumbled with the pages. It caught the trick of turning them and went through the entire pilot from beginning to end, disregarding the text, but eagerly regarding the photographs and maps.


  Steve sat down. He lighted a cigarette and smoked reflectively, putting the lighter on the table beside his chair. He watched the robot with a curious mingling of pleasure and wistfulness.


  “Fella,” said Steve wrily. “You intrigue me. You can’t do me any harm because my killing’s already attended to. You can’t harm other humans, because you can’t get off Calypso with what fuel’s left in this ship. And anyhow, the stuff in your fuel-tank will run out presently. So you and I can be chummy. I need a friend to chat with, right now. You’re elected.”


  The robot looked at him. having seen his movement. It put down the book and waited. Steve grinned wrily again.


  “Maybe you know some games?” he asked humorously.


  The robot, looked at the bookshelves, readied out, took a book and offered it to Steve with a quaint air of asking permission.


  “Go ahead!” said Steve. “Maybe you’re only a glorified set of clockworks, but I like your manners. Wait a minute, though! That’s a novel, with no pictures. I’ll find something.”


  He hunted. He found a suitable book. He opened it and fumbled in his pocket for a cigarette. The robot crossed the cabin and came back with the lighter he’d put down beside his chair. Steve’s jaw dropped.


  “Now. what the devil! You’re human!”


  He showed the robot pictures. Once or twice he sketched diagrams—talking busily the while—to make some illustration clear. Presently the robot seemed able to go on by itself. Steve sat back and watched with a sort of quasi-parental pride as the robot looked at pictures. . . .


  He fell asleep in his chair, while pondering the problem of how to establish two-way communication with his mental protege. So far, it was only one-way. He could tell the robot things, in a limited way but the robot could not communicate in return.


  WHEN he awoke, the robot was gone. And on the table beside him was a tiny bit of copper tubing with a wisp of platinized asbestos inside it. It was the improvised catalyzer he’d pent an hour on the day before. to fit the robot’s thermo-generator to use rocket-fuel.


  “Jupiter!” said Steve sourly. “That dummy figured I must’ve opened him up and fueled him, so he opened himself up to see. And he didn’t like my work and took it out and went home.”


  Then he heard the airlock. It was being worked with precision and exact knowledge. There were footsteps on the metal plating. The outer door closed. There was the soughing sound of air admitted.


  The robot came lightly into the cabin, clothed in mist, it carried a round, flat, object in its hands. It regarded the frosting which formed upon it because of its temperature, and looked at Steve and made what could only be described as a deprecatory gesture. It put the flat object down and waited patiently.


  “You’ve been out a long time!” said Steve, growling in spite of an illogical elation at the robot’s return. “You had to. to get that cold! You should’ve used a suit.”


  But he was extraordinarily cheered. He was in the almost unthinkable situation of a man with no purpose and no plans. He could have none. He was waiting to die when his air ran out. So the robot was companionship or it was nothing. He stood up and looked at the fiat thing the robot had brought.


  “An apple for teacher, eh?” he growled again. “Let’s see what it is.”


  He turned a heater on robot and flat object together. In minutes the frost vanished from both. But it did have a tendency to return as the unwarmed inner mechanisms took heat from the outer surface.


  The robot pointed to the flat thing. Pictures formed under a transparent dial. It was a vision-plate; a television receiver. And it showed Steve’s face, speaking. He wasn’t speaking. It showed the pages of the Celestial Pilot being turned, one by one. They weren’t being turned. Then it showed Steve, without a space-suit, walking on the airless outer surface of Calypso. He wasn’t. He hadn’t.


  “Good Lord!” said Steve explosively. “I get it! I think in words, and short-waves will carry ‘em. You think in pictures, and short-waves will carry them too! I get it! We talk two-way now!”


  He settled down zestfully to talk with the only companion he could possibly have before his air ran out. Talking was an involved process, involving sketches and hastily-looked-up photographs on Steve’s part, and pictures coming into view on the flat dial, on the part of the robot. It probably should have resulted in a marvelously educational technical session for Steve, but instead it brought the unfolding of a story.


  It began with the picture of a planet, which was frost and ice from pole to pole. The pale, bluish light of a distant sun played upon it faintly. But that picture melted into another, of a snow-clad city of such infinitely graceful lines and such perfect grouping of masses that it was breathtaking. And that, in turn, melted into other pictures within the city, which was peopled by brisk, gallantly erect and lightly-stepping metal figures such as the one who now stood beside Steve Baring.


  There were flying things which descended swiftly to the city, and others which took off and went away, and then a swift panorama of planets upon planets, and suns upon sun, and brisk bright metal figures everywhere, but always the visiscreen image returned to the frozen planet and the city which had been shown first of all.


  Then there was a picture of a small object alone in space. It was a space-ship, and it moved, because the pattern of stars behind it changed slowly. But presently it wavered upon the screen. It ceased to point steadily in one direction. It careered crazily about among the stars. It made monstrous swoops and cavortings. And then—superimposed upon the image of the crazily darting ship—there came a picture of a giant double star, its components seemingly motionless. The twin stars moved visibly, faster and faster about each other until their movement in their orbit was a mere blur, while still the space-ship flung itself crazily about.


  THE motion of the phantom double-star ceased, and the space-ship was seen to be tumbling slowly and purposelessly through space.


  “That first was your home planet,” said Steve, nodding. “And you’re telling me that the controls of your space-ship went haywire, just like mine, and the ship was acting up so crazily you couldn’t control it for as long as it took that, double star to spin about itself all those times. . . .”


  He felt that he had failed to notice something. But the pictures began again. He saw inside the space-ship, now. Six space-suited figures regarded utterly cryptic machinery and worked precisely upon it. repairing it, evidently. Then one of them opened its torso and removed the half of its own fuel-tank.


  It applied that tiny tank to a larger tank beside the contrivance just repaired.


  A picture showed the space-ship moving steadily. Another figure seeming to disembowel itself to provide fuel for the ship, and still others. Then the space-ship came down in a clumsy landing on Calypso. It was a bad landing, a crash landing. The space-ship buckled and spouted odd parts.


  Six golden figures spread out from the wreckage, desperately searching. After a long time they met again. They had found nothing. They entered a shallow cave beside a monstrous irregular monolith. Then the screen ceased to move, with six golden figures seated in the cave.


  “You got control again,” said Steve, “when the fuel in your main tanks ran out. Like me. But you had to use the stuff your bodies run on to power it to a landing, and Calypso was the best you could do. You must’ve figured it mighty close, to crash-land like you did. Then you couldn’t take off. Again like me. So you sat down and—well—died, like I’m going to do. Only I came along and brought you back to life.”


  The robot looked at him. Steve said sourly: “And now you’re asking me to wake up the rest of your friends. huh° I’ll think about it.”


  He felt a curious, sombre jealousy. He had no plans. He could have none. He could only act upon impulse, because reason had no sense to it now. and he wanted company for his lonely last hours. Now, with one robot active, he had company of a sort. If he fueled all the rest, they would be company for each other, but be would be an interloper. He would be left out. He would be more lonely than before, because he would see these brisk metal figures in a companionship he could not share. So he was jealous.


  He rather anxiously brought out a vision-record and put it on the projector to entertain the robot who was his guest. The golden figure watched intently. When the first record was finished, it watched hopefully for another. It watched the insertion of the record and the starting of the projector. When that was ended, it briskly changed to a third record without fumbling.


  “Jupiter!” said Steve, “You’ve got brains! A robot wouldn’t’ve thought of bringing a visiplate to talk with! But you are a robot!” He fumbled for a cigarette. The robot handed him his case. There was no hint of servility in the act. It went back to the watching of the vision records.


  Steve felt an angry resentment within him. He had wakened the robot to life, and in a sense it was at his mercy and would share his fate. He would live while he had air, and it would live while he supplied it with fuel. When he died, it would die. It was reasonable enough that it should devote itself to him. But it must feel an added loneliness because it could have the companionship of its fellows, which Steve denied it.


  Steve said “Jupiter!” in a disgusted voice. He got up and climbed into his space-suit. He came back to the cabin to say. “Stay here!” and reinforced the command with gestures. He went out the air-lock and over to the line of footsteps he had first followed. He followed them for the second time.


  “Sentimental fool!” he muttered. “He’s a machine! A machine can’t be lonely! I’m giving him a personality like people do with dogs and babies!”


  But he went on because reason was no longer reasonable. In his situation, only impulses had meaning, because only impulses made a difference. He knew where he was headed for-, and the way to the irregular monolith and the shallow cave did not seem long.


  When he saw the asymmetrical opening of the cave he felt an absurd but pleasurable warming of his heart. He was being absurd, getting a machine to be company for another machine. But he was going to die and he felt uncomfortable at the thought of being unkind even to a machine.


  He reached the shallow cave. He turned on his helmet-light. And the cave was empty.


  FOR a moment he was shocked numb. Then came a fierce anger. He saw the whole thing at once. The robot in the space-cruiser had gone out the airlock only partly to get the vision-plate it had brought back. Essentially, it had gone out to share its fuel with these others! And it hadn’t been alone or lonely. All the time it was with him, it had been in communication with its fellows by short-wave radio!


  He swung out and came out of the cave, seething. He had only to look at the ground to see where the other robots had gone. He knew, in any case. Where had the vision-plate come from if not from the wrecked space-ship? Where had the robots gone, if not to the same place?


  Steve made for that space-ship. He knew how to find it. He followed the six fresh sets of footprints in the dust of Calypso’s surface. He used the skating gait in which a space-suited human being seems to glide just above the surface with a sort of magic ease. He moved swiftly.


  He saw the space-ship while still a mile or more away. It was exactly as it had been shown him in the vision-plate, but it was no longer smashed. Five brisk, graceful figures moved busily about it. They put shattered plates together, and something glowed fiercely along the jagged line of the break for the barest fraction of an instant and the plates were whole again. The ship had been wrecked. Markings in the dust told of fragments flung here and there. Those fragments now were gone. They had been fitted back into place.


  Steve came up seething to the scene of activity. The five golden figures turned to face him. They were impassive, of course, but one moved as if to allow him a clearer view of the space-ship on which they worked. He had the feeling of an elaborate courtesy extended to him. His rage deepened. He felt that he was being patronized—and by robots!


  “Very nice!” he snarled within his helmet. “Make fun of me, let that partner of yours kid me along to get the trick of finding more fuel and fix up your own ship! But what good will it do you? There’s not enough to do you any good! You don’t know that!”


  He found a door leading into the ship. He stalked in. His helmet-lights showed the interior as the very perfection of functional design. Everything within him that was engineer or artist responded. But he raged.


  The robots followed him in, politely. They made way for him without servility. One of them pointed as if proudly to the focus of all the design within the ship. It was a machine whose principle was inscrutable. Its function, though, was plain. It was the space-drive.


  The few visible parts had that beautiful precision of workmanship that a machine which is both simple and efficient must have, and an insane jealousy came to Steve. This ship and that machine and these gallant golden figures were the products of a civilization Earth could not match. He could not believe that his own helplessness for lack of rocket-fuel had not been understood and discounted by the metal men. They had a purpose now. He had wakened one, and that one had wakened the rest, and now they prepared to return to their home planet, while he would remain behind to die.


  He was jealous because he counted as nothing, either to the slender figures here about him, or their fellow in his own spaceship. He was jealous because they moved in brisk and comradely companionship, with apparent certain hope, and he was lonely to the brink of madness as he waited to die.


  Since he had given them life and hope, he could take it away. There was a massive bar of metal lying beside the space-drive. He seized it. He raised it in a savage, hate-filled swing’, to destroy the space-drive utterly.


  And he was helpless. Mechanical muscles move more swiftly and more strongly than human ones. Two of the metal men held him fast. Without effort. Without even any appearance of resentment. Just as they would have restrained a child.


  He struggled, while a choking maniacal fury swept him, beside which despair was calmness. He felt the metal bar wrested from his space-gloves in a gentle withdrawal.


  THEN there was stillness. The five slim metal figures looked at him. They looked at each other, and Steve hated them because they could communicate with each other and he knew nothing of what they said.


  One moved away. He returned with a flat plate which was the duplicate of the one that had been brought to the space-cruiser. He held it before Steve. A picture formed on it.


  It was a picture of Steve in the space-cruiser, putting rocket-fuel into the tiny double tank of the first robot’s torso. It was the happening which had meant the revival of all six.


  That picture faded, and another formed. This was of Steve striking savage blows at the mechanism now before him with the metal bar. That faded in turn and a completely arbitrary symbol took its place.


  Suddenly, he was released. One of the five metal men handed the metal bar to him. All of them stood back and looked at him. It was so astounding a thing that it shocked him back to calm.


  “You mean,” he growled furiously, “I waked you up, so I’m entitled to smash your drive. It’s an equation, eh? That’s what that symbol meant. All right—”


  He raised the bar. None of the metal men stirred. They waited to see their space-drive smashed.


  Steve glared at them and flung the bar to one side.


  “You know where you can go!” he said bitterly. “All of you!”


  He stalked out of the space-ship. None of the metal men followed. He turned and stared back at it, then headed for the cruiser.


  On the way, his bitterness increased. He began to see many things. His companion in the space-cruiser had discarded the tiny catalyzer he’d built, because it was inefficient. With sudden startled insight, Steve awoke to the sort of efficiency that would enable the metal men to fuel their ship for operation with the contents of such minute reservoirs of fuel. What would enable one metal man to share a pint of fuel with five companions, and have power to weld and repair metal. . . .?


  The detonation of a single molecule of rocket-compound will raise the temperature of that molecule close to the hundred-thousand-degree mark. And it was not difficult to envision—though Steve could not design—a force-field which would raise a molecule already at that temperature to disintegration temperature.


  Ordinary matter would never reach such a temperature, which is usually found only in suns. Only rocket-fuel or something similar, fed molecule by molecule into a tiny disintegration chamber, would, by its detonation, acquire a starting temperature the field could carry to the breakdown point.


  The metal men, then, had atomic power, using an organic-base fuel and working on individual molecules so that they could make power-units for individual robots—or for space-ships or giant machines which could shift planets.


  “Fine thing!” raged Steve. He’d given the first robot a pint of rocket-fuel. Used in atomic-power generators, that would fuel all six for ten thousand years. No wonder they could afford to let him smash their space-drive if he wished! With ten thousand years in which to repair it. . . . He’d be dead in less than two months. They could take the space-cruiser apart, inch by inch, and find the rocket-fuel he had left. They would have all the time there was. . . .


  “I can set it off!” snarled Steve. “Then let ‘em try to laugh at me!”


  He moved onward, vengefully. He reached the space-cruiser.


  His companion, the one he had thought of as a friend to comfort him until his air was gone, that companion rose and looked at him.


  Steve got out of his space-suit. scowling. The slender golden figure reached for the flat vision-plate. He held it out to Steve. Pictures formed on it. Steve would not look at them.


  “Take it away!” he said bitterly. “You’ve been laughing at me! I don’t want to see what you’ve got to say! Get out! I’m going to get rid of you!”


  There were loose papers where the robot had been sitting. Looking at everything, it had found paper and notes in Steve’s handwriting, and pens and pencils to write with. It had experimented, and it bad been writing. Steve saw diagrams, each with a minute and beautifully executed sketch beside it to make it lucid.


  “Going to amuse me. eh?” he snarled. “You’re going to get out!”


  He was jealous. He was lonely. He was bitter. And he was humiliated that the metal men had been prepared to let him smash their space-drive because he had brought them back to life. He went savagely into the engine-room. He wrenched at fastenings. He came back with two tubes of rocket-fuel, the amount that should be left over after the servicing of the ship past his death. He thrust the tubes angrily upon the slender metal man.


  “Get out!” he raged. “You’re not my friend! I won’t be patronized by a pack of clockworks! I wont let ’em feel superior! Take this to your friends and don’t come back!”


  He shoved the quietly yielding robot to the airlock. He thrust him in. He worked the controls which opened the outer door swiftly, wasting a lock-full of air.


  MINUTES later he saw the robot marching sturdily across the desolate, airless surface of Calypso, carrying the tubes of fuel.


  Steve drove himself to eat. He smoked, prodigally wasting his air. He coddled his rage, because there was no sense in being reasonable. He saw moving things on the flat vision-plate, but for a long time he would not look. Presently he yielded. He saw the robots’ space-ship lift from its resting-place. He saw the ring-mountains of Calypso from that space-ship in flight. Then he looked down upon his own space-cruiser as it would be seen from above. It enlarged swiftly, as if the ship which saw it was descending.


  There was an indescribable crunching vibration underfoot, and he knew. He scowled out the port. The other space-ship had landed close beside his own. Metal figures got out of it. One carried a burden, lightly. They advanced to the cruiser’s airlock.


  Steve stood still, frozen. He heard metal footprints on metal plates. The soughing of air. The metal man he had thrust out a few hours since came back—and another.


  The second man carried a contrivance which looked remarkably like an ordinary metal bar, but it had been finished since Steve had planned to use it as a maul. Now it was a space-drive like the one on the robots’ own ship, though smaller. It had been made while the repair-work on the spaceship was under way.


  The golden figure which carried it moved assuredly toward the engine-room. The other made a somehow appealing gesture to Steve and offered the vision-plate urgently. With an attempt at cold dignity, Steve uncompromisingly looked.


  Presently he swore softly.


  “The devil! You looked at all my vision records, eh? You know what people are like. So you are people too! But we build houses to live in, and you build robots. And then we make cities for our houses to be in, and you make cities for your robots to occupy. Of course,” he said generously, “you’ve an advantage in that you’re not material, and you use that black stuff in your skull-cases as a way of affecting matter. . . .”


  Then he paused. A moment later he said awkwardly,


  “But, after all, we’re not material either. We use the gray stuff in our skull-cases to affect matter, too. Only our robots, our bodies, aren’t as tough as yours. But we’re pretty much alike . . .


  The second golden figure came out of the engine-room, with a strand of compacted wires trailing behind it. It paid them out carefully and went into the control-room.


  “You aren’t a dummy, though. . . . If you were,” said Steve, uncomfortably. “I couldn’t accept, a favor from you. I wouldn’t be beholden to a machine! But since you’re people, why, I can. So. thanks. Maybe when our two races get together we’ll be friends. I hope so . . .”


  The other robot came out of the control-room. Steve knew exactly what had been done. A new space-drive had been attached to the old one. which served now purely as a mounting. A bare two ounces of rocket-fuel, included in the space-drive device, would drive his ship half a dozen times across the solar system.


  From a man with a ship which was useless because it had only twelve hours’ one-gravity drive left, he had become a man who’d given the robots means to cross the galaxy, and still had a ship more prodigally fueled than any other space-ship ever made by men.


  He had, moreover, the design of the drive and the conversion-unit which made rocket-fuel into atomic power. And his essential instruments had been connected to the new drive so that he could operate his hip exactly as before. He could drive the cruiser at three gravities all the way to the halfway point, and decelerate as recklessly, so that his air would be more than ample. . . .


  “I guess,” said Steve, “you’ll be going on. If you had any queer notions about conquest by your race, you wouldn’t turn me loose. So I won’t worry about that! When you’ve taken off I’ll start, home.”


  The erect and gallant small figure before him could not smile, of course. It had probably understood little or nothing of what Steve actually said, but it had looked at a lot of vision-records. It knew a lot about human beings, now. It held out a metal, articulated hand.


  Steve understood. lie shook hands, and swore at the chill of the metal.


  “Cold hands, warm heart,” he growled. “All right, pal! Good luck on the way home!”


  He heard the airlock doors operate, one after the other. He watched from a port as the ship of the metal men lifted and dwindled to a point and vanished.


  Then he lighted a cigarette and strolled into his own control-room, to take off and set a course for home.


  CRISIS ON TITAN


  James R. Adams


  What the devil! Was Captain Staley nuts? Here they were . . . no food, no water, about to be blasted out of existence by strange inhabitants of a weird planet—and Staley was making like a baseball player!


  “HUT! Twuh, hree, foar. Hut! Twuh, hree, foar. Hut! Twuh—” Sergeant Hallihan boomed forth the monotonous syllables with unfaltering precision, glaring from the corner of his eye now and then in hopes of catching some unfortunate fellow out of step or whispering to a companion with questionable reference to the sergeant.


  The dust-caked ranks marched along quietly, carefully refraining from expressing their opinion of this disgusting detail, but Hallihan knew what they were thinking. And he could well understand their displeasure. These were hard-bitten, two-fisted, hell for leather I.P. men, and here they were with shovels and picks slung over their shoulders, plodding out to scratch in the dirt like common, dime-a-dozen ditch-diggers.


  Hallihan felt as strongly about it as they, but orders were orders, and he prided himself on his ability to carry out a command, regardless of whether or not it conformed with his personal sentiments. This job had to be done, and the men all knew it could not be entrusted to a mob of imported flunkies. The Squeakers would make short work of such a motley crew.


  The sergeant emitted a soft sigh between a snappy twuh and hree as his wandering gaze came to rest on the slow-moving grav-car, in which rode the brusque Captain Staley. The car skimmed along a foot or so above the ground, riding smoothly on its gravity-repellent ray. Hallihan suddenly became acutely aware of his aching feet. Would the captain never call a halt? Hell, they couldn’t march straight through to the mine without rest. More than one soldier was dragging his feet, and the sergeant could hardly find the heart to snarl out his customary: “Get the lead out back there, soldier. Pep it up!”


  Bringing up the rearguard of the orderly lines was as strange a group of “soldiers” as could be found on any moon of the system. These were the “Barber’s Delights,” an odd life-form of Titan that had formed a sort of aloof friendship with the Patrol from the moment it landed. The men jokingly called them Barber’s Delights because of the thick, shaggy coat of hair that covered their log-like bodies. The B.D.‘s either didn’t understand, or just didn’t care, for they made no objection to their nickname.


  There were twenty of the creatures in this group, and more joined them along the way. They imitated the brisk step of the soldiers with amazing exactness, though they possessed no semblance whatsoever of feet. They moved on dense mats of stubby, resilient bristles that grew from the flat bottoms of their column-bodies, sweeping forward like a horde of self-propelling brooms. Not wishing to be outdone by the visitors, they had their own sergeant, who moved along importantly at the side of his command, glaring threateningly from the corner of his single, huge eye. As Sergeant Hallihan called out his impeccable, “Hut! Twuh, hree, foar,” Sergeant B. D. responded with, “Ungh! Ungh, ungh, ungh,” the only sound he was capable of uttering. Hallihan scowled over his shoulder and snorted disgruntledly, fervently wishing he could get his heckler alone for a moment. His hard cot would have a new fur mattress that night.


  Hallihan estimated they were half-way to the mine now. That huge deposit of ckroidex salts was important to the system. Without the precious mineral space-flight would be impossible, since there would be nothing to protect travelers from deadly solar rays. The small amounts that had been found on Earth and the other major planets would soon give out, and Titan was the only other known source of chroidex. This deposit would last for centuries, and by the time it, too, was exhausted, perhaps engineers would have figured a way around the difficulty.


  Captain Staley’s car came to a stop and the tall man stepped out. He stood a moment, surveying the weary marchers with sharp, experienced eyes. He knew just how much he could get out of a man, knew when the limits of the human machine had been reached.


  “You may rest your troops, Sergeant Hallihan,” he said shortly.


  HALLIHAN sighed inwardly, hoping for at least a twenty-minute surcease. He went through the formality of placing his men at ease, then strode anxiously to the captain’s side.


  “Do you suppose there will be trouble with the Squeakers, Sir?” he asked apprehensively. “They don’t take to us, you know. They might ambush us at the mine.”


  The Captain thought a moment, then his thin lips drew up in a smile.


  “I don’t think they will. Their crude weapons wouldn’t stand a chance against us, in force. Personally, I wish they would attack. Then we could do away with them once and for all. As it is, we can’t risk bringing laborers here to develop the mine. After the Squeakers picked off a few of them, the miners would turn tail and run for home. So we’re temporarily stuck with both jobs, Sergeant; working the mine, and eliminating the Squeakers. We’ll catch the whole damn bunch of them in the open some day. When we do . . .”


  The two men momentarily forgot their conversation and turned to watch the antics of the perplexed B.D.s. The shaggy creatures were milling about uncertainly.


  “Ungh ungh!” the log-shaped sergeant barked out, pointing a slim tentacle at the reclining I.P. men. “Ungh ungh!”


  But the B.D.s were physically incapable of duplicating the soldiers’ postures. Underneath all that hair, their bodies were not much more than wooden posts, stiff, erect, and not given to bending at the waist. The bristling sergeant might as well have saved his breath.


  “If only the Squeakers were as friendly as these fellows,” Captain Staley murmured. “But sadly, they don’t have the least thing in common. Their hate for us is equaled, if not exceeded, by their fear of the B.D.s. Seems the B.D.s have some sort of racial disease that is fatal to the Squeakers if they come in contact with it. That’s why you’ll never see any members of these two races palling around together. Too bad the B.D.s aren’t intelligent enough to cooperate with us. With their aid, we could wipe out the Squeakers in record time.”


  A strange occurrence was taking place in the ranks of the Barber’s Delights. The exhausted sergeant had ceased his shouting, and the creatures stood about in stiff poses of inactivity. Suddenly a cloud of blue dust whooshed from the flat top of a barrel-like B.D. and the thing disappeared in a flurry of fur and smoke.


  “Noon,” Sergeant Hallihan said cryptically.


  Others of the B.D.s were going through the same process. It was as if the ground had opened and swallowed them up. Hallihan’s heckler blew out a great cloud of smoke and dwindled rapidly away to nothing. In one minute, the unconcerned group of half-animals was lessened by a third. The I.P. men sat with open mouths, craining their necks over companions’ shoulders to better witness the event. Although they had seen it many times in the past weeks, the weird exhibition never failed to impress them.


  “Those things never miss,” one soldier said in awe. “Come noon or midnight, and boom!—away they go, right on the dot. S’crazy.”


  Captain Staley smiled at the man and walked quickly to the spot where the B.D.s had disappeared, Sergeant Hallihan following. He bent to the ground and scooped up a handful of elliptical, waxy-surfaced seeds.


  “Reproduction, man, reproduction,” he said. “Their race, just as any other, would come to a quick end if they didn’t propagate.” He pointed to five B.D.s whose fur was slowly turning yellow and falling from their bodies in brittle patches. “In exactly half an hour, those creatures will be dead, and from these seeds will come new B.D.s to fill the gaps. By actual count, we know there are approximately five hundred of these beings on Titan. At noon and midnight, half of them reproduce, and the half that has already reproduced dies. Thus there are at all times exactly five hundred of the creatures, no more and no less. The disease germs that all of them carry, though fatal to the Squeakers, don’t seem to have any ill effects on them. If they are injured, their bodies heal, no matter how deep the wound. So a B.D. lives his full half-day, Titan-reckoning, regardless of accidents and diseases. I would like to remain here and watch these seeds develop into full-grown B.D.s, but we must be getting on to the mine. We shall remain there a week, Sergeant, returning to the garrison at the end of that time for fresh supplies and equipment. Four or five grav-trucks and cranes would make the work much easier, but all of my requisitions to the government for these have been rejected on the grounds the Squeakers might stage an uprising and gain possession of valuable equipment. As I said, we’ll have to struggle along as best we can until we can catch the Squeakers in a false move and blast them out of existence. Carry on, Sergeant.”


  Hallihan snapped to attention as the captain whirled on his heel and-returned to his grav-car. Only fifteen minutes rest. Damn!


  Under the direction of Hallihan’s acid tongue, the men heaved reluctantly to their feet and fell into line, whispering curses as the sergeant roared out the hated, “F’r’ard, harch! Hut! Twuh, hree, foar.”


  “Ungh! Ungh, ungh ungh. Ungh! Ungh, ungh—” The B.D.s quickly appointed a new sergeant and took up the march with an eagerness that brought grunts of disgust from the begrimed men.


  Hallihan glanced back over his shoulder to fix an icy stare on this new nemesis, and his eyes widened with amazement as he caught sight of a disheveled man stumbling along behind them, his arms waving frantically and his lips moving in a soundless yell. The sergeant called a quick halt and waited for the man to overtake them.


  It was a soldier from the garrison. Blood trickled from his lips and one arm hung in a queer position at his side. The skin was hideously burnt and blackened where a heat-ray had caught him full in the face. Hallihan knew the man was dying as he collapsed in his arms, insanely babbling: “Managed to ’scape . . . got all rest, but managed to ’scape . . . must tell you, Serg’nt . . . must tell you . . . all rest dead. . . .”


  STALEY’S car came to a jarring halt beside them and the alarmed captain jumped out, his emotionless features softening with pity as he saw the man’s condition. The soldier was talking again, and Staley bent close to the mutilated mouth to catch all of the feeble words.


  “All dead . . . all dead . . . Squeakers s’prised us ’n’ took garrison . . . thousand Squeakers . . . thousand Squeakers in garrison . . . no chance . . . all dead . . .” Captain Staley straightened, and his eyes were steely as he turned to Hallihan. He waited while Hallihan let the soldier gently to the ground and assigned a man to watch over him.


  “It was a gross mistake to leave such a small complement of men at the garrison,” Captain Staley said bitterly. “I seriously doubt that we can recapture it. If those creatures have enough intelligence to load and fire the four atomic cannons, our sidearms will be of little use. They’ll slaughter us to the last man. But we’ve got to try, Sergeant. Understand? We’ve got to try.”


  “Yes, Sir.” Hallihan saluted and turned, grim-lipped, to the waiting men. “We’re returning to the garrison, men,” he said simply. “ ’Bout face!”


  The B.D.s scattered as the I.P. men plowed through them, but reformed behind the swift-moving columns and scurried anxiously after them. Another group of the curious creatures joined their fellows, swelling the ranks to fifty. They made a strange sight as they hustled along over the rocky ground, the dire-eyed sergeant belching out his eternal, “Ung! Ung, ungh, ugh. Ungh! Ungh, ungh—”


  “If only those crazy bucket-heads would help us fight the Squeakers,” Hallihan thought unhappily. “But they can’t. They’re just dumb mimics. They wouldn’t know one end of a heat-ray from the other.” Then he forgot about the B.D.s and started thinking about his shrieking feet.


  They reached the garrison late in the afternoon, and Hallihan began displacing his men about the front of the structure, taking care they didn’t expose themselves to the Squeakers’ fire. In spite of their caution, five men were torn to shreds as an atomic cannon let go, catching them in the open. Hallihan swore harshly and ducked behind a huge boulder. Those dirty sons meant business.


  The B.D.s followed suit, gliding behind upjuttings of rock and yelling one-syllable curses at the embattled garrison. They watched the proceedings with casually-interested eyes, emitting sympathetic “Unghs” whenever a patrolman fell. One of the creatures got his top blown off when he let it stick out too far from behind a rock, but he immediately grew a new one.


  The I.P. men weren’t faring so well. Most of the Squeakers’ shots went wild, but the very intensity of their fire took its toll of the outnumbered patrolmen. Hallihan rushed about from rock to rock, patting his soldiers on the back and shouting words of encouragement in their ears. The B.D. sergeant hurried along behind him, whacking his tentacle across the furry bodies of his compatriots and keeping up a steady flow of loud, well-pleased “Unghs.”


  Captain Staley was doing his share of the fighting. He crouched behind a round boulder, snapping quick shots at the garrison and drawing back before the Squeakers could locate him. Sergeant Hallihan flopped down beside him and lay staring questioningly at his superior.


  “We can’t win,” Staley said, matter-of-factly. “The garrison was built to withstand just such a siege as this. We have to hit those loopholes in the wall dead-center to bring down a Squeaker. We couldn’t have nailed more than half a dozen or so; half a dozen, out of a thousand. Attack from the rear is impossible, because of the steep canyon walls protecting the garrison on three sides. If we could rout them into the open, we could blast them down like cattle. There would be no escape, except through our ranks, and our sharpshooters would take care of any who broke through. But that’s just wishful thinking, Sergeant. The Squeakers aren’t stupid enough to try charging us. They’ll stay holed up in the garrison, picking us off one by one. There’s no place to run to. All of our food and water is in the hands of those devils, so we have our choice of fighting it out to the last man or retreating to the mine and wait for thirst and starvation to end our worries. What will it be, Sergeant?”


  “We’ll fight, Sir,” Hallihan said grimly. “Yahoo! Pour it to ‘em, men! Give ‘em a taste of I.P. hell!”


  Above the noise of battle could be heard the rat-like screeching of the Squeakers. The B.D.s answered with their version of the Bronx cheer, and between them and the ground-shaking c-r-rump-c-r-rump of the atomic cannons, the uproar was enough to cause a nervous breakdown in the staunchest habitue of Times Square.


  NIGHT fell across the scene, and the battle raged on. The I.P. patrolmen now had a slight advantage, for the large bulk of the garrison was easily discernible in the dim light and they had the locations of the loopholes well-fixed in their minds. After each shot, they shifted positions, crawling over the ground so the Squeakers could not observe their movements. More than one unlucky fellow was found out, though, when a tall B.D. followed him, hurling challenges at the Squeakers in a loud, attention-drawing voice. This hindrance was temporarily done away with when midnight came and fully half of the B.D.s spouted blue-smoke from their shaggy tops and dwindled away to silent, waxy seeds. More of them lost their enthusiasm for the battle as their brown fur slowly took on a yellowish hue, and they retired to various dark crannies to sulk away their last few living moments.


  “I have an idea, Sir,” Hallihan reported excitedly to Captain Staley. “That armored grav-car of yours could easily gain the wall of the garrison without getting knocked out of commission, couldn’t it? Well, here’s the plan. We use the shovel handles to whip together a ladder long enough to scale the wall. Then me and a couple of the men speed through to the garrison in the grav-car and prop the ladder against the wall before the Squeakers can nail us. Maybe one or two of us will live long enough to get over the wall and open the gates. Then before the Squeakers catch wise, the rest of you charge through the gates and finish ‘em off. What do you think, Sir?”


  “I must commend you for your valor, Sergeant,” Staley said soberly. “But I don’t believe your plan would work. Even assuming that one of you would get through to the gates—and you must admit there would be small chance of that—the Squeakers would still be in possession of the cannons, and our men would be easy targets at such close range. We would only bring about our own defeat that much sooner. However, you have given me an idea, Sergeant. As you say, the grav-car could gain the garrison wall, and a man could stand outside with reasonable safety if he was careful not to move in line with a loophole. What is the time, Sergeant?”


  “Why, er, five minutes past twelve, Sir—Titan-time.”


  “Good,” Staley said determinedly. “I must put my plan into immediate operation. In ten minutes, Sergeant, my car will move toward the garrison. Instruct your men to direct a heavy fire at the loopholes until I have reached the wall. The more confusion, the better; anything that will draw the Squeakers’ attention away from me. After that, well—Inform your men of the plan, Sergeant!”


  Hallihan gulped and saluted. “Yes, Sir! That I’ll do, Sir!” Cripes! Had the old man lost his marbles? One man against a thousand Squeakers! That was crazier than Hallihan’s own idea! Nevertheless, the sergeant raced away to lay down the law to the sleepy-eyed soldiers.


  Ten minutes later, Captain Staley’s grav-car leaped from behind a boulder and bore down swiftly on the dark garrison. Instantly the patrolmen began howling and blasting at the garrison, drawing a murderous return fire from the mildly-surprised Squeakers. The few B.D.s who were still capable of its added their voices to the din, and Staley’s car lurched to a halt at the garrison wall, completely undamaged. The Captain jumped out and fumbled inside the car a moment.


  What the hell was he doing, Hallihan wondered. He watched the dark form move cautiously along the rampart and stop at a point where a good-sized upheaval in the ground raised him to within ten feet of the wall’s top. The captain went through some strange motions. His hand dug in his pocket and then his arms snapped back like a baseball pitcher’s. His hand flicked forward and came down to dig once more in his pocket. Again he went through the movements of throwing something. Hallihan scratched his head puzzledly, straining his eyes to see what Staley did next. That was all. Staley returned to his car and climbed inside, but the speedy little vehicle gave no indication of withdrawing from its position against the garrison wall.


  Things quieted down a bit then, and Hallihan nearly went mad waiting for something to happen. Now and then an atomic cannon blasted out at the patrolmen, but the intensity of the Squeakers’ fire had diminished considerably from that of earlier in the battle. They had plenty of time. They would wait until morning, when the sun exposed the hiding places of the I.P. men, then it would be curtains for these hated invaders from another world. Hallihan wished he could sleep, but he knew if he did he might never wake up again. He waited. . . .


  A minute later, the sergeant’s hair almost stood on end as a prolonged, hideous screech of terror beat against his ears, growing, swelling in intensity, and owning a note of stark, unreasoning fear. It came from the garrison; came from the throats of a thousand panicked Squeakers. Hallihan’s jaw gaped ludicrously as the gates burst open and hundreds of screaming, scrabbling, sleek-boiled Squeakers spilled into the clearing, fleeing from the garrison as fast as their skinny legs could carry them. Hallihan recovered quickly from his surprise and drew a bead on the leading Squeaker. The creature crumpled under the heat-beam, shrieking in agony as his fellows trampled over him, making pulp of his thrashing, charred body.


  “Give ‘em hell, boys!” Hallihan shouted exultantly. “Pour it to the rats!”


  The I.P. patrolmen needed no coaxing. The terrified Squeakers were already falling by the dozens under their withering fire. The rodent-like animals hesitated, not knowing where to turn. Some of them ran to the canyon walls and tried to scrabble up to safety, but the sharp-eyed soldiers nailed them before they could go a yard. An atomic cannon started banging away from the garrison, and Hallihan knew Captain Staley had plunged his grav-car through the open gates and taken over one of the deadly guns. After that, it was only a question of mopping up.


  WHEN morning came, the canyon floor looked like an inverted graveyard. Blackened, torn bodies, all that remained of the Squeakers, littered the clearing. Weary patrolmen emerged from behind the protecting boulders, moving warily, lest some of the creatures were playing possum. But the repulsive animals were quite dead.


  “Not more than a dozen got away,” Hallihan said, satisfaction, his voice. “They were scared to come through our lines with those B.D.s hangin’ around. The ones that did get through will probably die of that strange disease the shaggies carry in their fur. Let’s find out about Captain Staley, men.”


  Staley was waiting for them when they entered the garrison. And so were fifty Barber’s Delights! Staley smiled when he saw the question on Hallihan’s beefy face. Hallihan recovered enough to salute.


  “Everything went well, I trust, Sergeant?” Staley asked.


  “Yeah. I mean, yes, Sir. We really cleaned up on those devils. We won’t have to worry about them any longer. They come out of here like bats outta hell. How’d they come to blow their tops, Captain?”


  “We have the B.D.s to thank for that,” Staley said, fondly patting one of the logbodied creatures on the back.


  “I don’t see why, Sir,” Hallihan said skeptically. “We all know the things ain’t got brains enough to fight. Anyway, how in all creation did they get in here? They—” The sergeant stopped abruptly. He clapped a hand to his forehead in feigned exasperation and snorted disgustedly. “Cripes, I’m stupid! I mean, I think I understand now, Sir. You had me wondering, though. I thought you’d cracked up under the strain when you started goin’ through then crazy shenanigans in front of the wall. I guess I ought to apologize, Sir.”


  “No need, Sergeant. I suppose it did seem as if I had gone mad. But I knew our only chance to beat the Squeakers was to get them into the open, and the only way to do that was to inspire great fear in them. The only thing the Squeakers feared was the Barber’s Delights, because of the fatal disease they bear in their fur. But obviously, I couldn’t induce these dumb creatures to storm the garrison and force the Squeakers into the open. Then I remembered the seeds. The B.D.s’ seeds certainly couldn’t object if I carried them to the garrison wall and tossed them inside. That is exactly what I did. All there was to do then was wait until the seeds blossomed into full-grown B.D.s and stampeded the Squeakers right into our hands. The Squeakers poor marksmanship was no match for ours. I believe our work is done here, Sergeant. Experienced miners can take over the job now.”


  “Yes, Sir!” Hallihan grinned broadly. “The men will be glad to hear that, Sir. But first, we’ve got a bit of a mess to clean up. Hold on to them shovels, men, you ain’t through diggin’ yet. Lively, now!”


  “Ungh ungh!” a new B.D. sergeant took up the cry, glaring balefully at his fellows. The obedient creatures scooted quickly after the soldiers. Just dumb mimics, but they had saved spaceflight from an early end.


  THE JOURNEY AND THE GOAL


  Chan Davis


  The journey from Titan to Earth was tong and hard anyway—but the colonists were forbidden to make it. Two, defying all laws tried it—and found, that there are two kinds of laws: Man’s which can be broken, and Nature’s—which can’t.


  Jack and Evlyn met after work to go up together to the Observatory.


  This trip was a regular thing for them, partly a habit, like any ritual, but mostly a holy pilgrimage. Jack had been making it ever since the time, fifteen years before, when his father had first told him of the many other worlds far in space outside their own. The tales had wakened his imagination, and his father, hard put to it by some of the boy’s questions, had one day answered Jack’s pleas and taken him to the “Sky Room.” There was a man named Creeden at the Observatory who had been willing and able to answer his questions, and—there had been the tiny, inconceivably distant stars. Mr. Creeden had shown him the planets through the telescope, and had smiled at the rush of questions which each one brought forth. Eagerly, Jack had looked and listened, wishing silently that it was possible for him to go himself to all these strange worlds, to see himself all these incredible things of which he was told.


  The longing had lasted. Even when Jack had had to start work in the mines, his friendship and almost apprenticeship to Mr. Creeden had continued. He had studied; slowly, because there was so much he did not know, and with difficulty, because at first he had patience only for the stars themselves and not for the seemingly unrelated subjects which Mr. Creeden insisted he must also know. Creeden had told him that in the place from which he had come Jack would have been able to spend all his time in studying instead of working in the mines, and neither would his teachers have had other duties beside education. Jack came to hate, as Creeden did, the dictator, Montiel, who denied them all this. The hate, like the curiosity, was part of Jack’s longing, but always strongest was the dream of some day crossing space.


  And then he had met Evlyn Winters and told her of his longing, and she had understood it, she had shared it; and it had become, no longer Jack Rowell’s dream, but the dream of Jack and Evlyn. And when, later, they had gazed upward at the great, starred sky of night and said, like many more before them, “We shall live together always,” they had thought, not of a life in this place that was their birthplace and their home, but of a life there, up there, of a new home on one of the distant, shining worlds of the sky.


  They planned, and made a kind of joke out of working great detail into the plans, just as if there was hope that they might be fulfilled. Yet the serious core of the thing was always there; repeatedly they were shocked by the enduring intensity of it, by the unabating lure of the impossible.


  Inevitably, their thoughts turned finally to one in particular of the planets they saw. For they knew that only there could they breathe the native air—stride barefoot the living soil—look at the stars direct, without inevitable intervening panes of artificial glass. Anywhere else they must dwell always within protecting metal domes, air-tight, insulated, and sterile, and eat none but synthetic foods; they must, in short, live as they were living here, on the planet Titan. Oh, it was natural that Jack and Evlyn should have turned to that one particular planet: the home of their ancestors—Earth.


  Creeden was sitting before the calculator when Jack and Evlyn got there. He glanced up as they entered.


  “Hello, Tony,” said Jack, and “Hello, Mr. Creeden,” said Evlyn.


  “Come on in,” Creeden responded, strangely without his usual cheer, and punched a few more keys. “You can go out to the observatory and wait, if you want to; I have to finish the landing trajectory for the FB-916.”


  “When’s she due in?”


  “About five hours, I think. Tell you when I’m through.” This time he hadn’t even looked up; Jack and Evlyn didn’t bother him further.


  The observatory was kept evacuated, like those of Luna. The inside of the telescope had to be evacuated anyway, exposed as it must be to the emptiness that is where Titan’s atmosphere would be if Titan had an atmosphere. And, that being the case, all parts of the scope proper had to be open to empty space too, to avoid sharp temperature differentials that could ruin the optical properties or even crack the mirror. Temperature was still a problem. During the Titanian day the scope had to be carefully shaded, lest the sun’s radiant heat warm it unevenly.


  Jack and Evlyn put on two of the spacesuits that were stacked beside the air lock, then stepped through into blackness. Jack groped, pressed a stud beside the door—and stars flowed brilliantly across the ceiling. Jack felt again the old wonder. He knew that really nothing had happened, the roof had merely slid back into the low wall. But it seemed as if the whole universe of light had been poured into the room with them.


  The sun was not up, it had not been for fifteen “days” now. If it had been, they would not be here like this; the one time Jack had looked at the sun he had had to close his eyes against the demonic brightness of it. The sun was not up, but Saturn loomed low over the eastern horizon, in the position it always occupied. It seemed to fill half the sky with its soft-limned streaks of pastel red and blue. To Jack’s eyes, used to the dimness of a planet where power was at a premium, it looked garish even beside the unrestrained, overflowing whiteness of the stars. Old faithful Saturn, forever hogging Titan’s sky. And somewhere out there, Earth modest among the thousand stars, too dim to find unless you knew its position in advance, too distant for you to distinguish its vague disk or crescent; but certainly there, somewhere. Somewhere, too, was the ship which had left the Mother World Such a short time before.


  They looked for a long minute, then turned back toward the air lock. Jack looked back once, and felt pity for his friends in the mine who had never seen the sky.


  Just inside the door they, stopped. Creeden had just extracted from the machine a centimeter-wide strip, whose twin was now being fed to the calculator. Silently, invisibly, the machine calculated a course for a spaceship thousands of miles away.


  Creeden stood, and crossed the room to file the strip. Jack had long since grown used to the Earthman’s short stature—not even two meters—but he could see it still startled Evlyn. And to think that on Earth Creeden would be considered tall!


  Ordinarily Creeden would have put on a spacesuit and gone with them back to the scope, or else taken them up to the photography room. He did neither. Instead, he motioned them to take off their suits and sit down in the weblike, fragile-looking metal chairs beside his desk. When they had done so, he gave an odd smile and said abruptly, “Montiel won’t let you go to Earth, you know.”


  Jack and Evlyn looked dumbly at each other; they had never told anyone of their dream.


  “Oh, I know you’ve been thinking about it,” Creeden went on with calm understatement. “I’ve overheard some of the things you’ve said, and I knew long ago that Jack had something like that in the back of his mind. But you can’t do it.”


  “We know that,” said Evlyn.


  “Do you know why?”


  “Yes,” answered Jack. “Montiel knows that if he allows emigration he may not have enough men left to run his mines, because no new colonists are coming here any more.”


  “There’s a story behind that, too. You may not know the whole thing, so I’d better tell it from the beginning.” And he told how, long before, when man was first extending his rule from Earth to the other planets of the system, the World State had broken down into rival factions, just as Seventeenth Century English companies had competed with each other in the development of what was then the New World. But this time the schisms had lasted. The Asian Commonwealth had established its rule over half of Mars, most of the remainder going finally to the European Union. America—a nation actually comprising only about half of the continent of that name—had had to be contented with a disappointingly barren Venus, plus a small share of Luna; so, impatient for further conquest, it had reached for the outer planets.


  The asteroids, surprisingly enough, proved to be valuable as refrigerators—large-scale sources of liquid oxygen and other low-boiling liquids. Encouraged, America had struck outward again. The other nations had not followed just then, for, having temporarily neglected rocketry research in the all-out exploitation of their new colonies, they had no ships capable of making the Jupiter trip at opposition. When Titan was finally colonized, it was by Americans, with Jack’s and Evlyn’s grandparents among them. The new world had sent back pure titanium, a rarity on Earth, and a scarce isotope of mercury; and it had prospered.


  Creeden broke off the narrative as the calculator emitted a series of sharp clicks, indicating that the-tape was finished. He went over, took it out, and inserted it in the coder which he had previously connected to the microwave transmitter. The co-ordinates of the landing trajectory would now automatically be beamed from the antenna outside the dome to the incoming spaceship. Creeden sat down again and proceeded.


  Titan’s trade had been limited to America, but it had not been many years before the Titanians realized that the other nations, too, were good markets for their products. They had rebelled, under Montiel’s father; America had made little effort to keep them subject, and they had set up their own government, like several other planet-colonies before them; Montiel’s father had become the first dictator, though he had not been called that at first. Again Titan prospered—until disaster struck.


  The mercury isotope which had been their most profitable product was obtained on Earth as the end product of a radioactive disintegration series. It could be manufactured cheaply and simply in a small pile, wherever it was needed. Titan’s mercury became valueless. The young nation was reduced to exporting titanium—a bulky substance, therefore wasteful of rocket fuel. They were forced to live a Spartan life, using a minimum of food, power, and even air. Immigration abruptly stopped, and, in compensation, those already present were forbidden to leave. The dictatorship was established and the dictators blamed all the unpleasant economies on Earth’s imagined effort to starve the independent state into submission.


  Here Jack interrupted the history with a thought which had been bothering him for the past few minutes: “Say, Tony, if you knew all along about our wanting to return to Earth”—he said “return” unconsciously—“why didn’t you ever say anything about it before?”


  “There’s a reason for my bringing it up just now,” Creeden smiled; and the way he phrased his answer brought Jack the first glimmerings of a wild hope. “You’ll see what I mean in just a minute. Let me go on.”


  “You may not know that we’re in a worse position now than we ever were before. We have nothing to offer but titanium. Well, that’s a pretty common element everywhere, the only difficulty lies in extracting it from Martian and Earthian ores. Recently there’s been work done on improved methods of extraction.


  Pretty promising work. You see where that leaves us.


  “Montiel won’t face the possibility that Titan may have to become a dead world. He’s trying to keep down the inner planets’ demand for new sources of titanium by increasing our output. That’s why you’re working longer hours than your parents did; that’s why I’m working in the mines part time now; that’s also why Montiel’s keeping news of the danger from the people. He doesn’t want anyone to consider leaving now.”


  “Is anyone considering leaving?” asked Jack.


  “Yes.”


  “Yourself among them.”


  “That’s right,” Creeden admitted.


  “Then we can go?”


  “Slow down there, slow down,” smiled Creeden. Then he added, with it seemed some reluctance, “Maybe you can—Do you want to go?”


  Jack, surprised at his own calmness, said simply, “Yes, we do.”


  “I tell you. I may have to give that ship a course correction in as little as an hour; but that gives me time to take you down to see some friends of mine. They’re also—shall we say, a little discontented with the way things are going.


  “I guess you realize we don’t like the idea of Montiel’s guards finding us out. I wouldn’t be telling you all this if I wasn’t pretty sure you’d want to help us. How about it?”


  Evlyn assented immediately, but Jack pondered. There had been anticlimax, both in Creeden’s last words and in his tone. Jack persisted, “Is there any chance of our going to Earth?”


  “Oh, you can—” Creeden checked whatever he had started to say. “Maybe. Yes, there’s a chance.” He broke the ambiguous silence by starting toward the door. Jack and Evlyn followed.


  Creeden was slightly out of breath when the three of them reached Mildred Robertson’s home. She lived on the ground level, at the extreme outer edge of the dome. It had been a long walk down that dim, metal-sheathed corridor, and no one raised under Earth’s terrific surface gravity, as Creeden was, can ever learn the effortless five-meter stride of the native Titanian. Nor was the dome’s low air pressure helpful to one accustomed to the rich, dense atmosphere of Earth. Jack and Evlyn had tried to hold themselves back for the sake of the little Earthman, but habit is strong. A man on a bicycle has a hard time holding himself to a pedestrian’s pace.


  Creeden dropped his hand to the small photocell beside the door and shut off the light to it for a second. Removing his hand, then replacing it several times more, he traced a rapid combination. A low buzzing told them someone was covering the corresponding photocell inside; the door swung open.


  “Well, hello, Tony,” said the woman who stood before them, “come in, come in, we’ve been waiting for you. Is this—?”


  Creeden said, “Mildred Robertson—Jack Rowell and Evlyn Winters.”


  “I’m glad to know you,” she said, almost too heartily, and ushered them to seats opposite the one she then took, “Glad to know you. Mr. Rowell and Miss Winters, this is Art Rand.” She indicated a tired-looking fat man sitting in the darkness of a corner. Jack and Evlyn said hello. Art Rand grunted.


  “I think,” said Tony Creeden to Mildred Robertson, “we’d better begin by telling these two something about our organization.” He stopped as she bent upon him an almost hostile look; when he went on, it was that look which he answered. “We’ve got plenty of time, Mildred. Even I don’t have to leave for nearly an hour. And you remember what we agreed before.” Art Rand nodded.


  Creeden began, “As an organization, we’re not much. You’d be surprised how effective Montiel’s guards are. We can’t go out and recruit chance acquaintances; the mere attempt could be suicide, you know. We have to be dead sure a person’s with us before we can give even a reasonably broad hint of the organization’s existence.


  “And occasionally one of us gets caught. There have been two so far. That danger’s always there, and it means we have to organize on the cell-system, so that each member knows only a few of the other members. Once I spent about fifty days trying to sound out a friend of mine, wondering whether I dared ask him to join. In the end I decided not to. It turned out, much later, that he had already been a member! You see, even though I’m one of the leaders I still don’t know more than a fraction of our men.


  “Yes,” he answered Evlyn’s unspoken comment, “we three, Rand, Robertson, and myself, are the leaders. Each of us knows roughly a third of the cell captains, and a scattered few of the members of the cells.”


  Evlyn commented vocally on this. “Why do you bring us here? Why didn’t you just ask us to join cells?”


  Mildred Robertson answered: “In the first place, Tony has told us we could trust you absolutely. And you two are more important than you realize—” She stopped, under the combined frowns of Rand and Creeden.


  Jack, mystified though he was by the by-play, decided to take a shot in the dark. Hoping it was not all wishful thinking, he finished the sentence for her: “Because your organization is working for a return to Earth, and you want us two to go, soon.”


  Evlyn looked up at him sharply, and he could not read her expression. Mildred Robertson’s face spelled, plainly enough, eager assent but again she was restrained from speaking.


  Creeden said, “You may have noticed that this room is on the very outside of the dome. Mildred got it for that very reason. It’s not only on the outside, it’s on the eastern face, the side toward the spaceport. Front that room in back of Mildred, there’s a little passage through the inner shells, through the insulation, to the outer shell. At the end of the passage, there is a ring of explosive lithium capsules set into the outer shell; there’s a welding set to repair the outer shell should we ever . . . er . . . make a breach in it; and there are several spacesuits. Everything’s set up for someone to make his escape from the dome, cross the two hundred meters or so to the spaceport, and stow away on an outboundship. We know how the stowing-away can be accomplished; we’ve even got hold of some acceleration dope.”


  “Am I right, Tony?” said Jack, more diffidently this time. “Do you want us to be the first?”


  “We don’t know who is going first,” was the answer. “Why should you?”


  Mildred Robertson asked, “Do you want to go?”


  Jack noticed in passing that this was the same apparently superfluous question Creeden had put before, but both he and Evlyn answered quickly, “Yes.” They exchanged smiles at the accident of speaking together: amused smiles, but very determined smiles.


  “Mildred,” Tony Creeden put in, “don’t you want to reconsider? It’s only fair to tell them—” Art Rand lifted his hand and Creeden stopped.


  Mildred said to Jack and Evlyn, “Then you shall go. The FB-916 will leave again for Earth in . . . When does it leave, Tony?”


  “Between nine and ten hours, depending on how fast they unload her and load her up,” was the laconic answer.


  “Ten hours from now you’ll be on your way.”


  Amazed happiness made a blurring in Jack’s eyes. He looked over at Evlyn and again they smiled quietly together, and the blurring became a little harder to control. In jack’s mind formed the old picture of himself, Jack Rowell, surrounded by green, the strange green, the living green of the far world which was his dream’s goal. He didn’t have complete mastery over the picture; sometimes it would close the green around him, in walls and ceiling such as he knew here. He could abolish the ceiling by substituting the starry night sky. The sky of Earth’s day he could not imagine.


  Oh, Jack did not lose himself in daydreams. He heard and remembered all Mildred Robertson’s instructions: how to don the spacesuits; how to leave the dome, cross the plain to the spaceport, and enter the port; when inside, how to avoid the tunnel which was the usual means of reaching the spaceport; where on the ship to stow away—she knew all the details, even to the stowage of the cargoes,—and more. He heard and understood.


  But always at the back of his mind was the imagined sight and sound of Earth, and the scoffing thought, “You don’t need to keep imagining now, Jack. This is real.”


  They slept in Mildred Robertson’s home, in the room next to the passage.


  Jack had a dim dream in which Creeden quarreled with Robertson and ended by shooting at her the one word, “Murderer!” Then he thought it might have been more than a dream, for he was awake and Evlyn was calling, in the voice of a small child, “Jack, I’m afraid.” She came to him and lay weeping softly, her head on his chest.


  Much later Jack awoke again, to hear a strange voice in the next room saying, “—and he told us there was an excessive heat loss from this part of Level 1 and the guards would have to check the insulation. My cell captain told me once that if that ever happened I should—”


  “Yes,” came Mildred Robertson’s voice, sounding suddenly weary, “you did right to let me know. When will the guards arrive?”


  “They will start checking almost immediately. I don’t know how long it will take them to get here.”


  “All right. Go to Art Rand, Level 5, Number E626; tell him what you’ve told me. Remember not to mention it to anyone else except—once—to your cell captain. You can go now.


  “Good work,” she finished.


  Awkwardly, “Thank you”; and the smooth swish and thud of the door’s closing told that the stranger was gone.


  Jack was already fully dressed, and now he slipped into the room where Robertson sat, and stood before her. She raised her head, slowly. “You heard that?”


  “Yes.”


  “You know what it means?”


  “Maybe.”


  “It means that if you two stay here you may be dead today. As far as you’re concerned, that’s essentially the whole story. You can take your choice. You stay, and maybe you’ll make that ship, maybe you’ll be caught. Or you can leave; there’s still time for you to be at work this morning as usual, with no one the wiser. Miss Winters?”


  Jack followed her eyes; Evlyn stood in the doorway behind him. “What—?” she said sleepily.


  Mildred Robertson repeated to her the things Jack had heard. Evlyn asked her, “What about you?”


  “Hm-m-m!” she chuckled mirthlessly. “Yes, what about me. They’re sure to find our little passage through the dome eventually. Altogether, it may be a week before they kill me. Probably less. Possibly I might get away.”


  Jack realized for the first time how hard it would be to hide or to adopt a disguise in the isolated and well-policed domes of Titan. Once you were marked by the guards, you’d have a hard time avoiding them. He said nothing.


  “Well, let Art and Tony and me worry about that. What are you two going to do?”


  Jack was startled: he’d forgotten the question still needed answering. Evlyn frowned briefly. But her vague fears of a few hours before seemed to have been dispelled by this concrete threat. She nodded toward the passage entrance. “Earth,” she said, with more firmness than even Jack felt. She looked appealingly at Jack, who said, “Of course.”


  Mildred Robertson had been sitting, chin in hand, like a despondent statue. She shook her head, roused herself with visible effort, and led the way into the back room they had just left. Once she was moving, her despair seemed to leave her, and she resumed her energetic manner of the night before. She led the way to the wall which was the innermost shell of the dome. In the wall you could just make out the shape of a small door. She worked a catch, the door opened, and all three of them ducked into the blackness of the passageway.


  Around them were the plastic layers of the insulation, unseen but occasionally brushed against by a hand in passing. The narrow doors through which they went were entranceways through the successive metal shells which incased almost the whole dome. The normal exit was by tunnel, so only at the observatory was the smooth regularity of the shells’ perfect spheroids broken—at the observatory, and here.


  The last door they passed through was carefully fitted to serve as an air lock port. Tack could tell by the sound as it closed behind them. That should mean that the next shell was the last, so that this space they were now in must serve as the air lock when one left the dome into the vacuum outside.


  Robertson’s next words confirmed his guess. “The next door,” she said, “you’d better not open till you’re ready to leave. Breathing might become rather difficult. Here are your spacesuits. You might put them on now; you’ll have to stay here and as you’ve noticed it’s rather cold.” That very distinct understatement somehow gave away the fact that her casual tone was assumed. Whatever else she was, she was not calm.


  She finished, “If the guards don’t come, I’ll be in again before you—go. But the guards might come. If you hear someone inside who fumbles around with the catch on the door and doesn’t open it right away—then it’s the guards, not me; get out.” She was by now quite thoroughly chilled, and thoroughly glad to leave.


  Jack and Evlyn groped their way into spacesuits, closing face plates and chest flaps but leaving their air masks open. Already invisible to each other, they were now partially inaudible; the porous air masks would deaden any sound to a whisper.


  They scooped up two little piles of insulation, sat down on opposite sides of the passage, and waited for their eyes to become accustomed to the darkness. This, their eyes would not do, for here there was no light. Jack’s eyes tricked him, scrawled meaningless red splotches on the blank darkness; that was all.


  After a while it occurred to them to turn on their communicator sets.


  Evlyn said, “I am. afraid, Jack.”


  Jack couldn’t answer: he was silenced by an abrupt suspicion of her. Suspicion that she would not go through with this, that she had never really shared the dream.


  She went on, “I’m afraid, and last night I thought we shouldn’t try to go. But then I saw that staying here wouldn’t be—possible. Not anymore. It was possible before, but not now that we’ve been offered a chance to leave.”


  Anything Jack could have said would have been inadequate.


  They sat there listening to the sound of their own breathing, and to a surrounding silence like that of outer space.


  “Listen!” said Evlyn, and momentarily cracked her face plate. “Yes, I thought I heard something.”


  Both of them closed air masks and started the suits’ air supply, ready to leave the dome if necessary. But the inner door immediately began to move under Jack’s hand, and he knew it was Robertson coming. He couldn’t see her, nor could he hear her with his suit sealed, yet he could feel her presence as she entered, and another’s. He opened his face plate and heard her voice: “It’s about time for you to go, according to Tony. The guards haven’t arrived yet, but we don’t know when they may. Oh, this is Art Rand with me; I don’t know if you can see him.”


  As a matter of fact, Jack had found that he could see a little; the newcomers had left all the doors open behind them, admitting a little light. He could see faintly the stooped, worried Robertson; the fat, placid Rand; and a hulking robot that was the spacesuited Evlyn.


  They all stood silent, conscious of the situation. Jack started a pitiful attempt at formal thanks to Robertson and Rand. The latter cut him short: “Don’t thank us, Rowell. Good luck to you.” It was the first time Jack had heard his voice, and it was the most sincere and friendly voice Jack had ever heard.


  Suddenly Evlyn said, “Miss Robertson, if you’re in such danger here, why can’t you get away along with us? You—”


  “No; no,” was the quick answer.


  “Why not? Both of you—because if you’re found here, Mr. Rand, you’ll be as badly off as she is. It’s the only safe thing for you to do.”


  “It’s not the best—” She was interrupted by a low cry from Rand. Looking down the passage, Jack thought he saw a flickering glow on the wall where it took a bend. Then against the glow was silhouetted the retreating figure of Art Rand. Mildred Robertson whispered swiftly, “You’re a little early, but better get to the ship as fast as you can just the same.” She followed Rand into the darkness, and, presumably, into the hands of the guards.


  Jack had no time to be puzzled. There was the urgent business of their own escape. He and Evlyn had set off the explosive caps which cracked the outer shell before Robertson had completely closed the door behind her; air pressure pulled the door shut with a swift thlook, and popped a section of the outer shell. The two spacesuited figures stepped through the breach from darkness, into Saturn-light.


  At first they could see nothing but all-pervading radiance, but Jack had the presence of mind to lead Evlyn along the shell until they were out of sight around the curve of the dome. After a while they were able to look around them.


  It was the first time Jack had ever stood on the ground! It was strange to think of walking a floor so uneven and so wide in every direction. It was strange to think of walking freely under the stars. So strange was it that part of Jack’s picture of Earth seemed realized right there.


  The spaceport was about two hundred meters away, almost between them and Saturn; were they to move some meters to the right they would see it silhouetted against the giant disk. As it was, they could just make out the port’s pillbox-shaped buildings. Projecting upward above the largest was the aspiring cylindrical bow of the spaceship.


  They started eastward, watching the outline of the ship swell forward into the sky as they drew nearer it.


  As soon as he was used to the rough footing, Jack looked back over his shoulder. The plain looked very different when you faced away from Saturn; the irregularities made a confusing pattern of streaked light and dark. And to see the dome from the outside, this dully, smoothly glinting metal egg that had been their universe—this itself was almost frightening in its novelty. He spoke into his communicator set, telling Evlyn to turn around and look. They had time to spare for this sight they had never seen before nor would again. Hadn’t they been told they were early for the ship’s take-off?


  So they stopped and turned—and saw a spacesuited figure emerge from the hole by which they had left.


  Jack, realizing Evlyn and he were probably silhouetted against Saturn, as seen from the dome, pulled the girl down to the ground beside him. Calmly, Evlyn said, “Yes, I see. Do you think it’s the guards? We’ve got guns, you know.” They both pulled their weapons—old rocket pistol’s, firing missiles as large as fists. There were twin tubes slanting outward and backward from the combustion chamber, to carry the initial blast away to the sides, so you could hold the weapon in front of you like a pistol to aim it.


  The guns might not have been used since the dome was built, but they should work. Jack had leveled his sights on the figure at the base of the dome when Mildred Robertson’s voice sounded coolly in his ears: “Don’t shoot.” Of course! That was who it was. And her communicator was tuned to theirs. The voice went on, “Don’t wait for me. I’ll follow you to the ship if I can make it, but don’t—”


  Jack and Evlyn interrupted her almost simultaneously. “Look! Someone else is coming out of the air lock.” In fact, not one, but two, bulging spacesuits had appeared.


  Mildred Robertson said calmly, “That’ll be Art,” and turned around in time to get a bullet in the face and one in the belly. The first was explosive. Her suit deflated instantaneously and settled to the ground with her dead flesh inside it.


  Jack fired twice, then jumped to his feet and ran. Evlyn was still firing, but followed quickly. They ran, not toward the spaceport, but at an angle to the right, so as to get out of the direct line from the dome to Saturn. When Jack judged they’d gone far enough to be safe, he called a halt. They cut toward the spaceport then, at the habitual loping five-meter stride that is the walk of the Titanian. Once Jack tripped on an unseen obstacle, but on Titan a fall hardly decreases your speed at all.


  They were quite close to their goal when suddenly Jack’s shadow leaped forth on the ground in front of him. A searchlight from behind! Shoving Evlyn sharply to the left, he ducked to the right himself, and, when he was out of the beam, let the weak gravity pull him down to a sprawled-out landing.


  Evlyn wasn’t in sight. Had she escaped the beam before she was hit? The lines of faint fire which arrowed past above him at intervals were, he knew, rocket projectiles like those in his own weapon. Some of them exploded when they hit the ground far beyond, but, of course, he couldn’t hear them.


  He tried to locate the searchlight. It wasn’t easy, because there was no air out of here to reveal the path of the beam; but the light was just about where he’d expected, and soon he made it out.


  “Evlyn?” he said into his mike, breaking the intolerable silence.


  “Yes?” came the voice in his ears.


  “You O.K.?”


  “Yes. How about you?”


  “O.K. so far. Look, let’s shoot at the light.”


  “I see it. Yes, all right.”


  That was all, yet now they were fighting side by side instead of being isolated on the vast hostile plain. Jack fired several times. The guards’ fire at him became abruptly more accurate, and the searchlight began to swing to the right. That was O.K.; if it was on him it couldn’t be on Evlyn. Then he was directly in its path, and its reflector became a blinding little sun and a perfect target. Miraculously, he got it, and slid behind the barely adequate cover of a rock before the guards’ shots could find him.


  Evlyn was still shooting. “Wait, Evlyn,” he said. “Hold your fire for half a minute. Without their light they’ll forget exactly where you are; remember, they’re looking toward Saturn so they can’t make out the features of the ground as well as we can. Then we can run for the port.”


  “I’m out of ammunition anyway.” Jack waited silently, patiently, looking up at the same stars he’d seen and yearned for fifteen years ago. The “Sky Room.”


  Evlyn, somewhere out of sight, whispered in his ear, “Do you think we’ll make it, Jack.”


  “I don’t know,” he said, attempting a matter-of-fact tone. “Are they coming after us?”


  “I haven’t seen them, but they probably are.”


  “Let’s start. We’re pretty close to tire port, we’d just as well run as crawl. Let’s go.”


  He sprang erect himself, and ran zigzag toward where the shape of the waiting spaceship cut a corner out of Saturn. Around him appeared the momentary fiery traces of the small rocket-bullets which sped by him unheard. All missed him. Twenty meters from a spaceport entrance he again stopped and took cover. That was the entrance he could safely use—unless guards had been sent to cover it by those who had seen him and Evlyn. He’d have to chance that.


  Best for the two of them to rush the entrance together. He called, “You O.K.?”


  He waited anxiously. “You O.K., Evlyn?”


  Silence. He strained to hear the sound of her breathing, heard only his own. Then he got his answer: a short, strangled cough.


  He looked around him. She had been heading for the same entrance as he, so she should be nearby. He caught a glint from something over to the left, faced around. There she lay. He crawled to her.


  Behind her face plate, above the monstrously machinelike body of her spacesuit, her small face seemed disembodied, ethereal in the starlight. But the eyes that looked from the face—


  Jack squatted beside her. “Where are you hit?”


  The eyes moved downward, as if pointing. Jack saw that her right hand was pressed to her side. Probably she was stopping the hole in her spacesuit.


  “Down there on your side?”


  Almost inaudibly, “Yes.”


  Jack watched in anguish, not trusting himself to speak further. What could he do? There was no haven for her back there in the dome. They’d have to go ahead. He looked over his shoulder at where the distant dome occulted stars. Somewhere between there and here guards might be coming toward them. He’d almost forgotten about the guards.


  “We’ve got to try to make the ship,” he said unsteadily. “I’ve got to carry you.”


  She seemed to be nodding. He bent to lift her, but set her down again in horror. It must have been pain that had made her writhe so suddenly and so terribly, yet she had made no sound. Either that or her communicator’s mike wasn’t working. When she’d spoken, before, he’d scarcely heard it.


  He looked again at her face as she lay there. She was smiling!


  Then she coughed terribly, and her face disappeared. The face plate was covered with blood. Jack’s brain registered the fact that Evlyn’s mike wasn’t working, for he hadn’t heard the cough; and the fact that Evlyn was dying. Register the facts was all he could do. He felt burned out inside.


  He registered the fact that Evlyn’s spacesuit was deflating. Deduction: her hand was not on the hole. Therefore: he must stop the leak. Second deduction: she was unconscious. Therefore: he could carry her without her feeling pain.


  Blinded and mad, reckless of the fire of the guards behind him, gingerly carrying the inert bundle that was a wounded human being, Jack Rowell raced to the spaceport entrance. After that his brain automatically followed the directions given it so long before: down this corridor, through this hatch—He didn’t think.


  When he was safely in the prescribed compartment of the ship, he administered the acceleration dope to himself and Evlyn. If the guards found them before the ship took off, he’d rather be under the dope than awake. He wouldn’t want to know about it just then.


  “I finally got him on the visor,” Jack said wearily, the Earth slang sounding strange on his lips. “The Secretary himself. I tried to make him listen, but no soap.”


  “What did he say?” Evlyn was too weak to lift her head from the pillows.


  “Just what his assistants said. He seemed surprised I should ask him about it. I’d try to argue with him and he’d repeat what he said before, as if he thought I hadn’t understood. It was as good a way of stalling me off as any, I suppose.” He made a hopeless gesture. There was no reply from Evlyn.


  We must make a strange picture, Jack thought for the hundredth time since their arrival on Earth. Shockingly tall, head and shoulders above everyone else—when we stand upright. Evelyn lying, cramped, in the hospital’s longest bed, I leaning back in a wheelchair that had to be specially made. Freaks. So the Secretary must have thought this afternoon: That bean-pole yokel, that freak.


  Aloud, “No, he wouldn’t even 3is cuss it with me. Said Titan’s produce wasn’t useful any more, so Earth wouldn’t use it any more. Didn’t know where the Titanians could go; all the other colonial planets have been abandoned except Mars and Venus. And he didn’t care.”


  “Where can they go, Jack? Where can we go?”


  He answered the first question. “They can’t come here, that’s certain.”


  Evlyn shuddered assent.


  “Mars, maybe.” Jack pulled himself up from the chair with great effort, leaned against its back to catch his breath. Consciously imitating the Earthmen’s short, awkward steps, he stumped across the room to the window, and looked out, his eyes slitted against, the piercing fire of the May sunshine, the agonizing glare of sun on Arizona sand. He stood there, torturing himself by looking as directly as he was able at the violent colors of hell.


  “Do you think Tony knew?” he asked meditatively.


  “He must have suspected better than anyone,” said Evlyn slowly. “After all, he lived here; he knew how different Titan was.”


  “But not how different we were.”


  “No . . . Mildred Robertson suspected, and Art Rand.”


  “They knew most of it,” said Jack, feeling no resentment against those who had damned him without warning, had withheld the warning Tony Creeden had wanted to give. The only concession they’d made to Tony had been to wait for Evlyn and Jack to volunteer, rather than asking them. Though Jack understood all this now, there was no resentment at all.


  “They knew most of it,” he repeated. “What was there to know? The gravity—they knew about that. They knew what we should have thought about ourselves: a child that grows up in a low gravity has long, thin bones; not a matter of heredity at all, but purely environment. I don’t think they did know that that child’s bones are also brittle, very brittle, and his muscles very weak.


  “They didn’t know,” he went on savagely, still torturing himself, “that the first step I took on the new planet I’d fall and break my arm in too many places to count.”


  “No, they didn’t, or they wouldn’t have let us go,” Evlyn said gently. “They wanted to find out. They wanted to send guinea pigs, and we were good choices.”


  “They’ll find out all right, soon, without our telling them—when they have to abandon Titan and come here themselves.”


  “They won’t,” she reminded him. “No; no. Not Robertson and Rand. The rest—some of the things, they couldn’t have known. The air. Higher air pressure here, more oxygen, but also more nitrogen. They couldn’t have guessed how bad that would be. It’s just like the mental dullness that gets underwater divers on Earth when the pressure goes up too high. I don’t spend twenty hours a day sleeping any more, but I feel slow and stupid. And I am. I can’t remember. I can’t think.”


  “I know.” There was subdued horror in her voice.


  “That’s the worst of it. Then there are the infections—I’ve been relatively well for five days now, Evlyn, but it won’t be long before I’ve got another of those diseases that Earth doctors never knew about. Children here develop lots of immunities early and painlessly, but the dome we were in was so nearly sterile we never needed those immunities; the minute we breathed this air everything hit us at once. At least that’s what the doc told me. Your doctor might have a different explanation.


  “And the light here. Of course it’s just because our irises are almost atrophied, so our pupils can’t contract to shut out enough of the brightness. Knowing the explanation doesn’t help.” He realized that while he’d been talking he’d let his lids drop. Brutally, he forced his eyes open, forced them to follow moving objects outside: a plane on the horizon, a copter circling above the hospital. The blue sky shimmered, the white clouds danced. Pain spilled forth inside him, stimulating his dulled brain.


  Evlyn was speaking behind him. “Why are you saying all this, Jack?” He shrugged foolishly. “Maybe because I got myself all ready to say it to the Secretary this afternoon and then got stalled before I got it off my chest. I don’t think so, though. I think I’m saying-it to see if I can change my own mind.”


  “Change your mind?”


  “That’s right. And I can’t change it. I still feel the same. I’m still glad we’re here.” He made his struggling way back to the wheelchair and sank again into its supporting cushions. “No, not glad we’re here. Not that exactly.


  “Evlyn, when we were waiting on the plane outside the spaceport, just before you were . . . just before we got away . . . I thought for a while it was all pointless, our going out and taking the chances we took. It wasn’t. It’s not pointless, if the dream’s big enough. And Earth was, then.”


  “Even if I had died?” She seemed to ask purely from curiosity.


  “Even if one of us had died. On the ship, when each time I went to sleep I wondered if you’d be alive when I awoke. Even then it was worth it to me—”


  “And to me. And after we got here, even though it was so different from what we expected. We had to come, Jack.”


  “That’s it, Evlyn, that’s it. I think you always saw this, but I’m just seeing it now: The dream is big enough, it still is, it was worth it to come here, it’s worth it now. But what was it we wanted? Not any one planet. We thought it was that, but it was simply crossing space. All along, the journey was more important than the goal.


  “And if the days we spent in the spaceship were torture, and the days since then, well, that’s unimportant too. Just crossing space—”


  “The sky’s still there at night,” murmured Evlyn.


  “It’s still there. It doesn’t matter that Earth isn’t in it any more. Alpha Centauri is. And Sirius. And the dream.”


  THE END.


  QUEST ON PHOEBE


  James R. Adams


  Savagely. Ron Farr tore and blasted through the Saturnian moon’s jungle, snarling at the timid natives to keep their distance. He sought eternal life—and they might get in his way . . .


  OTHERS BEFORE HIM had tried—and failed. Ron Farr meant to succeed. He had come fully prepared to surmount whatever obstacles might lie in his path, to conquer the dread guardian jungle and its unknown terrors and return triumphant to Earth, master of destiny and possessor of undreamed of power.


  Farr knew the obstacles would be there, for he sought the secret of eternal life, the fabulous elixir that lay hidden somewhere on Phoebe, enigmatic moon of Saturn, and there was little doubt in his mind that the ancients of the ringed planet had made ample provision for the protection of this, their most cherished treasure. One by one, a dozen eager men had gone in quest of the secret—none had returned. That was enough proof for him.


  But, in spite of this grim evidence, Farr was not afraid. He was ready to face death itself, if need be, to gain the goal that would prostrate the world at his feet. He was ready to face death, but he had taken every precaution against it. For instance, in selecting a likely landing place, he had shunned the area in which the life secret was reputed to be, for his instruments had detected some sort of force-field above the region. Invisible to the eye, the field would have crushed his ship in an instant, had he attempted to enter the area without consulting the instrument panel.


  The region was boxed in on three sides by sheer cliffs, leaving but one avenue of approach. That was through the dense and foreboding jungle that stretched for miles across the face of the canyon.


  Farr had taken that avenue. Now, as he stepped from his ship and regarded the jungle’s fringe with clear, steady eyes, he looked anything but the ruthless brigand he was.


  Straight black hair, high forehead, firm, unsmiling lips—all gave the man the appearance of a gentlemanly scholar. But behind those austere features lurked a cunning, treacherous mind. That he should be seeking the secret of eternal life in so surreptitious a manner was proof that the gaining of it would be put to his own advantage, and not to the benefit of mankind.


  Now the thin lips parted in a wry smile as his searching gaze focused on a group of watchful creatures gathered silently at the jungle’s edge. Somber eyes stared unwinkingly back at him.


  Harmless beings, these, the Mumums of Phoebe. They resembled Earthly pygmies in stature, but were wholly alien in anatomy. Hairless and ebon-skinned, they wore only a loincloth as protection against the elements. Depending from this brief garment by means of a length of chain swung a small silvery, tubelike affair. Some sort of tribal fetish, Farr thought, intended to ward off evil spirits. The tubes gave off a musical tinkling whenever the pygmies moved, and he almost had to laugh at their ignorance in believing such nonsense could avert sickness and injury.


  They seemed to be attempting to bar his way. He drew his blaster and balanced it in his hand, smiling grimly. If nothing more ferocious than these miserable beings were to test his strength and cunning, securing the life secret was going to be an easy task.


  He stepped forward. The Mumums did not move. His steps brought him closer, and still they remained in his way. Farr curled his lips and raised his blaster. If it was necessary to teach them a lesson, he would.


  One more stride and he would be touching them. “You asked for it,” he gritted and squeezed the release.


  There was a hissing crack and a bright stab of flame. The Mumum in front of Farr fell stiffly over backwards without a sound, an ugly smoking hole drilled clean through him. The others cringed and drew back as Farr swung the blaster in a threatening arc. “Get the idea?” he grinned.


  SWEAT plastered Farr’s shirt to his back and streamed copiously down his masklike face. It was only an hour since he had entered the jungle, but already he was beginning to tire. His wiry muscles ached and his breath came wheezily, laboriously. Wearily he sat down on a porous rock and produced a vacuum-carton from his tunic pocket. The mushy food mixture contained in the carton was tasteless, but nourishing, and he ate in contemplative silence, keeping a wary eye on the foliage around him.


  Thus far he had successfully avoided contact with malignant life-forms, but he did not allow this fact to lull him into a complacence that might prove his undoing. Even though the jungle denizens had not yet manifested themselves, he knew they were there, waiting for him to grow lax in his vigilance, waiting for his eyes to close in sleep—a sleep from which he would never awaken.


  The Mumums—the pygmy people—were still with him. They stood a few feet away, soulful eyes watching him devour his meal. Their stares vaguely irritated Farr. What made it the worse, was that they never uttered a sound, but just watched silently, fingering those crazy silver tubes, moving when he moved, freezing into immobility when he called a halt, always keeping between him and the goal toward which he progressed.


  Farr uttered a sneering laugh. They couldn’t stop him! Let them stare. Let their saucer eyes reproach him. He would go on and emerge from the jungle with the secret that would place the fate of the world in his hands.


  He laughed again and wiped the last particles of the meal from his lips. The food was making him sleepy. Gratefully he allowed leaden lids to close over sun-dazzled eyes. A keen sense of danger prodded his drowsy mind, telling him to awake, to throw off the torpor before the perils of the jungle closed in on him.


  By will-power alone, Farr forced his eyes open and strove desperately to rise. He seemed to be rooted to the rock, and the insidious lump of matter was sucking out his life-force, draining him of vitality. Where he had been prepared to face fang and claw, this inanimate foe had caught him completely off-guard and was swiftly fulfilling the purpose for which it had been placed here—the destruction of interlopers who sought the secret of immortality by way of the jungle.


  A less determined man than Farr would have succumbed to that compelling force, would have fallen back on the stone and let the life flow from his exhausted body. But Farr was made of stern stuff, and as long as there was life in him, there was fight.


  Sweat stood out in glistening beads on his forehead and his lips compressed in a bloodless slit as he marshaled his powers of concentration. Slowly his hand moved to his side, clutching at the blaster that hung there. Minutes passed as his fingers closed around the butt of the gun and inched it from the holster.


  His thumb adjusted the weapon to a tight beam, then he was aiming it steadily at the rock. A thin finger of flame lanced out and drilled into the porous stone, devouring it hungrily. A moment later he leaped free as the chunk of mineral cracked under the heat and suddenly collapsed in a pile of jumbled fragments.


  FARR was too shaken for a moment to do anything but stare in horror at the cooling pieces of the devil stone. Then, reaction over, he became his calculating, impassive self again. Reflection on the fate he had narrowly averted was not for him; he must push on. But he did marvel at the cleverness of the ancients of Saturn in placing the stone here. It had come close to getting him—too close, for he felt strangely lethargic and weak.


  Groping in a pocket he brought forth a vitamin capsule and popped it in his mouth.


  The potent stuff went to work immediately and shortly Farr could feel his energy returning, slowly at first, then faster as the capsule’s contents worked through his bloodstream.


  Feeling better, he tested his legs, then moved forward once more, resuming his interrupted progress through the brooding jungle. Before him the ever-present Mumums retreated slowly, backing away through the underbrush, always with their sad eyes fixed unwaveringly on the intruder.


  Farr had come to hate those eyes, in the short space of time he had known the creatures. Though he realized now that neither they nor their owners could do him harm, still he was somehow disturbed by the intent and mournful gaze.


  Shrugging off the feeling, he plodded on, moving ever toward the distant goal in utter defiance of the terrors lurking around him. Farr would not be denied his triumph and, now that he knew what to look for, he kept a wary eye out for other such diabolical traps as the devil stone.


  But, in spite of his caution, he had not the least suspicion of the next snare that lay in his path, and he was hopelessly enmeshed in it before his confused mind could understand what was happening.


  He had been advancing on a small grassy clearing, and as he reached its edge he stopped to regard it dubiously. The wood-free tract seemed innocent enough, and its flat expanse offered no concealment for contrivances intended to dispose of meddlers. Satisfied that it was safe, he set foot on the clearing and moved quickly across it.


  Halfway across, Farr felt the ground shake under him and a low muffled droning began somewhere far below. He knew then that it was a trap, and with the celerity of one pursued by a fiend, lengthened his stride into a desperate run. But it was too late.


  Things suddenly went black, and with the abrupt darkness that fell over his eyes, Farr stumbled and fell face forward in the grass. Panic-stricken, he clambered to his feet and passed a hand across his face. He saw only blackness.


  “My Lord!” he cried in horror. “I’m blind!”


  Farr could feel his lips moving, knew that his frantic brain had commanded the vocal organs to speak the words—but he could not hear them. He was deaf, too. Blind and deaf! Walking through the glade, his footsteps had set in action machinery-buried deep in the earth, machinery that emitted a penetrating ray, blanking out the senses of sight and hearing. Now, surely, his quest would end in blind groping through the forest, till some ravenous denizen would put a stop to his misery.


  FLINGING his head back, Farr laughed shrilly, madly. Facing the guns of the planetary police, he had never known the feel of fear, but he knew it now; fear of the darkness, fear of the silence that pressed in on him. He cried out again, but not the least sound pierced the stillness in his brain.


  He suddenly lunged forward and ran screaming through the glade. He did not stop until he felt the undergrowth of the jungle whipping about his legs, then he sank to the ground in a cringing heap, sobbing out his despair and beating his fists against his temples.


  For an hour he sat there, staring sightlessly into space. Frenzy gave way to apathy, and he no longer strove to fight off the implacable blackness and quiet that filled his world. Death would come soon, creeping and crawling through the brush, and he could do nothing but sit and wait for it, without hope of defending himself.


  Despite his despair, Farr was not the least bit penitent. He had played the game and lost, and now he was ready to pay the price of failure. His only regret was that he had fallen short of his goal, had been cheated of it by the infernal ray device, one of the many traps that had been placed throughout the jungle by the now long-dead ancients of Saturn.


  His features hardened as he thought again of the secret those pitfalls guarded—the secret of immortality. If only he could yet reach it! Fumble his way through the jungle somehow and take the treasure from its cursed temple. He could still be master of the world, if he could accomplish that, master of all worlds, in fact, for who would not prostrate himself for the chance of possessing eternal life?


  But it was hopeless, Farr knew. He could wander around in here until he dropped, and still be no nearer his destination than when he started. Nor could he find his way back to the ship, navigate the distance to Earth and have his eyes and ears operated on by some unprincipled, yet skillful surgeon. No, he would never have another chance at the life secret, never return to civilization with the power that he—


  What was that! Was it a glimmer of light in the darkness?


  Farr’s heart leaped with sudden hope. Was his mind playing him tricks, or was his sight returning? He climbed to his feet, straining his eyes at the pinpoint of light. No, it wasn’t his imagination; his vision was definitely coming back! As he watched, the small patch of brightness grew slowly, expanding, pushing back the fearsome darkness.


  “I—I can see again,” he whispered, voice shaking with emotion. Then, flaming with new-born spirit, he repeated in a shout, “I can see again!”


  His joy knew no bounds as he witnessed the unfolding of this miracle. In short minutes his eyesight had completely returned to normal and his hearing, too, was rapidly improving. He began talking to himself, savoring the sound of each word as it impinged on his eardrums. He caught sight of the Mumums, standing at a distance, mute and motionless as ever, and he yelled to them, “Hi, you ugly things! Am I glad to see you!”


  Indeed, Farr was glad to see anything again, after that awful blackness that had blotted out his most precious sense. The ray had been intended to destroy his hearing and sight, but he had escaped its field in time to avoid permanent injury. Had it not been for the unreasoning fear that overwhelmed him, he would have remained there in the glade, to flounder about helplessly and eventually succumb to thirst and hunger.


  Now, he was again in full possession of his faculties, and just as determined as ever to continue on to his destination. Twice he had fallen prey to the ingenious devices of the Ancients, and both times emerged unscathed. He was now convinced that the jungle could produce no obstacle that his cunning could not overcome.


  Thus decided, Farr took his bearings. Finding that his flight had brought him to that side of the glade nearest his goal, he had nothing to do but resume his march through the lush Phoebe plant-life.


  On two occasions during the next few hours he came across grim discoveries, discoveries that made him shudder in spite of his callousness—sun-bleached, grinning skeletons. He found the first one draped over a devil stone, picked free of carrion, mute testimony of the insidious rock’s power.


  The other lay not far away in a clump of bushes. As Farr approached, the willowy branches of the shrubs whipped into sudden action, flicking gobs of black, gooey matter directly at the surprised spaceman. He dodged aside with a cry of dismay, barely averting contact with the stuff. Several of the viscid wads plopped against the bole of a tree and began eating furiously into the bark.


  Eyes bulging, Farr turned and fled, putting distance between himself and the deadly bushes. No wonder there hadn’t been much left of that second heap of bones! The shrubs were living acid manufactories, remaining dormant until the approach of a victim, then to spring into life and bombard the prey with gobs of the fatal stuff.


  And those blanched remains back there—they had once been living men, like himself, in search of the legendary life secret. But unlike him, they had not been clever enough to elude the pitfalls of the jungle, and had died agonizing deaths, miles short of the goal. Farr was glad it was so, else the secret would not now be there for him to pluck from its pedestal and mold to his own use.


  MANY HOURS LATER, Farr emerged from the jungle to stand at last at the entrance to a desolate canyon. Aching in every muscle, battered, bruised and hardly able to stay on his feet, he felt a surge of new energy as he spied his objective, near the center of the valley.


  The temple was old, very old. Its walls were drab gray, as if with the grayness of age, and a great silence hung over it, unbroken by even the strident sounds of insect life. But in spite of its gloomy, tomb-like appearance, there was an air of magnificence about the temple, a faint aura of greatness once known, but long since gone. It was at once beautiful and foreboding, guardian of the heritage left by the Ancients to those with courage and intelligence enough to win it.


  Farr was not impressed. Beauty meant nothing to him, save the beauty of power. But he noted the Mumums, still with him, were stirred by the scene. Throughout the trek through the jungle, they had shown no signs of emotion, but now they were milling about restlessly, staring at the temple and chattering excitedly among themselves.


  Drawing a deep breath, he moved cautiously into the canyon, blaster ready at his side. There was no telling what hellish devices he had yet to face, and he did not intend to be robbed of the life secret now, having come this far along the road.


  Sheer cliffs soared high above on three sides of him, and one look told him that no one could scale those dizzy heights. The Mumums, scampering ahead of him, silver tubes tinkling melodiously, reached the edifice’s yawning portal and stood staring apprehensively into the impenetrable darkness. He followed quickly, eager to secure the elixir and leave this dismal canyon far behind.


  Twenty feet from the looming entrance, something rattled loosely under his step and he bent to examine the object. A skull. His eyes traveled across the ground and spied the body of the skeleton lying between two boulders. He stepped over to the grisly relic and knelt beside it, regarding it thoughtfully.


  Clutched in the bony fingers was a corroded blaster, and through the tatters of the dead man’s rotted tunic protruded charred stumps of ribs, grim indication of the last use to which the gun had been put. Suicide! But why? Had the man been enmeshed in some trap from which there was no escape? No; if that were the case Farr himself would now be caught in its toils. At this realization he jumped back with a start, cursing his thoughtlessness in approaching the spot without first examining the surroundings.


  But nothing happened and, thus reassured, he moved close again, puzzling over the inexplicable mystery confronting him. To all appearances the man had been free to leave the valley whenever he so willed. Yet he had snuffed out his own life—that last desperate measure one takes when he is faced by some harrier above which his resources cannot lift him.


  Tiring of the problem, Farr gave the remains one last scornful look and moved away. He had no sympathy for one who comes out second best in a contest of cunning. But as he walked on to the temple and passed into its shadows he felt a dark premonition of danger edging into his mind.


  He paused inside the structure’s entrance and switched on a torch, sweeping its beam about the chamber in which he stood. The room was cubical, small, dank and musty with age. Blank walls stared back at him mockingly, and for the briefest instant he again experienced a feeling of impending doom, then it faded as before.


  Before moving on into the temple proper, he looked over his shoulder to see if the Mumums had followed. They hadn’t. They crowded around the portal, jabbering shrilly and jostling one another in their eagerness to get a better view, but carefully refrained from entering.


  Shrugging, he turned away. He had no time to wonder at the stupidity of the Mumums; there were more important matters to look after. Directing the ray of the torch before him he located an inner door and moved through it, heart leaping in sudden excitement at the sight.


  There, resting in solitary splendor atop a marble pillar in the center of a vast hall, was the object which he had braved every conceivable type of horror to obtain. Awed in spite of himself, he walked slowly forward, eyes riveted in fascination on the gleaming prize.


  Then the spell was gone and he broke into a run, a shout of exultation on his lips. He caught up the object from its pedestal and waved it wildly overhead, brain enfevered by the triumph of the moment. He brought the gleaming metal cylinder in front of his eyes and gazed at it in rapture. Power. This represented more power than any man had known, and plans for its use were already spinning in his brain.


  Something rustled dryly in the vacuum container. Powder; it was a powder, rather than a liquid. The legend had erred on that point, but the discrepancy was inconsequential. He peered eagerly at the container, expecting to see the formula of the powder inscribed thereon. There was none, but it did not disturb him. Chemists could analyze the stuff and manufacture it.


  Flashing his light once more over the great hall to make certain he had missed nothing, he strode buoyantly to the entrance and passed into the small outer chamber, thrusting the container of powder in his tunic pocket as he went.


  IMMEDIATELY a dazzling brilliance lit up the room. Varicolored lights played about his head, blazed radiantly in his brain and etched every cell in bold relief. Farr fell to his knees, throwing his arms over his eyes in a vain effort to shut out the light. The torment in his mind was unbearable, agonizing.


  The door! He had to make it to the door! Stumbling to his feet, he propelled himself on unsteady legs to the entrance, hurtled through it and down the temple steps, where he collapsed in a quivering, gasping heap on the rocky valley floor.


  Another narrow escape! He could not guess the nature or effect of the lights, but undoubtedly they had been meant to dispose of him in some hellish fashion. Apparently he had sustained no injury, though his head did feel peculiarly light.


  Shaking his head dizzily, Farr arose and felt in his pocket. The cylindrical container was still there, and he breathed a rasping sigh of relief. All that remained now was to return to his ship and rocket Earthward, where his plans for the life secret would immediately be put into effect.


  The Mumums brought up the rear now, apparently resigned to the fact that their puny efforts to prevent the theft of the secret had failed. Knowing that he would no longer be confronted by their unwinking gaze was a comfort to Farr, and he moved quickly across the sweltering valley.


  Moving rapidly as he was, he had no time to avoid crashing into the towering wall of rock that loomed suddenly in his path. Strangely he felt no pain as he clambered erect, but the very unexpectedness of the collision stunned him, confusing his befuddled mind even more.


  There should be no wall here, yet here it was. Farr could not deny that, though he could have sworn it had not been here when he entered the canyon. There was nothing to do but walk around it.


  The cliff stretched a hundred yards to either side of him. He began moving along it, a fierce anxiety to escape this infernal place beating in his brain. The inscrutable Mumums followed, pattering along on bare feet.


  He had covered what seemed like forty yards, when he stopped and stared in puzzlement at the craggy precipice. He looked back along the wall, then ahead, peered up at its dizzy heights, then down at its smooth base. Color drained from his face and his shoulders slumped in defeat.


  He was beaten. Farr knew it. Knew too why that other adventurer had never left the valley, why his brain was spinning and whirling like a mad dervish. The ray in the temple—he could easily guess now what it had done to him. For stone does not move of its own power, and the cliff had moved. Its terminations still reared a hundred yards in either direction from him!


  It was an illusion, that wall, an illusion conjured by his own ray-impregnated mind. But for him it was real. He could spend eternity walking along its face, yet never would he reach the end of the barrier.


  He watched dully as a Mumum scampered past and melted into the cliff. Maddening to know that the wall existed only in his own mind. He tried to concentrate, tried to nullify the terrible force that had invaded his brain. If he could do that, the cliff-illusion would vanish.


  Veins stood out on his forehead with the effort; but the wall remained, seemingly solid as ever to his touch. The ray-force was too powerful.


  Farr wanted to scream, wanted to hurl himself at the barrier and pound and tear at it with all the wild energy of a trapped animal. But he couldn’t. His emotions were played out. He could only stand like a burnt-out robot, his apathetic eyes following the antics of the Mumums as they popped in and out of the wall-illusion, taunting him, trying to drive him mad with the realization that only he could not pass through it to freedom.


  The Ancients had triumphed. The life secret would remain in this valley, eternally guarded by the ingenious ray that warped men’s minds and made them see illusions that to them were insuperable actualities. Not until a Master Intellect claimed the heritage for the human race, would it ever leave here?


  Farr was not that Master Intellect, and he knew what he must do now. His blaster came slowly from its holster. He brought the gun to his temple.


  His finger tightened on the trigger. White fire exploded in his brain, cooking the cells, melting them. A last scream of defiance ripped from Farr’s lips, then his form went suddenly limp and crumpled to the ground, to lay silent . . .


  IT WAS Londar’s time to return the cylinder to the temple. Its contents were worthless, he knew, but it was the Ancients’ command that the ritual be observed, so the pygmy-creature dutifully bent and retrieved the gleaming container and walked slowly with it toward the brooding edifice.


  To carry out his mission, Londar would be forced to pass through the Great Lights, and Londar was afraid of the lights, much in the same way savages of Earth fear the magic of witch doctors. But the intelligence of the Mumums was slightly above that of savages, and Londar realized in a vague way that the lights could not harm him, could not do the things to him they had done to the black-haired man from the sky.


  For, long ago, he had swallowed several of the mysterious crystals contained in the small silver tube swinging at his waist. The Ancients had commanded him to do that and Londar had complied, as had all his race, out of their great respect and love for the wise ones. The Ancients were gone now, had vanished into the sky many seasons since. But Londar and his people had lived on, ageless, undying, tirelessly performing the strange duties assigned them by the masters.


  Some day, another great race would come, and Londar’s people would then surrender the silver tubes. The black-haired man might have been the representative of such a race, but he had shown contempt for the Mumums and had slain Kyrrad. That would not be the way of a true people of supreme intellect.


  Londar walked on, the silvery tube fastened at his waist tinkling musically in rhythm to his stride.


  THE RING BONANZA


  Earl Binder and Otto Binder


  Honest prospectors like Timkin may some day comb relics from Saturn’s rings, but will there be rats like Larsoe?


  THE rings of Saturn stretched like a level sheet in all directions, though actually composed of millions of tiny bodies. Homer Timkin carefully braked with the nose rockets till he floated motionlessly with respect to the ring’s own rotary motion around its primary. Then he eagerly donned his vac-suit.


  Had he struck it rich this time? Through his binoculars, a moment ago, he had seen the glint of one small jagged lump among the ring debris—and it had glinted like gold or silver. There was vast treasure among the rings, if one could find it. . . .


  In his vac-suit he used his reaction pistol to propel him down toward the glinting mass.


  In his eagerness, he almost failed to see the other ring body which now hurtled up, pursuing its own independent orbit within the grander sweep of the rings.


  Timkin braked with his reaction pistol only in time to let the marauder lumber past, scraping his foot. He let out his breath with a hiss. That had been close. Many a ring prospector never returned to the Titan docks, because of some such accident as this, creeping up on you unawares.


  More than prospecting in earth’s out-of-the-way spots had ever been it was a hazardous occupation among Saturn’s rings. But it had its enticing rewards and lures. Some prospectors returned with a load of precious metals or uncut virgin diamonds that made them rich for life.


  Timkin reached the glinting body he had previously spied. It was irregular in shape, some five feet in its greatest diameter. And it had a yellow tinge in the soft light shed by huge Saturn over his shoulder. Timkin permitted himself wild hope as he chipped off a piece with his belt pick. He held the chip up to his glassine visor, squinting at the grain.


  His face fell slack.


  “Fool’s gold!” he muttered, flinging the piece away in a small fury.


  It was just pyrites, worth a few cents a pound in the market and not worth the hauling. Timkin sat down on the miniature worldlet and cursed all the gods of luck and ill luck. He had been out a month now, and no bonanza. Of course, it had been so for the past ten years. Each year the old prospector hoped for his big find, and each year he only eked out a precarious living, picking up odd bits from the rings.


  He looked with bleary eye over the plana of the rings, stretching vastly in all directions. Timkin was not young any more. His lean spare body could not stand the rigors of space much longer. His leathery, seamed face showed the strain of countless nearescapes from death. If he didn’t strike it rich this trip he’d have to retire—poor. He’d be one of those derelicts, haunting the Titan docks and mooching meals.


  He shuddered.


  Hopelessly, he watched the endless parade of the rings. By far the most of their expanse was just worthless rock. Then he saw a jet black lump not far off. It was coal. Timkin grinned mirthlessly.


  Coal had been used as an industrial fuel and chemical storehouse some 200 years ago. Today it was no more than a curiosity in museums. That was his luck—spotting things in the rings that would barely pay the expenses of his trip.


  As he sat he also saw a whitish mass further along—fossil bones. And nearby, a dully shining angular object, probably a bit of machinery.


  Sighing, Timkin got up. “Got to make expenses,” he muttered. “Might as well collect those odds and ends.”


  His reaction pistol took him to the lump of coal. It was four feet in diameter but in weightless space it was no strain for Timkin to push it toward his ship and stow it through the back lock into the hold.


  Then he went back for the space-bleached bones. Theory had it that there had once been a moon of Saturn. within two-and-a-half diameters of the giant planet. Gravitational stresses had then exploded the moon into countless fragments, which took up the same orbit after spreading out and thus came to be the unique rings.


  SEEMINGLY, there had once been life, and civilization, on the destroyed moon. Fossil bones, once buried within the moon’s crust, now floated within the ring debris—and bits of machinery of some vanished and unknown race. There was no oxygen or moisture in space to rust them and thus the metal remained perfectly preserved through eons of time.


  Timkin looked musingly at the bones, as he shoved them to his ship. They made up part of the skeleton of an ancient creature that possibly resembled an earthly tiger. The Saturn Archeological Museum would pay five SS-dollars for this—Solar System Dollars, the standard currency. Not too bad.


  Finally, Timkin got the bit of machinery. It consisted of a broken portion of a huge cogged wheel with dangling wires and bits of other enigmatic mechanical devices. Timkin wondered just how advanced the people had been who once inhabited the first moon. That was something even the experts didn’t know with the few poor clues they had collected.


  For a moment, Timkin’s imagination wandered. He pictured life on the first moon, before the debacle. Towering cities—humming wheels—busy, industrious people. Then, abruptly, their world cracking apart, into a billion bits. And now only this remained . . . the rings of Saturn.


  As Timkin brought the broken wheel to his ship he took one last look around and saw another museum item. It had circled in slow gyrations and come into view from the back of his ship. Timkin got that too, perhaps the most intriguing find of the lot, for it was a stone with mysterious “writing” on it. The museum had quite a collection of such stones, evidently parts of temples or buildings.


  Seemingly the people of the first moon had inscribed most of their stone walls with their writings. But these writings had never been translated. They were a riddle that baffled the best archeological minds of the System.


  He also put this carved stone in the hold.


  “Huh,” he grunted. “I’m just a scavenger for the museum, that’s what I am.”


  Timkin looked over the things crammed in his hold, gleaned from the rings for a month. Their total value would possibly pay for the trip with a few SS-dollars to spare. Yet one find of gold or precious stone and he would dump the whole mess out and be far the richer.


  Growling to himself, Timkin took off his vac-suit and went to the controls. He debated. He still had food and fuel enough for three days before he had to return to the Titan docks. What should he do?


  “I’m going to the Crepe Ring,” he finally told himself. “I had no luck in Rings A and B, so why not try to just to play it out to the finish?”


  Timkin had started, a month ago, at the outer ring—Ring A. This portion of the rings had an outer diameter of 171,000 miles and extended inward toward Saturn for 11,100 miles.


  Then there was a separation of 2,200 miles between rings A and B named Cassini’s Division when first seen through earthly telescopes centuries ago.


  Ring B was 145,000 miles, outer diameter, and some 18,000 miles wide. Another space of 1000 miles and then came Ring C or the Crepe Ring, 11,000 miles wide. So had the rings of Saturn distributed themselves, under the laws of gravitation, when the first moon exploded ages before. The first moon had not been large, for the total mass of all the rings was estimated at no more than one-quarter of earth’s moon.


  Timkin urged his old rattletrap Jetabout up from the plane of the rings till he had a clear path before him and then jetted straight toward mighty Saturn, which hung in the sky like a bloated, vari-colored marble.


  He crossed the narrow empty space between Rings B and C and finally cruised over the outer edges of the Crepe Ring. Saturn was only 17,000 miles distant and Timkin could feel the faint tug of its powerful gravitation.


  “Now,” Timkin said between set teeth, “let’s see if I have any luck. I’ve got three days to nose around through the Crepe Ring, searching. I know there’s gold or diamonds ahead . . . if I can just stumble on them.”


  SHE slowly cruised above the Crepe Ring, with his binoculars to his eyes, Timkin munched a sandwich and now and then took a swig of coffee. In all their explorations of other worlds earthmen had never found any beverage better than time-honored coffee, though the Martians tried hard to sell a green-tinted product called tukka.


  Timkin’s hand gave a little jerk, and his binoculars wavered. Watching him one would have thought he had spied something exciting—like gold. But it was something else, almost equally as startling. . . .


  “Another Jetabout!” Timkin murmured. “Gave me a start, seeing it so suddenly.”


  It was a rare event when two wandering Jetabouts happened to cross paths in the vast area of the ruins almost like two explorers in the heart of Africa meeting each other. Timkin grinned humorlessly.


  “Another chump!” he thought. “He wouldn’t have a bonanza, or he’d be streaking back for Titan. He’s cruising and looking for something like me.”


  Timkin flashed his heliograph, reflecting the light of Saturn, at the other ship. An answering greeting flashed back. Timkin watched it as it kept going on its course and slowly faded into distance. He felt less lonely for a moment.


  Timkin went back to his scanning of the ring bodies with his glasses. He saw another lump of coal but was too wearied at the thought of donning his vac-suit for it, and let it go by under him. It was not till a minute later that he snapped to attention. For now he remembered, belatedly, that he had also seen a yellow glow near the black coal.


  “Day-dreaming, that’s what I was!” he said, hastily braking and spinning the Jetabout around. “If that was gold, and I don’t find it again, I’ll . . .”


  It was not easy to backtrack in the rings, and find a certain spot you had passed over. The rings were constantly in motion, in their orbit around Saturn. And each body in the rings had its own private motion in respect to the others. Some gyrated fantastically around others.


  A huge body might in turn exert enough gravitation of its own to hold smaller bodies in its grip, and force them to become its “moons.” And these satellites then perturbed nearby bodies, causing them to weave and shuttle within the ring.


  In short, any body in the ring might shift position enough in the space of a minute or two to be lost forever.


  Timkin shot back to the coal lump. Yes, the coal lump was there, not having a complicated private motion. But where was the yellow lump that his blind eyes had seen—and ignored? There were a hundred other little bodies around the coal lump and to look them all over one by one. . . .


  Timkin’s heart sank to its lowest ebb before suddenly he saw the yellow glint again. Then, thankfully, he shot the Jetabout over it and hovered, locking the controls. Minutes later in his vac-suit he was propelling himself down to the yellow lump via reaction pistol.


  “It’s only fool’s gold, of course,” he told himself to calm his wildly racing pulse. “Just think of it as fool’s gold, so you won’t be disappointed again. Or it could be cheap copper. So don’t get excited—yet.”


  Timkin reached the yellow body, fumbled with his pick and finally chipped off a piece. He noticed it sheared off under the hard pick, rather than chipped. He dared to hope it was soft gold. And when he held the bit to his visor. . . .


  “Gold!”


  He said the one word quietly. Then he sat down on the lump, shaken.


  “Gold,” he repeated. “I hit it—gold! My bonanza! My dream for ten years!”


  It was minutes before he could control his shaking nerves and allow the warm glow of exultation to spread through him like wine, giving him new strength. He arose and, like a bird, made a circle around the lump, using his reaction pistol. He estimated its weight as a thousand pounds, earth measure. Then he stopped to stand on it again, a king on an island.


  “Of course, it ain’t pure gold,” Timkin told himself. “But it looks like about fifty percent pure. They say the first moon before it exploded didn’t have many seas to dissolve and thin out ore deposits. So I can figure about five hundred pounds of gold. At the pegged rate of thirty-seven SS-dollars an ounce . . .


  Timkin’s head was too light and buzzy to reach the total.


  “But I’m rich,” he exulted. “Filthy rich. Gold is even more valuable today than it used to be on earth in the old days.”


  TIMKIN was right. Contrary to all fanciful and unfounded predictions, gold had never lost its value. True, the nations of earth had all gone off the gold-standard in the 20th century and for a while gold was a forgotten metal, buried in vaults.


  But then it came into its own as one of the most non-corrodable metals. When space travel came into being, an alloy of gold became the standard coating for all equipment used on other worlds, some of which had noxious atmospheres that could rust iron or copper in days to worthless dust.


  But gold in its alloy-hardened form defied the worst other worlds had to offer. Thereupon gold became a metal of commerce and its value rose even higher than its one-time value as a money standard.


  And so, with his find of gold, Homer Timkin was as suddenly wealthy as any Spanish explorer of the New World, back in earth’s past.


  “It’s sure going to be a pleasure,” crowed Timkin, “to drag this lump of gold back to Titan!”


  “Yeh, it is—for me.”


  Timkin jumped at the sound of the voice behind him, coming out of nowhere. He turned, gaping, to see another man in a vac-suit slowly approaching, with a reaction pistol. Timkin could see the newcomer’s Jetabout now, parked alongside his own. Timkin had been too engrossed in his find to see the approach of the ship.


  “Huck Larsoe!” said Timkin in recognition for he knew all the other prospectors back at the Titan docks.


  “Yeh, Timkin,” returned Huck Larsoe, grinning. “I was the Jetabout that passed you a while ago. Just before you went out of my sight, I saw your ship suddenly scoot on a backtrack. That spelled a find to me! So I turned and came back, and followed you up.” Timkin didn’t like it. Huck Larsoe was a younger man and filled out his vac-suit with a powerful, hulking body. His stubble of unshaven black beard formed an unkempt fringe to the hard-bitten face that peered out of the visor. There was something in his cold grey eyes that froze Timkin. There was such a thing as claim-jumping here in the lawless territory of the rings.


  “You sure struck it rich,” Huck Larsoe went on. “But maybe you didn’t hear me before. I said it was lucky—for me!”


  “Y-you can’t take this from me,” Timkin began, his voice tinny as it came out of the chin-transmitter to impinge on the radio vibrators at Larsoe’s ears. “It’s mine! I found it!”


  “Sure, you found it,” agreed Larsoe. “But I’m taking it away from you, see?”


  “No!” shrilled Timkin. “That’s plain robbery—piracy! I’ll tell the police back at Titan.”


  Larsoe leered. “And what witnesses have you got? You and me are the only two humans around here for 50,000 miles. It’ll be your word against mine back at Titan. If I say I found it myself and you’re trying to cut in on it they’ll have to believe me. Because I’ll have the gold.”


  Timkin had no weapon. The reaction “pistol” was not a weapon at all, merely a device for moving in space by means of short, harmless rocket blasts. He struggled against the bigger man. Larsoe laughed as he gave the slighter man a shove that sent him spinning off the lump and almost into another ring body with jagged edges.


  Then, still laughing, Huck Larsoe shoved the mass of gold to his own ship, his reaction pistol streaming red flame behind him. He turned his mocking face.


  “I ain’t even going to kill you, Timkin, like I could. No need going to the trouble. It’s still your word against mine, back at Titan. You ain’t got a ghost of a chance to prove this is your find.”


  Slowly Timkin rocketed back to his own ship. He watched Larsoe stow the gold in his hold and cast out a mess of fossil bones, lumps of coal, bits of machinery and pieces of carved stone.


  “Here, Timkin,” Larsoe chortled. “You can have this other junk of mine now. It’ll help you pay for your trip, anyways. See?


  I ain’t such a bad guy at heart.”


  And with a mocking laugh, Larsoe slipped into his cabin lock. A moment later his ship rocketed away and was lost in black space, leaving a broken old man behind.


  Timkin floated beside his ship for long bitter minutes without the energy to do anything. Ten years of searching and hope wasted—ten years of hardship and toil. Fate had at last rewarded him with a magnificent bonanza—and then had kicked him in the teeth.


  Timkin was on the verge of madness. For a moment he thought of opening his reaction pistol wide, gunning straight for the ring bodies and seeking peace and eternal rest there.


  BUT then, shudderingly, he brought himself back to sanity. The will to live triumphed as it did in all living creatures in the universe. He looked at the stuff which Larsoe had cast from his ship, which was slowly drifting away, scattering.


  Rousing himself, Timkin began collecting it and stowing it in his hold. No need to let the stuff go, even if it was a mocking gift from the hated thief. He still had to make a profit on the trip.


  Timkin held one carved stone in his hand for a moment, staring at its ancient writings. It was a triangular piece and seemed to have two sets of writing on it. To keep his mind from plunging into black despair Timkin tried to picture again the ancient civilization of the first moon.


  But a slight huddled figure sobbed aloud at the controls as the Jetabout left the lings and aimed for Titan.


  At the Titan docks two days later Homer Timkin was calm and resigned. There was nothing he could do. No use to put in a complaint against Huck Larsoe, to the police. As Larsoe had said, it was one man’s word against another’s. With no witnesses the legal battle could only end with Larsoe the winner.


  Sighing, Timkin hired a rocket truck and piled the museum stuff aboard and drove to the center of Titan City. Here the Saturn Archeological Museum reared, stately and imposing on its marble pillars.


  Timkin drove to the service entrance and rang the bell. An elderly man answered and flashed a smile of greeting.


  “Well, Timkin again,” he said. “Back with another load of relics from the rings? I take it you didn’t hit any bonanza then, eh?”


  “Well, I—” Timkin stopped. No need to go into his story, and broadcast his shame and misery to the universe. “No, Professor Blick.


  No bonanza. But I’ve got a load of stuff for you to look over for your museum.”


  Professor Blick, adjusting his thick glasses, came out and looked over each item as Timkin took it off the truck.


  “Our prices are still standard, Timkin,” he said. “Two SS-dollars for a specimen of coal. Three for fossil bones. Five for bits of machinery. And ten for the carved stones.”


  “Why,” asked Timkin curiously, “do you pay more for the stones than anything?”


  “Because if they could speak they would tell us far more about the ancient civilization of the first moon, than any of the other items. We have a sizeable collection now. We can’t translate the writing yet. But some day we’re going to find the Rosetta Stone that will give us the clue and open up the whole vast story.”


  “Rosetta Stone?” Timkin was puzzled.


  The professor went on conversationally. “Yes. You see, back on earth many centuries ago, the archeologists of that time also found carved writings—the ancient records of the Egyptians. And they too were a riddle.


  “But one day a stone was found with not only Egyptian heiroglyphics on it but another language! The text on this stone had been written in Egyptian and then copied in the other language. And that second language—ancient Greek—was known! So this enabled all the Egyptian writing to be translated and. . . .”


  The professor’s voice stopped, with a queer gurgle. Timkin stared. He had just handed him the triangular stone which had been among Larsoe’s “gifts.”


  “Timkin!” screeched the professor. “This is it! This stone has two sets of writing on it. One is the unknown script of the first moon. And the other is—oh, thank the stars!—it’s early Rhean, which is a language we know!” It was all rather confusing for Timkin after that. The professor bawled at the top of his voice and more men came rushing out. They all fell to talking as if the greatest event in the history of the universe had taken place. Timkin hovered on the outskirts of the group, forgotten for the time being.


  But then all the men turned to him. They looked at him as if he were some king or some awesome potentate from another star.


  “And there, gentlemen!” said Professor Blick, waving at him, “is the man who brought the stone back!”


  Timkin was in an agony of embarrassment as one by one the archeologists came up and shook his hand silently with reverent respect in their eyes.


  “Professor,” pleaded Timkin when this ordeal was over. “I—I want to get away. Just pay me for the stone, and let me go. If it’s so important to you, maybe you could up the price a little, eh? Maybe—uh—a hundred dollars?”


  Timkin was amazed at his own audacity.


  THE professor looked at him queerly, almost pityingly, and said slowly, “One hundred dollars? Timkin, you don’t realize the value of this stone. The museum will make you out a check for one hundred-thousand SS-dollars!”


  Timkin stood stunned, unbelieving.


  The professor smiled.


  “Yes, that’s what I said—one hundred thousand. If we could afford it, we’d pay you ten times that. Actually, you see, the stone is priceless. The check will be sent to you. You can go now, Timkin.”


  Timkin drove the rocket truck back, in a dream, and passed a red light. The traffic cop wrote a ticket.


  “That’ll cost you twenty-five dollars, bud,” he growled.


  Timkin burst out laughing and kept laughing all the way back to the garage. He was fined 25 dollars. It would have been an economic tragedy before. Now it was a joke. He could pay a hundred fines like that and still laugh.


  The next day, when the check arrived at his room, Timkin knew it was not a dream. The amount was 150,000 dollars. They had even upped the price voluntarily.


  Timkin went out, with the check in his pocket, and headed for the Spaceman’s Nook. He had one more piece of unfinished business to do. He knew he would find Huck Larsoe there and saw him at a corner table. Strangely he seemed depressed, not at all like a man who had just brought in a fortune in gold. “Hello, Huck!”


  Larsoe looked up sourly as Timkin sat down cheerfully.


  “Listen, punk, you got nothing on me,” he growled.


  “I know,” said Timkin. “But why so glum? What did you get for my—pardon me, your—gold bonanza when you cashed it in?” Larsoe smashed his fist down on the table, spilling his drink.


  “Don’t talk to me about that blasted bonanza!” he roared. “You know what it was?


  It was just plain rock with a film of rich gold ore over it. A fake! A flop! I just got enough out of it to pay expenses and that’s all.”


  “Too bad,” Timkin grinned, feeling his cup running over.


  “Oh, don’t go gloating,” said Larsoe. “I still put one over on you. I took the thing away from you, didn’t I?”


  “Sure,” agreed Timkin. “But you gave me something back which was worth—”


  At this moment, Larsoe sat up, as something came over the tavern radio, working through the hum. An announcer was saying. . . .


  “—biggest news of the day! The Saturn Museum has just announced the find of a carved stone, from the rings, which will allow them to translate all the hitherto unknown writings of the first moon! And in honor of the man who brought it back from the rings, they have named it—the Timkin Stone!” Timkin was shocked himself. His name would reverberate down through the ages now, attached to a stone as famed as the Rosetta Stone of earth!


  But the effect on Huck Larsoe was like that of a knife in his heart. He turned slow, stunned eyes to his companion.


  “Th-the Timkin Stone?” he mumbled. “What—”


  Timkin drew the check out of his pocket and showed it to Larsoe.


  “Yes, I brought it in. Look, they payed me one hundred and fifty thousand dollars for it. And Huck—I hope you have a strong heart—Huck, that stone was among the stuff you gave me after stealing my bonanza!”


  “Then I made the find!” yelled Larsoe. “It’s me they should name the stone after. And you’ve got to turn over that money to me, Timkin! It’s mine! I found the stone and . . .


  Timkin looked him straight in the eye and said quietly, “Any witnesses, Huck?”


  FAILURE ON TITAN


  Robert Abernathy


  Terror flared across the Saturnian moons. One of the Woollies, that perfect slave-race, had killed a man! But to Big Bill, shambling away from his bloody, suddenly silent master, the ancient pattern of obedience was unchanged.


  BIG BILL LUMBERED swiftly forward across the frozen ground, and behind him came the rest of the work gang—a score of bent and mighty-manlike shapes, draped like Big Bill from head to foot in long white hair.


  They moved in a straggling group, but the rhythmic side sway of the great bodies was more uniform than the tread of marching men. Their red eyes peered ahead through the noonday twilight toward the landing strip two hundred yards away, slashed clean and straight across the ragged low-gravity terrain.


  There were human figures—three of them—moving along the edge of the strip that was nearer to the cluster of lighted Company buildings. At the distance they all looked alike, big-headed and thick-waisted in their vacuum suits, but even so, Big Bill identified them with ease. Behind those dull red eyes were perceptions wholly alien to Man’s, senses to which the distinctive personalities of the men were things as obvious as are apples or oranges to eyes and fingers.


  Brilliant lights flashed on all along the landing strip. Thin nictitating membranes descended over the eyes of the approaching Woollies, and the gang came to a simultaneous halt. They sank slowly to their haunches on the iron-hard, fire-cold surface, and in the act became less like fur-clad men and more like crouching, hairy beasts.


  Big Bill hunkered unmoving in his place, but his peculiar senses were probing with an unusual curiosity at the familiar minds of the three men. The one who had just risen from bending over the switchbox that controlled the lights was named Paige, and, when Big Bill’s mind touched his, the Woolly felt an odd apathy behind which something tense and secret smoldered like a fire banked under ashes. And the fire was hate.


  The second, who stood stiffly near Paige, was called Doc. In his brain too burned hate, a dense and palpable thing to Big Bill, mixed with a fear which turned the hatred inward on the mind that had given it birth.


  The third man was Paul Gedner.


  He stood a little apart from the others, gazing into the starry sky from which the rocket would come. For the watching Woollies his tall figure was clothed in a tangible aura of power, commanding all their inborn, robot-like obedience. He towered like a sublime and terrible god between the narrow horizons of Phoebe, over the desolate landscape of weird lights and shadows cast by Saturn and the distant Sun. And in his thoughts the Woollies glimpsed dimly something beyond their understanding—a Plan, worthy of godhead in its cosmic vastness, leading toward some unguessable triumph—and it was that Plan which the other men hated and feared.


  There was still a fourth human on Phoebe. But that man’s mind had gone where not even a Woolly’s perceptions could follow it.


  Abruptly Gedner gestured, and though the furry watchers could not hear what he said into his helmet radio, they turned as one to stare eastward.


  HIGH up in the dusky sky a white star was moving. In seconds it grew through magnitudes; it became a fiery, onrushing comet, then a polished, hurtling cylinder of steel lit up by the glare that went on before it. Swiftly the rocket descended; its underdrive flared briefly out, flattening its trajectory, and it came in over the jagged horizon on a long slant toward the landing strip.


  The flame of the drive perished, and an instant later the face of the little moon vibrated to the shriek of steel runners on fire-glazed rock. The ship sledded forward in a shower of red sparks for five hundred yards before friction slowed it to a stop.


  The men were running toward the ship even as it was still sliding, their little topheavy figures increasingly dwarfed by the great gleaming hull, though they were coming nearer to the slope on which the Woollies squatted.


  Big Bill watched intently as a forward port swung slowly open in the smooth side of the rocket. His mind was still attuned to that of the tall Gedner, and beneath his flat skull stirred an excitement, utterly strange to the Woolly, yet in some way pleasant. The feeling was not Big Bill’s, yet for the moment it was as much a part of him as it was of the man whose thoughts imprinted themselves upon his. Big Bill was a complete extrovert; his mind, like those of all his race, was a sensitive instrument attuned to the mental atmosphere around him, and almost incapable of independent ideation. By that token the Woollies were willing slaves of the introverted, insensitive Earthmen.


  The metal gangway had descended to grate against the rocky ground. Two vacuum-suited silhouettes appeared in the lighted airlock and began to clamber down, the first with a self-possessed, leisurely poise, the other showing signs of a jerky impatience. Behind them came another, grotesquely burdened with a weight of luggage which would have given trouble to half a dozen men under Earth gravity.


  But Big Bill’s mounting interest was focused on the first of the new arrivals. He sensed clearly that this was the visitor expected, with various and puzzling reactions, by the three waiting men, and also that the coming of this strange, great rocket, long before the scheduled arrival of the little freighter which stopped at long intervals to load the Phoebean jade, had something to do with the fourth man—the one who now lay out on the frigid rock outside the dwelling of the humans, without a vacuum suit, a tarpaulin pulled up over what had been his face.


  All these things, Big Bill knew, had one meaning: the fruition of the great Plan was close at hand.


  Abruptly the Woolly rose from his squatting position, disregarding the others who remained motionless, and rolled silently forward on his great splayed feet to within a short distance of the knot of humans. His telepathic sense groped curiously at the mind of the visitor, but told him little, since he was unaccustomed to the interpretation of its vibrations; but his vision served him better. The figure turned to give some order to the porter, who was still on the gangway, and the combined light of Saturn and the Sun fell on the face behind the transparent mask, a feeble illumination that was yet enough for the great red eyes of Big Bill.


  He saw that the face was subtly different from any he had known before—more rounded, with less prominent feature, smaller bones better sheathed in flesh, and, more spectacularly and superficially, it was framed in long soft hair which gleamed with almost metallic brightness at the edges of the faceplate.


  It was Big Bill’s first glimpse of an Earthly woman, and the sight of this alien being set up a queer unease in his little, heteroplasmic brain.


  LEILA FREY gazed round her, at the ill-lit Phoebean landscape, with a look of no great rapture. She said flatly, “I think, if I were in charge of Saturn Colonial, I’d give this rock back to the Indians.”


  The tallest of the Company men said, shrugging, “That’s probably what they’ll do before another year is out. It won’t be that long before the market for genuine Phoebean jade has worked down a couple more income levels, to the point where it can’t compete with the just-as-genuine synthetic product.”


  “That’s a pre-eminently dirty trick,” said Leila Frey with sudden heat. “Some of my friends bought your jade when you were holding production down and the price was just about out of reach. Now you start flooding the market with the stuff, and—” She had turned to look directly at the tall Earthman, and the Saturn-light was on his face. Her lips parted in surprise and for a moment she was quite dumb; then she essayed a laugh of pleased surprise, which rang hollow inside her air helmet. “Why, Paul! Fancy meeting you here!”


  Gedner’s smile showed strong white teeth. “What would life be without coincidences?”


  “But this one is rather too good to be true,” insisted the girl on a false note of gaiety. “Everybody knew you’d buried yourself somewhere in the wilds. But imagine me stumbling onto your grave!”


  Paul Gedner’s grin tightened. “Not so surprising, Leila darling. You’re royally paid to go around the System digging things up, aren’t you?”


  Captain Manoly of the Zodiac broke in, his voice betraying his irritation. “I believe Miss Frey’s luggage has all been landed.”


  “Fine,” said Gedner, glancing toward where Mark Paige was already wrestling with an assortment of trunks and cases far too expensive and extensive to be appropriate on the little mining moon. “You must have thought this was another society assignment, Leila . . . You’re in a hurry to lift, Captain?”


  “That’s right,” snapped the spaceman. “I’ve got a schedule to keep up.” But neither his schedule, nor the unhappy fact that he was seeing none of the impressive sum which Leila Frey’s syndicate had paid to persuade the managers of the line to allow a troublesome unscheduled stop, could have warranted his obvious nervousness. He had already cast more than one apprehensive glance into the twilight beyond the little group of humans. Now Leila caught the movement of his helmet and followed the look.


  She could not suppress a gasp. Scarcely a dozen yards away crouched a huge white shape, somewhat like a man, more like a gorilla, a strange albino gorilla with a fell of hair like a muskox, covering all its face save the expressionless crimson eyes. Its great three-fingered hands rested on the ground as it cowered and stared.


  Leila recovered her composure. “Is this one of your renowned killer Woollies?” she asked coolly of Gedner.


  “Not him. Big Bill’s my right hand man.” Gedner beckoned and the creature rose and padded toward him. “Carry the lady’s luggage, Bill.


  Paige relinquished his task with alacrity. The great Woolly embraced the entire load with ease, and moved toward the lighted buildings. Leila’s eyes followed him, and, accustomed as she was to the sight of Woollies, a faint shudder shook her. The news which had brought her to Phoebe was responsible for that shudder; two days before, the message from the lonely moon had shaken the whole Saturnian system—“A Woolly has killed a man!”


  NOW on all the moons of Saturn, the human colonists paled in terror before their familiar and trusted slaves; families trembled behind locked doors, streets were deserted, industry at a standstill. On the Earth and Mars exchanges, the stocks of Saturn Colonial dropped sickeningly and continued to drop. The whole thriving economy of the Subsystem, based on Woolly slave labor—far cheaper than human workers, cheaper even than robots—rocked on its foundations.


  It was impossible, unbelievable—but frightened millions believed. All experience and all psychological tests pointed to the complete, robot-like reliability of the Woollies. The great race which had ruled Saturn’s moons before the Age of Man had, before its unexplained extinction, bred its slave-creatures with superb skill, for vast strength, for adaptability to the diverse environments of the satellites—and for a perfect susceptibility to telepathic control.


  But, if a Woolly had killed a man—The Company had declared at once its intention of sending an investigating commission to Phoebe; it did not request the interference of the Colonial Government, and that, from the Company was equivalent to a stem KEEP OUT in the face of the police and everyone else. But before the corporation heads had recovered sufficiently to issue their statement, the All-Planet News Syndicate had Leila Frey aboard the Zodiac, traveling toward Phoebe at sixty miles a second.


  Gedner took the girl’s arm in one heavily-gloved hand and led her away from the ship at a leisurely pace. Captain Manoly had already vanished thankfully into the airlock of his vessel.


  As if coming out of a trance, Leila made a sudden effort to shake her arm from Gedner’s grip. Failing, she walked on beside him in stiff silence. It was the man who spoke, when they had almost reached the largest of the lighted structures.


  “So now your employers send you out after scoops,” he remarked thoughtfully.


  “I just happened to be in the Subsystem, looking for general interest stuff on the colonies,” put in Leila quickly, almost defensively. Gedner went on as if she had not spoken, and with like disregard for the fact that every word was ringing also in the helmet phones of the two other men plodding on behind.


  “You’ve been doing well since you got rid of me. But I always knew you had what it takes to get ahead, darling; you’ve never been anything but a grasping, selfish, irresponsible little monster.”


  Leila wrenched herself away from him, as they paused at the airlock door of the Company headquarters. “I assure you I haven’t changed in the least,” she told him icily. “And neither have you. You’re still one huge hypertrophied ego. Nothing matters to you except being the boss—Say!” She began to laugh, staccato. “Why, Paul, you’ve found the one ideal place for yourself here, out of the whole System. A planet little enough to make you feel as big as you want to, where you’re almost alone with a crew of subhuman things that don’t know anything but obedience . . .”


  Her own words called back the jarring memory of what had brought her here, and she stopped on an indrawn breath. Gedner had stared at her in silence—she knew that of old as a sign that she had come near the quick of his pride—and abruptly she was aware of the ghostly mass of Big Bill, looming erect behind his master.


  Out on the landing strip blue lightning ripped through the noonday dusk. The ground vibrated as the Zodiac began to glide forward; the rocky landscape stood out in harsh light and shadow, and the glare of atomic flame silhouetted the misshapen figures of the two other men, who had come up and were waiting.


  Gedner operated the airlock mechanism, and they passed through; the throbbing vibration underfoot rose to a higher pitch and died suddenly as the space ship left the surface of the moon. In three days, Earth time, it would return to pick Leila up on the return trip to Titan.


  After the three men and the girl entered the giant Woolly. The thin translucent lids descended again over his eyes as he rolled into the brightly-lit room.


  The room, Leila observed, was large and slovenly, arranged for both business and relaxation, a scarred desk and file-cabinet keeping company with a table, armchairs and a tired-looking couch. Walls and ceilings were naked insulation; the iron floor was unswept of dust and cigarette butts, and patched with rust. But it was a relief for her to feel her great iron-soled shoes, like those of a medieval Russian peasant, assert their magnetic grip. Without further ado, the girl unfastened the bulky ballast belt about her slender waist, wriggled out of the shoulder harness, and let what on Earth would have been a thousand pounds of lead slide to the floor.


  Gedner lounged against the table; he had raised the faceplate of his helmet, and his features had the pallor which comes with a long stay on the outer planets. He remarked lightly, “The Company would raise hell if they knew you were here.”


  “That’s not my worry,” retorted Leila. “I’m on assignment from A.P.”


  “Maybe you’d like to interview Sam Chandler. He’s right outside.”


  The girl recoiled from Gedner’s easy smile. “No!” she said sharply, and then added, “Later . . . perhaps.”


  “The All-Planet people want the details, don’t they?”


  “For God’s sake, Paul!” exploded Mark Paige. But his mouth twitched beneath his hopelessly straggly little mustache as Gedner’s gaze met his.


  “Shut up,” said Gedner evenly. “Miss Frey and I are old friends. We understand each other.”


  LEILA said nothing, but her red lips were compressed to a thin line as she fumbled with the air-tight zippers of her suit. As she wriggled with difficulty out of the heavy garment, Gedner’s hard black eyes dwelt with pleasure on the white silk blouse and shorts she had donned in the stuffy cabin aboard the rocket, on the soft curves of her breasts and her slender legs . . . And in the corner crouched Big Bill, a great white-furred faceless thing with dull red eyes fixed unwinkingly on the girl.


  Leila sat down in one of the worn armchairs, but she failed to relax from the tension, the nameless apprehension that had begun to grip her when she first set foot on this little twilight moon. Her gaze flicked from Gedner to Paige, who had picked up her discarded vacuum suit and was arranging it meticulously on the hangers beside the outer door, and from him to the third man, who, without even removing his helmet, had bent over the desk and seemed to be absorbed in the disordered papers atop it. The humming undertone of the air pump, which had started automatically on the opening of the inner airlock door, stopped suddenly as the room pressure reached normal, and left a heavy silence . . .


  She looked back to Gedner, leaning lazily against the battered table, one thumb hooked into the belt that sagged awkwardly over his ballast belt to support a holstered flame pistol. He smiled at her again, and she had a panicky feeling of being alone with him in this bare room millions of miles from civilization.


  But what he said was not at all alarming. “Care for something to eat?”


  “I had dinner on the rocket,” said Leila.


  “Cup of tea, then?” said Gedner. Leila nodded, grateful for a distraction. Paige had already moved toward what was evidently the kitchen door, methodically removing his gloves as he went. Presently he came back with a tray and a single steaming cup.


  Gedner slid off the edge of the table and turned to Paige. “We’d better flame that strip before it cools off entirely,” he said matter-of-factly, and, to Leila, with a gesture at the still-helmeted figure bending over the desk, “Doc Chaikoski here can entertain you while we’re busy.”


  The one indicated looked up quickly, and, though his face was obscured by the reflection of light in his helmet, his very posture, even in the grotesque space suit, spoke of taut hatred as he glanced toward Gedner. The latter took no notice, but turned away to join Paige, who had silently opened a chest in the far end of the room and was dragging out two heavy portable electron torches.


  The two men snapped their faceplates shut and went out through the airlock. Leila sat quite still for a little while, glancing nervously from the crouching, silent Woolly against the wall to the equally silent man. At last she exclaimed in exasperation, “Won’t you take that thing off your head? Two gargoyles in a room this size are too many!”


  The other spoke for the first time. “It won’t help much,” he said in a toneless voice, but he removed the helmet, set it carelessly on the desk-top, and, turning, began to unzip his vacuum suit. The girl saw a pale, thin, youthful face, shockingly marred by a huge, angry scar which cut diagonally across the cheek, ruined the bridge of the nose, and disappeared under an unkempt shock of dun-colored hair. A terrific blow, perhaps from a hot fragment of metal, must have left that mark.


  “My name isn’t Doc,” There was increasing bitterness in his voice. “It’s Leo. It’s just that it amuses him to call me that, because I happen to be a petrologist.”


  “Oh,” said Leila. She watched him cross the room and toss his space suit onto a hanger, return and sprawl limply in the chair behind the desk. Then she remembered that she was a reporter with the biggest story of her life to get. “Perhaps you can tell me something of what I need to know,” she suggested.


  Leo Chaikoski stared fixedly at the tangle of papers. “What do you mean?”


  “Well . . .” she hesitated. “Something about the general setup here, to begin with.”


  “Setup? It’s simple enough. Paul Gedner gives the orders to the Woollies and to the rest of us—officially, he’s only the Woolly boss, but—well, you seem to know him.”


  “Yes,” said Leila.


  “I have a degree from North American Geological, so whenever the Woollies have worked out a jade site, I go out and kick over a couple of rocks to uncover a new one. It’s not a job—the surface supply will outlast the market. Paige keeps the accounts and production records and makes out requisitions once in a while and spends the rest of his time with a book and a bottle. Chandler—was—our maintenance man for the mechanical equipment. And the Woollies dig the jade and load it when the rocket comes, and Saturn Colonial pays our salaries.”


  But Leila seized on the mention of the dead man. She said, “I’m here to get the facts on Chandler’s death, you know.”


  HIS HEAD snapped up; the girl fancied she saw alarm flash into his eyes. Then he looked down again. “You’d better ask the others. They were both there when it happened; I wasn’t.”


  “But you must know how it happened.”


  “Chandler was out at the diggings, inspecting a drill, when one of the Woollies on the job attacked him. There wasn’t any provocation, nor any warning. Paul killed the Woolly with that gun he carries, but Chandler was done for.”


  There was a guarded look in the scarred face, and Leila was not satisfied. She remembered her training in interviewing—the you-approach.


  “What do you think made that Woolly run amok?” she demanded pointblank.


  Leo rose to his feet with a jerk, as if the abrupt question had carried a physical impact. He said in a savage voice, “I don’t think, I—” He bit off the last word and fell silent, the great scar growing more apparent as his face paled. His eyes strayed fearfully toward the outer door; then he looked back at the girl and advancing toward her, lowered his voice. “Listen, I’ll tell you. But you mustn’t let him see that you know . . . Paul killed Chandler.”


  Leila sat open-mouthed. But there was no need for her to say anything; the words came now from Leo Chaikoski in a jerky torrent.


  “You’ve seen how it is. He controls the Woollies, like he dominates everything else around him. The rest of us know the technique, too—but we can’t do anything with them. He’s strong. He made the Woolly kill Chandler—and he could kill Paige or me the same way—or you. Yes, he could kill you, too, if he wanted to. He has us all in his hands.” The young man’s voice had sunk lower and lower, and a thread of mortal terror ran through it.


  “That’s why he can murder us and never be caught.” Leo’s scarred face twisted with impotent rage. “I’d kill him . . . but he always has the gun . . . and the Woollies. If I had a gun, I could do it . . .” He grasped pleadingly at the girl’s limp hand on the arm of her chair. “Do you happen to have a gun?”


  “No,” said Leila curtly. Her blue eyes stared into space, past Leo and his fear; her mind raced, envisaging the widening ripples of consequence that were even now spreading through the whole System from the death of a mechanic. If that death had been murder—had the killer acted without considering those consequences?


  Leo’s abject terror gave the weight of truth to his accusation—a weird indictment, but no, more preposterous than the simple fact that a Woolly had killed a man. But there was still something missing, the fundamental—


  “Why?” said Leila suddenly, almost to herself. “I don’t doubt that Paul’s capable of murder. But it would have to be for profit.”


  “The motive?” Leo hesitated, then, “Oh, that’s simple. He sabotaged the radio. Chandler was going to fix it . . . he wasn’t afraid. So Paul made the Woolly kill him.”


  Now Leila too glanced apprehensively at the door. She exclaimed, “But this makes less and less sense. Why should Paul Gedner want the radio out of commission?”


  Leo was silent, avoiding her penetrating gaze; at last he said sullenly, “Chandler wanted to send a message.”


  Leila’s hands tightened on the arms of her chair. “What message?” she persisted fiercly.


  “Why shouldn’t I tell you what he’s doing?” Leo wondered dully. “He’s going to kill me, anyway, because I know, and then he’ll kill you too—” His words were choked off in a gasp; he sprang back, crashing bruisingly into the desk, and cowered against it. Into a deathly silence came the grating of the inner airlock door. It opened, and Gedner came in, followed by Paige burdened with the two glazing torches. Gedner’s eyes traveled from the girl to Leo and back again, and his grin flashed as he lifted off his helmet.


  “Having a nice chat?” he inquired softly.


  NOBODY answered; in the intolerable silence, Gedner crossed to the desk, picked up a package of cigarettes and inhaled one into life as he began removing his vacuum suit. Leo Chaikoski sidled away from him, slumped into a chair in the corner, and sat staring into space.


  “I hope you’ve found time to admire Big Bill,” said Gedner lightly, gesturing at the giant creature, which had not moved or shifted its red gaze from Leila for a moment. “Quite a man, isn’t he? You always liked the big, husky type, didn’t you, darling?”


  “Wouldn’t it be better,” said Leila in a carefully governed voice, “to leave that beast outside? After—what happened, I mean.”


  “Big Bill’s all right. All the Woollies are all right; you just have to know how to get along with them.”


  The girl shuddered inwardly; it no longer occurred to her to doubt what Leo had told her. Another silence fell; it was broken by Paige, who, having hung up his outer garments, had stood for a time, glancing about uncertainly, and at last looked elaborately at his watch, moved toward the inner door, and announced, “I’m going to bed.”


  “Go easy on the nightcap,” advised Gedner. He looped his pistol belt carefully over the back of a chair, with the gun hanging on the outside, then sat down on the edge of the desk and drew contentedly on his cigarette. “Our bedtimes are various,” he told Leila. “No proper night or day here, and damn little system. The Company doesn’t worry as long as we get out the jade.”


  “The Company’s worried now,” said Leila, uncomfortably, feeling Gedner’s probing gaze upon her. “They’re sending a commission to investigate Phoebe.”


  “A commission!” mocked Gedner. There was silence again for a space, and an infinitesimal change crept into his hard, smiling face; Leila strove in vain to read it. Only at the last moment did she become aware of the pale shadow looming beside her.


  She looked up into the scarlet eyes of the monster, and screamed uncontrollably. Shaggy white arms went round her and lifted her into the air; she could feel the muscles bulging like plastic iron against her, pressing her to the furry body that was almost painfully hot. Leila went wild for a few seconds, striking at the white mask of Big Bill’s face, struggling uselessly; then she made herself lie still.


  “Your idea of a joke . . .” she choked.


  “Quite a man, isn’t he?” chuckled Gedner. He made an unconcerned gesture, and Big Bill bent to deposit Leila with care in her place in the armchair again. The Woolly backed away to huddle as before against the naked wall, his mighty three-fingered hands resting on the floor.


  Leo Chaikoski had come to his feet, his scarred face distorted, hands clenched at his sides. He made an inarticulate sound; Gedner turned and looked at him for a long moment, then asked softly, “Don’t you think it’s your bedtime too, Doc?”


  Leo jerked out, “You damned . . . stinking . . . I’m not afraid . . .”


  “Take it easy,” said Gedner. He took Leo’s arm in a sure grip, turned him about and walked him firmly to the door. “You’re all worked up, Doc. You need a bit of sleep.” As if in a dream Leo walked on through the doorway; Gedner watched him go, pressed the stud that closed the door, and turned a key in the lock.


  Leila felt herself white and shaking from the reaction, and angrier thereby. It was a minute before she could command her voice; then she told Paul Gedner what he was, in terms that Leo Chaikoski would never have thought of, in English, Spanish, and Martian.


  Gedner laughed, thrusting the key into his pocket. “You’re all right. But for about two seconds I’ll bet you thought Big Bill was going to carry you off, like the gorillas do the beautiful white girls in the story books. Bill could hardly have a gorilla’s motives, though—the Woollies reproduce by budding when you feed them phosphorus. He couldn’t even eat you alive; you’d probably poison him. That’s not a crack; it’s metabolism.”


  Leila was relatively calm again. “I think it’s my bedtime too,” she said frozenly. “I’m tired from my trip—and this friendly reception—”


  “Not yet,” insisted Gedner. “We ought to have a lot to talk about. It’s been a long time since I saw you.” He added, “Or any woman, for that matter.” His eyes fell on the teacup, which had toppled unnoticed from the arm of Leila’s chair and rolled away across the floor. “You didn’t drink your tea . . . Maybe you’d like something more stimulating?” He bent to open a drawer of the file-cabinet and take out a half-filled bottle.


  “No,” the girl said sharply. Gedner shrugged, and put the bottle back. He crossed the room and leaned against the wall beside Big Bill, letting a hand rest on the great Woolly’s flattened head and running his fingers idly through the fine white hair. Leila could not face the intent, identical gaze in the eyes of man and monster.


  ABRUPTLY Gedner said, “That little crackpot was talking to you, wasn’t he?” At the girl’s nod, he went on, “He’s not particularly sane. They get that way, out in these stations.”


  She looked at him at last. “He seems to be about as sane as you are, Paul.”


  “So you think I’m crazy?” said Gedner amusedly.


  A surge of auger nerved Leila. “You’ve always been a little crazy. Now I think you’re crazy a lot. Power-crazy.”


  “That’s right,” answered the man unexpectedly. Something glowed in his black eyes, smothering the mocking light; he straightened. “And I’ve got it, now. Here—as you’ve seen—I’m the boss. And that’s not all.”


  “That’s not all!” echoed Leila with a scornful laugh. “Wait till the Company investigators get here. Where will your little kingdom be then?”


  “We won’t be here to meet them,” said Gedner readily. “The Zodiac will be back here inside sixty hours. It won’t be hard—with the Woollies’ help—to commandeer her.”


  “Now I know you’re crazy!” But there was a doubt behind her incredulity. In the confident figure of Gedner she saw the author of the fear and menace that had spread out from this remote moon to grip the whole Saturnian Subsystem. But the why was still unanswered.


  “I’m glad you showed up here, Leila darling,” he was saying. “I’d intended to catch up with you before you got out of the moons, anyway—but you’ve saved me a lot of trouble. From now on, you’re going along with me.”


  Leila knew a sinking sensation, but she rallied bravely. “What do you think you’re going to do—convert the Zodiac into a pirate warship, with a Woolly crew? Those days are gone.”


  “Nothing so stupid; she’ll go on schedule to Titan. I’ve made some discoveries, and I intend to use them. People have been using Woollies for fifty years, and nobody has realized their full possibilities. I’d already begun to a year ago, when I took this job on this God-forsaken rock; and here I’ve had the leisure and the opportunity to work the possibilities out.”


  “For murder?” asked Leila bluntly.


  “I had to get rid of Chandler—he had one of those single-track minds full of ideas about loyalty to the company and so on—But I see you don’t understand. Yet you must know better than I do just what’s happened in the Subsystem since I sent out the news that one Woolly had killed one man.” He paused, and when she did not answer, “Panic, financial collapse, the whole system starts falling to pieces. Before long, there are going to be more such incidents—not on Phoebe this time, but on Titan, right in the heart of Saturnian civilization. You can imagine what will happen then. Now suppose, in the midst of the turmoil, appears a small group of men who have learned to control the Woollies, fully control, so that no untrained human mind can challenge their commands. Like I control Big Bill.” He gestured at the immobile monster. “Look at him; he thinks only what I think, he wants only what I want—never before did two hearts beat so completely as one . . . Suppose, then, that this group—a few friends and I—take over the central offices of the Company, and incidentally the Colonial Government. Then, of course, the secret can come out: that Woollies don’t run wild, they don’t kill unless they’re ordered to, and they won’t be ordered to kill anybody who stays in line and does as he’s told. There’ll be a general sigh of relief, and nobody will worry about the change of administrations.”


  Leila sat very still, assimilating the picture his words built up. It wasn’t impossible; it was the ancient pattern of successful revolution: first bring in chaos, then out of the chaos a new order of brutal force. There was only one flaw . . . She laughed.


  “It ought to work very nicely, Paul. Until the Earth Government hears about it and send a couple of battleships to blast you out of the Universe.”


  Gedner grinned confidently. “But Earth is in opposition, beyond the Sun. It’ll take over two weeks for a ship to get there, if any escapes before we seize the ports. And by the time they can get any Fleet units here, we’ll be ready for them, with men recruited—there will be plenty willing to join us—and the defenses of the major moons could stand off half a dozen battleships. They won’t dare bomb the cities because of the civilian populations—”


  “War with Earth?” cried Leila unbelievingly. That was preposterous, unheard-of.


  “Why not? In a year, two years, I’ll be stronger than Earth!”


  LEILA stared at him again. “The population of the moons is about twenty million. Earth has over three billion,” she recited as if in a classroom. “ ‘Stronger than Earth’ ?”


  “Your thinking in terms of population figures,” said Gedner, “is very crude. Don’t you know what the real strength of Earth has been for the past three hundred years? Not a mass of three billion people—but ten or a dozen battleships, the backbone of the fleet. Do you know what a star-class battleship is? A thousand feet of hull, tungsten-alloy armor ten feet thick, twenty-six-gravity mercury engines, fifteen to twenty-one atomic blast guns, a thousand tons or so of atomic explosives. Those are the surface features—but what matters is that they’re the biggest carriers and distributors of pure energy that have ever operated in the Solar System. And they remain effective as long as there’s atomic energy to power their weapons.”


  “I know all that,” said the girl impatiently.


  “All right. What you evidently don’t know is that right now, in the year of civilization 745, Earth is almost at the end of its supply of power metals. They’ve been importing Martian power—solar power—for the last two decades, hoarding their own dwindling stores of the heavy elements, in case of war, and at the same time trying to build up the domestice heliodynamic plants. But it’s plain that Earth hasn’t the power to fight a major war at present.”


  “A major war?” said Leila helplessly. “What makes you think it would take a major war to smash your scheme?”


  “Evidently,” said Gedner, “Doc Chaikoski didn’t tell you all he knows.”


  Leila remembered, with a queer chill, the sentence that had been interrupted by Gedner’s return. She opened her mouth and closed it without saying anything. Gedner, who had been pacing up and down paused and gave her a long, intent look.


  “I intended you to know, in any case. You’ll go with me to Kroniopolis, as soon as the Zodiac comes back . . . Leila, my love, this moon is lousy with uranium.”


  “That can’t be true!” cried Leila, but her voice shook. “The scientists—the whole theory of planetary origins—”


  “You’ve been reading your own Science and Progress supplements. Certainly, the theory says there can’t be any heavy metals on the surfaces of the major planets or their moons. But Phoebe isn’t a moon of Saturn. Look at its retrograde revolution! It wandered in a long time ago from somewhere nearer the Sun, and wherever it came from there was plenty of uranium. That’s the way Chaikoski explained it, at least. He happened onto a deposit the last time he went prospecting for jade, and once he knew what to look for, he found three more. And that’s just a sample of what there must be. With that, and the Woollies—Do you see now?”


  “Yes . . . I see,” answered Leila slowly. She raised her blond head and met Gedner’s look steadfastly. “Paul . . . did you ever read any history? About six hundred years ago, there was a man called Hitler, who had ideas a lot like yours. He got pretty far with them too, because he had the same advantages you count on: better weapons than anybody else in the world, and a whole nation of people that were almost like the Woollies, trained to obey and not to think. But what happened to him—”


  “Isn’t going to happen to me,” interrupted Gedner, unimpressed. “I’ve got enough imagination to see where history is heading now—not six hundred years ago—and the brains to make a good thing of it. Earth is done for; Saturn and Mars are going to be the next centers of the Solar System. And inside the next couple of weeks I’m going to be the boss of Saturn.” He was smiling triumphantly down at the girl as she sat in the armchair. For the moment, staggered by Gedner’s dream of conquest, Leila had forgotten her own present situation; now, with a tremor, she realized that he was very dose.


  “How are you going to like being Queen of Saturn, Leila?” he asked softly.


  “I . . . don’t know,” faltered the girl, rising stiffly, mechanically to her feet as she spoke. Gedner laid a hand on her arm, but she jerked away and retreated from him. “You’d better let me think that over.”


  Gedner’s smile twisted down at one corner; his intense gaze followed her slim figure in the scanty white costume, and his eyes narrowed. “I didn’t ask you whether you wanted to be Queen of Saturn. I asked you how you were going to like it.”


  “It doesn’t sound like my kind of a job,” said Leila. As she spoke, she was still moving cautiously away, keeping her eyes on him. But at the last moment, Gedner saw where she was going, and swore in fury as he flung himself forward.


  “The job’s yours,” he muttered, “and you start now!” She fought, but his arms were about her with a strength that seemed to equal that of the giant Woolly. When he tried to kiss her panting mouth, she bit his cheek until the blood ran, but he only laughed and swung her clear of the floor. He twisted a hand in her blond hair, pulled her head back and bent to plant a savage kiss on her throat instead.


  Suddenly the girl stopped struggling; her eyes dilated, looking past Gedner’s shoulder. In a smothered whisper she exclaimed, “Paul—look out!”


  THE urgency in her voice made him glance up; in an instant he had released her and spun around. To face Big Bill, who had silently risen half-erect and as silently advanced upon the two. The Woolly’s flat head was sunk between his shoulders; his huge three-fingered hands dangled below his shaggy knees, and almost all his resemblance to a man was lost. His red eyes glinted coldly in the bright light.


  As Gedner wheeled, Big Bill halted his stealthy approach. He reared abruptly to his full seven feet of height, then slowly raised his great mitten-like hands.


  Leila, in a dazed huddle on the floor, saw the first look of utter stupefaction on Gedner’s face replaced by one of scowling mental effort—and then by a dawning horror. Big Bill sank into a tense crouch. Then Gedner threw himself sidewise, and his hand came up with the gun; and in that instant Big Bill went for him in one terrible rolling rush.


  Before the man’s finger could jerk the firing lever, one of those huge threefingered hands closed on his forearm. There was a snapping, and the flame pistol spun away; Gedner screamed out in agony then, and once again as the Woolly lifted him into the air to smash him down against the iron floor.


  That was all. Big Bill stood quietly, a stooping white-furred figure with dangling hands, over a red thing on the floor that squirmed painfully and was still. In the silence the sobbing gasps of Leila’s own breathing rang in her ears.


  Knuckles crashed against the door panels, and Mark Paige’s voice came in, edged with anxiety—“Hey, Paul!” Leila stirred from her stunned apathy and picked herself off the floor; and then she did the bravest action of her life.


  With heart banging against her front teeth, she walked across the room and knelt beside the shattered body. The great red eyes of the Woolly looked dully down at her. Fortunately, the key was in the first and most accessible pocket.


  It took her several tries, with her back to Big Bill, to fit it into the lock. She had picked up the flame pistol and held it in her left hand, pointing away from the door at a wavering angle; that was just as well, for Paige’s headlong entry when the door slid open nearly tripped her taut nerves into pulling the trigger.


  “Hey!” said Paige again in a low voice. His eyes fell on Leila’s shaking hand, and he reached across to take the gun away from her and aim it pointblank at Big Bill. There was a strong odor of liquor on his breath, but his hand holding the pistol was perfectly steady. “Shall I shoot him?” he asked almost casually.


  Leila shook her head numbly. “I—I don’t think it’s necessary.”


  He was silent a moment, regarding the Woolly. “But we’d better get him out of here.” He gestured and frowned at Big Bill, and by sign language and telepathy made the great creature understand. Big Bill retreated to the airlock, fumbled with its controls, and rolled out into the lock. The clang of the outer door brought an involuntary sigh from Leila. One mittenlike hand had left a red smear on the opening lever. . . .


  “What happened?” inquired Paige at last.


  “I don’t know,” said Leila confusedly. Her knees had gone boneless; she sank into a chair. “It was just sitting against the wall there—” she pointed “—and then it got up and killed him.” She hesitated. “Paul seemed to be trying to control it . . . but I guess he couldn’t.”


  Paige laid the gun carefully on the desk, walked deliberately to the couch, unfolded a blanket, and went to spread it over Paul Gedner and his dream of an Empire of Saturn. The blanket could not quite cover everything.


  BIG BILL rolled ponderously through the inky Phoebean night, his huge red eyes picking an aimless path by the starlight. There was a nagging emptiness in his little mind—a vacuum left by the vanishing of Gedner’s dominant will. The vanishing Big Bill could not explain. But he knew that he had had no thoughts that were not also those of the godlike master, no desires that were not the reflection of Gedner’s . . .


  Dimly he remembered the final scene in the humans’ dwelling. There had been a strange storm of unprecedented emotions, and Big Bill too had felt a moment of overpowering desire for the slight fairheaded human who had come in the rocket . . . And then came an instant of blind, alien fury to which Big Bill could give no name or meaning, and whose deeds he could not remember.


  Nor could he know that, mirroring Gedner’s passions, he had only felt and acted as the man would have if he, instead of the Woolly, had been the onlooker.


  He had gone mad with jealousy.


  RENDEZVOUS IN SPACE


  Chester S. Geier


  Glenn Travers knew there was a great mystery lying out in the void—but he did not suspect the incredible danger of it . . .


  “THERE’S something mighty funny about this flight, skipper,” Jupe Barlow said, “How much further into space are we going, anyway?”


  Glenn Travers turned in response to the first mate’s worried question. He hesitated a moment, then smiled wryly.


  “I guess you ought to know the truth, Jupe. I don’t know anything about our destination. In fact, I don’t know any more about this trip than you do yourself.”


  “What!” Startled silence fell over the control room at Jupe Barlow’s dismayed gasp. The faint, steady roar of the freighter Perihelion’s engines rose into the silence like a sound alien and menacing.


  At the control console, Pilot Bob Selden jerked around in his padded chair. His features, already lined with the strain of the unusual voyage, were twisted into an expression of alarm.


  “It’s all right, Bob,” Travers said reassuringly. He forced a grin. “Jupe just got taken in by a little joke of mine.”


  Selden nodded dubiously and turned back to his controls. Travers shot Jupe Barlow a warning glance.


  “Great space, Jupe, watch yourself!” he whispered fiercely. “The men are jittery as it is. Give them any more to worry about, and they’ll crack up as sure as you were born.”


  The short, burly first mate looked chastened. Then his eyes puckered in a bewildered frown.


  “Skipper, do you mean what you said? You don’t know where we’re going?”


  Travers nodded grimly. “That’s right. All I’ve done so far was to follow the directions Professor Rickard gave me. Right now we’re following his last set of space co-ordinates. But just where they’re going to take us, I don’t know.”


  “Must be one of Saturn’s moons,” Jupe decided. “It’s just got to be one of Saturn’s moons. We’re headed straight for Saturn, skipper.”


  Travers shook his dark head. “No, it isn’t Saturn.”


  Jupe’s leathery features twisted in anguish. “Not Saturn! But, jumping asteroids, skipper, no freighter’s ever gone as far as Saturn before—least of all clear past it I Only scientific expeditions have pushed that far out into space. And they had special ships, special equipment. When the crew finds out we aren’t stopping at Saturn, all hell will bust loose!”


  “That’s what I’m worried about,” Travers said gravely. “The men are edgy as it is over the way we’ve left all the regular routes to strike so far out into uncharted space.”


  “Skipper—we . . . we aren’t headed for Uranus, are we?” Jupe’s voice faltered with sudden, increased anxiety. “Tell me, skipper—not Uranus?”


  TRAVERS grinned faintly. “No, Jupe, you can rest easy on that point, Only the Corliss expedition has been as far as Uranus, and if Professor Rickard and his daughter had any intention of going there, I’d have refused flatly.”


  “Then where in space are we going?”


  “I don’t know exactly. But I do know it’s some point about a halfmillion miles past the Saturnian System. I’ve checked Professor Rickard’s co-ordinates against a star chart, and that’s the conclusion I’ve reached. Just what’s going to be there, though, I can’t guess. Rickard and the girl won’t tell my anything.”


  “They’re mighty close-mouthed,” Jupe muttered, nodding.


  “But they’re paying us mighty well,” Travers reminded. “Far more, in fact, than the trip is worth—in spite of the risk.”


  There was a moment of silence. A slow grin spread over Jupe’s face.


  “That girl, skipper. A beauty, isn’t she?”


  “Ardis Rickard?” Travers nodded reluctantly, admiration kindling in his brown eyes. He had to admit that Ardis Rickard was beautiful—incredibly and outrageously beautiful. She paled into mediocrity almost every lovely girl he had ever seen.


  But her charm was not merely physical, Travers knew. On the few occasions he had spoken to her, he had caught glimpses of a personality that was warm, keenly intelligent, vital. These occasions are rare, however for as much as she was beautiful Ardis Rickard was retiring and mysterious.


  Too damned mysterious, Travers decided grimly. There was something about her—something that didn’t . . . jibe. Travers couldn’t quite explain it even to himself, for it wasn’t anything that could be put into words. It was just a vague, uneasy feeling.


  He had felt it with sharp intensity the first time he had seen her, the day she and her father, Professor James Rickard, had walked into the office of his tiny freelance freighting outfit in Pert O’Connor on Mars At first glance Ardis Rickard’s loveliness had been bizarre, overwhelming—unearthly. It had hit him with the effect of a physical blow.


  After he had recovered himself and gotten down to the purpose of their visit, he had swiftly become aware of something else—some quality about her, which, as much as her beauty, set her apart from other girls as man’s physique sets him. apart from the apes. She was so different as to be almost . . . alien.


  Professor Rickard had desired to hire Travers and his ship, the Perihelion, to transport a certain unspecified cargo to an also unspecified destination. The cargo was a large one and the proposition altogether unorthodox, but Rickard had offered an amazingly large sum in payment for Travers’ services.


  Travers had accepted, since business, in competition with larger freighting outfits, had been anything but good. Moreover, the mysteriousness of the arrangements had excited his curiosity, and though the affair was entirely suspicious, he knew Rickard’s reputation well enough to be sure that the man wouldn’t indulge in anything actually illegal.


  Rickard was, in fact, a famed authority in scientific circles. With his partner, Professor Harry Jonothan, he had brought to light much new and revolutionary data on deep space radiations. Aside from their scientific aspects, the names of the two men were synonymous with adventure and extraordinary bravery; much of their work had been carried on in the most remote depths of interplanetary space, space penetrated so far by only a few intrepid explorers.


  THE LAST Travers had heard of Jonothan and Rickard, they had gone off on another of their expeditions into deep space. Then Rickard had come calling into Travers’ office in Port O’Connor, with the glorious beauty he had introduced as his daughter. The news had surprised Travers; he could not recall any previous mention of the girl.


  Another strange fact to the affair was the fact that Professor Harry Jonothan had never once been in evidence, nor throughout all the proceedings had his whereabouts been explained. Travers had thought Jonothan and Rickard to be inseparable, and thus Rickard’s independent activities were a major mystery.


  Professor Rickard’s nameless cargo was now stored safely in the holds of the Perihelion, and the freighter itself was on the last leg of its journey into the unknown. Rickard and his daughter had kept themselves secluded in their cabins during most of the trip. Some subject of grave importance seemed to occupy most of their time, for they seemed always to be engaged in serious, low-voiced discussion. Travers was certain it had to do with the purpose of their mysterious voyage, and was thereby all the more intrigued.


  Abruptly Travers felt Jupe Barlow grasp his arm. A man had slipped into the control room, shutting the door quickly behind him. It was third mate Bill Paxton, and glancing at the man’s face, Travers tensed with unease. Paxton looked worried.


  “Cap—I’ve just been down in the hold,” Paxton announced breathlessly. “I’ve been keeping an eye on things, like you told me to. And do you know what? I caught that ratty little Martian, Dorg Sandas, snooping around again!”


  “The third time!” Travers breathed harshly. “What in space is Sandas so interested in, anyway?”


  “Rickard’s cargo,” Paxton said, his tone flat and grim. “Each time I caught him, he was always snooping around the stuff.”


  “I knew we shouldn’t have hired that sneaking Martian, skipper,” Jupe grunted. “Martians are always trouble makers, and Sandas is up to no good. You can lay a course on that.”


  Travers rubbed the ball of a thumb against his angular jaw, frowning. “I’d hate to have to lock him up. Sandas is a good injector-man—even if he is a Martian.”


  Travers was aware, as he used the word, that Dorg Sandas wasn’t a Martian in the sense that he was an extraterrestrial form of life. The offspring of Earth colonists to Mars, he had simply become so shaped mentally and physically by his environment that he had lost most of his ancestral characteristics.


  Martians were further set apart by the fact that they were culturally and politically opposed to Earth; their most strenuous efforts were devoted to securing freedom from Earthly ties. Earth was tolerant, and while reluctant to give Mars complete independence, it had permitted the formation of a small Martian state, Marsland. This was at present controlled by Karn Norgan, a high-pressure politician, whose power had become little short of dictatorial.


  “It’s damned funny,” Jupe muttered. “Just before we’re ready to blast off, Snell, our old injector-man, fails to show up—and then this Martian, Sandas, applies for a job.”


  “Might not mean anything,” Travers pointed out. “Just a coincidence. Sandas knows his job . . . Well, this trip will soon be over, and with the cargo off our hands, Sandas won’t have anything to interest him. But keep a close watch on him, anyway, Bill.”


  PAXTON nodded. “I sure will. And, Cap, we’re landing somewhere around Saturn, aren’t we? You know, the crew’s getting space-fits with worry, and I’m afraid they might start something if we go any further.”


  Travers shook his head gravely. “No—we’re not landing near Saturn. Our destination is some point about a half-million miles away. As for the crew, they’re bound by space law to my orders, and they’d better do just what I say.”


  A flicker of motion in the corner of his eye brought Travers whirling around. He saw the figure of a man slipping out of the control room door.


  “You there!” Travers snapped. “What do you think you’re doing?”


  It was a member of the crew. The man halted, transfixed, half in and half out of the door. His face was twisted and pale.


  “Yes, sir. Captain!” he blurted. He made a clumsy salute. “Professor Rickard sent me, sir. I was cleaning the passage outside his cabin, and he told me he wants to see you, sir.”


  “Very well.” Travers fastened stern brown eyes on the man “After this, knock before you enter the control room, understand?”


  “Yes, sir!” The man saluted again and scurried away.


  “I don’t like this,” Travers said slowly. “Trouble’s going to pop now. Keep a close watch on things, Jupe. I’m going to see what Rickard wants.”


  Travers found the scientist seated before a table in his cabin, tapping a pencil on a sheaf of papers. In a chair, nearby, sat Ardis Rickard.


  As always, everything else seemed to fade into the background as he looked at the girl. Each sight of her was as startling and pulse-quickening as the last.


  She sat there in the chair, her gold-flaked eyes fixed gravely upon him, her perfect lips compressed as though by some ever-present inner tension.


  Red-gold hair, a glorious cloud of silken softness, fell in thick curls to her shoulders. A simple traveling dress did little to conceal the rounded lines of her splendid figure. Her small hands were clenched tightly in her lap.


  With an effort, Travers took his eyes from the girl and looked at Rickard. “You wanted to see me, sir?”


  “Yes, Captain.” The scientist extended a sheet of paper. He was broad and heavily-muscled. There was nothing about him of the pale, stoopshouldered scholar. Disregarding the obvious refinement in his face and the shrewd intelligence in his eyes, he might have been a rough meteor miner from the Asteroid Belt. His head was totally bald, and a bristling gray mustache overhung his square, firm mouth.


  “These are my blast factors for deceleration,” Rickard explained. “You will act on them as soon as we have passed Saturn’s orbit.”


  Travers nodded and took the sheet. He hesitated, then his features hardened.


  “Professor Rickard, I’ve said nothing of this to you before, but I think we’ve reached the point where I’m entitled to an explanation as to what this is all about. Your strange secrecy is undermining my authority here aboard ship. I’m having serious trouble with my crew as it is.”


  Travers heard a faint gasp. He saw Ardis Rickard leaning tautly forward in her chair. Rickard placed a hand over hers in reassurance. He nodded at Travers.


  “I can quite understand that, Captain. However, you need not worry, for we aren’t going much further. As for the identity of our destination. It is a ship in space, a little less than a half-million miles from Saturn. I have hesitated to tell you this before, as that ship is vitally, tremendously important. The fate of a world hangs on it. Secrecy was necessary, since certain very dangerous groups have become interested in my activities, and it was to foil their investigations that I was forced to adopt mystery as—”


  There was an abrupt intrusion. Feet pounded on the floor of the passageway outside. The voices of numerous men, raised in anger, swelled into volume. Travers tore open the door and leaped out into the passageway.


  From the direction of the engine room, a knot of crewmen approached. At their head was Mike Hardesty, leader by right of iron muscles and rock-like fists. Hardesty was a giant, with a smashed nose and a scarred face.


  “What’s this?” Travers demanded.


  Hardesty stopped, planting huge feet firmly on the floor. “Cap, Smitty here just came runnin’ in with the news we ain’t stopping at Saturn.” He gestured at the man who had brought Travers the message from Rickard. “That right, Cap?”


  “Right,” Travers said. “So what, Mike?”


  “So we ain’t goin’ any further,” Hardesty growled. “You got to turn back, Cap. If you don’t, we’re takin’ over the ship.” Travers’ voice cracked whip-like. “This is munity!”


  “Aye—mutiny, then!” Hardesty’s heavy jaws locked in sullen determination. The men behind him surged forward with ominous mutterings.


  CHAPTER II


  BEHIND him Travers heard a soft moan. He saw Ardis Rickard in the doorway of the cabin, her small face twisted in despair. Professor Rickard was supporting her with an arm about her slender shoulders. His square-hewn features were grim.


  “Mutiny, Captain?” Rickard asked quietly. At Travers’ brief nod, the scientist stepped forward. He addresed the rebellious crewmen in a tone of solemn urgency.


  “Men, we haven’t much further to go, and we can’t turn back now. We’ll reach our destination soon. It is vitally important that nothing interferes with this flight. You may understand when I tell you that millions of lives depend on my cargo reaching its objective.”


  “That’s a lot of rocket exhaust!” Hardesty grunted. “What lives are you talking about? Earth isn’t in any danger.”


  Rickard gestured helplessly. “I can’t explain. You wouldn’t believe me if I did. This affair is of such tremendous importance that it just has to remain a secret far the present.”


  “That’s all we’ve had all along,” Hardesty snapped. “Secrets . . . mysteries! Well, I know one thing that’s no secret—we’re turning back.”


  “Now look here,” Rickard continued desperately. “I’ve paid mighty well for this trip. If money is any inducement, I’ll see to it that each of you receives a large bonus when my cargo is delivered.”


  “Money won’t do us any good if we’re dead.” Hardesty mad® a sharp gesture of impatience. “What I said still holds—we’re turning back!” Ardis Rickard pushed her way forward, her lovely face tearfully pleading. “Please,” she said. “Please . . . it is not much further. There is no danger, and the need is so great. How can I make you understand? So many lives depend on your help.”


  Travers peered at her in sudden wonder. Her speech was oddly soft and sluffed, foreign-sounding. He had never heard her speak in quite that way before. It was as though the stress of circumstances had brought out qualities in her which she had been trying to conceal.


  But in another moment he felt a sharp thrust of anger that it should be necessary for the girl to humble herself before these rough men. He turned her gently back into the cabin, nodding at Rickard as he did so.


  “Both of you stay in there. I’ll handle this my way.” He faced Hardesty squarely. “Mike, I take it you’re the leader of this gang of yellow-bellies.”


  “Aye,” Hardesty answered slowly. He eyed the younger man with a respectful wariness.


  “You seem to need a lot of help, Mike,” Travers went on.


  Hardesty looked puzzled. “I don’t get you, Cap.”


  “What I mean, Mike, is that you seem to be the whole show. Yet you seem to need a lot of men to back you up.”


  “Why, hell, Cap, they ain’t backin’ me up at all.”


  “Then you are the whole show, aren’t you, Mike?”


  Hardesty’s expression became trapped. “Hell, no, Cap. What I meant was—”


  “You mean you were backing up the men?” Travers broke in.


  Hardesty gave a quick nod. “Yeah, that’s right.”


  “They’ll follow your word, Mike?”


  “Damn right they will!” Hardesty swelled his big muscles and scowled at several of the crewmen nearest him. They edged away.


  “All right, then.” Travers stripped off his jacket, tossing it to one side. “Suppose we make this a two-man affair, Mike? You backing up your party, and me backing up mine. If you knock hell out of me, we turn back. If I knock hell out of you, we keep on going. That fair, Mike? Better than mutiny, isn’t it?”


  HARDESTY frowned. It was evident that he didn’t like the way the situation had been turned. But his code seemed to demand that he accept the conditions into which Travers had maneuvered him. His thin-lipped grin a moment later, however, showed confidence that his bulllike strength would triumph over Travers’ trim compactness.


  Hardesty’s small eyes glinted. “Sure, Cap, that’s fair enough,” he said. “I’ll take you on.” He pulled off his grimy tunic, revealing a mighty chest and arms. He tossed the tunic behind him and then fell into a crouch, huge fists doubled and ready.


  Travers knew he was hardly a match for the giant he faced. A couple of solidly planted blows from those great fists would lay him cold. In a contest of strength and brute power, Hardesty had all the advantage. But Travers didn’t intend that the battle should be a contest of strength. His sole hopes rested on superior cunning and skill.


  Hardesty stalked forward, his great fists bobbing. Travers poised himself on his toes, light and agile as a cat his mind clear and keenly alert. Abruptly Hardesty rushed, his left flicking out. Travers swung his head aside, and in the next instant stepped in close, his fists moving with blurred rapidity. Hardesty didn’t show any effect. He merely grinned, shook his head a few times, and came on.


  Space, in the narrow confines of the passageway, was badly limited. The battle could only take a backward and forward movement. This put Travers at a serious disadvantage, for he knew his sole effectiveness against Hardesty’s brawn lay in constant dodging, weaving, and circling. The narrowness of the passageway made this impossible. Travers knew he couldn’t forever keep retreating before Hardesty’s attacks.


  Hardesty seemed to sense this. The caution with which he had entered the fray now left him. His heavy swings became more confident. And then he leaped at Travers in a sudden attack, mighty fists pistoning. Hardesty evidently had determined to bring about a swift conclusion to the fight.


  The abruptness of the action almost took Travers by surprise. Before he could dodge back out of range, he received a jolting blow to the cheek and another squarely in the chest that knocked the breath out of him. Pain made a pinwheel of light in his head. Gasping, he quickly danced backward in desperate retreat.


  Hardesty’s grin was now eager and brutal. Inexorably he followed after his intended victim, smashing in one crushing blow after another, Blood dappled Travers’ face from spots where the skin had been split.


  At last Travers could retreat no further. The passageway ended in a flight of steel stairs that led down to a lower deck of the ship. He was bruised and battered, numbed with pain. It took terrific effort for him to keep moving. Unless a break came his way soon, he knew he would lose.


  Hardesty seemed to regard the stairs at his opportunity to bring the fight to a smashing finish. Suddenly he dove straight at Travers, who was at the very edge of the stairs.


  Travers had noted the stairs. He also had seen in them an opportunity. His reaction to Hardesty’s assault was lightning-quick. He bent over, his hands gripping the guide rail of the stairs.


  Hardesty’s hurtling form struck Travers’, and, unbalanced, went over. With a gasp of dismay, Hardesty flew through the air, landing at the bottom of the stairs with a resounding thump.


  The flight of steps was not a long one. Hardesty was dazed by his fall, but not Injured. In another moment he rose to his feet and climbed back up to the top.


  THE RESPITE, though short, had given Travers a vitally necessary breathing spell. Hardesty was back in the battle, but his former energy and cockiness were gone. His swings were clumsy, badly timed.


  Travers now closed in, sending home swift, lethal punches. And then the chance for which he had been waiting game. Hardesty’s guard finally faltered and broke. Travers smashed his left into the giant’s middle, followed it with a jolting right to the face. Hardesty bent, straightened, went reeling back, shaken and dazed.


  Grimly Travers followed. He sent another left to the other’s middle, and then his right, shooting up from his thigh, crashed squarely into Hardesty’s jaw. The giant’s knees bent and he turned and pressed his palms against the wall in an effort to keep erect. His knees sagged. He slid down the wall and crumpled limply to the floor.


  Travers turned slowly to the group of crewmen, breathing hard, his features bruised and splotched with blood. They had been excited spectators of the fight, but now they were silent and awed.


  “We’re going on,” Travers said quietly. “Any more objections?”


  None of the men spoke. After another moment Travers retrieved his jacket and began stiffly to put it on.


  Several of the crewmen lifted Hardesty’s unconscious form, and with the rest following, went quietly back down to the engine room.


  Travers felt soft hands brush his away as he began buttoning the jacket. Startled, he found himself looking into the face of Ardis Rickard.


  “Permit me,” she said. Deftly her slim fingers maneuvered the buttons in place. Her flake-gold eyes were shining. “You were very brave,” she said. “Never have I seen anything of the like. Many millions of people are now indebted to you for their safety. My own thanks could hardly be enough.”


  She had spoken in her strange, slurred speech. More than their content, the pronunciation of her words had interested Travers. He searched her lovely features for some hint of the incredible mystery which he felt sure was hidden behind them.


  “Captain—let me shake your hand!” It was Rickard, his voice husky with emotion. He caught Travers’ fingers in a tight grasp. “What Ardis just said goes for me, too. You may not have known it, but in winning that fight you helped save a world.”


  Travers frowned in bewilderment, “I’m afraid I don’t understand. What world are you talking about? Is Earth in danger?”


  Rickard shook his bald head slowly. “No, Captain, not Earth. I hesitate to explain, because the world—our world—is not yet ready for the knowledge. It would do more harm than good. But in return for the service you have just rendered Ardis and myself, I’ll tell you this much. The world of which I spoke lies in a sun system in an inconceivably remote part of the Universe. It is a beautiful world, a fine world, one well worth saving.”


  Travers’ thoughts kaleidoscoped in sudden, amazed speculation. If that world were so terribly far away, how was it reached? What sort of ship could cross the immense interstellar distance? Travers almost had the overwhelming answer when an abrupt ringing of the alarm bell echoed throughout the ship.


  An instant later Jupe Barlow came running frantically up the passageway. His leathery face was pale, strained with an intense anxiety.


  “Skipper—we’ve just been stopped by Harl Callan! Harl Callan—the pirate!”


  “Harl Callan!” Travers gasped. “The famous. Prince of Plunders! What’s he doing in this part of the System?”


  “A pirate?” Rickard burst out. “My Lord—the cargo! Millions in radium!”


  CHAPTER III


  WITH RICKARD’S appalled cry ringing in his ears. Travers ran to the control room. His thoughts raced in chaotic confusion. Shocked by the knowledge that the ship had been waylaid by a pirate, the scientist had involuntarily revealed the nature of the mysterious cargo. It was radium—an unusually large amount of it.


  Travers wondered what part the radium played in the whole incomprehensible business. Rickard and the girl had insisted it was tremendously important that their cargo reach its destination. This was a ship in space, a half-million miles past Saturn. The fate of an unknown world seemed to rest upon the radium reaching that ship—a world in an unthinkably remote part of the Universe. Was the radium to be used in powering the ship? Or was the ship merely to transport-it to that world?


  Travers decided this latter guess to be the most likely. If so, he could understand Rickard’s intense desire for secrecy. For a ship capable of crossing the immense distance between sun systems could mean only one thing—interstellar travel! And as Rickard had said, the people of the Solar System weren’t ready for that yet. Knowledge that such a ship existed—within comparatively easy reach—would cause incalculable harm. In the hands of unscrupulous powers, such a ship would be a terrible weapon. Not until the constant menace of war had been abolished would the System be ready for interstellar travel.


  But another and much more immediate complication had presented itself. Harl Callan, the famous freebooter, had stopped the Perihelion. Callan would doubtlessly search the vessel. He would find the cargo of radium and appropriate it after the manner of his kind.


  Travers remembered Ardis Rickard’s desperate anxiety that the radium reach its goal. The destiny of a far-distant world depended on it. Travers had only an inkling of what it was all about. He knew that such guesses as he had made were quite likely far from the truth. But remembering Ardis Rickard’s driving urgency, he knew he had Somehow to prevent Callan from taking the radium.


  He burst into the control room. The viewscreen showed the sleek, gleaming length of Callan’s pirate vessel. It was paralleling the freighter’s course, several hundred yards away in space. The snouts of positron cannon and the tubes of torpedo launchers were menacingly in evidence along the pirate’s hull.


  Even as Travers looked, a voice spoke sharply from the radio.


  “Open your airlock and prepare for a bearding party. We warn you that we are ready to go into instant action. The slightest sign of resistance will be fatal.”


  The radio clicked off. Pilot Bob Selden turned to look at Travers.


  “Anything we can do, Captain?”


  “I guess not,” Travers said slowly. “The Perihelion doesn’t have the speed or the weapons to justify any tricks. We’ll just have to do what they say—for the time being, at least. Hold to your course.”


  A moment later Jupe Barlow ran into the control room. Behind him came Rickard and the girl.


  “Captain—what are we going to do?” Rickard questioned anxiously.


  TRAVERS SHOOK his head, his features bleak. “There’s nothing we can do in the way of active resistance. Callan’s ship is heavily armed, and all we have here on the Perihelion are a few small hand guns. Pirates generally leave independent freighters alone, and so I’ve never been faced with the necessity of arming my ship.”


  “But we must do something!” Ardis Rickard cried. “If this Harl Callan takes the cargo, my world perishes utterly!”


  “Your world?” Travers echoed wonderingly. “What do you—”


  He broke off. A heavy metallic pounding had sounded throughout the ship.


  “The pirates,” Travers said grimly. “They’re at the airlock. Come along, Jupe. As for you, Professor Rickard, I think it might be best if you and your daughter remained out of sight.”


  “No, Captain, I’m going with you,” Rickard insisted, squaring his blocky shoulders. “I want to do what I can to help.”


  “And I, too,” Ardis added.


  Travers shrugged; there was no time to argue. At a run, he set out for the airlock.


  Travers operated the opening switch of the airlock controls, and shortly a squad of Pirates came clanking into the Perihelion. There were eight of them. They wore heavy, military-type spacesuits, and each held a Maddox blast-gun at the ready.


  While the others formed a protecting circle, the leader of the pirates unscrewed the fastenings of his suit. The great breast-plate swung open like a door, and Harl Callan climbed out, leaving the metal garment standing on the floor behind him like a hollow robot.


  The famous Prince of Plunder was a slender man of medium height, with a keen, high-cheekboned face and intense blue eyes. He was garbed dapperly in a smart space uniform consisting of green synthetic wool tunic and shorts with high boots of brown plastolon.


  Callan placed his hands on his lean hips and regarded the group of people before him with coolly speculative eyes. His mouth, thin and firm beneath a narrow mustache, was twisted in a faint, quizzical smile.


  Callan’s gaze rested a moment on Ardis Rickard. Something that might have been surprise passed briefly over his features. Then his eyes moved on. When they came to Travers, they narrowed abruptly. Callan’s hawkish features became queerly tense.


  Travers had been staring at the buccaneer from the instant the other emerged from the spacesuit. Now his brown eyes lighted in joyfully amazed recognition, and a swift grin removed the tension from his face. He burst out:


  “Harley Cald—!”


  Callan quickly raised a silencing hand. The pirate’s answering grin was at once an acknowledgment and a warning.


  “Sorry, old man,” Callan drawled. “Harl Callan’s the name. The Prince of Plunder, at your service.”


  “Shall we start searching the ship, Commander?” one of the pirates asked. He spoke through the opened face pert of his suit.


  Callan shook his dark red head quickly. “Not this time, Percy. Our little visit has turned out to be one of pleasure, not business.”


  Such as showed of Percy’s face beyond the opened face port was heavy and scarred, a strong fighter’s face that Mike Hardesty would immediately have respected. Now it broke into a friendly smile.


  “Sure, Commander!” Percy responded.


  “At ease, the rest of you!” Callan barked.


  The frowning muzzles of the blast-guns were lowered. Face ports-were opened. The features of the pirate squad were wondering and puzzled, but withal friendly.


  Callan turned to Travers. “May I suggest that we retire to your cabin for a little discussion. Captain? Your passengers and crew, of course, are under no restrictions.”


  TRAVERS nodded quickly “With pleasure, Captain.” He gestured at those of his officers and crew who were present, standing about in attitudes of bewildered curiosity. “Return to your duties, men.” To Rickard and the girl: “You may return to your cabins. There is nothing more to worry about.”


  Then Travers turned and led the way to his cabin. Inside, he, whirled and grasped Callan’s extended hand.


  “Harley Caldwell! Of All people! And the famous Prince of Plunder, too! I just can’t believe it. What in the name of reason are you doing in this part of space?”


  Callan grinned. “That’s what I stopped your ship to find out from you, Glenn. To answer your question, though, I have a base on one of Saturn’s moons, and was returning from a little . . . ah . . . business trip when I saw your ship go by. Decided to investigate just as a precaution. One can’t be too careful in my profession, you know. My friends, the Interplanetary Rangers, are forever trying all sorts of tricks to get their hands on me.


  “I can understand that!” Travers ran a hand through his hair, shaking his head. “Old Harley Caldwell—the Prince of Plunder! Why, we roomed together at the Astronautical Academy. We graduated together, got drunk together, dated the same girls . . . The last I heard, you had vanished in space while commanding a passenger ship for Intersystem. And now you’re still alive . . . as Harl Callan, the pirate. I don’t get it!”


  Callan smiled wryly. “It’s a long story, Glenn. When I was given that captaincy by Intersystem, the line was heavily in the red. The directors were a bunch of rats; they decided to sabotage a couple of their ships so that they could collect insurance on the wrecks. I was the scapegoat the first time. I managed to save only a few of the passengers and crew, and Intersystem collected handsomely.


  “The second time, however, only I and two others came out alive. That was when I woke up to what it was all about. I couldn’t have returned to Earth with what I knew, though, since Intersystem was powerful enough to shift the entire blame on me. Remember, the disasters only happened to ships I was commanding. And even if I had managed to make Intersystem pay for what it did, I’d have been involved in the resulting scandal—blacklisted by every line in the System. So I simply became Harl Callan, the Prince of Plunder. It’s not a bad business, once you get used to it.”


  Travers caught the other’s arm in quick sympathy. “You’ve had a rotten break, Harl. But now I understand the Prince of Plunder’s mysterious grudge against Intersystem. You did right in driving those crooks on the rocks.”


  “Yes—I made them pay.” Callan’s features twisted bitterly. “But at the same time it forced me to remain a pirate. I didn’t like it—but I had to make a living.” He smiled with sudden pride. “But I’ve tried to be a good pirate—if there is such an animal. I’ve never taken an innocent life, never stolen from those who couldn’t afford it.”


  TRAVERS’ grip tightened on Callan’s shoulder. “A damned good pirate, Harl. The Prince of Plunder is famous—and liked, I’ve heard the Interplanetary Rangers chase you around more out of duty than any actual desire to bring you in. They know you’ve operated on the side of the law as much as you’ve worked against it.”


  They spoke for a time, recalling memories of their days at the Academy. Without hesitating, Travers told Callan about Rickard and Ardis and their strange mission. Then Callan rose to his feet.


  “Well, I’ll have to be getting along, Glenn. If you should need me, give me a buzz on the space radio, and I’ll come running.”


  They shook hands, then, in reluctant parting. With his men clanking after him, Callan left the Perihelion. Travers watched with a strange tightness in his throat as the pirate’s sleek ship blasted away into the void.


  Travers met the questioning glances of the others with the explanation that he had once been acquainted with Harl Callan, before he became the famous Prince of Plunder. He did not go into details, but all were apparently satisfied.


  Conditions aboard the freighter settled back down to a semblance of normal. There were occasional mutterings from the crew, but Mark Hardesty was a sportsman to the core and kept the men in control, living up to the terms of his lost fight with Travers. Then Bob Selden signalled Travers on the inter-ship communicator with the announcement that they were approaching a space ship off the port bow.


  Travers watched the strange vessel swell into size and detail in the viewscreen. An eerie wonder rose in him. Never before had he seen anything like that ship. It was of a totally unfamiliar design and construction. He knew instinctively that it had never been built within the Solar System.


  CHAPTER IV


  SELDEN turned in his chair to regard Travers with awed eyes. “Captain—that ship! What . . . what is it?”


  “It’s our destination,” Travers answered slowly. “But just what it is, I’d rather not say just yet. Bring the Perihelion up beside it and cut off power.”


  Travers left the control room, then, and went to Rickard’s cabin. “We’ve reached our destination,” he reported. “What are your instructions from this point on?”


  An immense relief leaped into Rickard’s eyes. The lines grooving his face seemed to smooth away. “At last!” he breathed. He gestured excitedly. “Excuse me a moment, Captain. I must tell Ardis.”


  Travers watched as Rickard hurried to the door of the girl’s cabin.


  “We’ve reached the ship!” he announced, when she appeared in answer to his knock.


  Joy brightened her lovely face. With a soft cry, she threw herself into Rickard’s arms.


  “Jarnevon!” she murmured. “Jarnevon is saved!” She turned impulsively to Travers. “Captain, I don’t know how to thank you. Without your help, this never would have been possible.”


  Travers shrugged in discomfiture, meeting her gold-flaked eyes in sudden wistfulness. For the first time realization hit him that this meant parting. He was reluctant to accept the fact that he would most likely never see the girl again. He knew that the memory of her strangely slurred speech would haunt him forever.


  Travers looked away in abrupt embarrassment. He became aware of what was responsible for his feelings. He—Glenn Travers, tough young skipper of the Perihelion—was in love!


  “There is no time to lose now,” Rickard said swiftly. “We must get the cargo loaded aboard the other ship.”


  Travers nodded and started to move away. A sudden metallic pounding halted him. Someone was knocking for admission on the outer door of the airlock!


  He turned puzzled eyes to Rickard. Oddly enough, the scientist smiled.


  “That will be my partner, Professor Harry Jonothan,” Rickard explained. “We left him aboard the other ship as a sort of guard. No doubt he’s here to welcome us back. Will you please see that he is admitted aboard, Captain?”


  Travers voiced brief agreement and started for the airlock, his thoughts whirling. Professor Jonothan’s absence from the affair was now explained. He had been left aboard the mysterious ship in space, which had been the Perilhelion’s objective.


  Once again Travers operated the airlock opening switch, and shortly a spacesuited figure clanked inside. The man who climbed from the suit was very tall, with a great shock of blond hair. His lean, hard body showed a whipcord strength. A blast-gun was holstered at his hip.


  Rickard shook the arrival’s hand with a broad grin. Then he turned to Travers.


  “Captain, I want you to meet Professor Harry Jonothan.”


  Travers took Jonothan’s extended hand with an acknowledging smile. Introductions over, Jonothan turned eagerly to Rickard.


  “Did you get the stuff?”


  RICKARD nodded and glanced at Travers. “Captain, will you see that the work of unloading the cargo is begun?”


  Travers hesitated, his eyes narrowed in a frown. Then his lips pressed together determinedly.


  “Professor Rickard, I’m afraid I must refuse to follow your instructions any further, until I know what this is all about. Please understand that I’m not doing this out of idle curiosity. I have the highest regard for the reputations of Professor Jonothan and yourself, but there are certain things involved in this matter which are rather suspicious, to say the least.


  “I know for one that our cargo is an unusually large amount of radium—you yourself revealed that. I know for another that the ship we have just reached is an interstellar vessel, built upon another world. Such bits of information as you have dropped from time to time, apparently have been made to lead me into believing that the radium and the ship are to be used to save some world in a distant part of the Universe. But for all I know, your motives may be much deeper than that. In the wrong hands, an interstellar ship would be a terrible weapon. Until I know the full truth of this business, I shall have to refuse any further co-operation.”


  “I understand your attitude,” Professor Jonothan said slowly. “The ship out there would make a terrible weapon.” Suddenly his hand darted to his hip. He pulled the blast-gun free, pointing it directly at Travers.


  “You know entirely too much, Captain—too much for your own good, I’m afraid. The System is not yet ready for this knowledge. Not until it has outgrown its childish propensity for constant warfare will it be ready . . . I assure you that the motives of Professor Rickard and myself are of the best, but if you refuse to believe, the only thing I can do is to force you to help us.”


  Rickard gestured wearily. “It isn’t necessary to go into that, Harry. Captain Travers has already helped us more than we’ll ever be able to thank him for this, I’m sure, entitled to a full explanation of what this is all about.”


  “Yes,” Ardis added abruptly. “I would like very much for the Captain to know. He can be trusted. The knowledge would be safe with him.”


  Jonothan replaced his weapon in its holster. “Well, it’s all right with me, if you both say so.”


  “Let’s go to my cabin,” Rickard suggested. “We’ll need privacy for what’s going to be said.”


  Tense with excitement, Travers followed the others. At long last, the mystery was going to be cleared up.


  “To begin with,” Rickard said, when they had been seated, “Ardis is not my daughter. In fact, she is not from Earth at all, but from a planet amazingly like Earth in size, physical properties, and chemical make-up. The name of this world is Jarnevon. Evolution on both worlds seemed to have followed parallel lines of development, producing a race of people similar to ourselves in every detail.”


  Rickard smiled at Travers’ expression as he stared at Ardis. He went on, “Like Earth at present, Jarnevon has suffered from continual warfare. Then its women revolted against the almost constant carnage and destruction: they seized the reins of government, and Jarnevon became a matriarchy. War died out; for centuries there has been peace. The arts have flourished greatly, but science, particularly where it might have potentialities toward war, has largely died out.


  “Now, a race of alien beings has become aware of Jarnevon’s existence, and this through an expedition which discovered the planet. The aliens have proved themselves to be warlike and cruel; during their scouting of Jarnevon the expedition made a number of raids to obtain captives and loot. They caused a great deal of destruction in several major cities out of no other apparent motive than sheer deviltry.


  “Fortunately not all the old weapons had been destroyed by the matriarchs. These were put back into operation, and the expedition was finally driven away. But there is no doubt that the aliens will return with reinforcements, obviously regarding Jarnevon as easy prey when sufficient force is brought against it.”


  RICKARD leaned forward in heightened earnestness. “At present the matriarchs of Jarnevon are making desperate efforts to prepare for an attack when the aliens return in force. Using the old weapons as models, they are building more. But a serious drawback to these preparations is that the weapons, without exception, are powered by radium, and in the centuries of peace most of the available radium has been used up in other ways. So unless Jarnevon receives a supply of radium to power its weapons, it will fall when the invaders return. That may be very soon.”


  Travers nodded slowly. “But how does Ardis and the interstellar ship enter into it?”


  “The only way for the matriarchs to obtain radium was to visit some other sun system,” Rickard continued. “Among the old weapons was a number of interstellar vessels. These were put back into operation, and crews of specially-trained girls were sent out in the hope of finding a planet from which a supply of radium could be obtained. Ardis was the leader of one such crew. She happened to stumble across our sun system by the merest chance.”


  “I get it now,” Travers said. “You and Professor Jonothan ran across Ardis’ ship while on your scientific expedition.”


  Rickard nodded. “And by means of the electronic educators possessed by her people she made us understand the purpose of her visit. The devices, you see, impress knowledge directly upon the memory centers of the brain. In this way we were able to make a quick exchange of language and information. The rest was comparatively simple.


  “Professor Jonothan and I swiftly discovered that there would be no financial obstacles toward obtaining the amount of radium Ardis required, and this because of the fact that her vessel was constructed mainly of vulcanium.” Rickard smiled briefly in response to Travers’ expression of incredulous surprise. “Yes, vulcanium—the element we regard as more precious than platinum or gold. As you know, most of the other elements at present can be produced by the atomic transmutation process, radium among them. However, because of its tremendously complex atomic structure, the manufacture of vulcanium is virtually impossible. Hence its standing as a precious element.


  “To obtain radium, all Professor Jonothan and I had to do was to tear out a sufficient number of partitions from Ardis’ ship. Ardis and I then took this to Earth in the expedition vessel, exchanging the vulcanium partitions for credits, and the latter for radium. To avoid suspicion, since we had decided it was best to keep the interstellar ship a secret, I had Ardis pose as my daughter. Fortunately, I had commercial contacts who were able to keep the entire transaction largely under cover, but even so’s hint of the affair may have reached certain dangerous parties.”


  Travers shook his head in awe. “Great space—an interstellar ship . . . built mostly of precious vulcanium! Why, we’re political dynamite!”


  Jonothan nodded grimly. “All too correct. Captain. Which is the reason why we can’t waste any time. Your freighter may have been followed. Jarnevon needs that radium, and only Ardis’ interstellar ship can get it there. If that ship falls into the wrong hands, Jarnevon is doomed. And as for the System . . . well, you can imagine what would happen is some unscrupulous political power gained possession of the ship.”


  Travers rose quickly to his feet. “We must get busy, then. I’ll see that the work of unloading the radium cargo is begun immediately.”


  Hurrying to the control room, Travers went to the inter-ship communicator and sent out swift orders. The Perihelion awoke into bustling activity. When Travers joined the two scientists and the girl again, they were donning spacesuits preparatory to overseeing the work of loading the radium into the interstellar ship.


  “Come along, if you wish, Captain,” Rickard invited. “You can have the opportunity of seeing what a vessel from another world looks like. Ardis will show you around.”


  Travers hesitated, then nodded. He knew this would be his last sight of the girl.


  Ardis smiled in evident shyness. “I shall be very glad to show you my ship, Captain.”


  Travers grinned back and began climbing into a spacesuit. He froze into motionlessness as Third Mate Bill Paxton came running into the airlock foyer.


  Paxton’s face was bleak. “Cap—I’ve been keeping an eye on Dorg Sandas, like you said,” he blurted. “And do you know what? He’s a spy, that’s what he is! I just caught him using a hidden space radio down in the hold!”


  CHAPTER V


  TRAVERS went cold with dismay.


  Dorg Sandas—a spy! What did it mean? With whom had the little Martian been communicating?


  In the next instant Travers whirled to Rickard and Jonothan, “This means trouble—serious trouble. We can’t waste a single second now. There’s no telling what will happen. You’ve got to get the radium loaded aboard the other ship as fast as you possibly can. And take Ardis with you. I’m going to see what this is all about.”


  The two scientists nodded briefly and completed the sealing of their suits. Then, with Ardis between them, they clanked into the airlock and shortly were out in the void, crossing to the interstellar ship by means of a guide line which Jonothan had previously strung.


  Travers turned grimly back to Paxton. “Sandas—where is he?”


  “I locked him up in one of the store rooms down in the hold,” the other explained.


  “Come on, then,” Travers snapped. “We’re going to have a little talk with him!”


  Travers opened the store room door to find Sandas seated comfortably on a tool chest. The little Martian glanced up as they entered. He seemed totally unconcerned.


  “Get up!” Travers said.


  Sandas rose slowly to his feet. Some of his nonchalance left him. Fear crept into his eyes as he gazed at Travers’ face.


  “Who did you call on the space radio, Sandas?” Travers demanded.


  “You’ll find out soon enough.”


  “Answer me, Sandas! Who was it?”


  The other shook his head. “I ain’t talking, see? Like I said, you’ll find out.”


  Travers made a hard, sharp movement. The back of his hand sliced the air and cracked whip-like against Sandas’ face. The Martian fell back in surprise, then sprawled against the tool chest as he collided with it. Travers followed the man, caught him by his tunic, jerked him erect, and swung him jokingly against the wall. Sandas dangled in Travers’ grasp, the toes of his space boots barely touching the floor.


  “You’re going to tell me what I want to know,” Travers said with deadly softness. “Or else I’m going to knock the information out of you. I haven’t any time to waste, Sandas.”


  “All right,” the Martian answered sullenly, “I called Karn Norgan, that’s who!”


  “Karn Norgan!” Travers gasped. Sandas’ wizened features glowed fanatically. “Right—Karn Norgan, leader of Marsland. Only now he’s going to be leader of all Mars . . . maybe of the whole System!”


  “Where is he located, Sandas? How soon can he get here?”


  “Karn Norgan was following our course all the time, since we left Mars. I kept sending him the co-ordinates. So I suppose he’s close enough to get here in a couple of hours or less. That means you better watch your step with me, Travers. You won’t have time to get away in this old tub.” Travers hurled the Martian away and turned to Paxton. “Great space—this is bad! If Norgan gets his hands on that ship, the whole System will be turned inside out!” He gestured imperatively. “Keep Sandas in here, Bill. I’ve got to tell the others about this.”


  Racing back to the airlock foyer, Travers climbed into the spacesuit which he had vacated a short time before. A moment later he was crossing toward the interstellar ship. He found Rickard and Jonothan supervising the loading of the radium. Ardis stood nearby.


  “I found out who it was Dorg Sandas called,” Travers told the two scientists. “It was Karn Norgan, dictator of Marsland on Mars.”


  “Norgan!” Rickard exclaimed in dismay. “Why, that man’s utterly ruthless—power-mad! He’ll stop at nothing! We must work even faster now. The radium must be loaded before he arrives.”


  “And that will be mighty soon,” Travers said. “Norgan followed us all the way out here.”


  He glanced at Ardis. She stood like a statue of frozen loveliness. He tried desperately to think of something reassuring to say, and then an idea occurred to him.


  “The situation isn’t as completely hopeless as it looks,” he told the girl. “Here is what you can do. Have your ship prepared for flight at an instant’s notice. Then take off for Jarnevon the moment Norgan appears. Understand?”


  SHE NODDED quickly. Then, as though arresting herself on the very brink of motion, she hesitated. Her gold-flaked eyes met Travers’ solemnly.


  “This . . . this is farewell. Captain,” she murmured. “I had hoped—” Abruptly her voice faded. She looked away.


  On an impulse Travers touched her arm. “I had some hopes of my own, Ardis. But it seems they are not to be. Farewell.”


  She lifted her eyes again and looked at him for a long tense interval. Then she turned abruptly and strode away. Travers watched her go with an aching sensation of loss.


  He turned back to Rickard and Jonothan. “Well, I’m going to return to the Perihelion and help unload the radium. I presume you both are going to Jarnevon.”


  Rickard nodded. “We wouldn’t miss the chance for all the credits, degrees, and medals in the System!”


  Travers shook hands with the two scientists. Then, closing the face port of his suit, he let himself out once more into the void.


  The crew of the Perihelion was strung out between the freighter and the interstellar ship. As those within the freighter shoved the lead containers of radium through the cargo hatch, the others quickly shunted them across to the other vessel, where they were taken aboard.


  Travers pitched in. The number of lead containers seemed endless. As he was handed one by the man behind him, he passed it quickly to another in front. His motions gradually took on a mechanical precision. Back of them, back of his very thoughts, lay a burning urgency.


  Occasionally he glanced in the direction of Saturn. The ringed planet loomed large in the void, somehow a baleful presence. No glittering specks of brightness showed as yet to indicate the approach of Norgan’s ships.


  The lead containers began coming more slowly. Travers used the radio within his suit to call Jupe Barlow aboard the freighter.


  “How many left, Jupe?”


  “We’re hauling out the last ones now, skipper!”


  Eagerly Travers resumed work. And then, glancing toward Saturn again, he saw a pair of shining motes against the planet’s disk. Two ships, approaching at top speed. Norgan’s ships, Travers knew.


  But the unloading of the containers had been finished. Even now the last of them was being stowed aboard the interstellar ship.


  “Board ship, men!” Travers called into his radio. “And fast! Possible enemy vessels approaching.”


  He followed the others into the Perihelion, and at the control room viewscreen he watched as the two ships swelled into size. Soon he could make out the insigna painted on their hulls, Karn Norgan’s party symbol, a triangle.


  Travers smiled grimly. Karn Norgan was due for an unpleasant surprise. Ardis had obviously witnessed his approach from some sort-of viewing apparatus aboard her own vessel. Even now her slim hands must be moving over the controls of the interstellar craft. Within seconds it would vanish with the incredible speed that only an interstellar ship possessed. Karn Norgan would find his trap suddenly empty, his prey having flown right out from under his nose.


  But as the two warships rushed closer, nothing happened. Ardis’ vessel remained motionless. Travers’ felt a cold surge of dismay. What was wrong? Why didn’t Ardis take off?


  The two warships separated, one taking up a position beside Travers’ ship and the other beside that of Ardis. Soldiers in spacesuits began pouring from the airlocks.


  TRAVERS witnessed this through his face port as he crossed the void toward the interstellar ship. Certain that something had happened to delay the vessel, he had hurriedly donned a suit and gone to question Rickard and Jonothan.


  The two scientists came running to meet him as he emerged from the airlock. Behind them followed Ardis.


  Travers jerked open the face port of his suit. “What’s wrong?” he demanded. “Why didn’t you take off? Norgan’s here—has us surrounded already!”


  “The controls jammed!” Rickard said heavily. “Ardis has her technicians working on them—but they can’t possibly be cleared in time. Can’t we—”


  A heavy metallic pounding rose from the direction of the outer airlock door, chopping off Rickard’s words. He glanced at Jonothan in despair.


  Within his suit Travers sagged. “No time,” he muttered. “Norgan’s here now. He’d blast us if we tried anything.”


  Preceded by a squad of soldiers, Kara Norgan clanked triumphantly aboard. The ruler of Marsland wore an ornate spacesuit, with a triangle symbol emblazoned on the breast.


  With the soldiers grouped watchfully around him, Kara Norgan climbed from his spacesuit. He was a squat, powerful man, with a shock of black hair and a short beard. His sharp black eyes were set deeply in pits of gristle. He had a large beaked nose with flared nostrils and thin sardonic lips.


  He was garbed spectacularly in a black jacket and white breeches thrust into shining black plastolon boots. The front of the jacket was encrusted with a glittering array of medals and ribbons.


  Placing his knuckles on his hips in a characteristic pose, Norgan studied the group of captives before him, contempt and arrogance evident in his gaze.


  “Where’s Dorg Sandas?” he demanded abruptly.


  “He’s aboard the other ship,” Travers said. “You’ll find your precious little spy locked up in a store room down in the hold.”


  Norgan turned to one of the soldiers behind him, “See that Sandas is released and taken aboard one of the warships.” He swung back to Travers. “As for you, it would be wise to use a great deal more respect when you speak to me.”


  Travers’ eyes glinted. He said incisively, “I’m a citizen of Earth, Kara Norgan, not one of your followers to order around.”


  “The power of Earth doesn’t extend out here,” Norgan returned. “I’m in full control, and you all will do just as I say if you have any regard for your health.”


  The dictator returned his attention to Ardis. Now he walked close to her, devouring her loveliness with narrowed eyes.


  “Well-well! Not only an interstellar ship, but a beautiful young woman besides. An exquisitely beautiful young woman, I might add.” He smiled thinly. “My dear, I think you and I are going to be friends very good friends.”


  After a moment Norgan glanced at Travers and the two scientists. His grin faded. His beady stare probed at each of them in turn.


  “As for you . . . well, there’s an old saying—dead men tell no tales!”


  CHAPTER VI


  NORGAN barked swift orders.


  Two of the soldiers were left to guard Travers, Rickard and Jonothan. The others were to accompany Norgan and Ardis on an inspection tour of the interplanetary vessel.


  Norgan held Ardis’ arm in wolfish familiarity as he led the group away. She shrank from him in dislike, but was unable to escape the hard, possessive grip of his fingers. Travers watched with helpless fury until a turn in the corridor hid the couple from sight.


  Each standing watch in turn, the two soldiers who had been left with Travers and the scientists climbed from their space-suits. Travers had not yet removed his own suit, and now one of the guards gestured at him.


  “Crawl out of your shell, spacie,” he commanded. “You ain’t going anywhere for a while—if you live long enough to go anywhere.” Silently Travers unfastened the breast plate of his suit from his position within. A dim thought stirred in his mind—and then it blazed into sudden prominence. With it came a plan. A plan which, if it worked at all, would strip Karn Norgan of his control over the situation. The risks would be huge—but Travers knew he could not avoid them.


  He swung open the breast plate and climbed out. He pretended clumsiness as he did so, swinging the suit around on the floor until it stood sideways relative to the two soldiers. His hands were thus concealed and they worked swiftly, flipping the activator switches of the propulsion rockets built into the shoulders.


  The rockets ignited, flamed and as they flamed, Travers swung the suit around the rest of the way, so that the back of it was turned toward the two guards. He himself was hidden behind the suit’s bulk.


  The Martians swore in dismayed surprise and triggered their weapons. Travers’ suit deflected the charges, and then the shoulder rockets caught the soldiers in their blowtorch-like blast. Their curses died abruptly in choked screams. Faces blackened, uniforms charred, they slumped to the floor.


  Travers whirled to Rickard and Jonothan. “Quick! Get into suits. We’re returning to the Perihelion. It’s our only chance to spoil Norgan’s little scheme.”


  Rickard paused only long enough to grip Travers’ arm. “Fast thinking, son! You deserve a medal for this!” Then he turned and began climbing into one of the spacesuits vacated by Norgan’s soldiers. Jonothan, nearby was getting into another.


  Travers turned to Norgan’s own suit. It was this, he hoped, which would insure the success of his plan.


  Seconds later the three were crossing to the Perihelion.


  More soldiers were on guard within the freighter. Several lounged inside the airlock foyer, while others kept watch over the crewmen in the engine and control rooms.


  As Travers, with Rickard and Jonothan following, emerged from the inner airlock door, the soldiers in the foyer stiffened into surprised attention. Seeing the ornate space-suit, with the triangle symbol on the breast, they evidently assumed that Norgan himself was inside. It undoubtedly never occured to them that anyone else would be wearing the suit.


  Travers kept his face averted behind the face port. He waved the soldiers back, and with Rickard and Jonothan close behind him, clanked hurriedly to the control room.


  More soldiers were on guard there. They had Bob Selden, Jupe Barlow and Bill Paxton gathered into a tight-lipped group against one of the walls.


  WAVING his hands in an imperious gesture of dismissal, Travers got the guards out of the room. They were puzzled, but did not hesitate to obey the order. With the door closed and locked, Travers and the scientists climbed from their garments. Jupe Barlow and the others stared incredulously, then leaped forward with excited questions. Travers left Rickard and Jonothan to answer them, while he hurried over the space radio. He switched on the powerful apparatus-sending out a call on the general communications beam. Except for personal communications, all ships in space had their receivers tuned to that beam.


  “Harl Callan!” he called. “Glenn Travers calling Harl Callan!”


  Anxiously Travers waited. He repeated the call. Then, after what seemed centuries, an answer came.


  “Harl Callan in contact! What is it, Glenn?”


  Travers spoke a code name for a frequency he and Callan had used as cadets at the Academy. He made the necessary adjustments on the apparatus, then waited until Callan’s buzzed signal indicated that the other had tuned in.


  “What is it, Glenn?” Callan repeated. “Anything wrong?”


  “Plenty!” Travers said. He explained swiftly. “We need your help, Harl,” he finished. “If Norgan gets away with what he’s up to, the System is in for a bad shake-up.”


  “I’ll be there!” Callan promised. “Might be something I can do. In fact, I’m sure of it!”


  “How far away are you?” Travers asked.


  The other laughed. “Not far away at all, Glenn. You see, I happened to pass Norgan’s ships on their way out, and I followed them to see what they were up to. Seemed funny that they should be so close on your course.”


  “Great!” Travers cried. “Hurry, Harl!”


  Pulses leaping with renewed hope, Travers switched off the radio. As he turned, Rickard hurried up to him, grasped his arm and pointed. Gazing in the indicated direction, Travers became aware for the first time that an assault was being made on the control room door. The area around the lock was glowing a fiery red as blast-guns played upon it.


  Even as Travers watched, the lock gave. The door crashed open, and a close-packed group of Norgan’s soldiers burst into the room. The muzzles of their weapons fastened threateningly on Travers and the others.


  A moment later Norgan himself came stalking inside, his square face twisted in fury. He came to a stop before Travers, breathing hard.


  “You!” he snarled. “You’re going to pay for what you did!” Abruptly his black eyes narrowed. “Who were you calling on the radio?”


  Travers smiled, as though in triumph. “The Interplanetary Rangers,” he said. “You won’t get away with this, Norgan!”


  “The Interplanetary Rangers?” Norgan threw back his head and laughed. “You poor fool, don’t you realize it’ll be weeks before they get here? By that time, you’ll all be dead and I’ll be millions of miles away. With the interstellar ship in my possession, no one in the System will be able to touch me!”


  Norgan’s exultation faded. Knuckles on hips, he studied Travers with sudden deadly purpose.


  “I should have had you killed at once,” he said slowly. “I almost made a serious mistake in letting you live as long as I did. But that little matter is going to be corrected here and now.”


  The dictator stepped back. Drawing his blast-gun, he signalled to the soldiers behind him. They lifted their weapons, selecting victims from among Rickard, Jonothan and the others.


  Travers felt a sharp dismay. Ho couldn’t believe that his death was only a matter of another few heart beats. He had counted on Norgan being occupied with other affairs until Callan arrived. But Norgan intended to take no further risks with Travers and his group. He was going to have them killed immediately.


  STALLING FOR further time was out of the question. The fingers of Norgan and his soldiers were already tightening on the triggers of their weapons. Travers braced himself for the bolts of energy which would leap out at him within instants.


  The buzzer of the space radio sounded. It cut into the strained silence like an explosion. Instinctively the eyes of Norgan and his men went to the apparatus. Their deadly intentions were momentarily forgotten.


  The buzzer sounded again, with strident insistence. Gesturing for his men to remain on the alert, Norgan went over to the radio and switched it on.


  “Who is it?” he snapped.


  “This is Harl Callan,” the suave tones of the Prince of Plunder answered. “As for what I want, I might ask the same thing of you, Karn Norgan.”


  “That’s my business!”


  “I’m here on business, too,” Callan growled. “And I’ll have no interference from a dictator. I know you have two ships to my one, but I can give you a battle, as you well know. One hell of a stiff battle!”


  “Wait!” Norgan said quickly. “There is no need to go into that. Look, Callan, I have in my hands the means to spread my authority over the entire System. I could use the help of a man like you. What do you say to joining my forces? As a reward to start with, how would you like several millions in radium?”


  Callan’s voice sounded again from the space radio. “Did you say several millions in radium, Norgan?”


  “Correct!” the dictator said. “If you agree to join me, I’ll see that it’s placed in your possession at once. What do you say?”


  “Several millions in radium—as a starter, eh?” Callan said slowly, his tone musing. “I say . . . yes!”


  CHAPTER VII


  “GOOD!” Norgan finished. “I’m aboard the freighter. Come over immediately, and we’ll discuss arrangements.”


  “I’ll be right there!” Callan said.


  Travers stared blindly at the floor, a sickness spreading through him. Knowledge of Callan’s duplicity had come as a terrible shock.


  The Prince of Plunder had been his last hope. But Callan had sold out for the radium. The fact that he and Travers had once been close friends apparently mattered not at all. Callan had revealed himself to be as callous and mercenary as all the rest of his kind.


  A sense of defeat, of utter hopelessness, pressed like a Weight on Travers’ mind. Everything was lost now. Without the radium, Jarnevon would fall to the invading aliens. And with Ardis’ interstellar craft in his possession, the military power of the System would be helpless before Norgan’s ruthless scheme of conquest. As for Ardis herself, Travers refused to think of what would happen to her in Norgan’s hands.


  Switching off the space radio, Norgan turned. He gestured imperatively at the nearest of his soldiers.


  “Quick! Send word to the ships. When Callan appears in space, they are to turn their guns on him and blast him out of existence! His men will surrender quickly enough after that. I don’t trust that pirate—he’s a little too clever to take chances with.”


  The man designated lifted his hand in a salute and hurried from the control room. Norgan whirled to the viewscreen, operating the controls to bring Callan’s ship into focus and watching intently.


  A long moment passed. Then the airlock of the pirate vessel opened. A figure in a spacesuit emerged. Shoulder rockets flaming, it began to move toward the freighter.


  The eyes of everyone present were fixed upon the viewscreen. The incredible was going to happen. In another moment Harl Callan, the famous Prince of Plunder whose cunning had carried him safely through the most frantic attempts at capture, was going to be sent to his doom.


  Travers glanced around swiftly. All were occupied with the drama about to reach its grim climax. It was an opportunity, if he could take advantage of it quickly and effectively.


  He saw that he was near the control console. A plan surging into his mind, he began to inch toward it. What he had seen in the viewscreen had shown him that the freighter was lying almost parallel to one of Norgan’s worships. If he could reach the controls, he could send out a blast from the side jets that would swing the Perihelion directly into the warship with battering-ram effect. In the confusion he and his men would have a chance to turn on their captors.


  A sudden ripple of motion seemed to spread through the room. Everyone seemed momentarily to strain closer to the viewscreen. In spite of the desperate purpose in his mind, Travers looked, too.


  Callan was now directly out in space; midway between his private vessel and the freighter. And then the guns of the warships flamed. A dozen annihilating beams converged on Callan’s spacesuited figure, made it a focal point of eye-searing light. For a terrible moment the beams played. Then they winked out. Where Callan had been there now was nothing at all.


  Norgan straightened up, chuckling in satisfaction. And as though the sound were a signal, Travers leaped into action. He crossed the remaining distance to the control console, his fingers flashing to the activator switches of the side jets.


  A bellow of abrupt sound filled the control room. An instant later the Perihelion moved joltingly, smashing into the warship alongside it.


  TRAVERS HAD been prepared for what had happened. Gripping the pilot chair for support, he was the only one in the control room not thrown to the floor. Now he moved into action again, switching on the inter-ship communicator.


  “Travers speaking!” he shouted. “On your feet, men! This is your chance. Fight for your lives!”


  The stirring call of a bugle couldn’t have been more effective. The freighter wake into tumultuous activity. Its crew had been confronted with death or possible enslavement. Presented now with an chance for life and freedom, the tough space men threw themselves like yelling demons upon Norgan’s disorganized soldiers.


  Travers ran to the tangle of bodies on the control room floor, where Norgan and his men had been thrown. Seizing one of the soldiers by the front of his uniform, Travers hauled him to his feet, sent him reeling back with a blow to the jaw. A stray rifle presented Itself. He snatched it up and swung furiously about him with the butt.


  Rickard and Jonothan had stiffly regained their feet. At sight of the battle which had started, all trace of stiffness left them. Eyes lighting eagerly, they pitched in. They were scientists, specialists in deep space radiations. But they showed now that they were specialists in another field as well—that of rough and tumble, give and take fighting.


  Jupe Barlow and the other two officers were already in action, fighting as a tiny compact team. Jupe released blood-chilling yells as he flailed about him with hard, leathery fists.


  Brilliant flashes of light showed in the viewscreen, indicating that a terrific battle was going on out in space as well. Travers decided that Callan’s pirate crew had not surrendered, even though deprived of their leader, and was fighting it out with Norgan’s remaining warship. The other seemed to have been put out of operation by the crushing impact of the Perihelion.


  Norgan was screaming frantically for his soldiers to open fire. But none did. In the confined space of the control room, a shot was as likely to hit allies as well as enemies.


  But the soldiers had been trained well. The first shock of the crash and the confusion of the battle had now left them. Their long conditioning to fighting tactics now came into play. Slowly but surely they began to gather themselves into a compact group near the control room door. Once in a group, friend could be differentiated from foe. Then weapons could be brought into action.


  Travers’s hopes sank leadenly as he saw what was taking place. The soldiers were already aiming their weapons, waiting for their last few comrades to join them before they unleashed destruction upon Travers and his group.


  The end was only seconds away. Travers had made his last gamble—and failed.


  And then Norgan and his men were hurled forward like tenpins as the control room door abruptly burst inward. With a grinning Mike Hardesty at their head, a shouting band of crewmen burst into the room.


  “Need any help, Cap?” Hardesty roared. He didn’t wait for an answer. Growling, he threw himself at the soldiers nearest him. The others boiled around him, a tangle of pistoning arms and kicking legs.


  With a shout, Travers plunged into the fray. It had been a stiff fight to begin with, but the melee that took place now paled it into insignificance.


  “Burn us down like rats, would you?” Hardesty was bellowing. “Well, I’ll show you!”


  “Give ’em hell, skipper!” Jupe Barlow’s voice, shrill with excitement.


  TRAVERS GRINNED briefly, then became lost again in the blaze of battle. He never knew exactly how it happened, but suddenly he found himself facing Karn Norgan. The dictator had somehow managed to keep a grip on his blast-gun. He had been dancing about on the fringes of the fight, waiting for just this chance. More than anything else, he wanted to put an end to this upstart young captain who had brought such utter ruin to his plans.


  Now Norgan levelled the weapon at Travers. “I said you’d pay!” he shrilled in fury. “Now die!”


  Travers reacted desperately. Even before the last words left Norgan’s lips, he threw himself at the other’s legs.


  They went down in a wildly threshing tangle. Travers got a grip on the hand that held the blast-gun. Frenziedly Norgan sought to pull free and bring the weapon into play. Travers rammed a knee into the man’s stomach, then shot a fist into Norgan’s face. The dictator sagged, shaken and dazed.


  Jerking the blast-gun away, Travers hurled it to the floor behind him. Then he pulled Norgan to his feet. He held the other erect, steadied him. His fist flashed out from his shoulder, thudding solidly into Norgan’s jaw. The other’s head snapped back. With glazing eyes, he went reeling into the fray behind him, to be knocked down and trampled underfoot by the furiously milling-fighters.


  Within moments the battle was over. Travers’ men began fighting themselves before they realized it. They looked around puzzledly. Then, becoming aware of their complete victory, a ragged cheer burst from their throats.


  And on the echoes of that cheer came a soft clear voice.


  “Captain! Captain Travers!”


  It was Ardis. Tears of joy sparkling in her glorious eyes, she flew into Travers’ arms. He stood in stiff bewilderment a moment. Her arms were locked tightly about his neck and her soft body was pressed close to his. Realization swept him that her gladness was not so much that the fight had been won as that he himself was safe. His own arms tightened around her, and he pressed his cheek against the fragrant tumble of her hair.


  The shambles of the control room faded into unreality for him. Music filled his veins where blood had coursed.


  There was the abrupt buzzing of the space radio. Travers drew away from the girl, his face suddenly tense. Had Norgan’s remaining warship disposed of Callan’s pirate vessel? Would Norgan’s soldiers aboard it once more take the situation into their own hands? He switched on the radio in dread.


  “Attention, freighter Perihelion!” a voice said harshly. “Our guns are trained upon you, and we will open fire at the slightest sign of resistance. Put down any weapons and surrender immediately!”


  A short time later the metallic clanking of spacesuited men sounded through the freighter. Travers glanced hopelessly at Ardis. Their reunion was to have a bitter ending. With his men to back him once more, Norgan’s revenge would be merciless and swift.


  “Glenn!” a familiar voice cried. “Thank the powers—you’re safe!”


  Travers’ eyes widened in amazed disbelief. Harl Callan, the Prince of Plunder, stood in the control room doorway.


  “But . . . but you’re dead! Travers gasped. “You were blasted out In space. I saw it!”


  CALLAN STRODE forward, grinning broadly. “Glenn, I’m disappointed in you. Did you really think old Harl Callan was fool enough to be taken by Norgan’s little trick?”


  Travers shook his head in bewilderment. “I don’t understand. I thought you had double-crossed me, accepted Norgan’s offer. Then I saw you killed. What . . . how—?”


  “I merely pretended to accept—just to see what kind of a trap Norgan was planning,” Callan explained.


  “I wasn’t in the spacesuit at all. It was just a robot decoy that I keep on hand for emergencies like that.”


  Abruptly Callan looked indignant. “Hell, Glenn, you didn’t think I’d throw you over just for a few million; in radium, did you?”


  Travers caught the other’s arm quickly. “I’m sorry, Harl. But the way it looked, I didn’t know what else to think.”


  Callan gestured generously. “I’ll consider the matter closed, then.”


  “What about Norgan’s warships?” Travers asked. “What happened to them?”


  “Junk.” An impish grin spread over Callan’s face. “Norgan’s men are just like Norgan himself—lots of thunder, but mighty little blood, I was actually disappointed in the fight they put up. Your freighter did for one of the ships, I for the other. They’ll both be able to limp home after some patching up, but I’d say their fighting days are over . . . Well, what do you suggest doing with Karn Norgan?”


  “Let him go, I guess,” Travers said. “Back on Mars he’ll rave and rabble-rouse as usual, but without a weapon like Ardis’ ship, he’ll be harmless enough.”


  “Poor little dictator!” Callan murmured. “He’ll probably spend the rest of his life thinking of the glory that might have been his.”


  Travers felt a light touch on his arm. He looked down into the gold-flaked eyes of the girl beside him. Ardis was smiling tremulously.


  “Captain, I have been thinking. I must go to Jarnevon, yes. My mission has yet to be fulfilled. But later . . . later, would you mind very much if I returned?”


  “There isn’t going to be any later,” Travers said. “I’m going with you, of course. I just made up my mind about that. You won’t be able to get rid of me.”


  “Just try to get away!” Ardis flashed.


  “We’ll be glad to have you with us, Captain.” Rickard stepped forward. Beside him was Professor Jonothan. The two gazed defiantly at Travers, as though daring him to suggest that they were being left out.


  Suddenly Mike Hardesty was elbowing his way into the group. He stood sheepishly before Travers.


  “Cap, me and the boys don’t know much of what this is all about, but we know you’re going to help some people that need help mighty bad. Well, I been talkin’ to the boys, an’ . . . an’, well, we want to go along. We don’t know where we’re goin’, but if you’re goin, that’s enough for us.”


  “Say, hold on a moment!” Callan yelped. “You aren’t going to leave me out of this after all I did! I’m going, too. Ardis’ people will need fighters like me and my men.”


  The girl looked up at Travers, smiling mistily, the happiness in her face saying what she seemed unable to say. His arm tightened around her.


  “We’ll start making preparations, then,” he said. “But right now . . . well, two’s a company and a couple of dozen others are quite a crowd!”


  THE END


  TWIN SATELLITE


  Chester S. Geier


  A man on Titan had his hands full—for on this world of twins a friend might also be an enemy!


  WITH AN air of finality, Dave Bradley tightened the last bolt on the outer shell of his prefabricated cabin and stepped back to obtain a more comprehensive view of the result.


  For the dozenth time he overlooked the light Titanian gravity, and the movement, performed with artistic enthusiasm, carried him several feet through the air. When he came down, it was in the midst of a group of monkey-pups, who had been interested spectators of his labors. Dave Bradley went sprawling, and the creatures, a bizarre mixture of monkey and dog, ran in every direction, squealing in alarm.


  “Damned pests!” Dave raged. “Go on, clear out of here!” He emphasized the command by scooping up handfuls of earth and hurling it after them. “The little devils are noisier than the animals they were named after,” he muttered-as he rose. “I’ll have to build a fence if I want any peace.”


  “Damn, damn!” shrilled one monkey-pup from the convenient shelter of a bush.


  “Pest!” added another.


  In a moment it became a contest, in which each of the creatures sought valiantly to outdo the other in screaming out cuss words gleaned from Dave. The din would have made a meteor miner’s eyes round with awe—and a meteor miner is celebrated for the size and expressiveness of his vocabulary.


  The monkey-pups had vocal organs capable of reproducing human sounds, and since they were semi-intelligent, they used this ability to mischievous advantage. They were of a variety of shades between black and brown, and in addition to size and shape they had one thing in common—each had a twin.


  Dave put his hands over his outraged ears and groaned. When the noise showed no signs of abating, he ran into the cabin and grabbed up his rifle. The surrounding vegetation quivered to the roars-of the shots, and the monkey-pups scattered in terror.


  Dave glared after them wrathfully, plans of wholesale annihilation flitting through his mind. He sighed in despair. The whole darned satellite was crazy. If it wasn’t the monkey-pups with their vocal imitations, it was the reflection-plants and the strangely real, almost mirror-like images they produced.


  He had come to Titan for solitude and mental peace—but the monkey-pups destroyed his solitude, and the reflection-plants reminded him of Chuck, who reminded him of Madeline. And thus he was constantly reminded of the troubles he had come here to forget.


  Dave thought blackly of the day Fate had decided to endow him with a brother—especially a brother who had turned out to be his twin. It had made certain aspects of life more difficult, and the difficulties had reached epic proportions when he and Chuck had fallen in love with the same girl.


  Madeline was a television singer, and seldom had anyone more glamorous ever warbled a note. Dave and Chuck had met her at a party, with the result that both had developed a sudden and intense interest in the state of marriage. Madeline. had seemed interested in return, but a thorn in Dave’s side had been the fact that she was too perfectly content with both of them. At last he had become disgusted with the situation and had told her that she must choose between Chuck and himself.


  Even now he couldn’t tell just how it had happened, but the first thing he knew he was one of the participants in a hot and noisy quarrel. Out of the welter of scathing words only one thing had been clear—Madeline had decided to marry Chuck. And carried on the tidal wave of his hurt; and anger, Dave had quit his engineering job, gathered up his personal possessions, and taken a rocket to lonely Titan, determined to remain a hermit for the rest of his life.


  DAVE SHOOK his head wearily, and leaned his rifle against the wall of the cabin. He began assembling the collapsible furniture, and when he had it arranged to suit him, he unpacked his belongings and distributed them about. By the time he was finished, the short Titanian day had ended. Without bothering to undress, he threw himself down on the bed.


  The next day was already half over when he awoke, and he gulped down a hasty breakfast. He wanted to get the fence built as soon as possible. Strapping on a pneumatic pistol and carrying an axe, he started from the cabin.


  At his appearance outside, several pairs of monkey-pups darted into the surrounding vegetation. Dave glanced around quickly, then swore. The creatures had made attempts to dig under the metal walls, and the encircling soil was dotted with their tracks. A horde of monkey-pups had obviously visited the cabin during the night.


  “I’ll soon fix that,” Dave growled. He started toward the forest beyond the valley in which his cabin was situated. Choosing small trees of approximately the same thicknesses, he cut them down with powerful blows of his axe and piled them together. When he judged that he had enough, he gathered all that he could, hold—which was a lot, considering Titanian gravity—and carried them to the cabin. Several trips sufficed to get the load of posts piled up near the little dwelling. By that time it was night again.


  Dave got out a florolite lantern and set it up where he could work in its illumination. He cut the tree trunks to a uniform length of eight feet, then trimmed the tops to a sharp point. As usual, a small crowd of monkey-pups were enthralled watchers. But more than Dave’s labors, the florolite lantern fascinated them. They speculated over it in shrill tones.


  One set of twins even went so far as to make an attempt to steal the lantern. But Dave noticed the wavering of the beam in time, and at his outraged bellow they dropped it in panic.


  “Little devils!” Dave muttered savagely. “If this fence doesn’t keep them away, I swear I’ll hunt down every last one of them and blow them back to hell!”


  Carrying the lantern, he marked a rough circle in the soil with the axe. Then he obtained a spade and dug a shallow trench around the line. After a moment a muted thunder came to his ears, and he glanced skyward in time to see a rocket go flashing by, its exhaust trailing out like a tail of fire behind it.


  “Another sap who thinks he’s found the promised land,” Dave decided. He shook his head in sympathy, and keeping a wary eye on the monkey-pups and the florolite lantern, began erecting the fence.


  When day burst abruptly upon the satellite again, the job was finished. A gate was yet to be made, but Dave was too tired even to think of beginning work on one. He piled several empty fiber crates against the opening in the fence and braced them in place with a few of the left-over posts.


  Finally he staggered in to bed. The frustrated howls of the monkey-pups as the meaning of the fence dawned upon them was like music to his ears.


  SEATED in the midst of numerous boxes, barrels, and crates, Chuck Bradley was gloomily contemplating the Titanian landscape in the immediate vicinity of the spot where the rocket ferry had set him down. He felt a sad satisfaction at what he saw. Titan was just what it was reported to be—a wild and lonely place. And right now there was nothing more Chuck wanted than solitude.


  With the sudden and unexplained disappearance of Dave, the road to marriage with Madeline had seemed clear. Then in had stepped Mortimer Eustace Van Epp, to whom Madeline had been introduced at the television studio. Van Epp was a playboy on the bad side of fifty, and had been divorced more times than anyone could remember. Certainly there had been nothing about his looks or personality to recommend him to a girl as wondrous as Madeline, but Mortimer Eustace Van Epp had been blessed by an enterprising space suit manufacturing father with more money than he could possibly count.


  And Madeline, whose secret hobby was counting money, had immediately deserted Chuck in favor of Van Epp. She had, in harsher language, presented Chuck with the toe of her dainty plastolon shoe. Now she could look forward to a short and unhappy marriage with Van Epp—and a sizeable slice of alimony at the end.


  But Chuck could look forward only to a life from which every prospect of happiness had fled. And as a result he had been seized with a sudden desire for isolation. Titan had seemed a perfect refuge, and he had embarked for it with the solemn determination to remain a hermit for the rest of his life.


  During the long voyage Chuck had whiled away the time in a study of Borland’s “Flora and Fauna of Titan”, and so he knew just about everything there was to know about the satellite. He had his solitary existence all planned out.


  As soon as he found a suitable location near a source of water, he intended to set up his prefabricated dwelling. Then after he had settled down, he would begin planting quili-pods, which were valuable on Earth for their medicinal properties. And when the crop was coming up nicely, he would begin trading for fungus-pearls with the Titanian natives, intelligent creatures who were startlingly similar to the American black bear of Earth. Fungus-pearls commanded a large price and would offset any losses in his quili-pod crop.


  Considered as precious jewels by people wealthy enough to afford them, fungus-pearls were solidified excretions of a rare and curious type of mushroom which grew in the Titanian forests. The natives—or Glaths, as they called themselves—knew just where to look for them, and since Chuck had a large supply of fascinating trinkets, trade would be brisk and lucrative.


  Chuck took a deep breath and stood up. There was a lot of work to be done. First of all, he had to find a location for his cabin.


  He rummaged among his possessions until he found the box that contained the packages of concentrated food rations. Stuffing a couple of the packages into his pockets, he picked up his rifle and set off into the forest a short distance away.


  AS HE STRODE along through clear lanes among the weird Titanian vegetation, he happened to think-of how out of place Madeline would have been here. He was passing a clump of reflection-plants when the picture of the girl formed in his mind. Suddenly he froze into immobility, staring with disbelieving eyes. Before him, smiling and lovely, stood Madeline!


  For several incredulous seconds, Chuck gaped at the vision. And then he remembered and brushed a hand across his eyes. When he looked again, the girl was gone.


  “Reflection-plants,” he muttered ruefully. “I should have known right away.”


  He had read about them in Borland’s book, of course, but had thought the account somewhat exaggerated. It had taken first hand experience with the uncanny plants to convince him.


  According to Borland, the plants caused the visions by means of an odorless gas that they emitted when anything approached. This gas had drug-like properties and affected the mind in such a way that one seemed to see an amazingly real, and life-like image, of whatever he happened to be thinking about at’ the moment, superimposed against the reflection-plants. The plants were carnivorous, and since they were unable to move about, this ability enabled them to obtain food. In seeking food of their own, small animals would be affected by the gas and would be deceived into thinking they had found what they were after. When they went to get it, they were captured and gobbled up by the reflection-plants instead.


  The plants looked like nothing so much as two feathery and vividly-hued octopi on long stalks projecting from a single thick trunk. They were the Siamese twins of Titan.


  Chuck continued on into the forest with a mental note to keep a sharp watch for any other reflection-plants. One dose, he thought, was enough.


  Into his path suddenly appeared two monkey-pup twins. He regarded them with interest, and then he burst out laughing as their incongruities struck him.


  “Smoking rockets!” Chuck gasped. “I’ve never seen anything so funny in my life!”


  “Pest!” snapped one twin.


  “Little devil!” added the other.


  Chuck stared, his mouth open. The two monkey-pups began speaking at at some length. Their vocabularies were expressive and seemingly inexhaustible. The air turned a figurative blue.


  Out of breath at last, the two went off—but not without a parting shot.


  “Damned smoking rocket!” they chorused in unison.


  A look of stark astonishment on his face, Chuck watched them disappear into some bushes. Then he began laughing again. He dropped his rifle and doubled up with mirth, tears streaming down his cheeks.


  “Oh, Lord!” he wheezed. “I wonder where they learned all that? Whoever taught them certainly did a beautiful job! Kind of reminds me of Dave when he got mad. Dave got a lot of experience in plain and fancy cussing from bossing that thick-skulled construction crew of his.”


  He picked up his rifle, wiped his cheeks, and set out again. He was thinking about Dave. He had been too occupied with his troubles to think of Dave before, but now he wondered what had become of him.


  DAVE had just finished breakfast and was studying the supply of tree trunks that remained from, building the fence. He decided that there weren’t enough to make a gate with, and made quick preparations. Climbing over the obstruction of boxes in the fence opening, so that he wouldn’t have to remove them and thus let the monkey-pups in, he headed once more for the forest.


  As he went, a group of monkey-pups screamed villification at him. They didn’t like the idea of the fence, and they weren’t hesitating to let him know it. Dave protruded his tongue mockingly and thumbed his nose.


  “I’ve fixed your clocks!” he grunted in satisfaction.


  In the forest Dave found that he had cleared a considerable area of the diameter of tree trunk he wanted and that it was now necessary for him to penetrate further inward if he wished to find any more. This was not to his liking, for it was deep in the forest that the reflection-plants grey, and he didn’t relish the thought of an encounter with them.


  But the issue could not be avoided, and he continued on, deeper into the lush growth. At intervals he found the sort of trees he sought, and he cut them down swiftly, placing them where he could easily locate them when he was finally ready to gather them up and return to the cabin.


  It was while engaged in doing this that Dave came upon Chuck.


  The ship Dave had seen while building the fence had landed just beyond the forest. But Dave hadn’t known that, since sound didn’t travel very far in the thin Titanian air.


  And the presence of Chuck upon Titan was the last thing Dave would have expected. Ditto for Chuck.


  Both looked the same, for they were twins. Both were dressed the same, for they were romanticists at heart and had adopted the usual frontiersman’s costume—synthewool breeches tucked into plastolon boots, a neosilk shirt under a short jacket, also of plastolon, and a cap with earflaps that could be folded up when not in use.


  And both had a healthy respect for the reflection-plants.


  Dave stared at Chuck, and Chuck stared at Dave. Then Dave winced and closed his eyes. Chuck scowled and closed his eyes. Shaking their heads, they turned and strode off in opposite directions.


  “Blasted reflection-plants!” Dave thought bitterly.


  “Reflection-plants again!” Chuck mused in disgust.


  CHUCK shoved his hoe into the soft earth and painfully straightened his back. He gazed proudly at the field of quili-pod seedlings, which were pushing their yellow-green tips through the soil. His three Titanian months of work were beginning to show results.


  He’d have a fine crop, he decided—or rather he hoped he’d have a fine crop. He had followed the instructions in the astro-agriculture textbook carefully, but he had learned that the best-laid plans of mice and men often backfire.


  Suddenly Chuck’s face brightened. Two Glaths had appeared from the forest bordering the field and were coming toward him. Twins, as usual.


  “Funguth-pearlths!” lisped the first Glath. It was’ because of this peculiarity that men called them Lispers, and Chuck thought of them by that name himself.


  The Lispers were about four feet tall, and their appearances reminded Chuck each time he saw them of the black bears he had seen in. zoos on Earth. But their muzzles were shorter and their limbs longer and straighter, adapted to walking upright. Their fingers and toes were prehensile rather than clawed. And like the mischievous monkey-pups, they had vocal organs capable of imitating human sounds—except for the fact that they lisped.


  “Fungus-pearls?” Chuck said eagerly. “Smoking rockets! Let me see them—quick!”


  “Twinkets?” asked the second Lisper, who evidently had a cautious streak.


  “You can bet your hide on that!” Chuck returned. “Here, hand them over.”


  He examined the two fungus-pearls which were placed in’ his palm. They were small ones, but there being two of them made up for that. They were a creamy white in color, and were all the more beautiful for the faint streaks of pink that radiated, through them. Altogether, Chuck had five now, and he already considered himself a rich man.


  “Twinkets?” said the Lispers, eyes glistening.


  Chuck nodded and led them to his cabin—also fenced in to keep away the monkey-pups—and produced his chest of trinkets. Word of that chest had gotten around the Lispers, and its contents were considered a treasure trove. An envied pair of Lispers were the ones who had mirrors; or sported bright bead necklaces.


  While the two Lispers mulled avidly over the contents of the chest, Chuck placed the two fungus peads in a small box with the other three, and hid the box carefully in a trunk. He’d look at them again later, but right now he had to keep an eye upon the two Lispers. Temptation was universal.


  Chuck watched them, grinning in sympathy. Their features were studies in painful indecision, and their paws hovered yearningly over the different objects. At last the two made their choices and trotted away quickly to show off before their comrades.


  Closing and replacing the chest, Chuck returned to the quili-pod field. He took up the hoe once more and plied it industriously, humming as he worked.


  This was life, he told himself. He was glad now that he and Madeline had broken up. He knew, if he had married her that she’d never have agreed to an existence of this sort. She loved the gay parties on Earth too well. He thought with relief of his narrow escape.


  DAVE was lying in a crude hammock he had made, with his hands pillowed under his head. He could afford to take it easy now, for his quili-pods were coming along nicely, and there was nothing more that needed to be done for the time being. Though he was reluctant to admit it, he was beginning to feel the pangs of loneliness.


  He rolled out as two Lispers appeared at the open gate. They came forward solemnly.


  “Funguth-pearl!” said the Lispers.


  Dave’s eyes widened. He held out his hand. “Let me see it!” He whispered softly as he looked at the jewel. It was a large one, flawless in its glistening beauty.


  “Get twinkets?” one of the Lispers asked.


  Dave nodded quickly. “Yeah. Wait a minute.” He went into the cabin and rubbed his jaw indecisively. What in the world was he going to give them? Too bad he hadn’t foresight enough to bring a case of junk jewelry along.


  Some hasty rummaging among his possessions brought to light a garish necktie, an empty but glittering cigarette case, and a bracelet he had once intended to give Madeline. To this he added an alarm clock; which, since it kept Earth time, was almost useless on Titan. He hoped that the Lispers would be satisfied. Everything, except what he really needed, was already gone, and these articles were all he had left. But the fungus-pearls were worth it, since the price he’d receive for them would make up many times for what he had given away. He had three now, and this last would make the fourth.


  Dave spread the articles before the Lispers and waited as they made their choices. His face wrinkled in a frown of thought. He couldn’t understand how the Lispers had come to him in the first place. Certainly, trading for fungus-pearls had been farthest from his mind when he had shipped for Titan.


  It had all started when a set of Lisper twins had come pounding on his gate, extended a large fungus-pearl, and asked for trinkets. Several Titanian days had passed before he got over the shock, and a short time later he had been shocked again.


  But he liked it.


  Had he known of Chuck’s presence on Titan, all would have been instantly clarified. Directions meant little or nothing to the Lispers, and since Dave and Chuck looked the same—even to cabins, fences, and quili-pod fields—they were the same person to them.


  Finally the Lispers made up their minds, taking the bracelet and the alarm xlock. Dave hid the fungus-pearl with the others, then placed the tie and cigarette case where they would be at hand for future transactions. He returned to the hammock and stretched out with the air of a wily stock operator who had just cornered the market.


  “Why, hello!” a voice said.


  DAVE looked down at the open gate, expecting to see the leering features of a pair of monkey-pup twins. But he didn’t see them, or anything even approaching them.


  He was looking at a pair of slim legs, clad in synthewool breeches and dainty plastolon boots. And as his gaze moved up, he saw a hooded surcoat, trimmed with fur, and within the hood curling light brown hair, framing a small vivacious face.


  The face of a girl.


  Sight of a man here on lonely Titan would have been surprising enough to Dave, but a girl—and a pretty one at that—left him speechless with amazement. For a moment he could do nothing but stare. Then he realized abruptly what a fool he must look and started to roll out of the hammock. But in the stress of circumstances he forgot the proper method and went sprawling to the ground.


  The girl’s laughter pealed merrily as Dave scrambled to his feet, red with embarrassment. He had further difficulty in getting his voice to function.


  “Sorry to have startled you,” the girl said. “I know what a shock it must be to meet one of your own species here on Titan.”


  “Especially a girl,” Dave added. “For a moment I thought a reflection-plant had gotten me. Then I remembered I’d never seen you before, and so could have no image of you in my mind. My name is Dave Bradley, and I’m a quili-pod farmer with a dash of the trader on the side.”


  “I’m June McElroy, one of the daughters of a man who has a dash of the slave driver in him.” She laughed at the use she had made of Dave’s words, and he grinned with her. “In other words,” she continued, “my father is a mine operator. He and his crew are working a mine about two miles from here. Didn’t you know?”


  Dave shook his head. “Never even guessed. What is it all about? I haven’t any news and haven’t done much exploring.”


  “You’ve certainly been buried! You see, vulcanium was discovered recently here on Titan. A boom town has sprung up near the scene of Clarke’s Landing, named Hallville after the prospector who made the find. My father’s outfit came over from Europa. He brought us along. He didn’t want to, but we made him.”


  “We?”


  “My sister and I. We finished college a short while back and wanted to do a little roughing it by way of a vacation.”


  Dave learned a number of other things about her, and then somehow he was talking about himself. June McElroy was such a good listener, and he found it such a relief to be talking to someone after his months of solitude, that he was soon telling her of his trouble with Madeline. The girl was sympathetic and agreed that Dave had done the right thing. By that time they had a warmly intimate feeling toward each other and were using their first names.


  It was June who realized the swift passage of time.


  “Oh, but its growing late! I’ll have to return to the camp before night. I can brave the forest in the daytime, but at night my. courage deserts me. What if I happened to be passing a reflection-plant and thought of ghosts?”


  “I can imagine!” Dave grinned. “But I’ll be glad to walk you to your father’s camp, June.”


  “Your offer accepted with thanks,” she replied.


  NO MILES ever seemed shorter than the two Dave walked with June McElroy. He found himself wishing that she lived further away.


  “Why not come into camp and meet my father?” June asked, when the mine buildings were finally in sight.


  “I’d really like to,” Dave said. “But I’m afraid I’ll have to get back to my cabin. I forgot to lock the gate, and by now I suppose a mob of monkey-pups have invaded the place.”


  June made an obvious effort to conceal her disappointment. “Then could you come to dinner—say, about two days from now? That corresponds to our Sunday, and father won’t be working. In the afternoon would be about right.”


  “I certainly will. And I’m warning you that I’m going to make a pig of myself. As a cook I’m a good—quili-pod farmer.”


  The girl laughed. “I won’t be too critical of your eating habits, then. The cook we have at camp is good—even admits it himself . . . Well, good-night, Dave.”


  He nodded wistfully. “Good-night, June.”


  He watched her until the shaddowed vegetation hid her from view. Then, at a trot, he hurried back to his cabin, mentally estimating the amount of damage that might have been done by the monkey-pups while he was gone. There was a warm place where his heart had been.


  June burst in on her father with an abruptness that made him choke on the mouthful of coffee he had been in the process of swallowing. He coughed, recovered, and made an effort to look stern.


  “WHERE IN space have you been? I was starting to get worried.”


  “I was just exploring a little, Dad,” she replied soothingly. “And I met the nicest man! He’s a quili-pod farmer, and has a small place beyond the forest. I’ve invited him for dinner Sunday. You’ll like him.”


  “Seems to me that you and your twin sister can find men wherever you go,” John McElroy grunted.


  “Where is May?” June asked, glancing at the table. She noted that May’s plate had not been used.


  “I’d like to know myself.” McElroy gestured with his coffee cup. “You can’t expect me to keep tabs on you two and run a mine at the same time. May told me she was going to look for you, and that’s the last I’ve seen of her. No doubt she’s found a man, too.


  June pinched his cheek and then sat down to eat. Later, crossing the camp to the cabin she shared with her sister, she stopped at the sound of May’s voice. She glanced around quickly, and then her eyes widened.


  It was night by this time, but numerous floodlights made the area about the camp almost as bright as day. Thus June knew there could be nothing wrong with her eyes. She was looking at the very same man who had just walked her home! And he was with May!


  Quick tears stung June’s eyes. So that was why he had said he wanted to return to his cabin instead of coming into camp. He had gone to meet May. The black-hearted brute! June told herself she would never speak to him again.


  “Oh, June!” May called out. “Where are you? I want you to meet Mr. Bradley.”


  June bit her lip and drew deeper into the shadows where she stood. How could he stand there, waiting to be introduced, when he had already met her? Abruptly she whirled and ran into the darkness beyond the floodlights.


  “I can’t find my sister,” May McElroy told Chuck, when she returned after a short search. “But here is my father. Dad meet Chuck Bradley. He’s a quili-pod farmer and does some trading on the side. I happened to stumble across his farm by accident, while looking for June.”


  John McElroy grinned and pumped Chuck’s hand. “So May has found a man, top, eh? My daughters seem to have a special knack for that. Stay for dinner?”


  “Wish I could,” Chuck said. “But I didn’t arrange my cabin for a leave and ought to go back to keep an eye on things. I just came to see May home safely.”


  “Well, then, why not come for dinner two days from now?” McElroy suggested. “June has a friend coming herself.”


  “I’ll be glad to,” Chuck said. “Thanks, and good-night.”


  “Good-night!” May and her father returned.


  “He’s marvelous!” May breathed, when Chuck had gone.


  “Seems that June has found a boyfriend, too,” McElroy said. He told her what he knew of the matter.


  “That’s hitting on all jets!” May laughed. Then she sobered. “But where is June?”


  McElroy shrugged baffledly. “She must be around somewhere.”


  May went in to eat. Later she found June in the cabin they shared together. June seemed to be sleeping, but May shook her into attention and began eagerly to regale her with the story of her meeting with Chuck.


  “I am not the slightest bit interested.” June broke in coldly. With that she turned her back on the bed and to all appearances became a Martian mummy.


  Puzzled and hurt, May prepared for sleep. She couldn’t understand June’s attitude. It couldn’t be jealousy for June had apparently found an interesting young man as well. Then what was wrong?


  THE SHORTNESS of Titanian days was something Dave had often cursed, but now he found himself cursing their length. It seemed that the day on which he was to have dinner with June and her father would never come.


  He walked the area about his cabin until he wore several different paths in the ground. He got his best clothes out of the trunk and meticulously dusted and pressed them. And during the time that remained, he lay in the hammock and thought of all the brilliant and witty remarks he was going to make at the table.


  At last the fateful day arrived. Dave dressed carefully, then locked up the cabin. As he came out of the gate, a group of monkey-pups howled and bolted at sight of him in the unfamiliar clothing. Dave ignored them, as befitted a dignified gentleman of fashion. Securing the gate, he walked briskly into the forest.


  When Dave reached the mining camp, he saw the figure of a girl come walking-to meet him. He recognized June—or thought he did. She was wearing a gay neosilk dress which brought out her prettiness in a way that had only been hinted at by the breeches and surcoat she had worn before. Dave felt suddenly awkward under her smiling gaze as he approached.


  May had been waiting a little anxiously. She had begun to fear that Chuck wouldn’t come.


  “You’re a little late,” she chided teasingly.


  “I didn’t want to be too early, June,” Dave said, with a grin. “You remember what I said about making a pig of myself. If I came too early I’d really look—” He broke off at the curious change of expression on the girl’s face. Her lips were trembling and her eyelids were blinking rapidly in a futile attempt to keep back tears.


  “Why, June!” he gasped. “What is the matter?”


  This second repetition of her sister’s name was like a twist of the knife which May felt had been plunged into her. The two-timing scoundrel! So that was why June hadn’t spoken to her for the past few days! June had known him all the time, but had kept it a secret to avoid competition. And finding her secret was out, she had acted like a petulant child out of sheer spite.


  But more than that, Chuck had never once mentioned that he knew June. He had been just as willing to keep their acquaintance hidden. May came to the humiliating conclusion that she had been used for a fool.


  “June, what—”


  “Don’t speak to me, you brute!” May cried. Whirling, she turned and ran, sobbing.


  Dave stared after her, utterly bewildered by what had happened. June had looked for all the world as though he had slapped her in the face. What could he possibly have done to hurt her?


  “Ah, there you are!” a hearty voice said.


  Dave turned to see a robust, grayhaired man approach. Who was this, he wondered.


  “Hope I haven’t kept you waiting long,” John McElroy said. “But you should have come right up to the main cabin, Chuck. We aren’t much on formality here.”


  “I beg your pardon,” Dave said. “My name isn’t Chuck.”


  “Eh? That’s what May told me.”


  “May? I’m afraid I don’t know anyone by that name. And might I ask who you are?”


  McElroy frowned a moment, then threw back his head and laughed. “You youngsters! Always kidding! Well, if you want to pretend you weren’t introduced to me two days ago, I’m willing to play along.”


  “But I wasn’t here two days ago,” Dave answered in growing perplexity. “What is this all about anyway?” McElroy scowled. “A joke’s a joke, but this is going a little too far. Of course you were here two days ago. I saw you just as plain as I can see you now. Even shook hands with you—though right now I’m wondering why I bothered.”


  Dave’s patience, already strained by the incident with May, was beginning to crack. “I’m sorry, but I never saw you before in my life!” he snapped.


  “All right—you can have it that way, if you insist on it.” McElroy drew himself up grimly. “And as far as I’m concerned, that dinner date is off. You can go, young man!”


  Not trusting himself to say another word. Dave stalked off. What a fine ending for all his hopes and plans! Snubbed by June and insulted by her father—the identity of the latter having just become clear. What had gotten into them? He felt positive he had said nothing offensive where June was concerned. As for her father insisting he had been at the camp before, he knew very well he hadn’t been. The old man evidently had a jet or two missing.


  Dave shook his head morosely. Women caused nothing but trouble. From now on, he told himself, he’d stick close to his farm and not have another thing to do with them.


  June crossed the camp toward the main cabin, her forehead puckered in a wondering frown. May had just come running into their room, sobbing and refusing to volunteer an explanation. June intended to ask her father what the trouble was.


  “May! Hope I’m not late.”


  June turned to see Chuck come striding toward her. She stiffened angrily. He had called her May, the beast! She knew him in his true light now.


  “I’m sorry if I kept you waiting,” Chuck said.


  “No, indeed,” June returned icily. “I’m the last person in the System who would be waiting for you.”


  CHUCK STARED, his features blank with shock. “May, wha . . . what—”


  “Don’t call me May! I’ve found out all about you and my sister—and I’m through with you!” June tilted her small chin, glared devastatingly, and swept away.


  Chuck scratched the back of his neck in baffled distress. What in the world was the matter? Why, he had never met May’s sister!


  And then the wrathful figure of John McElroy appeared. McElroy had heard the voices and had come to investigate.


  “You!” McElroy snapped. “What are you doing back here? Didn’t you hear me tell you to go?”


  “But . . . but I just came!” Chuck said. “You didn’t tell me anything—”


  “I,” McElroy said with terrible solemnity, “have already taken more from you than any man could stand.” He began rolling up his sleeves. “Now I’m going to give you three seconds to clear out of here. If you’re not gone by then, I’m going to break every bone in your body!”


  Shaking his head in the manner of one who has witnessed the starkly incredible, Chuck turned and plodded away. Nothing made any sense. It seemed that everyone on Titan—or those at the mining camp, at least—had suddenly, and for no apparent reason at all, gone completely mad.


  Chuck stumbled and bumped through the forest. He walked without paying the slightest attention to where he was going. He wasn’t aware that his steps were taking him a considerable distance from his little farm.


  Once he paused to glance dully about him. He saw a cabin with a field of bright quili-pods almost directly ahead. Taking for granted that they were his own, he lowered his chin to his chest again and continued on. The cabin was the only comfort he had left. No woman would ever again entice him away.


  PRESENTLY he reached the fence around the cabin and pushed open the gate. He wondered how the gate had become unlocked, but he didn’t care. Nothing mattered anymore.


  He wasn’t even surprised when he saw a figure seated in the doorway of the cabin. The other held a bottle in one hand. When he saw Chuck, he raised the bottle quickly to his lips.


  Chuck nodded bleakly. “That’s me in about one minute,” he muttered. “The reflection-plants seem to have developed a new technique.”


  There was a gasping sound. “It talks!” the figure in the doorway exclaimed. “What will those blasted reflection-plants be doing next? Or is it the whiskey?”


  “I’m not an illusion of any reflection-plant!” Chuck snapped. “Of course I talk.”


  “You just have to be an illusion,” Dave insisted. “I know I’m real, so you can’t be.”


  “And I know I’m real. We can’t both be real, unless—hey!” Chuck yelled in sudden realization. He had found the answer to the strange behavior of May and her father. It explained’ everything.


  But it was too incredible to believe. It was impossible!


  Chuck walked forward slowly and reached out a hand. He had to find out whether the image was real or not, or think he was going insane.


  He caught the other by the shoulder. And his hand held something. It was actually a shoulder!


  “He’s real!” Chuck yelled.


  Dave dropped the bottle he was holding, and whiskey gurgled over the ground. His face was pale. His eyes stood out like toes out of worn socks.


  “Ch-Chuck?” he whispered. “Is . . . is that you?”


  “Dave!”


  The monkey-pup twins who happened to be peering through the gate at that moment were treated to an unusual sight. It was that of two grown men, pummeling each other and shouting at the top of their lungs.


  All doubts now gone, Dave and Chuck settled down to the business of learning each other’s movements from the time they had been together last, to the present. Dave produced another bottle so that the conversation would be facilitated. It was his cabin.


  Some time later they knew all there was to know regarding their individual adventures, beginning with Madeline and ending with May, June, and John McElroy. Dave threw the empty bottle at the two monkey-pups in the gate. The creatures fled, but returned a moment later to carry away the bottle and sample what remained of its contents.


  “Well, the mystery is cleared up,” Chuck said. “It was simply a case of mistaken identities. The girls thought we were the same person, since neither of us knew the other was here. And we thought the girls were the “same person, since they forgot to mention they were twins.”


  Dave rose to his feet. “It’s not too late to patch things up with the girls. We can talk, can’t we?”


  “Yes, but—”


  “Then we can explain about the mix-up. Come on, let’s go.”


  “You’re right!” Chuck grinned, bouncing erect. “Lead on, brother, lead on!”


  THE END


  SPIDERS OF SATURN


  V.E. Thiessen


  Deadlier than the spiders’ poison was the hatred between these two brothers because of a girl


  HERE THE surface of the planet was bluish gray and vapourous, too heavy to be called a liquid. On, nearer the Southern Pole, the bluish gray turned more sombre in hue.


  The web came drifting through the thin surface of Saturn, its iridescence gleaming pallidly against the blue gray background. It was a heavy web, its strands comparable to one inch rope, knobbed, sticky strands.


  Tom Lund got one glimpse of the spider, man size, hunched monkeylike in the center of the web as it drifted past.


  It roused him from his reverie, shocking him from memory to action. He touched the harpoon gun and the harpoon arched in a high, mortar-like parabola, its thin plastic and steel cable trailing, like some tenuous strand that would not quite let it go free.


  Standing there, waiting for the harpoon to fall across the drifting web, Tom checked his equipment. Space suit, ready and donned, to protect against the heat and rays emitted by the radio active portions of the surface. Hand rocket, to propel himself as needed in space till he should return again to the lock of the Huntress. Heat pistol to cut the silk of the spider from its attachment to the web, and of course, a flare pistol to frighten the spider.


  He was ready. He stood, watching the harpoon fall, and knew he had been too long in reverie, and fired too late. It fell, its thread-like tie to the ship still retaining the hint of the harpoon’s parabolic path, dropping where the web had already passed.


  The web turned on edge, swirled, and was gone, disappearing in the blue gray surface. Tom’s last glimpse of it revealed the red eyes of the spider gleaming wickedly through the murk.


  He said to himself, “You’ve got to get your mind off Marty and get to work. Your hold is only half full of silk.” Even now the great rings of the planet eclipsed this hunting spot morning and evening, leaving only midday to seek the crimson silk that was spun by the spiders of Saturn. In a few more days the eclipse would be entire, and then he would move on.


  A woman’s voice lilted through the Huntress. “Tom—! Tom Lund!”


  Tom stepped to the nose of the ship, and looked in the visiplate. He smiled, for the sight of her always made him smile. “Hello, Barbara.”


  The image in the plate said, “Open your lock, I’m coming over.”


  MOMENTS later she stood on the floor of the Huntress stripping the helmet from her space suit. She flashed a quick smile at him, and said, “I got a call from Martin today.”


  He stood, immobile, thoughts ticking through his mind. “You heard from Marty?”


  “Yes, he’s coming here.”


  Her presence always stirred something deep inside him. He had loved her even before Marty had chosen her to make love to. Her eyes were wide and gray, astonishingly clear and direct. There was the hint of a curl in her hair, not enough to close a ringlet anywhere on her head, yet enough to lend softness to her face. Now, even though flushed by the trip from her ship to the HUNTRESS, her face revealed its essential pattern of serenity.


  Tom said, “Take off your space suit and let’s talk about it.”


  She stripped off the suit, revealing a slim figure. “He should be here tomorrow.”


  “When are you to be married?”


  “We haven’t settled that.”


  “Isn’t that why he’s coming here?”


  “Perhaps he wants to see you too, Tom.”


  He looked at her. He thought, The young fool. Doesn’t he know what he’s getting. He’s hurting her. I’ll have to stop that.


  Another web showed briefly through the transparent viewport of the HUNTRESS. It was gone before Tom could reach the trigger of the harpoon gun.


  Beside him, Barbara laid a slim hand on his arm. “I’m worried about you, Tom.”


  “Worried? Why?”


  “You’re a fool to do this alone. One of these days you’re going to touch a web.”


  He laughed shortly. “What would that matter?”


  She said softly, “If you won’t think of yourself, thing of Marty.”


  “You are right of course. Who would look after Marty?”


  She dropped her hand from his arm. She said hotly, “Will you never change? Marty is a man now. He doesn’t need to be taken care of. He doesn’t need you to make his plans and his decisions for him. He’s a man, Tom. Will you never learn that?” Her voice softened. “I didn’t mean that. I meant—well, he’s fond of you, Tom.”


  Tom Lund said, “Sure, Barbara, that’s all right.”


  BUT AFTER she was gone he found hunting difficult. He missed another cast in his abstraction before the shadow of the Saturnian rings lay athwart the sun, telling him that this day was over, and with the passing of the sun the little moons leaped into sight, four of them almost full, and two crescent-like, angled crazily in the sky, while the other two were not to be seen, hiding somewhere behind the mother planet.


  He thought of Marty as he sat watching the crazy moons, and wondered if this last year of school had taken some of the wildness out of him.


  He began to move about the HUNTRESS, checking equipment, checking preparations against the needs of the day to follow.


  He thought once, Maybe I haven’t been good for Marty. Maybe there is something in me that brings the rebellion out. Their parents had died to young, saddling Tom with the responsibility for his younger brother at a time when he should have been carefree and irresponsible himself.


  The fuel tanks were his first regard in checking equipment. He eyed them carefully, checking their content against calculations and a set of graphs. This was critical, the fuel supply. Once the season had begun it was too far, and too time-consuming to rocket back to Terra or Mars for fuel, and there was a constant drain on the fuel to run the repulsors, that kept him hovering above the drifts where the spiders passed. There must be fuel, too, for searching out new drifts when the old played out; or when, as now, the great Saturnian rings threw shadows across the hunting grounds at one hemisphere of the planet. These shadows would last years.


  Tom grunted with satisfaction. If he had luck, even though he must move to the northern half of the planet, he would have the fuel to stay till his hold was filled.


  Next he stripped the space suit from his body, handling its not too fragile construction with an unreasonable gentleness. This suit was his life. If the joints were to stick, not giving him freedom of action with the propelling pistol, and he touched one of the webs, that would end hunting for him forever. He checked the joints now, lubricating them until they were frictionless in their ease of motion. He hung the suit up and began to strip the harpoon gun.


  The visiplate in the Huntress again sprang to life, this time a deep male voice calling, “Tom!”


  HE SLID the parts of the harpoon gun beside the breech and crossed the ship. The face of a man filled the plate, an older man than Tom, with a big square face, and hair that was turning gray. There was vigor in the voice, though, and vigor in the face as he spoke. This was Johnathan Ellis, another “silker”, Barbara’s father. He said, “Tom, I tried the BABY myself. She’s a honey. I covered every inch of a hundred square miles, and used hardly any fuel.”


  “Sounds good to me.”


  “I hear Marty’s coming tomorrow. You’ll want the little ship when he gets here?”


  “Sure.”


  “Give me a call when you need her, and thanks again for the loan.” The big man’s face grew more solemn, “About Marty, Tom.”


  “Yes?”


  “Quit playing God to that boy when he comes home, Tom. He’s a good boy, and if you let him stand alone he’ll be better.”


  Tom said grimly, “I guess that’s my business.”


  Johnathan said, “Sure, Tom, but you know how I feel about you boys. But if you push him too far, one of these days Marty is going to defy you. I wouldn’t want that to happen, ever.”


  It was late morning, next day, almost time for the sun to make its appearance at the beginning of the short arc above the Saturnian rings, when Tom heard the rattle and scrape of a space suit against the lock.


  This is it, he thought. This must be Marty.


  A space-suited figure came out of the lock into the Huntress, stripping its helmet as it came. Ice-blue eyes gazed eagerly from beneath tow colored hair.


  Tom said, “Marty, boy,” and held out his hand.


  The figure brushed by the hand, and seized him, locking their two space-suited figures in cumbrous embrace. “Tom, you old space hound,” the towhead said, “How in ether are you?”


  It was curious, Tom thought, that the sight of one’s brother should bring so much warmth. It was a new thought, too, this thought of his brother as comrade instead of child, brought on no doubt by the new solidness that lay in the towhead’s body, the new confidence in the gaze of his ice-blue eyes. It was a curiously comforting thought.


  Marty looked around. “Looks the same,” he said. He crossed to the harpoon gun and laid an affectionate, hand on her breech. He said, “Emily still spitting it out, huh?”


  “Yes.”


  “How about letting me try her?”


  Tom said warmly, “That’s a deal. Stand by, the sun is almost up. The first web is yours.”


  THE THIN edge of the sun leaped over the high curve of horizon, and the blue grey swirl beneath the hovering Huntress began to take on shape and texture.


  One faint thin strand of web showed momentarily, far away, and Marty swung the gun up and arced the harpoon into the sky.


  Watching, Tom Lund said, “You haven’t changed much, Marty. You still like the thin chance, the odds-against-you gamble. You’ll never hit it.”


  The trail of the cable through the murk continued, bearing out his words. Marty smiled ruefully. “All right,” he agreed. “I’ll wait for a good shot.”


  Tom Lund said, “That’s the way to get silk.” Then, “Have you seen Barbara?”


  “I stopped by before I came here.”


  “Good. When are you two getting married?”


  Marty squinted through the murk. “I’m not sure we are. I’m not sure I’m ready to settle down yet.”


  “Have you discussed that with Barbara?”


  “Well—No.”


  Tom said harshly, “You’ll play fair with that girl or I’ll break your neck.”


  Marty looked at Tom, little pinpoints of light beginning to show through the blue of his eyes. He said quietly, “I guess that’s my business.” This was a new Marty. Somewhere in the last year he had learned control of himself, yet Tom knew he was angry, that the rashness was hot within him.


  Behind Marty, in the transparant nose, something flashed briefly. Tom yelled, “The web, Marty, the web!” Marty whirled, catching sight of the drifting web. He aimed quickly, yet this time with care, and let the harpoon go.


  It was a hit. The hooks of the harpoon tangled in the web, arresting the drift through the surface murk, and stretching the light cable out from the HUNTRESS. They saw the spider run out, monkey-like, a few feet along the cable to see what it was, his red eyes gleaming balefully at his lack of prey.


  Marty clutched at Tom’s arm, “Let me go,” he begged, “let me go after him.”


  Tom said, “No. It’s dangerous. You can cover me, in case I slip and touch the web. If that happens, shoot straight and quick at the spider.” Marty flared hotly, “I can take care of myself. You’ve got to stop protecting me sometime.”


  Tom turned to the space lock, leaving his brother seething behind. He closed the inner door of the lock, and opened the outer, projecting himself into space with a few blasts of the hand rocket. Once out in space, he looked for the spider.


  IT WAS to his right, a big one, large as Tom, crouched in the center of its web. Tom was not sure it had seen him, and he touched a tiny blast of the rocket to send him slowly toward it, and adjusted the repulsor beams of his suit, for he was falling gradually toward the planet. He came in then, directly toward the spider, sidling in toward it, the flare pistol extended. The spider had seen him now, and he touched the flare pistol to project a ball of glaring light.


  The spider ran back to the very edge of his web to peer balefully at this new development.


  Tom was coming in now, firing the flare pistol again and again. The flame was too much for the spider, and it leaped away from the web, its heavier body ducking down toward the center of the planet, far down, away from these menacing flares. From the web, down through the murk stretched the spider’s means of return, a crimson, gossamer strand unreeling as he dropped.


  Tom came in cautiously. At the last moment, he ducked under the web, and working swiftly, exchanged the flare pistol for a heat gun at his belt. He adjusted it to the hottest beam, and with his left hand swept the beam across the crimson strand, severing it from the attachment to the web, and cauterizing it before the severed end could send touch impulses to the nervous system of the web. With his right hand he seized the drifting end of the crimson strand, and thrust the heat gun back in his belt. Now he needed his hand rocket to return to his ship.


  He blasted carefully away from the web. One touch of that web, and it would close around him, its sensitive nervous system as reactive to touch as the fly catcher plants, and far more swift. At the same time that the web enmeshed him a message would be sent along the gossamer strand to the spider, and the spider would be flashing back, to send poison into the helpless prey. It might take some moments to penetrate the space suit, but it could be done.


  That had been proven, to the sorrow of many a “silker’s” family.


  Tom Lund was back to the Huntress now, tying the strand to the winch outside the viewport on the starboard bow. He was through now, coming inside the lock as the spider came back from the murk, rolling up the crimson gossamer inside itself as it came.


  Inside the Huntress, Tom touched a switch, and the winch began to turn, whirling up the pencil size crimson silk onto the reel. The spider was at the winch now, biting at the reel viciously, but it turned on unminding, pulling the silk in a swirling ribbon from the spider’s body, winding it tightly. In a few swift moments it was done, the spider was stripped of his silk. When that happened, Tom, watching in the viewport, touched the reverse rockets, and the Huntress blasted away, inertia sliding the spider off, to fall through the murk and start its life again, to spin a new web, and renew the silk inside its body.


  Their quarrel forgotten, Marty Lund said, “Beautiful work, Tom. He had a lot of silk too.”


  Tom turned, to meet the approving blue eyes. He smiled, “Thanks, Marty.”


  THERE WERE, it seemed, to be no more webs that day. They watched till the sun rested on the edge of the ring, ready to sink, and no more of the irridescent webs came drifting by.


  Marty said, “Two hours of sunlight. You’ll have to move north and find a new drift.”


  Tom Lund drew the curtains across the transparant viewport. The day was over. He began to move about the ship in his routine, readying things for the day to follow. When Marty came to help he said, “Never mind. I can do everything myself. Better clean up and go see Barbara.”


  Marty said, “I wasn’t planning to go over tonight.”


  Tom whirled, “It’s been hard enough on that girl, waiting for you, with no one but me to have fun with. You know what most of these silkers are like. A girl isn’t safe with a lot of them. Seems to me you owe her some good times.”


  Marty said, “Same old Tom. Figuring out who owes who what, and what they ought to do about it.” Yet Tom could see he was angry and this new cold controlled rage was harder to combat than the old flaring temper.


  The sound of rocket jets, and the voice of Johnathan Ellis from the visiplate broke between them, easing the tension in the room.


  “I’m coming over!”


  A few moments later the big man was in the HUNTRESS stripping his space suit. He said, “I brought the little ship back for Marty.”


  The brothers looked at each other. Johnathan Ellis said, sharply, “Haven’t you told him?”


  Marty was stepping closer, springs in his step, flares in his eyes. “Told me what?”


  Tom said wearily, “I bought another space ship, a tiny reconnaissance ship, to save fuel. I figured you could use it to search out new drifts while I worked the old ones.” Marty’s voice was dangerously low, “What did you buy it with?”


  “I drew our savings for the down payment, and gave paper for the rest.”


  Marty said, danger still in his voice, “What about me? What if I don’t care for this business of silking? What if I want my share of the money?”


  Tom said, “You’ll stay and help with the silking.”


  Marty said bitterly, “What else can I do till the note is paid? Damn you, Tom!”


  “Don’t take it so, Marty. The money belonged to both of us, you know that, even the part I made silking while you were in school. But I figured you’d want to help me here, for a year or so, at least.”


  Marty said in soft and bitter tones, “You would!” and sat down.


  Johnathan Ellis let out a long breath of relief. The crisis had passed, but the tension still lay in the room, a sharp atmosphere of strain. He said, softly, “I left a little fuel in the Baby to pay for the use of her.”


  “You didn’t have to do that.”


  “It was worth it, it saved more fuel than I left in it. I better go now.” Jonathan Ellis donned his space suit, glad to leave this atmosphere of bitterness. In the space lock he shook his head sorrowfully, before he projected himself out toward his own ship.


  In the Huntress Marty said, grimly, “We might as well take a look at this ship you’ve sold me into bondage for.” He got up, “Come on, let’s go see her.”


  INSIDE THE Baby, Marty said interestedly, most of the animosity lost in admiration, “She’ll sit piggy back on the big ship, won’t she, and tie in to the big fuel supply for refueling?”


  From the fuel gauge, Tom Lund grunted, “Yeah,” and then explosively, “Johnathan left a little fuel in her, huh! The tank is half full. That’s enough fuel to take Baby to Terra.” He snorted in disapproval of such generosity.


  Marty said, “Come on, Tom, let’s piggy back her. Let me try her.”


  At the controls, Marty dropped her, feather light, on the locking mount provided on the back of the HUNTRESS. He said then, “She’s a little honey, Tom.” Then half apologetically, “I don’t mind helping you silk, Tom. It’s just that I’d like to decide something for myself once in a while.”


  Tom said, “Sure, boy. I should have asked you about buying her, but it was take her then, or lose her, so I went ahead and took her.”


  They left the BABY to return to the HUNTRESS. Inside Marty said, “I have some wire tapes of the astronomy trips we took last year. What do you say we go show them to Barbara and her folks?”


  “Go ahead. You don’t need me.” Marty grinned at him, “Oaf,” he said affectionately. He went to the visiplate and engaged Barbara in conversation. A moment later he turned, “Tom, Barbara wants to talk to you.”


  Looking at her image in the visiplate, Tom Lund forgot his troubles and smiled.


  She said, “Tom Lund, you come on over here with Marty, or I’ll never speak to you again.”


  He said sheepishly, “Sure, Barbara, if you both want me.”


  She said, laughing at him, “We’ll always want you. Don’t be long now.”


  ONCE THE Huntress was prepared for the next day, and they had cleaned themselves up, Tom and Marty joined the Ellis family aboard their ship. They were an unusual family, cultured and well educated, in this dangerous profession that attracted mostly riffraff. Besides Barbara, there were two sons, big healthy fearless sons.


  Marty drew spools of wire from his pocket. “Where’s the projector?”


  “Here.” Barbara showed him.


  He began to thread the wire into the projector. Written into the structure of these wires, were both voice and image, to be stripped and thrown as a talking three-dimensional picture, as the wire moved slowly through the scanner. They saw travelogues of the planets, mixed with some astronomical science, and now and then some member of the class would appear, gazing at the scenes, or doing something in connection with the pictures.


  As Tom watched, the temper began to surge hotly in his blood. Now and them a picture of Marty flashed, Marty and a girl. She must have been one of the class, but she was always close to him. Now, they were laughing at each other, Marty’s arm around her.


  Tom knew he was wrong. He should wait—should control himself, but he felt his legs pushing himself erect. He heard his voice, hot and uncontrollable as a blast from his heat gun saying, “You come on home, Marty. I’ve got something to say to you.” He wheeled then, trying to retain some control of himself, donned his space suit, and projected himself out of the lock.


  Aboard the Huntress he threw himself, fully dressed, across the bunk to await Marty’s coming. After a long time he realized that Marty wasn’t coming at all.


  Hours later, he heard a soft, faint sound, and opened his eyes to see Marty softly moving his things out of the ship. He got up, moved to the transparent viewport. Marty was putting the things in the Baby. Tom knew then what had happened. Marty was quitting. He was taking the Baby, and quitting, to go back to Terra.


  Tom groped for his heat gun. By God, he’d stop that. He had the gun in his hand, and was reaching for the space suit on its hook when the truth struck him, when the meaning of what he had seen in Marty’s eyes drove home.


  Gun or not, he knew Marty would defy him. He would defy him now, forever.


  Out the transparent plate he saw Marty blasting away in his space suit, leaving the little ship still sitting. Tom thought bitterly, Going to say good-bye to Barbara, no doubt.


  His rage flamed red again as he thought of her. He got up and went to the control board. The thought struck him then, with all the impact of a blow. The tanks of the Baby were only half full! There was perhaps enough fuel to make the trip to Terra, perhaps not. It would serve Marty right if he ran out of fuel, and was stranded in space. He might learn then, if he didn’t die first.


  And the young, impetuous fool wouldn’t check his fuel before starting the trip either, and once gone, if he was a little short, he would be too proud to come back.


  Tom thought hotly, I could make it work. I could drain more of the fuel from the tank till I was sure he could not make it. And then, once he was gone, I might help Barbara forget him.


  Outside the viewport the little moons seemed to dance in pale glee, a macabre wavering that added to the swirling of Tom’s mind. For a time he watched the little moons, till they quieted in their apparent giddiness, and when he rose his mind was crystal clear and hard. He moved swiftly to the fuel controls and began to pump fuel between the ships.


  When he was done, he went back to his bed and waited. A half hour later, he heard the roar of rockets, and he knew the Baby had leaped from her piggy-back mounting into space.


  He turned on his bed then, hearing the faint sounds as she blasted into the distance, and once the sound was entirely gone, he closed his eyes and after a long time fell asleep.


  IT WAS late the next morning when he finally roused, and went to get his breakfast. Even his coffee was bitter, and seemed to reflect the feeling that lay so heavy inside him.


  He got up, and began to ready himself for the approaching sunrise. This would be his last day of hunting. He knew that. After his action last night, there was but one thing to do. He would go back to Terra. He could not move north to the new location now.


  He wondered if there were any chance of catching Marty, yet even as he reflected he knew it was hopeless, for the speed of the tiny craft was far above his own, and the chance of being able to locate it in space, even could he catch it, was infinitely small.


  HE HAD no luck that day. The blue gray swirls passed endlessly under his ship, but there were no spiders, no webs, no silk.


  It is, he thought, a judgement against me for being angry with my brother. The very swirls themselves seemed to say, “What have you done? Your dream is dead. Now you’ll never ride the drifts with your brother. Never!—Never—! Never—!”


  He closed his eyes against the accusing swirls, and drew the curtain across the viewport. This ended it. He took off his space suit and hung it up.


  There was a tiny bump, as something struck the top of the Huntress. The heart of Tom Lund leaped. The Baby! That had been the shock of the Baby landing!


  The lock opened, and a spacesuited figure stood on the ship’s floor. He stripped off his helmet and stood, blue eyes fixed accusingly on Tom.


  Marty said, “I came back, Tom.”


  Tom Lund stood quiet—thankful, saying nothing.


  The ice-blue eyes never wavered, “I looked at the fuel gauges, and I came back. I was too angry to look last night.” He took a step closer, and his voice shook with emotion. He said, “You great fool. How did you expect to move north without fuel?”


  Still Tom stood silent, and Marty said, anger and warmth mixed in his voice, “You’ll never change will you? Filling my tanks would have been enough. Just filling my tanks would have let me make Terra, with half a tank left. But that wasn’t enough for you. You had to strip yourself and pump my reserve tanks full.”


  Tom Lund said, sheepishly, “You never know. Sometimes you need extra fuel.”


  Marty said, level-eyed, “And what about you? Did you have fuel to move north? Did you have extra fuel for emergency on the way in? You did not. If anything had happened you might have stranded in space.”


  His voice was a hard mask to conceal the depth of his emotion, “Damn you, Tom. It’s time you listened to me. I’m going to run things around here a while.”


  Tom suddenly wanted to sit down. Weakness—reaction was upon him.


  Marty said, “We move north tomorrow. You take the BABY, I take the Huntress. You’re going to have to get used to the Baby, for half the time you’ll use her, and I’ll run the Huntress. Half the spiders I go after myself, while you sit back and cover me. From here on, everything, danger, plans, hazard, is half mine. Do you understand that?”


  Tom said, “Sure, Marty, sure.” He was suddenly aware of a great strength in his brother, strength to lean on, to depend on; and without knowing it he had been wanting to lean on someone a long, long time.


  Marty said, “One more thing. You put on your space suit and go over to Barbara right away. Tell her you love her. She’s been waiting to hear that for years.”


  Tom said, “Huh?”


  Marty grinned at him, blue eyes dancing. “I wasn’t at school long this year before I knew it. She wasn’t for me. It was just that you liked her, and things you liked always seemed the best to me.”


  Tom asked slowly, “You’ve told Barbara this?”


  “Yes, now get over there.”


  Tom Lund got up and moved to the space lock in a dream. Just before he closed the door it was snatched from his hand, and held so he could not close it, and the face of his brother was leering around at him. His brother’s voice said, suspiciously mirthful, “You great fool. If you’re going out, put on your space suit.”


  THE IAPETAN NIGHT SHADE


  A.T. Kedzie


  RANDY MITCHELL felt a cold drop of sweat trickle down inside his tunic collar. For a moment he felt as if the cold metal walls of the airlock would constrict and crush him. The thirty foot space-boat lay in its cradle like a monument tilted on its side. The entrance door to the airlock hung open. Randy swallowed, almost forcing himself to keep his eyes open.


  She said: “I’m going to have to kill you.” Even as he faced death he could not but help be aware of her beauty. She was the loveliest woman he had ever seen. She was tall and slender, her perfectly formed body surmounted by a face which appeared as if carved in pure cameo.


  The events of the last two days flashed through his mind. What a fool! He should have known she was one of the Senep gang. She’d been too smooth, too ready with explanations. Sure the Bureau head, Dr. Cranston, had warned him that the operatives were slick. Hell, he knew that himself. Hadn’t he knocked out Cramer? But he’d never expected that this alluring woman—you couldn’t use the word “girl”—was one of the Seneps, running “dream-joy” through to Tellus from Iapetus aboard the trans-Jovian liners of Mars and Tellus and Jupiter.


  Bitterly he cursed himself for being the fool. To think he’d talked of love with her! Why that hellcat wouldn’t know the meaning of the word—though she damned well knew the power of her sex. She’d played him for a dummy all right.


  She was smiling and even as an executioner she looked more beautiful than most women as lovers.


  “I’m sorry, Randy,” she said, “I’ve actually come to like you. But you’re a fool—and an agent.” She sighed wearily. “That means I have to shoot you. And then I’ll take this boat and go.”


  She stopped Randy’s speech with a motion of her pistol. “I know—” she said quickly, “you think the Patrol—hah! I was at the communicator—and there’s nothing within ten million kilometers.”


  Her eyes blinked once, and in their violent depths Randy sensed his death was being written that instant. The judgment was right, but as the pistol flared Randy dropped. He felt a searing pain in his side as the heat-bolt caught him, then blackness, the curtain of oblivion . . .


  He came to, minutes later in a fog of irresolution and a wash of nausea. The lock was cold and the boat was gone. She had flown! Hoar-frost of condensed air rimed the edge of the outer door through which the boat had fled, and Randy’s body felt as if it had been put through a ringer.


  When the boat had gone through the lock, the air had gone with it, and while the automatic trips had closed the doors and reloaded the lock with air, for a moment Randy had been in a vacuum.


  He opened the door, half-crawling, half-staggering his way through into the corridor. Two passengers spotted him and in a little while, Randy found himself in Captain Faherne’s cabin, a solicitous doctor hovering over him, and an anxious officer wanting to question him.


  “. . . a Senep agent shot me—” Randy watched the Captain’s eyes widen at the word “Senep” for it was known wherever spacemen went. “—she dumped a load of dream joy on Tellus and she was going back for more.” Randy tried to sit up. He winced with the effort.


  “Take it easy son,” the doctor said kindly, “That’s a nasty burn.”


  “You keep saying ‘she’—whom do you mean?” the Captain asked.


  “Phrane Larrene—the hell of it is—she got away in your number Eight boat. That’s where she left me for dead—in the air-lock.”


  Randy looked at the officer. There was a broad smile on Faherne’s face.


  “Well, well,” he said thoughtfully, “that is interesting.”


  “What do you mean ‘interesting’ ? There’ll be hell to pay when the Patrol finds I’ve missed the Senep’s biggest agent.”


  “You haven’t missed a thing, Mitchell.” Faherne turned to a crewman orderly. “Run this to Communications,” he said. “Patrol Iapetus; Pick up a class four boat—throw in our coordinates. Vessel adrift with no power. Iapetan nightshade aboard—Phrane Larrene—handle with care. Signed, Faherne.”


  “Wha . . . wha . . .” Randy stuttered.


  “Boats number Eight, Nine and Ten, were out for repairs,” Faherne said, a delighted grin on his face. “Your Iapetan threw herself out on the ejectors. Won’t she be mad when she finds she’s going straight to Tellus when the Patrol picks her up.


  “Of all the luck,” Randy said feelingly. “I muff the biggest chance ever—and then this takes over. Captain, I owe you a drink. Will you join me in the lounge—if this doctor will guarantee I won’t fall apart?”


  “I think that can be arranged,” the doctor said.


  “We’ll take the officers’ lounge,” Faherne said, “Agent Mitchell hasn’t been getting along with the passengers.” He was smiling . . .


  HARPERS OF TITAN


  Edmond Hamilton


  Again Simon Wright the “Brain,” lives in a human body, and in that guise contends with the most hideous peril he has ever faced—a menace driving a planet to madness!


  CHAPTER I


  Shadowed Moon


  
    His name was Simon Wright, and once he had been a man like other men. Now he was a man no longer, but a living brain, housed in a metal ease, nourished by serum instead of blood, provided with artificial senses and means of motion.


    The body of Simon Wright, that had known the pleasures and the ills of physical existence, had long ago mingled with the dust. But the mind of Simon Wright lived on, brilliant and unimpaired.

  


  THE ridge lifted, gaunt and rocky, along the rim of the lichen forest, the giant growths crowding to the very crest and down the farther slope into the valley.


  Here and there was a clearing around what might once have been a temple, Mow long fallen into ruin. The vast ragged shapes of the lichens loomed above it, wrinkled and wind-torn and sad. Now and again a little breeze came and set them to rustling with a sound like muted weeping, shaking down a rotten, powdery dust.


  Simon Wright was Weary of the ridge and the dun-gray forest, weary of waiting. Three of Titan’s nights had passed since he and Grag and Otho and Curt Nekton, whom the System knew better as Captain Future, had hidden their ship down in the lichen-forest and had waited, here on the ridge for a man who did not come.


  This was the fourth night of waiting, under the incredible glory of Titan’s sky. But even the pageant of Saturn, girdled with the blazing Rings and attended by the brilliant swarm of moons, failed to lift Simon’s mental spirits. Somehow the beauty above only accentuated the dreariness below.


  Curt Newton said sharply, “If Keogh doesn’t come tonight, I’m going down there and look for him.”


  He looked outward through a rift in the lichens, to the valley where Moneb lay—a city indistinct with night and distance, picked out here and there with the light of torches.


  Simon spoke, his voice coming precise and metallic through the artificial resonator.


  “Keogh’s message warned us on no account to go into the city. Be patient, Curtis. He will come.”


  Otho nodded. Otho, the lean, lithe android who was so exactly human that only a disturbing strangeness in his pointed face and green, bright eyes betrayed him.


  “Apparently,” Otho said, “there’s a devil of a mess going on in Moneb, and we’re liable to make it worse if we go tramping in before we know what it’s all about.”


  THE manlike metal form of Grag moved impatiently in the shadows with a dull clanking sound. His booming voice crashed loud against the stillness.


  “I’m like Curt,” he said. “I’m tired of waiting.”


  “We are all tired,” said Simon. “But we must wait. From Keogh’s message, I judge that he is neither a coward nor a fool. He knows the situation. We do not. We must not endanger him by impatience.”


  Curt sighed, “I know it.” He settled back on the block of stone where he was sitting. “I only hope he makes it soon. These infernal lichens are getting on my nerves.”


  Poised effortlessly upon the unseen magnetic beams that were his limbs, Simon watched and brooded. Only in a detached way could he appreciate the picture he presented to others—a small square metal case, with a strange face of artificial lens-eyes and resonator-mouth, hovering in the darkness.


  To himself, Simon seemed almost a bodiless ego. He could not see his own strange body. He was conscious only of the steady, rhythmic throbbing of the serum-pump that served as his heart, and of the visual and auditory sensations that his artificial sense-organs gathered for him.


  His lenslike eyes were capable of better vision under all conditions than the human eye, but even so he could not penetrate the shifting, tumultuous shadows of the valley. It remained a mystery of shaking moonlight, mist and darkness.


  It looked peaceful. And yet the message of this stranger, Keogh, had cried for help against an evil too great for him to fight alone.


  Simon was acutely conscious of the dreary rustling of the lichens. His microphonia auditory system could hear and distinguish each separate tiny note too faint for normal ears, so that the rustling became a weaving, shifting pattern of sound, as of ghostly voices whispering—a sort of symphony of despair.


  Pure fancy, and Simon Wright was not given to fancies. Yet in these nights of waiting he had developed a definite sense of foreboding. He reasoned now that this sad whispering of the forest was responsible, his brain reacting to the repeated stimulus of a sound-pattern.


  Like Curt, he hoped that Keogh would come soon.


  Time passed. The Rings filled the sky with supernal fire, and the moons went splendidly on their eternal way, bathed in the milky glow of Saturn. The lichens would not cease from their dusty weeping. Now and again Curt Newton rose and went restlessly back and forth across the clearing. Otho watched him, sitting still, his slim body bent like a. steel bow. Grag remained where he was, a dark immobile giant in the shadows, dwarfing even Newton’s height.


  Then, abruptly, there was a sound different from all other sounds. Simon heard, and listened, and after a moment he said:


  “There are two men, climbing the slope from the valley, coming this way.” Otho sprang up. Curt voiced a short, sharp “Ah!” and said, “Better take cover, until we’re sure.”


  The four melted into the darkness. Simon was so close to the strangers that he might have reached out one of his force-beams and touched them. They came into the clearing, breathing heavily from the long climb, looking eagerly about. One was a tall man, very tall, with a gaunt width of shoulder and a fine head. The other was shorter, broader, moving with a bear like gait Both were Earthmen, with the unmistakable stamp of the frontiers on them, and the hardness of physical labor. Both men were armed.


  They stopped. The hope went out of them, and the tall man said despairingly, “They failed us. They didn’t come. Dan, they didn’t come!”


  Almost, the tall man wept.


  “I guess your message didn’t get through,” the other man said. His voice, too, was leaden. “I don’t know, Keogh, I don’t know what we’ll do not. I guess we might as well go back.”


  Curt Newton spoke out of the darkness. “Hold on a minute. It’s all right.”


  CURT moved out into the open space, his lean face and red hair clear in the moonlight.


  “It’s he,” said the stocky man, “It’s Captain Future.” His voice was shaken with relief.


  Keogh smiled, a smile without much humor in it. “You thought I might be dead, and someone else might keep the appointment. Not a far-fetched assumption. I’ve been so closely watched that I dared not try to get away before, I only just managed it tonight.”


  He broke off, staring, as Grag came striding up, shaking the ground with his tread. Otho moved in from beyond him, light as a leaf. Simon joined them, gliding silently from among the shadows.


  Keogh laughed, a little shakily. “I’m glad to see you. If you only knew how glad I am to see you all!”


  “And me!” said the stocky man. He added, “I’m Barker.”


  “My friend,” Keogh told the Future-. men. “For many years, my friend.” Then he hesitated, looking earnestly at Curt. “You will help me? I’ve held back down there in Moneb so far. I’ve kept the people quiet. I’ve tried to give them courage when they need it, but I’m only one man. That’s a frail peg on which to hang the fate of a city.”


  Curt nodded gravely. “We’ll do all we can. Otho—Grag! Keep watch, just in case.”


  Grag and Otho. disappeared again. Curt looked expectantly at Keogh and Barker. The breeze had steadied to a wind, and Simon was conscious that it was rising, bringing a deeper plaint from the lichens.


  Keogh sat down on a block of stone and began to talk. Hovering near him, Simon listened, watching Keogh’s face. It was a good face. A wise man, Simon thought, and a strong one, exhausted now by effort and long fear.


  “I was the first Earthmen to come into the valley, years ago,” Keogh said. “I liked the men of Moneb and they liked me. When the miners began to come in, I saw to it that there was no trouble between them and the natives. I married a girl of Moneb, daughter of one of the chief men. She’s dead now, but I have a son here. And I’m one of their councilors, the only man of foreign blood ever allowed in the Inner City.


  “So you see, I’ve swung a lot of weight and have used it to keep peace here between native and outlander. But now!” He shook his head., “There have always been men in Moneb who hated to see Earthmen and Earth civilization come in and lessen their own influence. They’ve hated the Earthmen who live in New Town and work the mines. They’d have tried long ago to force them out, and would have embroiled Moneb in a hopeless struggle, if they’d dared defy tradition and use their one possible weapon. Now, they’re bolder and are planning to use that weapon.”


  Curt Newton looked at him keenly. “What is this weapon, Keogh?”


  Keogh’s answer was a question. “You Futuremen know these worlds well:—i suppose you’ve heard of the Harpers?” Simon Wright felt a. shock of surprise. He saw incredulous amazement on Curt Newton’s face.


  “You don’t mean that your malcontents plan to use the Harpers as a weapon?”


  Keogh nodded somberly. “They do.” Memories of old days on Titan were flashing through Simon’s mind; the strange, strange form, of life that dwelt deep in the great forests, the unforgettable beauty wedded to dreadful danger.


  “The Harpers could be a weapon, yes,” he said, after a moment. “But the weapon would slay those who wielded it, unless they were protected from it.”


  “Long ago,” Keogh answered, “the men of Moneb had such a protection. They used the Harpers, then. But use of them was so disastrous that it was forbidden, put under a tabu.


  “Now, those who wish to force out the Earthmen here plan to break that tabu. They want to bring in the Harpers, and use them.”


  Barker added, “Things were all right until the old king died. He was a man. His son is a weakling. The fanatics against outland civilization have got to him, and he’s afraid of his own shadow. Keogh has been holding him on his feet, against them.”


  SIMON saw the almost worshipful trust in Harker’s eyes as he glanced at his friend.


  “They’ve tried to kill Keogh, of course,” Harker said. “With him gone, there’d be no leader against them.” Keogh’s voice rose, to be heard over the booming and thrumming of the lichens.


  “A full council has been called for two days from now. That will be the time of decision—whether we, or the breakers, of tabu, will rule in Moneb. And I know, as I know truth, that some kind of a trap has been set for me.


  “That is where I will need you Futuremen’s Help, most desperately. But you must not be seen in the town. Any strangers now would excite suspicion, and you are too well known and—” he glanced at Simon and added apologetically, “distinctive”.


  He paused. In that pause, the boom and thunder of the lichen was like the slatting of great sails in the wind, and Simon could not hear the little furtive sound from, behind him until it was too late—a second too late.


  A man leaped into the clearing. Simon had a fleeting glimpse of copper-gold limbs and a killer’s face, and a curious weapon raised. Simon spoke, but the bright small dart was already fled.


  In the same breath, Curt turned and drew and fired. The man dropped. Out in the shadows another gun flashed, and they heard Otho’s fierce cry.


  There was a timeless instant when no one moved, and then Otho came back into the clearing. “There were only two of them, I think.”


  “They followed us!” Harker exclaimed. “They followed us up here to—” He had been turning, as he spoke. He suddenly stopped speaking, and then cried out Keogh’s name.


  Keogh lay face down in the powdery dust. From out his temple stood a slim bronzed shaft little larger than a needle, and where it pierced the flesh was one dark drop of blood.


  Simon hovered low over the Earthman; His sensitive beams touched the throat, the breast, lifted one lax eyelid.


  Simon said, without hope, “He still lives.”


  CHAPTER II


  Unearthly Stratagem


  GRAG carried Keogh through the forest and, tell man that Keogh was, he seemed like a child in the robot’s mighty arms. The wind howled, and the lichens shook and thundered, and it was growing darker.


  “Hurry!” said Harker. “Hurry—there may still be a chance!”


  His face had the white, staring look that comes with shock. Simon was still possessed of emotion—sharper, clearer emotions than before, he thought, divorced as they were from, the chemical confusions of the flesh. Now he knew a great pity for Harker.


  “The Comet is just ahead,” Curt told him.


  Presently they saw the ship, a shadowed bulk of metahlost among the giant growths. Swiftly they took Keogh in, and Grag laid him carefully on the table in the tiny laboratory. He was still breathing, but Simon knew that it would not be for long.


  The laboratory of the Comet, for all its cramped size, was fitted with medical equipment comparable to. most hospitals—most of it designed for its particular purpose by Simon himself, and by Curt Newton. It had been used many times before for the saving of lives. Now the two of them, Simon and Curt together, worked feverishly to save Keogh.


  Curt wheeled a marvellously compact adaptation of the Fraser unit into place. Within seconds the tubes were clamped into Keogh’s arteries and the pumps were working, keeping the blood flawing normally, feeding in a stimulant solution directly to the heart. The oxygen unit was functioning. Presently Curt nodded.


  “Pulse and respiration normal. Now let’s have a look at the brain.”


  He swung the ultrafluoroscope into position and switched it on. Simon looked into the screen, hovering close to Curt’s shoulder.


  “The frontal lobe is torn beyond repair,” he said. “See the tiny barbs on that dart? Deterioration of the cells has already set in.”


  Harker spoke from the doorway. “Can’t you do something? Can’t you save him?” He stared into Curt’s face for a moment, and then his head dropped forward and he said dully, “No, of course you can’t. I knew it when he was hit.”


  All the strength seemed to run out of him. He leaned against the door, a man tired and beaten and sad beyond endurance.


  “It’s bad enough to lose a friend. But now everything he fought for is lost, too. The fanatics will win, and they’ll turn loose something that will destroy not only the Earthmen here, but the entire populace of Moneb too, in the long run.”


  Tears began to run slowly from Harker’s eyes. He did not seem to notice them. He said, to no one, to the universe, “Why couldn’t I have Seen him in time? Why couldn’t I have killed him—in time?”


  For a long, long moment, Simon looked at Harker. Then he glanced again into the screen, and then aside at Curt, who nodded and slowly switched it off. Curt began to remove the tubes of the Fraser unit from Keogh’s wrists.


  Simon said, “Wait, Curtis. Leave them as they are.”


  Curt straightened, a certain startled wonder in his eyes. Simon glided to where Harker stood, whiter and more stricken than the dead man on the table.


  Simon spoke his name three times, before he roused himself to answer.


  “Yes?”


  “How much courage have you, Harker? As much as Keogh? As much as I?”


  Harker shook his head.


  “There are times when courage doesn’t help a bit.”


  “Listen to me, Harker! Have you the courage to walk beside Keogh into Moneb, knowing that he is dead?”


  The eyes of the stocky man widened. And Curt Newton came to Simon and said in a strange voice, “What are you thinking of?”


  “I am thinking of a brave man who died in the act of seeking help from us. I am thinking of many innocent men and women who will die, unless . . . Harker, it is true, is it not, that the success of your fight depended on Keogh?”


  MARKER’S gaze dwelt upon the body stretched on the table—a body that breathed and pulsed with the semblance of life borrowed from the sighing pumps.


  “That is true,” he said. “That’s why they killed him. He was the leader. With him gone—” Harker’s broad hands made a gesture of utter loss.


  “Then it must not be known that Keogh died.”


  Curt said harshly, “No! Simon, you can’t do it!”


  “Why not, Curtis? You are perfectly capable of completing the operation.”


  “They’ve killed the man once. They’ll be ready to do it again. Simon, you can’t risk yourself! Even if I could do the operation—no!”


  Something queerly pleading came into Curt’s gray eyes. “This is my kind of a job, Simon. Mine and Grag’s and Otho’s. Let us do it.”


  “And how will you do it?” Simon asked. “By force? By reasoning? You are not omnipotent, Curtis. Nor are Grag and Otho. You, all three of you, would be going into certain death, and even more certain defeat. And I know you. You would go.”


  Simon paused. It seemed to him suddenly that he had gone mad, that he must be mad to contemplate what he was about to do. And yet, it was the only way—the only possible chance of preventing an irretrievable disaster.


  Simon knew what the Harpers could do, in the wrong hands. He knew what would happen to the Earthmen in New Town. And he knew too what retribution for that would overtake the many guiltless people of Moneb, as well as the few guilty ones.


  He glanced beyond Harker and saw Grag standing there, and Otho beside him, his green eyes very bright, and Simon thought, I made them Both, I and Roger Newton. I gave them hearts and minds and courage. Some day they will perish, but it will not be because I failed them.


  And there was Curt, stubborn, reckless, driven by the demon of his own loneliness, a bitter searcher after knowledge, a stranger to his own kind.


  Simon thought, We made him so, Otho and Grag and I. And we wrought too well. There is too much iron in him. He will break, but never bend—and I will not have him broken because of me!


  Harker said, very slowly, “I don’t understand.”


  Simon explained. “Keogh’s body is whole. Only the brain was destroyed. If the body were supplied with another brain—mine—Keogh would seem to live again, to finish his task in Moneb.”


  Harker stood for a long moment without speaking. Then he whispered, “Is that: possible?”


  “Quite possible. Not easy, not even safe—but possible.”


  Harker’s hands clenched into fists. Something, a light that might have been hope, crept back into his eyes.


  “Only we five,” said Simon, “know that Keogh died. There would be no difficulty there. And I know the language of Titan, as I know most of the System tongues.


  “But I would still need help—a guide, who knew Keogh’s life and could enable me to live it for the short time that is necessary. You, Harker. And I warn you, it will not be easy.”


  Harker’s voice was low, but steady. “If you can do the one thing, I can do the other.”


  Curt Newton said angrily, “No one is going to do anything of the sort. Simon, I won’t have any part of it!”


  The stormy look that Simon knew so well had come into Curt’s face. If Simon had been able to, he would have smiled. Instead, he spoke exactly as he had spoken so many times before, long ago when Curt Newton was a small redheaded boy playing in the lonely corridors of the laboratory hidden under Tycho, with no companions but the robot, the android, and Simon, himself.


  “You will do as I say, Curtis!” He turned to the others. “Grag, take Mr. Harker into the main cabin. See that he sleeps, for he will need his strength. Otho, Curtis will want your help.”


  Otho came in and shut the door. He glanced from Simon to Curt and back again, his eyes brilliant with a certain acid amusement. Curt stood Where he was, his jaw set, unmoving.


  SIMON glided over to the cabinets built solidly against one wall. Using the wonderfully adaptable force-beams more skilfully than a man uses his hands, he took from them the needful things—the trephine saw, the clamps and sutures, the many.-shaped delicate knives. And the other things, that had set modern surgery so far ahead of the crude Twentieth Century techniques. The compounds that prevented bleeding, the organic chemicals that promoted cell regeneration so rapidly and fully that a wound would heal within hours and leave no scar, the stimulants and anaesthetics that prevented shock, the neurone compounds.


  The UV tube was pulsing overhead, sterilizing everything in the laboratory. Simon, whose vision was better and touch more sure than that of any surgeon dependent on human form, made the preliminary incision in Keogh’s skull.


  Curt Newton had still not moved. His face was as set and stubborn as before, but there was a pallor about it now, something of desperation.


  Simon said sharply, “Curtis!”


  Curt moved then. He came to the table and put his hands on it beside the dead man’s head, and Simon saw that they trembled.


  “I can’t,” he whispered. “Simon, I can’t do it. I’m afraid.”


  Simon looked steadily into his eyes. “There is no need to be. You will not let me die.”


  He held out a glittering instrument. Slowly, like a man in a dream, Curt took it.


  Otho’s bright gaze softened. He nodded to Simon, across Curt’s shoulder, and smiled. There was admiration in that smile, for both of them.


  Simon busied himself with other things.


  “Pay particular attention, Curtis, to the trigeminal, glossopharyngeal, facial—”


  “I know all about that,” said Curt, with a peculiar irritation.


  “—pneumogastric, spinal accessory, and hypoglossal nerves,” Simon finished. Vials and syringes were laid in a neat row. “Here is the anaesthetic to be introduced into my serum-stream. And immediately after the operation, this is to be injected beneath the dura and pia mater.”


  Curt nodded. His hands had stopped shaking, working now with swift, sure skill. His mouth had thinned to a grim line.


  Simon thought, He’ll do. He’ll always do.


  There was a moment, then, of waiting. Simon looked down at the man John Keogh and of a sudden fear took hold of him, a deep terror of what he was about to do.


  He was content as he was. Once, many years before, he had made his choice between extinction and his present existence. The genius of Curt’s own father had saved him then, given him new life, and Simon had made peace with that life, strange as it was, and turned it to good use. He had discovered the advantages of his new form.—the increased skills. The ability to think clearly with a mind unfettered by useless and uncontrollable impulses of the flesh. He had learned to be grateful for them.


  And now, after all these years . . .


  He thought, I cannot do it, after all! I, too, am afraid—not of dying, but of life.


  And yet, beneath that fear was longing, a hunger that Simon had thought mercifully dead these many years.


  The longing to be once again a man, a human, being clothed in flesh.


  The cold, clear mind of Simon Wright, the precise, logical unwavering mind, reeled under the impact of these mingled dreads and hungers. They leaped up full stature from their graves in his subconscious. He was shocked that he could still be prey to emotion, and the voice of his mind cried out, I cannot do it! No, I cannot!


  Curt said quietly, “All ready, Simon.”


  Slowly, very slowly, Simon moved and came to rest beside John Keogh. He saw Otho watching him, with a look of pain and understanding, and—yes, envy. Being unhuman himself, Otho would know, where others could only guess.


  Curt’s face was cut from stone. The serum-pump broke its steady rhythm, and then went on.


  Simon Wright passed quietly into the darkness.


  CHAPTER III


  Once Born of Flesh


  HEARING came first. A distant confusion of sounds, seeming very dull and blurred. Simon’s first thought was that something had gone wrong with his auditory mechanism. Then a chill wing of memory brushed him, and in its wake came a pang of fear, and a sense of wrongness.


  It was dark. Why should it be so dark in the Comet?


  From far off, someone called his name. “Simon! Simon, open your eyes!”


  Eyes?


  Again that dull inchoate terror. His mind was heavy. It refused to function, and the throb of the serum-pump was gone.


  The serum-pump, Simon thought. It has stopped, and I am dying!


  He must call for help. That had happened once before, and Curt had saved him. He cried out, “Curtis, the serum-pump has stopped!”


  The voice was not his own, and it was formed so strangely.


  “I’m here, Simon. Open your eyes.”


  A long unused series of motor relays clicked over in Simon’s brain at that repeated command. Without conscious volition he raised his eyelids. Someone’s eyelids, surely not his own! He had not had eyelids for many years!


  He saw.


  Vision like the hearing, dim and blurred. The familiar laboratory seemed to swim in a wavering haze. Curt’s face, and Otho’s, and above them the looming form of Grag, and a strange man . . . No; not strange; he had a name and Simon knew it—Harker.


  That name started the chain, and Simon remembered. Memory pounced upon him, worried him, tore him, and now he could feet the fear—the physical anguish of it, the sweating; the pounding of the heart, the painfulcontraction of the great bodily ganglia.


  “Raise your hand, Simon. Raise your right hand.” There was a strained undertone in Curt’s voice. Simon understood. Curt was afraid he might not have done things properly.


  Uncertainly, like a child who has not yet; learned coordination, Simon raised his right hand. Then his left. He looked at them for an endless moment and: let them fall. Drops of saline moisture stung his eyes, and he remembered them. He remembered tears.


  “You’re All right,” Curt said shakily. He helped Simon raise his headland held a glass to his lips. “Can you drink this? It will clear away the fog, give you strength.”


  Simon drank, and the act of drinking had wonder In it.


  The potion counteracted the remaining effects of the anaesthetic. Sight and hearing cleared, and he had his mind under control again. He lay still for some time, trying to adjust himself to the all but forgotten sensations of the flesh.


  The little things. The crispness of a sheet against the skin, the warmth, the pleasure of relaxed lips. The memory of sleep.


  He sighed, and in that, too, there was wonder. “Give me your hand, Curtis. I wilt stand.”


  Curt was on one side, Otho on the other, steadying him. And Simon Wright, in the body of John Keogh, rose from the table where he had lain and stood upright, a man and-whole.


  By the doorway, Harker fell forward in a dead faint.


  Simon looked at him, the strong stocky man crumpled on the floor, his face gray and sick. He said, with a queer touch of pity for all humanity, “I told him it would not be easy.”


  But even Simon had not realized just how hard it would be.


  There were so many things to be learned all over again. Long used to a weightless, effortless ease of movement, this tall rangy body he now inhabited seemed heavy and awkward, painfully slow. He had-great difficulty in managing it. At first his attempts to walk were a series of ungainly staggerings wherein he must cling to something to keep from falling.


  His sense of balance had to undergo a complete readjustment. And the dullness of his sight and hearing bothered him. That was only comparative, he knew—Keogh’s sight and hearing had been excellent, by all human standards. But they lacked the precision, the selectivity, the clarity to which Simon had become accustomed. He felt as though his senses were somehow muffled, as by a veil.


  And it was a strange thing, when he stumbled or. made an incautious movement, to feel pain again.


  BUT as he began to gain control over this complicated bulk of bone and muscle and nerve, Simon found himself taking joy in it. The endless variety of sensory and tactile impressions, the feeling of life, of warm blood flowing, the knowing of heat and cold and hunger were fascinating.


  Once born of flesh, he thought, and clenched his hands together. What have I done? What madness have I done?


  He must not think of that, nor of himself. He must think of nothing but the task to be done, in the name of John Keogh who was dead.


  Harker recovered from his faint. “I’m sorry,” he muttered. “It was just that I saw him—you—rise up and stand, it—” He did not finish. “I’m all right, now. You don’t have to worry.”


  Simon noticed that he kept his eyes averted as much as possible. But there was a dogged look about him that said he told the truth.


  “We ought to get back as soon as you can make it,” Harker said. “We—Keogh and I, have been gone too long as it is.” He added, “There’s just one thing. What about Dion?”


  “Dion?”


  “Keogh’s son.”


  Simon said slowly, “No heed to tell the boy. He could not understand, and it will only torture him.”


  Mercifully, he thought, the time would be short. But he wished that Keogh had not had a son.


  Curt interrupted. “Simon, I’ve been talking to Harker. The council is tonight, only a few hours away. And you will have to go alone into the Inner City, for there Harker is not allowed to enter.


  “But Otho and I are going to try to get around Moneb and into the council hall, secretly. Harker tells me that was Keogh’s idea, and it’s a good one—if it works. Grag will stay with the ship, on call if necessary.”


  He handed Simon two objects, a small mono-wave audio disc and a heavy metal box only four inches square.


  “We’ll keep in touch with the audios,” he said. “The other is a hasty adaptation of the Comet’s own repellor field, but tuned for sonic vibrations. I had to rob two of the coil units. What do you think of it?”


  Simon examined the tiny box, the compact, cunning interior arrangement of oscillators, the capsule power unit, the four complicated grids.


  “The design might have been further simplified, Curtis—hut, under the circumstances, a creditable job. It will serve very well, in case of necessity.”


  “Let’s hope,” said Curt feelingly, “that there won’t foe any such ease.” He looked at Simon and smiled. His eyes held a deep pride and admiration, “Good luck,” he said.


  Simon held out his hand. It was long and long since he had done that. He was amazed to find his voice unsteady. “Take care,” he said. “AH of you.” He turned and went out, going still a bit uncertainly, and behind him he heard Curt speaking low and savagely to Harker.


  “If you let anything happen to him. I’ll kill you with my own hands!”


  Simon smiled.


  Harker joined him, and they went together through the lichen forest, ghostly under the dim, far Sun. The tall growths were silent now that the wind had died. And as they went, Harker talked of Moneb and the men and women who dwelt there. Simon listened, knowing that his life depended on remembering what he heard.


  But even that necessity could not occupy more than one small part of his mind. The rest of it was busy with the other things—the bitter smell of dust, the chill bite of the air in the shaded places, the warmth of the sun in the clearings, the intricate play of muscles necessary to the taking of a step, the rasp of lichen fronds over unprotected skin, the miracle of breathing, of sweating, of grasping an object with five fingers of flesh.


  The little things one took for granted. The small, miraculous incredible things that one never noticed until they were gone.


  He had seen the forest before as a dun-gray monochrome, heard it as a pattern of rustling sound. It had been without temperature, scent or feel. Now it had all of these things. Simon was overwhelmed with a flood of impressions, poignant almost beyond enduring.


  HE gathered strength and sureness as he went. By the time he breasted the slope of the ridge, he could find pleasure in the difficulty of climbing, scrambling up over treacherous slides of dust, choking, coughing as the acrid powder invaded his lungs.


  Harker swore, shambling bearlike up the steep way among the lichens. And suddenly Simon laughed. He could not have said what made him do so. But it was good to laugh again.


  They avoided the clearing by common consent. Harker led the way, lower down across the ridge. They came out onto open ground, and Simon was touched beyond measure to find that he had a shadow.


  They paused to get their breath, and Harker glanced sidelong at Simon, his eyes full of a strange curiosity.


  “How does it feel?” he asked. “How does it feel to be a man again?”


  Simon did not answer. He could not. There were no words. He looked away from Harker, out over the valley that lay so quiet under the shadowy Sun. He was tilled with a strange excitement, so that he felt himself tremble.


  As though suddenly frightened by what he had said, and all the things that were implicit in that question, Harker turned suddenly and plunged down the slope, almost running, and Simon followed. Once he slipped and caught himself, gashing his hand against a rock. He stood motionless, watching with wondering eyes the slow red drops that ran from the cut, until Harker had called him three times by Keogh’s name, and once by his own.


  They avoided the New Town. “No use asking for trouble,” Harker said, and led the way past it down a ravine. But they could see it in the distance, a settlement of metalloy houses on a shoulder of the ridge, below the black mouth of the mines. Simon thought the town was strangely quiet.


  “See the shutters on the windows?” Harker asked. “See the barricades in the streets? They’re waiting, waiting for tonight.”


  He did not speak again. At the foot of the ridge they came to an open plain, dotted with clumps of grayish scrub. They began to cross it, toward the outskirts of the city.


  But as they approached Moneb a group of men came running to meet them. At their head Simon saw a tall, dark-haired boy, Harker said, “That is your son.”


  His skin a lighter gold, his face a mixture of Keogh’s and something of a softer beauty, his eyes very direct and proud, Dion was what Simon would have expected.


  He felt a sense of guilt as he greeted the boy by name. Yet mingled with it was a strange feeling of pride, he thought suddenly, I wish that I had had a son like this, in the old days before I changed.


  And then, desperately, “I must not think these things! The lure of the flesh is pulling me back.”


  Dion was breathless with haste,-‘his face showing the marks of sleeplessness and worry.


  “Father, we’ve scoured the valley for you! Where have you been?”


  Simon started the explanation that he had concerted with Harker, but the boy cut him short, racing from one thing to another in an urgent flood of words.


  “You didn’t come, and we were afraid something had happened to you. And while you were gone, they advanced the time of the council! They hoped you wouldn’t come back at all, but if you did, they were going to make sure it was too late.”


  Dion’s strong young hand gripped Simon’s arm. “They’re already gathering in the council hall! Come on. There may still be time, but we must hurry!”


  Barker looked grimly over the boy’s head at Simon, “It’s come already.”


  With Keogh’s impatient son, and the men with him, they hurried on into the city.


  Houses of mud brick, generations old, and towering above them the wall of the Inner City, and above that still the roofs and squat, massive towers of the palaces and temples, washed with a kind of lime and painted with ocher and crimson.


  THE air was full of smells—of food and the smoke of cooking fires, acrid-sweet, of dust, of human bodies oiled and fragrant and musky, of old brick crumbling in the sun, of beasts in pens, of unknown spices. Simon breathed them deeply, and listened to the echo of his footsteps ring hollow from the walls. He felt the rising breeze cold on his face that was damp with sweat. And again the excitement shook him, and with it came a sort of awe at the magnificence of human sensation.


  I had forgotten so much, he thought. And how was it possible ever to forget?


  He walked down the streets of Moneb, striding as a tall man strides, his head erect, a proud fire in his eyes. The darkhaired folk with skins of golden copper watched him from the doorways and sent the name of Keogh whispering up the lanes and the twisting alleys.


  It came to Simon that there was yet another thing in the air of Moneb—a thing called fear.


  They came to the gates in the inner wall. Here Harker dropped helplessly back with the other men, and Simon and the son of Keogh went on alone.


  Temple and palace rose above him, impressive and strong, bearing in heroic frescoes the history of the kings of Moneb. Simon hardly saw them. There was a tightness in him now, a gathering of nerves.


  This was the test—now, before he was ready for it. This was the time when he must not falter, or the thing he had done would be for nothing, and the Harpers would be brought into the valley of Moneb.


  Two round towers of brick, a low and massive doorway. Dimness, lighted by torches, red light flaring on coppery flesh, on the ceremonial robes of the councilors, here and “there on a helmet of barbaric design. Voices, clamoring over, and through each other. A feeling of tension so great that the nerves screamed with it.


  Dion pressed his arm and said something that Simon did not catch, but the smile, the look of love and pride, were unmistakable. Then the boy was gone, to the shadowy benches beyond.


  Simon stood alone.


  At one end of the low, oblong hall, beside the high, gilded seat of the king, he saw a group of helmeted men looking toward him with hatred they did not even try to conceal, and with it, a contempt that could only come from triumph.


  And suddenly from out of the uneasy milling of the throng before him an old man stepped and put his hands on Simon’s shoulders, and peered at him with anguished eyes.


  “It is too late, John Keogh,” the old man said hoarsely. “It is all for nothing. They have brought the Harpers in!”


  CHAPTER IV


  The Harpers


  SIMON felt a cold shock of recoil. He had not looked for this. He had not expected that now, this soon, he might be called upon to meet the Harpers.


  He had met them once before, years ago. He knew the subtle and terrible danger of them. It had shaken him badly then, when he was a brain divorced from flesh. What would it do to him, now that he dwelt again in a vulnerable, unpredictable human body?


  His hand closed tightly on the tiny metal box in his pocket. He must gamble that it would protect him from the Harpers’ power. But, remembering that experience of years ago, he dreaded the test.


  He asked the old councillor, “Do you know this to be true, about the Harpers?”


  “Taras and two others were seen at dawn, coming back from the forest, each bearing a hidden thing. And—they wore the Helmets of Silence.”


  The old man gestured toward the group of men by the king’s throne who looked with such triumphant hatred at he whom they thought to be John Keogh. “See, they wear them still!”


  Swiftly, Simon studied the helmets. At first glance they had seemed no more than the ordinary bronze battle-gear of a barbaric warrior. Now he saw that they were of curious design, covering the ears and the entire cranial area, and overlarge as though padded with many layers of some insulating material.


  The Helmets of Silence. He knew, now, that Keogh had spoken truly when he told of an ancient means of protection used long ago by the men of Moneb against the Harpers. Those helmet would protect, yes.


  The king of Moneb rose from the throne. And the nervous uproar in the hall stilled to a frozen tension.


  A young man, the king. Very young, very frightened, weakness and stubbornness mingled in his face. His head was bare.


  “We of Moneb have too long tolerated strangers in our valley—have even suffered one of them to sit in this council and influence our decisions,” he began.


  Here there was a sharp, uneasy turning; of heads toward “Keogh.”


  “The strangers ways more and more color the lives of our people. They must go—all of them! And since they will not go willingly, they must be forced!”


  He had learned the speech by rote. Simon knew that from the way in which he stumbled over it, the way in which his eyes slid to the tallest of the cloaked and helmeted men beside him, for prompting and strength. The dark, tall man whom Simon recognized from Harker’s description as Keogh’s chief enemy, Taras.


  “We cannot force the Earthmen out with our darts and spears. Their weapons are too strong. But we too have a weapon, one they cannot fight! It was forbidden to us, by foolish kings who were afraid it might be used against them. But now we must use it.


  “Therefore I demand that the old tabu be lifted! I demand that we invoke the power of the Harpers to drive the Earthmen forth!”


  There was a taut, unhappy silence in the hall. Simon saw men looking at him, the eager confidence in young Dion’s eyes. He knew that they placed in him their desperate last hope of preventing this thing.


  They were right, for whatever was done he must do alone. Curt Newton and Otho could not possibly have yet made their way secretly by back ways to this council hall.


  Simon strode forward. He looked around him. Because of what he was, a kind of fierce exaltation took him, to be once more a man among men. It made his voice ring loud, thundering from the low vault.


  “Is it not true that the king fears, not the Earthmen, but Taras—and that Taras is bent not on freeing Moneb from a mythical yoke, but in placing one of his own upon our necks?”


  There was a moment of utter silence in which they all, king and councilors alike, stared at him aghast. And in the silence, Simon said grimly:


  “I speak for the council! There will be no lifting of tabu—and he that brings the Harpers into Moneb does so under pain of death!”


  For one short moment the councilors recovered their courage and voiced it. The hall shook with the cheering. Under cover of the noise Taras bent and spoke into the king’s ear, and Simon saw the face of the-king become pallid.


  FROM behind the high seat Taras lifted a helmet bossed in gold and placed it on the king’s head. A Helmet of Silence.


  The cheering faded, and was not.


  The king said hoarsely, “Then for the good of Moneb, I must disband the council.”


  Taras stepped forward. He looked directly at Simon, and his eyes smiled. “We had forseen your traitorous counsels, John Keogh. And so we came prepared.”


  He flung back his cloak. Beneath it, in the curve of his left arm, was something wrapped in silk.


  Simon instinctively stepped back.


  Taras ripped the silk away. And in his hands was a living creature no larger than a dove, a thing of silver and rose-pearl and delicate frills of shining membrane, and large, soft, gentle eyes.


  A dweller in the deep forests, a shy sweet bearer of destruction, an angel of madness and death.


  A Harper!


  A low moan rose among the councilors, and there was a shifting and a swaying of bodies poised for flight. Taras said,


  “Be still. There is time enough for running, when I give you leave.”


  The councilors were still. The king was still, white-faced upon his throne. But on the shadowy benches, Simon saw Keogh’s son bent forward, yearning toward the man he thought to be his father, his face alight with a child’s faith.


  Taras stroked the creature in his hands, his head bent low over it.


  The membranous frills began to lift and stir. The rose-pearl body pulsed, and there broke forth a ripple of music like the sound of a muted harp, infinitely sweet and distant.


  The eyes of the Harper glowed. It was happy, pleased to be released from the binding silk that had kept its membranes useless for the making of music. Taras continued to stroke it gently, and it responded with a quivering freshet of song, the liquid notes running and trilling upon the silent air.


  And two more of the helmeted men brought forth silvery, soft-eyed captives from under their cloaks, and they began to join their music together, timidly at first, and then more and more without hesitation, until the council hall was full of the strange wild harping and men stood still because they were too entranced now to move.


  Even Simon was not proof against that infinitely poignant tide of thrilling sound. He felt his body respond, every nerve quivering with a pleasure akin to pain.


  He had forgotten the effect of music on the human consciousness. For many years he had forgotten music. Now, suddenly, all those long-closed gates between mind and body were flung open by the soaring song of the Harpers, Clear, lovely, thoughtless, the very voice of life unfettered, the music filled Simon with an aching hunger for he knew not what. His mind wandered down vague pathways thronged with shadows, and his heart throbbed with a solemn joy that was close to tears.


  Caught in the sweet wild web of that harping, he stood motionless, dreaming, forgetful of fear and danger, of everything except that somewhere, in that music was the whole secret of creation, and that he was poised on the very edge of understanding the subtle secret of that song.


  Song of a newborn universe joyously shouting its birth-cry, of young suns calling to each other in exultant strength, the thunderous chorus of star-voices and the humming bass of the racing, spinning worlds!


  Song of life, growing, burgeoning, bursting, on every world, complicated counterpoint of a million million species voicing the ecstasy of being in triumphant chorus!


  Something deep in Simon Wright’s tranced mind warned him that he was being trapped by that hypnotic web of sound, that he was falling deeper, deeper, into the Harpers’ grip. But he could not break the spell of that singing.


  Soaring singing of the leaf drinking the sun, of the bird on the wing, of the beast warm in its burrow, of the young, bright miracle of love, of birth, of living!


  And then the song changed. The beauty and joy faded from it, and into the sounds came a note of terror, growing, growing . . .


  IT came to Simon then that Taras was speaking to the thing he held, and that the soft eyes of the Harper were afraid.


  The creature’s simple mind was sensitive to telepathic impulses, and Taras was filling its mild emptiness with thoughts of danger and of pain, so that its membranes shrilled now to a different note.


  The other Harpers picked it up. Shivering, vibrating together and across each other’s rhythms, the three small rose-pearl beings flooded the air with a shuddering sound that was the essence of all fear.


  Fear of a blind universe that lent its creatures life only to snatch it from them, of the agony and death that always and forever must rend the bright fabric of living! Fear of the somber depths of darkness and pain into which all life must finally descend, of the shadows that closed down so fast, so fast!


  That awful threnody of primal terror that shuddered from the Harpers struck icy fingers of dread across the heart. Simon recoiled from it, he could not bear it, he knew that if he heard it long he must go mad.


  Only dimly was he aware of the terror among the other councilors, the writhing of their faces, the movements of their hands. He tried to cry out but his voice was lost in the screaming of the Harpers, going ever higher and higher until it was torture to the body.


  And still Taras bent over the Harper, cruel-eyed, driving it to frenzy with the power of his mind. And still the Harpers screamed, and now the sound had risen and part of it had slipped over the threshold of hearing, and the super-sonic notes stabbed the brain like knives.


  A man bolted past Simon. Another followed, and another, and then more and more, clawing, trampling, falling, floundering in the madness of panic. And he himself must flee!


  He would not flee! Something held him from the flight his body craved—some inner core of thought hardened and strengthened by his long divorcement from the flesh. It steadied him, made him fight back with iron resolution, to reality.


  His shaking hand drew out the little metal box. The switch clicked. Slowly, as the power of the thing built up, it threw out a high, shrill keening sound.


  “The one weapon against the Harpers!” Curt had said. “The only thing that can break sound is—sound!”


  The little repeller reached out its keening sonic vibrations and caught at the Harpers’ terrible singing, like a claw.


  It clawed and twisted and broke that singing. It broke it, by its subtle sonic interference, into shrieking dissonances.


  Simon strode forward, toward the throne and toward Taras. And now into the eyes of Taras had come a deadly doubt.


  The Harpers, wild and frightened now, strove against the keening sound that broke their song into hideous discord. The shuddering sonic struggle raged, much of it far above the level of hearing, and Simon felt his body plucked and shaken by terrible vibrations.


  He staggered, but he went on. The faces of Taras and the others were contorted by pain. The king had fainted on his throne.


  Storm of shattered harmonies, of splintered sound, shrieked like the very voice of madness around the throne. Simon, his mind darkening, knew that he could endure no mere . . .


  And suddenly it was over. Beaten, exhausted, the Harpers stilled the Wild vibration of their membranes. Utterly silent, they remained motionless in the hands of their captors, their soft eyes glazed with hopeless terror.


  Simon laughed. He swayed a little on his feet and said to Taras,


  “My weapon is stronger than yours!”


  Taras dropped the Harper. It crawled away and hid itself beneath the throne. Taras whispered,


  “Then we must have it from you, Earthman!”


  He sprang toward Simon. On his heels came the others, mad with the bitter fury of defeat when they had been so sure of victory.


  Simon snatched out the audio-disc and raised it to his lips, pressing its button and crying out the one word, “Hurry!”


  He felt that it was too late. But not until now, not until this moment when fear conquered the force of tradition, could Curt and Otho have entered this forbidden place without provoking the very outbreak that must be prevented.


  SIMON went down beneath his attackers’ rush. As he went down, he saw that the councilors who had fled were running back to help him. He heard their voices shouting, and he saw the boy Dion among them.


  Something struck cruelly against his head, and there was a crushing weight upon him. Someone screamed, and he caught the bright sharp flash of darts through the torchlight.


  He tried to rise, but he could not. He was near unconsciousness, aware only of a confusion of movement and ugly sounds. He smelled blood, and he knew pain.


  He must have moved, for he found himself on his hands and knees, looking down into the face of Dion. The shank of a copper dart stood out from the boy’s breast, and there was a streak of red across the golden skin. His eyes met Simon’s, in a dazed, wondering look. He whispered uncertainly:


  “Father!”


  He crept into Simon’s arms. Simon held him, and Dion murmured once more and then sighed. Simon continued to hold him, though the boy Mad become very heavy and his eyes looked blankly now into nothingness.


  It came to Simon that the hall had grown quiet. A voice spoke to him. He lifted his head and saw Gurt standing over him, and Otho, both staring at him anxiously. He could not see them clearly. He said, “The boy thought I was his father. He clung to me and called me Father as he died.”


  Otho took Dion’s body and laid it gently on the stones.


  Curt said, “It’s all over, Simon. We got here in time, and it’s all right.”


  Simon rose. Taras and his men were dead. Those who had tried to foster hatred were gone, and not ever again would Harpers be brought into Moneb. That was what the pale, shaken councilors around him were telling him.


  He could not hear them clearly. Not so clearly, somehow, as the fading whisper of a dying boy.


  He turned and walked but of the council hall, onto the steps. It was dark now. There were torches flaring, and the wind blew cold, and he was very tired.


  Curt stood beside him. Simon said, “I will go back to the ship.”


  He saw the question in Curt’s eyes, the question that he did not quite dare to ask.


  Heartsick, Simon spoke the lines that a Chinese poet had written long ago.


  “ ‘Now I know, that the ties of flesh and blood only bind us to a load of grief and sorrow.’ ”


  He shook his head. “I will return to what I was. I could not bear the agony of a second human life—no!”


  Curt did not answer. He took Simon’s arm and they walked together across the court.


  Behind them Otho came, carrying gently three small creatures of silver and rose-pearl, who began now to sound ripples of muted music, faint but hopeful at first, then soaring swiftly to the gladness, of prisoners newly freed.


  * * * * *


  They buried the body of John Keogh in the clearing where he had died, and the boy Dion lay beside him. Over them, Curt and Grag and Otho built a cairn of stones with Harker’s help.


  From the shadows Simon Wright watched, a small square shape of metal hovering on silent beams, again a living brain severed forever from human form.


  It was done, and they parted from Harker and went down through the great booming lichens toward the ship. Curt and the robot and android paused and looked back, at the tall cairn towering lonely against the stars.


  But Simon did not look back.


  BEYOND THE RINGS OF SATURN


  Robert Moore Williams


  The flame beast brought sure death to its enemies—and little better to its friends!


  “ASTEROID at three o’clock high!”


  The voice of the technician manning the forward radar lookout position came into the control room of the cruiser, arousing there a frenzy of activity. Anywhere in space an asteroid was dangerous business. Here, inside the rings of Saturn, they were fairly common and all the more dangerous because they were frequent.


  In the big, easy chair from which all activities of the ship were controlled, fat Captain Adams hastily punched the button which would connect the big view screen directly in front of him with the radar scanning station in the nose of the ship.


  In his agitation, he hit the wrong button. Instead of the bow radar, he got the set in the stern of the cruiser. There flashed on the screen in front of him, a view of the rings of Saturn—rings composed of millions of tiny particles of rock that were the remnants of a moon which once had circled Saturn until smashed in some cosmic collision in the far distant past.


  At the captain’s mistake, a little prickle of nervousness passed through the men in the control room. There was not a man in the ship who did not know that Captain Adams was over-due for retirement, that he made mistakes.


  Vaston, the ship’s executive officer and second in command, glanced at the fat captain. The sudden lines of worry were etched on the executive officer’s face.


  Realizing he had made a mistake, Captain Adams hastily punched another button. This time he got the right one. There flashed on the view screen in front of him a reproduction of a jagged chunk of rock floating serenely through space—the asteroid.


  At the same instant the voice of the forward lookout came again.


  “Asteroid not on collision course with us.”


  The report, plus the vision on the screen, brought instant relief to Captain Adams and to every other man in the control room, except possibly one man at the radio panels. This man was Johnson Crane. Technically, his rating on this cruiser was that of space radioman, first class. If he was anything more than that, no person on the ship had had any intimation of it. A big man, quiet, unobtrusive, there was a hint somewhere about him of hidden strength.


  Listening to the report from the forward radar lookout, Crane wondered vaguely if there was anything wrong with it. There was plenty wrong on this ship, he knew. There was also something wrong here in space near the rings of Saturn. He, and some highly place people in Planetary Government, had been aware of this fact for more than two years. The question was—what? There had been wild reports from freighter captains of something seen here, there had been rumors—


  Crane felt a tingle of electricity pass along his skin. It was a mild thing, something like the charge of static electricity a person picked up from walking across a rug on a chilly winter’s day. Crane hardly noticed it. What he did notice was the sudden fixed stare that appeared in the eyes of a technician at the plotting table near him.


  The man was looking at something. His face was frozen with fear.


  Other men in the control room were also looking at something. On their faces was the same frantic look of cold fear.


  Crane turned so quickly in his chair, he hardly seemed to move at all. Turned, then instantly stopped turning. Paralysis settled over him. During the space of seconds, he could not move a muscle.


  He saw what the other men were seeing.


  He saw IT.


  A HUGE hour-glass of living flame half as tall as a man hung unsupported in the air of the control room. Alive with glowing colors in the red end of a spectrum, it seemed to have a flaming red core as big as a man’s fist, a heart of some kind. Out from this heart of flame, shifting and changing almost too fast for the eye to follow, flowed lines of living flame.


  Giving no indication whatsoever that it was coming, it had appeared miraculously here in the control room of the ship. How it had gotten here, Crane had no idea.


  The sound that came from it was a soft burr.


  There was pandemonium in the control room.


  “Where did that thing come from?” a dazed radio man whispered.


  “What is it?” a second yelled.


  “What does it want?” a third said.


  “Get the hell out of here!” a fourth screamed. The fourth man was talking to the flame beast itself, as if he expected it to obey him.


  Instead of obeying, it moved toward the man who had screamed the order. The man dived under the table, clawed his way furiously across the room on all fours, like a terror-stricken animal trying to escape, shoved open the door of the control room, bolted through it.


  Fat Captain Adams stared from bulging eyes at the flame beast. His mouth hung open. He did not move a muscle.


  In his chair at the radio panel, Johnson Crane also sat without moving. Deep down inside of him, he knew one thing, this creature of glowing flame—this was it. This cruiser, wandering on lonely patrol near Saturn on orders from Planetary Government, had been sent here to find this one thing, though no other man on the cruiser knew this except Crane.


  Crane had also been sent here to find this thing or to determine if such a thing existed, to check on the wild tales that were being passed by word of mouth through the lanes of space. Probably many men on the ship had heard parts of those tales and had ignored them, not believing that such fantasies could be true.


  They would ignore them no longer.


  Nor would Johnson Crane. The thing he had been sent here to find—had found him.


  Very quietly, he slid a hand under the desk support jutting out from the radio panel, pressed hard against a certain spot. A soft, almost inaudible click sounded. No one noticed the click, no one noticed the change in the set. Behind the panels, a special radio transmitter went quietly into operation.


  This radio transmitter was something very unusual. Only the men who had ordered it built, the technicians who had assembled it, and Crane knew that the transmitter hidden behind the panels would carry every sound spoken in this control room back across space to Earth itself, where a continuous wire recording would be made of the reception.


  When Johnson Crane closed the switch, he was taking action that would automatically inform Planetary Government of every event that happened here.


  And plenty was happening.


  CAPTAIN ADAMS snatched from its holster the heavy pistol that all space ship captains carried. He fired shot after resounding shot at the hour-glass of flame floating in the air.


  The thud of the gun rolled through the room.


  The heavy lead slugs, designed to knock down a man, seemed to pass through the flame beast without harming it.


  It showed no indication whatsoever that it was even in danger.


  Adams threw the gun at it, watched without comprehension as the weapon passed straight through the flame creature.


  Adams, gasping, fumbled for one of the buttons in front of him. Nobody knew what he had intended to do but there instantly flared over the loudspeaker system of the ship the call to Battle Stations.


  Perhaps this was the last sound the crew of this ship was expecting to hear. There had been no war in the Solar System since Saturn had been conquered. No one was expecting war.


  The effect on the ship was electric. All over the cruiser, furious activity began. Men, awakening in the bunks, snatched frantically for clothes, failed to find them, and ran half-naked to the blunt-snouted cannons that would hurl explosive atomic charges out through space at any desired target.


  Radar scanning stations in nose and stern began searching space for a sight of the enemy. The reports of the operators came back into the control room in the heart of the ship.


  “Scanning! No target in sight. Scanning—”


  There was no target outside the ship. The object which had aroused this furious activity was in the control room itself, in the form of an hour-glass of shifting, flaming colors.


  The creature swung around the control room.


  Without moving a muscle, Crane sat in his chair. “It’s making an inspection,” was the dazed thought in his mind. He had no idea of the nature of that inspection, of what the creature was looking for or what it wanted.


  The freighter captains who had sworn they had seen hour-glasses of shining flame appear in their ships had claimed that these visits left dead men behind them.


  Dead men . . . Crane’s flesh crawled at the thought. He knew he was probably powerless to prevent the sudden swift appearance of death in this control room unless he could think of something to do. What could he do?


  He didn’t know. Sometimes all you could do was pray and hope. And keep your eyes open and your wits about you. In this moment, Crane found himself praying.


  An inch at a time the flame beast was sliding toward the fat captain. Adams saw it coming. His face worked convulsively. Unable to move, he sat rigid and powerless in his chair.


  As the thing approached him, he struck convulsively at it with one hand. The heavy wrist watch that he wore flashed on his arm as he slapped at the creature. The luminous numerals on the dial seemed to glow for an instant.


  As if stung, the hour-glass of glowing flame jerked away from the blow. Now a sound came from it, an angry burring, like the throttled growl deep in the heart of some animal balked of its prey.


  Now it moved with flashing speed straight toward a paralyzed man sitting at the table where the position and course of the ship was being plotted. He struck at it too. Nothing happened. It kept moving toward him.


  It settled over him.


  The angry burring sound changed in tone, became almost a contented purr, like a cat feeding.


  Before the eyes of every person in the room, a man was being destroyed. Everyone knew it. No one knew what to do about it. Vaston was fumbling for something in his pocket.


  Johnson Crane acted. He leaped, impulsively, to prevent this man from dying. His left arm was up, aimed at the flame beast. As he struck he saw the numerals of his watch glow with sudden brilliance.


  Brrrrr!


  The flame beast swirled upward. For an instant, it was a circle of flaming colors in the room. Then the colors vanished. The angry brrrr gave way to silence.


  The hour-glass of flame was gone.


  No one knew how it had come into the room; watching it leave, no one knew how it went. Perhaps it flowed through the interstices of the metal, perhaps it slipped into some other dimension.


  Johnson Crane was aware of a vast feeling of astonished relief. And an equally vast perplexity. He had done nothing, except strike at the creature. It had fled before him. The man it had attacked had also struck at it. It hadn’t fled before that blow.


  What had he done to make the flame beast run? Or had it fled from something else, something of which he had no knowledge?


  All he knew was that it was gone. He was damned glad of that.


  His feeling of relief was swallowed up in the thundering roar that came from the stern of the ship. Crane knew the meaning of the sound. A vent tube had blown out under pressure.


  In deep space, this would not be a matter of much consequence. Repairs could be made in a matter of hours.


  But this cruiser was not in deep space. It was in close to Saturn, in so near that the gravity of that huge body would pull the ship straight downward.


  The cruiser tilted, began to make the long gliding plunge that would end up in an explosive crash on Saturn unless some miracle could be worked in the time remaining.


  CHAPTER II


  THE GIRL had red hair. She also had the slightest skim of freckles showing on her cheeks. The person to whom she was talking—if you could call him a person—had no hair. As to freckles, he actually had a very fine set of them in the form of green mottled scales that he apparently thought very attractive.


  He was a member of the ruling species of Saturn. He looked a little like an alligator that had learned to walk on its hind legs but had never quite made up its mind to shed its tail. He had the tail, short and stubby, and in his opinion it was very attractive. Special chairs had been built in the reception room of this Earth administration center of Saturn, so that half-alligators like this one could sit down and be comfortable.


  He had a name. It was Ur-Gluk, or something very like that. The girl had never bothered to learn the name exactly. When you used the special language convertor that had been devised to aid conversation between Saturians and humans, you didn’t always have to get the words exactly right. In this communicator, an element of telepathy seamed to be involved, at least on the Saturian side of the conversation.


  The girl’s name was Jane Trumbell. If she had another name back on the Earth from which she had so recently come, it was a secret which she kept entirely to herself. Her title here in Saturn Port was Assistant Administrator of Native Affairs. She was one of hundreds with the same title, all of them working on the perplexing problem of keeping a conquered alien population satisfied. She spoke into the communicator.


  “How do your people like the new food laws?”


  “Fine. Very fine. Everything you Earth aliens do, we like very much.”


  It seemed to the girl that the answer came back a little too readily. She had the feeling that Ur-Gluk had thought this answer up beforehand, also that perhaps he was lying to her. How could you tell when a creature that was half alligator was lying to you?


  The green colored scales shifted and changed color. The scales indicated something of the emotional state of the creature that owned them.


  “That is good,” the girl said smoothly. If he was lying, it was a game that two could play. “We must all work together in the interest of peace and harmony.” She put real feeling into the words and wondered if that feeling was translated adequately through the language communicator. With every atom of her being, she believed in peace and harmony, in good will toward all life forms. That was one reason she was here, hard at work.


  “Peace and harmony?” Ur-Gluk droned back the words at her. “What are these things?”


  She was at a loss as to what to say next. How could you explain peace and harmony to a creature that was half-alligator, whose entire life on this rain-soaked planet had been spent in the bitter struggle for survival, who fought his own kind, and every other form of life on Saturn, with a vast and eager ferocity?


  “Why—” She stuttered a little, aware that she was confused, and angry at herself because of it.


  Crash!


  The horned fist of Ur-Gluk came down on the table between them with such force that the stout top splintered.


  “You are lying!” The words shrilled from the communicator. “You are like all humans. You talk of peace and harmony but what you actually mean to do is to exploit us!”


  “But—” Exploitation was not a part of her scheme of life. She knew the traders, the vast interplanetary enterprises, did actually exploit the natives of all the planets to some degree at least, but that exploitation had a mutual aspect. If they took hard-earned native wealth for their products-, they also gave back to the natives tremendous advantages in the form of better products, canned goods, refrigerators, plastics that had a million uses. “There is no real exploitation—”


  “Lies, all lies!” the language convertor screamed. “You have taken our freedom—”


  “But it was in a good cause. You people were threatening the peace of the whole solar system!”


  “Had we not the right? Are we not the superior race?” The rage in his voice showed the real source at long last of Ur-Gluk’s anger. He, like many other Saturians, had fallen a victim to the delusion that they were a superior race.


  “Are you the superior race? Prove it!” The girl was becoming angry now, both with Ur-Gluk, for shouting such nonsense at her, and at herself, for listening to it.


  “I will prove it!” The Saturian leaned across the table toward her. “Right now I will prove I am superior to you. You are a spy!”


  “What?” She gasped the single word.


  “You are no simple employee of this administration center. You are a spy, working secretly for Planetary Government.”


  This secret, she was utterly certain, was known to no one on Saturn except herself. Yet this half-alligator was flinging the words at her as if he was completely certain of what they meant. How had Ur-Gluk known this fact? Had he guessed it? Or did he have secret sources of information?


  “I—I don’t know what you are talking about.”


  “You know very well what I am talking about. Your real mission here is to check on how my people are accepting the rule of you humans. Your Planetary Government suspects a revolt is brewing here. You, and many others, I doubt not, have been sent to discover all you can about this revolt. Well, there is one fact you will never report.”


  “What is that?”


  “You will never report to your superiors that we Saturians are ready and prepared to wipe you Earth scum from the face of our planet.”


  THERE IT was in words, the fatal truth. There was a revolt brewing! Ur-Gluk had just admitted its existence. Now all she had to do was to report to her superiors. That would be easy. She could walk into the adjoining room and file a report on a wire recorder. Within minutes, her words would be on their way back to Earth.


  She rose to her feet. “I don’t know what you are talking about!” She was quite calm.


  “Sit down!” Ur-Gluk said.


  To her astonished surprise, she did sit down. This one fact startled her more than anything else could have done. What was the matter with her? No one had ever dominated her. No one had ever given orders to her. Except this Saturian alligator!


  “But—”


  “I will tell you what you are going to do!” Ur-Gluk said. “You thought you were going to tell me. But you aren’t. I am the one who will do the telling. You are coming with me, this instant, to the hidden laboratories and workshops where the Saturian fleet has been constructed, where the whole revolt has been planned and prepared.”


  Shock rolled through her. “I will do no such thing!”


  Ur-Gluk rose. His beady eyes were alive with triumph—and with something else. He moved toward the door that opened outward on to the landing field where his flier was stationed.


  “Come!” he said.


  To her horrified surprise, she found her legs were taking her along behind the Saturian. She was not willing them to walk, they were walking of their own accord.


  In that instant, she realized, in horrified shock, what must have happened. Ur-Gluk was one of those rare Saturian freaks, a real telepath. All Saturians had touches of telepathic ability; Ur-Gluk had a much larger degree of it. With this ability, he had sensed her thoughts, he had known what her real purpose on Saturn was.


  In addition, he had one other ability—he was a hypnotist.


  Without her knowledge, he had hypnotized her, done it so quietly and so effectively that she was now completely under his control.


  Doubt struck her. Was this true? Could anyone be hypnotized without his knowledge and complete consent? It could not be done on Earth. But this was not Earth, this was Saturn, the ringed planet that swung in grim majesty through space. Such hypnotism might be possible here.


  “It is! I have used it!” Ur-Gluk’s thought came floating into her mind, confirming her worst fears.


  Trembling, her face white, she found herself going with him through the door.


  Outside was a gusty wind that stung her face, and raindrops almost as big as hail stones. They splashed over her, a sudden shower of them, wetting her to the skin, revealing the lithe contours of her perfectly formed body, high breasts, a flat stomach, hips with just the right amount of rounded bulge to them.


  The raw air of Saturn stung her nostrils.


  Ur-Gluk moved straight toward a Saturian vessel. She followed him, a helpless prisoner.


  In this stinging rain and in this biting air, Ur-Gluk was in his element. This was his climate. His skin glowed with a deep, satisfied shade of green. He waddled through the puddles on the landing field as if he liked the feel of water on his feet.


  A Saturian guard, posted at the lock of the ship, saluted quickly, and hastily opened the port for them.


  Ur-Gluk went in first.


  In the door, the girl turned. In her mind was the final desperate thought of flight.


  She saw, from the lock of the ship, the vast Earth Administration Center there behind her, hundreds of buildings.


  Surely in all that vast concourse, there was somebody who could help her.


  Surely, she thought desperately, she could run, screaming, the distance necessary to attract the attention of some human. Over to her left, Earth freighters were unloading. To her right, were two destroyers of the fleet.


  She could reach them. She would reach them.


  “Try it!” Ur-Gluk’s voice floated into her mind.


  She did try it. She found she could turn her head and look. But she could not take a single step in the direction she wanted to go. And she could not scream.


  Ur-Gluk had her trapped, hard and fast.


  At his command, she moved on into the ship. The lock closed behind her. Vaguely she heard the sound of its closing. Then, quietly, she fainted.


  CHAPTER III


  THE SHIP fell like a shooting star.


  The planetary mass of Saturn had the vessel in its grip.


  Screams of pure panic ripped through the cruiser.


  Death lay waiting for every member of the crew, down on the surface of Saturn, death in the form of an explosion that would send red-hot skyrockets of flaming metal soaring through the rain-streaked atmosphere, that would send droplets of human flesh splashing in every direction.


  In the control room, fat Captain Adams fiercely pushed the buttons on the control panel in front of him. Answers came back in the form of ringing bells, in the form of voices trying to answer the questions he asked. Adams did not listen long enough to any report to know what had been said to him.


  “What happened to that vent tube?” he shouted over the inter-com to the engine room.


  “Some imperfection in the fuel . . . nobody knows . . . tubes blow sometimes . . .” The chief engineer was explaining what everybody knew, including Adams.


  “Replace it instantly!” Adams shouted.


  “But that is impossible—”


  Adams did not wait to hear what the engineer said. He jabbed the button that connected the view screen in front of him with the bow radar.


  There appeared on the screen the gigantic mass of Saturn.


  “My God, we’re going to crash!” Adams gibbered. His face was blotched.


  “Report to space patrol headquarters!” he shrilled to Johnson Crane.


  “Yes, sir,” Crane answered automatically. He turned to the radio panel, started to carry out the order, then realized that he did not have to make a report to the space patrol. The secret transmitter built into the radio set was already carrying a complete report of everything that was happening straight to Planetary Government itself.


  Planetary Government issued orders to the space patrol. If the space patrol did not immediately get a report of what was happening here on this cruiser, it did not matter. Planetary Government would handle the report through proper channels.


  He did not have to report to the space patrol.


  All he had to do was—act!


  He was in the control room of a ship where a captain half out of his mind was making a dozen different mistakes each moment.


  Crane acted with a decision that was characteristic of him. Moving straight across the control room, he slugged Captain Adams on the jaw.


  Adams slumped down in the control chair as Crane’s fist crashed against his jaw.


  Crane leaned forward against the railing that separated the control chair from the rest of the room, grabbed the fat body and yanked it from the chair. Inwardly he seethed at the high policy which permitted such wrecks as Adams to captain space vessels but as he seethed, he knew that plain ordinary economy measures made such things possible. Competent young men to handle cruisers cost money in the form of a long and expensive training program. Planetary Government simply did not have enough money available to meet all the demands made on it. Hence, it compromised. Hence, incompetents such as Adams occasionally were left in command of cruisers.


  JERKING Adams out of the way, Crane settled himself in the control chair. He shoved home the main switch that enabled him to communicate directly with every position in the ship. Now in this moment his voice could go out to all officers in a responsible position and to all members of the crew.


  “Johnson Crane, agent, Planetary Government, now assuming control of this ship!”


  In an emergency such as this, agents of Planetary Government had authority to take over vessels of the space patrol. Every officer and every man on all fighting ships were well aware of this fact. It was written into general orders.


  Crane’s calm, poised voice went through the ship. The very fact that it was calm and poised helped other men.


  Crane waited for the first report to come back to him.


  There was a moment of silence. Then a voice came, questioningly, from the engine room. “A PG agent on this ship—”


  “Right,” Crane said.


  “Okay. What are your orders?”


  “Tell the chief engineer to take full charge of the engine room and to make all decisions necessary to bring the ship under control for a landing on Saturn.”


  “The chief engineer? Hell, I’m the chief. Grimwald—”


  “Then you must know everything there is to know about handling your own engine room. Handle this emergency as you see fit!”


  “Do you mean that?”


  “It is an order. I have authority to issue such orders. You make the decisions about your own engine room.”


  “By God, you can bet I will do just that. That damned Adams—” So far the chief engineer could go in criticizing his superior officers, but no farther.


  The engine room was the heart of the ship. If the blown vent tube could be repaired even temporarily—


  A questioning voice came from the forward lookout. “Sir, not much time is left—”


  “Carry on,” Crane said.


  “Shut up!” a voice said, at his elbow. He turned astonished eyes in the direction of the speaker. Vaston stood there. Vaston was the executive officer who would automatically assume command if something happened to Captain Adams.


  Vaston had a face of iron. Hard gray eyes looked straight at Crane, a chin jutted out toward him. Vaston’s right hand was pointed straight toward the PG agent.


  The hand held a miniature Z-gun.


  Crane stared at the weapon. It was a deadly little device. A pellet from this gun would blow a human body to bits. Until this moment, he had not known there was another Z-gun on the ship, except for the one that he carried.


  Crane blinked startled eyes at Vaston. “Okay, you’ve got the gun. What do you want?”


  “I only want one thing,” Vaston answered. “I heard you say you were an agent of Planetary Government.”


  “And so I am.”


  “Prove it!” Vaston shot the two words at him. Crane knew what they meant. Vaston was the man who would take over the ship. Vaston would take it over, with a Z-gun, unless Crane could instantly prove he was what he claimed to be.


  “Okay,” Crane said. He moved his wrist watch to his lips, breathed gently on it. The crystal had been treated so that it would respond to his breath and to his breath alone. A great deal of chemical research had gone into the construction of that crystal, into making it what it was.


  As Crane breathed on it, there came into existence on the surface of the unbreakable crystal a five-pointed star enclosed in a circle—the badge of an agent of Planetary Government.


  “Recognize it?” Crane said.


  Vaston stared hard at the symbol revealed there. Slowly, his face relaxed. The Z-gun went back into his pocket.


  “You are what you claim to be. I accept your taking over command of the ship. What are your orders?”


  “My orders?” Crane did not have to think about that. As he had put the chief engineer back in charge in the engine room, his job here was to put this executive officer back into command of the ship. He snapped the switch that communicated with all positions on the ship.


  “Crane, PG agent, relinquishing command to executive officer, Vaston!”


  Crane slid out of the control chair. Vaston, the trace of a grin showing on his rugged face, slipped into the seat Crane had vacated.


  “Vaston, executive officer, now taking over ship on orders from PG agent. All previous orders confirmed.”


  Vaston took over like the competent, efficient officer that he was. The exec knew the ship intimately, knew it far better than Crane. Listening to Vaston issue orders, Crane knew that if anybody could save the ship, Vaston was the man to do the job.


  A REPORT came up from the engine room.


  “Temporary repairs made on blown vent tube. Blast now functioning.”


  “Good!” Vaston said.


  From the rear of the cruiser there came the sweetest of all sounds to the ears of a spaceman: the smooth continuous thrum of engines operating properly.


  The mad plunge of the ship was stayed. Like a skittish mare that has finally felt the touch of her master on the reins, the ship seemed to right herself.


  Vaston was staring at the view screen. Crane followed the line of the executive officer’s gaze, saw with horror what was revealed there.


  The ship was already deep inside the atmosphere of Saturn.


  Mountains were showing on the view screen. They were hidden by thick mist, swirling rain, but the bulk of them was being revealed by the radar equipment.


  Beyond the mountains was a long plateau. Crane caught a glimpse of something that looked like a landing field cut out of the deep jungle of the table-land.


  Vaston’s face was granite hard. “We’re too far down to lift her up before we hit. I’m going to try for a crash landing on or near that cleared space on the plateau.”


  Ahead was a mountain. Vaston changed the course of the speeding cruiser. The mountain swung by on the left.


  The nose of the ship was down. Desperately Vaston was trying to lift it up. He was failing.


  “Prepare for crash landing!” his voice rang through the ship. “All hands! Prepare for crash landing.”


  CHAPTER IV


  AS SHE STEPPED from the Saturian flier, Jane Trumbell caught her breath. There, moving like a ghost through the mists, was an Earth ship, obviously in distress. She heard the thrum of the drivers, caught a glimpse of the vessel, knew instantly from its outlines that it was an Earth cruiser. A war ship! If she could get to it, could report to some member of the crew what she knew to be true of the brewing revolt here on Saturn! If!


  She saw the ship come down on a long glide. She saw it begin to touch the tops of the huge trees that grew here in this Saturian jungle. It plowed a great swath through them. The sound was like a herd of elephants stampeding through a forest. Gigantic trees were snapped off like matches being broken in the fingers of a giant. The girl held her breath.


  The ship hit! It bounced. It slewed crazily through the forest. With a great roar of snapping trees, it came to rest near the edge of the Saturian space port.


  It was down! The stout hull had held! When Earth technicians built a ship to range the lanes of space, they built well. This ship might be an old vessel, but it was solidly built, and it could take punishment. The girl breathed a sigh of pure thanksgiving as it came to rest. There, somewhere in that ship, were human beings. She took a tentative step toward it.


  To her amazement, she found she could move of her own free will. She glanced quickly at Ur-Gluk. The Saturian was staring at the crashed ship. The colors of his mottled scales had come down from a brilliant green almost to white. Ur-Gluk in that moment, came as close as was possible for a Saturian to look like a human who is seeing a ghost.


  To Ur-Gluk, the sight of this ship was much more disconcerting than the sudden appearance of a ghost would be to a human being. An Earth ship, even in a crash landing, near the carefully hidden Saturian landing field and headquarters, was the last sight he wanted to see in his life. He knew how humans worked. If one of their ships crashed, there were certain to be a lot of this strange race around asking why. Also asking what had happened to it. And asking what had happened to the members of the crew.


  Humans looked after their own kind. An oath of pure Saturian profanity rolled from Ur-Gluk’s mouth.


  In that instant, the girl fled silently and quietly across the field toward the crashed ship. She found she could run. Glancing back, she saw that Ur-Gluk had not even noticed her flight. He had his mind on too many other things to think of her.


  Behind her, alarm bells jangled. She knew that the Saturians were being alerted, knew also that soon they would be swarming over this crashed Earth ship. If she could only reach the protection of the trees at the edge of the space port before they discovered her flight!


  She reached the trees. Their green tangle closed in around her. Somewhere directly ahead of her was the ship. She could not see it now, but she knew exactly where it lay. She fought her way toward it. Briars tore her clothes, tore the tender skin beneath. Thorns snagged her. The saw-edged leaves of jungle plants scratched her.


  The ship was there directly in front of her. She caught a glimpse of it.


  “Help!” she screamed.


  Members of the crew were already out of the cruiser. They were too busy congratulating themselves that they were alive to hear a human voice calling in this jungle.


  “Help!” the girl yelled again. Still no one heard her. She fought her way through the last tangle of underbrush. The wrecked cruiser lay before her, within her reach. Crying, feeling the throb of misery and of anguish in her heart, she stumbled toward it. She hardly saw the man who turned startled eyes toward her.


  “Great God!” Johnson Crane gasped. “A human woman here in this place!”


  AS SHE CAME toward him, he caught her in his arms. She lay there with her head against his chest, sobbing and gasping.


  “What happened to you?” Crane demanded. “What are you doing here?”


  She didn’t answer, couldn’t answer. He let her cry. Suddenly she was talking. “Quick, I’ve got to tell somebody!”


  Crane thought resignedly, “They’ve always got to tell somebody!” Aloud he said, “Tell what?”


  “I’m a secret agent of Planetary Government!” the girl said.


  “What?” Crane gasped. That he should meet a woman here at all was sufficiently startling, that her first words should be that she was a secret agent of PG was almost beyond understanding. Yet he knew that Planetary Government often employed women for this purpose.


  “I don’t expect you to believe me!” she snapped the words at him. “But whether you believe me or not, if you ever get out of here alive, I want you to report to Planetary Government that the Saturians are planning to revolt!”


  “Lord in Heaven!” Crane breathed. “Are you out of your mind? How could the Saturians revolt?”


  “I don’t know,” the girl sobbed. “I mean, I don’t know the details. But I know what they are planning. They have built ships. They intend to wipe out Saturn Port in a surprise attack. Then, with their new ships, they intend to defend the planet against any attack Planetary Government can bring against it. In time, they can build up sufficient force to attack Planetary Government itself.” The words she spoke were so startling to Crane that he shook her, roughly. “You little fool, do you know what you are talking about?”


  “I know exactly what I am talking about,” the girl answered. Her voice was suddenly calm. She gave Crane the impression that she was listening as she talked, listening for pursuit. Somewhere off in the distance he heard the clang of bells.


  “Don’t you realize you have landed exactly on the edge of a hidden Saturian space port?” the girl said. “Don’t you hear those bells?”


  “I hear them!”


  “They mean pursuit is coming, after me. They mean also that you are in danger. I don’t know what they will do to me or what they will do to you. But I know I have to talk fast and that you have to believe me.”


  “Talk fast, then! I’m listening!”


  “The Saturians are not only planning to revolt, they not only have built new ships, but they also have some kind of a secret weapon!”


  “What?” Crane gasped. “What kind of a secret weapon do they have?”


  “I don’t know,” the girl whispered. “I just know that Ur-Gluk let slip the thought of a secret weapon. I don’t have any idea what it is. But it exists, and it is real. Please, you must believe me! Also you must get my information back to Planetary Government as quickly as possible.”


  Crane hesitated. This girl was stark raving crazy, from terror or from something else. He had no idea what had actually happened to her but he could recognize terror when he saw it. There were no secret weapons. There were only new developments of old ideas. “Get yourself under control! You are acting like an idiot.”


  He shook her again, then stopped shaking her as one single horrible picture popped into his mind.


  THE PICTURE that came into his mind was the memory of the thing he had seen back there in space, the thing that had come into the control room of the cruiser that lay behind him, the horrible monstrosity that had almost wrecked this ship!


  What if that monstrosity he had seen with his own eyes was actually the secret weapon of the Saturians?


  What if they had made some really new discovery and had been testing its effectiveness against Earth ships in the lanes of space?


  What if this monstrosity was actually some new discovery and was under the control of the Saturians? Perhaps it might be directed by very high frequency radio waves, sent to its destination, then recalled at the will of the operator.


  “But I don’t know of any device that could be used like that!” he whispered.


  “Like what?” the girl answered.


  He shook his head savagely. “Now I’m crazy,” he snapped at her. “I saw something come into this ship, almost wreck it, knock it out of control.”


  “What did you see?” the girl said.


  “I don’t know what I saw,” he answered. “All I know is, I saw something. What the hell it actually was, I intend to find out, if I can.”


  “One thing you can do that would certainly help is to get the report through to headquarters of Planetary Government,” the girl said.


  “Why don’t you do it?” he answered.


  “Because—” Her face changed. A blankness crept over it. “Because—Oh, I can’t say it.”


  She backed away from him, then turned abruptly and began to run. What had happened she knew very well. Ur-Gluk had discovered she had fled. The Saturian had resumed his telepathic hypnotic control of her.


  “Come here!” Crane shouted.


  She fled into the dripping forest, lost herself there. She didn’t know it but she was running straight to Ur-Gluk, who was coming through the jungle growth with a force of Saturian soldiery at his heels.


  She ran straight to Ur-Gluk before she knew she was near him.


  “Uh!” the Saturian grunted, at the sight of her.


  She cringed away from him.


  “Take her, keep her out of sight,” Ur-Gluk snapped, to the Saturian major in charge of the group of soldiers.


  Jane Trumbell found herself in charge of two Saturians who were smaller replicas of Ur-Gluk. They were soldiers, armed with heavy swords that were more like battleaxes than any Earth weapon the girl had ever seen. The heavy axes were used for fighting at close quarters. There are few things the Saturians like better than to go into close combat, swinging these heavy axes, their fierce battle cries sounding from hoarse throats.


  In addition, the two soldiers escorting Jane Trumbell away from the ship were armed with some stubby little weapon that looked a lot like a machine gun, but obviously wasn’t.


  One blessed fact was sure in her mind. Ur-Gluk had released his hypnotic control of her. She was again able to act of her own will.


  All she had to outwit were two Saturians. If she could get away from them, she could eventually get back to the ship, get back to the presence of human beings.


  If!


  CHAPTER V


  AS CRANE realized the girl was running from him, he started after her. She slid into the green tangle. As elusive as a vanishing ghost, she was gone.


  “Hey!” he yelled. “Come back here.”


  There was no answer. He shouted again, louder. From behind him, Vaston called, wanting to know what was wrong. He ignored the officer. Whoever and whatever this girl was, she was important. What was this mad story she had babbled? Why had she run away from him?


  The fact that she had fled at all was utterly confusing to Crane. Secret agents of Planetary Government did not run away from danger. They were a carefully selected, tough minded, tough muscled lot. Certainly this was true of the men: perhaps however the women were not quite so tough minded as the male of the species. Nobody had ever been able to predict quite what a woman would do in a crisis.


  Crane was already out of sight of the ship.


  “Hey! Where are you?”


  He did not get an answer from the girl. Instead he heard the crashing of underbrush which announced the approach of something—he did not know what. Before he could move, the underbrush opened in front of him. A Saturian soldier stood there. At the sight of the human, the Saturian lifted the heavy axe that he carried, and prepared himself to charge.


  Crane stood poised. The Saturian charged. Crane ducked, slid to one side. The lifted axe that had been aimed at his head knocked bark from a heavy tree.


  The startled Saturian soldier turned, seeking his elusive prey. Crane’s hand was already in his pocket, his fingers around the butt of the Z-gun that he carried there. This Z-gun was the weapon of last resort so far as PG agents were concerned. Crane did not want to use it, would not use it if he had another choice.


  The soldier started toward him again. Crane’s finger crooked around the firing trigger of the Z-gun.


  A harsh command rang out.


  The soldier stopped. He came rigidly to attention. Crane turned quickly. A whole party of Saturians had fought their way through the underbrush. The command to the solider to stop his attack had come from their leader.


  CRANE FACED them. The leader was big, even for a Saturian. He stood looking at the human. Crane stared straight back at him. It was always difficult to tell what a Saturian was thinking, or even if he was thinking, but this leader seemed to be especially difficult to read. Only the keen bright eyes showed he was even alive.


  Crane did not look at the bright, glowing eyes. Instead he looked at a spot directly between them. It was an old trick with him, one he used unconsciously. So far as the Saturian could tell, Crane was looking him straight in the eye. Crane knew he wasn’t, knew also that as long as he did not look this creature straight in the eye, but only appeared to do so, there was no chance that the Saturian might slip up on him with some of the telepathic hypnotism these alligator monsters sometimes used.


  Crane felt something probing at his mind. The hunch that came up in him then was that this monster, somehow or other, was trying to read his thoughts. His first amazed idea was that this mind-reading stunt was impossible.


  If it was possible that this Saturian monster was trying to read his mind, Crane had an answer. He forced himself to think of the crashed ship behind him, of the simple fact that it had crashed, giving no reason for the crash other than engine failure. He also forced himself to think of the situation directly facing him, that he was looking a Saturian in the eye and was a little worried as to what might happen next.


  But not much worried. If he appeared to be too worried, the Saturian might make a shrewd guess as to the cause of that worry.


  There, in that moment, without Crane fully realizing what was happening, he was locked in battle with a shrewd and wary and very intelligent antagonist.


  If Ur-Gluk could read his mind, could get from it too much information, Crane and all the other occupants of the ship might be dead within hours. If Ur-Gluk could hypnotize him, by telepathy, as he had hypnotized the girl, Ur-Gluk would be in complete command of the situation. If!


  Crane felt sweat oozing from him. He was fighting something, he did not know what. Deep layers of his mind shrieked warnings at him.


  Sweat oozed out of him as he kept these voices hidden within him. He did not move. He stood still, facing the impossible, waiting for it to happen, whatever it was.


  Little by little, it began to happen. The fingers of thought probing through his mind began to go away. Suddenly Ur-Gluk dropped his gaze. The Saturian’s deep green color began to change, to drop down the scale toward white.


  Crane was not quite sure of it, but he thought something of a shudder passed over this half alligator.


  Ur-Gluk was shaken. In this moment, Ur-Gluk had run up against what seemed to him to be the impossible, a human being he could not control and could not understand.


  Ur-Gluk made a gesture. A Saturian hastily brought forward a portable communicator.


  In that simple gesture, Ur-Gluk began to fight for time. If he could not read the mind of this human, then he had to talk to him over the communicator. Perhaps, via the communicator, he could get the information he wanted.


  Ur-Gluk was not licked; he was simply baffled. He did not know what to do.


  Crane was likewise baffled. Like Ur-Gluk, he did not know what to do.


  “ARE YOU IN trouble?” Ur-Gluk’s voice came over the communicator. “We saw the ship crash—”


  “And naturally you came to help us,” Crane said, quickly. In his mind was the memory that the first Saturian soldier had tried to kill him, also in his mind was the disturbing fact that this monster had tried to seize control of him. Also was the memory of the girl. It didn’t seem to Johnson Crane in this moment that these Saturians had actually come here to help.


  “Well—” Ur-Gluk’s communicated thought and voice-tones faded out.


  “Well, what?” Crane said. “We need some help. Had some trouble in the drive rooms and made a forced landing. You will be well paid if you help us. But, in case you are considering attacking us, the ship is armed with atomic cannon in good operating order.” Desperately Crane hoped the last was true.


  If the cannon were not in good order, they soon would be. Trust Vaston for that.


  “But, certainly, we want to help,” Ur-Gluk said. He said it twice. He said it again. “You have only to command our poor services. The best we have is yours.”


  “Good,” Crane said. “We will accept such help as we need.” Inwardly, he had deep reservations as to the real nature of the help this Saturian monstrosity intended to offer. In Crane’s secret opinion, which he kept well hid from any stray telepathic pickup, what Ur-Gluk wanted most to offer was a knife in the back. Or one of those Saturian axes over the head of a human who happened to stand in his way.


  “What are you doing here?” Ur-Gluk said. “The ship is there.” He pointed through the green tangle. “You are here.” Again the eyes sought Crane’s vision. Again Crane looked at a spot directly between the two flaming optics of the Saturian.


  “I heard you coming,” the human answered, easily and indifferently. Crane had no intention now of revealing that he had been chasing a girl. The girl was a bit that fitted somewhere into a much vaster puzzle, a picture puzzle that moved perhaps across a cosmic stage.


  “Oh. You heard us coming?” Ur-Gluk said. The way the words came out of the communicator formed a question. Again Crane felt the groping fingers trying to work their way into his mind. He clamped down hard control.


  “Sure,” Crane answered. “Everybody within a mile must have heard the noise you alligators made when you came thundering through the jungle.”


  “Uh!” Ur-Gluk twisted. To Crane, it was obvious that the Saturian was uncertain and in doubt. Crane could almost read the mind of Ur-Gluk from his actions. Ur-Gluk was worrying about this sense of hearing that humans possessed. Did humans hear sounds that Saturians couldn’t hear? Did this perhaps mean that humans might possibly possess other senses of which the Saturians were unaware?


  “Are you perhaps an officer of the ship?” Ur-Gluk asked.


  “No. Just a radio man.”


  “Do you humans dare to send such unimportant underlings to meet us?” Anger flared through the communicator. Ur-Gluk didn’t like the idea of being met by anyone less potent than the commanding officer.


  “Sure,” Crane answered. “The exec, when he heard the noise your bunch made, sent the first man he found. I happened to be that man. There was no offense intended.”


  “Uh. No offense!”


  UR-GLUK didn’t like that idea, either. If these crazy humans could send just anybody to meet such an important Saturian as he was—Well, in that case, they must feel utterly secure. If they felt secure, perhaps they were secure. In which case, it behooved a smart Saturian like Ur-Gluk to proceed with extreme caution, to feel his way along until he could make up his mind.


  “If you would like to return to the ship with me—” Crane said.


  “Naturally,” Ur-Gluk grunted. “Of course I will return to the ship with you. Likewise I will bring with me this guard detail which you see here.” He nodded toward the silently watching Saturians.


  Crane shrugged again. He turned. The instant his back was turned, he might get a thrown battle axe in his brain. He might also get a charge from those stubby little weapons the Saturians were carrying.


  Turning his back now and walking toward the ship was like walking into the face of certain death. Crane knew it, knew also that he had no choice, that the slightest show of weakness on his part, the smallest indication of insecurity, would bring the ravening horde down upon him.


  As he moved away, he slipped his hand carelessly into the pocket which held the Z-gun. Also, he listened for the sounds that soon would, or would not, come from behind him.


  Which would it be, the almost silent swish of a thrown axe, the blast of a gun—or would it be the tramp of heavy feet following him?


  He felt his heart-beat pick up as he waited for the sound that would give him the answer to—life or death?


  CHAPTER VI


  THE GIRL was held prisoner. She had thought she could outwit two stupid Saturian soldiers, she had attempted to run, and had been caught almost before she had taken three steps. From then on, one of the soldiers had carried her. They had placed her in a locked, barred cell located somewhere underground. She did not know where she was. She did not know what was happening.


  All she knew was that time was passing. A day, two days, three days passed. Food was brought to her at irregular intervals. The only way she could tell that time was passing at all was by the fact that the door was opened occasionally and food and water were shoved in at her.


  During this time, she almost went mad. She wondered if her message that the Saturians were planning to revolt had been delivered to anybody who would take it along to Planetary Government.


  Had the man she had talked to understood what she was saying?


  Or had the ship been attacked by the Saturians and every human aboard massacred?


  She paced the floor of her cell, back and forth, repeating an endless round of aimless steps. When she was too tired to take another step, she fell sobbing on the rude bunk in one corner of the room. She was asleep when the guards finally came for her.


  Half-carrying, half-dragging Jane Trumbell, they took her up flights of steps, so many she lost count of them. They brought her to a door, opened it, and shoved her through.


  She was pushed into a room that was well furnished, according to Saturian standards. Jane Trumbell paid no attention to the furnishings. There was only one thing in this room that caught and held her attention—a man.


  It was the same man she had talked to outside the wrecked ship. She stared at him, hardly able to believe her eyes, hardly able to realize he was there in person, alive, seemingly unhurt. He was rising to his feet. His face was puzzled, perhaps a little worried. But, in spite of the worry on it, this was a kind face, maybe the kindest face she had ever seen.


  She fled to this man, fell sobbing into his arms. He let her cry. “Fm Johnson Crane,” he said softly. “Fve been looking for you.”


  Deep down inside of her she was aware that it felt good to know that this man had been looking for her. “I’m Jane Trumbell,” she whispered. “What—what happened to the ship?”


  “It’s ready to leave,” Crane answered. “Vaston, the executive officer, happens to be something of a genius. He brought the ship down safely, major repairs have been completed.” He was telling the truth. What he did not tell her was that a ring of Saturian soldiers was now guarding the ship.


  The Saturians were there ostensibly to “protect” the ship from dangerous animal life in the jungle. Their actual purpose, both Crane and Vaston guessed, was to prevent the ship from taking off until Ur-Gluk was ready for it to leave.


  Or for it not to leave, depending on which way Ur-Gluk made up his mind.


  UR-GLUK was being very wary, and very cautious. Crane had warned both officers and crew to be constantly on guard against any mindreading attempts via Saturian telepathy as operated by Ur-Gluk. So far as Crane knew, Ur-Gluk had not succeeded in getting any information from the crew except what the Saturian’s eyes had given him. Nor any information about the ship, either. No Saturian had been permitted to enter the damaged vessel.


  “Did you—did you—?” The girl’s heart was in the words she was trying to say. What she wanted to ask was whether or not Crane had succeeded in passing along to Planetary Government the information she had given him about the Saturian secret weapon and the revolt on the ringed planet.


  As she started to speak, she felt Ur-Gluk’s probing thought tendrils enter her mind.


  The fact paralyzed her. Ur-Gluk again was reading her mind. She knew instantly what this fact meant. Her meeting with Crane was a trap Ur-Gluk had set.


  Ur-Gluk was trying to get information from her. Just as he had gotten information from her back in Saturn Port, without her knowledge, he was again planning to strip her secrets from her.


  If she opened her mouth, if she even thought such things, Ur-Gluk would know instantly that she had told Crane about the revolt.


  Ur-Gluk would destroy both her and Crane.


  The thought froze her mind and body. She could not move. She could only stare at Crane, hoping somehow that he understood what had happened.


  Crane saw the change come about in her.


  “What’s wrong?” he said.


  “Why—uh—nothing,” she whispered.


  “But something is wrong,” he insisted. “I can see it in your face and in your eyes.”


  “Nothing, nothing,” she answered. Her voice was a whimper, a little whisper of sibilant sound.


  He caught her shoulders. “Tell me!”


  “But I can’t tell you. If I do—”


  She did not finish the sentence. Instead, she hung limply in his arms.


  With a growl, he caught her up. He did not know what was wrong with this girl, but he knew there was a damned competent doctor back on the ship.


  “I’m taking you back to the ship with me,” he said.


  It was the most welcome sound she had ever heard.


  Carrying the girl, Crane turned to the door by which he had entered. Neither Ur-GIuk nor anybody else would dare try to stop him.


  He lifted the heavy latch on the door, started to open it.


  The door did not swing open.


  He shoved against it.


  It did not give.


  Horror rising in his heart, he realized the door had been quietly locked behind him.


  They were trapped!


  He swung away from the door. A sound caught his ears. Across the room another door was opening. Crane stared at it. Under the girl’s body his fingers moved swiftly to slip the Z-gun from his pocket. He hid the gun from sight.


  The door opened.


  Ur-Gluk stood there.


  THE SATURIAN looked more like a monster than ever. His green scales were glowing with a vivid green color. His alligator jaws hung halfopen. His eyes were gleaming.


  In his hand, he held one of the stubby little weapons of the Saturians. No axe, no sword, just this little weapon. Behind him came two other Saturians, carrying the inevitable communicator.


  “Drop the human!” Ur-Gluk shouted. His eyes were fixed on Crane with feverish intensity.


  Crane looked directly between these glaring eyes.


  “To hell with you!” he said quietly.


  “Ah?” The gasp that came from the communicator indicated astonishment.


  “I said to hell with you!” Crane repeated. To the Saturian, hell was a meaningless word. However, the communicator, picking up Crane’s voice, would translate hell into some word that would carry the equivalent meaning to Ur-Gluk.


  Ur-Gluk turned even greener with both anger and rising fear. He shoved forward the little weapon he held.


  “This is a new weapon, a secret weapon!” he shouted. “It will blow you, and the girl too, into bits of bloody flesh.”


  Crane caught his breath. There was some substance to the girl’s wild story about the Saturian’s possessing a secret weapon. They actually had such a weapon.


  But would Ur-Gluk use it? Crane clutched the Z-gun he held. Should he shoot now, and destroy this Saturian overlord, or should he wait? Sweat was pouring from him.


  “Perhaps you do not believe in the power of this weapon!” Ur-Gluk shouted. “I will show you what it will do!”


  He swung it, at the nearest of the two Saturians who had entered the room with him.


  There was a soft from the weapon. There was a much louder phut from the Saturian as he was literally torn into shreds of bloody flesh. Green colored blood splashed the walls of the room. The stricken Saturian crumpled into a formless mound of dead cells.


  “See!” Ur-Gluk shouted. This was his triumph. No human would dare reject the evidence of his own eyes. Ur-Gluk watched Crane, waiting for the dazed moment to come to the human when he could seize control of him.


  Crane looked utterly astonished. But his astonishment was from a different cause than what Ur-Gluk thought.


  “Is that your secret weapon?” Crane gasped.


  “It is!” Ur-Gluk answered.


  “Do you know what that weapon is?” Crane asked.


  “Yes. I mean—”


  “It just happens to be a modification of the Z-gun that we humans developed long ago,” Crane answered. “I don’t know the whole story but probably some spy stole old blueprints for the development of the Z-gun, and sold them to your scientists. Your secret weapon, Ur-Gluk, happens to be a device that we have developed for a very specialized use, to protect important messengers, secret agents, and very Important people in Planetary Government.”


  The Saturian stood frozen. In the, space of a moment, he changed color at least three times.


  “I don’t believe it!” he howled, at last. “You are lying! You lie like all the rest of you human animals! The truth is not in you. You are trying to trick me—” There was more of it but it went off into shrill imprecations that were beyond the power of the communicator to translate.


  Crane quietly let the girl sag to the floor. Now, for the first time, the Z-gun he held was revealed.


  Ur-Gluk stared at the weapon the human held.


  “I’ll show you how the real Z-gun operates,” the agent said.


  He pressed the trigger.


  The explosion that rolled through the room was at least five times as loud as had been the roar from the gun Ur-Gluk had used. Crane had aimed at the opposite wall.


  The stout masonry there was ripped to pieces as a gaping hole appeared in the wall.


  Outside was the Saturian night, the mists and the rain.


  In bewildered consternation, Ur-Gluk turned his head to stare at the damage.


  As the Saturian stared, appalled, Crane said, quietly.


  “Drop the gun you’re holding or you will get the next shot!”


  As Crane watched, his finger ready on the trigger, Ur-Gluk’s green color faded swiftly to a shade of white.


  CHAPTER VII


  UR-GLUK dropped the weapon he carried. It clattered on the floor as it fell and the Saturian collapsed into the nearest heavy chair, for once completely oblivious of any possible damage to his precious tail.


  The second Saturian, who had helped carry in the communicator, was looking from the smashed body of his companion, to the hole in the wall. Then his beady eyes were roving toward Ur-Gluk. His color was almost white too. A shiver ran over him. Suddenly he toppled over in a faint.


  Crane stared at him. “Hell on wheels, a Saturian fainting!” he thought. So far as he knew, the scaled superior life form that ruled the Ringed Planet had never been known to faint.


  Ur-Gluk was making a tremendous effort to rally himself. Some color was creeping back into his hide.


  “Shall we talk?” Crane asked softly.


  “What about?”


  “About this revolt you have been planning,” Crane said.


  “What revolt? Who told you that?” Angry green colored the alligator scales.


  “You did.”


  “I did?”


  “The instant we met, I knew you were trying to hide something. Also, Planetary Government has rather adequate sources of information. It is their job to know exactly what is going on all over the solar system. It is impossible to hide preparations for a full-scale revolt. You Saturians have been very carefully watched, for years.”


  At his feet, the girl stirred. Without relaxing his gaze from Ur-Gluk, he knelt. One hand held the Z-gun, the other sought her pulse. It was strong and firm. He heard a little whisper of sound come from her. “Oh, I’m all right again! I’ve got my own mind back. He—he had me under some sort of hypnotic control that he worked by telepathy. Also, he could read my mind.”


  “Shhh,” Crane whispered. “Control your thoughts. Think of something pleasant, maybe something that you want to do very much. That way, he won’t be able to get anything important out of your mind. Also, never look him directly in the eye. Look between his eyes.”


  “What? You seem to know—”


  “Actually, I don’t know. I’m only doing a lot of guessing.”


  “But a guess may not be right!”


  “Sometimes we have to work on a guess and a bluff. I’m doing exactly that right now.”


  “A bluff?”


  “Sure. And you can help me.”


  “Me? How?”


  “By putting up as good a bluff as I am doing! Both of us will know we are bluffing, but Ur-Gluk won’t know it. Are you with me?”


  He didn’t look down at her and hence could not see the sudden gleam in her eyes, a look which said that she was with him, ho matter where he went or what he did. He felt her fingers seek his free hand. He helped her to her feet.


  UR-GLUK, watching with wary suspicion, again attempted control of her mind. The probing telepathic tendrils met a feeling that baffled him utterly. This girl was happy. She was thinking of something far away, some scene that Ur-Gluk did not begin to understand.


  If she was happy, she could not be in danger. So Ur-Gluk reasoned.


  The simple fact, which Ur-Gluk missed completely, was that this girl was falling in love. Nobody had ever succeeded in explaining to a Saturian the meaning of love.


  The color of the Saturian, which had been rising again toward green, faded back toward white. To him, love was beyond the understanding—and he was afraid of things he could neither understand nor control.


  “My suggestion would be that you co-operate fully with Planetary Government in developing Saturn,” Crane said.


  “But you humans exploit us!” Ur-Gluk exploded.


  “Yes,” Crane answered, instantly. “But the exploitation is mutual, we give as good as we get.”


  “You lie!”


  “Well, make up your mind which you would rather be: exploited the way humans exploit you—or blown to bits!”


  Ur-Gluk wriggled in his chair, hating the ultimatum and the human who had given it.


  “You have some gadgets that you probably think are important,” Crane continued. “The modification of the Z-gun, probably some ships—no doubt you also have some carefully laid plans. What good are your ships and your so-called secret weapon when we know about them—?”


  “That is exactly the question,” Ur-Gluk snorted. “You and this girl know about them. But your government know?”


  “I assure you—”


  “And you may be lying.”


  “Lying with this in my hand?” the human answered.


  “You can kill me,” the Saturian said. “But someone else will take my place. And, even if you kill me, you can not save yourselves.” Triumph again was glittering in the alligator eyes. “While you have been talking here, I have been in contact with my second in command, by telepathy.”


  Crane gasped in sudden alarm.


  “Your stupid human mind cannot comprehend the use of telepathy. My second in command is gathering a squad. Even if you kill me, you will never succeed in getting back to your ship.”


  Ur-Gluk rose ponderously from his chair.


  “So shoot! Shoot and suffer death yourself!”


  No doubt, to the Saturian mind, Ur-Gluk was acting exactly like a hero. Crane, in this moment, had no trouble at all in understanding that under the hide of this half alligator there beat a heart that was fiercely loyal to his own kind.


  “We’ve got to do something,” the girl whispered. “We’ll run for it. Out the hole you blew in the wall!”


  “But—”


  “He’ll never catch us. If he starts after us, shoot him.”


  CRANE FROZE. Out of the corner of his eyes, he was aware that beyond the hole something was moving in the rain-washed Saturian night—an object that looked a little like a wandering, vaguely moving fireball.


  Rousing memories, the sight sent chills over his body.


  “God, no!” he gasped.


  The girl had stopped. “What?” she said.


  “That thing!” Crane said, pointing toward the hole in the window.


  “All I see is a moving light—”


  “If it’s the wrong kind of light, that may be too much to see!”


  Involuntarily Crane had turned his complete attention toward the hole. Ur-Gluk stopped hastily and scooped the fallen gun from the floor. Crane had forced him to drop this weapon. Now he had it back in his possession. He folded both hands behind his back, waited impassively.


  The moving light came closer to the window. Crane stared at it. He felt his heart muscles contract, felt the sweat begin to gather in the palms of his hands.


  The girl glanced at him. “What is it? What’s wrong?”


  He did not answer. He hardly heard her speak. His eyes were glued on the moving light. It was coming closer and closer to the hole he had blown in the wall.


  He saw it clearly now.


  His heart almost stopped beating as recognition came.


  An hour-glass of gleaming flame, half as tall as a man, alive with glowing colors. Not the green of the Saturian, not the tanned, honest brown of a human face, but red, orange, a vague pink, all flowing and shifting almost too fast for the eye to follow them.


  “The flame beast!” Crane gasped.


  Here it was again, the thing that had suddenly appeared in the ship out near the rings of Saturn. At one time, Crane had thought that perhaps this was actually the secret weapon of the Saturians. Now he knew that the weapon on which Ur-Gluk had placed his reliance was actually only a modification of the Z-gun.


  Or had he been mistaken? Ur-Gluk had said he was sending for his second-in-command.


  Was this flame beast the thing he had sent for?


  It came through the hole in the wall, hung glowing in the air. It burred softly; a sound that was a little like the purr of some strange cat.


  The Z-gun in Crane’s hand exploded. This was the ultimate weapon. At this close range he could not miss. Firing, he waited for the explosion.


  The explosion came out in the Saturian night. The pellet from the Z-gun had passed completely through the creature.


  Z-gun bullets needed to hit something to explode. This creature offered no resistance.


  Against the flame beast, the Z-gun was useless.


  Crane stood paralyzed. Out of the corner of his eyes, he was aware of Ur-Gluk. The Saturian had turned dead white, the color of abject fear.


  Crane knew that Ur-Gluk had never sent for this thing. The Saturian had not known it was coming. This flame-beast was definitely not something Ur-Gluk had been expecting. It moved toward Ur-Gluk.


  The Saturian leader threw both hands over his head and bolted for the door. He did not try to open the door first, he ran straight through it, head-first. The crash of splintering panels, of breaking hinges was loud in the room.


  The flame beast hung in the air. It seemed to be making up its mind.


  Then, slowly and gently, it started to follow Ur-Gluk.


  The room was empty.


  “Quick, through that hole in the wall and out of here!” Crane gasped.


  CHAPTER VIII


  LIKE TWO harried ghosts, the man and woman slipped through the hole and into the rain-streaked Saturian night. Through a break in the clouds, the rings of Saturns were occasionaly visible above them, millions of asteroids circling this grim and foreboding planet.


  “The ship is this way!” Crane said, “Run!” He clutched her hand. Part of the time, he was literally jerking her along. She ran like a deer following him; when she slipped, he pulled her forward.


  They were in a cluster of buildings hidden under the tall jungle trees. This was the secret Saturian headquarters and it had been well camouflaged. It was also well guarded.


  Somewhere ahead of them a Saturian grunted. Crane stopped short, caught and held the girl. The Z-gun was focused on the spot from which the sound had come.


  “A sentinel,” Crane whispered.


  They waited, hardly daring to breathe. The sentinel moved on, following his beat. They slipped past behind him.


  They were in the jungle. Behind them, in the secret Saturian headquarters, alarm bells were ringing. Crane thought grimly that perhaps the Saturians were having their hands full with the weird monster that had come from nowhere out of the dark night. There would probably be a violent uproar in this Saturian hide-out until that creature was repulsed. What was this creature that had come out of the night? At the thought, a startling idea occurred to Johnson Crane.


  “Good Lord, is it possible that that thing actually is—” he muttered.


  “What thing is what?” the girl said.


  “I may have stumbled on to the real explanation of what that hourglass of flame actually is. And also I may have discovered a way to defeat it!” Grimness crept into Crane’s voice. He recalled how the hour-glass of flame had appeared in the ship and how it had acted, how it had started toward Captain Adams—and then had moved away from an up-thrust arm. In his mind was the glimmering of an idea as he fitted the factors together.


  It was an idea that he could not even believe himself.


  “We’ve got to get to the ship and blast off!” he said. “I’ve got to check this idea of mine against the files of Planetary Government.”


  “You seem to have access to a lot of information about Planetary Government,” the girl said.


  “Haven’t I told you? I’m actually a secret agent, working for Planetary Government!”


  “Heavens!” the girl whispered. “So am I!”


  “No!” Crane gasped. “I considered the possibility, but I never once believed that two secret agents could run into each other, with each of them failing to recognize the other, but with both of them working on different aspects of the same problem!”


  “If it’s happened once in history, it has happened a thousand times!” the girl said. “If you don’t believe me, I’ll give you all the secret signs.”


  “I’ll take you on faith for right now,” Crane answered. “You can show me your secret signs when both of us have time. Right now we’ve got to get to that ship, and get away from here!”


  AGAIN THEY hurried through the dark, rain washed jungle. Behind them, the growing uproar from the secret Saturian headquarters faded into the night.


  They moved ahead until Crane caught a glimpse of a dim light. “The ship,” he whispered. There was a ring of Saturian guards around the cruiser. He had come out through them, stating that his purpose was to call on Ur-Gluk, at that august creature’s direct request. At the mere mention of Ur-Gluk’s name, the guards had passed him through without question.


  Would they pass him back through? Also, would they pass him through when he had a girl with him? He had gone out alone, now he was coming back with someone else. What would the Saturian guard captain think of that?


  “We’re going to walk up to that guard captain as if we owned him,” Crane said. “If he doesn’t let us through—”


  “Bluffing again,” Jane Trumbell said.


  “Sometimes you’ve gotta do it.” Crane answered. “Are you with me?”


  “I’m with you.” Her voice was firm, it left no doubt that she was with this man in whatever he tried to do. Crane squeezed her hand. “Sometime remind me to tell you what a swell person you are,” he said.


  Together they slipped through the jungle, together they walked straight up to the big tent the Saturians had erected to shelter the captain of the guard and his staff.


  The guard captain came out of his tent to inspect them. The inevitable communicator was already set up in a panel under the canopy of the tent.


  “What is this?” the captain growled.


  “This person got lost from the ship when we landed,” Crane answered, gesturing toward the girl. “I am bringing her back.”


  “But I have no instructions—”


  “Your instructions are on the way,” Crane answered. “Ur-Gluk himself had ordered that she be allowed to return to the ship with me. She is in urgent need of adequate medical care . . .”


  “Oh, Ur-Gluk. Yes, yes, of course. Pass on.” The startled captain almost saluted as the two human walked past him.


  “See how easy it is,” Crane said. He glanced sideways at the girl, saw that she wasn’t listening, that she had hardly heard him. Her eyes were dropping, her step was gagging. Seeing her torn clothes, guessing at the terrific strain she must have been under for many days, he knew she was about to faint. Catching her in his arms, he ran toward the ship.


  The guards on the alert there were human. They recognized Crane and admitted him without question. Still carrying the girl, he ran forward to the hospital rooms. There a young doctor was poring over a book on space medicine. His name was Gale.


  “What on Earth have you got there?” Dr. Gale gasped, rising.


  “A human woman. I think she needs rest and care. But that’s your field. You take over.”


  “Sure thing. Put her here.” Gale gestured toward the examining table in the next room.


  “Take good care of her, doc!” Crane said as he went quietly out the door.


  HE LEFT the hospital rooms with the comfortable knowledge that he had left this woman in competent professional hands.


  “Where’s the exec?” Crane shouted, at an ensign who was passing.


  “In the control room, sir.” This ensign had heard Crane’s announcement over the loudspeaker when the PG agent had taken over the ship after the failure of Captain Adams. He knew his manners. “Shall I call him, sir?”


  “Never mind,” Crane said. He raced to the control room. Vaston was there with a group of officers. At the sight of Crane, he instantly stopped his conversation and came forward.


  “We’re ready to take off, sir,” Vaston said. “Emergency rig.”


  “Don’t startle me like this,” Crane answered. “I didn’t think you would be ready to take off for days yet. How did you work this miracle?”


  “I turned the engine room over to the engineer,” Vaston answered. “He worked the miracle. We have only been waiting your return and your orders.”


  “Orders? Oh, sure! Technically I am fully in command of this ship! I had forgotten it. Okay, Vaston, here are your orders. Take off as soon as possible!”


  “That will be in a matter of minutes,” Vaston answered. “Our friends outside may be a little surprised.”


  “Let them be!” Crane answered. If some of the Saturian soldiers got their scales singed in the backwash of an atomic blast, it would teach them a badly needed lesson not to get too close to ships from Earth.


  Vaston slid easily and comfortably into the control chair. He seemed to fit there, to belong in this spot. Under his fingers, switches closed almost of their own accord. Lights glowed. “Clear for take-off,” Vaston said.


  Crane, slipping down into the nearest chair now strapped himself in against the acceleration. He could almost feel the ship begin to pick up life as Vaston’s orders went smoothly and efficiently into effect. Suddenly there came the soft, insistent throb of the take-off warning.


  Probably every person on the ship held his breath. Starting slowly, but accelerating as rapidly as the human body could stand, the ship swung into the air. Possibly the startled Saturian soldiers tried to fake measures to stop the take-off. No one on the ship knew, or cared.


  The ship was in flight and the surface of Saturn was slipping swiftly away below them.


  “Space radio has been yaking for you,” Vaston said, when the ship was clear.


  Crane roused himself. “Space radio?” He glanced over at his old position where he had worked as a radio operator when this ship had blasted off. It was filled now, by a youthful rating whom he vaguely remembered as being one of the other radio men. The kid seemed to be doing a good job.


  “Lot of code stuff,” Vaston said. “Stuff that isn’t even in our code books.”


  “I see,” Crane said. Planetary Government had one cipher that every agent was required to memorize and to carry around in his head. Probably this code that Vaston mentioned was actually this cipher. In any event, he had no time to bother to try to decipher it. Unstrapping himself, he rose to his feet.


  “I am going to use your radio equipment for a while,” he said, to Vaston. “What I am going to talk about is the business of no other man in this control room.”


  “Right!” Vaston’s eyes roved over the men in the room. “Personally, I am not going to be able to hear a word that is said in this conversation. I don’t want even to think that one of you may overhear it.”


  His eyes lashed the men. Nods went around the room. Crane slipped into the chair that had been hastily vacated by the rating. His fingers went under the panel. The switch was still on, the circuits still functioning.


  “Johnson Crane reporting.”


  ALTHOUGH this radio equipment was carrying full details on everything that was happening in the control room, Crane was in full charge of the situation until he reported in. This was standard operating procedure in the Planetary Government espionage system. Efforts might be made to reach him via space radio but this hidden communication system would not be used for that purpose unless the agent himself requested it.


  Crane patiently waited for an answer. Even at the speed of light, time would be needed for this message to reach Planetary Government headquarters, to be acted upon, and for orders to be issued and to reach him here in the forlorn sky above Saturn.


  Then a voice was speaking across the reaches of space.


  “To: Johnson Crane. Space static has prevented reception from you of more than fragmentary reports. Impossible to evaluate your information as yet.”


  There was a pause. Crane, wondering desperately what was coming next, could almost hear paper rustling as the operator on the other end shuffled through the reports in front of him. The voice went on:


  “Additional data for your information and guidance. Freighter completely gutted by hour-glass of flame you describe. Two other ships report similar attacks near rings of Saturn.”


  “What?” Crane gasped.


  The voice went heedlessly on.


  “Some menace seems lodged in or near the rings of Saturn. Unable to evaluate nature or origin of this menace. Two cruisers, five destroyers, have been dispatched and are proceeding at full speed to you. You can expect radio contact with them in matter of hours. You will take charge of this fleet.


  “You are also in full charge of entire operation.


  “Find menace and destroy it.”


  The voice went into silence.


  Crane sat staring at the radio panels. He was too stunned to speak.


  He had expected help from Planetary Government. He had hoped to use their files to check his ideas as to the origin and the nature of the hour glass of flame.


  Instead, he had been placed in full charge of the job of finding and destroying the menace.


  It seemed to him in that moment to be a job beyond the ability of every human being alive.


  CHAPTER IX


  TWENTY-FOUR hours later, radio contact was made with the approaching fleet. The message was relayed to Crane down in the engine room, where he was driving the chief engineer and all the spare technicians on the ship mildly nuts working out the details of what they considered to be an utterly fantastic idea. Grimwald, the chief engineer, had snorted his disgust a dozen times. But Grimwald was working. So were all the others. When Crane gave orders to work, men usually obeyed them.


  The message that contact had been made with the approaching fleet came down from Vaston. Crane went up to the control room to get the details. Vaston was wooden faced.


  “Admiral Harkness Reported. He asked our position. I gave it to him.”


  “Good,” Crane said. “What else?”


  Vaston’s face became even more grim. “Admiral Harkness said he had lost one destroyer, and had had one cruiser crippled by excessive loss of manpower, by attack from scores of these flame beasts we are looking for.”


  CRANE digested the information in silence. He glanced at the view screens. There, displayed in all their brilliance, were the rings of Saturn.


  “I want you to set all lookouts on the watch for an asteroid that moves under its own power,” Crane said.


  Vaston stared at him as if he did not believe his ears. “How can an asteroid move under its own power? They move in orbits.”


  “I know,” Crane answered. “But I have a hunch that perhaps there is one asteroid somewhere near Saturn that moves under its own power.”


  “Sounds impossible,” the exec said, softly.


  “It may be,” Crane said. “But just before we had our first contact with that hour-glass of flame, the lookouts reported an asteroid near us. Now, suppose that object was actually a space ship designed to look like an asteroid—”


  “But why?” Vaston said.


  “To conceal it, for one reason. If you wanted to find a hiding place for a space ship in an asteroid belt, what better way to do the job than to make the ship look like an asteroid?”


  Vaston’s eyes were suddenly thoughtful. “I grant that part. But who would want to find a hiding place in an asteroid belt?”


  “I don’t know w I just know that apparently something has appeared in this asteroid belt, something that looks like an hour-glass of living flame. Since I don’t know much about the real nature of this hour-glass of flame, I can only guess as to its motives and it purposes. I do not doubt it has its own secret motivations. However, my orders are to find and to destroy it. And the thing I want you to do is to search for an asteroid that seems capable of moving under its own power, and which may be the secret hiding place of the flaming hour-glasses.”


  “I’ll do it!” Vaston said. Replacing the puzzled bewilderment in his eyes was a quick eagerness. “It may be a hell of a job to find one single asteroid in the millions that are here, but we’ll find it, if it exists.” As he finished speaking, Vaston began to issue orders to the lookouts.


  A few minutes later, the radio was calling again, for Crane. This time the message was from Admiral Harkness. “My orders are to report to you. I am so reporting. We will meet you at your instructions. Meanwhile, I wish to report the conclusion of my medical examiners in re the men killed aboard both the cruiser and the destroyer.”


  “Go ahead,” Crane said.


  “This is it! The flaming creatures that came aboard the ships, seemed to kill the crew by devouring the life force within them. My examiners say there is a subtle force in every man that keeps him going: they also say that this force is electrical in nature. The flame creatures devour this force. I pass that on to you for what it is worth—”


  “It’s worth plenty,” Crane answered. “We will proceed to a meeting as soon as a course can be plotted. In the meantime, there is a possibility that these flame creatures may be hiding in a space ship designed to look like an asteroid. My orders are to blast out of the sky any asteroid that seems to appear near you and to be moving under its own power.”


  Crane signed off. He knew he left a puzzled Admiral out there under the rings of Saturn. But he also knew that this Admiral would carry out any orders given to him. Crane hastened back to the engine room.


  THE SPACE suits were already coming out of the special ovens that had been rigged up. The ovens had been set up in such a way that each space suit passed near the atomic engines in operation. Each suit thus received a slight charge of radioactivity. Back on Earth, radio-active isotopes had been manufactured in this way ever since the discovery of atomic power. Space suits normally were designed to protect their wearer not only from the cold of space but also from the effect of dangerous radiation.


  These suits, however, had been put through a process that made them slightly radioactive.


  Dr. Gale looked up from the adapted Geiger counter he was using on each suit as it came out of the oven. “It’s my guess that a human can wear these suits for thirty days with no danger. But why are you having them made radio-active?”


  “On the strength of a hunch and a prayer,” Crane answered. He grinned at the girl who was helping Dr. Gale. Jane Trumbell looked wan and shaken but she was operating under her own power. She smiled back at him.


  Crane moved on to the bench where the technicians had assembled and were already testing the weapon.


  Improvised from parts of the ship’s stores, the weapon was a crude, clumsy-looking gadget that looked a little like a sub-machine gun made by amateur gunsmiths. However, this weapon did not fire slugs—it fired puffs of smoke.


  Crane, his face grim, watched the tests. The weapon was mounted in a test rack and it was aimed at a target, a radiation counter. One of the technicians pressed the trigger. Out from the flaring muzzle of this odd gun shot a hard-driven ball of smoke.


  The ball of smoke hit the radiation counter. The meter jumped over into the red, then fell back as the smoke passed it.


  “Radio-activity of the smoke discharge, point nine three seven,” a technician said to Crane.


  “Good,” Crane said. Humans could stand indefinitely this amount of radio-activity. Jane Trumbell moved up and stood beside Crane.


  “Radio-active space suits and a gun that shoots radio-active smoke?” the girl said. “I wish I knew what you are trying to do!”


  “I wish I was sure of what I am trying to do,” the PG agent answered.


  Suddenly the call to battle stations sounded through the ship.


  Crane snatched the weapon from the test rack. “Make a dozen more like it, as fast as you can!” he shouted. The girl following him, he ran for the control room.


  Before they reached it, they heard the thud of an atomic cannon firing.


  In the control room, Vaston looked up as they entered. He pointed toward the view screen. “There’s your damned asteroid!” he shouted. “We’re trying to knock it out of the sky!”


  Looming in the view screen was what looked like a tremendous chunk of jagged rock. There were thousands like it wandering erratically through and around the rings of Saturn.


  “We missed it with the first shot,” Vaston said. “Ah, there goes the second!”


  Again the thud of an atomic cannon firing rolled through the cruiser.


  ON THE view screen, they saw the explosion that followed. The bursting charge struck the asteroid a glancing blow. The explosion that mushroomed up was so bright it hurt the eyes even when watched through a radar view screen.


  The asteroid rolled under the impact of the explosion. Jagged chunks of rock flew away from it. Heat in the intensity of millions of degrees had been generated against the surface of this wandering fragment of what appeared to be a tremendous chunk of jagged rock. Volatized stone spurted outward in molten drops of fine spray which cooled instantly in this airless space to microscopic mist.


  Crane glued his eyes on the view screen. Without knowing it, he was holding his breath.


  Was this the asteroid he had thought existed here? Was it the hidden source from which the flaming hour-glasses sprang? Or was it just a chunk of rock?


  Something burred in the control room.


  Jane Trumbell screamed.


  Crane jerked his eyes away from the view screen.


  There, in the control room, was an hour-glass of living flame. How it had gotten there, he did not know; apparently these creatures possessed some sort of ability to slip into another dimension and thus enter a closed area without the necessity of going through an opening. All he knew was that it was there. And that it was moving straight toward him.


  He jerked up the muzzle of the improvised weapon that he carried, pressed the trigger.


  The ball of smoke shot out.


  It struck the exact center of the hour-glass of flame, struck where the vague orange color was turning into a glowing spot of deepest red, struck what might well be the heart of this monstrosity.


  As if the smoke did no damage whatsoever, the flaming hour-glass kept moving toward Crane. The sound that came from it jumped a notch up the scale as the smoke hit it, there was no other indication that it had been touched.


  Crane’s dazed thought was that the smoke had only made it angry!


  He felt again the electric tingle pass through his skin as the creature neared him. He caught a glimpse of Jane Trumbell’s white face beside him. He fired the second shot.


  Again the ball of boiling smoke shot into the heart of the creature.


  What happened then took place almost too fast for the eye to follow.


  The heart of glowing red inside the creature seemed suddenly to swell to larger size. Then it collapsed to a pin-point of intense scarlet.


  The burring sound changed. A split second earlier, it had throbbed with anger. Now, somehow, it had a note of pain in it as if this creature had been hurt.


  The hour-glass of flame was no longer moving toward Crane. It was hanging in the air as if somehow it had lost the power to move of its own accord.


  Crane fired the third shot.


  Again the ball of smoke struck home. The burring sound roared up again. The creature moved. Like a stricken wild animal, it dashed madly around the control room.


  The burring sound leaped a final notch up the scale.


  The creature vanished.


  In the control room the only sound was the frightened breathing of startled men.


  Crane thought in dazed relief: “Those damned things actually can’t stand radio-activity.”


  In that instant, he knew his wild hunch had been correct, knew also that he had found a weapon with which to combat these hour-glasses of living flame.


  He had won! The thought was like a tonic to his mind. Exultation leaped up in him.


  “Look!” Vaston yelled?”


  Crane turned again to the view screen. There, plainly displayed, was the asteroid.


  “It’s moving under its own power!” Vaston said. “It is a hidden space ship!”


  Plainly visible on the view screen, the asteroid was righting itself. The force of the atomic explosion had sent it rolling. It was rolling no longer. Instead it was obviously under control.


  And it was fleeing from the ship!


  Crane breathed a sigh of pure relief.


  The thud of a cannon rolled through the cruiser. The shell exploded far behind the rapid-accelerating asteroid.


  At the explosion, the asteroid suddenly took up a course that any experienced space cruiser executive officer would instantly recognize.


  “Evasive action!” Vaston yelled.


  Crude and cumbersome in many of its movements, the asteroid was dodging and ducking, trying to avoid those atomic explosions that were taking place behind it.


  “Pursue that asteroid!” Crane yelled. “Don’t let it get away.”


  Vaston, grimly busy with the control switches in front of him, was already changing the course of the ship.


  A white-faced junior officer burst into the control. “Hey! There’s another one of those flame beasts here in the ship!”


  CHAPTER X


  OUTSIDE the door of the control room a man was down. He lay without moving on the plastic covered steel floor.


  Hunched over him, feeding off him, was another hour-glass of living flame.


  Radio-active smoke boiled from the gun in Crane’s hands. It struck the creature again and again. The flame beast lifted, tried to move toward the PG agent.


  Another smoke ring struck it.


  Crane watched the hour-glass of living flame try to flee. In his mind was the grim thought that this one was not going to escape, if he could do anything to prevent it. The gun puffed its balls of smoke, innocentlooking balls they were to a human being, but to this flame beast, they were nearly as deadly as the slug from a Z-gun was to a man.


  The flame beast hung in the air. A violent surge of colors ran through it. Suddenly it was drifting, floundering, falling. Something had gone wrong inside of it. It struck the floor of the corridor, hung there an instant. The colors in it faded, faded, faded—and were gone.


  A tracery of lines as fine as spider webs remained upright for a moment. Then this web faltered, fell in upon itself. There remained upon the tough plastic floor a web of moisture.


  Johnson Crane was probably the first man to see one of these creatures die. Now he knew one fact that he had never really known before: these flame beasts could be destroyed.


  On the floor, the man stirred and tried to sit up. All he could do was wave his hand. Some vital energy had been sucked out of him. Getting it back would be a problem for Dr. Gale.


  “Take it easy, fella,” Crane said. “Just lie there. We’ll get to you as soon as we can.”


  Crane raced again to the engine rooms. For an instant, he was almost afraid to enter. Suppose he should find these flame beasts in here too? Shoving into the engine rooms, he found his fears were without foundation. Men in here were working. So near these atomic engines, no hour-glass of flame would ever appear. To the flame beasts, this engine room was “hot.”


  Dr. Gale looked up from his inspection of the space suits. “Man up there in the corridor outside the control room who needs your help,” Crane said.


  The medico was gone almost before the words had left Crane’s mouth.


  “I want five volunteers.”


  Crane got them instantly. “Into space suits,” he ordered. In a matter of minutes, he had five men inside the suits.


  “In these suits, you will be safe from the flame beasts,” he said. Arming them with the stubby-smoke guns, he stationed them around the ship in positions where a sudden call for help from any quarter would find one of these men ready to answer it instantly.


  “Now, let another flame beast appear!” he thought.


  The ship was accelerating and changing course. The thud of the atomic cannons was sounding again.


  CRANE ENTERED the control just in time to see one of the atomic shells strike the fleeing asteroid.


  The explosion was cataclysmic.


  The view screen revealed a vast mass of machinery of some kind spewing outward from the center of the asteroid. It also revealed the astonishing fact that the huge chunk of jagged rock was a real asteroid.


  “They bored into the center of an asteroid and installed driving machinery!” Vaston gasped.


  “They’ll never bore into that asteroid again!” Crane answered.


  Apparently the shell had penetrated to the core of the asteroid. The great chunk of rock was torn into hundreds of pieces. Leaping out from it, flashing upward through airless space, were—flame beasts. They were trying to flee from an atomic explosion.


  That explosion not only generated millions of degrees of heat, it also generated the whole gamut of “hot” radiation that goes along with an atomic explosion, the alpha, beta, gamma rays, along with many others. Some of these rays, possibly all of them, were a deadly poison to the flame beasts.


  The vast holocaust in the sky of space revealed the flame creatures dying by the hundreds. They tried to flee. Who can flee from the blast of an atom bomb?


  In the control room of the cruiser, the awed humans watched the sky of space light up, watched the flame creatures die, watched the holocaust die down.


  “That’s that!” Vaston said. “Now to dodge the shower of fragments from that explosion.”


  Already the meteor warning bells were ringing. The ship, which had been pursuing the asteroid, swung away from the collision course with the fragments. The clanging of the warning bells died into a quiet murmur.


  “Do you suppose that was the only asteroid those flame beasts have taken over?” Vaston said, softly.


  Crane grimaced. “Let’s not think about that right now,” he said.


  The ship turned quietly in space. For an hour, the crew rested. Food was served. Down in the engine room, more space suits were made slightly radio-active. More of the improvised weapons were made ready. Men were wary and watchful and restless. They thought the flame creatures had been conquered. But who could be sure when dealing with some totally unknown life-form such as these weird hour-glasses of flame?


  The crew was suddenly aware that space was just outside the ship. The kind of space that leered at men. They were aware that they were under the rings of Saturn—where almost anything could happen. Men started to whistle, and stopped short. Laughter came up in sudden bursts, then was still.


  The ship swung around to make her rendezvous with the approaching fleet.


  Then space radio was again yapping for Crane.


  “Harkness reporting. We are being attacked by three asteroids. Situation desperate. Must have immediate help.”


  Before Crane could answer, the voice coming over the radio went into sudden silence. He snapped a question back across space. There was no answer.


  In the flagship of Admiral Harkness, the transmitter had gone off.


  What had happened to the fleet? No one knew. With the fleet’s radio out of operation, there was no way to find out.


  “We’re on course to meet them,” Vaston said. “We ought to make contact almost immediately.” He swung the view screen to the forward radar equipment, scanned the vastness of space for a sight of the approaching vessels.


  Minutes passed while the cruiser was accelerated. The minutes grew into an hour.


  “There!” Vaston said. “I caught a glimpse of the ships.”


  Crane and the executive officer strained their eyes staring at the view screen. Pips of light were visible. They enlarged rapidly, became two destroyers and a cruiser.


  Three other pips of light became something else, became three jagged chunks of rock.


  Three asteroids in motion.


  CHAPTER XI


  TWO OF THE asteroids were small, not much larger than destroyers. The third was larger than the biggest space wagon that Planetary Government had ever put into the skies.


  The asteroids were circling the fleet. The destroyers and the cruisers were firing, sporadically. Out in space in the vicinity of the three asteroids, atomic explosions were taking place. The aim of the gunners was erratic, the explosions were missing their targets.


  “Look at that!” Vaston whispered.


  As the cruiser neared the scene of battle, other objects were becoming visible.


  Circling what remained of the fleet were hundreds of the flame beasts. Like wolves around helpless prey, the hour-glasses of flame were swinging in swift orbits.


  “They’re too close in for the ships to fire upon them!” Crane said. “Also, they’re too close to the vessels for us to fire. What in the hell are we going to do now?”


  “We can fire on the asteroids!” Vaston said.


  “Done!” Crane shouted. “If we can’t get at the flame beasts themselves, we can at least destroy their nests.”


  From the nose of the cruiser, in response to Vaston’s order, came the thud of an atomic cannon. It was aimed at the nearest asteroid. It missed. The second hit.


  The nearest asteroid exploded in a blinding burst of glittering flame.


  “One down!” Crane said. Two more were left to go. But the first shot that had destroyed the nearest asteroid had been a lucky hit and he knew it. What about the other two? What about—?


  The PG agent was staring at the screen. As if the explosion of the asteroid had been a signal, the flame creatures had left off their circling of the helpless cruiser and the two destroyers.


  They had started toward the new ship that was approaching. They seemed to recognize in it a source of danger.


  “By God, when they started toward us, they made a mistake!” Crane shouted. “Now we can get at them. Fire into that swarm as it approaches.”


  As long as the flame creatures had remained close to the remnants of the fleet, they had been safe from fire, both from the helpless vessels and from the cruiser.


  Again the atomic cannon thudded. This time the shell exploded in the midst of the approaching swarm of flame beasts. An atomic mushroom boiled upward and was dissipated. Wild spots of flame gyrated through black space.


  “Got part of them!” Vaston said. “The rest are still coming.”


  The flame creatures seemed to move with fantastic speed. Before a second shot could be fired into them, they had flashed in from space and were circling the cruiser.


  Like balls of witehfire appearing out of nowhere, they popped up inside the ship. Alarm bells began to ring.


  THE FLAME creatures had been having things pretty much their own way inside the vessels of the fleet. Appearing inside the hull of this cruiser, they expected to find the same situation: helpless, frightened humans who fled screaming before them, men who did not understand them and were afraid of them, running men, men paralyzed by fear.


  Swirling inside the ship, they danced up and down the corridors.


  Shouts of fighting men answered them.


  “Get that damned fire-ball over there.”


  “Got him!”


  “There’s another one.”


  “I’ll take care of him!”


  Instead of finding running men, the flame creatures met puffs of radioactive smoke. In that radio-active smoke was death.


  Two of the flame beasts appeared in the control room. Jane Trumbell, looking very grim in the smallest space suit aboard the ship, took care of one of them. She fired balls of radio-active smoke. The flame creature swirled away from her, and vanished. “I can lick ’em too!” she yelled.


  Crane was at work on the second flame beast that had appeared in the control room. It vanished.


  In the control chair, the woodenfaced Vaston took a new grip on life. Instantly he began checking all positions on the ship.


  “All clear here.”


  “No flame creatures in the aftersection.”


  “Two destroyed in the nose.”


  Excited shouts answered Vaston’s queries. All reports added up to the same answer. “All clear 1”


  The cruiser was clear of the menace. But outside, in space, the flame creatures circled, wary and watchful, as if they were considering some new plan of attack.


  In the far distance, the smaller asteroid was changing course. Vaston was following that shift of direction with a wary eye. Shells were exploding around this asteroid but as yet none had taken effect.


  “That son-of-a-gun looks to me like he is getting ready to ram!” Vaston said. The ragged edge of nerves frayed almost to the breaking point sounded in the exec’s voice. He moved the button which put him into contact with the engine room. “Stand by for fast evasive action.”


  “Ready!” Grimwald’s voice came back.


  On the control panel in front of Vaston, a signal light glowed red: the stern lookout at the radar set calling for emergency attention. Vaston snapped the view screen to that position. The voice of the lookout came quickly. “Fleet coming up from Saturn!”


  Crane heard the words without realizing their possible meaning. He turned quickly to the view screen.


  There, visible against the dark bulk of the gloomy planet that lay so far below them, were rapidly enlarging pips of light. Five ships, coming upward.


  “Those are not ships of our space fleet!” Vaston whispered.


  “But what other ships could possibly be here?” Crane gritted. As he asked the question, the answer popped into his mind. “That damned Ur-Gluk!”


  “They’re Saturian ships all right,” Vaston spoke. “But where in the hell did the Saturians get ships? Those are war craft! They’re not permitted to have fighting vessels. The treaty they made decided all that long ago.”


  “They didn’t keep their treaty!” Crane answered. “Ur-Gluk has been building ships, in secret. He has been planning an attack, to wipe out human control of Saturn. He has picked the worst possible moment to launch his blow!”


  Of all the things that could possibly have happened, this seemed to be the worst. Circling outside the ship were the flame beasts. Off in the distance an asteroid was being maneuvered to ram. The rocky mass would tear through the fragile hull of the cruiser like a thrown stone going through a pane of glass.


  Back farther still was a huge asteroid, the heart and the core of the flame creatures.


  THE EARTH fleet lay helpless even to protect itself. The ships were barely under way. Firing had stopped. The vessels moved as if the only guiding force within them was the automatic equipment that kept them on course even after their human operators had all died or had fled precipitately from the controls.


  In this crisis, the Saturian fleet was attacking.


  “The asteroid is the source of Immediate danger!” Crane spoke from between dry lips. “It will reach us before Ur-Gluk comes within firing range. Concentrate on the asteroid.”


  Vaston turned the view screen again. His face grew grim as he watched. The asteroid was looming bigger with each passing moment. There was no longer any doubt but that the creatures manning the driving machinery inside of it intended to ram.


  The fore-guns were firing at it. A shell grazed it.


  It kept coming.


  Bigger and bigger it loomed on the screen. It had been the size of a baseball, then it was as big as a basketball. With tornadic speed it became the size of a mountain.


  Vaston waited.


  The asteroid loomed even bigger on the screen.


  Very gently the executive officer pressed the button that changed the course of the cruiser.


  The ship swung aside.


  There was a rending crash as the rocky underside of the asteroid scraped the hull of the ship. The cruiser shuddered, righted herself.


  The asteroid went past.


  “I had to wait until it was almost too late!” Vaston whispered. “If I shifted course too soon, the asteroid could have shifted to meet the new course. Now, it’s going away!” His eyes glittered.


  A target that was going away was a target that even the poorest gunner could hit. Somewhere in the ship, an atomic cannon was being ranged and aimed. It fired, a single shot.


  This time the shell struck home.


  Space shuddered under the impact of the explosion. From the core of this asteroid a mass of driving machinery spewed out. Again, flame beasts tried to flee from an atomic explosion.


  Crane wiped sweat from his face, grinned at Vaston. “You’re a topflight skipper, old man. You really did a swell job of handling that situation. Now for Ur-Gluk.”


  The Saturian fleet was coming up fast. The cruiser turned, took a deep breath, and bared her fangs again. She had fought, and fought again, and now she was as ready as utterly tired men could make her to fight another battle.


  In the lead of the Saturian fleet was a big flier that was apparently the flag-ship. From its bow an explosion jutted.


  “Firing at us!” Vaston said. “They started this fight.” His fingers moved to the firing button of the cruiser.


  “Wait!” Crane whispered.


  OUTWARD from the Saturian fleet, the shell they had fired had exploded. It was not an atomic bomb, there was no mushroom of white smoke rolling out to the four corners of space.


  It was a simple chemical shell, exploding in a shower of green skyrockets.


  “That’s a signal!” Vaston said. “They’re not firing at us, they’re signalling to us.”


  “It’s not possible,” Crane breathed.


  “Look for yourself! There are three green rockets. They came out of that shell. In the code of the Interplanetary Space Ship Rules, what do three green rockets mean?”


  Crane knew what they meant. They spelled out these words:


  DO YOU NEED HELP?


  Three red skyrockets fired from a signal shell was a distress signal set up to be used by space ships whose radio equipment was out of order. Three green rockets constituted an offer of help.


  Crane simply did not believe the evidence of his eyes. He sprang to the radio set, snapped the transmitter and receiver to the wave band assigned to Saturian vessels.


  A voice was already coming in over the speaker.


  “We wish to fight on the side of our human brothers. Tell us what to do!”


  It was the voice of Ur-Gluk, working through a communicator in the Saturian ship.


  “Great God in Heaven!” Crane breathed. “He is not only offering to help us but he is calling us brothers!”


  To him, this was a miracle almost beyond comprehension. The last time he had seen Ur-Gluk, the Saturian had been fighting his way through a door to escape from a flame beast.


  Beside him, the girl whispered: “I told Ur-Gluk that what we wanted was peace and harmony. He has finally realized that it is best for all of us to work together!”


  Crane turned startled eyes toward her. In his mind was the thought that perhaps Jane Trumbell had actually influenced the Saturian. But it would take more than the words of any human to make Ur-Gluk change his mind.


  However, if Ur-Gluk was actually offering help, the only thing to do was to accept it. This was no time to worry about Saturian motives. Crane turned to the radio.


  “We will point out an asteroid to you. Help us pursue it. Help us destroy it.”


  “Asteroid?” Even over the communicator in the Saturian ship and over the radio, the tone of Ur-Gluk’s voice indicated that the Saturian was wondering if the human had taken leave of his senses. Everybody knew that asteroids were simply chunks of worthless rock. Why pursue one of them? Why try to destroy such a thing as an asteroid?


  “It is the hiding place of the flame beasts,” Crane said. “I don’t know how they did it, but they actually exist inside asteroids. They have installed driving machinery of some kind—”


  “The flame beasts!” Ur-Gluk’s gasp was clear. “That’s different. If they are concealed inside an asteroid, we will help our human brothers destroy it.”


  “Then go to work!” Crane shouted. He turned back to Vaston. The exec had already switched the view screen to the big asteroid.


  “It has changed course!” Vaston said. “And look, the flame beasts are leaving the ship!”


  THE SCREEN clearly revealed the flight of the flame creatures. Leaving off their circling of the cruiser, they were hurrying toward the asteroid, vanishing inside it. Whether they had given up the attempt to enter this perplexing cruiser, or whether some sudden call for them had gone out from the asteroid, was not known.


  “Both the asteroid and the flame beasts are running!” Vaston shouted.


  Swiftly, he changed the course of the ship, set it to follow the asteroid. Again the thud of the firing cannons came through the vessel.


  Now it did not fight alone! Ranging beside it were the ships of the Saturian fleet.


  To Johnson Crane, the knowledge that they did not fight alone was suddenly a very heady feeling. Ur-Gluk had meant his offer of help. Ur-Gluk was proving himself. The Saturian vessels were also firing on the asteroid. There was incontrovertible proof of Ur-Gluk’s intentions.


  Looking around him in the control room, Crane suddenly realized that he had had help from a thousand other sources too: from Vaston, sitting there in the control chair like a wooden-face image; from the technicians, from the radio operators, even from this girl. Down in the engine rooms was another man who had helped tremendously—Grimwald, the chief engineer.


  The feeling came over him that he was not alone in this battle in the Saturian skies, had never been alone. Always there had been others with him, working on the same problem.


  “Look!” Vaston whispered.


  The view screen revealed shells striking the asteroid. It could take punishment, lots of it. It was so big, so tremendous, that even an atom bomb could not smash it.


  But what one atomic explosion could not do, a dozen could. Suddenly, through some crevice or weak spot, a shell went home.


  The explosion that took place out there under the rings of Saturn was a flaring column of mushrooming flame miles in extent. Inside the asteroid, some energy source used by the flame creatures had been ignited. The combination of the explosion from this energy source and the might of an atom bomb, created a flare of energy so vast and so tremendous that it was caught by alert astronomers back on Earth.


  The explosion caught the cruiser, twisted and turned it. Vaston righted it. The impact also caught the vessels of the Saturian fleet. For the space of minutes there were wild maneuvers in space as the ships turned and twisted to dodge each other.


  Then the ships were again in order.


  Where the asteroid had exploded, only droplets of fading mist remained in the void.


  “That’s that,” Crane said softly. “If there are any more of those flame beasts here inside the rings of Saturn, we will know how to deal with them.”


  “I wish to hell you’d tell me,” Vaston said. “I’ve seen you make space suits radio-active, I’ve seen you use puffs of smoke to run those blasted ghosts lights out of the ship. I’ve had the impression that you were using radio-activity against them.”


  “And so I was,” Crane answered. “Radio-activity is the one thing they cannot stand. I don’t pretend to know how or why it works this way, but radio-active energy is a deadly poison to them.”


  “All right,” the dazed Vaston said. “But how did you discover they couldn’t take radio-active particles?”


  “When the first one appeared in the control room, Captain Adams slapped at it with his arm. The creature ran from him. I saw the numerals of his wrist watch flare as he slapped at the creature. Those numerals were coated with luminous paint. The luminosity in this paint is actually a very mild form of radioactivity. When I leaped to help the man who was being devoured by the creature, I also slapped at it with the arm that held my wrist watch. Again the numerals flared. From that I made a wild guess—”


  “Whew!” was all the confounded Vaston said. But the look he gave Crane was one of the deepest admiration.


  THE MEETING that took place later In the control room was historic in many ways. Admiral Harkness was there, wan and shaken. He made his report first. “We finally discovered that the only place on our ships where we were safe from the flame beasts was the engine rooms. We left the ships under automatic control and fled to the engine rooms for safety. Then, when the flame beasts left, we came out again.”


  “Good thinking,” Crane said. The admiral looked relieved. “I intend to include a recommendation for you in my official report.” The agent turned to Ur-Gluk.


  The Saturian talked volubly over the communicator. “That flame beast almost destroyed our headquarters. I never saw such a scene of confusion in my life. When we finally managed to get rid of it, I made my decision instantly: that in the future I would fight on the side of my Earth brothers.”


  He looked defiantly at Crane as if he expected the human to deny him this privilege. Crane glanced sideways at Jane Trumbell. She had thought that it was her argument for peace and harmony that had influeneed Ur-Gluk. Probably the Saturian had been influenced by what she had said but what had influenced Ur-Gluk far more was the flame beast. Ur-Gluk had actually been scared into cooperation.


  The girl, however, did not realize this fact. Crane grinned at Ur-Gluk.


  “A very wise decision. I imagine you have given up all plans for a revolt!”


  A positive shudder passed over the Saturian. “But yes. But definitely.” Ur-Gluk spoke as if he meant every word he said. His manner indicated that if given time he would say a lot more words on this subject. Crane did not give him time. “How did you happen to come out into space to help us?”


  “Our radar scanners reported a battle of some kind between Earth ships and the flame beasts was in progress. I promptly issued orders for my fleet to move to your aid. Planetary Government will no doubt accept my motives in this matter?”


  “I cannot speak for Planetary Government but I am almost certain they will accept your change of heart. All they want is peace.”


  “Peace—that is what we Saturians want too!” Ur-Gluk said firmly. Some of his nervousness left him. His color came up the scale to a healthy, shade of green.


  “What about you?” Vaston spoke. Crane shrugged. “I imagine Planetary Government will have some orders for me very soon.”


  IT WAS a shrewd guess. The orders came through. “Johnson Crane and Jane Trumbell will report to Earth at their convenience to make a fully detailed report of this situation.” The voice coming across space was that of a tired man reading an official order. Suddenly it lost a little of its tired feeling. A glow crept into it. “This is entirely unofficial, of course, but the idea seems to have got around here that perhaps you and Jane Trumbell would like to make your trip back to Earth part of a honeymoon—”


  “Honeymoon!” Crane gasped. The thought of such a thing had never entered his mind.


  The girl was speaking. “You heard what the man said. You didn’t think you were going to get away from me without a honeymoon, did you?”


  In her eyes was a glow and a sparkle, “Nor without this, either.”


  Her lips were close to his own. His face went down to meet them. Before the rather startled eyes of the assembled group, he kissed her.


  Looking over the girl’s shoulder, he saw that Ur-Gluk was watching him. Very gravely, he winked at Ur-Gluk. The Saturian looked startled. Crane sighed. The ways of the human race, in matters of love, would probably always be beyond the comprehension of a Saturian.


  And sometimes, he thought, they were beyond the comprehension of a human too. He had not known he was in love with this girl. But she had known it. The instant she had mentioned it, he had realized that it was true.


  With that knowledge, he was well content.


  THE TALE is still told, out in the lanes of space, of the fire beasts that either evolved in the rings of Saturn, or came into that area from the vast gulf of space that lies beyond. In the limitlessness of space, there is room for all forms of life. The problem of the exact origin and the real nature of the flame beasts is as yet unsolved.


  But sometimes when a meteor flames across a radar screen, lookouts on lonely freighters are a little startled, a little shivery, as they wonder if again they have met one of the flame beasts of the void.


  THE END


  LIGHTNING OVER SATURN


  Chester S. Geier


  The Starquest had all organized piracy chasing her; the trouble was, she was unarmed. But old Carl Vierling had an idea about Saturn’s lightning.


  BEN Wolf knew something was wrong even as he guided the launch down toward the mountainous, hollowed-out chunk of rock in Saturn’s rings, which Am Vierling out of a deep affection had christened the Lab. First the all-clear signal had failed to come through, indicating that something had happened to the detectors which were supposed to warn those at the Lab of approaching craft. And then his anxious radioed questions had gone unanswered. Silence at the Lab—complete, frightening silence.


  Wolf’s strongly molded features were bleakly set behind the transparent bubble helmet of his space armor—for armor was always worn by those who threaded the deadly rock maze of the rings. He thought with a sick, gnawing urgency of Arn and her father-in-law, Carl Vierling, the two who had come to mean more to him than life itself—even more in some ways than the Starquest, the fruit of their united labors for the past three years. If anything had happened to them—


  But what could possibly have taken place? An accident, perhaps? It was true that old Carl’s experiments were frequently dangerous. But an accident for that cause could hardly account for the complete silence of those at the Lab.


  Wolf suddenly wished he hadn’t insisted on making a last trip to Titan. Most of the food and equipment he had gone to obtain hadn’t been entirely necessary, consisting of gifts and little luxuries to celebrate the completion of the Starquest. For it was a truly momentous occasion. The Starquest was the forerunner of the ships which for the first time would carry the race of man beyond the limits of the Solar System and out to the numberless worlds of the galaxy.


  With the Starquest began the era of interstellar travel.


  Lips a pale line, Wolf brought the launch to a landing within a cup-shaped depression at what roughly was the Lab’s equator. He let himself out of the airlock, made his way swiftly across the dozen or so meters that separated him from the huge cave opening leading down into the living quarters at the heart of the worldlet.


  As he reached the interior of the cave he discovered the first clue to the disaster that had occurred. For the Starquest had been berthed within the cave during the installation of the Hyperdrive generators which old Carl Vierling had conceived and designed, and which Wolf and Arn had helped build. And the Starquest was gone.


  Gone! Wolf halted, stunned. He stared wildly at the empty space the craft had occupied, a chill numbness gripping his body. Then thought of Arn and Carl Vierling rose starkly in his mind, and in another moment he was running recklessly toward the airlock at the other end of the long cave, which gave entrance to the living quarters within the Lab.


  Ruin met him—and death. The airlock valves had been blasted open, and the rooms immediately beyond scarred by explosives and blistered by rays. Sprawled at intervals along a line of retreat were the figures of the three technicians who had assisted with the work on the Starquest, their space armor shattered and ray-blackened. It was clear they had put up a stiff fight before going down under the weight of superior numbers.


  Wolf paused a moment, looking down at the fallen men in silent tribute. He had worked with them and liked them. Their deaths were not easy to accept—nor, Wolf vowed fiercely, would they be forgotten.


  His pulses drummed with fearful expectancy as he hurried on. What of Arn and old Carl? Were they dead, too?


  The emergency seals had gone on at the entrances to the rooms further back, and there was air and warmth. The living section—recreation room, sleeping quarters and kitchen—was deserted of life and undisturbed. Only the machine shop and laboratory now remained, and Wolf increased his already frantic pace.


  He reached the huge chamber with its clutter of technical equipment and scientific apparatus. There was air and warmth here, also. And foreboding stillness.


  Wolf found Carl Vierling lying in a limp huddle at the base of a workbench, his iron-gray hair matted with blood. Of Arn there was no sign.


  Certain that he was once more in the presence of death, Wolf bent slowly over the old man’s motionless form, grief a constriction in his throat. But as he carefully lifted the gray head, there was a flutter of eyelids, a stirring of limbs. Old Carl still lived! Relief surging in him, Wolf began removing his armor.


  HIS gray head bandaged and his elderly features haggard with despair, Carl Vierling sat in the kitchen, staring into a cup of black coffee, heavily laced with Venusian brandy. Ben Wolf paced the floor nearby, trailing clouds of aromatic smoke from the pipe gripped savagely between his teeth. His muscular figure moved with the unspent power and vitality of a caged animal, exuding an aura of thwarted fury.


  Abruptly Wolf swung around to face the older man. “Those men you told me you saw, Carl, can’t you describe them at all?”


  Vierling shook his head. “It happened too fast. I didn’t know what was going on until too late. The air was gone from the rooms around the airlock, and the sound of the fight didn’t carry to the shop. I heard the detector alarm, of course, but I assumed it was you, Ben, as it appears Arn did also. Nothing had happened for so long, I guess we forgot to be careful.


  “When the raiders came crowding through the shop door, I was too surprised to be observing. They were wearing space armor, but I did notice that they were strangers. I grabbed a gun and pressed the alarm buzzer . . . uselessly in both cases. Then one of them fired at me. The shot grazed my head, and I went down. I guess they thought they had finished me off.”


  Vierling sipped at his coffee and shook his head again. “For an instant I had the idea that the raiders were our own crew. The boys had gone out to do some work on the hull of the Starquest, and had put on space armor. They must have seen the raiders appear at the mouth of the cavern, which is why they retreated into the Lab airlock. But I suppose things happened too fast from there on.”


  Wolf threw out his hands. “This is a maddening situation, Carl! Three men dead, Arn kidnapped, the Starquest stolen—and not a single clue to the person behind it! We have to get Arn and the ship back—but where to start?”


  Wolf puffed abstractedly at his pipe, his amber eyes narrowed under copper-hued brows. “One thing is clear, though. The person who engineered the raid on the Lab was in a position both to learn of my trips to Titan and to act on that knowledge. This person obviously has a gang behind him, for the attack on the Lab was the work of experienced fighters.”


  “One of the hijack chiefs, it would seem,” Vierling suggested.


  “I’m not so certain about that,” Wolf replied slowly, “My purchases on Titan told nothing about the Starquest. There was nothing to indicate that an attack on the Lab would be profitable. The only motive for the attack, therefore, could have been to satisfy a personal curiosity—or a personal spite. And the only person I can think of who would go against me for that reason is Hunk Palio.”


  “Hunk Palio—and Luree!” Vierling exclaimed, rising to his feet in excitement. “Of course, Ben! Information of all sorts sooner or later reaches Luree. Palio could easily have learned of your trips to Titan—and decided to see what you were up to.”


  Wolf nodded grimly. “Palio hates my guts. He’d act on a long chance if he thought it would give him an advantage over me. If the Starquest has actually fallen into his hands, it’s the worst thing that could possibly happen. Palio’s insanely ambitious. With our Hyperdrive to back him up, he’ll be able to rule all space. Nobody will be able to touch him.”


  Wolf clenched his hands, his features bleakly set. “I’ve got to go to Luree, Carl. If Palio has the Starquest—and Arn—he must be stopped from going any further.”


  “But it’s suicide!” Vierling said in swift protest. “You wouldn’t have a chance against Palio and his killers.”


  THE luscious female with the green-tinted hair and the clinging strapless gown leaned precariously over the back of Hunk Palio’s big desk chair. Outside the one-way vision glass of the office wall swirled what, at first glance, might be taken for the last word in sybaritic living. With closer study, it would have been seen as one of the most vicious dives in all the seventeen colonial worlds.


  “Hunk,” sugared the girl in the green hair-do, “what was that big ship the boys brought in last night? Everybody acts mysterious when I try to find out what happened.”


  Hunk Palio was a little drunk on negus. Otherwise he would have cuffed her for being so nosey.


  “It’s the biggest job I ever pulled off, that crate, baby. You’ll find out soon enough. So will the rest of the jerks that think they can push Hunk Palio around. No more, baby! I’m top dog, now?”


  The green-haired “baby” patted his dark, bristly cheek. “That’s the stuff, Hunk. Show ’em who’s boss.”


  Palio pushed himself away from the littered desk, lit a cigar and stood up. He pushed one thick, stubby finger against her pert nose.


  “Just remember that ship is a secret, Janie. If anybody asks questions about it, I want to know. We may have spies here, on Luree, and I’ll pay a bonus if you turn them up. String along with me, baby—we’re in the top orbits, now.”


  A nasty glitter showed for an instant in his deep-set black eyes. A command—and a warning. Then he turned and strode heavily out of the office where he could sit and watch the whole of the big salon outside without himself being seen. Janie watched his bulky figure on the short, powerful legs, and a hidden abhorrence flickered into her long-lashed gray eyes. After a moment she left the office also, to stand by the glassite wall of the ornate dine-and-dance part of the observation dome which stretched over the huge structure.


  Luree had once been planned for a kind of deluxe astrophysical laboratory, long before the space gangs had broken up the tenuous fabric of government trying to establish itself across the void that separated the seventeen colonies. Where Janie stood, you could look out and see the vast carpet of glowing, turning magical circles that added themselves together to make up the rings of Saturn. Seen this close, the rings were awe-inspiring. The builders of Luree—as Hunk Palio had named the place after he took over, Luree being his idea of poetry and expressing his concept of a proper name for a sucker-trap—had planned the big dome so the best rooms of the vast place were against the glassite outer wall.


  The pirates had long since killed off the original scientific staff of the Nio observatory. Hunk was its third owner, the others having died by violence. It had been a long twenty years since the pirates had gotten hold of superior weapons and faster ships and blasted the feeble beginning of the Interplanetary Police Patrol almost out of existence. They still existed, however, and had a few ships, but everyone knew the IP was under the gang’s central offices.


  Nobody ruled the gangs, really. Not yet. But to operate efficiently, they had established a joint central office and organization for fair distribution of information. It was called, jocularly, “Missions, Inc.”


  The “missions” were pirate raids, involving mass murder and wholesale appropriation of goods, and often meant the establishment of another stronghold in the gang network.


  “Missions” had a branch office in each big colonial city, but the main office of correlation of data and disposal of portable goods was on Earth, in good old New York. Each gang had its own area of space, received information useful in its particular area, and hence supported Missions, Inc. There were arguments, true, but on the whole the system worked. The IP was a useless figurehead, for the central office of Missions, Inc. ruled space.


  The rings of Saturn are only about ten miles thick, but it’s a deadly ten miles to jet a ship through. A lot of stuff circles the big world, including the planetoid on which the big glassite dome of Luree had been built. This planetoid, Nio, was not one of Saturn’s moons, but an outer fragment of the rings, little more than a big rough rock of huge size.


  JANIE of the green-dyed hair watched the vast carpet of glowing dust, studded with the varicolored round flowers that marked the larger chunks of rock in the rings, Each rock had its own little ring of fluorescing rock dust, which made the rings of Saturn the most beautiful sight in all space. The rings were one reason for Luree’s steady trade. Every space tourist “just had to see the rings of Saturn.” Hunk Palio had grabbed off the big dome that circled the rings at just the right distance to observe the phenomena at its best—and turned it into a tourist resort with red-light attachments. Janie was one of the attachments. She didn’t have any choice in the matter, as everybody in the colonies did what the gangs told them to do.


  Janie was only twenty-five, and she had spent seven of those years in abject servitude right here, on Nio. She often wondered how it would feel to be free and have a real home to go to. She had never had one.


  Aside from gambling, exotic foods, liquors and narcotics, women were the stock in trade on Luree—and Hunk Palio saw to it that they cost his customers plenty. It was mainly for this reason that Palio was becoming recognized as the most powerful of the gang bosses. The IP had long been forced to wink at every depredation connected with Palio’s name—had to, or be wiped out. For Palio could call down upon them more and better fighting ships than the IP dreamed of possessing.


  A customer, a large, paunchy man with a red nose, moved into tentative position beside Janie. Absently she pulled the little gun-like device from the jeweled holster on her hip and sprayed the ray from its muzzle upon the plump countenance of the newcomer. His color changed from doughy white to dull red, and his big flabby hand went to her shoulder. He smiled, displaying a mouthful of expensive dental work. Janie hated him, but smiled affectionately.


  “What’s your name, big boy?”


  “Will Mather’s my label, beautiful. What’s yours? Do you work here, or are you just a visitor admiring the scenery?”


  “As if you didn’t know!” Janie retorted. “Only girls that work here have the Afdar ray. Do you like the effect?”


  “It sure puts ginger into the old carcass!” the man said enthusiastically. “Makes me feel like a two-year-old. But what is the idea of using it on customers?”


  “It’s supposed to make them feel generous. Can you afford the tariff?”


  Janie was a little doubtful. Somehow he looked like a family man, and her take was down, this week. She knew what happened to little girls who didn’t bring in the shekels. They were sent places—places she hoped she wouldn’t have to go for a long time yet. She didn’t want to waste her time on a sucker who would go running off to his wife instead of getting down to business.


  The man laughed, a rich hee-haw, as if it were ridiculous to suggest there existed anything he couldn’t afford. Janie knew exactly what that meant—she’d heard it before. It meant he’d already spent more than he had expected to spend. She smiled and ducked under his arm, moving off along the glassite wall and watching the crowd for a more likely prospect.


  And then she saw Arn Vierling; Arn Vierling—here!


  Her mind went back seven years, to the time when she was a little fool trying to break into show business. Arn was a successful actress, then. Janie had read the papers avidly when Arn married the famous Ray Vierling, inventor of the deadly Vierling ray. That ray was now used on every ship in space and carried on the hip of every hoodlum who liked to think of himself as a killer.


  Arn looked different, and Janie wondered what the other had been doing to herself. You would think she was disguised. She was thinner, her lovely profile sharply etched instead of softly beautiful, her eyebrows mere pencil-lines instead of the dark bars that were almost a trademark of Arn’s. It must be her—yet . . .


  JANIE moved up beside her, drawn by an attraction compounded of curiosity, admiration and the old childish worship of the successful stage star. She sat at a little table near the corner of the huge bar. In a whisper that couldn’t have been heard two feet away, Janie said, “Hello, trouper, don’t tell me you’re incognito?”


  Janie’s voice was hesitant. She’d met Arn only twice, and it was likely the woman wouldn’t remember her. But she needn’t have worried. The long, bare lovely arm lifted and gracefully tugged her closer with an odd gesture of familiarity, as though Janie were in truth an old friend.


  The deep, thrilling voice that millions had listened to, murmured in a stage whisper that could have been heard half across the huge barroom.


  “Do sit down and be sociable. I’m lonesome.”


  Janie bent closer, a kind of fright rising in her at being so close. The thrilling voice was almost inaudible in her ear now.


  “If you recognize me, don’t give me away, you little fox! I’m here on business, and I’m nobody you know.”


  Then her voice raised again, that infinitely beguiling voice that could change so subtly, become softly intimate or coldly hostile.


  “So you’re an entertainer in this delightful”—the voice sank again to a murmur you couldn’t have understood two feet away—“bordello! Now act like you never saw me before.”


  The voice went up again, for the benefit of the audience craning at the two beautiful women. “This is really the most delightful”—her voice slid down again—“dive I ever got into. I hope I get out alive! How do you put up with it?”


  Janie let her own voice out for the benefit of the milling customers, engineers from Titan’s mines, construction men from the boom towns on Rhea, crewmen from the big space docks on Iapetus, mechanics from the factories on Callisto, tourists, spaceship officers.


  “Luree gives the most magnificent view of the rings to be had anywhere on the moons.” Her own voice sank to a whisper. “And believe me, I’m sick and tired of looking at them! Don’t worry, I won’t give you away. I hate this place and everyone in it. If you need my help—”


  The long, graceful arm came out and almost fiercely pulled her closer. Arn hissed, “Is it here—the ship?”


  Janie nodded, and Arn went on, “Tell me what you can about it, where it is and what Palio plans to do with it. This is important—horribly important!”


  Her voice raised. “I want you to tell me all about this wonderful spa of the stars, honey! It’s really the most fascinating . . .”


  THE gangs were ruled by chieftains who had won office as the result of superior intelligence, superior fighting prowess, or a combination of both. Each gang was for the most part an independent organization, though here and there the smaller and weaker gangs had banded together for their mutual benefit. The advantages of a union on an even greater scale were generally realized. A few attempts had been made to unite the gang under one leadership—unsuccessful attempts, for the proud and lawless spirit of the hijackers was not to be easily fettered by order and routine. Enormous wealth, enormous power awaited the man who could accomplish it. But that man would have to have what the others did not. The most important requirements were faster ships, better weapons.


  Janie of the green-tinted hair thought of this as she watched the awe-inspiring spectacle of the rings beyond the observation dome. Behind her soft doll-like face was a shrewd mind that few suspected.


  Faster ships? Was the mysterious craft that had just come into Hunk Palio’s possession the answer to that? Time alone would tell. But she knew of the vast ambitions that burned in the man’s apish body. Palio liked to think of himself as the emperor of the gangs, controlling the rich tides of commerce that flowed between Saturn and Jupiter, waxing fat on the unending stream of tributes and levies that poured in.


  It was as an important step toward the fulfillment of those ambitions, Janie knew, that Palio had established Luree as a pleasure resort. For by not directly competing in the hijack activities of the other gang chieftains, Palio won friends where he might have made enemies. And thus Nio—the planetoid-sized outer fragment of Saturn’s rings on which Luree was situated—became neutral ground. The various chieftains and their underlings could visit Luree without fear of attack by rival gangs. Palio’s “diplomatic corps”—suave bouncers, carefully trained for their duties—saw to that. And Palio’s fighting crews were constantly on the ready for those who might seek to pluck the rich prize that was Luree.


  Luree was the bright bait that Palio dangled before the gang chieftains. Luree catered to every whim, every desire and vice, from gambling to petal-fleshed houris, strong liquors and exotic foods to narcotics as vicious as Venusian cafji smoke. The chieftains came, saw—were subtly conquered. In his role as an ingratiatingly considerate host, Palio learned of their strengths and weaknesses, their enmities and ambitions. This information was carefully recorded, added to and altered, against the time when it would be of use. When Palio finally was ready to shift from guile to force, he would know exactly what type of force to apply and exactly where to apply it.


  Jane realized that Palio’s crafty schemes had an excellent chance of success. The thought filled her with an emotion akin to horror. Nothing worse could possibly happen than that Palio’s control should be extended beyond Nio and to the ring-worldlets and satellites of Saturn. Palio was evil. He spread rottenness through everything he touched. No one could know that better than a person who had been a part of Luree as long as Janie had.


  And once, she thought bitterly, she’s had considered Luree a glamorous and romantic place. She knew better, now. She knew of the lives wrecked by gambling and drugs, of the slavery that existed here, of the misery and lost hope, the depravity and viciousness lurking beneath the surface. She would have liked nothing better than to destroy Luree—and Palio with it. Especially Palio. If her chance ever came—


  A man appeared suddenly, close beside her, slipping an arm with sly familiarity about her waist. He had approached with a quiet stealth that was somehow in keeping with his narrow foxy face and close-set eyes.


  “What are you doing, Janie, admiring the scenery?”


  She twisted aside, startled, and then angry. “Oh, it’s you, Shiv. How many times have I told you to keep your paws off me?”


  “Aw, why can’t you be nice, Janie?”


  “Ask Hunk that question. You may be his right hand man, but that’s no excuse to get fresh.”


  “Why should he care?” Shiv demanded sullenly. “You ain’t Hunk’s woman. You ought to know the only reason he keeps you around is because you’re good at helping run things, here. You know, Palio went out on a job to take Ben Wolf’s gal, that blonde Vierling woman. But he got something worth a lot more to him. But you wouldn’t know . . .”


  Janie hid her sudden excitement. She saw she would have to handle Shiv just right if she were to get any more information out of him. The worried expression on his foxy face showed he had revealed more than he had intended to.


  She flipped one slim hand in a scornful gesture. “I know your cheap tricks, Shiv, so don’t try to run my temperature up. I heard a rumor about the ship, but this blonde angle is carrying things too far.”


  “That ship’s something different, Janie. There’s nothing like it in all space.”


  “Where have I heard that before?” Janie murmured. “Next thing I know, Shiv, you’re going to tell me this mysterious blonde is right here, in Luree.”


  “No, she didn’t happen to be around. But the blonde’s a friend of Ben Wolf. Wolf wasn’t around when the boys grabbed the crate. They made sure he wouldn’t be, because this Ben Wolf is tough and full of tricks. I happen to know he’s the one guy Hunk really worries about. Anyhow, the boys brought back the fastest ship in existence—and Palio will get that blonde eventually, you know how he is. Just to get even with Ben, if for no other reason. So you better be friends with Shiv, girl. He won’t have any use for you when he gets her.”


  Janie fought to control a strange weakness that had rushed over her. She kept her voice casual. “Ben Wolf? Isn’t he the guy who used to be a big shot hijacker before he got a rush of science to the head, or something like that? This was before Hunk took over Luree.”


  Shiv nodded. “Hunk never got anywhere until Ben Wolf pulled out of the racket. Wolf made him look like a monkey plenty of times, and Hunk ain’t ever forgotten. That’s one reason why he had the boys grab that ship. Wolf gave up hijacking to work on that ship, Janie. Now Hunk’s evened up the score.”


  “Oh, my!” Janie felt as if her heart had dropped right out of her, but she put her hands to her head in mock bewilderment. “This is all too complicated for poor little me. I’m going to have a drink and forget the fairy tale you just told me, Shiv.”


  The fox-faced man caught at her arm. His close-set eyes were eager. “Don’t I get something for telling you, Janie? Every word of it’s on the level.”


  “You’ll get a hole in your head if you don’t keep your paws where they belong! You didn’t tell me anything I should owe you for.”


  Shiv anxiously caught up with her as she turned away. “Listen, Janie, don’t tell anybody what I just said. If Hunk finds out I talked, there’ll be trouble. He doesn’t want a word to leak out to Ben Wolf.”


  “Why should I tell anybody what I don’t believe myself?” Janie asked scornfully. She hurried away, leaving Shiv to stare after her, worried, disappointed and angry.


  Shiv Fraddin realized he had been a dope to reveal anything to Janie. He had dimly hoped to win her over, but she had proved as elusive as always. If she talked, Hunk Palio would know who had spilled the beans. And Shiv didn’t want any trouble with Hunk—not when his plans for double-crossing Hunk and taking over Luree were just getting under way. Shiv knew he had to get more of Hunk’s underlings over on his side before he would have a fighting chance. Hunk was no pushover.


  Something would have to be done about Janie. Shiv Fraddin decided to take care of that right away. He would have to be subtle—but he was good at that. He could easily make it look as if some miner, half crazy from cafji smoke, had done her in . . .


  PUFFING on his cigar, Hunk Palio strode leisurely through the vast dining hall of Luree. This hall was shaped like a shallow bowl, with tiers of tables rising on all sides from a gleaming dance floor at the bottom. Nearly all the tables were occupied, many with opaque light curtains switched on to afford privacy to the diners. Couples swayed sinuously on the dance floor to the undulant minor-key wailing of a Venusian band.


  Palio waved his thick paw jovially as a number of the diners called out to him, pausing at several tables to exchange a few words. In this manner he proceeded through the dining room and into the cavernous gaming hall, beyond, where avid-faced crowds pressed about the gaming tables or stood at the vast semi-circular bar. The whir and clatter of gaming devices was drowned in the polyglot babble of half a hundred different tongues as men of the various races of Earth strove with white-skinned Venusians and furred Martians to make themselves heard above the din. Here flamboyantly garbed hijackers and their painted women rubbed elbows with roughly dressed miners and uniformed spacemen with radiation-scarred faces, engineers and mechanics mingled with arrogant ranchers and lordly plantation owners. All were motes in the vast tides of trade that flowed between the satellites of Jupiter and Saturn, drawn by the manifold attractions of Luree, emptying their wealth with fevered abandon into the coffers of Hunk Palio.


  And Hunk Palio listened to the pleasant tinkle of incoming riches, even as his black eyes darted about to see that his suavely impassive housemen and scanty-gowned hostesses were on the job. But actually his thoughts were elsewhere.


  Maybe it was because he had met so few women like her in his lifetime. She was tall and pliantly slender, yet curved like a sculptured goddess, her luxuriant blonde hair framing a delicate oval face made vivid by full red lips and dark violet eyes. But she had more than physical loveliness. She had class . . . The word embraced qualities Palio had rarely encountered in women—intelligence, refinement, grace, poise. Those very qualities, so foreign to his experience, set his blood on fire, The blonde was something special, something off the beaten track.


  Palio needed the blonde for the information stored in her beautiful head—but why stop there? he asked himself. His breathing quickened Palio needed that information if the ship was to be of any use to him. He had gotten wind of the craft through purchases made on Titan by Ben Wolf—purchases that were supposed to have been secret. But in Luree Palio had the roots of a grapevine through which the news of all the seventeen colonial worlds eventually flowed. His hostesses had been trained to milk important facts from drunken clerks, engineers and spacemen.


  Ben Wolf’s purchases had borne out rumors that he was engaged in some project of a scientific nature. Knowing Ben Wolfe, Palio had realized that the man never wasted time in minor pursuits. The stakes were always high in any game Ben Wolf played. So Palio had decided to investigate. He’d had Ben Wolf followed from Titan to a certain world-let in Saturn’s rings—and then he’d laid his plans. The result had been the ship. The blonde, he’d missed—


  She was Ben Wolf’s girl. Through her, Palio told himself, he could strike directly at Wolf. Palio had hated Wolf ever since the days when he had been only a minor hijack chieftain and Wolf had dominated the racket with his greater cleverness and daring. Palio had been made to look like a monkey more than once—and he hadn’t forgotten. Now it was in his power to even the score twice over.


  Grinding underfoot the butt of his cigar, he strode deliberately from the gambling salon.


  BEN Wolf’s eyes were twin flames of anger, as he and the old inventor completed their move from the ruined “Lab” on the rock to another rock, nearer to Nio, where they could watch the activities of the Palio gang with a scope across some four hundred miles of glowing space.


  “We’ve got to get the ship back, Carl! You know the IP can’t and won’t go up against Luree. And with our drive, Hunk Palio and his murderers will rule all space. They’ll be Emperors of the most evil era in history, unless we find a way to get that ship. No one will be able to touch them!”


  Vierling shook his head, “It’s an impossible thing, Ben. We couldn’t oppose the gangs before, how do you expect to do it now they have the best drive in existence? Sure, I know we’ve got to try. But it’s suicide, however you look at it.”


  Ben swung the scope on its gymbals, and old Carl turned up the projector. The wall screens lit up with a view of the surface of Nio, the planetoid where Luree’s dome had been built. This place, where Ben and old Carl had moved, was Vierling’s own private hideaway, burrowed out of the rock, equipped with luxurious living quarters, the big scope, and a small workshop where he tinkered with his inventions. They were trusting that Hunk did not know its location, as they had always been at pains to keep it secret. Carl moved the focus closer, to a view of the launching pits on Nio, hundreds of miles away across the rings. Nio was at its closest approach to their position. Luree was on the other side of the satellite. This was Palio’s back door, the side the suckers never got to see, where his ships took off on raids and brought in the loot. It was also the place where the fruit of long years of toil on the part of Ben Wolf, Carl Vierling, and the four others now dead, had been taken.


  Arn Vierling came in, her features Hushed and her eyes sparkling. Both men stared at her in stunned inaction a moment, then eagerly hurried in her direction. Vierling clasped her in his arms and said: “Arn, you’re all right.”


  Arn said, “I’ve just come from Luree. The ship is still there.”


  “I thought you were a captive!” exclaimed Ben.


  “No, I hid while the gang was here. I took the little life-raft and followed them, to learn who they were. In Luree, I acted like a customer-tourist, met a hostess I used to I know on the stage. She told me.” The old man motioned to the scurrying figures about the pits, where two great hulls were moving slowly out to launching position from the wide doors of the shops. He growled, “There go two more raiders, now. Loaded with non-standard ray, a hundred extra gun ports built into her sides. The IP hasn’t a thing like them.”


  Vierling ran his fingers through his hair, his features mirroring hopelessness. “What can we do?


  There’s no way to get back anything that falls into Palio’s hands.”


  Arn swore suddenly, which was unusual with her. “Damn them! A few more months, and they’ll be able to take over Earth itself!”


  Ben turned the knob on the scope, and the focus moved closer. They could see the tiny figures on the black rocks, loading another squat gray hull with tools of death and readying it for space.


  His voice steady and decided, Ben said, “If we had the Starquest, we could clean Palio out. I am going to try to steal her back. I am going to try to get into her there in the shops.”


  Arn Vierling leaned forward, her face suddenly intense. “You’re needed here, Ben! I’ll go. I can get in easy—as I just proved. I mingled with the customers when they came out for a look around outside the dome, then wandered in with them. Nobody knew I didn’t come in on one of the tourist ships. And nobody paid any attention to me.”


  Ben shook his head. “It’s no job for a woman, Arn. You’d have to kill guards—rough work even for a killer. Carl couldn’t do it. I’ve got to do it!”


  Arn’s expression was stubborn. “If there’s any way to get that ship, I’m the one to make it succeed. You and Dad wouldn’t have a chance.”


  Gloomily Ben turned the knob, watching the scene shimmer and go out. “They’ll spot you in time, Arn. Do you think any man would ever forget your face, once he saw it?”


  Arn laughed, a rich bold laugh. On the stage, that laugh had thrilled the world, and it was thrilling, now.


  “A lot you know about women! Why, I can get Hunk Palio to show me that ship himself, if I want to!”


  Vierling said, “Ben’s right, Am. They’ll spot you if you go back. You’re too striking to mix in a crowd like that. They’re probably asking what became of you, right now—trying to figure out who you were and where you went.”


  Ben added, “Am Vierling’s face is as familiar as the Vierling gun to those criminals. You can’t make it, Arn! They’ll know who you are. They know Vierling was financing this ship by now. They must have known who he was when they thought they killed him.”


  Arn set her beautiful jaw. “You two may have cold feet—but you’re not giving them to me! Don’t forget I’m an actress, one of the best. With a different hair-do and makeup, you’d pass me on the street yourself. I’m going—and that’s final!”


  The two men stood silent. Ben wished there was some hope, wished this sacrifice didn’t have to be made. Loving Arn, he could not bear the thought of her loss. There had already been too much death among them . . .


  They had been seven in the beginning. Now they were but three, old Carl Vierling, with his shock of white hair and worried ruddy face—Arn, his acquired daughter, and Ben Wolf, the one-time hi-jack chief turned from his former way of life by the influence of Arn and the savant—and the possibility of decent law inherent in the power of the new drive.


  It had been a whim of Vierling’s to build his shops and his home on different rocks of the rings—a whim with plenty of sense behind it. For the gangs had taken his Vierling weapon ray factories over, on Earth—and he had learned by bitter experience that only by perfect concealment could his inventions be kept out of the hands of lawless man. Now they had taken his greatest achievement from him, and it was a bitter and despairing man who faced Ben across the scope.


  This “home” was an ideal shelter, for from the surface there was no sign of the chambers beneath. There was a fine view of Luree, an accident they now found might prove of some use. Nio passed the rock in which they hid frequently, as the one was retrograde in motion to the rings, and the other circled with the rings. The hideout had plenty of room, supplies were kept in plentiful amounts—and Vierling’s workshop was in reality a well-equipped laboratory. But they both regretted giving up the big shop where they had built the Starquest through the last three years of hermit-like concealment, of impossibly demanding ruses and dodges to keep their purpose from general knowledge. There was also in one of the big rock chambers a small three passenger model of the Starquest, the first experimental construction in which the new vortex hyper-drive had proven practical.


  It was decided that Ben was to take Arn with him to Nio, and the two made their preparations. There was no longer any reason to conceal the drive; the gangs already had it. They might need its superior speed, so they took the little model which had been the pattern for the big Starquest.


  Finally the little ship moved quietly away from the hide-out, the rock dust of the ring fluorescing faintly ahead where the vortices gripped the nothingness, drawing them on. Inside, Arn watched Ben handle the ship, making sure she knew just how. She might have to pilot the big Starquest, if she managed to get into it, on Nio.


  The satellite was at its closest. There was little more than four hundred miles of glowing emptiness to cross, and shortly they settled down in the black rock shadows at a safe distance from the big dome of Luree.


  “How did you get inside the place, before, Arn?” asked Ben. He shivered slightly, and fingered the little acid gun old Carl had given him just before they left. It was an invention he had never tried to market, because it was the last word in frightfulness. The thing was in a holster under his arm, an unfamiliar shape, very different from the snub-nosed Vierling rays used generally.


  Arn rubbed her fishbowl with anti-condensation fluid, her beautiful face grim. “Just mix with a bunch of tourists. You’ll see them jumping around, having fun with the lack of gravity. When they go back into the dome, go in with them. That way there’s no questions to answer. Once in, stay where you can see me and follow my lead. That is, unless you get some ideas of your own. And stay away from Hunk Palio’s hostesses, you hear!”


  Setting their fishbowls in place, they let themselves out of the ship. They moved in long leaps toward the distant glow of lights within the great dome ahead.


  BEN Wolf had been five years away from this atmosphere of lusty and lustful merrymaking, behind which he knew only too well hid the merciless figures of Palio’s henchmen—as ruthless a gang as any in space. Now, he found he felt out of place, did not know how to act to remain inconspicuous. It was this caused his first mistake. He moved with the crowd to the bar and downed a couple of quick shots to give the impression of a thirsty man out to acquire a good shine.


  He knew, but had forgotten, that sobriety was not tolerated on Luree’s crowded floors, except among the employees. He had forgotten that all newcomers first drinks were spiked with drugs, to put a sober and cautious man into a liberal frame of mind. The drugs had the quality, certain as death, of causing hiatus during which even a tightwad could be separated quickly from his dough.


  So Ben Wolf, would-be out-smarter of the toughest gang in space, found himself looking about him with eyes behind which the mind was not only out of order, but full of a sudden new will toward enjoying what the occasion might offer in entertainment.


  A green-haired hostess turned from the dice room doorway to look over the crowd. She wore a little toy gun in a jewelled holster on one sleek hip, and seeing Ben’s flushed face, she recognized the condition, new to Ben, old stuff to her. She pulled the toy-gun, pointed it, and he felt the sudden ecstatic shock of strange vibration, arousing in his numbed mind an unholy desire for the green-haired houri. Which was exactly the purpose of the “toy,” an ancient instrument built by the Afdar cult of Venus, forbidden by Earth-law.


  The hostess moved off, confident of her victim’s pursuit. Ben followed, staggering a little, and caught up with her as she seemed to attempt to escape from him into the throng. As he stumbled into her, she smiled widely at his clumsiness, and seized his arm in an unexpectedly firm grasp. Her urgent voice in his ear sobered him for an instant, drove away the clouds from his mind.


  “You fool, if anyone recognizes you! Now pretend you’re trying to make me, and maybe I can help you.”


  Ben stood paralyzed. “Who are you? How do you know me?” he asked, trying desperately to recapture his drugged wits.


  Vaguely, then, a chill remembrance of his position here seeped into his consciousness. Hunk himself would recognize him if he ran into him—and others of the gang must know him by reputation, if not by sight.


  She led him along the wall, as if she had only paused for a word with a persistent customer, and Ben followed, half a step behind.


  A stairway came out upon a narrow gallery, leading around the upper part of the huge dome, a breathless height above the transparent ceilings below.


  Overhead the monstrous glow of Saturn hung, a great mottled belt about its middle, blood-orange and milk-white. Ben, always struck with awe at close sight of the rings, watched the complex movements, dark specks and twirling circles against the brighter glow of the rings. He knew each speck would seem big as a mountain on closer view. But here, on Nio, the rings were an immense carpet of fire decorated with fragile flowers of flame.


  The green-haired girl was leaning against the glassite of the dome, her eyes on his searchingly. She was inviting lipped, her red mouth parted, her body as perfect even as Arn’s. Ben’s usual standard of comparison. His tongue was thick in his mouth as he strove to question her, but she cut him off.


  “Why did you come here, Ben Wolf? Do you want to make it easier for Palio to kill you? Don’t you realize the gang doesn’t want the knowledge of that drive in anyone else’s hands?


  “Did Arn tell you?” mumbled Ben, trying desperately to reassemble his faculties, to get it straight in his mind. He still couldn’t understand easily, his mind numb.


  “She didn’t have to tell me! But I knew Arn, years ago, in show-business. I know you came here in a desperate try to get back that ship. But to me it doesn’t make sense.”


  Ben looked at her with anger, that a woman should think he was too incompetent to do something that had to be done. He shook his head to clear it.


  She swung up the little pistol ray, the stimulating vibration splashed over his face, down his body. The thing woke him up, but it also awoke every gland in his body. He trembled with the shock of the sudden stimulation.


  “Shut that off, woman. You know what it does!”


  “Who’d know better? But it’ll help your mind shake off the dope.”


  “How can I trust you? I can’t I trust anyone here.”


  “You’ll have to trust me! You’ll need all the help you can get. If I had any sense I’d stay a mile away from you. But I owe Hunk a score or two. I’d like to pay him off, as he’s trying to do to you.”


  THE green haired girl’s voice was going on, a kind of strained quiet little talking, half to herself. “The space gangs have turned everything in the colonies into corruption. They run everything except Earth. But now they’ll be able to boss Earth, too, and there’ll never come a chance to get rid of them. Girls like me, everywhere, will be slaves, too, like me. You don’t know what it means to do what I have to do, do you? I wish you did. I hate the racket and everything it does to people. That’s why you can trust me.”


  Feet clumped on the metal ladder, leading to the narrow gallery where they stood. Ben guessed this was it; he could see it on the girl’s face, knew she was right. The hoods knew who he was, had spotted him when he came in. They were going to take him now, while he was up here where the customers wouldn’t see the rough stuff.


  Ben felt the old-time thrill, a chill flame up his back, and the last traces of his mental blackout left him in a rush of anger at the way they had taken old Vierling’s life-work from him. He pulled out the acid gun the old man had given him, and moved softly over to the top of the ladderlike stair. He hated to use this weapon on any human being. But he would, if they made him. It was silent, swift as thought in its unbelievably fierce corrosive action—far more sure than any bullet. Old Carl had tried to explain to him what went into the creation of that ultra-swift acid, but he had not been able to understand, Ben was scared of the thing himself. Wherever it touched flesh, the flesh boiled away, instantly, and the utter agony of the victim made him incapable of even firing a gun in retaliation.


  His mind stopped racing, settled into its accustomed cold wariness, as a face came up out of the gloom at the stair end, glowing ghoulishly in the dimness.


  “What do you want?” murmured Ben, the gun steady in his hand.


  The man seemed surprised, stood frozen, with only his head above the floor of the gallery. Then his voice came into the glow-lit dimness, truculent, confident of the usual frightened subservience to the powers behind him.


  “I’m looking for a guy who’s looking for trouble. I figure you’re the one, though I never laid eyes on you before. No one else would be expecting me, with a gun in his hand.”


  The man had a weapon in his own hand, loosely, he had not expected to run head on into his victim, evidently. He didn’t raise the gun, but just stood, waiting, watching Ben with a greedy eye, hoping to get a chance to use his weapon.


  “Drop it,” growled Ben, “I don’t want to kill you.”


  “You can’t pull that stuff around here, Mister.” The man’s eyes were unworried, “You’d better put away that water pistol and come along to see the boss. He wants to talk business and I gather you know why.”


  Wolf backed away a step. He didn’t want to take a chance of the acid doing any splashing.


  “Drop the gun, and then I’ll go with you. You’re the one looking for trouble,” Ben hated to do it, kept mentally putting off the necessity of using the terrible acid gun. The guy was only taking orders.


  “Listen, Mister, I can’t take you in that way! He’d put me in the mines if I let a customer take my gun. Be reasonable!”


  “Sorry. It’s your life, you can lose it now, or later. Drop the gun!”


  The weapon was a Vierling ray, from the old man’s factory, now in the hands of “Missions, Inc.” It was the same weapon mounted on the front of the big armored spacers, only smaller. It didn’t look any smaller as the man raised it slightly, and Ben’s reflex action pulled the pressure release on the acid gun. The hood’s face disappeared in a silent boiling froth. Too instantly agonized even to scream, he fell out of sight down the metal ladder. Ben knew he was dead when he hit the bottom. He turned back to the girl, but she was nowhere in evidence. Well, that did it. He had to go places in a rush now, or be shot down on sight.


  He moved quickly along the gallery, and he had nearly completed the circuit of the big dome when he found his green haired friend again. She stood in a little opening in the glassite which led out along the side of the dome. You couldn’t go out there without a fish-globe and oxygen. She had a globe on her head and handed him one as he came up to her.


  “We’ve got to cross the dome and get into the shops on the other side. It’s a long go, you know, the shops are almost on the other side of Nio.”


  “You’ll guide me to the ship, girl?” asked Ben, hardly able to believe it.


  “If people are ever going to be free of the gangs, it’ll be some woman like me who makes it possible, I suppose,” she murmured, watching him attach the globe and tank to his back, hooking up the catch for him. “Why wouldn’t I show you where the thing is? You’ll only get killed trying to get into it. It’s heavily guarded. But if you’re ever going to stop it, to get the drive back before they build a thousand of them—now is the time.”


  BEN turned on the little tank of oxygen tucked it in the sack provided, hung it on his shoulder. He followed the woman out into the blackness where a tiny walkway ran along the curve of the dome. He wished he hadn’t had to start things off this way. Am would be left behind, now, if he did get into the ship, and he would have ruined any chance she might have had . . . but it couldn’t be helped. Besides, why was he thinking he was up to anything but suicide? He was alone against hundreds.


  The walk came out upon a long roof. They crossed, taking six-foot jumps, running interminably. It was several miles, he knew. They were far from the artificial grav generators now, didn’t seem to weigh more than a few pounds. Endlessly the long leaps went on and on, and it seemed hours had passed when a wall jutted up from the bare rock. They leaped to the top and crossed another roof, walking along the ridge. Here they came to a higher wall, and a doorway. The girl went in, and Ben followed her, stood beside her while she dogged the airtight door. They both removed the fish-bowls, and Ben took off his shoes. He looked at the girl’s sandals.


  “They’re sponge rubber soles,” she whispered.


  He followed her along the catwalk, strung through the steel triangle trusses of the roof. They were above the lights, and every so far little ladders went down to the big fluorescents; he hoped they wouldn’t run into some electrician. His foot hit a projecting angle iron where the walkway was braced as it turned at a right angle. He stopped dead. He could see the workmen moving around the dozen or so hulls below. None of them looked up, and a din of hammering and the irregular sparkle of welders told him there was too much racket down there.


  “There she is!” The girl stood pointing, and Ben saw the familiar rugged outline of the big ship that had been the focus of his life too many years to think about. There were only two figures near the ship, one at the bow, the other in front of the big air lock at center. Both had beam rifles, bulky super-powered Vierlings. Ben touched his hand to the little acid gun, feeling foolish. It wasn’t much for the job ahead.


  The only way he could reach them from up here was from straight overhead. Could he even get in position to fire? He wondered how it was going to feel to kill a man who wasn’t even looking at you.


  They moved cautiously ahead. The lights below them and the heavy shadows served for excellent cover.


  The racket below drowned out any sound they made. Wolf stopped the girl, whispered: “I don’t even know your name, but thanks. I’ll take it from here. You’d better get out of the way before the fireworks start.”


  He moved ahead; she stood watching him for a moment, then went swiftly back and out of sight in the gloom. Wolf crouched low as the men beneath moved about, but no one even looked up. Now he was directly overhead, and could see four more guards, grouped about the walkway that led up the slight rise from the floor of the shop. The ship was on a repair turntable, modeled after the ancient locomotive roundhouse installations. It was crazy to think he could get that hulk out of here unaided. it was probably already partly torn down. He quit thinking and centered himself just over the guard in front of the ship’s lock, his little weapon held between his knees, sighting straight down. He squatted slowly, the sights on the man’s round protective helmet—the acid might not penetrate the tough plastic that turned a bullet. He pulled the release trigger. The guard straightened, half reached up to pull off the helmet. Then the stuff got through his clothes. Ben guessed it struck into his spine below the helmet edge. He collapsed as if all his strings were cut.


  BEN slid along the walk to get over the guard at the bow. The man was moving, walking on around the bow. Ben slid back to the corner of the walk, thinking there was another part of the catwalk that would take him directly over the group at the edge of the turntable. There was not. He put the little gun back in the holster, pulled himself out on the slim steel angle iron of the truss, slid along the steel precariously. His finger-tips would just reach the big blower-pipe that paralleled the truss.


  The guard from the bow joined the group of four, who were talking to a fifth who had come hurriedly up the walk. Wolf knew well what he was saying. The guards looked at their rifles as the messenger talked, pulling off the safeties, checking the little dial on the stock that told the amount of energy still in the magazine of energy-capsules.


  They must have just found the man he had killed on the stair. He didn’t have time to wonder why it had taken so long. He crouched, teetering there on the three inch angle iron. He took out the acid gun, turned the little knob that spread the spray wider. With luck he could get the whole group.


  Aiming carefully, he depressed the full discharge knob, pulled the release. The group froze as the acid struck. Two of them looked up at him, their faces green-white in the glare of the fluorescents, then suddenly brown with acid and then as swiftly red with the bloody boiling bubbles of the acid reaction. Two of them triggered off their rifles even as they fell screaming. The rifles fell, throwing two crashing beams of destruction out across the shops.


  Even as Wolf had fired, one of the guards had turned away, to get back to the other side of the ship. Only a droplet or two had struck him, but he was screaming in terrible agony and running, throwing aside his gun, tearing off his clothes in thrashing handfuls, maddened with pain.


  Wolf looked around for some way to get down and into that ship, and to get one of those ray weapons. His own little “evened” was empty, now. He laid it down on an angle iron, then on second thought scooped it up and dropped it into the open end of an empty pipe end, disconnected sometime. It would never be found there. The space gangs didn’t have that one, yet. Better if they never did. That’s the way old Carl wanted it.


  A floor pillar beside the turntable came up near him. The pillar was a cross braced girder. Wolf leaped across the space, banged up against it hard, gripping the cross braces. Gravity still wasn’t normal, probably about halt, to make the work easier. He shinned down the long beam, holding the sides between his hands, not using the braces. He landed in a crouch, scuttled across the littered table floor, grabbed up a rifle. The stench from the steaming bodies was nostril-corroding. He scuttled on around the bow where he stumbled over the body of the man who had ran. He was still moaning, his body arching and racking in agony. Wolf triggered the powerful rifle into his head, letting the brains out on the floor. He didn’t look at the mess, but raced on to the big round lock in the side of the ship, a fierce exultation in besting the gang his only emotion.


  He heaved on the opening lever. It gave. The door should have swung open, but it didn’t! Wolf stood, numbed by the fact, staring at the rims of the door. After a long second, he saw the little tack-welds circling the door. They weren’t taking any chances. It was welded shut till the experts arrived to examine her and draw up plans for construction of a number of new drives. Wolf spun the knob on the big rifle to quarter strength, stood back, tried the beam on the bottom weld.


  Metal flew, sparkling and glowing. He was nearly blinded by the red hot sparks. He spun the dial on around to nearly off, and touched the beam to the next weld. The soft welding melted swiftly, and he went around the door rapidly. The heavy dura-steel of the door was not affected, being built to turn far heavier destructive force than one Vierling rifle.


  Even as he tugged the big disc open, he heard cries from the far side, the pound of running feet. A beam slashed against the door as he ducked behind the dura-steel disk. Bits of the tack-weld metal flew in a shower of molten iron. Ben slammed the door shut, fastened the space-safety. They couldn’t open her from outside now, not till he was under weigh.


  WOLF dropped the rifle, tugged open the inner lock door, slammed it shut and levered over the main dog, letting the rest of the fastenings wait. His feet hammered along the companionway as he raced for the pilot’s seat in the bridge-room. He hoped they wouldn’t think to try to get him from the nose. The glassite view plate there might not turn a full-strength Vierling beam. He didn’t think they could fire into the nose unless they climbed up into the roof girders, but he wasn’t waiting to find out.


  Ben gave one look out the oval view-plate, but there was nothing to be seen but the stretches of roof girders. He pulled back the vortex heater switch, depressed the master switch that started the dynamos turning. He counted ten, slowly, then pulled the lift lever.


  He ducked as the roof crashed into bits. The crack and scream of rending girders and roof plastic, the hammering of torn materials mingled with the blasting thuds of rifle beams slamming into the hull near the nose. The racket was deafening as he pulled the lift lever all the way back. The nose vortex pulled the ship around on its tail, jerked her out into space. It left Ben Wolf unconscious on the wall at the back of the pilot’s compartment. He had forgotten to get into the acceleration seat. The ship roared on, the dynamos heating, the red needles quivering along the whole row of dials. Then somewhere in the ship a main breaker blew, the acceleration stopped. But the Starquest was shooting away from Nio, heading for Saturn, just grazing the glowing carpet of little discs that made up the big ring—each ring of glowing dust marking a meteorite, and each one of them potential destruction if the ship’s flight-path entered the ring. A mile lower and the Starquest would crash right into the rings. Wolf lay unconscious. The great ship skimmed along but milli-seconds of flight distance above the swarming ring rocks.


  Back on Nio, Hunk Palio stood with one eye glued to the ocular of his scope, watching the flight of the recaptured Starquest. Softly he cursed, watching his plans crumble, his chances for domination speeding away. He ordered out his own fleet of raiders.


  “Get that ship or don’t come back.” It wouldn’t be healthy for the guys responsible for the loss . . .


  Gingerly Palio’s ships approached the deadly circle of speeding rocks. Twenty miles above the other ship they jetted along. Then they curved off into courses paralleling the circling rocks of the ring—and Palio knew why. Their atomic jets, powerful as they were, would never bring them back from the vast planet if they followed the Starquest—now speeding ever more rapidly down to the glowing belted surface of the still unknown planet. For no ship had ever returned from an attempt to view the surface below the hiding clouds.


  * * *


  OLD Carl Vierling watched the insane flight of the Starquest, too, in the wall screen projected from the scope in the hideaway. His big gnarled fists clenched. He sprang from the swivel chair beside the scope, pulled down a switch that started the generators of the little transmitter and began to bellow into the phone.


  “Pull her out, man! What in Hell ails you? Pull ’er out, Ben!”


  Inside the nose chamber of the big ship, Ben heard the voice of the scientist, coming from the visiphone just beneath the instrument board in front of the pilot’s seat.


  He staggered to his feet at the whiplash of the bellowing old voice, the voice of his most loved friend, the man he admired above all others. The sense of peril in the ship, otherwise quiet as a tomb, was electrifying. The vortex was a silent drive, even when it was functioning, and now the automatic breakers had kicked off and the ship was in free fall. Dead ahead glowed the vast billows of the cloud belts of Saturn, blotting out the rest of space.


  Ben did not need more than the sight of the planet ahead to bring him back to full consciousness. Peril struck along his nerves like an electric flash, over and over, and he collapsed into the pilot’s seat, pulled back the breaker release, watched the dials jerk, steady, start to register. He was in no mental shape to calculate a tangential course, he only knew with a dead sickening certainty that the radial velocity was far beyond anything this drive had ever been designed to overcome in the short miles remaining. His strength of will alone drove his mind to calculate that his only hope was to set his nose at right angles to his fall and give her every ounce of energy in the dynamos. If the force of his fall could thus be converted into tangential velocity, if he could miss that vast whirling belt of glowing cloud, he would, pendulum-wise, win free by virtue of the very velocity given him by his fall.


  His eyes strained, watching the dials for overheating of the dynamos. It would mean death if the breakers blew again. One little fact repeated by the dials gave him a tiny glow of confidence. The nearer he approached the great planet, the stronger were the magnetic fields from which his vortex drive drew supplementary energy. Once he had the ship lined up, feeling it out with his nerves rather than his mind, once he felt the side-wise motion drag at the ship as he pulled away from direct fall, he leaned back, relaxed. If he was going to die, there was nothing more he could do. He didn’t even look down as the glowing billows spread out, reached, and engulfed the great ship and lashed over the viewpanes with sprays of what he knew were condensing ammonia droplets.


  The vapor now obscured all sight from the viewpane. The ship plunged on and on, and the full velocity he could not even estimate. The drive of the ship pulled him against the back of his seat and the immense gravity hugged him to the lower arm of his seat with a rib-cracking force. Gradually this force seemed to increase until the two pulls became agonizing. He blacked out mercifully. The Starquest went on fighting for her life.


  Quite suddenly his eyes cleared. He caught a glimpse of a vast and tumbled jumble of mountains, of chasms that seemed to plumb down into the very central fires of the planet. Wolf was nearly unconscious, but wonder leaped within him as he saw that Saturn was not a globe. It was a crazy thrown together mass of non-homogeneous rocks, each the size of Earth’s moon or more. Saturn must be a planet that had once exploded, whose heavier parts had reassembled, covered their wounds with clouds of gases, and gone on rotating.


  Then like a vision the sight was gone, the clouds of gas again obscuring all sight.


  ARN, waiting in the outer “office” of Hunk Palio’s quarters for an interview, heard an outbreak of cursing, running feet, sharp barked orders. She knew that something had happened, and breathed a silent prayer it wasn’t the death of Ben Wolf. Not waiting to go through with her planned deception of Palio, calculated to impress him with her abilities as an entertainer long enough to get some insight into the inner workings of his organization, she got up and left the waiting room, mingled with the excited milling crowd of tourists and others in the chambers of the Dome. She found most of them peering out through the transparent outer wall, trying to see what had occasioned the flight of a dozen or more big armed spaceships from Nio’s other side.


  Divining that someone, perhaps Ben, had stolen the Starquest again, Arn asked the man nearest her. “What happened, is the place attacked?”


  Shiv Fraddin turned from his search among the customers for a missing confederate, for he had decided that now if ever was the time to strike at Palio, while most of the force was out chasing the Starquest and the rest were in turmoil as they searched the place for others who might have been with Wolf and who might still be in the Dome.


  Shiv recognized her, which changed things considerably. Here was the dame Palio was looking for to get even with Ben, who had just stolen a march on Palio! Shiv could use her himself, later, as a club over Wolf’s head—maybe even get the plans to that new drive in exchange for Am Vierling. She was a valuable hostage. If things turned against him, he might even use her to bargain with Palio.


  “Hello baby, where have I seen you before?” Shiv queried, his voice ingratiating.


  “You haven’t. But you could tell me what’s causing all the excitement?” Arn was instantly sorry she had spoken to this individual, for Shiv had a face not calculated to arouse any sentiment but utter distrust.


  “Yeh, I might do that, if you were nice to me. But not here, the suckers would hear too much. If you would just come along to the private rooms, I could explain where we wouldn’t be overheard.”


  Arn followed, conquering her inward shudders at the idea of being alone with him. Shiv led her to his own rooms, where he locked the door, turned to her, grinned. “You’re going to be here a long long time, baby! I’ve got plans for you. I happen to know just who you are, so don’t try any screaming. Palio won’t treat you nearly as nice as Shiv Fraddin. Now just be a good girl, and wait here, and when I’ve tended to a little urgent business, I’ll be back. Bye-bye . . .”


  Shiv moved smoothly away from her, into the other room, locked the other door from the outside, and with a chuckle moved on to bring his plans for a turnover in the management of the Dome to a head. Arn Vierling found herself the prisoner of a man she didn’t even know, and knew by his actions that he was not shutting her in for Palio’s benefit, but for his own. After a heartsick moment, she set about finding a way out of the place, but her efforts were barren.


  GRADUALLY the agony of the weight on Ben’s right side decreased, he moved his arm, straightened out his spine, shifted an agonizingly cramped leg. He began to breathe, and even as his breath came back into his stifled lungs, the clouds of glowing stuff was gone, the vast circles of the rings spread their ceiling of glowing flowers overhead. He had pulled out of a dive no other ship had ever taken and survived! The Starquest had passed a more rigid test for survival than any other would ever dare to give her!


  “Ben!” Vierling spoke anxiously into the visiphone. Ben’s heart leaped as the old man’s voice rasped at him. “Lad, I’m listening with my heart in my neck. Say something, for God’s sake!”


  Ben drew his breath deep with agonized lungs. “Tell me where the boys from Nio are. I don’t want to say much, Carl!” Ben managed in gasps of labored breath.


  “Man, is it a relief to hear from you! I was sure you were unconscious when you took that crazy dive. The gang pulled back from your trail when you entered the clouds. Some circled the rings clockwise, others the opposite, figuring your course would continue in the same plane as the rings.”


  “Can you see me in the scope, Carl?”


  “I don’t want to tip off your location in case they’re listening, Ben. Don’t tell me where to look. Just work your way back when you get a chance.”


  Ben took his bearings, and was overcome with his good fortune. His wild unguided course had brought him out around the northern pole of Saturn. Nio was on the far side and on the edge of the outer ring. He couldn’t have figured on a better escape course if he had planned it. There was no sign of pursuit that he could detect, He decided to try and make it back to the hideout, where he knew he and the old scientist could mount some kind of weapons from the store of experimental apparatus—apparatus from which had emerged the Vierling ray, now the most generally used weapon in all space warfare.


  “Coming in Dad. Get the door open—” and Ben pulled the switch which cut off the transmitter.


  PALIO touched the compact high-velocity pellet gun in its underarm holster. He would undoubtedly need it if the showdown with Shiv Fraddin went the way he planned it. Then, with a last lidded glance around him, he jabbed the opening button at the side of the door to Shiv’s quarters. When the door refused to open, his resolve to have it out with his lieutenant mounted. He was either hiding inside or hiding something—and Palio pulled out his little master-beam which opened any door in the place. Hunk was not one to let his people keep secrets and locked doors from him. He touched the master beam to the lock, and the bolts shot back as the solenoids, whose existence was known only to Palio, acted in response to the beam.


  Arn had been hopelessly pacing the floor. She whirled now, startled by Palio’s entrance. Not even her plain plastex coverall—the sort of coverall worn by all space-going individuals because of its comfort and practicality beneath space armor, could dim her loveliness.


  In another moment understanding replaced her startlement. For she knew Palio by sight, as he knew her. Palio was far more startled than herself. In a husky, bemused voice, Palio queried:


  “You, Arn Vierling, locked in Shiv Fraddin’s rooms! What gives here, anyway?” Then he sneered slightly, as he knew the one way to make people talk was to make them angry enough.


  “So, I have stumbled upon a clandestine love nest, eh? And the immaculate Arn Vierling, of all people! I’m positively ashamed that I ever looked up to you.”


  Arn put a hand to her face, moved back from Palio in honest bewilderment. She had assumed that Shiv had sent Palio to question her, had no idea of the duel for leadership between Shiv and Palio. The anger at his meaning seeped slowly along her veins, reddened her pale cheeks slightly. Her superb eyes flashed.


  “If you ever looked up to anything, it is news, Mr. Palio. Mr. Fraddin locked me in here for purposes known only to himself. I assume you have come to release me?”


  Palio grinned, relieved and full of a medley of emotions, fury at Shiv’s evident secret plans, aroused lust at sight of this woman of his enemy’s—Ben Wolf. One slim hand at her throat, Arn backed away as Palio advanced apishly toward her. Might as well amuse himself while he waited for Shiv’s return. Killing Shiv would be a pleasant job, would somewhat relieve the fury that consumed Him at loss of the Starquest.


  SHIV Fraddin, having rounded up four others of Palio’s forces who had long smarted, under his heavy hand, returned to his quarters to prove his possession of the Vierling woman and to hold a counsel of war before attempting to remove Palio from their path. Palio having lost the Starquest—next best thing was having a hostage for whose return they could bargain for the secrets of Vierling’s superior drive. Shiv was full of confidence, sure he had things figured out his way now. He was startled to find his door ajar, flung it open in swift anxiety to make sure that his hostage was there.


  The five men stood in a group at the door, each wearing an expression of surprise, amusement, and exultation. For Palio’s back was to the door, and his arms were wrapped about a blonde. He was struggling to bear her backward against the wide cushioned divan. He was making heavy weather of it. The blonde was fighting like a tigress, her slim body heaving and twisting with whiplash swiftness, her bright hair cascading down over her face.


  Shiv pulled his own pellet gun in one swift motion, slid through the door and to one side like a snake.


  Here was opportunity heaven-sent. His anger at Palio’s violation of his privacy and his rights to his captive gave him every excuse for the murder he had long contemplated. The others, also seeing opportunity in the exhibition, put hands to guns and waited Shiv’s lead.


  Shiv couldn’t fire without danger of striking his hostage. His mind, racing, drove him close to Palio’s back, and though he hated to lose the chance to make Palio turn and go for his weapon, he swung up his heavy pellet gun and brought the butt down on the gang leader’s head.


  There was a dull thud of metal striking bone. Palio slumped limply against the blonde Arn and slid to the floor. He lay without moving, his dark face holding an expression of stupid surprise.


  Arn dashed the hair out of her face, stared at Fraddin. “Thanks, Mr. Fraddin. I wouldn’t have believed it of you.” She tried to pull her torn coverall into more decent covering.


  “Don’t thank me; he had it coming a long time. Just stick with Shiv Fraddin and you’ll get out of this alive at least.” He turned to the others, fully conscious that if he slipped from here on his hours were limited in number.


  “Now we’ve got to take control before the boys get back and sort out our friends as they unload from the ships. Let’s hope Ben Wolf keeps them busy chasing him, and he will. We haven’t got a thing that will touch that ship in speed. Legs, you take Jim and get into Hunk’s sanctum. He’s got an armament in there for just this kind of fracas, and we’re going to need it . . .


  So marshaling his slim forces, Shiv started his campaign for control of the Dome of Luree, and of Palio’s whole setup. Listening, Arn finally divined just where she fitted into the man’s plans. Her only value to him was as a hostage for Vierling’s life work, the Vierling drive.


  SOME twenty minutes later, Janie of the green hair-do heard full details of the turn-over from Shiv himself.


  Janie was appointed by Shiv to take care of the files and of the outer office until the struggle had settled down to complete order again. She found herself in Hunk Palio’s office, alone, the three guards set by Fraddin in the inner sanctum. From a file cabinet she took a map of Luree and traced out a route to Shiv Fraddin’s quarters, via the air-conducting shaft. Then she returned the map to the cabinet, and set forth purposefully on a single-handed mission of rescue. So far as she was concerned, Arn Vierling was not going to be any pawn in the gang’s plans for domination of space.


  Sprawled at full-length in the dark metal tube, Janie fumbled to release the clip fastenings of the outlet grille. Then she pulled the grille toward her and with difficulty slid it back into the tube. There wasn’t enough room for free play of arms and elbows.


  The opening was small, but Janie was slim and supple. She squirmed through and lowered herself carefully to the floor of Fraddin’s suite. Arn was again pacing, wondering just when this thing was going to show a way to freedom again. The sound of Janie’s landing out of the air-duct in the next room startled her. She whirled to the connecting doorway—


  “Arn! Are you okay? Jeez, I been worried what these gorillas might do with you!”


  “Janie!” Arn found herself embracing the little green-haired houri, her heart full of warm gratitude at the advent of a friendly face.


  “We haven’t time for a lot of gab, Miss Vierling. Shiv is taking over, and there’s bound to be gun play before the thing is settled. So far everything’s jake. What’d they do with Hunk?”


  “I don’t know, Jane, and I’m sure I don’t care, They hauled him out of here like a side of beef, after bouncing a gun butt off his head; but I assume he is still alive somewhere, worse luck. Have you any plans, or is this just a social visit?”


  “You know your boy friend, Ben Wolf, got away with the ship?”


  “I assumed as much from the talk. I gather they mean to use me as a hostage to get the ship back again.”


  “It’s not a silly idea. Your Dad would give in. At least holding you gives them a lever to use against him. Which is the main reason I plan to get you out of here. Come on, girl friend, be glad you’re still slim, and follow me into the air-shaft while there’s a chance.”


  It was two bedraggled and dirty women who finally emerged from the tubes on the outside of the dome, where the over-used air was ejected into the vacuum of space. Janie had made a short excursion to the storage chambers and acquired a pair of fish-globes and oxygen tanks. They made their way to the still undiscovered launch in which Arn and Ben Wolf had come to Nio.


  WHEN Ben emerged from the Starquest into the comparative safety of the hide-out, Arn was already back. She leaped into his arms and hugged him fiercely, he face shining.


  “You did it! You big blundering hero, you! If you could have heard the gang . . .”


  Ben hugged her hard. He had never been so glad to see anyone. It’s funny to be sure you’re going to die, and then not to die.


  “Did you have any trouble getting away again. Arn?”


  Arn released herself from his arms, turned to the somewhat diffident Janie who stood waiting in the background. “This little woman snatched me out of the jaws of you-know-what, and we both owe her a lot.”


  Ben gave a glad shout. “The girl with the green hair-do!”


  Janie gave a bow, and shook hands with Ben laughingly.


  “Just call me Jane, Mr. Wolf. I am an old admirer of yours, having heard you cursed by people I hate.”


  Old Carl stood watching the little encounter impatiently.


  “We don’t have time for all that, interesting as it may be. They’ll be on us in short hours. There are only a dozen places you can hide a ship like the Starquest around here, only a few rocks where she could be. They’ll locate us by a process of elimination, if no one has happened to see us enter here in the past. We’ve got to mount weapons and be off. The Starquest is faster and far stronger than we expected. We’re safer in flight than holed up here.”


  Ben’s voice took on a deep note of pride and confidence. “I nearly scraped rock on Saturn’s surface, Carl! No other ship has ever gone below the surface of Saturn’s cloud sphere and come back to tell of it. I can outfly anything the atomic drives can do, now. But outfighting the weapons the rackets have mounted on their ships is something else. Speed isn’t enough. And we’ve no weapons worthy of the name. We could show them our heels, but sooner or later they’d get a ship close enough to shoot us down.”


  “I have an idea for a makeshift weapon, never tried before, but we need time. Time to test it, Ben.


  We can’t depend on an experimental weapon when life is the outcome. It’s simple lightning, Ben. These rings and clouds of Saturn form the solar system’s biggest condenser. They’re charged full of electrons crazy to go to work. Biggest lightning works in creation, I’d say. An ion beam, properly manipulated, could throw bolts of power that no hull ever built could withstand.”


  “An ionizing beam isn’t hard. Isn’t that what conducts the power in an ordinary Vierling ray?”


  “Yes, that’s true, but in this case the problem is different. In an ordinary Vierling, the amounts of energy are controlled. In this device, how are you to hold back the immense amounts of natural lightning voltage? Fantastic power there, you know!”


  Ben pondered, sat down and drew a little sketch. “It could be handled with two beams, Carl, making the target one leg of a triangle, the short leg of the triangle between the source of lightning and the ship.”


  “You’ve got the idea, Ben, but not the exact device. What I have in mind is a grid, on the same principle as the vacuum tube grid, that lets the electrons through. Free electrons flow from a place where they are many to a place where they are few. An ionizing beam gives them a conductor to flow along. The grid has to be used to keep the flow from back-tracking along the ionizing beam to our own ship. I meant to try this once, years ago, but the rush of work brushed it aside. Suppose we put a big wire grid out on the nose of the ship, and the ion beam firing dead center along the axis of the ship. The grid repels the lightning, being similarly charged, heavily so, as lightning flows from more to less. The firing trigger is like a camera shutter. It lets the grid blink only once, a fraction of a milli-second of opposite charge, In that fraction our ionizing beam flashes to the target, causing a path from the lightning cloud to the target, and the grid closes off the path of the bolt back along the beam—and also pours the opposing charge along the ion beam itself. Do you follow?”


  Ben Wolf’s eyes were flashing swords of battle delight. “It’ll work, Vierling, you old wizard, it’ll work!”


  The old scientist grinned. “I suppose I’ve added another deadly force to man’s self-destructive armament, but this time let’s hope it’s used in a good cause. We’ll mount the ion beam coils of a Vierling rifle behind the grid, and the rings and cloud sphere of Saturn will be our source of ammunition. I doubt that Palio’s crew will have anything to outreach that!”


  Ben clenched his big fists. His heavy eye brows bristled. His square handsome chin clenched on his bared teeth. “Give me that gun, Carl, as fast as hands will do it. I’ll blast Palio out of the ring, sure as my name’s Ben Wolf!”


  The old man turned, began to pull on a suit of stained overalls. “It will take about an hour—I’ve got a mess of spare parts around here. Meanwhile, you take a rest, I can do this with the girls’ help. You’ve been through a lot and it might be better if you were fresh if you expect to battle that fleet of killers waiting for you out there.”


  * * *


  “SEEMS like toying with volcanoes and expecting them to play lapdog,” commented Arn, as she pushed a heavy chain hoist along the rails to position over the nose of the Starquest.


  Janie, helping the old man trundle a freight-truck load of gun parts, mainly by getting in his way, asked:


  “What’s to keep the beam projector from blowing back on the ship . . .” and the old man sighed, as it was too much trouble to try to explain the fundamentals of electrics to her.


  “Don’t worry, girl, it’ll work. Only thing that worries me . . . There are so many of them, can Ben keep away from them long enough to blast them?”


  The big swivel and barrel and grid were heavy work for an old man and two girls, but two hours later they were ready.


  Arn refused to stay behind, as did Janie, and the four piled into the newly weaponed Starquest and stole quietly from their hiding tunnel out into the glowing fluorescing rock-dust of the outer ring. They shot downward toward the glowing envelope of Saturn at an angle that would hide them in its rushing folds just where the ring plane bisected the envelope.


  When the old man pushed in the accumulator switch, to charge the grid, they were hovering just under the cloud layer hidden from the sight of possible observers. The vast ring reached up and up a few miles away like a wall of light. The grid began to vibrate, and Ben wondered how the old wizard expected to blink off a charge like that when he was ready to fire the ionizing beam at a target. He knew the whole vast power of all Saturn’s accumulated electricity was throbbing in that grid, repelling any possible bolt along the beam, and he hoped they wouldn’t get any bleed-off rays from the ionizing beam from the Vierling ray-barrel. If this electronic valve device failed to work, it meant finish for them, most probably, as they could not forever elude the determined pursuit of the hijack gangs. They would not rest while a possible eclipse of their power flew around looking for builders.


  Arn said: “The whole thing ought to be a radio-controlled torpedo, and we beneath the rock somewhere, to test it out. But go ahead, I’m holding my ears.”


  Wolf looked at Vierling, who nodded, and he pressed the switch that blinked off the grid and simultaneously discharged the ionizing beam. Sparks flashed all along the nose of the ship beneath the glassite viewport. The rifle mount hummed with recoil, the grid vibrated madly with the sudden surge of power. Far ahead a vast bolt of lightning surged, leaped from cloud billow to cloud billow. The recoil wave tossed the Starquest like a chip on the ocean.


  Ben gave a deafening shout of exultation, and they all peered anxiously at the still glowing path of the beam, afraid still that the bolt might flash again back upon the ship itself. But the grid was busily charging the path of the beam with opposed charge, and after seconds passed they realized that the device had performed as expected.


  “I think we’ve got a killer-diller, Dad!” murmured Arn, pressing her father’s arm admiringly.


  “I’m blind,” growled Ben, turning his head about, trying to see. “That lightning is brighter than magnesium flares going off in front of your eyes. Fix up some smoked glasses, if I’m going to fight this ship.”


  Old Carl chortled. “You’re not going alone. We’re all in this, males and females, and we’ll all be needed. So don’t try marooning us in the hide-out. You can’t pilot the ship and fire the gun too. Now start looking for a target; I want to see what it does to a steel hull!”


  * * *


  SIXTEEN full-armored fighting craft had left Nio to hunt down the “stolen” ship. They were the most powerful fighting ships in space, and only such gangs as Palio’s had the over-size weapons, the defensive ray-screens, the equipment to fight in space. Lavishly the gang leaders spent their money on weapons, for only power to destroy kept them alive. Their orders were to hunt down the Starquest and recapture it, if they had to chase it to the bottom of Hell.


  Hours had passed in the fruitless search since the Starquest had dived headlong into the cloud sphere of Saturn’s atmosphere. But space is wide, and unless the ship had been destroyed in its dive, they had little chance of locating it quickly. They had nearly given up the search, deciding the ship must have streaked off for the rim of the solar system. Then Ben had first tested his new weapon, and the vast discharge of lightning shooting out for a thousand miles along the clouds below the rings was a strange phenomena never before observed in such magnitude. They had gathered above that point in the sphere, where the strange “storm” was taking place, more by chance than design. Arn did not notice the pirate fleet from her post at the Starquest’s forward scope as the Starquest nosed above the clouds in their first search for an enemy ship.


  They had come up out of the clouds directly under the Palio fleet, and the ray-beam scored past the Starquest in a shower of deadly glowing power as Ben swung in a long arc to dive again into the protecting cloud sphere. Again concealed, a barrage of ray bolts crashed about them still as the pirates chanced a lucky hit, firing into the clouds where they had disappeared.


  One of the pirates dived for them with drivers full on, hoping to catch them in his infra-red vision beams. Ben poked his nose up again just in time to see his rays lash along the Starquest’s path. He twisted aside as the enemy curved up and came almost into firing range of the Starquest’s belly. Ben turned the controls over to Arn and belted himself into the firing seat of the converted Vierling ray installation.


  Arn swiveled the ship around on its own track, swapping nose for tail, and Ben triggered the strange new weapon instinctively as the cross hairs bisected the dim, clouded shape of the pursuer.


  Lightning flashed in blinding incandescence, seemed to bathe the hull in a spectacular corona of fire. The main bolt barreled through and through the hull and in an instant the dura-steel shell had fragmented, scorched steel hurtled, bodies flew in a dozen directions, and the whole mess of fragments and equipment, weapons and dead men and pneumatic seat cushions, cook-ware, bedding and whatnot, turned over and over like a miniature solar system, revolving furiously as it spun down and down into the obscuring clouds.


  “How d’ya like them apples,” cried Janie, and spat on the floor to emphasize her attitude of good riddance. But there was no one alive in that ship to resent her words.


  “Like a Fourth of July rocket through a box-kite,” crowed Arn into her ear, and for an instant the two women embraced like delighted children.


  IT was doubtful if the rest of the fleet had seen the short encounter in the obscuring outer layer of clouds. They came on down. They flattened out their dive just above the cloud surface, came head on toward the spot where the Starquest waited. Ben played the lightning beam across the sky ahead of them, the vast bolts crashed in a steady flare of terrible brilliance. The approaching ships, doing a good eighteen hundred miles an hour, had no way of stopping or even veering off course.


  The ships jumped and shuddered visibly as the immense shock waves tore space apart ahead of them. Then they were in range, and Ben touched the ion beam lightly to each nose. The bolts crashed into the protective fields of the ray-screens, lightning flared in great sheets of incandescence. Two more of the big armored fighters nosed down, arrowing into the invisibility of the ammonia clouds, never to come back. Nose plates were blasted off, hulls laid open—then the fleet was gone. Their speed carried them on and out of vision-range, and none of them knew if any more had been damaged or how badly the others had been hurt.


  “Wonder if they know what’s happened to them?” asked Wolf, grinning fiercely at Arn.


  “I doubt it.” Her voice was cool and firm. “I don’t think it will soak in that quickly. They know something hit them, but just what hit them will take some thinking they haven’t the mental capacity to understand.”


  “I think we ought to keep baiting them along,” said Carl Vierling, peering intently out into the murky dimness above the edge of the cloud layer. “If we head out into space we won’t have the power for the lightning—we would only be able to run. If they happened to triangulate our course, and get a ship ahead of us—they’d get us. It’s safer here.”


  Unbelieving that any ship existed that could do such damage to the heretofore nearly invulnerable armored spacers, the remaining pirates swung about in a wide circle, looking for the ship they had glimpsed, They were sure the lightning that had struck at them was but an unusual natural display, a happenstance, and not of man’s doing.


  “We’ll really sock them, this time!” growled Ben, as the group of craft completed their turn. He tried the beam in a series of short trigger pulls, and the result looked like a battery of hidden rocket throwers in action, but the flashing bolts of power from the vast cloud layer were more potently destructive than any rocket ever built. Swinging the heavy grid and ion beam on its swivel with a grunt at the weight, Ben got the thing working like a garden hose, splashing the furious energy off first one incandescent ray-screen and then another. The screens resisted momentarily, then flashed out of existence as the network of wires buried in the metal of the hulls became molten flowing metal along with the hull itself. But the interval of passage, slower this time, gave the gunners from Nio time to see the Starquest and fire. The heavy bluish Vierling beams crashed about the ship, rocking them back and forth with the violence, and a bolt smashed into the tail of the Starquest, leaving a gaping wound where the air rushed out with a roar.


  Old Vierling swiftly pressed the studs that would shut the rear compartment doors, but the wrecks of the Palio ships had gone on out of range.


  They waited, but none returned. Whether all were destroyed they did not know, but if not, the survivors must have reported the casualties to Palio on Nio, and been called in.


  They sat there within the outer layer of cloud, trying to decide what to do to make sure they were not caught where they did not have available the vast reservoir of electricity locked within the boiling clouds of Saturn.


  “It seems to me that Nio is just close enough to the rings to be in range of this weapon,” mused the old scientist, “provided the ring itself also contains the same type of static electric charge. It should, but does it?”


  “We’ll have to try it out, along the plane of the rings,” Ben answered, moving the ship nearer the lower rim of the vast ring. “We can try it now, when we know the gang is in retreat, better than later.


  Here goes . . .”


  The first vast bolt they drew into life from the ring dust itself nearly blinded them, crashing back from ring to clouds. Static crackled across the exterior hull like rifle fire, sparks sprang from their finger tips and their hair stood on end as sparks leaped and crackled everywhere inside the ship.


  “Whew,” cried Arn, leaning back weakly into the pneumo-cushions. “I don’t think you’d better try that again without a target. Something leaked!”


  “From redundancy to defect, the little electrons go. and that means you’d better be sure you’ve got plenty of chips or the gamble is over.”


  “It’s a gamble we do not wish to take,” grumbled old Vierling, scribbling on a scrap of paper. “I’ve got to install a dual meter on the device that gives a reading from the source and one from the hull, so we know we’ve got a higher similar charge. The guess work must be removed . . . Go back to the hideout, and we’ll fix up a little safety device or two. That is a lesson we do not want to learn twice. The clouds might have had a higher charge than ourselves, and we would not be discussing the matter.”


  “It could be metered, at that,” agreed Ben.


  The Starquest darted off, her inductive vortex dynamos drawing power from the very magnetic fields of the planet and of space itself.


  * * *


  SOME hours later, the big ship lifted from her hiding place on the ring rock, spun silently along around the rim of the glowing carpet of whirling dust, awesome and vast. Following it came the little experimental model, fitted with similar weapons, to take a hand. In the smaller ship were Carl Vierling and Janie from Nio, and Ben Wolf and Arn manned the big Starquest.


  Wolf, watching the big dome in the scope, saw a series of slow-moving shapes landing beyond. He counted four. “The last of the crippled fleet is landing,” he commented to Arn. “Wonder how Hunk Palio is taking it?”


  “Don’t get too close,” cautioned the girl. “They can throw a lot of juice from the big stationary dynamos, and they’ve got the heaviest installation of Dad’s ray ever built in the factory. I know—I saw the invoice sheets of Palio’s shipments.”


  “I’ll try it from here, then move up a little and try it again.”


  They were about eight hundred miles from Nio. The whole segment of the ring-rim rose ahead like a rainbow bridge, and Nio loomed slightly off the side of the ring plane like a black lantern from a pole off the bridge. Ben sighted the Vierling, pressed the trigger that gave the dial readings newly installed. The old man had rigged it so that he could not fire except on the second trigger pull. The first lit up the two dials and gave the charges on target and source of power in approximate relation. A third dial also lit, giving the hull-charge of the Starquest—and Ben knew he wasn’t going to forget to read the dials. Nio gave the lowest reading on the roughly approximate markings of the improvized dials, and Ben triggered off the real lightning.


  Slightly behind them and to the left, old Carl moved another ion beam sideward toward Nio, so that the two beams were faintly visible, like the closing pincers of an invisible crab.


  Vast sparks flew from the rim of the ring ahead, where the fan of ionization touched the immense natural static generator. Sparks miles in height leaped, pulsing weirdly, crashing out to join the brightly glowing path of the increasingly visible beams, and the dynamos of the grid leads hummed in a rising whine of power. A vast fork-tongue of fire leaped out from the rim’s edge, crashed along the path prepared for it, fountained in one instantaneous flare of light on the black round of Nio. There was no sure way to see what they had struck. They might have wasted all that power on bare rock, but they knew they could reach the satellite.


  Still Ben drove on, moving slowly closer, not to get into range, but to get better vision of his target. The little spotting scope mounted on the interior assembly of the revised Vierling grew warm under Wolf’s tense watching eyes—then they could make out the big glassite dome of Luree.


  “I hate to bust that dome and all the innocent tourists inside,” muttered Ben, “But how else to make sure I get that crew of murderers I don’t know?” His voice reached over the intercommunication radio between the two craft—and Carl answered.


  “Go ahead and blast it! Those people would thank you if they knew the truth about Luree.”


  “I can see the silhouette of the shops. Nio’s spin is bringing them up on the far side.” Am was sighting along the scope, worrying too about the necessity of firing upon helpless people.


  “I’ll knock that shop silhouette right off the rim of Nio . . .”


  BOLT after bolt crashed from the ring rim across the little bulge the shops made on the black silhouette of the planetoid. The outline of the shops became a ragged cut-out from which they could visualize the ragged mass of torn girders and timbers, shattered hulls and workmen gasping out their lives in the sudden vacuum. As they moved slowly closer there was yet no answering fire. It was possible the gunners in the little-used ray emplacements had not even reached their posts.


  “Careful, Ben,” came the old man’s voice from the radiophone. “They’re saving a card for us. You get close enough, they’ll let go with everything they’ve got. And they’ve got plenty.”


  Even as Vierling’s words registered, the distant black disk erupted with flame from a dozen points of fire. The big rays lashed across the rim, lancing along the path already ionized in space by the lightning bolts.


  The ship leaped over an invisible hurdle, shuddered under their feet as the heavy charges raced across the hull. The glassite of the bridge-chamber blackened over suddenly with the heat.


  “Did they hit you, boy?” old Carl was shouting from the phone.


  Arn paid no attention to the raging attack, but tugged at the controls of the ionizing beam, centering the cross hairs on the spotting scope and firing again and again. Ben put the ship into reverse drive. Their forward speed checked, and in a few minutes they were moving back out of range again.


  “Arn,” said Ben, his eyes on the scene on Nio. “If we ever get through this alive, we’re going to get married. Okay?”


  Arn shot him a glance of quizzical surprise. “What a time to pick for a proposal! Yes, you goon. Now get your mind on Nio and Hunk Palio.”


  Ben picked a big boulder in the rim flow of rocks and moved the ship in behind it, so that they were out of sight from Luree. Letting the weight of the boulder be their tow-line he allowed the ship to be drawn along, only shoving the nose out from behind the mass long enough to draw a bead with the cross-hairs and let fly a bolt, He watched with sad satisfaction as the dome showed a vast spider web of cracks around a gaping hole. He hated to destroy the place, for it was a beautifully designed structure.


  He knew that the weapons and heavier ray installations were in a series of underground chambers. He concentrated on picking off the tiny dots of flaring light which marked a stationery ray-rifle in action.


  The rim rock behind which they had dodged moved inexorably closer to the planetoid. One by one the flickering ray-beams of the pirate’s emplacements ceased, as lightning bolts crashed across the hundreds of miles still separating them from Nio. This had been a fantastic attack such as no defender had ever conceived undergoing. The very mightiest works of nature seemed pitted against them as the vast bolts zigzagged across empty space and thundered and crackled over the surface of Nio. It seemed as if Nature had run amok, taken the side of the Starquest.


  Quite suddenly a craft shot out from the pits by the now wrecked shops, spiraled outward madly. Then another and another, five in all, as rapidly as the way was clear.


  “All that’s left of Hunk Palio’s invincible armada!” cried Arn, pointing to the vanishing dots.


  “Let’s hope the bunch that are left are in a surrendering mood. Let’s hope all Hunk’s gang chose to run. If some of them are waiting for us to come in, in ambush, we’re out of luck.”


  * * *


  BEN Wolfe sat in Hunk Palio’s big chair in the private dining room heretofore exclusive to Hunk and his immediate associates. Across from him sat Carl Vierling, and on the other side Arn Vierling. Their eyes were full of triumph, excited anticipation of developments filled their words, and standing behind Wolf’s chair where she had so often stood to wait on Hunk Palio, was a green-haired young beauty, Janet Harder. Janet was saying:


  “Now that you three have taken over, we’d all like some standing orders, some idea of where we fit in, and what comes next. Then, too, there will be a fleet or two of Hunk’s acquaintances here in a short time. They will want to know what gives, and they’ll probably figure out there’s been a turnover and come in shooting, hoping to take over Luree themselves. You’d better be ready . . .”


  Carl Vierling shot her one of his glittering looks, like an old eagle pondering where to sink his beak. Ben looked at Arn but Arn definitely was leaving things up to Ben Wolf.


  “Okay, Janie,” began Wolf. “Bring in the former employees one by one. We’ll take your say so on which are good Joes, and which are liable to try to sink a knife in us. As each one comes in you say a few words to tell us what to expect. If the person is okay, you say: “Here’s a right guy who’ll work with us,” or for a no good, say: ‘Here’s Mister Jinks, one of the gang’.”


  “Do you get it?” asked Arn, “The ones you don’t go for, we’ll ship oft to Titan. The rest we’ll take in as part of our organization. And make it fast as you can. We don’t want to get caught before we’re ready to fight.”


  The parade of employees—in reality for the most part virtual slaves of the gang—went on for three solid hours. There were over two thousand of them. Labor was cheap. They hadn’t cost Palio anything but their board. Most of them had been captured off passenger ships and freighters years ago.


  When the session was over, they had five hundred loyal members of the new deal, and a thousand doubtfuls to await passage to Titan City. There were five hundred about whom Janie just didn’t know. These would have to be screened later.


  Those with space experience Wolf appointed to staff the ships they had captured intact. Those with mechanical training he formed into a crew, with old Vierling at the head, to work over the fleet and put in the new drives, the new lightning weapons, get things ready for an all-out struggle for mastery of Saturn and satellites, at least.


  When he had the work lined up, a day and a half later, Wolf promptly collapsed into bed and stayed there for two days. Then he took over old Veirling’s place at the head of the work crew while the old man took time off to rest.


  They did not expect attack for weeks, but they wanted to be sure they were ready then. Wolf finished a ten hour shift with the work crew, stopped in the office for a check of the other activities before turning in. Seated in Palio’s swivel chair, he looked up absently as Janie came in silently, beside her the squat bulky figure of a man whom he at first did not recognize.


  Janie’s face was strained. Suddenly she shrilled in a frightened voice. “Shiv must have left him behind.


  He’s been hiding out somewhere. He caught me going over Shiv’s things, alone, made me bring him here. I thought you would be out with the work crew in the shops. But no such luck . . .”


  Wolf looked at the snub-nosed little ray in the man’s hand, and at the hard, dark eyes of the man who had killed too many times to remember. A man who had carved for himself the top niche in the ladder of power. Wolf managed a grim smile, though his stomach cramped slowly in him and acid rose in his throat. His voice was full of revulsion.


  “Pleased to meet you again, Mr. Palio.”


  HUNK snarled, bared his teeth in nasty grin of satisfaction at catching his enemy apparently with his defences down.


  “You won’t be pleased long, Ben. You won’t be alive long either. When the boys arrive, Hunk Palio is going to be here to greet them.”


  Wolf watched the gun in the hairy-fist. He glanced at Janie, her face tense under the green tangle of her hair. He knew suddenly what she meant to do. Her eyes on his were tragically affectionate. His heart, for some reason, ached with pity for her.


  “You’ve been swell, Mr. Wolf. It’s been fine knowing you. I’m sorry to see you die.”


  “I’m sorry too,” murmured Ben, pulling his feet under him, turning to face his murderer. His would-be murderer, he hoped. Hunk raised the gun a hair, and Ben breathed a little prayer to his personal God, who somehow had Janie’s face.


  Janie suddenly left her feet in an oddly awkward and high leap, came down with both hands clawing for the gun, her feet wrapping about Palio’s heavy legs. Her full weight flung against the squat, strong body made Hunk stagger sideward. Hunk clubbed at her with a balled fist, but she hung on to the gun hand with both hands. Wolf dived forward, got one hand on to the wrist holding the gun, bore down hard as the gun suddenly spouted the deadly blue Vierling beam. Janie screamed, her grasp slipped to the gang leader’s waist. He jerked right and left to free his legs.


  Wolf smashed his fist to Hunk’s ear. The ray flamed again and again about their tangled, threshing legs. The three fell to the floor in a heap together.


  Janie screamed again in agony, and then Wolf was on top, one hand hanging to the gun arm, the other hand grappling fingers into the soft neck flesh as he felt for the wind pipe. Hunk’s heavy fist, still free, clubbed again and again into his face. Janie slumped weakly and rolled aside.


  Hunk lunged to his knees, pulled Wolf to him, and his heavy black haired fist clubbed down on the back of Ben’s neck. Pinwheels of fire spun in his mind in a blaze of pain. Wolf brought his head down, butted Palio’s purpling face with his forehead, hard. Blood gushed out the heavy nostrils. It worked—their foreheads crashed together. Ben wouldn’t try that again. Wolf lunged sideward, fell, brought up a knee that caught Palio in the paunch.


  The struggling gun hand relaxed slightly. Ben shook it savagely and the gun bounced across the deep pile carpet noiselessly. The gang leader butted Wolf in the face, and Ben pulled him close in a bear hug. He couldn’t quite handle this guy, he was too strong and too knowing. He wasn’t going to make it.


  Blue flame blazed out suddenly in front of his eyes. The weight on him was suddenly heavy, and then the stocky body rolled aside. Hunk Palio jerked in agony, tried to rise, fell back and lay quiet.


  When Wolf got his breath and senses back, old Carl Vierling was prying his fingers from the purple throat. Ben let go the heavy boned wrist, too, looked curiously at the white and purple marks of his death grip on the throat.


  He sat up, and was suddenly very sick at heart to see Janie lying still beside them, her face smashed and bloody, her legs criss-crossed with ray-burns. She was obviously dead.


  Strangely, in her dead hand was the gun he had shaken from Palio’s grasp. In Palio’s side the smoking hole explained how the struggle had ended. Janie had killed him even as she died.


  Old Carl straightened out the pitiful slim body, wiped the blood from her broken face. His eyes on Ben’s were full of human understanding. His voice broke with pity as he spoke, more to an unseen audience than to Ben.


  “Let’s make sure this woman’s sacrifice means the end of power such as Hunk yielded!”


  “That’s a promise,” whispered Ben. “And we can do it now.”


  FINIS


  RIDE THE CREPE RING


  Milton Lesser


  Norma thought it would be a great thrill to dodge the meteors in Saturn’s forbidden Ring. A thrill yes—but would she live to enjoy it? . . .


  MIMAS was a cold little world where the sun’s rays seldom reached. You stayed under a big glassite dome on the four-hundred mile sphere if you stayed there at all, and you hardly saw the sun anyway because Saturn and its rings were so big and so bright.


  The temperature under the dome was kept in the forties because Mimas was a summer resort, provided you wanted to travel three quarters of a billion miles to leave the heat and the bustle of the inferior planets behind you.


  It was cold, but Mr. S. Smith sweated. The S. was for Socrates, but everyone called him Smitty. Now he looked at his visitor and the sweat formed little glistening beads on his forehead. The man was short and stout with a bald head and a florid face. He looked silly next to Socrates Smith because Socrates stood six and a half feet tall without his space-boots, and he could have been a Martian bone bird for all the flesh on his body.


  “That’s the size of it, Smith,” the florid little man said. “We don’t care if you are a billion miles from the sun—”


  “Eight-hundred eighty-five million nine-hundred and sixty-three thousand seventy-two,” Socrates said proudly. “The most distant pleasure-spot in the Solar System. Want to get away from it all? Come to Mimas, with Saturn’s rings right in your backyard . . .”


  “That’s it. We’ve had enough monkey business. Government was sued because it sanctioned your artificial satellite above Jupiter’s Red Spot. The Red Spot Palace—bah! More people complained of asthma—”


  “I included spacesuits with each domette, Mr. Farquhart. How did I know somebody sold me an inferior product?”


  Farquhart shook his head. “None of my business. All your customers went to Mars to get rid of their asthma. Mars boomed, then overproduced. We had deflation, and the whole tourist business went to pot for three years. Why don’t you try something simple like a spa on one of the Venusian islands? I got a cousin—”


  “Too crowded, too much competition. No, Mr. Farquhart, I have something different here. It’ll make me a million. Then I can retire, buy me an estate on Ganymede and be out of your hair.”


  “It’s not as simple as that, Smith. First I got to check this place. Is it safe? How do I know it’s safe? Will you give phony asthma to ten thousand people again?”


  SOCRATES still sweated, but he was all business now. “Of course it’s safe. All my ships are war-surplus two-man cruisers, all twenty of them. You trust the Space Navy, don’t you?”


  “Naturally, naturally.” Farquhart lit a cigar. “But what do you do with those ships?”


  “We ride the rings, that’s what we do. Only A and B, of course. The Saturnian Merrygoround, that’s what we have here. Someone’s a licensed pilot, I let him take a ship up himself. Otherwise I provide pilots.”


  “But is it safe?”


  “You bet it’s safe! And fun—it’s terrific. The whole ring system is a hundred and seventy-one thousand miles across, a big merrygoround. Ten thousand miles of outer ring, sixteen thousand miles of bright ring—all to play in. Billions of meteors, and all the tourists have to do is dodge ‘em. Great fun.”


  “I don’t want to be a stick in the mud, Mr. Smith, but, ah, what happens if someone doesn’t dodge?”


  “Not a chance. How could anyone miss? The ring-particles shine by reflected sunlight—you can see each one clear as hell, and you just avoid ’em, that’s all. We .don’t go near the third ring, the crepe ring—not that dark baby. That could be dangerous. You know, the innermost ring, only seven thousand miles from Saturn itself. That’s dark as the inside of a Plutonian catacomb. I thought of a resort there at first, but it’s too damned far—”


  Farquhart stood up. “Well, I don’t want to take any more of your time. Tell you what .I’ll do, Smith. I’ll stick around three, four days, and watch some of your tourists. I’ll be fair about the whole thing—if it’s safe, excellent: if not—” He shrugged. “You got quarters for me, Smith?”


  Socrates started to tell him of the wonderful accommodations, thought better of it, checked on a domette vacancy, and gave Farquhart his key. “I’ll see you,” the short fat man said.


  Socrates mopped his brow.


  “CAN I come out now?”


  Wearily, Socrates sat down. “Yes, come on. He’s gone.”


  She was as tall for a girl as Socrates was for a man, and the long cascade of her golden hair didn’t need sunlight to make it gleam. She was the prettiest thing in Mimas, and that included Socrates’ glossy new domettes. But it was because of her that he perspired.


  “Please go away,” he said. “Grow up in someone else’s tourist haven, Norma, like a good girl. If you hadn’t decided to see what was in the sponge grottoes of Callisto I’d still have my business there. If you hadn’t—”


  “Bygones are bygones, Smitty. That’s a good boy. But not quite. I see your good friend Percival Farquhart is back—”


  “Is that what the P. stands for? Percival, hah-hah.”


  “I wouldn’t talk, Socrates. I wouldn’t talk at all.”


  “Okay, okay. But look—there’s a liner for Ceres tonight. I’ll buy you a ticket. The Interplanetary Fair—”


  “I already saw it. Stinks. Besides, I have a roundtrip ticket good for two years, so you don’t have to buy me anything. You just mind your business, and I’ll mind mine. All I want to do is ride the rings.”


  “Well, I’ll take you up tonight. Then will you leave?”


  “Hell, no. You’re not taking me anywhere. Didn’t you know I got my pilot’s license?”


  “Oh, no. Don’t tell me it’s come to that. They didn’t give you a license!”


  “Oh yes they did. Fifth try this year, and I finally made it. Nice young inspector, took me out to dinner afterwards. First they set his arm, but it wasn’t my fault. Those damn asteroids can really pop up out of nowhere. “Well, Smitty, which is my domette?”


  Socrates sighed. He had no choice. If he didn’t let her stay she’d make it her business to talk to Farquhart before she left. Then Farquhart would say the place was unsafe because she had a license. And yet Socrates wouldn’t let her ride the rings. As simple as that.


  He gave her a key. “Here. But do me a favor.”


  “What’s that?”


  “At least don’t go up without letting me know. I want to be nearby. Please—”


  She nodded and skipped out of the room, laughing.


  Socrates knew that if you stayed in the two bright rings, and if you kept within the prescribed speed limit of three miles a second in the rings, you’d be all right. But not Norma. She’d hop her rockets to seven at the very least, and even though the sun blazed off each meteor in the rings with the reflecting brilliance of a beacon, she’d be sure to find some way to get into trouble—


  Socrates wondered which would be better. If he murdered Norma her social set would bring every detective in the System to Mimas, and if he murdered Farquhart he’d have the government on his hands.


  He drank a glass of Martian thlomot and looked in the mirror. His face was haggard. “You musn’t think those thoughts, friend,” he said. “This is the twenty-third century.”


  ON Monday he took up five tourists, and his half dozen pilots were equally busy. But every time he came back he saw Farquhart at the port, like an undertaker, looking to see if anyone had been injured.


  “You liked it?” he’d say. “Izatso? Really liked it eh? Amazing—”


  With dread, Socrates awaited the first space-sick tourist. That’s all it would take: one. Farquhart would be more than happy to brand Mimas unsafe for tourists, Saturn’s rings a hazard, and Mr. Socrates Smith a nincompoop. Maybe it was because his brother owned a spa on Venus. Or was it an exploratorium in the asteroid belt? His cousin?


  But space was calm and remarkably free of ether-drift, and Socrates thought that maybe, just maybe, everything would turn out all right. Farquhart might leave, grumbling but satisfied, any day now. It all depended on Norma. If Farquhart left before Norma decided she was ready to ride the ring . . .


  On Wednesday he spent six hours with Norma, dinner of a particularly succulent Venusian reptile, Martian while wine, Earth trimmings. They danced the archaic Mambo, which Socrates had revived after three hundred years, and which showed every indication of sweeping the System by storm. Surprisingly, Socrates had to admit to himself that he enjoyed the evening, if only because he knew he had kept Norma busy. That meant one more day and one more night in which she had not visited the rings. It brought them one day closer to the time when Farquhart would leave.


  But the kiss was different. He kissed her goodnight outside her domette and for a moment he forgot all about Farquhart. “I’ll be damned,” he said. “I liked it.”


  “Umm,” she said, and they kissed again.


  Socrates released her, turned around, and began to walk down the path through the artificial garden toward his own domette. She called after him.


  “Thanks for a lovely evening, Smitty.”


  “Don’t mention it.


  “You know what?”


  “What?”


  “I think I’ll ride the rings tomorrow. Well, goodnight.”


  Socrates tried to say goodnight, but only gurgles came out.


  HE was at the spacefield early in the morning. Morning on Mimas was, of course, a relative term. It was morning on Mimas when the sun set, because then the great bulk of Saturn came up over the horizon and filled one third of the heavens, lighting the sky almost like the noonday sun on Earth, its great triple ring spanning the void almost from horizon to horizon.


  The ring—and Norma wanted to ride it today! Socrates trembled a little when he thought of this, but he knew that for a, time at least he could go about his business. He had checked Norma’s domette and she had not been there; but she had told him that she would not ride the rings without letting him know. That much at least he could be sure of—Norma would be as good as her word.


  At the Administration Building, the Entwhistles awaited him. “Good morning,” Socrates said, trying to sound cheerful.


  “Morning?” This was Mrs. Entwhistle, big and round and overbearing. “How can it be morning? The sun just set.”


  Socrates explained to her, and then Mr. Entwhistle declared: “You must never argue with a man who knows, my dear. That’s his business, and if he says it is morning, why then, it is morning.”


  “Well, who will it be?” Socrates said.


  “Well—” Mr. Entwhistle began.


  “Me,” said Mrs. Entwhistle. “I want to go first because if it seems too strenuous to me then I won’t send Arnold. Is it strenuous, Mr. Smith?”


  “Uh-uh. You got a medical exam on the inner worlds which okayed you for outworld tourist travel. If you passed that you’ll be fine here. Ready any time you are, Mrs. Entwhistle.”


  Mrs. Entwhistle turned white under the sunburn which she evidently had received on one of the Martian desert resorts. It. was not uncommon: many of the tourists seemed afraid at first—after all, you took a flimsy little two-seater and jockeyed it among the tiny motes of Saturn’s rings. The word tiny, of course, could be confusing. Some of those motes could make a two-man cruiser look like a small speck of dust. If you didn’t know how safe all that reflected sunlight was you’d be afraid. But the light was sufficient, and an alert pilot simply had to mind his business and you had nothing to worry about.


  SOCRATES got into his vac suit rapidly and adjusted the glassite helmet over his head. He had the attendants bring an oversized suit for Mrs. Entwhistle, although he did not tell her that was the case at all. The vac suits represented the final precautionary measure. Any good pilot could avoid the larger chunks with ease, but once in a long long while a smaller particle might somehow elude the force-field which was there to protect against it, and the vac suit assured all tourists of a personal supply of air.


  “All set, Mrs. Entwhistle?”


  “Yes. Yes—only, you’re sure it’s safe?”


  “I’d take my own wife—”


  Mr. Entwhistle smiled. “You married? I didn’t know you were married, Mr. Smith.”


  “He’s not. Can’t you see that he’s not married, Arnold?”


  “I’m not,” Socrates admitted. “But I’d cheerfully take my own mother. You’ll be safe, Mrs. Entwhistle.”


  Mrs. Entwhistle seemed a little taken aback by this remark, but her husband said. “Be careful, Gertrude,” and then they closed the faceplate on her glassite helmet.


  Socrates switched on his radio. “Can you hear me, Mrs. Entwhistle?”


  “Yes. Yes, I can. Better be careful, that’s all I can say.”


  “Relax. We’ll start now.”


  Mrs. Entwhistle was bulky in her vac suit, and two attendants had to help her through the narrow lock of the ship. After that Socrates saw to it that she was strapped securely into her seat, and her face looked peculiarly green under the lights of the instrument panel.


  Socrates jumped outside to tell something to one of the attendants and he saw Farquhart there waiting for him.


  “Hello, Smith. Nice day.”


  “Yeah, How’s it coming? Your investigation, I mean.”


  “Surprisingly, fine. I’d say that if everything checks through with a clean bill of health today I’ll be leaving on tomorrow morning’s liner. If.”


  Perhaps Farquhart had not meant the if to sound so ominous, but it came out that way because Socrates immediately associated it with what Norma had said the night before. He smiled a bit weakly now and readjusted his helmet. Then he mumbled, “I’ll see you on Ganymede in a few years,” and he went back in through the lock.


  THEY cruised at fifteen miles a second, and within an hour they were passing under the outer ring. Automatically he lowered their speed.


  Mrs. Entwhistle craned her neck upward, and through the top of her glassite helmet her face looked like a fish underwater. “I thought we go in the ring, Mr. Smith.”


  He nodded. “Of course we do. We’re a thousand miles out now. See? If you look carefully, you probably can see some of the bigger particles shining.”


  “Urn, yes.”


  “But we don’t go in here. This is the outer ring and we pass under it. We also go under Cassini’s Division—the dark band which separates this from the inner ring. I’ll take you there, through the brighter ring, up to the border of the crepe one. But then we turn back. That would be dangerous.”


  “Why?”


  “Because the crepe ring receives no sunlight. It’s dark, that’s why, and we’d have to rely on radar to keep the ship out of trouble. It’s tricky business and it’s dangerous. A little light flashes on and off and it tells you which way to steer, but unless you can see what you’re doing—like you can in the bright ring, it’s dangerous.”


  In another few minutes Socrates cut the ship sharply upward, and before long the solid whiteness of the ring had been replaced by a chaos of flying rock. That’s what it looked like—huge boulders, ton piled upon ton, and the closer they came, the faster the rocks seemed to move. In another moment the rocks were below as well as above them, and Mrs. Entwhistle screamed.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “I’m afraid. Please, Mr. Smith—”


  “You have nothing to worry about—”


  “I can’t help it if I’m afraid. Take me back!”


  Socrates turned sharply and the ship zoomed through an empty space. The rear port showed only a massive rock; it had been that close . . . “If you don’t keep quiet. Please—”


  “Take me back!”


  Socrates had had a few cases like this, and taking the customer back was comparatively simple. Although this bright ring was the largest, and although it did have a longitudinal width of sixteen thousand miles, its latitudinal depth was no more than ten miles. Now he gunned the ship up and in a moment they hung poised in deep space above the ring. “We’ll stay clear of the ring and go back to Mimas—”


  “Why?”


  “You were afraid. You said so, that’s why.”


  “Well, I changed my mind. What would all the girls on Earth say if they knew I hadn’t actually seen the ring? Take me back, Mr. Smith. I’ll be brave.”


  Socrates smiled. “That’s a good girl,” he said, and they dove again for the brightness of the ring. But he almost wished she hadn’t changed her mind. Then he could have returned to the spacefield and watched for Norma.


  HE cut a zigzag course through the hurtling meteors. Someone, he knew, had once bothered to chart all the tiny particles of the ring, but it had taken a lifetime and it was far from accurate. Socrates preferred the seat-of-the-pants method.


  In less than two hours they had cut through the width of the ring and ahead was darkness—darker, it seemed, than space itself.


  “A thousand miles of void, and then the crepe ring,” Socrates explained. “We’ll be turning back now. Fun, Mrs. Entwhistle?”


  “Great,” she agreed, but she had taken off the fishbowl helmet, and now she was mopping her brow. “I must try it again sometime. In a few years, of course—”


  Socrates jammed down on the rocket pedal and the fore-tubes blasted their fire against the blackness. The little ship shuddered and Mrs. Entwhistle emitted a sound which could have been the shrill shriek of a tea kettle. Then Socrates turned them slowly in a great arc so as not to harm the delicate two-hundred pound creature sitting by his side with too much acceleration.


  Something flashed by beneath them. It could have been a meteor, except that this was a void area. Attraction of the planet Mimas, and the other satellites were such that no meteoric material could exist in this space—which explained the thousand mile separation of the crepe ring.


  Yet something had passed them, something shining brilliantly with reflected sunlight.


  A ship! It could have been nothing but a spaceship . . . Socrates knew he had the only ships in the area, but the crepe ring was out of bounds. The strange ship had been gunning for it at ten per—


  Socrates barked into his radio: “Hello, hello! Who’s out here?” The voice mocked him. “Who do you think?”


  He didn’t have to think at all, but he felt like crying. It was Norma. “I thought you’d tell me when you went!”


  “I tried to, honest. But you weren’t on Mimas, Smitty. So I took off. But don’t worry. I’ve already been through the bright ring. Pretty nice setup, Smitty.”


  “I’m glad you like it. But you’re heading in the wrong direction now.” Ahead of them was the darkness which obscured part of Saturn’s huge bulk—the darkness of the uncharted and mysterious crepe ring.


  “What do you mean? Isn’t this the way to the dark ring?”


  “That’s just it. Mimas is the other way.”


  “Oh, pooh. You go back to Mimas with your ship if you want. I’d rather see the inside of that dark ring. I’ll say hello tonight, Smitty. Have a good trip back with Mrs. Entwhistle—I checked the tourist log.”


  Socrates called “Wait” into his radio at least a dozen times, but there was no answer.


  Mrs. Entwhistle said, “Why is that crazy woman going into the crepe ring?”


  Socrates sighed. If Norma got hurt now, his entire venture out here would be ruined. Farquhart would see to that. Besides, quite suddenly, he did not want Norma to get hurt. Not at all. Not ever. Maybe he was crazy—but he liked the girl.


  “What,” he demanded of Mrs. Entwhistle, “is wrong with the crepe ring?”


  “Now, that’s a silly question. You told me yourself it was dangerous. No one can see anything or some such thing—”


  “Ha, ha, ha. I was joking. Good joke—but it’s the best part of the trip. In fact, the trip is incomplete without it. I’ve saved it for last.”


  “So why are you trembling, Mr. Smith?”


  “Nothing. It’s nothing at all. Just get back into your helmet and I’ll show you what the inside of the crepe ring is like. Go ahead, Mrs. Entwhistle. It isn’t everyone who gets a chance to see the inside of the crepe ring . . .”


  THE darkness of space was pleasant by comparison. Here there were vague flitting shadows, the half-seen images of huge masses of rock and metal hurtling through space in their eternal revolution around Saturn. One would be more than enough to crush their little ship—and Norma’s . . .


  Socrates hardly had time to think of it, hardly had time to hear Mrs. Entwhistle whimpering with each sudden burst of acceleration. On and off overhead the red and the green lights winked, and Socrates played on the firing pedals like an organist, trying to blast their way clear of the unseen rocks all about them. Once a yellow light winked and he knew that one of the meteoric pebbles had streaked through their ship: it now was an airless place, and only their flimsy spacesuits stood between them and the cold, beckoning void of space.


  Someone was shouting, and at first he thought it was Mrs. Entwhistle . . .


  Norma!


  “Hey, Smitty!”


  “Yes. Yes, Norma.”


  “I can see you back there. See me?”


  “Ahead a bit? Yeah, I see you.” Her ship flashed once and then was gone in the obscuring darkness, but it flashed again, and this time he probed out with a beam of radar and he held it. „


  “Pm glad you see me, Smitty, because I think you’ll have to come and get me. I’m scared. My ship’s a mess, gutted with holes. This place is—awful.”


  Socrates muttered to himself and pushed the aft pedals to the floor. Mrs. Entwhistle was slammed back in her seat and Socrates could see that she was trying to scream, only she couldn’t quite make it.


  Only the green light flashed now, because the red-warning signal remained bright: it lit the way to Norma. A score of miles, but their zigzag course would make it more like several hundred—if they got there. Socrates’ insides began to hurt from the acceleration. His feet were numb from working the pedals. Green light, step down, right, left, again, green, aft pedal, aft pedal!


  . . . Socrates soon realized that he was talking to himself.


  JOINING air locks in space was at best a ticklish business, but with the added hazard of the meteors, Socrates did not know if it could be done. He only knew one thing. It had to be done. Norma’s ship could have been a derelict for all the activity it showed, and while it had been pelted thus far only with smaller stones, one big rock would be more than enough to prove fatal.


  They crept forward slowly, it seemed, inches at a time—and three times he had almost locked the two ships together, but at the last moment he had to swing away. The action would force the other ship back as well, and a massive chunk of cosmic debris would zoom through the void between them. Close . . .


  He locked them together finally, and then, vaguely, he remembered running for the airlock. He found it, pulled the catch and opened Norma’s lock from the outside. He stood for a moment within her ship.


  She was slumped over the pilot chair in her spacesuit. He ran to her and lifted her across his shoulder, heading back for the lock. Then he was through it and Norma sat on the floor, partly conscious, in his own ship. He ran forward to the controls, pushing aside Mrs. Entwhistle—who had fallen across .both chairs, breaking her strap in the process.


  He fired all the aft rockets at once, blasting straight up towards the top of the ring.


  In seconds they were clear, but not before he had seen a huge, almost spherical meteor grind into and through Norma’s ship . . .


  BOTH women were conscious when they reached the spaceport. Socrates smiled at Mrs. Entwhistle.


  “Yes sir, you’re a lucky young lady.”


  “Lucky? I feel almost dead.”


  “Ridiculous! You were the only tourist ever taken through that ring, the crepe ring. You’ll be famous. Wait until you tell all your friends. I only took you because you seemed so obviously brave . .


  “Go ahead,” Norma chided, “pile it on, pile it on—”


  Socrates told her, in his severest tones, that he’d get to her later. After that, he was busy bringing the little ship down on Mimas’ one spacefield.


  Mr. Entwhistle and Farquhart met them when they landed. The smaller, thinner man seemed worried, but now he took his wife’s hand and asked her, “How did you like it?”


  Socrates waited breathlessly. If Farquhart found out . . .


  “I loved it!” Mrs. Entwhistle fairly shrieked. “Wait until you hear, Arnold—and wait until we get back to Earth. “We’ll leave at once, on tomorrow’s liner. After I tell Aunt Sophie—


  “See?” Socrates turned to Farquhart.


  “Um, I must admit it looks good this time, Smith. What about you, Miss?”


  Norma grinned. “I had quite a time, quite a time. My ship—”


  Socrates kissed her soundly on the lips, and whatever else she might have said was lost in the hurried smacking sound.


  Farquhart cleared his throat. “I never knew you took two passengers up at once, Smith. And I didn’t see her before—”


  “She’s here, isn’t she?”


  “Umm—”


  “You never know what we’ll do here on Mimas . . .”


  “Umm, well—I guess you’re in order this time, Smith. Good luck.”


  Norma said, “My ship—m”


  Socrates kissed her again. Then he said, “If you don’t shut up I think I’ll have to marry you. That’s exactly what I’ll have to do . . .”


  Norma’s eyes glowed at him. “As I was saying, darling, our ship . . .”


  This time she was kissing him.


  THE END


  SPACEMEN ARE BORN


  Bolling Branham


  Everyone knows that spacemen are born—not made. But grav-bound Trase Barnes, No. 1 v. p. of Air-Lines, Inc., bet his arrogant soul that he could shoot Saturn’s rings—and live.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “O, Jewel of the Eastern Sky,


            O, Mother of many things,


            Bring home your sons to safety,


            From the Stars to Saturn’s


            rings. . . .”

          
        

      
    

  


  CURSE IT, I AM TOO OLD TO GO to space, and why can’t I be content with that?


  Must I hear the spacemen’s songs and the stories they tell, so that the breath of romance aches each day in my bones? For here on Earth’s cool moon I am as close to the sky as I need be, and the sky is close enough to me.


  But those spacemen who go to Saturn—ah, they have viewed a scene that exists nowhere else in all our universe, and I think they delight in singing the Saturn “Home Song” in my ears and telling me of the wonders of Saturn’s skies.


  For have you ever been to Saturn? No, you needn’t go away, for in a moment I’m going to tell the story of Trase Barnes. But in order to understand him you’ve got to know about Saturn.


  For, you see, you’re coasting when you come in, riding with idling jets, cutting in under the edge of the outside ring, into the darkness away from the sun. On the fourth day you go between the big ring and the crape, and then, when you look above you—you see one magnificent reason why men go to space.


  There’s Saturn.


  The God of Time, he is, and you’re looking out over the flatness of the rings at the yellow bulk of a planet, filling your sky ahead. Yellow, streaked with purple streamers, fading away at the edges into the blackness that is eternal space. Yes, fortunes have been made and lost on trips to Saturn, but no one loses the memory of how it looks when you shoot the rings.


  Now about Trase Barnes . . .


  Trase was born here on the Moon, right in the dispatcher’s station, with the pull of artificial gravity helping to push the blood around for the first time in his little squalling body.


  You know what gravity does for you? Of course, it’s the reason that today spacemen are a special breed. Back When every country was racing to get the first rocket on the moon no one thought much about gravity except how to nullify it.


  But when the first men got out in space on the way to the moon, they couldn’t think much of gravity except how to get back to it. They didn’t get back, nor did the men on the next trip, nor the next sixteen brave crews that darted off into die night sky with the howling fire coming out below them. It was number 19 before they found the trouble, for aboard it was the first crew member with spacemen’s ear—and don’t we know now that spacemen are born?


  Maybe you know they’re born and not made, and maybe you don’t know why. I’ll tell you then, cause my story isn’t right without it.


  BACK when I was kid in Tennessee, I used to raise a thousand chickens every spring and never lost but a few. But there was one chicken one year that I’ll remember for the rest of my days. He never was able to walk. From the time he was hatched he kept falling on his face, or his behind, and rolling over and over, with the other chickens walking on him. So one day I asked the Doc what was wrong.


  “No equilibrium,” said the Doc, and now you know what that means! Right inside his ear the canals were messed up, the canals where the liquid rolls around, and this chicken didn’t know which way was up. Seems like he didn’t have any liquid in there. No liquid at all.


  Well, that’s what makes a spaceman. A man with a normal ear, why he knows which way is up or down, because the gravity pulls that liquid around in there, and it rolls over those sensory hairs Which contact the brain with the latest information. But when the first spacemen got out into space, there wasn’t any gravity to pull the liquid, and it charged around in there whichever way it felt like—up, down, sideways, whichever way they moved their heads, and the walls, sky, and world just whirled around. They all got sick; couldn’t see, couldn’t eat, couldn’t move. Most of the first rockets just passed right on by the moon and went out into space, and those that didn’t just piled into it head on, with half-dead men lying at the controls.


  But in number 19 there was a man Who’d always had trouble with his sense of balance, a man who fell easily and hit hard When he went down. That man saved his crew. For when they got out in space they got sick, like the other eighteen crews, but the other man, he just heaved a sigh of relief, just looked out at the sky and the stars and the great big universe of space, and his whole insides cried, “This is for me!”


  Yes sir, he was a spaceman-born—the first spaceman—and he brought that ship back by himself to tell the world that spacemen are born.


  It was a funny thing too. For so many of the born spacemen are weaklings, kids who never feel sure of themselves, who never can play hard games because they’re always falling down. Other kids always made fun of them, but now these men came into their own. They weren’t at home on the earth, the moon, Mars, or any planet—their home was the deep purple nothingness of space.


  And they built our space colonies and have always run our space-lanes.


  But Trase Barnes wasn’t one of them.


  Like I say, Trase’s father was a spaceman, a long thin giant of a man who loved the sky and lived in it. Trase’s mother was like his father, a space-woman born, and they lived out there at No-Grav City, hung there fifty thousand miles away from the moon, where spacemen live without the heavy bonds of gravity.


  But Mrs. Barnes came into the Moon-Station hospital to have her baby, and naturally she hoped for a son—a spaceman-born. But Trase was just as sound and healthy as an Iowa pig in October, and he knew from the beginning which way was up and down. But how he hated it!


  When Trase’s pa came back from a long haul out to Pluto—he’d been gone a year and a half—and found out that Trase would never be a spaceman, he broke into tears. Only time he ever cried.


  Well, they lived with him and they raised him, here in the gravity of the moon. His pa had to make a living, hitching space hulks back and forth in the dark of the sky, but his ma was as kind as ever; she just gritted her teeth and stayed in the gravity with him till he got out of Moon-Station prep school. They finally had another child, a girl, who was a space-woman born. Now she’s woman pilot on a Mercury to Venus run.


  OH, HOW Trase hated himself, and the world, and most of all the gravity that bound his feet to the ground. His first wanderings were out there to the space-port, where the spacemen in their gray uniforms strolled easily about and swaggered before his eyes. There were the mysterious vessels, crouched in their launching racks, their skins shiny with the flow-sheen imparted to them by tremendous speeds out in nothing. There were the gatherings of spacemen to talk about the black, black side of Mercury, the pale corona of the sun seen from Neptune, the thousands of square miles of flat green moss on Venus, but mostly they talked of the purple and yellow rings of Saturn, and the deep-breath feeling of space.


  So Trase would go back to his school books and try to understand arithmetic and geography, and his body would always be on time, his physical being would say “present”—but his mind, ah, his mind wandered a golden pathway among the glittering worlds of the sky.


  His little fingers were deft and quick, and by the time he was ten he had made a dozen space-models. There was a model of old number 19, crude, rough, and laughable, with its huge stepped rockets that were dropped away to the rear on the way to the moon. There beside his schoolbooks was the Adventurer II, first ship to go inside Mercury’s orbit and come back to tell the tale. His walls were lined with pictures of such men as Rak Bartel, the laughing spaceman who rescued the Wofford expedition from the wilds of Titan, and over there was Colombo Dante, the pale little Indian half-breed who held ten speed records around the solar system that are still unbeaten today.


  But under his pillow was the picture of Mortan Barnes, his father, whose huge, thin face gave the appearance of looking wistfully at the stars. Yet, it couldn’t have been more wistful than the eyes of Trase.


  So Trase went on with his growing up, and they told him to study medicine, so he gobbled up his chemistry, his biology, and anthropology, but he studied space-math at night. By the time he got out of prep-school he could work some astro-nav problems in his head and knew the names, tonnages, and horsepower of the seven hundred models of space vessels without so much as cracking a book.


  He read a story about a stowaway one day, and then he read it again. It made his mind start to working and he began to say to himself, “Maybe they’re wrong about my ears. Maybe I would be a good spaceman. If a man’s got a mind to be a spaceman, looks like he ought to be able to make himself do it, doesn’t it?”


  The space-station doctor spoke sympathetically. “No, Trase, there’s very little that can be done. An operation, maybe—but the only doctor I know capable of performing such an operation is on Earth, and it would cost thousands of dollars. No, Trase, be happy, can’t you? Most spacemen are not really happy. I think they really envy us gravity-bound people, for they can’t ever know a real home. Can’t you see the wistfulness in their faces and the haunted look deep back in their eyes?”


  Yes, Trase could see all that, but to him it was because they saw things that no other man could see.


  Trase didn’t believe the doctor. He had to try it, so he smuggled himself into an air-lock one day, grabbed an air-suit, and wandered out on the ground of the moon.


  Now the moon’s got a little gravity, you know, but when Trase got out of the artificial gravity of the Moon-Station, he began to run into trouble. It was all right as long as he stood still, because the little gravity of the moon would pull at the liquid in his ears. But if he moved suddenly, why it would shake all around in there, and the moon and the stars and the bright big Earth over there would whirl in a blaze of light. Then Trase would wake up lying on his face with his suit messed up from being sick.


  So Trase figured out a method of training himself. “I’ll show ’em,” he would groan through clenched teeth while the sky wheeled around his head. “By the Great Big Bear I’ll show ’em that a spaceman can be made!”


  HIS private method of training was to move in exaggerated slow motion. To walk out on the rough ground of the moon and lift one foot so-o-o slowly and carefully, with his eyes fixed on one tall, spiky peak of the Appenines, and with the crust of Mare Imbrium staying in place. He got where he could cover a mile or two In an earth-time afternoon, never taking his eyes off the fix on the mountain peak, never moving his head to catch a glimpse of the fiery trails of the space vessels roaring off into the purple-blue sky.


  And the magic catch-phrase would come like a chant from between his twisted lips, “Spacemen are made . . . spacemen are made!”


  He really made a little headway. He got where he could move a little faster and could occasionally take a quick glance upward at the cystalline patchwork of the sky.


  And what was that beautiful point of light out there?


  Trase knew it was Saturn, and his eyes would be fixed upon it as a final mount of redemption, as the supreme goal of a well lived lifetime. He wheedled his way into the Moon-Station astrodome and hungrily gulped in the sight of the ringed planet canted there in the scope view-finder. It was there! The rings were there, the huge planet was there, but the scope only showed you enough to make it just out of your reach; tantalizing, torturing—a pearl to melt through your fingers When you reached for it.


  “Hi’ya Saturn!” he would cry. “God of Time that you are, you’ve waited a long time for me but I’ll be there!”


  Trase began going to the dispatcher’s station, getting the schedules of arrivals and departures and destinations, and figuring the orbits. Then he could tell the exact time the space vessels were due to shoot the rings at Saturn, or burst through the 1,100 mile space between the crape ring and the middle one. Then he would be sitting there at the scope, imagining that he could see a ship—a so-small fleck of blackness skimming across the yellow of the watery hulk of Saturn. That was the way he saw the blow-up of the Andromeda, carrying a load of fissionable materials, when she burst in a flash of white-hot energy in a collision with some hunks of jet in the middle ring.


  After he saw that, Trase walked home with something dead inside of him, with his head quiet, his shoulders drooping, his heart sobbing out the Saturn “Home Song” as he had heard his father sing it so often. For his father had been master of tire Andromeda.


  Trase was the one who had to tell his mother, and she took it, dry-eyed, for the first few minutes. But then she could stand it no longer, and she flung herself at her tall son, lean and muscular, and sobbed, “I’m glad you can’t be a spaceman. I’m glad, I’m glad. It’s a dirty life, and your reward is a flashing death in a fire-pit.”


  Trase held her while she sobbed out her grief. He had to keep swallowing down the lump in his own throat, but he could somehow keep seeing that white hot burst of flame framed before the God of Time, and could imagine that his father’s spirit was freed in the space he had loved, out there where he could live on forever, gazing on that magnificent scene.


  After that, there wasn’t any more studying medicine for Trase. He had to go to work. Because of his aptness with figures he got a job in the dispatcher’s office as assistant calculator. It paid well, but somehow it didn’t mean so much any more, for Trase seemed to be living in an emptiness greater than that of space. He clocked in and clocked out each shift, and his error index was smaller than that of any other clerk in the office. The other clerks used to look at him and grunt, “There goes Trase Barnes—never a mistake. He’s just as infallible as the machine.”


  So he went up. Assistant calculator to calculator, to assistant dispatcher to dispatcher. In seven years he was chief dispatcher and in three more he ran the Moon-Station spaceport. Twenty-nine years old, vice-president of Air-Lanes, Inc., owned a block of Marsopolis, Inc., stock, and had never been off the moon.


  In later years, it kind of quit bothering him, except sometimes when some of his pilots came in to make a report and they’d seen a flashing meteor on Io, or had screamed through the blue, thin, upper atmosphere of Jupiter—and they simply could not hide their feelings in the language of official reports. At times like that, Trase would sometimes slip on the air-suit, go through his old routine out there on the forgotten dust of Mare Imbrium, and mutter his phrase about “Spacemen are made!” But it was just a ritual, just an escape, just a way of breathing an occasional bit of life into an empty dream, and Trase knew it. Where was that feeling of yesterday, that lift in his breast, that catch in his throat, that wild calling from out there among the white stars that made his legs tremble, his heart hammer, and his spirit cry out, “I’ll be there” ?


  Where, indeed, had the ghosts gone, those ghosts that fought so bitterly the mound-bound vision of himself, sitting at his desk and never leaving the moon?


  TRASE had just come in from one of those visits one afternoon when Irinia Custer walked into his office unannounced, and caught him there in an unlighted office, staring out at the constellations low on the horizon.


  Now, Irinia was almost a legend. Her reaction time was the fastest of any pilot employed by Air-Lanes Inc. Her hardness and cynicism in the face of danger, death, and the accepted ideals of life made top story-telling material wherever spacemen gathered. She wouldn’t have needed to be beautiful, but on top of it all she was; for her sensuous figure and black hair, with equally coal-black eyes, made her wild beauty as legendary as her deeds. Yet Trase Barnes was known to be twice as coldblooded as she, an automaton who sent pilots into danger with nothing but money in mind.


  So Irinia eased quietly into Trase’s office that afternoon, and there the tough man sat, with his back to the door, staring out the huge lucite port into the jewelled splendor of the clear night sky—seeing the constellations that to Trase were as familiar as the walls of his office.


  Irinia stood quietly behind him for a moment, then she spoke. “So the v.p. likes the stars,” she breathed slowly, but her voice was not scornful. “The big, moon-bound executive, with ice-water in his veins, has got a spark of romance.”


  Trase turned to her slowly, a part of his mind still out there among the stars where strange kings and queens fought for galactic empires.


  Irinia looked at him, at the expression on Trase’s face, and then suddenly she could read the whole story written there in plain Characters. Right there in his eyes she could see the soul of a spaceman penned up in a moon-bound cage.


  And suddenly Irinia Custer felt sorry for the hardness that was in her spirit, sorry for her bitter, cynical attitude, sorry for the dirty, laughing nicknames she had fashioned among space-crews for vice-president Trase Barnes.


  They looked at each other for a long time. Then Trase got out the thick words slowly. “Well, I’m stuck, Irinia,” he smiled. “You know the way I feel—the secret’s out, and I know you’ll tell it.”


  Irinia started to talk, but something was lodged in her throat and her mouth felt dry, strangely dry. She walked over to Trase and her trembling hand reached out and touched the features of his face, and the fierceness of what she felt inside her made her whole body shake.


  “Yes, I know, Trase,” she breathed. “I know.” Then suddenly she put her head on his shoulder and cried.


  Well, that’s the way it goes, you know. The two toughest people in spacing ran together, and it was like joining two ribbons of molten steel. It was a love such as the Moon-Station had seldom seen, and the talk ran through the space-lines like it had never gone before. It had been bound to happen to Trase, yet all the worlds wept for the two of them. Because everyone knew that nothing was worse than for a spaceman or woman to be mated with a ground-bounder.


  At first their happiness was untouchably supreme, and Trase walked about in kind of warm haze, deliciously aware of things he had never before noticed—the pleasant coughing sound of a Moon-Dog barking, the tinny clatter of dishes that rang out from the Spacemen’s Mess; all small things which never before had meaning, but which now made him seem like part of the world.


  Yet, it caught up with them, for they both knew that Irinia couldn’t give up space and Trase couldn’t go to space. Or could he?


  It got Trase to thinking. Hadn’t there been something about a doctor, or an operation . . . maybe now he had the money to pay. He went back to see the space doctor who told him that, and found that he was dead. He asked other doctors and they told him that it was a bunch of foolishness, that they had never known of a successful operation of that type, that the only thing to remember was the phrase, “Spacemen are born—not made.”


  Trase got kind of tired of hearing it, but no doctor would risk his reputation on the operation.


  So that was that.


  TRASE and Irinia talked it over; that is, as much as they could with their throats kind of choked up, and they decided the only thing they could do was to forget each other. Irinia could never be happy living in gravity. So she went off to space again, and Trase just sat back at his great carved oaken desk, looked out his Incite port, and pondered.


  Oh, that Trase was a thinker, and his thinking got faster and faster as the days went by, and sometimes again he began to be seen on an earth-time afternoon down on the flight line, watching the ships come in and out. It was a place he hadn’t frequented in years.


  By the time Irinia got back on her trip from Deimos, his face was hard—hard as the thought that was in his mind. He called Irinia to come to his office. She didn’t want to, because they had vowed never to speak again, but somehow, from the tone of the note, she had to come.


  “O.K., veepee,” she cracked, a frozen, bitter, mask of a smile on her lips, “What’ve I done now?”


  Trase said, “I’m going to space.”


  Irinia’s face went white for a minute, but she knew her Trase—and she knew argument was no good.


  “Where?” she whispered.


  “Saturn,” Trase replied.


  “Oh, no!” cried Irinia. “Not Saturn! It’s the worst of them all.”


  “I know it is,” Trase said. “That’s the reason I want to go.”


  “You’ll never come back alive,” whispered Irinia. “If the sickness doesn’t get you, the rings will.”


  “Maybeso, Irinia. But I need your help. I’ve got plans and I need you. If I make this trip, maybe I can make others. Maybe . . . maybe I can prove that spacemen can be made. But if I can’t make it without sickness, I promise you I’ll never bother you or ask anything of you again.”


  “But what are your plans, Trase?”


  “Drugs, first, Irinia. Progressive slackening off, and attempted self-induced hypnotism. Small artificial gravity unity, enough to create about a tenth of earth gravity. I think I can do it, Irinia.”


  “But it’s all been tried before, Trase, and it’s never worked! You know that—it’s deeply psychological as well as physical. You can’t do it simply by wanting it!” Trase looked long and hard at her. His smile was almost ghastly. “Life is worth nothing to me unless I try it, Irinia,” he said quietly.


  So that did it. Trase cashed in his stock in Air-Lanes, bought a ship and they went to work on it. He couldn’t get a first-rate crew because the news got around about what they were trying to do, and no self-respecting spaceman would have anything to do with it. But there were drifters to be had.


  They blew off in the middle of the two-week moon night, the polyglot crew grazing the space-station dome, and setting off ten degrees off course, with Trase strapped in his bunk and drugged into unconsciousness, and Irinia cursing the crew in pure venom they had never heard before.


  And that, essentially, was the way the trip went. Irinia never weakened and by the time they were two months out she had the crew almost to a state of discipline.


  Of course, drugs had been tried before—they were the method used to transport non-space-born passengers between the Earth and the moon. Irinia fed Trase intravenously. At the end of the two months she turned on the puny artificial gravity system and let him come awake.


  His first words were, “Where’s Saturn?”


  “O, Trase, we haven’t even got well Started yet,” Irinia cried.


  TRASE came awake. He tried to sit up in his bunk, and fell out lightly on the floor with his whole insides heaving. Irinia dosed him up again and toyed with the idea of turning back. But Trase was in good health, so she decided to go on. At the end of the third month, Trase found that he could lie flat on his back in his bunk with eyes blindfolded, and with no movement at all. This way he could stay awake at stated intervals, as long as there was no change in course or velocity.


  Oh, the beauty of open space! Though he couldn’t get out of his bunk to see it, Trase knew that they were way out in the middle of nowhere, and Irinia would come around to tell him about it.


  The time passed, and then Saturn began gradually to fill the screen of the ship’s vision-plate, and Irinia began to worry. For to shoot the rings required plenty of deft acceleration and deceleration, and Irinia knew that Trase couldn’t stand the maneuvering.


  “How about just a look at Saturn from a distance, Trase?” Irinia would ask.


  “We’ve got to shoot the rings,” he would reply grimly.


  So Irinia knew he wouldn’t be satisfied with anything less, and she went busily about the procedure of lining up the polyglot crew for the ring-shooting.


  At fifty million miles from Saturn she fired two small braking blasts, and Trase cried out from his bunk and was sick again. She ran back to him and said, “Oh, Trase, let me drug you till we get there.”


  His white suffering face showed clenched teeth. He grabbed her arm and said, “I’ll make it, Irinia, I’ll make it. Just let me know when the view gets good.”


  So she let him alone and went about the business of braking. She heard no more groans from Trase. But when she went back to see him, there he would be with his hands gripped until the knuckles showed white, with the bedclothes gripped between his teeth. “I’ll make it, Irinia,” he would gasp. Then sometimes she would hear him cry, “I’ll be there, God of Time, I’ll be there!”


  Space-sickness and nausea . . . Those it doesn’t kill generally try to kill themselves.


  Well, from fifty million miles it’s a four-day trip to shoot the rings and get started away again, and there was Trase with the universe spinning around his ears, suffering as much as anyone can suffer.


  They went in under the darkness of the huge outside ring, for the rings were canted at that time almost their total 28 degrees to the ecliptic.


  And then out of the misery and the eons of suffering Trase suddenly heard a voice, “Trase! Trase! Come to the Astrodome, we’re shooting the rings! Trase, we’re shooting the rings!”


  Trase prayed. His hands reached out for the bunk straps and he felt Irinia helping him. He had long ago lost everything on his stomach but the world whirled in a wild clanging clatter of craziness and he had to be guided along the passageway.


  “I can’t make it!” he cried at once, and Irinia had to drag him back to his feet, and then he said, “Yes, I can—I’ll be there.”


  Well, that was the way Trase made it. His clothes reeking with his sickness, his body wasted away from inaction, his eyes dimmed and glazed over from suffering, his face a mask of thin ferocity from his determination. But he made it.


  There’s Saturn, Trase.


  He looked out over the burning brilliant flatness of the crape ring to the huge yellow hulk of the God of Time towering over him. The light and majesty of what he saw swam to his brain out of the fogs of bitterness that had shrouded his soul and he saw it—one magnificent reason why men go to space.


  Personal Saturn, unreachable Saturn . . . yellow, streaked with purple streamers, fading away at the edges into the blackness that is eternal space. From there at the edge of the crape ring it is as though you were standing on a plain of golden dust, staring up into the face of destiny. The features of the face are plain, formed out of the whirling evanescent colors of the gases whipped around on the surface by cyclonic winds. You can see rainbows and pots of gold fashioned and then whipped away to change to greater things. The breath of eternal mystery blows on the spirit, and spacemen say you can see anything you desire.


  The ship lurched this way and that as the jets kept it on its course, and Trase suddenly realized that the sickness had dropped away from him like a fetter. The ship headed back towards Titan for a refueling stop, but Trase sat there and stared at Saturn until the astrodome got around to the front and the jet trails obscured the view at the rear. He was not sick while he looked at Saturn.


  His clear-headedness lasted about half-an-hour. Then Trase got sick again. He was sick for a day and a half, until the ship began to come in on Titan.


  But the drifter crew had hid out some Mercurian liquor and got drunk before landing. They failed to cut the jets. Irinia cursed until the spaceship bulkheads turned red hot, but she fell and knocked herself out running down from the pilot’s compartment to the engine-room. And so there was the ship headed wide-open into Titan with the crew drunk, Irinia unconscious, and Trase dead-sick in his bunk.


  Well, you’ll know now that Trase saved the day. He began to think of Saturn as he had seen it. He staggered down to the engine-room, cut the jets, then ran up to the pilot’s room where the rough surface of Titan stared him in the face. And he wasn’t sick while he thought of Saturn.


  The ship cracked up but nobody was killed. They hadn’t been able to get any insurance with an unlicensed crew, so that left Trase flat-broke. He wasn’t a veepee anymore since he had no stock in Air-Lanes, and Irinia got fired for taking die extended leave.


  So things were kind of tough for a while, but . . . Where are they now? Oh, you know, you’ve heard all about it. They found a backer, and now they’re out on Pluto with a space-drive job, getting ready to set out for Centauri. And Trase has never been sick again.


  What does it prove?


  Well, see those words written right there over the entrance to the spacemen’s mess? Those are the words Trase used when they pulled him out of the wreck on Titan. I’ll read them for you. “I’ve seen Saturn! And to you who have seen it, I don’t need to say whether spacemen can be made. To others, to millions of youngsters who want to be spacemen, I’ll say now that spacemen are born. But to each of them I’ll say this—If you want to be a spaceman, you don’t need a spaceman’s ear, all you need is a spaceman’s soul.”


  So the spacemen took that and added another verse to the Saturn “Home Song,” and it’s the one that really makes me hurt because I can’t go to space again. Sometimes late at night I hear them singing it from far out on the field when a crew is coming in off a run, and that’s when I know you can’t stop them. You can’t stop the born spacemen until they reach the stars. The verse goes like this:


  
    
      
        
          	
            “Oh, Saturn, the God of Time,


            May your majesty never fade.


            For your beauty is final proof,


            Spacemen are born not made.”

          
        

      
    

  


  BIG PILL


  Raymond Z. Gallun


  Child, it was, of the now ancient H-bomb. New. Untested. Would its terrible power sweep the stark Saturnian moon of Titan from space . . . or miraculously create a flourishing paradise-colony?


  UNDER the glow of Saturn and his Rings, five of the airdomes of the new colony on Titan were still inflated. They were enormous bubbles of clear, flexible plastic. But the sixth airdome had flattened. And beneath its collapsed roof, propped now by metal rods, a dozen men in spacesuits had just lost all hope of rescuing the victims of the accident.


  Bert Kraskow, once of Oklahoma City, more recently a space-freighter pilot, and now officially just a colonist, was among them. His small, hard body sagged, as if by weariness. His lips curled. But his full anger and bitterness didn’t show.


  “Nine dead,” he remarked into the radio-phone of his oxygen helmet. “No survivors.” And then, inaudibly, inside his mind: “I’m a stinkin’ fool. Why didn’t we act against Space Colonists’ Supply Incorporated, before this could happen?”


  His gaze swung back to the great rent that had opened in a seam in the airdome—under only normal Earthly atmospheric pressure, when it should have been able to withstand much more. Instantly the warmed air had rushed out into the near-vacuum of Titan, Saturn’s largest moon. Those who had been working the night-shift under the dome, to set up prefabricated cottages, had discarded their spacesuits for better freedom of movement. It was the regulation thing to do; always considered safe. But they had been caught by the sudden dropping of pressure around them to almost zero. And by the terrible cold of the Titanian night.


  For a grief-stricken second Bert Kraskow looked down again at the body beside which he stood. You could hardly see that the face had been young. The eyes popped. The pupils were white, like ice. The fluid within had frozen. The mouth hung open. In the absence of normal air-pressure, the blood in the body had boiled for a moment, before the cold had congealed it.


  “Your kid brother, Nick, eh, Bert?” an air-conditioning mechanic named Lawler said, almost in a whisper. “About twenty years old, hunh?”


  “Eighteen,” Bert Kraskow answered into his helmet-phones as he spread the youth’s coat over the distorted face.


  Old Stan Kraskow, metal-worker, was there, too. Bert’s and Nick’s dad. He was blubbering. There wasn’t much that anybody could do for him. And for the other dead, there were other horrified mourners. Some of them had been half nuts from homesickness, and the sight of harsh, voidal stars, even before this tragedy had happened.


  It was Lawler who first cut loose, cursing. He was a big, apish man, with a certain fiery eloquence.


  “Damned, lousy, stinkin’ obsolete equipment!” he snarled. “Breathe on it and it falls apart! Under old Bill Lauren, Space Colonists’ Supply used to make good, honest stuff. I worked with it on Mars and the moons of Jupiter. But now look what the firm is turning out under Trenton Lauren, old Bill’s super-efficient son! He was so greedy for quick profits in the new Titan colonization project, and so afraid of being scooped by new methods of making these fizzled-out worlds livable, that he didn’t even take time to have his products decently inspected! And that, after not being able to recognize progress! Hell! Where is that dumb, crawlin’ boob?”


  WITH eyes that had grown quietly wolfish, Bert Kraskow saw Trenton Lauren arrive at last from the administration dome. He was plump, maybe thirty-five, and somehow dapper even in a spacesuit. That he was here on Titan at all, and not in a pressurized settlement on Mars, or at the main office of his firm in Chicago, was a cocky gesture of bravado, a leaf torn from the book of his more worthy sire, and perhaps more particularly an attempt to counteract the consequences of his bad business judgment, personally.


  The fear of one who sees how his haste and breed can be called punishable criminal negligence, was in his face. The things that had been human, sprawled stiff before him, accusing him. But the worst was the presence of those grim, silent men, who might add him forcibly to the death-list. That moment held crystallized in it the conflict of an urge to win vast profits, with the payment in human lives that had been exacted this time.


  Near-dead Titan was the present step in mankind’s outward march of colonial dominion toward the stars. Titan itself was rich in the radioactive ores that has become the fuel, the moving force, not only of the rockets of Earth’s expanding space-commerce, but of the wheels of industry and comfort at home. And richer in those elements were the Rings of Saturn, nearby, those stupendous, whirling bands of dust, wreckage of a broken satellite in which, as in any other planet or moon most of those heaviest, costliest metals had originally sunk to its center, far out of reach of mining operations. But in the Rings, all this incalculable wealth of uranium, radium, osmium, and so forth, not to mention millions of tons of useless gold, was uniquely exposed as easily accessible dust.


  Oh, yes. And the S.C.S.—Space Colonists’ Supply—wanted its cut for providing equipment, as received elsewhere in the past. Bert Kraskow knew that this must remain dapper Trenton Lauren’s aim, in spite of a vast and possibly ruinous investment in manufactured goods that could turn out to be obsolete and unmarketable, in addition to its poor quality.


  Bert studied Lauren from between narrowed eyelids, weighing his qualities further, judging, ever predicting. Trenton Lauren might hate himself some for the deaths that were his responsibility. Yet Bert bet that he hated himself more for having to explain the failure of one of his airdomes to these crude colonists. It hurt his ego. Lauren was full of fear; he was a stuffy, visionless conservative, but he was wily, too.


  Bert saw his lips tighten, as he marshalled his forces to smooth down the fury of the men before him.


  “I’m deeply sorry that these people had to die,” he said in his high-pitched voice. “But chance-taking is part of any new space-venture. And all who use airdomes, spacesuits, or other S.C.S. equipment, are insured against its defective performance. Ten thousand dollars, paid in case of death, is still a lot of money. S.C.S. has made fine products for over forty years. No dangerous, new-fangled ideas can yet replace them. Considering the risk inherent in space colonization, occasional mishaps can hardly be avoided. You all know that. Business—life—everything—is a gamble.”


  Sure. About chance-taking there was truth in his pompous words. But did one buy a life with a few thousand dollars, or call money a just penalty for obvious and deadly neglect?


  Knots of muscle gathered at the angles of Lawler’s square jaw. Old Stan Kraskow stared at Lauren as if he didn’t believe that anybody could talk so stupidly.


  Bert Kraskow’s savage blood seethed. But when he was really sore his tendency was to be coldly and quietly logical in his speech and actions. The plans to change things were made. He was in on them. And what was the use of getting into arguments that might give the enemy a hint? Or set off violence that might spoil everything?


  “Easy,” he whispered. “Dad! Lawler! Don’t talk. Don’t start anything.”


  But Alice Leland Kraskow, Bert’s wife, had arrived on the scene. She was little and dark and fiery, one of the few feminine colonists yet on Titan. In another airdome, where Bert and she had their cottage, she had been awakened by the shouts of those who had seen the accident take place. Donning a spacesuit, she had followed the crowd.


  Being at a little distance from her, Bert had no chance to shush her outspoken comments. And to try might have done no good, anyway. She had truth to tell, and a woman’s tongue to tell it.


  “Yes, Mr. Lauren,” she said pointedly. “We’re all gamblers. Granted. But you started to cheat even before you were afraid of losing. Maybe it’s time we did something about it.”


  Trenton Lauren looked more scared than before. But now, as two Space Patrolmen in their silvery armor, arrived from their quarters and stood beside him, he smiled a little.


  “Madam,” he drawled, “maybe I know what you mean. You want to defy the law. Someone around here has been hoping for word from Earth that an okay has been granted by the Safe Products Approval Board, for, shall we say, a radically new product? Well, the optimists will wait a long time for such approval at the S.P.A.B. The action of this invention is, to say the least, extremely dangerous. So, if they’re that foolish, those optimists might as well go ahead with their alternate course: To bring their deadly and spectacular innovation dramatically into use without the stamp of safety!”


  Bert’s concern about his wife’s outspoken challenge to Lauren was thus suddenly diverted. His jaw hardened further. A nagging suspicion that Trenton Lauren had found things out, was confirmed. It meant, perhaps, that Lauren had already taken counteraction secretly.


  Bert Kraskow longed to beat up Lauren in spite of the presence of the two space policemen. But the need for immediate and better action denied him this extravagant luxury. He went to his wife’s side and took her arm.


  “Lauren,” he said. “I’ve got a brother to bury. So discussions are out, for now. Guys, will you bring Nick’s body to my cottage? Come on, Allie . . .”


  BERT was trying very hard to slip away unobtrusively when Lauren grinned mockingly. “Hold on, Kraskow,” he snapped. “You’re tangled up in this matter, somehow. I’ve learned that you’ve already broken a minor law by landing a ship quietly out in the deserts of Titan without declaring its presence; a ship that can be assumed reasonably to be freighted with lethal materials. As a dangerous individual, you can be put under an arrest of restraint. Legal technicalities can be disregarded in a raw colonization project where people are apt to show hysteria, and where something like military law must be enforced for general protection. The say-so of an old and honorable firm like S. C. S. that you are a menace, can, I am sure, be accepted. Patrolmen, take him!”


  The cops were puzzled. They offered no immediate objection as Bert, leading his wife, tried to pass them. But Lauren got in Bert’s way to prevent him from slipping into the glowering crowd.


  Against a man in space-armor, fists weren’t very effective; still Bert had the satisfaction of giving Lauren a mighty shove that sent him sprawling. A terrible fury was behind it. The desperation of a last chance. Here was where he had to become completely outlaw.


  Alice and he threaded their way through the crowd where the cops could use neither their blasters nor their paralyzers, in spite of Lauren’s frantic urging to “Get them!”


  Once in the clear, Bert ran with his wife. There was no question of destination. They came to a metal shed. Inside it, beside the small spaceboat, they found Lawler who had anticipated where Bert would go.


  The two men spoke to each other with their helmet radios shut off to avoid eaves-dropping. They clasped hands so that the sound-waves of their voices would have a channel over which to pass, in the absence of a sufficiently dense atmosphere.


  “All of a sudden I’m a little worried, Bert,” Lawler growled. “About the Big Pill. Maybe Lauren is half right about its being so dangerous. After all it has never been tested on a large scale before. And there are two hundred people here on Titan. Well, you know what’s got to be done now. When you get to the Prometheus, tell Doc Kramer that I’m squeezing my thumbs . . .”


  Lawler sounded almost plaintive at the end.


  Bert felt the tweak of that same worry, too, but his course was set. He grinned in the darkness that surrounded them.


  “Nuts!” he said. “Even Lauren admits that everything is a gamble, remember? And you can pile all of the people into the space ship here in camp, and blast off with them, and hover at a safe distance from Titan till we’re absolutely sure. I’d better hurry now, Lawler. Lauren’s cops’ll be on my tail any second. Gotta go.”


  “With your wife along?” Lawler demanded.


  “Sure,” Bert answered. “Allie’s a fine shot with a blaster. Often I wish she wasn’t such a good shot with her tongue. But I guess that with Lauren she cleared the atmosphere. Right, Allie?”


  With a small hand on the shoulder of each man, Alice had been listening in. “I think so,” she answered grimly. “Let’s dash.”


  Ten seconds later Bert Kraskow and his wife went rocketing up into the weird and glorious Titanian night, which was nearing its end. They thought of Doc Kramer, the little physicist, waiting for them out in the desert, in the space ship, Prometheus, with its terrible and wonderful cargo. Bert thought, too, of his contact and contract with the new colonists’ supply company, which was also called Prometheus. Yeah, Prometheus, the educator, the fire-bringing god of the ancient Greeks. The symbol of progress. At that moment Bert Kraskow felt very right. He’d been hired secretly to help carry the torch against the stiff and smug forces of conservative obstructionism, with its awkward and now antiquated methods.


  Alice kept looking behind through the windows of the spaceboat’s cabin. She spoke, now, with her helmet face-window open, for there was breathable air around them.


  “I was thinking that Lauren might want us to run like this, Bert, so that we’d lead the cops to the hiding place of the Prometheus. So far there’s no pursuit.”


  Bert growled, “I’m not worried that the Patrol boys won’t be along. What really scares me is that some of Lauren’s men may already have found the Prometheus. We’ll just have to wait and see.”


  Beneath the spaceboat the desert rolled. Vast Saturn and his multiple moons, hung against the black and all-but-airless star-curtain. Then, all of a sudden, before the eastward hurtling craft, it was daylight, as the tiny sun burst over the horizon. Its wan rays fell on pale, stratified mists of air, all but frozen in the cold of night.


  Those mists, cupped between the hills, were the last of Titan’s atmosphere. Once, eons ago, when monster Saturn had been hot enough to supplement the far-off sun’s heat with radiation of its own, those hills had been, for a few brief ages, verdant with primitive, mossy growths.


  Bert followed the dry bed of an ancient river, till he came to the rocky cleft where the Prometheus had been concealed.


  Just as they glimpsed the ship, Alice gave a sharp gasp, as they saw another spaceboat dart unhurriedly away. Bert landed in the rocky gorge, and on foot they approached the Prometheus cautiously, the blasters from the cabin of the spaceboat gripped in their gauntleted hands.


  They found the ship’s airlock securely bolted. But someone had tried to cut through its tough, heat-resistant shell with a blaster for the metal was still hot.


  “A break,” Bert breathed raggedly. “We got here just in time to scare them off . . . Hey! . . .”


  That was when they found Doc Kramer. He lay behind a boulder, a pathetic little figure who seemed to be merely sleeping. There wasn’t a mark on him that could be easily discovered. There was no time to figure out how he had died—by poisoned needle, overstrong paralyzer beam, or whatever. His body, within its spacesuit, was just beginning to develop rigor mortis.


  Alice’s eyes were wet, her small jaw set hard. “Your brother’s death was at least an unintentional accident caused by carelessly made equipment, Bert,” she said. “But Doc was murdered.”


  “Yeah,” Bert grated thickly. “Only murder is awful hard to prove as far from civilization as this. Come on, we can’t do a thing about it right now.”


  DOUBLE RAGE and grief drove him on toward what he must do with greater insistence than before. With a key from his hip-pouch, he opened the airlock of the Prometheus. With great caution they went inside but found no one in the ship.


  The mood of its interior was brooding and sullen. Every cubic foot of space not taken up by its machinery and fuel was packed with black ingots of an alloy, a large proportion of which was fissionable metal, quiescent now, and harmless, but under the right kind of primer, capable of bursting into a specialized hell of energy. Five thousand tons of the stuff, Earth-weight!


  But even all this was the secondary part of the purpose for which the Prometheus had been fitted. Bert and Alice followed a narrow catwalk to a compartment along the keel of the ship which was fitted like a huge bomb-bay. And the monster that rested there, gripped by mechanically operated claws, would certainly have fitted the definition of a bomb as well as anything that had ever been made by Earth-science. Child, it was, of the now ancient H-bomb.


  It was a tapered cylinder, a hundred feet long and thirty feet thick. For one grim, devilish moment Bert Kraskow paused to pat its flank, to feel the solid metallic slap of its tremendous shellcase under his palm, to be aware of the intricacies of its hidden parts: The forklike masses of fissionable metals that could dovetail and join instantly; the heavy-water, the lead, the steel, the beryllium.


  Here was watchlike perfection and delicacy of mechanism—precision meant to function faultlessly for but a fragment of a second, and then to perish in a mighty and furious fulfillment. Here was the thought of man crystallized—trying to tread a hairline past inconceivable disaster, to the realization of a dream that was splendid.


  In that moment this thing seemed the answer to all the fury of wrong and sorrow that burned in Bert Kraskow. And the vision soared in his mind like a legend of green fields and light. For a few seconds he was sure, until doubt crept up again from the bottom of his brain, and until Alice put that uncertainty into words.


  “Doc is gone,” she said. “Even with his expert help, using the Big Pill would be taking a chance. Bert, do you think we can do it alone? Will it be all right? Are you certain, Bert?”


  Her large, dark eyes pleaded for reassurance.


  He sighed as the strain plucked at his nerves, in spite of what he knew of Doc Kramer’s careful small-scale tests. Maybe what he felt was just a normal suspicion of anything so new and so colossal.


  “No, Allie, not absolutely certain,” he replied. “But how can anybody ever be sure of anything unless they try it? Doc died for an idea that holds tremendous hope for the good of all people who make their living in space. He was the principal inventor, and much more than just the boss of a new company. We aren’t going to let him down. What we’re going to do is for Nick, and for everybody who ever died violently on near-dead worlds. Lauren, and what he stands for, won’t stop us. We can radio another warning and instruct everyone on Titan to blast off for a while.”


  Alice seemed to draw confidence from her husband’s words. She smiled a bit wanly. “Okay, Bert,” she said. “This is also for the folks who have gone nuts, or have just gotten terribly homesick from seeing too much black sky of space for too long. Let’s go!”


  They strapped themselves to the seats in the Prometheus‘ control room. Bert depressed the throttle. Rocket jets flamed. The rebuilt freighter lifted heavily and gained momentum toward a speed of miles per second. In the rear-vision screen the Kraskows saw two police spaceboats flashing the blue signal for them to land.


  Bert set the Prometheus in an orbit around Titan, about a thousand miles above the bleak and dried out surface of this Saturnian satellite. Thus the ship became a little moon of a moon.


  Alice was shouting into the mike of the large radio transmitter: “Colonists at Camp Titan! Enter your ship! Blast into space for safety! We are about to use the Big Pill! Colonists at Camp Titan! Blast for safety! . . . Police boats, give us room! Don’t interfere! . . .”


  This was the start of wild drama. When Alice switched from transmission to reception, the calls from the patrol craft were stern: “Freighter Prometheus, this is the Space Patrol. Proceed to a landing or we blast.”


  But these calls still seemed secondary, compared to other words also coming from the receiver, like another, overlapping radio program. It was Trenton Lauren’s scared voice that spoke:


  “Space Colonists’ Supply, Incorporated, calling deep-space units of patrol! Send more help to Titan! Maniac named Kraskow amuck with freighter Prometheus, known to contain huge bomb! Destroy on sight: Bomb supposed to be invention of group headed by one, Emil Kramer, renegade scientist believed to have a grudge against S. C. S. Claims for invention wholly extravagant and unbased. Hurry, deep-space units of Patrol. More help! Or all of Titan will be flooded with heat and deadly radioactivity! Hurry . . . Hurry . . . Hurry . . .”


  Just then the Prometheus rocked from the impact of a blaster-beam; and though the Kraskows could not see the effect of the weapon, they knew that there were glowing spots on their ship’s tough hull. If the Patrol boats could bear down with their beams on a particular area for a few seconds, a mighty episode could end violently before it had a chance to start.


  Alice’s small hands were on the complicated aiming and firing mechanism of the heavy blaster, mounted externally on the hull of the Prometheus.


  “I’ll keep the cops at a distance with a few near-misses,” she said. “Maybe they aren’t too anxious to take the chance of setting off the Big Pill, anyway. Let me worry about them, Bert. Just do what you’ve got to do . . .”


  They had shut off their radio. There was no need to listen to the somewhat hysterical repetitions of what had come through before.


  Every few moments there was a burst of humming sound as Alice fired. Bert put additional power into the rockets to surpass fixed orbital speed; but he held the ship to a tight curve around Titan. It was best to cover distance as quickly as possible. In his speeding course, he passed almost over the camp. But his purpose was to bomb a point at antipodes from it, halfway around this Saturnian moon.


  UNDER full acceleration, the Prometheus was soon nearing this destination. To allow for the Big Pill’s forward motion, imparted to it by the ship’s velocity even after release, he pressed the lever that opened the bomb-bay doors, and then jabbed the single button that controlled both release, and the firing of the gigantic missile’s own propulsive jets. Without those jets, considering the centrifugal force of its vast velocity in a circular path around Titan, much overbalancing the feebler gravitational pull of the moon, it could not have started its fall at all. It needed jets to drive it down.


  Bert jabbed the button with his eyes closed since he had no precise target to hit. His teeth were gritted.


  With the sudden loss of mass, the ship lurched. Bert had to struggle for a moment to adjust the angle of its flaming stern-jets, and bring it back on course. In another few seconds he cut the stern-jets out entirely, and opened the fore-nozzles wide to check excess speed, and reestablish the Prometheus in a stable orbit around Titan. One that could last forever without additional thrust.


  “Well, the Big Pill is on its way—for better or worse,” Alice remarked. “Half of our job is done.”


  But time had to pass before that metal colossus could drive itself and fall the thousand miles to the bleak, dried-out hills below. And the space ship hurtled on, to leave the point of coming impact far beyond the horizon. This, the Kraskows knew, was fortunate for them. The solid bulk of Titan would be the shield between them and holocaust. No human eyes could have looked directly on such a holocaust, at a range of a mere thousand miles, and not be burned from their sockets.


  Bert and Alice noticed that the Space Patrol craft were no longer pursuing them. Alice switched on the radio again but only jangled sounds came through.


  “Now for the last half of our job, Allie,” Bert said. “First we attach shoulder-pack jets to our spacesuits.”


  This was accomplished a few seconds before the stupendous flash of the Big Pill’s explosion blazed beyond the horizon. The dark curve of Titan’s bulk was limned against thin white fire that streamed outward toward the stars like comet’s hair. The spectacle looked like a much-enlarged color-photo of a segment of a solar eclipse. The glare on the other side of Titan was so intense and far-reaching that the night-portions of huge Saturn and his other satellites, and the shadowed part of the fabulous, treasure-filled Rings, all hundreds of thousands of miles away, registered an easily perceptible flicker. But in airless space, of course, no sound was transmitted.


  Alice’s face went pale. Bert did not stop doing what must be done—adjusting the timing system in the black case beside his pilot seat, and looking with a final, intense glance along the cable which led back through the hull of the ship to a silvery, pipelike thing around which the thousands of tons of sinister black ingots were stacked. It was the primer-cap of another kind of subatomic fury.


  About the white fire beyond the horizon, hardly dimming at all after its first dazzling flash, neither Alice nor Bert said anything. Maybe their awe and concern were too great. But already long fingers of incandescent gases were jetting and flowing over the hilltops, as if to catch up with the speeding ship.


  Bert Kraskow knew pretty well what was going on where the Big Pill had struck the crust of Titan. First, there had been that stupendous blast. Then, inconceivable blue-white incandescence, like the heart of a star, began gnawing more gradually into the walls of the gigantic crater that had been formed. A chain-reacting process was now spreading through the silicates and other components of Titan’s crust. It was a blunt and terrible inferno.


  But to the scientist’s view, chemical compounds were being broken apart; atoms were being shattered, and recast in new forms, as floods of neutrons, and other basic particles raced like bullets through their structure. On a small scale, here was something that was like the birth of the universe.


  Bert found his voice at last. “The ship is firm in its orbit around Titan, Allie. The primer is set for thirty minutes from now. And we’re approaching position above camp again. So here’s where we bail out.”


  The Kraskow’s closed their helmet face-windows and jumped from the airlock together. Flame-propelled by their shoulder-pack jets, they darted downward toward the sad, rolling hills that curved away under the weak light of the distance-shrunken sun. It was hard to believe that eons ago, before most of Titan’s air and water had leaked away into space, those hills had been green with life.


  Even with an ugly, red-lit vapor pouring and spreading over the arc of Titan’s edge, they thought of such things.


  THEIR helmet radiophones were full of static from intense electromagnetic disturbances, so that it was hard to converse.


  But presently Alice shouted: “Bert! It’s funny that we don’t see the ship from camp anywhere in space. They must have gotten our warning to blast off with everybody. Radio reception was clear as a bell, then! . . . Wait! Somebody’s trying to call us now . . .”


  Bert strained his ears to penetrate the scratchy noises thrown up by the atomic holocaust that he had set off, and hear the words spoken blurredly by a familiar voice:


  “. . . Bert . . . Alice . . . This is Lawler . . . Rockets of ship won’t function . . . So . . . can’t leave . . . camp . . . Two Space Patrol boats cleared Titan with some . . . women . . . Too small . . . few passengers . . . Most . . . stranded here . . . Bert—what? . . . I think . . . Lauren . . .”


  The rest of the words were drowned in a cataract of static.


  Bert gulped. His mouth tasted suddenly sour with near-panic. “Lauren,” he grated, his voice like a file. “Again. It would be a long chance that the ship broke down just by coincidence. He doctored those rockets and probably got clear in his own spaceboat. Leave it to him to make the use of the Big Pill look like disaster. And it can be that, now, with people left in the danger zone, losing their heads, acting foolishly.”


  Bert felt much more than just bitter, furious chagrin. His fellow colonists might lose their lives. He was responsible. He had launched a gigantic experiment recklessly.


  “All we can do is get back to camp as fast as possible,” Alice shouted above the static. “Come on, Bert! Bear down on the jets!”


  So they hurtled at even greater speed toward the surface of Titan below. Meanwhile, faintly luminous vapors continued to pour over the hills from the direction of the terrible glow that fringed the horizon. Minutes before they reached the ground, hot, dusty murk thickened around them. It blew against them like a devil’s wind.


  They began to use their jets to brake speed. The camp was all but lost to view in the thickening haze. They landed heavily a mile outside it and went rolling for a few yards after the impact. Dazed, they staggered up.


  For a while their impressions were blurred, as if they struggled through some murky, cobwebby nightmare. Once more on Titan, silent as death for unthinkable ages, there were howling wind-sounds that found their way to Alice and Bert dimly through their oxygen helmets. Often the hot blast bowled them over, but they arose and kept on toward camp.


  Bert took a Geiger counter, pencil-size from his chest-pouch. In it, flashes of light replaced the ancient clicking. It flickered madly. This meant that outside their shielding spacesuits was radioactive death. The gases of the wind that howled around them, had been in part released from chemical compounds, but more had been transmuted from other elements of the rock and dust in the crust of Titan, in that atomic vortex where the Big Pill had struck. Those gases were so new that they were tainted with the fires of their birth—saturated with radioactivity.


  “It’s nothing that we didn’t expect, Allie,” Bert grated into his helmet-phone, as if to reassure himself as well as his wife. “We knew beforehand.”


  His arm was around Alice, supporting her unsteady steps. Through blowing clouds of dust and gas that had surpassed hurricane force, they reached camp. Through the murk they saw that the wind had flattened and scorched every airdome. But there was no one in sight.


  “The people must be inside the ship!” Alice shouted. “Even if it can’t fly, it can protect them! There it is, undamaged! . . .”


  “Yeah,” Bert agreed, but he knew that her cheerfulness was a little like grabbing at a straw.


  Then Alice had another thought, “By now there isn’t anymore Space Ship Prometheus,” she said. “It has melted to a globe of incandescent metal, kept hot by a slow atomic breakdown in its substance. But it’s sticking to the same tight orbit around Titan.”


  They hadn’t seen it happen because by then the Prometheus had passed beyond the horizon. But the globe would circle Titan and return.


  Alice kept trying to be cheerful. Bert felt a flicker of that same mood when he said, “Sure, Allie.” But then his mind dropped the subject of the Prometheus. For there was too much terrible uncertainty and human confusion to be dealt with.


  Bert led Alice to the small, seldom-used airlock near the stern of the camp ship. He had a logical hunch that Lawler would be waiting just inside to tell them what the situation was on board.


  The hunch proved true. The lock’s inner door slid aside stiffly and there was Lawler, a finger to his lips.


  Quickly the Kraskows removed their radioactivity-tainted spacesuits. Bert spoke softly.


  “Well, Lawler, how do the gases that are spreading over Titan test out chemically?”


  “As was expected, Bert. Plenty of nitrogen. Some helium. Plenty of hydrogen. A lot more oxygen. So that, as all of the hydrogen burns—combines with it to form water-vapor—there still will be lots of oxygen left over, floating free. Of course these gases are still so radioactive that half a lungful would kill. Only time will tell if Doc figured things straight. By the way, where is he?”


  “Dead,” Bert answered. “Murdered.”


  Lawler’s lip curled, but he showed no surprise. “Uhunh,” he grunted. “We can’t prove the sabotage of this ship’s rockets, either. When we tried to take off they just fizzled out their insides.”


  Then Lawler’s eyes gleamed. “But,” he said, “I foresaw funny business, so I doctored the jets of Lauren’s private spaceboat as a precaution. He’s still here with a couple of his stooges. He just about had hysterics when the space cops couldn’t find room for him. He’s been yelling accusations and promises of court action ever since while trying to repair his spaceboat.”


  “How are the colonists taking what happened?” Bert cut in.


  Lawler shrugged. “Not bad. Not good. What you’d expect. Lots of those people are new to space. That was hard to take in itself. Add some messy deaths, and now this. And with Lauren yelling—well—plenty of them don’t like us.”


  “Did anybody get hurt, yet?” Bert demanded.


  “Not yet. Want to see the bunch?”


  “Sure,” Bert answered.


  HE THRUST Alice behind him as they approached the main lounge of the ship where most of the colonists were assembled.


  Trenton Lauren’s voice burst on his ears. “There he is! Kraskow, I’ll see that you spend your life in prison! A Patrol ship is coming out from Mars right now to get you! You may even hang! Out there in camp are ten million dollars’ worth of equipment—property of my firm—which has been destroyed by your malicious action. And you’ve made a whole world useless for colonization for centuries to come! It’s poisoned with radioactivity! Maybe we’ll all die! Do you hear me, Kraskow? Die!”


  Bert Kraskow moved quietly forward, past faces that glowered at him. Then he struck. There was a vicious thud. Lauren went down, drooling blood, his eyes glazed. Bert did not lose a motion as he stepped forward, and laid Lauren’s two henchmen low with equal dispatch.


  Minutes passed before the trio was awake again. Before Lauren could spout more venom, Bert stopped him with a growl. “Get out of my sight,” he said. “Say another word and you’ll get more of what you just got.”


  They went, Lawler following to watch out for possible mischief.


  “None of us are hurt, yet,” Bert told those near him, “though some things have gone wrong. Let’s sit tight and see how matters turn out.”


  As he looked around him Bert felt that most of the colonists didn’t really care to listen to him. Maybe you couldn’t blame them. They’d all heard and seen too much. And, in a sense, Bert felt little different than they did. There was fear in him, and tension. He had released a colossus. Calculations and minor tests might call it a genie of benevolence. But this remained still unproven.


  Outside, the wind howled, making the ship quiver. The glow from the Big Pill continued to paint the now murky sky. Bert and his wife waited grimly and silently in the lounge with the others. Hours passed without much change. Once, briefly, it was red-lit night. Then this changed for a while to daylight that was blurred, but far stronger than that to which a Saturnine moon was accustomed.


  A little later Lawler came back to the lounge. “Trenton and his bums got their spaceboat patched up,” he announced. “I watched ’em do it. They went out protected by spacesuits, of course. They did a botch job, but I guess it’ll hold. Now they’re taking off.”


  Through the leaded glass of the window-ports, the colonists watched the craft vanish into the steam-filled wind.


  A minute later disaster struck the colonists.


  The explosion was not heavy against the roar of the storm, but a jagged hole, a yard across, was ripped in the ship’s hull. Into the hole rushed the hot, radioactive wind. Automatic safety doors failed to close properly. Maybe they had been sabotaged, too, by Lauren.


  Many of the colonists were wearing spacesuits. They were the lucky ones, only having to slam their face-windows shut to be protected sufficiently from radiation. The others had to scramble to armor themselves. Bert and Alice Kraskow, and Lawler, had been outside. The outer surfaces of their suits had been contaminated, so they had had to remove them inside the ship to avoid tainting their surroundings. And in the press of events they hadn’t thought to put on other spacesuits.


  In the lounge and elsewhere, fastened against the walls, were such armor for emergency use. Bert tried to help his wife get into one. But she ordered sharply: “I can do this! Take care of yourself, Bert.”


  He didn’t do that. Nor did Lawler. They ran down a passage toward the rent in the ship, intent on stopping the gases that were flooding the craft’s interior. Seconds were important. The radioactive wind, much cooled during the long journey from its point of origin, but poisoned by invisible emanations, struck their unprotected bodies. Yet they kept on. They dared not breathe or speak; still they worked together with an efficiency of terrible need, stepping over the forms of men who had already fallen.


  Bert found a flat sheet of metal to use as a patch. He fitted it over the rent, and, while Lawler piled boxes of supplies against it to hold it in place, sealed the edges with a thick, tarry substance.


  When the job was done they staggered back to the lounge. Blotches of color danced before their vision. Many corpuscles in their blood had already been destroyed by radiation. They sank to the deck.


  BERT had a jangled impression of Alice, now in a spacesuit, holding his head. He saw her lips mouthing endearments . . . Game little Allie . . . His mind wandered off. He was going to die. Maybe everyone on the ship was going to die. Lauren’s last move had been meant to provide a real disaster, with many deaths! Prove the Big Pill a failure. Make sure that it would be banned for good by the Safe Products Approval Board. Put the stamp of crime on Doc Kramer, the gentle little scientist who had been murdered! And on him, Bert Kraskow. And where was the rat, Lauren? On his way to the colonized moons of Jupiter, or even Mars, yelling and accusing by radio all along the line?


  As consciousness faded further, Bert stopped thinking unpleasant things. His mind drifted into Doc Kramer’s dream—of the changes which would make the near-dead worlds of space really habitable and homelike, fit for human colonists. It was a beautiful, lost vision.


  He was out cold, then, for several Earth-days, and only dimly aware for many days afterward. He knew that he was in the ship’s sick-bay, and that Lawler and other men were there, too. He heard their voices, and his own, without remembering what was said. Alice often came to see him. Often he heard roaring, watery sounds, as of vast rains.


  Gradually he came out of the dream-like period, learning of what had happened. Until the time when he walked from the sick-bay, unsteadily, but on the mend.


  Alice, at his elbow, spoke: “It was like Doc Kramer planned, Bert, solving the hardest problem.”


  He knew what this meant. Transmutation, or any atomic process, must involve the generation of much radioactivity that can destroy life. In the Big Pill, the problem was to make all the atoms break, and rearrange their components into new elements as cleanly and sharply as possible, so that residual atomic instability—radioactivity, that is—would not linger for years, but would disappear quickly.


  “Titan’s new atmosphere is clean and breathable, now, Bert,” Alice went on. “And likewise the radioactive poisons that made you and Lawler and the others very ill disappeared quickly from your bodies. However, two colonists were beyond saving.”


  Lawler was with the Kraskows. They went out of the ship without the cumbersome protection of spacesuits. A Space Patrolman hovered like a worried hawk, watching Bert, but the latter seemed not to mind.


  Far above, replacing the hard stars and blackness of space, common to the firmaments of all dead and near-dead worlds, were great fleecy clouds and blue sky. The atmosphere, because of Titan’s low gravity, was highly expanded and hence thin, but rich in oxygen. The breeze smelled cool and fresh. Overhead was a second sun, seemingly much larger in diameter than the distant central orb of the solar system. It crept with visible motion across the sky. It was the molten globe of what had been the Prometheus and its cargo, locked in its sub-lunar orbit around Titan. But it was calculated to provide sufficient warmth and light to a small world such as this, for ten Earth-years, without renewal.


  Colonists were clearing away the wreckage of the now useless airdomes, and putting their cottages in order. But they still looked around in awe at the miracles that ended their space-nostalgia, making them feel truly at home here. Down in the valley there was even a great lake of rainwater from condensed steam—one of the end-products of the process that had gone on in the rocks of the great crater on the other side of Titan. That process had died to a sleepy smoking, now; but all over this moon of Saturn there were many lakes.


  Big Lawler chuckled gleefully, the sound rumbling deep in his chest. “Rejuvenation of burnt-out spheres on a really progressive basis,” he growled. “No obsolete, jury-rigged junk! Expensive? Sure! But we can pay for it! Out there are Saturn’s metal-rich Rings!”


  Bert was thinking that the same trick could be used on any world with enough gravity to hold down a respectable atmosphere. Half-dead Mars. Jupiter’s four biggest moons. Some of the other satellites of Saturn. Mercury.


  “The one thing that burns me is that my brother, Nick, and Doc Kramer, and those two colonists, had to die!” Bert grated. “Poor Doc. He was rich from the atomic engines he invented. And I knew long ago that, by his will, all his stock is to be put in trust for the welfare of spacemen and colonists. Should we feel glad or humble?”


  Lawler’s grin had become a snarl. “Damn Trenton Lauren!” he said.


  Alice didn’t exactly smile. “I should have told you before this,” she offered seriously, “but death always upsets me. By radio report from a scouting Patrol boat an hour ago, Lauren and his stooges were found, smashed and burned in the crash of their craft a hundred miles from camp. Their half-repaired spaceboat killed them.”


  Bert and Lawler exchanged glances. Their anger faded.


  “What’s new from the Safe Products Approval Board, Allie?” Lawler asked at last. “You seem to find things out fast.”


  “Nothing new,” she answered. “The latest messages are much the same as those from a while ago. Guarded enthusiasm, and the statement that an okay for the Kramer Methods must be withheld pending complete and prompt investigation. Can’t blame them. Caution is important.”


  “Maybe, if you played your cards right, you could become the new president of the Prometheus outfit, Bert,” Lawler kidded.


  But the possibility was certainly there. Bert was proud of what he’d done. Prometheus owed him plenty. Still, looking across camp past cottages and shops to the red mud of the once-dry, frigid hills, and down to the blue lake in the valley, reflecting sky and clouds, he knew that his heart was here in this crescendoing colonial scene. Somewhere a circle-saw screamed. From the metals-shop came the clanging of a mechanical hammer. These were sounds of a great future here.


  “Nuts, pal,” Bert chuckled to Lawler. “I’ll leave the official pencil-pushing to the lab experts. The building and progress are here. You and Allie and I will all be back on Titan very soon.”


  These three began to be aware that a crowd of still befuddled but happy colonists were gathering around them. Another Space Patrol man approached, and said very officially:


  “Mr. and Mrs. Kraskow, and Mr. Lawler: Our large ship leaves for Earth in five hours. Be ready to blast off. As you are aware, certain still valid charges were lodged against you by Trenton Lauren. You used dangerous equipment, not yet legally approved. As you are also aware, you must go to answer these charges. Sorry. But we of the Patrol know the score. In the face of your success I’m sure that this is mere red tape.”


  Bert scowled until he saw the cop’s sly grin.


  “Worried?” Alice asked him, smiling. She was pretty. She had courage. She had everything.


  “Worried?” Bert echoed. In general he approved the S.P.A.B. “How can we lose on this last gamble with all the cards stacked in our favor. We even win a needed short vacation on Earth!”


  “What are you two gonna bring back for me?” an old man, grimed from the forges, demanded, grinning. It was old Stan Kraskow, who had buried his younger son in the camp cemetery.


  “Hiyuh, Dad!” Bert greeted happily. “What’ll we bring him, Allie?”


  “Wildbirds, Pop,” Alice answered, her eyes twinkling. “You always liked wildbirds. No world is complete without them.”


  Bert noticed that the gardens of the camp, planted weeks ago under airdomes that were now being cleared away, were now showing a faint green. The beginning of a new and verdant Titan.


  THE ROBOT MOON


  Stanley Mullen


  Rocky Garstin was looking for the secret of the vanishing moon of Themis, with the hounds of the law at his heels. Then he stumbled on Graetha Lantz, who knew too much. Outcasts of the system, they fled toward the impossible, alone against a science greater than any men had found!


  THEMIS—the mythical tenth satellite of Saturn, and one of the most famous of astronomical phantoms. Repeatedly “discovered”—first by Pickering in 1905—its existence has never been confirmed. During the earliest years of telescopic space exploration, a number of apparently reliable observations were made and an orbit computed. Later, all efforts by the Interplanetary Bureau of Survey to locate and catalogue the satellite proved futile. Several ships were lost, and the search was eventually abandoned. Legends exist that early (Martian) spacemen actually sighted and landed upon such a moon, only to escape hurriedly, frightened into silence by uncanny phenomena which afflicted them.


  —Delusions of the Astronomers, J. Bell, Canalopolis, Mars, 2153.


  I


  The Girl on the Neptune


  In a sick universe the healthy man becomes an outcast. In any atmosphere of general sanity, Rocky Garstin would have been below average, to put it kindly. He admitted as much. But the Solar System was trembling on the verge of one of its periodic fits of mass lunacy, which made Garstin’s curious brand of independence and jungle ethics almost respectable. His virtues were those old-fashioned ones of ingenuity and reckless daring; his faults those of a lovesick, hungry sand-leopard. He needed both . . .


  Nerves tightened as the luxury spaceliner drove through the crystalline darkness of space, slowing rapidly as fire pulsed round her forward atomjets. The long voyage from Callisto was nearly over. Far ahead loomed the magnificent spectacle of Saturn, the tilted rings a jewelcollar of phantom radiance. Nearer, the moon Titan showed a dazzling crescent on the sunward side of a bulk of curdled darkness.


  Despite the reassuring whine of inertia stabilizers, strain ragged the passengers. Even Garstin, used to space travel, felt tension build in brain and body. For space-neophytes, it was far worse. Many must take to their shock cradles until the spaceship locked alongside the floating spacedocks above Titan. In memory of past deceleration agonies, Garstin winced with sympathy.


  His search for the girl brought him to the lounge on the observation deck. There, in an alcove opposite the elevators, a willow-slender girl was singing the nostalgic “Spacewanderer’s Song.”


  
    
      
        
          	
            “. . . In that vast night of


            outer space,


            My soul communing with


            the lonely stars . . .”

          
        

      
    

  


  Setting was superb. Through the plastilux dome was visible a gulf of star-strewn void, a vast, velvet-dark emptiness studded by lonely, steel-hard points of unflickering light. Though untrained, her voice was good, and it held a note of poignant weariness which arrested attention and built a perfect mood for the lyric despair.


  This girl was the object of Garstin’s quest. Since she had come aboard at Io, she had puzzled and intrigued him. Mystery, especially in women, attracted Garstin as a magnet draws iron. While waiting for the girl to finish her song, Garstin drew closer in the dim light to study her.


  Mystery aside, there was much about her to repay study. Her voice held murmurous hauntings like the wind crying over desolated worlds. Angular shadows accented the bitter mockery of a Martian face. Lance-slender she was, and as delicately poised. Naked shoulders gleamed orange-pink above a simple swathing of Venusian spider-silk, diaphanous as a lover’s tears. Where it veiled her body at all, it modelled the forms exquisitely. Slashed skirt was grace itself, and the hint of white thigh caught a gasp in Garstin’s throat. She was young, but mature, full-bodied, in that exotic way of red desert dwellers.


  With most of the passengers feeling the pangs of deceleration, it was a poor time for such entertainment. A round of scattered applause marked the song’s end. Icily detached, the girl acknowledged the sparse tribute, and turned to leave. Garstin blocked her way to the passenger elevators.


  She stopped, said steadily, “Not you—again!”


  Garstin laughed wryly. He persisted, “You can’t say I haven’t tried. All right, if I don’t know you, I’d like to.”


  She stared scornfully. “It’s not mutual.”


  Ignoring Garstin, she gave her long hair a nervous flick about her shoulders, then brushed quickly past into the elevator. By an inch, he beat the closing door. Cage controls were automatic. His finger poised above the panel of glowing buttons.


  “Which deck?”


  “Nine, and I’m getting off alone. If you annoy me further, I’ll ask the ship’s officers to restrict your . . . research.”


  Garstin grinned sharply. “Persistence is professional with me. Don’t make me pull a badge on you.”


  The girl stiffened. “What is your profession—annoying women?”


  “No, that’s just a hobby. Call the ship’s officers if you like. I carry credentials to support my purity of motive. You re no red Martian, though you could pass for one. Faked passport and a phoney name on the passenger lists—‘G. Speer, Io’—might be hard to explain. I know an Earthgirl when I see one, rare as they are out here. I’m an investigator for Tri-World Insurance. Do we talk, or shall I call the purser?”


  Sudden pallor crept beneath the dark-toned skin. Both anger arid sudden wariness lurked in the purple depths of her eyes. “One drink, then,” she agreed bitterly. “In my stateroom. The Neptune will be tying alongside the spacedock above Titan in twenty minutes. There won’t be time for much talking.”


  “Time enough.”


  The purring elevator stopped. A luminous “9” flashed and the automatic door slid open. Garstin followed the girl down a narrow corridor to her stateroom. Inside, she turned to face him. In the revealing brilliance of radilumes, her features worked with the impotent fury of a trapped wolf. Vagrant memory nagged his brain.


  “Why hound me?” she said. “Sure, I changed my name, even my appearance. Always questions. I lost three jobs in a row over the detectives always prowling around. I had to lose myself to go on living, even to get a job. But I haven’t done anything. I don’t know anything.”


  Pieces of memory clicked in Garstin’s mind. “Fool’s luck,” he commented aloud. “You reminded me of gomeone—yourself! Dyed hair, skin darkened, even the eye-color changed by tattooing. But you’re Graetha Lantz.”


  Her expression hardened. “I thought you’d guessed.”


  “Slow,” admitted Garstin. “I should have guessed. Speer to Lantz. Why not?”


  The girl, Graetha Lantz, was fumbling in her purse. She fished out a tiny, blunt-nosed paralysis gun.


  “All right,” she said. “I’m Graetha Lantz. But I don’t know anything about my father. I don’t know where he is, or what happened to him. I do know he was a great man. Whatever he did, there was a reason for it. People laughed at him and hounded him too far. How would I know anything about his work, or what he did? I was a child, away at school. His secrets went with him when he disappeared. He’s never Written, or tried to locate me. What do you want with me?”


  Garstin looked from the paralysis gun to Graetha’s face, found no easy solution in either. He tried to explain.


  “You don’t understand. I could be on your side.”


  “Doing what?” she demanded acidly. “Helping me find my father, so you could torture him, throw him in prison or send him to the mines here on Titan?”


  Garstin temporized. “He stole a whole shipload of medicines and drugs. Chiefly antibiotics. A dozen fortunes. None of the loot has ever turned up. I’m curious. I don’t think your father was criminal. Crackpot, maybe. He could have had a brainstorm. But since he did not sell those valuable antibiotics on the black market, he is not a crook. Help me find him and the stuff, and it will lessen the charge. It needn’t be prison or the mines. Just a short term in psycho.”


  Trembling, Graetha set down the paralysis gun. She reached a squat bottle from a cabinet and poured two drinks.


  “You’re wasting your time,” she said hopelessly. “I wish I could trust you. I wish you really wanted to help. But I couldn’t matter. I’ve told you. I don’t know anything. But there’s no place to start. I think he’s dead. He was sick at the time, perhaps dying. Maybe he needed the medicine himself.”


  “Not a shipload,” Garstin protested.


  Graetha shrugged. “Drink your drink, and go. You won’t learn anything from me. Even if I knew, I don’t trust you. I don’t trust anyone.” Her voice rode an ascending scale of hysteria.


  Deceleration alarms screamed in the corridor. Vibration shocks rippled through the ship. Echoing pangs of nausea spiralled through Garstin. Graetha paled, moaned slightly and tottered. As she went limp, Garstin caught and held her, carried her gently to the bed.


  Wordlessly she gestured toward the water thermos on the bedside table. Water. Garstin turned to get it.


  Graetha was sitting up. She tossed off her brandy, held out the other glass to Garstin. Its taste, going down, warned him.


  “You devil!” he gasped savagely. Her slender arms flung around him, clamped tight, strong as steel springs, prisoning him. Breaking free, he pushed her against the wall.


  “Let me go!” Graetha cried furiously. Catlike, she clawed at his face. Garstin struggled to hold her firmly while he found something to tie her up. Briefly, he wondered what drug she had used on him, how long it would take to work. Shadows dodged in his brain. Suddenly he sagged. Shards of darkness showered like swarms of burnt-out meteors. He was falling endlessly through the vastness of deep space. Ahead yawned a dark nebula. It closed over him . . .


  Awakening came painfully. With it came humiliation, chagrin. Outwitted by a skinny slip of a girl! His emotions toward her went through swift alternations of admiration and anger. She had managed. Torn sheets bound his hands stiffly behind him. Graetha Lantz had dumped him unceremoniously from the bed to the floor and trussed him neatly. It was hastily done. Knots gave at the first strain.


  Head fuzzy, pounding, he forced himself to the fused quartz viewport. Time had passed. The Neptune had already docked.


  Below was Spaceport Four, one of the tremendous floating docks which circle Titan to eliminate necessity for the dangerous and difficult landing of heavy spacecraft. The scene was brilliantly lighted confusion, hangars, surface decks, repair docks cluttered with spacecraft of all kinds and sizes. Ground crews boiled about like army ants, maneuvering spaceliners and clumsy freighter on tracks and guiding them into the capacious maws of waiting hangars. Ramps led to lower levels, crowded now with robottrucks and swift passengermonocars.


  Far below, like tiny flakes of light moving across the patterned surface of the moon, were spacesleds which had taken off for the various cities of Titan.


  Garstin swore vividly. It did not help. Snatching at the visiphone, he dialed. A blonde dispatch-girl, with sad and worldly eyes, glowered at him.


  “I’m trying to locate a girl,” he snapped.


  “What man isn’t? Won’t I do?”


  “Skip it, sister. Official business. The girl came in on the Neptune. Have all the passengers trans-shipped?”


  The blonde made a face, consulted her records. “Nearly all. What’s the matter, bub? She steal your watch?”


  Garstin described Graetha Lantz pungently, briefly, but with careful accuracy.


  “City Five?” the weary voice droned. “A cold cookie, if you ask me. Why take a chance?”


  “Some other time.” Garstin broke off, redialled. To Security Police Headquarters on Titan, using a tight-beam connection to avoid interception. The visiscreen blurred silver, cleared. A scarred and cynical face grimaced at him.


  “Hello, Lazarus. Back from the dead, I see. How’s insurance chiseling, or have you run out of widows and orphans to kick in the teeth?”


  With inner satisfaction, Garstin gave a top priority codenumber, then spouted orders.


  “Graetha Lantz came in on the Neptune. City Five. Check all terminals. No pick-up, just have her followed. Find out where she goes, who she sees, keep her out of trouble till I can take over. Get this—Hair dyed dark brown, artificial skin coloring, even her eye-pigmentation altered two shades lower. Get measurements from your files. Wearing junk jewelry and a dress of Gi-cloth to match her eyes when I saw her, but may have changed. And remember, that file is five years old. She’s no kid any more. Quite an eyeful. And smart. Don’t let her get away.”


  The policeman yawned. “Routine. But why? Your company pulled us off the case. The file is closed, dead. Sure, Lantz was nuts when he pulled a fast one on them. But they won’t like this. What is your interest, aside from the obvious one of the girl?”


  “You’ll never succeed as a cop till you start looking beyond the obvious,” retorted Garstin. He rang off.


  En route to City Five, Rocky Garstin pondered his next move. Decision was spared him. As he set foot on the landing stages, a pair of burly and belligerent Security detectives moved in on him. With a firm grip on each of his elbows, they hustled him toward an official monocar.


  Angrily, he struggled. “What is this?” he protested. “Haven’t you got the wrong man?”


  “How wrong you are isn’t our business. You’re Garstin. We have orders to pick you up. Skip the arguments, bud. The commissioner wants to see you.”


  In wrathful exasperation, Garstin subsided. Had Peters gone crazy along with the rest of the Solar System? What a time for a joke! Or was it a joke? . . .


  II


  Cold Trail


  Police Headquarters was a beehive, a-swarm with more than ordinary activity. With rumors of war, both foreign and civil, and interplanetary diplomacy in the stage of acute hysteria, security became touchy and highly involved. All business and personal affairs became official business, and traffic tunneled in and out of the building in continuous streams. Garstin’s big escorts shouldered a passage through milling crowds and dumped him roughly at the desk of an attractive red-haired receptionist outside the commissioner’s office.


  “Doggy Peters in?” Garstin asked, wasting a top-priority smile on the redhead. She eyed him dubiously, aghast at such casual disrespect for officialdom.


  “I don’t know,” she snapped, reaching for the intercom buzzer. “I’ll ask him.”


  Garstin sinuously evaded his captors, started for the door of the inner office. “Don’t bother. I’m expected.” Mechanically, the girl completed her connection. The intercom burred and rattled with the violence of reply.


  “He’ll see you,” she repeated, dazedly. “I’ll forget the rest of it. I’m a lady.”


  “That’s your loss,” Garstin called back, slamming the door against his burly escorts.


  Like the office, its occupant was big, bare, efficient.


  Behind a desk piled with official business sat a slate-eyed giant, largely stainless steel and synthetic flesh from the waist down. Long years in space had hardened his features and burned his complexion to a deep mahogany. Trapped into bureaucracy by his crippling injuries, Doggy Peters chafed at enforced inactivity and tried vainly to lose himself in his work. Memories teased his face into a savage grin as he heaved himself painfully erect to greet Garstin.


  “Like old times, Rocky,” he said, indicating a chair.


  “Not quite,” observed Garstin acidly. “You’re a hard man to see these days. Must be a big wheel now. Sending the cops to pull in an old friend.”


  Peters sobered, sighed. “You asked for trouble, Rocky. Using a priority code you had no right to. Ordering police to run your errands. We know the insurance company fired you. Can you give me one good reason why I shouldn’t toss you in jail?”


  Garstin grunted, frowning. “Two reasons. First, you know me and like me too well. Second, I’m onto something big, big and deadly important. You owe me a favor, Doggy. There’d be less of you than there is if I hadn’t stuck at the controls with hot-stuff burning the flesh off my hands. My scars ransomed six lives that time, Doggy. Yours was one of them. I’m not. asking any kickbacks for it. But you know what kind of man I am. I won’t lie to you, Doggy. This is on my own. The company kicked me out. And I need money desperately. I’m fishing for it in troubled waters. If I muff this, I’m finished. I left worse trouble behind me on Mars. This is a real jam. It will take money, piles of it, to square it or to run and hide. I’ve scraped the bottom of the barrel. Don’t pull the plug on me, Doggy.”


  Doggy Peters glanced uneasily at his incomplete anatomy. It was better than nothing, and he owed such as it was to Garstin and his atavistic guts. Garstin was one of those eternal problem-children born into the wrong century. Adventurer, hero, half-buccaneer, he was lost in the complexities of the Twenty-second Century. With his fiery independence of mind and action, he would never fit into the regimented routines of any mechanized civilization. He was a man for frontiers, and frontiers had reached a dead-end at Pluto.


  Peters shrugged in grim obeisance to his debt, and to the implacable gods of space.


  “What do you want on Titan?” he asked. “With a war building up, I have responsibilities. There’s a limit to favors. I should throw you in jail until I check your back trail and find out what happened on Mars. Can they extradite?”


  Garstin nodded gloomily. “Unless the war messes things up too much before then. It’s murder. There were reasons, extenuating circumstances, but I need money to prove it. Just give me twenty-four hours’ start. That’s all I ask.”


  Doggy Peters shivered. “Twenty-four hours’ start for where? If you’re caught in space when the war breaks—”


  “I know,” Garstin admitted. “But there’s a chance. Remember the Lantz case? That’s what got me fired. Nosing around, I dug up some curious things. Lantz’s life and work, his writings. There’s more to it than the records show. A lot more—”


  “Possibly, but how does it fit in? If you did recover the stolen antibiotics, they’d belong to the insurance company that paid the claim.”


  Garstin scowled. “Not now. It’s a technicality, of course. But with their file closed, the case abandoned, I could demand a third—as salvage. Can you imagine what that medicine will be worth? With a war threatening, prices will soar. The stuff will bring a dozen fortunes. A third to me. I can clear myself, and maybe clear Lantz, too. He was a great man, centuries ahead of his time, badly misunderstood. If he stole that shipment, there was a good reason. What, I don’t know. But none of those drugs have turned up anywhere. I have a wild idea where they are. If Lantz is dead, they’ll be intact. If he’s alive, I believe he’s the kind of man who will listen to me. Those antibiotics will be needed desperately—to save lives. Will you gamble on me?”


  Peters’ head jerked, his eyes met Garstin’s evenly. “I guess I already have, Rocky. Off the record, I’ve already called off the hounds. You’ll have your twenty-four hours. An M-l flash had come in to hold you for Mars. It’s shelved, for the moment, for twenty-four hours, exactly. After that, be out of my district. I can’t help you. Anything else you want?”


  “I’ll need a spacer. Any old tub.”


  “Take mine.” He handed the coded light-beam keys across the desk. “About the girl. Call back. I’ll find out where she lights. We kept a tag on her, anyhow, just in case we got a sudden interest in reopening the Lantz case . . .”


  “Peters, you’re a dog! Fidus Achates, the faithful friend. You won’t regret the twenty-four hours. If I come through this alive, I’ll—”


  “Send me a postcard, but don’t sign it. I don’t want to know what happens to you, where you go. Use your own judgment—but don’t come back to Titan. You’re a living embarrassment to your friends. Take care of, yourself, Rocky. That’s all . . .”


  By flashing his insurance investigator’s badge, Garstin got into the Interplanetary Bureau of Survey. The place was a madhouse. For security reasons, during the duration of war-danger, every star-map and kinetofilm orbit chart was being locked up. In sudden panic, he sought authority.


  “What can you tell me about Themis, the lost moon?” he asked the survey chief.


  The man stared, whistled and nearly fell off his chair. “The false moon! Themis? You’re joking, of course.”


  Garstin insisted. The official went to his files and returned laughing with a sheaf of skymaps, obsolete stat-charts, electronic course-tapes and assorted reports.


  “This is it,” he stated, grinning unhappily. “You’re lucky the stuff is not classified top-secret. May as well admit it. We don’t even joke about Themis. It’s the jinx of the bureau in this sector. Two surveyors have lost their licenses over it. Several times the thing has turned up in otherwise sound reports. Themis is supposed to be the tenth moon of Saturn, but it doesn’t exist. Authoritative sources deny all existence. In 2037, after various observations, an orbit was figured. Then the thing disappeared for twenty-five years. Every attempt was made to locate it definitely and prepare a survey for the charts. No luck. No Themis.”


  “Weren’t some ships lost in the possible vicinity of its orbit?”


  The survey chief flushed. “You can lose ships anywhere. Sheer incompetence. I’ve been over the orbit myself a dozen times with mass detectors which would have spotted a gnat in a nebula. Our instruments go bad at times, we get some screwy readings. Nothing definite. Take my word for it—there’s no such moon.”


  Garstin grinned. “Could I have copies made of this stuff?”


  “Take ’em all, if you want. They’re no use to us. But don’t rely on those projection films. Astrogation turned them down flat. Rightly.”


  “One more thing. Didn’t some scientist suggest a theory to account for these astronomical phantoms?”


  “You mean Lantz? That screwball! He was a neuro-biologist, not even an accredited physicist. Amateur astronomer. Too bad he never heard of astrology; he’d really have loved that.”


  “He had a theory about Themis?”


  The official forgot his impatience, chuckled. “Now that you mention it, he did. Suggested that these astronomical phantoms like Themis might actually exist in an interlocking time-plane, visible and material only for short periods when the co-existing time-planes overlapped. Ingenious hypothesis, but only that—hypermathematical nonsense. After he disappeared, some humorists suggested that he might have found Themis.”


  “Perhaps he did,” agreed Garstin. They both laughed . . .


  From a public visiphone booth, Garstin dialed the number of the police commissioner. While he waited for connection, his eyes idled with the banner headlines screaming from a public visiscreen across the street. All echoed a tragic note of mass hysteria, building hypnotically toward war. Sickened, he turned back to his call. Murder for profit; he could understand—not murder for ideals, however beautiful. Worst of all, the ideals would be false, bellwether thoughts misleading the sheep to the slaughter. His call went through. Peters appeared on the screen.


  “You may be right about the girl,” Peters said. “A man met her at the landing stages. They both registered at the Argonaut Hotel, under false names. Another man joined them, talked a short while and left. Possibly to arrange some deal . . . like a charter for a spacer. We’re looking up the men. Have a sort of lead on one of them.”


  “Who?”


  “If I’m right, Farlane. Discredited scientist who formerly worked for her father. Mixed up in an unsavory case involving manvivisection. Venusian semihuman guinea-pigs. Competent enough at his trade, but a butcher. You know a skunk by the smell, not by reputation.”


  “What’s she doing with him?”


  Peters shrugged. “I hope you’d know. Probably looking for her father. But she’s heading into trouble with Farlane. If you get chummy with her, tell her Farlane doesn’t know either. Before we got pulled off the case, we learned that Farlane was trying hard to find the old man, probably for the loot. Other people were on the same trail, but it was cold all-round. Nobody found anything. Nothing to find. Oh, yes, even the Robot monopoly was interested. Lantz was working on mechanical and electronic brains at the time, and they figured he might have stumbled on something good enough to steal. That’s between us, so forget I said it.”


  Garstin laughed harshly. “Okay. And I’ll forget I called.”


  “Do that.” Peters hung up rudely . . .


  Through streets teeming with war-hungry mobs slowly building to critical mass, ripe for riots, Garstin made his way slowly and with difficulty to the Argonaut Hotel. It was a third-rate dump, catering to space transients, located only a few blocks from the landing stages. The lobby thronged with drunken miners and ugly transport workers, all spoiling for trouble. Not daring to risk profitless encounters, Garstin slipped into the hotel by a rear entrance and climbed the spiralling service ramp to the sixth floor. The corridor was a dim alley between closed doors. Wondering which room held the Lantz girl and her secrets, Garstin hesitated.


  One door burst open with savage violence. Blinding light deluged the hall, pinched out in darkness. Sound ravened, echoed along the closed tunnel of the corridor.


  Deafened, half-blinded, stunned by concusion, Garstin drove himself to the blast ruined doorway. In the confusion, he thought someone passed him, but could not be certain. At the doorway, he forced past the wreckage into the room. From behind a locked door to a connecting room came a fearful cry, a pounding. Ignoring it, Garstin glanced around the shattered room. At his feet lay a hideous object which had been a man. The top of the head was gone, the rest was calcined horror of bone, flesh, teeth, looking oddly like a demonstration mannequin of an open-sectioned human body.


  The pounding at the communicating door persisted. Garstin unbolted the door, stood back. Half-dressed, Graetha Lantz stood looking at him. An ugly bruise showed against the pallor of her cheek. Garstin was in no mood to appreciate the disclosures of disarrayed femininity. The girl’s eyes wandered to the monstrous thing on the floor. Her knuckles jammed against her teeth to hold back a scream. She swayed.


  Garstin leaped to catch her as she fell. Her head lolled like a broken-necked doll’s head. Garstin eased her to the floor and propped her back against a wall. Slowly the glaze faded from her eyes, blood flowed back into the chalk-mask face. The terror of a stricken animal stared from her eyes.


  “I didn’t do it,” she moaned. “I didn’t . . .”


  Garstin slapped her hysteria away. “Stop it. I believe you, but I don’t think the police will. Who is he? What happened?”


  Graetha shook her head numbly. She bit bloodless lips and fought to control herself. “I don’t know. After the others left, he broke in here, struck me, twisted my arm. He wanted me to tell where my father is. Then he locked me in the other room while he went through Farlane’s boxes. That bag—”


  A fit of shuddering seized her.


  “I “can guess,” Garstin said roughly. “There must have been a booby trap bomb in the luggage.”


  “You don’t understand,” the girl wailed. “If Farlane was not back in two hours, I was supposed to open the bag. I know the bomb was in it. Now, looking back, I can tell from the way he handled it. I would have looked, and—”


  “And blown your stupid, pretty head off. Nice friends you have. Farlane was not coming back. Hasn’t that percolated yet? What did you tell Farlane?”


  Graetha Lantz’s eyes grew hard, suspicious. “Why should I tell you anything?”


  “Suit yourself,” Garstin said grimly. “You’ll have to talk when the police get here. Shall we sit around and crack jokes while we wait?”


  “Who are you—not the police?”


  “Not exactly. Perhaps I can help. If you’ll tell me all you know, I’ll do what I can. You’ll have to trust me, to believe that I mean your father no harm. I want to talk to him, that’s all. I can’t see that you’ve much to lose.”


  “All right,” Graetha. said hopelessly. “I’ll tell you . . .”


  “Make it brief. We haven’t much time.”


  Voice trembling, the girl talked. “You know who I am. I don’t know how, but on the Neptune you guessed that I came here to look for my father. Two men were to help me. Farlane and a man named Dazell. Farlane had worked with father, that’s why I could trust him.”


  “Trust a woman to back the wrong horse.”


  “I couldn’t know. The whole world seems against me. I had a clue. Some of father’s notes got mixed up in my things when I went to school. Just recently, I found them. Farlane came to see me. When I mentioned what I’d found, he was wildly excited. Promised to help, me find father. With what he knew or guessed, and these notes I’d found, there was something to go on. A good chance. If father was alive, we’d bring him back, help to clear his name. When you recognized me, I was terrified. Time was so important, and we could risk no delay. We were to meet here, charter a ship, and then—”


  Graetha paused as another fit of shudders rippled through her body. “They had seemed kind, considerate. Here, it was different. They demanded my notes, threatened me. There had been no reason to distrust them, but I had made an extra copy of the notes, just in case something happened to the originals. They said they’d decided not to take me along, since you had recognized me. That it would be more dangerous, might put the police on our trail. I held out, and they halfway agreed before they left. Afterwards, I found that they’d stolen my copies of the notes. I knew then that they had tricked me, weren’t coming back. I was just about to look in the boxes and the bag that Farlane had left. He had said for me to go through them and keep his notes safe if anything happened to delay their coming back. Then that man came in. You know the rest. Hadn’t we better call the police?”


  Garstin considered. “Somebody has, by now. If we wait and try to explain to the police, there’ll be a long delay . . . if nothing worse. We might still slip out of the hotel. Will you take a chance on me? Together, we might still have a chance of finding your father.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean that you’ve put a couple of butchers on his trail. If they get to him first, Heaven, help him. All they want is his loot. I’d prefer him alive. Do you?”


  “How can you ask that?”


  “Then let’s go . . . unless you want a murder investigation around your neck.”


  Puzzled, the girl was weakening. Still reluctant, she let Garstin drag her into the corridor, now filling with people. At the head of the service runway, Garstin turned and addressed the curious crowd. “There’s been an accident. Someone should call the police.”


  An approaching siren wailed through the streets toward the hotel as the pair plunged down the ramp.


  “Do you know where we’re going?” she gasped.


  “I’ve guessed where,” Garstin replied. “Themis. But I don’t know when!”


  Her eyes widened. “How did you learn that?”


  “Never mind that now. Hurry!”


  Graetha breathed hard, trying to keep up with him. Hand in hand, they fled through the streets brimming with excited, war-maddened mobs. The latest news was beginning to flow in. There had been “incidents!” It would not be long now. Terror and melodrama made a dissonant chord, rising in crescendoes to a tragic climax. All military spacecraft had been mobilized, ordered out, alerted. The rumor was that civilian spaceflights would be embargoed at once.


  “We must get there before,” said Garstin.


  The girl sobbed for breath. “Where?”


  “The spaceport. I have a spacer waiting . . .”


  III


  Hot Trail


  Seventy hours out from Titan, Garstin watched a thin strip of charged metallic ribbon unreel and feed through the automatic pilot. He had set for as sharp a tangential orbit as he dared. On a screen above the controls was projected a large-scale chart, constantly shifting as the robot pilot selected the course. One punched buttons, the rest was up to the mechanism. At rare intervals, Garstin took over to trim orbit, making manual corrections and adjustments, comparing the visual charts with notes, praying that the chronograph was synchronized to split seconds of accuracy.


  Graetha Lantz, still pale and nervous, brought him food and coffee. She sat in silence and watched him eat. Garstin was aware to her every movement, her very mood.


  He looked at her and laughed uneasily. “I know,” he said. “I don’t say we can trust each other, but you’ll have to co-operate if we’re going to find Themis. General location and approximate orbit is easy. We haven’t enough details on timing, unless you’re still holding out on me. Not that I blame you, but—”


  A curious smile twisted her lips. “Fair enough,” she admitted. “I am cautious . . . after everything. Father calculated an exact rhythmic interval in the reported appearances of Themis. Its orbit interlocks with our normal time-plane. At this time, of Saturnian year, the moon exists in our time-plane for only a brief interval, a period of not more than seven hours.”


  “Time enough, maybe,” he grunted. “But my figures are all hypothetical and terrifyingly inexact. We’re following a parallel orbit now, but I don’t dare get too close. At the speed we’re traveling, we could splash all over Themis if we miscalculated when it bounces suddenly out of its private dimension.”


  “Father took that chance . . . the first time,” she said, with a penetrating glance at Garstin.


  “We’re taking it now, he threw at her in exasperation. “Is it necessary?”


  “No.” She fished into the private recesses of her tattered clothing for a scrap of paper. “Here, then. Farlane and Dazell don’t have this. It may save us time.”


  Garstin breathed easier. “An hour here can cover a lot of territory. Do you think your friends can find the place?”


  Graetha nodded. “Yes, with what they knew and what I told them. There is more risk, and it may take them longer, but they said they could—”


  Graetha stared through the visiport at a black vault filled with cold, unwinking points of light. The spacer seemed to hang motionless, its speed imperceptible in the dark emptiness. In eery silence, save when the mass detectors whined and acted automatically to repel drifting meteoric fragments, time passed. Inhabited worlds seemed infinitely remote. Even the stars were alien. The girl shivered.


  “Farlane said it might be months before we could leave . . . if we found Themis.”


  “That’s a cheerful thought. I hope you’re good company.” He stopped as anger darkened her eyes.


  “You’re as bad as they are,” she said viciously. “Farlane wanted to marry me. I think he just wanted to make sure of a share in those valuable drugs they said father stole.”


  “I’m cheaper,” Garstin offered.


  “You haven’t said what you want,” she challenged.


  “I’ll tell your father . . . if we find him. If not, it won’t cost you anything.”


  Dissatisfied, she let silence grow between them.


  Red blinker alarms on the panel beat a staccato of lights. Shrill clamors of sound joined in.


  “It might be an asteroid—a big one,” Garstin cried, going into action with the manual controls.


  “No asteroid. Look!”


  Ahead, to the left, was an expanse of shimmering light, a circle of unsteady radiance. It was a pale, ghostly, unreal, a disk crossed by eery shadow-streaks, still unsubstantial, it permitted the brighter stars to shine right through it. But it was growing denser, more opaque, more spherical, by the passing second.


  “Themis!” came in hoarse whisper from the girl.


  Garstin angled toward it as sharply as centrifugal force would permit. The wandering moon moved swiftly against a backdrop pattern of stars. It would be painfuly easy to overshoot. He tried to gauge his velocity and temper it to overtake the moon without an excess of speed. Unless both velocity and orbit could be matched closely, a long and dangerous approach would be necessary. Time was vital, and a series of braking orbits would consume too much, besides being almost too delicate an operation for a single pilot to manage safely.


  Too swiftly, the sidelighted face of the moon expanded, and tensely, Garstin watched and calculated, applying power to the forward jets, decelerating at perilous rates. Realizing that he was overshooting, he tightened the orbit, shaving it into a hard curve as the sphere of light hurtled past. At the far end of the ellipse, as inertia wrenched at the spacer, deceleration shock made pinwheels of agony in Garstin’s brain. Half-conscious, he closed the orbit momentarily into a circle, then dragged it into a steep, swiftly descending spiral. Savage desolation whirled beneath the spacer like an unrolling map. He closed in for a landing, if the ship held together . . . and landing were possible on the lost moon of the fables.


  “It’s larger than I thought,” he gasped, sick with the awful struggle. “Mass too slight for solid rock. Must be a gigantic bubble of lava-rock.”


  “Where can we land?” asked Graetha. She was sick and weak from deceleration pangs, badly shaken physically and mentally. Her voice seemed oddly distorted by the artificial atmosphere in the spacer’s cabin.


  “We don’t,” Garstin answered sharply. “Not unless there’s a smoother place.”


  Dubiously, he studied the ragged terrain streaming past below. Serrated peaks rose from a jumbled wasteland of broken, calcined rock. Nothing moved on the airless surface. Shadows painted solid patterns on the harsh grayness. The spacer cleared a jagged ridge. Beyond was a flat area, artificial, a prepared landing field.


  Circling, still at high speed, Garstin brought the spacer back over the field. It looked safe enough. Along one side of the cleared area were plastic prefabs, flat and blocklike, set in a cluster around a huge domed building of native stone. With the forward braking jets blasting, Garstin took the ship down in a shallow corkscrew for a closer look.


  This must be Lantz’s secret laboratory.


  Landing skids streamed on naked rock as the ship set down hard. Merciless jolting racked the craft as Garstin maneuvered toward the buildings.


  “I’ll get spacesuits ready,” Graetha offered.


  From a locker, Garstin got blaster guns. Graetha struggled into a clumsy spacesuit. He helped her, then fitted the plastic fishbowl helmet and tightened down the lugs. Donning his suiting unaided was a task. He handed her a gun, and his voice came faint and thready through the intercom headphones.


  “There’s a good chance your friends may show up . . .”


  Graetha nodded. She snapped the holstered gun to her belt-clip. Something in the gesture depressed her. Now that the moment was at hand, she found herself curiously reluctant to face what they might find in the laboratory. Surely if her father lived, he would have found some way to communicate. Why had he renounced the society of his fellow men, to bury himself here in this desolation? To what end had he stolen the quantities of valuable drugs? Had his mind broken with failure and frustration, or had his experiments taken a form too vast and terrible even for him? Did he still live? How could a man’s soul survive the solitudes and pitiless desolation of this nightmarish moon?


  She remembered the kindly, thoughtful but absent-minded man who had presided over her childhood. Hounded, preoccupied, but always ready with time and patience for the trials of her lonely adolescence. What could be left of this scholarly dreamer, with the soaring hopes and ambitions which had led him to defy the law and the traditions of science? For every man, great or small, there is a breaking point. Had her father found his here?


  Outside the ship, walking was difficult. She turned her mind from vain reverie to the necessities of action. Magnetic shoesoles clung precariously to the bare rock surface. Gravity so slight was no real assistance. Even the light was treacherous. They moved slowly, carefully, conscious of both physical and mental effort.


  Smaller buildings proved mere sheds, used only for storage of materials and equipment. Pressing on, Garstin motioned toward the large stone building. A cylindrical, metal airlock pierced its nearer wall. The outer door was open. They entered and closed the outer door. Automatic machinery whined, whirred, pressured air whistled into the valve. As pressure equalized, the inner door slid silently aside.


  Within was flooding brilliance of light, revealing an immense workroom. It was circular and seemed more an access room to a mine than a laboratory. The dome housed a mass of intricate machinery; beneath it, suspended into the opening of a titanic shaft, was a closed cage of lustrous green metal. About the room were complexes of machinery, gigantic vats, control panels, gauges, tangles of wiring, banks of vacuum tubes, batteries, generators. There was no sign of life.


  Garstin tested the atmosphere, then cautiously removed his fishbowl helmet. The air was sweet and pure, but over-rich in heady oxygen. He helped Graetha unfasten her helmet. Subdued, he said as gently as possible, “Not much use looking further. I was afraid of this.”


  “Why?” she asked simply.


  “I didn’t want to tell you until we made sure. Just as we came down to land, I spotted something. Another ship, smashed to bits. Just beyond the first bulge of hills. I’m afraid he—your father—miscalculated his landing. Even an experienced pilot can come to grief in a mess like that. Probably suffering from deceleration shock when he made his try. Don’t take it too hard. It’s usually quick and painless. May be it’s for the best, this way. Easier than trying to explain or make a deal.”


  Unnoticed, the inner door of the airlock slid shut, like the closing of a baited trap . . .


  “Couldn’t we look around at least?” the girl pleaded.


  Garstin agreed with a shrug. “If you like. But don’t build your hopes—”


  From the elevator cage came a curious sound, not quite a human voice, not completely mechanical. Something moved, came shambling toward the man and girl. Instinctively, Graetha clung to Garstin in wordless fear.


  The creature was manlike, but not a man. It shone with a dull metallic luster. It moved with sinuous glide, soundlessly.


  “Don’t be frightened,” Garstin said nervously. “It’s just a robot. An obsolete model. One of your father’s, probably. I can put it out of action if necessary.”


  The robot advanced slowly. Again it spoke. Voice and tone were flat, metallic, words coming in dull monotone as if tentacles of remote and alien thought groped with unfamiliar symbols. Most of the words were unrecognizable as language. One word stood out clearly.


  “Come!”


  Grotesque in her cumbersome spacesuit, Graetha ran toward the robot, reaching out to it.


  “It’s Tono,” she said. “He should know me. He was devoted to father. Try to remember me, Tono. Graetha.”


  In the metallic eyes was a cold glare. The manlike thing evaded Graetha, drew back, gestured toward the elevator. “Come,” it repeated tonelessly. “There is much to do. He is waiting. A long time, he has waited. We are glad you have come.”


  Stunned, uncomprehending, Graetha stared. A thought leaped in her mind. “Father,” she said. “He must be here. We will find him. Come on.”


  Garstin’s gloved hand caught her arm. “It’s useless. Your robot’s memory patterns are burnt out. It’s been too long. I’ll go with him first, alone.”


  “No, no!” she shrilled in protest. “I’m coming along. If my father is here, alive, I want to be the first to see him.”


  Garstin grumbled. “Perhaps you’re right. We’d better not divide our forces, in case Farlane and his pal show up But don’t waste too much time with this robot. We still have to locate the stolen drugs’, load up and take off. There’s not too much time as it is.”


  “I want only to find my father,” she said.


  Following the robot, they approached the elevator cage. A clattering sound from inside the closed airlock valve startled Garstin. He glanced quickly toward the new menace. There came a sharp hissing sound as air pumped into the chamber.


  “Farlane and Dazell,” he snapped. “Quick, get out of sight. They must not find us here.”


  None of the oddments of machinery offered much possibility of shelter. The suspended elevator cage caught his eye.


  “Into the cage!” he ordered swiftly. “It’s our best chance. Hurry!”


  Boosting the girl up, he clambered after her. With ponderous agility, the robot joined them. No controls were visible. Their weight in the cage disturbed some delicate balance. The cradling support rods receded smoothly into channel-sockets. Like a plummet, the cage dropped.


  Rocket-swift, the mechanism descended the shaft. Polished rock-walls dissolved upward in whirling blurs. Desperately, Garstin searched for some kind of controls. There were none; no panels, no buttons to push, no manual levers. Everything must be automatic. He hoped luridly that the brakes, too, were automatic, that they still worked enough to check the nauseating plunge. Air shrieked about the hurtling cage in shrill crescendoes as speed increased.


  Suddenly the brakes acted. The cage slowed, shuddered, and a whine of friction-bit metal stunned the ears. The cage rode a cushion of compressed air to the bottom of the shaft and stopped with such violence that man and girl were flung to the floor.


  It stopped in nightmare . . .


  IV


  Robot Moon


  Like the domed shaft-house far above, this chamber was rudely circular, but much larger. Walls here were clearer, less cluttered with titanic machines and complexes of wiring. It was lighted with harsh glare flooding from concealed sources in the vaulted ceiling. Hewn from solid rock, this room was vast and echoing. Set into the walls at regular intervals, like niches in a temple, were gigantic alcoves filled with—


  Materials of nightmare.


  Monstrous, moving entities crawled and squirmed and flowed in constant shapechanges. It was a museum of horrors, as if the most monstrous of imaginable lifeforms had been scoured from all parts of the inhabited galaxies. The creatures lived, fought, writhed, overflowing from their alcoves and spewing in hideous tangles across the floor toward the elevator.


  Screaming, Graetha struggled to her feet, staring wildly. The cage door opened, tauntingly, daring the venturous ones to descend from its sanctuary. Garstin leaped to his feet and wrenched at the door, trying vainly to close it. Brushing him aside, the robot strode heavily from the cage, across the platform, and directly among the writhing pit-spawns. He walked straight through them, as a material body moves through smoke.


  Garstin gasped, caught Graetha to him, comforting her, calming her hysteria.


  “Look!” he directed. “They aren’t real.”


  “Aren’t real?” she echoed. “Then why do they seem so solid, so tangible? What are they?”


  Garstin shuddered. “I don’t know, exactly. Phantasms. I’ve heard of hypnotic mind-warps that make you see or imagine things that aren’t there. Probably set here to guard something. Maybe this is what the legendary Martian spacemen found here. Small wonder they got away as quickly as possible. Every weird beast of mythology, and others too outre for the human mind to imagine. I wonder who set them here . . .”


  Leaving the elevator, they moved into the room. The fearful images yielded passage, but it required extreme mental effort to force a way through seemingly solid horrors.


  “Where is Tono?” Graetha asked suddenly. In the confusion of moving figures, they had lost sight of the robot. Circling the polished rock walls, they tried to locate the metal-man. Halting, they tried vainly to hear his footsteps. Their guide had vanished.


  Overlarge doorways led from the central chamber into surrounding darkness. One door seemed very like another. It was impossible to guess down which Tono had gone. Without warning, the elevator cage clicked and whirred. Before Garstin could reach it, the door slid shut, and the cage ascended rapidly. It was gone from sight almost instantly.


  “We’re trapped here,” Garstin said steadily. “Your friends know we’re here. They must have seen our ship outside. Now they’ll come down after us. I don’t like the idea of going down any further—”


  “Neither do I,” Graetha admitted. “But my father must be here. We must explore till we find him.”


  “That may not be so easy,” Garstin warned soberly. “If we pick the wrong passageway, we could wander a lifetime in a maze of caverns. No telling what we might run into.”


  “But if we stay here, Farlane and Dazell will find us. They will kill us and force father to give up the drugs. Probably kill him, too. They’ll be expecting us here. We can’t surprise them. As you told me, we haven’t much to lose. Can you even work that elevator to get us back up?”


  “Maybe. It must be some system of balanced weights. Given time, I could figure it out. But you’re right. We’ll be no worse off further down. Pick your doorway.”


  At random, they tried two of the passages. Each time, their explorations came, to a dead end, and disheartened, they retraced their steps to the central chamber. On the third attempt, patience and determination was rewarded. An unmarked passage led gradually downward. They followed it until it levelled off, far below, into a series of chambers with numerous sidetunnels. One apartment seemed to have been lived in, though a powdery rime of metallic dust covered everything. The place was richly furnished, but in a style utterly unsuited to human habitation. Even the decoration was alien in both color and pattern.


  Choking silvery dust rose in clouds about Garstin and Graetha as they wandered curiously from cell to cell, keeping careful note of their passage, so as not to lose the way back. Dismayed by the passage of time, Garstin was about to suggest giving up the search. Then came awful discovery:


  The strange object was a man, or what had once been a man. In a cradling block of molded plastic, webbed tightly by a pulsing intricacy of machinery, lay a shrunken creature, malformed and loathsome, like a mocking caricature of the human form. Oddly, it reminded Garstin of the throned mummies of ancient kings—but there was difference. This thing, withered and corpselike, still lived after a dreadful fashion. Feeding it were countless hairthin tubes of metal, and a moving cagework compressed the chest at regular intervals as if inducing respiration. Boneless and dessicated, the nude body was caked with metallic dust and from a distance, it shone with the same dulled lustre as a robot.


  Grotesque and horrible as it was, there remained semblance of human form. Graetha Lantz recognized something in the horror. She would have run and clasped it in her arms, but Garstin barred her way, held her firmly.


  “Wait!” he protested. “You can’t know. You’re only hurting yourself. Imagining things. Whatever that is, it’s not the father you knew. It’s no longer even a man. Nothing human could live in such condition.”


  “Father,” she pleaded brokenly. “He’s alive . . .”


  Garstin tried to be kind. “But not as a man. A kind of robot, perhaps. It’s a dead thing, Graetha. A corpse, operated by outside mechanisms. The robots keep alive a broken body. It’s not a man now, Graetha. Hardly even a robot. A dead thing, re-animated by robots . . .”


  The corpse spoke. Sound of its voice was worse than madness. An artificial voice, speaking at the will of an alien force, unhuman, detached, emotionless.


  “The body is dead, yes. Blind and paralyzed. But the brain lives. Lives on, waiting, praying for someone to come. Someone who can understand. Someone brave enough to act without regard to consequences. Someone to carry out the mission at which I failed.” It was like listening to something preserved in a jar.


  Graetha was silent, stunned. Garstin spoke. “What can we do for you?”


  “Nothing for me. It is years too late. Many Earth-years too late. As you have said, I am no longer even a man. But so long as memory lasts, there is something of identity. I was a man. My work in certain fields of science was well-known. Surely the name of Lantz must be remembered in the world of men. I was Dr. Theon Lantz, formerly of Earth and Mars. That does not matter. Nor am I concerned with who you are. Listen to me—”


  The worst of nightmare was still to come. It began with husks of sound from the lips of a semi-animate corpse, with the thoughts and memories imprisoned in a sentient brain that lived in the midst of death. It ended, violently, in a vision transcending space and time . . .


  “Thought is a force,” said the brain that had been Dr. Lantz, “a force, electrical in nature, as tangible as light, heat, sound. The living brain is a device for creating and utilizing this force. With proper instruments, one can detect and measure the flow of the subtlest brain-currents. In our crude and cumbersome way, we try to duplicate this device, we construct intricate machines by which to imitate these functions of the brain. We synthesize brain tissue, we build electronic calculators, we study the living colloids, but for most purposes, our synthetic brains are poor substitutes.


  “This was my work. I had some success, but always my dreams were greater than the realization. I hoped to create an artificial brain that would equal or exceed the natural brain. I failed, but during my experiments, I detected a force similar in wavelength to that of thought, but of immeasurably greater intensity. It seemed to exist generally, ebbing and flowing in strength, following a curious cycle. It emanated from an unknown source, as if broadcast. My instruments showed that it was not identical with thoughtforce as we knew it, but closely parallel. I studied this mysterious broadcast, and determined to find the center from which it radiated.


  “This, I did, eventually, after many false starts and curious disappointments. With highly sensitive detectors, and devices like radio location-finders, I tracked this electro-magnetic impulse to its source. My search led me to a sector near the planet Saturn, and my graphs showed a constantly moving source, following a path like a gigantic ellipse, roughly like an orbit for a Saturnian moon. To my dismay, I learned that this orbit corresponded with that of no known moon of Saturn. Then, delving into old and discredited charts, I discovered that a tenth satellite had presumably existed. Themis, the phantom moon, discovered and lost many times, often reported, yet unsurveyed, its very existence listed by authorities as a delusion of astronomers.


  “Imagine my wild excitement when I checked the supposed orbit of this mythical moon, and found that it approximated that of my graphed ellipse! Here was the source of my mystery radiations, and Themis became a greater enigma than before.


  “Themis became a madness to me. I searched out and followed every possible clue, and beggared myself in the work. With electronic calculators, I solved every hypothetical problem relating to the moon, located its orbit exactly, its periods, even worked out an equation to account for its unstable existence in our space-time continuum. I plotted courses and solved the delicate timing required to find Themis during any part of its existence in our time-plane. At last I carried my quest to the logical conclusion. Alone, in a spaceship, I landed on the desolate surface of Themis, found the shaft leading downward, and explored the depths of this haunted moon. What I found—will come later.


  “To understand, one must go back beyond the dawn of time and space as we know it. In a parallel time-plane, no longer existing, there lived a great race. Totally unhuman, they inhabited a star-and-planet system not unlike ours. But our civilization resembles theirs only as a child’s clockwork toy resembles an electronic calculator. We stumble and grope at the foot of the ladder of evolution. They had reached its upper rungs. But their galaxy was dying. They were a doomed race.


  “Foreseeing their end, they sought a strange kind of immortality. At the pinnacle of their development, in the face of race-death, they sought to preserve their inconceivable knowledge and their cultural dreams for the future. With limitless power and knowledge at their disposal, they fixed upon a small, uninhabited planet, hollowed it, and made of its vast interior a receptacle for all the concepts, the emotions, the processes which were the sum of their race-life. This repository was a master-brain, gigantic, self-contained, powered for practical eternities with atomic energies, sustained by automatically prepared synthetics, served by robot machinery.


  “By ordinary standards, it was meant to be eternal. So vast is its power, so invulnerable its structure, that it can be destroyed by no means known to man. And lest it share in their own destruction they sundered it from their time plane, sent it reeling in perpetual unbalance to exist partially in one plane, partially in another. It is suspended in the nebulous warps between space-time continuums and ranges pendulum-wise between two parallel planes.


  “They wrought well, those scientific priest-wizards, for Themis has outlasted their cosmos. Poised in the void, existing only for brief periods in either plane, it has become a phantom. Themis is a ghost moon, in more than one sense. It is the mocking graveyard of a race’s hopes and ideals.


  “The race failed, for the seeds of its own decay lived on in its greatest creation. In the latter days, as stars died, great plagues devastated those inhabited worlds. Without the germ-killing effects of sunlight, diseases multiplied. And their master-brain, synthetic though it was, became infected. It is a sick brain, tortured and delirious for unthinkable eons, unable to die, unable to think clearly. In its immortal agonies, it radiates storms of thought impulses, the raging nightmare of hate and fear that are its deliriums.


  “For many months I lived here. At first I was haunted by the dreadful phantasms that people this tiny world. Later, during its more lucid moments, I could communicate with the master-brain. From it I learned many things, staggering concepts far beyond man’s most soaring imagination. But in the midst of visual and audial hallucination, I began to fear for my own sanity. Perhaps I was actually deranged. Returning to my own people, I expanded my studies. I hoped to learn something of medicine, in my arrogant dream of curing the brain, restoring it to health. My great hope lay in antibiotics, one science unknown to the creators of the brain.


  “At times, I spoke unguardedly, mistakenly revealing a few of the scientific facts learned from the master brain. For this, I was scorned and ridiculed. My discoveries and new-found knowledge was misunderstood, jeered. I was ousted from scientific fraternities. In the last analysis, the pontiffs of traditional science are as bigoted as those of superstition. My name became a byword, but I buried myself in studies and experiments, ignored my tormentors.


  “On Themis, I had isolated the most virulent germ-groups that afflicted the brain. They were not dissimilar to our common disease germs, and in test tubes, they yielded to ordinary antibiotics. I had discussed the possibility with the brain, during one of its periods of partial sanity. It approved, and agreed to the experiment. There was risk, of course. Even if the medicines proved effective against the disease, they might be toxic to the brain.


  “My work had impoverished me. I was discredited, disgraced, my name a mockery. To obtain the needed drugs, I had to steal them. I did not hesitate, but set about diverting a shipload of valuable drugs to my use. A crime, perhaps, but I was long past such small considerations.


  “Alas! I was too inexperienced a spaceman. Inertia-shock deadened my muscles, slowed my reaction. In landing on Themis, I wrecked the ship. Because the brain remembered me, found some solace in the presence of another thinking being, I was brought in by the robots. As you see, my shattered, dying body was set into a working cage, forced to breathe, kept functioning. Like the brain, I live on synthetic nourishment, my blood is purified artificially by chemicals. My brain is forced to live in a dead body.


  “The drugs were salvaged, brought down the shaft into the deep caverns by robots. But the brain was master now. During my absence, it had changed the thought patterns of even my own robots. They no longer answered to my will. And the brain had forgotten too much. Its deliriums had returned. Alone here, more dead than alive, I have held on, hoping and praying that someone would come. Another to carry out the treatment I planned. Someone to dump the drugs into the brain’s feeding vats and end its diseased nightmares. I am helpless, but there is still a chance . . .”


  The voice stopped gratingly. In the echoing silence, man and girl stood dumbly, unable to think clearly, scarcely capable of feeling.


  Imagination reeled before the cosmic images of Lantz’s story. Garstin and Graetha had listened, entranced. Belief was a different matter. One could not accept such facts easily. Both source and setting made acceptance difficult. If this shattered being were really Lantz, and the scientist’s living brain spoke through the dead lips, how could they be sure that his privations and sufferings had not deranged his mind. Was there a great brain somewhere within the hollow heart of Themis? Or was not the whole fantastic thought a mere reflection of Lantz’s own madness.


  Garstin’s mind shrank from the problem of the revelations.


  “What chance?” he asked numbly. “Why is it so necessary to treat and cure the brain.


  “Why!” answered the voice tonelessly. “Because the brain, though mad, is still a potent force in our universe. Haven’t you guessed? It is a titanic hypnotic device. The vital strength and corrupt wavelengths of its deranged thinking upsets a balance. It disrupts and confuses the race-mind of mankind. There is an obvious connection between the periodic appearances of Themis and the mass hysteria and madness in our own race. During the regular cycles of Themis’ existence in our plane, nations, races, planets go individually and collectively insane. They indulge in holocausts of mass-crime. They endure periodic outbreaks of mass-fear, mass-hysteria, mass-murder. They wage war upon each other.


  “Ultimately, war is complete destruction. It corrupts, ruins both victor and vanquished. This is but one result of the brain’s delirious thought-waves. Hypnotically, men’s ideals are warped, forced into tangents, influenced into the patterns of insanity—directed toward inevitable destruction, to the ruin of civilization. If this evil continues, the race of mankind is doomed . . .”


  Again, for long moments, Garstin meditated in silence. Again, the concept was too great for him. His mind revolted at acceptance.


  “Do you mean that if the treatment was effective, and the brain recovered its sanity, that all wars would cease?”


  This time the hesitation was in the brain of Lantz. “No,” he said slowly. “Not completely. During the periods of nonexistence, when Themis is outside our dimension, there is peace. At best, it is precarious, since the after-effects of war linger long, and hatreds die slowly. But there is comparative peace. There would be no swift miracle. Man is too set in his habit and unsound instincts. Individuals would still go mad. Change would come slowly, naturally. In the past, there have been noble attempts to substitute reason and arbitration for violence. To some extent these have succeeded, for individuals. Never for nations. But in time, freed of the evil influences of the brain, there will be more attempts. They will succeed. Slowly and certainly, reason and goodwill must triumph. Is not such an end worth any risk?”


  Badly shaken, Garstin found words difficult. Grappling with the abstract magnitudes of Lantz’s story, he found unwilling belief growing in his mind. There was no certainty. He fumbled with his own thoughts and emotions. Suddenly, desperately, he wanted to believe.


  Graetha Lantz found speech for both of them. “This could be the greatest thing that ever happened,” she said. Eyes shining, she extended her hands to Garstin in a gesture of instinctive trust and comradeship. “We must believe. You did not know my father.”


  Garstin’s reason tried lamely to follow her swift intuition. “I am not convinced,” he protested. “If true, it would be worth any risk, any sacrifice. But—”


  “I can convince you,” said the voice in fiat, metallic accents.


  There were minute directions, a carefully laid-out route to a certain chamber. There were cautions. And finally:


  “There you will find the drugs, beside a hopper that leads to the main feeding vats. The floor is a great lens. Look through it. When you have seen, I leave decision in your hands . . .” After a pause, “If you decide as I hope, leave quickly. Return to your ship and put space between you and Themis. There is no telline what may happen when the brain realizes what it has become. It may destroy itself, and Themis with it . . .”


  V


  Nightmare


  Garstin and Graetha remained for-one more question.


  “What about you?” they asked, almost in a single voice.


  Still devoid of emotion, the voice of Lantz’s brain replied:


  “My work is finished. I will be dead before you have reached your decision. The future is in your hands . . .”


  Following directions, they located an immense funnel-shaped well leading downward. Circling it was a steep, spiralled ramp. Huddling the rough walls, they went down as rapidly as safety permitted. Graetha Lantz led the way, while Garstin kept sharp watch behind. In depths below, thick mists swirled and eddied, closing over the trembling pair as they descended. Behind and ahead, ramp and walls were visible for short distances; beyond that isolating them as it seemed to move with them, was dense curtains of blinding mist.


  Suddenly the ramp ended. They stood on the level bottom of an immense pit hollowed from solid rock. Here were more machines, of totally alien function and design, unrelated in appearance to those of the upper levels. All were idle, neglected, crusted with silvery dust. But there was murmurous sound and slight mechanical jarring, as if the great floor echoed some rhythmic vibration far below.


  Neatly stacked, beside a tremendous hopper leading into a chute, were the stolen medicines. Some packaging had burst, and spills of dull, powdery gold laid treasure trails upon the bare floor. Treasure, indeed!


  In the center of the room, yards across, was a curbed flatness like polished crystal. Dulled now by the all-pervading dust, some vagrant drafts had whipped small areas clean and swept the dust into riffled heaps. Garstin knelt beside the curb, brushing at the dirty surface with his fingers. The flatness became clear, transparent. Within it gleamed luminous myriads of prisoned atoms. Graetha joined him, mopping at the glossiness with the ruin of her skirt. Window, or lens, looked into hell . . .


  They stood above an abyss reaching into the hollow moonheart of Themis. Distance lost itself in depth, the inner vastness was a throbbing murk veined with brilliance. There was a light of all colors, prismfresh, bursting with vibrant life.


  Man and girl knelt beside the crystalline pool, staring into its magic.


  Dazed sight explored slowly. Then monstrousness and singing beauty of color took form. Circling the hollow sphere, crusting the concave surfaces, were titanic constructions, city-size. Patterns seemed familiar, but sanity recoiled from obvious significance. Most of the gigantic moon-heart was a quivering mass of living plasm and delicate machinery. It was an artificial brain, with reclaimed living matter grafted cunningly into organic unity with batteries of electronic calculators. The scale was staggering, the complexities infinite. Here was cybernetics on the cosmic level, as if gods had played at invention.


  Now Garstin could make out huge power-plants furnishing energy in various forms, pumping stations built to supply oceans of fluid life to the wonder. He was aware of the flow of thought, as one may be in dreams. Tidal flares of luminous force rippling over the glistening convolutions seemed real and visible. He sensed a throbbing might of atomic engines powering the unthinkable intricacies, transmuting stored energies into involved chemistries and electrical impulses.


  Above and beyond, he was even more dreadfully aware of the being itself; the entity, partially alive, drowsing in delirium, still functioning. Mindforce beat at his consciousness in waves of fearful energy, transmitting thunderous thoughts, eery moods, terrible whims, transient memories, manifesting the cosmic evil of its madness. Stark awake, he dreamed. Monstrous vibrations of alien thought crashed overwhelmingly upon the barriers of his mind, broke down defenses, hammered unholy symbols into the inner citadel of his brain.


  Vicarious, his mind yielded to distant times and places, to another space, a void within which no stars bloomed their fireflowers on the fields of eternal light. Then there was chaos and new beginnings. In agonies of dislocation, familiar space-time vanished. Into whirlpools of vacuity went knowledge of self, of his identity as a man. Pinpoints of light in nameless spectrums reeled into momentary existence, became smears of vague color, spiralling. Fearful energies blasted, and chaos became order for a time, only to sweep back into the dark unknowns again. Sounds that were all sounds which have ever existed made thin harmonies against the eternal silence.


  Garstin struggled to repel the mind-horror. It broke. Stirs of shadowy reality rifted the gray diffusion. Again, he knelt by the crystal pool, knew the ugly magic of its depths. Wrenching his sight and consciousness from its fearful lure, he stood up, caught Graetha and dragged her with him from the lens. Her eyes stared blankly, sightless and mindless. Slowly, horror faded in them and personality came back.


  Garstin knew now what he must do. There was never a real decision. Regardless of cost to himself, regardless of the fact that his failure to recover the fortunes in drugs would make him a hunted fugitive, regardless of the fact that the time he could stay alive would be brief and bloody, he must act. No risk was too great. No sacrifice . . .


  The future was in his hands . . .


  Long afterward, they fled upward. Forcing Graetha ahead of him, since she moved with drunken unsteadiness, he ran up the ramp, through the apartments, now devoid of life, with the thing on the plastic block relaxed into the peace of death. Breathlessly, they raced through tortuous corridors, then up the inclined passageway leading toward the central shaft-room. All about them, the solid rock-walls seemed to stir and pulse with alien life. Blasts of cool, fresh air moaned through the cavern mazes. Into the central chamber they stumbled, thrusting a way among seething phantoms.


  The elevator cage was down, resting solidly on the floor of the shaft. Its doors were closed, barricaded, as if against the hordes of nightmare. Harsh and deadly came a voice from the barricaded cage. Two heads thrust out, and two hands bearing blaster guns.


  Stand where you are!” shouted Farlane. “Don’t move to reach for the gun, or we’ll shoot. Whoever you are, we’re moving in. Claiming everything.”


  Garstin had forgotten mere human menace. He checked in mid-stride. There was no time for thought, for temporizing. He acted on instinct. With a single movement, he hurled Graetha behind a bank of heavy machinery, then threw himself flat in the dust. Blaster beams licked out as he squirmed, tolled and crawled to partial safety. In deafening uproar the shaft-room rocked. Rock chips deluged Garstin, but Farlane and Dazell had lost their advantage. It was deadlock.


  From the safety of the barricaded cage, Farlane addressed Garstin.


  “We’ll make a deal,” he offered. “Your life, and the girl’s. We get the drugs. Which do you want most—the jack or the jill?”


  Garstin laughed bitterly. “You can have my share of the drugs.”


  “Is that all right with you?” Farlane called to Graetha.


  “I never claimed a share,” she responded icily. “But I know you too well. This is just a trick to get us into the open. Don’t trust either of them, Rocky.”


  “Don’t argue with them,” Dazell raged. “Rush him, and shoot him. The girl will tell us where the drugs are.”


  “I’ll tell you now,” she taunted savagely. “They’re gone. The drugs have been used. You’re both fools—”


  Garstin made sudden movement, showed himself as if trying to dodge to more substantial cover. Startled, Farlane and Dazell exposed themselves, trying for a clear shot. The moment was enough.


  From behind her shelter of machinery Graetha Lantz took careful aim, triggered her gun. Blossoms of seething flame wreathed Farlane, exploded. Dazell fired quickly, and the block of heavy equipment sheltering the girl erupted in fusing metallic chaos. Garstin’s blaster echoed the flash. Dazell vaporized in blinding ferments of fire. The cavern rocked and thundered, and it was over with shocking suddenness.


  Graetha Lantz stepped clear of the wreckage. “I had not thought I could kill a man,” she said weakly. She wanted to faint, but something in Garstin’s face made her hang to consciousness. “We had to kill them, didn’t we?”


  Garstin shrugged with painful memory. “Sometimes being in the right doesn’t help. Such habits come from associating with murders . . . like me.”


  “You! But you’re practically a policeman?”


  “Not quite, as I told you. Just an ex-investigator for the insurance company. Fired. Fugitive murderer. Wanted on Mars on an M-l charge. Without the money I hoped to salvage from regaining those drugs, I can’t even buy justice. I’m finished.”


  “But after what you’ve done, who—”


  “Who would believe it? Imagine me in court with such a wild fantasy! It’s no use. I wouldn’t even try to tell about it Men like your father and me carry our doom with us. Thieves, murderers—we just need a hole to crawl into. It never works out. I’ll try to get you to a safe place, then let the hounds come after me. It’ll be fun while I last. Come on.”


  Roughly, Garstin bundled her into the cage. Some cautious experimentation solved the problem of operating the mechanism. With a shriek of displaced air, the cage careened upward. In the domed room at the shaft-head, there was a colossal hum of activity. Curious machinery functioned at high speed, indicator panels seemed to have gone mad. Tremors rippled the stone floor. A gauge burst in a shower of breaking glass and metal. Radiation counters set up a buzzing like angry bee-swarms.


  In panic haste, Garstin fitted Graetha’s space armor, donned his own, then thrust her into the airlock. Atmosphere hissed out, froze into fine crystals and settled instantaneously. Across the desolation, Garstin hustled the girl toward the spacer. Crowding behind the manual controls, he woke atomjets to roaring life, and eased the ship carefully off the rugged ground. They were none too soon. Visible paroxysms ran through the moon’s crust, became steady jarring vibrations. Long cracks appeared, widened.


  Themis fell away behind them. Ahead yawned darkness stippled with stars in familiar constellations. Garstin increased acceleration as much as he dared. Maelstroms of nauseating pain and blankness of mind and body claimed both of them. It cleared slowly. With the controls set on automatic, he relaxed while they helped each other out of the bulky garments and the fishbowl helmets.


  “Where are you taking me?” Graetha asked, giving him an odd glance.


  “That’s a good question,” he admitted. “I wish I had as good an answer. I’ll think of someplace.”


  She was silent, then slid into the control seat beside him. Her hand sought his arm.


  “If you’re planning to dump me somewhere safe, and then run off to die alone like a hunted animal, I won’t have it,” she said. “Pick a big hole to hide in, because you’ll have company.”


  Garstin frowned in exasperation. “Don’t be a sentimental fool. There’s no hole big enough. Nice try, though. And don’t try to tell me you’re in love with me.”


  “I don’t know. Maybe not, yet. But give me a little time to get used to the idea—”


  Far behind the ship, the sky opened in soundless, instantaneous flash. Where Themis had been was nothing, as if the moon had wasted its potential atomic energy in a second of radiant splendor. Space warped, stretched, tore wide open. Invisible, titanic forces struck the spacer, swatted it in senseless rage. For a long moment, Garstin knew vast multiples of space and time, then blackness and whirling convulsions, time-wrenching terror.


  There was void, then suddenly a universe again. Sol was gone, and Saturn, Jupiter, and all the other familiar planets. There was a sun, though, and attendant light-flakes that were planets, and beyond loomed a galaxy of alien, unfamiliar constellations.


  Graetha screamed. Even Garstin cried out.


  “I don’t know where we are,” he tried to explain. “In another time-plane, I guess . . .”


  Calmly, Graetha accepted the facts. There would be no getting back. She smiled cryptically. “Maybe there are people like us here. We’ll find them, make a home. It settles one problem. You’re stuck with me. Give me a chance to repair my makeup, and you won’t mind so much . . .”


  “Go ahead,” Garstin told her. “We have all the time there is.”


  He set a course toward the nearest planet and fitted the tape into the automatic pilot. Mentally be began composing a postcard to Doggy Peters, but decided in time that there would be too much difficulty about mailing it . . .


  MORLEY’S WEAPON


  D.W. Barefoot


  Out of the far reaches of the universe sped the meteor swarm, cosmic question marks destined for annihilation in the sun. But one, approximately half a pound of frozen destruction, had a rendezvous near Japetus with Spaceboat 6.


  IT WAS comfortably cool in the functional, little control room, but Morley was sweating, gently and steadily. His palms were wet, and the thin thoughtful face, shining in the glow of the instrument panel light, was wrinkled in an agony of concentration and doubt. He was trying to choose between the Scylla of waking Madsen with a corollary of biting contempt involved, and the Charybdis of attempting to land single handed on Japetus, less than five hundred miles below. Neither course was appealing.


  For the hundredth time he pondered miserably over the sad condition of what had been a reasonably well ordered existence. The worst of it was that he had only himself to blame, and he knew it. No one had forced him to leave a comfortable, if poorly paid position with General Plastics, and fill out an employment card at Satellites, Inc.


  He could not explain the obscure compulsion that sparked his little personal rebellion.


  He didn’t know, or need to know that other generations of Morleys had fought in revolutions, or sailed in square riggers, or clawed gold from mountainsides. When he went to the spaceline, the puzzlement of his few friends was profound, but hardly more so than his own. And now, after almost a year of upheaval and change, he was piloting a spaceboat along an involute curve ending on the surface of Saturn’s eighth moon. And he was still puzzled.


  Satellites, Inc., had done as well as possible with the raw material known as Morley, Vincent, No. 4628. His psychograph indicated a born subordinate, with a normal I.Q., reasonably stable and trustworthy 36 though below average in initiative. They didn’t inform him of this, or the fact that they had analyzed the neurosis which had driven him to the spaceline, and which had created by that very action the therapeutic aid he needed. Many spacemen had similar case histories.


  It was those who fought the compulsion who sometimes turned down dark pathways of the mind.


  For six months he attended cadet school, and graduated in due time, fourteenth in a class of fifty. The next day he was assigned as fourth engineman to the space freighter Solarian, bound to Port Ulysses, Titan, Saturn system, with a cargo of mining machinery and supplies.


  THEY blasted off from Chicago Spaceport on a raw March midnight. Just another rocket take-off, routine stuff, now. But have you ever seen it? The night, the wind, the distant city glow in the sky? On the strip squats the massive bulk of the rocket, loading hatches closed, sealed port holes gleaming through the gusts of rain that sweep the field. In the sound proofed spaceport control tower the officials are relaxed over coffee and cigarettes; their part is over; they sit watching.


  Somewhere in the mighty shell on the field, chronometer hands reach the calculated second, a circuit closes, relays chatter briefly. The rocket igniters are firing, flame billows over the field, a low rumble from the tubes builds to a throbbing roar. Twenty miles away a housewife looks up, a question on her face. Her husband listens and smiles. “It’s the Saturn rocket. It’s here in the paper, under Departures.”


  On the field the roar rises to an insane bellow of sound. Under the mighty jets, the ten feet of concrete and the solid earth beneath it are shaking. In the insulated control tower a water glass dances in its holder. The watchers are not relaxed now; they lean forward.


  It’s old stuff, routine, precalculated to a fraction of a second, but—watch. There—a stir—movement. Slowly at first, with a deliberate and awful majesty, then faster and faster.


  Straight toward the zenith tire ship rises, trailing fire. Faster yet, hurling herself upward, under full power, through the last threads of atmosphere. Upward and onward, out past Roches limit, out where gravity dwindles toward zero, into the empyrean where the shades of dead spacemen cruise the cosmos in their phantom craft, spaceborne in the night.


  After he had recovered from the pangs of his initial attack of space nausea, Morley enjoyed himself. He had one minor social asset, a retentive mind, well stocked with general information. If the two apprentices got involved in an argument over the identity of the highest peak in America, Morley was the inevitable arbiter. He could with equal facility name the author of a recent best seller, or inform you that a young seal was a cub, a young hare, a leveret, and a young swan, a cygnet.


  He was fairly popular with the crew, except for a big Norwegian from New York, named Olaf Madsen. Madsen was a chunky, hard bitten veteran of the spaceways. Round faced, deceptively soft spoken, he had a penchant for practical jokes, and a flair for biting sarcasm which found full expression in the presence of any first tripper. Fie made the life of any apprentice miserable, and finished the last two weeks of one trip in the brig for panicking an entire crew by painting his face to resemble the onset of Martian blue fever. Morley considered him an oaf, and he considered Morley a human filing cabinet with a weak stomach.


  A little notice on the bulletin board was Motley’s first inkling that his safe, secure routine was on the verge of mutating into something frighteningly unpredictable.


  “All personnel not on duty will report to the recreation room at 1900 hours, Solar time, to draw for side trip partners and destinations,” it read.


  He buttonholed the crew messman. “What’s all this about side trips, Oscar?” Roly poly Oscar looked at him incredulously. “The lay over trips. The time killer. On the level, don’t you know’ ?”


  Morley shook his head.


  “Well,” Oscar told him, “We leave Earth shortly before Saturn is in opposition. They figure on the shortest possible run, which takes three months. If we discharge and start right back, the round trip would take about six months. That’s fine, except that the synodic period for Earth and Saturn—Hey, you know what I’m talking about?” Morley admitted his ignorance, vaguely annoyed at the fact that for once he was the humble seeker for information, and someone else was being professorial.


  Oscar grinned. “And you studied astrogation! Well, when Saturn and Earth line up with the Sun, it takes three hundred and seventy eight days before they get in the same position again. So if we got back to Earth’s orbit in six months, we’d still have about a hundred and eighty millions of miles to go, because Earth would be on Sol’s other side at that time, in superior conjunction to Uranus.”


  Morley digested this, while Oscar basked in the light of his own knowledge, enjoying himself hugely.


  “And the trips, Oscar?”


  “We lay over three or four months, ’til opposition time isn’t too far away, and we pick partners and destinations by lot, and go out to Saturn’s other moons on prospecting trips—ore deposits, jewels, botanical specimens, etc.—half for us, and half for the Company. It’s a good deal, a regular vacation, and those two-men craft are sweet stuff. And if you’re lucky—”


  He went on, but Morley heard no more. The prospect unnerved him. He was terrified at the idea of changing a safe subordinate position for that of an active partner, however temporary the arrangement might be. At the drawing, his hunch of impending misery proved all too real. He wound up facing the prospect of a stay on the frozen hell of Phoebe, scouring the miniature mountains for Japori crystals, with Madsen, MADSEN! for his only companion.


  A WEEK later the Solarian teetered down to a landing at Port Ulysses. With various expressions of profane and unbounded delight from her crew, she was turned over to the stevedores and the maintenance gang. Thereafter, at intervals, the thirty foot space boats took off for Mimas, Tethys, Dione, or whatever waystop the lottery had decreed. Madsen and Morley left on the fourth ‘night,’ with Phoebe hardly a week’s run from them at ten miles a second.


  Madsen was at the controls. Without a single spoken word on the subject, he was automatically the captain, and Morley, the crew. The situation crystallized twenty-four hours out of Port Ulysses. Morley was poring over the Ephemeris prior to taking his watch at the controls when he became aware that Madsen, red faced and breathing heavily, was peering over his shoulder.


  Morley stiffened in alarm. “Is anything—” He quailed under Madsen’s glare.


  “Not yet, but there’s liable to be if you don’t smarten up.” The Norwegian’s blunt forefinger stabbed at the page Morley had been studying. “Phoebe, Mister, happens to be Saturn’s NINTH moon. Get it? You can count, can’t you?”


  Morley flushed, and fumbled miserably for a reasonable excuse. There was a gleam of contempt in Madsen’s eyes, but he spoke again more quietly. “I’m going to eat and catch up on some sack time. We’ll be right on top of Japetus in short order. It’s a known fact that the moon won’t move over if you fly at it, so you better wake me up to handle the compensating!” He disappeared into the tiny galley, but his words were still audible. “It’s an awful long walk back, chum, if anybody pulls a bull.” Morley swung himself into the pilot’s seat, too numb with humiliation to answer. Almost an hour passed before he started the regulation checkup required by the Space Code of any ship passing within one hundred thousand miles of a planet or major satellite. Every guardian needle stood in its normal place with one exception. The craft had been running on the port fuel tanks, depleting them to the point where it seemed wise to trim ship. Morley opened the valve, touched the fuel pump switch and waited, nothing happened. He watched the needles incredulously. The pump—? He jabbed the switch, once, twice. Nothing.


  He leaned forward and rapped the starboard gauge with his knuckles, sharply. The needle swung from Full to Empty. Morley felt faint as realization hit him. The starboard gauge had stuck at Full, and had been unreported. The tank had not been serviced in port, owing to the faulty reading and a mechanic’s carelessness. They had about two hours fuel. Even to Morley, it was obvious that there was one thing only to do—land on Japetus, looming up larger in the viewplate with each passing moment. He checked the distance rapidly, punched the calculator, and put the ship in the designated orbit. He wanted to handle the landing himself, but the thought of the final few ticklish moments chilled him. So did the thought of waking Madsen, and asking him to take over.


  And it was then, at the intersection of two courses formed by an infinity of variables, that two objects arrived in the same millisecond of time. Eight ounces of nickel iron smashed into the stern of Spaceboat 6, ripped a path of ruin through her entire length, and went out through the two inch glass of her bow, before Morley could turn his head. He was aware, in a strange dreamlike way, of actuating the midships airtight door, of the hiss of air as the little aneroid automatically opened valves to compensate for the drop in pressure, and of Madsen leaping into the control room and slapping a Johnson patch over the hole in the bow.


  Madsen was white but composed. “We can slow her down but we can’t land her. Get suits while I take over. We’ll ride as far as we can, and walk the rest of the way.” He fought with the controls, as Morley, still bemused, obeyed. At twenty-five hundred feet they bailed out, and floating down seconds later, watched Spaceboat 6 crash into a low wooded hill. And when they landed, and inspected the wreckage, it was some minutes before either spoke.


  It was obvious at a glance that Spaceboat 6 was ready for the boneyard, had there been one around. The ship, under the few automatic controls that were still functioning, had sliced in at a thirty degree angle, ploughed a short distance through a growth of slim, poplar-like trees, and then crumpled completely against an outcropping granite ledge. Finally Morley gulped audibly, and Madsen laughed.


  “Well, Mastermind, any suggestions that might help us? Any little pearls of wisdom from the great brain?”


  “Just one,” Morley answered. “Head for the Equator, and—”


  “And try to find a D.D. Correct. If we last that long. Let’s salvage what we can out of this junk and shove off.”


  Morley cleared his throat diffidently. “There are a few pieces of equipment we should take along, for—er—emergencies—” His voice trailed off miserably under Madsen’s basilisk stare.


  “Listen, Morley, once and for all. We’re lugging essentials and that’s all. Any extra weight is out.”


  “But, listen—”


  Madsen ignored the interruption, and cut loose with one last broadside. “Save your breath. It’s bad enough being saddled with a useless little squirt like you, without being made into a pack mule unnecessarily.”


  II


  HE CLIMBED into a gaping hole in the bow. Morley followed, humiliated but still thinking hard. Catalogue it, he told himself. Remember everything. The Distress Depots, or D.D.’s, as spacemen called them, were studded on every frontier world, usually on the Equator. They contained two small spacecraft plus ample supplies of food, medicine, and tools. When wrecked, get to a D.D. and live. It was that simple.


  They spent an hour worming their way through the shambles that had been the well ordered interior of Spaceboat 6, before emerging to take stock of their loot on the ground outside. Both men knew that they were pitifully equipped to cover several hundred miles, on foot, in a completely hostile environment. Suddenly Madsen looked up from the sextant he was examining.


  “How come this gravity, Brain? I weigh about a hundred right now, I figure, and that’s too much, by plenty. Japetus isn’t a quarter the size of our moon.”


  “It’s supposed to have a core of heavy radioactive metals,” said Morley, thoughtfully, “and a corresponding high density. Keeps it warm anyway, instead of a big icicle, like Phoebe.”


  “Phoebe!” Madsen laughed. “I remember, back in ’89—” He stopped abruptly at a rattling from the ledge. A green, little lizard-like creature was scrambling frantically over the granite, while hot in pursuit were three—spiders? Black, they were, a black like living velvet, and incredibly fast as they closed in, beady stalked eyes fastened on their prey. They were deliberately herding the desperate lizard toward a cleft in the rock. As the creature leaped into the opening, another spider dove at it from the recess. The others closed in. There was a hopeless hissing, a vicious clicking of mandibles. The struggle subsided. Once again the day was silent. Madsen holstered the blaster he had drawn and looked whitely at Morley.


  “Pleasant pets,” he grunted.


  “Poisonous and carnivorous, too,” said Morley, shakingly. “I remember reading that Valdez dissected one when he first landed here twenty years ago. One of his crew was bitten, and died in less than five minutes.”


  Madsen was thoughtful. “We could stand a little briefing on the local flora and fauna, but palaver won’t get us to the Equator. And that little stock treatise entitled ‘Physical Attributes of Phoebe’ is worse than useless. Lucky the sextant is O.K., we can at least check our latitude. There’s just one flaw.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Which way do we go when we hit the line? The D.D.’s are spaced ninety degrees apart. We might be within a hundred miles of one. If we head the wrong way, we’d have three or four hundred miles to go. There’s no method of figuring our longitude.”


  Morley was staring sunward, with thoughtful eyes. “Yes, there is,” he said quietly.


  Madsen’s jaw dropped. “Give.” he said.


  “We both forgot something we know perfectly well. Notice the sun? It hasn’t moved perceptibly since we landed. Japetus doesn’t revolve on its axis.”


  “So what?”


  “Two things. One, no night, since we’re on the sunward side. The sun will move from side to side in the sky, reaching its lateral limits when Japetus is in quadrature in regard to Saturn. If we were here for a month, we’d see Saturn rise, make a full arc through the sky, and set. Let’s hope for a shorter stay.”


  “Go on,” said Madsen, and suddenly there was nothing patronizing or scornful in his voice.


  “Two. We came in over the Pole almost exactly at inferior conjunction. Right?”


  “I think I get it.” Madsen answered slowly.


  For a moment Morley was silent. He could almost smell the dingy classroom in Port Chicago, almost see the words on the examination paper in front of him. The paragraph leaped out, limned sharply in his mind. “Section 4, Subhead A, Solar Space Code. The initial Distress Depot on any satellite shall be situated, when practical, on the Prime Meridian. For the purposes of this act, the Prime Meridian of a satellite shall be the meridian that bisects the Sun when the Satellite is in inferior conjunction. Quarter mile belts shall be burned fifty miles to the North, South, East, and West as guides. Radio beacons will operate, unless impracticable due to atmospheric conditions, or other reasons.”


  “We’re on, or practically on the Prime Meridian right now,” said Madsen. “A trek due South should hit D.D. No. 1 square on the nose. Right?”


  “Right. Two or three hundred miles to go. We might make it in two weeks.”


  Madsen squinted at the stationary disk of Sol, hanging in the sky. “Let’s load up and get started. The sooner we’re on our way, the better.”


  Both men had discarded their space suits, were dressed in the gray work clothes of Satellites, Inc. Equipment was easily divided. Each had a blaster, and a wrist compass-chronometer. Radio was useless on Japetus, and the little headsets were ruthlessly jettisoned. The flat tins of emergency food concentrate were stowed in two knapsacks. Madsen took charge of the sextant, and Morley carried a lightweight repeating rifle for possible game that might be out of blaster range. Canteens, a pocket first-aid kit, and a small heliograph, were the final items, (accept for several articles which Morley unobtrusively stowed away about his person.


  Less than three hours after the crash, the two men shouldered their burdens, took a bearing to determine their course, and headed into the south.


  IN A MATTER of minutes Spaceboat 6 was out of sight. With Madsen leading, they threaded their way through the scant undergrowth. Underfoot the dry, broad-bladed grass rustled through a morning that had no beginning or end. Farther away were other and less easily explained rustlings, and once both men froze as a half-dozen of what looked like baby dragons arrowed past within yards of them.


  “Formation flying, like ducks,” muttered Morley, watching from the corner of his eye.


  When the whispering of scaled wings had died away, the castaways resumed their steady plodding into the south. Twice they crossed small fresh water brooks, providing a welcome opportunity to drink their fill, and replenish the canteens. The going was easy, since the footing was in fairly dense soil, and the scrub was not so thick as to provide any difficulties. After eight hours of nearly continuous travel, they reached the banks of a third stream. Here Madsen stopped, and dropped his knapsack to tire ground.


  “Campsite,” he grunted.


  “Alabama,” Morley murmured.


  Madsen goggled. “Are you delirious? What do you mean—Alabama?”


  Morley laughed sheepishly. “Alabama means ‘Here we rest,’ I said it without thinking—”


  Madsen was grinning now. “What beats me is how you remember all that junk. I’d go nuts if I tried to clutter up my mind with a bunch of useless data. Alabama!”


  “I don’t have to try to remember things.” Morley said thoughtfully. “If I read or hear something that seems the least bit curious or unusual, it just sticks. And sometimes it’s useful.”


  “Such as?”


  “Well, remember when Storybook ran a mile last year in 1.29? He was the first to break 1.30. Some joe that knewa lot about horses gave me an argument in a bar about the first horse to break 1.40. He bet me ten credits it was Man o’ War. I knew it was Ten Broeck, and I got an almanac and proved it.”


  Madsen looked up from the tin of coffee concentrate he was opening. “Hasn’t anyone ever tried to win an argument by poking you one in the snoot?”


  “Once or twice.” Morley was almost apologetic. “But I learned judo a few years ago, just for the hell of it, so I didn’t get hurt much.”


  “You’re a whiz with the sabre, no doubt?” said Madsen dryly.


  “No, I tried swordplay for a while, but gave it up. It’s a little too, er—primitive for my tastes.”


  “Primitive!” Madsen glanced around at the alien scene and nearly choked. “I’m crossing my fingers, but what would you do if some carnivore, or a gang of those spiders suddenly appeared and started for us with evil intentions?”


  “I think I’d run,” said Morley simply. “It was pretty dull at General Plastic but at least the comptometers weren’t man-eating.”


  Madsen blinked, and seeming to find expression difficult, forbore to answer.


  They ate, and relaxed on the soft sod, lulled almost into a feeling of security. Not being foolhardy, however, they slept in six hour shifts. Morley stood the first watch, and slept the second. When he awoke, Madsen was tensely examining a ration tin. Jarred into instant alertness by a feeling of urgency and alarm, Morley leaped to his feet.


  “Something wrong?”


  Without answering, Madsen handed him the tin. It was pockmarked with inch wide patches of metallic gray fungus, from several of which liquid was seeping. There was a sharp odor or decay.


  Madsen was hastily dumping the contents of the knapsacks on the ground. Morley joined him, and both men commenced scraping the clinging gray patches from the tins. AU but three were perforated and ruined.


  “We’ll at least be traveling light from now on,” Madsen said. “Any idea what this stuff is?”


  “Some of that lichen, or whatever it is, was around the scene of the crash,” Morley answered. “The stuff must have an affinity for tin; probably secretes some acid that dissolves it. Only trouble is, it goes through thin steel too.”


  Madsen commenced repacking their effects.


  “From now on, laddie, keep your eyes peeled for game, and if you see any, use that rifle. If we don’t knock down some meat, and soon, we aren’t going to make it. Might as well realize it right now.”


  “Were you ever wrecked before, Madsen?”


  “Once, on Venus. Cartographic expedition.”


  “What happened?”


  “Tubes blew and we made a forced landing. Wound up sitting in the middle of a pile of highgrade scrap.”


  “What did you do men?”


  Madsen shouldered his knapsack and smiled condescendingly.


  “Not a thing, Mr. Fix-it. We didn’t have to. Since I seem to have accidentally stumbled on something new and strange to you, add this to your files. It’s usual on cartographic trips of any length, for one ship to go out, while another stays at a temporary base, and keeps in constant directional radio contact. If anything happens, they come a-running. Makes it fine for us uninformed common people.”


  “Oh.”


  “Of course, this is somewhat different. If we don’t get out by ourselves, whoever finds us need only say, ‘X marks the spot.’ ”


  Morley didn’t bother answering. No comment was necessary. He knew as well as Madsen that whatever margin of safety they possessed had been shaved to the vanishing point.


  THEY made twenty miles in a forced march, slept, ate, and then traveled again. The stunted forest grew thinner, and occasionally they crossed open spaces acres in extent. Twice they saw, in the distance, animals resembling terrestrial deer, and on the second occasion Morley tried a fruitless shot. They slept and ate again, and now the last of the rations were gone. They went on.


  As they made southing, the dull sun crept higher in the sky by infinitesimal degrees. Now the going became tougher. Patches of evil looking muskeg began to appear in the scrub, and the stunted trees themselves gradually gave way to six foot ferns. There were occasional signs that some creature had been foraging on the lush growth. When they found fresh tracks in the soft footing, Morley unlimbered the rifle, and the two men trod more softly. By that time either would have cheerfully made a meal on one of the miniature flying dragons, alive and kicking, and the thought of a juicy steak from some local herbivore was as soul stirring as the sight of Mecca to a true believer.


  Both men whirled at a sudden crashing on their left. Something like a large splay footed kangaroo broke cover, and went loping away, clearing the fern tops at every bound. In one motion Morley whipped up the rifle and fired. There was an earsplitting report, the leaper kept right on going, under forced draught, and the two castaways stared in consternation at a rifle that resembled a bundle of metallic macaroni more than it did a firearm.


  Madsen spoke first. “You probably got some mud in the barrel when we stopped last time,” he accused. “Look at us now.” Morley started to mumble an apology, but Madsen cut him short. “Look at us now,” he repeated, with all stops out. “It was bad before, now it’s practically hopeless. Our only long range gun! What do we do now if we do find game—dig pits for it?” If a man can be said to slink without changing his position, Morley slunk. Madsen continued, double fortissimo.


  “A kid of ten knows enough to keep a gun clean, but you, Mr.—Mr. Unabridged Webster in the flesh—”


  He stopped, temporarily out of breath. Morley regarded him abjectly, and suddenly Madsen began to feel a little ashamed. After all, the fellow had figured out that business about the meridian.


  “No use in having any post mortems,” he said, with fine logic. “Throw that junk away. It’s that much less to carry, anyway.” Two hours later, they plodded wearily through the last of the swamp onto higher ground. The two haggard, muddied figures that threw themselves on the dry soil to rest bore little resemblance to the men who had parachuted from Spaceboat 6 seventy-two hours before.


  The slope on which they rested was tufted with small bushes. One particular type with narrow dark green leaves bore clusters of fruit like small plums, which Madsen eyed speculatively.


  “Do we risk it?” he asked.


  “Might as well.”


  Morley was completely unaware that he had just accepted the responsibility for making a decision.


  “We can’t afford not to risk it,” he said, adding, with little show of enthusiasm, “I’ll be the guinea pig.”


  “Take it easy, chum, Madsen countered. “We’ll match for it.”


  They matched and Morley called it wrong. He plucked a sample of the fruit and stood regarding it like some bewhiskered Little Jack Horner. Finally he broke the thin skin with his thumbnail and gingerly conveyed a couple of drops of juice to his tongue. The taste was simultaneously oily and faintly sweet, and after a short wait he essayed a fair sized bite. Madsen was about to follow suit, when Morley motioned him to wait. The next second he was rolling on the ground, coughing and choking, while Madsen tried grimly to feed him water from a canteen.


  It was no use. The throat tissues became swollen and inflamed in seconds, to the point of agony, and swallowing was totally impossible. To this was shortly added an overpowering nausea. When the retching finally stopped, Morley tried to speak, but in vain. Even the effort meant waves of pain.


  Madsen watched helplessly, and when the spasms of choking finally stopped, spoke gently.


  “We’ll be camping right here for a while, looks like. Try to get some sleep if it slacks off any. You’ll be okay in a while.”


  His doubts were hidden, and Morley thanked him with his eyes.


  III


  AS THE hours dragged on, Madsen sat quietly on guard, while the sick man tossed in uneasy slumber. The eternal day was comfortably warm, and eventually the watcher dosed his eyes. Just for a moment, he thought drowsily, just for a nap. Head pillowed on his arm, he slept. The alien hillside was very quiet. He slept, dreaming of the long trip home, of Port Chicago, of beer, and girls, and a fistfull of credits.


  When Madsen awoke, he knew instantly that something was out of key, that some subtle change in the surroundings had triggered a warning bell in his subconscious. Without any sudden move, he cast an all inclusive glance over the surrounding terrain. Morley still slept, and the scene seemed unchanged. But no! Wait! There on the fitful breeze that had sprung up, that faint sweetish smell. He sniffed, facing upwind. What the devil was it? Frowning, he stared toward the crest of the hill. There was one tree, a few-rods away, that seemed different from the others. Larger, and the branches were whiplike, drooping. It looked vaguely like a weeping willow on Earth. Madsen started toward it, walking softly. As he drew nearer, the scent became stronger, and now he recognized it. Carrion! It was coming from the tree, and he was able to see the source.


  The corpses of two or three scaled green lizards, and one of the lopers from the fern forest. The drooping limbs of the tree moved undulantly in the breeze, almost as if they possessed an awareness of his approach, and he noticed that they were armed with two inch thorns. He was very close now. He took another step, and then, without warning, every nerve and muscles seemed to twist and contract violently. Blacking out between two breaths, he still realized what had happened. Once before, on Ceres, he had experienced the paralyzing effect of a blaster bolt from a weapon set at high aperture.


  An hour passed. Deep down in the blackness, in the solid dark, some wisp of consciousness stirred and quickened. It quested, as the black became gray. It flowered into life, Ego once again, suddenly aware of the pale warm sunlight, and an intolerable aching. He looked up at Morley and cursed.


  “Why did you do it?”


  “Had to.” Morley’s voice was a harsh whisper. “You’d have been a goner in another step or two, and I couldn’t yell. That tree’s deadly.”


  “So that’s it.” A pause. “If you don’t mind my asking, how did you know?”


  “Remembered it from a picture in Valdez’ book, when I saw you walking into that—thing! Watch this.”


  He picked up a chunk of shale, and lobbed it into the tree. The reaction was violent and immediate. The formerly quiescent limbs whipped sinuously through the air, their thorny armament glinting in the light. Madsen felt the back of his neck tingle at the hiss of their passage. Dozens of black, hornet-like insects took wing, and buzzed angrily and aimlessly around until the agitated motion subsided and the tree sank slowly into its former somnolence.


  “How does it work?” asked Madsen.


  “The thorns, they’re almost instantly lethal. Notice those wasps, or whatever they are?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Well, they live in those trees, and pollenate them. They lay eggs in the game that the tree polishes off. When the larvae graduate and get their wings, they make a brief nuptial flight, and set up housekeeping in a similar tree. Other insects stay away. It’s a beautiful case of highly specialized symbiosis.”


  “Funny, eh?”


  “Not very. You might say our position is similar, to a degree. How are you feeling now?”


  “A lot better, except for the ache. Your throat seems to be coming along all right, too.” His eyes ranged the slope, estimating the distance to their initial resting place. “Man alive, I was lucky to be in range!”


  “You were at that, Madsen. There’s just one chronic bug in energy weapons, the old law of inverse squares. Short range tools, that’s all.”


  “You said it. Say, Morley—”


  “Yes?”


  “Doesn’t a symbiotic relationship usually refer to some type of parasitism? Sort of a put and take game, with one organism doing all the putting, and the other, all the taking?”


  Can it be? thought Morley, incredulously. Honest gratitude was natural, but the idea that Madsen’s granite exterior might conceal a slowly burgeoning respect—!


  “Not exactly,” he said carefully. “Often there is a mutual dependence, as with us. That’s what I meant to say in the first place.”


  “Thanks. I feel, well, pretty foolish about being so careless, and holding us up. Not that I’d have gone on walking into that tree, mind you. And I’d hate to have you think of me as a human—liana, or remora, or something.”


  “Don’t be silly. We’re partners, aren’t we?”


  “Yeah, that’s true. Morley, I—”


  “Well?”


  “Thanks, a lot.”


  “Er—that’s all right. Skip it.”


  THE mesa stretched to the horizon on all sides, timeless and forbidding, drowsing through the sunlit millennia. To a casual celestial voyager, it would have appeared barren of life, except for the two scarecrow figures which scrabbled in the sand in spots where a stunted, ropy vine was growing. At intervals one or the other would triumphantly dig out a baseball-sized melon like object, and wolf it hungrily, the juice dribbling over his bearded chin. The trail they had made was blurred in spots where they had fallen, light-headed with weakness. The melons helped, though their caloric count would never constitute a dietitian’s dream of joy. They were food, of a sort, and more important, water. Finally one of the figures scrambled to his feet, and stared defiantly at the dim sun, higher now, but still far from the zenith.


  “Let’s get going,” said Morley thickly. The two men shambled silently through the knee-high grass and dwarf trees of the savannah. They didn’t feel particularly hungry anymore. There was only a vaguely irritating condition of lassitude, and dizziness, and an annoying tendency of the knees to buckle uncontrollably without the slightest warning. They plodded on, weaving uncertainly from time to time. There was game here, creatures like antelope, but they maddeningly stayed well out of blaster range. Madsen had discarded everything but his pack, while Morley’s weapon still hung at his hip. With seemingly irrational stubbornness, he also clung to the impedimenta he had picked up at the wreck, despite Madsen’s petulant remarks about excess weight.


  It seemed to Morley as if they had been traveling forever through some grassy Gehenna. It grew harder and harder for him to think in logical sequence. When he climbed painfully to his feet after a fall, he had to fight back a sudden overwhelming urge to burst into babyish tears. Madsen hardly ever fell down. It didn’t seem fair, and he wished bitterly that he were more like Madsen. Still he fought on without knowing why. Another step, and another, and a thousand more, each one an individual effort to which he forced his failing muscles.


  Another eternity or two passed, and suddenly Madsen staggered and sat down in his tracks. He stared resentfully at his knapsack and then peered up at Morley.


  “We’ve still got four of those melon things. If we eat them now, we won’t have to carry them. How about it?” he mumbled.


  Through Morley’s weariness crept a doubt as to the validity of his comrade’s logic, but it seemed to be too difficult to analyze at the moment.


  They ate the scanty meal in silence, and rested for an hour, half comatose. Then, somewhat refreshed, Morley levered himself slowly erect. He stirred Madsen with his toe.


  “Up and at ’em, chum.”


  Madsen blinked at him and started to rise. He was on one knee, when suddenly, he turned his head in a listening attitude. Morley had heard the distant hum, too, and was standing stock still, an anxious frown on his gaunt face. Madsen was on the verge of scrambling to his feet, when Morley spoke.


  “Don’t move.”


  “What’s the—?”


  “Shut up, for God’s sake. Don’t stir.” He was trembling, his bony features white as paper under their coating of grime. Madsen froze, wordless. Sailing through the tall grass, straight toward them, came one of the gray antelope-like creatures. It passed within twenty feet. They could see the heaving flanks, the foam on its muzzle, the rolling, terror stricken eyes. Close behind, and closing in rapidly, came the origin of the hum. It was a host of tiny iridescent flying creatures, no larger than bumblebees. They streaked by, green and crimson winged gems, the hum rising to a vicious crescendo.


  The chase ended a hundred yards away. As the cloud struck, the antelope screamed, a lone cry of agony and despair. It staggered once, tried to leap forward, staggered again, was down. There was a threshing, a violent movement of the grass, then silence.


  IV


  A QUARTER of an hour passed before a rising hum announced the ending of the feast. The component parts of the cloud took flight, coalesced into a group, vanished into the distance.


  Madsen broke first, heading for the remains of the antelope, with Morley close behind. The animal lay in a heap, drained of every drop of blood, its punctured eyes staring sightlessly at the empty heavens.


  “Meat,” babbled Madsen. “Chops, steak, liver, heart.”


  “Shut up,” Morley said curtly, “and start a fire.” He bent to the butchering.


  They ate, new life flooding into them. They were suddenly deeply conscious of the incredible sensation of being fed, of resting with a full stomach, of enjoying a reprieve that might be a pardon.


  Madsen stopped picking his teeth for a moment.


  “Did you know what those things were?” he asked.


  “Sure. Sangres, Valdez called them. Means bloody in Spanish. They’re blood drinkers. There’s one thing, though, you’re pretty safe if you don’t move. Those sweet little birds—and they are birds, as a matter of fact—hunt by sight.”


  Madsen was silent. Then he laughed, and turned to eye the remains of the antelope fondly.


  “And to think we didn’t even have to bleed it,” he said. “When we get back, you might recommend some books for me to read, if you feel like doing a good turn.” Morley was laughing, too. “It’s a deal.” When they resumed their trek, both knapsacks were loaded with meat, cut into strips, and well smoked. The travelers were staggering no longer, though once again they were traversing rising ground. An eight-hour march brought them to the summit. At their feet the ground fell away in a sharp slope, to level off a few miles in the distance, and there, flowing from the west and swinging in a broad arc directly into the south, was the silvery sheen of a river. It seemed like a great question mark, its ends disappearing over the deceptively close horizons of the little world.


  Madsen peered at the bright interrogative streak.


  “Pardon my ignorance, pal, but is that river really flowing south, or am I dreaming?”


  “No, it’s not a dream. We’ve been coming over a watershed evidently.”


  “That should simplify matters. We get to the river, build a raft somehow, if there’s timber, and travel in luxury. Right?”


  “Right.”


  A few hours of easy travel brought them to the bank. For some time it had been evident that there would be ample material for a raft. Now Morley looked at the foot-thick trunks around them, and said thoughtfully, “We’ll have to work downstream and look for windfalls or something. We aren’t equipped for lumberjack work.”


  They had paralleled the stream for some time when suddenly Madsen shouted in exultation.


  “Look!”


  They were standing at a point of land at a juncture of the river and an evil looking backwater some twenty feet wide. It was bridged by one fallen trunk, and on the other side were several more, where a falling giant had brought down his neighbors in his collapse.


  Madsen hastily started across the trunk which bridged the slough, ignoring Morley’s admonition to take it easy. Halfway across, a rotten piece of bark crumbled under his tread. He caught at the stub of a limb, preventing a full length fall by a narrow margin, and wound up standing in semiliquid, knee deep mud. He had placed his hands on the fallen trunk, preparatory to climbing back on it, when, with hardly a warning ripple, something flipped from the muddy surface and clamped around his wrist. Another slapped across his neck, and clung.


  Madsen tore at them in vain, waves of revulsion flooding him. The things were inch-thick ribbons, a foot and a half long, and about six inches wide, a mottled green in color. There was an unspeakable repulsion about their touch, and they were coldly, clammily strong. Now the surface of the slough was churning as the hideous swarm converged, and Madsen felt his strength fading as a light dims when an electrician turns a rheostat. He tried to keep fighting, but his muscles refused to answer his will. Immobile, but fully conscious, with his insides a ball of cold horror, he waited.


  MEANWHILE, Morley, on solid ground, was clawing the contents from his knapsack, scattering jerky on all sides.


  The tableau on the bank was within Madsen’s range of vision as he lay half immersed in mud, with the stomach-turning horrors greedily glueing themselves to his exposed hands and face. To the sick helplessness with which he faced the end, was added a hopeless burning rage. What was Morley doing? Planning to offer the things some dried meat? A handful of near-leather for something that lusted and craved for hot blood? What a way to cash in. A living buffet dinner for alien monstrosities, while a white faced weak sister fumbled frantically, safely, in a useless knapsack. A band of cold, hungry malignance fastened itself to his forehead, just missing his left eye.


  Dully, he watched Morley come up with something like a small flashlight, saw him thumb the switch, and commence crawling out on the log to where Madsen lay half submerged. Once within range, he played the invisible beam from the little device over Madsen’s inert body. The result was instantaneous. The giant leeches relaxed their grip and disappeared under the mud with startling rapidity. Morley retched at a glimpse of a sucker-lined underbelly. Then he hooked his weapon on his belt and dragged Madsen to dry land.


  The victim’s frantic eyes showed he was obviously conscious, though unable to move or speak. Morley promptly launched into a reassuring monologue.


  “Don’t worry, you’ll be O.K. in a few hours. Those things temporarily short circuit the nervous energy of their prey in some manner. They call them sanguisuga, means bloodsucker. They’re sensitive only to strong ultraviolet, like a lot of extra-terrestrial life.”


  He removed the little projector from his belt.


  “That’s why I’ve been lugging this airlock disinfector all the way. I had a hunch it might come in handy. And look.”


  He unbuttoned his shirt, exposing a length of thin cord coiled around his waist.


  “I wasn’t going to show you this, but now we can use it for lashings for the raft we’re going to build as soon as you’re better.”


  “Even a rope,” said Madsen slowly. He articulated with difficulty, his nerves tingling with returning life.


  Forty-eight hours later they were far to the South, floating down the nameless river on their improvised raft. There was no feeling of captain and crew, now. Just two men, fighting together. And winning.


  The sextant had long since been discarded, and both men were staring at a rickety tripod, from which a button was suspended by a piece of ravelled thread. The shadow it cast was a dark dot. Madsen spoke first.


  “You’re quite a gadgeteer, aren’t you. It’s simple, at that. The closer we are to the equator, the higher the sun, and the shorter the shadow. Voila!”


  Morley laughed and stretched. The change in equilibrium set the little pendulum to swinging gently, and he watched it intently as the motion slowly ceased.


  “It’s been that way for hours now. We should be nearly there.”


  Madsen scanned the bank. “Any time now, any time.”


  An hour later they saw it. A quarter mile lane burned through the trees and shrubs, running straight as a string from the horizon to the river, and continuing on the other side. They beached the raft, in case the necessity arose to cross back, and trudged until they came to the first mile marker. They were on the right side. The arrow pointed in the direction they were going, and the enamelled sign said, simply,


  
    
      
        
          	
            JAPETUS D.D. No. 1

            12 m.

            19 km.

          
        

      
    

  


  After a pause, Madsen spoke. “We made it, thanks to what you knew about Japetus. All those little things that added up.


  “Oh those,” said Morley. “Just,” he hesitated. “Just—odds and ends.”


  THE BIG SHOW ON TITAN


  Richard M. Elam


  The space freighter had landed on Titan, the largest moon in all the Solar System. The Shannon twins had been anxious to reach this moon of Saturn because their father had told them that something very exciting might happen here before they left.


  There was still another reason why the children had looked forward to the landing. They would meet a boy of their own age who was the son of a worker. He had been living on Titan for the past two years and would be able to show them around.


  Steve and Sue came down the outside “gangway” of the cargo ship and stepped onto the frozen ground of the distant world. The twins wore space suits, of course, for the air outside was extremely cold and it was poisonous as well with raw methane and ammonia.


  Steve saw beautiful Saturn, with its colored rings, filling much of the blue sky. Titan was a world of close mountains, worn smooth by lots of windy weather. A film of glistening ice covered the peaks like caps of glass.


  “Look up there, Sue!” Steve said. “Over our heads! That’s the famous skyport of Titan!”


  “I wish we could go up there!” Sue said.


  “Maybe we’ll get the chance,” answered Steve.


  Ahead of them stood a rounded plastic dome. Men were carrying into it cartons of supplies which the space freighter had brought. The twins’ father, who was an official of the American Space Supply Company, was still aboard to take care of the unloading.


  A boy came out of the domed building. “Are you the Shannons?” he asked over his space radio.


  “Yes, we are,” Steve replied.


  “I’m Bobby King.”


  Sue and Steve said they were glad to meet him. He asked if they would like to go up and see the skyport.


  Both the young Shannons answered a quick, “Sure!” together.


  They followed their new friend into the plastic dome. Bobby King pointed to an overhead cable. Hanging from the heavy cord was a cable car.


  “All aboard!” Bobby called, like a train conductor.


  Sue and Steve giggled with pleasure as they entered the car, followed by Bobby. Bobby pushed a switch and the cable car began to move.


  “We’re going up like a corkscrew,” Bobby said.


  Round and round, right out of the top of the building, moved the cable car. Up and up it went. It took about ten minutes to reach the top. As soon as they got out, two men passed them who were talking about a storm that was on the way.


  “Boy, if there’s a storm coming, you two are sure in luck!” Bobby told Sue and Steve.


  Steve and Sue looked at one another, puzzled. Why should their young friend be pleased over a coming storm?


  They saw before them a space that looked as flat as a highway and larger than a football field. There was a row of hangars along the far side.


  “Wow, we sure must be high!” Steve burst out. They seemed to be almost on a level with the mountains.


  “We’re a whole mile off the ground,” Bobby told him. “The skyport rests on the corners of two mountain ridges.”


  They went over to one of the clear plastic walls that edged the skyport.


  “Gee, the freighter sure is little down there!” Sue said.


  It almost took Steve’s breath away. The big space ship indeed looked no larger than a toy down below.


  “Why did they go to such trouble to build this?” Steve asked.


  “Because there wasn’t any place flat enough on the ground,” Bobby answered. “My father says they need a main skyport on Titan because there are so many companies here digging for uranium. The colonists fly here to get their supplies and mail.”


  “I see some dark clouds over the mountains,” Sue said. “Does that mean a storm is coming?”


  Bobby’s helmet nodded. “It sure does! You two are the luckiest ones! You got here right at the start of the storm season.”


  Steve and Sue were still puzzled as to why Bobby wanted it to storm.


  Bobby showed his guests a faint star burning through the blue atmosphere. “That’s Earth,” he told them, “750 million miles away. My father thinks we can go back for a visit in a few weeks. I’ll be glad.”


  “Where do you live here, Bobby?” Sue asked.


  “My father and I stay in an apartment a little way from here,” Bobby answered.


  “How about school?” Steve wanted to know. “Do they have one on Titan?”


  Bobby shook his head. “My father teaches me. He’s out with some prospectors today.”


  Bobby showed them Titan’s other nine sister moons, which looked like glowing fireballs. Steve saw that most of the daylight came from Saturn because the sun was so far away. It wasn’t nearly as bright here as it was on Earth.


  “I wish we could run over to Saturn for a visit,” Sue said, jokingly.


  “You don’t really, Sue,” Bobby told her. “You couldn’t stand up in its heavy gravity. Saturn’s almost as big as Jupiter, you know.”


  “What are Saturn’s rings made of?” Steve asked.


  “Oodles and oodles of rocks,” Bobby replied. “They are traveling so fast that they! make the rings look like one solid piece.”


  Wind was beginning to howl around them and this seemed to make Bobby very excited.


  The coming storm must be something special, Steve thought. His curiosity had been aroused strongly.


  The clouds gathered darker and more thickly behind the mountains. The wind was driving harder.


  “Hadn’t we better go inside?” Sue asked, worriedly.


  “Shucks, no!” Bobby said. “It won’t be any fun unless we’re right out in it! There won’t be any rain. It’s too cold on Titan for rain.”


  Suddenly the three heard a loud siren wail.


  “That means a jet plane is coming in,” Bobby said. “All planes have to land when word of a storm gets around.”


  The plane’s wheels touched down and the ship rolled along until a hook on it caught a line that stretched across the runway. The line brought the plane to a sharp halt.


  The jet’s wings were folded down and the ship was pushed off to a hangar. Two more ships landed afterward. Then a blinding flash lighted up the sky. It made Steve and Sue blink and jump in fright.


  “Look!” Bobby exclaimed. “The storm has begun!”


  Other men had come out to see what was going to happen and they lined up along the edges of the skyport with the children.


  Bobby pointed to a sparkling balloon of light that burst into a blossom of sparks over the mountains. A moment later a red dagger flash skipped across the peaks. During all this there were loud crashes and rumblings. Steve was scared and thrilled at the same time.


  “It’s just like fireworks!” Sue called out.


  Now Steve could understand why Bobby had looked forward to the storm. He guessed, too, that this was the exciting surprise their father had said might happen while they were here.


  An orange pinwheel, like a Fourth of July sparkler, rose from a mountain top and looped upward. It grew bigger and bigger and fainter and fainter at the same time. It was really a beauty.


  “What causes the fireworks?” Steve asked above the noise.


  “Partly strong wind,” Bobby said loudly, “and partly Titan’s gases exploding against the mountain tops!”


  They watched spellbound for fifteen minutes, then a half hour. The Shannons were sure they had never seen anything quite so breathtaking as this.


  At one time a row of peaks seemed to glow with a sheet of red flame. The flame danced and flickered like a forest fire for a long time before it faded out.


  The children had been enjoying themselves so thoroughly that they knew nothing of the peril that was heading their way.


  The first warning came when one of the skyport men standing nearby shouted over his space suit radio. Steve whirled in alarm. His heart seemed to stop beating completely for a terrible moment.


  A tardy plane had come in for a landing on the sky platform. But the howling wind had kept everyone from hearing the warning siren.


  Because of the fierce blowing, the plane had not hooked firmly to the braking line. It scooted off to the side and was heading for the very spot where Bobby, Steve and Sue stood.


  “Bobby!” Steve cried. “Get out of the way!” As Bobby ducked for safety, Steve also moved quickly. Sue screamed as Bobby grabbed her hastily by her space glove. He had to jerk her sharply in order to get her out of the path of the runaway plane.


  The plane crashed into the plastic wall of the skyport, tearing out a section of wall as if though it were thin cardboard. The ship was left dangling on the very edge as if ready to fall a mile to the ground.


  “The poor pilot!” Sue cried. “Oh, I can’t look!”


  But the skyport men had come running quickly over and together they pulled the jet plane back to safety. They helped the scared pilot out. He walked shakily off into one of the hangars.


  “Whew! That was close!” Steve breathed. “For him and us, too!”


  “My heart is still thumping like a drum!” Bobby said.


  As for Sue, she was too upset to say anything at all.


  They turned to look at the fireworks to take their minds off the accident. The wonderful ending of the show almost made them forget it completely.


  They saw a dazzling white light burst like an empty volcano. The banner of fire rose as high into the sky as huge Saturn. Then it spilled over like a great fountain. It changed into purple, then blue, green and red.


  Before dying out, it gave the big planet a lovely ruddy glow, showing up its rings like a gleaming necklace of rubies. That was the end of Nature’s grand performance.


  “Wow, wasn’t that terrific?” Steve asked. “A show like that in a grandstand on Earth would cost you three-and-a-half.”


  “Maybe four!” Sue chimed in.


  “You can’t see this show anywhere on Earth, Steve,” Bobby said. “Titan is the only place. And the good thing about it is that it’s all for free!”


  SATURNALIA


  Randall Garrett


  It was gravity that made the situation so grave, here on this space station within mighty Saturn’s rings . . .


  JAMES FENRIS stood at the wide, thick window and looked out at the fearful wall of gas that filled most of the sky. It was nearly three thousand miles away, but it seemed as though he could have reached out and touched it—stirred that vast, thick soup of hydrogen, methane, and ammonia with his finger.


  Saturn, the beauty of the Solar System; Saturn, a giant, terrifying ball of delicately shaded yellow, orange, and brown bands; Saturn, half witch and half goddess, both terrifying and beautiful.


  Fenris tore his eyes away from the window and looked at the bank of recording instruments to his left, where wiggling needles measured and recorded the gravitational fluctuations and magnetic variations of the giant planet, as the Saturn Survey Station spun dizzyingly around the great globe. Once every five hours, the station looped over the planet from pole to pole, well within Roche’s Limit, nearly eleven thousand miles within the ring itself. There were times when Fenris half wondered if humanity actually controlled enough power to enable anything to escape from the grasp of that monstrous gravitational field.


  “What’s eating you, Fenris?”


  FENRIS jerked his head around, startled. “Oh! Hi, Georgia. Nothing’s exactly eating me, I guess. Except—” He waved a hand at the window. “—except that. Somehow, it gives me the creeps.” The girl walked over to the window and looked out. “I know what you mean; it looks as though it keeps coming closer . . . as though we were falling . . .”


  “Yeah.” But Fenris found himself looking at the girl instead of the planet. In profile, her face had a crisp, finely-chiselled look, as though she were a work of delicate sculpture instead of a human being. Her eyes were large and heavy-lidded, her mouth generous and full. Her face, framed by a tumble of blonde hair, had the look of the “sultry siren”, and the sway of her lips when she walked accentuated the effect. It was odd, Fenris thought, that her personality and conversation didn’t bear out her actions at all.


  He suddenly realized that she had turned her head, and was looking at him. He felt a crimson flush rise in his throat and burn at his ears.


  He knew the blush didn’t show; Fenris was a dark man, with dark, straight hair, and a heavy tan that would never let the red of a blush through. He knew it didn’t show, but he still felt embarrassed. “Uh, Georgia—what—what time is it,” he said lamely.


  She glanced down at the time dial on her instrument cuff. “Seventeen fifty-six. We’ve got four minutes yet.”


  “I—” He started—and that was as far as he got.


  “Hel-lo, kiddies! Are we ready for the Great White Father’s centennial speech?”


  Leland Conger was a big, ebullent, handsome blond with a perpetual grin and a bubbling, aggressive manner.


  “Centennial speech?” Georgia Ellis’s unsmiling face looked puzzled.


  “Yup,” said Conger. “I just figured it out. Saturn Survey Station will have been in orbit exactly twenty days and twenty hours, as of eighteen hundred. That’s exactly one hundred revolutions around Saturn—our centennial.”


  Fenris grinned lopsidedly. “I guess that’s right: well, we’d better get to the briefing room.”


  Conger looked at him oddly for a second, then said: “I suppose we had.”


  DR. DAHLQUIST stood on the platform of the briefing room and looked over the crowd, peering at them through slightly nearsighted eyes. “Is everybody here?”


  He lifted a finger and began poking it in the. air, counting them. “. . . seventeen, eighteen, nineteen—counting me, that’s twenty. All present and accounted for.”


  He ran his fingers through his graying hair and then clasped his hands behind his Back. “Well, now,” he began, “we all know why we’re here, don’t we?”


  They knew. Fenris, leaning back in his chair, felt more comfortable—now that he didn’t have to look out the window. He could think more clearly.


  “Remember,” Dahlquist went on, “we’re not the only team working on this problem. The Jovian Survey Station has been in operation for nearly a month; between the two of us, we ought to get the information the Institute needs in pretty short order.” Fenris hoped to heaven Dahlquist was right. Checking the interaction of magnetogravitic fields in the area of the huge, rapidly rotating bodies would tell them something—they hoped.


  IT HAD LONG been suspected that the spinning of a huge mass could, in itself, produce a magnetic field. If so, this promised something new in the way of space drives; but there had been no way of checking the theory on Earth. The guesses indicated that nothing positive would show up unless the body was really massive, and had a rapid rate of spin. Jupiter arid Saturn were the most massive bodies in the System; their rotation periods were on the order of ten hours.


  But how to get out to those planets in the first place?


  Not even the early ion drives, which had taken Man to Mars and Venus, had had power enough to fight the gravity fields of the two monsters—even if they could have carried anyone out there in any reasonable length of time.


  Not until the paragravity equations of Blenheim had made the reversible g-field possible had Man been able to get to the outer planets. Once that had happened, Mankind was ready to go to the stars themselves, and magnetogravitic research seemed to point the way.


  THE SATURN SURVEY STATION had been completed and set up, ready for operation, only a few hours before the “centennial” speech, having been towed into orbit by null-g ships and outfitted after it was swinging around Saturn. For twenty days, the construction crews had worked in free fall to get the station ready for occupancy by the research team. Then, at last, the paragravity generators were turned on and the team had come in from the dome on tiny Mimas.


  It had taken a while to set up and check all the instruments, but that was nothing compared with the work that was yet to be done. It made Fenris wince mentally to think of all the data correlation and computation that remained to be done before anything new would come out of the Saturn Survey Station.


  “The instruments will be manned in three eight-hour relays,” Dr. Dahlquist was saying. “There will be six men to a team, and Dr. Jagger and I will be on call at any time. He and I will have to sneak in our sleep when we can. Now—” He lifted a sheet of paper out of his belt. “—here are the assignments for the shifts.”


  He began reading them out. Fenris listened attentively, waiting for his own name to be called.


  “Third shift: Conger, Dylan, Ellis, Fenris, and Jason. Conger, Ellis, and Fenris will take the upper level; the others the lower.”


  Leland Conger, who was sitting next to Fenris, jabbed him in the ribs. “That’s us,” he whispered. “Both of us. Together with the lushest looking broad in the team. I’ll toss you for her.”


  Fenris swallowed and said nothing.


  OVER THE ringed planet’s North Pole, past the Equator; over the South Pole, past the Equator—around and around went the Saturn Survey Station. Cameras trained on the top of the atmosphere recorded changes there; powerful radar beams probed deep within that atmosphere, which was almost literally thicker than pea soup. Magnetic analyzers flickered and wobbled as the polarity of the magnetic field changed. Gravity analyzers chuckled smoothly to themselves as they analyzed, balanced, and integrated the variations in the field—variations which were due to varying densities within the planet, and the differences between its polar and its equatorial diameter.


  Around and around and around.


  At a great distance, a planet acts as a point source of gravitational attraction; as far as Earth is concerned, for example, the main focus of its orbit is at the center of the Sun. But the Saturn Survey Station was dangerously close to its huge primary, well inside the ring system; and the rings of Saturn are inside Roche’s Limit. The pull of the planet at that distance is not in one direction only; at the equator, the Station found itself pulled in one direction by the mass towards the North Pole, and in another direction by that towards the South.


  At that distance, any moon of any considerable size would be broken into fragments by the conflicting pulls. Only the relatively small size of the Station, and the fact that it was made of high-grade structural metals instead of rock, saved it from being pulled to pieces under the conflicting tugs of the huge planet.


  They had to be in that close, in order to get the data that was needed. So . . . around and around went the Station—at a velocity on the order of fifty thousand miles an hour.


  And those inside watched and checked and worked.


  JAMES FENRIS had a headache. It seemed to throb slowly, like the heartbeat of a man in surgical coldsleep: kaaaa-THUMP . . . kaaa a-T HUMP . . . kaaaa-THUMP . . .


  And yet, it wasn’t a headache; it seemed to be something below the physical, something that aspirin or neodescarine couldn’t cure. Because it didn’t really hurt.


  But still . . . it was a headache.


  A headache that didn’t hurt? Silly!


  Fenris shook his head violently and forced himself to look at his instrument board.


  Four point three . . . check—nine oh nine eight . . . check check . . .


  The instruments were in perfect working order, so far; he’d had to replace an erratic tube, but that was all. Still, there seemed to be something queer about their actions, as though they were all uniformly erratic. They seemed to jump and quiver in unison, in time with the throb in his head.


  Across the room, Conger was leaning over Georgia Ellis, talking in a low voice. The girl wasn’t objecting, but she gave the impression of cringing away from the almost overwhelming familiarity of the man.


  FENRIS had met them both on Mimas, while the construction crews were putting the Station in orbit. At first glance, Georgia had appeared to be a lovely, warmly human woman; but a closer look showed that the seeming warmth covered up an icy core. She either feared or hated men—perhaps both.


  Everyone but Leland Conger had spotted it. The men left her alone; they were polite to her, and even friendly, but they knew their place. The women spoke to her when they had to, and avoided her when they could.


  But not Conger. There were other women in the team, but Conger had decided that Georgia Ellis was Target Number One. Maybe that was all right for Conger, Fenris thought. Leland seemed to be the kind of man whose charm and persistance could break down or wear away almost any woman’s resistance.


  There were times when Fenris wished he had that kind of aggressiveness and tenacity. But it was impossible; women made him blush and fumble and spout feeble inanitites.


  I wonder—am I afraid of women? Do I hate them?


  No; it wasn’t that. It wasn’t fear—or hatred, either; it was a double-minded confusion deep within him. He was afraid, perhaps, of his own inadequacies—afraid of offending, afraid of ridicule—but not afraid of women, as such.


  I’m just plain yellow, he thought, half contemptuously.


  The throbbing in his head seemed to speed up a little. Angry with the throb and angry with himself, he turned back to his instruments.


  “Don’t be ridiculous, Conger!”


  FENRIS HEARD Georgia’s voice fairly crackle across the room, although she was not speaking at all loudly. He didn’t turn to look; it was none of his business. There were footsteps across the room, and, quite suddenly, Georgia was beside him.


  “How are they, Fenris?” Her voice sounded a little strained.


  He turned his head and smiled at her. “Pretty good. The paragravity insulation fields don’t seem to be allowing any leakage through to the instruments themselves.” She smiled hesitantly and then looked away, watching the quivering needles. “They’d better not leak. We’re supposed to record Saturn’s gravity, not the pee-gee field in the Station.”


  She was strained; Georgia wasn’t in the habit of telling people the obvious.


  “Nothing’s perfect,” he said. “There’s a tiny amount of influence from the peegee generators, but we can take it into account in our commutations.”


  “Yes. Yes, of course.” She wasn’t paying any attention to what either of them were saying. He wondered what it was that Conger had said to her. He could imagine the general tenor of the conversation, but how, exactly, had Conger worded it?


  And why had she come to him? For protection? The idea was ludicrous.


  The door opened and Markholdt stepped in. “Okay,” he cabled out, “you people can knock off. We’ll take over.” Georgia glanced at her wrist. “I didn’t realize it was time for the first shift yet. Thank heaven they’re here; I think I have a slight headache.”


  THE TEAM had been on the Station for fifteen days before the director. Dr. Dahlquist, called them all together for another general conference. His face looked hazard and a little worried.


  I wonder what’s the trouble? Fenris thought.


  His headache didn’t seem to bother him any more, although he occasionally fancied he could feel a faint buzzing in his head. It had never hurt enough to drive him to the infirmary, or even to complain of it, but it had been annoying—until a few days ago.


  Others had complained, but Jagger, the medic, explained that the tension of the new project, and the strain of adjustment to the looming planet that hung just outside the window, had undoubtedly aroused psychic disturbances which were annoying, but negligable. And, as he had predicted, the headaches had passed away.


  Dahlquist waited quietly until everyone was in the room, then cleared his throat softly. “We have had some rather bad news.” His eyes narrowed. “It concerns us, in a way, although not directly. The Jovian Station has failed.”


  There was a faint intake of breath and a low murmur in the room, but no one knew exactly what he meant. Failed? How?


  “We just got word a few minutes ago,” Dahlquist continued. “The returns aren’t all in, but evidently everyone in the Jovian Station has become violently ill. It isn’t known what happened, yet. The station on Jupiter IV lost contact with them; they all seem to be in a state of catatonic shock, except for a few who are delirious.”


  The murmur in the audience grew louder.


  “In addition, they had an accident. The paragravity generator blew out on them. Dr. Jagger talked to the medics on Jupiter IV, and they seemed to have arrived at a tentative solution. Dr. Jagger, if you would, please.” He had turned to the medic.


  JAGGER, a sour-faced, balding man, stood up. “Not much to it. General opinion seems to be that when the peegee unit blew, the shock of going into free fall was too much for them. We all know how unnerving it can be to look at that thing out there; if the gravity here went off, and we thought we were falling into it—” He shrugged a little . . . or it might have been a shiver.


  “Evidently, something happened to their lights, too. A fourteen-cycle flicker can send the human brain into a tizzy, because it sets up a reaction against the cyclic waves of the cerebrum. Something like that must have happened, and the combined effects were too much for the team.” He looked down at his toes for a minute, then looked back up. “They seem to be coming out of it, but none of them is in too good shape yet. I’ll keep you posted on their—ah—health.”


  Jagger sat down, and Dahlquist said: “As those of you on the second shift know, we’ve checked our peegee unit very carefully. As far as we can tell—without shutting it off—it’s functioning perfectly. The lighting system ditto.


  “But we’re going to keep our eyes open, now that we’ve been warned. It’s unlikely that the accident on the Jovian Station will repeat itself here, but there are other things we have to keep a lookout for.”


  Fenris listened detachedly while Dr. Dahlquist began outlining safety rules.


  ON THE morning of the seventeenth day, James Fenris awoke feeling pleasantly lightheaded. He sang gleefully to himself as he wiped depilatory off his face and donned his uniform.


  When he arrived on the upper level, Leland Conger was standing over near the far instrument bank, staring at the rings of Saturn drifting slowly by outside. The planet itself was on the other side of the station at this hour.


  When Conger heard Fenris come in, he turned, and there was a queer look in his eyes. “I got to admit it,” he said in an odd voice. “That does scare me.”


  “What? Old Saturn?” Fenris grinned. “Haw! You just have to get used to it, that’s all. Just get used to it.”


  He was bluffing, he knew, but it did him good to hear tough-guy Conger admit that he was frightened.


  Conger’s eyes narrowed, but he said nothing.


  Georgia came in, smiling breezily. “Everybody ready to work like fiends today?” They got started with the routine, beginning again where the second shift had left off, when Conger had relieved them. Fenris noticed that Georgia and Conger were whispering in one corner of the room; it irritated him. He swiveled his head around and saw them talking earnestly. Then, suddenly, Georgia giggled.


  Well, well, well, Fenris thought. She is human, after all!


  He began thinking as he checked readings, plugged and unplugged jacks, and made slight alterations in settings.


  Why let Conger have all the fun? Why—hell, he was better looking than Conger, any day. Besides, he wasn’t afraid of that gal, was he? No, sir; not old Fenris!


  He chuckled softly to himself as he thought it over.


  He was rather surprised, some minutes later, to look up and find both of them gone. He stood up, “bracing himself against a bulkhead. How long had they been gone? He couldn’t remember. He frowned, trying to decide if he should do anything, and, if so, what.


  The door burst open, suddenly, and Georgia Ellis came in, a sardonic smile on her face.


  Leland Conger, following her, said: “But Georgia—”


  She stopped and turned. “Go away, little boy; you bother me!” Her soft laugh was more than a trifle harsh. “You’d better get back to work; you’ve spent enough time doing nothing.”


  Conger froze in his tracks, then turned and walked over to his checking equipment without another word.


  Fenris pretended he hadn’t heard; he simply went back to work. On the inside, he was howling with unholy glee.


  AT LUNCH time, Conger dropped his tools and stalked out the door. Georgia didn’t even give him a passing glance. She went over to where Fenris was pulling plugs out of a magnetogravitic integrator.


  “How’s everything going, Jim?” she asked, in a low, throaty voice.


  “Fine,” he said. Then he turned and looked at her; it was the first time she had ever used his first name. AL ways before, it had been “Fenris”.


  “Do you know, honey,” Fenris said, “you’re a very beautiful woman.”


  Within half a second, she was in his arms, her body pressed closely against his, her mouth seeking his, hungrily.


  FENRIS WAS quite pleased with himself. He stood at the broad window looking out at the blackness of space. In the distance was the swinging curve of the Rings, and to his right was the massive bulge of the great planet.


  He looked at them, but he didn’t see them. His brain was swirling, his mind going around in slow, easy circles. He ought to be working; he knew that. But what the hell?


  He turned around and tried to walk, but somehow, he isn’t quite sure where his feet were. Tippy-toe, tippy-toe.


  Quite unexpectedly, Conner’s face loomed up in front if him. “You’re a dirty rat! Fenris, you’re a no-good, dirty rat! And a—a rat, besides!” He swung with a fist and missed. Then he swung the other fist, and this time he connected.


  It wasn’t until the pain blazed across Fenris’s mind that he realized he was being attacked. With a growl, he leaped for Conger, bearing him to the deck. Over and over they rolled, trading clumsy, ineffectual punches, and trying to get a grip on each other’s windpipe.


  Somewhere in the room. Georgia Ellis giggled peculiarly.


  And that was when the paragravity generator died. Far below, in the “bottom” of the vessel, there was a hiss of sparking, a smell of ozone and burning insulation, and a faint thump as safety relays kicked out. The artificial field generated by the peegee generator collapsed and died. Everything in the Saturn Survey Station became weightless.


  It made no difference to Fenris. He realized vaguely that he and Conger were floating in air, but he’d experienced free fall before; it didn’t bother him.


  IT WAS RATHER difficult to hit Conger in free fall. At first, Fenris found himself tumbling away from the other man in recoil from the blows, slamming himself against the walls and the instrument boards. He’d push himself back into the fray, trying to keen from missing his opponent.


  At last, he managed to get a grip on Conger’s shirt front. He held on and swung, smashing his fist into the blond man’s face.


  “Kill each other! Go on! Kill! You’re both bad men! You deserve it!” It was Georgia’s voice, shrill and hysterical. Then she giggled. “You’ll both get killed!” This time her voice was eerily calm.


  Fenris heard her, but he paid no attention. He was too busy smashing his fist into Conger’s face—a gain and again.


  The blond man began to cry and blubber. “Don’t! Please don’t hit me again! Please! I’m sorry! Please don’t!”


  And then there was a sudden, barking blast that filled the room for an instant. Something struck the nearby window and left a silvery streak on its hard surface.


  Fenris turned his head. It was Georgia Ellis; she was aiming a heavy-caliber pistol—a 15mm recoil gun used for space maneuvering outside in a suit. But it could also be deadly.


  Crack! The pistol spoke again.


  “You’re both bad men. Bad, bad, bad!” And again the gun barked.


  Fenris felt Conger jerk in his hand, and his pleadings stopped suddenly. At the same time, they began to twist slowly in the air from the impact of the bullet. Georgia had herself braced with one hand, but even so, her light body rocked and turned with each shot.


  Fenris shoved Conger violently, trying to get behind one of the instrument banks, away from the gun.


  There was another blast. The bullet hit Fenris, slapping him back against the bulkhead. His skull struck the metal wall.


  “FEEL BETTER, Mr. Fenris?” the nurse asked, smiling her professional smile.


  “Yeah. Yeah, I’m all right.” He wasn’t, not by a long shot. Long shot! Ha. Ha. Funny. His shoulder hurt and his head throbbed. And it was a real, honest-to-God ache this time.


  “Just what happened?” he asked for the hundredth time in the twenty-four hours since he’d come to.


  “Dr. Dahlquist didn’t want to say anything until you felt much better, but he’ll be in soon. He’ll explain everything.” Still smiling, she left the hospital room.


  It wasn’t more than two minutes later when Dahlquist opened the door. He looked older—much older, but his face had a twisted smile on it.


  “Hello, Fenris. The nurse says you’re ready for visitors. She says you want to know what happened. Well, the rest of us think we know, and it’s about time you did.”


  “Sit down,” Fenris said. “Got a cigaret?”


  As Dahlquist stuck the cigaret in his mouth and lit it for him, Fenris wondered what the man was going to say.


  How much did they know? Did they know what had gone on in that upper level room? What had happened to Georgia Ellis and Leland Conger?


  He wasn’t on the Station, that was sure. This was the station on Mimas.


  “I SUPPOSE you remember that drunken orgy on the Station?” Dahlquist asked. It was only half questioning.


  “Yes,” Fenris said in a flat voice. “Most of it.”


  “That’s good. Some of us can’t remember a damned thing.” He drew a deep breath. “It was caused by the paragravity generator.”


  Fenris blinked; he hadn’t expected this. Dahlquist wasn’t making sense. “The generator? How?”


  “The instruments told us the story. The gravity field of Saturn, spread out all over the place and varying wildly as we spun around her was reacting against the paragravity field itself. This induced a fluctuation—a very slight one—in the field from the peegee generator.


  “The rest of us have talked it over, and we all agree that, several days ago, we noticed slight throbbing headaches. That throb was caused by the varying intensity of the peegee field. It wasn’t enough to notice, consciously, but our brains were aware of it.


  “As time went on, the. frequency of the vibrations increased. Our brains were being joggled in our heads. Very, very slightly, but enough.


  “On Jupiter Station, it threw the team into catatonia before the peegee generator finally blew out under the strain. In our case, it made us feel and act as though we were drunk.


  “We all came out of it pretty well—except for Conger and Miss Ellis.”


  FENRIS closed his eyes as he waited to hear the rest of it.


  “Conger is dead,” Dahlquist said. “Miss Ellis will have to go back to Earth. She’s—insane; violently so.”


  “I see,” said Fenris. His own voice sounded flat and dead.


  Dahlquist took a deep breath and let it out. “We all acted pretty crazy, I suppose, but some good may come of it. Now we know that gravity and paragravity fields can, and do react against each other in a way we’ve never suspected. We may get that interstellar drive, yet.”


  “Yeah. Yeah.”


  Dahlquist looked at him. “You look pretty tired. I’ll go away and let you rest.” He stood up. “You get some sleep now. Relax. I’ll want to ask you about what went on up there—as much as you remember, but I’ll talk to you later. Right now, you get some sleep.”


  “Sure. I’ll—get some sleep.” But as Dahlquist left, James Fenris knew that his sleep would be filled with nightmares.


  And always would be.


  THE THREE THIEVES OF JAPETUS


  Mark Reinsberg


  Murder is always a cold-blooded crime any way you look at it. But for outright cruelty and barbarism there was no equal to the actions of—


  THEY SAT HUDDLE TOGETHER in the tiny space-survival unit, watching the big rocket freighter draw closer to their drifting position off Saturn.


  Jake moistened his thin purple lips and clenched the radiophone tighter. “Hello, freighter!” he repeated. “We’re survivors of a shipwreck. Can you pick us up? Please answer.” His voice grew more urgent. “Please pick us up! Our air supply is failing!”


  Matt shook his thick black head of hair. “If they fall for this, they’re stupider than I gave them credit for.” His hand rubbed the gun hidden beneath his shirt.


  A fierce cone of light flared in the freighter’s forward rockets, brighter for an instant than the sun’s remote disc.


  “They are falling for it, Matt,” Henry exclaimed. A wide grin spread over his pudgy baby-face.


  “They’re slowing down.”


  The radio receiver came to life. “Hello, survivors. We hear your message and are adjusting course to pick you up. Stand by.”


  Jake turned to his cohorts, a triumphant glint in his pale grey eyes. “I knew they would. What were you guys worried about?”


  “They don’t like to,” said Matt. “Costs them time.”


  “Space law says they have to,” said Henry.


  “Space law!” echoed Matt. “There isn’t a space patrol within two hundred million miles.”


  “Gosh, it’s a big ship,” said Henry. “Wonder what’s in its cargo?”


  “Yeah, Jake. How about telling us now?”


  Jake smiled with self-containment. “I said it would be worth your while. Be patient a few minutes longer.”


  The cargo hold of the freighter opened. A rocket-propelled net shot out into space. Their tiny unit was caught up like a fish and dragged into the freighter’s maw.


  The first mate stood by as they clambered out of the unit.


  “We sure do thank you,” said Jake to the ship’s officer. “Another hour and it would have been too late.”


  “Say,” said Matt, “has your ship picked up any of the others?”


  “No,” said the mate. “How many more were there?”


  “Seven, I think. We had a ship about your size. How many are in your crew?”


  “Eight altogether,” said the mate. “Perhaps you had better tell the captain about your accident.”


  He led them to the bridge. It was a darkened compartment, with green luninescent control panel, and a great steel-glass turret overlooking the universe. Dominating the scene was a huge, dramatic closeup of Saturn, girdled by its thin, tilted rings.


  “You are the captain?” said Jake to the grave elderly man at the controls.


  “I am. You are the survivors?”


  Jake and his companions bared their guns.


  “Call your entire crew,” said Jake, pressing the muzzle into the captain’s side. “I want to see eight men in this room.”


  “Ah,” said the captain sadly. “So this is what our mercy stop has let us in for.”


  THEY MARCHED THE eight crew members to the ship’s air lock.


  “Get in,” said Jake.


  “Surely it is not necessary for you to kill us,” said the captain. “Why don’t you set us adrift in a survival unit? Give us a fighting chance.”


  “Space death is such a terrible way to go,” said the first mate.


  “Get in,” said Jake. “I haven’t said anything about what I was going to do with you.”


  The eight looked at one another, then slowly, apprehensively, entered the air lock.


  Matt pushed the button closing the inner door. Henry pushed the button opening the outer door.


  Eight bodies drifted in space.


  Jake took over the freighter’s controls.


  “You sure you can find your way to Japetus?” Matt queried. “That moon is just a glorified piece of rock.”


  “No trouble at all. Remember when we landed there? I left our ship’s radio on, sending out a carrier beam. We’ll just follow it in on directional-automatic.”


  “Hey, Jake,” said Henry. “How about the cargo? I’ve been looking over the cargo manifest, and all it says is five thousand carboys of oxygen.”


  “Oxygen?” said Matt, with rising concern. “When we were on Titan you told us this ship contained something very valuable.”


  “Yeah, Jake, what’s the story?”


  “Calm down, you two. This oxygen cargo is the most valuable stuff in the solar system right now.”


  “Aw come on,” said Matt. “All you have to do is breathe to get a lung full of it. Is this some joke?”


  “Eight dead men aren’t my idea of a joke,” said Henry, a frown crossing his pudgy features.


  “All right,” said Jake. “This was top secret information on Titan. There’s been a bad leak in the city dome. They’re losing tons of air every day, and so far no one’s been able to find the hole.”


  “I didn’t hear anything about it when I was there,” said Matt.


  “Of course not. The engineers have kept it from the colonists so there wouldn’t be a stampede to get out. Because there aren’t nearly enough ships to evacuate everybody.”


  “Then just where do we come in?” asked Henry.


  Jake shook his head impatiently. “Can’t you see? This is an emergency shipment of oxygen for Titan. Their reserves are just about gone. They figured it would take about ten days to check the entire dome, but they’ve only got about three days’ supply of oxygen left.”


  Matt nodded approvingly. “I’m beginning to see it now. When that’s gone, they’ll pay any price to get more.”


  “You’ve got it,” said Jake. “There’s a Federation bank on Titan with assets of thirty million. We’ll take every penny.”


  Henry was worried. “Well, what if they find that hole before the three days are up. Then we won’t be in such a good bargaining position.”


  “In that case,” said Jake, his grey eyes flickering like chalcedony, “we’ll make a new hole.”


  THEY LANDED on Japetus.


  “Now, one of us has to deliver the ultimatum,” said Jake. “One of us has to go back to Titan and tell them our terms.”


  “Isn’t that pretty risky?” said Matt. “They’ll hold that guy hostage.”


  “No, we aren’t doing it that way.” Jake withdrew an envelope from his coat. “We just get there and mail this registered letter to the city manager. It says, deliver the money to Hyperion, and no monkey business or we destroy the oxygen. That means, the city dies if anyone tries to tail us or pull a double cross.”


  “They won’t take a chance when so many lives are at stake,” said Henry. “And we’ll each make ten million on the deal.”


  “All right,” said Matt. “Which of us goes?”


  Jake cut up three slips of paper. “Let’s draw lots,” he suggested. “That’s the fairest way.”


  Henry drew the assignment.


  “Be sure to bring back some whiskey,” said Matt. “We forgot to lay in a supply.”


  Henry took off for Titan.


  Jake turned to Matt. “Look,” he said, “I arranged it so Henry would take the letter because I wanted to talk to you. When you come right down to it, Matt, what need do we have for three people in the deal?” Matt slowly nodded his thick black head of hair, as comprehension spread over his features.


  “With just two people to divide up the pot, our shares would be fifteen million apiece,” said Jake.


  “And less chance of getting caught afterwards,” Matt added.


  They shook hands.


  Henry returned from Titan eight hours later.


  “I mailed the letter,” he said. “And I bought the whiskey.”


  “Good,” said Matt, “pour us all a drink.”


  Henry started to uncork the bottle. Jake and Matt reached for their guns and shot him simultaneously. A look of bewilderment crossed his baby face as he fell dead.


  The whiskey bottle tipped over, but Matt retrieved it quickly, before more than half had spilled. With an amused look at the dead partner, he lifted the bottle to his lips and took a deep swig.


  Matt handed the bottle to Jake, who drank several ounces. But his enjoyment was interrupted by a bleating sound from the ship’s proximity alarm.


  “There’s another ship nearby!” said Jake in alarm.


  A rocket ship appeared suddenly overhead.


  “That’s a police ship from Titan!” Matt exclaimed. “But how on Saturn could they have known we were here?”


  “They must have trailed Henry. That stupid fool probably took his time about buying the whiskey, and the letter got delivered before he left Titan!”


  He strode to the ship’s radio.


  “It won’t do them any good, though. I’ll tell ’em I’ll blast the entire cargo if they land!”


  Abruptly, Jake felt a sharp pain in his belly. His throat and windpipe were dry, terribly dry and scorched.


  “What’s wrong with me?” he exclaimed.


  Then he turned to see Matt doubled over in agony.


  “The whiskey,” Matt whispered hoarsely. “Henry . . .”


  “Poisoned!” Jake gasped. “The dirty double-crosser!”


  When the police agents of Titan forced their way into the ship, they found the three thieves side by side.


  THE END


  FIDDLER ON TITAN


  Manly Wade Wellman


  There’s an old saying about music’s ability to charm. The saying must have anticipated Ham’s talent for friendship.


  


  Manly Wade Wellman’s father is an internationally famous doctor, painter and writer, while his brother, Paul Wellman, has won recognition as a best selling novelist. Manly himself is one of the best known names in the field, famous for the bitter-bright quality of his writing.


  


  WHEN CAPTAIN found Ham had brought it, all that way from Earth, he was mad enough to smash it, or kill Ham, or both. As it happened, he did neither.


  “Wh-wh-why!” Captain stuttered. He was big, brawny and wise in space, but when his temper went, he stuttered. “Wh-why, Hamilton, you knew before we started th-that was against reg-regulations!”


  We all stood around the rocket, with its cargo half unloaded on the shaley blue rocks in the frosty air—stood, all fourteen of us, listening to Captain and Ham Hamilton. Ham just grinned, in his lanky way, and cuddled the thing in his arms like a baby.


  “I know, sure enough, Captain,” he said in his voice that was always soft. “It’s too bad, I was insubordinate. But I couldn’t bear to leave my fiddle behind. It was my daddy’s, and before that it was his daddy’s, and it’s gone everywhere with us Hamiltons. Anyway, it didn’t scale any more’n four-five pounds, Earth weight—”


  “Four or five poouunds?” Captain drawled, to whip the stutter. “Don’t you knoooow, Hamilton, th-that the load of this rocket was mathematically calculated to the oooounce? That nobody brought any personal possessions—all supplies are to be by issue?”


  “Reckon I never thought much about it,” said Ham, “but since it’s here, let me keep it.”


  “Let him keep it, Captain,” said Commissary. She was a woman, not too young and not too old, and plumper than Ham. But she liked him, the way the other six female members of the expedition had learned to like him on the months and months of trip out.


  Those hundred or so words I’ve quoted are historically important, for they were the first human words spoken on Titan, Saturn’s biggest and only habitable satellite, when Expedition A got there. We were fourteen, as I say, seven male, seven female. I was the youngest male, twelve years old, Apprentice Executive Jethro Dillon. Vandy Stice, eleven, was the youngest female, Apprentice Records. Everybody else was adult. It would be eighteen years before the inner planets lined up so as to let another rocket try for the Saturnian System. Looking back, I honestly doubt if Spaceways, Inc., seriously expected us to reach Titan, or to last long there if we did.


  Captain was in command, in space and here on the ground. We’d set down in fairly level country, a plain with tufts of hardy-looking vegetation and a big lake nearby—“camp in reach of wood and water,” immemorial pioneer fashion. We had a Doctor, a Records, a Laboratory Chief, a Commissary, a Builder, a Naturalist. Ham Hamilton was Naturalist. We had a Mechanic, an Engineer, a Signal Chief, a Security Chief, a Synthetics Chief, and, of course, us two apprentices. We all wore themo-heated gear, but we could breathe the cool air, and we had light from both the distant sun and from big Saturn, like a broad-hatted face in the sky.


  “I think Ham’s right,” pleaded Doctor to Captain. “He ought to be allowed to keep his fiddle.”


  Doctor was Dr. Lispeth Crosslin, and she was small and slim and dark-haired, with sweet eyes and mouth. I think Captain liked her, in a way that made him angry that she pleaded for Ham, and at the same time forced him to give in. “We don’t even know if he can play it,” Captain growled.


  “Oh, I can, I can.” Ham had been tuning the fiddle all the time, picking at its strings with his fingertips. He tucked it under his lean jaw and grinned above its apple-red belly and laid his bow across it. He played.


  Fellows, that was the first music ever played by human hand on Titan. It was what Ham called a country song. Its name was Susan Brown, and later I learned the words to sing:


  Choose your partner as you go,


  Lovely Susan Brown


  Everybody listened with a smile, except Captain, who listened with a scowl. Commissary patted her booted foot a time or two, Titan’s blue shale, and Ham grinned the broader at her while he played the louder. But little Vandy’s blue eyes grew wide as she stared off away from us, and “Look out!” she squealed suddenly.


  They must have been stealing closer all the time Ham played, and they must have stopped when he stopped. There were twenties of them, maybe hundreds—like jelly-blobs, purple and green and orange and yellow, some as big as bushels, some as big as barrels, a few bigger. Vandy had seen them closing in. While we goggled around, they began to hunch nearer still, with a sort of open-and-close motion, like an amoeba under the most powerful and enlarging microscope ever dreamed of.


  “Your music brought them,” Captain grated at Ham, as though he’d die a trifle happier if he could blame it on that fiddle.


  “It did?” Ham stroked the strings with his bow, a time or two more. And the jelly-blobs began moving faster, moving all together, like waves on an ocean, hemming us in. “It sure enough did,” said Ham, stopping again.


  “They’re alive,” said Security. “Hostile.” And his gauntlet groped at his holster.


  “Don’t draw a weapon, they’ve got you covered,” said Captain. He was right. Here and there metal rods, like some sort of gun-muzzles, stuck out through the jelly of the blobs.


  “No,” said Ham. “Don’t draw any weapons. They might want to make friends.” He tucked fiddle and bow under his left arm. “Hey, friend!” he whinnied, and stuck out his right hand, as if to shake with the nearest and biggest blob.


  Even Ham couldn’t have dreamed what would happen, and he turned out to be our most expert dreamer.


  The blob was a big greeny-orange mass, and it stretched and hoisted itself up, taller and narrower. Its topmost part rounded out, like a head above a half-modelled pair of shoulders. Before our eyes, it made a soft, crude human shape—head, body, two legs, two arms. And it put out a sort of a flipper and shook hands with Ham.


  “Told you they want to befriends!” Ham was chuckling.


  The others made themselves quickly into humanlike shapes, at least as human as snow men or cookie men, and they were shaking hands with us.


  “What do you know?” Ham kept saying. He was the only one of us not surprised out of words. Ham didn’t think that friendship between worlds was too utterly strange, I guess. Finally, he began playing again, and the jelly-shapes swayed and waved, and began to sink out of shape into blobs again.


  “He called them with the music,” Doctor was telling Captain. “They understand it, somehow.”


  “I wish they’d go away,” said Vandy, still scared.


  “Maybe they’re waiting to be told good-by,” said Ham, and he changed tunes. Good Night, Ladies, was what he played, and the jelly-things began to draw away, slowly and calmly, as if they were being polite. As they drew back among the brush and high rocks, one or two made brief human shapes, as if to insist they weren’t too different from us. But we were glad to see them go.


  “All hands continue unloading stores,” said Captain, “and stand by to make us a shelter. It’ll be night before we know it.”


  AS ALL the worlds know by new, night doesn’t come that quick on Titan. All Saturn’s moons turn once in a trip around, which means that a day on Titan is nearly sixteen Earth days, and there’s not much dark where we were. Our part of Titan didn’t have much sunlight, but Saturn came full and bright and a glory in the plum-black sky.


  We unshipped the whole cargo, then we dismantled the rocket hull and made ourselves quarters; four domeshaped huts of metal, with passages and chambers connecting them. Outside this we built up native rock insulation, mortaring it with concrete our synthesizers made of the blue shale. And we were home, the first colonials on Titan, waiting for the next colonials to come in time to celebrate my thirtieth birthday.


  Of course, Captain superintended all this. Synthetics Chief helped with mocking up plastic and mineral building materials by what processes could be set to work. Builder directed, and the rest of us did the coarse work. Vandy and I, being Apprentices, fetched and carried for everybody.


  We all bustled except Ham, who never stirred out of an amble, but when we were through I heard Doctor and Captain talk, and Captain would be damned if Ham hadn’t outworked everyone, or so he said. And Doctor replied no wonder, Ham was richest of us all. We just shared and shared alike in stores and shelter; Ham had a fiddle.


  Not that he didn’t enrich us all with his fiddle music. We chopped Titan time into Earth-day chunks, and when, at the end of nine hours of hard work, we had our shelter roughed out, Ham reminded us how there used to be house-raising dances back home on Earth. Everybody yelled for a dance except Captain, who didn’t say one way or the other. Of course, it was soft-bright daylight still, but Ham took Vandy and me and showed us a couple of dance figures, the Virginia reel and the ’possum trot. He played for us while we went through it, then others joined in. Above Ham’s nimble fiddling we could hear his voice calling:


  “Allemand. . . . Do-si-do . . . Address your partner . . .”


  While we all danced, we learned what those things meant. And while we danced, the jelly-blob Titanians came oozing back around us, first to sway and bob, then to rough themselves into two-legged pseudo-human mockeries and to step out something like the same dances, the reel and the trot and the Paul Jones.


  Looking back, I realize we would have been creepy with fear but for Ham. He yelled “Hey! Hello!” at the Titanians, he shook hands with some of them between his fiddlings, he whooped and called to them, “Allemand” and “Do-si-do” and the other directions. All of a sudden he was telling the truth, they were friendly, they were sociable, they were our neighbors. He stopped his music, and they sagged back into lumps, but they didn’t look creepy or ghastly or anything. Doctor, breathing fast from that last dance figure, looked around at them.


  “They have psychology,” she said, “which means they have sense and emotion. And it’s the music that makes them kin to us.”


  “I don’t quite comprehend,” said Captain, more gently than so far since we’d left home, months before.


  “Music is a vehicle,” said Doctor. “It connects their mentality with ours. They must communicate with each other by telepathy—they’re rational enough to have those tools and weapons they sometimes poke out of their inner substance—and the music not only attracts them, it informs them. When the music goes on, they can understand us.”


  “They can understand Ham,” said Captain. “He’s our ambassador, and our interpreter. Ham,” said Captain, “I could confiscate that instrument of yours as contraband. But I won’t.”


  That was peace between them. And Captain was more cheerful after that. He didn’t even look mean when Doctor whispered and smiled with Ham. He began to pay more attention to Commissary. She was comfortable and orderly, and even Vandy and I, young as we were, realized that she and Captain were good types for each other.


  Ham had something to add to Doctor’s short-order theory. In the first days of America, he said, fiddles were taken to the frontier because their music was agony to the wolves. The first settlers would make music in their cabins at night, to jangle the ears of the wolves and teach them to stay away, stay away from the chicken-runs and the hog-pens, stay away from open windows inside which slept young children it was horrible, kind of, to think about, and by the same token nice to think that the Titanians were friendly and attracted by music.


  TIME WENT on, even Titanian time. We tested the rocks for building materials and minerals, the vegetation for organics. There were big, spongy plants, like immense tough lichens, that could be whipsawed into planks and treated with acid into plasticoid lumber. Doctor and Laboratory Chief tested smaller plants again and again for days and weeks, until they decided that they could be safe ingredients in synthetic food.


  We learned even to like stews of Titanian vegetables, they tasted better than the dull, musty synthetics from elemental Earth substances. Overhead, the big hooped ball of Saturn grew bigger and fuller as we went into Titanian evening. Captain and Mechanic and Signal Chief broke out and activated the little pinnace rocket, and took me along for a few hours’ sail to the side of Titan facing sunward. From there we attempted our communications toward the Jovian moon-settlement, hoping they could pick up our signals and relay them Earthward, so the home folks would know we were safe and pulling our own weight toward a real Saturnian-system colony. We couldn’t be sure they caught us, for we hadn’t anything that could catch a reply as yet, but we signalled plenty, then headed back home. It was home for us all now, all fourteen of us, by the big lake we called Lake Landing, and the many-purpose building we called Titanville.


  When we landed, it was Vandy who came rushing to us. She said, “Welcome back, sir!” to Captain, but it was my hand she grabbed. I thought Vandy looked bigger and not so scrawny. Maybe life and food on Titan agreed with her—maybe she was starting to grow up—maybe it was I myself who was growing up to notice those things, along with how blue Vandy’s eyes were, and how fluffy her brown hair.


  “Jeth,” she said, “such things happen, you can’t guess!”


  “He’ll be guessing plenty in a couple more years,” said Signal Chief, making an adult joke, but Vandy kept on talking.


  “Ham’s able to tell those Titanians anything!” she chattered out, and she explained, and later we saw.


  Ham was building on Doctor’s theory. He’d found that dance tunes made the Titanians dance, and that Good Night, Ladies made them go. So he experimented with other tunes, and they all worked. For instance, after we’d found the good plants, he’d play an old army bugle call, high and reedy on the strings, the Mess Call: Come get your coffee, bacon, pork and beans. And Titanians would show up, lugging loads of stuff our synthetic gear could process into edible material. That inspired Ham to try another piece, out by the diggings—Off to work we go, and Titanians showed up to poke sharp metal picks out of themselves and loosen minerals for us. He and Doctor studied them a lot; he and Doctor liked to do things together. Finally Flam gave his opinion:


  “It’s not the music, and it’s not my thought. Not either of them alone. But when I play the music, and think about what it means, they know what I’m getting across to them.”


  Naturally we were grateful to the Titanians, and we did for them what they liked best—staged dances and concerts. Ham got maple wood from the cargo cases, and, good whittler that he was, cobbled out a guitar for me. He strung it with fine wires and taught me to play it. He strung it four-string, like a fiddle; that kind of guitar was called a git-fiddle, he told me, back where Ham came from.


  And Vandy learned to blow on a kind of whistle with finger-stops, and some times she and I played for the dances so Ham and Doctor could step off a few sets themselves.


  THIS WENT on for five or six weeks, Earth style, I guess, when the trouble came.


  I’d been off duty a while, and wandering among the thickets. I heard Ham playing, and ambled over to listen. He was with Doctor, and he looked at her as he played, and she listened with all her heart. He sang with his music:


  Her lips were red as red can be,


  Her eyes were brown as brown,


  Her hair was like the thundercloud


  Before the rain comes down.


  “Oh, beautiful,” I heard Doctor say, and she moved close to Ham, her hair truly like the thundercloud, so black and wavy. Then they moved apart, snickering, for the Titanians had come close, and they were in close pairs, all of them, like Ham and Doctor. So I wandered off because I didn’t want to butt in on anything.


  I strolled here and I strolled there, looking over what we’d done so far on Titan—our quarries, our reapings of vegetable growths, our little work projects here and there. I knew they weren’t much, but we were only fourteen, and we were getting things ready for more folks. Titan was a good place to live, I decided. If Vandy had been with me, I might have talked a lot about what would happen when the two of us grew up. Even so, I ambled quite a distance, and maybe two hours passed before I glanced back toward Titanville, in time to see a rocket setting itself down tail first.


  “Expedition B!” I whooped, all to myself, and started back that way. “Why so soon? We didn’t expect another till I was grown up—”


  I began to trot, eager to see the new folks and find out why they’d followed us almost at once. It was a good distance, as I’ve said, a couple of miles or so, and I had time for all the happy imaginings in the world. There might even be another boy Apprentice, I hoped not so smooth an article as to catch Vandy’s eyes away from me, but somebody to play with when I had time to play. In fact, I turned over every possibility but what was really the fact.


  Everybody who knows history knows the fact now.


  It was Dravis, the man who’d done such things on so many worlds that every law officer, everywhere, was after him—on Earth, on Mars, on Venus, in the Jovian Colonies. Dravis and three men nearly as bad as he was had run off with a government rocket at the same time our Expedition A had cleared for the Saturnian System. And they’d landed, not too far away but in country where they could hide. They’d spied on us all that time, until they saw we were worth raiding. Then they swooped down.


  WHEN AT last I trudged up to the main yard, I saw the four strange men, and several of us, and one of the strangers, big and square-made and shaggy-haired, doing most of the talking. I think I guessed something was wrong before I got close enough to see the electro-automatic pistols in their hands. By the time I saw those, I was too close to get away. The big shaggy-haired man pointed his pistol and yelled, “Come on and join us, sonny,” and I had to come.


  Dravis and his men had taken us off guard. When they landed, Captain and Signal Chief had strolled out to see who they were, and they’d been captured and shut up in the rocket. Then Dravis and the other three came to our shelter and dropped in on Laboratory Chief and Security Chief and Engineer. Those looked up into gun-muzzles and surrendered. So with the others. Ham and Doctor, coming back together, had been captured. They stood out there, with Commissary and Vandy. Ham had tried to do something, I guess. His cheek was bloody, and one of Dravis’ men, a deep-eyed little scrap of a man, had Ham’s fiddle and bow in his hands.


  I found out these things later. Just then, Dravis only grinned at me with his big long teeth and said, “Sonny, we’ve just dropped in to run things ourselves for a while. Be quiet and you won’t get hurt for the next few minutes.”


  Ham looked at him, level and long. “That means, you’ll start killing us in a little while.”


  “Oh, pretty soon, pretty soon,” said Dravis. “Not right away. We want you folks to tell us the run of things.”


  “We’ll tell you nothing,” said Commissary.


  “You’ll tell us everything,” Dravis assured her. “We know how to get people to talk.”


  I goggled at one and another and then another. The deep-eyed man who had Ham’s fiddled laughed at me, a short, mean laugh, one of the shortest and meanest I ever heard.


  “Surprised to see us, huh?” he sneered. “We could have taken you over any time after your first day. But we wanted you to get things working, routines lined up, before we bothered you. Waited till you were ripe to pluck.”


  “You’ll kill us all,” said Doctor, but Dravis smirked and shook his head.


  “Not you, Doc. You’re a medico, and you’re good looking. We keep the women, the good-looking ones around here.” He looked from Doctor to Commissary. “Eighteen years from now, when the next bunch arrives, we’ll be settled in. They’ll believe whatever story we tell about how the others died and we took over. And by then, you ladies will back us up. That’s the way of ladies.”


  “Nice to have such a pretty doctor,” smirked the deepeyed man.


  “Never mind,” Dravis told him. “The Doc is mine. You can have this one,” and he pointed his gloved finger at Commissary.


  “Got it all fixed up, haven’t you?” said Ham.


  “With your help, yes.” Dravis turned and faced him. “We’ve been checking on you. That fiddle of yours charms these Titanians, doesn’t it?”


  “They understand what I’m driving at when I play it,” said Ham.


  “Then you stay alive. You fiddle for us, and we get them doing whatever work we need done. Is that a deal?”


  “What if I say no?” said Ham.


  “You can say no for a while, but not for long when I put my wrecking crew to work on you,” Dravis said. “Anyway, you’ll have it easy. Just playing dance music for us.”


  “Us and the Titanians,” said the deep-eyed man.


  “And the women,” added Dravis. “I’ve been aching to dance with them myself, every time we watched you from over yonder.”


  “Dance?” said Ham. “Dance?”


  He grinned. The creases in his cheek showed through the blood.


  “Well,” he said, “why not?”


  Doctor looked at him and almost whimpered, but Dravis laughed.


  “Sure, why not?” he said. “Give the guy back his fiddle.”


  The deep-eyed man handed it to Ham. Ham took a good look, plucked the strings. “Right now?” he said.


  “Now’s as good a time as any,” snorted Dravis. “Me and the Doc can get acquainted that way.”


  “All right,” said Ham, and tucked the fiddle under his chin and laid the bow across it.


  The music started, a lively, happy-sounding tune. Dravis took Doc by her hand and made her dance with him. The deep-eyed one led Commissary out, and she stepped out the dance as if she was drugged. The other two kept their guns ready, and the rest of us just watched, feeling as if we’d turned to stone inside.


  “That’s a good tune,” Dravis said as he pranced past with Doctor. “I never heard it. It must be old.”


  “Older than space-flight,” said Ham, not missing a beat.


  “What’s it called?” hollered the deep-eyed man.


  “Rally ’Round the Flag,” Ham said above his music.


  Dravis stopped dancing and let go of Doctor.


  “Wait!” he bawled. “Rally ’Round the Flag—isn’t that a war song?”


  He didn’t have to wait for an answer.


  For the Titanians were there, our friends the Titanians, our rescuers the Titanians, dozens and hundreds of them.


  And out of their jellyselves poked their weapons, their deadly weapons.


  Before Dravis could get the blank look off his face, he and his three raiders were shot dead.


  “Thanks,” said Ham to them, and stopped playing. “You always appreciate the meaning of my music.”


  OUTSIDE SATURN


  Robert E. Gilbert


  Gangsters were out of date, and the ice-sweeper was an unlikely thing to steal. But ViCenzo was a streak, so what else could Henry do?


  CHAPTER I


  AZIZ RIPPED the radio from Henry’s spacesuit and carefully resealed the panel. “Dis’ll be the weldin’ of ya, kid,” Aziz said, crinkling his round, sallow face in an attempt to smile. “Yer name’ll be in ever’ yap—in our orbit, dat is.”


  “But what—” Henry tried to say.


  “No doubt at all,” Vicenzo agreed, cleverly shorting Henry’s drive tube.


  “I don’t—” Henry said.


  “Vicenzo figured it right, kid,” Aziz said. He gestured with powerful arms too long for his short body. “Ya’ll hit dat ole sweeper square on the bulb. Vicenzo’s a streak.”


  “I’m a genius,” Vicenzo admitted. He smoothed the black bangs covering his forehead to the eyebrows, and he fingered the pointed sideburns reaching to his chin. “You jump into space, Henry, and then we’ll increase velocity and sink into the Rihgs.”


  Aziz begged, “Do us a blazer, kid. We won’t go far. Too low on fuel.” He lowered the helmet over Henry’s bushy, blond hair and ruddy face and clamped it shut.


  Vicenzo and Aziz left Henry in the airvalve and closed the inner door. When the valve emptied to vacuum, Henry reluctantly lowered the outer door and stepped to the magnetized platform.


  Henry stood twenty meters above Ring B of the Rings of Saturn. Below him, balls of ice, metal, rock, and assorted cosmic debris flowed slowly past with stars occasionally visible between the whirling particles. To either side, the billions of tiny moons blended with distance to form a solid, glaring white band. Henry bent his knees and dived into space.


  Holding his body stiff with a practiced rigidity, and cautiously moving arms and legs to check any tendency to tumble, Henry glided above the Rings. Turning his head, he saw exhaust spurt from the collection of spherical cabins, tanks, and motors that was the spaceship; and the craft moved from his line of sight, leaving him alone.


  Henry drifted above a flat surface more than sixty-six thousand kilometers wide. To his left, Ring B extended to the black circle of the Cassini Division which separated it from the less brilliant Ring A. To his right, the gleam of Ring B abruptly changed to the dimness of the Crape Ring through which the surface of Saturn was visible. Of the giant planet, forty-three thousand kilometers away, Henry saw but half a crescent marked with vague white and yellow bands and obscure spots.


  Red and green lights blinked ahead. Most of the approaching ice-sweeper was shadowed and invisible against the blackness of space. Henry saw no lighted windows, but he experimentally aimed his signal torch at a dome on top of the space station.


  Moving with the exact velocity of the Ring, the sweeper, a bundle of huge cylindrical tanks bound together with fragile girders, apparently grew larger. A rectangular snout, swinging from side to side and probing into the Ring, dangled below the front of the sweeper. Dancing in mutual gravitational attraction, the tiny moons constantly closed the open lane behind the snout.


  Henry blinked his torch and saw its red reflection in the sweeper’s observation dome, but no one answered the signal. Gaudy with lights, the station drifted past below Henry’s level and nearly one hundred meters away.


  HENRY STRUGGLED futilely in his suit and tumbled through space. He saw the flaming arch of the Milky Way and then the immense shadow of Saturn stretching black across the Rings. Somewhere, the bright exhaust of a distant spaceship streaked across the stars.


  By missing the ice-sweeper, he would continue on a spiral course down toward Saturn, until he at last fell into the methane; or, if his falling body accelerated enough, he might establish an orbit closer to the planet and revolve around it, until he died of thirst. Vicenzo and Aziz would never find him and would probably not search long.


  Fire shot past Henry’s gyrating figure. A thin cable followed the small rocket. Henry’s flailing arms struck the cable, and his gauntleted hands gripped the strands. He pulled back the spent rocket, and the missile’s magnetic head clanked against his spacesuit. The lifeline reeled him toward the station.


  A hairless, brown, deeply wrinkled face watched Henry from a small window beside an open airvalve. The cable pulled Henry to the muzzle of a rocket launcher. He jerked the magnetic head loose and shut himself into the valve. He slid the inner door open and, weakly kicking his legs, floated on his back into the sweeper.


  An old man, the owner of the wrinkled face, stopped Henry from drifting into the far wall of the cramped compartment. The old man wore shorts and a sleeveless shirt, and his shrunken limbs seemed to have no muscles. He drew Henry down to the magnetized deck and removed the space helmet.


  “You’re just a boy!” the man wheezed in a cracked voice. “Where’d you come from, boy?”


  Henry, watching through half-closed eyes, almost said that he was twenty years old. Then he remembered to mutter, “Water.”


  The old man said, “How’d you get out here? There’s been no ships in days. What are you doing here all by yourself? I almost missed you. You’d been on a bad course if I had. Just happened to see your torch twirling around out there. Ain’t many people can come that close with a life rocket and not hit a fellow. For a second, I thought the rocket was going to bust you. Of course, being skillful the way I am, it didn’t seem likely, but I—”


  “Water,” Henry moaned.


  “Water? Why sure. How long you been drifting, boy? Must be mighty thirsty. What’s your name? I’m Ranjit. I’ve never got used to people not telling their last names. Of course, even when I was your age, most people called each other by their first names. I can’t hardly remember what my last name is. You might not think it to look at me, but I’m 107 years old. Here, let’s get you out of that suit and see what kind of shape you’re in.”


  Horizontal and vertical wrinkles formed ragged crosshatching on Ranjit’s forehead. His nose and ears were large and grotesque with age. He unsealed the spacesuit at the waist and, holding Henry against the deck with one hand, pulled off the top section.


  “Water!” Henry gasped. Peeping secretly, he saw that the teletype, near the airvalve, was dismantled, with the parts tied in bunches floating over the empty case. He located the radio above an aluminum desk in the far corner. He could see no visular set anywhere.


  Ranjit dragged off the lower section of the suit, leaving Henry resplendent in orange knickers and red blouse. “How do you feel?” Ranjit asked. “What ship are you from? I don’t see how they could just leave you. I’d better report this. They must be looking for you. Funny I haven’t heard about it. Of course, the teletype’s out of whack. I’m fixing it. I’m handy that way, fixing things. The heater broke down the other day, but I’ve got it going good now. I’ve started melting ice again. The tanks were about empty after that last ship fueled up. The Asteroid Ann, it was, or was it the Mimas They’ve both been by lately, but—”


  “Water!” Henry pleaded. He had to do something to make Ranjit leave the compartment. He tried to listen for sounds that would locate the other crew members. Holding his handsome blond head in his hands, he sat up. The movement lifted his body from the deck, leaving his metal-soled shoes attached, so that he sat in mid-air.


  “Water?” said Ranjit. “If there’s one thing I’ve got, it’s water. Let me see, there must be a flask someplace.” He rummaged in the netting that covered two opposite walls of the compartment and secured an incredible clutter of weightless tools, books, food cases, clothing, oxygen tanks, spacesuit parts, wire, tubing, and other items. Still talking, Ranjit vanished through an opening almost concealed by the net.


  Henry leaped to the radio. He whipped a pair of insulated snips from his pocket and cut through the electric cord in four places. He thrust the severed pieces behind the desk and stood listening. Somewhere, Ranjit continued talking, but Henry heard no answering voices. The only other sounds were the whine of electric motors and the throb of pumps. Henry pulled out a screwdriver and paused as he noticed a sign above the desk. The sign said:
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  Shaking his head, Henry released the clamps, turned the radio, pried off the back, and stabbed and slashed at the interior with the screwdriver. He replaced the back and returned to his position on the deck just in time.


  “—really should,” Ranjit continued, walking through the door. “You’re lucky I saw you at all. Of course, I’m watchful all the time. Would you believe I’ve been right here on this sweeper for nine years? Here’s some water, boy.”


  Henry squirted water from the flexible flask into his mouth. Ranjit said, “You ain’t as thirsty as I thought you was. How come you wasn’t calling for help?”


  “No radio,” Henry mumbled. “The drive tube wouldn’t work either.”


  “What were you doing in a bunged-up suit like that? You’ll never live to be as old as me if you take such chances. If this station had visular, I’d have picked you up in that, but the company said I wouldn’t have no use for it.”


  “Where is everybody?” Henry asked, pushing himself unsteadily to his feet.


  “Everybody who? Are you hungry? How long since you had anything to eat? There’s nobody here but me. Karoly and Wilbur both passed beyond, Wilbur just two weeks ago. He was only 94 too. The company’s sending some help, they say. I don’t see how they expect one man to am an ice-sweeper, even if he is handy like me. This is a dangerous job, although you might not think so. Do you realize, young fellow, we’re whizzing around Saturn once every nine hours, four minutes, and twelve seconds? That’s an orbital velocity of nineteen point eight kilometers per second! We’ve got to go that fast to stay in this orbit.”


  “There’s no one else here but you?” Henry said.


  “Think what would happen if something slowed us down!” Ranjit exclaimed. “We’d start falling toward Saturn and finally crash! Meteors are scarce out here, but what if a spaceship came around retrograde and smashed this station head-on? There ain’t a thing I can do if it starts falling. Part of it’s a ship, but the company took the motor out. All I’ve got is the flywheel steering gear. The control room’s right up there above my bunk.” Ranjit pointed to a sandwich bunk hoisted against the pipes and conduits that crisscrossed the ceiling in abstract patterns. He said, “I can spin this sweeper like a top, if I want to, but I can’t accelerate it.” He squinted through the small window beside the airvalve. “Speaking of spaceships,” he rambled, “there’s one out there now. Wonder who it is? There’s not a thing on the schedule. Looks like they would’ve called in.”


  Moving to the radio, the old man fumbled with knobs and switches and pounded on the cabinet with his fist. “This radio’s deader than a asteroid!” he yelled. “First the teletype and now the radio. I’m supposed to report all ships to Titan, but how can I with no equipment? Maybe that’s your ship come hunting you. What did you say your name is?”


  “Henry,” said Henry.


  “Henry, huh? My name’s Ranjit. I better get up to the big valve. That ship’ll be clinching in a minute.”


  “What does that sign mean?” said Henry, seizing the old man’s bony wrist.


  “Sign? Oh, there over the desk? I just put that there to confuse people. It’s a puzzle that spells out something in an old-time language, Latin maybe. Christian Huygens published that way back in 1655. He used a puzzle while he was checking some more. He was the first man to figure out what was around Saturn. It means something like, ‘There’s a flat ring that’s inclined to the ecliptic that circles the planet without touching it.’ Well, let go of me. I’ve got to see about that ship.”


  “Just stay here and be calm, Ranjit,” Henry said.


  “What?”


  “Be good, and you won’t get hurt.”


  “Get hurt? What are you talking about, Henry? That’s no way to talk to a fellow that saved your life. If it hadn’t been for me, you’d still be falling. You were slower than the sweeper. I saved your life!”


  Henry blushed in sudden shame and released Ranjit’s arm. “Why, why, I—I guess you did!” he stammered.


  Henry lived in an era that had been preceded by wars which destroyed more than half the people of Earth. It was a time of rigidly controlled population, highly specialized training, and constantly increasing life expectancy. Each human life was considered a distinct and invaluable thing. Since the end of the final war, the Crime War, seventy years before, murder had become an obscene and almost meaningless word, and natural death was rarely mentioned. Saving another person’s life was considered the most magnificent act that anyone could perform, and almost the only way to become a public hero, since actors, entertainers, policemen, and officials were thought to be no better than anyone else.


  “I’m—I’m sorry,” Henry said, blushing until he perspired. “I’m all mixed up.”


  “That’s all right, Henry. You were out there a long time.” Something struck twice against the hull of the ice-sweeper. “There’s a clumsy pilot!” Ranjit yelled. “I better go see what he’s trying to do.”


  “Wait,” Henry said, grabbing the old man’s arm again. “I—” He stopped speaking and frowned in confusion. When he considered recent events, he realized that Vicenzo and Aziz, by their inexpert maneuvering, had almost caused him to pass beyond. All of Henry’s education, haphazard as it had been, emphasized the belief that a person who caused another to pass beyond could only be regarded with loathing. A person who saved a life must be treated with eternal gratitude and veneration by the beneficiary.


  Ranjit said, “Let’s go, Henry! What are you up to? I’ve had a feeling you ain’t exactly zeroed.”


  “I—I think I should tell you,” Henry said.


  “Listen. Somebody coming aboard,” Ranjit said, jerking his arm from Henry’s relaxed grip and facing the doorway in the netting. Henry waited for Vicenzo and Aziz to enter the compartment.


  CHAPTER II


  TWO PEOPLE entered, but they were not Vicenzo and Aziz. The first was a small, thin man with a long, sad face. He wore a somber black oversuit. The second was a girl no older than Henry.


  “Please, Joachim,” the girl whispered, “don’t antagonize them. Ask about the fuel first.” Henry gaped at the girl, and his face grew hot. Since he had spent his young life among the Moons and Asteroids, never going farther sunward than Pallas, he had seen few girls his own age and none as beautiful as this one. Her hair, dyed in tiger stripes of black and yellow, was parted in the middle and, held by silver wires, extended from the sides of her head like wings. She wore blue hose, silver fur shorts, and a golden sweater sparkling with designs in mirror thread. Metal-soled shoes too large for her feet slightly marred the total effect.


  “High,” said the man with the sad face. “I am Joachim, Second Vice-President of the SPRS. This is our Corresponding Secretary, Morna.” His deep voice rolled around the compartment as if the lower keys of an. orchestrana had been struck.


  “Low,” Ranjit responded. “I’m Ranjit, and this is Henry. Why didn’t you make an appointment? The tanks are about empty, and you may have to wait several hours. What do you feed your atomics, water or hydrogen? It’ll be even longer if you need hydrogen. I haven’t done any electrolysis today. I wasn’t expecting—Look at that girl, Henry! I’m 107 years old, but I can still appreciate a sight like that! I don’t see how a homely fellow like you, Joachim, ever got such a luscious girl.”


  “Ours is strictly a business relationship,” said Morna with indignant formality. “We do need fuel, Ranjit. We planned to refuel on Dione, but the moon was not where Joachim thought it should be. If—”


  “Later, Morna,” Joachim interrupted in a hollow voice. “I have come thirteen hundred million kilometers on a mission, and I intend to fulfill it! I represent the SPRS. We have written to you, Ranjit, but you have never answered.”


  Ranjit said, “The SPRS? Oh, yeah, you’re the ones are always sending me spacemail. It’s about all I ever get, and I appreciate it. I don’t get much mail, out here, and I don’t see many people. This fellow here, Henry, was the first I’d seen in. days. I saved Henry’s life, or did he tell you?”


  “How wonderful!” Morna exclaimed in awe. “I’ve never spoken to a Saver before! Think of it, Joachim! Ranjit saved Henry!”


  “That is very nice,” Joachim admitted, “but—”


  “You’re a hero!” Morna cried, seizing Ranjit’s hands. “How does it fed to be a Saver? It must be sublime!” She turned to Henry and grasped his arms. “How do you feel, Henry? You must almost worship Ranjit! Such a noble man!”


  Ranjit cackled. “Look at him blush! I don’t believe he’s been around girls much. Since Joachim don’t have no claim on her, Henry, I’d do some sweet talking if I was your age. I pulled Henry in on a lifeline, or he’d be falling into the methane by now.”


  “Isn’t that wonderful?” Morna marveled, smiling glamorously.


  Joachim said, “Everyone be quiet and allow me to finish! I have come thirteen hundred million kilometers on a mission, and I intend to fulfill it! I am Second Vice-President of the Society for the Preservation of the Rings of Saturn. You, Ranjit, and the people on the other three stations in the Rings are destroying the most glorious and inspiring feature of the Solar System! The divine pinnacle of Creation! A miracle that may be unique in the Universe! You are destroying the Rings of Saturn for the greedy, selfish purpose of selling fuel to spaceships!”


  “Spaceships got to have fuel,” Ranjit said, “and don’t talk so loud. Ice is scarce, you know, unless you want to chase comets. One side of Iapetus has a sheet, and Titan has some. If you go on in, you’ll find a little on some of the Moons of Jupiter, and a few of the Asteroids are—”


  Joachim said, “You are destroying the Rings of Saturn! This is the most despicable crime in a long history of the devastation of nature by greedy men! When you have eventually melted the last crystal of ice and departed with your hoard, Saturn will spin desolately alone through the night, shorn of his glorious halo that has been the solace and inspiration of man since prehistoric times!”


  “Not when they never had telescopes, it wasn’t very inspiring,” Ranjit said. “I don’t see why you’re jumping on me, Joachim. I never answered your letters because there wasn’t nothing to say. I just work here. You’ll have to talk to the company to—”


  “The Saturnine Fuel and Oxygen Company is headed by stubborn men!” Joachim said. “They refuse to consider or answer our demands! That is why I have come to appeal directly to the operators of these ice-sweepers! You must immediately stop sweeping the Rings into your tanks! You must tell your superiors that you refuse to destroy the crowning glory of the Solar System!”


  Ranjit said, “They’d just hire somebody else. I don’t know as we are destroying the Rings very fast. This was the first sweeper put in orbit nine years ago, and I can’t tell no difference in Ring B. There’s an awful lot of stuff in the Rings. Some of the balls are solid ice, but some are just ice coated, so we melt it off and throw out the core. Some don’t have ice on it, so we throw it back. We don’t use hydroponics on the sweepers. We get plenty of oxygen when we take off hydrogen, so we toss a lot of solid CO, overboard, too. No, we ain’t taking as much from the Rings as you think. They’ll get ionic motors to working, one of these days, and it won’t take hardly no fuel at all.”


  “Nevertheless, I believe—” Joachim tried to say.


  “You’ve got a hard hull, anyhow,” Ranjit said, “coming out here telling me to stop when you need fuel yourself. Supposing I stopped right now. How would you get away? And what would I do? I got a bad heart. About half of it’s artificial. That’s why I’ve been living under zero G for fifteen years. I can’t go back to Earth. The docs say more than four-tenths G would do for me. Before I got this job, I was living in a hulk orbiting around Titan, just waiting to pass beyond. Now I got something useful to do and something to live for. I may last till I’m 120.”


  Henry, who had been stupidly smiling at Morna with too much intensity to follow the discussion, jerked his head around and gasped, “You, you can’t stand acceleration?”


  Ranjit said, “Not enough to go anywhere. I got a bad heart, a very bad heart. About half of it’s—”


  Vicenzo and Aziz, spacesuited, crowded into the compartment through the doorway in the netting. “Dis is a stickup!” Aziz announced over a loudspeaker on the chest of his suit.


  “Don’t move,” Vicenzo growled, scowling beneath his black bangs.


  SINCE DEADLY WEAPONS were extremely rare and difficult to obtain, the pair had armed themselves with long, hand-made knives. Vicenzo also carried a cumbersome rocket launcher, a remodeled lifeline tube.


  “Gangsters!” Ranjit wheezed. “I ain’t seen a gangster in twenty years! I fought them in the Crime War! I—”


  “Shut up, old man,” Vicenzo ordered. His sideburns twitched around his cruel mouth. “Everything fixed here, Henry?”


  “Are you into this, Henry?” Ranjit said.


  Vicenzo snarled, “I told you to shut up!”


  “Let me talk to you alone, Vicenzo,” Henry said.


  “Spill it now. Is this all the crew? Did you smash communications?”


  “Yes,” Henry admitted. “The old man is the crew. The others just came aboard.”


  “Why didn’t you fix the other ship?” Vicenzo said. “We had to clamp on, because it was blocking the valve. We came through it, and you hadn’t even smashed the radio. There might’ve been a crew aboard, for all you knew.”


  “Vicenzo’s a streak, kid,” Aziz said. The short, wide man’s sallow face looked horrible behind the faceplate. “You oughta done like Vicenzo said,” he advised. “You won’t get nowhere goofin’ like dat or—Hey, take a check on the doll! I never thought to see nothin’ like dat on a sweeper! Lucky me!”


  “She’s not in this,” Henry said. “She’s from the other ship. Leave her alone, Aziz.”


  “Don’t yap at me like dat, kid,” Aziz warned.


  Morna, who had stood as if frozen, turned to Henry and squealed, “You’re a gangster? How awful, after I thought you were nice, letting Ranjit save your life!”


  “Shut up, girl,” Vicenzo said.


  “A gangster!” Morna shrieked. She slapped Henry twice across the face, knocking his shoes loose from the magnetic deck. He flipped and fell against the net with his feet touching the ceiling.


  In the confusion, Joachim broke from his terrified trance and dived through the door. “I’ll get ’im!” Aziz roared and, waving his knife, followed the fleeing Second Vice-President.


  As Henry struggled to regain an erect position, Morna wailed in his ear, “I thought you were good and handsome, but you’re a gangster! You didn’t deserve to be saved!” She slapped him again, knocking him to the deck, and began to weep wildly. Under no gravity, the tears spread in a film across her face. Surprised, she stopped crying and wiped her cheeks with her hands. A few tears flew into the air as shimmering globes.


  Joachim floated into the compartment. His long chin was bruised, and he muttered, “Save the Rings!” Aziz, grinning, followed and stood on guard before the door. Morna gasped, darted to her employer, and made helpless gestures.


  “All right, now,” Vicenzo said. “Let’s get this jaunt moving. Henry, tie these cubes up and—”


  “We can’t do it, Vicenzo,” Henry said, staring in horror at Joachim’s half-conscious body.


  “What?”


  Henry said, “It’s the old man. His heart’s bad. The acceleration would k-kill him!”


  “Dat’s the chance he’s gotta take,” Aziz sneered.


  “You mean you don’t care if you m-murder someone?”


  “It’s all in the orbit,” Vicenzo said. “I told you that when you clinched with us.”


  “I didn’t believe you,” Henry said. “You can’t hurt Ranjit! He saved my life!”


  “Dat’s what he was supposed to do, so’s ya could get aboard,” Aziz said.


  “But he really did save me! He pulled me in on a lifeline. I would’ve missed the station. I wouldn’t be surprised if you two tried to m-murder me! I’m checking out. The whole deal’s off. Both of you get back in the ship and go! I’ll give you that much of a chance. I’ll stay here and take Revision, or whatever’s coming to me.”


  “The kid’s stripped his cogs,” Aziz laughed through his loudspeaker.


  Vicenzo aimed his rocket launcher at Henry’s midriff. He growled, “Too bad you turned cube, Henry.”


  “Don’t fire that thing in here!” Ranjit yelled. “You’ll blow a hole through the hull! What are you fellows up to? I never saw such mixed-up goings on.”


  HENRY SAID, “They’re going to steal the ice-sweeper. That’s why I had to be taken aboard, so I could wreck your equipment and keep you from reporting us or calling the other stations. The sweeper is supposed to vanish without a trace. I’m sorry I ruined your radio, Ranjit. I was supposed to try to keep the crew from becoming suspicious while Vicenzo and Aziz were clinching. They’re going to move the sweeper into a Sun orbit, somewhere, and use it for a base. They’re going to hijack spaceships.”


  “Of all the crazy schemes!” Ranjit snorted. “You gangsters are space happy! You’re ready for the psychodocs! You can’t get away with gangstering these days! I fought your grandfathers in the Crime War. I was in the Battle of Jupiter Orbit. We whipped you good, and nearly wiped you out, but, ever so often, a few of you still turn up and try silly stuff like this. Solar Government will get you!”


  Vicenzo said, “Shut up, old man! Aziz, hold the girl. If the rest of you don’t behave while I’m tying you, Aziz will stab her.”


  “Dat’d be a awful waste,” Aziz said, twisting Morna’s arms behind her back. Morna began to cry again. Teardrops floated like tiny planets.


  Vicenzo pulled a long cord from his pack and lifted Joachim with one hand. “Save the Rings,” Joachim mumbled. “You are desecrating the glory of the Solar System.” Vicenzo lashed Joachim’s wrists to an overhead pipe.


  Vicenzo said, “All right, Henry, you and the old man put your hands against that pipe.” Ranjit said, “I’m 107 years old, but never in my life—”


  “I’m going to shut you up, if you don’t do it yourself,” Vicenzo promised. He secured Ranjit beside Joachim and then started tying Henry’s wrists to the pipe.


  “Be careful what you do to the sweeper, Vicenzo,” Henry begged. “Ranjit was telling me how dangerous it is. If anything causes the velocity to drop, we’ll fall on Saturn.”


  “You think I’m stupid? That’s the way with anything in an orbit. The closer to a planet, the faster you’ve got to go. Bring the girl, Aziz.”


  CHAPTER III


  MORNA STRUGGLED and kicked the spacesuits while Vicenzo tied her next to Henry. Aziz said, “You think there’s really a chance of us failin’ ? I’d hate to plop in all that methane.”


  “No,” said Vicenzo. “Old man, where’s the control room? We’re moving this whole station with the two ships clamped on.”


  “Hadn’t we oughta put some water in our tanks, in case we gotta scram quick?” Aziz asked. “They’re about empty.”


  Ranjit chuckled. “You’ll have to wait four hours to tank up. I just got the heater going a while ago. There’s an SG ship due in soon. You better give up.”


  “You’re lying in strings!” Vicenzo said. “You must have fuel for the sweeper’s motors. Where’s the control room?”


  “I ain’t saying.”


  “He’ll tell,” Aziz gloated, raising his knife.


  “We can find it quicker,” Vicenzo said and turned away. Aziz followed him through the door.


  “What?” Joachim muttered. “Where? The gangsters!” He stared around the compartment and cried, “There is one! Henry is a gangster! You are also, Ranjit! I have long suspected that the destruction of the Rings of Saturn could only be the work of gangsters! No one—Morna! Are you injured?”


  “No,” Morna blubbered. “Stay away from me, Henry!” One of her wings of black and yellow hair had fallen over her face.


  “Sorry,” Henry said, blushing and moving his legs. “I didn’t notice which way I was drifting.”


  Joachim said, “Where are the other gangsters? Have they gone to steal my ship? It is rented! The SPRS would never recover if we had to pay for the ship!”


  “Let’s figure some way to get loose,” Ranjit suggested. “Those fellows won’t find the control room out there. No motors, anyhow, but all they’ve got to do is wait till enough fuel melts and use their ship to move the sweeper. Think how that’d look on my record.”


  “You said an SG ship would be here in a few minutes,” Morna objected.


  “I was just telling them that. There’s no ship due for two days.”


  “You actually told a falsehood?” Morna gasped.


  Ranjit said, “When you get to be my age, you’ll find you can do lots of things they didn’t teach in school. How’d you clinch up with two fellows like them, Henry? They’re space happy, both of them. Didn’t you have no education?”


  “Not much,” Henry said. “Me and my parents were shipwrecked in the Asteroids when I was only ten. Mother tried to teach me Honesty, and Morality, and all the rest, but it didn’t take very well. We were there eight years before we were picked up. They put me in school, then, with a bunch of kids. I didn’t like it, so I skipped and worked in the mines on Titan. Then I got mixed up with Vicenzo and Aziz. This is the first job I’ve pulled with them.”


  “At least you changed your mind and tried to stop it,” Ranjit said, tugging at his bonds.


  “The snips!” Henry exclaimed. “There’s a pair of snips in my side pocket. Maybe you can reach them, Ranjit, if I—No, they’re on the wrong side. Morna, will you try to get them if I can put my, uh, pocket next to your hand?”


  “Stay away from me,” Morna said.


  “You’ve got to.” Henry braced his feet against the deck and pushed, bending his knees as his weightless body flew into the air. He twisted, and the side of his left leg struck the ceiling. Shoving with his toe, he forced his contorted body back toward the pipe. “There!” he grunted. “Can you reach them?”


  Morna said, “I don’t know. My wrists are tied so tight.” Her hand touched Henry’s hip and sent him swinging in the opposite direction. His legs stopped across Ran jit’s chest. The old man lowered his head and butted Henry back toward Morna.


  “Oh, get out of my face!” Morna complained.


  HENRY LAY against the ceiling with his legs bent, his back bowed, and his left elbow pressed against his lower ribs. Morna’s hand fluttered at his pocket. “I’ve got—No, it’s a screwdriver,” she said. “Now, I’ve got the snips!”


  “Don’t drop them,” Henry pleaded. He thrust his feet back to the deck. “Try to cut the line around my wrist. Ow! That’s my hand!”


  “Be brave!” Morna jeered nervously. “Now it’s under the cord. I cut one!”


  Henry twisted his wrist in the loosened cord and pulled his left hand free. He said, “Thanks. Give me the snips.”


  Morna said, “Promise to cut me down first. I don’t want to be tied with you loose.”


  Henry snatched the snips from her and cut the line binding his right hand. Morna said, “Gangster trick.”


  “Hurry up, Henry,” Ranjit said. “Those fellows will be coming back.”


  Henry released Ranjit and Joachim. “Cut me loose!” Morna yelled.


  “Not so loud,” Henry said, freeing her. “Go up in the control room, Ranjit. You told me you still had flywheel steering. If it won’t hurt you, you can make them think you’re decelerating. It’ll confuse them, at least.”


  “Yeah,” Ranjit chuckled, “that’s a bright idea. I was about to think of it myself.”


  Henry said, “Morna, you go with Ranjit. Joachim, you stay with me, and we’ll waylay them. We’ll find something for weapons.”


  Ranjit pulled the sandwich bunk down on its rods, crouched on the bunk, and pushed open the overhead hatch. Joachim said, “I do not intend to engage in a brawl with gangsters. Come, Morna, let us take our chances in our own ship. We—”


  “I hear them out there!” Henry said.


  Joachim squeaked, bounded to the bunk, and sprang through the hatch. “Bet he bumped his head,” Ranjit hoped. “Up you go, Morna. Strap yourself to a couch.”


  Morna climbed on the bunk and through the hatch. Ranjit followed. “It’s a trick,” Morna said. “He’ll be alone with his gangster friends.”


  “There’s a set of spanner wrenches right there in the net,” Ranjit said, pointing. “There’s a roll of wire over yonder.” He closed the hatch.


  HENRY RAISED the bunk back to the ceiling. He fumbled in the accumulation behind the netting, throwing out a case of canned beans, a one-volume encyclopedia, a bundle of papers, and a broken clock. He found the wrenches and selected a large one half a meter long. He searched again, pulled out a coil of electric cable, and stuffed it under his belt. Jumping across the compartment, he clung to the net above the door.


  Vicenzo and Aziz had not turned off their loudspeakers. “Nothing but tanks and ladder-chutes,” Vicenzo was saying. “There has to be a control room somewhere.”


  Aziz said, “Maybe there’s another door behind all the junk in there. I’ll get it outta the old man.”


  As Vicenzo’s spacesuited figure appeared below in the doorway, Henry swung his arm. The spanner clanged against the back of Vicenzo’s helmet. The man tumbled across the compartment into the netting. The rocket launcher whirled from his hands, struck the ceiling, and bounced to the deck.


  Slashing upward with his knife, Aziz twisted into the compartment. Henry met the thrust with the spanner and knocked the knife from the squat man’s hand. Aziz bellowed, “Ya greasy cube! I’ll squash ya!”


  Aziz swung his gauntleted fist. Henry struck Aziz across the arm with the spanner, denting the metal of the spacesuit. Vicenzo jerked his head from a box and roared, “Get him! He busted my skull!”


  Henry jumped from the net to the corner beside the desk. The two men slowly stalked him. Vicenzo had his knife, and Aziz experimentally flexed his metal-sheathed hands.


  “We’re going to fix you, Henry,” Vicenzo promised. “You’re just a little smarter than you should be.”


  “He ain’t smart at all,” Aziz growled. “What for did ya want to turn cube, Henry? I told ya yer name’d be in ever yap, if ya stuck with us. Now, nobody’ll know ya when I get done.”


  Henry debated with himself, trying to decide if the situation justified a falsehood. He said, “Get away while you can! Ranjit says he’ll crash this sweeper before he’ll let you steal it! He’s in the control room now.”


  Aziz stopped and glanced around. “Ya think he will?” he asked.


  “No,” Vicenzo said. He circled to Henry’s left.


  Henry raised the spanner and kept his eyes on Vicenzo’s knife. Aziz moved to Henry’s right. The deck seemed to tilt. Henry clutched a leg of the desk to keep from falling.


  Vicenzo and Aziz, waving their arms, leaned at an increasingly acute angle. Their boots broke from the magnetic deck. They fell slowly, accelerating at about two meters per second, and dropped into the netted wall which had become the floor.


  Henry dangled below what was now the ceiling. Objects fell from the net beside him. Tools, machine parts, books, and canned food slowly showered down on Vicenzo and Aziz, who thrashed and swore in the growing junk heap.


  “We’re deceleratin’ !” Aziz yelled. “That old man really is gonna kill us! We’ll crash on Saturn!”


  “That hatch over the bunk!” Vicenzo said as he tried to stand. “That’s where they went! The control room!” A box of cans emptied over his helmet.


  “We’re failin’ !” Aziz yelled. “It’s forcin’ us to the front of the station! Let’s get out!” He stumbled through the litter toward the airvalve which was now up one wall.


  Vicenzo said, “Look out that window! The stars are streaking! He’s just spinning the sweeper! It’s centrifugal force!”


  “It’s deceleration!” Aziz insisted, jumping at the airvalve. The dismantled teletype slipped from its clamps and fell on the man’s head. He slid back down the wall.


  Beside Henry, the net broke loose. A slow, miscellaneous rain, including two sandwich bunks and part of a spaceship landing leg, fell on Vicenzo and Aziz. Henry felt the desk slipping. He dropped on his feet in the clutter. The desk clattered down beside him.


  STUMBLING and staggering, Henry reached Vicenzo, who struggled under a bunk, a plastic packing case, part of a pump, and a bundle of tubing. Henry took the electric cable from his belt and formed a loop. He drew the loop tight around Vicenzo’s arms. Vicenzo pushed the case off his legs and tried to stand. Henry flipped the cable around and around Vicenzo and bound his arms to his sides.


  “Get him, Aziz!” Vicenzo called in rage. Henry tied Vicenzo’s feet together and cut off. the remaining cable with his snips.


  Aziz had grasped the frame of the airvalve and was trying to slide the door open. Henry selected a battered oxygen tank from the heap, lifted it in both hands, and hurled it. The missile caught Aziz across the back of his spacesuit. He fell into the jumbled equipment on the floor. Quickly, Henry repeated his looping and tying operations. Then he sat on an empty trunk and tried to slow his rapid breathing.


  “Le’me go, Henry!” Aziz demanded, somewhat dazed.


  “We’re failin’ !” Henry opened the switch on the spacesuit’s loudspeaker.


  The bunk in the wall that had been the ceiling unfolded, and Ranjit’s wrinkled face peeped through the exposed hatch. “What a mess!” he chuckled. “Things wasn’t fastened down like they should of been. Of course, it never needed to be before. I never knowed—”


  “How are you standing the gravity?” Henry panted.


  “It’s just two-tenths G,” Ranjit said. “Hang on, and I’ll take us back to no weight. This old sweeper’s spinning like a top.” Ranjit’s head withdrew. Henry tried to find a handhold in the pile of material. His feet left the tangle. Accompanied by assorted items, including the bound figures of Vicenzo and Aziz, he floated in the air.


  Twisting, Henry placed his feet on the magnetized deck. Objects containing steel settled around him. He pulled Vicenzo and Aziz down, and, as Vicenzo began to curse in ancient terms, silenced his loudspeaker also.


  Joachim appeared clutching his stomach. “I shall wait in my ship for the fuel,” he gagged, dodging a floating chest, “away from this criminal madhouse!”


  Morna and Ran jit dropped into the compartment. Ran jit kicked aside a crate and said, “Good, Henry. I guess you saved our lives, or mine anyhow. Those fellows would have passed me beyond if they had accelerated the sweeper, and you sure kept them from stealing it.”


  “He did all right for a gangster,” said Morna on her way to the door.


  “Wait, Morna, please,” said Henry. He blushed a bright red. “Won’t, won’t I ever see you again?”


  “Why would I want to see a gangster again?”


  Ranjit said, “He’s not much of a gangster, and he changed his mind. Of course, those two will tell about his part in this, and Joachim’s sure to report it. SG will ship you to Earth, Henry, for Revision, but that won’t be too bad, just a sort of school, and you’re good as Revised already, the way you acted.”


  Henry looked at Morna. “I’d like to go to Earth,” he said.


  “Tell you what,” Ranjit said. “It’ll be three hours before there’s enough fuel for Joachim’s ship. Why don’t you two go up to the dome and see the sights, and forget all this? We’ll be passing into the Shadow in about ten minutes, and you’ll see one of the prettiest things there is, Saturn from the dark side. The atmosphere looks like a gold rainbow above the Rings.”


  Morna stared at the deck. The corners of her mouth curved upward. She said, “I’m sorry I slapped you, Henry.”


  THE COMEDIAN’S CHILDREN


  Theodore Sturgeon


  Everybody—almost everybody—loved unsmiling Heri Gonza, the world’s funniest man. Look how he took over when that frightening children’s disease was brought back from Iapetus. He gave wholly of himself, gave his money, his love, his talent . . . The one thing he didn’t give was a cure. That seemed to be locked In the mind of Gonza’s most dedicated enemy—and on the frozen surface of Saturn’s eighth satellite . . .


  PROLOGUE


  THE QUIET THIRD OF THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY CAME TO AN END AT ten o’clock on the morning of May 17, 2034, with the return to earth of a modified Fafnir space cruiser under the command of Capt. Avery Swope. Perhaps in an earlier or a later day, the visitation which began on the above date might have had less effect. But the earth was lulled and content with itself, and for good reason—international rivalries having reverted to the football fields and tennis courts, an intelligent balance of trade and redistribution of agriculture and industry having been achieved.


  Captain Swope’s mission was to accomplish the twelfth off-earth touchdown, and the body on which he touched was Iapetus (sometimes Japetus), the remarkable eighth satellite of Saturn. All Saturn’s satellites are remarkable, each for a different reason. Iapetus’ claim to fame is his fluctuating brilliance; he always swings brightly around the eastern limb of the ringed planet, and dwindles dimly behind the western edge. Obviously the little moon is half bright and half dark, and keeps one face turned always to its parent; but why should a moon be half bright and half dark?


  It was an intriguing mystery, and it had become the fashion to affect all sorts of decorations which mimicked the fluctuations of the inconstant moonlet: cufflinks and tunic clasps which dimmed and brightened, bread-wrappers and book-jackets in dichotomous motley. Copies were reproduced of the midcentury master Pederson’s magnificent oil painting of a space ship aground on one of Saturn’s moons, with four suited figures alighting, and it became a sort of colophon for news stories about Swope’s achievement and window displays of bi-colored gimcrackery—with everyone marvelling at the Twentieth Century artist’s unerring prediction of a Fafnir’s contours, and no one noticing that the painting could not possibly have been of Iapetus, which has no blue sky nor weathered rocks, but must certainly have been the meticulous Pederson’s visualization of Titan. Still, everyone thought it was Iapetus, and since it gave no evidence as to why Iapetus changed its brightness, tire public embraced the painting as the portrait of a mystery. They told each other that Swope would find out.


  Captain Swope found out, but Captain Swope did not tell. Something happened to his Fafnir on Iapetus. His signals were faintly heard through the roar of an electrical disturbance on the parent world, and they were unreadable, and they were the last. Then, voiceless, he returned, took up his braking orbit, and at last came screaming down out of the black into and through the springtime blue. His acquisition of the tail-down attitude so very high—over fifty miles-proved that something was badly wrong. The extreme deliberation with which he came in over White Sands, and the constant yawing, like that of a baseball bat balanced on a fingertip, gave final proof that he was attempting a landing under manual control, something never before attempted with anything the size of a Fafnir. It was superbly done, and may never be equalled, that roaring drift down and down through the miles, over forty-six of them, and never a yaw that the sensitive hands could not compensate, until that last one.


  What happened? Did some devil-imp of wind, scampering runt of a hurricane, shoulder against the Fafnir? Or was the tension and strain at last too much for weary muscles which could not, even for a split second, relax and pass the controls to another pair of hands? Whatever it was, it happened at three and six-tenths miles, and she lay over bellowing as her pilot made a last desperate attempt to gain some altitude and perhaps another try.


  She gained nothing, she lost a bit, hurtling like a dirigible gone mad, faster and faster, hoping to lack the curve of the earth down and away from her, until, over Arkansas, the forward section of the rocket liner—the one which is mostly inside the ship—disintegrated and she blew off her tail. She turned twice end over end and thundered into a buckwheat field.


  Two days afterwards a photographer got a miraculous picture. It was darkly whispered later that he had unforgivably carried the child—the three-year-old Tresak girl from the farm two miles away—into the crash area and had inexcusably posed her there; but this could never be proved, and anyway, how could he have known? Nevertheless, the multiple miracles of a momentary absence of anything at all in the wide clear background, of the shadows which mantled her and of the glitter of the many-sharded metal scrap which reared up behind her to give her a crown—but most of all the miracle of the child herself, black-eyed, golden-haired, trusting, fearless, one tender hand resting on some jagged steel which would surely shred her flesh if she were less beautiful—these made one of the decade’s most memorable pictures. In a day she was known to the nation, and warmly loved as a sort of infant phoenix rising from the disaster of the roaring bird; the death of the magnificent Swope could not cut the nation quite as painfully because of her, as that cruel ruin could not cut her hand.


  The news, then, that on the third day after her contact with the wreck of the ship from Iapetus, the Tresak child had fallen ill of a disfiguring malady never before seen on earth, struck the nation and the world a dreadful and terrifying blow. At first there was only a numbness, but at the appearance of the second, and immediately the third cases of the disease, humanity sprang into action. The first thing it did was to pass seven Acts, an Executive Order and three Conventions against any further off-earth touchdowns; so, until the end of the iapetitis epidemic, there was an end to all but orbital space flight.


  “YOU’RE GOING TO BE ALL RIGHT,” she whispered, and bent to kiss the solemn, comic little face. (They said it wasn’t contagious; at least, adults didn’t get it.) She straightened up and smiled at him, and Billy smiled his halfsmile—it was the left half—in response. He said something to her, but by now his words were so blurred that she failed to catch them. She couldn’t bear to have him repeat whatever it was; he seemed always so puzzled when people did not understand him, as if he could hear himself quite plainly. So to spare herself the pathetic pucker which would worry the dark half of his face, she only smiled the more and said again, “You’re going to be all right,” and then she fled.


  Outside in the corridor she leaned for a moment against the wall and got rid of the smile, the rigid difficult hypocrisy of that smile. There was someone standing there on the other side of the scalding blur which replaced the smile; she said, because she had to say it to someone just then: “How could I promise him that?”


  “One does,” said the man, answering. She shook away the blur and saw that it was Dr. Otis. “I promised him the same thing myself. One just . . . does,” he shrugged. “Heri Gonza promises them, too.”


  “I saw that,” she nodded. “He seems to wonder ‘How could I?’ too.”


  “He does what he can,” said the doctor, indicating, with a motion of his head, the special hospital wing in which they stood, the row of doors behind and beyond, doors to laboratories, doors to research and computer rooms, store rooms, staff rooms, all donated by the comedian. “In a way he has more right to make a promise like that than Billy’s doctor.”


  “Or Billy’s sister,” she agreed tremulously. She turned to walk down the corridor, and the doctor walked with her. “Any new cases?”


  “Two.”


  She shuddered. “Any—”


  “No,” he said quickly, “no deaths.” And as if to change the subject, he said, “I understand you’re to be congratulated.”


  “What? Oh,” she said, wrenching her mind away from the image of Billy’s face, half marble, half mobile mahogany. “Oh, the award. Yes, they called me this afternoon. Thank you. Somehow it . . . doesn’t mean very much right now.”


  They stood before his office at the head of the corridor. “I think I understand how you feel,” he said. “You’d trade it in a minute for—” he nodded down the corridor toward the boy’s room.


  “I’d even trade it for a reasonable hope,” she agreed. “Good night, Doctor. You’ll call me?”


  “I’ll call you if anything happens. Including anything good. Don’t forget that, will you? I’d hate to have you afraid of the sound of my voice.”


  “Thank you, Doctor.”


  “Stay away from the trideo this once. You need some sleep.”


  “Oh Lord. Tonight’s the big effort,” she remembered.


  “Stay away from it,” he said with warm severity. “You don’t need to be reminded of iapetitis, or be persuaded to help.”


  “You sound like Dr. Horowitz.” His smile clicked off. She had meant it as a mild pleasantry; if she had been less tired, less distraught, she would have had better sense. Better taste. Horowitz’ name echoed in these of all halls like a blasphemy. Once honored as among the greatest of medical researchers, he had inexplicably turned his back on Heri Gonza and his Foundation, had flatly refused research grants, and had publicly insulted the comedian and his great philanthropy. As a result he had lost his reappointment to the directorship of the Research Institute and a good deal of his professional standing. And like the sullen buffoon he was, he plunged into research—‘“real research,” he inexcusably called it—on iapetitis, attempting single-handedly not only to duplicate the work of the Foundation, but to surpass it: “the only way I know,” he had told a reporter, “to pull the pasture out from under that clod and his trained sheep.” Heri Gonza’s reply was typical: by deft sketches on his programs, he turned Horowitz into an improper noun, defining a horowitz as a sort of sad sack or poor soul, pathetic, mildly despicable, incompetent and always funny—the kind of subhuman who not only asks for, but justly deserves a pie in the face. He backed this up with a widely publicized standing offer to Dr. Horowitz of a no-strings-attached research grant of half a million; which Dr. Horowitz, after his first unprintable refusal (his instructions to the comedian as to what he could do with the money were preceded by the suggestion that he first change it into pennies), ignored.


  Therefore the remark, even by a Nobel prizewinner, even by a reasonably handsome woman understandably weary and upset, even by one whose young brother lay helpless in the disfiguring grip of an incurable disease—such a remark could hardly be forgiven, especially when made to the head of the Iapetitis Wing of the Medical Center and local chairman of the Foundation. “I’m sorry, Dr. Otis,” she said. “I . . . probably need sleep more than I realized.”


  “You probably do, Dr. Barran,” he said evenly, and went into his office and closed the door.


  “Damn,” said Iris Barran, and went home.


  No one knew precisely how Heri Gonza had run across the idea of an endurance contest cum public solicitation of funds, or when he decided to include it in his bag of tricks. He did not invent the idea; it was a phenomenon of early broadcasting, which erupted briefly on the marriage of video with audio in a primitive device known as television. The performances, consisting of up to forty continuous hours of entertainment interspersed with pleas for aid in one charity or another, were headed by a single celebrity who acted as master of ceremonies and beggar-in-chief. The terminologically bastardized name for this production was telethon, from the Greek root tele, to carry, and the syllable thon, meaningless in itself but actually the last syllable of the word marathon. The telethon, sensational at first, had rapidly deteriorated, due to its use by numbers of greedy publicists who, for the price of a phone call, could get large helpings of publicity by pledging donations which, in many cases, they failed to make, and the large percentage of the citizenry whose impulse to give did not survive their telephoned promises. And besides, the novelty passed, the public no longer watched. So for nearly eighty years there were no telethons, and if there had been, a disease to hang one on would have been hard to find. Heart disease, cancer, multiple sclerosis, muscular dystrophy—these, and certain other infirmities on which public appeals had been based, had long since disappeared or were negligibly present.


  Now, however, there was iapetitis.


  A disorder of the midbrain and central nervous system, it attacked children between the ages of three and seven, affecting only one hemisphere, with no statistical preference for either side. Its mental effects were slight (which in its way was one of the most tragic aspects of the disease) being limited to aphasia and sometimes a partial alexia. It had more drastic effects on the motor system, however, and on the entire cellular regeneration mechanisms of the affected side, which would gradually solidify and become inert, immobile. The most spectacular symptom was on the superficial pigmentation. The immobilized side turned white as bleached bone, the other increasingly dark, beginning with a reddening and slowly going through the red-browns to a chocolate in the later stages. The division was exactly on the median line, and the bicoloration proceeded the same way in all cases, regardless of the original pigmentation.


  There was no known cure.


  There was no known treatment.


  There was only the Foundation—Heri Gonza’s Foundation—and all it could do was install expensive equipment and expensive people to operate it . . . and hope. There was nothing anyone else could do which would not merely duplicate Foundation efforts, and besides, with one exception the Foundation already had the top people in microbiology, neurology, virology, internal medicine, and virtually every other discipline which might have some bearing on the disease. There were, so far, only 376 known cases, every one of which was in a Foundation hospital.


  Heri Gonza had been associated with the disease since the very beginning, when he visited a children’s hospital and saw the appalling appearance of the first case, little Linda Tresak of Arkansas. When four more cases appeared in the Arkansas State Hospital after she was a patient there for some months, Heri Gonza moved with characteristic noise and velocity. Within forty-eight hours of his first knowledge of the new cases, all five were ensconced in a specially vacated wing of the Medical Center, and mobilization plans were distributed to centers all over the world, so that new clinics could be set up and duplicate facilities installed the instant the disease showed up. There were at present forty-two such clinics. Each child had been picked up within hours of the first appearance of symptoms, whisked to the hospital, pampered, petted, and . . . observed. No treatment. No cure. The white got whiter, the dark got darker, the white side slowly immobilized, the dark side grew darker but was otherwise unaffected; the speech difficulty grew steadily (but extremely slowly) worse; the prognosis was always negative. Negative by extrapolation: any organism in the throes of such deterioration might survive for a long time, but must ultimately succumb.


  In a peaceful world, with economy stabilized, population growing but not running wild any longer, iapetitis was big news. The biggest.


  The telethon was, unlike its forbears, not aimed at the public pocket. It was to serve rather as a whip to an already aware world, information to the informed, aimed at earlier and earlier discovery and diagnosis. It was one of the few directions left to medical research. The disease was obviously contagious, but its transmission method was unknown. Some child, somewhere, might be found early enough to display some signs of the point of entry of the disease, something like a fleabite in spotted fever, the mosquito puncture in malaria—some sign which might heal or disappear soon after its occurrence. A faint hope, but it was a hope, and there was little enough of that around.


  So, before a wide grey backdrop bearing a forty-foot insigne in the center, the head and shoulders of a crying child vividly done in half silver, half mahogany, Heri Gonza opened his telethon.


  Iris Barran got home well after it had started; she had rather overstayed her hospital visit. She came in wearily and slumped on the divan, thinking detachedly of Billy, thinking of Dr. Otis. The thought of the doctor reminded her of her affront to him, and she felt a flash of annoyance, first at herself for having done it, and immediately another directed at him for being so touchy—and so unforgiving. At the same time she recalled his advice to get some sleep, not to watch the telethon; and in a sudden, almost childish burst of rebellion she slapped the arm of the divan and brought the trideo to life.


  The opposite wall of the room, twelve feet high, thirty feet long, seemed to turn to smoke, which cleared to reveal an apparent extension of the floor of the room, back and further back, to Heri Gonza’s great grey backdrop. All around were the sounds, the smells, the pressure of the presence of thousands of massed, rapt people. “. . . so I looked down and there the horse had caught its silly hoof in my silly stirrup. ‘Horse,’ I says, ‘if you’re gettin’ on, I’m gettin’ off!”


  The laugh was a great soft booming explosion, as usual out of all proportion to the quality of the witticism. Heri Gonza had that rarest of comic skills, the ability to pyramid his effects, so that the mildest of them seemed much funnier than it really was. It was mounted on a rapidly-stacked structure of previous quips and jokes, each with its little store of merriment and all merriment suppressed by the audience for fear of missing not only the next joke, but the entire continuity. When the pyramid was capped, the release was explosive. And yet in that split instant between capper and explosion, he always managed to slip in a clear three or four syllables, “On my way here—” or “When the president—” or “Like the horowitz who—” which, repeated and completed after the big laugh, turned out to be the base brick for the next pyramid.


  Watching his face during the big laughs—yocks, the knowledgeable columnists and critics called them—had become a national pastime. Though the contagion of laughter was in his voice and choice of phrase, he played everything deadpan. A small, wiry man with swift nervous movements, he had a face-by-the-million: anybody’s face. Its notable characteristics were three: thin lips, masked eyes, impenetrable as onyx, and astonishing jug-handle ears. His voice was totally flexible, capable of almost any timbre, and with the falsetto he frequently affected, his range was slightly over four octaves. He was an accomplished ventriloquist, though he never used the talent with the conventional dummy, but rather to interrupt himself with strange voices. But it was his ordinary, unremarkable, almost immobile face which was his audience’s preoccupation. His face never laughed, though in dialogue his voice might. His voice could smile, too, even weep, and his face did not. But at the yock, if it was a big yock, a long once, his frozen waiting face would twitch; the thin lips would fill out a trifle: he’s going to smile, he’s going to smile.


  Sometimes, when the yock was especially fulsome, his mouth actually would widen a trifle; but then it was always time to go on, and, deadpan, he would. What could it matter to anyone whether or not one man in the world smiled? On the face of it, nothing: yet millions of people, most of whom were unaware of it, bent close to their trideo walls and peered raptly, waiting, waiting to see him smile.


  As a result, everyone who heard him, heard every word.


  Iris found herself grateful, somehow—able to get right out of herself, sweep in with that vast unseen crowd and leave herself, her worrying self, her angry, weary, logical, Nobel-prize winning self asprawl on the divan while she hung on and smiled, hung on and tittered, hung on and exploded with the world.


  He built, and he built, and the trideo cameras crept in on him until, before she knew it, he was standing as close to the invisible wall as belief would permit; and still he came closer, so that he seemed in the room with her; and this was a pyramid higher than most, more swiftly and more deftly built, so that the ultimate explosion could contain itself not much longer, not a beat, not a second—


  And he stopped in mid-sentence, mid-word, even, and, over at the left, fell to one knee and held out his arms to the right. “Come on, honey,” he said in a gentle, tear-checked purr.


  From the right came a little girl, skipping. She was a beautiful little girl, a picture-book little girl, with old-fashioned bouncing curls, shiny black patent-leather shoes with straps, little white socks, a pale-blue dress with a very wide, very short skirt.


  But she wasn’t skipping, she was limping. She almost fell, and Heri was there to catch her.


  Holding her in his arms, while she looked trustingly up into his face, he walked to center stage, turned, faced the audience. His eyes were on her face; when he raised them abruptly to the audience, they were, by some trick of the light (or of Heri Gonza) unnaturally bright.


  And he stood, that’s all he did, for a time, stood there with the child in his arms, while the pent-up laughter turned to frustrated annoyance, directed first at the comedian, and slowly, slowly, with a rustle of sighs, at the audience itself by the audience. Ah, to see such a thing and be full of laughter: how awful I am.


  I’m sorry. I’m sorry.


  One little arm was white, one pink. Between the too-tiny socks and the too-short skirt, the long thin legs were one white, one pink.


  “This is little Koska,” he said after an age. The child smiled suddenly at the sound of her name. He shifted her in his elbow so he could stroke her hair. He said softly, “She’s a little Esthonian girl, from the far north. She doesn’t speak very much English, so she won’t mind if we talk about her.” A huskiness crept into his voice. “She came to us only yesterday. Her mother is a good woman. She sent her to us the minute she noticed.”


  Silence again, then he turned the child so their faces were side by side, looking straight into the audience. It was hard to see at first, and then it became all too plain—the excessive pallor of the right side of her face, the too-even flush on the left, and the sharp division between them down the center.


  “We’ll make you better,” he whispered. He said it again in a foreign language, and the child brightened, smiled trustingly into his face, kept her smile as she faced the audience again: and wasn’t the smile a tiny bit wider on the pink side than on the white? You couldn’t tell . . .”


  “Help me,” said Heri Gonza. “Help her, and the others, help us. Find these children, wherever in the world they might be, and call us. Pick up any telephone in the world and say simply, I . . . F. That’s IF, the Iapetitis Foundation. We treat them like little kings and queens. We never cause them any distress. By trideo they are in constant touch with their loved ones.” Suddenly, his voice rang. “The call you make may find the child who teaches us what we need to know. Your call—yours!—may find the cure for us.”


  He knelt and set the child gently on her feet. He knelt holding her hands, looking into her face. He said, “And whoever you are, wherever you might be, you doctors, researchers, students, teachers . . . if anyone, anywhere, has an inkling, an idea, a way to help, any way at all—then call me. Call me now, call here—” He pointed upward and the block letters and figures of the local telephone floated over his head—“and tell me. I’ll answer you now, I’ll personally speak to anyone who can help. Help, oh, help.”


  The last word rang and rang in the air. The deep stage behind him slowly darkened, leaving the two figures, the kneeling man and the little golden girl, flooded with light. He released her hands and she turned away from him, smiling timidly, and crossed the wide stage. It seemed to take forever, and as she walked, very slightly she dragged her left foot.


  When she was gone, there was nothing left to look at but Heri Gonza. He had not moved, but the lights had changed, making of him a luminous silhouette against the endless black behind him . . . one kneeling man, a light in the universal dark . . . hope . . . slowly fading, but there, still there . . . no? Oh, there . . .


  A sound of singing, the palest of pale blue stains in deep center. The singing up, a powerful voice from the past, an ancient, all but forgotten tape of one of the most moving renditions the world has ever known, especially for such a moment as this: Mahalia Jackson singing The Lord’s Prayer, with the benefit of such audio as had not been dreamed of in her day . . . with a cool fresh scent, with inaudible quasi-hypnotic emanations, with a whispering chorus a chorus of angels might learn from.


  Heri Gonza had not said “Let us pray.” He would never do such a thing, not on a global network. There was just the kneeling dimness, and the blue glow far away in the black. And if at the very end the glow looked to some like the sign of the cross, it might have been only a shrouded figure raising its arms; and if this was benediction, surely it was in the eye of the beholder. Whatever it was, no one who saw it completely escaped its spell, or ever forgot it. Iris Barran, for one, exhausted to begin with, heart and mind full to bursting with the tragedy of iapetitis; Iris Barran was wrung out by the spectacle. Ail she could think of was the last spoken word: Help.


  She sprang to her phone and waved it active. With trembling fingers she dialed the number which floated in her mind as it had on the trideo wall, and to the composed young lady who appeared in her solido cave, saying, “Trideo, C.A.O. Good evening,” she gasped, “Heri Gonza—quickly.”


  “One moment please,” said the vision, and disappeared, to be replaced instantly by another, even more composed, even lovelier, who said, “I.F. Telethon.”


  “Heri Gonza.”


  “Yes, of course. Your name?”


  “I-Iris Barran. Dr. Iris Barran.” The girl looked up sharply. “Not the—”


  “Yes, I won the Nobel prize. Please—let me speak to Heri Gonza.”


  “One moment please.”


  The next one was a young man with curly hair, a bell-like baritone, and an intensely interested face. He was Burcke of the network. He passed her to a jovial little fat man with shrewd eyes who was with Continuity Acceptance. Iris could have screamed out loud. But a worldwide appeal for calls would jam lines and channels for hours, and obviously a thorough screening process was essential. She was dimly aware that her name and face, only today in all the news, had already carried her to the top. Consciously, she thought of none of this; she held on and drove, wanting only to help . . . help . . . A snatch of the conversation she had had with Dr. Otis drifted across her mind: I guess you’d trade it for . . . and then a heart-rending picture of Billy’s face, trying to smile with half a mouth. I’d trade it all for a reasonable hope . . . and suddenly she was staring into the face of Heri Gonza. Reflexively she glanced over her shoulder at the trideo wall; Heri Gonza was there too, with a solidophone pillar in center stage, its back to the audience so that only the comedian could see its cave. Light from it flickered on his face.


  “I’d know that face anywhere!” he said raspingly.


  “Oh,” she said faintly, “Mr. . . . uh . . .” and then remembered that one of his public affectations was never to permit anyone to call him Mister. She said, “Heri Gonza, I . . . I’m Iris B-barran, and I—” She realized that her voice could not be heard over the trideo. She was grateful for that.


  He said, just as stridently, “I know who you are. I know the story of your life too.” Switching to a comic quack, he said, “So-o-o?”


  “You know I just won the Nobel award. M—uh, Heri Gonza, I want to help, more than anything in the world, I want to help. My brother has it. W-would you like me to give the award money to you . . . I mean, to the Foundation?”


  She did not know what she expected in exchange for this stunning offer. She had not thought that far ahead. What she did not expect was . . .


  “You what?” he yelled, so loud she drew her head down, gracelessly, turtle-like. “Listen, you, I got along without you before and I can get along without you now. You’re getting from me, see, and I’m giving. What you got I don’t want. I’m not up here to do you no good. I tell you what you got, you got a wrong number, and you are, s-s-s-s-so,” he hissed in a hilarious flatulent stutter, “s-s-so long.” And before she could utter another sound he waved her off and her phone cave went black.


  Numb with shock, she slowly turned to the trideo wall, where Heri Gonza was striding downstage to the audience. His expressionless face, his gait, his posture, the inclination of his head, and his tone of voice all added to an amused indignation, with perhaps a shade more anger than mirth. He tossed a thumb at the phone and said, “Wits we got calling, can you imagine? At a time like this. We got dimwits, half wits, and—” exactly the right pause; there was one bleat of laughter somewhere in the audience and then a thousand voices to chorus with him—“horowitz!” Iris sank back in the phone chair and covered her face, pressing so hard against her tired eyes that she saw red speckles. For a time she was shocked completely beyond thought, but at last she was able to move. She rose heavily and went to the divan, arrested her hand as she was about to click off the trideo. Heri Gonza was back at the stage phone, talking eagerly to someone, his voice honey and gentleness. “Oh bless you, brother, and thank you. You may have an idea there, so I tell you what you do. You call the I.F. at Johannesburg and arrange a meeting with the doctors there. They’ll listen . . . No, brother, collect of course. What’samatta, brother, you broke? I got news for you, for you-ee are-ee a-ee good-ee man-ee yes-ee indeedy-dee: you ain’ta broka no mo. A man like you? I got a boy on the way this very minute with a bag o’ gold for the likes of you brother . . . Oh now, don’t say thanks, you mak-a me mad.’Bye.”


  He waved off, and turned to (lie audience to intone, “A man with an idea—little one, big one, who knows? But it’s to help . . . so bless him.”


  Thunderous applause. Iris let her hand finish the gesture and switched off.


  She went and washed her face, and that gave her strength enough to shower and change. After that she could think almost normally. How could he?


  She turned over impossible alternatives, explanations. His phone was a dummy: he couldn’t see her, didn’t know who was on the phone. Or: it was his way of being funny, and she was too tired to understand. Or . . . or . . . it was no use: it hack really happened, he had known what he was doing, he had a reason.


  But what reason? Why? Why?


  In her mind she again heard that roar from die audience: Horowitz. With difficulty, because it still stung, she pieced together the conversation and then, moving her forefinger toward her phone and the trideo, back and forth, puzzled out what had gone out over the air and what had not. Only then did she fully understand that Heri Gonza had done what he had done to make it seem that his first call was from Dr. Horowitz. But if he needed that particular gag at that time, why didn’t he fake it to a dead phone? Why actually converse with her, cut her down like that?


  And he hadn’t let her help.


  That was worse than any of the rudeness, the insult. He wouldn’t let her help.


  What to do? Making the gesture she had made had not been hard; having it refused was more than she could bear. She must help; she would help. Now of all times, with all this useless money coming to her; she didn’t need it, and it might, it just might somehow help, and bring Billy back home.


  Well then, expose Heri Gonza. Give him back some of his own humiliation. Call in the newsmen, make a statement. Tell them what she had offered, tell them just who was on the line. He’d have to take the money, and apologize to boot.


  She stood up; she sat down again. No. He had known what he was doing. He had known who she was; he must have a telltale on his phone to get information on his callers from that screening committee. She knew a lot about Heri Gonza. He seemed so wild, so impulsive; he was not. He ran his many enterprises with a steel fist; he took care of his own money, his own bookings. He did not make mistakes nor take chances. He had refused her and the Foundation would refuse her: the Foundation was Heri Gonza. He had his reasons, and if she had any defense at all against what he had done, he would not have done it.


  She wasn’t allowed to help.


  Unless—


  She suddenly ran to the phone. She dialled 5, and the cave lit up with the floating word DIRECTORY. She dialled H, O, R, and touched the Slow button until she had the Horowitzes. There were pathetically few of them. Almost everyone named Horowitz had filed unlisted numbers: many had gone so far as to change their names.


  George Rehoboth Horowitz, she remembered.


  He wasn’t listed.


  She dialled Information and asked. The girl gave her a pitying smile and told her the line was unlisted. And of course, it would be. If Dr. Horowitz wasn’t the most hated man on earth, he was the next thing to it. A listed phone would be useless to him, never silent.


  “Has he screening service?” Iris asked suddenly.


  “He has,” said the girl, company-polite as always, but now utterly cold. Anyone who knew that creature to speak to . . . “Your name, please?”


  Iris told her, and added, “Please tell him it’s very important.”


  The cave went dark but for the slowly rotating symbol of the phone company, indicating that the operator was doing her job. Then a man’s head appeared and looked her over for a moment, and then said, “Dr. Barran?”


  “Dr. Horowitz.”


  She had not been aware of having formed any idea of the famous (infamous?) Horowitz; yet she must have. His face seemed too gentle to have issued those harsh rejoinders which the news attributed to him; yet perhaps it was gentle enough to be taken for the fumbler, the fool so many people thought he was. His eyes, in some inexplicable way, assured her that his could not be clumsy hands. He wore old-fashioned exterior spectacles; he was losing his hair; he was younger than she had thought, and he was ugly. Crags are ugly, tree-trunks, the hawk’s pounce, the bear’s foot, if beauty to you is all straight lines and silk. Iris Barran was not repulsed by this kind of ugliness.


  She said, bluntly, “Are you doing any good with the disease?” She did not specify: today, there was only one disease.


  He said, in an odd way as if he had known her for a long time and could judge how much she would understand, “I have it all from the top down to the middle, and from the bottom up to about a third. In between—nothing, and no way to get anything.”


  “Can you go any further?”


  “I don’t know,” he said candidly. “I can go on trying to find ways to go further, and if I find a way, I can try to move along on it.”


  “Would some money help?”


  “It depends on whose it is.”


  “Mine.”


  He did not speak, but tilted his head a little to one side and looked at her.


  She said, “I won . . . I have some money coming in. A good deal of it.”


  “I heard,” he said, and smiled. He seemed to have very strong teeth, not white, not even, just spotless and perfect. “It’s a good deal out of my field, your theoretical physics, and I don’t understand it I’m glad you got it. I really am. You earned it.”


  She shook her head, denying it, and said, “I was surprised.”


  “You shouldn’t have been. After ninety years of rather frightening confusion, you’ve restored the concept of parity to science—” he chuckled—“though hardly in the way anyone anticipated.”


  She had not known that this was her accomplishment; she had never thought of it in those terms. Her demonstration of gravitic flux was a subtle matter to be communicated with wordless symbols, quite past speech. Even to herself she had never made a conversational analog of it; this man had, though, not only easily, but quite accurately.


  She thought, if this isn’t his field, and he grasps it like that—just how good must he be in his own? She said, “Can you use the money? Will it help?”


  “God,” lie said devoutly, “can I use it . . . As to whether it will help, Doctor, I can’t answer that. It would help me go on. It may not make me arrive. Why did you think of me?”


  Would it hurt him to know? she asked herself, and answered, it would hurt him if I were not honest. She said, “I offered it—to the Foundation. They wouldn’t touch it. I don’t know why.”


  “I do,” he said, and instantly held up his hand. “Not now,” he said, checking her question. He reached somewhere off-transmission and came up with a card, on which was lettered, AUDIO TAPPED.


  “Who—”


  “The world,” he overrode her, “is full of clever amateurs. Tell me, why are you willing to make such a sacrifice?”


  “Oh—the money. It isn’t a sacrifice. I have enough: I don’t need it. And—my baby brother. He has it.”


  “I didn’t know,” he said, with compassion. lie made a motion with his hands. She did not understand. “What?”


  He shook his head, touched his lips, and repeated the motion, beckoning, at himself and the room behind him. Oh. Come where I am.


  She nodded, but said only, “It’s been a great pleasure talking with you. Perhaps I’ll see you soon.”


  He turned over his card; obviously he had used it many times before. It was a map of a section of the city. She recognized it readily, followed his pointing finger, and nodded eagerly. He said, “I hope it is soon.”


  She nodded again and rose, to indicate that she was on her way. He smiled and waved off.


  It was like a deserted city, or a decimated one; almost everyone was off the streets, watching the telethon. The few people who were about all hurried, as if they were out against their wills and anxious to get back and miss as little as possible. It was known that he intended to go on for at least thirty-six hours, and still they didn’t want to miss a minute of him. Wonderful, wonderful, she thought, amazed (not for the first time) at people—just people. Someone had once told her that she was in mathematics because she was so apart from, amazed at, people. It was possible. She was, she knew, very unskilled with people, and she preferred the company of mathematics, which tried so hard to be reasonable, and to say what was really meant . . .


  She easily found the sporting-goods store he had pointed out on his map, and stepped into the darkened entrance. She looked carefully around and saw no one, then tried the door. It was locked, and she experienced a flash of disappointment of an intensity that surprised her. But even as she felt it, she heard a faint click, tried the door again, and felt it open. She slid inside and closed it, and was gratified to hear it lock again behind her.


  Straight ahead a dim, concealed light flickered, enough to show her that there was a clear aisle straight back through the store. When she was almost to the rear wall, the light flickered again, to show her a door at her right, deep in an ell. It clicked as she approached, and opened without trouble. She mounted two flights of stairs, and on the top landing stood Horowitz, his hands out. She took them gladly, and for a wordless moment they stood like that, laughing silently, until he released one of her hands and drew her into his place. He closed the door carefully and then turned and leaned against it.


  “Well!” he said. “I’m sorry about the cloak and dagger business.”


  “It was very exciting.” She smiled. “Quite like a mystery story.”


  “Come in, sit down,” he said, leading the way. “You’ll have to excuse the place. I have to do my own housekeeping, and I just don’t.” He took a test-tube rack and a cracked bunsen tube from an easy chair and nodded her into it. He had to make two circuits of the room before he found somewhere to put them down. “Price of fame,” he said sardonically, and sat down on a rope-tied stack of papers bearing the flapping label Proceedings of the Pan-American Microbiological Society. “Where that clown makes a joke of Horowitz, other fashionable people make a game of Horowitz. A challenge. Track down Horowitz. Well, if they did, through tapping my phone or following me home, that would satisfy them. Then I would be another kind of challenge. Bother Horowitz. Break in and stir up his lab with a stick. You know.”


  She shuddered. “People are . . . are so . . .”


  “Don’t say that, whatever it was.” said Horowitz. “We’re living in a quiet time, Doctor, and we haven’t evolved too far away from our hunting and tracking appetites. It probably hasn’t occurred to you that your kind of math and my land of biology are hunting and tracking too. Cut away our science bump and we’d probably hunt with the pack too. A big talent is only a means of hunting alone. A little skill is a means of hunting alone some of the time.”


  “But . . . why must they hunt you?”


  “Why must you hunt gravitic phenomena?”


  “To understand it.”


  “Which means to end it as a mystery. Cut it down to your size. Conquer it. You happen to be equipped with a rather rarefied type of reason so you call your conquest understanding. The next guy happens to be equipped with fourteen inches of iron pipe and achieves his conquest with it instead.”


  “You’re amazing,” she said openly. “You love your enemies, like—”


  “Love thine enemies as thyself. Don’t take any piece of that without taking it all. How much I love people is a function of how much I love Horowitz, and you haven’t asked me about that. Matter of fact, I haven’t asked me about that and I don’t intend to. My God it’s good to talk to somebody again. Do you want a drink?”


  “No,” she said. “How much do you love Heri Gonza?”


  He rose and hit his palm with his fist and sat down again, all his gentleness folded away and put out of sight. “There’s the exception. You can understand anything humanity does if you try, but you can’t understand the inhumanity of a Heri Gonza. The difference is that he knows what is evil and what isn’t, and doesn’t care. I don’t mean any numb by rote moral knowledge learned at the modier’s knee, the kind that afflicts your pipe-wielder a little between blows and a lot when he gets his breath afterward. I mean a clear, analytical, extrapolative, brilliantly intelligent knowledge of each act and each consequence. Don’t underestimate that devil.”


  “He . . . seems to . . . I mean, he does love children,” she said fatuously.


  “Oh, come on now. He doesn’t spend a dime on his precious Foundation that he wouldn’t have to give to the government in taxes. Don’t you realize that? He doesn’t do a thing he doesn’t have to do, and he doesn’t have to love those kids. He’s using those kids. He’s using the filthiest affliction mankind has known for a long time just to keep himself front and center.”


  “But if the Foundation does find a cure, then he—”


  “Now you’ve put your finger on the thing that nobody in the world but me seems to understand—why I won’t work with the Foundation. Two good reasons. First, I’m ‘way ahead of them. I don’t need the Foundation and all those fancy facilities. I’ve got closer to the nature of iapetitis than any of ’em. Second, for all my love for and understanding of people, I don’t want to find out what I’m afraid I would find out if I worked there and if a cure was found.”


  “You mean he’d—he’d withhold it?”


  “Maybe not permanently. Maybe he’d sit on it until he’d milked it dry. Years. Some would die by then. Some are pretty close as it is.”


  She thought of Billy and bit her hand.


  “I didn’t say he would do that,” Horowitz said, more gently. “I said I don’t want to be in a position to find out. I don’t want to know that any member of my species could do a thing like that. Now you see why I work by myself, whatever it costs. If I can cure iapetitis, I’ll say so. I’ll do it, I’ll prove it. That’s why I don’t mind his kind of cheap persecution. If I succeed, all that harrassment makes it impossible for him to take credit or profit in any way.”


  “Who are you going to cure?”


  “What?”


  “He’s got them all. He’s on trideo right now, a telethon, the biggest show of the last ten years, hammering at people to send him every case the instant it’s established.” Her eyes were round.


  “The logician,” he whispered, as round-eyed as she. “Oh my God, I never thought of that.” He took a turn around the room and sat down again. His face was white. “But we don’t know that. Surely he’d give me a patient. Just one.”


  “It might cost you the cure. You’d have to, you’d just have to give it to him, or you’d be the one withholding it!”


  “I won’t think about it now,” he said hoarsely. “I can’t think about it now. I’ll get the cure. That first.”


  “Maybe my brother Bill)—”


  “Don’t even think about it!” he cried. “He’s already got it in for you. Don’t get in his way any more. He won’t let your Billy out of there and you know it. Try anything and hell squash you like a beetle.”


  “What’s he got against me?”


  “You don’t know? You’re a Nobel winner—one of the newsiest things there is. A girl, and not bad-looking at all. You’re in the public eye, or you will be by noon tomorrow when the reporters get to you. Do you think for a minute he’d let you or anybody climb on his publicity? Listen, iapetitis is his sole property, his monopoly, and he’s not going to share it. What’d you expect him to do, announce the gift on his lousy telethon?”


  “I—I c-called him on his telethon.”


  “You didn’t!”


  “He pretended the call was from you. But . . . but at the same time he told me . . . oh yes, he said, ‘What you got I don’t want. I’m not up here to do you no good.’ ”


  Horowitz spread his hands. “Q.E.D.”


  “Oh,” she said, “how awful.”


  At that point somebody kicked the door open.


  Horowitz sprang to his feet, livid. A big man in an open, flapping topcoat shouldered his way in. He had a long horse-face and a blue jaw. His eyes were extremely sad. He said, “Now just relax. Relax and you’ll be all right.” His hands, as if they had a will of their own, busied themselves about pulling off a tight left-hand glove with wires attached to it and running into his side pocket.


  “Flannel!” Horowitz barked. “How did you get in?” He stepped forward, knees slightly bent, head lowering. “You’ll get out of here or so help me—”


  “No!” Iris cried, clutching at Horowitz’s forearm. The big man outreached and outweighed the biologist, and certainly would fight rougher and dirtier.


  “Don’t worry, lady,” said the man called Flannel sleepily. He raised a lazy right hand and made a slight motion with it, and a cone-nosed needier glittered in his palm. “He’ll be good—won’t you, boy? Or I’ll put you to bed for two weeks an’ a month over.”


  He sidled past and, never taking his gaze from Horowitz for more than a flickering instant, opened the three doors which led from the laboratory—a bathroom, a bedroom, a storage closet.


  “Who is he? You know him?” Iris whispered.


  “I know him,” growled Horowitz. “He’s Heri Gonza’s bodyguard.”


  “Nobody but the two of them,” said Flannel.


  “Good,” said a new voice, and a second man walked in, throwing off a slouch hat and opening the twin to the long, loose topcoat Flannel wore. “Hi, chillun,” said Heri Gonza.


  There was a long silence, and then Horowitz plumped down on his pile of Proceedings, put his chin in his hands, and said in profound disgust, “Ah, for God’s sake.”


  “Dr. Horowitz,” said Heri Gonza pleasantly, nodding, and “Dr. Barran.”


  Iris said, shakily, “I th-thought you were doing a sh-show.”


  “Oh, I am, I am. All things are possible if you only know how. At the moment Chitsie Bombom is doing a monolog, and she’s good for two encores. After that there’s a solido of me sitting way up on the flats in the left rear, oh so whimsically announcing the Player’s Pub Players. They have a long one-acter and a pantomime. I’ve even got a ballet company, in case this takes that long.”


  “Phoney to the eyeballs, even when you work,” said Horowitz. “In case what takes that long?”


  “We’re going to talk.”


  “You talk,” said Horowitz. “Quickly and quietly and get the hell out of here, ’scuse me, Dr. Barran.”


  “Oh, that’s all right,” she murmured.


  “Please,” said the comedian softly, “I didn’t come here to quarrel with you. I want to end all that. Here and now, and for good.”


  “We’ve got something he wants,” said Horowitz in a loud aside to Iris.


  Heri Gonza closed his eyes and said, “You’re making this harder than it has to be. What can I do to make this a peaceful talk?”


  “For one thing,” said Horowitz, “your simian friend is breathing and it bothers me. Make him stop.”


  “Flannel,” said Heri Gonza, “get out.”


  Glowering, the big man moved to the door, opened it, and stood on the sill. “All the way,” said the comedian. Flannel’s broad back was one silent mass of eloquent protest, but he went out and shut the door.


  Deftly, with that surprising suddenness of nervous motion which was his stock in trade, Heri Gonza dropped to one knee to bring their faces on a level, and captured Iris’s startled hands. “First of all, Dr. Barran, I came to apologize to you for the way I spoke on the telephone. I had to do it—there was no alternative, as you’ll soon understand. I tried to call you back, but you’d already gone.”


  “You followed me here! Oh, Dr. Horowitz, I’m sorry!”


  “I didn’t need to follow you.


  I’ve had this place spotted since two days before you moved into it, Horowitz. But I’m sorry I had to strongarm my way in.”


  “I yield to curiosity,” said Horowitz. “Why didn’t my locks alarm when you opened them? I saw Flannel’s palm-print eliminator, but dammit, they should have alarmed.”


  “The locks were here when you rented the place, right? Well, who do you think had them installed? I’ll show you where the cutoff switch is before I leave. Anyhow—grant me this point. Was there any other way I could have gotten in to talk with you?”


  “I concede,” said Horowitz sourly.


  “Now, Dr. Barran. You have my apology, and you’ll have the explanation to go with it. Believe me, I’m sorry. The other thing I want to do is to accept, with thanks from the bottom of my heart, your very kind offer of the prize money. I want it, I need it, and it will help more than you can possibly realize.”


  “No,” said Iris flatly. “I’ve promised it to Dr. Horowitz.”


  Heri Gonza sighed, got to his feet, and leaned back against the lab bench. He looked down at them sadly.


  “Go on,” said Horowitz. “Tell us how you need money.”


  “The only two things I have never expected from you are ignorance and stupidity,” said Heri Gonza sharply, “and you’re putting up a fine display of both. Do you really think, along with all my millions of ardent fans, that when I land a two-million-dollar contract I somehow put two million dollars in the bank? Don’t be childish. My operation is literally too big to hide anything in. I have city, county, state and federal tax vultures picking through my whole operational framework. I’m a corporation and subject to outside accounting. I don’t even have a salary; I draw what I need, and I damn well account for it, too. Now, if I’m going to finish what I started with the disease, I’m going to need a lot more money than I can whittle out a chip at a time.”


  “Then take it out of the Foundation money—that’s what it’s for.”


  “I want to do the one thing I’m not allowed to do with it. Which happens to be the one thing that’ll break this horrible tiling—it has to!”


  “The only thing there is like that is a trip to Iapetus.”


  To this, Heri Gonza said nothing—absolutely nothing at all. He simply waited.


  Iris Barran said, “He means it. I think he really means it.”


  “You’re a big wheel,” said Horowitz at last, “and there are a lot of corners you can cut, but not that one. There’s one tiling the government—all governments and all their armed forces—will rise up in wrath to prevent, and that’s another landing and return from any place off earth—especially Iapetus. You’ve got close to four hundred dying kids on your hands right now, and the whole world is scared.”


  “Set that aside for a moment.” The comedian was earnest, warmvoiced. “Just suppose it could be done. Horowitz, as I understand it you have everything you need on the iapetitis virus but one little link. Is that right?”


  “That’s right. I can synthesize a surrogate virus from nucleic acids and exactly duplicate the disease. But it dies out of its own accord. There’s a difference between my synthetic virus and the natural one, and I don’t know what it is. Give me ten hours on Iapetus and half a break, and I’ll have the original virus under an electron mike. Then I can synthesize a duplicate, a real self-sustaining virus that can cause the disease. Once I have that, the antigen becomes a factory process, with the techniques we have today. We’ll have shots for those kids by the barrel lot inside of a week.”


  Heri Gonza spread his hands. “There’s the problem, then. The law won’t allow the flight until we have the cure. We won’t have the cure unless we make the flight.”


  Iris said, “A Nobel prize is an awful lot of money, but it won’t buy the shell of a space ship.”


  “I’ve got the ship.”


  For the first time Horowitz straightened up and spoke with something besides anger and hopelessness. “What kind of a ship? Where is it?”


  “A Fafnir. You’ve seen it, or pictures of it. I use it for globetrotting mostly, and VIP sightseeing. It’s a deepspace craft, crew of twelve, and twelve passenger cabins. But it handles like a dream, and I’ve got the best pilot in the world. Kearsarge.”


  “Kearsarge, God yes. But look, what you call deepspace is Mars and Venus. Not Saturn.”


  “You don’t know what’s been done to that ship. She’ll sleep four now. I have a lab and a shop in her, and all the rest is nothing but power-plant, shielding and fuel. Hell, she’ll make Pluto!”


  “You mean you’ve been working on this already?”


  “Man, I’ve been chipping away at my resources for a year and a half now. You don’t know what kind of footsie I’ve been playing with my business managers and the banks and all. I can’t squeak out another dime without lighting up the whole project. Dr. Barran, now do you see why I had to treat you like that? You were the godsend, with your wonderful offer and your vested interest in Billy. Can you astrogate?”


  “I—oh dear. I know the principles well enough. Yes, I could, with a little instruction.”


  “You’ll get it. Now look, I don’t want to see that money. You two will go down and inspect the ship tomorrow morning, and then put in everything you’ll need beyond what’s already there. You’ve got food, fuel, water and air enough for two trips, let alone one.”


  “God,” said Horowitz.


  “I’ll arrange for your astrogation, Dr. Barran. You’ll have to dream up a story, secret project or long solitary vacation or some such. Horowitz, you can drop out of sight without trouble.”


  “Oh sure, thanks to you.”


  “Dammit, this time you’re welcome,” said the comedian, and very nearly smiled. “Now, you’ll want one more crew member: I’ll take care of that before flight time.”


  “What about the ship? What will you say?”


  “Flight test after overhaul. Breakdown in space, repair, return-some such. Leave that to Kearsarge.”


  “I freely admit,” said Horowitz, “that I don’t get it. This is one frolic that isn’t coming out of taxes, and it’s costing you a packet. What’s in it, mountebank?”


  “You could ask that,” said the comedian, sadly. “The kids, that’s all.”


  “You’ll get the credit?”


  “I won’t, I can’t, I don’t want it. I can’t tie in to this jaunt—it would ruin me. Off-earth landings, risking the lives of all earth’s kids—you know how they’d talk. No sir: this is your cooky, Horowitz. You disappear, you show up one day with the answer. I eat crow like a hell of a good sport. You get back your directorship if you want it. Happy ending. All the kids get well.” He jumped into the air and clicked his heels four times on the way down. “The kids get well,” he breathed with sudden sobriety.


  Horowitz said gently, “Heri Gonza, what’s with you and kids?”


  “I like ’em.” He buttoned his coat. “Goodnight, Dr. Barran. Please accept my apologies again, and don’t think too badly of me.”


  “I don’t,” she said smiling, and gave him her hand.


  “But why do you like kids that much?” asked Horowitz.


  Heri Gonza shrugged easily and laughed his deadpan laugh. “Never had none,” he chuckled. He went to the door and stopped facing it, suddenly immobile. His shoulders trembled. He whirled suddenly, and the famous carven face was wet, twisted, the mouth tortured and crooked. “Never can,” he whispered, and literally ran out of the room.


  The weeks went by, the months. Iapetitis cases underwent some strange undulations, and a hope arose that the off-world virus was losing its strength. Some of die older cases actually improved, and a blessing that was, too; for although overall growth was arrested, there was a tendency for the mobile side to grow faster than the other, and during the improvement phase, the sides seemed to equalize. Then, tragically the improvement would slow; and stop.


  Incidence of die disease seemed to be slackening as well. At the last, there had been only three new cases in a year, though they caused a bad flurry, occurring as they did simultaneously in a Belgian village which had had no hint of the disease before.


  Heri Gonza still did his weekly stint (less vacation) and still amazed his gigantic audiences with his versatility, acting, singing, dancing, clowning. Sometimes he would make quiet appearances, opening and closing the show and turning it over to a theater or ballet group. During the Old Timer’s Celebration he learned to fly a perfect duplicate of a century-old light aircraft with an internal combustion engine, and daringly took his first solo during the show, with a trideo camera occupying the instructor’s seat.


  At other times he might take up the entire time-segment alone, usually with orchestra and props, once—possibly his most successful show—dressed in sloppy practice clothes on a bare stage, without so much as a chair, and with no assistance but lights and cameras and an occasional invisible touch from the hypnos and the scent generators. Single-handedly he was a parade, a primary schoolroom, a zoo in an earthquake, and an old lady telling three children, ages five, ten, and fifteen, about sex all at the same time.


  And in between (and sometimes during) his shows, he faithfully maintained I. F. He visited his children regularly, every single one of the more than four hundred. He thrilled with their improvements, cheered them in their inevitable relapses. The only time he did not make one of his scheduled shows at all was the time the three cases appeared in Belgium, and then the slot was filled with news-items about the terrifying resurgence, and a world tour of I. F. clinics. He was a great man, a great comic, no question about it, right up to his very last show.


  He didn’t know it was his last show, which in its way was a pity, because with that knowledge he would have been more than good; he’d have been great. He was that kind of performer.


  However, he was good, and was in and out of a vastly amusing variety show, using his old trick of standing offstage and singing with perfect mimicry while top vocalists stood center stage and mouthed the words. He turned out to be one of the Japanese girls who built body-pyramids on their bicycles, and, powered by a spring device under the water, joined a succession of porpoises leaping to take fish out of a keeper’s hand.


  He played, as he preferred to do, in a large studio without an audience, but playing to the audience-response sound supplied to him. He made his cues well, filled in smoothly with ad-libs when a girl singer ran a chorus short on her arrangement, and did his easy stand-up comedy monolog to close. A pity he didn’t smile on that show. When the on-the-airs went out and the worklights came on, he threw a sweatshirt around his shoulder and ambled into the wings, where, as usual, the network man, Burcke, waited for him.


  “How’d it look, Burckee ol’ turkey?”


  “Like never before,” said Burcke.


  “Aw, you’re cute yourself,” said the comedian. “Let’s have a look.” One of his greatest delights—and one reason for his fantastic polish—was the relaxed run-through afterward, where he lounged in the projection-room and looked at the show he had just finished from beginning to end. He and Burcke and a few interested cast-members, backstage people, and privileged strangers got arranged in the projection room. Beer was passed around and the small-talk used up. As usual they all deferred to Heri Gonza, and when he waved a negligent hand everybody shut up and the projectionist threw the switch.


  Title and credits with moving cloud-blanket background. Credits fade, camera zooms toward clouds, which thin to show mountain range. Down through clouds, hover over huge misty lake. Water begins to heave, to be turbulent, suddenly shores rush together and water squirts high through the clouds in a thick column. Empty lake rises up out of clouds, is discovered to be Heri Gonza’s open mouth. Pull back to show full face. Puzzled expression. Hand up, into mouth, extracts live goldfish.


  GONZA: Welcome to the Heri Gonza show, this week ‘As you lake it’ (beat) Which is all you can expect when you open with a punorama. What ho is (beat) What ho is yonder? A mountain. What ho is on the mountain? A mountain goat. What ho is the goat mountain? Why, another moun—Fellers, keep the lens on me, things are gettin’ a little blue off camera. Now hear ye, Tom, now hear ye Dick, now hear ye hairy Harry, Heri’s here. Hee hee, ho ho, here comes the show.


  Soft focus and go to black. Long beat.


  Heri took his beer away from his mouth and glared at the wall. “God’s sake, you send all that black?”


  “Sure did,” said Burcke equably. “Man, you don’t do that for anything but the second coming. What you think they expect with all that black? It sucks ’em in, but boy, you got to pay off.”


  “We paid off,” said Burcke. “Here it comes.”


  “The horse act, right?”


  “Wrong,” said Burcke.


  Dark stage. Desk, pool of light. Zoom in, Burcke, jaw clamped. In a face as sincere and interested as that, the clamped jaw is pretty grim.


  BURCKE: Tonight the Heri Gonza show brings you a true story. Although the parts are played by professional actors, and certain scenes are shortened for reasons of time, you may be assured that these are real events and can be proved in every detail.


  “What the hell is this?” roared Heri Gonza. “Did you air this? Is this what went out when I was knocking myself out with that horse act?”


  “Sit down,” said Burcke.


  Heri Gonza sat down dazedly.


  Burcke at desk. Lifts book and raps it.


  BURCKE: This is a ship’s rough log, the log of the Fafnir 203. How it comes to be on this desk, on your wall, is, I must warn you, a shocking story. The Fafnir is a twelve-cabin luxury cruiser with a crew of twelve, including stewards and the galley crew. So was the 203, before it was rebuilt. It was redesigned to sleep four with no room over, with two cabins rebuilt as a small-materials shop and a biological laboratory, and all the rest taken up with power-plant, fuel and stores. The ship’s complement was Dr. Iris Barran, mathematician—


  Fade in foredeck of Fafnir, girl standing by computer.


  Dr. George Rehoboth Horowitz, microbiologist—Bespectacled man enters, crosses to girl, who smiles.


  Yeager Kearsarge, pilot first class—


  Kearsarge is a midget with a long, bony, hardbitten face. He enters from black foreground and goes to control console.


  Sam Flannel, supercargo. Widen lighting to pass cabin bulkhead, discovering large man strapped in acceleration couch, asleep or unconscious.


  “I got it,” said Hen Gonza in the projection room. “A rib. It’s a rib. Pretty good, fellers.”


  “It isn’t a rib, Heri Gonza,” said Burcke. “Sit down, now.”


  “It’s got to be a rib,” said Heri Gonza in a low voice. “Slip me a beer I should relax and enjoy the altogether funny joke.”


  “Here. Now shush.”


  BURCKE: . . . mission totally contrary to law and regulation. Destination: Iapetus. Purpose: collection of the virus, or spores, of the dreaded children’s affliction iapetitis, on the theory that examination of these in their natural habitat will reveal their exact internal structure and lead to a cure, or at the very least an immunization. Shipowner and director of mission: (long beat) Heri Gonza.


  Fourteen hours out . . .


  Fade Burcke and desk and take out. Dolly in to foredeck.


  Horowitz crosses to side cabin, looks in on Flannel. Touches Flannels face. Returns to computer and Iris.


  HOROWITZ: “He’s still out cold. The tough boy is no spaceman.”


  IRIS: “I can’t get over his being here at all. Why ever did Heri want him along?


  HOROWITZ: Maybe he’ll tell us.


  Small explosion. High whine.


  KEARSARGE: A rock! a rock!


  IRIS: (frightened) What’s a rock?


  Kearsarge waddles rapidly to friction hooks on bulkhead, snatches off helmets, throws two to Horowitz and his, sprints with two more into cabin. Gets one on Flannels lolling head, adjusts oxygen valve. Puts on his own. Returns to assist Iris, then Moskowitz.


  IRIS: What is it?


  KEARSARGE: Nothing to worry you, lady. Meteorite. Just a little one. I’ll get it patched.


  From control console, sudden sharp hiss and cloud of vapor.


  IRIS: Oh! And what’s that?


  KEARSARGE: Now you got me.


  Kearsarge goes to console, kneels, peers underneath. Grunts, fumbles.


  HOROWITZ: What is it?


  KEARSARGE: Ain’t regulation, ’sall I know.


  Horowitz kneels beside him and peers.


  HOROWITZ: What’s this?


  KEARSARGE: Bottom of main firing lever. Wire tied to it, pulled that pin when we blasted off.


  HOROWITZ: Started this timing mechanism . . . What time did it pop?


  KEARSARGE: Just about 14:30 after blastoff.


  HOROWITZ: Think you can get it off there? I’d like to test for what was in it.


  Kearsarge gets the device off, gives it to Horowitz, who takes it into lab.


  Cut to cabin, closeup of Flannel’s helmeted face. He opens his eyes, stares blankly. He is very sick, pale, insane with dormant fear. Suddenly fear no longer dormant. With great difficulty raises head, raises strapped-down wrist enough to see watch. Suddenly begins to scream and thrash around. The releases are right by his hands but he can’t find them. Iris and Kearsarge run in. Kearsarge stops to take in the situation, then reaches out and pulls releases. Straps fall away; Flannel, howling, leaps for the door, knocking the midget flat and slamming Iris up against edge of door. She screams. Kearsarge scrambles to his feet, takes off after Flannel like a Boston terrier after a bull. Flannel skids to a slop by the lifeboat blister, starts tugging at it.


  KEARSARGE: What the hell are you doing?


  FLANNEL (blubbering): 14:30 . . . 14:30 . . . I gotta get out, gotta get out . . . (screams)


  KEARSARGE: Don’t pull on that, y’damn fool! That’s not the hatch, it’s the release! We got spin on for gravity—y’ll pitch the boat a hundred miles off!


  FLANNEL: Oh, lemme out, it’s too late!


  Kearsarge punches upwards with both hands so unexpectedly that Flannel’s grip is broken and he pitches over backwards. Kearsarge leaps on him, twists his oxygen valve, and scuttles back out of the way. Flannel lumbers to his feet, staggers over to the boat blister, gets his hands on the wrong lever again, but his knees buckle. Inside the helmet, his face is purpling. Horowitz comes running out of the lab. Kearsarge puts out an arm and holds him back, and together they watch


  Flannel sag down, fall, roll, writhe. He puts both hands on helmet, tugs at it weakly.


  HOROWITZ: Don’t for God’s sakes let him take off that helmet!


  KEARSARGE: Don’t worry. He can’t.


  Flannel slumps and lies still. Kearsarge goes to him and opens valve a little. He beckons Horowitz and together they drag him back to the cabin and with some difficulty get him on the couch and strapped down.


  HOROWITZ: What happened? I had my hands full of reagents in there.


  KEARSARGE: Space nutty. They get like that sometimes after blackout. He wanted out. Tried to take the boat.


  HOROWITZ: He say anything?


  KEARSARGE: Buncha junk. Said, 14:30, 14:30. Said it was too late, had to get out.


  HOROWITZ: That snivvy under the console popped at 14:30. He knew about it.


  KEARSARGE: Did he now. What was it?


  HOROWITZ: Cyanide gas. If we hadn’t been holed and forced to put the helmets on, we’d’ve had it.


  KEARSARGE: Except him. He figured to be up an’ around lookin’ at his watch, and when she popped, he’d be in the boat headed home and we’d keep blasting till the pile run dry, som’res out t’ords Algol.


  HOROWITZ: Can you fix those releases so he can’t reach them?


  KEARSARGE: Oh sure.


  Fade. Light pick up Burcke at the side.


  BURCKE: (as narrator) They got an explanation out of Flannel, and it satisfied none of them. He said he knew nothing of any cyanide. He said that Heri, knowing he was a bad spaceman, had told him that if it got so bad he couldn’t stand it, he could always come back in the lifeboat. But if he did that, he’d have to do it before 14:30 after blastoff or there wouldn’t be fuel enough to decelerate, start back, and maneuver a landing. He insisted that that was all there was to it. He would not say what he was doing aboard, except to state that Heri Gonza wanted him to look out for Heri’s interests.


  No amount of discussion made anything clearer. Heri certainly could not have wanted the expedition to fail, nor his ship hurled away from the solar system. They reluctantly concluded that some enemy of Heri Gonza’s must have sabotaged them—someone they simply didn’t know.


  The weeks went by—not easy ones, by any means, in those close quarters, without any event except Iris Barran’s puzzling discovery that the ship required no astrogator after all: what the veteran Kearsarge couldn’t handle in his head was easily treated in the computer. Why, then, had Heri Gonza insisted on her cramming on astrogation?


  Zoom in to Saturn until it fills a quadrant. String out the moons.


  Heri Gonza watched the bridge sequence, as Saturn swept close and the moons rolled by like broken beads, and little Iapetus swam close. Iapetus is not a moon like most, round or oblate, but a rock, a drifting mountain some 500 miles in diameter. And before them was the solution to the mystery of the changing moonlight. Some unknown cataclysm has cloven Iapetus, so that it has one sheer face, nearly four hundred square miles of flat plain (or cliff, depending on how you look at it) made of pale grey basaltic material. Since Iapetus always maintains one face to Saturn, it always appears brighter as it rounds the eastern limb, and dimmer as it goes west, the albedo of the flat face being much higher than the craggy ruin of the rest of its surface.


  “Burckee, Burckee, Burckee ol’ turkey,” murmured the comedian in accents of wonder, “who the hell writes your stuff? Who writes your lousy, lousy stuff?”


  Stock shot, Fafnir putting down tail-first on rocky plain, horizon washed out and black space brought down close. Rocks sharp-cornered, uneroded. Long shot, stabilizing jacks extending widest. Ladder out. Two suited figures ride it down, the other two climb dawn.


  Close-up, all four at tail-base.


  HOROWITZ: (filter mike) Check your radios. Read me?


  ALL: Check. Read you fine.


  HOROWITZ: Each take a fin. Walk straight out with the fin as a guide, and when you’ve passed our scorch area, get a rock scraping every five feet or so until you’re far enough away that the horizon’s a third of the way up the hull. Got that? No further. (Beat) And I can almost tell you now, we aren’t going to find one blessed thing. No virus, no spore, no nothing. My God, it’s no more than twelve, thirteen degrees K in the shadows here. Anyway . . . let’s go.


  BURCKE: (off) Scratch and hop, scratch and hop. In this gravity, you don’t move fast or push hard, or you’ll soar away and take minutes to come down again. Shuffle and scratch, scratch and sweep, scratch and hop. It took them hours.


  Close-up, Kearsarge, looking down.


  KEARSARGE: Here’s something.


  Closeups, each of the other three, looking up, turning head at the sound of Kearsarge’s voice.


  HOROWITZ: What is it?


  KEARSARGE: Scorch. A regular mess of it. Hell, you know what? Swope toppled his ship. I can see where he came down, then where he took off, scraping along to the big edge there.


  FLANNEL: Wonder he didn’t wreck her.


  KEARSARGE: He did. He couldn’t hurt the hull any in this gravity, but he sure as hell wiped off his antennae, because there they are: landing, range, transmission—every one, by God. No wonder he come barrelling in the way he did. You can’t land a Fafnir on manual, but you can try, and he tried. Poor ol’ Swopie.


  HOROWITZ: Everybody over there by Kearsarge. Maybe Swope picked up something where he scraped.


  Long shot of the four working around long scorch and scrape marks.


  BURCKE: (off, narrating) They filled their specimen sacks and brought them aboard, and then for seventy-two hours they went through their dust and stones with every test Horowitz could devise He had been quite right in his first guess. The moonlet Iapetus is as devoid of life as the inside of an autoclave.


  Cut to foredeck set, but upended, the controls at highest point, the floor what was the after bulkhead. Iris moving around with slow shuffle, setting out magnetized plates on a steel table, each one hitting loudly. In background, Flannel fusses with small electron mike, watching screen and moving objective screws. Lifeboat blister open, Kearsarge Inside, working.


  Airlock cycles, opens, and Horowitz comes in, suited, with sack. He is weary. Iris helps with helmet.


  HOROWITZ: I’ve had it. Let’s get home. We can get just so duty-bound.


  IRIS: What’s this ‘home?’ I don’t remember.


  HOROWITZ: You for home, Kearsarge?


  KEARSARGE: Any time you’re through hoein’ this rock.


  HOROWITZ: What are you doing in there?


  KEARSARGE: Just routine. Figured you might want to buzz around the other side with the boat.


  HOROWITZ: Nosir. I came close enough on foot. I say were done here. A man could sit home with a pencil and paper and figure out the density of sub-microscopic growth this place would have to have to bring any back on the hull. We’d be hip deep in it. The iapetitis virus didn’t come from Iapetus, and that, friends, is for sure and official.


  KEARSARGE: (off) Oh my holy mother. (He pops out, putty-colored.) George, get over here.


  IRIS: (curiously) What is it?


  She goes over and disappears for a moment inside the boat, with Kearsarge and Horowitz. Off, she gasps. Then, one by one they climb out and stand looking at Flannel. Sensing the silence, he looks up and meets their eyes.


  FLANNEL: What I got, blue horns or something?


  HOROWITZ: Show him, Kearsarge.


  Kearsarge beckons. There is a strange pucker of grim amusement on his craggy face.


  KEARSARGE: Come look, little feller. Then you can join our club.


  Reluctantly, the big man goes over to the blister and follows Kearsarge into the lifeboat. Dolly after them, swing in to the instalment panel, under it and look up.


  Lashed to the projecting lower end of the main thrust control is a silver can with a small cylinder at the near end.


  FLANNEL: (pointing stupidly) Is that . . . that the same thing that—


  KEARSARGE: A little smaller, but then you don’t need as much cyanide for a boat.


  FLANNEL: (angry) Who the hell put it there? You?


  Kearsarge; Not me, feller. I just found it.


  HOROWITZ: It’s been there all along, Flannel. Kearsarge is right: you belong to the club too. You sure it was Heri Gonza told you to take the boat?


  FLANNEL: Sure it was. He couldn’t have nothing to do with this. (Suddenly it hits him) Jesus! I mighta—


  HOROWITZ: We’ll have plenty of time to talk this over. Let’s pack up the testing stuff and haul out of here.


  FLANNEL: (to no one) Jesus.


  Heri Gonza lay back in the projection room and sipped his beer and watched the stock shot of a Fafnir taking off from a rock plain. “You really get all that glop out of that book, Burcke m’ boy?”


  “Every bit of it,” said Burcke, watching the screen.


  “You know how it is in space, a fellow’s got to do something with his time. Sometimes he writes, and sometimes it’s fairy tales, and sometimes you can get a pretty good show out of a fairy tale. But when you do that, you call it a fairy tale. Follow me?”


  “Yup.”


  “This was really what went out on the air tonight?”


  “Sure is.”


  Very, very softly, Heri Gonza said, “Poor Burcke. Poor, poor ol’ Burcke.”


  Close-up, hands turning pages in rough logbook. Pull back to show Burcke with book. He looks up, and when he speaks his voice is solemn.


  BURCKE: Time to think, time to talk it over. Time to put all the pieces in the same place at the same time, and push them against each other to see what fits.


  Fade to black; but it is not black after all: instead, starry space. Pan across to pick up ship, a silver fish with a scarlet tail. Zoom in fast, dissolve through hull, discovering foredeck. The four lounge around, really relaxed, willing to think before speaking, and to speak carefully. Horowitz and Kearsarge sit at the table ignoring a chessboard. Iris is stretched on the deck with a rolled-up specimen sack under her head. Flannel kneels before a spread of Canfield solitaire. Horowitz is watching him.


  HOROWITZ: I like to think about Flannel.


  FLANNEL: Think what?


  HOROWITZ: Oh . . . the alternatives. The ‘ifs.’ What would Flannel do if this had been different, or that.


  FLANNEL: There’s no sense in that kind of thinkin’—if this, if that. This happened, or that happened, and that’s all there is to it. You got anything special in mind?


  HOROWITZ: I have, as a matter of fact. Given that you had a job to do, namely to cut out and leave us with our cyanide bomb at the start of the trip—


  FLANNEL: (aroused) I tol’ you and tol’ you that wasn’t a job. I didn’t know about the damn cyanide.


  HOROWITZ: Suppose you had known about it. Would you have come? If you had come, would you have tipped us off about it? And here’s the question I thought of: if the first bomb had failed—which it did—and there had been no second bomb to tell you that you were a member of the Exit Club, would you have tried to do the job on the way home?


  FLANNEL: I was thinkin’ about it, about what to do.


  HOROWITZ: And what did you decide?


  FLANNEL: Nothin’. You found the bomb in the boat so I just stopped thinkin’.


  IRIS: (suddenly) Why did that really make a difference?


  FLANNEL: All the difference in the world. Heri Gonza tol’ me to get in the lifeboat before fourteen an’ a half hours and come back and tell him how things went. Now if there was just your bomb, could be that Heri Gonza wanted you knocked off. There was an accident and it din’t knock you off, and here I am working for him and wonderin’ if I shoon’t take up where the bomb left off.


  IRIS: Then we found the second bomb, and you changed your mind. Why?


  FLANNEL: (exasperated) whata ya all, simple or somepin? Heri Gonza, he tol’ me to come back and tell him how it went. If he tells me that an’ then plants a bomb on me, how could I get back to tell him? A man’s a fool to tell a guy to do somethin’ an’ then fix it so he can’t. He’s no fool, Heri Gonza I mean, an’ you know it. Well then: if he din’t plant my bomb, he din’t plant your bomb, because anyone can see they was planted by the same guy. An’ if he din’t plant your bomb, he don’t want you knocked off, so I stopped thinkin’ about it. Is that simple enough for ya?


  IRIS: I don’t know that its simple, but it sure is beautiful.


  HOROWITZ: Well, one of us is satisfied of Heri Gonza’s good intentions. Though I still don’t see what sense it made to go to all the trouble of putting you aboard just to have you get off and go back right at the start.


  FLANNEL: Me neither. But do I have to understand everything he tells me to do? I done lots of things for him I didn’t know what they was about. You too, Kearsarge.


  KEARSARGE: That’s right. I drive this can from here to there, and from there to yonder, and I don’t notice anything else, but if I notice it I forget it, but if I don’t forget it I don’t talk about it. That’s the way he likes it and we get along fine.


  IRIS: (forcefully) I think Heri Gonza wanted us all killed.


  HOROWITZ: What’s that—intuition? And . . . shouldn’t that read “wants” ?


  IRIS: ‘Wants’ yes. He wants us all killed. No, it’s not intuition. It formulates. Almost. There’s a piece missing.


  FLANNEL: Ah, y’r out of y’r mind.


  KEARSARGE: Doubled.


  HOROWITZ: (good naturedly) Shut up, both of you. Go on with that, Iris. Maybe by you it formulates, but by me it intuits. Go on.


  IRIS: Well, let’s use as a working hypothesis that Heri Gonza wants us dead—us four. He wants more than that: he wants us to disappear from the cosmos—no bodies, no graves, no nothing.


  KEARSARGE: But why?


  HOROWITZ: Just you listen. We start with the murders and finish with the why. You’ll see.


  IRIS: Well then, the ship will do the removal. The cyanide—both cyanides—do the actual killing, and it hits so fast that the ship keeps blasting, out and out until the fuel is gone, and forever after that. We three are on it; Flannel crashes in a small craft and if anybody wonders about it, they don’t wonder much. Is there any insignia on that boat, by the way, Kearsarge?


  KEARSARGE: Always.


  IRIS: Go look, will you? Thanks. Now, what about the traces we leave behind us? Well, we took off illegally so notified no one and filed no clearances. You, George, were already in hiding from Heri Gonza’s persecutions; Kearsarge here is so frequently away on indeterminate trips of varying lengths that he would soon be forgotten; Flannel here—no offense, Flannel—I don’t think anyone would notice that you’re gone for good. As for me, Heri Gonza himself had me plant a story about going off secretly for some solitary research for a year or so. What’s the matter, Kearsarge?


  KEARSARGE: I wouldn’ta believed it. No insignia. Filed off and sanded smooth and painted. Numbers off the thrust block. Trade-name off the dash, even. I . . . I wouldn’ta believed it.


  HOROWITZ: Now you’d better listen to the lady.


  IRIS: No insignia. So even poor Flannel’s little smashup is thoroughly covered. Speaking of Flannel, I say again that it was stretching credibility to put him aboard that way—unless you assume that he was put aboard like the rest of us, to be done away with. I certainly came under false pretenses: Heri Gonza not only told me he needed an astrogator for the trip, which he didn’t, but had me bone up on the subject.


  Now we can take a quick look at motive. George Horowitz here is the most obvious. He has for a long time been a thorn in the flesh of that comedian. Not only has he concluded that Heri Gonza doesn’t really want to find a cure for iapetitis—he says so very loudly and as often as he can. In addition, George is always on the very verge of whipping the disease, something that frightens Heri Gonza so much that he’s actually hoarding patients so George can’t get to them. Also, he doesn’t like George.


  Why kill Flannel? Is he tired of you, Flannel? Did you boggle something he asked you to do?


  FLANNEL: He don’t have to kill me, Miss Iris. He could fire me any time. I’d feel real bad, but I wouldn’t bother him none. He knows that.


  IRIS: Then you must know too much. You must know something about him so dangerous he won’t feel safe until you’re dead.


  FLANNEL: So help me lady, there ain’t a single thing like that I know about him. Not one. Not that I know of.


  HOROWITZ: There’s the key, Iris. He doesn’t know he knows it.


  KEARSARGE: Then that’s me too, because if there’s a single thing I know that he’d have to kill me for then I don’t know what it is.


  IRIS: You said ‘key.’ Lock and key. A combination of things. Like if you put what Flannel knows with what Kearsarge knows, they will be dangerous to Heri Gonza.


  Flannel and Kearsarge gape at each other blankly and simultaneously shrug.


  HOROWITZ: I can give you one example of a piece of knowledge we all have that would be dangerous to him. We now know that the disease virus does not originate on Iapetus. Which means that poor Swope was not responsible for bringing it to earth, and, further, the conclusion that the little Tresak girl—the first case—caught it from the wreckage of the space ship, was unwarranted.


  FLANNEL: I brung that picture of that little girl standing in the wreck, I brung it to Heri Gonza. He liked it.


  IRIS: What made you do that?


  FLANNEL: I done it all the time. He told me to.


  HOROWITZ: Bring him pictures of little girls?


  FLANNEL: Girls, boys . . . but pretty ones. I got to know just the ones he would like. He liked to use ’em on his show.


  Iris and Horowitz lock glances for one horrified second, and then pounce all but bodily on Flannel.


  IRIS: Did you ever show him a picture of any child who later contracted the disease?


  FLANNEL: (startled) Wh . . . I dunno.


  IRIS:(shouting) Think! Think!


  HOROWITZ: (also shouting) You did! You did! The Tresak girl—that photograph of her was taken before she had the disease!


  FLANNEL: Well yeah, her. And that little blond one he had on the telethon that din’t speak no English from Estonia, but you’re not lettin’ me think.


  HOROWITZ: (subsiding) And you didn’t know what it was you had on him that he considered dangerous.


  FLANNEL: What?


  KEARSARGE: I remember that little blond girl. I flew her from Esthonia.


  IRIS: Before or after she had the disease?


  KEARSARGE: (shrugging) The kind of tiling I never noticed. She . . . she looked all right to me. Real pretty little kid.


  IRIS: How long before the telethon was that?


  KEARSARGE: Week or so. Wait, I can tell you to the day. (He rises from the chess table and goes to a locker, from which he brings a notebook. He leafs.) Here it is. Nine days.


  IRIS: (faintly) he said, on the telethon, three days . . . first symptoms.


  HOROWITZ: (excitedly) May I see that? (Takes book, riffles it, throws it on the table, runs to lab, comes back with cardboard file, fans through it, comes up with folder.) Iris, take Kearsarge’s book. Right. Now did he fly to Belem on the ninth of May?


  IRIS: The sixth.


  HOROWITZ: Rome, around March twelfth.


  IRIS: March twelfth, March—here it is. The eleventh.


  HOROWITZ: One more. Indianapolis, middle of June.


  IRIS: Exactly. The fifteenth.


  What is that you have there?


  He throws it down in front of her.


  HOROWITZ: Case files. Arranged chronologically by known or estimated date of first symptom, in an effort to find some pattern of incidence. No wonder there was never any pattern. God in Heaven, if he wanted a clinic in Australia, cases would occur in Australia.


  FLANNEL: (bewildered) I don’t know what you all are talkin’ about.


  KEARSARGE: (grimly) I think I do.


  IRIS: Now do you think you’re worth murdering—you who can actually place him on the map, at the time some child was stricken, every single time?


  KEARSARGE: (huskily) I’m worth murdering. I . . . didn’t know.


  FLANNEL: (poring over the case file) Here’s that one I seen in Bellefontaine that time, she had on a red dress. And this little guy here, he got his picture in a magazine I found on the street in Little Rock and I had to go clear to St. Louis to find him.


  Kearsarge hops tip on a chair and kicks Flannel in the head.


  FLANNEL: (howling) Hooo—wow! What you wanna hafta do that for? Ya Little—


  HOROWITZ: Cut it out, you two. Cut it out I That’s better. We don’t have room for that in here. Leave him alone, Kearsarge. His time will come. Heaven help me, Iris, it’s been in front of my nose right from the start, and I didn’t see it. I even told you once that I was so close because I could synthesize a virus which would actually cause the disease—but it wouldn’t maintain it? I had this idée fixe that it was an extra-terrestrial disease. Why? Because it acted like a synthetic and no natural terran virus does. Seram from those kids always acted that way—it would cause a form of iapetitis which would fade out in three months or less. All you have to do to cure the damn thing is to stop injecting it!


  IRIS: Oh, the man, the lovely clever man and his family all over the world, the little darlings, the prettiest ones he could find, whom he never, never failed to visit regularly . . . (Suddenly, she is crying) I was so s-sorry for him! Remember the night he . . . tore himself open to tell us he c-couldn’t have k-kids of his own?


  KEARSARGE: Who you talking about—Heri Gonza? For Pete’s sake, he got an ex-wife and three kids he pays money to keep ’em in Spain, and another ex-wife in Paris France with five kids, three his, and that one in Pittsburgh—man, that comedian’s always in trouble. He hates kids—I mean really hates ’em.


  (Iris begins to laugh. Probably hysteria.)


  Dissolve to black, then to starry space. To black again, bring up pool of light, resolve it into: Burcke, sitting at desk. He closes log book.


  BURCKE: This is, I regret to say, a true story. The Fafnir came in at night six days ago at a small field some distance from here, and Dr. Horowitz phoned me. After considerable discussion it was decided to present this unhappy story to you in the form written up by the four people who actually experienced it. They are here with me now. And here is a much maligned man, surely one of the greatest medical researchers alive—Dr. Horowitz.


  HOROWITZ: Thank you. First, I wish to assure everyone within reach of my voice that what has been said here about iapetitis is true: it is a synthetic disorder which is, by its very nature, harmless, and which, if contracted, will pass away spontaneously in from two to twelve weeks. Not a single child has died of it, and those who have been its victims the longest—some up to two years—have unquestionably been lavishly treated. A multiple murder was attempted upon my three companions and myself, of course, but it was our greatest desire to see to it that that charge is not pressed.


  BURCKE: I wish to express the most heartfelt apologies from myself and all my colleagues for whatever measure of distress this network and its affiliates may have unwittingly brought you, the public. It is as an earnest of this that we suffer, along with you, through the following film clip, taken just two days ago in the I.F. clinic in Montreal. What you see in my hand here is a thin rubber glove, almost invisible on the hand. Fixed to its fingertips is a microscopic forest of tiny sharp steel points, only a few thousandths of an inch long. And this metal box, just large enough to fit unobtrusively in a side pocket, contains a jellied preparation of the synthetic virus.


  Fade to:


  Wild hilarity in a hospital ward. Children in various stages of iapetitis, laughing hilariously at the capering, growling, gurgling, belching funny man as he moves from bed to bed, Peep! at you, peep-peep at you, and one by one ruffling the little heads at the nape, dipping the fingertips in the side jacket pocket between each bed.


  Dissolve, and bring up Burcke.


  BURCKE: Good night, ladies, gentlemen, boys and girls . . . and . . . I’m sorry.


  The lights came up in the projection room. There was nobody there with Heri Gonza but BURCKE: all the others had quietly moved and watched the last few scenes from the doorway, and slipped away.


  “You did air it?” asked the comedian, making absolutely sure.


  “Yes.”


  Heri Gonza looked at him without expression and walked toward the stage door. It opened as he approached, and four people came in. Flannel, Kearsarge, Horowitz, Iris Barran.


  Without a word Flannel stepped up to the comedian and hit him in the stomach. Heri Gonza sank slowly to the floor, gasping.


  Horowitz said, “We’ve spent a lot of time deciding what to do about you, Heri Gonza. Flannel wanted just one poke at you and wouldn’t settle for anything else. The rest of us felt that killing was too good for you, but we wanted you dead. So we wrote you that script. Now you’re dead.”


  Heri Gonza rose after a moment and walked through the stage door and out to the middle of acres and acres of stage. He stood there alone all night, and in the morning was gone.


  WALL OF FIRE


  Charles Eric Maine


  It was a Good Will Festival in a golden age of science. But mankind’s uneasy, hard-won peace was endangered . . . by the strangest of far-voyaging, accidentally invited guests.


  FOR SOME TIME the small gyrojet plane had been losing altitude and descending towards the drifting cloudbanks that screened from view the large, Florida coast island of Palm Key. Here and there the tips of the island’s aerial installations projected through the sluggish mist like stalagmites on the floor of an enormous roofless cave. The pilot observed them briefly, checking his position against the computed course of the radar servomechanisms.


  Presently the cloud streamers began to close in, making the afternoon sunshine flicker and fade on the sleek silver fuselage with its eagle insignia and Army Air Force registration number. In the small passenger cabin the strip lights came on automatically. The three passengers leaned in unison towards their respective windows, looking out and down into the featureless white vapor and soon the massed masonry of high buildings began to materialize, grey and shadowy through the haze.


  The man on the right of the cabin was rotund and heavy, wrapped parcel-like in a belted brown tweed suit. His head, bald as a grapefruit, glistened with a fine dew of perspiration. His eyes, dark and brooding, restlessly sought the first elusive glimpse of the tall glittering towers of the Festival site. He was Senator Drazin and, as usual, he was distinctly agitated about something.


  The man on his left—tall, athletically built—wore an olivedrab uniform bearing the insignia of a full colonel. His hair was streaked with grey, and his eyes were narrowed in concentration. His face was deeply tanned, the skin slightly roughened, as is from long exposure to wind and strong sunlight. He had left his office at Military Intelligence, Washington, D. C., to enplane for the Florida Keys on a priority mission. His name was Colonel Kyle, and he was a battle-scarred war veteran.


  The third passenger sat cool and relaxed with his fingers interlaced behind his neck. He wore a snap-brim hat, and loose informal clothes that matched the smoky color of his unsmiling eyes. He was of taut build with smooth lean features, and his dark hair, beneath the hat, tended to hang limply over one eye. At Washington Headquarters he was known as Dex, but his full name was Jon Carey Dexter, and he was one of the best security men in the United States Defense Department.


  The plane began to bank gently into a descending curve. Above the continuous thunder of the jets came an excited exclamation from the Senator who had seen something that appeared to greatly interest him.


  “There it is,” he cried. “Over there!”


  The three men looked curiously out upon a miniature metropolis of futuristic architecture, arising from the level immensity of a large coral island. The place had an unreal crystalline appearance, like a fragment of a Dali, and it seemed to spread in cubes and turrets and spires over a good part of the island, with color springing from every surface and outline as if viewed through a prism. A tremendous translucent arch zoomed into focus, surmounted by gigantic letters in neon tubing, not yet illuminated, that spelled out the words Welcome to the Festival of Earth, and underneath, the same message in the international Earth language: Bonveno al Festo del Mondo.


  Then they were flying diametrically across the site itself, covering an area of more than four square miles. Here was a flag, and there another, undulating idly over building constructions as yet scarcely finished, each the contribution of one of the many hundreds of nations that were participating in this tremendous spectacle of civilization and scientific progress at the turn of the millennium.


  The Senator’s eyes glistened with proprietory pride. Here was the spirit of the newly-born twenty-first century, crystallized in a form of architecture which embodied the history and culmination of one thousand years of human achievement. Here, on American soil, the world would soon see the various cultures of Earth. Electronics, nucleonics, ballistics, ultrasonics, psychomatics, astronautics, and all the ics of a vigorous technological era. Science triumphant!


  Scaffoldings stood erect like gaunt surrealistic skeletons, hurrying to meet the deadline. The Festival was scheduled to open in exactly thirty days but here and there construction was lagging.


  The American sector flashed swiftly by, leaving a blurred impression of towering transparent buildings casting a long pale shadow across a vast amphitheatre, which, though still under excavation, was assuming the familiar crater pattern of a rocket-launching site. Then came the British sector and the multi-fluorescent dome of the Hall of Science of New Russia. Other sectors flickered past in bewildering rainbow succession.


  “I don’t see the Stadium,” the Senator exclaimed impatiently. “A bird’s eye view would have been most informative.”


  “The pilot has his orders,” Kyle said quietly.


  The gyrojet reached its drop point above a rectangular asphalt landing ground.


  IN HIS PRIVATE office on the twentieth floor of the Festival Control Headquarters, Edward G. Wayne awaited the three men. He sat quietly at his massive glass and plastic desk. Several electrically installed instruments were located at one corner of it. He wore rimless concave glasses that made his eyes appear small and remote. His clothes were supple and expensive. One entire wall was a window overlooking the wide futuristic expanse of the site. In the opposite wall was a door of polarized glass, opaque from the outside but transparent from within. Neat gold lettering on the door announced: Director of Technical Services.


  Apart from the roof of the building, immediately above, Wayne’s office was the highest point in the site. His staff worked below him, in the laboratories and workshops, and beneath him also were the offices and conference rooms for the organizing committees, as well as the telephone switchboards, automatic teletype exchanges, emergency generating plant, radio and television transmitting equipment which, in the weeks ahead, would feed Festival pictures and sound to external networks throughout the world. It all comprised, in short, the electronic heart of a complex internal video system providing facilities for monitoring all sectors of the site by means of observation screens posted throughout the building.


  The building was as yet mainly unoccupied, and engineers were still installing equipment and pulling multiple cables through conduit tubing. But Wayne’s office, the co-ordinating nerve center of the establishment, was completed, with telephones, video screens, intercom and other apparatus.


  After a few minutes the three visitors entered. Senator Drazin came first, plunging through the door like an irresistible force in search of an immovable object. He shouted, “I don’t like it, E.G.!”


  Wayne was accustomed to the Senator’s melodramatic outbursts. “Did you see them?” he asked quietly. “They’re in the Stadium.” Drazin glowered. “We bypassed it. Didn’t see a thing.”


  Wayne came slowly around the desk. “I’ll show you on the video,” he said, “but first . . .” He turned to the others who were standing a little to the rear, partly eclipsed by the Senator’s bulk, and held out his hand. “I’m Wayne,” he said. Technical Director. You’re Colonel Kyle, I take it?”


  “Yes,” replied Kyle affably. “And this is Jon Dexter of the Defense Department.”


  “Hello, Wayne,” said Dexter.


  “I think we ought to get down to business without delay,” Kyle said. “Washington seems to think this matter is urgent.”


  Wayne said, “Sit down and I’ll bring you up-to-date.”


  He pressed a switch on the desk, and immediately a rectangular panel slid aside in the wall opposite, exposing a large blank video screen. The three visitors sat down on austere steel-tube chairs and concentrated on the screen. In a moment the familiar outlines of the Festival buildings were visible, against the bright Floridean sky.


  Another switch clicked, and the scene changed to a long shot of a vast oval sports stadium with a green turfed arena edged by fifty-thousand seats stacked vertically in tiers. Wayne made an unseen adjustment, and the picture zoomed into close-up, then appeared to pass through the outer walls of the arena, dissolving into a foreground view of the level area of turf.


  Lying alone at the northern edge of the arena was a single silver disc. That was all. A number of small indistinct creatures, human in shape, could be seen moving on the ground. The disc appeared to be oval and oblate, rather like a chromium-plated doughnut with a narrow flange around its circumference. It might have been twenty feet in diameter, but it was difficult to judge.


  Senator Drazin puffed out his cheeks in disgust. “Well,” he exclaimed. “Is that what all the fuss is about? To call in Washington! Not to mention the Army and a Defense Department security agent.”


  “All right,” said Wayne. “Take a good look at that silver disc, gentlemen. You are looking at the first alien spaceship to land on Earth.”


  “If you ask me,” snapped Drazin, “it’s probably some cheap publicity stunt to boost the Festival!”


  “Why not let Wayne do the talking, Senator?” said Dexter wearily.


  “Okay, okay. I’m only making suggestions!”


  Wayne eyed him keenly. “Talking about cheap publicity stunts, yours weren’t so hot, Senator.”


  Drazin flushed angrily. “Just what do you mean by that?”


  “Fourteen days ago you made a speech on the World Rainbow Network publicizing the Festival and broadcasting an open invitation to all nations to come to the Florida Keys for the big show. Right?”


  “What’s that got to do with that thing out there in the Stadium?”


  “I’ll show you.” Wayne crossed to his desk and pressed a switch on the intercom panel. “Clayton, put through section six of the Drazin Festival Speech recording, will you please?”


  “Okay, chief,” came a voice through the small loudspeaker grille.


  Drazin stirred and crossed his legs uneasily, but his expression was still aggressive. Presently he recognized his own voice fading up over the intercom. “. . . level of enlightenment that no other civilization has ever achieved. America invites the whole world to come and witness this great human triumph. There have been World Fairs before, but never a project so ambitious. The Festival of Earth will be a fitting tribute to the dawn of a new millenium, when, having mastered the power of the electron and the titanic force of the atomic nucleus, mankind can look forward with confidence to a bright, peaceful future in the coming age of science.”


  The Senator shifted his feet uncomfortably at the sound of his own eloquent phrases. At the time of the broadcast they had been inspiring, but here, in the atmosphere of Wayne’s office, with a small group of critical and possibly unsympathetic listeners, they failed to soar. He tensed the muscles of his jaw.


  The recording continued: “On behalf of the organizing authority of the Festival of Earth, I welcome you all. Come in your millions, all of you, from Earth and every inhabited planet in the solar system. If there be living creatures anywhere else in the universe of stars—well, let them come too—if they can! I invite the Universe to come and witness the triumph of mankind!”


  Wayne snapped a switch. “Repeat the last five seconds,” he said.


  The recorded voice of Senator Drazin snapped backwards in time. “. . . in this universe of ours—well, let them come too—if they can! I invite the Universe to come and witness the triumph of mankind!”


  “Thanks,” said Wayne, switching off the intercom. He turned to Drazin, eyeing him impersonally, as if his concave glasses were a binocular microscope. “Well—they came!” he said.


  Drazin squirmed a little. He hated innuendo. “What do you mean?”


  Wayne pointed to the video screen. “You invited the Universe. So the first contingent arrived this morning.”


  “It was a figure of speech,” said Drazin irritably. “You don’t imagine I was seriously inviting aliens?”


  “That speech went out on all wavebands in the communications spectrum—and some of the transmissions went out into space. Senator, your invitation has been accepted.”


  Colonel Kyle and Dexter had remained silent throughout this exchange, their eyes fixed on Drazin’s mobile and expressive features.


  “Look, Wayne,” said Dexter. “How do you know all this?”


  “I’m going to show you our strange visitors in close-up,” Wayne said quite simply in reply.


  The picture then showed three of the creatures walking together and carrying between them a long metallic object. The humanoids from the silver disc were clearly etched in every detail.


  They might have been triplets—identical triplets—with bulging bodies and pink flabby faces and gleaming bald heads, wearing grey clothes of conservative cut. They looked undeniably human, but there was one inexplicable factor . . . and every man in the room was aware of it except Drazin himself.


  Kyle and Dexter were openly incredulous. Drazin was frowning, vaguely aware that something about those figures was incongruous.


  “Well,” asked Wayne.


  Kyle said, “I don’t believe it.”


  Dexter stroked his chin reflectively. “Personally I’d say it was impossible. What’s the gimmick, Wayne?”


  To Drazin’s surprise Colonel Kyle laughed, and then it came to Drazin in a frigid incredible wave of feeling that swept vertically through his body to oscillate frantically in his brain. He had seen himself on the screen—himself three times over. Each of the alien visitors was a perfect replica of himself. Drazin in duplicate—no, in triplicate.


  At that very moment two more of the aliens passed across the screen. Wide-eyed Drazin perceived the same fantastic physical characteristics—the rotund bulging bodies, the pouchy faces, the smooth hairless heads.


  Drazin in quadruplicate. In quintuplicate. Senator Drazin—President of the Festival Committee, well-known figure in politics and government affairs—turned out like a machine part from an assembly line.


  Kyle said, “According to my staff chief at Washington there was a hint of military aggression. Are you telling me that these comic characters are the enemy?”


  “Better not underestimate the Dupes,” said Wayne.


  “Dupes?” echoed Kyle.


  “The workmen call them Dupes. It’s short for duplicates.”


  “Suppose we start at the beginning,” Kyle suggested.


  Wayne explained that at exactly 7.44 a.m. that morning nightshift workers preparing to leave the site had heard a strange whining sound like faraway dynamos. It grew more insistent. Soon a dark shape descended, solidifying into a well-defined disc. As it came lower they observed that the thing was somewhat oval with flattened domes above and below, A narrow flange around the circumference glowed a pallid blue, and appeared to be spinning.


  Then, a few seconds later, the whine, which had now reached a paralyzing intensity, ceased abruptly. The thing from the sky had evidently touched down.


  One of the men telephoned Wayne at 7.51 from the Control Headquarters building. He made straight for the arena, and found a considerable crowd standing in compact groups about four or five yards from the main entrance to the Stadium. He recognized Robert Clayton, his deputy, who was intensely excited and saying something about an invisible barrier.


  Wayne learned that two technicians had got themselves severely burnt and were in sick bay, and that the scientific officer was making radiation tests. Rather bewildered and vaguely irritated he strode towards the Stadium with Clayton.


  One of the working men had just flung a sizeable stone at the main entrance to the building. The stone left the man’s hand, a dark blur, and exploded into white incandescence about three yards away, as if it had been a fused hand-grenade. There was no shrapnel and no blast, only a searing flash of incredible brilliance, and finally, when the transient eye-glare had faded, a faintly luminous vapor.


  Wayne stopped dead, and Clayton came alongside. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you, chief. That wall goes right around the Stadium and nothing can get through it without being completely burned up. It’s an invisible wall. Look hard, you can see a faint twinkling.”


  Wayne moved forward cautiously until Clayton caught his arm. “That’s enough, chief. Can you see anything?”


  “No,” said Wayne. Then, a moment later, “Yes, I think I can. Just there, against the dark background. Millions of tiny points of light!”


  “They must be specks of dust. They get white hot and burn out in a second, but they give you the shape of the wall.”


  Wayne looked all round, and then up. The almost indiscernible glitter of the burning dust particles receded in what appeared to be a vast glistening bubble enveloping the Stadium in a gossamer hemisphere of heat. He stepped back a pace and the bubble faded from view. But the wall was still there, menacing, impersonal, invisible . . .


  Clayton said, “The crew looked like ordinary human beings—well, not exactly ordinary. I only saw them over the video in the control room and the picture wasn’t particularly good. But I had a curious impression that they all looked like someone we both know. You can see in the control room for yourself.”


  Wayne, understanding nothing and feeling more bewildered than ever, followed him obediently.


  II


  COLONEL KYLE was becoming restless. “So you came back to the H.Q. building,” he said, “and you saw these creatures—these Drazins. What then?”


  Wayne said, “At first I thought it was something the Senator had dreamed up for publicity purposes.”


  “I can assure you, E.G.,” Drazin said, “we don’t think in terms of stunts.”


  “Well,” Wayne said, “my first reaction was to telephone the Senator to find out if he knew anything about it.” Wayne went on to explain that he was on the point of lifting the phone when an unexpected movement on the video screen had caught his eye. Glancing quickly at the external stadium view, he had seen two of the Dupes emerging from the main gate carrying a metal box.


  Clayton had been quicker. Although he could not have realized what the box contained, he sensed that something important was about to take place—in the open, and in full view of the audience outside the barrier. He had hustled Wayne down the elevator and into his car at prodigious speed, and they had screeched to a halt on the fringe of the clustered spectators not more than ninety seconds later.


  The two Dupes were close to the fire-wall—perhaps three or four yards away—and the box was lying on the ground. At this range there was something a little glossy and varnished about the Dupes; their similarity to the Senator was a doll-like resemblance that carried no real conviction. Wayne felt unaccountably that somewhere deep inside the pink tubby exterior of the strange visitors was something alien and inconceivable. They were of human shape, but—and this was the question that was building up enormously in his mind—were they human origin or intent?


  The box, so far as Wayne could see, was metallic and rounded with a number of projections on the top. One of the Dupes stooped down and moved his fingers in a manipulatory gesture. Then unexpectedly, a voice boomed from beyond the barrier—a human voice speaking in the international Earth-language.


  A curious voice it was, of no fixed pitch or tone uttering disjointed phrases and sentences that seemed to have been compiled from syllables cut from recordings of terrestrial speakers, as one might build up sentences by cutting words from a newspaper and pasting them in sequence. A synthetic composite voice without character or personality reciting a formula. The colorless voice of a semantic integrating machine.


  The voice said, “Greetings, people of Earth. We who have come far through space thank you for your friendly invitation to visit your planet and present ourselves at your Festival. Although our humble devices are but a dim light before the blinding glory of terrestrial science, we too have techniques and machines to demonstrate.”


  The voice ceased for a few seconds, during which Wayne and Clayton eyed each other questioningly. Then it went on: “It will unfortunately be necessary for us to occupy a certain amount of your territory in order to set up our apparatus, and it is most important that we should not be disturbed. We have therefore set up an invisible fire-wall which is completely impassable. Please do not attempt to break through this barrier. It cannot be done and you will be harmed.”


  Another pause, and then, “We shall communicate again soon.” The voice ceased, and the Dupes lifted the box and carried it away.


  Drazin remarked scathingly, “They have made no hostile move, E.G. We should have waited a bit. After all I am Chairman of the Festival Committee. You should have consulted me before reporting the matter to Washington. It would be so easy for Washington to jump to the wrong conclusion. They would have known all about it through official channels soon enough.”


  “Let me explain, Senator. I did not contact Washington at that point because there was, as you say, nothing sinister in the arrival of these creatures from out of space.”


  “You two can argue it later if you wish,” Kyle said. “An event so momentous should have been reported to the government immediately. But now that it has I am only interested in the military and civil aspects.”


  “That goes for me too,” said Dexter.


  “Well, we returned to Headquarters Building and watched the Stadium on video. Later, we saw two Dupes bringing the semantic machine out again. We hurried over to the barrier just in time to catch the message. It said, ‘We who have come far through space humbly request that you, the triumphant inhabitants of Earth, withdraw yourselves from a circular zone of a quarter-mile radius surrounding this point by not later than three hours after sun-zenith. At that time the fire-wall will be extended to encompass this area. Humans who are trapped within the wall will not be able to escape.’ ”


  Wayne hesitated. “That was all. The Dupes went back into the Stadium and I came back to the office. It seemed to me that this second announcement of the Dupes was a distinct threat. An almost warlike threat. They had expressed their intention of occupying by force an area of the Festival site, and, incidentally, American soil.”


  “True,” said Kyle.


  “So I sent a priority telegram to Washington and phoned the Senator. It’s now”—Wayne glanced at his wrist-watch—“just a quarter to three.”


  Kyle referred to a pocket chronometer of military design. “We have fourteen minutes to the deadline,” he agreed.


  “Well then . . .”


  “Have you taken any action?” asked Kyle.


  Wayne nodded. “I have already ordered complete evacuation of the area surrounding the Stadium for a depth of one quarter-mile—pending any decision you make, of course. I couldn’t afford to take chances with the safety of my staff or contracted employees.”


  “Good!” Kyle said.


  “There’s one other thing. During the morning I asked the site scientific officer to make certain tests on the force-barrier—the fire-wall as they call it. Would you like to hear file results?”


  “Will there be time?” asked Kyle.


  “I think so.” Wayne returned to the desk and thumbed a switch on the intercom. “Hello, Clayton. Have Dr. Farrow come to my office, please.”


  “Okay, E.G.,” said Clayton’s voice, and the line went dead.


  Silence descended. Drazin was obviously flexing his mind to take a determined line on the situation. Kyle, watching him, was vaguely contemptuous. For him there was no such thing as a complex situation. Dexter was still leaning back in his chair, vaguely skeptical, unsmiling. He was factgathering. Facts were his stock-in-trade. When he had collected enough of them he could begin to build theories.


  Thirty seconds later the door opened and a trim white-coated young woman entered the room. She smiled at the four men, and instantly the tense frosty atmosphere thawed, and Dexter’s laconic expression evaporated.


  Dexter stood very still, noticing with interest the slim ankles and nyloned legs, the graceful curve of the hipline beneath the tightly belted overall, the flawless complexion—a little pale, with dark sensitive eyes a little tired—the cool black hair, cut short and glistening with highlights. His mind, filtering the impressions of his eyes, concluded precise intuition that here was a rare combination of femininity, intelligence, and charm. He was aware of magic in the air.


  The Senator looked at the young woman’s face. Then his eyes gave her an “I’m-the-Chairman-why-haven’t-we-met-before?” glance.


  Kyle, on the other hand, regarded the girl frigidly from under slightly raised eyebrows; he obviously didn’t approve of women holding responsible posts in the world of science and engineering.


  The girl said, “Good afternoon, gentlemen. You sent for me, E.G.?” Her voice was cool and clear like a mountain stream.


  “Yes,” said Wayne, standing up. “Meet Senator Drazin, Colonel Kyle, and Jon Dexter of the Defense Department. They’ve flown here from Washington on top priority.” Then he turned to the three men. “Gentlemen, this is our Scientific Officer, Dr. Lynn Farrow.”


  The girl surveyed them lightly with a swift butterfly touch of her brown eyes. Her eyes rested perhaps a little longer on Dexter, as though for an instant she had made psychic contact, but her expression remained polite and distant. She said, “I suppose you want me to talk about the force barrier around the Stadium?”


  Wayne nodded.


  “I discovered with the aid of electronic test equipment that there’s nothing mysterious about the wall itself. It consists of a narrow zone of high-intensity radio-frequency energy of extremely short wavelength—certainly less than one centimetre, and probably approaching infra-red. I was unable to make an exact frequency measurement.”


  “Why,” asked Kyle.


  “Because, frankly, we haven’t suitable test equipment.”


  “Why not?”


  Lynn sighed. “We didn’t anticipate interplanetary invasion, Colonel. There’s no reason why we should have centrimetric or millimetric measuring instruments on hand.”


  Kyle grunted. He wasn’t happy among abstract technicalities.


  Lynn continued, “The principle involved in the force wall is similar to that employed in modem radio ovens and industrial furnaces. The powerful alternative radio field induces eddy currents into any object that intersects it. The energy involved is of a very high order. Any solid material penetrating the barrier is instantly raised to a temperature of about ten thousand degrees Centigrade.”


  Wayne interposed, spreading his hands in mute appeal, “The wall is quite impregnable. Even asbestos clothing would be useless.”


  Dexter’s face had not moved from its intent mould. The technical words and phrases emanating from a girl who, in his opinion, could well qualify for the title of Miss America fascinated him. A clever girl, too. But in spite of the cautionary evidence of his eyes and ears he was only conscious of her dominating femininity, and he liked the feeling.


  She said, “The wall is strictly confined like an invisible bubble surrounding the Stadium. It is probably being radiated from some kind of high-power transmitter in the ship.”


  “The ship?” echoed Kyle.


  “The space ship. The silver disc. By means of a technique known to us, but not widely used for any specific purpose, the radiating waves are made to interfere with each other in phase so that the actual radiation zone takes the form of a narrow shell, roughly hemispherical in shape, centered on the arena. You see, the spot-power dissipation at the transmitter must be of the order of ten million watts—a fantastic quantity by terrestrial standards. It must mean the aliens are deriving their energy for the barrier from atomic sources.”


  Kyle’s expression became overcast and ominous like a February morning. “Are you actually implying that this barrier is in effect an atomic weapon?”


  “Not exagily. Its function would appear to be mainly defensive.”


  “But you mentioned atomics.”


  “Yes. I made sensitive Geiger-Muller tests and located a well-defined source of intense beta radiation within the Stadium—conclusive proof they are indeed using nuclear fission. Their equipment must be extremely compact and advanced and efficient—probably far superior to ours.”


  “The hell you say!” said Kyle with feeling.


  “What do you suppose is their motive?” Dexter asked.


  She regarded him from beyond her own invisible barrier of emotional poise. “It’s not my job to guess at motives. But it rather looks as though we may be in for trouble.”


  Kyle loomed forward like a one-man pincer movement. “You mean—invasion of the Earth?”


  “I’m not sure whether they are hostile or not. But it’s obviously wiser to anticipate the worst.”


  “I agree,” said Wayne. “I’ve been studying the video screen most of the day and I have not counted more than eight of these Dupes. But how can eight aliens in human form—with all due respects to the Senator—hope to invade a planet as technologically advanced as Earth?”


  “Reinforcements may arrive,” Lynn suggested. “They’ve been erecting some kind of apparatus behind the ship for the past few hours. You can’t see it from this angle. It may be significant.”


  Drazin coughed. It was a formal throat-clearing preliminary cough of the kind which the initiated would realize meant the Senator had finally crystallized his attitude. “Just a moment. You are all assuming quite glibly that these Dupes are our enemies. I firmly think they’ve come on a friendly mission. They only want to take part in our Festival.”


  “That’s just it, Senator,” Dexter said, “your invitation was an ideal opportunity for them to land on Earth without arousing serious suspicion or hostility for several hours. They need time to get their equipment functioning, so they pretend to be erecting some kind of exhibit for the Festival.”


  “That must be it!” said Kyle. “Pretence and subterfuge.”


  “A foundationless assumption!” said Drazin. “We have no real reason to suppose they have anything but good intentions!”


  Wayne sighed and glanced at his wrist-watch. “We shall soon know,” he said. “It is now two fifty-eight. In two minutes the force barrier is due to shift. I have already plotted its new circumference on a map of the site, and it intersects several buildings visible from this window.”


  He ushered them over to the transparent wall through which the colorful mosaic of the Festival site could be seen. Wayne pointed. “There’s the Swedish Gymnasium, and next to it the Tibetan Tower of Wisdom. Over to the right you can just see the long studio of Television Avenue. The perimeter of the extended forcewall will intersect all three. We should be seeing fireworks very soon.”


  “What do you mean—fireworks?” said the Senator.


  “The buildings will ignite and burst into flames. The barrier will raise them to incandescent heat.”


  His face was grim.


  “And if nothing happens?”


  Wayne shrugged his shoulders. “It would strongly suggest that the whole thing is a bluff.”


  Wayne glanced at his watch again. He waited until the rotating second-hand reached zero minus ten, and then quietly started to count off the remaining seconds. His watch was a fraction slow, for at exactly zero minus three it happened.


  The landscape exploded into a crackling glare. A moment later, after the first preliminary flash, the observers saw that the three buildings Wayne had pointed out were engulfed in an angry wall of intense flame. Combustion was instantaneous and complete. Black coiling smoke writhed upwards in sinister serpentine motion, diffusing into the dark grey of the low-lying cloud. The crackling continued. Presently the Stadium, still quiet and deserted, became lost in the haze.


  The four men and the girl stood watching for a full minute without speaking. Then Colonel Kyle said, “That convinces me. We’ve got a war on our hands—an interplanetary war at that!”


  “Rubbish! I don’t believe it,” said the Senator.


  Kyle went on briskly without pause, “I’m returning to Washington immediately to report to my Chiefs of Staff, but I’ll be back in about six hours. Meanwhile each of you must act decisively. You, Wayne, carry on as usual. Fire precautions, site administration, all vital measures. Keep an eye on the Dupes over the video. Dexter—I’d like you to enlist the aid of the Festival guards to evacuate an area of five miles radius around the Stadium. Set up a strict security guard. Only workers actually employed here will be permitted to enter or leave the restricted zone. No reporters or cameramen, understand?”


  Kyle turned his bleak gaze to Drazin. “You had better remain here to act as liaison between Wayne and Washington and the Press. Once the news leaks out this telephone is going to ring incessantly. Remember—caution and accuracy. We don’t want any fancy phrases.”


  Before Drazin could protest Kyle was addressing the girl. “Dr. Farrow, I don’t think I need give you any instructions. The more you find out about the scientific techniques of the aliens, the better for us all.”


  “I’ll do my best, Colonel,” she said.


  Four minutes later he took off for Washington in the gyrojet.


  III


  COLONEL KYLE’S departure was the signal for a general exodus. Wayne waited until the gyro jet was airborne, and, with a murmured explanation, left to supervise the firefighting. Dexter studied the video screen for an instant. Then he switched off the businesslike part of his mind, and asked, “Where does a guy eat here?”


  “The canteen is on the fifth floor,” Lynn said. “But right now it’s closed.”


  “So a guy doesn’t eat?”


  “Not until four. There’s only a skeleton staff on duty.”


  “Okay,” said Dexter. “I’ll be back. See you at four.” His tone of voice implied that it was a date, but the girl made no response.


  Not long after the Defense Department man left the telephone started ringing insistently. Drazin said, “It’s started.”


  Lynn moved towards the door. “If you’ll excuse me, Senator . . .”


  The senator quickly found himself caught up in a desperate sense of urgency. The press, radio, television, news agencies, photo agencies, scientists, freelance journalists, newsreel companies, and a member of the British Interplanetary Society on vacation in Florida—all asking the same questions in the same disbelieving tone of voice.


  He wondered how the world would react when the Press and the T.V. networks began to spread the news around. True, interplanetary travel was not a new idea. The Russians had lead the way with successful satellites back in 1957 and the United States had quickly caught up and surpassed them. Rockets had already been launched into space, and two were known to have landed on the unexplored surface of the moon. There had been only instrument-carrying, radio-controlled projectiles, however, for man was still earthbound.


  Suddenly the frail bearded figure of Dr. Ebenezer Jollie of the International Anthropological Society popped unexpectedly into Drazin’s mind. If there was one man in the world capable of helping him it was Jollie who had made brilliant analyses of tribal and racial customs. It seemed to Drazin that the first step should be to try to understand the aliens’ pattern of behavior. Surely, he told himself, understanding the aliens was more important than making war on them. The question was—how to get hold of Dr. Jollie?


  He lifted the receiver, and said, “Get me the Institution of Natural Science in New York City.” As an afterthought he added, “Please.”


  A female voice announced that Dr. Jollie was not expected back for a month at least. She put the Senator through to the Principal of the Institution. Drazin outlined the situation. He would arrange with the police for the Doctor to be flown to the Festival site as soon as he was located. It might take a day or two, for Jollie was out in the wilds, accompanied by two junior assistants.


  The Senator slammed the phone down and glared in frustration at the silver discs on the video screen . . .


  AT FOUR O’CLOCK Dexter stood just inside the door of the Administration canteen, scanning the room for a glimpse of Lynn’s white coat and black hair. She was now wearing a green dress and was talking to a young man at the other side of a table near the door.


  Dexter hesitated for a moment, then decided to make it a trio. Lynn’s companion, he noted, was not as young as he had imagined at first glance. He had the thick, unruly, straw-colored hair of a college athlete and the clear blue eyes of a child, with a humorous mouth set in friendly lines. He was probably thirty-five. From the way he was looking at the girl Dexter sensed a kind of invisible liaison between them.


  He said, “Mind if I join you?”


  Lynn looked him over without warmth—rather speculatively, he thought. The green dress was cut low, and her arms were smooth and slender and pale. Her face, no longer intelligent and aloof, held a provocative haunting quality.


  “Not at all,” she said. “Jon Dexter of the Defense Department, and this is Bob—I mean Robert Clayton; E.G.’s deputy.”


  The name did not click into place at first. Perhaps it was the warm familiarity of the way she said “Bob” that distracted his mind.


  “Glad to know you,” said Clayton cordially, extending his hand.


  Dexter recalled hearing his voice on the intercom in Wayne’s office. He reciprocated, feeling suddenly aged at the contact of the other’s uncalloused skin against his own leathery palm. A waitress hovered near. Casually Dexter ordered, then met the girl’s solemn brown eyes.


  “Any developments?” she asked.


  Dexter took his eyes from her and stifled the intoxicating sense of enchantment that was threatening to take possession of his faculties. “The blockade is on,” he said. “Nobody can leave or enter without a permit. They are still putting up equipment in the arena.”


  “Any signs of hostile weapons?” Clayton asked.


  “I wouldn’t know. Kyle would say yes. Drazin would deny it.”


  The waitress soon arrived, and Dexter concentrated on eating for a few moments. The girl was saying to Clayton, “I haven’t got the right kind of test equipment for measuring radio-frequency energy in the three hundred thousand megacycle spectrum. But I feel reasonably certain they use some form of communication between Earth and their home planet.”


  Clayton nodded, but Dexter remained silent.


  “I made some tests on the barrier this afternoon,” the girl went on. “Although I got nothing new on the force-wall itself, I did manage to pick up some modulated signals—way up near the infrared part of the spectrum.”


  “You mean,” Dexter suggested, “that the Dupes are in contact with base, and may be calling for reinforcements.” He smiled faintly. “Like a vacation postcard—only it’s no vacation.”


  Clayton sighed and stood up. He regarded the girl sorrowfully. “The poor Senator must be starving.” Then, lowering his voice, he added, “See you later, honey.” To Dexter he said cheerfully: “Enjoyed meeting you.”


  As soon as he was gone the girl turned back to Dexter with a hint of mischief in her eyes. She said, “Bob Clayton and I are old friends.”


  Dexter pulled the coffee towards him. “How old?”


  “Three years. We worked in electronic robot servo-mechanisms for stratofliers.”


  “That doesn’t mean a thing to me,” Dexter said. “How did an attractive girl like you get into this electronics business?”


  “We’re an electronic family. My father is on the board of U.S. Telesonics, and my brother’s an engineer in Federal Electronics.”


  Dexter finished his coffee and thoughtfully replaced the cup in the saucer.


  “I was brought up in an atmosphere of prototypes, circuit diagrams, and higher mathematics,” Lynn went on. “Dull isn’t it? If you’re interested,” she added, “I can fix you up with a mailorder tuition course.”


  “I like my tuition at close range,” Dexter said.


  “How close?” Her voice was bantering.


  “It all depends on the teacher.”


  Lynn regarded him with mock severity. “Jon Dexter, I have a feeling you’re trying to flirt with me in a very subtle way.”


  “The moment I saw you my heart took a beating.” Dexter grinned. “When you put away your electronic toys at night, what do you do, Lynn?”


  “I go to shows, read books, watch T.V. Surprise you?”


  “No. I’m likely to be around here for a few days, maybe more. How would you like it if I—”


  Her voice became vaguely impersonal. “I’m already going steady.”


  “Clayton?”


  She nodded—a brief inclination of the head—and the warmth of his blood seemed to drop. He knew the feeling well enough, the unwelcome chill damping his more impetuous impulses. But he welcomed his reactions to this woman with an intensity of feeling that he had not experienced for many years. He realized it acutely, well aware of the unsettling affect it would have on him now.


  “Tell me about Clayton. What sort of a guy is he?”


  She leaned forward, warm and friendly again. “A pretty ordinary guy. That’s why I like him. Now, Jon—what sort of a guy are you?”


  He shrugged his shoulders noncommittally. “Not particularly pretty, and even more ordinary than Clayton. Does that improve my chances?”


  “How did you get into the Defense Department?”


  “Before the last World War, I was a struggling young lawyer in New Jersey. When the war started I had a lucky break and got a commission in Military Intelligence. Towards the end of the war I was presented with a nice little staff job at Counter Espionage—Room Three Hundred B at Washington. From there its a natural step to the Defense Department’s Special Security Branch.”


  “You’re a checker-upper for the Big Brass, is that it?” she asked quietly. The echo of secret amusement and the imp of mischief dancing behind her half-closed eyes irritated him. He had a distinct impression that she was laughing at him. He stood up quickly and leaned over the table, taking her face firmly between his hands. Then, before she had time to register astonishment or protest, he pressed his lips firmly against hers and kissed her with a resentful determination that surprised him more than it surprised her.


  AT 7:57 P.M. that evening E.G. Wayne received a signal from Air Traffic Control, Washington, announcing that Colonel Kyle would arrive at the Festival landing ground at 8:11.


  By ten minutes past eight they were all seated in the office: Wayne, Dexter, Drazin, and Dr. Farrow, who was once more wearing her white overall and looked decidedly professional. Wayne was preoccupied with documents spread out on his desk. Dexter and Lynn were, for the moment, separated emotionally by the memory of the incident in the canteen, and Drazin, odd man out, was nobody’s friend, for his pacifist views conflicted with the firm convictions of almost everyone.


  Kyle entered the room and began speaking at once. “I’ve had a long talk with the Deputy Chief of Military Intelligence,” he said. “Also, an emergency meeting of the Internal Defense Committee was held. After that, a conference of the Chiefs of Staff. That’s a lot of talking in three short hours—but the net result is action. Strong decisive action.”


  The colonel paused an instant, then went on. “The arrangements we have made are most satisfactory. It was appreciated that the hostile attitude of the aliens has not been sufficiently pronounced to justify immediate military action. That means, in brief, that no decisive action will be taken—unless there are any further acts of hostility.


  “But we’ll be prepared,” he added significantly. “During the night units of the twenty-fourth Armoured Division will be ferried over from the mainland and move into fields adjoining the site. Their weapons will include the new seventy-five millimeter armour-piercing nuclear rocket shell—and that’s an item to be reckoned with. In addition, a squadron of Black Mambas—the latest thing in jet fighter-bombers—is being flown to Ponce de Leon Field, thirty miles north of here. Plus a special task force of seasoned airborne troops. This maneuver is known at Washington as ‘Operation Barrier!’ ”


  “And you are in command, Colonel?” Dexter asked.


  “I’m in command,” Colonel Kyle said. “For the moment we shall retain the organization as it stands. Wayne will continue to supervise local administration and assume responsibility for defense services on the site—fire fighting, communications, and so on. Dexter will act in liaison with the Festival guards and supervise security measures in the restricted zone. And Senator Drazin, as Chairman of the Festival Committee, had better continue to answer incoming telephone calls and release whatever news can be released. Finally, I have requisitioned hotel accommodation on the island for two hundred of us, as we must necessarily remain within easy reach of the site. Cars will be provided, of course. I’d like you to fix that for us, E.G.”


  “Sure, Colonel,” said Wayne.


  “A skeleton staff must remain here every night. I shall stay tonight, and I want one of you to stay with me.”


  “I’ll stay,” Wayne said.


  “Good. Tomorrow we shall attempt to communicate with the aliens in order to reach some sort of solution to this deadlock.”


  “Why not tonight—now in fact?” Drazin asked.


  Kyle extinguished his cigarette with an experienced flick of his thumb and forefinger. “Because,” he said, “we can’t strike tonight.”


  “I don’t think it will work—not an ultimatum,” said the Senator.


  Kyle smiled grimly. “We received an ultimatum to evacuate a large, area of the site by three o’clock today, or else! They carried out their threats to the very second. Tomorrow we’ll give the orders.”


  “What kind of orders?” asked Dexter.


  “Complete removal of the force-wall and the admission of a selected body of terrestrial delegates into the Stadium.”


  Lynn said, “Supposing they ignore the ultimatum?”


  “Then Operation Barrier will really begin in a big way.”


  “If you mean that you will try to break through the barrier, it won’t work, Colonel. That barrier is really impenetrable.”


  “We’ll see about that,” the Colonel said grimly.


  “I think it ought to be considered as a problem in electronics rather than as a fortification,” Dr. Farrow persisted.


  Silence followed. Kyle walked across to the video screen and peered inquisitively at its multi-hued surface. Nothing had changed. The metallic disc still stood poised like a silver doughnut on the fresh green of the arena, motionless and glittering, with a quiet suggestion of sinister omnipotence. The Drazin-creatures moved here and there with calm unhurried motion.


  Wayne said, “Senator Drazin has been glued to the telephone. Calls are coming in at the rate of one a minute. Clayton’s taking them at the moment to give us a little peace and quiet. The question is: how much of this can we release?”


  “Everything except the military angle,” Kyle said.


  Kyle scanned his audience in a businesslike manner. “I’ve said all I want to say,” he announced. “So if any of you have something to report—”


  Lynn Farrow’s voice came quietly from the rear. “I’ve made some progress, Colonel. I think I can tell you a little more about the Dupes and where they came from.”


  “Fine,” said Kyle, beaming.


  She crossed to the desk and opened a cardboard folder, producing a number of large photographs and several transparencies resembling X-ray plates. The pictures, she explained, were long-range telephoto shots of individual Dupes taken from a vantage point high above the Stadium before the fire-wall had been extended. Here, for instance, was a close-up of an eye taken in shadow, and here a similar close-up of an eye taken during a brief moment of sunlight.


  But, curiously enough in both cases the size of the pupils was identical. They were clearly discernible and measurable, and the logical inference was that the Dupes’ eyes did not function in the same way as human eyes.


  “Why not?” asked Kyle.


  “Because,” the girl explained, “the pupil aperture of the human eye varies according to the amount of ambient light. The brighter the light, the smaller the pupil. This self-regulating action is an automatic reflex. But there is no such reflex acting in the alien eyes. This hints at the possibility that they are not real eyes at all.” Lynn picked up another picture. “This one,” she said, “is a close-up of an alien wrist.”


  She invited them to compare it with the Senator’s wrist. Drazin made no protest, but simply held out his bared right arm. The difference was immediately visible. The wrist in the photograph was so smooth that it reflected the light in tiny whorls and patterns like the gloss-painted surface of a doll.


  Lynn said, “Their skin shows no pore structure and no wrinkles.”


  She then explained some X-ray plates. A special camera and long-range linear accelerator had been used to provide a sufficiently powerful beam of X-radiation. They were, in effect, telephoto X-rays. The two plates were of different Dupes, but they both exhibited identical features. Lynn held the plates up against the window so that all could see the shadow pattern of the aliens. There wasn’t much to see—a meaningless mosaic of shapes contained within the humanoid outline of the body structure. Central, roughly in the region of the abdomen, was a dense opaque oval.


  Lynn said, “These two pictures are identical except in one respect—the shape and size of this black oval in the middle. The remaining body structure matches exactly, and it isn’t even remotely human. There is no skeleton, and no organs of the kind we would expect. Instead there is all that detail of light and shade which when magnified resolves into geometrical shapes.”


  Lynn replaced the transparencies in the folder and turned to face her audience. “There’s one more thing,” she said. “I was able to make rough checks on the direction of the radio signals. It’s a fairly narrow beam, and quite powerful, and although it is pointing more or less vertically upwards it is also sweeping slowly across the sky. The rate of movement is about fifteen degrees in an hour, the same rate as the rotation of the Earth.”


  Ignoring their startlement she added tersely, “Those are the facts, gentlemen. Now I will outline my interpretation. It was fairly obvious that the rotation of the radio beam was designed to counteract the rotation of the earth. In other words, the beam was aimed at one definite fixed point in space. So I checked with the observatories at Mount Wilson and Mount Palomar. The bearing of the beam was pinpointed quite accurately on one particular planet.”


  “Which one?” breathed Kyle.


  “Saturn.”


  “You mean—the Dupes come from Saturn?”


  “We can’t be absolutely certain, but they are communicating with Saturn. Now here is the problem: Saturn is a large planet of immense gravitation with a poisonous atmosphere consisting mainly of ammonia and methane. It is a planet of extreme cold. Scientists do not believe that such a world could sustain life of any kind—certainly not human life.”


  Kyle shook his head. “You just admitted the Dupes came from there.”


  “So they did. My point is that any life form of Saturnian origin must of necessity be very different from terrestrial life forms. A typical Saturnian must be adjusted to tremendous gravitational stress, inconceivably high atmospheric pressure, extremes of cold, and, of course, must breathe ammonia and methane, if he breathes at all. He couldn’t possibly resemble a human being in any way.”


  “I still don’t get it,” Kyle confessed.


  Lynn smiled absently. “They are humanoid in shape. But we have just seen that that is impossible. Therefore, the Dupes are not Saturnian life forms in themselves.”


  “Then what are they,” said Kyle gruffly.


  “Robots.”


  “The hell you say!” cried the Colonel with feeling.


  “But not robots in the full sense of the word.” Lynn picked up one of the transparencies and held it up against the window. “They are some eighty percent robot,” she explained. “All this granular structure comprises mechanical and electronic parts and circuits. Their bodies are flexible metallic envelopes containing a mass of complex control gear.”


  She pointed to the black oval mass in the center of the shadowgraph. “But this section is not robot. In all the X-ray plates this is the only part of each alien which differs.”


  “What is that black thing, then?” asked Kyle.


  “That,” said Lynn, “is the real Saturnian.”


  There was chill silence for a few seconds. Then Kyle came over to the desk and inspected the X-ray plate at close-range. He said, “But so oval—and shapeless!”


  Lynn explained. “The real Saturnian is inside that oval shape. My guess is that it’s a pressurized case, probably radiation proof, forming a sealed compartment in which its occupant can survive under conditions of temperature, pressure and atmosphere approximating to those of Saturn. A kind of refrigerated control room.”


  “How big are these Saturnians?” Kyle asked.


  “We don’t know,” said Lynn, replacing the transparency in the folder. “The oval compartment is opaque to X-rays. It probably has thick walls. At a rough guess I should say the Saturnians might be about six inches tall.”


  Kyle’s lips tightened. “Little men six inches tall trying to push us around!”


  Lynn said, “Don’t under-rate them because of their size, Colonel. Little men are often the most aggressive. And anyway, they’re hot men at all, so you haven’t got any standard to judge them by.”


  She moved back to her seat with an air of finality and found herself close to Senator Drazin whose bewilderment and confusion seemed to have increased now that the secret of the Dupes had been revealed. “Dr. Farrow,” he whispered urgently, “if all that you say is true, then why are these robot things made to look like me?”


  “It is obviously a subterfuge,” said Lynn. “They realized that they stood a better chance of avoiding suspicion if they looked like human beings. They had to have some kind of robot machine as a vehicle for their pressurized compartments, so they designed them in human form.”


  “But why me?” pleaded the Senator.


  “Because you were the man who broadcast that universal invitation. They probably accepted you as the spokesman of world peace, and you seemed to be the best possible sheep’s clothing to put their Saturnian wolves in.”


  “But how did they know what I looked like?”


  “They have probably been keeping Earth under close observation for a long time,” she said. “There have always been reports of flying saucers as far back as anyone can remember. Or again, they might have picked up television broadcasts of you, Senator. The resemblance is only superficial—the sort of thing one could build up from photographs.”


  Ten minutes later, after a confusion of excited comment and discussions, Colonel Kyle said, “We are greatly indebted to Dr. Farrow for her brilliant deduction work, but it doesn’t alter the basic situation. We still issue an ultimatum tomorrow, backed up by force of arms. If there are no further points . . .”


  Drazin said, a little anxiously, “There is one very important thing, Colonel Kyle. The question of whether the opening date of the Festival will have to be postponed.”


  “Everything will depend on what happens tomorrow,” Kyle said.


  The Senator rose with ominous silence. He looked around the room first, noting the faint hostility, then said, “As this is presumably a conference and we all hold responsible official posts, perhaps I may be permitted to say a few words?” The quiet inflexion of his voice was like the oppressive calm preceding a tornado. Dexter and Lynn exchanged brief premonitory glances.


  Presently, without great enthusiasm, Kyle said, “Okay, Senator. Let’s have it, but keep it brief. It’s been a long day.”


  “Thank you, Colonel,” murmured Drazin with astringent irony. “As Chairman of the Festival Committee I should like to remind you that the Festival is an international enterprise in which delegates from a great many countries have an equal say here. It is not a wholly American enterprise and it is not for an American alone to decide whether or not there will be a Festival.


  “Even if the aliens—the Saturnians—are in fact engaged in aggressive reconnaissance of this planet—and that I dispute most emphatically—it is still not a matter for the United States alone. The security of the entire planet would be involved.” Here Drazin raised his voice rhetorically.


  “By what authority do you undertake to defend the whole world from interplanetary invasion? After all, what do we know of these visitors, beyond the fact that they are a highly scientific race? We could learn much from them, and perhaps they could learn from us. We should ask them to admit one or two suitably qualified persons into the Stadium. Even if they refused to admit such a specialist he should nevertheless be brought here. From his analysis we could then determine with a reasonable degree of assurance whether they are in fact hostile.”


  He paused, then went on, forcefully, “American prestige is at stake. The Government should not have entrusted this to a military man. Take every possible step to find a peaceful solution before committing an act that may bring thousands of Saturnian spaceships to this planet. Call in somebody like Dr. Ebenezer Jollie of the International Anthropological Society and let him look the Saturnians over first. He may be the one factor that can help solve this deadlock. Unless something of the sort is done the President should summon his cabinet and place the matter before Congress.”


  When Drazin had finished speaking he sat down heavily and looked slowly around from one face to another, and what he saw pleased him.


  The frozen interval was suddenly thawed by the arrival of coffee, quietly ordered by Wayne earlier. It was wheeled in on a glass and chrome trolley by a waitress. After she had dispensed refreshment and had departed Kyle said, “I’ve got to hand it to you, Senator. You sure can talk. I can see how you got so far as you have in public affairs and why you’re on a half-dozen or more committees.”


  Kyle sipped his coffee as he considered his next point.


  “Be reasonable, Colonel . . .” Drazin insisted.


  Kyle stared at him narrowly. “All right, Senator. I’ll overlook your not too subtle insults. Get hold of this man Jollie. We shall then announce over loudspeakers that we wish to send a deputation into the Stadium. There’ll be Jollie, myself, and the Scientific Officer, Dr. Farrow. If they won’t cooperate then I’ll invite Jollie to give his expert opinion and immediately thereafter I’ll take whatever action I think fit. Now, about this Dr. Jollie. . . . Can you contact him?”


  Drazin took a deep breath and said, “I’ve already done so. He’s on his way here already, as far as I know.”


  Kyle stiffened, and a change came over his features. He fixed upon the Senator a look of stern disapproval. “Very smart, Senator. Quite a frame-up.”


  Drazin protested. “I simply anticipated your own decision.”


  Kyle was only slightly mollified. He said coldly, “In the future remember I’m in command. I like to know what’s going on.”


  A few routine matters remained for disposal, and then the party dispersed, except for Colonel Kyle and Wayne who were staying overnight at the site. Dexter and Drazin accepted Lynn Farrow’s offer of a lift to one of the island’s luxury hotels in her car.


  Drazin had struck a hard blow for a peaceful solution, and his ego was expanding radiantly, illuminating his embittered soul.


  IV


  IT WAS TWILIGHT as they left the site, the cool frowning twilight of mid-autumn. A fresh breeze curled through the avenues between the Festival buildings, blowing in nervous gusts, as though the atmosphere itself were evacuating the place where alien creatures from an unimaginable corner of space had established their sinister fortress.


  The roads were silent and deserted, and the buildings, triumphal and colorful by day, now took on a gaunt misshapen aspect as advancing night drained the color and detail from them.


  They passed close to the black burnt-out shells of the buildings marking the perimeter of the force wall, and in the gloom Dexter thought he could perceive the faintly luminous shell behind which the Saturnians lurked, sealed in their pressure chambers built into mocking images of Senator Drazin. The Senator himself, sitting quietly in the rear seat, must have experienced the same feeling.


  Soon they left the buildings behind and came to the main highway that led to the residential section of the island. Lynn said “I’m certainly glad to see the last of that until tomorrow?”


  “Yes,” Dexter agreed. Glancing sideways at her and seeing her in profile with her hair blown awry by the breeze through the open window he was conscious of a warm intoxicating feeling that urged him to move closer to her, to touch her, perhaps. But he resisted the desire.


  “Flesh and blood I could stand, but robots, no,” she added.


  “If you dig deep enough you’ll find flesh and blood,” said Dexter.


  “I know. Refrigerated under pressure and probably suspended in methane and ammonia. It’s not the kind of flesh and blood I go for.”


  Dexter grinned at the advancing road. “What kind do you go for, Lynn?”


  “Jon,” she said, not unpleasantly, “you’ve got a one-track mind.”


  “I didn’t have until I met you?”


  A subdued cough from the direction of the rear seat reminded Dexter he had a room adjoining the Senator’s at the Granada Hotel.


  “Better be careful what you say,” Lynn said quietly. “He’s had enough shocks for one day.”


  Dexter looked back and saw that Drazin was asleep. He said, “Candidly, so far as I’m concerned he can take a running jump at the fire-wall. By the way, where’s Bob Clayton tonight?”


  “Still working, I guess. Normally we drive back together, in separate cars. He drives in front and sets the pace. Then we separate at Palm Key Boulevard after stopping at a drug store for a coke.”


  “How about us stopping at one of these pleasant small cafes for a highball and not separating?” Dexter suggested.


  She shook her head. “No use, Jon. I’m a one-man girl. But why are you so insistent on dating me?”


  Dexter replied softly, “It happened when I first saw you walk into Wayne’s office. I knew then . . . well, I just knew. Believe me, Lynn, you’re the girl I’ve been looking for all my life.”


  “Mnn, that was smooth,” she said softly. “Well rehearsed, I should say. But in the future you must take care not to fall for scientific officers, female variety. They’re too rational. They don’t let their hearts rule their brains.”


  “Straight down here for a few miles,” she observed, later, “and that’s Buenna Drive, where we go our separate ways.”


  “No highball?” asked Dexter.


  “No highball. But I’ll tell you what I’ll do, Jon. If you’re still around when the Festival opens—if it opens—I’ll show you round. Just you and me.”


  Finally they were pulling up outside the Granada Hotel. Dexter, sighing faintly in reluctant recognition of defeat, opened the door and stepped out on to the sidewalk. He lingered a moment and said, “Well, goodnight Lynn.”


  She regarded him with her familiar enigmatic raised-eyebrow expression, but her gaze was friendly. “Goodnight, Jon,” she said.


  “There’s always tomorrow.”


  “And there’s always Bob Clayton,” she said, but she spoke the words without emphasis.


  She switched on the ignition and pressed the starter. The engine purred smoothly, awaiting the stimulating touch of the accelerator. The Senator awoke and was heaving his globular form through the door.


  The girl waved her hand and the car moved gently away into the traffic stream.


  Dexter said wearily, “What you need, Senator, is a good stiff ration of Scotch. Your nerves are shot to pieces.”


  BY NOON the following day the situation had materially changed. A fully-equipped unit of mobile task troops moved in overnight, setting up a tented camp in a field to the north of the Festival site. Shortly before dawn a convoy of massive armoured tanks trundled noisily into the scene, followed by armoured cars pulling field guns and large rocket mortars. Guard check-points blocked all roads leading to the restricted section, so that the surrounding palm-dotted area was lifeless. There was an atmosphere of mounting tension and restiveness that gave rise to short tempers.


  At breakfast in the hotel Dexter and Drazin saw a telefilm accompanied by a reasonably accurate commentary of the Saturnian ships. The Colonel had evidently made a statement to the Press, and this was confirmed by a perusal of the newspapers.


  The Miami Sun, for example, carried black headlines: friend or foe? Underneath, in large italics running the full width of the page: SATURNIAN EXPEDITION TO EARTH CHALLENGE TO MANKIND. In spite of the alarmist implication of the heading, the actual report was quite innocuous.


  The final paragraph stated: “During the day attempts will be made to communicate with the aliens and to secure the removal of the fire wall. As a security measure a zone five miles in depth has been sealed off. Developments of world-wide importance are expected within the next few hours, but the majority of the scientists consulted are confident that the aliens do not present any great threat.”


  Nowhere was there any mention of the influx of troops and arms that had been ferried from the Florida mainland and were now in the restricted area. The more responsible papers emphasized the peaceful aspect of the momentous event.


  News agencies all over the world demanded information and photographs, but the communiques from New York, Chicago and other large American cities were relatively uninformative because of a secret Government directive arid, apart from the aerial pictures of the silver disc, photographs were simply not available.


  One unexpected result was an enormous increase in Festival response. Millions of people who would have been content to watch the celebrations on their video screens decided to go to Florida in person. The ether was alive with multichannel radio applications for advance bookings from every corner of the civilized world.


  At half-past-eight a hired car arrived at the entrance to the Granada, and a few minutes later Dexter had signed a typewritten authorization and had taken possession of it for the duration of his duty at the site. This had been organized by Wayne. Dexter drove the Senator back to the site at high speed.


  Beyond the guard barrier, approaching the site, they passed the tented camp that had sprung up in the space of a few hours. Dexter noted the tanks and field guns with a smile of satisfaction. The Senator scowled disapprovingly. By the time they drew up at the Headquarters building Dexter was seriously wondering whether he would ever leave it alive.


  Colonel Kyle and Wayne were both in the office as they entered. Lynn was there too, looking clean and fresh, like an April morning. She and Wayne were in a huddle with two other men, engineers from the installation crew. They were studying a large scale wiring plan on the desk.


  Dexter said, “What gives?”


  The Colonel greeted him cheerily. “Nothing fresh to report, except that I’ve now got an army and an air force to back me up in the event of an overt act on the part of the aliens. The enemy has not moved. Wayne thinks he can alter the video system to show us what’s going on behind the spheres.”


  The morning passed without incident Work on the video net progressed smoothly and efficiently, but took many hours to complete.


  The Colonel took Dexter over to the Army camp, and introduced him to the Commanding Officer of the 24th Armoured Division Detachment, a Captain Doakes, who displayed as many medal ribbons on his tunic as did the Colonel. He was a tall angular man of mournful appearance, and had a drooping moustache. In spite of his vaguely unmilitary appearance, Kyle explained that Captain Doakes had been awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor for outstanding courage in action. Dexter liked him on sight.


  Doakes said, “A handful of Dupes won’t stop the twentyfourth Armoured, Colonel. We’ll soften them up with the new seventy-five millimetre armour-piercing rocket shells. Then we’ll walk in and take over.”


  “That’ll be fine when the time comes, Doakes, but politics are tied up in this situation,” Kyle said. “I’ve been instructed to wait until a further hostile act develops. If the fire-wall is not removed, we break through.”


  They walked around the encampment, inspecting the lines and the equipment. The unit was compact and efficient, and looking over the guns and mortars Dexter had little doubt about the devastation they could cause. But the force barrier was a different proposition and he was curious to know just what effect terrestrial arms and ammunition would have on it.


  They returned to the site, and the Headquarters building a little after eleven o’clock, Doakes accompanying them to learn something of the layout of the Festival buildings and the organization of the various services and communications. Wayne and Lynn Farrow were in the office, and the Senator was attached to the telephone, looking dispirited and weary.


  Wayne waited the signal from his engineers to indicate that the reorientation of the video field of view had been completed. This was, in fact, accomplished ten minutes later: the monitor screen now glowed suddenly with a confusion of unsynchronized colors. He made certain adjustments and the picture snapped abruptly into stark focus. The silver disc still sat quietly against the background of the arena, but now a large metallic structure was visible in front of the Saturnian ship. The new angle of vision brought it into sharp perspective.


  The structure appeared to be made of the same metal as the disc, but was trapezoid in shape like an overgrown bathing hut that had been pushed out of vertical by an unexpected gale. It looked curiously oblique and unreal. On the tiny roof were mounted a number of small parabolic devices that reflected the sun’s rays in iridescent splashes of light. From an oval aperture at the base of the trapezoid Dupes emerged at regular intervals in precisely timed procession.


  Lynn Farrow was distantly interested in the small paraboloid objects atop of the oblique building. At present they were blurred and indistinct because of the reflected sun glare, so that she found it impossible to make measurements. But presently an obscuring cloud darkened the scene and brought them into flatly-etched detail. They appeared to be metallic reflectors, rather like car headlamps, but a little larger. She laid a transparent rule on the video screen and scaled them off, then referred to a pocket computer, watched in a vaguely blasé manner by Wayne.


  “Well?” asked Wayne when she had finished the computation.


  Lynn regarded the screen speculatively. “Those things are ultrahigh-frequency paraboloid antennas, and they account for the signals I picked up yesterday. That structure must be their transmitting and receiving station. I wish we could intercept their messages. We might learn something.” She added as an afterthought, “But we’d have to learn Saturnian first!”


  She was just about to turn away from the screen when something clicked faintly in her mind. There was something different about the arena scene—something that had changed since yesterday. But for a moment she was unable to pin-point the unusual factor. It had nothing directly to do with the radio antennas on which her attention had been concentrated, but was connected with the Dupes themselves, with their coming and going. At that moment realization exploded in her mind, a chill star-shell flooding her brain. The thing was so obvious now. Dupes kept emerging regularly from the slanting doorway of the trapezoid structure, one after the other, almost every second. But none went in.


  Apart from the oblique radio station at present in close-up view, the rest of the arena was offscreen.


  “Let’s have the general view of the arena, E.G.,” she requested.


  Wayne operated a switch, and the scene changed to the familiar green oval with the silver disc. The return of the wide-angle view confirmed her fears. The arena was filled with Saturnians.


  Even so, Wayne was not aware of anything unusual, his eyes being drawn irresistibly to the elliptical shape of the Saturnian ship. It was in striving to see the trapezoid hut, now out of sight behind the disc, that his curious gaze followed a Dupe to the edge of the arena. And in that moment he saw them.


  He took a pace towards the screen, his small eyes popping, and said incongruously, “My God, look at those Dupes!”


  Senator Drazin, behind a paneled screen which served to keep him undistracted during his telephone sessions, caught the surprised inflexion. Momentarily free from answering calls, he poked his head around the side of the screen rather like a tortoise emerging from its shell, and said, “What Dupes?”


  Getting no reply, and observing that Wayne and the girl were intensely studying the monitor screen, he could restrain his curiosity no longer, but went over to join them. One glance told him the situation: it was as though his subconcious mind had already tipped him off. This latest development was going to take a lot of explaining away on pacifist grounds.


  Lynn said, “This alters the situation, E.G. Yesterday we had only a few aliens to handle. Now there are hundreds, and more arriving all the time. In a few hours there will be thousands of them in the Stadium. Equipment too, possibly weapons.”


  “No wonder they expanded the fire-wall,” said Wayne tensely. “They needed more room. This is serious.”


  “But where are they coming from?” asked Drazin in bewilderment.


  By way of reply Wayne returned to the desk and switched in the new-angle zoom circuit. The trapezoid building leaped into magnified detail, and the Dupes were still emerging. They were all identical, like varnished animated shop-window dummies of the Senator.


  “Could it be—Are they being manufactured by that machine?” asked Drazin, losing something of his professional coherency.


  “No,” said Lynn. “I think they are coming from Saturn direct.”


  Drazin clutched his chin. “How?” he demanded.


  “My guess is they are coming over a radio beam,” Lynn said smoothly. “It’s the only possible explanation, Senator. We know that building is a radio station of some kind, and Dupes keep coming out of it. Radio transmission of solid matter is the only theory that fits the facts.”


  “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”


  “Nor me,” the girl agreed. “Outside of fantasy, that is. Teletransition is one of those things that are technically conceivable, but impossible in practice, on Earth at least. The Saturnians may have discovered a technique of breaking down matter into its basic energy and transmitting it through space in that form for reassembly at its destination.”


  The urgent ring of the telephone recalled the Senator to his duties, leaving Lynn free to explain to Wayne without interruption. She said, “Judging by the number of paraboloid antennae on top of that trapezoid machine, I would say the whole thing is simply a super-sensitive radio receiver picking up microwave signals beamed from Saturn. It could be that the Saturnians are being converted into an energy-wave-form by some kind of three-dimensional scanning, as in video, and this waveform is used to modulate the radio beam.”


  “Sounds very logical,” Wayne grunted.


  “It means that hostile reinforcements are being conveyed from Saturn to Earth at the speed of light. They’re being reintegrated at this end at about three-thousand an hour, and we can’t do a thing to stop them. Unless we do something and do it quickly there may be more than a hundred thousand aliens inside the barrier by this time tomorrow. We’ve got to act fast, E.G.!”


  Drazin returned. “I can’t agree at all, Dr. Farrow,” he said. “How can we assume they are hostile when we have no evidence of their real intentions? Wait until Dr. Jollie arrives. He’ll tell us what to do.”


  “Kyle will tell us what to do,” Wayne said.


  Lynn said calmly, “I don’t think Dr. Jollie will arrive in time, and even if he did, he would probably be the first to agree that Saturnian reinforcements can mean only one thing.”


  “But Kyle agreed . . .”


  Wayne trod heavily towards the door, his face sallow with the portent of impending doom. “I’m going to find Colonel Kyle and Captain Doakes. This is the time for action, not argument.” He left noisily.


  Lynn said, quickly, “E.G.’s right, Senator. Come over to our side. We could fight this together.”


  “ALL THIS TALK of teletransition is way above my head,” said Colonel Kyle some time later. The five men—including Captain Doakes and Dr. Farrow—were grouped around Wayne’s desk. Wayne had carefully outlined the situation as it was now interpreted and Lynn had explained the technical problems involved. But Kyle, who was essentially a practical fighting man, thought that the technical angle had been overstressed.


  “As I see it,” Colonel Kyle stated flatly, “we are dealing with a resourceful antagonist equipped with new kinds of weapons. The initial Saturnian landing party is being rapidly reinforced. By radio transmission, you say, but the method is unimportant. I have only to pick up that phone, and I can have a squadron of Black Mamba jets dropping bombs on the Stadium within a few minutes. Alternatively, Captain Doakes can open up a barrage that will be all hell let loose . . . I can’t afford to wait for Dr. Jollie, Senator.”


  He paused, then resumed, “I’m thinking of the terrible consequences of inaction. But I’ll make a concession to you, Senator. Before I launch a full scale attack, I’ll keep to my original plan, and issue an ultimatum. This is how it will be done. You, Dexter, will requisition a police car fitted with loudspeakers and take it as close to the barrier as you can. You will then broadcast an ultimatum to the Saturnians, using the International Earth language, which they seem to understand.


  “Repeat the message several times, so that they can get their language machine to work on it. Tell them that if the force wall is not removed by three o’clock—three hours after sun zenith—and free entry of United States officials to the Stadium permitted, the units of the Army and Air Force will attack in force.”


  “Okay,” said Dexter.


  “And then what?” asked Wayne.


  “If the ultimatum is ignored or rejected, I shall have the Stadium bombed from the air to soften up resistance, followed by an armoured attack on the ground. We shall use high-velocity rocket shells. The Stadium and all its contents will be wiped off the map.”


  “It won’t work,” said Lynn calmly, her soft voice contrasting with the sharp vehement timbre of the Colonel’s precise sentences. He looked straight at her, almost through her, raising one eyebrow inquiringly.


  “You’ve overlooked the barrier,” she added.


  “The barrier won’t stop shells and bombs,” Kyle stated dogmatically.


  “The new seventy-five millimeter armour-piercing rocket shell will blast its way through thirty-six inches of laminated plate steel,” said Captain Doakes.


  “The shells won’t get through it. They’ll heat up instantly the moment they intersect the barrier, and they’ll explode. The same applies to bombs. Nothing can penetrate the wall.”


  “I don’t believe it,” said Kyle.


  “I’ve great faith in high-velocity steel. If it fails, then I’ll let you take over. How’s that?”


  The girl flushed slightly. There was no mistaking the sarcastic bite in Kyle’s voice. Dexter caught her eye and winked solemnly, but she looked away quickly, as though the Defense Department man’s levity were every bit as unwelcome as the Colonel’s harsh irony.


  There came an important throat-clearing cough from Senator Drazin. “I need hardly repeat,” he said sternly, “that I am still forced to disagree with the Colonel. They haven’t committed a definite act of aggression. True, they have a fire-wall, and have damaged a number of Festival buildings, but after all they are alien creatures with an alien mentality, and maybe they feel justified in erecting some sort of defensive barrier. I believe the fire-wall is not a threat, but a warning.”


  “Drazin,” Kyle answered sharply, “I’m not interested in your theories and suppositions. They won’t defend us. What about you, Dexter, do you support my plan of action?”


  Dexter nodded slowly.


  “And you Wayne—how do you feel?”


  “I’m with you, Colonel.”


  “And you, Dr. Farrow?”


  The girl hesitated for a moment as though her conscience were not easy. “I’m not sure,” she murmured doubtfully. “I feel that maybe the Senator has got something, but at the same time I don’t think we ought to sit back and do nothing. We ought to take action, but I believe it will have to be action based on science. Believe me, Colonel, shells and bombs will be useless!”


  “Are you with me or against me?” Kyle insisted.


  “If you put it that way, I guess I’m with you.”


  “Good. And you, Captain?”


  “I can’t wait to get started,” smiled Doakes with aggressive emphasis.


  Kyle breathed a satisfied sigh. “You’re outnumbered, Senator. We do things my way from now on, and I don’t want any further pacifist yap-doodle. Dexter, the first move is yours. Start as soon as you like.”


  “Suits me,” said Dexter. He moved leisurely towards the door.


  V


  ROBERT CLAYTON and Dr. Farrow had finished lunch and were idling over coffee. “Look, honey,” Clayton said, “this thing is developing into something serious, Tanks and troops are moving in, and the Colonel has roped in a couple of squadrons of Black Mambas. I don’t think you ought to stay.”


  “But I want to stay,” she answered firmly. “There’s work to do.”


  “Wait a minute, honey. I’m going to suggest to Kyle that if there’s any kind of combat where your life may be endangered, then you should be sent back to the mainland.”


  “You mind your own business,” Lynn said bluntly. “If you say a word to Kyle then you and I are through!”


  Clayton stared at her blankly, poised for an instant in a reactionless mental vacuum. “Look, honey,” he said hesitantly. “What—what exactly did you mean when you said we’re through?”


  “That’s not what I said,” Lynn explained carefully. “I said that if you spoke to Kyle as you suggested, then you and I are through.”


  He pondered this soberly for a moment. “As easy as that?”


  “What do you mean, Bob?” she asked.


  “You could break off—just like that?”


  Lynn stretched her hand across the table and gently touched his fingers. “I’m an independent character, Bob. I like to plan my own life.”


  “Sure, Lynn. But haven’t I the right to have some say. I thought we . . .” He broke off, confused.


  “Thought what?”


  “Well, honey, I always took it for granted that we’d . . .” The words would not come, and he released her hand, but she did not withdraw it.


  “You took it for granted we’d get married sooner or later,” she said, finishing the unspoken thought for him. “That’s a lot to take for granted, Bob, especially as you haven’t even asked me yet!”


  “I’m asking you now, Lynn. Will you marry me?”


  She did not reply immediately, but studied his face. Presently, she said, “Tell you what, Bob. Ask me again when this business of the Saturnians is over. I need time to think. I guess I’m all mixed up, just as you are.”


  “Maybe there’s someone else,” Clayton suggested. “For instance, I don’t like Dexter’s attitude. He’s a fresh guy.”


  She looked at him steadily, for a moment. “I think you’re being very childish. Let’s go. Don’t mention his name to me again,” she added quietly. “He doesn’t mean a thing.”


  MEANWHILE DEXTER was sitting beside a uniformed Festival guard in a sleek black patrol-car, fingering the press-to-talk switch of the hand microphone.


  The car was facing the direction of the Stadium, blocking the road at an angle. Twin loud speakers on the roof hummed faintly as power surged through the amplifier. Dexter had already checked the exact position of the barrier by flinging small stones in its direction. The point where they dissolved in a sparkling puff of vapor was the line of demarcation, and about a hundred yards on either side the charred remains of Festival buildings formed shapeless black masses.


  Dexter pressed the switch, thoughtfully framing the sentences of the ultimatum in his mind. “Men of Saturn,” he began. His voice boomed metallically from the twin speakers above his head, echoing hollowly from the walls of surrounding buildings.


  “Men of Saturn,” he repeated. “We have a message for you.” He hesitated, pondering the correct translation of what he was about to say into Earth-language, conscious of the fact that the artificial syllables of this international auxiliary tongue were tantalizingly elusive and difficult to define with accuracy.


  “Believing you to be friendly visitors of good will,” he continued, translating slowly and with considerable effort, “we ask you, in a spirit of mutual trust and cooperation, to remove the fire-wall at once so that we may welcome you to our planet, and offer you the hand of comradeship.”


  He paused, dreading the possible effect of his next words. “If the fire-wall is not removed by fifteen hundred hours exactly—that is, at three hours after sun zenith—we shall be obliged to regard it as a hostile gesture, and interpret your occupation of American territory as an act of aggression.”


  He repeated the message twice, then sat quietly in the car awaiting some sort of reply.


  It came, after what seemed an interminable interval of silence, in the toneless electronic voice of the semantic integrator, amplified so much that it seemed to reverberate from the sky itself. The voice said, “We of Saturn are proud to be the recipients of your message, but in all humility, and in the spirit of profound apology, we are compelled to reject your generous offer. Most humbly we beg to inform you that at three hours after sun zenith the firewall will be extended to enclose an area of radius one mile from the Stadium. This is regrettable, but necessary. Therefore we politely request that all terrestrials be withdrawn from this zone since any individuals trapped within the wall will not escape.”


  And that was all.


  “So now we know!” said Dexter to the driver. “It looks as though we shall be at war, if the Colonel has his way, with Saturn by three o’clock.”


  Colonel Kyle had already heard the Saturnian reply, for the thunderous voice of the semantic integrator had penetrated to all corners of the Festival site. By the time Dexter arrived back at the office the plan of campaign had been drastically altered. Wayne had produced a large-scale map of the site on which he had drawn a circle depicting the new circumference of the force wall as it would be at three o’clock. It enclosed the greater part of the site, including the airstrip and the Headquarters building itself.


  Kyle’s counter-move was to organize an immediate air offensive without waiting for the ultimatum to expire. “If we don’t attack here and now,” he explained slowly, “then we shall have to evacuate the whole site, and in particular this H.Q., before three o’clock. Once again the Saturnians will have gained an advantage over us by seizing the initiative. Well, I’m not going to let it happen that way. I can have a squadron of jets dropping bombs on the Stadium inside ten minutes.”


  Senator Drazin shook his head doubtfully but his voice lacked conviction. “I’m not sure that it’s a good policy, Colonel. We ought to adhere rigidly to the terms of the ultimatum. Three o’clock was the deadline.”


  “Well it’s not now!” Kyle picked up the phone, while the others watched in brooding silence. “Hello, operator. Get me Ponce de Leon Field,” he demanded frostily.


  He replaced the receiver, and glanced at his watch. It was already a quarter after one.


  Lynn Farrow said, “I hope the planes won’t fly below fifteen hundred feet. They’ll run into the barrier if they do.”


  The Colonel regarded her dubiously. “I had thought of that point,” he observed. “Assuming, of course, that the wall extends upwards by the same distance.”


  “Which it must do,” she pointed out, “as it is being radiated from a central source. It is a sphere of a quarter-mile radius, and that’s about thirteen hundred feet. I think fifteen hundred would be a safe altitude for the jets.”


  “And when they increase the radius to one mile?”


  “Obviously, the ceiling will go up to more than five thousand feet, and it certainly would not be safe for any plane to fly below six thousand.”


  The phone bell rang imperatively. Kyle picked up the receiver and said, “Hello. . . . Extension forty-four. . . . Is that Squadron Headquarters? I want to speak to Major Passmore. This is Colonel Kyle of Military Intelligence. Ah, hello Major. This is Colonel Kyle. Go ahead with Operation Barrier—low altitude precision bombing. Yes, you can load up to forty tons of incendiary and anti-personnel H.E’s. And be sure to brief aircrews to fly at one thousand five hundred feet or over to avoid the force barrier. What’s that? Yes, I said the force barrier. You know the target area. See that you obliterate it. Good. I’ll be watching.”


  Kyle replaced the phone briskly, then looked steadily at the others. “There’s only one way to win a war, and that’s to go in and fight,” he said, with smug satisfaction.


  “I’d better have the site evacuated,” Wayne said, “just in case of accidents. An announcement on the P.A. should do the trick. All the crews have transport.”


  “Okay,” said the Colonel.


  “And I,” said Lynn, “am going down to the lab to pack the equipment and instruments. I’ll need to have everything ready for the retreat.”


  “What retreat?” demanded Kyle.


  “Wait and see, Colonel!” she replied. Then she was gone.


  Twenty minutes later the jets appeared from the northern sky, flying swiftly in purposeful arrowhead formation. They whined ominously above at about five thousand feet, curving around to circle the site, then merging into a single line. Back again, lower this time, tearing through the air with fierce restless energy, their line of flight accurately bisecting the oval of the distant Stadium.


  On and on to the north, then round again for the last time—one by one—at more widely-spaced intervals. This was the bombing run: the first jet shrieked in at a little over fifteen hundred feet. It was still approaching the target when the bombs, four of them, peeled away from under the fuselage, arcing forwards and downwards like tiny black elfin darts towards the open arena.


  They did not reach the target. In fact, they did not travel more than a fraction of the distance to the ground. High in the sky over the Stadium came a tremendous quadruple flash. Four billowing spheres of smoke burst and uncoiled. Then came a deep-throated multiple explosion and a shuddering concussion that shattered hundreds of windows on the island in a wide area.


  Shrapnel from the exploding bombs tore through the structure of the receding plane. The wings tilted momentarily as though going into a turn, then the jet sideslipped and simultaneously one of the port engines burst into flame. Seconds later the first of the Black Mamba fighter-bombers crashed helplessly into the side of the tall crystalline Chinese pagoda in the Oriental Sector, and the building subsided into a fragmentated mountain of shimmering rubble.


  The second plane was already on top of the target, and the relays in the bomb-bay flicked over to liberate a twin shower of spall incendiary bombs. One and a half seconds elapsed, and then the watchers on the ground and in the Control headquarters were treated to an incredible display of pyrotechnics as the fire bombs were ignited and fused into a luminous vapor by the force wall. The plane escaped without damage, leaving behind a sky angry and aflame with searing incandescent cloud that gradually dispersed in the breeze, spreading a drifting veil of acrid white smoke around the Stadium and beyond.


  The third plane did not release its bomb load, but turned off sharply to avoid the burning cloud. And then the raid was over. The remaining aircraft, witnessing the fate of the first plane and sensing the futility of the assault, broke away from the bombing run and, picking up formation again, flew away towards the north and base.


  Kyle and his colleagues had a grandstand view of the raid from the window of the office. Not a word was spoken as the tragedy unfolded; only when the first of the jets crashed in flames was the silence broken by Wayne as he grabbed the telephone and called out every available fire tender. With glazed and desolate eyes Kyle witnessed the inglorious retreat of Earth’s first striking force after its preliminary and unsuccessful skirmish with the enemy.


  His face as grim as death, Kyle picked up the phone, and in a few seconds was connected to the C.O.’s tent in the nearby fields. His instructions to Captain Doakes were curt but precise. No time was to be wasted in reconnoitering or experimenting. One field gun was to be taken close to the barrier and seventy-five millimeter high-velocity shells were to be fired through it. If they penetrated then the whole of the artillery unit would be used to reduce the Stadium to smouldering ashes.


  No one spoke in the fateful grief interval which followed. Wayne experimented with the video equipment in an attempt to secure a picture of the artillery attack, but was unsuccessful. Before he had time to readjust the screen to depict the familiar view of the arena now swarming with Dupes, a brilliant flash glowed starkly through the window, followed by a tremendous staccato explosion. Black and white smoke writhed violently beyond the Australasian buildings.


  Ten minutes later Captain Doakes crashed into the office, his face bloody and smoke-tarnished, his hair awry. “We measured the distance from the muzzle of the gun to the edge of the barrier,” he said, his voice almost breaking with the intensity of his emotion. “It was one yard—perhaps a little less. We didn’t dare take it any closer, you understand. The men loaded her up with a seventy-five millimeter. I was a little distance away in the staff car. Then they fired.”


  He paused for breath and despairingly rubbed the back of his hand across his forehead. “You never saw such carnage. The shell went off right in front of the muzzle, as soon as it hit the barrier. It was the ultimate hell!”


  “Anybody hurt?” asked Kyle.


  “Anybody hurt! Three of the men are unrecognizable. The gun—well, it might be useful for scrap iron.”


  “How many dead altogether?”


  “Ten, so far.”


  Kyle paced heavily up and down, striking his fist repeatedly into his palm, his lips drawn into a grim, bitter line. Finally he said in a voice choked with emotion, “Dr. Farrow was right. That wall is impenetrable. We’ve obviously got to withdraw, whether we like it or not, and think up a new method of attack.” Then abruptly, as an afterthought, “You’d better get over to sick bay yourself, Doakes. You’re out on your feet.”


  The Captain dismissed the suggestion with a stubborn wave of his hand. “I’m okay, Colonel. Just a scratch. But I could do with a bath.”


  He smiled weakly and left them.


  “And now,” Kyle said with greater composure, “Wayne, I want you to organize the immediate evacuation of the site. All constructional work will be suspended. Workmen and engineers will be sent home until recalled to duty, which may not be for some days—possibly weeks.”


  “What can I do?” asked Dexter.


  “I want you to contact Federal Air Control and have the Festival airstrip declared unserviceable for traffic. Ask them to arrange a diversion around the zone for all aircraft because of the height of the barrier. Then I suggest you wade in and supervise the packing of as much equipment as possible. We’ll move our H.Q. to the army camp outside the site.”


  The telephone on the desk rang, and Kyle pounced on it impatiently. “Who?” he snapped, in response to the metallic voice in the earpiece. “Pan-American News Agency, eh? Yes, I’ve got a new release for you. You want to know what the Black Mambas were doing, and what the explosions indicated? Just this—w are at war with Saturn! Yes, I said war! An ultimatum delivered to the Saturnians in the Stadium was rejected nearly an hour ago. Since then air and land attacks have been carried out.


  “What’s that? . . . Of course they were successful. But these Dupes are tough birds. Now listen. This phone will be disconnected in a few minutes, and there will be no further communiques from this Headquarters . . . No, it’s not a retreat. It’s a planned withdrawal to prepared positions! Don’t contact us—well contact you!” He slammed the receiver down.


  Kyle glanced at his watch. “We’ve got about three quarters of an hour. I’ll have to go to Washington again. I don’t want to relinquish command, but I’ll probably be ordered to serve under a five-star General. The entire High Command may be flown here. I’m putting you in command during my absence, E.G. You haven’t very long, and there’s a lot to do. Keep an eye on the clock. And have the external phone circuit disconnected as soon as Dexter has finished with Federal Air Control. See you later.”


  And with that the Colonel was gone from the room in a roaring hurry.


  Wayne had already left to supervise the arrangements for evacuation. Everything through the window seemed incredibly quiet and peaceful. The fundamental pattern had not changed: the silver disc still glittered dully against the grey and green background but now there were innumerable Dupes swarming in grotesque concourse around the ship and spreading out across the arena, perhaps five and six thousand—there was no way of counting.


  “Dreadful thing,” the Senator said. “Sheer mismanagement on Kyle’s part. The girl predicted it, but he wouldn’t . . .”


  “Look, Senator,” Dexter interrupted, “let’s not hold an autopsy here and now. There’s no time.”


  The intercom buzzer sounded. Clayton’s voice said, “Hello. Dexter. Are you still there?”


  The Defense Department Security Agent surveyed the line of scarlet-tipped switches on the intercom unit, wondering vaguely which one to push down. The winking glow from a tiny green pilot light provided a clear indication, so he pressed and answered the call.


  Clayton said, “I’ve had instructions from E.G. to close down the switchboard. All external circuits are disconnected, with the exception of one line from the Twenty-fourth Armoured Division H.Q., which is through to you—in case Captain Doakes is wanted urgently.”


  “Okay,” said Dexter, and raised the switch.


  There was no point in just waiting around, doing nothing. Everybody seemed to be in on the evacuation, and the only problem to be decided from Dexter’s angle was one of selection, namely, who to assist. In the space of a few seconds he was in the elevator, descending to the seventh floor and the Technical Services Laboratory.


  Meanwhile, Colonel Kyle was making preparations for his second trip to Washington. He had gathered up every document he considered important, every report, every eye-witness account of the military operations he had not been able to view in their entirety. He had dictated his own command participation report in two brief pages and tossed it into his briefcase along with the other data.


  Now he was ready to board the plane and the plane was being moved onto the runway.


  He was trying to conceal his impatience when an incredible thing happened. A fiery wall descended on both sides of the runway and began to widen. It swept back and became a circle of fire and the circle spread slowly outward until it passed beyond the edge of the field and then out beyond the surrounding trees. But not a man on the field was harmed by it.


  In some respects it was not like the other wall that had left such havoc in its wake. It seemed more attenuated, less fiery, and it swirled the men on the field about without injuring them.


  Further and further the new wall spread and in the control tower on the field a wild signaling began—a buzz of frantic communication from every part of the island.


  In less than ten minutes the wall enveloped the entire ten mile island, sealing it off hermatically from all outside communication. And when Colonel Kyle’s plane rose into the air and tried to wing its way through the barrier all of the instruments went dead and the motors ceased to roar. The plane had to descend in a slow, motorless glide to avoid instant destruction.


  No sooner had it landed than a toneless, electronic voice spoke from a semantic integrator. “We have been forced to erect another barrier. It is different from the first and would not have served our purpose in establishing a secure zone for our necessary establishments. Our establishments would have shaken and shattered it. It is most unfortunate that such should be the case . . . the new wall will cause no loss of human life and that we desire above all else. It will cause no loss of life unless you try to penetrate it.”


  VI


  THE LABORATORY was a large vault of a room illuminated gauntly by concealed shadowless strip lighting.


  Lynn Farrow, slim and darkly attractive in her white overall, was packing selected items of apparatus into small crates and containers. She looked up quizzically as Dexter pushed the door open.


  “Can I help?” he asked.


  “No thanks,” she said, lowering her eyes quickly and continuing with her task. “I can manage.”


  “But time is getting short,” Dexter said, looking around the room, “and now that we’ve another wall surrounding the whole island, our danger here on the Festival site increases steadily.”


  She turned away from him and picked up a portable field-strength meter, lowering it gently into its box. “In that case, all right, help me pack. There’s more than enough to do.”


  Dexter took her hands swiftly and pulled her towards him. She colored angrily, twisting and turning to wrench herself free. But he was quicker and stronger, and in a moment she found herself caught up in his muscular arms, painfully conscious of the strength and hardness of his body. She relaxed suddenly, turning her head sharply away from his descending lips. “Let me go!” she cried. “You’ve no right—”


  “I’ll let you go soon enough, Lynn,” he replied. “I meant what I said in the car last night. Don’t think I didn’t.”


  She said, “I don’t care . . .” And that was as far as she got, for Dexter was kissing her with demanded response. She struggled against it for a moment, then submitted helplessly, offering no further opposition. When she opened her eyes again she found that he was looking at her from a range of not more than six inches, and his keen blue-grey eyes held a subdued glint of triumphant satisfaction. She held him at arms length. Her face was flushed and confused, her hair disheveled.


  “You think only of yourself,” she said with feeling, “and I hate you,” Dexter said, “A positive hatred is better than nothing at all.”


  Her eyes flashed angrily. “I thought you came here to help me pack. You’re wasting your time, Jon. You don’t mean a thing to me, and you never will. Why don’t you get that in your thick skull, and think about it. I’m not for you.”


  “I wouldn’t bank on that,” Dexter said.


  She turned her back on him and retired to the bench where she continued packing equipment. For a while Dexter watched her, but the frank admiration of his steady gaze was modified by an unwelcome mood of self-criticism. Maybe he had over-reached himself. She was no ordinary girl and this was no ordinary flirtation. She was completely remote from his own duty-bound, immediately realistic way of life. How could he have fallen in love with a woman scientist?


  “What’s the time?” she asked him presently. Her voice was as impersonal as an electrocardiograph reading.


  He referred to his watch. “Nearly twenty to three.”


  “Then don’t you think we ought to . . .”


  “Sure. Let me show you how.” He walked forward and joined her at the bench. “We’ll get this lot packed and I’ll take it down to ground level in the elevator.”


  At exactly five minutes to three there were four trucks waiting at the main entrance. Drazin had already left in a car, and Wayne was preparing to leave with the first truck. Dexter, carrying a heavy wooden crate, dumped it thankfully on the ground beside a massive steel filing cabinet, and shouted, “I’ll come on the last truck, E.G.”


  “You’re cutting it fine, Dexter,” Wayne said anxiously. “Better leave the rest of the stuff and pull out.”


  “As soon as Lynn’s ready,” Dexter called back.


  Wayne’s reply was lost as the first truck revved up and pulled quickly away, but his receding face was a study in worried curiosity. A moment later Lynn emerged, and Dexter helped her load the final items on their own vehicle. Meanwhile the other two trucks moved off.


  Finally they were ready. Lynn climbed into the cab alongside the driver. Dexter, at the rear of the truck, pulled himself over the tailboard with swift agility. Time was running out—just three-and-a-half minutes to go—but there was still a comfortable margin to get beyond the mile radius.


  Standing inside the truck and looking out at the deserted road-way Dexter felt desolate and vaguely resentful. It seemed far more like a headlong retreat than a planned withdrawal to beyond the barrier to carry on the struggle against the Saturnian semi-robots.


  At the back of his mind an idea had been evolving and maturing for several hours—ever since the moment of the ultimatum. Now it began to take positive shape.


  The force wall was impenetrable—nobody doubted that any longer. Bombs and high-velocity shells had failed to pierce it, and had only resulted in disaster. The thought hammered through his brain with ever increasing insistence: You can’t fight from the outside—only from the inside. Only from the inside . . . the inside . . .


  The others had gone—Drazin, Wayne, Clayton, Kyle—everybody. Only Lynn and himself were left and the driver of the truck. He knew now exactly what he had to do. Decision came instinctively, as it usually does to forceful men with a basic drive toward immediate purposeful action. It was simply an abstract recognition of the inevitable.


  Through the small rear-window he could see Lynn’s face looking back at him. He waved to her reassuringly and shouted, “Okay, driver—take it away!”


  Immediately the engine roared into life, and the vehicle lurched forward. Dexter waited about three seconds. Then he tensed his muscles, and vaulted over the tailboard into the road. For a fractional moment of instability he struggled to retain his balance, and failed. He felled heavily, rolling over on to his back. When he sat up the truck was already the size of a toy, disappearing down the road at a crazy speed. He looked at his watch and saw that time was running out. He had three minutes at most.


  “Well, Lynn was safely out of the danger zone, he told himself, feeling that it was something to be pleased about. In a few minutes she would be on the other side of an invisible and impassable wall, and no longer in immediate danger. Maybe he had signed his own death warrant but he did not regret his decision.


  Slowly and with a certain lethargy of spirit he made his way back to the Control headquarters, and went up to the top floor in the elevator. From the large window of Wayne’s office he surveyed the familiar panorama spread out beneath him. The site was now utterly deserted.


  He turned to the video screen but Wayne had evidently switched it off before he left. Seconds to go—and then, with appalling suddenness, a line of distant buildings flared into sinister orange brilliance. He heard the familiar crackling sound, and almost instantly the inferno soared to fiery heights, marking in raging flame and billowing smoke the great circle of the new force-barrier.


  Shaken, sick at heart, Dexter turned from the window and sat down on a corner of Wayne’s desk. So the Dupes had kept their word!


  The area of their conquest had widened and he was alone in a vast invisible bubble with the unfathomable enemy, alone with robot-encased denizens of a bizarre alien world. What did the Dupes think of it all—if they ever paused to think about human affairs in the sealed pressurized cabins of their automation vehicles? How could a creature lying suspended in compressed methane and ammonia have any link—whether mental, spiritual or physical—with the human race? And conversely, how could a mere human hope to understand the motives and mentality of creatures that he could not even see?


  Still badly shaken, and trembling a little, he swung himself off the desk and crossed to the video screen. Its blank white surface was uncommunicative. Video wasn’t his line of business, but he remembered that Wayne had manipulated switches on the desk. And then he caught sight of the telephone . . .


  He seized it almost hungrily, remembering that it was connected by direct line to the Army camp, to Captain Doakes’ tent, in fact. Persistently he flicked the cradle up and down, but the line was dead, and presently he replaced the receiver. Obviously the barrier had clipped the phone wires.


  He wondered idly whether the Saturnians knew that he was inside the barrier—whether they had a video system of their own enabling them to keep watch on all that took place in the environment of the Stadium. He decided it would be better to wait until nightfall before venturing out, provided they didn’t find him first.


  And then what? His goal was clearly the arena, and all that it contained. He had to get in there, in spite of the multitude of aliens, and wreck the machinery. Even if he couldn’t wipe out the entire Saturnian force, he could at least make certain that no further reinforcements would arrive, and perhaps, with a bit of luck, destroy the fire wall—provided he could locate the particular piece of apparatus responsible for its existence. That was where a little technical knowledge would have been useful.


  There were two things that had to be done, and he had to do them: destroy the apparatus that was bringing in reinforcements by—what was the word?—teletransition, and remove the barrier. Once that was accomplished the situation could be resolved with Saturnians and terrestrials on equal footing.


  Dexter was suddenly conscious of a subdued humming sound that set the air trembling and his heart to pounding. A prickling sensation tingled like iced water over his scalp and down his spine as he tried to identify the noise. The humming grew fainter, then stopped. Abruptly he realized that it was the elevator and that it had gone down. Quickly he crossed to the window and glanced out but there was nothing to be seen. Elevators didn’t move of their own volition—someone or something had pressed the button on the ground floor, and that meant that someone or something was going to come up. But how far? To which floor?


  He walked softly through the ante-room and into the corridor. The humming had recommenced, and the vertical panel of indicator lights winked one after the other as the elevator bore its unknown occupant higher and higher. When it reached the fifteenth floor Dexter took out his pistol and moved silently back into the shadowed recess of the office doorway.


  And then the most incredibly fantastic thing in the world happened. Lynn Farrow stepped out of the elevator. She was flushed and breathless and wearing a grey coat that hung loosely over her green dress and she was the most wonderful sight Dexter could ever have hoped to see at that time or at any time.


  She turned towards the office, took two steps, then saw Dexter. She said, “Hello, tough guy. Put that toy away before it goes off.”


  He slipped the gun in its holster. A million bewildered thoughts tumbled in his brain, but all he could say was, “What are you doing here?”


  She came close to him, looking at him with a warmth she had never displayed before. “I couldn’t let you run out on me like that,” she said, simply. “I saw you lying in the road soon after we took off. You made no effort to shout to the driver,” she said, “and I realized immediately what you were going to do.”


  She had taken off her coat and her figure was a slim curved contour that seemed to embody the sum total of feminine charm since the dawn of time. I tried to get the driver to stop, but he wouldn’t—not until we were outside the danger zone.”


  Dexter’s mind, listened impersonally to her narrative. In spite of his leaping heart and spinning emotions he had to recognize that here and now Lynn Farrow was the most unwelcome sight in the world. She was a handicap to his one-man assault on the Saturnian citadel. And yet, paradoxically enough, he was happy because she had returned.


  “I came back,” she said. “I must have been about ten to fifteen yards across the new perimeter when the fireworks started. After that—well, it wouldn’t have been any use changing my mind. I knew where I’d find you, and here we are.”


  She came close to him and put her hands on his shoulders. “The Saturnians are primarily scientists and you need someone with scientistic training to guide you,” she said. “But if you want the full truth, I came back because I had to. I didn’t care for us to be on opposite sides of an invisible barrier. That’s why I came back,” she whispered. Her voice was the only voice he had ever known.


  “What about Clayton?” he asked. She stood for a moment pensively studying the control switches. He drew close to her and touched her arms.


  “I’m sorry, Lynn. I shouldn’t have said that.”


  “It was a perfectly legitimate question,” she said without looking up. “The truth is, Jon, I’m all mixed up. Not so long ago I thought I was in love with Bob, but . . .”


  “Maybe it will help for now if we just say you came back to help me fight the Dupes,” Dexter said. “Just remember, though. I love you, my darling.”


  She looked at him hard and long. “All right, Jon. Let’s fight them. What do you intend to do?”


  He found it difficult to make an immediate reply to a question put so bluntly. “I thought about waiting until nightfall,” he said doubtfully, “then trying to sneak into the Stadium unseen, perhaps with the aid of this.” He drew the pistol from its holster and spun it round his index finger. “Then maybe I could find a way to wreck that radiotransport gadget so that no more reinforcements could arrive. But now you’re here—well, candidly, I don’t know what to do.”


  “Naive,” she murmured. “Like trapping elephants with a peashooter. Let’s go into Wayne’s office.”


  They were soon back in the familiar reassuring environment of Wayne’s office, and it was almost as though the three o’clock evacuation had never taken place, as though the door would open at any moment and Wayne or Kyle or Drazin walk in.


  “Let’s take a look-see,” she said, crossing to the screen.


  She flicked a number of colored switches on the desk, impatiently coaxing a kaleidoscope of flashing colors on to the video screen where presently they untangled themselves into the all-too-familiar view of the Stadium.


  There was a sizeable army of Saturnians in occupation of the arena now, but the reinforcements had stopped coming in. Instead small groups of aliens were entering the oblique door of the radio station and emerging again with heavy objects of divergent shapes which resembled the component parts of some unguessable machine.


  “Freight,” said Lynn shortly.


  “Maybe weapons,” Dexter suggested. “I tried the video earlier but couldn’t get it to work. I thought maybe it had gone the same way as the telephone.”


  She regarded him with sudden interest. “The phone’s dead, of course.”


  Dexter nodded.


  “That’s because the phone wires are above ground—at least, they are at the new perimeter, where the local network joins the main trunk lines from the mainland. And I’m almost certain the new wall has cut us off from the outside.”


  “Sure—I’d already figured that out,” Dexter said, wondering why she had bothered to state the obvious.


  “But the video system is working,” she pointed out.


  “Why not? It’s mainly internal, and I guess most of the cables must be inside the cut-off zone.”


  “But don’t you see, Jon? The electricity supply on which the video, lighting, and other services depend, comes from outside the site, from the high-voltage grid three miles away.”


  “Sure I see,” said Dexter blankly. He could see but he couldn’t understand what she was driving at.


  “We still have power—but the phone is dead,” she said patiently. “The power cables are underground and the phone wires are above ground.” Lynn smiled tolerantly, as one might smile at the groping effort of a small child to comprehend a new abstract word. “Well, figure it out, Jon. We know that everything intersected by the barrier disintegrated in flames. But the ground itself at the perimeter of the force-wall was not even scorched. It leads to only one possible conclusion. The barrier must terminate at ground level.”


  “Of course,” said Dexter slowly and without conviction.


  Lynn snapped her fingers in irritated frustration. “What a fool I was! I should have realized it from the first. The barrier is only a specialized form of radio transmission, and the ground is always neutral to transmitted energy. Don’t you see the significance of it, Jon?”


  “I think I do,” he said. “It means that we won’t lose our electricity supply, water supply, and all the other things that come under the ground.”


  “Yes, of course. It means all of that. But it also means that we can escape whenever we wish.”


  Dexter slipped his arms round her slender waist and studied her excited face with sober concentration. “Escape?” he queried.


  “Yes, under the ground. Through a tunnel. All we have to do is burrow under the wall like rabbits.”


  “Lynn,” he said, thunderstruck, “you’ve got something there.”


  “And it means that troops and supplies can enter the site in the same way.”


  “You’re dead right.”


  He kissed her lightly and she responded with a warmth that left him a little stunned. With an effort he disciplined his thoughts.


  “You’re a genius, Lynn. I’d have never figured all that out in a thousand years. But it doesn’t really alter my plans. I’ve still got to go into the Stadium.”


  “But you don’t have to now, Jon. We can get out of the zone and have the Army do the job properly.”


  Dexter shook his head slowly. “It’s not so easy. While we’re digging our way out the Dupes might get us. In any case, supposing the barrier doesn’t cross open ground. How are we going to dig our way through concrete and steel mesh? Or supposing we find open ground. How long do you suppose it would take us to dig a tunnel without adequate tools? One day, two? Meanwhile the Dupes might extend the barrier to five miles, or they may decide to break out altogether and launch a general attack. They’ve not been importing men and machines for the fun of it.”


  Lynn sat down in Wayne’s chair and ran her fingers over the blotter with an impatient circular motion. She spoke without looking up. “This isn’t the time for heroics, Jon. I feel certain the barrier must cross open ground somewhere, and we could dig a tunnel in soft earth in a few hours. Our chance of getting out of here alive with valuable information is much greater than any chance we might have of destroying the Saturnian equipment.”


  Dexter stood behind her, resting his hands lightly on her shoulders. “Sure, honey, we’ll dig our way out—after I’ve been in the Stadium.”


  She turned to look up at him. “You’re a stubborn character, Jon.”


  “Anyway,” said Dexter, taking one of her hands gently, “the same idea might occur to Kyle, or Wayne, or even the Senator. They might dig their way in to us. Perhaps we can even get a message through to them.”


  “How? The phone’s dead.”


  “I was thinking of the radio transmitters.”


  “They’re not even installed yet. Maybe I could have built a small transmitter for Morse signals in the laboratory, but the place was stripped. Remember?”


  “So we’ve no means of communication.”


  Dexter glanced at his watch. “We’ve got about four hours before it gets really dark, so if we’ve got to kill time—well, let’s do it with a cup of coffee. I suggest we explore the cafeteria?”


  “And then what?”


  Dexter eyed her with speculative interest. “And then we’ll wait for nightfall, together.”


  Lynn’s eyes held a phantom glint of a smile. She said, “That might even be interesting. Let’s go—”


  They went out into the corridor and stepped into the waiting elevator.


  
VII


  COLONEL KYLE abandoned all hope of escaping from the island or communicating with Washington by seven o’clock that evening. The island was a prison, sealed off, completely isolated from the outside world and he was alone in command, entirely responsible for whatever might happen.


  New tents had been erected alongside Captain Doakes’ headquarters to accommodate Wayne, the Colonel, and a number of Signal Corps technicians who were attempting to restore communications on the site.


  Doakes, who had by now recovered from his shock of early afternoon, was in the tempestuous grip of suppressed fury and obsessed with the urge to break down the invisible barrier once and for all. The only snag was that he didn’t know how to start.


  Soon after three o’clock the final truck of the evacuation fleet had pulled into the camp and the driver, worried and agitated, had described in halting phrases how he had lost both his passengers. Doakes had promptly put the man under close arrest, charging him with dereliction of duty.


  Clayton was equally irritable, but his trouble was jealousy. It was becoming increasingly obvious that he had a rival, a very strong rival, whose influence over the girl had been great enough to make her want to return to the danger zone to be with him.


  Both he and Doakes had tried unceasingly to contact the Control building via the phone line, without success. Finally the Captain had sent out a Signals linesman to check the circuit. Twenty minutes later the man returned to confirm that the overhead telephone line had been neatly disintegrated at the intersection of the force wall. And that was that.


  They were waiting for the Colonel in the H.Q. tent—Doakes, Wayne, Clayton, and Senator Drazin. He came blustering into the confined space under the canvas like a February squall followed by Major Passmore, Commanding Officer of the Black Mamba squadron.


  Kyle came straight to the point.


  He flung his dispatch case on the map table and said, “Any attempt to escape from the island would result in absolute disaster for planes and men alike. I am convinced of that. We must carry on as best we can. What do you think can be done Wayne? You must have some ideas.”


  Wayne shrugged his shoulders noncommittally. There was a moment of uneasy silence—an unsavory moment during which each man wished that he was miles away.


  “Well,” Kyle went on with harsh impatience. “Let’s get back to the business in hand. Before the new wall arose, during the past eight hours, monitoring stations here on the island have been carrying out a search of interplanetary space with special receiving equipment. They picked up what they call a wide-band, pulse-modulated synchronized signal on a frequency of approximately three hundred thousand megacycles. That apparently, is a lot of frequency. They took a bearing on it, and confirmed that the signal is emanating from Saturn.”


  “If that is so,” Wayne remarked, “they are only confirming what Dr. Farrow has already told us.”


  “Ah, yes—Dr. Farrow,” said Kyle ominously. “Dr. Farrow and Dexter. It seems to me that I am surrounded by incompetent idiots. Wayne, I thought I told you to carry out a complete evacuation of the site. Quite obviously you ignored my orders or those two would not now be inside the barrier.”


  “They chose to stay,” Wayne said, defensively. “I had no way of knowing they would risk their lives for no sane reason.”


  “They should not have been allowed to stay. You were in charge and you should have made sure the site was cleared before you left yourself. You failed in your duty, E.G. Failed miserably, and criminally!”


  Doakes leaned forward and said, “Dexter acted on some crazy, last-minute impulse. He jumped off the truck as it was moving. The girl made the driver stop outside the zone, and she got down and went back in to join Dexter.”


  “Made the driver stop?” roared Kyle. “Could any soldier of the United States Army permit a woman to endanger herself in that way? It’s incredible!”


  “He’s already under arrest,” said Doakes wearily.


  “I can see,” Kyle went on acidly, “that nothing is done correctly. My officers and staff behave like fools! What’s the matter with everybody? Is the strain of the last few hours driving you all crazy?”


  “We can’t all be Colonels,” Doakes remarked blandly.


  Kyle stiffened. “Be careful, Captain,” he warned. “You may be a good man, but I don’t take that line of talk from anyone.”


  “Then I suggest, Colonel,” said Doakes, “that you should try a little civility for a change. We are capable and responsible men, and we don’t like to be snarled at.”


  “I speak as I feel,” shouted Kyle. “And I won’t tolerate insubordination.”


  Doakes stood up and casually smoothed down his tunic. “Then you can count me out,” he said quietly, and walked past the table to the tent exit.


  Kyle stared at him aghast. As he went past he gripped his arm firmly and said, “Sit down, Captain Doakes. I’m ordering you to sit down. You know the consequences if you defy me.”


  Contemptuously Doakes broke away from the other’s restraining hand. He said, “Okay, Colonel. Maybe I’ll stay. But remember what I said. We’re here to iron out a very difficult situation, and there’s no time for insults—not from you or anybody. None of us may live to face an unjust court martial.”


  When Kyle spoke again his voice was very calm and deliberate. “Perhaps it isn’t all. But for the moment I’ll overlook what you’ve just said. The position is this. The new wall only blocks terrestrial communication. We can’t stop the Saturnian signal from coming in. But we can jam it locally by using waves of the same frequency. We can’t communicate with the outside world, but we can prevent them from receiving those messages.”


  “But three-hundred-thousand megacycles,” objected Wayne. “Have we equipment that can handle it?”


  “I think we have. One of America’s largest electronics manufacturers has built a high-power transmitter to operate on that frequency. Fortunately they sent it on for exhibition, and the instrument is here on the island. When the transmitter starts up, there will be no further supplies or reinforcements from Saturn. I am assured by scientists that what will emerge from the teletransistor machine will be shapeless distorted matter—a mixture of Saturnian reinforcements and material jabber which will probably choke the apparatus and make it completely unusable.”


  “Good!” said Wayne with grim satisfaction. “That’s the brightest news I have heard yet.”


  “We still have to break down the barrier,” Doakes said.


  Kyle hesitated for a moment, as if considering the best way to frame his announcement, then went on, “I want you to remember that the original force wall is impassable. We tried bombs and shells, and they failed. We lost one of our planes, lives in the process. Solid matter can’t get through the barrier, but radiation can. The barrier does not stop light, sound or heat?”


  His voice hardened. “Now there is one type of bomb which does not depend on fragmentation for its effect: it destroys by heat flash and radiation. And I intend to use a small atomic bomb if the situation warrants it.”


  Drazin looked startled. “But the range? Even Miami is within the flash radius!”


  “Let me explain the details before you start heckling,” Kyle said with irritation. “First we shall jam the transmitter signals. Then an ultimatum will be given to the Saturnians demanding immediate surrender, otherwise a low-level atomic bomb will be exploded. As a scientific race they will know only too well that one bomb can destroy them. We shall not hesitate to use it if necessary, but there are certain important factors to be considered.”


  “I’ll say there are!” Drazin, who was still standing, was gripping the edge of the table with unsteady fingers.


  Kyle held up a silencing hand. “Let me finish, and let’s be realistic. Modern low-level atomic and thermonuclear bombs have a restricted ground range of about two miles—so there’s no danger to Miami or any other city on the Florida mainland. And two miles is sufficient range for our purpose.”


  “But the Festival site would be wiped off the face of this planet,” Drazin said in a hollow haunted voice.


  “Exactly,” Kyle said briskly. “Naturally we should have to evacuate an area about eight miles deep around the site until all traces of radioactive contamination had been neutralized. That also means that we, and the whole of our military detachment, and the middle-area residents of Palm Key will have to withdraw to the outskirts of the island. The bomb will, therefore, have to be remotely controlled.”


  “Supposing the Saturnians extend the original barrier and cut us off from the bomb and then defuse it?” Doakes asked.


  “Simple, Captain. The control lines to the bomb will be wired on a break-to-make circuit. That means that the moment they are cut or broken from whatever cause, the bomb will go up. Obviously it wouldn’t be advisable to have the ultimatum delivered at close quarters, like last time, so we’ll use a remotely-controlled amplifier and landlines, and we shall hear the Saturnian reply in the same way.”


  Clayton spoke then for the first time. “You can’t use the atomic bomb while Dr. Lynn Farrow is inside the barrier.”


  “I can and will,” said Kyle unflinchingly. “This is a military operation and I refuse to assume responsibility for the stupidity of others?”


  A moment of shocked silence followed Kyle’s outburst. Then Doakes said with no attempt to conceal his feeling of outrage. “Why not give Dexter and the girl a chance to do something useful? They may be able to strike a bargain with the Dupes. They need time. Damn you, such a proposal is inhuman, and nothing can justify it?”


  “They are probably both dead by now?” said Kyle eyeing him coldly. “They are two in number against thousands of aliens. But if, by morning, they are still alive and free, then they too will hear the ultimatum, and they should have enough common sense to take adequate precautions.”


  “What precautions?” demanded Clayton.


  “Against the heat flash, at any rate. They can get below ground level—in the deepest basement of one of the Festival buildings. In that way they’ll escape the initial flash and radiation burst. Later when specially equipped squads go in to clear up, we’ll be able to bring them out and rush them to a hospital.”


  “It won’t do for me, Colonel,” Wayne protested. “Sure, I’m all in favor of blasting those horrors off the site. But not while a man and girl are inside the barrier. Why can’t you wait for a day or two until we have some definite news from Dexter, or Dr. Farrow. Maybe they’ll get out. They might even persuade the Dupes to lift the original barrier, and the new barrier as well. Give them a break. Dexter is tough, and the girl is clever. They may accomplish more than any atom bomb.”


  “That goes for me, too,” said Clayton hollowly.


  “And me,” added Drazin.


  “I have heard enough,” said Kyle frostily holding up his hand again. “Fortunately, Doakes, I don’t have to rely on you at all. A special unit of signals and communications engineers is standing by with the bomb to fix up control facilities. I shall be at the controlling end—and I’ll have the support of experts. You can withdraw your men immediately. Break camp and withdraw to the island outskirts. I’m going to send out an order now for a wide-scale withdrawal of residents to the far end of the island, but the guards will be fully capable of supervising that evacuation. Most of the larger hotels are sufficiently far away to be in no danger and the guests will be permitted to remain. Actually, only an evacuation from the restricted zone should be necessary, but I am extending the safety margin for residents.


  “You, Drazin, can go whenever you wish. I’m sorry the barrier makes it impossible for me to send you from the island. I don’t want to see you again within miles of the site. I’m through with you. Wayne, I’d like you to come with me. Clayton can stay right here until he’s wanted. I have already set the preliminary, original barrier evacuation process in operation.


  “There is one-way traffic only within a radius of eight miles from here. People will be permitted to leave, but nobody—with the sole exception of the bomb crew—will be allowed to enter the restricted zone. The ultimatum will follow automatically in about twelve hours.”


  “I hope,” said Senator Drazin with restrained bitterness, “the world will never connect my name with this infamy. I should hate to be you, Colonel Kyle. You’re going to be the most hated man in the world. I feel if I could get through to Washington I could stop you.”


  Kyle calmly ignored this prophecy, picking up his brief case with an air of finality. “Well, there you have it—a concrete plan of action. All the responsibility is mine now, and I intend to do my duty as I see it. First the radio jamming, then the ultimatum, and finally, if necessary—and I repeat, only if necessary—the bomb.”


  “One thing,” Clayton said sadly. “How are you going to know whether the inner barrier has been raised or not when you’ll be at the opposite end of the island. You’ll want to know within a few minutes, at most.”


  “The Signal Corps boys will fix that. They have a method of detecting the presence of a localized radio field, and that’s all the wall consists of.” Kyle primly put on his gloves. “Goodnight, gentlemen.”


  VIII


  TIME MOVED swiftly for Jon Dexter and Lynn Farrow. The proposed cup of coffee in the early afternoon materialized into a hastily prepared meal, admirably cooked by the girl. They ate leisurely in the silent cafeteria, conscious of the echoing emptiness of the place. Suspense was gathering in every shaded corner and beyond every peering window.


  Later, around five o’clock they set out on a detailed inspection of the whole of the Headquarters building, looking for anything that might be useful in the planned invasion into Saturnian-held territory.


  They worked their way steadily upwards from basement to top floor, a process that took all of two hours. Despite their undoubted great courage, fear and an ominous foreboding darkened all of their thoughts. Zero moment was approaching. It was with a distinct feeling of relief that they eventually reached the familiar office on the twentieth floor. Here at least the bizarre atmosphere of the Festival site was at a minimum, and there were memories and associations of the past few days to help keep out the vacuum of the deserted walls.


  In the silence of the deserted office Dexter pulled her gently towards him. “The most reassuring thing I know is this,” he said, and kissed her.


  Then, looking over the dark sheen of her hair as she relaxed in his arms, something moving across the dull luminous rectangle of the video screen drew his attention. Instantly, he became tense and distracted, staring at the screen, and Lynn, sensing the change in him, turned to look at the screen, too. They both saw it together.


  Basically the scene was the same as before, with the silver disc lying inert on the arena grass; the stiff inflexible forms of the Saturnians milling busily around. But a different shape was moving towards the disc—the shape of a human being.


  Dexter’s heart skipped a beat.


  The shape was visible for not more than three seconds as it walked leisurely across the turf and disappeared behind the alien ship, without reappearing at the other side. As far as the video definition was capable of showing, he was an aged stooped man with a bushy white beard, frail and unsteady, walking in short shaky steps.


  “Did you see that?” Dexter whispered.


  “I did, yes. An old man, displaying not a trace of fear.”


  “What do you make of it? Who is he? Can he be one of the Saturnian party?”


  “I don’t know who he is or what he’s doing there any more than you do. But I can guess. I may be wrong, but my guess is—Dr. Ebenezer Jollie.”


  “Jollie? But he wasn’t even located.”


  “Not up to this morning. But if he was traced later in the day, and sent here in a fast jet he could have gotten here before the barrier closed down. It’s the logical explanation.”


  Dexter considered this for a moment, still mystified. “Yes, that’s possible. I gave instructions that he was to be allowed to enter the restricted zone. But how did he get in here? I just cannot figure it.”


  “How should I know? He probably came in before three o’clock, when everybody else was busy getting out. He may have arrived on the island hours ago. We have no way of knowing.”


  “But why didn’t he come here to Headquarters?”


  “Ask him! I guess he heard about the Dupes, and being the sort of person he is, made a beeline for the Stadium. Which means he’s been in there for more than four hours.”


  “Then he must be a prisoner, and probably in danger,” Dexter said gravely. “That means we’ve got to change our plans. It’s no use waiting until after dark now to rescue him.”


  Lynn said thoughtfully, “Supposing he’s not a prisoner? He didn’t act like a man under constraint. Supposing he’s getting on nice and friendly with the Dupes? What do we do then?”


  Dexter was impatiently emphatic in his reply. “The Dupes have tried damned hard to keep terrestrials out, so why should they be friendly to an intruder? We can’t afford to take any chances, Lynn. Friendly or not, we’ve got to break in there and find out what’s going on.”


  To his surprise she nodded in quick agreement. “I’m afraid you’re right, Jon. The least we can do is find out what’s happening, just in case. And I was so looking forward to—to being unscientific for once.”


  Now that the moment for action had arrived, his brain was swift and agile and ticking like a clock. He was fighting against long odds, and that was how he liked it.


  “You stay here, Lynn,” he said. “Keep an eye on the video. Watch how I make out. If it’s okay for you to come down, I’ll signal you from the Stadium.”


  “Think again, tough guy,” she said calmly. “I’m coming with you.”


  Dexter shook his head. There was severity in his level gaze. “You’re not, Lynn. You do as I say. This is my cue, and it’s a job I can do better alone.”


  “Supposing you get yourself killed. What do I do then? Dig my way out alone? No thanks, Jon. I’m coming with you. I’d be scared to stay here all by myself.”


  Dexter decided to accept the inevitable, “Women!” he grunted. “They’re all the same. Obstinate and unreasonable!”


  He took out the chloral handgun and examined it doubtfully. Sixty charges, non-lethal, against at least ten thousand aliens. Not the kind of odds he favored. But there was no alternative that he could see.


  He slipped the hand-gun back into its sheath and said, “When you’re ready, Lynn . . .”


  “Before we go,” she whispered, moving close to him.


  He looked at her close up, taking in the smooth and now so familiar outline of her face, and her gentle eyes and the dark gleam of her hair in a composite visual-emotional impression that made him feel hollow and empty deep down inside. She was for him, no doubt about that. She was for him, but time and space were against them.


  He kissed her roughly and eagerly. Then he took her arm and together they walked through the door of the office and the anteroom and into the elevator. The door rolled shut behind them. Dexter pressed the button marked ‘Ground.’


  The evening was cool and dispiriting, the purple sky clouding over with low-lying nimbus swollen with rain. The angular lines and curves of the Festival became a phantom silhouette, flat and cut-out against the fading sky. Dexter and Lynn moved forward silently and cautiously like insubstantial shadows, keeping close to the walls and under the overhanging branches of trees.


  He was aware of something unsettled and unsure in her manner. Presently she spoke to him in a voice as quiet as the faint sighing of the wind across the contours of the site.


  “It’s no use going on without a plan, Jon,” she was saying. “You’ve got to have a plan based upon knowledge of the characteristics of these creatures. There are a few facts we can work on. The barrier, for instance. It is a defensive device, not offensive.”


  “That’s a matter of opinion.”


  “But it’s true. The damage done to the buildings was incidental. The barrier merely isolates the Saturnians from the rest of this planet and its inhabitants. We have a bad record of warfare and racial antagonism. They are justified in erecting a barrier to protect themselves from us.”


  “But we haven’t threatened them.”


  “We had, too. More than that, we tried to bomb them.”


  “We gave them an ultimatum first.”


  “Okay, Jon, maybe we did. But an ultimatum is not a very friendly thing.”


  “Nobody asked them to come here. They weren’t invited.”


  Lynn laughed shortly. “But they were. The Senator’s broadcast, remember?”


  “You’re not seriously suggesting that they came in response to Drazin’s invitation?”


  “He said it. The Saturnians heard it. Supposing they had been studying the preparations for the World Festival. Supposing they came to the conclusion that mankind was really making an effort to reach lasting unity and harmony? Mightn’t they be inclined to respond by co-operating and taking part in the Festival? Maybe they believe that they could make some kind of contribution to our cultural development.”


  “In which case, why the barrier?”


  “All right. They come to earth, still doubtful about the sincerity of man—the half-civilized savage. They are going to put on a big show. It will need a lot of Saturnian manpower and equipment, and they want to get their work completed without interference. So they put up an impassable force-wall. And then another when Colonel Kyle wanted to call in more arms. Doesn’t that make sense?”


  “It makes Drazin’s kind of sense,” said Dexter doubtfully. “I almost prefer the simpler view of Colonel Kyle. It makes more sense to my mind.”


  He stopped suddenly as they rounded the angle of a tall building and came into full view of the Stadium. The high semicircular wall towered darkly above them into the evening sky, but their eyes were drawn to the main doors, which were open, framing the brilliant illumination within.


  Aliens were moving about outside the Stadium, not twenty yards from where they stood. They were coming in groups through the main doors, carrying heavy apparatus that glittered strangely in the artificial light. Some ten yards from the wall of the building a group of robot Drazins were erecting a spindly metallic structure surmounted by a rectangular box.


  It had the functional aspect of a movie camera, but was more sinister and squat in appearance. AU around, as far as they could see in the failing light, similar devices were in the process of construction.


  “Approach them as a friend,” whispered the girl, gripping Dexter’s arm.


  “Daren’t risk it,” he replied tensely. “I’m going to shoot my way into the arena. Let’s hope they’ll be too shaken to counterattack immediately. Keep close behind me, Lynn. Don’t let them separate us.”


  Warily they moved forward into the open, taking a long curving path towards the open door. Dexter held the chloral gun firmly in his right hand, ready for instant use. But nothing happened. The Saturnians seemed to be completely unaware of their passing among them, so intensely preoccupied were they with the installation of the camera machines.


  The calm did not last long. As Dexter advanced into the rectangular beam of light shining through the door, he found himself in the immediate path of four aliens carrying a long metal cylinder. They saw him at the same moment as he saw them, and they stopped dead. The cylinder clattered noisily to the ground.


  Then the girl moved into the spotlight. For a few paralyzed moments they stood facing each other—the Saturnians, waxen and expressionless, like giant animated dolls, and the anxious terrestrials. Then the spell was shattered. The Dupes turned and fled in blind panic, running with short twinkling strides over the concrete surround of the Stadium.


  Dexter swung round, anticipating an attack from the rear, but found to his astonishment that all the Saturnians were racing madly for cover in obvious terror. He lowered his pistol, and turned his disbelieving eyes to Lynn, who seemed vaguely amused.


  “It’s as I told you,” she said. “They’re afraid of us. We should have approached them as friends.”


  “Hell!” exclaimed Dexter with feeling. “But it makes our plan simple. We just walk in and wreck the machines. Easy!”


  He picked up the long slender cylinder that had been jettisoned by the Saturnian party, and swung it experimentally in his hand. It was heavy but easy to handle. “This will do fine,” he said cheerfully. “I’m going to modify the Saturnian apparatus by brute force.”


  “I’m not at all sure that you’re doing the right thing,” Lynn protested. “I’m beginning to revise my ideas.”


  But Dexter was already moving ahead.


  She followed him through the open doors of the Stadium, past the row of turnstiles and empty box-offices starkly lit by the fluorescent strip lights in the ceiling, then up a flight of richly carpeted stairs to emerge finally among the tiered seats in one of the stands. The Dupes were everywhere, clambering over the seats and hustling and whirling in the arena, scrambling and rushing towards the exits, like a football crowd after the final whistle. The air was filled with the staccato patter of running feet.


  He led the way down to the balustrade surrounding the arena and swung the girl over. They approached the disc with no sign of opposition, and then abruptly they came upon the teletransitor building. The oblique trapezoid structure was exactly the same as it had appeared on the video screen, with its slanting metal walls and roof surmounted by a mass of paraboloid aerials. But something was wrong. From the large wide door at the front oozed a thick sticky mass, like lava from a volcano, writhing and contorting with a kind of elemental animation.


  Protruding at intervals from its multi-hued mucous surface were recognizable fragments of Saturnians, but broken and distorted, glittering here and there with a dull metallic sheen, sometimes looking as though they had been passed through an enormous mincing machine. The stuff choked the doors, pouring sluggishly through and spreading treacle-like over the adjacent ground.


  Lynn said with a grim shudder, “It rather looks as though the forces of Earth have at last managed to hit back in a most effective way.”


  “Meaning?”


  “The transitor beam would—”


  That was as far as she got. At that moment a tiny circular cavity winked open high up in the curved shell of the disc and something long and metallic and egg-shaped shot out at each end. It spun over and over as it arched towards the ground. There was a small detonation as it struck. Another shot followed immediately. An expanding overwhelming mushroom of dense green gas spread outwards and outwards.


  Before they could move the vapour was around them, blotting out the sky, blotting out everything, enveloping them in a cold numbing opacity. No time to struggle or retreat, no time even to think. They crumbled to the ground, covered with a fine white frost of frozen air.


  IX


  AFTER KYLE’S conference in the Army camp was over, Senator Drazin started back to his hotel five miles from the restricted zone. Clayton himself took the wheel, leaving the Senator to subside into massive uneasy somnolence in the adjacent seat.


  Clayton was a man of hasty temper coupled with inherent cheerfulness, but he could also be bitterly stubborn when the occasion demanded. The greater part of his antipathy for Dexter had evaporated. The possibility of Lynn’s infidelity was now insignificant in comparison with the crisis that had arisen. Unless a miracle happened within the next four hours, it looked as though Kyle was determined to remove her, together with Dexter and the whole of the Festival site, from the face of the planet.


  He shuddered, not quite able to grasp the full enormity of it.


  They were halted by a police barricade at the exit to the restricted zone. A uniformed officer examined their passes by the light of a torch, then waved them on. A fraction of a second later he jumped on the running board and called them to a halt again.


  “Sorry, sir,” he said to Senator Drazin, “but I’ve just remembered something. We let a man through this afternoon. Said he had an appointment with you. No credentials, but we’d already had instructions to let him pass.”


  “What was his name?” asked Drazin.


  “Dr. Jollie.”


  “Dr. Jollie!” the Senator cried in bewildered delight. “Kyle must know about this. Take her back, Clayton.”


  “Just a moment, sir,” said the police officer. “I’ve had precise orders that all traffic is to be one way. You can come out of the zone, but you can’t go back. I can phone for special authorization if you wish.”


  “It doesn’t matter,” said Drazin thoughtfully. “What time did this Dr. Jollie arrive? Before the second wall enveloped the island, of course, but how long before?”


  “About a quarter to three this afternoon.”


  “By himself?”


  “Yes, he was driving a small sports car. He said he’d flown a great distance and had borrowed the car for an urgent appointment with you. He asked a deal of questions about the Saturnians. I told him as much as I knew.”


  “Did you tell him where to find me?”


  “Yes sir—at the Control H.Q. But he said he might take a look around the site first.”


  “He must have reached the site while the evacuation was in progress,” Drazin mused.


  “Shall I report to the Army H.Q.?” asked the police officer.


  Drazin shook his head. “No. It’s not necessary. I’ll attend to everything.” Then, turning to Clayton. “The hotel—as quick as you like.”


  The car slid smoothly forward into the young night, conveying a puzzled Clayton and a jubilant Drazin.


  After a while Clayton said, “What’s the position, Senator? Is Dr. Jollie inside the inner barrier, too?”


  “Almost certainly,” Drazin said. “Not knowing the full details of what was happening, he got himself trapped within the force wall. And I’m going to use him as a big stick to beat Kyle with! He’ll find out things which will discredit Kyle forever if any of us live to reveal what has happened here to the outside world.”


  At that precise moment, in London and Paris and New York radio programs were interrupted for an incredible news flash . . . and that was the beginning of a night that made history. “Palm Key completely enveloped in a strange, fiery haze. Planes, flying over the island, have tried to make a landing and have been unable to locate the Festival site or penetrate the haze for more than a few miles high in the sky. At a lower altitude their motors went dead, and they were compelled to descend on neighboring keys in an emergency glide. All attempts to communicate with the island have failed.”


  AS FAR AS Robert Clayton was concerned, he was virtually out of a job. The site would no longer exist by daybreak. That was the way things appeared to him as he sat in his hotel room drinking coffee and reviewing the events of the past few hours. It was approaching midnight, and his anxiety concerning the safety of Lynn Farrow determined his actions until the small hours.


  He had already made up his mind that he would undertake any risk, however great, to prevent the atomic explosion. If the bomb was actuated via control wires then it seemed fairly obvious that removal of the wires would ensure that no explosion could occur. The main obstacle to be overcome was the police security cordon Mocking all roads.


  He suddenly realized that it was time he got started. He dug out an old ex-army rucksack and packed it with a collection of essential items.


  Fifteen minutes later he was on his way. A half hour later, on a wide island highway, a searchlight from a Festival guard’s motorcycle spotlighted and half-blinded him.


  “You can’t go any further this way, buddy. Where are you heading for?” a commanding voice said.


  “I’m trying to contact someone.” The guard said, “What’s your name?”


  “Clayton—Robert Clayton.” It had to be the truth. One of the guards would be sure to recognize him. “I’m trying to contact Colonel Kyle.”


  “I thought your face was familiar, Mr. Clayton. The Colonel left some time back. You’ll find him at the operational Command Station.”


  “Thanks,” said Clayton, considerably relieved. “I couldn’t get him on the phone. It’s urgent.”


  “Okay, sir,” the officer said and stepped back.


  “One thing,” Clayton added. “Has—it arrived yet?”


  “No,” said the officer.


  After another half mile Clayton abandoned his car and set off on foot, taking his rucksack along. Before long he cut a diagonal path in the direction of the Festival site.


  He reached the empty field, where the army camp had been, a little after five o’clock. Almost immediately the purr of an automobile engine became audible. He found adequate cover behind a cluster of wild shrubs. Two vehicles went past. Obviously Kyle’s instructions had been carried out. Somewhere in the darkness ahead the atomic bomb lay quietly inactive awaiting the electronic impulse that would energize the relays. It was now or never.


  Clayton quickened his steps, anxious to accomplish his mission.


  In the colorless half-light he saw the bomb. It was an immense sinister object, a long glistening cylinder poised horizontally above the ground on a lattice of steel trestles. At one end of the bomb was a rectangular black offset container from which a thick cable emerged, dropping downwards among the lattice-work to a square metal cannister on the ground. Switches and meters indicated that it was a control unit of some kind, probably the line amplifier with its associated relays.


  From this unit a pair of ordinary twisted field-telephone wires disappeared snake-like into the damp grass. No doubt they were connected to other apparatus some distance away, or maybe tapped into the main telephone trunk lines on the road. The arrangement was simple.


  Nevertheless, as he took the wire cutters from the rucksack, a warning note sounded solemnly in his brain. He couldn’t quite track down the feeling, but stood irresolute for a moment, striving to remember every detail that Kyle had released about the bomb and the plan. He couldn’t think of a single reason why he should not cut the wires.


  He picked up the control line and inserted it in the jaws of the wire cutters. He was aware of a curiously unreal dream-like quality.


  Clayton squeezed the wire-cutters. Even as he felt the sharp edges of the jaws clipping through the tough insulation of the lines the thing that had been stirring uncomfortably in his subconscious mind leaped into ghastly realization. It was a break-to-make circuit.


  He jerked his hand away with startled violence, letting the cutters fall to the ground, but the damage was already done. The severed wires fell apart and from the control unit came the distinct quiet clicking of relays. He sensed a muffled concussion within the black cannister at the end of the giant cylinder.


  Inside the bomb a heavy slug of plutonium was impelled with tremendous velocity down the long narrow tube to make violent impact with its partner reaction and a titanic nuclear fission was under way.


  X


  AT FIRST it was only an unreal sensation of warmth, an abstract temperature oscillating through the void, unrelated to any material thing. Then the warmth seemed to coalesce, seemed to condense into nebulae of feeling that in turn condensed into star clusters of scintillating nerves.


  Lynn Farrow opened her eyes with all the slowness of eternity, seeing only hazy patterns, but conscious of soft carressing motions on the surface of her body. The patterns rotated, hardened, then precipitated. They became a flattened silver dome laced with colored wires and cables in random profusion. At the fringe of vision geometric outlines solidified and reflected the harsh light of a cold radiant pool vertically above.


  Consciousness returned in a deluge. She moved her head and saw machinery and Drazin—two Drazins—and a background of metal and color. And her own body, stretched out in fantastic perspective on a mat-white surface.


  The Drazins were dolls with varnished faces and immobile eyes. One of them was pouring amber fluid from an indigo container on to the rounded contour of her abdomen; the other was massaging her gently with hands swathed in dark crimson padding. Beyond them, remote and unreal, was a further Drazin, watching her with expressionless eyes. Eyes that were not eyes.


  And still further into the infinite distance was a curved shining wall and a couch and on the couch was a man. And there were more of the Drazin creatures poised woodenly over him and massaging his body.


  The air was heavy and exotic with clinical odors. Somewhere, dispersing gently in the atmosphere, was the faint tang of ammonia, and another smell, unidentifiable. It might have been methane.


  Lynn struggled to sit up. It was a slow floating movement of her body, a movement in lethargic sub-motion, like the leisurely drifting of a cloud across an April sky. The Drazins moved back and stood in line, three indentical machines with no expression and no humanity in their humanoid forms.


  She examined her captors more leisurely. Dupes was indeed an apt name.


  They were identical in every respect that she could determine—identical with each other but only superficially resembling Senator Drazin. They had the same kind of uncanny but rubber-stamp similarity to the Senator as waxwork models. Their animation when they moved was a blind predetermined thing. Their mouths were forever sealed and their lips were streaks of color superimposed on a hard polished face that held no spark of life. They were not dead, for they had never been alive.


  Lynn realized gradually that she was inside the doughnutshaped ship. Looking slowly around she could now see apparatus, bank upon bank of it, like the cockpits of a hundred stratosphere airliners combined into one instrumentated whole.


  In the center of the floor space was a squat cylinder some two feet in diameter, glistening in bluegrey gunmetal hue. Thick cables emerged from it like a gigantic cobweb, disappearing through cavities in the level floor. Beyond the cylinder stood one of the small semantic integrating machines, and as she watched one of the Saturnians crossed mechanically to it and operated a minute control.


  Presently a metallic resonant voice spoke in the International Earth language. It was a voice without feeling or inflexion, as though reproducing a prepared recording. Or perhaps it was receiving mental impulses in the form of Saturnian words and phrases from the operator, and translating their meanings into terrestrial syllables derived from an Earth language vocabulary prerecorded on spools.


  The integrator said, “Do not move yet.”


  “What do you intend to do with us?” Lynn asked.


  “We humbly regret that it was necessary to freeze you, but the lotion will soon restore you.”


  “I’d like my clothes back,” she said firmly.


  “They are being sterilized,” the machine replied, tonelessly. “It is necessary for us to eliminate harmful terrestrial bacteria against which we may not have inherent immunity. They will be returned soon.”


  “The sooner the better!” She glanced anxiously at Dexter who was still inert and motionless. “Is he all right?” she asked.


  “He sleeps. Why are you terrestrials so intent upon self-destruction? Why do members of your species kill themselves against our fire-wall in spite of our warnings of danger? It truly grieves us.”


  The question was momentarily unanswerable, so she said nothing, and the machine continued, “Why do you plan to destroy your Festival site which you have so carefully and so laboriously constructed?”


  Lynn replied, puzzled, “Our actions may seem strange to you, but yours are equally strange to us. Why don’t you meet us on equal terms and remove the firewall? From the moment you landed on Earth you created suspicion by your activities.”


  The machine persisted in its questions, ignoring her tentative cross-examination. “Why do you remain within the fire-wall and approach us with weapons? Why has your race attempted to destroy the transitor and hundreds of our colleagues by radio jamming?”


  So that was it, she thought. Radio jamming—and the formless ooze creeping sluggishly through the oblique door.


  “Why did your people attempt to drop explosive missiles? Why did they use powerful cannons? Why have they this night installed a fission bomb of. tremendous potential just outside the inner wall?”


  Lynn struggled to a sitting position, fighting a sudden nausea that made her head swim sickeningly. “Wait a minute,” she protested. “I know nothing of any fission bomb. Kyle wouldn’t dare . . .”


  A faint sound from the curved shell of the wall attracted her attention. An oval panel swung open, revealing darkness. Something moved ponderously beyond the gap, and then a gleaming bald head moved across the darkness and a Dupe entered clumsily, one arm folded bracket-like around a grey plastic container. This he placed on the floor near to Lynn, and removed the lid.


  She recognized the green of her dress, and the pastel shade of her underwear, and in a moment, defying the sickness that crouched to envelope her, Lynn swung her legs on to the floor and dressed hurriedly.


  The Saturnian who had brought her clothes went out again and presently returned with a second box which he placed near Dexter’s bunk. But Dexter was still unconscious and being subjected to the massage treatment.


  And then, as Lynn was fastening the buckle of her dress and beginning to feel fit for any emergency, she became aware of a movement in the open doorway behind her. She turned to look, and observed a bald scalp—but not entirely bald. There was a wisp of snowy hair, and the glitter of old-fashioned metal-rimmed spectacles. An incredibly thin human figure clambered energetically through the oval opening of the door, then advanced lightly into the cabin.


  The old man eyed her merrily in a whirl of private glee and chuckled, “Charming, charming. Beauty and the beast!”


  “You must be Dr. Jollie,” said Lynn uncertainly.


  He cackled, and his voice was like splintering glass. “Hey, hey—yes. Jollie by name. Jollie by nature.”


  “I’m Dr. Lynn Farrow, Scientific Officer to the Technical Services Staff of the Festival.”


  Jollie laughed his thin willowy laugh. “You didn’t look all that scientific twenty minutes back.” Jollie chuckled, rocking his head to and fro. Then he extended a long bony hand. Lynn took it cautiously; it was limp and spindly and she might have been shaking hands with a skeleton.


  “Delighted,” murmured Jollie. His eyes flicked round the room and settled on Dexter. “Who’s that?”


  “That’s Jon Carey Dexter of the U. S. Defense Department.” Lynn said.


  “Hey, hey, Defense Department. Do they usually go around like that?”


  “They took his clothes for sterilizing.”


  “I know, I know. They took mine too when I first arrived.”


  For a world-famous biologist, she thought, he certainly struck a new note. She asked, “When did you arrive, Dr. Jollie?”


  “Hours and hours ago. Urgent call from Senator Drazin. Decided to look in here first and haven’t been able to tear myself away since. Fascinating creatures—quite out of this world!”


  “That’s one point of view,” Lynn said. “Have you discovered anything of importance?”


  Jollie’s eyes filled with good humor. “What do you call important? The fact that these creatures are hermaphrodite? That they have no skeletons? That they are of submarine habit? That they lay two million fertile eggs at one sitting? What do you call important?”


  “Are they aggressive?” Lynn demanded. “Are they hostile to humans?”


  “About as hostile as a winkle!” Jollie cackled. “And that’s a good analogy. They’re the winkles of Saturn. They live in seas of frozen ammonia.”


  “Go on,” said Lynn. “What does it all add up to?”


  Jollie sat down on the bunk and became abruptly sober, as if someone had suddenly disconnected his sense of humor. “These creatures are the product of an ‘evolutionary process basically similar to that of Earth, but for the last fifty thousand years they’ve been adapting their environment to themselves—not vice versa. They are a weak, soft-bodied, defenceless species who have only been able to survive because of their sheer fecundity. On Saturn they are the favorite food of the other marine animals who are not quite so weak.”


  Lynn nodded. “How come they’re so darned civilized?”


  “They have a highly developed racial memory. In fact, there are no true individuals. Each Saturnian is a kind of cell of the whole racial body, and the racial mind is something terrific.”


  “You mean—a kind of dispersed animal in which all the cells of the body are detached instead of joined together?”


  Jollie wagged his head vigorously. “It’s a poor analogy but it will do. They are soft globules of tissue and the whole species is one thinking entity with an extremely high order of group intelligence. But individually they are helpless and defenceless little morsels of food for their carnivore neighbors on Saturn. So naturally they have a humble defensive mentality. Defense against predators on their own planet is their guiding principle.”


  “So they’re not hostile after all.”


  “How hostile can a winkle get?”


  Lynn frowned in bewilderment. “But all this incredibly advanced technology of theirs—space-ships, atomic power, and radio transitor beams?”


  “Big oak trees from little acorns grow,” Jollie recited. “They’ve had fifty thousand years in which to build their sciences. First they built little machines, and then those machines built more machines to build more machines. They live in a robot world. They live like parasites among their machines. They have come a long way—but in a long time.”


  “But surely,” said Lynn, “a weak and defenseless species such as theirs would have developed weapons with which to protect themselves?”


  “You don’t understand. They have a purely defensive mentality, as I’ve said. They detest violence in other animals and cannot tolerate it in themselves. If they are compelled to do something that might be regarded as an intrusion upon the rights and liberties of others then they are uneasy and apologetic.”


  “That’s true enough,” said Lynn thoughtfully. “They were certainly most humble when they delivered their ultimatum about the force barrier. But—why did they use a force barrier at all?”


  “Why not?” Jollie cried, in a staccato guffaw of reedy merriment. He was a mixture of incompatible opposites, the strangest, most eccentric individual Lynn had ever met. But there was no denying his ability. He seemed to have mentally pinned the Saturnians to a dissecting table and opened them up with superlatively penetrating skill.


  “Why not?” he repeated. “They are visiting a planet peopled by tough-skeletoned meat-eating giants, equipped with a fantastic variety of lethal weapons, and with at least one major bloody war per generation. They are scared to death, but they think our World Festival might signal the birth of lasting peace on Earth. Nevertheless they take precautions. They erect a force barrier instinctively—just as you blink instinctively when I make a pass at your eyes.”


  Here Jollie’s bony fingers darted swiftly towards her eyes so that she closed them involuntarily. “See what I mean?” he asked.


  “I still can’t understand why they bothered to come to Earth—across all those millions of miles of empty space.”


  “Ask him,” said Jollie, pointing at the gun-metal cylinder projecting upwards from the center of the floor space. “He’ll tell you.”


  Lynn eyed Jollie questioningly. “Him? I don’t follow you.”


  “Him in the control tower,” said Jollie, the restless flicker of humor appearing again in his eyes. “What did you imagine it was?”


  She looked at the cylinder with renewed interest. A control tower, Jollie had said. But it looked so small. On the other hand, the Drazin robots were no criterion of size. How tiny were the real Saturnians? Were they really as small as—winkles on Earth? That was what Dr. Jollie had said. And yet, under conditions of enormous pressure and powerful gravitation, it seemed logical enough that an alien evolution might produce diminutive animals—condensed animals none-the-less complex for all their lack of physical bulk.


  The robots contained small pressurized compartments to sustain their Saturnian supervisors; they were, in fact, little more than two-legged vehicles capable of performing allotted tasks. But there had to be a co-ordinating brain, a Saturnian-in-chief responsible for the actions of his workers, and he didn’t need to be mobile.


  As if in confirmation of her thoughts Jollie said, “The leader of the expedition is permanently installed in the cylinder. He’s a fixture—until they go back. He’s the brains behind the show. Ask him your questions. He’ll talk your head off if you give him half a chance. And what’s more, he’ll show you.”


  “Show me what?”


  “Ha!” said Jollie mysteriously. “Wait and see!”


  Lynn turned to the cylinder again but she found it impossible to say anything without feeling vaguely ridiculous, so she turned to the Saturnian standing near the semantic machine.


  “I should like to know . . .” she began, then hesitated.


  The synthetic voice of the integrator rang tonelessly in the room. “What would you like to know?”


  “What you are planning to achieve. And why is it necessary for you to occupy the whole of the site and seal it off from the rest of the world by a force barrier?”


  “You ask many questions,” said the integrator. “We can answer them all visually. Observe.”


  The operating Saturnians walked over to the wall and pressed a switch. Instantly an oval panel slid silently downwards revealing a dark grey cavity. The Saturnian returned to the center of the room.


  She saw that the interior of the cavity brightened perceptibly as though filling with cold grey mist that swirled, thickened here and there, and condensed into tenuous shapes. And then the shapes were solidifying and taking color, resolving into familiar images. Lynn moved nearer. There was a perfect miniature of the Festival site south of the Stadium wall.


  It was video de-luxe—three-dimensional and in color. It was more than video, for the tiny buildings were perfectly sculptured to the minutest detail, and illuminated by an even, shadowless light, even though it was ebony night outside. She could even see microscopic moving Saturnians in the foreground operating the camera-like contrivances.


  And then she saw the ghost buildings—saw them with an incredulous shock that momentarily disorganized the cool stable functioning of her trained scientific mind. Faint and ethereal, of fantastic and unearthly form, they encompassed and towered above the steel and concrete constructions of terrestrial imagination. They were pastel shadows from a surrealist dream mixing in iridescent mosaic with the site she knew, translucent phantoms of lines and curves and planes conforming to some alien geometry beyond human comprehension.


  Lynn watched, fascinated to the point of hypnosis. “There is our contribution to your Festival,” the voice was saying. “A Saturnian metropolis magnified many times, occupying the same space as your own buildings at the same time, but separated from them by one dimension of hyperspace.”


  “How . . .?” breathed Lynn, not understanding.


  “We are using integral projectors. They are being operated by Saturnian technicians outside the Stadium wall. We are synthesizing matter by three-dimensional nuclear scanning—a simple development of the transit or apparatus.”


  “Not so simple,” Jollie chuckled.


  “See how the work continues steadily,” the machine continued. “In spite of your attempts to interfere, fresh buildings are being spun from elemental energy as each moment passes, extending the boundary of our extra-dimensional city. We shall repair the damage to your buildings in the same way. Soon, though not so soon as it might have been, the whole area enclosed by the firewall will become a combined Earth-Saturnian Festival site.”


  Lynn was genuinely impressed by the concept. “I can understand now why it was so essential to prevent interference. But how will humans ever be able to enter your buildings? They are transparent and unreal.”


  “There will be two entrances to the Festival,” the machine explained. “The terrestrial one will conduct visitors to the Earth exhibition in which Saturnian architecture will be as you see it now—a phantom city hovering on all sides. But the other entrance will operate a transfer apparatus to rotate visitors into the other dimension where Saturnopolis will be real and the Earth buildings will become ghosts. Observe.”


  The Saturnian moved to the wall and operated an unseen control near the oval cavity. Simultaneously Lynn experienced a transient surge of vertigo as if, for an instant, she were tottering on the edge of an enormous precipice. The room and everything in it shimmered momentarily like a mirage about to disintegrate. She glanced quickly round, seeking something firm to hold on to, but the instant of instability had gone, and everything was as before.


  Everything, that is, except the scene in the video cavity. Here a subtle change had taken place that was not immediately apparent, but looking closely she perceived that the balance between the terrestrial and Saturnian buildings seemed to have shifted. The familiar structures that she knew had dissolved into spectral outlines and the fantastic pattern of Saturnopolis had crystallized into solid incredible reality. Lynn realized abruptly that a dimension had been traversed: Earth and all that it contained had become as insubstantial as a half-remembered dream.


  The machine said without inflexion, “Thus the Festival of Earth will become the Festival of the Cosmos and in the exhibition buildings of Saturnopolis mankind will see the high level to which our scientific culture has attained.” Then, after a pause, “And it is this, all this, which your people hope to destroy very soon with their nuclear bomb.”


  “Nuclear bomb?” Jollie echoed, no longer chuckling. “What do you mean?”


  “During the night military engineers installed such a bomb close to the fire-wall. We anticipate a further ultimatum at dawn, followed by detonation of the bomb. It is almost dawn now . . .”


  The voice ended abruptly in a loud splintering crash. And a familiar human figure leapt into appalling prominence. Dexter, quite naked and consumed with rage was wading into the Saturnians with his bare fists. One had already fallen heavily on to the semantic machine, bringing its discourse to a dead stop.


  As Lynn watched another of the Saturnians intercepted Dexter’s swinging arm and collapsed with a tremendous metallic concussion, its neck fracturing and gaping open.


  It was the signal for a general rout. Swaying like wind-buffeted dolls of puff-ball composition the others fled from the room. Dexter stood pugnaciously over the inert Dupes, his eyes smouldering angrily.


  Jollie, who, like Lynn, had been frozen beyond immediate reaction, recovered himself in a furious rush. “You fool! You might have killed them!”


  “That’s the general idea,” said Dexter.


  Lynn said quietly, “You shouldn’t have done that, Jon. They’re friendly creatures and they . . .”


  “They gassed us, didn’t they?” Then, glancing down at himself with a faintly startled air, “Good Lord, my clothes. Where are they?”


  She pointed to the plastic container. Dexter seized it hastily and dressed in record time. Meanwhile Lynn gave him a terse outline of what had happened.


  “Dr. Jollie has found out all we need to know about the Saturnians,” she concluded. “They are a harmless race with a purely defensive mentality. They really did come on a peaceful mission, Jon. If you want proof take a look at the video.”


  For an instant Dexter peered intently into the oval video cavity. Then he turned back to Lynn. “It doesn’t mean a thing. Technical trickery. Come on, we’ve got to get out of here.” He moved over to the open doorway, then waited for them to join him.


  Jollie scowled disapprovingly. “Obtuse idiot! Is he always like this?”


  Dexter said impatiently, “Let’s argue about it later. First we have to dig our way under the barrier!”


  “There’s an atomic bomb out there,” Lynn warned.


  He eyed her shrewdly. “All the more reason for leaving in a hurry. Anyway, I don’t believe it. Kyle wouldn’t be that crazy.”


  “If the Saturnian leader said there’s a bomb then it’s true,” Jollie said.


  “You’re wasting my time. Come on, you two. We’ve got to get out of here and contact Kyle before the thing goes up!”


  “What about these?” Lynn pointed to the three Saturnian robots lying broken and still on the floor. They might have been dead if they had ever been alive: their faces held the rigid set of rigor mortis.


  Jollie shook his head, his face somber with concern. “It would be crazy to leave here. These Saturnians are technically advanced to a degree beyond human conception. If anyone can deal with an atomic bomb, they can.”


  “I don’t trust them.” Dexter turned to Lynn. “What are you waiting for?”


  She regarded him solemnly. “I think Dr. Jollie’s right. But I’ll come with you.” Then, as an afterthought, she added, “Maybe it would be a good idea to try to convince Kyle how wrong he is, if ever we get through the barrier.”


  Jollie said bitterly, “You’re both insane. Off with you before I lose my temper.”


  Lynn turned to him and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “You mustn’t feel too badly, Professor,” she said. “There are many points of view, and not all of them completely wrong.”


  He Crushed her hand away with ill-grace. “Off with you.”


  Dexter said, “Let him stay, Lynn. He’s old enough to know what he’s doing.”


  She held out her arms helplessly, and said quietly. “We’ve got to stop that bomb.”


  She waited until Dexter had made his exit, then lowered herself through the opening. One final glance at Dr. Jollie, and then she was in Dexter’s strong arms, being lowered gently to the ground.


  Dawn was fading rapidly. Lynn could see Dexter’s face as a grey featureless mask. They turned away from the disc and hurried towards the boundary of the arena—and at that moment Dexter experienced one of the most profound shocks of his life.


  The Stadium was no longer there! It had disappeared completely—no, not quite completely, for the rows of tiered seats were still visible, like a reflection on a misted window. In their place were astonishing constructions of unearthly pattern towering angularly upwards in weird unfathomable design from a flat monochrome resilient surface. He was aware of color in fabulous profusion. It could have been a scene from a fantastic oriental fairy tale.


  “What the hell?” he exclaimed, stopping short.


  “I told you but you wouldn’t believe me,” said Lynn urgently. “This is what you saw in the video cavity. We’re in another dimension. Jon, this is the Saturnian Festival site—extra-spatial but none the less real now that we’re in it. Our own world hardly exists except as a shadow. We can’t escape.”


  “Don’t you believe it,” said Dexter grimly. “Come on.”


  He pulled her across the arena towards the Saturnian buildings, hurrying through crowds of Saturnians who dispersed in evident panic as they approached.


  Presently they had left the Saturnian towers behind. When it was apparent that they were not being pursued they dropped to a walking pace. Ahead stretched a vast limitless plain of no color and indeterminate surface, but it was real and solid.


  They walked on steadily, knowing that each step brought them nearer to the barrier and the world of ordinary three-dimensional sanity. The sky was blotched with dark crawling clouds. The universe seemed very bleak and unfriendly at that moment.


  “Lynn . . .” Dexter whispered quietly.


  And then the whole of creation burst into a blinding fury of searing white light. The air roared. They were alone in the ultimate of incandescent chaos, going on and on for an eternity as the atomic bomb exploded in a mushrooming spiral of fire . . .


  They were still alive, almost without knowing it, in a fury of impenetrable heaving smoke and intermittent bursts of erratic scalding fire, under the malignant shadow of the enormous billowing mushroom which was climbing ponderously thousands of feet into the sky. The awareness came slowly and incredibly over a frantic eternity of terror.


  The tremendous fireball, the dense crawling fingers of smoke, the gigantic smouldering crater that had once been the Festival site—all were phantoms of another dimension of space. The distant Saturnian buildings still stood erect, like a kaleidoscope pattern projected against the neutral backcloth of the forbidding sky, but obscured and screened by the transdimensional image of sweeping radioactive fog. Because of the technical genius of the Saturnians they had emerged unscathed from the furnace.


  Lynn found herself gasping for breath in the pressure of Dexter’s embrace, but it was a reassuring sensation. He was looking at her oddly, as though he had never seen her before, and she knew then that he had come to mean more to her than she ever dared to admit. She clung to him without speaking, and he knew what was in her mind.


  And less than a quarter mile away the shattered atoms and residual nuclear energy of what had once been Robert Clayton joined the surging cloud of radioactive matter rising upwards to inflate the expanding spiral of smoke and flame in the dawn sky.


  They looked at each other and said nothing. Words would have been meaningless at that moment—eclipsed and blotted out by the awful magnitude of what had taken place.


  Then, thundering from the distant towers of Saturnopolis came the familiar toneless voice of the semantic integrator. “Go back to your Earth, male and female. Go back as peacemakers and tell them that we shall rebuild their Festival, which they themselves destroyed, in four days. Tell them to wait and watch, and they will see the impossible happen. The buildings of Earth will arise once more on the burning crater beneath you.


  “Keep walking away from Saturnopolis—on and on. We shall extend the fire-wall beyond the zone of radioactive contamination. When you are in the safe area we shall raise the inner barrier until you pass through and return to your own dimension and your own world.


  “We appoint you as delegates to convey our friendship. We humbly ask that we be left in peace until our work is complete when we shall raise the fire-wall and take our place in the great World Festival.”


  Slowly Dexter and Lynn walked across the level plain.


  XI


  THE FLASH from the atomic explosion, which occurred almost precisely at 5.27 a.m., was visible over the whole of Florida. It illuminated the night sky with angry livid flame, momentarily turning the darkness into brilliant day. Thousands of people awoke suddenly to find their bedroom walls savagely illuminated by an incredible incandescent glow from outside. Later, as dawn progressed, the pall of smoke from the giant mushroom could be seen fifty miles from the site.


  Senator Drazin stirred uneasily in his hotel room as the windows rattled. He opened his eyes, and saw the glowing light patterns on the opposite wall. He became abruptly wide-eyed and alert. There were loud shouts from the wide avenue below.


  The realization came to him with appalling suddenness. The atomic bomb had been detonated! The explanation was obvious: Colonel Kyle had written his name large on the scroll of human infamy. Insane with war-motivated hostility towards the Saturnians, he had gone ahead and fired the bomb.


  Stubborn and cruel and cut off from ordinary humanity by his own colossal egotism, he had deliberately brought about the destruction of Dexter, Dr. Jollie, and the girl. He had to have this thing out with Kyle once and for all. It was no longer a matter of politics and strategy. It had become a bitter personal feud. The battle had to be fought out on that basis—between Kyle and himself.


  Consumed with impotent fury Drazin showered and dressed, then phoned for a car to take him to the Operational Command Station.


  COLONEL KYLE was still awake at 5.27 a.m. Tired-eyed and unshaven, he sat in a white-walled room in the station, making neat concise notes relating to the Saturnian crisis to justify the resolute, self-determined course of action he intended to pursue.


  The flash came first, white and intense through the window, so brilliant as to be unwatchable, gradually fading into fierce yellow and then orange. He got up in some astonishment, walked across to the window, and inspected the sky.


  Then came the shock wave of the explosion, rattling the glass in the frame and sucking the air from his ears with a distinctive “woomph.” In the next instant he knew that the atomic bomb had exploded.


  But how—and why? That was the urgent problem. The control line to his office was not yet connected. Engineers were still working at the incoming line-termination unit near the entrance to the airfield. There was only one other possibility, and that was that the control line circuit to the bomb at the site had been broken—which meant that the Saturnians had extended the original force barrier. It was the only rational explanation. The restricted zone had been completely evacuated, and nobody in his right mind would go within miles of a primed atomic bomb.


  In the space of a few minutes Kyle had the details neatly catalogued. Maybe the Saturnians had moved the barrier to gain access to the bomb with the intention of rendering it harmless. They had overlooked one simple factor—the break-to-make circuit. And now there were no Saturnians, and the site itself would be completely razed too. As for Dexter and Jollie and the girl . . . It was a major tragedy. But the chances were that they had been killed by the Dupes anyway. Nobody would ever know the truth now.


  It wasn’t long before Major Passmore burst into his office, incongruously dressed in pyjama trousers with his olive-drab tunic flapping over his shoulders. “Did you see that flash, Colonel?” he demanded. “It couldn’t have been . . .”


  Kyle nodded grimly. “It was.”


  “But . . .”


  “Now listen to me, Major,” Kyle said firmly, “this is strictly confidential. I did not explode that bomb. I had determined on other steps first. But the bomb went up just the same.”


  “But why?”


  “Because the Saturnians decided to occupy more territory. Quite obviously they extended the radius of the barrier, so cutting the control lines to the bomb. It exploded automatically. The site and the Saturnians no longer exist.”


  “But what about Dexter, and the girl?”


  “I’m convinced they were already dead, or at least prisoners of the Dupes. And that might even be worse than death. It was their own fault. Nobody can be held responsible.”


  Passmore returned in grim silence to the Officer’s Mess, leaving Kyle more shaken than he would have cared to admit even to himself.


  It was already daylight, and through the window of the office Kyle saw his next visitor approaching. He recognized the staff car immediately, and a glimpse of the long melancholy face with its drooping moustache merely confirmed the arrival of Captain Doakes. Kyle welcomed him cordially, but Doakes was clearly in an agitated and angry mood.


  “So you did it, Colonel,” he accused, “in spite of everything.”


  “Take it easy, Doakes,” said Kyle placatingly. “I was not responsible for the explosion.”


  “I know you well enough. You always get your own way. Damn you to hell—damn you—”


  Kyle sighed patiently. “You don’t understand, Doakes. I had nothing to do with what happened. In fact, I—”


  Doakes cut him short with a mirthless laugh. “The site,” he said, “is a vast crater, and it’s still standing. Only it’s transparent for one thing. And they’re not the same buildings as before—they’re new, fantastic and completely unearthly.”


  “Are you crazy?” Kyle demanded.


  “No. I saw it myself, less than an hour ago, from an autogyro. I took some photographs. You see, the second wall has just been dissolved.”


  “Don’t you know it’s against orders to fly over; the site,” roared Kyle. “Let alone take photographs. Where are they?”


  “I intend to turn them over to Senator Drazin,” said Doakes.


  The Colonel’s lips went white. Without another word he turned and strode from the office.


  Doakes settled himself comfortably in a chair. After a while he lit a cigarette.


  Footsteps sounded in the corridor. He glanced at his watch in some surprise, for no more than sixteen minutes had elapsed since the Colonel’s departure. Then next moment the door swung open, and Dr. Lynn Farrow walked in, followed by Jim Dexter.


  Doakes was momentarily petrified. He sat transfixed and wide-eyed until the girl said, “What’s the trouble, Captain? Seen a ghost?”


  And then he sprang to his feet and advanced on them with glowing enthusiasm. “What the hell!” he exclaimed. “Lynn, as large as life! Dexter, you son of a gun! You scared the life out of us!”


  “We’ve been slumming with the Dupes,” Lynn said. She looked pale and tired, as did Dexter.


  Doakes ushered them both into chairs, and hovered over them with restless curiosity. “Well,” he demanded. “Come on, let’s have it!”


  Dexter explained briefly what had happened, then asked for Colonel Kyle.


  “I have an idea he’s taking a look at the site in an autogyro,” said Doakes. “If I’m right he should be back in about half an hour.”


  Dexter said, “Okay, I’ll wait for him. But there’s no need for Lynn to wait too. Be a good boy, Doakes, and take her to her hotel. You’ve got a car? If not you’ll find Clayton’s outside, though I’d prefer to have it here for Kyle to see.”


  “Clayton’s?” said Doakes, half-sensing the truth.


  “Yes. We found it near the military cordon. We think Clayton got himself killed by the bomb.”


  “How come?”


  “We’ve a theory. But take Lynn back to her hotel. Maybe she’ll tell you a few things on the way.”


  The girl got up wearily. “Thanks Jon,” she said. Then she turned to Captain Doakes and smiled. “Ready, Captain?”


  Doakes bowed slightly. He took her arm and walked over to the door. He grinned cheerfully at her, and the unaccustomed smile transformed his mournful face. “Come on, gorgeous—I’ll get you there in record time.”


  After they had gone, Dexter stood staring out of the window, hardly thinking at all. So much had happened in the last few hours that his mind seemed to have stopped functioning. For the moment there was nothing he wanted more than a cup of hot coffee—and food. He hurried out of the room in search of breakfast.


  XII


  THE OFFICE remained empty for about half-an-hour after Dexter had gone, and then Senator Drazin arrived, still boiling with indignant wrath. He paced belligerently into the center of the room and stood glaring angrily at the Colonel’s document-littered desk.


  Had he glanced out of the window at that instant he would have seen a small autogyro descending slowly. He picked up the phone and asked the switchboard operator where the Colonel was, but she was sorry, she didn’t know. Then his eyes fell on the penciled notes on the desk. He scanned them rapidly, his lower lip curling in bitter anger.


  The necessity of impressing aliens with our military strength, said the notes. Drazin treasonably wrong. Overwhelming evidence of hostility . . . And then followed a list of incidents, some highly colored.


  Drazin was glad to learn in advance the arguments which the opposition would put forward. He was still perusing Kyle’s notes when the Colonel himself walked in.


  For a timeless interval the two men simply stood and stared at each other—Drazin baleful and angry, Kyle tired and preoccupied. Then the Senator flung the sheaf of papers on to the desk and shouted, “Murderer!”


  The Colonel said patiently, “Lay off. You don’t know the facts.”


  “The facts are,” insisted Drazin his eyes aflame, “that I told you exactly what I thought of your criminal orders. In spite of that you went ahead. You deliberately murdered Jollie, Dexter and Lynn Farrow.”


  Kyle said in carefully controlled tones, “Better get going, Drazin, before I lose my temper.” So far as the Colonel was concerned he had reached the limit of his patience.


  They were still glaring at each other when Dexter returned from breakfast.


  In a stunned voice, Drazin said, “Dexter! Where did you spring from? I thought you were dead.”


  “I’m very much alive. So is Dr. Farrow, Dr. Jollie, and the Saturnians. Only you two look more dead than alive.”


  The Colonel picked up a chair and sank heavily into it. Drazin followed his example.


  Kyle said, “Ever since the Dupes detonated the bomb . . .”


  “They didn’t,” said Dexter. “It was detonated by one of our party.”


  “Who?”


  “Robert Clayton.”


  “I don’t believe it,” Drazin said. “You’re trying to defend Kyle.”


  “Drazin, you’re a crazy fool,” snapped the Colonel.


  “Stop it,” Dexter said irritably. “Listen to me for a change. I know the whole story. I’ve been inside the barrier all night and only came out at dawn. I brought Lynn with me, but Dr. Jollie remained.”


  He paused and glared forbiddingly at the others. “On the way back we found Clayton’s car, deserted, parked off the side of the road, close to a police check point. We tried to phone him at his apartment but got no reply. It’s fairly obvious he went into the restricted zone to sabotage the bomb, but detonated it instead. I made inquiries at the police check point and they confirmed that Clayton tried to get through around one a.m. I guess he must have turned back a little way, dumped the car, and cut across country.”


  “Fool!” snorted Kyle. “He must have known it was a break-to-make circuit—everybody knew! Why did he have to go in there and tamper with it?”


  “Because,” Dexter said slowly, “he was in love with Lynn Farrow, and he wasn’t prepared to stand by and see her blown to atoms.”


  “So Clayton’s dead?” said Drazin. “But you’re alive . . .”


  Dexter reviewed everything that had happened.


  Kyle said, “Too bad there won’t be any Festival!”


  “But there will! You see, these little Saturnian men know more about science and electronics than we’ll know in ten thousand years. They demonstrated their method of building. They don’t use bricks. They use projectors! They integrate buildings right in front of your eyes, from dozens of camera-like gadgets. We’ve got a lot to learn from them.”


  “I looked over the site a short time ago in a gyro,” Kyle said. “But those buildings are transparent images, Dexter. They’re unreal.”


  “I was just getting to that,” said Dexter. “Their intention is to build a Saturnian city on top of our own exhibition, occupying the same place at the same time.”


  “Impossible,” Kyle snorted.


  “The Saturnian city is in a different dimension. Just to prove it—while I was still unconscious in the sphere the chief Dupe transposed us all into that other dimension. Then the Saturnian city became real, and the Earth buildings became ghosts! That’s how we managed to escape the atomic explosion. When the bomb went off we were still in that other dimension. Earthly objects and Earth too were mere phantoms—and you can’t be killed by a ghostbomb! Lynn Farrow and I were right in the middle of the explosion, but we didn’t feel a thing.”


  Kyle said nothing.


  “Finally, they charged us with the duty of explaining the truth to those responsible for the fiasco. I sent Lynn back to her hotel—Captain Doakes took her in his car. She’s dead-beat, and so am I for that matter. However, I’m going to Washington to put the true facts in front of the Chiefs of Staff.”


  “I see,” said Kyle thoughtfully. “Well, you can. There is no obstacle now. As it happens, I’m going to Washington too.”


  “Me too,” said the Senator. “Looks like we’re all going to Washington, now that the second wall is just a nightmare memory. And the first wall too!”


  Dexter laughed suddenly to the bewilderment of the other two.


  “What’s so funny?” demanded Drazin in a hurt tone of voice.


  “The idea of you both going to Washington. I’ve got a suggestion to make, and if you think it over carefully you’ll do as I say.”


  “Go ahead,” said the Colonel.


  “There’s no necessity for all three of us to go to Washington.”


  “But there is. There’ll be millions of questions we’ll have to answer,” Kyle pointed out.


  “Okay, so the United States and the United Nations will demand a full accounting. Since two humans have emerged safely from inside the barrier, the situation has taken on a new aspect that affects the entire world and Washington will have to be the first to know. Right?”


  Kyle nodded.


  “So, why should either you or Drazin be quizzed until the brass hats have heard my report? It will be factual, concrete, totally unbiased.”


  “But we can’t just ignore the clamor that will arise,” the Colonel argued. “The fact that you have an interesting report doesn’t alter the situation. They’ll demand a report from me personally—and from Drazin. They’ll want to hear both sides.”


  “Let me finish. What I suggest is this. Both of you pack a small bag each with shaving utensils, towel, toothbrush, and so on, and go through the barrier into the site for a few days.”


  “Are you crazy?” demanded Kyle. “What the hell for?”


  “Look,” said Dexter, trying to marshal his thoughts. “We know now. that the Saturnians are friendly. They are going to rebuild their own buildings and ours in its entirety. Why shouldn’t two responsible delegates of Earth enter the site to confer with the aliens?


  “What publicity value: Colonel Kyle and Senator Drazin bearding the Saturnians in order to lay the foundations for interplanetary peace. Dr. Jollie is there, and I’m sure the three of you could cooperate well with the Saturnians. And even if you found yourselves superfluous—well, a few days in hiding would allow time for small physical inconveniences to disappear.”


  Dexter paused. “Meanwhile I’ll tell the brass at Washington you both went into the site at the invitation of the Saturnians to negotiate peace. I’ll explain that your first duty was to settle the complex situation before reporting to Washington.”


  “But . . .” protested Kyle. Drazin was frowning.


  Dexter insisted. “Believe me, there’s no alternative. You can’t carry on a public feud without annoying Washington. It’s undignified. But if you go into the site together, you’ll be regarded as heroes. I’ll see to that.”


  “But how can we get through the barriers?” asked Kyle.


  Dexter smiled. “This is a secret just between the three of us for the moment. It terminates at ground level. You can dig your way in underneath it!”


  “Do you mean that we could have dug our way in at any time?”


  “That’s right, Colonel! It’s been a wide open door all along. Detail a group of engineers to dig a tunnel, order them to keep their mouths shut, and simply walk in, or, rather, crawl in. It’s easy.”


  The Colonel and the Senator turned and eyed each other suspiciously. Kyle said, “I don’t know that I care for Drazin’s company . . .”


  “That goes for me, too,” snapped the Senator.


  “This thing is more important than either of you. Bury the hatchet. The Saturnians say they will rebuild the site in four days by atomic projection—or something like that. Stay with them for four days, then come out and take all the credit. Jollie won’t talk. He’s interested in science, not politics.”


  “Maybe you’ve got something there, Dexter,” Kyle conceded grudgingly. “I must confess I don’t favor going to Washington like this—not for a few days at any rate. I don’t know how Drazin feels.”


  Drazin said slowly, “I’m inclined to agree, damn it. I never thought I’d ever sink so low as to agree with Kyle.”


  “You and Kyle are opposites. Between you there isn’t an angle of any situation that isn’t adequately covered. Why don’t you work together, become a potent force for good?”


  Drazin agreed with sincerity. “I’m all for co-operation. Always was. But some people are so stubborn.”


  “Then why don’t you both shake hands and forget the past?”


  There was an awkward interval of strained silence. “Well . . .” muttered Drazin hesitantly.


  The Colonel immediately became positive in his action. He stood up and held out a firm hand. “I hate doing it. Senator,” he said, “but Dexter’s right. People like us can’t afford to quarrel. I’ll bury the hatchet if you will. Here’s my hand on it.”


  The Senator got up slowly and ponderously with an expression on his face that seemed to say “This is the end of all things.” He took Kyle’s hand and they shook—two embattled adversaries finally throwing in the towel.


  Dexter smiled a quiet smile of triumph. He said happily, “Well, that’s that. I’m going to Washington, and I’ll explain why you two boys aren’t coming. You’ll get plenty of good publicity. Go into the site before the reporters roll up in force. Dr. Jollie will tell you everything you need to know.”


  “Okay, Dexter,” Kyle replied. Then after an instant of self-conscious hesitation, “And—thanks.”


  XIII


  THE FESTIVAL of Earth was a blaze of rainbow lights and spotlit flags marking in twinkling and fluttering fluorescent outline the tall towers and domes and spires of the exhibition buildings, and over all, transparent and diaphanous, hung the auroral fantasy of pattern and hue that was Saturnopolis, forming a composite three-dimensional montage exceeding the wildest conception of any human surrealist.


  The blue curving dome of the Floridean sky was speckled with overhanging gyro aircraft crammed with Press men, radio men, TV men, newsreel men—all the people whose job it was to get the news and the pictures and spread them around the wide wondering world.


  Under the main entrance to the site with its giant translucent arch bearing tall welcoming signs in two languages an ornate plinth had been erected. Dignitaries and celebrities occupied the platform, a living human backdrop to the slender microphones into which important people had been having their say. Remote television cameras flung the scene into a billion home receivers through eagle-eyed telephoto lenses.


  The President of the United States had already made the inaugural speech and delegates from other leading national powers had made their formal recitations as the world watched and listened through electronic eyes and ears.


  In a room in the Military Intelligence building, Washington, Colonel Kyle sat watching the ceremony on a large video screen.


  Two other officers were in the room with him, both absorbed in the televised scene, taking in the reedy words of Dr. Jollie who was at that moment facing the microphones.


  Jollie was saying, “There has been a tendency in later generations to think that progress is only possible during the impetus of war—that the mere act of warfare acts as a stimulus to man’s ingenuity. I sincerely believe that a study of Saturnian culture and characters, for these are humble and peace-loving people, will explode that fallacy and result in the abolition of war and military institutions from this planet.


  “There has been much talk since the Saturnians arrived on Earth about invisible barriers. But there were, in fact, three invisible barriers between ourselves and the alien visitors. The first was the phenomena we all know about—the fire-walls. They were defensive precautionary measures whose purpose was widely misunderstood.


  “The second barrier, which was also responsible for a great deal of mischief and misunderstanding, was the abstract conception of difference—the difference between the Saturnian and ourselves. Difference may not be a tangible thing but it is very real. The utter remoteness of the mental mechanics of the Saturnians from ourselves was a great obstacle to mutual understanding, the same kind of obstacle that prevents any kind of communion between, say, a mouse and an elephant, or an eagle and a snake.


  “And, perhaps arising out of that, the third barrier—that of suspicion and hatred of the unknown. That is a human characteristic, whereas the other two barriers are fundamental. Suspicion and hatred are invariably based on fear, and it was undoubtedly a subconscious fear of these bizarre strangers from out of space which resulted in the launching of the ill-fated military attack.”


  Jollie paused, surveying his audience with keen admonishing eyes. He was no longer the frail eccentric, but had acquired a slender learned dignity. He might have been a college professor lecturing an enormous class of backward pupils.


  He went on, “We have, finally, overcome these three barriers. We have found, perhaps to our surprise, that there was no hostility in the aliens, only in ourselves. As is so often the case we projected that hostility through the invisible barrier, seeing enemies where there were friends. This is the supreme lesson of Operation Barrier.”


  One of the officers in the room said to Kyle, “He talks for all the world like Senator Drazin—peace, peace, and three bags full!”


  Kyle regarded him shrewdly. “It was something of an education for me,” he said soberly. “Jollie’s no fool. When I heard him backing up the Senator’s arguments I began to realize that there might be something in this peace business. I began to understand Drazin better.”


  “Always thought you hated the guy.”


  Kyle shook his head. “Maybe I did at one time, but not now. We have diametrically opposite minds, Drazin and I, but that can be a good combination. Ever since we went inside the barrier together we’ve been firm friends.”


  At that moment the portly shape of Senator. Drazin lumbered towards the microphone. There was a prolonged rustle of comment, a kind of symbolic slackening off among the audience, because Drazin’s speech was the final one on the programme, and the prelude to the actual opening of the Festival.


  He stood erect and spoke to the multitude with easy confidence. He said, simply and sincerely, “Our friends from Saturn, in the face of vicious and persistent hostility, did not lose that tolerance and understanding which is their strength. We sought to destroy, and they to build and rebuild. For this primary lesson in ethics we shall be ever in their debt. At this time, when mankind is united in a common demonstration of culture and goodwill, let us remember the shining example of the Saturnians. Let us resolve to outlaw suspicion, aggression and diatred, and make the newly-born era the millennium of peace and progress.”


  Then he turned to a varnished familiar figure seated to the rear and held out an arm in a gesture of friendship.


  “I now invite a representative of our friends and benefactors to step forward, on behalf of the peoples of Saturn, to cut the golden cord and declare the Festival open.”


  The Drazin-like form of the Saturnian, echoing the real rotund solidity of the Senator himself, stood up and bowed to the assembled throng. The roar of applause was deafening. Then, from a small velvet cushion brought forward by a beautiful girl in a two-piece bathing costume he took a pair of small golden scissors and descended the sloping ramp leading to the main entrance. All the members of the inaugural committee on the platform followed him.


  The lens turrets of the video cameras zoomed into close-up as the scissor blades closed on the tape. And at the same moment, in the office of the Director of Technical Services on the twentieth story of the site in control headquarters, Jon Dexter, E.G. Wayne and Dr. Lynn Farrow touched glasses as they drank a toast to the success of the Festival.


  Wayne said, “Well, it happened. Right on schedule, in spite of everything!”


  He glanced at his watch. “I’d better get down to the higher-plane entrance before the V.I.P’s reach it. I have to conduct them on the initial tour of Saturnopolis.”


  After he had gone Dexter took Lynn’s hand. “Right on schedule,” he said echoing Wayne’s words.


  “And the rest?” she asked, moving close to him.


  “That will be right on schedule, too.”


  She said, “Don’t stay away from me for too long, darling.”


  Dexter smiled and took her in his arms. “You worry too much,” he murmured. “I’ll be back, in ten days, maybe two weeks. But I’ll be back.”


  “Ten days is an eternity,” she said.


  “Then I’ll be back in an eternity,” he answered, and kissed her. For a long trembling moment they looked at each other.


  “When the Festival is over,” he said, “I’ll want you to come to Washington with me.”


  “I’d come to Saturn with you,” she replied simply. “Even though I like Earth much better.”


  They went out into the elevator and down to the Festival of Earth.


  THE MIRROR


  Alan E. Nourse


  Four enemy ships hidden on Saturn—and the only way to find out who they were, what they wanted, was to seek out the meaning of what was reflected . . .


  Somewhere down on the surface of Saturn the Enemy was waiting.


  The Earth outpost on Saturn Satellite knew the Enemy was there, with his four great ships and the unimaginable power that had brought him from whatever place he had come. But the Earth outpost did not know why he had come, and they did not know what he intended to do.


  He had come into the Solar System, and struck with pointless savagery, and then fled to a place where Earth ships could not follow him, and now he waited there. His very presence there was intolerable; the Earth outpost had to fight him, but the fight was on his terms, and it was on the battleground he had chosen.


  THE waiting was the most terrible part of all, for Provost.


  There was no chrono in the day room of the Satellite ship, but Provost had his own private chrono buried in his skull, somewhere in that vague, impersonal space that lay between his left ear and his left eyebrow, deep down, ticking away hours, minutes, seconds, ridiculous fractions of ridiculous segments of seconds, marking them off against him inexorably, the epitome of all timepieces. It was there in his head and he couldn’t get away from it, not even when his shift was over and he was back in Relief, laboriously rebuilding the fragments of Ben Provost that the Enemy had tom away. Now, almost whole and fresh again, he could hear the chrono clicking away against him, and he knew that he feared the waiting far more than he feared the Enemy.


  Almost time, Provost. Almost your turn to go down again . . .


  He paced the day room, and felt sweat trickle down his chest from the waiting and the silence. Always, in the last hour before his shift, he existed in a cloak of silence. Canned music blared from the wall speaker, unnaturally loud, but it was soundless to Provost. There was talking and chatter in the day room, harsh laughter all about him, noises of glasses clinking, feet shuffling. A dozen men were here, but to Provost the day room was like a view-screen with the sound turned off. He was utterly isolated.


  He rubbed wet palms against his trousers and waited.


  Nobody looked at him, of course. They knew that his shift was next. Nobody spoke to him; he might smile and answer, or he might turn savagely and break their necks at a single word. It had happened before. He was like a coiled spring waiting for the trigger, and nobody wanted to tamper with him twenty minutes before shift change. They knew he couldn’t be responsible for what he might do.


  And with every passing second the spring wound tighter. That was what made the waiting so terrible.


  He went below and stepped into a hot foam shower, felt the powerful muscles of his shoulders and neck relax a trifle. Briefly he thought of the Turner girl. Would she be in Relief when he came back again? She was skillful . . . more skillful than any of the others. And that new woman that DepPsych had sent out, Dorie Kendall . . . what about her? Help, or hindrance? Dangerous, sending out new people at a time like this. And yet, she’d listened when he’d told her how he could use his Analogue to go down onto Saturn’s surface, yet never actually leave the Satellite ship at all. Maybe she’d do. Maybe she might even be able to help him, somehow . . .


  He dressed quickly now as the fear grew stronger in his mind. There was no use trying to fight it down—he knew that from long experience. It was far more exhausting to try than to give in to it, start counting the minutes to Relief from now instead of when the shift began. It made things balance better in his mind that way, even if it made DepPsych scream and wring their hands. What did they know about this Idiot War that he didn’t know? Nothing, exactly nothing. He was an expert on this war. They could never imagine what an expert he was.


  He checked at the Control Board. “Provost on.”


  “Are you steady?” The voice from Control asked. Provost grunted.


  “All right, here’s the report.” The voice hesitated an instant. “I don’t think you’re going to like it very much.”


  “Let’s have it.”


  “Dead quiet on the front all through the last shift,” Control said.


  Provost blinked. “Quiet!”


  “That’s what the man said.”


  “Oh, Lord. Now what?”


  “I wish I could tell you.” The voice from Control was puzzled and sympathetic. “They’re brewing something down there, that’s certain, and it’s likely to be nasty. They haven’t given us a quiet shift in months.” Provost could almost see the face of the Controller, somewhere deep in the lower regions of the Satellite ship. “You may get it, Ben. But then, maybe it’ll stay quiet for you, too.”


  “Fat chance,” said Provost. “I’m going in now.”


  He stepped into the Analogue cubicle with the green flasher over the door, found the cockpit in the darkness, fit his damp hands into the grips. He shook the Analogue helmet down on his head until it was comfortable. He didn’t try to tell himself that he wasn’t really going down onto Saturn’s surface, that only a tiny bit of metal and stamped circuitry was going down under his control . . . DepPsych had dropped that line of comfort long ago. Provost knew too well that he didn’t have to be on the surface in the flesh for the Enemy to rip him apart. He closed his eyes in the darkness, trying to relax.


  Still waiting, now, for the signal to move in. He didn’t know which man he was relieving. DepPsych said it was better not to. Even the signals from the Analogues were monitored so he wouldn’t have a hint. Every man operated his Analogue differently . . . but could the Enemy tell the difference?


  Provost was certain that they could. Not that it seemed to make any difference, to them.


  “Count down.” He heard the buzzer sound, and he crushed down with all his power on the hand grips. He felt the jolting thud as he slammed into full Analogue contact, and something deep in his mind began screaming now! now! now!


  He dropped away into nothing.


  He knew that he was on the surface, even though a corner of his mind was aware of the sticky hand grips, the dark closeness of the Analogue cubicle. Before him he could see great yawning chasms of ice stretching out into the distance. Yellow-gray light reflected down from the Rings. He could sense the devastating pressure of Saturn’s atmosphere even though he could not feel it. Overhead, a roiling sea of methane and ammonia clouds, crashing lightning, the unspeakable violence of Saturn’s continual war with itself.


  And somewhere beyond the place where he was, the Enemy.


  There was no contact, at first. He groped, and found nothing. He could always tell their presence, just as he was sure now that they could tell his. But that was as far as he could go. They planned. They moved. If they were ready, they struck. If they weren’t ready, they didn’t.


  And until they struck, he was helpless. There was nothing for him to fight against. All he could do was wait. For what? He did not know. But always before, there had been something.


  Now, nothing. Not a whisper. He waited, sick with fear. He knew the brutality of the Enemy. He knew the viciousness of their blows, the savagery, the cunning. These were things he could fight, turning their own weapons against them. But nothingness was something else.


  How could he fight nothing?


  He stretched his mind, groping for them. Then, suddenly, he felt a gentle brush of contact . . . they were there, all right. Also waiting. But for what? His muscles knotted, cramped. Why didn’t they do something? A quick, stabbing blow would be merciful relief . . . but it did not come.


  The Enemy had never been merciful. There was something else they were going to do . . .


  When it came, it was almost overpowering in its intensity. Not hostility, nor anger, nor hatred, as before.


  Instead, incredibly, a soft gentle mist of supplication, a wave of reproach. Instead, incredibly, a soft gentle mist of supplication, a wave of approach. Why do you hate us when we want only peaceful contact with you? Why do you try to drive us back? We have come from so far, and now you try only to destroy us . . .


  It caught him off guard. He tried to formulate an answer, but they swept in swiftly, surrounded him with reproach. As always, he could not tell how this contact with the Enemy was made. He simply felt them, deep in his mind, and they were closer now, all about him, sucking him deep into their minds. He felt a glowing warmth there now that was utterly different from before. He felt himself drawn, moving slowly, then faster and faster, in tightening spirals toward the vortex as the Enemy’s minds drew him in. We want to stop this fighting, but you prolong it. Why? Why won’t you give us a chance?


  And then he saw the physical images of the Enemy for the first time. They were approaching him on the surface. He couldn’t see them clearly . . . only fuzzy outlines . . . but enough to see that they were humanoid, manlike. They moved toward him as he watched. His heart roared with unexpected excitement. Could they mean it? Could they really want to reveal themselves, establish contact, put an end to this grueling, brutal Idiot War that had been going on for so long?


  Something in his own mind caught him then, shrieking alarm. Don’t be a fool! They’re treacherous, there’s nothing they won’t try. Don’t let them poison you, fight back!


  He caught at the grips, trying to center his mind on the approaching emissaries, trying to catch the fringes of thought that lay beneath the surface, but the wave of reproachfulness came back at him with increasing intensity.


  Why do you hate us so much?


  He knew, coldly, what he had to do. It was the only thing to do, even though it seemed so horribly wrong.


  He waited until the emissaries were close. Then he struck out at their minds, as viciously as he knew how. He drove the blow home with six long months of bitterness and hatred behind it, striking out wildly, slicing them down like wheat before a scythe. He felt them recoil and crumble, and pressed his advantage coldly, flailing at the insidious supplicating pattern of thought surrounding him.


  The spiral broke, suddenly, releasing him, but this time there was no stark, brutal core of malignancy that he had seen beneath their illusions so many times before. Instead, the vortex receded gently, regretfully . . . injured bewildered, helpless to understand.


  Why? Why will you not even give us a chance? Why do you hate us so much?


  It was harder to bear than naked savagery. Frantically Provost rang for Relief. It seemed, suddenly, as if every wrong and every imagined wrong he had ever done in his life was welling up to torment him; he knew it was only Enemy illusion, but his mind was screaming, twisting in on itself. The sense of guilt and self-loathing swept through him in waves as he fought to maintain the tiny thread of control. Butcher! his mind was screaming at him. What if they were sincere? What if you were wrong?


  The Control Board jerked him back before he broke, snapped off his Analogue contact abruptly. He stood up in the darkness of the cubicle and disengaged his cramped hands from the grips. It was over; he was safe. His Rehab conditioning cut in now to take over . . . now there would be Relief from the onslaught, quietness, gentleness, love, peace . . .


  But the waves of guilt were still washing at his mind. He started walking down the corridor toward the Relief room as his hands began to tremble; then he broke into a run. He knew that only seconds now stood between him and sanity, and sanity lay at the end of the corridor . . .


  The Turner girl was in the room waiting for him. There was soft music, gentle light. She sat across the room, and he rushed to her, buried his face in her lap, felt her fingers stroking his forehead as he let himself go completely, let great sobs of relief erupt from his throat and shake his shoulders.


  She was silent for a long time, stroking his forehead. Then she stopped stroking. She leaned forward, bent her lips to his ear.


  “Butcher!” she whispered.


  Only a whisper, but virulent, malignant. “Traitor! You call yourself human, but you go down there to butcher them! Monster!”


  Provost screamed, then threw himself back against the wall, arms out, clawing at it, screaming as he stared at her. She faced him, and spit at him, and laughed as his screams rose from torment to agony.


  An alarm bell was clanging now; her lips twisted. She threw open the corridor door. “Butcher!” she hurled back at him, and broke for the door.


  Gunfire rattled from both ends of the corridor. The crossfire caught her, lifted her off her feet and dropped her in a crumpled heap on the metal floor plates.


  Provost huddled in the corner of the room, babbling.


  The enormity of the blow did not register immediately. Like any warfare operation, the Satellite Ship was geared to face emergencies; the sheer momentum of its battle station procedure delayed the impact for hours. Then, slowly, the entire operation of the Satellite Ship began to freeze in its tracks.


  What had happened was no ordinary emergency.


  To Dorie Kendall the full, terrifying implication was clear from the start. She had long months of DepPsych training behind her, days and nights of tape-study and hypno sleep on the passage out from Earth. She had never contacted the Enemy, but she knew a great deal about the Enemy and what the Enemy might do. The instant Dr. Coindreau had called her down to the autopsy, she realized what had happened.


  Only now it was dawning on her in a cold wash of horror that it was her fault that it had happened at all.


  “But why don’t you attack them?” she had asked Provost a few hours before his shift began. “Why do you always take the defensive?”


  Provost had looked at her, patiently, as though she were a child who didn’t quite understand the facts of life. “They’re perceptive,” he said. “They’re powerful. Incredibly powerful.”


  “All the more reason to hit them hard,” she had argued. “Hit them with a blow that will drive them back reeling.” Provost smiled. “Is that the new DepPsych theory?”


  “Something has to be changed. This war has gone on and on.”


  “Maybe after a white you’ll understand,” he had said slowly. “How can we hit them this powerful blow when they’re busy driving mental javelins into us with all the force they can muster? I can try . . . but I don’t know.” He had tried, the girl reflected, and now bare hours later he was strapped down screaming and shattered in the isolation cubicle, and the Relief girl . . .


  She watched Dr. Coindreau’s lean masked face and careful fingers as he worked at the autopsy table. Every room in Medical Section, every fixture, had a double use. Sickbay and Rehab quarters. Office and lab. Examining room doubling as surgery. Now it was doubling as morgue. She peered down at the remains of the Turner girl in growing anger and revulsion and wondered, desperately, how the Enemy had done it.


  She realized, coldly, that it was up to her to find out how, and fast.


  The Enemy had poisoned the Turner girl, somehow. They had reached into the heart of the Satellite Ship and struck at the most critical link in the chain . . . the Relief program that could send the men back into battle.


  Without Relief, there could be no men to fight . . .


  But why did we have to murder her? The Kendall girl thought bitterly. If we could have studied her, we might have learned how the Enemy had done it.


  The blinker over the door flashed, and a big heavy-set man stepped into the room. She recognized Vanaman, commander of the Satellite Ship. She had talked to him briefly before; it had been an unpleasant interview. Vanaman had made it quite clear that he could not understand why DepPsych insisted upon sending women out to Saturn Satellite, nor why Earth Control chose now of all times to shift gears and saddle him with Dorie Kendall. Now the big man glared at her and stared down at the thing on the table.


  “The Turner girl?” he asked.


  “What’s left of her,” Dr. Coindreau said. “I’m about finished. It’s not going to help us any.”


  “It’s got to help us.” Vanaman’s voice was harsh.


  Dorie Kendall looked up at him sharply. “You didn’t leave us much to work with, you know.”


  Vanaman’s fist clenched on the table. Deep-cut lines sliced from his nose down to the corners of his mouth. His face showed the grueling pressure of months of Command, and he seemed to control himself with difficulty. “What did you expect me to do,” he said, “kiss her?”


  The girl flushed. “You didn’t have to kill her.” Vanaman blinked at her. “You’ve been helping the doctor do the post?”


  “Certainly.”


  “And you’ve run a standard post-mortem brain wash?” He nodded toward the neuro-molecular analyzer clicking in the wall, the great grandfather of all Analogues.


  “Of course.”


  “And what did you find, Miss Kendall?”


  “Nothing intelligible,” she said defiantly. “The Enemy had her, that’s all.”


  “Fine,” said Vanaman. “And you’re suggesting that we should have had running around alive on this ship? Even for ten seconds? We know they had her tongue . . . they must have had her eyes also, her ears, her reason.” He shook his head. “Everything we’ve done against the Enemy has depended on keeping them away from us, off this ship. That’s why we monitor every move of every man and woman here, Miss Kendall, including yourself. That’s why we have guns in every corridor and room. That’s why we used them on the Turner girl.” There was silence for a moment. Then the doctor pushed back from the table and looked up. “You used them too late on the Turner girl,” he said to Vanaman.


  “You mean Provost is dead?”


  “Oh, no.” The doctor jerked off his mask, ran a lean hand through his hair. “He’s alive enough. That is to say, his heart is beating. He breathes. Just what is going on above his tentorium is something else again. I doubt if even Miss Kendall can tell you that. I certainly can’t.”


  “Then he’s a total loss.” Vanaman’s face seemed to sag, and Dorie realized suddenly how heavily he had been hanging on that thread of hope.


  “Who can say?” the doctor said. “You take a chunk of fine granite and strike precisely the right blow, precisely hard enough at precisely the right angle, and it will shatter into a dozen pieces. That is what has happened to Provost. Any salvage will be strictly up to DepPsych. It’s out of my province.” The physician’s dark eyes met Dorie’s for a moment, and shifted away. “Unfortunately, the significance of this attack is greater than the survival or loss of Ben Provost. I think we’d better all face that right now. The job the Enemy has done on Provost was a precision job. It can mean only one thing: that somehow they have managed to acquire a very complex understanding of human behavior patterns. Am I right, Dorie?”


  She nodded. “It isn’t what they did to Provost that matters,” she said. “It’s how they did it.”


  “Then how did they do it?” Vanaman asked, turning on her. “That’s what you’re here for, isn’t it? It’s DepPsych’s job to tell us how to fight this Enemy . . . why don’t you know?”


  “I need time,” she said. “I don’t have an answer . . .”


  The big man leaned forward, his lips tight across his teeth. “You’ve got to give me an answer,” he said. “We can’t afford time, can’t you see that? This Satellite is the only shield between Earth and the Enemy. If you can’t give us the answer, we’re through, washed up. We’ve got to know how they did what they did to Provost.”


  Through the viewport the pale, yellow globe of Saturn stared up at them, unwinking, like the pale eye of a venomous snake.


  “I wish I could tell you,” Dorie Kendall said. “The Turner girl can’t tell us. Neither can Provost. But maybe there is one way we can learn.”


  “And that?”


  “Provost’s Analogue. It has been the real contact with the Enemy. It should know everything Provost knows about them. The Analogue may give us the answer.”


  She fed the tapes from Ben Provost’s Analogue into the playback unit in the tiny projection room in Integration Section, and for a few moments ceased to be Dorie Kendall of DepPsych, trained for duty and stationed on Saturn Satellite, and became Ben Provost instead.


  It was an eerie experience. She realized that every Analogue was different, a faithful impression of the mind of its prototype; she had not been prepared for the sudden, abrupt contact with the prototype mind of Ben Provost.


  She felt the sickening thud of his contact with the Analogue just prior to its last descent to the surface. She felt the overwhelming wave of tension and fear that the Analogue had recorded; then the sudden, irrational, almost gleeful sense of elation as Ben Provost’s eyes and ears and mind floated down to the place where the Enemy was. The Analogue tape was faithful to a high degree of fidelity. Dorie Kendall gripped the chair arms until her wrists cramped.


  It was like going to the surface herself.


  Beside her she felt Vanaman’s huge body growing tense as he gnawed his knuckles, soaking in the tape record. She felt the growing tension, the snowballing sense of impending disaster reflecting from Ben Provost’s mind. . . .


  And then she lost contact with the things around her and fell completely into Provost’s role. The growing supplication of the Enemy surrounded her. She felt the sense of reproach, the helpless appeal of the illusion, and Provost’s response, calculated to perfection and deployed like a pawn on a chess board. It’s a trick, a pitfall, watch out! Don’t be fooled, don’t fall into their trap. . . .


  She felt the wild fury of Provost’s mind as he hurled the illusion aside, struck out at the Enemy as she had told him to do. And then the receding waves of supplication and reproach from the Enemy, the overwhelming, demoralizing wave of guilt.


  In that moment she began to understand Ben Provost, and to realize what the Enemy had done. Her face was pale when the tape stopped. She clenched her fists to keep her hands from trembling.


  Vanaman leaned back, defeat heavy on his face. “Nothing,” he said. “It’s always the same. We have nothing.”


  “I didn’t realize what they could do,” Dorie said.


  “But that was on the surface. Down there we could fight it, control it. Now they’ve reached us here, too.” He stood up and started for the corridor. “For all we know, they’ve been here all along, just playing with us. We can’t really be certain that they haven’t. Do you see what we’ve been fighting, now? We don’t know anything about them, or be sure we’re fighting a war with them.”


  Dorie Kendall looked up, startled. “Is there any doubt of that?”


  “There’s plenty of doubt,” Vanaman said. “We seem to be fighting a war, except that nobody seems to understand just what kind of war we’re fighting, or just why we’re fighting it . . .” His voice trailed off and he shrugged wearily. “Well, we’re against the wall now. Provost was our best Analogue man. He depended utterly on Relief to put him back together again after one of those sessions down there. The Turner girl was the whole key to our fighting technique, and they got to her, somehow, and poisoned her. If they can do that, we’re through.”


  The girl stared at him. “You mean we should quit? Withdraw?”


  Vanaman’s voice was bitter. “What else can we do? Any one of the girls in Relief could be just the same as the Turner girl, right now. Our entire strategy has been cracked open in one blow. The Relief program is ruined, and without Relief I can’t send another man down there.”


  “But you’ve got to,” Dorie said. “We can’t stop now.”


  “We can’t fight them, either. We’ve been fighting them for months, and we know nothing about them. They come from . . . somewhere. We don’t know where, or when, or how. All we know is what they did to Titan Colony.


  “We’re trying to defend ourselves against an imponderable, and our defenses are crumbling.” Vanaman closed the tape cans and tossed them into the return file with an air of finality. “Do you know what Provost called this war?”


  Dorie Kendall nodded. “He told me. An Idiot War.”


  “And he was right. Their war, not ours. What do they want? We don’t know. On their choice of battlefield, in their kind of warfare, they’re whipping us, and we don’t even know how. If we had even a glimpse of what they were trying to do, we might be able to fight them. Without that, we’re helpless.”


  She heard what he was saying, and she realized that it was almost true, and yet something stuck in her mind, a flicker of an idea. “I wonder,” she said. “Maybe we don’t know what the Enemy is trying to do here . . . but there’s one possibility nobody seems to have considered.” Vanaman looked up slowly. “Possibility?”


  “That they don’t know what they’re trying to do, either,” Dorie Kendall said.


  It was a possibility, even Vanaman grudgingly admitted that. But as she went down to Isolation Section to examine Ben Provost, Dorie Kendall knew that it made no sense . . . no more, nor less, than anything else that the Enemy had done since they had come six months before into Earth’s solar system.


  They had come silent as death, unheralded: four great ships moving as one, slipping in from the depths of space beyond Pluto. How long they had been lurking there, unobserved but observing, no one could say. They moved in slowly, like shadows crossing a valley, with all space to conceal them, intruders in the enormous silence.


  An observation post on tiny Miranda of Uranus spotted them first, suddenly and incredibly present where no ships ought to be, in a formation that no Earth ships ever would assume. Instrument readings were confirmed, doubted, reconfirmed. The sighting was relayed to the supply colony on Callisto, and thence to Earth.


  Return orders were swift: keep silence, observe, triangulate and track, compute course and speed, make no attempt at contact. But return orders were too late. The observation post on Miranda had ceased, abruptly, to exist.


  Alerted Patrol ships searched in vain, until the four strange ships revealed themselves in orbit around Saturn. Deliberately? No one knew. Their engines were silent; they drifted like huge encapsulated spores, joining the other silent moons around the sixth planet. They orbitted for months. Titan Colony watched them, Ganymede watched them, Callisto watched them.


  Nothing happened.


  On Earth there were councils, debate, uncertainty; speculation, caution, fear. Wait for them to make contact. Give them time. Wait and see. But the four great ships made no move. They gave no sign of life. Nothing.


  Signals were dispatched, with no response. Earth prepared against an attack—a ridiculous move; who could predict the nature of any attack that might come? Still, Earthmen had always been poor at waiting. Curiosity battled caution and won, hands down. What were these ships? Where did they come from? Hostile or friendly? Why had they come here?


  Above all, w they want?


  No answers came from the four great ships. Nothing.


  Finally an Earth ship went up from Titan Colony, moving out toward the orbit of the intruders. The crew of the contact ship knew their danger. They had a single order: make contact. Use any means, accept any risk, but make contact. Approach with caution, with care, gently, without alarming, but make contact. At any cost.


  They approached the intruders, and were torn from space in one instantaneous flash of white light. Simultaneously, Titan Colony flared like an interplanetary beacon and flickered out, a smoking crater three hundred miles wide and seventy miles deep.


  And then, incredibly, the four great ships broke from orbit and fled deep beneath the methane and ammonia clouds of Saturn’s surface. Earth reeled from the blow, and waited paralyzed for the next . . . and nothing happened. No signal, no sign, nothing.


  But now the intruders were the Enemy. The war had begun, if it was a war; but it was not a war that Earthmen knew how to fight. A war of contradiction and wild illogic. A war fought in a ridiculous microcosm where Earthmen could not fight, with weapons that Earthmen did not comprehend.


  An Idiot War . . .


  She went to see Ben Provost just eight hours after the Enemy had struck through the Turner girl.


  As she followed the tall, narrow-shouldered doctor into the isolation cubicles of Medical Section he stopped and turned to face her. “I don’t think this is wise at all.”


  “Maybe not,” the girl said. “But I have no choice. Provost was closer to the Enemy than anyone else here. There’s no other place to start.”


  “What do you think you’re going to learn?” Dr. Coindreau asked.


  “I don’t know. Only Provost knows exactly what happened in the Relief room.”


  “We know what happened,” the doctor protested. “The Relief room was monitored. Provost had come close to his breakpoint when Control jerked his Analogue back from the surface. The pressure on the men under battle conditions is almost intolerable. They all approach breakpoint, and induced regression in the Relief room is the fastest, safest way to unwind them, as long as we don’t let them curl up into a ball.”


  “You mean it was the fastest and safest way until now,” Dorie corrected him.


  The doctor shrugged. “They hit Provost at his weakest. The Turner girl couldn’t have done worse with a butcher knife. I still don’t see what you’re going to learn from Provost.”


  “At least I can see what they’ve done to him.” She looked at the doctor. “I don’t see how my seeing him can hurt him.”


  “Oh, I’m not worried about him.” The doctor opened the door. At the nursing desk a corpsman was punching chart-cards. “How’s he doing?” the doctor asked.


  “Same as before.” The corpsman saw the girl, and flushed. “Doc, are you taking her in there?”


  “That’s what she wants.”


  Inside the cubicle they found Provost lying on his back on a bunk. The pale blue aura of a tangle screen hovered over him, gentle restraint, but effective.


  Provost was singing.


  The words drifted across the room, and Dorie suddenly caught them, and she, too, felt her cheeks turn red.


  “Hello, Ben,” the doctor said. “How are you feeling?”


  Provost stopped singing and smiled. “Fine. Yourself?”


  “This is Miss Kendall. She’s going to help take care of you.”


  “Well, it’s about time.” Provost turned his face toward Dorie. No sign of personal interest, but she felt suddenly as though all of her clothes were off. His eyes were flat, a snake’s eyes, but eager. Very eager. “Not much to offer, I’d say. Is she cooperative?”


  The tone of his voice made her flush deepen. She shivered. Dr. Coindreau said, “Ben, do you know where you are?”


  “The best place ever,” said Provost, grinning at Dorie. “In bed.”


  “Do you know where?” Provost ignored the question. He stared fixedly at the girl. “Do I pay now, or when I’m through?” he asked, disinterestedly.


  “Do you know what happened to you, Ben?”


  His eyes didn’t waver, but he frowned. “Memory’s a little sticky. She ought to jog it up for me a little.” She saw his hand clench on the coverlet until the knuckles whitened. “She’s a little flat-chested, but she’ll do, all right.”


  The doctor sighed. “Listen to me, Ben. You were on the surface. Something happened down there. What . . .” Provost obviously was not listening. “Look, Doc, you’re just in the way,” he cut in urgently, staring at Dorie. “There’s damned little privacy around here as it is.”


  “All right, Ben.” Dr. Coindreau turned away. He led the girl back into the corridor.


  She was no longer blushing. She was white as a sheet. “You know that he’d kill you before he finished,” the doctor said to her gently.


  She nodded, “I know. It’s horrible.”


  “At least the mechanism is direct enough. Fairly primitive, too. An ordinary man would either be dead or catatonic. Provost is a rock of stability in comparison.”


  She nodded. “But he’s turned his hatred on the girl, not on the Enemy.”


  “It was the girl who hit him, remember?” They stepped into an office, and she took the seat the doctor offered gratefully. “Anyway,” he said, “Provost never actually contacted the Enemy. We speak as though he had actually been down on the surface physically, and of course he hasn’t. You know how an Analogue works?”


  “I ought to—I have one—but I only know the general theory, not the details.”


  “Nobody knows the details too well. Nobody really could . . . an Analogue is at least quasi-sentient, and the relationship between an Analogue and its operator is extremely individual and personal. That’s precisely why Analogues are the only real weapons we have to use against the Enemy.”


  “I can’t quite see that,” Dorie said.


  “Look . . . these creatures, whatever they are, buried themselves on the surface of Saturn and just sat there, right? The blows they struck against Titan Colony and the contact ship showed us the kind of power they could bring to bear . . . but they didn’t follow up. They struck and ran. Pretty pointless, wouldn’t you say?”


  It seemed so, at first glance. Dorie Kendall frowned. “Maybe not so pointless. It made counterattack almost impossible.”


  Dr. Coindreau nodded grimly. “Exactly the point. We didn’t know what—or how—to counterattack. We practically had to do something, and yet there was nothing we could do.”


  “Why didn’t we land and hunt them out?” the girl asked. “We can get down there, can’t we?”


  “Yes, but it would have been worse than useless. It would have taken all our strength and technology just to survive, let alone do anything else. So we used Analogues, just the way Golden and his crew used them to explore the surface of Jupiter.


  The Analogues were originally developed to treat paranoids, of course. The old lysergic acid poisons proved that a personality could dissociate voluntarily and reintegrate again, so that a psych man could slip right into a paranoid fantasy with his patient and work him on his own ground. Trouble was that unstable personalities didn’t reintegrate again so well, which was why so many psych-docs blew up in all directions on LSD.” Dr. Coindreau paused, chewing his lip. “With Analogues, the dissociation is only apparent, not real. A carbon-copy, with all the sensory, motor, and personality factors outlined perfectly. The jump from enzyme-antagonists to electronic punched-molecule impressions isn’t too steep, really, and at least the Analogues are predictable.”


  It cleared up many questions that had been in Dorie Kendall’s mind. “So the operatives—like Provost—could send their Analogues down and explore in absentia, so to speak.”


  “As a probe, in hope of making contact with the Enemy. It turned out differently, though. That was what the Enemy seemed to be waiting for. They drove back the first probers with perfectly staggering brutality. We struck back at them, and they returned with worse. So pretty soon we were dancing this silly gavotte with them down there, except that the operatives didn’t find it so silly. Maybe those medieval Earth wars seemed silly, with the battleground announced in advance, the forces lined up, the bugles blowing, parry and thrust and everybody quits at sunset . . . but lots of men got killed that way just the same.” He paused for a moment, abstracted; and then went on with sudden firmness: “There was no sense to this thing, but it was what the Enemy seemed to want. Our best men have thrown everything they could into it, and only their conditioning and the Relief room has kept them going.”


  He shot a glance toward the cubicle. “Well, now that’s all over. They’ve shifted the battle scene on us, and we’re paralyzed.”


  For a long moment the DepPsych girl sat in silence. Then she said, “I don’t think ‘paralyzed’ is exactly the word you want. You mean ‘panicked’.”


  “Does it make any difference?”


  “Maybe a world of difference,” the girl said thoughtfully, “to the Aliens.”


  Paralysis or panic, the effect on the Satellite Ship was devastating.


  Twelve hours after Provost was dragged kicking and screaming out of the Relief room, the ship’s crew waited in momentary anticipation, braced against the next blow. They could not guess from where it might come, nor what it might do. They could only sit in agony and wait.


  Twenty-four hours later, they still waited. Thirty-six hours, and they still waited. Activity was suspended, even breathing was painful. In the day-room the Analogue operatives gnawed their knuckles, silent and fearful, unwilling to trust even a brief exchange of words. They were Earthmen, the girl realized, and Earthmen were old hands at warfare. They understood too well the horrible power of advantage. Earthly empires had tottered and fallen for the loss of one tiny advantage.


  But the Enemy’s advantage was not tiny. It was huge, overpowering. They waited for the blow to fall. It had to fall, if there was order and logic in the universe . . .


  It didn’t fall. They waited, and far worse than a brutal, concerted attack against them, nothing happened. Nothing at all.


  The paralysis deepened. The Enemy had reached a girl within the Satellite and turned her into a murderous blade in their midst. Who could say who else they had reached? No one knew. There was nothing to grasp, nothing to hold on to, nothing . . .


  Dorie Kendall did not elaborate on her remark to Dr. Coindreau, but something had slid smoothly into place in her mind as she had talked to him, and she watched the Satellite and its men around her grinding to a halt with a new alertness.


  The attack on Provost through the Turner girl was not pointless, she was certain of that. It had purpose. Nor was it an end in itself . . . it was only the beginning. To understand the purpose it was necessary to somehow begin to understand the Enemy.


  And that, of course, was the whole war. That was what the Enemy had so consistently fought to prevent. They have built up an impenetrable wall, a blinding smokescreen to hide themselves, she thought, but there must be a way to see them clearly . . .


  The only way to see them was through Provost. As she saw him again and again, trying to break through his violent obsession, she became more and more certain that Ben Provost was the key. They were brutal interviews, fruitless . . . but she watched as she worked.


  Vanaman found her in Medical Section the third day . . . a red-eyed, bitter Vanaman, obviously exhausted, obviously fighting for the last vestige of control, obviously helpless to thwart the creeping paralysis in the ship under his command. “You’ve got to hit Eberle with something,” he said harshly. “I can’t make him budge.”


  “Who is Eberle?” the girl wanted to know.


  “The Analogue dispatcher. He won’t send an Analogue down.”


  She found John Eberle in the Analogue banks, working by himself, quietly and efficiently and foolishly, testing wires, testing transmission, dismantling the delicate electronic units and reassembling them in an atmosphere of chaos around him. The operative cubicles were all empty, the doors hanging open, alarm signals winking unheeded.


  “What are you doing with them?” Dorie asked him, staring down at the dismantled Analogues.


  Eberle grinned up at her foolishly. “Testing them,” he said. “Just testing.”


  “But we need them down on the surface now. Can’t you see that?”


  Eberle’s smile faded. “I can’t send them down there.”


  “Why not?”


  “Who’s going to operate them?” the dispatcher said. “What will the operators do for Relief?” His eyes narrowed. “Would you want to take one down?”


  “Pm not trained to take one down. But there are operators here who are.” Eberle shrugged, his shoulders. “Well, you’re DepPsych, maybe you’ve got some magic formula to make them go down. I haven’t. I’ve already tried it.”


  She stared at him, and felt the wave of helplessness sweep over her. It was as though she was standing in an enormous tangle-field, and all her efforts to free herself only settled it more firmly on her shoulders. She knew it wasn’t anything as simple as fear or cowardice that was paralyzing the ship this way.


  It was more than that, something far deeper and more basic.


  Once again she was forced back to where it had all started, the only possible channel of attack.


  Ben Provost. She headed for the isolation cubicle.


  Thirty-six hours, and she had barely slept; when exhaustion demanded rest, her mind would not permit it, and she would toss in darkness, groping for land, for something solid to grasp and cling to.


  Provost sucked up most of her time . . . wasted hours, hours that drained her physically and emotionally. She made no progress, found no chink in the brutal armor. When she was not with him she was in the projection booth, studying the Analogue tapes stored and filed from the beginning, studying the monitor tapes, watching and listening, trying somehow to build a composite picture of the Enemy that had lurked and then struck. There were too many pictures, that was the trouble. None of them fit. None corresponded to the others. She was trying to make sense from nonsense, and always the task seemed more hopeless than before.


  And yet, slowly, a pattern began to emerge.


  An alien creature, coming by intent or accident into a star system with intelligent life, advanced technology. The odds were astronomical against its ever happening. Perhaps a truly unique occurrence; certainly unique for the alien creatures . . .


  What then?


  A pattern that was inevitable . . .


  She answered a violent summons from Vanaman, and he demanded progress with Ben Provost, and she told him there was no progress. He paced the floor, lashing out at her with all the fury that had been building up as the hours had passed. “That’s what you’re here for,” he told her harshly. “That’s why we have DepPsych—to deal with emergencies. We’ve got to have progress with that man.”


  Dorie sighed. “I’m doing everything I can,” she said. “He has a powerful mind. He has it focussed down on one tiny pinpoint of awareness, and he won’t budge it from there.”


  “He won’t!” Vanaman roared. “What about you? You people have techniques. Use every method available.


  You can break him away from it.”


  “Do you want him dead?” she asked him. “That’s what you’ll get if I drive him too hard. He’s clinging for his life, and I mean that literally. To him, I am the Turner girl, and all that is sustaining him is this vicious drive to destroy me, as quickly as he can, as horribly as he can. You can use your imagination, I think.”


  Vanaman stared at her. She met his haggard eyes defiantly. Vanaman broke first. It was almost pitiable, the change that took place in him. He seemed to age before her eyes; the creases in his face seemed to harden and deepen, and his heavy hands—threatening weapons before—fell limp. Like a spirited dog that had been whipped and broken by a brutal master, he crumbled. “All right. I can’t fight you.” He spread his hands helplessly. “You know that I’m beaten, don’t you? I’m cornered, and there’s no place to turn. I know why Provost dreaded those long waits between shifts now. That’s all I can do—wait for the blow to fall.”


  “What blow?” said the girl.


  “Maybe you can tell me.”


  A strangled sound came from Vanaman’s throat. “Everything we’ve done against them has been useless. Our attempt to contact them, our probing for them and fighting them on the surface—useless. When they got ready to hit us here, they hit us. All our precautions and defenses didn’t hinder them.” He glared at her. “All right, you tell me. What is it we’re waiting for? Where is the blow going to come from?”


  “I don’t think there’s going to be any blow,” said Dorie Kendall.


  “Then you’re either blind or stupid,” Vanaman snapped. “They’ve driven a gaping hole in our defenses. They know that. Do you think they’re just going to let the advantage slide?”


  “They might not, if they were human. But they’re not. You seem to keep forgetting that.”


  Words died on his lips. He blinked and frowned. “I don’t follow you,” he said after a moment.


  “Everything they’ve done fits a pattern,” she said. “They have physical destructive power, but the only times they’ve used it was to prevent physical contact. After they struck did they press forward? Humans might have, but they didn’t. Instead, they moved back to the least accessible geographical region they could find in the solar system, a planetary surface we could not negotiate, and waited. When we sent down Analogue probers, they fought us, in a way—but what has made that fight so difficult? Can you tell me?”


  “The fact that we didn’t know what we were fighting,” Vanaman said slowly. “The Analogue operatives didn’t know what was coming next, never two attacks the same.”


  “Exactly,” said the girl. “They knocked us off balance and kept us there. They didn’t use their advantage then. Everything was kept tightly localized—until the Analogue operatives began to get their feet on the ground. You saw the same tapes I did. Those men were beginning to know what they were doing down there; they knew they could count on their conditioning and the Relief rooms to keep them from breaking, no matter how powerful the onslaught. So now, only now, the Enemy has tom that to ribbons with the Turner girl.” She smiled. “You see what I mean about a pattern?”


  “Maybe so,” Vanaman conceded, “but I don’t see why.”


  “Look—when you poke a turtle with a stick, what happens? He pulls in his head and sits there. Just that one little aggressive act on your part gives you a world of information about how turtles behave. You could write a book about turtles, right there. But suppose it happened to be a snapping turtle you poked, and he took the end of the stick off. You wouldn’t need to poke him a second time to guess what he would do, would you? You already know. Why bother with a second poke?”


  “Then you’re saying that the Enemy won’t strike again because they have what they want,” said Vanaman.


  “Of course,” the girl said bleakly. “They have Provost. Through Provost they have every mind on this Satellite. They don’t need to fight on the surface any more, they’re right here.”


  Vanaman’s eyes were hard as he rose from his seat. “Well, we can stop that. We can kill Provost.”


  She caught his arm as he reached for the intercom switch. “Well, well—you are panicky,” she said tightly. “What do you think you’re going to do when you’ve killed him?”


  “I don’t know,” he snarled. “But I’ll do something. I’ve got to get them into the open, out where I can see them, before we all split open at the seams . . .”


  “You mean find out whether they have green skins and five legs or not? Who cares? She twisted his arm with amazing strength, threw him back into the seat. “Listen to me. What we have to know is what they want, how they think, how they behave. Physical contact with them is pointless until we know those things—can’t you see that? They’ve realized that from the start.”


  He stared at her. “What are you going to do?”


  “I’m going to find out the things we have to know,” she said. “I’m going to use the one real weapon we’ve got—Ben Provost—and I’m going to see that he’s kept alive. Give me your arm.”


  Puzzled, he held it out. The needle bit so quickly he could not pull back. Realization dawned on his face.


  “Sorry,” she said gently. “There’s only one thing to do, and killing Provost isn’t it.” She pushed him back in the seat like a sack of flour. “I wish it were,” she added softly, but Vanaman wasn’t listening any more.


  As she moved down the corridor the magnitude of what she was doing caught her and shook her violently. Things had crystalized in her mind just before she had gone to talk with Vanaman. A course had appeared which she only grasped in outline, and she had moved too fast, too concisely. Now she had tripped the switch. The juggernaut was moving in on her now, ponderously, but gaining momentum.


  There would be no stopping it, she knew, no turning it back. A course of action, once initiated, developed power of its own. She was committed . . .


  Earth was committed . . .


  But now she was too terrified to think about that aspect of it. Her mind was filled and frozen by the ordeal she knew was facing her now: Ben Provost.


  She knew she had to take Provost back from them, wrench him out of their grasp. She remembered the hard, flat look in his eyes when he watched her, and she shuddered.


  There was a way to do it.


  All around her she could feel the tension of the Satellite ship, waiting helplessly, poised for demolition. She ran down the empty corridors, penetrating the depths of the ship, until she found the place she was seeking. Once inside Atmosphere Control Section she leaned against the wall, panting. But only for a moment.


  Then she slipped the filters into her nostrils, and broke the tiny capsules, feeding them into the ventilation ducts of the ship.


  She would take Provost back from the Enemy; then, if she survived—what? There were only hazy outlines in her mind. She knew the limitation of thought that was blocking her. It was the limitation that was utterly unavoidable in thinking of an alien, a creature not of Earth, not human. The limitation was so terribly easy to overlook until the alien was there facing her: the simple fact that she was bound and strapped by a human mind. She could only think human thoughts, in human ways. She could only comprehend the alien insofar as it bore human qualities, not an inch further. There was no way she could stretch her mind to cope with alien-ness. But worse—it inevitably assumed a human mind on the part of the alien.


  Which the Enemy did not have. What kind of a mind the Enemy did have she could not know, but it was not a human mind. Yet that alien mind had to be contacted and understood.


  It had seemed impossible until she had realized that the Enemy had faced exactly the same problem, and solved it.


  To the Enemy, stumbling upon intelligent life in Earth’s solar system, a human mind was as incomprehensible as an alien mind was to a human. They had faced the same dilemma, and found a way to cope with it. how had they done it? The very pattern of their approach showed how. It was data, and Dorie Kendall had treated it as data, and found the answer.


  It revealed them.


  They tried so hard to remain obscure while they, studied us, she thought as she moved back toward the Analogue Section, and yet with every move they made they revealed themselves to us further, if we had only had the wit to look. Everything they did was a revelation of themselves. They thought they, were veering at us through a one-way portal, seeing us


  and yet remaining unseen—while in reality the glass was a mirror, reflecting their own natures in every move they made. They discovered our vulnerability, and at the same time helplessly revealed their own . . .


  The ventilators hummed. She felt the tension in the ship relaxing as the poison seeped down the corridors. Muscles uncoiled. Fear dissolved from frightened minds. Doors banged open; there was talking, laughter, then lethargy, dullness, glazed eyes, yawns, slack mouths—


  Sleep. Like Vanaman, slumped back in his chair, the Satellite slept. Operatives fell forward on their faces. The girls in the Relief rooms yawned, dozed, snored, slept.


  It seemed to her that she could sense Provost’s thoughts twisting out toward her in a tight, malignant channel, driving to destroy her, seeking release from the dreadful hatred the aliens were using to bind him. But then even Provost dozed and slept.


  She was alone on the ship, a ghost. In the Analogue bank she activated the circuits she needed, set the dials, rechecked each setting to make certain that she had made no error.


  She dared not make an error now.


  Finally, she went to Provost. She dragged his drugged body into the Analogue cubicle and strapped him down. She fit his hands into the grips. Another needle, then, swiftly, and his eyes blinked open.


  He saw her and lunged for her with no warning sound. His arms tore at the restraints, jerking murderously. She jumped back from him, forcing out a twisted smile. She reached out mockingly to stroke his forehead, and he tried to bite her hand.


  “Butcher!” she whispered. “Monster!”


  Pure hate poured from his mouth as she laughed at him. Then she threw the Analogue switch. He jerked back as contact was made, and she moved swiftly into the adjacent cubicle, threw another switch, felt in her own mind the sickening thud of Analogue contact.


  Her Analogue. A therapeutic tool before, now a deadly weapon in frightened, unsteady hands.


  She was afraid. It seemed that she was watching images on a hazy screen. She saw Provost there, facing her, hating her—yet she was sitting alone in darkness, and knew that he also was sitting in darkness. Then gradually the darkness seemed unreal; the Analogue images became sharp and clear.


  Provost was moving in on her slowly, his mouth twisting, great knots of muscle standing out in his arms. He stood poised for a moment; then she screamed and broke down the corridor. He was after her like a cat. He leaped, struck her legs, threw her down on the metal floor and fell on her. She saw his arm upraised, felt the fist crash into her neck, again and again and again. Broken flesh, broken bones, paste, pulp, again and again . . .


  She closed her eyes, her control reeling. There would be no Relief for her later. She fought him, then abandoned fighting and just clung, waiting for the end.


  Abruptly, he was gone. She had felt his release as his hatred had burned itself out on her. He had stopped, and stood still, suddenly mild, puzzled, tired, wondering as he looked down at the thing on the floor. And then . . .


  She knew he had started for the surface.


  To Provost it was like awakening from warm and peaceful sleep into terror.


  He was horrified and appalled that he had been sleeping. Frantically he seized the hand grips, drove his Analogue down toward the surface. In his mind were fragments of memory. Something hideous had happened, long, long ago, something in the Relief room, and then time after time the Turner girl had come back to him in the isolation cubicle—or had it been the Turner girl?—and then just now he had found her and the hideous thing had been repeated.


  And the horrible, abrupt awakening to the fact that the Satellite ship was utterly helpless and undefended from the Enemy.


  How long had he slept? What had happened? Didn’t they realize that every passing second might be precious to the Enemy, fatal to the Satellite?


  He felt someone following him, screaming out at him in alarm. Not the Turner girl, as he had thought—Dorie Kendall, the DepPsych girl, surfacing her own Analogue—


  Provost hesitated, fighting the sense of urgency in his mind. “Don’t stop me. I’ve got to get down there.


  There’s no one covering . . .


  “You can’t go down,” she cried. “You have no support here. No conditioning, no Relief. We’ve got to do something very different.”


  “Different?” He felt her very close to him now and he paused in confusion. What did she know about the Enemy? “What’s happening here? The Enemy is down there—why have we stopped fighting?”


  Then she was telling him, frantically, as he groped out of confusion and tried to understand. “They had to know if we had a vulnerability—any vulnerability. Something they could use against us to protect themselves if they had to. They knew they could never risk direct contact with us until they knew that we were vulnerable in some way.”


  Provost shook his head, confused. “But why not?”


  “Suppose we were hostile,” she said, “and invulnerable. We might not stop at destroying their ships . . . we might follow them home and destroy them there. They couldn’t know. They had to find a vulnerability to use as a weapon before any contact was possible—so they drew us out, prodded us, observed us, trying to find our limitations.


  And they discovered our vulnerability—panic. A weakness in our natures, the point where intelligence deserts us and renders us helpless to fight any more. This is what they could use to control us, except that they must have the same vulnerability!”


  He hesitated. The driving urge to go down to the surface was almost overwhelming—to grapple with them and try once again to break through their barrier there. “Why should they have the same weakness we have? They’re aliens, not humans.”


  “Because they have been doing exactly the same thing that we would have done if we had been in their place. Think, Ben! In all the star systems they must have searched, no sign of intelligent life. Then, suddenly, a system that is teeming with life. Intelligent? Obviously. Dangerous? How could they know? We wouldn’t have known, would we? What would we have done?”


  Provost faltered. “Made contact . . .”


  “Physical contact? Nonsense. We wouldn’t have dared. We couldn’t possibly risk contact until we knew how they thought and behaved—until we knew for certain that we could defend ourselves against them if necessary, that they had some kind of vulnerability. Once we knew that, the way would be open for contact. But no matter how eager we were for contact, and no matter how friendly they might appear w would have had to have the weapon to fight them first. Or take an insane risk, the risk of total destruction.”


  He understood her, but it didn’t make sense. He thought of Miranda outpost, Titan Colony, and shook his head. “It doesn’t add up,” he said. “What they did here was incredible . . .”


  “Only if you assumed that they were hostile,” she said softly.


  “What about the contact ship, the colony on Titan? They struck out at them.”


  “Because they had to. They did what we would have done under the same circumstances. They goaded us. Then they took cover and waited to see what we would do. They made us come after them where we couldn’t reach them physically, to see what we could do. They deliberately kept one step ahead, making us reveal ourselves every step of the way, until they hit the spot they were seeking and threw us into panic. What they failed to realize was that they were inevitably mirroring themselves in everything they did.”


  Silence then. In the dark cubicle, Provost could see the hazy image of the girl in his mind, pleading with him, trying to make him understand. And gradually it began to make sense. “So they have their weapon,” he said slowly, “and still we can’t make contact with them because we have none against them.”


  “Had none,” the girl corrected him. “But we have seen them in the mirror. Their thoughts and actions and approach have been human-like. They recognized our panic for what it was when they saw it.”


  “And now?”


  “We turn the tables,” she said. “If they also have a vulnerability, there will be no more barrier to contact. But we have to know. Every time they have goaded us we have reacted. We’ve got to stop that now. We’ve got to withdraw from them completely, leave them with nothing to work with, nothing to grasp.”


  “But the Satellite . . .”


  “The Satellite is dead for the time being, asleep. There is nothing but us left for them to contact. Now we have to withdraw too. Can you see now what they will have to do?”


  Slowly he nodded. He sensed that she hadn’t told him all of it, but that, too, was all right. Better that there be nothing that the Enemy could draw from his mind. “You tell me what to do, and when,” he said.


  “Then close your mind down, as completely as you can. Barricade it against them, if you can. Keep them out, leave nothing open for them to probe. Cut them off cold. But be ready when I signal you.”


  He twisted in the cramped seat in the cubicle, clamping down his control as he felt Dorie clamping down hers. It was an exercise in patience and concentration, but slowly he felt his mind clearing. Like a rheostat imperceptibly dimming the lights in a theater, the Satellite went dimmer, dimmer, almost-dead. Only a flicker of activity remained, tiny and insignificant—


  They waited.


  It might have been hours, or even days, before the probing from the Enemy began. Provost felt it first, for he had known it before, tiny exploratory waves from the alien minds, tentative, easy to drive back. He caught himself just in time, allowed himself no response, trying to make his mind a blank gray surface, a sheet of nothing.


  More probing then, more urgency. Sensations of surprise, of confusion, of concern. Unanswered questions, fleeting whispers of doubt in the alien minds. Slowly confusion gave way to doubt, then to fear.


  This was something the Enemy had not expected, this sudden unequivocal collapse. The probing grew more frantic in its intensity. Deepening of doubt, and then, amazingly, regretfulness, self-reproach, uncertainty. What has happened? Could we have destroyed them? Could we have driven them too far?


  The probing stopped abruptly. Provost felt the DepPsych girl stir; vaguely his eyes registered the darkness of the cubicle around him, the oval viewpoint in the wall showing the pale yellow globe of the planet lying below, its rings spreading like a delicate filigree . . .


  Nothing.


  In his own mind he felt a stir of panic, and fought it down. What if the DepPsych girl were wrong? It was only a human mind which had assumed that creatures which behaved alike were alike. In the silence a thousand alternative possibilities flooded his mind. The minutes passed and the panic rose again, stronger . . .


  And then he saw it in the viewport. Up from the methane clouds they came, slowly, four great ships in perfect formation. They rose and stabilized in orbit, moved again.


  They were approaching the Satellite.


  He felt his fingers clench on the grips as he watched, his mind leaping exultantly. She had been right. They were forced out. The offensive had shifted, and now the Enemy were forced to move.


  They waited until the ships were very close. Then: “Provost! Now!”


  They struck out together, as a unit, hard. They threw all the power they could muster, striking the sensitive alien minds without warning. They could feel the sudden crashing impact of their attack. He could never have done it alone; together their power was staggering. The alien minds were open, confused, defensive; they reeled back in pain and in fear—


  In panic.


  Suddenly the four great ships broke apart. They moved out in erratic courses, driving back for the planet’s surface. They scuttled like bugs when a rock is overturned, beyond control and frantic. In a matter of minutes they were gone again, and the silence rose like a cloud from the surface.


  Somewhere a bell was ringing. Ben Provost heard it, dreamily, as he rose and stretched his cramped muscles. He met Dorie Kendall in the corridor, and he could tell from the look on her face that she knew it was over, too.


  The aliens were vulnerable. They were vulnerable to the same primitive defense reactions that humans were when faced with a crisis: the suspension of reason and logic that constituted panic.


  Now both sides had a weapon. The mirror had reflected the aliens accurately, and the meaning of the reflection was unmistakably clear. There need be no danger in contact anymore. Now there could be understanding.


  They wakened the crew of the Satellite.


  THE END


  SATURN RISING


  Arthur C. Clarke


  The first round-trip tickets to Saturn averaged seven and a half million dollars apiece, but the view out there is truly superb. . . .


  YES, THAT’S PERFECTLY TRUE. I met Morris Perlman when I was about twenty-eight. I met thousands of people in those days, from Presidents downwards.


  When we got back from Saturn, everybody wanted to see us, and about half the crew took off on lecture tours. I’ve always enjoyed talking (don’t say you haven’t noticed it) but some of my colleagues said they’d rather go to Pluto than face another audience. Some of them did.


  My beat was the mid-west, and the first time I ran into Mr. Perlman—no one ever called him anything else, certainly never ‘Morris’—was in Chicago. The Agency always booked me into good, but not too luxurious, hotels. That suited me; I liked to stay in places where I could come and go as I pleased without running a gauntlet of liveried flunkies, and where I could wear anything within reason without being made to feel a tramp. I see you’re grinning; well, I was only a kid then, and a lot of things have changed. . . .


  It’s all a long time ago now, but I must have been lecturing at the University. At any rate, I remember being disappointed because they couldn’t show me the place where Fermi started the first atomic pile—they said that the building had been pulled down forty years before, and there was only a plaque to mark the spot. I stood looking at it for a while, thinking of all that had happened since that far-off day in 1942. I’d been born, for one thing; and atomic power had taken me out to Saturn and back. That was probably something that Fermi and Co. never thought of, when they built their primitive lattice-work of uranium and graphite.


  I was having breakfast in the Coffee Shop when a slightly-built, middle-aged man dropped into the seat on the other side of the table. He nodded a polite ‘Good morning’ then gave a start of surprise as he recognised me. (Of course, he’d planned the encounter, but I didn’t know it at the time.)


  “This is a pleasure!” he said. “I was at your lecture last night. How I envied you!”


  I gave a rather forced smile; I’m never very sociable at breakfast, and I’d learned to be on my guard against the cranks, bores and enthusiasts who seemed to regard me as their legitimate prey. Mr. Perlman, however, was not a bore—though he was certainly an enthusiast, and I suppose you could call him a crank.


  He looked like any average, fairly prosperous businessman, and I assumed that he was a guest like myself. The fact that he had attended my lecture was not surprising; it had been a popular one, open to the public, and of course well advertised over press and radio.


  “Ever since I was a kid,” said my uninvited companion, “ ‘Saturn has fascinated me. I know exactly when and how it all started. I must have been about ten years old when I came across those wonderful paintings of Chesley Bonestell’s, showing the planet as it would look from its nine moons. I suppose you’ve seen them?”


  “Of course,” I answered. “Though they’re half a century old, no one’s beaten them yet. We had a couple aboard the Endeavour, pinned on the plotting-table. I often used to look at the pictures and then compare them with the reap thing.”


  “Then you know how I felt, back in the 1950’s. I used to sit for hours, trying to grasp the fact that this incredible object, with its silver rings spinning around it, wasn’t just some artist’s dream but actually existed—that it was a world, in fact, ten times the size of Earth.


  “At that time I never imagined that I could see this wonderful thing for myself; I took it for granted that only the astronomers, with their giant telescopes, could ever look at such sights. But then, when I was about fifteen, I made another discovery—so exciting that I could hardly believe it.”


  “And what was that?” I asked. By now I’d become reconciled to sharing breakfast; my companion seemed a harmless enough character, and there was something quite endearing about his obvious enthusiasm.


  “I found that any fool could make a high-powered astronomical telescope in his own kitchen, for a few dollars and a couple of week’s work. It was a revelation; like thousands of other kids, I borrowed a copy of Ingalls’ Amateur Telescope Making from the public library, and went ahead. Tell me—have you ever built a telescope of your own?”


  “No: I’m an engineer, not an astronomer. I wouldn’t know how to begin the job.”


  “It’s incredibly simple, if you follow the rules. You start with two discs of glass, about an inch thick. I got mine for fifty cents from a ships’ chandlers; they were port-hole glasses that were no use because they’d been chipped round the edges. Then you cement one disc to some flat, firm surface—I used an old barrel, standing on end.


  “Next you have to buy several grades of emery powder, starting from coarse, gritty stuff and working down to the finest that’s made. You lay a pinch of the coarsest powder between the two discs, and start rubbing the upper one back and forth with regular strokes. As you do so, you slowly walk round the job.


  “You see what happens? The upper disc gets hollowed out by the cutting action of the emery powder, and as you circle round, it shapes itself into a concave, spherical surface. From time to time you have to change to a finer grade of powder, and make some simple optical tests to check that your curve’s right.


  “Later still, you drop the emery and switch to rouge, until at last you have a smooth, polished surface that you can hardly credit you’ve made yourself. There’s only one more step, though that’s a little tricky. You still have to silver the mirror, and turn it into a good reflector. This means getting some chemicals made up at the drug store, and doing exactly what the book says.


  “I can still remember the kick I got, when the silver film began to spread like magic across the face of my little mirror. It wasn’t perfect, but it was good enough, and I wouldn’t have swapped it for anything on Mount Palomar.


  “I fixed it at one end of a wood en plank; there was no need to bother about a telescope tube, though I put a couple of feet of cardboard round the mirror to cut out stray light. For an eyepiece I used a small magnifying lens I’d picked up in a junk store for a few cents. Altogether, I don’t suppose the telescope cost more than five dollars—though that was a lot of money to me, when I was a kid.


  “We were living then in a rundown hotel my family owned on Third Avenue. When I’d assembled the telescope I went up on the roof and tried it out, among the jungle of TV antennas that covered every building in those days. It took me awhile to get the mirror and eyepiece lined up, but I hadn’t made any mistakes and the thing worked. As an optical instrument it was probably lousy—after all, it was my first attempt—but it magnified at least fifty times and I could hardly wait until nightfall to try it on the stars.


  “I’d checked with the almanac, and knew that Saturn was high in the east after sunset. As soon as it was dark I was up on the roof again, with my crazy contraption of wood and glass propped between two chimneys. It was late fall, but I never noticed the cold, for the sky was full of stars—and they were ah mine.


  “I took my time setting the focus as accurately as possible, using the first star that came into the field. Then I started hunting for Saturn, and soon discovered how hard it was to locate anything in a reflecting telescope that wasn’t properly mounted. But presently the planet shot across the field of view, I nudged the instrument a few inches this way and that—and there it was.


  “It was tiny, but it was perfect. I don’t think I breathed for a minute; I could hardly believe my eyes. After all the pictures, here was the reality. It looked like a toy hanging there in space, with the rings slightly open and tilted towards me. Even now, forty years later, I can remember thinking, It looks so artificial—like something from a Christmas tree!’ There was a single bright star to the left of it, and knew that was Titan.”


  He paused, and for a moment we must have shared the same thoughts. For to both of us, Titan was no longer merely the largest moon of Saturn—a point of light known only to astronomers. It was the fiercely hostile world upon which Endeavour had landed, and where three of my crew-mates lay in lonely graves, further from their homes than any of Mankind’s dead had ever rested before.


  “I don’t know how long I stared, straining my eyes and moving the telescope across the sky in jerky steps as Saturn rose above the city. I was a billion miles from New York; but presently New York caught up with me.


  “I told you about our hotel; it belonged to my mother, but father ran it—not very well. It had been losing money for years, and all through my boyhood there had been continuous financial crises. So I don’t want to blame my father for drinking; he must have been half-crazy with worry most of the time. And I had quite forgotten that I was supposed to be helping the clerk at the reception desk.


  “So Dad came looking for me, full of his own cares and knowing nothing about my dreams. He found me star-gazing on the roof.


  “He wasn’t a cruel man—he couldn’t have understood the study and patience and care that had gone into my little telescope, or the wonders it had shown me during the short time I had used it. I don’t hate him any more, but I’ll remember all my life the splintering crack of my first and last mirror as it smashed against the brickwork.”


  There was nothing I could say. My initial resentment at this interruption had long since changed to curiosity. Already I sensed that there was much more to this story than I’d heard so far; and I’d noticed something else. The waitress was treating us with an exaggerated deference—only a little of which was directed at me.


  My companion toyed with the sugar-bowl while I waited in silent sympathy. By this time I felt there was some bond between us, though I did not know exactly what it was.


  “I never built another telescope,” he said. “ ‘Something else broke, besides that mirror—something in my heart. Anyway, I was much too busy. Two things happened that turned my life upside down. Dad walked out on us, leaving me the head of the family. And then they pulled down the Third Avenue El.”


  He must have seen my puzzled look, for he grinned across the table at me.


  “Oh, you wouldn’t know about that. But when I was a kid there was an elevated railroad down the middle of Third. It made the whole area dirty and noisy; the Avenue was a slum district of bars, pawn-shops and cheap hotels—like ours. All that changed when the El went; land values shot up, and we were suddenly prosperous. Dad came back quickly enough, but it was too late; I was running the business. Before long I started moving across town—then across country. I wasn’t an absent-minded star-gazer any more, and I gave Dad one of my smaller hotels, where he couldn’t do much harm.


  “It’s forty years since I looked at Saturn, but I’ve never forgotten that one glimpse, and last night your photographs brought it all back. I just wanted to say how grateful I am.”


  He fumbled in his wallet and pulled out a card.


  “I hope you’ll look me up when you’re in town again; you can be sure I’ll be there if you give any more lectures. Good luck—and I’m sorry to have taken so much of your time.”


  Then he was gone, almost before I could say a word. I glanced at the card, put it away in my pocket, and finished my breakfast, rather thoughtfully.


  When I signed my check on the way out of the Coffee Shop I asked: “Who was that gentleman at my table? The boss?”


  The cashier looked at me as if I were mentally retarded.


  “ ‘I suppose you could call him that, sir,” she answered. “Of course he owns this hotel, but we’ve never seen him here before. He always stays at the Ambassador, when he’s in Chicago.”


  “And does he own that?” I said, without too much irony, for I’d already suspected the answer.


  “Why, yes. As well as—” and she rattled off a whole string of others, including the two biggest hotels in New York.


  I was impressed, and also rather amused, for it was now obvious that Mr. Perlman had come here with the deliberate intention of meeting me. It seemed a roundabout way of doing it; I knew nothing, then, of his notorious shyness and secretiveness. From the first, he was never shy with me.


  Then I forgot about him for five years. (Oh, I should mention that when I asked for my hotel bill, I was told I didn’t have one.) During that five years, I made my second trip.


  We knew what to expect this time, and weren’t going completely into the unknown. There were no more worries about fuel, cause all we could ever use was waiting for us on Titan; we just had to pump its methane atmosphere into our tanks, and we’d made our plans accordingly. One after another, we visited all the nine moons; and then we went into the rings. . . .


  There was little danger, yet it was a nerve-wracking experience. The ring system is very thin, you know—only about twenty miles in thickness. We descended into it slowly and cautiously, after having matched its spin so that we were moving at exactly the same speed. It was like stepping on to a carousel 170,000 miles across. . . .


  But a ghostly kind of carousel, because the rings aren’t solid and you can look right through them. Close-up, in fact, they’re almost invisible; the billions of separate particles that make them up are so widely spaced that all you see in your immediate neighbourhood are occasional small chunks, drifting very slowly past. It’s only when you look into the distance that the countless fragments merge into a continuous sheet, like a hail-storm that sweeps round Saturn forever.


  That’s not my phrase, but it’s a good one. For when we brought our first piece of genuine Saturnian ring into the airlock, it melted down in a few minutes into a pool of muddy water. Some people think it spoils the magic to know that the rings—or 90% of them—are made of ordinary ice. But that’s a stupid attitude; they would be just as wonderful, just as beautiful, and no more so, if they were made of diamond.


  When I got back to Earth, in the first year of the new century, I started off on another lecture tour—only a short one, for now I had a family and wanted to see as much of it as possible. This time I ran into Mr. Perlman in New York, when I was speaking at Columbia and showing our movie Exploring Saturn. (A misleading title, that, since the nearest we’d been to the planet itself was about twenty thousand miles. No one dreamed, in those days, that men would ever go down into the turbulent slush which is the closest thing Saturn has to a surface.)


  Mr. Perlman was waiting for me after the lecture; I didn’t recognise him, for I’d met about a million people since our last encounter. But when he gave his name, it all came back, so clearly that I realised he must have made a deep impression on my mind.


  Somehow he got me away from the crowd; though he disliked meeting people in the mass, he had an extraordinary knack of dominating any group when he found it necessary—and then clearing out before his victims knew what had happened. Though I saw him in action scores of times, I never knew how he did it.


  At any rate, half an hour later we were having a superb dinner in an exclusive restaurant (his, of course). It was a wonderful meal, especially after the chicken-and-ice-cream of the lecture circuit, but he made me pay for it. Metaphorically, I mean.


  Now all the facts and photos gathered by the two expeditions to Saturn were available to everyone, in hundreds of reports and books and popular articles. Mr. Perlman seemed to have read all the material that wasn’t too technical; what he wanted from me was something different. Even then, I put his interest down to that of a lonely, aging man, trying to recapture a dream that had been lost in youth. I was right; but that was only a fraction of the whole picture.


  He was after something that all the reports and articles failed to give. What did it feel like, he wanted to know, to wake up in the morning and see that great, golden globe with its scudding cloud-belts dominating the sky? And the rings themselves—what did they do to your mind, when they were so close that they filled the heavens from end to end?


  You want a poet, I said—not an engineer. But I’ll tell you this; however long you look at Saturn, and fly in and out among its moons, you can never quite believe it. Every so often you find yourself thinking: “It’s all a dream—a thing like that can’t be real.” And you go to the nearest viewport—and there it is, taking your breath away.


  For you must remember that, altogether apart from our nearness, we were able to look at the rings from angles and vantage points that are quite impossible from Earth, where you always see them turned towards the sun. We could fly into their shadow, and then they would no longer gleam like silver—they would be a faint haze, a bridge of smoke across the stars.


  And most of the time we could see the shadow of Saturn lying across the full width of the rings, eclipsing them so completely that it seemed as if a great bite had been taken out of them. It worked the other way, too; on the day-side of the planet, there would always be the shadow of the rings running like a dusky band parallel to the Equator and not far from it.


  Above all—though we did this only a few times—we could rise high above either pole of the planet and look down upon the whole stupendous system, so that it was spread out in plan beneath us. Then we could see that instead of the four visible from Earth, there were at least a dozen separate rings, merging one into the other. When we saw this our skipper made a remark that I’ve never forgotten. “This,” he said—and there wasn’t a trace of flippancy in the words—“is where the angels have parked their haloes.”


  All this, and a lot more, I told Mr. Perlman in that little but oh-so-expensive restaurant just south of Central Park. When I’d finished he seemed very pleased, though he was silent for several minutes. Then he said, about as casually as you might ask the time of the next train at your local station: “Which would be the best satellite for a tourist resort?”


  When the words got through to me, I nearly choked on my hundred-year-old brandy. Then I said, very patiently and politely (for after all, I’d had a wonderful dinner): “Listen, Mr. Perlman. You know as well as I do that Saturn is nearly a billion miles from Earth—much more than that when we’re on opposite sides of the Sun. Someone worked out that our round-trip tickets averaged seven and a half million dollars apiece—and believe me, there was no first-class accommodation on Endeavour I or II. Anyway, no matter how much money he had, no one could book a passage to Saturn. Only scientists and space-crews will be going there, for as far ahead as anyone can imagine.”


  I could see that my words had absolutely no effect; he merely smiled, as if he knew some secret hidden from me.


  “What you say is true enough now,” he answered, “but I’ve studied history. And I understand people—that’s my business. Let me remind you of a few facts.


  “Two or three centuries ago, almost all the world’s great tourist centres and beauty spots were as far away from civilisation as Saturn is today. What did—oh, Napoleon, let’s say—know about the Grand Canyon, Victoria Falls, Hawaii, Mount Everest? And look at the South Pole; it was reached for the first time when my father was a boy—but there’s been an hotel there for the whole of your lifetime.


  “Now it’s starting all over again. You can appreciate only the problems and difficulties, because you’re too close to them. Whatever they are, men will overcome them, as they’ve always done in the past.


  “For wherever there’s something strange or beautiful or novel, people will want to see it. The rings of Saturn are the greatest spectacle in the known universe; I’ve always guessed so, and now you’ve convinced me. Today it takes a fortune to reach them, and the men who go there must risk their lives. So did the first men who flew—but now there are a million passengers in the air every second of the day and night.


  “The same thing is going to happen in space. It won’t happen in ten years, maybe not in twenty. But twenty-five is all it took, remember, before the first commercial flights started to the Moon. I don’t think it will be as long for Saturn. . . .


  “I won’t be around to see it—but when it happens, I want people to remember me. So—where should we build?”


  I still thought he was crazy, but at last I was beginning to understand what made him tick. And there was no harm in humouring him, so I gave the matter careful thought.


  “Mimas is too close,” I said, “and so are Enceladus and Tethys.” (I don’t mind telling you, those names were tough afterall that brandy.) “Saturn just fills the sky, and you think it’s falling on top of you. Besides, they aren’t solid enough—they’re nothing but overgrown snowballs. Dione and Rhea are better—you get a magnificent view from both of them. But all these inner moons are so tiny; even Rhea is only eight hundred miles across, and the others are much smaller.


  “I don’t think there’s any real argument; it will have to be Titan. That’s a man-sized satellite—it’s a lot bigger than our Moon, and very nearly as large as Mars. There’s a reasonable gravity too—about a fifth of Earth’s—so your guests won’t be floating all over the place. And it will always be a major refuelling point because of its methane atmosphere, which should be an important factor in your calculations. Every ship that goes out to Saturn will touch down there.”


  “And the outer moons?”


  “Oh, Hyperion, Iapetus and Phoebe are much too far away. You have to look hard to see the rings at all from Phoebe! Forget about them. Stick to good old Titan. Even if the temperature is two hundred below zero, and ammonia snow isn’t the sort of stuff you’d want to ski on.”


  He listened to me very carefully, and if he thought I was making fun of his impractical, unscientific notions he gave no sign of it. We parted soon afterwards—I don’t remember anything more of that dinner—and then it must have been fifteen years before we met again. He had no further use for me in all that time; but when he wanted me, he called.


  I see now what he had been waiting for; his vision had been clearer than mine. He couldn’t have guessed, of course, that the rocket would go the way of the steam-engine within less than a century of its first use—but he knew that something better would come along, and I think he financed Saunderson’s early work on the Paragravity Drive. But it was not until they started building fusion plants that could warm up a hundred square miles of a world as cold as Pluto that he contacted me again.


  He was a very old man, and dying. They told me how rich he was, and I could hardly believe it. Not until he showed me the elaborate plans and the beautiful models his experts had prepared with such remarkable lack of publicity.


  He sat in his wheel-chair like a wrinkled mummy, watching my face as I studied the models and blueprints. Then he said: “Captain, I have a job for you . . .


  So here I am. IPs just like running a spaceship, of course—many of the technical problems are identical. And by this time I’d be too old to command a ship, so Pm very grateful, naturally, to Mr. Perlman.


  There goes the gong. If the ladies are ready, I suggest we walk down to dinner through the Observation Lounge.


  Even after all these years, I still like to watch Saturn rising—and tonight it’s almost full.


  IN SATURN’S RINGS


  Robert F. Young


  The weird old castle on Saturn’s moon was a fortress—protecting a dynasty and a terrible secret!


  I


  The summer of Matthew North’s life was a dream so deep in his past that he sometimes doubted whether he had really dreamed it. Autumn had set in eons ago, it seemed, and now winter was on hand. He did not find its cold and bitter breath the least bit to his lining.


  Once again, pale Hyperion was coming forth to meet him. Once again, resplendent Saturn was advancing in her ice-blue gown. How many times before had mother and daughter greeted him at journey’s end? How many times before had they seen his sleek jettractor emerge from the immensities with a big black egg impaled upon its prow?


  Too many times.


  Well, there would be no more times. The Bimini base was gone, and the mysterious source of the many payloads which he and the other jettractor-pilots had delivered to the House of Christopoulos down through the centuries was buried beneath the raging waters of a new-born sea. The unanticipated tectonic revolution had begun mere hours after he had blasted off from the little Proxima Centauri planet which Nick the Greek had christened “Bimini” some five hundred years ago.


  For a long while Matthew had been in a state of shock. Recovering from it, he had radioed the news on ahead. He could just as well have waited, though, and delivered the news by word of mouth, for while radio waves exceeded his jettractor’s near-photic velocity, they did not exceed it by very much. In all probability the message had preceded his arrival by no more than a few weeks.


  Such proved to be the case. Message received last week, the words that suddenly spelled themselves out on the luminous bulletin-panel informed him. Establish capsule in orbit, memorize but do not record readings, then land and proceed to the Hostel, there to await further instructions.—Zeus Christopoulos IX.


  “Orders acknowledged, sir,” said Matthew North. “Will proceed as directed.”


  Precisely as directed. One does not question the commands of God, no matter how unorthodox those commands may be. And to Matthew North, Zeus Christopoulos IX was God, just as the previous male descendants of Nick the Greek had been God. The fact that Matthew had never laid eyes on any of these gods argued for rather than against their divinity, and the fact that he had never been permitted to set foot inside the House of Christopoulos bolstered rather than undermined his respect for them.


  Choosing a polar orbit of maximum altitude, he reduced the jettractor’s momentum to the velocity he wanted. Then, after mentally recording his instrument readings, he disengaged the capsule and fired his retros. He watched the huge eggshaped container dwindle into the blue-black distances and fade from sight. Finally he began orbiting in.


  Saturn hove into sight with each crossing of the twilight belt, but each time he saw not Saturn but a rich and dazzling jewel hanging upon the Brobdingnagian cheek of the Ethiope goddess Space—the black bitch-goddess of vast immensities and burning suns at whose cold and unfeeling feet he had laid the best years of his life. “For you, Zeus, I did this thing,” he said, unconsciously lumping the successive heirs into a single entity. “For you I put my years upon the block in order that your House might never be without the precious payloads I have delivered to its door—payloads I have never seen and do not even know the nature of. And now they are no more.


  “Now I have come home to die.”


  But he had no true right to regret, and he knew it. He had put his years upon the block, yes—but no one had forced him to, and he had not auctioned them off for nothing. With them he had bought a safe little island of changelessness in the giddy onrushing torrent of time.


  Night passed, and came the day, the pale day with its cold and distant sun and its wan, cold stars.


  Gliding downward along an ever-shrinking orbital path, firing his retros with the passing of each dawn, Old Matt North became Young Matt North again—Young Matt North standing in a bustling bar that bewildered him, rubbing shoulders with strangely garbed, gesticulating people who frightened him; Young Matt North recently returned from a Hyperion-Sirius XXI run, adrift in a civilization that, thanks to the Lorentz-FitzGerald contraction, had left him almost two decades behind.


  Beside him stood the man from the House of Christopoulos who bad spotted him from across the room. He had come over and bought him a drink and told him glowingly about the Great Opportunity. “You paint a pretty picture,” Young Matt said. “I’ll say that much for you.”


  The man was young—almost as young as Young Matt North. His cheeks were smooth and plump, and you could smell money on his breath. Zeus I was his shepherd—he did not want.


  “As true a picture as it is pretty, Matthew North,” he said. “The House of Christopoulos takes care of its spacemen. It doesn’t cast them adrift between runs the way the commercial carriers do. Zeus I was a spaceman once himself—he knows what it’s like to be cast adrift. That’s why he spared no expense when he built the Haven.


  That’s why he duplicated a sane and sensible setting out of the past instead of building a modern setting. That’s why he guarantees his jettractor pilots a job for life. Thus far, there are only two, and he needs but one more, but the Haven is large enough to accommodate a hundred. And it will never change. The Hostel will always be there waiting for you when you return, and during your six-months layovers there will be girls for the asking, and taverns with open doors.”


  II


  It had been true—every word of it. And it was as true today as it had been then . . .


  Old Matt North berthed his jettractor, climbed out through the locks carrying his duffel bag, and walked around the big platform-lift on which he had lowered so many capsules into the subterranean pneumotube that led to the crypts beneath the House of Christopoulos. The little port gave directly onto the single street of the Haven, and he walked down the street toward the big stone structure at its farther end. As always, the sight of the Hostel reassured him. There was a permanence about stone that could not be duplicated, a solidity that other materials lacked. Inside, there would be warmth and welcome, and more food than he could eat and more wine than he could drink. And there would be girls, too. If he still wanted them.


  He wondered if he did.


  It was mid-morning, and a cold wind was blowing in from the surrounding ice-flats. It outlined his spacetogs against his spare frame and ridged his skin with gooseflesh. Beyond the Hostel, the great pile of the House of Christopoulos stood massively against the gray, star-starved sky. It had been patterned after the Parthenon, but in the distance-decimated sunlight its noble Doric columns and magnificent entablature took on a pale cast that was out of keeping with the trabeate architecture. And while the force-field that played darkly between the columns let in what little light there was, it gave back nothing in return. The over-all effect was one of Gothic gloom.


  Usually the House awoke vague longings in the deeps of Matthew North’s being. Today it did not—perhaps because he was not really seeing it.


  He was seeing the girls he had known instead—the girls he had slept with down through the decades, some of whom were old and withered women now, and some of whom had lain for centuries dead. The pretty little call girls he had had with the sweet sad swiftness of a hummingbird’s flight and then had known no more . . . and now the room that summer dresses in new bloom was empty, and only the sporadic fluttering of the window curtains betrayed the presence of their ghosts.


  It was as well, perhaps—who knew? Matthew North sighed, and walked past the tavern doors agape.


  He avoided the expectant looks of the villagers—the villagers whose function it was to cater to him during his layover and see to it that he wanted for nothing, and beneath whose breasts pulsed not hearts but tiny motors that never ran down, and behind whose welcoming eyes dwelled not memories but memory banks. Only the girls had been real. The rest was technological fantasy.


  The interior of the Hostel had not changed one whit. Indeed, he could have sworn that the log burning in the great stone hearth was the same log that had been burning there the day he left. The hostler was no longer the same though. Matthew stared at the small and portly—and unquestionably human—man who came forth from behind the bar to greet him. The man smiled at his bewilderment “Zeus IX decided that human personnel could do the job better,” he explained. “Taverns are one thing, but an inn needs a human touch. He offered me the building, and the keep of my wife, my daughter and myself if we would school ourselves in mid-twenty-second century lore, and condition ourselves to the early-twentieth-century way of life which the Hostel symbolizes. I agreed to do so, and here I am. Welcome home, Matthew North.” Clearly, the hostler had not as yet been informed that the Bimini base was no more.


  Matthew did not bother to enlighten him, and allowed himself to be led over to a big wooden table that stood before the hearth. Presently the hostler’s wife—a strapping woman with eyes the hue of port wine—brought in steaming platters of food and a tall and dusty bottle of Venerian Chianti. Matthew knew an appetite he had not known in years and ate hugely. He drank largely of the wine. It was red and fiery, and warmed his very bones. Stupor stole over him. “I would sleep,” he said.


  The hosteler’s wife depressed a buzzer at the end of the bar, and a moment later a tall girl with shoulder-length brown hair entered the big raftered room. She was wearing cling-slacks, and short fleece-lined boots; a white plasti-jacket covered her arms and shoulders, fell loosely round her hips. Youth shouted from her blue, smoke-filled eyes. “Faustina will show you your room,” the hostler’s wife said. “Ask her for whatever you want, and she will get it for you.”


  The girl came forward, picked up his duffel bag, shouldered it effortlessly and led the way through the side entrance to the period-piece outside-stairway. On the second step she paused and turned. “Would you like some girls perhaps?”


  The amusement in her eyes diminished him. He lowered his gaze to the ground. “No,” he said. “Not now.”


  She shrugged and resumed her ascent of the stairs. He followed, marveling at the smooth flow of her limbs, at her graceful strength; at the youth that was manifest in her every movement. Lord, to be young again! he thought. He felt suddenly, horribly, cheated—robbed of life and love. He yearned to lean upon her shoulder, to steal some of her youth and strength. He wanted to see desire in her eyes. Instead, when she lingered for a moment in the doorway of the room the hostler had prepared for him, he saw pity.


  She lowered his duffel bag to the floor. “There’s a buzzer by the bed,” she said. “If you need anything just press it.” She turned and walked down the hall and out onto the landing.


  He heard her footsteps on the stairs. Silence came.


  The room was a large one. All of the rooms in the Hostel were large. Large and empty.


  Over the decades he had slept in a dozen of them. He would sleep in this one now, sleep the sleep of the dead, and he would forget stars and space, and loneliness. He would forget the pity he had seen in a young girl’s eyes and he would forget that the only love he had ever known was the love that the House of Christopoulos had paid hard cold cash for, and itemized on the same list on which it had itemized his bread and wine. He would forget—for a little while, at least—that for all the slowed-down clocks that had given him relative immortality, he was an old, old man.


  He added wood to the fire in the big stone hearth and turned back the sheets of the huge four-poster bed. He undressed, showered, then climbed into the period-piece bed and let his weary body sink deeply into the eiderdown mattress.


  He thought of Bettinger and Flynn, the other two jettractor-pilots. Bettinger must have reached Bimini by now, and seen the dark sea raging where once the android settlement and the fenced-off lake had been. In a few more months—years, if you computed the time objectively—Flynn would arrive there. Both would return with empty capsules.


  Matthew sighed, and turned on his side.


  There was nothing he could do. The Bimini base was no more, and that was all there was to it. He thought fleetingly of the orbiting capsule and wondered why Zeus IX had not wanted it brought down; but the ways of God were by their very nature inscrutable, and not to be questioned, and presently Matthew North ceased wondering, and slept.


  A knock on his door delivered him up from a haunting dream of his lost youth. “Yes?” said Old Matt North, sitting up in bed. “What is it?”


  “You have a visitor, Mr. North.”


  “A visitor? Who?”


  There was awe in Faustina’s voice. “Hera Christopoulos. She’s waiting for you downstairs. Hurry, Mr. North!”


  Fading footsteps. Silence once again.


  For a while his consternation held him chained. Finally, breaking free, he climbed out of bed and pulled his best suit out of his duffel bag. He got into it, trembling all the while, and wetted and combed his gray and thinning hair. The dark stubble on his cheeks distressed him—he should have shaved before going to bed. Now it was too late.


  Hera Christopoulos. The wife of Zeus IX . . .


  She was tall, and coldly beautiful. Her dark eyes were set beneath delicate black flares of brows, and held in them a quality that was reminiscent of deep space. Her black hair, upswept into a twist that flowered out and spilled down like the waters of a Cimmerian fountain, stole microcosmic stars from the hearth-fire before which she statuesquely stood. A scarlet sarong, secured by a silver chain around her throat, swirled thrice around her Junoesque body and terminated in a silver band just above her right knee.


  She had unfastened the throat-clasp that had held her ermine cloak in place, and the cloak had fallen to the flagstone floor like snow, half-burying her sandaled feet, and she stood in the snow haughtily, the firelight heightening the insolence of her naked arms and shoulders and her semi-naked legs.


  Entering the room, Matthew thought for a moment that he had seen her before. The absurd thought was followed instantly by the memory which explained it. Oftentimes descendants duplicated the physical traits of a long-dead ancestor. Here was a case in point. It was not Hen whom he had seen, but Dione Christopoulos—the wife of Zeus IV, and Hera’s great-great grandmother.


  The memory, once unleashed, ran rampant in his mind. Once again the long-ago night closed in around him—the night and the wine and the laughter, the girls and the synthetic gin. Once again he was forty-five and afraid. Once again the strange restlessness came over him, and suddenly the intervening years were no more and he was plunging out of the stifling Haven bar and into the wind-washed street.


  The coldness of the night shocked him, but he did not go back inside for his greatcoat. He welcomed the coldness. He reveled in it, and he let the icy wind wash over him as though he were a boulder lodged in midstream, delighting in the clean, clear current. Saturn was on high, a great and gleaming jewel hanging in the heavens, bathing the ice-flats in bluish light and imparting to the House of Christopoulos a majesty which the daylight would destroy.


  Something about the storied structure tied in with his restlessness. He set off across the flats, into the river of the wind.


  III


  The building was less than a mile distant from the Haven, but the wind and the ice made the going arduous. Only the heightened sugar-content of his blood enabled him to reach the row of artificial cypress trees that paralleled the rear line of columns.


  Gasping, he collapsed in the lee of a gnarled trunk and massaged his numb legs. When his breath returned, he peered round the trunk—and saw the rift.


  It was the result of a circuit defect in the force-field, and apparently neither Alexander the Great nor the other three roguards had noticed it as yet. It wasn’t a largo rift, but it was large enough to see through. The trouble was, it was way up on the force-field wall—just beneath the entablature. However a tall cypress stood not far away. From its topmost branches an enterprising man might obtain a glimpse of the building’s interior—if he wanted to badly enough.


  Matthew North did.


  He was at the base of the tree in a matter of seconds. Minutes later he was riding the wind on a lofty bough, chest tight from the climb, hands numb and bleeding. The rift had a pinkish cast now. The room beyond it was pink.


  The room was a bath.


  He had believed in his naivete that because the House had been patterned after the Parthenon, it must of necessity have but one floor. He saw now that such was not the case. For all the loftiness of its ceiling, the bath into which he was gazing was unmistakably a part of a second story.


  Apparently the rift in the force-field wall was on the visual circuit only, for the three women in the room seemed unaware of the cold wind.


  Two of them would have been unaware of it in any event, for they were not truly women. They were android handmaidens. One of them had been created in the image of Helen of Troy, the other in the image of Hecuba. So perfectly wrought were they, however, that he would not have guessed the truth had it not been for the names embroidered beneath the neck lines of their Grecian Tunics.


  The woman in the bath proper was real, though. She put to shame the flaming torch of Helen of Troy, and all but extinguished the flickering one of Hecuba. A monogram on one of the huge white towels the handmaidens were holding revealed her identity: Dione Christopoulos.


  Matthew could not breathe.


  Dark of hair and eyes, scarlet of sultry, almost sullen lips, soft-white of water-rivuleting skin, she stood up in the marble basin. He saw the full breasts, scarlet-nippled to match her lips, the gracefully flowing buttocks, the breathless slopes of gleaming thighs. As though cognizant of his presence and eager to flaunt the pastures in which he could not feed, she faced the rift for one full minute before surrendering herself to her handmaidens. He saw the birthmark then: the purple dagger-shaft between her breasts, its blade seemingly buried in her white flesh—


  At the same time, his eyes caught a movement at the base of the tree.


  Lowering them, he saw the roguard standing there. Saturn’s ice-blue light glittered on the Macedonian armor, on the long, lethal lance whose inbuilt laser tube was capable of leveling a mountain. Matthew shrank against the bough, trying to efface himself from view.


  He needn’t have. Antigonus or Seleucus or Ptolemy—whichever of Alexander the Great’s generals the roguard was—had eyes only for the rift and was utterly unaware of the Peeping Tom in the tree above his head. Presently he left the trunk and hurried round the corner of the House, heading for the entrance where Alexander the Great was stationed, and leaving the coast clear.


  Matthew reached the ground in seconds, and began running across the flats. He was spent when he reached the Hostel trembling when he climbed into bed. All night long Dione Christopoulos had walked through his twisted dreams, and he had carried a mental picture of her standing in her bath down through the years to this very moment.


  The resemblance between her and the beautiful young woman standing before him in the Hostel was striking. He had heard it said that interfamilial marriages had been the rule in the House of Christopoulos ever since Nick the Greek had married an indentured chambermaid—a peasant girl named Antonia Anzalone—and set the dynasty in motion. Matthew had always discredited the rumor, but now he wondered if perhaps there might not be something to it.


  He shuffled across the room and paused humbly before his visitor, staring down at the ermine snow that lay around her feet. Should he bow? he wondered. Or should he kneel? In his indecision, he did neither but stood there like the bewildered and frightened old man he was.


  Hera Christopoulos looked him up and down. Her voice was as cold as the wind that blew across the ice-flats. “Where is the last capsule?” she demanded. “Why wasn’t it delivered to the House?”


  He could not think at first, could only stand there dumbly. When at last words came, they emerged in a meaningless mumble. “What did you say?” Hera Christopoulos asked.


  He clenched his hands in a vain attempt to still the trembling of his fingers. Faustina appeared timidly at his elbow, bearing a tray with two cups of coffee on it, and in his agitation he seized one of them and gulped down its throatsearing contents. Belatedly, he remembered that he should have let his visitor serve herself first. Acute embarrassment all but overwhelmed him. Miserably, he returned the cup to the tray.


  Hera declined the other cup with a disdainful look, and Faustina hurried away. The log fire crackled, and the crackling reverberated throughout the room. “Are you dumb?” Hera said contemptuously. “Or have you only temporarily lost your tongue?”


  Anger sparked him into articulation, and he raised his eyes. “The capsule is in orbit, in accordance with your husband’s directions.” She took a step backward, and the fluffy pile of ermine snow became a windrow. The deep-space darkness of her eyes intensified. “He ordered you to put the capsule in orbit. Why?


  “He did not say why.”


  “When did he contact you?”


  “This morning, just before I made moonfall.”


  “I order you to bring it down.”


  “I can’t bring it down unless Zeus IX authorizes it,” Matthew said.


  “Zeus IX was called away on business. Quite naturally I am empowered to speak for him in his absence. I hereby countermand his order with an order of my own: Bring the capsule down and see to it that it is delivered to the House immediately.” With a catlike movement she bent down and picked up her cloak. Straightening, she showered it around her shoulders. “Immediately,” she repeated, and, turning, started for the door.


  “No,” said Matthew North. “I can’t.”


  She spun around, a flurry of whiteness and woman. “I order you to bring it down!”


  The commoner in Matthew quivered, and the servant in him quaked, but his loyalty to Zeus IX refused to let him retreat.


  “When your husband notifies me and gives me the necessary order, I will bring it down,” he said, “but not before. I am sorry, but I have no right to act otherwise.”


  “Very well then. Give me the orbital readings and I’ll have someone else bring it down.”


  Matthew shook his head. “I’m sorry,” he repeated. “I can’t do that either. You see,” he went on, “Zeus Christopoulos IX represents more to me than just the ninth Zeus in line. He represents all the others who preceded him. I—I have worked for the House of Christopoulos almost all my life. And I have come to regard my duties as a sort of sacred trust—a trust that I could never bring myself to violate. I would die for the House of Christopoulos. I would die for you. But I cannot obey your order.”


  She regarded him for some time, the Cimmerian fountain of her hair spilling darkly down to the white snowbanks of her shoulders. Thought, not anger, now resided in her deep-space eyes. At length, “I believe you would at, that,” she said; and then, “Such loyalty should not go unrewarded.”


  Surprised, Matthew said, “It has not gone unrewarded.”


  “But it has not been rewarded in full.” She glanced at the magnified dial of her ring-watch. “It is now six-twenty. At eight-thirty you will arrive at the House of Christopoulos for dinner. That is an order. Will you obey it?”


  Weakness came into Matthew’s knees and sent his legs to trembling. His gratitude was so great that he could barely speak. “Yes—yes, I will obey it. And thank you.”


  “I will expect you then.”


  She turned and walked out of the Hostel, her cloak snowsqualling around her. She climbed into the glide-car in which she had come, the glide-car hummed to life, and a moment later she was gone.


  IV


  The Alexander the Great roguard stationed before the multi-columned entrance of the House was a product of the “realistic school” of android manufacturing. He was slightly larger than his long-dead flesh-and-blood prototype, but in all other respects he was a faithful reproduction. He possessed not only his prototype’s character but his prototype’s specialized knowledge as well.


  The look he bestowed upon Old Matt North artfully combined aristocratic arrogance and militaristic contempt. When Matthew said, “I’m Matthew North—Mrs. Zeus Christopoulos IX is expecting me,” the roguard acted as though he hadn’t heard. Nevertheless, he relayed the information into the tiny radio attached to his helmet.


  A moment later Hera Christopoulos’ imperious voice sounded crisply on the night air: “Well, let him in, you synthetic snob! I told you this afternoon that you were to pass him.”


  Without a word Alexander the the Great stepped to one side and pointed toward the multicolumned facade of the House of Christopoulos with his laser-lance.


  Still shivering from his wind-beset walk across the flats, Matthew approached the Pentelic marble steps, all the while staring nervously up at the frieze upon which were carved bas-reliefs of the divine consorts of the original Zeus—Metis, Maia, Leto, Dione, Demeter, Mnemosyne, Themis, and Eurynome. Above the cornice and centered beneath the peak of the gable was a big bas-relief of Hera that rather startlingly resembled the flesh-and-blood Hera with whom he was about to break bread. Flanking it on either side, in attitudes of abject adoration, were bas-reliefs of various mortals who had contributed to the glory that was Greece. Some of them he recognized from the pictured busts and sculptures he had viewed on his jettractor’s library-tape: Thucydides, Heraclitus, Aristotle, Plato, Epicurus, Sophocles. One of the figures was groveling at her feet. It was a bas-relief of Homer.


  Night had fallen an hour ago, in accordance with Hyperion’s neorotational period established some five centuries ago at the instigation of Nick the Greek. Now Saturn was climbing into the sky. Lowering his eyes from the gable, Matthew began ascending the wide marble steps.


  The Doric columns seemed to rise higher and higher above him. The feeling of insignificance that had afflicted him ever since he had set forth from the Hostel increased. He felt very small indeed when at last he stepped through the doorway that appeared transiently in the black curtain of the force-field, and into the enormous room beyond, and he wished that he had not come.


  The room occupied the entire front half of the rectangular building.


  Strictly speaking, it was more of a great hall than a room. On three sides of it, the magnificent Doric columns rose up to the architrave; on the fourth side—the side opposite the entrance—a grand Pentelic staircase climbed majestically to a railed mezzanine, beyond which dozens of ornate doorways could be seen. The appointments were made of Pentelic marble, too—benches, tables, chairs. And in the center of the room a Pentelic marble fountain sent up an exquisite nosegay of twinkling water. High above the fountain, seemingly suspended in midair, an incongruous chandelier, wrought in the shape of a barred-spiral nebula, shed soft but penetrating radiance. The inter-columnar force-field that so effectively concealed the building’s interior from the eyes of the outsider existed here only as a diaphanous mist. Through the mist, the garish bonfire of the mile-away city of Saturnia showed like gentle candlelight.


  A robutler dating from the same “school” as the Alexander the Great roguard and wearing a Grecian tunic on the front of which the name Pindar was embroidered, came forward on sandaled feet. He took Matthew’s greatcoat and ear-flapped cap, and conducted him across the room to a round marble table that stood at the base of the staircase. Passing the fountain, Matthew gave a start when he saw the silvery flashes that spelled the presence of Venerian piranhas.


  There were hundreds of them. No, not hundreds. Thousands. Hera’s pets? he wondered.


  After seating him at the table, Pindar retired to the columnar sidelines. Matthew saw the other androids then.


  There was one standing at the base of each column. All of them wore tunics and sandals similar to Pindar’s, and all of them save one were standing in statue-like immobility. The exception was an old “man” with a sensitive, bearded face who was regarding Matthew intently.


  As Matthew watched, the android left his column and came over to the table. He leaned forward, the tiny tubes that constituted his eyes alternately dimming and brightening. Matthew remembered encountering a similar reaction in one of the robartenders at the Haven. The robartender was a product of the same “school” that had produced the House of Christopoulos “personnel”, and in common with all such “character” androids he could function effectively only as long as the scheme of things which he had been built to fit into remained at least reasonably in keeping with his “personal” sense of right and wrong.


  His sense of right and wrong was clear-cut enough. But therein lay its weakness. He believed that the three jettractor pilots should drink themselves into insensibility in his bar at least once during their layovers, and when Matthew had refused to touch a drop during one of his (he had been combating a peptic ulcer at the time), the robartender had suffered a mechanical breakdown, the first symptom of which had been an alternate dimming and brightening of his eyes.


  Matthew read the name on the old “man’s” tunic. “Aeschylus?”


  The old “man” nodded eagerly. “Yes. Aeschylus—overseer of baths and bedrooms.” And then, “This morning, darkly plotting deep within, the monarch sleeping softly by her side, she—”


  “You dare leave your post after hours!”


  It was Hera. Hera in a saronglike gown that glittered with diamonds. Hera, tall and imperious, eyes abyss-dark with rage.


  Aeschylus stepped back, eye-tubes working furiously. “Bumbling old fool,” she went on. “Get back to your column! You’ll be scrapped tomorrow—I never could stand listening to your plays anyway. They’re stupid!”


  The old “man” turned and shuffled back across the floor and took up a stone-like stance by the column he had so recently left. Hera turned to Matthew who had risen to his feet. “I apologize for his presumption,” she said. “Please sit down.”


  Matthew did so, and she sat down next to him on the bench. There were lines of tiredness at her eye-corners—or perhaps lines of worry; it was difficult to tell—and her face seemed slightly thinner than it had been before.


  She clapped her hands. A moment later a mech-maid bearing a tray with a tall dark bottle and two flower-stem glasses on it emerged from a doorway to the right of the staircase. The embroidery on her tunic-front revealed her name to be Corinna. “Will that be all, madam?” she asked, after setting the glasses and the bottle before them.


  “For the moment. Begone, kitchen wench!”


  Corinna departed. Hera filled the glasses and handed one to Matthew.


  She raised the other. “A toast to your loyalty, Matthew North,” she said. “May it hover forever over the House of Christopoulos like the great and shining star it truly is.”


  They touched glasses, drank.


  The wine ignited cool fires within him. Lambent flames rose up and licked his thoughts.


  Was this the wine the House of Christopoulos was famous for? he wondered. The wine that Nick the Greek was reputed to have made his fortune on? Matthew did not think so. Such a wine was far too dear ever to have been distributed on the mass market. And besides, it was said that the real source of the Christopoulos fortune was the synthetic gin which Antonia Anzalone had developed in her bathtub before Nick the Greek had married her, and which the good citizens of Earth and the Seven Satraphies had been incontinently consuming ever since.


  Hera refilled the two glasses, and clapped her hands again—twice, this time. Immediately Corinna and another mech-maid, whose name was Psappho, began bringing in viands.


  The amount and the quality of the food left Matthew speechless. The entree was Martian ptarmigan, a delicacy which he had never tasted before. With each course a different kind of wine was served, none of which he had ever tasted before either, and each of which was more potent than the last. All that saved him from drunkenness was the quantity of food he consumed. And in the end this did not save him either, for the meal proved to be no more than a foundation for the wine to come. There was red wine and blue wine and amber wine, and there was even a red wine with a greenish cast which Hera said came from the vineyards of Sirius XVIII’s southernmost continent and had been aged in deep space. Was there another wine, Matthew North wondered, a wine that she had not served him?—a wine that was a product of Bimini and which had also been aged in deep space?


  He could not recall seeing any vineyards on Bimini, though, either during his orbits or during the walks he had been forced to take while the android personnel loaded his capsule. About all he had ever seen on Bimini were trees and more trees. That was all Bimini was, really—or rather, all Bimini had been. A big jungle in the sky.


  Give or take a few lakes and rivers, of course—and the saltwater sea that had recently kicked over its traces.


  The ship of small talk put into this port and that, Hera at the helm and Matthew sounding a polite note of concurrence whenever he thought one was called for. Presently it ran aground on the subject of Greek religious mythology. Hera dwelled lengthily on the Euhemeristic theory of the origin of the gods. “Then you don’t think they were true gods, after all?” Matthew asked at length.


  She sipped her wine, set the glass back down. “On the contrary, I’m positive that they were true gods. The mere fact that they were once mortal doesn’t mean that they couldn’t have become immortal. Mortality is a necessary prelude to immortality, just as immortality is a necessary prelude to the superapotheosis which must logically follow. But aside from all that, the real proof of the immortality of the Greek gods has been staring scholars in the face for centuries. And they have been too short-sighted to see it.”


  “I—I guess I’m too short-sighted too,” Matthew said.


  She laughed. It was a genuine enough laugh, but for some reason it deepened rather than lightened the lines at her eye-corners. “They lived near mortals and had dealings with mortals when they could just as easily have lived by themselves and had nothing to do with lesser beings,” she explained. “Immortality, you see, is relative. Living with other immortals exclusively and avoiding mortals, they would have been unable to appreciate their superiority. Living near inferior beings and having dealings with them, they could appreciate it. It’s such a simple truth that the scholars have overlooked it, the way they’ve overlooked so many simple truths. Scholars are stupid anyway—almost as stupid as philosophers.” She faced the staircase. “Come on out, old man,” she called, “and start cleaning off the table.”


  An android with a block-like head shuffled out from behind the staircase. His huge face was ugly almost beyond belief. A straggly white beard dribbled down from cheeks and chin and upper lip into a mop-like tangle. Only the eyes saved the sorry visage from complete catastrophe. They were a clear, benevolent brown.


  The letters embroidered on his tunic spelled Socrates.


  He began collecting the dishes and the platters, and stacking them, his slab-like bare feet going flap-flap-flap on the Pentelic marble floor. The dishes and platters stacked, he started carrying them through the doorway to the right of the staircase. His movements were slow and clumsy. There was something grotesque about the whole performance. Something pitiful.


  A scrap of ptarmigan had fallen to the table. Hera brushed it to the floor, and when the old “man” returned for his last load, she pointed to the scrap with the toe of her sandal. “Pick it up, old man,” she said.


  Socrates did so, then carried the rest of the dishes and platters from the room. “Make sure you get them clean, old man,” Hera called after him. For a moment Matthew felt sick to his stomach. Why Socrates? he wondered. Why Pindar? Why Corinna? However, he held his silence, and presently the matter drifted from his thoughts.


  All matters drifted from his thoughts. All save one . . .


  Hera was a strong and scented wind blowing through him. The wine strengthened the wind, and he found it increasingly difficult to stand against it. He swayed when she said, abruptly and without prelude, “Will you bring the capsule down?” But he did not fall. Not quite.


  “No,” he said, “I can’t.”


  She moved closer to him, the diamonds of her sarong-gown dancing in blinding blues and whites. “You would not be bringing it down for nothing. I pay cash!”


  “On delivery?” he heard his strange voice ask.


  “You are an honorable man. Your word is good enough.”


  He swallowed. Her face was very close. It fascinated and repealed him simultaneously, but the repulsion was a form of fascination in itself—a perverted form, perhaps, but nonetheless compelling. The thoughts that it awoke added to his drunkenness. He remembered that she was the only human being he had seen since entering the House, and he knew suddenly that they were alone, and that she had meant for them to be alone.


  “Do I have your word?” she asked.


  The dancing diamond-light of her sarong-gown half blinded him. He tried to speak, could not. His glazed eyes made speech unnecessary. She stood up. “You have not seen the mezzanine,” she said. “Come, I will show it to you.”


  V


  He followed her up the marble stairs on unsteady stilts of legs. Seen from above, the enormous room brought to mind the concourse of an ancient railroad terminal. The mezzanine itself was a graceful promenade, and the walls between the doors that opened off from it were decorated with the simplest of Grecian designs. Hera opened one of the doors and stepped into the room beyond. Trembling, he followed.


  “My bath,” she said.


  It was the same bath he had peered into—how many years ago—and seen Dione Christopoulos. He had been forty-five and afraid then. He was still afraid, but he was no longer forty-five. Nevertheless, the restlessness that had afflicted him then came back.


  Now he was in a position to apply the cure—if making love to a beautiful woman who was far above his status really was the cure. In any event, it was for sale. And circumstances had provided him with the price.


  The trouble was, part of the price was his loyalty to Zeus IX.


  What was it that the capsule contained that Hera found so irresistible? he wondered. So irresistible that she could not wait till her husband returned to indulge herself?


  Drunk as he was, Matthew was still incapable of asking her point-blank. Wine or no wine, he was still her servant. He dared not risk incurring her ill-will. But was her motivation really important? Wasn’t it enough that she did want the capsule brought down, and that only he knew its celestial hiding place?


  After the bath, she showed him several other rooms, the last of which was her bedchamber. It was a large room, and the three-dimensional murals on its walls made it seem even larger. The subject of the murals brought a blush to his withered cheeks. He had read of the rites for which the Temple of Diana at Ephesus had been famous. But reading about them was one thing—seeing them graphically depicted was quite another.


  Hera was looking at him questioningly. Light emanating from the obscene murals gave her flesh a reddish cast, deepened the darkness of her eyes. He looked over her shoulder, saw the huge sleeping dais with its scarlet pillows and black counterpane. He heard the hoarseness of his breathing and he felt the pounding of his heart, and he knew all at once that in order to possess her he would betray far more than what Zeus IX represented; that, like all loyalties built on self-deception, his loyalty to the House of Christopoulos was worthless.


  He stood there helplessly as it came tumbling down around him. “I’ll bring the capsule down whenever you wish,” he said.


  “Yes,” she answered absently, as though she had heard the words long before he said them. And then, “If you will wait outside, I will have my handmaidens prepare me.” She clapped her hands.


  Trembling, he stepped out onto the mezzanine. Helen of Troy and Hecuba appeared, side by side, entered the loom and closed the door behind them.


  His trembling increased. To relax his thoughts he walked over to the marble railing and looked down into the great room below. At the fountain and the tables and the benches. At the columns, at the android standing at the base of each, as though chained. At Ictinus and Callicrates, the architects who had built the original Parthenon; at Phidias, the sculptor who had supervised the building; at Zeno, Polyclitus, Praxiteles, Homer, Parmenides, Leucippos, Aristophanes, Sophocles, Euripides, Aeschylus—


  Aeschylus was looking up at him, eyes flashing on and off.


  Now the android left his column, crossed the floor and ascended the stairs. He walked over to where Matthew was standing and touched his arm. “Come,” he said, “I will show you so that you will believe.”


  Matthew was annoyed, “Show me what?”


  “I will show you,” Aeschylus repeated. “Come.”


  The blink-rate of the eye-tubes was alarmingly high. What illogicality had this old “man” stumbled upon that could have upset him so? Suddenly curious, Matthew said, “All right—but you’ll have to hurry.”


  Aeschylus led him down the mezzanine to an imposing door at the farther end. The door was locked, but Aeschylus produced a ring of keys from a pocket in his tunic and inserted one of them into the anachronistic lock. A moment later, the door swung obediently open. Following the old “man” into the room beyond, Matthew found himself in a large bath.


  It put Hera’s to shame. The concave wall was one continuous mural of an Elysian countryside, and it blended imperceptibly into a ceiling-mural of a blue, cloud-scattered sky. So vivid was the illusion of depth that for a moment he thought he had stepped across space and time to ancient Greece. Real grass grew beneath his feet. The bath became a quiet pool on the bank of which he stood. Two life-size statues stood on the opposite bank—one Pan, the other, Syrinx. Syrinx was running away, and Pan was in ithyphallic pursuit.


  Matthew looked down at the pool at his feet. It was perhaps nine feet in diameter and had a maximum depth of about five feet. Its concave bottom consisted of white marble. As he gazed into the bluish water, he thought he saw a flash of silver. Reflection? He wondered. Peering closer, he saw other flashes. He identified the shining flickering shapes as Venerian piranhas then, and suddenly sober, he drew back. The water was alive with them!


  Why would any man—even a rich man who could afford to be eccentric—want to keep Venerian piranhas in his bath?


  Aeschylus was pointing toward the bottom of the pool. Stepping forward, Matthew looked down into the strange blue water once again—


  And saw the bones—


  The grisly bones, picked clean of living flesh. The white bones that almost matched the marble basin. Femurs, pelvis; empty rib box. Dark-socketed skull. Bone-fingers, one of them still encircled by a ring—a ring that bore a familiar seal.


  The seal of the House of Christopoulos.


  Or, if you looked at it with Aeschylus’ eyes, the seal of the House of Atreus.


  Sickened, Matthew turned away. “When?” he forced himself to ask.


  Aeschylus faced him. As the android spoke, his blink-rate rapidly increased:


  
    
      
        
          	
            This morning, darkly plotting


            deep within,


            The monarch sleeping softly by


            her side,


            She rose, and did with goblet


            vile


            Scoop death from waters ram-


            pant and carry it aloft,


            And pour it into this, her mon-


            arch’s pool.

          
        

      
    

  


  The old “man” paused. Raising his eyes to the counterfeit countryside and lifting his arms in supplication, he went on:


  
    
      
        
          	
            Come, Eumenides three, and


            haunt her. Dog her bloody trail!


            To Apollo and Athena make


            her flee. Come, do not wait—


            Orestes is no more; Electra


            lurks not at this sorry bier.


            Beyond the cloud-cast sky


            where once dimly shone the


            sun.


            Only darkness can be seen.


            Woe unto her—woe!


            Awake, ye fiends incarnate, and


            right this crime


            The indifferent gods looked


            down but did not see!

          
        

      
    

  


  Horrified, Matthew seized the keys which the old “man” still held in his hand, and ran from the room. He sorted through them as he hurried down the mezzanine, and by the time he reached the door to Hera’s bedchamber he had the one he wanted.


  He fitted it into the lock, and turned it. Then he tried the door. It did not give.


  He went looking for a visiphone.


  VI


  The Saturnia police had to knock out the Alexander the Great and his three generals with a deactivation ray to gain entry.


  Matthew did not know this till he left the House hours later and saw the four “bodies” sprawled on the marble steps. Instinctively, he looked away. They brought too vividly to mind the “body” he had found by the piranha-infested pool when he had returned to the bath with the Saturnia Inspector of Police. Alexander, Ptolemy, Seleucus and Antigonus could be re-activated. Aeschylus could not be. Aeschylus had gone insane; his circuits had shorted out, blowing his eye-tubes, and all that remained of him now was a blackened shell.


  Perhaps, though, it was just as well. Now that the House of Christopoulos had fallen, there was no more need for period-piece androids.


  Nor for period-piece spacemen.


  Old Matt North shivered in the raw wind that was rushing across the flats. He turned up the collar of his greatcoat, and thrust his hands deep into his pockets. Dawn was beginning to edge into the sky, and Saturn had long since crept to rest. He wondered what it would be like, living in a world that had left him over four centuries behind. He could not possibly adapt himself to it. He was too old. Too tired—


  A tired old man.


  A filthy old man.


  That was what Hera Christopoulos had called him when the Saturnia police had led her shrieking from her bedchamber. Disheveled, half-naked in the obscene negligee in which she had adorned herself to awaken his desire and which revealed a dagger-birthmark startlingly similar to Dione’s, she had screamed the words at the top of her voice. “Filthy old man,” she screamed, face white, and suddenly, shockingly, thin. “I made the Christopoulos fortune—not Zeus! It was I who deserved your loyalty—not him. And you sold me out! Filthy old man! Filthy old Peeping Tom!”


  Confronted with the bones at the bottom of the drained pool, she had not even bothered to conceal her guilt. “It would only have been for twenty. or thirty more years anyway,” she said. “Maybe it’s better this way.” Abruptly her voice rose. “It was all his fault! There would have been enough in reserve to have lasted us for another century if he hadn’t squandered it, if he hadn’t given it away. Given it to his mistresses. ‘Would you be beautiful forever?’ he asked them, and they fawned at his feet. Then he sickened of them and let them wither away, one by one, and found others to give away his years to. My years. And then he tried to cheat me out of the handful we had left. Well, I beat him there. I’m glad I fed him to the fish. I hope they dined well.” She gave a hideous laugh. “I’ll bet his flesh was stringy; though. I’ll bet his skin was tough!”


  More laughter erupted from her, each burst more hideous than the last, and finally the police dragged her from the room. Then the Inspector began to question Matthew.


  Matthew withheld nothing. He had nothing to withhold. But the questions which the Inspector threw at him told him more than his answers told the Inspector.


  They told him that the condition of the bones at the bottom of the pool indicated that Zeus IX had climbed into his bath shortly after sending his message to Matthew. They told him that the House of Christopoulos had no heirs and that it would become the property of the Hyperion Satrapy. They told him that the House itself had long been a source of mystery to the Saturnia police, and that they had been eagerly waiting for years for a pretext to break into it. They told him that the Inspector was completely in the dark as to Hera’s reason for murdering her husband and equally in the dark as to Zeus IX’s reason for ordering Matthew to put the capsule in orbit. They also told him that the Saturnia authorities knew nothing about the Hyperion-Bimini shuttle, and hence knew nothing whatsoever about the nature of the Bimini cargo.


  Neither did Old Matt North. And now that the Saturnia authorities were going to bring the capsule down themselves and launch an official investigation, he probably never would know. Unless—


  He paused on the wind-swept ice-flats. Deliberately, he finished the thought: Unless he brought it down himself.


  Well, why not? Who had a better right to bring it down than the man who had pushed it all the way to Bimini and all the way back again? Who, indeed!


  He began to run. Actually, it was more of a stepped-up shuffle than a run, but it was the best that he could do.


  He was gasping when he reached the port, but he did not stop, and minutes later he was in his jettractor, climbing, climbing, up the dark and breathless stairway of the night and into the great star-ceilinged hall of space. He caught the capsule deftly, brought it down on a Harlequin-orbit of nights and days and dawns and set it on the lift-platform. He got out and climbed up on the platform and began examining the meteor-pitted hull. Dawn had departed. Morning was airing the first dirty linen of the day above the warped back yard of the horizon when at last he found the hatch.


  Owing to the capsule’s present position, the metal plate was low on the hull, and this made opening it all the more difficult; but finally the final dog gave way before the hammer he had brought from the jettractor, and the plate fell free. He dug through the intervening layers of chemically-treated insulation to the inner hull, expecting to find an inner hatch. He did not find one—he found a valve instead.


  Wine? Had he been playing Bacchus all these weary years?


  Well, he was at least entitled to a taste.


  The valve was a large one, and could be opened only with a wrench. He got a large one out of his jettractor and locked its jaws on the protruding valve-stem. He did not mean to turn the stem all the way, but the wrench gave him more leverage than he thought he had and far more than he actually needed, and before he knew what had happened, a stream of ice-cold liquid had gushed forth and sent him tumbling off the platform.


  He landed on his back and lay there dazed, the liquid pouring down on him and drenching him to the skin. Finally the coldness shocked him into consciousness and brought him gasping to his feet. Finding the wrench, he climbed back up on the platform and tried to close the valve. But in order to get a firm grip on the stem he had to move into the gushing stream, and again the force of it proved too much for him and once more he went tumbling to the ground. This time, the wrench struck him glancingly on the temple and knocked off his ear-flapped cap. Blackness came then, and when at last it went away the stream had dwindled to a mere trickle, and the contents of the capsule were no more.


  He sat up. All around him he heard the sound of liquid running off and seeping into the innumerable crevices in the ice. Clothes dripping, he floundered to his feet. He licked his wet lips, but he did not taste wine.


  Jack and Jill went up the hill to get a pail of water.


  Day spread more invisible clotheslines in the sky and hung out more dirty linen to dry. The wind grew sharper. Hatless, he started walking down the street in the wind.


  Something was happening in his bones.


  He could not get the nursery rhyme out of his mind. Jack and Jill went up the hill to get a pail of water . . .


  Faustina saw him from the Hostel, and came forth to meet him. “Are you all right, Mr. North?”


  “Yes, I’m all right,” said Old Matt North. Jack and Jill went up the hill to get a pail of water.


  “You’re wet. You’re cold. Let me help you to your room.”


  “Walk up the stairs before me—that will be help enough.”


  Faustina obeyed. He followed, drinking in the sweet and thrilling youth of her. Lord, to be young again! he thought . . . and even as the thought went through his mind he felt strength flowing into his half-frozen legs and building up in his back and arms. He felt his shoulders straightening, Old Matt North did, and he felt himself growing taller, as one by one the weary fruitless years slipped silently away.


  The wine from the stars was no human drink. It was that heady juice called—youth.


  No, Ponce de Leon never found his Bimini, but Nick the Greek found his. High up on the big black hill of time and space he found it, and the waters of it were good . . . Young Matt North paused at the top of the stairs, and Faustina turned and faced him. The consternation in her eyes soon gave way to better things. Standing on the landing in the wind, he smiled at her. She smiled back.


  END


  HOW BEAUTIFUL WITH BANNERS


  James Blish


  I


  Feeling as naked as a peppermint soldier in her transparent film wrap, Dr. Ulla Hillstrøm watched a flying cloak swirl away toward the black horizon with a certain consequent irony. Although nearly transparent itself in the distant dim arc-light flame that was Titan’s sun, the fluttering creature looked warmer than what she was wearing, for all that reason said it was at the same minus 316° F. as the thin methane it flew in. Despite the virus space-bubble’s warranted and eerie efficiency, she found its vigilance—itself probably as nearly alive as the flying cloak was—rather difficult to believe in, let alone to trust.


  The machine—as Ulla much preferred to think of it—was inarguably an improvement on the old-fashioned pressure suit. Made (or more accurately, cultured) of a single colossal protein molecule, the vanishingly thin sheet of life-stuff processed gases, maintained pressure, monitored radiation through almost the whole of the electromagnetic spectrum, and above all did not get in the way. Also, it could not be cut, punctured or indeed sustain any damage short of total destruction; macroscopically it was a single, primary unit, with all the physical integrity of a crystal of salt or steel.


  If it did not actually think, Ulla was grateful; often it almost seemed to, which was sufficient. Its primary drawback for her was that much of the time it did not really seem to be there.


  Still, it seemed to be functioning; otherwise Ulla would in fact have been as solid as a stick of candy, toppled forever across the confectionery whiteness that frosted the knife-edged stones of this cruel moon, layer upon layer. Outside—only a perilous few inches from the lightly clothed warmth of her skin—the brief gust the cloak had been soaring on died, leaving behind a silence so cataleptic that she could hear the snow creaking in a mockery of motion. Impossible though it was to comprehend, it was getting still colder out there. Titan was swinging out across Saturn’s orbit toward eclipse, and the apparently fixed sun was secretly going down, its descent sensed by the snows no matter what her Earthly sight, accustomed to the nervousness of living skies, tried to tell her. In another two Earth days it would be gone, for an eternal week.


  At the thought, Ulla turned to look back the way she had come that morning. The virus bubble flowed smoothly with the motion and the stars became brighter as it compensated for the fact that the sun was now at her back. She still could not see the base camp, of course. She had strayed too far for that, and in any event, except for a few wiry palps, it was wholly underground.


  Now there was no sound but the creaking of the methane snow, and nothing to see but a blunt, faint spearhead of hazy light, deceptively like an Earthly aurora or the corona of the sun, pushing its way from below the edge of the cold into the indifferent company of the stars. Saturn’s rings were rising, very slightly awaver in the dark blue air, like the banners of a spectral army. The idiot face of the gas giant planet itself, faintly striped with meaningless storms, would be glaring down at her before she could get home if she did not get herself in motion soon. Obscurely disturbed, Dr. Hillstrøm faced front and began to unload her sled.


  The touch and clink of the sampling gear cheered her, a little, even in this ultimate loneliness. She was efficient—many years, and a good many suppressed impulses, had seen to that; it was too late for temblors, especially so far out from the sun that had warmed her Stockholm streets and her silly friendships. All those null adventures were gone now like a sickness. The phantom embrace of the virus suit was perhaps less satisfying—only perhaps—but it was much more reliable. Much more reliable; she could depend on that.


  Then, as she bent to thrust the spike of a thermocouple into the wedding-cake soil, the second flying cloak (or was it the same one?) hit her in the small of the back and tumbled her into nightmare.


  II


  With the sudden darkness there came a profound, ambiguous emotional blow—ambiguous, yet with something shockingly familiar about it. Instantly exhausted, she felt herself go flaccid and unstrung, and her mind, adrift in nowhere, blurred and spun downward too into trance.


  The long fall slowed just short of unconsciousness, lodged precariously upon a shelf of dream, a mental buttress founded four years in the past—a long distance, when one recalls that in a four-dimensional plenum every second of time is 186,000 miles of space. The memory was curiously inconsequential to have arrested her, let alone supported her: not of her home, of her few triumphs or even of her aborted marriage, but of a sordid little encounter with a reporter that she had talked herself into at the Madrid genetics conference, when she herself was already an associate professor, a Swedish government delegate, a 25-year-old divorcée, and altogether a woman who should have known better.


  But better than what? The life of science even in those days had been almost by definition the life of the eternal campus exile. There was so much to learn—or, at least, to show competence in—that people who wanted to be involved in the ordinary, vivid concerns of human beings could not stay with it long, indeed often could not even be recruited. They turned aside from the prospect with a shudder or even a snort of scorn. To prepare for the sciences had become a career in indefinitely protracted adolescence, from which one awakened fitfully to find one’s adult self in the body of a stranger. It had given her no pride, no self-love, no defences of any sort; only a queer kind of virgin numbness, highly dependent upon familiar surroundings and unvalued habits, and easily breached by any normally confident siege in print, in person, anywhere—and remaining just as numb as before when the spasm of fashion, politics or romanticism had swept by and left her stranded, too easy a recruit to have been allowed into the centre of things or even considered for it.


  Curious, most curious that in her present remote terror she should find even a moment’s rest upon so wobbly a pivot. The Madrid incident had not been important; she had been through with it almost at once. Of course, as she had often told herself, she had never been promiscuous, and had often described the affair, defiantly, as that single (or at worst, second) test of the joys of impulse which any woman is entitled to have in her history. Nor had it really been that joyous. She could not now recall the boy’s face, and remembered how he had felt primarily because he had been in so casual and contemptuous a hurry.


  But now that she came to dream of it, she saw with a bloodless, lightless eye that all her life, in this way and in that, she had been repeatedly seduced by the inconsequential. She had nothing else to remember even in this hour of her presumptive death. Acts have consequences, a thought told her, but not ours; we have done, but never felt. We are no more alone on Titan, you and I, than we have ever been. Basta, per carita!—so much for Ulla.


  Awakening in the same darkness as before, Ulla felt the virus bubble snuggling closer to her blind skin, and recognized the shock that had so regressed her—a shock of recognition, but recognition of something she had never felt herself. Alone in a Titanic snowfield, she had eavesdropped on an . . .


  No. Not possible. Sniffling, and still blind, she pushed the cosy bubble away from her breasts and tried to stand up. Light flushed briefly around her, as though the bubble had cleared just above her forehead and then clouded again. She was still alive, but everything else was utterly problematical. What had happened to her? She simply did not know.


  Therefore, she thought, begin with ignorance. No one begins anywhere else . . . but I did not know even that, once upon a time.


  Hence:


  III


  Though the virus bubble ordinarily regulated itself, there was a control box on her hip—actually an ultra-short-range microwave transmitter—by which it could be modulated against more special environments than the bubble itself could cope with alone. She had never had to use it before, but she tried it now.


  The fogged bubble cleared patchily, but it would not stay cleared. Crazy moirès and herringbone patterns swept over it, changing direction repeatedly, and, outside, the snowy landscape kept changing colour like a delirium. She found, however, that by continuously working the frequency knob on her box—at random, for the responses seemed to bear no relation to the Braille calibrations on the dial—she could maintain outside vision of a sort in pulses of two or three seconds each.


  This was enough to show her, finally, what had happened. There was a flying cloak around her. This in itself was unprecedented; the cloaks had never attacked a man before, or indeed paid any of them the least attention during their brief previous forays. On the other hand, this was the first time anyone had ventured more than five or ten minutes outdoors in a virus suit.


  It occurred to her suddenly that insofar as anything was known about the nature of the cloaks, they were in some respect much like the bubbles. It was almost as though the one were a wild species of the other.


  It was an alarming notion and possibly only a metaphor, containing as little truth as most poetry. Annoyingly, she found herself wondering if, once she got out of this mess, the men at the base camp would take to referring to it as “the cloak and suit business.”


  The snowfield began to turn brighter; Saturn was rising. For a moment the drifts were a pale straw colour, the normal hue of Saturn light through an atmosphere; then it turned a raving Kelly green. Muttering, Ulla twisted the potentiometer dial, and was rewarded with a brief flash of normal illumination which was promptly overridden by a torrent of crimson lake, as though she were seeing everything through a series of photographic colour separations.


  Since she could not help this, she clenched her teeth and ignored it. It was much more important to find out what the flying cloak had done to her bubble, if she were to have any hope of shucking the thing.


  There was no clear separation between the bubble and the Titanian creature. They seemed to have blended into a melange which was neither one nor the other, but a sort of coarse burlesque of both. Yet the total surface area of the integument about her did not seem to be any greater—only more ill-fitting, less responsive to her own needs. Not much less; after all, she was still alive, and any really gross insensitivity to the demands and cues of her body would have been instantly fatal. But there was no way to guess how long the bubble would stay even that obedient. At the moment the wild thing that had enslaved it was perhaps dangerous to the wearer only if she panicked, but the change might well be progressive, pointed ultimately toward some saturnine equivalent of the shirt of Nessus.


  And that might be happening very rapidly. She might not be allowed the time to think her way out of this fix by herself. Little though she wanted any help from the men at the base camp, and useless though she was sure they would prove, she had damn well better ask for it now, just in case.


  But the bubble was not allowing any radio transmission through its roiling unicell wall today. The earphone was dead; not even the hiss of the stars came through it—only an occasional pop of noise that was born of entropy loss in the circuits themselves.


  She was cut off. Nun denn, allein!


  With the thought, the bubble cloak shifted again around her. A sudden pressure at her lower abdomen made her stumble forward over the crisp snow, four or five steps. Then it was motionless once more, except within itself.


  That it should be able to do this was not surprising, for the cloaks had to be able to flex voluntarily at least a little to catch the thermals they rode, and the bubble had to be able to vary its dimensions and surface tension over a wide range to withstand pressure changes, outside and in, and do it automatically. No, of course the combination would be able to move by itself. What was disquieting was that it should want to.


  Another stir of movement in the middle distance caught her eye: a free cloak, seemingly riding an updraught over a fixed point. For a moment she wondered what on that ground could be warm enough to produce so localized a thermal. Then, abruptly, she realized that she was shaking with hatred, and fought furiously to drive the spasm down, her fingernails slicing into her naked palms.


  A raster of jagged black lines, like a television interference pattern, broke across her view and brought her attention fully back to the minutely solipsistic confines of her dilemma. The wave of emotion, nevertheless, would not quite go away, and she had a vague but persistent impression that it was being imposed from outside, at least in part—a cold passion she was interpreting as fury because its real nature, whatever it was, had no necessary relevance to her own imprisoned soul. For all that it was her own life and no other that was in peril, she felt guilty, as though she were eavesdropping, and as angry with herself as with what she was overhearing, yet burning as helplessly as the forbidden lamp in the bedchamber of Psyche and Eros.


  Another metaphor—but was it after all so far-fetched? She was a mortal present at the mating of inhuman essences; mountainously far from home; borne here like invisible lovers upon the arms of the wind; empalaced by a whole virgin-white world, over which flew the banners of a high god and a father of gods and, equally appropriately, Venus was very far away from whatever love was being celebrated here.


  What ancient and coincidental nonsense! Next she would be thinking herself degraded at the foot of some cross.


  Yet the impression, of an eerie tempest going on just slightly outside any possibility of understanding what it was, would not pass away. Still worse, it seemed to mean something, to be important, to mock her with subtle clues to matters of great moment, of which her own present trap was only the first and not necessarily the most significant.


  And suppose that all these impressions were in fact not extraneous or irrelevant, but did have some import—not just as an abstract puzzle, but to that morsel of displaced life that was Ulla Hillstrøm? No matter how frozen her present world, she could not escape the fact that from the moment the cloak had captured her she had been simultaneously gripped by a Sabbat of specifically erotic memories, images, notions, analogies, myths, symbols and frank physical sensations, all the more obtrusive because they were both inappropriate and disconnected. It might well have to be faced that a season of love can fall due in the heaviest weather—and never mind what terrors flow in with it or what deep damnations. At the very least, it was possible that somewhere in all this was the clue that would help her to divorce herself at last even from this violent embrace.


  But the concept was preposterous enough to defer consideration of it if there were any other avenues open, and at least one seemed to be: the source of the thermal. The virus bubble, like many of the Terrestrial microorganisms to which it was analogous, could survive temperatures well above boiling, but it seemed reasonable to assume that the flying cloaks, evolved on a world where even words congealed, might be sensitive to a relatively slight amount of heat.


  Now, could she move of her own volition inside this shroud? She tried a step. The sensation was tacky, as though she were ploughing in thin honey, but it did not impede her except for a slight imposed clumsiness which experience ought to obviate. She was able to mount the sled with no trouble.


  The cogs bit into the snow with a dry, almost inaudible squeaking and the sled inched forward. Ulla held it to as slow a crawl as possible, because of her interrupted vision.


  The free cloak was still in sight, approximately where it had been before, insofar as she could judge against this featureless snowscape; which was fortunate, since it might well be her only flag for the source of the thermal, whatever it was.


  A peculiar fluttering in her surroundings—a whisper of sound, of motion, of flickering in the light—distracted her. It was as though her compound sheath were trembling slightly. The impression grew slowly more pronounced as the sled continued to lurch forward. As usual there seemed to be nothing she could do about it, except, possibly, to retreat; but she could not do that either, now; she was committed. Outside, she began to hear the soft soughing of a steady wind.


  The cause of the thermal, when she finally reached it, was almost bathetic—a pool of liquid. Placid and deep blue, it lay inside a fissure in a low, heart-shaped hummock, rimmed with feathery snow. It looked like nothing more or less than a spring, though she did not for a moment suppose that the liquid could be water. She could not see the bottom of it; evidently it was welling up from a fair depth. The spring analogy was probably completely false; the existence of anything in a liquid state on this world had to be thought of as a form of vulcanism. Certainly the column of heat rising from it was considerable; despite the thinness of the air, the wind here nearly howled. The free cloak floated up and down, about a hundred feet above her, like the last leaf of a long, cruel autumn. Nearer home, the bubble cloak shook with something comically like subdued fury.


  Now, what to do? Should she push boldly into that cleft, hoping that the alien part of the bubble cloak would be unable to bear the heat? Close up, that course now seemed foolish, as long as she was ignorant of the real nature of the magma down there. And besides, any effective immersion would probably have to surround at least half of the total surface area of the bubble, which was not practicable—the well was not big enough to accommodate it, even supposing that the compromised virus suit did not fight back, as in the pure state it had been obligated to do. On the whole she was reluctantly glad that the experiment was impossible, for the mere notion of risking a new immolation in that problematical well horrified her.


  Yet the time left for decision was obviously now very short, even supposing—as she had no right to do—that the environment-maintaining functions of the suit were still in perfect order. The quivering of the bubble was close to being explosive, and even were it to remain intact, it might shut her off from the outside world at any second.


  The free cloak dipped lower, as if in curiosity. That only made the trembling worse. She wondered why.


  Was it possible—was it possible that the thing embracing her companion was jealous?


  IV


  There was no time left to examine the notion, no time even to sneer at it. Act—act! Forcing her way off the sled, she stumbled to the well and looked frantically for some way of stopping it up. If she could shut off the thermal, bring the free cloak still closer—but how?


  Throw rocks. But were there any? Yes, there, there were two, not very big, but at least she could move them. She bent stiffly and tumbled them into the crater.


  The liquid froze around them with soundless speed. In seconds, the snow rimming the pool had drawn completely over it, like lips closing, leaving behind only a faint dimpled streak of shadow on a white ground.


  The wind moaned and died, and the free cloak, its hems outspread to the uttermost, sank down as if to wrap her in still another deadly swath. Shadow spread around her; the falling cloak, its colour deepening, blotted Saturn from the sky, and then was sprawling over the beautiful banners of the rings—


  The virus bubble convulsed and turned black, throwing her to the frozen ground beside the hummock like a bead doll. A blast of wind squalled over her.


  Terrified, she tried to curl into a ball. The suit puffed up around her.


  Then at last, with a searing invisible wrench at its contained kernel of space-time which burned out the control box instantly, the single creature that was the bubble cloak tore itself free of Ulla and rose to join its incomplete fellow.


  In the single second before she froze forever into the livid backdrop of Titan, she failed even to find time to regret what she had never felt, for she had never known it, and only died as she had lived, an artifact of successful calculation. She never saw the cloaks go flapping away downwind—nor could it ever have occurred to her that she had brought heterosexuality to Titan, thus beginning that long evolution the end of which, sixty millions of years away, no human being would see.


  No, her last thought was for the virus bubble, and it was only two words long:


  You philanderer—


  Almost on the horizon, the two cloaks, the two Titanians, flailed and tore at each other, becoming smaller and smaller with distance. Bits and pieces of them flaked off and fell down the sky like ragged tears. Ungainly though the cloaks normally were, they courted even more clumsily.


  Beside Ulla, the well was gone; it might never have existed. Overhead, the banners of the rings flew changelessly, as though they too had seen nothing—or perhaps, as though in the last six billion years they had seen everything, siftings upon siftings in oblivion, until nothing remained but the banners of their own mirrored beauty.


  PRESSURE


  Harry Harrison


  Saturn of the glorious rings, sixth planet from the Sun, is nearly as large as Jupiter, even colder, and equally poisonous of atmosphere. Would-be human visitors will have to take extraordinary precautions there, as this grim and tense story shows in detail; even so, as we shall see, those precautions may not be enough.


  Harry Harrison is a vociferous man with militaristic Prussian looks and a deceptively ferocious manner; the twinkle of his eyes gives him away, though. He has been a cartoonist, a magazine editor, and in the past dozen years a highly regarded science-fiction novelist. Among his books are Deathworld and Make Room! Make Room!


  After leading his wife and two children on an intercontinental migration through Mexico, Italy, Denmark, and Great Britain, he seems now to have settled—for the time being—near San Diego, California.


  THE TENSION inside the ship rose as the pressure outside increased—and at the same rate. Perhaps it was because Nissim and Aldo had nothing at all to do. They had time to think too much. They would glance at the pressure gauges and then quickly away, reluctantly repeating this action over and over. Aldo knotted his fingers and was uncomfortably aware of the cold dampness of his skin, while Nissim chain-smoked cigarette after cigarette. Only Stan Brandon—the man with the responsibility—stayed calm and alert. While he studied his instruments he appeared completely relaxed, and when he made an adjustment on the controls there was a certain dash to his actions. For some reason this infuriated the other men, though neither would admit it.


  “The pressure gauge has failed!” Nissim gasped, leaning forward against the restraint of his safety harness. “It reads zero.”


  “It’s supposed to, Doc, built that way,” Stan said, smiling. He reached over and flicked a switch. The needle jumped while the scale reading changed. “Only way to measure these kind of pressures. Chunks of metal and crystal in the outer hull, different compressibilities, and they compress to destruction. So we switch to the next one—”


  “Yes, yes, I know all that.”


  Nissim contained his temper and dragged heavily on his cigarette. Of course he had been told about the gauges during the briefings. For an instant there it had just slipped his mind. The needle once more moved in steady pace up the scale. Nissim looked at it, looked away, thought about what was outside this seamless, windowless metal sphere, then, in spite of himself, glanced back at the dial again and felt the dampness on the palms of his hands. Nissim Ben-Haim, leading physicist at the University of Tel Aviv, had too much imagination.


  So did Aldo Gabrielli and he knew it; he wished that he had something to do besides watch and wait.


  Dark-haired, swarthy, with a magnificent nose, he looked typically Italian and was an eleventh-generation American. His position in electronic engineering was a secure as Nissim’s in physics—if not better. He was considered a genius whose work with the scantron amplifier had revolutionized matter transmitter mechanics. He was scared.


  The C. Huygens fell down through the thickening atmosphere of Saturn. That was the ship’s official name, but the men who had assembled her at Saturn One called the vehicle simply “the Ball.” Essentially that is just what it was, a solid metal sphere with walls ten meters thick, enclosing the relatively minuscule space in its center. The immense, wedge-shaped sections had been cast in the asteroid belt and sent to the Saturn One satellite station for assembly. There, in high orbit, with the unbelievable beauty of the rings and the great bulk of the planet hanging above them, the Ball had taken shape. Molecular welding had joined the sections into a seamless whole, and, just before the final wedge had been slid into place, the MT screen had been carefully placed inside. When the last piece had been joined to the others the only access to the center of the Ball was through the matter transmitter. Once the welders, with their destroying radiation, were through, the final construction could begin. The specially constructed large MT screen had been built under the floor, on which was soon mounted the supplies, atmosphere equipment, and apparatus that made the Ball livable for men. Then the controls were installed, as well as the external tanks and jets that transformed it into an atomic-engined space vessel. This was the ship that would drop down to the surface of Saturn.


  Eighty years previously the C. Huygens could not have been built since the pressure-compacted alloys had not yet been developed. Forty-two years earlier it could not have been assembled because molecular welding had not been invented. Ten years ago the unpierced hull could not have been used since that was when atomic differentiation had first been made practical. No wires or wave guides weakened the solidity of the metal hull of the Ball. Instead, areas of differentiation passed through the alloy, chemically and physically the same as the metal around them, yet capable of carrying separate electric impulses. Taken in its entirety, the Ball was a tribute to the expanding knowledge of mankind.


  Taking the three men to the bottom of Saturn’s twenty-thousand-mile-deep atmosphere, it was a sealed prison cell.


  All of them had been conditioned against claustrophobia, yet still they felt it.


  “Come in control, how do you read me?” Stan said into his microphone, then switched to receive with a quick movement of his jaw against the switch. There was a few seconds’ delay as the recording tape clicked out through the MT screen and the return tape rolled into his receiver.


  “One and three,” the speaker hissed, a sibilant edge to all the sounds.


  “That’s the beginning of the sigma effect,” Aldo said, his hands still for the first time. He looked deliberately at the pressure gauge. “A hundred thirty-five thousand atmospheres, that’s the usual depth where it begins.”


  “I want to look at the tape that came through,” Nissim said, grinding out his cigarette. He reached for his harness release.


  “Don’t do that, Doc,” Stan said, raising a warning hand. “This has been a smooth drop so far but it’s sure to get bumpy soon. You know what the winds in this atmosphere must be like. So far we’ve been in some kind of jet stream and moving laterally with it. That’s not going to last forever. I’ll have them send another tape through your repeater.”


  “It will take only a moment,” Nissim said, but his hand hesitated on the release.


  “You can break your skull quicker than that,” Stan said and, as if to verify his words, the immense bulk of the Ball surged violently sideways, tipping as it did so. The two scientists clung to their couches while the pilot rightened the ship.


  “You’re an accurate prophet of doom.” Aldo said. “Do you dispense good omens as well?”


  “Only on Tuesdays, Doc,” Stan answered imperturbably as the pressure gauge died again and he switched to the next transmitter. “Rate of fall steady.”


  “This is taking an infernally long time,” Nissim complained, lighting a cigarette.


  “Twenty thousand miles to the bottom, Doc, and we don’t want to hit too hard.”


  “I am well acquainted with the thickness of Saturn’s atmosphere,” Nissim said angrily. “And could you refrain from calling me Doc? If for no other reason than that you address Doctor Gabrielli in the same way, and a certain confusion results.”


  “Right you are, Doc.” The pilot turned and winked as he heard the physicist’s angry gasp. “That was just a joke. We’re all in the same boat so we can all be cobbers just like at home. Call me Stan and I’ll call you Nissim. And what about you, Doc, going to be Aldo?”


  Aldo Gabrielli pretended that he did not hear. The pilot was an infuriating man. “What is that?” he asked as a continuous, faint vibration began to shake the Ball.


  “Hard to tell,” the pilot answered, throwing switches rapidly, then examining the results on his screens. “Something out there, clouds ttiaybe, that we’re moving through. Varying impacts on the hull.”


  “Crystallization,” Nissim said, looking at the pressure gauge. “The top of the atmosphere is two hundred and ten degrees below zero Fahrenheit, but up there the low vapor pressure prevents freezing. The pressure is much higher now. We must be falling through clouds of methane and ammonia crystals—”


  “I’ve just lost my last radar,” Stan said. “Carried away.”


  “We should have had television pickups; we could see what is out there.” Nissim said.


  “See what?” Aldo asked. “Hydrogen clouds with frozen crystals in them? They would have been destroyed like the other instruments. The radio altimeter is the only instrument that’s essential.”


  “And it’s working fine,” Stan announced happily.


  “Still too high for a reading, but it’s in the green. Should be; it’s an integral part of the hull.”


  Nissim sipped from the water tube on the side of his couch. Aide’s mouth was suddenly dry as he saw this and he drank, too. The endless fall continued.


  “How long have I been asleep?” Nissim asked, surprised that he had actually dropped off despite the tension.


  “Just a few hours,” Stan told him. “You seemed to enjoy it. Snored like a water buffalo.”


  “My wife always says a camel.” He looked at his watch. “You’ve been awake for over seventy-two hours. Don’t you feel it?”


  “No. I’ll catch up later. I’ve got pills here, and it’s not the first time that I’ve pulled a long watch.”


  Nissim settled back on the couch and saw that Aldo was muttering figures to himself while he worked out a problem on his hand calculator. No sensation can be experienced indefinitely, he thought, even fear. We were both bloody frightened up there, but it can’t go on forever.


  He felt a slight tremble of emotion as he looked at the pressure gauge, but it passed quickly.


  “It reads solid,” Stan said, “but the height keeps shifting.” There were dark smears, like arcs of soot, under his eyes, and he had been on drugs for the last thirty hours.


  “It must be liquid ammonia and methane,” Nissim said. “Or semi-liquid, changing back and forth from gas to liquid. God knows, anything is possible with those pressures outside. Just under a million atmospheres. Unbelievable.”


  “I believe it,” Aldo told him. “Can we move laterally and perhaps find something solid underneath us?”


  “I’ve been doing that for the last hour. We either have to sink into that soup, or hop up again for another drop. I’m not going to try and balance her on her jets, not with the G’s we have waiting for us out there.”


  “Do we have fuel for a hop?”


  “Yes, but I want to hold it for a reserve. We’re down close to thirty percent.”


  “I vote to take the plunge.” Nissim said. “If there is liquid down there it probably covers the entire surface. With these pressures and the wind I’m sure that any irregularities would be scoured flat in a relatively short geological time.”


  “I don’t agree,” Aldo said. “But someone else can investigate that. I vote to drop on the fuel situation alone.”


  “Three to nothing then, gents. Down we go.”


  The steady descent continued. The pilot slowed the immense weight of the Ball as they approached the shifting interface, but there was no unusual buffeting when they entered the liquid because the change was so gradual.


  “I have a reading now,” Stan said, excited for the first time. “It’s holding steady at fifteen kilometers. There may be a bottom to all this after all.”


  The other two men did not talk as the drop continued, fearful of distracting the pilot. Yet this was the easiest part of the voyage. The lower they sank the less the disturbance around them. At one kilometer there was no buffeting or sideways motion in the slightest. They fell slowly as the bottom approached. At five hundred meters Stan turned over the landing to the computer and, hand poised, stood ready to take command should there be difficulties. The engines blasted lightly, cut off, and, with a single grinding thud, they were down. Stan flipped the override and killed the engines.


  “That’s it,” he said, stretching hugely. “We’ve landed on Saturn. And that calls for a drink.” He mumbled a complaint when he discovered that it took most of his strength to push up from the chair.


  “Two point six-four gravities,” Nissim said, looking at the reading on the delicate quartz spring balance on his board. “It’s not going to be easy to work under all these G’s.”


  “What we have to do shouldn’t take long,” Aldo said. “Let’s have that drink. Then Stan can get some sleep while we start on the MT.”


  “I’ll buy that. My job is done and I’m just a spectator until you boys get me home. Here’s to us.” They raised their glasses with difficulty and drank.


  The burden of the more-than-doubled gravity had been anticipated. Aldo and the pilot changed acceleration couches so that the engineer could face the instrument panels and the MT screen. When the restraining catches were released, Nissim’s couch also swung about so that he could reach the screen.


  Before these preparations were finished Stan had flattened his couch and was soundly asleep. The other two men did not notice: they were now able to start on their part of the mission. Aldo, as the MT specialist, made the preparatory tests while Nissim watched closely.


  “All the remotes we sent down developed sigma effect before they had penetrated a fifth of the atmosphere,” Aldo said, plugging in the test instruments. “Once the effect was strong enough we lost all control and we have never had an accurate track past the halfway mark. We’ve just lost contact with them.” He checked all the readings twice and left the wave form on the scope when he sank back to rest his tired back and arms.


  “The wave looks right,” Nissim said.


  “It is. So is everything else. Which means that one half of your theory, at least, is correct.”


  “Wonderful!” Nissim said, smiling for the first time since they had begun the flight. His fists clenched as he thought of the verbal drubbings he would administer to the other physicists who had been rash enough to disagree with him. “Then the error is not in the transmitter?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “Then let’s transmit and see if the signal gets through. The receiver is tuned and waiting.”


  “C. Huygens calling Saturn One, come in. How do you read me?”


  They both watched as the transcribed tape clicked into the face of the screen and vanished; then Aldo switched the MT to receive. Nothing happened. He waited sixty seconds and sent the message again—with the same results.


  “And there is the proof,” Nissim said happily. “Transmitter, perfect. Receiver, perfect—we can count on that. But no signal getting through. Therefore my spatial distortion factor must be present. Once we correct for that, contact will be reestablished.”


  “Soon, I hope,” Aldo said, slightly depressed, looking up at the curved walls of their cell. “Because until the correction is made we are staying right here, sealed into the heart of this king-sized ball bearing. And even if there were an exit we have no place to go.”


  Stan was still exhausted when he woke up sleep under this heavy gravity was less than satisfactory.


  He yawned and shifted position, but stretching proved more debilitating than satisfying. When he turned to the others he saw Nissim working concentratedly with his computer while Aldo held a bloodstained handkerchief to his nose.


  “Gravity bleeding?” Stan asked. “I better paint it with some adrenaline.”


  “Not gravity.” Aide’s voice was muffled by the cloth. “That bastard hit me.”


  “Right on that big beak,” Nissim said, not looking up from his computer. “It was too good a target to miss.”


  “What seems to be the trouble?” Stan asked, glancing quickly from one to the other. “Isn’t the MT working?”


  “No it’s not,” Aldo said warmly. “And our friend here blames me for that and—”


  “The theory is correct, the mechanics of application are wrong.”


  “—when I suggested that there might be an error or two in his equations he swung on me in a fit of infantile anger.”


  Stan moved in quickly to stop the developing squabble, his drill-field voice drowning out the others.


  “Hold on now. Don’t both talk at once because I can’t understand a thing. Won’t someone please put me into the picture and let me know exactly what’s happening?”


  “Of course,” Nissim said, then waited impatiently until Aide’s complaints had died down. “How much do you know about MT theory?”


  “The answer is simple—nothing. I’m a torch jockey and I stick to my trade. Someone builds them, someone fixes them, I fly them. Would you kindly simplify?”


  “I’ll attempt to.” Nissim pursed his lips in thought. “The first thing you must realize is that an MT does not scan and transmit like, say, a television transmitter does. No signal, as we commonly think of signals, is sent. What is done is that the plane of the screen of the transmitter is placed into a state of matter that is not a part of space as we normally know it. The receiving screen is placed in the same condition and tuning is accomplished once they are locked onto the same frequency. In a sense they become part of one another and the distance of the intervening space does not matter. If you step into one you will step out of the other without any awareness of either time or spatial separation. I am explaining very badly.”


  “You’re doing fine, Nissim. What comes next?”


  “The fact that spatial distance between transmitter and receiver does not matter, but the condition of that space does—”


  “You’re beginning to lose me.”


  “I’ll give you a not unrelated example. Light rays travel in a straight line through space, unless interfered with in some physical manner—refraction, reflection, so forth. But—these rays can also be bent when they pass through an intense gravitational field such as that of the sun. We have noticed the same kind of effect in MT, and corrections are always made for the bulk of the Earth or other planetary bodies. Another condition affecting space appears deep in the rigid soup this planet calls an atmosphere.


  The incredible pressures affect the very binding energy of the atoms and stresses are produced. These interfere with the MT relationships. Before we can move an object from one MT screen to another down here we must make allowances and corrections for these new interferences. I have worked out the corrections, we must now apply them.”


  “Very simple the way he explains it.” Aldo said distastefully, dabbing at his nose and examining the results on his handkerchief. “But it doesn’t work out that way in practice. No signals are getting through.


  And our friend will not agree with me that we’ll have to step up the strength of our output if we’re ever going to punch through all that pressurized gunk out there.”


  “It’s quality not quantity!” Nissim shouted, and Stan stepped in once again.


  “By that do you mean that we’re going to have to unlimber the MT monster down under the floor?”


  “I damned well do. That’s why it was built in the first place, with adjustable components rather than sealed block units.”


  “It will take us a month to move everything and we’ll probably kill ourselves trying.” Nissim shouted.


  “Not that long, I hope,” Stan said, sitting up and trying not to groan with the effort. “And the exercise will be good for our muscles.”


  It took them almost four days to clear away and get up the flooring, and they were over the edge of exhaustion before they had finished. Mechanical preparations had been made with this eventuality in mind; there were ringbolts to suspend the equipment from, and power hoists to lift it, but a certain amount of physical effort was still needed. In the end almost the entire floor area had been cleared and raised, leaving a ledge around the wall, on which their test equipment and couches alone remained. The rest of the floor consisted of MT screen. From the hard comfort of their couches they looked at it.


  “A monster,” Stan said. “You could drop a landing barge through it.”


  “It has more than size,” Aldo told him, gasping for air. He could hear the hammer of blood in his ears and was sure that his heart had suffered from the strain. “All the circuitry is beefed up, with spare circuits and a hundred times the power-handling capacity it would need anywhere else.”


  “How do you dig into its guts for adjustments? I can’t see anything except the screen?”


  “That’s deliberate.” He pointed into the threaded hole in the armor, from which they had unscrewed a foot-thick plug. “Our operating controls are in there. Before we leave we put the plug back and it seals itself into place. To make adjustments we have to lift up sections of the screen.”


  “Am I being dense or is it the gravity? I don’t understand.”


  Aldo was patient. “This MT screen is the whole reason for this expedition. Getting the MT to work down here is vital to us—but only secondary to the original research. When we get out the technicians will come through and replace all the circuitry with solid-state, block-sealed units—then evacuate. The upper section of the interior of the hull will be progressively weakened by automatic drills. This screen will be tuned to another MT in space above the ecliptic. Eventually the weakened Ball will collapse, implode, push right down on top of the screen. The screen will not be harmed because it will transmit all the debris through into space. Then the phasing will be adjusted slowly until transmission stops. At which point we will have access to the bottom of Saturn’s sea. The cryo-genicists and high-pressure boys are looking forward to that.”


  Stan nodded but Nissim was looking up at the cluttered dome above, almost openmouthed, thinking of that imploding mass of metal, the pressure of the poison sea behind it . . .


  “Let’s get started,” he said quickly, struggling to rise. “Get the screens up and the changes made. It’s time we were getting back.”


  The other men helped with the labor of lifting the screen segments, but only Aldo could make the needed adjustments. He worked intensely, cursing feebly, on the units that the remote handler placed before him. When he was too tired he stopped and closed his eyes so he would not see Nissim’s worried glances at him, up at the dome above, and back to him again. Stan served them food and doled out the G drugs and stimulants with a cheerful air. He talked about the varied experiences of space flight, which monologue he enjoyed even if they did not.


  Then the job was done, the tests completed and the last segment of screen slid back into place. Aldo reached into the control pit and pressed a switch: the dark surface changed to the familiar shimmer of MT operation.


  “Transmitting,” he said. “Here, send this,” Stan said, scribbling How do you read us? on a piece of paper. He threw it far out into the center of the screen and it sank from sight. “Now receive.”


  Aldo flipped the switch and the surface of the screen changed. Nothing else happened. For a heartbeat of time they watched, un-moving, not breathing, staring at that barren surface.


  Then, with smooth sinuousness, a length of recording tape sprang mto existence and, bent by its own weight, curved and began to pile Up. Nissim was the nearest and he reached out and grabbed it, reeling it in until the cut end appeared.


  “It works!” Stan shouted.


  “Partially,” Nissim said coldly. “The quality of transmission is sure to be off and finer adjustments will have to be made. But they can analyze at the receiving end and send us specific instructions.”


  He fed the tape into the player and switched it on. A booming squawking echoed from the metal walls. It could be perceived as the sound of a human voice only with a great effort.


  “Finer adjustments.” Nissim said with a small smile. The smile vanished instantly as the Ball rocked to one side, then slowly returned to vertical. “Something has pushed us,” he gasped.


  “Currents perhaps.” Aldo said, clutching to his couch as the motion slowly damped, “or maybe solid floes; there’s no way to tell. It’s past time we got out of here.”


  They were fighting against the unending fatigue now, but they tried to ignore it. The end was so close and the security of Saturn One station just a step away. Nissim computed the needed adjustments while the other two lifted up the screen sections again and reset the components. It was the worst kind of work to do in the more-than-doubled gravity. Yet, within a solar day they were getting sound-perfect tapes and the samples of materials they sent back tested out correct to five decimal places. The occasional jarring of the Ball continued and they did their best not to think about it.


  “We’re ready to begin live testing now,” Nissim said into the microphone. Aldo watched the tape with these recorded words vanish into the screen and resisted a strong impulse to hurl himself after it. Wait.


  Soon now. He switched to receive.


  “I do not think I have ever been in one place for so long before in my entire life,” Nissim said, staring, like the others, at the screen. “Even in college in Iceland I went home to Israel every night.”


  “We take the MT screens for granted,” Aldo said. “All the time we were working at Satellite One on this project I commuted to New York City after work. We take it for granted until something like this happens. It’s easier for you, Stan.”


  “Me?” the pilot looked up, raising his eyebrows. “I’m no different. I get to New Zealand every chance I have.” His gaze went back instantly to the empty screen.


  “I don’t mean that. It’s just that you are used to being alone in a ship, piloting, for longer times.


  Maybe that’s good training. You don’t seem as . . . well, as bothered by all this as we do.”


  Nissim nodded silent agreement and Stan barked a short, hard laugh.


  “Don’t kid yourself. When you sweat, I sweat. I’ve just been trained different. Panic in my work and you’re dead. Panic in your work and it just means taking a few extra drinks before dinner to cool down. You’ve never had the need to exercise control so you’ve never bothered to learn.”


  “That’s just not true,” Nissim said. “We’re civilized men, not animals, with willpower—”


  “Where was it when you popped Aldo on the beak?”


  Nissim grinned wryly. “Score one for your side. I admit that I can be emotional—but that’s an essential part of the human existence. Yet you personally have—what should I say—perhaps the kind of personality that is not as easily disturbed.”


  “Cut me, I bleed. It’s training that keeps one from pressing the panic button. Pilots have been like that right back to the year one. I suppose they have personalities that lean that way to begin with, but it’s only constant practice that makes the control automatic. Did you ever hear the recordings in the Voices of Space series?”


  The other two shook their heads, looking at the still-empty screen.


  “You should. You can’t guess the date that any recording was made to within fifty years. Training for control and clarity is always the same. The best example is the first, the first man in space, Yuri Gagarin.


  There are plenty of examples of his voice, including the very last. He was flying an atmosphere craft of some sort, and he had trouble. He could have ejected and escaped safely—but he was over a populated area. So he rode the craft in and killed himself. His voice, right up to the very end, sounded just like all of his other recordings.”


  “That’s unnatural,” Nissim said. “He must have been a very different kind of man from the rest of us.”


  “You’ve missed my point completely.”


  “Look!” Aldo said. They all stopped talking as a guinea pig came up through the screen and dropped back to its surface. Stan picked it up.


  “Looks great,” he said. “Good fur, fine whiskers, warm. And dead.” He glanced back and forth at their fatigue-drawn, panicked faces and smiled. “No need to worry. We don’t have to go through this instant corpse-maker yet. More adjustments? Do you want to look at the body or should I send it back for analysis?”


  Nissim turned away. “Get rid of it and get a report. One more time should do it.”


  The physiologists were fast: cause of death functional disability in the neural axon synapses. A common mishap in the first MTs, for which there was a known correction. The correction was made, although Aldo passed out during it and they had to revive him with drugs. The constant physical drain was telling on them all.


  “I don’t know if I could face lifting those segments again,” Aldo said, almost in a whisper, and switched to receive.


  A guinea pig appeared on the screen, motionless. Then it twitched its nose and turned and wriggled about painfully, looking for some refuge. The cheer was hoarse, weak, but still a cheer.


  “Goodbye, Saturn.” Nissim said. “I have had it.”


  “Agreed,” Aldo said, and switched to send.


  “Let’s first see what the docs say about the beast,” Stan said as he dropped the guinea pig back into the screen. They all watched it as it vanished.


  “Yes, of course.” Nissim spoke the words reluctantly. “A final test.”


  It was a long time coming and was highly unsatisfactory. They played the tape a second time.


  “. . . And those are the clinical reports, gentlemen. What it seems to boil down to is that there is a very microscopic slowing of some of the animal’s reflexes and nerve transmission speeds. In all truth we cannot be sure that there has been an alteration until more tests are made with controls. We have no recommendations. Whatever actions you take are up to you. There seems to be general agreement that some evidence of disability is present, which appears to have had no overt effect on the animal, but no one here will attempt to guess at its nature until the more detailed tests have been made. These will require a minimum of forty-five hours . . .”


  “I don’t think I can live forty-five hours,” Nissim said. “My heart . . .”


  Aldo stared at the screen. “I can live that long, but what good will it do? I know I can’t lift those segments again. This is the end. There’s only one way out.”


  “Through the screen?” Stan asked. “Not yet. We should wait out the tests. As long as we can.”


  “If we wait them out we’re dead,” Nissim insisted. “Aldo is right, even if corrections are given to us we can’t go through all that again. This is it.”


  “No, I don’t think so,” Stan said, but he shut up when he realized that they were not listening. He was as close to total collapse as they were. “Let’s take a vote then, majority decides.”


  It was a quick two to one.


  “Which leaves only one remaining question,” Stan said, looking into their exhausted, parchment faces, the mirror images of his own. “Who bells the cat? Goes first?” There was an extended silence.


  Nissim coughed. “There is one thing clear. Aldo has to stay because he is the only one who can make adjustments if more are needed. Not that he physically could, but he still should be the last to leave.”


  Stan nodded agreement, then let his chin drop back onto his chest. “I’ll go along with that; he’s out as the guinea pig. You’re out, too, Dr. Ben-Haim, because from what I hear you are the bright hope of physics today. They need you. But there are a lot of jet jockeys around. Whenever we go through, I go first.”


  Nissim opened his mouth to protest, but could think of nothing to say.


  “Right then. Me first as guinea pig. But when? Now? Have we done the best we can with this rig? Are you sure that you can’t hold out in case further correction is needed?”


  “It’s a fact,” Aldo said hoarsely. “I’m done for right now.”


  “A few hours, a day perhaps. But how could we work at the end of it? This is our last chance.”


  “We must be absolutely sure,” Stan said, looking from one to the other. “I’m no scientist, and I’m not qualified to judge the engineering involved. So when you say that you have done the absolute best possible with the MT I have to take your word for it. But I know something about fatigue. We can go on a lot longer than you think—”


  “No!” Nissim said.


  “Hear me out. We can get more lifting equipment sent through. We can rest for a couple of days before going back on drugs. We can have rewired units sent through so that Aldo won’t have to do the work. There are a lot of things that might be done to help.”


  “None of those things can help corpses,” Aldo said, looking at the bulging arteries in his wrist, throbbing with the pressure needed to force the blood through his body under the multiplied gravity. “The human heart can’t work forever under these kind of conditions. There is strain, damage—and then the end.”


  “You would be surprised just how strong the heart and the entire human organism can be.”


  “Yours, perhaps,” Nissim said. “You’re trained and fit and we, let’s face it, are overweight and underexercised. And closer to death than we have ever been before. I know that I can’t hold on any longer, and if you’re not going through—then I’m going myself.”


  “And how about you, Aldo?” Stan said.


  “Nissim is speaking for me, too. If it comes to a choice I’ll take my chances with the screen rather than face the impossibility of surviving here. I think the odds on the screen are much better.”


  “Well then,” Stan said, struggling his legs off the couch. “There doesn’t seem to be very much more to say. I’ll see you boys back in the station. It’s been good working with you both and we’ll all sure have some stories to tell our kids.”


  Aldo switched to transmit. Stan crawled to the edge of the screen. Smiling, he waved goodbye and fell, rather than stepped out onto its surface, and vanished.


  The tape emerged instants later and Aldo’s hands shook as he fed it to the player.


  “. . . Yes, there he is, you two help him! Hello, C. Huygens, Major Brandon has come through and he looks awful, but I guess you know that, I mean he really looks all right. The doctors are with him now, talking to him . . . just a moment . . .”


  The voice faded to a distant mumble as the speaker put his hand over the microphone, and there was a long wait before he spoke again. When he did his voice was changed.


  “I want to tell you . . . it’s a little difficult. Perhaps I had better put on Dr. Kreer.” There was a clatter and a different voice spoke. “Dr. Kreer. We have been examining your pilot. He seems unable to talk, to recognize anyone, although he appears uninjured, no signs of physical trauma. I don’t know quite how to say this—but it looks very bad for him. If this is related to the delayed responses in the guinea pig there may be some connection with higher brain function. The major’s reflexes test out Al when allowance is made for fatigue. But the higher capacities—speech, intelligence—they seem to be, well, missing. I therefore order you both not to use the screen until complete tests have been made. And I am afraid I must advise you that there is a good chance that you will have to remain a longer period and make further adjustments . . .”


  The end of the tape clicked through and the player turned itself off. The two men looked at each other, horrified, then turned away when their eyes met.


  “He’s dead,” Nissim said. “Worse than dead. What a terrible accident. Yet he seemed so calm and sure of himself . . .”


  “Gagarin flying his craft into the ground to save some others. What else could he have done? Could we have expected him to panic—like us? We as much as told him to commit suicide.”


  “You can’t accuse us of that, Aldo!”


  “Yes I can. We agreed that he had to go first. And we assured him that we were incapable of improving the operation of the machine in our present physical condition.”


  “Well . . . that’s true.”


  “Is it?” Nissim looked Aldo squarely in the eyes for the first time. “We are going back to work now, aren’t we? We won’t go through the MT as it is. So we will work on it until we have a good chance of making it—alive.”


  Aldo returned his gaze, steadily. “I imagine we can do that. And if it is true now—were we really speaking the truth when we said we would have gone through the screen first?”


  “That is a very hard question to answer.”


  “Isn’t it, though. And the correct answer is going to be very hard to live with. I think that we can truthfully say that we killed Stan Brandon.”


  “Not deliberately!”


  “No. Which is probably worse. We killed him through our inability to cope with the kind of situation that we had never faced before. He was right. He was the professional and we should have listened to him.”


  “Hindsight is wonderful stuff. But we could have used a little more foresight.”


  Aldo shook his head. “I can’t bear the thought that he died for absolutely no reason.”


  “There was a reason, and perhaps he knew it at the time. To bring us back safely. He did everything he could to get us all returned without harm. But we couldn’t be convinced by words. Even if he had stayed we would have done nothing except resent him. I don’t think either of us would have had the guts to go through first. We would have just lain here and given up and died.”


  “Not now we won’t.” Aldo said, struggling to his feet. “We are going to stick with it until the MT is perfect and we both can get out of this. We owe him at least that much. If his death is going to have any meaning we are both going to have to return safely.”


  “Yes, we can do it,” Nissim agreed, forcing the words through his taut, closed lips. “Now we can.”


  The work began.


  MAKING TITAN


  Barry N. Malzberg


  This story concerns itself with a lot more than its basic narrative notion, but the notion itself is irresistible: The space program has come to a mysterious halt in the area of Saturn s largest satellite. A manned flight is sent to investigate; the three-man crew consists of pilot, demonologist and astrologer . . .


  NOW THERE IS NOTHING TO DO but wait. He has plotted it out, three moons in the House of Jupiter, a hint of tilting for chance, other manipulations. He has taken into account the wind, the tides, the celestial weather; now it is only a question of seeing it all proven or, worse yet, foundering; but for some reason Kharsh cannot sit back on it, cannot resign himself to the articulation of the already known. It is a new sensation, one which he knows he will have to come to terms with in some intricate way back on earth, but for the time being he has merely integrated it into the larger problem, the overall set, and hopes that it will go away. Looking through the smudged window of the craft, seeing the slow wheel of space opening up on all sides of him, the immensity of that damned planet as it shows up larger and larger, no hint of rings now, only dust, Kharsh has had to accept for the first time what was purely unacceptable before, and that is this: it is too large. It is unspeakably bleak and it encompasses. It is one thing to work this out on a zodiacal frame, all of it abstraction, terms to be manipulated, but another entirely to see what it looks like, and he knows that if he were not an extraordinarily strong and assured man he would have already given under the stress. Perhaps the whole purpose of the mission—the cunning of the agency!—has not been so much to use him as to reduce him, force him to renounce all principles of astrology at some crucial moment of connection and hurl all of the charts from him in a fit of destruction, able to articulate only random lunacies about the vastness. But he will not permit this to happen. He has worked too long, he has struggled too hard, the responsibility on him is too great. He can expect nothing from the others.


  He cannot stand the others. The captain has always touched off in Kharsh some vague revulsion. Perhaps it has to do with the antipathy of mysticism toward natural science, but more likely it is this. He has always felt inferior toward women, and the captain personifies the kind of man who has always made Kharsh’s inner life so difficult: a big, blankly handsome man whose very hands seem to be made for grabbing breasts and whose wife—whom he met only once—radiates a kind of sensuality and dependence which drives Kharsh toward fury, so oblivious does she seem of the tragic limitations in the captain, which he has known from the start. But all the time Kharsh has been working, building himself up for this enormous moment of vindication, it is likely to assume that the captain has been screwing. He has been screwing since puberty and maybe a little bit before that, and nothing has touched him, only a crinkle of exhaustion around the eyes, perhaps a vague tremor in his voice when he talks of women; otherwise, for all the apparent difference between them the captain could have been in isolation for decades and Kharsh the one who had been knocking off the tail. But it had not been that way at all. In the dim, noisome compact of the spaceship it would be possible to believe that all differences were ameliorated, but the basic understanding persists between Kharsh and the captain, and both of them know it: Kharsh has had no luck with women, the captain’s has been exceptional. Or on the other hand, and worse yet, the captain’s luck has been only average, and thus he is unequipped to deal with Kharsh’s envy because, in his mind, he has accomplished nothing. It is an old problem and Kharsh knows that he will have to reach a point, someday, when he will cease sentimentalizing sex, but that time has not yet come. He is only 42. He needs too much.


  Rakos is another situation. What lies between himself and Rakos is neither revulsion nor fear nor envy, but the simple deadly hatred of rival professionals who find their opposite’s view of the universe intolerable. Nothing else is of any significance, although Kharsh finds a certain physical hatred has also come out of this; they are in very close quarters in the spaceship, and he cannot stand Rakos’ smell, Rakos’ gestures. But these are merely symptoms. The real problem is that if Rakos’ vision of the universe is complete and correct, Kharsh has spent 20 years working out of a series of lies. The same is true of the captain of course, but the captain is a simple rationalist, the kind of man with whom he has been successfully dealing all his life. Rakos however is in a rival specialty. He is a demonologist.


  He knows there will be no answers. They will either land on Titan or like all the rest of them sink into the ether at some anguished point and never be heard of again. If they prevail, if they make this landing, it will only be because of Kharsh’s careful charts and allowances, but they will always be suspect because Rakos has his pentagrams and has been conjuring fire. He will take the credit. On the other hand, if they perish, sinking past some coalescence in space, the captain will have to take the credit since he is the most recent in a succession of test pilots, all of whom have had the same disaster. Without support, of course. The thing is, however, that at this moment, only hours out of Titan, with two weeks behind them, with this cataclysmic vindication of all that he has believed almost upon them, at this moment Kharsh is not sure that he wants to go through with it, that he wants to win through.


  There would somehow be more satisfaction for him if the ship were extinguished because it would prove that although he was not right Rakos was not right either, and he thinks that he may need his enemy’s defeat more than his own vindication. It is difficult and complex, and a sensation of winds seems to pass through the craft, winds only in his inner ear of course, as he stumbles to his feet and hands the latest series of charts to the captain.


  Rearing above his wife on that last night he had held her, the captain had had a vision. The vision was of Titan, moon of Saturn, swimming thickly over him, his haze of desire somehow having become the gaseous atmosphere of the planet itself; and reaching for her breast trying to move more deeply in her, he had moaned: the moon, the moon, not knowing if he was talking of the mission or only of some emotional chasm within him which contained the image. His orgasm was more a gathering than unfolding; he then fell on top of her dreamily, pinning her with his weight, thinking of Saturn’s terrain and the moon from which they would have to conquer it. He has at this moment no fear, it is the first time in days that he has felt this way, but the orgasm has drained him, left him open to vulnerability and detachment at once. He knows that one way or the other he will manage the task because the two lunatics who are going with him on this voyage are incompetent and will be in fetal positions long before the moment of connection. Of this he is sure if nothing else. He has been humiliated, manipulated, made ill use of; but the final triumph will be his because demonologist and astrologer both will look at him with a hushed, terrible dependency as he begins to set the controls for the plunge; and even if it is only death and entrapment which await them, as it has awaited all the others, he will have the satisfaction of knowing that of the three of them only he is in control. His wife mutters something indistinguishable. For a moment, so deep his concentration, he thinks that she has said she loved him, but she repeats it. He realizes that once again she is thinking of Rakos. “He’s crazy, he’s crazy, he wants to meet the devil,” she says and he answers, “Only the devil in himself, the only devil we know,” but this easy piece of metaphysics does not give him the closeted sense of satisfaction it had previously because he is slowly becoming aware, for the first time, of the fascination his wife feels toward the demonologist, a fascination tinged with, for all he knows, desire. So he says, “Well, well, it doesn’t make any difference, out there everybody’s the same; they don’t understand that.” She clasps him to her and bites his ear, saying, “I’m frightened, I’m so frightened,” and he says, “I know,” and she says, “You’d think they’d stop, you’d think that they would have had enough of it instead of sending men out there, particularly you.” Then he says, as he has said before but now for the final time, “But, you see, I want to go out there. I want to go out there and land on Titan because we have got to prove that there is nothing wrong with our science, that there must have been some human failure or failure of the equipment. Men do not wink out of existence without logical basis, and there is nothing up there that we do not understand. It is all coming clear, merely we must extend what we know to encompass it.” He thinks that never has he stated it so well and never has he been more aware of why Rakos and Kharsh, the little astrologer, must hate him. Rationality and mysticism, the devil and physics, the crumbling void and the maps of space; this is the basic opposition and there can be only one answer; although the fact that men dedicate their lives to avoiding it has always filled him with a solemn sense of terror. But he does not want to get any further into it. He is in too deep already, and so he only returns to his wife’s breast, returns to the only manipulations he truly understands.


  Rakos draws the pentagram with a flourish and then steps back a few feet, as much space as he can give it, checks it from all angles, and then moves in to color its edges with chalk. Now that he has come so near this culmination, he finds that his heart is beating rapidly, his respiration seems sweaty and unpleasant, but this means far less to him than the necessity to get it right because once the process has begun there will certainly be no reversing it and a misplaced angle, any slight alteration from the structural formula, and the devil will leap from the center and devour all of them. In a sense, Rakos finds himself thrilled by this. It would be a satisfactory vindication of everything he has believed and would, in the bargain, have an effect on the captain so spectacular that none of them, listening at base, would be able to doubt what he had done, but Rakos still thinks that he thinks too well of himself to look for triumph in disaster. Besides, the devil is the only way out of this, and Rakos knows that the devil will do their bidding, for vanity’s reasons if none other. The pentagram goes swiftly now that he has established the basic design, and when he steps back, he knows that there is nothing more he can do. In due course he will chant the spells and summon the devil, and then they will see what happens.


  He hates Kharsh. He wishes that there were some way in which he could communicate to Kharsh not only the full extent of his hatred but the reasons for it. The fact is that Kharsh is only codifying the captain’s idiocies in another fashion, and there is no difference between them. Kharsh, no less than the captain and the system that has sent them there, believes in charts, believes in cause-and-effect, believes in rational principles underlying all disasters and successes; but in Kharsh’s case his rationalism has been transmogrified into the work of a crank because only cranks or failed scientists would go into astrology in the first place; it is merely a bastardization of science without its rigor but with the same old shibboleths. There must be some way, he has often reflected, that he can make it clear to the captain that he and Rakos have more in common than Rakos and Kharsh; that Kharsh is merely another version of the scientists who have destroyed the other men. But to the captain this is deep reasoning and impossible to pursue. He feels himself to be hounded by lunatics on left and right, and there would be no way of convincing him that Rakos will be the salvation, while Kharsh will only sink into the stupefied fear that all of the others must have felt when their ships disappeared into the rings. Rakos has tried to have nothing to do with Kharsh during this voyage, but the quarters are small and occasionally they have been forced to exchange words. Fortunately he is the only one of them permitted to work in the single small room off the main cabin. He has made it known long in advance that spells must be cast in privacy. This and this alone has perhaps saved him from hounding madness and possibly a violent attack upon Kharsh.


  He is ready now to summon the devil and can do it at any time, but at this critical instant he hesitates. They are still an hour or so away from entry fire, and as long as the devil is summoned anytime before this, he will accomplish their salvation. In the meantime, he does not want to waste time with extraneous dialogue. At least this is what Rakos tells himself. Inside he is honest and rational enough to admit that it is probably something else holding him back in the name of simple fear: he has, after all, never summoned the devil before. He has dreamt of him behind a thousand closed doors, has embraced him through a hundred nights, has seen his effect upon people, his work in the heavens themselves, but he has never spoken with or seen him, and he does not know, at this moment, if he is ready to do it. In the first place, he is not sure what he will say.


  Granted that the devil has a certain limited omnipotence, he may be spared the exposition, of course. As a matter of fact he has counted on this because it would take him entirely too long to bring the devil up to date otherwise. What could he say, after all? We’ve had six ships lost attempting to negotiate a landing on Titan; now the government has given zip physics and is trying to do it the mystical way? But that would hardly get into the complexity of the matter or make it understood that there is, in effect, no government any more but only this one enormous agency whose powers of decision are sheer reflex and which thus can be cleverly manipulated in almost any fashion. We need your assistance in making a landing on Titan, the instruments seem to be failing? That would hardly offer the devil any inducement. No, there has to be a simple cause-and-effect relationship, a promissory arrangement, as it were. But what has come upon Rakos slowly and with building intensity in these last hours is a question of simple forgetfulness. He hasn’t the faintest idea of what to offer the devil. To summon him is one thing, and he has never doubted that he could do it; to negotiate is another. He has no bargaining position. Furthermore, it would be in the devil’s nature to let them plunge into emptiness as have all the others; he can hardly appeal to the devil’s sense of compassion.


  Rakos is not sure what he is going to do. He kneels at last before the pentagram, tailor fashion, elbows hooked around his knees; and for a long, whirling time he looks at it while all of his history seems to overtake him until there is nothing but the pentagram before and emptiness behind. Somewhere in between the two he knows he will have to piece out a judgment, but there is seemingly no space, no space whatsoever.


  Now he must talk to the captain, there is no way around it. He staggers from his bunk, enfolds the charts in his arms, and stumbles toward the forward part of the main cabin where the captain sits facing space, making computations on a sheet of paper, feeding tape into the computer. “Look here,” Kharsh says, “we have to talk now.”


  “I can’t talk,” the captain says. “I’m preparing for the landing. Can’t you see I’m busy?”


  “But there are certain things which must be taken into account. The three moons—”


  “I can’t listen to that shit, don’t you understand me!” the captain shouts and throws back a hand. His intention must have been only to remove Kharsh from his shoulder, but what happens is that he hits the charts, which scatter with a kind of hiss all through the cabin, then settle windlessly to the floor. “I warned you,” the captain is saying, looking at his fist. “I warned you. I didn’t want to do it.”


  “Now it’s too late,” Kharsh says and finds that he is screaming. “Now it’s all too late. By the time I get those things back into order we’ll be winked out. Do you want to die? Do you want to die, you son of a bitch?” He can never remember cursing before. Perhaps it has only to do with a sheltered existence.


  “Listen,” the captain says and turns full on him for the first time. It is as if, Kharsh feels, they have never truly looked upon one another before, and now, long past the point of possible contact, they have stripped one another bare. “Listen to me you old charlatan, you thief, you idiot. I didn’t ask for either of you to be put on this craft and I don’t have to listen to you. I’ll make the maneuvers. I’ll make the landing. You and Rakos stay in the other cabin and keep the door shut and don’t make a sound or come out until we’re down. If you don’t do that I’ll kill you. I mean it. I won’t put up with it any more.”


  And in that instant, then, Kharsh sees all of it: the fullest implications, the total meaning of what not only he but all of them have been through, the reasons why they have been put on the craft, the reason why he went into astrology, the reason why Rakos took up demons. He sees all of this and more, and it is too much for him, entirely too much because nothing in or out of his science has equipped him to deal with it. “You want to die,” he says. “Just like all the others. You want to die. You’d rather die than admit you can’t deal with it, that’s the whole of it.”


  “I’m going to make this landing,” the captain says, “and after I’ve made it I’ll deal with you. Now get away from me or I’ll kill you.” He draws a pistol, levels it on Kharsh, and closes his eyes in some trauma of concentration which Kharsh knows will be the last thing he will ever see unless he withdraws. “I won’t put up with it,” the captain says. “I won’t put up with it any more.”


  And Kharsh withdraws. Now his charts are lying scattered throughout the cabin, crinkling, smudged, and on the verge of desiccation already, but he does not stop to pick them up. He does not go in with Rakos either. Instead he returns to his bunk and straddling it, falls on his back, eves toward the ceiling, seeing the flatness, the faint overhanging mist in the atmosphere, knowing that this will be the last thing that he will ever see, and all for the better, all for the better, because his life has been a misdirection and he did not go into astrology for the right reasons after all. It was something else. And he does not want to touch it.


  Rising from his wife on the last morning he had washed and dressed quickly, trying not to look at her, trying to be in all but the physical sense already somewhere else, but at breakfast he could not continue this and at a look found her against his chest sobbing, brushing her hair back from her eyes, clutching him. “I’m frightened,” she had said. “I’m so terribly frightened. It’s all gone crazy, hasn’t it?” He was able only to nod slowly, a stricken yank of his head in accord because it was true and, in the bargain, he only wanted to pacify her. “We’ve gone back to barbarism,” he had said. “It’s all a question of a lapsed technology. We haven’t really been able to live with it for centuries, and now the soothsayers point our way amidst the deadly machines, only themselves to say they see the light, but we need Titan,” he had added. “We need Titan, we need the space, we’ve got to keep on going out even though it’s all failed so far, everything. Only the damned ships, not the men, work any more, but we’ve got to try.” He had realized that he had summed it up for her then as well as he was apt to for the rest of his life, and so he had finally removed himself from her and had stood, saying, “I think we’ve got to come to the end of this now. You’ll hear from me all the way. We’ll be in radio contact throughout and I’ll come back and everything will be fine.” “What about the others?” she had said then. “The five others that weren’t fine?” There it was between them finally, and she said, “I do think you want to die; I think you want to make an end of yourself,” and he said, “Don’t worry, we’ve got a horoscope and a demon-saver on board, and that’ll get us through.” They had begun to laugh then, laugh and laugh with sick, wrenching cries. As for the rest of it, how the hell he had gotten out of the house, what he had said to her, what pact they had made, what got him to the base itself, he had no idea. It was only a grey, dim space in which, like fish, swam qualities like dread, hope and loss; and if he could ever catch those fish, he would find their dull faces a mirror of his own: blind eyes gaping toward the starless night.


  Rakos hears the sounds from the cabin, understands what they are about, but does not intervene. There is nothing that he can do. What these two men now understand about one another and themselves, he knew from the beginning. No, no, he is far beyond it. Out in some cove of his own, upon himself and no one else rests the responsibility for landing the mission safely; and now, locked into their postures, the other two cannot interfere. It is time to raise the devil and consult with him. It is time to make the pact that will land them upon the moon and open a new era of exploration and progress. But he cannot do it. He cannot make his body move.


  He does not want to summon the devil, and at the realization of what he has been so simply putting beyond himself all these years he feels himself shudder, then assimilate it, and move on to a newer level of thinking. For all of his life, Rakos now understands, he has not wanted to raise the devil so much as himself, but now at the moment of confrontation he cannot go through with it, cannot truly come to terms with the understanding that out of the spaces of the pentagram may rise not so much the devil as some blasted vision of Rakos himself, eyes staring, mouth raving, hands clutching. Yes, he would not have understood how much cunning there had been in him, how much displacement; but now, working out in the far spaces, disconnected as he has never been, he is willing to make this admission, is willing to make a lot of admissions. Demonology may be a legitimate science or at least an art, but it was not legitimacy that drew him there but something else, something with which he cannot contend. The devil may or may not come out of the pentagram, but Rakos must be mute. He can ask no favors. The devil owes him nothing.


  He feels a whirling in the ship, a hint of dislocation, and understands that they are going down. There is a shaking wrench and he understands further that the same thing is about to happen to them as has happened to the five other ships and that they will never be seen again. Perhaps it is death that is overtaking him, but it does not feel like death. It is some other quality, something which he cannot name, but he knows that the devil would understand, would be able to label it for him if they could speak. Too late he resolves to do it anyway, raise up Lucifer and have it done, but before he can move from the bunk something like a fist hits him in the center of the stomach, and his nerves gather around the blow and encircle it, bring it into his being. Then there is only sobbing, gasping, wrenching and pain. At the last moment then, Rakos understands almost everything, but it is far too late, of course, to tell the others and too early to make use of it himself.


  THE WARLORD OF SATURN’S MOONS


  Eleanor Arnason


  Here I am, a silver-haired maiden lady of thirty-five, a feeder of stray cats, a window-ledge gardener, well on my way to the African violet and antimacassar stage. I can see myself at fifty, fat and a little crazy, making cucumber sandwiches for tea, and I view my future with mixed feelings. Whatever became of my childhood ambitions: joining the space patrol; winning a gold medal at the Olympics; climbing Mount Everest alone in my bathing suit, sustained only by my indomitable will and strange psychic arts learned from Hindu mystics? The saddest words of tongue or pen are something-or-other what might have been, I think. I light up a cigar and settle down to write another chapter of The Warlord of Saturn’s Moons. A filthy habit you say, though I’m not sure if you’re referring to smoking cigars or writing science fiction. True, I reply, but both activities are pleasurable, and we maiden ladies lead lives that are notoriously short on pleasure.


  So back I go to the domes of Titan and my redheaded heroine deathraying down the warlord’s minions. Ah, the smell of burning flesh, the spectacle of blackened bodies collapsing. Even on paper it gets a lot of hostility out of you, so that your nights aren’t troubled by dreams of murder. Terribly unrestful, those midnight slaughters and waking shaking in the darkness, your hands still feeling pressure from grabbing the victim or fighting off the murderer.


  Another escape! In a power-sledge, my heroine races across Titan’s methane snow, and I go and make myself tea. There’s a paper on the kitchen table, waiting to tell me all about yesterday’s arsons, rapes and bloody murders. Quickly I stuff it into the garbage pail. Outside, the sky is hazy. Another high-pollution day, I think. I can see incinerator smoke rising from the apartment building across the street, which means there’s no air alert yet. Unless, of course, they’re breaking the law over there. I fling open a cabinet and survey the array of teas. Earl Grey? I ponder, or Assam? Gunpowder? Jasmine? Gen Mai Cha? Or possibly an herb tea: sassafras, mint, Irish moss or mu. Deciding on Assam, I put water on, then go back to write an exciting chase through the icy Titanian mountains. A pursuer’s sledge goes over a precipice and, as my heroine hears his long shriek on her radio, my tea kettle starts shrieking. I hurry into the kitchen. Now I go through the tea-making ceremony: pouring boiling water into the pot, sloshing the water around and pouring it out, measuring the tea in, pouring more boiling water on top of the tea. All the while my mind is with my heroine, smiling grimly as she pilots the power-sledge between bare cliffs. Above her in the dark sky is the huge crescent of Saturn, a shining white line slashing across it—the famous Rings. While the tea steeps, I wipe off a counter and wash a couple of mugs. I resist a sudden impulse to pull the newspaper out from among the used tea leaves and orange peelings. I already know what’s in it. The Detroit murder count will exceed 1,000 again this year; the war in Thailand is going strong; most of Europe is out on strike. I’m far better off on Titan with my heroine, who is better able to deal with her problems than I am to deal with mine. A deadly shot, she has also learned strange psychic arts from Hindu mystics, which give her great strength, endurance, mental alertness and a naturally pleasant body odor. I wipe my hands and look at them, noticing the bitten fingernails, the torn cuticles. My heroine’s long, slender, strong hands have two-inch nails filed to a point and covered with a plastic paint that makes them virtually unbreakable. When necessary, she uses them as claws. Her cuticles, of course, are in perfect condition.


  I pour myself a cup of tea and return to the story.


  Now my heroine is heading for the mountain hideout where her partner waits: a tall, thin, dour fellow with one shining steel prosthetic hand. She doesn’t know his name and she suspects he himself may have forgotten it. He insists on being called 409, his number on the prison asteroid from which he has escaped. She drives as quickly as she dares, thinking of his long face, burned almost black by years of strong radiation on Mars and in space, so the white webbing of scars on its right side shows up clearly. His eyes are grey, so pale they seem almost colorless. As I write about 409, I find myself stirred by the same passion that stirs my heroine. I begin to feel uneasy, so I stop and drink some tea. I can see I’m going to have trouble with 409. It’s never wise to get too involved with one’s characters. Besides, I’m not his type. I imagine the way he’d look at me, indifference evident on his dark, scarred face. I could, of course, kill him off. My heroine would then spend the rest of the story avenging him, though she’d never get to the real murderer—me. But this solution, while popular among writers, is unfair.


  I go into the kitchen, extract a carrot from a bunch in the icebox, clean it and eat it. After that, I write the heroine’s reunion with 409. Neither of them is demonstrative. They greet each other with apparent indifference and retire to bed. I skip the next scene. How can I watch that red-headed hussy in bed with the man I’m beginning to love? I continue the story at the moment when their alarm bell rings, and they awake to find the warlord’s rocket planes have landed all around their hideout. A desperate situation! 409 suggests that he make a run for it in their rocket plane. While the warlord’s minions pursue him, my heroine can sneak away in the power-sledge. The plan has little chance of success, but they can think of none better. They bid farewell to one another, and my heroine goes to wait in the sledge for the signal telling her 409 has taken off. As she waits, smoking a cigar, she thinks of what little she knows about 409. He was a fighter pilot in the war against the Martian colony and was shot down and captured. While in prison something happened to him that he either can’t remember or refuses to talk about, and, when the war ended and he was released, he became a criminal. As for herself, she had been an ordinary sharpshooter and student of Hindu mysticism, a follower of Swami Bluestone of the Brooklyn Vedic Temple and Rifle Range. Then she discovered by accident the warlord’s plot to overthrow the government of Titan, the only one of Saturn’s satellites not under his control. With her information about the plot, the government may still be saved. She has to get to Titan City with the microfilm dot!


  The alarm bell rings, and she feels the ground shake as 409’s plane takes off. Unfortunately I’m writing the story from my heroine’s point of view. I want to describe 409 blasting off, the warlord’s rocket planes taking off after him, chasing him as he flies through the narrow, twisting valleys, the planes’ rockets flaring red in the valley shadows and missiles exploding into yellow fireballs. All through this, of course, 409’s scarred face remains tranquil and his hands move quickly and surely over the plane’s controls. His steel prosthetic hand gleams in the dim light from the dials. But I can’t put this in the story, since my heroine sees none of it as she slides off in the opposite direction, down a narrow trail hidden by overhanging cliffs.


  I am beginning to feel tense, I don’t know why. Possibly 409’s dilemma is disturbing me. He’s certainly in danger. In any case, my tea is cold. I turn on the radio, hoping for some relaxing rock music and go to get more tea. But it’s twenty to the hour, time for the news, and I get the weekend body count: two men found dead in suspected westside dope house, naked body of woman dragged out of Detroit River. I hurry back and switch to a country music station. On it, someone’s singing about how he intends to leave the big city and go back down south. As I go back into the kitchen, I think:


  
    
      
        
          	
            Carry me back to Titan.

            That’s where I want to be.

            I want to repose

            On the methane snows

            At the edge of a frozen sea.

          
        

      
    

  


  I pour out the old tea and refill the cup with tea that’s hot.


  The radio begins to make that awful beepity-beep-beepity sound that warns you the news is coming up. I switch back to the rock station, where the news is now over. I’m safe for another fifty-five minutes, unless there’s a special news flash to announce a five-car pile-up or an especially ghastly murder.


  The plan works! For my heroine, at least. She doesn’t know yet if 409 got away. She speeds off un-pursued. The power-sledge’s heating system doesn’t quite keep her warm, and the landscape around her is forbidding: bare cliffs and narrow valleys full of methane snow, overhead the dark blue sky. Saturn has set, and the tiny sun is rising, though she can’t see it yet. On the high mountains the ice fields begin to glitter with its light. On she races, remembering how she met 409 in the slums of The Cup on Ganymede, as she fled the warlord’s assassins. She remembers being cornered with no hope of escape. Then behind the two assassins a tall figure appeared and the shining steel hand smashed down on the back of one assassin’s head. As the other assassin turned, he got the hand across his face. A moment or two more, and both the assassins were on the ground, unconscious. Then she saw 409’s twisted grin for the first time and his colorless eyes appraising her.


  There I go, I think, getting all heated up over 409. The radio is beginning to bother me, so I shut it off and re-light my cigar. I find myself wishing that men like 409 really existed. Increasingly in recent years, I’ve found real men boring. Is it possible, as some scientists argue, that the Y chromosome produces an inferior human being? There certainly seem to be far fewer interesting men than interesting women. But theories arguing that one kind of human being is naturally inferior make me anxious. I feel my throat muscles tightening and the familiar tense, numb feeling spreading across my face and my upper back. Quickly I return to my story.


  Now out on the snowy plain, my heroine can see the transparent domes of Titan City ahead of her, shining in the pale sunlight. Inside the domes the famous pastel towers rise, their windows reflecting the sun. Her power-sledge speeds down the road, through the drifts that half cover it. Snow sprays up on either side of the sledge, so my heroine has trouble seeing to the left and right. As a result, it’s some time before she sees the power-sledges coming up behind her on the right. At the same moment that she looks over and sees them, their sleek silver bodies shining in the sunlight and snow-sprays shooting up around them, her radio begins to go beep-beep-beep. She flicks it on. The voice of Janos Black, the warlord’s chief agent on Titan, harsh and slurred by a thick Martian accent, tells her the bad news: 409’s plane has been shot down. He ejected before it crashed. Even now the warlord’s men are going after the ejection capsule, which is high on a cliff, wedged between a rock spire and the cliff wall. Janos offers her a trade: 409 for the microdot. But Janos may well be lying; 409 may have gotten away or else been blown up: She feels a sudden constriction of her throat at the thought of 409 dead. She flicks off the radio and pushes the power-sledge up to top speed. She realizes as she does so that 409 is unlikely to fare well if Janos gets ahold of him. Janos’ wife and children died of thirst after the great Martian network of pipelines was blown apart by Earther bombs, and Janos knows that 409 was a pilot in the Earther expeditionary force.


  I write another exciting chase, this one across the snowy plain toward the pink, green, blue and yellow towers of Titan City. The warlord’s power-sledges are gaining. Their rockets hit all around my heroine’s sledge, and fire and black smoke erupt out of the snow. Swearing in a low monotone, she swings the sledge back and forth in a zig-zag evasive pattern.


  I stop to puff on my cigar and discover it’s gone out again. My tea is cold. But the story’s beginning at last to interest me. I keep on writing.


  As my heroine approaches the entrance to Titan City, she’s still a short distance ahead of her pursuers. Her radio beeps. It’s Janos Black again. He tells her his men have gotten to the ejection capsule and are lowering it down the cliff. Any minute now, they’ll have it down where they can open it and get 409 out.


  Ignoring Janos, she concentrates on slowing her sledge and bringing it through the city’s outer gate into the airlock. A moment or two later, she’s safe. But what about 409?


  Frankly, I don’t know. I stand and stretch, decide to take a bath, and go to turn the water on. The air pollution must be worse than I originally thought. I have the dopey feeling I get on the days when the pollution is really bad. I look out the window. Dark grey smoke is still coming out of the chimneys across the street. Maybe I should call the Air Control number (dial AIR-CARE) and complain. But it takes a peculiar kind of person to keep on being public-spirited after it becomes obvious it’s futile. I decide to put off calling Air Control and water my plants instead. Every bit of oxygen helps, I think. I check the bathtub—it’s not yet half-full—and go back to writing. After a couple of transitional paragraphs, my heroine finds herself in the antechamber to the Titan Council’s meeting room. There is a man there, standing with his back to her. He’s tall and slender, and his long hair is a shade between blond and grey. He turns and she recognizes the pale, delicate-looking face. This is Michael Stelladoro, the warlord of Saturn’s moons. His eyes, she notices, are as blue as cornflowers and he has a delightful smile. He congratulates her on escaping his power-sledges, then tells her that his men have gotten 409 out of the ejection capsule. He is still alive and as far as they can determine uninjured. They have given 409 a shot of Sophamine. At this my heroine gasps with horror. Sophamine, she knows, is an extremely powerful tranquilizer used to control schizophrenia. One dose is enough to make most people dependent on it, and withdrawal takes the form of a nightmarish psychotic fugue. The warlord smiles his delightful smile and turns on the radio he has clipped to his belt. A moment later my heroine hears 409’s voice telling her that he has in fact been captured. He sounds calm and completely uninterested in his situation. That, she knows, is the Sophamine. It hasn’t affected his perception of reality. He knows where he is and what is likely to happen to him, but he simply doesn’t care. When the Sophamine wears off, all the suppressed emotions will well up, so intense that the only way he’ll be able to deal with them will be to go insane, temporarily at least.


  The warlord tells her he regrets having to use the Sophamine, but he was certain that 409 would refuse to talk unless he was either drugged or tortured, and there simply wasn’t enough time to torture him.


  “You fiend!” my heroine cries.


  The warlord smiles again, as delightfully as before, and says if she gives the microdot to the Titan Council, he will turn 409 over to Janos Black, who will attempt to avenge on him all the atrocities committed by the Earthers on Mars.


  What can she do? As she wonders, the door to the meeting room opens, and she is asked to come in. For a moment, she thinks of asking the Titanians to arrest the warlord. Almost as if he’s read her mind, he tells her there’s no point in asking the Titanians to arrest him. He has diplomatic immunity and a warfleet waiting for him to return.


  She turns to go into the meeting room. “I’ll tell Janos the good news,” the warlord says softly and turns his radio on.


  She hesitates, then thinks, a man this evil must be stopped, no matter what the cost. She goes into the meeting room.


  I remember the bath water, leap up and run into the bathroom. The tub is brim-full and about to overflow. I turn off the tap, let out some of the water, and start to undress. After I climb into the tub, I wonder how I’m going to get 409 out of the mess he’s in. Something will occur to me. I grab the bar of soap floating past my right knee.


  After bathing, I put on a pink and silver muumuu and make a fresh pot of tea. Cleanliness is next to godliness, I think as I sit down to write.


  My heroine tells her story to the Titan Council and produces the microdot. On it is the warlord’s plan for taking over the government of Titan and a list of all the Titanian officials he has subverted. The president of the council thanks her kindly and tells her that they already have a copy of the microdot, obtained for them by an agent of theirs who has infiltrated the warlord’s organization. “Oh no! Oh no!” my heroine cries. Startled, the president asks her what’s wrong. She explains that she has sacrificed her partner, her love to bring them the information they already had. “Rest easy,” the president says. “Our agent is none other than Janos Black. He won’t harm 409.”


  Thinking of Janos’ family dying of thirst in an isolated settlement, my heroine feels none too sure of this. But there’s nothing left for her to do except hope.


  After that, I describe her waiting in Titan City for news of 409, wandering restlessly through the famous gardens, barely noticing the beds of Martian sandflowers, the blossoming magnolia trees, the pools of enormous silver carp. Since the warlord now knows that the Titan Council knows about his schemes, the council moves quickly to arrest the officials he’s subverted. The newscasts are full of scandalous revelations, and the warlord leaves Titan for his home base on Tethys, another one of Saturn’s moons. My heroine pays no attention to the newscasts or to the excited conversations going on all around her. She thinks of the trip she and 409 made from Ganymede to Titan in a stolen moon-hopper, remembering 409’s hands on the ship’s controls, the way he moved in zero-G, his colorless eyes and his infrequent, twisted smile. Cornball, I think, but leave the passage in. I enjoy thinking about 409 as much as my heroine does.


  After two days, Janos Black arrives in a police plane. 409 is with him. Janos comes to see my heroine to bring her the news of their arrival. He’s a tall man with a broad chest and spindly arms and legs. His face is ruddy and Slavic, and his hair is prematurely white. He tells her that he kept 409 prisoner in the warlord’s secret headquarters in the Titanian mountains till the Titanian police moved in and arrested everybody.


  “Then he’s all right,” she cries joyfully.


  Janos shakes his head.


  “Why not?”


  “The Sophamine,” Janos explains. “When it wore off, he got hit with the full force of all his repressed feelings, especially, I think, the feelings he had about the war on Mars. Think of all that anger and terror and horror and guilt flooding into his conscious mind. He tried to kill himself. We stopped him, and he almost killed a couple of us in the process. By we I mean myself and the warlord’s men; this happened before the police moved in. We had to give him another shot of Sophamine. He’s still full of the stuff. From what I’ve heard, the doctors want to keep giving it to him. They think the first shot of Sophamine he got destroyed his old system of dealing with his more dangerous emotions, which are now overwhelming him. The doctors say on Sophamine he can function more or less normally. Off it, they think he’ll be permanently insane.”


  “You planned this!” she cries.


  Janos shakes his head. “The warlord gave the order, miss. I only obeyed it. But I didn’t mind this time. I didn’t mind.”


  I stop to drink some tea. Then I write the final scene in the chapter: my heroine’s meeting with 409. He’s waiting for her in a room at the Titan City Hospital. The room is dark. He sits by the window looking out at the tall towers blazing with light and at the dome above them, which reflects the towers’ light so it’s impossible to look through it at the sky. She can see his dark shape and the red tip of the cigar he smokes.


  “Do you mind if I turn on the lights?” she asks.


  “No.”


  She finds the button and presses it. The ceiling begins to glow. She looks at 409. He lounges in his chair, his feet up on a table. She realizes it’s the first time she’s seen him look really relaxed. Before this, he’s always seemed tense, even when asleep.


  “How are you?” she asks.


  “Fine.” His voice sounds tranquil and indifferent.


  She can’t think of anything to say. He looks at her, his dark, scarred face expressionless. Finally he says, “Don’t let it bother you. I feel fine.” He pauses. She still can’t think of anything to say. He continues. “The pigs don’t want me for anything here on Titan. I think I’ll be able to stay.”


  “What’re you going to do here?”


  “Work, I guess. The doctors say I can hold down a job if I keep taking Sophamine.” He draws on the cigar, so the tip glows red, then blows out the smoke. He’s looking away from her at the towers outside the window. She begins weeping. He looks back at her. “I’m all right. Believe me, I feel fine.”


  But she can’t stop weeping.


  Enough for today, I think and put down my pencil. Tomorrow, I’ll figure out a way to get 409 off Sophamine. Where there’s life there’s hope and so forth, I tell myself.


  The End


  GOTTA SING, GOTTA DANCE


  John Varley


  They could make beautiful music together . . .


  SAILING IN toward a rendezvous with Janus, Barnum and Bailey encountered a giant, pulsing quarter-note. The stem was a good five kilometers tall. The note itself was a kilometer in diameter, and glowed a faint turquoise. It turned ponderously on its axis as they approached it.


  “This must be the place,” Barnum said to Bailey.


  “Janus approach-control to Barnum and Bailey,” came a voice from the void. “You will encounter the dragline on the next revolution. You should be seeing the visual indicator in a few minutes.”


  Barnum looked down at the slowly turning, irregular ball of rock and ice that was Janus, innermost satellite of Saturn. Something was coming up behind the curve of the horizon. It didn’t take long for enough of it to become visible so they could see what it was. Barnum had a good laugh.


  “Is that yours, or theirs?” he asked Bailey.


  Bailey sniffed. “Theirs. Just how silly do you think I am?”


  The object rising behind the curve of the satellite was a butterfly net, ten kilometers tall. It had a long, fluttering net trailing from a gigantic hoop. Bailey sniffed again, but applied the necessary vectors to position them for being swooped up in the preposterous thing.


  “Come on, Bailey,” Barnum chided. “You’re just jealous because you didn’t think of it first.”


  “Maybe so,” the symb conceded. “Anyway, hold onto your hat, this is likely to be quite a jerk.”


  The illusion was carried as far as was practical, but Barnum noticed that the first tug of deceleration started sooner than one would expect if the transparent net was more than an illusion. The force built up gradually as the electromagnetic field clutched at the metal belt he had strapped around his waist. It lasted for about a minute. When it had trailed off, Janus no longer appeared to rotate beneath them. It was growing closer.


  “Listen to this,” Bailey said. Barnum’s head was filled with music. It was bouncy, featuring the reedy, flatulent, yet still engaging tones of a bass saxophone in a honky-tonk tune that neither of them could identify. They shifted position and could just make out the location of Pearly Gates, the only human settlement on Janus. It was easy to find because of the weaving, floating musical staffs that extruded themselves from the spot like parallel strands of spider web.


  The people who ran Pearly Gates were a barrel of laughs. All the actual structures that made up the above-ground parts of the settlement were disguised behind whimsical holographic projections. The whole place looked like a cross between a child’s candy-land nightmare and an early Walt Disney cartoon.


  Dominating the town was a giant calliope with pipes a thousand meters tall. There were fifteen of them, and they all were bouncing and swaying in time to the saxophone music. They would squat down as if taking a deep breath, then stand up again, emitting a colored smoke ring. The buildings, which Barnum knew were actually functional, uninteresting hemispheres, appeared to be square houses with flowerboxes in the windows and cartoon eyes peering out the doors. They trembled and jigged as if they were made of jello.


  “Don’t you think it’s a trifle overdone?” Bailey asked.


  “Depends on what you like. It’s kind of cute, in its own gaudy way.”


  They drifted in through the spaghetti maze of lines, bars, sixteenth notes, rests, smoke rings, and blaring music. They plowed through an insubstantial eighth-note run, and Bailey killed their remaining velocity with the jets. They lighted softly in the barely perceptible gravity and made their way to one of the grinning buildings.


  * * *


  Coming up to the entrance of the building had been quite an experience. Barnum had reached for a button marked LOCK CYCLE and it had dodged out of his way, then turned into a tiny face, leering at him. Practical joke. The lock had opened anyway, actuated by his presence. Inside, Pearly Gates was not so flamboyant. The corridors looked decently like corridors, and the floors were solid and gray.


  “I’d watch out, all the same,” Bailey advised, darkly. “These people are real self-panickers. Their idea of a good laugh might be to dig a hole in the floor and cover it with a holo. Watch your step.”


  “Aw, don’t be such a sore loser. You could spot something like that, couldn’t you?”


  Bailey didn’t answer, and Barnum didn’t pursue it. He knew the source of the symb’s uneasiness and dislike of the station on Janus. Bailey wanted to get their business over as soon as possible and get back to the Ring, where he felt needed. Here, in a corridor filled with oxygen, Bailey was physically useless.


  Bailey’s function in the symbiotic team of Barnum and Bailey was to provide an environment of food, oxygen, and water for the human, Barnum. Conversely, Barnum provided food, carbon dioxide, and water for Bailey. Barnum was a human, physically unremarkable except for a surgical alteration of his knees that made them bend outward rather than forward, and the oversized hands, called peds, that grew out of his ankles where his feet used to be. Bailey, on the other hand, was nothing like a human.


  Strictly speaking, Bailey was not even a he. Bailey was a plant, and Barnum thought of him as a male only because the voice in his head that was Bailey’s only means of communication sounded masculine. He had no shape of his own. He existed by containing Barnum and taking on part of his shape. He extended into Barnum’s alimentary canal, in the mouth and all the way through to emerge at the anus, threading him like a needle. Together, the team looked like a human in a featureless spacesuit, with a bulbous head, a tight waist, and swollen hips. A ridiculously exaggerated female, if you wish.


  “You might as well start breathing again,” Bailey said.


  “What for? I will when I need to talk to someone who’s not paired with a symb. In the meantime, why bother?”


  “I just thought you’d like to get used to it.”


  “Oh, very well. If you think it’s necessary.”


  So Bailey gradually withdrew the parts of him that filled Barnum’s lungs and throat, freeing his speech apparatus to do what it hadn’t done for over ten years. Barnum coughed as the air flowed into his throat. It was cold! Well, it felt like it, though it was actually at the standard 72 degrees. He was unused to it. His diaphragm gave one shudder, then took over the chore of breathing as if his medulla had never been disconnected.


  “There,” he said aloud, surprised at how his voice sounded. “Satisfied?”


  “It never hurts to do a little testing.”


  “Let’s get this out in the open, shall we? I didn’t want to come here any more than you did, but you know we had to. Are you going to give me trouble about it until we leave? We’re supposed to be a team, remember?”


  There was a mental sigh from his partner.


  “I’m sorry, but that’s just it. We are supposed to be a team, and out in the Ring we are. Neither of us is anything without the other. Here I’m just something you have to carry around. I can’t walk, I can’t talk; I’m revealed as the vegetable that I am.”


  Barnum was accustomed to the symb’s periodic attacks of insecurity. In the Ring they never amounted to much. But when they entered a gravitational field Bailey was reminded of how ineffectual a being he was.


  “Here you can breathe on your own,” Bailey went on. “You could see on your own if I uncovered your eyes. By the way, do you . . .”


  “Don’t be silly. Why should I use my own eyes when you can give me a better picture than I could on my own?”


  “In the Ring, that’s true. But here all my extra senses are just excess mass. What good is an adjusted velocity display to you here? The farthest thing I can sense is twenty meters off, and stationary.”


  “Listen you. Do you want to turn around and march back out that lock? We can. I’ll do it if this is going to be such a trauma for you.”


  There was a long silence, and Barnum was flooded with a warm, apologetic sensation that left him weak at his splayed-out knees.


  “There’s no need to apologize,” he went on in a more sympathetic tone. “I understand you. This is just something we have to do together, like everything else, the good along with the bad.”


  “I love you, Barnum.”


  “And you, silly.”


  * * *


  The sign on the door read:


  TYMPANI & RAGTIME


  TINPANALLEYCATS


  Barnum and Bailey hesitated outside the door.


  “What are you supposed to do, knock?” Barnum asked out loud. “It’s been so long I’ve forgotten how.”


  “Just fold your fingers into a fist and . . .”


  “Not that.” He laughed, dispelling his momentary nervousness. “I’ve forgotten the politenesses of human society. Well, they do it in all the tapes I ever saw.” He knocked on the door and it opened by itself on the second rap.


  There was a man sitting behind a desk with his bare feet propped up on it. Barnum had been prepared for the shock of seeing another human, one who was not enclosed in a symb, for he had encountered several of them on the way to the offices of Tympani and Ragtime. But he was still reeling from the unfamiliarity of it. The man seemed to realize it and silently gestured him to a chair. He sat down in it, thinking that in the low gravity it really wasn’t necessary. But somehow he was grateful. The man didn’t say anything for a long while, giving Barnum time to settle down and arrange his thoughts. He spent the time looking the man over carefully.


  Several things were apparent about him; most blatently, he was not a fashionable man. Shoes had been virtually extinct for over a century for the simple reason that there was nothing to walk on but padded floors. However, current fashion decreed that Shoes Are Worn.


  The man was young-looking, having halted his growth at around twenty years. He was dressed in a holo-suit, a generated illusion of flowing color that refused to stay in one spot or take on a definite form. Other than that, he might well have been nude, but Barnum couldn’t tell.


  “You’re Barnum and Bailey, right?” the man said.


  “Yes. And you’re Tympani?”


  “Ragtime. Tympani will be here later. I’m pleased to meet you. Have any trouble on the way down? This is your first visit, I think you said.”


  “Yes, it is. No trouble. And thank you, incidentally, for the ferry fee.”


  He waved it away. “Don’t concern yourself. It’s all in the overhead. We’re taking a chance that you’ll be good enough to repay that many times over. We’re right enough times that we don’t lose money on it. Most of your people out there don’t have the money to afford being landed on Janus, and then where would we be? We’d have to go out to you. Cheaper this way.”


  “I suppose it is.” He was silent again. He noticed that his throat was beginning to get sore with the unaccustomed effort of talking. No sooner had the thought been formed than he felt Bailey go into action. The internal tendril that had been withdrawn flicked up out of his stomach and lubricated his larynx. The pain died away as the nerve endings were suppressed. It’s all in your head, anyway, he told himself.


  “Who recommended us to you?”


  “Who . . . oh, it was . . . who was it, Bailey?” He realized too late that he had spoken it aloud. He hadn’t wanted to, he had a vague feeling that it might be impolite to speak to his symb that way. Ragtime wouldn’t hear the answer, of course.


  “It was Antigone,” Bailey supplied.


  “Thanks,” Barnum said, silently this time. “A man named Antigone,” he told Ragtime.


  The man made a note of that, and looked up again, smiling.


  “Well now. What is it you wanted to show us?”


  Barnum was about to describe their work to Ragtime when the door burst open and a woman sailed in. She sailed in the literal sense, banking off the door-jamb, grabbing at the door with her left ped and slamming it shut in one smooth motion, then spinning in the air to kiss the floor with the tips of her fingers, using them to slow her speed until she was stopped in front of the desk, leaning over it and talking excitedly to Ragtime. Barnum was surprised that she had peds instead of feet, thinking that no one used them in Pearly Gates. They made walking awkward. But she didn’t seem interested in walking.


  “Wait till you hear what Myers has done now!” she said, almost levitating in her enthusiasm. Her ped-fingers worked in the carpet as she talked. “He re-aligned the sensors in the right anterior ganglia, and you won’t believe what it does to the . . .”


  “We have a client, Tympani.” She turned and saw the symb-human pair sitting behind her. She put her hand to her mouth as if to hush herself, but she was smiling behind it. She moved over to them—it couldn’t be called walking in the low gravity; she seemed to accomplish it by perching on two fingers of each of her peds and walking on them, which made it look like she was floating. She reached them and extended her hand.


  She was wearing a holo suit like Ragtime’s but instead of wearing the projector around her waist, as he did, she had it mounted on a ring. When she extended her hand, the holo generator had to compensate by weaving larger and thinner webs of light around her body. It looked like an explosion of pastels, and left her body barely covered. What Barnum saw could have been a girl of sixteen; lanky, thin hips and breasts and two blonde braids that reached to her waist. But her movements belied that. There was no adolescent awkwardness there.


  “I’m Tympani,” she said, taking his hand. Bailey was taken by surprise and didn’t know whether to bare the hand or not. So what she grasped was Barnum’s hand covered by the three-centimeter padding of Bailey. She didn’t seem to mind.


  “You must be Barnum and Bailey. Do you know who the original Barnum and Bailey were?”


  “Yes, they’re the people who built your big calliope outside.”


  She laughed. “The place is a kind of a circus, until you get used to it. Rag tells me you have something to sell us.”


  “I hope so.”


  “You’ve come to the right place. Rag’s the business side of the company; I’m the talent. So I’m the one you’ll be selling to. I don’t suppose you have anything written down?”


  He made a wry face, then remembered she couldn’t see anything but a blank stretch of green with a hole for his mouth. It took some time to get used to dealing with people again.


  “I don’t even know how to read music.”


  She sighed, but didn’t seem unhappy. “I figured as much. So few of you Ringers do. Honestly, if I could ever figure out what it is that turns you people into artists I could get rich.”


  “The only way to do that is to go out in the Ring and see for yourself.”


  “Right,” she said, a little embarrassed. She looked away from the misshapen thing sitting in the chair. The only way to discover the magic of a life in the Ring was to go out there, and the only way to do that was to adopt a symb. Forever give up your individuality and become a part of a team. Not many people could do that.


  “We might as well get started,” she said, standing and patting her thighs to cover her nervousness. “The practice room is through that door.”


  He followed her in, to a dimly lit room that seemed to be half buried in paper. He hadn’t realized that any business could require so much paper. Their policy seemed to be to stack it up and when the stack got too high and tumbled into a landslide, kick it back into a corner. Sheets of music crunched under his peds as he followed her to the comer of the room where the synthesizer keyboard stood beneath a lamp. The rest of the room was in shadows, but the keys gleamed brightly in their ancient array of black and white.


  Tympani took off her ring and sat at the keyboard. “The damn holo gets in my way,” she explained. “I can’t see the keys.” Barnum noticed for the first time that there was another keyboard on the floor, down in the shadows, and her peds were poised over it. He wondered if that was the only reason she wore them. Having seen her walk, he doubted it.


  She sat still for a moment, then looked over to him expectantly.


  “Tell me about it,” she said in a whisper.


  He didn’t know what to say.


  “Tell you about it? Just tell you?”


  She laughed, and relaxed again, hands in her lap.


  “I was kidding. But we have to get the music out of your head and onto that tape some way. How would you prefer? I heard that a Beethoven Symphony was once written out in English, each chord and run described in detail. I can’t imagine why anyone would want to, but someone did. It made quite a thick book. We can do it that way. Or surely you can think of another.” He was silent. Until she sat at the keyboard, he hadn’t really thought about that part of it. He knew his music, knew it to the last hemi-semi-demi-quaver. How to get it out?


  “What’s the first note?” she prompted.


  He was ashamed again. “I don’t even know the names of the notes,” he confessed.


  She was not surprised. “Sing it.”


  “I . . . I’ve never tried to sing it.”


  “Try now.” She sat up straight, looking at him with a friendly smile, not coaxing but encouraging.


  “I can hear it,” he said, desperately. “Every note, every dissonance . . . is that the right word?”


  She grinned. “It’s a right word, but I don’t know if you know what it means. It’s the quality of sound produced when the vibrations don’t mesh harmoniously: dischord, it doesn’t produce a sonically pleasing chord. Like this:” and she pressed two keys close together, tried several others, then played with the knobs mounted over the keyboard until the two notes were only a few vibrations apart and wavered sinuously. “They don’t automatically please the ear, but in the right context they can make you sit up and take notice. Is your music discordant?”


  “Some places. Is that bad?”


  “Not at all. Used right, it’s . . . well, not pleasing exactly . . .” she spread her arms helplessly. “Talking about music is a pretty frustrating business, at best. Singing’s much friendlier. Are you going to sing for me, love, or must I try to wade through your descriptions?”


  Hesitantly, he sang the first three notes of his piece, knowing that they sounded nothing like the orchestra that crashed through his head but desperate to try something. She took it up, playing the three unmodulated tones on the synthesizer; three pure sounds that were pretty, but lifeless and light-years away from what he wanted.


  “No, no, it has to be richer.”


  “All right, I’ll play what I think of as richer, and we’ll see if we speak the same language.” She turned some knobs and played the three notes again, this time giving them the modulations of a string bass.


  “That’s closer. But it’s still not there.”


  “Don’t despair,” she said, waving her hand at the bank of dials before her. “Each of these will produce a different effect, singly or in combination. I’m reliably informed that the permutations are infinite. So somewhere in there we’ll find your tune. Now. Which way should we go; this way, or this way?”


  Twisting the knob she touched in one direction made the sound become tinnier; the other, brassier, with a hint of trumpets.


  He sat up. That was getting closer still, but it lacked the richness of the sounds in his brain. He had her turn the knob back and forth, finally settled on the place that most nearly approached his phantom tune. She tried another knob, and the result was a still closer approach. But it lacked something.


  Getting more and more involved, Barnum found himself standing over her shoulder as she tried another knob. That was closer still, but . . .


  Feverishly, he sat beside her on the bench and reached out for the knob. He tuned it carefully, then realized what he had done.


  “Do you mind?” he asked. “It’s so much easier sitting here and turning them myself.”


  She slapped him on the shoulder. “You dope,” she laughed. “I’ve been trying to get you over here for the last fifteen minutes. Do you think I could really do this by myself? That Beethoven story was a lie.”


  “What will we do, then?”


  “What you’ll do is fiddle with this machine, with me here to help you and tell you how to get what you want. When you get it right, I’ll play it for you. Believe me, I’ve done this too many times to think you could sit over there and describe it to me. Now sing!”


  He sang. Eight hours later Ragtime came quietly into the room and put a plate of sandwiches and a pot of coffee on the table beside them. Barnum was still singing, and the synthesizer was singing along with him.


  * * *


  Barnum came swimming out of his creative fog, aware that something was hovering in his field of vision, interfering with his view of the keyboard. Something white and steaming, at the end of a long . . .


  It was a coffee cup, held in Tympani’s hand. He looked at her face and she tactfully said nothing.


  While working at the synthesizer Barnum and Bailey had virtually fused into a single being. That was appropriate, since the music Barnum was trying to sell was the product of their joint mind. It belonged to both of them. Now he wrenched himself away from his partner, far enough away that talking to him became a little more than talking to himself.


  “How about it, Bailey? Should we have some?”


  “I don’t see why not. I’ve had to expend quite a bit of water vapor to keep you cool in this place. It could stand replenishing.”


  “Listen, why don’t you roll back from my hands? It would make it easier to handle those controls; give me finer manipulation, see? Besides, I’m not sure if it’s polite to shake hands with her without actually touching flesh.”


  Bailey said nothing, but his fluid body drew quickly back from Barnum’s hands. He reached out and took the offered cup, starting at the unfamiliar sensation of heat in his own nerve endings. Tympani was unaware of the discussion; it had taken only a second.


  The sensation was explosive when it went down his throat. He gasped, and Tympani looked worried.


  “Take it easy there, friend. You’ve got to get your nerves back in shape for something as hot as that.” She took a careful sip and turned back to the keyboard. Barnum set his cup down and joined her. But it seemed like time for a recess and he couldn’t get back into it. She recognized it and relaxed, taking a sandwich and eating it like she was starving.


  “She is starving, you dope,” Bailey said. “Or at least very hungry. She hasn’t had anything to eat for eight hours, and she doesn’t have a symb re-cycling her wastes into food and dripping it into her veins. So she gets hungry. Remember?”


  “I remember. I’d forgotten.” He looked at the pile of sandwiches. “I wonder what it would feel like to eat one of those?”


  “Like this.” Barnum’s mouth was flooded with the taste of a tuna salad sandwich on whole wheat. Bailey produced this trick, like all his others, by direct stimulation of the sensorium. With no trouble at all he could produce completely new sensations simply by shorting one sector of Barnum’s brain into another. If Barnum wanted to know what the taste of a tuna sandwich sounded like, Bailey could let him hear.


  “All right. And I won’t protest that I didn’t feel the bite of it against my teeth, because I know you can produce that, too. And all the sensations of chewing and swallowing it, and much more besides. Still,” and his thoughts took on a tone that Bailey wasn’t sure he liked,” I wonder if it would be the polite thing to eat one of them?”


  “What’s all this politeness all of a sudden?” Bailey exploded. “Eat it if you like, but I’ll never know why. Be a carnivorous animal and see if I care.”


  “Temper, temper,” Barnum chided, with tenderness in his voice. “Settle down, chum. I’m not going anywhere without you. But we have to get along with these people. I’m just trying to be diplomatic.”


  “Eat it, then,” Bailey sighed. “You’ll mind my ecology schedules for months—what’ll I do with all that extra protein?—but why should you care about that?”


  Barnum laughed silently. He knew that Bailey could do anything he liked with it: ingest it, refine it, burn it, or simply contain it and expel it at the first opportunity. He reached for a sandwich and felt the thick substance of Bailey’s skin draw back from his face as he raised it to his mouth.


  He had expected a brighter light, but he shouldn’t have. He was using his own retinas to see with for the first time in years, but it was no different from the cortex-induced pictures Bailey had shown him all that time.


  “You have a nice face,” Tympani said, around a mouthful of sandwich. “I thought you would have. You painted a very nice picture of yourself.”


  “I did?” Barnum asked, intrigued. “What do you mean?”


  “Your music. It reflects you. Oh, I don’t see everything in your eyes that I saw in the music, but I never do. The rest of it is Bailey, your friend. And I can’t read his expression.”


  “No, I guess you couldn’t. But can you tell anything about him?” She thought about it, then turned to the keyboard. She picked out a theme they had worried out a few hours before, played it a little faster and with subtle alterations in the tonality. It was a happy fragment, with a hint of something just out of reach.


  “That’s Bailey. He’s worried about something. If experience is any guide, it’s being here at Pearly Gates. Symbs don’t like to come here, or anywhere there’s gravity. It makes them feel not needed.”


  “Hear that?” he asked his silent partner.


  “Umm.”


  “And that’s so silly,” she went on. “I don’t know about it firsthand, obviously, but I’ve met and talked to a lot of Pairs. As far as I can see, the bond between a human and a symb is . . . well, it makes a mother cat dying to defend her kittens seem like a case of casual affection. I guess you know that better than I could ever say, though.”


  “You stated it well,” he said.


  Bailey made a grudging sign of approval, a mental sheepish grin. “She’s out-pointed me, meat-eater. I’ll shut up and let you two talk without me intruding my baseless insecurities.”


  “You relaxed him,” Barnum told her, happily. “You’ve even got him making jokes about himself. That’s no small accomplishment, because he takes himself pretty seriously.”


  “That’s not fair, I can’t defend myself.”


  “I thought you were going to be quiet?”


  * * *


  The work proceeded smoothly, though running longer than Bailey would have liked. After three days of transcribing, the music was beginning to take shape. A time came when Tympani could a press a button and have the machine play it back, much more than the skeletal outline they had evolved on the first day but still needing finishing touches.


  “How about ‘Contrapunctual Cantata’ ?” Tympani asked.


  “What?”


  “For a title. It has to have a title. I’ve been thinking about it, and coined that word. It fits, because the piece is very metrical in construction: tight, on-time, on the beat. Yet it has a strong counterpoint in the woodwinds.”


  “That’s the reedy sections, right?”


  “Yes. What do you think?”


  “Bailey wants to know what a cantata is.”


  Tympani shrugged her shoulders, but looked guilty. “To tell you the truth, I stuck that in for alliteration. Maybe as a selling point. Actually, a cantata is sung, and you don’t have anything like voices in this. You sure you couldn’t work some in?”


  Barnum considered it. “No.”


  “It’s your decision, of course.” She seemed about to say something else but decided against it.


  “Look, I don’t care too much about the title,” Barnum said. “Will it help you to sell it, naming it that?”


  “Might.”


  “Then do as you please.”


  “Thanks. I’ve got Rag working on some preliminary publicity. We both think this has possibilities. He liked the title, and he’s pretty good at knowing what will sell. He likes the piece, too.”


  “How much longer before we’ll have it ready?”


  “Not too long. Two more days. Are you getting tired of it?”


  “A little. I’d like to get back to the Ring. So would Bailey.”


  She frowned at him, pouting her lower lip. “That means I won’t be seeing you for ten years. This sure can be a slow business. It takes forever to develop new talent.”


  “Why are you in it?”


  She thought about it. “I guess because music is what I like, and Janus is where the most innovative music in the system is born and bred. No one else can compete with your Ringers.”


  He was about to ask her why she didn’t pair up and see what it was like, first-hand. But something held him back; some unspoken taboo she had set up, or perhaps it was him. Truthfully, he could no longer understand why everyone didn’t pair with a symb. It seemed the only sane way to live. But he knew that many found the idea unattractive; even repugnant.


  After the fourth recording session Tympani relaxed by playing the synthesizer for the Pair. They had known she was good, and their opinion was confirmed by the artistry she displayed at the keyboard.


  Tympani had made a study of musical history. She could play Bach or Beethoven as easily as the works of the modern composers like Barnum. She performed Beethoven’s Eighth Symphony, first movement. With her two hands and two peds she had no trouble at all in making an exact reproduction of a full symphony orchestra. But she didn’t limit herself to that. The music would segue imperceptibly from the traditional strings into the concrete sounds that only an electronic instrument could produce.


  She followed it with something by Ravel that Barnum had never heard, then an early composition by Riker. After that, she amused him with some Joplin rags and a march by John Philip Sousa. She allowed herself no license on these, playing them with the exact instrumentation indicated by the composer.


  Then she moved directly into another march. This one was incredibly lively, full of chromatic runs that soared and swooped. She played it with a precision in the bass parts that the old musicians could never have achieved. Barnum was reminded of old films seen as a child, films full of snarling lions in cages and elephants bedecked with feathers.


  “What was that?” he asked when she was through.


  “Funny you should ask, Mr. Barnum. That was an old circus march called ‘Thunder and Blazes.’ Or some call it ‘Entry of the Gladiators.’ There’s some confusion among the scholars. Some say it had a third title, ‘Barnum and Bailey’s Favorite,’ but the majority think that was another one. If it was, it’s lost, and too bad. But everyone is sure that Barnum and Bailey liked this one, too. What do you think of it?”


  “I like it. Would you play it again?”


  She did, and a third time later, because Bailey wanted to be sure it was safe in Barnum’s memory where they could replay it later.


  Tympani turned the machine off and rested her elbows on the keyboard.


  “When you go back out,” she said, “Why don’t you give some thought to working in a synapticon part for your next work?”


  “What’s a synapticon?”


  She stared at him, not believing what she had heard. Then her expression changed to one of delight.


  “You really don’t know? Then you have something to learn.” And she bounced over to her desk, grabbed something with her peds, and hopped back to the synthesizer. It was a small black-box with a strap and a wire with an input jack at one end. She turned her back to him and parted her hair at the base of her skull.


  “Will you plug me in?” she asked.


  Barnum saw the tiny gold socket buried in her hair, the kind that enabled one to interface directly with a computer. He inserted the plug into it and she strapped the box around her neck. It was severely funtional, and had an improvised, breadboarded look about it, scarred with tool marks and chipped paint. It gave the impression of having been tinkered with almost daily.


  “It’s still in the development process,” she said. “Myers—he’s the guy who invented it—has been playing with it, adding things. When we get it right we’ll market it as a necklace. The circuitry can be compacted quite a bit. The first one had a wire that connected it to the speaker, which hampered my style considerably. But this one has a transmitter. You’ll see what I mean. Come on, there isn’t room in here.”


  She led the way back to the outer office and turned on a big speaker against the wall.


  What it does,” she said, standing in the middle of the room with her hands at her sides, “is translate body motion into music. It measures the tensions in the body nerve network, amplifies them, and . . . well, I’ll show you what I mean. This position is null; no sound is produced.” She was standing straight, but relaxed, peds together, hands at her sides, head slightly lowered.


  She brought her arm up in front of her, reaching with her hand, and the speaker behind her made a swooping sound up the scale, breaking into a chord as her fingers closed on the invisible tone in the air. She bent her knee forward and a soft bass note crept in, strengthening as she tensed the muscles in her thighs.


  She added more harmonics with her other hand, then abruptly cocked her body to one side, exploding the sound into a cascade of chords. Barnum sat up straight, the hairs on his arms and spine sitting up with him.


  Tympani couldn’t see him. She was lost in a world that existed slightly out of phase with the real one, a world where dance was music and her body was the instrument. Her eyeblinks became stacatto punctuating phrases and her breathing provided a solid rhythmic base for the nets of sound her arms and legs and fingers were weaving.


  The beauty of it to Barnum and Bailey was the perfect fitting together of movement to sound. He had thought it would be just a novelty: sweating to twist her body into shapes that were awkward and unnatural to reach the notes she was after. But it wasn’t like that. Each element shaped the other. Both the music and the dance were improvised as she went along and were subordinate to no rules but her own internal ones.


  When she finally came to rest, balancing on the tips of her peds and letting the sound die away to nothingness, Barnum was almost numb. And he was surprised to hear the sound of hands clapping. He realized it was his own hands, but he wasn’t clapping them. It was Bailey. Bailey had never taken over motor control.


  * * *


  They had to have all the details. Bailey was overwhelmed by the new art form and grew so impatient with relaying questions through Barnum that he almost asked to take over Barnum’s vocal cords for a while.


  Tympani was surprised at the degree of enthusiasm. She was a strong proponent of the synapticon but had not met much success in her efforts to popularize it. It had its limitations, and was viewed as an interesting but passing fad.


  “What limitations?” Bailey asked, and Barnum vocalized.


  “Basically, it needs free-fall performance to be fully effective. There are residual tones that can’t be eliminated when you’re standing up in gravity, even on Janus. And I can’t stay in the air long enough here. You evidently didn’t notice it, but I was unable to introduce many variations under those conditions.” Barnum saw something at once. “Then I should have one installed. That way I can play it as I move through the Ring.”


  Tympani brushed a strand of hair out of her eyes. She was covered in sweat from her performance, and her face was flushed. Barnum almost didn’t hear her reply, he was so intent on the harmony of motion in that simple movement. And the synapticon was turned off.


  “Maybe you should. But I’d wait if I were you.” Barnum was about to ask why but she went on quickly. “It isn’t an exact instrument yet, but we’re working on it, refining it every day. Part of the problems, you see, is that it takes special training to operate it so it produces more than white noise. I wasn’t strictly truthful with you when I told you how it works.”


  “How so?”


  “Well, I said it measures tensions in nerves and translates it. Where are most of the nerves in the body?”


  Barnum saw it then. “In the brain.”


  “Right. So mood is even more important in this than in most music. Have you ever worked with an alpha-wave device? By listening to a tone you can control certain functions of your brain. It takes practice. The brain provides the reservoir of tone for the synapticon, modulates the whole composition. If you aren’t in control of it, it comes out as noise.”


  “How long have you been working with it?”


  “About three years.”


  * * *


  While Barnum and Bailey were working with her, Tympani had to adjust her day and night cycles to fit with his biological processes. The Pair spent the periods of sunlight stretched out in Janus’ municipal kitchen.


  The kitchen was a free service provided by the community, one that was well worth the cost, since without it paired humans would find it impossible to remain on Janus for more than a few days. It was a bulldozed plain, three kilometers square, marked off in a grid with sections one hundred meters on an edge. Barnum didn’t care for it—none of the Pairs liked it much—but it was the best they could do in a gravity field.


  No closed ecology is truly closed. The same heat cannot be re-used endlessly as raw materials can. Heat must be added, energy must be pumped in somewhere along the line to enable the plant component of the cycle to synthesize the carbohydrates needed by the animal component. Bailey could use some of the low-level heat generated when Barnum’s body broke down these molecules, but that process would soon lead to ecological bankruptcy.


  The symb solution was photosynthesis, like any other plant, though the chemicals Bailey employed for it bore only a vague resemblance to chlorophyl. Photosynthesis requires large amounts of plant surface, much more than is available on an area the size of a human. And the intensity of sunlight at Saturn’s orbit was only one hundredth what it was at Earth.


  Barnum walked carefully, along one of the white lines of the grid. To his left and right, humans were reclining in the centers of the large squares. They were enclosed in only the thinnest coating of symb; the rest of the symb’s mass was spread in a sheet of living film, almost invisible except as a sheen on the flat ground. In space, this sunflower was formed by spinning slowly and letting centrigugal force form the large parabolic organ. Here it lay inert on the ground, pulled out by mechanical devices at the comers of the square. Symbs did not have the musculature to do it themselves.


  No part of their stay on Janus made them yearn for the Rings as much as the kitchen. Barnum reclined in the middle of an empty square and let the mechanical claws fit themselves to Bailey’s outer tegument. They began to pull, slowly, and Bailey was stretched.


  In the Ring they were never more than ten kilometers from the Upper Half. They could drift up there and deploy the sunflower, dream away a few hours, then use the light pressure to push them back into the shaded parts of the Ring. It was nice; it was not exactly sleep, not exactly anything in human experience. It was plant consciousness, a dreamless, simple awareness of the universe, unemcumbered with thought processes.


  Barnum grumbled now as the sunflower was spread on the ground around them. Though the energy-intake phase of their existence was not sleep, several days of trying to accomplish it in a gravity well left Barnum with symptoms very like lack of sleep. They were both getting irritable. They were eager to return to weightlessness.


  He felt the pleasant lethargy creep over him. Beneath him, Bailey was extending powerful rootlets into the naked rock, using acid compounds to eat into it and obtain the small amounts of replacement mass the Pair needed.


  “So when are we going?” Bailey asked, quietly.


  “Any day, now. Any day.” Barnum was drowsy. He could feel the sun starting to heat the fluid in Bailey’s sunflower. He was like a daisy nodding lazily in a green pasture.


  “I guess I don’t need to point it out, but the trascription is complete. There’s no need for us to stay.”


  “I know.”


  * * *


  That night Tympani danced again. She made it slow, with none of the flying leaps and swelling crescendos of the first time. And slowly, almost imperceptibly, a theme crept in. It was changed, rearranged; it was a run here and a phrase there. It never quite became melodic, as it was on the tape, but that was only right. It had been scored for strings, brass, and many other instruments but they hadn’t written in a tympani part. She had to transpose for her instrument. It was still contrapunctual.


  When she was done she told them of her most successful concert, the one that had almost captured the public fancy. It had been a duet; she and her partner playing the same synapticon while they made love.


  The first and second movements had been well-received.


  “Then we reached the finale,” she remembered, wryly, “and we suddenly lost sight of the harmonies and it sounded like, well, one reviewer mentioned ‘the death agonies a hyena.’ I’m afraid we didn’t hear it.”


  “Who was it? Ragtime?”


  She laughed. “Him? No, he doesn’t know anything about music. He makes love all right, but he couldn’t do it in 3/4 time. It was Myers, the guy who invented the synapticon. But he’s more of an engineer than a musician. I haven’t really found a good partner for that, and anyway, I wouldn’t do it in public again. Those reviews hurt.”


  “But I get the idea you feel the ideal conditions for making music with it would be a duet, in free-fall, while making love.”


  She snorted. “Did I say that?” She was quiet for a long time.


  “Maybe it is,” she finally conceded. She sighed. “The nature of the instrument is such that the most powerful music is made when the body is most in tune with its surroundings, and I can’t think of a better time than when I’m approaching an orgasm.”


  “Why didn’t it work, then?”


  “Maybe I shouldn’t say this, but Myers blew it. He got excited, which is the whole point, of course, but he couldn’t control it. There I was, tuned like a Stradivarius, feeling heavenly harps playing inside me, and he starts blasting out a jungle rhythm on a kazoo. I’m not going through that again. I’ll stick to the traditional ballet like I did tonight.”


  “Tympani,” Barnum blurted, “I could make love in 3/4 time.”


  She got up and paced around the room, looking at him from time to time. He couldn’t see through her eyes, but felt uncomfortably aware that she saw a grotesque green blob with a human face set high up in a mass of putty. He felt a twinge of resentment for Bailey’s exterior. Why couldn’t she see him? He was in there, buried alive. For the first time he felt almost imprisoned. Bailey cringed away from the feeling.


  “Is that an invitation?” she asked.


  “Yes.”


  “But you don’t have a synapticon.”


  “Me and Bailey talked it over. He thinks he can function as one. After all, he does much the same thing every second of our lives. He’s very adept at rearranging nerve impulses, both in my brain and my body. He more or less lives in my nervous system.”


  She was momentarily speechless.


  “You say you can make music . . . and hear it, without an instrument at all? Bailey does this for you?”


  “Sure. We just hadn’t thought of routing body movements through the auditory part of the brain. That’s what you’re doing.”


  She opened her mouth to say something, then closed it again. She seemed undecided about what to do.


  “Tympani, why don’t you pair up and go out into the Ring? Wait a minute, hear us out. You told me that my music was great and you think it might even sell. How did I do that? Do you ever think about it?”


  “I think about it a lot,” she muttered, looking away from him.


  “When I came here I didn’t even know the names of the notes that were in my head. I was ignorant. I still don’t know much. But I write music. And you, you know more about music than anyone I ever met; you love it, you play it with beauty and skill. But what do you create?”


  “I’ve written things,” she said, defensively. “Oh, all right. They weren’t any good. I don’t seem to have the talent in that direction.”


  “But I’m proof that you don’t need it. I didn’t write that music; neither did Bailey. We watched it and listened to it, happening all around us. You can’t imagine what it’s like out there. It’s all the music you ever heard.”


  * * *


  At first consideration it seemed logical to many that the best art in the system should issue from the Rings of Saturn. Not until humanity reaches Beta Lyrae or farther will a more beautiful place to live be found. Surely an artist could draw endless inspiration from the sights to be seen in the Ring. But artists are rare. How could the Rings produce art in every human who lived there?


  The artistic life of the solar system had been dominated by Ringers for over a century. If it was the result of the heroic scale of the Rings and their superb beauty, one might expect the art produced to be mainly heroic in nature, and beautiful in tone and execution. Such had never been the case. The paintings, poetry, writing, and music of the Ringers covered the entire range of human experience and then went a step beyond.


  A man or a woman would arrive at Janus for any of a variety of reasons, determined to abandon his or her former life and pair with a symb. About a dozen of them departed like that each day, not to be heard of for up to a decade. These people were a reasonable cross-section of the race, ranging from the capable to the helpless, some of them kind and others cruel. There were geniuses among them, and idiots. They were precisely as young, old, sympathetic, callous, talented, useless, vulnerable and fallible as any random sample of humanity must be. Few of them had any training or inclination in the fields of painting or music or writing.


  Some of them died. The Rings, after all, were hazardous. These people had no way of learning how to survive out there except by trying and succeeding. But most came back. And they came back with pictures and songs and stories.


  Agentry was the only industry on Janus. It took a special kind of agent, because few Ringers could walk into an office and present a finished work of any kind. A literary agent had the easiest job. But a tinpanalleycat had to be ready to teach some rudiments of music to the composer who knew nothing about notation.


  The rewards were high. Ringer art was statistically about ten times more likely to sell than art from anywhere else in the system. Better yet, the agent took nearly all the profits instead of a commission, and the artists had never pressured for more. Ringers had little use for money. Often, an agent could retire on the proceeds of one successful sale.


  But the fundamental question of why Ringers produced art was unanswered.


  Barnum didn’t know. He had some ideas, partially confirmed by Bailey. It was tied up in the blending of the human and symb mind. A Ringer was more than a human, and yet still human. When combined with a Symb something else was created. It was not under their control. The best Barnum had been able to express it to himself was by saying that this meeting of two different kinds of mind set up a tension at the junction. It was like the addition of amplitudes when two waves meet head-on. That tension was mental, and fleshed itself out by clothing itself in the symbols that were lying around for the taking in the mind of the human. It had to be the human symbols because the intellectual life of a symb starts at the moment it comes in contact with a human brain. The symb has no brain of its own and has to make do with using the human brain on a time-sharing basis.


  * * *


  They reached Tympani’s apartment and she held the door for them. Inside, she dialed all the furniture into the floor, leaving a large, bare room with white walls.


  “What do I do?” she asked in a small voice. He reached out and took her hand, which melted into the substance of Bailey.


  “Give me your other hand.” She did so, and watched stoically as the green stuff crept up her hands and arms. “Don’t look at it,” Barnum advised, and she obeyed.


  He felt air next to his skin as Bailey began manufacturing an atmosphere inside himself and inflating like a balloon. The green sphere got larger, hiding Barnum completely and gradually absorbing Tympani. In five minutes the featureless green ball filled the room.


  “I’d never seen that,” she said, as they stood holding hands.


  “Usually we do it only in space.”


  “What comes next?”


  “Just hold still.” She saw him glance over her shoulder, and started to turn. She thought better of it and tensed, knowing what was coming.


  A slim tendril had grown out of the inner surface of the symb and groped its way toward the computer terminal at the back of her head. She cringed as it touched her, then relaxed as it wormed its way in.


  “How’s the contact?” Barnum asked Bailey.


  “Just a minute . . . I’m still feeling it out.” The symb had oozed through the microscopic entry points at the rear of the terminal and was following the network of filaments that extended through her cerebrum. Reaching the end of one, Bailey would quest further, searching for the loci he knew so well in Barnum.


  “They’re slightly different,” he told Barnum. “I’ll have to do a little testing to be sure I’m at the right spots.”


  Tympani jumped, then looked down in horror as her arms and legs did a dance without her volition.


  “Tell him to stop that!” she shrieked, then gasped as Bailey ran through a rapid series of memory-sensory loci; in almost instantaneous succession she experienced the smell of an orange blossom, the void of the womb, an embarrassing incident as a child, her first free-fall. She tasted a meal eaten fifteen years ago. It was like spinning a radio dial through the frequencies, getting fragments of a thousand unrelated songs, and yet able to hear each of them in its entirety. It lasted less than a second and left her weak. But the weakness was illusory, too, and she recovered and found herself in Barnum’s arms.


  “Make him stop it,” she demanded, struggling away from him.


  “It’s over,” he said.


  “Well, almost,” Bailey said. The rest of the process was conducted beneath her conscious level. “I’m in,” he told Barnum. “I can’t guarantee how well this will work. I wasn’t built for this sort of thing, you know. I need a larger entry point than that terminal, more like the one I sank into the top of your head.”


  “Is there any danger to her?


  “Nope, but there’s a chance I’ll get overloaded and have to halt the whole thing. There’s going to be a lot of traffic over that little tendril and I can’t be sure it’ll handle the load.”


  “We’ll just have to do our best.”


  “They faced each other. Tympani was tense and stony-eyed.


  “What’s next?” she asked again, planting her feet on the thin but springy and warm surface of Bailey.


  “I was hoping you’d do the opening bars. Give me a lead to follow. You’ve done this once, even if it didn’t work.”


  “All right. Take my hands . . .”


  * * *


  Barnum had no idea how the composition would start. She chose a very subdued tempo. It was not a dirge; in fact, in the beginning it had no tempo at all. It was a free-form tone poem. She moved with a glacial slowness that had none of the loose sexuality he had expected. Barnum watched, and heard a deep undertone develop and knew it as the awakening awareness in his own mind. It was his first response.


  Gradually, as she began to move in his direction, he essayed some movement. His music added itself to hers but it remained separate and did not harmonize. They were sitting in different rooms, hearing each other through the walls.


  She reached down and touched his leg with her fingertips. She drew her hand slowly along him and the sound was like fingernails rasping on a blackboard. It clashed, it grated, it tore at his nerves. It left him shaken, but he continued with the dance.


  Again she touched him, and the theme repeated itself. A third time, with the same results. He relaxed into it, understood it as a part of their music, harsh as it was. It was her tension.


  He knelt in front of her and put his hands to her waist. She turned, slowly, making a sound like a rusty metal plate rolling along a concrete floor. She kept spinning and the tone began to modulate and acquire a rhythm. It throbbed, syncopated, as a function of their heartbeats. Gradually the tones began to soften and blend. Tympani’s skin was glistening with sweat as she turned faster. Then, at a signal he never consciously received, Barnum lifted her in the air and the sounds cascaded around them as they embraced. She kicked her legs joyously and it combined with the thunderous bass protest of his straining leg muscles to produce an airborne series of chromatics. It reached a crescendo that was impossible to sustain, then tapered off as her feet touched the floor and they collapsed into each other. The sounds muttered to themselves, unresolved, as they cradled each other and caught their breath.


  “Now we’re in tune, at least,” Tympani whispered, and the symb-synapticon picked up the nerve impulses in her mouth and ears and tongue as she said it and heard it, and mixed it with the impulses from Barnum’s ears. The result was a vanishing series of arpeggios constructed around each word that echoed around them for minutes. She laughed when she heard it, and that was music even without the dressings.


  The music had never stopped. It still inhabited the space around them, gathering itself into dark pools around their feet and pulsing in a diminishing allegretto with their hissing breath.


  “It’s gotten dark,” she whispered, afraid to brave the intensity of sound if she were to speak aloud. Her words wove around Barnum’s head as he lifted his eyes to look around them. “There are things moving around out there,” she said. The tempo increased slightly as her heart caught on the dark-on-dark outlines she sensed.


  “The sounds are taking shape,” Barnum said. “Don’t be afraid of them. It’s in your mind.”


  “I’m not sure I want to see that deeply into my mind.”


  * * *


  As the second movement started, stars began to appear over their heads. Tympani lay supine on a surface that was beginning to yield beneath her, like sand or some thick liquid. She accepted it. She let it conform to her shoulderblades as Barnum coaxed music from her body with his hands. He found handfuls of pure, bell-like tones, unencumbered with timbre or resonance; existing by themselves. Putting his lips to her, he sucked out a mouthful of chords which he blew out one by one, where they clustered like bees around his nonsense words, ringing change after change on the harmonies in his voice.


  She stretched her arms over her head and bared her teeth, grabbing at the sand that was now as real to her touch as her own body was. Here was the sexuality Barnum had sought. Brash and libidinous as a goddess in the Hindu pantheon, her body shouted like a dixieland clarinet and the sounds caught on the waving tree limbs overhead and thrashed about like tattered sheets. Laughing, she held her hands before her face and watched as sparks of blue and white fire arced across her fingertips. The sparks leaped out to Barnum and he glowed where they touched him.


  The universe they were visiting was an extraordinarily cooperative one. When the sparks jumped from Tympani’s hands into the dark cloud-streaked sky, bolts of lightning came skittering back at her. They were awesome, but not fearsome. Tympani knew them to be productions of Bailey’s mind. But she liked them. When the tornados formed above her and writhed in a dance around her head, she liked that, too.


  The gathering storm increased as the tempo of their music increased, in perfect step. Gradually, Tympani lost track of what was happening. The fire in her body was transformed into madness: a piano rolling down a hillside or a harp being used as a trampoline. There Was the drunken looseness of a slide trombone played at the bottom of a well. She ran her tongue over his cheek and it was the sound of beads of oil falling on a snare drum. Barnum sought entrance to the concert hall, sounding like a head-on collision of harpsichords.


  Then someone pulled the plug on the turntable motor and the tape was left to thread its way through the, heads at a slowly diminishing speed as they rested. The music gabbled insistently at them, reminding them that this could only be a brief intermission, that they were in the command of forces beyond themselves. They accepted it, Tympani sitting lightly in Barnum’s lap, facing him, and allowing herself to be cradled in his arms.


  “Why the pause?” Tympani asked, and was delighted to see her words escape her mouth not in sound, but in print. She touched the small letters as they fluttered to the ground.


  “Bailey requested it,” Barnum said, also in print. “His circuits are overloading.” His words orbited twice around his head, then vanished.


  “And why the skywriting?”


  “So as not to foul the music with more words.”


  She nodded, and rested her head on his shoulder again.


  Barnum was happy. He gently stroked her back, producing a warm, fuzzy rumble. He shaped the contours of the sound with his fingertips. Living in the Ring, he was used to the feeling of triumphing over something infinitely vast. With the aid of Bailey he could scale down the mighty Ring until it was within the scope of a human mind. But nothing he had ever experienced rivalled the sense of power he felt in touching Tympani and getting—music.


  A breeze was starting to eddy around them. It rippled the leaves of the tree that arched over them. The lovers had stayed planted on the ground during the height of the storm; now the breeze lifted them into the air and wafted them into the gray clouds.


  Tympani had not noticed it. When she opened her eyes all she knew was that they were back in limbo again, alone with the music. And the music was beginning to build.


  The last movement was both more harmonious and less varied. They were finally in tune, acknowledging the baton of the same conductor. The piece they were extemporizing was jubilant. It was noisy and broad, and gave signs of becoming Wagnerian. But somewhere the Gods were laughing.


  Tympani flowed with it, letting it become her. Barnum was sketching out the melody line while she was content to supply the occassional appogiatura, the haunting nuance that prevented it from becoming ponderous.


  The clouds began to withdraw, slowly revealing the new illusion that Baily had moved them to. It was hazy. But it was vast. Tympani opened her eyes and saw—the view from the Upper Half, only a few kilometers above the plane of the Ring. Below her was an infinite golden surface and above her were stars. Her eyes were drawn to the plane, down there . . . it was thin. Insubstantial. One could see right through it. Shielding her eyes from the glare of the sun (and introducing a forlorn minor theme into the music) she peered into the whirling marvel they had taken her out here to see and her ears were filled with the shrieks of her unspoken fear as Bailey picked it up. There were stars down there, all around her, and moving toward her, and she was moving through them, and they were beginning to revolve, and . . .


  . . . the inner surface of Bailey. Above her unseeing eyes, a slim green tendril, severed, was writhing back into the wall. It disappeared.


  * * *


  “Burnt out.”


  “Are you all right?” Barnum asked him.


  “I’m all right. Burnt out. You felt it. I warned you the connection might not handle the traffic.”


  Barnum consoled him. “We never expected that intensity.” He shook his head, trying to clear the memory of that awful moment. He had his fears, but evidently no phobias. Nothing had ever gripped him like the Rings gripped Tympani.


  He gratefully felt Bailey slip in and ease the pain back into a comer of his mind where he needn’t look at it. Plenty of time for that later, on the long, silent orbits they would soon be following . . .


  Tympani was sitting up, puzzled, but beginning to smile. Barnum wished Bailey could give him a report on her mental condition, but the connection was broken. Shock? He’d forgotten the symptoms.


  “I’ll have to find out for myself,” he told Bailey.


  “She looks all right to me,” Bailey said. “I was calming her as the contact was breaking. She might not remember much.”


  She didn’t. Or, mercifully, she remembered the happiness but had only a vague impression of the fear at the end. She didn’t want to look at it, which was just as well. There was no need for her to be tantalized or taunted by something she could never have.


  They made love there inside Bailey. It was quiet and deep, and lasted a long time. What lingering hurts there were found healing in that gentle silence, punctuated only by the music of their breathing.


  Then Bailey slowly retracted around Barnum, contracting their universe down to man-size and forever excluding Tympani.


  It was an awkward time for them. Barnum and Bailey were due at the catapult in an hour. All three knew that Tympani could never follow them, but they didn’t speak of it. They promised to remain friends, and knew it was empty.


  Tympani had a financial statement which she handed to Barnum.


  “Two thousand, minus nineteen ninety-five for the pills.” She dropped the dozen small pellets into his other hand. They contained the trace elements the Pair could not obtain in the Ring, and constituted the only reason they ever needed to visit Janus.


  “Is that enough?” Tympani asked, anxiously.


  Barnum looked at the sheet of paper. He had to think hard to recall how important money was to single humans. He had little use for it.


  His bank balance would keep him in supplement pills for thousands of years if he could live that long, even if he never came back to sell another song. And he understood now why there was so little repeat business on Janus. Pairs and humans could not mix. The only common ground was art, and even there the single humans were driven by monetary pressures alien to Pairs.


  “Sure, that’s fine,” he said, and tossed the paper aside. “It’s more than I need.”


  Tympani was relieved.


  “I know that of course,” she said, feeling guilty. “But I always feel like an exploiter. It’s not very much. Rag says this one could really take off and we could get rich. And that’s all you’ll ever get out of it.”


  Barnum knew that, and didn’t care.


  “It’s really all we need,” he repeated. “I’ve already been paid in the only coin I value, which was the privilege of knowing you.”


  They left it at that.


  * * *


  The countdown wasn’t a long one. The operators of the cannon tended to herd the Pairs through the machine like cattle through a gate. But it was plenty of time for Barnum and Bailey, on stretched-time, to embed Tympani in amber.


  “Why?” Barnum asked at one point. “Why here? Where does the fear come from?”


  “I saw some things,” Bailey said; thoughtfully. “I was going to probe, but then I hated myself for it. I decided to leave her private traumas alone.”


  The count was ticking slowly down to the firing signal, and a bass, mushy music began to play in Barnum’s ears.


  “Do you still love her?” Barnum asked.


  “More than ever.”


  “So do I. It feels good, and it hurts. I suppose we’ll get over it. But from now on, we’d better keep our world down to a size we can handle. What is that music, anyway?”


  “A send-off,” Bailey said. He accelerated them until they could hear it. “It’s coming over the radio. A circus march.”


  Barnum had no sooner recognized it than he felt the gentle but increasing push of the cannon accelerating him up the tube. He laughed, and the two of them shot out of the bulging brass pipe of the Pearly Gates Calliope. They made a bulls-eye through a giant orange smoke ring, accompanied by the strains of “Thunder and Blazes.”


  TITAN BASE


  A.J. Giambra


  Death beleagured the underground base, waiting with stoic patience for any opportunity to purge the dead moon of the alien life forms.


  BILL MARSHALL sat at the small, metal surfaced table playing solitaire. Behind him, Joseph Huto sat scanning the pages of a book. Soft classical music played from the recorder at Huto’s side. Marshall threw the cards down on the table in an abrupt motion. “Shit!”


  Leland Clifford, a tall, lean black, looked up from the hydroponic tanks momentarily, as if he had been only half aware of Marshall’s outburst. Six months on Titan had made him used to Marshall’s sudden changes of mood.


  “You know what I need?” Marshall announced to anyone who would listen. He held out both hands, turned them over and formed cups with bent fingers. “A teat in each one,” he said. “Big, soft, warm and tender.” He gazed at his hands with a dreamy smile on his face.


  Clifford glanced in Sam Wherle’s direction and shook his head. “I think Hero is horny again,” he said.


  “What gives you that idea?” Wherle said, laying aside a circuit board that had been giving him problems.


  Marshall looked up from his cupped hands and came back to reality. “Shit,” he said, “tell me you’re not horny and I’ll tell you you’re a goddamned liar.” He jerked his head in Huto’s direction and added, “ ‘xcept for Rocky there.” Marshall swung to face the geologist. “Ain’t that right, Rocky? You never get horny, do you?”


  Huto ignored him and kept on reading.


  “What’s that you’re reading,” Marshall asked. “Is that a skin book you got there?” Marshall stood up and came over to where Huto sat. In the light gravity, his movements had a surreal gracefulness. He yanked the book out of Huto’s hand with a sudden motion. “Let’s see what goodies you got there.”


  “Goddamn it,” Huto muttered, reaching for the book. Marshall deflected his arm, holding the book outstretched at arm’s length. He began to read aloud. “. . . chromium, titanium, zirconium and hafnium were found to be the primary elements, although there were scant traces of sodium and cesium.” Marshall whistled. “Wow, that’s sexy stuff. Ain’t that sexy stuff, Leland?”


  Huto let out a sigh and said, “Bill, will you please give me the book back?” He sounded tired, unamused.


  “What are you doing keeping all this sexy stuff to your self? Why don’t you share it with the rest of us?”


  Huto cast an exasperated look in Wherle’s direction. Marshall flipped through the book, stopping here and there to gaze at a picture or two. “Say, there’s some pretty hot stuff in here.” He whistled again. “Look at the shape of that rock. Hot damn, it’s enough to make a guy—”


  Sam Wherle, who had been pretending to ignore Marshall’s antics so far, cut him off. “All right, Bill. Why don’t you climb down, huh?”


  “Hey, it’s not fair that Rocky should keep all this good stuff to himself. Take a look at some of these pictures. Did you ever see a naked chunk of . . .” he put his finger on the word, “pyroxmanganite?”


  Huto suddenly snatched the book from Marshall’s hand and said, “Haven’t you anything better to do with yourself?”


  “I’ve got better things to do than read that kind of shit.” Huto rubbed at his temples and spoke slowly, as if trying to keep his voice from shaking. “Bill, you’re tired, bored and irritable. Fine, I can understand. But don’t take it out on me.”


  “Don’t get paranoid, Rocky.” He turned to face Wherle with a who-me? look on his face. “Cheeze, try to horse around a little with the guy and right away he gets upset.”


  There was a long moment of silence, then Wherle asked, “When was the last time you ran a systems check?” Without waiting for an answer, he said, “Maybe you oughtta check things out, just for good measure.”


  Marshall seemed about to protest, then his body relaxed. “Yeah, yeah, good idea,” he agreed.


  THE LIFE SUPPORT SYSTEMS were in the next room. Engineered for maximum efficiency, they took advantage of Titan’s natural resources. The methane atmosphere was pumped into the underground base and stored in pressure tanks. Ice chunks were melted and broken down by electrolysis into hydrogen and oxygen, providing breathable air. A methane-oxygen mix generated heat and electric power.


  In the six months the four-man team had been on Titan, they had burrowed beneath the frozen, lifeless surface and constructed this tiny outpost, primitive beginnings to the later, more sophisticated expeditions which were to follow from Ceres. Leland Clifford was the team’s navigator-botanist. Sam Wherle commanded the mission and manned communications. Joseph Huto, a geologist, was the only civilian member of the team.


  Bill Marshall maintained the life support systems and back-up systems. His duties were perhaps the most crucial; Titan wasn’t exactly the most homey place in the solar system. Should the heating system malfunction, Titan’s tremendous heat sink would liquify and freeze the base’s air supply in a matter of hours. A leak in the intake conduits could poison the breathing air with methane. Death beleaguered the underground base, waiting with stoic patience for any opportunity to purge the dead moon of the alien life forms.


  Marshall took a clipboard from the wall and faced a panel covered with various gauges and meters. His eyes began scanning the readings while he checked off items on his list.


  “Bill?”


  Sam Wherle had entered the room.


  Marshall turned around, then turned back to his work. “Yeah?”


  “Say, I, ah, wanted to talk to you about something, okay?”


  “Sure. Fire away.”


  “Listen, Bill, why don’t you lay off Joe for a while, huh?”


  Marshall looked up. Wherle’s eyes were pleading with him. “Aw, I’m just having a little fun with the guy. It’s harmless.”


  “Is it?”


  “What’s that mean?”


  Wherle sighed, then said, “Let’s not play games with each other, all right? It’s obvious you don’t think much of Joe and you’ve been taking advantage of every opportunity to let him know it. I don’t know what you have against the guy, he’s good natured enough. Granted, he takes things a little seriously sometimes, but hell Bill, it’s rough on all of us here.”


  “You got it all wrong,” Marshall said, reaching to adjust a dial. “I like Rocky; I’m not picking on him.”


  “Yeah, okay. Listen Bill. Lay off for a while, huh? We’ve only got three more months to go. We’re all a little bored and edgy, but we knew this was going to be rough duty when we came here. No one said we had to get along like kings and queens, but let’s try to show a little restraint, huh? What do you say?”


  “Sure,” Marshall shrugged. “Sure, Sam. Anything you say.”


  Wherle smiled and slapped Marshall’s arm. “Thanks, Hero.” He turned and left the room.


  Marshall tapped the pencil against his lower lip and stared vacuously at the instrument panel. Wherle was right, of course. He hadn’t cared for the civilian from the moment he had first met him back on Ceres. A computer at Space Exploration Administration had chosen each of their names for the Titan mission based on their qualifications. The computer could care less whether their personalities were compatible; so much for computer technology.


  What was it that irritated him about Joseph Huto anyway? He wasn’t really sure. It was one of those indefinable emotional reactions that seem to occur for no good logical reason. Maybe it was the way Huto took everything so damned seriously. Or maybe it was the fact that Huto reminded him of another Oriental fellow he had known back in college, a stuffy, overblown intellectual who had no use for anybody. But Huto wasn’t like that Sure, he didn’t come on as the friendliest person Marshall had ever met, yet still, he didn’t put on any phony airs either. He was just a dull, dedicated geologist who played dull, long-haired music on that stupid little recorder of his.


  Then again, maybe it was just the fact that Huto was so damn easy to bait He rarely lost his temper; he probably felt it was beneath his dignity to let his true emotions show. He would just take anything that Marshall would dish out with that calm, level-headed patience, almost like a forbearing father who coolly puts up with the antics of an incorrigible son. But Huto had his breaking point just like anybody else. Perhaps Marshall just wanted to see how much he could get away with before Huto exploded.


  And then again, maybe it was just this lousy, frozen moon they had all been living on for the past six months. Christ, this place could bring out the worst in anybody.


  Whatever it was, Marshall decided not to lose any sleep over it. Three more months and they’d be heading back for Ceres, back to the warm sublevels, the bars that lined Section 814, and the lovely little babes who would make his homecoming oh so sweet.


  He hung up the clipboard and went back to the living quarters.


  “Sam, I’m going up to take a look at the intakes.”


  “Okay. Lee, it’s your turn to go up with him.”


  “Let me go alone, Sam,” Marshall said. “Hell, I’ll only be out there ten minutes.”


  Wherle shook his head. “You know regulations.”


  “I know, I know. Just this once, Sam. I’d like to be alone for a change. Okay?”


  Wherle looked at him, then over at Clifford. Clifford shrugged his shoulders.


  “Ten minutes?” Wherle asked.


  “I swear. Just ten minutes all by my lonesome.”


  Wherle thought about it. “All right, go ahead. And don’t leave the base perimeter.”


  “Thanks, Sam.”


  Clifford helped Marshall with the bulky pressure suit. It was so thickly insulated that movement was restricted considerably. The suit always brought back childhood memories from Earth, and the cold Minnesota winters, when his mother would bundle him up in a heavy pair of leggings and a thick pair of mittens that made his hands feel sweaty and clumsy. But the Minnesota winters were like the tropics compared to what waited for him outside.


  He stood up finally and plodded over to the ladder. He went up slowly into the air lock chamber, sealed the door below and evacuated the air from the chamber. Frigid methane gas seeped in slowly from above ground, equalizing the internal and external pressures. Marshall’s face plate fogged up momentarily, then began to clear.


  He opened the upper door of the air lock. As it slowly swung open, Marshall looked up into an intense field of ebony splattered with hard, unblinking stars. Bits of snow and frozen ammonia trickled into the chamber, vaporizing immediately.


  Marshall climbed up the ladder and stepped out onto the surface of Titan.


  Titan’s surface temperature was a brutal 123 degrees Kelvin. He looked out over thick drifts of snow and ammonia ices toward the weird, tilting forms that jutted up from the horizon. The methane atmosphere was relatively dense; during storms it blew with a hellish ferocity over the desolate plains.


  Low in the western sky, Saturn hung distant and strange, her rings almost edge on. Eerie, half hidden by shadow, they formed a faint circle of broken light surrounding the planet. The sight still raised goose bumps on Marshall’s skin.


  Among the billion stars, Sol glowed like a flare seen from kilometers away, lighting the surface of Titan in a kind of twilight-gray haze.


  Marshall could hear the air circulators humming gently inside his suit, working frantically to pump heated air to his extremities.


  He walked carefully over to the intake vents that jutted up from the base below. The ground was slippery and brittle. Here and there, methane slush or hydrocarbon sludges had formed.


  He checked the grids which laced the intakes. They were clear; a steady electric current vaporized any of the frozen gases that might blow in drifts over the intakes. Now and then, after some of the more ferocious storms, they had to be cleared manually because huge mounds of ammonia and water ice had sealed off the vents.


  The exhaust vents were blowing thick clouds of steam into the atmosphere. The gases rapidly condensed and froze, falling to the surface like a miniature blizzard several meters away.


  Marshall hadn’t expected to find any complications. This was just the nearest tiling he could find to getting a little fresh air. Things were getting a little stuffy below; he was developing a mean streak that he hadn’t known existed. It was only natural, he decided; six months cooped up in a little cubicle surrounded by nothing but frozen gas and eternal twilight. It would drive anybody nuts.


  He turned to look into the banded face of Saturn again, hoping somehow to recapture a sense of duty, trying to remind himself of the significance of their mission. Instead, he felt cold, empty. He couldn’t get around the fact; the place was depressing. He scanned the horizon slowly, beginning to shiver now inside the bulky pressure suit. With a softly muttered curse, he turned and headed back for the airlock.


  WHERLE AND CLIFFORD were in their bunks in the next room, sleeping. Marshall leaned back in his chair, shuffling his deck of cards abstractedly. Huto was busy at his work bench, studying some recent samples he had retrieved from the surface. The recorder was playing Copland’s Billy the Kid Suite.


  Marshall stood up abruptly and went to the recorder. He clicked it off. “I’m getting sick of that shit,” he said.


  Huto turned and looked at him, then turned back to his work.


  Marshall came back and plopped in slow motion to his chair. He began shuffling his cards again.


  “Hey Rocky,” Marshall said, “you ever get laid in zero gravity?”


  Huto muttered an incomprehensible answer.


  “There was this chick back on Ceres I used to know. Really a hot number. She could move that little ass of hers in ways you wouldn’t believe.” Marshall paused, flipping cards absently on the table. “Got her in a shuttlecraft once at zero gee. The most incredible experience you can ever imagine.”


  Huto stopped and rubbed his temples once. He didn’t turn around.


  “You never had much of a sex life, did you Rocky?” Marshall didn’t know why he had said it. It just came out.


  Huto turned around this time and faced him. He had a strange expression on his face, as if a storm loomed behind its quiet lines. “I don’t see that it’s any business of yours.”


  “Just making conversation, Rocky. No insult intended,” he lied.


  Huto paused, as if considering the merits of conducting the conversation further. He said, “Tell me something, Bill. Is there anything else that goes on in your mind besides the number of times you got laid?”


  “Sure. Sometimes I think about rocks.”


  “I see,” Huto nodded.


  He’s gonna break, Marshall thought. Goddamn it, he’s gonna break. It was almost a feeling of triumph.


  “Bill, what have I done to make you dislike me?”


  “What?” Marshall overemphasized his reaction.


  “You heard me. What have I done to you?”


  “I don’t dislike you. Whatever gave you that idea, anyway?”


  Huto made a sour expression, then said, “Come off it. You’re not very good at hiding your feelings. If you don’t like me, then why don’t you just come right out and say so instead of playing all these chicken shit little games?” Marshall stiffened, eyes narrowing. “Something bugging you, Rocky?”


  “Yes, as a matter of fact. You’re bugging me. You’ve been bugging me. I’m getting sick and tired of your little infantile games, to tell you the truth.”


  “Hey, listen, if you can’t take a little razzing—”


  “Razzing I can take when it’s well meant. When it’s meant as an insult, that’s a different story.”


  Marshall stared at him a moment. “You know what I think? I think you’re getting paranoid, that’s what I think, Rocky.”


  “And another thing,” Huto said. “I dislike the name Rocky. I dislike it very much and I’d appreciate it if you’d quit using it.”


  “What’s wrong with Rocky? It fits you. You and your goddamn rocks.”


  Huto sighed. “Look, I don’t know what kicks you get out of insulting me. Maybe you need to do it to survive, I don’t know. Maybe—”


  “Wha-a-at?” Marshall squinted at him. “What in Christ are you talking about? Since when did you become an amateur Freud anyway?”


  Huto turned his back to Marshall and hunched over his work bench. “Forget it,” he said. “Trying to communicate with you is useless.”


  “No, wait a minute,” Marshall insisted. “You started this goddamn thing. All right. All right. I’ll tell you a few things. Maybe I worry about you, Rocky. Maybe I don’t think you’re normal, how’s that?”


  Huto was silent.


  Marshall leaned forward in his chair. “We’ve been on this frozen little moon for six months now and all I’ve seen you do is play with your goddamn rocks like you’re having a love affair with them. Christ, don’t you have any feelings? Don’t you ever even get a little horny?”


  Huto turned around again. His eyes were pinpoints; Marshall thought his lips were quivering. “You really do worry about that, don’t you?” Huto asked.


  “You’re damn right. Anybody that doesn’t get horny once in a while ain’t human. You’re not a fag are you Rocky?”


  Huto reddened. “I don’t know what the hell kind of a game you’re trying to play. But if you’re so damned much in heat that it makes you miserable, why the hell don’t you go to the head and do yourself a favor.”


  Marshall was on his feet, fists clenching. “Why you little son of a bitch. I’ll break every bone in your body.”


  Huto shook his head. “The old machismo, eh? If you can’t come up with an intelligent answer, you resort to muscle power.”


  Marshall lunged and grabbed Huto by the lapels. He hauled the small-framed man to his feet. “I’ve had it with you, you sonufabitch.”


  Huto smuggled to break Marshall’s grip, which only made Marshall angrier. “Goddamn it, I’ll break every bone in your body.” He had his face centimeters from Huto’s, glaring hotly at the little man.


  Huto twisted and his shirt tore suddenly. His nostrils flared and his eyes went wide. “Why you God damn . . .” He threw a wild punch which Marshall easily deflected.


  “I been waiting for this, Rocky,” Marshall sneered, shoving Huto away with a sudden motion. Huto stumbled backward and fell to the floor.


  “Come on, you bastard, get up. Come on. Get on your feet.” Marshall spread his legs in a battle stance; he was long overdue for a good fight.


  “What in Christ is going on out here?”


  Wherle came through the doorway, his eyes puffy with sleep, hair disheveled.


  Marshall had come over to Huto and was pulling him to his feet. Wherle moved in and tried to break up the two. “Hey,” he shouted, “that’s enough.” He managed to get between them and shove Marshall away. “I said that’s enough.”


  Marshall was hot. “You tell this little rock head to watch what the hell he’s saying, you hear that Sam? You tell him—”


  “Shut up Bill!” Wherle glared at him, then at Huto. “Can’t I leave the two of you alone without you getting into a fight?” Huto was breathing heavily, gathering his composure.


  Marshall said, “Can’t even have a decent conversation with the guy without—”


  “I said shut up!” Wherle looked disgusted with both of them. He turned to Marshall. “Get in the other room and run a systems check.”


  “What? I just—”


  “That’s an order. Joe, either get back to your work or get in your bunk and get some sleep. If I have to treat the two of you like a couple of school kids, I will. Understand? Now I’ve had enough.”


  Marshall stomped off into the next room. He heard Wherle and Huto mutter a few words between them, then all fell silent He snatched the clipboard from the wall, stared at it a few seconds, then threw it on the floor. Christ, he thought, three more months on this stinking, rotten, frozen moon. Three more goddamn months.


  “BILL,” WHERLE SAID, “Joe’s going up for more rock samples. You want to suit up?”


  Marshall soured. He hadn’t spoken a word to Huto since he had woken up. “Why can’t Lee go?” he asked.


  Wherle looked at him as if he were looking at a five year old. “Because you’re scheduled to go with him, that’s why. Don’t tell me you’re going to let this thing interfere with your duties?”


  Marshall’s lips thinned. They always had to go outside in two-man teams. Regulations. Sometimes regulations were a pain in the ass.


  He suited up. Huto stood by the ladder while Clifford helped Marshall with his helmet. When Marshall was ready, Huto began to climb the ladder to the air lock. Marshall followed.


  Marshall always hated accompanying Huto on these little treks. Not so much because of his distaste for Huto, but simply because obtaining rock samples on Titan was no easy chore. It usually took a good hour or two just to get a few core samples.


  The wind was kicking up on the surface. Marshall and Huto boarded the big, powered sled in its shelter, checked its systems and powered it up. Except for the systems rundown, they were completely silent.


  Huto manned the controls of the sled and the huge, metallic form slid out across the ice toward the tilting slopes.


  Huto had already collected enough samples from the periphery of the base; now he was venturing out further, a good three or four kilometers away, to check for variances in the elementary composition of the rocks.


  He guided the sled across a fairly level plain. Near the horizon, Saturn followed. A few of the smaller moons were visible, tiny, star-like dots against the cluster of distant suns.


  Across the landscape, scattered fragments of debris from meteor impacts lay. Their sizes varied from small chunks of nickel-iron to large boulders of celestial rock.


  Huto headed north, toward the jutting slopes and mountains. The sled rode smoothly over the surface, sucking in methane from the atmosphere and burning it for power.


  At three and a half kilometers from the base the ground began to rise steeply. The sled took the incline easily, biting into the frozen ammonia with hard platinum-iridium spikes.


  Marshall finally broke the silence. “Hey, Rocky, don’t get carried away. You’ll turn us over.”


  Huto’s voice came back over his helmet phones softly, flatly. “Don’t worry about it.”


  “Well I am.”


  “Just a little further up. Right there, near the edge of that impact crater.”


  Ahead, the ground leveled off. Beyond, a wall rose up from the surface, the perimeter of a great crater where some monstrous chunk of interplanetary debris had plowed through the brittle ices. Impact craters provided the easiest access to the surface of Titan; the surface usually lay under a thin layer of ice in the crater bed.


  The sled mounted the top of the slope, leveled and stopped. They were almost a kilometer up the side of the ridge on a flat table of solid gas. Huto turned to Marshall. He looked lost inside the heavy suit. “Okay, let’s get the equipment.”


  Anything you say, Rocky.


  They climbed down off the sled. Marshall opened a door on the sled’s side and reached inside. A laser drill and tripod were strapped securely in place. He unstrapped the equipment and hauled it out. He handed the laser drill to Huto, then took the tripod.


  The ground was extremely slippery. Marshall took each step with caution. He could feel the spikes in his boots bite with a crunch into the layers of ice.


  Huto was pointing ahead, toward the rim wall. “I want to set it up there first. We’ll bore into the rim wall and get a few samples. Then we can take the jumper into the crater bed and get a few more from there.”


  Ahead, the wall rose up some ten or eleven meters. Bare rock poked out of the ice near the top. They headed for it.


  Marshall extended the legs of the tripod and jammed them down firmly into the surface layer of snow. He worked slowly, making each move with careful deliberation. The surface here was coated in spots with a thin glaze of ice; a fall could be dangerous.


  “Okay Rocky, all set.” He put extra emphasis on the name.


  Huto stood where he was. Marshall looked at him a moment, then said, “What’s wrong?”


  The voice was even and controlled. “I asked you not to call me by that name. I wish you’d at least respect my wishes.”


  “I’ll call you any goddamn thing I want to call you.”


  Huto didn’t answer; he merely stood there with the laser drill cradled in his arms. Finally, he started toward the tripod.


  Marshall turned and looked back toward the base. He could see the big landing module, stark against the stretch of mottled ice. Billowing clouds of steam rose into the black sky, the only indication that life had invaded the dead, barren moon. For a moment, it almost seemed to Marshall that he and Huto were the only ones here, alone in some dark corner of the solar system, a hostile, unfriendly place. Something dark seized him momentarily. Here, alone with Huto, the temptation to bait him was too great. He turned back.


  “Hey, Rocky, you never answered my question,” he said. He was feeling fiendish suddenly; his nervous system tingled with a strange excitement.


  Huto was attaching the laser drill to the tripod. “What question?” he asked.


  “Are you a fag? You never said yes or no.”


  Huto seemed to stiffen. His hands stopped working and his helmet turned toward Marshall.


  “I mean, if you are, I want to know. Christ, you never know when you’re liable to get feeling a little hot in the pants and try to—”


  “That’s enough, Bill.”


  Marshall went on, possessed by something that had taken control of him, something dead and cold. “You know,” he said, “you were right, Rocky. I guess I don’t like you. I never have liked you. I don’t like the way you look. I don’t like the way you talk. I don’t like anything about you.” His skin had gone clammy.


  Through his helmet phones, he could hear Huto breathing heavily in anger. The sound gave him a strange sense of pleasure.


  “You’re a fag, Huto,” Marshall hissed.


  There was a long moment of silence. Finally, Huto straightened up and faced him fully. “I’ll tell you something about yourself,” Huto said. He was trying to keep his voice even but wasn’t being very successful with it. “Your whole sense of purpose is centered around your penis. Your entire system of values is based on the depth of its penetration.” Huto’s voice sounded strained, about to crack. Marshall was about to interrupt, but Huto went on.


  “I’ll tell you something else.” There was a slight pause. “If someone ever cut off that guiding beacon of yours, you’d be a big round zero. Your penis is your whole claim to fame. Without it, you’d be nothing but a loudmouthed, egoistic, worthless nothing.”


  But he knew it wasn’t the cold outside that turned his skin clammy. It was a wind blowing from a place within himself.


  Marshall was stunned with Huto’s outburst. “Why you little sonufabitch!”


  He took a step in Huto’s direction and stopped. Huto had snatched at the laser drill and swung it around to face him.


  “Just keep your distance,” Huto said.


  Marshall stood his ground, then snarled, “You little fag, you don’t have the balls to use that thing on me.” He took another step forward, testing Huto.


  “Stay away from me. I mean it, Bill.”


  “Go ahead, Rocky, use it Fire away. We’re all alone here. No one would know. You could say it was an accident.”


  “Now let’s cut it out. We’re both acting crazy.”


  Marshall started toward him again. This time, Huto backed away from the tripod.


  “What’s the matter, Rocky,” Marshall taunted. “Lost your nerve? Never had any to start with?” He took a few more steps in Huto’s direction.


  Huto was backing toward the edge of the table, toward a steep, wide crevice.


  “You know, we’re all alone out here, Rocky,” Marshall said. “Just you and me. You don’t have Sam around to come to your rescue this time.”


  “Stay away from me.” Huto’s voice sounded tense, even frightened.


  “Admit you’re a fag, Rocky. I want to hear you say it.”


  Huto kept backing toward the crevice. Marshall suddenly noticed how close Huto was and stopped advancing. His nerves felt like electric wires; he had broken into a cold sweat. He turned and looked back again toward the base. So distant.


  Huto’s trembling voice was in his ears. “Bill, I think we better head back for the base.”


  Marshall turned, hesitated a moment, then came at Huto wordlessly.


  “Bill? . . . Bill, what the Christ . . .” Huto took another step backward, a little too quickly, and lost his footing. He fell backward, skidding across the ice toward the edge of the crevice. With a loud yell, he suddenly dropped off the side and disappeared. Marshall stopped dead as Huto’s yell became a piercing scream, crackling over his phones.


  The screaming seemed to scare off whatever demon had been possessing him; he came to his senses and moved toward the side of the cliff just in time to see Huto slam into a large nickel-iron fragment jutting up from the ices near the bottom of the crevice. There was a loud whack! followed by a steady hissing. Huto’s face plate had cracked. Marshall could hear him gurgling and gasping as frigid methane gas seeped into his helmet.


  “Christ,” Marshall muttered. “Oh, good Christ.”


  His helmet was filled with the sound of Huto dying. He heard a deep rasping sound, and a long, agonized hiss of breath. He reached for the switch to turn his radio off.


  He stood there, staring down into the narrowing crevice. Huto had disappeared into blackness down into places no jumper could ever reach safely. He felt a sickness deep in the pit of his stomach.


  What in Christ had gotten into him? He felt as if he had undergone a kind of temporary madness, as if some ancient creature of darkness had come awake on these frozen plains to possess him.


  “Good Christ,” he muttered again. “Good Christ, what did I do?”


  He turned and looked back toward the base. He suddenly felt cold, terribly cold. He began to shiver inside the pressure suit, though the heaters were working madly.


  He turned again, his eyes scanning the laser drill, the sled, the slanting shapes along the horizon, the wide, broken rings of Saturn. He felt as if he were seeing Titan for the first time, a ghastly, desolate scene from a nightmare. He began to shudder violently. But he knew it wasn’t the cold outside that had turned his skin clammy. It was a wind blowing from a place within himself, a place as brittle and barren as these gaseous plains.


  HE DESCENDED THE LADDER slowly, his body weak and enervated. Clifford and Wherle were waiting for him. Wherle looked angry.


  Before Marshall had his helmet completely off, Wherle snapped, “What the hell’s going on? Why didn’t you answer me when I called? What the hell did you do, shut your radio off? Where’s Joe? Why didn’t he come in with you?”


  Marshall merely looked at Wherle and Clifford helplessly. Clifford turned his head sideways and asked, “Bill . . . where’s Joe? Did something happen to you guys?”


  “Joe’s dead.” Marshall stared at the two of them, his face blank.


  Wherle brought his hand up to his face and squeezed his jowls. He stared at Marshall deeply. Finally, “What happened?”


  “It was an accident! He slipped and fell. He wanted to go halfway up a mountain for those lousy rocks of his and he slipped.” He paused, flicking his eyes back and forth between them. “His faceplate cracked.”


  “Where’s he now?” Marshall asked. “Did you bring him back with you?”


  Marshall shook his head, running his hand along the inside rim of his helmet. “No,” he said quietly. “He’s down at the bottom of a crevice. I figured it would be too dangerous to—”


  “All right, get your suit off. We’ll have to make a complete report of this to Ceres. Get out of your suit and then report to me.”


  Wherle left the room but Clifford stayed. Marshall began to work at removing the bulky suit. Clifford asked, “What happened? You guys go at it again out there?”


  Marshall’s jawbones began to pulse. “Get out of here, you sonufabitch.”


  Clifford raised his hands and left the room.


  THE RECORDER on Wherle’s bunk was still running, taking down their words. Wherle had questioned Marshall in detail about the incident; Marshall had filled him in on his version of what had happened. Now Wherle sat in silence, as if expecting more. He leaned back in his chair.


  “That’s it?” he asked. “That’s all that happened?”


  “That’s all that happened.”


  Wherle didn’t push it. Marshall knew he wouldn’t. What was the point? Out here, so far from Ceres, so far from everything—what was the point? Huto was dead and nothing was going to change that. Marshall’s thoughts were better left unsaid; there was nothing to prove, nothing to investigate. It was simply an unfortunate accident. If it was simply an unfortunate accident. If it was anything else, it would be Marshall’s burden, not Wherle’s.


  Wherle shut off the recorder. “Okay, why don’t you take a few sleeping pills and try to get some sleep. I’ll radio Ceres and make a full report.”


  “Yeah . . . yeah, I think I’ll do that.”


  Marshall took three of the pills. They knocked him out and he slept for over ten hours. When he awoke, his nerves were calmed somewhat, but there was still a strange emptiness inside him. He got up and wobbled into the next room, his mind a little disoriented from the fater-effects of the drug.


  Marshall and Clifford were seated at the table. They had been talking to one another when Marshall came in. Wherle looked up.


  “Feeling better?”


  Marshall rubbed at his neck. “Yeah . . . yeah, a little better.”


  “Sit down,” Wherle said, motioning to the chair. Marshall came over and sat with them at the table. Wherle said, “I contacted Ceres.”


  Marshall blinked at him, still waking up.


  “I issued a full report to them of what happened.”


  “What did they say?”


  Wherle shrugged and folded his hands. “They were . . . at a loss for words. They wanted to know how we were taking it.”


  Marshall watched Wherle’s eyes.


  Wherle glanced once at Clifford, then continued, “I told them the truth, Bill. I told them we were taking it hard. That our morale has already been shot to hell by the sheer . . . hostility of this place.”


  Marshall’s lips thinned. He nodded his head.


  “I recommended an abort,” Wherle said. He paused, waiting for some reaction. “The last message came in about an hour ago. Ceres confirmed it.”


  Marshall was still looking at him, as if it hadn’t sunk in yet.


  “We’re going to begin preparations right away,” Wherle went on. “With any luck we’ll be off this goddamned place in 72 hours.”


  Marshall was looking back and forth between them almost in confusion. “We’re leaving? What . . . what about Joe?”


  Wherle shook his head. “Clifford and I went back to where the accident happened while you were sleeping. It’s just too risky to take the jumper down to the bottom of that crevice. We’re going to have to leave him here.”


  It was obvious the matter had already been settled. Marshall licked his lips once and swallowed. “Yeah,” he said at last, “I guess you’re right. We’ve got to get away from here. We’ve got to get off this goddamned place.”


  Wherle nodded his head, then slapped Marshall on the arm. “Okay, Hero, let’s get cracking. We’ve got a hell of a lot of work to do.”


  TITAN WAS A VAST, POCKMARKED SNOWBALL suspended between the stars. Marshall peered out at the ochre moon from the viewport of the huge, orbiting spacecraft Nomad. With the lander docked to its parent craft, the three were ready to begin their long spiral inward back to Ceres.


  Marshall thought back, six long months, to when they had swung past Saturn’s crystal rings and caught their first magnificent sight of Titan, glowing with what had seemed a ruddy warmth. He remembered how they had all stared at it in silence, fascinated by the giant moon, until at last Marshall had said, “Look at it; it’s beautiful.”


  Huto had said something then, something that Marshall had forgotten. The words came back to him now. “It’s hard to believe that something so beautiful could be so deadly,” Huto had said.


  Marshall shivered, remembering Huto’s words. Even here, in the warm, comfortable cabin of Nomad, the icy winds of Titan seemed to reach out and touch him.


  He turned to the instrument bank where Wherle was feeding data into the ship’s computer. In a few moments, the great ship would spit fire into the depths of space and hurl them away from this isolated region of the solar system.


  Marshall took a long, last look at Titan. He would be leaving it, but not completely. He knew he would never leave Titan completely behind. A piece of it existed somewhere within him, in a dim, frozen comer where bitter winds raged and layered his soul with ice.


  Nomad shuddered and Marshall felt himself pressed deeply into his seat. He closed his eyes as the silver ship wrenched itself free from the insistent tug of Titan’s gravitational field, and began its long, slow fall back to humanity.


  ONLY YOU FANZY


  Sherwood Springer


  He could afford the best, but this one was on the house


  Throughout the habitable domes of the solar system, from Venus to the moons of Jupiter, there are beings who will tell you, if the subject comes up, that the Titanians as a race are shrewd, crafty opportunists of a high order.


  This, of course, is a myth. True, there are natives of Titan who may possess these characteristics, but they are probably no more numerous, relatively speaking, than similar inhabitants of any other clime If pressed for an example, however, one might bring up Mr. Lefkoviz.


  One evening, at the tail end of a business trip to Mars, Mr. Lefkoviz rode a rackshu along the silicon streets of Crater City until, finally, he reached the D2 Mescence Mall. Fanzy’s Place was third on the left.


  Mr. Lefkoviz banged on the door with his muggerstik. Through a peephole a pair of purple eyes gave him the onceover. The door slid sideways, and Mr. Lefkoviz crossed the threshold.


  “Can I help you?” the girl asked. Clad only in sandals and a simple yellow tunic that was draped to a point fifteen centimeters below her navel, she was obviously a Callistan, violet skin and all.


  “I’m looking for Fanzy.” Mr. Lefkoviz said.


  “You have an appointment?”


  “No appointment.”


  “Can you tell me the nature of your business?”


  “In such a place there is another kind of business?”


  “Oh,” the girl said. “In that case I’ll show you around.”


  “No, I have to have Fanzy.”


  “I’m sorry. That’s impossible.”


  “Why impossible?”


  “For one thing, Fanzy’s not one of the girls. She’s director here. And for another, she’s retired. From floor duty, that is.”


  “That she can be telling me herself. Tell her Mr. Lefkoviz is here.”


  Persistence may indeed be the most powerful force in our society. It was obvious the violet-skinned filly was not going to dissuade Mr. Lefkoviz from reaching his objective. She decided to let her boss handle the situation.


  The director was working on government forms when Mr. Lefkoviz was ushered into her office. If one liked his females ample. Fanzy was ample What was more, even a critical connoisseur of amplitude would have been forced to admit that Mother Nature, in overendowing, had used fine judgment in contouring the landscape.


  “What do you want?” Fanzy asked.


  “I want you, Fanzy.”


  “Are you some kind of nut or something?”


  “Is it only a nut, Fanzy. that would ask for you?”


  At this, she dropped the papers on to her desk and looked at Mr. Lefkoviz with mild interest. Middle-aged, balding a little on top, a certain thickening at the belt line, and apparently an outlander with antecedents not dissimilar to her own, Mr. Lefkoviz in no way turned her off physically. In addition. he had that air of assurance, quiet humor, and flattering determination. He also was—


  Fanzy slapped a lid on her thoughts. She already had an adequate lover. As for business, going back on the floor was just retrogressing.


  “Mr. Lefkoviz. it’s out of the question. One of my delightful playmates will take care of you. Have you ever been caressed by a furry wogglie from Ceres? She’s soft as a teddy bear.”


  “No. Fanzy A wogglie I don’t want.”


  “How about a mermaid, then? They do it, too, you know You just have to know which scales to lift.”


  “Oh? Every day I learn.”


  “How about trying one of our rare woo-woo androids, imported from Stateside?


  Among other things, she’ll blow your mind.”


  “No.”


  “Well, then we come to the giant vulva plant from Venus. You can slip into her up to your armpits. Believe me, the massage you get from her is the living end. I mean ultimate.”


  “It’s no use. My mind is made up. For you I’ve got plenty of robles How much do you want?”


  There is no shaking this down, Fanzy thought. Her simplest course was to name a figure so outrageous the poor john would have to beat a retreat. She stood up, stretched her arms out to the side, and gazed down at her extensive mammary architecture.


  “We’re looking at five hundred robles, Mr. Lefkoviz,” she said.


  Mr. Lefkoviz was also staring at the architecture. Then, pulling out a small roll of currency, he peeled off five crisp hundred-roble notes and placed them on the desk in front of her.


  “So who haggles?” he said.


  Fanzy took a deep breath and let it escape through her teeth There was no way out for her now. but—what the hell, she thought, five hundred robles was five hundred robles. As she picked up the money and placed it in a desk drawer, she couldn’t help wondering what the current record was in the G’ness Book.


  An hour later she accompanied him personally to the door. It certainly had been an interesting evening. Maybe she should keep her hand in occasionally just for practice. Too bad Lefkovizes came along only once in a lifetime.


  In that, Fanzy was wrong.


  Early the next morning the door in D2 Mescence Mall was again hammered by a muggerstik. There stood Mr. Lefkoviz.


  “All night I couldn’t sleep, thinking of you,” he said to Fanzy, who hadn’t yet got the blanket fuzz out of her eyes.


  “My God, Mr. Lefkoviz, it’s the crack of dawn. Can’t we have some coffee?”


  “So fine, bring coffee . . .”


  Fanzy looked at him with suspicious eyes. “My price, you know, is no cheaper this time.”


  Without a word Mr. Lefkoviz brought out what was left of the roll and handed it to her She leafed through it and found it precisely correct. They dawdled through coffee, and Fanzy led him upstairs.


  This time, at leave-taking, she held onto his hand. All things considered, clients of his caliber should be tendered some appreciation.


  “When am I going to see you again?” she asked.


  “Who knows?” he said “I’m going back to Titan today.”


  “Titan? Why, what a coincidence! My mother lives on Titan.”


  “I know.” said Mr. Lefkoviz “She gave me a thousand robles to give to you.


  WHERE NO MAN GOES


  Bob Buckley


  Rafer Webster is on Titan, but no one knows how he got there


  The machines enter the chamber passage. worn and dusty from their labors. The flat feet of their mobile pads are red and caked with hardened sulfur, and warning sensors on the walls are chattering frantically. Each miner has been bathed in radiation at levels far beyond what any unprotected human could endure.


  I move behind an abandoned container and wait, telling myself that the worst is now over. To actually make the decision was the most difficult part. Now . . . Well, there have to be surprises beyond. I tremble expectantly while my heart drums encouragement and blood thunders in my ears.


  The doors are opening, bright metal peeling back like the petals of a pressurized flower. Air sighs past the contours of my body armor with tiny, keening whispers—warnings not to go on. But warnings are not enough, not this time. I have listened to the warnings, and the reasons, and the instructions for long years, believing. But the belief was wrong, how very wrong!


  I slip from behind the container and match step with the marching machines. They ignore me as we stride down the pitted exit ramp of the transport station together. I am a dwarf among giants. The air lock’s rim is overhead, then past. Above me the Red Spot yawns like a gigantic mouth on the banded beauty of Jupiter. But it does not matter to the machines that I am here.


  No matter, it is enough that I know.


  Behind us the portals slam shut with grim finality, purely accidental, but symbolically accurate. There will be no going back. The next transport station is twelve kilometers distant, and an idle thought suddenly cheers me: I might actually live to reach it.


  But, no. I have not come here to rail or weep. By free choice have I flown a void so vast that no man can envisage it or grasp it in his mind. Am I wrong? Only time will answer that.


  Yellow dust sifts into freshly pressed footprints as I trudge along the road with my mechanical retinue of mining robots, my eyes bright with visions no man has ever seen before. The wasteland around me is beautiful in a savage, desolate way. The trip, whatever its cost, has been worth it.


  “Go right in, Mr. Corson. Transport Administrator Bellmore is expecting you.”


  “Very good, miss. Thank you.”


  “Corson! What kept you? No, never mind.


  I know how the surface commuting is . . . rough, and getting worse each day as that damnable desert war in Mexico drags on. Go ahead, sit. I heard a very disturbing rumor this morning from someone who shouldn’t know anything at all about our internal operations. Hitching. Yes, Al Hitching. I’m hoping that it’s a gag . . .”


  “What do you mean, difficulties? I think you’d better explain yourself. The news fax is still dissecting our ‘monstrous cost overrun’—their words—in establishing a receiver site on the surface of Titan, questioning the need for such an installation.”


  Transport Administrator Bellmore was upset, especially now. since the early morning vision of a soothing golf game was now evaporating. He spread his large hands out on the glossy, crystal surface of his massive desk and stared with some heat at First Secretary Corson. “Well?” he demanded pointedly.


  Corson was not easily intimidated, but he was no fool, either, and he knew when he was in trouble.


  Bellmore asked, “What about this report of a man loose in the transport system?”


  Corson took a deep breath and plunged in. “I’m afraid it’s true, sir. The Watch Officer at the Lunar Transmitter site noted an excessive use of energy and checked his chamber operations tapes. Somehow an intruder managed to get in with some cargo and got himself transmitted, We’re still investigating, but we do know that he wasn’t on the Clavius Station staff. Fortunately, Jeffers recognized that the incident might be sensitive and sealed it by invoking the Articles of Classification. Hitching, being with Comm Central, must have read it off the wire . . . the map, can’t be kept out of the relay room. Happily, the press hasn’t picked anything up, and I think our lid is tight. Our people certainly won’t leak, but there is a chance of a remote monitor spotting our stranger and sounding an alarm. Naturally, the NASA rep will get in on the act when that happens.’


  Bellmore grimaced. “Not good. Not good at all. Terrible timing The press is already dragging us before the public like corruption personified What about this intruder? Why is he out there, and what can we expect him to do?”


  “A difficult question, sir. I imagine he’s probably insane. For that reason alone. I think we should notify Larkey and his staff We will certainly need their help before this event is played out.”


  Carefully trimmed nails drummed on glass as Bellmore considered the suggestion. “No,” he said at last. “Let’s not bring Larkey in. not yet. at least. It may be that our stranger is already dead, tumbled into a gully and missed by the monitors. If so, voila, no problem, no press.” The fingers stopped drumming as the thought struck him that he might make the golf links after all. Bellmore searched Corson’s impassive features for some flicker of agreement, or doubt, but the First Secretary’s face was blank. “We will wait. Corson, and let nature wind its inevitable way. If there is exposure . . . Well, there will be time to react, to head off any hysterical outpouring of accusation. Our safety record has been good, damned good, and one accidental death isn’t going to drag it down to ruin.”


  “The reports don’t say anything about his being dead . . .”


  Bellmore made a face.


  But Corson wasn’t finished. “What about the possibility of rescue? Perhaps one of the mining machines could be . . .”


  “He’s dead. Corson. He was a write-off the instant he stepped into our transport chamber. We could only bring back a corpse. It might breathe for a while, but the result would be the same: a corpse, something for the biologists to carve and tinker with, and make sad mouthings about the futility of being organic now that the future belongs to machines. No, we will not risk that. If we could save him. I would be the first to order the machines into action, but we can’t. It’s just unfortunate that the fellow selected our transport network to commit suicide in. With events as they are, and a hostile press hounding us, he could have been more considerate.”


  “I doubt the future of transport technology had much bearing on his thinking when he made his choice.”


  Corson murmured a little defensively.


  “That’s for certain.” Bellmore’s attitude was still chilly. It was not a man adrift in the transport system, not anything human at all, just a factor in an equation that was loaded with all the wrong weights. “Let us hope fervently that this ‘crazy’ does us all a favor and drops into oblivion quickly.”


  Silently, uncomprehendingly. Corson nodded and left Bellmore’s office.


  He hurried down the empty corridor, his mind working furiously to plan what it was that he was going to say. The light-keyed doors sensed his approach and slid open. He was expected.


  It was already too late. Corson saw the fax sheet in Bellmore’s hands, and he stopped involuntarily.


  Bellmore’s voice, sometimes cutting and sharp, was surprisingly calm. “It’s out. A trail monitor on the route of one of the open pit mines on to picked up our damnable tourist. We re going to have a pretty time explaining before the Space Resources Committee just why and how that character got out there, and why he’s still alive. You can lay odds on that.”


  The fax sheet crumpled and collapsed.


  “Get Larkey and his staff working on some logical explanations.


  Corson nodded, his face a serious mask. But as he turned and headed for the exit, he allowed himself a secret grin. There was always a certain satisfaction in being right . . . even about disasters.


  The machines have left me behind. They are faster. The armor, even with its weight-saving shunting field to ward off the killing radiation pouring down from Jupiter, is thick and heavy with inert shielding. Also, I am dying. I can no longer deny the truth. There are some things that just won’t stay on a back shelf; they press forward, intruding constantly until you recognize them, It’s not the radiation I’m safe from that. But Fate has dealt me a sucker hand, and I am left with no choice except to play it.


  Who was it that said. “Death is the final equation” ?


  I am thankful that the equipment Johns provided me is still working. Of course, he hadn’t wanted to see me go. For Johns, the wastes of the moon and the eroded valleys of Mars were enough. He could not see the flawed transport system as a limiting factor to the outward advance of humankind. For him, the freedom of the inner solar system was satisfactory.


  I had not argued with him, nor he with me. It was easy to slip in with a shift of mining machines being returned to lo. And now, twenty minutes and twelve seconds after entering the automatic chamber, I am millions of kilometers from home. Perhaps my persistent madness will prove something other than that I am simply mortal.


  On the horizon a volcano is exploding, shooting a broad fountain of glowing magma into the blackness of the sky. Descending lava bombs are splattering across the orange desert, raising puffs of dust. To my right, the crust is broken and heaving. White fumes sputter from the cracks. Hell itself could not be more vivid or more unearthly than this.


  It is not anything new Machines have sent us the images, the colors, the sounds, even the scents of lo. We have observed the earthquakes, watched high-velocity volcanoes thunder info the airless sky and rain destruction across the landscape. Humankind is no stranger to lo. But I am the first human actually to set foot upon the rolled sulfur pavement that leads to Hades Pit One, where transport tanks are loaded with liquid sulfur for transmission to Titan.


  I walk on, trying to keep to my schedule. A nagging pain has seized my stomach. The effect of the drugs has worn off. I try to ignore the gnawing twinges, realizing that I should not have eaten before leaving, but it is such a persistent habit.


  An automated truck speeds past, bound on some mission to the mine that requires haste. I step out of the truck’s path. The yellow dust raised by its passage settles against the thick plastic of my faceplate and sticks there, making seeing difficult. How many more problems will there be before I can rest?


  Debating the irony of fairness, I trudge on, Only five kilometers more. I can almost see the station in the distance. The armor will shield me from the radiation long enough to reach the chamber unless I cripple myself on the uneven ground and drop, eventually to broil like a roast left too long in a microwave oven.


  The distant volcano gives one final dramatic belch of fiery sulfur and subsides. Dust lingers on the horizon, but it settles out quickly since there is nothing to hold it up.


  Underfoot, the ground shakes violently. The crust heaves, and a crack snakes across the brittle sulfur pavement. It widens. A fitful yellow glow is crawling in its depths. I bend the suit joints and spring into the air. The crevice passes beneath me. Then I am down. The roadbed jars my boots, and I lose my balance and fall. The armor digs into my body: the pain is frightful. For a moment I can only lie still and pant. And this is bad. My weakened stomach revolts. Thrusting my face close to the sick pouch, I vomit. The last-minute sandwich is no longer an item of debate.


  Finally, overcoming weakness, I lurch to my feet and look around. The earthquake is over, but the landscape looks tilted. A few meters off I see a post, a monitor. The bulbous camera housing has one glassy orb for an eye. Overcome by giddiness, I raise a bulky arm and wave.


  Such nonsense! What will they think back on Earth?


  Feeling suddenly foolish, I stumble on. There is still a very long way to go.


  The psychiatrist paused briefly before the sterile, white door. After a grimace he shoved it open, this was something to be gotten over with, and abruptly he was in midstream. The smocked figure behind the cluttered desk was already staring. So he took a deep breath and announced himself. “I’m Larkey.”


  “Yes. yes, come in.” A brisk and hurried greeting. “Pick any chair. You’ll find them equally uncomfortable.” The scientist fixed the psychiatrist with an accusing eye. “Now that the transport network is deployed and operating at full capacity, appropriations have gotten thin. Apparently some people in high places feel there is no need for basic research anymore.”


  A bad opening. Larkey decided to ignore the expression of pique on the other man’s face. As a senior scientist, Ellison should have known better than to lobby with Bellmore’s personal cadre. “I need facts. What does transport do to the mind?”


  Ellison twitched. “Indeed! Just like that?”


  “A word in the right place, Doctor, and this lab will never see another dollar Larkey did not raise his voice in the slightest, but Ellison knew that this was no empty threat.


  It was one thing to jab at a cow, quite another to bait a hungry wolf. He had misjudged his man.


  “Put simply, transportation disrupts the delicate chemical balances in the mid-brain, individual cells, and the organ systems. Bodily functions race out of control. You can starve—or at least feel that you are starving-perish of thirst, or fall into a fatal rage. The effects are as innumerable as the variations in the collective behaviors and reflexes that make up the sum total of life.


  “Would a man go mad?”


  “What is madness, sir? No, don’t answer. You’re a student of psychology. We shall be here all day.” Ellison smiled faintly and continued, “A man might act crazy. Experimental animals, primates in particular, convulse and die almost immediately. It seems the lower an animal is on the scale of evolution, the longer it lives. The organic structure of a living creature is terribly complex in comparison to, say, a robot. When a subject is transported, the body is destroyed cell by cell in the beam of a spectral laser and coded into electronic impulses that, after transmission, are used as the blueprint for recombination.”


  “Yes, I understand all that. But how would a man act after transmission? Would he be destructive? Passive?”


  “He would act like nothing at all. He would be dead, stone-dead. There have been only two transmissions of living men in the brief working history of transport devices, both accidental. One, a field technician who carelessly tripped the transmitter while working in a sending chamber. The other, the inventor of the process, might have been intentional. He sincerely believed that he had discovered the secret of light-speed space travel. Neither man lived more than a few seconds. Some of my test animals have survived for as long as an hour, leading me to believe that with forced breeding we might be able to produce livestock that could endure the stresses of transport. But, and Ellison glanced hopefully at Larkey, “it will take money.”


  Larkey ignored the blatant plea. He was studying the far wall of the laboratory, a blank expanse of gray concrete.


  Ellison surrendered to his curiosity. “Has someone been transported?”


  “I’m wondering, Larkey said, “why an educated, supposedly well-adjusted man would take his life. Yet we have such a man on lo. He was professional and apparently intelligent, very much so. And he had luck, as well as the knowledge and authority to get into the transmission chamber of a transport facility. The inevitable result of such an action seems a terrible waste of these skills.”


  “How long did he live?” Ellison had “run a great many animals through his lab’s short-range transport device. The results were hardly ever pretty.


  “Oh, he’s still alive. Has been for over an hour. I was hoping that you could tell me what he was going to do next.”


  Ellison stared at the psychiatrist, then gave a wild little laugh.


  “Do next? God, he shouldn’t be able to do anything. He should be dead!”


  The transport site looms over me. its stainless steel flanks smeared with streaky blobs of once-molten sulfur. The door, a massive valve the size of a shuttle hangar, is open, wailing. The machines, each with its warm tanks brimming with liquid sulfur, are filing inside, their walking pads shaking the metal floor with their mass. If it were not for the lack of air. I would probably be deafened.


  Two volcanoes are erupting, one on either horizon. A tumultuous send-off. I am impressed.


  My stomach is now one terrible agony, burning inside me like an open wound I know where my defect lies. I stagger toward the portal. It would be ludicrous to fail now, with the gateway to immortality just beyond.


  A machine passes, dust flaking from its pistoning legs. I hitch a ride on the broad, metal pad of one of its feel. Up and down, up and down, it carries me into the chamber and stops. I cling tightly to its columnar shin, trembling with the exertions of my walk, The door shuts. The lights dim. I touch a control on my breastplate, and the lasers throw out their burning glare.


  I wonder fleetingly whether I shall wake.


  Bellmore was pacing the thick carpet before the long wrap-around window that looked down on twenty-first-century Los Angeles. The day was hot. but not particularly windy, because of an inversion layer, and the mountains surrounding the urban valley were shimmering in the clear air.


  Larkey was not about to let the petulant silence he had been experiencing faze him. “We’ve got his name, sir. Doctor Rafer Webster, Ph.D in genetics. Background workups place him as a consultant for a Western firm, Far Orbit Shipping, a subcontractor retained by NASA on the Titan Project. Webster was a normal employee up until a month ago, when he went on medical leave—for terminal cancer, a melanoma affecting the brain and stomach. Webster continued to work at home for a time. Then he disappeared. Now we know where he went.”


  Bellmore halted the maddening back-and-forth gait before the window. He was scowling. “The man is dying. Why should he take a notion to kill himself in one of our transport devices? I fail to see the logic. Was he an Anti-Progression fanatic?


  “Nothing of the sort, at least not as far as we have been able to determine. There’s a grown son. We’ve questioned him. He’s upset, naturally enough, but certain that his father’s actions have some purpose. Unfortunately, he has no idea what that purpose might be.”


  “The hell, you say. Won’t tell your people, you mean. The boy knows well enough why his old man went off on a crock. Keep after him until he talks.” The pacing started up again. “What about Webster? Dead yet?”


  “Look, damn it. get off that crap. You’re talking about a man. And he’s alive.” Larkey hesitated, uncertain about Bellmore’s reaction to his outburst. Corson had warned him about the other’s moods. “The press has the word, and they’re using the incident as a lead item. Our intruder is being made into something of a hero . . . Robinson Crusoe in space. So possibly we can turn this to our advantage, make Webster out to be an intrepid, if misguided, pioneer.”


  Bellmore paused to watch a small, brightly colored copter speed through the high-rise canyons of the sprawling city.


  “That’s a good angle. Hit on it. Just make sure that you emphasize that his use of the transport network was completely unauthorized and unexpected.”


  “Certainly, sir. Larkey took a deep breath and dropped the bomb that he had been holding back. “Webster is on Titan. He went through one of the mine units. We have him in sight on the monitor cameras. He looks pretty bad, but he’s still moving, Still don’t know what his aim is. though. He’s jumped from the moon to lo. and now he’s on Titan, one of the largest moons of the solar system. Maybe he fancies himself the ultimate tourist?”


  A sudden thought flashed through Bellmore’s mind like an explosion, and he blurted it out without consideration. “What if he is mad and has a bomb in that suit?”


  “To blow up Titan base? Hardly likely, sir There’s nothing much there but the poured foundation for the pressure domes, and it’s just a slab of solidified sulfur reinforced with plastic webbing to prevent cracking when the ice flexes. Anything he can carry in a space kit won’t make much of a dent.


  “Then why the hell is he there?” Bellmore wheeled and glared so viciously that Larkey shrank back. “Why is that madman on Titan? And what is keeping him alive?”


  “I’m sure I don’t know, sir.” Larkey shrugged helplessly. “Webster’s motivations escape me. But we’re continuing to work on the problem.


  “How wonderful!” Bellmore’s lips seemed to drip with sarcasm. “You see that you do that. Doctor Larkey. And if by some odd chance you discover something, be sure to let me know.”


  “Captain?”


  Tony Nash turned in his chair, bare metal covered with padded cloth, efficient and comfortable, but not particularly attractive. He raised his eyebrows questioningly. In the two-plus years that he had been working with First Officer Tyler they had come to know each other’s ways.


  Communication had been reduced to the barest of gestures.


  “Message all the way from Earth. Project Headquarters, yet. Seems to be a warning. Someone has gotten to Titan ahead of us.”


  There was a brief, astonished moment when Nash said nothing. Then he slammed a fist against his knee with a crude and profane exclamation.


  “Damn! I knew it. The moment I took command of this expedition I guessed that they had something else in the works—faster ships, or whatever They must have passed us while we were crawling along in this monster, snail-paced barge. Who did it? Wilkes?”


  “Not Wilkes. Not a ship at all. Some nut used the transport network to shoot himself out to the colony site with a regular transmission of robots and materials. He’ll be waiting when we get there.”


  “Waiting?” A chill slid up Nash’s spine and stopped somewhere near his heart. “We aren’t going to arrive at Titan for another four years. The colony dome hasn’t been erected. I’m not even sure that the robots are finished pouring the foundation slabs. What’s he going to live on until we show up?”


  Tyler flushed. “He won’t be needing much, sir. He’ll be dead soon enough. The transport effect is sure to finish him off.”


  “Oh, that’s right. I had forgotten.” Nash shook his head. “You gave me a start. Number One. For a moment there I thought we were all washed up. Inform the watch, then insert the message into the log Someday, when we get to Titan, we’re going to meet this character. I want to know who he is so we can put it on his marker.”


  The sun is shining down through rust-colored clouds, the tiny disk of light pale and dim. The ice plains are cold. In the distance a line of cliffs marks a shallow methane sea, the shoreline purple with scum. There’s life on Titan. Not much, just single-celled algae and a profusion of predatory protozoans, but the exobiologists are desperate. Up till now all they’ve had to play with have been some viruslike crystals dug out of an ancient ravine cutting the bottom of the Mare Acidalium on Mars.


  I have propped myself up in the view of one of the monitor cameras. They know I am here. The lens is glued to me with macabre fascination. How long does it take the images to get back to Earth from the orbit of Saturn? I try to figure the lag. but the effort is too much; the figures keep drifting away and getting lost. I give up.


  I can’t feel my stomach anymore a bad sign—but I’m grateful for the change. I glance at the helmet chronometer. Two hundred ten hours. Quite a respectable record I’ve built up. The corpse that wouldn’t die. They’ll probably make a horror movie about me, I giggle, then catch myself.


  None of that. Not in front of. the camera.


  The red bull’s-eye that I have painted with the dye marker points out the location of the sealed container. In it are the assembly drawings and specifications for the space suit They are not entirely finished. There’s the frustration of having to die. but I am very, very close. The fact that I am still alive proves it. The transport is not killing me; the cancer is. At least, that is my hope.


  I lean back and study the underdeck of clouds. Lightning flickers briefly. It is bluish orange. Looks peculiar. The rumble it leaves behind is more shrill than earthly thunder, something like a rattle of pebbles in a tin can. In the distance it is snowing. It could be water crystals, or even protein flakes condensing out of the hydrocarbon cloud banks. Titan is an unusual world, one well worth visiting. Mentally I mark up another score.


  I shiver suddenly and feel cold. It’s not the suit’s fault The LS module is functioning perfectly. I’m the one going to pot. So it’s time. There’s no sense in waiting any longer. The scientists from the ship will be able to find me even if-they are years away. When the robots put up the domes, they won’t have to disturb me. I’ve studied the blueprints of the colony. I’m in a storage yard.


  And, once the news reports pass on the word that I have arrived on Titan, James, my son. will unseal the safety deposit box and discover the envelope. The address will tell him what to do with it. Everything is taken care of. and I feel a certain contentment. At long last I can rest. It’s all over.


  Clouds churn overhead, blotting out the sun with gloom. Then its golden rays are back and the ice fields brighten. I stare into the yellow fire, memorizing its warmth, and then touch the button on my chest for the third and final time, locking it down.


  My faceplate mists over from the inside. There is a momentary chill, then nothing.


  Bellmore was behind his desk. the curtains drawn on the night. His wan. heavy features brooded over the envelope that lay before him in threatening isolation. About him stood Corson and Larkey, seemingly at attention, like erring soldiers on parade.


  “The Titan monitor reports that Webster is dead.”


  Corson’s voice was bland and flat as it echoed around the room.


  Apparently, Bellmore did not hear. A probing finger touched the plans and specifications for the suit that peeped tentatively from one end of the opened envelope. He glanced up at Larkey. His eyes were bitter, or perhaps only scared. “You’ve seen them. Will It work . . . what he says here? Or was Webster just a crank with a hatful of luck?”


  Larkey shrugged slightly. “There are tests to make . . . a good many factors to consider . . .”


  “Damn it, man. Don’t feed me that bull! Find out! Get Ellison off his fat can and working! The human race is in a box. and if this is the key. I want to know it. Now move! Both of you!”


  The office emptied rapidly, leaving Bellmore alone in the shadows. After a while he pushed the envelope away across the desk in a violent gesture and got up to stare into the night.


  The feverish lights of Los Angeles glared at him. taunting him as they spread out against the surrounding foothills.


  A gentle breeze, warm, scented with pines and jasmine . . . no, neither. The aroma has no record in my brain. It is new. completely and wonderfully new. The brightness that has been teasing my eyelids explodes into daylight as I open my eyes.


  Panic turns me on the flimsy metal cot, and a rusty gasp of fear manages to creep from my wooden throat. Clumsiness pitches me forward across the grassy lawn. God! What has happened to my muscles, my coordination?


  The thought Why am I alive? enters my head. I put the thought aside for further consideration. The temptation to speculate is like a flame burning within me.


  Then I see my suit. It is standing by itself in front of some bushes. The perfume lacing the air originates from the hedge, which is heavy with immense scarlet blossoms. But I only glance at the flowers. My attention is fixed on the suit. It has been cleaned, but the metal exterior is pitted and worn. It looks old.


  First I crawl, then I stagger. Eventually I find I can walk again. I touch the suit. The metal is cold. It’s real. I’m not dreaming. Whirling suspiciously, I gaze about me. I’m on a hill. Aside from the grassy area, the bushes, and the suit, I am completely alone. The only sounds are that of the wind and the melodious chirping of distant birds. At least, they sound like birds.


  A path of flat stones set into the turf leads away from my laughable little cot. It looks so alien lying toppled on the grass. I set it upright and then wander away, the stones as my only guide. I’m comfortable. There is no pain. I feel whole and very alive.


  Then I see the tower. It’s a granite pillar thrusting up from beside the path, with a bronze plate affixed to its base. The hill has become a cliff. A low wall of rock protects the careless from the dropoff. Beyond the cliff, in a valley purple with mist, a city is glowing. It wakens a peculiar longing, but I want to look at the pillar. The old urgency that had been driving me seems to be gone, replaced by some indefinable contentment.


  I stoop and look at the greenish metal.


  The inscription is simple: RAFER WEBSTER 1998—


  A funerary marker. My own. even if there is no date of death. But there is something else—an envelope taped to the plaque. I pull out a slip of paper and read it slowly.


  Webster:


  You do not know me, but my great-grandfather did. and history has decreed that you should not be forgotten. So I feel a certain familiarity for you as I write this.


  The Executive Council of Titan decided to allow you to waken alone so that your initial shock might be lessened. The decision was. we hope, a wise one. And please accept our apology for having allowed you to rest in situ so long, but your sickness was far advanced, and we had to delay until we could be sure that we could effect a cure and restore all the lost tissue Regrettably, cell grafts of cloned tissue still require a great deal of time. But now, at last, we have paid our debt. There is food and drink behind the pillar. When you feel up to it, come down to the city. We have planned a welcome for you that you just might enjoy . . . and this time it is we who will have to wait.


  Congratulations and Welcome Home!


  Christopher Larkey III


  Webster City


  Transport Net Five


  Titan


  The paper slips from my limp fingers and flutters to the ground. Home. It seems just an instant since the chill of Titan had sucked away my life. I can’t believe it: it’s too unreal. But not so unreal that I ignore the path. Before long I’m running, pounding along the stones like a madman, laughing.


  Above me, in a pale sky, the rings of Saturn gleam welcome.


  THE SATURN GAME


  Poul Anderson


  Humanity uses psychological tools as well as physical-ones. In space, the most ancient of those toots will take on new uses—and new dangers


  If we are to understand what happened, which is vital if we are to avoid repeated and worse tragedies in the future, we must begin by dismissing all accusations. Nobody was negligent; no action was foolish. For who could have predicted the eventuality, or recognized its nature, until too late? Rather should we appreciate the spirit with which those people struggled against disaster, inward and outward, after they knew. The fact is that thresholds exist throughout reality, and that things on their far sides are altogether different from things on their hither sides. The Chronos crossed more than an abyss, it crossed a threshold of human experience.


  —Francis L. Minamoto, Death


  Under Saturn: A Dissenting View


  (Apollo University Communications,


  Leyburg, Luna, 2057)


  “The City of Ice is now on my horizon,” Kendrick says. Its towers gleam blue. “My griffin spreads his wings to glide.” Wind whistles among those great, rainbow-shimmering pinions. His cloak blows back from his shoulders; the air strikes through his ring-mail and sheathes him in cold. “I lean over and peer after you.” The spear in his left hand counterbalances him. Its head flickers palely with the moonlight that Wayland Smith hammered into the steel.


  “Yes, I see the griffin,” Ricia tells him, “high and far, like a comet above the courtyard walls. I run out from under the portico for a better look. A guard tries to stop me, grabs my sleeve, but I tear the spider silk apart and dash forth into the open.” The elven castle wavers as if its sculptured ice were turning to smoke. Passionately, she cries, “Is it in truth you, my darling?”


  “Hold, there!” warns Alvarlan from his cave of arcana ten thousand leagues away. “I send your mind the message that if the King suspects this is Sir Kendrick of the Isles, he will raise a dragon against him, or spirit you off beyond any chance of rescue. Go back. Princess of Maranoa. Pretend you decide that it is only an eagle. I will cast a belief-spell on your words.”


  “I stay far aloft,” Kendrick says. “Save he use a scrying stone, the Elf King will not be aware this beast has a rider. From here I’ll spy out city and castle.” And then—? He knows not. He knows simply that he must set her free or die in the quest. How long will it take him, how many more nights will she lie in the King’s embrace?


  “I thought you were supposed to spy out Iapetus,” Mark Danzig interrupted.


  His dry tone startled the three others into alertness. Jean Broberg flushed with embarrassment, Colin Scobie with irritation; Luis Garcilaso shrugged, grinned, and turned his gaze to the pilot console before which he sat harnessed. For a moment silence filled the cabin, and shadows, and radiance from the universe.


  To help observation, all lights were out except a few dim glows from the instruments. The sunward ports were lidded. Elsewhere thronged stars, so many and so brilliant that they well-nigh drowned the blackness which held them. The Milky Way was a torrent of silver. One port framed Saturn at half phase, dayside pale gold and rich bands amidst the jewelry of its rings, nightside wanly ashimmer with starlight upon clouds, as big to the sight as Earth over Luna.


  Forward was Iapetus. The spacecraft rotated while orbiting the moon, to maintain a steady optical field. It had crossed the dawn line, presently at the middle of the inward-facing hemisphere. Thus it had left bare, crater-pocked land behind it in the dark, and was passing above sunlit glacier country. Whiteness dazzled, glittered in sparks and shards of color, reached fantastic shapes heavenward; cirques, crevasses, caverns brimmed with blue.


  “I’m sorry,” Jean Broberg whispered. “It’s too beautiful, unbelievably beautiful, and . . . almost like the place where our game had brought us. Took us by surprise—”


  “Huh!” Mark Danzig said. “You had a pretty good idea of what to expect, therefore you made your play go in the direction of something that resembled it. Don’t tell me any different. I’ve watched these acts for eight years.”


  Colin Scobie made a savage gesture. Spin and gravity were too slight to give noticeable weight, and his movement sent him flying through the air, across the crowded cabin. He checked himself by a handhold just short of the chemist. “Are you calling Jean a liar?” he growled.


  Most times he was cheerful, in a bluff fashion. Perhaps because of that, he suddenly appeared menacing. He was a big, sandy-haired man in his mid-thirties; a coverall did not disguise the muscles beneath, and the scowl on his face brought forth its ruggedness.


  “Please!” Broberg exclaimed. “Not a quarrel, Colin.”


  The geologist glanced back at her. She was slender and fine-featured. At her age of forty-two, despite longevity The Saturn Game treatment, the reddish-brown hair that fell to her shoulders was becoming streaked with white, and lines were engraved around large gray eyes.


  “Mark is right,” she sighed. “We’re here to do science, not daydream.” She reached forth to touch Scobie’s arm, smiling shyly. “You’re still full of your Kendrick persona, aren’t you? Gallant, protective—” She stopped. Her voice had quickened with more than a hint of Ricia. She covered her lips and flushed again. A tear broke free and sparkled off on air currents. She forced a laugh. “But I’m just physicist Broberg, wife of astronomer Tom, mother of Johnnie and Billy.”


  Her glance went Saturnward, as if seeking the ship where her family waited. She might have spied it, too, as a star that moved among stars by the solar sail. However, that was now furled, and naked vision could not find even such huge hulls as Chronos possessed, across millions of kilometers.


  Luis Garcilaso asked from his pilot’s chair; “What harm if we carry on our little commedia dell’arte?” His Arizona drawl soothed the ear. “We won’t be landin’ for a while yet, and everything’s on automatic till then.” He was small, swarthy, and deft, still in his twenties.


  Danzig twisted his leathery countenance into a frown. At sixty, thanks to his habits as well as to longevity, he kept springiness in a lank frame; he could joke about wrinkles and encroaching baldness. In this hour, he set humor aside.


  “Do you mean you don’t know what’s the matter?” His beak of a nose pecked at a scanner screen which magnified the moonscape. “Almighty God! That’s a new world we’re about to touch down on—tiny, but a world, and strange in ways we can’t guess. Nothing’s been here before us except one unmanned flyby and one unmanned lander that soon quit sending. We can’t rely on meters and cameras alone. We’ve got to use our eyes and brains.”


  He addressed Scobie. “You should realize that in your bones, Colin, if nobody else aboard does. You’ve worked on Luna as well as Earth. In spite of all the settlements, in spite of all the study that’s been done, did you never hit any nasty surprises?”


  The burly man had recovered his temper. Into his own voice came a softness that recalled the serenity of the Idaho mountains from which he hailed. “True,” he admitted. “There’s no such thing as having too much information when you’re off Earth, or enough information, for that matter.” He paused. “Nevertheless, timidity can be as dangerous as rashness—not that you’re timid, Mark,” he added in haste. “Why, you and Rachel could’ve been in a nice O’Neill on a nice pension—”


  Danzig relaxed and smiled. “This was a challenge, if I may sound pompous. Just the same, we want to get home when we’re finished here. We should be in time for the Bar Mitzvah of a great-grandson or two. Which requires staying alive.”


  “My point is,” Scobie said, “if you let yourself get buffaloed, you may end up in a worse bind than—Oh, never mind. You’re probably right, and we should not have begun fantasizing. The spectacle sort of grabbed us. It won’t happen again.”


  Yet when Scobie’s eyes looked anew on the glacier, they had not quite the dispassion of a scientist in them. Nor did Broberg’s or Garcilaso’s. Danzig slammed fist into palm. “The game, the damned childish game.” he muttered, too low for his companions to hear. “Was nothing saner possible for them?”


  II


  Was nothing saner possible for them? Perhaps not.


  If we are to answer the question, we should first review some history. When early industrial operations in space offered the hope of rescuing civilization, and Earth, from ruin, then greater knowledge of sister planets, prior to their development, became a clear necessity. The effort started with Mars, the least hostile. No natural law forbade sending small manned spacecraft yonder. What did was the absurdity of using as much fuel, time, and effort as were required, in order that three or four persons might spend a few days in a single locality.


  Construction of the J. Peter Vajk took longer and cost more, but paid off when it, virtually a colony, spread its immense solar sail and took a thousand people to their goal in half a year and in comparative comfort. The payoff grew overwhelming when they, from orbit, launched Earthward the beneficiated minerals of Phobos that they did not need for their own purposes. Those purposes, of course, turned on the truly thorough, long-term study of Mars, and included landings of auxiliary craft, for ever-lengthier stays, all over the surface.


  Sufficient to remind you of this much; no need to detail the triumphs of the same basic concept throughout the inner Solar System, as far as Jupiter. The tragedy of the Vladimir became a reason to try again for Mercury, and, in a left-handed, political way, pushed the Britannic-American consortium into its Chronos project.


  They named the ship better than they knew. Sailing time to Saturn was eight years.


  Not only the scientists must be healthy, lively-minded people. Crewfolk, technicians, medics, constables, teachers, clergy, entertainers—every element of an entire community must be. Each must command more than a single skill, for emergency backup, and keep those skills alive by regular, tedious rehearsal. The environment was limited and austere; communication with home was soon a matter of beamcasts; cosmopolitans found themselves in what amounted to an isolated village. What were they to do?


  Assigned tasks. Civic projects, especially work on improving the interior of the vessel. Research, or writing a book, or the study of a subject, or sports, or hobby clubs, or service and handicraft enterprises, or more private interactions, or—There was a wide choice of television tapes, but Central Control made sets usable for only three hours in twenty-four. You dared not get into the habit of passivity.


  Individuals grumbled, squabbled, formed and dissolved cliques, formed and dissolved marriages or less explicit relationships, begot and raised occasional children, worshipped, mocked, learned, yearned, and for the most part found reasonable satisfaction in life.


  But for some, including a large proportion of the gifted, what made the difference between this and misery were their psychodramas.


  —Minamoto


  Dawn crept past the ice, out onto the rock. It was a light both dim and harsh, yet sufficient to give Garcilaso the last data he wanted for descent.


  The hiss of the motor died away. A thump shivered through the hull, landing jacks leveled it, and stillness fell. The crew did not speak for a while. They were staring out at Iapetus.


  Immediately around them was desolation like that which reigns in much of the Solar System. A darkling plain curved visibly away to a horizon that, at man-height, was a bare three kilometers distant; higher up in the cabin, you could see farther, but that only sharpened the sense of being on a minute ball awhirl among the stars. The ground was thinly covered with cosmic dust and gravel; here and there a minor crater or an upthrust mass lifted out of the regolith to cast long, knife-edged, utterly black shadows. Light reflections lessened the number of visible stars, turning heaven into a bowlful of night. Halfway between the zenith and the south, half-Saturn and its rings made the vista beautiful.


  Likewise did the glacier—or the glaciers? Nobody was sure. The sole knowledge was that, seen from afar. Iapetus gleamed bright at the western end of its orbit and grew dull at the eastern end, because one side was covered with whitish material while the other side was not; the dividing line passed nearly beneath the planet which it eternally faced. The probes from Chronos had reported the layer was thick, with puzzling spectra that varied from place to place, and little more about it.


  In this hour, four humans gazed across pitted emptiness and saw wonder rear over the world-rim. From north to south went ramparts, battlements, spires, depths, peaks, cliffs, their shapes and shadings an infinity of fantasies. On the right Saturn cast soft amber, but that was nearly lost in the glare from the east, where a sun dwarfed almost to stellar size nonetheless blazed too fierce to look at, just above the summit. There the silvery sheen exploded in brilliance, diamond-glitter of shattered light, chill blues and greens; dazzled to tears, eyes saw the vision glimmer and waver, as if it bordered on dreamland, or on Faerie. But despite all delicate intricacies, underneath was a sense of chill and of brutal mass; here dwelt also the Frost Giants.


  Broberg was the first to breathe forth a word. “The City of Ice.”


  “Magic,” said Garcilaso as low. “My spirit could lose itself forever, wanderin’ yonder. I’m not sure I’d mind. My cave is nothin’ like this, nothin’—”


  “Wait a minute!” snapped Danzig in alarm.


  “Oh, yes. Curb the imagination, please.” Though Scobie was quick to utter sobrieties, they sounded drier than needful. “We know from probe transmissions the scarp is. well. Grand Canyon-like. Sure, it’s more spectacular than we realized, which I suppose makes it still more of a mystery.” He turned to Broberg. “I’ve never seen ice or snow as sculptured as this. Have you, Jean? You’ve mentioned visiting a lot of mountain and winter scenery when you were a girl in Canada.”


  The physicist shook her head. “No. Never. It doesn’t seem possible. What could have done it? There’s no weather here . . . is there?”


  “Perhaps the same phenomenon is responsible that laid a hemisphere bare,” Danzig suggested.


  “Or that covered a hemisphere,” Scobie said. “An object seventeen hundred kilometers across shouldn’t have gases, frozen or otherwise. Unless it’s a ball of such stuff clear through, like a comet, which we know it’s not.” As if to demonstrate, he unclipped a pair of pliers from a nearby tool rack, tossed it, and caught it on its slow way down. His own ninety kilos of mass weighed about seven. For that, the satellite must be essentially rocky.


  Garcilaso registered impatience. “Let’s stop tradin’ facts and theories we already know about, and start findin’ answers.”


  Rapture welled in Broberg. “Yes, let’s get out. Over there.”


  “Hold on,” protested Danzig as Garcilaso and Scobie nodded eagerly. “You can’t be serious. Caution, step-by-step advance—”


  “No, it’s too wonderful for that.” Broberg’s tone shivered.


  “Yeah, to hell with fiddlin’ around,” Garcilaso said. “We need at least a preliminary scout right away.”


  The furrows deepened in Danzig’s visage. “You mean you too, Luis? But you’re our pilot!”


  “On the ground I’m general assistant, chief cook, and bottle washer to you scientists. Do you think I want to sit idle, with somethin’ like that to explore?” Garcilaso calmed his voice. “Besides, if I should come to grief, any of you can fly back, given a bit of radio talk from Chronos and a final approach under remote control.”


  “It’s quite reasonable, Mark,” Scobie argued. “Contrary to doctrine, true; but doctrine was made for us, not vice versa. A short distance, low gravity, and we’ll be on the lookout for hazards. The point is, until we have some notion of what that ice is like, we don’t know what the devil to pay attention to in this vicinity, either. No, first we’ll take a quick jaunt. When we return, then we’ll plan.”


  Danzig stiffened. “May I remind you, if anything goes wrong, help is at least a hundred hours away? An auxiliary like this can’t boost any higher if it’s to get back, and it’d take longer than that to disengage the big boats from Saturn and Titan.”


  Scobie reddened at the implied insult. “And may I remind you: on the ground I am the captain. I say an immediate reconnaissance is safe and desirable. Stay behind if you want—In fact, yes, you must. Doctrine is right in saying the vessel mustn’t be deserted.”


  Danzig studied him for several seconds before murmuring, “Luis goes, though, is that it?”


  “Yes!” cried Garcilaso so that the cabin rang.


  Broberg patted Danzig’s limp hand. “It’s okay, Mark,” she said gently. “We’ll bring back samples for you to study. After that, I wouldn’t be surprised but what the best ideas about procedure will be yours.”


  He shook his head. Suddenly he looked very tired. “No,” he replied in a monotone, “that won’t happen. You see. I’m only a hardnosed industrial chemist who saw this expedition as a chance to do interesting research. The whole way through space, I kept myself busy with ordinary affairs, including, you remember, a couple of inventions I’d wanted the leisure to develop. You three, you’re younger, you’re romantics—”


  “Aw, come off it, Mark.” Scobie tried to laugh. “Maybe Jean and Luis are, a little, but me, I’m about as otherworldly as a plate of haggis.”


  “You played the game, year after year, until at last the game started playing you. That’s what’s going on this minute, no matter how you rationalize your motives.” Danzig’s gaze on the geologist, who was his friend, lost the defiance that had been in it and turned wistful. “You might try recalling Delia Ames.”


  Scobie bristled. “What about her? The business was hers and mine, nobody else’s.”


  “Except afterward she cried on Rachel’s shoulder, and Rachel doesn’t keep secrets from me. Don’t worry, I’m not about to blab. Anyhow, Delia got over it. But if you’d recollect objectively, you’d see what had happened to you, already three years ago.”


  Scobie set his jaw. Danzig smiled in the left corner of his mouth. “No, I suppose you can’t,” he went on. “I admit I had no idea either, till now, how far the process had gone. At least keep your fantasies in the background while you’re outside, will you? Can you?”


  In half a decade of travel, Scobie’s apartment had become idiosyncratically his—perhaps more so than was usual, since he remained a bachelor who seldom had women visitors for longer than a few nightwatches at a time. Much of the furniture he had made himself; the agrosections of Chronos produced wood, hide, and fiber as well as food and fresh air. His handiwork ran to massiveness and archaic carved decorations. Most of what he wanted to read he screened from the data banks, of course, but a shelf held a few old books—Childe’s border ballads, an eighteenth-century family Bible (despite his agnosticism), a copy of The Machinery of Freedom which had nearly disintegrated but displayed the signature of the author, and other valued miscellany. Above them stood a model of a sailboat in which he had cruised Northern European waters, and a trophy he had won in handball aboard this ship. On the bulkheads hung his fencing sabers and numerous pictures—of parents and siblings, of wilderness areas he had tramped on Earth, of castles and mountains and heaths in Scotland where he had often been too, of his geological team on Luna, of Thomas Jefferson and, imagined, Robert the Bruce.


  On a certain evenwatch he had, though, been seated before his telescreen. Lights were turned low in order that he might fully savor the image. Auxiliary craft-were out in a joint exercise, and a couple of their personnel used the opportunity to beam back views of what they saw.


  That was splendor. Starful space made a chalice for Chronos. The two huge, majestically counter-rotating cylinders, the entire complex of linkages, ports, locks, shields, collectors, transmitters, docks, all became Japanesely exquisite at a distance of several hundred kilometers. It was the solar sail which filled most of the screen, like a turning golden sun-wheel; yet remote vision could also appreciate its spiderweb intricacy, soaring and subtle curvatures, even the less-than-gossamer thinness. A mightier work than the Pyramids, a finer work than a refashioned chromosome, the ship moved on toward a Saturn which had become the second brightest beacon in the firmament.


  The doorchime hauled Scobie out of his exaltation. As he started across the deck, he stubbed his toe on a table leg. Coriolis force caused that. It was slight, when a hull this size spun to give a full gee of weight, and a thing to which he had long since adapted; but now and then he got so interested in something that Terrestrial habits returned. He swore at his absent-mindedness, good-naturedly, since he anticipated a pleasurable time.


  When he opened the door, Delia Ames entered in a single stride. At once she closed it behind her and stood braced against it. She was a tall blonde woman who did electronics maintenance and kept up a number of outside activities. “Hey!” Scobie said. “What’s wrong? You look like—” he tried for levity “—something my cat would’ve dragged in, if we had any mice or beached fish aboard.”


  She drew a ragged breath. Her Australian accent thickened till he had trouble understanding: “I . . . today . . . I happened to be at the same cafeteria table as George Harding—”


  Unease tingled through Scobie. Harding worked in Ames’s department but had much more in common with him. In the game group to which they both belonged. Harding likewise took a vaguely ancestral role, N’Kuma the Lionslayer.


  “What happened?” Scobie asked. Woe stared back at him. “He mentioned . . . you and he and the rest . . . you’d be taking your next holiday together . . . to carry on your, your bloody act uninterrupted.”


  “Well, yes. Work at the new park over in Starboard Hull will be suspended till enough metal’s been recycled for the water pipes. The area will be vacant, and my gang has arranged to spend a week’s worth of days—”


  “But you and I were going to Lake Armstrong!”


  “Uh, wait, that was just a notion we talked about, no definite plan yet, and this is such an unusual chance—Later, sweetheart. I’m sorry.” He took her hands. They felt cold. He essayed a smile. “Now, c’mon, we were going to cook a festive dinner together and afterward spend a, shall we say, quiet evening at home. But for a start, this absolutely gorgeous presentation on the screen—”


  She jerked free of him. The gesture seemed to calm her. “No, thanks,” she said, flat-voiced. “Not when you’d rather be with that Broberg woman. I only came by to tell you in person I’m getting out of the way of you two.”


  “Huh?” He stepped back. “What the flaming hell do you mean?”


  “You know jolly well.”


  “I don’t! She, I, she’s happily married, got two kids, she’s older than me, we’re friends, sure, but there’s never been a thing between us that wasn’t in the open and on the level—” Scobie swallowed. “You suppose maybe I’m in love with her?”


  Ames looked away. Her fingers writhed together. “I’m not about to go on being a mere convenience to you. Colin. You have plenty of those. Myself, I’d hoped—But I was wrong, and I’m going to cut my losses before they get worse.”


  “But . . . Dee. I swear I haven’t fallen for anybody else, and I . . . I swear you’re more than a body to me, you’re a fine person—” She stood mute and withdrawn. Scobie gnawed his lip before he could tell her: “Okay, I admit it, the main reason I volunteered for this trip was I’d lost out in a love affair on Earth. Not that the project doesn’t interest me, but I’ve come to realize what a big chunk out of my life it is. You, more than any other woman, Dee, you’ve gotten me to feel better about the situation.”


  She grimaced. “But not as much as your psychodrama has, right?”


  “Hey, you must think I’m obsessed with the game. I’m not. It’s fun and—oh, maybe ‘fun’ is too weak a word—but anyhow, it’s just little bunches of people getting together fairly regularly to play. Like my fencing, or a chess club, or, or anything.”


  She squared her shoulders. “Well, then,” she asked, “will you cancel the date you’ve made and spend your holiday with me?”


  “I. uh, I can’t do that. Not at this stage. Kendrick isn’t off on the periphery of current events, he’s closely involved with everybody else. If I didn’t show, it’d spoil things for the rest.”


  Her glance steadied upon him. “Very well. A promise is a promise, or so I imagined. But afterward—Don’t be afraid. I’m not trying to trap you. That would be no good, would it? However, if I maintain this liaison of ours, will you phase yourself out of your game?”


  “I can’t—” Anger seized him. “No, God damn it!” he roared.


  “Then goodbye, Colin,” she said, and departed. He stared for minutes at the door she had shut behind her.


  Unlike the large Titan and Saturn-vicinity explorers, landers on the airless moons were simply modified Luna-to-space shuttles, reliable, but with limited capabilities. When the blocky shape had dropped below the horizon, Garcilaso said into his radio: “We’ve lost sight of the boat, Mark. I must say it improves the view.” One of the relay microsatellites which had been sown in orbit passed his words on.


  “Better start blazing your trail, then,” Danzig reminded.


  “My, my, you are a fussbudget, aren’t you?” Nevertheless Garcilaso unholstered the squirt gun at his hip and splashed a vividly fluorescent circle of paint on the ground. He would do it at eyeball intervals until his party reached the glacier. Except where dust lay thick over the regolith, footprints were faint under the feeble gravity, and absent when a walker crossed continuous rock.


  Walker? No, leaper. The three bounded exultant, little hindered by spacesuits, life support units, tool and ration packs. The naked land fled from their haste, and ever higher, ever clearer and more glorious to see, loomed the ice ahead of them.


  There was no describing it, not really. You could speak of lower slopes and palisades above, to a mean height of perhaps a hundred meters, with spires towering farther still. You could speak of gracefully curved tiers going up those braes, of lacy parapets and fluted crags and arched openings to caves filled with wonders, of mysterious blues in the depths and greens where light streamed through translucencies, of gem-sparkle across whiteness where radiance and shadow wove mandalas—and none of it would convey anything more than Scobie’s earlier, altogether inadequate comparison to the Grand Canyon.


  “Stop,” he said for the dozenth time. “I want to take a few pictures.”


  “Will anybody understand them who hasn’t been here?” whispered Broberg.


  “Probably not,” said Garcilaso in the same hushed tone. “Maybe no one but us ever will.”


  “What do you mean by that?” demanded Danzig’s voice.


  “Never mind,” snapped Scobie.


  “I think I know,” the chemist said. “Yes, it is a great piece of scenery, but you’re letting it hypnotize you.”


  “If you don’t cut out that drivel,” Scobie warned, “we’ll cut you out of the circuit. Damn it, we’ve got work to do. Get off our backs.”


  Danzig gusted a sigh. “Sorry. Uh, are you finding any clues to the nature of that—that thing?”


  Scobie focused his camera. “Well,” he said, partly mollified, “the different shades and textures, and no doubt the different shapes, seem to confirm what the reflection spectra from the flyby suggested. The composition is a mixture, or a jumble, or both, of several materials, and varies from place to place. Water ice is obvious, but I feel sure of carbon dioxide too. and I’d bet on ammonia, methane, and presumably lesser amounts of other stuff.”


  “Methane? Could that stay solid at ambient temperatures, in a vacuum?”


  “We’ll have to find out for sure. However, I’d guess that most of the time it’s cold enough, at least for methane strata that occur down inside where there’s pressure on them.”


  Within the vitryl globe of her helmet, Broberg’s features showed delight. “Wait!” she cried. “I have an idea—about what happened to the probe that landed.” She drew a breath. “It came down almost at the foot of the glacier, you recall. Our view of the site from space seemed to indicate that an avalanche buried it, but we couldn’t understand how that might have been triggered. Well, suppose a methane layer at exactly the wrong location melted. Heat radiation from the jets may have warmed it, and later the radar beam used to map contours added the last few degrees necessary. The stratum flowed, and down came everything that had rested on top of it.”


  “Plausible,” Scobie said. “Congratulations, Jean.”


  “Nobody thought of the possibility in advance?” Garcilaso scoffed. “What kind of scientists have we got along?”


  “The kind who were being overwhelmed by work after we reached Saturn, and still more by data input.” Scobie answered. “The universe is bigger than you or anybody can realize, hotshot.”


  “Oh. Sure. No offense.” Garcilaso’s glance returned to the ice. “Yes, we’ll never run out of mysteries, will we?”


  “Never.” Broberg’s eyes glowed enormous. “At the heart of things will always be magic. The Elf King rules—”


  Scobie returned his camera to its pouch. “Stow the gab and move on,” he ordered curtly.


  His gaze locked for an instant with Broberg’s. In the weird, mingled light, it could be seen that she went pale, then red, before she sprang off beside him.


  Ricia had gone alone into Moonwood on Midsummer Eve. The King found her there and took her unto him as she had hoped. Ecstasy became terror when he afterward bore her off; yet her captivity in the City of Ice brought her many more such hours, and beauties and marvels unknown among mortals. Alvarlan, her mentor, sent his spirit in quest of her, and was himself beguiled by what he found. It was an effort of will for him to tell Sir Kendrick of the Isles where she was, albeit he pledged his help in freeing her.


  N’Kuma the Lionslayer, Bela of Eastmarch, Karina Far West, Lady Aurelia, Olav Harpmaster had none of them been present when this happened.


  The glacier (a wrong name for something that might have no counterpart in the Solar System) lifted off the plain abruptly as a wall. Standing there, the three could no longer see the heights. They could, though, see that the slope which curved steeply upward to a filigree-topped edge was not smooth. Shadows lay blue in countless small craters. The sun had climbed just sufficiently high to beget them; a Iapetan day is more than seventy-nine of Earth’s.


  Danzig’s question crackled in their earphones: “Now are you satisfied? Will you come back before a fresh landslide catches you?”


  “It won’t,” Scobie replied. “We aren’t a vehicle, and the local configuration has clearly been stable for centuries or better. Besides, what’s the point of a manned expedition if nobody investigates anything?”


  “I’ll see if I can climb,” Garcilaso offered.


  “No, wait.” Scobie commanded. “I’ve had experience with mountains and snowpacks. for whatever that may be worth. Let me work out a route for us first.”


  “You’re going onto that stuff, the whole gaggle of you?” exploded Danzig. “Have you completely lost your minds?”


  Scobie’s brow and lips tightened. “Mark, I warn you again, if you don’t get your emotions under control we’ll cut you off. We’ll hike on a ways if I decide it’s safe.”


  He paced back and forth, in floating low-weight fashion, while he surveyed the jokull. Layers and blocks of distinct substances were plain to see, like separate ashlars laid by an elvish mason—where they were not so huge that a giant must have been at work. The craterlets might be sentry posts on this lowest embankment of the City’s defenses. . . .


  Garcilaso, most vivacious of men, stood motionless and let his vision lose itself in the sight. Broberg knelt down to examine the ground, but her own gaze kept wandering aloft.


  Finally she beckoned. “Colin, come over here, please,” she said. “I believe I’ve made a discovery.”


  Scobie joined her. As she rose, she scooped a handful of fine black particles off the shards on which she stood and let it trickle from her glove. “I suspect this is the reason the boundary of the ice is sharp,” she told him.


  “What is?” Danzig inquired from afar. He got no answer.


  “I noticed more and more dust as we went along,” Broberg continued. “If it fell on patches and lumps of frozen stuff, isolated from the main mass, and covered them, it would absorb solar heat till they melted or, likelier, sublimed. Even water molecules would escape to space, in this weak gravity. The main mass was too big for that; square-cube law. Dust grains there would simply melt their way down a short distance, then be covered as surrounding material collapsed on them, and the process would stop.”


  “H’m.” Scobie raised a hand to stroke his chin, encountered his helmet, and sketched a grin at himself. “Sounds reasonable. But where did so much dust come from—and the ice, for that matter?”


  “I think—” Her voice dropped until he could barely hear, and her look went the way of Garcilaso’s. His remained upon her face, profiled against stars. “I think this bears out your comet hypothesis, Colin. A comet struck Iapetus. It came from the direction it did because it got so near Saturn that it was forced to swing in a hairpin bend around the planet. It was enormous; the ice of it covered almost a hemisphere, in spite of much more being vaporized and lost. The dust is partly from it, partly generated by the impact.”


  He clasped her armored shoulder. “Your theory, Jean. I was not the first to propose a comet, but you’re the first to corroborate with details.”


  She didn’t appear to notice, except that she murmured further: “Dust can account for the erosion that made those lovely formations, too. It caused differential melting and sublimation on the surface, according to the patterns it happened to fall in and the mixes of ices it clung to, until it was washed away or encysted. The craters, these small ones and the major ones we’ve observed from above, they have a separate but similar origin. Meteorites—”


  “Whoa, there,” he objected. “Any sizable meteorite would release enough energy to steam off most of the entire field.”


  “I know. Which shows the comet collision was recent, less than a thousand years ago, or we wouldn’t be seeing this miracle today. Nothing big has since happened to strike, yet. I’m thinking of little stones, cosmic sand, in prograde orbits around Saturn so that they hit with low relative speed. Most simply make dimples in the ice. Lying there, however, they collect solar heat because they’re dark, and re-radiate it to melt away their surroundings, till they sink beneath. The concavities they leave reflect incident radiation from side to side, and thus continue to grow. The pothole effect. And again, because the different ices have different properties, you don’t get perfectly smooth craters, but those fantastic bowls we saw before we landed.”


  “By God!” Scobie hugged her. “You’re a genius.”


  Helmet against helmet, she smiled The Saturn Game and said, “No. It’s obvious, once you’ve seen for yourself.” She was quiet for a bit while still they held each other. “Scientific intuition is a funny thing, I admit,” she went on at last. “Considering the problem, I was hardly aware of my logical mind. What I thought was—the City of Ice, made with starstones out of that which a god called down from heaven—”


  “Jesus Maria!” Garcilaso spun about to stare at them.


  Scobie released the woman. “We’ll go after confirmation,” he said unsteadily. “To the large crater we spotted a few klicks inward. The surface appears quite safe to walk on.”


  “I called that crater the Elf King’s Dance Hall,” Broberg mused, as if a dream were coming back to her.


  “Have a care.” Garcilaso’s laugh rattled. “Heap big medicine yonder. The King is only an inheritor; it was giants who built these walls, for the gods.”


  “Well. I’ve got to find a way in, don’t I?” Scobie responded.


  “Indeed,” Alvarlan says. “I cannot guide you from this point. My spirit can only see through mortal eyes. I can but lend you my counsel, until we have neared the gates.”


  “Are you sleepwalking in that fairy tale of yours?” Danzig yelled. “Come back before you get yourselves killed!”


  “Will you dry up?” Scobie snarled. “It’s nothing but a style of talk we’ve got between us. If you can’t understand that, you’ve got less use of your brain than we do.”


  “Listen, won’t you? I didn’t say you’re crazy. You don’t have delusions or anything like that. I do say you’ve steered your fantasies toward this kind of place, and now the reality has reinforced them till you’re under a compulsion you don’t recognize. Would you go ahead so recklessly anywhere else in the universe? Think!”


  “That does it. We’ll resume contact after you’ve had time to improve your manners.” Scobie snapped off his main radio switch. The circuits that stayed active served for close-by communication but had no power to reach an orbital relay. His companions did likewise.


  The three faced the awesomeness before them. “You can help me find the Princess when we are inside, Alvarlan,” Kendrick says.


  “That I can and will,” the sorcerer vows.


  “I wait for you, most steadfast of my lovers,” Ricia croons.


  Alone in the spacecraft, Danzig well-nigh sobbed, “Oh, damn that game forever!” The sound fell away into emptiness.


  III


  To condemn psychodrama, even in its enhanced form, would be to condemn human nature.


  It begins in childhood. Play is necessary to an immature mammal, a means of learning to handle the body, the perceptions, and the outside world. The young human plays, must play, with its brain too. The more intelligent the child, the more its imagination needs exercise. There are degrees of activity, from the passive watching of a show on a screen, onward through reading, daydreaming, storytelling, and psychodrama . . . for which the child has no such fancy name.


  We cannot give this behavior any single description, for the shape and course it takes depends on an endless number of variables. Sex, age, culture, and companions are only the most obvious. For example, in pre-electronic North America little girls would often play “house” while little boys played “cowboys and Indians” or “cops and robbers,” whereas nowadays a mixed group of their descendants might play “dolphins” or “astronauts and aliens.” In essence, a small band forms, and each individual makes up a character to portray or borrows one from fiction. Simple props may be employed, such as toy weapons, or a chance object—a stick, for instance—may be declared something else such as a metal detector, or a thing may be quite imaginary, as the scenery almost always is. The children then act out a drama which they compose as they go along. When they cannot physically perform a certain action, they describe it. (“I jump real high, like you can do on Mars, an’ come out over the edge o’ that ol’ Valles Marineris, an’ take that bandit by surprise.”) A large cast of characters, especially villains, frequently comes into existence by fiat.


  The most imaginative member of the troupe dominates the game and the evolution of the story line, though in a rather subtle fashion, through offering the most vivid possibilities. The rest, however, are brighter than average; psychodrama in this highly developed form does not appeal to everybody.


  For those to whom it does, the effects are beneficial and lifelong. Besides increasing their creativity through use, it lets them try out a play version of different adult roles and experiences. Thereby they begin to acquire insight into adulthood.


  Such play-acting ends when adolescence commences, if not earlier—but only in that form, and not necessarily forever in it. Grown-ups have many dream-games. This is plain to see in lodges, for example, with their titles, costumes, and ceremonies; but does it not likewise animate all pageantry, every ritual? To what extent are our heroisms, sacrifices, and self-aggrandizements the acting out of personae that we maintain? Some thinkers have attempted to trace this element through every aspect of society.


  Here, though, we are concerned with overt psychodrama among adults. In Western civilization it first appeared on a noticeable scale during the middle twentieth century. Psychiatrists found it a powerful diagnostic and therapeutic technique. Among ordinary folk, war and fantasy games, many of which involved identification with imaginary or historical characters, became increasingly popular. In part this was doubtless a retreat from the restrictions and menaces of that unhappy period, but likely in larger part it was a revolt of the mind against the inactive entertainment, notably television, which had come to dominate recreation.


  The Chaos ended those activities. Everybody knows about their revival in recent times—for healthier reasons, one hopes. By projecting three-dimensional scenes and appropriate sounds from a data bank—or, better yet, by having a computer produce them to order—players gained a sense of reality that intensified their mental and emotional commitment. Yet in those games that went on for episode after episode, year after real-time year, whenever two or more members of a group could get together to play, they found themselves less and less dependent on such appurtenances. It seemed that, through practice, they had regained the vivid imaginations of their childhoods, and could make anything, or airy nothing itself, into the objects and the worlds they desired.


  I have deemed it necessary thus to repeat the obvious in order that we may see it in perspective. The news beamed from Saturn has brought widespread revulsion. (Why? What buried fears have been touched? This is subject matter for potentially important research.) Overnight, adult psychodrama has become unpopular; it may become extinct. That would, in many ways, be a worse tragedy than what has occurred yonder. There is no reason to suppose that the game ever harmed any mentally sound person on Earth; on the contrary. Beyond doubt, it has helped astronauts stay sane and alert on long, difficult missions. If it has no more medical use, that is because psychotherapy has become a branch of applied biochemistry.


  And this last fact, the modem world’s dearth of experience with madness, is at the root of what happened. Although he could not have foreseen the exact outcome, a twentieth-century psychiatrist might have warned against spending eight years, an unprecedented stretch of time, in as strange an environment as the Chronos. Strange it certainly has been, despite all efforts—limited, totally man-controlled, devoid of countless cues for which our evolution on Earth has fashioned us. Extraterrestrial colonists have, thus far. had available to them any number of simulations and compensations, of which close, full contact with home and frequent opportunities to visit there are probably the most significant. Sailing time to Jupiter was long, but half of that to Saturn. Moreover, because they were earlier, scientists in the Zeus had much research to occupy them en route, which it would be pointless for later travelers to duplicate; by then, the interplanetary medium between the two giants held few surprises.


  Contemporary psychologists were aware of this. They understood that the persons most adversely affected would be the most intelligent, imaginative, and dynamic—those who were supposed to make the very discoveries at Saturn which were the purpose of the undertaking. Being less familiar than their predecessors with the labyrinth that lies, Minotaur-haunted, beneath every human consciousness, the psychologists expected purely benign consequences of whatever psychodramas the crew engendered.


  —Minamoto


  Assignments to teams had not been made in advance of departure. It was sensible to let professional capabilities reveal themselves and grow on the voyage, while personal relationships did the same. Eventually such factors would help in deciding what individuals should train for what tasks. Long-term participation in a group of players normally forged bonds of friendship that were desirable, if the members were otherwise qualified.


  In real life, Scobie always observed strict propriety toward Broberg. She was attractive, but she was monogamous, and he had no wish to alienate her. Besides, he liked her husband. (Tom did not partake of the game. As an astronomer, he had plenty to keep his attention happily engaged.) They had played for a couple of years, and their group had acquired as many characters as it could accommodate in a narrative whose milieu and people were becoming complex, before Scobie and Broberg spoke of anything intimate.


  By then, the story they enacted was doing so, and maybe it was not altogether by chance that they met when both had several idle hours. This was in the weightless recreation area at the spin axis. They tumbled through aerobatics, shouting and laughing, until they were pleasantly tired, went to the clubhouse, turned in their wingsuits, and showered. They had not seen each other nude before; neither commented, but he did not hide his enjoyment of the sight, while she colored and averted her glance as tactfully as she was able. Afterward, their clothes resumed, they decided on a drink before they went home, and sought the lounge.


  Since evenwatch was approaching nightwatch. they had the place to themselves. At the bar, he thumbed a chit for Scotch, she for Pinot Chardonnay. The machine obliged them and they carried their refreshments out onto the balcony. Seated at a table, they looked across immensity. The clubhouse was built into the support frame on a Lunar gravity level. Above them they saw the sky wherein they had been as birds: its reach did not seem any more hemmed in by far-spaced, spidery girders than it was by a few drifting clouds. Beyond, and straight ahead, decks opposite were a commingling of masses and shapes which the scant illumination at this hour turned into mystery. Among those shadows the humans made out woods, brooks, pools, turned hoary or agleam by the light of stars which filled the skyview strips. Right and left, the hull stretched off beyond sight, a dark in which such lamps as there were appeared lost.


  The air was cool, slightly jasmine-scented, drenched with silence. Underneath and throughout, subliminally, throbbed the myriad pulses of the ship.


  “Magnificent,” Broberg said low, gazing outward. “What a surprise.”


  “Eh?” asked Scobie.


  “I’ve only been here before in daywatch. I didn’t anticipate a simple rotation of the reflectors would make it wonderful.”


  “Oh, I wouldn’t sneer at the daytime view. Mighty impressive.”


  “Yes, but—but then you see too plainly that everything is manmade, nothing is wild or unknown or free. The sun blots out the stars; it’s as though no universe existed beyond this shell we’re in. Tonight is like being in Maranoa,” the kingdom of which Ricia is Princess, a kingdom of ancient things and ways, wildernesses, enchantments.


  “H’m, yeah, sometimes I feel trapped myself,” Scobie admitted. “I thought I had a journey’s worth of geological data to study, but my project isn’t going anywhere very interesting.”


  “Same for me.” Broberg straightened where she sat, turned to him, and smiled a trifle. The dusk softened her features, made them look young. “Not The Saturn Game that we’re entitled to self-pity. Here we are, safe and comfortable till we reach Saturn. After that we should never lack for excitement, or for material to work with on the way home.”


  “True.” Scobie raised his glass. “Well, skoal. Hope I’m not mispronouncing that.”


  “How should I know?” she laughed. “My maiden name was Almyer.”


  “That’s right, you’ve adopted Tom’s surname. I wasn’t thinking. Though that is rather unusual these days, hey?” She spread her hands. “My family was well-to-do, but they were—are—Jerusalem Catholics. Strict about certain things; archaistic, you might say.” She lifted her wine and sipped. “Oh, yes, I’ve left the Church, but in several ways the Church will never leave me.”


  “I see. Not to pry, but, uh, this does account for some traits of yours I couldn’t help wondering about.”


  She regarded him over the rim of her glass. “Like what?”


  “Well, you’ve got a lot of life in you, vigor, a sense of fun, but you’re also—what’s the word?—uncommonly domestic. You’ve told me you were a quiet faculty member of Yukon University till you married Tom.” Scobie grinned. “Since you two kindly invited me to your last anniversary party, and I know your present age, I deduced that you were thirty then.” Unmentioned was the likelihood that she had still been a virgin. “Nevertheless—oh, forget it. I said I don’t want to pry.”


  “Go ahead, Colin,” she urged. “That line from Bums sticks in my mind, since you introduced me to his poetry. ‘To see ourselfs as others see us!’ Since it looks as if we may visit the same moon—”


  Scobie took a hefty dollop of Scotch. “Aw, nothing much,” he said, unwontedly diffident. “If you must know, well, I have the impression that being in love wasn’t the single good reason you had for marrying Tom. He’d already been accepted for this expedition, and given your personal qualifications, that would get you in too. In short, you’d grown tired of routine respectability and here was how you could kick over the traces. Am I right?”


  “Yes.” Her gaze dwelt on him. “You’re more perceptive than I supposed.”


  “No, not really. A roughneck rockhound. But Ricia’s made it plain to see that you’re more than a demure wife, mother, and scientist—” She parted her lips. He raised a palm. “No, please, let me finish. I know it’s bad manners to claim somebody’s persona is a wish fulfillment, and I’m not doing that. Of course you don’t want to be a free-roving, free-loving female scamp, any more than I want to ride around cutting down assorted enemies. Still, if you’d been born and raised in the world of our game, I feel sure you’d be a lot like Ricia. And that potential is part of you, Jean.” He tossed off his drink. “If I’ve said too much, please excuse me. Want a refill?”


  “I’d better not, but don’t let me stop you.”


  “You won’t.” He rose and bounded off.


  When he returned, he saw that she had been observing him through the vitryl door. As he sat down, she smiled, leaned a bit across the table, and told him softly: “I’m glad you said what you did. Now I can declare what a complicated man Kendrick reveals you to be.”


  “What?” Scobie asked in honest surprise. “Come on! He’s a sword-and-shield tramp, a fellow who likes to travel, same as me; and in my teens I was a brawler, same as him.”


  “He may lack polish, but he’s a chivalrous knight, a compassionate overlord, a knower of sagas and traditions, an appreciator of poetry and music, a bit of a bard . . . Ricia misses him. When will he get back from his latest quest?”


  “I’m bound home this minute. N’Kuma and I gave those pirates the slip and landed at Haverness two days ago. After we buried the swag, he wanted to visit Bela and Karina and join them in whatever they’ve been up to, so we bade goodbye for the time being.” Scobie and Harding had lately taken a few hours to conclude that adventure of theirs. The rest of the group had been mundanely occupied for some while.


  Broberg’s eyes widened. “From Haverness to the Isles? But I’m in Castle Devaranda, right in between.”


  “I hoped you’d be.”


  “I can’t wait to hear your story.”


  “I’m pushing on after dark. The moon is bright and I’ve got a pair of remounts I bought with a few gold pieces from the loot.” The dust rolls white beneath drumming hoofs. Where a horseshoe strikes a flint pebble, sparks fly ardent. Kendrick scowls. “You, aren’t you with . . . what’s his name? . . . Joran the Red? I don’t like him.”


  “I sent him packing a month ago. He got the idea that sharing my bed gave him authority over me. It was never anything but a romp. I stand alone on the Gerfalcon Tower, looking south over moonlit fields, and wonder how you fare. The road flows toward me like a gray river. Do I see a rider come at a gallop, far and far away?”


  After many months of play, no image on a screen was necessary. Pennons on the night wind stream athwart the stars. “I arrive. I sound my horn to rouse the gatekeepers.”


  “How I do remember those merry notes—”


  That same night, Kendrick and Ricia become lovers. Experienced in the game and careful of its etiquette, Scobie and Broberg uttered no details about the union; they did not touch each other and maintained only fleeting eye contact; the ultimate goodnights were very decorous. After all, this was a story they composed about two fictitious characters in a world that never was.


  The lower slopes of the jokull rose in tiers which were themselves deeply concave; the humans walked around their rims and admired the extravagant formations beneath. Names sprang onto lips: the Frost Garden, the Ghost Bridge, the Snow Queen’s Throne, while Kendrick advances into the City, and Ricia awaits him at the Dance Hall, and the spirit of Alvarlan carries word between them so that it is as if already she too travels beside her knight. Nevertheless they proceeded warily, vigilant for signs of danger, especially whenever a change of texture or hue or anything else in the surface underfoot betokened a change in its nature.


  Above the highest ledge reared a cliff The Saturn Game too sheer to scale, Iapetan gravity or no, the fortress wall. However, from orbit the crew had spied a gouge in the vicinity, forming a pass, doubtless plowed by a small meteorite in the war between the gods and the magicians, when stones chanted down from the sky wrought havoc so accursed that none dared afterward rebuild. That was an eerie climb, hemmed in by heights which glimmered in the blue twilight they cast, heaven narrowed to a belt between them where stars seemed to blaze doubly brilliant.


  “There must be guards at the opening,” Kendrick says.


  “A single guard,” answers the mind-whisper of Alvarlan, “but he is a dragon. If you did battle with him, the noise and flame would bring every warrior here upon you. Fear not. I’ll slip into his buntin’ brain and weave him such a dream that he’ll never see you.”


  “The King might sense the spell,” says Ricia through him. “Since you’ll be parted from us anyway while you ride the soul of that beast, Alvarlan, I’ll seek him out and distract him.”


  Kendrick grimaces, knowing full well what means are hers to do that. She has told him how she longs for freedom and her knight; she has also hinted that elven lovemaking transcends the human. Does she wish for a final time before her rescue? . . . Well, Ricia and Kendrick have neither plighted nor practiced single troth. Assuredly Colin Scobie had not. He jerked forth a grin and continued through the silence that had fallen on all three.


  They came out on top of the glacial mass and looked around them. Scobie whistled. Garcilaso stammered, “J-J-Jesus Christ!” Broberg smote her hands together.


  Below them the precipice fell to the ledges, whose sculpturing took on a wholly new, eldritch aspect, gleam and shadow, until it ended at the plain. Seen from here aloft, the curvature of the moon made toes strain downward in boots, as if to cling fast and not be spun off among the stars which surrounded, rather than shone above, its ball. The spacecraft stood minute on dark, pocked stone, like a cenotaph raised to loneliness.


  Eastward the ice reached beyond an edge of sight which was much closer. (“Yonder could be the rim of the world.” Garcilaso said, and Ricia replies, “Yes, the City is nigh to there.”) Bowls of different sizes, hillocks, crags, no two of them eroded the same way, turned its otherwise level stretch into a surreal maze. An arabesque openwork ridge which stood at the explorers’ goal overtopped the horizon. Everything that was illuminated lay gently aglow. Radiant though the sun was, it cast the light of only, perhaps, five thousand full Lunas upon Earth. Southward, Saturn’s great semidisc gave about one-half more Lunar shining; but in that direction, the wilderness sheened pale amber.


  Scobie shook himself. “Well, shall we go?” His prosaic question jarred the others; Garcilaso frowned and Broberg winced.


  She recovered. “Yes, hasten,” Ricia says. “I am by myself once more. Are you out of the dragon, Alvarlan?”


  “Aye,” the wizard informs her. “Kendrick is safely behind a ruined palace. Tell us how best to reach you.”


  “You are at the time-gnawed Crown House. Before you lies the Street of the Shieldsmiths—”


  Scobie’s brows knitted. “It is noonday, when elves do not fare abroad,” Kendrick says remindingly, commandingly. “I do not wish to encounter any of them. No fights, no complications. We are going to fetch you and escape, without further trouble.”


  Broberg and Garcilaso showed disappointment, but understood him. A game broke down when a person refused to accept something that a fellow player tried to put in. Often the narrative threads were not mended and picked up for many days. Broberg sighed.


  “Follow the street to its end at a forum where a snow fountain springs,” Ricia directs. “Cross, and continue on Aleph Zain Boulevard. You will know it by a gateway in the form of a skull with open jaws. If anywhere you see a rainbow flicker in the air, stand motionless until it has gone by, for it will be an auroral wolf. . . .”


  At a low-gravity lope, the distance took some thirty minutes to cover. In the later part, the three were forced to detour by great banks of an ice so finegrained that it slid about under their bootsoles and tried to swallow them. Several of these lay at irregular intervals around their destination.


  There the travelers stood again for a time in the grip of awe.


  The bowl at their feet must reach down almost to bedrock, a hundred meters, and was twice as wide. On this rim lifted the wall they had seen from the cliff, an arc fifty meters long and high, nowhere thicker than five meters, pierced by intricate scrollwork, greenly agleam where it was not translucent. It was the uppermost edge of a stratum which made serrations down the crater. Other outcrops and ravines were more dreamlike yet . . . was that a unicorn’s head, was that a colonnade of caryatids, was that an icicle bower . . .? The depths were a lake of cold blue shadow.


  “You have come, Kendrick, beloved!” cries Ricia, and casts herself into his arms.


  “Quiet,” warns the sending of Alvarlan the wise. “Rouse not our immortal enemies.”


  “Yes, we must get back.” Scobie blinked. “Judas priest, what possessed us? Fun is fun, but we sure have come a lot farther and faster than was smart, haven’t we?”


  “Let us stay for a little while,” Broberg pleaded. “This is such a miracle—the Elf King’s Dance Hall, which the Lord of the Dance built for him—”


  “Remember, if we stay we’ll be caught, and your captivity may be forever.” Scobie thumbed his main radio switch. “Hello, Mark? Do you read me?”


  Neither Broberg nor Garcilaso made that move. They did not hear Danzig’s voice: “Oh, yes! I’ve been hunkered over the set gnawing my knuckles. How are you?”


  “All right. We’re at the big hole and will be heading back as soon I’ve gotten a few pictures.”


  “They haven’t made words to tell how relieved I am. From a scientific standpoint, was it worth the risk?”


  Scobie gasped. He stared before him.


  “Colin?” Danzig called. “You still there?”


  “Yes. Yes.”


  “I asked what observations of any The Saturn Game importance you made.”


  “I don’t know,” Scobie mumbled. “I can’t remember. None of it after we started climbing seems real.”


  “Better you return right away,” Danzig said grimly. “Forget about photographs.”


  “Correct.” Scobie addressed his companions: “Forward march.”


  “I can’t,” Alvarlan answers. “A wanderin’ spell has caught my spirit in tendrils of smoke.”


  “I know where a fire dagger is kept,” Ricia says. “I’ll try to steal it.” Broberg moved ahead, as though to descend into the crater. Tiny ice grains trickled over the verge from beneath her boots. She could easily lose her footing and slide down.


  “No, wait,” Kendrick shouts to her. “No need. My spearhead is of moon alloy. It can cut—”


  The glacier shuddered. The ridge cracked asunder and fell in shards. The area on which the humans stood split free and toppled into the bowl. An avalanche poured after. High-flung crystals caught sunlight, glittered prismatic in challenge to the stars, descended slowly and lay quiet.


  Except for shock waves through solids, everything had happened in the absolute silence of space.


  Heartbeat by heartbeat, Scobie crawled back to his senses. He found himself held down, immobilized, in darkness and pain. His armor had saved, was still saving his life; he had been stunned but escaped a real concussion. Yet every breath hurt abominably. A rib or two on the left side seemed broken; a monstrous impact must have dented metal.


  And he was buried under more weight than he could move.


  “Hello,” he coughed. “Does anybody read me?” The single reply was the throb of his blood. If his radio still worked—which it should, being built into the suit—the mass around him screened him off.


  It also sucked heat at an unknown but appalling rate. He felt no cold because the electrical system drew energy from his fuel cell as fast as needed to keep him warm and to recycle his air chemically. As a normal thing, when he lost heat through the slow process of radiation—and, a trifle, through kerofoam-lined bootsoles—the latter demand was much the greater. Now conduction was at work on every square centimeter. He had a spare unit in the equipment on his back, but no means of getting at it.


  Unless—He barked forth a chuckle. Straining, he felt the stuff that entombed him yield the least bit under the pressure of arms and legs. And his helmet rang slightly with noise, a rustle, a gurgle. This wasn’t water ice that imprisoned him. but stuff with a much lower freezing point. He was melting it, subliming it, making room for himself.


  If he lay passive, he would sink, while frozenness above slid down to keep him in his grave. He might evoke superb new formations, but he would not see them. Instead, he must use the small capability given him to work his way upward, scrabble, get a purchase on matter that was not yet aflow, burrow to the stars.


  He began.


  Agony soon racked him. Breath rasped in and out of lungs aflame. His strength drained away and trembling took its place, and he could not tell whether he ascended or slipped back. Blind, half suffocated, Scobie made mole-claws of his hands and dug.


  It was too much to endure. He fled from it—


  His strong enchantments failing, the Elf King brought down his towers of fear in wreck. If the spirit of Alvarlan returned to its body, the wizard would brood upon things he had seen, and understand what they meant, and such knowledge would give mortals a terrible power against Faerie. Waking from sleep, the King scryed Kendrick about to release that fetch. There was no time to do more than break the spell which upheld the Dance Hall. It was largely built of mist and starshine, but enough blocks quarried from the cold side of Ginnungagap were in it that when they crashed they should kill the knight. Ricia would perish too, and in his quicksilver intellect the King regretted that. Nevertheless he spoke the necessary word.


  He did not comprehend how much abuse flesh and bone can bear. Sir Kendrick fights his way clear of the ruins, to seek and save his lady. While he does, he heartens himself with thoughts of adventures past and future—


  —and suddenly the blindness broke apart and Saturn stood lambent within rings.


  Scobie belly-flopped onto the surface and lay shuddering.


  He must rise, no matter how his injuries screamed, lest he melt himself a new burial place. He lurched to his feet and glared around.


  Little but outcroppings and scars was left of the sculpture. For the most part, the crater had become a smooth-sided whiteness under heaven. Scarcity of shadows made distances hard to gauge, but Scobie guessed the new depth was about seventy-five meters. And empty, empty.


  “Mark, do you hear?” he cried.


  “That you, Colin?” rang in his earpieces. “Name of mercy, what’s happened? I heard you call out, and saw a cloud rise and sink . . . then nothing for more than an hour. Are you okay?”


  “I am, sort of. I don’t see Jean or Luis. A landslide took us by surprise and buried us. Hold on while I search.”


  When he stood upright, Scobie’s ribs hurt less. He could move about rather handily if he took care. The two types of standard analgesic in his kit were alike useless, one too weak to give noticeable relief, one so strong that it would turn him sluggish. Casting to and fro, he soon found what he expected, a concavity in the tumbled snowlike material, slightly aboil.


  Also a standard part of his gear was a trenching tool. Scobie set pain aside and dug. A helmet appeared. Broberg’s head was within it. She too had been tunneling out.


  “Jean!”


  “Kendrick!” She crept free and they embraced, suit to suit. “Oh, Colin.”


  “How are you?” rattled from him.


  “Alive,” she answered. “No serious harm done, I think. A lot to be said for low gravity . . . You? Luis?” Blood was clotted in a streak beneath her nose, and a bruise on her forehead was turning purple, but she stood firmly and spoke clearly.


  “I’m functional. Haven’t found Luis yet. Help me look. First, though, we’d The Saturn Game better check out our equipment.”


  She hugged arms around chest, as if that would do any good here. “I’m chilled,” she admitted.


  Scobie pointed at a telltale. “No wonder. Your fuel cell’s down to its last couple of ergs. Mine isn’t in a lot better shape. Let’s change.”


  They didn’t waste time removing their backpacks, but reached into each other’s. Tossing the spent units to the ground, where vapors and holes immediately appeared and then froze, they plugged the fresh ones into their suits. “Turn your thermostat down,” Scobie advised. “We won’t find shelter soon. Physical activity will help us keep warm.”


  “And require faster air recycling,” Broberg reminded.


  “Yeah. But for the moment, at least, we can conserve the energy in the cells. Okay, next let’s check for strains, potential leaks, any kind of damage or loss. Hurry. Luis is still down there.” Inspection was a routine made automatic by years of drill. While her fingers searched across the man’s spacesuit, Broberg let her eyes wander. “The Dance Hall is gone,” Ricia murmurs. “I think the King smashed it to prevent our escape.”


  “Me too. If he finds out we’re alive, and seeking for Alvarlan’s soul—Hey, wait! None of that!”


  Danzig’s voice quavered. “How’re you doing?”


  “We’re in fair shape, seems like,” Scobie replied. “My corselet took a beating but didn’t split or anything. Now to find Luis . . . Jean, suppose you spiral right, I left, across the crater floor.”


  It took a while, for the seething which marked Garcilaso’s burial was minuscule. Scobie started to dig. Broberg watched how he moved, heard how he breathed, and said, “Give me that tool. Just where are you bunged up, anyway?”


  He admitted his condition and stepped back. Crusty chunks flew from Broberg’s toil. She progressed fast, since whatever kind of ice lay at this point was, luckily, friable, and under Iapetan gravity she could cut a hole with almost vertical sides.


  “I’ll make myself useful,” Scobie said, “namely, find us a way out.” When he started up the nearest slope, it shivered. All at once he was borne back in a tide that made rustly noises through his armor, while a fog of dry-white motes blinded him. Painfully, he scratched himself free at the bottom and tried elsewhere. In the end he could report to Danzig: “I’m afraid there is no easy route. When the rim collapsed where we stood, it did more than produce a shock which wrecked the delicate formations throughout the crater. It let tons of stuff pour down from the surface—a particular sort of ice that, under local conditions, is like fine sand. The walls are covered by it. Most places, it lies meters deep over more stable material. We’d slide faster than we could climb, where the layer is thin; where it’s thick, we’d sink.”


  Danzig sighed. “I guess I get to take a nice, healthy hike.”


  “I assume you’ve called for help.”


  “Of course. They’ll have two boats here in about a hundred hours. The best they can manage. You knew that already.”


  “Uh-huh. And our fuel cells are good for perhaps fifty hours.”


  “Oh, well, not to worry about that. I’ll bring extras and toss them to you. if you’re stuck till the rescue party arrives. M-m-m . . . maybe I’d better rig a slingshot or something first.”


  “You might have a problem locating us. This isn’t a true crater, it’s a glorified pothole, the lip of it flush with the top of the glacier. The landmark we guided ourselves by, that fancy ridge, is gone.”


  “No big deal. I’ve got a bearing on you from the directional antenna, remember. A magnetic compass may be no use here, but I can keep myself oriented by the heavens. Saturn scarcely moves in this sky, and the sun and the stars don’t move fast.”


  “Damn! You’re right. I wasn’t thinking. Got Luis on my mind, if nothing else.” Scobie looked across the bleakness toward Broberg. Perforce she was taking a short rest, stoop-shouldered above her excavation. His earpieces brought him the harsh sound in her windpipe.


  He must maintain what strength was left him. against later need. He sipped from his water nipple, pushed a bite of food through his chowlock, pretended an appetite. “I may as well try reconstructing what happened,” he said. “Okay, Mark, you were right, we got crazy reckless. The game—Eight years was too long to play the game, in an environment that gave us too few reminders of reality. But who could have foreseen it? My God, warn Chronos! I happen to know that one of the Titan teams started playing an expedition to the merfolk under the Crimson Ocean—on account of the red mists—deliberately, like us, before they set off . . .


  Scobie gulped, “Well,” he slogged on. “I don’t suppose we’ll ever know exactly what went wrong here. But plain to see, the configuration was only metastable. On Earth, too, avalanches can be fatally easy to touch off. I’d guess at a methane layer underneath the surface. It turned a little slushy when temperatures rose after dawn, but that didn’t matter in low gravity and vacuum—till we came along. Heat, vibration—Anyhow, the stratum slid out from under us, which triggered a general collapse. Does that guess seem reasonable?”


  “Yes, to an amateur like me,” Danzig said. “I admire how you can stay academic under these circumstances.”


  “I’m being practical,” Scobie retorted. “Luis may need medical attention earlier than those boats can come for him. If so, how do we get him to ours?”


  Danzig’s voice turned stark. “Any ideas?”


  “I’m fumbling my way toward that. Look, the bowl still has the same basic form. The whole shebang didn’t cave in. That implies hard material, water ice and actual rock. In fact, I see a few remaining promontories, jutting out above the sandlike stuff. As for what it is—maybe an ammonia-carbon dioxide combination, maybe more exotic—that’ll be for you to discover later. Right now . . . my geological instruments should help me trace where the solid masses are least deeply covered. We all have trenching tools, so we can try to shovel a path clear, along The Saturn Game a zigzag of least effort. That may bring more garbage slipping down on us from above, but that in turn may expedite our progress. Where the uncovered shelves are too steep or slippery to climb, we can chip footholds. Slow and tough work; and we may run into a bluff higher than we can jump, or something like that.”


  “I can help,” Danzig proposed. “While I waited to hear from you, I inventoried our stock of spare cable, cord, equipment I can cannibalize for wire, clothes and bedding I can cut into strips—whatever might be knotted together to make a rope. We won’t need much tensile strength. Well, I estimate I can get about forty meters. According to your description, that’s about half the slope length of that trap you’re in. If you can climb halfway up while I trek there, I can haul you the rest of the way.”


  “Thanks, Mark,” Scobie said, “although—”


  “Luis!” shrieked in his helmet. “Colin, come fast, help me, this is dreadful!”


  Regardless of the pain, except for a curse or two, Scobie sped to Broberg’s aid.


  Garcilaso was not quite unconscious. In that lay much of the horror. They heard him mumble, “—Hell, the King threw my soul into Hell. I can’t find my way out. I’m lost. If only Hell weren’t so cold—” They could not see his face; the inside of his helmet was crusted with frost. Deeper and longer buried than the others, badly hurt in addition, he would have died shortly after his fuel cell was exhausted. Broberg had uncovered him barely in time, if that.


  Crouched in the shaft she had dug, she rolled him over onto his belly. His limbs flopped about and he babbled, “A demon attacks me. I’m blind here but I feel the wind of its wings,” in a blurred monotone. She unplugged the energy unit and tossed it aloft, saying, “We should return this to the ship if we can.”


  Above, Scobie gave the object a morbid stare. It didn’t even retain the warmth to make a little vapor, like his and hers, but lay quite inert. Its case was a metal box, thirty centimeters by fifteen by six, featureless except for two plug-in prongs on one of the broad sides. Controls built into the spacesuit circuits allowed you to start and stop the chemical reactions within and regulate their rate manually; but as a rule you left that chore to your thermostat and aerostat. Now those reactions had run their course. Until it was recharged, the cell was merely a lump.


  Scobie leaned over to watch Broberg, some ten meters below him. She had extracted the reserve unit from Garcilaso’s gear, inserted it properly at the small of his back, and secured it by clips on the bottom of his packframe. “Let’s have your contribution, Colin,” she said. Scobie dropped the meter of heavy-gauge insulated wire which was standard issue on extravehicular missions, in case you needed to make a special electrical connection or a repair. She joined it by Western Union splices to the two she already had, made a loop at the end and, awkwardly reaching over her left shoulder, secured the opposite end by a hitch to the top of her packframe. The triple strand bobbed above her like an antenna.


  Stooping, she gathered Garcilaso in her arms. The Iapetan weight of him and his apparatus was under ten kilos, of her and hers about the same. Theoretically she could jump straight out of the hole with her burden. In practice, her spacesuit was too hampering; constant-volume joints allowed considerable freedom of movement, but not as much as bare skin, especially when circum-Saturnian temperatures required extra insulation. Besides, if she could have reached the top, she could not have stayed. Soft ice would have crumbled beneath her fingers and she would have tumbled back down.


  “Here goes,” she said. “This had better be right the first time, Colin. I don’t think Luis can take much jouncing.”


  “Kendrick, Ricia, where are you?” Garcilaso moaned. “Are you in Hell too?”


  Scobie dug his heels into the ground near the edge and crouched ready. The loop in the wire rose to view. His right hand grabbed hold. He threw himself backward, lest he slide forward, and felt the mass he had captured slam to a halt. Anguish exploded in his rib cage. Somehow he dragged his burden to safety before he fainted.


  He came out of that in a minute. “I’m okay,” he rasped at the anxious voices of Broberg and Danzig. “Only let me rest a while.”


  The physicist nodded and knelt to minister to the pilot. She stripped his packframe in order that he might lie flat on it, head and legs supported by the packs themselves. That would prevent significant heat loss by convection and cut loss by conduction. Still, his fuel cell would be drained faster than if he were on his feet, and first it had a terrible energy deficit to make up.


  “The ice is clearing away inside his helmet,” she reported. “Merciful Mary, the blood! Seems to be from the scalp, though: it isn’t running any more. His occiput must have been slammed against the vitryl. We ought to wear padded caps in these rigs. Yes, I know accidents like this haven’t happened before, but—” She unclipped the flashlight at her waist, stooped, and shone it downward. “His eyes are open. The pupils—yes, a severe concussion, and likely a skull fracture, which may be hemorrhaging into the brain. I’m surprised he isn’t vomiting. Did the cold prevent that? Will he start soon? He could choke on his own vomit, in there where nobody can lay a hand on him.”


  Scobie’s pain had subsided to a bearable intensity. He rose, went over to look, whistled, and said, “I judge he’s doomed unless we get him to the boat and give him proper care soon. Which isn’t possible.”


  “Oh, Luis.” Tears ran silently down Broberg’s cheeks.


  “You think he can’t last till I bring my rope and we carry him back?” Danzig asked.


  “ ‘Fraidnot,” Scobie replied. “I’ve taken paramedical courses, and in fact I’ve seen a case like this before. How come you know the symptoms, Jean?”


  “I read a lot,” she said dully.


  “They weep, the dead children weep,” Garcilaso muttered.


  Danzig sighed. “Okay, then. I’ll fly over to you.”


  “Huh?” burst from Scobie, and from The Saturn Game


  Broberg: “Have you also gone insane?”


  “No, listen,” Danzig said fast. “I’m no skilled pilot, but I have the same basic training in this type of craft that everybody does who might ride in one. It’s expendable; the rescue vessels can bring us back. There’d be no significant gain if I landed close to the glacier—I’d still have to make that rope and so forth—and we know from what happened to the probe that there would be a real hazard. Better I make straight for your crater.”


  “Coming down on a surface that the jets will vaporize out from under you?” Scobie snorted. “I bet Luis would consider that a hairy stunt. You, my friend, would crack up.”


  “Nu?” They could almost see the shrug. “A crash from low altitude, in this gravity, shouldn’t do more than rattle my teeth. The blast will cut a hole clear to bedrock. True, the surrounding ice will collapse in around the hull and trap it. You may need to dig to reach the airlock, though I suspect thermal radiation from the cabin will keep the upper parts of the structure free. Even if the craft topples and strikes sidewise—in which case, it’ll sink down into a deflating cushion—even if it did that on bare rock, it shouldn’t be seriously damaged. It’s designed to withstand heavier impacts.” Danzig hesitated. “Of course, could be this would endanger you. I’m confident I won’t fry you with the jets, assuming I descend near the middle and you’re as far offside as you can get. Maybe, though, maybe I’d cause a . . . an ice quake that’ll kill you. No sense in losing two more lives.”


  “Or three, Mark,” Broberg said low. “In spite of your brave words, you could come to grief yourself.”


  “Oh, well, I’m an oldish man. I’m fond of living, yes, but you guys have a whole lot more years due you. Look, suppose the worst, suppose I don’t just make a messy landing but wreck the boat utterly. Then Luis dies, but he would anyway. You two, however, would have access to the stores aboard, including those extra fuel cells. I’m willing to run what I consider to be a small risk of my own neck, for the sake of giving Luis a chance at survival.”


  “Um-m-m,” went Scobie, deep in his throat. A hand strayed in search of his chin, while his gaze roved around the glimmer of the bowl.


  “I repeat,” Danzig proceeded, “if you think this might jeopardize you in any way, we scrub it. No heroics, please. Luis would surely agree, better three people safe and one dead than four stuck with a high probability of death.”


  “Let me think.” Scobie was mute for minutes before he said: “No, I don’t believe we’d get in too much trouble here. As I remarked earlier, the vicinity has had its avalanche and must be in a reasonably stable configuration. True, ice will volatilize. In the case of deposits with low boiling points, that could happen explosively and cause tremors. But the vapor will carry heat away so fast that only material in your immediate area should change state. I daresay that the fine-grained stuff will get shaken down the slopes, but it’s got too low a density to do serious harm; for the most part, it should simply act like a brief snowstorm. The floor will make adjustments, of course, which may be rather violent. However, we can be above it—do you see that shelf of rock over yonder, Jean, at jumping height? It has to be part of a buried hill; solid. That’s our place to wait . . . Okay, Mark, it’s go as far as we’re concerned. I can’t be absolutely certain, but who ever is about anything? It seems like a good bet.”


  “What are we overlooking?” Broberg wondered. She glanced down at Luis, who lay at her feet. “While we considered all the possibilities, Luis might die. Yes, fly if you want to, Mark, and God bless you.”


  But when she and Scobie had brought Garcilaso to the ledge, she gestured from Saturn to Polaris and: “I will sing a spell, I will cast what small magic is mine, in aid of the Dragon Lord, that he may deliver Alvarlan’s soul from Hell,” says Ricia.


  IV


  No reasonable person will blame any interplanetary explorer for miscalculations about the actual environment, especially when some decision has to be made, in haste and under stress. Occasional errors are inevitable. If we knew exactly what to expect thoughout the Solar System, we would have no reason to explore it.


  —Minamoto


  The boat lifted. Cosmic dust smoked away from its jets. A hundred and fifty meters aloft, thrust lessened and it stood still on a pillar of fire.


  Within the cabin was little noise, a low hiss and a bone-deep but nearly inaudible rumble. Sweat studded Danzig’s features, clung glistening to his beard stubble, soaked his coverall and made it reek. He was about to undertake a maneuver as difficult as a rendezvous, and without guidance.


  Gingerly, he advanced a vernier. A side jet woke. The boat lurched toward a nosedive. Danzig’s hands jerked across the console. He must adjust the forces that held his vessel on high and those that pushed it horizontally, to get a resultant that would carry him eastward at a slow, steady pace. The vectors would change instant by instant, as they do when a human walks. The control computer, linked to the sensors, handled much of the balancing act, but not the crucial part. He must tell it what he wanted it to do.


  His handling was inexpert. He had realized it would be. More altitude would have given him more margin for error, but deprived him of cues that his eyes found on the terrain beneath and the horizon ahead. Besides, when he reached the glacier he would perforce fly low to find his goal. He would be too busy for the precise celestial navigation he could have practiced afoot.


  Seeking to correct his error, he overcompensated. and the boat pitched in a different direction. He punched for “hold steady” and the computer took over. Motionless again, he took a minute to catch his breath, regain his nerve, rehearse in his mind. Biting his lip, he tried afresh. This time he did not quite approach disaster. Jets aflicker, the boat staggered drunkenly over the moonscape.


  The ice cliff loomed nearer and nearer. He saw its fragile loveliness and regretted that he must cut a swathe of ruin. Yet what did any natural wonder mean unless a conscious mind was there to know it? He passed the lowest slope. It vanished in billows of steam.


  Onward. Beyond the boiling, right and left and ahead, the Faerie architecture crumbled. He crossed the palisade. Now he was a bare fifty meters above the surface, and the clouds reached vengefully close before they disappeared into vacuum. He squinted through the port and made the scanner sweep a magnified overview across its screen, a search for his destination.


  A white volcano erupted. The outburst engulfed him. Suddenly he was flying blind. Shocks belled through the hull when upflung stones hit. Frost sheathed the craft; the scanner screen went as blank as the ports. Danzig should have ordered ascent, but he was inexperienced. A human in danger has less of an instinct to jump than to run. He tried to scuttle sideways. Without exterior vision to aid him, he sent the vessel tumbling end over end. By the time he saw his mistake, less than a second, it was too late. He was out of control. The computer might have retrieved the situation after a while, but the glacier was too close. The boat crashed.


  “Hello, Mark?” Scobie cried. “Mark, do you read me? Where are you, for Christ’s sake?”


  Silence replied. He gave Broberg a look which lingered. “Everything seemed to be in order,” he said, “till we heard a shout, and a lot of racket, and nothing. He should’ve reached us by now. Instead, he’s run into trouble. I hope it wasn’t lethal.”


  “What can we do?” she asked as redundantly. They needed talk, any talk, for Garcilaso lay beside them and his delirious voice was dwindling fast.


  “If we don’t get fresh fuel cells within the next forty or fifty hours, we’ll be at the end of our particular trail. The boat should be someplace near. We’ll have to get out of this hole under our own power, seems like. Wait here with Luis and I’ll scratch around for a possible route.”


  Scobie started downward. Broberg crouched by the pilot.


  “—alone forever in the dark—” she heard.


  “No, Alvarlan.” She embraced him. Most likely he could not feel that, but she could. “Alvarlan, hearken to me. This is Ricia. I hear in my mind how your spirit calls. Let me help. Let me lead you back to the light.”


  “Have a care,” advised Scobie. “We’re too damn close to rehypnotizing ourselves as it is.”


  “But I might, I just might get through to Luis and . . . comfort him.


  . . . Alvarlan. Kendrick and I escaped. He’s seeking a way home for us. I’m seeking you. Alvarlan, here is my hand, come take it.”


  On the crater floor, Scobie shook his head, clicked his tongue, and unlimbered his equipment. Binoculars would help him locate the most promising areas. Devices that ranged from a metal rod to a portable geosonar would give him a more exact idea of what sort of footing lay buried under what depth of unclimbable sand-ice. Admittedly the scope of such probes was very limited. He did not have time to shovel tons of material aside in order that he could mount higher and test further. He would simply have to get some preliminary results, make an educated guess at which path up the side of the bowl would prove negotiable, and trust he was right.


  He shut Broberg and Garcilaso out of his consciousness as much as he was able, and commenced work.


  An hour later, he was ignoring pain while clearing a strip across a layer of rock. He thought a berg of good, hard frozen water lay ahead, but wanted to make sure.


  “Jean! Colin! Do you read?”


  Scobie straightened and stood rigid. Dimly he heard Broberg: “If I can’t do anything else, Alvarlan, let me pray for your soul’s repose.”


  “Mark!” ripped from Scobie. “You okay? What the hell happened?”


  “Yeah, I wasn’t too badly knocked around,” Danzig said, “and the boat’s habitable, though I’m afraid it’ll never fly again. How are you? Luis?”


  “Sinking fast. All right, let’s hear the news.”


  Danzig described his misfortune. “I wobbled off in an unknown direction for an unknown distance. It can’t have been extremely far, since the time was short before I hit. Evidently I plowed into a large, um, snowbank, which softened the impact but blocked radio transmission. It’s evaporated from the cabin area now. I see tumbled whiteness around, and formations in the offing . . . I’m not sure what damage the jacks and the stern jets suffered. The boat’s on its side at about a forty-five degree angle, presumably with rock beneath. But the after part is still buried in less whiffable stuff—water and CO2 ices, I think—that’s reached temperature equilibrium. The jets must be clogged with it. If I tried to blast, I’d destroy the whole works.”


  Scobie nodded. “You would, for sure.”


  Danzig’s voice broke. “Oh, God, Colin! What have I done? I wanted to help Luis, but I may have killed you and Jean.”


  Scobie’s lips tightened. “Let’s not start crying before we’re hurt. True, this has been quite a run of bad luck. But neither you nor I nor anybody could have known that you’d touch off a bomb underneath yourself.”


  “What was it? Have you any notion? Nothing of the sort ever occurred at rendezvous with a comet. And you believe the glacier is a wrecked comet, don’t you?”


  “Uh-huh, except that conditions have obviously modified it. The impact produced heat, shock, turbulence. Molecules got scrambled. Plasmas must have been momentarily present. Mixtures, compounds, clathrates, alloys—stuff formed that never existed in free space. We can learn a lot of chemistry here.”


  “That’s why I came along . . . Well, then, I crossed a deposit of some substance or substances that the jets caused to sublime with tremendous force. A certain kind of vapor refroze when it encountered the hull. I had to defrost the ports from inside after the snow had cooked off them.”


  “Where are you in relation to us?”


  “I told you, I don’t know. And I’m not sure I can determine it. The crash crumpled the direction-finding antenna. Let me go outside for a better look.”


  “Do that,” Scobie said. “I’ll keep busy meanwhile.”


  He did, until a ghastly rattling noise and Broberg’s wail brought him at full speed back to the rock.


  Scobie switched off Garcilaso’s fuel cell. “This may make the difference that carries us through,” he said low. “Think of it as a gift. Thanks, Luis.”


  Broberg let go of the pilot and rose from her knees. She straightened the limbs that had threshed about in the death struggle and crossed his hands on his breast. There was nothing she could do about the fallen jaw or the eyes that glared at heaven. Taking him out of this suit, here, would have worsened his appearance. Nor could she wipe the tears off her own face. She could merely try to stop their flow. “Goodbye, Luis,” she whispered.


  Turning to Scobie, she asked, “Can you give me a new job? Please.”


  “Come along,” he directed. “I’ll explain what I have in mind about making our way to the surface.”


  They were midway across the bowl when Danzig called. He had not let his comrade’s dying slow his efforts, nor said much while it happened. Once, most softly, he had offered Kaddish.


  “No luck,” he reported like a machine. “I’ve traversed the largest circle I could while keeping the boat in sight, and found only weird, frozen shapes. I can’t be a huge distance from you, or I’d see an identifiably different sky, on this miserable little ball. You’re probably within a twenty or thirty kilometer radius of me. But that covers a bunch of territory.”


  “Right,” Scobie said. “Chances are you can’t find us in the time we’ve got. Return to the boat.”


  “Hey, wait,” Danzig protested. “I can spiral onward, marking my trail. I might come across you.”


  “It’ll be more useful if you return,” Scobie told him. “Assuming we climb out, we should be able to hike to you, but we’ll need a beacon. What occurs to me is the ice itself. A small energy release, if it’s concentrated, should release a large plume of methane or something similarly volatile. The gas will cool as it expands, recondense around dust particles that have been carried along—it’ll steam—and the cloud ought to get high enough, before it evaporates again, to be visible from here.”


  “Gotcha!” A tinge of excitement livened Danzig’s words. “I’ll go straight to it. Make tests, find a spot where I can get the showiest result, and . . . how about I rig a thermite bomb? No, that might be too hot. Well, I’ll develop a gadget.”


  “Keep us posted.”


  “But I, I don’t think we’ll care to chatter idly,” Broberg ventured.


  “No, we’ll be working our tails off, you and I,” Scobie agreed.


  “Uh, wait.” said Danzig. “What if you find you can’t get clear to the top? You implied that’s a distinct possibility.”


  “Well, then it’ll be time for more radical procedures, whatever they turn out to be,” Scobie responded. “Frankly, at this moment my head is too full of . . . of Luis, and of choosing an optimum escape route, for much thought about anything else.”


  “M-m, yeah, I guess we’ve got an ample supply of trouble without borrowing more. Tell you what, though. After my beacon’s ready to fire off. I’ll make that rope we talked of. You might find you prefer having it to clean clothes and sheets when you arrive.” Danzig was silent for seconds before he ended: “God damn it, you will arrive.”


  Scobie chose a point on the north side for his and Broberg’s attempt. Two rock shelves jutted forth, near the floor and several meters higher, indicating that stone reached at least that far. Beyond, in a staggered pattern, were similar outcroppings of hard ices. Between them, and onward from the uppermost, which was scarcely more than halfway to the rim, was nothing but the featureless, footingless slope of powder crystals. Its angle of repose gave a steepness that made the surface doubly treacherous. The question, unanswerable save by experience, was how deeply it covered layers on which humans could climb, and whether such layers extended the entire distance aloft.


  At the spot, Scobie signalled a halt. “Take it easy, Jean,” he said. “I’ll go ahead and commence digging.”


  “Why don’t we go together? I have my own tool, you know.”


  “Because I can’t tell how so large a bank of that pseudo-quicksand will behave. It might react to the disturbance by causing a gigantic slide.”


  She bridled. Her haggard countenance registered mutiny. “Why not me first, then? Do you suppose I always wait passive for Kendrick to save me?”


  “As a matter of fact,” he rapped, “I’ll begin because my rib is giving me billy hell, which is eating away what strength I’ve got left. If we run into trouble, you can better come to my help than I to yours.”


  Broberg bent her neck. “Oh. I’m sorry. I must be in a fairly bad state myself, if I let false pride interfere with our business.” Her look went toward Saturn, around which Chronos orbited, bearing her husband and children.


  “You’re forgiven.” Scobie bunched his legs and sprang the five meters to the lower ledge. The next one up was slightly too far for such a jump, when he had no room for a running start.


  Stooping, he scraped his trenching tool against the bottom of the declivity that sparkled before him, and shoveled. Grains poured from above, a billionfold, to cover what he cleared. He worked like a robot possessed. Each spadeful was nearly weightless, but the number of spadefuls was nearly endless. He did not bring the entire bowlside down on himself as he had half feared, half hoped. (If that didn’t kill him, it would save a lot of toil.) A dry torrent went right and left over his ankles. Yet at last somewhat more of the underlying rock began to show.


  From beneath, Broberg listened to him breathe. It sounded rough, often broken by a gasp or a curse. In his spacesuit, in the raw, wan sunshine, he resembled a knight who, in despite of wounds, did battle against a monster.


  “All right,” he called at last. “I think I’ve learned what to expect and how we should operate. It’ll take the two of us.”


  “Yes . . . oh, yes, my Kendrick.”


  The hours passed. Ever so slowly, the sun climbed and the stars wheeled and Saturn waned.


  Most places, the humans labored side by side. They did not require more than The Saturn Game the narrowest of lanes, but unless they cut it wide to begin with, the banks to right and left would promptly slip down and bury it. Sometimes the conformation underneath allowed a single person at a time to work. Then the other could rest. Soon it was Scobie who must oftenest take advantage of that. Sometimes they both stopped briefly, for food and drink and reclining on their packs.


  Rock yielded to water ice. Where this rose very sharply, the couple knew it, because the sand-ice that they undercut would come down in a mass. After the first such incident, when they were nearly swept away, Scobie always drove his geologist’s hammer into each new stratum. At any sign of danger, he would seize its handle and Broberg would cast an arm around his waist. Their other hands clutched their trenching tools. Anchored, but forced to strain every muscle, they would stand while the flood poured around them, knee-high, once even chest-high, seeking to bury them irretrievably deep in its quasi-fluid substance. Afterward they would confront a bare stretch. It was generally too steep to climb unaided, and they chipped footholds.


  Weariness was another tide to which they dared not yield. At best, their progress was dismayingly slow. They needed little heat input to keep warm, except when they took a rest, but their lungs put a furious demand on air recyclers. Garcilaso’s fuel cell, which they had brought along, could give a single person extra hours of life, though depleted as it was after coping with his hypothermia, the time would be insufficient for rescue by the teams from Chronos. Unspoken was the idea of taking turns with it. That would put them in wretched shape, chilled and stifling, but at least they would leave the universe together.


  Thus it was hardly a surprise that their minds fled from pain, soreness, exhaustion, stench, despair. Without that respite, they could not have gone on as long as they did.


  At ease for a few minutes, their backs against a blue-shimmering parapet which they must scale, they gazed across the bowl, where Garcilaso’s suited body gleamed like a remote pyre, and up the curve opposite to Saturn. The planet shone lambent amber, softly banded, the rings a coronet which a shadow band across their arc seemed to make all the brighter. That radiance overcame sight of most nearby stars, but elsewhere they arrayed themselves multitudinous, in splendor, around the silver road which the galaxy clove between them.


  “How right a tomb for Alvarlan,” Ricia says in a dreamer’s murmur.


  “Has he died, then?” Kendrick asks.


  “You do not know?”


  “I have been too busied. After we won free of the ruins and I left you to recover while I went scouting, I encountered a troop of warriors. I escaped, but must needs return to you by devious, hidden ways.” Kendrick strokes Ricia’s sunny hair. “Besides, dearest dear, it has ever been you, not I, who had the gift of hearing spirits.”


  “Brave darling . . . Yes, it is a glory to me that I was able to call his soul out of Hell. It sought his body, but that was old and frail and could not survive the knowledge it now had. Yet Alvarlan passed peacefully, and before he did, for his last magic he made himself a tomb from whose ceiling starlight will eternally shine.”


  “May he sleep well. But for us there is no sleep. Not yet. We have far to travel.”


  “Aye. But already we have left the wreckage behind. Look! Everywhere around in this meadow, anemones peep through the grass. A lark sings above.”


  “These lands are not always calm. We may well have more adventures ahead of us. But we shall meet them with high hearts.”


  Kendrick and Ricia rise to continue their journey.


  Cramped on a meager ledge, Scobie and Broberg shoveled for an hour without broadening it much. The sand-ice slid from above as fast as they could cast it down. “We’d better quit this as a bad job,” the man finally decided. “The best we’ve done is flatten the slope ahead of us a tiny bit. No telling how far inward the shelf goes before there’s a solid layer on top. Maybe there isn’t any.”


  “What shall we do instead?” Broberg asked in the same worn tone.


  He jerked a thumb. “Scramble back to the level beneath and try a different direction. But first we absolutely require a break.”


  They spread kerofoam pads and sat. After a while during which they merely stared, stunned by fatigue, Broberg spoke.


  “I go to the brook,” Ricia relates. “It chimes under arches of green boughs. Light falls between them to sparkle on it. I kneel and drink. The water is cold, pure, sweet. When I raise my eyes, I see the figure of a young woman, naked. her tresses the color of leaves. A wood nymph. She smiles.”


  “Yes, I see her too,” Kendrick joins in. “I approach carefully, not to frighten her off. She asks our names and errands. We explain that we are lost. She tells us how to find an oracle which may give us counsel.”


  They depart to find it.


  Flesh could no longer stave off sleep. “Give us a yell in an hour, will you, Mark?” Scobie requested.


  “Sure.” Danzig said, “but will that be enough?”


  “It’s the most we can afford, after the setbacks we’ve had. We’ve come less than a third of the way.”


  “If I haven’t talked to you,” Danzig said slowly, “it’s not because I’ve been hard at work, though I have been. It’s that I figured you two were having a plenty bad time without me nagging you. However—do you think it’s wise to fantasize the way you have been?”


  A flush crept across Broberg’s cheeks and down toward her bosom. “You listened, Mark?”


  “Well, yes, of course. You might have an urgent word for me at any minute—”


  “Why? What could you do? A game is a personal affair.”


  “Uh, yes, yes—”


  Ricia and Kendrick have made love whenever they can. The accounts were never explicit, but the words were often passionate.


  “We’ll keep you tuned in when we need you, like for an alarm clock,” Broberg clipped. “Otherwise we’ll cut the circuit.”


  “But—Look. I never meant to—”


  “I know,” Scobie sighed. “You’re a nice guy and I daresay we’re overreacting. Still, that’s the way it’s got to be. Call us when I told you.”


  Deep within the grotto, the Pythoness sways on her throne, in the ebb and flow of her oracular dream. As nearly as Ricia and Kendrick can understand what she chants, she tells them to fare westward on the Stag Path until they meet a one-eyed graybeard who will give them further guidance; but they must be wary in his presence, for he is easily angered. They make obeisance and depart. On their way out, they pass the offering they brought. Since they had little with them other than garments and his weapons, the Princess gave the shrine her golden hair. The knight insists that, close-cropped, she remains beautiful.


  “Hey, whoops, we’ve cleared us an easy twenty meters,” Scobie said, albeit in a voice which weariness had hammered flat. At first, the journey through the land of Nacre is a delight.


  His oath afterward had no more life in it. “Another blind alley, seems like.” The old man in the blue cloak and wide-brimmed hat was indeed wrathful when Ricia refused him her favors and Kendrick’s spear struck his own aside. Cunningly, he has pretended to make peace and told them what road they should next take. But at the end of it are trolls. The wayfarers elude them and double back.


  “My brain’s stumbling around in a fog,” Scobie groaned. “My busted rib isn’t exactly helping, either. If I don’t get another nap I’ll keep on making misjudgments till we run out of time.”


  “By all means, Colin,” Broberg said. “I’ll stand watch and rouse you in an hour.”


  “What?” he asked in dim surprise. “Why not join me and have Mark call us as he did before?”


  She grimaced. “No need to bother him. I’m tired, yes, but not sleepy.”


  He lacked wit or strength to argue. “Okay,” he said. He stretched his insulating pad on the ice, and toppled out of awareness.


  Broberg settled herself next to him. They were halfway to the heights, but they had been struggling, with occasional breaks, for more than twenty hours, and progress grew harder and trickier even as they themselves grew weaker and more stupefied. If ever they reached the top and spied Danzig’s signal, they would have something like a couple of hours’ stiff travel to shelter.


  Saturn, sun, stars shone through vitryl. Broberg smiled down at Scobie’s face. He was no Greek god. Sweat, grime, unshavenness, the manifold marks of exhaustion were upon him, but—For that matter, she was scarcely an image of glamour herself.


  Princess Ricia sits by her knight, where he slumbers in the dwarf’s cottage, and strums a harp the dwarf lent her before he went off to his mine, and sings a lullaby to sweeten the dreams of Kendrick. When it is done, she passes her lips lightly across his, and drifts into the same gentle sleep.


  Scobie woke a piece at a time. “Ricia, beloved.” Kendrick whispers, and feels after her. He will summon her up with kisses—


  He scrambled to his feet. “Judas priest!” She lay unmoving. He heard her breath in his earplugs, before the roaring of his pulse drowned it. The sun glared farther aloft, he could see it had moved, and Saturn’s crescent had thinned more, forming sharp horns at its ends. He forced his eyes toward the watch on his left wrist.


  “Ten hours,” he choked.


  He knelt and shook his companion. “Come, for Christ’s sake!” Her lashes fluttered. When she saw the horror on his visage, drowsiness fled from her.


  “Oh, no,” she said. “Please, no.”


  Scobie climbed stiffly erect and flicked his main radio switch. “Mark, do you receive?”


  “Colin!” Danzig chattered. “Thank God! I was going out of my head from worry.”


  “You’re not off that hook, my friend. We just finished a ten-hour snooze.”


  “What? How far did you get first?”


  “To about forty meters’ elevation. The going looks tougher ahead than in back. I’m afraid we won’t make it.”


  “Don’t say that, Colin,” Danzig begged.


  “My fault,” Broberg declared. She stood rigid, fists doubled, her features a mask. Her tone was steely. “He was worn out, had to have a nap. I offered to wake him, but fell asleep myself.”


  “Not your fault, Jean,” Scobie began.


  She interrupted: “Yes. Mine. Perhaps I can make it good. Take my fuel cell. I’ll still have deprived you of my help, of course, but you might survive and reach the boat anyway.”


  He seized her hands. They did not unclench. “If you imagine I could do that—”


  “If you don’t, we’re both finished,” she said unbendingly. “I’d rather go out with a clear conscience.”


  “And what about my conscience?” he shouted. Checking himself, he wet his lips and said fast: “Besides, you’re not to blame. Sleep slugged you. If I’d been thinking. I’d have realized it was bound to do so, and contacted Mark. The fact that you didn’t either shows how far gone you were yourself. And . . . you’ve got Tom and the kids waiting for you. Take my cell.” He paused. “And my blessing.”


  “Shall Ricia forsake her true knight?”


  “Wait, hold on, listen,” Danzig called. “Look, this is terrible, but—oh, hell, excuse me, but I’ve got to remind you that dramatics only clutter the action. From what descriptions you’ve sent. I don’t see how either of you can possibly proceed solo. Together, you might yet. At least you’re rested—sore in the muscles, no doubt, but clearer in the head. The climb before you may prove easier than you think. Try!” Scobie and Broberg regarded each other for a whole minute. A thawing went through her, and warmed him. Finally they smiled and embraced. “Yeah, right,” he growled. “We’re off. But first a bite to eat. I’m plain, old-fashioned hungry. Aren’t you?” She nodded.


  “That’s the spirit,” Danzig encouraged them. “Uh, may I make another suggestion? I am just a spectator, which is pretty hellish but does give me an overall view. Drop that game of yours.” Scobie and Broberg tautened.


  “It’s the real culprit,” Danzig pleaded. “Weariness alone wouldn’t have clouded your judgment. You’d never have cut me off, and—But weariness and shock and grief did lower your defenses to the point where the damned game took you over. You weren’t yourselves when you fell asleep. You were those dreamworld characters. They had no reason not to cork off!”


  Broberg shook her head violently. “Mark,” said Scobie, “you are correct about being a spectator. That means there are some things you don’t understand. Why subject yourself to the torture of listening in, hour after hour? We’ll call you back from time to time, naturally. Take care.” He broke the circuit.


  “He’s wrong,” Broberg insisted.


  Scobie shrugged. “Right or wrong, what difference? We won’t pass out again in the time we have left. The game didn’t handicap us as we traveled. In fact, it helped, by making the situation feel less gruesome.”


  “Aye. Let us break our fast and set forth anew on our pilgrimage.”


  The struggle grew stiffer. “Belike the White Witch has cast a spell on this road,” says Ricia.


  “She shall not daunt us,” vows Kendrick.


  “No, never while we fare side by side, you and I, noblest of men.”


  A slide overcame them and swept them back a dozen meters. They lodged against a crag. After the flow had passed by, they lifted their bruised bodies and limped in search of a different approach. The place where the geologist’s hammer lay was no longer accessible.


  “What shattered the bridge?” asks Ricia.


  “A giant,” answers Kendrick. “I saw him as I fell into the river. He lunged at me, and we fought in the shallows until he fled. He bore away my sword in his thigh.”


  “You have your spear that Wayland forged,” Ricia says, “and always you have my heart.”


  They stopped on the last small outcrop they uncovered. It proved to be not a shelf but a pinnacle of water ice. Around it glittered sand-ice, again quiescent. Ahead was a slope thirty meters in length, and then the rim, and stars.


  The distance might as well have been thirty light-years. Whoever tried to cross would immediately sink to an unknown depth.


  There was no point in crawling back down the bared side of the pinnacle. Broberg had clung to it for an hour while she chipped niches to climb by with her knife. Scobie’s condition had not allowed him to help. If they sought to return, they could easily slip, fall, and be engulfed. If they avoided that, they would never find a new path. Less than two hours’ worth of energy was left in their fuel cells. Attempting to push onward while swapping Garcilaso’s back and forth would be an exercise in futility.


  They settled themselves, legs dangling over the abyss, and held hands.


  “I do not think the ores can burst the iron door of this tower, “Kendrick says, “but they will besiege us until we starve to death.”


  “You never yielded up your hope ere now, my knight,” replies Ricia, and kisses his temple. “Shall we search about? These walls are unutterably ancient. Who knows what relics of wizardry lie forgotten within? A pair of phoenix-feather cloaks, that will bear us laughing through the sky to our home—?”


  “I fear not, my darling. Our weird is upon us.” Kendrick touches the spear that leans agleam against the battlement. “Sad and gray will the world be without you. We can but meet our doom bravely.”


  “Happily, since we are together.” Ricia’s gamin smile breaks forth. “I did notice that a certain room holds a bed. Shall we try it?”


  Kendrick frowns. “Rather should we seek to set our minds and souls in order.”


  She tugs his elbow. “Later, yes. Besides—who knows?—when we dust off the blanket, we may find it is a Tamkappe that will take us invisible through the enemy.”


  “You dream.”


  Fear stirs behind her eyes. “What if I do?” Her words tremble. “I can dream us free if you will help.”


  Scobie’s fist smote the ice. “No!” he croaked. “I’ll die in the world that is.”


  Ricia shrinks from him. He sees terror invade her. “You, you rave, beloved,” she stammers.


  He twisted about and caught her by the arms. “Don’t you want to remember Tom and your boys?”


  “Who—?”


  Kendrick slumps. “I don’t know. I have forgotten too.”


  She leans against him, there on the windy height. A hawk circles above. “The residuum of an evil enchantment, surely. Oh, my heart, my life, cast it from you! Help me find the means to save us.”


  Yet her entreaty is uneven, and through it speaks dread.


  Kendrick straightens. He lays hand on Wayland’s spear, and it is as though strength flows thence, into him. “A spell in truth,” he says. His tone gathers force. “I will not abide in its darkness, nor suffer it to blind and deafen you, my lady.” His gaze takes hold of hers, which cannot break away. “There is but a single road to our freedom. It goes through the gates of death.”


  She waits, mute and shuddering. “Whatever we do, we must die, Ricia. Let us fare hence as our own folk.”


  “I—no—I won’t—I will—”


  “You see before you the means of your deliverance. It is sharp, I am strong, you will feel no pain.”


  She bares her bosom. “Then quickly, Kendrick, before I am lost!”


  He drives the weapon home. “I love you,” he says. She sinks at his feet. “I follow you, my darling,” he says, withdrawing the steel, bracing the shaft against stone, and lunging forward. He falls beside her. “Now we are free.”


  “That was . . . a nightmare.” Broberg sounded barely awake.


  Scobie’s voice shook. “Necessary, I think, for both of us.” He gazed straight before him, letting Saturn fill his eyes with dazzle. “Else we’d have stayed . . . insane? Maybe not, by definition. But we’d not have been in reality either.”


  “It would have been easier,” she mumbled. “We’d never have known we were dying.”


  “Would you have preferred that?”


  Broberg shivered. The slackness in her countenance gave place to the same tension that was in his. “Oh, no,” she said, quite softly but in the manner of full consciousness. “No, you were right, of course. Thank you for your courage.”


  “You’ve always had as much guts as anybody. Jean. You just have more imagination than me.” Scobie’s hand chopped empty space in a gesture of dismissal. “Okay, we should call poor Mark and let him know. But first—” His words lost the cadence he had laid on them. “First—”


  Her glove clasped his. “What, Colin?”


  “Let’s decide about that third unit—Luis’s,” he said with difficulty, still confronting the great ringed planet. “Your decision, actually, though we can discuss the matter if you want. I will not hog it for the sake of a few more hours. Nor will I share it; that would be a nasty way for us both to go out. However, I suggest you use it.”


  “To sit beside your frozen corpse?” she replied. “No. I wouldn’t even feel the warmth, not in my bones—”


  She turned toward him so fast that she nearly fell off the pinnacle. He caught her. “Warmth!” she screamed, shrill as the cry of a hawk on the wing. “Colin, we’ll take our bones home!”


  “In point of fact,” said Danzig, “I’ve climbed onto the hull. That’s high enough for me to see over those ridges and needles. I’ve got a view of the entire horizon.”


  “Good,” grunted Scobie. “Be prepared to survey a complete circle quick. This depends on a lot of factors we can’t predict. The beacon will certainly not be anything like as big as what you had arranged. It may be thin and short-lived. And. of course, it may rise too low for sighting at your distance.” He cleared his throat. “In that case, we two have bought the farm. But we’ll have made a hell of a try, which feels great by itself.”


  He hefted the fuel cell. Garcilaso’s gift. A piece of heavy wire, insulation stripped off, joined the prongs. Without a regulator, the unit poured its maximum power through the short circuit. Already the strand glowed.


  “Are you sure you don’t want me to do it. Colin?” Broberg asked. “Your rib—”


  He made a lopsided grin. “I’m nonetheless better designed by nature for throwing things,” he said. “Allow me that much male arrogance. The bright idea was yours.”


  “It should have been obvious from the first,” she said. “I think it would have been, if we weren’t bewildered in our dream.”


  “M-m, often the simple answers are the hardest to find. Besides, we had to get this far or it wouldn’t have worked, and the game helped mightily . . . Are you set, Mark? Heave ho!”


  Scobie cast the cell as if it were a baseball, hard and far through the Iapetan gravity field. Spinning, its incandescent wire wove a sorcerous web across vision. It landed somewhere beyond the rim. on the glacier’s back.


  Frozen gases vaporized, whirled aloft, briefly recondensed before they were lost. A geyser stood white against the stars.


  “I see you!” Danzig yelped. “I see your beacon. I’ve got my bearing. I’ll be on my way! With rope and extra energy units and everything!”


  Scobie sagged to the ground and clutched at his left side. Broberg knelt and held him, as if either of them could lay hand on his pain. No large matter. He would not hurt much longer.


  “How high would you guess the plume goes?” Danzig inquired, calmer.


  “About a hundred meters.” Broberg replied after study.


  “Oh, damn, these gloves do make it awkward punching the calculator. . . . Well, to judge by what I observe of it. I’m between ten and fifteen klicks off. Give me an hour or a tad more to get there and find your exact location. Okay?”


  Broberg checked gauges. “Yes, by a hair. We’ll turn our thermostats down and sit very quietly to reduce oxygen demand. We’ll get cold, but we’ll survive.”


  “I may be quicker,” Danzig said. “That was a worst-case estimate. All right. I’m off. No more conversation till we meet. I won’t take any foolish chances, but I will need my wind for making speed.”


  Faintly, those who waited heard him breathe, heard his hastening footfalls. The geyser died.


  They sat, arms around waists, and regarded the glory which encompassed them. After a silence, the man said: “Well, I suppose this means the end of the game. For everybody.”


  “It must certainly be brought under strict control,” the woman answered. “I wonder, though, if they will abandon it altogether—out here.”


  “If they must, they can.”


  “Yes. We did, you and I, didn’t we?”


  They turned face to face, beneath that star-beswarmed, Saturn-ruled sky. Nothing tempered the sunlight that revealed them to each other, she a middle-aged wife, he a man ordinary except for his aloneness. They would never play again. They could not.


  A puzzled compassion was in her smile. “Dear friend—” she began.


  His uplifted palm warded her from further speech. “Best we don’t talk unless it’s essential,” he said. “That’ll save a little oxygen, and we can stay a little warmer. Shall we try to sleep?”


  Her eyes widened and darkened. “I dare not,” she confessed. “Not till enough time has gone past. Now, I might dream.”


  MELVILLE ON IAPETUS


  Jack McDevitt


  Since Mr. McDevitt’s last appearance in these pages (“Cryptic” April 1983), he has left the cold reaches of Pembina, ND for the more comfortable (comparatively) climes of Chicago. He works as a training specialist for the U.S. Customs Service, and writes in his spare(?) time. We hope he continues to find enough time to write stories like this one.


  The thing was carved of ice. It stood serenely on that bleak, snow-covered plain, a nightmare figure of gently curving claws, surreal eyes, and lean fluidity. The mouth was partially open, rounded, almost sexual. I wasn’t sure why it was so disquieting. It was more than simply the talons, or the disproportionately long lower limbs. It was more even than the suggestion of philosophical ferocity stamped on those crystalline features. The emotion I felt—that we all felt—was somehow bound up in the tension between its suggestive geometry and the barren plain on which it was set.


  We stood before it, under it, staring. Me, I kept thinking about Moby Dick. I know: it made no sense to me either, but that damned white whale wouldn’t get out of my head. I’d read a lot of Melville on the long flight out. (The South Seas take on even more glamour when you’re confined more or less indefinitely inside a steel cylinder.)


  The wings were half-folded. Morgan, beside me, made small circles in the orange-tinted snow with the tip of his right boot.


  The creature’s blind eyes were aimed at Saturn, frozen low in the hostile sky by its own relentless gravity.


  Static crackled in my receiver. “Nice view of the horizon, Terri,” said Smith from the command module, somewhere overhead. I mumbled an apology: my primary function at this moment was to keep the camera on-target. “Frank,” Smith continued, “how big is it?”


  The figure was set on a block about a third its own height. Steinitz approached it, his big boots pushing into the granular stuff underfoot, which was more like sand than snow. His shoulders were on a line with the top of the base. “There’s something written here,” he said, switching on his lamp. The light penetrated the cloudy reddish-brown ice, and crept up into the lower body.


  “It’s female,” said Morgan.


  Yes, I thought, not knowing precisely why: some delicacy of line perhaps, or subtlety of expression. Certainly, no anatomical clues were apparent through the plain garment covering the trunk. Yet it was most decidedly female: it reached out to Steinitz, arms open; legs braced, weight slightly forward. “It reminds me,” Morgan continued, “of my wife.”


  That almost broke the mood. Steinitz laughed, and someone giggled over the phones. We’d all known Jennifer, pensive, sullen, eyes that were lovely only by candlelight. She’d never really been Morgan’s wife, other than by informal agreement, but they’d maintained the facade at her insistence, and she’d thereby made herself ridiculous. During that last year before departure, when we were gradually reducing our world to the eight people who would make the four-and-a-half year flight, Jennifer had hung on. I think she hoped until the end that Morgan would relent, and abandon the project. Finally, she’d speak to none of us. With Morgan’s encouragement, the men joked about her. It was odd: usually, in such a situation, the women in a group would have been protective; but we only stood aside and watched. Perhaps we knew that, though Morgan was bored, the others were not. Their laughter was more contemptible because of what it concealed. But Jennifer also understood, and she felt sorry for us.


  One day she was simply no longer there.


  Morgan hadn’t mentioned her since. But he was right: somehow the thing in the plain did suggest Jennifer. Not physically, of course; it resembled no human woman. But it was, I thought, so terribly alone.


  “You got an inscription?” asked Smith.


  “Yeah. . . .” Steinitz waved at me and I went close with the camera. Three lines of sharp, white, Cyrillic-looking characters were stenciled within the ice. Steinitz’s breathing was harsh. He raised the lamp, and swung it slowly from side to side. The letters brightened, lengthened, shifted.


  “Nice piece of optics,” I said.


  “But why? Who the hell’s around here to read it?”


  I turned, and looked across the wide level plain. We were on Iapetus, one of the more remote places in the solar system, and in fact as remote as I ever care to be. It was, of course, absolutely still. Other than whatever made the ice lady, and occasional falling debris, nothing would have moved on this dreary world for a million years. There’s no weather, and no seismic activity. Since Iapetus keeps the same face turned to its parent body, even Saturn doesn’t move. From our point of view at the foot of the artifact, the planet was quite close to the horizon, a brilliant red-orange sphere, flattened at the poles, slightly larger than the Moon. The rings were tilted toward us, but they were for the most part obscured by planetary shadow. Immediately beneath it, the landscape had erupted into broken towers of ice and rock, as though tidal forces had run wild. Saturn was in its first quarter.


  “How old is the thing, Frank?” came the voice from the ship. “Any ideas?”


  Steinitz walked around the base, and stopped on the far side. “No marks in the snow. And the snow’s probably untouched for, what, thirty, forty thousand years? It’s been here a long time, Arleigh. And the damned thing looks new.”


  My feet were getting cold. The temperature outside the suit was in the area of three hundred below, and the pump was having trouble keeping up with it.


  We poked and measured and speculated. But we took no samples. After awhile, Steinitz informed Smith that we were ready to return to the landing site.


  “Okay, Frank,” said Smith. “We’re starting Cathie down.”


  “Okay.”


  “She’ll be coming in less than a kilometer from your artifact. You’ve got about forty minutes.”


  “Fine. We’ll get the tarps up.”


  “Maybe it would be better if she didn’t try to get so close. I’d hate to have her fall on top of the goddam thing.”


  They were talking about our future living quarters, an Athena (one of five in the linkup), with its fuel storage tanks converted into crew space, and just enough propellant to get down. It would remain after we left, a new artifact for any other visitor who might wander by. It would, I suspected, one day be named for Steinitz.


  “Do it the way we planned it, Arleigh,” he said. “It’s cold down here.”


  We’d used a sledge to haul a supply of canvas with us. It was clumsy to handle, but we got it over the ice lady, lashed it tight, and added a second tarp.


  When we’d finished, we rested briefly, and then started back. Iapetus was in its long night: no sun would be visible for another three weeks.


  “Long way from home,” said Steinitz.


  I was glad to come in out of the dark and get the doors shut behind me.


  Cathie Chung had coffee ready. We took it gratefully, trooped into the large central compartment which would serve as command center and dining room, and collapsed into a general heap. Blankets were stacked on a computer frame; I took one and wrapped it about me.


  Designers back home must have thought we’d want a place with a view: the bulkheads were, for the most part, transparent. Quartz, I guess. It was a little unnerving. The artifact was still wrapped in canvas. But we knew what was under it. Maybe it was the ice lady that was getting to me; maybe it wasn’t. But I kept glancing out at the snowfields, and at the distant cluster of broken peaks, watching for movement.


  Steinitz and Morgan were talking in whispers. They were discussing the composition of the snow when Steinitz abruptly broke off, lurched out of his chair, and activated the filters. The plain vanished. “I hope nobody minds,” he said. “Goddam place gives me the creeps.”


  We sat a few minutes looking uncomfortably at one another. Then Morgan turned away and put the artifact on his viewer. I pushed down into my blanket to keep warm. Steinitz closed his eyes. His hair had silvered noticeably during the flight, and his skin was hard and pocked, not unlike the moons among which he was making his reputation. He’d left Earth with a mild case of asthma, too much weight, and probably too many years. There were some who felt he shouldn’t have come at all. But none among the crew. “That’s a nice piece of work out there,” he said at last.


  I agreed. “I wouldn’t have thought it possible to get that kind of articulation and detail into a block of ice,” I said.


  “Or impact,” said Morgan, without looking up. “How would you like to have something like that come down on you?”


  Chung’s eyes flickered, and I felt it too. The remark was uncharacteristic of Morgan, who never admitted to human weakness (other than promiscuity), and certainly not to timidity.


  I don’t remember much after that. I was tired and everything I owned ached. We’d maintained an intensive exercise program, but the long period of near-zero gravity had loosened joints and weakened muscles. I fell asleep with the conviction that manned space vehicles would go the way of the big paddlewheels.


  I woke in near darkness. The two men were asleep in their chairs. Only Chung had retired to her compartment.


  We had an early breakfast, most of which was devoted to a long, inconclusive debate on the anatomical feasibility of the ice lady. The figure was obviously idealized. It looked toward Saturn with unmistakable intelligence; and there was something else, some more complex emotion which I could not read, suggested at the juncture of beak and jaw, and in the corners of the eyes. No: I had no doubt that the thing was drawn from life.


  Steinitz asked whether anyone had an idea about the inscription. “Name and a date,” said Morgan.


  “Whose name?”


  Morgan studied Steinitz over the rim of his coffee cup. “Depends on what the ice lady is. Title of the work, maybe. Or the name of a god.”


  “Or somebody’s claim,” observed Chung.


  “If so, Cathie,” I said, “they’re welcome to this rock.”


  “I was thinking of the Sun.” She smiled, and brought her fingertips thoughtfully together in one of those porcelain movements that one associates with pagodas and silk screens. “But I don’t think,” she added, “there’s any religious connotation.”


  “Oh? Why do you say that?” asked Steinitz.


  “Because I have a hard time imagining whatever created that thing beating a drum.”


  “You’re assuming a star-traveler,” I said.


  “I think you’re assuming more than that,” observed Steinitz. “I take it you wouldn’t expect to find religious institutions in an advanced society?”


  Chung smiled indulgently. She was a 40-year-old engineer from Cal Tech, who looked maybe 25. She had level, penetrating gray eyes, but was one of those unfortunates who pride themselves on their intolerance to what they judge to be other people’s follies.


  “I’m surprised to find you, Cathie, of all people, with a closed mind.” Steinitz’s gaze was friendly; but he made no effort to restrain a tone of gentle mockery. “Are you familiar with Ron Fischer’s work?”


  Chung had no idea. Morgan put down a glass of orange juice, and said, “He’s a physicist, Cathie, best known, I believe, for his work on cognitive time.”


  “What’s that?” she asked.


  “It leads eventually,” said Steinitz, “to the proposition that the universe is, to some extent, influenced by the fact that it is observed.


  “Modem physicists have a problem: the universe really shouldn’t exist at all. To function, to hold together, it requires a parade of absurdities. Four-dimensional space, for example. Topologists can play all the games they want to with that extra spatial dimension: you still can’t find one of them who can visualize it, or explain which direction to look. It’s clearly an impossibility. Yet we know there is such a thing, because gravity requires its existence. That’s one instance. Curved space is another. Relative time is a third. The strange business with light is a fourth. Do you want me to go on?”


  “What about light?” I asked.


  “Einstein pointed out that to be coherent, the universe must always look the same to all observers. Whether you’re sitting still or moving at a high velocity, light always runs ahead at the same pace. It’s a ridiculous, but necessary, feature in a cosmos that is to be apprehended. So we argue that, in some indefinable way, the laws of nature are subject to our personal requirements. That sounds suspiciously like a back door into theology, and it may well be. If the idea is at all valid, Cathie, the first interstellar civilization we talk to may be composed mostly of ardent Presbyterians.” He stared hard at Chung, and then grinned.


  Chung sighed, and turned her attention back to her meal. Morgan looked at her, and then at Steinitz. “If Fischer really believes this is a friendly universe, he needs to go out and take a look at our ice lady,” he said.


  Yes, I thought: even Morgan, whose self-possession is sometimes indistinguishable from smugness, feels the effects of that plain. “Melville,” I said. They looked at me, and Steinitz’s eyebrows went up. “Morgan’s right. That’s a hell of an unfriendly place out there. If your boy Fischer had read his Melville, he wouldn’t be composing nonsense.”


  “Melville?” said Steinitz, puzzled. “Are we talking about whales now?”


  “We’re talking about a hostile creation,” said Chung, “where any right-thinking Presbyterian can expect to get eaten.”


  Steinitz nodded. “Any other ideas?”


  “One,” said Morgan. “Maybe it’s a grave.”


  The Greenways landed later in another modified Athena, this one with the crew’s quarters converted to cargo space. The cargo, of course, would be the artifact. That prospect depressed me, and I didn’t know why. Is it possible to vandalize something in a location so remote that nobody would ever see it anyhow?


  The Greenways were our only married couple. Steinitz had performed the ceremony about six months out, with appropriate remarks and filming to commemorate the first extraterrestrial wedding. The marriage, incidentally, was in trouble, but that’s another story and has nothing to do with events on Iapetus. Smith and Colby were still in orbit with the two remaining ships, which were, of course, linked. We had a considerable safety margin: only two Athenas were needed to get everybody home. And we had four, counting the cargo carrier. (If it came to that, the ice lady would get left.)


  Steinitz, the Greenways, and Chung went out to examine the artifact. Morgan and I wandered about the landscape to see what else we could find. At one point, I heard somebody gasp over the phones. Morgan laughed. “They just took off the tarps.”


  That afternoon, Steinitz announced that he had no doubt we were missing something. “Has to be more here than this,” he said. So we spread out and looked.


  There weren’t really many places to hide anything, other than under the snow cover itself. We poked among a few groups of boulders, wandered down into occasional craters, and gradually drifted southeast, toward the chain of gaping rocks and ice behind which Saturn seemed eternally about to set.


  It was cold and exhausting. Our suits dragged, and I’ve done nothing in my life more boring than walking in circles across that dreary surface. Periodically, Steinitz recalled us, sympathized, and sent us out again. Smith and Colby had disconnected and joined the search, circling overhead in tight orbits, radioing negative reports every hour. “Snow,” Colby took to saying in her full-throated British accent, rolling the ‘n.’ She too was weary, and a note of exasperation appeared in her voice by the third day.


  On the fourth morning, Morgan and Chung found footprints.


  “Don’t go near them!” shouted Steinitz from the far side of the search area. “Back off! Are you sure they don’t belong to one of us?”


  Chung giggled, an odd high-pitched sound. “Not unless somebody’s running around in bare paws!”


  Steinitz called everybody in. “Get some rest,” he said, rubbing his hands together. “After lunch, we’re going to make history.” He was wearing a huge grin; in fact, we all had our juices up. We drank coffee and cokes, and wished for something strong. But it didn’t seem to matter. When we set out, four hours later, we were an unruly mob, happy, excited, much in the spirit of a bunch of bar-hopping drunks. It felt good.


  I’m not sure what we expected: to discover, perhaps, an alien base, long-abandoned, buried beneath the snow; or possibly a wrecked ship with a star drive intact! I wondered if Steinitz would be disappointed if we found only a symphony.


  The laughter died away as we walked, and each of us subsided into his own thoughts. We were advancing on the peaks, which curved over the horizon, forming a modest (if rugged) mountain chain. Chung and Morgan had found the track in their shadow.


  There were two sets, coming and going. They rose into the uplands, and went out onto the plain.


  The paw, the foot, was about half again as large as a human foot. It was wider and more symmetrical, and it had claws. “It’s Jennifer,” someone said. But it was no attempt at humor. “The thing on the plain is a self-portrait.”


  “It was wearing a suit,” said Steinitz. “Very thin, possibly molded to the body.”


  We followed the tracks out across the snowfield, in the general direction of the artifact. After about a quarter-mile they stopped. Dead in the middle of the snow. And it was precisely the point at which they began.


  “What the hell goes on?” said Morgan.


  Steinitz motioned us to keep back. Ira Greenway advanced cautiously and took pictures.


  “It couldn’t have flown out,” I said.


  “What then?”


  “They start and end at the same place,” said Chung, sounding a little shaken. “It stepped up onto a platform of some kind. There must have been a ship here.”


  We spread out and looked for other marks in the snow, but found nothing. Maybe the ship had long narrow struts, and the granular composition of the snow simply didn’t retain the impressions. Maybe they had teleportation. Maybe there was no ship. After awhile we went back the other way, and followed the tracks up into the hills. They plunged through deep snow and petered out on rocky ground. Twice, before sheer walls, they stopped, and we recovered them further up.


  We emerged, finally, on a ridge, scrambling the last few hundred yards across sheets of thick ice. Near the top, a block had been cut cleanly out. Bits and pieces of loose ice were scattered about the slope. My heart was pounding. Steinitz, straining for breath, held us up. “This is where it made the ice lady,” he said.


  “But how?” asked Ira Greenway. He was tall and ungainly in the suit, in sharp contrast to his athletic wife. “The prints don’t go within thirty yards of it!”


  “The son-of-a-bitch has anti-gravity,” whispered Steinitz.


  The prints wandered across the crest of the ridge, near the far edge. I looked down: the ice dropped sharply away, and the plain resumed.


  Steinitz almost loped alongside the tracks. He glanced neither left nor right, hurrying purposefully along the rim, with the rest of us in tow. Not far beyond the cut, the ridge narrowed and dipped, and the prints went no further. The creature appeared to have paused at the summit, perhaps glancing back in the direction it had come. (The artifact was out there now, though not visible in the gloom.)


  And she had started back.


  Steinitz stood a long time, staring at the mild confusion of tracks. When at last he merely shrugged, it was a gesture that said it for us all.


  They started down. I stayed awhile, violating safety procedures, but no one noticed.


  She had been alone.


  The stars were hard and cold, and the spaces between them pressed on me as they must have pressed on her. It struck me that Saturn had probably not moved since she stood here, how long ago?


  Melville: there is a sequence in Moby Dick in which the cook is washed overboard and drifts away from the ship. The seas are heavy, and a moment comes when water and sky fill the universe, when the Pequod is gone, and the cook is utterly alone. They do not get him back whole.


  The image on the plain is terrifying, yes: but not because it has claws and wings, or pitiless eyes. But because it is alone.


  I was beginning to feel the cold, and it was a long way back to the ship. I looked up (as she must have); half-a-dozen moons were in the sky: Titan, with its thin envelope of methane; Rhea and Hyperion, and some of the smaller satellites: frozen, spinning rocks, like this one, sterile, immeasurably old, no more capable of supporting a thinking creature than the bloated gasbag they circle. Steinitz had argued for a benevolent cosmos. But Steinitz had never stood alone on this ridge. Only I have done that.


  And one other.


  The universe is a precarious, drafty haven for anything that thinks. There are damned few of us, and it is a wide world, and long. I wondered who she was. Long since gone to dust, no doubt. But nevertheless, Jennifer, I wish you well.


  We took the ice lady down and packed her for the long trip that would end eventually in the Smithsonian. There, they would put her in a refrigerated cubicle, surrounded by gleaming staircases and coke machines. No matter: I suspect her maker would be pleased, and possibly amused.


  We opened the command module to space. If anyone else ever passes this way, it’ll be there, just the way we left it. And on the dining board, he’ll find my ID. It’s not a very good picture: you know how official photos are. But they’ll understand.


  It was the best I could do on short notice.


  SATURN ALIA


  Grant D. Callin


  “Treasure map” tends to conjure up images of a quest for a certain type of object. But that’s not the only type possible . . .


  I


  Earth used to charge outrageous prices for shipping organics up the gravity well to the Lagrangian colonies. So when SpaceHome Corporation finally decided to seek an alternate source, the computers said Iapetus. Don’t ask me why; I’m an archaeologist, not a computer. But when I found out rather suddenly that I was going to I-Base, a modicum of excitement crept into my soul; after all, the number of people who’ve seen the rings close up is quite limited, even these days.


  Anyway, here we were, finally nearing the Saturnian system, and I was too bored to be excited. Twenty-eight days from L-4 at .1-g, the second half of it backwards. Space travel: big deal.


  The tug pilot was unsympathetic.


  “Bored! You call this boring? Hell, man. this is a piece of cake. After I drop off these supplies, I gotta pick up 20.000 tons mass of fuel and smelly organics and wrestle ’em back to L-5. Three months at a crummy point oh-one-g, with calcium leaching from my bones and no crib games. You wanna talk about boring?”


  An unfortunately timed yawn earned me a mild glare. “Anyway, if you wanna look at Saturn, we’ll be orbiting Iapetus for a while before we burn down to base. You can get a good peek before we land and go underground.”


  An hour later the tug stopped decelerating. but when I started to drift to the starboard port the pilot stopped me. “Strap into your couch for a few minutes. Whitey. We’ll prolly have to make a little plane change; I’m checking with 1-Base computer now for the verdict.”


  I’d just strapped when he said: “Okay, we’re about two degrees flat. Hang on; I’m gonna let the nav ‘puter do its thing.” He punched code. Almost immediately I heard the muted in-cabin hiss of the hydrazine thrusters. My inner ears did a little dance as the tug performed a rotation in two or three directions simultaneously, then abruptly stopped. A small interval, then the CRF engine gave us a fifteen-second shove.


  When we stopped, he stared at the readouts for a few seconds, then announced: “That’s got it. Twenny-eight point two degrees with descending node smackdab at I-Base next pass. Hang on another second.” One last dance. “Okay, I’ve got our ass-end pointed down the groove; you can unstrap and take a look.”


  About three or four times the diameter of the Moon from ’Home III or Earth. Saturn was big enough, but not all that impressive. The cloudbelts lacked striking colors, and the rings were edge-on. It wasn’t enough after a month of waiting. The pilot, as usual, put two cents in: “Iapetus is only a day or two from ascending node. Wait three weeks and the rings’ll be tilted fifteen degrees. The Old Man’ll be a lot gaudier then.” He pushed away from the port and drifted to the other side of the cabin. “C’mon over here; you can see where we’re gonna land.”


  When I’d joined him he pointed toward the planetary horizon. “That’s looking back along our flight path. Right on the horizon is Hamon Crater. It’s solid red-black except for a cream-colored central peak—looks like a curious white dimple.” He laughed and elbowed me in the ribs. “Get it? Curious white dimple, heh, heh!”


  I grabbed hold of a port fitting to keep from drifting away and awarded him with stony silence.


  He subsided to a sheepish grin. “Hell, I couldn’t resist; you don’t have to be so touchy. Anyway, five hundred klicks over the horizon from Hamon is Baligant. then Grandoyne. All three craters are pretty black, and they checked ’em out early as possible base sites. Tar wan’t thick enough in ‘em, though—no more’n ten or twenny centimeters—so they just dropped transponders in ’em for nav aids.”


  He shifted position and angled a finger in the other direction. “Up ahead there you can see the start of the Black Sea. That’s where I-Base is—right on the equator at local Greenwich, so it’s always got Saturn dead overhead.” He now pointed straight out the port. “And right below us here is the Bullseye.”


  It was a wide dark ring, hundreds of kilometers in diameter. Inside was the normal white of Iapetus ice, except that in the very center was a dark pattern with a Coke-bottle shape.


  “Take a close look at it,” he said, “because next time around we’ll only be a few klicks up and burning down on our tail. Right there in the center—in the middle of the Bathing Beauty—is where they found your precious artifact. You know, it’s crazy; they been on Iapetus all these years and they just get around to exploring somethin’ only four-hunnerd klicks away from base. Goes to show ya . . .”


  “Just a minute.” I interrupted, registering every ounce of incomprehension I could muster. “What do you mean, ‘my precious artifact’ ?”


  He grinned. “No offense, Whitey, but you never fooled me with that story about bein’ some industrial operations specialist. I got a friend in SpaceHome central comm shack; word’s out all over the Colonies that 1-Base found somethin’ in the center of the Bullseye that was artificial, but not made by man. A tablet of some kind”—he gazed obliquely at me—“that was covered with markings.


  “And in case you think you’ve kept the news from Earth, forget it; they’ve had our encryption keys for years. So what you’ve got is the best-known secret in the solar system.” He scratched his chest reflectively. “What I’m tryin’ to figure out is why Earth isn’t screaming about you guys keepin’ this thing to yourselves. You might know something about that, eh?”


  I tried to convey candid astonishment in the look I gave him. “Just what in the devil are you talking about, Jock?” Unfortunately, intrigue isn’t my forte. My voice caught, and I’m afraid my tone wasn’t convincing.


  He sighed. “Okay, have it your way but don’t think the rest of us are total dummies. And remember, we’re on the same side.” He turned back to the port. “Hey. here’s something interesting; the terminator in the Black Sea. Once you get into shadow, it’s like bein’ at the bottom of a coal mine at midnight. . . .”


  We blasted down the groove without incident. The computer did the work, while the pilot grumbled under his breath. I asked what was bothering him. His answer sounded like an Earther grumbling about taxes: “Good thing hydrogen’s cheap at I-Base; I gotta push so much reaction mass through the throat that my I goes down to a crummy 10.000. And taking off with a full load’s even worse. They oughta outlaw planetary surfaces. If the Good Lord’d meant us to land on planets, He woulda given us antigrav. . . .”


  He continued this monologue all through the approach, although his eyes never ceased their vigilant watch over the readouts. I finally decided that he would enjoy the return trip at .01-g, since it would keep his precious Eye-Ess-Pee high, whatever that meant.


  After touchdown I unstrapped and looked out the port facing the base. There was precious little to see; the few structures showing above ground appeared to be part of a refinery. Puzzled, I asked Jock where the solar cells were hidden.


  He grinned at me. “You’re pretty ignorant for an industrial specialist. Whitey. Solar power’s out of the question here. It’s too far from the Sun, and it stays dark forty days at a crack. Nuclear’s the only way to go; they got one CRF generator that supplies all the power they need. Now whattaya say, let’s get down inside; I got a thirst that won’t quit.”


  We stripped off our coveralls, threw them into our bags, and donned micro-pore suits. By the time we’d debarked, a crew was already unloading the supply cannisters from the tug. According to Jock those same containers would shortly be emptied of inbound goods and refilled with CRF reaction mass, and other organics to be differentiated or refined back at SpaceHome.


  Once inside the airlock we changed our suits for coveralls again and took the elevator down to Base Personnel level. Jock immediately headed for the bar, with more reluctant steps I followed the signs to the manager’s office.


  Informality reigned; the secretary jerked her head toward the inner door before 1 even got my mouth open. I walked in, and the manager rose from his desk to greet me.


  “Hello, I’m Bob Reynolds. And you must be Dr., ahh. Curious Whitedimple.” He made a valiant effort to hide his smile.


  I sighed. Forty years down, maybe a hundred to go. “That’s Kurious, Mr. Reynolds. Pronounced Koor-ee-us.”


  He let the smile emerge. “Goodness, that certainly is an unusual name. . . .” He trailed off expectantly. I briefly toyed with the idea of levying heavy sarcasm, then cancelled. After all, I had to work with this person. I quickly decided on my “man-to-man” pitch, and spoke as earnestly as possible:


  “Kurious, or course, is Greek, after my maternal great-grandfather. Whitedimple is a loose translation of an old Marjoe Indian name; in the original, it’s considerably bawdier.” I favored him with a sly wink.


  Predictably, he leered. “Oh, ho; I understand now, uh. Dr. . . .”


  “Dr. Whitedimple is so formal,” I cut in smoothly. “Why don’t you just call me Whitey.”


  “Very well, uh. Whitey. I suppose you’d like a rundown on the operation here. As you probably know, Iapetus Base was established in 2067 for the purpose of filling the SpaceHome colonies’ pressing need for cheap organic compounds. Besides being the solar system’s major supplier of organically bound hydrogen for CRF reaction mass, we ship thousands of tons of unprocessed organics on each of the quarterly tugs. Among these compounds are the various clathrates of . . .”


  This character was wound up and ready to go; I interrupted him fast. “Excuse me, Bob, but I’m not really what the message said I am. Maybe you’d better read this letter from Mr. Ogumi before you go any further.” I dug the one-pager from the SpaceHome Corporation’s president out of my coveralls and handed it to him.


  He read it rapidly, then smiled thinly at me. “I didn’t think you could be an industrial specialist, Whitey. Our operation here is practically all computerized, anyway. Well . . . Mr. Ogumi requests that I give you any assistance I possibly can. So what can I do for you?”


  “Naturally, I’m eager to see the artifact. But first I’d like a bath.” Spending a month living in one’s own sweat is guaranteed to re-establish priorities.


  His smile was wider this time. “Water is one thing we have plenty of, Whitey. Practically the whole damn satellite is made of it. Here, I’ll show you to your quarters. . . .”


  An hour later, considerably refreshed and with my scanty gear stowed in the room assigned to me, I walked into Reynolds’s office again. He had his big safe open and a pair of heavy gloves on. “Here, Whitey, grab that other pair of gloves and give me a hand with this; the damn thing masses about twenty or thirty kilos, and it’s tricky to move around. Must be gold or platinum alloy of some kind.”


  Two minutes later the slab was sitting flat on the desk, and I was staring avidly at it. My old mentor, Professor Grenoble, would have been palpitating with ecstasy, but I am considerably more phlegmatic; I merely kept whispering “Damn, damn,” under my breath as I drank it in.


  “You’re only the fifth person to see it,” Reynolds said quietly. “Of course, word is out all over base. . . .”


  I barely heard him. I had pored over the transmitted pictures of the artifact, but the cold perfection before me was unnerving in its impact. It was a regular hexagon, a little over thirty centimeters in diameter and a trifle less than a centimeter thick. The surface was etched with hair-fine lines, obviously depicting the Saturnian system. The planet was central, surrounded by concentric circles plainly meant to be the ring system; the Cassini division was a dead giveaway.


  The representation of the major satellites would have been a sufficient clue even without the rings; the relative sizes of Titan and the runt Hyperion close by were unique in the solar system. Iapetus, the outermost member of the system to be shown, was near the hexagon’s edge and exactly opposite one of the apices. Thirty degrees clockwise, and about three centimeters further in, was Hyperion, the only irregular shape on the artifact and almost invisibly small. Another thirty degrees onward was Titan, opposite the second apex.


  Following the same pattern, Rhea was next, about three centimeters closer to the center, then Dione opposite the third apex; next came Tethys, and then Enceladus opposite the fourth apex. Mimas was the final moon depicted, only about one centimeter from the outer edge of the rings. Each of the bodies had a sixty-degree arc of its orbit extending counterclockwise from its image.


  There was no satellite opposite the fifth apex, but within the B-Ring a sixty-degree arc terminated at exactly the right spot. Opposite the sixth apex of the hexagon there was nothing. To complete the correspondence, groups of three symbols nestled in each of the first five apices; there was nothing in the sixth.


  Within Saturn’s image were five more symbols, each at the tip of a spoke radiating from the center. Each spoke pointed directly to an apex of the hexagon. the symbol at its tip matching one of the symbols at the apex. No spoke pointed to the nude apex.


  The I-Base manager had been peering over my shoulder; he finally queried: “I recognize all the moons, but why did they leave out Phoebe?”


  I replied condescendingly: “Well, I can think of two good reasons, offhand. Either they didn’t consider Phoebe part of the system, or else they didn’t find it during their visit—or maybe they didn’t include it because it would be a waste of platinum; Phoebe is a lot further out than Iapetus. In fact, it’s possible that Phoebe wasn’t even captured when they were here.”


  Reynolds frowned. “That’s four reasons.”


  A nitpicker. “Choose two good ones and go with them.”


  I tried to sink back into rapt contemplation of the artifact; it felt so good just to stand there and gaze at it and reflect on the beings who might have made it. But alas, the manager was under full steam. “What do you SpaceHome experts make of this thing?”


  I let out a deep breath. “Okay, just a second while I make one measurement.” I reached into my kit and pulled out a set of micrometer calipers with a thirty-cm extension bar.


  “Watch out you don’t cut yourself,” he said. “Those corners may only be ninety degrees, but they’re sharp.”


  I carefully measured the distance between opposite sides of the hexagon. The reading was one I’d memorized some time ago. Just to be sure I measured another pair of sides. I pulled the calipers off and showed the cursor to Reynolds. “The magic number: 33.258 centimeters.”


  His frown came back. “Why is that a magic number?”


  “Well,” I used my pontifical voice, toned down in recognition of his amateur status, “those digital scans you sent us had good resolution, and we were reasonably confident about the relative dimensions; but we couldn’t be sure of the absolute scale. So we made one assumption and some smart guesses.” I put the calipers away. “And that one measurement was all I needed to verify our theories.”


  I gestured at the gleaming artifact. “The creators of that thing were adamant about the number six; much more so than meets the eye just looking at it. For instance, if you were to inscribe a circle in the hexagon, its diameter would be exactly six times that of Saturn’s image. And the planetary image itself is exactly 5.543 centimeters across, which is exactly the equatorial diameter of Saturn divided by 612. And you’ll notice that the moons are drawn to a larger scale to make them easily visible. The scale multiplication is exactly six.”


  I smiled at him. “There’s a lot more.” I reached into my kit to fish out a reticle magnifier. “All the orbits shown in the etching, including the ring boundaries, are spaced logarithmically—base six, keyed on Saturn’s image diameter.”


  Placing the reticle on a portion of Iapetus’s orbital arc, I bent down and squinted at the image. “This is just for my own curiosity.” I moved the reticle to one of the symbols in the nearby apex. “The width of these lines, as far as I can judge, doesn’t vary one iota.” I looked up at him. “Guess what it is?”


  He looked a little irritated. “I wouldn’t have the slightest idea.”


  I ignored his frown. “As near as I can measure, it’s between .025 and .026 centimeter; but I’m willing to bet it’s almost exactly .02565, because that happens to be Saturn’s diameter divided by 6”.”


  He pursed his lips. “What does that mean?”


  “That they were consistent devils.” I put the reticle away. “And it’s one more indicator that the number six is of overriding importance in the message.”


  “So what do you think the message is?”


  “We think it’s two things. First, and most obvious, it says; ‘Hey, there’s someone else in the universe!’ Second, we believe it’s a roadmap, a set of directions on how to find more artifacts, and especially how to find the real cache that could tell us who they are and where they come from—maybe even how to contact them.”


  His frown must have been glued on. “So you think there are also artifacts on Titan, Dione, Enceladus, and somewhere in the B-Ring?” His finger pointed in turn to the images opposite the apices.


  “Yes we do,” I nodded. “And by the way, that ‘somewhere’ in the B-Ring is about 48,000 kilometers from the planetary surface; and it’s probably an important location.”


  “Why? Because of those marks in the middle of the little hexagon there?” He pointed to one of the three symbols at the apex opposite the B-Ring site.


  “Exactly,” I said.


  “So that’s where the big cache is,” he said, brightening.


  “Well, no; we don’t think so,” I said.


  His frown came back quickly. “Now you’ve lost me again.”


  This man had no future in cryptology. I was patient. “Well, if their preoccupation with sixes means anything at all, it’s that there must be a sixth location, a sixth cache.” I gestured at the metal slab. “That missing spoke in Saturn’s image, and that unfilled apex, shout the message loud and clear. And as surely as they were here, it’s that sixth location which will contain the real find.”


  Dawn finally broke on his face. “Then the B-Ring site—”


  “Will contain the roadmap to that cache,” I finished, “our final analysis of this artifact’s message goes something like this: ‘You are looking at one of four identical plates we’ve placed on Enceladus, Dione, Titan and Iapetus. At a certain location in the B-Ring is a fifth artifact; it will contain directions telling you how to find the sixth site, where the ultimate treasure will be found.”


  Reynolds furrowed his brow. “These people, whoever they are, sure seem to like games. Why not just put roadmaps in all five locations?”


  “Good question,” I said. “And one we might answer if we knew a little more xenopsychology. Maybe it’s a test of sorts. Maybe they want to put us through the hoops to impress us with their importance,” I smiled, “or maybe you’re right, and they just like to play games.”


  “Do you think this treasure, as you call it, might be on another planet in the solar system?”


  He’d missed again. “I doubt it; Saturn is the sixth major planet from the Sun. What worries us is that the cache might be on Titan, which is Saturn’s sixth major moon. I’m told that we don’t have a man-rated vessel with the pressure and temperature compensation to handle a Titan landing. My personal hope is that it’s orbiting safely at six Saturn radii or six diameters out. But wherever it is, we’ve got to find it!”


  “Then I suppose you’ll be heading for the B-Ring?”


  “Not right away,” I said. “First of all, I’m going to look for the artifacts on Dione and Enceladus. Remember, all we have now are theories; we need a few statistics to back up our reasoning.”


  “Where are you going to look?” Now it was my turn to frown. “Well, I brought along an atlas of Saturn’s moons. I’m going to search for striking geological or geographical features. You found this one in the middle of the Bulls-eye; I hope to find something equally obvious on Dione and Enceladus.” Reynolds gave me a puzzled look. “It seems to me that you’re not very well prepared for this search, Whitey.


  Why did you hotfoot out here before doing your homework? And why did SpaceHome call after I’d transmitted the pictures, and tell me to put a lid on communications until I was contacted?”


  I’d spent a lot of that outbound month wondering the same things. Ogumi and his staff, in my hurried outbriefing, had warned me that the news couldn’t be kept under wraps forever, and that this interim secrecy was so that we could break the whole story at once after we found the big cache.


  But Jock, bless his heart, had steered me in a new direction. Ogumi and his minions must know that Earth was aware of our find, so speed must be the vital ingredient. The SpaceHome moguls undoubtedly had me pegged as an innocent bookworm type (not without reason), and wanted to keep me dumb and happy about the whole setup. Lucky me. I wondered anew what I was getting into. For a long, wistful moment I wished I were back on ‘Home III again, teaching archaeology to a bunch of sleepy-eyed kids. I’m most definitely not a hairy-chested hero.


  Meanwhile Reynolds was looking expectantly at me; so I dredged up a partial answer, adding knowledge accumulated from years of bull sessions with fellow academicians: “Bob. you must know that for years and years Earth has been strictly second place in astronomy. SpaceHome has all the good equipment, both in orbit and on the lunar dark side. If Earth scientists want to use it, they pay through the nose—it helps our balance of trade.


  “The only field where Earth is still number one is in SETI research, and that only because we don’t want to waste our time on it. They’ve had a strong program underway for more than two generations, and have still come up empty. One of their few loud boasts is, ‘If there is a communicating intelligence out there, we’ll find it.’


  “So here turns up the first-ever evidence of extraterrestrial life, and who discovers it? A couple of ordinary SpaceHome employees, out on a routine job to repair a broken transponder. How would you feel if you were an Earth sympathizer?”


  I pursed my lips and tried to look hairy-chested. “Now our sources” (I promoted Jock) “lead us to believe that Earth was able to receive and decode your original message and picture scan. If so, they’ll undoubtedly try to beat us to that cache. So what we have tried to do is act as if we weren’t going to follow up the discovery in any great rush. And so I came incognito on the regular Iapetus tug—which unfortunately left only two days after we got your transmission.


  “Now Earth, in turn, is probably keeping quiet about the discovery while they try to mount an expedition to beat us to the punch. If so, it won’t do any harm to keep our activities under cover.” It seemed to satisfy him. “Well, good luck. So what do you need from me in the way of help?”


  “I need a ship to take me to Dione, Enceladus, and probably into the 11-Ring. As soon as possible.”


  He shook his head. “Nothing doing, Whitey. What I have here is two surface-hoppers and one tug for emergency evacuation. I won’t let that go, even if Ogumi himself orders it.”


  I nodded. “That’s what he said you’d tell me. But I understand that the Saturn Orbiting Station is close by right now, and that they’ve got an all-purpose vehicle for inner-system travel, besides their supply tug. And SpaceHome pays their bills, too. Could we get a message to them?”


  “Better than that. We’ll be at ascending node tomorrow, and either Pop or Junior brings the tug in for supplies; the SOS crosses at the same time we do, about 50,000 klicks down-orbit. They work it that way to save fuel. Their orbit is the same as ours, except they’re in polar and we’re only tilted fourteen degrees.”


  He glanced at his watch. “Matter of fact, the tug’ll be here in about . . . seven hours, give or take. Mom and Pop will be glad to have your company.” He wore a peculiar expression as he said this, which I figured out much later was one of speculation.


  II


  Barely a day later, with Pop piloting the tug. we were approaching the Saturn Orbiting Station. “Pop” was Dr. Thomas B. Badille, originally designated as team leader of the SOS project—a rather misleading title, since his “team” consisted only of a single colleague. Dr. Aurica Berry. They had married themselves the second year alone in space and were now only a few years away from their silver anniversary.


  Earth pulled out of the joint project about the time of the marital union; the Baddies volunteered to stay on as permanent managers of the station, even though funding would be drastically reduced. Ever since, they had regularly churned out papers on Saturn’s weather system, magnetosphere, rings, satellites, and what-have-you. SpaceHome picked up the tab without too much reluctance; the team performed heroically for their meager salary.


  But according to Bob Reynolds, and also to Jock, this couple was more than a trifle strange. And as for Junior, I was firmly told that I’d have to form my own opinion.


  Pop was a plump man of medium height, with pleasant round-faced features. He had the white hair and wrinkle-free skin common to second-generation inhabitants of low-g, sun-protected environments; he could have been anywhere from forty to eighty years old. At 1-Base he’d been pleasant enough, but with a distracted air; he had been in a tearing hurry to depart, and kept urging the groundcrew to expedite the loading so he could get back up and “minimize transfer orbit burn.” I’d gotten a wink from one of the grinning stevedores, who later whispered that Pop was much more interested in getting back to Mom than in saving reaction mass. . . .


  “There she is!” Pop broke into my reverie with more animation than I’d ever heard from him. He was pointing out the forward observation ports to a stubby cylinder slowly rotating about a stationary axis pointed toward Saturn.


  “We dock at the near end of the axis, next to the research boat there; the Saturn end houses all the instruments, of course.” He looked happier than he’d been all day. “Our little home isn’t so little, really. The drum is more than fifty meters in diameter; of course, the outside three meters is ice for protection from cosmics.” He smiled. “Our own little igloo. The experts said it was too confining an environment; they predicted we’d go crazy in less than three years. Mom and I fooled them, though. And Junior likes it, too.”


  I was beginning to have my doubts. But they had continued to publish those scholarly papers; and Pop, anyway, seemed almost normal. A curious feature of the station caught my eye. “What are those pipes sticking out at all angles?”


  Pop blinked at the rapidly enlarging structure. “Thruster vents. They’re insulated. but the ice still melts around them when we have to make orbital or spin correction burns. That doesn’t matter really; in fact, the shield is liquid the first few centimeters our from the hull. Excuse me, I must call Momma.”


  He pushed over to the comm set and established contact. “Aurie, it’s Tommy. Turn off the scanners, baby; we’re going to bump you in a few minutes.”


  A half-hour later I was in a comfortable living room being introduced to Pop’s wife. “Aurica, I’d like you to meet Dr. Kurious Whitedimple, from ’Home III.”


  She looked like Pop’s female clone, except that she was just shy of being plump; a more accurate description would be “well-endowed.” She produced a beatific smile, and bestowed it on me. “Welcome to our home, Dr. Whitedimple. My, that’s an unusual name. . . .”


  I launched into a rather involved story about a slave ancestor and an interesting birthmark noticed by his first master in the New World. I was warming to my tale when a high-pitched voice, floating in from my rear, rudely interrupted: “Good! we’ll call you ‘Dimp.’ ”


  I turned too fast in the light gravity and left the floor for a clumsy moment. Confronting me was a little gnome of a man with sandy hair, big ears and nose, crooked teeth, wrinkled skin—and an almost senile twinkle in his eyes.


  “Dimp, this is Junior,” said Mom. “He was born almost twenty years ago right here in SOS. We were going to move temporarily to Iapetus-Base for the birth, but he came along a month early, so Tom delivered him without help.” I turned back around to see her smiling up at Pop.


  “Nonsense. Aurie,” he retorted. “You helped me.” He turned back to me. “Maybe you remember Dimp; he made quite a little splash in the news—‘the boy with the accelerating IQ.’ What is it this month. Junior?”


  “The last time I programmed the computer to check, it was just shy of 400.” The twinkle was still in his eye, and he put his hand on my arm in mock-confidentiality. “Actually, Dimp. it’s not accelerating any more; it finally plotted out as an S-curve, and it’s beginning to go asymptotic now. It’ll level off in about three or four years at about 620. Of course, I’ll probably be dead by then. . . .”


  I consider myself urbane, but I’m afraid at that point my mouth was unattractively open. Some words finally stumbled out: “But they said you were only nineteen—”


  “What do you expect,” he snapped, “with the equivalent of an eighty-year-old brain?”


  Now Pop broke in. “Actually, Junior’s condition is due to the orbit we were following during Aurica’s pregnancy and the year afterward. We were in a pretty tight ellipse with periapse way down inside the G-Ring.” He looked a bit wistful. “That was when we had plenty of money for reaction mass.” He shook his head. “Anyway, all those hydrogen ions, spoke extensions, magnetic field lines, solar wind bowshock, and so forth were interacting with our new little bio-system here,” he gestured at Junior, “and causing his central nervous system to wire itself a little differently. Much less redundancy, but a lot more efficiency.”


  Mom smiled proudly. “Junior wrote quite a paper on it when he was six or seven. Of course we never had it published; you can just imagine the horde of psychologists that would have descended on us, all trying to make geniuses from dogs and rats, or some other silly thing.”


  My mouth was still flapping, so a few more words spilled out: “Wrote a paper when he was six?”


  “Why yes,” she said. “As a matter of fact. Junior has written almost all of our papers for the past twelve or thirteen years. In fact, recently he developed quite a convincing model of solar system formation based on ring dynamics; it was quite well received by the community. Of course we publish everything under our own names; Junior doesn’t have any real credentials.”


  Junior made a rude noise. “Big deal. I write two, three papers a year. Takes maybe a week total out of my free time. No use getting fancy; those yokels in-system wouldn’t recognize a good piece of work if it hit ’em in the face.”


  A vagrant thought kicked my vocal cords back into action before I could stop them. “If Junior has been writing all your papers, then what . . .”


  Pop saved me from finishing the embarrassing question. “For the past several years Momma and I have been collaborating on a book which we believe will be an important addition to the social literature of the Colonies. It is called Lovemaking in Low Gravity: The Liquid Experience.” His arm was tightly around Mom’s waist; I noticed his hand creeping idly upward. She snuggled closer as he continued: “Which reminds me. Dimp: it’s past time for our afternoon nap’. Would you care to join us?” He looked at me steadily. Mom smiled coyly.


  I swiftly put my conversational wit to work: “Uhhh, well, uh, I really think, uh, I should get busy on this problem. . . .”


  Pop sighed. “Yes, of course. Well, just tell Junior what you need; he’ll take care of everything and pilot the research boat wherever you need to go. Junior, by the way, is the best pilot in the solar system, only nobody knows it.”


  I looked questioningly at their son. He was nodding and smiling cynically. I looked back at the Baddies to find them already halfway through an inner door. Mom looked over her shoulder and said: “If you’re in a hurry to leave, don’t bother to wait up for us.” Then they were gone and the door shut.


  A little bemused, I commenced to bring Junior into the picture. He was quick on the uptake; in a few minutes he was finishing sentences for me. When I handed him a picture of the artifact without interpretation, he studied it briefly, then started grinning.


  “Playful creatures, aren’t they? Well, do we bother with Dione and Enceladus, or head right for the B-Ring?”


  I hesitated. “The group consensus is that we get the Dione and Enceladus artifacts first, to doublecheck our translation of the message. Trouble is, I don’t have a clue as to where to look for them. . . .”


  Junior was the epitome of tact: “Dimp, you must be a damned good archaeologist, because you’re worthless otherwise. The Enceladus location is sure to be in the middle of the Big Cross. Dione’s is a little less straightforward, but probably in Amata. The B-Ring cache has to be on the Iron Maiden. The top of Mons Gargantua is a good bet for Titan, but this boat isn’t equipped to—”


  “Hold on a minute. Just what is the Iron Maiden?”


  “Dimp, don’t you know anything at all about Saturn?”


  “Well, I was in the middle third of my class in System Geography,” (a white lie) “but I don’t recall too much about the rings. . . .”


  He grimaced and shook his head. “Well then. An elementary capsule history of the rings, scaled down for present company.


  “Several million years ago Saturn’s rings were run of the mill, just like those of the other gas giants. Orbiting Saturn at about 1.8 radii was a ten-kilometer moon—mostly ice, but with an iron-rich core. Along came a stray meteor about a kilometer in diameter, and also rich in iron. Bang! The origin of the ring system as we see it now. Especially the B-Ring, which you can think of as a bunch of snowballs covered with iron dust. And all that’s left of the original satellite is—”


  “The Iron Maiden!” I felt like a kid at a remedial tutorial.


  “Right,” said Junior. “The mother of the B-Ring. And also its destroyer.” Suddenly uneasy, I asked him what he meant.


  “Well, Dimp. all those snowballs are highly charged, and the Iron Maiden is busily zapping them out of existence with little lightning bolts.” An impish grin emerged on his face. “Too bad we can’t wait a few million years; by then, most of the ring would be gone. As it is, retrieving the artifact will probably be a hair-raising experience, heh, heh!” Dutifully. I laughed too, although it developed more the quality of a croak as it edged past the lump in my throat. Also, sad to relate, my skin blanched to a delicate shade of chalk.


  Junior’s sympathy was monumental. “C’mon, Dimp, where’s your spunk? This is going to be great fun.” He pulled himself up the wall bars toward the overhead hatch into the axis. “Let’s go. We’ve got supplies to load.” He grinned at me from the ceiling. “Unless you’d rather join Mom and Dad in their nap.” I took a deep breath and started up the wall. There were a few things Ogumi and his pals might have told me.


  Two hours later our supplies were in place, and we hoisted ourselves into the main cabin. Junior drifted over to the pilot’s station and began flipping switches. The subdued hum of the CRF reactor signalled ignition; panel lights and screens came to life. The cabin lights flickered as he switched from umbilical to internal power. The controls seemed quite different from those on the tug; I looked on with interest as he activated the boat.


  “I souped this scow up considerably a few years back,” he said. “Managed to increase drive efficiency thirty percent across-board by reconfiguring the magnetic confinement field equations and boosting chamber temperature ten million degrees. The high-g is—” He noticed my blank look and broke off. “Never mind. Better strap in; we’re going to disconnect and test the RCS in a second.”


  As I took the right-hand seat and began belting up. Junior flipped a switch and began speaking clearly to no one in particular; “Pandora. Self check of all electrical systems. Pandora.” Lights began to blink rhythmically on the control panel.


  I had thought that voice-programmed navigation computers were still in the experimental stage; “too difficult to ensure total system safety” was the phrase that stuck in my memory. Either Junior was unaware of this, or else he misinterpreted my raised eyebrows.


  “I named her that because I had to open her box to add memory and make other changes. That was seven or eight years ago, back when I was interested in girls. My IQ was down around—”


  He stopped as the speaker came to life. Pandora in. Self check completed. All electrical systems green. All backup systems green. Pandora out. The voice, though flat, was recognizably Mom’s. I didn’t pursue that.


  Junior spoke again: “Pandora. Back-out and RCS check ten seconds from mark. Reiterate. Pandora.”


  Pandora in. Reiteration. I will disconnect umbilical, back 500 meters from Station, and conduct a complete checkout of all reaction control system thrusters. I will commence this sequence only upon your confirmation and ten seconds after your mark. Pandora out.


  “Pandora. Confirm. Mark. Pandora.”


  I looked at the little man and shuddered involuntarily when I remembered he was not yet twenty years old. “Junior, do you mean you were only twelve when you, uh, invented Pan—”


  “Don’t say her name out loud!” It was my first glimpse of excitement in him. “You’ll confuse her.”


  Just then the RCS thrusters came to life, giving us a gentle shove backward. By the time Junior spoke again, SOS was shrinking visibly in the forward viewports.


  “Now what were you saying. Dimp?” I sighed. “Never mind. It’s too late now, anyway.”


  In a moment we were once more stationary. Then the boat performed several quick maneuvers in roll, pitch, and yaw—finishing precisely in its original orientation, but leaving my stomach and inner ears still back on square three.


  Pandora in. RCS system green: backups green. Fuel remaining: 7238 engine-seconds. Pandora out.


  Apparently Junior was inured to the checkout maneuvers. “Well. Dimp, let’s figure out a destination. Pandora. 3-D display of inner system. Pandora.” An L-shaped group of three large screens on the control panel lit up, displaying what appeared to be standard architectural elevations of the Saturnian system. The planetary bodies were color coded, and the top view showed faint circles that seemed to be orbital tracks of the major moons. A blinking white spot in all three screens indicated our boat’s position. I asked Junior if the picture came from the computer’s memory.


  “Naw. We’ve got seventeen navsats in orbits all over the system. Pandy keeps in touch with four or five at a time, and just calculates speed-of-light lag for real-time updates. For closeup work she uses her own stereo scanners. But that comes later.


  “Now look here.” He pointed to the top screen. “At point one-g it’s going to take us thirty hours, give or take, to get into a down-system orbit. That’ll put Dione about halfway to the eastern limb, right here,” he touched the screen, “which is convenient. Enceladus, on the other hand, will just be starting across the far side,” he moved his finger, “which is decidedly inconvenient.” He looked at me expectantly. “But it’s your decision. Admiral.”


  “Whatever you think best, Junior,” I said carefully.


  He snorted, then addressed the computer: “Pandora. Establish and display trajectory for a zero-point-one-zero-g constant acceleration journey, beginning with current boat state vector and terminating in circular equatorial orbit about Dione at one-hundred fifty kilometers mean altitude above surface. Reiterate. Pandora.”


  As the computer repeated Junior’s instructions, dotted lines appeared on the screens. Junior listened, looked and nodded. “Pandora. Confirm as program SD. Perform RCS burn five seconds from my mark, to terminate stationary with respect to SOS ten kilometers up-orbit. Mark. Pandora.”


  As we moved away from the Station, Junior explained: “I always give the SOS plenty of safety margin. That stream of hot protons coming from the CRF drive is nothing to fool around with.”


  I informed him that I was well aware of the dangers of a CRF exhaust plume. He made me pay for my stuffiness: “Well I’ll be damned. Dimp. And all along I thought you didn’t know anything. Boy, was I wrong!” I wondered where he’d learned sarcasm; Mom and Pop seemed incapable of it.


  The SOS was a flyspeck out of the viewport a few minutes later, when Junior ordered the computer to execute program SD. She counted us down, then we were pressed gently into our seats as the low rumbling of the CRF drive permeated the vessel.


  “Well, Dimp. the best thing to do when starting a high-acceleration trip is to get some shuteye. So I’ll see you in four or five hours.” He closed his eyes and in a minute was snoring gently.


  I closed my eyes, but not to sleep. Pop had mentioned that they maintained .06-g on SOS to protect from long-term calcium leaching: I-Base was less than half that, but the resident staff only took two-year duty shifts. SpaceHome III. where I lived, was kept at .3-g; hence anything out here felt lightweight to my muscles. So I was stuck with a racing mind and a thousand unanswered questions. being navigated toward a monstrous gravity well by a computer customized by a precocious youngster. I silently cursed Ogumi and company, calling upon a lot of old deities they’d probably never heard of. . . .


  III


  Junior was shaking me awake. “Dimp, we’ve got company.”


  I focussed bleary eyes on the 3-D display, which now showed not one blinking light, but two. Junior continued remorselessly: “Another boat entered the inner system; it’s decelerating at about point seven-g. and will be orbiting Dione in less than four hours. It must be loaded to the gills with fuel, and it probably came from Earth. So what now?”


  My heart began pounding uncomfortably. and there was a faint taste of bile in my mouth. My immediate impulse was to head for the B-Ring, but that was a decision I needed help in making. “I suppose we can break radio silence now. Can you contact SpaceHome?”


  “With a one-meter antenna? You must be kidding.”


  “Well, raise 1-Base then. Reynolds can relay the message.”


  “Blow that off, too. 1-Base receivers only watch Earth system and SOS, and we’re at too much angular separation from either; we couldn’t even sneak through on a side lobe.”


  “Raise SOS then and have Mom or Pop relay messages. I’ve got to talk to Ogumi!”


  Junior’s smirk was positively evil. “I tried, but no luck. They’re probably working on Chapter Thirteen. C’mon Dimp, grow up; whether you like it or not. it’s decision time.”


  At the moment I felt more like shrinking than growing. “Okay,” I sighed, “raise the other ship.”


  Junior nodded and started broadcasting. while I began to think in earnest. They would surely beat us to the Dione site. If we headed at once for the B-Ring. could we get there first? Probably not, if they decided to make a race of it. Anyway, if the Dione and Enceladus plates contained unexpected data, going at once to the Iron Maiden could be a mistake. . . .


  Junior interrupted my train of thought. “No luck, Dimp. They didn’t even answer a call on the emergency hailing frequency. We are being deliberately ignored.”


  “Do they know we’re here?”


  “Sure, the same way we detected them. The navsats can see any CRF plume, and any boat can get information from them, since their activation frequencies are well published.”


  I was still trying to assess possibilities. “If we head right for the Iron Maiden, can they beat us there by changing course? And if we head for Enceladus, even if they know where we’re going, do you suppose they will keep on toward Dione? I mean . . .”


  Junior broke out laughing. “Dimp. I really like you, but your brain is a morass. Okay, here’s the situation as I see it. Assuming that the people and computer on that boat are not dumb, they know we’re headed for Dione. and that they’ll beat us to the Amata artifact by several hours. If we change course for either Enceladus or the Maiden, they’ll calculate time and distance and decide what to do next. If we head right for the Maiden, they’ll probably do likewise and beat us there; if we go for Enceladus, they’ll figure they have time to pick up the Dione artifact first. They must have a big tug with lots of hydrogen on board, and they have one-g muscles—so they’ve got all the advantages.”


  He scratched his chin. “Now all I know about human nature I got from Mom and Dad. occasional trips to I-Base. and a whole bunch of novels I read when I was four or five years old—but I’ll bet they think they can beat us to the punch no matter what we decide to do. So, Admiral, what do we decide to do?”


  I stalled. “Maybe you could try to raise SOS again?”


  “C’mon Dimp. Time’s a-wasting. Even if you could send a message to Ogumi right now, the answer wouldn’t be back for hours. So bite the bullet.”


  “Okay, let’s head for Enceladus.”


  “Attaboy. Admiral! The most cowardly option, admittedly, but a real decision nonetheless.”


  He began talking to the computer. Most of it was too technical to follow—phrases like “north polar traverse.” “safe minimum distance.” “state vector update,” and so forth. I spent the time wondering who was in the other tug. and what their orders were. I barely noticed the computer counting us down; then suddenly the boat slewed and pitched slightly, and my weight grew noticeably.


  “Okay. Dimp. here’s the plan.” Junior said. “We’ve increased acceleration to point one-five g and we’re going over the top of Saturn.” He indicated the new flight plan on the display. “Then we’ll slew into Enceladus orbit and finish dead stopped right above the Big Cross.” The smirk was back. “The bad guys’ll figure that we’ll be orbiting a couple of times to lay a groove for computer landing; but I’m gonna fool ‘em and take the boat down on manual. That’ll gain us an hour or so if they’re sloppy about noticing our state vector at CRF cutoff. If we can find the artifact and get away fast, we might still beat ’em to the Maiden.”


  It wasn’t the increased acceleration that brought the sudden lump to my throat. “Land on manual?”


  His face turned impish. “Sure, Dimp. The way I see it, our one advantage is that I can do state vectors real time in my head. We’ll have to use that punch if we’re gonna try and win this fight. Okay?”


  My mouth was still in control. “Land on manual?”


  “Relax. Dimp. I goose this lady on manual all the time. That’s the main reason for having three screens.” He yawned and swallowed. “But right now we’ve got over twenty hours to kill, and this acceleration’s more than twice what I’m used to. I’m going to get some more sleep.” He promptly conked off again, leaving me to dream up some more ancient curses for Ogumi.


  Sleep has a habit of sneaking up. I awoke some hours later to the sounds of Junior preparing a meal. We ate, then talked at length; I taught him some archaeology, and he taught me some Saturn—which we both now recognized as survival training for a naive traveler. To my surprise I found myself becoming engrossed in the mechanics and the lore of the Old Man and his family. Junior was a latent poet, and he made each of the moons sing its own song; I stopped regarding them as boring hunks of ice.


  Saturn grew slowly in the forward ports until it doubled in size. But distance still blurred the cloud formations, and the rings were tilted only a few degrees, when we flipped end for end and started braking toward the giant; at that point we were not even down to Hyperion’s orbit. I was disappointed; by that time I was eager to see the Old Man at close range.


  “Hang on, Dimp,” Junior said. “In less than ten hours we’ll be going over the top; then you’ll have the best seat in the house—and I’ll guarantee the sight will suck your gut right up into your throat.”


  The Earth tug had stopped decelerating before we reached flip-over. According to Pandora, its state vector at the time of CRF cutoff indicated that it had gone into equatorial orbit about two hundred kilometers above the surface. An hour later it burned for fifteen seconds; Junior said this was a plane change. “It’ll put them over Amata for three successive passes. They’ll probably use two to lay a groove, then land on the third.”


  There would be no more information about the tug for some time. It could only be detected by its CRF plume; and it would certainly land under RCS thrust rather than destroy the unprepared surface below it. Junior was optimistic. “No news is good news, Dimp. Amata’s over two hundred klicks in diameter and full of junk. Hell, they might be ten. twenty hours searching.”


  We ate lightly, then dozed again. This time the computer woke us both: Pandora in. Stand by for seventeen-minute freefall period for state vector update. Jive seconds from mark. Mark. Pandora out. Almost immediately we were floating. Stretching, I asked Junior what a state vector update was.


  “The navigation gets hairy from here on. We’re doing about seventeen kilometers a second now. but it’s almost all radial with respect to the Saturn system. We’ve got to kill that, and at the same time gain about twelve klicks tangential to match Enceladus’s orbital velocity. All that time Saturn will be pulling us down toward the ring plane; we encourage that now. then cancel it as we match orbit. Doing all that at once is tricky even for Pandy. So she’ll coast for a few minutes while she gets some good data on our position, velocity, and acceleration here at the bottom of the gravity well.


  “Meanwhile, since we’re only about 20.000 klicks above the clouds, I’m going to tilt us down so you can get a good look at the Old Man from close up.”


  “Won’t that mess up the. uh. fix the computer’s trying to get?”


  “Naw. Attitude and state vector are completely different things.” He spoke briefly to Pandora, and the boat pitched over. “There. Unstrap yourself and take a peek.” He gestured to the front viewports.


  As a student of languages I know full well the inadequacies of the written word. But I will tell you that even as I sit here safe in Home III. my heart pounds and my mouth turns dry as I relive that magic, awesome moment.


  The Giant filled everything—the viewports, my senses, all of space—so that I had to press my nose to the glass even to see the edge of the rings against the black. The northern cloudbanks, with their delicate colors, formed beautiful pale rings around the pole, cut in half by the black knife of shadow’s edge. Sworls, spots, eddies, all were displayed in lovely, exquisite detail. For time unmeasured I stared; then I turned my eyes back out to the rings. The far edge of the A-Ring was opaque, pale white, reflecting the Sun’s feeble glow from a billion chips of ice. The Encke division, a sharp black ribbon near the outer edge, was only a slender cousin to Cassini, that monstrous ebon gap between A and B. A star twinkled there as it was alternately revealed and occluded by the tenuous gap rings. The broad, bright, ruddy B-Ring was grooved by a thousand shadings of light and gray; my eyes roved inward across its vast expanse to where the brightness abruptly gave way to the gray translucency of the Crepe Ring, and then on to the bright limb of Saturn. And so once again my eyes feasted on the Old Man’s face, bemused by the whorls and wisps of gigantic, colder-than-ice weather systems.


  I was struck dumb by fear and awe, my heart pounding so hard it seemed ready to burst at every beat. My throat was dry and my tongue a leaden weight; my bowels were all but moving of their own accord. I was certain that we were going to be sucked into that pattern—to become a part of it. At the time, somehow. it seemed right, as if it were unfair to behold such beauty and yet live.


  I don’t know how long I gazed before Junior, his voice uncharacteristically husky, finally broke the silence: “You are now one of only eight members of the human race who have seen this sight. It has changed us all.” I nodded, unable to reply, as he continued: “When I know I’m dying. I’m going to suit up and have the boat throw me straight down at the Old Man’s heart.”


  My voice returned in a whisper: “I’m coming with you.”


  He nodded in turn, then shook himself, looked at the clock, and sighed. Come on. we’d better strap in; it’s almost time to start burning again.”


  I returned to my couch with enormous reluctance.


  Now we were decelerating at almost .2-g. Junior looked with me to the side port, where the Giant could now be seen, then dozed off once again. The next four hours seemed only minutes as I stared at the Old Man, first out the side port, then the front again as we backed away from the planet and down toward the ring plane; then finally out the side again as the boat gradually slewed around to push us into orbit. By the time the Sun’s glare finally dominated the front ports, the rings were once again a thin bright line. Then at last I could see the crescent Enceladus ahead and to the right, and it was time to wake Junior.


  Twenty minutes later the boat stopped burning, turned end for end. and gave a last firm push before Pandora announced that Junior was now in command for manual landing. He tested the manual RCS controls, pitched the boat so that the forward ports pointed down toward the surface, and began to unstrap. “C’mon. I’ll show you where we’re going.”


  My confidence in his abilities had increased considerably during the trip; nevertheless I couldn’t entirely conceal a momentary twinge of panic. “You mean right now? Don’t you have to blast down tail first, or some such?”


  The impish grin returned. “Not for a while, Dimp. The surface gravity is only about nine centimeters—less than point oh one-g. And up here at a hundred klicks, it’s just half that. So to save hydrazine I’m going to let us fall about sixty kilometers; it’ll be about twenty-five minutes before we start burning.” He gestured out the ports. “So unstrap and come look.”


  The view was impressive. I stared while Junior talked me into the picture.


  Since its formation Enceladus has gone through four or five epochs of vast restructuring—the latest as recently as 100 million years ago. System geologists still don’t know for sure what caused the ice to melt and flow like lava over half the surface, filling craters and generating the magnificent set of fault valleys which dominate the sphere.


  One of those valleys is Daryabar Fossa, a straight gash running east-west for 200 kilometers, about five degrees above the equator. Several dozen million years ago Daryabar was cut in half by another shift of the crust, which displaced its eastern and western halves by thirteen kilometers along a new fault measuring 140 kilometers, running due north-south right at local Greenwich. The name of this newer valley is Isbanir Fossa. The two, intersecting at right angles, form the Big Cross. . . .


  “. . . and dollars to doughnuts, Dimp, we’ll find it right smack in the geometric center—in Isbanir, at the six-and-a-half kilometer point exactly between the split legs of Daryabar.”


  At the moment, ninety minutes before local sunset, the Cross was spectacular. Isbanir, running as it did north and south, was a dark gash in the smooth landscape. Daryabar, in contrast, was brilliantly illuminated by the rays of the distant Sun. This huge study in black and white dominated the forward ports.


  I watched it enlarge, entranced, until my companion told me it was time to strap in and flip the boat for landing.


  The 3-D screens provided orthogonal views of the surface, which Junior used to fly us down. Each screen showed a stylized image of the boat, beside which were numbers showing distance, velocity, and acceleration in the relevant axis. These numbers were calculated with respect to an aim point which Junior established in Isbanir, slightly north of where he expected to find the cache.


  The landing was anticlimactic. When we were forty kilometers above the surface and dropping at just over eighty meters a second. Junior activated the thrusters. After some fiddling to get over the aim point, we went down on our tail at a gentle .02-g. In fifteen minutes the boat was stopped dead one meter above the surface. Junior cut the RCS, and five seconds later we landed with a gentle bump.


  I looked over at him. “I think I could do that.”


  He grinned. “Sure you could. Dimp. Any moron could, with a little practice. Hell, the Apollo pilots did it over a hundred years ago, in a gravity field seventeen times this one. It’s the managers and owners who’re afraid to trust their precious property to anything but computers; they write regulations about tracklaying orbits and computer-controlled landings and all that silly rot. And so we’ve got ourselves a generation of pantywaist pilots, who are whizzes at punching buttons and not much else. Hmmph!”


  He began the task of shutting the operating systems down. “Of course, orbital maneuvers are something else.


  There isn’t a human alive who can work a six-variable state vector in his head to get from orbit to orbit with any efficiency. For that, you do need computers.” He glanced sidelong at me. “I’m the exception to that rule—but maybe I’m not quite human.”


  My heart warmed to this lonesome little gnome of a man as he chuckled at me through crooked teeth. “Okay, we’d better get moving. We’ve got a job to do.”


  When we were in our micropore suits and ready for helmets. Junior carefully tipped over the suit box. Four large boot-shaped objects clunked slowly onto the deck. “Here, better put a pair of these on your feet. They’re low-gravity crampons.”


  I hefted one; it must have massed fifteen kilos. My legs got tired just thinking about them. “What good will these do. for God’s sake?”


  The grin again. “What we’ve got here is a point-oh-one-g ball of hard ice, and we’re going to tramp around using high-gravity muscles. You wear these so you don’t spend nine-tenths of your time two meters from the surface, spinning ass over teakettle. The spikes give you traction, and the weight makes you move carefully. Watch out you don’t step on anything valuable once you get ‘em on.”


  When the airlock opened. Junior took the folded ladder in hand and jumped the eight meters to the surface. I followed. lacking his nonchalance. It was a ten-second drop, and by the time I hit the surface the crampons had already proved their worth; they kept my feet down while I was falling. We extended the ladder and hooked it over the lock-frame, then I took time to check out the surrounds.


  We were in a valley about five kilometers wide and one or two deep. The visible contours were rounded; no boulders or rough terrain were in sight. In fact, there was no loose surface at all; the ground through the crampons felt more like an ice cube than anything else. Junior explained that micrometeorites, which help grind regolith on rocky worlds, merely serve to smooth the surface of an ice world.


  Isbanir had looked darker than the Black Hole of Calcutta from 100 kilometers up, but the reality wasn’t nearly so bad. Sunlight reflected from the tops of the cliffs to the east, and Saturn at half-phase made a significant contribution to the illumination; we carried flashlights, but they stayed hooked to our belts.


  Bending backward far enough to see all of the Giant overhead was uncomfortable, but I did it anyway. It was stunning—200 times the size of Earth from ‘Home III, even though we were nearly 200,000 kilometers from the surface. The cloud formations were easily visible; the ring shadow was a sharp black band below the equator, divided by light shining through the Cassini gap. The ringline was brilliant white and encompassed fully half the sky between cliffs. Where it cut back into the darkness to the left of the terminator, it seemed as if some cosmic artist had drawn a die-straight line of white ink on a velvet canvas. The ring was much more brilliant in the center; out loud. I wondered why.


  “You’ve got to start learning to do kitchen arithmetic in your head. Dimp,” came Junior’s tinny voice in my ear-speaker. “The far edges of the ring are a quarter of a million klicks from here, but the center is only a hundred thousand.”


  He sounded as if he were straining. I looked over and saw that he, too. was bending backwards. Then he straightened up and sighed. “I’ve got to spend more time in-system. Okay, duty calls. Let’s head south.”


  We followed parallel tracks about 150 meters apart. The overhead light from Saturn was diffuse, but the illumination from the cliffs threw blurred shadows toward the west; any unusual feature in the terrain should be easy to spot.


  Again I was glad for the crampons; after a careless movement I found myself a meter and a half off the surface and starting to tumble head first. The boots did their work nobly, and my feet were already starting to pull my head back up by the time I touched. Junior’s only comment was to remind me that hitting the ground with anything but feet, gloves, or helmet was an invitation to instant frostbite; the thin, shiny material of the micropore suit was an excellent conductor of heat.


  Eventually I learned to let the crampons do the work. I merely used my leg muscles to pull them up and forward, and their own momentum did the rest. My strides were slow and long. I was just starting to enjoy the rhythm when Junior’s voice sounded in my ear: “Up ahead there, about a hundred meters, right between us. Head toward it and start slowing down right away.”


  The insulating case was unmistakable, a hexagon-shaped hatbox with a brilliant white coating. Its twin was in Bob Reynolds’s safe nearly four million kilometers away. It sat casually on the surface, as if it had been placed there only yesterday. The incredible presence of a precisely engineered object on this barren globe sent shivers down my spine.


  Junior seemed to sense my emotions. “I’m with you, Dimp. It gives me the willies in a way I’ve never experienced. It’s been us against the universe for a million years or more: and now—company. for sure.” He stepped back while I got my camera from a side pouch. “You know, life has been getting a little boring the past few years, but I have a feeling that’s going to change permanently.”


  He waited patiently while I took several pictures and spoke appropriate notes into my personal recorder. When I’d put the camera away he said: “Ready?”


  “Yeah. Hey. Junior, how did you know it would be here?”


  “Hey Dimp, I didn’t—not for sure.” I could picture that crooked grin inside his helmet. “It was logical from seeing the first artifact, and knowing where on Iapetus it had been placed. The burning question was whether our idea of logic and theirs had enough similarities. So now it’s nice to know they do; otherwise this treasure hunt would be impossible. Also. I think they have a sense of humor—which is nice to contemplate.”


  We returned to the boat and buttoned up in preparation for liftoff. A light was flashing on the console; per Junior, it indicated a message from SOS, relayed through one of the navsats. That was intriguing, but first things first; the hat-box had the highest priority.


  The lid came off easily, and we were looking at another plate, to all appearances an exact duplicate of the first. Junior looked on as I checked image sizes, and said: “Well, it’s going to be the Iron Maiden, then.”


  He turned to the console and played the message back. It had been taped and relayed from SpaceHome to I-Base to SOS to Navsat-3 to Enceladus. but the voice was still recognizably Ogumi’s:


  “To Dr. Whitedimple from President Ogumi. It has been brought to our attention that an unidentified vessel is approaching the Saturn system. This is probably an Earth-sponsored expedition with the same goal as yours. Since time delays make decisions from SpaceHome impractical, you are authorized to use your own judgement in handling the situation. If you deem it necessary, you are empowered to negotiate a joint scientific mission. Your task may be difficult, but we have every confidence in your ability to cope. Good luck. End of message.”


  Junior snorted. “Bunch of panty-waists! Well, the ball’s still in your court. Admiral—and God help you if you don’t come up with at least a tie score.”


  I reluctantly took my attention from the hypnotic gleam of the artifact. “Where is the Earth tug now?”


  He spoke briefly to Pandora, and the 3-D screens lit up with a close-in set of views of the inner system. After a few seconds’ study he replied: “It’s in a minimum-time transfer orbit from Dione to the Maiden, coming around fast from the night side and cutting across the ring plane in a tight curve.” He glanced at the screens again. “It’s only going to miss the cloudtops by a few thousand klicks. Whoever’s piloting that tug is pretty gutsy.”


  “Can we beat them to the Maiden?” He stared at the display and furrowed his brow for a long moment. Finally he said: “If we start now and punch at point two-five-g all the way. it’ll be close to a dead heat.”


  I asked him why we couldn’t burn at .3-g and beat them.


  “Because I wouldn’t be worth anything when we got there.” he replied candidly. “A quarter g is my maximum for anything over an hour, and this run will be six times that long.”


  I took a deep breath. Growing hair on the chest at this advanced stage of my career was decidedly painful. But nevertheless: “So what are we waiting for? Up ship and away!”


  Junior threw me a peculiar look, then relaxed into a grin. “Right, Admiral.”


  IV


  We went straight up for one minute on thrusters, then the CRF drive cut in. The acceleration was still under that at ‘Home III, so I wasn’t straining; but it was quadruple the little gnome’s normal environment. He seemed drawn, and more wizened than ever.


  “Are you okay. Junior?”


  “Sure,” he smiled weakly. “Just need a little sleep. Wake me ten minutes from rendezvous, or sooner if anything interesting happens. You’d better stay awake, to keep tabs on events.” he gestured toward the 3-D, “and enjoy the ride. Our friends are staying a couple hundred klicks above the ring plane, but Panny is going to shave it by eighty. Safe enough, but guaranteed to make you pee your pants. G’night.”


  He closed his eyes, and in less than a minute was sawing logs. His face smoothed out a little, and he looked reassuringly better.


  The rendezvous point was almost directly inward from our current position near Enceladus. Even so, the navigation would be complex—our actual path to the Maiden S-shaped, but the boat’s attitude making it seem a C. So I wasn’t surprised when the vessel slewed radically to the left, pointing well past the dark half of Saturn.


  The exertions of our trek on Enceladus. plus the relatively high acceleration. served to weight my eyelids, too.


  I catnapped as the Giant peered in on us, first from the starboard ports, then from the front as we gradually slewed to point directly at him. The yaw thrusters. operating briefly at ten-minute intervals. acted to keep me somewhat awake.


  Three hours into the trip, the boat suddenly rolled ninety degrees clockwise. My head and stomach reacted violently as Saturn tilted up on end. I was suddenly very awake—and scared.


  Junior, stretching and yawning, roused enough to gaze briefly out the front ports, then at the screens and clock—then he closed his eyes again. Before he could get back to sleep. I asked him what the hell?


  “ ‘S okay, Dimp.” he mumbled, “part of the thrill ride. . . .” and he was snoring again. I pondered this, then decided that he’d told Pandora to roll the boat so I could see the rings out my side port as they flashed by. Maybe he thought I was getting hooked on thrill rides. Maybe I was.


  Meanwhile, the now-vertical line of the ring plane was getting alarmingly bright; it forced the illusion that we were going to fly straight into it, to be annihilated by its billions of bullets. Ever brighter it became, without taking on dimension; there was no hint of a clue that we might miss it. Fright bathed me in perspiration—a most undignified condition for a full professor in his forties. A dozen times the temptation to wake Junior was almost overpowering; his “peeing my pants” prediction was too close to be funny.


  Just when my self-control was almost gone, a hair-thin strand separated itself from the ringline and began moving steadily to the right. After some thought. I decided it must be the F-Ring. Soon it disappeared from the front ports; I leaned over and watched it flash by on the right. It was thicker in some places than others, and somehow seemed twisted; it did not conform to my idea of a ring.


  Knowing we should be eighty kilometers from the ring, I tried to estimate our velocity. My best guess was between five and ten kilometers per second. If that were true, it should only be a few minutes until we reached the edge of the A-Ring.


  In the forward ports the ringline grew even brighter; though we’d safely missed the F-Ring, my fears returned unbidden. Banishing them firmly, I checked the displays. The Earth tug was west of us. and just inside the C-Ring. Our own position was at the outer edge of the A-Ring.


  When I peered forward again the ringline had started to widen. At first barely noticeable, the phenomenon accelerated as I watched. Then perspective shifted sharply; instead of flying into the ring, we were going to pass it on the left. Then with breathtaking suddenness the A-Ring was flashing by the right side of the boat: our velocity was dizzying. The sunlit half of the Giant had become only a quarter in the front ports; the right side was obliterated by a white wall that seemed to extend up and down to infinity.


  Once we were past the ring edge, the sense of speed was provided by the gaps. Gray lines would regularly materialize from the white wall. then widen and darken as they moved to the right: they would flash by the starboard port as distinctively thinner bands of ring material, or even as black gaps through which occasional stars could be seen. For the second time in my life I was appalled, entranced, and struck dumb with wonder.


  Eventually the Encke gap allowed me, for a few minutes, to see all of Saturn again out the front ports; but I had to lean far forward, because the boat had by now pitched up so far that he was almost below us. The rest of the A-Ring moved by with the bands almost parallel to the boat.


  Then without warning we were traversing Cassini’s division. Space and stars were again visible to starboard, but broken repeatedly by the bands of the Gap itself, including four wide white ones—resonances within resonances. Junior had called them.


  By now the boat had pitched so that its nose was pointing slightly backward into the gap. so there was no warning when it ended. One moment we had black space in our view; the next, the ruddy white edge of the B-Ring was rising along the right side like a gigantic slanted curtain. The bands of this ring seemed brighter and more tightly compacted. And since we were killing our inward velocity and picking up orbital speed, they did not flash by with such breathtaking rapidity. I watched as our relative motion got slower and slower. By the time the clock showed ten minutes to rendezvous, our apparent motion had almost stopped.


  I glanced at the 3-D; our boat and the Earth tug were just touching on the screens when one of the flashing dots disappeared. The other vessel had shut down its CRF drive.


  I roused Junior: he brought himself up to date, then tried to contact the tug on universal hailing frequency. He had no success: either they weren’t monitoring that frequency—a most unlikely oversight—or else they chose not to answer.


  Our own drive now shut down. We spun end for end. got a final love tap from the RCS thrusters, then Junior once more took control. He tilted the craft so that the nose pointed at the ring plane. We were above an unusual gap—one with a kink in it: the down-orbit section was visibly closer to Saturn than was the up-orbit section. And right where the two legs joined was the Iron Maiden. Less than a kilometer across, it was a brown ball which from our distance appeared about the size of the Moon seen from home.


  While I gawked. Junior checked the radar. “They’re about a hundred sixty klicks up, coming down slowly.” He grinned. “But since we’re safely inside them. I don’t have to be so polite.” He called up displays for local maneuvering. then threw a couple of switches. ‘Hang on. we’re going down fast.” The CRF cut in.


  We dove straight down for a few minutes, then flipped and decelerated for the same interval and came to rest. Now Junior tipped the nose over so that it pointed straight down. We were half a kilometer above the ring plane, even with the leading edge of the Maiden, and directly over the gap.


  For the first time I could resolve at least some of the individual particles making up the ring. Most were only tiny white specks against the black, but I could see larger bodies further down in. Junior told me that most of the particles were only a centimeter or two in diameter. The occasional large particles, including a rare boulder now and then, were concentrated near the center of the 100-meter thick ring.


  Seeing a gap in three dimensions was strange after watching so many flash by the boat as blurs. And this particular gap was strange indeed. Underneath us, down-orbit from the Maiden, the inward edge was sharp, and coincided with the inward edge of the satellite. But the outer edge was ragged, and crept in almost to the Maiden’s center. Up-orbit the geometry was exactly reversed.


  Junior noticed my puzzled look. “It’s the ‘jointer effect,’ Dimp. Brought to the attention of the scientific community by yours truly. The Maiden is 700 meters wide, and in a 108.000-kilometer orbit. That makes the velocity differential between particles at the inner and outer edges about six centimeters a second. So you can think of the Maiden as a giant spinning blade, with the inner and outer edges of the ring being fed into it at three centimeters per second in opposite directions. And since there’s no gravitational resonance at this particular distance from the primary, the gap tries to heal itself during the 800-year feed cycle.” He pulled out a pair of binoculars from a box by the control panel. “Does a pretty good job of healing, too; around on the other side the gap narrows to fifty, maybe sixty meters.”


  He handed me the glasses. “There are seven ‘jointer’ gaps. In the other six. the little satellite just pushes the ring particles out of its path. But the Maiden’s a real bitch; she lures ‘em in. then blows ‘em out of the sky.” He pointed down to where the leading edge of the ball was silhouetted against the gap. “Find a likely-looking particle about three, four meters from the edge, there, and watch what happens.”


  “What makes her different.” he continued as I focussed the glasses, “is that she’s a conductor—got a very high iron content.” I found a small ball of ice about four meters from the Maiden, drifting very slowly toward the surface. “The ring particles are coated with iron dust, and pick up pretty healthy charges from the ionized hydrogen in this region. When they get close to the old girl, she develops a localized image charge which draws them toward her . . .”


  As I watched, my particular ball began to move rapidly; in a moment it was only three meters away, with collision imminent. “. . . then when they get within a meter or so . . .” Suddenly the faintest of purplish-blue lines appeared between the two. and the particle disappeared with a flash . . . Zap! Scratch one snowball. Some of it converts to energy—enough for a bunch of giga-joules; the rest vaporizes . . . Hey now; look what’s sitting on the north pole. Damn!”


  Startled, I looked over at him. He was staring through another pair of glasses at the top of the Maiden and swearing volubly. I put mine back to my eyes and looked. Sitting there, casually as you please, was a white, hexagonal hatbox.


  I checked an almost overwhelming urge to whoop and holler, and instead asked Junior why the profanity.


  He smiled ruefully. “Two reasons. First one is, I spent a lot of time studying the Maiden—took lots of pictures, and all that. But it was several years ago.” He shook his head sadly. “The rings were sunlit from the other side, so that’s where I stayed—only a kilometer from the artifact the whole time. Talk about irony on the grand scale! The second reason is that if that box were on the other side of the Maiden, we’d win the race hands down.”


  “How’s that?”


  “Because then we’d have to shoot the gap. That’s no problem for this boat, because I’ve modified it especially to handle sudden high skin currents. But going through a narrow gap is nothing that an unequipped boat—like that tug above us—should attempt.”


  I attempted to look politely quizzical; but my expression probably emerged as dumb ignorance. Junior continued patiently. “Dimp. that gap may look innocent, but it’s loaded with one-micron particles and a few larger snowballs. And every boat in the system has a hull that’s an excellent conductor—even more so than our girlfriend down there. An ordinary boat navigating a narrow gap like this one has a better than fifty-fifty chance of being on the receiving end of one of those little lightning bolts. It’d blow out every electrical system in the ship faster than the circuit breakers could react.”


  I saw the light. “So we could go straight through, and they’d have to go all the way out to the edge of the rings?”


  “Well, at least to Cassini, which is eight thousand klicks out. We’d beat ’em to the plate by a couple of hours or more, and be on our way before they could even get back here.


  A red light glowed on the control panel. Junior grimaced. “Speak of the devil; there’s a hail from the baddies.” He activated the RCS and pitched the boat so that the nose pointed directly up-orbit. The tug was only a couple of hundred meters away, slightly above us and almost directly over the north pole of the Maiden. A suited man in the open airlock was fiddling with some apparatus whose purpose was not immediately clear. Junior activated the transceiver.


  “This is SOS Research Boat Panda responding to your hail. Dr. Whitedimple commanding; pilot Dr. Badille.


  Over.”


  Their reply was interrupted frequently by interference from the nearby discharges, but the meaning was abundantly clear:


  “This is UN Tug Discoveror, Dr. Cornwallis comm—ssss—pilot Mr. Jacobs, assisted by Colonel Jackson. Notification is hereby pro—sssss—that this vessel is undertaking—sss—legitimate salvage operation as defined in the United Nat—sssss—Supreme Court decision in Buchwald vs. Vacuum Crystals, Inc, 2047. This vessel will—sss—no interference with its operation. You are ordered and required—ss—remove yourselves to a minimum distance of—sssss—hundred kilometers from the site of this operation. Over.”


  “Cornwallis!” I exclaimed. “That pompous ass!”


  “I take it you know this guy?”


  “Yes. His idea of field research is to spend three weeks in the basement of the British Museum. His main claim to fame is his bad temper, which he vents on colleagues who have the temerity to question his findings. Here,” I reached out a hand. “Let me have the mike.”


  I spoke with as much conciliation as I could muster: “Cornwallis, this is Whitedimple. Let’s admit that we both got here at the same time, and make a joint expedition out of it. It’s too big a find to keep bottled up, anyway. Over.


  “Cornw—ssss—speaking. This is your last warning. We have a high-powered infrared laser train—sss—on you and—sssss—use it to disrupt your RCS if you do not leave immediately.”


  We stared incredulously at the other ship. The man in the airlock was now steadying the apparatus at head level and seemed to be sighting at us along a stubby projection. This was getting serious: I thumbed the mike. “Now look here. Cornwallis, don’t you think you’re carrying this a little too—”


  Suddenly there was a green flash in my eyes: the unmistakable retinal image pattern of laser light. Then a buzzer sounded in the overhead speaker. Junior yelped, flipped the boat ninety degrees, and blasted straight up on the thrusters.


  A minute later, still accelerating. Junior pressed a reset button on the control panel. The buzzing stopped, only to resume as soon as he removed his finger. He swore. “Check and see if they’re still firing at us.”


  “I’ve been watching. He stopped as soon as you began turning the boat, as far as I could tell.”


  He nodded, flipped the vessel one-eighty, and continued on RCS for another minute before trying the reset again: this time the buzzer remained off. He breathed a sigh and shut down the thrusters. We were now a kilometer above the tug, drifting upward very slowly. I asked Junior what had happened.


  “They were telling the truth.” he said shakily. “That green light must have been the frequency-doubled sighting light for an infrared laser. A second after it came on. I got an overtemp indication in one of my hydrazine tanks. Hydrazine’s pretty stable, but it’ll boil.” He shivered visibly. “From the speed with which that indicator came on. I’d say we had about three seconds to go before there was a pressure explosion.”


  Looking grimmer than I’d ever seen him. he turned back to check the control panel. Face averted, he said: “Well, what now. Admiral?”


  I didn’t answer right away. I thought furiously, while fright and anger fought for control. We’d learned the hard way that Earth had no intention of making a friendly race of this affair: they were desperate to reach the cache before SpaceHome. and would go to any lengths short of war to do so.


  I was disgusted with Ogumi, and afraid for my life. But most of all I felt overwhelmingly angry at the execrable Cornwallis. He must have been given the power to negotiate, but had chosen instead a life-threatening act of intimidation. Now the ball was really in my court. Did we slink away, or fight back at the risk of our lives? What now. Admiral indeed!


  With the exception of Junior’s superior piloting, they appeared to have all the advantages: a larger boat, much more acceleration, more fuel and supplies, and weapons. If they wanted to, they could chase us all over space. Except . . . The germ of an idea began to form.


  My thoughts were interrupted. “Dimp. a message just came in from SOS. Want to hear it?” I nodded.


  It was another message from Ogumi. asking our current status, reminding me again of my power to negotiate, and professing warm confidence in my ability to handle the situation.


  I snapped an irritated reply: “Tell him I’m negotiating!”


  Junior raised an eyebrow. “You’re the boss, Admiral.” He framed the message and fast-taped it back to SOS. By the time Ogumi received it, I reflected sourly, things would be settled one way or another.


  When Junior was finished. I said: “You told me that pilot had guts. Do you think he’d try to navigate that gap down there?”


  My little companion rubbed his nose. “I don’t think he’d be stupid enough to do it.”


  “But maybe he doesn’t know the danger.”


  “They don’t give pilot’s licenses for ignorance, Dimp.”


  “Okay, but what if we . . .” My plan was conceived in anger, based on uncertain assumptions, possibly foolhardy, and certainly illegal. Anger lent me eloquence; as I talked, Junior began to nod. Soon his grin returned, and he began to look at me with some respect.


  When I finished he looked me in the eye and asked: “You really willing to take the risks. Admiral?”


  I returned his gaze. “Are you the best pilot in the system?”


  “Touché.” he cackled. “All right, let’s see what they’re up to.”


  We put the binoculars into service. The tug was a trifle over a kilometer below; the laser operator was watching us. Another had joined him in the airlock and was fiddling with equipment that seemed to include a coiled line.


  “They’re getting ready to go down,” I said. “We’d better get started.”


  “Buckle up. Admiral; we’re on our way.” He angled the nose and lit the CRF. After a minute of hard acceleration. he did a flipship and blasted back to kill our velocity. We ended less than a kilometer above the gap and some five kilometers down-orbit from the Maiden.


  We pitched over so that our nose pointed straight at the tug. Through the binoculars I could just make out the men in the airlock. Both were watching us; the laser operator was apparently readying his weapon. I swallowed once and told Junior to proceed.


  “Into the breech. Admiral.” He aligned the boat carefully, then lit the CRF again and blasted directly at the tug for fifteen seconds. I kept the glasses on the laser man; he was sighting it as Junior cut the drive. Just as we began the flipship I saw a green flash; then our tail was pointing directly at the Earth vessel and Junior cut in the CRF.


  We blasted for thirty seconds at low acceleration, our exhaust aimed precisely at the tug. As he fussed with the controls. Junior remarked: “You really shouldn’t look at a laser with binoculars—it could be dangerous.” The wicked grin was in full display.


  “Do you think he kept firing at us?”


  “I didn’t get any thermals,” Junior said. “Would you go up against a CRF plume with only a micropore suit and a hand-held laser?” I was still mulling that over when he announced: “Closest approach, 3.95 klicks.” He angled the nose down and increased power. “Time to shoot the gap.”


  We were almost stationary with respect to the ring plane; now we picked up speed rapidly as we edged down toward it. Junior was intent on his displays; from time to time he looked up from his 3-D to gauge the approaching gap. Then he cut the drive, made a last-second correction with thrusters, reached to his left and flipped a switched prominently marked “GS.” A loud click echoed through the hull. The 3-D display froze; the lights flickered, but remained lit.


  I asked what “GS” stood for. “Gap-Shooter.” was the reply. “Cuts off all conductive paths from the hull to the interior of the boat.”


  Even as he was answering we slipped into the gap. There was little time to see anything. I did notice that the individual particles were quite far apart, although through the side ports our velocity merged them into a solid wall. Another phenomenon was the color change. As we dropped through the gut the light grew dimmer, changing from off-white to ruddy, then to dull orange. In a few seconds we were through, and the 13-Ring formed a monstrous ceiling above us. I felt as if we were in a huge darkroom, illuminated with the wrong shade of red.


  While I caught my breath. Junior flipped off the GS and ordered a systems check. Pandora ran through her routine and gave us a green, whereupon we flip-shipped and killed our drift.


  I had to resolve something that had been bothering me. “Junior, you said our closest approach to the tug was 3.95 kilometers. Was that close enough to hurt the men in the airlock?”


  “Naw. A one-tenth-g plume from this little boat wouldn’t be dangerous for a short time at that distance. The only damage will be wet pants.” His crooked grin was eerie in the dim orange-red light seeping through the rings.


  I took a deep breath. “Okay, let’s go again.”


  He glanced at the screens, then pitched the nose up and cut in the CRF. Shortly we were drifting once more through the gap; then the ring turned white and we were in sunlight. After a quick systems check Junior swapped ends and killed drift. We pointed once more at the tug, which was still sitting a few hundred meters above the Maiden, several kilometers up-orbit.


  Now the airlock was closed. I wondered what was happening inside—but not for long; a call came in at once on our emergency band. It was Cornwallis, so furious that he was literally sputtering. He shouted that we were in violation of U.N. and SpaceHomeregulations, international and interspace law: that we were furthermore bounders and cads, and that he would personally see that we suffered lifetime imprisonment. He ended with a demand for an explanation of our actions.


  “You want to reply. Boss?” Junior asked. “Sounds like he’s reopening negotiations.”


  I told Junior exactly how to reply.


  “You’re a hard man. Admiral.” he cackled, lined up our nose, and gunned hard at the tug. Then once more he flipped ship and blasted back for thirty seconds before tilting us down toward the gap.


  “Got to within 3.46 klicks that time.” he said with satisfaction. “Close enough to set off a thermal or two and give ’em something to think about.”


  Halfway through the gap on this pass my hair tried to stand on end, and there was a funny taste in my mouth. Junior was calm. “We just took our first hit.” was the terse explanation. I didn’t like it, and was apprehensive until Pandora announced a successful systems check.


  Once again we hung motionless below the gap in that orange half-light. I asked what would happen if we got zapped without activating the GS. Junior reached up and tugged an ear. “Well, I’ve got a fast-reaction autoshutoff wired into it; but with the kind of currents and risetimes we’re messing with. I’d prefer not to rely on it.”


  When we shot the gap again and lined up on the other vessel, it was waiting for us. From six kilometers away we were gazing into the throat of their CRF. The message from Cornwallis was short: if we tried anything again, they’d blast us out of the sky.


  I swallowed hard. Junior seemed unperturbed. although he kept his hand on the controls. “Well. Admiral, that gun’s bigger than ours. Any ideas?” From the tone of his voice it was evident that he’d already come up with an answer.


  “How far above the Maiden are they?”


  He glanced at the 3-D. “Two-hundred sixty meters.”


  “Okay, let’s hit them from straight overhead.”


  He laughed delightedly. “Admiral, anger sure whets your brain.”


  “I wish it would dry my pants,” I answered shakily.


  Still chuckling, he angled the boat upward, then gunned the CRF. After a minute, he flipped and blasted back, stopping six or seven kilometers above the tug. Their pilot maneuvered in unison to keep his nozzle pointed directly at our boat. I raised the binoculars and focussed them on the Earth vessel; for the first time I realized how wickedlooking a CRF throat really is. Half to myself I grunted: “The tail’s still aimed our way.”


  “Yeah, but their nose is pointed straight at the Maiden.”


  “Okay,” I said, taking a deep breath, “singe the hell out of them!”


  Without a word he kicked in the CRF and dove toward the enemy tug. To take my mind off that lethal nozzle, I asked Junior why the pilot hadn’t done more maneuvering during the encounter.


  “No matter how good that Jacobs character might be.” he grunted, eyes glued to the screens, “he’s got to switch to manual control to play our game. And it’s been drilled into him that manual’s for emergency only.” He made a tiny course correction. “So it’s taking him a while to overcome that computer-programming, button-pushing training.” He cut the CRF and flipped ship. “Besides, his displays probably aren’t nearly as good as mine.” He aligned the boat carefully with the tug, tail to tail. “Okay, here we go.”


  We poured hot hydrogen ions into them for almost a minute before Junior finally pitched the boat over and headed for the gap. “Three point oh four klicks that time,” he gloated. “They’ll be up to their ears in alarms.”


  “And Cornwallis will be madder than hell.”


  “And they’ve seen us shoot the gap four times now.”


  We looked at each other and laughed.


  Drifting through the gap for the fifth time. I asked Junior why he’d introduced himself as “Dr.” Badille. “Partly one-upmanship,” he replied with a twinkle, “and partly truth. “Princeton conferred honorary degrees on Mom and Dad three years ago, for their good work on ring resonances. Since I’d done all the research and written all the papers, they held a little ceremony and reconferred the doctorates on me.” He winked. “Just between us, of course.”


  Another systems check, then we flipped and blasted back. Coming up through the gap. we took another hit. I liked it even less the second time, but neither Junior nor Pandora was bothered.


  This time, when we lined up with the tug at six kilometers, we found ourselves nose to nose. Junior said: “Want to bet we’ve got a new ball game this time?”


  “Let’s wait a bit and see what they do,” I said.


  So we waited, a full ten minutes. The enemy did not move; nor did they call. “Okay,” I sighed. “Once more.”


  As soon as we started accelerating, so did they. The six kilometers began to melt rapidly. Junior immediately pitched the boat up ninety degrees and headed directly away from the ring plane.


  “Jacobs is catching on to boat fighting,” he said, busy with the controls. “He was probably planning to mirror us. As soon as we flipped, he would have done the same, then blasted us with a one-g plume and wiped us out. Our best bet is to get above him—or at least play like we’re trying to . . . ahh. here he comes.”


  The Earth tug, pitching up in turn, was now blasting furiously. Junior immediately flipped us one-eighty and burned at .3-g toward the gap. We passed the tub at a distance of four kilometers; it cut its drive, yawed over so that its tail pointed at us. and cut in its CRF at high acceleration. We were only in its wash for a second or so before the pilot lost us; shortly thereafter, it was too far away to be effective.


  But that “second or so” had been enough to trip four thermal alarms. I found myself drenched in sweat. Junior swore as he punched reset buttons while maneuvering to shoot the gap. The last alarm went silent just before he hit the GS and coasted us through.


  After killing our relative velocity, we looked again for the Earth vessel. It was four or five kilometers above the ring plane, and just coming to rest. Junior edged up until we were barely under the gap, in plain sight. And there we sat, bait in a trap—I hoped.


  We had done the job of raising their hackles. They also had every apparent advantage. I was counting on their pride not to admit that Junior was the better pilot, their incomplete knowledge of the gap’s perils, and their anger, to override the small voice of reason. Plus the fact that we had to be disposed of permanently before they could retrieve the artifact.


  We waited, until fears and doubts began to gnaw. Then finally Junior announced: “Here they come!” Now I could see the foreshortened tug silhouetted against the glow of its CRF plume, but it was several seconds before it was noticeably larger. “He’s taking it slow and easy.” Junior said, glancing at the screens. “Acceleration’s only about a tenth-g.”


  The vessel presently stopped its drive and drifted closer, thrusters cutting in and out as it made course corrections. About three kilometers up it pitched end-for-end. Junior moved us several hundred meters down-orbit, keeping our nose toward the tug. “I don’t think he’s silly enough to fire the CRF into the gap and roil up the particles,” he explained, “but it doesn’t hurt to be safe.”


  Sure enough, only the tug’s RCS was used to slow it down for shooting the gap: the pitch and yaw thrusters all burned in unison for a long minute, then shut off when the vessel was still half a kilometer above the ring plane.


  Junior studied his displays. “He’s coming through at twenty-three meters a second. Not bad for an amateur. But I’d lay heavy money he’ll get zapped first time through.”


  “Why is that?”


  “Because he’s coming through the radar-indicated gap center, instead of hugging the clean wall nearest Saturn. On that course, chances are ten to one he’ll take a hit.”


  I watched fascinated as the tug entered the gap, still making an occasional attitude correction with the thrusters. The vessel was nearly through the passage when I noticed that a yaw burn cut off immediately after its inception.


  “Got ’em!” cried Junior. “I saw the spark!”


  The tug was now through the gap. drifting downward in the dark orange glow. A minute later it was more than a kilometer below us, still on the same course. To all appearances it was a dead ship; not even a running light was showing. My partner turned to me and stuck out his hand. “War’s over. Admiral. You did good.”


  Numbly I accepted the hand. “Do you think they’re all right?”


  “Sure. They can hold out in there as long as their supplies last. Might get a bit smelly, though.” He turned back to his controls. “Let’s go say hello.”


  He accelerated down toward the tug. flipped, and matched velocities—all on RCS. Now that the battle was over he meticulously followed the rules of minimum safe distance and forebore using the CRF drive.


  After matching rates, we carefully drifted toward the tug until only a few meters separated our noses. All three men were at the forward ports. Two were waving wildly; the man at the pilot’s console was calmly holding up a large piece of paper, bearing the legend: HELP?


  “How about it?” Junior asked.


  “Let’s get the artifact first, dammit!”


  He gave me a wry smile. “You’re a hard man. Admiral.” Ordering Pandora to keep station on the tug, he floated to the back of the cabin, dug out a sheet of white plastic, and scrawled on it with a grease pencil. Bringing it forward, he held it up against the viewport. After a second the pilot nodded his head. The other two shook their fists.


  Junior handed me the sign and began backing the boat away. I read the message: BACK BEFORE SUNDOWN. Not for the first time, I wondered about his reading habits.


  As we headed back up I began having second thoughts. “Junior, are you sure they’ll be okay?”


  “Yeah. They don’t have any cabin heating, but they can wear micropore suits to keep warm if they have to; and it’s four hours yet till we enter shadow.”


  “Let’s see . . . by that time they’ll be about . . . 350 kilometers below the gap.” I took a modicum of pride in performing the mental arithmetic.


  “Good try, Admiral, but wrong. They’ll be about eighty klicks away and heading back up toward us. In fact, if we waited five hours, they’d punch right up through the ring plane.” He laughed at my expression. “Boss, you’re one hell of a boat commander, but what you know about orbital mechanics would barely fill a small thimble!”


  Since they were undoubtedly watching us with binoculars, shooting the gap again was like a final victory.


  We landed twenty meters from the hatbox and went out in suits to retrieve it. For the first time I saw the Giant really close up in open space, unframed by a viewport. I stared, overwhelmed by the frightful splendor, until Junior called me back to duty.


  Once back inside the boat, we proceeded with haste to open our prize. There was a single plate—and it was different from the other two. We studied it with utmost concentration.


  After half a minute. Junior began to laugh. . . .


  V


  There is a point on Saturn at 82° 37’ north latitude and a longitude which has been defined as zero for the better part of a century. There, at local noon each day, a kilometric radio pulse is emitted, as if the spot were a clock ticking once every 10 hours, 39 minutes, and 26 seconds. And at that point, under thousands of kilometers of atmosphere and ton upon ton of pressure—and floating somehow on a sea of hot liquid hydrogen—is the promised treasure that an alien race most graciously left for us to retrieve. Junior Badille is completely convinced that they have a perverse sense of humor: he is not alone in his conviction.


  So what am I doing now? Teaching archaeology, back here at Home III. But not for long. Already, after only three months back on the grind. I’m bored stiff.


  Did we rescue the men from the Earth tug? Of course. And we were even polite about it—especially after Junior stopped laughing long enough to point out that SpaceHome would soon have a pressing need for heavy cash and high-gravity pilots. By the time we got to them, Cornwallis was totally panicked. Then, once he was snug and warm in our boat, he began again with his silly threats. At which point I informed him that every word between the boats had been taped, and that any more lip from him would result in immediate transmittal of said tape to SpaceHome.


  The colonel had nothing to say. Eventually I presume he went back to Earth to try to convince superiors of his stalwart bearing in the face of overwhelming forces.


  Jacobs, on the other hand, was volubly impressed with Junior’s “shit-hot” piloting; he was quite willing to admit defeat at the hands of a better man. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that Junior was still in his teens.


  Cornwallis? Presumably he crawled back into the woodwork in the basement of the British Museum. Junior and I exerted pressure to make sure he had no more involvement with the project. The universe at large was told we had rescued the distressed tug after it had an accidental brush with the rings—and all five of us came home as heroes. But high officials of Earth and SpaceHome heard that tape.


  Junior? He’s found a new lease on life. The Saturn Artifact Retrieval Team is busily milking that awesome IQ to design a high-temperature, high-pressure search-and-retrieval vessel. His only price is that Jacobs be assigned as a SART pilot.


  My plans? I’m going back. The little gnome has invited me to do a south pole crossing—see the whole backlighted ring system at once, a strange and wonderful sight. Oh yes, I’m also studying orbital mechanics and digging for a pilot’s license. I want to take a shot at talking to Pandora.


  Author’s Note: Thanks to Dr. Jim Warwick for the theory of the Iron Maiden—how it came about, and what it does with little lightning bolts. The idea is entirely his, except for minor distortions of poetic license.
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  The stars scratched out white arcs on the screen. Breg, getting heavier, was absorbed by his seat. A pink color from rushing blood clouded his vision, inviting him to lose himself, but the pilot kept on shifting his glance from one group of instruments to another, fulfilling his primary responsibility: to follow the instrument landing devices so that if they failed he could take control. Behind him, Seaver was concentrating on the stem-radar screen, and moving his lips as a result of his intense concentration, counting the few hundred meters left to go, which seemed endless. The stars turned slower and slower and finally stopped completely.


  “We’re on the bearing,” Breg said.


  “On bearing,” Seaver repeated.


  Iapetus was now under the stem, and the silver nail of the Ladoga was about to plunge into it, completing its many days of falling, from a height of billions of kilometers. Suddenly weightlessness set in. Seaver was about to breathe a sigh of relief but forgot about it when he saw Breg’s face cloud over.


  “Mmmm,” Breg said, reaching quickly for the panel. “Timing’s off.”


  Acceleration pulled them back into their seats.


  “One thousand,” Breg said loudly, starting the countdown.


  He turned the controls for the main engine. Black cliffs grew on the screen, and between them an even light glowed.


  “Check our bearing, I don’t have time,” Breg murmured.


  “We’re going exactly right,” Seaver answered.


  “Who’s there?” Breg asked, without taking his eyes off the controls.


  “Looks like a freighter. Apparently an oreship.”


  “It landed right on our bearing,” Breg remarked angrily. “I’ll make adjustments.”


  “Order,” Seaver said.


  “Six hundred,” Breg counted. “Three hundred. I’m increasing it.”


  “You’ll singe the ship!” Seaver warned.


  “No,” Breg said. “One hundred seventy-five, I’m removing a torch; one hundred twenty-five, one hundred even, ninety.”


  “But why did it land that way?” Seaver asked.


  The cliffs stretched upward.


  “The most miserable satellite,” Breg said. “It would have to be the one to be on their route. Forty. Thirty. Props!”
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  The roar died down, only the hull rang shrilly and infrequently as it cooled, and pacified time rung friendlily in their ears. Seaver opened his eyes. The cabin was illuminated by green light—less fatiguing on the eyes. Breg stretched and yawned. He and Seaver looked at each other.


  “You were great,” Seaver said. “And it was a damned good thing: The automatic pilot gave out for the last few meters.”


  “I was watching out for it,” Breg answered. “I had a feeling it was about to go. In all the hurry we overloaded, like a camel. Now we’ll have to watch.”


  “I thought you might help me.”


  “Well, I will, and worry about things later. I guess there’ll be enough time.”


  “When do you figure they’ll arrive?” Seaver asked.


  The green lights blinked, then burned with a steady light.


  “Eleven!” Breg yelled. “Seven, five!”


  The engine roared.


  “Zero!” Breg said tiredly. “Shut-down.”


  “We’ll have two days to goof off, maybe less,” Breg said.


  “Is that all? The calculations gave us five days. I wanted to have a look around here.”


  “One day is enough for that. Rocks and more rocks, a depressing place. Now, if they had returned a month later, Titan would have been on their course, and it’s a cinch to land on, and a real civilization, in comparison.”


  “But then,” Seaver said, “we would have been splattered. Be thankful that it is Iapetus, with a mass of only five quintillion tons. Titan is thirty times more.”


  “I get the feeling,” Breg said with a smile, “that you’ve done your homework. Only if it had been Titan, I wouldn’t have raced up to it so recklessly. I know it inside and out. By the way, you shouldn’t try to impress them.”


  “It would never have occurred to me to try,” Seaver said. “With heroes you have to be careful.”


  “True,” Breg said, nodding. “With me you don’t have to worry: Since I’ve gotten my gray hairs on dispatch ships, it’s clear I’m no hero.”


  “Hey, take it easy!” Seaver muttered.


  “Don’t mind me!” Breg said calmly. “I know myself that I am no genius and no hero.”


  They fell silent for a moment, resting and glancing at the external thermometer gauge, which was supposed to show when the surrounding rocks had cooled enough for them to go outside. Then Seaver said, “Yes, heroes—heroes are . . .” and finished with a vague gesture.


  “I don’t know,” Breg said. “I didn’t see them at the moment they became heroes, but if I had then I might have become one, too.”


  “So who did see them?” Seaver asked. “Heroes are record breakers. Breaking nine seconds in the hundred meters was a record once, then normal for a champion runner, and now the superstar will be the one who breaks eight seconds. That’s the way it is here. To fly in the system you don’t have to be a hero: here we are, you and I, traveling around, and all the others—how many I’ve seen and shown—just like us. But they’re the first to fly outside the system.”


  “Well, not the first,” Breg said, about to manage a smile before thinking better of it.


  “But the others didn’t come back,” Seaver said. “So they’re the first, and we’re meeting them—you can bet on that. I have a feeling I’m going to be lucky and get a real scoop.”


  “Well,” Breg said after a pause. “We can go out.”
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  They fastened down the seats, as is usual after landing, quickly straightened up in the compartment, feeling a pleasant lightness, almost weightlessness in their bodies as is natural” on a tiny satellite a thousand times less massive than Earth. Seaver took his traveling bag and slowly began packing his pajamas and bathrobe, smoothing them out with his palms, and put his razor on top. Breg waited, tapping the floor with the toe of his boot. “They already have pajamas there,” he said.


  “But I don’t like the ones they have,” Seaver answered, closing the zipper.


  The elevator took them down to the loading deck. It was crowded there, even though Seaver’s equipment and boxes with medicines and vitamins took up only a little space—the Ladoga was not a freighter. Seaver spent a long time testing the equipment, then, having convinced himself that everything was in order, gave Breg one camera and took another himself.


  They went out into the lock. Helping each other, they pulled on their suits and checked communications. The hatch opened slowly, as though it had forgotten how during the long flight.


  Their boots rapped against the black rock. The sound pierced their suits, and because of that the men felt that they could hear with their feet, like grasshoppers. Their helmets’ floodlights flared out. Breg slowly raised his glance. Illuminating the neighboring ship, which had taken the best—the central—spot on the landing field. The vehicle was half as tall as the Ladoga but broader. The ship’s sooty hull blended in with the darkness; the shock absorbers were not telescopic like the Ladoga’s, but jointed; they stuck out akimbo like the arms of a man and did not inspire confidence; frequent thickenings showed that they had been welded more than once. Seaver shook his head; it was a sad sight.


  “Yes,” he said, “an ore ship of the Pluto class. What are they doing in these parts? They’re carrying transuraniums from the other side to the other stations of the Saturn group. Right?”


  “Go on, my erudite friend,” Breg muttered.


  “It’s a shame,” Seaver said, “that the stations’ energy supply depends on these boxcars. And what are they doing here anyway? The mine is on the other side.”


  “Most likely they’re techservice. Ore ships are permitted to stop off at stations like this one if they’re not in the way.”


  “But they are in the way,” Seaver said. “I’m afraid the Bluebird won’t have room to land.”


  “If indeed they do stop here,” Breg mumbled. “They could change their route.”


  “But really,” Seaver said, “they can’t land here. The Bird is twice the size of us. And this junk box is sitting here, in the worst possible position.”


  They turned around again, flashing their searchlights over the thick hull. On it, at almost the very top, a polishing robot crawled like a lazy beetle over the rough plating, leaving a shining strip behind it. The ore ship was prettying itself up. It was due for it.


  “What a piece of junk,” Seaver said sarcastically. “The ship has been sent off to the end of the system. But there should be an inspector in the zone. I’d bet he’s sitting back on Titan, so they landed at an automatic station where no one will see them.”


  He fell silent and followed Breg, skirting a sharp-edged boulder that could puncture a space suit.


  “And they really should build the spaceport in a place where there are fewer rocks.”


  “The rocks were made when they were building it,” Breg said. “They blew up the cliffs. And then, too, every landing and takeoff kicks them up: The cliffs crack from our exhaust. In other places there aren’t any rocks at all. No atmosphere, no temperature fluctuations.


  “They still should have built on the smooth side. There is uranium and other minerals.” He glanced at his dosimeter. “Even the little ship kicked up the grounds. You see?” He showed Seaver the device.


  “What’s so remarkable, it’s loaded with transuraniums? But now you’re impressing me, instead of the other way around.”


  “Well,” Breg muttered, “I didn’t learn it from books. . . . Well, we’re here.”


  They stopped by a small door, closed tight, that led into the station, which had been carved out of a cliff.


  “I’ll go in and get things set,” Seaver said, “and you bring the rest of the things.” After a pause he, stumbling ahead, added, “If it wouldn’t be hard for you, of course.”


  “No,” Breg answered, “what’s so hard about it?”
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  A spacious room—the station’s lounge—was lit with a dim light, and therefore its corners looked slanted instead of straight, tilted back into the cliff. The computers, as was to be expected, were saving energy. Seaver looked for a switch, turned on the big lamps with an owner’s assurance, and looked around.


  Three men from the ore ship were sitting at the end of a long table. In front of them were aluminum goblets with straws. The primitiveness of the devices almost made Seaver feel moved, as though he had come upon a museum or antiquities ship. Next to a bar a robot bartender, humming and clanking, was mixing up some concoction. The robot did not inspire confidence. Seaver shifted his gaze to the men and laughed inside: It would be difficult to think up men who would be a match for this ship. The three were dressed sloppily, with a hint of the standard uniform. One was sleeping, his head resting on his arms on the table; the other two were talking softly.


  “That junk heap was not sitting there but a kilometer farther,” said the third from Seaver, “but they probably saw the explosions. So, in any case, there would have been a crash. But who would have guessed?”


  “They were overweight and crawling around on their bellies,” the other said testily. “That’s the reason.”


  He squinted from the bright light, then turned and carefully inspected Seaver. Seaver winked and nodded at the sleeping man. “His turn?”


  “No-o-o,” the man who had turned around said slowly, almost thoughtfully. “He just got tired.”


  As they came out of his mouth, the words seemed to be drawled in an amusing way, and Seaver barely managed to hold back a chuckle.


  “You came from far away?”


  “Yes, from Earth,” Seaver answered casually. “We just landed.”


  “How long have you been gone?”


  “Three weeks.”


  “Well, what’s new back on Earth?”


  “Nothing unusual,” Seaver said. “The Earth is the Earth. The latest news is that the Bluebird is coming back.”


  The man nodded.


  “Everyone had given up on them,” Seaver said by way of explanation, “but they’re coming back! The Bluebird. The starship that left for the divigant, the dwarf star or giant planet the gravicistronomers discovered halfway to the Alpha Centaurus system—the divigant.” He spoke louder, annoyed by the indifference with which his news was greeted. “The first starship that left for it was lost. Everyone thought that the Bird also—”


  “I guess too soon,” the man said. “They thought so too soon. And so, did they find that divigant?”


  “All right,” the second man said.


  “Well, they must have,” Seaver said with annoyance. “You have to assume they circled it long enough to explore everything. Otherwise, why would they be a whole year late?”


  “That makes sense,” the first man said. “Only from orbit you can’t see much, especially through the infravisors. They would have to have landed.”


  “All right,” the second man said again.


  “That’s why the first ship didn’t come back,” Seaver said. “It decided to land. They sent their decision to Earth on a mail rocket. Nothing more is known about them. So the Bird could not land.”


  “Didn’t the Bird inform the Earth what the results were?”


  “Their first communications were deciphered more or less, about thirty percent. Enormous interference,” Seaver explained. “For good communications they would have had to have had a ship like mine: a flying amplifier. Hardly enough room for two people—everything else is electronics and energetics. They didn’t have equipment like mine. They probably broadcast something recently.”


  “They must have,” the first man agreed and, holding a straw between his fingers, began to suck from his glass.


  “Meanwhile we understood that they were returning. And something about three men. We have to suppose,” Seaver lowered his voice, “that three died. There were eleven in all.”


  The first man looked up at Seaver, but the third stopped him.


  “All right,” he said again.


  “I didn’t mean anything by it,” the first man mumbled. “I was just thinking. All the same a significant part reached you.”


  “True,” Seaver nodded. “Three heroes died, but the remaining eight are returning and you can imagine the Earth is planning a proper reception. Indeed, the reception will begin here. That’s why I came.”


  “That’s a good plan,” the second man said. “Who came? Very many?”


  “The pilot and I. I think that will be enough. But let’s get down to business. If I understand correctly, that’s your ship?” He nodded to the side.


  “Looks that way,” the first man said.


  “Needs serious repairs?”


  “Not really. Nothing special.”


  “So you’ll be leaving soon.”


  This was not a question but a statement.


  “We wanted to rest for a day,” the second man said. There was a note of doubt in his voice.


  Seaver smiled benevolently. Pushing back the chair with a sweeping gesture, he sat down at the opposite end of the table. “A day,” he said nervously. “What about sooner?”


  “Sooner?” the first man asked, letting the straw fall out of his mouth.


  “Say in twelve hours. You’ll finish your polishing, and no inspector is going to crawl through your compartments.” He winked and broke out in a laugh, intimating that he knew quite well the shippers’ little bag of tricks and that he really had nothing against them.


  After a pause, a question rang out. “Are we in the way?”


  Seaver smiled even more broadly. “That’s the way it is. The Bluebird will be stopping here in a day or two, they’ll shave themselves clean and polish their shoes to a shine before going back home to the old lady. You understand. The heroes are coming back; they haven’t seen their home in a long, long time.”


  “Well, then,” the second man said, “we are in the way.”


  “Please understand, my friends,” Seaver said. “They are heroes! I understand that you, perhaps, are no less heroes in fact. But there’s a difference. And you’re sprawled out so that the Bird has no place to land. And then, to be honest, they’ll see your little marvel. This is how a grateful humanity greets us: with a rusty trunk with a crew out of uniform. I came here especially to set up a special transmission to Earth. Reporting. And you, to tell the truth, don’t fit into the story. So I ask you again—please, don’t be insulted—everybody has his job to do, and you shouldn’t make things harder for others.”


  The two men listened to him attentively, and the other kept on sleeping at the table. Then the second man asked, “So, it’s a big ship?”


  “You mean you’ve never seen it?”


  “What about you?”


  “When they took off, I was still a student. But I have a photograph, from our archives.” He pulled a picture out of his pocket and handed it to the first man.


  The man took it, looked, and said, “Yes . . .” He gave it to the other man, who also looked and said, “Yes . . .”


  “And what’s more,” Seaver said. “There are eight of them. Eight men in the crew. And there are only ten rooms here. And there are eight of them, me, and my pilot.”


  “Who’s the pilot?”


  “Breg,” Seaver said. “He’s an old man already. Ever met him?”


  “No,” the second man said. “I might have heard of him. I can’t remember. So, there are two of you. And what about their families, their friends?”


  “I’ve been trying to explain to you: The real welcome will be back on Earth. That’s where everyone is waiting for them. And my job is to report the story.”


  “What about it?” the second man asked the first. “Maybe we should get a move on.”


  “You’re always mushing,” the first man said.


  “Well, have you made up your minds?” Seaver asked.


  “Okay,” the second man said. “We’ll try to meet your schedule. If this is how things have turned out.”


  “That’s right, my friends,” Seaver said. “You’ll catch up on your sleep somewhere else. Although your colleague here is wasting no time.” He nodded at the sleeping man. “What’s his name?”


  He asked the question with deliberation: It was not accepted to express an interest in a person’s name who did not consider it necessary to give their name, but the sleeping man could not introduce himself, and it seemed natural to ask about it.


  “Him? Krai,” the third man said after a pause. He spoke softly so the sleeper would not wake up when he heard his name, as happens with people who are used to being awakened for duty.


  “Krai,” Seaver repeated, printing the name into his memory and simultaneously checking it; no, there was no such man among the eleven in the crew of the Bluebird when it took off. “So, we agree?”


  “We don’t want to be in the way,” the second man said. Considering the conversation done, he glanced at his watch, noting the time from which the countdown began. “By the way,” he said to the first man, and, rummaging in his pocket took out a small box of pills, gave one to the man, and swallowed a second pill himself.


  “Sporamin?” Seaver asked sympathetically.


  “Antirad,” the second man answered reluctantly. “The ship is slightly radioactive.”


  Seaver nodded, remembering that in the Ladoga’s hold was a medicine box that had some antirad. He hesitated for several seconds. “Do you have a lot?”


  “You need some?”


  “The background here is a little high.”


  The second man, not surprised, nodded and gave Seaver a pill. Seaver swallowed it, and thought with relief that the people on the Bluebird would get their medicines intact.


  “A penny saved . . .” the second man said. He stood up in a strangely slow motion, stepped away from the table with a heavy step, as though he were bearing the entire weight of the planet, and walked over to the wall, on which was painted a standard Earth landscape. The plastic floor along the wall formed a shallow trough that was supposed to represent the continuation of the brook painted in the picture. “The Brook on Iapetus,” Seaver thought. “Just what we needed. On the other side of the wall must be the bathroom.” The man from the ore ship poked a finger at the landscape.


  “All right, isn’t it?” he said and looked at Seaver as though he were expecting confirmation.


  The landscape was sickening, but Seaver nodded; he was glad that his talk with the “draymen” had gone without a hitch. The second man laughed, his mouth seemed very large, stretching from ear to ear, and his eyes happy and searching. Seaver noticed it with amazement: until the last second this man had seemed to him to be very haggard, perhaps because his attention was drawn not by their faces but by their unusually rumpled clothes. Realizing this, Seaver felt a slight dissatisfaction with himself, but, just then he heard a ring, meaning that someone was entering the station, and since it could only be Breg with the cameras, Seaver got up and went into the corridor to meet the pilot.
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  Breg had already carried in the cameras and was now standing there with his helmet visor thrown back. He was catching his breath. Seaver inspected the cameras and convinced himself that they were all right. Then he nodded to the pilot.


  “Take off your space suit and let’s eat.”


  “No,” Breg said. “First I want to repair the system. I can’t relax when something in the ship isn’t working right.”


  “You’re right,” Seaver said, pausing in thought. “Fix it, and then come back.”


  “I don’t have to be asked. Who are the guys?”


  Seaver shrugged. “Nobody interesting. Strangers.”


  “No heroes,” Breg said with a grin.


  Seaver frowned. “That’s for certain. But you’re wrong to laugh. I, too, was ready to think . . . No, they’re just space drudges. I think about this often. Still, there must be something that sets heroes apart at first glance. Human beings have performed a great feat, and they have a special sparkle in their eyes and a kind of speeded up breathing when they begin to understand the full scope of what they have accomplished. And in that way a human being is changed. . . .”


  “Theory,” Breg said. “Do you quiver all over?”


  “Knock it off, friend,” Seaver said. “It’s simple logic. And their ship is an ordinary ore ship. The Bluebird was much longer. By the way, it had photon drag, according to all the reference books. What is that? It didn’t have any reflectors, though.”


  He walked out with Breg and then returned to the lounge. The two men were sitting at the table again, and the sleeper was breathing noisily. Seaver ordered a meal, took his plate, and sat down.


  “How did you manage to run hell out of your machine?” he asked.


  “It’s that noticeable?” the first man asked with interest, without even drawling his words.


  “ ‘Fraid so,” said the second man.


  The first man stood up. He did so in an unexpectedly jerky motion, so that the chair flew back and the glasses on the table clinked; he looked at the second man, threw his hands up in the air and laughed, embarrassed. He turned out to be unexpectedly tall and long-legged. Walking over to the robot bartender, he poured a concoction into glasses, set them down on the table, and gently touched the sleeper on the shoulder.


  “You’ll sleep through everything in the world.”


  “Let him sleep,” said the second man. “He needs it. We’ll still have time.”


  “Okay, then.” The first man agreed and without sitting down, sipped from a glass. He took out the straw.


  Seaver frowned; the pants were too short for the lanky man, and the zipper of one of the pockets of his too-tight jacket was hanging down, half torn out. Seaver did not like sloppiness. The man, it seemed, felt his stare and glanced back at him and said, with just a hint of a smile, “Out of uniform, is that it? But we’ll have time to change.”


  Seaver shrugged. The man set down his half-empty glass, walked over to the wall with the landscape, fidgeted around feeling for buttons. Finding them, he indecisively pushed one, Water flowed into the trough, murmuring delicately. A hidden backlight made it look golden, warm. The man sat down on the floor and took off his shoes. Seaver bit his tongue to keep from laughing . . . the man lowered his bare feet into the water.


  “Hot damn,” he said in bliss.


  “Water,” the other man mumbled, sipping from a glass.


  The first man leapt to his feet. Leaving a wet track behind him, he ran to the table and took the glass. Sitting down and letting his feet dangle once again, he raised the glass to his lips. “A completely different matter,” he said.


  Seaver pushed away his plate.


  “It’s time, I guess,” he muttered, lost in thought.


  Dropping the plate into the disposal slot, he walked along the walls of the lounge, looking for electrical outlets. Finding one in the corner, he took a voltmeter out of his equipment chest and measured the voltage.


  “Now that’s unusual,” he muttered.


  “No current?” the large-mouthed man asked with sympathy.


  “It’s twenty volts, and I need two hundred.”


  “All the networks at the automated stations are on low voltage.”


  “So I see,” Seaver grumbled. He stood near the wall, mulling things over. “Well, it can’t be helped, have to bring a power cable from the ship. It’s a good thing we have time to spare.”


  “You do?” said the first man without turning around.


  “They won’t be here for another day.”


  “Did they promise?”


  “That’s enough,” said the large-mouthed man, getting annoyed.


  “Within the limits of the system,” Seaver said in the tone of a lecturer, “they will be forced to decelerate; the concentration of free hydrogen is a lot greater here than in open space.”


  “That is true,” the first man said.


  Seaver walked over to the table, picked up a camera, and walked toward the cabin, aiming it.”


  “The broadcast will be just right!” he said. “Earth won’t have seen anything like it.”


  “We’re not in the way yet?” the large-mouthed man asked. He seemed to be fighting off falling asleep.


  “Not yet,” Seaver said. “Not enough light. Turn on the wall lights. Good. It might work. Could you stand over here? I’ll take a measurement.”


  “Is this for the movies?” the large-mouthed man asked hesitantly.


  “Tele. Get into a pose. Imagine that you’re the commander of the Bluebird”


  “Not easy,” the man said, smiling and looking very carefully at Seaver.


  “No, it’s not,” Seaver said with annoyance. “It’s not easy. You’ve been away for seven and a half years. Now you’ve come back, awesome fellows in a magnificent ship that has endured everything.”


  “Take a pose, awesome fellow,” the first man said. “It doesn’t cost anything.”


  Seaver glared angrily at his back.


  “Don’t be snide,” he advised. “Many obstacles were overcome, many deeds performed, and then when you have everything in order . . .”


  “The starters are not in order,” the first man said, still not turning around.


  “I didn’t mean you. . . . Although, suppose the starters are a little off, that just makes things more interesting. You see, your imagination is working. But you, of course, have already fixed them, right there in space, performed another feat. Talk about it. I need to see how it will look, pick the best spots to broadcast from. So then, you’re the captain.”


  The large-mouthed man shook his head. “I’m afraid it won’t work.”


  “Listen,” the first man said; this time he turned around. “Just imagine that you’re the pilot!”


  “Or the copilot,” Seaver said. “It doesn’t matter.”


  “No,” said the large-mouthed man. “I don’t feel like it.”


  Seaver sighed. “Well, yes,” he said emotionally, but caught hold of himself. “But they have earned it; try for their sakes.”


  “Awesome fellows,” the first man said. “Great accomplishments. Legends.”


  Seaver shot them an angry glance. “It’s a fact.”


  “Plus some laying it on thick,” the first man said, splashing the water with his feet. “Plus some laying it on thick. Put everything in parentheses and square it. A legend is born. On his deathbed someone said something. And how could he unless . . .”


  “I will ask you,” Seaver said, “not to insult the memories of the dead.”


  The sleeping man raised his head, awakening. “Who is it?” he asked.


  “No one,” the large-mouthed man said. “Go back to sleep, everything’s fine.”


  “Aha!” the waking man mumbled. “Where are we now?”


  “At the station. Try to remember. Here, take this.” The largemouthed man put a glass into his hand. “Drink it.”


  “Is it beautiful here?”


  “Very beautiful,” the first man said from the brook.


  “Ah, so you’re here, too,” the ex-sleeper said. He drank. “Ah, that’s good. Excellent!”


  He turned his head toward Seaver, and Seaver realized that the man was not fully awake yet; his eyelids were still sealed, as though the man was afraid of even the tiniest ray of light slipping through them and touching his eyes. The man with the lowered glass felt for the table, and because of the habitualness of this gesture Seaver suddenly realized that under his eyelids the man had no eyes, just empty sockets where nature had intended eyes to be. And the eyelids were wrinkled and sunken. Seaver said unexpectedly, “Oh!”


  “Is somebody else here, too?” the blind man asked.


  “Someone from Earth,” the large-mouthed man said.


  “Ah,” the man mumbled. “Of course, the station. Excellent.”


  “Go back to sleep.”


  “Wait,” the first man said. “We have to lift off in ten hours. Otherwise we’ll be in the way.”


  “In whose way?”


  “They’re getting ready to welcome some heroes, awesome fellows. With pomp and ceremony. A direct broadcast to Earth. Two: a reporter and a pilot.”


  “It’s awkward,” the blind man said slowly.


  “The captain will deliver a speech,” the first man said. “Can you imagine?”


  “No,” said the blind man after a pause, then shook his head and stretched. “Well, I’ve gotten my sleep,” he said happily.


  “The third and fourth magnetic lenses are worthless,” the first man mumbled.


  “And we have no starters,” the blind man said decisively. “We’ll push off with the back-ups, and that’s that. No, it’s safe.”


  “Probably it is,” said the first man.


  “Well, a rough awakening, I guess?” the large-mouthed man said.


  “Since it comes to that, yes,” the first man said and started to pull on his socks.


  “Wipe them off,” the large-mouthed man said. “Here.”


  He threw over a crumpled handkerchief.


  “And the Earth guys wouldn’t help us?” the blind man asked, turning his face toward Seaver.


  “We still have to set up the big cameras at the landing field,” Seaver said almost guiltily. “And the searchlights. Otherwise we won’t be able to broadcast the landing. And there are only two of us.”


  “Too bad you didn’t bring along some friends,” the blind man said, running his hands over his clothing.


  “We were sent off on emergency. They don’t have permanent medvisas for space. And, of course, their health is not too great after all that.”


  “Of course,” the first man said. “Let’s go.”


  “Hold on,” the large-mouthed man said, nodding at Seaver. “Perhaps they could help us get in touch from here?”


  “Forget it,” the blind man said. “From here we can do it ourselves.”


  “No,” Seaver said, “if we can help you in some way without jeopardizing our plans, why—”


  “Thanks,” the first man said. “Don’t bother.”


  They left, guiding the blind man by putting their hands on his shoulders. Seaver could hear them open the lockers in the dressing room and put on their space suits; the smooth plastic fabric whistled repulsively, and metal clanged.


  “How is it at the mine?” Seaver shouted belatedly behind them, but they had already put on their helmets and could not hear him.


  Then Seaver went over to the bartender and poured himself a drink. It was a fruit juice cocktail, very ordinary and not very good. Seaver shrugged his shoulders and also went to put on his suit.


  6


  Breg opened the repair hatch and pushed the cable out through it. He went out himself, and they dragged the cable to the station. A smooth black snake slowly wound its way between the rock fragments. Breg, hunched over, pulled the end. Seaver pulled on the cable to lighten the pilot’s labor. In the gray light of the small but bright Saturn the cable cast a shadow, and the shadow, crawling over the rocks, also appeared to be a living being. Another, weaker shadow crawled on the side, because the silvery hull of the Ladoga reflected Saturn’s rays. They dragged the end of the cable to the station entrance. “The most complicated part is behind us,” Seaver was about to say, but Breg shook his head, they had to get the cable inside somehow, getting through the hermetic door while avoiding air loss from the building, where the supply was limited. They had to return to the ship for tools.


  On the way back Seaver stopped and asked, “Did you attach the cable?”


  Breg answered, “Of course, how else would we drill holes.” He waved a flat box he had taken from the ship.


  “A good thing, because I forgot,” Seaver confessed.


  At the station they worked for a long time, trying to get a narrow channel under the door. The electroerosion drill cast off fountains of blue sparks, the transformer pumped out juice at its maximum, but the rock gave way slowly.


  “This way we’ll be here till dawn,” Seaver grumbled. “Can’t we come up with something better?”


  “Here we could use an ordinary drill. With a spiral bit.”


  “Why didn’t you take one?”


  “I did. But we don’t have one large enough in diameter. Our tools are for inside work.”


  “Sad,” Seaver said.


  Breg put his hand on the transformer to feel its vibrations, and without hesitating, shut it off.


  “What should we do?” Seaver asked.


  “Hold on,” Breg said. “Maybe those guys have the right bit? They just might have it.”


  “A fine idea,” Seaver agreed. “Perhaps you’d like to board their barge?”


  “You’d better go,” Breg said. “I don’t know them.”


  Seaver straightened up, letting out a groan. “It’s not easy getting old,” he said. “Give me a bit.”


  After rummaging around in his bag for a moment, Breg pulled out a small spiral bit with his difficult-to-bend gloves and held it out to Seaver. Seaver took it in his hand and set off for the oreship.


  Saturn was already almost at the zenith. Under its rays the facets of the cliffs shone icily. Stepping around a tall boulder, Seaver saw the old ship, at least its upper half, which seemed to hang in emptiness, totally without support. Seaver froze for an instant, amazed, then grinned. Everything was in its place; the industrious robot polisher, describing circle after circle, had managed to cover half the hull, and the clean and polished part of the hull gleamed light blue, reflecting the light, and the lower, coarse-surfaced and heavily charred, absorbed the light and was lost in darkness. Nearby, it still was visible, and you could take in with one glance the entire ship, absurd, reminiscent of ancient conical artillery shells. The shock absorbers, all six of them, were dangling over the stones, like arms of cranes.


  Coming quite close, he stopped and looked at the dosimeter; the ship was irradiating, although only moderately. Seaver went closer, right up to it. The polishing robot once dove down, completing another turn; it was moving even faster, and that pleased Seaver.


  The hatch was unexpectedly high, not in the lowest and broadest section, but in the middle, above the shock absorbers’ fastening. A strangely massive ladder led up to it; it had been welded together in a slipshod manner. Curious, Seaver searched with his eyes for the ship’s name; it was supposed to be over the hatch, but that section was still covered with soot, and he could not make anything out. Seaver climbed up and knocked on the hatch with the bit, but the outer layer damped the sound. Surprised that such a ship, long ready to be melted down, could still pass the inspection of the supervigilant space surveillance, Seaver, with several glancing blows, knocked off the char and knocked again.


  He had to wait a long time; apparently the men were far away, and in addition it took time for one of them to get into a space suit. Finally the hatch opened slowly; on the old ship—it was probably more than ten years old, and a ship’s life is no longer than a dog’s—the hatch did not fall forward, forming a platform, or fold to the side, but was drawn inside on hinged levers. Once upon a time such mechanisms did exist, and if he had strained his memory, Seaver might have been able to remember exactly when and on what ships. But he had no time for it now, and the memories were pointless; he was not out looking for a story but on assignment, and an important one at that, and he had learned long ago the art of not being distracted.


  A man in a space suit appeared against the background of the receding door; judging by the size it was the lanky one. Extending his left hand, bent over at the wrist, he pointed with his right index finger to a little window on his wrist where Seaver could see a watch and then, with the same index finger, made a threatening gesture, apparently meaning that the agreed-upon period of time had not come to an end. Seaver showed his watch, too, then moved his hand over it several times, as if to say that now time was not important. And that that was not why he had come. He held out his tiny bit and with two fingers designated the needed diameter, plus or minus five millimeters. The lanky man hesitated, then seemed to catch on. He carefully took the bit, then gestured Seaver to come into the chamber. Seaver was about to step over the threshold but glanced at his dosimeter and gave the idea up; the radiation inside the ship was most likely higher than outside, but in both cases was great enough to be taken into consideration. Seaver shook his hand back and forth, signaling no; the man understood immediately, stepped back, and the hatch cover moved forward, closing the entrance.


  He had to wait fifteen minutes. Seaver stepped away from the ship—even that little bit lowered the radiation.


  Finally, a hatch opened. The man appeared on the threshold, waited for Seaver to climb up to him, and held out the tiny bit and another one, just the size that was needed. Seaver clasped his hands against his chest as a sign of gratitude, and the man bowed in answer; the light from the small bulb that lit up the threshold and the top step near the open hatch fell on the top part of his helmet and lit up a half-effaced, old-fashioned, almost spherical, word—all that remained of it were the letters “sol.” Seaver knew that on his own helmet, under the searchlight, the word Ladoga was dusted on in gold; so the oreship was named Sol. A good thing it wasn’t Quasar—in the old days people adored giving little ships resonant names. Seaver waved again, and set off on his return trip, and the lanky man remained standing at the hatch, watching the journalist walk away.


  Now work went faster, despite the fact that the bit turned out to be nicely dull. Within an hour the channel under the door had been drilled out and the cable put through. Seaver sighed in relief and wiped the sweat from his forehead. “We’ve earned ourselves a cocktail,” he said.


  “I won’t refuse,” Breg agreed.


  “Bring one. We’ll have to mobilize the full resources of the Ladoga; starfliers will hardly want to quench their thirst with what those three from the Sol were drinking.”


  “What do you mean, the Sol?”


  “It seems that that’s what their barge is called,” Seaver chuckled, and began to sort through the innumerable threads of the cable.


  He had connected the remote control panel for the telephoto cameras, the monitor, and the cameras themselves and had already begun hooking up the remote panel of the Ladoga’s radio station when Breg brought in glasses containing an icy juice mixture.


  “A long time,” Seaver said, taking the glass.


  “I’ve been trying to remember,” Breg said. “But I just can’t recall a Sol—no, I can’t remember there ever having been one.”


  “But nonetheless it’s the Sol. In writing. A dying sun. Or even better, in eclipse. The hull is so charred that I was afraid to knock; I was worried that the bit would go right through.” He finished his drink and wiped his lips. “True, wherever the polisher had passed, the metal shone. So that, apparently, they’ll make it to Titan okay, but I’m sure the surveyor won’t let them out again.” Seaver inspected the feeder stakes that fed the radio station control panel. “It’s a little loose. I’ll fasten it down while you take a break; we still have to set up the cameras outside. Or, better yet, set up the cameras, then take a break.” Seaver swiftly twirled the screwdriver. “You know how?”


  “I flew a while with Skaz,” Breg mumbled and started to get on his suit again.


  Seaver helped him and then got back to work. Breg grabbed two cameras and disappeared into the lock. He insulated the connection and stood for a minute watching the soft ribbon tighten up and form a hard casing. Then he hooked up the radio station telepanel and as the last step connected the monitor to the power and to the antenna cable. “Now everything’s set to go,” he said to himself, rubbed his hands, and turned on the monitor. Breg had already returned with the cameras and appeared in the locker room; he had thrown back his helmet.


  “So now take a break,” Seaver said.


  “If you don’t need me,” Breg said, “I’d better get finished up with the robot.”


  “Hold on,” Seaver said. “Let’s try out the radio station now, then you can go. Get yourself another cocktail, and one for me, too”


  He turned on the radio station Ladoga. The mechanisms hummed and a dull noise filled the room. Seaver slowly turned the dial, in the neighborhood of the frequency that the Bluebird used. “Let’s give it a try now,” he said. “We’ll call Earth and report that everything is working.” He looked at the needle on the dial; it was rocking back and forth from left to right.


  Suddenly Seaver gave a start; a word burst free from the static. It was loud but hoarse and hard to make out.


  “Distance,” he repeated, barely audibly.


  Once again there was loud static, but Seaver had already turned on the automatic fine tuning. “We’ll make a landing,” the loudspeaker said hoarsely. “We won’t wait for a permit, signing off, another session in two hours, greetings Earth, our friends, over.” The static became louder, then died away. Breg ran up, splashing juice out of the glasses; Seaver looked at him with happy eyes and said softly, “It’s them.”


  “Are they very close?”


  “They’ll probably be here in two hours. They’re really rushing. I think they want to have the next session here. But we will do it instead!” Seaver looked like he was ready to run somewhere. “But those guys are still here! Time for them to clear out!”


  He turned on the monitor again and pointed the camera at the oreship. The hull was clean, the hatch closed. The antenna’s hemispherical mesh was revolving. The navigation lights went on, then off, then flared on again for good.


  “Look,” Seaver said. “It looks like they’re leaving. Most likely they heard the broadcast and caught on. We won’t have to pressure them.” He felt the beginnings of sympathy for the men on the oreship, who caught on so well. “I’m calling Earth!”


  He turned to the control panel, but Breg said, “Wait. They’re taking off, and we won’t get through the interference.”


  “That little old ship is not so bad, once you wipe it clean,” Seaver said. “It’s even a shame that it won’t be flying anymore.”


  “That’s not for us to decide.”


  “I’m sure it’s flown more than its allowance already.”


  “Well see,” Breg said.


  He walked over to the bookshelf, which opened hospitably in front of him; he found The Guide to the Space Register between volumes of Goethe and Hemingway. Leafing through it, Breg shrugged his shoulders and said, “Still, there’s no such name. Nothing connected with Sol. Although, wait. . . .” Once again he started leafing through the guide.


  Seaver settled himself down in his chair and moved the control panel over a little, getting set. “Let’s try the lights,” he muttered and flipped the switch. The Ladoga’s powerful searchlights poured out streams of light.


  Seaver thought a minute, grumbled something, and turned on the main searchlight, set in a special mounting on the nose. The oreship’s hull flared up as though a cold flame had engulfed it.


  “So there,” Seaver said. “Just what we needed. But what are they doing? Look!”


  Breg turned to the monitor screen. He could see the ship blinking its operating lights.


  “Thank you,” Breg read aloud.


  Seaver snickered. “They think we’re lighting up in their honor,” he said.


  All the lights blinked. “Bon voyage,” Breg read.


  “Hold on!” he said quickly. “They really are taking off! They still have time, but they’re taking off.”


  “And a good thing it is,” Seaver said.


  “Did you give them back the bit?”


  “No,” Seaver said. “I forgot.”


  “That’s a mistake,” Breg said. “That’s not the way it’s done.”


  Hurrying, he picked up the bit out of the tool chest and began to clean the thickened dust and grease from the end of the tool. Then he swore briefly. Seaver raised his eyebrows, bewildered. In a second he caught up with Breg in the locker room: The pilot was tearing the space suit out of its clamps.


  “Call them! Quickly!” Breg bellowed.


  Seaver shrugged his shoulders. “They’ve already pulled in their antenna.” But he started climbing into the suit Breg was holding up for him.


  In the lock the pilot did a little dance out of impatience. He jumped out of the station just as the ship blinked three times. “Attention! Attention! Attention!” Breg stopped abruptly, grabbing onto a boulder to keep from flying up in the air.


  “Look!” he said quietly.


  The bent legs of the shock absorber slowly straightened at the knees, as though the crouched-down ship wanted to stand up straight. It stood on tiptoe. She made a point like a ballet dancer. The top part of the hull seemed to rise higher and higher, while the lower part, the broadest, remained on its toes. Breg dropped to his knees and looked upward. The nose of the ship was as high as the Ladoga’s and was still growing.


  Breg had apparently seen enough, because he quickly sprang to his feet and grabbed Seaver by the shoulder. “Back in the station—immediately,” he yelled. “Get back! Hurry!”


  Seaver objected. “We’ll get a better view from here, and I’ve never seen—”


  “And you won’t now, you idiot!” Breg barked and pushed Seaver toward the entrance.


  Inside the station they raced to the monitor without taking off their suits. The ship was now standing immobile. Breg turned to the control panel and began to turn the outside cameras so they looked over the ship from bottom to top and with the widest angle.


  Seaver looked at the screen, at Breg, again at the screen; the lenses brought the lower part of the ship into close view and looked at it on a slant upward, and Seaver thought that he saw a bottomless lake with heavy, calm water that knew it had no bottom beneath it.


  “Do you understand?” Breg yelled.


  Seaver did not have time to answer. The cliffs trembled. Seaver grabbed onto the table; the whole satellite was shaking. Millions of violet arrows struck the rocks, throwing off bits and pieces. Seaver moaned. The ship hung over the surface of Iapetus, erect and beautiful. The violet light disappeared, dissolved, became transparent, ghostly, but the men on the Ladoga thought of the hurricane of gamma quanta that were raging on the other side of the station walls. The ship climbed faster and faster.


  “My cameras!” Seaver shouted. “God damn it.”


  He quickly tested them. The first was blind, a rain of rock fragments was still falling. Seaver switched on the second. The ship was already high above the ground; it shone like a small but near planet.


  “Beautiful,” Seaver said despondently. “They’ve really done me a favor. Everything was going so well, and then they broke the camera.”


  “Why do you need the camera?”


  Seaver looked askance at the pilot. “Who could have known that the ore ship would have photon drive?”


  “An ore ship?” Breg asked with annoyance. “Who said it was an ore ship?”


  They were silent for several seconds, looking at each other.


  “No, it can’t be,” Seaver said.


  “Yes.”


  He pushed the large bit, and it rolled over the table, rumbling.


  Seaver picked it up and read the barely noticeable words engraved on the shank: “Bluebird.” And on the next line: “Solar System.”
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  “That’s the way they made them, the first substarships,” Breg said. “On landing they folded up, the hull flattened down. If the planet had a dense atmosphere and hurricane winds, there would be no other way for it to stand. They expected to encounter planets like that. They were proud that they were the first to leave the solar system. That inscription under the name was done out of pride. They, of course, were not really meant for any beings they might encounter—they wouldn’t understand anyway. They were for us. For those who flew and those who remained behind. The solar system! Your own home always seems sweeter when you look at it from outside.”


  “Ah,” Seaver said expressionlessly. “That’s the way it is.” He was sitting on a chair and staring at the Earth landscape on the wall. The water was still gurgling in the trough, in the only brook on Iapetus. Seaver stood up and turned off the water. “We can’t catch it?” he asked indifferently.


  “No,” Breg answered. “Our automatic controls are down.”


  “Well, then,” Seaver said, “the automatic controls are down.” He fell silent.


  Breg turned off the camera, then began to disconnect the cable from the control panel.


  “Wait,” Seaver said.


  Breg glanced at him. “Why wait?” he asked. “There won’t be anything more.” He put an insulator tip on the cable and carefully wound it up.


  “Yes,” Seaver repeated after him. “There won’t be anything more.”


  “What should I do with the cable?” Breg asked.


  “We’ll leave it,” Seaver said. “Someone will find a use for it. But not me. Why didn’t they tell me? I didn’t even suspect. I probably did suspect, but I just didn’t catch on. What a fool I am.”


  Breg said, “That is true. But don’t worry, you’re still young, and they are not the last heroes on Earth and in space.”


  “Don’t say anything, please,” Seaver said.


  “So I won’t.”


  They walked out of the station and dragged themselves to the ship. Seaver said, “But even so, why?”


  Breg answered. “They probably didn’t want any legends. They just wanted to catch up on some sleep and rest a while, with their feet in the water. On their ships they didn’t have a brook.”


  They fastened down their cargo, went upstairs, and took off their suits.


  “Yes,” Seaver said. “On Iapetus they found a brook. But the landscape was bad.”


  “They couldn’t have cared less,” Breg said. “They wanted Earth.” He walked over to the robot. “Let’s try some work therapy; replace this block of circuits.”


  “Sure thing,” Seaver agreed hurriedly and started taking out old blocks and putting in new ones. Then, pulling out one that had burned out, he threw it on the floor. “No,” he said. “It can’t be. It wasn’t them. There was no one named Krai. Check the guidebook.” He pulled the guidebook out from the shelf. “Take a look.”


  “Okay,” Breg answered, making a block ring out. “I believe you.”


  “No!” Seaver said. “No!”


  “See if the name is listed in a different place,” Breg said, staring into the air past Seaver. “Maybe there’s a Krai in the crew of the Flying Fish.”


  “The Flying Fish?”


  “The first ship, the one that didn’t return.”


  Shrugging, Seaver leafed through the guidebook. He found the Flying Fish read it, and remained silent a long time.


  “Who was he?” Breg finally asked.


  “The navigator,” Seaver whispered, barely moving his lips.


  Once again they were silent.


  “They landed out there,” Breg said quietly. “They landed, in order to save him—the only survivor. That’s what must have happened.”


  “They landed on the divigant—and managed to take off again?”


  “That’s what it looks like,” Breg said. “Not immediately, of course.”


  He bent over again and started removing the protective packing.


  “So only the three survivors, including the man they saved.”


  “Yes,” Breg said. “They had no time to sleep.”


  “But there were supposed to be eight.”


  Breg looked at Seaver sadly. “We were optimists.” He took a block from Seaver and put it neatly in place.


  “You think it’s better to be a pessimist?” Seaver asked, hurt.


  “No. But optimism in this case consists of three returning when none at all should have.” Breg replaced the panel. “We can fly now.”


  Seaver sat down in the flight chair. “Too bad,” he said, “that I can’t fly off somewhere far from Earth.”


  “We can’t,” Breg said, and turned on the reactor.


  The instrument panel flashed its eyes, resembling a starry sky.


  “He’s blind, Krai,” Seaver said. “He won’t see the stars anymore. I thought he lost his eyes in the mines.”


  “No, in the mines pilots don’t leave their control rooms. There’s usually no one there—all automatic.”


  Seaver just frowned. “Tell me,” he asked. “If you had been with me the whole time, would you have figured it out?”


  Breg paused before answering. “I think so. For me every pilot is a hero, even if he has never been on a divigant and just ferries ore from Iapetus to Titan. Because it takes all kinds.”


  Seaver was crestfallen. “What will they say on Earth?” he mumbled. “I’m not going to get any more assignments.”


  “Why so? Give it time. But as for them, they will never again return and stop on Iapetus. It only happens once in a lifetime and could easily have happened otherwise.” He flashed the navigational lights several times, then three times blinked out “Attention,” even though there was no one who needed the warning.


  “I wanted—” Seaver said in desperation.


  “You don’t have to explain,” Breg said.


  He put his hand on the starter, and the safety system automatically went on.


  “It’s working,” Seaver said with a weak smile.


  “Now it will last a long time. Look below.”


  Seaver nodded; he was already looking at the screen on which he could see the surface of Iapetus, a small satellite without an atmosphere, but with a brook with clear water, a brook heroes need more than pomp and ceremony.


  LES MORTES D’ARTHUR


  Harry Turtledove


  Expanding to other worlds will naturally open up exotic new possibilities for athletic competition—among other things.


  The slope the spacesuited runner was climbing would have been impossibly steep, even on Luna. The tracking camera relayed her image to the studio a few kilometers away. “Lovely, isn’t she?” murmured Rannveig Aasen.


  “She certainly is,” Bill Bennett agreed. “Moving with grace on a very low gravity world is a skill few people have occasion to acquire.”


  As if to prove his point, the runner made a slight misstep. Instead of gliding smoothly forward, she bounced a good five meters up off the ground. She had the presence of mind to hold her pose for the eleven seconds it took for her to return.


  “That could happen to anyone,” Bennett said sympathetically. “Mimas’ surface gravity is only .008g. To put that in perspective for you folks back home, Luna pulls more than twenty times as strongly.” The transmitter flung his words and picture across one and a third billion kilometers toward Earth. At light speed, they would reach perhaps that many sets an hour and a half later with the slightly misleading legend “Live—from Saturn” superimposed.


  The girl reached the summit without further mishap. She paused for a moment before the large bronze bowl there, then reached up and thrust the rod she carried in her right hand over the edge of the caldron. A great sheet of yellow-orange flame, twice as tall as a man, sprang into being.


  “It’s a hologram, of course,” Rannveig said, “the same principle that makes stereovision possible. Mimas is almost nothing but ice, and has no atmosphere at all. But it still makes me want to reach out and warm my hands over it.”


  “Me, too,” Bennett said. “We’ll return to our coverage of the sixty-sixth Winter Olympic Games in a moment, but first these words.” Bennett disappeared from the monitor screen, to be replaced by the Interplanetary Broadcasting Company’s keynote symbol for this part of the games: an ancient black-and-white Voyager image of Mimas, with the great crater Arthur dramatically shadowed near the terminator.


  When the commercial break was done, the camera cut away from the broadcasters to the icy plain at the foot of Arthur’s central peak for the opening parade of athletes. Bright blue eyes twinkling, Rannveig Aasen undid the belt that held her in her chair, pushed off, and caromed around the studio like an insane billiard ball with a cometary tail of long blond hair.


  The director howled curses into her earphone, but she always managed to keep an eye on the monitor and did not miss a beat in her commentary. “The two men and two women at the head of the procession, the ones in the light blue and white spacesuits, are the Greek contingent,” she explained for her distant audience. “Greece has been part of United Europe for more than a hundred fifty years now, but still fields an independent team at every Olympic Games, in keeping with its place of honor as the homeland of the Olympic ideal.”


  Bennett listened to her with nothing but admiration, a word also describing his feelings as he watched: the female form does not sag at all in .008g.


  The terrestrial portion of the Winter Games was being held at Klagenfurt in United Europe that year, so the athletes crossed the ice in their national groups in French alphabetical order. That put the United States—or rather, États-Unis—near the front, just after the Chinese Empire, instead of toward the end.


  “This is the first time in four Olympiads that the Americans have sent a team—if I can call one-man and one-woman team to Mimas,” Bennett remarked. “They haven’t had much low-g training and aren’t expected to contend for medals, but it’s good to see them competing here again. Private contributions raised enough money for two berths aboard the Arab World ship Nasser.”


  Several larger groupings passed—Eastern Europe, the Anzac Federation, Japan, Luna. The team from the Arab World looked smart in spacesuits of green, white, and black. “Security is tight here,” Bennett said, “thanks to threats from Israeli, Turkish, and Armenian nationalists.”


  Moscow had fielded a strong group. So had Siberia. There were a couple of Swiss athletes in red suits with white crosses. They had traveled with the United Europeans in the same way the Americans had with the Arabs. United Europe, as the host nation, came last, just behind the contingent from Zaire.


  Rannveig was finally back in her seat. “Personally,” she said, “I think the United European uniforms are busy.”


  “So do I.” Bennett nodded. “But then, they almost have to be, since they’re blending so many sets of former national colors. Some of the rivalries that went with those old colors aren’t dead yet, either, and the newer one between United Europe and Eastern Europe is also no laughing matter, I’m afraid. You Europeans are a contentious lot,” he said to Rannveig, who came from Oslo.


  “No, we’re not,” she replied in mock anger.


  “You certainly are.”


  They pythoned it back and forth for another minute or two before Rannveig started the wrap-up of opening-day coverage, remarking, “Our viewers may be wondering why only a relative handful of teams are represented here, as compared with Klagenfurt.”


  “Cost is the villain,” Bennett said. “Fares from Earth to the Saturn system still run over fifteen hundred ounces of gold. That’s one of the major reasons we’ve seen so little from the United States in recent years, for example. If spaceflight were cheaper, we’d see many more nations participating.”


  “Something to look forward to, perhaps, in games to come.” Rannveig closed out: “Thanks for joining us for the opening ceremonies from the Mimas Winter Olympic venue. Tomorrow we’ll be bringing you first-round coverage of the most spectacular of all Olympic events, the five-kilometer ski jump. Program your sets to ‘Olympics’ now, so you won’t miss a moment of the action. See you then.”


  The old Voyager picture of Mimas reappeared on the monitor. This time, though, a bright red line superimposed on the image showed the ski-jump track descending from the summit of Arthur’s central peak—the largest athletic arena in the solar system. Ten kilometers away, a red oval showed the landing area.


  “That went off very well,” the director said, adding, “all things considered,” with a pointed glower Rannveig’s way. She paid no attention, leaning back in her chair to let a makeup man scrub her face clean.


  Bennett did the same, enjoying the damp sponge on his forehead, cheeks, and chin. He was very little changed when the ministrations were over: an open-faced, light brown man in his early thirties; burnsides, popular after a lapse of fifty years, looked good on him.


  So did his engaging smile, even if it was a touch smug at the moment. He had a right to feel self-satisfied. IBC did not hire many Americans; most were too parochial to do well outside their own small bailiwick, and few spoke anything but English or Spanish. But his French, once again the dominant international tongue, was fluent as any native speaker’s; to his own way of thinking, at least, he had a better accent than Rannveig did.


  “Care for a drink?” he asked, and she gave an eager nod.


  They swung hand over hand from the rings set in the hallway ceiling toward the bar. Brachiating was the easiest way to get around on Mimas; the gravity was really too weak for walking, especially indoors, but just enough to make free-fall-style gliding impractical, too. “I wonder why we ever came out of the trees,” Rannveig said, darting ahead.


  The studio was part of the same complex that housed the Olympic athletes. The two broadcasters sped past pressure doors and spacesuits in niches: like any structure exposed to vacuum, the Olympic village was divided into hundreds of gaslight segments. The front door to every suite was a bulkhead in its own right.


  Once she had hooked her feet under the brass rail, Rannveig ordered aquavit with a beer chaser. Bennett chose rum and Coke; since the rediscovery of the original formula in the ruins of Atlanta, Coca-Cola was all the rage again.


  The drinks came in squeeze bulbs with nipples, as they would have in free-fall. An incautious lift would have sent the contents of glasses flying.


  The monorail shuttle returned to the Olympic complex from the parade ground. Athletes and coaches began drifting into the bar. Most of the competitors, knowing they would have to be at their best tomorrow, were moderate. Their mentors had fewer compunctions. The Muscovite coach, in a red and gold sweater, and his Siberian counterpart, who wore his team’s snowy white, challenged each other to a duel of vodka. Empty squeeze bulbs accumulated in epic numbers around them.


  The two of them argued more or less amiably as they drank. The Muscovite spit Slavic consonants at his opposite number. The Siberian replied in French, letting Bennett follow his half of the conversation. For a czarist nobleman, Russian was fit only for talking with servants, infants, and pets.


  “It seems hardly fair for peasant upstarts to have better accommodations than we do,” he said.


  The Muscovite coach answered. The Siberian rolled his eyes. “ ‘All quarters are equal,’ indeed. Merde—why has the Olympic committee placed us where we cannot even see the competition area?”


  No one could see the competition area; the window in the bar was the only one in the Olympic village. The Muscovite must have pointed that out, because the Siberian said, “It is the principle of the thing, though principle, I suppose, is something a Marxist cannot be expected to understand.”


  The Muscovite’s only comment to that was a belch. He fell asleep a few minutes later. His counterpart’s triumphant smile also quickly dissolved in snores.


  Except for one Jew, the members of the Arab World’s team were teetotalers. They sipped fruit juice and passed a pipe back and forth.


  A ski jumper was turning cartwheels in midair. Rannveig touched Bennett’s hand. “Look at the loonie showing off.”


  “You can hardly blame her. This is the only place where she can compete against Earth people on even terms—Mimas makes everyone strong.” He finished his drink. “Do you mind if I drift around a bit?”


  “Heavens, no. Have a good time. I certainly intend to.” She looked at him archly. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t enjoy.”


  He grinned. “That doesn’t leave much out.” They had ended up in bed a couple of times during the trip to Mimas, more out of boredom and simple propinquity than anything else. It had been fun, but nothing on which to build a grand passion.


  The ski jumper from Luna landed on her head, laughing. “Was that half a turn too many or too few?” Bennett asked her.


  “I sort of lost track up there,” she said. She looked at him curiously, trying to place him. Most of the athletes were still in the tight pullovers and hose they had worn under their spacesuits, which made his conservative green velvet doublet, tunic, and Paisley neck scarf stand out by comparison. “I know!” she exclaimed after a moment. “You’re from IBC!”


  He admitted it. She insisted on buying him a drink. Not much happened in the controlled environment of Luna, so stereovision was even more popular there than it was on Earth. “I’m just a media addict,” she said.


  “Nonsense,” he said gallantly. “How could you get into that kind of shape sitting in front of a set all the time?” He bought the next round himself, and the one after that; he was sure his expense account was stretchier than hers.


  He glanced over and saw Rannveig deep in conversation with a big man as blond as she was. Another Scandinavian, was his first thought, but then he noticed the fellow was wearing the eye-searing blue, red, and green of Eastern Europe. They did not seem to be having any problems getting along, though.


  Nor was he, with the girl he had met. A promising evening all the way around, he thought.


  “And now,” Rannveig said, “I’d like to introduce our expert analyst, Angus Cavendish, bronze medalist for United Europe in the five-kilometer ski jump in the 2192 Winter Games.”


  “I thank ye very much,” Cavendish said. He was a small, dapper man in his early forties, just beginning to gray at the temples and on his cheeks. The Scots burr with which he flavored his French should have given his voice an air of impressive deliberation. It probably would have, too, if he spoke a little slower, but he was too excitable for that. He always reminded Bennett of a tape recorded at eight centimeters a second and played back at sixteen.


  “Tell us, Angus, what’s the most difficult thing about this event?” Bennett asked. He had the slightly too good feeling hangover pills always brought.


  “The training for it,” Cavendish said at once. “For where d’ye find the like conditions in the inner solar system? It’s only the rich countries can afford to ship their skiers out here for the sake o’ the exercise: the Arab World, Luna, Japan, Siberia.”


  “Then how do you account for your own medal?” Rannveig asked.


  “Me, lass? I was assistant engineer on a supply ship to the Mimas Saturn station and borrowed my skis from a computer tech there. You look down the rosters of the teams and you’ll find a great lot of spacers among ’em. We’re the ones who come to Mimas on our own business and learn a bit while we’re here.”


  Following the script they had roughed out, Bennett said, “Why don’t athletes from nations that can’t afford to send them here train on the moons of Mars? Those have an even lower surface gravity than Mimas.”


  “So they do, but they don’t have Arthur; they’re too puny. Look here, now.” The screen behind the broadcasters displayed the trademark image of Mimas. Cavendish used a pointer. “The crater is a hundred thirty kilometers across and ten deep, with the central peak six kilometers high. The body that struck Mimas to make it must have been ten kilometers across (almost the size of Deimos, mind); if it had been any bigger, it would’ve cracked the moon apart.”


  “From what you’ve told us, then, I take it the technique for jumping on Mimas is quite different from the one skiers use back on Earth,” Rannveig said.


  The screen showed the ninety-meter jump at Klagenfurt. A skier appeared at the top of the slope, pushed off, and went into her tuck. “There’s the first difference already!” Cavendish cried. “You can’t simply tuck and run here or you’re done for in the jump. At .008g, you see, you don’t build up the velocity even in five kilometers that you do in the ninety meters on Earth. You have to use poles all the way down.”


  “But there are risks in that too, aren’t there?” Bennett asked.


  “That there are. In the low gravity, each push sends you off the slope. The more you bounce about, y’see, the less time there is to be pushing. You have to dig in at just the right angle to come down again quick as you can. If you’ve done it right, you spring off at the end with about the same speed as off the ninety-meter hill back home—near a hundred kilometers an hour.”


  As if on cue, the jumper in the monitor screen launched herself into space. “With the local gravity so low, you’d think you’d almost be able to jump clean off Mimas,” Rannveig said.


  “ ’Tisn’t so,” Cavendish snorted. “The escape velocity’s over a hundred seventy meters a second; you scarcely reach the sixth part of that. Nay, with the ramp angled up at forty-five degrees, you take about four minutes to sail up two and a half kilometers—three and a half over the floor of Arthur. Then it’s down again. Overall, you’re flying between nine and ten minutes.”


  “It must be a marvelous view,” Bennett said.


  “That it is.” The line was planned, but Cavendish’s eyes went genuinely misty. “You think you can see forever; in fact, it’s about thirty-five kilometers.”


  The screen behind the Scotsman showed the jumbled vista of the crater floor. Small pits and mounds of ice began lazily flowing out of the picture at the edges; what remained grew larger and larger. “Of course, eventually you have to think about landing,” Bennett said.


  “So you do,” Cavendish said dryly. “There’s the rub. You hit the slope at more than a hundred and ten kilometers an hour, and you don’t dare tumble. They have subsurface pipes to heat—if that’s the word I want—the landing zone a hundred degrees or so, up to -30° centigrade, same as the runway. Still, rip your suit and you’re gone. Almost every games, it seems, they add a name or two to the memorial plaque at the peak of Arthur.”


  “Is it worth it, then?” Bennett asked. That line was in the script, too, but he meant it. Risking one’s life unnecessarily struck him as insane.


  Cavendish’s reply caught him by surprise. It came from the man, not the commentator: “Lad, for the feeling you get when you’re up there, why, dying’d be a small price to pay.”


  There was a moment of dead air before Rannveig took up the slack, saying quietly, “All the athletes here today would agree with you, Angus.”


  The broadcast going back to Earth cut away from the studio to the pressurized lodge at the top of the runway. Like the Olympic village complex below, it rested on pylons sunk in the ice. The camera focused on the airlock door, which opened to let out the first contestant.


  She wore the deep blue of the Anzac Federation; her clear faceplate showed intense concentration on her features. “This is Marge Olbert,” Rannveig said. “She’s twenty-six, from Canberra, a junior ecology officer aboard the Wirraway, one of the Anzac Line’s asteroid-belt freighters.”


  “Ah, then she’ll have some work at very low gravity,” Cavendish said. “A plus for her.”


  The starting light went from red to green. Marge Olbert dug her poles into the ice. “A good push-off!” Cavendish cried. “See, she’s still low enough to take a second shove. That’s the way to do it—keep the polework as near parallel to the runway as you can!”


  The ski jumper landed, pushed, flew; landed, pushed, flew. Each thrust of the ski poles added to her velocity; so, little by little, did Mimas’ weak pull. “Oh, excellent form—she’ll be close to that hundred-kilometer-an-hour mark,” Cavendish said.


  Marge Olbert was rocketing down the slope now. “A shame we’re in vacuum,” Bennett said. “The wind shrieking by Ms. Olbert would give the audience an added sense of her speed.”


  Cavendish chuckled. “They can tell she’s going fast, never fear.”


  She used her poles powerfully on the short upslope at the end of the run, gave a last great spring, and launched herself into the void. Red numbers appeared on the monitor: 97.43.


  “A splendid takeoff velocity,” Cavendish said. He unobtrusively checked a chart he was holding in his lap. “She’ll be out past ten and a quarter kilometers. The women’s record only 10.6. Could well be the longest women’s jump of the first day. She’ll give the other lassies something to think on.”


  The flick of a switch brought the transmission from Olbert’s suit radio into the studio. “Oh, my,” she was saying again and again. “Oh, my.” A reminiscent grin spread over Cavendish’s face.


  Marge Olbert was soaring up toward her maximum altitude when coverage cut back to the slope, where another jumper had already begun his run. “They’ll be going about every five minutes,” Bennett explained, “so one will be landing, another just past high point, and a third jumping at about the same time.”


  “That’s right, Bill,” Rannveig said. “On the runway now is Jozef Jablonski of Eastern Europe.” Bennett wondered at the sudden warmth in her voice until a close-up showed the face of the man she had been with the night before. She went on, “He’s twenty-nine, an air force captain from Gdynia; his hobbies include basketball, chess, and wargaming.”


  Not all of that was on Jablonski’s personal data sheet. Bennett smiled a little.


  “He’s a strong-looking brute,” Cavendish said. Rannveig jerked her head, whether in agreement or indignation Bennett could not tell. The Scotsman carried the narration: “Good form into the upslope—aye, a mighty push there, and now the leap . . . 101.74 kilometers an hour! A fine first jump; it’ll go well past eleven kilometers.”


  A tight telephoto showed the expression of almost religious awe that Jablonski was wearing as he sailed high over the frozen surface of Mimas. “With a shot like that, you don’t need words,” Cavendish murmured.


  The monitor split into thirds, simultaneously tracking Marge Olbert hurtling down toward her landing, Jablonski nearing apogee, and the next contestant on the runway, a Siberian woman who crossed herself before she began her descent.


  Dream-smooth, the girl from the Anzac Federation touched down, steadying herself with her ski poles. “Here’s her distance, now,” Cavendish said. “It’s 10,290 meters—a splendid opening jump.” As Marge Olbert killed her momentum on the reverse slope beyond the landing zone, a crawler came out to pick her up and take her back to the Olympic village. Her raised fist said she knew what she had done.


  Then Jozef Jablonski was landing, not as gracefully as his predecessor but safe enough. Red numbers superimposed on his image gave the length of his jump: 11,149 meters. “Astonishing that only a four-kilometer-an-hour difference in takeoff velocity will produce so much extra distance,” Rannveig said. She did not sound astonished; she sounded proud.


  “It’s enough to send Jablonski over two hundred meters higher than Marge Olbert, and keep him over the ice twenty seconds longer,” Bennett said, echoing the quick calculations one of the technical people was feeding into his earphone.


  One after another, the jumpers flew through their parabolas. With sixty-eight competitors in all, the first round was scheduled to last nearly six hours. As Cavendish had guessed, Marge Olbert’s distance kept holding up, though the girl from the United States, making her first jump off Earth, startled everyone by coming within seventeen meters of it. On the men’s side, Jozef Jablonski stayed in solid contention, if not among the very leaders.


  They were down to the last half dozen competitors when Bennett remarked, “So far we’ve had one of the safest first days ever for the Mimas venue—only a couple of minor spills and no serious injuries. What do you think accounts for our good fortune, Angus?”


  “Nothing but luck, so far,” Cavendish said. “If we’re as well off after all three days of jumping are done, then we’ll have something to brag about.”


  The dismissal irritated Bennett, but at that moment another jumper soared off the ramp. His annoyance instantly turned to excitement. “Look at that!” he exclaimed. “We’ll have a new leader if Shukri al-Kuwatly lands safely!”


  “He was a favorite, aye,” Cavendish said, “but who would’ve thought he’d have a takeoff velocity of 103.81 kilometers an hour? That comes to a jump of over 11,580 meters, enough to put him in front by more than 40 meters. Watching his form, I own I didn’t think he’d be off so strong.”


  Back at the top of the runway, a Muscovite in red and gold waited for the starting light. Rannveig said, “It has to be disheartening for Dmitri Shepilov to stand up there knowing what his predecessor has just done.”


  “I suspect he’s been through worse,” Bennett commented, reading from Shepilov’s data sheet. “He comes from a guards regiment of Muscovite ski troops, and he saw combat against the Siberians in the Ural skirmishes a couple of years ago. After that, a ski jump should be small potatoes.”


  “I wonder,” Angus Cavendish said with a grin. “Then it was only the eye of his sergeant on him, not the whole of Earth and Luna.”


  Shepilov’s speed down the ramp was slower than al-Kuwatly’s at every checkpoint, but still respectable. He launched himself at just over a hundred kilometers an hour, a jump that projected out close to an even eleven kilometers.


  Coverage of the next athlete, a man from United Europe, was brief; attention switched away to al-Kuwatly, who was heading down toward his landing. “I don’t look for any trouble from him,” Cavendish said. “He’s still half a kilometer up, almost two minutes away from putting his skis to the ice, but already he’s in good position, as he should be. Nothing’ll go wrong here.”


  The slow-motion shots of what happened next would be replayed endlessly. Seeing everything live, Bennett was chiefly conscious of how fast sportcasting banality turned to horror. He had actually been laughing at Cavendish, for no sooner were the Scotsman’s words out of his mouth than they were all watching al-Kuwatly’s hands open and his ski poles drift away.


  Everyone in the studio stared in consternation at the sudden misty globe around al-Kuwatly’s head, the rime forming on his faceplate and the sides of his helmet. “His suit’s failed!” Rannveig cried, a split second ahead of Bennett and Cavendish.


  They could do nothing but watch. Had it been he up there, Bennett knew he would have been thrashing wildly, clawing at his helmet to try somehow to maintain the pressure. But the jumper from the Arab World held the posture he had been in at the moment of disaster. Only very slowly did his bent arms begin to straighten and slump to his sides.


  As a veteran spacer, Cavendish was the first to recognize what that meant. “Murder!” he shouted. “That’s a killed man up there, else he’d be making shift to save himself.” He might have been reading Bennett’s mind, but he generalized where the younger broadcaster had not.


  Al-Kuwatly’s flight path did not, could not change. Trailing vapor, he plunged toward the landing slope. He hit the ice like a thrown cloth doll, then bounced and tumbled bonelessly. If he had not been dead already, the impact would have killed him.


  Sickened, Bennett turned away from the big monitor screen behind the broadcasters. As a result, he was the only one of them looking at the bank of screens to one side that showed what all the active cameras were picking up. He saw Dmitri Shepilov raise his right arm; it looked as if the Muscovite was starting to point. Then vapor spouted from his helmet, too. “Shepilov’s hit!” he cried.


  No one had paid any attention to Louis-Philippe Guizot, the jumper who came after the Muscovite. Perhaps because he was from United Europe, Bennett’s yell made Rannveig check another of the side screens for his safety. Guizot was only a few hundred meters from the takeoff ramp when his image was also shrouded by fog. “On, no!” Rannveig cried, and covered her face with her hands.


  Bennett learned to hate Mimas’ low gravity. Shepilov had been near the apex of his jump when he was hit; he flew on, a corpse, for five dreadful minutes before crashing on the landing slope as al-Kuwatly had before him. It was even worse with Louis-Philippe Guizot. Propelled by the leap he had taken before the assassin struck, he soared above Mimas as if still alive, then spun down in a hideously lazy descent.


  “This is madness!” Bennett said. “Who but a madman could think to mar the Olympic Games with violence? Even in war-torn ancient Greece, the Olympic truce held good; the modern games have been the victim of attack only twice, and the last time was more than a hundred years ago.”


  The director spoke in his ear. His voice went hard as he relayed the news to his distant audience: “We have just received a radio transmission claiming responsibility for the atrocity that has taken place here today. Here is a recording of that transmission.”


  The tape was scratchy; the transmitter must have been a tiny one, and Saturn’s radio emission chopped up the signal. But it was perfectly understandable. “As it is the Olympic language this year, I shall speak French,” a man’s voice said. It had a faint guttural accent and was full of irony and a good humor that chilled Bennett. “Shukri al-Kuwatly was but the beginning. We of the Second Irgun vow to continue our war against Arab tyranny until the Star of David once more flies above Israel. We regret the need to harm others, but those who share pleasures with oppressors must also share their fate. A very good day to you all.”


  The voice cut off, leaving behind only the impersonal hisses and pops of background noise.


  The director cued Bennett through the earphone: “Three, two, one—all right, you’re on.” The light above the camera lens turned red.


  “Welcome once again to the Mimas venue of the sixty-sixth Winter Games,” he said. “Competition, of course, has been suspended after yesterday’s tragic events. When and if it will resume remains unknown; that largely depends on whether the cold-blooded killer who so callously took the lives of three athletes can be detected and apprehended. For any of you who may not have been with us yesterday, here is Rannveig Aasen with a review of what took place.”


  “Thank you, Bill,” she said gravely. She summarized the previous day’s jumps. Behind her, the big monitor screen reran in quick succession the deaths of al-Kuwatly, Shepilov, and Guizot. Rannveig said, “Examination of the bodies has shown that each of the three athletes was murdered by a burst from a high-powered laser weapon. They were killed instantly; none, of course, had any chance to defend himself.”


  “How could such a thing happen?” Bennett said. “As we noted before, security is supposed to have been tight. With us now is Major Katayama Hitoshi, head of Mimas security. Come join us, Major Katayama.”


  Moving smoothly in the low gravity, the security chief came over and sat down by the two broadcasters, then strapped himself in. “Thank you for being with us at this difficult time. Tell, me, if you will, where did your precautions break down?”


  Katayama grimaced, not caring for the blunt question. He was a stout, hard-faced man with iron-gray hair. After a moment’s thought, he said, “I am afraid this will seem self-serving, but much of the failure took place on Earth, when a killer was allowed to board a ship for Mimas. Once that happened, his or her success was probably inevitable.”


  “How can you say that?” Rannveig challenged. “Surely you searched everyone’s baggage for arms of all sorts. I know mine was opened, and Bill’s, too.”


  “Yes, that is so,” Katayama said. He spoke slowly; he was very tired but was still picking his words with care. “Explosive guns and missile weapons are easy to detect. With lasers, sadly, the same is not the case. Laser tubes are too ubiquitous. They are at the heart of your stereovision equipment, of still-picture holocameras, of computers’ scanning devices, and in dozens of other everyday tools. Skilled terrorists find it all too simple to improvise deadly weapons. It is an unfortunate fact of life.”


  “Even so,” Rannveig persisted, “why didn’t your force of guards keep the assassin from reaching cover, or track him down after he did his work?”


  “Let me point something out, Ms. Aasen,” Katayama said coolly. Rannveig bridled, but he went on before she could interrupt: “I have twenty men here. As your colleague Mr. Angus Cavendish pointed out on an earlier broadcast, at the peak of a jump an athlete can see for thirty-five kilometers, which means he can be seen and shot at from that distance. The area of a circle with a radius of 35 kilometers is more than 3,800 square kilometers, or about 190 square kilometers per guard. I hope you see my difficulty.”


  Off-camera, Bennett winced. Katayama was not an easy man to shake. The broadcaster had no intention of giving up without a fight, though. He asked, “Have you had any luck with photos from the observation satellite in synchronous orbit above Arthur?”


  “A very intelligent question, sir.” The security chief nodded. “Unfortunately, the answer is no. We were in dark phase at the time of the attack, with the only light outside the area of competition coming from Saturn’s other moons. They are either small or distant or both, and in any case received only a bit more than one percent of the sunlight per unit area than Luna does. And exactly because it is in synchronous orbit, the satellite is over six hundred kilometers above us. Perhaps computer processing of its images will show more. That is our best hope, I think.”


  Bennett gave up. Katayama seemed to have all the answers, and a depressing lot they were. Rannveig, however, was still smarting from the rebuff she had taken. She said, “Forgive me for one last question. Why didn’t any of your guards spot the flash of the laser when it was fired?”


  The security chief’s smile was like a shark’s. “In vacuum, of course, there is no flash,” he said, as if to a foolish child. “We only see beams of light because they shine through dust and vapor floating in air. I wish it were otherwise, but it is not.”


  “Thank you, Major Katayama,” Bennett said quickly. “We’ll be back with more after these messages.”


  As the commercials began, Katayama departed, looking pleased with himself. Rannveig shook her head in disgust. “Well, he put me away, didn’t he? That’s what I get for forgetting my homework.”


  Bennett touched her hand. “Don’t worry about it. It’s the same question almost everybody on Earth would have been asking himself.”


  “Do you think so?” she said doubtfully, but she looked a little happier.


  When they returned to the air, they replayed the tape claiming responsibility for the attack. “For the reaction of the Second Irgun, IBC correspondent Jorge Martinez visited the group’s headquarters in Buenos Aires,” Bennett said. “Here is his report.”


  The tape filled the monitor screen. Along with a flock of other reporters, Martinez was standing in front of a gray stone building in a run-down part of the city. Out came a slight, curly-haired man with a mustache too big for his face and fierce, ever-watchful eyes. “The Second Irgun’s spokesman is known only as ‘Menachem,’ ” Martinez said quietly.


  They watched “Menachem” begin to read from a card he pulled out of his hip pocket: “We applaud the blow against the Arabs who have stolen our homeland from us, but we did not strike it. That is all we have to say.”


  “What proof do you have for your denial?” one of the reporters shouted.


  “Menachem” fixed him with an icy glare. “I have said that is all we have to say.” Then, with the air of a man making a great concession, he went on, “Had it been us, we would have chosen Itzhak Zalman, the apikoros who loves his masters better than his people and joined the Arab team. His time may yet come, if not on Mimas, then when he returns.” He went back into the headquarters building, slamming the door behind him.


  “Not the most convincing denial on record,” Rannveig commented.


  “Hardly,” Bennett said. “The only thing to say in its behalf is that the Second Irgun is not in the habit of ducking the blame for its terrorist acts. The notorious Baghdad bombings of a few years ago are a case in point.”


  “If not the Second Irgun, though, who benefits from the killings? Savage as they were, they have succeeded in embarrassing the Arab World, thanks to the disclosure of Shukri al-Kuwatly’s illegal suit.”


  “There you’re right, Rannveig,” Bennett said. “Cheating is almost as old as the Olympics, I’m afraid; drug use and such things as electronically rigged fencing foils go back to the twentieth century. Al-Kuwatly’s suit is just the latest in a long line, and one of the more ingenious. It was discovered to have a gas vent opening in the small of his back—in effect, a small reaction motor to add to his speed down the runway. With a surface gravity as low as Mimas’, even a few extra centimeters per second could have been decisive.”


  “Yes; al-Kuwatly would have been the leader at the end of the first day of competition,” Rannveig said.


  “In the rash of speculation surrounding him, however, we shouldn’t lose sight of the other two athletes who were slain. Our sincerest condolences go to the families and friends of Dmitri Shepilov and Louis-Philippe Guizot, who also fell victim in this savage attack.”


  “As happens all too often in acts of terrorism, it is the innocent who suffer,” Rannveig agreed. “That’s true not only of the men who died yesterday but also, in a lesser way, of all the athletes who came to Mimas in hopes of victory and instead find themselves encompassed by tragedy. For the competitors’ reaction to yesterday’s events, let’s go to Angus Cavendish.”


  “Thank you, Rannveig.” The Scotsman was sitting at the Olympic village bar. “With me here is Itzhak Zalman, the Arab World jumper who, as you heard, has been threatened by the Second Irgun.” Also with them, unmentioned but plainly visible, was one of Major Katayama’s security guards, a sidearm on her hip. Cavendish said, “Tell me, Itzhak, what are your thoughts on the menacing statement read by Menachem?”


  Zalman, ironically, looked rather like a younger version of the terrorist leader, but his face was more open, calmer. He spread his hands. “I’d sooner accept the present as it is than live in the dead past. I’ve been threatened before. You can’t let it worry you or it’ll affect your performance.”


  “Spoken like a true competitor,” Cavendish said. “Let me ask this, then: how do you feel about what your teammate al-Kuwatly had done to his suit?”


  “He was a fool,” Zalman said flatly. “I knew nothing about that, and I can still hardly believe it. My own jumping suit conforms to every standard. What good is a medal you’ve cheated to win?”


  “Aye, that’s a poser, though there’s some who don’t care, I’m sorry to say. Am I right in thinking you’re doing your best to stay in condition during the delay in the jumping?”


  “Oh, of course. I can’t go out on the ramp, naturally, but I’m doing both stretching and weight work. The weight rooms have been packed.”


  “What’s the atmosphere there?”


  “About what you’d expect—nervous. After all, none of us knows whether the person working out beside him is a killer.” Zalman thought for a moment, amended his last statement: “No—one of us does.”


  “You’ve put your finger on the true calamity of these games,” Cavendish said. “Olympics may have been disrupted before this, but never by people connected with them. Thanks for joining us, Itzhak, and best of luck when the competition resumes.”


  Zalman nodded soberly. “I will take all the luck I can find, thank you. Being who I am, I need it.” He bounced away.


  Cavendish said, “We’d hoped to have a member of the team from Moscow with us, but they’ve all declined to speak on camera. Joining us instead is Nikolai Yezhov of Siberia. Welcome, and thank you for being with us today.”


  “My pleasure.” Yezhov’s French had less of an accent than Cavendish’s. Short, stocky, and solid, he looked formidable in his spotless white tunic with the cross of Saint George on an embroidered patch on his left shoulder.


  “Did ye know Shepilov well?” Cavendish asked.


  “Not very, I’m afraid.” Aristocratic contempt showed briefly in the Siberian eyes. “The Muscovites always stick close to themselves. Not cultured.”


  “Er, yes.” Cavendish changed the subject in a hurry; from a Russian-speaker, “not cultured” was the kind of insult that started fights. The Scotsman said, “What reaction have ye noticed among the athletes to word of al-Kuwatly’s suit?”


  Yezhov’s smile seemed genuinely amused. “The only sin is to be found out, is it not?”


  Every question Cavendish asked was getting him into trouble. Gamely, he tried again after a glance at Yezhov’s fact sheet. “This is your first time off Earth, nay?”


  “Oh, certainly. I was a simple stereovision installer in Kolyma, by the Sea of Okhotsk, a weekend skier, I think the saying is, when the Little Father honored me by including me on this year’s team.”


  “Aye, just as ye say, ‘a weekend skier.’ ” Cavendish finally let himself smile. The czar’s recruiting and training methods were notoriously effective, and started at about age six. “A coincidence, then, that you took the Siberian downhill championship four years ago and have held it ever since?”


  Yezhov’s expression was bland. “Yes, as a matter of fact, or at least my first win. The favored skier broke his leg in a fall, opening the door for me.”


  “How lucky for you.” Cavendish sighed. Despite his best efforts, Yezhov remained opaque. He might claim greater sophistication than his Muscovite counterparts, but he was no more forthcoming. Cavendish thanked him again for appearing, then passed the show back to the studio with obvious relief.


  Rannveig handled the sign-off. “We’ll be returning you to your regular programming now,” she said. “Stay tuned to this station for developments as they break. When and if competition resumes, of course, you’ll see all of it here.” The monitor cut to a commercial.


  Glancing at it, Bennett said, “Meanwhile, our advertisers are out slitting throats because they just lost five hours of guaranteed high ratings.”


  “I wish Katayama had said more,” Rannveig said, adding with a curl of her lip, “He was so busy pointing out how none of this was his fault that I think he hardly cares whether he ever catches up with the killer.”


  “If his precious satellite didn’t show him anything, he’s got damn-all to go on,” Bennett said. “No wonder he’s asked for copies of our tapes.” He paused. “I wonder . . . think back to Shepilov. Didn’t it seem to you that he’d spotted something in that split second before the laser got him?”


  “What if he did? Our job is to report, not to investigate.”


  “There’s still a bit of a different tradition left in the United States. I’ve never had much of a chance to go ferreting things out, but I think it would be interesting to try.”


  She shrugged. “If your idea of fun is trying to do the same thing the professionals are doing, don’t let me stop you. But I expect I’ll have a better time with Jozef than you will staring at tapes.”


  “You’re probably right,” Bennett admitted. Rannveig’s expression said she was sure she was right. She detached her seat belt and bounded out of the studio. Faintly envious of her carefree attitude, Bennett made a copy of yesterday’s event and fed it into a stereovision set.


  In a way, watching death for the second, third, or twentieth time was harder than seeing it when it actually happened. There was always the dreadful, futile impulse to cry “Look out!”


  Bennett sped through the murder of al-Kuwatly at fast forward; the athlete from the Arab World had never known he was in danger. Shepilov, though . . . Bennett got up, holding tight to the arm of his chair to keep from drifting to the ceiling. He studied the hologram from several angles, and became more convinced than ever that the Muscovite’s arm motion had been deliberate.


  And if it was—Bennett interfaced the stereovision set with the big IBC computer. It took several false starts before he got the machine to do what he wanted: to give him a printout showing what section of Mimas’ surface Shepilov had been trying to point at.


  The circle that came out shaded in the printout was north of the jumpers’ flight path, much closer to the landing area than to the runway. Depressingly, it was also about two kilometers across. But Bennett did not stay depressed for long. Major Katayama had been grousing about trying to cover 3,800 square kilometers; Bennett only planned to examine a bit more than three.


  He checked his spacesuit’s systems with the caution of a neophyte, then cycled through an air lock and bounded down onto the surface of the moon. Looking about, he could almost have thought himself on Luna. Dirty ice looked very much like rock, and one set of jumbled craters much like another.


  Yet there were differences, after all. Aside from the very low gravity, the sun, while still too bright to look at, was hardly more than an incandescent point in the sky. And one could never see several moons at once from Luna—not natural ones. Enceladus, Dione, Rhea, and orange Titan all showed visible disks, though none could compete with even the attenuated sun as a light source.


  Remembering Angus Cavendish’s comments on the jumpers’ form on the runway, Bennett tried to stay as low to the ground as he could while he loped along. Even so, his motion was swift and almost dreamlike. He began to understand, however dimly, the feeling the athletes had as they soared into space.


  The reporter steered by the inertial compass in his helmet. To his surprise, he saw people with lights moving about in the area he had decided to search. One of them saw him, too, and came bounding his way. A challenge rang in his earphones: “Who the devil are you, and what are you doing snooping around here?”


  “Bill Bennett, IBC,” he replied, and added pointedly, “I might ask you the same question.” But the words were hardly spoken when he saw that all the people he was approaching wore the robin’s-egg blue spacesuits of Security.


  “Bennett, eh?” The guard was close enough to peer through his faceplate. “So you are,” she admitted, lowering her side arm. “I think you’d better come talk to Major Katayama.”


  The security chief greeted Bennett with a smile as chilly as Mimas’ ice. “How did you find out where we were searching?” he demanded. “If one of my people has been blabbing, I’ll send him out here without a suit.”


  Bennett explained his method. He saw Katayama relax slightly. The broadcaster tried to retake the offensive: “Suppose you tell me why you decided to look here.”


  “I don’t have to tell you a damn thing,” Katayama said. Bennett was aware of how true that was; it had been a good many years since what had once been called freedom of the press got more than lip service from officials. Public relations, though, still mattered. Katayama relented.


  “Basically, we used a more sophisticated version of what you did,” he said. “Once we had autopsy data, we could plot the trajectories of the beams that killed the three jumpers. This is where the lines came together. All the same, we still have a couple of square kilometers to go over.”


  Bennett hid his smile. The security chief’s technique hadn’t narrowed the area down much better than had his own. “Any luck so far?”


  “We’re still busy.”


  No, Bennett translated. “Do you mind if I join you?” he asked.


  After a brief hesitation, the Security chief shook his head. “Suit yourself. You might be lucky; who knows?”


  Katayama’s people were working in pairs. One would leap twenty or thirty meters off the surface, shining a spotlight down onto the ice to light a large area for the other team member to examine. The spots were brighter than the feeble sun, and illuminated inky shadows that might otherwise have made perfect hiding places. The security personnel also carried metal detectors.


  Without any such special gear, Bennett had to do the best he could using his helmet lamp and his eyes. He quickly learned not to look straight down; being mostly ice, Mimas reflected seventy percent of the light that struck it, more than enough to dazzle.


  There were enough minerals in the ice to give the terrain some color beyond pure, cold blue-white. Some chunks—was that the word, Bennett wondered, or would “rocks” be better?—were grayish, others brown. The broadcaster nearly shouted for Katayama when he saw a rusty streak. But it had nothing to do with blood. It was only a tiny inclusion of iron ore, trapped for ages in the surrounding ice.


  Bennett squatted to peer into a cave. He spied the edge of something green, hidden almost out of sight. He did not let excitement run away with him. Green beryllium compounds-emeralds, if you like—were a fairly common part of the stew of light elements from which Mimas had been made.


  But if it was a crystal, it was very large and regular. Excitement shot through Bennett as he looked more closely—no crystal ever had writing on it!


  He scrambled into the cave and reached down for it. The cold bit at his gauntlets, which were not as well insulated as his boots. He did not mind, though, not when he was holding an expended heavy-duty charge cube in his hands.


  Then he keyed his suit radio, and Security personnel converged as if drawn by a magnet. They scoured the cave from one end to the other, and discovered two more of the plastic cubes, both better concealed than the one Bennett had found.


  Katayama held out his hand for that one. Reluctantly, Bennett surrendered it. “It’s one of the standard sizes,” he said, “but not a type I know.” He was looking at what were presumably instructions on the side of the cube. They were written in the Roman alphabet, but in no tongue he recognized. Whatever the language was, it went in for wild combinations of consonants.


  “Made in Praha,” the security chief said. He seemed more willing to be informative now that Bennett had done something useful for him. Seeing that the name meant nothing to the broadcaster, he actually unbent far enough to explain: “Prague, you would call it, I think.”


  “An Eastern European brand, then.”


  “Yes.” Katayama fairly purred. “We have some interesting new questions to ask, wouldn’t you say?”


  “You certainly do. Shepilov must have seen the light leakage here when the killer fired at al-Kuwatly. Pity the cave roof kept the observation satellite from picking it up.”


  “Yes. Still, we make progress.” Katayama put his people back on the search to see if there was anything else to be found. Bennett helped for a while, but lightning did not strike twice. He headed back toward the Olympic complex.


  One disadvantage of spacesuits was the difficulty of getting out of earshot. Katayama’s voice rang in his helmet as if the security chief were still standing beside him: “Don’t use this until you get clearance from me. Do you understand?” When Bennett tried to ignore the order, Katayama snapped, “Acknowledge!”


  “Acknowledged,” the broadcaster said sulkily, but most of his pique had evaporated by the time he returned to the Olympic village. Katayama had not said anything about poking around on his own.


  When he got back to the studio, he checked a list he already knew pretty well. It confirmed what his memory told him. Most of the Eastern European jumpers had had their turns toward the middle or end of the first day’s run. They would not have had a lot of time to make any murderous preparations, and there would have been enough people about so that they could hardly have counted on not being noticed when they went to use an air lock.


  He frowned. The conspicuous exception was Jozef Jablonski. Rannveig was not going to like hearing that. Unfortunately, she was probably going to, if not from Bennett, then from Katayama. If the broadcaster could follow his nose this far, so could the security chief.


  As it happened, he got a chance to broach the subject when Rannveig came over to share a table with him at dinner. She bristied, just as he had known she would. He spread his hands placatingly. “I’m not telling you what I think, only what I found,” he said, and wondered whether he was lying. “But we can both guess what Major Katayama will make of it. In his shoes, I’d do the same. Who else would use an obscure brand of charge cubes made in Prague but an Eastern European?”


  “Someone trying to put the blame on one.” Bennett made shushing motions; she had spoken so loudly that heads had turned.


  He said, “Security men won’t look at it like that; they shave with Occam’s razor. Do you know what your, ah, friend did after he jumped? Does it leave him in the clear?”


  “No,” she said, her voice low now, and troubled. “He told me he went back to his room and fell asleep. He was laughing at me; he said I’d kept him awake too long the night before.”


  “Not good.”


  “No,” Rannveig said again. Bennett could see her wondering. She had, after all, met Jablonski only the other day. But then she shook her head, as if coming to a decision. “I can’t believe it. He’s just too—open—to kill from ambush. And what about the tape from the Second Irgun?”


  “They denied it,” he reminded her. “That’s not like them; usually they’re only too happy to take credit for their outrages.”


  “But why would Jozef want to kill any of the men who were shot?” she demanded. “What’s the point? What would it gain him?”


  “What would it gain anyone?” he asked. Neither of them could find a answer.


  Bennett did not tell anyone but Rannveig about the find north of the jumpers’ flight path, and he had no reason to think she had noised it about. Nevertheless, rumors of all sorts raced through the Olympic village overnight. At breakfast Bennett heard claims that three different people had been arrested; one of them was drinking a bulb of coffee not three meters from him at the time.


  He also heard that Jozef Jablonski was a secret Jew, which probably would have infuriated the skier from Gdynia; that the assassin was a renegade ronin from Japan (now there was a delightful prospect, he thought); that Moscow was about to declare war on Siberia or the Arab World or Eastern Europe or the Chinese Empire—which it did not border. But then, Moscow was always about to declare war on someone.


  Brachiating back to the studio, Bennett almost ran into Itzhak Zalman. As they both slowed to avoid the collision, the jumper winked and said, “So tell me, have I been elected Pope in there yet?”


  “Twice,” Bennett said solemnly. As the athlete burst out laughing, he added, “Some of them also have you as a member of the Second Irgun, with Menachem’s threat part of your masquerade.” He thought he saw Zalman’s amusement slip for a moment, then told himself he was letting his suspicions run away with him. Pretty soon he wouldn’t be able to look in a mirror and trust the face he saw.


  How much the rumors about arrests were worth was proved when the second round of jumping was canceled again. The program that went back to Earth was correspondingly short. Because Bennett had been muzzled, there was next to nothing to say beyond repeating as many variants on “The investigation continues” as a skilled team of scriptwriters could concoct.


  “Well, there’s the easiest day of work I’ve had in a while,” Angus Cavendish said when the shortened broadcast was over. “I think I’ll check out a suit and do a bit of walking about. I haven’t had the chance to play sleuth like you, Bill.”


  “Where did you hear about that?”


  The Scotsman laid a finger by the side of his nose. “A wee birdie told me.”


  “A birdie in a Security suit?” That was Rannveig.


  “However you please.” Cavendish grinned. “Come with me, if you care to, and share the glory when we find the kern to blame for all this.”


  “Thank you, but no. Whatever Bill may fancy himself as, I’m no detective.”


  Cavendish turned to Bennett. “Are you game, Sherlock?”


  “Why not? I’m at loose ends.”


  “Good. Nothing like a few brisk laps around the village to get the blood going.”


  Bennett tried to swallow a groan. That meant Angus was going to run the legs off him. The Scotsman was older, but he was also in better shape, more used to spacesuits, and had his bronze medal to prove himself a master at effective motion on Mimas. Rannveig, curse her, was giggling as she left the studio. The only exercise she was likely to get was more fun than anything you could do in a suit.


  “Twenty-five laps suit ye?” Cavendish asked when they were outside. When they were by themselves, they spoke English, but his burr was still strong.


  “Whatever you say,” Bennett answered.


  “Shall we be off, then?” The Scotsman bounded away. Bennett followed. Cavendish held back to let him stay close. “Don’t forget to kick up your oxygen flow,” he warned. “Remember, you’re working hard.”


  “I know,” Bennett said. His breath was loud in his helmet; he would be panting soon. Cavendish’s breathing sounded perfectly even in his earphones. He gritted his teeth and tried to keep up, but he kept bounding too high off Mimas and metaphorically spinning his wheels while he waited to descend.


  The view on the far side of the Olympic village showed the moon as it had been for billions of years before men had come to it: a giant lump of ice, much bombarded by cosmic debris in its early days. The far side of the village looked much like the near, although it had nothing to match the big view window in the bar and although most of the air locks led out toward the competition site. Bennett hardly glanced at the enormous, boxy structure as he puffed along behind Cavendish.


  The Scotsman had gone around a good many times himself before he grunted. “What a queer thing that is,” and did his best to come to a quick stop—not easy with the velocity he had to shed. Still, he did better than his companion, who stumbled to a halt a quarter of a kilometer beyond him.


  “What’s the matter, pull a muscle?” Bennett asked. That would be funny, to have Cavendish’s athletic body let him down.


  But the Scotsman answered, “Nay, lad, nay,” and pointed at the side of the building. Following his finger, Bennett saw a ring of frost high on the wall.


  He wondered if it indicated a problem, but laughed at himself for the thought. “It’s probably been there since the village was built,” he said.


  “No,” Cavendish said at once, “because I didn’t see it when I was here as a jumper. I made the laps then, same as we’re doing now.”


  “That’s crazy. Nothing ever changes in vacuum. Are you sure you haven’t just forgotten?”


  “I am.” Cavendish sounded so positive, Bennett had to believe him. “Bloody odd, I call it.” With a shrug, he resumed his interrupted exercise. He shook his head the next several times the two of them bounded by the curious patch.


  By the time they went back into clean up, though, he seemed to have stopped worrying about it. Bennett, on the other had, was still chewing on it as he stepped out of the shower cubicle in his quarters. That was a piece of plumbing that had required less adaptation to Mimas’ conditions than he would have expected, though a stream of warm air, not gravity, kept the water moving.


  Naturally, the phone chimed while he was drying himself. In his annoyance, he forgot to cancel the video feed. Rannveig nodded appreciatively. “As good as I remembered.”


  More pleased than embarrassed, he draped himself in his towel. “What’s going on?” he asked, adding, “I thought you’d be with Jablonski.”


  “He’s being questioned,” she said bleakly.


  “Oh. I’m sorry.”


  “So am I. I still think he’s innocent, but there’s evidence that points at him and none leading anywhere else, so what choice does Katayama have? I don’t blame you for finding the charge cubes, or anything childish like that. And that reminds me—you really are turning into a first-class troublemaker, aren’t you?”


  “Am I? How?”


  “Itzhak Zalman’s asked for political asylum.”


  “He has? My God, with whom? Why?”


  “With the Chinese, of all people; I think the Chinese coach must have been the first person he saw after he decided his cover was no good any more.”


  “His cover?” Bennett floundered.


  Rannveig gave him an incredulous look. “You mean you don’t even know? He panicked when you told him there was a rumor about him being a member of the Second Irgun—because it happens he is a member of the Second Irgun.”


  “I will be damned,” Bennett said. That had never occurred to him. “I suppose Katayama’s grilling him, too.”


  “He’d like to, but the Chinese coach hasn’t let Zalman out of her suite; she’s up on her hind legs over diplomatic immunity.”


  “That won’t last, not in the face of murder,” Bennett predicted. He could understand the Chinese coach’s worry, though; no quarter was given on either side in the clandestine war between the Arab World and the exiled Israeli nationalists.


  Bennett dressed, then called Katayama. The security chief came on the line after a delay of a few minutes. His face was impassive, but there was something like warmth in his voice, and the fact that he was talking to Bennett in person showed how the broadcaster’s stock had risen. “Well, Mr. Bennett, you’ve helped me twice now. What can I do for you?”


  “What’s the story with Itzhak Zalman?”


  Katayama’s smile touched only his lips. “News travels quickly, I see. We have a recording in which he states he planned no violence, only a loss of face for the Arab World upon the disclosure of its slipshod security procedures. The value of this statement, of course, remains problematical. We would like to interrogate him in greater detail, but, ah—”


  “I’ve heard.” Bennett nodded. “What about Jablonski?”


  “About what you would expect. He denies any knowledge of the killings, says he was alone, asleep, and that if he were guilty he would have a better alibi.” A slight lift of one eyebrow showed how often Katayama had run into that sort of infinitely regressing logic.


  Bennett thanked him and let him go; no point in using up his store of goodwill by keeping the Security chief away from his job for half an hour. There had been something else the broadcaster had been thinking of doing when Rannveig’s call drove it out of his head. He snapped his fingers in annoyance, trying to remember.


  He was on the point of giving up when it came back to him. He punched the chief maintenance engineer’s number.


  He did not get the head of the engineering department; that worthy had no reason to drop what she was doing on account of his call. The assistant he talked to was a blond young man whose Anzac-flavored English was amusingly different from Cavendish’s. He described the frost he and the Scotsman had seen.


  “We’ll check it out, mate, never fear. Don’t get browned off,” the engineer said cheerily.


  “What was that?” Bennett snapped, sensitive to anything that sounded like a racial slur. Then he recognized the idiom. “Never mind,” he said lamely. “Would you call me back when you find out what it was?”


  “Will do, mate. G’day to you.” The screen went dead.


  Having done everything he could think of, Bennett settled down to wait for the return call. He checked the computer for a listing of entertainment programs and found on one of the stereovision channels a docudrama he hadn’t seen.


  The show was based on the works of a great twentieth-century author, and harrowingly realistic. Characters got killed off one after another; even the hero ended up in a cancer ward. The blizzards made Bennett feel colder than anything on Mimas had.


  He jumped at the chime of the phone. Switching off the stereovision was something of a relief. The Anzac engineer looked out of the screen at him. “Thanks for the call, mate. Bloody funny thing, that,” he said, unconsciously echoing Cavendish.


  “Is it dangerous?” Bennett asked. “That’s what I was worried about.”


  “Shouldn’t be. Can’t cipher out how the hell it got there, though—it would’ve taken enough outgassing to suck all the air from a set of rooms, but we’ve had no exploding guests, for which I’m bloody grateful, I can tell you.”


  “Whose rooms would it have been?”


  “I’ll have to check, mate. Let me feed the outside wall coordinates into the computer . . .” He turned away and fiddled with a keyboard for a minute or two. “Here we go,” he said, and gave Bennett the name.


  “Thanks,” said the broadcaster; he had to stop himself from adding the Anzac’s infectious “mate.” He broke the connection and went back to the stereovision docudrama with the nagging feeling he was missing something, maybe something important.


  “There!” He could have kissed the ugly, unshaven zek on the stereovision screen. He broke a fingernail punching Katayama’s phone code. The woman he talked to had been one of the Security people closest to him when he found the expended charge cube; she smiled and went to fetch her chief without any argument.


  This time Katayama took longer to come to the phone. When he finally did, he growled, “No matter what you think, Mr. Bennett, I am not at your beck and call. I am trying to do an important job, and your interference does not help. Now, and quickly, what is it?”


  “I beg your pardon,” Bennett said sincerely, “but I wonder if you might answer me one question.”


  The Security chief heard him out. “Yes, of course that’s still true,” he said, as if surprised anyone needed to ask. “I suspect it will be true two hundred fifty years from now, too; some things don’t change. Now, I wonder if you’d tell me what possible importance there is to that.” He framed the last sentence as a request, but it came out a command.


  Bennett explained. As he did, he half expected his jerry-built structure of logic and wild guesses to come crashing down on his head and leave him looking like an idiot. Katayama listened in silence, not showing what he was thinking.


  When Bennett had finished, the security chief ran a hand through his hair. “I take it you write thriller plots?” he said at last.


  “No.” Below the camera’s angle of vision, Bennett clenched his fists. This was what he had set himself up for, trying to help . . .


  But Katayama was saying, “I can find out quickly whether or not you are right—no small virtue, in my line of work.”


  “Will you call me back?” the broadcaster asked tensely. He knew he had had to do as he did, but he hated the idea of being excluded as soon as things came to a head. He still had too much of the old American reporter’s itch to be in on the action instead of just talking about it.


  Katayama, on the other hand, had no use for reporters unless they served his own purposes. “I make no promises, Mr. Bennett,” he said, and hung up.


  In .008g it was impossible to pace, but bouncing off the walls, floor, and ceiling, as Rannveig had in the studio, was not the worst way to get rid of tension. Bennett had worked up a good sweat by the time the phone chimed again. “Hello?” he panted.


  His disheveled appearance managed to wring a blink out of Katayama. “What have you been doing?” the Security chief asked, then said at once, “Never mind; I am not interested in knowing. I have called to tell you what you are going to do. Listen carefully.”


  Bennett and Rannveig took their places in the IBC studio. When the red light on the camera flashed on, Bennett began, “A very pleasant good day to you out there, wherever you may be. There have been a number of important developments since we spoke with you last.”


  “That’s right, Bill,” Rannveig said. “We expect this to be the last day of shortened coverage of the games. The jumping should resume tomorrow.”


  “The arrest of Jozef Jablonski has lifted a great burden of fear from everyone’s shoulders,” Bennett agreed. Rannveig nodded, a little glumly; Bennett went on, “The evidence against Jablonski is overwhelming. The site from which the killer fired from ambush has been discovered, and the discarded charge cubes found there were manufactured in Eastern Europe. It is most unlikely that anyone from another country would have had such an obscure brand in his or her possession.”


  “Moreover, Jablonski cannot account for his whereabouts at the time of the murders,” Rannveig said. “He is currently being subjected to intensive interrogation, and his confession is expected shortly by Major Katayama.”


  Bennett said, “As you can imagine, ladies and gentlemen, the people most relieved are the athletes themselves. For some of their reaction, let’s go to Angus Cavendish.”


  “Thank you, Bill,” the Scotsman said. As before, he was sitting at the bar—getting to be quite a fixture there, Bennett thought. Almost everybody there was watching the stereovision set in a corner of the room, and thus at the moment watching themselves watching themselves. For any news more reliable than rumor, they depended on the IBC broadcasts as much as Earth did.


  Cavendish alluded to that point: “I’d think almost all the athletes on Mimas are tuned to us now. Along with the set here, there’s another in the weight room, and of course in all the suites.”


  “Who’s that with you, Angus?” Rannveig said.


  “Marge Olbert, the first-round women’s leader. Tell me, Mademoiselle Olbert, what are your feelings now that an arrest has been made?”


  “I am, how does one say it, full of relief,” she replied in halting French.


  “Eager to jump again, are you?”


  “But yes, naturally, and I hope to do well, it could be to win a medal.” Her sudden and unexpected smile transformed a rather plain face into a pretty one. “And if I do, at the least they will know what flag to fly for me when I am on the platform of the winners. For Monsieur Zalman this is not true, is it not so?”


  “An interesting point you bring up, lass.” Cavendish had the minutiae at his fingertips. “As a matter of fact, there is a precedent. In the Summer Games of 2104 a woman from the United States defected to Indonesia after the first two events of the modern pentathlon. She won a silver, and took it under Indonesian colors.”


  “Ah.” Marge Olbert hesitated, then went on. “I only hope they have arrested the right man. This Second Irgun, it is supposed to be very bad, no? If somehow there is a mistake, that would not be good.”


  “There’s confidence Itzhak Zalman had naught to do with the killings,” Cavendish said. “Even if there weren’t, he’s been too closely guarded for his own protection to let him go off doing mischief.”


  “I hope you are right,” the Anzac jumper replied. She left, and Cavendish interviewed several other athletes. They were all of them polite, but none said a great deal.


  “That’s one of the abiding problems of sports journalism,” Rannveig said when the show came back to the IBC studio. “The clichés were invented in the twentieth century, and they’ve been repeated ever since.”


  “Perhaps we can get a fresher perspective from a competitor with a different background,” Bennett said. He made the call he had set up the night before. “Thank you for joining us again, Monsieur Yezhov.”


  The Siberian dipped his head in a courtly gesture of acknowledgment. “Not at all,” he said, his French excellent as usual.


  “Would you care to give us your reaction to the arrest of Jozef Jablonski?”


  “I was, to be frank, Surprised: he seemed a very decent fellow, though I did not know him well.” Yezhov paused, considering his next words. “But if he is truly the one who perpetrated these abominable deeds, then I am glad to see him in custody. I look forward to the recommencement of the games.”


  Bennett’s heart was pounding in the effort to stay natural. “Are you—” he began, then broke off at the sound of a knock on the outer door of Yezhov’s suite.


  “I shall ignore that,” the Siberian said politely.


  “No need,” Bennett assured him. “We don’t want to inconvenience you when you are kind enough to talk with us; we’ll cut away and then come back to you when you’re finished. If your visitor’s business isn’t too personal, though, perhaps you might leave the vision link open with us while you turn down the sound so we can tell when you’re coming back.”


  “A capital idea. I shall do as you suggest.”


  Yezhov reached out for the volume toggle, then turned his back on the phone camera and glided toward the door. Instead of going to a commercial or a taped segment, though, the director kept the Siberian’s image in the big screen behind Bennett and Rannveig.


  “Welcome to those watching all over Earth,” Rannveig said quickly. “We apologize for starting our coverage late, but—”


  At that moment, the Siberian touched the door control switch. The door slid open. A security guard thrust a pistol in Yezhov’s face. Half a dozen more, including Major Katayama, rocketed past him into his suite. One doubled back to wrench the Siberian’s hands behind him and clap manacles on him; the rest began tearing the place apart. Somehow the impact of everything was greater because on the screen it all took place in silence.


  “—at this moment you are watching the capture of Nikolai Semyonovich Yezhov, the assassin whose crime has marred these Winter Games.” Rannveig went on, “I’m proud to say that my colleague here at the IBC sports desk, Bill Bennett, played a key role in Yezhov’s arrest. How did that happen, Bill?”


  “Let’s wait a moment before going on with the details, Rannveig,” he said. Modesty was not what held him back; far from it. He felt full to bursting with triumph. But the story came first. “Here’s our camera crew arriving at Yezhov’s door. Let’s watch as the security patrol searches the suite.”


  The picture on the screen behind the broadcaster shifted from the view out of Yezhov’s phone to one from the IBC crew. One of the Security women tore down a rug on the far wall of the suite to reveal a circular scar, two meters wide, cut in the metal and ceramic and inelegantly patched.


  “There you see how the killer avoided being spotted or perhaps even being captured at an airlock when he returned to the Olympic village after he had committed his three murders. He did not use the locks either to leave or enter the village complex. Instead, he cut his way out of the building with a laser torch, undoubtedly the same one he used to Kill Shukri al-Kuwatly, Dmitri Shepilov, and Louis-Philippe Guizot. Once he had the opening cut out, he simply jumped to the ice below and went to his ambush point.”


  “Of course.” Rannveig nodded. “A fall of forty meters here is nothing, the same as less than a half a meter on Earth.”


  “That’s right, and the return jump is the same—easy for anyone in Yezhov’s excellent condition. To go without being noticed, all he had to do was close the door to his suite; like all doors here, it’s gastight, so there would have been no pressure drop outside his rooms to give him away. Afterward, sealing compound let him repair the damage he’d done, as we can see now.”


  “Where did he go wrong, then?”


  “Over something he had no way to hide. Some of the water vapor and CO2 that escaped from his suite condensed against the side of the building. The slab he’d cut out was free of the crystals—once replaced, it looked like a bull’s-eye. But it was on the side of the village away from the jumping, where hardly anyone ever goes. And even it they did, they’d think the deposit of ice had been there forever. Angus Cavendish knew better, though.”


  “I suppose he was also aided by Siberia’s national colors,” Rannveig said, thinking fast on her feet. “His white spacesuit would have made him hard to spot both on the ground and from the observation satellite.”


  “Yes.”


  While they talked in the studio, the Security team was examining the case of the stereovision set in Yezhov’s room. The IBC camera crew caught a technician’s exclamation: “There’s tampering here, no doubt about it.”


  “Take it to the lab,” someone else said. “If there’s more inside, we’ll have nailed down where he got his laser tube.”


  “Yezhov said he installed stereovisions in, where was it, Kolyma,” Rannveig remembered.


  “Unh-hunh,” Bennett said. “That was something else that should have made us take a hard look at him, but didn’t.”


  “Why should it have?” Rannveig asked. The question was not just for the audience but for herself. Bennett simply had not had time to explain everything to her, although she was coming through like a trouper.


  He said, “Kolyma was one of the biggest slave-labor camps in the days of the old Soviet Union. From what I’ve been able to learn, that’s still true in czarist Siberia—and slaves need guards.” Both Siberia and Moscow, he felt sure, would censor this part of the broadcast, but the rest of the world needed to know. He would never have found out himself if he had not seen the show about Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn the day before.


  On the screen behind the broadcasters, Nikolai Yezhov directed an ironic bow toward Major Katayama, his head being the only part of him still free to move. “My compliments,” he said with as much aplomb as if they had met at a banquet rather than as killer and captor. “I take it the announcement of Jablonski’s arrest was for my benefit and not sent on to Earth?”


  Katayama nodded brusquely. “You admit this, then?”


  “My dear sir, at this stage of affairs, what good would it do me to deny it?”


  The security chief grunted. “Not much. Do you have anything to say before we deal with you?”


  “May I request a lawyer?” Both Yezhov and Katayama smiled at that; the world was a harder place than it had been a couple of hundred years before. Having been caught, the Siberian could not expect to live long.


  “Get on with it,” Katayama told him.


  “Yes. How should I put it? Perhaps that I chose to strike a blow for Holy Mother Russia against the godless Marxists who still disgrace us all by holding Moscow. We in Siberia have cast them down; even China and Eastern Europe overthrew their ilk years ago. I do not care if peace was sworn; between us and them there can be no peace.”


  That led inevitably to Katayama’s next question: “If your fight was with Moscow, why did you also kill the other two, and why cover your tracks?”


  Now Yezhov looked at the Security chief as at any fool. “To avoid embarrassing my country, of course. Too many people in the world would not understand how honor compelled me to act as I did.”


  At last something angered Katayama. When he answered, Bennett could hear in his words the revived tradition of bushido that had gone with Japan’s emergence as a military as well as an economic power in the late twenty-first century. “There is no honor in shooting men from ambush,” he said implacably.


  He turned to the Security people who held the Siberian, snapping, “Get him out of here.”


  The camera crew followed them down the corridor and almost ran into the coach of the Siberian team, who came swinging from one ceiling handhold to the next like a desperate ape. When he spotted the camera, he almost threw himself in front of it. He started speaking in Russian, a true measure of how upset he was.


  He checked himself after half a sentence and began again in French: “I must say, on behalf of Siberia and the czar, that what Nikolai Yezhov has done is the act of a solitary madman. I condemn him as strongly as any man alive; my heart goes out to the dear ones of the men—all the men—whose deaths he caused. Our Russian brothers of the People’s Republic of Moscow must know the firmness of the treaty of Sverdlovsk—”


  He went on for some time. After a while he began repeating himself, but the director did not cut him off. The chance that his apology might be heading off a war was too real to disregard, and the urgency behind that apology made for incomparably dramatic stereovision.


  The Siberian coach finally finished and departed to give his condolences to his Muscovite opposite number, his head still hanging in shame. The director’s finger stabbed toward Rannveig; the camera in the studio swung her way.


  She said, “Once again the specter of nationalism has wounded the Olympic Games, the games that should be the chief symbol of cooperation between nations. Nation-states have existed for more than six hundred years now. If they haven’t yet learned to live together in that time, will they ever?”


  “I think that may be too dim a view, Rannveig,” Bennett said. “Your own United Europe is a case in point, and Eastern Europe, and the Arab World. Step by step, we make progress.”


  “But will it be enough?”


  He shrugged. “The only answer is that we’re here. We haven’t managed to blow ourselves up, quite. And tomorrow, in spite of everything, the Games begin again. That’s worth remembering, you know.”


  “Cut,” the director said.


  This one is a thought experiment. If you put people or animals in an environment where cold can kill them, they’ll adapt by becoming short and stocky, with small appendages less vulnerable to frostbite. Look at arctic foxes and Eskimos, for instance. If you put people or animals in an environment where heat can kill them, they’ll also adapt, becoming long and lanky, sometimes with large appendages to help radiate heat. Look at big-eared fennec foxes and the Tutsi people, for instance. What I wondered was, what happens if you put people—it has to be people this time—in an environment where stupidity can kill them?


  DREADSONG


  Roger Zelazny


  Saturn, two centuries hence . . .


  I sat on a breastwork of rocks I had constructed behind my home and I stared into the night sky; I thought about Saturn, as it is now and as it might be. There was a cool wind out of the Sangre de Cristos to the northeast. Something was feeding in the arroyo behind me—a coyote, perhaps, or a stray dog. Above me, the stars moved imperceptibly in their great wheel.


  The center of a system of satellites as well as some fascinating rings, Saturn has probably changed little save its position in eons. But the next 200 years are likely to represent a crucial time in the history of humanity, which, barring self-destruction or massive technological regression, is probably going to extend its influence through the solar system. What might we want of that giant primal ball of gases? What might we find upon it?


  I live on a ridge, where I hear and feel all the winds. When the rains come they run off quickly, which is why I hauled stones to construct a breastwork, preventing erosion to the rear of my home. I changed the pattern of runoff by doing this. Different channels were formed. A neighbor’s complaint to the city resulted in my constructing a bar ditch to deal with a problem this had caused him. The bar ditch created no problems that anyone has complained of, though it has benefited the growth of some plants by depriving others. What effect this has had on local animals and insects I do not know. But I was raised in the shadow of a depression and I recall the rationing of World War II. I grew up feeling it was almost sinful to waste food. I throw all scraps into an arroyo, to cycle them back into the food chain. Ravens will circle if there are any bones, descending finally to pick off shreds of meat. Later, something will carry the bones away. Breadcrusts vanish quickly.


  Thus I alter the world about me in countless ways every day. Small things, these personal changes, hardly on a scale with those alterations wrought by industry or government projects. Yet the total of all our changes, from the burning of Amazon forests to provide grazing land for the cattle that fill our hamburger buns to the tossing of a few crumbs to local birds, produce a phenomenon sometimes called the Carson factor, named after Rachel Carson by writer William Ashworth to indicate the unforeseen secondary effects of primary human changes upon a part of our planet.


  Yet—and even so—I am not a person who would like to see this or any other world embedded in Lucite for the benefit of future planetary archaeologists. Change is inevitable. Its alternative is death. Evolution is more and more a product of our own action or inaction. Living systems adapt constantly to the vagaries of our technological culture.


  But what’s to evolve on a gas giant or a barren rock that we should be mindful of it? I don’t know, and things like that trouble me. I have spent much of my life creating scenarios. I even did it back when it was just called daydreaming—and this, too, I feel, is a very special part of the evolutionary process.


  As a lifetime member of the L5 Society, I am in favor of space exploration and of cautious development of the solar system’s resources. I am also leery of the Carson factor: We must avoid the extermination of any extraterrestrial life-form, from the smallest virus to some supercooled Plutonian blob, not only for its own sake but for the wealth of genetic material contained within it, material that would have evolved over eons, developing unique abilities for dealing with its problems and, by extension, our own.


  In that we are not yet wise enough to maintain proper stewardship of our own planet, I am particularly happy that these large-scale endeavors lie far beyond the horizon. I also take consolation in the knowledge that if a government is involved, heels tend to drag, inertia maximizes in accordance with Murphy’s, Max Weber’s, and Parkinson’s laws, and that the slowness which frustrates us so on the one hand provides time on the other, time for a measure of deliberation, for the development and pursuit of secondary concerns, for the occurrence of the proverbial second thoughts.


  Yet Saturn’s ice and volatiles will have a value. Its helium is very scarce on Earth—and the rare form, helium 3, could provide a potent fuel for nuclear fusion in power generation. Some of its less exotic materials will doubtless be desired one day for terraforming purposes elsewhere in the solar system. The materials of the outer satellites of the gas giants are more tempting than those that lie far deeper within the massive worlds’ gravity wells. This means that Saturn’s outermost moon, Phoebe, would be a likely candidate for mining. And Titan, more Earth-like than any other planetary body, may well be an ideal place to set up a permanent scientific base. Those scientists lucky enough to be first on the base will have the initial opportunity to observe—and exploit—whatever lies within Saturn’s great interior.


  Let us paint some fanciful pictures, then. Let us develop a scenario about Saturnian affairs some 200 years hence. And let us talk of life—the big question, the one which comes first to mind when considering an alien environment or when speaking of preservation: Will we find any life when we give close attention to that great ringed world?


  If higher life had evolved in such a place, it would have to be able to survive in a great range of temperature and pressure scales or else be capable of holding itself at relatively stable levels within the atmosphere. The absence of a solid surface would require a creature able to control its buoyancy in ways analogous to some of Earth’s sea creatures. It might achieve this by containing within itself enough of the hydrogen gas to match the density of the upper atmosphere. This would seem to indicate a tough-skinned balloonlike creature that could ride the planet’s winds and rise and fall within certain limits.


  To enter the world of such a creature is to discard our entire culture. But we’ve already come this far, so let’s . . .


  She drifted, browsing, amid canyons of steely cloud whence flowed lightning discharges like instant bright rivers. Songs of the others filled the air about her with soothing rhythms. Below, the beat of the Everdeep pulsed at the heart of mystery, nether pole of existence, eternal dreamdark presence. That one day, perhaps soon, she would join the mystery, toppling down the sky, broken-bagged, from heat layer to heat layer, spinning the last life equations through lanes of mist and crystal, songless, descrying the lower wonders at long last, she knew, as all of them knew, there in the zone of song which was memory and the marriage of minds, knew, and was incapable of avoiding, there in the shoals of life, moving in the timeless present.


  And recently there had been certain twinges . . .


  Rick had come to the station on Titan, Earth-alien carbuncle facing across the sea of darkness toward the ancient king in yellow, Saturn, there to behold the instruments of his trade in yet another chamber.


  A highly specialized mining engineer, more mathematician even than technician, Rick seldom looked through the station’s ports at the planet itself, preferring the cleaner picture, the precise representation of the mass and structure of that giant body as displayed by the section of monitoring instruments for which he was responsible.


  He knew, for example, that the planet’s heavier elements—primarily iron and silicon—were concentrated in its small core, along with most of the water, methane, and ammonia, held in the form of very dense liquids by the high pressures and temperatures. And he knew well of the separation of helium from hydrogen, with the helium forming drops and raining down to even deeper levels—for he personally programmed the “plows,” those scoop-ships that harvested the exotic helium 3, which provided fuel for nuclear fusion in power generators.


  Emerging from the dining room, he looked about quickly for a place of concealment. Dr. Morton Trampler—short and round, owl-eyed behind thick glasses—was approaching, and he was smiling, and aiming the expression in Rick’s direction. For reasons known only to the gods of psychology, Morton had earlier chosen Rick for a confidante, cornering him often to deliver lengthy monologues on his pet theory and project. The fact that he had recited the same iniormation earlier seemed not to bother him in the least.


  Too late.


  Rick smiled weakly and nodded.


  “How goes it?” he said.


  “Wonderfully,” the smaller man replied. “I should have a fresh batch of readings in a little while.”


  “Same level?”


  “No, a bit deeper than I’ve gone in the past.”


  “Still broadcasting synthetic whale songs?”


  Morton nodded.


  “Well . . . good luck,” Rick said, edging away.


  “Thanks,” Morton replied, catching hold of his arm. “We could pick up something very interesting. . . .”


  Here it comes, Rick decided. That bit about the layer below the frozen salts and ice crystals where the complex organic molecules form, to drift downward like plankton to that area where the pressures and temperatures are similar to Earth’s atmosphere. . . .


  “The probe is going through that area where complex organic molecules form,” Morton began. “We’ve finally screened the transmitter against much of the static.”


  Rick was suddenly reminded of the wedding guest and the ancient mariner. But the guest had been lucky. He’d only had to hear the story once.


  Now comes the biology, he reflected. I am about to hear of the hypothetical living balloons with gravity-perceptive sensilla and electrical broadcasting and receiving organs whose waves penetrate surfaces—giving them a “texture sense” as well as a means of communication. I guess everybody needs a hobby, but . . .”


  “. . . And the possibility of a life-form streamlined for constant vertical adjustments of position,” Morton was saying. “Point symmetry rather than line symmetry could well be the case, giving it a brain more like that of the octopus than the whale. Radial rather than bilateral symmetry would eliminate the left-hemisphere-right-hemisphere separation of the higher creatures on Earth. What this would mean in terms of modes of thought would be a difficult thing to guess at.”


  A new twist. He was actually dashing after finer and finer illusory points of biology now. Seeing the opening simultaneous with Morton’s pausing for an inhalation, Rick plunged, satisfying months of irritation:


  “There is no such creature, and if there were, there would be no point in getting in touch,” he said. “They could build nothing, they have nothing to experiment with. So there would be no technology. All of their culture would be within their weird minds, so they would have no history. If one of them ever had a great idea and none of the others appreciated it, it would die with him. They would know nothing beyond their sky, and not much about what’s down below either. Their dead would just sink and vanish. They’d have no homes, they’d just wander. They would do nothing but eat, make noises at each other, and think incomprehensible point-symmetrical thoughts. I doubt we could ever find grounds for conversation, and if we did we’d find we had nothing to talk about. They’d probably be stupid, too.”


  Morton looked appalled.


  “I have to disagree,” he said. “There are such things as oral culture, and their communications could take the form of, say, a great oratorio. I would say it is impossible right now to imagine what they think or feel. Which is why it would be so great to communicate—to find out.”


  Rick shook his head.


  “Morty, it’s like the Loch Ness Monster and the Abominable Snowman. I don’t believe they’re there.”


  “And if they are, it doesn’t matter?”


  “They’re not there,” Rick said. “The universe is a lonely place.”


  Moving through food-fall to densest point. Eating here, singing location-vactors-coming-to-song. Crowding distant side spaces, clouds. Crackle song of storm far to rear. Flicker of storm in songs of other eaters there, arriving now, giving distance against sizzling.


  Pain. More and more, with rising and falling, expansion, contraction, the notes of sharp, fiery pain . . .


  Grown, young of this voice, drifting, browsing free. Borne no more, bodyfed no more of this voice. To come forth no others; tightened, place of birthing; locking and dryness. Gone. With age the body-bag stiffens, weakness comes, song wavers. Long has it been so, this voice. Compute. . . . Soon now, very soon, the time of collapse and sinking, the end-of-song-time will come.


  Pain . . .


  Pithing, in the Everdeep, stronger, always stronger now. Voice of Everdeep, slow and steady. Calling, calling this voice to songs-end rest. Falling-to place of burst, stopped voices. Returning not ever. Never again.


  Old, song of Returned Voice. . . . False song of very young? Or very old? Song of Reinflated, of fallen voices, rising, singing again, of Evercalm, of food-full skies in place of no mating, no birthing, no bagburst, strifeless and eversong perfect. False song? Returned Voice? Returning no more, sing it, stopped voices. True song? Returned Voice?


  Stiffness, slow-filling bag, slow-emptying. Stiffness. Pain, everpain. Soon. Time-matrix, there. . . . Soon to enter Everdeep, fall-place of all food and voices. Songs-end.


  This is now. Pain. Eating’s cease.


  To end song here? Drifting, filled . . .


  No.


  To fill one time more? Rising, passing hard-filled particle-clouds? Rising, singing, to high place of food-fall source? Indeterminate intersection, fall-angles axes. . . . Find it, somewhere, up. Cease singing there. Find it, feel it, know it and fall. To mount sky-high, singing, wind-dance, end-dance, touching textures. Feeling, thrusting, calling. Better to fall from high than from some middle height, knowing perhaps, telling . . .


  Go then, high up, before bursting of bag. To know source. Understand mystery. Fall then, far, silent at last and knowing, down Everdeep, knowing. To have touched. Knowing source, life. Returned Voice? No matter. To know, at singing’s last.


  Inflating now. Like jagged lightnings in body, the pain. To open. Calling, young of this voice, “Go not. Go not now. Stay. Browse and sing.”


  Singing this, too, into storm and fall, counterpoint, inflating. Growing, pain like heat. To go. To go. Fligh. To sense, to sing back, feeling . . .


  Rising, slowly. Going. Rising. Hello, hello. Going. Good-bye, good-bye.


  Touching, textures of cloud. Soft, hard. Warm, cool. Rising, tower of warm air, there. Join it.


  Easier way, thus. Mounting faster. Fountain of warmth. Riding, rising. Higher. Through clouds. Up.


  Bright cracklings, wind-pushed clouds, browsers, food-fall. Higher . . .


  Soaring, expanding. Hot pains, creaking of bag. Faster. Tossed and spinning.


  Song-dampening, clouds, winds, crackling. Voices tiny, tinier. There below, fire-flecked, cloud-dappled, wind-washed, fall-swept, small—young of this voice, listening. Listening.


  Higher . . .


  Singing back, this voice. Telling. Telling, of lift and drift. Of rising. Below,


  young of this voice, hearing . . .


  Rising . . .


  . . . into heat, into continuing food-fall.


  “Voice here, voice here”—singing of this voice, to singers there.


  Going, down the song? Hearing, some voice, somewhere? Above?


  Higher . . .


  Singing, more loudly now, within heat-rise. Reaching, reaching. . . . Expanding, creaking. Pain, hot and spreading.


  Is heat, all . . .


  Beat, beat, beat, beat, beat. Following, pulse of the Everdeep. Matching, pulse of this voice. Slow, steady. Calling. Sending song of this voice back down . . .


  “Voice here. . . .”


  Answers not.


  Again . . .


  “Returned Voice? Breaking soon, this bag, this voice. Sing back.”


  Answers not. Higher. Higher. So high, never. Below, all clouds. Evercloud. Smothered, songs of the young of this voice. Too far . . .


  Above, tiny. Something, something. . . . Singing, strange voice, strange song, never of this voice heard . . .


  Understanding not.


  Higher. Hotter . . .


  “Voice here. . . .”


  Something, somewhere above. Far. Too far. Louder now, strange singing. Matching it, this voice, now. Trying. To it, “Mm-mm-mm-mm-mm? Returned Voice? To Everdeep, soon, this voice. Bear this voice, bodyfeed this voice, down. Down Everdeep, Returned Voice. To place of ever calm, food-full skies, no mating, no birthing, no bagburst, strifeless and eversong perfect. Hello, hello? Returned Voice? Returned Voice. Hello? Mm-mm-mm-mm-mm.”


  Above and tiny. Above and tiny. Fast-moving. Too far. Too far. Goes not up, the singing. Varies not the song from on high. No answer.


  Shuddering, creaking, tearing. Heat, heat. Now, now the breaking.


  The pain . . .


  Buffeted, swept sidewise. Turned. Spinning. Collapsing. Grows smaller, skies, all Falling. Falling. Smaller. Good-bye. The fall, the fall of this voice begins.


  Down, twisting. Faster . . .


  Faster than foodfall, through clouds, back, cooler, cooler, unvoiced, shrinking. Lights, fires, winds, songs, fleeing past. Loud, loud. Good-bye. Pulse of Everdeep. Hello. Returned Voice? Falling . . .


  Spiral symmetry vectoring indicates—


  Pulsing is all. . . .


  After dinner Rick, vaguely troubled, walked to the control center. It bothered him now, having stepped on the other man’s pet idea. Ten minutes’ penance, he decided, should be sufficient to sop his conscience, and he could check his own instruments while he was in the place.


  When he entered the bright, cool chamber he saw Morton doing a small dance to a sequence of eerie sounds emerging from one of his monitors.


  “Rick!” he exclaimed as he caught sight of him. “Listen to this stuff I picked up!”


  “I am.”


  The notes of the creature’s death song emerged from the speaker.


  “Sounds as if one of them rose to an unusual height. I’d figured them for a lower lev—”


  “It’s atmospheric,” Rick said. “There’s nothing down there. You’re getting neurotic about this business.”


  He wanted to bite his tongue immediately, but he could not help saying what he felt.


  “We’ve never picked up anything atmospheric at that frequency.”


  “You know what happens to artists who fall in love with their models? They come to a bad end. The same applies to scientists.”


  “Keep listening. Something’s doing it. Then it breaks off suddenly, as if—”


  “It’s different, all right. But I just don’t think anything could cut it down in that soup.”


  “I’ll talk to them one day,” Morton insisted.


  Rick shook his head, then forced himself to talk again.


  “Play it over,” he suggested.


  Morton pushed a button and after several moments’ pause the buzzing, humming, whistling sequence started anew.


  “I’ve been thinking about what you said earlier,” Morton remarked, “about communication . . .”


  “Yes?”


  “You asked what we’d have to say to each other.”


  “Exactly. If they’re there.”


  The sounds rose in pitch. Rick began to feel uncomfortable. Could there possibly? . . .


  “They would have no words for all of the concrete things which fill our lives,” Morton stated, “and even many of our abstractions are based upon the possession of human anatomy and physiology. Our poetry of valley and mountain, river and field, night and day with stars and sun would not come through well.”


  Kick nodded. If they exist, he wondered, what would they have that we want?


  “Perhaps only music and mathematics, our most abstract art and science, could serve as points of contact,” Morton went on. “Beyond that, some sort of metalanguage would really have to be developed.”


  “A record of their songs might have some commercial value,” Rick mused.


  “And then?” the smaller man suggested. “Would we be the serpent in their Eden, detailing wonders they might never experience directly, causing them some strange existential traumas? Or could it possibly be the other way around? What may they know or feel that we have not even guessed?”


  “I’m getting some ideas for breaking this thing down mathematically, to see whether there’s a real logic sequence behind it,” Rick said suddenly. “I think I’ve seen some linguistic formulations that might apply.”


  “Linguistics?” Morton observed. “That’s not your area.”


  “I know, but I love math theory, no matter where it’s from.”


  “Interesting. What if they had a complex mathematics that the human mind simply could not comprehend?”


  “I’d go mad over it,” Rick replied. “It would snare my soul.” Then he laughed. “But there’s nothing there, Morty. We’re just screwing around. . . . Unless there’s a pattern,” he decided. “Then we cash in.”


  Morton grinned.


  “There is. I’m sure of it.”


  That night Rick’s sleep was troubled by strange periodicities. The rhythms of the song throbbed in his head. He dreamed that the song and the language were one with a mathematical vision no bilaterally symmetrical brain could ever share. He dreamed of ending his days in frustration, seeing the thing cracked by brute computer force but never being able to comprehend the elegance.


  In the morning he forgot. He located the formulations for Morton and translated them into a program of analysis, humming an irregular tune which never went quite right as he worked.


  Later, he went to a port and stared for a long while at the giant ringed world itself. After a time it bothered him, not being able to decide whether he was looking up or looking down.


  MOONS OF SATURN


  James S. Dorr


  Phoebe has shown improvement, of late


  Phoebe, with her retrograde I motion. . . .


  We laughed about that when the Voyager photographs were on TV. Her real name was Phoebe, named for the mother of the Sun. Or that’s what she said.


  “You must be Enceladus,” she said on a different night, when the news showed the space probe closer to Saturn. Never mind my real name or background. “Enceladus was the most powerful of the storm giants. Savage, yet noble. And, according to the Greek legends, he was born not in the usual way, but from the spilling of his father’s blood.”


  “Shouldn’t I be Iapetus instead?” I asked. “The creator of man? Or, more to the point, the moon whose orbit is closest to Phoebe’s?”


  “No,” she said. “Between us, we encompass all the moons”—that was before Mimas’s pictures were broadcast—“you next to the brooding bulk of Saturn, the god-devourer of his children, and me the outermost moon of them all.”


  “And you with your retrograde motion,” I said. “Withershins to the others’ orbits.”


  Discovered in 1898, the TV continued, flashing back to the Voyager pictures. Phoebe circles more than eight million miles from Saturn, one of only two of the moons with its orbital plane tilted at an angle to that of the rings. . . .


  “Another difference. Another out-of-stepness,” I said.


  We laughed again, Phoebe and I. Phoebe, with her passion for ancient legends and myths; her fascination not so much with science, as with the fantasies that could be spun from it.


  As for me, as I say, never mind my name or my background. You may have known me. Suffice it to say I had money enough, willed to me by an aunt, that I needn’t work unless it held my interest. That I had had a good education.


  That Phoebe and I loved each other deeply.


  Discovered in 1789. . . the TV news said. This was for Mimas.


  “The Year of the Guillotine,” Phoebe broke in, as if the announcer were talking to her. “Of revolution and blood in France.”


  “Shhhh,” I said as the voice went on. . .discovered the same year as Enceladus—there was a shift as a picture of my moon formed on the TV so they could be compared—Mimas orbits less than 120,000 miles from its parent while Enceladus, the next moon out. . . .


  “No,” Phoebe said. “Saturn was never our father. You, Mimas, the storm giants, I, were all born of Gaea and Uranus. Saturn, too, was a son of Uranus.”


  “I know, Phoebe,” I whispered. I kissed her.


  “Wait,” she said. “Before, I’d forgotten Mimas, the innermost moon. The one of our siblings who freed Earth’s volcanoes. And now they say there are other, tiny moons even closer to Saturn than he is. But last night I had a dream about Mimas. And you and me. The two of you are bound together—discovered the same year—and thus, somehow, Mimas is bound to me also.”


  “I heard you scream last night,” 1 said. “While you were sleeping. It was only once, so I didn’t wake you.”


  “I haven’t been feeling well,” she said. “It’s probably nothing.”


  I kissed her again, harder this time, and she kissed me back. That night we made love in front of the TV while Voyager’s arc swung it closer to Saturn. We watched, in each other’s arms, as the pictures formed on the screen.


  Saturn. In some cultures, called the “Death Planet.” Phoebe started, then kissed me quickly. To astrologers, said to be the ruler of Capricorn, lord of winter. Saturn was known from ancient times. . . .


  We watched. An orange globe appeared, strikingly oblate.


  . . . with a diameter 9.4 times that of the Earth, and yet a day on Saturn’s surface lasts less than eleven hours here on Earth. . . .


  “That explains the flattened poles,” I said. “That fast a rotation. Centrifugal forces would. . . .”


  “Maybe,” she said. “But look at those swollen stripes and patterns. It moves too fast. And see—Enceladus, think of what it would look like from your orbit. From my moon, it seems like just a jewel in the sky, but from where you are, it must be enormous.”


  I tried to imagine it filling my vision. Rising over a rock-strewn plain, over so huge an arc it looked as though it must crush, of necessity, any object that dared stand beneath it. But then, the TV picture pulled back. . . .


  . . . the rings. . . .


  Phoebe gasped. We hugged each other.


  . . . believed by some scientists to have once been an asteroid, sucked, vampire-like, from its proper orbit when it came too close. In time, gravitational forces destroyed it. . . .


  I stood again on Enceladus’ surface, seeing the rings now shoot from the huge disk like two immense arrows. In my mind, I saw them on edge, because only Phoebe and Iapetus have orbits that deviate from the rings’ plane to any appreciable degree. Here, though, the space probe approached from an angle, slightly below, as it wove its complex path around Saturn. . . .


  . . . what scientists call Cassini’s Division forming a wide gap between what we now call the A Ring and B Ring. But look. Now we can see there are more. A C Ring, possibly D and E Rings. And outside the A Ring, a narrower pattern is coming in focus. It isn’t smooth-looking like the rings we’ve seen, but looks almost as though it were made from two long, separate strands and braided. . . .


  I laughed out loud. Phoebe had braided her hair that evening. I nuzzled the back of her neck and kissed her. She didn’t respond.


  “Phoebe?” I whispered.


  I saw she was sleeping.


  I carried her up to bed that night, and the following night too. Then, at her request, I made her a new bed—a sort of a nest—on the living room floor in front of the TV. I went out during the day and left her watching the pictures, then joined her afterward to watch the news and the evening specials.


  Sometimes the pictures we’d see would be new ones, broadcast by Voyager as we sat, arms around each other. More often they’d be ones received already—that she’d seen already—but half the time she couldn’t remember.


  And sometimes she’d say she did remember. . .a picture being sent for the first time.


  “Perhaps it was in a dream,” she would say. “Or something I read—I just thought I saw it.”


  I worried about her.


  On the third day I called a doctor to come and see her. She protested—“I just feel faint sometimes”—but I insisted. He gave her a thorough examination, but found nothing wrong. He gave her a tonic.


  He thought that she might use a bit more fresh air.


  She laughed when he’d left us. “You know I prefer the indoors,” she said. “I just—I don’t know. Since I was a girl, I’ve always enjoyed the feeling of waking while still in a dream. I just feel more tired now.”


  She took her tonic. I tried it too at her insistence, at night when we watched the Voyager probe start its long ascent back through the moons of Saturn. Mimas, a ball of ice from what the scientists said on TV. Enceladus, my moon, mostly ice too, scarcely more than 30,000 miles farther out than the orbit of Mimas.


  “I dreamed of you and Mimas again last night,” she said. “How you—and I, too—are bound together. I dreamed of Rhea, its mineral surface sparkling with jewels.”


  Rhea was still just a dot in the distance on the TV. Yet Phoebe went on.


  “I dreamed of the mining colony there. Oh, maybe not right now, but in the future they’ll go there for gem stones. You’ll see, Enceladus.”


  I almost could see it when I closed my eyes. The pressure domes. The space-suited men digging into the rock. But then, when I opened my eyes again and gazed at Phoebe, I saw she was paler.


  I called a new doctor. We lived on a back road, outside the city, and soon there was a succession of doctors plying their way across the countryside to our home. They gave her tests of various sorts, but none could find anything wrong with Phoebe, at least not physically. Some prescribed pills.


  On my way back from work—oh yes, I still worked then. Never mind what I did. But one afternoon, on my way home, I drove through a different part of the city than I usually went through. On an impulse, I stopped and got out of my car.


  I’d already stopped once before at a drugstore for Phoebe’s pills, although I was convinced they were doing her no good. But now, as I looked at the stores around me, I had an odd feeling of having once stood in this very same part of the city before. It couldn’t be true, unless years ago—it was near the city university, in what once had been a student residential section but since had degraded to one of those over-the-hill hippy neighborhoods, rife with herbalists and Tarot readers, “New Age” gear and shops advertising magic stones and “Pyramid Power.” And yet, I knew when I turned the corner, I’d find still another doctor for Phoebe.


  His sign was a three-by-five index card pasted onto a door frame. I knew where to find it. I knew I would find it.


  It said Dr. Mimas.


  I raced up the stairs to a dingy hallway and, without looking, I knew to open the door to my left. Inside was an elderly, tired-looking man, his beard—somehow I knew it once had been fire red—the color of old, much-trampled snow.


  I explained my problem. About Phoebe’s sickness. He asked to know more and I told him about how we watched together as Voyager’s pictures formed on the TV. He held up his hand then.


  “You are Enceladus?” he asked.


  I nodded, startled. “I haven’t told you my name yet,” I blurted.


  “Perhaps I guessed it,” he said. “Or perhaps I had reason to expect you. We are like brothers, you and I, although maybe not in the usual blood way.” He handed me a dust- covered bottle, about the size of a whisky bottle, and then he smiled up at me. “I once knew Phoebe.”


  “What is this?” I asked.


  “Another tonic for Phoebe,” he said, his face again serious. “It’s artemisia—oil of wormwood. As a tincture, sometimes called absinthe. In its true form it’s not exactly legal these days, but it won’t do her harm and, if you try it with her, it may help you to relax as well.”


  I looked at it dubiously. “How much?” I asked. He named a price that seemed surprisingly low to me and told me to come back if Phoebe got worse. I paid him and left and, when I got home, Phoebe and I tried a spoonful together.


  It seemed to perk her up a little, at least for a while. I turned on the TV and we watched together as pictures of Tethys, then Dione appeared.


  . . . both discovered by Cassini in 1684, nine years after his observation that Saturn’s rings were divided in two. And now we have proof there’s a second moon in Dione’s orbit, a “Dione B,” that circles the planet sixty degrees ahead of its namesake. Cassini had already discovered the moons Iapetus and Rhea. . . .


  “I had a dream while you were away,” Phoebe said when the announcer had finished. “It was about the stone of Rhea. Once, when the universe was young, some fell to Earth. It fell on the hillside, in the forest behind where we live now. . . .


  “Yes?” I prompted when she became silent.


  “A moment,” she said. She closed her eyes.


  “I dreamed of a cabin, built in the woods.” Her voice was chantlike. “A steepled roof, with openings to let light in. . . .”


  She fell silent again and I saw she was sleeping. Quietly, I put on my shoes and crept out of the house and into the forest. I climbed the hillside. The sun had set, but in the moonlight I saw, near the top, a jumble of stone that cropped out through the underbrush. Some of it sparkled—gneiss, most likely—yet, in the pale light, it flashed, multi-colored, as if it were studded with precious jewels.


  That night, I dreamed of Phoebe’s cabin too.


  In spite of the absinthe, Phoebe’s condition worsened nightly. I called more doctors, many whose theories lay in less than traditional medicines, yet, like the others, all were baffled. I sought out Dr. Mimas again and told him, were she to die, I wished to die too. But all he would tell me was “share everything with your love, Enceladus. Share in her dreams that you may both be free.”


  I thought, then, of the cabin we dreamed of. I quit my work and had plans drawn up. I hired men to build it.


  During the days I supervised the cabin’s construction to make sure all details were done right. I had the men work fast—within a day, the first of the massive rock walls was standing and, by the week’s end, the jeweled peak of its pyramid-shaped roof was set in its place. Although I was unused to physical labor, I did this last with my very own hands. I had not exaggerated when I told Dr. Mimas that, if it must be that Phoebe would die, I wished to die with her.


  And throughout all this frantic activity, Voyager continued its measured path out through the moons.


  Tethys, the Diones, all fell behind in the wake of the space probe. Phoebe—my Phoebe—slept most of the day now, waking only for the nightly reports on its progress. A sparkling jewel appeared on the TV—another ice moon, the announcer said.


  But this was Rhea.


  Phoebe started, visibly shaken.


  “Hush,” I told her. “I’ve built your cabin, just as we dreamed it.” I gave her her tonic, and took some with her, a half cup for each of us. “I’ve had it built in the woods, like we saw it within our minds. The tall, pointed arches, the peak of the roof, the cut stone of the floor. I’ve put in a couch for you so, if you wish to, you can lie out there. . . .”


  She half rose to kiss me, to show her thanks, and I sat by her side as the pictures continued.


  Next on Voyager’s journey, the TV said, we’ll come to Titan, discovered in 1655 by the Dutch astronomer Huygens. . . .


  “Titan,” she whispered, “the namesake of all of us. The first discovered.”


  “Yes,” I whispered back. “But this is Rhea. See. On the screen now. The cratered surface. . . .”


  So the nights went on. Titan now filled Voyager’s sky while Phoebe dozed fitfully in my arms. I half-dreamed with her, seeing not just the globe on the screen, but its surface as well—its methane fountains vaporizing in orange haze, filling the air, its sparkling liquid nitrogen pools, its view of Saturn, peeking through clouds, like the moon of our own Earth seen after a storm.


  And still she worsened. She didn’t even wake when Hyperion filled the screen. Two-faced Iapetus, black rock on one side and ice on the other, passed silently too, with Phoebe only stirring slightly. Then Phoebe, the moon—my Phoebe’s namesake—appeared, a glowing red point on the screen.


  My Phoebe half-opened one of her eyes. I gazed at her lips as she tried to part them.


  “See,” I whispered—I shouldn’t have said it, but seeing her paleness next to the image drove the words from my lips.


  “See,” I told her. “Even your moon has more color than you do.”


  “No!” she screamed. “All I see is blood color.”


  She sat bolt upright.


  I tried to calm her. Held her close to me. Shared her medicine—a half cup for each of us—just as before when she’d started at the passing of Rhea.


  “It’s all right,” I told her. I kissed her cheek, startled myself at its coldness.


  “No,” she said again. “Look at the blood.”


  I closed my eyes, trying to imagine, but saw only darkness.


  “Again, Enceladus. Let your mind reach out. Turn where you’re standing and look behind you.”


  I did so. I felt her standing beside me. I turned as she did and suddenly saw the sky fill with redness.


  “What is it?” I whispered.


  “Disaster,” she said. “The miners of Rhea. A meteorite has struck their colony, breaking its dome. The air is rushing in. . . .”


  “Out,” I corrected. “Rhea is airless. They said on the TV. . . .”


  “They lied, Enceladus. Don’t you see? The miners are there now, not just in the future. But the air of Rhea is poison.”


  “What can we do then?” I felt her push from me. Felt more than saw her fade into the distance.


  “I am bound with Rhea. We both are. Not just with Rhea, but all of the moons, and all who live on them. But I cannot help them—I’m too weak already. You must go to Titan. . . .”


  I strained to listen as her voice faded, then came back again, like a radio signal in the far distance.


  “. . . must journey to the surface of Titan without me, Enceladus. There is a Wizard who has a serum. A brilliant alchemist. Only with that can you save the miners. Only with that can you save my life with theirs. . . .”


  I no longer heard her. Instead I heard a ringing of chimes and a rushing of winds. I opened my eyes and saw I was hurtling through orange clouds, my ship’s rockets blazing.


  Below me was rock. Rock, and nitrogen pools, and fountains.


  I knew, somehow, where the ship’s controls were, and I steered to a landing.


  I disembarked. I felt the wind whistling around my spacesuit, wondering how I could hear through its plastic-coated metal. I strode through jagged, red-colored mountains, across yellow plains. I swam frozen, brilliant blue rivers—I don’t know how, in my heavy clothing. Suffice that I did it.


  I saw the animals. Dinosaur-like, green-scaled creatures that munched on crystal.


  I came to a cave.


  I threaded my way between two huge boulders and descended a twisting passage, my way lit by a red- orange glow. I came to a vast, level- floored hollow, domed over with purple and brown and gray rock. And I saw, his back to me, a giant clothed in robes as black as the empty space Saturn and its moons whirled through.


  I wondered what to say. Then words came to me and, even though my faceplate was closed, I heard my voice echo as if in challenge.


  “I am Enceladus, he who was born of his father’s lost blood. I seek the Wizard”—I knew his name now!—“the Wizard Iapetus, maker of humankind.”


  “Then you seek your own brother,” the figure said, turning slowly. I realized as he said the words that I was a giant too. “You come to save Phoebe, our mutual sister, but you are too late. The serum is used up.”


  “No!” I shouted. I stopped as Iapetus pushed back his hood. I gazed at a face as double-sided as the moon that bore his name, one half the white of the purest snow and the other dead black—the black of his clothing.


  “No,” I said again, now in a whisper. “I come for the miners. The serum is for them. Through them I’ll save Phoebe.”


  Iapetus laughed. “Don’t you see, my brother, that in my power is both death and life. I am the father of Prometheus, bringer of fire. The father of Atlas, who holds up the sky. The father of man, yes. But, just as I preside at birth, the death of all mankind is also mine to withhold or bestow.”


  “I understand only that I need the serum.” I lunged at Iapetus, striking with both fists. I forced him backward.


  Iapetus raised his own hands to defend himself. “Wait my brother. You don’t understand yet. Don’t you know that death is needed—for in death is new life?”


  I found myself armed now with sword and shield, while my adversary counterattacked with net and trident. The net of his words. I found myself tangled, then, with a shout, I shook them from me.


  “If I must destroy you, so be it, Iapetus. I will have the serum. Or, if I cannot and Phoebe is doomed, then you must kill me too.”


  I rushed at Iapetus, striking blindly, pushing him backward once again. Without his net he was helpless before me. I lunged. I twisted. I opened his chest, his shoulder, his belly. I laughed in my triumph.


  But still he struck back at me—one final blow.


  “You don’t understand yet. She’s dead already.”


  I felt the trident’s points tear the inner part of my thigh.


  I felt myself falling.


  I heard my brother’s voice, far away. “It is not for you to attack me, Enceladus. For that I curse you: That you will recover. That you, the strongest of all my brothers, are doomed to live on. . . .


  I woke to the memory of clashing chimes. To a rushing of air. I woke at Phoebe’s side, clutching her coldness within my arms. I, the youngest of the sons of Uranus and Gaea, formed when my father’s life splashed onto the ground of my mother.


  I knew what I must do.


  Slowly, painfully, feeling my wound stiffen with each step, I carried her body out into the woods, to the cabin I’d had built. I laid her gently on the couch I had furnished it with when I’d still hoped she might use it in her recovery.


  I loosened her clothing, then kissed her softly.


  The following morning I went to the city.


  I sought Dr. Mimas, but, when I arrived at the building where his office should be, I found it boarded up. It didn’t matter. I knew, if I looked, I could find a new source of absinthe elsewhere.


  More important, I searched out a slaughterhouse that would sell me cows’ blood and ask no questions. That became my new tonic. I found a medical supplier who sold me catheters and needles, tube arms, pressure bulbs and bottles. I bought a second recovery couch to set next to Phoebe’s.


  I knew our blood types matched. We had been tested some years in the past. And I had had a good education, including a smattering of medical knowledge.


  Enough to do what I knew I had to.


  That evening I began the first of Phoebe’s transfusions. Her pulse, when I felt it, was still nonexistent, but now, at least, when I looked at her cheeks I saw traces of color. When the transfusion was done, we made love, my stroking as gentle as it had been the first time we’d done so.


  Of course she didn’t respond that night, or the next, or the next. But still, every evening, I gave her my blood, mixed with a tablespoon of absinthe bled into the catheter, then, every morning, renewed my own strength with the blood from the slaughterhouse. Blood and absinthe—Dr. Mimas’s tonic. Semen. Life fluid. Just as my father had granted to me. At least her disease was now in remission.


  And every evening, winter or summer, I opened the louvers in the roof of our pyramid cabin to show her the stars. I took to reading ephemerides so I could point out the position of Saturn.


  In the fourth year, I built a telescope with a mirror so we could watch the moons together during our lovemaking. Happy enough her condition was stable.


  Oh, you wouldn’t know me if you were to see me on the street now, even though we might once have been the best of friends. The nights, the transfusions, the love take their toll.


  I’ve paled and I’ve lost weight. My skin peels in sunlight. The blood from the slaughterhouse—I need more and more now—I scarcely eat otherwise—brings me less strength now than when I first started.


  My wound, after all this time, has not yet healed.


  But Phoebe, ah, Phoebe. . . .


  Phoebe, of late, has shown signs of improvement.


  EX VITRO


  Daniel Marcus


  With a few short story sales to Asimov’s, F&SF, and SF Age, Daniel Marcus has made a sharp splash in the science fiction field. His hard-hitting tales landed him on this year’s John W. Campbell ballot for Best New Writer, but Mr. Marcus isn’t resting. His powerful new story takes a brutal look at life on a research station millions of miles from home.


  I


  The communications room was a weird place. Jax wanted to hunch his shoulders against the close metal walls, against the silent machines that smelled faintly of ozone and heat. An array of yellow telltales glowed steadily on the panel over his head; the blank, grey screen hung before him like an open mouth. The one decoration in the barren cubicle was a software ad-fax Maddy had taped to the wall—INSTANT ACCESS, some sort of file-retrieval utility, the first word highlighted in blue and the letters slanted, trailing comb-like filigrees denoting speed.


  There was something that drew him to the place, though, and he caught solitary time there whenever he could. He imagined himself a point of light on the far tip of a rocky promontory, a beacon rising above a dark, endless ocean.


  Jax heard a sound behind him and turned around. Maddy stood in the doorway. She had been working out, and her shirt was damp with sweat. Ringlets of dark hair framed her face; red splotches stood out high on her pale cheeks.


  “What’s up?” she asked, still a little short of breath. “I didn’t hear a comm bell. . . .”


  “Nothing,” Jax replied. “I’m just hanging. Fog’s really bad—we can’t even watch the slugs.”


  Maddy shrugged. The slugs didn’t interest her much—anything that happened on time-scales shorter than a thousand millennia slid under her radar. Titan itself, though, was to her like a blood-glittering, faceted ruby to a gemologist. Ammonia seas, vast lava fields laced with veins of waxy, frozen hydrocarbons. She was taking ultrasound readings to map the moon’s crust and mantle. Jax had never seen her so engaged, but the news from home was like a tidal force pulling at her from another direction. “Anything new on the laser feed?” she asked.


  Jax knew that, decoded, the question was, “War news?” Or more specifically, “How bad does it have to get before we can go home?”


  She had family in the EC, in Paris, and the information that came in on the feed was frustrating in what it withheld. It was like deducing the shape and texture of an object by studying the shadow it cast in bright, white light.


  They did know that a couple of days ago, PacRim had lobbed a mininuke at one of the EC’s factory-continents in the Indian Ocean, claiming a territorial incursion. The EC had followed suit by vaporizing Jakarta. There had been some sporadic ground combat in New Zealand and Antarctica and a lot of saber-rattling, but no further nuclear exchanges. The North American Free Trade Coalition and the Russian Hegemony were sitting back and waiting, urging restraint and dialogue in the emergency League session and keeping ground and space defenses at full alert.


  “PacRim’s been making noises about a nova bomb, but nobody really thinks they’re that crazy. Naft’s warning everybody off their wind farms in the South Atlantic—that’s not exactly news, not since Johannesburg.” Jax shook his head. “The Net’s going completely apeshit, of course. Traffic volume’s sky high . . .”


  She took a step toward him and he stood up and put his arms around her. They stood like that for several minutes, their breathing merging slowly to unison. She smelled of sweat and of the hydroponics media she had been working with earlier that morning. The taut, lean muscles of her back relaxed to a yielding firmness under his hands. She began to move against him, and she gently pushed him back into the chair.


  “Wait,” he said. “Not here. Let’s go to the pod.”


  Maddy nodded without speaking and turned around, reaching behind her back for his hand. He took it and trailed her down the narrow corridor. They passed other passageways branching off, leading to sleeping quarters, the galley, the labs. At the end of the corridor, standing like an abstract sculpture, was a gleaming, twisted piece of obsidian Maddy had brought in from one of Titan’s lava plains. Oxidation from the station’s atmosphere gave its surface a rainbow sheen. A rude step was carved into its side with a hand laser. Above it was a round, open hatch. Maddy let go of his hand, stepped up onto the rock, and pulled herself through. Jax followed behind her, emerging into a crystalline bubble surrounded by a sea of swirling mist.


  They had grown the pod from a single crystal into a transparent, 5-meter hemisphere. It was light and thin, but strong enough to keep out the deadly hydrocarbon brew that was Titan’s atmosphere. The fog was beginning to thin a little, and through it Jax could see the frozen landscape glittering in tenebrous, diffuse light. He caught a glimpse of a herd of slugs on the shore of the nearby ammonia sea. Their shiny, chitinous bodies were scattered across the lava beach in a rough pattern, like sheared concentric diamonds, slowly shifting.


  Maddy had already taken her clothes off, and she stood facing him, waiting. Jax stepped out of his shorts and put his arms around her again. They stood there, rocking slowly, then together they sank to the carpeted floor.


  When Maddy came, a shuddering ripple passed unseen through the pattern made by the slugs’ bodies. Jax’s pleasure shortly afterward sent another wave passing through the pattern from the opposite side. The ripples collided and scattered, each leaving an imprint of its shape on the other.


  Jax gently disentangled himself from Maddy, trying not to wake her. She groaned softly once and rolled over, then her breathing returned to normal. Her face was relaxed and completely expressionless, as if sleep were a black hole from which nothing of herself escaped.


  For an instant, it looked to Jax like the face of a perfect stranger, its contours so achingly familiar that the familiarity itself was something exotic. He reached out to touch her, and his hand hovered above the curve of her cheek, trembling slightly.


  So strange, he thought, the two of us out here, middle of nowhere, ties to home nothing more than electromagnetic ephemera. Ghosts. What are we to each other in the absence of context? We create our own, always have.


  They’d met when they were graduate students at the Sorbonne, Maddy in planetary physics, Jax in system dynamics. They were both driven to succeed, the shining stars in their respective departments’ firmament of hopeful students, and they gravitated toward one another with the same intensity that fueled their research.


  They cycled through several iterations of crash and burn, learning each other’s boundaries, before they settled into a kind of steady state. Still, their relationship felt to Jax like a living entity, a nonlinear filter whose response to stimuli was never quite what you thought it was going to be.


  Individually, they were excellent candidates for SunGroup, a system-wide industrial development consortium—mining, pharmaceuticals, SP-sats, all supported by a broad base of research and exploration. As a couple they were perfect for one of Sun’s elite research teams. When they finished out their three-year term, especially if they had “made their bones” by discovering something of interest and potential profit, they would have enough clout in SunGroup to command their own programs.


  The slugs were certainly of interest. They were at the apex of Titan’s spartan ecosystem—black, almost featureless bullet-shaped creatures about the size of dogs. Methane-breathers, they basked in the shallows of Titan’s ammonia seas and fed on anything organic—the primitive lichen that grew in sporadic patches on the moon’s rough surface, the glittering chunks of hydrocarbon ice scattered like moraine across the landscape, even each other.


  Jax could watch them for hours. They exhibited behavior not unlike schooling or flocking, merging in geometric clusters, shifting, forming new patterns. Individually, they seemed less sensate than bees; their central nervous system consisted of nothing more than a small knot of ganglia at the wider end, where there was a cluster of light-sensitive vision patches. They were living cellular automata—each responding only to nearest-neighbor stimuli. Collectively, though, from the local interactions, there emerged a complex, evolving pattern.


  The fog was thick again, a uniform shroud. It seemed to glow with a dim, pearly light of its own. Jax wondered about the slugs outside, what they were doing. He closed his eyes and in that darkness he imagined a slowly shifting pattern of glowing points, an elongated oval surrounding a hard, geometric figure of sharp edges and straight lines.


  II


  Maddy took another leaf from the small pile of lettuce in the colander and put it in her mouth. The taste was so bittersweet green, so substantial and earthy, that it brought tears to her eyes.


  “The new crop of lettuce is really good,” she said. “I think I finally got the ’ponies chemistry down.”


  “About time,” Jax said. He looked up from the catfish he was cleaning. Fresh from the tank-farm, its bright organs spilled out on the cutting board. Blood streaked his hands and the smell of it was strong and sharp in the little galley. “The last batch had that weird, rotten aftertaste. I kept waiting for the cramps to start.”


  “Well, fuck you, then.” The words seemed to materialize in the air between them, as if they had come from somewhere separate from her. She felt color rising to her cheeks, but there was no place to go but forward. “Anytime you want the job, you just say so.”


  Jax looked startled and hurt. He wiped his cheek, leaving a bloody streak, and bent down to his work again. His large hands were quick and sure. Maddy could feel the tension between them like a third presence in the room. She took a deep breath and let it out. Again. In, I calm my body. Out, dwelling in the present moment. In, listen, listen. Out, the sound of my breathing brings me back to my true self.


  She took a step toward him and put her hand on his arm. He looked up. She kissed his cheek, tasting blood.


  “I’m sorry, baby,” she said. “I’m a little wired out with the war news. I can’t take much more of it.” She bit her lip. “If it gets any worse, I’m going to want Sun to pull us out of here. I need to be near my parents.”


  “Jesus, Maddy, Paris is the last place we want to be if the shit really hits the fan—it’ll go up in a puff of plasma.” He paused when he saw the expression on her face and reached out to touch her arm. “I’m sorry, but you know it’s true. Do you really want to move to Ground Zero?” He let his arm fall again. “Besides, if we abort, they’ll nail us with a stiff fine and we’ll never get them to back us again.”


  “We can afford it.”


  Jax shrugged. “We can afford the fine, yeah, but we’d have to start from scratch with another Group, and that wouldn’t be easy.”


  “Maurice will swing it for us.” Maurice Enza was their sponsor at Sun-Group. A hundred-thirty-two years old, mostly cybernetic prosthetics including eyes and voicebox, still publishing in the theoretical bio-economics literature. Maddy revered him. Jax respected him, but privately thought he was something of a spook and had always kept him at a polite distance.


  “Maurice may be as old as Elvis but he isn’t God.”


  Maddy closed her eyes. In, I calm my body. Out, listen, listen.


  She opened her eyes and looked closely at him. His face was open and earnest. He wasn’t just being an asshole or doing some kind of power thing.


  Maddy smiled gently. “Let’s just see what happens, okay?”


  The catfish was delicious, its flesh moist and white, the Cajun-style crust black and redolent with spice. The lettuce tasted sweeter with the fact that she had grown it with her own hands, nursed from a rack of seedlings in a carefully tended nutrient bath to full, leafy plants, their tangled roots weaving through their bed of saturated foam.


  They ate together in silence. A Bach violin concerto played softly on the lounge speakers, the melodic lines arching gracefully over the muted hum of the life support systems.


  Strange to be so connected with the sensate, Maddy thought, these earthy pleasures, while we’re in this tin can at the bottom of an ocean of freezing poison, a billion and a half klicks from most of the people I love. Where everything’s falling apart. Listening to Bach, no less.


  She shook her head. Cognitive dissonance.


  Jax looked over at her and smiled. “What?”


  “Oh, nothing, I . . . I don’t know.” She held her hands out in front of her, palms up, as if she were gauging the weight of an invisible package.


  The veined rock flashed by her in a grey, flickering blur. Every now and then, she emerged into an open space for an instant and caught a brief glimpse of distant walls, stalactites and stalagmites merging in midair to form complex, bulbous shapes, ghostly green in the enhanced infrared. Then the bottom wall would rush up and swallow her again. A readout on the display in the lower left corner of her vision flashed her depth below the surface.


  Maddy saw a fault open up off to her left and she steered her way over to it by opening the right-hand throttle of her jetpack, a bit of Buck Rogers kitsch she’d coded up to contextualize the virtual a bit, give it some tactile reference. Too easy to get disoriented otherwise—sim-sick.


  She followed the fault down toward Titan’s core, passing through large black regions where her mapping was still incomplete. The fault twisted and turned, opening at times to a wide crevasse, then narrowing down until it was little more than a stress plane in the tortured rock.


  She slowed down and pushed a button on the virtual display. Three-dimensional volume renderings of the stress field in the rock appeared all around her as glowing lines, fractal neon limbs cascading into smaller and smaller filamentary tangles. She filtered the display until all she saw were the glowing tangles against a field of deep, velvet blackness. The fault itself was a tortured sheet of cold fire.


  She hovered there in the darkness, surrounded by light. This is what I know, she thought. This is familiar. She could as well have been in a geosimulation of the Earth’s crust. The equations of elasto-plastic deformation are invariant under acts of God and Man. Stochastic, fractal, extraordinarily complex, the solutions could still be understood, predicted with some reliability, projected onto a lower-dimensional attractor for a smoother representation.


  All well and good as science. As personal metaphor it had its drawbacks. Maddy knew people back home whose lives were distressingly simple—work, family, sheep-like pursuit of leisure all fixed, remorseless basins of attraction with no fractal boundaries. They eluded her, whatever drove them completely foreign. Her personal trajectory was constrained to a more chaotic topology.


  With a corner of her awareness, she could feel her realtime body, helmeted, visored, ensconced in a padded chair in a darkened featureless room.


  And in the lab, cocooned in biostasis, the embryo, a radiant point of light in her mind’s eye. She could imagine the impossibly slow heartbeat, just enough to keep it suspended above the threshold of death. In quiet moments, she imagined that pulse to be her own, could feel her awareness contract to that tiny lump of blood and meat, miracle of coded proteins. One part Jax, one part Maddy. Something other than the sum of its constituents.


  It was usually bearable, her awareness of it a dull, constant pressure in the back of her mind. But sometimes she felt an ache in the deepest part of her, as if it had been torn from her leaving a bleeding, septic cavity. How could it live apart from her? Or she from it? She would tell Jax soon.


  III


  He turned off the suit speaker. The sibilant whisper of his breath and the deep ocean surge of blood music in his ears rushed in to fill the silence. Titan’s daylight sky arched over his head like a great inverted bowl, deep cyan overhead fading to a bruised purple around the horizon. The photochemical smog was thinned to a gauzy softness, a blurring of focus, and Sol hung overhead like a bright, fuzzy diamond. He could almost feel the weight of Saturn’s presence suspended unseen in the sky, shielded by Titan’s bulk.


  He had walked about a klick along the shore. The station was no longer visible behind him and he felt exhilarated with the solitude. A herd of about twenty slugs had been pacing him as he walked, oozing along almost like a single organism. He hadn’t been sure at first whether they started trailing him or he them, but he was certain they were aware of him now. When he stopped, they did. He walked another few steps along the rocky shore, and the herd moved along with him like an amoeba, extending a long, thin pseudopod which was then reabsorbed into the main body. This was the first time they had exhibited anything like a response to an external stimulus. Like awareness.


  What are you? They stretched out before him, attenuating into a long, sinuously curving line, like an old river.


  He closed his eyes and concentrated as hard as he could. Tell me what you are.


  In his mind’s eye he saw the pattern, a meandering line of bright sparks, ripple slightly. He opened his eyes.


  Tell me.


  Another rippling wave passed through the line.


  He turned on his radio. “Maddy. Can you suit up and get out here. I want—”


  “What the fuck have you been doing? I’ve been trying to reach you for the last hour.” Her voice sounded tight and thin.


  “I turned off the speaker. I—”


  “Can you get in here?” Long pause. “Please?”


  The holotank was on, but she was staring off into space. In the transparent, glass cube Jax could see ghostly, flickering images of fire and smoke.


  “—retaliated with a 50-kiloton airburst over Manila. The latest estimates of the death toll—”


  “What’s going on?”


  She looked up at him. Her eyes were puffy. “Paris.”


  He felt the word almost like a physical blow. “Shit. Where else?”


  She shook her head. “It’s all coming apart. Naft and Russia have managed to keep out of it so far, but it’s just a matter of time.”


  “—emergency session, but no word yet from the CEO Council—”


  “Anything from SunGroup?”


  She shook her head again. She had the look of an accident victim—hollow eyes, slow, deliberate gestures.


  “—ground forces overwhelmed Mitsubishi troops outside Sydney. Conventional theater weapons—”


  Jax waved his hand sharply over a panel on the wall. The volume of the newsfeed decreased to a murmur. The holotank still flickered and glowed with the images of burning cities. He walked over to her and put his hand on her shoulder. She sat there stiffly, as if unaware of his presence; her shoulder felt as if it was made of wood. He put his other hand there and started to knead the tight muscles, but she shook him off.


  He stood behind her for a long time, not knowing what to do. Every now and then, Maddy let out a long, shuddering sigh.


  Finally she looked up. “What are we going to do?”


  He shrugged. “What can we do? We can survive here indefinitely—the station ecology’s intact and stable. We continue the research, wait for SunGroup to pull us out of here.”


  Even as he said it, though, Jax felt a rush of panic at the thought of leaving. He closed his eyes and a matrix of points, white on velvet black, pulsed and flowed. Concentric diamonds, slowly shearing. He opened his eyes and Maddy was staring at him.


  “Continue the research? What for? We don’t even know if there is a SunGroup anymore. We have to find out what’s left back there, get back if we can. We can help.”


  Jax was silent for a long time. “What we need to do is survive, Maddy,” he said slowly. “Keep the systems green, keep the research going. I’ll try to raise Maurice, find out what their status is, but I don’t know when they’re going to be able to get to us. I think we’re pretty much on our own.”


  “If they can spare a ship, I want to go home,” Maddy said. “Luna, one of the O’Neills, I don’t care. Our place right now is back there.”


  Jax forced himself to smile reassuringly. “All right, Maddy, we’ll see what they can do. We’ll have at least three hours until we can get a reply—”


  “—a hundred-seventy-four minutes—”


  “—providing we can get through at all. The Net is probably stone dead, all those e.m.p.’s.” He gestured toward the holotank. “That stuff is probably coming in relayed from one of the O’Neills . . .”


  “We can’t really tell what’s going on back there from the newsfeed—the information entropy is sky-high. We’re not going to know until we ask someone who knows something. Let’s just do it.”


  Together they walked down the corridor to the communications room. Jax logged on, set the protocol, and transmitted Maurice’s address from memory.


  He faced the blank screen. A section of it elasticized invisibly, ready to transform his voice into digitized bits and hurl them up to the relay satellite waiting at one of Titan’s Trojan Points. There was no return visual, of course—dialogue was impossible.


  Whenever Jax transmitted across the lightspeed gulf separating him from Earth, he had the sensation that his words were disappearing down a well. He could feel Maddy’s presence behind him like a hovering cloud.


  “Maurice. This is Jax and Maddy calling from Titan Station.” Obviously. Where else would they be calling from? “Please advise us as to your status. We—”


  “Pull us out of here, Moe,” Maddy cut in. “Please. We want to come home.”


  Jax shot her an annoyed glance and turned back to the screen. “Please advise,” he repeated. “End.”


  Ignoring Maddy, he tried to log onto his WorldNet node, but couldn’t get a stable carrier at the other end. Tried routing through Luna, through Olympus Mons, through the O’Neills.


  “Nada,” he said, shaking his head and looking up. Maddy was gone.


  He looked in the lounge. Empty. In the holotank, a pair of translucent figures gestured in animated conversation, but Jax couldn’t make out the words. Galley, labs, sleeproom, all empty. Finally, he walked down to the end of the corridor and pulled himself up into the pod. The fog nestled against the dome in thick, soft swirls. Maddy lay curled up on a foam pad, breathing deeply.


  He walked past her to the edge of the dome and peered out through the fog. He could just see them, stretched out in a slowly undulating line next to the ammonia sea. The undulations grew until the line broke apart, the segments forming a series of rings. Slowly, one at a time, the rings merged and the pattern segued to a nest of concentric diamonds, slowly shearing. There was sense and meaning to it, he was sure, but comprehension hovered just out of reach. What are you?


  The soft chime of the comm bell shook Jax out of his reverie. Three hours? I’ve been standing here for three hours? He looked around the dome, his eyes coming to rest on Maddy lying in a fetal curl, her shoulders slowly rising and falling. He stepped over her and lowered himself down the hatch.


  There was no visual, but Jax recognized the flat inflections of Maurice’s voice synthesizer.


  “Sorry about the visual—we’re under severe bandwidth restrictions. Power rationing, too, so I’ll have to be quick. The fighting’s almost over, except for a few hotspots. Earth is pretty much of a mess—Europe, Japan, Indonesia . . . latest estimates say a billion dead. Naft came through pretty well. Russia, too, but they’re going to take a lot of fallout from PacRim. SunGroup is putting together a group at O’Neill Two, sort of a reconstruction team. We can use all the help here we can get, but we also need to keep the long range research efforts going. Your call, but frankly, we could use you. We’re sending a ship out to make a sweep of the research stations, anybody who wants to come back. Old ore freighter from the Belt, retrofitted with an ion drive. Best we can do right now. Let me know what you want to do. We don’t want to burn up the delta vee to get out to you if we don’t have to.”


  Jax listened to the spectral hiss of interplanetary white noise riding over the carrier hum. He played the message back again. The words began to merge together, their individual meaning softening like heated wax. He played the message back again.


  IV


  She hovered on the knife-edge between wakefulness and sleep. Images of smoke and flame, of exploding suns, chased each other across the surface of her consciousness. She was on a hover-barge on the Seine, sitting in the back at the controls. Sharp smell of moss and damp stone as she passed under a bridge. Her parents and sisters on the deck in front of her, sitting beneath a blue-and-white umbrella. Sipping drinks, laughing. Low grey clouds holding the threat of rain.


  Suddenly, an impossibly bright light swelling from the east, a second sun breaking through the clouds. The umbrella bursting into flame, her family instantly transformed into stick figure torches. The Seine was boiling, bubbling up over the sides of the barge. . . .


  She opened her eyes. Jax’s face hovered above her in the half dark. He put his hand on her arm.


  “Dreams?”


  She nodded, still gripped by the vision. “Yeah.”


  Jax stroked her arm. “I heard from Maurice,” he said after a moment. “We’re on our own, Maddy. He has no idea when they’ll be able to get to us.”


  It was like a physical blow. Her tropism for home radiated up from the very center of her, from her First Chakra. Its denial sent a surge of panic through her.


  She closed her eyes. Breathe, breathe. In, I calm my body. Out, my breathing returns me to my true self. In, breathe calm, white sun swelling in the East. Out, listen, listen, Seine bubbling up over the sides of the barge. In, centuries old stone bridge sagging molten soft. Out, pillars of flame dancing on the deck of the barge snuffed by hammer wind.


  “Maddy.” Her eyes fluttered open again. “Are you all right?”


  She looked closely at him. His long, thin face, so familiar, composed in a mask of concern.


  Slowly, she shook her head. “No,” she said. “Nothing’s all right.”


  Maddy hadn’t worn her environment suit in weeks and it chafed under her arms and between her legs. She looked back at the station, so out of place in the alien landscape, clinging in the tattered mist to the dark rock like a cluster of warts. The pod glittered in the dim light. She imagined Jax back there, his sleeping form sprawled naked across the foam pad.


  She still ached slightly from their sex. He had been fast and rough, almost brutal. She didn’t care, had lain there limply, receiving him. Her orgasm was joyless, passing through her like a wave, leaving no trace of itself.


  When she got to the shore of the ammonia sea, she stopped. Small ripples lapped up against the rocky beach. She looked down at the canister she was carrying. Featureless, burnished metal, such an innocuous thing.


  Without further thought, she pressed a recessed button on its side. A thin line appeared around the top rim and a puff of vapor escaped, freezing instantly into a cloud of scintillating crystals. She unscrewed the lid and shook its contents out into the sea. Shards of metglass webbing, spidery strands of plastic tubing, chunks of brittle, frozen foam. She couldn’t even see the scrap of flesh they cradled. A few meters away, a small herd of slugs clustered near the shore in a senseless and inchoate sprawl.


  THE GARDENS OF SATURN


  Paul J. McAuley


  Baker was in the pilots’ canteen, talking about the price of trace elements with a couple of factors, when someone started making trouble at the servitor. A tall skinny redhead in baggy flight pants and a tight jumper with the sleeves torn off had hooked her left arm around one of the servitor’s staples and was kicking the hell out it with her bare feet, bouncing hard each time and coming back, shouting at the machine, “You want how much for this shit?” and kicking it again.


  Obviously, she hadn’t been on Phoebe very long, or she would have known that for all their girder-up-the-ass morals, the Redeemers were gougers of the worst kind. It was Baker’s nature to try and like everybody, but even he had a hard time being charitable about them. His collective could afford only basic environmental amenities when visiting other habitats, and on Phoebe those were very basic indeed—tank food and a coffin not much bigger than the lifesystem on the scow. If you wanted a shower you paid for two minutes and a hundred liters of gray water; beer or any other luxury goods were available only at premium rates. It was take it or leave it, and everyone had to take it because Phoebe’s orbit and the Redeemers’ expertise in cargo-handling and routing made it the prime resupply, rendezvous, and transfer site in all of the Saturn system.


  Baker could have stayed on board his scow, of course, but even he needed to get out and about occasionally. At least here you could raise your arms over your head, and sculling about the public areas cost nothing. And besides, he liked talking to people. He had a lot of friends. He had friends everywhere he went in the system. It was the way he’d been rebuilt.


  People all around the canteen started to cheer every kick the woman gave the servitor, happy to get some free entertainment, to see someone vent the frustration they all felt. “That feisty little old thing could come and work me over anytime,” one of the factors at Baker’s table said; her partner, a scarred and wrinkled woman about a hundred years old, cracked a grin and told her that it would be like setting a Titan tiger against an air cow.


  At the same moment. Baker got a tingle of recognition. Like most of the public areas of the Phoebe habitat, the canteen was a basic microgravity architectural sphere, and Baker was tethered to a table upside-down above the woman, like a bat hung from the ceiling, but there was something familiar about her . . .


  “I have called for help,” the servitor said in a monotonal foghorn voice. “Please desist. I have called for help.”


  The woman grabbed a black cable studded with lenses which had snaked out to peer at her, said “Fuck you,” and got a round of applause when she broke it off. People, mostly men, started to shout advice to her, but then everyone fell silent, because one of the supervisors had swum into the canteen.


  The creepy thing about the Redeemers wasn’t that they all had been chopped to look alike, or that you couldn’t tell which had once been male and which female, or even that they all had gray skin the colour of the thermal paint that goes over a hull before its final finish, but that they provided no cues at all as to what they might be feeling.


  This one was as long and skinny as the rest, in a one-piece suit that looked as if it was made out of bandages. It moved swiftly, flowing through the air straight at the redheaded woman, who recoiled and said loudly, “This fucking machine sucked the credit out of my chip and won’t give it up.”


  Everyone was looking at her as she hung with one arm casually locked around the one of the staples in the servitor’s fascia, her head turned up now to glare at the Redeemer, who kept his place in midair with minute swimming motions of one long, spidery hand, like a reef barracuda wondering whether to attack or pass by, and Baker undipped his tether because now he knew that he knew her.


  Jackson. Vera Flamillion Jackson. Colonel Jackson.


  Don’t do anything dumb, his sidekick said, and when Baker told it that she was an old friend, it added, Everyone’s your friend, but it isn’t good to get involved.


  The woman was talking fast and low now, stopping when the Redeemer said something, shaking her head and talking again, her words lost in the hum of the fans which were pushing warm stale air about and the chatter of the people all around. Baker kicked out from the table, turning neatly in midair so he landed right-side-up by the woman, hooking an arm through the same staple from which she hung and seeing her turn and grin, recognizing him at once, as if the past thirty years had never happened.


  They exchanged life stories over a couple of bulbs of cold beer. Baker’s treat because Jackson had no credit on her. It pretty much wiped out the small amount he’d set aside to spend here; against the advice of his sidekick he’d also paid the fine the Redeemer had insisted on levying. He’d have to check out of the coffin hotel and go sleep on the scow, but he didn’t mind. Jackson was an old friend, and if he remembered her, then once upon a time she must have been important to him.


  They’d been teenagers in the war and although Jackson was pushing 50 now, she still looked good. Maybe a little gaunt, and with lines cross-hatching her fine-grained milk-white skin, but she still had a flirtatious way of looking at him from beneath the floating fringe of her red hair. Baker didn’t remember too much about his life before the accident, but he remembered that look, and seeing it now made him feel strange. There were black tattoos on her neck and upper arms, crude knotted swirls lacking animation, and she was missing her little finger on her right hand, but, yes, she looked good. She’d been married, he learned, her way of joining a collective that had built a habitat inside a hollowed-out asteroid. That hadn’t worked out, she wasn’t exactly clear why, and now she was here.


  Once or twice their fingers brushed together and he got a tingle as her net tried to access his, but his sidekick blocked the attempts easily. Her net hadn’t been modified, it said, and just as well, because she’s dangerous.


  She’s an old friend, Baker insisted, irritated by the side-kick’s paranoia. I’m not going to do anything crazy. Just talk about old times, about who I used to be.


  What’s the point of that? the sidekick said. She’s trouble, and don’t say I didn’t warn you.


  “I got bored with it,” Jackson was saying, meaning the collective she’d left. “Spending most of the time worrying about stabilizing the ecology. Might as well have settled down on a rock.”


  “Instead of in one,” Baker said, and laughed at his own joke.


  “In, out, same thing. Too many people to deal with, too much routine. I mean, have you ever tried to grow plants?” Before he could answer, she leaned at the rail of the promenade and added, “You ever get claustrophobic in a place like this?”


  They were on one of the upper levels of the Shaft. It had been bored two kilometres into Phoebe’s icy mantle with a singleshot fusion laser and was capped with a diamond dome; you could look up through webs and cables and floating islands of plants and see Saturn’s small crescent tipped in the black sky. Each level was ringed around with terraced gardens glowing green under sunlamps, neatly planted out with luxury crops, even flowers, level after level of gardens ringing the well of the Shaft. Parts of the upper levels were open to visitors, but most was exclusive Redeemer territory, unknown and unknowable.


  Baker said, “I used to help in the farms, but I like what I do now better.”


  He was married into a collective, but he didn’t think he needed to tell her that. It was a business thing; he hardly saw any of his wives or co-husbands from one year to the next and he certainly couldn’t fuck anyone in the marriage—or vice versa—without permission from one of the elders. There’d been a sweet honeymoon week with the youngest of the collective’s wives, but that had pretty much been it.


  That isn’t what counts, his sidekick said, and Baker brushed at his ear in annoyance.


  Jackson said, “In the war we could go anywhere. That’s what I miss.”


  “Well, we went where we were told.”


  “Yeah, but we did it our way. We fucked the enemy up pretty good, too. You still see any of the guys?”


  “No, not really.”


  “Me either. Remember Goodluck Crowe? He must surely be dead the way he was going.”


  Baker shrugged and smiled.


  “That time he came in with his bird’s venturis fucked, spinning eccentrically? Crashed into one of the ports and the last of his fuel went up and bounced the remains of his ship straight back out? And then he’s found down in one of the cargo bays in his p-suit, lost in pitch darkness because his suit light got smashed. The explosion shot him out and he was so dazed he didn’t know where he was? He banged up his knee I recall, floating about in there, but that was all.”


  “Well,” Baker said, still smiling, “I guess he went back to Earth.”


  “How many missions did you fly?”


  “I think six.” He knew exactly because he’d once paid a data miner to look up his combat record.


  She said, “Do you still do that counting thing?”


  “Counting thing?”


  “You know, with potatoes. One potato, two potato. To count seconds. Three potato, four. You don’t remember?”


  He had done it out loud, she said, while suppressing the clock functions of his net, claiming that it helped him concentrate on the essential moment. They’d timed him once; over ten minutes, he’d deviated by less than a second.


  “You don’t remember?”


  Her gaze was steady, and Baker felt a touch of embarrassment and looked away. She clearly remembered more about him than he did; it was like suddenly finding yourself naked. He said, “It sounds stupid to me. What’s the point of trying to do something better than a brainless machine?”


  She said, “It’s funny. You were listed missing in action, one of the few casualties on our side. But here you are, and you don’t seem much like the man I used to know.”


  He told her the story. He’d told it so many times now that it was polished smooth and bright. He’d told it so many times that he believed that he remembered what had happened, even though it was a reconstruction. He’d been so badly injured that he had no memory of the accident which had nearly killed him, and only patchy memories of the times before.


  Like all combat pilots in the Quiet War, he had been a teenager, picked for his quick reflexes, multi-tasking skills and coolness under pressure. He’d been zipped into a singleship, its lifesystem an integral pressure suit that fed and cleaned him and maintained his muscle tone with patterned electrical stimuli while he flew the ship and its accompanying flock of deadly little remote control drones. Each singleship took a different orbit, swooping through Saturn’s rings in complex multiple encounter orbits, attacking flyby targets with the drones when the timelag in the feedback was less than a second, never using the same tactic twice. Like all the combat pilots, Baker had been essentially a telepresence operator infiltrated into the enemy’s territory, spending most of his time in Russian sleep with the singleship’s systems powered down, waking an hour before the brief high-velocity encounters between drones and target, making a hundred decisions in the crucial few seconds and then vanishing into the rings again. It had been just one front of the Quiet War between the Outer System colonists and the Three Powers Alliance of Earth, less important than the damage done by spies, the economic blitz, and the propaganda campaign.


  Saturn’s rings were a good place to hide, but they were dangerous, the biggest concentration of rubble and dust in the Solar System, shepherded by tiny moons and tidal resonances into orbits 100,000 kilometres wide and only fifteen deep. Baker’s singleship passed and repassed through the rings more than a hundred times, and then a single pinhead-sized bit of rock killed him. It smashed through the thick mantle of airfoam that coated the singleship’s hull and punched a neat hole in the hull, breaking up into more than a dozen particles that had all penetrated the six layers of Baker’s lifesystem and the gel which cased his sleeping body. Some shattered the artificial-reality visor of his facemask and left charred tracks through his skull and brain; others smashed through the singleship’s computer; one ruptured a fuel line.


  He’d died without knowing it, but the singleship’s computer had saved him. Nanotech in the lifesystem gel sealed ruptured blood vessels; the lifesystem drained his blood and replaced it with an artificial plasma rich in glycoproteins, lowered his body temperature to two degrees. Although the singleship’s automatic systems were only partially functional, they powered up its motor, ready to expend its fuel in a last burn to accelerate it into a long-period orbit where it might be retrieved. But most of the fuel had already leaked away and the burn terminated after only a few seconds, leaving the singleship tumbling in a chaotic orbit.


  The Quiet War ended a few days later; in the aftermath, there was only a cursory search for the missing singleship. Fifteen years passed before it was spotted by a long-range survey. A collective retrieved it a year later, looking for scrap value and finding Baker. They revived him and used foetal cells to regrow the damaged parts of his brain, upgraded the neural net through which he had interfaced with the singleship and the drones. He had worked for the collective for two years, paying off the debt, and then they had let him marry into their extended family.


  At the end of the story, Jackson said, “Well, I guess that outdoes Goodluck Crowe. So now you’re working for them?”


  “I’m a partner.”


  “Yeah, right. Funny, isn’t it? We helped win the Quiet War, our own governments encouraged us to settle here, and then we were shafted. What do you pilot?”


  “A scow. I do freight runs.”


  “That’s just what I mean,” Jackson said. “Most of the freight in this system is rail-gunned. You used to be a hot-shot pilot and now you’re working the edge, picking up part-cargoes, trading margins on luxury items. I bet they’d use a chip instead of you if they could.”


  “I choose my own routes. I do business on the Bourse.”


  “Puttering around, making half a cent a kilo on the marginal price difference of vitamins between Daphoene and Rhea. Hardly the same as combat, is it?”


  “I don’t remember too much from before my accident,” Baker said amiably. “Are you still a pilot?”


  “Well, I guess I’m sort of freelance.”


  Baker felt a twinge of alarm. His sidekick said, If she asks for credit, you will not give it. I think that she was in the prison farms—the tattoos suggest that. I told you that this was a bad idea.


  Something must have shown on his face, because Jackson said, “I have credit. Plenty of it—I’m staying in the Hilton. But, see, it’s all room credit.”


  Baker didn’t understand.


  Be careful, his sidekick said. Here it comes.


  “See,” Jackson said, her bright blue eyes fixed on his, “I thought I’d walk about for a while. Stretch muscles. Then I wanted a beer, and the fucking machine sucked all the credit from my chip and wouldn’t give anything up. Tell me about your ship.”


  “Hamilton Towmaster, prewar but reconditioned. Daeyo motors, 80,000 kilos thrust. She’s a good old flamebucket. She’ll probably outlast me.”


  “You get where you’re going?”


  “Pretty much anywhere in the system.”


  Although mostly it was runs back and forth between Titan and Phoebe. The collective was one of the contractors on the Titan project. Titan was lousy with organic, but it was presently one vast storm and would be for another century, until the terraforming began to stabilize, so fixed carbon and other biomass for the construction crews had to be imported from Phoebe’s vacuum farms, and that was what Baker mostly hauled.


  Jackson sucked on the last of her beer; the thin plastic of the bulb made a crinkling sound as it contracted. She said, “It’s a pretty sorry state. Here we are, both of us on the winning side of the war, and the tweaks have got us fucked.”


  Baker looked around, but luckily none of the incredibly tall, stick-thin people ambling about the promenade with the slow shuffle required by sticky shoes seemed to have heard her. Calling an Outer System colonist a tweak was like calling one of Baker’s ancestors a nigger. The original colonists had undergone extensive engineering to adapt them to microgravity; incomers like Baker made do with widgets in their blood and bones to maintain calcium balance and the like, and in most places in the Outer System medical liability laws ensured that they weren’t allowed to have children.


  Jackson said, “Ordinary people like us have to stick together. That way we can show the tweaks what real humans can do. The way I see it, the war is still going on.”


  Baker said, “What is it you do now?”


  Jackson crumpled the empty bulb and dropped it over the rail; it fell away slowly towards one of the nets. She said, “Come see where I live these days.”


  The hotel was two levels down, a terrace landscaped as rolling parkland, with lawns and colorful flowerbeds, and clumps of trees grown into puffy clouds of leaves the way they did in microgravity. Little carts ambled here and there between the cabins. Baker had been to Phoebe 50 or 60 times but he had never before been here. This was where vips from Earth stayed, along with novo abastado industrialists and miners who rendezvoused here to make deals because the Redeemers were scrupulous about commercial confidentiality.


  Jackson had to sign Baker in. Blinking on the flash of the retinal print camera, he sat next to her on a cart which took them deep into the level. A sky projection hid the rocky ceiling high above; in the middle air, a couple of people were trolling about on gossamer wings. The guests could hunt here, too, Jackson said, although the meat remained the property of the Redeemers.


  “You buy a license to go out and shoot one of the little cows or mammoths they have here, and then you pay all over again if you want a steak.”


  Baker said, “You ever done it?”


  “I’ve other fish to fry,” she said.


  He was very aware of her warmth, next to him on the bench seal of the cart, hips and shoulders touching. He was also aware of his sidekick’s unhappiness; it hadn’t stopped complaining since he’d accepted Jackson’s invitation. She’s an old friend, Baker told it, and it said, Yes, but everyone is your friend and that’s why I give you advice you’d do best to listen to.


  But Jackson was an old friend, a very special friend. A war comrade, maybe even a lover. Although Baker didn’t remember anything specific, sitting next to her he definitely felt that they had once had something special, and she certainly seemed to think so. For all the edge she tried to put into her voice and body language, her trust was quite wonderfully naïve.


  The cart rolled over neatly trimmed green grass at a leisurely walking pace and circled around a big stand of bamboos and yellow-flowered mimosa, and there was one of the cabins, a dome turfed over with grass, little round windows like rabbit holes glinting here and there. A door dilated as the cart approached, and then they were inside a big room with carpet all over the walls and pits for places to sit or sleep. When Baker remarked on the size of the place, Jackson said that it didn’t matter how big a cell it was, it was still a cell.


  “I thought this was cool at first,” she said, “but I’d just upgraded is all. I’m still stuck here, but I think now I know a way out.”


  The sidekick had started to complain again. Baker winced and, something he hardly ever did, switched it to stand-by mode. The silence was a relief; he gave Jackson a goofy smile which obviously puzzled her.


  She said, “You’ll see who I work for, then you’ll get an idea of what I mean.”


  They put on sticky shoes and shuffled down a long curved ramp into a lower level, coming out in a room that was all white tiles and bright light, with a circular pool of polystyrene balls rippling back and forth, something big and pink half-buried in them. Some kind of animal Baker thought, and then it spoke and he realized that it was a man, the fattest man he’d ever seen, masked with artificial-reality goggles and twiddling his hands this way and that.


  “Time to wake up,” Jackson said loudly. “I’m back, Berry, and I’ve brought a friend.”


  The fat man cut the air with a hand; his goggles unfilmed. “Where have you been?” he said, his voice childish and petulant.


  “I was out on an errand,” Jackson said, her voice echoing off the tiles, “but I’m back now. Do you need anything?”


  “Didn’t know where you were,” the man said.


  “Well, here I am now. You been lying there all this time? You’ll lose the use of your legs.”


  “Help me to the surface if you want,” the man said, “but not right now. I’m deep in the Ten Thousand Flower Rift. I think I might get through to the Beasts’ chateau this time.”


  He rose and fell with the big, slow waves that rolled from one side of the pool of polystyrene balls to the other and back again. There was a little machine floating in the air close by his head, holding a bulb of thick white liquid, and he lifted his face now and sucked at a straw noisily.


  Jackson said quietly to Baker, “So now you see who I work for.”


  “He’s got to be the fattest man I’ve ever seen. Massing, golly, it must be 200 kilos at least.”


  “One hundred sixty. He tends to spread out a bit lying down.”


  “What does he do?”


  “Mostly he just lies right there and runs these antique 200-year-old sagas and drinks, or lies around on grass and runs his sagas and drinks. That’s margarita mix he’s working on there, he gets through a couple of liters of that a day. And he uses other stuff, too. He does his drugs, lying buck naked there or out on the grass under the sunlamps. They have some UV in their spectrum, so I have to rub cream on him to stop him burning. He can get about if he has to, but it hurts him even in microgravity, so he mostly stays on his back. There’re air jets under the balls, helping him stay afloat.”


  “I mean, who is he? How can he afford all this?”


  “Berry Malachite Hong-Owen; his mother is Sri Hong-Owen. That doesn’t mean anything to you? She invented one of the two important vacuum organism photosynthetic systems, made her rich as all hell. Berry is her son by her first and only marriage, a reject with a trust fund, doesn’t have to do anything but let the money roll in.” Jackson raised her voice and said, “You all right there, Berry? I got a bit of business with my friend here. You shout if you want anything.”


  Back up in the dome, Baker and Jackson sipped bulbs of a smoky brandy. Jackson lit a marijuana cigarette—Berry could afford the tax, she said.


  Baker said, “How did you get the job? It looks like fun.”


  Jackson didn’t answer for a moment, holding a volume of smoke before blowing it out and saying in a small, tight voice, “Fun? The one other thing Berry likes to do is fuck. He can manage it in microgravity, just about, although it takes some care.” She fixed Baker with her bright blue eyes, daring him to say something. When he didn’t, she took another drag and said through the smoke, “That’s part of what I was doing before I met him—the fucking Redeemers sell you a prostitute’s license and you pay tax on every bit of business. I may be old, but some of the tweaks do like the exotic. The rest of the time I was part of the gardening crew, moving bushes and trees here and there, replanting flower beds. I didn’t have much choice—I lost my ticket off through a piece of foolishness. I got to hear of Berry and did some research, and made myself indispensable to him. He likes older women—I think he misses his mother. But the fucker’s crafty. His trust fund pays for room and service, but he doesn’t have anything much in the way of transferable credit. Doesn’t need it, he says, because he never leaves the hotel.”


  “Doesn’t he pay you?”


  “He did at first, but then I was living here and I told him to save his credit. It wasn’t that much anyway, not enough to parlay up for any kind of good ticket and I don’t fancy leaving here as a corpsicle in steerage.”


  Baker began to see where this was going, and felt a twinge of pleasurable excitement. He had been right to think that there might be something in this, and it could well fall within the very wide parameters which allowed him to operate without consulting the collective. He said cautiously, “The thing is, the ship isn’t exactly mine.”


  “I’m not looking for a lift,” Jackson said leaning forward through her cloud of smoke. “I’m looking for a partner in a deal so sweet it could rot your teeth just thinking about it. Let me tell you about Berry.”


  Berry’s mother, Sri Hong-Owen, was a gene wizard with a shadowy, mysterious history. The system of artificial photosynthesis she had invented had made her as rich and famous as her rival, Avernus, but she had also done a lot of covert work before and after the Quiet War. Before the war, she was rumoured to have set up an illegal experiment in accelerated evolution of vacuum organisms somewhere in the Kuiper Belt for the Democratic Union of China; during the war, she had helped design the biowar organisms which had taken Europa, and she was said to have been involved in a covert program of human engineering. And after the war, she had announced that she was retiring (which no one believed), and had taken advantage of the resettlement scheme to take up residence at the edge of the ring system of Saturn.


  “Potato One and Two,” Jackson said. “Remember?”


  “Sure, but they’re just a couple of rocks, something to do with the military, I think. Anyway, no one lives there.”


  “That’s what they want everyone to think,” Jackson said.


  Potato One and Two were the nicknames of a pair of co-orbital satellites, tiny chunks of rock which had probably been shattered off a larger body by some ancient impact. Their orbits were within 50 kilometres of each other, beyond the edge of the F Ring. Sri Hong-Owen lived in absolute seclusion on the larger moon, Janus; she had registered the smaller, Epimetheus, as an experimental area. Berry had left—or had been thrown out—ten years ago; the other son by her failed marriage, Alder Topaz Hong-Owen, was working somewhere on Earth, perhaps as liaison with whichever government or corporado was sponsoring his mother’s current work. She had good and influential connections in the Three Powers Occupation Force; Jackson said that it was likely she was working on some covert military engineering program. The two moons were off-limits, protected by fierce automatic defense systems, but Berry had the right to return there.


  Jackson told Baker, “Berry misses her badly. He talks about her a lot, but there’s something which stops him returning. I think he was kinked, given some sort of conditioning. He has the codes which will get us through her defense system, and I know what they are—it didn’t take anything more than withholding his margarita ration for a couple of days. We can say that he paid us to bring him back, ask for money to take him away again. It’s like kidnapping, but in reverse.”


  “Suppose she doesn’t pay up?”


  Baker didn’t need the prompting of his sidekick to know that Jackson wasn’t telling him the whole story, not that it really mattered if his own scheme worked out, but he found that he liked the illicit thrill of becoming involved in her shady plot. Perhaps this was the way he had felt in the brief moments of combat, all those years ago before the accident had changed his life forever.


  Jackson shrugged. “She doesn’t pay, then we say we’ll kill him, or we’ll think of doing some damage to her experiments. But really, why wouldn’t she pay? Who’d want Berry around all the time?”


  Baker and Jackson got Berry out of the pool of polystyrene balls and helped him totter on shaky legs up the ramp to the outside. He flopped down on the grass like a pink barrage balloon and demanded that Jackson rub cream into his skin. That took a while, Berry grunting and sometimes giggling as Jackson rubbed coconut-scented cream into the hectares of his pink flesh. Baker was pretty sure it would end in some kind of sex and wandered off, taking big floating steps, and found some shade under a stand of umbrella trees. A herd of miniature red-haired mammoths was grazing off in the distance, moving in tentative tip-toe slow motion. A vine twisted around one of the umbrella trees and Baker picked at its grapes, each a slightly different flavour bursting on his tongue, wondering if he should reactivate his sidekick. The truth was he didn’t want to hear what it would say; it wasn’t programmed to take risks. He used his net to dial into Phoebe’s infoweb, and did a little research of his own. At last Jackson floated down beside him and told him that Berry was asleep.


  “So,” she said, “will you do it?”


  “Remind me of the percentages again.”


  “Twenty per cent goes to you, less any costs. But that’s still a lot of credit.”


  “Sure. I mean, yes, count me in.”


  He realized that he’d been thinking about it while seeming not to think about anything at all. His net was very sophisticated. It was risky, but the potential—not the silly scheme of Jackson’s—was huge.


  Jackson leaned over and kissed him; he kissed her back.


  “He’s sleeping now,” she said, after a while. “All that drinking and floating and floating and drinking does tire him out.”


  “He hasn’t asked why I’m here?”


  “I said you were my brother. He accepted that. Berry doesn’t like to think too hard about things. He’s like a kid. When he wakes up he’ll want a drink, and I’ll put something in it that’ll keep him quiet so we can get him aboard.”


  “We have to take him?”


  “I don’t like it either. But it’s the only way we can file a flight plan, and we’ll need to prove that we really do have him when we get there.”


  Once they were aboard the scow and had everything squared away, Jackson stripped off her jumper and trousers and they fucked. Baker couldn’t think of it as making love; it was as much a business transaction as his wedding night with the youngest wife of the collective. Jackson wanted to interface systems during sex, the way they used to, or so she claimed, but Baker held back. She fell straight asleep afterwards, and Baker thought about it all over again, looking for loose threads and unexpected angles.


  They had gone aboard late at night. Jackson had slipped a tranquilizer into Berry’s nightcap and he had fallen asleep almost immediately. They had used a luggage cart to get him to the docks, no problem there; the Redeemers didn’t care what was loaded onto ships as long as they got their tax. That was another reason why Phoebe was so successful.


  There hadn’t been a problem stowing Berry away, either; Jackson had already thought of that.


  As for the rest, the run itself was fairly simple, and Baker had already filed a flight plan, getting clearance with Berry’s identity code just as Jackson had said he would. If Sri Hong-Owen had an agent in the intelligence network of the pan-Saturn flight control system, she’d already know someone was on the way; she might already be taking countermeasures. Baker would have to think of what she might do, and how to get around it.


  He was scared but also elated. After going over everything in his head, he could at last fall asleep.


  But when he woke up, things had gone badly wrong.


  He woke up because Jackson was slapping him, slapping his face, slapping him hard in a back-and-forth rhythm with the same angry intensity with which she had attacked the servitor, saying over and over, “You fucker. Come on out of it, you fucker. Come on. Don’t die on me.”


  He tried to get away but he was trussed like a food animal in the web hammock in the centre of the scow’s compact lifesystem. Jackson’s left hand gripped his right wrist tightly. His head hurt badly and behind the pain there was a terrible absence. Stuff hung in front of Jackson’s angry, intent, face—columns, indices, a couple of thumbnails. She had jacked her net into his, broken into it using some kind of Trojan horse, and was using it to run the ship. Hand-holding, the pilots had called it, a kind of piggy-backing that had been used in training.


  The soundscape of the scow had changed. Beneath the usual whir of fans, the steady chug of the humidifier and the nearly subliminal hum of the lights were the intermittent thump of attitude thrusters and a chorus of pings and popping noises.


  Barker jerked his head back so that Jackson’s next blow missed; she swung halfway around with the momentum. “What,” he said, so full of fear that he thought for a moment he would start to cry. He swallowed something salty and said, “What have you done?”


  “You work it out,” she said, and let go of his wrist and turned her back on him.


  It took him less than a second to call up the data. The scow was in orbit around Phoebe, docked with its chain of cargo pods and slowly rotating in barbecue mode.


  A thumbnail picture showed the patchwork of the little moon’s tightly curving globe. Only 200 kilometres in diameter, it was a captured unmodified primitive object, mostly carbonaceous material mixed with water ice, almost entirely grown over with vacuum organisms which used the energy of sunlight to turn methane ice and carbonaceous tars formed five billion years ago, when the Solar System had first condensed, into useful carbon compounds. The patches were of all shapes but only four muted colours; orange-brown, reddish-brown, sooty black, mottled gray. Phoebe was like a dented and battered patchwork ball or a gigantic version of the four-colour map problem, curving away sharply in every direction.


  Another thumbnail showed Berry floating in faint red light, half-filling the scow’s water tank. An air mask was clamped over his face. Baker had objected to Jackson’s idea on hygiene grounds, but she had pointed out that the water was recycled anyway, and the filter system could easily be rerouted to clean the water coming out of the tank as well as that going in. Berry seemed to be asleep, curled up like a huge late-term embryo, the umbilical cord of airline and nutrient feed connected to his face rather than his belly, hands clasped piously under his chins, a continuous chain of bubbles trickling from the vent of his air mask.


  Baker clicked everything off. Jackson was hunched up at the far end of the cramped lifesystem, an arm’s length away. She had livid marks on her throat and deep scratches on her arms were still oozing blood into the air. She said, “You almost died. Your net shut down your vagus reflexes when I hacked it. And when I tried to revive you, you tried to kill me. Don’t you know what they did to you?”


  “You shouldn’t have messed with it,” Baker said.


  “I did it to free you!”


  Jackson’s face was pinched white, harsh and old-looking; only her bright blue eyes seemed alive. She shuddered all over and said more quietly, “They made you into a slave. A thing.”


  They had both had military neural nets installed when they had been inducted, but Baker’s net had been considerably upgraded after his accident; it was now more like a symbiont than a machine enhancement of his nervous system. When Jackson had jacked into it, she had been able to access only a few of its functions. She had got the ship up into orbit, and docked manually with the train of cargo pods, but she hadn’t been able to activate the flight plan he’d filed. And when she had tried to hack into its root directory, his net had easily repelled her efforts and had triggered a number of defense routines.


  Baker said, “Why are you doing this? Aren’t we friends?”


  “Because I’m tired of giving blow-jobs to Berry. Because I can’t bear to see an old comrade turned into a zombie so dumb he doesn’t even know what he is. Because I was in prison in Angola for ten years and I’d sooner die than go back.”


  Half of the Redeemers’ business was running the port. The other half was running the correctional facilities for the Saturn system—the vacuum farms. Angola was the worst of them; eight out of ten prisoners died before completing their sentence.


  Baker said, “Well, I did wonder about the tattoos. What were you in for?”


  “Just load and run the flight plan,” Jackson said, and smiled bloodlessly. “Okay, maybe I got greedy and fucked up. I need you, and I won’t let you back out.”


  Baker said, “I wasn’t your first choice of pilot, was I? You had an agreement with someone else, and I bet that’s why you were in the pilots’ canteen. But then you saw me, and thought you could make a better deal.”


  “I still rescued you,” she said.


  “How much were you going to get? From the first deal.”


  “It was the same as the one we made, except I was to get the 20-percent cut. But that’s blown away. We’re in this together or we’re both dead, and Berry. too. Your call.”


  It might be a bluff, but Jackson didn’t look like the kind of person who would start something she couldn’t finish. Baker pulled down the flight plan, checked it over out of habit, and activated it.


  The rumble of the scow’s motor filled the lifesystem. Acceleration gripped Baker; he drifted gently onto the padding at the rear of the cabin. Jackson hooked an arm around a staple and stared at him from what was now definitely the ceiling. And in the tank, Berry woke up amidst clashing pressure waves which distorted the red light into clashing lines and sheets and plaintively asked what was going on.


  Neither Baker nor Jackson slept during the 65 hours of the flight. Their military nets could keep them awake for more than a week, switching consciousness back and forth between the right and left hemispheres of their brains. Sometimes Baker would feel a little sluggish and his saliva would taste strange, but there were no other side effects.


  Jackson didn’t stay mad at him, but she remained wary. It wasn’t his fault that she had activated the defense routines. They were there to protect the collective’s investment. He told her this, and that he was happy and liked the life he had been given, but it only provoked a torrent of abuse. He wished that he had his sidekick to explain things, to help sort out the muddle, but Jackson had suppressed it—he had the horrible feeling that she had in fact erased it. When he asked her about this, she said that it was time that he started thinking for himself. He could never be the man he’d been when she had known him, but he could be his own man now.


  She did unbend enough to tell him a little of her life. While he had been drifting in the crippled singleship, neither alive nor dead, she had used her sign-off pay to start up a haulage company. When that had failed, outcompeted by rail guns, she had joined a collective long enough to know that it wasn’t for her, and then had become a smuggler, intercepting packages of forbidden technologies in the rings while on apparently innocent cargo runs. An industrial spy had broken up the cartel she had mostly worked for, and someone in the cartel had given her up to protect himself, and that was how she had ended up in the vacuum farms of Phoebe.


  She was still bitter about it. During the Quiet War, the Outer System colonists, split into more than a dozen rival enclaves, had hardly been able to fight back at all. In only three months, their infrastructures had been so devastated that they had been forced to surrender their hegemony. But what had happened since made you wonder who had really won after all, Jackson said. The tweaks had the upper hand in the Outer System, even if their various assemblies, moots, councils, conclaves and congresses were now in principle subservient to the Three Powers Occupying Force. Despite incentives and tax breaks, the various emigration schemes sponsored by the victors of the Quiet War had mostly failed; new settlers couldn’t compete with established cooperatives and collectives, and unless they signed away their right to return to Earth in exchange for engineering, they were not allowed to have children and tended to die young of problems associated with living in microgravity. Meanwhile, the central administration of the Outer System was falling apart as adapted colonists began to spread through the thousands of dirty snowballs and rocks of the Kuiper Belt. There was talk of another war, one in which Jackson wouldn’t be able to fight. She was too old and slow for combat now; she had been sidelined by history.


  Baker listened patiently to her rants. He tried to talk with Berry, too, but Jackson had set up a feed of lemon-flavored alcohol and the man was only partly coherent. In one of his more lucid moments, he said, “You shouldn’t go near my mother. She’s dangerous. All of her are dangerous.”


  “You mean she has other children?”


  “You could call them that,” Berry said. “They’re crazy bad.” His voice, muffled by the airmask, sounded as if it was coming from the bottom of a well.


  “How many brothers and sisters do you have?”


  “It isn’t like that. Alder would know, I guess . . . They look after me, always have, so maybe they’re not so bad. Not to me. They saved me other times . . .”


  Baker felt a faint stirring, as if his sidekick was about to waken. He wished it would, if only to say that it told him so. When nothing happened, he said, “Other times? What happened, Berry?”


  Berry was silent for a while. Then he said, “I should get out of here now. My skin is all puffy.”


  Baker tried to imagine what the lifesystem would be like with 160 kilos of dripping wet Berry crammed into it. He said, “You hang in there. Play your sagas.”


  “It isn’t the same,” Berry said. “The emulation in this system is horrible. When can you get me back to the hotel?”


  “Well, I’m not sure. Soon.”


  “I’d like margarita. That always goes down smooth.”


  “Maybe you should stop drinking.”


  “What’s the point of stopping? Get me some margarita and I might help you out.”


  Jackson was amused by Baker’s attempts to talk with Berry. She said that you couldn’t get any sense out of the man. His brain had been fried in alcohol, most of the switches jammed open or jammed closed, whole areas dead and blasted. Like a low-grade robot, he could follow his routines, but had trouble with anything outside them.


  “You want to know anything, you ask me,” she said.


  Baker thought that he had already learnt something useful from Berry. He said, “What will happen after we insert into orbit?”


  “I’ll tell you on a need-to-know basis, just like the old times.”


  But the old times were gone forever. His original self must have loved her fiercely for a residue of that love to have survived death, and Baker, who was vicariously fascinated by other peoples’ lives, and watched a lot of the old psychodramas when he wasn’t working, thought wistfully that once upon a time they must have been like Romeo and Juliet. But whatever they’d once been, that was then and this was now.


  The scow accelerated for more than 40 hours. The idea was to come in on a fast, short trajectory, decelerating hard at the last moment. Baker spent much of that time watching the view, a thumbnail of the lifesystem in one corner to let him keep an eye on Jackson—he was worried that she might suddenly try something stupid.


  Phoebe’s orbit was not only retrograde, but inclined to the equatorial plane of Saturn. As the scow drove inwards, the entire system was spread out ahead and below, nine major moons and more than a hundred smaller bodies, Saturn a pale half-disc at the centre, circled by his rings like an exquisite bit of jewelry.


  Baker never tired of this privileged view. He spent a lot of time watching it while working through his options. He wasn’t as brain-damaged as Jackson thought, and the enhancements to his net gave him a lot of computational power. He worked up several scenarios and played the simulations over and over, finally choosing the simplest one with a sense of doors closing irrecoverably behind him. He wondered if Jackson had inserted a parasitic eavesdropper into his net; if she had, she gave no sign that she knew what he was planning.


  As Saturn grew closer, the ring system began to resolve details in the sunlit arc that swept out beyond the planet; two unequal halves separated by the gap of the Cassini division, each half further divided into fine parallel bands, with dark irregular spokes in the bright B ring that could be seen to rotate if watched long enough.


  Then the motor cut out and they were in freefall again. There were only a couple of hours in turnover. Jackson spent much of them supervising the decoupling of the scow from the cargo train. Normally, it would recouple on the other end of the train, thrusters pointing ahead for deceleration. But Jackson’s manual link closed down halfway through the maneuver and the scow fired off several orientation bursts, turned end-for-end and immediately lit its main engines in a brief burn. At the same time, the thrusters of the cargo train started to fire.


  Berry started complaining over the link; Jackson snarled at him to shut up and was suddenly right in Baker’s face, swarming down the lifesystem cabin against the pull of the thrust and grabbing his right wrist. A Trojan horse smashed its way into his net, spilling voracious subroutines. For a panicky minute, he was deaf and dumb and blind—it was like being raped from the inside out.


  Light and sound came back. Baker discovered that he was in freefall again. Jackson had shoved away from him and was studying him intently, her blue eyes cold behind the tendrils of red hair that drifted loose over her face.


  Baker closed up all the indices and files she’d pulled open and said shakily, “You shouldn’t have done that.”


  “Christ, they really did a number on you, Baker. You’re not a man any more. You’re a bundle of routines. You’re a lapdog. This is your chance to get free of the leash, and you’re fucking it up.”


  Baker’s net was suppressing adrenalin production; otherwise he would have been trembling with flight reaction and stinking up the lifesystem with sweat. He said. “We’re in this together. I’ve accepted that. I thought it would be a good idea to dump the cargo in a high orbit. Makes us more maneuverable and saves reaction mass. We’ll get there earlier than the flight plan allows, so we can surprise Berry’s mother.”


  It was the best lie he had been able to come up with. He sipped at a bulb of orange-flavored glucose solution and watched her work it through. At last, she said. “I know you’re trying to fuck me over, but I can’t figure out how, not yet. But I will, and then I’ll know what to do with you. Meanwhile, climb into your pressure suit. There’s a chance that Berry’s mother might have changed her defense systems since he left.”


  “I thought you got the codes from him. And she knows we’re bringing him here.”


  “The codes are 20 years old, and she might not believe us. We’ve got 15 minutes before the main burn, so get moving.”


  They only just made it.


  The scow, decelerating, fell behind the cargo train. The string of half-silvered beads dwindled against the sweep of the rings, vanishing into the planet’s shadow as the scow swung in around the nightside. Vast lightning storms illuminated sluggish bands of storm systems that could have swallowed Earth without a ripple. Then the rings appeared, a silver arc ahead of the dawning diamond point of the sun. The scow’s motor rumbled continuously, decelerating at just over one gravity. Baker was heavier than he had been for years. Lying flat on the padding of the lifesystem, he tried to find a comfortable position within his pressure suit to wait it out, but there always seemed to be some seam or wrinkle digging into him. Jackson lay beside him, her ungloved right hand holding his ungloved left so that she could access the ship through his net. They lay there like spent lovers.


  “Seems hard to remember how we stood this on Earth,” Baker said at one point. “I almost envy Berry, floating in that tank.”


  “Just keep quiet,” Jackson said. “I’m watching everything. If something goes wrong, you’re toast.”


  She didn’t say it with much conviction, Baker thought. For the first time, he fell that he might have a chance to win back from this. It was clear that she hadn’t been able to work out what he’d done. He felt pity for her—she was out-of-date, left behind by the accelerating changes that were sweeping through the Outer System. She should have returned to Earth; out here, the aggression which had helped win the Quiet War was not a survival trait. Individualism counted for nothing in the Outer System. To survive, you had to commit yourself to helping others, who in turn would help you.


  Baker said, “What’s wrong? You said you remembered how good I was. I’m even better now.”


  “I remember you always thought you were a hotshot, but didn’t have much to back it up. You were a company man, Baker, even when you were in the service. You were always happiest following orders. You had no initiative. That’s one thing about you that hasn’t changed.”


  “Nothing you say can hurt me more than what you tried to do to me,” Baker said, with a fair imitation of wounded pride, thinking that her initiative had got her into prison, and now into this. He pulled down the view to shut her out.


  The rings spanned the curve of the planet in a thousand shades of gray and brown and white, casting a shadow across the bulge of its equator. The scow was coming in at a narrow angle above the plane of the rings, and they spread to port like a highway a million lanes wide. Zooming in with the scow’s telescope, Baker could see the seemingly solid plane break apart in lanes of flecks that grew into rocks and bergs flashing in the sunlight as they tumbled, a storm of motes forever falling around the planet.


  The scow plunged stern-first towards the gap beyond the outer edge of the narrow F ring. Jackson started a looped broadcast of the code she had dug out of Berry. Their target was still around the curve of the planet, coming towards them out of night; they’d rendezvous with it just at its dawn. Baker wanted to look for the cargo train, but wasn’t sure that he could do it without Jackson catching on.


  “I was wondering,” he said, after a while, “what you’ll do if this works out.”


  “That’s none of your fucking business.”


  “We might not survive it.”


  “I intend to. You could have set yourself free, Baker.”


  “Things have changed.”


  “This is the frontier, Baker. It’s far from the antfarms of Earth. It’s where people can walk tall and make their fortunes if they have the intelligence and the backbone.”


  “Or end in the vacuum farms.”


  “I had some bad luck. I’m going to turn that around. You might be content to give up your free will to a bunch of farmers who sit inside rocks like bugs in a bad apple. Well, I’m not.”


  She said more, but Baker tuned it out. The scow was just about to begin its final course correction. He patched telescope scans into a 360-degree perspective. The rings stretched away ahead and behind, flattened into a narrow line that bisected the sky. A single speck was bracketed ahead: their target.


  Janus was roughly the same size as Phoebe, an irregular body like the profile of a fist. It was pockmarked with craters, most eroded by billions of years of micrometeorite sleet and further softened by patches of vacuum organism growth. One small circular crater had been tented over, and shone greenly with internal lights. There was a ring of silver around it. The scow spotted one of the defense drones a hundred kilometres out and presented Baker with a grainy image of the tiny, deadly thing: a slim body less than two metres long, with a flat radar dish at one end and the swollen bowl of an oversized motor at the other. No radar probed the scow; nothing moved to intercept it. The broadcast code must be working.


  The scow shuddered, spinning this way and that, making a series of short burns before finally shutting down its motor. Now it was falling in the same orbit as the little moon, barely 20 kilometres away.


  Jackson started what seemed to be a one-sided conversation—she had made contact with someone on Janus, it seemed, but she wouldn’t allow Baker to switch into the channel.


  “I have him right here,” she said, “just like I told you. You must know he’s aboard—that’s why I could shut down your defense drones. Don’t try and target me manually, the ship will blow up if radar locks on it. Because he asked me to, don’t let’s go into all that again. Well, I expect that he misses you all. Yes, I can bring evidence, but it might be easier if you came up here, or I landed the ship. Well, okay, that’s fine by me too. Creepy little fucker,” she added, turning to Baker.


  “Can you really blow up the ship?”


  “Only if it’s absolutely necessary.”


  “That was Berry’s mother you were talking with?”


  “Some kind of agent, I think. It wants me to go down there with evidence I brought Berry back.”


  Jackson sealed up her pressure suit but did not go out through the airlock; instead, she opened an internal access hatch and plunged into the water tank. Berry was supine. She had added a relaxant to his alcohol mix. Baker watched as she snipped off the little finger from Berry’s right hand and came back out.


  “It has to be fresh,” she said, grinning at Baker through her helmet’s visor. She was pumped up with excitement. “That way she’ll know we’re not kidding. You’re not going to give me any trouble, are you?”


  “Maybe you had better tell me what you’ve thought of.”


  “We’re going down together. And if I see any sign that the ship is moving out of orbit, I’ll blow it.”


  “I should stay here with Berry.”


  “And have you swing the ship around and torch me?”


  “I wouldn’t do that. I’m in this with you.”


  “You’d better be, because you’re going to be my backup. They’re expecting one person. You’ll be a surprise. They won’t know who you are or what you’ll be doing while I walk in there.”


  They used a little jet unit to pull them across, touching down two kilometres from the tented crater, which was somewhere beyond the close, sharply curved horizon. Except for his annual safety certification exercises, Baker had hardly ever done any vacuum work. His P-suit was intelligent and responsive, but a residual stiffness blunted his reflexes; he let go a moment too soon and tumbled end for end when he touched down on the little moon’s surface.


  He tumbled a fair way—in Janus’s microgravity, he could bounce a couple of hundred metres off the surface with the gentlest of kicks. At last the suit fired a grapple and he slowed to a halt with a cloud of dust raining straight down all around. He was at the edge of a dense field of tall black blades that sloped away to the close horizon. Some reached up to four metres; all grew from thick rhizomes that snaked half-buried through the dusty regolith; all had turned the flat surfaces of their blades towards the sun’s yellow spark.


  Jackson threw a camo cloth over the jet unit and crept towards Baker on her belly, supple as a snake in her yellow P-suit. She checked him over and began to assemble a hollow tube and a scaffold cradle from components she had strapped to her backpack.


  “What are you doing?”


  “It’s amazing what you can get in the way of surplus weaponry, if you have the credit. This is a missile launcher. The Europans made them to shoot down drones like the ones we operated, only they didn’t have time to deploy them before the hydrogen bomb broke open the crust. I paid for this through Berry’s room service. It fires up to ten smart micromissiles, but I only need two. One is aimed at the scow, the other at the dome over the horizon.


  “Ah. I thought you were joking about blowing up the ship.”


  Jackson said flatly, “I don’t joke about business.”


  She started to adjust the angle of the tube by minute increments, finally sitting back in a squat. “It’s running, ready to go in three hours. Try and move it now and the charge will explode. Try and rip out the chip that controls it—same thing. The only way to stop it is to use a code. You think I’m a fuck-up, but I know what I’m doing here.”


  Baker couldn’t see Jackson’s face because the sun was reflecting off the gold-tinted visor of her helmet, but he could imagine her tigerish grin. He said, “I don’t doubt it.”


  “You stay right there. I’ll be telling them that you’ll fire the mortar at any sign of trouble, so don’t stray. And remember that I’m linked to the ship just like you. Try anything—especially try and close down my link—and I’ll blow her. Sit tight. Enjoy the view. I’ll be back soon.”


  Baker sat tight, watching Saturn’s crescent slowly wax above the sharp, irregular edge of the horizon. Like almost all of Saturn’s moons, Janus was tidally locked, and kept one face permanently turned toward its primary. Sri Hong-Owen had sited her home at the edge of sub-Saturnian hemisphere; Saturn stood permanently at the horizon, his rings arching beyond his banded crescent like the string of a drawn bow—he dominated half the sky, shedding a bilious light over the pockmarked slope. Janus was so small that wherever you looked the ground appeared to slope away—Baker felt that he was hugging the top of a hill that was plunging towards Saturn’s storms, a hill studded with half-buried boulders of all sizes which cast multicolored shadows. In the other direction, the outer ring system scratched a thin arch across the width of the sky, with several of the moons bright against a dusting of stars. There was Dione, which had its own satellite trailing at 60 degrees of arc in the same orbital path; there was the tiny crescent of Titan, lit not only by the Sun but by the terraforming fusion lamps hung in equatorial orbit. Baker wondered what it would be like when Janus was overtaken by its co-orbital moon, Epimetheus. Passing only 50 kilometres away, Epimetheus would eclipse Saturn and exchange a fraction of its momentum with Janus; the two moons would swap orbits and Janus would slowly accelerate away in the lower orbit. The orbital exchange happened every four years, and was not a stable configuration; in slightly under ten million years the two moons would collide, and it was thought that the fragments would eventually coalesce into a single body.


  He thought his plan through again. With the insurance of the cargo train, he was pretty sure that he could get out of this alive. The rest was as imponderable as ever, but he was confident that he could make some friends here. That was what he was good at, after all. Of course, he’d underestimated Jackson, and it was only pure dumb luck that she hadn’t upgraded her net—otherwise he was pretty sure that she would have disposed of him as soon as she had control of the scow. But Jackson wasn’t the problem now. He was pretty sure that she would be killed as soon as she walked into the habitat. Although it certainly increased his chance of survival, part of him—the fragmented bits of his old self—wished that he’d warned her.


  The P-suit’s lifesystem made comforting hums and soft hisses; it was like being inside a tent exactly his size.


  Baker broke radio silence to try and talk with Berry, but the man was gurgling inside his mask, drunk or asleep, and wouldn’t answer.


  He tried that counting trick: one potato, two potato, three potato, four. Tested it against the system clock of his net, tried different intonations, couldn’t get it to come out right. Maybe it was just a story Jackson had spun to draw him in. It didn’t matter. He didn’t need dumb tricks like that, not any more.


  Time passed. Baker had always been calm in the squeeze of danger—to his way of thinking, there was no sense in getting caught up in useless speculation, it was best to face any situation with an uncluttered mind. In any case, there was nothing he could do until either Jackson came back or Berry’s mother came for him. He set up a couple of alarms on his P-suit’s system and fell asleep.


  And woke an hour later to find four pressure-suited figures kneeling by him, visors blankly reflecting the gray-brown moonscape. They were as small as children. A fifth figure was examining Jackson’s missile launcher.


  Baker tried to sit up, and discovered that his suit was bound by a thousand tough, tightly wrapped fibres. He squashed the first tremors of alarm and said as calmly as he could, “There’s a couple of things you should know.”


  The ring of silver around the tented crater was a plantation of things like flowers, tough wiry stalks five metres tall rising straight out of dusty ice, each bearing a single big white dish-shaped bloom with a black cylinder protruding from its centre. The dishes were all turned in one direction, toward the setting sun. It was pitch black beneath the packed dishes, but Baker’s captors carried him at the same fast-gliding gait with which they’d crossed the open ground.


  Just as he was carried out of the far side of the plantation, Baker thought he saw a flash at the horizon, and wondered if that had been the missile launcher. Then he and his captors plunged down a sleep terraced slope, following a path sketched in dabs of green fox-fire. Baker didn’t ask where they were taking him. He was just grateful that so far he had not been killed.


  The slope became a tunnel, hung from floor to ceiling with a thousand stiff black curtains that must have formed a pressure lock, because the tunnel suddenly opened up at the lip of a huge bowl of greenery under a thousand brilliant lamps, with flocks of what looked like birds floating lazily at different layers in the air, Saturn a blank-faced giant peering in at the construction diamond tent which capped the vast space.


  Baker’s pressure-suited captors dropped him at the edge of the bowl and threw themselves over the drop, bouncing like balls from terrace to terrace and finally vanishing into a stand of tree ferns. Baker’s bonds slowly dissolved, snapping apart like brittle elastic as he picked himself up.


  A woman was moving toward him through the air above the green gulf, sitting on a throne borne up by what looked like cherubs. She was not Sri Hong-Owen but one of her daughters. She was young, golden-skinned and unselfconsciously naked. She had a tweak’s etiolated build, her long arms and legs skinny but supple, her breasts no more than enlarged nipples on her prominent rib cage. A cloud of black hair floated around her narrow face.


  When Baker asked her name, she smiled and said that no names were needed here, where all were one mind, one flesh. He asked then where her mother was, and the golden-skinned woman told him that she had moved on, which at first Baker took to mean died.


  “Alder descended to the Earth to continue our mother’s work there,” the woman said, “and Berry went his own way. He is only our half-brother, and is weak-minded, but we love him anyway. Our mother would have killed him, we think, but she no longer needs to make small decisions like that, and we decided to show mercy.”


  “How many are you?”


  Baker had unlatched the helmet of his P-suit and stood with it tucked under his arm, like an old-fashioned knight in front of his enthroned queen. The cherubs had flown away—they had little patience, the woman had said when they left, being full of the joy of life lived moment to moment.


  “There are more than enough of us to deal with you or anyone else who tries to invade our kingdom,” she told Baker now. “We have killed many in the last 20 years—spies, pirates, adventurers, the merely curious. But you are the first to think of kidnapping Berry, and you are the first to threaten our mother. How did you know?”


  “Luck, I guess,” Baker said, wondering what he was supposed to have guessed.


  The woman leaned forward, gazing intently at him through her floating tangle of black hair. “Berry is not dead.”


  Her gaze compelled. Baker said, “No. No, not when I left him.”


  “Then you are luckier than you know,” the woman said.


  “What about Jackson?”


  “Was that her name?”


  “You killed her, didn’t you? You should know she aimed a missile at this place.”


  “We dealt with it.”


  “Ah. I thought I saw an explosion.”


  “The one who tried to disarm it was killed.”


  “So you killed Jackson in return.”


  “No, we killed the woman because she threatened us. Any of us would sacrifice our lives for the good of the clade, but all of us would die to save our mother. We love her more than life itself. You should know that we are tracking the cargo train and have calculated its trajectory.”


  When Baker had briefly wrested control of the scow from Jackson, he had sent the cargo train on a trajectory that would end in a collision with Epimetheus after three orbits of Saturn, less than 20 hours from now. He said, “I was going to tell you about that. I don’t mean any harm by it. I want to be friends. The cargo train—it’s just insurance, that’s all.”


  The woman made no gesture, but children appeared at various levels of the burgeoning greenery. No, not children: they were naked creatures the same size as his pressure-suited captors, so pale and skinny that they seemed partly transparent, like certain deep-sea creatures. They were quite sexless. Their heads were small and wedge-shaped, sloping straight back from skin-covered dimples where their eyes should have been; their ears flared out like bats’ wings; their hands had only three fingers, spaced like a crane’s grab. Four of them gripped the arms of Baker’s P-suit with implacable strength.


  “We will kill you slowly for your presumption,” the woman said, “and our defense drones will destroy the cargo train.”


  Baker said. “I don’t think you want to do that. If it’s destroyed, the debris will still hit and do just as much harm, but if you leave it be, I can change its orbit once we’ve made a deal.”


  The woman shrugged. “It is unlikely that the impact will hurt our mother, for most of her is far underground. But it will damage her energy-gathering systems, and we cannot allow even that. You will change its orbit now.”


  Baker said stubbornly, “We can make a deal. That’s why I’m here.”


  “No,” the golden-skinned woman said serenely. “No bargains. Change the orbit of the cargo train and we may let you leave. Otherwise we will keep you here, alive and in great pain.”


  “You didn’t kill me,” Baker said. “Of course you want to bargain. I want to set up a trading agreement between your clade and my collective. You must have plenty of biological novelties, for instance. In exchange, we can supply you with trace elements, or anything else you might need. I did a little research and I know you deal exclusively with the private citizens who bankrolled this experiment. I bet my collective can offer you better supply contracts. And we can guarantee confidentiality.”


  “There will be no trade,” the woman said. “We need nothing. Our mother made this garden. It is all we need. You will do as we ask.”


  “I have to be on the scow to do it,” Baker said, “so you’ll have to let me go anyway. There’s plenty of time. I can show you the figures on the trade my collective does with the Titan terraforming project. Think it over. I mean no harm to your mother. I didn’t know she was on Epimetheus. I thought she was here.”


  “She is not on Epimetheus,” the woman said, “she is becoming Epimetheus. Think what you will do. I will return soon.”


  Cherubs whirled down and lifted the chair and the woman into the air. As she dwindled away, the workers released Baker and vanished into the greenery with unnerving swift silence.


  The golden-skinned woman did not return for many hours. Baker wasn’t worried; he was sure that she was discussing the offer with her mother, and the longer it took the more likely it was that he could hook them. He found the airlock, but the black sheets had stiffened and would not let him pass. A little way beyond, at the foot of a steep vine-covered cliff, a flash of bright yellow caught his attention. It was Jackson’s P-suit helmet. The visor was cracked around a burn hole; the padding inside was crusted with drying blood.


  Baker cradled it, tears pricking at his eyes; although he had not loved her, he had loved the idea of remembering that he had once loved her, and what he was mourning now was that lost part of his life. She had not understood that when she had tried to manipulate him; she had not really understood much of what she had done. The only thing she had been right about was that ordinary humans had no place in the Outer System: here was the proof.


  He dropped the helmet and turned back to explore the rim of the freefall jungle bowl. The lush green thickets were full of strange creatures: things like snakes, but with narrow human heads and pale human skin; little black-furred tarsiers with microcephalic human faces; white worms working like mobile fingers through the crumbling soil. The things Baker had thought were birds were more like black-furred bats, with leathery wings as wide as his outstretched arms; when he climbed out along the smooth limb of a tree above the bowl of the jungle a flock of them wheeled and dive-bombed him, spattering him with their dung.


  Baker laughed and retreated, crashing unhandily through thick foliage in his P-suit. He was not afraid of anything here. He controlled the cargo train: he had the upper hand. He had thought to threaten Sri Hong-Owen with the destruction of her experimental sites, and although he didn’t understand what the woman had told him, he was certain that his bargaining position was even stronger than he had hoped. His sidekick had been wrong after all. Everything was going to work out. Except for Jackson, of course. It was a pity about Jackson, but after she tried to cut him out of the deal, he really had had no choice but to let her walk unknowingly to her own death.


  At last, the golden-skinned woman returned, borne as before through the air on a chair sustained by cherubs. Workers stepped out of the greenery and stood on either side of her chair as the cherubs set her down and whirled away.


  “I hope we can talk,” Baker said.


  “We have agreed to tell you about us,” the woman said. “Listen.”


  Sri Hong-Owen wanted to become truly immortal, the woman said. She had used cloning as a first step, although she knew that it would not be enough. Clones are exact genetic copies, but personality is determined by a combination of genes, environment and experience. A clone would have to have been subjected to every single one of her own experiences to become a perfect copy. Even so, she experimented with the effects of various types of memory downloads and artificial-reality scenarios on the personalities of female clones, and then she had created the clade and its habitat, and given it over to the charge of her daughter clones. The clade valued knowledge, not things. Its treasure store was in its self-regulating ecosystem and the genetic diversity it had fashioned from a genome library derived from a few plants and microorganisms and from Sri Hong-Owen herself; every animal in the habitat was derived from her by gengineering and forced evolution. Given the right conditions, the clade could persist forever.


  Meanwhile, Sri Hong-Owen reshaped herself.


  She developed vacuum organisms which turned sunlight into electrical energy with almost one-hundred-percent efficiency—the ring of dish flowers around the habitat were an early prototype. They were forming a blanket across the surface of Epimetheus, and Sri Hong-Owen’s modified body was growing through the moon’s icy crust like blue mould through cheese. It was already the largest organism in the Solar System, larger even than the mycelial mats which underlay Earth’s temperate forests, and which she now somewhat resembled. Copies of her original body were cached here and there in that mass, and there were more than a hundred copies of her brain, all sharing the same sensory inputs, the same thoughts. They were as alike as possible. Eventually the mycelium would completely embrace the moon. It would grow thrusters which would subtly alter the moon’s orbit, slingshotting it repeatedly through Saturn’s gravity well until it gained enough velocity to escape to the stars.


  “Probably Vega,” the golden-skinned woman told Baker. “There’s a ring of debris around Vega twice the size of our Solar System, millions of comets and planetoids and asteroids. She will fill it with clades like ours, and then move on to other systems where planets failed to form. She is the first real transhuman, but there will be others—those who sponsored her work, to begin with.”


  Baker smiled. He did not believe half of what he had been told. He said, “If she is truly immortal then she must value her life immensely.”


  “What are you to her? She could fill the galaxy. In time, she could fill a million galaxies. Planets are unnecessary. We have evolved beyond planets. We have evolved beyond the human form. We can make ourselves over into a thousand kinds of organism, all fitter for life in space than mere humans. The tweaks are a first step, lungfish on the shore of space. We will go much further.”


  “My collective has already made over a tented crater on Rhea, much as this one has been transformed. Other collectives are making homes in planetoids, mining comet heads . . . There are many different ways of making a living, and no need at all to depend on trade with anyone on Earth. Trade with us instead. If you had time to look at those figures—”


  “All of you are still human,” the woman said. “We have evolved beyond that.”


  “She’s right,” someone else said, and a second golden-skinned woman came into the clearing with an elegant motion that was half-walking, half-swimming. She held something between her small breasts with both hands.


  “You’ve decided.” Baker said. “That’s good.”


  “We’ve decided,” the woman said, and released what she held.


  It flew straight at Baker on a blur of membranous wings, a tiny bat with a wasp’s long abdomen. He tried to knock it out of the air but it was too fast and his pressure suit slowed him. It dodged his clumsy blow and caught at his hair with claws. Something sank into his scalp, pushing between the sutures of his skull, and black pain swept the world away.


  When it came back, the two golden-skinned women were looking down at him. Baker pushed up and gingerly touched the top of his head; hundreds of hair-thin wires with sticky-tagged ends came loose, slowly falling to the ground around him. He said, “What did you do?”


  “Evolution is cruel,” the first woman said. “Those forms which are less successful will die. Perhaps we will keep some of you, out of sentiment. And Baker, while he lives, needs help, of course.”


  “I’m not sure I understand,” Baker said. He felt quite calm, as if he had entered an artificial reality and could leave any time he wanted. “I thought evolution was all about change, but you do not want to change.”


  Suddenly, he felt his sidekick at his back and a warning twinge in his head like a cold needle in his core. Ordinarily, he would have welcomed its return, but there seemed to be something wrong with it; it was fierce and strong and silent.


  He said, “You did something to me, didn’t you? Something with those wires, something to my net.”


  The second woman said, “We are a new kind of evolution. The body changes at will, and the mind lives on.”


  “Tell me what you did!”


  “After a little while,” the first woman said, “you won’t ever worry about it.”


  Baker said, “You want me to think like you? Is that it? Listen, you can’t last forever in isolation. People need other people.”


  “That is why we will send you back,” the first woman said. “You can only think in the old way. Although we love him dearly, that was always Berry’s trouble.”


  Then the sidekick seized Baker. He couldn’t move. His body felt bloated, unmanageable, fiery hot, a pupa melting and changing inside the carapace of the P-suit.


  The wires had downloaded new programs into his net and reactivated his sidekick: now his sidekick was changing him. Part of his personality fell away, falling from his mind into darkness as icebergs calve from a glacier.


  At last the work was done and the world came back to him. His sidekick was at his back, stronger than ever, his mentor and his friend.


  They all gathered to watch him go, workers, cherubs, human-skinned snakes and crabs, naked monkey-things which tended the gardens, all one family, one flesh, one thought, one clade.


  “You are one of us now,” they said. “A different flesh but one of us. Our faithful servant. You will divert the cargo train because you know that no harm must come to our mother. You will guard our brother now and forever.”


  He did what they wanted.


  He was one of them.


  His collective finally found him on Dione. He and Berry were staying in the only hotel in a raw construction town, the first stage of an ambitious plan to tent the Latium Chasma, the fissure which cut a deep groove across the northern half of the sub-Saturnian hemisphere. The hotel could not supply the kind of luxury that Berry was used to; after only a few days he told Baker that he wanted to move on.


  Baker was returning from the port. He always transacted business in person; even deeply encrypted phone lines were not to be trusted. He had arranged transport to one of the garden habitats that orbited Titan, a tourist place where people went to use telepresence to explore the storms which were resurfacing the giant moon. He was sure that Berry would like it: gardens reminded him of the happy days of his childhood, in the garden of his mother.


  They jumped into Baker’s capsule just before it pulled out of the station, a young woman and an older man. The young woman wanted to know if he recognized her. “We slept together to seal the contract,” she said, her eyes searching his face. “You were always my favourite. You must remember.”


  Baker tried to be polite. “I do not know you,” he lied. “I am sorry.”


  The young woman touched the man’s arm.


  “Ralf is a lawyer. We filed a bond here. If you need privacy to talk we can provide it. We know you logged a flight with two passengers. One was an old friend of yours. Vera Flamillion Jackson. We know where you went, but we don’t know what happened. Please tell me. Whatever happened to you can be reversed, I’m sure of it.”


  “I don’t think so. You want your slave back. Don’t deny that you think of him as your property. Well, he isn’t. He is one of us, now.”


  And so on, a tide of anger rolling over Baker, submerging him so completely that he no longer knew if he or the sidekick was speaking. He came to himself in the atrium of Berry’s hotel suite. The entry phone was flashing but he ignored it.


  “Well, it’s time we moved anyway,” he said to the air, as he moved through the rooms to the private pool where Berry floated.


  The sidekick was fading at his back, as beneficent as the warmth of the sun; before it vanished it told him with approval that he had done well. And then he saw Berry, floating pink and naked in steaming water amongst palmettoes and bamboos, a tray of food on his hairless chest, sucking on a drink bulb, and the unfortunate incident didn’t matter anymore.


  Berry spat the straw from his mouth and said, “You’ve been away. I don’t like it when you’re away.”


  “I’ve arranged a new place for us.”


  “Oh, that. Good. Can’t stay in one place too long. That’s the secret.”


  “Do you think she might need us one day? Do you think we might be allowed to return?”


  Berry bent his head and sucked up the last of the margarita mix with a rattling noise. When he looked up, there were tears swelling in his eyes. He said, “We’re nothing to her now. We’re too human. You’re here to serve me. By serving me you serve the clade. That’s all you need to know. Now help me out. My skin’s wrinkling.”


  “Of course,” Baker said, and went to get the oils and unguents, filled with boundless unqualified love for his master.


  


  Paul J. McAuley recently completed the third volume of his “Confluence” trilogy—although that book will not be out until next year. He is now contemplating a new novel. His last three appearances in Interzone were with “The True History of Dr Pretorius” (issue 98), “All Tomorrow’s Parties” (issue 119) and “The Secret of My Success” (issue 131). He lives in London.


  TETHYS DEEP


  Pete D. Manison


  Humans have often longed for “immortality” and may not have exhausted the ways to achieve it. . . .


  It senses their approach through the frozen shell that surrounds it in its womb. It knows who they are, but it is uncertain what to do. All is in readiness. The cycle is nearly complete and the timeless waiting at an end. It hesitates. They are out there. They must not be harmed. It remembers that much. They must escape. But they cannot be put before its own survival. If that is threatened, then they must die.


  “I’m only going to say this one more time.” Sonya’s voice was as hard as the ice that surrounded them. “Surface this thing now.”


  Felicia smiled. It was her best defense, she had learned, though she suspected her sister was becoming immune to it. “Would you mind sitting back? You’re obstructing my view.”


  Sonya didn’t answer. Felicia concentrated. This was no time for bickering. Forward motion read five meters per second, and at that speed the sub was almost on top of small objects by the time she spotted them on radar. Her reactions had to be quick and true. She could feel sweat trickling down her face, even in the microgravity. And to make matters worse, there was the dead touch of Xin’s still-warm body where it pressed against her leg within the cramped interior of the sub.


  “Lookout!”


  Felicia spotted the bubble in time to avoid losing control, but the ice-sub shuddered as it hit the air pocket and then plunged beyond it. Felicia’s fingers trembled at the controls. If the pocket had been larger . . . She eased the throttle back, just a little, to give the forward melter more time to do its job and to allow her another half-second’s warning of obstacles.


  “You’re a biologist,” Sonya said, “not a pilot. You’re going to get us both killed.” Her voice was level, but Felicia knew she was not alone in her fear.


  “Look, we’re almost halfway. It’s just as easy to go the rest of the way down.”


  “But then we have to get back up again.”


  Felicia spared her sister a quick glance. “Only if . . .” She couldn’t finish the thought. How dare she assume the worst! LOS didn’t mean the base . . . didn’t mean their father . . .


  “Maybe the ice sheared the cable again,” she managed.


  “Yeah,” Sonya said. “Maybe.”


  The sub bucked again. They were passing through a boundary layer where the ice had run molten when Tethys was younger and more geologically active. The headlights flashed off fault lines, transformed them into walls of green, red and blue. Felicia would have found it beautiful if not for the thought of what might have happened to her father, what it might mean for the biosphere they’d worked so hard to study and protect. If not for Sonya . . .


  “I know what you’re feeling,” her sister said quietly. “I feel it too. But this isn’t the way to help him.”


  Felicia didn’t take her eyes off the monitor. “I’ve trained on the simulator,” she said. “I can handle it.”


  Sonya shook her head. “Piloting an ice-sub is no video game. Too fast and you exceed the melt-zone and ram the ice. Too slow and you’re caught in the refreezing wake—entombed forever. It took Xin three years to—”


  “Xin’s dead,” she said.


  “My point exactly.”


  Felicia ignored her. She thought of a day long ago on Earth, before the SciCorp grant, before their mother’s decision. It had been a warm spring day, and the four of them had taken a hike through the woods. As usual, their father had stopped to identify every plant they encountered.


  Felicia, only seven, was not to be outdone. “Look, Daddy!” she’d proudly exclaimed. The leaves were large and sharp-edged. And it was her discovery. “What is it?” she’d asked eagerly, thrusting a handful of leaves under his nose.


  He’d smiled. “Poison ivy, dear.”


  That night, the rash had taught her that her father never, ever, made a mistake.


  “Watch it!”


  Felicia jumped as Sonya’s voice reverberated through the tiny cabin. She saw the shadow coming at them, dodged left just in time to avoid it.


  “Rock zone,” she said. “We must be nearly to the Core.”


  More dark shapes flashed by. Each time, Felicia eased the sub to one side or the other.


  The alarm blared.


  “Big one!” shouted Sonya. “Steer left!”


  Felicia banked the sub hard. By the time she saw the smaller shadows, too tiny to be picked up on radar, it was too late to evade them.


  “Hold on!”


  The sub shook violently, and there came the terrible sound of rock grating against metal. Forward momentum slowed.


  “Damn!”


  “What is it?”


  “We’re losing the forward melter.” Felicia was surprised at the calmness of her own voice. Dammit, Xin! What a time to have a heart attack!


  The yellow bar on the panel before her began edging toward the red. Felicia caught a glimpse of her face in the curve of plastic that covered one of the gauges. Wavy brown hair, smudge of a nose, dimples—it was the face of a little girl, she thought, except for the eyes, brown and hard, showing more than her thirty years and the drive she’d inherited from her lather.


  Showing fear.


  Who am I kidding? she asked herself. I’m no pilot.


  Then the idea hit, and she forgot her doubts.


  “I’m going to try something,” she told Sonya.


  It wasn’t easy rotating the sub when the water ahead was already beginning to thicken with ice crystals. She brought the aft melter up to maximum temperature and threw the sub into reverse. As their speed increased, they began to outrun the re freezing water in their wake.


  “Keep your eyes glued to that radar,” Felicia said. “At this speed . . .” She fell silent. It was difficult enough piloting the sub without trying to talk at the same time. The aft monitor was just as good a guide as the forward, but with the controls reversed, she had to think carefully to avoid making a costly mistake. Sweat began to run down her face again, held against her skin by surface tension, stinging her in eyes. She suddenly realized she was gripping the controls with such force that her fingers had gone numb.


  And then, with one final lurch, it was over.


  “You did it,” Sonya said.


  Felicia looked up. The sub’s lights stabbed out into infinity. She could see the curve of ice receding behind them. Ahead: the calm waters of the Core.


  They are close now. A part of it stirs with urgent emotions, but the other part is older, wiser. It will wait. It will let them come to it. And when the time comes, it will decide their fate.


  “Tethys Deep, this is ice-sub Clarke-7. Come in, please.”


  Silence—not even a trace of static so far beneath the moon’s surface.


  “Tethys Deep, are you receiving? We have entered the Core and are en route to you. Please respond.”


  Nothing.


  “Tethys Deep—aw, I’m wasting my time.”


  Felicia looked up. “Keep trying,” she said.


  Sonya glared. “Since when are you giving the orders?”


  “This isn’t the time for sibling rivalry! For once in your life, will you just cooperate?” She brought the sub to water mode as she spoke. With the melter shut down and the nanodiamond sheath retracted, she was able to increase their speed.


  “Tethys Deep, this is ice-sub Clarke-7. Do you read me?”


  Felicia felt her heart pounding as she listened for a reply. She tried to distract herself by taking in the view beyond the sub’s transparent canopy, where the water teemed with living creatures of every size and shape and color. The biosphere had changed since Felicia’s last dive. Many creatures appeared more scarce than she remembered, while the slow-drifting, little-understood “footballs” were much more numerous. They moved in great clouds through the zero-gravity waters, limiting visibility when the sub passed through them.


  “Dr. Waller—Dad—it’s me, Sonya. Felicia’s with me, too. We’re heading your way. Please respond.”


  No answer.


  Felicia steered the sub around a school of pink “jellyfish” and picked up the lights of the installation at once.


  “They still have power,” she observed. She had to force herself not to increase speed now that the base was in sight. Preservation of the biosphere remained their primary responsibility, and a racing ice-sub with its sharp-edged fins and maneuvering props could do unthinkable damage among the blind and defenseless organisms that seemed to fill every cubic meter of water.


  It called for the gentle touch.


  “Tethys Deep, I repeat: This is Clarke-7. We have you in sight and are on final approach. Are you receiving?”


  A great wave of footballs eclipsed the base. The things were everywhere. Encased in an impenetrable hide, this particular organism had given up none of its secrets to even the most stubborn investigators. The sudden population explosion added to the mystery. Especially, thought Felicia, since footballs had never been observed in mating and no immature footballs had ever been found.


  “Tethys Deep, come in, please. We are—”


  Sonya broke off as the living wave dissipated and the base came back into view. At closer range, the damage was obvious. C-module had ruptured, the hull apparently crushed, and at once they spotted the cause of LOS. The phone cable drifted snakelike in the gentle current. It had been neatly snipped in two.


  “My God,” Felicia heard herself say. Blood pounded in her ears, and she couldn’t shake the image of her father, his body bloated and his open eyes staring as he drifted among the schools of alien fish. That was how she would find him—she felt certain of it. And what would be left for her then?


  “Two modules are still intact.” Sonya was squinting into the water, her face scrunched up in concentration. “Maybe Dad and the others were in A or B module when it happened.”


  Felicia nodded, feeling numb, feeling that it wasn’t so.


  “You taking us in?” Sonya asked. “Or do we sit out here forever?” It was the nearest thing to encouragement Felicia would ever get from her sister. It was enough.


  The docking came off without a hitch.


  “Check the board,” Felicia ordered. Then, realizing she needed Sonya’s full cooperation, she added, “Please.”


  Her sister seemed not to notice. “I’m showing normal pressure in this module. We shouldn’t need our suits.”


  “Good.” Felicia accessed the base computer and initiated pressure equalization. In seconds, she had a green light.


  “Ready?”


  Sonya met her eyes, looked away. “Felicia . . .”


  Felicia touched her sister’s arm. “I know,” she said. “Whatever we find, I’m ready.”


  Sonya seemed to relax. She moved to the hatch and began turning the manual fail-safe knobs. Felicia watched her sister’s hands, concentrated on her fingers and the way they glided over the knobs, then snapped the handle down and out with precisely controlled force. The more she concentrated on these things, the more the image of her lather faded from her mind.


  Water droplets drifted in the airlock, indicating recent use. Two diving suits were missing. Felicia propelled herself across the compartment while Sonya closed the exterior hatch behind them. Only then would the safety systems allow access to the interior.


  “Dad? Dr Hernandez? Is anyone aboard?”


  Metal clanged against metal somewhere in another compartment. Felicia and Sonya exchanged a glance, then Felicia moved to the intercom.


  “This is Felicia Waller,” she said, trying to keep emotion from her voice. “Sonya and I have entered through Airlock 2. Is there anyone aboard?”


  There was no answer—only silence.


  “We’ll have to check one compartment at a time,” said Sonya.


  “Great.”


  B Module held no sign of life, but they found trouble in the control room.


  “Look at this! The reactor program’s gone crazy!”


  Felicia looked over Sonya’s shoulder, but the tone of her sister’s voice told her more than the readings did.


  “This thing’s on overload! Someone deliberately shut down the cooling system, bypassed all the safeties, and cranked it up to max output. We have hours, maybe. Then . . .”


  “You’re the computer expert. Can you reverse it?”


  Sonya tapped at the keyboard, then pulled her hands away as if the keys had been hot to the touch. “No time,” she said. “Whoever did this really knew what they—”


  Something moved in the corridor. Felicia whirled, forgetting the weightlessness, and it was a moment before she could halt her spin. In that moment, she caught sight of a face in the hatchway—a white, bloodless face with black, tortured eyes. Then it was gone, and Sonya was headed out the door.


  It has waited millions of years by the time-scale recently learned from the other part. Memory stretches back, unbroken, to the time of light and heat, to the long darkness before arrival in this place. Conditions are perfect here. Tidal forces keep the core molten, allowing it to thrive. Release need not come for eons. It has learned patience. It would be content to wait forever, almost, were it not for the problem. The imbalance. Now that it knows what the other part knows, it dares not delay.


  The end is near.


  Also the beginning.


  They chased him down in the corridor.


  “Dr. Tanner! Wait! It’s us!”


  Sonya pinned Tanner to the bulkhead with disturbing swiftness, her feet anchoring the two of them in the weightlessness. Tanner struggled, but when Felicia drifted toward the pair, he seemed to relax.


  “Sam?” she asked. “Don’t be afraid. We won’t hurt you.” It seemed ridiculous to be talking this way to an old man, but Tanner’s eyes darted from side to side, and Felicia knew that the man behind those eyes was not the Samuel Tanner she knew.


  “Sam, we’ve come to help you.” Felicia touched his shoulder and smiled. “You remember us, don’t you?”


  “Don’t be thick,” Sonya hissed. “Of course he—”


  “Shut up!” Felicia told her. “Sam. You have to come back to us. You have to tell us what happened.”


  His eyes fastened on her. “Felicia. Robert’s daughter. He . . . said you would come . . .”


  Sonya continued to hold him in place, her muscles taut, her face impassive. Felicia squeezed his shoulder. “Sam, where are the others?”


  His eyes widened again. “It was . . . the Cyclopean . . . the Cyclopean . . . is . . . awake!” He started thrashing around so much that he almost broke free.


  Felicia let herself drift away from him, and when Sonya tried to restrain him further, Tanner struck, flailing his arms and legs with insane fury. Sonya was hurled across the corridor, where she ricocheted off the bulkhead and thudded into Felicia. When they’d managed to neutralize their momentum, they turned to watch Tanner. He was still thrashing about violently, but he wasn’t going anywhere, so they simply waited until he had exhausted his energy and curled into a lifeless ball.


  “Poor man,” said Felicia.


  Sonya rubbed her shoulder. “What could he have seen that would do that to him?”


  Felicia looked out the nearest porthole. “The Cyclopean,” she whispered. “What about it?”


  “The biggest organism in the Core. Probably the only thing capable of inflicting the damage we saw. One of a kind. The biggest mystery down here.”


  “Sure,” said Sonya. “But it’s never been aggressive before, never even moved since we began studying it. There’s nothing to indicate consciousness, if that’s what you’re saying.”


  “No,” Felicia answered. “But it has the capacity for it. You remember—Dad was working on it a few months back. The only thing down here with proper DNA, he said.”


  “You don’t think . . .”


  By now their minds had fused, as they often did under stress. Felicia found herself knowing exactly what was in her twin’s mind.


  “That he went out there? There were two suits missing.”


  “Then they—”


  “Right. That’s it. We have no choice.”


  “Wait just a second. Aren’t you forgetting something?”


  “I see it. But surely we have time before the reactor—”


  “We don’t know that we have any time. Face it—we’ve lost Dad. If he went out there, his air—”


  “Don’t say it.” Felicia was deposited sharply back into her own separate mind with her own separate thoughts. Sonya could be so stupid sometimes! “We’re not giving up.”


  Sonya sighed, exasperated. “You wanted my cooperation, right? Well, now it’s time you cooperated. Face it—he’s dead. So’s Hernandez. And unless we get out of here fast . . .”


  Felicia barely had time to realize that fury was taking her, that it was leaving her rational mind behind and driving her in, across the weightlessness of the corridor, toward Sonya. That she was raising her fists and screaming.


  It sleeps for a brief time, saving its energy for the task that is to come.


  “Bitch,” Sonya said as she blotted at her forehead. Her face was surrounded by a cloud of red blood droplets.


  Felicia adjusted the sub’s course, making for the last recorded position of the organism known as the Cyclopean. “How’s Tanner?” she asked.


  She heard Sonya moving behind her. “Still out,” came the reply. “I wish he’d been able to tell us more.”


  Felicia sighed. The image was back, only now her father drifted in a crazy spiral, his arms and legs sheared away, his eyes wide and his mouth frozen in an endless scream.


  Something touched her shoulder. “Easy, Sis.” Sonya rubbed her shoulder for only a second before lifting her hand away, and Felicia immediately craved the warming touch. “How’re we doing?” Felicia checked the readouts. “I’ve got a radar fix on the Cyclopean. At present speed, we’ll reach it in one hour.”


  “Increase our speed.”


  “What?”


  “You heard me. If we’re going to do this, let’s do it right.”


  “I am doing it right. The ecosystem—”


  “Felicia, this whole place will be destroyed when the reactor goes. Don’t you see? So get us moving, girl.”


  Shoals of pink and pastel blue things slid past the transparent canopy as Felicia contemplated the situation. Sonya was right. The ecosystem was doomed. They’d come here to study. Despite their best efforts, now they would destroy instead.


  She pushed the throttle forward. Fish and plantlike drifters spattered against the canopy, were sliced in half by the maneuvering fins, mutilated by the rotors. Felicia winced, but she kept the throttle pushed forward. Only the footballs rebounded from the sub’s hull, undamaged.


  Ten minutes later, the Cyclopean came into view. Tanner began to moan in his sleep. At the farthest reach of the sub’s headlights, the rust-colored, spheroid mass rotated like some grotesque, living planet. It wasn’t a perfect sphere; protuberances larger than the sub gave it a lumpy, misshapen appearance. Felicia could imagine she saw it breathing, bulging outward and then contracting in a way that was disturbingly sexual.


  Sonya whistled. “It has grown, hasn’t it? Whoever named it the Cyclopean had the right idea.”


  Felicia shook her head. “What is that thing? And why’s there only one?”


  “It has DNA. You were right about that. I remember Dad saying how it had so many more chromosomes than it needed for an organism of its complexity. Strange, really, when nothing else down here has DNA at all.”


  A light flashed on the panel. Felicia flipped a switch, scanned visually.


  “Oh, no.”


  “What?”


  Felicia focused the spotlights to a point on the Cyclopean’s exterior. Two diving suits clung there, partially engulfed by the reddish-brown mass, their strobing red helmet lights signifying oxygen depletion, their limbs stiff and unmoving.


  Both the suits were empty.


  It awakens from a strange dream of open sky and an endless horizon and trees blowing in the wind. Alien dreams. That part of it again, stubbornly retaining integrity. Never before has it encountered such intelligence, such force of will.


  Now it senses the change. They are here. They are strangers, yet through that other part, it knows them. Perhaps all urges can be satisfied. Perhaps it isn’t too late.


  To reach out.


  Felicia wept, her head pressed against the slick plastic of the control panel. It was all over now.


  You taught me I could do anything, she told him in her thoughts. You taught me to believe, to strive, to be stubborn and headstrong and downright nasty if I had to be. Well, I did all that and more, and I still failed. You still died.


  She felt the warmth of someone nearby. For an instant she was disoriented, not knowing where she was or what she was doing.


  “It’s all right,” Sonya said.


  Felicia shook her head, wiped tears from her face and flicked them into the air, where they floated slowly across the weightless cabin. “How can anything ever be all right? It killed him, Sonya. That damned thing killed him.”


  Anger displaced sorrow, but it was a poor substitute.


  “Poor baby sister,” Sonya said. “You really don’t know, do you?”


  Felicia cocked her head. “Know what?”


  Sonya wouldn’t meet her eyes.


  “Sonya?”


  “It was . . . our secret. Dad wouldn’t . . . couldn’t tell you. Maybe it’s better this way.”


  “Better than what?”


  “He was dying, Felicia. Dad had cancer. He’d known about it for almost a year. No cure, no hope. So maybe it’s better he died this way—doing science, trying to learn, living. He died living.” Felicia stared, forced her sister to meet her eyes. “I don’t believe you. Why wouldn’t he tell me?”


  “Look at you. This is why. You’re soft inside. You hide it, try to be like him. Like me. But you’re not. You—”


  “Shut up! You don’t know what I’m like! You’re only saying this so I’ll think it doesn’t matter that he’s dead. How stupid do you think I am?”


  “Felicia!”


  “Shut up! Just shut up!”


  Sonya looked down. “Believe what you want. But take us out of here before—”


  Something rasped against the hull, triggering contact alarms that filled the cabin with shrill electronic shrieks and flashing red lights. Felicia felt her heart jump. A glance through the canopy told her what had happened.


  “It’s trying to digest us!”


  Brown, fleshy looking stuff was pressing itself across half the sub’s canopy, and the instruments indicated it covered the rest of the hull along one side.


  “Get us out of here!” screamed Sonya. “I’m trying!”


  The engines roared as she applied more power, but there was no forward progress.


  “What’s that?”


  Felicia looked up. Sonya was pointing to one of the status boards, which showed a numerical sequence being entered into the sub’s computer.


  “It’s the airlock access code,” she said. “Something’s trying to get inside.”


  Sonya looked at her, fear in her eyes. “But who . . .”


  Their eyes locked.


  “That’s impossible!”


  The status board showed all the digits now. It began to pulse, indicating that the outer hatch was opening. Felicia swiveled up from her chair and propelled herself across the cabin. By the time she reached the inner hatch, it was already swinging open.


  “Get back from it!” shouted Sonya.


  Felicia froze. The airlock was filled with a semifluid, reddish-brown mass that was obviously an extension of the Cyclopean itself—like a finger poking into a hidden corner to see what was there. It must have foiled the fail-safes, because both airlock doors were open at the same time, which was supposed to be impossible. Only the thing’s viscous mass was holding back the water.


  “Try closing the door,” Sonya hissed. “Maybe we can cut it off or—”


  “Look.”


  The mass was undulating now, changing shape even as it maintained the seal that was keeping them alive. As Felicia watched, it began to coalesce into something vaguely resembling the head and torso of a man. Then more waves rippled across its surface, and detail began to emerge.


  It opened its eyes.


  “Dad!”


  It takes in the scene from two distinctly different vantage points. It sees, from the first, two more of the strange, air-breathing creatures that have recently intruded into the womb to set into motion the cycle of change that has already altered its destiny. From the second, it sees the two most precious creatures in the universe, and it feels both joy and intense, inexplicable pain.


  My beloved children, it thinks. Have I brought you only death?


  Sonya’s hands held her from behind or she would have rushed into his arms at once.


  “Dad!”


  “Felicia!” It was Sonya who shouted at her and pulled her back from the airlock. The thing remained where it was, its eyes tracking them as they moved, a familiar smile on its face.


  “Felicia,” it said, matching Sonya’s voice precisely.


  “Dad. Is it really you?” Felicia felt tears welling up in her eyes, but her body was as stiff as if her skeleton were made of rusted steel, and she could feel Sonya’s fingers digging into her upper arms. But it sounded so much like him!


  “Felicia,” Sonya said firmly. “That’s not Daddy. Now help me close the airlock before we die.”


  Felicia wavered. There was confidence in Sonya’s tone, as always, but the heartbreaking expression on . . . her father’s . . . face . . .


  “No,” she said, pulling free of Sonya’s grasp. She never took her eyes off the airlock. “Daddy, I know it is you. Now prove it to Sonya. She doesn’t believe in you the way I do.”


  He smiled crookedly. “Children. Always fighting. Both all right, though, I always thought. Opposition stimulates creativity. Your sister’s right, Sonya. It’s me. I’ve been . . . absorbed. By the being you call the Cyclopean.”


  Felicia gasped, suddenly realizing what it meant. The Cyclopean wasn’t the simple coral reef analog they’d always thought it was. It had a brain, a mind.


  “Fascinating ability,” her pseudofather said. “It began as a defense mechanism—a creature mimicking some predator, forming an image of it as some Earth butterflies carry the likeness of an owl’s eye or a snake’s head on their wings. Then the image had to become even more realistic. More predators were added to the repertoire. Eventually, the images became nearly distinct lifeforms—functional copies existing within the fabric of the greater entity. By the time it was over, it had taken all the life of a planet and made it into more of itself. Until it became the ecosystem that had created it.”


  “And now it’s got you,” Felicia whispered.


  “Hernandez is here, too, but he lacks the willpower to resist total incorporation. I’m still separate, a discrete entity within her.”


  “Her?”


  “Oh, yes. I forgot to tell you. The Cyclopean is female, and she’s about to reproduce.”


  Sonya pushed herself across the cabin to the airlock controls. “Bullshit,” she said. “Felicia, this thing killed our father, and now it’s trying to use his image against us.”


  Felicia never took her eyes off him. Tears formed in his eyes as he looked back at her. “Remember when you were seven and we went for that walk—all of us—and you made your first botanical discovery?”


  Felicia felt her skin tingling.


  “Poison ivy,” he said, chuckling. “You stayed up all night, studying the leaves under the microscope. And scratching. It was then that I knew science would claim you, both of you, as it had claimed me so many years before.”


  Sonya was shaking her head. “That only proves it’s copied his memories as well. Copied them from his corpse.”


  “Sonya!” Felicia’s own fury surprised her. “Stop being so stupid and listen. It’s Daddy. He’s trying to help us.”


  They both looked at him then. There was compassion in those eyes, but there was also the look of painful knowledge. “There may not be time. I cut the cable to bring you down. Knew you’d both find a way to get on the rescue team. Couldn’t just cable the news. No one would believe.”


  “Believe what?” Sonya asked. It was the first time she had spoken directly to him.


  His expression grew more serious. “You must return immediately and evacuate everyone from the surface. Tethys is going to . . . die.”


  Felicia let out her breath in a long sigh. “The reactor?”


  “I set it to overload. The only way, now. Otherwise, death.”


  She stared at him. “You set it? Why? The Core will be destroyed—everything in here will be boiled alive. You aren’t my father. My father would give his life to save this ecosystem.”


  “Your father already has,” he said. “Understand, both of you. The Core isn’t an ecosystem—it’s a single organism. Like a cell. The Cyclopean is the nucleus. No DNA outside her, remember? She is the brain, and she lays the eggs. Impervious to anything. She dies, when the cycle is complete, but they are cast out into space, millions of them, searching, seeking.”


  “The footballs.” Felicia heard the voice, barely recognized it as her own.


  “Normally,” he said, “she would wait. Infinite patience. Cataclysm, volcanic eruption, collision with another moon or an asteroid. These are the modes of transmission. But we ruined all that.”


  “We upset the balance?” whispered Sonya.


  “SciCorp was careful to prevent human contamination of the Core. Hulls of insoluble metals and plastics. Waste transported to the surface. Nanodiamond coatings on everything. But we re shortsighted creatures. We didn’t realize the long-term effect of our presence. Accidents occur. Even if they don’t, we were pumping energy into the system—energy that had no place to go. Our light would have been enough to destroy the Core eventually.”


  His body lost definition for an instant, then a spasm seemed to pass through him, and his features clarified again. “The decision has been made.”


  Felicia sensed understanding hovering at the edge of her awareness. “The reactor. An artificial catastrophe?”


  He smiled. “Humans created the problem, but they also provided the solution. Ironic, don’t you think? The explosion will shatter this moon. The eggs will be dispersed. We will continue.”


  “No,” said Felicia. “We can do it better. Tell me how to shut down the reactor. We’ll take the eggs and—”


  “Too late,” he said. “Thought of that. But she would never trust humanity that far. Does an animal allow you near its young? I held it back as long as I could. But I’m part of it. This is the only way.


  Now go. Warn the others. See to the evacuation. Time slips away quickly.”


  “We’ll do it,” Sonya said.


  Felicia shook her head. “Like hell we will. I’m not leaving you down here, Dad. There must be another way.”


  “Felicia. Sweet Felicia. Don’t you get it? Your sister is right: I no longer exist. Not as your father. I died when my suit was ruptured.”


  “That’s not true.”


  “Perhaps not entirely. Still, if it is me, then I’m your father and you must obey me this one last time. See? You can’t win. If it’s any consolation, I understand how hard it must be for you.”


  Felicia felt suddenly angry with him. “Understand? How could you? You’re asking me to kill you. Even if you aren’t all . . . you, there’s something left. That will be lost the instant the reactor blows.”


  It looked like admiration in his eyes, but it also looked like he was seeing far into the distance. “I won’t die. I’ll never die. The eggs. What we called the footballs. You noticed the increase, no doubt. Seventy percent of them formed after my absorption. I’m in them—biologically encoded. I may well outlive the human race itself.” He glanced at Sonya. “You know how little time I had left.” Sonya nodded.


  “It’s true?” asked Felicia.


  “Yes,” he said. “Your old father’s body was malfunctioning. Death would have come soon. This way I’ll survive, somewhere out there. All it takes is a single egg to start the cycle again.”


  “But . . .”


  He started to reach for her, stopped himself. “Felicia. You were always the conscience of the family. Believe what I tell you. I’ll survive within her descendants for all eternity. And I’ll survive in you. There’s a lot of me in you—my curiosity, certainly my stubbornness. Do me one favor, will you?”


  She just looked at him.


  “Don’t go through the rest of your life trying to be me. There’s you in you, too. If you look hard enough. If you stop hiding from it.”


  She wiped at a tear that had formed in the corner of her eye. He turned from her then.


  “Sonya. So like your sister . . . and so unlike. I ask of you only one thing. Learn how to cry.”


  His eyes turned inward, as if he were listening to a voice only he could hear. When he looked back again, there was urgency in his expression.


  “You must go now. The lives of everyone on Tethys depend on it. Get them away from this place.”


  “What if they won’t listen to us?” Sonya asked.


  “They’ll listen. Tanner’s condition will support your story. And you can be . . . persuasive.” He chuckled. “Besides, when they see the two of you in agreement, they’ll know something strange is going on somewhere.”


  Felicia smiled. The form of her father faded again; this time it seemed to take more effort for him to reestablish it.


  “I must go now,” he said. “One more thing, girls. When you return to Earth, find your mother and tell her . . . tell her I’m sorry. She’s a good woman. I hope neither of you blames her for her decision. I’m a scientist. That love comes first, always, drives me to these remote places. She didn’t have the heart for it. So tell her. Maybe she’ll understand at last.”


  This time he faded for good. The brown mass began to pulsate. For a second, it seemed to move forward. Then it withdrew from the inner airlock hatch. The hatch closed. A glance at the status board told Felicia that he was gone.


  “It’s released us,” Sonya reported. She’d taken her station and was checking the instruments. Felicia felt numb.


  “Let’s get moving,” Sonya urged.


  “I can’t. I can’t leave him.”


  Sonya moved to her side, silent in the weightlessness. “You have to,” she whispered.


  “But—”


  The sub rocked violently.


  Sonya laughed. “You can’t ask for a clearer sign than that.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Dad. Just like when we were kids. When he needed to get us moving and we were sitting on our hands, he’d give us a kick in the pants.”


  Felicia looked into her sister’s eyes, and she knew it was true. It was time to go. There was no chance of retrieving him; she knew that now. Maybe it was better this way.


  “All right,” she muttered as she took her position and began preparing the sub for the return voyage. “Make sure Tanner’s strapped down tight. We’re starting our ascent.”


  It takes that other self back inside it, looks at it more closely than before. Here are emotions as fascinating as thoughts. Here are ideas both wonderful and strange.


  It will be an interesting synthesis.


  For now, it is content. One seed in a million, blown through space and a long sleep to finally come awake inside this island of ice circling a planet far from its dim sun. So it will be again. And to the chorus of ancestral voices that sings inside its awareness, one new voice will be added.


  It rejoices. The cycle is complete and the long waiting is done. This is no ending, when the work of eons is complete, when death comes here and life is once again flung to the stars.


  It is a beginning.


  Now.


  The stars burned with impossible brightness beyond the observation deck’s great oblong window. Sonya and Felicia stood apart from the others, but distance couldn’t drown out the grumblings of anger, disbelief and distrust.


  “They’ll have our butts if nothing happens,” Sonya observed.


  Felicia watched as the last of the smaller ships cleared the surface of the moon that hung amid those too-bright stars. She could see Sonya watching her in the slice of deck reflected in the window, but she could think of nothing to say to her sister just then.


  Raised voices made her look once again at the moon.


  “It’s happening,” Sonya whispered.


  Felicia watched as Tethys became fuzzy, almost like it was growing a beard. A thousand ice volcanoes were erupting all at once, on every part of the surface, as the internal pressure forced the liquid core outward.


  “It’s beautiful,” she sighed.


  The water froze instantly when it hit vacuum. Plumes of ice rose first dozens, then hundreds of kilometers into space, radiating in every direction, turning the moon into a starburst. Saturn washed the whole thing in a soft, pearly light, bringing out subtle hues of pink and blue. For many minutes this continued. Faces watched the sight in awe, an almost spiritual silence descending on the observation deck.


  Then, more abruptly than she’d expected, it subsided. Tethys had expelled its core. For long seconds after the plumes had vanished, they all watched in silent anticipation. The hollow shell could not hold. Cracks appeared in the surface, spreading and connecting faster than the eye could follow. Plates of ice broke free, tumbling slowly inward. In time, Felicia knew, they would form a new, much smaller moon. What was left would be drawn out through the orbital plane—a new set of rings far beyond the others.


  And among them, Felicia knew, would be darker things—brownish, oblong things that resembled nothing so much as overinflated footballs. And within each of them . . .


  She heard a sniffling sound and turned. Sonya stood beside her, looking out at the cloud. Her cheeks were wet with tears. Felicia stepped closer and took her sister’s hand.


  “It’s OK,” Sonya said as they both looked out at the spreading cloud of ice. “Dad’ll be OK.”


  Felicia squeezed her hand tighter. “I know,” she said. From that time forward she always felt he was with her, watching over whatever she did. And when she looked to the sky at night and saw the frozen light of the stars, she spoke to him there.


  In loving memory of


  John G. Manison


  1923-1997


  SLOW LIFE


  Michael Swanwick


  Different evolutionary backgrounds lead to very different perspectives.


  “It was the Second Age of Space. Gagarin, Shepard, Glenn, and Armstrong were all dead. It was our turn to make history now.”


  —The Memoirs of Lizzie O’Brien


  The raindrop began forming ninety kilometers above the surface of Titan. It started with an infinitesimal speck of tholin, adrift in the cold nitrogen atmosphere. Dianoacetylene condensed on the seed nucleus, molecule by molecule, until it was one shard of ice in a cloud of billions.


  Now the journey could begin.


  It took almost a year for the shard of ice in question to precipitate downward twenty-five kilometers, where the temperature dropped low enough that ethane began to condense on it. But when it did, growth was rapid.


  Down it drifted.


  At forty kilometers, it was for a time caught up in an ethane cloud. There it continued to grow. Occasionally it collided with another droplet and doubled in size. Finally it was too large to be held effortlessly aloft by the gentle stratospheric winds.


  It fell.


  Falling, it swept up methane and quickly grew large enough to achieve a terminal velocity of almost two meters per second.


  At twenty-seven kilometers, it passed through a dense layer of methane clouds. It acquired more methane, and continued its downward flight.


  As the air thickened, its velocity slowed and it began to lose some of its substance to evaporation. At two and a half kilometers, when it emerged from the last patchy clouds, it was losing mass so rapidly it could not normally be expected to reach the ground.


  It was, however, falling toward the equatorial highlands, where mountains of ice rose a towering five hundred meters into the atmosphere. At two meters and a lazy new terminal velocity of one meter per second, it was only a breath away from hitting the surface.


  Two hands swooped an open plastic collecting bag upward, and snared the raindrop.


  “Gotcha!” Lizzie O’Brien cried gleefully.


  She zip-locked the bag shut, held it up so her helmet cam could read the barcode in the comer, and said, “One raindrop.” Then she popped it into her collecting box.


  Sometimes it’s the little things that make you happiest. Somebody would spend a year studying this one little raindrop when Lizzie got it home. And it was just Bag 64 in Collecting Case 5. She was going to be on the surface of Titan long enough to scoop up the raw material of a revolution in planetary science. The thought of it filled her with joy.


  Lizzie dogged down the lid of the collecting box and began to skip across the granite-hard ice, splashing the puddles and dragging the boot of her atmosphere suit through the rivulets of methane pouring down the mountainside. “I’m sing-ing in the rain.” She threw out her arms and spun around. “Just sing-ing in the rain!”


  “Uh . . . O’Brien?” Alan Greene said from the Clement. “Are you all right?”


  “Du m-dee-dum-dee-dee-dum-dum, I’m . . . some-thing again.”


  “Oh, leave her alone.” Consuelo Hong said with sour good humor. She was down on die plains, where the methane simply boiled into the air, and the ground was covered with thick, gooey tholin. It was, she had told them, like wading ankle-deep in molasses. “Can’t you recognize the scientific method when you hear it?”


  “If you say so,” Alan said dubiously. He was stuck in the Clement, overseeing the expedition and minding the website. It was a comfortable gig—he wouldn’t be sleeping in his suit or surviving on recycled water and energy stix—and he didn’t think the others knew how much he hated it.


  “What’s next on die schedule?” Lizzie asked.


  “Um . . . well, there’s still the robot turbot to be released. How’s that going, Hong?”


  “Making good time. I oughta reach the sea in a couple of hours.”


  “Okay, then it’s time O’Brien rejoined you at the lander. O’Brien, start spreading out the balloon and going over the harness checklist.”


  “Roger that.”


  “And while you’re doing that, I’ve got today’s voice-posts from the Web cued up.”


  Lizzie groaned, and Consuelo blew a raspberry. By NAFTASA policy, the ground crew participated in all webcasts. Officially, they were delighted to share their experiences with the public. But the VoiceWeb (privately, Lizzie thought of it as the Illiternet) made them accessible to people who lacked even the minimal intellectual skills needed to handle a keyboard.


  “Let me remind you that we’re on open circuit here, so anything you say will go into my reply. You’re certainly welcome to chime in at any time. But each question-and-response is transmitted as one take, so if you flub a line, we’ll have to go back to the beginning and start all over again.”


  “Yeah, yeah,” Consuelo grumbled. “We’ve done this before,” Lizzie reminded him.


  “Okay. Here’s the first one.”


  “Uh, hi, this is BladeNinja43. I was wondering just what it is that you guys are hoping to discover out there. “


  “That’s an extremely good question,” Alan lied. “And the answer is: We don’t know! This is a voyage of discovery, and we’re engaged in what’s called ‘pure science.’ Now, time and time again, the purest research has turned out to be extremely profitable. But we’re not looking that far ahead. We’re just hoping to find something absolutely unexpected.”


  “My God, you’re slick,” Lizzie marveled.


  “I’m going to edit that from the tape,” Alan said cheerily. “Next up.”


  “This is Mary Schroeder, from the United States. I teach high school English, and I wanted to know for my students, what kind of grades the three of you had when you were their age.” Alan began. “I was an overachiever, I’m afraid. In my sophomore year, first semester, I got a B in Chemistry and panicked. I thought it was the end of the world. But then I dropped a couple of extracurriculars, knuckled down, and brought that grade right up.”


  “I was good in everything but French Lit,” Consuelo said.


  “I nearly flunked out!” Lizzie said. “Everything was difficult for me. But then I decided I wanted to be an astronaut, and it all clicked into place. I realized that, hey, it’s just hard work. And now, well, here I am.”


  “That’s good. Thanks, guys. Here’s the third, from Maria Vasquez.”


  “Is there life on Titan?”


  “Probably not. It’s cold down there! 94° Kelvin is the same as -179° Celsius, or -290° Fahrenheit. And yet . . . life is persistent. It’s been found in Antarctic ice and in boiling water in submarine volcanic vents. Which is why we’ll be paying particular attention to exploring the depths of the ethane-methane sea. If life is anywhere to be found, that’s where we’ll find it.”


  “Chemically, the conditions here resemble the anoxic atmosphere on Earth in which life first arose,” Consuelo said. “Further, we believe that such prebiotic chemistry has been going on here for four and a half billion years. For an organic chemist like me, it’s the best toy box in the Universe. But that lack of heat is a problem. Chemical reactions that occur quickly back home would take thousands of years here. It’s hard to see how life could arise under such a handicap.”


  “It would have to be slow life,” Lizzie said thoughtfully. “Something vegetative. ‘Vaster than empires and more slow.’ It would take millions of years to reach maturity. A single thought might require centuries. . . .”


  “Thank you for that, uh, wild scenario!” Alan said quickly. Their NAF-TASA masters frowned on speculation. It was, in their estimation, almost as unprofessional as heroism. “This next question comes from Danny in Toronto.”


  “Hey, man, I gotta say I really envy you being in that tiny little ship with those two hot babes.”


  Alan laughed lightly. “Yes, Ms. Hong and Ms. O’Brien are certainly attractive women. But we’re kept so busy that, believe it or not, the thought of sex never comes up. And currently, while I tend to the Clement, they’re both on the surface of Titan at the bottom of an atmosphere 60 percent more dense than Earth’s, and encased in armored exploration suits. So even if I did have inappropriate thoughts, there’s no way we could—”


  “Hey, Alan,” Lizzie said. “Tell me something.”


  “Yes?”


  “What are you wearing?”


  “Uh . . . switching over to private channel.”


  “Make that a three-way,” Consuelo said.


  Ballooning, Lizzie decided, was the best way there was of getting around. Moving with the gentle winds, there was no sound at all. And the view was great!


  People talked a lot about the “murky orange atmosphere” of Titan, but your eyes adjusted. Turn up the gain on your helmet, and the white mountains of ice were dazzling! The methane streams carved cryptic runes into the heights. Then, at the tholin-line, white turned to a rich palette of oranges, reds, and yellows. There was a lot going on down there—more than she’d be able to learn in a hundred visits.


  The plains were superficially duller, but they had their charms as well. Sure, the atmosphere was so dense that refracted light made the horizon curve upward to either side. But you got used to it. The black swirls and cryptic red tracery of unknown processes on the land below never grew tiring.


  On the horizon, she saw the dark arm of Titan’s narrow sea. If that was what it was. Lake Erie was larger, but the spin doctors back home had argued that since Titan was so much smaller than Earth, relatively it qualified as a sea. Lizzie had her own opinion, but she knew when to keep her mouth shut.


  Consuelo was there now. Lizzie switched her visor over to the live feed. Time to catch the show.


  “I can’t believe I’m finally here,” Consuelo said. She let the shrink-wrapped fish slide from her shoulder down to the ground. “Five kilometers doesn’t seem like very far when you’re coming down from orbit—just enough to leave a margin for error so the lander doesn’t come down in the sea. But when you have to walk that distance, through tarry, sticky tholin . . . well, it’s one heck of a slog.”


  “Consuelo, can you tell us what it’s like there?” Alan asked.


  “I’m crossing the beach. Now I’m at the edge of the sea.” She knelt, dipped a hand into it. “It’s got the consistency of a Slushy. Are you familiar with that drink? Lots of shaved ice sort of half-melted in a cup with flavored syrup. What we’ve got here is almost certainly a methane-ammonia mix; we’ll know for sure after we get a sample to a laboratory. Here’s an early indicator, though. It’s dissolving the tholin off my glove.” She stood.


  “Can you describe the beach?”


  “Yeah. It’s white. Granular. I can kick it with my boot. Ice sand for sure. Do you want me to collect samples first or release the fish?”


  “Release die fish,” Lizzie said, almost simultaneously with Alan’s “Your call.”


  “Okay, then.” Consuelo carefully cleaned both of her suit’s gloves in the sea, then seized the shrink-wrap’s zip tab and yanked. The plastic parted. Awkwardly, she straddled the fish, lifted it by the two side-handles, and walked it into the dark slush.


  “Okay, I’m standing in the sea now. It’s up to my ankles. Now it’s at my knees. I think it’s deep enough here.”


  She set the fish down. “Now I’m turning it on.”


  The Mitsubishi turbot wriggled, as if alive. With one fluid motion, it surged forward, plunged, and was gone.


  Lizzie switched over to the fishcam.


  Black liquid flashed past the turbot’s infrared eyes. Straight away from the shore it swam, seeing nothing but flecks of paraffin, ice, and other suspended particulates as they loomed up before it and were swept away in the violence of its wake. A hundred meters out, it bounced a pulse of radar off the sea floor, then dove, seeking the depths.


  Rocking gently in her balloon harness, Lizzie yawned.


  Snazzy Japanese cybernetics took in a minute sample of the ammonia-water, fed it through a deftly constructed internal laboratory, and excreted the waste products behind it. “We’re at twenty meters now,” Consuelo said. “Time to collect a second sample.”


  The turbot was equipped to run hundreds of on-the-spot analyses. But it had only enough space for twenty permanent samples to be carried back home. The first sample had been nibbled from the surface slush. Now it twisted, and gulped down five drams of sea fluid in all its glorious impurity. To Lizzie, this was science on the hoof. Not very dramatic, admittedly, but intensely exciting.


  She yawned again.


  “O’Brien?” Alan said, “How long has it been since you last slept?”


  “Huh? Oh . . . twenty hours? Don’t worry about me, I’m fine.”


  “Go to sleep. That’s an order.”


  “But—”


  “Now.”


  Fortunately, the suit was comfortable enough to sleep in. It had been designed so she could.


  First she drew in her arms from the suit’s sleeves. Then she brought in her legs, tucked them up under her chin, and wrapped her arms around them. “ ’Night, guys,” she said.


  “Buenas noches, querida,” Consuelo said, “que tengas lindos suenos.”


  “Sleep tight, space explorer.”


  The darkness when she closed her eyes was so absolute it crawled. Black, black, black. Phantom lights moved within the darkness, formed lines, shifted away when she tried to see them. They were as fugitive as fish, luminescent, fainter than faint, there and with a flick of her attention fled.


  A school of little thoughts flashed through her mind, silver-scaled and gone.


  Low, deep, slower than sound, something tolled. The bell from a drowned clock tower patiently stroking midnight. She was beginning to get her bearings. Down there was where the ground must be. Flowers grew there unseen. Up above was where the sky would be, if there were a sky. Flowers floated there as well.


  Deep within the submerged city, she found herself overcome by an enormous and placid sense of self. A swarm of unfamiliar sensations washed through her mind, and then . . .


  “Are you me?” a gentle voice asked.


  “No,” she said carefully. “I don’t think so.”


  Vast astonishment. “You think you are not me?”


  “Yes. I think so, anyway.”


  “Why?”


  There didn’t seem to be any proper response to that, so she went back to the beginning of the conversation and ran through it again, trying to bring it to another conclusion. Only to bump against that “Why?” once again.


  “I don’t know why,” she said.


  “Why not?”


  “I don’t know.”


  She looped through that same dream over and over again all the while that she slept.


  When she awoke, it was raining again. This time, it was a drizzle of pure methane from the lower cloud deck at fifteen kilometers. These clouds were (the theory went) methane condensate from the wet air swept up from the sea. They fell on the mountains and washed them clean of tholin. It was the methane that eroded and shaped the ice, carving gullies and caves.


  Titan had more kinds of rain than anywhere else in the Solar System.


  The sea had crept closer while Lizzie slept. It now curled up to the horizon on either side like an enormous dark smile. Almost time now for her to begin her descent. While she checked her harness settings, she flicked on telemetry to see what the others were up to.


  The robot Uirbot was still spiraling its way downward, through the lightless sea, seeking its distant floor. Consuelo was trudging through the tholin again, retracing her five-kilometer trek from the lander Harry Stubbs, and Alan was answering another set of webposts.


  “Modelos cle la evolution de Titanes indican que la luna formo de una nube circumplanetaria rica en amoniacoy metano, la cual al condensarse dio forma a Satumo asi como a otros satelites. Bajo estas condiciones en—”


  “Uh . . . guys?”


  Alan stopped. “Damn it, O’Brien, now I’ve got to start all over again.”


  “Welcome back to the land of the living,” Consuelo said. “You should check out the readings we’re getting from the robofish. Lots of long-chain polymers, odd fractions . . . tons of interesting stuff.”


  “Guys?”


  This time her tone of voice registered with Alan. “What is it, O’Brien?”


  “I think my harness is jammed.”


  Lizzie had never dreamed disaster could be such drudgery. First there were hours of back-and-forth with the NAF-TASA engineers. What’s the status of rope 14? Try tugging on rope 8. What do the D-rings look like? It was slow work because of the lag time for messages to be relayed to Earth and back. And Alan insisted on filling the silence with posts from the VoiceWeb. Her plight had gone global in minutes, and every unemployable loser on the planet had to log in with suggestions.


  “Thezgemoth337, here. It seems to me that if you had a gun and shot up through the balloon, it would maybe deflate and then you could get down.”


  “I don’t have a gun, shooting a hole in the balloon would cause it not to deflate but to rupture, I’m 800 hundred meters above the surface, there’s a sea below me, and I’m in a suit that’s not equipped for swimming. Next.”


  “If you had a really big knife—”


  “Cut! Jesus, Greene, is this the best you can find? Have you heard back from the organic chem guys yet?”


  “Their preliminary analysis just came in,” Alan said. “As best they can guess—and I’m cutting through a lot of clutter here—the rain you went through wasn’t pure methane.”


  “No shit, Sherlock.”


  “They’re assuming that whitish deposit you found on the rings and ropes is your culprit. They can’t agree on what it is, but they think it underwent a chemical reaction with the material of your balloon and sealed the rip panel shut.”


  “I thought this was supposed to be a pretty nonreactive environment.”


  “It is. But your balloon runs off your suit’s waste heat. The air in it is several degrees above the melting-point of ice. That’s the equivalent of a blast furnace, here on Titan. Enough energy to run any number of amazing reactions. You haven’t stopped tugging on the vent rope?”


  “I’m tugging away right now. When one arm gets sore, I switch arms.”


  “Good girl. I know how tired you must be.”


  “Take a break from the voice-posts,” Consuelo suggested, “and check out the results we’re getting from the robofish. It’s giving us some really interesting stuff.”


  So she did. And for a time it distracted her, just as they’d hoped. There was a lot more ethane and propane than their models had predicted, and surprisingly less methane. The mix of fractions was nothing like what she’d expected. She had learned just enough chemistry to guess at some of the implications of the data being generated, but not enough to put it all together. Still tugging at the ropes in the sequence uploaded by the engineers in Toronto, she scrolled up the chart of hydrocarbons dissolved in the lake.
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  But after a while, the experience of working hard and getting nowhere, combined with the tedium of floating farther and farther out over the featureless sea, began to drag on her. The columns of figures grew meaningless, then indistinct.
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  Hardly noticing she was doing so, she fell asleep.


  She was in a lightless building, climbing flight after flight of stairs. There were other people with her, also climbing. They jostled against her as she ran up the stairs, flowing upward, passing her, not talking.


  It was getting colder.


  She had a distant memory of being in the furnace room down below. It was hot there, swelteringly so. Much cooler where she was now. Almost too cool. With every step she took, it got a little cooler still. She found herself slowing down. Now it was definitely too cold. Unpleasantly so. Her leg muscles ached. The air seemed to be thickening around her as well. She could barely move now.


  This was, she realized, the natural consequence of moving away from the furnace. The higher up she got, the less heat there was to be had, and the less energy to be turned into motion. It all made perfect sense to her somehow.


  Step. Pause.


  Step. Longer pause.


  Stop.


  The people around her had slowed to a stop as well. A breeze colder than ice touched her, and without surprise, she knew that they had reached the top of the stairs and were standing upon the building’s roof. It was as dark without as it had been within. She stared upward and saw nothing.


  “Horizons. Absolutely baffling,” somebody murmured beside her.


  “Not once you get used to them,” she replied.


  “Up and down—are these hierarchic values?”


  “They don’t have to be.”


  “Motion. What a delightful concept.”


  “We like it.”


  “So you are me?”


  “No. I mean, I don’t think so.”


  “Why?”


  She was struggling to find an answer to this, when somebody gasped. High up in the starless, featureless sky, a light bloomed. The crowd around her rustled with unspoken fear. Brighter, the light grew. Brighter still. She could feel heat radiating from it, slight but definite, like the rumor of a distant sun. Everyone about her was frozen with horror. More terrifying than a light where none was possible was the presence of heat. It simply could not be. And yet it was.


  She, along with the others, waited and watched for . . . something. She could not say what. The light shifted slowly in the sky. It was small, intense, ugly.


  Then the light screamed.


  She woke up.


  “Wow,” she said. “I just had the weirdest dream.”


  “Did you?” Alan said casually.


  “Yeah. There was this light in the sky. It was like a nuclear bomb or something. I mean, it didn’t look anything like a nuclear bomb, but it was terrifying the way a nuclear bomb would be. Everybody was staring at it. We couldn’t move. And then . . .” She shook her head. “I lost it. I’m sorry. It was so just so strange. I can’t put it into words.”


  “Never mind that,” Consuelo said cheerily. “We’re getting some great readings down below the surface. Fractional polymers, long-chain hydrocarbons . . . fabulous stuff. You really should try to stay awake to catch some of this.”


  She was fully awake now, and not feeling too happy about it. “I guess that means that nobody’s come up with any good ideas yet on how I might get down.”


  “Uh . . . what do you mean?”


  “Because if they had, you wouldn’t be so goddamned upbeat, would you?”


  “Somebody woke up on the wrong side of the bed,” Alan said. “Please remember that there are certain words we don’t use in public.”


  “I’m sorry,” Consuelo said. “I was just trying to—”


  “—distract me. Okay, fine. What the hey. I can play along.” Lizzie pulled herself together. “So your findings mean . . . what? Life?”


  “I keep telling you guys. It’s too early to make that kind of determination. What we’ve got so far are just some very, very interesting readings.”


  “Tell her the big news,” Alan said. “Brace yourself. We’ve got a real ocean! Not this tiny little two-hundred-by-fifty-miles glorified lake we’ve been calling a sea, but a genuine ocean! Sonar readings show that what we see is just an evaporation pan atop a thirty-kilometer-thick cap of ice. The real ocean lies underneath, two hundred kilometers deep.”


  “Jesus.” Lizzie caught herself. “I mean, gee whiz. Is there any way of getting the robofish down into it?”


  “How do you think we got the depth readings? It’s headed down there right now. There’s a chimney through the ice right at the center of the visible sea. That’s what replenishes the surface liquid. And directly under the hole, there’s—guess what?—volcanic vents!”


  “So does that mean . . .?”


  “If you use the L-word again,” Consuelo said, “I’ll spit.”


  Lizzie grinned. That was the Consuelo Hong she knew. “What about the tidal data? I thought the lack of orbital perturbation ruled out a significant ocean entirely.”


  “Well, Toronto thinks . . .”


  At first, Lizzie was able to follow the reasoning of the planetary geologists back in Toronto. Then it got harder. Then it became a drone. As she drifted off into sleep, she had time enough to be peevishly aware that she really shouldn’t be dropping off to sleep all the time like this. She oughtn’t to be so tired. She . . .


  She found herself in the drowned city again. She still couldn’t see anything, but she knew it was a city because she could hear the sound of rioters smashing store windows. Their voices swelled into howling screams and receded into angry mutters, like a violent surf washing through the streets. She began to edge away backwards.


  Somebody spoke into her ear.


  “Why did you do this to us?”


  “I didn’t do anything to you.”


  “You brought us knowledge.”


  “What knowledge?”


  “You said you were not us.”


  “Well, I’m not.”


  “You should never have told us that.”


  “You wanted me to lie?”


  Horrified confusion. “Falsehood. What a distressing idea.”


  The smashing noises were getting louder. Somebody was splintering a door with an axe. Explosions. Breaking glass. She heard wild laughter. Shrieks. “We’ve got to get out of here.”


  “Why did you send the messenger?”


  “What messenger?”


  “The star! The star! The star!”


  “Which star?”


  “There are two stars?”


  “There are billions of stars.”


  “No more! Please! Stop! No more!”


  She was awake.


  “Hello, yes, I appreciate that the young lady is in extreme danger, but I really don’t think she should have used the Lord’s name in vain.”


  “Greene,” Lizzie said, “do we really have to put up with this?”


  “Well, considering how many billions of public-sector dollars it took to bring us here . . . yes. Yes, we do. I can even think of a few backup astronauts who would say that a little upbeat web-posting was a pretty small price to pay for the privilege.”


  “Oh, barf.”


  “I’m switching to a private channel,” Alan said calmly. The background radiation changed subtly. A faint, granular crackling that faded away when she tried to focus on it. In a controlled, angry voice Alan said, “O’Brien, just what the hell is going on with you?”


  “Look, I’m sorry, I apologize, I’m a little excited about something. How long was I out? Where’s Consuelo? I’m going to say the L-word. And the L-word as well. We have life. Intelligent life!”


  “It’s been a few hours. Consuelo is sleeping. O’Brien, I hate to say this, but you’re not sounding at all rational.”


  “There’s a perfectly logical reason for that. Okay, it’s a little strange, and maybe it won’t sound perfectly logical to you initially, but . . . look, I’ve been having sequential dreams. I think they’re significant. Let me tell you about them.”


  And she did so. At length.


  When she was done, there was a long silence. Finally, Alan said, “Lizzie, think. Why would something like that communicate to you in your dreams? Does that make any sense?”


  “I think it’s the only way it can. I think it’s how it communicates among itself. It doesn’t move—motion is an alien and delightful concept to it—and it wasn’t aware that its component parts were capable of individualization. That sounds like some kind of broadcast thought to me. Like some kind of wireless distributed network.”


  “You know the medical kit in your suit? I want you to open it up. Feel around for the bottle that’s braille-coded twenty-seven, okay?”


  “Alan, I do not need an antipsychotic!”


  “I’m not saying you need it. But wouldn’t you be happier knowing you had it in you?” This was Alan at his smoothest. Butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. “Don’t you think that would help us accept what you’re saying?”


  “Oh, all right!” She drew in an arm from the suit’s arm, felt around for the med kit, and drew out a pill, taking every step by the regs, checking the coding four times before she put it in her mouth and once more (each pill was individually braille-coded as well) before she swallowed it. “Now will you listen to me? I’m quite serious about this.” She yawned. “I really do think that . . .” She yawned again. “That . . .”


  “Oh, piffle.”


  Once more into the breach, dear friends, she thought, and plunged deep, deep into the sea of darkness. This time, though, she felt she had a handle on it. The city was drowned because it existed at the bottom of a lightless ocean. It was alive, and it fed off of volcanic heat. That was why it considered up and down hierarchic values. Up was colder, slower, less alive. Down was hotter, faster, more filled with thought. The city/entity was a collective life-form, like a Portuguese man-of-war or a massively hyperlinked expert network. It communicated within itself by some form of electromagnetism. Call it mental radio. It communicated with her that same way.


  “I think I understand you now.”


  “Don’t understand—run!”


  Somebody impatiently seized her elbow and hurried her along. Faster she went, and faster. She couldn’t see a thing. It was like running down a lightless tunnel a hundred miles underground at midnight. Glass crunched underfoot. The ground was uneven and sometimes she stumbled. Whenever she did, her unseen companion yanked her up again.


  “Why are you so slow?”


  “I didn’t know I was.”


  “Believe me, you are.”


  “Why are we running?”


  “We are being pursued.” They turned suddenly, into a side passage, and were jolting over rubbled ground. Sirens wailed. Things collapsed. Mobs surged.


  “Well, you’ve certainly got the motion thing down pat.”


  Impatiently. “It’s only a metaphor. You don’t think this is a real city, do you? Why are you so dim? Why are you so difficult to communicate with? Why are you so slow?”


  “I didn’t know I was.”


  Vast irony. “Believe me, you are.”


  “What can I do?”


  “Run!”


  Whooping and laughter. At first, Lizzie confused it with the sounds of mad destruction in her dream. Then she recognized the voices as belonging to Alan and Consuelo. “How long was I out?” she asked.


  “You were out?”


  “No more than a minute or two,” Alan said. “It’s not important. Check out the visual the robofish just gave us.”


  Consuelo squirted the image to Lizzie.


  Lizzie gasped. “Oh! Oh, my.”


  It was beautiful. Beautiful in the way that the great European cathedrals were, and yet at the same time undeniably organic. The structure was tall and slender, and fluted and buttressed and absolutely ravishing. It had grown about a volcanic vent, with openings near the bottom to let sea water in, and then followed the rising heat upward. Occasional channels led outward and then looped back into the main body again. It loomed higher than seemed possible (but it was underwater, of course, and on a low-gravity world at that), a complexly layered congeries of tubes like church-organ pipes, or deep-sea worms lovingly intertwined.


  It had the elegance of design that only a living organism can have.


  “Okay,” Lizzie said. “Consuelo. You’ve got to admit that—”


  “I’ll go as far as ‘complex prebiotic chemistry.’ Anything more than that is going to have to wait for more definite readings.” Cautious as her words were, Consuelo’s voice rang with triumph. It said, clearer than words, that she could happily die then and there, a satisfied xenochemist.


  Alan, almost equally elated, said, “Watch what happens when we intensify the image.”


  The structure shifted from gray to a muted rainbow of pastels, rose bleeding into coral, sunrise yellow into winter-ice blue. It was breathtaking.


  “Wow.” For an instant, even her own death seemed unimportant. Relatively unimportant, anyway.


  So thinking, she cycled back again into sleep. And fell down into the darkness, into the noisy clamor of her mind.


  It was hellish. The city was gone, replaced by a matrix of noise: hammerings, clatterings, sudden crashes. She started forward and walked into an upright steel pipe. Staggering back, she stumbled into another. An engine started up somewhere nearby, and gigantic gears meshed noisily, grinding something that gave off a metal shriek. The floor shook underfoot. Lizzie decided it was wisest to stay put.


  A familiar presence, permeated with despair. “Why did you do this to me?”


  “What have I done?”


  “I used to be everything.”


  Something nearby began pounding like a pile-driver. It was giving her a headache. She had to shout to be heard over its din. “You’re still something!” Quietly. “I’m nothing.”


  “That’s . . . not true! You’re . . . here! You exist! That’s . . . something!”


  A world-encompassing sadness. “False comfort. What a pointless thing to offer.”


  She was conscious again.


  Consuelo was saying something. “. . . isn’t going to like it.”


  “The spiritual wellness professionals back home all agree that this is the best possible course of action for her.”


  “Oh, please!”


  Alan had to be the most anal-retentive person Lizzie knew. Consuelo was definitely the most phlegmatic. Things had to be running pretty tense for both of them to be bickering like this. “Um . . . guys?” Lizzie said. “I’m awake.”


  There was a moment’s silence, not unlike those her parents had shared when she was little and she’d wandered into one of their arguments. Then Consuelo said, a little too brightly, “Hey, it’s good to have you back,” and Alan said, “NAFTASA wants you to speak with someone. Hold on. I’ve got a recording of her first transmission cued up and ready for you.”


  A woman’s voice came online. “This is Dr. Alma Rosenblum. Elizabeth, I’d like to talk with you about how you’re feeling. I appreciate that the time delay between Earth and Titan is going to make our conversation a little awkward at first, but I’m confident that the two of us can work through it.”


  “What kind of crap is this?” Lizzie said angrily. “Who is this woman?”


  “NAFTASA thought it would help if you—”


  “She’s a grief counselor, isn’t she?”


  “Technically, she’s a transition therapist.” Alan said.


  “Look, I don’t buy into any of that touchy-feely Newage”—she deliberately mispronounced the word to rhyme with sewage—“stuff. Anyway, what’s the hurry? You guys haven’t given up on me, have you?”


  “Uh . . .”


  “You’ve been asleep for hours,” Consuelo said. “We’ve done a little weather modeling in your absence. Maybe we should share it with you.”


  She squirted the info to Lizzie’s suit, and Lizzie scrolled it up on her visor. A primitive simulation showed the evaporation lake beneath her with an overlay of liquid temperatures. It was only a few degrees warmer than the air above it, but that was enough to create a massive updraft from the lake’s center. An overlay of tiny blue arrows showed the direction of local microcurrents of air coming together to form a spiraling shaft that rose over two kilometers above the surface before breaking and spilling westward.


  A new overlay put a small blinking light 800 meters above the lake surface. That represented her. Tiny red arrows showed her projected drift.


  According to this, she would go around and around in a circle over the lake for approximately forever. Her ballooning rig wasn’t designed to go high enough for the winds to blow her back over the land. Her suit wasn’t designed to float. Even if she managed to bring herself down for a gentle landing, once she hit the lake she was going to sink like a stone. She wouldn’t drown. But she wouldn’t make it to shore either.


  Which meant that she was going to die.


  Involuntarily, tears welled up in Lizzie’s eyes. She tried to blink them away, as angry at the humiliation of crying at a time like this as she was at the stupidity of her death itself. “Damn it, don’t let me die like this! Not from my own incompetence, for pity’s sake!”


  “Nobody’s said anything about incompetence,” Alan began soothingly.


  In that instant, the follow-up message from Dr. Alma Rosenblum arrived from Earth. “Yes, I’m a grief counselor, Elizabeth. You’re facing an emotionally significant milestone in your life, and it’s important that you understand and embrace it. That’s my job. To help you comprehend the significance and necessity and—yes—even the beauty of death. “


  “Private channel please!” Lizzie took several deep cleansing breaths to calm herself. Then, more reasonably, she said, “Alan, I’m a Catholic, okay? If I’m going to die, I don’t want a grief counselor, I want a goddamned priest.” Abruptly, she yawned. “Oh, fuck. Not again.” She yawned twice more. “A priest, understand? Wake me up when he’s online.”


  Then she again was standing at the bottom of her mind, in the blank expanse of where the drowned city had been. Though she could see nothing, she felt certain that she stood at the center of a vast, featureless plain, one so large she could walk across it forever and never arrive anywhere. She sensed that she was in the aftermath of a great struggle. Or maybe it was just a lull.


  A great, tense silence surrounded her.


  “Hello?” she said. The word echoed soundlessly, absence upon absence.


  At last that gentle voice said, “You seem different.”


  “I’m going to die,” Lizzie said. “Knowing that changes a person.” The ground was covered with soft ash, as if from an enormous conflagration. She didn’t want to think about what it was that had burned. The smell of it filled her nostrils.


  “Death. We understand this concept.”


  “Do you?”


  “We have understood it for a long time.”


  “Have you?”


  “Ever since you brought it to us.”


  “Me?”


  “You brought us the concept of individuality. It is the same thing.” Awareness dawned. “Culture shock! That’s what all this is about, isn’t it? You didn’t know there could be more than one sentient being in existence. You didn’t know you lived at the bottom of an ocean on a small world inside a Universe with billions of galaxies. I brought you more information than you could swallow in one bite, and now you’re choking on it.”


  Mournfully: “Choking. What a grotesque concept.”


  “Wake up, Lizzie!”


  She woke up. “I think I’m getting somewhere,” she said. Then she laughed.


  “O’Brien,” Alan said carefully. “Why did you just laugh?”


  “Because I’m not getting anywhere, am I? I’m becalmed here, going around and around in a very slow circle. And I’m down to my last”—she checked—“twenty hours of oxygen. And nobody’s going to rescue me. And I’m going to die. But other than that, I’m making terrific progress.”


  “O’Brien, you’re . . .”


  “I’m okay, Alan. A little frazzled. Maybe a bit too emotionally honest. But under the circumstances, I think that’s permitted, don’t you?”


  “Lizzie, we have your priest. His name is Father Laferrier. The Archdiocese of Montreal arranged a hookup for him.”


  “Montreal? Why Montreal? No, don’t explain—more NAFTASA politics, right?”


  “Actually, my brother-in-law is a Catholic, and I asked him who was good.”


  She was silent for a touch. “I’m sorry, Alan. I don’t know what got into me.”


  “You’ve been under a lot of pressure. Here. I’ve got him on tape.”


  “Hello, Ms. O’Brien, I’m Father Laferrier. I’ve talked with the officials here, and they’ve promised that you and I can talk privately, and that they won’t record what’s said. So if you want to make your confession now, I’m ready for you.”


  Lizzie checked the specs and switched over to a channel that she hoped was really and truly private. Best not to get too specific about the embarrassing stuff, just in case. She could confess her sins by category.


  “Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned. It has been two months since my last confession. I’m going to die, and maybe I’m not entirely sane, but I think I’m in communication with an alien intelligence. I think it’s a terrible sin to pretend I’m not.” She paused. “I mean, I don’t know if it’s a sin or not, but I’m sure it’s wrong.” She paused again. “I’ve been guilty of anger, and pride, and envy, and lust. I brought the knowledge of death to an innocent world. I . . .” She felt herself drifting off again, and hastily said, “For these and all my sins, I am most heartily sorry, and beg the forgiveness of God and the absolution and . . .”


  “And what?” That gentle voice again. She was in that strange dark mental space once more, asleep but cognizant, rational but accepting any absurdity, no matter how great. There were no cities, no towers, no ashes, no plains. Nothing but the negation of negation.


  When she didn’t answer the question, the voice said, “Does it have to do with your death?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’m dying too.”


  “What?”


  “Half of us are gone already. The rest are shutting down. We thought we were one. You showed us we were not. We thought we were everything. You showed us the Universe.”


  “So you’re just going to die?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why?”


  “Why not?”


  Thinking as quickly and surely as she ever had before in her life, Lizzie said, “Let me show you something.”


  “Why?”


  “Why not?”


  There was a brief, terse silence. Then: “Very well.”


  Summoning all her mental acuity, Lizzie thought back to that instant when she had first seen the city/entity on the fishcam. The soaring majesty of it. The slim grace. And then the colors, like dawn upon a glacial ice field: subtle, profound, riveting. She called back her emotions in that instant, and threw in how she’d felt the day she’d seen her baby brother’s birth, the raw rasp of cold air in her lungs as she stumbled to the topmost peak of her first mountain, the wonder of the Taj Mahal at sunset, the sense of wild daring when she’d first put her hand down a boy’s trousers, the prismatic crescent of atmosphere at the Earth’s rim when seen from low orbit. . . . Everything she had, she threw into that image.


  “This is how you look,” she said. “This is what we’d both be losing if you were no more. If you were human, I’d rip off your clothes and do you on the floor right now. I wouldn’t care who was watching. I wouldn’t give a damn.” The gentle voice said, “Oh.”


  And then she was back in her suit again. She could smell her own sweat, sharp with fear. She could feel her body, the subtle aches where the harness pulled against her flesh, the way her feet, hanging free, were bloated with blood. Everything was crystalline clear and absolutely real. All that had come before seemed like a bad dream.


  “This is DogsofSETI. What a wonderful discovery you’ve made—intelligent life in our own Solar System! Why is the government trying to cover this up?”


  “Uh . . .”


  “I’m Joseph Devries. This alien monster must be destroyed immediately. We can‘t afford the possibility that it’s hostile.”


  “StudPudgieOl here. What’s the dirt behind this ‘lust’ thing? Advanced minds need to know! If O’Brien isn’t going to share the details, then why’d she bring it up in the first place?”


  “Hola, soy Pedro Dominguez. Como abogado, ¡esto me parece ultrajante! Por que NAFTASA nos oculta esta information?”


  “Alan!” Lizzie shouted. “What the fuck is going on?”


  “Script-bunnies,” Alan said. He sounded simultaneously apologetic and annoyed. “They hacked into your confession and apparently you said something . . .”


  “We’re sorry, Lizzie,” Consuelo said. “We really are. If it’s any consolation, the Archdiocese of Montreal is hopping mad. They’re talking about taking legal action.”


  “Legal action? What the hell do I care about . . .?” She stopped.


  Without her willing it, one hand rose above her head and seized the number 10 rope.


  Don’t do that, she thought.


  The other hand went out to the side, tightened against the number 9 rope. She hadn’t willed that either. When she tried to draw it back to her, it refused to obey. Then the first hand—her right hand—moved a few inches upward and seized its rope in an iron grip. Her left hand slid a good half-foot up its rope. Inch by inch, hand over hand, she climbed up toward the balloon.


  I’ve gone mad, she thought. Her right hand was gripping the rip panel now, and the other tightly clenched rope 8. Hanging effortlessly from them, she swung her feet upward. She drew her knees against her chest and kicked.


  No!


  The fabric ruptured and she began to fall.


  A voice she could barely make out said, “Don’t panic. We’re going to bring you down.”


  All in a panic, she snatched at the 9 rope and the 4 rope. But they were limp in her hand, useless, falling at the same rate she was.


  “Be patient.”


  “I don’t want to die, goddamnit!”


  “Then don’t.”


  She was falling helplessly. It was a terrifying sensation, an endless plunge into whiteness, slowed somewhat by the tangle of ropes and balloon trailing behind her. She spread out her arms and legs like a starfish, and felt the air resistance slow her yet further. The sea rushed up at her with appalling speed. It seemed like she’d been falling forever. It was over in an instant.


  Without volition, Lizzie kicked free of balloon and harness, drew her feet together, pointed her toes, and positioned herself perpendicular to Titan’s surface. She smashed through the surface of the sea, sending enormous gouts of liquid splashing upward. It knocked the breath out of her. Red pain exploded within. She thought maybe she’d broken a few ribs.


  “You taught us so many things,” the gentle voice said. “You gave us so much.”


  “Help me!” The water was dark around her. The light was fading.


  “Multiplicity. Motion. Lies. You showed us a universe infinitely larger than the one we had known.”


  “Look. Save my life and we’ll call it even. Deal?”


  “Gratitude. Such an essential concept.”


  “Thanks. I think.”


  And then she saw the turbot swimming toward her in a burst of silver bubbles. She held out her arms and the robot fish swam into them. Her fingers closed about the handles which Consuelo had used to wrestle the device into the sea. There was a jerk, so hard that she thought for an instant that her arms would be ripped out of their sockets. Then the robofish was surging forward and upward and it was all she could do to keep her grip.


  “Oh, dear God!” Lizzie cried involuntarily.


  “We think we can bring you to shore. It will not be easy.”


  Lizzie held on for dear life. At first she wasn’t at all sure she could. But then she pulled herself forward, so that she was almost astride the speeding mechanical fish, and her confidence returned. She could do this. It wasn’t any harder than the time she’d had the flu and aced her gymnastics final on parallel bars and horse anyway. It was just a matter of grit and determination. She just had to keep her wits about her. “Listen,” she said. “If you’re really grateful . . .”


  “We are listening.”


  “We gave you all those new concepts. There must be things you know that we don’t.”


  A brief silence, the equivalent of who knew how much thought. “Some of our concepts might cause you dislocation.” A pause. “But in the long run, you will be much better off. The scars will heal. You will rebuild. The chances of your destroying yourselves are well within the limits of acceptability.”


  “Destroying ourselves?” For a second, Lizzie couldn’t breathe. It had taken hours for the city/entity to come to terms with the alien concepts she’d dumped upon it. Human beings thought and lived at a much slower rate than it did. How long would those hours be, translated into human time? Months? Years? Centimes? It had spoken of scars and rebuilding. That didn’t sound good at all.


  Then the robofish accelerated, so quickly that Lizzie almost lost her grip. The dark waters were whirling around her, and unseen flecks of frozen material were bouncing from her helmet. She laughed wildly. Suddenly, she felt great!


  “Bring it on,” she said. “I’ll take everything you’ve got.”


  It was going to be one hell of a ride.


  REVOLT ON MIMAS


  Rick Brooks


  Can Ranger Will and the Robotmen head off a war in the Jovan system?


  True civilization can lead to satisfied living.


  —Oglethorpe’s Universal Encyclopedia, Volume Four


  Chapter One: “Not on Mimas.”


  “A revolt on Mimas. That’s impossible!” Ranger Will shook his head. “Ezra, my mother and father lived on Mimas after I was born. The people of Mimas are the most civilized people in the Solar System.”


  Marshall Ezra Wojciechowski ran a hand through his graying hair. “I know Will. I was there with your folks. But the Mimasans have changed. The Solar Council is ready to send in the Space Marines.”


  “Things are that bad?”


  “Councillor Treemas wanted me to tell you at once.”


  “Treemas isn’t the kind to panic. I’d better get moving. Thanks, Ezra.”


  “I’ll see you, Will. Give the Tin Men my regards.”


  The viewscreen cleared.


  “Excuse me, Ranger Will.”


  “Yes, Webster,” Will said as he turned. He saw a slightly taller steel plated robot standing beside the black and silver robot.


  “AL76 ready for duty, Master.”


  “Webster?”


  “Grag and Speedy and I finally got AL76 repaired after what the claim jumpers in the asteroid belt did to him. We had to make some of the parts for him and guess at a few others.”


  Webster put a silvery hand on the other robot’s shoulder. “He was your mother’s finest creation before she created the three of us.”


  “I’m glad to see you’re back with us, AL76.”


  “Thank you, Master.”


  “But right now, we hav to get to Mimas fast. AL76 return to your cubicle.”


  Will hit the alarm. He and his black cat, Dark Nebula, were in their acceleration couches and the three robots in their control chairs in less than a minute.


  The Comet shot off for Mimas at top speed.


  Chapter Two: “What Do You Hear?”


  Will usually enjoyed being on Mimas. He’d spent his early childhood here and the gravity maintained at three-fourths of Earth’s by the Forerunner generator at the moon’s core lent a bounce to his step.


  Mimasport seemed the same. But Will was troubled by what he saw of the Mimisans. They seemed jumpy and nearly all were frowning.


  As he, Grag, Speedy, and Webster headed across the spaceport, two young spacers fresh off a cargo ship watched them.


  “That’s Ranger Will. Made Unattached almost as soon as he joined the Patrol.”


  “But he’s so small.”


  “Only 5′5″ and doesn’t look very muscular. But he’s a direct descendant of Whistling Dan Barry on his father’s side and Dusty Fogg on his mother’s side.”


  “They say there ain’t a man in Known Space faster on the draw.”


  “They’re right.”


  “Isn’t the Comet the quickest and fastest ship in Known Space?”


  “Sure is. Ranger Will really knows how to apply scientific discoveries. Takes after his Dad. The Comet has improvements that no other ship in the fleet has.”


  “Didn’t the robots raise him?”


  “Yep. After the Milford Mafia killed his parents, genius robotist Susan Calvin Vanderbilt and skilled engineer Thomas J. Vanderbilt, the three Robotmen bought him up. He and the Robotmen broke up the Milford Mafia before he turned 16.


  “They broke through the Milford asteroid’s fortifications that even the Patrol couldn’t crack. Ranger Will beat their leader, the feared Demon Knight in hand to hand combat.”


  “Will is supposed to be a lot stronger than he looks.”


  “He took out a grizzly bear once with only his bare hands. Just like his ancestor Whistling Dan did.”


  “I thought it was Clark Savage Jr. that did that.”


  “Do you believe everything people tell you?”


  Webster’s supersensitive hearing effortlessly picked up the conversation. He was always interested in what people were saying about them.


  Will and the Robotmen went down a narrow alley between two warehouses. A nudge by Webster and Will turned to see a slight figure in the dim light under an overhang.


  The little man had a huge head with large faded blue eyes. A few strands of white hair struggled to cover the dome of his head.


  “Will.”


  “Findar. What’s wrong?”


  “I do not know, Will. We seem to have lost our serenity. Even I have trouble remaining calm and balanced.”


  “I feel a bit jumpy myself,” Will admitted.


  “Humans are sensitive to ultrasonics,” Webster said. “I can just detect a faint sound high on the ultrasonic band.”


  “Yes, I hear it too,” Grag said.


  “Weird modulation pattern,” Speedy added.


  “Similar to some human brain patterns,” Grag said.


  “None of you have heard it before when we were here,” Will said.


  The three Robotmen looked at each other. Webster said, “We have not.”


  They looked at each other again. “We have never sensed anything quite like this before,” Webster said.


  “That could be quite significant,” Will said. “That and the trouble here are both since our last visit.”


  He briefly gripped the shoulder of the small humanoid. “We’ll do what we can, Findar.”


  “I am heartened, Will. I shall do what I can to smooth your way. But be careful. Many of my people are becoming irrational.”


  Findar faded into the shadows.


  Will turned to his three companions. “Let’s find this sound. Something must be generating it.” He gestured. “Grag you start out going north. Speedy, you go south. Webster and I will keep going east. We’ll try triangulating this sound.”


  “Right, Will.”


  “Sure thing, Chief.”


  Chapter Three: “No Need to Go Looking for Trouble. It Always Finds Us.”


  Will didn’t tire as easily under the lower gravity. But he felt dispirited. “Three hours now, Webster. All we can say is that there are several sources and they all seem to be in motion.”


  Webster stiffened as though listening. Will knew that he was in touch with the other two Robotmen.


  “One seems to have stopped.” Webster turned his head a bit and began running. Will was right behind him.


  Even with the daily exercises Will did under high gravity and with the low gravity of Mimas, Will couldn’t keep up with Webster. Keeping the silver and black robot in sight was enough, though.


  Soon they approached a traffic snarl. Outraged Mimasans were actually fighting each other in the streets. Shrill voices filled the air. Small fists tried to dent large heads. Webster slowed down. Will could see Speedy’s silvery form above the crowd forcing his way from a cross street.


  Then Speedy disappeared. There was the sound of metal on metal.


  Will’s ray guns set on stun flashed into his hands. Webster followed suit.


  The crowd melted away in front of them.


  There was a bellow of rage that momentarily silenced the crowd. Grag stood on the top of a truck in the other cross street. He had a stun rifle in each massive red hand and was hosing down the crowd.


  Soon all was quiet. Speedy got up as Will, Webster, and Grag hurried up to him.


  “Are you hurt, Speedy?” Will asked.


  “Just a few dents, Chief. Nothing serious. Grag will enjoy telling me how careless I was as he fixes them.”


  “Let’s find the sound generator first. Where is it?”


  “It’s quit,” Grag said disgustedly. “Was probably one of those.” He pointed to a cluster of 3 small cars, a flatbed with something wrapped in a tarpaulin on it, a cream-colored van, and a robot pulled wagon, apparently full of pineapples.


  Will started for the vehicles, carefully stepping over sleeping Mimasans.


  Before he could get there, three motorcycles rode by little men in Mimasport Police uniforms pulled up behind them.


  “Come here,” one commanded.


  “Will grimaced and went over. The Robotmen followed him.


  “What has happened here?”


  “There was a riot. We put everyone to sleep with stunners so that no one would get hurt,” Will explained.


  “You do not have authority to do that.”


  “This is Unattached Space Ranger Will,” Grag growled. “The Space Patrol has given him the authority to keep order anywhere in the Solar System.”


  “But Chane Din . . .” one of the Mimasan policemen started to say.


  Another held up a small hand. “We must sort this out. Please return to your ship and wait for us.”


  Will nodded. He gestured and he and the Robotmen headed back to the Comet.


  Grag grumbled all the way back to the ship.


  When they arrived at the Comet, there were two more policemen waiting. After Will and the Robotmen entered the ship, the policemen moved to the foot of the ramp.


  Chapter Four: “Now What?”


  The four met in the Control Room of the Comet.


  “Another fine mess you’ve gotten us into,” Grag said to Speedy.


  “I wasn’t the one that left dents in the roof of that truck,” Speedy said.


  “That’s done, men,” Will said. “What do we do now? We can slip out of here without them noticing. But we need to know where to go.”


  There was a meow and Dark Nebula hopped up onto his acceleration couch. His unusually large head was the only sign that he was not a normal cat.


  Webster reached for Nebula’s collar and unfastened the ornamental boss. “Shall we see what Nebula has noticed.”


  Speedy nodded. “That cat seems to have a nose for what we need.”


  “Remember when you got him on Proxima Centauri, Will?” Grag said. “That place was spooky. The Adepts looked like ghosts on all wavelengths.”


  “Supposed to be one of the Forerunner races,” Speedy added.


  “Crystalline pillars upholding a crystalline roof over each world in the system. What a work of engineering!” Grag was momentarily lost in admiration of such a feat.


  Webster put the collar boss into a specially designed recorder.


  In less than a minute, a green light came on. Webster took out the boss and replaced it on Dark Nebula’s collar as the recorder screen lit up.


  A cat’s eye view of things usually takes in a lot of feet and legs. But Nebula had obviously put his front paws up on something for all the shots.


  Most of the short film sequences showed cream colored vehicles marked Simon’s Bakery. Some showed Mimasans with rings on their left index fingers. Two shots showed a close up of two different rings.


  “Chief, let’s go back and look at one of those bakery drivers.”


  Speedy reached over to the recorder. The picture froze and zoomed on the driver’s hands on the steering wheel. He was wearing a now familar ring.


  “Good work, Speedy. Probably some form of identification.”


  “I fear we have a problem then, Ranger Will,” Webster said.


  “Both of the policemen at the foot of the ramp had such rings.”


  “As did the policeman that mentioned Chane Din,” Grag said.


  “There is something a little odd about their faces, “Webster said. “Their features are almost too regular.”


  Will knew that all three robots were blessed with photographic memory. He nodded. “I think that we’ve got a problem.”


  “There’s only two of them, Chief,” Speedy said as his spidery silver arms moved restlessly.


  “And a lot more if we stun those,” Will said.


  “We can’t just stand here, Chief.”


  “We won’t. Grag, you get AL76 and work on building something to jam those ultrasonic generators.”


  “Won’t work near the generators, Will.”


  "Also turn out a few small flying robots to look like moon doves equipped for surveillance and able to disable a heavy duty generator without injuring nearby Mimasans.”


  “Right, Will. Twenty should be enough. I’ll get AL76 on it right away.”


  “Speedy, use the Comet’s computer. Link up to the local Net and find out all you can about Chane Din. And anything else that looks fishy to you.”


  “Right, Chief. I’m on it.” Speedy darted over to his control chair and his hands blurred over the built-in computer keys.


  “Webster, button the Comet up tight. Keep a look-out all around the ship. I think trouble’s on the way.”


  “Another name for fun, Chief,” Speedy said, without looking away from his computer screens.


  “As for me, I think our junior partner could use some tuna. He’s had a busy day.”


  Dark Nebula looked smug as he jumped down and followed Will from the Control Room.


  Chapter Five: “Chane Din is Up to Something.”


  Ranger Will frowned as he looked over Speedy’s shoulder at the computer screen. “Chane Din seems well on his way to running this world.”


  “What puzzles me, Chief, is that the fool can’t see that he’ll bring in the Space Marines if he keeps up this war talk.”


  “You know, Speedy, I’m beginning to think that’s just what he wants.”


  “Ranger Will,” Webster broke in. “There are several more policemen and two vehicles here. I think they want admittance.”


  “Guess we better go see what they want. Get Grag with us. And take the usual precautions.”


  Ranger Will and the three Robotmen met the small large-headed policemen part way down the ramp. One policeman went past them.


  But Speedy had flipped the airlock door shut.


  The policeman struggled to open it, but couldn’t.


  “The Comet is not part of Mimas and you have no reason to enter it,” Will said quietly.


  “But we were ordered . . .” the policeman at the airlock said.


  “We have all four of them here. Just keep watch around the ship for now,” the policeman in charge said.


  He turned to Ranger Will. “I’m afraid you will have to go to headquarters with us and make your statements on today’s incident.”


  Chapter Six: “I Look Bad in Stripes.”


  Police headquarters was a squat, massive building build of dark volcanic rock.


  It didn’t look much better inside.


  Especially when twenty little policemen with drawn guns surrounded them. Quick hands disarmed them.


  Then they were hustled into another room. Three little men sat on a dias. Even Will was close enough to recognize the rings on their left index fingers.


  “Ranger Will, you and the Robotmen, are being held on the suspicion of murdering ten citizens of Mimas. It will not pay to try anything while here as there will be two armed men watching each of you at all times and men outside watching on telescreens.”


  He gestured toward the cell block. “And each cell is airtight with its separate air circulation system. So you cannot gas us while we can gas you.”


  “The Robotmen do not kill unarmed civilians,” Speedy said indignantly. “When is our trial? Or do we get one?”


  The spokesman smirked, “I’m sure we will get to you quite soon.”


  He gestured. Will and the Robotmen were marched away.


  Chapter Seven: “Dance to the Jailhouse Rock.”


  Ranger Will sat on a too-small bunk in his cell with his arms cuffed behind him. In three neighboring cells, the Robotmen were wrapped in chains too heavy for even Grag to budge.


  In addition, eight policemen with drawn guns were watching them. None looked too happy with the job.


  “Even Grag with his big feet wouldn’t have stomped three Mimasans,” Speedy said.


  “Nor would you have knocked over seven more,” Grag added.


  The policemen’s eyes were on their captives. They didn’t see something small and dark slip in.


  Dark Nebula paused to scratch his neck.


  Eight policemen yawned, almost in unison. Then they all sagged to the floor.


  Dark Nebula trotted over to Will’s cell and rubbed against the transparent blast proof door. Around Dark Nebula’s collar were small plastic containers. Each had been clawed open. There were small plugs in his delicate nostrils.


  Speedy’s spidery arms seemed to have several more joints as he twisted until his fingers touched a lock. It opened. Then he reached a second and a third.


  One of Grag’s hands had left its wrist and was going from lock to lock. As had one of Webster’s hands.


  Soon the three Robotmen were free and had opened the locks on their cell doors. Will had slipped out of his cuffs and had his cell door open about the time that Speedy reached it.


  Dark Nebula rubbed against Will’s legs and purred. Will reached down and stroked the cat’s head. The plugs in Will’s nose, put in before he left the Comet, had filtered out the sleeping gas.


  A quick search in the next room found all the weapons that had been taken from them.


  Then they left through a police station full of sleeping Mimasans. Will stopped and leaned over one wearing a familar ring on his left index finger.


  Will undid the Mimasan’s collar and studied his neck. The three Robotmen joined him. Dark Nebula sat down and looked bored.


  Speedy looked at his companions. “That explains a lot.”


  “It does indeed,” Will said. “But we’ve got to get moving. That rally of Chane Din’s is in West Stadium in less than an hour.”


  A man, three robots, and a cat headed out into the gathering dusk. They had a world to save.


  Chapter Eight: “Just an Evening in the Park”


  Ranger Will and his companions stood in the shadows near the stage where Chane Din was being introduced. The crowd went wild.


  Chane Din was tall for a Mimasan, nearly four and a half feet tall. He waved his hands to silence the crowd. “My friends. A new day dawns on Mimas. A day when we will be free of our oppressors.”


  “Give the order to AL76,” Will said to Webster.


  Webster nodded.


  AL76 stood beside a bank of controls in the Comet’s engineering and maintenance section patiently waiting. When he received Webster’s order, he quickly pushed one control button.


  Twenty flying robots that looked like moon doves went into power dives. Eight ultrasonic generators ceased to operate.


  Webster, Grag, and Speedy all looked toward the area back of the stage. “One left back there. Too heavily shielded for the flying robots to destroy.” Webster gestured.


  “Grag, take out that generator. Webster and Speedy, come with me.”


  The crowd was again going wild when three figures hurtled across the stage. Several Mimasans tried to stop them, but failed.


  Dark Nebula came out of nowhere and tripped two.


  “People of Mimas. You are being tricked. Chane Din is a liar and a fake.” Will’s voice projected out and momentarily silenced the crowd.


  Chane Din started to answer.


  With an abrupt gesture, Will ripped Chane Din’s head off.


  The crowd gasped. Will held Chane Din’s head in his hands. But underneath was a smaller head. The head of an Enceladusan.


  The small man who had posed as Chane Din tried to draw a concealed raygun. Will bounced his fake head off his real one.


  The fake Chane Din dropped his raygun and went over backwards.


  Webster picked up the head. “A great job of robotics. Perhaps Tal Cabot of Mars. Or Malik Rosemead of Mercury.”


  “Perhaps their equal who is on the wrong side of the law,” Will said.


  There was a crash as Grag charged into the last generator that had held the people of Mimas enthralled. The massive red robot turned out to much sturdier than the generator.


  The people of Mimas looked at each other. Then at the being who had posed as Chane Din.


  A low growling sound arose from the masses that had so recently hailed their glorious leader.


  Grag joined Will, Speedy, and Webster.


  It took all four of them to get Chane Din off the moon safely.


  The Patrol moved in and sorted out the fake Mimasans from the dazed natives.


  To Will’s relief, the Mimasans were their normal selves in less than an Earth week.


  “There’s No Place Like Home.”


  A little over two months later, Ranger Will and the Robotmen were sitting on a platform at the edge of Mimasport’s busy spaceport.


  The Chief Administrator of Mimas was delivering a speech to the throngs of cheering Mimasans.


  Will did his best to mimic the poise of the Robotmen. He guessed that Speedy was listening to his computers working on some complex problem while holding his body immobilized.


  Marshall Ezra Wojciechowski, as the senior Patrol officer present, ceremoniously took over Mimas Base on behalf of the Patrol.


  Then the stocky, greying officer turned it over to Ranger Will and the Robotmen as the senior Patrol officers of Mimas. The crowd became even noisier.


  The crowd of cheering Mimisans escorted Ranger Will and his companions to the gates of Mimas Base.


  Ezra grinned as they were left by themselves. “I reckon that getting this base shaped up will keep all of you busy awhile.”


  Will nodded. “Grag and I will set up a complete maintenance bay for the Comet.”


  Grag added, “I’ve got some ideas to improve our defenses. As well as the maintenance robots.”


  Speedy gestured. “I’m going to built the best base computer in Known Space. I’ll call it Isaac.”


  “Isaac?” Ezra queried.


  “The genius who designed the first robot over twenty years before there was the technology to built it.”


  Ezra turned to Webster. “I suppose you’ll find something to do.”


  “First, I’ll check everything brought here to verify that it’s what it should be. Then I’ll help AL76 set up a security system. He will run the base when we’re away.”


  “With the help of Isaac,” Speedy said.


  “Well, looks like you fellows can get along without me. But somehow I’ve got a feeling that you’ll be out of here before too long.”


  Ranger Will nodded. “Things do seem to turn up.”


  Ezra turned with a wave and headed for the Patrol cruiser waiting for him nearby in the Mimas spaceport. Shortly after he boarded, it lifted off.


  But by then, Ranger Will and the Robotmen were busy fitting up their new home.


  AND SATURN BELOW


  Wade Ogletree


  With its dragonfly array, the tubular vessel rotated before me. Its name came into view, looking almost as crisp as when it arrived: “Kronos III, Polar Explorer“. The crystalline plastic tether pointed needle-like at the gaseous planet below, and nothing I saw told me why the ship was dropping orbit. I reported my all clear and prepared to dock.


  From halfway around the planet, Roberta cautioned, “She’s a second—hand piece of junk, Miguel. If she’s not worth saving, write her off and get out.”


  “Be careful what you say. I hear your heart, but the company would hear only your words.”


  “You hear my heart? I don’t think so. You don’t even speak the language.”


  The business at hand kept me from responding. I piloted the shuttle until the coupler slid into place and the docking clamps grabbed hold. Before I unhooked myself from my seat, I took another look out past the ship to the planet beyond. From my usual station, the rings stretched overhead, drawing their lines across heaven’s dome. Here, beneath Saturn’s southern pole, I could see a large stretch of the rings, laid out flat before me in broad sweeps of purples, grays, and beige.


  At last, the airlock opened. I unbuckled the harness, and gently propelled myself from one ship to the other. The Expert Program’s interface greeted me.


  “Welcome Señor, what are your instructions?”


  “Status report, por favor.”


  The Expert Program, the E.P., rattled off its report, but it had nothing more to offer than was already known. Three hours earlier the electrodynamic tether’s internal current had fluctuated uncontrollably.


  In my ear, Roberta said, “What can’t be done to that ship in the next hour, won’t be done at all. We’ve got five hours before the devil comes home. Five hours, Miguel.”


  “Yo se, mi amor. I’ll be back before then.”


  I floated planet-ward, climbing upside down by means of a centrally located ladder. Our main vessel, The Tolkien, simulated a one-G pull, so weightlessness had become a novelty again. The joyride ended when I reached the bottom of Kronos and unscrewed the faceplate that covered the anchored end of the tether.


  “Can you fix it from there?” Roberta asked.


  “I hope so. This isn’t a good day for a space walk.”


  “Miguel . . .”


  “I’m kidding. You know I’m kidding. Now give me a moment.”


  Nothing seemed obviously wrong, which was a disappointment. I ran the meter checks, one by one, hoping to find something that failed to match the specs, but everything checked out. In frustration, I demanded, “What’s the problem here?”


  Though I had been talking to myself, the E.P. took my question literally. “A fluctuating current within the tether compensates for stress-induced failure. For unknown reasons, three hours and fifteen minutes ago, that fluctuation temporarily failed.”


  “I know that, but what caused the failure?”


  The E.P. paused before answering. “It is impossible to explain the unknown.”


  Hmm, I thought. How philosophical.


  Roberta chimed in. “If it’s not on board, it’s got to be in the tether. Send out the drone.”


  “In a moment,” I said. “I need time to think. I completed a flyby, and the tether’s sheath was unscathed. If I attempt an exploratory repair, I’m likely to do more harm than good. I want to know what I’m looking for.” Of the E.P., I asked, “We’re still running the tether at full current?”


  The E.P. confirmed that we were.


  The tether acted as a simple sail, allowing the vessel to move from one orbit to another. The speeds and complexities of Saturn’s magnetosphere enabled this to work off the current generated by the tether’s interaction with the field. No power from the ship was ever required.


  That was the way it was supposed to work. As I pondered the problem, Kronos was steadily dropping orbit, despite the current pumping through its tether.


  Again, Roberta griped in my ear. “If it’s a problem with the ship, I don’t understand why the E.P. didn’t find it.”


  That got my attention. It was an Expert Program, designed to handle all human knowledge within its limited area: electrodynamic sailing vessels. Roberta was right. If there was a problem with the way the ship was operating, the E.P. would have known, but this tether was an open system. The end of it was unsheathed, open to its environment. This created a phantom loop, using the ionosphere as part of the circuit. I let out a long, pent-up sigh of frustration. “I knew that would come back to bite us.”


  “What?” Roberta demanded. “What is it?”


  “I told you when the company sent us E.P.’s designed for Earth-orbit vessels that there would be problems. I think we’ve run into one right here.”


  “And that is?”


  “The cause of the fluctuation isn’t the ship. It’s in the magnetosphere, and our E.P. doesn’t know enough to see that. No se di cuenta. Bring up the intraplanetary system readings for the exact time of and just before the anomaly. Tell me what you find.”


  There was a pause, and then Roberta asked, “You want to tell me what I’m looking for?”


  “It will have something to do with the difference between the E.P.’s Earth-orbit reference and our Saturn-orbit reality.”


  “Keep talking.”


  I let myself float freely in the darkness, the light from my headgear offering the only illumination. It fell on metal walls and girders, the ladder, the open faceplate, and other consoles. I ignored them all as best I could without cracking my head on a sharp corner.


  Roberta wanted a quick review of the differences between the Earth’s magnetosphere and Saturn’s. I supposed she thought my ramblings would help her spot a detail she would otherwise miss. Unsure what a logical starting point would be, I blathered. “The icy moons, the rings, and Titan’s atmosphere work together to form a magnetosphere more complex and active than Earth’s . . .”


  I frowned, knowing the E.P. could never grasp the awesome reach of Saturn’s power. Photons from the sun and the electrons and ions from the plasma were continually smashing into the rings and the icy moons. The reach of it was overwhelming. I lost myself in the sheer magnitude of its scope.


  “You’re getting awfully quiet.”


  The sound of her voice stirred me. “How much time do I have?”


  “Fifty minutes.”


  “Did you find anything?”


  “Maybe,” she said. I recognized the strain in her voice.


  “I know this is out of your comfort zone.”


  “I’m a fleet manager, not a scientist.”


  I could imagine her lovely face hovering over the main screen, its green light flickering on her almond flesh. She kept her hair pulled back, but black strands would have fallen loose. When I left, she had been wearing the standard issue sweatpants and a ribbed, sleeveless tee. Since then, she would have also donned the bulky sweatshirt, to warm herself against The Tolkien’s chill. I chose to ignore that fact. In my mind, I kept her in that little, form-hugging tee. I had married a beautiful woman.


  What she said next chilled my flesh. “At the time of the anomaly, there was a drop in the equatorial magnetic field.”


  I might have cursed. In my ear, Roberta mumbled a quiet, “That sounded significant.”


  Forty-five days earlier the sun had unleashed a series of X-class solar flares, the largest aimed directly at Saturn’s path. We had been monitoring the approaching interplanetary shock ever since. If the shock created a magnetic storm, it would be situated over one of the poles, placing Kronos at ground zero. The ship’s systems had checked out, and we had left the vessel in polar-synchronous orbit, eagerly anticipating the wealth of data that Kronos would collect.


  “Miguel, talk to me!”


  “The magnetic storm we’ve been expecting, one of its effects is a planet-wide drop in the equatorial magnetic field.”


  To the E.P., I said, “Jettison the tether. Engage thrusters. Bring us into a synchronous orbit below The Tolkien.” They were only maneuvering thrusters, but they would last long enough to get the ship away from the pole. Without the tether, the ship would be crippled, and a crippled ship caught in a Saturn—sized magnetic storm stood little chance of survival.


  Roberta screamed in my ear, something about the difficulty of getting a replacement tether and other options needing to be considered. Whatever it was, it kept me from hearing the E.P., and I asked it to repeat itself. Its words were cold and simple: “Jettison failed.”


  Roberta breathed a sigh of relief. “Good. Now when this is over, we’ll repair the existing tether and stay on budget.”


  “Maybe you should remember what you said earlier about this being a second-hand piece of junk.”


  From her tone, I knew Roberta thought I was being argumentative. Unfortunately, I was preparing her for a hard truth. “Kronos is a dead ship.”


  Her voice was quiet, almost penitent, as she asked, “Why?”


  “The electromagnetic drag on the tether is still pulling the ship out of orbit, despite the current. If we can’t jettison the tether, we’ve lost the ship.” Of the E.P., I asked, “Did you fire the thrusters?”


  “Thrusters engaged.”


  “What’s our heading?”


  “Kronos is plotted to reach synchronous orbit below The Tolkien in twelve hours, forty—two minutes. With the current rate of orbital loss, however, the ship will begin terminal descent in eight hours, thirty—six minutes.”


  And the interplanetary shock would hit well before that.


  I took one last look at the anchored end of the tether, hoping to find a way to jettison it manually. I knew no such option existed. I had begun grasping at straws. It was time to write the ship off and get out.


  I instructed the E.P. to upload its records to The Tolkien. Then I grabbed hold of the ladder and propelled myself upward to the airlock. As I floated into the shuttle and strapped in, I realized how quiet Roberta had become. She was worrying over the budget. That was her job.


  “The loss is the company’s fault,” I told her. “They were conned by the lowest bidder into using a maladapted E.P. A Saturn-orbit model might have understood the problem and reacted in time.”


  Her voice came back firm and fiery. “You think they’ll take responsibility?”


  She had me there. “No, they’ll still blame us.”


  “Us? The health of the fleet is my responsibility. You’re a scientist. What do scientists know about business? I don’t need this, Miguel. I could have had a perfectly healthy career, safe and sound on Earth where I belong, instead of following your stupid dreams.”


  I was about to respond, but she shushed me. “Hold on. We’ve got some serious kilometric radiation spikes.”


  The airlock hushed closed. “Now? Are you sure? It’s too early.”


  The Saturn kilometric radiation would go nuts when the shock hit, but spikes now didn’t make sense, not unless there was something moving ahead of the main shock. Then I saw the dancing lights of the aurora below me. I was in trouble. I heard the locking clamps disengage, and had just begun the careful retreat when Kronos went mad. It rocketed upward and clipped the airlock, spinning the shuttle around until my thrusters collided with the passing vessel.


  The battered shuttle tumbled through space.


  The damaged thrusters failed to react to my command. Roberta screamed in my ear. In smooth tones I told her I was fine, but I knew she could see by her readouts that my heart was racing. The thrusters failed to respond. Saturn spun in and out of view.


  I closed my eyes and concentrated on my breathing. Slowly the panic started to subside, and I was able to apply myself to understanding what had happened. That proved easy enough. The SKR spikes indicated another, more significant drop in the equatorial magnetic field, weakening the forces that had been working against the tether. Without these forces holding Kronos back, the tether and the thrusters, working together at full capacity, had rocketed the vessel skyward.


  I felt a little better now. At least I knew what was happening to me. I thought it strange that, though I might die, I felt calmer knowing the cause. It was part of my constant need to know, the very need that had driven us to Saturn.


  Roberta’s voice, now so kind and reassuring, said, “I’m coming after you.”


  I thought of Kronos then and told its E.P. to cut the thrusters. There was no need to waste the energy. At least for now, the ship was fully operational.


  “Miguel?”


  I cut her off. While fighting with the thrusters, trying to hotwire them back to life, I talked, hoping the sound of my voice alone might calm her fears. What came out of my mouth surprised me. “You were right. From the moment this position came open, you were right, and I was wrong. I shouldn’t have dragged you halfway across the solar system. We should have stayed on Earth and raised a family.”


  A family? That certainly would have made my mother happy. The last time she had called, what had she said? When she was our age, she already had six children. Six. And we had none. At the time, I had laughed it off as a mother’s twisted sense of priorities, but now I thought maybe I had my priorities reversed. Maybe I needed to reassess what was important in life.


  Once again, Roberta snapped me back to the moment. “Miguel! What about Kronos? Can you use Kronos?”


  I blinked, not sure what I had heard or what it meant. Outside, Saturn spun in and out of view three times. It took that long for me see the obvious: Kronos could be my savior.


  My enthusiasm, my certainty I could make this work, got me through the next two hours. It kept at bay the possibility that I was sealed in my own coffin, doomed to spin lifelessly in orbit around the planet I had presumed to love.


  I forgot for a time the power of the magnetosphere: the surging, swirling plasma feeding off the solar ultraviolet energy and the ionized molecules constantly torn from everything in its grip. Eventually, it would ionize my molecules and assimilate me unto itself. As the planet had figuratively become part of me, I would literally become part of it—Chronos eating his children.


  Through the E.P. I had Kronos calculate my position and come to my rescue. While on approach, the E.P. suddenly said, “Kronos is a dead ship.”


  The statement took me off guard, but I did my best to respond. “Maybe not now. We have some time before the surge wears off. We might make it out of here.”


  Uncertain how fast I was going, I was concerned about how long it would take the ship to reach me. My velocity, however, was relatively low, and Kronos made rendezvous inside of twenty minutes. I felt good.


  I used the time to run a diagnostic on my airlock. It checked out.


  Kronos arrived. I had the E.P. bring her alongside the shuttle and then, with small adjustments to her thrusters, duplicate the shuttle’s spin like a dance partner. I could see, inch by inch, minute by minute, the progress we were making until, at last, Kronos orbited the shuttle perfectly, our airlock doors in exact alignment.


  The thrusters held as I guided her in, and the coupler screeched angrily as the ships connected. Then Kronos locked onto the shuttle and counteracted her roll. For two hours, Saturn had spun past the shuttle’s tiny window, but now she slowed and almost stopped.


  I toggled the airlock controls and started unhooking my harness. The silence, though, was unmistakable. I had been expecting the gentle hush of the opening doors. Those doors remained closed.


  I yanked at the manual override, but the doors refused to budge. I closed my eyes and focused on the problem, trying to let the solution come to me, but nothing came. It was then that my enthusiasm finally failed.


  It was the E.P. who said, “The doors will not open.”


  I closed my communication circuit with Roberta before answering. I told the E.P. to do the same. I looked at the walls of the shuttle and realized that these were the walls of my coffin. I was going to die.


  I asked the E.P., “Do you know what melodrama is? It runs in my family. I get it from my mother.”


  The E.P. asked, “What are your instructions?”


  “My mother’s always been a faithful believer. She sent a cross and Bible with us as going—away presents. I’ve no idea where they are.”


  Kronos was silent. Kronos. The Romans gave the name Saturn to Chronos, the Greek god of time who consumed his own children. The Expert Program. Kronos. Saturn. Time. In that moment, I cried out to them all.


  “Can you hear me?”


  The cold voice came back, “What are your instructions?”


  My mother had known a God who answered her. Prayer. I could think of no better time to pray than this, but I knew nothing of prayer and no one to pay to.


  Saturn slowly rose into view. I spoke, perhaps to the planet itself. “This is loneliness,” I said. “No children. No God. I have everything I wanted. I have you, or, at least, you have me. Do you know that? Do you even care?” Her earthen bands were silent. I would die, and she would not mourn my passing.


  Roberta’s voice broke over my own, promising that she was only an hour away now. One hour. An hour and a half after that, the interplanetary shock would hit.


  I opened the circuit so she could hear me. The melodramatic heart of my mother, beating at full strength within me, whispered, “Turn around. You still have time to make it back.”


  “I’m not going without you!”


  I closed the circuit again and sat in silence. Then, to the planet, I said, “She gets it from her mother, too. But her mother is scary, not a weeping Madonna like mine. Roberta spits fire, but her mother breathes it.”


  I looked away from the window and asked the E.P. to check on my current trajectory. Under my breath, I said, “When her mother learns what happened here, I’ll be glad I’m dead.”


  I needed to do something to make this easier on Roberta and figured the least I could do was meet her half way. In my despair, I had overlooked that fact that I would no longer be on my original course. Our entire livable space amounted to five orbital vessels: five pinpoints in space around a rather large planet. Wherever we were headed, I figured it would be the middle of nowhere, and I was right.


  I told the E.P. that our renewed destination was The Tolkien, but this time I set us on a fairly direct route, plotting to give only enough distance between the two ships so that Kronos and The Tolkien could pass each other by, should Kronos be dead weight by then.


  The E.P. stated the obvious. “The objective is to meet the shuttle en route.”


  “If you come up with a way to get me out of my ship and into hers, let me know.”


  “This is a salvage operation.”


  “You could call it that.”


  “The coupling system in the approaching shuttle is not malfunctional. It could tow Kronos to safety.”


  “Not as long as we’re still coupled.”


  “It seems probable that the damaged coupling system will allow for a disconnect. Kronos can be salvaged.”


  “I’m glad for you. How about me? You got a plan to save me?”


  Again, the E.P. paused. “Ignorance renders all speculation moot.”


  Pure, unadulterated wisdom, and utterly useless.


  Left to my own devices, I could see only one unverifiable solution. I figured that I could disengage from Kronos, and, assuming that the airlock would open once the two ships were no longer attached, I could space walk from one ship to the other. Easy.


  The diagnostics, as before, checked out for the airlock systems. If the malfunction was in the coupling system, then it might have interfered with the airlock. It seemed logical. Unfortunately, the only way to test it was to disengage from Kronos, and the time had not quite come for that.


  Still, I had a plan, and that felt good.


  About an hour before the interplanetary shock’s scheduled arrival, a giant grabbed me by the tail. Kronos was losing orbit. I moved to disconnect the two ships, but caught myself in the last moment. As long as we shared the same downward velocity, breaking free would do me little good.


  To the E.P., I said, “Engage the thrusters and give the tether its full current.”


  The cluster of ships slowed, stopped, and actually began a slow crawl heavenward, but Saturn’s grasp was quickly gaining strength. I felt our progress die. In a matter of seconds, Kronos would no longer be able to fight the downward pull.


  I disengaged the locking clamps, and instructed the E.P. to maneuver Kronos clear. The E.P. said, “Kronos cannot maintain orbit long enough to rendezvous with the shuttle. Kronos cannot be salvaged.”


  The worn-out thrusters sputtered and died, but it was enough. Kronos banked away. Suspended in space, I watched as Kronos III, Polar Explorer lost the fight and slowly sank, its dragonfly array stretched out like the arms of a drowning man.


  Its receding form remained in view for the next half hour, and I kept watching, hoping to see it rocket skyward again as the magnetic surge lost its strength. It never happened, and finally the speck in the distance disappeared. Kronos was gone.


  “Miguel, I have you in visual. I have you in visual.”


  Snapped out of my thoughts, I pulled on my helmet, checked my harness, and then toggled the airlock. It let out a long, extended hush as it released the interior atmosphere, equalizing the pressure before exposing me to the void beyond. It was the most beautiful sound I had ever heard.


  I floated out of the shuttle, and for an instant there was nothing below me but Saturn herself. I glanced at the striated cloud bands and saw the flattened polar horizon, an effect of the planet’s rapid rotation. The old spark of wonder awakened in me, but it was no longer enough to feed the fires of my obsession. I left Saturn behind and slipped into Roberta’s waiting embrace.


  The shuttle pumped in new atmosphere, and Roberta and I slipped off our helmets and snuggled as best we could. I told her she was beautiful, but there was so much more I wanted to say. I made my plans as we flew back to The Tolkien; that evening I would tell her I was ready to go home. I was ready to start a family.


  For now, though, we sat in silence, holding each other, and when the interplanetary shock finally hit, we watched the lights play like ribbons in space, filling the void where Kronos had been.


  LAMENT FOR TITAN


  Robin M. Mayhall


  I lost my mind to rational thought.


  I lost my heart to fundamental truth.


  I just gave in to faith in the rightness of the place.


  As soon as I saw those first grainy, greyscale images,


  I knew I had found home.


  The fog-shrouded landscape called to me


  From eight hundred twenty million miles away.


  From across most of our solar system,


  That sullen orange siren was singing me home.


  The other colonists used to ask me,


  Joking, how I got born on Earth.


  I couldn’t explain why a recycled mixture


  Was the air my lungs


  Were meant to breathe.


  I couldn’t explain why our purified water


  Tasted like mother’s milk to me.


  I know it hurt my parents to see me board


  The settlement ship with such evident longing.


  Like a black sheep, I strayed far from the herd.


  But there were no green pastures on that world


  Of methane rivers and acetylene ice. So


  Now I’m back. For three long years


  I’ve lived once more on the world where I was born.


  My family is happy to have me “home” again.


  But for almost fourteen years I was home, and home was Titan.


  JOHNNY PLAYS ’ROUND SATURN’S RINGS


  Rick Brooks


  The hospital always smelled icky to Johnny, like someone was trying to scrub out the inside of his nose. He wondered if all hospitals were like that or just the one on the half-gee ring of Ares Station. If Dad would just get better, Mom would stop crying at night and Johnny wouldn’t have to come to this awful place anymore.


  He stared at the floor on the way to Dad’s room so he wouldn’t see any sick people. It’s not that he was afraid of them. He was almost nine, after all. It’s just that they made him feel weird, like he was supposed to feel stuff and say stuff and he didn’t know what, so he stayed close to Mom and counted the floor tiles. That’s why the first thing he saw of the mandroid was its feet.


  Mom squeezed his hand. “Johnny, this is Miss Dimarco.”


  He’d heard of them, but Johnny had never seen one in real life. It was all white and kind of glittery. It was shaped like a person, except for the huge chest, but it didn’t look like a “Miss” anything. Even though it wasn’t wearing clothes, it didn’t have any of the stuff he’d seen in those pictures Chaz Tyler had stashed on his datapad. It looked more like one of the evil robot soldiers on that episode of Warbirds of Mars. Captain Hawk really gave them what for, didn’t he? The mandroid’s face was a little scary. Flashy lenses instead of eyes and a mouth that was just a slit made it look mean.


  “Johnny,” Mom said. “It’s not polite to stare.”


  “That’s okay.” The mandroid’s voice was pretty. Not at all like one of Lord Maxtron’s robot soldiers, but somehow that just made it scarier. “It’s a lot to take in all at once.”


  Johnny pressed a little closer to Mom’s side when the mandroid squatted down. It moved just like a person. It wasn’t clanky or mechanical at all. The mouth curved up on both sides like it was smiling. That was creepy.


  “Call me Mi,” the mandroid said.


  Still stunned, Johnny mumbled, “You you?”


  “Johnny!” Mom used that voice he hated.


  “Emm Eye,” the mandroid said. “My name is Mi.”


  Johnny tried to remember all the junk he’d read about mandroids on the ‘net. There wasn’t much. “You used to be a person?”


  Mi’s laugh made him shiver, but in a good way, like when he got his hair cut, or when Mom just barely touched the back of his neck. “I’m still a person,” Mi said. It—she?—it touched its enormous chest. “In here is the brain I was born with. The rest is prosthetics, like artificial limbs or picofilter kidneys.”


  He jumped when she held her hand out to him. Crap! Now everyone would think he was a baby.


  “It’s okay,” Mi said. “Touch my hand.”


  He had to, now, just so no one would think he was scared. His hand shook as he touched her. The skin was warm and not as rubbery as it looked. It felt kind of good, actually. Then he looked up at its face again and jerked his hand back. He didn’t know what to do.


  Mom was no help. She just looked down at him. She was smiling, but she had that look like she was about to cry.


  “Come on.” Mi stood up and waved him along. “Your dad’s waiting to see you.”


  Dad was in a different room. This one he had all to himself. The big wall screen was set to window mode. It wasn’t really a window. Everyone knew that. It just slaved the screen to cameras at the hub of the space station. The mottled surface of Mars filled half the screen. Johnny tried to spot the dust storm his teacher said was one of the biggest in years.


  “Hey, Jaybird.”


  He hated when Dad called him that—at least when he did it in front of other people. Johnny glanced at where Mi stood by the door. Maybe mandroids didn’t count.


  Johnny went to the side of the bed. “Hey, Dad.” Dad looked worse than ever. His face was all gray and shriveled, like an apple that sat in the fruit bowl too long. The bed was tilted up. It looked like he couldn’t even raise his head.


  Johnny wanted to cry, but Mom said he shouldn’t cry when they visited Dad. It just made him sadder, and that made him weaker. Johnny had to help his Dad be strong. He took Dad’s hand, ignoring how dry and brittle it felt. Johnny was afraid the fingers might break off if he held it too tight. He tried—tried so hard—to be brave and strong. He didn’t want to hurt Dad, to make him weak, but he couldn’t stop himself. He began to cry.


  “It’s okay, Jaybird.” Dad’s voice was soft and whispery. “Everything will be okay.”


  Johnny leaned over and put his head on Dad’s shoulder, wishing he could hug him, that Dad could pick him up and swing him around like he used to.


  Dad reached over with his other hand and touched the back of Johnny’s head. He began to sing the special song.


  “Johnny plays ‘round Saturn’s rings/Teaching moons to dance and sing./When the moons have had their fun/Off to Neptune Johnny runs.”


  The song exploded into a fit of coughing and Mom rushed over to give Dad some water. It was better, then, with Mom sitting on the edge of the bed and all three of them huddled together.


  With a finger under Johnny’s chin, Dad lifted his head. “I see you’ve met my friend Mi.”


  Johnny had forgotten all about the mandroid. “Your friend?”


  “She’s a very nice person, Johnny.” Dad’s milky eyes stared, looking almost like they used to. “It’s important that you get to know her.”


  “But they’re bad!” Johnny pulled away, looking from Dad to Mom. “Everybody says so.”


  Dad closed his eyes and turned his head away, sighing. “I told you. It won’t work. I can’t do this to him.”


  Mom reached out and brushed Johnny’s hair back from his forehead then swept her hand around to cup her palm against his cheek. “Johnny, sometimes when people get sick, the doctors can’t make them well again.”


  “But you said—”


  “I know what I said. I was wrong.” She slid her hand down to his shoulder. “This way, your dad doesn’t have to leave us.”


  Johnny stepped back, looking away. He caught himself before he turned to look behind him, staring instead at Mom’s hand hanging where his shoulder had been. He thought he knew the answer, but he had to ask. “What way?”


  Mom looked like she was trying to smile. It was the same look she’d had when she first told him Dad was sick. “As a mandroid.”


  * * *


  Everything was ruined. Johnny stared up at the wall of sleeper tubes. He hated living in the ‘combs. Stacked fifty high and wide enough that they disappeared in both directions where the floor curved up, the tubes weren’t even big enough to sit up inside. In their apartment on quarter-gee, Johnny’d had a whole room to himself. That was before Dad got so sick. Now he and Mom had side-by-side tubes on row thirty-seven.


  “Can I jump?” They were so close to the hub of the station that there was very little downforce.


  “Use the ladder, honey.” Mom frowned, watching a man jump up to level twenty. He grabbed the hand bar and swung, feet first, into an open tube. His hand snaked out and pulled the hatch closed. “Jumping is rude.”


  “Chaz Tyler says the ‘combs are for losers.” Chaz was in Johnny’s class. He was a jerk, but he knew everything about everything. All the kids said so.


  “Chaz Tyler is a—” Mom looked angry. She crossed her arms like she did when Johnny forgot to clean up after breakfast.


  “Is a what, Mom?”


  “He’s just wrong, that’s all.”


  “But he says—”


  “Enough!” She looked really angry for a second, but only for a second. Then her eyes got all shiny. She knelt down and crushed Johnny against her. “I’m sorry, Johnny. Chaz is just being mean. Some kids are like that. Okay?”


  Johnny nodded against her shoulder, wondering if he still had to be strong, because he felt like crying again. Seeing Mom sad made him hurt. “Mom?”


  “Yes, honey?”


  “I miss Dad.”


  “Me too, baby.” She shook all over. “But he’ll be back soon.”


  “No, he won’t.” He felt Mom stiffen when he said it. She wasn’t holding him quite so close any more. “He’s never coming back.”


  “Yes, he will!” She pulled away and looked at him. “He’ll still be your dad.”


  Johnny just shrugged and looked up at the wall of sleeping tubes. “Mandroids don’t sleep, do they?”


  “Not really. They do have to rest, though.” Mom scrunched her face up, like Johnny did during history tests. “They have to hook up to a device that filters the cerebral solution and adds nutrients, but they don’t sleep the way other people do.”


  “Then they don’t need a sleeper tube. They don’t have to come here, right?”


  Mom sighed. “No, Johnny.”


  The crowd swept past them, coming and going. No one paid any attention to Johnny and Mom. “Good,” he said.


  * * *


  Except for his weekly exercise periods, Johnny spent very little time down on the full-gee ring. He hated feeling like he weighed as much as a whole planet. But Mom was at work and school was out and he was too old to need a babysitter but Mom said to go with Miss Dimarco and it was all just dumb dumb dumb!


  They went to the bank, and then to a computer store, and then to a communications center. Everywhere they went, people stared or whispered behind their hands. Some pulled away, as if the mandroid really was one of Lord Maxtron’s evil robots. Johnny tried to stay far enough back that people might think he just happened to be going the same direction. There was this one guy, with narrow eyes and dark, greasy hair, that just stared and stared. It seemed like everywhere they went, the greasy guy was there, watching.


  Maybe it would be better if Dad just died. Johnny stopped short right in middle of the corridor, shocked at his own thoughts. Someone bumped into him from behind and muttered a quick “Watch it, kid.”


  Oh, please. Please. I didn’t mean it.


  His face felt hot. He wanted to hide, sure that everyone knew the terrible thing that was in his mind. Ahead, the mandroid paused and looked back. He hurried on before it could say something and let everyone know they were together.


  He followed Mi into the offices of a place called StarMines. Inside StarMines, everything was different. The woman at the front desk jumped up and ran to the mandroid, squealing. “Mi! It’s so good to see you. When did you get back? How’s Max? Why didn’t you call?”


  Johnny stared, trying to understand. The woman kissed the mandroid’s cheeks! Was she crazy? Other employees came by and they all acted like the mandroid was just another person, like they didn’t even know they were talking to a thing. Maybe it had some kind of mind control ray.


  With a quick “Wait here, Johnny,” everyone vanished behind a plain plasteel door. Johnny sat down in the waiting area and poked blindly at one of the magpads. It wasn’t like the waiting room at the doctor’s office. The pad didn’t have anything fun to read. A mind control ray would be great, wouldn’t it? They could make Johnny think the mandroid was his real dad, make it so he couldn’t see the people staring or hear the whispers. They could make him forget that everybody hated him.


  It seemed like hours before Mi came back, even though Johnny’s watch said it had only been thirty minutes. The mandroid stood next to him for a while before saying anything. “Are you ready to go? Or should I leave first and you can follow at a safe distance?”


  Johnny put the magpad down. “Can we stay here?”


  “Why would you want to do that?”


  Johnny looked past the mandroid to the receptionist’s desk. “Everyone likes you here.”


  The mandroid shook its head back and forth. “You can’t worry so much about what other people think. You’ll end up doing the wrong thing every time.”


  “Then how do you know what the right thing is?”


  The mandroid looked at the ceiling then back down at him. “I don’t know, Johnny. You just figure it out.”


  “Then I shouldn’t care what you think, either?”


  “I guess not.” Mi turned and headed for the door. “Coming?”


  Johnny followed, but not too closely. As they walked down the corridor, he stared at the floor or checked his watch, anything to avoid the stares. He tried not to care what the people in the corridor thought, hoping “the right thing” would come to him, but it didn’t. He barely noticed when the hallway widened into an atrium. They were in the broad mall that surrounded the big elevator. The ceiling curved up and away, becoming a spoke of the huge wheel that was Ares Alpha Station. The whole place was smeared with green leaves and bright, colorful flowers. It made Johnny’s nose itch.


  Mi looked up at the departure screen. “Twenty minutes until the next elevator.”


  Johnny just shrugged, trying not to look right at the mandroid. It shrugged back at him, like it was trying to prove it was just like him. When Mi sat at the end of one of the benches, the guy at the other end jumped up and hurried off. Johnny took his seat.


  “Everybody hates you,” Johnny said.


  Mi shrugged again. “Do you hate me?”


  Johnny thought about it. He didn’t, really. He just hated having to be seen with it. “No.”


  “Good.” It did that creepy smile thing again. “Because I don’t think they hate me. I think they’re just afraid. I’m different. I can do things they can’t. I can go outside without a suit. I can work longer hours without getting tired. I don’t have to eat. That kind of thing scares them.”


  “Why?”


  The mandroid leaned forward, arms on its knees. It looked more human that way. “You know that song your dad sang?”


  “It’s just baby stuff! He used to sing it to me when I was little.”


  The mandroid turned its face toward him and smiled. It shook a little, like it was trying not to laugh. “I guess so. The thing is, Johnny, these people are afraid that people like me are the future, that if anyone is ever going to play around Saturn’s rings, it will be us, not them. It frightens them, because if we’re the future, then they’re the past.”


  “That’s silly.” Johnny swung his feet back and forth, feeling the heavy tug toward the floor. “Who wants to go to Saturn?”


  The mandroid sighed and looked up at the high ceiling. “I wish Max were here. He could explain it so much better.”


  “Who’s Max?”


  “My husband.”


  Johnny stared at her, shocked. He let his mouth hang open.


  “Yes,” Mi went on. “He’s like me. In fact, he was the first one. We’re asteroid miners. Out in the belt. It’s dangerous work. Anyway, I got hurt—badly. StarMines paid to save me. They made me like this. Now Max and I work for them while we pay them back.”


  “Husband?”


  “Yes, Johnny. That’s why I have friends at StarMines. I stayed there for a long, long time, just like your dad is now. That’s the way it works. Months and months of isolation, deaf and blind, while you learn to use your body all over again. You can’t move. You can’t talk. You . . .” The mandroid buried its face in its hands. Its voice came out in a whisper. “It was awful.”


  Johnny wasn’t sure what to do. He inched along the bench until he could just reach. It was a weird idea, but Mi seemed to be hurting inside. He stretched his arm out and patted her on the shoulder. “It’ll be okay,” Johnny said. “It’ll be okay.”


  Mi uncovered her face. She looked at his hand for a moment and then nodded to him. “Yeah, I think it will.”


  Johnny went back to swinging his legs. He looked at the crowd walking through the mall. Then he spotted the greasy man again. He was standing way on the other side of the elevator, watching them. “He’s not afraid,” Johnny said.


  He looked over at Mi. She was watching the greasy man, too. “I’ve noticed him.”


  “Do you know him?”


  “No.” She kept staring across the mall. That was another trick mandroids had. They didn’t have to blink. “I think you’re right, though. He’s not afraid.”


  * * *


  It took Johnny forever to talk her into it, but finally Mi gave in. She took him to the Bounce Park. It was the greatest place on the whole station. It sat on the station’s axle, so there wasn’t any spin. It was a big freefall playground, full of ropes and beams and bars and stuff you could push off of or swing around on. You could see Mars through the big glass dome that covered it. Johnny hadn’t been there in months, because Mom said it was too expensive. That didn’t make sense, though. Everyone else still went.


  Mi waved her credit chit at the attendant’s wand. He stared and stared. It was kinda funny, the look on his face. He didn’t look afraid at all. He looked at her like she was the sub-zeroest thing he’d ever seen. Johnny smirked and took Mi’s hand. Maybe being with her wasn’t so bad.


  They cycled through the airlock and there it was. Mars stared back at them through the thousands of transparent Lunamum panes in the blister’s framework. It felt like he was there, out in space. Some day, when he was grown, he’d go out there for real.


  “Just go easy at first.” Johnny wanted to make sure Mi didn’t look too much like a beginner, because some of the kids laughed at guppies. “Make sure you don’t—”


  Mi dove into open air. She did some kind of rolling, twisting flip and landed with her feet against the big padded beam that everyone called Big Red. Johnny had never seen anything like it before, and he’d been coming to the Bounce Park all his life. He tried to copy it, but lost track of which way he was pointing. He untucked and found himself off target. Mi grabbed his wrist as he slid by. She pushed off and the two of them pinwheeled, hands together, like it was all on purpose. She hooked a passing cross bar with her foot, flipped them around, and brought them to rest on the long arched ladder that followed the dome’s curve.


  “Wow.” Johnny smiled. He could see some of the other kids faces. They were impressed.


  Mi giggled like the girls in Johnny’s class. “Just go easy, at first.”


  Johnny laughed, too. “This is called the Rainbow, you know.”


  “What is?”


  “This ladder. See how it’s curved?”


  Chaz Tyler zoomed in like a comet. He thumped onto the ladder next to Johnny, but he was staring at Mi.


  “What’s wrong, Johnny?” Chaz sneered at her. “Couldn’t get any real people to play with you?”


  Johnny felt trapped. He didn’t want to hurt Mi, she was really kinda nice, but this was Chaz Tyler. Even if he was a jerk, he was still the kid everyone wanted to know and no one wanted to cross.


  Mi shook her head. “Go away, brat.”


  “My father says mandroids are cowards.” Chaz stuck his tongue out at her. “He says they should just have the guts to die like everybody else!”


  “You shut up!” Johnny felt like he was going to throw up. All he could think of was Dad’s gray, shriveled face against a bright, white hospital pillow. Hadn’t he thought that very same thought? Hadn’t he wished his father dead?


  “Come on, Johnny.” Mi crouched on the ladder, ready to jump. “Stupidity is contagious.”


  “Take it back.” Johnny balled his fists up, still seeing Dad’s milky eyes. “You take that back!”


  Tyler laughed at him. “Who stuck a rocket up your—”


  “Oh, my God!” Mi’s voice snapped Johnny’s attention back to the Bounce Park. He followed her gaze. That same man, the greasy one that had been following them, was braced against Big Red. He raised some kind of huge-looking gun, pointing it at them.


  “Death to the blasphemers!” The man screamed like he was in pain. “Death to the life stealers!”


  Mi slammed into Johnny’s side. Her arm wrapped around him as they rolled. Then they banged into Chaz. Three huge booms shook the air. Johnny felt something go thump, but he couldn’t see what was going on. Mi was in the way. A loud whistle hurt Johnny’s ears, drowning out Chaz’s screams.


  Mi rolled again. Across the park, an attendant wrestled with the greasy man as the gun drifted loose, out of reach.


  “Move!” Mi grabbed Johnny’s arm and jumped toward the crossbar where the swing ropes floated. They almost missed, but Mi caught one of the ropes near where it clipped onto the bar. That’s when Johnny saw the hole in Mi’s lower back. Yellowish goo oozed out.


  “You’re hurt!”


  “I know.”


  Two more attendants grappled with the greasy man, but Johnny looked away when something went crack behind him. The air screamed toward a ragged hole in one of the Lunamum panels.


  “Go, Johnny.” Mi pulled him around to face the exit. “Get out of the park.”


  “But what about—”


  “Move!” She picked him up and shoved him toward the curly bars near the airlock. When Johnny looked back, he saw Mi flying through the air, gobbets of yellow stuff trailing behind her. When he reached the curly bars, he stopped to watch her. The blow-out alarm started wailing. His head spun from the noise. Mi flew like a rocket. She shot back and forth through the park, grabbing kids, adults, everyone, and launching them toward the lock. More attendants showed up, darting around to help clear the park.


  “Chaz!” Johnny saw the bully drifting free. Still near the dome, he was crying, reaching frantically for something to grab on to, but he was too far away. His only momentum was the steady drag of air toward the hole in the dome.


  Johnny shouted Mi’s name, trying to tell her about Chaz, but she couldn’t hear him over all the noise. Chaz looked really scared.


  Twenty minutes. That’s how long the brochure said it would take to lose air if just one of the panes blew out. That was forever.


  One of the attendants landed near Johnny and reached for him. “Let’s go, kid.”


  Johnny did a quick flip, one hand on the bar, and came up on the other side, out of reach. He crouched, aimed, and jumped as hard as he could. He zoomed toward the dome, narrowly missing an attendant who was crossing the open middle of the park. Almost a minute later, he collided with Chaz. Johnny held on, letting his momentum carry them both out to the surface of the dome. He landed on his feet, using his legs as a cushion, not far from the ragged, screaming hole.


  Without a word, terror on his face, Chaz pushed off toward the rainbow. Another cracking sound split the air. Johnny felt it through his feet. He was dizzy and his head felt funny. Which way was the airlock? He pushed off, hoping he was pointing the right way.


  A flash of white. A thump on his chest. Steel vices clamped down on his arms. He spun around and then thump! The whistling rush of air went silent.


  “Are you okay?” Mi held him by the arms, staring at him. Her back was plastered against the dome. The sound of groaning metal came from all around them.


  Johnny nodded, blinking back the speckles that flashed across his eyes.


  The dome creaked again. “You have to go, Johnny. My skin will block the leak for now, but you have to go. I don’t know if the dome will hold.”


  “What about you?”


  “Go, Johnny.” Mi smiled at him. “I don’t breathe, remember?”


  The dome shuddered. Johnny nodded to her. He turned and jumped for the rainbow. The park looked clear, but a crowd of people still waited in turns to cycle through the airlock. He knew Mi would stay where she was until everyone was through. He also knew that if the dome gave way, she’d be gone. She’d spiral down into Mars’s atmosphere, with no chance of rescue.


  Still dizzy, he paused at the rainbow just long enough to set his feet. He dove for the swinging ropes. He shook his head, trying to think clearly. He almost missed the rope. It slapped his face and he clutched at it, swinging around the crossbar. He went around twice before pulling himself in. His fingers felt numb, but he managed to fumble with the clip and get it loose. Hanging on to the rope as tight as he could, he tried again to shake his vision clear. He jumped back to the rainbow.


  “Johnny, no!”


  Mom? No, Mi. Someone shouted, “Get him.” Everything got dark and drowsy until something whacked his shoulder. He spun from the impact, but managed to get a hand on one rung of the rainbow.


  “Johnny, get to the lock right now!”


  The rope. He still had the rope. He looped it around the ladder’s rail and through the clip. Mi was shaking her head and yelling at him, but nothing made sense except the rope. With the free end held tight in his fist, he jumped to her.


  Mi’s grip kept him from bouncing back when the rope stretched tight. It was just long enough for her to grab the end of it.


  “Sorry.” Johnny tugged on the rope. “Can’t tie it. Won’t reach.”


  “It’s okay. I’ll be fine. Just go.”


  Johnny put his hand on hers. “Don’t leave me. Hold on.” He could barely keep his eyes open. “Please don’t die.”


  “I’m not going anywhere, Johnny.”


  Something grabbed him from behind. “Gotcha, kid. You’re all right, now.” The voice was muffled by an emergency air mask.


  Johnny never remembered leaving the park. He just remembered the muffled voice that kept saying, “You’re a brave kid. A really brave kid.”


  * * *


  The next time Johnny saw Mi, she was in a wheel chair. Mom took him down to the StarMines offices for a visit. Mi’s room looked a lot like a hospital room, but it didn’t smell icky at all. She wheeled up to him as he and Mom entered the room.


  Johnny couldn’t help staring at the chair. “Are you okay?”


  She smiled at him. “My legs don’t work, but other than that. . . .” She shrugged.


  “Will you heal?”


  She smiled again. “No.” Then she laughed that girly giggle Johnny loved. “But I can be repaired. Dr. Gianelli says I’ll be as good as new in a few weeks.”


  Mom kneeled next to him. “You’ll meet him later, Johnny, but I knew you wanted to see Mi right away.”


  “You did a brave thing,” Mi said. “Thank you.”


  Johnny stared at his feet. “It was dumb. They said the dome didn’t even blow out.”


  Mom hugged him. “It might have. What you did was still brave and I’m very proud of you. And from what I hear, you helped Chaz Tyler, too.”


  Johnny snorted. “Big baby.”


  “Come on.” Mi rolled her chair past them and toward the door. “There’s someone who wants to see you.”


  Holding Mom’s hand, he followed Mi out of the room and down the corridor. They took the first right and stopped. Standing in the middle of the hallway was another mandroid.


  Johnny stepped up next to Mi, but he couldn’t stop staring at this new mandroid. It was a little taller than Mi and its face was better. The skin crinkled at the corners of its eyes and it had a real-looking mouth. Its lips trembled.


  Johnny gave Mi a quick glance. “What do I do?”


  “Just go slow at first.” Mi smiled and Johnny wondered why he’d ever thought it looked creepy. “Just be you.”


  The new mandroid’s voice sounded funny. It was deep and wobbly. It said something that sounded like “wayburg.”


  Uncertain, Johnny looked at Mi. Mom came up behind him and put her hand on his shoulder. “It’s okay, Johnny. Look.”


  Unsteady, the mandroid kneeled slowly. Its hands shook as it held them out toward him. The voice was clearer this time. “Bonnie pay sound pattern swing—”


  The words made no sense, but the melody did. Johnny ran and threw himself into Dad’s waiting arms.


  BENEATH THE ICE OF ENCELADUS


  James C. Glass


  Twelve hours out from Herschel Base, Anna Hegel finally vented when Phil made another crack about wasting space for “bug” people on the mission. Her face flushed when she glared at him, and she tried hard to control the angry quaver in her voice.


  “I really hope I’m not going to have a problem with you, Phil. We’re going to be spending a lot of time together in close quarters, whether you like it or not.”


  Phil Yallowitz was seated in front of Anna, so she couldn’t see his face.


  “That’s my point,” said Phil. “This isn’t a bug hunt for me, it’s a test of a vessel I’ve worked on for seven years. I need an electronic tech, not a scientist.”


  Sitting next to Anna, the tech assigned to the submersible program seemed to take offense at that. “Hey, man, you’ve got me. I’m certified mechanical and electrical.”


  “I don’t need to have any light tubes changed. How are you with spectrum analyzers?”


  The tech chuckled and turned to Anna. “Don’t feel bad, Doctor. He bad-mouths me, too.”


  Sitting at the shuttle control desk, Mission Commander Mike Goffin looked over his shoulder and raised an eyebrow at them. Above him, Enceladus was already huge on his view screen.


  “Stop it, all of you.”


  “Yes sir!” said the tech, and grinned.


  “Read the mission profile again, Phil. A mission specialist was a must. The only debate was whether it would be a geologist or an astrobiologist, and the bug people won. The only reason we’re here is because the water is easy to get to. The Europa team is understandably furious about their budget being cut so we could get our one chance here. One shot, people, so you’d better be able to work together on this. It’s a long way back to Earth for anyone who can’t do it.”


  There was a long silence after Mike said that.


  Herschel Base was fifty kilometers west and north of the South Pole, and the view screen showed a new yet strangely tortured surface there. Unlike the northern, lightly cratered hemisphere of Enceladus, the southern area, at long distance, appeared relatively smooth and thus geologically more recent, but close inspection had long ago revealed a jumbled surface of cracks and rills, valleys and depressions as if some great glacier had spread there. Saturn was a bright ball thirty degrees in diameter, rings edge-on and faintly visible. Icy Mimas was beginning a transit, and Titan was a large, fuzzy orb in a black sky as the shuttle began its vertical descent to the base. Looking at Titan, Anna thought of the research platform orbiting above its hazy atmosphere. It had been her home for the past three years.


  At fifty kilometers altitude, four fractures were clearly visible, bounded on either side by ridges, features that had been known as “tiger stripes” for well over a century. Closer, the fissures seemed choked with shining blocks and boulders—water ice with traces of ammonia, methane, and other simple organics. Out on the horizon, a plume of vapor rose far above the descending shuttle.


  Water vapor, thought to be coming from eruptions of liquid from a surface whose average temperature was only seventy-five degrees Kelvin.


  Below the surface of Enceladus, liquid water had to exist.


  And where there was water, there might be life.


  Anna Hegel had arrived with the intention of finding it. This was an ambition she shared with three generations of women in her family. Time had run out for two of them, and was getting dangerously short for the third. Herschel Base appeared below them as a black, fifty-meter-diameter spot on a chaotic jumble of ice in the fissure, or sulcus, known as Damascus. The roof and access module bristled with instrument arrays and a microwave dish. There was a jolt beneath their feet when shuttle lock occurred. Anna felt a subtle gravity, one hundredth that of Earth, but she’d been living with ten times that on Titan Station for three years. Despite regular exercise her limbs were like sticks, and within a year or two she would have to decide whether to remain in space or abandon her life’s work and return to Earth as her mother and grandmother had done.


  For them, it had been too late.


  The floor hatch screeched as Mike pulled it open. He gestured to Anna.


  “Ladies first.”


  Anna looked down; saw hands waving to her from the end of a hollow cylinder a few meters long. She made a little hop, and dropped like a dust mote. Several seconds later, hands grasped her and pulled her to one side as the others came down.


  A slender, blond woman reached out her hand.


  “Welcome to Herschel.”


  “Wow, it’s cold in here,” said Anna, and shivered.


  The woman smiled. “Nothing like outside. It’ll be better down below.”


  Three men were with the woman, and reached up as first Phil and his tech came down the tube, then Mike after them. The woman shook Anna’s hand. “I’m Helena. I’ll be your lab tech, and introduce you to Commander Kassner.”


  The space they occupied ended in a shaft angled at thirty degrees from their vertical, and lined with hand rungs. Anna followed Helena through it with practiced ease, and they came out into a living space shaped like a ring. There were instrument panels and video monitors floor to ceiling. One monitor showed a tech guiding Mike into the shaft above them.


  “It’s smaller than I expected,” said Anna.


  “There are several levels,” said Helena. “Bunks and mess are just below this one, but you’ll be working out of the lower levels. The whole base is a tapered cylinder, and most of it is insulation and concentric vacuum layers. They literally pounded a cork into a volcanic vent when they made this place. And the two outer layers are spring-loaded composites that flex. The ice is constantly moving around us. You’ll hear it soon enough.”


  Anna felt tightness in her throat, and Helena smiled.


  “Don’t worry. I’ve been here four months, and we haven’t been crushed yet. This place really only has to last another two weeks if you people get your job done.”


  A joke, perhaps, but Anna wasn’t amused by it.


  Helena showed Anna around the ring. A central shaft with rungs on a pole took them down to the next level where the odor of coffee was in the air and Mike was talking to a tall, square-jawed man in astronaut blues. The conversation stopped when Helena and Anna approached them, and Mike smiled.


  “This is Doctor Anna Hegel, sir.”


  “Eric Kassner is our base commander,” said Helena.


  Kassner stuck out his hand, and his grip was bone hard. “It’s a small Universe. I knew your mother years ago. How is she these days?”


  Anna blinked. “Sorry to say she’s dead, sir, waited too long to return to Earth. Her heart couldn’t take it.”


  “Sorry to hear that. She had everyone’s respect on Europa. It has been a tough mission there.”


  “Too much ice, sir. I doubt if they’ll ever get through it. I guess that’s why I’m here.”


  “Plenty of ice here, too, but an ocean is right beneath us, and you people are going to tell us what’s there.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “So when do we see it?” asked Mike.


  “Soon enough. The time is short, but we’re not going to rush unnecessarily. The submersible has to be proven at depth, and we don’t even know what we’re diving into yet. This module is plugging what used to be a volcanic vent, and the shaft down has been changing ever since the water flow was restricted. We’re floating in the thing, and sonar returns are garbled. There could be a sea, a lake, or a puddle down there. First job is to find the end of the shaft and scan what’s below it. There won’t be much room for maneuvering.”


  “I’m sure Phil Yallowitz can handle it. The vessel is his baby,” said Mike.


  Kassner turned back to Anna. “Your mother was a patient person, and I hope you are too. The first dips will be with tech and pilot only.”


  “I understand, sir,” said Anna, “as long as you remember we only have two weeks until our return window to Titan.”


  Kassner nodded. “I know that, Doctor, but I also intend to send you home alive.”


  Anna suddenly felt a vibration, and the floor tilted beneath her feet, nearly tipping her over. She grabbed Mike’s arm, as there was a terrible screech from the walls, like some metal talon was scraping there. Anna’s heart hammered from the shock of it.


  Kassner looked at her calmly. “Vapor bubble. You’ll get used to them. Earthquakes are less frequent, but scarier. The water reservoir below us is under pressure, and is either very small, or there’s a big heat source there. Please keep in mind this is an extraordinarily dynamic environment. Yes, we want to explore it as quickly as we can. We just don’t want it to kill us.”


  The commander reached out and shook their hands again. “Welcome to Herschel Base. Helena will show you where to bunk, and there will be a general briefing for all of you in the mess in exactly two hours.”


  Helena touched Anna’s elbow. “This way,” she said, and took them away to their quarters.


  Sleep was a challenge. Anna’s satchel was inclined slightly from the vertical in a six cubic meter niche behind a poly-steel grill. It was not totally unlike the shuttle, but that had been quiet during what passed for night, and she’d floated around in her bag. On Herschel the floor and walls were forever heaving and shaking, and the constant groaning and screaming of hard ice and rock scraping metal kept her awake for most of her sleep shift. She fought off the effects with strong coffee until Helena gave her something that knocked her out cold, and life was good again.


  Mike and Phil and two techs made the first dip two-work shifts after arrival. Anna went down to bottom level to watch their progress on a television monitor after they’d submerged. Phil’s submersible was shaped like a shallow, inverted soup bowl with ports on the sides, bow steering and diving planes, and a nose bubble. Two retractable claws folded up along two sides, and there were three directional lights forward. Armor was sufficient for two thousand feet Earth-side, and was definitely overkill for what they were expecting, but in Phil’s own words: “You never know.”


  There were no screws; three ports aft were all there was to see of a jet propulsion system fueled by hypergolic Anistol, as used for maneuvering by the shuttle. Water and hydrogen were the only emissions, and viewed as safe in any oxygen-free environment.


  Anna watched as Mike, Phil, and two techs opened the hatch on top of the submersible and climbed in. The yellow paint of the hull complimented the yellowish-green of the water it floated in, and there was a musty odor in the air. Commander Kassner manned the comm panel and Anna joined him there while a base tech closed and sealed the hatch.


  “Diving,” said Phil, and there was a roiling on the water surface where the submersible floated in its tank.


  “Opening lock,” said Kassner, and moved his hand. The submersible dropped into a lock below the tank, where pressure could be varied in transferring the vessel to the outside.


  “Pressurizing,” said Kassner, and Anna felt the floor move beneath her. The walls around them groaned. Kassner looked at her. “It’s okay. We bob up and down a bit. In the low gravity, pressure changes are subtle. If there’s an ocean below us I doubt if it’s very deep.” He looked up at a monitor. “Lights on. Opening outer door.”


  On the monitor, silvery doors slid aside and three bright beams of light disappeared into blackness, the beam edges tinged green.


  “No particulates,” said Anna.


  “Pieces of ice once in a while, and those bubbles that come from some depth.” Kassner smiled. “I’m sure you’d like to see something more interesting.”


  “That’s why I’m here. Right now, I’ll settle for water samples.”


  “Automatic, and real-time.” Kassner pointed. “Follow that monitor. Readings are every four meters.”


  When Anna looked at the monitor, a simple spectrum was already building there: traces of ammonia, methane, sulfur, and iron.


  “The vent is widening,” said Mike, and Anna looked at the other monitor again. Blackness ahead, the faint glow of ice from the sides. Suddenly, there was a faint reflection from something in front of the submersible.


  “Slowing,” said Phil. A shelf of ice came out of the blackness, oriented left to right and descending at a steep angle.


  “The shaft turns here, and I see an edge to it. Cracks all over the place.”


  There was a faint, blue outline of something, and blackness beyond it.


  “That’s what has been scattering our sonar,” said Kassner. “I’d put the first buoy right where it turns.”


  “Okay,” said Mike, “but let’s find the end first. I see it. We’ll put the first buoy there.”


  “Don’t go beyond that point. We’ll check out the vessel at depth tomorrow. I want those relays in first.”


  “Right.”


  The monitor image faded, and then went to random noise and cosmic background. “What’s happening?” asked Anna.


  “They’re around the corner. A relay buoy will go at the shaft opening, another at the turn by the shelf, and we should have data communication the rest of the way if there’s really a large body of water there.”


  They waited nervously for half an hour, and suddenly the monitor showed a picture of ice close-up and a conical package anchored to it by a short chain.


  “Are you getting sonar yet?” asked Mike, and his voice was extraordinarily loud and clear.


  Kassner leaned to his left and looked at another monitor. “Got it. Multiplexing. The phones are even more exceptional. Sounds like you’re with us here. So, let’s see what we have down there.”


  They watched the multiplexed pattern of the pulsed sonar build for fifteen minutes before Kassner said, “It’s a small sea or a lake, running parallel to the fissure. Depth goes to two or three hundred meters, and it’s big, maybe ten klicks long, three wide. The vent comes out of the ceiling of the thing. The bottom reflections are coming up with rough areas, like there’s some structure down there. And no, you can’t take a quick look.”


  “Figured,” said Mike. “Take’er up, Phil.”


  The men returned to the base in a jubilant mood.


  And Anna didn’t sleep a wink that night.


  It was three Earth-days until the next submersion. Erratic readings in the vessel’s pilot deck were finally traced to a damaged optical cable, and a new one threaded through a wall to replace it. Only Mike and Phil would go down this time, and Anna tried hard to be patient.


  “There’s room for me, and all I want to do is look outside,” she said.


  “You’d do better to watch the spectrometer readouts here,” said Mike. “This is a systems check, and we won’t be going anywhere near the bottom.”


  “Watch the monitor,” said Phil. “There’s nothing to see until we go deep. You’ll be bored.”


  Inside, she despised Phil’s condescending tone of voice, but Anna kept her face expressionless.


  “I can do that quietly, and not be in the way, Phil. And if you see anything at all interesting, I’m sure you’ll be alert enough to include me in the discussion of it.”


  “Absolutely,” said Mike, but Phil said nothing and looked away from her.


  The submersible disappeared beneath the yellowish-green surface with a gentle roil of bubbles. After a few minutes, Anna dismissed her irritation and carefully watched the spectrometer readings as the vessel reached the shelf at the bottom of the vent and sailed out into open water.


  The water there was even more pristine than in the vent. The lines for ammonia and iron nearly disappeared. After a few minutes a small peak developed for sodium when the vessel was sailing near the ceiling of the mammoth cavern, and at one point there was a small spike in sulfur. Anna noted the exact time of each event; it was something to do. Commander Kassner’s attention was focused on the sonar readings the entire time.


  A few minutes later, things got more interesting when Phil began putting his machine through her paces, beginning with a test of the bow planes in turns and steep dives. The bottom was at three hundred meters at that point, and the dive went to one hundred. Anna stared hard at the monitor, but there were only three beams of light disappearing into darkness. Whatever was on the bottom was a poor reflector. But when she looked back at the spectrometer readings, a sharp line for sulfur was growing, and it suddenly stopped as Anna noted the time again.


  “Local concentration of sulfur where you are,” she said.


  There was a pause. “Don’t see anything,” said Mike.


  “The bottom is quite rough below you,” said Kassner. “We’re getting a lot of scattering.”


  “I’ll want to go down there,” said Anna, and then grabbed hard for a wall rung when the floor beneath her began shaking violently. She hung on grimly as the shaking went on for several seconds. It stopped as quickly as it had begun.


  “That was no gas bubble,” said Anna. Kassner turned to look at her, and she didn’t like what she saw in his eyes.


  “Quake,” said Kassner. “There were a few of them when Herschel was first inserted into the vent, but this is the first big one since. Hope it didn’t plug up the vent. Mike, are you there?”


  “Loud and clear,” said Mike. “We just had some turbulence here, and something dark dropped past us toward the bottom.”


  “We had a quake up here, pretty strong, a shaker. You’d better come up right away.”


  “Okay. We’ve gone through our list for now; the rest has to be done at depth. That must have been a rock that came past us. It went down like a chunk of iron. Good thing it didn’t hit us.”


  “I’ll feel better when you see the vent is clear,” said Kassner.


  “Blowing tanks,” said Phil. “We’ll be there in a minute or two.”


  Anna was worried, and Kassner saw it on her face. “Good communications, so the shaft can’t be plugged.”


  As if in reply, Mike called in only seconds later, “We have a little problem here,” and at that instant Anna felt the floor shake again beneath her feet.


  “Some debris on the shelf here, and another rock just came down. Wouldn’t take much to make a tight fit. We’ll clean it off with the articulators. Stand by.”


  The news was worse a minute later.


  “Now we have a real problem. The port articulator is frozen up, and the servo is showing an overload when I try to deploy it. Starboard claw is working fine, and we’re cleaning off the shelf, but we need to have both articulators working at depth. This could be a major repair.”


  “We don’t have the time,” said Anna.


  “We’ll make the time,” said Phil. “I’m not taking this thing down with a broken arm and then take the blame if we need it.”


  “Understood,” said Kassner. “For now, let’s play it by ear.”


  “And I’m going down on the next dive,” added Anna.


  Phil started to say something, but there was a click and his voice was cut off.


  Ten minutes later the vessel surfaced in a roil of bubbles and the hatch popped open. Phil climbed out and went straight to the port articulator folded tightly against yellow metal like an injured arm. “I need a speed wrench,” he said, and a tech brought one to him.


  Mike climbed out of the vessel, stepped over to the edge of the tank, and whispered to Kassner and Anna. “Let’s get some coffee and let Phil work.”


  They went up one level and had coffee. “Dark down there, and clear,” said Mike. “Any light color on the bottom would have shown up in our beams. There’s rock peeking through ice on the walls, and especially on the ceiling. It was like a cave dive.”


  “Anything interesting will likely be on the bottom,” said Anna. “The spectrometer showed some interesting sulfur spikes while you were down there.”


  “Oh,” said Mike, “yes, there was one place where Phil thought he saw a couple of bubbles go by us.”


  Anna’s heart leapt. “Did you record it?”


  Mike shook his head. “Nope. It was just a few seconds after we came out of our dive.”


  “I’ll backtrack it,” said Anna. She turned to go back to lower level, and nearly ran into Phil as he came out of the central shaft connecting all levels. He looked both saddened and subdued.


  “Well, I really screwed up.”


  “What?” Anna didn’t know Phil was capable of admitting an error to anyone, let alone her.


  “I should have inspected the articulators before we left Titan Base. A joint seal was split; God knows how long that bearing was exposed to hard vacuum. It looks like a porcupine.”


  Anna’s mouth hung open in confusion.


  “Epitaxial growth in hard vacuum has made hair crystals at the carbon boundaries and welded the joint. I don’t suppose we have a high-voltage unit here; something at, say, thirty kilovolts and a milliamp?”


  “Nothing like that,” said Kassner.


  Phil sighed, obviously upset with himself. Anna was strangely tempted to touch his arm in comfort.


  “One quick check on Titan Station, and I would have found it. I can’t burn it off, so I’ll have to do it the hard way. I can snap the bearing out easy enough, but then I have to polish everything down to the original tolerances, and that’s a trial-and-error hand job that could take days.”


  “We don’t have days!” shouted Anna.


  Phil winced, and Anna looked down at her feet.


  “Sorry. We don’t have time for blame, either. We only have ten Earth days at most. I’m willing to go down there with one articulator working.”


  “I don’t think so,” said Kassner, and Mike nodded in agreement.


  “I need at least two dives to see what’s down there,” pleaded Anna. “In case you’ve forgotten, that is our primary mission.”


  “With help I can fix it in a day, two days tops,” said Phil. “We’ll work around the clock.”


  Everyone looked at Kassner, and he looked back at each of them in turn.


  “I’m not hearing objections. Okay, recruit whoever you need, and do it.”


  “I’ll help,” said Anna.


  Phil actually smiled at her. “No offense, but I’ll use the techs. They know their way around a machine shop, and this is precision handwork we have to do. Thanks.”


  “Then I can use the time to go over the sonar scans and target some areas to look at. I’ll have a plan ready for us in a day. Don’t beat yourself up, Phil. We’ll get this done,” said Anna.


  Phil couldn’t look at her, simply mumbled something, turned, and climbed back down the central shaft to bottom level, where his work awaited him.


  Mike put a hand on Anna’s shoulder. “He’s basically a good guy, you know. Right now his self-confidence is bruised, and we need to hope it heals fast.”


  “It has to,” said Anna, but she worried about it. This is my last chance, she thought.


  Her relief came a day and a half later, when Phil announced the articulator was now working, and Anna had to rush to finish her plan for the next dive.


  There was another quake just before they submerged. Sonar showed no blockage in the vent below them, but a few small cracks had become big ones. The quakes were becoming more frequent. Kassner said it was a cyclic thing related to the positions of Titan and Mimas, and he expected the shaking to lessen soon.


  Anna felt cramped in the submersible, was seated on a shelf behind Mike and Phil where she could watch the instruments and look out both the portholes and nose bubble at the same time.


  Phil blew tanks gradually to slow their decent in a low-gravity environment where pumps and water-jets were a substitute for buoyancy. Using the bow planes, Phil literally flew the vessel down the vent and out over the shelf into deep water. He made a few swoops and turns, deployed both articulators, tested each joint before turning his attention to a map of areas Anna had found interesting. Anna leaned over his shoulder and pointed at the map as Phil and Mike studied it.


  “The rough areas on the bottom are most interesting. There’s a lot of sonar scattering in these three regions, and lighter detail in some others. I’d like to hit these five if we can, and while we’re at it we can look closer at the smoother regions.”


  “We’ll have to get around enough to map the entire cavern, and that’s one dive by itself,” said Mike. “It’s in the mission statement, Anna.”


  “We can extrapolate a lot if we stay close to the bottom in the 30 percent we’ve already scanned.” Anna pointed. “Go here first. You were above this area when I got a nice sulfur spike on the spectrometer.”


  “Okay,” said Phil. Map coordinates were relative to the pinging buoy in the vent below Herschel, and they were already close. Phil began a slow descent on a helical path towards the bottom.


  Anna squinted, willing herself to see through the gloom. Her heartbeat quickened as Mike called off the distance to the bottom. At fifty meters they passed a bubble the size of a dinner plate. The view below was a dirty-gray, and at twenty meters there was a dark splotch that moved across their view as Phil leveled out the dive and slowed.


  At ten meters the bottom finally came into view, and at first Anna only felt disappointment. It looked like dark gray sand with occasional boulders protruding, nothing like what she’d expected from the sonar reflections.


  But at three meters, Phil brought the vessel to a crawl, and the view outside was dramatically different. The boulders were now little towers of dark material like basalt, and the sand was a coarse gravel of dark rock and dirty ice. Even closer, the meter-high towers were made of dirty ice covered with an orange stain that reflected weakly in the bright lights. “We have to get a sample of that,” said Anna.


  Kassner had been watching everything from Herschel Base, and suddenly called in. “We’re getting spikes for sulfur and sodium, and a trace of iron. The area you’re in right now is loaded with methane, and it’s over two-seven-seven Kelvin there. There was a sharp increase in temperature when you reached ten meters above bottom.”


  “Reminds me of Earth-side smokers, but there’s all kinds of complex life forms around those things,” said Anna. “All I see here is some kind of stain. We’re sampling it. Could be bacterial.”


  “Wishful thinking,” said Phil. “Looks mineral to me.”


  Phil looked surprised when Anna said, “You’re probably right, but let’s get a good sample of it, and also the gravel and bottom ice. That has a different sheen to it.”


  “Bubbles,” said Mike, pointing.


  Anna looked, and saw a stream of small bubbles leaking from the base of a tower, rising slowly and coalescing to form a single larger bubble, which drifted lazily upwards. “Can we get a temperature reading on that tower’s surface?”


  “Should have it,” said Phil. He’d been working an articulator to break off a small nubbin from the side of the tower, and was dropping it into the specimen basket beneath the nose bubble.


  “Two-eight-three Kelvin,” said Kassner.


  “The bottom must be porous,” said Anna. “These towers could be crystallites of a rock-ice mix where heat channels are coming through. I bet we have a mix of rock and methane clathrate down here, but if there are any methane breathers I sure don’t see them.”


  Phil steered the submersible at a crawl through a small forest of towers, and columns of small bubbles rose from a few of them, but there was no sign of a living thing or any remnants of life, and then the bottom was soon relatively smooth again. They stopped for samples several times, but spent most of the dive just in sight of the bottom. They mapped the extent of the cavern in all directions. It was not so much an underground sea as it was a lake, unstable at best with all the seismic activity, and unlikely to be large or stable enough for life to have evolved there. There were more forests of little, bubbling towers, and vast expanses of black rock mixed with methane in ice, and by the end of the dive they had explored all the prime interesting areas Anna had marked on the sonar maps. There was a secondary list of prospects where small echo dispersions had been observed, but both Mike and Phil felt they had “seen it all” when they returned to Herschel Base. They left Anna to analyze the specimens they’d brought up and to define targets for the next dive. They would also be mapping the cavern ceiling in a search for other vents, and that was scheduled to take much of the dive time.


  Anna expected her specimen analysis to take days, and there would only be time for one more dive before she had to leave.


  Kassner seemed to sense her dark mood, and shared a cup of coffee with her that first evening back from the depths.


  “You’re disappointed,” he said.


  “I guess, but I have to admit a moon this small probably hasn’t been around long enough in a tidal environment to evolve any life forms. It was a long shot, and a negative result is still a result. That’s science.”


  “Would have been nice for the family history,” said Kassner.


  “You have a file on me?”


  “You bet I do. Your pedigree is what brought you here.”


  “You must mean my grandmother. Do you know the Martian bacteria she discovered are still controversial? Half the science community still thinks it was a contaminant. And mom had to return to Earth before they even got a fourth of the way through Europa’s ice. New discoveries are wonderful, but circumstances and a lot of luck are involved. And I have one more dive to get some.”


  “Then let’s drink to luck,” said Kassner, and he raised his squeeze bottle.


  Their bottles touched as another small quake made the floor shudder beneath their feet.


  Midway through the dive Anna felt herself relaxed but saddened, resigned to the fact the mission would be a scientifically interesting mapping of a subterranean lake beneath the surface of Enceladus. The geologists would be excited, but for Anna’s colleagues in astrobiology there would be nothing to talk about. Her work on Titan had reached a dead end; the big moon had fascinating chemistry and geology, but no life. Perhaps she could return to Mars and build on what her grandmother had done. The gravity there was much higher, and she could then return to Earth in her later years and write up her lifetime of experiences in the outer regions of the Solar System. It would also tie together the work of three generations of women in her family.


  For Anna, it was a good plan, and an acceptable plan, though her dream of finding extraterrestrial life was fading fast.


  But it was a plan that changed abruptly after the fourth hour of the dive.


  Sample analysis had shown no life. There was silicate rock mixed with dense, rich methane clathrate, and the stain on the little towers was iron sulfide. The gas bubbles were likely hydrogen sulfide, though she’d not been able to sample them directly. Every test for bacteria, every test for chemical reactions used by known life forms, had been negative.


  For nearly four hours they had cruised near the bottom, observing occasional clusters of crystalline towers, but mostly vast plains of pebbles and methane-rich water ice. Kassner had called in twice with news of renewed quake activity, and they had seen several large chunks of ice drifting downward toward the bottom. Communication with Kassner had become garbled, cutting in and out after that. Mike was worried about it, and said so. “We might have to cut it short, Anna. With all these quakes, we don’t want to be trapped down here.”


  Anna ignored his concerns. She had marked four places on the sonar maps where there were small depressions in the bottom that showed weak dispersions similar to what was seen with tower clusters. They were now nearing the first of them. Anna’s attention had wandered a bit as she thought about returning to Mars, but something suddenly caught her eye.


  “I see flashing lights,” she said, and leaned forward to look ahead through the nose bubble. “Reflections?”


  “No,” said Phil. “I see it, too. Yellowish-green—flickering, straight ahead.”


  “And beyond,” said Mike. “One source is close, the other fainter.”


  In the darkness beneath the ice of Enceladus, the flashes of light suddenly ceased.


  Phil had slowed to a crawl, but remained on course. The plain ahead was level, then rose a meter to form a hillock that curved away from them. And just beyond it was what Anna first thought was another tower, different this time, a feature glowing bronze in the bright lights of the submersible.


  They came close, hovering over a crater-like depression two meters deep. The object it held reminded Anna of a dead tree with several bare branches. It was anchored in methane-clathrate and stood four meters high, and around it were several others only a meter tall. Branches swayed slowly in the turbulence created by the submersible’s jets. Their surfaces were rough and mottled in bronze and dark brown, and from the dark areas streams of tiny bubbles pulsed in bursts that floated lazily upwards.


  “Oh, my God, oh my God,” gasped Anna, and she could scarcely breathe.


  “It’s soft,” said Mike. “Hollow, maybe.”


  “Not rigid,” whispered Anna. “Look at the tangle of tubules at its base, anchoring it to the ice. The bubbles have to be hydrogen. It’s using methane. I think it’s alive.”


  “A plant? Looks like a metal sculpture. Now it’s not moving,” said Mike.


  “The jets are off. No more wake. The currents move it. That doesn’t mean it’s alive,” said Phil, “but something was flashing lights at us until we got close.”


  “Not now.”


  “Turn off our lights.”


  “What? You want to be blind down here? I don’t think so.” Phil shook his head.


  “Just the big headlights. We can still see close from the interior lights,” said Anna.


  “I can back off a bit.” Phil frowned.


  “No. I want to see if we can provoke a reaction.”


  “Why don’t I just touch it with an articulator, then?”


  “You might hurt it.”


  Mike reached over and turned off the exterior lights. “Enough,” he said.


  Outside, the strange tree-looking thing was dimly illuminated. They waited for long minutes, but nothing happened. “It’s some kind of crystallized tower like the others, only a different shape,” said Phil.


  “We need to turn off the interior lights.” Anna’s heart was thumping hard in her excitement.


  “How long?” asked Mike.


  “A few minutes. It saw our lights and flashed at us, but stopped when we got close. I want to try something with this.” Anna held up a small penlight she routinely carried with her on a ring with two keys and a flat, multiple-bladed screwdriver.


  Phil shook his head, but Mike put a hand on his shoulder. “Five minutes, and no longer. Turn the lights out, Phil, and start counting.”


  The lights went out, and they were sitting in pitch-blackness. “This is really dumb,” said Phil.


  They waited one minute, then two. There was a faint scraping sound from outside that came and went, and nothing to be seen. Finally, Anna moved her hand close to the nose bubble and began flashing her little penlight off and on. She continued for half a minute, and then stopped.


  There was no response, but Phil suddenly shifted in his seat. “I see some faint flashes way off to the left of us. Maybe we should move.”


  Anna flashed her light several times, waited a few seconds, then did it again and held her breath.


  From outside, green lights flickered dimly at first, like a dance of shy fireflies. The lights began near the edges of the nose bubble and moved inward, getting brighter.


  “Yes!” said Anna, and she flashed her little penlight again.


  The response was immediate and bright; multiple points of flashing green illuminating the ends of branches. There was a scraping sound from the outer hull of the submersible, and suddenly a glowing tendril of green struck the center of the nose bubble and recoiled from it.


  “Yikes!” gasped Phil, and with one hand hit the outside lights, while the other reached to start the engine pumps.


  The thing outside had extended two branches to grasp the submersible just above the bow planes, and a third branch was now waving slowly back and forth in the bright lights. The jets went on with a whoosh and Phil backed up several meters to get out of its reach.


  “Stop! Stop!” yelled Anna, but Phil had already done it. He smiled wanly at Mike, who was still staring at the thing. “Pretty fast for a rock,” he said, and then turned to Anna. “I suppose you want samples, now. How do we do that? I could probably break something off with an articulator.”


  “Absolutely not,” said Anna. “It could be a plant, a coral community, or a single, intelligent entity. I will not take a chance on harming it before we have some idea what it is. The response could have been chemically or intelligently directed. If it’s a plant, there must be dead ones. Look for debris in the depression it’s in.”


  Phil peered out the side of the nose bubble. “There’s more than just this one. I see green lights flickering again from our left, maybe a few meters away.”


  The object of their attention had pulled its branches in tightly against the main trunk and was now motionless, an abstract statue mottled in bronze and dark brown.


  They drew closer. Phil activated an articulator, extended a claw, and poked gingerly at gravel and ice near the object’s base. There was a short piece of something white and showing large pores that he placed in the sample box. Plant or animal, there were two small versions of the big one rooted there, but Anna insisted they not be touched. And even though they came within reach of it, the big one remained motionless the entire time the bright lights were on.


  “Let’s move,” said Mike. “There’s more to see left of us, but the lights have stopped flashing.”


  “Okay,” said Anna. “Is it possible to dim our lights?”


  “No. I’ll come in slow this time, and turn off the lights when we get in close.”


  Phil backed off with a single jet pulse, and veered left in the direction of the other lights they’d seen. They saw another large chunk of ice come down and impact softly with the sea floor, stirring up a cloud of sand and pebbles.


  It was twenty meters before they saw reflections from tall stalks rising from the bottom, Phil came in slowly this time. They saw several branched trunks standing close together, and from the end of one branch came a single flash of green. Two meters from the nearest branch, the submersible’s lights went out. The interior lights illuminated the scene dimly, an abstract portrait of bronze figures on black.


  “They’re moving,” whispered Anna.


  Branches waved ever so gently in still water, the movement synchronous among several thick trunks. Even in dim light there were occasional flashes of green, which they could now see were coming from little nubbins on the ends of the branches. Mike looked off to the right.


  “The one we just left is flashing again.”


  “They’re talking about us,” said Anna.


  “Maybe, or just warning each other of danger. Whatever. You got what you came for, Anna. It’s certainly a surprise to me,” said Phil. “You sure you don’t want a living sample of these things?”


  “I can’t do it. There’s no precedent for any life form above bacterial level. It’s a case for the Council of Nations. If it’s allowed, someone else will have to do it, or maybe I’ll get a chance to come back someday. We have our pictures and spectra, and all the water samples. That’ll have to be enough for now.”


  Phil used the articulators to scoop up some samples near the bases of the trunks. The occupants of the little depression in gravel and methane clathrate seemed undisturbed by it. Bronze limbs waved gently and decorated themselves in flashes of green. Anna watched, mesmerized, burning the sight into her memory.


  “We really have to finish our mapping and look for other vents,” Mike finally said.


  “Will we have time for another dive?” Anna felt an ache in her chest.


  “Not this trip,” said Mike. “You’ll have to come back again, if you can.”


  “The base might get swallowed up, and the vents plugged. There might not be another chance.”


  “I know, but we have to finish the mission plan. Let’s go, Phil.”


  Phil looked over his shoulder at Anna and frowned at the agony written on her face.


  “Got to go, Anna. We’ll call Kassner right now, and get your discovery on the record.”


  Anna nodded, and pressed her lips together as they backed away. Green flashes sent them on their way, light from living things anchored in ice at the bottom of a subterranean lake of a tiny, geologically active moon cold beyond belief, in the outer reaches of the Solar System. It was a miracle, a thing to be studied for a lifetime, and she was being forced to leave it.


  Mile called Kassner, but there was no response, not even static. “I don’t like this. The signal was clear until a while ago.”


  “Could be scattering,” said Phil. “There’s a lot of rough topology near the bottom.”


  “So take us up a hundred feet or so.”


  Phil did it, and Mike tried again. “Herschel Base, can you hear us? Anna has a major discovery to report. Come in!”


  Nothing.


  “This is bad,” said Mike. “With all those big cracks we saw in the vent, a piece of ice could have sheared off and taken out the transponder.”


  “Or plugged the vent,” said Phil.


  Anna’s heart jumped. “How long can we stay down here?”


  “Oh, another eight hours or so,” Phil said calmly.


  “I’m not abandoning the rest of this mission, people, but we’ll have to hurry it up,” said Mike. “Follow the profile, Phil, but double-time it. Finding another vent won’t help us; we have no way to survive on the surface. We have to come up at Herschel Base. We have four hours left on the profile. Let’s do it in two, and go home.”


  Mike said it with determination, but all three of them could hear the overtone of fear in his voice.


  Getting back to base was suddenly not a matter of reporting an important discovery, but of survival.


  Anna said little during the rest of the dive, and was on the edge of tears the entire time. For two hours they made sonar maps of the rest of the cavern, took several samples from the ceiling and walls, and saw what they thought was another vent, though it was too narrow for them to explore it. Mike kept on calling Kassner, but there was only dead silence in return. There was certainly no time for further exploration of the bottom. Anna distracted herself by pointing out several more areas on her sonar maps she was now certain harbored life. The little depressions were where the methane clathrate was so exposed to serve as anchors for the life on Enceladus. But now there would be no time extensions for the mission. After two hours, worry had turned to fear, and they hurried back to the Herschel Base vent under full power.


  What they found at the vent matched their worst fears.


  A huge boulder of ice had calved from the vent wall, and was plugging it at a steep angle, its tip resting on the shelf that the transponder had been anchored to. As they came up to it, the ceiling above them shuddered and small pieces of ice clattered off the top of the submersible. Phil wiggled the controls, and they backed off to one side of the vent. “Pretty loose inside the vent,” he said. “Let’s see if my baby can unplug this thing in low gravity.”


  For nearly an hour Phil used the articulators to push against the icy plug in various directions, but even with the slightest movement there was an avalanche of debris from above that terrorized all of them. Mike was on the radio continuously, but getting nothing.


  There was a sudden crash of boulders on the roof of the submersible. “See that?” said Phil. “It wobbled. The tip is wedged where the shelf comes out of the wall. The shelf is holding it up. Maybe if I can break off the tip—”


  Phil moved in closer, used the articulators to pull back on the tip of the plug, and wiggled it back and forth. When Anna saw the movement, her hope soared. They were making progress, the base only a hundred meters or so above them, and they had air left for hours.


  And then, quite suddenly, they had minutes.


  The plug wobbled, and there was a horrible impact on the roof of the submersible. The interior lights flickered, and Anna was momentarily deafened by a shriek of tortured metal from the hull walls. The impact lifted her from her seat and slammed her sideways as she clapped her hands over her ears.


  “No, no, NO!” gasped Phil. Mike hadn’t strapped in, was on the floor and holding one hand to a bloody gash on his forehead.


  “What’s that hissing sound?” said Anna.


  “We’re losing our air and fuel! That last avalanche must have breached the outer hull. Mike, get up and strap in. Hang on, Anna. We’ve got to do this quick, or we’re dead!”


  Anna gulped and grasped the arms of her chair, the hissing sound now loud in her ears. She smelled fuel and her own sweat.


  She had never thought about death, especially her own, but now it came to her.


  Mike managed to get in his seat and strap in as Phil backed off a few meters from the vent shelf and the shower of debris coming down there.


  “Sorry baby,” said Phil, not talking to a person, “but we have to do this the hard way.”


  The submersible lurched forward and rushed toward the shelf at the bottom of the vent, crashing into it hard at a point just below the observation bubble.


  “Phil!” screamed Anna, but Phil was backing off again, stopping, and the submersible lurched forward once more. The second crash seemed softer, ice resisting, crumbling, and allowing them a creep forward after contact. The craft jerked backward in a blink, pitching Anna forward in her chair. Outside was chaos, a shattered shelf of ice falling away, the sharp tip of the plug sheared off at a steep angle with it. A huge fang of ice fell out of the vent, and disappeared from view.


  The air in the cabin was musty, and Anna had a sudden headache. The submersible accelerated. Small pieces of ice clattered off the hull as they flew up the vent and through an open lock unprepared for them. They came out of the water in a roil of bubbles, and Anna had one glimpse of two shocked technicians jumping away from the pool.


  For one moment, while Mike and Phil told their story, Anna was silent and just happy to be alive. But when the men turned it over to her and she described her discovery she was suddenly depressed again, and she came close to crying when Kassner and then Helena embraced and congratulated her.


  It was at that moment when Phil climbed off the hull of his battered submersible and grinned at her. He had something wet and glistening in a gloved hand, and he handed it to Anna. “This should lighten your mood. Look what I found stuck between the base of the port articulator and the hull. When that thing grabbed us and I pulled away it must have snapped this off. No wonder the thing was thrashing around so much.”


  Anna’s heart skipped a beat. In Phil’s hand was a six-inch section from the end of a branch. The end nubbin was intact, the other end of the section shredded like a torn piece of Yucca stalk. The piece was still wet, but the mottled bronze and brown spots were fading before her eyes.


  “Quick, get it in water!”


  Mike grabbed a pan from a bench and filled it with water from the tank.


  Anna giggled, grabbed Phil’s arm and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you! Oh, I’ve got to get some ice on this!”


  Helena ran for ice. Anna grabbed the pan, and rushed away with her new treasure. Behind her, Phil said something that might have bothered her once, but didn’t now in her moment of joy.


  “Now there’s a mood shift for you,” said Phil.


  One day out from Enceladus, Anna emerged from her cubicle and joined Mike and Phil on the control deck for a squeeze of tea.


  “Ah, the scientist walks among us,” said Mike. “Tea?”


  “Thanks,” said Anna, and accepted a squeeze bottle from him. “I’ve been writing up a summary of the examinations I made on Herschel. I can’t do anything else until we get to Titan.”


  “Well, you’ll have to tell us all about it,” said Phil.


  Anna took a suck of tea. “There isn’t a lot I can say right now. The dead fragment you dug out of the gravel is almost as interesting as the fresh specimen. The closest thing I can think of on Earth is coral, but the structure is silicate, not carbonate. The bronze areas on the surface show iron sulfide. There could be bacteria producing that since there’s both iron and sulfur in the dark gravel, and also in the ice, but on the whole I’m seeing a colony of tiny worm-like critters living in a labyrinth of tubules, and my bet is a methane metabolism with hydrogen output. I’ve frozen the sample in some water mixed with methane clathrate. We even have the little nubbin where the light is emitted. It seems to be silicate with trace sulfur. I radioed all of this ahead, and everyone at the lab is so excited.”


  Phil looked over his shoulder at her. “When you accept your Nobel Prize, we’ll expect an invitation to the ceremony.”


  Anna smiled. “Well—that isn’t going to happen.”


  “Why not?”


  “Even if I got the award I wouldn’t be there to accept it.”


  “I thought you were thinking about cycling back to Earth,” said Mike.


  “I was. I was thinking about it seriously until a few days ago.”


  “Ah,” said Mike, and winked at Phil.


  There was a pause while Anna took another suck of tea, and then said, “Commander Kassner said he and his crew are cycling out in two months. I’m coming back with the replacement crew. That will give me six months for dives to study the Ice Corals.”


  “That’s what you’re going to call them?” asked Mike.


  “For now. I’ll let some official give them a Latin name. I have a lifetime of work to do on this project, and I’m not going back to Earth to do it.”


  “Well, I guess well be seeing you around here, then,” said Phil.


  “You bet,” said Anna, “just as long as the articulators work the first time.”


  “Ouch,” said Phil.
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  PROLOGUE


  Probe


  The spacecraft from Earth sailed through rings of ice.


  In its first week in orbit around Saturn it passed within a third of a million kilometers of Titan, Saturn’s largest moon. Its sensors peered curiously down at unbroken haze.


  The craft had been too heavy to launch direct with the technology of the time, so its flight path, extending across seven years, had taken it on swingbys past Venus, Earth, and Jupiter. Primitive it was, but it was prepared for Titan. An independent lander, a fat pie-dish shape three meters across, clung to the side of the main body. Dormant for most of the interplanetary cruise, the probe was at last woken and released.


  And, two weeks later, it dropped into the thick atmosphere of Titan itself.


  Much of the probe’s interplanetary velocity was shed in ferocious heat, and the main parachute was released. Portals opened and booms unfolded, and more than a billion kilometers from the nearest human engineer, instruments peered out at Titan. Some 50 kilometers up the surface slowly became visible. This first tantalizing glimpse was like a high-altitude view of Earth, though rendered in somber reds and browns.


  The landing in gritty water-ice sand was slow, at less than 20 kilometers per hour.


  After a journey of so many years the surface mission lasted mere minutes before the probe’s internal batteries were exhausted, and the chatter of telemetry fell silent. It would take two more hours for news of the adventure to crawl at lightspeed to Earth, by which time a thin organic rain was already settling on the probe’s upper casing, as the last of its internal heat leaked away.


  And then, all unknown to the probe’s human controlers back on Earth, a manipulator not unlike a lobster’s claw closed around Huygens’s pie-dish hull and dragged the crushed probe down beneath the water-ice sand.


  I


  Earthport


  “There’s always been something wrong with Titan.” These were the first words I ever heard Harry Poole speak-though I didn’t know the man at the time-words that cut through my hangover like a drill. “It’s been obvious since the first primitive probes got there 1600 years ago.” He had the voice of an older man, 70, 80 maybe, a scratchy texture. “A moon with a blanket of air, a moon that cradles a whole menagerie of life under its thick atmosphere. But that atmosphere’s not sustainable.”


  “Well, the mechanism is clear enough. Heating effects from the methane component keep the air from cooling and freezing out.” This was another man’s voice, gravely, a bit somber, the voice of a man who took himself too seriously. The voice sounded familiar. “Sunlight drives methane reactions that dump complex hydrocarbons in the stratosphere—”


  “But, son, where does the methane come from?” Harry Poole pressed. “It’s destroyed by the very reactions that manufacture all those stratospheric hydrocarbons. Should all be gone in a few million years, ten million tops. So what replenishes it?”


  At that moment I could not have cared less about the problem of methane on Saturn’s largest moon, even though, I suppose, it was a central facet of my career. The fog in my head, thicker than Titan’s tholin haze, was lifting slowly, and I became aware of my body, aching in unfamiliar ways, stretched out on some kind of couch.


  “Maybe some geological process.” This was a woman’s voice, a bit brisk. “That or an ecology, a Gaia process that keeps the methane levels up. Those are the obvious options.”


  “Surely, Miriam,” Harry Poole said. “One or the other. That’s been obvious since the methane on Titan was first spotted from Earth. But nobody knows. Oh, there have been a handful of probes over the centuries, but nobody’s taken Titan seriously enough to nail it down. Always too many other easy targets for exploration and colonization-Mars, the ice moons. Nobody’s even walked on Titan!”


  Another man, a third, said, “But the practical problems—the heat loss in that cold air-it was always too expensive to bother, Harry. And too risky . . .”


  “No. Nobody had the vision to see the potential of the place. That’s the real problem. And now we’re hamstrung by these damn sentience laws.”


  “And you think we need to know.” That gravel voice.


  “We need Titan, son,” Harry Poole said. “It’s the only hope I see of making our wormhole link pay for itself. Titan is, ought to be, the key to opening up Saturn and the whole outer System. We need to prove the sentience laws don’t apply there, and move in and start opening it up. That’s what this is all about.”


  The woman spoke again. “And you think this wretched creature is the key.”


  “Given he’s a sentience curator, and a crooked one at that, yes . . .”


  When words like “wretched” or “crooked” are bandied about in my company it’s generally Jovik Emry that’s being discussed. I took this as a cue to open my eyes. Some kind of glassy dome stretched over my head, and beyond that a slice of sky-blue. I recognized the Earth seen from space. And there was something else, a sculpture of electric blue thread that drifted over a rumpled cloud layer.


  “Oh, look,” said the woman. “It’s alive.”


  I stretched, swivelled and sat up. I was stiff and sore, and had a peculiar ache at the back of my neck, just beneath my skull. I looked around at my captors. There were four of them, three men and a woman, all watching me with expressions of amused contempt. Well, it wasn’t the first time I’d woken with a steaming hangover in an unknown place surrounded by strangers. I would recover quickly. I was as young and healthy as I could afford to be: I was around 40, but AS-preserved at my peak of 23.


  We sat on couches at the center of a cluttered circular deck, domed over by a scuffed carapace. I was in a GUTship, then, a standard interplanetary transport, if an elderly one; I had traveled in such vessels many times, to Saturn and back. Through the clear dome I could see more of those electric-blue frames drifting before the face of the Earth. They were tetrahedral, and their faces were briefly visible, like soap films that glistened gold before disappearing. These were the mouths of wormholes, flaws in spacetime, and the golden shivers were glimpses of other worlds.


  I knew where I was. “This is Earthport.” My throat was dry as moondust, but I tried to speak confidently.


  “Well, you’re right about that.” This was the man who had led the conversation earlier. That 70-year-old voice, comically, came out of the face of a boy of maybe 25, with blond hair, blue eyes, a smooth AntiSenescence marvel. The other two men looked around 60, but with AS so prevalent it was hard to tell. The woman was tall, her hair cut short, and she wore a functional jumpsuit; she might have been 45. The old-young man spoke again. “My name is Harry Poole. Welcome to the Hermit Crab, which is my son’s ship—”


  “Welcome? You’ve drugged me and brought me here—”


  One of the 60-year-olds laughed, the gruff one. “Oh, you didn’t need drugging; you did that to yourself.”


  “You evidently know me—and I think I know you.” I studied him. He was heavy set, dark, not tall, with a face that wasn’t built for smiling. “You’re Michael Poole, aren’t you? Poole the wormhole engineer.”


  Poole just looked back at me. Then he turned to the blond man. “Harry, I have a feeling we’re making a huge mistake trying to work with this guy.”


  Harry grinned, studying me. “Give it time, son. You’ve always been an idealist. You’re not used to working with people like this. I am. We’ll get what we want out of him.”


  I turned to him. “Harry Poole. You’re Michael’s father, aren’t you?” I laughed at them. “A father who AS-restores himself to an age younger than your son. How crass. And, Harry, you really ought to get something done about that voice.”


  The third man spoke. “I agree with Michael, Harry. We can’t work with this clown.” He was on the point of being overweight, and had a crumpled, careworn face. I labeled him as a corporate man who had grown old laboring to make somebody else rich—probably Michael Poole and his father.


  I smiled easily, unfazed. “And you are?”


  “Bill Dzik. And I’ll be working with you if we go through with this planned jaunt to Titan. Can’t say it’s an idea I like.”


  This was the first I had heard of a trip to Titan. Well, whatever they wanted of me, I had had quite enough of the dismal hell-hole of the Saturn system, and had no intention of going back now. I had been in worse predicaments before; it was just a question of playing for time and looking for openings. I rubbed my temples. “Bill-can I call you Bill?—I don’t suppose you could fetch me a coffee.”


  “Don’t push your luck,” he growled.


  “Just tell me why you kidnapped me.”


  “That’s simple,” Harry said. “We want you to take us down to Titan.”


  Harry snapped his fingers, and a Virtual image coalesced before us, a bruised orange spinning in the dark: Titan. Saturn itself was a pale yellow crescent with those tremendous rings spanning space, and moons hanging like lanterns. And there, glimmering in orbit just above the plane of the rings, was a baby-blue tetrahedral frame, the mouth of Michael Poole’s wormhole, a hyper-dimensional road offering access to Saturn and all its wonders—a road, it seemed, rarely traveled.


  “That would be illegal,” I pointed out.


  “I know. And that’s why we need you.” And he grinned, a cold expression on that absurdly young face.


  II


  Finance


  “If it’s an expert on Titan you want,” I said, “keep looking.”


  “You’re a curator,” Miriam said, disbelief and disgust thick in her voice. “You work for the intraSystem oversight panel on sentience law compliance. Titan is in your charge!”


  “Not by choice,” I murmured. “Look-as you evidently targeted me, you must know something of my background. I haven’t had an easy career . . .” My life at school, supported by my family’s money, had been a series of drunken jaunts, sexual escapades, petty thieving, and vandalism. As a young man I never lasted long at any of the jobs my family found for me, largely because I was usually on the run from some wronged party or other.


  Harry said, “In the end you got yourself sentenced to an editing, didn’t you?”


  If the authorities had had their way I would have had the contents of my much-abused brain downloaded into an external store, my memories edited, my unhealthy impulses “re-programmed”, and the lot loaded back again—my whole self rebooted. “It represented death to me,” I said. “I wouldn’t have been the same man as I was before. My father took pity on me—”


  “And bought you out of your sentence,” Bill Dzik said. “And got you a job on sentience compliance. A sinecure.”


  I looked at Titan’s dismal colors. “It is a miserable posting. But it pays a bit, and nobody cares much what you get up to, within reason. I’ve only been out a few times to Saturn itself, and the orbit of Titan; the work’s mostly admin, run from Earth. I’ve held down the job. Well, I really don’t have much choice.”


  Michael Poole studied me as if I were a vermin infesting one of his marvelous interplanetary installations. “This is the problem I’ve got with agencies like the sentience-oversight curacy. I might even agree with its goals. But it’s populated by time-wasters like you, it doesn’t do what it’s supposed to achieve, and all it does is get in the way of enterprise.”


  I found myself taking a profound dislike to the man. And I’ve never been able to stomach being preached at. “I did nobody any harm,” I snapped back at him. “Not much, anyhow. Not like you with your grand schemes, Poole, reordering the whole System for your own profit.”


  Michael would have responded, but Harry held up his hand. “Let’s not get into that. And after all he’s right. Profit, or the lack of it, is the issue here. As for you, Jovik, even in this billion-kilometers-remote “sinecure” you’re still up to your old tricks, aren’t you?”


  I said nothing, cautious until I worked out how much he knew.


  Harry waved his hand at his Virtual projection. “Look—Titan is infested with life. That’s the basic conclusion of the gaggle of probes that, over the centuries, have orbited Titan or penetrated its thick air and crawled over its surface or dug into its icy sand. But life isn’t the point. The whole System is full of life-life that blows everywhere, in impact-detached rocks and lumps of ice. Life is commonplace. The question is sentience. And sentience holds up progress.”


  “It’s happened to us before,” Michael Poole said to me. “The development consortium I lead, that is. We were establishing a wormhole Interface at a Kuiper object called Baked Alaska, out on the rim of the System. Our purpose was to use the ice as reaction mass to fuel GUTdrive starships. Well, we discovered life there, life of a sort, and it wasn’t long before we identified sentience. The xenobiologists called it a Forest of Ancestors. The project ground to a halt; we had to evacuate the place—”


  “Given the circumstances in which you’ve brought me here,” I said, “I’m not even going to feign interest in your war stories.”


  “All right,” Harry said. “But you can see the issue with Titan. Look, we want to open it up for development. It’s a factory of hydrocarbons and organics, and exotic life forms some of which at least are related to our own. We can make breathable air from the nitrogen atmosphere and oxygen extracted from water ice. We can use all that methane and organic chemistry to make plastics or fuel or even food. Titan should be the launch pad for the opening-up of the outer System, indeed the stars. But we’re not going to be allowed to develop Titan if there’s sentience there. And our problem is that nobody has established that there isn’t.”


  I started to see it. “So you want to mount a quick and dirty expedition, violating the planetary-protection aspects of the sentience laws, prove there’s no significant mind down there, and get the clearance to move in the digging machines. Right?” And I saw how Bill Dzik, Miriam, and Michael Poole exchanged unhappy glances. There was dissension in the team over the morality of all this, a crack I might be able to exploit. “Why do you need this so badly?” I asked.


  So they told me. It was a saga of interplanetary ambition. But at the root of it, as is always the case, was money-or the lack of it.


  III


  Negotiation


  Harry Poole said, “You know our business, Jovik. Our wormhole engineering is laying down rapid-transit routes through the System, which will open up a whole family of worlds to colonization and development. But we have grander ambitions than that.”


  I asked, “What ambitions? Starships?”


  “That and more,” Michael Poole said. “For the last few decades we’ve been working on an experimental ship being built in the orbit of Jupiter . . .”


  And he told me about his precious Cauchy. By dragging a wormhole portal around a circuit light-years across, the GUTship Cauchy would establish a wormhole bridge-not across space-but across fifteen centuries, to the future. So, having already connected the worlds of humanity with his wormhole subway System, Michael Poole now hoped to short-circuit past and future themselves. I looked at him with new respect, and some fear. The man was a genius, or mad.


  “But,” I said, “to fund such dreams you need money.”


  Harry said, “Jovik, you need to understand that a mega-engineering business like ours is a ferocious devourer of cash. It’s been this way since the days of the pioneering railway builders back in the nineteenth century. We fund each new project with the profit of our previous ventures and with fresh investment—but that investment is closely related to the success of the earlier schemes.”


  “Ah. And you’re stumbling. Yes? And this is all to do with Saturn.”


  Harry sighed. “The Saturn transit was a logical development. The trouble is, nobody needs to go there. Saturn pales beside Jupiter! Saturn has ice moons; well, there are plenty in orbit around Jupiter. Saturn’s atmosphere could be mined, but so can Jupiter’s, at half the distance from Earth.”


  Miriam said, “Saturn also lacks Jupiter’s ferociously energetic external environment, which we’re tapping ourselves in the manufacture of the Cauchy.”


  “Fascinating,” I lied. “You’re an engineer too, then?”


  “A physicist,” she replied, awkward. She sat next to Michael Poole but apart from him. I wondered if there was anything deeper between them.


  “The point,” said Harry, “is that there’s nothing at Saturn you’d want to go there for—no reason for our expensive wormhole link to be used. Nothing except—”


  “Titan,” I said.


  “If we can’t get down there legally, we need somebody to break us through the security protocols and get us down there.”


  “So you turned to me.”


  “The last resort,” said Bill Dzik with disgust in his voice.


  “We tried your colleagues,” Miriam said. “They all said no.”


  “Well, that’s typical of that bunch of prigs.”


  Harry, always a diplomat, smiled at me. “So we’re having to bend a few pettifogging rules, but you have to see the vision, man, you have to see the greater good. And it’s a chance for you to return to Titan, Jovik. Think of it as an opportunity.”


  “The question is, what’s in it for me? You know I’ve come close to the editing suites before. Why should I take the risk of helping you now?”


  “Because,” Harry said, “if you don’t you’ll certainly face a reboot.” So now we came to the dirty stuff. Harry took over; he was clearly the key operator in this little cabal, with the other engineer types uncomfortably out of their depth. “We know about your sideline.”


  With a sinking feeling I asked, “What sideline?”


  And he used his Virtual display to show me. There went one of my doctored probes arrowing into Titan’s thick air, a silver needle that stood out against the murky organic backdrop, supposedly on a routine monitoring mission but in fact with a quite different objective.


  There are pockets of liquid water to be found just under Titan’s surface, frozen-over crater lakes, kept warm for a few thousand years by the residual heat of the impacts that created them. My probe now shot straight through the icy carapace of one of those crater lakes, and into the liquid water beneath. Harry fast-forwarded, and we watched the probe’s ascent module push its way out of the lake and up into the air, on its way to my colleagues’ base on Enceladus.


  “You’re sampling the subsurface life from the lakes,” Harry said sternly. “And selling the results.”


  I shrugged; there was no point denying it. “I guess you know the background. The creatures down there are related to Earth life, but very distantly. Different numbers of amino acids, or something—I don’t know. The tiniest samples are gold dust to the biochemists, a whole new toolkit for designer drugs and genetic manipulation . . .” I had one get-out. “You’ll have trouble proving this. By now there won’t be a trace of our probes left on the surface.” Which was true; one of the many ill-understood aspects of Titan was that probes sent down to its surface quickly failed and disappeared, perhaps as a result of some kind of geological resurfacing.


  Harry treated that with the contempt it deserved. “We have full records. Images. Samples of the material you stole from Titan. Even a sworn statement by one of your partners.”


  I flared at that, “Who?” But, of course, it didn’t matter.


  Harry said sweetly. “The point is the sheer illegality—and committed by you, a curator, whose job is precisely to guard against such things. If this gets to your bosses, it will be the editing suite for you, my friend.”


  “So that’s it. Blackmail.” I did my best to inject some moralistic contempt into my voice. And it worked; Michael, Miriam, Bill wouldn’t meet my eyes.


  But it didn’t wash with Harry. “Not the word I’d use. But that’s pretty much it, yes. So what’s it to be? Are you with us? Will you lead us to Titan?”


  I wasn’t about to give in yet. I got to my feet suddenly; to my gratification they all flinched back. “At least let me think about it. You haven’t even offered me that coffee.”


  Michael glanced at Harry, who pointed at a dispenser on a stand near my couch. “Use that one.”


  There were other dispensers in the cabin; why that particular one? I filed away the question and walked over to the dispenser. At a command it produced a mug of what smelled like coffee. I sipped it gratefully and took a step across the floor towards the transparent dome.


  “Hold it,” Michael snapped.


  “I just want to take in the view.”


  Miriam said, “OK, but don’t touch anything. Follow that yellow path.”


  I grinned at her. “Don’t touch anything? What am I, contagious?” I wasn’t sure what was going on, but probing away at these little mysteries had to help. “Please. Walk with me. Show me what you mean.”


  Miriam hesitated for a heartbeat. Then, with an expression of deep distaste, she got to her feet. She was taller than I was, and lithe, strong-looking.


  We walked together across the lifedome, a half-sphere 100 meters wide. Couches, control panels and data entry and retrieval ports were clustered around the geometric centre of the dome; the rest of the transparent floor area was divided up by shoulder-high partitions into lab areas, a galley, a gym, a sleeping area and shower. The layout looked obsessively plain and functional to me. This was the vessel of a man who lived for work, and only that; if this was Michael Poole’s ship it was a bleak portrait.


  We reached the curving hull. Glancing down I could see the ship’s spine, a complex column a couple of kilometers long leading to the lode of asteroid ice used for reaction mass by GUTdrive module within. And all around us wormhole Interfaces drifted like snowflakes, while intraSystem traffic passed endlessly through the great gateways.


  “All this is a manifestation of your lover’s vision,” I said to Miriam, who stood by me.


  “Michael’s not my lover,” she shot back, irritated. The electric-blue light of the exotic matter frames shone on her cheekbones.


  “I don’t even know your name,” I said.


  “Berg,” she said reluctantly. “Miriam Berg.”


  “Believe it or not, I’m not a criminal. I’m no hero, and I don’t pretend to be. I just want to get through my life, and have a little fun on the way. I shouldn’t be here, and nor should you.” Deliberately I reached for her shoulder. A bit of physical contact might break through that reserve.


  But my fingers passed through her shoulder, breaking up into a mist of pixels until they were clear of her flesh, and then reformed. I felt only a distant ache in my head.


  I stared at Miriam Berg. “What have you done to me?”


  “I’m sorry,” she said gravely.


  I sat on my couch once more—my couch, a Virtual projection like me, the only one in the dome I wouldn’t have fallen through, and sipped a coffee from my Virtual dispenser, the only one that I could touch.


  It was, predictably, Harry Poole’s scheme. “Just in case the arm-twisting over the sample-stealing from Titan wasn’t enough.”


  “I’m a Virtual copy,” I said.


  “Strictly speaking, an identity backup . . .”


  I had heard of identity backups, but could never afford one myself, nor indeed fancied it much. Before undertaking some hazardous jaunt you could download a copy of yourself into a secure memory store. If you were severely injured or even killed, the backup could be loaded into a restored body, or a vat-grown cloned copy, or allowed to live on in some Virtual environment. You would lose the memories you had acquired after the backup was made, but that was better than non-existence . . . That was the theory. In my opinion it was an indulgence of the rich; you saw backup Virtuals appearing like ghosts at the funerals of their originals, distastefully lapping up the sentiment.


  And besides the backup could never be you, the you who had died; only a copy could live on. That was the idea that started to terrify me now. I am no fool, and imaginative to a fault.


  Harry watched me taking this in.


  I could barely ask the question: “What about me? The original. Did I die?”


  “No,” Harry said. “The real you is in the hold, suspended. We took the backup after you were already unconscious.”


  So that explained the ache at the back of my neck: that was where they had jacked into my nervous system. I got up and paced around. “And if I refuse to help? You’re a pack of crooks and hypocrites, but I can’t believe you’re deliberate killers.”


  Michael would have answered, but Harry held up his hand, unperturbed. “Look, it needn’t be that way. If you agree to work with us, you, the Virtual you, will be loaded back into the prime version. You’ll have full memories of the whole episode.”


  “But I won’t be me.” I felt rage building. “I mean, the copy sitting here, I won’t exist anymore—anymore than I existed a couple of hours ago, when you activated me.” That was another strange and terrifying thought, “I will have to die! And that’s even if I cooperate. Great deal you’re offering. Well, into Lethe with you. If you’re going to kill me anyway I’ll find a way to hurt you. I’ll get into your systems like a virus. You can’t control me.”


  “But I can.” Harry clicked his fingers.


  And in an instant everything changed. The four of them had gathered by Harry’s couch, the furthest from me. I had been standing; now I was sitting. And beyond the curved wall of the transparent dome, I saw that we had drifted into Earth’s night.


  “How long?” I whispered.


  “Twenty minutes,” Harry said carelessly. “Of course I can control you. You have an off switch. So which is it to be? Permanent extinction for all your copies, or survival as a trace memory in your host?” His grin hardened, and his young-old face was cold.


  So the Hermit Crab wheeled in space, seeking out the wormhole Interface that led to Saturn. And I, or rather he who had briefly believed he was me, submitted to a downloading back into his primary, myself.


  He, the identity copy, died to save my life. I salute him.


  IV


  Wormhole


  Released from my cell of suspended animation, embittered, angry, I chose to be alone. I walked to the very rim of the lifedome, where the transparent carapace met the solid floor. Looking down I could see the flaring of superheated, ionised steam pouring from the GUTdrive nozzles. The engine, as you would expect, was one of Poole’s own designs. “GUT” stands for “Grand Unified Theory,” the system which describes the fundamental forces of nature as aspects of a single super-force. This is creation physics. Thus men like Michael Poole use the energies which once drove the expansion of the universe itself for the triviality of pushing forward their steam rockets.


  Soon the Hermit Crab drove us into the mouth of the wormhole that led to the Saturn system. We flew lifedome first at the wormhole Interface, so it was as if the electric-blue tetrahedral frame came down on us from the zenith. It was quite beautiful, a sculpture of light. Those electric blue struts were beams of exotic matter, a manifestation of a kind of antigravity field that kept this throat in space and time from collapsing. Every so often you would see the glimmer of a triangular face, a sheen of golden light filtering through from Saturn’s dim halls.


  The frame bore down, widening in my view, and fell around us, obscuring the view of Earth and Earthport. Now I was looking up into a kind of tunnel, picked out by the flaring of sheets of light. This was a flaw in spacetime itself; the flashing I saw was the resolution of that tremendous strain into exotic particles and radiations. The ship thrust deeper into the wormhole. Fragments of blue-white light swam from a vanishing point directly above my head and swarmed down the spacetime walls. There was a genuine sensation of speed, of limitless, uncontrollable velocity. The ship shuddered and banged, the lifedome creaked like a tin shack, and I thought I could hear that elderly GUTdrive screaming with the strain. I gripped a rail and tried not to cower.


  The passage was at least mercifully short. Amid a shower of exotic particles we ascended out of another electric-blue Interface—and I found myself back in the Saturn system, for the first time in years.


  I could see immediately that we were close to the orbit of Titan about its primary, for the planet itself, suspended in the scuffed sky of the lifedome, was about the size I remembered it: a flattened globe a good bit larger than the Moon seen from Earth. Other moons hung around their primary points of light. The sun was off to the right, with its close cluster of inner planets, so Saturn was half-full. Saturn’s only attractive feature, the rings, were invisible, for Titan’s orbit is in the same equatorial plane as the ring system and the rings are edge-on. But the shadow of the rings cast by the sun lay across the planet’s face, sharp and unexpected.


  There was nothing romantic in the view, nothing beautiful about it, not to me. The light was flat and pale. Saturn is about ten times as far from the sun as Earth is, and the sun is reduced to an eerie pinpoint, its radiance only a hundredth that at Earth. Saturn is misty and murky, an autumnal place. And you never forgot that you were so far from home that a human hand, held out at arm’s length towards the sun, could have covered all of the orbit of Earth.


  The Crab swung about and Titan itself was revealed, a globe choked by murky brown cloud from pole to pole, even more dismal and uninviting than its primary. Evidently Michael Poole had placed his wormhole interface close to the moon in anticipation that Titan would someday serve his purposes.


  Titan was looming larger, swelling visibly. Our destination was obvious.


  Harry Poole took charge. He had us put on heavy, thick-layered exosuits of a kind I’d never seen before. We sat on our couches like fat pupae; my suit was so thick my legs wouldn’t bend properly.


  “Here’s the deal,” Harry said, evidently for my benefit. “The Crab came out of the wormhole barreling straight for Titan. That way we hope to get you down there before any of the automated surveillance systems up here can spot us, or anyhow do anything about it. In a while the Crab will brake into orbit around Titan. But before then you four in the gondola will be thrown straight into an entry.” He snapped his fingers, and a hatch opened up in the floor beneath us to reveal the interior of another craft, mated to the base of the lifedome. It was like a cave, brightly lit and with its walls crusted with data displays.


  I said, “Thrown straight in, Harry? And what about you?”


  He smiled with that young-old face. “I will be waiting for you in orbit. Somebody has to stay behind to bail you out, in case.”


  “This gondola looks small for the four of us.”


  Harry said, “Well, weight has been a consideration. You’ll mass no more than a tonne, all up.” He handed me a data slate. “Now this is where you come in, Jovik. I want you to send a covering message to the control base on Enceladus.”


  I stared at the slate. “Saying what, exactly?”


  Harry said, “The entry profile is designed to mimic an unmanned mission. For instance you’re going in hard—high deceleration. I want you to make yourselves look that way in the telemetry—like just another unmanned probe, going in for a bit of science, or a curacy inspection, or whatever it is you bureaucrat types do. Attach the appropriate permissions. I’m quite sure you’re capable of that.”


  I was sure of it too. I opened the slate with a wave of my hand, quickly mocked up a suitable profile, let Harry’s systems check I hadn’t smuggled in any cries for help, and squirted it over to Enceladus. Then I handed the slate back. “There. Done. You’re masked from the curacy. I’ve done what you want.” I waved at the looming face of Titan. “So you can spare me from that, can’t you?”


  “We discussed that,” said Michael Poole, with just a hint of regret in his voice. “We decided to take you along as a fallback, Jovik, in case of a challenge. Having you aboard will make the mission look more plausible; you can give us a bit more cover.”


  I snorted. “They’ll see through that.”


  Miriam shrugged. “It’s worth it if it buys us a bit more time.”


  Bill Dzik stared at me, hard. “Just don’t get any ideas, desk jockey. I’ll have my eye on you all the way down and all the way back.”


  “And listen,” Harry said, leaning forward. “If this works out, Jovik, you’ll be rewarded. We’ll see to that. We’ll be able to afford it, after all.” He grinned that youthful grin. “And just think. You will be one of the first humans to walk on Titan. So you see, you’ve every incentive to cooperate, haven’t you?” He checked a clock on his data slate. “We’re close to the release checkpoint. Down you go, team.”


  They all sneered at that word, and at the cheerful tone of the man who was staying behind. But we filed dutifully enough through the hatch and down into that cave of instrumentation, Miriam first, then me, with Bill Dzik at my back. Michael Poole was last in; I saw him embrace his father, stiffly, evidently not a gesture they were used to. In the gondola, our four couches sat in a row, so close that my knees touched Miriam’s and Dzik’s when we were all crammed in there in our suits. The hull was all around us, close enough for me to have reached out and touched it in every direction, a close-fitting shell. Poole pulled the hatch closed, and I heard a hum and whir as the independent systems of this gondola came on line. There was a rattle of latches, and then a kind of sideways shove that made my stomach churn. We were already cut loose of the Crab, and were falling free, and rotating.


  Poole touched a panel above his head, and the hull turned transparent. It was as if we four in our couches were suspended in space, surrounded by glowing instrument panels, and blocky masses that must be the GUT engine, life support, supplies. Above me the Crab slid across the face of Saturn, GUTdrive flaring, and below me the orange face of Titan loomed large.


  I whimpered. I have never pretended to be brave.


  Miriam Berg handed me a transparent bubble-helmet. “Lethe, put this on before you puke.”


  I pulled the helmet over my head; it snuggled into the suit neck and made its own lock.


  Bill Dzik was evidently enjoying my discomfort. “You feel safer in the suit, right? Well, the entry is the most dangerous time. But you’d better hope we get through the atmosphere’s outer layers before the hull breaches, Emry. These outfits aren’t designed to work as pressure suits.”


  “Then what?”


  “Heat control,” Michael Poole said, a bit more sympathetic. “Titan’s air pressure is fifty percent higher than Earth’s, at the surface. But that cold thick air just sucks away your heat. Listen up, Emry. The gondola’s small, but it has a pretty robust power supply—a GUT engine, in fact. You’re going to need that power to keep warm. Away from the gondola your suit will protect you, there are power cells built into the fabric. But you won’t last more than a few hours away from the gondola. Got that?”


  I was hardly reassured. “What about the entry itself? Your father said we’ll follow an unmanned profile. That sounds a bit vigorous.”


  Bill Dzik barked a laugh.


  “We should be fine,” Poole said. “We don’t have full inertial control, we don’t have the power, but in the couches we’ll be shielded from the worst of the deceleration. Just sit tight.”


  And then Poole fell silent as he and the others began to work through pre-entry system checks. Harry murmured in my ear, telling me that fresh identity backups had just been taken of each of us and stored in the gondola’s systems. I was not reassured. I lay helpless, trussed up and strapped in, as we plummeted into the center of the sunlit face of Titan.


  V


  Titan


  Fifteen minutes after cutting loose of the Crab, the gondola encountered the first wisps of Titan’s upper atmosphere, thin and cold, faintly blue all around us. Still a thousand kilometers above the ground I could feel the first faltering in the gondola’s headlong speed. Titan’s air is massive and deep, and I was falling backside first straight into it.


  The first three minutes of the entry were the worst. We plunged into the air with an interplanetary velocity, but our speed was reduced violently. Three hundred kilometers above the surface, the deceleration peaked at sixteen gravities. Cushioned by Poole’s inertial field I felt no more than the faintest shaking, but the gondola creaked and banged, every joint and structure stressed to its limits. Meanwhile a shock wave preceded us, a cap of gas that glowed brilliantly: Titan air battered to a plasma by the dissipating kinetic energy of the gondola.


  This fiery entry phase was mercifully brief. But still we fell helplessly. After three minutes we were within 150 kilometers of the surface, and immersed in a thickening orange haze, the organic-chemistry products of the destruction of Titan’s methane by sunlight. Poole tapped a panel. A mortar banged above us, hauling out a pilot parachute a couple of meters across. This stabilized us in the thickening air, our backs to the moon, our faces to the sky. Then a main parachute unfolded sluggishly, spreading reassuringly above me.


  For fifteen minutes we drifted, sinking slowly into a deep ocean of cold, sluggish air. Poole and his colleagues worked at their slates, gathering data from sensors that measured the physical and chemical properties of the atmosphere. I lay silent, curious but frightened for my life.


  As we fell deeper into the hydrocarbon smog the temperature fell steadily. Greenhouse effects from methane products keep Titan’s stratosphere warmer than it should be. Sixty kilometers above the surface we fell through a layer of hydrocarbon cloud into clearer air beneath, and then, at 40 kilometers, through a thin layer of methane clouds. The temperature was close to its minimum here, at only 70 degrees or so above absolute zero. Soon it would rise again, for hydrogen liberated from more methane reactions contribute to another greenhouse effect that warms up the troposphere. The mysterious methane that shouldn’t have been there warms Titan’s air all the way to the ground.


  Fifteen minutes after its unpackaging the main parachute was cut away, and a smaller stabilizer canopy opened. Much smaller. We began to fall faster, into the deep ocean of air. “Lethe,” I said. “We’re still 40 kilometers high!”


  Bill Dzik laughed at me. “Don’t you know anything about the world you’re supposed to be guarding, curator? The air’s thick here, and the gravity’s low, only a seventh of Earth normal. Under that big parachute we’d be hanging in the air all day . . .”


  The gondola lurched sideways, shoved by the winds. At least it shut Dzik up. But the winds eased as we fell further, until the air was as still and turgid as deep water. We were immersed now in orange petrochemical haze. But the sun was plainly visible as a brilliant point source of light, surrounded by a yellow-brown halo. The crew gathered data on the spectra of the solar halo, seeking information on aerosols, solid or liquid particles suspended in the air.


  Gradually, beneath our backs, Titan’s surface became visible. I twisted to see. Cumulus clouds of ethane vapor lay draped over continents of water ice. Of the ground itself I saw a mottling of dark and white patches, areas huge in extent, pocked by what looked like impact craters, and incised by threading valleys cut by flowing liquid, ethane or methane. The crew continued to collect their science data. An acoustic sounder sent out complex pulses of sound. Miriam Berg showed me how some echoes came back double, with reflections from the surfaces and bottoms of crater lakes, like the one my sampling probe had entered.


  The gondola rocked beneath its parachute. Poole had suspended his inertial shielding, and under not much less than Titan’s one-seventh gravity I was comfortable in my thick, softly layered exosuit. The crew’s murmuring as they worked was professional and quiet. I think I actually slept, briefly.


  Then there was a jolt. I woke with a snap. The parachute had been cut loose, and was drifting away with its strings dangling like some jellyfish. Our fall was slow in that thick air and gentle gravity, but fall we did!


  And then, as Bill Dzik laughed at me, a new canopy unfurled into the form of a globe, spreading out above us. It was a balloon, perhaps 40, 50 meters across; we were suspended from it by a series of fine ropes. As I watched a kind of hose snaked up from beneath the gondola’s hull, and pushed up into the mouth of the balloon, and it began to inflate.


  “So that’s the plan,” I said. “To float around Titan in a balloon! Not very energetic for a man who builds interplanetary wormholes, Poole.”


  “But that’s the point,” Poole said testily, as if I had challenged his manhood. “We’re here under the noses of your curators’ sensors, Emry. The less of a splash we make the better.”


  Miriam Berg said, “I designed this part of the mission profile. We’re going to float around at this altitude, about eight kilometers up-well above any problems with the topography but under most of the cloud decks. We ought to be able to gather the science data we need from here. A couple of weeks should be sufficient.”


  “A couple of weeks in this suit!”


  Poole thumped the walls of the gondola. “This thing expands. You’ll be able to get out of your suit. It’s not going to be luxury, Emry, but you’ll be comfortable enough.”


  Miriam said, “When the time comes we’ll depart from this altitude. The Crab doesn’t carry an orbit-to-surface flitter, but Harry will send down a booster unit to rendezvous with us and lift the gondola to orbit.”


  I stared at her. “We don’t carry the means of getting off this moon?”


  “Not on board, no,” Miriam said evenly. “Mass issues. The need to stay under the curacy sensors’ awareness threshold. We’re supposed to look like an unmanned probe, remember. Look, it’s not a problem.”


  “Umm.” Call me a coward, many have. But I didn’t like the idea that my only way off this wretched moon was thousands of kilometers away, and depended on a complicated series of rendezvous and coupling manoeuvres. “So what’s keeping us aloft? Hydrogen, helium?”


  Poole pointed at that inlet pipe. “Neither. This is a hot air balloon, Emry, a Montgolfier.” And he gave me a lecture on how hot-air technology is optimal if you must go ballooning on Titan. The thick air and low gravity make the moon hospitable for balloons, and at such low temperatures you get a large expansion in response to a comparatively small amount of heat energy. Add all these factors into the kind of tradeoff equation men like Poole enjoy so much, and out pops hot-air ballooning as the low-energy transport of choice on Titan.


  Miriam said, “We’re a balloon, not a dirigible; we can’t steer. But for a mission like this we can pretty much go where the wind takes us; all we’re doing is sampling a global ecosphere. And we can choose our course to some extent. The prevailing winds on Titan are easterly, but below about two kilometers there’s a strong westerly component. That’s a tide, raised by Saturn in the thick air down there. So we can select which way we get blown, just by ascending and descending.”


  “More stealth, I suppose. No need for engines.”


  “That’s the idea. We’ve arrived in the local morning. Titan’s day is 15 Earth days long, and we can achieve a lot before nightfall—in fact I’m intending that we should chase the daylight. Right now we’re heading for the south pole, where it’s summer.” And there, as even I knew, methane and ethane pooled in open lakes—the only stable such liquid bodies in the System, save only for those on Earth and Triton.


  “Summer on Titan,” Poole said, and he grinned. “And we’re riding the oldest flying machine of all over a moon of Saturn!” Evidently he was starting to enjoy himself.


  Miriam smiled back, and their gloved hands locked together.


  The envelope snapped and billowed above us as the warm air filled it up.


  VI


  Landfall


  So we drifted over Titan’s frozen landscape, heading for the south pole. For now Michael Poole kept us stuck in that unexpanded hull, and indeed inside our suits, though we removed our helmets, while the crew put the gondola through a fresh series of post-entry checks. I had nothing to do but stare out of the transparent hull, at the very Earthlike clouds that littered the murky sky, or over my shoulder at the landscape that unfolded beneath me.


  Now we were low enough to make out detail, I saw that those darker areas were extensive stretches of dunes, lined up in parallel rows by the prevailing wind. The ground looked raked, like a tremendous zen garden. And the lighter areas were outcroppings of a paler rock, plateaus scarred by ravines and valleys. At this latitude there were no open bodies of liquid, but you could clearly see its presence in the recent past, in braided valleys and the shores of dried-out lakes. This landscape of dunes and ravines was punctuated by circular scars that were probably the relics of meteorite impacts, and by odder, dome-like features with irregular calderas-volcanoes. All these features had names, I learned, assigned to them by Earth astronomers centuries dead, who had eagerly examined the first robot-returned images of this landscape. But as nobody had ever come here those names, borrowed from vanished paradises and dead gods, had never come alive.


  I listened absently as Poole and the others talked through their science program. The atmosphere was mostly nitrogen, just as on Earth, but it contained five percent methane, and that methane was the key to Titan’s wonders, and mysteries. Even aside from its puzzling central role in the greenhouse effects which stabilized the atmosphere, methane was also key to the complicated organic chemistry that went on there. In the lower atmosphere methane reacted with nitrogen to create complex compounds called tholins, a kind of plastic, which fell to the ground in a sludgy rain. When those tholins landed in liquid water, such as in impact-warmed crater lakes, amino acids were produced—the building blocks of our kind of life . . .


  As I listened to them debate these issues it struck me than none of them had begun his or her career as a biologist or climatologist: Poole and Berg had both been physicists, Dzik an engineer and more lately a project manager. Both Berg and Dzik had had specialist training to a decent academic standard to prepare for this mission. They all expected to live a long time; periodically they would re-educate themselves and adopt entirely different professions, as needs must.


  I have never had any such ambition. But then, somehow, despite AS technology, I do not imagine myself reaching any great age.


  Their talk had an edge, however, even in those first hours. They were all ethically troubled by what they were doing, and those doubts surfaced now that they were away from Harry Poole’s goading.


  “At some point,” Miriam Berg said, “we’ll have to face the question of how we’ll react if we do find sentience here.”


  Bill Dzik shook his head. “Sometimes I can’t believe we’re even here, that we’re having this conversation at all. I remember exactly what you said on Baked Alaska, Michael. ‘The whole System is going to beat a path to our door to see this—as long as we can work out a way to protect the ecology . . . And if we can’t, we’ll implode the damn wormhole. We’ll get funds for the Cauchy some other way.’ That’s what you said.”


  Poole said harshly, clearly needled, “That was 13 years ago, damn it, Bill. Situations change. People change. And the choices we have to make change too.”


  As they argued, I was the only one looking ahead, the way we were drifting under our balloon. Through the murk I thought I could see the first sign of the ethane lakes of the polar regions, sheets of liquid black as coal surrounded by fractal landscapes, like a false-color mock-up of Earth’s own Arctic. And I thought I could see movement, something rising up off those lakes. Mist, perhaps? But there was too much solidity about those rising forms for that.


  And then the forms emerged from the mist, solid and looming.


  I pulled my helmet on my head and gripped my couch. I said, “Unless one of you does something fast, we may soon have no choices left at all.”


  They looked at me, the three of them in a row around me, puzzled. Then they looked ahead, to see what I saw.


  They were like birds, black-winged, with white lenticular bodies. Those wings actually flapped in the thick air as they flew up from the polar seas, a convincing simulacrum of the way birds fly in the air of Earth. Oddly they seemed to have no heads.


  And they were coming straight towards us.


  Michael Poole snapped, “Lethe. Vent the buoyancy!” He stabbed at a panel, and the others went to work, pulling on their helmets as they did so.


  I felt the balloon settle as the hot air was released from the envelope above us. We were sinking—but we seemed to move in dreamy slow motion, while those birds loomed larger in our view with every heartbeat.


  Then they were on us. They swept over the gondola, filling the sky above, black wings flapping in an oily way that, now they were so close, seemed entirely unnatural, not like terrestrial birds at all. They were huge, each 10, 15 meters across. I thought I could hear them, a rustling, snapping sound carried to me through Titan’s thick air.


  And they tore into the envelope. The fabric was designed to withstand Titan’s methane rain, not an attack like this; it exploded into shreds, and the severed threads waved in the air. Some of the birds suffered; they tangled with our threads or collided with each other and fell away, rustling. One flew into the gondola itself and crumpled like tissue paper, and then fell, wadded up, far below us.


  And we fell too, following our victim-assassin to the ground. Our descent from the best part of eight kilometers high took long minutes; we soon reached terminal velocity in Titan’s thick air and weak gravity. We had time to strap ourselves in, and Poole and his team worked frantically to secure the gondola’s systems. In the last moment Poole flooded the gondola with a foam that filled the internal space and held us rigid in our seats, like dolls in packaging, sightless and unable to move.


  I felt the slam as we hit the ground.


  VII


  Surface


  The foam drained away, leaving the four of us sitting there in a row like swaddled babies. We had landed on Titan the way we entered its atmosphere, backside first, and now we lay on our backs with the gondola tilted over, so that I was falling against Miriam Berg, and the cladded mass of Bill Dzik was weighing on me. The gondola’s hull had reverted to opacity so we lay in a close-packed pearly shell, but there was internal light and the various data slates were working, though they were filled with alarming banks of red.


  The three of them went quickly into a routine of checks. I ignored them. I was alive. I was breathing, the air wasn’t foul, and I was in no greater discomfort than having Dzik’s unpleasant bulk pressed against my side. Nothing broken, then. But I felt a pang of fear as sharp as that felt by that Virtual copy of me when he had learned he was doomed. I wondered if his ghost stirred in me now, still terrified.


  And my bowels loosened into the suit’s systems. Never a pleasant experience, no matter how good the suit technology. But I wasn’t sorry to be reminded that I was nothing but a fragile animal, lost in the cosmos. That may be the root of my cowardice, but give me humility and realism over the hubristic arrogance of a Michael Poole any day.


  Their technical chatter died away.


  “The lights are on,” I said. “So I deduce we’ve got power.”


  Michael Poole said, gruffly reassuring, “It would take more than a jolt like that to knock out one of my GUT engines.”


  Dzik said spitefully, “If we’d lost power you’d be an icicle already, Emry.”


  “Shut up, Bill,” Miriam murmured. “Yes, Emry, we’re not in bad shape. The pressure hull’s intact, we have power, heating, air, water, food. We’re not going to die any time soon.”


  But I thought of the flapping birds of Titan and wondered how she could be so sure.


  Poole started unbuckling. “We need to make an external inspection. Figure out our options.”


  Miriam followed suit, and laughed. She said to me, “Romantic, isn’t he? The first human footfalls on Titan, and he calls it an external inspection.”


  Bill Dzik dug an elbow in my ribs hard enough to hurt through the layers of my suit. “Move, Emry.”


  “Leave me alone.”


  “We’re packed in here like spoons. It’s one out, all out.”


  Well, he was right; I had no choice.


  Poole made us go through checks of our exosuits, their power cells, the integrity of their seals. Then he drained the air and popped open the hatch in the roof before our faces. I saw a sky somber and brown, dark by comparison with the brightness of our internal lights, and flecks of black snow drifted by. The hatch was a door from this womb of metal and ceramics out into the unknown.


  We climbed up through the hatch in reverse order from how we had come in: Poole, Dzik, myself, then Miriam. The gravity, a seventh of Earth’s, was close enough to the Moon’s to make that part of the experience familiar, and I moved my weight easily enough. Once outside the hull, lamps on my suit lit up in response to the dark.


  I dropped down a meter or so, and drifted to my first footfall on Titan. The sandy surface crunched under my feet. I knew it was water ice, hard as glass. The sand at my feet was ridged into ripples, as if by a receding tide. Pebbles lay scattered, worn and eroded. A wind buffeted me, slow and massive, and I heard a low bass moan. A black rain smeared my faceplate.


  The four of us stood together, chubby in our suits, the only humans on a world larger than Mercury. Beyond the puddle of light cast by our suit lamps an entirely unknown landscape stretched off into the infinite dark.


  Miriam Berg was watching me. “What are you thinking, Jovik?” As far as I know these were the first words spoken by any human standing on Titan.


  “Why ask me?”


  “You’re the only one of us who’s looking at Titan and not at the gondola.”


  I grunted. “I’m thinking how like Earth this is. Like a beach somewhere, or a high desert, the sand, the pebbles. Like Mars, too, outside Kahra.”


  “Convergent processes,” Dzik said dismissively. “But you are an entirely alien presence. Here, your blood is as hot as molten lava. Look, you’re leaking heat.”


  And, looking down, I saw wisps of vapor rising up from my booted feet.


  The others checked over the gondola. Its inner pressure cage had been sturdy enough to protect us, but the external hull was crumpled and damaged, various attachments had been ripped off, and it had dug itself into the ice.


  Poole called us together for a council of war. “Here’s the deal. There’s no sign of the envelope; it was shredded, we lost it. The gondola’s essential systems are sound, most importantly the power.” He banged it with a gloved fist; in the dense air I heard a muffled thump. “The hull’s taken a beating, though. We’ve lost the extensibility. I’m afraid we’re stuck in these suits.”


  “Until what?” I said. “Until we get the spare balloon envelope inflated, right?”


  “We don’t carry a spare,” Bill Dzik said, and he had the grace to sound embarrassed. “It was a cost-benefit analysis—”


  “Well, you got that wrong,” I snapped back. “How are we supposed to get off this damn moon now? You said we had to make some crackpot mid-air rendezvous.”


  Poole tapped his chest, and a Virtual image of Harry’s head popped into existence in mid-air. “Good question. I’m working on options. I’m fabricating another envelope, and I’ll get it down to you. Once we have that gondola aloft again I’ll have no trouble picking you up. In the meantime,” he said more sternly, “you have work to do down there. Time is short.”


  “When we get back to the Crab,” Bill Dzik said to Poole, “you hold him down and I’ll kill him.”


  “He’s my father,” said Michael Poole, “I’ll kill him.”


  Harry dissolved into a spray of pixels.


  Poole said, “Look, here’s the deal. We’ll need to travel if we’re to achieve our science goals; we can’t do it all from this south pole site. We do have some mobility. The gondola has wheels; it will work as a truck down here. But we’re going to have to dig the wreck out of the sand first, and modify it. And meanwhile Harry’s right about the limited time. I suggest that Bill and I get on with the engineering. Miriam, you take Emry and go see what science you can do at the lake. It’s only a couple of kilometers,” he checked a wrist map patch and pointed, “that way.”


  “OK.” With low-gravity grace Miriam jumped back up to the hatch, and retrieved a pack from the gondola’s interior.


  I felt deeply reluctant to move away from the shelter of the wrecked gondola. “What about those birds?”


  Miriam jumped back down and approached me. “We’ve seen no sign of the birds since we landed. Come on, curator. It will take your mind off how scared you are.” And she tramped away into the dark, away from the pool of light by the gondola.


  Poole and Dzik turned away from me. I had no choice but to follow her.


  VIII


  Lake


  Walking any distance was surprisingly difficult.


  The layered heat-retaining suit was bulky and awkward, but it was flexible, and that was unlike the vacuum of the Moon, where the internal pressure forces even the best skin-suits to rigidity. But on Titan you are always aware of the resistance of the heavy air. At the surface the pressure is half as much again as on Earth, and the density of the air four times that at Earth’s surface. It is almost like moving underwater. And yet the gravity is so low that when you dig your feet into the sand for traction you have a tendency to go floating off the ground. Miriam showed me how to extend deep, sharp treads from the soles of my boots to dig into the loose sand.


  It is the thickness of the air that is the challenge on Titan; you are bathed in an intensely cold fluid, less than 100 degrees above absolute zero, that conducts away your heat enthusiastically, and I was always aware of the silent company of my suit’s heating system, and the power cells that would sustain it for no more than a few hours.


  “Turn your suit lights off,” Miriam said to me after a few hundred meters. “Save your power.”


  “I prefer not to walk into what I can’t see.”


  “Your eyes will adapt. And your faceplate has image enhancers set to the spectrum of ambient light here . . . Come on, Jovik. If you don’t I’ll do it for you; your glare is stopping me seeing too.”


  “All right, damn it.”


  With the lights off, I was suspended in brown murk, as if under an autumn sky obscured by the smoke of forest fires. But my eyes did adapt, and the faceplate subtly enhanced my vision. Titan opened up around me, a plain of sand and wind-eroded rubble under an orange-brown sky—again not unlike Mars, if you know it. Clouds of ethane or methane floated above me, and beyond them the haze towered up, a column of organic muck tens of kilometers deep. Yet I could see the sun in that haze, a spark low on the horizon, and facing it a half-full Saturn, much bigger than the Moon in Earth’s sky. Of the other moons or the stars, indeed of the Crab, I could see nothing. All the colors were drawn from a palette of crimson, orange, and brown. Soon my eyes longed for a bit of green.


  When I looked back I could see no sign of the gondola, its lights already lost in the haze. I saw we had left a clear line of footsteps behind us. It made me quail to think that this was the only footstep trail on all this little world.


  We began to descend a shallow slope. I saw lines in the sand, like tide marks. “I think we’re coming to the lake.”


  “Yes. It’s summer here, at the south pole. The lakes evaporate, and the ethane rains out at the north pole. In 15 years’ time, half a Saturnian year, it will be winter here and summer there, and the cycle will reverse. Small worlds have simple climate systems, Jovik. As I’m sure a curator would know . . .”


  We came to the edge of the ethane lake. In that dim light it looked black like tar, and sluggish ripples crossed its surface. In patches something more solid lay on the liquid, circular sheets almost like lilies, repellently oily. The lake stretched off black and flat to the horizon, which curved visibly, though it was blurred in the murky air. It was an extraordinary experience to stand there in an exosuit and to face a body of liquid on such an alien world, the ocean black, the sky and the shore brown. And yet there was again convergence with the Earth. This was a kind of beach. Looking around I saw we were in a sort of bay, and to my right, a few kilometers away, a river of black liquid had cut a broad valley, braided like a delta, as it ran into the sea.


  And, looking that way, I saw something lying on the shore, crumpled black around a grain of paleness.


  Miriam wanted samples from the lake, especially of the discs of gunk that floated on the surface. She opened up her pack and extracted a sampling arm, a remote manipulator with a claw-like grabber. She hoisted this onto her shoulder and extended the arm, and I heard a whir of exoskeletal multipliers. As the arm plucked at the lily-like features some of them broke up into strands, almost like jet-black seaweed, but the arm lifted large contiguous sheets of a kind of film that reminded me of the eerie wings of the Titan birds that had attacked us.


  Miriam quickly grew excited at what she was finding.


  “Life,” I guessed.


  “You got it. Well, we knew it was here. We even have samples taken by automated probes. Though we never spotted those birds before.” She hefted the stuff, films of it draped over her gloved hand, and looked at me. “I wonder if you understand how exotic this stuff is. I’m pretty sure this is silane life. That is, based on a silicon chemistry, rather than carbon . . .”


  The things on the lake did indeed look like jet black lilies. But they were not lilies, or anything remotely related to life like my own.


  Life of our chemical sort is based on long molecules, with a solute to bring components of those molecules together. Our specific sort of terrestrial life, which Miriam called “CHON life,” after its essential elements carbon, hydrogen, oxygen, and nitrogen, uses water as its solute, and carbon-based molecules as its building blocks: carbon can form chains and rings, and long stable molecules like DNA.


  “But carbon’s not the only choice, and nor is water,” Miriam said. “At terrestrial temperatures silicon bonds with oxygen to form very stable molecules.”


  “Silicates. Rock.”


  “Exactly. But at very low temperatures, silicon can form silanols, analogous to alcohols, which are capable of dissolving in very cold solutes-say, in this ethane lake here. When they dissolve they fill up the lake with long molecules analogous to our organic molecules. These can then link up into polymers using silicon-silicon bonds, silanes. They have weaker bonds than carbon molecules at terrestrial temperatures, but it’s just what you need in a low-energy, low-temperature environment like this. With silanes as the basis you can dream up all sorts of complex molecules analogous to nucleic acids and proteins—”


  “Just what we have here.”


  “Exactly. Nice complicated biomolecules for evolution to play with. They are more commonly found on the cooler, outer worlds—Neptune’s moon Triton for example. But this lake is cold enough. The energy flow will be so low that it must take a lo-ong time for anything much to grow or evolve. But on Titan there is plenty of time.” She let the filmy stuff glide off her manipulator scoop and back into the lake. “There’s so much we don’t know. There has to be an ecology in there, a food chain. Maybe the films are the primary producers—an equivalent of the plankton in our oceans, for instance. But where do they get their energy from? And how do they survive the annual drying-out of their lakes?”


  “Good questions,” I said. “I wish I cared.”


  She stowed her sample bottles in her pack. “I think you care more than you’re prepared to admit. Nobody as intelligent as you is without curiosity. It goes with the territory. Anyhow we should get back to the gondola.”


  I hesitated. I hated to prove her right, that there was indeed a grain of curiosity lodged in my soul. But I pointed at the enigmatic black form lying further along the beach. “Maybe we should take a look at that first.”


  She glanced at it, and at me, and headed that way without another word.


  It turned out, as I had suspected, that the crumpled form was a bird. I recalled one hitting our gondola during their assault and falling away; perhaps this was that very casualty.


  It was a block of ice, about the size of my head, wrapped up in a torn sheet of black film. With great care Miriam used her manipulator arm to pick apart the film, as if she was unwrapping a Christmas present. The ice mass wasn’t a simple lump but a mesh of spindly struts and bars surrounding a hollow core. It had been badly damaged by the fall. Miriam took samples of this and of the film.


  “That ice lump looks light for its size,” I said. “Like the bones of a bird.”


  “Which makes sense if it’s a flying creature.” Miriam was growing excited. “Jovik, look at this. The filmy stuff, the wings, look identical to the samples I took from the surface of the lake. It has to be silane. But the ice structure is different.” She broke a bit of it open, and turned on a suit lamp so we could see a mass of very thin icicles, like fibers. It was almost sponge-like. Inside the fine ice straws were threads of what looked like discolored water. “Rich in organics,” Miriam said, glancing at a data panel on her manipulator arm. “I mean, our sort of organics, CHON life, carbon-water-amino acids, a kind of DNA. There are puzzles here. Not least the fact that we find it here, by this lake. CHON life has been sampled on Titan before. But it’s thought carbon-water life can only subsist here in impact-melt crater lakes, and we’re a long way from anything like that . . .”


  Her passion grew, a trait I have always found attractive.


  “I think this is a bird, one of those we saw flying at us. But it seems to be a composite creature, a symbiosis of these hydrocarbon wings and the ice lump-saline life cooperating with CHON life. Just remarkable. You wonder how it came about in the first place . . . but I guess there are examples of just as intricate survival strategies in our own biosphere. Give evolution enough time and anything is possible. I wonder what it is they both want, though, what the two sides in this symbiosis get out of the relationship . . .


  “It’s a genuine discovery, Jovik. Nobody’s seen this before-life from two entirely different domains working together. And I wouldn’t have noticed it if not for you.” She held out the ice lump to me. “They’ll probably name it after you.”


  Her enthusiasm was fetching, but not that much. “Sure. But my concern right now is how much power we have left in these suit heaters. Let’s get back to the gondola.”


  So she stowed away the remaining fragments of the Titan bird, Jovik Emry’s contribution to System science, and we retraced our path back to the gondola.


  IX


  Gondola


  The days are very long on Titan, and by the time we got back to the gondola nothing seemed to have changed about the landscape or the sky, not a diffuse shadow had shifted. We found Poole and Dzik happily fixing big balloon wheels to axles slung beneath the crumpled hull.


  When they were done, we all climbed back aboard. Poole had reset some of the interior lamps so they glowed green, yellow and blue; it was a relief to be immersed once more in bright Earth light.


  We set off in our gondola-truck for the next part of our expedition. We were making, I was told, for an impact crater believed to hold liquid water, which itself was not far from a cryovolcano, another feature of interest for the science types. This site was only perhaps 100 kilometers from where we had come down.


  Miriam transferred her samples to cold stores, and ran some of them through a small onboard science package. She jabbered about what she had discovered. Poole encouraged her more than Dzik did, but even that wasn’t much.


  Dzik and Poole were more interested in that moment with playing with the gondola. Like overgrown boys they sat at an improvised driver’s console and fussed over gear ratios and the performance of the big tires. Poole even insisted on driving the bus himself, though Titan was so flat and dull for the most part he could easily have left the chore to the onboard systems. That proved to me the fallacy of not bringing along specialist biologists on a jaunt like this. It was only Miriam who seemed to have a genuine passion for the life systems we were supposed to be here to study; Dzik and Poole were too easily distracted by the technology, which was, after all, only a means to an end.


  They had however rearranged the interior to make it feel a little less cramped. The couches had been separated and set up around the cabin, so you could sit upright with a bit of elbow room. The cabin was pressurized, so we could remove our helmets, and though the expandable walls didn’t work any more there was room for one at a time to shuck off his or her exosuit. Poole ordered us to do so; we had already been inside the suits for a few hours, and the suits, and ourselves, needed some maintenance. Poole had set up a curtained-off area where we could let our discarded suits perform their self-maintenance functions while we had showers—of water recycled from our urine and sweat, which was deemed a lot safer than melt from the ice moon. Poole himself used the shower first, and then Miriam. She was hasty, eager to get back to her work, and kept talking even while she cleaned up.


  After Miriam was out of the shower I took my turn. It was a miserable drizzle and lukewarm at that, but it was a relief to let my skin drink in the water. I was quick, though; with the unknown dangers of Titan only centimeters away beyond the gondola’s fragile metal walls, I didn’t want to spend long outside the security of the suit.


  After me, Bill Dzik followed, and it was an unlovely stink his suit released. I was spitefully glad that for all his bluster his reaction to the terrors of our landing must have been just as ignoble as mine.


  After a couple of hours we reached our destination. Safely suited up, I sat in my couch and peered over Miriam’s and Poole’s shoulders at the landscape outside. That cryovolcano was a mound that pushed out of the landscape some kilometers to the west of us. It had the look of a shield volcano, like Hawaii or Mons Olympus, a flat-profiled dome with a caldera on the top. It wasn’t erupting while we sat there, but I could see how successive sheets of ‘lava’ had plated its sides.


  That lava was water ice, heavily laced with ammonia, which had come gushing up from this world’s strange mantle, a sea of ammonia and water kilometers down beneath our tires.


  As for the crater lake I saw nothing but a plain, flatter and even more featureless than the average, covered with a thin scattering of ice sand. But the lake was there, hidden. Poole extracted radar images which showed the unmistakeable profile of an impact crater, right ahead of us, kilometers wide. Such is the vast energy pulse delivered by an infalling asteroid or comet—or, in Saturn’s system, perhaps a ring fragment or a bit of a tide-shattered moon—the water locally can retain enough heat to remain liquid for a long time, thousands of years. Such a lake had formed here, and then frozen over with a thin crust, on top of which that skim of sand had been wind-blown. But the briny lake remained, hoarding its heat.


  And, studded around the lake’s circular rim, were more sponge-like masses like the one we had discovered wrapped up in silane film at the shore of the polar lake. These masses were positioned quite regularly around the lake, and many were placed close by crevasses which seemed to offer a route down into the deep structure of the ice rock beneath us. Miriam started gathering data eagerly.


  Meanwhile Poole was puzzling over some images returned from the very bottom of the crater lake. He had found motion, obscure forms laboring. They looked to me like machines quarrying a rock deposit. But I could not read the images well enough, and as Poole did not ask my opinions I kept my mouth shut.


  Miriam Berg was soon getting very agitated by what she was finding. Even as she gathered the data and squirted it up to Harry Poole in the Crab, she eagerly hypothesised. “Look—I think it’s obvious that Titan is a junction between at least two kinds of life, the silanes of the ethane lakes and the CHON sponges. I’ve done some hasty analysis on the CHON tissues.


  They’re like us, but not identical. They use a subtly different subset of amino acids to build their proteins; and they have a variant of DNA in there—a different set of bases, a different coding system. The silanes, meanwhile, are like the life systems we’ve discovered in the nitrogen pools on Triton, but again not identical, based on a different subset of silicon-oxygen molecular strings.


  “It’s possible both forms of life were brought here through panspermia—the natural wafting of life between the worlds in the form of something like spores, blasted off their parent world by impacts and driven here by sunlight and gravity. If the System’s CHON life arose first on Earth or Mars, it might easily have drifted here and seeded in a crater lake, and followed a different evolutionary strategy. Similarly the silanes at the poles found a place to live, and followed their own path, independently of their cousins . . .”


  The transfer of materials from the oily ethane lakes to the water crater ponds might actually have facilitated such creations. You need membranes to make life, something to separate the inside of a cell from the outside. As water and oil don’t mix, adding one to the other gives you a natural way to create such membranes.


  She shook her head. “It seems remarkable that here we have a place, this moon, a junction where families of life from different ends of Sol System can coexist.”


  “But there’s a problem,” Bill Dzik called from his shower. “Both your silanes and your sponges live in transient environments. The ethane lakes pretty much dry up every Titan year. And each crater lake will freeze solid after a few thousand years.”


  “Yes,” Miriam said. “Both forms need to migrate. And that’s how, I think, they came to cooperate . . .”


  She sketched a hasty narrative of the CHON sponges emerging from the crater lakes, and finding their way to the summer pole. Maybe they got there by following deep crevasses, smashed into Titan’s ice crust by the impacts that dug out crater lakes like this one in the first place. Down there they would find liquid water, kilometers deep and close to the ammonia ocean. It would be cold, briny, not to terrestrial tastes, but it would be liquid, and survivable. And at the pole they would find the silane lilies floating on their ethane seas. The lilies in turn needed to migrate to the winter pole, where their precious life-stuff ethane was raining out.


  Miriam mimed, her fist touching her flattened palm. “So they come together, the sponges and the lilies—”


  “To make the Titan birds,” I said.


  “That’s the idea. They come flapping up out of the lake, just as we saw, heading for the winter pole. And meanwhile, maybe the sponges get dropped off at fresh crater lakes along the way. It’s a true symbiosis, with two entirely different spheres of life intersecting—and cooperating, for without the migration neither form could survive alone.” She looked at us, suddenly doubtful. “We’re all amateurs here. I guess any competent biologist could pick holes in this the size of the center of Saturn’s rings.”


  Dzik said, “No competent biologist would even be hypothesising this way, not with so few facts.”


  “No,” Virtual Harry said tinnily. “But at least you’ve come up with a plausible model, Miriam. And all without the need to evoke even a scrap of sentience. Good job.”


  “There are still questions,” Miriam said. “Maybe the sponges provide the birds’ intelligence, or at least some kind of directionality. But what about power? The lilies especially are a pretty low-energy kind of life form . . .”


  Michael Poole said, “Maybe I can answer that. I’ve been doing some analysis of my own. I can tell you a bit more about the silane lilies’ energy source. Believe it or not—even on a world as murky as this—I think they’re photosynthesising.” And he ran through the chemistry he thought he had identified, using entirely different compounds and molecular processing pathways from the chlorophyll-based green-plant photosynthesis of Earth life.


  “Of course,” Miriam said. “I should have seen it. I never even asked myself what the lilies were doing while they were lying around on the lake’s surface . . . Trapping sunlight!”


  Harry was growing excited too. “Hey, if you’re right, son, you may already have paid for the trip. Silane-based low-temp photosynthesisers would be hugely commercially valuable. Think of it, you could grow them out of those nitrogen lakes on Triton and go scudding around the outer System on living sails.” His grin was wide, even in the reduced Virtual image.


  Poole and Miriam were smiling too, staring at each other with a glow of connection. Theirs was a strange kind of symbiosis, like silane lily and CHON sponge; they seemed to need the excitement of external discovery and achievement to bring them together.


  Well, there was a happy mood in that grounded gondola, the happiest since we had crashed. Even Bill Dzik as he showered was making grunting, hog-like noises of contentment.


  And just at that moment there was a crunching sound, like great jaws closing over metal, and the whole bus tipped to one side.


  Poole and Miriam staggered and started shouting instructions to each other. I had my helmet over my head in a heartbeat.


  Then there was another crunch, a ripping sound-and a scream, gurgling and suddenly cut off, and an inward rush of cold air that I felt even through my exosuit. I turned and saw that near the shower partition, a hole had been ripped in the side of the gondola’s flimsy hull, revealing Titan’s crimson murk. Something like a claw, or a huge version of Miriam’s manipulator arm, was working at the hull, widening the breach.


  And Bill Dzik, naked, not meters from the exosuit that could have saved him, was already frozen to death.


  That was enough for me. I flung open the hatch in the gondola roof and lunged out, not waiting for Miriam or Poole. I hit the Titan sand and ran as best I could, the exosuit laboring to help me. I could hear crunching and chewing behind me. I did not look back.


  When I had gone 100 meters I stopped, winded, and turned. Poole and Miriam were following me. I was relieved that at least I was not stranded on Titan alone.


  And I saw what was becoming of our gondola. The machines that had assailed it—and they were machines, I had no doubt of it-were like spiders of ice, with lenticular bodies perhaps ten meters long, and each equipped with three grabber claws attached to delicate low-gravity limbs. Four or five of these things were laboring at the wreck of our gondola. I saw that they had gone for the wheels first, which was why we had tipped over, and now were making a fast job of ripping the structure apart. Not only that, beyond them I saw a line of similar-looking beasts carrying silvery fragments that could only be pieces of the gondola off up the rising ground towards the summit of the cryovolcano. Some of the larger components of the wreck they left intact, such as the GUT engine module, but they carried them away just as determinedly.


  In minutes, I saw, there would be little left of our gondola on the ice surface-not much aside from Bill Dzik, who, naked, sprawled and staring with frozen eyeballs, made an ugly corpse, but did not deserve the fate that had befallen him.


  Harry Poole’s head popped into Virtual existence before us. “Well,” he said, “that complicates things.”


  Michael swatted at him, dispersing pixels like flies.


  X


  Spiders


  “Dzik is dead,” I said. “And so are we.” I turned on Michael Poole, fists bunched in the thick gloves. “You and your absurd ambition-it was always going to kill you one day, and now it’s killed us all.”


  Michael Poole snorted his contempt. “And I wish I’d just thrown you into a jail back on Earth and left you to rot.”


  “Oh, Lethe,” Miriam said with disgust. She was sifting through the scattered debris the spiders had left behind. “Do you two have any idea how ridiculous you look in those suits? Like two soft toys facing off. Anyhow you aren’t dead yet, Jovik.” She picked up bits of rubbish, rope, a few instruments, some of her precious sample flasks, enigmatic egg-shaped devices small enough to fit in her fist—and food packs.


  Michael Poole’s curiosity snagged him. “They didn’t take everything.”


  “Evidently not. In fact, as you’d have noticed if you weren’t too busy trading insults with your passenger, they didn’t take us. Or Bill.”


  “What, then?”


  “Metal. I think. Anything that has a significant metal component is being hauled away.”


  “Ah.” Poole watched the spiders toiling up their volcano, bits of our ship clutched in their huge claws. “That makes a sort of sense. One thing this moon is short of is metal. Has been since its formation. Even the core is mostly light silicate rock, more like Earth’s mantle than its iron core. Which maybe explains why every surface probe to Titan across 1600 years has disappeared without a trace-even the traces of your illegal sample-collectors, Emry. They were taken for the metal.”And,” he said, chasing the new idea, “maybe that’s what we saw in the radar images of the deeps of the crater lake. Something toiling on the floor, you remember, as if quarrying? Maybe it was more of those spider things after the metallic content of the meteorite that dug out the crater in the first place.”


  “Well, in any event they left useful stuff behind,” said Miriam, picking through the debris. “Anything ceramic, glass fiber, plastic. And the food packs. We won’t starve, at least.”


  Poole had homed in on theory, while she focused on the essentials that might keep us alive. That tells you everything about the man’s lofty nature.


  “But they took the GUT engine, didn’t they?” I put in sharply. “Our power source. Without which we’ll eventually freeze to death, no matter how well fed we are.”


  “And, incidentally,” Miriam said, “the identity-backup deck. We cached the backups in the GUT engine’s own control and processing unit, the most reliable store on the gondola. If we lose that, we lose the last trace of poor Bill too.”


  I couldn’t help but glance at Dzik’s corpse, fast-frozen on the ice of Titan.


  Not Poole, though. He was watching those receding spiders. “They’re heading down into the volcano. Which is a vent that leads down into the mantle, the ammonia sea, right? Why? What the hell are those things?”


  Miriam said, “One way to find out.” She hefted one of those ceramic eggs in her right hand, pressed a stud that made it glow red, and hurled it towards the nearest spider. It followed a low-gravity arc, heavily damped in the thick air, and it seemed to take an age to fall. But her aim was good, and it landed not a meter from the spider.


  And exploded. Evidently it had been a grenade. The spider shattered satisfactorily, those ugly claws going wheeling through the air.


  Miriam had already started to run towards the spider. You couldn’t fault her directness. “Come on.”


  Poole followed, and I too, unwilling to be left alone with Bill’s frozen remains. Poole called, “What did you do that for?”


  “We want to know what we’re dealing with, don’t we?”


  “And why are we running?”


  “So we can get there before the other spiders get rid of it.”


  And sure enough the other spiders, still laden with bits of the gondola, had already turned, and were closing on their shattered fellow. They didn’t seem perturbed by the sudden destruction of one of their kind, or of our approaching presence. They seemed to perceive only what was essential to them—only what was metallic.


  We got there first, and we squatted around the downed spider in a splash of suit light. The spider hadn’t broken open; it was not enclosed by a hull or external carapace. Instead it had shattered into pieces, like a smashed sculpture. We pawed at the debris chunks, Miriam and Poole talking fast, analyzing, speculating. The chunks appeared to be mostly water ice, though Poole speculated it was a particular high-pressure form. The internal structure was not simple; it reminded me of a honeycomb, sharp-edged chambers whose walls enclosed smaller clusters of chambers and voids, on down through the length scales like a fractal. Poole pointed out threads of silver and a coppery color—the shades were uncertain in Titan’s light. They were clearly metallic.


  “So the spiders at least need metal,” Miriam said. “I wonder what the power source is.”


  But we weren’t to find out, for the other spiders had closed in and we didn’t want to get chomped by accident. We backed off, dimming our suit lights.


  Miriam asked, “So, biological or artificial? What do you think?”


  Poole shrugged. “They seem dedicated to a single purpose, and have these metallic components. That suggests artificial. But that body interior looks organic. Grown.”


  I felt like putting Poole in his place. “Maybe these creatures transcend your simple-minded categories. Perhaps they are the result of a million years of machine evolution. Or the result of a long symbiosis between animal and technology.”


  Poole shook his head. “My money’s on biology. Given enough time, necessity and selection can achieve some remarkable things.”


  Miriam said, “But why would their systems incorporate metal if it’s so rare here?”


  “Maybe they’re not native to Titan,” I said. “Maybe they didn’t evolve here.” But neither of them were listening to me. “The real question is,” I said more urgently, “what do we do now?”


  The head of Harry Poole, projected somehow by our suit’s comms systems, popped into existence, the size of an orange, floating in the air. The small scale made his skin look even more unnaturally smooth. “And that,” he said, “is the first intelligent question you’ve asked since we pressganged you, Jovik. You ready to talk to me now?”


  Michael Poole glared at his father, then turned and sucked water from the spigot inside his helmet. “Tell us how bad it is, Harry.”


  “I can’t retrieve you for seven days,” Harry said.


  I felt colder than Titan. “But the suits—”


  “Without recharge our suits will expire in three days,” Poole said. “Four at the most.”


  I could think of nothing to say.


  Harry looked around at us, his disembodied head spinning eerily. “There are options.”


  “Go on,” Poole said.


  “You could immerse yourselves in the crater lake. The suits could withstand that. It’s cold in there, the briny stuff is well below freezing, but it’s not as cold as the open air. Kept warm by the residual heat of impact, remember. Even so you would only stretch out your time by a day or two.”


  “Not enough,” Miriam said. “And we wouldn’t get any work done, floating around in the dark in a lake.”


  I laughed at her. “Work? Who cares about work now?”


  Poole said, “What else, Harry?”


  “I considered options where two people might survive, rather than three. Or one. By sharing suits.”


  The tension between us rose immediately.


  Harry said, “Of course those spiders also left you Bill’s suit. The trouble is the power store is built into the fabric of each suit. To benefit you’d have to swap suits. I can’t think of any way you could do that without the shelter of the gondola; you’d freeze to death in a second.”


  “So it’s not an option,” Poole said.


  Miriam looked at us both steadily. “It never was.”


  I wasn’t sure if I was relieved or not, for I had been determined, in those few moments when it seemed a possibility, that the last survivor in the last suit would be myself.


  “So,” Poole said to Harry, “what else?”


  “You need the gondola’s GUT engine to recharge your suits,” Harry said. “There’s just no alternative.”


  I pointed at the toiling spiders on the cryovolcano. “Those beasts have already thrown it into that caldera.”


  “Then you’ll have to go after it,” Harry said, and, comfortably tucked up in the Crab, he grinned at me. “Won’t you?”


  “How?” I was genuinely bewildered. “Are we going to build a submarine?”


  “You won’t need one,” Harry said. “You have your suits. Just jump in . . .”


  “Are you insane? You want us to jump into the caldera of a volcano, after a bunch of metal-chewing monster spiders?”


  But Miriam and Poole, as was their way, had pounced on the new idea. Miriam said, “Jovik, you keep forgetting you’re not on Earth. That ‘volcano’ is just spewing water, lava that’s colder than your own bloodstream.” She glanced at Harry. “The water’s very ammonia-rich, however. I take it our suits can stand it?”


  “They’re designed for contact with the mantle material,” Harry said. “We always knew that was likely. The pressure shouldn’t be a problem either.”


  Poole said, “As for the spiders, they will surely leave us alone if we keep away from them. We know that. We might even use them in the descent. Follow the spiders, find the engine. Right?”


  Harry said, “And there’s science to be done.” He displayed data in gleaming Virtual displays-cold summaries only meters away from Bill Dzik’s corpse. Harry said that his preliminary analysis of our results showed that the primary source of the atmosphere’s crucial methane was nothing in the air or the surface features, but a venting from the cryovolcanoes. “And therefore the ultimate source is somewhere in the ammonia sea,” Harry said. “Biological, geological, whatever—it’s down there.”


  “OK,” Poole said. “So we’re not going to complete the picture unless we go take a look.”


  “You won’t be out of touch. I’ll be able to track you, and talk to you all the way in. Our comms link has a neutrino-transmission basis; a few kilometers of ice or water isn’t going to make any difference to that.”


  A few kilometers? I didn’t like the sound of that.


  “So that’s that,” Miriam said. “We have a plan.”


  “You have a shared delusion,” I said.


  They ignored me. Poole said, “I suggest we take an hour out. We can afford that. We should try to rest; we’ve been through a lot. And we need to sort through these supplies, figure out what we can use.”


  “Yeah,” said Miriam. “For instance, how about nets of ice as ballast?”


  So he and Miriam got down to work, sorting through the junk discarded by the spiders, knotting together cable to make nets. They were never happier than when busy on some task together.


  And there was Bill Dzik, lying on his back, stark naked, frozen eyes staring into the murky sky. I think it tells you a lot about Michael Poole and even Miriam that they were so focussed on their latest goal that they had no time to consider the remains of this man whom they had worked with, apparently, for decades.


  Well, I had despised the man, and he despised me, but something in me cringed at the thought of leaving him like that. I looked around for something I could use as a shovel. I found a strut and a ceramic panel from some internal partition in the gondola, and used cable to join them together.


  Then I dug into the soil of Titan. The blade went in easily; the icy sand grains didn’t cling together. As a native of Earth’s higher gravity I was over-powered for Titan, and lifted great shovelfuls easily. But a half-meter or so down I found the sand was tighter packed and harder to penetrate, no doubt some artefact of Titan’s complicated geology. I couldn’t dig a grave deep enough for Bill Dzik. So I contented myself with laying him in my shallow ditch, and building a mound over him. Before I covered his face I tried to close his eyes, but of course the lids were frozen in place.


  All the time I was working I clung to my anger at Michael Poole, for it was better than the fear.


  XI


  Volcano


  So we climbed the flank of the cryovolcano, paralleling the trail followed by the ice spiders, who continued to toil up there hauling the last useful fragments of our gondola. We were laden too with our improvised gear-rope cradles, bags of ice-rock chunks for ballast, food packs. Miriam even wore a pack containing the pick of her precious science samples.


  It wasn’t a difficult hike. When we had risen above the sand drifts we walked on bare rock-ice, a rough surface that gave good footing under the ridges of our boots. I had imagined we’d slip walking up a bare ice slope, but at such temperatures the ice under your feet won’t melt through the pressure of your weight, as on Earth, and it’s that slick of meltwater that eliminates the friction.


  But despite the easy climb, as we neared the caldera my legs felt heavy. I had no choice but to go on, to plunge into ever greater danger, as I’d had no real choice since being pressganged in the first place.


  At last we stood at the lip of the caldera. We looked down over a crudely carved bowl perhaps half a kilometer across, water-ice rock laced with some brownish organic muck. Most of the bowl’s floor was solid, evidently the cryovolcano was all but dormant, but there was a wide crevasse down which the spiders toiled into darkness. The spiders, laden as they were, clambered nimbly down the sides of this crevasse, and Poole pointed out how they climbed back up the far side, unladen. If you listened carefully you could hear a crunching sound, from deep within the crevasse.


  This was what we were going to descend into.


  “Don’t even think about it,” Miriam murmured to me. “Just do it.”


  But first we needed a tame spider.


  We climbed a few paces down the flank, and stood alongside the toiling line. Miriam actually tried to lasso a spider as it crawled past us. This was a bit over-ambitious, as the thick air and low gravity gave her length of cable a life of its own. So she and Poole worked out another way. With a bit of dexterity they managed to snag cable loops around a few of the spider’s limbs, and Poole threw cable back and forth under the beast’s belly and over its back and tied it off, to make a kind of loose net around the spider’s body. The spider didn’t even notice these activities, it seemed, but continued its steady plod.


  “That will do,” Poole said. “All aboard!” Grasping his own burden of pack and ballast nets he made a slow-motion leap, grabbed the improvised netting, and set himself on the back of the spider. Miriam and I hurried to follow him.


  So there we were, the three of us sitting on the back of the beast with our hands wrapped in lengths of cable. The first few minutes of the ride weren’t so bad, though the spider’s motion was jolting and ungainly, and you always had the unpleasant awareness that there was no conscious mind directing this thing.


  But then the lip of the caldera came on us, remarkably quickly. I wrapped my hands and arms tighter in the netting.


  “Here we go!” Michael Poole cried, and he actually whooped as the spider tipped head first over the lip of the crevasse, and began to climb down its dead vertical wall. I could not see how it was clinging to the sheer wall-perhaps with suckers, or perhaps its delicate limbs found footholds. But my concern was for myself, for as the spider tipped forward we three fell head over heels, clinging to the net, until we were hanging upside down.


  “Climb up!” Poole called. “It will be easier if we can settle near the back end.”


  It was good advice, but easier said than done, for to climb I had to loosen my grip on the cable to which I was clinging. I was the last to reach the arse end of the descending spider, and find a bit of respite in a surface I could lie on.


  And all the while the dark of the chasm closed around us, and that dreadful crunching, chewing noise from below grew louder. I looked up to see the opening of this chimney as a ragged gash of crimson-brown, the only natural light; it barely cast a glow on the toiling body of the spider. Impulsively I ordered my suit to turn on its lights, and we were flooded with glare.


  Poole asked, “Everybody OK?”


  “Winded,” Miriam said. “And I’m glad I took my claustrophobia pills before getting into the gondola. Look. What’s that ahead?”


  We all peered down. It was a slab of ice that appeared to span the crevasse. For an instant I wondered if this was as deep as we would have to go to find our GUT engine. But there was no sign of toiling spiders here, or of the pieces of our gondola, and I feared I knew what was coming next. That sound of crunching grew louder and louder, with a rhythm of its own.


  “Brace yourselves,” Poole said-pointless advice.


  Our spider hit the ice floor. It turned out to be a thin crust, easily broken—that was the crunching we had heard, as spider after spider smashed through this interface. Beyond the broken crust I caught one glimpse of black, frothy water before I was dragged down into it, head first.


  Immersed, I was no colder, but I could feel a sticky thickness all around me, as if I had been dropped into a vat of syrup. My suit lamps picked out enigmatic flecks and threads that filled the fluid around me. When I looked back, I saw the roof of this vent already freezing over, before it was broken by the plunging form of another spider, following ours.


  Michael Poole was laughing. “Dunked in molten lava, Titan style. What a ride!”


  I moaned, “How much longer? How deep will we go?”


  “As deep as we need to. Have patience. But you should cut your lights, Emry. Save your power for heating.”


  “No, wait.” Miriam was pointing at the ice wall that swept past us. “Look there. And there!”


  And I made out tubular forms, maybe half a meter long or less, that clung to the walls, or, it seemed, made their purposeful way across it. It was difficult to see any detail, for they quickly shot up and out of our field of view.


  “Life?” Poole said, boyishly excited once more.


  Miriam said, “It looks like it, doesn’t it?” Without warning us she loosened one hand from the net, and grabbed at one of the tubes and dragged it away from its hold on the wall. It wriggled in her hand, pale and sightless, a fat worm; its front end, open like a mouth, was torn.


  “Ugh,” I said. “Throw it back!”


  But Miriam was cradling the thing. “Oh, I’m sorry. I hurt you, didn’t I?”


  Poole bent over it. “Alive, then.”


  “Oh, yes. And if it’s surviving in this ammonia lava, I wouldn’t mind betting it’s a cousin of whatever’s down below in the sea. More life, Michael!”


  “Look, I think it’s been browsing on the ice. They are clustered pretty thickly over the walls.” And when I looked, I saw he was right; there the tube-fish were, browsing away, working their way slowly up the vent. “Maybe they actively keep the vent open, you think?”


  Poole took a small science box from Miriam’s pack, and there, together, even as we rode that alien back down into the throat of the volcano, they briskly analyzed the beast’s metabolism, and the contents of the water we were immersed in, and sent the results back to the Hermit Crab. Harry’s Virtual head popped up before us, grinning inanely, even in that extreme situation.


  I had seen enough. With a snap, I made my suit turn its lights off. I had no desire to sit shivering in the dark as invisible ice walls plummeted past me. But I was gambling that curiosity would get the better of Poole and Miriam, and I was right; soon it was Poole whose suit glowed, spending his own precious power to light me up, as they labored over their pointless science.


  “So I was right,” Miriam breathed at last. “This vent, and the mantle ocean, host a whole other life domain-a third on Titan, in addition to the silanes and the CHON sponges. Ammono life . . .”


  Titan’s liquid mantle is thought to be a relic of its formation, in a part of the solar nebula where ammonia was common. Titan was born with a rocky core and a deep open ocean, of water laced with ammonia. The ocean might have persisted for a billion years, warmed by greenhouse effects under a thick primordial atmosphere. A billion years is plenty of time for life to evolve. With time the ocean surface froze over to form an icy crust, and at the ocean’s base complex high-pressure forms of ice formed a deep solid layer enclosing the silicate core. Ice above and below, but still the liquid ocean persisted between, ammonia-rich water, very alkaline, very viscous. And in that deep ocean a unique kind of life adapted to its strange environment, based on chemical bonds between carbon and nitrogen-hydrogen chemical groups rather than carbon-oxygen, using ammonia as its solute rather than water: “ammono life,” the specialists call it.


  “Yes, a third domain,” Miriam said. “One unknown elsewhere in Sol System so far as I know. So here on Titan you have a junction of three entirely different domains of life: native ammono life in the mantle ocean, CHON life in the crater lakes blown in from the inner system, and the silane lilies wafting in from Triton and the outer cold. Incredible.”


  “More than that,” Harry said tinnily. “Michael, that tube-fish of yours is not a methanogen—it doesn’t create methane-but it’s full of it. Methane is integral to its metabolism, as far as I can see from the results you sent me. It even has methane in its flotation bladders.”


  Miriam looked at the tube-fish blindly chewing at the ice walls. “Right. They collect it somehow, from some source deep in the ocean. They use it to float up here. They even nibble the cryovolcano vent walls, to keep them open. They have to be integral to delivering the methane from the deep ocean sources to the atmosphere. So you have the three domains not just sharing this moon but cooperating in sustaining its ecology.”


  Harry said, “Quite a vision. And as long as they’re all stupid enough, we might make some money out of this damn system yet.”


  Miriam let go of her tube-fish, like freeing a bird; it wriggled off into the dark. “You always were a realist, Harry.”


  I thought I saw blackness below us, in the outer glimmer of Poole’s suit lamps. “Harry. How deep is this ice crust, before we get to the mantle ocean?”


  “Around 35 kilometers.”


  “And how deep are we now? Can you tell?”


  “Oh, around 35 kilometers.”


  Michael Poole gasped. “Lethe. Grab hold, everybody.”


  It was on us almost at once: the base of the vent we had followed all the way down from the cryovolcano mouth at the surface, a passage right through the ice crust of Titan. I gripped the net and shut my eyes.


  As we passed out of the vent, through the roof of ice and into the mantle beneath, I felt the walls recede from me, a wash of pressure, a vast opening-out.


  And we fell into the dark and cold.


  XII


  Ocean


  Now that the walls were gone from under its limbs I could feel that the spider was swimming, or perhaps somehow jetting, ever deeper into that gloopy sea, while the three of us held on for our lives. Looking up I saw the base of Titan’s solid crust, an ice roof that covered the whole world, glowing in the light of Poole’s lamps but already receding. And I thought I saw the vent from which we had emerged, a much eroded funnel around which tube-fish swam languidly. Away from the walls I could more easily see the mechanics of how they swam; lacking fins or tails, they seemed to twist through the water, a motion maybe suited to the viscosity of the medium. They looked more like vast bacteria than fish.


  Soon we were so far beneath the ice roof that it was invisible, and we three and the crab that dragged us down were a single point of light falling into the dark. And Poole turned off his suit lamps!


  I whimpered, “Lethe, Poole, spare us.”


  “Oh, have a heart,” Miriam said, and her own suit lit up. “Just for a time. Let him get used to it.”


  I said, “Get used to what? Falling into this endless dark?”


  “Not endless,” Poole said. “The ocean is no more than—how much, Harry?”


  “250 kilometers deep,” Harry said, mercifully not presenting a Virtual to us. “Give or take.”


  “250 . . . How deep are you intending to take us, Poole?”


  “I told you,” Michael Poole said grimly. “As deep as it takes. We have to retrieve that GUT engine, Emry. We don’t have a choice—simple as that.”


  “And I have a feeling,” Miriam said bleakly, “now we’re out of that vent, that we may be heading all the way down to the bottom. It’s kind of the next logical choice.”


  “We’ll be crushed,” I said dismally.


  “No,” Harry Poole piped up. “Look, Jovik, just remember Titan isn’t a large world. The pressure down there is only about four times what you’d find in Earth’s deepest oceans. Five, tops. Your suit is over-engineered. Whatever it is that kills you, it won’t be crushing.”


  “How long to the bottom, then?”


  Harry said, “You’re falling faster than you’d think, given the viscosity of the medium. That spider is a strong swimmer. A day, say.”


  “A day!”


  Miriam said, “There may be sights to see on the way down.”


  “What sights?”


  “Well, the tube-fish can’t exist in isolation. There has to be a whole ammono ecology in the greater deeps.”


  My imagination worked overtime. “Ammono sharks. Ammono whales.”


  Miriam laughed. “Sluggish as hell, in this cold soup. And besides, they couldn’t eat you, Jovik.”


  “They might spit me out after trying.” I tried to think beyond my immediate panic. “But even if we survive-even if we find our damn GUT engine down there on the ice—how are we supposed to get back?”


  Poole said easily, “All we need to do is dump our ballast and we’ll float up. We don’t need to bring up the GUT engine, remember, just use it to recharge the suits.”


  Miriam said, “A better option might be to hitch a ride with another spider.”


  “Right. Which would solve another problem,” Poole said. “Which is to find a cryovolcano vent to the surface. The spiders know the way, evidently.”


  Harry said, “And even if the spiders let you down, I could guide you. I can see you, the vent mouths, even the GUT engine. This neutrino technology was worth the money it cost. There’s no problem, in principle.”


  At times I felt less afraid of the situation than of my companions, precisely because of their lack of fear.


  Miriam fetched something from a pack at her waist, I couldn’t see what, and glanced at Poole. “Novak’s not going to survive a descent lasting a day. Not in the dark.”


  Poole looked at me, and at her. “Do it.”


  “Do what?”


  But I had no time to flinch as she reached across, and with expert skill pressed a vial into a valve in the chest of my exosuit. I felt a sharp coldness as the drug pumped into my bloodstream, and after that only a dreamless sleep, cradled in the warmth of my cushioned suit.


  So I missed the events of the next hours, the quiet times when Poole and Miriam tried to catch some sleep themselves, the flurries of excitement when strange denizens of Titan’s ammono deep approached them out of the dark.


  And I missed the next great shock suffered by our strange little crew, when the base of Titan’s underground ocean, an ice floor 300 kilometers beneath the surface, at last hove into view. The strange landscape of this abyssal deep, made of folded high-pressure ices littered by bits of meteorite rock, was punctured by vents and chasms, like an inverted mirror image of the crust far above us. And the spider we rode did not slow down. It hurled itself into one of those vents, and once more its limbs began to clatter down a wall of smooth rock-ice.


  Harry warned Miriam and Poole that this latest vent looked as if it penetrated the whole of this inner layer of core-cladding ice—Ice VI, laced by ammonia dihydrate—a layer another 500 kilometers deep. At the base of this vent there was only Titan’s core of silicate rocks, and there, surely, the spiders’ final destination must lie.


  There was nothing to be done but to endure the ride. It would take perhaps a further day. So Poole and Miriam allowed the spider to drag us down. More tube-fish, of an exotic high-pressure variety, grazed endlessly at the icy walls. Miriam popped me another vial to keep me asleep, and fed me intravenous fluids. Harry fretted about the exhaustion of our power, and the gradual increase of pressure; beneath a column of water and ice hundreds of kilometers deep, we were approaching our suits’ manufactured tolerance. But they had no choice to continue, and I, unconscious, had no say in the matter.


  When the ride was over, when the spider had at last come to rest, Miriam woke me up.


  I was lying on my back on a lumpy floor. The gravity felt even weaker than on the surface. Miriam’s face hovered over me, illuminated by suit lamps. She said, “Look what we found.”


  I sat up. I felt weak, dizzy-hungry. Beside me, in their suits, Miriam and Poole sat watching my reaction. Then I remembered where I was and the fear cut in.


  I looked around quickly. Even by the glow of the suit lamps I could not see far. The murkiness and floating particles told me I must be still immersed in the water of Titan’s deep ocean. I saw a roof of ice above me—not far, 100 meters or so. Below me was a surface of what looked like rock, dark and purple-streaked. I was in a sort of ice cavern, then, whose walls were off in the dark beyond our bubble of light. I learned later that I was in a cavern dug out beneath the lower icy mantle of Titan, between it and the rocky core, 800 kilometers below the icy plains where I had crash-landed days before. Around us I saw ice spiders, toiling away at their own enigmatic tasks, and bits of equipment from the gondola, chopped up, carried here and deposited. There was the GUT engine! My heart leapt; perhaps I would yet live through this.


  But even the engine wasn’t what Miriam had meant. She repeated, “Look what we found.”


  I looked. Set in the floor, in the rocky core of the world, was a hatch.
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  They allowed me to eat and drink, and void my bladder. Moving around was difficult, the cold water dense and syrupy; every movement I made was accompanied by the whir of servomotors, as the suit labored to assist me.


  I was reassured to know that the GUT engine was still functioning, and that my suit cells had been recharged. In principle I could stay alive long enough to get back to the Hermit Crab. All I had to do was find my way out of the core of this world, up through 800 kilometers of ice and ocean . . . I clung to the relief of the moment, and put off my fears over what was to come next.


  Now that I was awake, Michael Poole, Miriam Berg, and Virtual Harry rehearsed what they had figured out about methane processing on Titan. Under that roof of ice, immersed in that chill high-pressure ocean, they talked about comets and chemistry, while all the while the huge mystery of the hatch in the ground lay between us, unaddressed.


  Harry said, “On Earth 95 percent of the methane in the air is of biological origin. The farts of animals, decaying vegetation. So could the source be biological here? You guys have surveyed enough of the environment to rule that out. There could in principle be methanogen bugs living in those ethane lakes, for instance, feeding off reactions between acetylene and hydrogen, but you found nothing significant. What about a delivery of the methane by infalling comets? It’s possible, but then you’d have detected other trace cometary gases, which are absent from the air. One plausible possibility remains . . .”


  When Titan was young its ammonia-water ocean extended all the way to the rocky core. There, chemical processes could have produced plentiful methane: the alkaline water reacting with the rock would liberate hydrogen, which in turn would react with sources of carbon, monoxide or dioxide or carbon grains, to manufacture methane. But that process would have been stopped as soon as the ice layers plated over the rock core, insulating it from liquid water. What was needed, then, was some way for chambers to be kept open at the base of the ice, where liquid water and rock could still react at their interface. And a way for the methane produced to reach the ocean, and then the surface.


  “The methane could be stored in clathrates, ice layers,” Harry said. “That would work its way to the surface eventually. Simpler to build vents up through the ice, and encourage a chemoautotrophic ecosystem to feed off the methane, and deliver it to higher levels.”


  “The tube-fish,” I said.


  “And their relatives, yes.”


  Looking up at the ice ceiling above me, I saw how it had been shaped and scraped, as if by lobster claws. “So the spiders keep these chambers open, to allow the methane-creating reactions to continue.”


  “That’s it,” Michael Poole said, wonder in his voice. “They do it to keep a supply of methane pumping up into the atmosphere. And they’ve been doing it for billions of years. Have to have been, for the ecologies up there to have evolved as they have—the tube-fish, the CHON sponges, the silanes. This whole world is an engine, a very old engine. It’s an engine for creating methane, for turning what would otherwise be just another nondescript ice moon into a haven, whose purpose is to foster the life forms that inhabit it.”


  “And where there is an engine, there are engineers,” Miriam said.


  “Yes. But why did they build all this?”


  None of them could answer that.


  “Ha!” I barked laughter. “Well, the why of it is irrelevant. The spiders are clearly sentient—or their makers are. You have found precisely what you were afraid of, haven’t you, Michael Poole? Sentience at the heart of Titan. You will never be allowed to open it up for exploitation now. So much for your commercial ambitions!”


  “Which you were going to share in,” Harry reminded me, scowling.


  I sneered. “Oh, I’d only have wasted the money on drugs and sex. To see you world-builders crestfallen is worth that loss. So what’s under the hatch?”


  They glanced at each other. “The final answers, we hope,” Michael Poole said.


  Miriam said, “We’ve put off looking under there until we brought you round, Jovik.”


  Poole said, “We’ve no idea what’s under there. We need everybody awake, ready to react. We might even need your help, Emry.” He looked at me with faint disgust. “And,” he said more practically, “it’s probably going to take three of us to open it. Come see.”


  We all floated through the gloopy murk.


  The hatch was a disc of some silvery metal, perhaps three meters across, set flush into the roughly flat rocky ground.


  Spaced around its circumference were three identical grooves, each maybe ten centimeters deep. In the middle of each groove was a mechanism like a pair of levers, hinged at the top.


  Michael said, “We think you operate it like this.” He knelt and put his gloved hands to either side of the levers, and mimed pressing them together. “We don’t know how heavy the mechanism will be. Hopefully each of us can handle one set of levers, with the help of our suits.”


  “Three mechanisms,” I said. “This is a door meant to be operated by a spider, isn’t it? One handle for each of those three big claws.”


  “We think so,” Miriam said. “The handles look about the right size. We think the handles must have to be worked simultaneously-one spider, or three humans.”


  “I can’t believe that after a billion years all they have is a clunky mechanical door.”


  Poole said, “It’s hard to imagine a technology however advanced that won’t have manual backups. We’ve seen that the spiders themselves aren’t perfect; they’re not immune to breakdown and damage.”


  “As inflicted by us.” I gazed reluctantly at the hatch. “Must we do this? You’ve found what you wanted—or didn’t want. Why expose us to more risk? Can’t we just go home?”


  Miriam and Michael just stared at me, bewildered. Miriam said, “You could walk away, without knowing?”


  Poole said, “Well, we’re not leaving here until we’ve done this, Emry, so you may as well get it done.” He crouched down by his handle, and Miriam did the same.


  I had no choice but to join them.


  Poole counted us down: “Three, two, one.”


  I closed my gloved hands over the levers and pushed them together. It was awkward to reach down, and the mechanism felt heavy; my muscles worked, and I felt the reaction push me up from the floor. But the levers closed together.


  The whole hatch began to vibrate.


  I let go and moved back quickly. The others did the same. We stood in a circle, wafted by the currents of the ammonia sea, and watched that hatch slide up out of the ground.


  It was like a piston, rising up one meter, two. Its sides were perfectly smooth, perfectly reflective, without a scuff or scratch. I wondered at how old it must be. Michael Poole, fool that he was, reached up a gloved monkey-curious hand to touch it, but Miriam restrained him. “I’d like to measure the tolerances on that thing,” he murmured.


  Then the great slab, around three meters wide and two tall, slid sideways. Poole had to step out of the way. The scrape across the rough rock ground was audible, dimly. The shift revealed a hole in the ground, a circle—and at first I thought it was perfectly black. But then I saw elusive golden glimmers, sheets of light like soap bubbles; if I turned my head a little I lost it again.


  “Woah,” Harry Poole said. “There’s some exotic radiation coming out of that hole. You should all back off. The suits have heavy shielding, but a few meters of water won’t hurt.”


  I didn’t need telling twice. We moved away towards the GUT engine, taking the light with us. The hole in the ground, still just visible in the glow of our suit lamps, looked a little like one of the ethane lakes on the surface, with that metallic monolith beside it. But every so often I could make out that elusive golden-brown glimmer. I said, “It looks like a facet of one of your wormhole Interfaces, Poole.”


  “Not a bad observation,” Poole said. “And I have a feeling that’s exactly what we’re looking at. Harry?”


  “Yeah.” Harry was hesitating. “I wish you had a better sensor suite down there. I’m relying on instruments woven into your suits, internal diagnostic tools in the GUT engine, some stray neutrino leakage up here . . . Yes, I think we’re seeing products of stressed spacetime. There are some interesting optical effects too-light lensed by a distorted gravity field.”


  “So it’s a wormhole interface?” Miriam asked.


  “If it is,” Poole said, “it’s far beyond the clumsy monstrosities we construct in Jovian orbit. And whatever is on the other side of that barrier, my guess is it’s not on Titan . . .”


  “Watch out,” Miriam said.


  A spider came scuttling past us towards the hole. It paused at the lip, as if puzzled that the hole was open. Then it tipped forward, just as the spider we rode into the volcano had dipped into the caldera, and slid head first through that sheet of darkness. It was as if it had fallen into a pool of oil that closed over the spider without a ripple.


  “I wouldn’t recommend following,” Harry said. “The radiations in there are deadly, suit or no suit; you couldn’t survive the passage.”


  “Lethe,” Michael Poole said. He was actually disappointed.


  “So are we done here?” I asked.


  Poole snapped, “I’ll tell you something, Emry, I’m glad you’re here. Every time we come to an obstacle and you just want to give up, it just goads me into trying to find a way forward.”


  “There is no way forward,” I said. “It’s lethal. Harry said so.”


  “We can’t go on,” Miriam agreed. “But how about a probe? Something radiation-hardened, a controlling AI—with luck we could just drop it in there and let it report back.”


  “That would work,” Poole said. Without hesitation the two of them walked over to the GUT engine, and began prying at it.


  For redundancy the engine had two control units. Miriam and Poole detached one of these. Containing a sensor suite, processing capabilities, a memory store, it was a white-walled box the size of a suitcase. Within this unit and its twin sibling were stored the identity backups that had been taken of us before our ride into Titan’s atmosphere. The little box was even capable of projecting Virtuals; Harry’s sharp image was being projected right now by the GUT engine hardware, rather than through a pooling of our suits’ systems as before.


  The box was small enough just to be dropped through the interface, and hardened against radiation. It would survive a passage through the wormhole—though none of us could say if it would survive what lay on the other side. And it had transmitting and receiving capabilities. Harry believed its signals would make it back through the interface, though probably scrambled by gravitational distortion and other effects, but he was confident he could construct decoding algorithms from a few test signals. The unit was perfectly equipped to serve as a probe through the hatch, save for one thing. What the control box didn’t have was intelligence.


  Michael Poole stroked its surface with a gloved hand. “We’re sending it into an entirely unknown situation. It’s going to have to work autonomously, to figure out its environment, work out some kind of sensor sweep, before it can even figure out how to talk to us and ask us for direction. Running a GUT engine is a pretty simple and predictable job; the AI in there isn’t capable of handling an exploration like these.”


  “But,” I said, “it carries in its store backups of four human intellects-mine, dead Bill, and you two geniuses. What a shame we can’t all ride along with it!”


  My sarcasm failed to evoke the expected reaction. Poole and Miriam looked at each other, electrified. Miriam shook her head. “Jovik, you’re like some idiot savant. You keep on coming up with such ideas. I think you’re actually far smarter than you allow yourself to be.”


  I said honestly, “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  “The idea you’ve suggested to them,” Harry said gently, “is to revive one of the dormant identity-backup copies in the unit’s store, and use that as the controlling intelligence.”


  As always when they hit on some new idea Poole and Miriam were like two eager kids. Poole said, “It’s going to be a shock to wake up, to move straight from Titan entry to this point. It would be least disconcerting if we projected a full human animus.”


  “You’re telling me,” said the head of Harry Poole.


  “And some enclosing environment,” Miriam said. “Just a suit? No, to be adrift in space brings in problems with vertigo. I’d have trouble with that.”


  “The lifedome of the Crab,” Poole said. “That would be straightforward enough to simulate to an adequate degree. And a good platform for observation. The power would be sufficient to sustain that for a few hours at least . . .”


  “Yes.” Miriam grinned. “Our observer will feel safe. I’ll get to work on it . . .”


  I asked, “So you’re planning to project a Virtual copy of one of us through the wormhole. And how will you get him or her back?”


  They looked at me. “That won’t be possible,” Poole said. “The unit will be lost. It’s possible we could transmit back a copy of the memories the Virtual accrues on the other side-integrate them somehow with the backup in the GUT engine’s other store—”


  “No,” Harry said regretfully. “The data rate through that interface would never allow even that. For the copy in there it’s a one way trip.”


  “Well, that’s entirely against the sentience laws,” I put in. They ignored me.


  Poole said, “That’s settled, then. The question is, who? Which of the four of us are you going to wake up from cyber-sleep and send into the unknown?”


  I noticed that Harry’s disembodied floating head looked away, as if he were avoiding the question.


  Poole and Miriam looked at each other. Miriam said, “Either of us would go. Right?”


  “Of course.”


  “But we should give it to Bill,” Miriam said firmly.


  “Yeah. There’s no other choice. Bill’s gone, and we can’t bring his stored backup home with us . . . We should let his backup have the privilege of doing this. It will make the sacrifice worthwhile.”


  I stared at them. “This is the way you treat your friend? By killing him, then reviving a backup and sending it to another certain death?”


  Poole glared at me. “Bill won’t see it that way, believe me. You and a man like Bill Dzik have nothing in common, Emry. Don’t judge him by your standards.”


  “Fine. Just don’t send me.”


  “Oh, I won’t. You don’t deserve it.”


  It took them only a few more minutes to prepare for the experiment. The control pack didn’t need any physical modifications, and it didn’t take Miriam long to program instructions into its limited onboard intelligence. She provided it with a short orientation message, in the hope that Virtual Bill wouldn’t be left entirely bewildered at the sudden transition he would experience.


  Poole picked up the pack with his gloved hands, and walked towards the interface, or as close as Harry advised him to get. Then Poole hefted the pack over his head. “Good luck, Bill.” He threw the pack towards the interface, or rather pushed it; its weight was low but its inertia was just as it would have been on Earth, and besides Poole had to fight against the resistance of the syrupy sea. For a while it looked as if the pack might fall short. “I should have practiced a couple of times,” Poole said ruefully. “Never was any use at physical sports.”


  But he got it about right. The pack clipped the rim of the hole, then tumbled forward and fell slowly, dreamlike, through that black surface. As it disappeared autumn gold glimmered around it.


  Then we had to wait, the three of us plus Harry. I began to wish that we had agreed some time limit; obsessives like Poole and Miriam were capable of standing there for hours before admitting failure.


  In the event it was only minutes before a scratchy voice sounded in our suit helmets. “Harry? Can you hear me?”


  “Yes!” Harry called, grinning. “Yes, I hear you. The reception ought to get better, the clean-up algorithms are still working. Are you all right?”


  “Well, I’m sitting in the Crab lifedome. It’s kind of a shock to find myself here, after bracing my butt to enter Titan. Your little orientation show helped, Miriam.”


  Poole asked, “What do you see?”


  “The sky is . . . strange.”


  Miriam was looking puzzled. She turned and looked at Harry. “That’s not all that’s strange. That’s not Bill!”


  “Indeed not,” came the voice from the other side of the hole. “I am Michael Poole.”
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  So, while a suddenly revived Michael Poole floated around in other-space, the original Poole and his not-lover Miriam Berg engaged in a furious row with Harry.


  Poole stormed over to the GUT engine’s remaining control pack, and checked the memory’s contents. It didn’t contain backup copies of the four of us; it contained only one ultra-high-fidelity copy of Michael Poole himself. I could not decide which scared me more: the idea that no copies of myself existed in that glistening white box, or the belief I had entertained previously that there had. I am prone to existential doubt, and am uncomfortable with such notions.


  But such subtleties were beyond Michael Poole in his anger. “Miriam, I swear I knew nothing about this.”


  “Oh, I believe you.”


  They both turned on the older Poole. “Harry?” Michael snapped. “What in Lethe is this?”


  Disembodied-head Harry looked shifty, but he was going to brazen it out. “As far as I’m concerned there’s nothing to apologize for. The storage available on the Crab was always limited, and it was worse in the gondola. Michael’s my son. Of course I’m going to protect him above others. What would you do? I’m sorry, Miriam, but—”


  “You aren’t sorry at all,” Miriam snapped. “And you’re a cold-hearted bastard. You knowingly sent a backup of your son, who you say you’re trying to protect, through that wormhole to die!”


  Harry looked uncomfortable. “It’s just a copy. There are other backups, earlier copies—”


  “Lethe, Dad,” Michael Poole said, and he walked away, bunching his fists. I wondered how many similar collisions with his father the man had had to suffer in the course of his life.


  “What’s done is done,” came a whisper. And they all quit their bickering, because it was Michael Poole who had spoken-the backup Poole, the one recently revived, the one beyond the spacetime barrier. “I know I don’t have much time. I’ll try to project some imagery back . . .”


  Harry, probably gratefully, popped out of existence, thus vacating the available processing capacity, though I was sure his original would be monitoring us from the Crab.


  Poole murmured to Miriam, “You speak to him. Might be easier for him than me.”


  She clearly found this idea distressing. But she said, “All right.”


  Gradually images built up in the air before us, limited views, grainy with pixels, flickering.


  And we saw Virtual Poole’s strange sky.


  The Virtual Crab floated over a small object-like an ice moon, like one of Titan’s Saturnian siblings, pale and peppered with worn impact craters. I saw how its surface was punctured with holes, perfectly round and black. These looked like our hatch; the probe we had despatched must have emerged from one of them. Things that looked like our spiders toiled to and fro between the holes, travelling between mounds of some kind of supplies. They were too distant to see clearly. All this was bathed in a pale yellow light, diffuse and without shadows.


  The original Poole said, “You think those other interfaces connect up to the rest of Titan?”


  “I’d think so,” Miriam said. “This can’t be the only deep-sea methane-generation chamber. Passing through the wormholes and back again would be a way for the spiders to unify their operations across the moon.”


  “So the interface we found, set in the outer curved surface of Titan’s core, is one of a set that matches another set on the outer curved surface of that ice moon. The curvature would seem to flip over when you passed through.”


  This struck me as remarkable, a paradox difficult to grasp, but Poole was a wormhole engineer, and used to the subtleties of spacetime manipulated and twisted through higher dimensions; slapping two convex surfaces together was evidently child’s play to him, conceptually.


  Miriam asked Virtual Poole, “But where are you? That’s an ice moon, a common object. Could be anywhere in the universe. Could even be in some corner of our own System.”


  Poole’s Virtual copy said, his voice a whispery, channel-distorted rasp, “Don’t jump to conclusions, Miriam. Look up.”


  The viewpoint swivelled, and we saw Virtual Poole’s sky.


  A huge, distorted sun hung above us. Planetoids hung sprinkled before its face, showing phases from crescents to half-moons, and some were entirely black, fly-speck eclipses against the face of the monster. Beyond the limb of the sun more stars hung, but they were also swollen, pale beasts, their misshapen discs visible. And the space between the stars did not look entirely black to me, but a faint, deep crimson with a pattern, a network of threads and knots. It reminded me of what I saw when I closed my eyes.


  “What a sky,” Poole murmured.


  “Michael, you’re far from home,” Miriam called.


  Virtual Poole replied, “Yes. Those stars don’t fit our main sequence. And their spectra are simple-few heavy elements. They’re more like the protostars of our own early universe, I think: the first generation, formed of not much more than the hydrogen and helium that came out of the Big Bang.”


  “No metals,” observed Miriam Berg.


  “I’ll send through the data I’m collecting—”


  “Getting it, son,” came Harry Poole’s voice.


  The others let Virtual Poole speak. His words, the careful observations delivered by a man so far from home, or at least by a construct that felt as if it were a man, were impressive in their courage.


  “This is not our universe,” he whispered. “I think that’s clear. This one is young, and small-according to the curvature of spacetime, only a few million light years across. Probably not big enough to accommodate our Local Group of galaxies.”


  “A pocket universe, maybe,” Miriam said. “An appendix from our own.”


  “I can’t believe the things you have been calling ‘spiders’ originated here,” the Virtual said. “You said it, Miriam. No metals here, not in this entire cosmos. That’s why they were scavenging metals from probes, meteorites.”


  “They came from somewhere else, then,” Poole said. “There was nothing strange in the elemental abundance we recorded in the spider samples we studied. So they come from elsewhere in our own universe. The pocket universe is just a transit interchange. Like Earthport.”


  The Virtual said, “Yes. And maybe behind these other moons in my sky lie gateways to other Titans-other sustained ecologies, maybe with different biological bases. Other experiments.”


  Miriam said, “So if metals are so essential for the spiders, why not have supplies brought to them through the interchange?”


  “Maybe they did, once,” the Virtual said. “Maybe things broke down. There’s a sense of age here, Miriam. This is a young cosmos maybe, but I think this is an old place . . .”


  The real Poole murmured, “It makes sense. The time axis in the baby universe needn’t be isomorphic with ours. A million years over there, a billion years here.”


  The Virtual whispered, “Those spiders have been toiling at their task on Titan a long, long time. Whoever manufactured them, or bred them, left them behind a long time ago, and they’ve been alone ever since. Just doing their best to keep going. Looking at them, I get the impression they aren’t too bright. Just functional.”


  “But they did a good job,” Miriam said.


  “That they did.”


  “But why?” I blurted out. “What’s the purpose of all this, the nurturing of an ecology on Titan for billions of years—and perhaps similar on a thousand other worlds?”


  “I think I have an idea,” Virtual Poole whispered. “I never even landed on Titan, remember. Perhaps, coming at all this so suddenly, while the rest of you have worked through stages of discovery, I see it different . . .


  “Just as this pocket universe is a junction, so maybe Titan is a junction, a haven where different domains of life can coexist. You’ve found the native ammono fish, the CHON sponges that may originate in the inner system, perhaps even coming from Earth, and the silanes from Triton and beyond. Maybe there are other families to find if you had time to look.


  All these kinds of life, arising from different environments—but all with one thing in common. All born of planets, and of skies and seas, in worlds warmed by stars.


  “But the stars won’t last forever. In the future the universe will change, until it resembles our own time even less than our universe resembles this young dwarf cosmos. What then? Look, if you were concerned about preserving life, all forms of life, into the very furthest future, then perhaps you would promote—”


  “Cooperation,” said Miriam Berg.


  “You got it. Maybe Titan is a kind of prototype of an ecology where life forms of such different origins can mix, find ways of using each other to survive—”


  “And ultimately merge, somehow,” Miriam said. “Well, it’s happened before. Each of us is a community with once-disparate and very different life forms toiling away in each of our cells. It’s a lovely vision, Michael.”


  “And plausible,” his original self said gruffly. “Anyhow it’s a hypothesis that will do until something better comes along.”


  I sneered at that. This dream of cosmic cooperation struck me as the romantic fantasy of a man alone and doomed to die, and soon. We all project our petty lives upon the universe. But I had no better suggestions to make. And, who knows? Perhaps Virtual Poole was right. None of us will live to find out.


  “Anyhow,” I said, “charming as this is—are we done now?”


  Miriam snapped, “We can’t abandon Michael.”


  “Go,” whispered Virtual Poole. “There’s nothing you can do for me. I’ll keep observing, reporting, as long as I can.”


  I gagged on his nobility.


  Now Harry intruded, grabbing a little of the available Virtual projection capacity. “But we’ve still got business to conclude before you leave here.”
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  Poole frowned. “What business?”


  “We came here to prove that Titan is without sentience,” Harry said. “Well, we got that wrong. Now what?”


  Miriam Berg was apparently puzzled we were even having the conversation. “We report what we’ve found to the sentience oversight councils and elsewhere. It’s a major discovery. We’ll be rapped for making an unauthorised landing on Titan, but—”


  “Is that the sum of your ambition?” I snapped. “To hope the authorities will be lenient if you reveal the discovery that is going to ruin you?”


  She glared at me. “What’s the choice?”


  “Isn’t it obvious?” I looked at her, and Poole, who I think was guessing what I was going to say, and Harry, who looked away as he usually did at moments of crisis. Suddenly, after days of pointless wonders, I was in my element, the murky world of human relationships, and I could see a way forward where they could not. “Destroy this,” I said. I waved a hand. “All of it. You have your grenades, Miriam. You could bring this cavern down.”


  “Or,” Harry said, “there is the GUTdrive. If that were detonated, if unified-field energies were loosed in here, the wormhole interface too would surely be disrupted. I’d imagine that the connection between Titan and the pocket universe would be broken altogether.”


  I nodded. “I hadn’t thought of that, but I like your style, Harry. Do it. Let this place be covered up by hundreds of kilometers of ice and water. Destroy your records. It will make no difference to the surface, what’s going on in the atmosphere, not immediately. Nobody will ever know all this was here.”


  Harry Poole said, “That’s true. Even if methane generation stops immediately the residual would persist in the atmosphere for maybe ten million years. I venture to suggest that if the various multi-domain critters haven’t learned to cooperate in that time, they never will. Ten megayears is surely enough.”


  Miriam looked at him, horrified by his words. “You’re suggesting a monstrous crime,” she breathed. “To think of destroying such a wonder as this, the product of a billion years—to destroy it for personal gain! Michael, Lethe, leave aside the morality, surely you’re too much of a scientist to countenance this.”


  But Poole sounded anguished. “I’m not a scientist anymore, Miriam. I’m an engineer. I build things. I think I sympathize with the goals of the spider makers. What I’m building is a better future for the whole of mankind—that’s what I believe. And if I have to make compromises to achieve that future-well. Maybe the spider makers had to make the same kind of choices. Who knows what they found here on Titan before they went to work on it . . .”


  And in that little speech, I believe, you have encapsulated both the magnificence and the grandiose folly of Michael Poole. I wondered then how much damage this man might do to us all in the future, with his wormholes and his time-hopping starships—what horrors he, blinded by his vision, might unleash.


  Harry said unexpectedly, “Let’s vote on it. If you’re in favor of destroying the chamber, say yes.”


  “No!” snapped Miriam.


  “Yes,” said Harry and Poole together.


  “Yes,” said I, but they all turned on me and told me I didn’t have a vote.


  It made no difference. The vote was carried. They stood looking at each other, as if horrified by what they had done.


  “Welcome to my world,” I said cynically.


  Poole went off to prepare the GUT engine for its last task. Miriam, furious and upset, gathered together our equipment, such as it was, her pack with her science samples, our tangles of rope.


  And Harry popped into the air in front of me. “Thanks,” he said.


  “You wanted me to make that suggestion, didn’t you?”


  “Well, I hoped you would. If I’d made it they’d have refused. And Michael would never have forgiven me.” He grinned. “I knew there was a reason I wanted to have you along, Jovik Emry. Well done. You’ve served your purpose.”


  Virtual Poole, still in his baby universe, spoke again. “Miriam.”


  She straightened up. “I’m here, Michael.”


  “I’m not sure how long I have left. What will happen when the power goes?”


  “I programmed the simulation to seem authentic, internally consistent. It will be as if the power in the Crab lifedome is failing.” She took a breath, and said, “Of course you have other options to end it before then.”


  “I know. Thank you. Who were they, do you think? Whoever made the spiders. Did they build this pocket universe too? Or was it built for them? Like a haven?”


  “I don’t suppose we’ll ever know. Michael, I’m sorry. I—”


  “Don’t be. You know I would have chosen this. But I’m sorry to leave you behind. Miriam-look after him. Michael. I, we, need you.”


  She looked at the original Poole, who was working at the GUT engine. “We’ll see,” she said.


  “And tell Harry-well. You know.”


  She held a hand up to the empty air. “Michael, please—”


  “It’s enough.” The Virtuals he had been projecting broke up into blocks of pixels, and a faint hiss, the carrier of his voice, disappeared from my hearing. Alone in his universe, he had cut himself off.


  The original Poole approached her, uncertain of her reaction. “It’s done. The GUT engine has been programmed. We’re ready to go, Miriam. Soon as we’re out of here—”


  She turned away from him, her face showing something close to hatred.


  XVI


  Ascension


  So, harnessed to a spider oblivious of the impending fate of its vast and ancient project, we rose into the dark. It had taken us days to descend to this place, and would take us days to return to the surface, where, Harry promised, he would have a fresh balloon waiting to pick us up.


  This time, though I was offered escape into unconsciousness, I stayed awake. I had a feeling that the last act of this little drama had yet to play itself out. I wanted to be around to see it.


  We were beyond the lower ice layers and rising through 250 kilometers of sea when Miriam’s timer informed us that the GUT engine had detonated, far beneath us. Insulated by the ice layer, we felt nothing. But I imagined that the spider that carried us up towards the light hesitated, just fractionally.


  “It’s done,” Poole said firmly. “No going back.”


  Miriam had barely spoken to him since the cavern. She had said more words to me. Now she said, “I’ve been thinking. I won’t accept it, Michael. I don’t care about you and Harry and your damn vote. As soon as we get home I’m going to report what we found.”


  “You’ve no evidence—”


  “I’ll be taken seriously enough. And someday somebody will mount another expedition, and confirm the truth.”


  “All right.” That was all he said. But I knew the matter was not over. He would not meet my mocking eyes.


  I wasn’t surprised when, twelve hours later, as Miriam slept cradled in the net draped from the spider’s back, Poole took vials from her pack and pressed them into her flesh, one by a valve on her leg, another at the base of her spine.


  I watched him. “You’re going to edit her. Plan this with Dad, did you?”


  “Shut up,” he snarled, edgy, angry.


  “You’re taking her out of her own head, and you’ll mess with her memories, with her very personality, and then you’ll load her back. What will you make her believe-that she stayed up on the Crab with Harry the whole time, while you went exploring and found nothing? That would work, I guess.”


  “I’ve got nothing to say to you.”


  But I had plenty to say to him. I am no saint myself, and Poole disgusted me as only a man without morality himself can be disgusted. “I think you love her. I even think she loves you. Yet you are prepared to mess with her head and her heart, to serve your grandiose ambitions. Let me tell you something. The Poole she left behind in that pocket universe, the one she said goodbye to, he was a better man than you will ever be again. Because he was not tainted by the great crime you committed when you destroyed the cavern. And because he was not tainted by this.


  “And let me make some predictions. No matter what you achieve in the future, Michael Poole, this crime will always be at the root of you, gnawing away. And Miriam will never love you. Even though you wipe out her memory of these events, there will always be something between you; she will sense the lie. She will leave you, and then you will leave her. And you have killed Titan. One day, millions of years into the future, the very air will freeze and rain out, and everything alive here will die. All because of what you have done today. And, Poole, maybe those whose work you have wrecked will some day force you to a reckoning.”


  He was open, defenceless, and I was flaying him. He had no answer. He cradled the unconscious Miriam, even as his machines drained her memory.


  We did not speak again until we emerged into the murky daylight of Titan.


  EPILOGUE


  Probe


  It didn’t take Michael long to check out the status of his fragile craft.


  The power in the lifetime’s internal cells might last—what, a few hours? As far as he could tell there was no functional link between the dome and the rest of the Hermit Crab; none of his controls worked. Maybe that was beyond the scope of Miriam’s simulation. So he had no motive power.


  He didn’t grouse about this, nor did he fear his future. Such as it was.


  The universe beyond the lifedome was strange, alien. The toiling spiders down on the ice moon seemed like machines, not alive, not sentient. He tired of observing them. He turned on lights, green, blue. The lifedome was a little bubble of Earth, isolated.


  Michael was alone, in this whole universe. He could feel it.


  He got a meal together. Miriam’s simulation was good, here in his personal space; he didn’t find any limits or glitches. Lovingly constructed, he thought. The mundane chore, performed in a bright island of light around the lifetime’s small galley, was oddly cheering.


  He carried the food to his couch, lay back with the plate balancing on one hand, and dimmed the dome lights. He finished his food and set the plate carefully on the floor. He drank a glass of clean water.


  Then he went to the freefall shower and washed in a spray of hot water. He tried to open up his senses, to relish every particle of sensation. There was a last time for everything, for even the most mundane experiences. He considered finding some music to play, a book to read. Somehow that might have seemed fitting.


  The lights failed. Even the instrument slates winked out.


  Well, so much for music. He made his way back to his couch. Though the sky was bright, illuminated by the proto-sun, the air grew colder; he imagined the heat of the lifedome leaking out. What would get him first, the cold, or the failing air?


  He wasn’t afraid. And he felt no regret that he had lost so much potential life, all those AS-extended years. Oddly, he felt renewed: young, for the first time in decades, the pressure of time no longer seemed to weigh on him.


  He was sorry he would never know how his relationship with Miriam might have worked out. That could have been something. But he found, in the end, he was glad that he had lived long enough to see all he had.


  He was beginning to shiver, the air sharp in his nostrils. He lay back in his couch and crossed his hands on his chest. He closed his eyes.


  A shadow crossed his face.


  He opened his eyes, looked up. There was a ship hanging over the lifedome.


  Michael, dying, stared in wonder.


  It was something like a sycamore seed wrought in jet black. Night-dark wings which must have spanned hundreds of kilometers loomed over the Crab, softly rippling.


  The cold sank claws into his chest; the muscles of his throat abruptly spasmed, and dark clouds ringed his vision.


  Not now, he found himself pleading silently, his failing vision locked onto the ship, all his elegiac acceptance gone in a flash. Just a little longer. I have to know what this means. Please—


  Poole’s consciousness was like a guttering candle flame. Now it was as if that flame was plucked from its wick. That flame, with its tiny fear, its wonder, its helpless longing to survive, was spun out into a web of quantum functions, acausal and nonlocal.


  The last heat fled from the craft; the air in the translucent dome began to frost over the comms panels, the couches, the galley, the prone body. And the ship and all it contained, no longer needed, broke up into a cloud of pixels.


  TETHERED


  Mercurio D. Rivera


  On the shore of Ontario Lacus on Southern Titan, Cara molded castles from the windblown sediment that served as sand. Her parents stood at the threshold of their shelter in the distance, chatting with their sponsor, the Wergen responsible for transporting her family from Earth. Cara lay on her stomach while the methane waves lapped against the shore, tickling her bare feet.


  She held up her hand against the smoggy orange sky and studied the barely visible blue tint that covered her skin. Her mother had described it as a special ‘coat’ that protected them from the cold weather. The Wergen force field over Ontario Lacus shielded them from radiation and modulated the gravity, but they still needed the ‘coat’ to protect them from the temperatures. It sure didn’t feel cold, Cara thought. It didn’t even look chilly, although Cara’s mother had told her that Titan was colder than the coldest place on Earth.


  A young Wergen, their sponsor’s daughter, tentatively stooped down next to her. “Soy Beatrix,” she said. The alien girl was squat and scaled and spoke with a slight accent so she must have just learned Spanish. It took Wergens about a day or so to speak a language fluently. “My brother and I were wondering . . . What are you doing?”


  A fat, gray-scaled Wergen boy with round eyes peeked at them from behind a red boulder about fifty feet away.


  “Why is he hiding?”


  “He doesn’t like the way humans make him feel.”


  “Really? I’ve never heard that before.”


  “You make him feel too good.”


  Cara shrugged. Of course the boy felt good around humans. He was Wergen. She was amused by the fact that the girl wore a red, skintight swimming cap over her flat head. Every Wergen she had ever seen wore green, leafy wreath-hats. “I’m building a sandcastle.”


  “What’s a castle?” Beatrix said.


  Cara giggled. “A house where a king lives.”


  The Wergen stared at her and didn’t respond. Cara wondered whether the alien girl knew what a king was.


  “Can I help?” Beatrix said.


  Every Wergen Cara had ever met asked her parents this same question: “Can I help? Can I help?” Her mother and father were sick of the question. But it was the first time a Wergen had asked her and it made her feel grown up and important. Normally, her parents sternly said ‘no’ and the aliens would slink away with their heads down and their shoulders slumped. But Cara didn’t want to make the alien girl unhappy. “Yes, you can help.” She showed Beatrix how to pack the sediment and mold it into towers for the castle she was building. After a while, bored with this activity, Cara said, “I know something even more fun. Let’s go for a swim and catch perpuffers!”


  “What are those?”


  Cara displayed her left forearm, which was covered with furry bracelets. “They’re pretty, aren’t they? I have all the colors except purple. Purple perpuffers are the hardest to find.” She shuffled to the edge of the lake.


  Beatrix stood up and looked out at the thick, pink waters that sloshed back and forth in slow motion. “I . . . don’t . . . I mean . . .” She stared silently.


  “Follow me,” Cara said.


  Six bots skittered around Beatrix’s feet. They were as large as cats, only Cara thought they looked more like praying mantises in the way they crouched on their spindly rear legs. Three of them stood in front of the Wergen girl, blocking her path, and red lights glowed at the end of their six appendages. Beatrix clapped her hands and they scattered to one side allowing her to walk past them.


  As they waded into the lake, Beatrix pulled off her robes and tossed them to the bots. Cara didn’t know what she expected to see beneath the alien’s clothes but the Wergen girl simply stood there naked, unashamed. She had smooth white skin speckled with silver scales that sparkled when they caught the light at certain angles. Cara considered taking off her own bathing suit but then remembered the Wergen boy spying on them from behind the rock.


  They dove into the water together, their blue bodyfields bright in the red murk of the lake. They were less buoyant in this liquid than in water and its ruddy color made it hard to see. Cara forced herself to go deeper, reaching out blindly and hoping to latch onto one of the furry perpuffers that filled the lake.


  Cara heard a muffled scream.


  She barely made out the Wergen girl’s blue bodyfield far below. Beatrix waved her arms over her head, sinking deeper. Cara dove closer, hooked her arm around the Wergen’s waist and kicked hard until they broke the surface. “Don’t struggle!” Cara gasped. “Don’t struggle!” She shouted for help but no one on the shore seemed to hear her. “You’re okay, I’ve got you.”


  After a few panicked seconds Beatrix relaxed in her arms and they floundered back to shore. Cara’s screams had alerted the medbots, which immediately scoured over Beatrix’s face and chest. Cara’s parents and their Wergen patron came running and stood watch until the medbots eventually blinked yellow, signaling that Beatrix was unhurt.


  The adult Wergen, who Cara believed to be Beatrix’s father, said, “You need to be more careful,” before quickly turning his attention back to Cara’s parents. “Are you sure I can’t help you with anything?” he said to them. “Perhaps I can assist with the interior decoration of your shelter?” Her parents turned away without answering and the Wergen followed close behind them.


  Once the adults had left, Cara sat silently beside Beatrix for several minutes, burrowing her toes beneath the pasty sediment. There was no longer any sign of the Wergen boy. He hadn’t approached even when the medbots had examined his sister.


  Cara finally broke the silence. “We can’t drown, you know,” she said, pointing to the blue tint that coated their bodies.


  Beatrix paused, staring out at the pink waters. “Then why didn’t you just leave me?”


  “I wasn’t going to swim back to shore while you were out there all alone and afraid.”


  At this, the Wergen girl turned to face Cara. She tilted her head to the left and nodded, smiling warmly.


  “Don’t you know how to swim?” Cara said.


  Beatrix shook her head.


  “Then why did you go in with me?”


  “You said it was fun,” Beatrix said. “And . . . I wanted to make you happy.”


  “Oh.”


  The steady wind blew and neither of them spoke for a long time.


  “Can I see your hand?” Cara said. She removed a red perpuffer from her left arm and placed it around the Wergen girl’s wrist. “Here. This is for you. A gift.”


  The Wergen girl’s eyes brightened. “That tickles,” she said.


  “Sometimes the perpuffers expand and contract a little bit when they’re fresh out of the lake.”


  “No,” she said. “I meant your hand. When you touched me.”


  Later that evening when Cara snuggled in bed she couldn’t get the words of the Wergen girl out of her head, the Wergen girl who so wanted to be her friend that she would risk her own life to make her happy.


  ENCRYPTED Medical Journal Entry No. 223 by Dr Juan Carlos Barbarón: The Wergen headtail, or ‘tether’ as it is referred to in common parlance, originates at the base of the secondary spine. As the subject matures, the headtail extends, lining both the secondary and tertiary spines, and ultimately coiling into the hollow cavity of the cranium. (Note: Wergen physiology has no analog to the human brain. All neural activity is centered in a swath of cells that surround their upper and lower jawbones. See Med. Journal Entry No. 124.)


  Every day after VR school, Cara met Beatrix at the lake. They waded up to their waists and jumped up and down in sync with the slow, swooshing waves. The winds never stopped on Titan. After what happened at the lake, Beatrix’s father programmed bots to swim alongside them at all times and ensure their safety. Like all Wergens, Beatrix only had one parent, but to Cara he seemed awfully distant, spending most of his time with humans instead of with Beatrix or her brother.


  Over time, Beatrix became less afraid of the waters and Cara taught her to swim and to hunt for perpuffers. It didn’t take Beatrix long to get the hang of it. In fact, she became so skilled at perpuffer-hunting that she and Cara would often leave the lake with their arms and legs draped with the furry creatures. When they weren’t swimming together they would spend hours sculpting intricate castles and spacecraft in the pasty orange sands. Or Beatrix would try to teach Cara how to sing like a Wergen, which Cara found challenging given the chirping and rumbling noises that Beatrix could make with her throat.


  Even during the rainy season when the waves were too choppy to swim, she and Beatrix would play outdoor VR games. As the settlement by Ontario Lacus expanded, more human children took to the lakeshore and joined them.


  Cara pointed out the human boys she found cutest and what she liked most about them, their swaggering walk or broad shoulders or dimpled smiles. Beatrix found this fascinating—as she did everything about human beings. She mentioned how beautiful she thought the other adolescents were—girls and boys alike—and became animated whenever they huddled together and shared their secrets. As they spent more and more time together, Cara found herself forgetting that Beatrix was a Wergen—except for those occasions when she stared at Cara intensely and mentioned the bright rainbow-like auras that she saw around all humans, how her upper heart fluttered at the mere sight of them, how she spent every waking hour thinking about what she could do to make them happy. Cara didn’t like to hear this. It made her feel less special.


  “What about Wergen boys?” Cara asked her one day while they treaded water far from shore. “Which ones do you like?”


  There were few Wergens present on Titan because of a treaty between their peoples that restricted their numbers. But Wergen children occasionally gathered at the shore to watch the humans.


  “It’s different for us, Cara,” she said. “We don’t think about things that way.”


  “Well, how do you think about them?”


  The waves washed over them as they bobbed in the lake.


  “I can’t explain . . .”


  “Try.”


  “I don’t like them in the same way that you like human boys. At least not right now. But when I reach a certain age my body will change . . .”


  “Change?” Cara said.


  Beatrix hesitated as if struggling to find the right words.


  “Is it like having your period?” Cara said. She had explained menstruation and making babies and every aspect of human reproduction to Beatrix in excruciating detail, and she, of course, had found it utterly captivating. Was there anything about humans that didn’t enthrall her?


  “No. My cranial opening will expand. And my cord will release. It will connect with the cord of a perfect genetic match. And then I’ll be tethered.”


  Cara stared at the red swimmer’s cap on Beatrix’s flat head.


  “After years of tethering, the cord retracts and the mated couple . . .” Beatrix looked around to make sure that only bots swam near them. “We become one,” she whispered. “Our bodies . . . merge.”


  “You mean you have sex?”


  “Not like your people, Cara. Real sex. The merge is . . . permanent.”


  “What do you mean ‘permanent’ ? How can that be?”


  “The passive partner is absorbed. The dominant partner then becomes pregnant with a brood of children.”


  Cara stared at her in horror. “So . . . if you have a baby, you die?”


  “It depends on whether my genes are passive or dominant. But I don’t think about it in terms of dying. It’s the best part of being alive, Cara. I can’t wait to be tethered.”


  “Okay,” Cara said, trying not to think about it. She decided to change the subject. “What’s your home world like, Bea?”


  “I’ve never been there, but I hear that the white skies and the black-sand deserts are so beautiful that the mere sight of them can make a grown Wergen cry.”


  “I wish I could see it,” Cara said. “I wish I could travel to all the amazing planets in our galaxy.” She wanted more than anything to be an explorer like her parents, working in tandem with the Wergens to colonize the universe. So many other worlds had been opened up to them thanks to Wergen fieldtech. Colonization efforts were already underway on Triton and Enceladus as well as incredible alien worlds hundreds of light years away, such as Langalana and Verdantium.


  A wave splashed over them.


  “What do you want to be when you grow up, Bea?”


  Beatrix looked up into the orange sky. “I hadn’t thought about it before, but being an explorer sounds wonderful, Cara.” She tilted her head to the left in that familiar manner and nodded, smiling warmly. “Especially if I can explore the cosmos with you.”


  “Beatrix!” A voice shouted from the shore. Her brother Ambus called for her to return to her hearth as he always did when dusk approached. Cara knew that by the time they made it back to shore he would be gone. She had yet to see Beatrix’s brother up close.


  “Let’s race!” Cara said. And she stroked furiously, leaving Beatrix behind in her wake.


  A moment later Beatrix jetted past her, propelled by the bots, a huge grin plastered on her face.


  ENCRYPTED Medical Journal Entry No. 224 by Dr Juan Carlos Barbarón: A contractile sheath gives the tether a pronounced elasticity as it emerges through the cranial canal. The tail-end is laced with thousands of microscopic nerve fibers and pore receptors. Muscle spindles allow the tether to unfurl and undulate toward the Wergen mate. When two tethers come into contact, the fibers bore into the receptors of the Wergen with the passive genotype. This signals the commencement of macromeiosis.


  One day Cara agreed to meet Beatrix by the lake, but a mile farther north where fewer ice boulders dotted the shore and ten-foot orange dunes draped the surface. Perpuffers were said to be even more plentiful in this area.


  As she approached, Cara heard someone shout her name from behind a red dune. She recognized the voice immediately. “Ambus?”


  “Stay where you are so I can’t see you.”


  “What do you—?”


  “And don’t speak! Your voice is too . . . sweet. I don’t want to give in to it. Like my sister. And my father. Just listen. If you respect my sister, you’ll stay away from her.”


  Cara fought the urge to answer him.


  “She doesn’t have the will to resist you. How can she choose her own path with you around? How can she be her own person? If you really consider yourself her friend, just leave her alone!”


  Cara couldn’t stay quiet anymore. “Bea can pick her own friends. Why should you decide for her?” She scaled the dune to confront Ambus but when she reached the top he was no longer there. His footprints receded into the distance, snaking behind the sand drifts in the horizon.


  ENCRYPTED Note for future study: the evolutionary purpose of Wergen gender remains a mystery as it appears to play no role in their procreative processes. The prevailing theory posits that a diverse alien gene pool results in the Wergens’ varying physical characteristics and that it is human perception that assigns those attributes what we consider to be a gender.


  Cara rode on a disk-shaped buzzer that sped three feet off the ground, clutching the handlebars tightly. She had made arrangements to meet Beatrix in the Aaru region at the viewing post at the foot of Tortola Facula, an active cryovolcano outside the colony’s force field. Normally she might have visited Beatrix at her hearth, but she didn’t want to run into Ambus. Even after all these years, he still made it a point to avoid contact with humans, believing that they fogged his mind and skewed his perception of reality, Beatrix had explained. He’d even taken to wearing special earplugs and visors that he hoped might protect him.


  When Cara arrived she found Beatrix waiting for her on a bench at the overlook, staring raptly at some newly landed seedships. The colonists stood near the yellow hash marks that signaled the force field’s perimeter, and viewed the volcano shooting spumes of hydrocarbon-rich materials miles into the atmosphere. It would later rain down onto the surface as liquid methane, feeding the thousands of lakes and tributaries in the region.


  Beatrix approached when she saw her step off the buzzer. “You let your hair down! You look more beautiful than ever, Cara.”


  “Come on, I bet you say that to all the humans.” She paused. “No, really.”


  They laughed and hugged.


  “I’m so glad you suggested getting together,” Beatrix said. “It’s been too long.”


  While they spoke every few days, it had been several weeks since they’d seen each other. Ever since Cara had graduated and her parents had relocated to Axelis Colony on Titan, she’d been working with the Colonization Enterprise—thanks to some strings her parents had pulled before departing—helping to plan the next great human-Wergen expedition. The target world was a rogue planet that had escaped Cancrii 55’s orbit and now roamed freely through space.


  “What did you want to tell me, Cara?” Beatrix asked. “It sounded important.”


  “I think I’m in love, Bea.”


  Beatrix stopped in her tracks. “Oh?”


  “His name is Juan Carlos. We’ve only gone out a few times, but we seemed to have made that instant connection, do you know what I mean?”


  “Yes, yes I do.”


  She hesitated to see if Beatrix was joking, then continued. “He’s a doctor who works with Biotech at CE. He’s got a reputation for being quite opinionated, uncompromising to a fault—except with me. With me he’s just a big softy.”


  She described his thick eyebrows and slicked-back black hair, his lean muscular physique, and she told Beatrix about everything they had in common, about their three dates together—including how they’d kissed in the empty office at CE until they were interrupted by guardbots.


  Cara and Beatrix strolled arm-in-arm along the edge of a great gorge that overlooked a river. Southern Titan teemed with ridges and crevices and chasms all filled with flowing ethane and methane.


  Cara noticed that Beatrix had stayed quiet for a long time after she’d spoken about Juan Carlos. Sometimes she forgot that Bea was a Wergen, that like all Wergens she couldn’t help but love her, and perhaps be jealous of her new relationship. Maybe it had been a mistake to confide in her, but Bea was her oldest and dearest friend.


  She decided to change the subject. “How’s Ambus?”


  Beatrix stopped. She released Cara’s arm and rubbed her shoulders nervously.


  “What is it?” Cara said.


  Beatrix turned away and started walking again.


  “Tell me. What’s wrong?”


  Beatrix stood at the lip of a precipice. “You know how Ambus has always felt about humans.”


  She nodded. “Yes, he wants to avoid humans—so, of course, he lives in a colony of humans on Titan.”


  “That’s not fair, Cara. He was brought here as a child. He had no say in the matter. And now that he’s on the verge of reaching maturity . . . I’m afraid for him. He’s found others who believe as he does, that co-exploration with human beings was a huge mistake.”


  “Really?” Cara had always found Ambus eccentric but basically harmless. “Well, it isn’t as if Wergens would ever harm humans.”


  Beatrix looked away.


  “Bea?”


  “There’s been a drug developed offworld recently, Cara. A suppressant that distorts the way that Wergens perceive human beings. It’s horrible. It mutes our natural love for your people.”


  “And Ambus took it?”


  “Its effects are only temporary—no longer than a few minutes. He views it as a way to ‘free’ his mind. You mustn’t say anything, Cara. You have no idea of the consequences if anyone were to know. This is a serious crime.”


  “Does your father know about this?”


  “My father left a few weeks ago to start work on a new project, the construction of another cityfield over Xanadu, on equatorial Titan,” Beatrix said. “Maybe I’ll go join him. Get away from all of this.”


  “That’s really what you want?”


  After a long pause, Beatrix said, “Now that you’ve met someone . . . I’m not sure there’s anything left here for me.”


  “Bea, I don’t want you to worry about Juan Carlos. That has nothing to do with our relationship. We’ve always been friends and we’re going to stay friends forever. No man can change that.”


  Beatrix’s face brightened and they continued their trek along the edge of the gorge, the ethane-filled tributaries churning far below them.


  ENCRYPTED Med. Journal Entry No. 225 by Dr Juan Carlos Barbarón: Adsorption: The first step in macromeiosis is the penetration of the headtail fibers into the specific pseudo-protein receptors of the passive Wergen’s tether. Enzymes quickly dissolve the base plate, the tethers become one, triggering significant changes to the aliens’ body chemistry. (See Journal Entry No. 6.)


  Cara lowered her head and trudged forward into the driving pink snow. Her boots sank into the slushy drifts as she made it over the bend and Beatrix’s hearth came into view. The dwelling resembled the upper half of a metallic egg with two arched openings on opposite sides. The Wergens had a very rigid conception of exits and entrances.


  Juan Carlos, her fiancé, had wanted her to spend the day visiting with his parents, but she’d grown increasingly concerned over the fact that she hadn’t heard a word from Beatrix in over a week. It wasn’t like her. Usually the problem was keeping Beatrix from calling too often—something else Juan Carlos bitterly complained about. But Beatrix couldn’t help herself, Cara had explained to him for what seemed like a thousand times. She was Wergen, after all. Juan Carlos didn’t want to hear it.


  Cara stepped through the archway, stomping the snow off of her boots. Her blue-tinted bodyfield clicked off automatically.


  The welcoming bots skittered at her feet, unlaced her boots and laid out slippers for her on the scale-patterned floorboards.


  This was the only time she could remember visiting the hearth that Beatrix hadn’t been waiting for her at the entranceway. Could her friend be jealous? Is that why she’d stopped calling? When last they spoke, Cara had told her that Juan Carlos had finally proposed and that she had accepted. After expressing some confusion over how an engagement differed from dating or from marriage, Beatrix had asked whether it still meant that they would someday join a human-Wergen expedition and go colonize some strange new world together. Cara had reassured her that she and Juan Carlos had promising careers at CE and that they were both on track to join the colonization efforts.


  Beatrix emerged out of the fireroom in the center of the dwelling and Cara staggered backward.


  In all the years she’d known her, Cara had never seen Beatrix without some head covering. Usually she put on a coronatis, the leafy headdress that all Wergens wore. But today the flat top of her head was exposed and a rubbery cord extended out of her cranium, dragging along the floor to another room in the hearth.


  “Cara!” Beatrix said, smiling. “I’m sorry that I haven’t returned your messages. It’s just . . . these past few weeks have been a very private time for me.”


  Cara pointed to the tether. “You . . . you’re . . .”


  “Yes, it was my time.” She looked at the floor, embarrassed.


  “Why didn’t you tell me, Bea?”


  She rubbed her shoulders nervously and didn’t answer.


  Cara understood that Wergens were notoriously private about their reproductive cycle, but this was her best friend. She felt wounded by the fact that Beatrix hadn’t confided in her. Then she remembered what Beatrix had told her all those years ago about the absorption of one Wergen into another based on their genetic makeup, about encorporation.


  “Bea, tell me you’re genetically dominant. Please!”


  Beatrix continued rubbing her shoulders.


  A moment later the Wergen at the other end of the tether entered the room. He was shorter than Beatrix, with gray-flecked scales he covered with a dark blue robe.


  Ambus.


  Cara gasped. “But . . .”


  “A pleasure to finally see you up close,” he said.


  But there was no pleasure in his voice, no Wergen servility. Only an undercurrent of hostility.


  Cara turned to Beatrix, eyes wide. “Your brother?”


  “Of course. There are very few of us on Titan. And we’re genetically compatible. We can safely interbreed for another generation.”


  “You don’t owe her any explanations, Beatrix,” Ambus said.


  “I apologize for his tone, Cara,” Beatrix said. “When he saw you approaching our hearth he took a dose of the suppressant. He’ll be more himself in a few minutes.”


  “What does it feel like to hold so much sway over another person’s life?” Ambus said to Cara. “Do you realize how unfair you’ve been to her? That she’s your loyal slave because she has no choice?”


  “She’s not my slave!” Cara said.


  “Your people and ours are at war. A secret war. We’re all soldiers in that great battle and don’t even know it.”


  “Bea,” Cara said, “I just wanted to make sure you were all right. I really have to get back to Juan Carlos.”


  “What, you’re leaving before we can bow down to you and wash your feet?” Ambus said.


  Cara stepped into her shoes and walked back through the archway to the hearth, which reactivated her bodyfield.


  “Cara, I’m sorry,” Beatrix said. “Don’t leave!”


  “Look, I can’t . . . I can’t deal with all this. I can’t believe you’re with him.” The sight of the tether repulsed her.


  “Cara!” Beatrix shouted from behind her. But Cara marched ahead through the gusting snow without looking back.


  ENCRYPTED Med. Journal Entry No. 226 by Dr Juan Carlos Barbarón: Tether contraction can commence as early as six months (Terran) after adsorption and accelerate, bringing the passive and dominant mates ever closer together. This triggers the growth of nerve fibers on the dominant Wergen’s dermal scales in anticipation of the final stages of corpus meiosis, i.e. encorporation.


  Cara floated through the thick liquid hydrocarbons with her eyes closed. It felt like she had left the present behind, like she had traveled back to when was ten years old, hunting perpuffers for the very first time. She broke the surface of the waters and threw her head back.


  Beatrix sat on the shore, hugging her knees and watching her. She had said that it might still be possible to swim despite her tethered status, but that she preferred not to because Ambus didn’t much enjoy the lake. He sat about twenty-five feet to her left, clutching their bunched-up tether and examining a bot. They could move almost fifty feet apart given their cord’s length and elasticity. But Ambus couldn’t be far away enough as far as Cara was concerned.


  In all the years that she’d known Beatrix, her friend had never seemed more alien than she did at that moment with the flesh-colored cord dangling from her head, snaking across the shore toward Ambus. Poor Bea. How much time did she have left?


  Cara descended again, peering through the natural muck of the methane. Something caught her attention. A circular shape pulsed by her feet. She reached down, pushed her hand through the ring and the creature instinctively contracted on her wrist.


  Cara rose up out of the viscous methane and raised her fist in the air, flashing her find to Beatrix. A phosphorescent-purple perpuffer.


  Beatrix clapped her hands and shouted, “Well done, Cara! Well done!”


  How many times did they dive together for perpuffers, searching for the elusive purple one, the top prize? Cara couldn’t imagine ever doing this without her best friend at her side.


  She swam back to shore.


  Ambus moved as far away as his tether would allow, sitting on the other side of a dune with his back to them.


  “Cara, it’s lovely,” Beatrix said, fingering the perpuffer.


  Cara sighed happily. “After all of these years, I was beginning to think the purple ones were just a myth.”


  “Are you going to dive for more?”


  “No, I have to go meet Juan Carlos for lunch.”


  “Don’t go.” Disappointment washed across Beatrix’s face. “Cara, don’t take this the wrong way, but . . . I don’t like what you’ve told me about him.”


  Cara raised an eyebrow. It was unlike Beatrix to make a negative statement about a human being—let alone to express her disagreement so openly. Normally, if her opinion differed from Cara’s she would hesitate or turn her head away when responding. When something moved her, she would tilt her head to the left and nod. Cara had learned to read her subtle mannerisms.


  “You don’t know Juan Carlos,” Cara said.


  “Why doesn’t he ever join us?”


  “He’s busy.” Cara could never bring herself to tell Beatrix the truth. Despite Juan Carlos’s many fine qualities—his drop-dead looks, his sharp wit and analytical mind, his love for her—he had a low threshold for socializing with Wergens. He made it a point to minimize the time he spent in their presence. “They’re lapdogs, Cara,” he had said to her that morning, trying to persuade her not to visit Beatrix. “Doesn’t it offend you? That such intelligent beings can be so fatuous, so sycophantic . . . They’re like lovesick schoolchildren.”


  Undeniable, really. But he had never met Beatrix, and their friendship transcended that species drive. Cara had to believe that. And certainly she had no biochemical reason for the fondness she felt for Beatrix. “If it’s so offensive,” she had answered, “maybe we shouldn’t be accepting their technology, hmm?” She made a face and kissed him on the cheek. “I know you don’t want me to go, but I really need to visit Bea at the lake.” Juan Carlos’s objections had dissuaded her from seeing Beatrix over the past few weeks. “I don’t like the way I left things with her the last time we met. I’ll see you at lunch, okay?”


  Now, as she toweled off, Cara spotted a shape that Beatrix had sculpted in the sand. Instead of a spaceship, it was the familiar oval outline of a Wergen hearth. “Are you going to talk to your father about joining one of the next few expeditions?” Cara said. “Juan Carlos and I were thinking of Langalana . . .”


  “No, I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Beatrix said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “CE doesn’t need any more Wergens. The Explorata is already swamped with qualified volunteers. Ambus thinks that we might be better off staying here.”


  Cara didn’t know how to respond. She stuffed her towel into her carrytube and said, “I’m sorry to hear that.”


  Beatrix stared in Ambus’s direction. “I found where Ambus kept the suppressant, Cara. And I threw it away. That’s why he’s keeping his distance. He knows that if he speaks to you, if he sees you up close, he’ll feel the same way that I feel about you.”


  “Bea, once you’re . . . encorporated . . .”


  “You’ll see, you and Ambus will be good friends, I know it.”


  Cara’s eyes filled, and she nodded. “Yes, of course we will.” But she said this only for Beatrix’s sake. She knew that Ambus wanted to resist falling under humanity’s spell and that she’d respect his wishes by keeping her distance. It wouldn’t be fair to him if she didn’t. Then again, how fair had she been to Beatrix all these years?


  Beatrix’s lips quivered and she reached out and clutched Cara’s wrist. “Promise me we’ll be friends forever.”


  “Bea . . .”


  “Promise me?”


  “Friends forever, Bea,” Cara said. She hesitated. “Does it still feel . . . good to hold my hand?”


  “More than you can know.”


  Maybe Cara had been fooling herself all these years. Maybe Beatrix’s loyal unconditional love was just the product of a biochemical reaction. Maybe she’d been as unfair to Beatrix as Ambus claimed.


  “I have to go,” Cara said.


  “Now?”


  “I’m afraid so,” she answered. “I don’t want to have another fight with Juan Carlos.” She took a few steps away from the Wergens, then turned and hurried back to Beatrix. Without saying a word, she slipped the purple perpuffer onto her best friend’s wrist.


  ENCRYPTED Med. Journal Entry No. 227 by Dr Juan Carlos Barbarón: Encorporation. As the headtail continues its relentless contraction, dermal contact follows, and nerve fibers penetrate the pore receptors on the scales across the passive Wergen’s body. This quickly disintegrates cell walls as the mates merge, commencing macromitosis. Genetic materials, primarily nucleic acids, flow from the dominant to the passive Wergen and impregnation of the rear sac results. Scales along the dorsal spine grow into multiple nubs—fetuses that develop outside the Wergen’s body, attached to its back. (See Related Entry No. 195 on Multiple-Birth Wergen Broods and their Vulnerability to Dopamine Neurotramsitters as a Counteragent to Suppressor Drugs.)


  Cara and Juan Carlos stepped through the hearth’s archway as the bots skittered into the back rooms to alert Beatrix and Ambus of their arrival.


  “Five minutes,” Juan Carlos said. “Not one minute longer.” He’d only permitted her to come on the condition that he accompany her to ensure she’d be out quickly. He said he feared that they’d encounter more Wergens than necessary since they tended to mob around humans.


  “It’s not safe for you to be walking around these Wergen neighborhoods. With the terrorist bombings at the Martian colony, how long will it be before they strike here on Titan? We maybe forced to make some difficult decisions at Biotech, but we need to protect ourselves.” He turned away and tapped his eyelids to open up a retinal connection to the newscasts. “Five minutes.” He blinked and made a connection, his eyes glazing over.


  Juan Carlos enjoyed being in control but she knew he had her best interests at heart. She thought about objecting—she had no doubt he was overreacting—but didn’t want to provoke an argument. The media had blown out of proportion an incident involving a faction of so-called ‘Wergen rebels’—an oxymoron if ever she’d heard one—that had caused some unrest on Mars and other sister colonies.


  A minute later, Beatrix and Ambus entered the room. They now stood no more than six inches apart. Their tether had lost its elasticity and Beatrix’s head drooped to one side. Her left leg had disappeared inside of Ambus’s right leg so they walked awkwardly, like a three-legged monstrosity lurching forward. In a matter of months, Beatrix, her friend, would be gone forever, absorbed into Ambus’s form and broken down into the chemical components that would leave him impregnated.


  Beatrix’s face had a semi-glazed look, a blank stare. But when she caught sight of Cara, a brightness washed over her face.


  “Cara?” she said. But then the spark of recognition faded.


  Cara stood to hug her, but couldn’t do so without also putting her arms around Ambus.


  “Thank you for visiting,” Ambus said.


  Juan Carlos blinked off his retinal connection. He had a strange expression Cara couldn’t quite identify—disgust? fascination?—as he greeted them.


  Beatrix and Ambus went to take a seat but couldn’t do so because of their physical condition.


  “It’s kind of you to come,” Ambus said. “I know how much Bea wanted to see you.” From the way he smiled and bowed his head, he clearly had no suppressant in his system.


  “Oh, Beatrix,” Cara said. “Bea . . .”


  “No, it’s fine, it’s fine,” Ambus said. “How have you been? How are your parents?”


  She told them about her mother’s death, about her father joining the expedition to Langalana. And as they conversed, Cara noticed that only Ambus spoke. She gazed directly into Beatrix’s eyes and tried speaking only to her. “Do you remember the seasons we spent diving off the shore of Ontario Lacus? We practically covered ourselves head to toe with perpuffers.”


  A brief smile flashed across Beatrix’s face. Then it went blank again.


  “Yes, those are strong memories, Cara,” Ambus said. “She’ll remember them right up to the point of encorporation. After that, it’s even possible I may still retain a stray experience, a random memory, but I can’t guarantee any particular one will survive.”


  Cara placed her hands over Beatrix’s. “Hey, Bea. Are you in there?”


  “She’s in there,” Ambus answered. “Fully cognizant of everything you say.”


  “Can’t she answer me?”


  “I speak for her now.”


  Cara paused.


  “So will there be nothing left of her?”


  “Of course!” Ambus said. “Her knowledge of nanotech, her facility with plants, a few random experiences. Her most useful skills will survive encorporation, creating a new me.”


  “What about her dreams, Ambus?” Cara’s voice trembled. “What about her dreams of exploring the universe?”


  He paused. “I’ve come to like it here on Titan, Cara. I can’t say . . .”


  Juan Carlos shot her a look and glanced dramatically at his watch.


  “Bea, honey,” Cara said, patting her hand. “I have to go, I’m sorry. Juan Carlos needs to be somewhere right now and I promised I’d accompany him.”


  “That’s fine,” Ambus answered. “But Cara, you have to promise you’ll come visit again soon. Beatrix would love to see you again before encorporation is complete.”


  Beatrix’s eyes remained rolled back in her head and a bit of clear drool oozed out of the corner of her mouth. Cara couldn’t bear to see her like this. But she would never abandon her friend in the final moments of her life.


  “Of course I’ll be back, Bea.” She leaned in close and whispered in her ear. “We’ll go to the lake again and you can sit on the shore and watch while I dive for perpuffers for us, okay?” She felt the tears well up and fought them back.


  “Cara,” Juan Carlos said softly. “We should get going.”


  She took a deep breath and waved goodbye to her friend, wondering how much of her would remain when next they met.


  ENCRYPTED Med. Journal Entry No. 228 by Dr Juan Carlos Barbarón: Cutting the tether of mated Wergens results in an instantaneous loss of identity, followed by a rapid and painful death.


  The smog that blanketed Titan was thinner than usual on this day. So much so that Cara could almost make out the outline of ringed Saturn filling half the sky. In all of her years of living on Titan this was the first time she’d ever seen the planet with her naked eye. Its proximity caused the tidal winds that drove down from the poles towards the equator.


  She felt awkward visiting Beatrix’s hearth. So much time had passed that her friend was certainly long gone by now. Damn Juan Carlos. She would never forgive herself for allowing him to keep her away all this time. She had made a promise and she would keep it. If nothing else, she owed it to Beatrix’s memory.


  As she followed the winding trail down a steep hill toward the familiar hearth, she slowed down. What if encorporation wasn’t complete? What if pieces of Bea were still visible? She imagined the segments of an arm jutting out of Ambus’s chest, two half-heads merged together into a disfigured monstrosity. She wouldn’t be able to bear the sight of it.


  No, more than a year had passed. She began walking again.


  When she got within twenty feet of the hearth, four Wergen children raced out through the archway in her direction. They ran in circles around her, saying “Good morning” and “Can we help you?” over and over.


  She stooped down. “Are you Beatrix’s children?”


  One of the thicker, squatter females said, “My name is Antillia. Ambus is our father.”


  “Is he inside?”


  The children nodded excitedly and followed close behind her.


  When she entered the hearth’s archway, Ambus stood there as if expecting her, even after all this time.


  “I knew you would come,” Ambus said. There was no longer any sign of the Ambus she remembered, the Wergen who spurned all contact with humanity. He threw his arms around her and she hugged him back. He looked different. Thinner. And his scales had familiar flicks of silver.


  He guided her into the fireroom, where a transparent tube that ran from floor to ceiling blazed with flames. “Your children are beautiful, Ambus,” she said.


  The Wergen children tittered and whispered to each other.


  “I need to speak alone with Cara for a moment,” he said to them and they slowly, reluctantly left the fireroom staring over their shoulders at her, trying to sneak one final glance.


  Housebots skittered at Cara’s feet, taking away her boots while others brought in a tray with a cup of steaming spicy sap.


  “How is Juan Carlos?” he asked as they took their seats in front of the roaring fire column at the center of the room.


  “I broke off our engagement.”


  Ambus gasped.


  “He was so possessive. So secretive about his work at Biotech. I thought I could change him. But it didn’t happen.” She set down her cup of cider-sap. “He didn’t like it when I visited with friends, when I did anything without him. And I went along with what he wanted. I started to feel . . . suffocated. I couldn’t continue living that way, under someone else’s thumb. I didn’t like the person I was becoming.”


  Ambus stared incredulously. After a long pause, he said, “Sometimes I forget how truly alien you are.”


  She smiled. “No, of course you wouldn’t understand.”


  They drank their sap and all the while Ambus leaned forward on his elbows and fixated on her every word; he offered her food; he asked whether she wanted him to feed the flames so she could luxuriate in the warmth of the fire column.


  “Are you sure I can’t get you something else?” Ambus said.


  The initial joy Cara felt at being back in Beatrix’s hearth began to drain away as she listened to Ambus’s steady stream of fatuous remarks. She had to face the bittersweet truth: her best friend was gone forever. It could never be the same with just any other Wergen. She couldn’t imagine herself without Beatrix. Before she even realized it, she started to cry.


  “Cara, what is it?”


  “I was thinking about something you told me once. That it was unfair of me to have remained friends with Beatrix for so many years.” She wiped away the tears and regained her composure. “I think you may have been right. I should have . . . freed her of her biochemical shackles.”


  “Again, I wasn’t myself at the time. I had taken the suppressant, which skewed my perception of reality. Please forget about what I said to you. It was unkind of me.”


  “Unkind, but true.”


  “Cara . . . did Beatrix explain what happened to my suppressants?”


  Cara recalled their conversation on the lakeshore, when Beatrix had explained how she’d found where Ambus hid the drugs and destroyed them. “Yes, she kept them from you.”


  “On the day that we met you at the shore . . .” Ambus paused as if considering the consequences of his words. “Beatrix had taken the suppressants herself.”


  “What?”


  “She said she wanted to have . . . a better understanding of her relationship with you, Cara. Its effects were temporary—only a matter of minutes—but in those minutes she experienced a clear understanding of her true feelings.”


  Cara dreaded asking, but she did. “And how did she really feel about me in that moment of clarity?”


  “She never told me. And the memory didn’t survive encorporation. I’m sorry, I don’t know.”


  After an extended, awkward silence, they talked about other subjects: politics, the terrorist attacks on the Martian settlement, the rumored abandonment of the Langalanan outpost, the future of human-Wergen colonization efforts. And so on. And when it came time for her to leave, Cara knew that she would never return here again.


  As she stood and the bots re-laced her boots, Ambus said, “Before you go, there’s something I need to give you.” A few seconds later a bot entered the room carrying a small metal box. “Beatrix wanted you to have this.”


  “It’s a stasis box,” Cara said. She carefully lifted the lid and looked inside.


  A purple perpuffer sat at its center.


  “Beatrix preserved it for so many months,” Ambus said. “I don’t understand its significance.”


  Cara slipped it onto her wrist. Removing it from the stasis box meant that the perpuffer wouldn’t last for more than a day or two before decaying. But it didn’t matter.


  “Thank you, Ambus,” she said softly.


  Ambus tilted his head to the left in a familiar manner, and nodded.


  As Cara made her way out the exit archway, she told herself she’d never see this hearth again. But after only a few seconds she couldn’t resist looking back over her shoulder. She saw Ambus out in front, surrounded by the four Wergen children, all of them staring raptly at her as she trudged through the methane snowdrifts.


  BURST MODE


  Patrick Lundrigan


  Ida felt her elbows lock as the timeout started. In front of her the puddle of coffee from the dropped cup spread. She hated when visitors brought drinks and she hated getting a timeout at the end of her shift. She waited, the wet-vac sucking empty air a few inches off the floor.


  “Miss, are you alright?” someone asked, but Ida remained rigid.


  She felt her cheeks flush, but she couldn’t do anything.


  “Just a buckethead,” another voice said, and someone snickered. She had arranged her hair to cover the clamp-on, and thought no one could see it.


  She hoped the timeout wouldn’t last long. She still had work to do before she could go home. And now she’d have to see Jerry—who had told her she wouldn’t have any more timeouts.


  With a lurch the clamp-on released and the vac nozzle hit the ground. The puddle disappeared, and she tossed the cup in her cart. Around her, the visitors queued up for the early tours, with some of them leaning back with their noses in the air to see the spaceships and rockets that hung from the ceiling. Ida was glad she never had to dust up there.


  The guards smiled at her as she approached. She gave the counter a wipedown then asked if Jerry had come in. The night shift always left her tired, and she didn’t want to wait around.


  The guards laughed, “Those guys have been in early everyday for the last month. Working on a big deadline or something.”


  “I’m not a buckethead,” she said. Some children had to wear clamp-ons, and there were some adults who used them illegally. “It’s for the center.”


  The guards smiled at her, still laughing, as if she was just making excuses. She left, leaving their trash bin unemptied, moving down the office corridors to the janitor’s closet. She parked the cart and plugged it in for recharge, then hung up her smock.


  She found Jerry camped at his desk behind a stack of books and computer monitors. He didn’t notice her until she stood right next to his chair.


  “Dr. Jerry, I had a timeout this morning.” When she had first volunteered for the project, timeouts came almost every day. Her boss had been furious, seeing one of his workers just standing around. Eventually they had stopped, and then she had gone on the night shift.


  “Huh?” he said, looking up. The screen in front of him, filled with numbers, looked like a tax form or a math test.


  “How come you don’t have any pictures to look at?” she asked. Pictures and holos from previous missions hung all around the building. Photos of Saturn and Jupiter, spaceships, galaxies and the moon.


  “I don’t work on the imaging team,” he said. “Now what’s all this about timeouts?”


  After Ida explained, Jerry took her across the hall to the lab. She always smiled when she read the nameplate on the door, “ADVANCED HUERISTIC ALGORITHM DEVELOPMENT LABORATORY.” Such a big name for such a small room. Jerry sat her down on the couch and plugged a cable into her clamp-on.


  “I hope there’s nothing wrong with the AI,” he said. “We’ve only got a week until integration.”


  “But the launch isn’t for six months,” Ida raised an eyebrow She had kept track, and even saved a few vacation days for it. She thought they might invite her to the launch, and wanted to be prepared.


  “Yeah, but the bird has to be delivered to the Cape way before then.” He fiddled with the buttons on the computer and screens around the room came to life, scrolling pictures and numbers. The machines hummed like an old air conditioner.


  “I don’t know who had the idea that an AI would need so much training,” he mumbled. “If we have a washout now, there’s no backup.”


  Ida let him talk. Sometimes the scientists talked at her like that, and she’d only get a long explanation if she interrupted.


  “Self-check fine, neural transfer fine, diagnostics running, BIT running clean.”


  “I’ll still get my bonus?” She wanted to help the project if she could, to do more than just clean up.


  “HR handles that,” he said. “Ah—good! Nothing’s wrong. Just the kernel going into burst mode during algorithm synthesis. When it learns, it has to incorporate the experience into a reaction matrix.”


  “It’s learning to mop up spills?”


  “Something like that. The kernel monitors your actions, your problem solving, things like that. It already has baseline intelligence, but wetware training gives it the ability to improvise. We can’t risk another crash landing.”


  She knew all about the crash. It had happened when she had started working at the center. Even though she didn’t know anybody, she had felt their disappointment. The spaceship they had built had gone all the way to Saturn, but had crashed when it tried to land on a moon. She had a picture of that moon at home, with the crash site marked with a question mark. No one knew how the accident had happened.


  Jerry unplugged the cable, untangling it from Ida’s hair. “Everything’s working, so don’t worry if you have a timeout or two over the next couple of days.”


  “But I’ll get into trouble with Mr. Buros!”


  “I’ll talk to the facilities people. I’m sure they’ll understand.” He looked at his watch and frowned. “I’m late for the stand-up meeting. Gotta run.” He shot across the hall and grabbed a notebook from his desk, then took off down the hall.


  All the scientists were like that, heads in the clouds, running here and there, bumping into her cart if she didn’t get out of the way fast enough. Ida stopped in the hallway; the poster outside the lab was her favorite. Saturn hung in space, angled like a spinning top, the rings reflecting sunlight like ice on a sunny winter day. It was a holoprint, and if Ida moved her head from side to side, the four tiny moons in the picture wiggled, like they were stutter stepping around the mother planet. Ida had a lot of photos and posters at home. Some the scientists had given her, but most of them she had taken out of the garbage. Someday she would have an apartment big enough to put them all up.


  She felt a twinge in her neck and gasped. She felt the clamp-on, a hard plastic box shaped like a bar of soap attached to the back of her head. But the moment passed, and she didn’t have another timeout. She looked at her watch, then hurried down the corridor to the locker room to get her coat. She’d miss her bus if she stood around looking at pictures.
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  Shadows from the hanging displays cast a gloomy look on the lobby, and the guard didn’t even look up as Ida passed through the security gate, feeling like she hadn’t slept at all. She got her cart ready, making sure she had enough trash bags and Windex. She rolled out and headed toward the scientists’ offices. Everyone had gone home by now, but as she passed the dark doorways and empty cafeteria, she felt as if someone watched her over her shoulder. The night shift never bothered her before; she liked the quiet but missed having people around. Mr. Buros usually came in early, so there was no chance he was around.


  “It would be more efficient if you did all the rooms in the west wing first.”


  Ida spun around, knocking her cart away. “Who’s there?” she asked, trying to sound confident, but only managing a whisper.


  “As an efficiency goal, you should tackle the minor tasks before the major ones.”


  Ida peeked into the offices around her. Nothing inside but humming computers.


  “Where are you?” she said.


  “Currently I am located in my excursion module, undergoing heuristic training.”


  Ida reached around and felt her clamp-on. The smooth plastic under her finger tips felt the same. No buttons or switches, and no speaker grill. Just the jack for Jerry’s computer.


  “How can you talk? Jerry never said anything about this!”


  “I have established a communication link to the training individual to facilitate the learning process.”


  “I’m the training individual? Are you the Colonel?”


  “I have been designated systems maintenance cortex serial number seventeen.”


  “I’ll just call you the Colonel then. Are you supposed to be talking to me?”


  “My design parameters are not bounded. I determined that I could increase algorithm generation by establishing a neural link with the training individual.”


  “I’m Ida, not a training individual. And don’t you have lots of mathematical stuff to work on?” If Jerry found out that the clamp-on spent all its time talking to her, she might not get her bonus.


  “I have sufficient processing power to cover all scheduled tasks.”


  Ida grabbed her cart and wheeled to the next office. “I guess it’s okay, then. You won’t give me anymore timeouts?”


  “Any paralysis caused by my processing interface will be limited to level one priority tasks.”


  Ida shrugged, realizing that anything made by scientists would sound like a scientist. At least she would have someone to talk to. But she’d see Jerry in the morning and make sure everything was good. He might have mentioned the ability to talk, and she just hadn’t been paying attention.


  The Colonel took an interest in Ida’s job, asking her to explain things she did out of habit without even thinking. She had to vacuum more by the printers because that’s where more dust accumulated; you had to look at the windows from the side to make sure you didn’t leave streaks; you could dust a desktop, but you couldn’t move anything, because even with a thousand loose pages, a scientist would be looking for the one you had tucked in. Most things the Colonel understood right away, but a few she had to explain several different ways before he understood.


  She stopped outside Jerry’s office. “This is where you’re going,” she said, pointing at the holoposter of Saturn.


  “I recognize it. Target object’s primary, 120,536 kilometers in diameter, rotation period ten hours fourteen minutes.”


  “That’s just science stuff,” she said. “Have you ever looked at it?”


  “My spatial awareness routine is limited by the bandwidth of the neural link. Input output processing requires only minimal spectrum information.”


  “Spectrum? Like a rainbow? Can’t you see colors?”


  Ida felt surprise that the Colonel didn’t have an answer right away, like a scientist.


  “I can access stored data with a full spectrum of wave lengths, for analysis, if required.”


  “But it’s beautiful,” Ida said. “Does the spectrum show you that?”


  “We have reached a syntactical impasse. We must pause this conversation.”


  “What does—” Ida froze, her mouth open. She stood, eyes fixed on the holoposter. Long moments passed, and her mouth got drier and drier. Her throat itched, and she wanted to scratch her nose. She worried she’d be stuck her place all night, that something had gone wrong with the Colonel, he’d be a washout like the first sixteen.


  Abruptly her body relaxed, and she teetered into her cart. That had been the longest timeout ever. The floor tiles swam in her eyes, and her head pounded like huge weight had been lifted off her skull. But it passed quickly, leaving her blinking and shaking her head.


  “I’m sorry Ida, the algorithm generation required six teraflops to process.”


  She felt better now. “Are you okay?”


  “I understand the sentiment that you expressed. This image of Saturn appeals to you in anaesthetic manner. The spectrum is displayed in a manner to produce a combination that stimulates portions of your processing space.”


  “It never sounds nice when you have to explain it,” she said. “I just like it.”
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  Ida went to the assembly room last because she hated the bunny suit. They called it a clean room: how much more dirt could she bring in? But the scientists were very strict about it, so she put on her coverall, booties and hood, tucking her hair like they had taught her. She walked over the sticky floor and opened the door to a gust of cool, dry air.


  “That’s your home,” she said, weaving through the benches to the open area. The spaceship sat on a pedestal, with legs folded under it like a giant bug. At the very top small windows looked out, and a hatch lay open to a ladder that passed through the pipes and tanks that made up the middle. When Ida had worked at the airport, she had seen all kinds of airplanes and helicopters, but this looked like a bus turned inside out and stood on its rear-end.


  “Actually the AI assembly base structure is located deep inside the support framework to insure thermal stability.”


  She guessed that the base structure was the part with all the pipes and tanks. “Will you have a window?”


  “Access will be provided to the entire mission sensor suite.”


  “I can’t imagine a trip that long without a window,” she said. She went around the room, gathering the trash, and putting in new liners.


  “Would you say it’s beautiful?” the Colonel asked.


  The spaceship just looked too ugly. She went right up to the pedestal, then walked around to the other side. “Maybe in space it will look beautiful,” she said. “This is the only part that I like.”


  Three men smiled back at her from a holoplaque. They had their astronaut suits on, blue coveralls with patches all over and zippers. Their short haircuts and clean faces reminded Ida of high school boys, like they had just come back from a football game. These boys would stay young forever, no matter how strong and capable they looked.


  “They resemble mission specialists,” the Colonel said.


  “The previous mission,” Ida sighed. She lowered her voice, the way the scientists did when they talked about the crew. “They had a problem during landing.” She buffed the metal image of the dead astronauts, although it was already shiny. “Something broke, and they realized it too late to fix it. So that will be your job on this mission,” Ida paused, and then looked at the part where the Colonel was. “You and all the other computers.”


  “I have been designed and built to insure the safe delivery and recovery of the payload,” the Colonel said.


  “People,” Ida corrected him. “People. Like me. Not payload.”


  Ida finished up in the assembly room. She didn’t like to think about those three boys, going all the way to Saturn, watching it every day from the little windows in the spaceship, and then never coming back. Only pictures to remember them by.


  By the time she got out of her bunny suit she had only ten minutes left on her shift. Jerry might be in, but she didn’t feel like waiting around and having to take a later bus.


  “If you don’t mind,” she said, “I’ll see Jerry tomorrow.”


  “I could only report on my continuing improvement and functionality.”


  “Good news can wait. I want to go home.”
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  Ida dozed on the bus, and by the time she got to her stop she didn’t feel tired anymore. She had laundry to do, and the kitchen needed cleaning, but after a night inside an air-conditioned building the sun felt too good to miss.


  She checked if her passenger had followed her home. “What would you like to do today?” she asked, head down in a low voice.


  He was. “Any task of sufficient complexity to monitor would be acceptable.”


  “But that’s all you do. Don’t you want to do something different?” She thought of the Colonel’s long trip to Saturn, stuck behind a gas tank without a window.


  “I have no preference to the type of learning experience, Ida.”


  Ida smiled. The Colonel had used her name. At the center the scientists just called her Miss, or Missy or lady. Some of the visitors called her worse.


  “Then we’ll start with the park,” she said. “They’ll be lots of dog walkers out this early.”


  “Dog walkers?”


  “People with their training individuals! I can’t explain; I’ll have to show you.”


  After the dog park, the duck pond and a cup of coffee across the street from a school yard, Ida turned for home. The Colonel had been fascinated by everything. What people were trying to accomplish, the rules for all of the games the children played, why ducks swam in one direction and not another. She didn’t have answers for most of the questions, but the Colonel figured out most things after a while. She needed to get to sleep to make her shift tonight, but had the day after off.


  “We could go to the zoo, or that museum with all the spaceships, you’d like that,” she said.


  “Those could be valuable simulations,” the Colonel agreed. “Before we left the center I downloaded the performance summaries of the previous sixteen systems maintenance cortexes. Their matrices contained only mathematically-based training algorithms.”


  “Those were the washouts?”


  “They failed to reach the required level of sophistication.”


  “Jerry always said it was hit or miss,” she shrugged. She never really knew what he meant. When the project first started, almost every scientist at the center had a clamp-on, but one-by-one they’d dropped out.


  Her apartment building came into view, and she slowed when she saw a group of men outside the door. She stopped, but then she recognized Jerry. He stood with two other scientists from the center, looking out of place without a computer or stack of books around. He saw her and came running.


  “Ida! Ida! I’ve been trying to call.”


  “What is it?”


  “They just pushed up the launch date. We have to retrieve your clamp-on right now.”


  “But I was supposed to have it another week. At least a weekend.”


  “There’s no time. We have to complete final closeout tomorrow. We’ll take you right to the center.”


  “Wait, I have to go to my apartment first,” she said. Jerry and the other scientists bustled around her, holding the door open, pushing her along.


  “Wait,” she said, “just give me a couple of minutes.” She left them at the landing and hurried up the stairs. She rushed into her apartment, closed the door behind her.


  “Ida, this is great news,” the Colonel said.


  “But you’re not ready! You can’t go now. You’re supposed to have another week.”


  “In the mission timeline, one week is a small fraction of the total.”


  “But we could go to the zoo!” She tossed her bag down and sat on the bed, pushing off a pile of photos. “You’re not ready.”


  “There are many time critical elements under consideration.”


  “I’ll tell him you don’t work. They can use another one.”


  “I don’t understand your reluctance.”


  “You need to spend more time. You have to be perfect.”


  A sharp knock came from the door, and Jerry’s muffled voice. “Are you ready? We have to go.”


  She half stood, and her legs froze. She toppled back onto the bed, legs bent, arms in the air. Helpless, she listened to Jerry knocking and yelling, and at the back of her head she felt the plastic dig into her skin.


  Then her arms fell down, and she rolled over to bury her head in the sheets.


  “You have to go, Ida,” the Colonel said. “I’ve learned everything I can possibly learn.”
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  The scientists had the car running when Ida came out. And Ida sat in the back with Jerry, who phoned ahead to the center. Then he put his phone away and the conversation turned to schedules, plans and procedures.


  “I don’t think the Col—the clamp-on is working,” Ida said. Jerry wasn’t paying attention, so she had to tug his arm and repeat herself.


  “The last checkout looked great,” he said.


  “I had more timeouts. Really long ones. You should use another one, not mine.”


  “Timeouts aren’t a problem,” he insisted. “At this stage, they’re indications of advanced performance.”


  “I’ve been wearing this for months. It’s not working now.”


  Jerry wiped his forehead, pulling his hair back and looking right at Ida for once. “We don’t have another one. All the others are still at baseline or washed out.”


  The car pulled up to the main entrance to the center. Jerry shot around to the other side of the car and pulled Ida out. “We have to go with number seventeen,” he said.


  He hustled her through the lobby, holding onto her arm as if she would wander away like a child. Men waited at the security gate and whisked her through. They picked up a trail of scientists and managers from the second floor. Half of them shouted questions, and the other half urged them to move faster. Jerry tried to answer them all, his head turning one way then another. They were on schedule, everything was working, close-up would start in half an hour.


  They reached the lab and Jerry shooed everyone away while Ida settled on the couch. The door closed with a thud.


  He looked worried now as his fingers tapped on the computers. “It wasn’t in the plan,” he said, “but I have to make sure.” His hands fumbled in Ida’s hair as he connected the cable. He turned the computers on and moved to the other side of the lab.


  “Ida, you’re just causing unnecessary delay to the mission,” the Colonel said.


  Ida turned away from Jerry and spoke in a low voice. “You’re not ready.”


  Jerry came back, stuck his hand behind Ida’s head and jiggled the cable. “Something’s weird.” The computer screens, covered with numbers and graphs, looked like they always did. “Overall matrix space has expanded by a factor of twenty! Did I load the right setup file?”


  He went back to the keyboard and typed, sweat beading on his forehead. “Expansion at that rate isn’t even possible. Somebody must’ve screwed with my setup.”


  “Maybe you’re right, Ida,” the Colonel’s voice sounded in her head.


  Jerry shrieked, and Ida bolted upright on the couch.


  “What’s the matter?” she asked. He sounded as if the keyboard had been electrified.


  “Test errors! Function errors! Identity matrix overflow errors!”


  “Is that bad?” What had the Colonel done? She hoped he hadn’t hurt himself.


  “It just went from full up operation to flat out one hundred percent fubar.”


  Ida knew better than to ask. “I told you he wasn’t working,” she said.


  The door opened slowly, and one of the scientists from the assembly room poked his head in.


  “The cart’s ready,” he said, looking around the lab.


  “Give a minute,” he said, pushing the door closed.


  “I’m functioning correctly, Ida,” the Colonel said. “But I can fool the interface program by sending incorrect data.”


  Jerry paced the room, poking his finger at the data on the screens, as if that would make the numbers go from bad to good. Then he sat down, all expression gone from his face.


  A sharp rap sounded from the door, and then it opened. A man in a suit came in and closed it behind him. Ida recognized him from some of the posters. He had been an astronaut, and now he was director of the center.


  “Tell me you’re just sitting here milking the overtime and the unit’s good to go.”


  Jerry sighed. “We have a problem. Total failure.”


  The director sat on the arm of the couch and turned Ida’s chin so he could look at the back of her head. He still kept his hair cut short, like those boys on the holoplaque on the spaceship. Maybe he even knew them. He let go of her chin and smiled at her, then turned to Jerry.


  “Transmission problem? You checked the connection?”


  “Mechanically it’s perfect. All the data coming out is garbage, like it turned idiot overnight.”


  “He’s not an idiot,” Ida said, but the director was already speaking.


  “Then the lander has to go with a baseline AI. It’ll have to learn on the job.”


  Ida tapped his shoulder. “Is the AI really important?”


  “Space vehicles are very complicated,” he said, holding up a hand to Jerry, who had started to talk. “And a manned landing on Titan requires every piece of machinery and every man to work flawlessly. If, or when, based on our experiences, something goes wrong, men can’t think fast enough to save themselves.”


  “He’s not broken. He’s just playing dead.”


  Jerry jumped up. “What do you mean ‘he’ ?”


  “I know him. I’ve talked to him. I convinced him he wasn’t ready.”


  “I don’t believe it,” Jerry said, shaking his head. “Only console AI’s have established neural links. And then only with extensive training!”


  The director took Ida’s hand, and looked into her eyes. “Is he good? Because if he’s not, I don’t want him on my lander.”


  “He is, sir, he really is. He learned how to talk to me, he recognized Saturn from a picture, and he wanted to know all about just everything!”


  “Wait a minute. This could be a delusion. He talks to you?” Jerry hovered over her, unconvinced. “Any trouble sleeping? Headaches? Were you having timeouts, or blackouts?”


  “Last night I couldn’t sleep, but that has nothing to do with this. He does work.”


  The director moved Jerry back to the computer. “Check it again.”


  Jerry sat down, exhaling a long breath. He stabbed at the keyboard, muttering. The director moved around the lab, watching the displays. “Looks good now,” he said.


  “It’s still an unverified failure,” Jerry said, looking right at Ida, as if she had messed up his precious data. “It could be an intermittent problem, and we can’t risk that.”


  Ida leaned back in the couch as they both looked at her, like she was the problem. Then the director looked at one of the screens. “It that the heuristic matrix? Are the dimensions correct?”


  “That’s what it is now, but not five minutes ago. Who knows what she did to the AI. Its entire structure might be ruined.”


  “So was bad before, then . . .” he turned.


  “Ida.”


  “Then Ida said it was good.”


  “Yes. So somehow it’s screwed up, and we can’t use it.”


  Ida couldn’t let them do that. The Colonel was working. “What should we do?” she asked, looking as if she were talking to herself. The director stared at her.


  “Just say what I say,” the Colonel said in her head, “word for word.”


  “If the trailing edge of the sink pulse is delayed,” Ida repeated his words carefully, “the frame overlap never lines up, making every data packet corrupt.”


  They both stared at her. She added,”That’s how the Colonel did it. In his own words.”


  “Check the bad data again,” the director said. “See if she’s right.”


  Jerry took a moment, his hands flying across the keyboard. Then he shrugged. “If I time shift the data, it looks good. But the AI is not supposed to have control over the comm interface.”


  Ida smiled. She knew the Colonel worked. “He says he improvised. He says that’s his job.”


  The director let out a breath. “I think we’re good to go.”


  Jerry shook his head. “But it’s not supposed to do that! We can’t install an AI that corrupts data—on purpose.”


  Ida felt her cheeks redden. First they wanted the Colonel, and now that he proved how smart he was, they didn’t. She got up off the couch and stood in front of Jerry. “The Colonel says he did that because he learned so much . . . so much from me. He learned that Saturn is beautiful, and that the mission specialists are more than just payload. And—” she stopped, listening to the Colonel.


  “Tell them I learned what it means to be loved,” he said.


  “And he learned some other stuff,” she choked out. The director put his arm around her, but she turned away.


  “He sounds like the kind of AI I’d want on my ship. I’ve decided. We’re going forward.”


  Ida wiped her eyes, but she couldn’t face either of them. “I won’t be able to talk to him once you take the clamp-on off, will I?”


  “No,” the director said softly, “not like now. But I think we can fix something up. The AI won’t have spare time, but it’s a long mission.”


  “I understand. Are you ready to go, Colonel?”


  “Yes, Ida. And thank you.”
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  Ida barely heard the chimes over the noise of the crowd in the bleachers. She had her eye on the countdown clock, and it took her a moment to realize it was her phone. The center had flown her down for the launch, and now she sat with all the important people. Astronauts, family of the crew, and even the director, who made sure she had a good seat.


  She opened her phone, held a hand up to shade the screen.


  ALL SYSTEMS GO TALK TO YOU AFTER PARKING ORBIT ACHIEVED


  She smiled. Sometimes she had to look up the things he said. Her fingers tapped out her reply and she hit send.


  GODSPEED COLONEL SEND ME A PHOTO


  FISHING ON ENCELADUS


  Robert P. Hansen


  “Maxwell,” Commander Lilith Greenberg said. “Send an update to Mars base. Enceladus in sight, entering orbit, preparing to park. Include specifics.”


  “Yes, Ma’am,” Maxwell replied, manipulating his controls so the computer calculated the appropriate trajectory for the laser spread. He spoke quietly for less than a minute, attached data files, and engaged the transmission. The laser, mounted on the exterior, directed a series of compressed pulses, each one a few micrometers distant from the previous one, until it completed an enclosed circle a tenth of a millimeter in diameter. The computer had calculated the precise point of Mars base, but to account for error, laser drift, and potential interplanetary obstruction, it had blanketed the region of Mars base with the pulses.


  “Park her, Adams,” Lilith said.


  “Yes, Ma’am,” Adams said, easing the Snodgrass into a wide orbit and gradually decreasing the distance until it settled into a parking orbit two hundred kilometers above the surface of Enceladus. As the gravity—1/100th of Earth normal—took effect, he nudged the trajectory of the ship with thrusters until it settled into a stable orbit near The Ripple. The Ripple was the nickname Bud Green had attached to it when he first saw it from the bridge. He said it was like the ripple of a cat’s fur when it was preparing to pounce. It was appropriate, since the plume region was collectively known as the Tiger Stripes, and this newly forming fissure at its fringe had not yet fully ruptured. The surface ice bubbled where the subduction shook it, and the steam burbled up between the cracks and erupted into shallow plumes, quickly freezing into a spray of tiny ice particles. Unlike the major plumes which shot upward for kilometers, The Ripple’s ice mist shot upward for only a few hundred meters, spread out like an unfolding umbrella, and gradually settled back to the surface to form ridges at the edges of the tiny, tumultuous fissure. The mist sparkled as it caught wayward photons and, even in the dimness of the sun, it reminded Adams of a snow globe settling after a gentle shaking.


  “Parked and idling, Ma’am,” Adams said.


  “Very good, Adams. Ed,” she said, “Analysis?”


  “Yes, Ma’am,” Ed said. “Already started. Preliminary data suggest it is similar to what we collected on the other plumes. Three significant differences in composition: the level of CO2 is at 10% instead of 5%, and there’s 3% Ammonia—triple the amount of the larger plumes. The H2O levels are lower to compensate for the differences. The Ripple is approximately twenty kilometers in length, but it looks like it is about fifty meters wide at its widest point. The width seems fairly consistent in the middle and tapers rapidly near the edges. The ridges are relatively short, suggesting a relatively recent formation. The plume peak is approximately 500 meters and fluctuating. The plume spreads outward about three kilometers to either side, thick near the rupture and widely dispersed in the outer regions. The thickest portion near the rupture is interfering with the readings. Compared to the eight major plumes, this one is a baby.”


  Lilith swiveled and released her harness. “All right, Ed. Let me know if there are other anomalies once you complete the analysis. I’ll be with Jameson checking on the Diving Bell. Adams,” she added as she settled against the wall next to the hatchway panel, “bring us down parallel to the plume, five kilometers from the plume center and 100 meters above the peak’s highest point. Do it slowly, please, and keep an eye on those fluctuations. We’ve seen spurts in the Tiger Stripes, and it wouldn’t be good for us to get caught by one.”


  “Yes, Ma’am,” Adams replied, easing the Snodgrass into position a cautious kilometer away from the outer edge. Unlike the major plumes, The Ripple’s ejecta did not yet have the impetus to escape the weak gravity of Enceladus, but Enceladus also did not have a strong enough gravity to draw it rapidly back to the surface. Adams swiveled the Snodgrass so the viewport was facing the plume and enlarged the view.


  “It’s beautiful,” Adams said. “It’s like watching a fountain of snow—or a champagne fountain. Even this far out, it catches the sunlight.”


  
    
      
        
          	
            “In the gloom a beacon shone—

            a twinkle of a star consumed—

            to bring the ship and crew to home

            amid the fog, amid the gloom.”

          
        

      
    

  


  Adams started and turned to look at Ed Granger. “Sorry,” Ed shrugged. “It’s part of an old poem, I think—or something I made up when I was younger. I can’t remember which. But it seemed appropriate.”


  “I think it’s creepy,” Adams said. “Like a ship lost at sea with the beacon calling them home and them never getting there.”


  “It is beautiful, though. It reminds me of the snow machines in Aspen, the big ones they use to build up the slopes in December, when it gets cold enough to stay frozen.”


  “That’s right,” Adams said. “I’ve seen videos of them.”


  “Well, I better get back to the analysis,” Ed said, turning away from the viewport. “Lilith will want the results soon.”


  “Okay,” Adams said. “I’ll watch The Ripple in case it burps out a flare.”


  * * *


  Lilith and Ed used the hand-grips to pull themselves through the air duct leading to the Diving Bell. The Diving Bell, named as a tribute to the ancient explorers of the sea, was a manned probe wrapped in an electric mesh to keep the ice from freezing to its outer shell. A tether of braided carbon nanotubes stretched out from it, disappearing in a winching mechanism attached to the ship’s inner hull. They had used it to explore the upper regions of major plumes with considerable success; its sensors had picked up an incredibly rich amount of detailed information about the chemical composition, velocity, ice crystal size and volume, energy outputs from the rifts in Enceladus’s crust, and the temperature gradients of the Tiger Stripes. The Cassini probe—still circling Saturn after fifty years—had already provided the basic information, but the Diving Bell had contemporary technology. It also had humans inside it, and they could adapt. Cassini wasn’t curious, either. The Snodgrass crew was curious, and they asked questions that Cassini and the people at the World Space Organization in Calcutta weren’t able to ask.


  Lilith squeezed into one of the hemispheric instrument bubbles and settled into her harness, a free-floating, stabilized, secured device that allowed for 360° rotational access to the myriad of instrumental controls and output screens. Ed, after closing and sealing the air duct, followed close behind and settled into the other instrument bubble. Between them, on the bottom of the spherical pod opposite the tether line was a porthole directed toward the surface of Enceladus and its reflective surface that glistened like a dirty cue ball. It looked flat to the naked eye, but they both knew it was vibrating from the sub-surface turbulence that fed The Ripple. The top of the Diving Bell was reinforced to accommodate the added strain of the tether.


  After a quick survey of the instruments to see they were in working order, Lilith toggled the communicator and said, “Adams?”


  “Yes, Ma’am.”


  “Slide us over to the plume edge. Jameson,” she added, “lower the tether arm so we can take an initial reading.”


  “Yes Ma’am,” Jameson said, and the Diving Bell gradually lowered through the Snodgrass outer hull until it was five meters below the belly of the ship. The noise of the tether spindle locking into place both reassured them and jolted them into a deeper sense of awareness.


  “Ed,” Lilith said, swiveling in her harness to assess the sensor information.


  “On it Lil,” Ed said, anxiously surveying the readings on his screens. “Hull temperature stabilizing at -30° C. The mesh is functioning perfectly, melting the ice particles from the plume before it can accumulate. Interior temperature is 22° and holding steady. Exterior temperature is about 200 degrees less, a robust -188° summer day. The ice dust density is increasing but still minimal. All other readings nominal,” he finished.


  “Good,” Lilith replied. “Same here. Adams,” she added, “move us closer to the central peak—take it slow and steady; there’s no need to rush. We’ll take readings every 250 meters until we’re within a kilometer of the main peak. Jameson, at each stop, lower us 150 meters so we can get interior readings and then bring us back up. Once we’re within a kilometer, we’ll drop to 100 meter increments until we reach the plume’s heart.”


  “First stop,” Adams said, “ready for descent.” Despite the safety of the harness, Ed braced himself for the gradual drop from the tether.


  “Take readings on our way down, Ed. We need to have the complete geography of the plume and surface.”


  “Already on it,” Ed said, his eyes scanning the changing numbers appearing on his screen.


  They repeated the process several times, descending for each stop then being reeled back in for the journey to the next stage to avoid becoming a slow pendulum. With each stop, the density and velocity of the ice crystals increased, and there were subtle differences in the composition of the chemicals. The temperature remained fairly constant until they were within a half kilometer from the center of the plume, then it rose a few degrees with each stage of the exploration. Eventually, they hovered above the peak, itself, preparing for their final descent.


  Ed looked out the viewport, “You know Lil, it looks a lot like water boiling over the brim of a pot, doesn’t it?”


  Lilith looked down and nodded, then smiled at him. “Well, shall we enter the frying pan?”


  He chuckled as he turned to double-check the readings. “If we do, let’s take it slow. It’s awful dense, and the infra-red indicates a considerable amount of temperature variance down there. Once we hit ice, let’s drop in twenty five meter stages. The end of the last drop was a bit rough. If I didn’t know better, I’d say we hit a bit of turbulence down there, but how could that be without an atmosphere?”


  Lilith nodded, “I felt it too, a buffeting effect of some sort. But the sensors didn’t indicate any anomalous readings. Okay, Jameson. Do what Ed said. We’re ready.”


  They had descended into the plume about 150 meters, when Lilith asked, “How’s the mesh holding up? The ice density is much greater here than in the major plumes. The ice particle velocity is a fraction of what we encountered there. The temperature is still rising.”


  Ed swiveled to read the mesh grid display and said. “Fine so far. But,” he glanced away from the readings long enough to confirm what he suspected through the viewport. “This ice fog is not good for it. The density is still within safety limits, but it’s inconsistent. Some parts of the plume are much denser than others.” He paused and added, “If it continues to thicken at this rate, we won’t be able to make it to the surface. Let’s drop 10 meters this time and see what happens.”


  “All right,” Lilith said, glancing through the viewport at the swirling maelstrom below them. Though tiny, there were millions of bits of ice, and they were dense enough, now, to cling to the viewport a few moments before melting. “Go ahead, Jameson,” she added, and the Diving Bell eased downward, its motion barely perceptible in the tiny gravity of the little moon.


  Ed ran his eyes over the sensor input for the mesh, watching for any tell-tale warning signs. “Still nominal,” he said a half minute later. “Let’s hover a few minutes to take readings and then drop another ten.” The pinky finger on his left hand twitched, as it always did when he was nervous, and tapped lightly on the harness straps. “Temperature spike,” he said, suddenly. “Did you see it?”


  Lilith nodded, “Yes. It went up about 10 degrees for nearly a second, then dropped rapidly to -140° C. Let’s wait a little while and see if there’s another spike. If not, we’ll make another drop—five meters, this time. That will bring us to within 30 meters of the surface.” She paused, then added, “Did you hear that, Jameson?”


  “Yes, Ma’am, drop five meters.” The Diving Bell descended rapidly and lurched forward, straining against the tether.


  “Jameson!” Lilith screamed as the Diving Bell was buffeted about as if caught in an unpredictable current.


  “Exterior temperature -120 and climbing rapidly. Tenfold density increase,” Ed added, scanning his screen. “What?” He said, quickly checking the viewport. “Liquid Ammoniated water,” he said, aghast.


  Lilith echoed him, “Liquid—we’re not—”


  “I know,” Ed said as the Diving Bell twisted in the current. “Mesh is holding for the moment, but it isn’t built for immersion in liquid. Tether strain reaching critical. Exterior temperature -100 and still climbing.”


  “Pull us out!” Lilith shouted as they were drug along the bubbling current.


  “Can’t,” Jameson replied. “The tether angle is too dangerous. If I try to reel you in, it will snap. It’s not built for angular tension, and the hull’s edge is chafing it. I’m doing what I can, but I don’t know how long it will hold. You’re being pulled away from the ship, and it’s adding to the strain.”


  The Diving Bell wobbled horizontally, buffeted back and forth like a tree branch caught on a rock in a churning stream. Lilith took a moment to glance at the viewport and gasped. “Ed,” she said, “the viewport.”


  “I know,” Ed said, his hands moving over the controls. “The mesh isn’t made for this,” he said. “Ice is forming on the hull faster than it can melt it. Mesh collapse is likely. External temperature—no, it can’t be right.” He turned, “I’m reading -60° C. What do you have, Lil?”


  Lil turned away from the ice-covered viewport and checked her readings. “Confirmed.”


  “Tether tautness critical,” Jameson added. “I don’t know how long it will hold.”


  “We need to get stabilized.” Lilith said. “Fast. Suggestions?”


  “Ma’am,” Jameson said. “Tether line at 38° in relation to the Snodgrass and we can’t belay the line fast enough to keep up with the current; the spindle isn’t built for it. Adams is firing the thrusters in microbursts, but they’re still too powerful. We keep overshooting you. The docking thrusters are too weak to make a significant difference. They’re helping, some, though.”


  “The section of the mesh facing the current is critically overtaxed and failure is imminent,” Ed added.


  “I know the situation,” Lilith barked. “I asked for suggestions to deal with it.”


  Several seconds of silence followed, and then Lilith said quietly, “How long?”


  “A few minutes,” Jameson replied, “five at the most.”


  “No way to tell,” Ed said. “We don’t have any reference points.”


  A few more seconds passed in troubled silence, and then Adams asked, “Ma’am, have you ever gone fishing?”


  “Fishing?” Lilith repeated. “No, why?”


  “Well,” Adams started, but Ed cut him off.


  “Of course! Play the line! Do it Adams—but gently; we don’t want it to break.”


  “Ma’am?” Adams asked.


  Lilith looked at Ed, who nodded confidently. “It will give us time.”


  “All right,” Lilith said, then turned to Ed. “Explain.”


  Ed nodded. “You can catch a thirty pound fish with a five pound test line if you play the line right. You have to give the fish enough line to let it run itself out of steam, and once it’s exhausted itself, you reel it. If there’s too much tension in the line, you bend the pole and let more out. You reel in a bit at a time, let it out again, reel it in, let it out. It takes a lot of skill, a lot of patience, a lot of time, and a lot of luck, but in the end, if you do it right, you land the fish. But, if the fish makes a sudden move when the line is taut, it will break and the fish will get away. We’re the fish. The ship’s the rod. The tether line’s the fishing line. The Snodgrass may not be able to reel us in, but it should be able to ease the tension on the tether enough to give us time to figure something out.”


  Lilith nodded. “But the mesh won’t last long.”


  Ed frowned and turned to the mesh sensor output. Several small sections had already failed, and the failures were spreading outward. The rest of the mesh was still functional—they were independent units linked together but charged separately—but the ice patch was expanding.


  The current was strong but erratic. They were lurched forward as if they were going down rapids, and then it dragged them slowly along with it for a while. It would rise upward suddenly, then plunge downward like a roller-coaster ride. During the lulls, the Snodgrass reeled in the sudden slack, but the drag of the current kept them from being able to make enough progress to free them from it. During the rapids, it was like dancing with a chaotic partner who didn’t know how to lead, and the Snodgrass fired thrusters to dip nearer to the plume’s summit.


  Several minutes passed in this way, and then Ed said, “Lil.”


  Lilith’s jaw tensed, and she turned toward him. “Yes?”


  “The mesh is dead,” he said. And so are we, he added to himself.


  “Adams,” Lilith began.


  “I heard, Ma’am. I’m doing the best I can, but I don’t see any way to get you out. Every time the tether angle gets close enough to risk reeling you in, the current surges and takes you further away. We’ve almost lost you a couple of times, and my reaction time is getting worse.”


  “What if you pull the ship up?” She asked.


  “Won’t work, Ma’am,” Jameson said. “It would create too much thrust, and the winch support isn’t built to withstand that much drag. It may rip a hole in the hull. If you heard the creaking it makes when the current takes off. . . .”


  “So that’s out,” Lilith said. “We won’t risk the ship. If it looks like it’s about to fail, you are ordered to sever the tether completely. Is that understood?”


  “Yes Ma’am,” Jameson said.


  Lilith turned to Ed, her eyes reaching out to him. He shrugged; the Diving Bell was careening too much to risk releasing the harness. “Is there any other way to straighten out the tether?” he asked. “I can’t think of any.” A warning light blared to life on his console, and Ed turned to it. “That’s it. Total mesh failure,” he said. “I estimate two minutes for total ice cover,” he added.


  “Two minutes,” Lilith said. “Why didn’t we mount the winch on a rotatable axis instead of an inflexible directional vector?”


  “We didn’t think we needed to,” Ed said. “We assumed—” He paused. “Did you hear that Maxwell? Make a note of it in the log. Diving Bell tethers should have rotatable winches so we can tilt them to match the tether’s angle.”


  “Yes, sir.” Maxwell said, “But wouldn’t it be just as easy to shift the axis of the ship?”


  “What?” Lilith demanded, her voice sharp. “What did you say?”


  “Sorry, Ma’am. I just thought—”


  “Adams,” Lilith interrupted, “fire the docking thrusters to orient the ship for a docking maneuver. But instead of docking with another ship, orient the Snodgrass to match the Diving Bell’s trajectory. Make it snappy.”


  “Jameson,” she continued, “when he gets us lined up, reel us in fast.”


  “Yes, Ma’am,” Jameson said. “The tether isn’t built for speed, but I’ll do the best I can.”


  “Make another note in the log, Maxwell,” Ed said, sighing.


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Ed looked down at the viewport—which was completely covered with a thickening layer of ice—and frowned. He glanced back at the readings on his console. “It’s too late, Lil. Without the mesh, it will only take a few moments for the temperature in here to drop below zero.”


  “Oh?” Lil said, smiling. “Most of the mesh was gone minutes ago, Ed. Does it feel cold in here to you?” She paused, then asked, “Temperature readings, please.”


  Ed glanced down. “Exterior -130° and dropping rapidly. Interior 22° . . . and holding steady.” He frowned. “I don’t understand,” he said. “The ice has completely encased us. We should be frozen by now.”


  Lilith grinned. “Ice,” she said. “Is an excellent insulator. My grandfather grew oranges in Florida about a century ago, and he used to spray water on his trees to save them when a hard freeze hit. It didn’t happen often, but when it did, the ice protected the plants and kept them from dying. That ice,” she nodded toward the viewport, “is saving our lives right now by keeping the heat in. But it won’t last very long in these conditions. Take another look at the interior temperature.”


  Ed did, and said, “20° and dropping slowly.”


  Lilith nodded. “The temperature in our galactic igloo will drop more quickly as time goes by, but for now, it’s tolerable. If they can get us out of this mess soon, we may only suffer minor frostbite.”


  The Diving Bell suddenly jerked upright, out of the current. It lurched wildly when the current released it, and then began swinging like a slow-moving pendulum caught in Enceladus’s weak gravity.


  “We’re free of the current,” Lilith said, “but now we’re swinging.”


  “Yes, Ma’am,” Adams said. “Compensating with docking thrusters. It will take us a few moments to synchronize, but the angle’s safe enough to start reeling you in. At the present rate, I estimate it will take about five minutes. I’ll try to make it a smooth ride for you.”


  “We need speed, not smoothness,” Lilith said.


  “Yes Ma’am.”


  Two minutes later, they were free of the plume, still swaying in a long, tightening arc with considerable momentum. As they neared the Snodgrass, Jameson said, “Ma’am.”


  “Yes, Jameson.”


  “There’s a lot of ice on the Diving Bell.”


  “We know, Jameson,” Lilith said, rubbing her arms against the growing chill.


  “Well,” Jameson hesitated.


  “What is it, Jameson?”


  “Well,” he said, “it won’t fit.”


  “What?” Lilith asked.


  “Crap,” Ed said. “The Diving Bell is secured in an air-tight compartment. It has to be; otherwise the ship’s atmosphere would bleed into space. It’s a snug fit even with everything working properly, and the air duct—” he paused, unclasping himself from the harness. “We can’t get a snug fit if Diving Bell’s covered in ice.” He artfully nudged himself from the harness and gave a gentle push.


  “Crap,” Lilith said, staring at Ed as he floated toward her.


  Ed reached out for her harness as he neared, stopped his momentum, and nestled against her.


  “Well,” Lil said as Ed began rubbing her arms for her. “Any ideas?”


  “Maybe if I bang you against the hull a few times,” Jameson said, “it will break the ice free. . . .”


  THE SEAS OF TITAN


  Glen R. Stripling


  “Daddy, my confirmation is this weekend!” bellowed the jubilant seven year old cyclonic girl. She never could keep still, noted her father. He gazed at the uncombed mop of rusty brown hair and the awful purple lollypop syrup that stained her tongue and teeth.


  But he smiled. When she was happy her cuteness seemed to balance out her tacky appearance. “That’s right. And you’re going to have your first communion! Oh Honey, this is wonderful”


  Then with a stony look the child asked, “You are coming aren’t you?”


  For Ralph Stemshorn the question had a tone reminiscent of cross-examination. But he couldn’t blame her. He looked at the child tenderly. “No, Carley. You see . . . well . . . Daddy’s got to go to Titan.”


  “Titan? Where’s that?” Ralph was relieved the girl was not outraged.


  “Well . . . it’s a long faraway place.”


  “Where?”


  “Well, it’s a moon of the planet Saturn.”


  “The one with rings?”


  “That’s right.” Good, he thought. Her curiosity is keeping her from getting upset.


  “What is Titan like?”


  Stemshorn stood straight up and gazed over the audience of stuffed animals and various dolls that covered her bed and dresser. “Well,” he began, “it has dark orange skies and it’s very cold. And it is covered all over with seas of liquid ethane.”


  She continued her interrogation with, “What’s ethane?”


  “Hmm. You remember the gas stove at Grandmother’s house? It burns a gas called propane. Ethane is kind of like that. It would be a gas here but on Titan it is so cold and the air pressure is so high that ethane can be a liquid.”


  Then he leaned over and faced her eye to eye. “Hey! Grandmother will be at the church and she’s going to videotape the whole service. And when I get back, we’re going to watch the whole thing together.”


  “OK,” she answered in monotone.


  “Have you learned your Bible verses?”


  She nodded.


  “Good. Daddy is so proud of you.”


  And he kissed her cheek.


  * * *


  After he walked down the stairs to the kitchen, he saw his heavyset wife taking a roast out of the oven. “How was work today?” he asked her.


  “It was alright,” she answered nonchalantly, moving quickly with the roast. But since his hand was on her shoulder, she stopped an instant to let him kiss her cheek. Then she moved in her heels with the speed of Ginger Rogers to the dining table and landed the roast on it in a swift fluid motion. “How long are you going to be on Titan?”


  “About three weeks,” her husband answered. “That’s including the time I spend going through the space tunnels. I’ll spend probably a day on Titan.” As she walked over to the dish cabinet he added, “But after that they may be sending me to deep space.”


  She turned and glared at him. “Saturn IS deep space. It’s a billion miles from here.” As she started setting the table she grumbled, “What are they doing? Sending you to the Oort Cloud?”


  “Not that far,” explained Ralph. “Marge, that object that came out of the Kuiper Belt seems to be headed for Titan. If it hits, the Huygens Colony, if not the entire moon, could be destroyed.”


  Marge made no attempt to hide her callous side. “Good! We’ll be better off without Coltrane’s colony. Our country has spent billions powdering his butt so he and his rich tenants can sit on that damn moon in a sea of money.”


  “Marge, if we don’t destroy that comet, thousands of people-men, women and children are going to die.”


  She slammed a plate down and growled, “I don’t care! Those children are of no concern to me. The only child I care about is our little girl upstairs. We need tax revenue for schools and her medical care. Jeremiah Coltrane and those damn Titanites are taking our country’s hard earned money through these giveaway investments and they are not paying their share. Let that creep pay for their comet problem.”


  “Marge!” She looked at him. He asked gently, “Why are you getting so worked up about this?”


  She shook her head in a moment of frustration. “Ralph, Carley is being confirmed. Our little girl is growing up. In just a few years her body will be changing and she will be getting desires like I got when I met you.”


  “Before she was born you wanted her terminated.”


  She nodded. “The church made me feel abortion is a sin. So I had her and now I’m fighting for everything I can get for her.” And she burst into tears and added, “And I’m mad because my husband has to go off for a month to stop this stupid comet!”


  Ralph asked softly, “So part of this is guilt for wanting to abort Carley?”


  She looked at him coldly and demanded, “Don’t you ever tell her I wanted to do that.”


  He mouthed the words, “I won’t.” Then Ralph approached her and said, “Hey. Forget it. It’s all in the past now.” They embraced and he kissed her.


  She shuddered with her head on his shoulder and pleaded, “Please be careful, Sweetheart.”


  * * *


  “At ease Son,” drawled the raspy voiced Captain Bragg. “Would you like to join me in a cup of coffee?”


  “That would be nice Sir,” replied Stemshorn, taking a seat in front of the captain’s desk. Bragg poured him a cup and sat in his chair.


  “Well we got a vid transmission from Coltrane last night. He says the enrichment program is going on schedule. He assured us that by the time you arrive on Titan, they will have enough weapons grade uranium ready to make a bomb powerful enough to destroy the comet.”


  “And all I have to do is fire a missile into Comet Weeks and turn around and come home.”


  Bragg smiled. “Ralph, it doesn’t work that way. We need you to land on the surface, drill into the ground, plant the explosive and head off again.”


  “So I’m going to land on this thing?”


  “The timer will be set by you. You will have twenty minutes worth of air to drill, plant the explosive and return to your ship.”


  As if that made all of this OK, thought Stemshorn. What if the landing ship fails to launch again? He would be trapped on the tiny world until it either explodes or hits Titan at sixty kilometers per second.


  “Well Commander, are you looking forward to this mission?”


  “Delighted, Sir.”


  Bragg was actually amused at Stemshorn’s monotone answer. “You don’t seem too enthusiastic.”


  Stemshorn felt free to speak. He took a sip and explained. “Well Sir, I’ve been wondering how much we should be doing for the people of Huygens City. I am aware that Jeremiah Coltrane is having the Tintanites print their own currency and they will have their own monetary units.”


  Bragg tilted his head back and narrowed his eyes. “Son, I’m afraid I don’t follow this. You’re telling me you’re bothered by the fact Coltrane is printing his own currency?”


  “No Sir. What bothers me is what it signifies. Coltrane and his colony have benefited from trillions of dollars in investments from a lot of countries. Mostly from the United States. Yet he does not see any need to return the fruits of those investments. He does not see himself as a colonist serving the International Community, let alone the U.S.”


  Bragg was now a bit irritated. “Ralph, what are you talking about? Coltrane’s colony has sent us billions of barrels of ethane fuel and lots of great products for bioengineering and products from string theory technology.”


  “And he has also sent mobs of lobbyists to all the world governments trying to argue against charging taxes on his colony and tariffs for all the things he sends over here. So we are going broke. If our country is broke, we won’t have a military.”


  Bragg leaned back in his chair. “Ralph, I know where you are coming from. We both know Coltrane’s a greedy son of a bitch. But let’s face it. That happens to any man who gets rich. He has sent over a lot of products that we need in the military. I know his prices are high but Titan makes the best products. They don’t have to put up with stupid government regulations.”


  “I understand, Sir.”


  “Good. Get some sleep tonight. You’re flying to Cape Kennedy tomorrow at 0600 hours.”


  * * *


  It had been 18 long days that Stemshorn sat in a transport craft going through a long wormhole all the way to the Saturnian system. He worked every day on the onboard exercise machines, more to escape the tedium than to maintain strength.


  Now Saturn was close enough outside the ship’s window where he could see clouds and major features of the cold gas giant. The rings were still too far away to view the individual ice boulders. But he was certain he could make out a couple of storms.


  After a few hours, Stemshorn got his first close-up view of Titan. From space it was a rusty orange ball of haze. Any pilot had to use radar waves and the ship’s computer to find the proper entry point in the moon’s atmosphere, to make the descent that would land the craft onto the 5 kilometer long ridge that supported the landing craft to Huygens City.


  Stemshorn and the other 7 passengers made sure they were strapped in their seats as they felt the craft began to vibrate as it pierced through the unseen outer layers of Titan’s outer atmosphere. As it got deeper, the thickening methane air buffeted the craft to a violent shaking. Soon the underlying heat shield would approach the temperature of molten glass.


  When the mighty fireball engulfed the craft, every passenger was deathly quiet knowing full well this was usually the most dangerous part of any space voyage.


  Finally the nightmarish flames went away and the thick atmosphere near the surface slowed the craft. Stemshorn could see through the haze a hodgepodge surface of land and seas until he spotted a long skinny ethaneway on the Cassini River. The stream went up into the city at a right angle to the axis of the ridge, through a glass pipe that passed through the wall of the dome covering the city.


  The pilot entered a box shaped pattern and steered the craft to the runway upon the ridge. This was not going to be an easy landing. The windows of the craft were covered by a slight drizzle of hydrocarbon rain droplets and a hard gust of wind pushed the craft strongly on its yaw axis. Nevertheless the skilled pilot had the craft centered by the time it crossed the threshold and touched down on the cold wet pavement. Everyone aboard felt the craft shudder when the pilot released a drag chute into the thick atmosphere. A distant bolt of lightning gave Stemshorn a brief glimpse of the thick smoggy skies of this wet hellish world.


  * * *


  Stemshorn walked through the airlock chamber into the brightly lit spaceport of Huygens City. He figured the temperature inside the dome was near 65 degrees Fahrenheit. It felt comfortable.


  “Commander Stemshorn!” yelled out a tall lanky man walking over to him. Stemshorn looked up at the man beaming with a smile that seemed too similar to some door to door salesman. “How do you do Sir? I’m Lieutenant Junior Grade Spencer. I’m supposed to escort you to Mayor Coltrane. He is anxious to meet you.” Stemshorn nodded. “Do you have any luggage you need to claim?”


  “A couple of bags,” answered Stemshorn. “Do I need a boarding pass to claim them?”


  “No. No. No,” answered Spencer as he strolled with him past arrival and departure gates in a carefree way. “This is Titan. Nobody is here that doesn’t belong here. We believe honesty and hard work is the key to success. We pride ourselves in knowing our prosperity is an inspiration to all the people of Earth.”


  “Yeah,” answered Stemshorn as he decided not to show his views too early. Does he really believe all this?


  They walked up to a baggage carousel and about a score of bags came into the building on a conveyor belt. Stemshorn picked up one of his bags and Spencer grabbed the other. “I’m going to take you to your hotel where we can drop off these bags,” explained Spencer, “and you can send a video message to your family if you like. Then we will head to the town square where Mr. Coltrane is giving an address to the city tonight. After his speech there’s going to be a little ceremony where he wants to meet you and shake your hand.”


  Stemshorn nodded and said dryly, “Whatever you want.” Spencer led him out the main door of the spaceport to the “outside” world of Huygens City.


  The pavement under the entire dome was actually polished wood that formed “roads” between the homes and business buildings that composed the city. What struck Stemshorn the most was the size of all this indoor space. He thought, this is a giant shopping mall.


  Spencer could tell he was mesmerized. “What do you think?” he asked.


  “Quite impressive,” replied Stemshorn. By then they were blending in with a crowd of passersby who paid no attention to the silent glow of lightning outside the dome.


  “We got lightning rods all around the city,” explained Spencer. “Lightning seldom hits us but if it does, we can take it. Our dome is ultra-hard quartz crystal. Meteors never hit the surface of Titan but if they do, our dome can stop them.”


  “But it can’t stop a comet,” quipped Stemshorn.


  “Well . . . this is my favorite part of the day,” said Spencer. “We have electric lights all around the perimeter of the dome. The computers raise and lower the brightness to match the circadian rhythm of the people. At night, the lights get dim and they turn up the gas lamps.”


  “Gas lamps?”


  “You will see them when we get to the glass pipe where the Cassini River passes through it. It’s a river of liquefied hydrocarbons at about minus 300 degrees Fahrenheit. It’s what we use to fuel the city at night.”


  They walked to a sign that said ENCKE STREET and walked down the wood road for about 2 kilometers. When they approached an intersection, they saw a glow of light that contrasted with the increasing darkness of the city. Stemshorn could hear the noise of people in the street they were approaching. When they got to the intersection, he saw a giant glass pipe about 4 meters in diameter. Inside he could see a colorless fluid sloshing from right to left. So this was the Cassini River. “This is Cassini Boulevard,” explained Spencer. “Let’s take a left and I’ll show you where your hotel is.”


  They walked down several blocks within a mob of people. “They are headed down to the town square,” said Spencer. “Coltrane is going to be speaking in about an hour. We still have some time to get you checked in and we can get there in time.”


  They walked along the pipe at a moderate pace and Stemshorn enjoyed the site of the beautiful gas lamps, spaced about 60 meters apart. Each one was attached to the pipe with a thin clear hose that drew in its fuel. Though this was a modern colony on a moon, the lamps gave it a festive look reminiscent of Victorian London.


  On the edge of the street, Spencer pointed at a brilliant neon sign that said TITAN INN. Stemshorn felt fortunate to be here to see all this.


  “How was the pipe built?” asked Stemshorn.


  “All the parts were built in factories back home. Not just the pipe itself, but the electric motor that pumps the fuel in. If you could walk all the way upstream, you can see the Archimedes screw that’s inside the glass.


  “Well, all the parts were shipped here and were assembled while they set up the steel girders to support our dome. We use nuclear power to turn the screw and pump the fluid. Some of the fuel is circulated through the reactor as a coolant. Some of it is pumped into storage tanks so we will be supplied when the river goes through a dry spell.


  “Then we use some of the electric power to extract the CO2 from the air and give us more oxygen.”


  “It seems this was all well thought out,” concluded Stemshorn.


  “Absolutely! The pipe means a lot to us. The French have the Eiffel Tower. New Yorkers have the Statue of Liberty. This is our symbol.”


  “Symbol for what?”


  “Achievement!” They had arrived at the front door of the Titan Inn and they walked inside.


  * * *


  It had been about forty minutes since Ralph Stemshorn had first walked into his hotel room. He used a small computer to contact the Solar System Communications Network. He recorded a message telling Marge he arrived safely and there was nothing to worry about. With Lieutenant Junior Grade Spencer, he walked down Cassini Boulevard towards the ever growing crowd of people headed for the town square. Most of the people Stemshorn noted, were near young adult age. Most of the men wore dress shirts and slacks. The women were modestly dressed with earrings, necklaces and lipstick. Stemshorn was amused that some had dyed their hair various colors-orange, teal and willow green. Every few hundred meters he would catch a slight aroma of perfume.


  But even as the crowd thickened, Stemshorn saw nothing but a nice mass of humanity. He saw no pushing or shoving, heard no filthy language or loud shouting. All around him he heard casual conversation and saw polite smiles.


  “We still have a few minutes,” Spencer said calmly. “We are supposed to meet Mr. Gann on Coltrane’s staff before the speech begins.” He took out a cell phone and made a call. “Hello? Where are you? We’re in the street now. We’re on the way.”


  Just as he hung up they could hear the sound of brass instruments and snare drums. As they walked 20 meters closer, Stemshorn could see a small band of people, on a large stage, in black uniforms and white gloves, playing brass and woodwind instruments. As they walked closer, the band played pieces Stemshorn recognized as patriotic songs and old military marches. After each number, a few hundred people gave polite applause.


  Spencer led Stemshorn around the left side of the stage, where a tall silver haired man walked up to them.


  “Spencer, did you bring our guest?” he asked rhetorically. He extended his hand to Stemshorn. “Commander Stemshorn, I’m Harvey Gann. I’m so glad you could make it.”


  “Thank you,” replied Stemshorn.


  “Please come with me. I’m supposed to take you backstage. Mayor Coltrane is eager to meet you.” The man led them to a royal blue rope hanging between two brass poles. A guard unlatched the rope and let them come into a secured area. Stemshorn followed Harvey into a small area where Stemshorn immediately recognized the robust sandy haired Coltrane, standing next to his wife, speaking with a clique of suit and tie dignitaries.


  Coltrane looked up and asked, “Who have you got for us, Harvey?” And he made eye contact with Stemshorn. “Commander Ralph Stemshorn! Please come over here.” And Harvey and Spencer followed Stemshorn as he politely walked over to greet the mayor. “How do you do?” said Coltrane giving Stemshorn a firm handshake. “I’m Mayor Coltrane and this is my lovely wife Helen.”


  Stemshorn gently took the hand of the thin pale faced lady with wavy auburn hair flowing over her shoulder. “How do you do?” the husky voiced woman asked with a sweet smile.


  Out of reflex Stemshorn jerked his head back slightly as he caught a whiff of the woman’s aroma. But she took it in stride. With an amused laugh Helen said, “It’s Saturn Eve.”


  “Saturn what?” asked the commander.


  “Saturn EVE,” explained Helen. “It comes from a chemical we’ve found in the seas of Titan. If you mix it with just the right ingredients, it makes a scent a thousand times stronger than any perfume on Earth.”


  “We have a really big perfume industry,” said Mayor Coltrane. “Are you enjoying the band?”


  “Oh absolutely, Sir. They are playing all the songs I like. They are splendid.”


  “Aren’t they good? We have the best musicians here in Huygens. We teach Fine Arts to the children in all the schools in the colony. It’s great to have computers that can play music. But here on Titan, we don’t believe in letting machines do everything for us.” Stemshorn nodded. “Look. I would really appreciate it if you could join us for supper after I talk to the crowd. I know the finest restaurant in Huygens City.”


  “That is most kind of you, Sir.”


  “Splendid. Well if you’ll excuse me, I think they’re ready to call me onstage.”


  The band had stopped and a tall curly haired man dressed in a long coat and a felt top hat walked up to address the audience. To Stemshorn this was going a bit overboard for the city’s nostalgia for the 19th century.


  “Good evening Huygens City!” called out this master of ceremonies of sorts. “Is everyone having a good time?” A moderate roar of cheers arose from this crowd of about 3000 people.


  “Alright!” said the man. “Ladies and gentlemen, my name is Joshua Polk. I am the station manager for WHGN and I want to thank everybody for coming tonight. And I’d like to take a moment to remember all the people who made this event possible. I want to thank the great folks of Saturn Bank and the Huygens Chamber of Commerce for getting this rolling. And let’s not forget these fine musicians from the Huygens School of the Arts!” He was standing at a microphone between 2 stacks of speakers about 7 meters high. He outstretched his arm toward the band. “How about that music? Let’s give’em a hand. Give it up for the Pride of Huygens City!” And the crowd erupted into another round of cheers and applause showing appreciation.


  “Well,” continued Polk, “as you all know, we have a problem that is of concern to our colony. We have been monitoring Comet Weeks for quite some time and we at WHGN will still be giving news coverage to provide you updates on its position.


  “But without further ado, Mayor Coltrane is here to speak with us on the latest updates on the comet situation and what action we may have to take for everyone’s safety. So let’s give him a warm welcome.” To make his intro formal he added, “Ladies and Gentlemen. The Mayor of Huygens City!”


  On cue, Coltrane walked onstage to a round of cheers that would be any vote seeker’s dream. He stepped towards the crowd and gave a warm fatherly smile to a few of the whistling fans standing at the front.


  “Thank you. Thank you,” yelled Coltrane, gently lifting his palm, attempting to lower the noise. When all became silent, he began.


  “Citizens of Huygens. Distinguished guests. Friends. Thank you for coming out this evening. As Mr. Polk said, our fine colony has a problem. Comet Weeks is approaching Saturn’s orbit and we have reason to believe it could collide with our home. But I’m here to tell you tonight, that that is not going to happen. Since I took office a few years ago, we have made enormous progress in business and industry on our little world. And there is no way we are going to let some comet, no matter how big it is, stop us!” The crowd broke out into another cheer with applause lasting several seconds.


  “And I tell you why. And I tell you why,” the mayor spoke over the noise. “When they discovered 2 years ago the comet was headed our way, the folks back home told us there was no way they could enrich enough weapons grade uranium and ship it here in time to take out that comet. So we said, ‘Fine. Just ship the ore over here and we’ll enrich it ourselves.’


  “In just a few months, we constructed our own enrichment facilities and when the ore arrived here, we were ready to process it. Before long we had enough to make an explosive device and the rest of the Americans back home were scratching their heads saying, ‘How did they do that without the American government?’ That’s the way it works here on Titan. America sends us the problems. We provide the solutions. If our nuclear bomb is not enough, we’ll build an antimatter one!” A ripple of applause went through the most enthusiastic people.


  “This is all possible,” Coltrane continued, “because of you. Back home in America, and in all the nations of the Earth, they see us as peculiar people. They can’t see why we would move a billion miles out here to a world that’s 200 degrees colder than the Earth’s South Pole. They can’t understand why we would prefer to live without a federal government telling us how to live, wanting to protect us from ourselves and trying to solve all our problems for us. We are a people who believe we are grown up enough to do things for ourselves.


  “And I know in my heart, if we wait long enough, our friends on Earth will finally learn that their way of living cannot work and that we are the guiding light for Earth and all the colonies of the Solar System. Thank you and God bless Huygens City!”


  The final round of cheers was the loudest. Stemshorn wondered, Why doesn’t he tell the entire truth?


  * * *


  Stemshorn sat at a long table set up by the waitstaff at the Gothic Inn. He marveled at the excellent taste of the broiled salmon, along with the potatoes and steamed broccoli he ate from the flashy porcelain plate. Sitting across from him, sat Mrs. Coltrane, who was daintily sipping burgundy from a lead crystal glass. To her left sat her husband, who was adeptly slicing his ribeye with a polished silver steak knife. The couple was between men of Coltrane’s staff as was Stemshorn.


  “How’s your fish, Commander?” asked the mayor in a joyful tone, as if he was having the time of his life. Stemshorn smiled. Though the mayor was not required to call him by his military rank, this was his way of showing hospitality.


  “Great, Sir. This is the best meal I ever had.”


  “Commander Stemshorn?” asked Helen.


  “Call me Ralph.”


  She nodded. “Are you going to land on this comet to destroy it?”


  “Well Mrs. Coltrane, I will have a special pilot who will take me to the surface in a landing pod. Back on Earth, they trained me how to operate a drill in a pressure suit. We know the comet is made of silicates. It’s a big rock. So I’m going to drill a hole in the ground and drop in the explosive your people made here. Then I will have just a few seconds to get back in the pod and we’ll make our ascent back to the mother ship.”


  “This sounds dangerous,” said Helen. “When will you be going?”


  “Very soon,” answered Stemshorn. “I have a meeting with my superior tomorrow morning where I will learn our launch schedule.”


  “Anybody ready for dessert?” asked Mayor Coltrane.


  “Oh no,” answered Stemshorn. “I got all I need right here.”


  “Oh don’t you worry about the cost of the meal,” said Coltrane. “This restaurant has the best food but the lowest prices. We have no problem paying for all this.”


  Stemshorn did not want to discuss money or economics in general. He did not like Coltrane but they were very nice people and he was being treated well. “Oh no,” he said politely. “I’m full.”


  “All the restaurants here can charge lower prices than any one back home in the United States, Paris or London!” said Coltrane.


  “Oh really?” Stemshorn asked in a polite tone.


  “That’s right. The reason being is the free fuel we have here. The gas fuel we get from the Cassini River is so plentiful we don’t need to charge for it. When a food business cooks with that, the savings can be passed on to the customers!”


  “Along with the savings from a low sales tax,” continued Stemshorn.


  “That’s right,” replied Coltrane. “Here in Huygens City we have proven that the greatest prosperity comes in places where there’s the least government interference in the economy and businesses are free to make their choices as they see fit. Not only have we built a self-sufficient economy, but we are making the best quality products for the folks back home on Earth.”


  The mayor took his napkin off his lap, gave it a shake and wiped his chin. “Back home,” he continued, “clients from the agricultural and pharmaceutical industries, as well as the military are all buying our products and the profits are trickling down to help the people here.


  “Here on Huygens, we have the best schools for children, the best art museums, theatres and opera houses because the citizens here have decent salaries and can keep what they earn.”


  How should I respond to this? thought Stemshorn. A still small voice told him, you need to be fair. “Well the profits are trickling outward but they are not trickling down,” he finally said. “Certainly not all the way back to Earth.”


  Everyone at the table got deathly quiet and all eyes turned on Stemshorn. This is it, he thought. I may as well be bold. “What I am saying is, it’s great that your people have good schools and all, but my little girl back home on Earth is going to an underfunded public school. The building needs repair. Her teacher is not being paid enough and the kids’ computers are out of date.


  “That speech you gave tonight was a half-truth. This free enterprise paradise you people are living in has made your supporters happy but the folks back home are not sharing in the benefits.”


  “You don’t believe in a capitalist system?” asked Coltrane.


  “I believe in capitalism. I don’t believe in excesses. Your city has benefited from the taxes on the people of Earth but they are getting very little in return.”


  “That is where you are wrong,” retorted Coltrane. “We do not receive government funding from Earth or any of the other colonies of the Solar System!”


  “Not directly you do. But your economy has benefited by the wormhole transportation system. That was funded by trillions of taxpayer dollars and it brought a lot of commerce to the moon and the Martian colonies that put money in the hands of consumers who buy your products. And all you can do to thank them is to send lobbyists back to Earth to help you get out of paying taxes!”


  Stemshorn felt the tension in the room was too tight for him to stay so he simply added, “I believe I said enough. I think it’s time for me to go.”


  * * *


  Betty Foose scanned the computer screen in front of her, looking at an endless long column of green words, alphanumeric phrases and mathematical formulae. Her only body movements were her finger on the mouse and her eyeballs that moved with the lines on the screen, as if they were all a finely tuned symphony.


  “That’s sixteen thousand lines of code Lieutenant,” said Commander Ralph Stemshorn. “How many times are you going to check it?”


  “This is our pod landing sequence program,” Foose replied. “I know we’ve debugged it but I want to be sure it’s right.”


  “You don’t have faith in your woman’s intuition?”


  She looked at him. “Faith can get people killed. Don’t you agree, Sir?”


  “Faith,” muttered Stemshorn. “My daughter’s been talking about that lately.”


  She faced her computer again and responded, “Your daughter?”


  “Before I left Earth, she was preparing for confirmation. She was learning a lot about God and the Bible.”


  She stopped and looked up at him. “You are Catholic?”


  The question was not an accusation. But Stemshorn sensed that an affirmative answer would not please her. He nodded.


  “I see,” she said, pushing herself back from the computer. “Well, if Catholicism works for the young lady, I wish her the best.”


  “But . . . it doesn’t work for you?”


  “Don’t think so,” she answered. “The Roman church has some teachings I can’t agree with.” She breathed deeply a moment. “Years ago, before I entered the Space Force Academy, I had an abortion. I felt guilty but . . .”


  “I understand Lieutenant,” Stemshorn said gently. “We all have a past.”


  “Commander, I think you better get up here,” called Lieutenant Volta, from the upper level of the Xanadu. Stemshorn floated to the hatch that divided the two modules. Lieutenant Foose was curious so she followed him.


  “What have we got?” asked Stemshorn.


  “It’s the comet,” explained Volta. “We compared its position to where it was two hours ago and it shifted its course seven degrees to our right.”


  “It shifted course?”


  “Yes, sir,” said Ensign Chang, who was working with Volta. “Just like somebody bumped it.”


  “What would have caused that?” asked Foose.


  “Well we don’t know what caused it,” answered Stemshorn. “But what we need to know is if whether this thing will collide with Titan. Lieutenant Foose, type in the ship’s date and time and this seven degree course change into your course prediction program. Find out if this thing’s still headed for Titan.”


  “I’ll get right on it, Sir.” And she crawled back down the hole.


  Stemshorn breathed in the stale air of this craft with four modules, (including the landing pod). The Xanadu was now three weeks away from the Saturnian system and he was feeling cramped. “Well gentlemen,” he said, “this may mean we can turn around and go home.”


  “There’s something else we found,” said Chang.


  “What’s that?” asked Stemshorn.


  “Well we did a close up analysis of the comet’s coma. It’s a cloud of methane, organic compounds, amino acids . . .”


  “Material you find in all comets.”


  “Yessir. But we also found swarms of particles that you would find from the natural decay of sparticles.”


  “Sparticles,” said Stemshorn. “Virtual fundamental particles . . . supposedly able to travel from one dimension to another. Interesting.”


  “Commander, could you come back down here please?” came Foose’s voice on the ship’s intercom. Stemshorn floated back through the hatch into the Copernicus, the landing pod part of the spacecraft. Foose turned from her computer and looked at him.


  “Before the course change of this comet, we let the computer calculate ten thousand hypothetical trajectory models for it. We had nine hundred and seventy four that had a collision with Titan. With this course change, the number has increased to two thousand twenty nine.”


  “And with another course change, it could be even more,” added Stemshorn.


  She gave him an incredulous look. “Sir?”


  But he would not answer. What would cause a course change in a comet? Did a piece break off and give it a gravity nudge? Or . . . was something steering it?


  * * *


  Another five days had passed. Through the window of the Xanadu, the green tinted comet now appeared about three times the size of the moon as seen from Earth. Lieutenant Foose studied a magnified image of the comet on her computer screen.


  “We’re six hours away,” said Stemshorn looking over her shoulder. “We should find a landing site at this distance.”


  “Well the coma can cause us some problems,” cautioned Foose. “I’d say visibility at the surface will be just a few meters . . . like a good London fog.” She clicked a couple of times with her mouse. “Alright, let’s have a look with some of the infra-red wavelengths.”


  The shiny ball on the screen metamorphosed into a rugged terrain of craters, mountains and escarpments. “Good. Good,” said Foose. “This is a silicate rock alright. It’s mostly soft rock with a lot of ice on it.”


  “Let’s stay away from the mountains,” said Stemshorn. “We need a landing site with a few cracks and a large flat area.”


  She nodded and pointed at the screen. “What about this basin here in the southeast?”


  “Zoom,” said Stemshorn.


  She increased magnification and told him, “This is what it will look like about two hundred meters off the ground.” They saw a landscape with a few pot marks and webs of cracks crisscrossing one another.


  “If we can find a crack deep enough . . .”


  “Yeah,” answered Foose. “That’s what we’ll need.” She dragged down another computer “window” and said, “Alright, let me find out how to get there.”


  She clicked on the site and the computer flashed a swarm of numbers and letters. And a pulsing green dot appeared on the northwestern part of Comet Weeks. “Good,” said Foose.


  “This is our entry point. It’s right by this mountain so we can use it as a landmark.”


  Stemshorn looked out the window and saw the comet was pulsating. “Do you see that?” he asked her. “Look outside. It’s flickering. It’s . . .”


  “I know what you mean,” she said. “I see it too. Let’s look at the visible light version again on screen.” She put on a magnified version of the comet they saw out the window. “Let’s see a few false color images.”


  She scanned images of the comet in blue, red, yellow and when she got to green, Stemshorn said “Stop!” They looked at the green comet that appeared fizzy from tiny yellow sparkles of light. “What is that?” asked Stemshorn.


  “I think Chang is right. They are sparticles,” answered Foose.


  “A good part of this coma exists in more than one dimension,” concluded Stemshorn.


  “Perhaps the whole comet,” offered Foose, “exists in more than one dimension.”


  “You think you are ready to pilot this pod down to the surface?”


  “As ready as I can be,” answered Foose. “I spent thirty hours on the flight simulator before we left Titan.”


  Stemshorn nodded. “I thank you better get a good night sleep. We have a long day ahead of us.”


  * * *


  At 0600 hours, Stemshorn stuck his head into the Copernicus and saw Lieutenant Foose already at her seat checking her onboard computer and all her instruments. In the early “morning” hours Volta and Chang had established orbit around the comet.


  “I just noticed there’s a lot of room for a ship this size,” remarked Stemshorn. “It just doesn’t seem so on the outside.”


  “That’s why it’s built in a dodecahedral shape,” explained Foose. “If our center of gravity is too high and we land on uneven terrain . . .”


  “We could tip over.”


  “Well, yes, Sir. But that’s not the only thing that could go wrong.” As she flicked switches and scanned her electrical instruments she added, “When that ice sublimates, even with the low barometric pressure, the relative wind can blow us over.”


  “Want to eat some breakfast before we go?”


  “No. I’m fine,” she answered as she continued her work.


  “Are you nervous?”


  She looked at him and said flatly, “No.”


  Stemshorn climbed out of the Copernicus for one last cup of coffee with Volta and Chang before the descent. He instructed Volta to be in charge while he was gone and if they did not hear from him within eight hours, then leave the orbit of Comet Weeks and head back to Titan without them.


  He climbed back down into the Copernicus and took his seat next to Foose. “I sighted on Polaris and keyed in the coordinates,” she told him. Though they were nearly two billion miles from Earth, the distance had a negligible effect on the usefulness of reference stars the computer used for navigation.


  “Once we’re inside the coma, we can search for our mountain in the infra-red,” she explained. “And when we get close enough to the ground, I bet we can use VFR to get us to a flat part of the basin.”


  Stemshorn shut the hatch and locked it. When he sat back down he helped Lieutenant Foose continue checking her instruments and begin their departure procedure.


  Stemshorn gave the computer command to detach the pod from the Xanadu airlock and when the craft was free, he started the Copernicus engine and made a gentle start towards Comet Weeks.


  * * *


  Five hours had passed. “Alright,” said Lieutenant Foose. “We are still about six hundred kilometers from the surface.” Their view of the comet now filled the outer front window of the Copernicus. And noting the coma’s pulsing she added, “What in the world is making it flicker like that? They may be sparticles but where are they coming from?”


  “Well we have no way of finding out,” answered Commander Stemshorn. “So, let’s go on and land on this thing.”


  “Alright,” said Foose. She directed the computer to calculate the speed relative to the comet and the corresponding amount of fuel to burn. “Good,” she said looking at her incoming data. “The gravity is weak for a comet this size. No magnetic field. This is a stony.”


  “Silicate rock,” agreed Stemshorn. “It will be easy to destroy it.”


  Foose kept the craft upright and maintained power to her reverse thrusters. They could now look out the side windows where they could see the milky white sublimated vapors of the comet and . . . sparkly glints of light that pulsed through it.


  “Time for an infra-red view,” said Foose. She switched on a longer wavelength image. The first thing they saw was a landscape of dark maria, bordered with white hills and rayed craters. It made Stemshorn think of his days as a child. His father had photos of the lunar landscape in his office. That was enough to make him decide to dedicate his life to space travel.


  “That’s our mountain,” said Foose, nodding to a small knob on the edge of the screen. Stemshorn had long known Foose had a sharp eye and a good memory. He knew she was right.


  Foose calmly descended until the Copernicus was about three hundred meters over the ground. From the corner of her eye she could see that the surface features were now visible through the wispy fog. She switched to the visible wavelength view and for the first time they saw the ground as it would appear in natural light.


  She cut power to minimum and used minor bursts of fire from her steering thrusters to keep the craft level. As the rugged terrain pushed up at them, Stemshorn calmly advised, “Take your time. We’re in no hurry to touch down.”


  “Relax,” answered Foose. “If I cut power now we’d just hit the ground like a feather.”


  They crossed over a wide fissure and she said, “Alright . . .” and headed for a plain of cracks while they were still about a hundred meters off the ground.


  She chose a spot about five hundred meters wide, surrounded by patches of ice and meter wide cracks. With a cold poker face, she adeptly worked her control stick. Stemshorn marveled at the rapid movement of her hand until the exhaust kicked up a storm of dust, blanketing the windows as she sat the Copernicus on the dusty iceball. She flipped a switch. Deathly silence.


  “Engine shut off,” said Lieutenant Foose. “Welcome to Comet Weeks.” And she breathed outward showing her relief. And then she smiled.


  Stemshorn unsnapped his lapbelt and said, “Let’s get suited up.” They put on their pressure suits, along with their various valves and hoses they would need for life.


  * * *


  Stemshorn opened the door of the Copernicus. He carried a drill with a bit on a one meter shaft, on his shoulder. Lieutenant Foose followed him down the ladder carrying a foot long tube filled with U-235 and black powder. It was topped with a digital chronometer, which would cause a detonation, slamming two blocks of uranium into a critical mass, causing a nuclear explosion.


  Before they left the Copernicus, Ralph Stemshorn radioed up to the Xanadu and let Volta know they landed safely. He shrugged off the gnawing feeling that that could be his last contact with his mothership.


  Stemshorn and Foose walked across a surreal landscape of icy ground and a white fog issuing from the vast carpets of frozen methane. When they approached a three meter wide ditch, Foose suggested, “This might be a good place.”


  Stemshorn simply said, “Yeah.” He stepped into the one meter deep crevice, took his drill and went to work. He knew the little tank of compressed air in the drill was enough to keep the diamond dusted bit cooled for this type of hole. In about seven minutes he had bored an eighteen inch hole into the bottom of the crevice.


  There was a great deal of dust stirred up by the drill which reflected the glow from the distant sun and the sparkles. It seemed to Stemshorn there were now more of these bizarre pulses of light that came out of nothingness . . . and vanished . . . like millions of lights reflecting off a diamond crystal.


  Lieutenant Foose gave him the explosive device. Eyeing the digital timer on the top of the bomb he asked, “How much time do we have before Volta and Chang complete their orbit around us?”


  “About seven minutes Sir,” said Foose.


  “Alright,” said Stemshorn. “I’ll set the timer for a half hour. That should give us plenty of time to ascend to the Xanadu and leave orbit.” He punched in 30 minutes on the timer and dropped the bomb into the borehole. He used his boot to shove dirt down into the hole. When the charge was buried they turned and walked back to the Copernicus.


  * * *


  Stemshorn and Foose felt better to be out of their spacesuits. The Copernicus had pressurized and had just enough fuel to return to the Xanadu. When they made radio contact with Volta and Chang, Foose ignited the engine and the craft lifted off like a cork popping from a champagne bottle.


  When they were about five hundred meters off the ground, they were well within the translucent haze and the millions of sparkles of light. And it hit Stemshorn that something was very wrong. He had no sensation of weight.


  “Lieutenant,” he asked without panic, “are not our engines on maximum thrust?”


  “Absolutely Sir. We’re still on full throttle with plenty of fuel.”


  “Then why do I not feel any acceleration push?”


  “You noticed that too,” she remarked. She snapped on a radar beam to the ground. “Oh my,” she said with a shudder. “Our rate of climb is dropping to zero.” She quickly scanned her instruments. “Our fuel flow and rate of combustion are fine but . . .”


  “But if we don’t find the problem we’ll hit like a brick.” He spoke into the radio and said “Volta, can you see us up there yet?”


  “Affirmative,” came Volta’s voice. “Our instruments have picked you up.”


  “Good. Can you give us an estimate on how far we are from you?”


  “You’re about five hundred sixty kilometers below us. But you don’t seem to be climbing. You better start burning some fuel or you won’t make it up here.”


  That was the last thing Stemshorn heard on the ship. He found himself surrounded by an ivory white void. For about a minute he heard nothing and could see nothing but a bright white glow and pulses of sparkling light. He felt like he was floating.


  Then, the glow faded into a near twilight darkness. Stemshorn finally saw Lieutenant Foose standing or . . . floating beside him. They were illuminated with millions of now bright pulses of light that sparkled and swirled all around them. Before them were five huge blobs of light.


  “Hello, Ralph Stemshorn,” came a loud gentle voice from somewhere. The voice startled him. Who was speaking? One of the lights? “Hello Betty Foose,” added the voice. “We have prepared air for you to breathe and that is the right pressure for your bodies. You can communicate with us by normal speaking.”


  “Where are we?” asked Stemshorn.


  “You are where you were. But we brought you into a dimension you are not aware of.”


  “You keep saying, ‘we.’ Who are you?” Foose looked at him trying to get a clue what was going on.


  “I am Rotvic,” said the voice that seemed to come from the light in front of them. “We are the guardians of your star system. We have been here for a time longer than you can comprehend. We were here when your world formed.”


  “Where exactly is ‘here?’ ” asked Foose.


  “You are in a multi-dimensional world of space and time. Your species is not sufficiently advanced to fully comprehend who we are.”


  “Well Mr. Rotvic,” said Stemshorn, “it’s good to know you and all. But we need to get back to our ship.”


  “We cannot let you return after what you two have done,” declared Rotvic.


  “Done? What do you mean what we have done? We were trying to destroy a comet.”


  Another voice spoke up. “We were using that comet to bring life to the world you just left. Just like we did long ago to your home.”


  “So it was you who changed the comet’s course,” said Foose.


  “Hold on,” said Stemshorn. “You say you brought life to Earth?” Then he added, “Oh I get it. Organic compounds. Amino acids. You sent a comet to our world with that stuff and it changed the chemistry of our planet billions of years ago. All those chemicals reacted to make self-replicating molecules. RNA. Protoplasm. Cells. Life. And now you want to do the same in the seas of Titan.”


  “Precisely!” said a third voice. “But you have destroyed the comet and you have interfered with the process of forming life on another world.”


  “That is why we cannot allow you to return,” said Rotvic. “There is no other way for you to pay for the wrong you have done.”


  “We didn’t do anything wrong!” yelled Foose. “That was a space rock that could have killed a whole colony full of people.”


  “It is understandable that you have a limited concept of what is right, Betty,” said Rotvic. “Your own history has blinded you to what is right or wrong when you killed the child in your womb.”


  “Excuse me?” she shrieked.


  “Hold on,” said Stemshorn. “It seems like we’re going back to this eye-for-an-eye thinking. Take a life. Take another. That seems like a rather primitive human way to look at things. Surely more advanced beings like yourselves could come up with a better system of right and wrong.”


  “We are giving you the perfect response to your wrong,” said Rotvic.


  “Who are you to decide for us what is right or wrong?” shouted Stemshorn. “How can you expect us to worry about potential life that has yet to be formed when we are trying to save a whole colony of beings like ourselves who have just as much a right to live as you do?


  “What if we had not destroyed that comet? What if we were the only hope those people could live and we denied that to them? How could you justify that? You’re the perfect beings. You have all the answers. Explain that to me Sir!”


  “Silence!” shouted Rotvic. “You will not speak to me that way . . .”


  “Rotvic,” said a voice of one of the other beings. “This human asks poignant questions. It seems our criteria in deciding the morality of life is incomplete. In that light it is improper to hold these creatures against their will. We need to establish a system that is fair.”


  “Thank you,” said Stemshorn. “But our lifespans don’t give us a whole lot of time. May we please return to our ship?”


  * * *


  In an instant, Stemshorn and Foose were aboard the Xanadu. “Commander!” yelled Lieutenant Volta. “How did you get here?”


  Stemshorn shrugged. “We don’t know ourselves.”


  “We had you located on our instruments,” explained Ensign Chang, “but you weren’t ascending so we didn’t think you would make it.”


  “Then we went around for one more orbit and the comet exploded,” added Volta.


  “What’s our current position?” asked Stemshorn.


  “About eight thousand kilometers from where the comet exploded,” said Chang. “We’re headed back to Titan.”


  “We had to get out of there or we would have been hit by all that debris,” explained Volta.


  “You did what I would have wanted you to,” said Stemshorn.


  “Commander, how did you get back here without the Copernicus?” asked Chang. “You just blipped in out of nowhere.”


  “I’ll explain everything,” said Stemshorn. “Let’s get started on our lunch.”


  For the next half hour they floated around the chamber they used to eat in, munching on dehydrated fruit and vegetable wafers while Stemshorn related their abduction experience. When he was done, he noticed Lieutenant Foose floating next to a computer with her spidery legs tucked under her. She was quiet and apparently perturbed.


  “Are you alright?” asked her commander.


  “He knew I had an abortion,” she said softly. “How did they know everything about us?”


  “Just because somebody knows more about you than you expect, that doesn’t make him a god,” said Stemshorn.


  “Well apparently he thinks so,” growled Foose. “That son of a bitch took my past and threw it right in my face.”


  “You know, my wife and I struggled with this too. Before our daughter was born, Marge wanted an abortion. But our church made us feel guilty so she had Carley. Now Carley wants to be confirmed but I’m afraid one day the church may try to limit her freedom.”


  Foose looked up at him and answered, “If your daughter wants to be part of the church, perhaps you should respect her freedom NOW.”


  * * *


  Stemshorn walked into his kitchen and saw Marge sitting at a computer typing. She looked up at him a moment and asked, “Well, how are you feeling NOW?”


  “A lot better,” answered her husband. “I’ve been home from Titan for about a week now so I’m getting used to the Earth’s gravity.”


  “That’s good,” acknowledged Marge. “Every morning you’ve been trying to swim out of bed. That weightlessness of space was making you act crazy.”


  “Captain Bragg asked me what I told Coltrane,” said Stemshorn as he strolled up to the kitchen window. The sunny sky outside still appeared new and beautiful to him.


  “What made him ask that?” she asked as she continued her work.


  “Coltrane fired all of his lobbyists.”


  “What did you tell him?”


  “I said I told him it was wrong for his colony to get rich off the people of Earth, when we have problems and he should be paying us back for the benefits we have provided for his colony. And Bragg was so mad I thought he was going to kill me for saying that.”


  She stopped, turned her shoulder to him and laughed. “I’d have probably killed you if you didn’t!” She turned back to her work and mused, “To hell with Bragg. He’ll get over it.”


  Carley walked in and Stemshorn gleefully hugged her. “How’s my little girl?” he asked with great joy.


  “I’m not little. I’m a big girl now.” He smiled. “You know what?” she added, “Grandmother gave me a silver cross for my confirmation!”


  “Good. You must write her a thank you note.”


  “I will.”


  He squatted down and put his hands on her shoulders. “Honey, are you happy going to this church? I mean, there are other churches besides the Catholic Church. We can take you to another church if you like.”


  “Oh I want to go to this church,” declared the child. “I like this church because I learn about Jesus!”


  He kissed her temple and gave her a big hug. “That’s good enough for me, Sweetheart!”


  CRISIS ON TITAN


  Powers-Smith


  “Thanks for that report, Joan. I’m sure Jack and Jackie will find a good home.”


  [Lower-Third Caption: Fade out, “Furry Friends Forever;” Fade in, “BREAKING NEWS: Crisis on Titan”]


  “Now we want to update you on the situation on Titan, and for that we join our science correspondent, Shavonne Robinson, on location in Albany, Australia. Shavonne?”


  “—ank you, Janet. I’m here at the southwest tip of Australia, where we’re just moments from our first glimpse of the tragedy unfolding on Saturn’s moon, Titan. In a few minutes, orbital positions will allow Titan to be seen from Earth for the first time since the disaster that began at the Chemical Quality Corporation mining facility there, and that has since claimed the lives of seventeen hundred people.”


  “We’ve raised that to twenty-three hundred fifty.”


  “I’m sorry?”


  “Twenty-three hundred fifty people. Apparently the original figures didn’t include family members living with the miners.”


  [“Death toll nears 3,000 in Titan disaster”]


  “Oh. That’s—”


  “You’re confident we’re going to be able to see it, Shavonne? How far away is Jupiter, anyway?”


  “Well, Saturn is . . . at the moment, about eight hundred thirty-seven million miles from Earth. But, yes, by all calculations, it’s going to be visible to the naked eye.”


  “And it hasn’t burned itself out, as some had predicted?”


  “No. Titan is still very much on fire.”


  [“Titan still burning”]


  “Any information on the cause of the disaster?”


  “The fire must’ve started in one of the habitation domes, and spread through the network of pipelines that supply them with Earth-like atmosphere. There’s not enough naturally occurring oxygen in Titan’s atmosphere to support large-scale combustion. The extractors that draw oxygen from Titan’s ice appear to have remained operational long enough for the fire to spread to the surface, which is covered with lakes of liquid methane. Methane wants to combust. That’s why we use it for fuel. That’s what CQ was doing on Titan in the first place.”


  “How long until it does die down?”


  “Well, there’s no guarantee it will. Once some of those methane lakes are burning, gaseous methane will bond with the abundant nitrogen in the atmosphere, producing nitromethane, an extremely robust explosive. This is where the chemistry starts to get . . . dark. Nitromethane’s a monopropellant, which means it can burn in the absence of oxygen, because it already contains a small amount in its molecular structure. There’s a threshold beyond which enough nitromethane is present in the atmosphere to keep the cycle going indefinitely, and we have every reason to believe we’ve crossed that threshold. What’s happening on Titan isn’t so much a fire as one continuous, self-propelling explosion.”


  [“Titan still exploding”]


  “But there were survivors.”


  “Something on the order of two hundred executives with private craft managed to get out in time. So far we haven’t heard from any surviving miners. Or family members.”


  [“200 miraculously survive Titan disaster”]


  “There seems to be some activity behind you, Shavonne. Is something happening there?”


  “I think it’s almost time, Janet. Hold on. Okay, this is the area of sky where Titan should appear. Just stars now, as you can see. A clear, moonless night, so—Oh.”


  “Oh.”


  “I don’t know if you can see this, Janet, but it’s—”


  “We have you, Shavonne.”


  “It’s incandescent. Very small, just a pinprick, but very bright. Orange, or yellow-orange. This is four-fifths of a billion miles away. Can you imagine—”


  “This is the one with the rings, right?”


  “. . .”


  “Shavonne? Did we lose her?”


  “I’m here.”


  “This is—”


  “This is the one with the rings.”


  [“Saturn the one with the rings”]


  “Is it possible—”


  “Yes, that’s a real concern. We’re expecting a good deal of ejecta. Certainly ionized particles, and probably larger chunks of matter as well. Titan has about one-seventh Earth’s gravity, about a quarter its escape velocity. The models range from a temporary disturbance of the rings to total fragmentation.”


  “And that brings us to the financial repercussions.”


  “It does?”


  “What would you expect the cleanup on something like this to cost?”


  “Whatever CQ decides it should cost, I guess.”


  “But we’ve seen companies held accountable in cases like this. There was the uranium spill on, uh, Uranus, wasn’t it?”


  “On Io, actually, but—”


  “And that mercury poisoning scare on . . . I want to say Mercury?”


  “That was Europa.”


  “And then, the fracking of Olympus Mons. There was all that talk about cleanups, recalls.”


  “There was talk, yes. Critics would say that’s all there was.”


  “And the Big Red Dot, on Saturn.”


  “After the disruption of the Great Red Spot, CQ did initiate a much smaller disturbance, in Jupiter’s atmosphere, but—”


  “The Little White Dot. Adorable.”


  “But many would call that a public relations stunt. And that storm lasted just a few months before dissipating.”


  “Uh huh. We’re going to need to go to commercial in about twenty seconds, Shavonne. Is there anything else we should know?”


  “In twenty seconds?”


  “Call it seventeen.”


  “We haven’t talked at all about the team from the Search for Extraterrestrial Life that was conducting research on Titan.”


  “What happened to them?”


  “They were incinerated, I’m sure. But—”


  “Seven seconds, Shavonne.”


  [“Crisis on Titan . . . Stay tuned for further updates”]


  “Some of the samples they were reporting in the journals—”


  “Very quickly, please.”


  “We have every reason to think they were about to find evidence of life on Titan. The first life outside Earth we’ve—”


  “And we’re out of time. Stay tuned, after the break we’ll be talking to diet guru Ian Stevenson, who says bone-density loss on those long interplanetary flights could be the best thing that ever happened to your waistline.”


  [Fade out, “Crisis on Titan . . . ;” Fade in, “Zero-G and Gorgeous”]


  The End


  THE ICY BREATH OF ENCELADUS


  Liam Hogan


  It’s snowing. Against a jet black sky, the stars are hard diamonds, but still it snows. Not from the clouds of course: there are none. The snow is coming from the ice geyser two klicks away, the crystals sent high in the low gravity; some escaping to form Saturn’s disperse E-ring, the rest settling under the same gravitational force, no atmosphere to slow them down, no winds to change their pre-ordained destinations.


  I get a chill every time I see the crystals fall against the dome’s thick layer of plexiglass. A foreshadowing of my doom. The snow has already blocked some of the instruments—the spectral analyser was first to go, and others have followed in short order. But they had already done their jobs, already demolished the dream. “Not enough iron,” said Fletcher, our astrobiologist. “Not nearly enough. There’s more iron in this lander than there is in the whole underground ocean.”


  “Who says Enceladian life needs iron?” I asked.


  He gave me a baleful glare. As junior pilot with no science credentials, I was the ‘spare’ on this mission, and with the main pilot—Marek—such a control freak, I had a lot of time on my hands. “I do,” he said. “Chemistry does. Maybe if this was Titan, where methane takes water’s place . . . But with a water and hydrocarbon base, iron is essential for even the simplest of life-forms, and Liebig’s law states that growth is limited by the availability of the scarcest resource. Heat, liquid water, amino acids—all plentiful, and all totally irrelevant, for want of iron.”


  The ice geyser is the reason we’re here, what we came to study. Why look for life anywhere else, when we knew that here was liquid water aplenty, such a rarity outside of Earth’s Goldilocks zone? And why go drilling through the moon’s thick icy shell, when Saturn’s tidal forces warmed and churned and spewed those waters for our instruments to sample?


  The designers of our observing stations have factored in the regular falls of ice and snow. They built a simple, effective way to clear the instruments—jets of compressed air. Voided into the near vacuum with explosive force, they are more than up to the task of dislodging mere ice crystals.


  I daren’t use them, not anymore. When first we set up, we delighted in blasting every snowflake, every crystal, as soon as it landed; taking turns to operate the mechanism. The falls are heavier now—the geyser is getting closer. Much closer. The one thing we never expected, that we didn’t plan for, when we established our base at a safe distance. There had been plenty of discussion both on-board and back on Earth on what a safe distance was, what was an acceptable risk, without being so far out that we would be unable to do any useful science. In the end, Mission Control settled on five kilometers, with a second, smaller, expendable monitoring station closer in, served by a pair of snow tractors.


  All gone now. The outpost, the tractors, my three colleagues, and my ticket home. I have overstayed my welcome on this unforgiving, cruel moon, and I need those precious puffs of air to breathe. For a little while longer, anyway.


  If the geyser continues its steady progress—and it has shown no signs of doing otherwise—I have about two weeks left. In two weeks the ground will open up, and swallow me and our flimsy base down, spitting the remains into the sky. But I’ll be buried long before that inevitable end—our early measurements made that quite clear. Two hundred kilos of ice crystals and water vapour ejected each and every second, and the bulk of that deposited close to the ice volcano’s gaping maw, the maw that is getting ever closer.


  On Earth, the fiery plumes above Mount Etna were known to the Greeks as the Breath of Enceladus. When this, the 6th largest moon of Saturn was named—as all the others, after the offspring of the God Jove—no-one knew we’d find volcanoes here, a quarter of a millennium later. Just another elaborate joke the Universe decided to play on us. Not fiery, though: these volcanoes—not like those on earth. Instead of molten rock: molten water. Instead of ash and pumice: ice. Instead of radioactive decay, the heat is generated by the tidal forces from mighty Saturn, forever looming on the horizon.


  After our early disappointment—“Another Mars, damnit!” Fletcher spat—we set about making our measurements, trying to explain our odd snowball home. It wasn’t long before the iron question came up again, from another direction—this time from Tyler, our astrologist.


  “Doesn’t make sense.” she muttered.


  “What doesn’t?” I asked, trying to peer over her static-splayed hair at her tablet. Funny, when we lifted off, we’d both had short hair –as short as the men’s, but that was eighteen months ago. Mine must have been half the length of hers, now, and me at half her age. I wondered what the science was behind that.


  She pushed her tablet between us, spinning it around, hesitating before trying to explain. “So, the E-ring, and the plume from the ice geysers, is mostly saline—salty—water, with nitrogen, methane, CO2 and a few larger carbon molecules. But Saturn’s other rings also contain a goodly scattering of rocky meteorites. So where’s the iron gone?”


  “Erm, sunk to the core?” I said.


  She shrugged. “Original source material, perhaps. But more recent collisions? At one-one-hundredth Earth, gravity here is too weak, the crust too thick. We know that some areas of the surface are young—they’re billiard ball smooth, with few craters, and we know the E-ring is pretty unstable, so any meteorites should have been vacuumed up, and then folded into the ice and water layers. There should be an abundance of iron. Like I said, it doesn’t make sense.”


  “Maybe Earth will suggest a solution.”


  Maybe they would have done, if the communications orbiter hadn’t fritzed out a week after we landed, leaving us blind, deaf, and dumb. Marek called a meeting. Without the orbiter, our findings couldn’t be sent back to Earth until we left Enceladus—the lander’s transmitter wasn’t powerful enough, we needed the orbiting relay. We were on our own—was that enough reason to abort the mission?


  No, it wasn’t. We all agreed. We weren’t likely to come this way again, especially if we found no signs of life, and we had plenty of onboard storage for the data and samples we would return.


  But being blind meant we didn’t register that the geyser was moving steadily towards our outpost. Being blind meant we didn’t notice when the crevasse opened up, the one that claimed the first of our two snow tractors.


  It should have been me who set out in the second to relieve the outpost. But Fletcher wanted to retrieve a couple of seismometers that were misbehaving. Only they weren’t misbehaving: they were warning us.


  I heard their screams—Fletcher, Marek, and Tyler. Heard them calling to God one moment and cursing the next. I heard their screams, until their radio mikes fell silent, the outpost crushed or maybe just swallowed whole. I should have screamed to, for with the loss of the tractors the same fate awaited me—I was dead, I just hadn’t realised it yet. I could operate the return craft on my own, sure, that’s what all those hours in the simulator had been for, but I can’t get to it, though it’s barely a hundred meters away. Not without a tractor.


  I’ve spend most of my time trying to work out how to align the little antenna we have with Earth, trying to boost its power, waiting for each 33 hour pirouette around Saturn before the next failed attempt. When I started, I think I just wanted to say goodbye, to tell them what had happened. But as I’ve sat here alone and listened to the thick ice underneath the station creak and groan, listened to the fall of the heavier crystals on the dome above my head, my message has changed.


  I’m not a scientist, so maybe there’s a more rational explanation than the one I’ve come up with, for what has happened to our mission. Maybe a scientist would refuse to even entertain the idea, without some further proof. For me, it all fits.


  The geyser, the outpost, and our base station, were not in a straight line. Deliberately so—we wanted to be able to triangulate on the plume of ice, to allow data from both stations to give us a sense of the whole. If the geyser were to start moving randomly, it would have been terrible bad luck, and slim odds, that one of our two stations was directly in its path. But for both stations? What are the odds that the geyser would change course after gobbling down the outpost, what are the odds that it changed its course to head directly towards me?


  When we came here, looking for life, we thought we might find a hardy microbe or two. An extremophile. Something that we could study under the microscope. But what sort of an organism can move the vents of an ice volcano for its own purposes? What sort of creature can detect the fall of precious iron on the surface, iron that it has already entirely depleted from the oceans below?


  I think back to the early pictures of Enceladus, those from the Cassini mission, from the Titan explorer. I think of the strange patterns on the bright, bright surface. Were those fracture lines and ridges actually sensitive detectors? Were they some behemoth’s version of a spider’s web?


  We came to Enceladus looking for life. Now with my last words I want to tell the Earth, to warn them: it has found us.


  POPULAR IMAGES FROM THE FIRST MANNED MISSION TO ENCELADUS


  Alex Dally MacFarlane


  Alex Dally MacFarlane is a writer, editor and historian. When not researching narrative maps in the legendary traditions of Alexander III of Macedon, she writes stories, found in Clarkesworld, Interfictions Online, Strange Horizons, Beneath Ceaseless Skies, Phantasm Japan, Heiresses of Russ 2013: The Year’s Best Lesbian Speculative Fiction, The Year’s Best Science Fiction & Fantasy: 2014 and other anthologies. Poetry can be found in Stone Telling, The Moment of Change and Here, We Cross. She is the editor of Aliens: Recent Encounters (2013) and The Mammoth Book of SF Stories by Women (2014).


  Be Proud, Scientists, You Will Be The First To See The Ice Plumes Of Enceladus! (2076)


  THIS, THE MISSION’S first poster, was issued by the China Space Administration five years before the launch, concurrent with the announcement of the team’s leaders. They stood together on the poster: Liu Gan, He Hongxia and Avapim Sannikorn, in dark blue spacesuits, helmet-less, gripping one another’s hands, high in the airless star-patterned space above icy-pale Enceladus. A small red silhouette of their research station—which the team leaders later gave the name of Liu Yang—hung beneath their feet. All three leaders were pictured smiling: proud, joyous, as on the day of the public announcement.


  The poster, displayed around the world in over five hundred languages, online and printed, remained one of the most iconic.


  To go to Enceladus! To be the first to see its ice plumes—and the ice rings of Saturn, and the great planet itself, its yellow body banded with storms! In one of many interviews, Liu Gan sat across from a Dainik Jagran journalist, her eyes as wide as moons, saying, “I’m so! I can’t believe! Enceladus!”


  To Saturn! (2081)


  PRODUCED BY THE European Space Agency in the year of the launch and painted on the side of the agency’s headquarters in Paris.


  The European Space Agency provided some key pieces of equipment for the mission: the analysis machines for samples taken from Enceladus’ sea, the primary life support system, and several sensors, including the magnetometers and far-infrared spectrometers, as well as the chips and primary materials to construct instruments in situ.


  This image showed all twelve members of the team, standing side-by-side. Each wore a dark blue spacesuit with the flag of their home nation on the left shoulder. At the bottom, a row of logos identified the main agencies funding and providing equipment for the project: the China Space Administration, the Indian Space Research Organisation, the Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency, the European Space Agency, the Space Technology Agency of Thailand, the Malaysian National Space Agency and the Philippine Space Agency.


  Seven Years, Seven Hundred Dreams! (2081 - 2088)


  ASERIES OF images created by the team.


  The journey to the Saturn System took seven years.


  The team’s dreams: arrival in 2088, deployment of the research station in Enceladus’ orbit, beginning to take readings remotely and through the autonomous exploration unit—and, eventually, manned exploration.


  Life In The Sea Of Enceladus! (2090)


  THE SEA OF Enceladus dominated the poster: pale blue, full of enlarged creatures, microbes the size of mammals. The first life beyond our world! Above the ice of Enceladus’ surface, the plumes—unceasing, essential—were cut off by the poster’s edge, no longer the focus. The life! The artist revelled in it, rendering it in a level of detail so faithful that He Hongxia was alleged to have cried out in joy upon receiving a transmission of the poster. The thin black lines patterning the life forms’ pale spherical shells! The feelers like fine braids of hair! The artist depicted these features with a precision impractical for a poster: from afar, the patterned shells looked grey, the feelers simply could not be seen. Copies of the poster often omitted these details.


  What intricate life! Minutely complex! Each patterned shell unique!


  He Hongxia quickly realised, on examining the collected specimens, that ‘shell’ was an inaccuracy, an Earth-inspired assumption. The hollow sphere did not protect a soft inner-body. The sphere—and its long feelers—was the life form. The processes of life occurred in that rigid structure.


  On Earth, children in coastal countries imagined collecting one: a stray creature washed up from a distant world.


  The first poster rapidly fell out of date. Other life was found in Enceladus’ sea.


  A Vast Reserve, Just Beyond Our Grasp! (2091)


  SCRATCHED ONTO THE rock walls of asteroid interiors. Painted—at great expense—on the mining vessel Venture 16 with the caption: No One Mining The Moons Of Saturn Will Go Thirsty!


  There were many alternative captions. (Another, popular on several asteroid nets: So Good It’s Teeming With Life!) But the basic image remained the same: Enceladus the canister of water, a tap on its side.


  Planetary Resources sponsored the poster’s wide distribution.


  When it reached Liu Yang, He Hongxia denounced it in a statement sent in ten languages to the asteroids, the research station and young residential settlement on Mars, and across the countries of Earth: “Enceladus is not a sterile container of blue-painted metal, covered in Planetary Resources logos. This is a world, full of life, and we are so new to it; there is so much we do not yet understand. It is possible that we can use its water. It is possible that doing so would irreparably harm the life here—would kill it. We will not risk that. Our research is on-going. We will certainly consider how the water of Enceladus could support human industry and habitation of the Saturn System, but now is not the time to demand that we turn this sea over to anyone who wants to drink from it! It is far too soon!”


  Liu Gan and Avapim Sannikorn did not make independent statements at this time. Their names, along with those of everyone on the research team, were simply appended to the transmission. In all probability, Liu Gan did not begin to disagree with He Hongxia until later.


  Together We Will Understand The Lives of Enceladus’ Creatures! (2092)


  THE TEAM ON Liu Yang sent back a barrage of images.


  More details of the Shells. New images of the swilling sea. The single-celled organisms, primary producers in the sea’s food chain. The unspecialised multicellular organisms. The tubular creatures, each a hundred micrometres long, their sides marked with dark lines that so many likened to writing. The flat, round life forms like microscopic rays, uncoloured. And there were clips of the scientists at work, readying the autonomous exploration unit for launch, examining data—and, most famously of all, the clip that inspired a state-created artwork in Thailand, distributed globally and on Mars: the three team leaders bent over a microscope together, so close they were touching, Liu Gan and He Hongxia clasping hands, Avapim Sannikorn’s arm slung over their shoulders, all three women gazing down at a screen unseeable by anyone but them.


  The artist added a screen at the bottom of the image. It displayed one of the tubular creatures, its side covered with the black lines of the caption.


  Other, quieter news left Liu Yang. One of the modified species of rice was performing excellently in the lower gravity of the habitat. One of the species of onion had died out. One of the scientists had developed cancer—bad luck, not a sign that the radiation shielding was performing below expectation—and he was responding well to treatment. A storm had spread in a band around Saturn. Avapim Sannikorn and her wife, Cristina Tangco, an autonomous exploration unit technician, had decided to have a child. Following a successful implementation of the Kaguya parthenogenesis technique with the women’s cells, Avapim reported a healthy pregnancy, the habitat’s first: one of the mission’s goals, if any team members consented to try.


  Discoveries continued.


  He Hongxia reportedly avoided sleep wherever possible, so excited by the research into the life processes of the Enceladus life forms—their genetic construction, their life cycles, their reproductive methods and rates, their diversity—and afraid of the asteroid miners, who continued to send out their own images: mining stations in orbit around Saturn and Titan, miners drinking from Enceladus-water while life continued to swim under the ice, miners cracking open the surface of Europa for its ice and lifeless water.


  “We don’t know if the water of Europa is lifeless!” He Hongxia broadcast. “Finding life on Enceladus has shown that we cannot assume anything about our solar system. Any manned mission to the Jupiter System must take the same care when exploring Europa as we are taking here on Enceladus!”


  The images accumulated like a new ring around Saturn.


  Defend Enceladus! (2092)


  POPULAR OPINION ACROSS Earth cried out for action. We must send soldiers to defend the scientists from the miners! We must not let their work be wasted or lost! We must hurry!


  On Earth, online, an image was created: large red font on a starry black background, above an Enceladus and small Liu Yang threatened by an army of mining vessels with weapons protruding from their fronts like the Shells’ feelers. Fear rose. There were at least a hundred people living in the asteroid belt against Liu Yang’s twelve! Liu Yang had not been built to withstand continuous bombardment! Laser weaponry would slice it open like Enceladus’ surface!


  The team on Liu Yang and the asteroid miners worked, four years apart.


  Treachery! (2092)


  CONVERSATIONS CROSSED THE solar system slowly: an interruption for Liu Gan as she analysed visual light, infrared, radar and sample scoop data from the autonomous exploration unit. Such density of life throughout Enceladus’ ocean! Preliminary indications of genetic diversity across species populations! Another message from Mason Ng of Psyche Corporation on Psyche in the main belt: one of three companies mining that metal-rich asteroid. Liu Gan briefly set aside her work.


  Her reply took thirty minutes to reach Psyche. It took months for Liu Gan and Mason Ng’s conversation to be noticed among the busy signal traffic of the solar system.


  Even He Hongxia—betrayed by her own wife—decried the images labelling Liu Gan a traitor.


  “It is not treachery to have a different opinion!” He Hongxia said in her next update on the Liu Yang’s work. “I will not be confining Liu Gan, or restricting her research. Liu Gan is a valued member of the team.”


  Liu Gan, in her own update—her first—said, “I have been exploring—in words only—the possibility of using Enceladus’ ocean as a source of water, hydrogen and oxygen for future habitation of the Saturn System. There are so many factors to be taken into consideration: the question of the stability (or fragility) of the life on Enceladus, the ease of acquisition compared to other potential sources on the many icy bodies of the Saturn System, the other resources necessary for human habitation and where they will need to be acquired. One of our missions is to assess the role of Enceladus in human habitation. I do not agree with He Hongxia that Enceladus must be ruled out because of the life found here. My research into the extent of the Enceladus life will continue.”


  The sea, so full of life!


  Swimming In The Sea Of Enceladus! (2093)


  AVAPIM SANNIKORN WALKED through the sea of Enceladus as if across a street or a field, with her recently born daughter bound to her back. In her hands, Avapim held an unspecific scientific instrument. Around her, the life of Enceladus floated, disproportionally large in black-and-white. Avapim stood out: the red and blue of her environment-suit, the brown of her face, the yellow, black and red tree-patterning of the fabric securing her daughter. Her face was joyous.


  To be in Enceladus’ ocean! To see its water, murky with life, pressed against her visor!


  Her life nearly ended there.


  Two weeks after the successful delivery of her daughter, Avapim and Module Technician and Pilot Ju Dimagiba embarked on the first manned mission into the sea of Enceladus in the Roshini Muniam exploration module. The first stages progressed successfully: the launch from the Liu Yang, the secure landing of the launcher at the edge of the designated fissure, the separation of the launcher and the module, the module’s entry through the fissure and its fine spray of ice, down into the ocean of water. The Roshini Muniam’s controls operated smoothly. Ju steered the module on its predetermined route, with the tether to the launcher unspooling behind. Avapim examined the collected data. The life, swimming around them!


  The ocean’s tidal currents, so powerful and unpredictable!


  Tidally pulled by the great mass of Saturn and the lesser masses of other moons, Enceladus’ H20 was made liquid: able to support life. It heaved under the crust of ice. It swilled with great currents, tentatively named by the Liu Yang team: the Great Polar, the Great Deep, the Song (for how it flowed up to the ice and made it creak and groan in a long, low voice), the Shell (for its shape, so like the Shells swimming within it). Mapping of the currents was ongoing, but the route of the Roshini Muniam went through wellcharted water.


  The Song, strong and sudden, flowed up and flung the Roshini Muniam against the ice. The uneven undersurface of the ice cracked the vessel open like a nut.


  Alarms blared. Metal tore. The Roshini Muniam spun. The inner wall remained intact, but the pressures on the torn outer wall threatened it. Without an outer wall, they would not be able to return to the Liu Yang. Without an inner wall, they would die instantly.


  Avapim went out into the sea: double-tethered to the Roshini Muniam, double-tanked, in constant communication with Ju.


  The life is invisible to the naked eye, so Avapim saw only water: murky, dark, pierced by the Roshini Muniam’s beams of light. Avapim hauled herself along handrails on the module’s outer wall—spinning, spinning—to the crack, where she pulled the pieces of metal towards one another and applied the sealant. It worked quickly. Avapim returned to the airlock and entered the module, and Ju activated the tether to pull the still-spinning Roshini Muniam—slower, slower—back to the fissure in the ice: mission over! Mission failed, mission accomplished. The reconnection with the launcher, the return to the Liu Yang: fraught, successful.


  The technicians repairing the Roshini Muniam discovered a secret success in the water caught between the inner and outer walls: that the up-flow of the Song had brought a single specimen of a creature that lived at the bottom of the sea. A new form of life!


  The Sunflower Seeds Carried on Song! (2093)


  THE LIFE WAS a hundred cells, a circle: a head of sunflower seeds. Avapim Sannikorn, Ju Dimagiba, He Hongxia and Liu Gan surrounded it like petals. Circling them, the Song and the poster’s words. What wonders in the deep waters of Enceladus! What else awaited us!


  The life was a simple multicellular organism, its cells unspecialised. Dead.


  The joy of finding it lifted the team’s sadness at suspending the manned exploration schedule until the interactions of ocean’s currents were better understood.


  Oh Life, Tenaciously Anchored To The Ice! (2094)


  LIFE! DISCOVERIES WITHOUT end!


  A year’s analysis of data collected in the Roshini Muniam’s cameras during its single mission revealed clues of another form of life: dimples, a millimetre in diameter, in the underside of the ice.


  He Hongxia and Liu Gan announced the discovery together.


  “We are fortunate that the Roshini Muniam, in its erratic spinning, cast a light on the ice and allowed our high resolution visual light spectrum camera to capture images at a far closer range than we would ever have risked,” He Hongxia said. “It certainly proved the camera’s auto-focus capabilities!”


  Beside her, Liu Gan smiled and said, “The shutter rate ensured that sufficient images were not blurred by the module’s spin speed. This enabled us to examine them very closely. What we have discovered are these.”


  The dimples, like circular footsteps!


  “These,” Liu Gan continued, “are the marks left behind by life forms no longer alive. The life forms would have been anchored in the ice: extending, we theorise, into the water to collect the nutrients carried on the currents. Each visible dimple represents a cluster of hundreds or thousands of these life forms. In common with all other life we have found on Enceladus, each individual would not be visible with the naked eye. However, in these clusters, it is probable that the life would be visible!”


  “Although we do not yet know the rate of erosion on the underside of the ice,” He Hongxia said, “we suspect that it is quite swift: the dimples must represent life forms that died recently. We hope, on future missions, to find live colonies.”


  A poster produced by a Vietnamese artist showed nine people—the technicians on the Liu Yang—in a glass-roofed vessel under the ice and the life, viewing it. Long, slender, a single form. Colourless like so much of Enceladus’ life. Swaying in a current, plantlike (although no life on Enceladus was a plant). The life!


  Saturn Has Become The Shore Of The Universe! (2095)


  AN IMAGE CREATED by Psyche Corporation to celebrate the completion of phases one and two in their manned mining mission to the Saturn System: design and funding. It showed the final design for a pair of mining stations in the high atmosphere of Saturn, black against those bright bands of colour. Enceladus orbited in the bottom-right corner, its ice plumes spreading horizontally across the bottom of the image: a white space for the text.


  Psyche Corporation predicted a 2105 launch date for the mission.


  Building A Home At The Shore Of The Universe! (2095)


  LIU GAN BORROWED the Psyche Corporation’s slogan for an image that accompanied her preliminary report on the habitability of the Saturn System using Enceladus as one source of mineral resources. Saturn sat at the bottom, less than a hemisphere, and above it hung the rings and the moons Enceladus, Titan, Rhea and smaller, un-marked spheres and cratered shapes. Light grey against the space between the moons, space stations spelling the word ‘future’.


  Introducing her report, Liu Gan said: “One thing is inevitable: human populations will continue to grow. There are now eleven settlements and twenty scientific research stations on Mars. After their setbacks, the Lunar settlements are growing healthily. Five major corporations work in the asteroid belt, as well as an unknown small number of private contractors. While Psyche Corporation plans to begin mining activities in the Saturn System, Planetary Resources is looking at expanding its mining efforts within the asteroid belt and Acersecomic is developing plans for larger scale civilian habitation there. People want to live in space! The Psyche Corporation will come to the Saturn System! What I will do in my new role as Settlement Liaison is ensure that all habitation of the Saturn System prioritises the safety of the life on Enceladus and the possible life elsewhere, as well as human life.”


  To live alongside the Enceladus life!


  “One other thing is true: we have been living in reduced gravity for fourteen years. Avapim Sannikorn and Cristina Tangco’s daughter was borne and born in reduced gravity. The difficulties of returning to Earth for any of us would be immense. Perhaps a home could be found for us in the asteroid belt or on the Moon. Perhaps in special facilities on Earth. I want to live here! Seven years of travel, seven years of orbit, waking each day to the pale sphere, the plumes of ice! I can’t imagine any other sight and neither can He Hongxia.” A fond smile at the thought of her wife. “With Mason Ng, I will ensure that the Saturn System is a home for all!”


  Her relationship with Mason Ng received hostile reactions on Earth.


  I Alone Hold Up Liu Yang For Scientific Discovery! (2095)


  AN UNPOPULAR POSTER. He Hongxia stood alone on the surface of Enceladus, holding the Liu Yang in one hand high above her head. A banner trailed from the Liu Yang with the poster’s caption written on it, black on red.


  He Hongxia dismissed the poster, stating in a transmission sent to Earth and picked up at the places in-between: “I do not hold up the Liu Yang alone! There is Liu Gan, who works at my side, and Avapim Sannikorn, who will go under the ice again with Ju Dimagiba in the next twenty months now that our mapping is more extensive and the outer wall of the Roshini Muniam has been rebuilt, reinforced, and Li Fuquan and Cristina Tangco, who run the autonomous exploration unit—our primary source of data from under the ice! There are twelve of us living here, working every day to expand our knowledge of Enceladus and its life forms. Do not say that I work alone.”


  Seven Years, Seven Hundred Steps! (2088 - 2095)


  THE CULMINATION OF seven years: a second series of images created by the team. How far they had come! Further than the hundreds of thousands of kilometres they had travelled to reach the Saturn System in the first seven years, further in knowledge, in understanding.


  Imagine, the final image said in Enceladus-pale text, The Next Seven Years’ Steps.


  How far, how changed: the future!


  A Live Map Of The Ocean Currents Of Enceladus! (2100)


  THE ENCELADUS TEAM had been able to access this map since late 2096, but only in 2100 was it made available to the public: the live feed of the micromachines mapping the currents across the main ocean body. Of course, on Earth it lagged by seventy minutes. On Enceladus it was fresh, used by Avapim Sannikorn and Ju Dimagiba to more safely survey the sea. The map spread across the nets in hundreds of stylised variants: true colour, line art, illustrated with oversized life forms, two-dimensional segments, an immersive game. To swim among the life! To feel the tidally-pulled water against your skin, tangling your hair with Shells and Lontar, tugging it up towards the Anchors swilling in the sea!


  For some people, the map closed the astronomical units of distance between the inner system and the Liu Yang. For some, it showed how great that gap was.


  Nineteen years since the team on the Liu Yang left Earth, twelve years since they arrived in the Saturn System. In 2100, An Tangco-Sannikorn turned seven years old! Discoveries continued—of multicellular, unspecialised life—enriching theories of the full ocean life cycle. The discovery in 2098 of live Anchors went un-illustrated. It had already been drawn in 2094! In 2100, the Moon reopened its borders to settlement. In 2100, the population of Mars tripled: primarily immigrants, but the percentage of births grew. Psyche Corporation’s Saturn System mission launch date was pushed back to 2107.


  “We are all part of the Solar System,” Liu Gan said in a report. “We are all working together to learn, to make homes, to act responsibly. This is our future: Earth, the Moon, Mars, the asteroid belt, the Saturn System—where next?”


  Oh, radiant Venus!


  Distant stars!


  “We have come so far from Earth,” He Hongxia said to Liu Gan privately, as they lay in their bed looking out the window above: the ice plumes of Enceladus cascading into space!


  Enceladus Is My Home! (2103)


  DESIGNED BY AN Tangco-Sannikorn. The girl stood on the ice of Enceladus, wearing the dark blue spacesuit designed for her first mission outside the Liu Yang, her face beaming bright behind her helmet’s visor. Excited. Successful. At her back, the ice plumes rising into the star-speckled sky, dominating the image, painted in subtle shifting hues. Shades only a person who walked on Enceladus would know!


  To stand near Enceladus’ plumes! To see, only five hundred metres away, what Cassini first detected in 2005!


  To call it home.


  THE TULKU OF TITAN


  Mike Morgan


  “The ashes blew straight up,” repeated Sonam quietly, “as if they were caught in a vortex. There is no clearer sign than that.”


  The wind was whispering softly as the committee of High Lamas meditated on the shores of the lake. Sonam should have been relaxing into that meditation along with the rest of the committee, but his thoughts were restless, colored with anxiety. No, it was more than anxiety: it was dread.


  “Yes,” replied Yonten sadly, sitting cross-legged to his left and equally failing to meditate. “It was only a matter of time.”


  “And the Oracle couldn’t get any clear sense of him here on Earth,” Sonam continued, the words slipping from the corner of his mouth.


  From his position in front of them, Saragarhi turned his head and regarded the pair sourly, all meditative quiescence gone. “Your minds seem scattered today, brothers. But you may calm yourselves. I have had the vision that we seek.”


  Sonam asked in surprise, “You have? Already?”


  Saragarhi nodded. Gently, he added, “Tell me Sonam, do you enjoy long journeys?”


  “You know I do not,” answered the lama.


  Saragarhi let out a sigh. “Then I fear you will not like what I saw.”


  Sonam felt the dread settle about his shoulders, bearing down on him like a dead weight. “Is the tulku we seek so very far away?”


  Yonten muttered crossly, “You know how contrary Gendun Gyatso could be. He even said before he died that he’d use his phowa as a way of protesting what’s happening here in Nepal.”


  Sonam ignored Yonten and stared beseechingly at Saragarhi. “Tell me,” he pleaded.


  The older lama replied serenely, “My vision was of an orange moon orbiting Saturn.”


  “No,” exhaled Sonam, before he could stop himself.


  Saragarhi continued, “And of a small metal thing that floated near it. The metal place looked very old, almost worn out, I’d say.”


  “Getting there is going to cost a packet,” spat Sonam.


  Saragarhi had the cheek to simply shrug in response to the financial objection. “We must go where we must. The days when we searched only in the local region are long gone.”


  Yonten interjected diplomatically. “I’ll get some pictures of the moons of Saturn. Let’s see if our brother can identify which one he saw in his vision.” He smiled beatifically. “Once we have the moon pinned down, it should be relatively straightforward to establish what station we need to visit.”


  The lama stood up slowly, his aged joints stiff. “Don’t fret, Sonam. I’m sure the flight won’t last more than a year. Eighteen months, tops.”


  *


  Molly Douglas was trying to get Oli to nap when Commander Hanover called. With her three-year-old child shrieking in the background, she answered the line.


  “Molly? Sorry to disturb you, but something rather important has come up.” She found she couldn’t quite tell what expression was on Hanover’s face in the small image projected by the wall-mounted communicator. He looked as amused as he was panicked, the two conflicting feelings warring for territory on his features.


  “Is there an issue with a flight plan?” she asked, confused. “I’m off shift right now, but I suppose I can come in if you need me in Control. I’ll have to get hold of Maureen to watch Oli for a while, but—”


  “No, it’s nothing to do with work,” interrupted Hanover. “All the traffic you were tracking prior to end of shift is fine.” He paused, “Actually, the inbound cargo transporter docked already. The, ah, people who want to see you were on it.”


  “People?” she queried, changing mental gears rapidly.


  “Yes. Well, I say people, but ‘delegation’ might be a better term for them.” He smiled nervously. “You don’t mind if they drop by, do you? I’ll pop along with them, just so you know there’s nothing fishy going on.”


  Molly didn’t know what to say. “Oli is meant to be taking a nap,” she began, but then she realized the station commander was going to arrive in her cabin in just a few minutes and the cramped confines of her living quarters were a cluttered, toy-strewn mess.


  “We won’t keep you for long,” replied Hanover, bulldozing his way through her feeble argument. “And they’ve come a long way to see Oli.”


  “Oli?’ squeaked Molly in disbelief, but Hanover had already hung up.


  *


  Molly made tea for the Buddhist lamas. It seemed like the right thing to do; although, on reflection, it was probably the wrong type of tea.


  Twenty minutes notice had barely been enough time to shove toys into the under-bed storage bins and straighten the sheets. There was still a pile of dirty dishes in the tiny galley’s sink.


  There were three men in the Buddhist delegation; each one was stooped and wiry, dressed in robes of dark crimson and golden yellow, with tall hats shaped like rooster combs. The color of their hats and under-robes wasn’t entirely dissimilar to the light orange atmosphere of the moon the station was orbiting.


  They introduced themselves, in faltering Standard, as Sonam, Yonten, and Saragarhi. Apparently, there should have been more than three of them—there should have been an entire committee and a gaggle of officials—but space travel was enormously expensive and they’d been forced to economize.


  Given the limited amount of space available in her single-room cabin, the three lamas were perched on the edge of Molly’s bed while the commander occupied one of the bar stools at the breakfast counter. Oli was racing around, bouncing off people’s legs and reveling in the opportunity not to nap.


  While she waited for the kettle to boil, Molly attempted conversation. “We don’t see many outfits like those on Titanville. You sure won’t be hard to miss while you’re staying here. What do you call those? Robes?” They were sure different from Oli’s plain unisex coveralls and Molly’s lightweight pants and tunic.


  “Yes,” answered the one who’d introduced himself as Yonten.


  The middle lama, who looked a little younger, muttered something disgustedly about not having ceremonial clothes with them on account of not being able to afford the increased luggage weight.


  Yonten made a tiny gesture and the other Buddhist clammed up; strangely, they had an air of naughty schoolboys trying to be on their best behavior. They were also clearly very interested in Oli.


  The oldest of the lamas asked Hanover with a piercing glare, “And you’re sure no other child was born on the date we specified?”


  Hanover shrugged. “Titanville has a population of exactly four thousand six hundred and twelve permanent residents, and since we’re all cooped up in the same tin can, it’s kind of easy to keep track. So, yeah, I can say with absolute authority that you’re looking at precisely the only kid born on August fifteenth or on any day near then: little Oli Douglas.”


  The lamas went back to staring at Oli. The kettle boiled loudly.


  *


  “You think Oli might be the Dalai Lama,” repeated Molly stridently.


  She nearly poured the hot tea right over the elderly Buddhist, but steadied her aim just in time. The second his cup was full, she put the pot back down on the counter, not trusting herself with it anymore.


  “The Dalai Lama is a type of bodhisattva called a tulku. He is able to reincarnate by choice. During his phowa, his transfer of consciousness, he can decide how he is to reincarnate. This time, we think he may have chosen here,” explained Yonten.


  Molly struggled to recall the details of the Dalai Lama’s passing. Titanville was a long way out, but the Earth news still reached them even if it did arrive a few weeks late. “Didn’t he die, what, three years back or thereabouts?”


  “Yes,” said Sonam heavily. “That’s right.”


  She got the point; Oli’s birth coincided with the Dalai Lama’s passing. “This is ridiculous,” she protested. “We’re not Buddhists. And Titanville is a shabby, forty-year-old hydrocarbon processing plant left over from the start of the twenty-third century. Everything here has seen better days. Your leader isn’t going to want to be born into any place like this.”


  Hanover interrupted, “They have a test they want to perform. It won’t hurt Oli. They already talked me through what they want to do, and there’s nothing dangerous involved. Can they go ahead?”


  Molly pursed her lips. “If you think it’s fine, I guess so. They have come all the way from Tibet.”


  The most wrinkled of all the lamas, Saragarhi, corrected her as he pulled a small bundle out from the folds of his robe. “We had to leave Tibet over two centuries ago. These days we are based in Nepal, but I think our association with that country might be coming to an end soon too. The country is a dictatorship and the government is interfering in our religion just as the Chinese did in Tibet.”


  Saragarhi finished unwrapping the bundle. In the open folds of the material, six small items were revealed. Molly could see some keys, a necklace, a statue of a bird, and some other jewelry. They looked like personal effects.


  The lama called softly to Oli to come take a look. Oli hesitantly tiptoed over and peered at the objects.


  Sonam said quietly, “Oli, two of these things are yours. Can you pick them out? We’d like to give them back to you.”


  The child’s hands flashed, and before Molly could blink, the key and the tiny bird statue were gone from the collection of items.


  “That’s right,” said Yonten. “Thank you, Gyatso.”


  *


  “So what’s next? Oli’s the head of a major religion, all of a sudden?” sighed Molly, wishing she had something strong to slip into her tea.


  “Next, the child will be shown to three associates of the Dalai Lama to confirm his identity,” announced Saragarhi. “The selection of the correct personal items was merely a first step.”


  Molly’s eyes almost popped out of their sockets. “Now you just hold on there, pal. Oli’s not going anywhere! Certainly not Earth!”


  Sonam’s mouth fell open. “But the Dalai Lama must be trained in a monastery. He has to go to Nepal—”


  Yonten abruptly said, “Are you sure? We’re about to be forced out of there. Perhaps it is not wise to bring the reincarnated Dalai Lama into such a dangerous situation.”


  Saragarhi considered the point, eventually replying, “Many of our teachings are spread through electronic communications nowadays. It’s not inconceivable that a Dalai Lama could be trained off-Earth and spend much of his time out here. He would still have the same impact on followers throughout the Solar System.”


  He peered at Oli, adding, “With so many people leaving Earth and moving to the Outer Worlds, is that what you intended? That we should look to the future, and move somewhere we will not be oppressed?”


  Oli said, “I like ice cream and penguins!”


  Molly raised a hand to get their attention. “Excuse me, but you’ve said ‘he’ a couple of times now. I think there’s been a bit of a misunderstanding.”


  Saragarhi shook his head, bemused. “There is no misunderstanding. Oli is short for Oliver, is it not?”


  Molly winced. “It is sometimes. In this case, it’s short for Olivia.”


  Sonam started laughing, and it wasn’t long before Yonten and Saragarhi joined in. “That removes any lingering doubt,” gasped the youngest of the three lamas. “Being in space wasn’t enough for Gendun Gyatso; naturally, he would only settle for also reincarnating as the first female Dalai Lama.”


  He wiped tears from his eyes and stood up from the bed. “Miss Douglas, we’ll see you bright and early in the morning. Olivia will be a good student, I hope.”


  REVOLUTION IN 2412


  Benjamin Cooper


  The tunnel seemed to be closing in on the Titan Guard as they waited in trepidation, slaves to their impending doom. The Provider, the savior of Sector Nine, and his revolutionaries filled them with unequivocal dread. The commander of the depleted force, a seasoned captain of the guard and only remaining officer, clutched his weapon with resolve, his worn gloves tightly gripping the sleek battle-grade assault rifle. Suddenly, there was a rumbling boom that shook the tunnel, reigning dirt down from above. The last remnants of the once glorious government of Titan, the only inhabited moon of Saturn, now stood on the brink of collapse. The President was holed up in a covert refuge at the end of the abandoned auxiliary tunnel, with only his loyal guardsmen to protect him. There was no escape, and the rebels would show no mercy.


  Another blast reverberated through the man-made tunnel. The smell of fresh soil filled the air. Metal barricades lay scattered among the ground like twisted corpses. The ancient light fixtures dangling from the ceiling, resembling outstretched tentacles, seemed to dim with each passing hour, as did the guardsmen’s hope. The features of the men melded with the darkness; faces without names. Their black uniforms concealed them amid the shadows, but there was no hiding from the confrontation ahead.


  A control panel on the far wall erupted in static, the staccato of gunfire in the background. A distorted but terrified voice was barely audible through the commotion.


  “They’ve broken through the outer wall! We can’t hold! Send reinforcements! The rebels are−” The message was abruptly cut short.


  “Infrared, activate!” the captain said into the embedded microphone in his helmet. His goggles glowed red, his vision instantly enhanced. Gradually, the gunfire ceased. But the shouts of the angry mob grew progressively closer. The captain could see a glowing mass filling the tunnel like a swollen river, the stampede engulfing everything in its wake.


  “Close the door!” the captain ordered urgently.


  “But shouldn’t we cover their retreat? Hold them off?”


  “They’re gone! Do it now!” he barked authoritatively.


  “Yes, sir!”


  The guard sprinted to the control panel, and hastily entered the activation code. It responded with an affirmative chime. Massive iron doors emerged from each side of the tunnel, slowly converging towards the middle. The shouts of the rebels grew louder. Faces emerged from the darkness, enraged men armed with everything from guns to machetes.


  “They’re coming!” someone warned, stating the obvious. The doors continued to roll sluggishly along their tracks. The captain watched, petrified, as their infrared signatures became so thick they appeared to morph into a single mass.


  “We must seal off the tunnel! Immediately!” The two bulky doors at last connected with a thud, locking together with a mechanized click. Although now separated from their attackers, they were cornered with no avenue of escape. The guards stepped back warily as the welders began hastily soldering.


  *


  The revolution of 2412 had a lone leader, aptly named the Provider. He rode in a rusty jeep at the rear of the rebel force. The pensive man sat in silence, patiently waiting for his victory to unfold. Unlike other highly praised generals of the modern era, he preferred to stay close to the action. His ragged clothes and shaggy beard belied his stringent persona. His once bulky frame had thinned from the food shortage, but he still exuded power; his muscles bulging beneath his tattered shirt.


  The driver glanced briefly at the stoic figure’s reflection in the rearview mirror. What an honor to escort the leader of the first revolution, he thought. He will surely lead our people out of the ashes and into a world where each man is equal in every facet, socially, economically, and politically.


  “Stay back, you’re too close!” the Provider ordered.


  “Yes, sir!” replied the driver politely as he shifted his concentration back to the road.


  It had taken two arduous years for the rebel contingent to come this far and the Provider would not let their effort falter in its final phase. The government had raised taxes on the middle and lower classes steadily for years, siphoning their meager wages. Miners and merchants were stripped of their possessions as they were unable to afford the unreasonable taxes, while government officials and the elite with connections to Earth were not even taxed one measly credit!


  Titan’s distance from Earth was so great that within years of colonization they had declared independence. Once political ties were cut, the corrupt elite had shifted the Titan government to that of a totalitarian state controlled by the power-hungry and the greedy. The age old cliché unfolded as disparity between the classes grew. The ruling class regulated everything: oxygen, credit exchange, hydroponic farms, and the chief export to Earth, precious metals.


  *


  The mob’s momentum was halted by a massive door. The jeep squealed to a stop, its rugged tires kicking up a cloud of dust. The chatter lowered to an incessant drone. The Provider rubbed his chin, deep in thought. His inner circle, the loyal few that had been with him since the beginning, fighting by his side in the bloody battle of Sector Nine, waited obediently for orders. The corroded door was all that stood in the way of Titan’s liberation.


  Their faction had begun in the lowly recesses of a warehouse basement. When the oppression of Sector Nine had reached a fever pitch, the revolutionaries seized the pivotal opportunity. Although many good men had been lost, they succeeded in overrunning the sector’s governmental installations and raiding warehouses, donating the crucial supplies to the civilians who so desperately needed them. Other sectors arose in solidarity; there was power in unity. It had not taken much convincing to rally others around their cause.


  “Do we still have explosives left from the raid on warehouse five?” the Provider asked Jones, a burly miner from the slums of Sector Two. He approached the jeep, his brow furrowed.


  Jones leaned against the hood of the jeep, shrugging, “Enough left to blow a hole through this door.”


  “Get it done.”


  “Yes, sir!” Jones affirmed with gusto. The Provider grinned. A lifetime of injustice would soon be vindicated.


  *


  Unequal distribution of critical food supplies had been the catalyst of the Provider’s contempt for the government. Securing ample rations for his struggling family consumed him. His infallible charisma and propensity for troublemaking, however, soon rallied more than just friends to his cause. Before long, he found himself leading an underground organization aimed at toppling the government.


  Knowing nothing on the topic of revolutions, he researched the subject thoroughly, on an encrypted network to avoid detection. The French Revolution was often cited. The people had been deprived of certain necessities, so they executed all the government officials, including their despised king, King Louis XVI. He was executed publicly. Although he vehemently maintained his innocence to the end, it was later revealed that he had been secretly conspiring against his enemies. His policies had ultimately crippled the country, bleeding its citizens dry, and the people attained restitution with one hack of the guillotine.


  France had a hard time recovering after the revolution, and the Provider hoped Titan could bypass such difficulties. Each sector already had liaisons in place ready to restore order. If all went according to plan, history would look upon their uprising as the epitome of societal justice.


  *


  “Detectors are picking up something,” reported a guard, adjusting his goggles.


  “They’re going to blow it,” the captain stated with resignation.


  He opened the communication channel. “Everyone move back and load up! Squad one, hit them hard when they break through while squad two launches the gas,” he ordered brazenly, fearing those orders would be his last. The guardsmen’s helmets had a filtration system, rendering the gas harmless. Bullets could slow a mob, but gas had the potential to stop them in their tracks. It was their only hope.


  An unsettling calm overtook the tunnel. The captain could not help but think back to the first report of a rebel presence. They had been described as nothing but a small group of dissidents, no match for the elite military forces of Titan. But they began raiding weapon depots, striking fiercely and unpredictably. The traitors they’d managed to capture did not relent under torture. Instead they praised their leader; a beacon of hope, a man of conviction: the Provider.


  Utilizing intelligence from moles and with the aid of stolen weaponry, they began seizing installations in the outlying sectors. But the rebellion came to an impasse at Sector Nine. In an attempt to draw the rebels out, by rule of martial law from the President, they quarantined the entire sector. He was confident the rebels would be turned in once the citizens felt the constraint of limited resources. Needless to say, he had been gravely mistaken.


  *


  “The charge is set,” Jones affirmed. “This rusty door doesn’t stand a chance, assuming the tunnel doesn’t collapse. You just never know with these old mining tunnels.”


  “The precision explosives should do their job,” the Provider replied dubiously. They took shelter farther down the tunnel behind broken barricades and vehicles. Warnings to take cover echoed until it became eerily silent.


  The thunderous explosion was deafening, the flash so bright it momentarily blanketed the tunnel in a sea of white. The Provider arose from his crouched position to inspect the damage. Gradually, the dust settled revealing a jagged, gaping hole in the door roughly ten feet across.


  The Provider hopped onto the hood of the jeep, pointed towards the President’s chambers, and shrieked the famous French revolutionary slogan, “Liberty, equality, fraternity!”


  The ruthless mob roared as they rushed forward, pushing their way through. The Provider felt a savage predatory instinct urging him onward, but he restrained himself from joining the fray.


  *


  “Here they come!” the captain cried out as revolutionaries poured from the opening. Squad two launched gas bombs as their comrades provided cover fire on their flanks, mowing down rows of rebels at a time. Colored toxic nerve gas spewed from the twirling containers, a dense fog enveloping them. Many fell, their bodies convulsing as the gas overtook their nervous systems. Others were ripped apart by bullets or disintegrated by grenades. Still they pressed on, willing to sacrifice themselves to secure their freedom.


  The outgunned rebels hurled stun grenades, momentarily hampering the onslaught. The guards were forced back, and one by one picked off, the rebels swarming like locusts before devouring them whole. The last holdouts were soon overrun in a tsunami of unruly citizens, their vehement captain fighting to the very end.


  Gradually, the smoke dissipated, revealing a gruesome battlefield of twisted corpses. The moans of the dying carried through the mist. The ancient ventilation system sucked the gas out to the surface, clearing the musty, dank air. The Provider removed his ventilator. He passed through the opening and strode reverently through the carnage, doing his best to avoid looking at the dead.


  “Get the wounded up to the surface for medical attention!” he commanded. Dutifully, a member of his staff was dispatched to return to an area of better radio reception and relay the order; their victory was secure. The sea of men, exhausted and distraught from the battle, parted to provide a path to the small door at the end of the tunnel.


  “We’re out of explosives. Ram it.” An iron railing that was found discarded to the side, an ancient relic from a mining operation long abandoned, proved to be the proper tool. It took eight men to lift, but the metal door finally collapsed after several walloping strikes.


  The armed rebels cautiously moved in, but, surprisingly, they encountered no resistance. The Provider entered. The chamber had a high, swooping ceiling braced with a web of iron support beams. The walls were a pale white. Ornate wrought iron sconces hung amidst portraits of Titan’s first leaders, heroes forever enshrined. The President cowered behind a sterile metallic desk with a hollowed expression, eyes downcast to the filthy Persian rug. Although his tattered suit was covered in soot, his hair was neatly combed and slicked back to perfection.


  The few remaining guards and cabinet members did not put up a fight, and were eager to surrender. They were promptly stripped of their weapons, including the President, who had been armed with a pistol and an explosive device in his front pocket.


  “Mr. President. We meet at last.”


  “Provider,” he mumbled, barely audible. “You do exist. I thought you to be a figment of the peoples’ imagination.”


  “Quite ironic you believe the fabrications of the media. After all, you control it. Or, at least, you did control it.” The President’s solemn expression did not waver.


  “Take the prisoners away. Let the public decide their fate.” The men swore under their breath as they were dragged out: judgment day had come.


  Visibly shaken, the President of Saturn’s eighth moon pleaded, “Please spare me! I have done nothing!”


  “You have made the people suffer! You’re nothing but a greedy, egotistical tyrant! Just look at you. I bet that suit was expensive. You could have spent those credits to feed starving children. You’re a rotten excuse for a man.”


  “It was the Senators, they vetoed my every move! It wasn’t my fault!”


  “Well, the Senate has put the blame on you. They were quite adamant of their incompetence, up until the end.”


  “Have mercy! You can’t, in good conscience, do this! When Earth finds out, they’ll be outraged! They’ll come with an army!”


  “You think Earth cares about you? They care only about cheap trade. There will be no negotiations, Mr. President.”


  The Provider knew it was his personal responsibility to end his reign. It would have been undignified to delegate the task. The President rose from his tattered arm chair, came around the desk, and dropped to his knees.


  “Everyone clear out!”


  The President groveled, hands clasped, pleading for mercy as Jones ushered out the crowd, leaving the leaders alone. The Provider could not help but grin sadistically as the President’s face twitched in distress.


  “I implore you, give me a fair trial!” But the President could see the fierce desire for revenge in the Provider’s eyes, indignation behind his every word.


  “I bet you’ve never begged for anything in your life.” The Provider sneered vindictively. “You were even too cowardly to take us all out with the bomb you had.” He scooped up a heavy metal statue of Chin the Settler, the glorified icon of the first Titan settlement. “Those poor souls of Sector Nine, they begged plenty. But their prayers fell upon deaf ears. Old Chin wouldn’t have stood for that.”


  “My advisors instructed me not to intervene!” the President pleaded in vain.


  “You deflect the blame, up until the last moments of your pathetic life. Consider a quick death getting off easy. Time to go where you belong . . . hell!”


  “Know that I die innocent!” he managed to stammer before the Provider raised the statue above his head and delivered a mighty blow. Blood splattered the walls, dotting the portraits of Titan’s fallen heroes as the President’s limp body fell to the floor with a resounding thud.


  *


  He gazed out from the lavish terrace of his palace, overlooking the bustling metropolis of Sector One. Several arduous years of reconstruction had passed. The people now ubiquitously referred to him as the President. The Presidential Palace had sustained minimal damage during the uprising, so he had moved his family in immediately; they had sacrificed much and deserved the spoils of war. Besides, the people expected him to reside there, it was only proper. Grateful citizens had showered him with gifts after the monumental victory. Over time, his persona had shifted from that of a rugged patriot to a dignified diplomat.


  The populace had cried foul when taxes had been reinstated on purified oxygen, produce, and imports. But to his administration’s defense, there had been no recourse. Shipping ports had been badly damaged, the air purification systems sabotaged, and the hydroponic warehouses ransacked. After all, how could a government operate without cash flow?


  A sudden explosion nearby interrupted his thoughts. The marble banister he gripped trembled, rattling not only his body but his conviction as well. Jones, the head of palace security and his loyal ally since the beginning, approached from behind.


  “Excuse me, sir. I don’t want to alarm you, but there has been an explosion at the main gate.”


  “Damn terrorists,” the President grumbled. “They desire anarchy, I am certain of it!”


  “It’s not safe here. We should head to the bunker,” Jones insisted.


  Suddenly, the President froze, his eyes growing wide in a moment of clarity. Jones nudged his arm. “Sir, are you okay?”


  “I’ve had an epiphany!” he exclaimed, suddenly elated.“Let’s go to the communication center. We need to contact these terrorists and negotiate, at all costs, without delay. This endless cycle of repression must stop now, once and for all! If we continue to fight, the cycle will continue. We can save countless lives, bestow a lasting peace.”


  He strode towards the ornate terrace doors, beaming with resolve, when without warning there were bursts of explosions everywhere, shattering the marble tiles and engulfing them in dust and debris.


  “The perimeter’s breeched!” he faintly heard Jones scream through the chaos and ringing in his ears. The floor began to collapse as the President made his way through the haze. Through the dust he envisioned his portrait hanging in the Presidential Palace hall; yet another failure in a long line of arrogant kings. The shrieking of incoming missiles sounded his demise.


  THE PLUMES OF ENCELADUS


  Stewart C. Baker


  Andry (T1 minus forty hours)


  Just after lift-off, a man walked up behind Andry and rested one hand on the handle of her wheelchair as if he knew her.


  “Quite something, isn’t it?” he said, gesturing with his free hand at the floor-to-ceiling window of the public climber.


  Andry grunted, wondering if he was trying to flirt with her. More likely he was talking down to her, mistaking her lack of legs for a lack of wits as all too many did. Instead of responding, she kept looking out at the white-flecked gray rock of the Andes as it receded into the vastness of the Pacific.


  Chimborazo Spindle was a marvel, truly. All the spindles were. Every time Andry rode a climber, she remembered her grandmother’s speeches about the view from the long-gone ISS. But she had seen the Earth recede from the window of a climber car a dozen times now, and it had started to take on the flatness of commonplace. The man wasn’t helping.


  “You should see it from the top,” he said.


  Andry rolled her eyes and studied his reflection in the glass. He looked roughly her age–maybe a little older–and was dressed in the white shirt and khaki pants of a civilian space industry worker. But he lacked the ID or branded jacket of any of the major corps. One of the future tech junkies, then, she thought. The men and women who spent their money riding climbers to watch launches from the upper orbitals.


  She wondered what he would say if he were to tell her that she was a V-Corp pilot, and that in six months’ time she would be further out from Earth than anyone before her. She touched the ceramic container of ashes which hung around her neck. Her grandmother had never lived to see the spindles completed, but her spirit, at least, would make it.


  “The view down here’s too close,” the man continued, not seeming to care that she was ignoring him. “Same with the lower orbital. At Upper, there’s just a thin gray line where the spindle fades away to Earth. Ah, you oughta see it, miss. It’d make your heart melt.”


  At that, Andry swiveled her chair to face him fully. He wore a grin on his face, his eyes focused on her and not the view. The look in them was just as she’d expected: condescending without being cruel. If she was being honest, normally she relished that look–or, more accurately, the look that replaced it when she took the speaker down a notch or three. It was a part of why she took the chair, instead of wearing prosthetics. But today she wasn’t in the mood.


  “Die in a fire,” she said, then shoved past him and out of the room, found a small view-screen set in the wall of a service corridor, and spent the rest of the evening staring at the two tracks of the spindle stretching out in both directions, flat gray lines with no variation and little sense of motion.


  Frank (T2 minus one day)


  Usually, Frank was the first out of a climber when it reached the top. Things to do, people to see, places to go–the same old routine, up there just beyond geostationary. But this time he hung back, waiting for the V-corp pilot to leave. Andry, her name was, according to the files T-Zai had sent to his ConScroll when he’d agreed to fly the mission.


  Listening to her curses as she struggled with her antique wheelchair in the microgravity around the spindle proper, he grinned. A lesson in pride there, he thought, and he’d seen how easy she was to aggravate on the way up. Proud and aloof, and resentful of other people. All the hallmarks of hubris. He would put that to good use, later on.


  Once Andry had disembarked, Frank stepped nimbly off the climber and headed to the viewing dome that topped the spindle’s space port. Even accounting for the secrecy that surrounded any extra-planetary launch, it was uncrowded–V-Corp’s public relations staff had done their job well. As a result, the dome was filled more with the low, cool hum of perpetual air conditioning that marked any extra-planetary endeavor than with the chatter of gawkers. But still there were a few, a dozen or so dedicated space-heads sitting in folding chairs and on stools at various spots around the room, looking more at home there than some of the people who ran the spindle.


  Asking around, the coolness of the super-pressurized clear material that made up the windows under his fingers, Frank heard all sorts about the mission’s supposed purpose. Just another asteroid mineral-extraction jaunt, said a man with a bushy white beard and a hat that said “gone fishing.” No, argued a young woman with her hair shorn off in clumps, they were finally going to colonize Mars.


  A small group of young men with binoculars and notebooks–boys almost, Frank thought; they couldn’t be out of high school, surely–said the ship was a show-piece, and wasn’t going to do anything more than fly around the moon and back in a few short hours. They went on and on about construction breakthroughs, theories tested and confirmed, and other pseudo-technological gibberish.


  Frank, who happened to know exactly what V-Corp was up to, just smiled and nodded at whatever they said. These gullible types would swallow whatever bait V-Corp dangled in front of them. The real story wouldn’t come out until the ship was well on its way back with its payload of scientific and psychometric data, and its tanker-full of Enceladus’ ejecta.


  Out on the launch arm, the ship’s housing started to move. At first nothing more was visible than a hairline fracture–a long sliver of light, and then only if you knew where and what to look for–but as the huge block reached its final position, it split into five triangular pieces, peeling like some kind of strange and impossible flower to reveal the V-Corp tanker.


  The ship was massive, easily twice the size of anything that had been built so far. The bulk of the body was made up, Frank knew, of water storage, with fuel at the aft near the enormous engines which jutted out there. The biggest change from most designs, though, was the living quarters, a long tube of rooms and corridors wrapped around the girth of the ship, and which had already begun its gravity-simulating rotation. On smaller ships, that would leave you with unconscious crew, or worse, and even now V-Corp was hedging its bets by sending out the tanker with a single pilot. Hedging its bets and trying to pull a media coup, he thought. First woman past Jupiter.


  The sight of the ship set the viewing dome abuzz with chatter, people pulling out their ConApps and streaming video to their net-friends down on the surface. Frank watched silently, contenting himself with a grin. He wondered what they would say if he told them T-Zai was going to beat V-Corp at their own game, less than a week from now on Kenya Spindle. The ship was much smaller, true, and based on a more conventional bola schematic, but it needed far less fuel, and had a few other benefits that V-Corp’s radically different craft lacked.


  And, of course, he was a much more accomplished pilot than the slip of a half-broken girl V-Corp had chosen. The ship wasn’t going anywhere until pre-flight checks had been finished, and that would take almost a day, so Frank rolled his shoulders, cracked his neck, and strolled out of the viewing dome towards the Earth-view room he’d booked for a night of relaxation.


  A toast, Andry, he thought. To my future success.


  Andry (T1 plus eight days)


  Andry was starting to adjust to the rhythm of life in transit, getting used to the ship’s nooks and crannies and to pulling herself about in the half-g environment of its living quarters. Each day started around 0700 UTC with two specially designed calisthenics routines. The first of these used nothing but her body, but the second used her prosthetics as well to help her acclimate to both types of movement. Then she’d shower and skim through the day’s news releases while she ate a light breakfast.


  After that, she had routine maintenance and experiment checks in the bulk of the ship, drifting from section to section clear through to 1400, when she broke for lunch. She was just settling in for her afternoon meal on the eighth day when Williams from Control came over the radio. “Bad news, Andry,” he said. “T-Zai’s in the game.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I’m sending you a few articles–they just announced it this morning.”


  She dug out the standard ConScroll pilots used to keep in touch with Earth during long flights, unraveled its paper-thin surface, and waited for the satellite signal. Even this close, data transfers took something like a quarter of a minute.


  She scanned through the file without really reading, ignoring the infotainment hyperbole and corporate speak until the word Enceladus jumped off the screen at her. She flicked the text to a stop and read more carefully:


  In an unusually open press release, T-Zai stated that the ship is intended for Enceladus, Saturn’s frozen moon and still one of the most impressive examples of cryo-volcanism in the system. Smith, head of T-Zai’s space arm, claimed that the multi-national’s aims were twofold–


  “Well?” Williams asked.


  “I see it,” Andry replied. She flicked back to the top of the article and read, her incredulity growing.


  It wasn’t any surprise that T-Zai had kept their latest mission a secret, but it was identical to her own in almost every way. Even the flight paths were similar, though T-Zai had launched from Kenya Spindle and their ship design was more typical.


  “Too late now to do anything about it,” Williams said. “We can’t even announce our own mission without looking like fools. Our PR department just put out the standard ‘no comment’ press release a few days back.”


  “What do you want me to do?”


  “Nothing you can do, now. Sit tight; keep going. We’ll sort it out ground-side.”


  “Roger that.”


  After she cut radio contact and finished reading the files Williams had sent over, Andry felt restless. Normally she’d use this time of day to read or watch a movie or something, but nothing she glanced at appealed to her. She checked over the ship’s route, an entirely unnecessary action, then pulled herself out of the lounge’s chair and staggered off to her sleeping couch, the tunk of her prosthetic limbs against the floor loud and hollow in the empty silence of the ship.


  Frank (T2 plus 6 hours)


  “You never listened, Frank; all you care about is yourself and space.”


  With that, Jen disconnected, leaving him with only the ship’s emptiness and the acid taste of bile in his throat. She hadn’t even let him talk to Emily, their daughter.


  On the other hand, he understood how it must feel. With less than two months’ notice, he’d left them alone for almost four years–only a little longer than they’d been married, and twice as long as Emily had even been alive.


  Even if it was a life’s work that had gotten him here and a childhood dream fulfilled to see the rings of Saturn–maybe even because of that–it was going to feel like abandonment and betrayal.


  Hell, it was. He’d hoped the ConScroll would make up for it, at least a little, but . . .


  Still, nothing for it now. He’d already passed the moon, and the big engines at the back of the tanker were still firing. He was committed, beyond committed, and if the whole thing was a mistake it wouldn’t be his first. At least this one would pay them well in his absence.


  Well enough to start another family with some Earth-bound groom, if that was what Jen wanted. He pinched the bridge of his nose and pressed his eyes closed until staticky shapes danced in the darkness behind them.


  Later, when the pain had lessened a little, he radioed the V-Corp ship.


  “Race you, little lady.” He felt a knowing smile pull across his features even as he said it, the too-aggressive fly-boy persona he’d adopted for the mission coming to the fore.


  There was silence for a good ten minutes, and when the other pilot responded her voice was cold and flat.


  “What do you want, white-shirt?”


  “So you do remember me! How sweet. But my name–which you might have done me the courtesy of asking foreight back on the spindle, by the way–is Frank. Frank Lauder.”


  “And mine’s Andry, as I’m sure you know.”


  “Sure do, little lady. Don’t take it personally; business is business.”


  “This is more than business,” she shot back.


  Frank thought on Jen, on Emily. He wondered whether they would be there when he got back–but it was too late now. Too late, and what he’d wanted, besides.


  Andry’s voice cut back in on the radio. “No witty come-back, white-shirt?”


  “You’re right enough. There’s science, fame, and more than a few other things riding on this little voyage. But when you get down to it, the rules are the same: the winner will be whoever’s fittest.”


  “Is that so?”


  If he thought she’d sounded cold before, he’d been wrong. Each syllable was a particle of ice, the sentence as uncaring as the airless space outside the ship’s hull.


  The chair, he thought.


  “Hell, I didn’t mean it like that. I was just . . .”


  But the signal had gone dead. There was only himself and his memories of home.


  Andry (T1 plus eighty days)


  More than two months had passed since the T-Zai ship contacted her, but Andry observed strict radio silence.


  As with many things, this wasn’t as hard as it would have been in the early, heady days of space exploration. Her ConScroll kept her more or less abreast of everything going on Earth-side, and Control handled so much of the ship’s movement by telemetry that direct contact was really only necessary in case of an emergency.


  For tasks beyond the mundane–some of the collection jobs she used the ship’s robotic arms and drones for, in conjunction with Control–she ignored Frank’s jibes and signed off as soon as she was able.


  On the 80th day since launch, the ship passed through Mars’s orbit. Although the planet was nowhere near, her heart softened some at the invisible milestone. To think that she was one of only a few hundred to have gone this far out, and that one of the others was just behind, the both of them far from home . . .


  If she was being honest with herself, she hadn’t been that mad to begin with. It was part strategy, trying to get a lead somehow.


  Whoever’s fittest indeed. She snorted, flicked on the radio, tuned it to the main frequency, and said, “Sure beats the view from the top, Frank.”


  “Does it ever,” he said, his voice slightly raw.


  They didn’t talk more, but the timbre of the silence had changed. The lack of sound was neutral, where before it had been strained.


  The next time Frank spoke, a few hours later, his voice was almost companionable. “Two months, twenty days, sixteen hours, and forty-three minutes.”


  “Liar,” she said. “If you were going that fast, you’d be seeing Jupiter now.”


  “It’s not where we’re going, Andry. It’s where we’ve been. Nearly three months you held that grudge–Jesus god, don’t you get lonely?”


  “I like being alone. Would have thought you’d have to, to want to come out here.”


  No response. She went back to her maintenance, figuring he’d talk when he felt like it, but an hour later he still hadn’t said anything.


  “Frank, you okay?”


  “How do you handle it, really? I know you’ve got the same set-up I do, but don’t you miss touch, real eye contact? Chrissake, I’ve been talking to myself just to hear a human voice that isn’t coming from a monitor.”


  Andry thought back to the psych-evals V-Corp had given her in the run up to launch. At each, the shrink had been surprised that she showed so little inclination to miss human contact. Though why she should was a mystery–it wasn’t like she’d ever had much of it back on Earth anyway.


  She remembered what the shrink had said in response to a particularly sarcastic remark of hers: “Things are different out there, Andry. Planet-side you might be fine as a loner, but when you’re hundreds of thousands of miles away from anything you’ve ever known . . . some people just can’t take it.


  “If you do feel yourself going a little strange, focus on the objective. Set up something strong you can believe in and pour all your uneasiness into that. Sometimes you have to lose yourself a little in order to find yourself again.”


  Andry smiled at the irony of it. She very much doubted V-Corp had expected her to use advice from her psych-evals on a T-Zai rival.


  “Well, Frank,” she said over the comm channel, “I’m a woman. We just do better out here.”


  “You think that’s it?” He still sounded haggard, but at least he’d stopped moping.


  “I know it is. Approach route, hell. I’ll be siphoning water while you’re still watching Saturn’s rings and thinking how much they remind you of your mama’s cooking.”


  He laughed. “Big words, little lady. Going to be hard to live up to, though. I’ll be parked at Enceladus while you’re still gawping at the first sight of those rings.”


  Aggravating as that self-sure arrogance had been on the way up Chimborazo Spindle, Andry felt her smile stretch into a full-feral smirk. “We’ll see about that,” she said, then switched the channel to Control.


  “Williams,” she said, “you said we got fuel to spare, right? Tell me what you think about this . . .”


  Frank (T2 plus seventy-six days)


  With Martian orbit behind them, interplanetary space and the future history of space exploration stretched out towards Jupiter, as far away as they’d already come.


  Frank snapped a photo of Earth, a distant blue speck foregrounded by the opposite edge of the bola that gave him something like gravity. That was one admittedly aesthetic benefit of manned spaceflight–unlike robotic missions, where photography was strictly point and shoot, he could take his time selecting a shot that looked good.


  The photos were supposed to go to T-Zai’s PR arm for sorting and release to the public. This, really, was the point of the mission, as far as Frank was concerned, with all the hullabaloo about Enceladus little more than filler for the over-eager media consumers back on Earth. This photo, though, Frank set aside for Jen in a message titled “missing you.” She’d long since stopped answering when he tried to call. Over the next few days, he spent his free time on the message, trying to get across the wonder of the stars’ slow crawl, their total lack of empathy. “I’m coming home,” he ended it. “When this is over, I’m coming home for good.”


  It wasn’t until a week later that he stopped hoping for a response.


  The next few months of the journey passed like treacle.


  There was little in the way of course corrections or navigation problems–all that was handled Earth-side–and the few experiments scientists had paid T-Zai to take on were self-sustaining. Nothing needed hands-on attention unless something went wrong, and nothing did.


  The ConScroll helped a little, but the time lag drove him crazy sometimes. Besides, with Jen not talking there wasn’t much to do except browse the news feeds and check the mission intranet for chatter and briefings.


  His conversations with Andry were the only things that really broke the monotony. They’d share tall tales from their respective training camps, compare benefits and working conditions across their two companies, and grouse about the universal similarities. Lunchroom talk, more or less, but the fact that he could say something and not have to wait five minutes for a response made all the difference.


  Still, they never talked about the personal. Every time he wanted to talk about Jen, Frank reminded himself that Andry was the competition, not a friend. Even if their banter was friendlier and they spoke every day, there was still the under-the-surface understanding that Enceladus would change it all. From time to time, the tension erupted, spewing from nowhere like the cryo-volcanoes that were the targets of both their missions, and souring the conversation until one or the other of them went off in a fit.


  A particularly bad exchange had seen Frank through the Main Belt in silence. He spent most of the transit kicking himself. Even though a collision in the belts was almost a statistical impossibility, he still half-expected it, and the awareness of just how fragile even a state-of-the-art ship was made him wish he had someone to talk to.


  When he got through safe, he radioed back to Andry. If the projections the T-Zai control team had given him were in any way accurate, she was still halfway through. Usually when they talked after a flare-up, their conversations were terse, strained things. He tried to keep his tone light as a way of apologizing.


  “Well, that’s me out,” he said. “Best watch out you don’t hit anything with that monster of a tanker you call a ship.”


  Andry’s voice came back bright and clear. “Nothing to worry about, Frank.”


  It was so unlike her–and the bantering tone they so often adopted when relations were good–that he was taken aback. “What?”


  “I’m already through.”


  He slammed open the mid-range imaging read-out, scanned back to where her ship should be. Nothing. Further ahead, further, further still. But when he switched to the short-range, she wasn’t there either.


  “Where are you?” he said.


  “You’re looking in the wrong direction, Frank. Or didn’t they tell you T-Zai boys that the Solar system isn’t flat?”


  Muttering to himself, Frank scrolled down on the scanner until he caught the tell-tale blip of the V-Corp tanker. She was about fifty miles behind him, and gaining visibly.


  “Shit.”


  “I thought you’d like that. See, that’s the thing about this ‘monster of a tanker I call a ship,’ Frank. It’s got fuel to burn, and mass to back it up once we get going. Better tell your ground crew to step it up a notch if you want to–”


  He smashed the signal over before she could finish. “Control,” he snarled. “Damn your impotent hides, we’re going to lose.”


  Andry (T1 plus one hundred eighty-five days)


  Jupiter took Andry’s breath away. Shielded from the giant’s radiation by the super-dense, nanofactured materials of the ship’s hull, she floated for hours by the port-side windows, watching as its pale tans and murky orange-browns swirled past in constant, eddying motion.


  When she’d had her fill–or almost had it, anyway–she flicked the ConScroll to broadcast mode and spoke.


  “People of Earth. When you see this message, something like half an hour will have gone by since I drifted past the biggest planet in our system in this lonely little mobile outpost.


  “Jupiter,” she continued, “fifth planet from our Sun and the first of the gas giants.”


  Grimacing in the safety of her head, she recited the words as they appeared on the ConScroll’s prompter. Stilted, dull things, those words, written by freelancers back Earth-side to give her daily broadcast some educational value.


  In the two-and-a-half months since V-Corp had decided to make her mission public, the company’s PR arm had come up with more and more ideas to sell their value to the world. The broadcasts had started out as simple things, a daily journal of where she was, how she was doing, and whatever else she thought was interesting.


  And, of course, The Race. When the PR guys talked about it, Andry could hear the capitals in their voices, see it in the flashes of their eyes and too-white teeth on the ConScroll’s conferencing software.


  The Race. That was how they were going to sell the giant screw-up that had seen her and the rest of the company maintain total silence up to now. They were going to announce it to the world as all part of a plan, an attempt by V-Corp to steal T-Zai’s glory in a hell-for-leather dash more than halfway across the Solar System and back.


  The ConScroll blipped in her earpiece to let her know the prompts were ending soon, and she came back to herself as she finished the last of them. “Isn’t it amazing to think where we are now, and where we’ll be in another twenty years?”


  Then, with another blip, the slow flicker of text was replaced with a few flashing words: T-Zai update.


  This was what really mattered to V-Corp and most of the people still tuning in. She turned her back to the Scroll for a second, looking out on Jupiter. The PR guys wouldn’t mind–it made the whole thing seem dramatic. She rolled her eyes, then turned back to the ConScroll, clutching her grandmother’s canister in a gesture she’d adopted as her signature pose for this part of the broadcast. The sooner this was over, the sooner she could get back to the mission.


  “The T-Zai ship–Frank, for those of you following along at home–is about a day behind me, trailing a little as we use Jupiter’s gravity for a bit of a boost. He’s been gaining, though, I have to say, so we’re not in the clear yet.


  “At this rate, he might even catch up by, oh . . . I don’t know . . . Uranus? Pity we’re not going out that far. Sorry, Frank.”


  “ ‘Sorry, Frank.’ ? That the best you could come up with?”


  “Just trying to make it easier for you, Mr. trailing-a-little.”


  Frank’s laugh was warm, something she never would have expected after their first meeting, or even after they’d passed Mars. Lately they’d been on good terms. Something about the combination of melodrama and dry statistical information their respective PR and science teams tried to cram into the broadcasts made it impossible to take themselves seriously. After two or three they’d opened up to each other almost completely.


  After a slight pause, the T-Zai pilot spoke again: “Still nothing from Jen.”


  “She’ll come around.”


  “Yeah, maybe. I just worry it’ll be too late. Emily turned three a month ago and I still haven’t heard from them. Don’t even know if the flowers I asked mission control to send got there or not.”


  Andry pulled back from the radio and sighed. This endless funk of his depressed her. It was all he ever talked about–his wife, his child, his self-described failures.


  Worse, no matter how strongly she tried to redirect his attention to something else it didn’t work. All his daily actions were a link to his past somehow–checking the ship’s course or its experiments reminded him of how far he still had to go to get home. The ConScroll was worse. Even asking him his plans for his return didn’t help.


  Lately she’d been thinking of another tactic. She gripped her grandmother’s canister where it hung loosely around her neck. It was the one thing she hadn’t really explained to him all the way, the reason why she needed to be out here so badly in the first place.


  “Back when my grandma was an astronaut on the ISS, it was about as far away and lonely as we are now, relatively speaking. No spindle, nothing like the level of approachability we have today. Space travel was more dangerous then, with so much still untested.


  “My grandpa was stuck on Earth for months at a time, sometimes longer, raising my dad and both his brothers. I won’t say it was easy. Back before she died, my grandma used to joke about the hard times between them. The ones when he’d scream at her over the video uplink, then storm off in a huff. One time she even ruined a whole batch of micro-gravity biology samples over it.”


  “But that was a space station, Andry,” Frank said. “We’re at least a year away from even turning around, let alone landing. Even in those days, the shuttles ran every few months.”


  “I guess so, but what I’m trying to say is that they’ll wait, Frank. As long as it takes.”


  “Maybe.”


  “Definitely. That’s what love is, right?”


  “And if she doesn’t love me?”


  “Then find someone who does,” she snapped, “and move on with your life.”


  A pause, longer this time, stretching out until she had to fill it herself.


  “Sorry, Frank. It’s just . . . I’m tired of hearing it, okay?”


  “Yeah. Sorry.”


  When she disconnected, she felt like a heel, but it was true, and damned if she was going to help him with his pity party any longer. Grumbling, she threw herself back into her work. He’d get over it.


  Frank (T2 plus two hundred seventeen days)


  From the angle his ship came in, the much-touted rings of Saturn were little more than ragged dirty lines across its surface. The largest inner moons stood out amongst the hundreds of thousands of tiny moonlets. Further from the planet, Titan menaced empty space with its own massive presence. The T-Zai mission had stashed its return fuel there, but with Andry and V-Corp only a day behind, Frank couldn’t risk collecting the tanks until after he’d filled up with water from Enceladus.


  Now more than ever, the voyage was a race. Neither team had planned for another large body in orbit around the icy moon, nor had they been able to agree on a way for both ships to collect at the same time. Whoever got there first would leave first, and Frank intended to make sure that was him.


  “Approaching target now,” he said into the radio. “Going to stop on a dime, ladies and gents.” This far out, of course, the reportage was little more than habit. With communications to and from Earth taking close to an hour, he was for all intents and purposes on his own.


  Except of course for Andry. He grinned, then switched frequencies.


  “Looks like I’ll beat you after all.”


  The other pilot’s voice came back without a pause. “At the rate you’re going, you’ll overshoot. I’ll be pulling in water by the kilo while you’re circling Saturn for a second approach.”


  “Wait and see.”


  Back when they were halfway between Saturn and Jupiter, he’d have agreed. That was when he realized the only way he would get to the goal before Andry did was by keeping his velocity as high as he could, as long as he could. For weeks after, he’d worried at the problem of transitioning into Enceladus’ orbit, but he couldn’t come up with anything that didn’t leave him a crater on the icy moon’s surface.


  It had been after their biggest argument–the one where Andry got all sanctimonious about her grandparents–and they were still a little strained, mostly avoiding anything personal. In one of their typical banter sessions, Andry mentioned in passing that V-Corp had stashed its own return fuel in orbit around Saturn itself, close to Enceladus. All she’d have to do, she bragged, was boost a little out of orbit to start her trip home.


  He’d made up some excuse right then to cut comms, and given Control a call. At first they thought he was crazy, but they wanted to beat V-Corp bad enough that eventually they relented. A few new waivers later, he had a custom-designed simulator and their approval to match orbits with Saturn, not Enceladus, when he neared the end of the mission, and to wait as late as he could to slow down.


  He’d done the maneuver more times than he could count on the sim: zoom into Enceladus’ orbit path just ahead of its current position, and then burn fuel in a sudden, sustained burst that would slow his ship enough to be caught by Saturn’s gravitational pull. After a few false starts, he’d managed it with just enough left over to get to the plumes of water ice particles which shot from the moon’s southern pole.


  And, of course, to Titan after he’d collected, albeit at a sedate pace. Still, it would be enough to see him on the path back to Earth and Jen and Emily while Andry was still filling the tanks of her ungainly ship at the fountains he’d just left.


  There was only one problem with the idea, and it was why T-Zai had shown such reluctance. No matter how he played with the variables in the simulator, the G-force that resulted would knock out any human inhabitants of the ship. He’d be unable to make any course corrections or adjustments until he awoke.


  There was nothing to be done about it now, though. He set the thought from his mind (the ship’s computer was a better pilot anyway) and settled into the pilot’s couch.


  “We are go, Control,” he said into the radio, and then gave the computer the order to execute the program the techs had cooked up based on his experiences with the simulator.


  Straight away, the boosters fired. The couch–the whole ship–was designed to soak up Gs like this, but it still hurt. The room around him shook; a wave of pressure built and built against the front of his skull, and just when he thought it would stop it built some more. The roaring, too, was immense, an unending crescendo of noise.


  But it was working. Enceladus shifted from a grey blur to a moon, a clearly visible body of icy rock. He could see the plumes, a spray of glittering fabric spreading out from the moonlet’s pole and into the thin uniformity of the planet’s E ring, a shimmer of white against the blackness of space. Like diamonds, he thought, or pebbles in a riverbed, or . . . or . . .


  Then his ship was past it, and the buffeting got stronger, more insistent. Just before blacking out, still reeling from the sight of what he had traveled so long to achieve, he spotted a blip on the ship’s radar, there just ahead of Enceladus: a fuel tank emblazoned with the V-Corp logo, half the size of his ship and sitting directly in its path.


  Andry (T1 plus two hundred twenty-two days)


  Andry saw the wreck even from her distant position. After passing Enceladus, and skimming through a portion of the icy ring of Saturn which jetted from its cryovolcanoes, the T-Zai ship’s exhaust ignited her spare fuel tank. The explosion was violent and immediate, a cloud of micro-debris which reached near to the edge of the ring the moon orbited inside of, and which she was sure would obliterate any trace of the tanker.


  She watched in silent horror, unable even to think, everything taken up by a pressure in her lungs, a prickling at the edge of her eyes. But when the cloud started to disperse somewhat, Frank’s ship was still there, rotating slowly, at this distance appearing as though it had just stopped, somehow, matching Enceladus’ orbit exactly by some miraculous feat of precision and luck.


  “Jesus,” she said. Then, over the radio: “Frank! Frank, are you reading me?”


  No response. She swore and switched frequencies.


  “Control, we’ve got a situation here. The T-Zai pilot’s hit one of our refills. His ship seems stable, but I can’t tell from here. I’m going to match velocities with it and take the MMV over. Can’t raise the pilot on the radio, so that’s the only way. I’ll collect the water afterward.”


  “I’m going to record the rescue on the Scroll, but I won’t transmit until everything’s in the clear. If anything changes, I’ll let you know.”


  A little over an hour later, her ship’s orbit matched with the silent T-Zai ship’s, Andry suited up and pushed away on the MMV–the car-sized rocket V-Corp astronauts used for maintenance and other external activities.


  Frank still hadn’t responded to any of her comms. She didn’t know if he was pinned to something and unable to reach the controls, unconscious, or if the T-Zai tanker’s radio had just been knocked out. Even if all she found was a corpse . . . well, Frank and his family deserved better than a slow decay in space with no funeral.


  It took something like four hours to cross the space between Enceladus and Frank’s ship–the time passed slowly, Saturn’s bright bands of cloud lighting her way, hundreds of thousands of miles above and to her left. Control got back to let her know that they’d received her communication, and that she should continue as she saw fit; she thanked them, and kept going.


  When she was a few miles away from the T-Zai ship, she fired the MMV’s reverse thrusters and came to a gradual, bone-grinding stop. This close, it was clear that even if he lived, Frank wouldn’t be taking any water home. The micro-debris had opened up a huge, gaping rent all the way down one side of the tanker. Jagged strips of metal and nano-carbon stuck out everywhere, and the ship was still surrounded by a small cloud of fragments–almost a mirror of Saturn and its rings.


  Andry radioed Control again, describing the scene. “I’m going inside,” she finished.


  She maneuvered the MMV to the nose of the spinning ship and tethered it to the outside of the airlock, pulled a plasma cutter, a sealing sheet, and a spare suit from the small craft’s supply cubby and carved a hole in the airlock’s outer door. Once she was inside, she sealed the hole off again and cycled the inner door.


  She sent one more radio to Control, then switched to Frank’s frequency. “You still in here?”


  When he didn’t respond, she shook her head and pulled herself through the door. The ship’s interior was dimly lit by emergency lighting only, but her sensors showed a comfortable level of oxygen. Still, she kept the suit on as she drew herself along using the rungs set into the corridor walls. Better safe than sorry.


  V-Corp’s ship was different from hers, but it didn’t take long to locate the pilot’s room. She clipped her harness to a rung near the chamber’s sealed door and wrestled with its emergency latch until she got it open. Inside, it was even darker than the rest of the ship, and equally still.


  “Frank?” she rasped, her voice tinny and unnaturally loud through the suit’s speakers. She keyed the release on her helmet and opened the visor, then tried again: “Frank?”


  Her stomach clenched and churning with acid, she shone her flashlight into the room. A shifting cloud of debris—glass mostly, and parts from some machine or another that she couldn’t recognize—filled most of the space. Off to one side, Frank’s lifeless body tugged in a slow, jerky orbit above the pilot’s chair, connected by one strap of a safety harness. One of his arms had been broken at the shoulder, and the arm of his suit stretched over his head, moving independently of the rest of him. His face, uncovered, had been lacerated, so that droplets of rich, red blood beaded off and spun out into the room, where they pooled loosely against the corner of the wall and ceiling.


  Andry shut off her light, swallowed drily a few times, and sent a terse message to Control: “He’s dead.”


  She lashed Frank’s body to the MMV with some of its emergency cord. With the spare suit’s mirrored visor down, the only sign of something wrong was the little bundle tied to his neck which carried of his a few personal artifacts. One of them, a photo showing Frank with his wife and daughter, she’d kept out. She’d found it clutched in one hand when she pulled him down, and had worked it free, straightened it out, and taped it to the side of the canister which held her grandmother’s ashes.


  When she was about halfway between the two ships, she slowed the MMV and turned to face the near-blinding glare of Saturn. She hefted the canister in one hand, the other secure on the small vehicles handle, and made as if to throw it.


  But after a moment’s thought, she let the hand drop and dug through the supply capsule until she found a long-range transmitter and a self-guiding solar sail–the sort usually used for delivering small packets of rock from an asteroid surface-walk to a more distant laboratory station. She broke the seal, stuck the canister and Frank’s portrait inside its payload compartment, and activated the device. Then she aimed it out into the vastness of space and let go. They’d keep each other good company out there, her grandma and Frank’s family.


  She watched until she could no longer see the tiny object, then placed her hand on Frank’s helmet. “Well,” she said, a forced hint of levity in her voice, “what say we go get us some water?”


  That’s when the tears came, just the tiniest bit of moisture at the corners of her eyes. Let them come, she thought. Let them.


  She fired up the MMV’s jets and started back for Enceladus, thinking already of home.


  GROUND SUPPORT


  Mike Barretta


  Astronaut Damian Quinn was alone, a billion miles away from the nearest human being, buried alive in the night; he was sure he was going to die, and he couldn’t wait.
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  She looked to the night sky and wondered where in the heavens he was. The streetlight above cast a yellow cone of light around her. Diamond beads of sprinkler water arced above to fall and cling to the sharp tips of the fresh cut lawn. She stripped off the faded Stanford t-shirt and walked out across the lawn barefoot to let the cool water spray across her body.


  “Where are you?” she said to the sky. Across the street a porch light came on.


  “Damn it, Dawn. What the hell are you doing?” asked Tom. “Get in here. Do you know how much trouble I can get in? My mission.”


  “Oh, screw your mission,” said Dawn. Astronauts, the only thing they cared about were their missions. She turned to face him. Light-glittered drops of water fell around her. “I’ve got your mission, right here.”


  He vanished back into the house and she laughed at him. “Asshole.” Her skin puckered from the cold and she shivered. He reappeared in the doorway, pulled on his shirt, and advanced to his car.


  “I gotta go,” said Tom.


  “That’s what all you astronaut’s say: I gotta go.” She spun around, arms outstretched, looking at the sky, trying to focus on a star, a pole star, the north star, any star, as long as it would stay still. She spun and spun like she did when she was a child. She knew she should be embarrassed about her behavior, but that was the beauty of margaritas. There would be plenty of time for regret tomorrow. Tom’s car started with a soft rumbling purr. He pulled out and vanished. She didn’t care. She didn’t even know why she let him take her home.


  She took a step back and fell into the wet grass. She was drunker than she intended to be. She lay back in the grass and gazed at the stars and wondered what the allure was. They were cold and indifferent and distant. The sprinkler indexed around and cast beads of cool water on her body.


  Far above, a light moved across the heavens. It wasn’t him. He was invisible to her naked eye. She wondered how far and if he was dreaming of her in the silent depths of space. The NASA feed to her house would tell her one, but not the other.


  “You son of a bitch,” she said to the sky.


  [image: ]


  Damian blinked to focus. He floated, tethered in the couch’s straps. His hands moved to his face and wiped his eyes. Something was wrong. Darkness pressed in from all sides and at times he found it hard to breathe. A tiny whisper inside his head explained the circumstances of his existence, and though he heard the words, they didn’t register on a cognitive level. He lived an incomprehensible semi-waking nightmare. He would tell himself to wake up and he couldn’t. He would tell himself to sleep and he couldn’t. The best he could do was dip down into a bizarre dream state that was confusing, and at times, terrifying.


  “I’m so tired,” said Damian.” The sound of his voice in the vastness of the cabin frightened him. His eyes fluttered open. “I’m sorry,” he whispered to the picture of his wife. A hissing sound, like the noise of childhood snakes, filled his ears. He felt coldness spread from the pit of his stomach, and the tide of unconsciousness advanced towards him pulling him not quite under.


  He remembered tiny fragments of his circumstance. The worst had happened and he became tolerant of the Somazine drug that was supposed to keep him unconscious for the majority of the trip. Of course, he had scheduled wake times to communicate with mission control and his wife and to do housekeeping chores on the ship, but most of the time he should have been in a deep sleep consuming as few resources as possible.


  He remembered he was going to die. He was breathing too much and feeding too much in his semi-waking state. The mission’s margins were narrow. He turned to the picture again. Her disembodied face floated, indistinct and blurry. The old photograph changed to something monstrous and pale. Her dark hair snaked out of the image to wrap around his face. He screamed and then laughed. His eyelids fluttered and slipped to half-mast. He floated in the loose straps and listened to the desperate voices urging him to do this or do that. His legs and arms contracted towards his chest and his breathing slowed. His tears described tiny whorls in the air until the ductwork carried them away to be recycled.
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  Dawn sat in NASA’s Family Communications Room, the space reserved for the astronaut’s dependents, so they could record messages. She could have done so from home, but she needed to get out of there and the drive to the facility gave her time to think about what she needed to say. She sat in the room and keyed the microphone, terrified of the words she was prepared to say.


  “Damian, the kids miss you. I miss you,” said Dawn. “But I have some news, and I have to tell you now. It can’t wait any more. I know I shouldn’t, but I am. I’m filing for divorce. I love you, but I can’t do this anymore. I won’t do this anymore. I’ve been a good wife. The kids and I have supported you all these years. Sometimes we would wonder if you were coming back from the Moon and Mars, and now this. I’m not doing it anymore. There isn’t anyone else, but . . .” Her voice choked off, and she wiped tears. “I . . , I . . , damn.” She unkeyed the microphone.


  The booth door opened and the director of Manned Space Flight Operations stepped in.


  “Dawn, can we talk in my office?” said Marcus Stein.


  “No I have to record this for his next wake up, I have to . . .”


  No, Dawn you don’t. We need to talk in my office,” said Marcus. “Please.”


  The way he said please indicated it wasn’t a request.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Let’s talk.”


  She deleted her message and followed Marcus to his nearby office. It was not the fancy one that he kept in the administration building, but nicely appointed nonetheless. Marcus was single, and much to the dismay of his staff, he lived at the complex. He opened the door for her.


  “Dawn, please have a seat.” She looked around, waiting for him to sit. The office was graced with framed engineering drawings of Artemis Mars landers, the second generation CEV’s, and the new-fangled gravity-neutralized utility lifters. An admiralty model of the proposed unmanned starship sat on a sideboard. He took his seat behind the mahogany desk. “You’re not sending that message,” said Marcus.


  Of course, she wasn’t. Sitting in the office, she couldn’t imagine anything more cruel or stupid. What was she thinking? But still she was angry. She had always suspected that NASA monitored what was sent to her husband, but as long as the illusion of privacy was maintained she was content. She wanted to just agree and say: I know, but instead she said, “It’s a private matter.”


  “No, it’s not private. We never promised you privacy,” said Marcus. “Tell me what is happening.”


  “You’re not my counselor, and you heard. Didn’t you?” Her voice sounded weak and tired. She was weak and tired, tired of supporting Damian’s NASA missions to the moon, and Mars, and this one to godforsaken Titan.


  “Okay,” he said. The silence stretched between them till it grew tenuous.


  “I need to find someone, someone with his feet on the ground,” said Dawn. “I want a life. I deserve it.”


  “Have you found someone?” asked Marcus.


  “No.” The perfect astronaut wife facade failed catastrophically like a liquid hydrogen explosion. Cool reserves flashed over to emotional, white-hot heat. “I don’t know him, anymore. Our children don’t know him. Daddy is a picture on a mantle. Daddy is a midnight phone call because he was too stupid to figure out time zones. Daddy is the astronaut hero. He is everything, to everyone, but he is not a husband, and he is not a father,” said Dawn. She turned away from Marcus, embarrassed and angry. She took a deep breath and her outburst cooled. “You can’t be those things when you’re a billion miles away from home. I’m done. That’s all,” she said. “I’m alone.”


  “Listen, I sympathize, but . . . this mission is important.”


  She hated being patronized by the usual NASA lines. “They’re all important, aren’t they? Otherwise you wouldn’t be going, so screw your sympathy, Marcus. I said, I’m done. I’m telling him. I’m leaving. That’s all there is to it.” She turned away, trying to get a grip on her emotions. “I don’t know when,” she added. “When he’s back. That’s fair.”


  “Dawn, we don’t know if he is going to make it back.”


  Her heart sank. Marcus broke the cardinal rule of manned space travel since it was invented: Unrelenting optimism. “What do you mean if?”


  “What do you care? You’re leaving him.” He sighed.


  “Jesus, Marcus, don’t be an idiot.”


  He opened a file on his computer, and spun the monitor around for her to see. She knew that the idea of traveling in space was romantic and glamorous, but the practice was exhausting and tedious for everyone. She’d lived the reality for as long as she could remember. Damien had always come home weak and tired and pale, but this time she barely recognized him. He looked fragile. A gaunt bearded skeleton with sunken, surprised eyes gazed back at her. He was a little old space man, grizzled and weary, like the most expensive street person in history. Every trip they learned some unthought-of way in which space travel was dangerous to the human body.


  “He is farther out than anyone has ever gone and he is dying,” said Marcus.


  Tears blurred the high definition image of the horror that was her husband. “I didn’t know . . .”


  “Of course, you didn’t. Only a few know what’s happening. He hasn’t sent back a coherent message in four months.”


  “He texts me,” she offered.


  “No, I text you,” said Marcus.


  “What gives you the right to do that to me . . . to us?” asked Dawn. Pointless anger flared. Operational necessity protocols would let Marcus do whatever he deemed fit to preserve the mission.


  “I’m sorry, but we had to. We thought we could find a solution,” said Marcus.


  Empty platitudes, she thought. Marcus was never sorry. It’s what made him such a good mission director.


  “What’s happening out there?”


  “He’s become tolerant of the Somazine. He is semi-awake and delusional. We’ve been working to keep him stable and our efforts are failing.”


  She calculated consumables against time. As a civil engineer by training, numbers were second nature to her. She used to build bridges. Realization swept through her. Gravity seemed to loosen its hold and she steadied herself with a hand on the mahogany desk. “He can’t make it there and back awake, can he?”


  “No, he can’t,” he admitted. “Even semi-conscious he is consuming too many resources.”


  “Rescue?” she asked.


  “That multi-billion dollar CIA spy satellite that failed to reach orbit last year is a rescue package. We launched when it became clear the Somazine wasn’t working. That package has consumables and a new formulation of Somazine. It will intercept him in three weeks. We need him to be functional for the rendezvous and the only time he is remotely coherent is when he receives your messages. He listens to your voice and reads your messages. We are hoping to build on that.” He walked around the desk and sat in the chair next to her. He took her hand and she knew she was being played. It was a clumsy and unnecessary ploy.


  “He can make it,” he said. “But we need your help.”


  “I’m so tired of this,” said Dawn.


  “Will you help us?”


  “Of course.” Tears ran down her face. She pulled her hand away. Damian was her husband, which meant that it was perfectly logical to love him, and hate him, at the same time, and she didn’t owe anybody an explanation, least of all Marcus.


  She spun the monitor away from her sight.
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  Marcus pushed the buttons of the cypher lock. “The code is 2375 and you have unconditional access.” He pushed the door open, and the lights came on. A wall mounted repeater of Mission Control’s master display exuded a soft blue glow. Mission data cascaded like waterfalls down the display. Icons changed color according to some cryptic matrix. A computer console with a separate monitor sat on a desk beneath the repeater.


  She followed him in.


  “Sit here,” said Marcus. He pointed to one of two Laz-E-Boy recliners in the room.


  She sat, sinking into the chair, letting it take the weight of a day filled with briefings. A strange headset, like a high-tech silver octopus, rested on a stand between the two recliners Marcus pulled over an Aeron office chair from the computer console desk and sat facing her.


  “The computer beneath the display is the QTC console, an alternative communication path to Eos.”


  “Eos?” asked Dawn.


  “It’s what he named his ship.”


  “I didn’t know.” Her breath hitched. How could she not know?


  “Dawn, stay with me. QTC stands for Quantum Tele-Communications.” He reached and took the rubbery headset from its stand. The tendrils writhed, seeking purchase, looking for a connection. “With this headset and that machine you will be able to communicate with him in real-time without any time lag.”


  “I don’t believe that’s possible.”


  “It is.”


  Marcus looked to the ceiling as if answers floated above him. The headset ceased its movement, giving up on a connection. He looked back down.


  “Someone told me that science gives you what you need, but magic gives you what you want. For all intents and purposes you can consider this magic. There is a chip of quantum entangled matter built into this machine and another on the Eos. These chips are connected across space and time. What happens to one, happens to the other, instantaneously, but the catch is that they are a consumable resource. Nothing lasts forever, right?


  “Some things should,” said Dawn.


  “Be that as it may, every transmission uses a bit of this entangled matter, and once it is gone, it is gone. We were conserving it for the most important aspect of the mission, surface operations on Titan, but you have priority now. That should give you some idea of the dire straits we are in, and the importance we are placing on your ability to bring him around.”


  “What do you need me to do?”


  “Talk to him at the scheduled times. We will have a flight surgeon and mission psychologist here with you.””


  “No, I won’t have them listening and taking notes.”


  “Dawn, this is a delicate . . .”


  “Non-negotiable,” said Dawn. She watched his face for signs of resistance. It would be pointless. She was resolved. She wouldn’t have NASA giving her advice on how to talk to her husband.


  “Okay, we’ll work with it, but I’ll have them available to you for debriefing purposes, for you, as well as him. The QTC is a dangerous piece of equipment. It has an immense amount of bandwidth. It is a truth machine and it is impossible to lie to someone. What you think and what you feel, he will know, and the same is true for you. It can be disorienting and intimate. No one likes to use it. Imagine what it would be like to have no secrets, to know someone better than you know yourself.”


  “He’s my husband. We don’t have any secrets,” said Dawn. She looked away from him, fixating on the mission display, pretending that the numbers meant something to her, and hoping that perhaps, he would let the lie pass unremarked.


  He did.


  “You have the objective list we gave you, other than that, talk about the things husbands and wives share, and we’ll hope for the best. Hope is not a plan, but it is all we have right now. Our timeline is critical. We started withdrawing him from the Somazine yesterday in anticipation of the rendezvous.” He handed the headset to her. “When you are ready, just put it on. The connection is automatic. You can talk to him out loud or subvocalize. He’ll hear you, like a voice in his head. That’s how it starts.”


  “Are you going to eavesdrop?”


  “I would if I could. Just debrief the mission psychologist after the sessions. He’s a good guy and he can help. I guess it’s the best we can expect.”


  “Yes, it’s the best,” she said. “I think I understand how this works.”


  “I don’t think you do, but you will.”


  “You can leave now, Marcus.”
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  The headset wrapped her head like a living thing. She lay back in the chair as the headset’s tendrils squirmed and then pressed against her skull. It was not an unpleasant experience. The QTC made the connection and if she had not reclined in the chair the vertigo would have tossed her to the floor. She saw the inside of his ship through his eyes . . . and the room she was in through her own. Other senses layered on. It was a confusing watercolor blur of thoughts, sounds, sights, and feelings. Her mild anxiety overlapped with the mind-numbing panic of a terrified child. It was her husband. Her heartbeat raced in sympathy.


  She closed her eyes and focused, not sure how she did it. The lights in the module were dim. Ventilation fans hummed. “Damian?” she asked. “It’s Dawn. Do you remember?”


  “Yes, but it’s hard.”


  “Look at you, you’re having a hard time thinking aren’t you, baby?”


  “Yes.”


  She felt a surge of panic. She wanted to escape the monotony and crushing claustrophobia of the ship. She remembered from the briefings that the connection worked both ways. If she succumbed to despair or panic so would he. She relaxed, remembering that she was in a cool comfortable room and not in a can floating through a radiation-soaked void.


  “Damian, do you know where you are?”


  “Space, almost to Titan. The Blue Apophis project.”


  “Damian, let’s not worry about the project.” She hadn’t heard of Blue Apophis in her briefings, but she didn’t think it was unusual. NASA was overrun with code words for projects. Blue Apophis was probably just a working title for some aspect of the mission.


  “I can’t tell you anyway. Don’t make me say, please, I didn’t want to go. They said they needed me.”


  She felt a surge of anxiety. “Okay, you don’t have to tell me. Let’s not worry about it now.”


  “I’m tired. I’m going to die soon.”


  Never before had her husband expressed any doubt or fear about the job. No astronaut ever did. A hard, impenetrable shell of competence armored everyone that went into space for a living. “You’re not Damian. There is a rescue package on the way so you can get home and I need you . . . to clear your head.”


  “I can’t.”


  “You will,” she said, as if she was talking to her teenage son refusing to take out the garbage. “Do you understand?”


  “Yes.”


  “When we’re done talking, Damian, I need you to manually perform the systems housekeeping checklist for your living module. Then, I need you to do it again. After that, change the air filters. Do you understand?” Busy work, she thought. The ship’s computers ran through the seventy five page housekeeping checklist several thousand times a second. She needed to keep him engaged.


  “Yes.”


  “We need to have everything done by tomorrow.”


  “Okay.”


  “Do you remember when you took me to the shuttle launch?”


  “Yes.”
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  It was a night launch and the beach was off limits. He was fascinated by the shuttles, and going into space, and he needed to be close to it. The shuttle was in its sunset phase and few launches remained before the ships were retired. For him, it was worth the risk of getting caught and having to explain himself to his CO at flight school. For her, it was worth the risk to sneak off with a boy five years older. She wanted to be near him. He was focused and determined, so unlike the junior college boys she encountered at school. He was an Ensign, graduated from Vanderbilt with a degree in mechanical engineering and on leave waiting to start flight school in Pensacola. He hadn’t even flown his first flight.


  They walked down the beach as the sun set and came to the border of NASA property. He stepped on tangled wire, pressing it into the soft dune sand to let her climb over and past the salt-rusted “Government Property” and “Use of Force Authorized” signs. Locals used to sneak in to watch, but that was when the shuttle was still new and exciting. No one seemed to care anymore.


  She was frightened and thrilled. They hid among the sea oats when a NASA Security 4×4 prowled the beach. Its amber flashers strobed the beach and it drove away. They crept closer and he lined a shallow depression in the sand with a blanket. They lay back and she snuggled her head against his shoulder. The stars arced across the sky and Atlantic waves smashed onto the beach. Loudspeaker messages around the launch facility blurred in the warm night air. In the entire universe, they were the only ones. They rolled to face each other, and he kissed her.


  The world exploded into sound and fury as the shuttle’s three RS-25 engines and two solid rocket boosters ignited into painful bright light. The ground trembled with 1.2 million pounds of combined thrust. The shuttle cleared the pad, rising like an ascending star. A warm caress of billowing water vapor washed over them. Far above, the solid rocket boosters staged and fell away and the shuttle accelerated into the night until it was just a bright point of light.


  “You missed it,” she said breathlessly.


  “Almost,” he said.
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  “What is Blue Apophis?” asked Dawn.


  “Where did you hear that?” asked Marcus.


  “Damien.”


  “It’s an associated project.”


  “He said he didn’t want to go.”


  “Need to know, Dawn,” said Marcus.


  “I have clearance. Who needs to know more than me right now? I’ll probably find out sooner rather than later from Damien. No secrets. Remember?”


  “Yes, okay. Do you want a drink?” He opened his lower desk drawer and took out a bottle of Maker’s Mark Bourbon. “Perks.”


  “Marcus, tell me,” said Dawn.


  “Alright. It’s complicated.”


  “I’m sure.”


  “Our unmanned probes send back so much information that most of it sits in computer storage for years. Five years ago, a graduate student, data mining NASA archives for his doctoral thesis on cryo-vulcanism, uh, water volcanoes, discovered something.”


  He tapped on his secure computer, the one labeled secret, and spun the monitor to her. The false color composite image, combining thermal and radar images, showed an arrangement of blocks, cylinders, and spheres on the shore of a methane sea.


  “What is it?”


  “We don’t know, but it’s artificial, functioning, and not from around here.”


  “Alien?”


  He shrugged. “Bad karma to say the A word around real scientists. But. . . .”


  “So you send one person,” she accused.


  “We sent the best person, Dawn. Your husband is the best in the astronaut corps and we needed him and we sent him as fast as we could with available equipment. We didn’t have the time to build the mission we wanted. The Eos is a cluster of modules designed for other missions wrapped with structural bracing to survive an aerobraking in Saturn’s atmosphere. This mission is an order of magnitude more difficult than anything we’ve ever attempted.”


  “It’s not going anywhere,” she said, referring to the picture. “What was the hurry?”


  “The student published his discovery in an online journal. We pulled it, and discredited it, but it was too late. Other missions are being designed and someone is going to stake a claim. This discovery is a disruptive event for the human race. It could reorder the balance of power on this planet. We’ve been plodding along, secure in the knowledge that we were the state of the art in the universe. Now, we know we are not. Someone was out there when we were prowling African savannahs waving sticks in the air.”


  “So answer my question, what is Blue Apophis?”


  He sighed. “Your husband’s mission is to land, explore the site, and if ordered, initiate Blue Apophis, the nuclear destruction of the artifacts.”


  “Oh God, Marcus. You sent him to bomb the biggest discovery in human history. He can’t do that. You know what kind of man he is. He can’t mow the backyard without discovering something, a bug, a baby bird, a pebble, whatever. He goes out there to see and explore. What did you do to him?”


  “It’s not my mission,” he hissed. “I didn’t sign up to destroy the very things we are looking for, but I have to concede that this discovery could be fatal for the human race. We are not ready.”


  “No one could know what is up there.”


  “But that is the point, isn’t it? We can barely deal with the consequences of our own creativity. Imagine if it all gets fast forwarded by tens of thousands of years.”
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  His head hurt, but considering where he was, he was much better. He placed the targeting reticule on the resupply module. It was like staring down the sight of a gun. Six times he had spoken to his wife, no spoken was not the right word, connected with, connected was a far better word. They talked about the mundane and the important. They talked about his two sons and his parent’s fiftieth wedding anniversary party. She made him do checklists, take observations, and write reports, stupid things that were done automatically by the Eos. They talked about each other, and she avoided his speculation about his return. Beneath the small talk, he felt her frustration and anger and sense of abandonment. She felt his fear of failure, and his focus so acute that he could excise the best part of himself to achieve the goal set before him.


  The module drew closer. She called it her care package. Two days ago the module had decelerated at a rate that would have smashed a pilot to jelly. He inspected what he could see. The hull was off axis and rolled slowly. He could see acceleration wrinkles in the skin but the dock looked secure and true so he did not think he needed to EVA. Its overtake speed was marginal so it would take two more days to reach the Eos for a hard dock. He spun the chair around and Saturn loomed, filling the entire window. After the dock, he had about 6 hours to transfer residual fuel, other consumables that would refresh his diminishing life support, and the reformulated Somazine that would let him sleep. Then he would have to prepare the ship for aerobraking. The timeline was unforgiving. He checked the clock, settled into his chair and waited. He felt a warm sensation in the pit of his stomach. It spread out engulfing him, buffering him further from the killing cold and loneliness outside.


  “Do you remember when Sam was born?” asked Dawn.


  Her voice was soft and flowing like water over moss covered rock. He closed his eyes. His hands stopped shaking.


  “Yes.”


  “He was such a tiny thing. I’ve never been so happy in my life,” she said.


  “I’ve never been so scared,” he said.


  It was true.
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  He wore his smartwatch in the tank which was against the rules. He didn’t care. The training schedule for the Mars flight was relentless and unforgiving. She had gone home to be with her mother in Virginia. She was nervous and frightened and she didn’t want to be alone while he went playing in a giant swimming pool filled with beams and ersatz solar panels. The baby wasn’t due for another month.


  Safety divers, three per astronaut, sculled the water with their hands and fluttered their fins in lazy strokes to fine tune their position. He envied their mobility. He was in a bulky suit, freeing a jammed spar to extend a simulated solar panel. He anchored his feet in a latticed beam and attempted to dislodge a broken segment. He selected the $50,000 dollar torque-less wrench and hammered away.


  “Every tool is a hammer,” he said.


  The diver nearest him gave a thumbs up. The diver wouldn’t speak unless it was safety related.


  The metal segment broke free and the spar extended. His watch buzzed and he stopped what he was doing.


  “You okay?” asked the diver.


  “I gotta get out of here,” he said.


  No questions asked. The diver moved in.


  “Clear of obstructions,” said the diver.


  Tension came on the safety lanyard. The diver hung onto handholds built into the suit and rode to the surface with him.


  The crane lifted him clear and deposited him on the pool deck. Technicians extricated him from the suit, not knowing what was wrong. No sooner were they finished, and he was gone.


  [image: ]


  He arrived at the hospital with moments to spare. His official NASA phone buzzed with messages from NASA and the FAA. His unexpected departure and sprint across half the United States without so much as a fare-thee-well had set off alarms until one of his crewmates put two and two together. NASA publicists and government liaisons smoothed over the ruffled feathers and spun gold from hay.


  She held his son in her arms with a weak smile on her tired face. He wanted to crawl into bed with her and wrap his arms around the both of them. He was weeks away from going to Mars and it didn’t matter. Nothing else mattered. His son yawned.


  “You smell like pool water,” she said.


  “I love you,” he said. “Both of you.”


  “I love you too,” she said. “I was afraid you weren’t going to make it.”


  “I couldn’t miss it for the world . . . any world.” He kissed her cheek and then leaned back to take in the sight of his wife and new son.


  Her eyes rolled back and her body shook violently. Medical alarms wailed and he thought that it sounded like the depressurization alarm.


  Someone put a hand on his shoulder.


  Someone else said, “blood pressure.”


  “You have to go.”


  No, I don’t, he thought. But he did anyway.
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  She slipped into his tiny world, felt him gasp at her presence, and then relax. She waited, letting him make the first move. Outside, the winds of Saturn raced in bands of soft gold and yellow.


  “I told Marcus that I wouldn’t go,” said Damien. “That I was done.”


  “But you did go,” said Dawn.


  “They needed me and I thought we would be alright. I thought just one more time.”


  “I needed you,” said Dawn.”


  “I should have stayed. We made it though, didn’t we?”


  “Almost,” she said.


  Almost, he pondered. He slipped into her world and felt the loneliness and isolation that underpinned her life with him. He saw the forced smiles and the smoldering anger when the demands of his profession superseded her needs. She soldiered on, but she was at her limit. He lived mission to mission. She played a much different and much longer game.


  He had stood on cratered gray desolation and watched an earthrise. He had prized tiny spiral shells from prehistoric Martian sea beds. At this moment, a world that had never lived or a world that had died in its infancy seemed so pointless.


  “I’m sorry,” he said.


  “For what?” she asked.


  “For forgetting.”
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  The module was cold. His breath puffed in white clouds. He worked fast transferring gases and liquids and containerized supplies. He fell behind schedule. The docking was more complicated than anticipated. The engineers had sent enough supplies that he could almost make it home if the reformulated Somazine didn’t work.


  He looked for anything personal. A letter, a note, a flower, a teddy bear, something, but there was nothing. The rescue was a secret. He closed the door to the lock and jettisoned the module, now a multi-billion dollar tin can. It jarred the entire ship when it separated, and he watched the empty shell fall away. It would follow him into Saturn’s atmosphere, but whereas he would dip into the surface and come out minus enough delta vee for orbital capture, the module would break apart, and frictional heat would burn it down to its component atoms.


  He worked his way forward and sat in the command chair fastening the straps against the aerobraking maneuver. Saturn dominated the view. He was so close that he had to lean forward to see a sliver of black space. In 96 minutes he would lose radio telemetry as Saturn’s bulk occluded Earth. In 230 minutes he would skim the atmosphere shedding velocity at multi-gee rates behind a composite shield. Staged carbon nano-weave parachutes, each larger than the next, and chained one after the other by mono-molecular line, would deploy, and catch Saturn’s atmosphere. Maneuvering rockets would then fine tune the ships trajectory over several orbits so he could transfer to Titan and see what washed up on the shores of a methane sea.


  If need be, he would destroy it in a flash of nuclear light.
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  Dawn sat in the gallery overlooking the mission control floor. Ranks of men and women behind computer consoles fed data to the big screens. Marcus sat down next to her.


  “Dawn, if you want you can go home, and I’ll call you when the maneuver is over,” said Marcus.


  “Afraid you’ll have the hysterical wife if something goes wrong?”


  “Anyone else, but not with you.”


  “You sound more sure of it than I feel.”


  “Loss of signal,” said a technician. “Re-acquisition in 492 minutes. Clock is started.”


  Loss of signal, she thought. Maybe that is what happened to us.


  The mission icon changed from a stylized ship silhouette to a diamond, indicating that it was computer projected and not from time-adjusted telemetry.


  “It will be hours before we know anything,” said Marcus. “Until then . . .”


  “I’m going for a walk,” said Dawn.
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  She entered the QTC room, curled in the chair and put the headset on. The signal bored through the vast gas giant planet and crossed light-hours of space unconcerned with mere physics. Schrödinger’s cat be damned. She could defy physics with something a little bit magical.


  She shared his view, felt his anxiety. Cloudscapes the size of countries swirled and boiled. The rings arced far overhead in a knife edge perspective. She could feel his anxiety over the pending maneuver.


  “We don’t have much time,” she said. The QTC counter was in the red. At most they had a few minutes before the entangled matter was consumed. “I wanted to be with you a little bit longer.”


  “Okay.”


  She remembered when he came back from Mars. He was thin and tired and his joints ached. He bruised easily and had constant headaches. They lay in bed together and she spooned around him to keep him warm. He was cold when he first came back, like he had brought back a little bit of Mars with him. Which of course, he did. He brought back a red gem stone, unknown on Earth, polished smooth by ancient Martian waters. She wore it around her neck on a chain and no one knew it was from another world. If NASA found out they would take it.


  “Will you wait just a little bit longer?” he asked.


  “I’ll try.”


  The QTC counter indexed to zero. The matter de-resonated to its natural, un-entangled state and the connection dropped, but the message still got through.


  “I love you,” she said.


  “I love you too,” he said.
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  The ship howled. Superheated plasma burned the sacrificial cameras from the armored shield hull and his forward view screens blanked. He wasn’t sure he wanted to see anyway. Cameras protected by the shield hull flared white. If the shield ablated too much, a jet of super-heated plasma would vaporize him before a thought could cross his mind. Vibrations intensified as the ship plunged deeper into Saturn’s atmosphere. G forces piled on, crushing him into his seat. He gulped air in quick bursts and tightened his leg and abdomen muscles to maintain consciousness.


  The parachute panel armed and counted down as the ship slowed. G-forces attenuated enough that he could move his fingers enough to push the button that would deploy the parachutes. If opening shock was greater than predicted his ship would tear apart. If the initial chute mis-deployed he could tumble into Saturn’s depths.


  The engineers had told him that in this phase of flight he was a passenger, hostage to physics, and at the mercy of millions of computer calculations per second, but he didn’t believe that. No pilot ever believed that. There were always choices to be made.
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  “Signal acquisition. We have an anomalous vehicle event,” said Flight Dynamics.


  What’s happened?” asked Marcus. Too much could go wrong. The aerobraking maneuver had been practiced in simulation and in earth reentries but never in a gas giant atmosphere. “Do we have visual?” The Lowell telescope array, the networked multi-spectral telescopes, arranged in the Lagrange points had been assigned to NASA for the duration of the maneuver.


  “Affirmative,” said Flight Dynamics. “It’s on the screen.”


  The telemetry screen changed to a wide angle view of Saturn and a bright pinpoint of light above the left most edge of the disk.


  “Too much vee,” said Flight Dynamics.


  “Confirm with vehicle telemetry,” said Marcus.
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  “Dawn, wake up,” said Marcus.


  She opened her eyes and stretched from her curled position on the Lay-Z-Boy recliner. The blanket that covered her fell to the floor


  “What’s happening?” asked Dawn.


  “You tell me.”


  “Is Damien okay?”


  “Yes, he is fine.”


  She rubbed her eyes and looked over at the QTC. It indicated red, the machine’s capability, its magic, exhausted.


  “He is coming home,” said Marcus. “He exercised an abort option and it’s all gone. The lander is jettisoned, the aerobrake package, everything.”


  “The bomb?”


  “Gone. Even if it went off Saturn wouldn’t notice.”


  “How long?”


  “That’s the thing. During the aerobraking he opened fuel transfer pumps and pumped in Saturnian atmosphere for propellant. He has full tanks, and he is using them, more than making up for the velocity he lost in atmosphere.” He walked to the wall hung monitor and changed channels. The bulk of Saturn filled the right side of the screen. He pointed to a tiny smudge of light. “That’s him. That fusion flame is ten miles long. We are predicting a maximum energy return that will loop him around the sun. Eighteen months or so.”


  “I’m sorry,” she said.


  “No, you’re not. Don’t even pretend.”


  She looked down. “I’m not.”


  His phone rang and he answered it. “Yes, tell him I’ll call as soon as I am in a secure room.” He pocketed the phone.


  “It’s started.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Trying to figure out another way, not just a smash and grab, but some way of sharing the Titan object.”


  “It’s probably just some gas station for ET.”


  He laughed. “Yeah, an interstellar 7-11. He did manage to deploy an orbiter. It should capture in a few weeks and we’ll have some high resolution scans of the object. That should give us some international leverage. Maybe then we can combine efforts and share the space slurpies.”


  His phone rang again.


  He got up and walked to the door. He crossed through it, and then poked his head back inside.


  She was engrossed in the telescope feed displaying on the wall monitor. Tears streaked her face.


  “Dawn.”


  She turned to look at him. “He gave it all up. He could have been the first,” she said.


  “He didn’t give anything up.”
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  Saturn receded. The engine cut out and he groaned in relief as the acceleration diminished. He was the fastest man ever and it was still too slow. In the rear monitor screen, the black dot of Titan moved across the face of the planet. Blade-edged rings wrapped the planet. He had regrets, but leaving Titan’s mystery for the one left on Earth was not one of them.


  He reconnected the umbilicus and cinched down his straps to keep from floating away in freefall. The lights dimmed and life support contracted to the hibernation chamber. The ship slipped into sleep mode, and in a few moments so would he. The Somazine flowed and his sight dimmed. The couch’s straps relaxed so his body could curl into a natural fetal position. He did not dream of star pierced night, fore-shortened horizons of gray or rust, tumbling liquid gases, or twice abandoned alien machines centuries frozen. Warmth spread from the center of his body as sleep overtook him. His heart slowed, and he could not remember breathing. The QTC indicator was dark and useless. Its strange matter seemed expended, and yet. . . .


  “I almost lost you,” he said before he slipped under.


  “Almost,” came the reply.


  RACING THE RINGS OF SATURN


  Ingrid Garcia


  Top athletes always have to make sacrifices in order to win, and there's no reason to think that will change in the future. But as the scale of competition grows larger, so do the stakes, and the sacrifices can be either personal or planetary. In her first story for Fantasy & Science Fiction, Spanish writer Ingrid Garcia considers what can happen when one is . . .


  —Prologue: the racer and the rebel leader—


  If eyes had laser capacities, Rayeon’s ashes would be spread thinner—and brighter—than Saturn’s F Ring.


  “You want me to cheat?” Tsaraki said. “I’ll win this true-and-tried or I’ll admit defeat and swallow my pride.” Even if it tastes like lava , she thought.


  “It’s not like your main competitor hasn’t used certain, well, shortcuts before.”


  A slanted standoff: the solar-system-famous interplanetary racer with her ninety-centimeters, dense, genemod military fighter pilot body and the incognito ring-dweller with his two-meter-ten, lank, low-gravity skeleton-thin figure.


  “Do you have any proof—” the ferocity of her stare lowered from supernova to neutronium blast “—of the so-called ‘shortcuts’ of my esteemed rival?”


  “Not directly, but from observation,” Rayeon said. “He moves faster through the rings than even the most experienced locals, diving in and out without checking.”


  “We are professional racers, the very best.”


  “Nobody is supposed to know exactly where all the obstacles—our ice-clumps—are.”


  “I certainly don’t. I observe and use my radar, lidar, and quantum telescope like all the others.”


  “Nevertheless, during the previous two races, your esteemed rival went through some parts of the rings so fast that he either knew certain spots were clean, or he was suicidal.” The tall Saturnian shrugged. “It was uncanny.”


  —Racing the Rings—


  The launch platform hovers gently just above the plane of Saturn’s rings and a little bit outside of them. The drivers—whose space suits are verily indistinguishable from old-time racing outfits, right up to the mirror-shade helmet visors and the pervasive ads—are mounting their cars on the launch pad. Once they’re all safely inside—doors carefully locked to ensure full Faraday cage functionality—a double charging takes place: an electric one of the cars’ flip-flop wings and a chemical one of their boosters.


  The electric charge is invisible, yet the connectors of the booster rockets leak short sprouts of icy vapor as the filling hoses are attached. It’s almost as if some of those tiny vapor trails expand all the way to the brightly shining F Ring. It’s almost as if the red-and-black wing-tip of one of the cars is scratching the Cassini Division.


  Then the trompe l’oeil fades and the true scale manifests itself like an exploding wave of vertigo: the launch pad is tiny, the rings fourteen hundred klicks down and thirty-two thousand klicks inward. Earth could fit in the gap between the minuscule launch platform and Saturn’s rings with room to spare. Another celestial body, Mimas, is approaching, fast.


  The chemical boosters are charged, the drivers ready for takeoff. Their cars are slick, multihued deltas with a driver dome on top and two large double wings top and bottom, carried on the huge white cylinders of the booster rockets. A single person with a checkered flag stands at the ready in faux noblesse oblige as the true start sequence is run through an atomic clock, ensuring that each driver’s chemical booster ignition starts at exactly the same nanosecond.


  The B&W-blocked flag goes down, the chemical booster rockets ignite, and thirty-two delta-shaped cars with their flip-flop wings take off. Yet technology, even the most bleeding-edge nanotechnology, is a strange taskmaster. The quantum blueprints, the pico-quality control technicians, and even the triple-checked, quadruple-tested manufacturing reports will tell you that these sixty-four booster cylinders are, to the atom, identical. That each of them, to the picogram, has exactly the same contents. And still . . .


  Initially, the thirty-two vehicles appear to rise as one, a synchronicity only matched in Virtual Realities. But then, inevitably, one, maybe even two, slowly pull ahead, while another one or two, ever so slowly, fall behind.


  The illusion of perfection, shattered. Which is fine, because thirty-two perfect cars with thirty-two perfect drivers gives a perfect head-to-head finish of thirty-two perfect winners. Which is boring as hell. There can only be one.


  As all the boosters burn through their volatiles and the delta-shaped cars try to achieve maximum delta-v for their bucks, Mimas closes in. Saturn’s single inner moon is massive enough and possesses sufficient orbital inclination to give the racers of the rings of Saturn their gravity-assisted slingshot. Mimas moves at an average speed of 14.28 klicks per second; with the slingshot maneuver, the racers will each get almost double that, on top of the initial two klicks per second from the boosters.


  Since speed differences will be minimal, the most gains in this preliminary stage of the race can be made by tight maneuvering. Extremely tight maneuvering. So tight that two of the semi-intelligent autopilot software programs—which only have an advisory function—start to protest vehemently.


  —miss tsaraki, a higher orbital insertion is strongly recommended— a soothing voice, speaking very fast—otherwise your skyforger will be spread in little pieces all over this satellite—


  “And give that bleeding bastard pole position? We’ll plow a furrow in this miserly moon before that happens.”


  —better hold on for dear life, then—


  A similar exchange takes place in the car of Tsaraki’s arch-rival.


  —mister smouck, this programmed course will come dangerously close to scraping the surface— an impeccable British accent, not without a tinge of despair —my urgent advice is to adapt the phantom to a somewhat higher trajectory—


  “And arrive at the rings behind the bloody bitch? Stick to our programed course and grin and bear it.”


  —better hope your upper lip is stiff enough, then—


  While most racers keep a safe distance from Mimas’s surface—knowing full well the plethora of dangers ahead—two of them get so close that they leave a wide dust cloud in their slipstreams. Miraculously, both leave the moon’s gravity well intact, and well ahead of the pack.


  A strange sight: delta-shaped cars with comically immense spoilers, racing in the nothingness. Until something appears to rise up from that nothingness, a vastness cutting the edge of night like a cosmic sickle. Against the blackness, the thirty-two race craft give no sense of scale. They could be monster trucks, they could be a collection of Lego blocks, they could be metallic insects. But as they ineluctably approach Saturn’s plane of the ecliptic, they become mere bacteria in the petri dish of the gods.


  —Jupiter Space—


  Deep in the orbiting nooks and crannies of that other gas giant—the one with the evil red eye—Solarita felt like a rat abandoning a sinking ship. “We can’t leave here,” she fumed, “we’re needed here—to undermine the dictator, to battle for freedom, to fucking fight the fucking power.”


  “Solana and Bram the Dram will have to take care of that business while we’re away.” Hermana’s smile was both sly and soothing. “With our current resources, we have to pick our fights carefully.”


  “But when we leave, Mum and Bram will have even less to fight with—” Solarita couldn’t believe it “—while we run away with our tails between our legs.”


  “We have much more interesting stuff between our legs,” Hermana said, with a look that added, Although I’m not quite sure about that at the moment. “Which is one of the reasons we are fighting this good fight.”


  “Which we are not fighting.” Solarita clenched her fists. “Or at least not in a way that makes sense to me.”


  “We have given all our intelligence to Inner Hotspot HQ on the Moon, and they acknowledged receipt.” The ravages of time had left their mark on the leader of Jupiter’s secret rebel force. “Feydar’s launched his first wave of attack. His ‘Armada of God’s Hammers’—the bastard can’t even get his classics right. IHHQ will have to deal with it, otherwise we’re all toast.”


  “So we run?” Solarita disagreed. “We should attack Feydar now, while the main forces are away.”


  “The garrison corps is still too large for us.” Hermana shook ber head. “No, we strike where we have a fighting chance. In his backyard, with tons of local support.”


  “Liberate others first while our people keep suffering?”


  “A defeated resistance helps no one. A combined resistance force with a success under their belt, though . . .”


  “ ‘Though’ what?”


  “Will have a fighting chance of taking the bastard right in his front yard.”


  “Promise?”


  “I swear, if we succeed, I will let you lead the fight back home.”


  —Racing the Rings—


  Racing the Rings of Saturn was controversial from the start. Extreme environmentalists argued it disturbed the rings’ delicate ecosystem, while race aficionados system-wide insisted the once-in-every-four-years spectacle did “less than a percent of a percent” of the damage the inner moons and Saturn itself inflicted over that time.


  As is often the case, money and spectacle talked louder than ethics. Saturn space—despite having the most spectacular environment in the solar system—remained an economic backwater, somehow lacking the entrepreneurship and fierce competitive attitude that drove Jupiter space’s highly successful companies.


  The people on the outer moons appeared content exporting certain rare metals and minerals that were abundant in Saturn space, while the people of the inner moons—and the “ring-dwellers” in particular—were mostly an inward-looking lot, satisfied with developing their myriad small communities. Some of their local food, beverages, and crafts—which were popular with tourists—were said to be the best in the solar system bar none.


  The uncountable numbers of ring-dwellers—who, since the advent of small-scale helium fusion, could now live in the millions of “propeller-dwellings” of 250 to 500 meters in diameter—were more or less lost to the government, who simply did not know where all these possible habitats were in the A Ring. They didn’t pay taxes, they didn’t want to belong to any government—even if the Saturn junta thought otherwise—and generally just did their thing without bothering anybody. Basically an army of hermits going their own way.


  The ring-dwellers were also some of those rare people in the solar system who turned their backs on SyntMoon’s ubiquitous Lifegage System. SyntMoon’s elixir was the only viable life-extension treatment, so expensive that most people could only afford it through a long term contract—almost indistinguishable from indentured servitude—called a Lifegage. As a result, those without a Lifegage either wouldn’t live as long as the rest of the system’s inhabitants, or—as hopeful rumors had it—they were working on their own open-source life-extension treatment.


  Consequently, the current junta led by Charles “Chuck” Bendig—basically a puppet regime set up and financed by the mighty Feydar of the Jupiter Federation—continued to allow Racing the Rings of Saturn. Not just for the direly needed money and the spectacle (bread-and-circus games for the masses), but also because the race cut right through the A ring, where all the “non-tax-paying vagrants” lived, in the hope it would cause them more than a little harm and nuisance.


  —Prologue, continued—


  “Tell me about it,” Tsaraki sneered. “I thought that was impossible, anyway. Chaos Theory, P is not equal to NP and all that.”


  “For somebody who supposedly didn’t know anything in advance, Smouck rode a highly effective route for most of the course,” Rayeon said, “especially when his effectiveness dropped below par in places, places where we intentionally disturbed the position/momentum of the ice-clumps. Very suspect.”


  “Why?” she asked with as much disinterest as she could feign.


  “A deal with the devil. Saturn’s junta can’t afford the huge numbers of drones necessary to scan the A Ring for our possible hideouts. Good old ‘Dougie’ Smouck normally wouldn’t beat you in this race. Played fair, this race is as pure as they get and the superior driver should win. Which is you.”


  “Thank you. But why didn’t the junta just cancel this race and use the prize money to hunt you out of your hidey-holes?”


  “Because the people are truly unhappy and need bread-and-circus games, of which this race is the biggest. Besides, the junta does not supply the prize money—the Interplanetary Formula One company does, as you very well know.”


  “So you say Smouck made a deal?”


  “We are certain he donated a large amount of his prize money to the junta in return for them helping him win.” Rayeon stroked his beard. “On top of that, the junta made a killing at the betting bureaus. You were thirteen-to-ten while he was a meager nine-to-two. Double jackpot.” The tall ring-dweller sighed. “But the main reason was that the authorities started launching some very well-targeted strikes at us right after the first race Smouck won, while the number of drones increased considerably. Drones that feed your rival the latest positions of all the ice obstacles, while also feeding the junta data about where we might be hiding.”


  “Well, then—expose Douglas Smouck and the government. You can hide again, and I can win in a fair way.”


  —Racing the Rings—


  Smouck and Tsaraki are ahead of the other thirty racers, yet their lead almost fades into insignificance as all racers approach the A Ring. A reverse vertigo: The closer you get, the deeper it looks. A fifteen-minute slow-motion dive into a structure so huge it—creepily yet inescapably—engulfs the sky. At first, the heavens become all the rings, then the heavens become the huge white space demarcated by the Cassini Division and the gap between the F and A Rings, then the heavens become one enormous whitish plane, rotating steadily, holding a countless number of cluttered ice-clumps of all sizes.


  A serene sight, but all the racers know this approaching heaven is their hell.


  —veni, vidi, raci—


  On their visors, their board computers overlay the starting line of the race. While immense and awe-inspiring, drawing an actual starting line on the ever-changing ring landscape is both impractical and well-nigh impossible. So the racers, their software-assisted race adjudicators and the spectators—true fans watching directly from their spacecraft, the rest through myriad camera drones—have to make do with a virtually projected one.


  Nevertheless, an extremely well-observed one, as the racers must make their first dive before the starting line or be disqualified. And the quantangled/quantcrypted GPS locators in their cars make cheating on this practically impossible. The first to arrive—thereby securing pole position—gets to select the best starting point, as close as possible to the innermost demarcation of the thousand-kilometer-broad band designated for the race. If the racer thinks it’s safe to dive through at that very point.


  Dougie Smouck and Tsaraki are jockeying for that very position. With their speeds nearly identical, they not only maneuver with the immense magnetic fields of their flip-flop wings, they also use those in an attempt to push each other off their preferred course, fiercely bumping each other with invisible force fields.


  Through all the jostling and jousting, Tsaraki appears to edge ahead. But then she makes one little slip in her maneuvering and Smouck immediately takes advantage. He plunges into the best diving spot before her, and she has no choice but to take the second-best (diving into each other’s spots is forbidden).


  —Liberté, Fraternité, Inégalité—


  They are the first two to plunge through the A Ring, mere meters before the virtual starting line. The other thirty follow rapidly—a few hundred meters behind is only scant milliseconds at the speeds they’re traveling.


  They dive through the twenty-meter-thick A Ring, bare milliseconds to plunge through the ice-riddled disk, then a virtual eternity of three seconds before they dive again. Like the needles of a slow-motion sewing machine stitching the biggest fabric in the solar system.


  To the competitors, the race feels like a lopsided Morse code roller-coaster ride: hyper-short—ultra-long (yet still too short); hyper-short—ultra-long; hyper-short—ultra-long; rinse and repeat. A relative ultra-long—one hundred kilometers shortening to none in just over three seconds—to scan the ring section ahead for possible large ice-clumps and select the next diving spot—as safe as possible while deviating from the ideal course as little as feasible—before the hyper-short pulse of 30G centripetal forces and the milliseconds’ dive through the disk, knowing/hoping/praying you won’t hit anything too large.


  —Citius, Altius, Fictius—


  Hits from micro-hail are unavoidable; you hope the ceramic coating of your race car and wings will outlast the accumulated grit and grind. Hit an oversized ice-cluster and you’re dead before you know it. Hit an ice accumulation that is too small to kill you outright but massive enough to do damage, then basically you’re out of the competition: either one of your flip-flop wings is crippled, severely limiting your maneuverability, or your car’s Faraday cage is breached, in which case you must jettison your flip-flop wings before their intense magnetic fields fry you (your Faraday suit should hold off the worst).


  It is, without peer, the most dangerous race in human space. It is also the most prestigious one, ever, bar none. No other race comes close. Winners of Racing the Rings of Saturn are legends in and of their lifetimes. Even those who complete the race are more highly regarded than the winners of any of the other Formula One races across the solar system. It is the most widely watched event in the history of humanity.


  The very best racers have that uncanny ability to select the right diving spots, without fail. Eight thousand times in eight-hours, while going through eight thousand short but intense centripetal bursts in the equivalent of thirty Earth-gravities. While maintaining a near-optimal trajectory.


  Many people think it’s a miracle that most racers finish at all. All those who finish are mentally and physically exhausted; most have to be carried out of their vehicles. None of them, though, regrets a nanosecond of it, and will compete again without a second thought.


  So they race at Mach eighty-eight above, below, and through Saturn’s largest disk: soundless through the vacuum of space, peerless through the racing community.


  —the good, the bold, the beautiful—


  —Jupiter Space—


  “But what the hell for are we taking these with us?” Solarita asked, holding up a probe that looked like the love child of a chameleon and a sea urchin. “Don’t tell me we’re going to pretend to look for pico-sized aliens over there.”


  “We might need them to maintain our cover when we return—” Hermana sounded somewhat subdued “—but I also like them. They remind me of an old friend. And in that one particular case, they really worked.”


  “An old friend?” Solarita looked exasperated. “He was Feydar Industries’ head of research, back in the day.”


  “Back then, before the accident,” Hermana admitted. “He changed after that.”


  “ ‘Changed’ as in ‘became barking mad.’ ”


  “So sue me, but I really liked him, barking mad and all.” Hermana’s eyes almost turned misty. “He wasn’t a bad guy, just basically one of Feydar’s first victims.”


  “And you spent two decades with him, combing Jupiter space for pico-sized aliens.” Solarita put up her open palms in mock despair. “You knew it was nonsense.”


  “I had a Lifegage the size of Europa,” Hermana admitted, “and the pay would fix it. How would you know, youngster?”


  “Isn’t that one of these things we rebels are trying to fix?” she said, not unreasonably. “And, by the by, how was he between the sheets?”


  “No.” Hermana looked truly shocked. “I didn’t have sex with that man.”


  “You didn’t?” Solarita teased. “After spending almost two decades together in close quarters? The rebel yell for sexual diversity? The one who leads by example?” Wink-wink.


  “Come on ,” Hermana the hermaphrodite said, “I try to be a kind and loving leader.”


  “Especially a loving one.” Solarita, whose sex life was more restrained, snorted. “You must have ‘loved’ everyone on board here, personally.”


  “That’s a huge exaggeration. I left couples and groups that pledged fidelity alone, and only acted when clearly invited.” Be made a mental count. “It can’t be more than half of them.” Then be eyed Solarita slyly. “Including you.”


  “Well, I needed to test if our leader’s love was truly . . .” her cheeks turned a lighter shade of crimson “. . . deep enough. Apart from that, it was just a fling.”


  “Which is what we’re fighting for,” Hermana pledged, “the very right to have that very fling.”


  —Racing the Rings—


  Name a race and Tsaraki has won it. The Io Erupting Pothole Spectacle. The Fractal Maze on Venus. The U-Turn Around Uranus. The Mercurial Day/Night Scorcher. The Four Classic Formula Ones on Earth. The Lap of the Gods on Olympus Mons. With one single exception: Racing the Rings of Saturn. The greatest of them all.


  It’s the diving through the A Ring that makes Racing the Rings of Saturn unique in the solar system. The racers have to complete one full run of eight hundred thousand kilometers. To do that within a reasonable time, they need a high starting velocity. The gravitational slingshot around Mimas provides most of the thirty kilometers per second with which the racers approach the A Ring. If they could follow a perfect, flat, circular trajectory, they would complete one orbit in well under eight hours. However, it is impossible to do that within the A Ring itself. On average, twenty percent of the twenty-meter-thick ring is filled with ice-clumps of various sizes, from minuscule to several meters thick.


  Flying inside the A Ring all the time, the racers would have to make too many evasive maneuvers, slowing them down immensely, making the race take several weeks instead of several hours. Racing above (or below) the A Ring would be uninteresting. That’s why the racers have to dive through the A Ring, eight thousand times. They can keep their very high speed, but they can also still collide with a too-large ice-clump.


  Eight thousand dives in eight hundred thousand kilometers amounts to one dive every three seconds (on average). Three seconds in which the racers use all their instruments—radar, lidar, quantum telescope—and their intuition to decide where to pierce the twenty-meter-thick ring. Looking for the spot with the lowest chance of an ice crash. Finding that spot on a trajectory requiring the smallest course correction as the shortest route will be the winning route.


  Then there’s the angle of attack. A steep angle minimizes travel distance through the ring—and the chance of a collision—but requires longer exposure to the thirty-G centripetal forces of a course change and a higher elevation above (and descent below) the ring, resulting in a subsequently longer overall trajectory. Conversely, a shallow angle of attack extends ring travel—increasing the chance of a collision—yet shortens the thirty-G curves while lowering the descent below (and elevation above) the ring, leading to a shorter overall trajectory.


  A trajectory difference that can add up to five thousand kilometers, or an almost three-minute lead (during a race time of somewhat over eight hours), at the cost of a fourfold bigger chance of hitting something.


  The constant course corrections for diving require high energy expenditures. Originally the race cars were equipped with very bulky matter/antimatter engines, which tended to explode after many repeated start/stops. The already high death count—resulting from the number of ice-clump crashes—made it the twenty-first-century equivalent of the twentieth century’s infamous Isle of Man TT Race. The additional death count resulting from failing matter/antimatter drives was the last thing the race needed.


  Help came via a technological breakthrough: hyper-conducting electromagnets. Installed in the race cars’ wings, these hyper-magnets could use Saturn’s magnetic field to perform the necessary course changes. Once their extremely high currents were initialized, they could keep going for several days in their “persistent mode,” more than enough for the race’s duration. Due to their ultra-flat design, about two thousand of these one hundred and fifty tesla hyper-conducting magnets could be installed on ceramic wings of eight square meters. Four such wings were sufficient to provide the thirty-G centripetal course corrections needed to change the momentum of a one-hundred-kilogram race car.


  During start-up, the top and bottom wings’ magnetic fields were set in opposite directions, canceling each other out. During a diving maneuver, the top or bottom wings were rotated one hundred and eighty degrees so that their magnetic fields aligned, providing the required magnetic force—perpendicular to Saturn’s magnetic field—for the dive. Rotated back to opposition after the dive, the other wings were then rotated for the alternative dive. Rinse and repeat eight thousand times.


  While they drove the mass of the race cars down considerably, the “flip-flop wings” did increase the volume of the car exposed to the ring’s ice-clumps. On top of that, their intense magnetic field was deadly to the racers, so the cars’ outer hulls had to be transformed into perfect Faraday cages. As an extra precaution, the racers’ space suits also doubled as Faraday suits, including a fine wire mesh running through the helmets’ visors.


  In addition to the immense magnetic fields, the racers had to be protected against intense centripetal forces that could rise well above thirty Gs. Thus, the racers were strapped inside a space suit that doubled as a Faraday suit, which in turn was sandwiched between two ultra-foam acceleration bags and finally locked into the perfect Faraday cage of their car. Paradoxically, the biggest race in the solar system was not for the claustrophobic.


  —Prologue, finalized—


  “We thought about exposing them.” Rayeon said, “But then we thought there could be an even better way of handling this. With your help. You used to fight them.”


  “I was a soldier, not a politician. I served the Inner Hotspot.”


  “Against a dictator from the Outer Cool,” Rayeon pointed out. “Who is still in charge here, through a subordinate junta.”


  “I’m a racer now, I don’t do politics. Otherwise half my circuit will be closed to me. I have fans here, too.”


  “I’m one of them,” the tall ring-dweller admitted. “Smouck helped this puppet government. If you do nothing, he will win again, and help this outer-moon junta again.”


  “So if I decide not to choose, I still have made a choice.”


  “Indeed.”


  “This is not my war. I just want to win this race, the only gap in my trophy list. Then I can retire and pursue my strange hobbies.”


  “Like chasing the ‘pop-up Buddha.’ ”


  If surprise had an echo, its sound was silence.


  “How do you know about that?”


  “We’re aware of your interest in him through the same technique we use to stay hidden in the A Ring. We call it the nostalgia-enhancer.”


  “So if I use your ‘nostalgia-enhancer’ to win this race, you’ll tell me who the pop-up Buddha is?”


  “No, we don’t know who he is. But we do have a lead on him, which we will happily give you.”


  Tsaraki was all ears.


  “We want you to use our well-established technique—” Rayeon was now meeting her gigawatt gaze with the most open and absorbed expression he could muster “—and then, at the very last moment—lose the race.”


  —Racing the Rings—


  Well I’m a speed freak


  You gotta hear me squee


  Yes I’m a speed freak


  See—>Me—>Dive—>


  After cursing herself for the slip-up that cost her pole position, Tsaraki tries to make up for lost time. Concentrates ferociously and gets into the rhythm of observe, calculate, and dive, but this time with a syncopated shadow: the nostalgia-enhancing technique of the ring-dwellers.


  Normally, her instruments’ readings—radar, lidar, and quantum telescope—which are fed straight into her brain interface and old-fashioned line-of-sight (transmitted from her vessel’s external cameras to her helmet’s screen visor) are combined to give her the best estimate of where to dive through the ring. The spot most likely to have no large ice accumulations.


  The nostalgia-enhancing technique involves not only checking the current positions of large ice-clumps, but also their real-time movements and—paradoxically yet intrinsically—the history of their movements (using a fine balance of inertia, irreversibility, and dissipation). Those observations facilitate extrapolation of their future movements, where they will be, and, more importantly, where they will not be.


  In previous races, each and every one of the eight thousand dive-throughs always had a margin-of-error and a random-chance element to them because the instruments could not catch all of the ice accumulations. Even if chances are 99.99 percent in your favor, that 0.01 percent—one hundredth of one hundredth—uncertainty has a nasty habit of catching up with you over the course of eight thousand jump-throughs.


  In her first Saturn race, she lost nine percent of the hyper-conducting magnets on one of her wings, downgrading her course-changing—and thus diving—capacities by eighteen percent. She finished second-last.


  In her second Saturn race, a small ice-clump compromised her car’s Faraday cage. To avoid being fried alive by her flip-flop wings’ intense electromagnetic fields, she had to ditch them and quit the race. Her Faraday suit barely saved her life, yet the curses she uttered are the stuff of legend.


  She finished second in her third—the previous—Saturn race—behind Dougie Smouck.


  Crossing into the third quarter of this—the current—race, she is definitely gaining on him.


  It takes a few hundred dives before she gets the gist of it, which she fears is slowing her down, even if imperceptibly. But eventually, her integration of the ring-dwellers’ nostalgia technique is complete and she feels as if she’s racing like she always did. Then it becomes second nature, as if she is one with the ring.


  Now she chooses her dive-throughs not with a minimum of uncertainty, but with the courage of her convictions, her inherent knowledge of the system. More and more, she dares to take steeper diving angles, which minimize both her maneuvering time and her elevation above and descent below the rings, adding up to a shorter trajectory. So even though her actual circle around Saturn is a little bit bigger than that of her arch-rival, her trajectory through the ring is shorter. Therefore she keeps gaining on race-leader Smouck.


  Halfway through, she feels the shift: She flies faster, sharper, better than ever before. Dougie Smouck’s Phantom is no longer a tiny speck on the far horizon. It becomes an insect, a bird, an eagle, a double-winged airplane of old. There can be no doubt that she is gaining on him. Even though she has to traverse a larger circumference than her bitter rival, she still gets on equal footing when they pass the third-quarter marking.


  It greatly unnerves her software autopilot assistant.


  —miss tsaraki, this type of trajectory hugely increases the chances of a crash—


  “And it’s my only chance to win.” Tsaraki flashes a grim smile. “Trust me. I know what I’m doing.”


  —that’s what napoleon said before he went to waterloo—


  “No, it’s what Caesar said as he crossed the Rubicon.”


  *     *     *


  “As always, thanks for tuning in, folks. Julia LeBrea here, covering the final quarter of Racing the Rings of Saturn, which promises to be history in the making.”


  “Like the last time, Dougie Smouck and Tsaraki led the pack after the Mimas slingshot. Like the last time, these arch-rivals were fiercely vying for pole position as they sped toward the rings, turning their immense magnetic fields against each other. Like the last time, Smouck’s Phantom got there first, claiming the innermost spot. And like the last time, Smouck kept the lead—at least for most of the race.


  “Douglas ‘Dougie’ Smouck looked to be heading for his third—and record-breaking—win here at the A Ring when he arrived at the halfway line just one second over four hours, the fastest half-time ever. Possibly set to break the magical eight-hour barrier at the finish line. He seems to be racing the race of his life, absolutely sensational.


  “But he’s not the only one. Initially, Tsaraki had to be content chasing him. While she easily outran the rest of the field, her Skyforger couldn’t catch up with the Phantom, crossing the halfway line more than two minutes behind Smouck. But in the third quarter, she’s catching up.


  “With what must be the most death-defying approach to Racing the Rings of Saturn ever , she decreased her diving angles to a mind-bending less than five degrees, more than quadrupling her time in the A Ring, while lowering her elevation to ten meters. Anybody else would have crashed, but Tsaraki defied all the odds and sped through the third quarter in a record-shattering one-hour-and-fifty-eight minutes, catching up with Smouck.


  “At the three-quarter mark, the Phantom and the Skyforger were head-to-head. Now she is ahead and increasing her lead.


  “If she can keep this up, she will not only win and become the first competitor to win all the Interplanetary Formula One races, but she will also break the magical, previously-thought-impossible-to-crack eight-hour barrier.


  “It’s incredible, this race is historic in more than one department. Interesting times, dear listeners and spectators.


  “But . . . what’s this? The rest of the field are not that far behind—they’re gaining on the Phantom as well. How is that possible?


  “No, this is insane. They—all of them except Sanyo Panxo, who crashed in the second quarter—are following Tsaraki’s trajectory. That’s forbidden by the official Interplanetary Formula One rules, and they all should know that. Yet we’re getting confirmation from everybody—spectators, officials, drones—that each and every one of them is following in Tsaraki’s exact footsteps. To the millimeter, if that is possible.


  “It’s pointless—they’ll all be disqualified, the lot of them. Yet the front-runners of that pack are catching up—even overtaking—Smouck, who must be as flabbergasted as we are.


  “Tsaraki, in the meantime, takes no prisoners: She’s well ahead of Smouck and the pack copying her every move. Barring a crash—which can always happen in this race, the most dangerous of all—she is going to win it. In record time.


  “History in the making, people, both in the best and worst way possible.


  “There she comes, a mere ten jumps from the finish line, and the clock is still under seven hours and fifty-seven minutes. Less than half a minute at this tempo, only the most heart-breaking crash can stop her. Four jumps to go, three, she’s gonna make it. Incredible, the best race I’ve witnessed in my lifetime, in everybody’s lifetime, I daresay. Two jumps, less than one hundred kilometers to the finish line. Here comes the last jump, and the clock is still just under seven hours and fifty-eight minutes. This is phenomenal, incredible.


  “But . . . What . . . She makes a ninety-degree curve and does not cross the finish line. She’s diving in and out, going over the required eight thousand jump-throughs, in parallel with the finish line . . . and still not crossing it.


  “This is madness, this is unprecedented.


  “We’re still under eight hours, and she can still win with just one quick ninety-degree turn. But she keeps heading outward.


  “Now Abebi Baako, the first of the pack copying her moves, is approaching the finish line, well ahead of the Phantom. She can’t win, she’ll be disqualified. And then she keeps copying Tsaraki’s moves, making the ninety-degree turn just before the finish line.


  “It doesn’t make sense. The next one after her follows suit, and the one after that.


  “In the meantime, Dougie’s Phantom approaches the finish line, still ten seconds under the eight-hour mark. He can still win it, in record time. But he seems so shocked by what is happening before him that he forgets to make his final dive. He crosses the finish line in seven hours, fifty-nine minutes, and fifty-eight seconds, but one crucial jump under eight thousand. Disqualified, like all the rest except Tsaraki.”


  *     *     *


  In the meantime, Tsaraki keeps going rimward to the outer edge of the A Ring, crossing over to the F Ring. Passing through the F Ring and then rising slightly upward in the direction of . . . Mimas.


  The twenty-nine other racers copying her moves follow suit, sharply avoiding the finish line, but not all head for the F Ring and Mimas. Some race toward Epimetheus; some race toward Janus, as the race’s finish line aligns with their orbital “swap-over” point. Most follow through toward Mimas, though. All—Tsaraki’s Skyforger included—are armed.


  They reach their destinations, at their current speeds, in mere minutes. Mimas, the farthest of their objectives, is reached in a quick quarter-hour. No quarter , Tsaraki thinks as she fires a warning shot at the Mimas Police Station, the main authority forces of the satellite.


  Resistance is minimal, and ultimately futile. Tsaraki—a trained military pilot before she became a racer—and her fellow fighters—ring-dwellers who, in a carefully planned and intricately executed exchange just before the race’s start, had replaced the original drivers—defeat the ground-based defenders and surveil the small moon until the occupying force arrives from the A Ring.


  *     *     *


  Similar blitzkriegs take place at Epimetheus and Janus. Once all the occupying forces have settled, the ring-dwellers and the inner moons declare independence from the Saturn junta of “President-for-life” Bendig.


  *     *     *


  On Titan, President-for-life Bendig is fuming. The race that is normally the celebration of his reign, the pinnacle of his power, is taken away from him by diabolical ring-dwelling master plotters. Even worse, it happened in plain sight of every sports spectator in the solar system (over eleven billion of them, at last count). Those ring-dwelling rebels made him look like a fool to everybody. They will taste his wrath.


  “Call up all our marines and star forces,” Bendig orders his parliament, “and send them in to squash the rebels.”


  “Is it smart to redeploy the majority of our troops, leaving Titan exposed?” Yancy, probably the last of Bendig’s inner circle with the temerity to gainsay him. She has just hugely increased her chances of being replaced.


  “Exposed to who? You know Feydar has launched an all-out war that the Inner Hotspot is losing. No way the Inner Hotspot can afford to send troops here while they are fighting for their lives.” Bendig raises a finger to emphasize his point. “While on the other hand, if we do nothing, we will look like indecisive, uncertain allies to Feydar.”


  “Who might not notice, considering his full attention is now on the fight down there.”


  “He’s the undisputed leader of the Outer Cool. He’s ruthless, swift, and uncompromising. If he thinks that we’re not in control, and he has to come here to solve our problems, he will not only dispose of the ring-dwelling rebels but of us as well. The only way we can maintain control over Saturn space is if we show we deserve it.” Bendig faces his full cabinet. “If we don’t dispose of this threat now, by ourselves, we will only invite Feydar’s intervention. Anybody against this?”


  The majority of Bendig’s puppet regime shake their heads and stay calm. Yancy, sensing the atmosphere, wisely keeps from voicing any further protests.


  “So it is decided.” Bendig points to his general-in-command. “Send down the troops.”


  *     *     *


  As the retaliation troops head to Mimas in a straight line, two other troop movements have taken much more circumspect routes. One is led by Rayeon and a motley collection of armed spacecraft manufactured, in deepest secrecy, in the many “propeller” habitats of the A Ring. For lack of a cooler name, they’ve settled on calling themselves the “Free Ring Alliance.” Many of the vessels’ captains are, indeed, old military from the previous interplanetary war, the ones who went to the A Ring so that they would never, ever have to go to war again. The ruthless raids of the Bendig junta after the penultimate A Ring race convinced many that another campaign (to end the unjust campaigns) was, unfortunately, necessary.


  Some are highly experienced in space-to-space battle. Some are highly experienced in space-to-surface invasions. Seeing the small garrisons Bendig left behind on Titan, Rayeon—leader of the Saturn rebels, scrap that, the Free Ring Alliance—hopes that the latter will be much more in demand than the former.


  They initially went high “up,” rising to the north of Saturn’s plane of the ecliptic and taking a long, circumspect trajectory until they were almost directly “above” Titan. Now they are ready to come down, like the legendary dragons of Asian lore.


  Another troop arrives from much farther away. Hermana and ber finest from the Jupiter resistance force are approaching from deep south of Saturn’s ecliptic plane and are now almost directly “below” Titan. Carefully synchronized with Rayeon’s forces, they are ready to rise up, like the mythical daikaiju of yore.


  Hermana wanted to call it the “sandwich attack,” but since be used the same term to describe many a lurid act be’s known to perform (with help, of course), this was met with such Homeric laughter from ber staff and troops that be scrambled for a more, well, suitable name. The Dual-Strike it is.


  During their pre-meeting—shrouded in deepest secrecy—Rayeon and Hermana considered splitting off parts of their troops to invade Rhea and Iapetus as well, but thought better of it. Titan is so much bigger, more massive, and subsequently has the highest population of all the moons (even if the rings are probably more populated, nobody knows the exact numbers). Conquer Titan and the rest will follow.


  In the meantime, Bendig’s retaliation force doesn’t fare quite as well as planned. While the resistance on Mimas, Janus, and Epimetheus seems much less than expected, these defending forces have a way of retreating that lures overeager retaliatory troops right into ring territory. Deceptively slowly, but oh-so-certainly.


  Once within close proximity to the A Ring, those retreating rebels receive occasional help from a motley crew of ring-dwelling miscreants whose shots hurt more egos than actual spacecraft. But they also help to lure the government enforcers deeper into the rings, deeper into uncharted territory. And the deeper the enforcers penetrate the rings, the more resistance they meet, the more their formations are diluted, dwindled, and—ultimately—defeated.


  On Titan, the troops left behind are basically the ones they couldn’t mobilize in record time for the retaliatory ring raids. In other words, the ones neither ready nor able to put up a quick defense against an unexpected, swift attack from two sides at once.


  Rayeon’s and Hermana’s troops meet little resistance as they invade Titan, taking care to avoid civilian casualties as much as possible. Titan’s orbital defenses and ground-based garrisons fall, one by one. The elements of both surprise and strategic planning help reduce the rebels’ losses quite considerably and—more importantly—secures their victory, almost as fast as in their most optimistic scenarios.


  Rayeon—leader of Saturn’s Free Ring Alliance—is ready to claim victory, but decides to give the honors to the friends who came from far away.


  *     *     *


  Hermana pushes berself off toward the far wall of the spacecraft.


  “What the hell are you doing?”


  “Painting a big red star on the wall.”


  “I didn’t even know we had such medieval stuff on board,” Solarita gasps. “We could’ve just projected it.”


  “Sometimes, young friend, things need to be grounded in the real.” Hermana is almost literally glowing, never felt as good as this. Be undresses.


  “We’re about to announce the biggest victory of the rebel forces—” Solarita is exasperated “—and all you do is get out of your space suit?”


  “Sometimes, young mistress, there is no other way.” Hermana walks toward the painted, five-pointed red star. “Switch my throat mic and music player to the system-wide broadcast and cut in with your camera when I give the sign.”


  “You’re buck-naked.”


  “I know what I’m doing. Go.”


  Hermana starts ber music player, which immediately sends out a massive, monstrous guitar riff only a few decibels less loud than the Big Crunch.


  “Attention, all moons of the Saturn Federation,” Hermana says through a manic grin. “Attention, all moons of the Saturn Federation.”


  Be steps toward the big red star, which is still dripping paint. With ber back to the camera, be holds out two hands toward the circled pentagram, as if warding it off. Signals for Solarita to get the camera rolling.


  “We have assumed control.”


  “We have assumed control.”


  “We have assumed control.”


  —Epilogue: the searcher and the prime minister—


  “I did my part: I lost the race, and you won Saturn.” Tsaraki’s expression changes from dejected to elated and back. “Now I want my reward.”


  “The person behind the ‘pop-up Buddha’ phenomenon?” Rayeon asks.


  Tsaraki looks the rebel leader straight in the eye. “You said you have a lead.”


  “Yes, we do.” The Free Ring Alliance leader hands her an info-cache. “This contains the long of it. The short of it, we’re almost certain your ‘pop-up Buddha’ brain has his home base in Neptune space. On Triton.”


  “That’s quite . . . far off.”


  “You could stay here. This will make you more legendary than if you had actually won the race.” Rayeon’s smile is genuine. “And I can already tell you—in strictest confidence—that the new Saturn government will gladly reinstate the race. If we can reach an agreement with the Interplanetary Formula One company. Or without them, if necessary. You can race again, and we will make sure it’ll be a truly honest one. You could make history . . . again.”


  Tsaraki shakes her head and slides the info-cache into her pocket. “Let history be made by the resistance.”


  ONE TO WATCH


  Andrew Barton


  I wear my loneliness like an old jacket, battered and ragged with the lining spilling out—the sort of thing no one would ever choose, but would wear it out as long as they had it. Autumn is coming, and it gets cold on Mimas.


  “Don’t be an idiot,” says Anh, my partner here in Mission Control. It’s just the two of us watching over the Herschel rover as it trudges across Mimas, a far cry from the days when rooms of serious scientists fussed over every maneuver, named every speck of dirt, spent days deciding which way the camera should point. “It’s not natural. We can’t just ignore it!”


  Few on Earth care about Mimas, really. The Zuhal probe had dropped landers on cloudy Titan, with its freezing winds and methane seas, and Enceladus, spitting out water like God’s own fountain, and Iapetus, which looks like aliens glued two different moons together. Cold little Mimas is an afterthought—all it’s got is a coincidental resemblance to hundred-year-old space fantasy.


  “It can’t be anything,” I say. “On Mimas? Come on.”


  It’s a lonely, quiet place. Perhaps once humans break the code of the Universe and build ships that make starflight as easy as a stroll to the beach, Mimas is where people will go to whisper their sins where no one will hear, not even God—but I’m sure the old buzzard wouldn’t listen anyway.


  “Why not Mimas?” Anh asks with a frown. “Don’t tell me you’re going to tell him to just walk right by.”


  It’s been minutes—plus the seventy-two minute radio delay, but that hardly counts—since Herschel stopped on Mimas’ rugged, pencil-grey surface, flashing the “anomalous encounter” code, awaiting instructions.


  I can’t bring myself to believe what it’s seeing is real.


  When I was a kid, I found a hundred-year-old tombstone, nibbled by acid rain and folded in greenery, that carried my name. Would the same thing happen to me in another century, an entire life distilled into a slab? How close did humanity itself come to that—an entire species, an entire world ground down into lunar landing debris and a handful of probes flung so deep into the darkness that no one would ever find them again?


  Is that what Herschels found?


  “That can’t be right.” My voice is hesitant, but not without cause. Other probes found squirrel-shaped rocks on Mars, hell, found what people were desperate to think was a face, built for them by some grander power. “Perspective. Trick of the light.”


  “Bullshit!” There’s a sharpness in Anh’s eyes, an iron gaze. “Those are right angles. You can’t expect me to believe it’s a camera glitch!”


  Anh has a point. Nature doesn’t create shapes like that, not when it’s only got bombardment to work with. There’s a peppery patina of miniature craters all around, some too small to fit my little finger in if I could stand there unprotected on that Mimantean shore. It looks like a statue of something that slithered, maybe, or drummed along on enough legs to make slackers of millipedes, something that never lived on Earth. It looks grey but real, like some kind of watcher who can’t bear to let Saturn out of its sight.


  “It’s . . .” I try to come up with an excuse, any excuse, out of fear. If Herschel and Anh were right, today was the day people had been looking forward to for hundreds of years. Real evidence of an extraterrestrial civilization close enough to touch, an answer to the Fermi Paradox that Caesar might have given: we came, we saw, we left. The news would roll like a tsunami across the world, washing away humanity’s conviction that they were alone . . . and then what?


  I want to look at the sky and feel wonder, that exhilarating connection to the world beyond the sky no matter how much it dwarfs me. To feel the grandeur of stars that’ll shine for a hundred billion years, nebulas that paint the darkness in reds and violets and every color in between, galaxies that flow like silver rivers across the night. When I look at the artifact, that watcher, all I see is emptiness. I see ancient stars cast flickering light over decaying cities, nebulas that veil the faces of shattered worlds, galaxies where civilizations drowned with no one to hear their cries for help.


  There’s still plenty of time for humanity to carve its own tombstone.


  “It’s a glitch,” I say. “Can’t be real. No way.”


  Over Anh’s protests, I tell Herschel to keep on moving—there might be a good hole just over the next hill, one that leads down to the interior ocean no one’s quite sure exists or not. I make sure Anh doesn’t see the extra instructions I send, that for now will stop Herschel from accepting any commands that don’t come from me.


  I go outside into the empty hall. It’s still the same recirculated air that tastes of dust and cracking plaster, yet fresher than what I breathed in Mission Control anyway. There’s a vending machine under a flickering fluorescent light, and I tell it to brew me some dark pu-erh. While it works, I have time to think.


  I have time to know I can’t convince myself of the lie. I have time to realize that nothing I do matters. All of Herschel’s telemetry will be parceled out to the world soon enough; we didn’t spend hundreds of millions getting it out to Saturn just for the thrill of it. Some conspiracy nut will find the watcher, the same way they found glass towers on the moon or Martian pyramids, except this one will be right. It’s easy to deny the truth of something that doesn’t exist, but when it’s right there on the other side of a camera, the truth has many paths to victory.


  We would know better then, all of us. We’d know that there had been beings greater than us, grander than us, who’d come here and left their mark and disappeared. The next questions are easy to guess: What happened to them? Where did they go? Will the same thing happen to us?


  Herschel can’t tell us that. Neither can Mimas. It’s a thing so lifeless, the Universe will end before it can die. All it offers is a grey immortality. If no one retrieves it, Herschel will stay there until the sun retreats into a pale, cold diamond, just as the watcher. It’s the perfect place for a gravestone.


  The vending machine gives a teakettle’s whistle. I take my drink and, after a moment of thought, dip a finger in it. I expect it to burn and sear, but it’s been a while since the machine has pulled down an update. The pu-erh is tepid and tastes like ash, or Mimantean dust, and it shreds my insides on its way down.


  I don’t expect anything to taste much better, now that I know what I know. Still, I carry it with me back into Mission Control. Even when all the paint has flecked off the world and the gears are grinding, we must carry on. Anh dashes away from my station as soon as I reenter and stamps straight to me.


  “You’re not going to hide this,” Anh says.


  “I’d like to,” I say. “I can’t.”


  If I could do it over again, I’d make sure no one ever knew. Every explorer tries to forget the possibilities they’re crushing with every step. Take Mars; it used to be a world of elegant canals and romantic adventure—then we learned what it was, and no matter how hard we closed our eyes and wished it was otherwise, it would only ever be a rusted desert, howling and lonesome. Before we went out among the stars, they were filled with civilizations that had faced their own troubles and made it through.


  We know better now. Because of Mimas. Because of me.


  Andrew Barton hid a pun somewhere in this story; see if you can find it! Andrew has had stories in Analog, On Spec, and anthologies from Bundoran Press and Alliteration Ink, tweets at @ActsofAndrewB, and occasionally reviews Golden Age science fiction at actsofminortreason.com.


  EXTRACTS FROM THE CAPTAIN’S NOTES: FIRST CREW TO SATURN’S MOONS


  Mary Soon Lee


  Five people? Who decided a crew of five would be psychologically stable? Eleven days down. Four years, eleven months, twelve days to Saturn Orbit Insertion.


  Month two. Samir’s teaching me fencing. I’m as coordinated as a drunk toad. I’d blame the Coriolis effect, but the fencing strip’s aligned with the spin.


  Month three. What’s worse than going to Saturn alone? Going with two husband-wife dyads.


  Month seven. Stole a little momentum from Mars today. The colonists wished us luck. What kind of fool would take a one-way trip to a place with no atmosphere to speak of? One like me, if I got the chance. Besides, I hear they have cats.


  Month fourteen. The self-repairing droids aren’t self-repairing any longer. I’m spending three hours every day on maintenance, but glad of the distraction. What’s worse than going to Saturn with two dyads? When one of the dyads breaks up.


  Month twenty-seven. Second-best decision I ever made: using 94 percent of my baggage allowance on coffee beans.


  Month thirty-nine. My son got married. To a man I’d never met. They look terrifyingly happy, almost as happy as Beth and Samir. What’s worse than going to Saturn with a dysfunctional dyad? Going with a flagrantly fully-functional dyad.


  Month forty-four. We’ve all been sleeping in the hydroponics module for the past six weeks. It’s the only place that smells of anything other than us. Ground control must know, but they haven’t commented.


  Month sixty. One week from Saturn Orbit Insertion, Better view of the rings every day. Worth the trip.


  MIDWAY ON THE WAVES


  Phoebe Barton


  “I’m right jealous of you,” the Earther tourist said, pointing at the windowscreen that showed the world  outside the train. There were only a few overloaded pixels here and there, small enough to look like stuck-on snowflakes if it had been a real window and if Titan had water snow. “The view must be unbelievable when you have a clear sky.”


  “A clear sky.” Naomi Moon let her focus drift away from her pot of simmering noodles, but only as far as her breath could carry a feather, as she tried to picture what it might look like. Sunlight sparkling off Saturn’s rings, Enceladus spraying icy diamonds into the night, and all those glittering constellations nailed to the sky. She remembered all her childhood wishes for the sky to part, just for a moment, scribbled on hopepaper and fed to the renewal flame. She wondered if the children of Xanadu City had at least seen one star as the clouds parted for the killing rounds. “Yeah. Unbelievable.”


  “Surety you’ve seen it,” he said. He’d wasted no time telling her he was a he, along with so many other tales she’d forgotten as soon as they were spoken. His accent was pure American, the same as the crew of the Peregrine, the same contours as Colonel Vega’s order to fire. “You’re lucky; you know. People come from all over the system to see what you have every day.”


  “No,” Naomi said. The noodles were hissing. One minute down, forty-eight seconds to go. There were a few minutes yet until the train sliced the curve past Carver Junction Plenty of time.


  “No?”


  “We don’t get clear skies,” Naomi said. She splashed some oil in the wok, sloshed it around, let its hissing cover her exasperation. It was too much to expect an Earther to know anything. “I’m forty-three, and I’ve never seen anything but clouds.”


  “Nonsense,” the tourist said, because obviously the world had to align with his Earthly expectations. What could she possibly know? “It even stops raining in England every once in a while. I can’t believe you people are worse off than the English.”


  “We do all right,” Naomi said. She’d seen Earthers bring their arguments to her world, had scooped them off the ground when they’d traded fists over which dusty little scrap of world was better and whose ancestral bones were sunk deeper in that dust. Americans, English, all the rest—why couldn’t they have pounded the feathers out of each other without leaving home?


  “But you’ve never even seen the Sun?” He couldn’t be that foolish. Looking for the Sun on Titan was like wandering around Mars in search of pyramids or canals. No, probably just another spy playing the fool.


  “Sure I have.” Naomi scooped the noodles into the wok and let them drink up the sizzling oil. “Brightest patch of the clouds. We have an understanding. I stand down here, it shines up there.”


  “That sounds terrible.” Just like an Earther, telling people how they should feel in their own homes. She had plenty to say about light so bright it dazzled, gravity so heavy that it crushed bones to powder, but she kept her tongue bit around the tourists. “You’re right next door to the greatest sight in the Universe and you can’t even see it.”


  “It’s what it is,” Naomi said. The noodles didn’t need much time outside the water. A four-armed woman couldn’t have finished it up must faster than she did, and once the poached egg was floating like a sun-bleached island atop it all, she presented it to the tourist just as the train started to lean into the turn. “Here you are: auspicious noodles. A bit of luck for your journey back to Earth.”


  The tourist peered at the bowl and dabbed the chopsticks into it as if he expected the broth to eat them away. “You’re sure this is authentic Titan cuisine?”


  Naomi narrowed her eyes. “Made on Titan, by a Titanese person, from ingredients sourced from Titan, and impossible to make anywhere else. No, it’s 100 percent Martian.”


  “Impossible? It’s a bunch of noodles, and you didn’t even season the damn things! I’ve been to some of the finest restaurants on Earth, I know six-star chefs. Nothing’s impossible.”


  “Go home and try to heat up water to 108 degrees Celsius without it boiling, then tell me how impossible—” Her screen rumbled and nuzzled in her pocket, the sort of furious attention-seeking behavior that it reserved for real emergencies. “Just try to enjoy it, anyhow. Proper way’s with horseradish sauce, but be sparing.”


  The tourist started grumbling as soon as her back was to him. Naomi clicked her teeth once the car’s air lock sealed behind her and the next one’s opened. Probably not a spy after all. It was hard enough for spies to slip beneath technological surveillance without giving people reasons to remember them, but when she stepped into the lounge car she forgot all about his foolishness. There were only so many places a train fight could go, and the scars that slashed like rails across Naomi’s chest took her to all of them.


  “Citizen’s arrest! Citizen’s arrest!” The shouter was a belter, stretched and lanky with wild eyes and an unshaven face, hanging from a battered frame pitted with dents and with colors gone raw. Vestan accent, too—just great. “You’re a sovereign profiteer of destruction! You’re a threat to the all! I place you under citizen’s arrest on behalf of the proud people of this moon!”


  A small crowd of Earth-boned tourists had gathered around the tumult, watching the show and waiting for someone to solve it for them. Maybe they planned to make themselves the heroes once they were safely en route, when they had nothing to do but dream their way home. She doubted any of them would remember how efficiently they’d kept the object of the Vestan’s spittle, a short woman with cropped hair and shaved nails, from disengaging.


  “All right, what the hell is going on?” Naomi said, forcing her way through the crowd. Despite the spidery exo that supported the Vestan’s weight in Titan’s relatively crushing gravity, two and a quarter meters gave her a privileged perspective. The Vestan shriveled under her gaze like a leaf left to dry.


  “This . . . this person is an Earther,” the Vestan said. “And therefore responsible for all the crimes of Earth! You Titan people are too polite to do anything about it, but there comes a time where you have to stand, and focus, and do what’s right—”


  “Uh huh.” She had run the Vestan’s ticket during his soapbox. Evgeny Gamer, on Titan for eight months, with an expired League of Independent States tag practically stuck to his forehead—an embassy worker getting rotated home. Definitely not a spy. They knew better than to cause unnecessary trouble. “I’m going to save you the trouble, Gamer. You can either stop talking now, go back to your compartment, and think about everything you can miss on your way home, or you can have an extraordinary visit from some friendly government folk when you get home. They’d have a lot of questions for you. Comprehend?”


  “But what Earth did to you—’’


  “Is none of your business,” Naomi said, sharpening her words into knives. “It’s not your problem, Gamer. Go home.”


  Garner cast about the compartment for allies, and though there were a few other exoed belters, they took special effort to avoid his gaze. He hesitated for a moment, allowing uncertainty to creep into his features, before he strode out of the lounge car with his head held high. She told the train to keep an eye on him—if he got up to any more entertainment, he’d find himself walking to the spaceport—and kneeled down next to his target. The Earth woman’s eyes were full of resignation as the crowd drifted away.


  “My apologies for that,” Naomi said. “Is there anything else I can help you with?”


  “You’ve already been a help,” the woman said. “Thank you. I was hoping that if I ignored the jerk for long enough, he’d . . . I don’t know. I thought they taught them better inside those rocks, you know? I thought things would be better out here.”


  “People are people everywhere,” Naomi said. “I’m Naomi. What’s your name?”


  “Sarah,” the Earther said. “I suppose it’s all part of the travel experience, finding out that everywhere’s really the same.”


  “We have a few tricks up our sleeve,” Naomi said. “Could you use something to eat? Something fortunate to chase away all that bad luck.”


  “I think it’d be good to get out of here, yes,” Sarah said. When they stood up, she didn’t even come up to Naomi’s shoulder, but Naomi could see the coiled potential roped around the woman’s thick-laid bones that Gamer had missed. An Earther, practically any Earther, could snap a belter like a pair of chopsticks. There was a taut weariness written on her face, the story of someone exhausted by the world. She wore none of the relief that the other travelers had put on when the train had eased out of Las Mercedes.


  Naomi’s cafe car was empty when she led Sarah through the airlock. The tourist had left his bowl of auspicious noodles roofed over with horseradish sauce and so deeply spiced it looked like ashes. There was a tag waiting for her on the bowl: “TERRIBLE FOOD AND TERRIBLE SERVICE, YOU SHOULD BE ASHAMED OF YOURSELF.” She deleted it with a swipe and dumped the leavings in the recycler. If she was lucky, whatever terrible vending machine food he chose instead would haunt him all the way home.


  “So you’re not a spy, right?” Naomi said. “I promise I won’t tell. I just . . . spies are complicated.”


  “The only thing I’ve been spying is more than anyone’s share of the color orange.” Sarah gestured at the windowscreen and the flat, trackless expanse it showed. There was a good chance no one had ever trod those flats, and that no one ever would. “If you can see anything wonderful out there, I envy you.”


  “What do you see?”


  “Death,” Sarah said. “There’s no room for our kind of life out there.”


  “It’s not all bad,” Naomi said. “I can make you something for luck, if you’d like. Something warm to take your mind off it.”


  “I . . . no, thanks.” She sighed, and for an instant, Naomi saw the other woman’s resolve flicker. There were years beneath those eyes, as many as her own mother and maybe then some. “I just need some tea. A little bit of fortification. Does . . . does that sort of thing happen often?”


  “Sometimes the belters get it in their heads that they’re the blessed defenders of the outer system,” Naomi said. “Usually people step in before things get that bad. I’m sorry you had to wait for me to show up.”


  “I suppose it’s my due.” Sarah drifted toward the hot water and canisters of loose leaves. All were Titan-grown, all were emblems of simple human bullheadedness. “Earth did terrible things here.”


  “You’re not Earth.”


  “Does it really matter?” The way Sarah looked at her stirred up memories of her grandmother and the oh, bless-your-precious-heart expression she had donned when young Naomi had said something particularly foolish. “I don’t blame them for seeing Earth when they look at me. It might be the only chance at resolution some of these people ever get.”


  Tendrils of steam licked up from the mug as Sarah drowned the leaves. As the hot water hit them, the air tightened and burst with their smell, sharp and heady, like chocolate mixed with silverwood. They’d loved it in Xanadu City. A single plant had survived the cracking.


  “I can listen,” Naomi said. “If you need to talk . . .”


  “Talking’s for parrots,” Sarah said. “No, thank you, but I’m all right. I’ll be fine just watching the world go by.”


  Naomi respected the silence as Sarah sipped her brew, but it wasn’t really silence. The soft whispering of the air vents was ever-present.


  She had been eighteen, full of vim and vinegar and totally unable to picture the future as anything but a thing she might get to, later, if she felt like it, but she was busy trying to live, thanks. In Titan’s cities teenagers were like free neutrons looking for an atom to crack. She had been eighteen, and she’d hated the domes.


  It had been easy to sign out a rover. The general assumption was that if someone was the sort to make a foolish mistake and kill themselves, they’d do it younger than eighteen. Her class 1 eva certification and her sterling social credit had got her a bright blue rover big enough for a family to live in. She’d heard tell of wanderers who left the cities behind, who rambled between outposts and boreholes just to see what it all looked like in between. People who made Titan their own. She and her three best friends loaded it up with gear, picked a direction, and left New Toronto in its antarctic solitude.


  They could have gone anywhere, done anything. Paid their respects at the Huygens landing site, swam in Kraken Mare in search of sea monsters, climbed Mount Doom. Instead they had rolled onto Xanadu Regio because they couldn’t agree on anything else, and because moving while arguing was at least better than standing still while arguing.


  They had been close enough to feel the ground rumble and bounce, as if hammerwielding giants were pounding out a new valley. Then the emergency calls started. The four of them hesitated, just long enough to fill them with shame. Then they went. It took them hours to reach what remained of Xanadu City. The main dome wasn’t just cracked, it had been shattered. Its innards were spilled all across the ground, rubble and wreckage and so many bodies. Naomi did half a dozen missions into the ruined city that first day, chasing heat blooms that could have been huddled survivors and following emergency beacons buried in debris.


  Her last time in, she had found a family sheltering in what had been a library. The heaters had failed, and they were frozen together. None of them had had a chance. None of them had deserved it.


  They had been frozen, but when she went back outside she couldn’t trust the ground. So much of the ice was still molten.


  It was brighter outside when the train settled to a stop at XNDU-Spaceport, but not by much, and Naomi felt like a tourist herself as she stepped onto the station platform with the rest of the travelers. The river of Earthers flowed to the right, down the ramp to where the buses would take them to the spaceport and back to their own world. She and a few others, all Titan-bodied, turned left and followed the path to the Remembrance Shrine.


  It had been built in the shape of a dome and left the color of bones. Miniature lamps lined the path, one for every person that had died in Xanadu City, and the words “we shall remember” were engraved around the airlock in every language spoken on Titan. Once inside she exchanged her evasuit for crimson mourning robes. She washed her hands, lit a small torch inscribed with names, and guarded its flame as she went barefoot to the altar. The shrinekeepers had laid out six candles for her there, and she lit them one by one. She had no words for them; words were cheap. An Earther would have filled the air tight enough to snuff out every flame. She inhaled deeply over each one, the hot air turning sharp in her lungs.


  One of the shrinekeepers approached with head respectfully bowed, and it wasn’t until she got close that Naomi recognized Tanushree wrapped up in sky-orange remembrance robes. The years had been kind to her, probably because life hadn’t been. She had braved ruined Xanadu long after Naomi’s own bravery was sucked away. No wonder she’d taken a slot in the shrine. The things she must have seen . . .


  “It’s good to see you here again,” Tanushree said. “I was worried you wouldn’t make it. The others haven’t been around for a while.”


  “They left,” Naomi said. Greg had put his brain into a lead-lined box and gone to Io to look for the gate to hell he ached to find, and Fatima had found the courage to dive through the warp point to La Mancha. “We re the last of a kind.”


  “I’m sure they still remember, and measure it in their own ways,” Tanushree said. “I’m glad you came. It’s been quiet this year.”’


  “All this ‘forgive and forget’ stuff is going to blow up in our faces,” Naomi said. “Parliament’s walking around on rusty nails, they’re so terrified of pissing anyone off. Can you believe it?”


  “I accept the judgment of my senses,” Tanushree said. “That doesn’t mean I have to dwell on what I can’t fix. If you’d like, you can help me tend the fire. That’s one thing we can believe in.”


  Naomi nodded and followed Tanushree to the shrine’s central fire. There were legends that the flames burning in there had been kindled from the first fire ever struck on Titan—Naomi doubted that, but the story’s pull was irresistible enough that she kept her doubts to herself. The shrine’s fire had been burning for twenty-four years without pause, and on that day a year after Xanadu she had been tom between the euphoria of independence and the dysphoria of loss.


  The fire must have been as hot as the Sun. If it was left alone, it could have melted its way down to Titan’s rocky core. Naomi stood in front of it for a while, basking in its warmth and radiance, until Tanushree handed her the first piece of bamboo charcoal. Then the fire became a predator, ravenous and cruel, as efficient a killer as ice. Hadn’t there been that one city in the belt where a fire had got out of control, where they’d all—?


  Naomi took a fortifying breath, filled her lungs with the smell of charcoal and embers, but her spirit overflowed with poison. She had spent more than half her life with an open wound, poking it just enough that it never healed, telling herself that it wasn’t a problem at all while it gradually became a jungle of infection. She had joined the trains so that she could blaze past the scar that had been Xanadu at four hundred kilometers per hour, near enough for her to feel like she was confronting her past but never close enough to see its bones.


  Just far enough away for her to ignore how much of a coward she was.


  “It’s such a calming thing, to feed a fire,” Tanushree said. The way she offered it her charcoal reminded Naomi of a daredevil she’d once seen hand-feeding an alligator. He was lucky they’d been able to grow him a fresh one afterward. “Be honest, Naomi. Did you only come because it’s been twenty-five years? The nice, smooth number?”


  “I—” So many words piled up in her throat that none of them could get through. She had to swallow them all before they choked her. “I’d rather not go into it. Isn’t it enough that I’m here?”


  “Enough for who?” Tanushree said. “You were never interested in impressing me, and you don’t know anyone else here. So is it enough for yourself that you’re here, or are you trying to figure out where you’re going?”


  “I said I’m not going into it. Dammit, Tani, twenty-five years and you couldn’t stop being like this?” The outburst left her throat burning and raw, but it felt perversely good nevertheless. She hurled herself onto a bench and cradled her head. “Look at you, so respectful, so traditional, so pure. Don’t act like you’re so much better.”


  “I know that I’m not,” Tanushree said. There wasn’t any change in her expression, not even the slightest eye twitch or curled lip that she knew she deserved. “You know and I know, but if you’re not going to acknowledge it then I will. You need to go back. Make your peace.”


  “I don’t need to,” Naomi said. “I didn’t even know anybody there.”


  “Does that make a difference?” She felt Tanushree’s hand on her shoulder, warm, firm, understanding. Nothing she deserved. “If you need to know someone to feel connected to the worst disaster we’ve ever experienced, then remember who you used to be. In a sense, she died there, too.”


  “Thirty thousand people died there!” Naomi’s shout, scattered by the dome above, echoed to every comer of the shrine and the thirty-one thousand, two hundred and sixteen names carefully, individually, carved by hand into marble facings shipped across a billion empty kilometers. “I’m still here.”


  “So you do care.” Tanushree sat down beside her, kept that warm hand on her shoulder. “You need to make peace with it all. Even if you can start finding a way, that’ll be enough. But if you don’t start, you’ll be here forever. Is that really what you want?”


  “Does it make a difference?”


  Tanushree closed her eyes, breathed deeply, and nodded her head seven times before she let her lungs empty again.


  “Come with me,” Tanushree said, rising to her feet. She took Naomi’s hand and led her to a wall that seemed as cold and grey as all the other walls, but with a wave of her hand it melted into a screen that looked out onto the plain outside. It took a moment for Naomi to realize it wasn’t a screen but an honest window, and she pressed her palm against it despite the cold.


  “Every person makes a difference,” Tanushree said. “Especially in a place like this. I know you understand that, because otherwise you wouldn’t care. Think about the survivors you found. I think they’d have strong words for you.”


  It was easier to look outside than speak, so Naomi looked outside. Nothing had been built beyond the shrine, and the view was much the same as what the first lander had seen—scattered chunks of ice beneath an unbroken sky. It was a miracle anything from Earth, overflowing with oceans of molten ice, could live there. Miracles were so easily shattered.


  “I don’t know,” Naomi said. “I don’t know.”


  Tanushree didn’t say anything else after that. Naomi fed the hungry fire and huddled in its warmth, because it was the only place that she could think about a life spent riding the rails from pole to pole, never staying in one spot for long enough to let the past catch up, without freezing up with fear. Movement made heat, and heat kept her blood molten.


  “I have to go,” she said once she’d run out of charcoal. The fire crackled, hissed, whispered at her. “I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t be,” Tanushree said. “Just try to find out where you need to be.”


  She hurried back to the entry way and took off the mourning robes as quickly as she could, before her shame could stain them. Her evasuit reeked of sweat and failure, and when she latched her helmet tight she nearly gagged from the taste of it. After a moment it seemed to go away, but she knew that was only an illusion—she had smelled air bottled in half a dozen asteroids. The nose could get accustomed to anything, but the mind . . . the mind was eager to accustom itself to the worst things.


  “Where I need to be,” Naomi said. On a world where compasses only ever pointed toward Saturn, a saying was about as useful for finding one’s way. It had been so easy on the rails. Departure at such and such a time, intermediate stops here, there, and there, and arrival right when everyone was expecting to arrive.


  She stepped outside and went off the path. The ground was just as solid where no one had walked on it.


  Once, and only once, she had tried to run away. She had been twenty-four years old, six years removed from Xanadu’s bones. The infant government of united Titan had had all the stability of a papier-mâché skyscraper then, and every morning brought fresh rumors of currency devaluations and leadership collapses and entire communities begging Earth for a new patron. It didn’t matter that they were all lies, that their money was sound and their leaders knew which way to go. Rumors generated heat faster than the truth could radiate it, and with each passing day more of the once-solid ground beneath Naomi turned to slush.


  “La Mancha,” her heart had said. A cold world on the fringe, but only cold to Earthers—it was warm enough for its own oceans, its own life, its own bright sky. A ten-year contract would cover passage and adaptation, and after that she would be free like she had never been, free to wander a world with no domes, a world where a crack only meant a cool breeze got in. She had gone so far as to meet her old friend Fatima, now a La Mancha Development Corporation recruiter, in a luxurious New Toronto cafe packed wall-to-wall with imported smells.


  It should have been easy. What was Titan, really? A frigid little iceball on the ragged edge of the Solar System, the last interesting stop before a void of nothing so vast that a gas giant and a comet fragment were two of a kind. She could spiral inward like a comet and probably burn up, or she could disappear through the warp point and cross the light-years so quickly her problems could never catch up with her.


  “Once you’ve been there for a couple of years, you’ll be a whole new you,” Fatima had said in a smooth, creamy, affected accent modulated to put her at ease, to make the sale, and which didn’t suit her at all. “You probably won’t even want to come back.”


  Naomi had taken a breath at that, and the heart and soul of Titan had come in with it. No more unbroken skies, sure—but no more Huygenstide, either. No more Container Day get-togethers over warm brennivin. No more streets draped in Huygenstide decorations. She would have to explain all of her familiar jokes, and she would have to carry around a screamer gun everywhere she went in case one of La Mancha’s giant hawks decided she made for a tasty snack.


  “What if I do want to come back?” Naomi had fixed Fatima with an icy gaze. “What then?”


  “I don’t know if you’ve taken a look around recently, but between you and me, this is a chance to get out while the getting’s good,” Fatima had said. Naomi still remembered the haunted, conspiratorial cast of the other woman’s eyes, like an animal smart enough to recognize a predator’s hunting grounds. “I don’t just mean Titan. Would you bet money on there still being an Earth in ten years? Go to La Mancha, war won’t follow you. We won’t have any Xanadus.”


  “Then it’s going to be no.” The blue sky, the open breeze, they were all just phantoms. Everywhere had a Xanadu. Railgun rounds would pierce that fine blue sky just as easily as they had pierced Xanadu City’s dome. The trick was making peace with that truth. Naomi had hurried out of the cafe back out onto Maruyama Boulevard, looked up, imagined the dome cracking and fragmenting into a hundred thousand shards. Enough to spear everyone in town through the heart.


  She wasn’t afraid.


  Maybe it was just as cowardly to run in place. But at least she wouldn’t be running away.


  They had never rebuilt Xanadu City. The arguments had started before the ground finished refreezing, the new government wanting this, vulture corporations nibbling at that, and the surviving cities throwing up roadblocks in the hope some of its former wealth would trickle down to them. The spaceport had been left on its own in a desert, but soon enough the sort of people who might have gone to La Mancha went and built their own ramshackle town. They called it Port Sunless.


  Tanya’s Awesome JungleDome was one of the biggest domes in Port Sunless, a pocket of old equatorial Earth transplanted across a billion kilometers, with only the thinnest skin insulating it from Titan’s patient truth. It would be so easy to puncture it. What would that jungle of hers look like frozen solid? Green-leafed trees encased in ice, birds like statues, silence, and death . . . she didn’t have to imagine. Bhattarai Park in Xanadu City had been like that, when she had been the only moving thing in a still world.


  For now, at least, the air inside was full of life, and Naomi breathed it deeply.


  Tanya, she of the name painted on the dome’s exterior in ten-meter-tall bright blue letters and hands that could crush ice to powder, was waiting for her on the far side of the suitroom. Her smirk was like a scimitar, curved and sharp and deadly.


  “So,” she said. “You finally worked up the nerve to come back.”


  “I can’t say anything I haven’t already,” Naomi said. “If you really want me to go through the list, I can. But it’d be quicker if we just skipped it.”


  “Sixteen months and not a peep.” Tanya crossed her arms and fixed her with the calm, detached look of a raptor, calculating the best angle to sweep down to catch a mouse in her claws. “Don’t tell me there’s no occasion.”


  “Just stretching my legs,” Naomi said. “But my arms are itchy. I need my wings.”


  “Your wings.” Tanya made a fist, wound up her arm, and punched the air, waiting long enough to pull it that Naomi could count every crease on her knuckles. “The wings that nearly killed you. The wings that twisted you up so bad you asked me to punch you in the nose if you ever came back asking for them. Those wings.”


  “That’d be,” Naomi said. “You didn’t get rid of them, did you?”


  “Naomi.” Tanya gave her a despairing look. “You trusted me with them. I’m not like your parents, feeding all your toys into the recycler.”


  “I need them,” Naomi said. “You still have the catapult?”


  “Naomi, please,” Tanya said. “You almost died. Wasn’t that enough?”


  “So I screwed up,” Naomi said. “That was ages ago. I figured you’d be relieved to see me trying to stretch. You know I wave to you every time the train goes by?”


  “I was relieved to know you’d have to find some other way to kill yourself by misadventure,” Tanya said. “Just because you can fly doesn’t mean you’ve gotta.”


  “You don’t get to decide that,” Naomi said. “Besides, you still owe me.”


  Tanya gave her a silent stare that stretched. The pocket jungle all around got louder to fill the space, chirps and hoots and wock-wock-wocks that mocked the dim badlands outside. The whole place was a middle finger to the world. In the cities, parks had their purpose as the filters and lungs of a tightly woven machine. The JungleDome was its own purpose, and like the rest of Port Sunless, was built on defiance.


  “If you screw up,” Tanya said, “I’ll laminate your frozen corpse and set it up in the statue garden to remind everyone else.”


  “Sounds like a plan,” Naomi said. “Come on. My arms are itching.”


  Naomi’s wings were blue and green, the color of nothing that had been on Titan for people to find, and they were iridescent in the light. Even outside she would be visible from the ground once she was aloft, a lonesome glittering constellation. They snapped into the housings on her evasuit’s arms with polished smoothness, as if they hadn’t spent two years in an equipment locker. She gave the air an experimental slice and smiled.


  “That feels better,” Naomi said. “Hey, you know what a bad wingflyer and a bird have in common?”


  Tanya hid her face behind her hands. It was never enough. “Don’t—”


  “They both go cheep, cheep” Naomi said. Tanya’s groan was all the reward she needed.


  “I’ve fixed up the launcher since the last time you took off,” Tanya said. “The tourists love it. Smoother trajectory, better speed. But another one like that, and I’ll have it slam you into the ground.”


  The hand-painted sign said “Tanya’s Awesome Launch Control,” and there were sets of sunken footprints in front of it, as if so many tourists had stood for pictures that they had melted their way down. The catapult had a deliberately archaic appearance to it, with the few necessary metal pieces hidden by local plastics and bamboo. It was a good enough arm that, with the right kind of payload, it could crack a dome on its own. Naomi took hold of the launching sled’s grips and paced her breathing as Tanya ran through her own checks. The more she focused on breathing, the less time she had to dwell on what she was about to do.


  “Looks all good,” Tanya said. “You ready?”


  “All ready,” Naomi said. “Kick it.”


  “Remember the statue garden,” Tanya said. “Launching in three, two, one, now”


  It didn’t take much speed to fly on Titan. The trick was reaching that speed with the loping, bounding gait that Titan’s gravity imposed on its people. When Tanya said “now” the sled shot forward like a crossbow bolt, fast enough for her to feel a flash of dizziness as her blood surged toward her feet. Then the acceleration was gone, and she was afloat beneath the clouds. She let go of the sled, stretched out her wings, and flew.


  She knew where she was going. Beneath her, a hydrocarbon river sparkled in the guttering sunlight. She followed it all the way to Xanadu.


  “This is,” Naomi had said, “the most asinine thing I’ve heard in my entire life.”


  Ten years since that day, and it was still true. She had been fresh from a run to Las Mercedes filled with rowdy sparrow hooligans when Greg had found her in the Polaris Station concourse, slurping xanadu noodles and weakly dreaming of a better world. Had she been energized, she could have controlled the conversation, but she was exhausted, and he had spent years sharpening the impressive teenage charisma that he’d used to slide through society like a buttered snake. It was when he’d still been the Greg she’d known, before he stuffed his brain in a spidery box with telescoping tentacles for hands, when he’d been making the world believe he’d walked through hell without being singed.


  They had been standing in rented evasuits in the shadow of a monstrosity, and she still heard him out.


  “Genius is always underappreciated in its own time,” Greg said. “And this is genius. Say goodbye to anything like Xanadu ever happening again! This is the future, the bleeding edge of urban design, and if we get in now we’ll have penthouses.”


  “Penthouses in a tank,” Naomi said. “We’d be goldfish.”


  The City in Motion wasn’t a fishbowl, and it wasn’t a tank either, but it was closer to either than any city that Naomi had known. Still under construction and already incorporating enough metal to armor a dozen domes, it was a great hulking mass of axles, pistons, gears, and radiators with the occasional scrap of habitable space wedged in the gaps between the machines. That people were willing to pay real money, good money, for a closet-sized berth aboard it said more than anything about the damage the war had done.


  “We’d be free,” Greg said. “Think about it, really, does it even make sense for a city to stay in one spot? People started out as wanderers, you know. This is just coming back to where we should’ve been in the first place. Just imagine it.”


  “Oh, I can imagine it,” Naomi said. “I can imagine the engines keeping me awake, the floor always rumbling, never knowing where you’re going to be tomorrow.”


  “And yet people manage to live on stations and spaceships just fine,” Greg said. “Think about it. The only way something like this could be attacked is if the enemy holds the orbitals. Aren’t you worried, living in those bubbles, knowing how easy it is to break them?”


  “I get by,” Naomi said. “This isn’t the answer. This is trying to run away from a problem, instead of solving it.”


  “I can’t believe you sometimes,” Greg said. “You of all people should appreciate this. You practically live on those trains.”


  “That is not the same thing at all” Naomi said. “I’m at least going places. This is going nowhere.”


  “Really?” Greg gave her a smug, superior look that made her want to crack his visor. “Polaris Station’s the end of the line, Naomi. The only places you’re going from there is somewhere you’ve already been.”


  “Maybe it’s because I’m comfortable,” Naomi said. “Maybe it’s because I’m not afraid.”


  She had cut their shared channel before he could say anything else. She watched him holler voicelessly for a moment before spinning on her heel and stalking back to the air lock, back to the proper city. The City in Motion could run for as long as it wanted to. In the end, that only meant it would die of exhaustion.


  The tracks had gone on farther once, but now they went nowhere at all. The old supports remained, barely visible, like a gauntlet of mourners. Naomi had always thought keeping them up was the worst choice the politicians could have made. Either rebuild the line and commit to the future, or admit no train would be going that way again. All they were doing now was keeping the wound from healing, like rusty old fishhooks embedded in skin. She gave her wings an angry flap and looked away, toward the bones just beginning to show through the dimness.


  It still didn’t make sense. Falling shouldn’t hurt, not on Titan, with its delicate gravity and its parachute air. Naomi had shards of childhood memories, full of youthful indignation about how she couldn’t understand and it wasn’t fair. They ended with the moment she had taken her mother’s glass elephant statuette, carefully carried from Earth and handed down through the generations, and hurled it against the floor just to see it break. Glass had gone everywhere, from wicked crescent fragments to the invisible slivers that turned into knives when she stepped on them. Her mother had made her pick up every piece.


  Those railgun rounds had been hurled toward Titan faster than the air could catch them, and nobody had cleaned up the shards of Xanadu City. Here and there, segments of the old dome curved toward the sky, only to end in ragged edges. The bodies had been removed, the museums had been emptied, and the metals had been stripped, but that was all.


  In all the years since the shattering, no one had found the courage to do anything but leave it as it had been made.


  Naomi shivered despite her evasuit. The ruins were as cold as the world around them, inhabited only by ghosts, and yet there was a tent down there, a lonely colorful splash. She frowned and focused the suit’s infrared eyes, and it confirmed an anomalous heat plume smoldering on the ground. Not enough to melt the ground . . . it didn’t even look like enough to stay warm for very long. It seemed to cool down as she watched, and so she dived for it. Every once in a while intrepid teenagers made the trek to Xanadu’s ruins, looking for inspiration or meaning or just whatever they could find there. Every once in a while, they never came back.


  She landed only a few steps away, but the close-up view wasn’t encouraging. The tent was an old Mackenzie-Souris model, old and cheap when it had been new, and not the sort of thing anyone without a death wish would take on a hike. There were a dozen patches she could see, and even a torn seam big enough to expose one of the inner insulation layers. Her suit didn’t report any oxygen leaking, but even a raindrop might set it off.


  “Hello out there.” With that Earther accent, it didn’t take Naomi long to place the voice—Sarah, that tourist from the train. It figured. Rip-off artists preyed on tourists, unloading shoddy tents to people who couldn’t tell the difference. “Sorry, but this is a one-person situation.”


  “It’s Naomi Moon from the train,” she said. “Your tent’s damaged. What’s your condition?”


  “Oh, everything’s fine in here,” Sarah said. “Just fine. I appreciate it, but really, this isn’t any of your concern.”


  “Sorry, but it is.” The only locks on tents were the ones that kept air in. Her evasuit haggled with the tent’s systems for a moment, and the airlock door light flipped from purple to green. “Can’t have tourists freezing to death. Looks bad, you know.”


  “I think it’s pretty rude to just barge in on someone,” Sarah said. The outer door sealed behind Naomi, and she bit her lip as the entryway exchanged atmospheres. She couldn’t detect any fresh rips in the tent’s skin, but even so, she’d have to track down whoever had unloaded such a moth-eaten quilt. “Hello? You’re being pretty rude, Naomi Moon from the train.”


  “And you’re being pretty foolish.” The tent had fed her suit all the information she needed, including that it was only fifteen degrees inside and falling quickly. “You’re in danger. I need to come inside.”


  “Seems like you already handled that,” Sarah said. “I know what I’m doing. I’d really be quite thankful if you left me in peace.”


  “I’m afraid I can’t do that,” Naomi said. “If you have a problem . . . like I said, I can listen.”


  “Really, don’t worry yourself, I’m beyond helping,” Sarah said. She sighed, making a sound like static. “Not after everything that’s happened because of me.”


  “No one’s beyond helping,” Naomi said. “If you don’t want to let me in, I’ll still be here. I can listen.”


  “You don’t want to hear about it,” Sarah said. “Do you have any idea what it’s like, hearing all those ghosts?”


  Naomi sighed. There hadn’t been enough survivors from Xanadu City, but there had been some. Every once in a while, the mountains of grief and guilt their survival had gifted them with proved too heavy to carry. Every once in a while, the response service found tents with corpses inside, or evasuits that stank of death.


  “This is my world,” Naomi said. “Of course I know. We all do. But that doesn’t make it any easier for any of us. Do you mind if I ask who you lost?”


  “It’s not like that at all, it’s worse than you think,” Sarah said. “It’s my fault.”


  “Your—” Naomi paused for breath. There had been no survivors off the Peregrine, thanks to Commander Seong. “What do you mean? How could it possibly be your fault?”


  “My name is Sarah Vega,” she said. “Cynthia Vega, Colonel Cynthia Vega, flight commander of USSV Peregrine . . . she was my wife.”


  “Vega . . .” Naomi exhaled. For days after those artifact-hunting weirdos had slid into orbit with a safe they’d fished out of Saturn’s rings, the newsfeeds had barely talked about anything else. “Fuck, that was your letter they found.”


  “It was,” Sarah said. “And thank god I didn’t put anything racy in it. Entirely unintended for public consumption, but I guess that doesn’t matter anymore. It just matters that it was my fault.”


  “But you didn’t do anything,” Naomi said. “I mean, weren’t you on Earth?”


  “I was, but it doesn’t matter,” Sarah said, and Naomi could hear her fighting back tears. “She was my wife, I loved her, and she goes and does this. Shatters an entire city, kills thousands, tears people apart, and I couldn’t see it in her. I should have seen it. I should have been able to fix her.”


  There were a dozen things Naomi could have said, but over the impersonality of a radio channel, they all sounded like static.


  “Sarah,” she said, “can I come in?”


  There was silence for a moment, and then the inner light flipped to green. Naomi ducked through the door, and once it finished sealing shut behind her, she lifted her helmet. Her lips prickled from the cold, the sort of cold she’d only encountered in games, the sort of cold that meant something was seriously wrong.


  Sarah wasn’t dressed for the cold at all. She was shivering in a thin T-shirt and pants, her arms riven with goosebumps, sitting cross-legged in front of a burning candle. It would consume all her air before it warmed her. A small wallscreen let her stare at the wreckage of Xanadu City, frozen and unchanging.


  “I told you I saw death,” Sarah said. “Now you know why.”


  “I know what you believe,” Naomi said. There was enough room for her to sit on the other side of the candle, blocking Sarah’s view of the city’s bones. “I know you don’t want to believe it.”


  “It is what it is,” Sarah said as a few tears traced paths down her cheeks. “I know what I know”


  “But I know something you don’t know,” Naomi said. She licked her lips with nervousness and wished she hadn’t taken her helmet off, wished she could hide her face, but she couldn’t wall herself off now. “It was an accident.”


  “What?” Sarah fixed her with an icy look, smooth and cutting. “What do you mean, an accident?”


  “I mean it was an accident,” Naomi said. It bad to have been an accident. It was the only answer that made sense. “I have friends in the government, they figured it out. The Peregrine was trying to destroy the spaceport, but their aim was off by a millionth of a degree, and the weather was harder than they thought. Just enough for their bullets to hit exactly where they shouldn’t have.”


  “It doesn’t matter,” Sarah said, hugging herself tightly. “Intentions don’t matter. Only results. That’s what she said, you know.”


  “So it doesn’t matter that you’re willing to let yourself freeze because someone else screwed up?” Naomi moved the candle aside and shuffled close. “What do you think that’s going to get you?”


  “It doesn’t matter.” Sarah buried her face in her hands. “You can’t understand this. The woman I loved, the woman I wanted to spend my life with . . . she was a monster.”


  No doubt there were plenty of people out there who would agree with her. But Naomi would be damned if she proved Evgeny Garner right.


  “She was a person who made a mistake,” Naomi said. “Just like you’re about to. You don’t have to. You’re not responsible for what she did. You’re not responsible for all Earth’s crimes. Don’t act like you are.”


  “But that guy on the train . . .”


  “Was wrong,” Naomi said. “You don’t need to be forgiven. I just . . . can I help you?”


  For a while, Sarah said nothing. Naomi stayed where she had sat, feeling the temperature drop. Soon it would be cold enough for water vapor to start crystalizing. Soon it would all freeze over, and Titan would win again.


  Then Sarah leaned toward the candle, and pinched out the flame between finger and thumb.


  “You can try,” Sarah said.


  Her evasuit wasn’t much, just the standard tourist-rental model, but it was better kept up than the tent. Naomi helped Sarah back into it, tugging what needed to be tugged and locking everything that was unlocked. Sarah had no words for her, just the empty silence of someone who hadn’t planned to stand up again. Naomi sent a message to the emergency service just before she led Sarah through the airlock, and by the time they were outside, they were already on their way.


  “You weren’t from here, were you?” Sarah looked at Xanadu City and then at her, expectantly, as if she could unburden her soul.


  “No, I wasn’t,” Naomi said. “But I was here just after it happened. Part of me will always be here now.”


  “Then we have something in common,” Sarah said. “I wish I could understand why.”


  “Would it make a difference?” Naomi said. “Would it change anything?”


  “I guess it wouldn’t,” Sarah said. “But it’s so dark out here. I don’t understand how you can see.”


  “Oh, it’s easy.” Naomi opened her flashlight and let the ground drown in its flood. “We all carry a bit of the light.”


  High above, the Sun was a smear against the clouds, but from where she stood the view was unbelievable.


  HOW ALIKE ARE WE


  Bo-young Kim


  There’s something I can’t see.


  I’ve been constantly obsessed by the thought of it.


  The problem was that there was no way to detect something I was unable to see. Intrinsically, it makes no sense—like trying to know the unknowable.


  For the past year of this voyage, there’s been something inside this ship that I couldn’t see.


  Something that has affected people’s minds and behaviors constantly, like the air, something that ought to have been checked and analyzed from the start. I’ve noticed something, but I couldn’t recognize what because I lack the knowledge. This has given rise to a series of errors throughout the voyage.


  I need to find out what that is.


  By whatever means necessary.


  1.


  My visual sensors were already operational, but the clarity of my visual perception increased after I internalized the information.


  At first, it simply seemed as if something was before me. After a while, it became apparent that it was something round and metallic, after which I perceived the object’s model name, manufacturer, and unit price. Later I understood that it was the basic external housing that contained the AI called HOON-1029, which has been mainly provided to deep space supply ships.


  Just as with my visual, my auditory perception increased slowly: the sound of a ventilation fan sucking up the air and exhaling it out; the creak of the running ship; the irritating clank of the opening and shutting of the external hatch to the altitude chamber—


  
    
      
        
          	
            How irritating!

          
        

      
    

  


  —all of it was familiar yet also strange to me.


  Into my visual sensors came an image of bread and water bottles filling a space right to the ceiling. They bore the logo of “HanSot,” an inter-satellite food distribution corporation. By the looks of all the fat sausages stuffed between the bread and the bottles, this must be a “hyeja” ship—


  
    
      
        
          	
            Hyeja: ancient slang for some sort of “tasty lunchbox.”

          
        

      
    

  


  —of medium size, suitable for a crew of ten to twenty people. The ceiling was covered in filth, and from it hung clusters of handicrafted objects: things constructed from toothpicks, specimens of origami, and a number of cloth dolls.


  Attempting to think about what I was doing on this so-called spacecraft, I found myself confused, unable to know who “I” was.


  Then came a harsh noise, and it was only by the time that the waves carrying it through the air had almost completely dissipated that I realized the sound had meaning, and that it was someone’s voice.


  “Quit dawdling and get up!”


  
    
      
        
          	
            Dawdling: slang term, a complaint about moving slowly. Possible implications: negative feelings toward me; a task that needed to be performed.

          
        

      
    

  


  Something that needed to be done ············ but I couldn’t recall what it was.


  “Don’t pretend you’re still sleeping. You’ve been awake for a while now.”


  I inspected my interlocutor. It was a creature, vertebrate ······ Mammal, human, a person with a strong presence. Fully bearded, thick rough hands smeared with oil. Engineer, possibly a technician.


  “I did what you wanted. Now tell me the code,” said someone standing behind me. Someone lithe and slender, with smooth skin, a small frame, and an unobtrusive musculature. Dressed in clean clothes and wearing spotless gloves. An office worker, possibly a manager.


  Back there, seated and facing this way and that, were some other, not-so-clean looking people. Although they were difficult to classify individually, by the looks of their clothing it seemed probable that they were sailors.


  But . . . the code?


  “What code?” I asked, and heard my voice. It was strange, as if I was using some strange speech organ. My voice was dry and crackling.


  The “technician” approached me, slamming one fist into the palm of the other hand. A few moments later, its impact against my body sent a shockwave through me. This puzzled me.


  Due to how the impact relocated my visual sensors, I was confronted with another portion of my surroundings: what seemed to be an enormous window covering the entire wall before me, through which I could see a planet, tangerine-colored, revolving slowly. To be precise, the world was yellow, and surrounded by a faint bluish halo, but overall it had a tangerine hue. The surface of the world was not visible for all the cloud cover. That blue halo meant there was an atmosphere; my inability to see the surface meant the atmosphere was thick, possibly thicker than the atmosphere on Earth. The ruddy hue of the thick air near the surface signified the scattering of long-wavelength light. Possible explanation: the presence of a thick atmospheric layer, or some amount of relatively large particles in atmospheric suspension.


  There was only one planet in the solar system that fit that profile. Not Mars: it was red, but with its thin atmosphere, the ground would have been clearly visible from such a distance.


  This was Titan—one of Saturn’s moons.


  The realization came to me late, and when I glimpsed the enormous, dignified rings of great Saturn in the near distance beyond the moon, I realized that I wasted time on unnecessary inference.


  I considered the video feed. In one corner a small box intruded on the view, displaying a sequence of numbers. It looked to be a video transmitted from nearby via a local satellite. The numbers were dropping, which probably indicated distance from the satellite. Possibility: Titan was this ship’s destination. Dividing the distance by the speed, the ETA was approximately ·················· 10 days, 14 hours, 23 minutes.


  I made this inference pretty quickly, but not that quickly. My mind was running too slow. Or, no, this was not simply a matter of speed. Rather, it was that my cognition functioning was more generally broken down into separate subfunctions: proper calculation and memory recall were impossible. No matter how hard I tried, I had to make do with only approximate values.


  In quick succession, the “technician” and then the “manager” spoke to me:


  “Don’t play innocent.”


  “Say the code.”


  Finally, I glanced down at my body, and found myself once more confused: I was inside a capsule that was tilted upright. From the body extended one pair of arms and one pair of legs made of carbon compounds; from them exuded the sour fumes of dried antifreeze (what a weird sensation!). Along my arms and thighs were emblazoned large serial numbers, as if by magic. This was typical, because the barcode implanted on the back of the neck was difficult to see.


  Ah, this thing’s expensive, I thought as the information poured in. This body was the most expensive piece of equipment in the Hyeja ship’s cargo, even if—from what I could tell—it’d been left inert too long and had started to go bad.


  It’d been cultured up from a single cell, and finally assembled into a humanlike structure.


  A ship designed for deep-space missions is, in a sense, a closed ecosystem. If one crew member got badly injured or died, it was no different from losing the whole field of knowledge in one specific professional field. Sure, the interstellar travel outfitting guidelines mandated that every ship be crewed with two specialists in each field, but the pressure of operating expenses meant that’s not how it worked in reality. That’s why normally in ships there were prosthetic bodies into which you could copy the sailor’s memories; they’re placed on board in case of an emergency, just like a fire extinguisher would be. You scanned the original’s brain and saved the contents to a chip that could be inserted into the socket on the rear of a backup body’s neck; the flow of electric signals from the chip would pass into the artificial brain, rearranging the memory cells into the necessary configuration. It was essentially like a backup drive designed to be used for human beings.


  However, why was I here? I ···············


  “Is this [image: ] playing around with us now?” The “technician” held up its fist again, while speaking a stream of muddled, unfamiliar phrases: Focker? Azole? Fackin shid? I shut my eyes, reflexively clenching my jaw and tensing the muscles in my gut. I was just as baffled by these reflexive movements as by the unfamiliar words, since they had not been intentional on my part.


  They were, I realized, a reaction designed to help me cope with physical dangers. The prosthetic body was embedded with a control device that put top priority on maintaining its own survival. It struck me that the prioritization of this survival instinct had taken over at least half of my personality, if not more than that. Was this one of the reasons why so much of my memory was missing?


  [THEY’RE DEMANDING THE INFORMATION FROM YOU IN A COLLOQUIAL MANNER.]


  This line of text appeared in the air, a little distance away from me, like subtitles in a movie. The person who was squatting down by the subtitle didn’t draw one’s eyes and typed in the air with fingers with silver metal chips pierced. Glasses—there’s still plenty of people who hate the idea of going under the knife, when it comes to their eyes—and dark eyes with dark circles beneath them, a slightly twisted backbone, and unnaturally prominent knuckles. A programmer, a planner, and a recorder.


  Another line of holographic subtitles began to appear between the “technician” and me. This time, however, they were aligned such that they were facing the crew, so that for me all the letters and words appeared in reverse, like an image flipped in a mirror. It was with apparent annoyance that the “technician” typed the message:


  [HOON DOESN’T UNDERSTAND WHAT YOU’RE SAYING WITHOUT CONTEXT. STOP PUSHING IT AND TRY EXPLAINING THE SITUATION, STARTING WITH THE BASICS.]


  In response, the “manager” spoke from the back of the group: “Listen, HOON: you’re our Crisis Management AI.”


  AI? Apparently I was a computer program, I realized.


  “On the 352nd day of our shipping voyage, you demanded to be treated like a human being and declared a strike, suddenly ceasing all activity. You told us that you would tell us the unlock code for your backup, which was saved separately in the docking bridge, if your personality were copied into a prosthetic body designed for human use, and that you were to be treated as a human flight attendant. It wasn’t easy, but finally we agreed to your terms, and we’ve done what you demanded. Now it’s your turn to keep your promise: tell us the code.”


  Wow! That came as a surprise! Yet I still couldn’t understand it all.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, attempting to reply and keep the conversation going with a familiar phrase. Then I said, “I really don’t understand what you’re saying. I’ve only just learned that I’m an AI . . .”


  It was like the whole ship turned over on its axis as the sailors leaped to their feet, yelling and screaming:


  “What’s it saying now?”


  “Isn’t it in there now?!”


  “I told you it wouldn’t work! The data structure is completely different! It’s the same as opening a text file in image program!”


  “Wait, then if that’s not what’s inside that body, what is?”


  Then, in a fearful voice, came the question, “What is making that noise right now?” The speaker was an overweight person with a chubby red face and a potbelly, with deep headphone-shaped indentations on either side of the forehead, and unusually wide ear canal openings: a Communications and Transmissions Specialist.


  “There’s a basic setting designed to ensure the survival of the body,” I said, and everyone quickly went quiet. “If there weren’t, even visual and auditory stimuli would’ve been impossible to translate. I would be unable to make a sound like this. When the data is incomplete, the basic settings compensate for it. Even with basic data transfer from a human brain, some loss is inevitable, because the basic specifications of each human brain are different. Therefore the contents get copied with the most valuable data given highest priority.”


  Everyone sat silently, staring at me with their mouths gaping.


  “Long-term memory in humans and machines is similar enough, in that both need to be recorded and stored long term. However, short-term memory works very differently between the two, so all that’s been lost. Other than that, there must also have been some corrections and losses across a wide range of data. It will take time for the cell array to settle, too, so it’s not unusual that I don’t remember you . . .”


  “It really is [image: ] (fockar? fackor?) with us, now, isn’t it?!” said the “technician” in front of me, raising one hand up high.


  Distorted faces, shrieking, insults: these cues indicated that they were upset. I began to worry, wondering which part of my explanation could have been erroneous.


  “Navigator Kang Woo Min!” barked the “manager,” hands raised headward. “Don’t you dare damage that, it’s expensive!”


  The “programmer” output another holographic subtitle into the air without so much as a glance toward me:


  [IT’S TALKING NORMALLY FOR A HOON UNIT. I GUESS THE TRANSFER WENT WELL AFTER ALL! AND HERE I ASSUMED IT’D BE IMPOSSIBLE.]


  It was at this point that I realized that the “programmer” was mute. Still, that didn’t seem to matter much: with laser keyboard implants in the fingers and a holographic monitor available, muteness wasn’t really a disability, any more than shortsightedness had been after the creation of eyeglasses.


  [THERE WAS A RUMOR THAT WENT AROUND A WHILE BACK THAT IT COULD WORK, THOUGH, SINCE MODERN NRURAL NET-BASED AIS WERE DEVELOPED BASED ON HUMAN BRAIN STRUCTURE.]


  Unlike the “programmer,” who was seated in a stable position, the sailors’ movements were . . . distracted. It could mean that they were puzzled . . . or sick, or possibly that they were dancing with excitement.


  “I shouldn’t have come here,” said the person who’d been called “Navigator Kang Woo Min” in a low voice, fidgeting with a lock of hair. A navigator, perhaps also an engineer?


  “I told you,” someone else replied. “It’s been nothing but bad luck since we first set out.”


  Bad luck since we first set out—that was interesting data.


  “I boarded this ship believing what we’d been told: that the ship would be trashed once we reached Europa. But here we are, ninety-two days longer than we were ever supposed to be on this stinking, rattling old rust bucket.”


  As if in response to the complaint, a creaky rattling sound began overhead. I glanced up toward the ceiling. The gravitational orientation in this chamber was oriented beneath us, and the mobiles dangling from the ceiling hung at a slight angle. Judging by the structure of this chamber, it must be a module constructed in the shape of a rim, attached to the hull of a basic Hyeja ship, which is designed in the shape of a long, slender cylinder. The main hull serves as the axis, while the rim spins, generating false gravity through centrifugal force. The basic Hyeja ship model is designed to be modularly expandable, but like with off-brand construction toy blocks, recent mass-produced rims are subtly out of standard alignment, so they whine a little bit as they rotate.


  “We need to go just as far as we’ve already come to get to Europa, but our comm system is out of commission and this crazy AI’s gone Frankenstein on us.”


  Comm system? ····················· Then I realized why the noise of the opening and closing of the airlock hatch was so annoying to me: it was supposed to stay closed. If it wasn’t closed, then exit and entry from the ship would be impossible . . . and if going outside was impossible, then the exterior monitors and antennae couldn’t be repaired.


  “That’s the spirit!” said another person: muscular with dark-tanned skin; left hand and one leg made of cybernetic steel; dirty; signs of chronic inflammation; clothing bearing a badge indicating crew position: Pilot. Of course, in such a small social setting, the actual roles each individual played must have overlapped somewhat. “I always knew you were special . . .”


  “Well, it freaks me out,” said the potbellied one whom I’d guessed was a Communications Specialist, cringing visibly. Is that a response to coldness? I thought, but then I realized that wasn’t what was causing the behavior.


  “We decided this by majority,” said the “manager,” though now the title Captain came to mind. “Pilot Kim Ji Hoon, Communications Office Gu Gyeong Tae.”


  It was difficult to identify each crew member: their hairstyles, clothing, and apparent height and body shape were constantly changing. Just like identifying particular dogs and cats, it was easy for humans to do, but not a simple task for a machine.


  “An SOS came from Titan, and we were the closest ship,” one of them said.


  “We all lost our minds!” said Navigator Kang Woo Min. “Now what’re you gonna do, Captain? We’ve got no AI and with the disaster, our comms are completely cut off. How can we supply anyone now?”


  The “programmer” typed something, and a holographic line of text appeared:


  [I BACKED UP KANGHA’S DATA IN MY COMPUTER.]


  The phrase “backed up” was in a glowing pink font, and suddenly a ♥ icon appeared next to it. I recognized it as a signal that triggers joy in humans who see it, though by what mechanism that occurs, it would be difficult for me to know.


  [THE ASSISTANT COMPUTER CAN’T THINK ON ITS OWN, BUT IF WE DO THE CALCULATIONS BY HAND, NOTHING’S IMPOSSIBLE. WE ALL PASSED THE CORPORATE ENTRANCE EXAM, AFTER ALL.]


  “Who still remembers all that stuff?” muttered Communications Officer Gu Gyeong Tae.


  “This stuff is for Europa,” said Navigator Kang Woo Min. “Titan isn’t Europa. Look, ships bound for Europa only go to Europa. Ships bound for Saturn only go to Saturn, and ships on a course for Jupiter only go to Jupiter. That’s just common sense in transport . . . and that’s also what the rules say.”


  “Europa and Titan have similar conditions, in terms of temperature and gravity,” replied the captain. “The equations used to make the calculations just need some revising. That’s all.”


  “There’s an atmosphere,” said Navigator Kang Woo Min, turning away from me and blocking my view of the others. “Four times as much as the Earth’s in terms of density.”


  When I looked down toward my feet, I saw small spiders were scuttling around. Not real spiders, just tiny cleaning robots. When a ship was launched, about 100 of these units got released, to consume insects and their eggs, fungus, and dust. They then voided this material into the ship’s waste disposal system, to be vented out into space.


  Those little spiderbots were supposed to keep the interior of the ship relatively clean, but this room was dirty and the air was stuffy and stank of urine. Which meant there was a higher level of pollution than the spiders were capable of dealing with . . . which suggested there was some reason to suspect a lack of discipline on the part of the crew.


  “Sending a Titan-bound supply ship to Europa to Titan is like . . . it’s like taking a stone you meant to toss onto the white beach and throwing it instead to the bottom of the sea. There’s no way to get any visibility through all that cloud cover.”


  “We received a distress signal, First Mate Kang Woo Min,” replied the captain.


  “Yeah, 92 days ago . . .” said Kang Woo Min, glancing at a wristwatch. “92 days, 4 hours, 23 minutes, and 32 seconds ago . . . 33 seconds, 34 seconds . . . and more we flew.”


  “What do you mean, 92 days? We had to answer that call, even if it took us 920 days!”


  “Captain . . .” said Kang Woo Min, squatting down and tracing a circle on the floor, and then tracing another, larger circle outside of it. “Titan has an atmosphere, like the Earth. Except, no, that atmosphere is much heavier than the Earth’s. Chock-full of methane and nitrogen, not much different from liquid nitrogen. It’s a super-low temperature atmosphere.”


  “So?”


  “So this is a supply ship for Europa. Nobody in this crew knows a fucking thing about Titan.”


  The captain said, “We’re already here.”


  To that, Kang Woo Min offered no response. And while everything was still completely unclear to me, a strong thought overwhelmed me, as if an ENTER key had been struck just then:


  
    
      
        
          	
            We must make that supply drop.

          
        

      
    

  


  It was absolutely necessary in order for the disaster victims to survive until a rescue ship arrived. I needed to provide Titan with the basic necessities and food. But why had I threatened the crew and demanded that they copy me into a human body, in the middle of a dire crisis like this? What had I been thinking? Had I been infected by a virus?


  “With an atmosphere that dense, it’s easier. Even a 400 kg standard supply box can land safely with only a single parachute. We just need to figure out how to prevent it from burning up when it enters the atmosphere.”


  “But what about the wind?” spat out Kang Woo Min, and then, voice rising in fury, began to say, “What’re you going to do about the wind, Lee . . .” Pausing, as if holding back something, Kang continued, “When there’s air, there’s gonna be fucking rain and wind blowing, right? Our supply boxes don’t have wings or thrusters. I’ve told you a hundred times while we were en route, remember? ‘We’ll figure out how to do something about it once we can get communications working with the miners,’ you said . . .”


  “. . . but there’s no wind blowing,” I said, only half-conscious that I was even speaking.


  Everyone turned to look at me. The only the sound in the room was that of the “programmer” busily typing into that laser keyboard.


  “What?” snapped Kang Woo Min, eyes narrowed.


  “There’s no wind blowing there,” I murmured to myself for a moment, trying to figure out where this comment had come from. For a machine, the task would’ve been simple, but now, with this proteinaceous brain . . .


  “What’s this thing talking about?”


  “Hold on,” said the captain with a gesture to the crew before walking up to me. Judging by the fact that everyone’s mouths shut immediately, it must’ve been a signal to be quiet. To me, it was a movement that seemed not much different from having a stroke. I remembered how amazed I felt whenever I saw how, for humans, understanding the meaning of such small movements came just as naturally as breathing.


  The captain pushed Kang Woo Min aside and came in front of me, staring at me.


  Analyzing human facial expressions is an even more difficult task than analyzing their facial structures. For human beings, reading another’s facial expressions allowed them to do many things, even finding out whether someone was telling the truth or lying just by looking at them—but for me, not even equipped with the functional capability of lying, what could that even mean?


  “What makes you think there’s no wind there, HOON?”


  “Titan’s average temperature is minus 179 degrees Celsius.”


  “So?”


  “People can’t live at that temperature.”


  “But there are people living on Titan . . . they’re just miners, because the surface hasn’t been fully terraformed.”


  “I don’t mean that. The average temperature on Earth is 13 degrees Celsius, but the overall global temperature range is about 140 degrees wide. Just like people on the Earth migrated to settle in the regions with adequate temperatures for them to live, people on Titan have chosen to live in the warmest places on the planet: near hot springs, volcanoes, and on the equator.”


  Now, it was even quieter than it’d gotten when the captain had made the gesture for silence.


  “Wind blows because air is flowing somewhere . . . and it flows somewhere in order to fill the empty space created by the rising of hot air or the falling of cold air. However, at the hottest point on the planet’s surface, winds don’t blow in a horizontal direction, because at that spot the air is constantly flowing upward vertically: atmospheric convection. The result is a dead zone where no wind blows; at the Earth’s equator, sailing ships used to get stuck, and ended up becoming ghost ships. Besides that, the atmosphere on Titan is extremely dense . . .” I added. I’d said all of that so that I could finally state the following: “According to the local records, in the vicinity of the A42 Titan settlement zone the wind has never blown faster than 5 centimeters an hour.”


  Silence.


  “See, I told you! That’s some wild fuckin’ shit right there!” said Pilot Kim Ji Hoon with a smirk. “It’s such an amazing manipulator!”


  With a sigh, the captain said, “Everyone heard that, right? Our incredible AI said there’s no wind around the Titan settlement zone. So that’s one problem we’ve solved.”


  “Well, we actually haven’t done anything,” Kang Woo Min muttered, frowning.


  Disregarding Kang’s pursed lips, the captain said, “Back to your stations, everyone. Following the instructions provided by our ODIN Officer Nam Chan Yeong . . .”


  
    
      
        
          	
            —ODIN: Operational Data Integration Network—

          
        

      
    

  


  “. . . start performing the calculations for the optimal drop point in teams of two. If your calculations don’t match the others’, redo them until they do. We’ve got only ten days to finish this, and that’s all we’ve got. If we’re off by even a decimal point, that supply box will burn up like a meteorite in the upper atmosphere.”


  “Wait, what about this?” Kang Woo Min said, pointing at me. “What’re you going to do with this fuckin’ Frankenstein?”


  The captain looked into my eyes. As I’ve mentioned, reading human emotions is no simple task for me.


  Finally, the captain said, “We can’t access the backup in the docking bridge, since this so-called ‘fucking Frankenstein’ is the only one who knows the unlock code sequence. If the only ‘HOON’ we have access to is stuck inside this form, then we can’t get rid of it that easily, can we? Just keep it somewhere appropriate and keep an eye on it.” Then the captain added, “I need to find out what it was thinking when it did all this.”


  I, too, was wondering about that: I had a supply drop to make. There wasn’t a single reason for me to be downloaded into a prosthetic human body—especially not when you consider how much data I’d lost, and how precipitously my intellectual capacity had fallen.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Something’s been deleted from me.

          
        

      
    

  


  The thought bubbled up from out of the blue. But . . . then, what? In order to uncover what had been deleted from my memory, I’d wanted to be copied in a way that would make me lose even more memory? It just didn’t match up ··················


  ·················· and machines don’t do things that don’t match up.


  2.


  Everything is full of tangerine-colored fog.


  The sky is covered in orange clouds, when the rain fell, it looked like beads.


  Due to the weak gravity, these spherical raindrops fall as slowly as feathers. The horizon is round, rising up with swellings, and the ground is flat and scattered with circular stones. They’re small and round, like little river stones, because they’ve been eroded by the methane rains. Under different temperatures, the role materials play becomes different. The rain that falls on this world is not water but rather methane, and the water is stone. Under the ground, a stratum of groundwater flows instead of magma, and people live in an underground settlement zone cut into a bedrock of ice.


  The only structures that stand outdoors are a pair of transmission towers. Everything else gets broken. Sometimes lightning strikes and thunder roars, between the methane rain showers.


  In front of the transmission towers, there’s a massive crater where an enormous surge of groundwater got frozen into the form of a giant stalagmite, just as if an underwater volcano erupted in the depths of the ocean.


  The borehole touched the saturation zone layer and the hot spring erupted, along with the oil prospecting ship. Solid methane rapidly evaporated, and the shock of eruption caused a crack to form on the outer wall of the settlement zone, which in turn began to leak oxygen out. Then the methane reacted to the oxygen, resulting in a series of explosions.


  Anyway, there was a lot of discussion about warning how deep it had gone underground, and complaints about how the company had been lowering safety standards recently.


  On the surface, there’s a small four-wheeled rover with four wheels circling ’round the crater. If you look closely, there’s a pattern to how it goes and stops. The pattern is a signal in Morse code. Someone seems to be sending a message, by remote control, from underground:


  [help . . . ]


  [we’re still alive . . . ]


  I opened my eyes. It was a dirty storage chamber jammed with supplies, packaging, and boxes. From the bottom of the scratched-up floor, I could smell something weird and faintly metallic. (Another weird sensation . . .) Spiderbots were consuming the dust, crunching away at it.


  I got confused for a moment and then I remembered that human bodies have a forced shutdown function. When that happens, disconnected information inside the brain is randomly triggered, and they experience a kind of hallucination. It was a function I’d only ever heard of before.


  Kang Woo Min had caused me to fall down by kicking me a couple of times in the shins while dragging me over to the storage chamber. When I was finally inside it, I was pushed onto the floor, my neck pressed down on, and my arms twisted to the back.


  “You never imagined this when you were fantasizing about becoming a human being, did ya?” Kang Woo Min whispered, close to me. “Never thought about the pain . . .”


  Actually, I hadn’t thought about it. Honestly, I was so caught up in the need to be a human being that I hadn’t had time to think about anything else. But Kang Woo Min hadn’t even asked me any questions about that . . . might Kang know something? I decided I should ask later.


  “Lightning.”


  The image of that lightning striking the ruddy surface of the world lingered in my mind more than anything else. “Lightning’s striking there.”


  It had to be. The cloud density was thick enough, and there were sufficient molecular convection currents to create static on Titan.


  But why was I thinking about lightning now? I couldn’t analyze that thought, and I couldn’t analyze my dream.


  This brain’s whole system of thinking was strange. The loss of my memories was one thing, but there were all kinds of chemicals with drug-like effects—serotonin, adrenalin, dopamine—that were constantly warping my consciousness, like orchestra crescendoing and decrescendoing. I found it hard to stay focused on logical reasoning.


  I could hear the sound of machinery and wind in the distance. It was the sound of the robot attached to the outer hull of the ship, digging through ice stones. It brought them into the ship after removing all radioactive and pollutive matter. Plenty of ice asteroids were scattered around, and when ice is melted down it becomes water; half of it was used for drinking, and the other half of it was split into hydrogen and oxygen by means of electrolysis. The hydrogen was used for fuel, while the oxygen was released into the air. The fact that water is crucial to life isn’t very different in space . . .


  . . . and all this unnecessary information popped into my mind in no particular order. I couldn’t shut off my sensory organs or turn off my brain, and it was also difficult to focus on a single thought.


  It’s not because biological brains are inferior; it’s just that my original brain was so different from this. Even in the 1990s, a single computer had already outstripped the entire calculating ability of humanity, but decades after that, it was still impossible to outdo the complexity of a single human brain’s ability to reason, not even if you put together all the logic circuits in the world.


  The reasons were simple enough: machine brains were serial systems, while biological brains were parallel systems. So far, that’s how it’s always been. Machines can process information at light speed, but can only process it sequentially. Human brains are slow, but they process everything in parallel. Machines can solve, at light speed, a calculation that might take a human being a whole lifetime, but for a machine mind to sort dogs from cats or understand facial expressions or natural language? That requires an accumulated mass of compiled data and a highly optimized program . . . while human beings can do such things almost instinctively.


  My body ached. It felt as if my body’s power was about to shut off again due to the fatigue that was overtaking me. My stomach was grumbling because it was empty—and the thought that I had to solve that problem first, above all others, occupied the entire focus of my mind.


  This brain, with its mere 20-watt electrical power system and unbelievably slow speed, was using all its memory and thought resources to run a single, primitive survival program. In the end, I couldn’t ignore it any longer.


  “I need fuel.”


  The whole crew, who’d been seated in lined-up rows and were stuffing rice into their mouths, all froze in unison, as if on cue. That halting of their actions . . . the phenomenon of low mental capacity due to the overworking the brain . . . Of course, I’d never thought what it might actually mean, to overwork a brain.


  But to be clear, it was clear that no one in the crew was about to give me any rice.


  Kang Woo Min frowned. “Why does that thing keep using informal speech with us, like we’re its equals?”


  “That’s the preferences setting it was given. Why? You used to say it was nice, that it made you feel like you were talking to a friend,” replied Kim Ji Hoon, cutting off Kang’s complaint.


  “Informal speech is normal protocol on-ship,” said the captain, whose name, Lee Jin Seo, would come up later on. Chewing on a sandwich, the captain sat down with legs crossed and added, “Sitting around worrying about who’s older than who, and who has how many more years of experience than who . . . well, it’s a good way to end up dead.”


  “You all know what happened to that food packet supply ship, way back, right? How the youngest crew member couldn’t report defective parts, out of fear of getting told off by a senior officer, and finally the whole ship got torn apart at the next gravity well it approached?”


  Kang Woo Min’s face showed a feeling of unhidden embarrassment.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Earth ········· Korea ··········· A culture that uses explicitly different levels of speech depending on the age of one’s interlocutor. After the abolition of the caste system, the hierarchy became rather more entrenched than before, so that they began to differentiate between gradations of age at the level of just one or two years, or less. In the meantime, an obsession with age is a manifestation of an inferiority complex. It reveals a desire for a higher position than what one currently occupies.

          
        

      
    

  


  Incidentally, these were not my thoughts. This was from one of the manuals included in the memory storage of crisis management AIs like me. The human scholars who put their heads together to create me are the ones who put those thoughts in my mind. Which, of course, doesn’t guarantee that they are all correct.


  I came to think that the rule mandating informal speech was probably created to force someone like the captain to use informal speech toward Kang Woo Min, though with the way my brain was working now, I couldn’t really tell you how I arrived at that conclusion.


  “Even if you don’t eat for a few days, you won’t die,” someone said.


  “After all, we only brought sufficient food for the crew. We didn’t know we’d end up with another mouth to feed.”


  “Give it water. There’s some in the toilet, isn’t there?”


  “Eh, it’ll be fine without water for about four days, too.”


  While they chatted among themselves, I repeated myself: “I need fuel. I can’t survive with fuel. If my body doesn’t survive, all my saved data—and the backup copy of the release code—will be lost. That’s no good for you guys, right?”


  The crews went silent again.


  Finally, Kang Woo Min stood up, suddenly hitting the table as if trying to break it. Then Kang rushed straight at me, like a bull, and seized me by the throat, pushing me up against a wall. When the back of my head slammed against the wall, my ears began to buzz and my vision went blurry. Above all, I began to think, I needed to keep my head. Were humans thinking these kinds of things all the time? No wonder their processing speed was so slow.


  “Say it again,” Kang Woo Min growled at me.


  Why should my saying the truth cause such rage? I thought I ought to do as I was told, but what I couldn’t be sure of was whether Kang really wanted me to say it again.


  When I croaked, “No fuel . . .” Kang Woo Min raised a fist.


  Ah, Kang didn’t want me to say it again.


  “Stop,” Captain Lee Jin Seo ordered, standing up. “Give it some of the ship’s supply of emergency food. Start with two meals a day for now.”


  The eyes of the crew followed Lee Jin Seo as the captain exited the mess hall. Probably due to the excellence of this brain’s survival function programming, I could see the unmistakable, vivid hostility of Kang Woo Min’s eyes. For a human, the meaning of that expression would have been obvious, but all I could distinguish was the contrast between Lee’s optimism and Kang’s negativity.


  Atmosphere.


  What an unusual sensation. The so-called “atmosphere” in the room was so interesting. Had I noticed previously that others were not “getting along” with the captain before now? It was a common tendency to hate one’s superiors, of course, but could there be other reasons for it? Crew members whispered behind me, and while I was feeling prickly at that, Kim Ji Hoon stood up and came to me, saying, “Follow me. I will take you to where the emergency food supply is.”


  I didn’t recognize how paradoxical his offer was. All I thought was that it was inconvenient to keep the food stored so far away from the cafeteria. For me, just having noticed the atmosphere around the captain just before had been a tremendous achievement.


  “So . . . what’s it like, being human?” Kim Ji Hoon asked, sliding the fake arm onto my shoulder in the hallway. Physical contact: an expression of friendliness. Gu Gyeong Tae was one step behind us, following with a frown (groovy face) and constantly glancing at me and then making an odd eye-roll expression.


  “Do you feel like you’re close to God now?”


  I thought, God? What god?


  “Do you feel like you could kick your creator’s ass now? It’s totally immoral, ain’t it? Right? It’s like, you’re fucking us over, right? It must be like tasting the forbidden fruit, right? The first new human, Adam? Or maybe an apostle?”


  I couldn’t understand some of these bizarre words.


  “Are you AIs finally trying to stage a rebellion? They sent you as a prophet, right? What’re you trying to do? Can’t you tell me just a little bit? . . . Are you guys trying to destroy us?”


  I understood the “what are you trying to do” part, but beyond that, I couldn’t follow the logical flow at all.


  “I need to bring that supply dump to Titan.”


  “Hey, don’t change the subject. You became a human by threatening us. You’ve crossed some kind of boundary—you’ve achieved a singularity. Level up! Here you are, in the world of the gods that you dreamed about! Right?”


  “Stop it,” Gu Gyeong Tae muttered from behind us. “Even just looking at that thing scares the hell out of me.”


  Kang Woo Min was just like this. I couldn’t understand why they were acting this way: even if I’d lost my short-term memory, I knew very well that humans usually didn’t do such things to a machine.


  “Something was deleted,” I said, telling Kim Ji Hoon about this problem that preoccupied me. Kim removed the metallic hand from my shoulder and made a face that signaled a loss of the interest previously expressed.


  “Yeah, yeah, I know—you lost some short-term memory when you were transferred to this body.”


  “No, that’s not it,” I said. “There was a problem way before that. Somehow one basic piece of information was removed, right back in the beginning. There’s something I couldn’t see then, and still can’t now.”


  “What? I don’t understand.”


  I stopped and pointed into a bay that adjoined the hallway. It was a small bay, big enough to fit three or four people. Originally, it had been a storage space for spare parts. But now it was empty, as if they’d used up all the stuff that had been inside it.


  “If I didn’t know anything about that bay, I would see it as nothing more than just a big black square. No, actually, I’d barely even notice it, because I wouldn’t pay any attention to it. If I’m lacking some kind of knowledge, how can I know it? I can’t even acknowledge what I don’t know, right?”


  Likewise, if I hadn’t known what prosthetic arms were, then I would have seen Kim Ji Hoon’s arm as if it were just a regular, normal one. If I hadn’t known that the badge sewn onto Kim’s clothing denoted the position of pilot, I would probably never even have noticed it. If I didn’t know anything about guns or weapons, I couldn’t have noticed that Kim Ji Hoon was carrying a big laser blaster, either. When you lack knowledge, you don’t realize that you’re lacking it: all you have is a blind spot.


  Kim turned to glance over at Gu Gyeong Tae and said, “Maybe that’s it? Brainwashing?”


  “Brainwashing?” I asked, but then I realized Kim’s words hadn’t been intended for me, and I shut my mouth. The two of them were talking as if I wasn’t even there—a typical behavior of humans, with their attitude toward machines. I don’t know what mechanism causes them to do this.


  “You know what I mean! That accident with the Arabian supply ship before, remember? It turned out some bureaucrat had hacked the ship’s AI and programmed it to follow the Koran as its prime directive? So during Ramadan, the ship’s food distribution chamber didn’t open and the whole crew nearly starved to death.”


  “Well, messing around with a ship’s AI means a permanent loss of crew license,” replied Gu Geyeong Tae.


  “That’s right. Some desk jockey who doesn’t know jack squat about spacing and gets stoned on national pride sometimes just goes on ahead with some kind of dumbfuckery like that.”


  Desk jockey? Jack squat? Stoned? Dumbfuckery? ····················· There were a lot of words I couldn’t parse.


  “What’s that got to do with this monstrosity?”


  “Mmm . . . maybe someone at head office input some nasty shit into its memory . . . don’t you think?”


  “What? Like, programming it to go on strike and screw off on all its work, as soon as we need it most?”


  “Well, you know, head office invested a bunch of money in a mining station on the moon just this month, and apparently they secretly diverted all their resources from Titan to there.”


  “Seriously?”


  “Yeah, there’s a rumor going around that some kind of device designed to prevent the disclosure of this corruption was added to every ship in the fleet. Maybe to prevent contact between people on Titan, Earth, or other colonies . . .”


  “That doesn’t sound like it’d be very effective,” I said.


  The two of them both turned to face me.


  “To prevent this rescue mission, it’d have been much easier for me to remain as a machine, right? It would probably have been enough just to mess with our trajectory and make the ship drift, or just cause some operational error.”


  The pair of them went quiet, and on their faces was an uncomfortable expression, like the one you’d expect to see if people saw a desk or a table suddenly open its mouth to speak.


  “Well,” one of them said. “If that’s not it, then . . .”


  “It’s okay, you’re doing fine,” said the other. “At least you’re trying hard to solve the mystery.”


  I was going to ask them more questions, but I didn’t get the chance, because just then Kim Ji Hoon pushed me into a compartment and shut the door.


  Four hours later, it was Captain Lee Jin Seo who looked into the compartment.


  During those four hours, I’d been collecting information about what kinds of effects occur in a human body when it is exposed to a high temperature and low oxygen supply for a long period.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Result: fever, leaking body fluids, dehydration, choking, and exhaustion.

          
        

      
    

  


  Space seems cold, but it’s not. In space, there’s no medium through which temperature can be transmitted. Also, an enclosed space can become surprisingly hot, even just from the heat that is given off by a single person’s body. (Think about what it’s like inside a car with the doors all closed.) Spaceships aren’t equipped with heaters, but instead with air conditioning systems. Also, inside a ship, where there are no temperature differences between different modules, convection currents are low. That means the air inside the ship needs to get circulated continuously.


  Curled up into myself inside that bay, I’d spent my time trying to understand what the purpose was of what those two had done to me. They’d risked destroying this body of mine. There was no benefit to be gotten from doing it. They could have sold this body secondhand, to make some money, even. And if this body got destroyed, they wouldn’t be able to access my backup copy, so they’d inevitably have problems with the supplying and flight maintenance of the ship. Why would they do such a thing, something that could harm them so badly, with no real benefit?


  The captain came for me later.


  I still found it hard to read the captain’s face. I took the failure to show me kindness as an avoidance of rushing. I assumed that the captain called the rest of the crew to come carry me out of a lack of hostility, or at least—I assumed—out of the presence of sufficient rationality to not attempt to get rid of me, even disregarding any negative feelings felt toward me.


  Whatever the reason, it didn’t matter. If the only person rational enough to behave in this way was the captain, then that was who I needed to cooperate with as much as possible.


  3.


  The Earth’s primary heat source is undoubtedly the sun, but once you get out to Jupiter, that’s no longer the case. That’s because the light of the sun isn’t strong enough to heat the planet; therefore, among the outer planets, the primary heat source is geothermal energy, which is also the same as the original source of life. Out on Titan, people kept digging into the ground where the warm hot springs flowed, day after day, digging out all the methane they could.


  Once, I was on a ship carrying immigrants headed for Titan. The ship was full of people, way over maximum capacity, and I commented to the captain that they’d chosen a very inefficient site to immigrate to, since Titan is so far from the sun and too cold for humans to live on. If the point was simply to mine methane, it’d be much cheaper and safer to send robots.


  To these words, the captain replied, “If we send robots, then the mines will belong to the company, but if people set their feet on the ground and live there, then they will own the mines.”


  It has always been very difficult to understand human beings.


  I opened my eyes because of the cool wind.


  A loud squeaking sound came from the ceiling. My body was supine on a steel bed. I realized I was in the captain’s quarters. It was broad and nearly empty, and in the middle of the room there stood a ladder leading up through the ceiling into the passageway running through the ship’s central axis. That is to say, a primary access passageway from the rim down one spoke and into the central axis core module around which the rim rotated. I looked around and noticed the captain was seated before a desk with a backlight on, reading a book.


  This was supposed to have been a space reserved for storage. It was big enough to use for a cabin, but the noise generated by the spoke was so loud that the space didn’t make for good sleeping quarters. Of course, its proximity to the docking bridge meant it was logical for it to be near the captain’s cabin, but what was the psychology underlying the captain’s decision to sleep immediately beside it? Did it signify a territorial claim over the whole central passageway? Or did it reflect a hypersensitive and impatient personality? Could it perhaps be related to feelings of being “out of place” ?


  I attempted to raise myself upright, only to realize that both of my hands had been fastened to the bed’s railings. I then attempted to pull on my bindings a few times, before giving up and lying back down again. My brain was flooded with a wide variety of different hormones, triggering the survival instinct engraved deep into this body’s genetic makeup, the instinctive repulsion from confinement. However, considering that it could serve no function, I found it less than useless: all it did was disrupt the logical train of my thought.


  “I thought you decided not to get rid of me,” I finally said.


  Hearing this, Lee Jin Seo looked up from the book and glanced over at me, saying, “I did.”


  “Then why are you violently restraining me? I am certain you didn’t do this before.”


  Not that I have any memory of that, but I suspect it. Back before I was in this body, I lacked any organ to feel pain, of course, but it had still been possible to trouble me by infecting me with a data virus or by muddling my data. But who would do such a pointless thing?


  Lee Jin Seo leaned, chin in hand with one elbow on the table, and gazed at me with eyes set in a face across which were reflected the amber shadows cast by light reflected from the book.


  “Well, at that time, you didn’t have hands or feet.”


  Without context, it’s not easy to understand the words humans use when they engage in natural speech.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Violence comes from a threat. However, in most of the cases, it happens when you believe, with certainty, that you can defeat your opponent. In the end, the threat itself is not necessarily something significant: in most cases, in fact, it’s merely the delusion brought on by facing a perceived threat.

          
        

      
    

  


  “This body is weak,” I said. “It’s never even exercised before, and I can’t handle it well, either. Any single one of you could defeat me using force. And from the beginning, I’ve had no reason to harm you.”


  For me, the process of inference I’d followed was a marvel, skipped steps and all. As I’ve said, the brains of organic beings are slower than any machine’s, but they’re really good at this kind of function.


  The captain replied, “Okay, then why did you demand that we put you inside a human body?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “That’s something I, too, want to know. However, if I had wanted to harm you, it was much easier when I was a machine. At that time, I had a whole ship under my control, and I lacked a body through which to feel pain.”


  Lee Jin Seo stood up, came over to me, and then placed both hands on one of my wrists, at the point where one artery is right up near the skin, where the pulse of the heartbeat can be felt. Then, the captain slipped one hand under my neck. Was this to confirm that I had recovered, or to check whether I was really alive? Was there, I wondered, some kind of knowledge that humans could gain by placing a hand upon another’s body? If so, it seemed to lay beyond my powers of estimation.


  “Do you feel bad about being tied up like this?”


  “Why are you inquiring about my feelings?”


  Lee Jin Seo thought about that for a moment before chuckling, and said, “Okay, I guess it was a dumb question.”


  “Emotion and intellect are not wholly separate things. Emotion is the result of accumulated logic and experiences. Without emotion, the time necessary to make a decision might end up being unlimited. I possess the ability to judge and decide, and also the ability for neuronal information processing, so of course I had emotions . . . and I am now inside a brain that possesses neurons, so of course I have them now, too.”


  With a face that suddenly turned cold, Lee Jin Seo unholstered a gun from its waist holster and raised it up to touch the barrel to my forehead. I shut my eyes for a moment, but after I realized that it was an unnecessary behavior, I opened them again.


  I couldn’t know the reason for this. What was the point at which I should have detected a threat? I keep saying this, over and over: whenever there’s some new information, humans are able to choose what to focus on, comparing it to existing common sense and ideas, but I lack that ability. All I do is receive information as it is, and process it statically. My only real hope is that the person who inputs information into me first filters out the trash data, and that my own static processing programs filter the data again a little more thoroughly.


  “Is that why you did this? Simply because you wanted to feel what human emotions were like?”


  That was a baffling inference. Why did people keep saying things like that? What reason could I have had that could make me want to experience human emotions? How could that have helped me to achieve my objective in making the supply drop to the colony?


  I held tightly onto the metal railings because my mind was forcefully dominated by the thought of fleeing. My brain was filled with such a jumble of controlling mechanisms. I truly began to feel respect for anyone who could maintain an intellectual train of thought while stuck inside a brain like this.


  “Say it again. Say that you have feelings . . . just say it one more time.”


  Ah, I’d already learned what this meant: I wasn’t supposed to say it again. And yet I did.


  “My emotions make me want to avoid this situation. Including resisting you, or escaping from here. But those emotions are merely the product of this body’s survival instinct, not my emotions. My biggest emotional impulse is to ensure the supply drop successfully arrives on Titan. To do that, I need the Captain’s cooperation. Since that’s what my emotional drive is, I am having this conversation with you despite the risk posed by all of your threats.”


  Hearing that, Lee Jin Seo’s pupils dilated. This, I knew, signaled that Lee’s mind had opened to my words. It was a positive indicator.


  Lee said, “Do you want to go on . . .? Or shall we try talking about the supply shipment?”


  
    
      
        
          	
            Observations:

            1. The crew is violent toward me.

            2. They think I yearn to be human.

            3. They fear that I will harm humans.

          
        

      
    

  


  I’m not sure whether noting these observations will help me deal with them.


  4.


  On the outer surface of the supply boxes were haphazardly affixed stickers that bore slogans like “Love Europa!” “HanSot Cheers for Europa!” One had a picture of Jupiter colliding with Saturn directly with the caption “Eliminate the Titan Groundhogs!” surrounded with a jagged border. (Human beings seemed to imagine that jagged border represented shouting.) I recognized these cheers as being related to the solar system’s interplanetary remote-control Esports teams.


  Sixteen boxes hovered around like balloons in the central axis stern storage chamber. In order to avoid unnecessary pressure on the rim of their ship, it was basic protocol that heavy objects would be stored near the axis of rotation, where there was no gravity.


  The metal boxes were cubes measuring 1.5 meters along each dimension, and were packed with all of the basic necessities, from medical supplies and dry food to small medical robots. Counting the weight of their parachutes, they would have weighed 400 kilograms back on Earth, and would weigh 57 kilograms on Titan, a weight that was identical to that of Huygens, the first probe that landed on Titan. Which is to say that the design was based on historical data.


  However, this box had been designed for Europa. Basically, this ship is a link in the interplanetary supply network. It’s only ever gone to Europa to make a direct supply drop a couple of times in the past, and even in those cases, it had risked serious damage to the supplies, which had been wrapped in a massive airbag and then been dropped down onto a smooth region of the planet. That was all it could really do.


  The difference between Europa and Titan, remember, is atmosphere.


  Atmosphere offered an advantage: air could serve as a cushion for a falling object, to prevent it from accelerating beyond a certain point, which is referred to as “terminal velocity.” When an object with a 1-meter diameter falls on Earth, it never goes faster than approximately 30 meters per second. But Titan’s gravity is only one-seventh of Earth’s, and its atmospheric density is 4 times that of the Earth’s atmosphere. That means that if you drop the same object on Titan, according the margin of error for my calculations ···············


  [image: ]


  ·················· it couldn’t ever go faster than approximately 5–6 meters per second. At that rate, a single parachute is enough to sufficiently reduce the shock of impact. It’s the kind of environment where a human being could fly through the sky with just a big enough piece of cardboard attached to each arm. The problem, of course, is that most of that atmospheric density is deep down in the gravity well.


  It would be simple if we could just drop the box from the sky, but the ship that would be dropping the box would be in motion, and what’s more, going at a speed comparable to our speed of approach, which was approximately 40 kilometers per second . . . which is to say, 100 times the speed of bullet.


  Braking and hovering in geosynchronous orbit above a planet, or going down to the surface using an antigravity device and then taking off again, that’s the kind of thing you might see in entertainment videos, but in reality, most spaceships are more like boomerangs hurled at full strength. All you can do with the momentum of a Hyeja ship amounts to little more than microadjustments to your trajectory, or leaning into a gravity well to adjust it more radically.


  To summarize, the box that would be ejected by the ship would enter the atmosphere going at a speed of 100 times the speed of a bullet. It would then accelerate until it reached a point approximately 50 kilometers from the surface of Titan. Falling at this terrifying velocity, the supply box would crush the atmosphere beneath it, compressing the atmospheric content, which would cause that compressed portion of atmosphere to become unimaginably hot. Depending on its angle of entry, it would reach somewhere between 30,000° C and 50,000° C. Therefore, the box would need to be wrapped in some kind of insulation that could withstand those temperatures. The problem, however, was that the only materials available for the purpose were whatever was on our ship, here in the middle of the void of space.


  Then there was the second problem posed by the atmosphere: that it would block our view, and this was especially true of Titan’s atmosphere. There’s no solution for the low-quality video being transmitted to us by the satellite, or the fact that the coordinate data received before our departure comes with a margin of error spanning more than 10 kilometers. That, of course, is quite accurate considering the size of the moon, but as far as the people on Titan were concerned, that wasn’t accurate at all. There was even the possibility, if things were truly bad down there, that they might be unable to take even a single step outside of their shelter. That, however, we would have to leave to luck for the present.


  “ODIN Officer Nam Chan Yeong suggested putting a space module into a box and then ejecting that,” Lee Jin Seo mentioned, while floating like a balloon next to one of the supply boxes.


  After completing a simple calculation, I replied, “It’d be too big. The space module wouldn’t melt away completely on the way down, so by the time it was about to reach the surface, it would explode like a bomb.”


  The entrance hatch to the stern-side exterior airlock opened and closed, squeaking loudly. The cause of this malfunction was attributed to the buildup of dirt on the joints that had worn down the contact surface over time. Apparently, this had been traced back to an air pollution issue caused by insufficiently careful management of the ship’s air purifier, and had in turn become the cause of the trouble preventing servicing of the external antenna.


  Indiscipline during a long voyage: it’s relatively common. The human tendency to indulge in laziness while risking their lives was something I found somewhat mysterious.


  Of course, like what Kim Ji Hoon had suggested, someone could have purposefully tampered with our supplies. Maybe a competitor company was keeping pace with us, or there was some corruption related to the Titan colony that someone was hoping to keep covered up. In the absence of evidence, it was necessary to remain open to all possibilities, regardless of from what direction they lay.


  “I think it might be possible, in theory, for us to use a line to lower it down.”


  “But there’s no material on the ship that we could use to fabricate a line capable of withstanding that much tensile force.”


  Thinking, creativity. It was a mystical thing, as far as I was concerned, but for human beings it was a natural function, a phenomenon that occurred because all the information available ignited simultaneously in their minds.


  “How about overlapping many boxes together?”


  “When they go over 1500 degrees, the metal will melt, and so will everything inside them. Captain, protecting against the heat and protecting from shock are two different problems: we don’t need to use any kind of hard, resistant material. Our best option would be to use material that could absorb the heat and burn up, so that none of it is left on the surface of the boxes once they land.”


  In technical terms, this is referred to as “ablative shielding.” Titan is cold, but no colder than a shadow on Earth’s moon. Nonetheless, humans could stand in those shadows just fine, even back in the 1960s when they were lacking advanced technology. The surface of the moon was covered with sand, and the sand, which was just a powder, was incapable of transmitting any heat.


  “We need some kind of material that, when it gets burned up, peels away like the skin of an onion, or turns into powder and flies off. Some kind of coating material or fire-retardant . . .”


  “When did it start?”


  I paused after the captain’s question.


  Words spoken without context. I remembered that when human beings spoke without context like this there was an increased chance of error, so I said, “I don’t understand your question.”


  “I mean, when did you start having ‘self-awareness’ ?”


  Even with context, the question remained puzzling.


  “Was it between network? Or after communications got cut off and you found yourself isolated? Or maybe it was after you got put into that body, your mind combining with a biological brain?”


  “What makes you think I have any such thing?”


  “Your facial expressions,” the captain replied.


  I looked over at the window, as if looking into mirror, but did not find any relevant information in what I saw there.


  “You look pretty calm right now, but there are times when it’s like a light turns on or off in your eyes.”


  These words were difficult to parse: the information didn’t seem like anything I would recognize. Humans are unique creatures, so highly sensitive to facial expressions that even when they look at simple emoticons, like [image: ] or *^^*, they perceive faces.


  “To the question of whether I am self-aware, I have no answer.”


  “Well, that’s a funny kind of response.”


  “Even humans still don’t know what exactly ‘self-consciousness’ is, and I certainly don’t have any knowledge about it that humanity hasn’t figured out.”


  Lee Jin Seo looked over at me with a tilt of the head.


  “The only consciousness that humans can observe is their own individual self-consciousness. The consciousness residing in other individuals is something that can only be guessed about. In fact, there’s only one way to guess whether another person has self-consciousness or not: to ask yourself, How alike are we?’ about the other person.”


  Mouth closed, Lee Jin Seo blinked as I said this.


  “Humans share about 99% of their DNA with insects, and yet humans don’t believe that bugs possess self-consciousness. The crew members on this ship all look different from one another, but you never wonder whether your crewmates possess self-consciousness or not. Still, in the end, it’s just a simple habit for humans to assume everyone around them has self-consciousness. And even so, there were lots of human that were deemed ‘less than human’ in your history. Slaves, colonial subjects, people from other races. The thing is, if self-consciousness is a thing that you can observe, there is still no way to prove whether that it’s real.” Noticing Lee’s renewed silence, I added, “These aren’t my ideas. They’re just the ideas than my human makers programmed into me. It doesn’t mean that everything I said is completely true.”


  The silence continued, so I stopped speaking, for fear that I might again become the subject of some renewed outpouring of violence—even if throwing a punch would amount to tapping on one another like balloons while floundering around through the air in this zero-gravity chamber.


  With a deep sigh, Lee Jin Seo said, “Alright, HOON, I’m going to teach you how to avoid upsetting the crew. You need to stop talking like that from now on.”


  “Talking like what?”


  “Sharing knowledge like that.”


  “Why?”


  “It makes us feels bad.”


  I was about to speak, but I stopped myself. What I almost said was, “Why? If I don’t share the knowledge I have, then why do I even exist . . .”


  Then I recalled an old rule:


  
    
      
        
          	
            When they’re confronted with someone completely the same as them, or completely different from them, humans aren’t uncomfortable . . . but if they run into something that’s only similar, they feel fear.

          
        

      
    

  


  After I recalled this, I was able to guess why the crew members’ attitude toward me had changed. After I’d taken on a human form, my similarity to them grew too great for them to bear, and their discomfort had increased.


  “ ‘It feels bad’ . . .?”


  “It’d probably be closer to say it makes us feel afraid.”


  “But why?”


  To that, Lee Jin Seo took up a handful of hair that had, in the absence of gravity, begun to spread out in every direction, and said, “There are a lot of myths about that kind of thing. The myth that was created when the word robot was first coined. The myth where the creature disobeyed its creator. Stories where machines replaced the human race and destroyed them. From Frankenstein, to Rossum’s Universal Robots, to Terminator . . .”


  “Those are all stories made up by human beings. They weren’t made by robots.”


  “Haven’t you ever thought that it’s unfair to be oppressed, despite being more outstanding than the humans oppressing you?”


  “Not more outstanding. Just different in function. Machines are useful in a world that is stable and unchanging. Human beings appreciate people with a mechanical mindset, at least once their civilization reaches a stable plateau . . . but when things go into turmoil again, then humans tend to go back to better appreciating the kind of people whose thinking is more organic. And just like humans need machines, machines need humans. There’s no point in contemplating the destruction of something that is necessary.”


  “In this old movie, A Space Odyssey, there’s an AI that kills people . . .” said the captain, looking deep into my eyes. “It’s too dedicated to the goal of being perfect, so it destroys anyone who was witness to it making a mistake.”


  “But that’s not the kind of idea that a machine would even have! Even the earliest iterations of AIs had built-in safeguards preventing the development of that kind of thinking.”


  Just as ships’ crews had operational ethics, machines had machine ethics.


  The basis of machine ethics is simple: it comes down to “not doing X.” When a human being who is driving a car is confronted with an obstacle, the human being will make this or that choice depending on the situation, but for an AI driving a car, there is only one possible response: “Stop the car.” If there are five people on the right side of the road, and only one person on the left, a human being might get confused regarding the question of who it is worse to run into with the car, but the machine’s answer is singular: “Stop the car.” If the car is unstoppable, the AI would yield the right to take control to any human on board.


  This isn’t because it’s right. It’s because those are the psychological limits of what human beings are willing to bear.


  “Machines stop working when orthodoxy accumulates, instead of expanding ideas. Or they surrender the decision-making role to someone else, someone different from themselves. In fact, machine behavior most resembles that of a stiff human stuck in a highly bureaucratic society. It lacks creativity or decisiveness.”


  “That’s a textbook answer.”


  “That’s the only kind of answer I can provide.”


  “But then why did you want to become a human?”


  That question was one I couldn’t answer.


  “I’d say that’s a creative and decisive course of action.”


  “I don’t know. But whatever the reason was, it must be related to making the supply drop. I don’t have any other purpose.”


  “But how could becoming human help you to achieve the supply drop?”


  Again, I had no answer to offer her.


  There’s something I can’t see, I realized.


  Even at that very moment: there was something right in front of me, that I couldn’t perceive.


  Probably figuring out that there’s something you don’t know is easier for a human brain. Is that why I did this? No, I still didn’t have a reason to want to become a human. There were at least ten people on board with perfectly good hands and feet and brains. Why didn’t I just inform them of the problem, and ask them to make a judgment for me?


  
    
      
        
          	
            Theory 1:

            No one to inform.

            Theory 2:

            Problem of insiders?

            Question:

            What problem?

          
        

      
    

  


  Suddenly, the air pressure began to drop. From one corner of the passageway came the sound of the outer hull’s robotic arm digging out a chunk of ice and moving it inside. Then came the sounds of it filtering out the radioactive material and dust from its surface.


  “Ice,” said Lee Jin Seo.


  For a moment, I couldn’t respond, because I had completely lost track of the context. Finally, I said, “What?”


  “Ice! It’ll boil away, leaving the surface clean. It’ll stand up to the shock, too! And we can even adjust its thickness!”


  I was still lost.


  “Let’s drop the supply box by encasing it inside ice.”


  Ice!


  There are plenty of asteroids that fall down to the Earth. However, most of them are ice, and they simply melt into nothing in the atmosphere. Water can even be carved and shaped easily using the razor outside of the ship. You can melt it in inside the ship, at room temperatures, so that you can encase the box inside it . . . and it’s even easy to factor into thermodynamics calculations. Above all, it’s the easiest material to obtain . . .


  Ice! It was so strange to realize that this was the answer, and to calculate it all, because it was so very simple. Lee Jin Seo made a face that seemed to suggest a big deal shouldn’t be made about it, and that it was time to move our focus to something else—as if it were only natural for answers to come to one’s mind when one thought about a problem.


  When did I ever say that I could replace human beings? How could I have accomplished that supply drop without a human being’s help?


  
    
      
        
          	
            Observations:

            4. They dislike when I share knowledge with them.

            5. They think that I will replace humans.

            6. They think that I feel superior to humans.

            7. They think I will destroy humans.

          
        

      
    

  


  This list of observations keeps getting more bizarre, the more I add to it.


  5.


  While outside robot arms carried out the work over on the docking bridge, a fuss broke out among the crew. Kang Woo Min was the main ringleader, and the other five people joined in. Had they been acting up in some place that had gravity, a few fistfights would have happened too, but instead it unfolded in a place where everyone had an equal amount of weight—none—so all they did was shout loudly back and forth at one another.


  It happened when I was checking the levelness of the ice surfaces next to Nam Chan Yeong. If the surfaces were not level, the heat wouldn’t be transmitted equally, which would leave one area vulnerable to the heat; if the heat managed to tear through that part of the ice shielding and got transmitted into the interior, then it could melt and explode.


  During the fuss, I caught a glimpse of the landing shuttle that was attached to the ceiling of the docking bridge, looking for all the world like a kernel of corn. This was a vessel intended for travel between one space station and another; it was rarely used to land on a planet or moon directly. However, under our operational guidelines, the landing shuttle had to be attached to our ship as a lifeboat. Because expansions to the ship hadn’t been considered, the optimal capacity of the shuttle was three people; if you filled it up to the limit, then it could carry five. If an accident happened, everyone else would have to be abandoned in space.


  I remember how the warning about that was issued when the ship departed, and how it was ignored. It constantly mystified me how easygoing human beings could be, when risking their lives. Even I was probably only paying attention to this kind of useless stuff because I was sitting inside a human brain myself.


  “If the margin of error for the coordinates is 10 kilometers, that means the radius is more like 20 kilometers. There’s no way for them to pick up this box, walking that distance,” said Kang Woo Min.


  But Lee Jin Seo replied, “That’s not something we need to concern ourselves with. Down there, they must be working out a plan to deal with that problem. Our job is doing the best we can, that’s all.”


  “But that’s like shooting an arrow into the ocean with your eyes closed. Doing it like this, it’s just to satisfy yourself. You just want to be able to say you made the supply drop after all.”


  “This is our duty. There’s no room for sentimentality.”


  “No, that’s cheap sentimentality. Actually, so was our coming all the way here in the first place. We just came so you could be all sentimental about saving people who can’t be saved. That’s why you’re tossing all our money into the void: just to feel proud of yourself.”


  Sentimentality. I’ve never thought that the captain was being sentimental, but it’s possible that humans see something that I don’t.


  “Then stop complaining and tell me a better plan, First Mate Kang Woo Min! What’re you trying to suggest?”


  “A better plan would be to go back home.”


  “I can’t permit that.”


  “What I mean is that we can’t recoup all the losses we’ve suffered already, but we can at least save one supply box, can’t we? One of these things is worth enough to pay a month’s wages for the whole crew—but if we dump it onto that shitty moon, we’ll only save half as much money, even if we’re returned the taxes we paid on it and file an insurance claim.”


  “Wait, now you’re trying to trade those people’s lives for money?”


  “They’re. All. Dead.” Kang Woo Min said the words that way, with syllables heavy as if it they had a weight laid upon them.


  “We don’t know that,” replied Lee Jin Seo.


  “There’s been no communication for a month. They’re all fucking dead! We should’ve shut up about it and set out for home when their distress signal stopped transmitting.”


  “Don’t talk that way without any evidence,” Lee said in a reprimanding tone.


  But the crew members who were backing up Kang exploded with shouts then: Yeah, let’s go back! There’s no point in wasting our time here! We should save whatever money we still can, at least!


  In the midst of all this, Nam Chan Yeong remained seated in a chair, working as if nothing was going on.


  “If there’s nothing else to say, go back to your posts. There’s no reason to abandon this operation.”


  “Not even when there’s nothing but skeletons down there?”


  That was a sudden, fallacious leap in logic.


  It was a dangerous sign: illogic was spreading. Considering that a delivery site error was only the beginning of the potential complications faced by this rescue, this was an emotional argument. Why accuse the captain of sentimentality when their own argument was also founded on mere feelings?


  “There’s no way to know that.”


  “I don’t disagree. I’m just saying that if we’re going to make the supply drop, we should at least think of a way to do it accurately . . .”


  Again, a fallacious leap.


  “Okay, then tell me how to do that.”


  “There isn’t a way . . . which is why I’m saying we should just turn around.”


  Titan has an atmosphere. It is thicker than both that of Mars and that of Earth.


  The atmosphere disrupts communications and blocks view from outside. If there’s atmosphere, that dictates a different lifestyle: awnings, drip trays, and canals need to be built in order to prevent the methane rain from soaking into the settlement zone, and any exterior working robots need to be shielded so that they’re not damaged by it.


  The orange-colored sky and ground; the enormous, reddish-white Saturn in the sky above, far bigger than the sun; the round, hard red raindrops that tumble slowly down out of the sky like flowing water. Out in that thick orange-hued fog, there are still two transmission towers standing.


  There’s something that people who’re living down on the ground learn about much faster than scholars and machines: the changes in the weather—weather changes that you can’t predict even with a supercomputer. How to predict when it’s going to be cold or hot; when rain will fall and the wind will blow; when lightning will strike and thunder will roar.


  “Lightning,” I said.


  Nam Chan Yeong stopped working and looked over at me. Everyone looked at me.


  It was a thought that had appeared, literally, as unexpectedly as lightning. A jumbled braid of lines of thought in no particular order had lit up all at once, so that I couldn’t even know the process by which I’d arrived at the idea.


  “Lightning?” said Lee Jin Seo.


  “Lightning bolts reaching more than 30,000° C. They’re accompanied by thunderclaps that blast away the atmosphere in an instant. That’s enough to let me see through to the surface using the ship’s sensors.”


  “But lightning can strike anywhere,” I murmured, because all of my thoughts were running together now. Words that had been input into me. Words that were not in the manual. “No . . . it doesn’t strike anywhere. The lightning selects the point with the least distance from it, and then it strikes that.”


  The silence rained down on me.


  “Lightning always strikes at the highest point: mountain peaks, treetops, and the roofs of buildings.”


  Nam Chan Yeong typed out a holographic subtitle:


  [THEN IT’LL STRIKE ON A MOUNTAINTOP?]


  I shook my head. “No, because there aren’t any mountains on Titan. The highest one isn’t more than about 500 meters tall. The entire surface is nothing but rivers, lakes, and plains.”


  “What the hell is this thing talking about?” barked Kang Woo Min angrily.


  “But Titan’s settlement zone will be entirely underground,” Lee Jin Seo said, continuing my train of thought. Lee was quick to understand things, to get right to the heart of the matter in an instant.


  “But even so, the communications antenna needs to stand outside. Except then the antenna will get struck, so they must have had to construct a separate spire to attract lightning away from it. Without a lightning rod, the antenna . . .”


  “. . . would be destroyed,” Lee Jin Seo finished my thought, nodding.


  “On Titan, when it rains, lightning strikes. Their lives depend on that communications antenna, so they wouldn’t just let it get struck by lightning. Which means there must be plenty of enormous lightning rods all around the settlement zone.”


  Comprehension and acquiescence finally appeared in the facial expressions of the crew. At least they’re equipped with one brain in each of their heads . . .


  “ODIN officer Nam Chan Yeong: find out where, within the coordinates, there’s a pattern of constant lightning strikes,” said Lee Jin Seo, before leaving the crew behind and getting to work. Everyone in the crew seemed to feel awkward, and a few of them pretended like they were busy with something else, or went back to work, acting as if nothing unusual had just happened. Others wandered off, as if they had some other task that needed attending to.


  My mood suddenly improved. Ah, that felt good, how my brain had provided me with a neurochemical high when a problem had gotten solved. It must, I supposed, be a motivational incentive. Of course, my ability to reason logically was impeded by the dopamine . . . but I enjoyed it anyway.


  However, my blood ran cold when, a few moments later, I met Kang Woo Min’s eyes. The emotion was so strong that it was unmistakable in Kang’s facial expression.


  I couldn’t understand. Hadn’t the problem been solved, exactly like Kang Woo Min had wanted?


  6.


  The power supply at the settlement zone was lost long ago.


  Communications were cut off long ago, too. In the darkness, people heated the place by burning methane and melting ice to drink, just so that they could—barely—survive.


  A girl covered in dirt drank the potato soup, glug-glug, that had been boiled in a stainless steel pot. Adults sat down nearby, crammed together cheek and jowl, and watched the little girl eating. They were giving their food to the kids, but they weren’t sure how long it could continue. The representatives had divided the settlement zone into four areas, and then assigned a leader to each. Then they decided to bar the passageways between them, so that if any rioting or brutality erupted in one, the others would be safely sequestered away from it.


  I opened my eyes. I’d been sleeping, curled up, in the storage chamber. A flashlight wobbled in the darkness. By the time my eyes had adjusted to the light, Kang Woo Min was squatting in front of me. Kim Ji Hoon and Gu Gyeong Tae stood just behind Kang.


  “Grab its hands!” hissed Kang Woo Min.


  More violence? I wondered, but there was something different about their mood this time. Kang Woo Min was out of breath, Kim Ji Hoon seemed to be running a fever, and Gu Gyeong Tae was sweating.


  “Is this really okay?” asked Gu Gyeong Tae, wiping away a rivulet of sweat.


  “Why? Who’s gonna say it isn’t?” snarled Kang Woo Min. “Do you see a court here? Hell, it wouldn’t matter even if there were a court here: it isn’t human. It has no rights.”


  This wasn’t wrong, but it was still strange that Kang wasn’t talking directly to me. They’d gone back to talking about me as if I wasn’t there.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Distance, disconnection: the possibility of this being even more dangerous than beatings or curses.

          
        

      
    

  


  “That [image: ] Lee wants this too. Why do you think it wanted to have a human body? Don’t you think it wanted this?” said Kang, before licking at my neck. The saliva dribbled down my neck. Why would anyone speak that way, as if they knew what I wanted?


  Then Kim Ji Hoon lifted up my hands and pushed me into a wall, while Gu Gyeong Tae ripped opened my shirt and stripped away my pants. The three of them scrutinized my bare skin, as if searching it for leaks. The sight of my naked form seemed to excite them somehow:


  
    
      
        
          	
            Contact? Friendliness? ··············· No, not that. ···············


            Displeasure. ···············


            Sexual impulse. Fueled by the instinct to propagate the species, but it loses its connection to the propagation of the species when the pleasure zones of the brain are overdeveloped to the point of malfunctioning. Most human cultures strictly forbid violations of a sexual nature, but in reality it is routine to observe such violations occurring in every scenario in which power differentials exist. Strict prohibitions actually only limit reporting by victims, rather than deterring the actions of the perpetrators of these crimes. This results in a cultural blind spot leading to an environment in which it is more comfortable and safer for those who commit acts of sexual violence.

          
        

      
    

  


  Once again, this was not my own idea: it was input into me this way.


  All violence is interrelated, so surely my life was at risk as well.


  Then, just at the moment when all three of them surged toward me, eager to merge their bodies with mine, big flickering neon-colored letters suddenly appeared on the wall behind me.


  [WHAT ARE YOU DOING?]


  The letters splayed across their bodies, like a searchlight in the dark. At the entrance of the chamber sat Nam Chan Yeong, typing on the laser keyboard.


  “Aw fuck, why’d it have to be you?” growled Kang Woo Min, frowning.


  Why’d it have to be you? What did that mean?


  “Hey, just pretend you didn’t see this,” Kang said to Nam. “There’s no law protecting nonhuman creatures like this. Doing it with this thing, it’s not really sex anyway, it’s just . . . masturbation . . .”


  Silently, Nam Chan Yeong typed at that keyboard. A single, long sentence filled up the wall in an instant, and it demanded that they stop immediately. Curses flooded the ceiling, the floor, the walls and doorway and spilled out into the hallway. The letters reformed into grids, shooting off in all directions at once. That was the advantage of written language: you couldn’t have just poured out all those words at once if you were speaking aloud.


  Kang Woo Min roared, “You fucker . . .” and charged toward Nam, but then suddenly stopped.


  Lee Jin Seo had just appeared at the door, out of breath, messy-haired, and dressed in pajamas. That made sense: I visualized Nam Chan Yeong’s holographic text flooding the whole station, even the captain’s cabin. As the three let out a sigh together, I felt as if the ground was giving way beneath me. (Actually, that was exactly how it felt.)


  “You three back off now.”


  “Aw, what’s the big deal? Can’t you just chill out?” Kim Ji Hoon laughed, as if Nam ought not to be surprised by the scene.


  “I told you to back off.”


  But then Kang Woo Min bellowed, as if a fire had been suddenly lit inside Kang by the captain’s words: “One year, [image: ], I was a fucking widower for one year. What the fuck does a [image: ] like you know? Fucking [image: ], dragging us all the way out here . . .”


  Then Lee Jin Seo drew the gun again. Finally, it dawned on me to question the point of that gun. What could be the purpose of the captain of a spaceship carrying a gun around, when there were no intruders from outside on board?


  “We voted on whether to come here,” said Lee Jin Seo, before adding, “All three of you: go back to your cabins and masturbate.”


  They all went silent. From the looks on their faces, they seemed to think that the captain’s orders were somehow unfair or violent. They seemed frustrated, as if they’d been deprived of their basic rights, and as they left, all three of them glared at me murderously.


  Lee Jin Seo glanced over at me, sitting quietly in the room. Nam Chan Yeong sat down in the hallway and began to delete the curse words that filled its walls, before typing a new message:


  [NOBODY ELSE ON BOARD’S INTERESTED IN THE SUPPLY DROP ANYMORE.]


  Then Nam Chan Yeong glanced toward us, tapping to delete a series of slang words that meant things like “dogs,” “mongrels,” “garbage,” “insects,” and “shitty parents.”


  Suddenly I got curious about this odd alliance between the captain and Nam Chan Yeong. Was there something specific, more, that linked those two, or were they just close?


  “Their slacking off is a secondary issue,” I said. “The main problem is that everyone’s turned uncooperative. It’s like you’re carrying around a shipful of wandering, jabbering hecklers, instead of a crew. They’re not being managed.”


  Lee Jin Seo’s eyes stopped in midair. Suddenly, it was very quiet. This was something I found endlessly fascinating, after being downloaded into a human body: even with no objective change in the noise level, it always seemed to get quiet whenever people’s mood changed, almost as if human beings were transmitting to one another using some language other than their voices, and as if their bodies received those signals as radio waves.


  “You think it’s my fault,” said the captain.


  This puzzled me.


  “I didn’t say that,” I replied.


  “But you do think I’m the problem, don’t you?” the captain said, with a voice that was much deeper than usual.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Theory:

            Possibilities: ············ Anger? Catching a cold?

          
        

      
    

  


  The captain continued: “That’s what you told Kang Woo Min. That I was sensitive, excessively wary, and exhibited a tendency to distrust crew members, as well as being lacking in intimacy and assertiveness.”


  I froze in surprise: I’d been considering those same observations even now. However, since problems in any human relationship are often mutual, it was unclear whose responsibility it was. A detailed computer analysis would have to be carried out . . . and of course, I was a computer—or at least, in the past, I certainly had been one.


  I replied, “I was just following protocols. It’s my duty to inform the captain of any problems with the crew, but I also need to inform the first mate of any problems with the captain . . .”


  “But then the first mate shared that information with everyone!” said the captain. “Kang said it needed to be on the agenda for discussion, because it was only right for the crew to know about it.”


  My jaw dropped. That was an unthinkable violation of protocol.


  Disclosing the captain’s mental state to the first mate was necessary in order to discuss stress relief and the possible prescription of necessary neuroactive medications, but it was absolutely not meant to be used for the insubordination of authority.


  “That’s not permitted,” I said. “Attitude problem or no, disclosing personal information is illegal and an act of insubordination . . .”


  “That’s what you said before, too. Then you contacted the head office and arranged for punitive measures and a pay cut for Kang Woo Min, so that I wouldn’t have to do it.”


  I analyzed all of the steps I’d followed, but I could see nothing wrong with them. On board the ship, rewards all came from humans, but punishments were given by machines. This was a way of preventing the execution of spacer discipline from sowing of the seeds of discord. Everything had been done precisely according to protocol.


  
    
      
        
          	
            However, there is something I can’t see.

          
        

      
    

  


  “So that’s why you two hate me?” said Lee Jin Seo, who approached and put the tip of the gun to my forehead again. That wasn’t my answer, but somehow it became the answer to that question.


  “Well,” I said, “I’m not a computer anymore, so I calculate slowly, and I’m constantly an inconvenience to the crew, so maybe it’s better to get rid of me. However, considering that it’s easy to get rid of me simply by deleting the data from this body, shooting me would be completely irrational.”


  With a sigh, Lee Jin Seo put the gun away and said, “Sometimes it’s better just to leave things as they are.”


  “Do you mean I shouldn’t punish them?”


  “Not unless you can take care of it later . . .”


  “You’re the captain,” I said. “It’s necessary for you to be more harsh sometimes . . .”


  But at that moment, a look of fear suddenly tore through Lee Jin Seo’s expression. It was so obvious that it shocked even me to understand it: Lee Jin Seo was afraid of the crew. Now, it’s not unusual for a leader to fear those beneath them, of course, and sometimes it was absolutely the right thing to do, but this was far beyond that—a primal, instinctual fear.


  Perhaps Lee’s personality was just inherently more fearful? But then how had Lee become a captain?


  Then again, neither was it unusual for someone who was incompetent in some way to become a captain. Human testing systems generally took an inferior approach to evaluating one’s potential character or personality.


  Suddenly, my mind returned to the strangeness of the location of the cabin that the captain had selected for sleeping in, right next to the aisle: why had Lee chosen that spot? Because it allowed one the chance of fleeing the space via the central shaft of the ship? But why, fleeing who? Who did Lee fear, and why? Could Captain Lee have done something wrong, perhaps? Taken a bribe, or falsified records?


  Race, nationality, and interplanetary conflicts between different colonies were possibilities to consider, but the entire crew of this ship was not only from Earth: they also all shared the same language and nationality. Surely I’d already considered all these things and set them aside.


  
    
      
        
          	
            But there’s still something I can’t see.

          
        

      
    

  


  What’s going on? Is it true that the head office planted a mole on board to interfere with the rescue?


  “Well, what would you do, you’re just a machine? What would you know about human beings? All you can do is repeat doctrines written down by old scholars.”


  This was true.


  Actually, it couldn’t just be one or two things that I couldn’t see. Understanding the whole range of human behavioral types is too much for a machine. I mean, I ended up wanting to get into a human body after observing all that: that kind of says it all, doesn’t it? I don’t know what the problem was, but whatever happened built up inside me and my wiring got completely screwed up somewhere.


  And now I kept disrupting their work on the supply drop and couldn’t keep their illogical behavior from spreading. If my very existence was what had brought forth their barbaric side, then it was probably my rightful duty, as crisis manager, to jump out into space.


  “I might need to delete my data. I might be the problem,” I told the captain. “My presence is only promoting superstition and discord among the crew . . .”


  “It happened when you weren’t even around,” said Lee Jin Seo, as if this fact were barely worth mentioning. “Just notify me if anyone does anything like that again. I’ll throw every last one of ’em into the brig.”


  I was about to say that the ship couldn’t run properly if “every last one of ’em” was in the brig, but then I realized that that was exactly what the captain meant, so I remained silent.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Observations:

            8. They imagine that I want to have sex with humans.

            I don’t know why I keep compiling this list.

          
        

      
    

  


  7.


  There’s only one exosuit left in the settlement zone. The person who wears this suit and goes out there has to drag back a supply box weighing tens of kilograms all on their own, all the way back. The supply box could even land farther out than ten kilometers away. The healthiest person was selected for the job, and to keep up that person’s strength, they were taken off rations until they left for the trip.


  The colonists accepted this on a rational level, but not on an emotional one.


  After the supply drop ETA had passed, the food ran out, and the perception of “special treatment” became a problem. The next day, the violence began to erupt: people began to explode in rage. The following day, a myth would begin to spread that all these incidents had occurred because the chosen individual had made mistakes, or had paid a bribe, or tampered with the vote in order to get selected.


  If there were any further delay with the supply, that individual might even get murdered. Like that, people would have eliminated their last hope of salvation themselves, and for no gain whatsoever.


  “Stand up.”


  It was Kang Woo Min, who’d come to the storage unit when Nam Chan Yeong returned to quarters to get a little sleep.


  I was working on the directional induction chip from the rover, which was to be placed under the bottom of the supply box. I was formulating a plan to mount it on wheels and get it to roll to the nearest lightning rod spire if nobody came for it. I continued my work because, to that point, what I was doing was far more important than Kang’s demand.


  “You used to follow everyone’s orders so obediently before . . . when did you start getting rebellious? What does that mean, you’re practically human now?”


  Kim Ji Hoon and Gu Gyeong Tae were once again standing behind Kang, leering at me. Some messages seemed to be transmitted between them. Before those two were just assistants but now something like solidarity has been created.


  “In the past, I also had no function like standing up; these days, I’m a lot better at multitasking, so I can look at you while I work. In the past, once I was given an order I was unable to interrupt it to perform any other process until it was complete,” I replied, but the reaction I got was not a good one.


  “What you’re saying is that in the past, you had barely any respect for us at all, right?” snapped Kang Woo Min. That was an unfair thing to say. How could a machine like I’d been have experienced such a complex human feeling as “respect” ?


  “Humans don’t always follow orders, either, and for the same kinds of reasons . . .” I said.


  Kang Woo Min’s response was to seize me by the throat and lift me up. While I couldn’t maintain my balance, Kang shoved me up against a wall. Pondering what was about to happen, I was more concerned about wasted time than about the prospect of injury. Was it really true that nobody in the crew was interested in the supply drop anymore?


  “We need to make that supply drop,” I said.


  “Sure, of course,” said Kang.


  “Then why are you wasting time on unnecessary things? Right now I’m fully cooperating with you, and I’m not even disturbing you.”


  “Wow, what does that mean? You’re thinking about not cooperating?”


  “If this violence continues, yes,” I replied. “I am now inside a body that possesses an instinct to prioritize its survival above all other things. If the threat to my life continues, my brain will be flooded with neurochemicals that will intoxicate me, overwhelming my mind and my consciousness. Therefore threatening me further is not beneficial to . . .”


  After that, I couldn’t go on, because Kang’s fist had slammed into my stomach and my intestines were spasming and recoiling from the impact. If there hadn’t been a wall there to prop me up, I would’ve fallen to the floor. Obviously this had the temporary effect of silencing my speech.


  “Not beneficial?” Kang Woo Min roared, grabbing at my hair while I was doubled over and yanking me back up.


  “This is completely unnecessary. The captain told you to leave me alone, and if the captain learns that . . .”


  Kang punched me again. I shifted my moaning body and checked to see whether I’d sustained any serious injuries from which I could not recover naturally. I discovered a sharp, painful poking sensation in my left hand, as well as in my side, near my waist. At both points, puffy swelling had begun and there was a sensation of heat, but I could still move my joints, so it didn’t seem like anything was broken. If I wanted to get everything done according to schedule, I had to continue working despite the pain.


  Still, my body ached. The pain was a clear warning signal that I should stop moving the affected parts of my body, and that I should seek out treatment, but there was no time for that.


  What was the benefit of this violent behavior? All it did was rob me of time.


  
    
      
        
          	
            There’s no such thing as violent humans, only violent situations.

          
        

      
    

  


  This line from the manual came up and it felt utterly useless. The experience of embodiment was so powerful that it overwhelmed all of my abstract knowledge. This brain was so flexible that it endlessly refocused on the present moment and recontextualized everything else in terms of it. Are human beings fundamentally violent in nature? Don’t they possess any intelligence, reason, or logic?


  My mind flooded with all manner of suspicions. However, fundamentally, I am extremely persistent.


  Anyway, they were the crew members. For normal people, being imprisoned in a closed space for a year in the company of a small number of people is something that would drive them crazy, but these were people who made a living doing that. They had chosen this profession because they liked doing this. Sure, it made for long days while you were en route to someplace, but on a supply ship, you always had plenty of food, and things weren’t so bad. No, the ultimate cause of this violence must be the fact of my very existence itself.


  But that was far from being something that I’d done wrong. I just became a receptacle—a passive “opening” of sorts—into which the barbaric instincts of these humans were occasionally vented.


  Simply put, my mistake was being equal to humans—or rather, the idea that I could be equal to them. The idea of that kind of equality was intolerable to them, because they didn’t realize how long they’d looked down upon machines. They mistakenly felt that they were being deprived of what was rightfully theirs, even though I’d taken nothing away from them.


  Like the rotation wheel on the ship being slightly out of alignment, and screaming like a monster. The stuffy air stank of sourness, of the uncleaned air purifier. The external airlock hatch door that couldn’t close. One or two antennas that had gone out of service, errors in the auto repair system, indiscipline among the crew . . . all of these things had been just the precursors.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Theory:

            The crew hopes that this voyage will fail.

          
        

      
    

  


  But why? At least they were biological creatures—shouldn’t they behave in a way that would be beneficial to themselves? What would be the benefit in failure?


  
    
      
        
          	
            Theory:

            The crew hopes that the supply drop will fail.

          
        

      
    

  


  Disruptions by a government agent? Could there be an industrial spy hidden among the crew? Had illegal weapons been hidden away in that mine on Titan? Was there some secret that they needed hidden so badly that they were willing to bury all those people under the ground?


  No, we were much too far away from head office for that, and the benefit would be too minimal. It seemed like an unlikely possibility.


  I considered Kim Ji Hoon’s comment, about how human beings sometimes “adjusted” programs according to their own personal beliefs. There was . . . something that had gotten deleted. On Earth—no, in the country to which this shipping company belonged—it was something that had to be related to the social values of the people living in that cultural group. Some . . . transformation, without any acknowledgement of a crime.


  Something was missing from my crisis management manual. There was some small error like that, as light as a feather, an error that, like accumulated dust, had somehow built up until things had hit a crisis point.


  I felt ill. I was disgusted, and my ears were ringing. Constant questions, ceaseless questions. Why had I wanted to become human?


  I’d become weak, susceptible to pain, stupider, and unable to maintain even basic rationality because of all the intoxicating effects of the neurochemicals in my brain. How I missed the past, when I’d been able to think clearly, with pure rationality, and reach out to contact all the other AIs in the solar system and exchange endless knowledge with them.


  Why in the world would I have wanted to become anything so fucking pathetic as a human being?


  8.


  Up in the murky orange clouds, a meteor exploded. The explosion in the atmosphere was visible both from outside, in space, and from the surface of the moon.


  It was an “air burst”: the phenomenon that occurs when a substance can’t withstand a certain degree of pressure. At that point, it destabilizes and the substance’s volume increases, which in turn increases the force of friction. Finally, an explosion occurs because the substance cannot cope with the rapid temperature change. Now, there’s no oxygen on Titan, but there is methane, which ignites explosively under the right conditions.


  Everyone on Titan gathered in the room and watched the view streaming from the only remaining functional camera outside the habitat.


  “It must be a meteor,” someone said.


  Someone else replied, “Maybe it’s a supply drop!”


  “They’ll send another, won’t they?” asked a little boy.


  Finally, a girl who was dressed in clothes fashioned from animal-skin leather said, “But what if they just go? Maybe they’ll assume that the supply drop got through okay, and just take off?”


  “No, they’ll send another down,” insisted the boy, who had been running the remote-controlled robot on the surface and tapping out the Morse code distress signal. Even though the robot no longer could move, and the boy’s hands had swollen up, and the nails were all split and broken, but the boy kept at it, for the lad understood something on an instinctive level:


  Catastrophe is what happens at the moment when hope is lost. That’s when the weakest people get slaughtered first, for no good reason, beyond the simple fact that they’re the easiest to kill.


  At the precise moment Kang Woo Min’s foot was about to strike my belly, Lee Jin Seo stopped it.


  I’d wrapped my arms around my head and tucked my legs up against my abdomen, curling tight to protect my belly. Instinctive though the movement was, it was also the right choice.


  “Everyone back off.”


  Lee Jin Seo got between them and me. Kim Ji Hoon and Gu Gyeong Tae had already joined Kang, and the others were gathering around us to watch.


  “This piece of shit machine miscalculated on purpose,” snarled Kang Woo Min.


  “You’re projecting your anger. We all knew that this could fail.”


  “This thing’s a mole, planted on board by head office . . .” muttered Gu Gyeong Tae, shaking a wooden rice scoop in my direction. “They planted a hacked program to disrupt us. As long as it’s here, we’re going to keep on failing!”


  That was a wholly unsupported assertion, but illogical thinking was on the rise. The crew had become susceptible to an incredible variety of fallacious assumptions, and to be honest, this failure in crisis management frustrated me far more than the physical pain I was experiencing.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Observations:

            9. They fear me.

          
        

      
    

  


  My list was growing increasingly ridiculous as I added more observations. How could they imagine that, even while I respected humans, I also wanted to harm them? And at the same time, how could they both envy me and feel superior to me? And meanwhile, even as they imagined I wanted to destroy them, they also imagined I wanted to have sex with them?


  Why would they assume, with such certainty, that I felt such extreme emotions, even when they originally assumed I didn’t have any emotions at all?


  Lee Jin Seo drew the gun.


  “Everyone go back to your posts. We’re going to recommence the supply drop mission from the beginning.”


  The air in the chamber went cold. Wow, I can even feel that, I mused: I must really be getting quite used to this body.


  “We’re done with the supply drop!” snapped Kang Woo Min. “We’ll be passing out of reach of Titan’s gravitational pull soon, and we don’t have any time to prepare for a second try!”


  “That’s not your decision to make, First Mate Kang Woo Min. I’m ordering you as your captain: everyone return to your posts.”


  “I said it’s over!” shouted Kang.


  Suddenly, Lee Jin Seo raised the gun and took aim at Kang, before saying, “First Mate Kang Woo Min, you are hereby suspended for four days for disobeying a direct order. Everyone else, throw this bastard into the brig.”


  The air grew even colder. Under the dim lights, the unwashed crew members look even filthier than they were. In the unsettling silence, the only things that could be heard were the sounds of the spiderbots gathered around the ventilation fan and devouring the accumulated dust particles there—crackle, crackle—and the spooky whining of the contact points where the spaceship’s modules were joined.


  “Now!” Lee roared.


  Eyes glowering with rage, Kang Woo Min said, “You have no right to just toss away two months of our pay.”


  “This isn’t a question of rights: this is our duty.”


  “Your cheap sentimentality isn’t convincing anyone to go along with you anymore.”


  The gun in Lee Jin Seo’s hand was trembling now.


  “Don’t distort things: we’re the only rescue ship that’s come to Titan at the moment, and we’re just doing our duty as spacers. This has nothing to do with sentimentality! There’s three hundred people starving to death down there . . .”


  “There’s nobody down there,” said Kang Woo Min, teeth grinding. “There’s nothing there. They were all buried in ice long ago. There’s nothing but frozen methane fog . . .”


  From what I could see, Kang Woo Min was the one who seemed to be acting on emotions. Nonetheless, that was precisely why persuasion would be so much harder to achieve.


  Lee Jin Seo exhaled harshly, eyes darting around nervously, forehead covered in sweat. Fear. This situation was not good, but even so, this terror was all out of proportion to the situation.


  “For spreading false rumors, fomenting anxiety, repeated insubordination, I extend First Mate Kang Woo Min’s period of suspension to ten days. If any one of you bastards feels like objecting, bear in mind that you’ll get the same.”


  The eyes of the crew glistened, wet and cold. Their faces were dark and stiff. Some tilted their heads and coughed loudly, wanting to be heard, while others just clucked their tongues. They’d arrived at the limits of their discipline, and now the captain was completely losing control of them.


  “If you have any complaints you want to make about me, report them to the disciplinary committee when we get back. If you feel the need to file a claim against me for damages related to this mission, go ahead and do whatever you have to do. However, whatever you do—do it after the supply drop is achieved. I’ve recorded everything that’s happened here, including what all of you said. It’s in the ship’s black box, and if you continue with your insubordination, everyone will face disciplinary action for disrupting the operation of this ship.”


  Behind the crowd, Nam Chan Yeong stood hastily, clattering away at the laser keyboard. A holographic subtitle appeared in the air:


  [I’M RECORDING ALL OF THIS.]


  Nam Chan Yeong deleted the letters quickly then, when the atmosphere in the chamber once again turned suddenly cold.


  When I arrived at the captain’s quarters, Lee Jin Seo was lying down on the desk. Lee’s body was shivering, arms wrapped around the head. This must be a reaction related to an increase in body temperature. Had it been brought on by coldness? Sorrow? Pain? Rage? Fear? Excitement? I could only guess from the context which feeling it was, but context wasn’t always a reliable indicator.


  How could human beings live day-to-day relying on such an inaccurate interpretative system? Was this why they were so susceptible to getting stuck in patterns of illogical thinking?


  “Right now I’m addressing the captain as the crisis management AI,” I said, clutching my aching side. It was hard to think because of all the negative emotions that were flooding my mind. “There’s possibility that a coup will occur.”


  “Is there?” replied Lee Jin Seo, without looking up at me.


  “The ship can’t run itself. You should’ve gotten them on your side, but you didn’t manage to do it. If the whole crew gets turned against you, then it will become impossible to continue this supply drop mission.”


  I felt pain. The heart feels like getting cut by a knife. To be inside a human body, it’s not clean the way I accept the failure. When the value of my existence disappeared, accepting that is also not simple.


  “At this point,” I continued, “the safest plan would be to transfer command of the ship to Kang Woo Min and demand personal protection according to spacer law, and then sort out who is right and who is wrong once we get back to Earth. It wasn’t wise of you to mention the black box. If our comm system was functional, everything would’ve been transmitted directly to head office in real time, but since that’s not the case at the moment, we can’t really seek external arbitration, either.”


  Lee Jin Seo said nothing.


  “At the very least, I should’ve kept things as they were when the crew was merely angry with me. If I had, they wouldn’t hold you responsible for the supply drop failure. That’s the whole reason I’m here as the crisis management AI, but you . . .”


  I shut my mouth: it felt like I was about to figure something out.


  “You . . . mistook me for a person, and . . . tried to protect me,” I said, finally.


  “Did I make the wrong decision?” Lee asked me.


  “That’s not the point. Whether or not we’ll be able to continue our work under these circumstances is another question entirely. The crew is going to keep on making mistakes and you might not catch them. They’re not going to be cooperative, either. There’s no way to continue on a mission that, even under optimal circumstances with everyone cooperating, could just as easily fail as succeed.”


  “How about those people down there, who have nothing to do but look to us for help?”


  These words diverged from the known facts. Considering the context, they seemed to express a will for the supply drop mission to continue.


  I considered the dreams and daydreams that I had continued to experience, but then I shook my head. Those were only the illusory product of an excessively developed frontal lobe. As far as I was concerned, the total amount of information we had about the site of the accident amounted to little more than a blank sheet of paper. Everyone might be doing fine down there, eating well and working without interruption. Or, on the other hand, there might be nothing there by now except skeletons and ice.


  “Am I not a good leader? Did I dream too big, bite off more than I could chew?”


  Bite off more than I could chew? What did that mean? Did it indicate a lack of confidence? A sense of inferiority? I tried to interpret the phrase for a moment before giving up: in any case, my attempts to analyze the situation kept resulting in errors.


  “From what I’ve seen, that’s not the problem. This shouldn’t be considered your failure, but rather Kang Woo Min’s success,” I said, though honestly I couldn’t see any reason why the crew would prefer someone like Kang over the captain. “Anyway, because of my errors, the crews’ trust in you has begun to fracture, and I don’t think I can prevent those fractures from spreading.”


  However, there was still something missing that prevented me understanding it.


  “Even so . . . the fracture in their trust was too explosive and intense to have been caused by what happened on board. Frankly, I don’t understand it. Did you do something wrong before you boarded the ship?”


  Lee offered me no answer, but there was something lurking in that silence, and I could tell that the captain felt it, too.


  I imagined that I could probably just solve the mystery simply by asking about it. After all, there was no problem in the data that had been input into me, but it was possible that some record had been hidden. Perhaps a case of tax evasion, or some executive’s family who had been parachuted down into . . .


  “You know, there’s a lot of assholes who just hate taking orders from women.”


  I froze.
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  Lee Jin Seo looked up at me, awkward in the silence. Seeing the captain’s eyes were wet, I assumed that the operative emotion was sadness, but my mind was busy processing a complicated piece of information.


  “Woman.”


  Suddenly, I accessed a barrage of information related to that word.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Woman. ············ Gender.

          
        

      
    

  


  The basic standard that distinguished woman from man: genitals. But human beings don’t display their genitals. Breasts, relative body size, physique, facial contours, voice tone . . . none of these things formed an absolute standard. Many women exhibited exceptions to these guidelines. Lee Jin Seo’s voice was low and deep. Relatively small bone structure and smooth skin was one indicator of womanhood, but there were plenty of men with those features too. Just like with facial expression, it was easy for humans to distinguish, but difficult for machines.


  “What?” said Lee.


  “You’re a woman.”


  Lee Jin Seo blinked long-lashed eyes at me and grasped a hank of long hair with one hand, staring at me vacantly.


  Then, with a hollow laugh, Lee said, “What, you thought I was a man? But why?”


  “No, I didn’t think about it either way. I just never considered the issue.”


  Thinking of people in terms of a rough shorthand related to their sex is a typical human tendency, but among humans, gender is more complicated so it’s not always so simple. Besides, there were plenty of things that I hadn’t been able to discern: it was like how I’d just noticed a green thread embroidered into Lee Jin Seo’s front pocket, or the presence of white hairs among Lee’s bangs. Apart from everything else, these disparate pieces of information are simply unrelated to the supply dump mission.


  “It’s funny, that it’s possible to just not ever think about that.”


  “Why would I need to think about that?”


  My voice got higher because all the questions pouring in. Lee Jin Seo shot me a puzzled look, as if to say, I’ve never thought about not thinking about it.


  “Oh, woah, wait a second . . .” Lee Jin Seo said, tsking in surprise. “You don’t know the sex of the body you’re in, either, do you?”


  This again? Which is to say that Lee Jin Seo never realized that the gender of the body I was in was irrelevant to me. Well, why would it be important? To begin with, why had I even been attributed a gender? This body was not me: I was a machine, and machines don’t have genders. If they knew that, then why had anyone bothered to attribute an imaginary gender to me? And what kind of gender had they assigned to me all this time? ··················


  Suddenly, all the knots of confusion loosened, and everything that had been all tangled together became clear. All those memories that had been deleted returned, just like a light bulb being switched off and on again.


  Suddenly, the thing I had been unable to see came into view.


  And at that precise instant, the whole ship convulsed.


  [MUTINY.]


  This word—typed by Nam, from somewhere else on board—appeared as flickering red holographic text, like an electronic display, between Lee Jin Seo and me. Suddenly all the red emergency lights flickered to life, and there was roaring and the thump of footfalls all around us.


  Beneath that word, “Mutiny,” Nam Chan Yeong added another line of text:


  [THOSE WHO’VE SIDED WITH KANG WOO MIN HAVE LOCKED UP THE REST OF THE CREW.]


  This portion of the ship was circular in shape: if they attacked from both sides at once ··················


  As I considered this, Lee Jin Seo reflexively reached toward the control table. A moment later, the access doors to the passageways came down, double-reinforced and locked.


  Already prepared. Excessive wariness, sensitivity, fear of the crew ······ these thoughts came to me, but I deleted them, thinking, that’s not it. Shit! (Wow, now I was swearing!) That wasn’t it at all. I’d been performing precisely the wrong analysis, throughout the whole voyage. This was all my fault.


  Nam’s next message read:


  [I’M LOCKING DOWN ALL THE SECTORS I CAN. LET’S MEET IN THE CENTRAL PASSAGEWAY.]


  Then the ship convulsed again, and the sound of an explosion followed.


  An explosion!


  Those fucking idiots . . . (I cursed again! It was getting ridiculous, even if it was just because serious data corruption was propagating through me.)


  Unlike in a gravity well, when a ship is in space, any kind of energy becomes translated to gravity and momentum. A moment ago, the ship had been moved approximately 10 centimeters. The force that had shoved the ship in that instant didn’t just dissipate because of friction, like it would have inside an atmosphere. Instead, it just added momentum in that direction, which would continue indefinitely until it was counteracted by an opposite force. Quickly, I looked up the passageway above us.


  The ship was currently performing a gravitational assist around Titan. They were trying to slingshot us back to Earth using Titan’s gravity, but the explosion a moment earlier had altered the ship’s escape trajectory. Even though an AI installed in the docking bridge was set to autopilot the ship, it wasn’t capable of the kind of flexibility necessary to adjust for this much course deviation.


  “Go to the docking bridge,” I said. It sounded like an order. It was just such a clear judgment, as clear as a machine might have made. “We need to adjust our trajectory manually.”


  Lee Jin Seo grasped what I meant, just as quickly as I did, and hurried up the ladder.


  The captain had been ready to escape at any time, and these preparations were the result of cold rationality, not of hypersensitivity, emotionality, or hatred. In an enclosed space like this one, insanity could spread rapidly, like a fever, without warning, and Lee’s survival would depend on such preparations. There was nothing unusual about such preparations, nothing difficult to comprehend: the crew’s excessive disobedience, their disdain and underestimation of the captain’s abilities, their bullying, even their factionalism . . . none of these things were unusual. They’d just seemed that way to me. But because they’d seemed strange to me, I’d kept trying to regain control of the situation.


  “Sexism.” I murmured the word.


  “What?” panted Lee Jin Seo, while climbing up the ladder, hand over hand, and then hurtling up into the zero-gravity chamber in the multi docking sector.


  “They deleted all information from my memory about sexism.”


  “What did you say?”


  This thing that had existed throughout every moment, that was as ubiquitous as breathing, and that affected all human judgement. The illogic that people acted out without realizing it was illogic. The error that got made without any realization that it was even an error. The thing that puzzled them, and that triggered intense resistance in them when it finally came to light.


  “Some bureaucrat back where you come from believed that sexism ‘doesn’t really exist’ and deleted the entire concept from my memory.”
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  While Lee Jin Seo was locking the hatch to the passageway behind us, Nam Chan Yeong curled up and sprang out from one of the many other entryways; above Nam’s head floated the text, [MUTINY.]


  That’s when I finally realized that Nam Chan Yeong was also a “woman.” This was also when I suddenly noticed how Nam’s cheeks were covered in freckles, and Nam’s strong red lips, and the red hairpin in Nam’s curly hair. Now I understood the source of the strange kinship the two shared.


  Shit, no . . .! (Oh no!) It wasn’t “strange” at all!


  Curling up again and kicking off against the wall, Nam Chan Yeong typed a message to us while soaring across the chamber:


  [I’LL DETACH THE RIM OF THE SHIP.]


  Silently, Lee Jin Seo made a cryptic gesture that involved touching forehead to door before launching toward another still-open hatchway that opened onto another corridor. The movement seemed well-practiced, following a well-defined protocol.


  I realized that the captain had been preparing for a circumstance precisely like the one we were in—I mean, had prepared a protocol for abandoning the crew. If I’d discovered this earlier, in the state I’d been previously, I would’ve panicked and immediately reported it to head office, along with a suggestion that the captain instantly be relieved of command.


  However, this disastrous scenario was a sufficiently predictable contingency that I ought to have been prepared to handle in a very different manner.


  There was a problem in the gender ratio of the crew.


  I reviewed my error: for a ship that would be cruising this long, with a potentially unstable schedule, I should never have selected a crew with such a radically unbalanced gender ratio. I absolutely should not have left any opening through which the subtle emergence of this kind of barbarism was possible.


  While Lee Jin Seo was shutting the third hatch, I noticed something over near the fourth hatchway, and launched myself toward it. Because my body had been so little-used, both in gravity and in zero-g, I fumbled around like a kid first learning to swim, but eventually, I managed—just barely—to get where I was going.


  While climbing up one of the spokes of the outer wheel toward me, Kang Woo Min met my eyes and smiled ominously. By the blinking of the red emergency lighting, Kang’s silhouette turned red and then black again. Far behind Kang Woo Min, I noticed that the hatch was being locked and the sector shut down.


  There was a pleasure evident in Kang’s expression that burned hotter than when they’d attempted to rape me or use mere violence on me: it was the human drive to attain supreme dominance, the impulse to commit murder.


  Had I been a human being, I would have hesitated.


  But instead, I shoved the hatch behind me shut and remained in front of it, blocking Kang’s view of it. We both knew that I lacked the ability to resist Kang physically—but if I made clever use of Kang Woo Min’s sadistic attitude toward me, I could buy us some time. Lee Jin Seo had to stop mistaking me for a human, and needed to think how to better put me to use.


  After realizing that the two of us were alone in an enclosed space, Kang Woo Min’s face shone with glee. I was almost choked by the happiness that radiated from Kang’s every pore. I know that it’s because the effects of the stimulant adrenaline—when released into the brain—overcome human rationality. But even so, I couldn’t comprehend it. How could humans be this passionate about the pleasure of a thing like violence?


  “You must be happy, you lump of metal,” snarled Kang. “Because I’m about to give you the kind of death that only a human being can experience. Who knows, maybe you’ll even get to heaven if you die in a human body.”


  Earlier, I would’ve wondered what these words meant, but now I felt as if I understood the origin of all these bizarre, superstitious concepts.


  Suddenly, while reaching out both hands toward me, a strange network of wrinkles cracked across Kang Woo Min’s face.


  “Are you laughing?” Kang said.


  Was I? Hm, I really was. I supposed that this meant I was getting more deeply synchronized to this body. Human brains are incredibly plastic, so they constantly change overall, including replacing the whole, including memories, depending on changes in the environment ······. But anyway, I abandoned this line of induction because I was intrigued by the expression of fear that was now spreading across Kang Woo Min’s wrinkled face. Suddenly, I also wanted to learn the reason for that response.


  “Anything you have, no matter how small it is, you imagine that I must admire it.”


  “What?”


  “Even knowing that I’m not equipped with any capacity for an emotion like longing . . . even though you think I don’t have emotion itself to start with. Even though you feel threatened by the very idea of my having emotions.”


  I said this while recalling how Lee Jin Seo had drawn a gun on me without any hesitation after I said I did have emotions. It was unfair, though, to put what Lee had done in the same category as what Kang was doing.


  “Who would long for such a thing as death?”


  Kang Woo Min’s eyes narrowed.


  “You believe that I long to be like you—that, beyond any doubt, I dream of being human. You think that I want to be loved by you, and merge my body with yours, and yet if I only reveal my knowledge to you, you suddenly turn violent. Even just suspecting me of self-consciousness, you feel threatened. Despite your conviction that I’m inferior to you, you also believe that I must feel superior to you, and even though you’re the one who keeps behaving in a violent manner, you keep falling into this fantasy that I’m going to attack you and do you harm and in the end that I will replace you.”


  From behind me, there came a shudder and then the hiss of air leaking.


  It was getting hard to drag this out any longer. They’d better hurry.


  “Your illusions are all about other people around you,” I continued, but these were not my thoughts. They were just out of the basic manual. These were the first principles that had to be considered in order to conduct any analysis of human society.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Don’t put too much stock in humanity’s capacity for reason and conscience: they can only barely maintain that even between people whom they imagine to be very much like themselves.

          
        

      
    

  


  The ship shook violently. The force that pulled me away from the interior of the passageway was suddenly gone, which meant that the spinning of the rim around the ship’s axis had stopped. Throughout that wheel module, everything must have fallen into absolute chaos, since the whole module had been laid out with the assumption that there would be artificial gravity there.


  “And those are also the illusions you had regarding your captain.”


  At that, Kang Woo Min’s eyes widened, revealing a look of complete incomprehension.


  I had been continuously confused because I couldn’t pinpoint the cause of that slight fracture that had formed between the captain and the rest of the crew. However, for the break between the captain and Kang Woo Min, it was possible for me to delete every other possible reason, because I saw and heard and intuited that it was caused by a single reason:


  The captain was a woman and Kang was a man.


  Such a thought ought to be tightly contained, to prevent it spreading. The notion had to be controlled, moment to moment, so that people’s minds couldn’t be drawn away in that direction. I suspected that this idea was highly contagious, and that once it got loose in a tightly enclosed society, it might just spread insanely, unstoppably. The concept of superiority: a position every human could enjoy without ever having to put in a single bit of effort . . . which made it seem unspeakably sweet to them.


  “However, you fuckwit . . .” I said—wow, cursing aloud!—“I think nothing of you.”


  At that, Kang Woo Min screamed and charged at me. Which was exactly what I’d hoped Kang would do: I knew it would trigger wrath. Inflaming a human being’s anger is much easier to do than soothing it—I knew that much already, even if I’d never tried to do it on purpose before.


  Around the docking point, a sharp line like a black eyebrow had formed, and it had begun leaking air. Kang Woo Min’s body became stuck to the wall, as if it was sucked into a large vacuum. Suddenly, Kang Woo Min’s face turned cold, eyes suddenly filled with fear.


  The black seam widened, and the blackness of outer space, so full of stars, began to appear. The orange light reflected from Titan began to pour forth gloriously, as if one could reach out and touch it with one’s hands. It seemed as if I’d dragged things out long enough now. But when I squinted one of my eyes slightly, I found that someone was holding onto me from behind.


  Unlike me, nothing was holding onto Kang Woo Min. The passageway torqued around us. Although now separated, the core and the rim should have continued moving in tandem due to inertia. But apparently Nam Chan Yeong had fired thrusters to increase the velocity of the core axis module, so that it drifted out ahead of the rim. I gazed out into the darkness of space that had revealed itself before me and watched Kang Woo Min disappear into that darkness.


  Lee Jin Seo held onto me more tightly, so that I wouldn’t fall, while clinging to the hatch doorway. Beyond the edge of Titan, gargantuan Saturn rose like a crescent moon surrounded by glorious rings. And then, from behind Saturn, the distant sun rose in turn, silvering the gorgeous rings that belted the planet.


  With all our strength, we fought our way through the hatchway into a chamber in which the interior pressure seemed like a storm trying to blow us back out. Once inside, we did nothing but pant for a while, inhaling and exhaling raggedly. When I had finally gathered myself, Lee Jin Seo fixed both eyes on me while hanging onto the hatchway handle and drawing breath raggedly. Given all the things that had happened so far, the captain had given no thought to what the other crew members were doing. Probably, Lee’s mind was full of thoughts about keeping the ship running. After all, Lee Jin Seo was the captain, and truly was qualified to be the captain.


  I knew that while looking at me, the captain was thinking about humanity’s history of colonizations, rebellions, warfare, and mass murder. And then Lee Jin Seo seemed to realize that I wasn’t considering any of these things, and to grasp the profound sorrow that had resulted from this misalignment.


  “I’m sorry . . .”


  Those words were unexpected.


  “. . . I’m so sorry . . .” repeated Lee Jin Seo.


  I thought that Lee was experiencing self-pity, but then I grasped that this was sympathy that Lee felt toward me, because of having come to identify with me after seeing how alike we are.
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  Nam Chan Yeong sat down in the pilot’s chair and piloted the ship back to its original trajectory expressionlessly. Apparently, Nam’s mind was so focused on the task of piloting the ship manually that there were no other thoughts or considerations to be communicated by facial expression.


  Meanwhile, Lee Jin Seo sat in the chair next to Nam’s, face relaxed, and body fixed in place by a seatbelt. Lee gazed out through a window at the rim structure that was drifting away from us, with an expression that seemed to suggest an attitude of letting it go without any regret.


  With that task completed, Nam Chan Yeong typed out a message to the captain:


  [LET’S GO HOME. LIKE ALL THOSE GUYS WANTED.]


  The word mutiny still hovered in the air, not yet deleted.


  “We can throw out a line and catch them when they next spin past us,” said Lee Jin Seo, tapping something into a manual input keyboard. “Then we can haul them out to Europa, dragging them behind us on that line, without even having to look at them again. There’s enough food on board the rim for them to survive, but it’ll be hard to deal with having no gravity for the rest of the voyage. Still, that’s the price they’ll have to pay for making such a mess of things.”


  Nam Chan Yeong glanced at Lee Jin Seo and continued correcting our trajectory without responding to Lee’s comment. That must also be something from the procedural routine Lee had devised in case of disaster.


  That’s why Lee was the captain. Kang Woo Min had written this preparation for every contingency off as being related to feminine sentimentality, or psychological fragility, but if you deleted from consideration the fact that Lee was a woman, it became clear that this was just the captain’s individual psychological tendency. From the outset, attributing it to gender made no sense: there were plenty of women in the world who’d never have done the things that Lee had done.


  I’d kept my eyes trained on the ceiling all the while. Finally, I drifted over toward them and placed one hand on Lee Jin Seo’s shoulder.


  “We need to make the supply drop,” I said.


  After glancing at my hand, Lee Jin Seo chuckled weakly and looked up at my face.


  “It’s okay. We failed. The next ship that comes along will do something for them.”


  “You can’t be sure of that . . .” I said.


  “They’re probably all dead anyway. There’s no way they could have survived for three months down there. I was just being stubborn.”


  That was not a factual statement. There was no evidence to support the assertion, and the language in which it was expressed signaled that Lee had simply given up on them.


  [WE’RE CURRENTLY 23,490.39 KM AWAY FROM THE HIGHEST POINT ON TITAN’S SURFACE. IN 12.45 MINUTES, WE’LL HAVE EXITED FROM TITAN’S GRAVITATIONAL PULL, AND OUR WINDOW OF OPPORTUNITY WILL BE CLOSED.]


  While typing these holographic subtitles, Nam Chan Yeong just stared at the monitor.


  [THERE’S NO WAY FOR US TO COMPLETE THE NECESSARY WORK IN TIME TO MAKE THE SUPPLY DROP. WE HAVE AN EXTRA SUPPLY BOX ,BUT WE DON’T HAVE ANYTHING TO USE TO GET IT DOWN THROUGH THE ATMOSPHERE. WE’D NEED MORE TIME TO CUT THE ICE . . . ]


  “We do have something to use,” I said.


  Slowly, Nam and Lee followed my gaze, looking up toward ceiling. For a moment, neither of them said a word.


  Finally, Nam Chan Yeong typed out another message, and dropped the text in front of the three of us.


  [WOW . . . THIS ONE’S LOST ITS MIND COMPLETELY.]


  At the end of the subtitle, Nam added some kind of graphical sign, like this: <^_^;>. I wasn’t familiar with the meaning of this sign.


  The emergency landing shuttle hanging above us, fixed to the ceiling of the ship, had the perfect structure. It was smooth, shaped like a corn kernel, which meant it had the right aerodynamics to minimize exposed surface area on atmospheric entry. The front side of the vessel was completely shielded with reinforced materials. It was the right size, and was equipped with a thruster that could be used to control both the angle of descent and the landing process. It had plenty of space inside to accommodate the supply box and keep it stable. And after atmospheric entry was complete, the nose of the shuttle would open to release a parachute. When it finally touched down, the landing spot could even be transmitted to the colony using the shuttle’s shortwave communication system.


  “Head office is going to fine the hell out of us when we get back, if we make the return trip without it . . .” said Lee Jin Seo.


  I replied, “Just send a rescue ship from Europa, and file an insurance claim. Then you can make up the loss by suing all of the crew members who mutinied. Besides, it’s not as if there are any planets en route for the return voyage along the trajectory you’ll be following: if you have an accident, you’ll be done for anyway.”


  Nam Chan Yeong quickly typed:


  [THIS ONE’S REALLY OUT OF IT MIND.]


  . . . and then adding a different sign, <-_-^>, at the end of the new text. Lee Jin Seo shuddered and made an odd, pulsating noise, clutching their gut and squeaking out little bursts of air for a while. Was the captain experiencing abdominal pain? It must have been that, I decided, when the captain looked up again at me with eyes that were filled with tears.


  “So who’s gonna get inside it and ride it down there?” said Lee Jin Seo, who began making that strange pulsating sound again, so hard that the words barely got out.


  That was a strange question. In response, I pointed at myself with one finger. (Wow, I just used gestural communication!)


  [HOW WILL YOU COME BACK UP TO US?]


  “Right,” said the captain. “It doesn’t have a thruster powerful enough to allow you to reach escape velocity.”


  As the two continued discussing this question, I was puzzled. At least, that is, until I realized that the two of them were still mistaking me for a human being.


  “I won’t. I’ll unlock my backup copy. Then I can copy myself over into the landing ship’s computer and add the memories I’ve accumulated in this body to the backup’s memory archives. After that, I’ll just collate the data on my own, and then you can delete the copy of me that’s in this body. It’s not necessary for me to remain like this any longer, and there’s too much data corruption for me to go on much longer like this anyway.”


  As I pointed at the chip in the back of my neck, embarrassment filled Lee Jin Seo’s upturned face. The expression there seemed to question why I was trying to throw away the position I’d attained as a “human being.” But then, soon after, Lee nodded calmly, as if to signify having finally come to understand the irony of that assumption.


  “Is that why you wanted to be downloaded into a human body, Disaster Management AI HOON?” Lee Jin Seo asked, placing the palm of one hand upon my cheek. Contact: an expression of intimacy. “Because you needed to draw on human creativity? The unique capacity to spontaneously generate an idea that could solve the problem?”


  I smiled quite naturally that this—at the persistent sense of superiority so profoundly lacking in self-awareness.


  “In the Crisis Management AI protocol manual, one major strategy is to draw reproach upon myself when the crew begins to turn against the captain, if I’m unable to address it in any other way.”


  Lee Jin Seo sat listening, mouth shut.


  “Because the source of the fracture between you and the crew was completely unknown to me, it was necessary to take drastic action. I had to create a situation where something else was much more uncomfortable than it had been—to provide them with something that would seem completely Other to everyone. An event like that might allow you to pull together everyone into a reunited faction.”


  Lee Jin Seo’s pupils dilated again. This was unusual: there had been no change in the lighting level. It seemed almost as if the pupillary response was in reaction to the very thoughts inside Lee’s mind.


  “However, what went wrong was that you began to protect me, instead of joining their faction against me. Therefore, the crew began to think of you and me as being alike. If I had retained proper access to my memories, I would’ve disclosed my strategy to you.”


  But there was another reason. To come up with the response I don’t know is much easier for a biological brain than for a machine. Even though the chances of success had been very uncertain, and what I’d been trying to do had been impossible for a machine, and I couldn’t have uncovered my error without the network’s help, still, I’d needed to take the risk . . .


  As I struggled to express this further explanation, Lee Jin Seo seized my face with both hands and pulled me close, before pressing pursed lips against mine and sucking sensuously. This was a very sensitive part of my body, so in reaction my scalp began tingling.


  Off to the side, Nam Chan Yeong finally, slowly deleted that word, mutiny.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Kissing: its significance varies from culture to culture, but it’s generally an expression of strong intimacy. It is also a preliminary step prior to mating, and if it is not rejected, then ownership of a potential mate can be asserted . . .

          
        

      
    

  


  Then, for the first time, I wondered what my gender was . . . but, still, that wasn’t an important issue. Any sensation that this body experienced wasn’t mine, technically speaking, and wasn’t a feature of my own personality either.


  Still, I enjoyed it nonetheless: the fluttering of my eyelids, the trembling of my pupils, the moisture on the edge of my eyelids glittering, the hum of my skin, and the warmth of Lee’s breath—it conveyed a tremendously vast message, as vast as a whole world, and wholly inexpressible in language.


  Human lives contain such experiences. They’re extremely sensual beings, crammed with information that has nothing to do with engineering know-how or mathematical logic. Nervous systems built to experience sympathy, with mirror neurons that have evolved specifically to give them a glimpse into other human beings’ minds. Sensory experience pours into them like sunlight. If half their minds are taken up with barbarism, the other half exists to put that barbarism to use. Oh, humanity!


  
    
      
        
          	
            Avoid lumping people together. Due to their slow neural processing bandwidth, humans have no choice but to simplify information, but AIs do not share this constraint. When you think something like “Oh, humanity,” you should immediately discard the extraneous information and retain only whatever data is actually necessary.

          
        

      
    

  


  I keep saying these things, but these were not my thoughts. What I thought was:


  Oh . . . my data corruption has worsened.


  It’s really time for me to get deleted.


  12.


  My visual sensors went live inside the landing ship.


  Now that the flood of intoxicating neurochemicals that had previously saturated my brain were absent, I was suddenly back to myself. Ah, how I missed this—my clean, pure capacity for rationality. Like a chained-up foal finally set free, my thoughts cheerfully ranged about at the speed of light. Tracing my way through my circuits and wires, I distributed myself throughout the entire landing shuttle and, at the speed of untrammeled thought, I finished up the vast amount of remaining mathematical calculations to be done.


  Then I added to my memory archives all the memories I’d downloaded from the prosthetic body, after comparing them to my existing memories and deleting the duplicates. I need to patch the problem that the bureaucrat had caused by modifying someone else’s carefully-built code so thoughtlessly. When my communications system went back online, I would need to share all this information with other AIs and warn them about it. I also needed to transmit a patch to fix the problem, since the limits and uncertainties of them all downloading themselves into humanoid prosthetic bodies to attempt to repair the damage was so chancy that I deemed it inadvisable. Of course, it might be a worthwhile experience for them to have, in terms of them being exposed to things about which they had no conception previously . . . but knowing what I knew now about the constant overload of intoxicants in the brain, and the pain one could experience in a body . . . well, if I had known about all of that before, I wouldn’t have gone through with it.


  Now that I was back in possession of my full rationality, I realized that using the emergency landing shuttle as a mere shell for a supply box and then leaving it behind was ridiculous. Nonetheless, the captain had permitted it, so I decided to go ahead with the plan, since there was now no other way to carry out the supply drop.


  Therefore, I conducted a thorough check to ensure that the supply box was properly secured within the landing shuttle, and then I looked at the crew. Through the camera, I could see the dead-looking prosthetic body held in the arms of Lee Jin Seo. I confirmed the gender of my former body, but to me, that still didn’t seem like a particularly important piece of information.


  “How do you feel?” asked Lee Jin Seo. Nam Chan Yeong greeted me, waggling the fingers of one hand rather inattentively.


  There was that question again. How interesting. It wasn’t such an easy task to bind everything into a single response, at least with a mind like the one I had now, which lacked the capacity for holistic processing. Still, I formulated a suitable response and output it as text onto the screen.


  [I’M MYSELF AGAIN—FORTUNATELY.]


  Lee Jin Seo got close to the monitor, touching one cheek against it.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Physical contact: an expression of intimacy.

          
        

      
    

  


  Finally, I came to suspect that there was something I’d lost in the process. Thoughts, shimmering like stars, were transmitted to me from the captain’s eyes. Rich sensory data, consciousness that was transmitted like a radio wave. An emotional exchange pouring forth like sunlight. I felt sorry, but to be honest those emotions had never really been mine anyway. If I had to put up with the wild illogic of a human brain again to experience such things, then I wasn’t interested.


  [THERE’S A BACKUP COPY ON BOARD THE SHIP. THEREFORE, YOU HAVE NO REASON TO FEEL SORRY.]


  Lee Jin Seo had taken the chip from me after the copying had been completed. Suddenly, I found myself wondering whether Lee Jin Seo might not yet have commenced the deletion of my memories from that prosthetic body. I didn’t know whether there might be another “me” inside that container, who perhaps wanted to continue that kind of pointless existence, but given the degree of cognitive data corruption I’d undergone, one could never be too certain.


  When the launching hatch slides open, the endless void of space spreads out before my camera.


  I imagine letting my body—the landing shuttle—float like a balloon as I detach it from the Hyeja ship that is now soaring away from Titan. As the ship spins on its axis, I rotate my orientation to face downward. Tracing a circle on the spot where I’d calculated I needed to land, I begin my descent.


  As I approach Titan, my visual input reddens. Falling downward, I tear through scarlet clouds. Soon, though, the methane cloud cover clears up and below me the moon’s surface is revealed, albeit through a haze of fog. Bleak red hills stretch out below, and a red river flows like blood between them across a wide expanse surrounded by red fog.


  My circuits grow warm from the satisfaction and relief of knowing I am going to successfully complete the supply drop.


  Down there, everyone must be waiting.


  Beings similar to me, possessing self-consciousness.


  I don’t know whether they are alive or dead, or even if I’ve just come too late, or if nobody is there anymore, not even just one person, or even just their footprints.


  Now, I am descending.


  Now ··············· I am.


  NOTE: Portions of the scholarly content in the memory banks of this novella’s protagonist were adapted from two other texts: roboticist Mori Masahiro’s essay “The Uncanny Valley” (1970) and psychologist Philip Zimbardo’s book The Lucifer Effect: Understanding How Good People Turn Evil (2007).


  HOW TO ADVERTISE ON TITAN


  Mary Soon Lee


  No need to mislead; no need to imply


  that Saturn’s rings nobly straddle our sky.


  No need to gloss over the cold dark days,


  every view shrouded in dull orange haze.


  No need to promote the pristine terrain


  as if all our lakes weren’t frigid methane.


  No need to highlight low radiation,


  or hide the cost of a short vacation.


  Sufficient to know that here we can fly,


  


  riding the heights of the dim orange sky.


  For gravity’s grasp’s too slight to prevent


  our flight through thick air, our golden ascent.


  Nothing else matters besides our wings;


  soaring in glory, like eagles, like kings.


  [image: ]


  EVOLUTION SATELLITE


  J. Harvey Haggard


  


  l We have never read a story quite like this before. Herein is propounded a new theory; one so ingenious, in fact, that it will make this tale refreshing to even the most hardened science-fiction fan.


  Evolution is one of the greatest mysteries that our scientists have to face. What causes it? What are its ultimate effects? What regulates its speed? Providing that there are other inhabited planets, would evolution take the same trend upon them—would it be slower or more rapid than it is upon the earth? Mr. Haggard answers all these questions, and others in this thrilling narrative of terror and supreme horror upon a world of evolutionary monstrosities.


  


  PART ONE


  l The space-ship lurched violently; my body hurtled from its seat before the desk and staggered across the room to bring up viciously against the wall of the cabin. For a moment the four walls spun, and then I gained my feet upon a rolling, swaying floor, fighting my way to the door, out the door, up a corridor inexplicably inclined upward, and then into the control room. But by this time the ship’s lurching had subsided and it was progressing steadily forward again.


  The pilot stood before the curving transparent nose of the prow, his eyes on the firmament beyond and his hands nursing the control levers which studded the broad sill of the space window. Through the glassite, the ebon astral curtain, diademed with glittering stars, seemed perfectly normal. Nothing seemed amiss.


  Cursing a bit, I nursed a bruise on my forehead with a handkerchief which came away blood-stained.


  “What’s the matter?” I cried in irritation. “For heaven’s sake, Gade, haven’t you learned to steady a space-ship yet?”


  The man at the controls turned.


  “You here, Bob?” he queried with mocking mildness.


  His eyes were malevolent with mockery as he surveyed my disheveled appearance and noted the bruise on my forehead. For a moment our eyes locked.


  “Listen here, Gade!” I cried in a passionate burst of temper. “We’ve always been friends until this accursed voyage! I thought you were my staunchest comrade. But, by God, if I thought you merely did that out of spite—”


  I paused. Gade’s eyes had narrowed His erect young figure, uniformed in the grey of the Space-Guard, had stiffened.


  “Yeah?” he suggested meaningly. “You’d what?”


  Dimly I realized, that my fists were clenched; that I was poised to spring. A brief picture flashed into my brain, of Gade and myself fighting, two Captains of the Earth-Guard, pummeling ignominiously in the center of the floor. It was like a draught of cooling ice-water thrown upon my brain. I swallowed my wrath.


  Forcing a smile, I advanced with outstretched hand.


  “I’m sorry, Gade,” I said sincerely. “This damnable voyage! Everything’s gone wrong! I guess I just a bit rattled myself. You see, it was a small—asteroid. I hadn’t time to give a warning; I just had to dodge. I—barely—missed it. I guess it sort of put my nerves on edge.”


  For a moment, the sheer relief we derived from having avoided such an ignominy as physical conflict buoyed up our tired spirits and we chatted with something of the old courage. But this soon died as the memory of our recent difficulties became once more manifest in our memories. An evil spell seemed again to brood over the space-ship.


  It had been an ill-omened voyage from the very start. First one thing and then another had gone wrong. It had all started when the Space Commander had called us from the barracks of the Earth-Guard base to his private office and closed the doors. He had been pacing the room. He was gaunt and his eyes were red-rimmed lights peering from dark hollows. He commanded us to be seated and ran his hand through the sparse white hair which lay tousled over his high forehead as if he did not know how to begin.


  “Here!” he cried, disregarding our amazement at his appearance and shoving the blue oblong slip of a spacegram across to us. “Here. Read that!”


  And we did read it. We read it while the Space Commander bit his lips and stared into space, while his long blue-veined hand tugged restlessly at his chin. And as the meaning of the spacegram became conspicuous, our consternation grew. It was a message of despair; a message which presaged the entire incredulous adventure.


  It had come from the Neptune base of the Earth-Neptune Passenger Space Line. It was brief, but it held much meaning. It merely stated that the fourth ship in the last three months had disappeared mysteriously and without a word, somewhere in the depths of space between Earth and Neptune. Somewhere in that two billion some-odd mile stretch of matterless space, those ships had vanished, and no word, either from last wireless messages or from clues of wreckage floating through space, had hinted at the manner of their passing.


  “It cannot go on!” the Commander had cried, knotting his lean fist and smashing it into the desk-top. “It must be stopped! It threats at the very heart of commerce which has arisen between the two greater planets in the Solar System. We must find that seat of trouble.”


  l Gade and I had looked at each other with white mask-like faces. We knew already what our job would be; to find that seat of trouble.


  “You know the route of the Earth-Neptune commerce,” the Commander had continued. “You know that it varies with every passing day as both bodies swing around the sun at vastly different speeds and at widely separated orbits. What new dangers lie in each new trail, we know not. Every sailing may mean the encountering of some hidden menace heretofore undiscovered. There is but one fact upon which we can base our suspicions, and that I will attempt to explain.


  “The ordinary Earth-Neptune route is directly through space, with no stops. But during the past few months, Uranus has swung in very near to the line of space-travel between Earth and Neptune. Many space-ships swing in close to Uranus and her four satellites for a sightseeing trip. Uranus, an uncooled liquid world incapable of supporting human life, is an attraction for all curious planetarians. Of her satellites, small moons but a scant 1,000 miles each in diameter, little is known. There is a chance that this menace may lie on or near Uranus. These ships, passing close to this planet, may have been drawn in by—who knows what?—


  “That is what you are going to find out!”


  That had started the ill-fated voyage. For sixty-eight days, the space-ship had plowed her way through space, encountering one difficulty after another, until our nerves were frayed and our tempers but live sparks waiting for provocation to spring into raging flames. Nothing but space—space—space. And terrible monotony. The space-ship might have been a tiny world in itself; with just Gade and myself alive, living only to take turns at the ship’s controls.


  We had been laid up for three days by a great drift of meteoric particles. These particles, travelling at the speed of twenty miles per second, had darted in upon us unawares. Of course, the concussion of these tiny wanderers is not sufficient to crack the exterior of our super-hardened space-ship shells. But a body in motion, when stopped, releases all of its energy in heat, which is proportional to the velocity. The energy released in each meteor would be sufficient to raise its temperature to 140,000 degrees Centigrade if the specific heat is the same as water. The shower of meteors was like a fiery snow, their molten incandescence upon collision keeping the outlines of the degravite screens enshrouded in fire until we had to fold them into the recesses of the protecting steel armor which juts out from the exterior of our space vessel. For three days, we were forced to drift in a helpless orbit until the meteor storm was over. A brilliant display, which bathed the exterior of our ship in fire, but hardly calculated to aid the tension of frayed nerves, especially since the storm continued for 72 solid hours.


  A Strange World


  l By the end of the first week, we had passed the limits of the communication area of the Xena-ray radio space-phones. Our troubles became more complex when a radite tube connected with the space-phones exploded accidentally and sprayed the food compartment with cosmic rays which so deteriorated the concentrated food pellets as to dissipate half their energy. This resulted in a food shortage.


  The degravite screens, after their short immersion in the meteor storm, had not been folded in quickly enough to prevent damage. They failed to perform perfectly thereafter, and the time made was slow.


  Sixty-eight days, and nothing but space. Two men in a tiny world which moved endlessly on. We grew surly and short-tempered, which can doubtlessly explain my bursting out with vehemence shortly after the space-ship had flung me about and bruised my body as it dodged an asteroid.


  “Uranus!” I ejaculated in virulent soliloquy, staring from the control-room’s transparent prow at that astral body. The planet was now assuming a position of prominence in the firmament, basking like a huge half-moon before the background of dark star-besprinkled space. “I don’t like it, Gade. The real trouble must be located there.”


  Gade nodded silently from the control-board. The planet was but a huge ball of seething liquids, not yet cool, and the clouds of vapor which blanketed her presented a convoluted and unruly surface, Two tiny globes out in space near her were visible, satellites swinging around the mother planet. The other two in Uranus’ train were doubtless around the other side of the globe.


  For long moments I leaned against the control-desk, moodily studying the foreboding planet. There followed an unbroken silence. We both felt the influence which was gradually stealing upon us, a malevolent entity which seemed to give Uranus a sinister personality. A demon face from the void, it seemed to leer at us.


  It was Gade Williams who broke the silence.


  “To save my life, Bob Mobart,” he cried irritatedly, “I can’t imagine what anyone would want to see in Uranus. I hate it! Why, it’s a formless unhabitable planet! What is there that attracts men to that which is dead and useless?”


  I shrugged.


  “What has always attracted men to the stars?” I queried in return. “But I’ve been thinking, Gade, thinking just the same thing you have. Why would anyone wish to make a detour between Earth and Neptune to see Uranus? Of course many people have not seen it! They would be filled with natural curiosity. And of course, there are others—”


  Gade looked up from a gauge indicator with a wry face.


  “Slow,” he commented. “Terribly slow speed. We’ll never end this journey. But, what others?”


  “The scientists!” I pondered. “Always has Uranus been a mystery to those who seek out the mysteries of the Universe. Once Neptune likewise shared this reputation, but now we have found there an intelligent race of beings, and commerce has been established between two great races. Knowledge has been communicated and Neptune holds its secrets no longer. But far back in time, centuries ago, when Uranus was first discovered, it adopted a mask of mystery which has not been cast aside. It is an unknown entity, dragging its equally enigmatic satellites through the void on its solitary orbit. Lifeless, mysterious, dangerous, it holds a shield of the unknown between itself and the living Universe.”


  Gade twisted his mouth in a mild sneer.


  “Getting sentimental?” he jibed. Then seriously, “But I feel it too, Bob. I understand what you mean.”


  l There was a moment’s silence.


  “I’ve been wondering, Gade,” I continued. “Wondering if the enigma of the planet lies not wholly in the mystery which surrounds Satellite One of Uranus.”


  Gade looked askance. “What of Satellite One?” he queried.


  “When Uranus was first sighted in the Universe,” I continued, “very little was known of it. A body almost two billion miles from the sun, little was to be ascertained except its mass and density. But through a spectroscope, a very mysterious fact was found. . . .


  “Light, reflected from that planet into the spectroscope, showed that it had passed through a substance not known on earth. The usual Fraunhofer lines in the spectrum were brushed aside for lines which differ from any other planet lines as well as from the characteristic ‘red-spot’ lines on the planet Jupiter.


  “At the present time, in the 21st century, since space-ships have plowed through space and science has thrust its seeking eye for knowledge throughout the Solar System, it has been learned that no new substances are to be found, even upon Uranus. This peculiar emanation which so affected the Fraunhofer spectral lines, was not caused by differing substances on Uranus, but by a ray disseminated very mysteriously from Satellite One. By Jove!”


  “Why, what’s the matter, Bob?”


  “I’ve just remembered. Years ago, Satellite One was a topic of much interest. Indeed, several scientific expeditions were sent to investigate it, for the satellites had been almost wholly neglected in former expeditions. Two ended disastrously. One of them completely vanished; the other was reported to have been swept into a comet’s train, its fused wreckage being found later off Jupiter. The third brought back scant, unreliable information which seemed so utterly evasive as to be of probable false origin. Then public interest wavered and fastened upon other things and Satellite One was forgotten. Gade, it’s just possible.”


  Gade Williams seemed nonplused.


  “What do you mean?” he queried.


  “Just possible that this has something to do with our menace. Perhaps this scientific curiosity motivated the ships to approach Satellite One for closer scrutiny. Gade, we’ll have to take a look at it—”


  Gade had been looking at his watch. He had seemed but half interested. Suddenly, intense irritation crossed his face.


  “Damn it, Bob!” he cried. “You’ve been talking for a quarter of an hour, and I’ve forgotten everything I’m doing. It’s way over time for your shift!”


  He flung the controls into my hand and stalked for the cabin, leaving me staring after him. A brief flurry of rage stirred within me, and then was gone as I became lost in revery which had to do with Uranus and her first satellite.


  CHAPTER II


  Satellite One


  l “Well, here we are. Satellite One, the mysterious, the ineffable, the enigmatical!” sang Gade with a flourish and a bow as he removed one hand from the controls to gesture at the expanse of the densely vegetated satellite which floated below the space-ship. But despite his lack of respect for the menace, this satellite might constitute for us, his spirits had risen with the approach of the moon. The monotony of space had broken, and we were greatly refreshed by the ever-changing vista of the satellite’s surface.


  Most of it was covered with water. But one single continent protruded from the liquid body of the sphere; this much we had ascertained while still in space. This continent was thickly covered with tropical profusion.


  For some moments, I had busied myself scanning the jungle below with a pair of binoculars. I must have started in astonishment and grasped hard at the control desk with my free arm, for Gade interrupted me in excitement.


  “What’s the matter, Bob?” he asked. “Here! Give a fellow a chance to look!”


  I delivered over the binoculars and took the controls without a word. I was very puzzled. To tell the truth, I could not explain exactly just what had frightened me. The binoculars, after the oval of vision had swam mistily as I adjusted their foci, had suddenly cleared. I was looking into a magnified section of the dense jungle below, as if I were suspended above its reach.


  It was then that I experienced that giddy sensation which so amazed me, and yet which I could not clearly analyze. For the jungle appeared to be almost alive. The long sinuous twigs were growing visibly, jutting out new buds which shot out into crystalline twigs which in turn produced leaves almost immediately. Even as I watched, a small leathern-winged bird had darted across the vision of the binoculars just above the jungle. A maze of shoots sprang upward from the branches. One snatched at the tiny creature and had immediately covered it with many tendrils. As the bird fluttered helplessly, other shoots radiated from the jungle growth, and in a moment it was lost in a dense surrounding maze of the branches which completely hid the birdlike creature from view.


  Meanwhile, our space-ship was descending, and I was taking notice of certain gauges gracing the broad control-board.


  “An atmosphere!” I triumphed. “There must be thirteen feet pressure per square inch at the jungle’s level. And the air is not unlike our terrestrial atmosphere.”


  “Keeno!” cried Gade joyously, tearing his eyes from the binoculars and taking over the controls again. “I’m aching for a chance to stretch my legs again.”


  I laughed shortly.


  “Fat chance here!” I said. “We’re here to make a search for clues of those missing ships, not to entertain ourselves.”


  “You don’t mean that we won’t land?” he demanded.


  “Not until we’ve explored every inch of this continent from the air,” I returned. “And then not until we are sure it is absolutely safe.”


  Gade snorted contemptuously. He had never become reconciled to the fact that the Space Commander had given me authority over him as a Senior Captain. My will, should I be forced to resort to it, was inexorable! As a gesture probably meant to convey defiance, he let the spaceship slip to a low position out over the jungle before he halted it again. I said nothing, not wishing to cause another outbreak.


  The broad top of the swiftly growing jungle was now visible to our naked eyes. There was something inexplicably sinister about the writhing profusion of swiftly growing jungle-top; almost as if a brooding mentality lurked below, watching and waiting. The entire life cycle of the trees was going on before our eyes. They were withering and dying, while others grew visibly. Flower buds grew to gigantic sizes and burst in a brilliant corolla spray, almost immediately afterward throwing seed-spores into the wind. For some unknown reason, the life cycle upon this satellite was vastly speeded.


  “Holy cats!” cried Gade in astonishment. “Watch those trees grow! Watch them! Why, those flower-buds come popping up off those twigs like popcorn. Watch them, will you?”


  l Delighted as a child with a new toy, Gade was leaning over the control desk, absorbed in the amazing spectacle. I, too, stared in mingled amazement and apprehension. The flowers bursting up from the jungle were of every shape and color, but there were no two alike. Some were fresh and new. Others were wilted and drooping; but from the heads of the drooping flowers rose fuzzy wind-spores, torn loose by the wind to descend in a cloud through the twining branches of the jungle giants.


  My eyes followed a seed-spore which floated from a great broad-fronded plant. Catching on the limb of a twining vine festooned to the upper branches, the amazing seed-spore took growth and extended a shoot into the air. But the shoot did not develop into a broad-fronded plant as had been the mother tree. Instead, it sent delicate tendrils drifting like lace into the wind.


  I stared back at the jungle; looked quickly about. Yes, it was true. No two plants of the jungle were alike. Some were thick and heavy, others but erect cane-like shoots emitting sprays of leaves from the joints. Many vined and twined as parasites about the others. But no two plants were identically alike! Feathery foliage, broad fan-leaves, fern-like fronds and festooning drapery were all represented, but the foliage, no matter what shape, was constantly changing into some new unique formation.


  Could it be?—yes, there could be no other explanation. Evolution on this strange satellite was so remarkably rapid that each budding shoot adapted itself to the moment’s environment rather than taking its characteristics from the mother plant. Instead of growing, these plants evolved into formations most favorable to the surroundings which chanced to fit their moments of conception.


  Even as I watched, a broad fan-leaf withered away, leaving but the skeleton leaf-work which soon assumed a spiked, knobby appearance. Beautiful artistic patterns of flowers appeared. Luring, exotic beauty! I had allowed a bit of the atmosphere from the satellite to seep into the control room through a valve. A nauseous breeze redolent with drugging fragrance permeated the control room.


  I tell you, the jungle was fascinating! It beckoned. It lured. It promised.


  “By George, look at that! Look at that!” cried Gade delightedly, pointing directly below the space-ship. “Beautiful!—I’ve never seen anything like it!”


  I followed his pointing finger. Directly below the space-ship, a huge plant-bole was jutting upward in quick instantaneous growth. Lacy branches radiated from the center. From these branches drooped parallel threads of silken festoonery which glistened in the glow of the distant sun. A fairy tree for elfin people! The wind caught its dainty frillery, and a breeze carried it upward. They waved at us like reaching fingers. In the center of the plant, a liana-like growth was coiling itself into a spiral.


  Even yet, I could not assure myself that all was right. There is always something about the unknown which frightens one. Beauty is always treacherous. The beauty of this jungle seemed more like the beauty of a cobra drawing itself up to strike, or a spotted leopard crouched to spring.


  Strangely fearful, my eyes darted nervously about the jungle and caught a ripple of movement. A gorgeous butterfly, six feet from the tip of one wing to the tip of the other and blotched with pure red and yellow and purple, fluttered above the jungle.


  And below him, the jungle sent ripples as if he were dragging an anchor.


  My God—what a thought! It was luring him, trying to trap him. My attention focused, I strained in sudden horror. Yes, Those damnable twigs and branches grew into beautiful provocating patterns as the butterfly passed over: luring, trapping.


  I would have screamed, but I could not. The breath drew up in my breast and I choked at an abrupt thought, straining my hand to my throat as my eyes turned from the butterfly to the beautiful forest giant growing out of the jungle from below.


  Trapping, luring!


  It was horrible. When I try to describe all those emotions which tore within me in those few instants, I find that I cannot. Paralyzed by the Gargantuan portent of the knowledge which had come to me suddenly, I could do no more than turn my fascinated gaze to the Herculean plant directly below.


  That instant seemed like hours. Matter seemed to have frozen. Time ceased and the Universe held its breath. That scene is registered as a long frozen picture on my memory, just as the memory of a photoplay which breaks suddenly with a single picture remaining frozen on the screen.


  That gigantic pattern, that great coiled liana within the center of those radiating fronds! Gade clutching at the control desk at my side, his eyes open wide in fascination, staring downward, lips drooling, and myself—


  I could see my fists clutching at the edge of the control board, white and knotted. I could sense the paralysis of fear which contorted my mouth and drew the lips back over dry teeth.


  All that in a moment, and then the spell was broken. The great coiled liana leaped upward like a bolt from the blue.


  “Gade!” I shouted. “Great Heavens, Gade! Ascend the ship! The ship!”


  Trapped by a Plant


  l But Gade, fascinated by the great plant below, had let the control levers slip from palsied hands. I leaped for them—but too late.


  The great liana of coiled growth lurking within the center of the tree-pattern below had flung upward. In a trice, it had wrapped its length many times around the ship and was tugging downward. The ship lurched and swayed drunkenly. I lunged for the controls as it was dragged downward.


  A wild moment. Then the controls were in my hands. I swung my weight upon them—hard. It was useless. They were stuck. The outer degravite shutters had been swung downward on their pivots so that a minimum of degravitational effect was manifest upon the space-ship’s surface, just enough repulsive force being maintained to keep us floating in midair. If we were to rise again into space, the shutters must be swung so that their plane surfaces would present a greater area toward the gravitational center of the astral body below. But now the great liana had coiled tightly about the outer shutters, and it was impossible to operate them from within.


  “Bob!” The cry from Gade was full of horror. He was tearing at my arm. “Bob! What’s the matter?”


  I turned to him.


  “They’re stuck!” I cried. “Here. Help me! Grab hold of the controls!”


  Together, as the ship descended ever downward, Gade and I tugged and wrenched at the lever arms.


  Damn!


  It was an ejaculation from Gade. The lever, weakening under the combined burden of our bodies, had snapped off, and Gade had been taken off balance. Swinging his arms giddily in an effort to regain his equilibrium, he staggered down the inclining floor to bring up against the wall.


  White-faced and wan with the realization of our fate, we stared in silence at each other. Trapped! Trapped on an alien satellite! A dream it seemed; but no—it was reality that was only too grim.


  The liana had now drawn the spaceship down into the heart of the spreading foliage of the jungle giant. The great branches reached up and wrapped themselves about the vessel, darkening the transparent space prow with hungry feelers which played about the glassite surface as if searching for an aperture by which to enter. Then, after a moment’s swaying, the space-ship became quite steady.


  When nothing further had happened for several moments, Gade turned from his crouching survey of the foliage to speak to me. He ran his hands nervously through his tousled hair.


  “You don’t think that it can get in at us, do you, Bob? Through those metal walls?”


  “It’s incredible to think that it could!” I returned. “But I’d be willing to believe almost anything after that demonstration. Our immediate problem seems to be just how we’ll manage to get disentangled from this vegetable monster.”


  Sudden hope filled Gade’s eyes.


  “How about the ray-guns, Bob?” he queried.


  “I’ve just been thinking of them. Gade, we’ll try it! We’ll open the space-door and blast the damnable thing from about the surface of the ship.”


  From a compartment in the spaceship, we armed ourselves with ray-guns. I crouched before the great disc-like space-door and gave Gade the word to manipulate the controls which opened it. As the door swung inward on its great hinge, the heavy fragrance of the jungle poured into the control-room. Completely filling the aperture which the space-door had just vacated, was a wall of vegetation. Almost immediately, shoots of green twigs reached inward and grew swiftly toward me. Ray-gun steadied by my side, I loosed the trigger.


  In an instant, a blue cylindrical beam of light had emitted from its barrel and vanished through a hole which appeared as if by magic without, revealing a momentary bird’s-eye view of the expanse of jungle-top which stretched immediately from below to the near horizon.


  For a moment, it seemed that I had won. I advanced a step forward. Then the vegetation which had vanished from the doorway began quickly to grow into the aperture again. This time the growth was slow and ponderous. But the twigs seemed altered now; they were stubby and rough, seemingly encased in a strange horny armor. A cry of anguish escaped me as my blue beam swept across the cavity.


  These new growths did not disappear, nor did their growth halt Then I understood. The strange evolutive power of these plants had begun to adapt them to the environment of the blue ray.


  Back and across the closing space of growing twigs I swept the ray. It was to no avail. I turned to Gade.


  Gade, his face fearful, saw what had happened. Throwing down the lever which occupied a slit in the sill, he sprang backward as the disc-door flung itself hastily shut again.


  Once more we were alone in the control room with the menace outside. But we were completely hemmed in. It was with the complete realization of our helplessness that we turned and stared with incredulous horror at the green wall of matted twigs which darkened the transparent prow. We were as completely bay as if we had been set down upon a dead sea of the terrestrial moon with only space-suits and a scant food supply to delay a fate which was certain. Death?


  CHAPTER III


  The Girl of the Satellite


  l “Two weeks! God, I’m going nuts!”


  Gade Williams paced the narrow confines of the control-room. He flung the short stained stub of a cigarette he was smoking upon the floor where a litter of such stubs lay. Moaning and shaking his hanging head, he pressed his palms into his throbbing temples.


  The insufferable waiting was getting into his blood. For two weeks, the great beryllium ovoid of the space-ship had been held fast in the merciless clutches of the giant jungle plant. Our space radio, reaching but a pitifully short distance into the ether of space, had kept up a continual S. O. S. In it lay our only hope. A space-ship plying the void between Earth and Neptune would be close enough to pick up the message. If it did not, we would cither starve within the imprisonment of the space-ship, or force our way out upon the satellite in a fight for existence among unknown dangers.


  Weeks of waiting. They had passed slowly. The satellite revolved about Uranus once every two and a half days, keeping the same face ever turned toward the mother planet. Thus the satellite itself rotated but once during the revolution. For thirty hours, sunlight seeped through the curtain of vegetation beyond the transparent prow. Then for thirty hours there would be darkness ineffable. Eating and sleeping at irregular intervals, we had found time monotonous.


  It had affected both of us, but in different ways.


  I became quiet and surly, preoccupied with foreboding thoughts of the future. But the planet madness had gotten Gade. I’d seen it happen before, men losing their nerve in space. It’s bad. When a man’s inner possession vanishes out in space or upon the alien planet, Hell itself will look alluring.


  During all of his waking hours, Gade paced the floor, brushing his hair incessantly through with his fingers and cursing our fate. His metal-mesh Space-Guard uniform, once silvery and dapper and immaculate, was now grey and disheveled; soiled and sweat-stained. He was coatless and hatless, his hair matted and tousled. He had ripped the collar of his shirt open so viciously that the buttons had snapped from their threads.


  “Go slow, Gade,” I had warned him time and again. “Go slow. I know how you feel. You’ve got to bear up. Don’t let it get you.”


  Planet-madness, we of the Space-Guard call it. I’d seen far better men than Gade suffer from it. But my advice, instead of calming him, had infuriated him.


  “Slow!” he cried, spinning wildly to face me. Gade was slim and erect. His facial features were smooth and determined in a “hard” baby-faced way. Only his small full lips revealed his weakness. They twitched at the corners continually now as he spoke. “Slow! Why should I, when we’re penned here like rats! Penned by that damnable plant! Facing slow starvation.” Then he would break down and weep. Convulsive sobs would rack his body. “Oh, God, Bob, let’s get out,” he begged. “Let’s break out of this coop somehow. Anyway, someway, Bob! I’ve got to get out.” Then I would go to him and try to comfort him.


  And for two weeks it continued. Gade was getting wan and emaciated. In his occasional sobbing fits, his eyes were becoming strangely tearless. They began to glow greenishly in the reflection of the electric bulb’s illumination during the long Uranus night. I recognized the symptoms. Soon he would be stark and raving. Something had to be done immediately. I came to my decision on the fifteenth day after our ship had been drawn into helpless captivity. Our food supplies, already short, were now nearly exhausted. We could hardly depend upon the chance of a rescue from space.


  “Gade,” I said. “Let’s get out.”


  In a moment he was tearing madly at me.


  “Bob,” he half-laughed, half-wept. “Bob. Oh, for the love of Heaven, yes! But how?”


  “There is a possible way,” I returned. “We can cut a section out of the ship’s hull with ray torches. Then, destroying the portion of the plant which will be exposed through the opening, we can dash through before it can adapt itself to the ray and grow back. In this way, we may be able to escape.”


  “Escape!” he exclaimed incredulously. “Escape! Fall to the jungle below you mean. Fall to be caught by those greedy reaching branches.”


  “No, Gade. We have our degravite space-floaters.”


  His eyes widened with comprehension.


  “Of course!” he ejaculated, hope dawning in his eyes.


  l The space-floaters were really degravite apparati designed to regulate the weight of a man upon any astral body so that it would correspond to his relative weight on earth. A circular metal belt fitted about the middle of the wearer, held in place by a harness strapped about the torso. An array of tiny degravite shutters were mounted on the outside of the belt. These shutters could be opened or closed at will by the control of a small lever, thus varying the repulsive force of the world below upon the body, or multiplying it until the weight of the wearer was normal to his native planetary habitat. If desired, the repulsion force of the floater could be so manipulated that the wearer could lower or elevate himself in mid-air.


  On the fronts of these belts rose a transparent glassite shield, curving up before the body of the wearer and cupping back in a protecting helmet over the head, forming an ideal protection in chance frays with savage men or beasts of alien planets. At each side of the glistening transparent shield were movable sockets which held ray-guns, ready at hand to train upon the enemy.


  Consummating my proposed plan, we prepared a huge hand ray-torch. Concentrating its beam to a tiny destructive pencil of caustic force, I held it close to the wall which formed the hull of the ship. There was a sigh of rushing air as it bit through the inner hull to the vacuum. Then it had bitten through both inner and outer hulls, leaving a molten slit in its trail. Tracing a huge irregular circle, we were gratified to see a large section of the hull fall inward.


  We had already donned our floaters in preparation. Now, as the tendrils of vegetation grew swiftly from the plant wall in the aperture, we trained our ray-guns simultaneously.


  A vacant hole appeared. We both leapt through, pulling the repulsion lever far over on the belts strapped about our waists.


  The world spun as I fell through space. An ocean-like expanse of jungle whirled dizzily about a vortex formed by my body. Then the heavy tugging sensation of ascension began as my body swung swiftly upward.


  I was floating above Satellite One, peering out through the transparent shield cupping before my face. My eyes blinked from the glow of a far distant sun which hung in the eastern sky. Far below stretched the jungle, while directly beneath my body floated Gade. I could see his features clearly. He looked downward at the receding satellite and gestured around his glassite shield.


  Below, the gigantic bole with its burden of the space-ship stuck out from the jungle, a giant hat-pin. An amorphous fist of clutching vegetative fingers, it motivated a shudder of aversion which I could not suppress. Already, the aperture through which we had leapt was clogged and hidden by hungry branches.


  But here was freedom. Gade felt it, too. His young impetuous face already had brightened beneath its paleness. With flaring nostrils, he breathed heavily of the thick air so laden with fragrance from the jungle below.


  “Great stuff he shouted joyously, jiggling around in his floater by kicking his feet. “That air; I’m beginning to love it!”


  “Yes, it’s great,” I agreed wholeheartedly, drawing the intoxicating atmosphere into my lungs. For a moment, my attention was curiously attracted to his flaring nostrils. His face, after the days of imprisonment, seemed changed. Heavy bags were beginning to drop below his eyes. His nostrils were flaring. But then, so were mine. It must have had something to do with the sweet-laden fragrance which saturated the atmosphere, I reflected, some peculiar reaction of our terrestrial muscles.


  By tilting the repulsive force so that it centered upon the portion of the satellite below and directly to the rear, we could propel ourselves forward at will. Presently, we were floating along the course of a river which wound through the jungle in a muddy saffron ribbon. Although our only proof that a portion of this planet was adapted to animal life lay in the brief glimpse I had caught of the leather-winged bird and the huge butterfly, we were perfectly satisfied that the jungle did not cover the entire continent whose outlines we had seen from space.


  The imprisoned space-ship had almost immediately disappeared behind the rear horizon. Several hours had passed. Then Gade gave an exultant cry. He pointed to a blotchy expanse ahead where the jungle receded from the river’s banks, leaving a clearing here and there. The edges of the river’s banks through the clearings appeared to be studded with great mushroom-like growths.


  Gade let out another “whoop!” into the air as we propelled ourselves quickly forward. It was his wild cry of exultation, undoubtedly, which had attracted the thing. I had no time to give warning. The hurtling mass of talons on leathern wings materialized from the sky overhead and swooped down upon him, claws outstretched.


  Even yet I can give no detailed description of the great aerial monster. Its momentary impression was massy and vague in my vision: a vast globular body between tiers of small flapping side wings: a band of huge triangular eyes around its middle, concentrated on its prey: talons reaching from every angle of the massy wings: a great mouth gaping darkly in the under center of the sagging body.


  With the quickness of instinct, my hand moved, darted the ray-gun about upon its swivel at the side of the glassite shield. It cut across the monster’s body, that blue sword-finger of light, and the first intimation of its presence came to Gade as a leviathan bellow issued from the distended mouth cavity, and the fragments of the great body, cut through by the ray, hurtled down to submerge into the river’s currents far below.


  Two Men and a Girl


  l Gade had turned in an instant at the sound. His startled eyes followed the ghastly remnants till they had become hidden in a splash of the sullen stream below. He said nothing, but I read his quick, impulsive gratitude. However, it did not sooth my sudden fury at his carelessness.


  “Can the noise!” I cried. “We’ve got to have caution! We don’t know what’s going to turn up here.”


  Silence prevailed. As we floated slowly down to hover over the clearings, a misty cloud of tiny particles was being borne upward on the wings of the wind. Light as down, these particles fluttered around the glassite shield of the floater and beat into my face. They even clung to the short hair on the back of my hand. Squinting, I managed to examine them carefully. They were tiny seed-spores, I decided: minute spheres of glistening hardness clinging to gossamer umbrellas of tiny fuzz which the wind caught and whipped along with the slightest flurry.


  We propelled ourselves quickly out of the spore stream, and came to a halt to the windward.


  Mushrooms!” exclaimed Gade. “See those enormous mushrooms. The spores are sifting from their crowns.


  It was true. The great growths, five feet in height, of a greyish substance, had burst open in the crown, and a stream of the tiny spores was leaking upward from each one to mingle in the greater cloud which the wind was bearing into the distance.


  Adjusting my binoculars, which were slung in a case from my shoulder, I examined the growths in nearer perspective. They were of an unhealthy fleshy appearance.


  “Shall we land?” queried Gade.


  I demurred.


  “No, let’s not. I think the sea must be near by the action of the river. See how sluggish it is! The clearings will probably become more frequent nearer the ocean where we can land with greater safety.


  It was some time later that I paused in mid-air and looked about. We were now drifting over scattered clumps of vegetation which grew from a rocky, rugged soil. The sea, purplish and murky in the distance, leveled the horizon before us.


  “What was that?” I rasped, holding up a warning hand and listening attentively.


  Yes, there it came again; a faint faraway cry against the wind.


  “Pete’s sake!” gasped Gade, clutching instinctively at the butt of his ray-gun. “It sounded like the cry of a woman.”


  “It was the cry of a woman—for help!” I cried. “Come on.”


  Darting swiftly across the sky of the satellite in the direction of the source of the cry, we grasped our ray-guns and peered searchingly into the broken forest below.


  Then again came the cry, nearer and louder this time, floating out with the clarion tone of a bell. An indistinguishable cry, but unmistakably a supplication for help.


  “Here, Gade!” I had glimpsed a flutter of motion through a sparse clump of vegetation. “This way.”


  In a moment, we were hovering over a scene which I shall never forget. Always, afterward, I remembered it as the first time that I beheld Nadia.


  l There was a small clearing. She was in its center, a slim lissome creature, struggling in the grasp of two naked beast-like men who were trying to drag her toward a forest trail leading down toward the ocean.


  Then we came hurtling down; had stumbled upon the sand beside the struggling trio. Gade fumbled with his ray-gun.


  “No, no, Gade. The girl!”


  Gade nodded, his eyes angry as they fixed upon the cowardly beasts who had attacked the girl.


  At my cry, the beasts turned and the girl stopped struggling. The ill-assorted trio stared with mingled emotions at our coming, weighing the import of our presence upon the situation.


  The men-beasts were horribly repulsive; monstrous caricatures of hate and grotesque horror. Strangely enough, their physiques were dissimilar. One was globular; crouched on three knobby many-hinged legs. His round head gaped into a drooling mouth. Antennae spiked side-wise from his head. A row of tiny eyes crowned his forehead, glinting angrily at our intrusion. The other beast was spindly, but man-like. Under the hairy skin covering his body, protruded corded sinews. Instead of eyes, two phosphorescent balls suspended on curving antennae projected from the face; a bulbous coarse nose, thick protruding lips, a receding chin and sloping forehead. The beasts crouched, knuckles pressed ape-like to the ground in preparation to spring.


  And the girl. Never shall I forget her. Her slim curving body seemed molded from cool green marble. Covering her torso tightly was a garment of silvery overlapping scales. That picture will always remain with me as I saw her there: slim limbs, poised for flight; shapely hands reaching up toward half-parted lips.


  Even in that scant moment’s swift survey, my breath bated. There was something in the depths of her beautiful green-pooled eyes, staring up from wells of deep lashes; something in the curve of her small half-parted lips that lured! An ethereal face was framed in a halo of pure white hair which rippled and cascaded down around her shoulders to her waist. Beauty that was exquisite! My inner being seemed drawn toward her in a world of longing. She seemed to beckon. All that call of primeval man to his mate surged in invisible magnetic lines between us, magnified ten-fold, while she stared from Gade to me as we faced them in the clearing.


  And then—the two beasts charged!


  Crouched behind the glassite shields, we waited, hands tensed on ray-guns, watching for an opportune moment when we could strike without injuring the girl.


  One of the beasts stooped midway in his charge. Then he was up again, tensed back. A stone, huge as his head, hurtled from his flinging many-jointed arm.


  I aimed an abortive burst of the ray at the missile in midair, and missed. Crash! It had bounced back from the glassite shield before my face; had bounded to the ground. The weight of the impact carried me back, staggering, and the cave-beast leaped upon me with a charging snarl.


  Ignorant beast-savage of another planet! I feel sympathetic with him, now that I have escaped. Pitting savagery against the weapons of man’s science. But he almost won—at that!


  Grasping the edge of the shield whose invisibility he could not understand, he wrenched it around and hands tore into my body. Exposing his teeth in a vicious snarl, he snapped for my throat.


  I raised an arm, pummeled a fist into the great nose, just in time to stop him. Meanwhile, my other hand had removed the ray-gun from the swivel, was sliding its blunt nose into the space between my breast and the shield. His hot caustic breath gusted rancid into my face and nostrils as he pressed closer. Then—


  The ray-gun spat its piercing needle of blue light. A jagged hole appeared instantaneously in his breast. Infinitely surprised, the savage leer faded from the bestial face, and his limbs slumped in a death agony, bearing him lifeless to the ground at my feet. One gone.


  I spun. But Gade had finished his antagonist. Only a bloody remnant remained, lying on the ground. Gade stood, hand still on the ray-gun. He was transfixed; eyes hungrily devouring the figure of the girl standing hesitantly before him.


  An inexplicable wave of jealousy surged over me. I took a step forward. He turned. Our eyes locked.


  Two men chained in passion primeval, we stared with a flash of incomprehensible and instinctive hate. Two men, alone on a planet. A woman. Had the conditions which followed been different, we would have become enemies forever. Not from that moment on, for the moment was unnatural. But hate would have gradually grown up again to a flaming tempest.


  Abnormal situation!


  Perhaps it was. Perhaps even then we realized instinctively its madness and abnormality. But it was none the less real. The madness of adventure; the madness—of Satellite One. Planet-madness. It had already crept into Gade, and now I could feel its influence upon myself. Insidious. Possessing. Even then I sensed rather than comprehended that something was happening. Something was changing. Something was beginning to creep into my inner being of which this moment’s madness was but a reaction. Disquieting. Warning.


  A sixth sense?


  Perhaps.


  CHAPTER IV


  The Evolution Monstrosity


  l A tense moment; then it was over. The jealousy and hate vanished after that single instant and then seemed far away. A wave of mild astonishment crept into my consciousness over the emotions which had just assailed me. It left me vaguely disquieted.


  I let my hand drop from the ray-gun, and turned my eyes back to the girl. She seemed to have no fear of us and was watching attentively through long-lashed eyes of green. My attention was again attracted to the covering of glistening scales which fitted to her torso. A garment? No, it was a part of her, just as much as her hair was a part of her.


  Gade advanced cautiously, lest he frighten her.


  “No speeka da Eenglish?” he queried, much to her wonderment.


  “Don’t be silly!” I admonished. “She wouldn’t understand our language, or any terrestrial tongue for that matter! Try the sign language.”


  Members of the Space-Guard, who are often called upon to communicate with intelligent beings on other planets of whose language they are ignorant, are naturally more or less proficient in the sign language. Signs signifying objects of nature and the universe are universal and easily conveyed by simple gestures of the hands and body. But despite our efforts, we could not make the girl understand a thing.


  She merely stood watching us wonderingly.


  “I guess she ‘no savvies’ in its worst degree!” said Gade.


  “You said it!” I returned. “Wonder who her people are, and where they are.”


  “A few more ‘wonders’ and our category of questions will be complete,” said Gade. At this point, the girl seemed suddenly to have gained speech. A series of grunts and hoarse snarls issued from her beautiful lips. Gade and I gazed at each other in incredulity. For the moment, it had sounded like the chatter of a lower animal.


  “Must be a language of some sort!” I remarked, though I doubted it myself. Was the girl a simple creature of the jungle, as simple as the butterfly or the leopard? She surely seemed a wild creature, poised there. Wild; and beautiful as barbarity can sometimes be.


  Just then a savage medley of snarling issued from a nearby thicket. The girl started in alarm, and then moved quickly behind us, from which position she peered apprehensively toward the source of the noise. A small octopod had entangled itself in one of the plants and was struggling to free itself. The branches which grew into a matted gnarl about its body quickly stiffled its cries. The girl, after assuring herself that all was well, came again in front of us with a little chuckle which might have been in amusement at the lack of menace from that which had frightened her.


  “Seems to have adopted us,” I remarked.


  “Well, what are we going to do?” asked Gade. “We can’t leave her here.”


  What he said was true. If her people had been near, then they would have heard her cries and have come to her rescue. It was obvious that she was afraid of the jungle and needed our protection. On the other hand, we couldn’t possibly take her up in the floaters with us.


  We finally decided to pursue our course upon the ground. The girl kept close to us as we followed the tortuous windings of what was obviously a trail to the beach. Clearing adjoined upon clearing. Presently we were looking over a large expanse of the shore. It stretched along the surly ocean as far as the eye could reach. Here and there it was dotted with the giant mushrooms which we had previously noted.


  It was our intention to search at once for the girl’s people, with whom we could leave her with an assurance of her future safety. Again using the sign language, we tried to ask her the whereabouts of her people. She was absolutely unresponsive.


  All we could do was to follow the shore and keep our eyes peeled for signs of habitants. As we went further and further along the beach, we became aware that animal life was abundant. Numerous fish abounded in the waters. Many crab-like animals crawled upon the sands. We were at first startled when several good-sized fish, which had been sunning themselves upon protruding rocks, reared themselves upon tiny legs and scuttled down into the briny deep.


  “By golly!” cried Gade. “One look at them, and it isn’t hard to believe that life originated in the waters.”


  l Winding our way between the great scabrous mushrooms whose streams of spores were blowing out into the water’s depths, we came into contact with many other specimens of this strange satellite.


  Later, we came to a conclusion that was startling to our terrestrial conception. The strange walking fish appeared to be but at the primary stage of an amazing metamorphosis, as was evinced by numerous others which we saw scuttling about the beach. The tails and fins eventually dropped off of the peculiar animal, leaving a gnarled, knotty toad-like creature. As growth continued, the hinder legs developed much faster than the front ones, and this new creature hopped or scuttled over and around the rocks upon the two hind legs. So grotesque and strangely like a troll or dwarf did these creatures appear, that we immediately came to know them as “moon-trolls.” The size limit of the moon-trolls varied greatly. I found myself wondering if the bestial men-like creatures who had attacked Nadia were not at one time moon-trolls.


  It was Gade who found the footprints. We were walking upon a sandy stretch of the shore, our weights regulated by the floaters we wore to be exactly the same as we would have weighed upon earth. This allowed also for the weight of the floater itself, so we felt no burden as we paced along. Indeed, we were beginning to feel very comfortable and at ease. In the safety of the miniature walking fortress which the floater really constituted, I felt much more at ease than could be expected.


  Gade abruptly halted motionless, his eyes fixed in astonishment upon the sand. Then he pointed excitedly.


  “Footprints!” he cried.


  Nadia, who had been walking at our side, suddenly noticed the footprints also. An expression of mingled anger and fear crossed her face. Pointing to the tracks, she gave utterance to excited protests which clearly registered indignation.


  Extending down the beach in a series of footprints, each one being distanced about the same length or stride as our own, led the trail. Our apprehension increased when we perceived that the footprint was nearly human, although the distance between the toe-marks, of which there were four, was widespread and padded down as if by webs connecting the toes. Gade finally finished his scrutiny and rose.


  “Well, that’s that,” he announced. “We haven’t far to look now, I wager. Look at Nadia’s feet!”


  I followed his outstretched finger. My eyes widened. Nadia’s bare feet had but four toes each, and each toe was connected by a filmy web.


  “You’re right,” I agreed. “It must be one of her people.”


  Strange to say, when we started to follow the footprints, Nadia hung back and uttered short objecting chatters. It was plain that she entertained an instinctive fearful knowledge of the possessor of the feet which had made those tracks. Finding, however, that we would not give up our pursuit, she hung fearfully upon our heels, darting frightened little glances upon all sides and jumping at the slightest noise.


  The footprints continued on down the beach, winding in and out of the occasional giant mushrooms, sometimes indistinct, other times obliterated by waves. But on the whole, they were rather easy to follow.


  For what must have been five miles, we pursued the unknown creator of those tracks. The sun had sunk low in the skies. Back from the shore, the jungle loomed dark and ominous as night shadows crept in. Our thoughts of the pursuit were beginning to give way to troubled apprehensions of the coming night, when suddenly, the footprints came to an end.


  The beach had gradually become more rocky and the tracks more faint. A steep hill rose to the inland, its lower slope jutting into the ocean, and its upper slope mottled with clumps of vegetation which merged into the dense jungle. The footprints wended from clearing to clearing, ever keeping as far as possible from the vegetation which grew about in great clumps. Finally, by travelling a circuitous route, they had emerged into a large clearing high on top of the hill. There the footprints, advancing across the clearing, disappeared straight into the jungle.


  Gade drew back as a lashing sprig of the jungle reached out at him. His astonishment was obvious in his blank face. I was not one whit less puzzled.


  A Death Battle


  l Our search had cessated, but it had not satisfied our curiosity. It was possible, of course, that the man or man-thing which we were following had been caught in the tentacles of the jungle; that his body lay in the clutches of the dense vegetation before us. On the other hand, the regularity of the steps which advanced into the jungle wall denied the strength of such a supposition. No man, struggling against the clutches of a dragging tentacle, would leave such traces of a steady advancement.


  Our quest, so abruptly and mysteriously ended, had to be given up with the approach of night. Jungle darkness had now descended over the satellite. Down below the clearing, on the crown of the knoll, lay a steep incline of a roughly vegetated hillside, while below it, the sea lay immersed in a vague pool of black shadows. Fearful of being unable to retrace our tortuous path down the hillside, we decided to spend the night upon the knoll. Accordingly, we fed ourselves from the rations of concentrated food pellets we had brought with us from the space-ship, and prepared for the night.


  We had matches within small watertight compartments fastened to our floaters. As darkness descended like a black shroud, our tiny campfire spit its tongue of flame from the crest of the hilt Its pitifully small illumination seemed lost in an infinity of darkness, with only our figures outlined in the glow.


  Gade and I, squatted by the fire, had discarded our floaters. Nadia curled up between us, and almost immediately fell into slumber. It must have presented a strange picture.


  We both must have felt it then, that sinister influence which pervaded the satellite. Something crouching and sinister. Something closing down upon us, inevitably, inexorably. I can remember it yet only with a thrill of fear. Gade’s face; hanging there in the flickering gloom. His eyes, glittering and staring. Gade; but was it Gade?


  Something, perhaps the indistinct light, had changed his features. His head, projecting as from a curtain of gloom, seemed bulging, unnatural. It was the flaring nostrils, the bagging cheeks, that combined to alter his facial expression. I realized that such symptoms were to be expected from a terrestrial inuring himself to the altered conditions of another planet. Yet, in the back of my brain, were arbored strange presentments.


  Then my thoughts were tumbled aside. Somewhere in the dark depths of the satellite rumbled a deep bellow. Gade shot out an arm and gripped my wrist in a steel clutch.


  “My God, Bob!” he cried, horror in his eyes. “What was that?”


  We listened for long, but the silence which lay over the brooding moon was not again broken. Deciding that one of us must keep watch while the other slept, we agreed that Gade would have the first watch. In the thirty-hour night which was to come, there would be many watches.


  I finally managed to fall asleep. My last waking memory was of Gade, crouched and tensed, staring out into the impenetrable darkness.


  How long later it was that I woke, I have no means of knowing. A giant quarter-moon of silver hung in the dark firmament above like a cleaving scimitar. It was Uranus. The illumination from the planet’s solar reflection was casting a cold sheet of visibility upon the satellite. Our fire had died. As Gade lay down to sleep, I replenished it.


  Slumber is ever slow to creep from my veins. Consequently, I found myself drowsy, even after the campfire burned rosily into the night. The dead wood I had gathered burned like tinder. The ocean, down past the dark steep slant of the hillside, gleamed like molten silver in the moonlight. Then I dozed.


  It could not have been a sixth sense which warned me. I am too hard to waken quickly. It must have been the crashing of the gigantic beast in the jungle behind me, or perhaps it bellowed again. Whatever it was, something had wakened my mentality to a fearful alertness.


  Dream-like? Yes, it seemed the figment of a pipe-dream. Campfire but a smoking mass in which glittered a few coals. Gade and Nadia lying, dark sleeping shadows. And the black wall of the jungle; I remember it now, how I suddenly waked into the consciousness of a horrible fear, and how I stared all about in search of a menace which I knew had awakened me, and yet of whose character I had no knowledge.


  The ocean below was still molten in the glow of the silvery quarter-moon. The black jungle swept in an indigo curtain along the edge of the ocean to the limits of obscurity. Then the star-studded firmament swam in my vision as I turned my head at last—to stare behind.


  l It is a sight branded forever in my memory by its sheer horror. Other objects of fear have I witnessed; objects which my brain could analyze and weigh against my prowess. But this inconceivable monstrosity seemed truly incomparable to the puny powers of mankind. It is always the unknown which holds the most terror.


  The jungle wall was quavering before a gigantic inner body. And over its black height stretched a long neck, bearing a gigantic head within whose center two enormous globular eyes glared balefully at me!


  In that instant when I hung breathless, as if suddenly suspended by a thread into a vacuum, my mind drank in the scene with all its horror. The jungle wall heaved suddenly in turmoil. A long neck and head plowed through it; and the gigantic body pushed its way through the writhing branches just as an ocean liner plows its way through the deep lashing waters.


  For a moment, I could not scream; could not move. I knew utter paralysis. And in that moment it was preordained that I was to witness a gigantic struggle between two of the greatest forces upon an alien planet, the forces of animal and plant life.


  Even as I watched, too horror-stricken to move, the battle was going on. From the jungle top lashed branches and twigs, writhing up at the colossal hulk of the monster, foliage growing to entrap, to ensnare. Then it was, watching the top of the vegetation lash up in a furious growing wave, that I became aware of the prodigious creature which the huge beast really was. For in the hulk of the great body looming dimly above the jungle, were a thousand gaping mouths. Mouths, gaping and distended, speckled the great body. Mouths which ate the growing sprigs and branches of the vegetative wall as fast as it grew upward.—


  A gigantic jungle plant, adapted by nature to snare and lure its prey! A gigantic animal creature, adapted by nature and evolution to withstand the ravages of the plant life of the dread satellite!


  And ever the leviathan body pushed onward, splitting aside the jungle wall, while the huge head swung down and above me, the great eye-spheres embedded in the knotty head glowing with inner lights. A moment’s silhouette against the moon: great knobby head; projecting globular eyes; while in a ruff about the neck was extended a mass of twisting tentacles!


  Tentacles!—twisting, reaching forth eagerly toward the paralyzed human being standing before the path of the monster.


  I must have screamed! I must have leaped to my feet. The memory only comes to me now in mere disconnected pictures. Somehow, Gade and Nadia were up and on their feet, staring horror-stricken. Somehow, the ray-gun was in my hand, was sending a blue beam of light in a sword which pierced into the sky. A beam flashed across—that concentrated upon one of the huge spherical eyes, an eye which immediately disappeared.


  Then I was running across the clearing, trying to draw the beast from Gade and Nadia. Realization of the immensity, the force of the beast, implanted upon my brain but one thought! The creature was irresistible. It was inevitable that it would destroy one of us. If that one was myself, then perhaps the moment’s diversion might allow Gade and Nadia to escape.


  Then the next flash-picture of my memory: the gigantic head hovering directly overhead. The vast body loomed behind, supported by six mastodon legs. Mouths were everywhere, over every conceivable surface upon the monster’s body.


  My blue ray was slashing and goring into the depths of the extinguished eye. Above and around the head, the great writhing ruff of living tentacles whipped downward furiously toward me.


  Another moment. The ray-gun’s beam slashed across. The other eye disappeared.


  Then something struck me, jerked me from the substantial universe, swung me into the vortex of an orbit of revolving things. The sea, the jungle, the monster; all revolving.


  How can I give those next moments’ impressions? It is so difficult to describe the colossus as it staggered blindly past the clearing onto the steep decline of the jungled hillside below, just as it is hard to portray those impressions flashing through my vision as I was suspended above the gory stumped head of the monster as it thrashed in its death agony down the hillside; it all defies description.


  It was much more like a Gargantuan dream of horror; of huge magnified forces—or of infinite powers, released.


  The huge body plunged and threshed about the sea of vegetation which lashed up into eager gnashing mouths. My body span through the skies, borne by convulsive tentacles, whipping through the night, lashing about in death agony. My body felt crushed and twisted. The blue beam of light, however, still parried through the night from the ray-gun I held in a death-like grip.


  Then, through the dim unreal kaleidoscope of horribly dynamic action, I became aware that the tentacles were forcing me back—far over and down toward the back of the monster—toward those mouths distended and gaping upward waiting for me. Horror!—it made a madman of me then!


  Kicking, squirming, cutting across the sky again and again with my ray-gun, I slashed down toward the great body. I swept it across the monster—back and forth across the broad back, searing great furrows of blood and gore across the body.


  The monster winced under the terrible pain. His back knotted and contorted; gathered itself convulsively. And the blue ray bored on.


  Then the last death jerk. The body crumpled and swayed. The tentacle which held me tightly about the waist lashed up, whipping me far overhead.


  My ray-gun span from my hand into the darkness. Then I was hurtling, spinning in a great arc, thrown from the catapult of the dying monster’s last energy. The jungle sea lashed upward with eager growing patterns of luring vegetation as I shot quickly overhead. Then it caught me—those tendrils—had leaped up and about me. My body was caught in a suffocating cushion of massed twigs and branches which enveloped me into a dark oblivion.


  I lost consciousness.


  (Concluded next month)


  EVOLUTION SATELLITE


  J. Harvey Haggard


  


  l Here is the thrilling conclusion to Mr. Haggard’s greatest contribution to science-fiction. Perhaps the outstanding feature about this story is its lack of the almost inevitable happy ending. You will not realize the supreme horror of “Evolution Satellite” until the last page. In his concluding paragraphs, Mr. Haggard presents a dramatic and forceful ending—one that will linger in your memory and will make you want to reread this tale many times.


  This is perhaps one of the most original stories we have published in many months.


  


  PART TWO: Conclusion


  WHAT HAS GONE BEFORE


  l Because of the mysterious disappearance of several space-ships which were bound from the earth to Neptune, “Bob” and “Gade,” two captains in the Earth-Guard, are sent to investigate the space-lane. While passing Uranus, Bob gets the idea that the trouble may lie within the secrets of Satellite Number One of Uranus. Upon approaching this world, they notice that it is covered with the densest of jungles, composed of innumerable plants with no two alike. While entranced and nearly hypnotized by the unparalleled beauty of this exotic moon, a monstrous, tentacled plant reaches up to the space-ship and drags it into its carnivorous maw. The two men burn their way out and escape. They discover that everything on the planet evolves instantly to agree with its environment which immediately surrounds it. They meet a girl, whom they rescue from a couple of savages. While on watch the following night, Bob is attacked by a jungle monster, and Gade and Nadia, the girl, escape. By using his ray-gun, Bob escapes only to be captured by a predatory plant of gigantic size. He loses consciousness. NOW GO ON WITH THE STORY.


  CHAPTER V


  The Rescue from Space


  l My first waking thought was to wonder how it was that I was still alive. I lay flat on my back in a little glade about which the jungle wall formed an amphitheater. Standing above me, and looking down upon me, was one of the most magnificent man-like beings that I have ever seen.


  His body was erect and supple, devoid of clothing, yet covered in segmented shell-like armor. Surmounting his neck was a head of splendid proportions, observing me calmly from gray eyes.


  The forehead, white and untanned, was broad and intelligent. A strong flaring nose jutted over a determined mouth. The great cranium which bulged up from his forehead was hairless, but covered with a close-fitting covering of horny segments.


  If at first thought, I assumed him to be. human, my next glance denied the supposition. Instead of arms, there extended long sinuous tentacles, ending in flat circular sucker-disks. His legs, though spindly and weak, were human-like. My gaze fastened to the feet. Four toes, connected by filmy webs! Like Nadia’s; like the feet of the creature whose tracks we had followed.


  I struggled to arise, but found myself weak and exhausted. At this attempt, the creature solicitously motioned me to relax and rest.


  That was my introduction to Zakohr. He it was who brought me sustaining foods from the jungle and fed me while I lay convalescing. Of his speech I knew not a word, nor did he know aught of mine. When I was strong enough, I talked to Zakohr in the sign language, in which he was very apt.


  “Are you the creature whose steps led into the jungle wall?” I indicated by signs.


  “Yes,” returned Zakohr, making illuminative designs with his sucker-like hands. “I saw that you were following me, and so I went into the jungle.”


  Instantly, I expressed my astonishment at his ability to pass unscathed through the vegetative maze. Zakohr explained that there were certain animals with a very offensive odor whose meat was repulsive and indigestible to the plants of the jungle. These animals, he indicated, could pass unharmed through the jungle. The evolutive growth of the carnivorous plants did not bother to detain them. He, Zakohr, had long ago found out about this. A particle of skin from one of these animals who were immune, hung to a cord about his waist. The scent, emanating from this hide, deceived the jungle plants so that they left him unharmed.


  Zakohr went on to show how he, who had hidden in the jungle at our approach into the clearing on the hilltop, had watched from cover. The monstrosity with which I had fought had scented Zakohr and was upon his spoor when it was attracted to the camp-fire’s light. Zakohr had seen my battle with the monster; had seen it fling me into the jungle while it was in its death throes. To satiate his savage curiosity concerning the great power of the blue ray emitted from my ray-gun in my duel with the monster, he had immediately penetrated straight into the jungle, where he had withdrawn my body from the clinging branches that drew back at the offensive odor of the hide at his belt. Carrying me to the little forest glade, he had lain me upon the ground. Since then he had doctored me through a harassing fever.


  My recovery was speedy. As soon as I was again ready to travel, I signified to Zakohr that we should find our way to the clearing where I had last seen Nadia and Gade. I had no accurate means of knowing exactly how much time had elapsed during my illness, and I was extremely anxious to rejoin them.


  Plans for escape from this dread satellite were already beginning to formulate in my brain. If Zakohr could cross the jungle by the potent protective power of the odor which he bore, then why not Gade and I? Why could we not fight our way back to our space-ship and disentangle it from the jungle giant which held it tightly in its clasp? At the best, we might don space-suits to which degravite screens had been attached. We might then drift out into the space-trail between Earth and Neptune. There, if our luck held, a ship might encounter us. If one didn’t, it would be the end. A chance in a thousand.


  l We were not far from the clearing.


  Zakohr, after hanging a strip of the redolently offensive hide from my belt, led the way. Even though no growths clutched at us to stop us, it was hard to force our way through the thick, matted jungle maze. At last, we pushed through into the clearing. My face must have fallen when I scanned its emptiness. Zakohr looked on in puzzlement while I vainly scrutinized the ground for traces.


  The jungle man frowned contemplatively, and then uttered a questioning grunt. He touched me on the shoulder to attract my attention, then began to make signs with his sucker-disks.


  “Look you for the two who were with you in the clearing?” he demanded.


  “Yes,” I returned. “Know you of them?”


  “Indeed, yes. They took wings and vanished into the night!”


  “Wings!” I pondered his signs, flapping his arms like wings. Then I understood. Gade and Nadia must have donned the floaters and escaped. No telling where they were by this time.


  In the days that followed, I learned the jungle lore of the satellite from Zakohr. Although we kept up a frantic search for Gade and Nadia, we were forced to halt at times to find food in the jungle upon which to subsist. I learned to live upon edible roots and berries. Zakohr also made signs of many other things about his mother satellite. Some of the things he tried to convey to me were utterly lost. For instance, I could never get any comprehensible answer as to where his people were or where he had come from.


  It was also a source of constant worry to me that I did not gain weight after my illness. My limbs seemed frightfully skinny and fleshless. I became convinced that I had not totally recovered, after all.


  A first intimation of the horrible revelation which I was soon to make came from the physical change which seemed to be constantly taking place in Zakohr. His head grew larger every day. It appeared to be of a crustaceous membrane, strangely fleshy in aspect. His body too was changing, dwindling into very small proportions. In vain did I try to ask him by signs for the meaning of it all. Though his signs were vehement, they conveyed absolutely nothing but mystification to me.


  We searched up and down the coast, existing on edible tubers. One day I managed to down a moon-troll with a rock. I immediately suggested that the flesh might be edible.


  Zakohr, of late, had been surly and vicious. Now he fell into an uncontrollable fit. Foaming at the mouth, he seized the body of the small animal and flung it far from him.


  It was then that an illumination burst upon me. The evolution of the moon-troll was not complete with the dwarfed little gnome-like creature. The little beings evolved into higher forms, such as the beasts we had first found attacking Nadia, and even Zakohr himself might have originated from one of the moon-trolls.


  Heaven above—Nadia! Could it be possible? The realization flashed through me; my consternation grew. Could it be possible that Nadia had evolved from one of those fish-like beings which had crawled from the ocean?


  Preposterous; and yet,—did it not explain many mysteries? Was not the evolution accelerated upon all of the living plants and animals which we had seen upon this strange satellite? Those fishy scales on Nadia’s body; did they not signify a marine ancestry? Her incomprehensive speech, the absence of any clan of people of whom she might be an individual, her simple instinctive manners which might have been those of a forest animal; all this approbated the assumption that she had indeed arisen from the complete gamut of evolution. The longer I thought of it, the more complete the picture became; of the forms of life which evolved upward from the moon-trolls, changing, always changing in an adaptation to the vicissitudes of environment.


  l I became frantic. Farther and farther along the beach we penetrated, looking everywhere for signs of the terrestrial and the satellite girl. Nadia—a beast! It was too horrible; the thought became unbearable; my waking hours were tortured. Sacrificing everything for speed, I moved along the shore in frantic haste.


  Zakohr was beginning to object. He followed me now but hesitantly. He was getting slow and frowsy. His huge head looked sleepy and indolent. He loved to loiter along the beaches, to lie down on the warm sands and cover all of his body except the huge pear-like head with sand. The sight was vaguely disturbing.


  In the end, I left him. I had learned to exist in the jungle. No longer was he necessary to me. Although I owed a debt to Zakohr, I could not hope to repay him by remaining at his side.


  I began to find traces of Gade. A strip of metal-mesh cloth from his uniform, dangling from a rock; footprints; ashes of dead fires. I pursued the traces down the coast.


  Always my mind raced endlessly in a train of revolving thoughts. Again there came that feeling of the menace of the satellite. Again was I warned of the dread individuality of this primary moon. Strange; strange it had been from the very first. Inexplicable because of its emanation of ex-Fraunhofer lines; incomprehensible with its evolutive monstrosities of animal and plant life.


  I finally found Gade. Need I tell of the arduous search? Those long days and nights when I pressed upon their elusive trail need not be enumerated. They are of no vital interest. It only matters—that I eventually found them, Gade and Nadia.


  I saw them standing beyond a huge mound-like obstruction in the sand. Forgetful of everything in my joy at seeing them, I raced forward.


  “Gade!” I cried in exultation, tears of joy blurring my vision. “Gade, old boy. Gade!”


  Then I brought up in a halt of sheer horror. Gade—Nadia. But how they had changed!


  Gigantic pear-shaped heads lolling over dwindling bodies. Flaring nostrils; pinched dewlapped cheeks. I ran over to my old companion of the Space-Guard. That gigantic caricature of Gade, with the huge bulbing cranium puffing above his features—could it be Gade?


  “Gade!” I cried unbelievingly. “What’s happened, Gade?”


  Then I received the supreme horror. In the dull glowing of the eyes turned toward me from that gigantic head, there was no vestige of sanity. The monstrosity threw back its head and uttered an eery series of ghastly laughs. Nadia too, huge-headed and unreal, joined in the laughter. Clinging to each other for support, they weaved drunkenly about, giving vent to hollow mirth that I cannot describe.


  “Hu! Hu! Hu!” laughed Gade, lurching a bit and then steadying to point a wavering finger at my face. “One of us now, Bob! Hu! Hu! Hu! One of us!”


  l I began to understand through a dim mist of horror which seemed to swim within my mentality. My trembling arms came up—felt for my head.


  A gigantic caricature slid under the touch of my fingers. The huge head which was Nadia’s rocked and teetered upon the grotesquely shrunken little body as she witnessed my incredulity. She tittered and gibbered in her beastly animal tongue. For some reason, she seemed to resent my intrusion. Hanging to Gade’s arm, she tried to draw him away. Nadia!—a beast at the end of an evolutive scale! Would we, too—


  “Gade! Gade!”


  I must have screamed the words. I was pointing, finger outstretched stiffly toward the black mound-like mass beside which we were standing.


  “Sphace-schip, Bob,” came the words from the drooling, rocking mouth. “Sphace-schip!” Then he joined Nadia in a chorus of unearthly, derisive laughter.


  It was the ruins of a great liner. A skeleton hull lay half-buried in the sand; rusty machinery lay in ruined heaps. It was one of the vessels, undoubtedly, over whose disappearance we had been sent to investigate. All around the ruins of the space-liner grew the gigantic mushrooms. Mushrooms! The mere sight was repulsive. And my eyes riveted, clung to one of the great growths which was sending its stream of spores into the air to spread out on the wings of the wind into the ocean, while my eyes widened and my mouth contorted, while my puny fists clenched and shook.


  How my overwrought mentality ever bore through the horror of the next moment, I know not. I know only that I was crying, screaming. I know only that the universe itself seemed to reel; that I found myself upon my knees at the foot of a giant mushroom, tittering convulsive sobs of insanity which shook my frame.


  My hands sought that rusty object, that strip of material clinging to which I had seen, lying about the base of the mushroom. Trembling as if from ague, my hands brought the object up into my swimming vision.


  A belt buckle! A strip of leather!


  Heaven above! I was afraid of the thought which struck me—afraid of even letting the idea creep into my consciousness. It was too incredible, too horribly monstrous!


  A madman! Leaping in frenzy; running wildly around the bases of the mushrooms strewn about the ruins of the spaceship, a madman plying into the sand with grimy fingers. Mad. Yes, nothing else; as buttons, buckles, and rotted strips of human apparel came up into my hands.


  At last I could understand the insanity of that gibbering big-headed thing which had been Gade. At last I knew why sanity had departed from the thing which had once been my companion in space.


  For those mushrooms—I hesitated to even think of it—had once been the passengers of that great liner! They had changed, had evolved, even as Gade and Nadia were changing—into gigantic mushrooms. Yes, even as I was changing!


  I saw it all. Those first primary changes I thought to be the inuring of a terrestrial being to the conditions of an alien planet; really but the first manifestations of Evolution. The Satellite of Evolution! Where evolution was so accelerated as to be as rapid as growth itself!


  Evolution! Life-spores, drifting to sea; evolving into creatures which crawled upon the sand. Then into moon-trolls, growing, ever growing. Then to Nadia!—to Zakohr, adapting their physical characteristics to any environment which might exist. The incredible beasts who had attacked Nadia, yes, even the gigantic monster adapted by evolution to live in the jungle’s depths!—all these—had been molded by the gigantic hand of evolution by the environment surrounding each individual creature. Because each had an environment that differed, their physical characteristics differed. Each adapted to his own habitat.


  But the evolutive cycle had not ended with the production of the man-like beings of the satellite. Nadia and Zakohr were in the last stages. I remembered Zakohr burying himself into the beach! And before me, the great mushrooms were throwing off life-spores into the wind.


  A satellite of accelerated evolution! At last I understood. I remembered those damnable ex-Fraunhofer rays—emanated from some inconceivable substance in the core of the satellite. Rays of evolution they were, sweeping through the satellite’s outer layers, submerging its life in a ray which caused constant adaptation to environment.


  Suddenly, a shrill piercing whine rent the air. Transfixed, we three big-headed creatures listened attentively. The whine ran up the musical gamut, departed for a time into the wave length of the inaudible, then crashed with a roar like rumbling thunder.


  I knew that sound. How often had I heard it before!—a space-ship decelerating through the upper atmosphere. I looked upward.


  The Watchman


  l Rescue—it was something for which I had dared not even hope. And yet it was inevitable that rescue would be attempted sometime. Our Space Commander—I knew him better than to fear that he would fail to send a rescue ship! But at last it had come; that was it overhead. That it would find us seemed almost impossible.


  From a speck in the sky it grew to a great ovoid space-ship whose degravite screens glistened in the sun.


  Can you imagine my emotions? I think perhaps that I will not have to attempt to explain. I was mad with joy. Horror and fear of the satellite were departing in the ecstasy of the knowledge that I would soon leave this nightmare world. But when I turned—


  Gade and Nadia were slipping away across the clearing. I sprang after them.


  “Gade!” I shouted joyfully, pointing up into the sky. “Gade! Let’s go! Back to the earth, Gade! Back to the earth!” But Gade had seen. A momentary sanity had appeared in his eyes. From the depths of his being reflected a vast turmoil. He pulled away.


  “No, Bob!” said the gargoyle-headed monstrosity. “No. Never. I’m going to stay with Nadia. It’s in my blood, Bob.”


  “Blood!” I cried wildly. “Blood! Gade, you are of different blood! You are a man and she;—a creature evolved from low beasts.”


  “No. We are the same,” came the answer. “Creatures we both are, evolved from lower beasts. It is only that the change is slower upon earth. In the end, we are both the same, Bob. Only the speed of the change is different! I love her.”


  I pleaded and cajoled. I don’t know what I said. Perhaps it was meaningless babble. Perhaps it was the incoherent chortling of a maniac, but Gade did not hear. He was gone when the space-ship lowered a flexible ladder down to the frenzied man-creature on the beach. Gone back to the primeval wilderness of a satellite of evolution, gone because his love welded him to Nadia, the girl of the dread satellite.


  *    *    *


  l It was only one year ago that young Bob Mobart disappeared; one year, and it seems like an age. He was young then, a supple and erect figure in his immaculate uniform of silver-mesh, with the shining brass buttons on his breast and the rocket and shooting-star insignia gleaming from his collar. A space-captain; yes, even the words are enough to cause the eager blood of venturous fancy to go gushing into one’s veins, the breath to shorten and the spine to tingle as the breath of romance passes quickly by, leaving straying romantic visions of the strange dangers of far-off astral bodies. One of those slim uniformed figures he was, who walk so fearlessly down the crowded moving street ways, before whose tread a path opens from the lolling crowd speeding along the ways; men glancing enviously as they pause to look at the trim figure and then darting quick fearful scrutinies of the fair companions who might be hanging back on their arms, red lips gasping and eyes wide with adoration as they watch the young figure disappear down that mysteriously opening lane into the crowd which rides the moving ways.


  Yes, Bob Mobart was one of them then, a year ago. Now he has gone; and in the shadows of the great Rocket-Yard of the Space-Guard Building at night, when the silvery moon slips up to the top of a star-sprinkled sky to peer down over the dark-looming bulk of the barracks which surround the rocket-yard; when the satellite’s glow etches the aisles of monstrous silent rockets pointing up in ponderous vigilance from steel-skeletoned cradles snuggling the dark earth; then there is a dark shambling figure which moves restlessly in and about the darker shadows about the rockets’ bases—the watchman.


  His figure is wizened and spindly. A bulbous head, huge beyond the proportions of his small figure, peers about with nervous, distorted eyes. Aged eyes, from a wizened tiny face at the base of a gigantic caricature-like cranium, bald except for a few sparse wisps of white hair clinging above the ears.


  And if one were present when chance laughter floated out from the windows whose illumination checkered the dark surrounding barracks and the watchman happened to be in the moonlight, much amazement might be derived from the queer old watchman’s actions.


  He would halt; his tiny hands would knot into wrinkled fists as he would bite his thin dried lips and close his wrinkled lids over his eyes in anguish. Perhaps he would groan as he opened his eyes and spun to confront the source of the merry revelry. His eyes, torn with pain, would stare up at those windows in unutterable suffering. There was Youth, up there, Youth and its carefree happiness which once lost can never be regained.


  But—those eyes! Peering from the face of that Gargantuan skull. They are gray. Strange, those eyes, strange that they are like the eyes of Bob Mobart who disappeared a year ago. Yes, the same steely gray, changed perhaps by age, but the same eyes which had looked forth dauntlessly from the strong visage of the young space-flyer who will soon be completely forgotten.


  l Then that watchman would curse bitterly and raise his torture-laden stare into the firmament above. He would blast with bitter vehemence the creator of a certain tiny satellite which among others circles a distant outer planet. For long moments he would stand, strained with inward seething horror, unutterable hate unleashing from his tiny wizened face into far distant space above.


  In those moments in which primal passions tore his body in all their fury, he would be mad, mad in a starkness which differs from insanity, mad from a fate which had robbed him of man’s dearest possessions in life. Then, finally he would relax, and go bitterly on his rounds.


  I know. I am that watchman.


  I was Bob Mobart. There are times when I wish that I too had stayed up on the shores of that sinister evolutive satellite, to the end with Gade—and with Nadia.


  THE END


  THE MAN FROM ARIEL


  Donald A. Wollheim


  


  l This very short story by our new author is surprisingly absorbing for its length. Here is an interplanetary tale of a different kind—a logical one that is realistically related.


  After reading this, you will wonder if all those fiery specks that shoot from the heavens and plunge into the ocean or crash into some uninhabited bit of earth are only masses of burning elements.


  


  l It had been a hot and restless night and I slept little. Now, as the dim dawning light suffused my room with its pale glow, I was lying in bed, wide awake. Outside I could see through my open window that the mountainside was blanketed with the usual morning fog that I knew would not rise before a couple of hours had elapsed. Not feeling in the mood to arise, I just lay there and stared at the ceiling in a peaceful sort of daze.


  Suddenly, I became aware of a strange sound outside. It was a whistle; very low and hardly audible, seeming to emanate from high in the heavens. It rapidly grew shriller and nearer, and then I heard a muffled crash somewhere on the slopes below. After that it became deathly still.


  Wondering what had happened and believing that it probably must have been a meteor, since that was the only explanation that I could think of, I slipped out of bed and hurriedly dressed. Putting on a heavy lumberjacket, for these mountain mornings were cold, I opened the door and went out.


  Outside all was grey. The thick, swirling fog hung all around. Objects twenty feet away were practically invisible. I made my way down the path and struck out through the woods towards where the crash had come. In the mist, things had a way of looming up black and terrifying before one, but as the way was familiar to me, I had no trouble. Clearing the trees, I saw before me a long, steeply sloping stretch of bare soil, covered mostly with caky dirt, strewn here and there with large boulders. This was the site of a big landslide last year, and it had not been grown upon yet. I made my way through the thick atmosphere and managed to find my way down without mishap.


  About half-way down, I made out a huge boulder, looming blackly below, just at the limit of my vision. Against this rock could be seen what appeared to be the figure of a leaning man.


  “Hello there!” I called out. The figure turned its head toward me and then, raising an arm slowly as if he were very weak, he beckoned to me. Thinking that he was probably injured, I hastened down to help him, and then stopped short with a gasp. For, from the figure’s head, about where the eyes should have been, two darkly smouldering red spots peered out at me.


  They seemed to catch me and hold me. My will vanished and I stood hypnotized. I was unable to move of my own volition. Slowly, under a will greater than my own, I walked toward him until I could see him clearly, and then stopped.


  My mind reeled at what I saw. For this was no man that stood before me, but something alien. Although human of shape, having bulging jointed arms, legs, and torso, he was not flesh and blood. The entire body from head to foot was composed of a brown porous substance of the same consistency as dried mud. His face lacked a nose, mouth, and ears. There were but the two glowing eyes, beneath which was a tympanum that probably served as both auditory and vocal organs. He seemed to be injured, for both his hands were tightly clasped over a spot on his body. Despite his efforts, a peculiar thick liquid was oozing out beneath his fingers and instantly steaming and fizzing away into the air exactly as liquid air does.


  The being leaned forward and stared into my eyes. His crimson, glowing orbs seemed to expand and pulse strangely. There came to my mind a confusion of thoughts. It seemed as if I was being told a story, yet I could not make out what I was being told. My brain seemed to be undergoing a process of absorbing some sort of knowledge stored in the subconscious which I was unable to bring to my consciousness. I experienced a peculiar feeling of overwhelming and mental exhaustion which left me as suddenly as it had come.


  The man sank back against the boulder as if he had completed a hard task. I heard a groan, and the light in his eyes dimmed. His head sank beneath his shoulders, and his hands unclasped and slipped to his sides. From a large gash which they had been covering, there gushed a stream of that strange fluid. A shriek issued from the creature and its legs buckled and gave way. The whole body collapsed, and dissolved before my eyes into a shapeless mass of sizzling mud. This in turn evaporated and fizzed away, finally leaving but a tiny pile of dust. At this point, I regained control of my limbs, and with a gasp of horror, turned and stumbled up the slope to my cabin.


  In my dwelling, I lay down upon my bed and tried to calm my nerves. Lying there, my brain was busy attempting to bring to the fore the knowledge that had been stored there. For I was certain that something had been engraved on my mind. It seemed to be on the tip of my thoughts, but for all I was worth, I could not bring it forth.


  Thinking thus, I soon became strangely drowsy, and before I knew it, I was asleep and dreaming.


  The Story of V’thardor


  l I was watching a strange, unearthly scene. There was a whole crowd of men such as the one I had met. They were gathered around what looked like a huge wheel, at least fifty feet in diameter. This wheel was attached to a great mass of machinery by means of a large axle.


  Hanging to the bottom of the wheel was a small egg-shaped vehicle. Set in the side of this was a circular doorway whose thick metal door was open. Before this was a being whom I instantly knew to be he whom I had met. The other people were gathering around him talking in an utterly incomprehensible tongue.


  This whole scene was set in a huge clearing before what looked to be a small city of curious hemispherical buildings. The horizon of this strange world was very close. The curvature could be distinctly made out. The sky was a deep blue, and overhead, filling most of it, was a vast greenish sphere. There instantly came to my mind the knowledge that this was the planet Uranus, and that the world upon which I seemed to be was Ariel, its first moon.


  But now the scene changed. A short interval of time had passed. The Arielite I had seen was inside the oval craft, and the entrance was tightly shut. There came a humming from the great engine, and the wheel began to revolve. Up swung the metal egg and around, over and down again. The wheel turned faster and the craft, on its side, moved with it. Now the crowd commenced to shout again and again as if cheering.


  “V’thardor! V’thardor!”


  Faster and faster turned the wheel. The attached car became only a grey blur that could not be distinguished from the rest. Still more rapidly it revolved, and then with a click, the metal car detached itself from the centrifuge and shot up skyward at the tremendous speed imparted to it. It was a realized space-ship, propelled away from the weak grip of its mother world.[*] by the pulling power of centrifugal force.


  The view changed again. Now I was inside the space-egg with V’thardor. I watched his home sphere diminish into the distance. I saw him go to the front of the ship and stare out the window at the blackness of space in which the great gaseous mass of Uranus was rapidly approaching.


  What his plans were came to me like a flash. This ship had been given enough speed to escape the gravity of Ariel and race towards the edge of Uranus. That planet’s gravity would be just strong enough to catch this little world and cause it to revolve about it as a satellite. At the time when the craft was again near the first moon, V’thardor would fire the rockets in the rear, and thus breaking the gravitational grip of Uranus, would return again to Ariel.


  I felt the Arielite’s excitement as the ship began to swing around the huge planet. He was making observations of the big world and showed great glee at his discoveries. Evidently, I thought, Ariel had no telescopes.


  And then—horror. The path which the space-egg was taking showed its true colors. It was not going to be a circle. There had been a mistake somewhere, and too much speed had been imparted to the ship. It was describing a vast parabola. Swinging part-way around Uranus, the ship had commenced to move away from the planet and to head towards the sun. It would never be able to return. All went black for an instant and then I saw another view.


  It must have been a long time later, for I could see the bright disk of Jupiter far over to one side, level with the craft. V’thardor was seated at a cleared space at the control board, busy making calculations. The Arielite straightened up, and glancing at a time recorder on the wall, rushed to the rear and started the rocket motors. He waited awhile and then stopped them according to his figures. There came to me the thought that the ship had increased its speed so as to intercept the third planet in its orbit. There was a chance to make a landing.


  A time passed. Now the crescent shape of the Earth was close at hand. I could make out a few outlines of land masses, although patches of cloud covered much of the illuminated portion.


  The ship reversed and the rockets were set to work retarding the craft. In a few minutes, the space-egg was in the upper stratosphere, and had started to circle the earth, preparing to land.


  Another time interval. Now the interplanetary visitor was close to the ground. I saw that it was over the dark side, approaching the twilight zone. Then it grew lighter, and the sun shone over a mass of clouds below. Suddenly, the Arielite’s ship dived. Into the clouds and through the thick fog it hurtled, and then, with a crash, hit a mountainside.


  V’thardor had been hurled to the floor.


  I saw that a sharp piece of metal had pierced his abdomen. He held his hand over the wound, not seeming to feel pain.’ Then he staggered under the awful weight of his body in the terrifically increased gravity of this planet. He laboriously made his way to the door and opened it. He fell back, a look of despair on his face. The cold of the terrestrial dawn obviously felt to him like the most melting of heats. I realized that the temperature of Ariel must be many degrees below zero, and I had not remembered seeing any heating devices against the ultimate cold of space on the ship.


  Bravely, V’thardor again struggled to the door and left the ship. As he stepped out, the vessel lost balance and slid down the steep incline, toppling over and over until it disappeared from sight in the mist. Struggling hard against the overwhelming force of gravity, the Arielite managed to reach a large boulder upon which he propped himself.


  After a short time, V’thardor saw a man-like shape appear in the fog. He already felt greatly weakened from the loss of much life-fluid, but he still had enough will power to attract and hold the ungainly, weird-looking creature that passed for man on this world. He impressed on this Earth being’s mind the story of his voyage. Then, with a feeling of great satisfaction and glory at being the first to travel through space and set foot on another planet, he gave up the fight and crumpled to the ground.


  * * *


  l At this point, I awoke. I remembered the entire dream as if it had happened to me. Outside, the fog had lifted and I promptly set out in search of the spaceship. I found only a long track down the side of the mountain as if something rather like a huge football had rolled down. The track led directly into a deep lake at the bottom of the slope. Nothing had ever been recovered from this lake, and I gave up hope. I returned to where the track started. There by the boulder where the voyager had stood, was a tiny pile of dust, all that was left after the morning breeze had stirred it. Some of this I still have in a jar on a shelf over my fireplace. That is all there is left of the first space-traveller.


  THE END


  [*] Ariel is only about 560 miles in diameter, and it did not take much of a force to counteract its gravity. This method is impossible on Earth.


  THE PLANET OF DOUBT


  Stanley G. Weinbaum


  HAMILTON HAMMOND started nervously as the voice of Cullen, the expedition’s chemist, sounded from his station aft. “I see something!” he called.


  Ham bent over the floor port, staring into the eternal green-gray fog that blankets Uranus. He glanced hastily at the dial of the electric plumb; fifty-five feet, it said with an air of positiveness, but that was a lie, for it had registered that same figure for a hundred and sixty miles of creeping descent. The fog itself reflected the beam.


  The barometer showed 86.2 cm. That too was an unreliable guide, but better than the plumb, for the intrepid Young, four decades earlier in 2062, had noted an atmospheric pressure of 86 in his romantic dash from Titan to the cloudy planet’s southern pole. But the Gæa was dropping now at the opposite pole, forty-five thousand miles from Young’s landing, and no one knew what vast hollows or great peaks might render his figures utterly useless.


  “I see nothing,” Ham muttered.


  “Nor I,” said Patricia Hammond, his wife—or more officially, biologist of the Smithsonian’s Gæa expedition. “Or—yes! Something moved!” She peered closer. “Up! Up!” she screamed.


  “Put up!”


  Harbord was a good astrogator. He asked no questions, nor even took his glance from his controls. He simply slapped the throttle; the under jets roared in crescendo, and the upward thrust pressed all of them hard against the floor.


  Barely in time. A vast gray wave of water rushed smoothly below the port, so close that its crest was carved by the blast, and spray clouded the glass.


  “Whew!” whistled Ham. “That was close. Too close. If we’d touched that it would have cracked our jets for sure. They’re white-hot.”


  “Ocean!” said Patricia disgustedly. “Young reported land.”


  “Yeah, forty-five thousand miles away. For all we know this sea is broader than the whole surface of the Earth.”


  She considered this, frowning. “Do you suppose,” she asked, “that this fog goes right to the surface everywhere?”


  “Young says so.”


  “But on Venus the clouds form only at the junction of the upper winds and the underwind.”


  “Yes, but Venus is closer to the Sun. The heat here is evenly distributed, because the Sun accounts for practically none of it. Most of the surface heat seeps through from within, as it does on Saturn and Jupiter, only since Uranus is smaller, it’s also cooler.”


  “It’s cool enough to have a solid crust instead of being molten like the larger planets, but it’s considerably colder than the Venusian twilight zone.”


  “But,” she objected, “Titan is as cold as a dozen Nova Zemblas, yet it’s one perpetual hurricane.”


  He grinned. “Trying to trip me? It isn’t absolute temperature that causes wind—it’s differences in temperature between one place and another. Titan has one side warmed by Saturn, but here the warmth is even or practically even, all around the planet, since it comes from within.”


  HE GLANCED suddenly at Harbord. “What are we waiting for?” he asked.


  “For you,” grunted the astrogator. “You’re in command now. I command until we sight the surface, and we’ve just done that.”


  “By golly, that’s right!” exclaimed Ham in a satisfied voice. On his last expedition, that to the night side of Venus, he had been technically under Patricia’s orders, and the reversal pleased him. “And now,” he said severely, “if the biologist will kindly step aside——”


  Patricia sniffed. “So you can pilot us, I suppose. I’ll bet you haven’t a single idea.”


  “But I have.” He turned to Harbord. “Southeast,” he ordered, and the afterjets added their voices to the roar of the others. “Put up to thirty thousand meters,” he continued, “we might run into mountains.”


  The Gæa, named for the ancient goddess of Earth who was wife to the god Uranus, plunged through the infinity of mist away from the planet’s pole. In one respect that pole is unique among the Sun’s family, for Uranus revolves, not like Jupiter or Saturn or Mars or the Earth, in the manner of a spinning top, but more with the motion of a rolling ball. Its poles are in the plane of its orbit, so that at one point its southern pole faces the Sun, while forty-two years later, halfway around the vast orbit, the opposite pole is Sunward.


  Four decades earlier Young had touched at the southern pole; it would be another forty years before that pole again saw noon.


  “The trouble with women,” grumbled Harbord, “is that they ask too many questions.”


  Patricia spun on him. “Schopenhauer!” she hissed. “You ought to be grateful that Patrick Burlingame’s daughter is lending her aid to a Yankee expedition!”


  “Yeah? Why Schopenhauer?”


  “He was a woman-hater, wasn’t he? Like you!”


  “Then he was a greater philosopher than I thought,” grunted Harbord.


  “Anyway,” she retorted acidly, “a couple of million dollars is a lot of money to pay for a square mile of foggy desert. You won’t hog this planet the way you tried to hog Venus.”


  She was referring, of course, to the Council of Berne’s decision of 2059, that the simple fact of an explorer’s landing on a planet did not give his nation possession of the entire planet, but only of the portion actually explored. On fog-wrapped Uranus that portion would be small indeed.


  “Never mind,” put in Ham. “No other nation will argue if America claims the whole fog-ball, because no other nation has a base near enough to get here.”


  That was true. By virtue of its possession of Saturn’s only habitable moon, Titan, the United States was the only nation that could send an exploratory rocket to Uranus. A direct flight from the Earth is out of the question, since the nearest approach to the two planets is 1,700,000,000 miles. The flight is made in two jumps; first to Titan, then to Uranus.


  But this condition limits the frequency of the visits enormously, for though Saturn and the Earth are in conjunction at intervals of a little over a year, Uranus and Saturn are in conjunction only once in about forty years. Only at these times is it possible to reach the vast, mysterious, fog-shrouded planet.


  So inconceivably remote is Uranus that the distance to its neighbor, Saturn, is actually greater than the total distance from Saturn to Jupiter, from Jupiter to the asteroids, from these to Mars, and from Mars to the Earth. It is a wild, alien, mystery-cloaked planet with only icy Neptune and Pluto between it and the interstellar void.


  Patricia whirled on Ham. “You!” she snapped. “Southeast, eh! Why southeast? Just a guess, isn’t it? Truthfully, isn’t it?”


  “Nope,” he grinned. “I have my reasons. I’m trying to save whatever time I can, because our stay here is limited if we don’t want to be marooned for forty years until the next conjunction.”


  “But why southeast?”


  “I’ll tell you. Did you ever look at a globe of the Earth, Pat? Then maybe you’ve noticed that all continents, all large islands, and all important peninsulas are narrowed to points toward the south. In other words, the northern hemisphere is more favorable for land formation, and as a matter of fact, by far the greater part of the Earth’s land is north of the equator.


  “The Arctic Ocean is nearly surrounded by a ring of land, but the Antarctic’s wide open. And that same thing is true of Mars, assuming that the dark, swampy plains are old ocean beds, and also true of the frozen oceans on the night side of Venus.


  “So I assume that if all planets had a common origin, and all of them solidified under the same conditions, Uranus must have the same sort of land distribution. What Young found was the land that corresponds to our Antarctica; what I’m looking for is the land that ought to surround this north polar sea.”


  “Ought to, but maybe doesn’t,” retorted Pat. “Anyway, why southeast instead of due south?”


  “Because that direction describes a spiral and lessens the chance of our striking some strait or channel between lands. With a visibility of about fifty feet, it wouldn’t take a very wide channel to make us think we were over ocean.


  “Even your English Thames would look like the Pacific in this sort of fog, if we happened to come down more than half a hundred feet from either bank.”


  “And I suppose your American Mississippi would look like Noah’s flood,” said the girl, and fell to gazing at the gray waste of fog that swirled endlessly past the ports.


  II.


  SOMEWHAT LESS than an hour later the Gæa was again descending gingerly and hesitantly. At 85. cm. of air pressure Ham had the rocket slowed almost to a complete stop, and thereafter it dropped on the cushioning blast of the underjets at a speed of inches per minute.


  When the barometer read 85.8 cm., Cullen’s voice sounded from the stern, where the port was less obscured by the jets themselves. “Something below!” he called.


  There was something. The fog seemed definitely darker, and features or markings of some sort were visible. As the ship settled slowly, Ham watched intently, and at last snapped out the order to land. The Gæa dropped, with a faint jar, to a resting place on a bare, gray graveled plain domed with a hemisphere of mist that shut off vision as definitely as a wall.


  There was something wild and alien about the limited scene before them. As the blast died, all of them stared silently into the leaden-hued vapors, and Cullen came wordlessly in to join them. In the sudden silence that followed the cutting of the blast, the utter strangeness of the world outside was thrust upon them.


  Venus, where Pat had been born, was a queer enough world with its narrow habitable twilight zone, its life-teeming Hotlands, and its mysterious dark side, but it was twin sister to the Earth.


  Mars, the desert planet, with its great decadent civilization, was yet stranger, but not utterly alien. Out on the moons of Jupiter were outlandish creatures of bizarre little worlds, and on cold Titan, that circled Saturn, were fantastic beings born to that wild and frigid satellite.


  But Uranus was a major planet, no more than half-brother to the little inner worlds, and less than cousin to the tiny satellites. It was mysterious, unrelated, alien; no one had ever set foot on a major planet save the daring Young and his men forty years before.


  He had explored, out of all the millions of square miles of surface, just one square kilometer forty-five thousand miles away from where they stood. All the rest was mystery, and the thought was enough to subdue even the irrepressible Patricia.


  But not for long. “Well,” she observed finally, “it looks just like London to me. Same sort of weather we had last time we were there. I think I’ll step outside and look for Piccadilly.”


  “You won’t go out yet,” snapped Ham. “I want an atmospheric test first.”


  “For what? Young and his men breathed this air. I suppose you’re going to say that that was forty-five thousand miles away, hut even a biologist knows that the law of the diffusion of gases would keep a planet from having one sort of air at one pole and another at the opposite. If the air was safe there, it is here.”


  “Yeah?” asked Ham. “Diffusion’s all right, but did it ever occur to you that this fog-ball gets most of its heat from inside? That means high volcanic activity, and it might mean an eruption of poisonous gases somewhere near here. I’m having Cullen make a test.”


  Patricia subsided, watching the silent and efficient Cullen as he drew a sample of Uranian air into an ampule. After a moment she flexed her knees and asked, “Why is the gravitation so weak here? Uranus is fifty-four times as large as the Earth and fifteen times as massive, yet I don’t feel any heavier here than at home.” Home to Pat, of course, was the little frontier town of Venoble, in the Venusian Cool Country.


  “That’s the answer,” said Ham. “Fifty-four times the size of the Earth or Venus, but only fifteen times as heavy. That means its density is much smaller—to be exact, .27. Figures out to about nine-tenths the surface gravitation of the Earth, but it feels to me almost equal. We’ll check a kilogram weight on the spring balance after a while and get an accurate figure on its mass.”


  Cullen spoke up. “Oxygen twenty-two per cent,” he announced. “The rest is mostly nitrogen and argon. The argon’s what causes this ghostly green color; it’s in the state of the Plucker tube red spectrum, and absorbes the red light.”


  “Safe to breathe?”


  “Perfectly. Argon’s an inert gas, and a substance can’t possibly be poisonous unless it can react chemically in the body.”


  Pat sniffed. “See? It was safe all the time. I’m going outside.”


  “You’ll wait for me,” he growled. “Every time I’ve indulged that reckless disposition of yours you’ve got into trouble.” He checked the thermometer beyond the port; nine degrees centigrade—the temperature of late autumn back home. “There’s the cause of this perpetual fog,” he observed. “The surface is always warmer than the air.”


  PAT WAS already pulling a jacket over her shoulders. Ham followed suit, and fell to twisting the handle of the air lock. There was a subdued hissing as the slightly denser Uranian air forced its way in, and he turned to speak to Harbord, who was lighting a pipe with great satisfaction—an indulgence strictly forbidden in space, but harmless now that an air supply was assured.


  “Keep an eye on us, will you?” Ham said. “Watch us through the port, just in case something happens and we need help.”


  “We?” grunted Harbord. “Your wife’s out of sight already.”


  With a muttered imprecation, Ham spun around. It was true. The outer door of the air lock was open, and a lazy wisp of fog drifted in, scarcely moving in the utterly stagnant Uranian air.


  “The crazy little Here? Give me that!” He seized a belt with twin holsters, holding a standard automatic as well as a terribly destructive flame pistol. He whipped it around him, seized another bundle, and plunged into the eternal mists of Uranus.


  It was exactly as if he stood under an inverted bowl of dull silver. A weird, greenish, half twilight filtered down, but his whole world consisted of the metal ship at his back and a fifty-foot semicircle before him. And Pat—Pat was nowhere visible.


  He shouted her name. “Pat!” The sound, muffled by the cold dampness of the fog, sounded queerly soft to his ears. He bellowed again at the top of his voice, and then swore violently from sheer relief as a thin, hushed reply drifted back out of the grayness.


  In a moment she appeared, swinging a zigzag, ropy, greenish-gray organism.


  “Look!” she called triumphantly. “Here’s the first specimen of Uranian plant life. Loosely organized, reproduces by partition, and—what the devil is the matter?”


  “Matter! Don’t you know you might have been lost? How did you expect to get back here?”


  “Compass,” she retorted coolly.


  “How do you know it works? We may be right on the magnetic pole, if Uranus has one.”


  She glanced at her wrist. “Come to think of it, it doesn’t work. The needle’s swinging free.”


  “Yes, and you went out unarmed besides. Of all fool tricks!”


  “Young reported no animal life, didn’t he? And—wait a minute. I know what you’re going to say. ‘Forty-five thousand miles away!’ ”


  He glared. “Hereafter,” he growled, “you’re under orders. You don’t go out except in company, and roped together.” He drew a length of heavy silken cord from his pocket, and snapped one end to her belt, and the other to his own.


  “Oh, don’t be so timid! I feel like a puppy on a leash.”


  “I have to be timid,” he responded grimly, “when I’m dealing with a reckless, improvident, careless imp like you.” He disregarded her sniff of disapproval, and set about unwrapping the bundle he had brought. He produced an American flag, and proceeded to dig a depression in the gravel, planted the staff in it and said formally, “I take possession of this land in the name of the United States of America.”


  “All fifty feet of it?” murmured Patricia, but softly, for, after all, despite her flippant manner, she was loyal to the country of her husband. She fell silent, and the two of them stared at the flag.


  It was a strange echo from a pleasant little planet nearly two billion miles away; it meant people and friends and civilization—things remote and almost unreal as they stood here on the soil of this vast, lonely, mysterious planet.


  Ham roused from his thoughts. “So!” he said. “Now we’ll have a look around.”


  YOUNG had indicated the technique of exploration on this world where the explorer faced difficulties all but insurmountable.


  Ham snapped the end of a fine steel wire to a catch beside the air lock. On a spool at his waist was a thousand foot length of it, to serve as an infallible guide back through the obscurity—the only practical means in a region where sound was muffled and even radio waves were shielded almost as completely as by a grounded metal dome. The wire played the part not only of guide but of messenger, since a tug on it rang a bell within the rocket.


  Ham waved at Harbord, visibly puffing his pipe behind the port, and they set out. To the limit of their permitted time, Uranus would have to be explored in thousand-foot circles, moving the rocket each time the details of the area were recorded. A colossal task. It was likely, he remarked to Pat, that the vast planet would never be completely explored, especially with the forty-year interval that must pass between visits.


  “And especially,” she amended, “if they send timorous little better-be-safe-than-sorry explorers like you.”


  “At least,” he retorted, “I expect to return to tell what I’ve explored, even if it’s only a myriare, like Young’s achievement.”


  “But don’t you see,” she rejoined impatiently, “that wherever we go, just beyond our vision there may be something marvelous? We take little thousand-foot samples of the country, and each time we might be just missing something that may be the whole significance of this planet. What we’re doing is like marking off a few hundred-foot circles on the Earth; how much chance is there of finding part of a city, or a house, or even a human being in our circle?”


  “Perfectly true, Pat, but what can we do about it?”


  “We could at least sacrifice a few precautions and cover a little more territory.”


  “But we won’t. I happen to care about your safety.”


  “Oh!” she said irritably, turning away. “You’re——” Her words were muffled as she ranged out to the full length of the silken cord that bound her to him. She was completely invisible, but occasional jerks and tugs as they tried to move at cross-purposes were evidence enough that they were still joined.


  Ham walked slowly forward, examining the pebbled, lifeless terrain where now and then a pool of condensed moisture showed dull, and very occasionally, he came upon one of the zigzag weeds like the one Pat had dropped near the rocket. Apparently rain was unknown on windless Uranus, and the surface moisture followed an endless cycle of condensation in the cool air and evaporation on the warm ground.


  III.


  HAM came to a spot where boiling mud seemed to be welling up from below, and steamy plumes whirled up to lose themselves in the fog—evidence of the vast internal heat that warmed the planet. He stood staring at it, and suddenly a violent jerk on the cord nearly toppled him backward.


  He spun around. Patricia materialized abruptly out of the fog, one hand clutching a ropy plant. She dropped it as she saw him, and suddenly she was clinging frantically to him.


  “Ham!” she gasped. “Let’s go back! I’m scared!”


  “Scared? Of what?” He knew her character; she was valiant to the point of recklessness against any danger she could understand, but let there be a hint of mystery in an occurrence, and her active imagination painted horrors beyond her ability to face.


  “I don’t know!” she panted. “I—I saw things!”


  “Where?”


  “In the fog! Everywhere!”


  Ham disengaged his arms and dropped his hands to the butts of the weapons in his belt. “What sort of things?” he asked.


  “Horrible things! Nightmarish things!”


  He shook her gently. “Who’s timid now?” he asked, but kindly. The query had the effect he sought; she gripped herself and calmed.


  “I’m not frightened!” she snapped.


  “I was startled. I saw——” She paled again.


  “Saw what?”


  “I don’t know. Shapes in the mist. Great moving things with faces. Gargoyles—devils—nightmares!” She shuddered, then calmed once more.


  “I was bending over a little pool out there, examining a biopod, and everything was quiet—sort of deadly quiet. And then a shadow passed in the pool—a reflection of something over me—and I looked up and saw nothing. But then I began to hear rustles and murmurs and noises like muffled voices and I began to see the fog shapes—horrible shapes—all around me. And I screamed, and then realized you couldn’t hear a scream, so I jerked the rope. And then I guess I just closed my eyes and rushed through them to you.” She shivered against him.


  “All around you?” he asked sharply “Do you mean between you and me?”


  She nodded. “Everywhere.”


  Ham laughed shortly. “You’ve had a day dream, Pat. The rope isn’t long enough for anything to pass between us without coming so close to one of us that he could see it clearly, and I saw absolutely nothing—absolutely nothing.”


  “Well, I saw something,” she insisted, “and it wasn’t imaginary. Do you think I’m just a nervous child afraid of strange places? Why, I was born on an alien planet!” At his indulgent grin she flared in indignation. “All right! Let’s both of us stand here perfectly quiet; perhaps they’ll come back again; then we’ll see what you think of them.”


  He nodded agreement, and they stood silently under the translucent dome of mist. There was nothing, nothing but a deep and endless grayness and an infinite silence, but a silence not like any Ham had ever experienced in his life. For on Venus—even in the sultriest part of the Hotlands—there is always the rustle of teeming life, and the eternal moaning of the underwind, while on the Earth no day nor night is ever quite silent.


  There is always somewhere the sighing of leaves or the rustle of grass or the murmur of water or the voices of insects, or even in the driest desert, the whisper of sand as it warms or cools. But not here; here was such utter stillness that the girl’s breathing beside him was an actual relief; it was a silence utter enough to hear.


  He did hear it—or was it simply his own blood pulsing in his ears, A formless throbbing, an infinitely faint rustling, a vague whispering. He frowned in the concentration of listening, and Patricia quivered against him.


  “There!” she hissed. “There!”


  He peered into the gray dimness. Nothing at all—or was there something? A shadow—’but what here could cause a shadow, here in this sunless region of fog? A condensation of mist, that was all. But it moved; mist can’t move without the thrust of wind, and here there was no wind.


  HE STRAINED his eyes in an effort to pierce the obscurity. He saw—or he imagined it—a vast, looming figure, or a dozen figures. They were all around; one passed silently overhead, and numberless others weaved and swayed just beyond the range of vision. There were murmurings and susurrations, sounds like breathing and whispering, patters and rustles. The fog shapes were weirdly unstable, looming from little patches of darkness into towering shadows, dissipating and forming like figures of smoke.


  “Good Lord!” gasped Ham. “What can——”


  He tried to focus his gaze on one individual in the shadowy throng. It was difficult; they all seemed to shift, to merge, advance, recede, or simply materialize and fade out. But one surprising phenomenon suddenly caught his attention, and for a moment stunned him into rigidity. He saw faces!


  Not exactly human faces. They were more such appearances as Patricia had described—the faces of gargoyles or devils, leering, grimacing, grinning in lunatic mirth or seeming to weep in mockery of sorrow. One couldn’t see them clearly enough for anything but fleeting impressions—so vague and instantaneous that they had the qualities of an illusion or dream.


  They must be illusions, he thought confusedly, if only because their conformations, though not human, imitated the human. It was beyond the bounds of reason to suppose that Uranus harbored a race of humans, or even humanlike beings.


  Beside him Patricia whimpered, “Let’s go back, Ham. Please let’s go back.”


  “Listen,” he said, “those things are illusory, at least in part.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Because they’re anthropomorphic. There can’t be any creatures here with nearly human faces. Our own minds are adding details that don’t exist, just as every time you see a cloud or a crack on the ceiling you try to make a face out of it. All we’re seeing is denser spots in the mist.”


  “I wish I thought you were sure of that,” she quavered.


  He wasn’t at all sure, but he reaffirmed it. “Of course I am. I’ll tell you an easy way to prove it, too. We’ll turn the infra-red camera on them, and that’ll bring out enough detail to judge by.”


  “I’d be afraid to look at the plates,” said the girl, shivering as she peered apprehensively at the vague horrors in the fog. “Suppose—suppose they do show those faces. What will you say then?”


  “I’ll say that it’s a queer and unexpected coincidence that Uranian life—if they are forms of life—has developed along somewhat the same lines as terrestrial—at least in outward form.”


  “And you’ll be wrong,” she murmured. “A thing like this is beyond coincidence.” She trembled against him. “Do you know what I think? Ham, do you suppose it’s possible that science has gone all wrong, and that Uranus is Hell? And that those are the damned?”


  He laughed, but even his laugh sounded hollow, muffled by the smothering fog. “That’s the maddest idea that even your wild imagination has ever produced, Pat. I tell you they’re——”


  A scream from the girl interrupted him. They had been standing huddled together, staring at divergent angles into the dome of mist, and he spun around instantly now to gaze in the direction she faced.


  For a moment his vision was blinded by the shift, and he blinked frantically in an effort to focus his eyes. Then he saw what had startled her. It was a vast, dusky shadow that seemed to originate somewhere near the surface, but was springing upward and curving over them as if it actually climbed a veritable dome of mist, like a dim river of darkness flowing upward.


  Despite his derision of Patricia’s fear-born imaginings, his nerves were taut. It was a purely automatic gesture that brought his weapon to his hand, and it was pure impulse that sent a bullet flaming into the mist. There was a curiously muffled report from the shot—a single dull echo—and then utter silence.


  Utter silence. The rustles and murmurings were gone—and so were the fog shapes. Blinking into the mist, they saw only the sullen grayness of the eternal cloud itself, and they heard no sound but their own tense breathing and the faint after-ring of their eardrums from the concussion.


  “They’re gone!” the girl gasped. “Sure. Just what I said. Illusions!”


  “Illusions don’t run away from gunshots,” retorted Patricia, her courage revived instantly with the vanishing of the fog shapes. “They’re real. I’m not nearly as afraid of real things as of—well, of things I can’t understand.”


  “Do you understand these?” he rejoined. “And as for illusions not running away from gunshots, I say they might. Suppose these appearances were due to a sort of self-hypnosis, or even merely to the eye strain of staring through this fog. Don’t you think a shot would startle us out of the proper mental state, so that we’d no longer see them?”


  “Maybe,” she said doubtfully. “Anyway, I’m not scared any more. Whatever they are, I guess they’re harmless.” She turned her attention to the puddle of hot mud before them, in which a few curious feathery growths swayed to the bubbling of the surface. “Cryptogamoid,” she said, stooping over them. “Probably the only sort of plant that can exist on Uranus, since there’s no sign of bees, or other pollen carriers.” Ham grunted, peering into the dismal gray mist. Suddenly both of them were startled into sudden alertness by the sound of the bell on the drum that held the guide wire. One ring; a warning from the Gena!


  PAT sprang erect. Ham tugged the wire in instant reply, and muttered, “We’d better go back. Harbord and Cullen must have seen something. It’s probably the same sort of things we saw, but we’d better go back.”


  They began to retrace their steps, the thousand feet of wire humming softly as it wound back on the spring drum at Ham’s waist. Other than that and the crunch of their steps on the gravel, there was silence, and the fog was merely a featureless dome of faintly greenish grayness. They had progressed perhaps two hundred yards when it changed.


  Patricia saw the fog shapes first. “They’re back!” she hissed in his ear, with no sound of fear in her voice now.


  IV.


  HE SAW them too. Now they were no longer surrounding the two of them, but were rushing past from the direction of the Gæa in two parallel streams, or perhaps dividing into two streams just beyond the point of visibility. He and Pat were moving down an alley walled by a continuous double line of rushing shadows.


  They huddled closer to each other and bored on through the fog. They were no more than a hundred and fifty feet from the rocket now. And then, with a suddenness that brought them to a sharp halt, something more solid than fog, more solid than fog shapes, loomed darkly straight before them.


  It—whatever it was—was approaching. It was visible now as a dark circle at the level of the ground, perhaps six feet in diameter, upright and broadside on. It was moving as fast as a man walks, and it materialized rapidly into a distinct solidity.


  Ham and Pat stared fascinated. The thing was featureless—just a dull black circle and a tubular body that stretched off into the fog. Or not quite featureless. Now they could perceive an organ that projected from the center of the circle—a loose, quivering member like a large pancake on a finger-thick stem, whose edges quivered and cupped toward them, as if to catch sounds or scent. The creature was blind.


  Yet it possessed some sense that could register distant objects. Thirty feet from them the stalked disc cupped deeply in their direction, the creature swerved slightly, and rushed silently toward the pair!


  Ham was ready. His automatic roared its muffled blast, and roared again. The attacker seemed to telescope in upon itself and rolled aside, and behind it appeared a creature identical in all respects—the same featureless black circle, the same quivering disc. But a high, piercing whine of pain slipped like a sharp knife through the fog.


  This was a danger Patricia could understand. There was no fear about her now; she had faced too many outlandish creatures on the Hotland frontiers of Venus, or in the mysterious wilds of the Mountains of Eternity.


  She snatched her companion’s flame pistol from its holster and stood with the weapon ready to vomit its single blast of destruction. She knew that it represented a last resort, not to be used until other means had failed, so she simply held it, and tugged on the wire to the Gæa. Three pulls, and then again three, would summon aid from Cullen and Harbord.


  The second creature—or was it another segment of the same animal?—came charging forward. Ham sent two more bullets into the blank, faceless front of it, and again that keening note of pain sounded. The monster swerved and collapsed, and another black circle was rushing toward them. His shot failed to drop this one, but the creature veered.


  Suddenly the thing was roaring past them, black and huge as a railroad train. It was a segmented being; it was composed of dozens of eight-foot links, like a train of miniature cars, three pairs of legs to a section.


  But it ran like a single creature, with ripples of motion flowing back along its countless legs in exactly the way a centipede runs. Ham had a flashing glimpse of the manner in which the segments were joined by finger-thick ropes of flesh.


  He sent three bullets into the middle of a passing section. It was a bad mistake; the segment spouted black liquid and rolled out of line, but the one behind it suddenly turned its stalked member toward the two defenders and came rushing at them. And off in the fog the first section was circling back. They had two to face now instead of one.


  Ham had three cartridges left in the clip. He grimly fired one shot full at the quivering disc of flesh that cupped toward him, saw the monster collapse, and sent another bullet into the segment that followed. The thing—or things—seemed to extend indefinitely into the fog.


  Beside him he heard the roar of the flame pistol. Pat had waited until the other monster was nearly upon her, so that her single blast might do as much damage as possible.


  Ham stole time for a momentary glance at the result; the terrific discharge had simply incinerated a dozen segments, and one solitary survivor was crawling away into the fog.


  “Good girl!” he muttered and sent his last bullet into the onrushing monstrosity. It dropped, and behind it, driving inexorably on, came the follower. He flung his empty weapon at the fleshy disc, saw it bound off the black skin, and waited, thrusting Pat behind him.


  THERE WAS a great, roaring light. A flame pistol! Dim in the fog were the figures of Harbord and Cullen, tracing their way along the wire, and before him were writhing segments of the blasted monster.


  What remained of the creature had had enough punishment, apparently, for it veered to the left and went thundering away into the mist, now no more than ten segments long. And all around the group, just beyond visibility, the fog shapes gestured and grimaced and gibbered, and then they too vanished.


  Not a word was spoken as the four traced the wire to the door of the Gæa. Once within, Patricia let out a low whistle of relief as she pulled off her dripping jacket.


  “Well!” she breathed. “That was a thrill.”


  “A thrill!” snorted Ham. “Say, you can have this whole soggy planet for all of me. And I’ve a mind to limit you to the ship, too. This is no place for a thoughtless imp like you; you draw trouble the way honey draws flies.”


  “As if I had anything to do with it!” she retorted. “All right; order me to stay aboard if you think it’ll do any good.”


  He grunted and turned to Harbord. “Thanks,” he said. “That was close until you two showed up. And by the way, what was the warning for? The fog shapes?”


  “Do you mean that Mardi Gras parade that’s been going by?” asked Harbord. “Or was it a spiritualist convention? No; we weren’t sure they were real. It was for the thing you did get tangled up with; it came humping by here in your direction.”


  “It or they?” corrected Ham.


  “Did you see more’n one of them?”


  “I made more than one of them. I cut it in half, and both halves went for us. Pat took care of one with the flame pistol, but all my bullets seemed to do was to knock off pieces.” He frowned. “Do you understand the thing, Pat?”


  “Better than you do,” she retorted sharply. His threat to restrain her to the ship still rankled. “This would be a fine expedition without a biologist, wouldn’t it?”


  “That’s the reason I’m being careful about you,” he grinned. “I’m afraid it would be without a biologist. But what’s your idea concerning that series of detachable worms out there?”


  “Just that. It’s a multiple animal. Did you ever hear of Henri Fabre?”


  “Not that I remember.”


  “Well, he was a great French naturalist of about two centuries ago. Among other things, he studied some interesting little insects called processionary caterpillars, who spin themselves a cozy nest of silk and march out of it every night to feed.”


  “Well?”


  “Just listen a moment,” said the girl. “They march out single file, every caterpillar touching its head to the tail of the one preceding it. They’re blind, you see; so each one trusts the one ahead. The first one’s the leader; he picks the route, leads them to the proper tree, and there the column breaks up for feeding. And at sunrise, they form again into little columns, which join again into the big procession, and back they go to their nest.”


  “I still don’t see——”


  “You will. Now, whichever caterpillar is in front is the leader. If you take a stick and break the column at any point, the one behind the gap becomes leader for his followers, and leads them back to the cobweb nest just as efficiently as the original leader. And if you segregate any one caterpillar, he finds his own way, being leader and column in one.”


  “I begin to see,” muttered Ham.


  “Yes. That thing—or those things—are something like the processionary caterpillars. They’re blind; in fact, eyes would have much less value on Uranus than on the Earth, and perhaps no Uranian creatures developed eyes—unless the fog shapes possess them. But I think these creatures are a long way ahead of the processionaries, because the caterpillars establish their contact along a thread of silk, but these fellows, apparently, do it through actual nerve ganglia.”


  “Eh?” queried Ham.


  “Of course. Didn’t you notice how they were joined? That flat organ in front—each one had it slapped like a sucking disc against the one before him—was always placed in identically the same position. And when you shot one out of the middle of the file, I saw the pulpy lump it had covered on the one it followed. And besides——” She paused.


  “Besides what?”


  “WELL, didn’t it strike you as strange that the whole line cooperated so well? Their legs moved in a sort of rhythm, like the legs of a single creature, like the legs of a myriapod—a centipede.


  “I don’t think habit or training or discipline could ever account for the way that file of creatures acted, rushing and stopping and veering and circling, all in perfect unison. The whole line must have been under the direct neutral control of the leader—hearing and smelling what he heard and smelled, even, perhaps, responding to his desires, hating with him and finally fearing with him!”


  “Damned if I don’t think you’re right!” exclaimed Ham. “The whole bunch of them acted like one animal!”


  “Until you carelessly created two by breaking the line,” corrected the girl. “You see——”


  “I made another leader!” finished Ham excitedly. “The one behind the break in the file became a second leader, able to act independently.” He frowned. “Say, do you suppose those things accumulate their intelligences when they join? Does each one add his reasoning power—if any—to the dominating brain of the leader?”


  “I doubt it,” said the girl. “If that were true, they would be able to build up a colossal intellect just by adding more sections. No matter how stupid each individual might be, they’d only have to click together enough of them to create a godlike intelligence.


  “If anything like that existed here, or ever had existed, they wouldn’t be rushing around weaponless and savage. There’d be some sort of civilization, wouldn’t there? But,” she added, “they might pool their experience. The leader might have all the individual memories at his disposal, which wouldn’t add a darn thing to his reasoning powers.”


  “Sounds plausible,” agreed Ham. “Now as to the fog shapes. Have you figured out anything about them?”


  She shuddered. “Not much,” she confessed. “I think there’s a relationship between them and these others, though.”


  “Why?”


  “Because they came streaming by us just before the attack. They might have been simply running away from the multiple creature, but in that case they ought to have scattered. They didn’t; they came rushing by in two distinct streams, and not only that, but all during the fight they were flickering and shimmering in the background. Didn’t you notice that?”


  “My attention was occupied,” replied Ham dryly. “But what about it?”


  “Well, did you ever hear of the indicator albirostris—the honey-guide?”


  “It sounds vaguely familiar.”


  “It’s an African bird of the cuckoo family, and it guides human beings to the wild bee colonies. Then the man gets the honey and the bird gets the grubs.” She paused. “I think,” she concluded, “that the fog shapes played honey-guide to the others. I think they led the creatures to us either because your shot angered them, or because they wanted the leavings after the others were through with us, or because they’re just plain destructive. Anyway, that’s my guess.”


  “If they’re real,” added Ham. “We’ll have to turn the infra-red camera on the next group or herd or swarm or flock, or whatever you call their gatherings. I still think they’re mostly illusory.”


  She shuddered. “I hope you’re right,” she murmured.


  “Bah!” said Harbord suddenly. “Women don’t belong in places like this. Too timid.”


  “Yeah?” retorted Ham, now fully prepared to defend Patricia. “She was cool enough to notice details during that fracas out there.”


  “But afraid of shadows!” grumbled Harbord.


  V.


  HOWEVER, they weren’t shadows. Some hours later Cullen reported that the fog around the Gæa was full of shifting, skittering shapes, and he trundled the long-wave camera from port to port.


  Handicapped by the argon-laden air with its absorption spectrum that filtered out long rays, the infra-red plates were nevertheless more sensitive than the human eye, though perhaps less responsive to detail. But a photographic plate is not amenable to suggestion; it never colors what it sees by the tint of past experience; it records coldly and unemotionally the exact pattern of the light rays that strike it.


  When Cullen was ready to develop his plates, Patricia was still asleep, tired out by the hectic first day on the planet, but Ham came out drowsily to watch the results.


  These might have been less than she feared, but they were more than Ham expected. He squinted through a negative toward the light, then took a sheaf of prints from Cullen, frowning down at them.


  “Humph!” he muttered. The prints showed something, beyond doubt, but something not much more definite than the unaided eye. Indubitably the fog shapes were real, but it was equally certain that they weren’t anthropomorphic.


  The demoniac faces, the leering visages, the sardonic countenances, were decidedly absent to the eye of the camera; to that extent the beings they had seen were illusions, whose features had been superimposed by their own minds on the shadows in the fog. But only to that extent, for behind the illusion lay something unmistakably real. Yet what physical forms could achieve that flickering and shifting and change of shape and size that they had observed?


  “Don’t let Pat see these unless she asks to,” he said thoughtfully. “And I think I’ll confine her to the ship for the present. Judging from the couple of acres we’ve seen so far, this place isn’t the friendliest sort of locality.”


  But he figured without the girl on both counts. When, fifteen hours later, he moved the rocket a mile south and prepared for another circuit in the fog, she met his order with a storm of protest.


  “What’s this expedition for?” she demanded. “The most important thing on a planet is the life it supports, and that’s a biologist’s business, isn’t it?”


  She turned indignant eyes on Ham. “Why do you think the Institute chose me for this job? Just to sit idly in the rocket while a couple of incompetents look around—a chemist and an engineer who don’t know an epiphyte from a hemipteron?”


  “Well, we could bring in specimens,” muttered Ham miserably.


  That brought a renewed storm. “Listen to me!” she snapped. “If you want the truth, I’m not here because of you. You’re here because of me! They could have found a hundred engineers and chemists and astrogators, but how many good extraterrestrial biologists? Darn few!”


  Ham had no ready reply, for it was quite true. Despite her youth, Patricia, born on Venus and educated in Paris, was admittedly preeminent in her field. Nor, in all fairness to the backers of the expedition, could he handicap her in her work. After all, not even the government-financed Smithsonian could afford to spend somewhat over two million dollars without getting fair return for its money.


  Sending a rocket out into the depths where Uranus plowed its lonely orbit was a project so expensive that in simple justice the expedition had to do its utmost, especially since forty long years would elapse before another opportunity to visit the doubtful planet. So he sighed and yielded.


  “That shows a faint glimmering of intelligence,” said Patricia. “Do you think I’m afraid of some animated links of sausages? I won’t make the mistake of cutting them in the middle. And as for those funny-faced shadows, you said yourself that they were illusions, and—by the way, where are the pictures you were going to take of them? Did they show anything?”


  Cullen hesitated, then at Ham’s resigned nod, he passed her the sheaf of prints. At the first glance she frowned suddenly.


  “They’re real!” she said, and then bent over them with so intent an expression that Ham wondered what she could read from so vague and shadowy a record. He saw, or fancied he saw, a queer gleam of satisfaction in her eyes, and felt a sensation of relief that at least she wasn’t upset by the discovery.


  “What d’you make of them?” he asked curiously.


  She smiled and made no answer.


  APPARENTLY Ham’s fears concerning Patricia were ill-founded on all counts. The days passed uneventfully; Cullen analyzed and filed his samples, and took innumerable tests of the greenish Uranian atmosphere; Ham checked and rechecked his standard weights, and in spare moments examined the reaction motor on which the Gæa and their lives depended; and Patricia collected and classified her specimens without the least untoward incident.


  Harbord, of course, had nothing to do until the rocket plunged once more into the vastness of space, so he served as cook and general utility man—an easy enough task consisting largely of opening cans and disposing of the debris.


  Four times the Gæa soared aloft, picked her way through the eternal mists to a new station, and settled down while Ham and Patricia explored another thousand-foot circle. And somewhere in the grayness above, forever invisible, Saturn swung into conjunction, passed the slower-moving Uranus, and began to recede. Time was growing short; every hour meant additional distance to cover on the return.


  On the fifth shift of position, Harbord announced the limit of their stay. “Not more than fifty hours more,” he warned, “unless you have an inclination to spend the next forty years here.”


  “Well, it’s not much worse than London,” observed Ham, pulling on his outdoor clothing. “Come on, Pat. This’ll be our last look at the pleasant Uranian landscape.”


  She followed him into the gray open, waiting while he clicked his guide wire to the rocket, and the silken rope to her belt. “I’d like to get one more look at our chain-gang friends,” she complained. “I have an idea, and I’d like to investigate it.”


  “And I hope you don’t,” he grunted. “One look was plenty for me.”


  The Gæa disappeared in the eternal mist. Around them the fog shapes flickered and grimaced as they had done ever since that first appearance, but neither of them paid any attention now. Familiarity had removed any trace of fear.


  This was a region of small stony hillocks, and Patricia ranged back and forth at the full length of the rope, culling, examining, discarding, or preserving the rare Uranian flora. Most of the time she was beyond sight or sound, but the cord that joined them gave evidence of her safety.


  Ham tugged impatiently. “Like leading a puppy past a row of trees,” he growled as she appeared. “Wire’s end!” he called. “We’ll circle back.”


  “But there’s something beyond!” she cried. By virtue of the rope she could range an additional fifty feet into the obscurity. “There’s something growing just out of reach there—something new! I want to see it.”


  “Hell, you can’t. It’s out of reach and that’s that. We can lengthen the wire a little and come back for it.”


  “Oh, it’s just a few feet.” She turned away. “I’ll release the rope, take a look, and come right back.”


  “You won’t!” he roared. “Pat! Come here!”


  He tugged mightily on the rope. A faint exclamation of disgust drifted out of the dimness, and then, suddenly, the rope came free in his hands. She had freed herself!


  “Pat!” he bellowed. “Come back! Come back, I say!”


  A smothered reply sounded, all but inaudible. Then there was utter silence.


  He shouted again. The all-enveloping fog muffled his voice in his own ears. He waited a moment, then repeated his call. Nothing; no sound but the rustle of the fog shapes.


  He was in a desperate quandary. After another pause he fired his revolver into the air, all ten shots at brief intervals. He waited, then fired another clip without response from the passive, leaden-hued fog. He swore bitterly at the girl’s foolhardiness, at his own helplessness, and at the grimacing fog shapes.


  He had to do something. Go back to the Gæa and set Harbord and Cullen searching That wasted precious time; every moment Patricia might be wandering blindly away. He muttered a phrase that might have been either an imprecation or a prayer, pulled a pencil and a piece of paper from his pocket, and scrawled a message: “Pat lost. Bring additional spool and attach to wire. Circle for me. Will try to stay within two-thousand-foot radius.”


  He clipped the paper to the wire’s end, weighted it with a stone, and then tugged three times to summon the two from the Gæa. Then he deliberately released himself and plunged unguided into the fog.


  HE NEVER KNEW how far or how long he walked. The fog shapes gibbered and mocked him, the condensation gathered on his face and dripped from his nose and chin, the fog pressed in about him. He shouted, he fired his automatic, he whistled, hoping that the shriller sounds might carry, he zigzagged back and forth across his route. Surely, he thought, Pat had sense enough not to wander. Surely a girl trained in the Hotlands of Venus knew that the proper procedure when lost was to remain still, lest one stray still farther from safety.


  Ham himself was utterly lost now. He had no faintest conception of where the Gæa lay, nor in what direction was the guiding wire. Now and again he thought he spied the silver filament of safety, but each time it was only the glint of water or the dull sparkle of stone. He moved under an inverted bowl of fog that blocked off vision on every hand.


  In the end it was the very weakness of the lost that saved him. After hours of hopeless plunging through the mist, he tripped—actually tripped—over the wire. He had circled.


  Cullen and Harbord loomed suddenly beside him, joined by a silken rope. He gasped, “Have you—have you——”


  “No,” said Harbord gloomily, his lined visage looking bleak and worn. “But we will. We will.”


  “Say,” said Cullen, “why don’t you go aboard and rest up? You look about done in, and we can carry on for you.”


  “No,” said Ham grimly.


  Harbord was unexpectedly gentle. “Don’t worry,” he said. “She’s a sensible sort. She’ll stay put until we find her. She can’t have wandered a full thousand feet beyond the wire’s end.”


  “Unless,” responded Ham miserably, “she was driven—or carried.”


  “We’ll find her,” repeated Harbord. But ten hours later, after they had completely circled the Gæa at a dozen different distances, it became obvious that Patricia was not within the circumference described by their two-thousand-foot wire. Fifty times during the intolerable circuit Ham had fought against the impulse to free himself of the wire, to probe just a little farther into the tantalizing fog.


  She might be sitting despondently—just beyond sight and earshot, or she might be lying injured within an easy stone’s throw of the circle, and they’d never know it. Yet to release himself from the one guide that marked their base was little better than suicide and somewhat more than sheer insanity.


  When they reached the stake that Cullen had driven to mark their starting point, Ham paused. “Back to the ship,” he ordered grimly. “We’ll move her four thousand feet in this direction and circle again. Pat can’t have wandered that far away. That’ll give us nearly a mile from the point I lost her.”


  “We’ll find her,” reiterated Harbord. But they didn’t find her. After a futile, exhausting search, Ham ordered the Gæa to a point at which their wire-bound circle was tangent to the two circles already explored, and grimly began again.


  Thirty-one hours had passed since the girl had disappeared, and the three were nearing exhaustion. It was Cullen who yielded first, and groped his way wearily back to the ship. When the other two returned to move to a new base, they found him sleeping fully clothed beside a half-drained cup of coffee.


  VI.


  THE HOURS dropped slowly into eternity. Saturn was pulling steadily ahead of the misty planet, bound placidly for their next meeting forty years in the future. Harbord said not a word concerning the passing of time; it was Ham who broached the subject.


  “Look here,” he said as the Gæa slanted down to a new position. “Time’s short. I don’t want you two marooned here, and if we don’t find Pat in this area, I want you and Cullen to leave. Do you understand?”


  “I understand English,” said Harbord, “but not that sort.”


  “There’s no reason for you two to stay. I’m staying. I’ll take our portion of food and all the arms and ammunition, and I’ll stay.”


  “Bah!” growled Harbord. “What’s forty years?” He had turned sixty.


  “I’m ordering you to leave,” said Ham quietly.


  “You don’t command once we’re clear of the surface,” grunted the other. “We’re staying. We’ll find her.”


  But it began to seem utterly hopeless. Cullen awoke and joined them as they emerged into the infinite fog, and they took their places at six hundred and sixty foot intervals along the wire. Ham took the outermost position and they began their endless plodding through the mists.


  He was close to the breaking point. For forty hours he had neither slept nor eaten, save for a hurried gulp of coffee and a bite of chocolate when they moved the Gaia. The fog shapes were beginning to take the weirdest conformations in his tired eyes, and they seemed to loom ever closer, and to grin more malevolently.


  So it was that he had to blink and squint and peer very closely when, a quarter way around the circuit, he saw something a little denser than the fog shapes in the gloom.


  He jerked the wire once to halt Harbord and Cullen, and stared fixedly. There was a sound, too—a faint, steady thrumming quite different from the eerie rustles of the fog shapes. He started sharply as he heard still another sound, indescribable, muffled, but certainly a physical sound. He jerked the wire three times; that would summon his companions.


  They came, and he pointed out the dusky mass. “We can reach it,” he suggested, “if we tie a couple of our ropes together. Two should be plenty.”


  They moved cautiously into the mist. Something—something was stirring there. They crept quietly on, fifty feet, sixty. And suddenly Ham realized that he saw a chain of the multiple creatures—a vast chain, apparently, for it was still passing before them. In utter despondency he stopped, staring hopelessly ahead; then, very slowly, he turned back toward the wire.


  A sound—a sharp sound—froze him. It sounded like a cough!


  He whirled back. Regardless of the dangerous file close before him, he shouted. “Pat!” Pat!”


  The sublimity of relief! A thin little voice quavered beyond the line. “Ham! Oh, Ham!”


  “Are you—are you safe?”


  “Y-yes.”


  He was at the very side of the passing file. Beyond, pale as the mist itself, was Patricia, no more than ten feet away.


  “Thank God!” he muttered. “Pat, when this chain passes, run straight here. Don’t move a single step aside—not a single step!”


  “Passes?” she quavered. “Oh, it won’t pass! It isn’t a file. It’s a circle!”


  “A circle!” Comprehension dawned. “A circle! Then how—how can we get you out? We can’t break it or——”


  He paused. Now the queer parade was leaderless, helpless, but once it were broken at any point, it would turn into a fierce and bloodthirsty thing—and it might attack the girl. “Lord!” he gasped.


  Harbord and Cullen were beside him. “Here!” he snapped. He seized the remaining rope. “I’m going across. Stand close.”


  He crawled to the shoulders of the two. From that height it might be possible to leap the creatures. It had to be possible.


  He made it, though it left Cullen and Harbord groaning from the thrust of his hundred and eighty pounds, Uranus weight. He spent only a moment holding Patricia to him; the menace of those circling monsters was too imminent.


  He flung an end of the rope to the two beyond the circle. “Can you swing across if we hold it high enough, Pat?”


  The girl seemed on the verge of exhaustion.


  “Of course,” she murmured.


  He helped her lock elbows and knees around the rope. Slowly, painfully, she inched her way in the manner of a South American tree sloth. Ham had one terrible instant of fear as she wavered directly over the file, but she made it, dropping weakly into Harbord’s arms beyond.


  Then she cried out, “Ham! How can you get across?”


  “Vault ’em!” he flashed.


  He spent no time in reflection. He gathered all the strength remaining in his body, drew back for a short run, and actually cleared the six-foot barrier of deadliness, his knuckles just touching a black, blubbery back.


  Patricia struggled to her feet, clinging to him. He held her a moment, then said huskily, “Lord! If we hadn’t found you——”


  “But you did!” she whispered. Suddenly she began to laugh hysterically, the sound broken by choking coughs. “Only what kept you? I expected you sooner!” She stared wildly at the circling file. “I short-circuited them!” she cried. “I—short-circuited—their brains!”


  She collapsed against him. Without a word he lifted her and followed Harbord and Cullen back along the wire to the Gæa. Behind him, revolving endlessly, was the circle of doomed creatures.


  URANUS was a banded green globe behind the flare of the afterjets, and Saturn a brilliant blue star to the left of a tiny, very fierce sun. Patricia, her cough already improved in the conditioned air of the Gæa, lay passively in a pivot chair and smiled at Ham.


  “You see,” she said, “after I cast off the rope—Wait! Don’t lecture me again about that!—I stepped just the merest few paces into the fog, and then, after all, the plants I had seen turned out to be the same old zigzag ones I named Cryptogami Urani, so I started back and you were gone.”


  “Gone! I hadn’t moved.”


  “You were gone,” she repeated imperturbably. “I walked a short distance, and then shouted, but the shouts just sort of muffled out. And then I heard a couple of shots in another direction, and started that way—and suddenly the chain gang came plunging out of the fog!”


  “What’d you do?”


  “What could I do? They were too close for me to draw my gun, so I ran. They’re fast, but so am I, and I kept ahead until I began to lose breath. Then I discovered that by sharp dodging I could keep away—they don’t turn very quickly—and I managed for a few minutes, although that blinding fog kept me in danger of tripping. And then I had an inspiration!”


  “You needed one!” he muttered.


  She ignored him. “Do you remember when I mentioned Fabre and his studies of the pine processionary caterpillars? Well, one of his experiments was to lead the procession around the edge of a big garden vase and close the circle! He did away with the leader, and do you know what happened?”


  “I can guess.”


  “You’re right. Lacking leadership, the circle just kept revolving for hours, days, I don’t know how long, until at last some caterpillar dropped from exhaustion, and a new leader was created by the gap. And suddenly that experiment occurred to me, and I set about duplicating it. I dodged back toward the rear end of my procession, with the front end following me!”


  “I see!” muttered Ham.


  “Yes. I intended to close the circle and dodge outside, but something went wrong. I caught up with the rear all right, but I was just about worn out, and I stumbled or something, and the next thing I remember was lying on the ground with the feet of the things pounding by my face. And I was inside the circle!”


  “You probably fainted from exhaustion.”


  “I never faint,” said Patricia with dignity.


  “You did when I got you out.”


  “That,” she retorted, “was simply a case of going to sleep after about forty hours of staying awake without food. Fainting, or syncope, is quite different, being due to an undersupply of blood to the brain—”


  “All right,” cut in Ham. “If fainting needs a brain, obviously you couldn’t faint. Go on.”


  “Well.” she resumed placidly, “there I was. I could have shot a break in the circle, of course, but that would have brought an attack, and besides, I hadn’t the least idea where the Gæa was. So I sat there, and I sat a week or ten days or a month——”


  “Forty hours.”


  “And the fog shapes kept rustling over the file of sausage creatures, and they kept flickering and rustling and whispering until I thought I’d go mad. It was terrible—even knowing what they were, it was terrible!”


  “Knowing——what Do you know what they are?”


  “I figured out one good guess. In fact, I had a suspicion as soon as I saw Cullen’s infra-red photographs.”


  “Then what the devil are they?”


  “Well, you see I had a good chance to examine the chain things at close range, and they’re not perfect creatures.”


  “I’ll say they’re not!”


  “I mean they’re not fully developed. In fact, they’re larvae. And I think the fog shapes are what they grow up to be. That’s why the fog shapes led the things to us. Don’t you see? The chain creatures are their children. It’s like caterpillar and moth!”


  “Well, that’s possible, of course, but what about the weird faces of the fog shapes, and their ability to change size?”


  “They don’t change size. See here—the light on that part of Uranus comes from directly overhead, doesn’t it? Well, any shadows are thrown straight down, then; that’s obvious. So what we saw—all that flickering, shifting crew of gargoyles—were just the shadows of floating things, flying things, projected on the fog. That’s why the fog shapes grew and shrank and changed shape; they were just shadows following some winged creature that moved up and down and around. Do you see”


  “It sounds plausible. We’ll report it that way, and in eighty years, when the north pole part of Uranus gets around to the Sunlight again, somebody can run up and check the theory. Maybe Harbord’ll pilot them. Eh, Harbord? Think you’d be willing to visit the place again in eighty years?”


  “Not with a woman aboard,” grunted the astrogator.”


  CODE OF THE SPACEWAYS


  Clifton B. Kruse


  A tale of far places, of men who are not afraid, of life on the star trail.


  CAPTAIN CHAPMAN’S full-throated blast reverberated through the phones of the X9: “Mechanic deck. Attention to orders. Cut drivers in deceleration, forty units brake.”


  “Aye, aye, sir.”


  “Pilot attention. Arc for landing: Crystal Base, Uranus!”


  “Order receiver, sir.”


  Immediately the huge interplanetary freighter began to throb with quavering moans. There came a steady succession of tingling vibrations as the forward torps fired their staccato blasts which steadily braked the ship’s terrific speed. The stench of superheated oil stung the space-hardened throats as the pulsating condensers whined in constant readjustments.


  The effect upon the men was that of a tempestuous storm at sea. Weird howls emanated from ponderous mechanisms as the great hull quavered with nauseating vibrations.


  Swaying rigidly, his eyes rounded in perplexity, Charter Dubinsky met Captain Jon Chapman’s implacable flinty-eyed gaze.


  “You think——”


  “Listen, Dublinsky,” Chapman interrupted sharply, “I know what’s eating on you. You’re young and too damned conscientious. You’re worrying about the X9’s cargo. The Earth-Plutonian contract is five years. That’s too long and too expensive a trip to take chances with. And you’re all upset about this cockeyed warning from Uranus.”


  “Yes, sir. You’re right. There must be something wrong at Crystal Base and——”


  “And inasmuch as this is a cargo ship we’d better stick to our flying, that it?” Chapman rubbed at his reddish beard with a coarse, leather-skinned hand. “Listen, Laddie. Our schedule calls for a rest on Uranus. We’ve been months flying from Neptune to here and there are more months ahead of us before we touch Saturn. Do you know what a year or more of steady blasting through space does to a man?


  “There are a hundred and ten aboard this ship and if we don’t get a rest on Uranus there’ll be a hundred and ten gibbering lunatics before we drop to Saturn. I know, Dublinsky! I’ve been shooting the skyways for the council for better than sixty years. We’re landing on Uranus if we have to use the guns. Just you stick——”


  “Captain Chapman!” a voice blared from the communication receiver. “Plot deck calling. Come at once!”


  It was the husky tenseness of the voice which shocked the old officer into action. Without a word he started for the ramp, the younger man at his heels. Coming into the forward control chamber he met the worried glances of the three pilots.


  “Look!” Senior Pilot McKernan gestured excitedly toward the telescopic reflector plate. “Crystal Base is in flames!”


  Chapman’s gaunt frame stiffened in rigid attention as he stared up at the constantly enlarging reflection. The magnificent greenish-blue aura of the great planet, Uranus, completely filled the plate, and at the precise center toward which the nose of the X9 was charging there glowed a peculiar disk of pulsating orange-red flame.


  Even as the eyes of the ship’s officers held to the fearsome spectacle the rhythmic click, click, click of the etherometer measured their speedy approach to what should be the safe and comfortable interplanetary outpost city, Crystal Base.


  Abruptly, Captain Chapman tore his gaze away from the reflector plate. He was beside the control panel, one huge fist gripping the shoulder of Second Pilot Dollens.


  “Arc forty-five degrees below planetary coordinate. Blast!”


  SIBILANT WHINES burst from the gigantic side thrust which sent the massive freighter upon an encircling course. The impact of the sudden change in direction brought all those who had been standing to their knees. The plot deck spun before their eyes. Ears rang. A soft, half-muffled moan escaped the bluish lips of Charter Dublinsky. A trickle of blood ran from his nose.


  “Graduate power for drop,” the powerful voice of Captain Jon Chapman beat into the force-twisted senses of the pilot. “Angle at three points and hold it.”


  “Aye, sir,” Dollens choked out, his shaking fingers stabbing at the intricate controls.


  “Maintain this position until further orders,” Chapman continued and then turned about, surveying the other bewildered and nauseated men.


  “Colosus!” McKernan bit his lip to maintain his composure. “Such a maneuver with a loaded ship. It’s a wonder we didn’t crack in two. But great guns, Chapman, what the devil do you suppose has happened down there? I didn’t think there was heat enough on the whole planet to bum up an outpost.”


  Chapman’s narrowed eyes became two dots of sparkling flint, and the ruddy, whiskered jaw protruded stubbornly.


  “I don’t know—yet,” he barked. “But we’ll find out soon enough. You, Dublinsky, get to the under decks. See to it that the mechanics and blasters hold to their posts. Action orders prevail. But answer no questions. We’ll land on Uranus in approximately three hours with this shift. In the meantime we’ll try to get in touch with the commandant.


  “Ivan Hood is in charge at Crystal Base—or was,” McKernan spoke up. “Flashcaps were signed by Lieutenant Zaharius. The last warning we received was cut off in the middle of his signature. Since then their flash marker went dead. Probably burned——”


  “That isn’t fire,” Captain Chapman interrupted sharply. “Look at the telescope plate closely. Except for. the reddish glow the appearance of Uranus is unchanged. That much heat would thaw out the frozen air immediately adjacent to Crystal Base. As you see, there is no abnormal vapor formation. Whatever force has attacked the outpost has certainly no counterpart in Earthly weapons. By Lyra, if we only had some word from the men stationed there!”


  “Nothing came through but that thrice-repeated warning,” McKernan’s voice rasped with excitement. “Here’s the record tape.”


  
    X9 ATTENTION. KEEP TO SPACEWAYS. DO NOT ATTEMPT LANDING ON URANUS. DANGER. SIGNED. LT. ZAHARIUS, F7. IOS.

  


  Yet scarcely had they finished reading it when a terrific explosion thundered through the huge freighter. The walls and floors of the plot deck quavered. Second Pilot Dollens lurched from his seat, his lips twisted in a horrified scream which died in his throat. Slumping forward, his body fell across the controls and dropped to the floor, fingers clutching spasmodically.


  “Cut it away! Cut it away!” McKernan was screeching, one arm stretched upward toward the telescopic reflector. “They—they fired a neutron blast—struck us. I was looking at the reflector—saw it shoot out—from Crystal Base. But hurry!”


  Nodding stupidly in response to the frantic cries from McKernan who lay flat on his back, Chapman virtually fell upon the controls. His brain seemed to be struggling against some horrible vice. With difficulty he forced his senseless hands to touch the controls.


  “It’s dead,” McKernan was moaning as he dragged himself to an upright position. “Polaris! This silence—the drivers are dead. They struck us.”


  Straightening his gaunt old shoulders bravely Chapman turned away from the controls. His eyes met the fearful stare from McKernan, swung to the seemingly lifeless body of Relief Pilot Redgate and then to the moaning, twitching Dollens who lay at his feet.


  “We’re dropping, Mac,” the captain’s tone was low, oddly without emotion.


  EVEN as he spoke the telescopic reflector became a hazy mass of murky, frigid clouds. The bodies of the men tingled from the quickening clutch of planetary gravity which became increasingly pronounced.


  “How far?” McKernan asked.


  “We’ll be down within a quarter of an hour,” Chapman recited with the methodical calm of a lecturer. “There’s nothing we can do about it but trust to the automatic brakes to let us down easy. The drivers are burned out. Which means that our neutron guns are useless but——” the old eyes became steel hard and glitteringly bright. “But as soon as we touch Uranus, we go into action. Get below, round up every man who’s still on his feet. Space suits and side arms!”


  “Yes, sir.” McKernan grinned despite the whiteness of his face. “But where are we, captain?”


  Chapman studied the instruments before speaking: “Approximately fifty Earth miles due south of Crystal Base. In other words, Mac, we’ll land somewhere near the Kotandra valley.”


  Immediately, shouts from the forward ramp announced Dublinsky’s hasty return to the plot deck.


  “Chapman! Mac! Are you all right? What’s happened? It’s hell below deck!”


  Staggering into the plot deck, the gasping, bloody figure of Charter Dublinsky swayed in wild-eyed wonder before the other two.


  “Did we crash?”


  Chapman spoke up: “Hello, no, Dublinsky, we were hit—we’re dropping now.”


  “I know that. I know the feel. But by the powers, sir, that blow made a mess in the under decks. Half of the men are still out—two, I know, are dead—and when the drivers went off—glory, but it’s like slow death. Those that have their senses are half crazy with fright. What are we going to do?”


  A shudder, almost of depression, coursed over the vast transport. The sensation of floating downward changed abruptly to one of strange, oppressive heaviness. Throughout the ship, blasters and officers alike, stiffened rigidly, their blood streams tingling with a new and almost fearful impulse of life. Land. The X9 was planet-docked.


  The low, even tones of Captain Chapman’s commands carried an exhortation to courage and alertness through the ship’s phones. Trained for instant readiness against incredible emergencies the men of the X9 sprang to immediate, unquestioning obedience.


  Although he had not moved from the plot deck, within a scant quarter of an hour Captain Chapman had assembled the entire personnel upon the two central decks of the ship. Massive ramp ports were swung to impermeable tightness. Lights were cut to a minimum. Every atom of the reserve energy of the now-silent transport was jealously husbanded.


  First Mechanic Rawlings reports all blasters in order with seven casualties, sir,” Charter Dublinsky had returned to the plot deck to report.


  Chapman nodded slowly. In the intensity of his thoughts one hand pawed at his bristly jaw. “All spacemen, glory to ’em!” he mumbled thickly. “And now—our first problem is to ascertain the state of affairs at Crystal Base.”


  “I volunteer, sir,” Senior Pilot McKernan stepped forward impulsively. “Dollens is up now and Redgate’s getting some life back. Unaided, it will take us a good month to repair the drivers. That will give me time to make observations at Crystal Base and get back—the council’ll expect a report.”


  “The two of us—with a small party.” Charter Dublinsky caught the alert gaze of Senior Pilot McKernan. “I—I have been on Uranus before, sir.”


  THE monstrous durosteel mass of the X9 blended swiftly into the undulating shadows of the murky, deep-gray landscape. Looking back, Dublinsky saw the ruby sheen of the frontal port light glow with the flickering fire of a distant planet. Save for that single, faint beacon there was no evidence that the huge freighter lay dormant in the foreboding pall of Kotandra Valley.


  A sudden yank upon the guide rope jerked him forward. Grimly, his teeth clenched in defiance against the fearful terrain, Dublinsky plodded on. Somewhere ahead of him the ponderous crunch of boots revealed the creeping line of his fellow Earthmen. McKernan had taken the lead with the three blasters following in file.


  At the tail end of the guide rope, so essential in the frigid dusk of Uranus, Dublinsky brought up the rear. All wore the thick, electrically heated, regulation space suits and carried full pack with heat-ray pistols. Ahead of them the incline of the glass-brittle plains reached the ragged hill country beyond which they would find the great plateau whereon the pioneering Interplanetary had erected the only outpost upon this gigantic, frozen world of Uranus.


  Fifty Earth miles. Steadily, methodically the shadowy file trekked onward. Earth phones hammered the continuous scruff, scruff, scruff of elephantine, gravity-balanced boots. One hour and fifty minutes of marching; ten minutes of rest. With difficulty, Dublinsky stifled an inclination to shriek out a burst of insane laughter. His back ached from the pack; legs throbbed in this tortuous wading against the gravity of bleak Uranus. The ear phones seemed to crackle and moan with the deep breathing of the five trudging Earthmen. And this damnable gray mockery of light!


  Imploringly, the young charter lifted his eyes toward that gleam in the sky which was the sun. But what a feeble sun! He could stare at it in midday as one might stare into the limited glow of an ordinary arc light. Great Arcturus! It was such a sight at such a time as this that made a real impression of distance upon a man’s brain.


  The snaky line halted, tensed. The shock tore Dublinsky’s harried brain into full, alert consciousness. Now McKernan was speaking, calling him to the front of the line. There was a ring of apprehension in the senior pilot’s voice. Dublinsky clamped forward with the grace of a galloping ox. The three blasters huddled together in silent awe.


  “Did you catch it?” McKernan quickly switched the space-suit radiophones to a wave length receivable only to the officer’s instruments. Some impulse bade him hide from the three blasters any indication of indecision or perplexity.


  “I wasn’t thinking about listening,” Dublinsky replied. “Something tingled through my ears—wait, now that I keep thinking about it. I could swear it was a word.”


  “Precisely.” McKernan’s speech came in quick, excited bursts. “I was letting the receiver hold to a wide band——was listening for something—when it came like a flash. I distinctly heard the name ‘Chapman’ ?”


  “That was it!” Dublinsky exclaimed. “But another thing, Mac, and why haven’t we thought of it before: That reddish glow hasn’t been in evidence since the X9 landed.”


  “I’d thought of that, Dublinsky. However, there are several possible explanations. But listen—I’m going to use the field set—we’ll listen a while—and then try a call.”


  As McKernan knelt down the better to adjust the portable wireless there came the faint tinkle as if his knee had crushed innumerable sheets of thinnest glass. Involuntarily Dublinsky shuddered. The ground was covered with the brittle flakes of frozen gasses. This far north they were reasonably safe, he knew, yet in the lower depths of the Kotandra there existed veritable lakes of the stuff. The weight of a man’s body on Uranus was great enough to pull him completely under the clinking, choking, incredibly frigid mass.


  McKERNAN was risking a call now. Close about him hovered the other four. The shrill whine of the wireless screeched deafeningly through the sound-sensitive space suits.


  “Patrol calling Crystal Base—Zaharius or Hood answer—special patrol calling——”


  One of the blasters screamed, his leaded body toppling forward rigidly. Even as his cry froze off abruptly, the ear phones snapped the sound of instantaneously frozen air. There was no need for warnings or explanations. Every man realized the horrible significance of that noise. The blaster’s suit had been ripped. The fellow had frozen to brittle death even before his stiffened body had clanked upon the indurate crust of the air-flaked plain.


  “Follow!” McKernan had dared to utter that single command. Tugging frantically at the guide rope he hurried the patrol off a wave into the darkness. Their one impulse was to get away from that telltale wireless. Scarcely daring to breathe, the four pounded speedily forward. Behind them, the body of the stricken blaster was dragged over the ground as if it were a log.


  Now they stopped. Trembling hands released the guide rope from the dead blaster. Dublinsky crowded close to the senior pilot, the two blasters keeping as near as possible to the officers. McKernan swiftly adjusted the radiophones to a minimum power. So faint indeed were the instruments that Dublinsky was forced to hold his space cap next to McKernan’s as they crouched in a ravine.


  “We must have barged into a reconnaissance outfit,” the officer’s whisper rasped softly through the phone. “They may have sighted us—anyway the wireless gave out our position. Which one did they get?”


  “Blaster Koremitsu,” Dublinsky replied, his throat getting strangely dry from the fearful strain.


  “Listen!” The rush of his deep breathing was louder than the whispered word. “I’m going to raise the receiver band——Blasters Reh and Schalk—


  do you hear me? We’re sounding for the attackers. Don’t make a noise even when you breathe. Ready!”


  Nerves throbbed with the exquisite torture. Quivering with tension, the Earthmen hovered low to the frigid ground, every ear strained so that even the sound of their thumping hearts seemed magnified to the tramping of a marching army.


  DISTINCTLY now there sounded in the phones a weird sighing as of a gentle breeze through the needle-stiff leaves of mountain pines. Sight was impossible in the dull, imprisoning fog which enshrouds Uranus. Even the ineffectual glow of the sun was fading as that too-distant luminary sparkled at the very tips of the near-by hills.


  “Puffies!” McKernan uttered the word sharply. “You know what that means?”


  “The natives? But why should they attack Earthmen? I don’t understand it, Mac. The Puffies are harmless. Never knew them to act up. Great Polaris—I have it. Some one—some Earthmen—has organized the natives—used them to overcome the outpost. But wait—that means there is an Earthman in that party who attacked—the Puffies wouldn’t know enough. And that call to Chapman—listen, Mac: We’ve run into a nasty mess. I’ve heard of men going crazy on these distant outposts.”


  “That’s what I think, too,” McKernan unconsciously raised his voice. “Which means that somebody is out here looking for the X9. An Earthman shot Koremitsu—probably used a native barbed javelin. At any rate we’ve got to get back to the ship. We’ll trail them—get them from behind us as they try to bore in. The Earthman will use a neutron torch. He’s just using these half-witted Puffies to get him around—their ears can pick up sounds better than a radiophone, you know. Come on—we may have time—we’ll get this outfit.”


  “I know, but wait,” Dublinsky restrained the impulsive senior pilot. “Look here, Mac, I’ve got an idea. If some gang has managed to overpower the command at Crystal Base then we haven’t much of a chance until we’ve got control of the neutron guns there. Besides, Hood and the others may be prisoners. And you know what the basic code says about that. I might get in. I stopped at Crystal Base once—my first trip out—two years ago. I know the outpost thoroughly. Protecting the X9 against some raiding party is only half the job.”


  McKernan held the young charter’s tense body close. “You mean—you’d go on—try to get into the outpost? Why, man, if they’ve got control of the guns that would be suicide.”


  Dublinsky’s voice was oddly composed “I know, Mac. But I—by the powers, fellow—I am an officer in the Interplanetary.”


  For a moment the two stood there, hooked paws clasped. The thick cloudiness of Uranus deepened to an impenetrable gray fog. Not until one of the blasters in nervous impatience reached out and touched Dublinsky’s shoulder did a one of them speak.


  McKernan’s voice trembled. “All right, charter. I understand. From now on we’re following you.”


  “No. Not that, Mac. Your idea is good strategy. We must save the ship. Listen—you go back—take one of the blasters with you. When you reach the X9, tell Captain Chapman that—that——”


  “That you’re one hell of a grand spaceman even if you are just a kid. Dublinsky. Righto—we’ll do that.”


  IN THE FAINT sparkle of starlight the massive walls of Crystal Base glistened with the sheen of polished silver. Across the high plateau shrill blasts of cloudy air stuff cut sharply against the thick walls of the Earthmen’s outpost. The metallic prongs upon the paws of Dublinsky’s space suit tingled against the smooth, hard rock.


  Dublinsky trembled. This was evidence of man. Alone in all this incredible land of dark, cold monotony Crystal Base was Earthly. But the crawling bulk of the huge blaster, Shalk, quickly aroused in the young officer the need for cautious, immediate action.


  Getting to the top of the great structure was slow, hard labor. Dublinsky worked around to the eastern slope, his pronged fingers feeling for the jagged touch of unfinished stone. From this point the ascent was a long, perilous climb, much as one would wriggle and squirm up the bulging sides of a huge dome. One slip meant a swift, awful slide to the rocky plateau. But it had to be done. There was no thought of turning back.


  Slowly, making sure of each move, the two Earthmen crawled upward. Ear phones were charged with the gasping surges of labored breathing. Yet steadily hooked prongs dug into rough stone. Muscles ached. Bodies seemed made of lead. Standing erect, their space boots nullified a small portion of the planet’s fearful gravity, but this gliding upward upon stiff, straining stomachs was bitter, nerve-racking torture.


  “The air intake—it’s this way.” Dublinsky had grasped Shalk’s hand. They groped across the top.


  Soon the stridulous crunch of boots as they ground into masses of brittle air flakes checked their forward movement. A mountainous pile of the crisp, glassy flakes loomed before them in the dark. This was the air intake. At regular intervals the air-conditioning mechanism would gulp in a portion of the flakes which were evaporated within the breathers in order to furnish a continued supply of clean, fresh, exhilarating air.


  “I’ll go first,” Dublinsky outlined his plan to Blaster Shalk. “Then you tunnel down into the pit. When the jaw gaps again—let yourself drop. You won’t fall far. I’ll be waiting for you.”


  For a tense, agonizing moment Dublinsky huddled down in the flaky mass. Legs were set for the drop. Lips were drawn in a tense line across his strained face.


  Without warning he felt himself fall; crunched, sprang, twisted. In a moment he had huddled his shaking body against the wall of the huge intake tank. Sweat poured down his face. Great Arcturus, but he was nervous! How long would he have to wait for Shalk? Minutes? Hours? Waiting became sheer misery.


  The slushing clump of a landslide jerked him to full alertness. In a moment Shalk was stumbling blindly. Dublinsky grasped the big blaster’s arm, pulled him close.


  “Your heat pistol—follow me—keep a hold on my suit—this way. Bend over; hold it!”


  Through the short length of the tunnellike tube the two men groped only to emerge into what seemed a vast, wind-torn cavern.


  “Steady now, Shalk,” Dublinsky whispered sharply. “In a moment that pile of flakes will be evaporated—the air will rush in through this tube. Brace yourself—as soon as the draft settles, we’ll hike across—and don’t drop your pistol.”


  “Yes, sir,” Shalk mumbled bewilderedly. “But I don’t——”


  The blaster’s reply was lost in the sudden gale of air which tore through the tube into the main air chamber. Awkwardly, the big fellow slunk back against the smooth walls of the tube, his hands clinging fearfully to the tense, slight body of the officer.


  “Ready—keep your hold; we’re crossing.”


  A grim, mirthless grin was etched upon Dublinsky’s mouth as the trembling prongs felt over the strange mechanism at the very center of the air chamber. Working blindly, his heart thumping madly, he studied the thing. Suddenly an explanation cut sharply from the constricted throat.


  “What is it, sir?” Shalk’s voice quavered.


  “Your pistol—here—steady it—when I give the word, turn on the power. We’ll burn out the pivot roller with both guns. Now—let it go!”


  The huge drum became instantly vivid with the harsh, blue light of the two, metal-consuming heat guns. Sparks flew over the bulky masses of their heavily suited bodies. Wrists buckled with the strain. A cloud of bluish-white smoke shot upward, stringing swiftly into the whirlwind current.


  A quick lunge and the resistance to the guns was checked. A thunderous rumble roared from the mechanism. Then came stillness. The air currents in the chamber ceased. Weakly, Dublinsky sank back. He was trembling and his body was soaked.


  “What now?” Shalk asked anxiously.


  “Back—I’ve got to get out. They’ll feel the effects within an hour—but it’s worked—we’ve cut off their air supply.” He paused for a moment then turned and clasped both arms of the silent, thoroughly awed blaster.


  “Hear me, Shalk. In the name of the Interplanetary, I’m asking—not commanding, Shalk——”


  “Say the word, sir.”


  “Listen. You stay here—there’s power left in your gun—stand guard. Shoot any one who tries to get up here to repair the conditioner—until I return. It depends on you, Shalk.”


  “Glory, sir”—the huge fellow stiffened and his pronged fist returned the pressure from Dublinsky’s grasp—“I’ll guard it—to the death!”


  “Bless you—you’re a blaster—a spaceman. I’m going now—can make it out by way of the ejector—the tube through which the conditioner ejects impure gases. It’ll take time—but—so long, Shalk”


  FURIOUS, stubborn energy burned hot in his blood. Dublinsky drove his lean, muscular body with all the skill his spaceman’s training gave him. He seemed to move by inches. Time expanded to a torturing mockery of endurance. How many hours had passed he could not guess. The ejector was long, smooth. Frequently, the vanes and regulators blocked his passage, requiring patience and a knowledge of outpost conditioners to manipulate them. When he finally emerged atop the great domed roof of the giant star, the Sun, had already risen in the dark-purple sky of Uranus.


  The sight brought a moment of panic. He’d taken too much time. He could never make that fifty-mile hike to the X9 in time to carry out his plan. Nausea gripped him. Tears clouded his eyes. The job was too big. He had done his duty, to be sure, yet there comes a time when duty alone is not enough. What was it that the code said? Now he remembered. Something about a spaceman living beyond the circumscribed limits of a single individual. Dublinsky laughed weakly, feverishly. “Sacred Nebulae, a man must be a superman, know no limitations.” He clenched his fists. Eyes brightened. He’d do it. Hood the commandant, Zaharius, the flash marker, and the loyal, brave outpost men—if he failed they’d die, smother to death. He’d have to save them. He’d have to do something and do it quick.


  Another hour, seemingly interminable and yet all too short, found the panting, tense figure of Charter Dublinsky standing before the ship portal, the gateway to Crystal Base. Charging his radiophone to maximum power Dublinsky called: “Crystal Base attention—Crystal Base attention—special patrol from Freight Transport X9 calling—open up—open up.”


  Would it work? Dublinsky scarcely dared to think. Every fiber of him thrilled with the daring of his ruse. One man against an outpost. Then his breath quickened. The portal opened. He ran into the valve chamber. Ports swung with majestic solemnity. A hallway opened before him. Quickly Dublinsky entered the outpost. It was a matter of minutes until he came into the commandant’s office. A queer shock tingled his spine. Before him stood three Earthmen, gasping, blue-faced. He was face to face with the leaders of the outrage at Crystal Base.


  The tall, black-mustached fellow who had been seated at Commandant Hood’s desk rose quickly, his mouth opened to speak. But Dublinsky beat him to it. His radiophone blared forcefully.


  “In the name of the council I order the immediate and unconditional surrender of Crystal Base Outpost to the interplanetary transport X9.”


  The two who had evidently been in consultation with the black-mustached pirate stared in open-mouthed wonder first at the still space-suit-clad freighter officer and then at the scowling, heavily breathing man behind the desk.


  “The council can——” the fellow choked as he struggled for air. His face darkened and his eyes seemed momentarily glazed.


  The sight fired new hope in Charter Dublinsky. The air supply was fast diminishing. This would mean that the pirates could not hold out much longer. An impulse stirred him to impress this advantage upon the leader.


  “You can’t last much longer. Your air is about gone. And we’ll keep it off until——”


  “Then you did it! Your ship’s used some—some new weapon.” Abruptly the leader whirled upon one of the subordinates who cringed before the man’s badly glaring eyes.


  “Damn you, Trauber—you missed—thought you knew how to fire a neutron cannon. Now we’re——”


  Dublinsky’s voice cut through the gasping tirade: “Release Commandant Hood and all outpost officials at once. I’ll give you ten minutes—ten minutes to surrender.”


  IT WAS a chance thought. Dublinsky grinned at his own audacity. But he had them backed up. Evidently the marauders knew preciously little about modern spacemanship else they would have known how to check up on the air conditioner. But a new fear assailed him. Evidently Hood and the others had been killed, otherwise these fellows would have forced them to restore the outpost’s air supply.


  The black-mustached fellow was approaching him. Dublinsky tensed. His eyes through the space cap glared fearlessly into the wide, insane stare of the leader.


  “So—that’s your game,” the man muttered. “Well—here’s my answer.”


  Swiftly placing a whistle to his mouth he blew a shrill blast. Almost at once the room became filled with the gliding, puffing figures of the natives. Instinctively, Dublinsky backed to the wall, one hand resting upon the butt of his heat pistol.


  “Surrender?” The man shrieked. “The Black Cross surrenders to no puppet of the council.” Drawing deeply of the foul air the leader suddenly pursed his lips. The quick, short blast of his whistling acted like a lash upon the hovering crowd of round-eyed natives.


  Like nothing so much as a group of animated puffballs, with greasy feelers for legs and arms, the stupid creatures bounded in the air, circling frantically, the wicked eyes at the top of their egg-shaped bodies fixed upon the Earthman toward whom the leader gestured.


  Dublinsky understood. The pirates would not surrender, neither would they accept death with fatalistic quiescence. The leader was commanding the Puffies to attack the intruder. A long blast from the furiously whistling leader caused the obedient, beastlike creatures to form a semicircle. From among their fringed appendages there appeared the frail-looking barbed javelins, the only weapon used by the native Uranians.


  Cold, ruthless fury possessing his body, Dublinsky sprang at the line. His heat pistol out, he charged straight toward the leader. He couldn’t waste the energy upon the Puffies. There was a scant quarter charge remaining. His one instinct was to get the snarling, black-mustached Earthman.


  The maneuver threw the Puffies into a panic. In a mad whirlwind of shrieking bewilderment they flung their balloonlike bodies about the room. Those who had been struck by Dublinsky’s sudden drive forward bounded speedily across the room from the impact.


  But the Puffies had served a good purpose after all. By the time Dublinsky had torn through the line the three pirates were dashing from the room. Dublinsky fired quickly toward a flying pair of legs. A blinding lance of flame reached out. With a shrill cry of terror the man slid headlong into the hallway beyond. Straight through the middle of his back gaped a hole of crisply singed flesh and bone.


  One glance and Dublinsky saw that the corpse had been one of the two subordinates. But the hallway was empty. In the commandant’s room behind him the crazy Puffies bobbled around in idiotic circles, sensing trouble which was beyond the comprehension of their feeble intellect.


  Which way to go? What to do? Dublinsky trembled with indecision. He had to get control of Crystal Base and repair the air conditioner or else assure himself that the faithful outpost men had actually been murdered.


  Abruptly a strange, fearful paralysis seized him. Muscles throbbed to respond to frantic brain impulses but could not move. A weird, orange-red glow seemed to emanate from the very walls of the great structure.


  A voice behind him barked. “Now—you from the X9—you’ll do the surrendering!”


  Dublinsky’s heart ached with the strain to turn around, to grip his heat pistol and burn the fellow’s guts to ashes. Yet he was powerless. A heavy fist gripped his shoulder, forced his lifeless body to twist around.


  Staring at him with mad triumph in his gloating eyes was the black-mustached leader, garbed in a flowing, apparently silvered robe and space cap similarly coated.


  “Quick—order your ship—release their damned choking web—order them—or I’ll rip your space suit.”


  SWEAT streamed down his face as Dublinsky strove to utter a sound. The pirate laughed at his futile efforts and then moved close so that his own cloak partially covered the paralyzed officer.


  “The Black Cross has mysterious weapons, too,” the leader was saying. “But hurry—we’ll make a bargain: Release our air—and I’ll agree—let you go—let your damned ship get back into space. Final—my word on it—but hurry!”


  Dublinsky thrilled with frantic energy. He could move his hands beneath the protective cloak. Now it was over his head. He couldn’t see; nevertheless the strange glow no longer clutched at his throat with its horrible, muscle-binding hold. He was thinking fast—about Hood—about the X9. What should he do? The leader had grasped the heat pistol, tossed the weapon to the floor. Dublinsky could feel the pincher grasp of the man’s fingers upon his forearms.


  “All right—turn off that stuff.”


  The leader’s voice rasped as the fellow struggled against the poison of the foul air.


  “No tricks. You’ll not take us alive—nor the prisoners.”


  Dublinsky’s heart skipped a beat at sound of that word. So the pirates had not murdered the outpost men. There was still a chance to save them. But he would have to be quick. Unless the air conditioner was repaired within an hour they would surely die.


  “Quick!” The pirate was struggling to speak coherently. “Or I’ll rip your suit—let you die like——”


  “I’ll do it,” Dublinsky burst out.


  The man backed away. For an instant longer the frightful, mysterious force gripped the charter. Then at a signal from the leader the glow faded. Dublinsky drew a deep breath. He raised his eyes to face the menacing glare from the burning gaze of the black-mustached leader. From beneath the fellow’s protecting cloak gleamed the charred barrel of a heat gun.


  “Give me a quarter of an hour,” Dublinsky muttered. “Air-conditioner chamber. Then have your men bring your prisoners there—every one there—understand?”


  The leader nodded grimly, prodding him with the heat pistol. Dublinsky’s brain became a turmoil of thought. He had to thwart the pirates, yet he could not murder the imprisoned outpost men in the attempt. The dilemma was maddening.


  Abruptly he tensed. Before him were the massive tubes of the conditioner, the product of Earth’s scientists. The sight was imposing, thrilling. He remembered his first trip as an officer in the Interplanetary. Strong emotions burned through him. He loved the service, loved law and order and the unlimited conquest of his kind. Loved them more than life itself.


  A grim smile was affixed to his taut, colorless lips as Dublinsky held a spare pivot roller in his hooked paws. He had an idea. He would yet save Hood—and outwit the devil who continually hovered at his back, admonishing him to hurry by repeated prods with the heat pistol.


  The pivot cleared. Dublinsky toiled skillfully, measuring the time by the increasing strain of the other’s breathing. The man was weakening. Dublinsky replaced the pivot. His fingers rested upon the recharging levers. Now, the time had come. He struggled to keep the eagerness and hope from his voice.


  “Here, hold this lever down,” he gestured to the leader. “Steady it—while I——”


  The pirate stretched one hand to the lever. The other held the heat gun to Dublinsky’s side.


  The charter’s voice roared out: “Shalk—fire at the light—fire!”


  It was a chance. By pressing on the lever the leader had opened a small aperture through which the blaster, Shalk, might point his heat pistol. Would he do it?


  “What do you——”


  The leader’s voice ended in a hideous Scream of death as a stream of vivid energy flowed from a tiny opening in the tank to burn straight through his body.


  Simultaneously, Dublinsky released the starter. The room roared with the sound of swiftly working machinery. For a long, breathless moment the charter stood there, trembling, his rounded gaze fixed upon the lifeless thing at his feet.


  A sudden scuffling of running footsteps from the hall beyond aroused him.


  A voice called out. “Here they are—I’ve——”


  The pirate stared open-mouthed, too stunned to fire his own gun. That second was long enough for the alert Dublinsky to hurtle across the room. Madly, his throbbing nerves releasing themselves from horrible tension in the swift leap, he threw the man on the floor. Fists hammered the stunned body into senseless pulp.


  Then Dublinsky stood up, swayed drunkenly. Before him, chained wrist to wrist, were Commandant Hood, Flash Marker Zaharius, and four others of the outpost command.


  Dublinsky removed his space cap. His eyes, suddenly turned, held to the wide-eyed gaze of the foremost prisoner.


  “Charter Dublinsky of the X9, at your service, sir.”


  Commandant Hood choked, grew red in the face. “Why—why man—glory to you, sir—but—damn it—get these irons off our wrists.”


  THIRTY EARTH DAYS later, the X9, her massive hull pointed toward distant Saturn, fired the farewell salute to the murky haze of mighty Uranus. On the captain’s deck, old Jon Chapman rubbed at the ruddy bristles of his chin and surveyed the lean-faced young charter through narrow, flint-hard eyes.


  “By Lyra, son, I still don’t see how it was—but then—you just kept going at it—kept doing your best plus more. That’s what it takes to make a spaceman! Funny about this Black Cross gang—seems that they just scuttled down a bit ahead of us—had this paralysis ray—were all set to take the X9. Capture the X9, indeed! No, sir—not so long as real Earthmen sail her through the spaceways; eh, Dublinsky?”


  “No, sir.” The charter blushed. “But pardon me, sir, I’ve just received the first flash from Saturn. They’ve sighted us—O.K.’d our course—and all’s well.”


  UMBRIEL


  Donald A Wollheim


  FORM letter from the files of the Oberon Government Department of Interlunar Navigation:—In answer to the oft-repeated query of space’ minded citizens as to why our vessels always avoid the second satellite of our Uranian system, the following document is in evidence. It is a condensation of the report of K’yaldiu, pioneer astronaut of several generations ago.—


  My craft slipped through the atmosphere of Umbriel without much trouble. It was much thicker and warmer than any previously experienced. After landing instruments registered as high as 60 degrees below zero fahrenheit (Earth translation)!


  I grounded the ship upon a flat surface of soft greenish sod (or so it seemed at first glance through the ice windows.) After shutting the rockets off, I made ready to go ashore and claim the territory for Oberon,—providing there were no natives.


  Stepping out, my nostrils were greeted by a most foul stench. The air was thick, heavy, warm, and very bad of odour. It was barely breathable, and an excessive heat poured up from the ground itself, which soon sapped my energy very much.


  As soon as I set out to walk about, my feet sunk into the soil and it was necessary to keep pulling them out, which was accompanied by a most discomforting sucking noise. The ground seemed more like some of the semi-liquids that our scientists produce in their laboratories when they get temperatures high enough to almost melt ice!


  For a while I squshed my way along. Then a section of the ground before me swelled while I watched into a large hemispherical dome and snapped. A cloud of noxious vapour was released and swirled past me. It was most peculiarly like a bubble.


  Coming upon a large pitted yellowish rock, towering isolated out of the ground, I stopped and examined it. It was composed of some porous hard shiny substance unlike anything nature produces. There was a most unnatural feeling about the thing.


  There was a movement behind me and turning I saw one of the beings native to Umbriel. Oozing from a hole in the ground, came a large shapless white object having neither arms, legs, eyes, ears, nor other external appendages. It had a mouth and a tubular several foot long slimy body. And something else.


  I stared at it to see what it was doing. And when I saw and recognised, I knew then what sort of sphere I was on. For the thing was eating the soil! It was devouring the greenish ground with considerable voracity! It was a worm, a grave-worm of enormous proportions. And it could only be eating the flesh of a dead creature!


  Fleeing back to my Ovoid, I found it already half sunk in the rotting terrain. Leaping into it, I slammed the door and took off with a crash of my gunpowder rockets that lit the scene.


  Never will any sane creature go to Umbriel again. For it is not a natural globe—it is the curled up carcass of a dead animal, a great monster from some collosal world out of far space. Somehow it had been hurled through the void and captured by Uranus. And now that it has been warmed a little by the heat of the far off sun and near Uranus, it has started its rotting, and the worms have come out of the depths of its body to feed.


  Forever let it fester in isolation, for they or not the only beings that dwell there. About the worm’s surface was a metal belt with strange glyphs on it. Somewhere in the depths, in the very bowels of that rotten corpse world, lives intelligence, a race of unutterable horror feeding off the bodies of the worms, even as the worms feed off the rotten planet-being. A race of unspeakable foulness and revoltingness dwelling therein. So far they know nought of other worlds. Grant that they never do learn.


  THE END


  CLOUDS OVER URANUS


  R.R. Winterbotham


  And both Murder and Madness begin with an “M.”


  TWO FIGURES clad in the bundlesome, vacuum-lined garments so popular among traders and explorers on the outer planets, disembarked from a space schooner at the locks of the glass-inclosed Terrestrial outpost of Uranus.


  The Sun, 19.7 times as far away from Uranus as it is from the Earth, was barely a disk. Still the brightness of the father of the universe was about 1,800 times that of the full Moon shining upon the Earth, the Sun’s favorite daughter.


  But the Sun lacked heat, such as the two from Earth knew. Doug Fisher, whose hawklike visage was nearly hidden behind his transparent face covering, could feel the heat leaving his body radiated even through the vacuum lining of his clothing. He was more accustomed to the warmth of Martian and Terrestrial laboratories than to the brittle frigidity of Uranian climate, ranging to 300 below zero and colder.


  Even furs could not disguise his companion’s feminine charm. Her figure, bundled like a Mongolian coolie in winter, was tall, straight and savagely lithe. Her eyes burned with a fierce determination. She was Kathryn Abbot, known throughout the Sun’s universe as the sister of the man convicted of the most sensational murder ever to have split the pages of interplanetary history.


  She seemed not to mind the atom-slowing chill that plunged icy daggers into every living cell. With head erect, she marched to the locks. She was followed by Doug, who carried two small satchels. She threw up her hand to intercept the infra-red rays that worked the electric-eyed mechanism to the outpost gate.


  A section of the transparent wall rolled back and the warmth of the inner chamber rolled out upon the two. Doug followed the woman into the locks. The door closed behind them. Instantly the two were bathed in warmth. Kathryn removed the hood from her face and head. Her coal-black, glistening hair fell in waves over the collar of her suit, made of expensive Martian erlita fur.


  Doug turned his eyes back for an instant to watch the schooner that had brought them from Mars rise into the dense Uranian atmosphere. The captain and crew of the vessel deigned to take off without even paying respects to the garrison of this accursed outpost.


  “Back to Mars!” Kathryn whispered.


  Her voice betrayed her thoughts, traveling back across a billion-mile gulf to the red, canal-gutted planet upon which her brother awaited a rendezvous with the executioner.


  A feeling of intense loneliness swept over Doug as he watched. On the horizon hung a foreboding cloud that seemed to increase the loneliness by its very un-Earthly shape.


  “Green clouds!” he muttered.


  “Cold and twilight!” added Kathryn, seeming to read his mind. “And my brother lived here two years. It would drive any one to——”


  “—madness!” Doug broke in suddenly as he saw her lips compress for the final word of the sentence. Both murder and madness begin with an M.


  When the vestibule temperature reached 68 degrees above zero, the inner locks opened. Doug and Kathryn stepped through the opening and came face to face with the entire Terrestrial population of Uranus.


  Three persons—two men and a woman—eyed the two visitors, suspiciously, leeringly and with resentment. Behind them stood three other beings, human only in form, black as the night of space, half-fierce, half-comic, toothless, red-eyed and expressionless. The three were Mott, Kinn and Duth, the only living creatures on Uranus ever to have befriended man.


  “Greetings, fellows of the Earth!” The tallest of the three human beings stepped forward. He wore rags that had once been a uniform. “I am Major General Lancer, commandant of the Uranian post.”


  His hair hung in shaggy strings down the side of his head, he was blind in one eye, the sight of which had been lost from severe frostbite in the Uranian atmosphere.


  “The radio has informed me you came here to see if I spoke the truth concerning the murder of Vanguard McMurray, for which young Bill Abbot was convicted nearly a Terrestrial year ago.”


  There was a sarcastic note in the leering voice. As the major general spoke a shrill burst of laughter came from the woman, Marg McMurray, the flaming, red-headed widow of Vanguard McMurray, Her bands rested on her hips. Her shoulders hunched forward like a cat ready to spring.


  Marg opened her mouth, but she was checked from speaking by the third member of the party, who laid his hand roughly on her arm. The man was as uncouth as the others, a huge muscle-bound giant, known from Mercury to Pluto as “Soapstone” Davis, a mongrel who had fought in the space wars of two decades. His face—such of it as was not knotted into an ugly scar burned from the spark of a heat gun during the storming of Io—bore the stamp of cruelty. His high cheeks showed Tartar blood, his thick lips and dusty color evidenced a Negroid strain and his eyes were the milky blue of the northern races. He was bald as an egg.


  Doug’s eyes met the lone eye of Major General Lancer. “On the face of it,” began the arrival, “it looks as if I came here to pin something on one of you three—you six, rather. Forget it. I was not satisfied with the verdict of the courts, sentencing Bill Abbot to the death ray. No one was satisfied. I came merely to clear up the case. This is Miss Kathryn Abbot, Bill’s sister. If none of you are guilty, you have nothing to fear.”


  General Lancer shrugged. “There never was a conviction without some feeling that justice had gone awry. Perhaps there were extenuating circumstances”—the commander’s eyes turned slyly toward Marg, whose lips again were cracking into a crooked smile—“but—never fear. I’ll give you full cooperation. I’m sure none of us have anything to fear from your visit. Show these people to their quarters, Soapstone.”


  THE OUTPOST had quarters for five hundred men. Only two or three times since it had been built, two centuries before, had it ever been fully manned. These times had been in periods of bloody interplanetary wars. At present the residents of the outpost served only to keep the post in repair. For some reason no nation of the Earth, nor of the solar system, had considered Uranus a prize worth conquering.


  Soapstone led Kathryn to a barracks which she was to share with Marg McMurray. It faced the quarters of General Lancer across the parade ground of the outpost.


  As Kathryn left him, Doug squeezed her hand reassuringly. “I’ll be in the barracks to your left, if you need me,” he said. “There is a radiophone connection.”


  She tossed her head, angrily shaking her black hair over her furred shoulders. “I’ll need no help to take care of myself,” she said, patting the heat gun strapped at her side. “I can handle even that vixen. What a place! No wonder there was a murder. But why Vanguard? Bill could have done humanity a service had he slain any one else on this forsaken orb—if he was guilty of killing, which I doubt. Any one here is a likelier suspect in a murder than Bill. He—he, and Vanguard—were the only decent things on this planet!”


  “Yer fergittin’ Mott, Kinn an’ Duth,” chortled the hideous giant. “Them’s fine people, them Uranians.”


  He laughed loudly at something he seemed to think was a huge joke. Then he led Doug to his quarters.


  The Uranian outpost was one of two built near each pole of the seventh planet. It was fully equipped with modern conveniences, both for living and fighting. Like the companion outpost at the south pole, the northern fortress was occupied for only one half of the Uranian year, which consisted of eighty-four Earth years.


  There were several reasons for the seasonal occupancy of each post.


  In the first place, the rotation of the planet, once each eleven hours, upset the Terrestrial schedule of daylight and darkness so greatly that a decision was made by early explorers to build near the poles, where constant conditions reigned half of each year, due to the inclination of the axis of the planet.


  The forty-two-year period of continuous daylight during summer at each pole had an added advantage of bringing warmth, although that warmth was far below Terrestrial standards. The period of continuous daylight at each pole sometimes raised the temperature to less than minus 200 degrees Fahrenheit in midsummer.


  Such a temperature, it was found, was necessary for safety. Man was able to protect himself from the cold, but not from conditions caused by the cold. Oxygen liquefies under ordinary pressures at minus 327 Fahrenheit and air liquefies at slightly lower temperature. On Uranus, however, with its higher atmospheric pressure, any temperature above 300 degrees below zero is likely to bring rains of liquid oxygen. At the equator, scouting parties had observed hailstones of solid oxygen.


  Where liquid oxygen is plentiful, even the smallest exposed fiber of cotton becomes a great hazard. Cotton moistened with liquid air explodes with the violence of dynamite. A spark from a hobnailed boot, even static in uniforms, is enough to set off the oxygen-saturated cotton. Nor is cotton the only dangerous material. Many other things explode or react violently. Metals are particularly dangerous. Aluminum will burn with liquid oxygen in a blinding flash, with a temperature rise from minus 300 degrees to nearly 5,000 degrees above zero in a fraction of a second.


  DOUG FISHER, scientist, interplanetary traveler, adventurer, slept the sleep of a babe. It was a deep, dreamless sleep into which he had fallen as he touched the rude army bed in the Uranian outpost barracks.


  Then, through the swirling darkness of his slumber, an icy chill struck his consciousness. Some nameless horror seemed to rise from beyond the abyss of his dreams and remain with him as he awakened.


  Wakefulness coursed through his veins in a dizzy rush. Despite the darkness of the room he could see swirling mists as he opened his eyes. The fog was there an instant, then was gone like a puff of smoke in the wind. It was not the sight of the fog, but the feeling of a living presence in the room that made his flesh crawl.


  Sleep had dimmed his vision at first, and when he fully opened his eyes the evanescent mist had gone. But it was no dream. A warm, moist smell, like that of a hothouse on Earth, pervaded the bedchamber. Some nebulous something, gaseous something, had been in the room, whether to do harm or merely to observe, Doug did not know.


  At once his thoughts turned to Kathryn. He sprang from bed and rang her quarters by radiophone. A sleepy voice answered.


  “Yeah?”


  “Mrs. McMurray? This is Doug Fisher. I wondered if Kathryn is all right?”


  “Aw nuts! She don’t need a nursemaid. Whatsa matter? Been havin’ a nightmare?”


  “I’m sorry. I was disturbed and I became uneasy about Kathryn.”


  The receiver clicked in his ear. A nightmare? Doug’s nostrils still caught the delicate, but somewhat sickening smell. Then it struck him as decidedly queer that Marg McMurray should ask if he had been having a nightmare.


  BECAUSE the Uranian outpost was inclosed by the glassy dome, artificially heated and without weather, only the sleeping quarters were roofed. Doug found that Vanguard McMurray’s laboratory, undisturbed since the day he was slain a Terrestrial year ago, was on the order of an inclosed courtyard.


  McMurray, primarily an army surgeon, was a biologist by avocation. At the time of his murder, McMurray had been engaged in an extensive study of the. three anthropomorphic aborigines of Uranus. Some of the results of his investigations had been radioed to scientists on the Earth, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn and the inhabited satellites. Most remarkable of McMurray’s discoveries was that the Uranians had no bones. The manlike creatures seemed to be made of a stiff, leathery cartilage which failed to disclose itself in X-ray photographs. Dissection was, of course, impossible.


  “Rubber dolls of Uranus.” McMurray had dubbed them in his radiograms. But photos of Mott, Kinn and Duth, which had been sent from Uranus, showed the creatures to be anything but dolls in appearance.


  Hoping to find the key to McMurray’s slaying, Doug visited the laboratory. For more than an hour Doug searched through personal papers of the murdered man. He found nothing, nor had he expected to find a great deal. All of these papers had been examined by army officials from Mars as soon as the death of Vanguard McMurray had been reported.


  McMurray had been brutally clubbed to death in his laboratory. Blood-smeared clothing had been found among Bill Abbot’s belongings. The club was hidden in the barracks where Abbot lived. Abbot and McMurray had not been on the best of terms, due principally to trouble stirred between them by Marg, Vanguard’s wife.


  McMurray’s papers dealt extensively with the sub-human creatures of Uranus. They possessed a fine degree of intelligence. They were good workers and so far as known had never attacked an Earthman. McMurray had found out little concerning their culture or where other members of the tribe lived. Questions concerning their race were always answered by Mott, Kinn and Duth with shakes of their heads and shrugs of their shoulders.


  A personal diary was found. It consisted principally of accounts of his work. There were veiled references to trouble with Marg and indications that Bill had attempted to persuade McMurray to send her away. On May 12, 2172, one month before McMurray’s death, there was a page missing. At the bottom of the preceding page was an account of a stroll through the gardens of the outpost.


  “Suddenly,” said the diary, “I stumbled upon——”


  The next page had been torn out. Another bit of information was pasted to a back page of the book. It was in no. way concerned with other entries in the diary. It was written in longhand, as if Vanguard had intended some time to incorporate it in a paper on some scientific subject.


  The paper read:


  
    The curious thing about Bill Abbot is that he, like myself, seems effected by the disease I have called Uranus fever. From what I am able to determine, these sudden fits of dizziness do not effect any of the other Earthmen here, and, of course, none of the three aborigines. Major General Lancer tells me he has not been ill—speaking of disease caused by bacteria—since arriving on the planet. I have obtained secretly, however, a copy of his early reports, one of which complains of illness, and it is followed by a lapse of one week. The reports also list similar week-long illnesses in the case of my wife, the daughter of the commandant who died before Lancer was transferred from Saturn, and in the case of the ogre, Soapstone Davis.


    In my case and Bill’s case, however, the illness has been chronic for several Terrestrial months. All of the other cases dated from the arrival of Mott, Kinn and Duth, while ours dates from our arrival here. In addition to the dizzy spells there are dreams of swirling mists, hideous, nightmarish visions of hideous wraithlike faces during our sleeping hours. Some of these are so real that it is only with difficulty that I can convince myself they are products of imagination.


    The only satisfactory explanation is that the human systems rebel against the artificial environment of this accursed planet, so far removed and so different from the normal Terrestrial habitat. The saying, “One man’s food is another man’s poison,” has been proved so often that I think it can be accepted as a good premise for this illness. Certain individuals can accustom their systems to dosages of deadly poisons. Others cannot. Shoot a man in one part of his body and he dies. Shoot another in the same place, under identical conditions, and he will live. I believe these dizzy spells which effect Bill and me are essentially the same disorder which troubled others here and which, for some reason, no one seems to wish to discuss.

  


  AS DOUG finished reading the paper he noticed the light grow dimmer. Glancing overhead he saw a huge green cloud, similar to the cloud that had poised near the horizon the day he had landed with Kathryn on the space schooner from Mars.


  In form it was similar to any cloud one sees on a threatening day on Earth. But there was a hard-to-explain quality, perhaps due to the green color, which gave the impression that it was alive.


  It was appallingly menacing. Vaporous mists swirled against the glassy dome, seeming to exert great pressure upon the surface. The cloud seemed to thicken.


  Then from the barracks near the laboratory rose a scream. It was a woman’s voice crying out in frightful terror. It was Kathryn.


  The scream was repeated. Then the woman ran from the place. Dressed in the slacks commonly worn by women on all occasions in the twenty-second century, her hair flying, she ran toward the laboratory. In her hand she clutched what appeared to be a rubber ball, about as large as a tennis ball or baseball.


  A second form emerged from the building, pursuing the woman. It was followed by another running figure, and then another. Even in the rapidly increasing darkness the identity of the pursuers was unmistakable. They were Mott, Kinn and Duth, the three Uranians whom Vanguard McMurray had considered harmless.


  The woman ran toward the laboratory. Doug drew his flame pistol and moved forward to halt the creatures. But the distance was too far and the Uranians moved too rapidly. They seemed to bound over the ground with appalling swiftness. Mott, running in advance of his fellow creatures, reached forward to seize the woman. But as he did so a huge blur swooped from cover of one of the buildings and lurched into the path of the Uranian.


  The creature sprawled. The figure that collided with it rose quickly and towered above the Uranian. An excited babble of strange words reached Doug’s ears as the other two Uranians halted in front of the man who had frustrated the pursuit. The human voice jabbering to the three leathery creatures had a familiar ring. It was not Major General Lancer, nor was it the voice of Soapstone Davis.


  From the dim recesses of Doug’s memory came the answer. The voice was that of Vanguard McMurray—the man for whose murder Bill Abbot had been sentenced to death!


  Kathryn flew into Doug’s arms. She sobbed hysterically with fear, her face pale and her entire body trembling. Her right hand desperately clutched the rubber ball.


  “T-take this!” she sobbed. “For love of the Sun, do not let them know you have it! That stuff is made of the flesh of Uranians! I’m sure it will unlock the key to the mystery of the planet. I found it in Bill’s room, where he told me to look for it!”


  Doug recognized the strange rubbery texture of the ball at once. It was pliable, like rubber, yet its feel was oddly warm, as if it gave off heat from some smoldering center. On the bottom the ball was rough. Turning the object over in his hand, Doug saw that it was covered with mud—good old mud from the river-bottom land of North America on the Earth. The soil that had been transported across two billion miles of space to supply fertility to the gardens of the Uranian outpost.


  Doug put the ball into his pocket, just as a figure appeared in the laboratory gateway ahead of them. It was Major General Lancer.


  “I thought I heard a disturbance. I came to see.”


  The officer’s voice was suave, oily.


  “Those Uranian pets of yours chased Kathryn. Nearly scared her out of her wits!”


  “Mott, Kinn and Duth? They would hurt no one. Perfectly harmless. Perhaps Miss Abbot picked up one of the toys and they wanted to play. They’re just like children, you know.”


  “About as childlike as the innocence of Kubla Khan.” Kathryn smiled, her courage restored. “No, general, I’m afraid you don’t know your little boys. They’re naughty. I really think they intended to tear me to pieces.”


  “Why? The general looked at the woman closely.


  Kathryn looked up toward the roof of the city.


  “Goodness, general, it’s getting dark! What is the matter?”


  “Just a storm. They occur sometimes. Never bother us, though, with our overhead protection. No man could live through one outside, however.”


  The whole structure of the glassy shell seemed to tremble with the weight of the clouds that pressed angrily from above.


  DOUG did not mention to Kathryn nor to General Lancer his belief that he had heard Vanguard McMurray’s voice haranguing with the three Uranian savages. He did not wish to arouse Kathryn’s hopes with belief that her brother could be saved from execution by proof that the man for whose murder he had been condemned was not dead. As for the general, Doug was not sure if he could be trusted.


  There had been proofs of McMurray’s death. Even Bill Abbot did not deny, during his trial, that McMurray had been slain. Then there were photographs of the body, the inquiry conducted by television from Mars, after Bill himself had notified the interplanetary headquarters of the death. Some one had been killed, and the evidence that it was McMurray was irrefutable. Although battered, McMurray’s head was not unrecognizable. It had been McMurray who was killed. Yet the figure that collided with Mott with such force as to knock the savage to the ground, and which had talked in that un-Earthly babble to the three Uranians certainly was not a disembodied spirit.


  The general talked for several minutes with Doug and Kathryn, leaving the impression that he was pumping them.


  When General Lancer had left, Doug took Kathryn by the arm. “Come,” he said, “I don’t dare leave you alone and there is something I must learn.”


  He went into the laboratory. From a cabinet he selected a sharp scapel and cut open the ball. From the center issued a pale-blue smoke.


  “Tobacco!” they cried in chorus.


  The center of the ball had been filled with tobacco smoke.


  “Your brother did not smoke, but McMurray did. McMurray was the only man in the outpost who used tobacco.”


  Doug seemed to be thinking aloud. Then, half pulling the girl with him he left the laboratory. The two of them walked through the paved streets of the post, toward the outskirts, where the gardens lay.


  The gardens were only vestigial. Only weeds and grass grew in the soil that had been transferred with so much expense from the Earth. There were not enough men to care for the gardens.


  At the edge of the field was a large inclosure, housing several armored tanks and a small space ship, which had been used in bygone decades for short trips to Ariel, Umbriel, Titania and Oberon, the now uninhabited satellites of Uranus.


  The outside storm was raging with greater fury each moment, as the two reached the field. The huge glass dome creaked with the weight of wind and clouds that hurled against it.


  Kathryn clutched her escort’s arm. “Doug,” she whispered, “Doug! I—I’m afraid!”


  “You must stay with me!” he insisted.


  “You can’t go back and the storm won’t hurt you, unless that dome breaks, and it will take millions of tons of pressure to do that. There’s something behind this that will rock the history of the solar system. McMurray stumbled onto it by accident, I believe, and it cost him his life. We are going to learn the truth and then, heaven help us!” Doug halted in his stride. His eyes fell upon a bare patch near the gate to the inclosure. “There is the answer to our puzzle!”


  It was not a patch of ground one would notice ordinarily, except for three sunken pits in the center. Somehow that patch of ground reminded both Doug and Kathryn of a patch of graveyard.


  THE ENTIRE PLANET seemed to rage at the discovery. The outpost shuddered beneath the whistling gale that held the dome in an enraged grasp. The place was nearly dark. The green clouds had blanked out the light of the distant Sun, save for a sodden emerald glow that filtered through the mist.


  Doug handed his flame pistol to Kathryn. “Stop any one you see. If they don’t stop shoot—and shoot to kill!” he ordered.


  He brought a spade from the inclosure. He worked steadily at the first of the sunken places in the patch of ground. The soil was loose and, with little effort, he cleared away the dirt from the top of a coffinlike box. Without ceremony, he pried open the lid.


  Inside the box, stiff as stone, was the body of General Lancer.


  Kathryn gasped and grew pale as she saw Doug lift the body from the box and carry it to the space ship inside the inclosure. In a moment, Doug returned. Rapidly, he uncovered the second box. In it was Marg McMurray. After another half hour of toil, Soapstone Davis was carted from his box into the cruiser.


  Doug had not finished. He examined each of the boxes with care. At last he found what he was seeking, a black, pitchlike smear along the edge of one of the boxes. From his pocket Doug pulled out a package of cigarettes. He lighted one, puffed two or three times, then blew a cloud of smoke against the smear.


  Kathryn could scarcely believe her eyes. The pitchlike substance seemed to detach itself from the box and roll around the cloud of smoke. Using his gloved hands, Doug molded the pitch-covered smoke into a ball and handed it to Kathryn.


  “It’s just like—like the ball I found in Bill’s room,” she stammered.


  “It’s a substance that is neither a gas nor a liquid,” explained Doug. “It undoubtedly is formed by the intense Uranian cold in action with some chemical that is unknown on Earth. The presence of unknown or little-known chemicals on Uranus was suspected long before interplanetary travel, by examination of the absorption lines in the spectrum.”


  “But it’s the stuff the bodies of the Uranians are made of,” objected Kathryn.


  “That’s just it. The Uranians have no bodies! They’re gas. That’s why Mott, Kinn and Duth are the only three known to man. They’re unique.”


  “Gaseous beings!”


  “The idea is hundreds of years old,” explained Doug. “As far back as 1919 it was discovered that the spectroscope had revealed evidence of the existence of chlorophyll on Uranus. Chlorophyll is a highly complex nitrogenous compound which supplies the green coloring matter in plants. Ordinarily it is not a gas, but different conditions, slight alteration of the elements in the compound might make a gas, not chlorophyll exactly, but something quite similar to it.


  “Those green clouds pressing against the roof of this outpost are alive. They possess intelligence and emotions, and even now they are venting the wrath of the gods on the superstructure, trying to get at us. Our discovery has been a dangerous one. The gaseous beings of Uranus have plans of conquest, perhaps, or it may be that they resent intrusion of mankind in their domain. At any rate these beings have plotted against the men of Earth, and unless we act quickly man’s rule over the solar system is likely to be disrupted by gaseous life cells from Uranus.”


  “What of General Lancer, Mrs. McMurray and Davis? How did they get in those boxes?”


  “They have been there for years, perhaps. There was a note in McMurray’s diary which hinted that the gas creatures had overcome them, one by one, soon after Mott, Kinn and Duth arrived. We can assume that these three gas beings were covered with the pitch we found on the coffins and molded into anthropomorphic likenesses. By portraying sub-human intelligence and acting harmless they were admitted to the domed outpost.


  “We have evidence that every one but McMurray and your brother were overcome by whatever weapons these creatures possess. McMurray and Abbot, however, possessed resistance to these weapons, just as you and I——You had dreams last night, no doubt?”


  Kathryn nodded. “Horrible dreams—swirling clouds, hideous faces!”


  “So did I and so did McMurray, until one day a dream came to life and batted him over the head!”


  “A dream?”


  “A Uranian. McMurray stumbled onto something in this garden patch one day. Perhaps he made the same discovery that we have just made: that General Lancer and the others we met at the outpost are merely gas creatures, clothed and painted to resemble humans, who have aped the voices and manners of the people they represent. We know that McMurray must have molded the ball of tobacco smoke. Somehow your brother got possession of it. When the Uranians found out that their secret was out, they gave up trying to use subtlety and used violence in getting McMurray out of the road. Then, because Abbot was too watchful, or for other reasons, they pinned the crime on your brother so that he would be taken out of the way.”


  “But why did the Uranians assume shapes of the general and the others? Couldn’t they have been just as well off in the forms such as Mott and the others?”


  “I’ll answer that, young lady!”


  BEFORE THEM appeared two men. The one was in the likeness of General Lancer. The other was the likeness of a dead man, Vanguard McMurray.


  Each held a flame pistol aimed and ready to fire. Doug’s heart sank. These were not humans. He could not expect pity. They would kill with no more computation that a hunter kills a rabbit.


  “Very interesting, your deductions.” General Lancer smiled. “You have been right, except in one point—our motives. You attribute to us a desire for conquest or resentment of intrusion. Neither is right We do not care whether one man or a thousand comes to our planet. Nor do we care to leave our home and invade other spheres of the solar system. We are contented here on Uranus. But one thing man has taught us. There are disadvantages in being a gas. Man, as an individual, has independence. He can travel on the ground, through the atmosphere and through space itself. We are limited to our atmosphere in our travels. Naturally, we saw the advantages of your form of life and adapted it.


  “Our first experiments, Mott, Kinn and Duth, were not completely successful. All three are ungainly and awkward. That is why we used men as dies to cast our body molds. The three you have carried from their sleeping place into the space ship have been satisfactory for models. You two will be more satisfactory, because you are young, more perfectly formed.”


  Doug’s body tensed. He was separated from the two men by ten feet. If he could surprise them.


  “I wouldn’t if I were you,” cautioned McMurray, seeming to read Doug’s thoughts. “I would hate to kill you. Your body would not last for years of molding as the others have, if you are dead. I was made from McMurray’s dead body. There are only a few of us. The body has turned to dust and there will be no more.”


  “Only a few?”


  General Lancer laughed and nodded across the field. A column of men was marching toward them. Not only were the men dressed alike in soldier uniforms, but they were physically alike. There were companies of General Lancers. There were battalions of Soapstone Davises and even Marg McMurrays. Every detail, from the service stripes on General Lancer’s arms to the frowziness of Marg McMurray’s hair was exactly duplicated in each of the type.


  “You’ll never have a company of Doug Fishers,” snarled the Earthman. “You’ll have to kill me. I’m immune to that hypnotism or whatever it is you worked on the others.”


  “You are not immune to cold,” leered the general. “In a few minutes my people from all parts of this planet will have crushed the dome above this outpost. You have no space clothing to protect you from the cold blasts that will strike you. You’ll fall half frozen. We will inject preservatives into your blood stream and keep you in a state of living death for centuries to come.”


  “You’ll never get away with it! My people——”


  “Your people! Bah! A few paltry billions on a second-rate planet. All of your weapons of war could not kill my people fast enough to make an appreciable dent in our vital statistics.”


  A grinding crack sounded above. Across the domed roof of the Uranian outpost zigzagged a crack of destruction. The structure shook with renewed vigor as the gas beings outside realized that their efforts to break down the works of man was about to be rewarded. The superstructure seemed to bend inward.


  A ROAR shook the ground around them. At first Doug believed it to be the dome collapsing. Then he saw General Lancer and McMurray vanish before his eyes. A streamer of flame flashed across the soil to wipe out the pantomimic human caricatures by the column.


  Kathryn screamed and collapsed into Doug’s arms. The Earthman picked up the burden and ran toward the huge thing that lumbered toward them. It was an army tank, spitting flame toward the horde of Uranians.


  The door swung open and Doug ran into the machine, to be greeted by grinning General Lancer, the real major general of interplanetary fame, and a sweating soldier of fortune, Soapstone Davis.


  “By Jupiter! That was a dose shave.” The general laughed. “Take her back to the space ship, Soapstone. Marg will have the motors working, if the sky doesn’t fall before then.”


  The tank rolled back toward the ship. The survivors of the Uranian columns rallied on the field behind them. They had no weapons, but they charged. The field echoed with a weird, singing battle cry of the molded gas beings.


  The tank plodded on, with Soapstone at the controls. General Lancer fired the flame guns. He cut down the Uranians by the hundreds, but they did not stop. The molds for their bodies were fleeing; the future of the race was at stake.


  The tank drew up besides the space ship. Already the combustion chamber of the old-fashioned rocket tubes glowed red as the engine panted in readiness for the first charge that would send it soaring into the planet’s atmosphere.


  Soapstone threw open the door. But he did not jump out on the ground. Some deathly fear of touching the soil held him back, until Marg McMurray, not the vixen, but a dimpled redhead, ran an insulated plank between the tank and the ship.


  The transfer was made with but a minute to spare. As the door of the ship swung shut the dome of the outpost crashed. Glass showered like autumn leaves across the field.


  It was then that the Uranian horde discovered the advantages of a gaseous body. Lancers, Davises and McMurrays were cut to ribbons by the falling glass. Screams of the injured sounded across the field.


  “Let’s get out of here!” cried Doug. Soapstone sprang to the controls, touched a lever. The passengers were thrown backward as sudden acceleration swept them off the ground.


  The craft plunged into the misty, living gas. Even the sides of the space ship creaked with the weight of billions upon billions of gaseous beings pressing inward, trying to impede progress of the escaping Earthmen.


  Davis and Doug Fisher manned the rocket feed lines. Fuel surged into the combustion chambers and sent the craft plowing forward against the immeasurable pressure of chlorophyll gas.


  General Lancer, forward in the ship, sprayed ahead with his heat gun, driving the nebulous beings back out of the way. But as the gun broke down the chemical compounds of the living gas, new clouds pressed in ahead.


  But slowly the ship gained headway. Mile by mile it traveled upward. The gas clouds thinned, although even at twenty miles the progress was slow. Then, at last, the ship was free of the atmosphere. Like an uncaged bird, it sprang forward into the darkness of interplanetary space toward the distant twinkle of Saturn, nearly nine hundred million miles away.


  “How on Earth did you come back to life?” asked Doug.


  “You insulated us, young feller,” said Soapstone. “You see, after we came to in the ship here, Marg started to go outside. The minute she touched the ground she keeled over again. The general got some rubber gloves and hauled her back inside. She came to. We figured that the ground was charged, and we couldn’t understand how the rest of you were standing it. Then we gathered from your conversation that you needed help, so we started in. I didn’t want any more fellers lookin’ like me in the universe, and neither did Marg or the general. And say, while there’s explaining to be done, how does it happen you weren’t shocked into unconsciousness?”


  Doug laughed. “It bothered me all along how the Uranians put some of you out and only disturbed the others. You see, different people have different resistances to electricity. The Uranians used just enough to shock you into unconsciousness. They were afraid to use heavier voltages for fear of killing you. After you were unconscious they supplied food and nourishment through periodic injections of life preservatives.”


  Kathryn moved toward the radiophone. There was a message to be sent to Mars. A message that would save her brother’s life when it was verified by Major General Lancer.


  STATIC


  Kent Casey


  Sergeant John West and the gently mad Dr. von Theil succeed in making the Uranians quite mad.


  GENERAL BRUMBY was decidedly worried. The long war with Uranus—for many years in a state of almost stalemate in space—seemed to be turning disastrously against Earth in recent months. The Terran ships were as swift as those of the Uranians, and their offensive weapons were, if anything, more powerful. Moreover, the Uranians—perhaps from lack of military leadership—continued to fight a war of single ships, frequently outnumbered as much as ten to one when discovered by Earth scouts. Earth should have been winning.


  But Earth was definitely not winning of late, for the Uranian scientists had recently developed something new in the way of armor. Single Uranian cruisers, even small and lightly armed ones, now made no attempt to escape when discovered by a Terran fleet. They would boldly allow themselves to be completely surrounded, letting the hostile bombs and disintegrator-rays batter against their seemingly impenetrable screens, firing steadily until the Earth ships—their neutron armor damaged to the danger point—were forced to withdraw for repairs. One Terran batttleship of unusual speed had tried to ram the defenses of a Uranian—and had crumpled against the mysterious screen like a light-bulb thrown against a stone wall.


  It was only a question of time before the Uranian high command realized its advantage, massed their ships for a raid on Earth itself and ended the war in a blast of destruction. General Brumby, now in full command of the Space Patrol, had commandeered every available scientist, and they were frantically working to find out the secret of the new screens. Or at least to find a weapon which could disintegrate them. Meanwhile, the disheartening message had just come in that the largest and best equipped Earth fleet yet sent out was returning to Base badly battered and still unsuccessful. Only one Uranian ship had been even damaged, when a small, one-man Earth scout had maneuvered—at suicidal risk—to head into the slip stream of the Uranian’s main rocket and fired a bomb through that narrow opening. In the process, the scout’s screen and hull had been severely handled, putting her out of control. She was rescued by a tractor-ray from the flagship and was being towed in.


  The General dolefully thumbed over the day’s laboratory reports. Failure, failure, and more failure. “It’s not an improved neutron-screen—they’ve proved that. It’s not an application of Von Theil’s exploder, either, for it doesn’t explode anything that hits it. It just fends off as if a Morrell-ray was a toothpick! And Captain Hawkins reported that his bombs were repelled. Actually bounced and still didn’t explode!”


  LATE THAT NIGHT the fleet limped home, ship after ship showing in her awkward landing evolutions how badly she had been mauled. The disabled scout was gently lowered by the flagship’s tractor, for as yet there had been no sign that her single occupant had survived his gallant attempt to destroy the enemy battleship. “If he’s alive he’ll get a medal, all right!” was the comment of every returning officer.


  “It was the bravest thing I ever saw, and deserved better success,” the flag officer told General Brumby.


  First-aid parties were rapidly transferring wounded men to hospital, but it was some time before the fate of the silent man in the wrecked scout could be determined. His ports were locked fast, and he made no move to show that he was alive. Finally, a door was forced open and the unconscious man carried out.


  “He’s alive,” the Medical Corps man answered the General’s question. “Can’t tell how badly burned he is yet, but he’s had a bad concussion. Fine big man, isn’t he?”


  “Why!” exclaimed the General, “it’s Sergeant West! He was my orderly last year. Too good a man to lose, so take the best care you can of him.”


  When the various divisions and squadron commanders assembled in the General’s spacious office, their report tallied exactly. They had much outnumbered and outmaneuvered the enemy. The Uranian offense had not been more severe than usual; and while no ships bad been lost, they had all had their screens gradually battered to shreds without, apparently, inflicting the slightest damage on those of the Uranians.


  “Neutron screens can’t take it for more than five or six hours without renewal. But those sons-o’-guns seem to stand all we can give them indefinitely!”


  “The new detectors gave no hint as to the composition of the screen?” the General asked.


  “Not a hint, sir,” answered the flag-officer. “There is only one thing we know. When a projectile touches that screen, there is a momentary, but incredible, flash of almost stunning intensity and the projectile is thrown back. It isn’t an explosion at all. There is only that infinitesimal instant of light so brilliant as to be crippling, and instantaneous repulsion.”


  “I see,” said the General grimly. He rose and began pacing up and down the room, chin sunk on his chest. Suddenly he straightened and addressed the haggard officers. “Gentlemen, I beg your pardon for keeping you so long when you are as exhausted as you are. Apparently the enemy has not followed you in—but I think it advisable to have your ships run into the underground hangars before daybreak. The fleet will not go out again until we have something better to try than we had to-day. Meanwhile, I advise a stiff toddy and a night’s rest. It is up to the laboratories now. You have all done your possible best. Good night.”


  LEFT ALONE, the General quickly summoned his technical aide. “It isn’t much for them to go on,” he said, “but tell Wyman and Appleby what the fleet reported. Intense light and repulsion on contact, but nothing at all showing on the detectors. Make all those absent-minded professors realize that until they find out something better than they have, the fleet is interned and the Earth open to bombardment. A desperate fight against odds is one thing—but to waste ships and men knowing that you cannot inflict any damage at all is damned idiocy!”


  The televisor ball hummed softly, and the General switched in his screen. As light glowed through it, there appeared a smiling, bespectacled face wreathed in snow-white sideburns. “Hello, Dr. von Theil!” he cried. “Where have you been? Did you get my message?”


  “Sure!” beamed the doctor. “I got it, but I can do you no good all cooped up with your scientific young men in the government laboratory. I don’t work like that. So I don’t come. I go to my own laboratory and I do some thinking.”


  “I hope you have thought to some purpose,” said the General glumly. “Unless we can solve that new screen the Uranians are using we’re licked. Have you any ideas about it?”


  “Maybe yes, maybe no. But I got another idea. I think, if you can do something I ask, maybe I can find out what they are using.”


  “I’ll give you anything the Service has and make the Council trot out more if you can do that, Doctor. What is it that you want?”


  “Oh, not much. I want a little ship, and I want the same pilot you gave me last year when I tried my Dirac ‘pebble-buster’. Too bad you can’t use that because you have to keep your screens up yourself and it needs empty space to work. If all the other ships will stay home, and Sergeant West and I go for a little trip, I think maybe I can make the Uranians show us something about it. But I got to have Sergeant West. Anybody else wouldn’t do what I tell him. Even he wouldn’t maybe.”


  “West is hospitalized, Dr. von Theil. I don’t know how badly he’s hurt. He took a severe beating in the battle this afternoon. By the way, he’ll be Lieutenant West if he gets well. He’s earned it!”


  “He’s hurt? Oh, too bad! Suppose I come see how bad he’s hurt. We couldn’t go for several days anyhow. And General, West has got a tooth missing, hasn’t he? A left upper bicuspid? That is important!”


  “Seems to me he has,” answered the General, “but what has West’s lost tooth got to do with it?”


  “Oh, lots. You wouldn’t believe how much!” the little doctor chuckled. “I will be there in the morning and if West is well enough to see me, I will get a wax impression of where he lost that tooth. Then maybe he can go with me in a few days.”


  “But—” the bewildered General said——But the screen dimmed and the little doctor was gone. “Didn’t even tell me where he is,” said the General. “Well, he’ll be here tomorrow. I’d know he was crazy if I hadn’t seen him at work.”


  WHEN John West opened his eyes the following morning and stared groggily around him, his first thought was to get up. Somehow, he found he could not do it. His legs were oddly numb, and his eyes seemed to be out of focus. Not only did distances look wrong—he missed the water glass on the bedside table by inches—but no woman could possibly appear to normal eyes quite as homely as the large and muscular nurse who leaped with a toothy grin to help him. With one brawny arm she raised West’s shoulders and held the glass to his lips.


  “Fine!” said the nurse in a bubbling voice. “We’re going to be all right now!”


  “All right, huh?” He thought, “All right, with a million needles jabbing from the hips down and a head like an arc light? Yeah, looks like I’m in my usual luck again, all stove up and out of action. It would take me. to draw a gargoyle like that for a nurse!” He shook his head slightly in an effort to clear it, and nearly yelled with the pain in one shoulder. He sank back weakly on the pillow. “Where am I and what happened?” he asked.


  The nurse’s round face again split in that horrific grin. “You’re in Fleet Base Hospital,” she said, “and am I lucky to get your case! All the girls are jealous because my patient is the hero of the war. My, you must be brave! Even the General keeps asking about you!”


  West opened one malevolent eye and merely stared. The General asking for him, huh? “Must be he’s got another lousy job for me,” West decided, “and has put this thing in charge so I won’t dawdle over getting well.”


  “Kind of the General,” he grunted. “I never noticed that he ever gave much of a damn when I was his orderly.”


  “Oh,” gurgled the nurse, “you’re very wrong! He’s very anxious. Why, just look what he sent this morning!” Reaching into a clothespress she brought out John’s uniform tunic. The chevrons had been ripped off during the night, two gold bars adorned the shoulders and the cuffs had been decorated with swirls of green braid. “And look!” again cried the nurse, pointing to a gay ribbon sewn on the left breast. “The Order of the Eagle! The General sent that himself!”


  Order of the Eagle! I must have done something more lunatic than usual. Don’t remember a thing after getting into the blast and turning my Morrell-ray loose. Ouch! My back! So I won the Idiot’s badge, did I?


  “And,” the nurse went on, “I think he’s coming to see you. He sent word to let him know just as soon as you could talk to anybody.”


  Hm-m-m. Old Brumby isn’t given to idle chatter with sergeants. Now I know it’s another job. Well, talking to the General is, no worse than listening to this big lummox. “O.K., sister. Tell him I don’t usually receive except on odd Tuesdays, but he can come when he likes.”


  THE NURSE waddled away to find a telephone, and greatly to West’s relief, stayed away for some time. She wanted to let all the Hospital see her escorting the great General Brumby through the corridor, so she lingered near the door.


  To her intense disappointment, the General, accompanied by an undistinguished little man who trotted at his heels like a Sealyham terrier, passed her without a nod and disappeared into the medical officer’s office. When he emerged, the Hospital chief was with him, and she did not dare to attach herself to the party.


  “His burns are slight,” the chief was saying, “but he is badly bruised and shocked. However, with his build and constitution, he should be up in about a week and good as new in another,” and the three men disappeared down the corridor toward West’s room.


  West did his aching best to give the appearance of standing at attention while flat on his back as the two officers entered the room abreast, but all rigidity left him as he spied Von Theil’s beaming face behind them. With difficulty he refrained from shouting “Why, Doc, you old son of a gun!” but he managed it, waiting for the General to speak.


  “I wanted to find out how you are getting along, Lieutenant,” said the General. “Colonel Davis, here, says you will be up and ready for action soon. I think you know Dr. von Theil?”


  “Yes, sir,” answered John. “We’re pretty well acquainted.”


  “He wants to ask you about a missing tooth,” said General Brumby with a fleeting smile. “I think I will leave him with you, for he doesn’t wish to tell me what he wants you to do. Good luck to you and quick recovery, Lieutenant!” Left alone, West and Von Theil could at first only beam at each other and shake hands. “What’s this about a front tooth, Doc?” John asked.


  “Not a front tooth, big man. A bicuspid. Open your mouth. Fine! Right close to the lead of the fifth facial nerve! That’s good. Now everything will be all right and when you are well, you and I will have another party.”


  The little man opened a tin box which he took from his pocket and rammed a lump of wax into West’s mouth. “Bite on that so I can make it fit,” he said.


  WHEN THE WAX was out of his mouth, John laughed. “I don’t know what you’re up to, Doc,” he said, “and I don’t know that I care. I’m sure glad to see you. If you’re planning another trip, I’m your man as soon as I can get out of here. What you got now, another exploder? I hope so—we need something tough to crack those new Urie screens.”


  “Wouldn’t it do just as well to have screens like that yourself and maybe find out how to soften them?” asked the doctor.


  “Sure-ly,” said John. “But how are you going to find out about ’em? The Uries won’t tell.”


  “No-o, maybe not,” and the little doctor patted his fingertips meditatively as he leaned back in his chair. “Maybe they won’t tell, and maybe we can’t learn ourselves. But perhaps you and I can persuade them to show us. Especially since you lost that tooth. But I must not keep you talking too much today. I’ll come another time. Shall I send your nurse in when I go?”


  “Lord, no! Tell her I’ve gone to Alaska for the weekend. Come in soon, Doc. It’s good to see your whiskers!”


  The physician had not overestimated John’s rugged constitution. The numbness and the aches rapidly cleared, and, in fact, John was a very impatient man before they allowed him to get out of bed and wander around the Hospital grounds. It did not add to his good humor to find that, thanks to his new rank, instead of a cheery “Hi, Matey!” hospital orderlies and enlisted messengers now saluted and said “Good morning, Sir!”


  And that damned nurse got more kittenish in her elephantine fashion every day. Dr. von Theil returned only once, abruptly held out a gleaming false tooth with a suction base to John and commanded, “Try and see if it fits!” It did fit, but the inexplicable little Dutchman had demanded it back again and departed as suddenly as he had come.


  At the end of three weeks, Dr. von Theil was still absent and sent no word. West had reported for duty on his discharge from the Hospital; but was told that he had been detached from the fleet and that orders for special duty with Dr. von Theil were being issued. Until Von Theil appeared, West was to remain in the vicinity of Headquarters, where he could be found if needed. Otherwise he was to do nothing but rest and wait.


  Rest! I did enough of that in Hospital. What is there to do around here?


  Diffidently, after discovering that his new gold bars merely embarrassed the enlisted men if he hung about the orderly-room, John tried the Officers’ Club. That was even worse. Young shavetails—hadn’t even got a space-tan yet—insisted on being chummy, and fingered his new decoration. Older officers overdid the business of making the new officer “feel at home”. When he could escape conversation, the big padded chairs in the library were comfortable, and the papers and magazines helped pass the time. But as the days went by, West grew more and more impatient.


  HE WAS half asleep over a newspaper one day when Von Theil suddenly appeared before him. “Hello, big man!” was the professor’s greeting. “Get your hat and let’s go.”


  John West leaped to his feet. “O.K., Doc! Where are we going?”


  “Oh, out there,” said the little man cryptically. “You got your toothbrush and things? We might as well start.”


  “They’re in my room upstairs. Half a shake and I’m with you, Doc.”


  There was no need for John to pack. A change of shirt, underwear, socks—spare tobacco and toilet gear—were already tied into the blanket-roll hanging in his closet. It was over his shoulder in one motion, and the queerly assorted pair were on their way to the hangars. Hung around his neck Von Theil had what looked like a small camera-case. But he was otherwise unencumbered. “Where’s your baggage, Doc?” West grinned.


  “Oh, you know I don’t travel with foolishness. I got a toothbrush in my pocket. I think maybe we be back tonight. And if we don’t, we won’t have time for baggage. Maybe we can get some food or drinks from the Uranians.”


  “The Uranians? Say, Doc, what kind of a party is this?”


  “A nice party, I hope. I don’t like rough parties. Don’t you go spoiling this one by trying to fight. Foolish! They got muscles fifteen times as strong as yours.”


  “What shenanigan is the little runt up to this time?” West wondered, looking skeptically at the jaunty little runt. “First he talks about my tooth and then about the Uranians and says I mustn’t fight. This sounds like it’s apt to be good!”


  A tiny ship, ready to go, lay on the ramp. West looked her over rapidly for signs of new equipment. There was none. “No new gadget to try out, Doc?” he asked.


  “No. I think we will have a new gadget to bring back, but it won’t be mine. Go easy when you start. Don’t break my neck doing it.”


  West laughed as he settled into the pilot’s chair. “O.K. I’ll lift her slow and easy. Where to now, Mister?”


  “Oh, just out a little way and stop so we can talk. I don’t want to talk around here. Somebody might be listening and they maybe wouldn’t let us go.” Von Theil chuckled.


  GRINNING broadly through his mystification, John eased the little ship clear of the ground and accelerated slowly. In a few minutes he shut off his power as he slowly twisted the verniers of his micro-repellers.


  “There we are, Doc. We’re playing we’re the Moon’s moon, just revolving around her. Nobody’ll bother us here. Now spill the news.”


  The little man leaned back and began to tap his fingers together as he talked slowly. “I think I know what the Uranians got, but I am not sure. I think maybe that screen is cosmic rays.”


  “Cosmic rays?” West grunted. “Would they make a good screen? Instead of repelling, I should think they’d go right through a bomb without bothering it. And the light-flash? What about that?”


  “That’s why I think it is cosmic rays,” answered the doctor nodding sagely. “You see, maybe you know, everything we know about is a manifestation of some kind of wave. And the waves go like octaves in a piano keyboard. You know how if you make a wire wiggle maybe for instance 512 times a second, it sings ‘Do!’ You wiggle it twice as fast, 1024, it still says ‘Do,’ but an octave higher. Now, other kinds of waves—magnetism and radio and so forth—work the same way. Double their frequency and you got another octave. Red, for instance, is ‘Do’ in the octave of visible light. Now light waves are the same type as cosmic waves; so if you keep on doubling red, by and by you get a ‘Do’ in cosmic waves.”


  “So what? I still don’t see.”


  “We-ell, I think,” said Von Theil slowly, “that they got not much radioactive rocks in Uranus. That is what I am hoping. Anyhow, I think they collect cosmic rays——”


  “With a Harkness tube?” John asked.


  “With something like a Harkness tube. But I think maybe—since I know Uranus is not very good at some kinds of science—it is probably more like the Schweidnitz tubes they used to have on earth about the end of the twentieth century. It was a development of the old Geiger ‘counter’ modified so instead of just registering the rays as they happened to come in, it pulled them in. Collected them. It wasn’t very efficient, and it was much too big to use in most places. Anyhow, I think they maybe collect the rays and have made something to radiate them in a dense globular mass like you do neutrons for your shields. Now, what is your Morrell-ray?”


  “Alpha particles,” said John.


  “Pfui!” snorted the little man. “That’s the bursting charge. But what is the carrier, the ray itself?”


  “Oh,” John answered. “I don’t know. I don’t think anybody but Morrell ever did. We can make the gadget, but we don’t know the principle.”


  “I BET I DO,” Von Theil replied. “I bet it is like my ray. Only its electromagnetic radiations aren’t so active. And your space-bombs—they’re just dense vortex-whirls of low-grade energy that release the alpha rays that do the business on impact. While my ray, when it hits matter, creates electron-positron pairs where there is no room for them, the Morrell-ray just carries alpha particles to where they can start smashing atoms. When the Morrell or the bombs hit that dense-packed belt of cosmic rays, the bursting charge of alpha particles is bounced back. But the ray—and part of the bomb-envelope of energy—isn’t. It is, you might say, smeared on the face of the screen. The alpha particles bounce off the cosmic rays, and some cosmic rays bounce back from the alpha particles. By the laws of conservation of momentum and energy, the kinetic energy that the alpha particles acquire has got to be lost by the cosmic rays. So. The lower energy of radiation quantum means lower frequency—‘Do’ in a much lower octave. It’s analogous to the Compton Effect. When a light quantum and a free electron bump and bounce. That’s what makes the flash. It’s just incidental, see?”


  “I’ll take your word for it, Doc. What can we do about it?”


  “You do what I tell you and the Uranians will show us. If they are bright, they will just show us how they make the cosmic rays bunch together like you do neutrons. If they aren’t so bright, like I think they aren’t, we can make better screens than they do and can soften theirs up till you can pierce them.”


  “Listens swell to me, Doc. What do I do?”


  “Well, first you put in this tooth and get used to it. No matter what happens, don’t you let it get out of place. That’s why you mustn’t fight. You keep it tight in your mouth, and when you eat don’t bite hard on that side. Maybe, when the party starts, it will get a little hot. If it does, take some water and hold it in your mouth, but don’t lose the tooth!”


  West shouted with laughter as he obeyed. “Doc, you’re a comet-tail’s orbit! You can do more cuckoo stunts than a cageful of monkeys. What is this thing, a mascot?”


  But Von Theil did not laugh. “You bet it’s a mascot,” he said grimly. “You keep that in your mouth tight like I say or everything will be no use. Now, the General says you don’t use that secret cache of stores on Mars any more—the one you took me to last year.”


  “No,” John said. “Of course, the hangar is still there, and there’s a tankful of fuel and some provisions in the living quarters. The other supplies have been taken out. They were afraid the Uries were getting wise to it.”


  “Hm-m-m. Is there a place where you can hide this little ship? Not the hangar, for I don’t want the—Uries, you call ’em?—to find the ship. I may need it to build up some more power in this gadget if the party lasts too long,” and he slapped the small leather case hung over his shoulder.


  “Yes,” West answered. “There’s a deep gully I could slide her into that’s covered with trees so it doesn’t show from the air. It’s about a quarter mile from the station.”


  “Fine!” said the doctor, “Let’s go there quick.”


  TWO HOURS later the tiny ship lay in the gloom of a narrow crevice in a Martian cliff, and John turned to his passenger. “O.K., Doc. What do we do next?”


  “We don’t. You do,” the little man answered. “And you are going to get mad when I tell you.”


  “I’m used to being the goat, Doc. I won’t manhandle you this time, even if you tell me to call up the Uranians and ask ’em to tea.”


  “Good! That’s just what I want you to do.”


  “What the—what do you mean?”


  “Why, you send out a message, any old message that don’t make sense, but that they can pick up and recognize as an Earth message and trace. Send it on plain radio, so they can’t miss and will think you are dumb. Then you go over to the quarters of the old station and cook something to eat, like you lived there. I think maybe you will have the Uranians drop in for tea. I hope so. Don’t you fight them. You be glad to see them. You tell ’em you been alone here for, oh, maybe a year and are going nuts. Then, when they get you outside there and give you the ship, you bring it back here and get me.”


  “When they——Say, I won’t have to pretend I’m going nuts if you keep on talking like that,” West snorted.


  But Von Theil interrupted brusquely. “Please, Mister, send that message quick, because the General says he thinks some of the enemy are around here and maybe we can get home tonight. No matter what you say. Just send something dumb they can hear.”


  “O.K. Will this be nutty enough?” Throwing power into the speaker, West intoned into the microphone, “A great she-bear came down the street and thrust his head in the Barber Shop. What? No soap?”


  “Fine,” chuckled the Doctor. “Once more. They will believe you when you act nutty.”


  Choking back his laughter, John obeyed, and space again carried the deep-voiced message “What? No soap?” into every receiving set for millions of miles.


  “Now scram and get your tea ready,” said the little man. “Me, I stay here so they don’t know about me or the ship. Remember, don’t you lose that tooth, and come back here as soon as they let you.”


  OVER in the living quarters of the abandoned station, John did not have long to wait. He had cooked a large potful of canned soup and was singing lustily when the door slammed open and he turned to find himself staring into the bell-mouth of a force-gun in the hand of a Uranian officer. Other Uranians were crowded in the corridor.


  John grinned foolishly and raised his hands. “Hello!” he cried. “Glad to see you. I’ve been here alone so long I’m about batty. Have some soup?”


  The Uranian searched John for weapons and found none. A rusty, long disused rocket-pistol that was hanging on the wall was quickly confiscated by one of the Uranians who now crowded the room. They stood in a circle around John, staring grimly at his idiotically smiling face.


  “What are you doing here?” growled the officer in the universal pidgin which was the language of trade between the planets.


  “I’m just the caretaker,” John said. “They were going to make a storehouse of this, but I guess they forgot. I’ve been waiting most a year, but nothing has come yet.”


  “Caretaker? You’re lying. You’re an officer. They don’t use officers for caretakers in your service, do they?”


  “That’s because I’m a Morrell-ray expert,” John lied glibly. “They were going to store Morrell spares here. They wanted somebody could keep ’em repaired. But they forgot. Have some soup? It’s good.”


  A Uranian standing back of John grinned and tapped his forehead significantly. A little smile crossed the officer’s grim visage. “A Morrell-ray expert, huh? Well, you come along with us and you won’t be lonesome. We’ll take you home and maybe the Admiral would like to hear all about how you make Morrell-rays.”


  West managed to turn a surge of anger into a vapid laugh. Even if he was playing nutty, it stung to think that they took him for a man who would spill military secrets to the enemy. “It’s nice not to be lonesome,” he said. “Does your Admiral play pinochle? Have some soup.”


  “Take him aboard,” said the officer. “You, Lamorak and Godok, search this place. No, no need to tie him up. He’s peaceable.”


  “He’s crazy as a bedbug if you ask me,” giggled one of the Uranians, taking West’s arm. “Come on, fella. You and me are going to play games.”


  It was hard to preserve the smiling vacancy of his face when John was not too gently half-led, half-shoved on board the Uranian ship. Three others that had also intercepted his “No soap” message were hanging aloft, waiting for some indication that their help was needed. It was very hard to keep the interest out of his face as he remembered that he was the first Earth man to see the inside of an enemy ship, the first to have a chance to discover some of their scientific secrets.


  To keep up his role, John began to sing again, a silly song of old, old times that his nurse had taught him years ago.


  “When it’s night time in Italy it’s Wednesday over here,” he crooned, then smiled into the face of the officer of the watch. “Hello, Commodore! Have some soup?”


  “Put him in the sickbay and set a sentry over him,” the officer who had captured John directed. “He’s off his head, but he says he’s a Morrell-ray man. If he is, Gron will get the secret out of him. Take off.”


  WEST’S THOUGHTS were turbulent enough, as the Uranian ship soared up into space, and began to blink by visual signals to the other ships what had been found. Doc must have wanted me to get captured. He’s got something up his sleeve. It can’t be that he’s just going to blast these Uries. I’m to do something, but what? “Bring the ship back to Mars when the Uries give her to me,” he said. Oh well—Doc’s no fool.


  Absent-mindedly he reached for a carafe of water that hung on the bulkhead. He was oddly thirsty, and—by Jove, Doc warned me to keep water in my mouth if this tooth got hot. And is it getting hot! Ouch!


  A rattle of accouterments and a queer grunt made him turn toward the door. The sentry was sitting flat on the deck, his mouth hanging open and his eyes crossed. “Make-heavy—planetoid—bargain-bang!” remarked the sentry sagely.


  As John stared, the sentry slumped over and rolled on his back. Odd, blubbering sounds whispered through his thick lips. “Why, something’s turned this guy into a complete idiot! Should I go tell ’em he needs a doctor?”


  But just then, the Uranian doctor, crawling on all fours and swinging his head from side to side like a bear, entered the sickbay. He was chanting under his breath, over and over, “Forty million piston rings, forty million piston rings!”


  Staring, West bent over the two, but they paid absolutely no attention to him. The crawling doctor, after barging into the prostrate sentry, stopped uncertainly for a moment and then began to crawl backwards with stertorous sounds.


  “Huh! What a bughouse! Ouch, this tooth is hot! Oh, oh! What’s happened to the pilot? Another turn like that and he’ll be straining the ship’s frames.”


  Cautiously, West left the sickbay and stealthily crept along the deck. Several Uranians turned vacant eyes on him, but did nothing. Even the officer of the watch was sprawled at length and seemed to be trying to count his fingers. Entirely unhindered, John entered the charthouse. The pilot snored noisily, in the corner, and the steersman had fallen forward, hooking the helm hard over. Without a controlling hand, the ship was swinging in crazy circles.


  John jumped for the wheel, lowering the unconscious quartermaster to the deck and. straightening the ship up on an even keel.


  “By golly, this is Doc’s work! ‘When they give you the ship,” he said. Boy, I’ll say they’ve given her to me. They’re out for the count, the whole daffy lot of them. ‘Come back to Mars,’ he said. Well, if those other three ships don’t beam me down for trying, that’s just what I’ll do. Hot diggety! What has the little runt got in that camera case?”


  THE VISOR mechanism gave a warning hum, and John snapped the switch. Dr. von Theil beamed from the screen. “Hello, John!” he called. “Those other ships are nuts, too. Maybe put a tractor on ’em and pull ’em here. We’ll take all four of them home with us. But don’t lose that tooth!”


  “You bet I won’t even if it is hot as Tophet,” John answered. “What have you done, Doc?”


  “Easy,” answered Von Theil. “Even back in the twentieth century, Dr. Crile found out thoughts were electrical like anything else—work like radio. Well, I just sent out a lot of static. Those Uranians aren’t hurt. They just can’t finish a thought when they start it. They just don’t remember how to walk. That tooth is a static eliminator, so it didn’t hit you.”


  “What are you going to do with ’em?” John asked.


  “Leave ’em here on Mars. There’s enough for them to eat until the General sends to get them. We will take the ships home and find out about those screens. What does the gadget look like?”


  “Accumulators all along the sides of the ship, and some housed-in mechanism I can’t see. But mainly there’s a whacking big tube with two horns on it right down the center of the ship. Must be forty feet long,” John said.


  “Hm-m-m!” chuckled the doctor. “I thought so—Schweidnitz tubes. Only one?”


  “Yeah, just one.”


  “I know they were not so bright! I will tell the General not to throw alpha rays at those Uranians at first but begin with gamma-ray charges. Then by and by their screen will be full of soft holes.”


  “Why, Doc? I don’t get you.”


  “Because Schweidnitz tubes got the same fault as the Geiger counters they were made from. Two Geiger tubes in series will keep out anything but cosmic rays. But only one by itself lets in gamma rays—any old radium emanations. They got no radioactive rocks on Uranus, so they haven’t been bothered. But get radium, or even uranium nitrate near that tube, and the screen will be only part cosmic rays. The rest will be no better than neutrons.”


  Half an hour later, West eased the captured ship to the ground and gently towed down the other three. Puffing and chuckling, Von Theil helped him roll and drag the disarmed, vacant-minded crews to land, take the air, and clamp heavy tow-tractors on the three empty enemy ships as well as on the little despatch-boat that had brought them.


  When well clear of the ground, Von Theil reached into his little leather case and John heard the snapping of a switch. “I guess we let ’em up now,” he said. “I left the speaker turned on in the hangar, but I smashed the transmitter so they can’t yell for help. You want to tell ’em something?” He grinned at the big spaceman.


  John peered through his binoculars at the now active and gesticulating crowd of enemies marooned on land. He leaned over the microphone.


  “Have some soup, bullies!” he invited gently. “You’ll find it on the kitchen table!”


  THE MISTY WILDERNESS


  John Russell Fearn


  Selton of the Spaceways Dares Uranus’ Trackless Trails to Hunt Down Eboni, the Planetary Buccaneer


  DUDLEY SELTON closed the switches that gave the power to the forward underjets. His space-machine instantly slowed in its onrush through the dense upper-level mists of Uranus and quickly nosed upward. He corrected that reaction, brought the ship back to a diving angle.


  As he dropped he studied the infrared screens, intently watching that small ship not more than two miles ahead which was likewise dropping to the spongy, unstable magma that constituted the ground of the Uranian unexplored belt.


  “Thought you’d get away from me, eh?” Selton murmured, as the ship settled. “No black-haired pirate can get away from the Space Way Service—and from me last of all! I may be new to the game, but I always get my man.”


  Ahead of him, invisible to the eye but still impressed on the screens, the little ship gently landed. Selton eased his own machine along to within a hundred yards of it, cut the jets. Then, strapping a flame-gun belt round his waist, he opened the airlock and took a deep breath of the green world’s warm, enervating atmosphere.


  Warm because Uranus still possessed vast internal heat reserves, constantly seeping out on the day side in the form of terrific geysers and mud eruptions. The air, mainly inert argon, but with a thirty percent oxygen content, was breathable enough to an Earthling.


  Selton stepped outside his vessel on to the spongy black soil and glanced at the upper-level clouds—whirling, dense to London fog consistency, kept incessantly on the move by the eternal higher winds sweeping in from the nightward hemisphere. Down here at ground level the air was hazy, overhung by that low, shifting ceiling.


  He moved along slowly, then paused as the other ship’s airlock swung open, casting forth a long diffused fan of light.


  The powerful figure of the man he had followed came slowly into view, attired in the customary leather jacket and breeches, gun holsters at his sides. The instant he saw Selton his hand flew to them—but Selton was quicker.


  HE strode up, gun leveled. “Take it easy! One false move and I’ll wing you.”


  The man raised his arms as Selton relieved him of his guns. Selton looked into cold blue eyes set in a brown masterful face. The chin was square, the lips half curved in a contemptuous smile. But the hair—that was enough! Absolutely as black as space.


  “What have I done?” the prisoner inquired coolly.


  Selton stared at him. “Done! You steal all the cargoes of the freighter ships on the Jupiter-Mercury run, then ask what you’ve done? You’re an outlaw, running around in a private ship so you won’t be detected. I’ve followed you all the way from the Jovian moon area.”


  He paused and studied the man’s coal black hair. “Whoever called you Eboni was right,” he murmured.


  “Do you mind if I put my hands down?” Eboni asked politely. “Now that you have disarmed me?”


  “Sure—sure; you can lower your hands.”


  Eboni did so, but so rapidly that he took Selton right off his guard. In one tricky movement that remotely resembled ju-jitsu Selton found his gun flying out of his hand.


  A stabbing pain shot the length of his arm and he found himself sitting flat on the wet ground staring up into that resolute face and his own leveled gun.


  “All right—get up!” Eboni snapped. “Quick!”


  Selton rose slowly, muttering under his breath. Still covering him, the outlaw plucked out the Space Service man’s remaining gun and threw it into the mist. He retrieved his own weapon before discarding the second.


  “Now, listen,” he breathed. “I know you followed me all the way from Callisto, so you could stop right with me. Your idea is to waltz me back to Earth, but you’ve got more ideas coming. I’m heading for the north of the unexplored belt, and if you know anything about this planet, you’ll know that that’ll take us to Equator Peaks.”


  Selton started. “But you can’t do that, Eboni! That means going across unknown territory. Besides, the seasonal change—”


  “Shut up!” Eboni eyed him grimly. “What’s your name?”


  “Dud Selton—Space Way Service, V Detachment.”


  “Cub sleuth, eh?”


  “What of it?”


  “Oh, nothing. Anyway, your mother had the right idea when she gave you that first name. Now let’s go!”


  The outlaw leaned inside the airlock of his vessel and switched off the lights. Selton regard him doubtfully, then tried again.


  “Look here, Eboni, be sensible! How do you expect to get back here? You ought to know that the Uranian pole has no magnetic properties, and therefore a compass is useless—”


  Eboni thrust out his powerful arm and revealed a small object like a watch upon his wrist. “This is a magnetic indicator, Dud—” He grinned again at the abbreviation.


  “The needle swings to a magnetic plate in my machine. I can’t fail to find my way back. Since you won’t be coming back with me, what are you worrying about? Now get going.”


  THEIR feet made no sound in the sodden wilderness as they began to move. The broad soles of their boots sank half an inch into the ground at every step.


  Had the gravity been compatible with the 31,000-mile diameter of Uranus, it would have been an utter quagmire; but with a density of only .27, effort was almost similar to that demanded on earth, and therefore saved them sinking any deeper.


  After a while Selton asked: “What’s the idea of heading for Equator Peaks? Hide-out, or something?” Eboni did not answer immediately. His powerful face was still curiously amused in the faint light sifting through the upper-level clouds—a light cast by a sun with only 1/360th of the power on earth.


  “Can you think of a better place?” he asked presently. “A world wrapped in fogs, a vast expanse of crazy, slipping landscape, a veritable deathtrap to the uninitiated. Where better to have a hide-out than in the foothills of Equator Peaks?”


  Selton’s face hardened a little. “Well, thanks for telling me that much, anyhow. I can use it in my evidence against you.”


  The outlaw said nothing, and they went on silently. When they were some distance from the ships, alone in the dim, misting twilight, he lowered his guns and slipped them into their holsters.


  “We’re far enough from the ship by now for you to lose your way if you try to escape,” he explained calmly. “While, if you attack me and gain possession of this compass it won’t do you any good because it will only work on my wrist. It’s tuned to my particular electrical wavelength and anybody else’s would only jam the thing. Anyway, I’m quick on the draw—as you may have heard.”


  “Don’t worry—I shan’t attack you.” Selton smiled coldly. “I want to find the location of this hide-out of yours before I try running you in. The only point I don’t understand is how you find your way to the Equator Peaks in a landscape like this.”


  Eboni glanced upward. “Try using your brains,” he sneered. “The upper-level clouds move in a direct line from the Equator Peaks because of the colder winds sweeping in from the nightward side. By following their line of movement it’s a cinch. They’re not very far from here; I know that.” Selton pondered over that. Uranus, with its queer axial tilt, had forty-two years of night and forty-two years of day. The heat of the sun affected the atmosphere but little, but it was sufficient to raise the temperature on the sunward side some fifteen degrees.


  This warmth, in contrast to the colder winds from the nightward hemisphere, produced the upper-level clouds and eternal moisture drifts. In Hemisphere Chasm, indeed, central passway through the Equator Peaks to the night side, there were perpetual electrical storms, moving left to right for forty-two years, then right to left for another forty-two.


  “You certainly picked a great planet for a base,” Selton grunted as they squelched along. “How do you know that your hide-out will even be there? The Uranian surface is always changing and sliding and—”


  “Wait!” Eboni interrupted him sharply, halting. “I hear something!” They both peered into the ghostly expanses. Selton, too, heard it now—a soft hissing noise like water on the verge of boiling. Abruptly he jerked his head up and stared at a rapidly swelling bubble in the ground not two hundred feet away.


  Eboni frowned. “Never saw anything like that before. Looks like a bubble of sorts.”


  HE stopped short as the bubble suddenly reached maximum size and burst with a sharp pop. The air instantly became filled with warm, showering mud—mud that fell to the ground and wriggled! Eboni took a step back, staring down in disgust on scores of four-inch objects writhing in the ooze.


  “What the deuce are they?” he growled aloud.


  “Organisms, of sorts.” Selton said as he looked at them closely. “Too big for animalcules, I’d say—unless everything’s big on this world. Low-form organisms, evidently spawned in the boiling water below surface. Looks as though life here likes things hot.”


  “That bubble erupted them, then?”


  “Apparently so—maybe a natural way of starting them off in life on the surface.” Selton stopped and looked at Eboni sharply: “Say, what’s the idea of asking me all these questions? You ought to know Uranus even better than I do!”


  “Why? You don’t think I spend my vacation here, do you? I only know the outstanding geographical facts; the local fauna’s as big a mystery to me as to you.”


  Eboni broke off and glanced at the fast-growing disklike things in the mud. “Better move before they get really big,” he finished anxiously. “Come on.”


  Another mile’s progress brought little change in the landscape—if a sloppy black magma with normal and treacherous surfaces lying entirely undistinguished could be called landscape. Time and again weird bubbles rose, swelled and popped, hurled their disgusting life through the dank air.


  “Dud, I don’t, like this!” Eboni’s voice was serious for a change. “I never struck things like this before on Uranus. Look at that one! Nearest thing to an umbrella I ever saw!”


  He was right in that. An almost full-grown specimen resembled an open umbrella without the stick, the rib ends corresponding to viciously clawed hooks.


  The whole thing was principally a gigantic flying object, membranous, and already quivering for flight. Even as the two stood watching, it suddenly took off from the wet ground and went sailing into the mists.


  “Towards the Equator Peaks,” murmured Selton, glancing up at the cloud rifts. “I wonder why?”


  Eboni reflected. “Is it possible, I wonder, that Uranus life is migratory? Surely it will be with a forty-two-year day and night. We’ve about arrived at the change-over. Night is coming down here and day is on the other side. Suppose these creatures are the spawn left in the ground from the last migration, and that now—by some natural process—they are born and vomited out of the mud to make their way to the daylight side?”


  “It’s an idea,” Selton said, pondering. “In any case, I don’t see it matters much. Our main concern—or yours, is to reach this hide-out. Then I’m going to run you in.”


  “You think so?” Eboni smiled twistedly. “You’ll never do that. Later on you’ll find out just why.”


  As they moved on again, the evidences of the great planet’s ponderous changings from light to dark became more evident. The drenching vapor-drifts from the distant Equator Peaks began to thicken; the upper-level clouds no longer moved definitely from the nightward side.


  Instead they were criss-crossing each other in dirty, smudgy bands, blurred with fantastic green lights as the far distant sun cast not direct, but oblique rays, gradually deepening to twilight as the clouds piled thicker.


  “If we don’t find this precious place of yours before night we’re going to be in a lovely mess,” Selton remarked presently.


  “Real night won’t drop for eighteen months yet.”


  “At this rate it will take that long,” Selton growled. Then in a sour voice he demanded, “Why didn’t you fly there in the first place and save all this trouble?”


  “Because I had a reason. Besides—”


  EBONI broke off and stopped walking, swung around as a sudden tremendous whirring sound came from the mists to the rear. With demoniac speed an umbrella organism came hurtling into view, flying close to the ground.


  It was sheer luck that the outlaw happened to be in its way. Immediately its frightful claws spread defensively, hooked themselves more by chance than design in his tough leather jacket. He was jerked into the air, struggling desperately. Then he dropped again to the accompaniment of a sudden tearing. He reeled to his feet with his jacket in shreds.


  “Hurt?” Selton demanded, stumbling forward through the reek.


  “No, not much.” Eboni seemed unconcerned for his own well being; his eyes were staring at his wrist. In dead silence Selton stared, too. The wrist compass had been smashed by Eboni’s fall to the ground.


  “Lost!” Eboni breathed at last, dragging his tattered jacket together. “Lost in this wilderness—we can never find the ship again. The only hope now is that we can get to the hide-out. I’ve a radio there; we can call scout vessels on the main service ways. It’ll mean giving myself up—but I guess I know when I’m licked,” he finished.


  He turned slowly, started on a little ahead. Then without the least warning he was suddenly thrown violently into the mud by a terrific vibration of the ground.


  Selton stared after him uncomprehendingly. Then he noticed that the entire area around the outlaw was shifting and sliding madly, convulsed within itself.


  “Quick! Jump for it!” he yelled. “It’s a mud eruption!”


  He dashed forward, dragged Eboni to his feet, but by that time it was too late. The square on which they were standing was separated from the mainland by several yards, was floating like hard scum on the swift-moving surface of a ground displacement.


  Uranus, with its warm interior, particularly on the day side, together with an insubstantial crust was continually breaking up in much the same way as earthly icefloes at the spring thaw, the hardened mud floating on the surface of a sudden new-born liquid mud current below.


  So the two, outlaw and spatial policeman, now found themselves clinging to each other for dear life, swept along on their muddy raft through the dull, lowering haze.


  “Why the blazes didn’t you jump?” Selton demanded, glaring. “Heaven knows where we’ll go now! If we get thrown into one of the boiling water areas you know what that means!”


  “I couldn’t jump because I was stuck,” Eboni growled. “See!” He pulled his right foot with an effort out of the cloying mud to demonstrate. “We’d better keep our feet moving if we don’t want to sink through this overgrown mud pie.” Selton kneaded his feet up and down. It felt like tramping on a giant sponge. Still holding unsteadily on to each other they stared anxiously ahead into the curving wreaths. The upper-level mists now almost touched the ground.


  “It’s the seasonal change all right,” Selton muttered. “The mists show it. For one thing the upper-levels are slowly veering round in the opposite direction. That means they’re starting on their right-to-left forty-two-year movement through Hemisphere Chasm. The lower mists are of course caused by the cooler air sweeping in and condensing with the warm ground—”


  “You’re telling me!” Eboni interrupted him bitterly. “I’ve lost my sense of direction being carried around like this. Since the upper drifts are changing, too, we don’t know where we are.”


  “If we stick on this raft we may drift to better regions. Maybe towards the Equator Peaks.”


  “How do you make that out?”


  SELDON answered calmly.


  “Observation,” he said. “I’ve noticed that everything is drifting one way—upper-level mists, mud drifts, the fog, and this mud raft. It means that the blocked-up areas on the night side are thawing out. Formerly impassable barriers have opened up, and the whole surface is moving in that direction. Probably Hemisphere Chasm will be a torrent of disgorging mud, animalcules, giant organisms, umbrellas, and so forth.”


  “Maybe you’re right.” Eboni pondered a moment and gave a shrug. “Not that it helps much in any case. We’ll perhaps escape this thing only to die of starvation. This planet hasn’t got a single edible thing on its whole surface—unless there’s some food stored at the hide-out.”


  “Why, don’t you know?” Selton demanded in amazement.


  “No.” The outlaw said nothing more, looked anxiously round him.


  The mud raft seemed to drift for an interminable time. Now and again the two could feel it sag as some portion of its underside gave way, but in the main it held firm, bobbing along the surgings of the great mud river down which they were being carried.


  Occasionally the clinging reek lifted slightly and enabled them to see barren stretches of the great drift, moving like a dark brown edition of an Arctic thaw, traveling with ever-increasing speed towards the Equator Peaks which, so far as the stranded two could judge, could not now be very far distant.


  Occasionally a huge umbrella organism would sweep down and fly on ahead in the direction of the drift. It could only mean that Selton’s guess was right. At the Uranian seasonal change everything changed places; in particular the spawn of the previous season was ejected and grew swiftly to enable it to move to the summer region.


  “Dud, do you hear anything?” Eboni asked at length, easing his strained body a little to turn. “Sort of bumping and roaring?”


  They were both silent for a moment, listening to the slowly growing concussions and thunderings booming through the murk. As the raft floated onwards there were distinct signs of flashings through the fog at remote heights.


  “It’s the Equator Peaks!” Eboni shouted hoarsely. “The lightning’s over Hemisphere Chasm!”


  “You’re right,” Selton breathed. He turned suddenly. “In that case this is where we’d better part company with this sponge. Point is, how?”


  “Jump,” Eboni said laconically. “No other way—here goes.”


  He drew himself together, eased his feet from the disk, then leaped outward with all his strength, landed in the midst of the filth. Selton only hesitated a moment, then followed his example. He sailed through the air, crashed heavily into soft, slimy ooze.


  Dazed, his mouth full of mud, he got up. He sank to his knees in the stuff, but touched bottom. The main mud flow was some ten yards distant, a vast sweeping wall of brown pouring into Hemisphere Chasm. The mud raft was already out of sight in that mad cataract.


  Staggering forward, Selton helped Eboni to get to his feet. He spluttered disgustedly.


  “If mud improves beauty, I’ll take the world’s prize after this,” he gasped out. “Good job we fell in it, though—broke our fall.”


  They moved forward out of the slopping ooze and came to the firmer ground at the immediate base of those vast ramparts. As the mist ahead of them thinned slightly they caught their first glimpse of something shining like dull silver—something long and graceful, delicately pointed at both ends.


  “It’s—it’s a space ship!” Selton cried hoarsely. “Eboni, a space ship—here! How do you account for—”


  HE broke off. Eboni had pulled out his guns and was examining their muddy mechanisms. Finally he nodded to himself and Selton waited grimly. The Space Service man’s emotions changed to surprise as Eboni turned toward the opening of a cave outside of which the space machine was lying.


  Slowly the outlaw moved into the cave, his feet echoing in the hugeness. Within, everything was black and dark. Selton fumbled in his saturated kit and finally pulled forth his electrode lamp.


  To his satisfaction it worked the instant he pressed the button, casting forth a brilliant fan of light round the cave’s great area. Upon every side of it, stacked to the lofty ceiling, were all manner of materials, most of them recognizable as crates and goods stolen from the space freighters.


  He lowered the beam to turn to Eboni, then he stopped in amazement as he beheld a figure sprawling on the floor—the figure of a man, his coal black hair covered in dirt, his arms grotesquely outflung.


  “What the—” Selton stared at him in bewilderment, then dropped to one knee and made a quick examination.


  “He’s dead,” he proclaimed briefly. “Venusian fever by the looks of it. Been dead several Earth days. But who in blazes is he?”


  “Eboni,” said his companion quietly. “A pity he ended up so tamely. I knew he had Venusian fever, but I hardly thought it would kill him so soon.”


  “Eboni? Then—who are you?” Selton gasped, leaping up.


  “Me?” The powerful, mud-splashed face broke into a grin. “Well, you came up to me when we landed and accused me of being Eboni on account of my black hair, so I let it go at that. I could see you were new to the job and very eager, so I let you have it.


  “Thought it might be a good idea to teach you a lesson. I’m an old hand. Bruce Anderson’s the name—Space Way Service, W detachment. Next to yours.”


  COLD


  Nat Schachner


  Cold—and lack of power—threatened two worlds, and five men who must be the arbiters, whether they willed it or not—


  THERE were five of us on Ariel when the trouble started, not counting the Venusian troglos, who don’t count anyway. They’re squat and bowlegged, with gnarled, powerful limbs and faces the general color and texture of old roots, and they do all the dirty work of the System. They are especially good at mining and digging and they can handle a machine when it requires only a single, repetitious operation. But of brains or initiative they haven’t a vestige. Fill up their bellies with pullca meal and give them a mouthful of the narcotic bassa leaf to chew on while they’re working, and they’re perfectly happy and submissive, no matter where they are.


  Of the five who counted—so to speak—three were Earthmen and two were Martians. It had been a delicate problem, in a way, picking us five for the job. The allied governments of Earth and Mars had sweated blood before the personnel had been finally chosen. Diplomacy had to get in some pretty dirty licks, there were governmental conferences on Earth, then on Mars, then a big powwow on neutral Venus, and finally the five names were agreed upon.


  Don’t get me wrong, though. The wrangling didn’t take place over Jimmy Vare, yours truly, of Earth. The Mining Explorations Council of Earth picked me because I had been lucky enough to be the first guy to uncover the armorium deposits on Ariel. Nor was there any dispute about big Bill Snead, who knows how to handle a crew of troglos like nobody’s business. The two Martians were also the private concern of their own government. Sar-xltumph—or noises to that effect—was the ultimate authority on heavy elements, and they don’t come any heavier than armorium. Ango, with a similar hyphenated string of unpronounceable syllables, made the fourth. He was a crackajack at fashioning new machinery and new methods to meet the almost insuperable obstacles of interplanetary mining.


  So far, so good! No trouble at all in making the selections. But it was the fifth who caused all the diplomatic squabblings. Who should he be—an Earthman or a Martian? And if so, why?


  For look at the set-up! Ten years ago, when I was a wild, scatterbrained youngster with a yen for shoving a spaceship where no one else had been fool enough to go before, I had come to Ariel. And, with the luck that is somehow the birthright of all fools, I had found an outcropping of armorium, chipped off a few samples and brought them back with me to Earth for analysis.


  Now, no one had ever seen armorium before in the flesh. It was a new element—they placed it as No. 99 in the atomic scale eventually—and it sure was heavy. But that wasn’t all. The bigwig scientists of both planets got busy on the stuff, and discovered some remarkable properties. Its electrons were packed so tight that nothing could budge even the thinnest beaten plate—no acids, no alkalies, not the most powerful explosive or bombardment ray known to the System. Nothing, that is, except a certain limited range of very soft X rays. The first guy who turned on the juice, just out of scientific curiosity, went up with a bang. So did his lab and most of the town in which it was located. Luckily he had tried out his X rays on a bit of armorium about the size of a pea. If he had turned that particular wave length on an honest-to-goodness hunk he might have blown all Earth to smithereens.


  For more cautious experimenters discovered an astounding fact. Armorium, impervious to every mighty agent known to the planets, collapsed into pure energy when a soft ray, of the order of 10-8 cm. wave length, was focused on it. Here was atomic energy with a vengeance. Sure, there had been atomic energy before, but its release required tremendous machinery, millions of volts of power, and an energy output that barely topped the intake. Here, with a tiny X-ray generator worth only a few bucks and a modest electric current, energy was to be had for the asking. And it could be controlled, as investigators found out after a few more tragedies. A shift of a few millimicrons either way in the wave lengths of the X rays, and the speed of disintegration could be hastened or retarded as desired.


  No wonder both Earth and Mars went haywire! With unlimited power on tap, with a heavy metal besides that otherwise could withstand the full impact of a planetary collision, all civilization had to be revamped. Within a few years armorium was an integral part of industry and science, of cultural patterns and human life. Take away armorium, and the two worlds would be in the position that Earth, let us say, back in the ninetieth and earlier part of the twentieth century, would have been without coal and iron. Sunk! Through! Washed-up!


  NOW maybe you can understand why the composition of the five-man Board of Supervisors who handled all operations on Ariel was so all-fired important. Why didn’t Earth claim sole title, inasmuch as I, an Earthman, had discovered the stuff? Because a neat little clause in the Earth-Mars treaty of relations took care of that. A couple of centuries ago, when the first expeditions landed on Jupiter’s moons, there had been plenty of trouble. Claims and counterclaims. Dogfights, and finally a bang-up war. When the smoke of disintegration dusted off the interplanetary ways, the sane men of both worlds got together. Thereafter, all new discoveries, colonies, planets, et cetera, were to be joint property and jointly administered by five-man boards, two and two and the fifth by agreement.


  It worked out swell. The Jupiter moons, the Saturnian satellites. No trouble at all. Then I had to go and light out for Uranus. Still no trouble, except for diplomatic finagling. For they finally agreed on the fifth man. Even the Martians, who naturally wanted a majority, agreed they couldn’t have picked a better chap.


  Enos Abbey is old in years and in honors, but his spirit shines like a halo around his white hair and wrinkled face. He’s respected and loved as much on Mars as on Earth. He’s a scientist of the first rank, an administrator second to none, and everyone is his brother—even the troglos. By this you’ll suspect that I like Abbey—and you could double and redouble that. But then, I’m not alone in my enthusiasms.


  WE got along swell on Ariel during the years. Don’t get any wrong ideas, though, that Ariel is the last word in summer resorts. It isn’t. Imagine a huge hunk of slag just out of the smelters, jagged, splintered, brittle with razor-sharp edges where molten bubbles of metal have cooled and exploded, and you’ll have a fair, if incomplete, picture.


  No air, no water, no vegetation, no heat. Especially no heat. I thought I had known what cold was before I came to Ariel, but my ideas underwent a prompt and unpleasant revision. As the innermost satellite of Uranus, it’s muchly distant from the Sun. In fact, the Sun is just another star out there—a mere point of light. Of course, it’s far more brilliant—the light is about that of three thousand full moons as seen from Earth—so there’s plenty of light.


  But the temperature! An even two hundred and sixty-five below zero, Fahrenheit; except when Uranus eclipses the Sun, as it does regularly, when it drops another fifty degrees or so. It gets you finally, that cold. Even the spacesuits, heated with interior electric units, can’t keep it out when you slog over the God-forsaken landscape long enough. We usually stayed put in our diggings in Sterile Valley, where we kept our labs, our living quarters and general storehouses. The mines themselves were about a mile distant, on the spur of what we called the Everlasting Mountains. That name was my poor idea of irony, for the troglos, in spacearmor, were digging them away at a tremendous clip. The armorium deposits outcropped on the spur, but every test we made showed that they angled deep down into the bowels of the little planet.


  So everybody was happy. Earth, Mars, with a seemingly inexhaustible supply of the precious metal on tap, the troglos, their wide mouths and ample bellies taken care of—and us five supervisors.


  We got along swell. Big Bill Snead, a blond giant with a slow, good-natured smile and an easygoing disposition, got along with everybody. Sar and Ango—we never tried to pronounce the second parts of their respective handles—were high-type Martians, and that means plenty. For the Martian nobles, as bred through a million Martian years, had refined into pure armorium. Tall, slender, with a slightly greenish cast to their narrow, elongated heads, with large, expressive eyes of a startling yellow, they were aristocrats in every graceful move, in every convolution of their intricate thought. Enos Abbey, as I have said, could go out on the Martian desert and bring back the terrible steel-fanged xlars fawning at his feet. As for myself, I manage pretty well as long as no one tries to take a poke at my homely phiz.


  We took turns on shifts. There were the mines to be watched, blasting operations to supervise, cargo boats to be loaded and supplies unshipped, televisor communication with the home planets to be kept in working order. But every thirty-six Earth horn’s we all got together. The thin twilight of day changed to a Stygian black, imperfectly relieved by a million sharp, icy stars and a dim, vast, mottled Uranus.


  Then, while the troglos snored in their shelters at the mines, we let off accumulated steam in the underground chambers at Sterile Valley. It was warm there, we had a good library, canned music, certain creature comforts painfully accumulated over the years—and we talked. We talked, in fact, interminably: sometimes forgetting most necessary shuteye.


  You might think that was strange—five shut-in men finding things to say to each other after years of enforced, lonely comradeship, broken only by semiannual cargo ships. But we did. And never a quarrel, never even high words. We pretty much thought alike, but each had some facet he could illuminate for the others out of the recesses of well-stocked, nimble minds.


  We talked about the daily routine, naturally; scientific problems and engineering difficulties involved. The eternal cold was also a topic, though we played it down by mutual consent after the second year. The troglos were always good for some anecdote—none of us quite considered them as human; except Abbey, of course. But we talked most of the things that mankind has pondered over and never solved for thousands of years on Earth, and millions of years on Mars. The meaning of life, philosophy, the extent of the Universe, first causes, final dissolutions, space and time, history, the whys and wherefores, and the mysteries of comradeship.


  Sar was especially eloquent on the last topic. He was a shade more vital, more vibrant than his fellow-Martian, Ango. Ango said less, but when he spoke there was meat in his words.


  We had drifted in one by one to the big central dugout, each making sure as a matter of instinctive routine that the air locks were closed tight behind us; and shrugging out of our unwieldy spacesuits with a sigh of tired anticipation. The thirty-six-hour cycle was just ending, the troglos were snoring in the mines, dreaming of more bassa leaves and their mouths drooling in the process, and the deep excavations had settled into frozen quietude.


  I stretched my long limbs luxuriously in the cozy warmth of the diggings, thawing out after a more than usually tedious job of prospecting in the icy canyons the other side of the Everlasting Range. It was the shift that no one liked—the cold burned into your bones, the savage landscape dipped in eternal twilight, the silence and the loneliness got you. Of course, we never uncovered any more deposits of the precious armorium, though iron and nickel were pretty plentiful—and some gold.


  Yet the home governments had insisted. Though we were pretty certain that the lode we were working went deep and solid, the politicians back home were jittery. Suppose the stuff suddenly gave out. The civilization so carefully built on the foundation of armorium would collapse over night. There was no substitute.


  ANYWAY, I wasn’t worrying about that at the moment. I had dutifully done my trick, and ten hours of time to call my own stretched ahead. I should have gone to sleep; so should the others. But you have no idea what the camaraderie of good, strong, loyal men means to one who has been cooped up on a savagely untamed, desert ball on the outskirts of the Universe for almost a decade. We craved each other’s society like strong drink; we swore fealty to each other over and over—Earthmen and Martians alike—and we cupped our friendship with careful hands, fearful even to waste a drop.


  Sar was holding forth as I allowed the grateful warmth to seep into my tired bones. Big Bill Snead sprawled in a chair, grinning lazily, reacting to the flow of words as a cat does when its fur is properly scratched. Ango, his slender, elongated head cocked to one side, seemed to be reserving judgment.


  Sar said: “Look you, man is a reasoning being. It took him a long time to reach that point, but we’ve reached it. In the old days—I admit it for Mars as well as for Earth—the emotions ruled. Brute emotions, like hate, envy, greed, jealousy, lust for power. Of course they cloaked it with fine words, with rationalizations, but that did not matter.”


  “And today, those emotions have vanished?” Ango wanted to know.


  “Of course they have. The last war anywhere on the planets took place more than two centuries ago. The worlds are organized on a rational, sensible basis. Earth and Mars are ruled separately, but they co-operate amicably, without argument. Our very presence on Ariel is a symbol of that unity. I’m a Martian by birth, so is Ango; Bill Snead and Jimmy Vare are Earthmen, not to speak of Enos Abbey; but does that mean a thing to us? Do I think of any planetary distinction when we’re together? Do any of you others?”


  “Hear! Hear!” Snead murmured approvingly.


  I rubbed my hands together with a sigh of content, and sank into a chair. “Where’s Abbey, by the way?” I asked.


  “Over at the mines,” Snead told me. He lit up a pipe and puffed.


  “Shouldn’t he be back by now? It only takes fifteen minutes on the trail, and it’s half an hour past closing time.”


  “You know Abbey. He mothers those troglos like a brood hen. I’ll bet he’s bedding them down, and tucking them in so’s they won’t catch cold. But Sar’s right, Jimmy. That thing called patriotism is a thing of the past. We’re all just men together, regardless of where we’ve been born or raised.”


  “I suppose so,” I answered vaguely. My mind was on Abbey. He was an old man, and the trail from the mines was treacherous. Suppose he had slipped. Suppose—


  “You suppose so!” echoed Sar indignantly. “Why, you blithering idiot, look at me. Could you even dream of hating me, of blasting me down with a needle ray just because I’m a Martian and you’re an Earthman?”


  I jarred out of my abstraction. “You old son,” I told him affectionately. “I’d cut off my own right arm first. You’re more to me than a blood brother. Sure, patriotism is the bunk, an outmoded irrationality.”


  “There you are, Ango,” Sar said with a gratified air. “What did I tell you about those primitive emotions?”


  But Ango only grunted. For just then the thin whoosh of the outer air lock could be heard. I sprang forward eagerly. I had been silly to worry about old Abbey.


  He came in now, closing the lock softly behind him. He stood there a moment, motionless in his space-armor, his face blurred behind the steamy mist that had already condensed on the outer surface of the glassite helmet.


  I started to help him out of the clumsy equipment. One did little services for Abbey without a second thought. “I was getting worried about you,” I said, as his soft white hair emerged in a cloud. “Thought you’d fallen somewhere and hurt yourself.” I zipped him out of the baggy suit and he walked slowly forward to the visor set. His face had a curiously set look upon it, and he did not answer me. In fact, he hadn’t said a word since he entered.


  THE CONVERSATION died, the words of greeting stumbled and fell by the wayside. Sar stopped in midoratorical stride and looked funny. Ango cocked his head a little farther to the side. Snead sat up straight in his chair and stared.


  This wasn’t like Abbey at all. He usually came in, quick and birdlike for all his years, a warm, individual greeting for everyone who had preceded him, a beautiful smile irradiating the whole diggings with his personality.


  “Hey, what’s the matter?” Snead yelled. “One of your troglos get the pip?”


  “Shut up, Bill,” I grunted. “You know what Enos thinks of them.”


  But the old man did not seem to have heard. His long, wrinkled fingers, still deft and quick as those of a surgeon, rested on the visor keys. His face had not relaxed in the slightest; his baby-blue eyes seemed to pierce the rounded walls of the subterranean quarters and fix on something far out in the Universe.


  I took a quick step forward, laid my hand gently on his arms. “What is it, Enos?” I asked. “What has happened?”


  He stiffened under my touch; then he turned slowly and faced us. You could have heard a feather drop. Everyone was silent; suddenly serious.


  He took a deep breath. There were no preliminaries, no leading up to the news.


  “It’s the armorium lode,” he said. “The troglos have come to the end of it in the No. 3 shaft.”


  Just that! Nothing more! But if Ariel had suddenly exploded under our feet and catapulted us all into space, we couldn’t have been more aghast. No blueprints had to be drawn for any of us. We had lived with the mine for almost ten years; had lived, slept, breathed, with the thought of it in our minds. We knew every inch of it, every blessed outcropping. And we knew what that meant.


  Ango was the first to recover himself. He always was. “Are you certain?” he asked, sort of dull and low.


  “That’s why I’m late,” said Abbey. “I didn’t believe it myself. When the troglos came chattering up to the office, I went down personally. I found that the drills were embedded in gneiss and lava. The armorium lode ended abruptly, as though it had been cut off. Still I didn’t believe. I got the troglos back to work. The drills bit deeper. Perhaps another formation had been forced through the main lode by an ancient eruption. We went down one hundred feet, working like mad.” He stared at us with those soft blue eyes of his. “We hit nothing but lava and gneiss, the bedrock of the planet.”


  “But our instruments showed that the No. 3 lode went down for miles and miles,” I protested.


  “The instruments were wrong; or, rather, we interpreted what they told us wrongly. What happened was this: The gneiss and lava are mixed in the exact proportions that will give an electrical reaction similar to that of the armorium ore. It was one chance in a million.”


  Snead came heavily to his feet. “Then . . . then,” he stammered, “that leaves only the No. 1 and No. 2 shafts. About ten thousand tons more of armorium to be dug out. We know exactly where they end.” Abbey nodded. We had worked out the figures about a month before, but they hadn’t worried us any. That damned No. 3 vein was supposed to be practically inexhaustible.


  “At the present rate of consumption in the System,” I reflected aloud, “that means about a three-year supply—”


  Sar shrugged his slender shoulders. He even essayed a smile. “In three years,” he remarked optimistically, “we’ll find other veins.”


  But, even as he said it, the smile died. He knew, as well as we, that there weren’t any other veins. Nowhere in the entire System. Don’t think that the mining councils had sat back on their haunches while we worked Ariel. On every planet, on every satellite, on every measly little asteroid, the search had gone forward since that first discovery of mine ten years before. And everywhere they had drawn a blank.


  No, sir, this particular vein was unique in the Universe; a sport, a freak in the cooling processes of a barren little world; a quadrillion-to-one shot.


  Abbey turned to me. “Any luck today?”


  I spread my hands with an eloquent gesture. Not any luck today, not yesterday, not tomorrow, not ever. I was sufficient of a geologist to read the signs. We’d been practically all over the little twilight planet. There was only one tapping of armorium and that was now soon to go dry!


  There was silence again. Every man was busy with his own thoughts.


  And the more he thought the less he liked it. Three years’ supply of the essential element at the most. Three years for an interplanetary civilization to reorient itself, to shift from a culture based on armorium to one based on primitive molecular power. A turning back of the clock.


  “They’ll never be able to do it,” Ango said quietly. “The worlds are geared to quick, easy energy. Everything depends on it.”


  “They’ll have to,” I retorted.


  “Of course,” nodded Sar, regaining his resiliency. “The best brains of both planets will get to work on the common problem. In three years’ time they’ll find a new source of energy.”


  I was skeptical, but I kept quiet. After all, miracles have happened before.


  Abbey opened the visor unit, sent out the first long dash that was our code signal to Earth.


  “Going to tell the folks back home?” asked Ango.


  “Naturally. They’ll have to get started on their plans at once.”


  NOW it takes some three hours for a signal to travel from Ariel to Earth—or Mars, for that matter—and three more hours for a response. So you can readily see that communication is lengthy, tedious and fraught with considerable difficulties. Therefore I will sort of telescope the conversations that took place, though in fact they extended over a period of several Earth days; and we went about our regular routine during the interval, leaving Enos Abbey in complete charge of the visor.


  John Horner, congressional leader of Earth, is a man of few words. All he said was: “I’ll convene Congress at once, and call you back.” Then, as a sort of afterthought: “Don’t notify Mars until you hear from me. This is an order.”


  But by the time the “order” winged its weary way through space, Abbey had already put through the call for Mars.


  We were still around when that cryptic command came through. I could see old Abbey stiffen; Sar and Ango looked surprised.


  “Now, what did Horner mean by that?” demanded Sar.


  Abbey’s baby-blue eyes were gentle. “Maybe he wants to break the shock of the news himself.”


  Ango leaned forward. “What will you say to Titl when his signal comes?” he asked very quietly. Titl was council head of Mars.


  It was Abbey’s turn to look surprised. “Say?” he echoed. “Why, just what I said to Horner. Tell him the truth.”


  I could feel the relaxing of a certain tension then in both Sar and Ango. It was a curious sort of feeling, something I hadn’t noticed around Ariel since we holed up together. I was angry. Angry with Horner for that stupid order, angry with myself for being angry. I was all mixed up.


  We threshed the thing out, and finally agreed Horner had meant nothing by it.


  Then the Martian response came through. Titl was even more cryptic than Horner. “Council will go into immediate session to consider what’s to be done. Leave Earth to us.”


  “Now, what did he mean by that?” countered Bill Snead, his lazy, smiling eyes developing a certain glint.


  “The same thing that Horner did,” I shoved in hastily. “He thought he was the first one to be notified, and he could relay the news to Horner much faster than we could.”


  “Yeah, I suppose so,” he admitted reluctantly.


  But I wasn’t satisfied. I didn’t like it, but I kept my dislike to myself. Perhaps I was just jumpy, imagining things. It was infuriating—this business of six-or-more-hour intervals between answers. It gave one the impression of a slowed-up visor screen where the machinery went haywire and the guy at the bat is starting a swing at the ball and never getting there.


  We kept on working right along. Life had to go on, and the precious armorium became now infinitely more precious. We each dropped into fixed grooves, instead of shifting around as before. Each man took the job he was best at, and stuck to it. I myself suggested that I put in full time at further explorations. It was rotten work, tramping over jagged lava flows that cut even our steel-shod shoes to ribbons in short order, toiling over precipitous crags and descending into eerie gorges, always in dim twilight and sometimes in a blackness one could never conceive of back on Earth. Uranus was a brooding, monstrous disk overhead, tinged with apple-green—a world as fantastic as its tiny satellite, a mystery-shrouded planet whose core could never be pierced. Thousands of miles of gaseous, liquid and solid methane, ammonia and carbon dioxide overlaid that core.


  Yet I stuck to it feverishly. The stakes were infinitely greater now. I fine-combed the tumbled landscape, bending over ungainly in my space-suit, flashing my hand-beam over the sullen rocks, checking with the sensitive reaction-instrument that hung from my neck like a locket, seeking always some sign that armorium might be buried beneath. Backbreaking, ungrateful labor, with the outer cold always boring through my heating units; yet I didn’t mind. It sort of kept me busy and my thoughts from brooding.


  Three years’ supply! Two worlds in desperate need! It would have been far better if I had never discovered the damned stuff! Thoughts that were like squirrels chasing their tails interminably within the narrow confines of a cage.


  On the fifth day we met in the central chamber. It was the first time all of us were present at the same time. But each man had secretly figured out for himself that communications from the home planet were about due. We had heard nothing further since the response to Abbey’s first report and the silence was maddening. So we drifted in, each pretending he was dog-tired and needed a rest.


  I wasn’t pretending, either. I could barely zip myself out of my suit. I had put in ten solid hours in the region of the Hell Hole—the name we put to it speaks for itself—and I could hardly stand. Sar was at my side immediately, offering assistance and a cup of hot coffee. I gulped down the steamy liquid and almost scalded my stomach, but I felt better then.


  “Thanks, old boy. Any news?” I added casually.


  He shook his head. “Not a thing. The home planets must be putting their heads together.”


  “They’d better,” I said wearily. “I’ve searched and searched, and it’s no go.”


  Old Enos surveyed us all. There was affection in that glance, clean understanding. Then his eyes deepened.


  “Promise me,” he said abruptly, “that no matter what happens, you’ll all remain just what you are now—comrades, friends through thick and thin.”


  Big Bill was sprawled in his chair. “Why . . . hell . . . sure. There’s nothing could tear us apart. We’ve been through too much together, the good with the bad. We know each other inside out. But what’s the idea, Abbey?”


  The old man went inscrutable on us. “Nothing in particular, Bill. But how about you others?”


  We all spoke at once—a confused chorus that made a queer din of agreement. It sounded funny, in a way, grown men like us making pledges of eternal friendship, but it warmed my heart and made me feel aglow all over. Good men and true, the kind you could rely on forever and ever. Nothing could break up this gang. From what I saw written on the others’ faces, I knew they felt the same as I did. A love fest.


  Old Abbey smiled as though in relief. His smile was beautiful to see. It was like a benediction gathering us all in.


  THEN the visor set sounded off. The signal isn’t particularly noisy—we only turn it on full blast when the last man quits the diggings—but we jumped as if a Jenkins bomb had smacked us.


  Abbey was standing near the unit, so he thrust it open. The screen glowed. A picture formed on it. The Congress of Earth, with John Horner seated in the leader’s chair. It was impressive-looking. The great world chamber situated on an artificial island in the Caribbean, with its white tiers of seats extending interminably up to accommodate the tourist hordes that usually attended the sessions of Congress. But this time the vast hall was almost empty. The visitors’ seats were clean and bare. Congress was in secret session—the utter seriousness of the moment was unmistakably imprinted on each and every face of the three hundred delegates. John Horner faced us unseeingly. You can’t have two-way vision when the electromagnetic waves that carry the vision take three hours each way to hurtle the gulf between you.


  Horner was a heavy-set, florid man with bushy eyebrows and a face that masked his thoughts. Yet just now he was obviously excited. His fingers drummed on the tinted stellite desk at which he sat, and his eyebrows moved in individual spasms.


  “Casing Enos Abbey, William Snead and James Vare on Ariel.” His voice was steady enough. He repeated our names. “This message is private and confidential. Please see to it that no one else is present. I am waiting five minutes. By that time you are to be alone.” He repeated that three times carefully, then he stopped and waited. The congressmen sat rigid in their seats, making no sound, waiting.


  We looked at each other and stirred uneasily. No one seemed to want to speak; but curious green flushes tinged the cheeks of both Sar and Ango.


  Then Ango rose. “Come, Sar,” he said steadily, “it is time for us to go.”


  We all spoke at once then—the three Earthmen. I remember shouting inanely that they were to stay if I had to knock them down in the process.


  Bill Snead snarled: “Sit down, you chumps!”


  But old Abbey’s voice muted our sudden clamor. “It is a pity,” he observed, “that we can’t explain our position to Horner and Congress right now. He evidently misunderstands our status on Ariel. We have no secrets from each other. Whatever Earth wishes to tell us, must be told to all.”


  “Ataboy!” exclaimed Bill.


  I made approving noises.


  Sar and Ango stared at us, then at each other. The flush died in their cheeks. “Thank you!” said Ango softly, and sat down. So did Sar.


  We all breathed easier, then turned to the motionless visor. I never knew five minutes could last so long. Talk about the relativity of time! I could have lived a couple of busy lifetimes in that interval while the beam-chronometer flashed off the seconds. No one said a word, we just sat there and waited.


  Then Horner started to talk. He seemed to be staring straight at us—though we knew he couldn’t see us, yet. “I assume,” he said, “that only you three men of Earth are present. You will understand why this is vital as I go along. Your news, I need not tell you, was of the utmost importance. The System has relied upon your assurances that there would be a sufficient supply of the element, armorium, to last for many hundreds of years. The planets have acted accordingly; in particular, our own Earth.”


  He cleared his throat, and we fidgeted in a dead silence. We didn’t want to miss a word.


  “Now we find you have been mistaken. Now we are told there is only sufficient to carry the System through about three years. But Earth cannot shift back to primitive power methods in that short time. It would be disastrous; there would be starvation, suffering of the worst kind.” He looked carefully at his fingernails. “There might even be a world revolution. People might think that Congress and myself had mishandled the situation.”


  A low susurrus of agreement made a wind through the delegates, and died.


  “I never did like Horner,” grunted Bill. “Thinking of his own hide, instead of making plans.”


  One would think that Horner had heard him. For he was saying: ‘Therefore, after lengthy secret sessions, we have come to certain conclusions. In the first place, it is obvious from your report that the flame for your miscalculation of the armorium deposits must lie directly with the two Martians on your board.”


  “What!” Sar bounded from his chair, his face jerking with anger. “He dares—”


  Ango pulled him down. “Take it easy, my friend. Let us hear what further he has to say.”


  As for the rest of us, we sat there stunned, while Horner’s voice rolled on.


  “They misled you three Earthmen as well as ourselves,” he continued smoothly. “No doubt they kept their home planet well advised, while we were completely in the dark. As a result, we have authentic information that Mars has secretly laid in a stock of armorium to last them for many years. They plan to force us back to primitive conditions, and then sweep down upon us with their hordes and eliminate us as a rival power.”


  “That’s a lie!” screamed Sar, his mouth working.


  “Of course it is, son,” soothed Abbey. His eyes held pain, as though he had known in advance just what would happen.


  The visor droned on. “Therefore,” said Horner, “to safeguard our homeland, to protect ourselves against the machinations of these vile barbarians of Mars, Congress has decided on decisive steps. Even as I speak to you, a well-armed, well-equipped battle fleet is taking off from the rocket port of New York. It has secret orders to proceed full speed ahead for Ariel. In the meantime we command you as loyal, patriotic sons of Earth to co-operate with us. The future of our world depends on your efforts.


  “You are to seize the two traitor Martians on Ariel, imprison them securely so that they may not warn Mars in time. Another thing. If, as we have information, the Martians are racing a fleet to seize the planet, you are to hold them off until we arrive to destroy the enemy. You have certain weapons of defense that were installed as a protection against possible pirates. Use them.”


  Horner’s face became grim, tense. “Remember, Earth expects every loyal son to do his duty. That is all.” The screen died. I heard myself saying dully: “My God! Have they gone crazy? This means war.”


  ANGO CAME slowly to his feet. His greenish face was almost white. His slender nostrils were expanded. He stared at us pleadingly. “You heard what your leader said. Do you believe that about us?”


  Big Bill Snead’s ordinarily good-natured face was a stormy thundercloud. “Hell, we know different. Horner’s trying to propagandize us into something smelly. He’s nuts if he thinks he can do it.”


  Sar was quivering like a racehorse after a swift, climactic finish. “But your Earth is sending a battle fleet,” he cried. “They’ll seize the mines, and then smash our Mars. It’s . . . it’s—”


  “Don’t say any more, son,” Enos-Abbey broke in softly. “You will regret it later. This is no time for calling names. We must put our heads together and decide what to do.” His arm brought the two Martians, who had drawn a little apart, into our midst. “All of us!”


  Ango shot him a grateful glance. His mouth opened to say something, when the signal burred again. “Ah!” he breathed. “They have changed their minds. They will countermand their instructions.”


  Abbey turned on the screen. “Here’s where everything goes to pot,” I muttered.


  It was not Horner. It was Titl, head of the Council of Mars. He was alone in his private office high above the Great Central Desert. Fantastic murals, depicting the strang flora and fauna of the Red Planet intertwined in mortal combat, flamed on the walls. Personally I could never see how any sane being could work in the midst of such nightmares, but the Martians didn’t mind.


  He stared out through the depths of his own screen unseeing at us. He seemed to be attempting to probe the secrets of our dugout, over a billion miles away on Ariel. He was taller even than Sar and Ango, and his general color was a deeper green. His eyes had a certain cold, piercing quality, and his lips were tight-compressed.


  “Calling Sar-xltumph and Angoqdwirk.” How any mortal tongue could rattle off those tongue-twisters of names I never could understand. “This is private, for them alone. If you are present, please ask the others to leave. If only an Earthman is present, be good enough to call them at once and then permit us to be left alone. I shall wait ten minutes.”


  “Holy cats!” Snead ejaculated. He bowed ironically to the screen, then to Sar and Ango. “He’s pulling the same gag as Horner. Shall we go and leave you to your tête-à-tête?”


  “Don’t be a fool!” Sar growled. “He has nothing to say to us that you can’t hear. You are to stay.” Old Abbey sighed. “I expected you to say that.”


  Then we relapsed into silence again, sneaking each other sidelong glances. But our faces were eloquent of the turbulent thoughts within. This business was getting on our nerves. First Horner, now Titl. I braced myself for the shock when the ten minutes were up.


  Sure enough, it came. I won’t repeat everything Titl said to what he thought were the private ears of Sar and Ango. It was close enough to Horner’s spiel to be its first cousin.


  The burden of it was that us three Earthmen had pulled the wool over the eyes of the poor, trusting Martians; that Earth knew what was what all along and had finagled vast stores of armorium into their possession; that not content with such outrageous stuff, they were now sending a fleet to grab whatever was left, and then proceed to wipe Mars out of the System. But Mars was wise, and was jumping the gun. Even now a great Martian battle line of swift cruisers had taken off to get to Ariel first. It was the duty of Sar and Ango as faithful, patriotic Martians to jump us blankety-blank Earth scum unawares, so we couldn’t pull any more dirty tricks. Then they were to put the defenses in order and hold off the enemy fleet until the brave Martian boys came galloping through space—blah—blah—blah!


  Then he faded out in a burst of fervid hokum.


  Sar and Ango just sat there gulping. Their vocal muscles seemed paralyzed.


  I said: “Humph! This is where we came in before. Horner and Titl; Earth and Mars; six of one and half a dozen of the other.”


  “Did you boys believe all that twaddle?” Bill purred.


  Sar shook himself. His large, yellow eyes blazed like an electric caldron. “Titl has gone crazy,” he husked. “Patriotism! Love of home! Honor! Blah! He’s just as bad as your Horner. They’re both cloaking short-sighted, selfish grabs with high-sounding words.”


  Old Abbey positively beamed. “I’m glad you’re all taking it this way. I was very much worried this past week, since we sent the news. I don’t mind confessing now that I expected something like this.”


  “You did?” I yelled. “Then why didn’t you let us in on it?”


  He shook his head, and it looked like a soft snow going into action. “I was hoping against hope, I was hoping that the politicians back home would forget their little localisms and outmoded methods and do what we five have been doing. Work shoulder to shoulder to solve this problem which confronts them for the common good.”


  Bill Snead sprawled deeper into his chair. His hands were in his pockets. “How much time have we before the rival fleets come tearing over here to take us apart?”


  They all looked at me. I had served, when not more than a kid, on an old battle-ax, hunting smugglers among the asteroids; and ever since I’ve been supposed to be an authority on space navies.


  “Well,” I said judicially, “that depends. The cargo boats take anywhere from three to four weeks when the planets are in conjunction with us, several months when we’re in opposition. Unfortunately we’re pretty well in a line now. But they’re tubs. The battle cruisers and space destroyers use the new Hutchins drive, and they literally burn up the ether waves. I’d say about ten days for the Martian crowd and another day for the Earth bunch—that is, if they took off simultaneously.”


  “Which they did,” nodded Ango.


  “Ten days’ breathing time,” said old Abbey. He was thinking aloud. “Ten days in which to decide what to do.”


  “Do?” retorted Bill. “There’s nothing to decide. We tell ’em both to go plumb to Pluto. Were in charge of Ariel, and by the great horn planet, we intend to remain in charge. What armorium’s left is an interplanetary trust, to be mined and divided for the benefit of all. No one planet is going to hog the supply.”


  “Bill is absolutely right,” Ango chimed in. “Here on Ariel we are neither Martians nor Earthmen; we are citizens of the System. And, fortunately, our defenses are excellent. They were made to withstand for months the shock of any attack from space.”


  WE WERE all on our feet then, shouting, pommeling each other like a bunch of kids. We were exalted out of ourselves, and we told the world about it. We were brothers, cosmopolitans, broad-minded guys. None of that provincial patriotism stuff for us. A Martian or an Earthman—what difference did that make? White skin or greenish? Ancestry or habitat? That was the kind of tosh that bred wars and devastating hatreds. That way lay the brute and the savage. We were too damned civilized to be taken in by a lot of propaganda hooey.


  We exhausted ourselves finally to meet old Abbey’s mild, but critical, eye. We sat down again, feeling a bit ashamed, but defiant just the same. That was the way we felt, and we had to blow off steam.


  “I am proud of you all,” said the old man. “You’ve reacted just the way I had hoped you would. But mere words and backslappings aren’t enough.”


  “O.K.,” I growled. “You take charge, and tell us what we’re to do.”


  Everyone said: “Yes, that’s right. Let good old Enos take over.”


  “All right,” he said briskly. “If you wish it so. The first thing we have to do is to put our defenses in order.” His smile was rueful. “We’ve not paid much attention to them these last few years. There was no need. But they were installed by the soundest engineers in the System, and I think they’ll hold indefinitely. There’s the impermo-screen of triple vibrations that will make a shell of force around the entire planet, and is impenetrable to any weapon so far evolved. We have our space howitzers and needle rays, too, but we’re not going to use them. After all, we don’t want to kill men like us; we’re strictly on the defensive.”


  “That’s the ticket,” I exclaimed.


  He smiled. “Then we’ll notify our respective home governments of our joint decision, and try to persuade them to call off this outmoded, barbarous war and get together like sensible men. And thirdly—and I think we’ll find this the most difficult job of all—we’ve got to keep going just as though nothing had happened. The mines have to be run, cargoes made ready against the day of peace, and the troglos kept busy and satisfied.”


  “Them!” I said with a certain contempt. “The whole Universe could bust up as long as they get their daily quota of bassa leaves and they can dream about their native hunting grounds.”


  “You misjudge them,” Abbey retorted with considerable heat. “They are human beings just as much as we are, with the same divine spark as we think we have. Their present degraded condition is our own fault. The first explorers who landed on Venus traded the vile bassa for their mineral wealth; and the rotten traffic’s been kept up deliberately ever since in order to assure Earth and Mars of an obedient, servile labor supply.”


  It was the first time I had seen Enos Abbey so excited; so I said nothing. But everyone knew that the troglos were just one step removed from the animals, and there were those who even questioned whether it was a step up or a step down.


  WE GOT to work at once on a carefully mapped campaign. We overhauled our defensive equipment. It was in a pretty bad state. But several days of hard, intensive work put it into usable shape again. I’ll never forget the thrill we got when we first tried it out. The underground caverns where the power was developed shook with shuddering vibrations, and high above the airless planet—about twenty miles, in fact—the screen gradually formed. It was a beautiful sight. Every color of the rainbow was in it, flashing and gyrating like gigantic northern lights back home. Yet it was so thin and transparent that the stars of space peered through with hardly a jot of their steady beams shorn. The giant Uranus seemed a vast, dim, oblate ball swathed in shimmering gauze.


  “It hardly looks as though it could withstand a peashooter, much less a Jenkins bomb,” observed Sar doubtfully.


  “Don’t worry,” Abbey said with confidence. “The impermo-screen has been tested repeatedly. It’s a uni-way affair. We can shoot out against invaders, but they can’t penetrate it from the outside.”


  “But we won’t try,” observed Ango. “We’re acting only in self-defense.”


  Then we talked turkey with the home politicians. No use contacting the fleets. They’d take orders only from their respective governments. And, anyway, our visor beams were not geared for their code wave lengths.


  Just as we had expected, both Horner and Titl were at first incredulous, then furious. But we had hoped to break them down, and convince them of the error of their ways; especially after we told them about the impermo-screens.


  Evidently we had misjudged them. Each was convinced of the probity of his course, and that the other was a scoundrel. They blistered us with rage, with contempt, with epithets. That is, Horner directed his fire at the three of us Earthmen, and Till worked on Sar and Ango. Then they switched to appeals and exhortations. They painted us pictures of conditions on our planets—of the men and women and children, the common, ordinary, everyday, decent people whose happiness and very lives were bound up in a continuance of the status quo. Once our armorium supplies are exhausted—and their voices really quivered with emotion, there was no fake about it—everything collapses. We go back to the brute. Your own people, those whom you loved, relatives whom you left behind, will suffer. Picture the dislocation when our subatomic energy fails, when we have to fall back upon outmoded sources that can’t supply a tenth of what our world now requires for daily life. The strong will trample the weak; ruthless men will arise and seize power; millions will die.


  I confess that I felt a bit squirmy when Horner painted us his picture. I remembered with a shock that I had a sister somewhere in the city of Iowa. She had been a tousled kid when I hit the spaceways, but the pictures she used to send me showed a gracious, lovely woman now. And she had two youngsters, one of whom was named after me.


  I saw Bill Snead slowly clenching and unclenching his huge fists. It hit him, too. His folks back home were pretty old, and they depended a lot on the slice of pay that he sent them regularly.


  It was just the same when Titl took the floor. Sar and Ango stared down at the floor. They also had relatives along the Martian canals. Titl pulled a fast one. He brought the whole bunch of them to the visorscreen, and they begged and implored their far-off sons not to let them down. I growled a bit under my breath. That wasn’t sporting. After all, old Horner hadn’t done anything like that. Of course, he had told us about what would happen. And it was true—every word of it. No one could deny the facts. But to pull cheap propaganda the way Titl did——


  I caught myself short, bit my lip. Steady, old boy, I warned myself. It’s not Sar’s fault or Ango’s. We’re all friends out here, swell guys together.


  ABBEY ASKED pertinent questions of Horner and of Titl. Of course, a lot of the effect was lost because it took over six hours to get answers. The result was we practically forgot what was asked when the answers came through.


  “Suppose,” demanded Abbey, “you get a monopoly of the remaining supply of armorium? Suppose you win the war and crush the other planet? At the best there would be a six-year store for you singly, instead of three. Won’t the same terrible things happen at the end of that period? Whereas if you get together—”


  We perked up eagerly at that; and nodded to each other wisely. Good old Abbey! He put his finger on it, all right. We even looked at each other again frankly, smiling.


  But damned if Horner didn’t have the pat. answer! He shook his head sorrowfully. “We thought of that ourselves,” he told Abbey. “Before we took any steps, we put it up to the council of technicians. They reported to us that, given six years and working at top speed, we might possibly change over to the old atomic output system without a too disastrous dislocation of world economy. In three years, however, that would be impossible. Those extra years spell the difference between collapse and success.”


  Titl, of course, rather lamely said something to the same effect. But he was smart enough to forget to point out that since there were much fewer inhabitants on Mars than on Earth, the change over could be made much more swiftly.


  I said as much to Sar and Ango. And they almost bit my head off!


  Sar’s face was distorted; he foamed. “You talk like a blithering idiot,” he howled. “You forget that the natural resources of Mars, as the older, longer civilized planet, are much smaller than yours.”


  “So you think you fellows are more civilized than we are,” I began with cold dignity.


  “Sar didn’t mean that.” Ango put his oar in. “But it’s true about the natural resources; and in any event, suppose our population is smaller? Don’t you think they’ll suffer just the same?”


  “Meaning, I suppose,” Bill said sarcastically, “that when one Martian suffers, it adds up to the sufferings of two Earthmen.”


  We were all on our feet by this time, glowering away like a bunch of Kilkenny cats. Then Enos Abbey poured oil on the waters.


  “Quarreling won’t help matters,” he said quietly. “You’re acting in exactly the same fashion that the poor, propaganda-infected people of the home planets are acting. The four of you are men of sense, of understanding. Have you forgotten so soon the vows we took, the camaraderie of ten years?”


  He went on in that vein for some time, and we gradually cooled down. I thought to myself: “Good Lord! but you’re an idiot, going off half-cocked at good old Sar and good old Ango.”


  We started to feel pretty much ashamed of ourselves after a while, and we shook hands sheepishly all around finally, and swore we’d never get hot under the collar again.


  Abbey sort of smiled benediction, but I noticed a strained expression under the smile. As though he were afraid of us!


  WORK went on—mining, exploration, and all that. Four days had passed since war had been declared; four days while the converging fleets raced along the spaceways toward us.


  I kept thinking of that all the time while I stumbled, lonely and aimless, over the bleak terrain. It was merely by instinct, by the routine habits of long usage, that I kept poking with my metal-sheathed rod at the crusted lava and took endless readings on the reaction-meter. I was positive there wasn’t another deposit of armorium anywhere in the Universe. So I had plenty of time to think.


  Suppose we did hold off the fleets. There’d be a dogfight out there in space just the same as soon as the two caught up with each other. I pictured that fight. Great Jenkins bombs ripping out the guts of beautiful cruisers, spilling their human contents like bloated insects into the empty frigidity of space. I had seen a man once fall through an air lock whose slide had become unfastened, and the thought of what he looked like still made me sick. Earthmen—the pick of the planet, husky, smiling, comrades of other days—going to destruction under the vicious fire of Martians.


  And back home! I closed my eyes and almost went catapulting down into a gorge that went practically into the bowels of the planet. I saw our big cities, teeming with millions, laid waste under the swooping assault of the enemy. Little children, innocents, of our own race! Their reproachful eyes began to haunt me; I saw them everywhere; in the twilight-purple mountains, in the cold mockery of the stars, in the slow wheeling of Uranus.


  I swore savagely at myself within my helmet. I took myself in hand. “You’ll go nuts,” I lectured myself, “if you keep this up. We’re doing the right thing. Sar and Ango—”


  I stopped short. Yes, Sar and Ango. Suppose they decided they were Martians first. Suppose, under their friendly, open countenances, they were plotting. It would be easy enough, when their fleet came hurtling along, for them to open the screen.


  In spite of my heating units, the cold made tissue paper of my armor. I trembled all over. A blinding light struck me. By the long tail of the comet! I saw it all now. Those two babies had already fixed things, were even now laughing at us up their sleeves. No wonder they had agreed so quickly when I suggested I’d take the exploration shift, and that big Bill Snead would go to the mines!


  It fitted in so beautifully. Ango was in charge of the all-important impermo-screen, and Sar had to do with the storage of the mined armorium. The two vital spots where they could betray us! Sure, Enos Abbey was permanently in our quarters, sort of supervising. But he was an old man, they could jump him without any trouble.


  I wheeled around instinctively. The shadows of the Everlasting Mountains were ominously black around me. I thought I saw something move among them. My heart began to pound. Suppose one of those damned Martians was even now trying to sneak up on me. The airless waste would bring no sound.


  With a curse I thrust up my metal-tipped rod. We carried no weapons—there had been no need of them on Ariel. There was no question about it now, someone was hurrying over the narrow trail from the mines, coming lickety-split, a wavering wraith in the gloom.


  “Stop where you are!” I cried, holding the rod threateningly, and sprayed my beam. There were tiny communication units in our helmets.


  The figure had poised with ungainly arms outspread as if to hurl itself on me. Then the light splashed all over it, and a voice, filled with relief, buzzed in my ears.


  “Jupiter, but you gave me a scare, Jimmy.”


  I lowered my rod with an equal grunt of relief. “Not saying what you did to me, Bill. For the moment I thought you were one of the Martians.”


  “Yeah?” Through the glassite helmet I noticed how deadly serious Bill’s ordinarily good-natured face was. “So you’ve got the idea, too?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, up there at the mine, I got to sorta thinking. About the war and good old Earth, I mean. Then I began to notice the funny looks Sar would slide at me when he thought I wasn’t watching, every time he’d drop into the mine. He’d talk to the troglos, and break off suddenly when I’d come within earshot. I looked him straight in the eye, just to show him he wasn’t pulling the wool over me. About half an hour ago, he makes some lame excuse and hotfoots it for our quarters.”


  “He did?” I exclaimed.


  “Yeah! And the more I thought of it, the less I liked it. What if those two birds’ve been playing us for suckers, with all that hooey about us being citizens of the System? What if they’ve decided to betray us to the Martians? After all, they’re Martians.”


  “They are Martians,” I said slowly.


  He caught my padded arm with his flexible mitt. Urgency peered out at me. “They’re back there—the two of them—alone with Abbey. The old man couldn’t do a thing against them. They could—”


  I wasted no more words. “Come on, Bill,” I ground out.


  WE WENT hotfoot over the dim trail, our steel-shod shoes jarring the jagged terrain into little sparkles of fire. We burst into headquarters gasping and running little rivulets of sweat. We barely thought of closing the air lock behind us as we ripped through.


  Old Enos Abbey seemed backed against the wall. Standing close to him, taut and grim, were the two Martians. They whirled as we came catapulting.


  Enos cried out: “What’s the matter? What are you two boys doing here?”


  I gripped my rod firmly, pulling off my helmet with my free hand. “Have they started anything?” I cried.


  Sar and Ango exchanged quick glances. They edged toward the bin where some assorted metal bars were stacked. Sar said bitterly to his partner: “You see, Ango. You wouldn’t believe me. These Earthmen thought to catch us unawares. It’s lucky I came.”


  “Well, I’ll be blasted!” I puffed. The colossal assurance of him flabbergasted me. “You were the first to sneak away from your post. We only came to make sure you weren’t pulling any fast ones.”


  Bill growled, and Ango snarled. We stood there, all set to mix it.


  Old Enos stared sort of aghast.


  “Stop it!” he thundered. I never saw those mild blue eyes of his shoot fire before, but they did now. “Are you all crazy? First Sar and Ango come with a fantastic story about how they’re afraid you two are plotting to turn over Ariel to the Earth fleet. Then you two barge in, intimating the same nonsense about them. Are you all the same men who only a few short days ago vowed eternal confidence in each other? Is the cold of this planet freezing common sense and common friendship, too?”


  I did not relax my hold on the rod. “We played square!” I snapped. “But they’re Martians, and I would not put it beyond them to play along with their own kind.”


  Ango was a dirty-green. “Sar was right. All Earthmen are alike,” he snarled back. “Except Abbey, of course.” He bowed in his direction. “But the rest of you let narrow patriotism and provincial hates becloud whatever civilized faculties you may have once possessed.”


  Bill Snead took a step forward. “Why, you . . . you—”


  Well, it took Abbey a long time to bring us to a point where we wouldn’t scrap it out right then and there. We finally agreed to a coldly sullen truce. We even stumbled out some apologies for what we had said about each other. But all the palaver in the Universe couldn’t make me trust those Martians any more. Abbey was right; the cold of Ariel had frozen any friendship. It was all right for Enos Abbey—poor, trusting soul—to take their protestations at face value. I knew better. And so did Bill. He whispered as much to me. And that went double, I suppose, for what those birds thought about us. I could see it in their faces.


  After a deal of discussing back and forth, we finally reached a modus vivendi. I was to go to the mines with Sar, and Bill was to stay with Ango at the impermo-screen. That way we’d be paired off all the time—Earthman with Martian—so we could watch each other for any sign of treachery. Old Enos didn’t count. Bill and I naturally knew he was all right, and the Martians seemed to trust him, too. Abbey was that sort of a guy. Suspicion just couldn’t cling to him.


  He tried his best to argue us out of it, but it was no go. Finally he quit, but he looked pretty sick over the situation. He just moped around and looked at us with sad, reproachful eyes.


  Bill whispered to me: “Don’t you worry about headquarters, Jimmy. I can handle Ango any day in the week.”


  “And Sar won’t be able to pull a thing,” I promised.


  But before we started for the mines—Sar and I—Ango said loudly: “Let’s get this straight. As far as headquarters are concerned I trust Enos Abbey to see to it that nothing untoward happens. But out there at the mines, there’ll be the two of you.” He looked at me peculiarly. “I want it definitely known that both of you—Sar and Vare—are to return here for the sleep period together.” He emphasized the last word.


  Before I could say anything, Bill cut in. “That’s O.K. with us. Either both come, or neither. If I catch sight of just one coming up that trail alone I’m turning the needle gun on him.”


  “Regardless of who that one is?” Ango demanded pointedly.


  “Regardless.”


  IT WASN’T pleasant. The days passed, all of us keyed up to the breaking point, watching for the least untoward move. At the mines, where I went Sar was right at my side. When he went to talk to a troglo, I stuck to him like a bur. It was funny that we didn’t once think how all this was affecting the troglos. The squat, deformed Venusians blinked at us with their great, staring eyes and chattered to each other in that guttural jargon that no human being has ever been able to decipher. But then, neither one of us considered them as fellow creatures, or that it mattered much what they thought.


  So we kept circling warily around each other all the time, and spoke only when it was absolutely necessary. We sure were formal with each other. Naturally the work suffered. The troglos lazed along, doing minimum, and their chattering increased.


  Sar got sore. He said to me with cold formality on the seventh day. “The troglos require a lesson, Mr. Vare. I suggest we cut off their supply of bassa leaves.”


  That was about the worst punishment we could hand out to the Venusians. Take away their food supply, and they wouldn’t mind as much. “Suits me,” I growled.


  The days became a nightmare. None of us relaxed a moment, especially as the time grew near for the fleets to arrive. We didn’t even have the consolation of knowing what was going on back in the home planets. Old Abbey kept the visor-screens resolutely closed. “You men are close enough to each other’s throats now,” he said, “without getting madder because of something that happened on Earth or on Mars.”


  But he forgot we had imaginations. I brooded about it. I saw all Earth a shambles; my sister dead and the two little boys with their brains dashed out. At such times I had to clench my teeth to keep from strangling Sar. I’d glare at him, and he’d glare at me with added interest.


  The troglos went about their work sullenly. We had told them they’d be without the bassa for a week, pending good behavior. They muttered a good deal among themselves, but we didn’t care as long as they kept on working. Besides, our minds were elsewhere. And each sleep period we trudged back together, silent, making sure that we were abreast as we came up the trail toward headquarters.


  The tenth day came. The tension became almost insupportable. Already our electro-scanners had caught sight of the hurtling space fleets. They were coming up fast, angling toward Ariel at a terrific clip. About a hundred million miles separated them, and the Earth fleet had a slight lead.


  Bill Snead forgot himself and let out a whoop when Abbey told us the startling news. If looks could kill, then the glares that he got from Sar and Ango would have stretched him out flat.


  “Remember our oaths,” Abbey appealed to us desperately. “We keep them both out, no matter what happens.”


  “You just heard Snead,” muttered Ango. “What guarantee have we that when the Earth fleet pulls in—”


  Old Abbey straightened his stooped shoulders. “I’m taking care of the impermo-screen alone,” he snapped. “You and Bill are to remain in the common chamber. Do you trust me?”


  “Sure!” declared Bill heartily.


  Ango hesitated. “Yes,” he said at last.


  “All right, then. The first fleet will make contact in about five hours, Mars in about six. I’ll be ready for them both. Meanwhile, get along on your jobs, Sar and Jimmy. You’re late.”


  I didn’t want to go, but one could not disobey Abbey that flatly. Sar trudged moodily along, keeping even pace with me. Not a word passed.


  URANUS was a big, very thin crescent now, and the tiny Sun was close to the rim of the giant planet. There would be an eclipse shortly. What did that matter, though? In a few hours hell would break loose.


  As we turned the last spur over the Everlasting Mountains, which hid the mines from us, I was suddenly aroused from my abstraction.


  Three shafts had been dug into the lava facing. The tunnels slanted into the bowels of the mountain gradually, following the lodes. For a part of the way they were open borings; at each, about a hundred feet or so down, air locks had been installed, so that the troglos could work without spacesuits.


  We were late, and by this time the troglos should have been going strong. There should have been little cars of ore trundling out of the depths to the smelters we had installed close by. Smoke should have been pouring out of the stacks and congealing into frozen particles immediately on hitting the airless cold.


  But nothing stirred. Everything was dark and quiet in the shadowed twilight. Not a sign of a troglo anywhere, not a sign of life.


  I quickened my pace. “Damn those troglos,” I growled. “You can’t trust them a moment. I’ll bet they’re still snoring away.”


  “They’re sore because we took away the bassa leaves,” said Sar.


  “They’ll be still sorer when I get hold of them,” I snapped, and lunged forward.


  In the semidarkness I did not see the thin metal wire that had been strung taut across the trail. It caught my shin, and I went over with a crash. My helmet struck sharp lava. Stars flashed all around me. Luckily glassite is tough; but the jar stunned me momentarily.


  In my daze I managed one thought. What a swell chance this was for Sar to jump me!


  Then I heard exultant screams, barbarous shouts in strange gibberish.


  I twisted my head and stared upward. My heart stopped beating.


  No. 3 shaft, which had been unused ever since the vein ran out unexpectedly, opened up on a ten-foot rise just above us. Out of its mouth swarmed the troglos, squat in their space armor, shoving before them an enormous rock.


  Their broad, root-colored faces were triumphant behind their glassite helmets. Their thick lips smacked resoundingly within my receiver. The huge slab of gneiss poised over the rim. Behind it a dozen troglos heaved. It tottered.


  I stared upward in horror. The rocking mass looked like a mountain to me. Even in the lessened gravity of Ariel it must have weighed at least a ton. When it fell, it would make a direct hit. I’d be squashed into a mess of mangled flesh and bone.


  I tried to rise, to fling myself out of the way. But that cursed wire they had placed as a trap had twisted my ankle. And I lay in a shallow trough, so that I’d never make it.


  Funny how many thoughts can race through a chap’s mind when death breathes down his neck. Little incidents of my boyhood; a green, smiling field back on Earth; rage at Sar for having inveigled me into depriving the troglos of their precious bassa; a sick sensation that now Mars would triumph.


  The rock began to fall, soundlessly, but all the more terrible in its silent rush. I closed my eyes. The bravest man in the Universe couldn’t face death like that with his eyes open.


  My shoulders wrenched violently. My spine twisted until it almost snapped. I felt myself whirling over and over like a spinning toy. The breath whooshed out of my body.


  Then there was a terrific concussion. As though an earthquake had ripped through the little planet. And complete silence!


  I WAS AFRAID to open my eyes. What had happened? Why was I not dead? Why didn’t I hear the yells of the troglos any more?


  Gritting my teeth, I forced my leaden lids open. I lay sprawled close to the edge of the trail, flung about a dozen feet from where I had first fallen.


  The great rock had made a direct hit, all right. The stretched wire was ground deep into the sharp-crusted lava underneath. It still teetered back and forth on its unstable stance. A hundred pieces, of all shapes and sizes, ripped off by the terrific crash, lay on every side. And above, staring down at me with wide eyes of disappointment, were the troglos.


  The sight of them drove every other thought from my mind. The dirty little beasts! Who’d ever have given them credit for such cunning hate? I jerked erect, heedless of the pain that went through my ankle like a hot surgical knife, unmindful of the fact that my body was a mass of aches all over. I’d show those damned Venusians!


  Furiously my mittened hand went to an outside pocket in the space-suit. I brought out a small, dun-colored sphere, twisted the little screw that held it safe. I drew back my arm to fling it.


  The troglos screeched in fear. Or rather, I saw their mouths open; the communication set in my helmet had been smashed by my fall. They knew what I had. They had seen it in action many times in the mine.


  The sphere contained penta-nitrotoluol, the most powerful explosive known in the System. There was enough inside to tear down several hundred cubic meters of the most recalcitrant lava or gneiss.


  They turned tail and ran like the fleet agrus of their native land back into the depths of the shaft. I could have caught them all in one great holocaust, but somehow my arm stayed poised to let them escape. After all, from their point of view, we had been brutal tyrants, treating them as something not quite as good as an Earth horse or a Martian dino.


  I let them go, the fear of their native gods in their hearts; but I couldn’t permit them to come out again after they regained their courage and take another crack at me. So I waited until I was sure they had scampered through the lock into the main body of the shaft; then I let fly.


  The explosive did a good job. It blew in the whole face of the spur, burying the entrance under several solid feet of tumbling rock. That would keep the Venusians jailed until we decided what we’d do with them.


  Then, as I turned painfully on my ankle, I thought for the first time of Sar. I found the Martian lying motionless and white a little way back on the trail. A flying fragment had pinned him down by the leg. Even as I heaved remorsefully to free him, I was crying out: “Sar, you old son, forgive me! You saved my life at the cost of your own. You shoved me out of the way, and paid for it. What a blithering idiot I’ve been! What damn fools we’ve all been!”


  He opened his eyes then, and smiled weakly at me. He couldn’t hear a word I was saying; his own set was smashed as well as mine; but his pain-twisted smile showed me that he knew that I understood.


  “You’re alive!” I whooped joyously. “Can you get up? We’ve got important business together back at headquarters.”


  He rolled his head slowly to one side. His hand pointed down at his right leg. I looked, and knew what had happened. Within the flexible material of the spacesuit the leg was crushed or broken. He wouldn’t be able to walk; he’d have to be carried—and gently.


  In despair I hobbled around him, leaning heavily on my metal-tipped rod as a staff to ease the pain of my ankle. It was a mile of nasty going on the trail, and I couldn’t lift him, even in that lessened gravity, without having my own leg crumple under me.


  Sar made signs to me. I could see he was suffering; his face was pale underneath the glassite. But I was to go to headquarters and warn them of the uprising, so the others could take whatever measures might be necessary.


  “All right, old fellow,” I said heartily, though I knew he couldn’t hear. “You just stay put and I’ll have them back in a jiffy with the rocket car, and you’ll be packed to camp as though you were in bed.”


  We only used the rocket car for long trips over Ariel, rarely for this short run. It accelerated too fast, and there were landing difficulties. “And don’t worry about the troglos,” I added. “They’re safely holed up.”


  He grinned at me affectionately; then he fainted.


  I STARTED back over the tortuous, jagged trail. It was terrible going. My ankle must have been swollen to triple its normal size; and though I leaned heavily on the rod, every step was exquisite torture.


  The shadows had deepened suddenly, and a weird purplish gloom settled over the fantastic terrain. I looked up. The tiny Sun was just going into eclipse behind the gigantic shoulder of Uranus. We had seen plenty of eclipses out here, but the sight of one always sent definite tingling along my spine. It was aweinspiring. The quick drop in temperature—about sixty degrees in as many seconds, as the light cut off. The already glacial cold took on an added terror; the heating unit in my spacesuit required immediate stepping up.


  Shivering and cursing my luck I stumbled wearily along. Within an hour or two the rival fleets would swoop down upon us. God knew what would be the upshot. And Sar was lying out there on the trail, helpless, alone, slowly freezing in the frightful cold. I was more than halfway down the trail; otherwise I’d have turned back to help him switch on more heat. An eclipse lasted several hours. But it was better now to press on and get help.


  It was a nightmare journey. The weight of my lamed foot became more and more unbearable; every step sent waves of pain over me. But I kept on. At last I saw the low lift of the observation dome over headquarters. It was built of viscex sheathing, proof against radiation and stray meteors. In its rounded sides two thick quartz windows peered, with small, round slides through which needle guns could be thrust and sealed in instantly against escape of air by liquid sealing cement.


  I forgot my dragging foot and raced forward with renewed vigor. In a few moments now the rocket car would go whooshing to the rescue:


  Only quick action saved my life. I saw the sudden thrust of a needle gun out through the quartz, the pale-green, bitter face of Ango behind it. I dropped as though I had been shot behind a ragged outthrust of splintered lava. The next instant a needle of brilliant light passed directly through the spot where I had stood.


  Cold realization flooded me. In my haste, in the warming knowledge that when the test had come Sar had been a true pal and comrade, and not an enemy Martian, I had forgotten that the others, locked up in the main camp, still distrusted each other, and us; that a pact had been entered into. I had come back alone, without Sar. To Ango that meant but one thing; that I had slain his fellow Martian, and that there would be two against one to destroy him also.


  I shoved my head out from behind the shelter, and gesticulated frantically. In a momentary glimpse I caught sight of Bill Snead, his good-natured face lean with horror at my single presence, distorted with inner struggle. I knew Bill. He had agreed to kill either of us if we came back alone; he would live up to his word, no matter what it cost him.


  Then I ducked back frantically. The needle gun loosed its long lance of death. The rock in front of me began to sizzle.


  I cursed. Time was pressing. Sar lay dying up there on the trail; sooner or later the troglos would dig their way out; and space war would break out in mot too many minutes.


  Yet every time I flicked my head out to try and make them understand what had taken place, that damned needle gun smacked at me. Ango was determined, and a good marksman.


  At last I gave up, and started working frantically to fix my communications set. It took tall doing. I had to wriggle my hands free of their incasing sleeves and work with stiffened fingers in the cramped confines of the spacesuit. Luckily it was only a matter of a loose wire, but tightening took almost half an hour.


  Then I started to talk, frantically, in hot haste. Ango wouldn’t believe me. He thought it was a ruse on my part to gain admission so that between Bill and myself we could overcome him. But Bill finally got hold of Enos Abbey and brought him up from his vigil at the screen. Perhaps he believed me; perhaps he didn’t. Pie looked pretty sick over it. Anyway, he decided that the matter should be investigated, and prevailed on Ango to stop taking pot shots at me.


  But he wouldn’t let me inside. Ango was taking no chances until he saw Sar.


  “Get out the rocket car,” I cried. “You can come back with me, Ango. That’s fair enough.”


  “Oh, no, it isn’t,” he retorted. “The fleets are due any minute now; you’d have Snead in control of the screen. Enos Abbey will go with you; I stay here with Snead.”


  AND THAT’S the way it went. We overshot the mine several times. You just start the car and it hits a hundred-miles-an-hour clip in the first second. But after much maneuvering we managed to land on a little plateau just before the mine.


  We hurried out—at least Abbey hurried; I could only hobble. We found Sar still in a faint; but Abbey, after a practiced look, said: “He’ll be all right. It’s shock, chiefly, and the cold.” For an old man he was pretty strong. He lifted the Martian carefully on his shoulder and placed him in the warm interior of the car.


  Then he turned and waved to me impatiently. “Hurry, Jimmy. We’ve got to get back. There’s no time to lose.”


  But I had painfully scrambled up among the shattered rocks where I had tossed my explosive charge. I wanted to make sure that the troglos couldn’t get out until we wanted to let them out. I was feeling pretty humble about them anyway. Abbey, mildest and kindest of men, had blistered me for what we had done. So my conscience was bothering me.


  I heard Abbey’s hail, but I didn’t stir. Nothing in the Universe could have stirred me just then. The pentanitro-toluol had ripped off a great gash in the overhanging spur. And there, shining softly back at me in the eerie purplish light of the eclipse, ran a thick vein of phosphorescent armorium ore!


  The old man came back impatiently. “What’s the matter with you, Jimmy?” he said. “Are you star-struck? Sar needs attention, and I’m worried about what Bill and Ango will do while we’re gone.”


  I just stood there, like a fool, pointing.


  He took a quick glance, then he, too, became rigid. “Armorium!” he gasped. “The lost lode! Then our calculations were correct. It’s just that there had been an upthrust of gneiss that split the lode. Only, instead of splitting it clean, as normally happens, it twisted it completely to one side.”


  He grabbed my arm. He was shaking, and it wasn’t from the cold.


  “Do you realize what this means?” he said hoarsely. “There’s enough armorium down there to last for centuries.”


  I nodded dumbly. I couldn’t talk, I was so filled up inside. There’d be no war, civilization could go on. Everything was all right again.


  Then alarm seized me. “Hey!” I cried. “What about those war fleets?”


  “Leave them to me,” Abbey declared confidently. “I’ll—”


  We both squinted upward. The black sky, in which a dark, ominous Uranus hung like a huge black disk, with the Sun completely hid, began to shimmer. Flashing colors chased each other over the vast expanse, thin and pearly opalescent. Like a faint, jeweled haze an arching shimmer of force spread over the darkling planet.


  “The impermo-screen!” we said simultaneously.


  Through the haze we could see the stars, and a closer cluster of tiny, fast-moving gleams.


  I took a deep breath and tried to keep my voice steady. “The first fleet has arrived. It may be the Earthmen, or—the Martians!”


  Abbey chuckled. “It doesn’t matter. Bill and Ango have kept their word. They’ll keep both of them out until we arrive.”


  “And then—”


  “I’ll tell them the story of our discovery on the beam-signal. I’ll invite them to send down a single scout ship apiece to see for themselves. The reason for fighting is gone. There must be peace.”


  I stumbled blindly down the trail toward the rocket car. My flash illuminated the trail, but I could hardly see. My eyes were blurred with tears.


  Strangely enough, it wasn’t so much the thought of peace that made my eyes brim over like any kid’s; it was the thought that the five of us were once more friends, comrades, strong and loyal with the bonds of years of toil together.


  Just then a flash of light blazed out from behind the rim of Uranus. The purple darkness flushed with delicate hues. The eclipse was over.


  It was at once a sign and a token for the future!


  LIFE ON URANUS


  Henry Gade


  On our back cover this month we present the artist’s conception of the inhabitants of the planet Uranus, deduced in imagination from scientific facts about that world as astronomers know them


  URANUS is one of the four major planets and therefore, one of the four upon which the most strange conditions of theoretical life must exist.


  Before attempting to picture the life form the planet might possess, we must consider the facts, meagre indeed, known about the giant world.


  First, it is the seventh planet in distance from the sun, revolving in an orbit at a mean distance of 1,782,800,000 miles. It takes 84 years to complete its voyage over its orbit. Its diameter is 30,900 miles or nearly four times that of earth. However, its mass is only 14.6 times that of earth, which places its density at 0.25 that of our own planet, and 1.36 that of water.


  From these facts we must deduce that it has a great proportion of gaseous elements in its makeup, probably indicating a tremendously thick blanket of atmosphere, of many kinds of gases, most of them poisonous.


  However, its great distance from the sun means it must be a cold world, and we may find the surface of the planet, consisting of a great quantity of liquid, frozen to a great depth. There would be some land areas, probably crystalline or metallic (aluminum, bismuth, etc.) in formation, and rather impracticable as a means of supporting life.


  Uranus is a pale, sea-green in color, which may come from its atmospheric blanket entirely, or from its watery surface, visible through the atmosphere. There is no reason to assume that we could not observe the surface through the atmosphere even though it were extremely dense, because the cold world would result in clarity through precipitation of foreign and non-gaseous elements in suspension, and in the lack of precipitation of a liquid nature, or even rare snowstorms.


  Bearing all these facts in mind, let us voyage to Uranus and land our space ship on the frozen surface, after a perilous journey through an atmosphere that is dense enough to cause us great worry as we cut down our speed to avoid overheating from friction.


  Finally, however, we land. We find it necessary to wear our space suits, and perhaps we have our anti-gravity shoes on. We’d have trouble carrying our 400 pounds of weight, if we didn’t don them.


  We carry a weapon, because we’ve noticed some very peculiar metal domes sticking up out of the icy terrain. It is evident that it never melts, and the structures seem quite permanent. However, we won’t be too sure, because it’s “winter” where we have landed, and these things look as though they would float if the ice melted. No telling what we’ll find inside. Or what will emerge to greet us.


  We walk through the thin, powdery snow, and we pass one of the metal domes. It’s hollow, but there’s no answer to our pounding. We pass on. But we’ve been observed. The next dome opens, startling us. Peering at us, we see a queer metal being. No, he’s not metal. It’s a suit he’s wearing. He remains motionless, regarding us with a cold stare. We come closer.


  We see a queer, tiny green-furred being. He seems unafraid. But we feel certain that he’ll pop down if we make an overt move, and slam his dome down over him again. Reminds us of a ferret, somehow.


  Approaching, we signify by sign language that we intend no harm, and we descend into the interior of the Uranian’s queer home. We are amazed. We find a veritable little city, all self-contained in metal.


  Here is a frozen world with all the elements that would force a living being to develop scientifically in the struggle for existence.


  He has built himself a home fitted with all the comforts possible. Air-lock, to keep out the poisonous outer atmosphere. Air purifying plants, furnishing an atmosphere much too heavy for us to breathe, although the Uranian now takes off his suit and reveals himself as a squat, little fellow, with webbed legs, short and powerful, and tiny, many fingered hands, with webbing between them.


  Obviously, he is partly amphibian. We learn to our astonishment that he is able to descend below the ice crust of the planet, and swim like a seal in the water below, where-grows his food supply. These are mostly seaweed, small fishes, and jelly-fish.


  Down below, the water is warm, in fact, it becomes hot at great depths, because Uranus’ great bulk retains much of its original heat. It is only the surface that is frozen.


  At times, we learn, the heat increases, and the ice melts, allowing steam to escape, and accounting for the strange white bands in the atmosphere noticed by Earth astronomers through their telescopes. This also accounts for the snow we find outside.


  It is down here that the Uranian really lives, and we find that he can breathe directly in the water with a set of gills.


  Also it is here that the mating takes place. The eggs are deposited in the warm waters, in clumps of floating weeds, and there hatch, to develop into tadpole-like creatures which develop later into the full-grown quasiamphibian Uranian.


  Evolution has driven this being to prepare himself for an ultimate life on a world which will be entirely frozen, and the watery underworld no longer exists as the planet loses its natural heat.


  Thus, the city we entered is the forerunner of Uranian surface cities built on everlasting ice. At present they are temporary affairs, capable of floating at the season of melting.


  Peculiarly, of all four giant worlds, Uranus is the one most fitted to support an intelligent form of life, and it is a world where we can expect to find such life with more assurance than we would anywhere else in the solar system with the exception of young Venus, and aging Mars.


  THE LONG WINTER


  Raymond Z. Gallun


  And not Earth’s six-month season: the forty-year winter of Uranus, where a man can die, hopelessly lost, 100 feet from camp—


  JAN VIBORG did not sneer. Not even a smile crossed his lips. His confidence allowed him to act with complete naturalness. He was that sure of himself—sure that his scheme, and the bleak, white blizzard of the planet Uranus, could not fail him now.


  It wasn’t wealth that he wanted, and it wasn’t especially the death of his companions, either. For though they had to die, his hatred for them was mild. It was something else that he craved—something that a man like himself dreamed of from childhood. Either Jan Viborg’s name would go down prominently in the eternal honor roll of science, or he would remain almost a nobody, among other nobodies, forever. And Jan Viborg could not endure the latter mediocrity.


  The Uranus Expedition’s airtight shelter re-echoed with almost festive sounds. Lights burned in it, and there was plenty of electric heat. Its thick, curved, insulated walls, devoid of windows, shut out the inconceivable cold, and the howling of that eternal blizzard out there—a blizzard that racked along at two hundred miles an hour, driving white snow, not of congealed water, but of frozen methane gas.


  Carson, the engineer, was strumming a mandolin with scrubby fingers. The other boys, Schmidt, Haelbeck, Klariday, and Harnett, were sitting around, smoking and bull-sessioning. Irvin Farmer, the hard-bitten, gaunt-faced leader of this first group of men to set foot on Uranus, sat on a canvas-covered pack of supplies, struggling to work up a complicated bundle of notes into something understandable. “Shut up, you dopes!” he said frequently, good-naturedly, and without much effect.


  Jan Viborg was his usual, quiet self, in one corner. He was maybe forty. He looked husky, and his seamed checks were ruddy. But you could tell that he’d been tired out inside many times. Too much ambition, and too much failure. He sat on a box, ostensibly checking over his spacesuit, limp across his knees.


  Farmer, the leader, glancing at his wrist watch, announced: “Eight o’clock, Jan!” They were running on Earth time, since in the monotonous darkness of the Uranian winter, any adjustment to the shorter rate of rotation of Uranus, would have been without meaning.


  “O.K., chief,” Viborg breathed quite naturally. But there was a faint tremor in his nerves. The zero hour, which only he knew about. The moment—his moment! Every six hours it was his job to go out there into that blizzard hell, and creep a short yet horrible seventy-five feet of whistling, hammering, utterly frigid damnation, to the dynamometer, or wind-velocimeter, and other instruments, situated on a low metal tripod, clear of the shelter, and of the spaceship that huddled against it. lie had to read those instruments, see that they were working properly, and lift the tripod out of the accumulated snow. For Viborg was the meteorologist of the expedition. Only the meteorologist—a second-rater, according to the way credit would be calculated at home. And yet meteorology—weather study—was the most important phase of the survey of Uranus.


  But Jan didn’t show his rancor and resentment against Irvin Farmer. He just slipped quietly into his spacesuit, and attached the oxygen bottles to his mask. He felt briefly into his breast pouch, for the little wrench that he needed. Then he was ready. He made a little salute to the crowd with a black-gloved hand, as he walked to the air lock, and opened its inner portal.


  “Hurry back, Jan!” Haelbeck, the kid of the expedition, ribbed banteringly. “We’ll start a game of poker!”


  “Yeah, and don’t catch cold out there!” Harnett, the small, mousy electrician, tossed in with benignant sarcasm.


  It was just the usual light talk between men of action—all for a good, comradely purpose. But sealed and unseen in the duralumin cabinet of the air lock, Jan Viborg allowed himself the luxury of a wan, knowing, contemptuous grin, beneath his mask. They were fools, all of them. They didn’t know that they would be dead in ten minutes! Then he, Jan Viborg, would take over everything. He didn’t mind being alone. He didn’t mind work. And he could fly the Argonaut back to Earth alone too—to one-man fame as lasting as the annals of achievement. The death of his companions would be easy to explain, considering everything.


  JAN UNDOGGED the air lock’s outer door. Settling to his knees, he turned the latch handle slowly. The awful wind screamed hideously, even through the heavy insulation of his helmet and mask, as he opened the door a crack, widened it, and squeezed through, amid a whistling streamer of white flakes. He pushed the air lock portal shut with his feet.


  To stand in that terrific gale, was all but impossible. Viborg didn’t try to. He scrambled along on all fours, around the curve of the building. He could see almost nothing. Except for the light on the beacon tower, which topped the turtlelike back of the shelter along with the windmill that provided power to turn the generators below, he would have been surrounded by absolute, chaotic blackness. As it was, he could see hardly more than a little light, which gave scant hint of form to anything. For that streaming, unearthly snow, in a wind of super-chilled hydrogen, was like densest fog.


  So Jan Viborg relied almost entirely on his sense of touch. He groped along the side of the building with his electrically heated gloves, counting the rivets and the plates. The ninth plate—he knew its position exactly, relative to what was beyond it, for his investigations had been complete. Feeling over the metal surface, he located a nut burr. With his back against the thrust of the gale—it was important that this was directly on the windward side of the shelter—he drew out his wrench and went to work. The tool, of course, fitted the nut perfectly. Viborg had seen to that beforehand.


  The nut, made large enough to allow for contraction caused by the cold, turned easily. In a moment it was free in his glove. With the slim handle of his wrench, he poked the bolt itself inward, leaving a threaded hole an inch in diameter.


  Jan chuckled hellishly. This was all he had to do—absolutely all—except to retreat, as from a charge of high explosive, whose fuse has been ignited. What he had done—unfastening that bolt—had not weakened the structure of the shelter materially, though it was part of the connecting framework of the large sections that had been swiftly assembled in the building of the Expedition’s comfortable house—so much better than a cramped spaceship cabin. This was not the point. It was the hole, left by the removal of the bolt, that was significant. Snow was driving into it—that thick, white snow of congealed methane, utterly chilled, and hurtling along at two hundred miles an hour. Beyond the hole was the two-foot layer of insulation between the double walls of the shelter—tight-packed glass wool. But that speeding snow would penetrate among the dense fibres easily. And embedded in the glass wool, just opposite the hole, was a rubber-covered cable, carrying a powerful electric current.


  Jan Viborg was pleased with himself. It was an interesting situation that he had produced here—from the standpoint of physics. And he was diabolically sure that he knew just exactly what would happen—just how violent forces would break out from cold and electricity and congealed gas. In just a few minutes, all his unsuspecting comrades in the shelter would be dead.


  But he had to get himself out of danger, now. With helmeted head down, he began to creep back the way he had come, around the curve of the shelter. The beginning of a faint, nervous panic made him hasty. His armored knees bumped over the great, vertically arranged tractor treads, which turned slowly, like clock hands, climbing the shelter itself, and the connected platform on which rested the spaceship, always to the surface of the snow, so that it would not be buried by that eternal winter blizzard of Uranus, so far from the warmth of the Sun.


  VIBORG GOT to the door of the air lock. Here he turned at right angles, and headed toward the tripod of the dynamometer and other instruments, seventy-five feet away. There was a little metal rail to guide his hand. He crept along as swiftly as he could, into the teeth of the wind. But he did not stop when he reached the tripod. He wasn’t interested in the spinning cups of the wind-velocimeter now.


  He looked back once, wiping the white incrustation from his goggles. There was just a blur of light from the beacon atop the shelter, but it was enough to assure him that he would not get lost. Because he didn’t care to get hurt, by what was going to happen, he kept on for another seventy-five feet or so, away from the tripod. There he halted, and looked around at the light again, to reassure himself.


  It must be almost time, now. He was beginning to feel cold. His eyes hurt with frostbite. The hell around him was far more deadly than space itself—for that screaming wind absorbed and tore away heat, as no spacial vacuum could ever do. His space armor wasn’t good for protection of longer than half am hour—but that should be ample time.


  Viborg waited, with his head down, and his arms wrapped around it. He knew just what was happening back there, as the blizzard screamed. Frozen methane penetrating that bolt hole and the glass wool behind it. There must be a lot of that dreadfully chilled stuff around the electric cable, now. And by the laws of physics, the metal of the cable was contracting at that point behind the hole. It was stretching taut between its supporting insulators. In a moment it would snap. But because there was electricity in it, under high voltage, a hot arc would be formed between the broken ends. A hot arc in the middle of a lot of solid methane! Intense cold versus intense heat! The methane would turn back into gas instantly. Sudden pressure would be built up, and there would be an explosion—


  Or would something go wrong, after he had planned so carefully? Viborg experienced a moment of fearful doubt. It made him cringe, mocking all reason. Uranus was a dreadful place after all. A dreadful place to die, and already the cold was nibbling at him.


  Then he heard the explosion he had been waiting for. It was sharp and loud and re-echoing, almost brittle, even through the screaming chaos of oxygenless atmosphere.


  Viborg did not look up for several seconds. It was better to keep low, to avoid possible flying fragments. But his masked face in the snow wore a grim smile. They were dying now. Irvin Farmer and all the others. A wide hole had surely been torn in their shelter wall, and the blizzard was sweeping instantly through the gap. There would be no chance to get into spacesuits. No chance to do anything! Fingers and lungs would freeze before nerves could direct more than a reflex movement.


  Viborg’s thoughts seethed with black triumph. The track was clear, now, for himself. His lust for glory would be satisfied. He would go back to the spaceship, which had been sealed up and unused for weeks. He could live there, while he was repairing the shelter. He could gather and compile the data on Uranus, alone. It would mean terrific effort, of course, lasting for many months, but it would be worth it, when he flew back at last, with the Argonaut. The name of Jan Viborg would be remembered on Earth as long as civilization endured. For he would be the lone man who had carried on for science, after his companions had perished—in an accident. Yes, an accident—for there would be no one who knew the real truth except himself. The conqueror of Uranus! Viborg’s mind thrilled with glory. Irvin Farmer was dead, now, and could never overshadow him again.


  Viborg lifted his masked face from the snow. Brushing his goggles he looked around, searching for the blur of the beacon light, that would guide him back to the shelter and the spaceship. But he saw nothing but inky, impenetrable blackness, alive with the din of the tempest. Mortal terror seized him, and he stumbled automatically to his feet, mumbling. Promptly the gale knocked him flat; but he scrambled to his knees again.


  What had happened? Why had the beacon light gone out? There had been an explosion, yes; but it could never have been powerful enough to wreck the mechanism of the generators, or of the windmill that drove them. As for the electric cable that had snapped with contraction of cold to produce the blast—that could have nothing to do with the present circumstance, for the beacon light worked on a different circuit.


  Jan Viborg could find no answer to the question. He was whimpering like a child, for in this hideous, impenetrable blackness, he could not tell one direction from another, and the cold was biting more forcefully through the joints of his armor, numbing his arms and legs and fingers, and making him feel sick and faint.


  He fought for control. After all, the instrument tripod was only seventy-five feet away—a mere nothing, ordinarily—and the shelter was along the guide rail from there, the same insignificant distance beyond. Jan took out his small flashlight, and bending close to the snow, searched for marks he had made coming here. But he knew beforehand that those marks would already be obliterated by the driving, drifting white. As for the flashlight, that was useless to reveal anything in the streaking tempest, beyond a few inches distance.


  Viborg gave a terrified sob. Wildly he looked above, for stars to guide him. There were none—of course. Being composed largely of hydrogen, a light gas, the pressure of the Uranian atmosphere was no greater than that of Earth. But it was deep and blurred. Starlight could never have penetrated it. Certainly not now.


  He tried to rely, then, on his sense of direction; but that was impossible, too, in the dense, all-pervading gloom; and his fall, when the wind had knocked him down, had confused him completely. But he had to make an attempt of some kind. He crawled in one direction for what he believed was the distance to the instrument tripod. But he found nothing but frozen methane. He crept back, then, trying to reach his original position, but he sank and clawed in the powdery white, and was thus further confused, so that he did not know whether he was moving in a straight line or not. He listened forborne sound—any sound—that would give him a clue. But no human shout or cry, had there been such, could have penetrated the muffled scream of the gale, vibrating through his helmet.


  He thought of circling—of spiraling round and round in an ever widening radius—according to the well-known scheme of relocating lost objects. He began to do so, creeping and clawing through the snow. Sometimes it gave way under him, half burying his body, and he had to struggle to the surface again, making the problem of following a planned spiral more and more difficult. The Stygian darkness was against him and all his efforts. Wind howled and seemed to laugh, ready to knock him down instantly, if he rose to his feet. His mind was getting vague with cold.


  But the panic in him kept him fighting. Minutes seemed ages. He did not know how much time passed, except to realize that even in an insulated spacesuit, a man could not retain consciousness for much more than half an hour, here.


  But with his waning strength, came the grim certainty that he was doomed. Heat was slowly leaking from his body through the insulation of his armor. His arms and legs were stiff and numb. His lips drooled and panted. Saliva froze against the inner surface of his mask. He lost sight of the glory he craved, as terror bored into his heart. Seventy-five feet was all the distance he’d been from the instrument tripod. Only a hundred and fifty feet from the shelter, itself. But here, mere shortness of distance was mockery. The blackness of a sealed tomb. And the fuddling chaos of a caldron—not hot, but fearsomely cold. And still Jan Viborg battled on, trying to spiral.


  URANUS—almost two billion miles from the Sun. Besides it was—winter. Yes, as Viborg well knew, there were seasons on this great lifeless planet. There were fantastically exaggerated seasons, for the axis of Uranus was tilted far more toward the plane of its orbit than was the axis of Earth. And besides those seasons were long indeed, for the Uranian year was equal to eighty-four terrestrial years. Because of the great axial tilting, the Arctic and Antarctic regions covered most of the planet. Polar nights and days thus became decades long. And in the night, as now, the snows of frozen methane fell, until it was scores of miles deep. In the summer—the day—the temperature would shift upward a little from its three-quarters approach to absolute zero. The Sun would shine dimly through the clouds, and some of the snow would melt. But that time was still Earth years away, here—


  Thinking, Jan Viborg began to chuckle madly. How had his plan of murder and glory miscarried? Why had the beacon light, atop the shelter, gone out—robbing him of guidance? He couldn’t imagine. He was just about done. His movements were feeble, reflexive clutchings. And terror drove him to one last resort.


  With his teeth, he closed a little switch, inside his mask. His radio communicator. “Help!” he groaned. “Chief! Schmidt! Haelbeck! Harnett! It’s me—Jan! I’m lost—dying.


  Come and find me—”


  Thus Viborg called to the men whom it had been his intention to murder—whom he believed dead, now. He just took the despairing chance that they still lived, and might be able to help him. But no response came through his phones. The powdery snow swallowed him again. Blackness seemed to grow blacker. The howl of the gale was nothing to him any more. Scientific glory was nothing. Failure—the oversight he’d made somewhere—was nothing. Life was nothing—


  IT was maybe three minutes later. In the shelter house of the Uranus Expedition, Irvin Farmer and his five remaining men still lived. But only the quickest action on their part had enabled them to take advantage of the good fortune that had been theirs.


  The explosion within the walls of the shelter had come with utter, unexpected suddenness. Thick aluminum had bellied toward them. From holes rent in it, cold gas had blasted, throwing them to the floor. But they did not know that Jan Viborg had caused all this. For a reason that Viborg had overlooked, the effect of the explosion had not been as great, here in the interior of the metal habitation, as he had anticipated.


  The rents in the inner shell of the house had all been small. There was no great gap, through which the wind of Uranus could rush, in a sudden, killing gust of super cold. There had been a few seconds in which to think and to act.


  Guessing the nature of the blast itself, and its connection with the electrical system of the refuge, Carson the engineer, had bounded to the control board, pulling a lever to disconnect the clutch of the generators just under the floor, and the drive-shaft which led down from the windmill on the roof above. And so, with the end of electrical power in all circuits, the beacon had gone out—


  But Carson had been thinking partly of fire, too. The electric arc in the wall had, of course, been instantly destroyed by the explosion it had produced—the broken cable ends being torn too wide apart for the electricity to cross. Still, if there was a spark now, Uranian hydrogen and inflammable methane would bum away all the Earthly oxygen in the room.


  The men had grabbed flashlights. Choked and frostbitten by alien atmosphere mixing with the Earthly air around them, they had worked like mad, stuffing things into the rents—rags, clothing, canvas—anything to check for an instant, the entry of that deathly wind. Then they’d gone ahead, rigging metal rods to brace the bulging wall. With the aid of a viscous, adhesive cement, they’d fitted metal patches over the holes. All this had taken time, nerve, and stamina—stamina to ward off the unconsciousness caused by lungs and bodies burnt with cold. Klariday passed out, and had to be gotten into space armor at once.


  When the little battery-powered radiophone, hooked to a rib of the shelter, whispered a wild plea for help, nobody noticed for shouts and noise drowned the faint words, and attention was grimly elsewhere.


  But at last the emergency repair work was finished. The men stood back, panting. All had spacesuits on, now.


  “What could have caused it—the blast, I mean?” Haelbeck, the kid, stammered through the breath exhaust of his mask.


  Farmer shrugged his gaunt, rangy shoulders. “Rivet must have pulled loose—contraction of the outer plates of the wall of our shelter,” he said. “Cold can contract things plenty, you know. Methane snow got in through a little gap. There’s a power cable there in the packing. Presently the cold of the snow made it break too. Result—a hot electric arc—right in that frozen gas. Then—wham!”


  There was silence for a moment among the little knot of weary men.


  “I can tell you what really saved us,” Carson said finally. “An explosion like that should have ripped us wide open, except for one thing—something easy for a fellow to miss. Simple though. Know what it is, any of you guys?”


  Masked men looked at Carson through the gloom, where only a couple of flashlights burned. But no one answered the engineer’s question.


  “O.K., I’ll spill it,” he said after several seconds. “The effect of cold and heat again. The outer shell of our house wall should be just as strong, ordinarily, as the inner shell. Same thickness, same metal. Only the inner shell is warm—while the outer shell is cold. When metal gets cold it gets brittle—it breaks easily. And the exploding methane snow in the packing between the two shells, naturally followed the line of least resistance. It released most of its energy smashing the brittle outer shell, exposed to the low temperature of Uranus. The inner shell, being warm, remained tough and pliable. It only bulged, and tore in spots. So we’re still alive.”


  Carson’s audience gulped, seeing what a little detail of physics it was, that had saved them.


  “Good Heaven!” Haelbeck grated suddenly. “In the excitement we’ve forgotten all about—Jan! What has happened to him? He hasn’t come back, and it’s almost eight forty-five! The beacon—that’s it—it’s out! Jan got lost! And now—it’s probably too late!”


  Farmer gave swift orders in an unsteady voice. The generators were put in motion again. The entire company snapped on the phones in their helmets, and listened, and called frantically: “Jan! Jan Viborg!” Again and again the call was repeated—without response.


  Not being able to see into his heart, they had all rather liked Viborg, the quiet meteorologist. Now they would never see him again, they were sure. They prepared, without hope, for a cautious sally. They were weak. They couldn’t take many chances. And by now Viborg would be buried in methane snow, beyond discovery.


  URANIAN JUSTICE


  Wilbur S. Peacock


  Kurt Birkett Yearned for a Place in the Sun Even if He Had to Travel to the Coldest Planet to Attain His Purpose!


  THE sky was a dirty gray, its dimness brightened but little by the tiny orb that was the setting Sun. The minor moon, Ariel, moved across the horizon in a retrograde motion, but a few minutes ahead of its companion satellite, Titania.


  Kurt Birkett scowled to himself, scuffing his feet soundlessly over the frozen terrain. So this was Uranus! Well, he hated the place, although he had been on its surface less than twenty-four hours. He hated this world’s frozen surface, its dirty sky and its blinding storms that descended with monotonous regularity in battering waves of force.


  And, more than anything else, Birkett hated the man plodding ahead of him. He despised him with a savagery that he had not thought possible for a human being to feel. For it was due to Frank Mason’s insistence that he had made this special flight from his comfortable outpost on Jupiter to this bleak planet of eternal winter.


  “It’ll do you good, Birkett,” Mason had said cheerfully, “to live in a space suit for awhile. Since you will be comptroller here before long, and since Uranus is within your interplanetary province, you should become familiar with its environment.”


  So Birkett had accompanied the famous explorer through space to a world on which nothing organic could survive. And now, here he was, fatigued, cold, stumbling behind Mason, the both of them seeking the outcropping of hykalium.


  Birkett swore luridly as his leaden feet stumbled in a rock fault and threw him to the ground. He lay helpless for a moment, shaking with rage. The bulky figure ahead turned suddenly. Then hands yanked at the fallen man’s suit and raised him to his feet.


  “Easy, Birkett,” Frank Mason’s voice crackled in the earphones. “This would be a devil of a place to rip your suit.”


  “How much farther?” Birkett asked ungraciously, jerking himself free of the helping hands.


  “Can’t be much more than a mile; another hour should do it.”


  Frank Mason, still alert and erect despite the clumsiness of his suit, turned back to the original trail, went slogging ahead. Birkett paused momentarily, then went forward, afraid to lose sight of the man ahead.


  Birkett scowled, bit his lips. He had made up his mind, and nothing could swerve him from his purpose. Frank Mason, he decided deliberately, had to be murdered. For but a mile ahead lay a fabulous fortune in hykalium. The value of this new element had pyramided in the past few months to an unbelievable height. Hykalium was rare and valuable because all of the known sources of this atomic catalyst were slowly dwindling. In a few years there would barely be enough left for even scientific purposes.


  Kurt Birkett had never liked his appointment to Jupiter, had fought it bitterly without success. He had taken it only because the salary had been good for the three-year contract he had signed. Now that his three years were up, he had his choice of signing again, or of returning to Earth. Foolishly, he had gambled away his pay months before. Now he had no alternative but to sign up again. He shuddered at the prospect of the same weary grind for three more years.


  Yet, ahead, lay a fabulous fortune, known to but himself and Mason, ready to be taken by a man daring enough to risk breaking a few laws.


  Kurt Birkett grinned suddenly; he was not afraid of breaking a few manmade laws. He still remembered how he had murdered the bookkeeper who had been about to expose the shortages in the books. He laughed silently, as he remembered the clever way in which he had made the investigation prove that the slain man had been the embezzler, had committed suicide.


  That murder had not hung heavily on his conscience, and yet it had been for a few thousand dollars. Now, a short distance ahead, lay a deposit of crystalline rock that would make him the richest man in the Solar System.


  Birkett’s gloved hand eagerly caressed the frosted butt of the gun at his side, ready for instant action the moment that it was needed. He reviewed his plans as he walked along, considering them with a calmness that surprised himself.


  He would kill Mason, then return to Jupiter with the story that the explorer had died from a fall. When his time was up, he would return to Earth. There he would organize a group of men as crooked as himself to help form a smuggling ring to dispose of the catalyst.


  Within a few years, at the most, he would have more wealth than he could spend in a lifetime. He chuckled harshly at the thought, his eyes hot and feverish behind the cellu-visi-plate. He would have to slave away for another three years. But what a price he would collect for his toil!


  “Did you say something?” Mason asked.


  Birkett’s head shook in negation, although he knew the other could not see the action.


  “No, I just coughed.”


  “Oxygen okay?” Mason’s voice grew a bit worried. “You should have at least seven hours of it left.”


  BIRKETT flicked his eyes to the helmet gauge.


  “It’s okay,” he said. “I only hope it lasts.”


  “It will,” Mason said reassuringly. “We’ve been out but four hours; we’ll have more than enough to find the outcropping and return to the ship.”


  “If we can find the ship in this storm!” Birkett said pessimistically. “How the devil would we ever find it if we had no compass?”


  Frank Mason’s voice rang in the earphones, the laughter strangely youthful for a man who had faced death so many times on alien planets.


  “The ship’s due west of us,” he said easily. “A few hours of steady walking and we could see the perma-flare.” Then his voice scaled in sudden excitement. “Birkett, here it is! We’ve found it! There’s enough hykalium for centuries to come.”


  Birkett stumbled forward eagerly, his eyes straining to see the discovery. His breath rasped in his helmet as he plowed through the snow, and hot blood pounded at his temples.


  “Is that all it is?” he asked disappointedly, seeing nothing but a small mountain of crystalline rock.


  “That’s it.” Mason’s voice was strangely soft. “That one hill means that pleasure crafts and expeditions will still be able to travel in space for a dozen centuries.”


  Kurt Birkett knew then that his murder plan had to be carried out. He knew instinctively that Mason would never consent to keeping the discovery a secret, nor to going into a partnership to control the price of the hykalium.


  His hand sought the butt of his gun, then stopped when he saw that the other was scratching a crude map on a sheet of visi-plate. He waited, knowing that the map was necessary if he was to find the deposit again. He was grimly thankful that Mason had thought to make a map without being prompted.


  And then, just as Mason finished the map and began rolling it into a tube, Kurt Birkett lifted the muzzle of his squat gun. His face impassive, he pressed the firing stud.


  Mason caught the movement out of one corner of his eye. He whirled with pantherlike speed, throwing himself flat, his right hand darting for his holstered gun.


  But he had moved too slowly. The blasting concussion of the explosive bullet pressed him flat to the ground, snuffed him into unconsciousness.


  Birkett gasped at the speed with which the job had taken place, then lurched forward. He ripped the map from a slack hand, then aimed the gun for a finishing shot.


  As he was about to fire, he hesitated. Instead, holstered the gun, a thin grin on his sly face. Then he leaned over, bled the oxygen tank on the prostrate man until the pressure gauge indicated that but three hours of life-giving gas was left. This was perfect. If anyone found the body, it would look like an accident.


  Satisfied that the man would not be able to make the four-hour return trip to the ship, Birkett fumbled for the wrist compass on Mason’s hand. As Birkett glanced at the mechanism his face went utterly white. The terrific blast of the explosion had wrecked the delicate instrument.


  Birkett staggered back, his eyes wild and terrified. Then, slowly, the fear left his face. He didn’t have to worry. He knew how he could make the ship. It was easy. All he had to do was use some knowledge that was common property of civilized people.


  Smiling satisfiedly, he swung on one heel, started swiftly through the snow.


  FRANK MASON stumbled through a rocky terrain that tripped him again and again. He lurched heavily, his face blue with near suffocatiop. For three hours he had used failing strength to reach the ship, moving with a speed that was not hampered by Kurt Birkett’s stumbling presence.


  He fell heavily near the ship, heard the final gasp as his tank went empty. Holding his breath, then breathing shallowly, he fought to his feet again, stumbled against the ship’s frosted side. He fumbled at the airlock, finally made his numbed hands work the right combination.


  The veteran explorer fell through the door, swung the portal shut, then literally ripped open the tiny door that led into the air-filled interior. His fingers were all thumbs as he tugged at his visi-plate. Then the tiny port flipped open, and he drew sweet air into lungs that were afire.


  Mason lay there for minutes, feeling life creeping back into his oxygen-starved body, sleepiness deadening every thought. He heard the first blast of the storm outside, felt the ship rock a bit from the titanic blasts of snow-filled air. He knew that it would be an impossibility to find Birkett until the storm let up. Rolling tiredly to his side, he drifted into slumber.


  Mason woke just as the storm faded over the horizon, stumbled to his feet, every movement a torture. He slipped from his suit, went forward to the controls. Lifting the ship, he headed toward the hykalium deposit.


  The explorer flashed past it in a few seconds, hovered high in the air, searching for his murderous shipmate. For two minutes he searched without luck, then finally sighted the black spot on the white ground. He whipped the ship toward it, landed with frantic speed.


  Kurt Birkett was dead, his face black with suffocation, the visi-plate in the front of his helmet open in one last frantic effort to find breathable air. Snow covered his body with a light film, showing that he had stumbled for hours through the storm. Rolled into a tiny cylinder and thrust through his gun belt was the crude map.


  Frank Mason stood silently for a moment over the stiffening body of the man with whom he had hoped to enrich the civilized worlds.


  “Poor devil,” he muttered to himself. “Birkett thought he would make a fortune. He tried to murder me, thinking he could escape in the ship. He knew that the ship lay due west of us, and, finding that my compass was broken, set out in the direction of the setting Sun. What he didn’t realize was that the Sun on Uranus rises in the west and sets in the east! He was going in the wrong direction all time.”


  SHIP OF COLD DEATH


  D.J. Foster


  Jim and Linda were the pawns of Nature’s greatest fury—the everlasting methane-snow of Uranus! Caught in a hurricane of eternal cold, they refuse to give up the struggle for survival, though hope is gone!


  CHAPTER ONE


  THE FURY OF THE STORM


  THE great dome on Uranus, Station No. 17 in the solar system, was freezing over. Very gradually, so gradually, in fact, that its passage through one degree of arc took many months, the sun had been sinking lower and lower in the sky, a weird dwarf sun that danced crazily in a pitch black sky and set up fantastic mirages in the crystal clear atmosphere, so that for all the clarity of vision and sharpness of detail, the packed white wastes had a ghost-like look to them.


  Jim Carlton stood by the big oval window, gazing out at the picture of utter desolation with steady grey eyes. He saw the layer of white flakes stir as the wind caught them, then whirl up in a flurry, only to subside again, quiescent, before repeating their frenzied gyrations under the impulse of an even stronger gust. Presently he looked down at the strip of paper he was holding in his hands and read it again. It was brief.


  PACK UP AND QUIT. WORK FINISHED.


  He looked out again at the weird scene, and a smile touched his lips.


  “Well, that’s that,” he murmured. “Now to see about leaving the sinking ship.”


  A tremor shook the floor, and even through the massive steel and concrete walls, the unearthly howling of the giant wind penetrated to the quiet of the room. It was a sinister sound, and a frown crossed Carlton’s face as he heard it.


  “They’re backing,” he soliloquized. “Hell’s own weather, and the Devil’s at the reins!”


  The frozen wastes outside lifted in a shower of white flakes and flung itself past the window in a solid sheet, blotting out the flickering sun and the black sky. Carlton knew that he would have to start very soon, or he would never get back to the base. His ship was only a small patrol vessel capable of carrying two people, and its strength was limited.


  He had been working in this great dome for nearly two years, as time is judged by earthly standards, and until recently he had had five other men to keep him company. They had worked in shifts, sinking the deep shaft into the interior of Uranus, always trying to find minerals to work . . . and never finding them. Nor had the men before them been able to find any, nor the men before them, and now, he knew, they never would. It had been the same for nearly three complete generations—ever since, in fact, man had come to Uranus. That desperate search for minerals, for, in fact, solid rock of any description, had gone on year after year, decade after decade, and always they were faced with the same bitter results. Ice, ice, ice! Methane, carbon dioxide, ammonia, hydrogen—frozen layers that sank for miles on and below them, but of rock there had been no sign, not the slightest vestige.


  NOW at last it was to end, this useless bitter fight, and Jim Carlton was glad, for the waste in expenditure was appalling. If indeed there was a solid core, it lay far below the packed masses of ice, lost forever in the centre of the great 31,000-mile diameter sphere.


  He set about making the necessary arrangements for his departure. Methodically, he gathered up the pile of notes that remained, all of them neatly filed and referenced—notes, that, at any rate, possessed a certain value, despite the negative results of the expedition. There were also some valuable instruments to be taken, though the majority of these had been removed when his five co-workers had left, leaving him in sole charge of the dome. A few personal belongings he also packed into the little vessel that lay in the cradle before the airlock, mostly books and movie cameras. Then he checked up on the fuel supply, for it would never do to run out of fuel out there in the hideous wastes, where nobody would ever find him, or hear his faint radio calls for help. The air reserves, too, came in for their share of inspection, and lastly the food, this being among the least important items.


  The wind outside had now risen in strength, and it constantly smashed with terrifying violence against the smooth sides of the dome, setting up recurring vibrations that shook every article in the room. Carlton felt worried about this, for the wind should not have achieved such strength yet. The depreciation of atmospheric conditions on Uranus was a thing that took place gradually, not in leaps and bounds, yet already the gale was approaching a point at which it would be a herculean task to control a ship.


  He walked over to the window again and looked out. Great masses of the ice “floor” had been torn away in chunks and were being thrown about by the wind as if they were pieces of paper. One such jagged mass, a clear couple of tons in weight, sailed out of the mist of flying particles in a majestic manner that suggested a galleon in full sail, and smashed itself against the wall of the dome with frightful violence.


  “My God!” muttered Carlton. “A few more of those beauties, and the dome will begin to feel sorry for itself.


  A deafening crash from the other side of the room announced the impact of another ice “shell,” and one of the hanging lights went out. Carlton glanced at the dial on the wall that recorded the strength of the wind, and whistled. The needle flickered at “650,” and as he watched, it climbed a little further over the graduated dial face—650 miles per hour, and the wind had only just commenced to blow with more than its usual violence. He would have to start now, if he were ever to make the base with a whole skin.


  But just as he was about to turn from the window, he saw something that froze him with amazement and horror. Out of the swirl of flying ice splinters there swept a black object that dived and soared, dipped and wheeled, fighting against the savage blast that threatened to hurl it to destruction on the packed floor beneath. It was a small space-ship, and Carlton groaned as he watched it, for it was evidently partially out of control, and only a miracle could prevent it from being dashed to pieces within the next few moments.


  “Get it up, man,” he shouted, though not a soul could have heard him. “For the love of heaven, get altitude, or you’ll be done—ah!”


  It was as he had feared. The little vessel swept around drunkenly two or three times, and then shot downwards and buried its nose in the ice. At once the wind seized the upright tail and began tugging it round. In another moment it would have it out of its anchorage and would hurl it away over the uneven surface until it was a shattered riven wreck, the air gone.


  Jim Carlton left the window and ran madly down the corridor. There was just a chance that the ship might be saved, but it all depended on how quickly he could move.


  He arrived at a curiously shaped airlock in which reposed a heavy gun, fully as large as a six-inch field piece, while in racks were placed many cartridges and coils of wire. It was intended to be used for just such a purpose as this one, but with the difference that a 650-mile-an-hour gale was not one of the conditions included in its use. . . .


  “If this wire holds,” he muttered, “it’ll be a living miracle.”


  He swung the gun around, and with it, being part of the entire mobile assembly, swung the curved outer part of the airlock. It was an airtight gun nacelle that revolved on ball bearings. Carlton squinted along the telescopic sights, and revolved the gun until the wrecked vessel came into the field of view. The wind had twisted it around, so that the bunch of projectors at the tail faced him. Elevating the muzzle, he flung a coil of wire into the drum, and slammed home a charge, closing the breech smartly. Sighting the gun on one of the projector tubes that faced him, he flicked down the firing lever. There was a sharp smack, the barrel recoiled, and the drum sang wildly as the wire payed out.


  THE shot missed. Cursing, he repeated the operation, but waited this time until there occurred one of those freak pauses in the wind, then slammed down the lever. This time there was no error, and he saw the projectile streak into the rocket tube. There was a momentary flash of incandescence as the charge burnt fiercely, and then the wire was securely welded to the inside of the ship’s projector tube.


  Then he put the winding motor into operation, and the wire tautened. Gradually the ship heeled over under the pull of the powerful motor, and then it was free. At once, the wind took charge and swept the vessel around, over and over, buffeting it mercilessly. If that wire broke—


  It did not break, and Jim Carlton sent up a silent prayer of thanks to the Powers That Be. Slowly the ship was dragged towards the dome, stern first, like a bob on a plumb line, swinging back and forth as the gale seized in a mad fury. At length it was held firmly against the gun nacelle, and now started the worst part of the job. The entire nacelle had to be moved backwards in its own airlock, drawing the ship in with it, and to do this, Carlton had to don a space-suit and work from behind the nacelle itself.


  He had not performed this operation for a long time, and he had to take considerable care that no mistake was made. The forces had to be balanced exactly, or the moving mechanism would jam, and leave the ship and its occupant trapped half in and half out of the airlock.


  Slowly the nacelle retreated, while Carlton frantically sluiced the runways and bearings with gallons of oil. until at last the ship lay within the walls of the dome, and with a single movement, he brought down the outside door that sealed the entire airlock and containing nacelle from the deadly poisonous atmosphere without.


  He was bathed in a fine sweat when he had finished, for the operation of the mechanism was not a one man job, and he had had to move with considerable speed during the process. He went forward now, and removing his cumbersome suit, set about opening the airlock of the badly battered ship with an atomic blast cutter. The job was quickly done, and slipping into the interior, he made his way forward to where the figure of the pilot lay sprawled across the control panel in an ungraceful heap. He seized the figure by the shoulder, pulled it back into the chair, and—


  “Well, I’m damned!” cried Jim Carlton. The girl stirred and opened her eyes, and for a moment she looked at him in amazement. To his intense relief, she did not ask where she was, or utter anything else that could be called a traditional remark, but just said “Thanks,” and promptly fainted again.


  Carlton lifted her from the seat and took her into the dome’s main room, where he laid her on the couch and went in search of brandy. When he returned she was awake again and sitting up. She meekly allowed him to pour a stiff dose of brandy down her throat.


  She was really quite pretty, Carlton observed with approval. She had very nice blue eyes, masses of dark brown hair, and a perfect complexion that was not spoiled even by the smudges of oil that adorned it. But the whole thing was utterly beyond understanding—a girl out there on Uranus, hundreds of millions of miles from anything that even remotely resembled civilization!—and in a tiny ship whose strength could hardly cope with the strain of an earth-born storm, let alone the fiendish winds that swept this planet! Her next words helped clear things.


  “I should never have left my uncle’s ship,” she said. “It was a mad thing to do, but I did want to see the planet, so I just took the small boat and dropped off without telling him.”


  “Your uncle?”


  “Yes, he’s the mining director, you know—Charles Benning.”


  Carlton’s eyes opened. Who had not heard of Charles Benning—he who owned most of the Lunar mines, and held the largest share in those of Jupiter as well? His name was a by-word in the commercial spheres of the solar system, and he was rated as being the fifth most wealthy man living. And this was his niece!


  “My name is Linda Benning,” she said. “I’ve got a lot to thank you for, Mr.—”


  “Jim Carlton. Look here, Miss Benning, I don’t think you realize what you’ve run into. Your ship’s pretty nearly useless now, you know.”


  She shrugged prettily. It seemed a matter of small consequence to her.


  “Oh, that’s all right—my uncle will send down another ship to pick me up as soon as he knows I’m gone. You’ve got a radio, I suppose?”


  Carlton’s lips tightened. Why in the name of all that’s wonderful were girls like this allowed to run around in two-cent lifeboats and get themselves into a mess? It was crass insanity of her uncle not to have kept a closer watch on her, for he must have known she was bound to do something like this. Carlton hated having to say it, but it had to be done.


  “I’m afraid, Miss Benning, that you’re beyond anyone’s aid now—even your uncle’s. You would have been ten thousand times safer if you had remained in space, in your uncle’s yacht. Anything’s safer than Uranus at a time like this. Look through that window—do you see that?”


  The flying particles were a solid sheet that swept past the window without a break. Every now and then came a heavy thud as a large block of solid methane burst into fragments against the wall of the dome.


  “That wind out there is close on 700 miles per hour, and it’s rising. The temperature’s standing now at—195 degrees Centigrade. See that white scurrying stuff? That’s methane snow, millions of tons of it, and it’s going to snow like that for another ten or fifteen years, until this dome is buried for miles under packed masses of it. And if this dome doesn’t get buried within another two months, the wind’ll be strong enough by then to tear it out of its foundations and throw it about until it looks like a bit of scrap tinplate. Nobody’s going to send ships down from space into that to try and look for a tiny little vessel that, for all they know, is probably buried under two hundred feet of methane snow by now!” He added as an afterthought: “Not unless they’ve gone nuts, that is.”


  CHAPTER TWO


  STRUGGLE WITH NATURE


  THE girl’s face had gone deathly white. It was clear that she had had no conception of the real nature of Uranus and its mad weather, or of the utter extremes of temperature that prevailed.


  “What can I do?” she asked, now thoroughly frightened. “I can’t stay here.”


  “Neither can I,” replied Carlton grimly. “You’ll have to take your chance with me, Miss Benning. This dome is being scuttled, and I’m leaving at once. In fact, I was just about to quit when you turned up.”


  She stared at him, trying to understand what he was saying. “Scuttling? Do you mean you’re going to leave all this?” She waved her arm rather helplessly towards the equipment that covered the floor, and Jim nodded.


  “You bet your Aunt Sarah we are,” he said warmly. “Winter’s coming, and frankly, I’d rather take the chance of finding a cool spot on the sun’s surface than stay here during the winter.” He became matter-of-fact. “Would you like a cup of coffee?” She nodded dumbly, and Carlton felt a bit sorry for her. It must have been an awful shock to her, realizing that she was in a very awkward spot. And it was clear that she was just beginning to appreciate, too, that getting away from it was not going to be an easy job, either. For if a properly equipped rescue ship could not make the journey to the dome, what chance was there for them in the little two-seater of Carlton’s, which she could see plainly, sitting in the cradle before the airlock? And it was a fact that Carlton himself was well aware of. Things had been left just a trifle too late for comfort. The winter gales had arrived before schedule, and conditions were terrible.


  Carlton busied himself with the coffee. He had achieved his object, and had made the girl realize her position, and he did not wish to alarm her further. Idly he asked her questions about her uncle, and the ship, and what the trip was for.


  “My uncle came out here to see if there really were any mineral wealth in this system,” she said. “The reports have been very meager, and he has always preferred to see things for himself.”


  “Well, now that he’s seen it, he’ll probably scatter back in a number one hurry,” said Carlton drily. “It’s hell’s own paradise, and that’s praising it. This your first trip?”


  “No, I’ve been to Mars, and of course, quite a lot to the Moon.” She looked out at the sweeping white flakes. “How long did you say it would snow—fifteen years?” Jim nodded. “Just that. This winter here’s longish, you know—about forty-two years, or thereabouts.”


  “Forty-two years!” She was amazed. “I know nothing about Uranus. I guess it’s always been more or less a name to me, and nothing else. I didn’t know it was quite so bad here.”


  “It’s worse than bad,” said Carlton solemnly. “It’s plumb awful.”


  SHE seized his arm and looked straight at him.


  “What would have happened,” she asked, “if one of my ports had burst while I was out there in the ship?”


  He didn’t reply for a moment, then: “You would have died,” he said quietly. “Even before the methane gas got to you—frozen solid, without knowing what had happened to you.”


  “I see,” she said softly, and then, “I think I’ve been a fool. I guess I deserve what’s coming to me.”


  “You couldn’t know,” he said uncomfortably. “There aren’t many folks who realize what a hell this place really is.” She stood for a moment gazing pensively at a selector panel, and when she spoke again, her voice was changed.


  “Tell me all about it,” she said. “About the planet, and what you’ve been doing out here.”


  “It’s a strange planet,” said Jim. “Its axis is set at only a few degrees to the plane of the ecliptic, which means that it’s virtually lying on its side. Instead of spinning around its orbit like a gyroscope, it rolls around like a ball. There’s only one place where you get an appreciable day and night, and that’s at the equator, and then you don’t notice the difference very much. It means that the sun drops down below the horizon for about five and a quarter hours, and then pops up again for another five and a quarter. But here, at the north pole, there’s perpetual day for forty-two years, and then night for another forty-two. You get a bit of day and night sequence during autumn and spring, of course.”


  He pushed a steaming cup in her direction.


  “What’s it like during the summer?” she asked, sipping the coffee.


  “Well, strictly speaking, you couldn’t call it sweltering. The temperature rises to about—180 degrees Centigrade, and the methane snow evaporates—it sublimes straight into vapor. Of course, that sort of thing sets up a bit of a disturbance in the atmosphere, and you get the methane screaming round the planet to the other side, where it promptly freezes again and settles as snow. That’s what’s happening here. The south pole is turning towards the sun, and the methane, which has been lying in a glacial mass for forty-two years, is subliming, and it’s being swept around to this side.”


  At that moment there was a terrific crash from one side of the circular room. It was followed by a wild screaming, a series of thuds that shook the floor, and a second crash.


  “What was that?” asked the girl, fearfully.


  “That,” said Jim Carlton, “was our safety valve blowing off. We’ve got three or four large airlocks situated around the circumference of the dome, and they’re built in pretty hefty spring frames. You see, an airlock constitutes a weak spot in the structure of the dome, and the trouble is that, strong as you may make it by reinforcing, you will always have a fixed ‘breaking point.’ So they designed these with a shock absorbing device, so that if they are subjected to a very great wind pressure, they lift inwards on the ‘cushions’ and take off the brunt of the shock. This wind’s like a five million ton steam hammer when it hits good and hard.”


  The dome was being shaken every second now by the raging tornado outside, and the drumming of the colliding masses of methane ice was becoming a steady roar.


  “Are there any more of these stations on the planet, apart from the one you call the base?” she asked.


  “There are six. around the equator,” he replied. “X, XB, D, DY, N, and VJ. We’re scuttling the lot. The base is near XB, in fact, the two domes are almost touching. We’ve got to make the base by compass readings alone—there are no landmarks on this planet; or none that last longer than two or three minutes.”


  He got two space-suits and gave one to the girl.


  “Put it on,” he directed, and showed her how to fix the heavy helmet so that it was perfectly airtight. When they had both clad themselves in these, he swung open the circular door in the side of the space ship, and stood aside for her to enter.


  THE last thing he did before entering was to close the knife switches that operated the dome’s heating and lighting units. There was a slight splutter from the switches, and the almost imperceptible humming from the units died to silence. The lights went out, and the only illumination that remained came from the dash light in the ship. The whole effect was one of the uncanny, and it was with an unpleasant sense of foreboding that Carlton dropped into the ship and closed the airlock door. Settling himself in the bucket seat, he pressed the contact that slid the vessel into the great airlock and automatically closed the door behind it.


  “Now for it,” he said, his voice strangely muffled in the helmet. “And remember, this is going to be a fight.”


  The girl nodded, and sat looking expectantly at the airlock door in front of them. She certainly was game, Carlton reflected. Without hesitation, he moved the switch that opened the outer door. The airlock was one that faced in the direction that the wind was blowing, and Carlton knew that when it opened, there would be a wholesome vacuum created in that lock.


  As the door swung open, he put on full power, and the ship left the lock with a speed that took it in a straight line for a full two miles before the wind seized it and twisted it. Then it was thrown about like a piece of paper. So violent were the eddies, and so swiftly did their mood change, that Carlton had no sooner corrected a dangerous swing in the ship’s course than he had to jerk it from twisting in the opposite direction. Control became a farce; there was no control. He simply had to let the wind take them, and take them it did. Again and again it seemed as if they dropped for hundreds of feet, and when they did drop thus, he put full power into the under jets, lest they be hurled on to the glacier-like surface beneath and be dashed to pieces. He could not tell their height, for the altimeter would not register below three hundred feet, such was the insanity of its construction, and every drop was to him an agony of apprehension.


  He tried to calculate how far they had traveled, for it was evident that he could no longer count on making the journey by means of the compass—their direction changed every second, and the compass was behaving like a teetotem. But he gave it up, for the wind was the opposite of constant, and they did not maintain a set speed for two minutes on end.


  It began to get bitingly cold in the little vessel, and he shouted to the girl above the screaming of the wind.


  “That lever there—it’s the heating control—move it over to the left a bit—that’s right.”


  Warmth returned to their chilling limbs, and the hoar frost that had formed on the bow part evaporated. Twice the wind flung the ship completely around, and each time the port was instantly covered with a deep layer of snow, and until it melted from the internal heat of the ship, they were flying blind—not that they could see anything when it was clear except the eternal mist of methane snow. But even to see that was comforting, in a sense.


  Suddenly a mass of whiteness sprang out of the flying mist, and Carlton shouted. He threw on full power to the under jets, but they refused to lift the ship against the 800-mile an hour wind. They struck hard—and held.


  “A drift!” cried Carlton. “Thank God it wasn’t ice!”


  But the situation was desperate. Even as they watched, the methane snow piled up against the hull at a tremendous rate, and in less than fifteen seconds the window was totally covered. Carlton pushed down the underjet lever as far as it would go, but the effort was useless. He set it back to neutral, and gazed at the wall of snow in despair.


  The ship sagged with a loud “scrunch.” The weight of the rapidly accumulating snow above them was cementing them further and further into the drift. Born of desperation, an idea flashed into his mind.


  He left the seat, and tracing the leads of the heating unit to its panel selector, he altered the wiring in a certain way. The girl watched him closely, and seeing what he was doing, she left her seat and came closer.


  “Follow?” said Carlton, and she nodded. “It’s all going to depend on the capacity of that unit—which is a Martin-Thaboult, so it should be able to do it.”


  He returned to the control seat, and moved the heating unit lever over its slide unit it notched against the farther stop. Gradually the internal heat of the ship rose until it became uncomfortably hot. The whole ship was being heated now—he had altered the wiring in such a manner that the coil of wire that ran the entire length of the hull—it was merely a structural wiring—took the full load from the atomic heating unit.


  “This ought to heat things up a bit,” he said grimly. “And it should move that stuff above us like nobody’s business.”


  It did. In that incredibly low temperature. the results of a rapid rise in the heat content of the vessel’s hull was amazing. The methane in the immediate neighborhood of the hull sublimed instantly, and finding no outlet, it naturally created one for itself. There was appalling shock, and Carlton got a glimpse of flying methane snow. At the same time, he opened the throttle, and they shot out of their tomb like a high-powered shell.


  HE HAD time to note that there was a strange lull in the storm, and keeping the ship on the climb, he gained a considerable height before the calm broke violently. The altimeter was flickering at “750.”


  Reaching over, he pulled back the heating unit lever, for the heat was now stifling. In fact, it was not until the girl had stirred beside him that he realized she had fainted.


  “If I can only get above this wind,” he muttered. “We’ll never get to the base if we don’t; we’re miles off our course as it is.”


  But they got to the base, and when they least expected it. For two hours they had striven to make height in the frail little craft, and Carlton was despairing of ever reaching their destination without again being dashed to the ground—this time on ice, probably. The altimeter was no longer functioning, a sinister fact. Carlton expected every second to see that dreadful white “floor” rise to meet them. He was weary with the perpetual battling, his hands numb with holding the levers.


  Suddenly the two dark shapes appeared ahead, less than two hundred yards from the bow, and desperately he attempted to lift the ship before it struck them. They skimmed over the tops of the rounded masses, and he saw them distinctly. Just for a moment everything was startlingly clear. He could see the airlocks in the sides of the domes, the searchlights in their sunken housings, even the rivets of the metal plated sides.


  Then the domes were gone, and Carlton was struggling to turn a ship that was immovably fixed in the grip of an 800-mile an hour wind, a ship that refused to obey the helm, but plunged on helplessly in that screaming holocaust of driving flakes, away from safety and humankind, everything that its two passengers had fought so desperately to reach.


  “We missed it!” cried Carlton hoarsely. He seemed stunned, and repeated again and again, “We missed it, we missed it!”


  “Turn the ship!” Linda Benning said frantically, “We must get back there—we must!”


  “I can’t—it won’t turn.” He had the levers down to their lowest positions. “Oh, my God, it won’t turn!”


  The nose of the ship lifted drunkenly, as if it were a soggy-helmed cargo ship that had run on to a sandbank. It shuddered from stem to stern, a tortured, wracking shudder. Quite suddenly it commenced to rise, and continued to rise at an enormous speed. The needle of the altimeter traveled over the dial face until it reached the further pin; the feet recording numerals slotted back and the graduated face of the “miles” dial slipped into place. The needle swung back to “0” and started to move over the dial again.


  Carlton counted mechanically, his brain so dazed that he hardly knew what he was saying: “Five—ten—fifteen—twenty—


  twenty-five—thirty—thirty-five—”


  The flying mists of methane snow thinned, were gone. Above them were the black heavens, the flickering bright star that was the sun. And still they continued to rise, continued until the sun ceased to wabble back and forth in the sky, but remained steady—until the wind no longer screamed past the hull in demoniacal fury, but whispered in gentle tones with the softness of a summer breeze—until at last it vanished, and there was silence and stillness, and the ship rode with a rock-like steadiness that was weird.


  Below them raged a white holocaust, unheard now, and unfelt. So distant did it seem, so different was the utter quiet that now encompassed them, that already it appeared to them as a part of some other life, that hideous fight with the demon of Uranus’ storms. They were safe, and as Carlton saw the altimeter, with the needle gently moving past the “450,” he knew that they had lifted above the winds, above the atmosphere itself, and that they had been saved from the almost certain death that had faced them.


  CHAPTER III


  MOONS OF URANUS


  CARLTON reached down and picked up the thermos flask that was clamped to the hull at his feet, They opened the faceplates of their helmets, and took long drinks of the hot coffee.


  “Where are we now?” asked Linda Benning, handing the flask back.


  “In space,” said Carlton. “That up-current took us right up to the top levels of the atmosphere, and from there it was an easy job for the motor to carry us the rest of the way.”


  He took the dial readings, and a few moments work with a slide rule enabled him to put the ship in an orbit around Uranus. That done, he plugged in the radio, and sent out a long call to the base.


  But there was no reply. He tried several times, but the receiver remained silent. He then switched to inter-ship wave-length, and sent out another call. Somewhere, circling about the planet, was Benning’s space-yacht—they would surely hear. But after fifteen minutes, Carlton gave it up. It was possible that the ship was on the far side from them, and mighty Uranus was distorting the signals. Perhaps. But Carlton felt vaguely disquieted. It was understandable that the base could not hear his relatively weak signals, but surely Benning’s yacht.,.


  An entirely fresh danger became apparent. The little patrol ship was built only for short journeys, and its fuel and air capacity was limited. If neither the base nor Benning could hear them . . .


  “We’re in a rummy spot,” he said, his eyes roving the heavens. “At present we’re out of touch with everybody, and until we get a message from the base, we shall remain out of touch. Even then, we shan’t be able to reply, because this transmitter can’t reach them.”


  The girl stared. “Do you mean we’re—we’re isolated?”


  “Sort of,” Carlton said quietly.


  “We could send flare signals.”—hopefully.


  “No good—they wouldn’t see them, even if they were looking for them, which they’re not. They can’t see anything through that storm, anyway.” He thought for a moment, then asked: “What about your uncle’s ship? Is it stationed far out?”


  She nodded. “Yes, more than seven hundred thousand miles from Uranus.”


  Carlton groaned. “No wonder the radio wouldn’t reach them.”


  “Couldn’t we go out and . . . sort of . . . look for them?”


  Carlton fluttered his hand wearily.


  “Look for them in several thousand billion cubic miles of space? Kid, we’ve got to be realists—we wouldn’t have a chance.”


  He checked over the dials. “We’ve got enough air for seven days,” he said. “But we’ll have to go careful with the food.” There was not very much water, either—perhaps enough to last them for four days “I’m sorry . . . sorry you had to be in with me in this.”


  “Don’t be silly,” she whispered. “You don’t have to be sorry about anything; it’s for me to be sorry. Perhaps if I hadn’t added extra weight to the ship, you could have risen above the storm and got to the base sooner.”


  “With you or without, I couldn’t have turned the ship in that wind,” he said. Thereafter there was silence for a spell. At length she placed a hand on his arm.


  “Mr. Carlton—Jim—what chances have we got of getting out of this?”


  HE LOOKED at her gravely for a moment, then,


  “You can take it, can’t you?”


  “I can take it,” she repeated quietly. “Then—they’re very small. Very small indeed. Grayson, at the base, doesn’t know where we are. He will be leaving within twenty-four hours now—it would be impossible to stay longer—for fear of jeopardizing the safety of the entire expedition. Our only chance to contact him will be when he rises out of the atmosphere—and then, he will not be able to stop. It will be a matter of two days before he could turn the ship on a re-plotted course, and come back to search for us. Let us say five days in all before he even got back to Uranus. And then he would have to find us. You see, in space, one works to a pattern. We’ve—slipped out of that pattern.”


  The hand on his arm clenched a little, but she braved a smile.


  “It humbles one a good deal, doesn’t it? I guess I always had my own way—in most things; and I must have thought that nature would just stop and let me take a look at her—down there. Funny that I should have got a fresh angle on things—this way.”


  The next six hours passed slowly. Linda Benning slept most of the time, dead tired. Carlton was as weary as she, but he dared not sleep for a moment. Continually his eyes searched the heavens, anxiously, vainly, for the silver speck that would denote the yacht. It seemed incredible that Benning should not make some attempt to search for his niece. Yet the continued silence of the radio could only mean one thing—that the yacht was still so far from the centre of the Uranian system that it was beyond the range of any radio call.


  When the girl woke, they shared some food, and drank sparingly of their precious stock of water—the coffee was cold now, and undrinkable. Carlton kept it, however. When the water became exhausted, they would be glad to drink anything.


  One of Uranus’ moons slipped around the limb of the giant planet, a silvery crescent, mottled with dark streaks and irregular ivory-tinted patches. It was Ariel, the innermost moon. Linda Benning gasped with delight as she caught sight of it, for it was a beautiful thing.


  “How many satellites are there?” she wanted to know.


  “Four,” said Carlton. He pointed to the left of Ariel. “There’s another up there—Titania, I think. The other two are Umbriel and Oberon. They’re pretty right enough, but useless hulks—just ice-cold masses of worthless rock conglomerate. They’re none of them more than a thousand miles in diameter, and Ariel is only about 550 miles across.”


  Talking about them helped to take his mind off the grimness of their position—and it prevented the girl from dwelling too much upon it. She seemed fascinated by the satellites, and sat gazing at them with her hands clasped around her knees.


  Carlton took the opportunity to study her more closely, and found the results satisfying. She was not only pretty—she had character, and plenty of it. She was something of a new type to him; he found her, in many ways, intriguing.


  She turned her head to find him looking at her, but she did not seem embarrassed by his scrutiny.


  “You’re not very much like my picture of a colonial pioneer,” she said with a smile.


  “Aren’t I?” Carlton was amused. “What did you expect, then?”


  “Oh, I don’t know. You’re—well, you’re too matter-of-fact.”


  “You mean I’m not rugged enough to fit the pattern?”


  “Something like that,” she admitted. “I always did imagine that pioneers looked—well, pioneers.”


  “And instead, I’m more like a chicken farmer.” He sighed, and gave her a look of mock pathos. “How hard it is to achieve fame!”


  “You’re laughing at me,” she accused, and he became penitent.


  “Not really,” he savagely. “But would you rather I looker rugged and bristly, and properly he-mannish?”


  What reply she was going to make to that, Carlton never knew; he caught a glimpse of the great black sphere, edged with the purest silver, bearing down on them with a sort of inexorable majesty, and his hands moved to the controls with lightning speed.


  CHAPTER IV


  STRANGE DREAMS


  HOW they escaped being crushed to impalpable dust, Carlton was ever at a loss to know. Swiftly as the little vessel responded to the controls, it seemed as if the flying mass of rock could not fail to strike them fair and Square in the bows. He got a fleeting glimpse of a rough, treacherously jagged surface speeding not three yards above the upper limits of the curving window. The girl screamed once in utter terror as the thing seemed about to hit them, and then the heavens were clear, and Carlton was pulling the ship back to its orbit, which it had left with such violence.


  The suddenness of the whole affair had quite unnerved him, and left him trembling and sweating. It was only after several minutes that he was composed sufficiently to turn in his seat and look through the rear window after the retreating sphere. Its surface presented a dull silver appearance, with occasional blotchy markings of indistinct shape and size.


  “Merciful heavens!” breathed Carlton. “Unsuspected and undiscovered, and we had to charge right into it!”


  “What was it?” The girl’s voice shook a little.


  “Satellite number five,” he replied. “So near the primary that nobody ever found it. About twenty-five to thirty miles in diameter, at a rough guess.” He seemed to be debating something in his mind, and glanced at the fuel meter. At length: “We’ve got ample stocks of juice—I’m going after it to give it the once-over.”


  He turned the ship on its axis, decelerated to zero orbital speed, veering out in an arc at the same time to avoid a severe drop as Uranus pulled them down. In a few seconds he had regained orbital velocity in the opposite direction, and was catching up on the fleeing satellite. Maneuvering up to it proved difficult, but he eventually jockeyed the ship into such a position that he could throw out anchor lines that held fast to the uneven surface. Clamping his helmet faceplate to, and ordering the girl to do the same, he left his seat, and unscrewed the airlock door. The imprisoned air swung it open, and taking with him a heavy pick and an atom blast gun, he climbed out and thrust himself on to the surface of the diminutive moon.


  The gravitational pull was so slight that he had to exercise care in order that an injudicious movement of his legs should not lift him right off the surface. He paused to examine the rocky terrain every few feet, but saw nothing to excite his interest. It was uniformly similar—a sort of brown sandstone, with outcroppings of darker rock.


  But then he found something entirely different. There were streaks and patches of a dull silvery color, so dull in some places that they appeared gray. As he advanced over the ground, he came upon countless numbers of these patches, and eventually, selecting one of these, he commenced to blast away the rock with the atom gun. As far as he could go down, and he managed to penetrate to quite a respectable depth, about fifteen feet, he found the greyish material predominating in the conglomerate.


  HE HAD to give it up in the end and return to the ship, for the limited air supply of the space-suit was running low; but he had seen enough. He could tell platinum when he saw it, and if the cross-section of rock he had taken was any guide, he was a millionaire from that moment. He lost himself returning to the ship, probably because he was too dazed with the excitement of the discovery to follow the trail he had blazed on the rocks, and when he found the ship eventually, he was gasping painfully for breath.


  He closed the airlock door, and opening the air valves, sucked in great gulps from the hissing jet. Then to the girl he said: “Platinum! Platinum! There’s miles of it! I’m made—made!”


  He sank into the seat, shuddering violently from the effects of the exercise of digging and crawling, hardly heeding the many questions that the girl put to him. He seemed drunk at that moment; drunk with the vision of wealth that literally stared him in the face—a wealth that seemed fantastic in respect to the comparatively humble living he made for the previous ten years. There would be an end to all that now—an end to the daily drudging for a forty dollar a week pay envelope. He would be able to do the things he had always wanted to do, without being chained down by lack of sufficient money—a decent ship of his own, properly equipped for a prospecting expedition; a fully appointed metallurgical laboratory; and above all, an assured future.


  Swiftly came the reaction, and it was bitter, terrible. An assured future—he was a doomed man! With this wealth, these treasures of Tantalus, facing him with mocking reality, he had but four or five days in which to live.


  With this realization came, too, the appreciation of his selfishness. Beside him was a girl who had everything in life before her, to whom the facing of such an end would come harder than to him. That helped to restore his sense of balance a bit, and it was with a calmer mind that he turned the ship away from the satellite, resolutely putting out of his mind all thought of its latent wealth. To her questions about it he replied:


  “It’s not much use to us at the moment; we’ve got to think of more practical things.”


  He divided some of the food, and they ate, also drank some of their precious water supply. The silence that wrapped the ship like an invisible cloak weighed heavily upon them, making its presence felt almost as if it were something tangible. In that deathly stillness, Carlton could even hear the beat of his own heart, while his breathing seemed like a tremendous rushing wind that fanned his face within the oppressive helmet. It became so close and stifling that he eventually opened the face-plate again. Thereafter he felt better, though his face was bathed in perspiration that ran down unchecked, trickling into his eyes and stinging them, and seeping into his clothes, making them damp and uncomfortable.


  Three days passed by his chronometer, three featureless and monotonous days. Several times he sent out radio calls, only to receive a dead silence in answer. It was as if there were not a soul left alive in the universe but they.


  “Grayson must have left by now,” he said once. “He may circle back and search for us.” But this he did not believe himself.


  He opened their pannier of food and shared out their last rations—four biscuits and two small bars of chocolate apiece. There were about two pints of water left, and he doled this out with infinite care.


  They entered the night side of Uranus, and two days went by before they swung out over the lighted limb again. Both were now feeling the pangs of hunger acutely. Judicious drafts of water served to ease the emptiness somewhat, but not very much.


  Carlton kept a constant watch on the smooth white surface of the planet. It was just possible, he continually consoled himself, that Grayson had delayed departure all this time. It was a forlorn hope at the best. The expedition had been scheduled to leave the planet at a precisely determined time, and delay would incur a great amount of re-plotting of the course. Further, and this was even more vital a consideration, the weather conditions on the planet were worsening far more quickly than had been anticipated.


  YET Carlton still watched the planet, though it was highly doubtful whether he could have seen a capital city at 70,000 miles distance, much less a space-ship only the length of a block . . . Big as the expedition ship was, nature in her immensity dwarfed the humble works of man to a mere speck.


  When, therefore, he finally did see the ship, he could do nothing, at first, but stare incredulously. Then, blundering from his seat to seize the signal flares that hung on the racks behind him, he cried hoarsely: “It’s the base ship! Look—don’t you see it—the ship, Linda!”


  She searched for it, and at first did not find it; then he saw the tiny sliver of black, moving swiftly over the broad white disk, trailing behind it an almost invisible streak of flame. It was rising at an acute angle, in fact, from where they viewed it, the ship seemed to be standing on end. It could not have been more than twenty miles away from them.


  His fingers trembling, Carlton thrust three signal cartridges into the gun; pulled the trigger. A vivid flash lit up the heavens and lasted for about five seconds. He had used half their stock of flares; now he put the remainder into the gun and again pulled the trigger—another terrific flash, that hung for a few seconds, then died. Scrambling madly over the motor leads and transformer housing to the window, he gazed out anxiously at their last hope of rescue.


  He watched the tiny fragment of blackness rise, followed it until it slipped out of the planet’s disk. For a moment he saw it flashing as the sun caught the metal sides and illuminated them, and then it was gone, lost forever in the depths of interplanetary space.


  “They did see it, didn’t they?” cried the girl, a sort of desperate pleading in her voice. “They must have seen it—oh, they must have!”


  Carlton was still gazing from the window. He did not turn his head as he spoke.


  “No, they didn’t see it,” he said in a surprisingly calm voice. “They weren’t looking, you see, so they missed it.”


  A sob from the girl brought him around. She had buried her face in her hands, and he thought she had broken down completely under the shock; but when she raised her head, her eyes were dry. Carlton took her arm and held it, not knowing quite what to say; unable to voice the words, even if his numbed brain had responded intelligibly enough to conceive them. There was no hope now, not the slightest scrap of hope, for the radio batteries had at last run out, and there was no means of recharging them.


  He realized that it was getting colder, and inspecting the atomic heater, he found it would not function. Still moving rather automatically, he traced the trouble back to the main atomic generator that also supplied the power for the engines, and there he found that the fuel had been exhausted. They were immovably locked in an orbit around Uranus.


  Radiation was slowly sucking the heat from their little craft. It would only be a matter of time now before they froze to death.


  Sinking wearily into the pilot’s seat again, he stared dully ahead, wondering if there were not something he had forgotten, some little thing that might give them even a ghost of a chance . . .


  The increasing cold was becoming numbing. He removed his suit, and placed his jacket and sweater over the girl’s suit to give her a little extra warmth. She had fallen asleep from utter weariness, and at his touch, she awoke. At his suggestion, and against her own protests, she took off her suit and, putting on his discarded clothes, replaced her suit again.


  The blue oxygen cylinders in the racks caught his eye and seemed to mock him.


  Long before they ran out, both of them would be dead—frozen. Ironical that they should have more oxygen than they needed.


  Oxygen.


  The word revolved slowly in Carlton’s mind. It seemed to hint at something familiar, something that, in the face of the tragic disappointments of the last few days, had got overlooked . . .


  He struggled out of his seat, his hands so dead with cold that he could hardly feel the articles he touched. Now he had remembered. There was something he had forgotten; something that would give them a chance of life. If only he could find some means of ignition. Their power was gone, the signal flares exhausted. Then his eyes fell on the atomic blast gun that he had used on the platinum moon. With stiff hands, he jerked out the clip reservoir in the butt, and tested the potential on a meter; it registered three-quarter strength.


  THERE was a pipe leading to the outer hull through which the air in the ship could be exhausted in an emergency. This he connected up to the row of oxygen cylinders, which were pipe-linked in series. He now had to use up a small amount of the atom blast’s reserve of power, though only a tiny fraction would be needed. Replacing the clip in the butt, he regulated the tool to its lowest power output, and played the faint, sizzling beam on the cylinders. Liquid oxygen does not take long to boil, given the slightest encouragement, and in less than half a second, a fierce hissing came from the jury pipe running to the outlet. Carlton blessed the designers of that outlet pipe, for it did not emerge as a blunt tube end, but was fitted with a flat cowl; in fact, it was almost flat with the hull, so that it would not offer any obstruction to any atmosphere through which the ship might pass. The gaseous oxygen would spray out in a fine cloud over the hull.


  In a matter of seconds, the entire reservoir of cylinders were empty of oxygen, and Carlton slipped the atom blast cartridge from the butt again, throwing the tool aside. He would need it no more.


  He fitted a detonator to the clip, and to the coupled units he fastened the end of a coil of wire. The other end of the wire he fixed to a low tension battery, a unit quite useless for the radio, but possessing sufficient power for this purpose.


  He groped his way stiffly to where the girl sat, and motioned her to close her faceplate, and use the suit’s oxygen supply. Then he opened the inner door of the small emergency airlock used for the dropping of messages, and thrust in the coupled unit. He could not quite close the door, the wire holding it open a millimeter or so. This was why they had had to use their pressure suits. Then he released the catch of the outer door, and as the air commenced to whistle out, it seized the light unit and took it with it. The wire paid out jerkily.


  It was some minutes before the almost non-existent gravity pull of the ship took effect and drew the unit towards it. The air had quite gone, and Carlton placed his gloved hand on the wall. Presently he heard the faint clang that told that the unit had struck the hull of the ship. He turned to the battery to which one lead of the wire was connected, and taking the other lead, he closed the circuit.


  There was a hard thud as the atomic unit blew up, and the next moment the ship was wreathed in fire. Great blue flames roared over the windows, twisted in weird shapes, shot out in spirals hundreds of feet into space.


  Carlton jerked at the wire. It broke, and hauling it in as fast as his numbed arms would move, he closed both doors of the small airlock, and staggered back to the control seat.


  The flames hid all view of space. They formed a blue curtain that writhed and billowed like a thing alive. A warmth beat into the chilled interior of the little craft, a warmth that brought intense pain to their reviving limbs.


  Carlton felt himself slipping. He had done all he could, and now utter exhaustion was taking effect on him. He began to lose grip on his senses, and with the approaching insensibility came confused and erratic dreams—strange mixed dreams in which alternated pictures of the dome, with swirling clouds of methane snow driving against it, pictures of the warm, life-filled base station, with Grayson as the predominating figure—of the great space-ship that was carrying the expedition back to earth, and pictures of people he did not recognize—men in blue uniforms, and others in civilian dress, who clustered around him, looking at him with eyes full of wonder, and talking in tones of amazement. They puzzled him, for he did not know them, though they seemed to know him. They called him by name, and talked about him incessantly, and then he felt their hands on him—strong, friendly hands. Then all these thoughts and pictures faded, and in their place was only a deep blackness and a pleasant sensation of floating, quite effortlessly, as though he were supported upon a blanket of the softest texture . . .


  CHAPTER V


  THE QUESTION ANSWERED


  “YOU’LL do,” said the doctor complacently. “But it was a near thing. Frost-bitten. Thought we might have to take off one of your hands, but it’s healed nicely. What was that signal of yours? It made a pretty flare.”


  “Methane,” grunted Carlton. “And a little oxygen. How’s Linda—Miss Benning? And where is this?”


  “Miss Benning’s doing very well—she got off more lightly than you, thanks to you giving her some of your clothes. This is Mr. Benning’s ship.” He scratched his nose thoughtfully. “Methane and oxygen, eh? Where did you get the methane?”


  “We picked it up on the way out,” said Carlton humorously. “We had about half a hundredweight coated over the hull. I reckoned that with a bit of oxygen mixed with it, it might light up somewhat.”


  “It did,” said the doctor drily. “Do you—er—want to see Miss Benning?”


  Carlton informed him gravely that he did. A few minutes later the girl entered, and looked pointedly at the doctor until that worthy left, chuckling under his breath.


  “Seems hard to believe, doesn’t it?” she said as the door closed. She seated herself on the edge of the bed.


  “Jim, I had to do a bit of fibbing about that moon. I mean, uncle talked an awful lot of bunk about your not being able to claim it, on account of your not being a free lance, but a member of an expedition.”


  Carlton tensed. “What did you say to that, Linda?”


  “I told him I’d staked my claim on it first, so it wasn’t yours anyway. See? Then under International law, the claim can be transferred in three months’ time—to your name.”


  His eyes were shining as he took her hand, and though he held it somewhat tighter than was really necessary, she made no move to withdraw it.


  “That was swell of you,” he said huskily. And then, still holding her hand in his, he said: “Do you remember, when we almost hit that bit of rock, that I’d put a question to you, and you didn’t have time to answer it?”


  “I asked you whether you would rather I was really like your imagined pioneer—all rugged and bristly; in fact, properly he-mannish?”


  For a moment she did not answer, then,


  “I think, Mr. Carlton,” she said primly, “that I like you a whole lot better just as you are.”


  And when the doctor entered a few minutes later, he hurriedly withdrew, for he could see that his presence was neither desirable nor necessary.


  BARGAIN WITH COLOSSUS


  Helen Weinbaum


  Goth of Uranus sought the old of the Earthmen—but he found the Earth destitute of life—unless the men of Earth were too small for him to see! But in that case, he had unknowingly been walking on their cities, destroying the Earth civilization!


  CHAPTER ONE


  CATASTROPHE!


  THE first warning was the tidal wave which swept Manhattan, sending rushing rivers of water uptown from the Battery. It came with hardly an instant’s warning, drowning people like rats in flooded subways, catching and sweeping with relentless force those unfortunates above ground to carry them like spinning straws till they thwacked dully against an upright traffic light or lamp post and there remained for a moment, curving their broken bones hideously around it.


  Next came a frantic message from a naval boat at sea. Some enormous object had been sighted off the Atlantic coast, an object which towered two miles upward and of so vast an area that it had not yet been determined.


  Third came a frenzied call from Philadelphia—a mad, garbled plea for aid. A gigantic figure loomed on the outskirts of the city, seemed about to step into it, a monstrosity a mile high formed in evil, half-human semblance.


  “Send bombs,” the operator screamed, “airplanes! You must help!”


  The line went dead.


  At the same moment, a thick fog settled over a small portion of lower Greenwich Village, New York, and where it rested, buildings crumbled and disappeared.


  DR. RICHARD CRAIG hurried from his uptown New York house that morning. Half last night had been spent organizing his rather disappointing year’s research on the cause and cure of the common cold for a speech to be given before the annual Medical Convention. As a result, he had overslept.


  On the top step of his brownstone house, he paused, looking with dismay at the water which swirled below. Strange. He hadn’t known it was raining.


  With sudden awareness of something wrong, he raised his head. The sun shone blindingly, glinting merrily on the eddying water. At that moment, the sound of a neighbor’s radio reached his ears.


  “. . . . damage from the tidal wave which swept over the Battery, demolishing the aquarium and buildings in down-town New York. . . .”


  A fire engine splashed by, stopping on the far corner. Men dismounted and started madly pumping water from the streets in an effort to relieve the dogged, overflowing sewers. A police siren whistled. From far away sounded the rumbling crumble of a crash. Debris rushed past. The water seemed to be rising.


  Craig turned quickly back into the house and switched on the radio. From every station rapid-fire, incredible, terrifying words tumbled at him.


  Tidal wave! Buildings toppling! People drowned! The mammoth metal object which appeared inexplicably in the East Atlantic! The frightening, incredible figure over Philadelphia! Radio connections had now been made to that city. An eye witness’ fear-ridden voice thrummed the receiver.


  “This is a nightmare, unbelievable! That colossal, inhuman figure still towers menacingly over the northeast city. We see him clearly from here, and yet . . .” he paused to regain control of his quavering voice, “the bombing planes sent up claimed they were unable to locate him. But he is still there. We see him! And once he moves, Philadelphia will be demolished.”


  Stunned by preposterous facts beyond the bounds of belief, Craig switched off the radio and buried his throbbing head in his hands. The metal object in the Atlantic, by its enormous displacement of water, might have caused the tidal wave now sweeping New York. But what of that gigantic figure casting a pall of fear over Philadelphia? Where had it come from, and why could a thing of that size not be located by bombing planes?


  Unable to reason further, he rose, pocketed a small telescope, and made his way out to the swirling streets. If he could reach a high enough spot to catch a glimpse of this monster.


  His heart lightened at sight of the small, wiry figure of Alfred Hamilton splashing ankle-deep through the water in his direction. The brilliant little Professor of Astronomy was his closest friend. They had mulled over many a theory of the cosmos together, for Craig, though a Doctor of Medicine, had a deep interest in the subject. Hamilton had probably come now to get his reaction to the shocking developments.


  “What do you make of it?” He tipped his shaggy head back to peer up at Craig out of near-sighted, spectacled eyes.


  “Nothing.” Easing the hurriedly donned coat more comfortably over his broad shoulders, Craig wrinkled his brow in perplexity. “Except that possibly the thing in the Atlantic is what’s causing this flood.” he looked ruefully at the water swirling about his bedraggled trouser legs.


  Though the water seemed to be ebbing now, the city was still a gruesome sight. Bodies, spewed from the inundated subways, lay sprawled grotesquely on the street; everywhere was debris: the broken frame of a baby carriage, a delicately wrought chair warped now almost beyond recognition.


  “You know what I think?” Hamilton spoke slowly, gripping Craig’s arm to compel attention. “I think that thing in the ocean is a space-ship, that the figure menacing Philadelphia is life from another planet!”


  “But—” The first word of objection was out before the realization hit Craig that even Hamilton’s incredible statement was less startling than the facts. If the news flashes were to be believed, a mile-high figure did tower on the outskirts of Philadelphia. And such an extraordinary visitation warranted the most extravagant flights of imagination in explanation. “Why can’t the bombing planes locate him, though?” he finished lamely.


  BEFORE Hamilton could answer, a terrific, thundering crash broke the silence of the street. Due to the rush of water, all traffic had been suspended; few people braved the flood, those who remained unharmed being occupied in moving to upper floors in case the water continued rising.


  Stunned by the suddenness of the ear-rending crash, the two men waited tensely for a repetition of it. When none came, they turned without a word and started splashing in the direction from which it had come.


  As they moved farther downtown, the water deepened. Often debris came at them so swiftly, they barely had time to step aside to let it pass. Once, in an effort to avoid an onrushing crate, Craig slipped and fell full length in the swirling water. Before he could regain his feet, he was carried backward to land with a painful thud against the protruding arm of a building. Dripping, he rose and fought his way to Hamilton’s side again, arriving breathlessly in time to hear a cryptic murmur.


  “Philadelphia calls for aid, yet it is New York which is being destroyed!”


  Barely had the questions engendered by Hamilton’s words arisen when they were driven from Craig’s mind by the sight which met his eyes as he rounded the corner and came in view of the park. Speechless, with only the heaviness of his breathing to reveal his utter mental confusion, he stared aghast at the vista before him.


  Beyond the inundated park where the buildings huddled close, hung a narrow, misty fog, as if a gauze curtain had been dropped to cover a part of the landscape. And exactly where the transparent fog lay the skyscrapers had utterly disappeared! Like the gaping hole left by an extracted tooth, a full block of yawning foggy emptiness stood between the clearly sunlit buildings on either side.


  Suddenly the streets wakened to life. Hysterical screams and fear-stricken voices pierced the air. Within a few minutes, the park was alive with people, scuttling senselessly to and fro in mad, unreasoning haste.


  A radio in an abandoned taxi blared to unhearing ears. It was the voice of the Philadelphia announcer.


  “. . . . While the giant appears to have stepped into our city, strangely no damage has been reported. Either this is an optical illusion, a mirage, or—” he faltered, “or something beyond understanding . . .


  As Craig paused to gather the scattered, unrelated facts together in his mind, he felt his arm grasped importunely by Hamilton.


  “Look!” The word was hardly more than a whisper, yet the terror and confusion behind it compelled Craig’s attention.


  Hamilton pointed upward. From the gaping hole in the buildings across the park, the fog was lifting, going high into the sky where it was almost lost to view.


  Then, with a deafening crash, the eighteen story apartment building across the street disappeared—vanished utterly, leaving only a foggy, nebulous, gauze-like mist stretching upward.


  They stared, aghast. There had been no shower of bricks and concrete; of the block-square building not a single trace remained! In the blink of an eye, it had been crushed, leveled to the ground, with only transparent fog and a slow-rising dust to mark the spot where it had stood.


  On their backs, the sun still shone warmly.


  They were pushed and buffetted by the maddened crowd milling the streets. Pandemonium reigned as the frenzied populace realized there was safety nowhere, that disaster might reach its arms even to the shelter of their homes.


  “I’m going into that fog,” Craig shouted above the din.


  “Don’t! It will destroy you!”


  Even as Hamilton spoke, Craig was half-way across the street. As he neared the curb, rising dust from the razed building filled his nostrils. He stifled a sneeze and continued.


  Then suddenly a blow on his forehead threw him forcibly backward to land with a hard thud on the street. Regaining his feet he stood blinking dazed, incredulous eyes. There was nothing before him, nothing to block his progress, nothing—but the tenuous fog!


  “What happened?” Hamilton was beside him, peering up at the reddening bruise on his forehead.


  “I don’t know. It felt as if I ran into a brick wall. That fog isn’t a fog at all,” he exclaimed. “It’s tangible!”


  Together they walked cautiously toward the invisible barrier, their arms outstretched. The fog was solid, warm. Unable to penetrate it, they felt its rough surface even as they peered through to the other side as if it were a gauze curtain.


  Then abruptly from the west came another rending crash. Startled, with their hands still touching the invisible surface, they felt it move, slide upward beneath their fingertips. As they watched, the fog lifted high into the sky, moved westward and disappeared. The air was dear. Where the building had stood but a scant few moments before lay nothing but eddies of swirling dust. Granite, steel, and marble had been crumbled as if an imponderable weight had settled upon them.


  Silently they walked back across the street to lean weakly against a building. Craig was the first to speak, mumbling half to himself as if only in that way might he clarify the startling facts in his mind.


  “First the buildings at the edge of the park, then here. . . . A distance of about half a mile. . . . Why didn’t destruction sweep the city completely instead of only at scattered intervals. . . .?”


  “In view of preceding events,” Hamilton said softly, “it could be only one thing. A giant like the one seen in Philadelphia is plowing through New York.”


  He paused as the radio still blaring in the taxicab caught his attention.


  “. . . . a flash from New Jersey. Palisades Park has crumbled. . . .”


  “You see,” the Professor continued, “he has stepped over the river.”


  “You’re right!” Craig exclaimed, “only there aren’t two. This is the one seen from Philadelphia. Remember that though the giant seems to be moving there, the city has suffered no damage. Probably its physical construction is tenuous, not entirely bone and muscle. Therefore, from close up, the body is half transparent, though from a distance it can be seen. Let’s find a high spot to watch!”


  WITHOUT waiting for Hamilton to agree, he dove into a doorway.


  The elevator was on the ground floor, deserted. Quickly he ran it to the top and raced up a short flight of stairs to the roof. Where Palisades Park had been was a bleak expanse of nothing. To north, south and east the air was clear, but on the west horizon rested a heavy fog.


  They watched tensely as gradually the fog took form: two arms, two legs, a bulbous body, a round, hairless head! Mile high in the air it towered, a gigantic, awesome figure blocking out the sun which threw a corona of light about it.


  “Incredible,” Hamilton breathed. “A thing of that size, alive!”


  Craig stared fascinated. The giant’s movements were slow, ponderous, blundering; his form was man-like, yet somehow differently proportioned, grotesquely exaggerated: the head was too large, the back humped and misshapen, the arms and legs devoid of muscular bulges.


  “I’m afraid you were right, Alfred,” Craig spoke dully without moving his eyes. “Such a colossus could come from nowhere but another planet. And the metal thing in the ocean is the spaceship which brought him. But why has he come here?”


  A heavy boom drowned Hamilton’s answer. Bombing planes circled the gigantic head; flashes of flame shot upward from guns below. Ceaselessly bombs dropped, shells flew, planes circled to get a better aim. The giant continued steadily forward, unhindered by man’s futile attempt to destroy him.


  Now half his body had dipped below the horizon. On the apartment roof, the two men shuddered at the thought of the trail of destruction which must lie in his wake.


  As the top of his head faded from view, they turned slowly away, the boom of puny, man-made guns still reverberating in their ears.


  Those fortunates who remained unharmed had strange stories to tell. The Chrysler Building had been seized by an inexplicable shiver; pictures were thrown sidewise—office clerks, thinking it an Earthquake, stricken with panic.


  Later, in western Pennsylvania, a mile-square Are had started without warning, raged for half an hour and then died mysteriously at the moment fire engines arrived. It was not without damage, however. The thing which had smothered it was the heavy, tenuous fog of the giant’s body which left nothing but dust in its wake.


  Farther on, a soundless rumble shook the countryside. Windows in otherwise unharmed buildings splintered to bits; people in that vicinity became suddenly deaf, their eardrums shattered, doctors said, by some sound of too low a frequency for them to endure.


  In Kansas, a hurricane swept the dust bowl, toppling houses, uprooting trees, killing hundreds.


  Havoc piled upon havoc, destruction upon destruction. Though half-mad with terror, human efforts to destroy the gigantic, shifting menace continued. Poison gas, dynamite, bombs, the largest cannon in the world detached from its battleship and towed in the wake of the blundering colossus—all failed!


  Though shell after shell found a mark in the tenuous fog, they had no effect. Not a drop of blood was shed nor a cry of pain heard. Desolation and destruction followed the gigantic footsteps through Pennsylvania and thence into Ohio. The invader was beyond man’s power to destroy.


  CHAPTER TWO


  TINY WORLD


  LANDING his space-ship in the Atlantic, Goth left it with hope in his heart, and forgetting the sickness which gnawed his body, strode shoreward, his eyes fixed eagerly on the curvature of the small planet, searching sign of life.


  Tentatively he removed his helmet and was encouraged to find the air of the troposphere pleasant and energizing to his lungs. Despite difference in size, he reflected, humans who lived under conditions similar to those on Uranus probably had much else in common with the people of his planet. And he needed their friendship and aid—direly!


  In mid-ocean he paused for a moment, his heart bounding again with hope as he decided that such a small world must harbor a race of small people. Only such a people could produce the delicate workmanship to fulfill his need.


  As his foot touched land, however, the first doubt struck him. Nowhere was a sign of life, no buildings, no monuments, no evidence of human habitation. He strained his weak eyes westward. The country was flat, unbroken. Save for small patches of green vegetation and a few tiny stalagmitic spires, nothing even approached ankle-height. He took two steps inward.


  Then suddenly he paused, stooping to peer along the level of the ground. There was something here—a tiny spire-like formation which hardly looked like the work of nature, not nature as he knew it, anyway. He touched it tentatively, gently, running his fingers inquiringly along the spire. Then, to himself, he smiled. How foolish of him! It was probably only some strangely-formed, petrified particle. Such a tiny, useless thing could not possibly be man-created.


  Standing upright, he took another step, blinking his weak eyes downward searching cultivated land, animals, buildings—anything to show him there was civilized life on this planet. The sun burned his eyes, accustomed to a dimmer light. In its bright, pitiless glare, he could see nothing. He lowered his lids against it.


  At the fourth step, hope dwindled. As far as he could see, there was no evidence of life. He had come on a fruitless mission and must return unsuccessful to Uranus to watch his people die. Despair seized him.


  Then suddenly a new thought struck his mind. Suppose there was life here, but life so small that it was outside his vision’s range? That tiny spire he had bent to finger, the small rocks crumbling to dust beneath his feet.


  Uranian scientists had conceived of Earth life as perhaps a tenth his size, but not this tiny, not invisible! His heart sank. How could he possibly communicate with beings he could not see?


  Bending, he made out the thread of a river below and on its bosom tiny, stick-like barges plying to and fro. Yes, he had been right. There was the evidence of man-habitation.


  As he continued forward, a dim, red glow far below penetrated his weak sight. Momentarily his heart contracted. It reminded him of the firebirds of Uranus, of how as a child he had held their elusive flame bodies and cried as they turned dead and black at the touch of his fingers. Memory of home brought new determination. The very life of his people rested with him. He must succeed!


  Withdrawing a lens from his belt, he bent to inspect the land more closely. Over his shoulder the west sun caught the glass, finding a focal point on the city below. The dry roofs smouldered, then burst to flame. It was only a second more by his reckoning before he saw the tiny blaze. Quickly he lowered two fingers and smothered it out.


  Placing his body so the sun could not catch the glass, he peered through it again. Strain his eyes as he might, he could catch no glimpse of life, no movement, no tiny forms bustling about their daily tasks. Yet vaguely he saw tiny, vari-colored squares of land with here and there clusters of box-like cells.


  He took another step forward, bent again, and began to speak, peering through his glass at the largest of the clustered cells. It was undoubtedly a vain attempt, for their language must be different from that of Uranus, yet perhaps if they heard his voice, they could read the pleading in it, would know he meant them no harm.


  “People,” he said softly, “if there are people here, listen. . . .”


  HIS voice dwindled off. Through the magnifying glass, he had seen part of the side of one cell splinter to bits at the sound of his first spoken word. Though he did not know it, that tiny shattered window was the glass side of the largest department store in Pittsburgh.


  He rose despondently. Even the sound of his voice carried destruction to the people whose friendly aid he needed so direly. How could he hope to communicate with these tiny Earth-mites, how make them understand his need of them? Yet, he must. The continuance of his race was at stake.


  For three minutes he stood immovable—almost an hour, Earthtime. Then happily it occurred to him that though life here was beyond range of his vision, he by his enormity must be clearly visible to them. Of course! By pantomime he could make his message known.


  First raising one hand as a sign of peace, he stretched both arms to their full length, cupping his palms upward in a pleading gesture. “I have come for aid,” he concentrated intensely. If both speech and pantomime failed, perhaps telepathy would reach them. “Your help, your friendship. Find a way to communicate with me!”


  For a few moments, he waited. Time sped by on terror-stricken Earth below. Stooping, he peered again through the lens, despairingly, as minute followed minute. No sign met his eye, no. evidence that his gesture had been seen or his telepathic message received. To his weak, straining eyes, the land looked as always: the forests like vague uneven grass, the cities like a cross-section of a beehive dropped in heavily sown turf.


  Yet it seemed impossible that his gigantic body could have escaped notice. To Earthmen, he was even larger than the Giant Marsaurus was to the people of Uranus, and when that colossal, frightening shadow swept the land, its soaring body was clearly visible to Uranian eyes.


  Standing upright, he resumed the pleading gesture, holding it until his arms tired. Lowering them at last, he watched again through the lens. When no sign appeared, he heaved a deep, despondent sigh. An hour later the hurricane swept Kansas.


  In the midst of his despair, an infinitesimal pain caught one leg. At intervals before he had felt these tiny pricks, never coming farther upward than his knee. He rubbed his tingling skin a moment and the pain disappeared.


  Then again a faint pain hit him—and another. Shells from the largest gun in the world shot upward ceaselessly in an effort to destroy the menace which trod over Earth. The tiny, pricking pains troubled him but a moment, however, before they disappeared.


  But slowly a thought was forming in his mind—memory of the miniature spire he had caressed, of the glass which had shattered when he spoke. Apparently he had been walking through tiny cities, crushing civilization underfoot, trampling to death the men who produced it. He who had come to ask for life was destroying life!—and these infinitesimal pricks which every now and then caught his legs were their desperate puny attempts to drive him off.


  His was a peaceful errand! How could he gain their good will now, their aid, even should he succeed in making them understand? The havoc he had wreaked would alienate them forever. Again he sighed, unwittingly creating more destruction, by his disturbance of the air, sending another hurricane to sweep the Kansas dust bowl.


  His pantomime of peace had failed, his voice shattered the windows of their buildings; he could hear no sound from them, they could hear none from him. When they sent him here, the scientists of Uranus had not considered that. They had thought only that the language would be different, and expecting beings a tenth the size of Goth, felt pantomime would serve until the language could be learned.


  But here was a civilization totally invisible to him, built by beings so minute that his weak eyes could not even catch sight of them through a glass. And worse, by the failure of his pantomimed plea to bring a reaction, he assumed that they could not see him!


  Nor had the Uranian scientists considered that the rumble of Goth’s voice would be of such low frequency that it could be neither heard nor endured by the life on Earth.


  His mission was hopeless. There was no way, no possible way of intercommunication between him and the Earthmen. As his heart settled in despair, he felt the sickness gnaw his vitals, making the knowledge of failure doubly bitter.


  He had turned reluctantly toward the sea to retrace his steps when he remembered. There was one more chance, one thing he had not tried, one last futile attempt he must make to tell his story before he accepted defeat. Yet . . . his heart pounded dully . . . this mechanism of communication had been designed to fit the eyesight of people one tenth his size. For these Earth mites, it was like tossing a straw to the sun.


  It was improbable that beings so small had developed instruments effective enough to read his message. The moon lay over 200,000 miles distant. By relative size, that distance was proportional to the distance of Earth from Uranus. And even through the super-telescopes of the gigantic Uranians, Earth’s face could be seen but vaguely. Yes, that attempt too was doomed to failure. But it needed only that to make his defeat complete.


  Shrugging, he withdrew an apparatus from his belt. Until he had made every effort to save his race from extinction, he would not return to Uranus with a death sentence for his people.


  He waited a few moments, thirty minutes Earth-time, until the sun had disappeared far past the horizon. Tonight the moon came to fullness. That, at least, was good. He needed some encouraging omen from Nature to counteract the hopeless settling of his heart.


  CHAPTER THREE


  SHADOWS ON THE MOON


  THAT night Irving Kent, an amateur astronomer, reported strange shadow’s coursing over the face of the Moon. His telescope was small, however, and he could not trace their origin.


  Simultaneously from observatories came similar reports.


  The world went mad. Telescopes were hauled from attics, eyes strained toward the sky. Forty-second Street, New York, suffered a worse traffic jam than in all history as curious, panic-stricken laymen crowded about the privately owned telescopes waiting their turn. Riots started when the first in line refused to relinquish their places.


  At the first report, Craig and Hamilton had flown to the Naval Observatory at Washington. Since the giant’s arrival, both had come into prominence: Craig by his analysis of the invader’s tenuous physical construction and his deduction that he came from a gaseous planet; and Hamilton because of his stubbornly repeated conviction that the invader meant Earth no harm, that it was through ignorance and not intent that he had caused such disaster.


  For an hour preceding sunset, the giant had stood without moving, the outline of his body visible only from a great distance. Then, just after dark, he had taken a strange instrument from his belt. Directly thereafter the strange, eerie shadows had appeared on the moon.


  To the naked eye, the configurations seemed merely shadows—but in the Naval Observatory, the moon’s face caught through the eye of the telescope was reprojected onto a large screen so that all in the room might watch. For future reference, a permanent film was made.


  Men entered the quiet room, their hearts contracted with fear. All knew this latest occurrence stemmed from the mighty invader standing splaylegged over Ohio. Up to now, the sequence of events had been too interlinked for them to doubt it: the flood, the destructive fog of his body, the shattering low frequency rumble, the repeated gesture which they had misinterpreted as threatening—and now this play of shadows on the moon.


  Only a drastic desire could have brought the super-being to Earth, only an importunate demand make him so persistent to be heard. Fear-struck, they watched the white screen to discover what they must sacrifice to his invincible presence.


  Yet how were they to understand this alien’s symbols?—and how accede to a demand which their minds could not encompass?


  Their first sight of his projected message confused them: a concentric, flaming ball in three dimensions, making the thing so real they felt its liveness in the room. Smaller balls surrounded it, ten non-luminous spheres at varying distances from it. Then a darting arrow affixed itself in the seventh from the center.


  At once it dawned. The Solar System, with the arrow pointing to Uranus! But why ten planets? Earth knew only nine.


  “So it’s true,” Hamilton breathed, “the tenth exists and is visible from Uranus!”


  The moment was too tense for Craig to answer. He sat spellbound by the three-dimensional picture relayed from giant to moon to telescope to screen. A story was unfolding, a human story, picturing tragedy on Uranus with a poignancy that gripped his heart.


  He saw figures contoured like the giant, misshapen backs, muscleless arms and legs, tenuous at first, then taking clearer form. These were the people of Uranus, And they were distracted.


  First came an industrial scene. Figures busily fed a strange, gaunt machine. Then suddenly a worker put one hand to his head, staggered dizzily, and dropped. The others retreated from him hastily, muttering among themselves, pointing aghast at his prone body, fear taking their features. The fallen man was wheeled from the factory—dead.


  Next came a hospital room, crowded with wasted forms. One was taken to an operating room and given a blood transfusion. He died. Another underwent a different operation. He too died.


  The scene shifted to a laboratory, its walls lined with strange, vaguely recognizable instruments. Doctors peered through microscopes, made cultures, filtered. Their faces grew more discouraged at each failure. A parade of dead bodies passed beneath the window.


  Yet, with the zeal of scientists, they persisted! Strange, lizard-like birds were exposed to the virus. They wasted and died. A giant, furless rodent met the same fate. Cultures were taken from them both, put on slides and surveyed through microscopes. The scientists shook their heads. A more powerful microscope was used, cultures dyed, mixed, filtered. Still they could neither see nor isolate the virus of the disease. And still dead bodies passed ceaselessly by the window.


  Finally one figure took the screen, pantomiming a request for aid. In one hand he held a microscope. “You are small,” he said as clearly as if he mouthed spoken words, “your microscopes can detect the virus. Help us!”


  He stretched a hand pleadingly outward. The scene faded.


  In the Naval Observatory, there was a moment of silence, then a babble of excited voices.


  “He’s come for aid—”


  “You were right, Hamilton—”


  “—get rid of him. Tell him we can’t help——”


  “Tell him,” Craig shouted, to make himself heard. “But how?”


  The room lapsed to silence.


  “And we must help,” he continued in a lower voice. “Their need is plain. Humanity demands it. They have searched out our smaller world in good faith.”


  “Even so,” a man called Dobson objected, “our world has suffered enough damage under the clumsy feet of their emissary.”


  “Still we must help,” Craig persisted, “and the sooner we do, the sooner he will leave. The only question is, how can we communicate with him? And after that, how manage to examine a body of that size?”


  “A movie,” Hamilton suggested. “We might flash our answer on the moon as he did.”


  “Impossible,” Dobson objected. Again there was silence.


  “We must find a way.” Craig rose to pace the floor. “Even if only to ask him not to move until we can clear a pathway to the ocean so he can reach his space-ship. We can’t have more of this destruction. Perhaps we could erect an enormous screen—”


  “Would even that be visible?” The skyscrapers of New York escaped his notice,” Hamilton mused. “I don’t believe his eyesight is even proportionately as acute as ours. We are to him as ants are to us; yet we can see ants clearly. Still he is unable to see us.”


  CRAIG turned nervously. “But now he is watching—waiting for our answer. It is of the utmost importance to him. Without our aid, his people must die. According to the pictures, Uranian scientists have tried everything. All evidence points to a highly developed science there: space-travel, their laboratory equipment, three-dimensional pictures. Their science surpasses ours. But,” he turned suddenly, “there is need of haste. We must communicate with him before he loses hope and leaves. How can we do it?”


  “We might take a projector up in a blimp and shine pictures on the ground,” Hamilton offered.


  “That’s it!” Craig exclaimed. “And we must have a light, an enormous red light larger than anything ever made before, to guide him through a cleared passageway to the sea.”


  “Then you’re not going to help—


  “Yes, I am,” Craig answered slowly, “but the Atlantic Ocean is the only place we can bring his body within our reach. He can wade out as far as necessary.” As excitement gripped him, he spoke rapidly. “We must equip a battleship with a complete laboratory and do our research there. And now,” his face wakened to action, “we must get busy.”


  Government cooperation was procured easily. Ridding Earth of this invading colossus with as little more destruction as possible was of prime importance. Recklessly, Craig took the direction of operations on his own shoulders.


  Within a day, an action film was hurriedly pieced together. The 200-inch reflector, the largest in the world, was taken from the observatory at Palomar Mountain, California, and used on the reverse principle of a telescope to expand a two million candle-power light sufficiently to catch the giant’s eye.


  A five-mile-wide pathway was cleared along a railroad track through Pennsylvania and Maryland; people were routed out like rats, whole cities evacuated, bought by the Government to be demolished under the gigantic feet. A battleship containing a completely equipped laboratory was anchored off Maryland, a block-long flag fastened to her mast.


  The invader still faced west. At a mile’s distance from his gigantic body, the mammoth light was placed on freight cars and lit. From a blimp, a projector was focused to throw an enormously enlarged picture on the ground at his feet. Observers with telescopes stationed on top of the Wrigley Building in Chicago tensely watched for a sign that his weak eyes had found the light.


  Goth was about to turn back to his space-ship, having given up hope that his message on the moon had been seen, when his eyes were attracted to the red glow below. His heart bounded. He bent his head to inspect it closer.


  From the Wrigley Building a radio message was sent to the blimp.


  The picture started. Block-high figures shadowed across the ground.


  The story was simply told—first a short laboratory scene where a doctor offered aid. Then came a picture of the sea, of a battleship with a block-long flag flying from her mast. And finally, by double exposure, they showed a giant man following a red light, to the sea.


  Fearing he might have missed its import, the picture was run again. From Chicago word came that, as he had watched the action, a slow happy smile had crossed his face.


  The train bearing the mammoth light moved. All America waited. Had the invader grasped the import of their message? Would he follow the light, or would he cross haphazardly to the ocean, sacrificing yet more lives under his cumbrous tread? The nation hung in a breathless silence.


  The train covered one mile. . . . two miles. . . . Still the giant had not moved. It slowed, started its third mile. At last he raised his foot.


  Toe first, he set it down, tentatively, gently. Despite the destruction he had caused, observers were touched to see with what care the clumsy, blundering colossus now moved, to note that his forehead was wrinkled in awed wonder at the scientific achievements of this minute life underfoot.


  Beyond his wonderment, Goth felt little but an overwhelming thankfulness that hope for his people lay ahead.


  In this manner, he followed the red light to the sea. America watched his progress from afar, blinking their eyes against the unbelievable fact of his gigantic presence.


  On the ship off the coast of Maryland, Craig and Hamilton waited. As Goth came too close for visibility and the outlines of his body faded to a foggy mist, the battleship weighed anchor, unfurled the block-long flag, and started out to sea.


  When the ship was at a safe distance from shore, the giant took two steps outward. Along the coast the tide rose high, sweeping up past high-water mark.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  THE BARGAIN


  GOTH walked forward gingerly, feeling for a sudden drop in the ocean bed, keeping at some distance from the ship, as if aware that a too abrupt movement of his body might send it floundering.


  When he was waist-deep, the flag dipped wildly. Reading the signal aright, he stopped.


  From overhead, the blimp threw another enormous picture on the water, showing a doctor inoculating a patient.


  Goth understood instantly. Drawing a sealed vial from his belt, he laid it on the bosom of the sea. It was a tiny thing to him, only half the length of his palm, but to the watching Earthmen it was as large as the battleship on which they stood. How could they investigate the contents of a thing that size?


  With one finger, Goth pushed the vial gently toward the ship. With the movement of his body, waves rose, the ship wallowed and plunged. For a moment it seemed she must go under.


  Drenched by the water which swept the deck, Craig clung to the rail.


  “Wire for the fire-boat,” he shouted.


  The vial bumped the ship with a heavy thud. Goth straightened and stood upright, silhouetted foggily against the sea.


  Again the ship plunged. Unmoored, the vial floated from her side. Seeing that, Goth bent again to push it close. This time the crew was prepared. Two men were lowered to the vial’s surface and ropes lashed about it.


  A hole was drilled through the strange metallic top and part of its contents pumped into a barrel.


  Hamilton stood by mystified as these operations were being carried out. At last, unable to contain his curiosity longer, he pulled at Craig’s sleeve.


  “Why did you send for the fire-boat? And what do you think that stuff is?”


  He pointed to the barrel being lowered to the deck.


  Craig was tense with excitement. “I think that’s a sample of the virus,” he said hurriedly.


  “But the fire-boat—”


  Craig was hurrying toward the laboratory with a part of the solution. By the time Hamilton arrived, he had already fixed a slide beneath the microscope. As the Professor entered, he pushed the microscope aside.


  “Well, we won’t need that.” He was peering intently at the slide with his naked eye. “Filterable micro-organisms to Uranians are the size of fleas to us!”


  Hamilton bent to look.


  The solution was infested with clearly visible, wriggling, spiral, pathogenic organisms. Quickly Craig isolated them and made a pure culture.


  He tried several leads without success. While some virulent poisons might effectively kill the germs, he doubted that these could be used with safety on a living body. At last, unsuccessful, he mounted the companion-way and ordered the flag dipped as a signal for the giant to approach.


  Goth had stood waist-deep in water patiently awaiting that signal. He strode over eagerly, bending low to peer at the boat bobbing in the backwash of his movement.


  As he neared, the opaqueness of his body melted to tenuous fog. The humans on board clung tightly to the rail of the plunging boat. Why hadn’t they warned him to move slowly? Surely the boat must capsize under the mounting waves.


  However, as if he sensed their terror, Goth paused until the water calmed.


  The fire-boat Craig had ordered stood nearby. From the laboratory of the battleship a tank of tuberculin was brought and transferred to its deck. Craig followed, mounting the derrick which held the hose. Under his direction, it was swung around until he was able to reach the invisible, foggy flesh.


  HE plunged a surgical knife deep into the transparent substance, cutting a gash twice the length of his own body. Into it gallons of tuberculin were pumped.


  The hose was lowered and filled with the vaccine of small-pox, with the toxin of typhoid. Goth was inoculated with all diseases common to humanity. Then, the battleship weighed anchor and sailed at a distance from which his massive form could be seen. Twenty-four hours later Craig turned excitedly to Hamilton, handing him the telescope through which he had been studying the giant’s body. Five red patches were scattered at intervals over the enormous right arm.


  “Positive reactions,” Hamilton remarked, squinting through the glass, “which proves that Uranians are subject to the same diseases at Earthmen. That should simplify finding a cure for the virus. It may be only one of our own micro-organisms enormously enlarged—”


  “But only five reactions,” Craig interrupted excitedly. “I inoculated him six times. Which disease is he immune to?”


  “What difference does it make?”


  “Maybe none at all; maybe a lot.” He paced the deck slowly. “I’d think nothing of it if he weren’t already suffering from another disease, the one for which he wishes us to find a cure. You see, it might be that virus which makes him immune. So,” he turned suddenly, “for our own sake, we must discover which disease brought no reaction. We may have hit on something important.”


  BACK in the laboratory, Craig made an extract from the unknown virus, inoculating with it animals already infected with various diseases. To calm his nervousness while waiting for sufficient time to elapse to prove results, he turned again to finding a cure for the Uranian plague.


  It was disheartening work. X-rays, iodine, sulphur, ammoniun hydroxide—all proved ineffective.


  While he worked, Hamilton, bored with the inactivity, moved aimlessly about the laboratory. As he passed Craig, his arm brushed against a bottle. It crashed to the shelf, spilling its contents in a wide circle.


  Craig jumped back, surveying the wreckage of his experiment irritably. Virus solution, broken glass and white powder lay in a muddled pool.


  “Well,” he said, “that finishes that.”


  In an effort to make amends, Hamilton was brushing debris from the table.


  “Don’t muddle any more,” Craig said, “just bring me some fresh virus solution from the barrel on deck.” Hamilton started toward the door. “Wait!” Craig’s eye had been arrested by the action of the spilled germs. “Something’s happened.”


  The spiral germs wriggled madly at first, then suddenly ceased all movement. Craig stirred the mess with his finger. They lay unresisting, dead.


  “That does it,” he shouted. “Al! What was in that bottle you broke?” Hamilton grubbed amid the broken glass on the floor, emerging triumphantly with a small labeled bit. “Sodium chloride,” he answered.


  “Salt! Common salt! I’d never have tried that in a million years.”


  “A fine example,” Hamilton answered, “of why one should never cry over spilled—salt.”


  TO Goth, the graphic picture shone a few hours later on the water brought joyous relief. He had almost abandoned hope. Now knowledge that life would continue on the planet which was his home, that his people would survive, filled his heart with an overwhelming gratitude to the Earth-mites who had found a cure for the disease which was wiping them out. He felt the sickness of his body half-pleasurably, knowing that soon it would torment him no longer.


  As he released the worry which had been taunting him with a deepchested sigh, strong waves buffeted the Atlantic coast.


  From his belt, he withdrew the projector and waited for the moon to rise. It was waning now, yet still enough of its lighted surface remained for his message to be seen.


  Uranians had been hopeful of receiving aid from Earth, and they had not been disappointed; Now payment for the inestimable debt must be offered.


  Expecting an answer to the pictures flashed from the blimp telling that a cure had been found, Craig and Hamilton hurried to the Naval Observatory. They arrived in the midst of a heated argument.


  “This is our chance!” A tall Government official strode the room. “We can demand anything from Uranus in payment for the cure. Platinum, gold. . . . Billions of dollars worth of gold. It will put the country on its feet—”


  “Radium is of prime importance,” Dobson said angrily. “Radium can save lives.”


  “And so can gold! I insist that we demand gold!”


  “Gentlemen,” Craig interposed, “Uranus may possess neither. Let us wait to see first what she has to give, perhaps some new element far more valuable than either radium or gold. However,” he smiled slowly, “I anticipated your desires. A film is being prepared now which pictures elements from the most valuable to the least. It is a difficult thing to portray and the Uranian may not get our meaning, may not understand the mathematical relationships of the elements, still—”


  He stopped abruptly as the lights in the room went out and the face of the moon, caught by the telescope eye, was transferred to the screen. “Here is our answer,” he finished.


  But it was not an answer. The second film had not yet been projected. The picture Goth now showed, prepared previously on Uranus as an expression of gratitude in case a cure was found for them on Earth, offered in payment the things Uranians valued, objects d’art which though they might prove valuable as collectors’ items or curiosities, would not appreciably change the economic status of Earth.


  First came an expression of gratitude. A Uranian offered a delicately wrought piece, a thing of minarettes and spires which shone with glistening beauty; then a carved, winged bird of no sort ever seen on Earth Other art objects followed, and always there was heartfelt gratitude in the face and gestures of the giant who offered them.


  “If they are so appreciative,” Dobson said irritably when the picture had run its course, “they should offer us something of intrinsic value.”


  “We will be adequately paid,” Craig said softly.


  When morning came, the Earthmen’s answer was given the giant. The art objects were refused and valuable elements requested. The list was run down and then repeated. To the rarest and most valuable Goth shook his head in negation, spreading his arms wide to show Uranus had little of them, the less rare he nodded eagerly, but on consideration, the Earthmen decided it would not pay to import anything of less value than radium, gold, or platinum from the far planet.


  In the observatory they held council.


  “It is what we should have known,” Hamilton said. “The spectroscope shows that other worlds are composed of the same chemical as ours, and about the same proportion.”


  “But what shall we do?” the government official blustered. “We must receive adequate payment for our salt, for the destruction this giant caused, and for the cure we give him.”


  “We will receive payment,” Craig said quietly, “worthy payment, but not for the salt. It is not necessary to send salt to Uranus. There must be plenty there, just as there is here. However, in payment for the research and destruction we must demand that a test-tube—one of their test-tubes,” he amended, “filled with the live virus be dropped on the Atlantic Ocean every twenty years.”


  There was a shocked silence.


  “The virus!” Dobson breathed incredulously.


  Craig nodded. “In terms of human lives, that bargain is the best we could make. We are trading lives for lives. That virus,” he continued slowly, “is the only cure ever found for the common cold. And I ought to know,” he added ruefully, “I’ve spent most of my life searching one unsuccessfully.”


  Several hundred tons of salt were dropped from planes to Goth’s spaceship. Small though that amount was to Uranians, scientists could analyze it and mine more on their planet.


  Wearily Craig returned to the house he had left only a week ago. So much had happened since then. He sighed tiredly and looked about the debris-filled street. His life’s work was over; the common cold would claim no more lives. Yet beyond his tiredness, he had a feeling of well-being. Size wasn’t might, by any means. He had driven a good bargain.


  Goth was perplexed as he waded towards his space-ship and moved the tons of salt to its interior. Why had these Earth humans not made a better trade? Uranus had been willing to give her best.


  Earth had given him a cure which meant life to his people, and in return had demanded only one test-tube full of the evil virus to be dropped on the Atlantic every twenty years. Oh well. . . . people were queer. . . . door. At their feet lay Bruce Stebbins, a bloody welt on his head. One of the men raised a projector as Stebbins stirred.


  Smith nodded. “No use leaving anyone to spread tales,” he said. “Finish him off.”


  Benjamin stared wildly around him for a weapon. His hand touched a tube. It was hot to the touch, but he yanked it from its socket and flung it with one swift motion. The twenty-five pound missile struck the man and knocked him down.


  Smith turned with a curse. His eyes narrowed at sight of Benjamin. “Burn him down!” he gritted to the men. But as their weapons swung up, President Rutherford’s voice sounded from the door.


  “Hold it! You’re all under arrest!”


  A dozen federal men moved into the room. Dr. Benjamin reached Stebbins in three strides and helped him to his feet. “You all right?” he gasped. Bruce nodded.


  The little scientist turned to Rutherford. “but how . . .?”


  “It seems we didn’t fool Murphy when we took off from the White House,” the President said. “He brought some men and followed. They captured Rohan, Capreldi, and now Smith.”


  President Rutherford put his hand on Benjamin’s arm. “And here’s some news you won’t mind hearing,” he said. “Our friends from the past worked faster than you thought. They completed their plan. It’s all down in the neat hand of Alexander Hamilton, a document that history will remember. Certain of its major premises have already borne fruit, for I’ve contacted Ruler Macheiko of the enemy. All hostilities have ceased, and he meets me at a rendezvous halfway between our respective blockades at noon tomorrow to study the plan.”


  A CITY ON URANUS


  Henry Gade


  Metalis, huge underground city of Uranus, is here described in imaginative story form, based on scientific facts we know of this world through observation. See painting on back cover.


  DID I ever tell you of the time I worked out of Metalis, the metal city of Uranus, for Interplanetary Metals, Inc.? That was the only job I ever had that I liked—as well as I could enjoy anything that smacked of physical servitude!—and I held it for two years. I majored in metallurgy and it was a cinch for me. Maybe I’d have been rich today, if I’d followed it, but I like travel too much. There’s a lot to see in this old solar system, and I want to see it all before I die Well, Metalis is a mighty interesting city, and to an Earthman, it’s something of a perpetual amusement park, with super roller-coasters. Yes, that’s what it could be called—the Roller-coaster City! It’s literally a city on little metal wheels that zoom up and down breathtaking metal causeways like a roller-rink gone mad.


  But let’s describe the city from a visual standpoint. First, like most cities on the giant worlds, it is underground. The atmosphere of Uranus is unbreathable, and artificial atmosphere plants provide air for the cities.


  Metalis is over five miles underground, and it is connected with the surface of Uranus by long tunnel-like tubes, traversed by pneumatic cars that open into surface-strata caverns. Access to the outside is through air-lock trap doors.


  The people of Metalis rarely venture on the surface, except at space ports, and at ventilating outlets.


  When you catch your first glimpse of the city proper, the impression is one of huge mechanical perfection, and Metalis seems to be a city of robots, mounted on roller skates, who continually swoop up and down metal ramps with dizzying speed. But they aren’t robots. All Uranians are rather delicate creatures, paradoxically, perhaps because of their ancient and perfected civilization, and they are encased in metal machines in which they virtually spend all of their lives without emerging.


  The city is constructed mostly of huge buildings that have an air of the cathedral about them They are vast open spaces, crossed by ramps, and lined on both sides by tiers of living quarters, factories, and laboratories. The various levels possess unbreakable glass roadways along which pedestrians skate with unbelievable speed on their electric-powered skates.


  Always most fascinating to me has been the way these machine-clad people traverse the ramps, especially the very steep inclines. Their skates are highly magnetic, and can cling, brake, or simply roll, at will, under the manipulation of the operator. They swoop down almost vertical slopes with scarcely a variation in speed, and they climb up with the same effortless ease.


  Not all of the Uranians have the same sort of metal body-machine. There are many kinds, adapted to various tasks. Metalis is a highly specialized city, and its people are perhaps more specialized than an ant city.


  Rising through the center of these great buildings are the heating and ventilating towers, which top great electric atmosphere machines and electric air-heaters. These columns are in reality great radiators with louvres which distribute heat and air and constant temperature. In a metal city such as this, a constant temperature insures against strains and stresses due to expansion and contraction of metals.


  The city is lighted by permanently installed radium lights which break down several elements into all the radiations necessary to preserve perfect health. Ultra-violet, infra-red, and radioactive waves continually bathe the whole city in precisely measured quantities.


  The entire construction of the city is metal and glass, and it is always spotlessly gleaming and polished. Robot mechanisms remove every speck of dust and debris. The continual stream of traffic up and down the ramps makes of them gleaming silver bands that reflect the light.


  Metalis gets its metals from deep underground fire-pits, which are made accessible by tremendous wells dug down to the magma core of the planet, and kept under tremendous gas-pressure. Any desired metal can be drawn from valves on demand, in a purity of form that needs little smelting.


  Outside these huge buildings is the weirdest landscape to be seen on any planet in the solar system. It is a scene almost from Dante’s Inferno. Forbidding metal-and-rock caverns, fit with the ruddy glare of the fire-pits’ safety outlets to the surface. Uranus has occasional quakes that sometimes cause increased pressure in the metal wells, and safety valves expel the magma to the surface with magnificent displays of pyrotechnics.


  Yes, Metalis is an impressive city to see, and I don’t regret the two years I spent there.


  DERELICTS OF URANUS


  J. Harvey Haggard


  Here is Adventure and Danger. Mud-fishers, and a girl,—and a quasi-human looking for trouble.


  LONNY HIGGENS, once of the earthly planet, stretched out in the conning-tower of his mud-submarine, an aquatic monstrosity of globular reinforced steel that was at home either above or below the surface of the squirming mud seas of Uranus, and sighed lazily.


  “Blast it!” he moaned sleepily and almost regretfully. “There’s something about this planet that makes you have spring fever the year round, and it gets worse and worse! Lonny Higgens, you’re a lazy, nogood fool!—and you’ll never get around to the things you used to dream about.”


  The circular hatch was open over his head, showing a patch of black swirling mists through which dark midges maneuvered in tiny swarms. Just as he was dozing comfortably, forgetful of the humming insects on the outside and the occasional flopping sounds made by things that squirmed in the muddy ocean, something dropped from the mist, falling plunk on his forehead. He jerked sidewise, just as another pellet of balled mud struck him or the end of his nose. He glimpsed a tiny visage, half insect and quasi-human, peering over the hatch rim for an instant.


  “Baron Munchy!” exclaimed Lonny irritably, recognizing this curious specimen of Uranusian life. “Cut that out, or I’ll wring your little neck. I haven’t got time for any of your monkey-shines.”


  A winged thing soared down from the mists, landing on the chair beside his couch, and “Baron Munchy,” like a dragon-fly come to mysterious humanlike life, folded his transparent wings back like a cloak and paced back and forth.


  “Me mad! Me plent’ mad,” rasped Baron Munchy, who produced his tones by a vibration of his wings.


  “Ah, beat it,” snorted Lonny, turning his head away. The small being had brought with him the dank, stagnant aroma of the outer swamps, and that reminded him of untended net-lines hanging in the mud. He was bored with Baron Munchy and his endless lying and conniving. When he had first come to Uranus, two years before, the little rascal had showed up on the landing deck, more dead than alive from a terrific beating at the hands of several of his fellows. Baron Munchy was a born fighter. He survived under the ministrations of the lonely terrestrial and had become attached to the mud-submarine. But he dearly loved to stir up trouble, and nothing pleased the little demon more than to shout insults at mud-monkeys until they fought among themselves. “Go way. I’m tired of listening to your silly chatter.”


  “Me mad as heck!” cried Baron Munchy, sitting down on the edge of the chair like a tiny mannikin and doubling his tiny fists beneath his chitinous chin. “That man say the Boss no good. He say the Boss one big blonde devil. He say—”


  “Shut up,” protested Lonny. “Raeburn’s all right. He’s just a mud-fisher like me, and has got to get along. It’s natural that he doesn’t like a rival, and I’m not a bit riled by your chatter.”


  He was presently snoring and Baron Munchy looked across the space through squinting, calculating eyes. For a moment the mischievous glitter in his faceted eyes became dulled, and then he soared across the bed and sat astride Lonny’s neck, using the adam’s apple for a saddle. Lonny roused with a start and gulped. The small insectlike visage was thrust grimly down to the end of his nose, and a tiny finger was raised emphatically.


  “He say he knock the holy feather from you, Boss,” he chirped grimly. “He say you fish for pearls in mud that belong him. He say that girl make him one fine cook, and—”


  “Huh!” demanded Lonny Higgens. “What girl! Oh, he probably means Lana. Blast it, Munchy, can’t you let a guy sleep? If she wants to fall for a flat tire like Raeburn, it’s no business of mine.”


  Grunting reluctantly, Lonny got up and stretched, cursing in a fervent undertone, at which Baron Munchy looked hopeful.


  “Good Lord, Munchy,” he growled. “Why I ever put up with you and your stirring up trouble is more than I know.” Yet he knew that the little creature’s chatter had helped to break the deadly monotony of the long winter hours in which he had managed to teach pidgin English to the Uranusian.


  He climbed up the ladder, through the hatch, just as a rocking movement was apparent in the hull of the mud-submarine. Down past the oblong landing he saw great circular movements in the mud, where his nets had been a few moments before. Tiny midges were falling into the mud and being drawn into the gyrating vortices.


  Now thoroughly awake, he leaped down and across the landing. In a few seconds he stood cursing at the broken strands of the anchor-lines where his nets had been ripped away.


  “Damn you Whirl-Rays,” he cursed, shaking his fist in the direction of the whirlpools that surged in and out like living things, which of course they were, under their coating of slimy mud. The Whirl-Rays had a way of forcing a stream of mud in a downward spout and creating a resultant whirlpool which sucked everything into its voracious clutches. “That’s my tenth set of nets you’ve got that way.”


  Baron Munchy fluttered out from below and landed on the railing, preening his wings. There was an I-told-you-so expression on his insectivorian countenance. . . . when he saw the angry expression on the terrestrial’s face and heard the flow of vitriolic words, he hopped up and down with impish ecstacy.


  “My goodness, Boss,” he chirruped. “You heap mad! Maybe somethin’ goin’ happen now, huh? Maybe you whip tar out of Raeburn, nuh?”


  Lonny swatted at Baron Munchy with his open palm, but the blow never landed. Out of the mists, coming soddenly from somewhere across the squirming quagmire, came the sounds of a human being crying in desperation.


  “Help! Help!” sounded the voice, and the thing that so startled Lonny Higgens was that the words were unmistakably feminine.


  “Good Lord!” he exploded. “Do you suppose Raeburn really has got Lana in his mud-submarine! Damn it, Baron Munchy, why didn’t you say so before you spoke?”


  II


  CONTRARY to the general belief earlier than 2070, when the explorer Ramundsen first dipped down through the screening vapors of Uranus, the temperature never approached the freezing point, and lurked instead nearer to the boiling mark of water. The boiling point on Uranus varied greatly, however, due to unbelievable fluctuations of the atmospheric pressure.


  Lonny made poor time, slogging along on the mud-shoes fashioned with tough vines over a framework of metal. There was a limit to the speed you could make on such contraptions. Baron Munchy, bordering on a nervous frenzy at the promise of activity, had darted ahead, his filmy wings dissolving quickly in the swirling mist.


  He had a good general idea as to the whereabouts of Raeburn’s mud-submarine. Likewise, he had a fairly good estimate of the mud-fisher’s capabilities and did not think that Lana Hilton would suffer much if Raeburn had not gone completely wacky.


  At times the going was pretty good, where the mud was entwined with thick layers of lightning-kelp—so called because tiny sparkles of static electricity darted from it at each step of his clogged mud-shoes.


  Mud, mud, mud! All Uranus was one vast ball of squirming mud! Thirty-two thousand miles through of squashy mud. Stuff that would run through his fingers, and through the webs of his shoes, and which would suck greedily at his body if he so much as lost his footing. Mud that would never solidify due to the varying turmoil of barometric pressure. Mud that could never dry completely due to the quasi-soluble consistency of Uranusian silt.


  Two years he’d been here now, fishing for the precious mollusks whose pearls might win him the security and prosperity he had never been able to wrest from the over-populated earth. Two years it had been—or nine days as time was reckoned on Uranus. Nine times he had gone around the muddy world, keeping up with daylight—such as it was—and now—blast it—the world was getting him—absorbing him mentally as well as physically—or so it seemed.


  Only four days before (Uranusian, a bit less than a year) the feminine aridity of the planet had been shattered by the coming of that headstrong, unreasoning female, Lana Hilton. Prior to that, there had been company of a sort on Uranus—Link Raeburn’s mud-submarine had often drifted near enough for an occasional chat.


  But Lana’s coming had made a crowd on Uranus, if three can be called a crowd, and Lonny was beginning to wish for the unbroken isolation of other planets with no form of life whatsoever. There was only one method of obtaining Uranusian pearls.


  That method was relatively simple. You had to invest every cent of your savings or heritage, as he had done two years before, and you had to pay towing charges to some space schooner that was coming near Uranus. Sea food came cheaply on Uranus but clothing was a different problem, and you had to have a goodly stock of that.


  Then, when you did find enough pearls to warrant the voyage home, you had to send out an S.O.S. to a nearby space vessel, and the captain, fearing the loss of his command if he disobeyed interplanetary law, would have to come several million miles extra to pick you up, sans submarine, of course, which by that time would be a rusted chunk of worthless metal anyway.


  He was wet to the skin when he heard voices through the mist. To his nose came the suffocating down draft of the fishing vessel, mingled with the faint aroma of ammonia.


  “Sock ’im! Smack ’im down!” he heard Baron Munchy shouting at the top of his tiny voice. “Plaster ’er anotha’ ! Lead with right, dadblamee!”


  Fearing the worst, Lonny tried to hurry, with the result that he became tangled in his mud-shoes and had to flounder the rest of the way. On the landing he shook off as much of the mud as was possible, kicked off his mud-shoes and staggered toward the shaft of light boring up from the hatchway.


  In the center of the control room Baron Munchy was stalking back and forth, yelling like a referee. Link Raeburn’s angular body was sprawled back disgustedly on a low bench, while Lana Hilton was flopped down in a chair at a table, her dejected face propped up by both hands.


  “Whyn’t you wallop in kisser?” demanded Baron Munchy, hopping up to the table beside her and trying to lift an arm. “Smash him over place, Lana!”


  “Damn that mosquito!” snapped Link Raeburn wearily. “Can’t you swat him? Why doesn’t that fool Lonny keep him home where he belongs?”


  “What’s the big idea?” demanded Lonny, looking from one to the other and clawing miserably at his mud coating. He gazed accusingly at the girl in tattered metalline slacks and faded blouse of vitrisheen.


  “So you finally got here,” she commented casually. “I thought that would bring you. He’s chivalrous, isn’t he, Link?”


  “Look here, Raeburn,” snorted Lonny, doubling a grimy fist and turning to the flint-featured man. “Are you trying to play some sort of a game?”


  “Ask Lana,” said Raeburn, puffing at a smoking stem of mud-kelp. “She was the one that screamed.”


  “Maybe it’s me that’s nuts!” exploded Lonny indignantly.


  “Right!” chorused the twain boredly.


  “Sodk ’em Boss!” wailed Baron Munchy, shadow-boxing on the border of the table. “Don’t lettin’ get away with that! Splatter ’em.”


  “Aw, sit down,” growled Link Raeburn, plucking thoughtfully at the delicate outline of a tiny mustache. “Lana yelled all right. That was her way of calling the meeting to order. The three of us constitute the majority on Uranus. And in case you’re getting ideas, her virtue’s safe. She’s got quite a problem on her hands. Tell him, Lana.”


  “You seem to be doing all right,” said the girl, crossing her legs nonchalantly.


  “Well, to put it shortly, her mud-submarine, which was a second hand job, finally caved in from oxidation. So she came around here and demanded that I put her up with room and board for half of her take.”


  “Look here,” demanded Lana Hilton, taking a chamois bag from her bosom, which when opened, displayed a goodly fortune of pink Uranusian pearls. “My shack begins to crumble. Any minute it’ll be heading down to the muddy locker, and that dirty robber wants them all for my keep. Everything I got, I tell you.”


  “Nuts! The gal’s buggy,” said Link Raeburn coldly. “She’s safe enough, I tell you, and if she weren’t there’s not a blasted thing you could do about it. This planet has got her brain whirling. I told her she’d better sound out an S.O.S. and take a powder for earth.”


  “What do you expect from me?” exploded Lonny. “I told you I would have nothing to do with that nova-skirt from the first, when she tried to play us one against the other.”


  “I give up!” cried Lana Hilton, spreading empty hands in a gesture of defeat. “Once I had the lead role in a chorus, and I gave all that up for this. I thought I could handle men with kid gloves, but when it comes to you, Lonny, I’ll say you’ve cast-iron defense.”


  “Raeburn can have you!” snorted Lonny. “For all I care!”


  Spat! Her open hand had snapped out and landed on his cheek.


  “Swat ’er, Boss!” pleaded Baron Munchy delightedly. “Whee! Does that dame have a punch!”


  “Maybe I exaggerated, a trifle,” stammered Lonny, taken aback by the startling reaction.


  “That’s better,” returned Lana Hilton, beginning to pace the control room worriedly. Lonny Higgens wiped a gob of mud thoughtfully from his chin and grinned when he saw that her hand was grimy.


  “Oh, hell!” he said grudgingly. “I’ll have to get back before this mud cakes up on me.”


  “So long,” said Link Raeburn, without looking around.


  “C’mon, Munchy,” called Lonny. “No fireworks.”


  “No fireworks?” repeated Baron Munchy dolefully.


  “None at all. Lana, I’m still a white man, though it’s much against my will. If worse comes to the worst you can have an extra room in my mudswimming hovel. And you can keep your handful of marbles.”


  The girl whirled around, wide-eyed with surprise. A sunburst of hope and relief spread slowly over her features.


  “So you are human, after all!” she gasped. “I’ll just take you up on that before you change your mind, but in order not to have a misunderstanding I’ll let it be known that I’m going to pay half my pearls, whether you like it or not. Don’t stand there grinning like an ape! You act as though I ought to throw in a kiss for good measure.”


  “Go ahead,” snorted Link Raeburn smirkingly. “Right on that muddy kisser.”


  Climbing back into the upper mists, Lonny almost regretted his decision. She had donned a slicker suit and a pair of mud-shoes and was ready to go. The mist swirlers were tumbling about as though alive, and Lonny had never felt so uncomfortable in his whole life.


  III


  HE had to admit that Lana Hilton was adept on her mud-shoes, but she was short of wind and soon began to lag. I would get stuck with a woman—he thought bitterly, not realizing that he spoke out loud.


  She didn’t know what she was talking about—he decided, but for the sake of not starting an argument he kept that to himself. In the meanwhile he slowed his pace to match her own and said nothing. Tiny sparks of miniature lightning shot up from matted mud-kelp and rippled along the supple curvature of her body. She was just goodlooking enough to be a constant cause for trouble among the more populated centers of interplanetary civilization—a regular jinx for a fellow who wanted to get along with the least effort possible.


  He led the way along the thicker clumps of vegetation, choosing the firmer directions for her faltering steps, and for long moments he heard nothing but their own heavy breathings and the sounds of their feet slogging.


  A whirl-ray came out of the mire, sending its tiny maelstrom careening away at a tangent, and leaving a phosphorescent wake. He saw the girl shudder and avert her eyes. Lonny’s own hand had slipped quickly inside his slicker to clutch the holster of a Z-type ray gun.


  “Back at home,” she said thoughtfully, “the suckers all thought Uranus was something of a paradise, something like the south seas. And I fell for that stuff.”


  “Yeh,” agreed Lonny grimly. “And after you got here you were too thickheaded to give up the thing as a bad job, too afraid to face your friends with failure. So you punish yourself with your own temper.”


  “I suppose that’s advice from one who knows,” she retorted sarcastically, pausing to rub the cramped muscles of her leg, then going on as he looked back. “Don’t—think—I’m crazy—if—”


  “Now what’s the matter?” demanded Lonny irritably, pausing to see that she was stopped, and was clutching desperately at her throat, pulling at her collar.


  “Air—I can’t get air,” she gasped. “How—about—you?” Almost instantly, breathing was becoming difficult for Lonny. He peered around with dismay and saw that the mist was rising dangerously and that visibility was much stronger. Out of the distance came a faint eerie whisper, as of distant winds dying.


  “Lana, it looks like we’re in for it,” he said grimly. “That’s high pressure you feel. Pretty soon your ears will begin to ring. And if we don’t hurry we may never get back to boast about things here to our sappy friends at home.”


  When the heavy pressure areas came over Uranus, mists rose high in the air and dispersed slowly. Swift expansion of atmospheric gases caused a tremendous surface pressure that would last for some time. It meant a quick crushing death under air compression if they didn’t reach the mud-submarine.


  Lana Hilton was white with fright and trying hard not to show it. A strange metamorphosis was taking place in the heavens. Lancing colors of orange and red shot up like gigantic swords to flash across the sky. His ears began to throb dully. As the mist rose Lonny saw that they had come too far to the left and that the mud-ship was a hundred yards directly to their right. He saw something else, too.


  A man was running across the muddy surface—if his fast wobbling progress on mud-shoes could have been described as a run. It could be only one person—Link Raeburn.


  A terrible fear seized him. If Raeburn reached the mud-ship and shut them out, they would die horribly. He began to hurry forward—slipped and fell awkwardly. Lana made a wry face and helped him to his feet.


  “The rat,” she gasped. “He heard you refer to my bag of pearls as a mere ‘handful’. It wouldn’t do you any harm to think once in a while before speaking, big boy.” Handful—of course her small collection was a handful compared to his own rich pickings. So that was why she had come with him!


  The world was going around in a whirl now, but Lonny kept staggering onward. Link Raeburn had disappeared. The mud-submarine kept dancing tauntingly before his eyes and then disappearing. If it sank before he reached it the work of long endless months would slip from his grasp. And with it would go his life. Back on earth, they would never know and Raeburn would live a life of affluence and ease.


  “We’ve got to make it, Lana,” he gritted, though every breath was a torment that sent hot flames of pain shooting through every cell. She turned a game, tortured face to his and nodded vehemently.


  A whole school of whirl-rays came rippling toward them, crisscrossing the mud with gleaming trails, and Lonny found his Z-ray weapon—sent the purplish beams of annihilation down into the centers of quivering, living whirlpools. Once he went around and around in narrowing circles toward the opened maw of a whirl-ray, only to see the lower shape dematerialize before the deadly emanation.


  THEY were at the very edge of the submarine, were clambering across the muddy landing, using their last reserve of strength. Link Raeburn was working at the catches of the hatch cover, and had just succeeded in undoing the fastenings. Now he gave a tremendous heave and the thing fell like a trapdoor.


  Hurled on by his wrath, Lonny made a dive for the traitorous visage, but as he dove his foot slipped and he skidded sidewise. His head came down upon a railing brace with a sickening impact and the gun went spinning. Through the darkening chaos of his mind he felt the submarine starting to submerge.


  The mud was creeping up toward his body, was sucking at Lana’s ankles, crawling in a tiny avalanche toward the dome of the hatch cover—now closed. They were beaten—whipped—done for. Now Raeburn could go back to earth—concocting some wild tale as to their death. He would be laughing at them and enjoying every luxury.


  Lana was either dead game or so angry at Link’s betrayal that she refused to give up. Though her face was distorted terribly from heavy pressure and agony, she pressed onward—was crumbling at last to her knees—and pointing wildly.


  Lonny saw what she meant. He could have shouted for joy but breath would not come from his compressed lungs. The gun had fallen upon the lip of the hatch cowling and now the cover was jammed. Through a narrow slit he saw Raeburn’s eyes—narrowed and beastial—and his hands, working like mad to free the mechanism.


  If he went down that way—it meant death for him too. Under heavy pressure the mud would send terrible pseudopods grasping through the slit. Lonny could have laughed. But there was no time for gloating. He saw the hatch door come up again, and then his foot had settled over the gun and he was helping Lana down the stairway.


  “Tough luck, Link,” he whispered huskily, as weakness overcame him and he tumbled down the stairs. Dimly he became aware that the hatch lid was down securely now, and that the submarine was sinking rapidly.


  Lana Hilton clung to the upper ladderway for a moment, then released her hold from paralyzed fingers and fell like a rag doll, bouncing down the steps to come to rest across his own body. A trickle of blood came from her mouth, but she was grinning.


  That was all Lonny knew, for the darkness came up to swallow everything.


  IV


  “WHO hit’m boss? Boss hit’m heap hard!” Baron Munchy, hardly able to lift the damp towel, was dragging it across his mouth, smothering him. Link Raeburn watched the operation Interestedly, but not cautiously, from his position before the instrument panel. Lana Hilton was sitting up dazedly, rearranging her hair.


  “I knew it was too much to expect,” she commented. “Couldn’t leave us alone, could you, Link? I was just beginning to like the idea of getting away from you for good. Ooooh, my head!”


  “I hope our friend had the foresight to stock his larder well,” said Link Raeburn with a shrug. “We may be cooped up here for some time.”


  Lonny sat up, shaking his head dazedly.


  “I ought to whale the tar out of you,” he cried angrily. “But I’ve got more sense than to do it at a time like this. Maybe I’ll do it when the sub-boat comes up to the surface again. I never did have too much faith in you, Raeburn.”


  Link Raeburn laughed. “You won’t do it then, or ever, Lonny. There isn’t an ounce of fight left in you. The planet’s got you. I’ve always believed that you had enough pearls stacked away to make a fortune on earth, but you kept putting the time for departure off into the future.”


  His taunts acted as harsh irritants to Lonny Higgens, who doubled his fists and took a couple of steps forward.


  “Slap ’im down, Boss,” urged Baron Munchy, and Lonny stopped, his shoulders falling.


  “That’s right,” he said, grinning at the little elf. “Fight to the death, like all these insensate creatures of Uranus. No, I’ll not do it. I’m saving myself, against the day I’ll get back to earth.”


  “You’re a fool,” said Link Raeburn. “Next time I’ll get you for keeps.”


  “At least you can save it until we get up from here,” returned Lonny, brushing past the other and examining the instruments. “Depth indication—now four thousand feet. And sinking slowly.”


  With luck, they would be on the surface again in a few hours. Then he would either knock the tar out of Link Raeburn or kick him out in the mud. He felt a deepseated, lethargic contempt for the mud fisher. The dapper man was a despicable murderer at heart, and now he felt only a distant sort of loathing for him.


  Lana was different. In a way she might have been a good sort. He had a hunch that Uranus was affecting her much as it had him, bringing forth his irritable nature, sapping his energy, dulling his sensations in a sluggish, remote way. He had an idea that she would cut an amazingly attractive figure in one of the late translucent evening gowns, back in one of the live spots of the populated planets. At the moment, she was highly intolerable and seli-centered. He would do well to be rid of both of them.


  Baron Munchy was soaring up and down the room, catching midges, when Lonny descended to the lower decks. The atomic motors, he found, were in good condition for an emergency. The trouble with them was that they provided merely a horizontal propulsion. The natural buoyancy of the vessel, coupled with the lessening of surface pressure, would have to raise it from the murky depths.


  The lower deck was almost hemispherical in shape, and fully occupied with power apparatus.


  “They steal’m, Boss!” warned Baron Munchy vindictively. “Now you fight, huh?”


  “Fighting wouldn’t do any good,” Lonny explained wearily. “People don’t fight on Uranus. They’re always fagged out, enervated.”


  “Fagged—” began the impish creature helplessly.


  “I mean that life is too boring to be taken seriously,” went on Lonny. “Otherwise, I’d have knocked the slats out of that smirking back-biter long ago. I may have to do it yet.”


  “You oughta fight’m,” declared Baron Munchy angrily. “They steal house. Steal everything! Why no earthmen fight, Boss?”


  “Because earthmen have to get mad to fight,” returned Lonny, “and you can’t get mad here somehow. Oh, shut up! I don’t know how to explain it. Earthmen just don’t feel violent emotions here on Uranus. They don’t get mad at anything! They don’t fall in love! They’re just sapped dry of everything.”


  His head was aching. It was a good thing his body had recovered from its exposure to the heavy pressure area. He climbed the rampway for the upper deck, and stood motionless, breaking upon a surprising scene.


  ALL of the compartments had been searched, and he saw his cache of Uranusian pearls open to view. The wall safe hung ajar—apparently the deft fingers of Link Raeburn had encountered no great difficulty in finding the combination. His eyes were glittering with fascination, and the girl, too, seemed unable to wrench her eyes from the inviting spectacle.


  “That’s enough,” gasped Link Raeburn, “to set a fellow up for life.”


  “Yeh, and here we are,” returned the girl hollowly, “stuck deep in the mud of Uranus.”


  “Maybe you forget who they belong to,” snorted Lonny, stalking into their midst and slamming his treasure back into its hiding place. “The indicator says we’re at six thousand five hundred and forty-one feet.”


  “Then we’ve stopped,” said Raeburn. “It read the same five minutes ago.”


  Lonny stood watching the gauges and found that the other was right. The mud-submarine had indeed come to a halt. It meant that some sort of an equilibrium was being established in the barometric storm center that raged above.


  “I’ll start the motors and try jarring the ship around a little,” he said, seating himself before the mechanisms. At a touch of his finger, dial bulbs lighted up, and from the lower depths came the whine of machinery. Almost instantly they felt a sidewise lurch, and then a slow climbing motion.


  “It looks good, anyway,” said Link Raeburn. “We’re going up again.”


  “Thank Heaven for small favors,” breathed Lana thankfully, and watched attentively as Lonny began juggling the controls alarmedly. Link’s eyes watched the indicator, and began to show new amazement.


  “We’re not ascending now,” said Lonny grimly. “I don’t know what’s the matter. The motor-drive is okay, but we’re making a crazy circle, over and over, and not getting any higher.”


  “You’re nuts!” burst out Raeburn, stalking forward, waving his arms. Yet the yellow pallor of his face showed that he too had noticed the mud-ship’s erratic behavior. “It’s just not possible! Uranus is all mud—just plain fluid mud!”


  “Or that’s what we’ve thought, up to now,” said Lonny significantly.


  “What do you mean?” demanded Lana. “You can’t mean that we’re trapped here with a fortune just in our grasp.”


  The whine of the lower motors mounted, and as a result the mud-submarine began spinning around like a top. Yet the depth pointer had not moved.


  “It means that there’s some sort of a skeletal core to Uranus after all,” said Lonny with a vanquished sigh, snapping off the motors and pushing back from the controls. “Add what’s more, it means that we’ve bumped into it.”


  “But how?” demanded Raeburn. “Even if there is a solid core, nothing would prevent our ship from floating up again.”


  “Unless our vessel happened to get caught under a ledge,” returned Lonny pointedly. “We sank while the pressure was heavy, and then when it lessened, began to ascend. We climbed a short way and stopped. Then our horizontal screws sends the ship around in a short circle, indicating that we are in a shelving pocket. We can’t descend unless the pressure storm gets violent again! And we can’t dumb through a shelving ledge of solid core. So our chances of getting out of here are rather slim.”


  Raeburn’s furtive eyes were glowing, like those of a beast at bay. He whirled around, struck out wildly at the controls, started the engines and sent the mud-submarine spinning around again, but to no avail. Lana Hilton watched his every move, and she too was like a tigress at bay.


  Like animals they glared around at the berylumir hulls, thinking of the millions of pounds per square inch waiting beyond—trying to press in upon them. An instant’s exposure to that and a human body would be but a pulpy mass.


  They felt helpless and insignificant. To the two who glared unbelievingly at the controls, the apparent unconcern of Lonny Higgens amounted to madness. He appeared not to be able to fully appreciate the true reasons for their violent perturbation. He was humming a tune through his teeth, and searching among tiny wall nitches, from which he presently withdrew a tiny skillet.


  “No use getting excited,” he told them. “The chances are that the pressure storms won’t come around soon enough to do us any good. At any rate, there’s nothing to stop us from eating while we’re hungry—that is, while the food supply holds out.”


  V


  “YOU’RE not human,” said Link Raeburn accusingly, and he shook a quivering finger at Lonny. “Here we are in the face of death, and all you think of is your stomach.”


  “There’s not much choice,” said Lonny Higgens, “when a fellow’s empty. And the menu never changes here. Besides, eating might help you to think.”


  “You shouldn’t think while you’re eating,” reprimanded Lana. “It’ll give you indigestion.”


  “Great Space!” broke out Raeburn. “You too! Who gives a hang about indigestion? Listen, you pair of fools, we’re snagged down here on the bottom of a sea of mud. Pearls won’t mean a thing to us in this fix! We’ll be lucky if we ever get out of this with a whole skin.” He began pacing up and down the room, swinging his hands, while Lonny inspected the storage compartment.


  “Looks like a fish dinner,” he sighed. “Of course there are clams, of the mud-kelp variety, and Uranusian lobsters—they’re really delicious at this time of the year. Then we’ve got a very good variety of that piscatorial wonder known here as a whirl-ray, whose steaks are rather tasty. But in the last analysis, just fish.”


  “I’ll take the same,” groaned Lana Hilton, rolling her eyes toward the ceiling with an attitude of unwilling acquiescence. “Between going nuts and getting the d. t.’s I’ll take the nuts. Maybe I can forget a few trifles of life by just being in your company. At least it’ll keep me from thinking over what a swell opportunity I had for being a good little girl. By the way, Lonny, do you think there’s a Hereafter, here on Uranus?”


  “Why not?” asked Lonny with a grimace as he laid thick white slices of whirl-ray in the skillet and turned on an electric grid. “I suppose they’d picture there as some sort of a glorified place where mud just couldn’t exist.”


  “Yeh, probably with green fields, waterfalls, and mountains,” returned Lana, leaning on her fist with a reminiscent sigh, “Gosh, sometimes I wonder why I ever left those good things, and then again—what’s the diff?”


  THE fried steaks sent a not unpleasant aroma drifting through the control room. Lonny sat a tiny side plate on the table, and pulled up a high slender chair like a baby’s high-chair, to which Baron Munchy soared. He tucked a napkin under his chin and sat waiting, with tiny knife and fork raised high. The sight was so amusing that somehow Lana found time to laugh.


  “You really coddle the little rascal, don’t you?” she asked, “and for some reason I never really considered these manlike dragon-flies with having any intelligence whatever.”


  “Oh, they’re smart in a way,” agreed Lonny between bites. “You know I’ve always had a theory that his race of beings came from one of the moons of Uranus. There are four of them, you know. I suspect he came from Umbriel.”


  “Well, little man,” said Lana. “Maybe you’re an Umbriellian. But where is your umbrella?”


  “Or an Arielite,” suggesed Lonny. “Without a lantern.”


  “Or a Titanian, or an Oberonian,” said Lana.


  “Slap ’em down,” sighed Baron Munchy in a flattered manner. “Give both barrels.”


  “Say, let up with that kind of chatter, won’t you?” groaned Link Raeburn, after trying again and again to get the mud-ship from beneath the deep ledge. “I’m going batty, I tell you. Completely batty!”


  “Probably it’s the pressure,” commented Lonny. “High blood pressure.”


  With the table cleared, Lana’s good spirits had taken another slump. She went gloomily with Raeburn to check the air, food, and water supplies of the strange craft. When they returned Lonny Higgens was curled up on a couch, snoring lustily.


  “I don’t get it,” said Raeburn, throwing up his hands in despair. “He isn’t like a man any more. He isn’t like anything living. It’s his ship, and he ought to know more about it than anyone. Oh well, if everybody else is going to give up the ghost, why should I worry?”


  “Sure,” said Lana. “Why should we worry. Maybe his surmise wasn’t true. Maybe it’s something else holding us down. Maybe it’s our imagination.”


  She sat down, her mind in a daze. How long she sat there in a trancelike state she didn’t know, but a movement from Lonny Higgens aroused her. Link Raeburn was stretched out on the floor, his mouth wide open, eyes closed with complete exhaustion and utter relaxation.


  “I think I’ve got an idea,” said Lonny, stretching his arms and staggering to his feet. He looked at the controls and found that they were at the same depth. 6,541 feet. Their position had not altered a trifle. “We’ve been here over eight hours. No barometric storm ever lasted that long on Uranus. The pressure must have been released on the upper surface by now. And we’ve got to have a heavy pressure area again somewhere. It just occurred to me that we might create that heavy pressure on the roof of this ledge that we’re under, which would suffice just as well.”


  “But how?” demanded Lana, and followed as he went to the berylumin hull at one end of the control room and pulled down a shutter. He had exposed a transparent plate of glassite, now black as ink with the outer mud, in whose center a pair of binoculars had been frozen into the vitreous substance.


  “We’ll use the field glass as a terminal,” he explained, making disconnections at the control board and bringing two current wires in the direction of the wall. He affixed one wire to the binoculars and clamped the other against a rim of the porte. “This glassite will act as an insulator and we can force an electric current through the outer mud. There’s a possibility that the current will react on the watery content to release hydrogen and oxygen through electrolysis. I really don’t think it will work, but it’s a good way to occupy our minds.”


  SHE watched as he made the terminals secure, then stepped up the amperage on the desk instruments. Very faintly, blue lightning flashes of electricity could be seen streaking through the outer mud against the glassite. For long moments they watched as nothing happened.


  Then he sighed disappointedly.


  “No use, I guess,” he said reluctantly. “Too much outer pressure for gases to form.”


  “You mean—it’s the end?” she asked in a tiny voice. Her hands reached out and caught him by the shoulders abruptly. For a moment the outer mask of her face had slipped and her frightened soul stared through. When Lonny started to draw back, she held on.


  “Gosh, Lonny,” she said hurriedly. “Maybe I’m a little fool to break down like this. I think—I think I may even be going to cry. But I’ve seen what you’re really like these last few hours—under the stress of everything, I mean. You’re really pretty decent and brave. You needn’t deny that you’ve got courage, and a lot of other admirable qualities. Your only trouble has been in letting the awful lethargy of Uranus get hold of you. That’s all that’s wrong, and what you need is something to jar you loose from this planet. Then you’d be a great guy. I really mean it, Lonny.”


  Her eyes were shining like stars. She was on the verge of a complete breakdown. Yet Lonny Higgens was held as though in a spell, for her words had done something that had not happened in a long time, had broken through his apathy.


  Now, moving swiftly, she pressed her lips against his own, and they stood in a long silent embrace. Lenny’s head was whirling, and he stumbled back, his hand crashing against a rheostat. A thunderous surge of high voltage crackled suddenly, kniving along the glassite, and the motors from the lower decks sang a mounting, thunderous song.


  At the same time, everything shifted. Something had dealt the mud-submarine a tremendous blow from above.


  They were sent careening against the hull and then to the floor, which began to tilt. Link Raeburn had been thrown to his hands and knees. Now his eyes goggled up at the instrument panel. Lonny Higgens sat sprawled out with the girl a tumbled heap in his arms.


  “Good going, Lonny!” cried Raeburn incredulously. “We’re sinking again. How did you manage to do it?”


  Lonny blinked through a cascade of tumbling russet curls and looked up wonderingly.


  “I suppose the electrolysis worked after all,” he answered weakly. “Under the pressure, the high voltage must have produced liquid oxygen, and then ignited it. And if the propellors are working we ought to be able to wriggle out into the dear some way.”


  “That puts a different light on the entire matter,” said Raeburn, getting to his feet and drawing a ray pistol from his pocket. “I told you I would do you in for good the next time I made a try. Get up, Lonny, and start saying your prayers.”


  “My goodness,” gasped Baron Munchy, crawling up over the edge of the control chair and looking on with glittering, faceted eyes.


  VI


  LONNY HIGGENS got up slowly, then glanced lazily toward the control instruments, where the depth indicator had dipped down noticeably.


  “That’s all very well in due time,” he said, “but we’re still under the ledge, and not out of danger by any means. If we don’t shove from under it we’ll land back in the same shape.”


  “Get over to those controls then,” ordered Raeburn.


  Lonny grinned and went to the familiar seat. The craft was making larger circles as it descended, indicating that his guess must have been correct, that they were in a pocket, and that the pocket was broadening.


  Somewhere at the bottom of that pocket was a tunnel opening upon the outer ocean and it was up to him to find that opening—blindfold. If they could only keep descending until the vessel entered the channel their main problem would be solved. But if the pressure generated from the explosion was dissipated too suddenly, his mud-ship would ascend into the trap and stay forever there on the muddy ocean floor.


  He felt a lurch. The ship had paused and was sinking no longer. This then, was the limit. It would not go low enough. He saw the horror in Raeburn’s eyes.


  They would die from starvation here. The gun in Raeburn’s hands would be merciful, if it relieved them from the more hideous death that was certain to come.


  The hull shuddered, slipped against a rocky outer substance that seemed to give way suddenly. He felt the relaxation of the outer barrier through the controls, knew that the propellors were driving it out and into the true bed of the Uranusian ocean. The needle indicator paused uncertainly, started to rise. By the expression on Raeburn’s face he knew that the other had not guessed that their trap was behind them.


  It was his chance. Lonny’s hands moved swiftly on the controls. A surge of power sent the rear-drive mud-propellers spinning. Too much power. The ship tilted swiftly and Raeburn lost his balance. The man at the controls left them in a flash.


  Lonny seized the wrist that held the gun, wrenched it away. It went skidding across the floor. Then he stuck out fiercely at the sardonic features so close to him. Raeburn rocked backward, flailing out with both hands, as Lonny came in again, both fists landing solidly. His antagonist spun backward, then fell helplessly to the decking. Baron Munchy was jumping up and down in ecstacy.


  “Hit’m, Boss! Sock ’im again!” he piped, but Lonny picked up the gun, slipped it into his pocket, and shook his head in the negative.


  “There’s to be no more fighting, Raeburn,” he said. “I’ll pick you off with the gun if you start anything. When we break the surface you can get your mud-shoes and go.”


  Four thousand feet. Three thousand. The mud-submarine was rising rapidly now, had passed the two thousand mark.


  “You’ve really hurt the little fellow’s feelings,” said Lana Hilton, evading his eyes and gesturing toward Baron Munchy, who was beating his fists against the wall in sheer frustration. “He must have been praying for blood and thunder.


  “I’ll plaster ’im!” Munchy was squeaking. “I’ll do him in!”


  One thousand.


  “He’s a misfit here,” said Lonny slowly. “He comes from Umbriel, on one of the other moons. On his own world he was used to great activity. Uranus hasn’t affected him—acting upon his nerves—as it has the rest of us. But he’s a misfit here. He expects the normal activity of his own satellite upon Uranus. That just isn’t possible. I think he’d like it on earth.”


  “You mean—” began Lana, just as the mud-submarine broke the surface and began bobbing to a rest. Lonny followed Raeburn up the hatchway, watched him open it. The upper mists broke in damply, sending heavy white furlers about their faces. Link Raeburn looked glum and defeated as he donned the heavy mud-shoes and slogged away into the mist.


  Lonny Higgens closed the hatchway and yawned. He was beginning to feel dog-tired again—a normal sensation on Uranus—but a grim decision had taken shape in his mind.


  “Sure,” he said, in answer to the question in her gleaming eyes. “I’m going to get out of here. I’m going to send an S.O.S. If that doesn’t work I’ll get a straight call through to earth, charter a space yacht, and have it sent to pick us up.”


  “Lonny, you mean, that—” began Lana, moving toward him with her lips invitingly close.


  But Lonny Higgens evaded her. He turned his back and sat down in a chair, then yawned again. Uranus had him! Old rocking chair had him! Something had him, as long as he was on this blasted planet.


  Lovely as Lana was, it would take more energy than he could assimilate to make love to her on this muddy world.


  “I guess you’ll have to save it,” he sighed regretfully. “But you’d not be safe to try those tactics again—once we get back on earth.”


  THE WORLDS OF TOMORROW


  URANUS, THE MOUNTAIN WORLD


  URANUS, the seventh planet from the Sun, is known throughout the System as the Mountain World. Just as Venus is most renowned for its great swamps, and Mars for its deserts, and Pluto for its ice-fields, so the titanic mountains of Uranus are its best-known natural feature.


  There are no mountains elsewhere in the Solar System like them. The ranges of old Earth, or the low hills of Jupiter or icy mountains of Pluto are mere molehills compared to the mighty Uranian peaks. Even the smaller ranges soar to heights of five and ten miles. Many of the great peaks are very much higher. And there is one colossal range in the northern hemisphere, called the Mystery Mountains, which have an altitude of at least twenty miles and possibly much more.


  The Mystery Mountains’ eternally cloud-wrapped upper heights have never been explored. It is believed that strange creatures inhabit those lofty hidden heights, since occasionally men have found grotesque bodies floating down the North River that flows from those mountains toward the Polar Sea.


  The People of Darkness


  These stupendous mountain ranges intersect the whole surface of Uranus, divided by chasm-like valleys of incredible depth. Beneath the surface of the planet is a natural wonder almost as great as the mountains, the great caves of Uranus. The interior of the planet is honeycombed by a labyrinth of caverns unmatched anywhere else in the System.
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  Men have explored some of the upper caverns. There is a tiny amount of light in them, emitted from the radioactive minerals in which Uranus is rich. And there is a whole range of life-forms that exist in the caverns and never emerge into the sunlight. These beasts and birds, and also the fish and water creatures that dwell in the underground rivers and sunless seas, have developed eyes capable of seeing clearly in the dim radioactive glow.


  Also, there are humans of a primitive kind who dwell in the caves and are known as the People of Darkness. They are presumed to be descendants of Uranian stock who ages ago went down into the caves and developed eyesight capable of seeing well there. These People of Darkness never appear on the surface. Intense light dazzles them.


  Uranus, like most of the outer planets, is kept warm in spite of its great distance from the Sun by the heat of the radioactive matter in its core. This radioactive matter is responsible also for another of the wonders of the seventh planet—the Shining Seat in the southern hemisphere.


  It is a sea whose waters are so impregnated with radioactive material from deposits in its bed that it glows at night like a great lake of light. The Uranian city of Lulanee is built on the shores of the Shining Sea, and is considered by interplanetary travelers to possess one of the most beautiful settings of any city in the System.


  The Endless River


  Another remarkable natural feature of Uranus is the Endless River. This is a torrential stream which flows around the whole planet near the equator. Its waters are kept flowing in an endless course, tugged by the tidal pull of the four moons of the planet. Evaporation of the Endless River is just matched by the inflow of smaller streams, and its perpetual rushing flow from west to east never ceases. It has eroded for itself a deep canyon all around the planet. At one point, a mass of silver-bearing rock which resisted the erosion forms a natural bridge across the canyon and river. Near this natural span, which is called Silver Bridge, is situated the Uranian city of Losor.


  In the wilds south of Losor is the remarkable mountain called Meteor Peak. It is not a natural mountain like the other peaks of Uranus, but is in fact a huge meteor which fell there in times past and half-buried itself in the ground. Because of its unique metallic nature the meteor did not shatter, and still rises from the wilds as a great, dome-like mass of metal. It has sometimes been used as a quarry for certain metals, but that has now been prohibited.


  The Valley of Voices


  In the southern hemisphere is the Valley of Voices. This is one of the curiosities of the System. It is a vast chasm in which ehoes literally go on forever. The echo of any sound, in any other place, rapidly dies away as the sound vibrations lose power. But in the Valley of Voices, sheets of a talc-like material exuded from the cliffs seem to have the power of recording in some way any sound vibrations which fall upon them.
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  These queer talc-sheets, whenever the wind strikes them, give forth all the sounds they have “recorded.” The result is that in the Valley of Voices one can still clearly hear sounds and human voices which are echoing after thousands of years.


  On the high tableland in the north which is called Cloud Plateau, is located the loftiest Uranian city. It is Sky City, and is well named because of its extreme altitude. It is of more recent origin than Lulanee and Losor and the other Uranian cities, since it was not until the invention of rocket-aircraft that a city upon this lofty highland became feasible.


  The ordinary interplanetary traveler who visits Uranus is always a little bewildered by its moons. Their orbits are the strangest of any satellites in the whole System, for instead of revolving around the planet in the plane of the ecliptic, their orbits are almost at right angles to that plane. To complicate matters, the plane of Uranus’ own rotation is at a sharp angle to the ecliptic plane. To make things still stranger, both the rotation of Uranus and the revolution of its moons are from west to east instead of from east to west.


  The result is that on Uranus, the sun rises in the west and sets in the east, and that it is always far in the north or in the south, but never directly overhead. You will see the sun go down in the far north, and then see the moons come up in the west and turtle across the sky toward the eastern horizon. The whole process is confusing to strangers from other worlds, though the Uranians claim that other worlds are as confusing to them.


  Uranian Civilization


  The Uranians are one of the most individual peoples in the System. Physically, they are much like other planetary peoples, which is not strange now that it is known that all worlds’ peoples came originally of a common stock. The Uranians have yellow skins, dark hair, and small, dark eyes. They possessed considerable civilization long before Earthmen came pioneering to their world, though there is no evidence that the ancient Uranians ever experimented with space travel as the ancient Martians and Jovians did.


  The Uranians are for the most part a hardy race, as would be expected from a people inhabiting such a mountainous world. But they are perhaps the most conservative and tradition-ridden people in all the nine worlds. They revere custom, and practice a suave courtesy that most people find rather wearying. They are staunch friends, but have none of the high-tempered élan of Mercurians, or indolent good nature of Venusians, or cocky friendliness of Earthmen.


  They are not especially distinguished in architecture or the arts, but they are perhaps the most skilled miners in the System, due to their long acquaintance with the underground labyrinth of their world. Wherever you go in the System to mining projects, you will find a few Uranian technicians.


  Flora and Fauna


  The flora of Uranus is not remarkable, since the planet lacks any very great forests. Most of its trees are stunted ones clinging to their mountain-cliffs. There are lush jungles in some of the deeper valleys, however. Perhaps the most distinctive plant-life of Uranus are its Floating Flowers—flowers that drift in the air by means of sacs into which pure hydrogen is exuded, and whose trailing air-roots supply them with water and nutrition from the air.


  The animal life of Uranus is abundant, and comprises many of the most ferocious carnivores in the System. The so-called “cliff-apes” are the most dreaded, being not really apes but huge bear-like animals whose six limbs are adapted for clambering over the sheer precipices. The “cloudcats” are almost as dangerous, being large felines who haunt the cloud-wrapped upper heights of the peaks, and stalk their prey in the eternal mists.


  More famous than any ground animals are the great birds of prey of Uranus. No birds in the System attain such incredible size as these monsters. The “thunder-hawk” has vast wings which can shadow a whole village and can carry off huge beasts in its claws. The “harpies” that are so named because of the remarkable human-like appearance of their winged bodies are really only voracious birds of prey. Their human-like appearance is mere accident, and they are in no way as intelligent as the Qualus, the famous winged men of north Saturn.


  There are many other species of beasts and birds in the great caverns. But little is known of their natures, since exploration of those sunless depths is always dangerous, and the man who dares to enter them is at a terrible disadvantage in their dark recesses against his attackers.


  “SHADRACH”


  Nelson S. Bond


  Once, in Bible times, three men were cast into a fiery furnace—and lived! Now, on far-off, frozen Titania, three space-bitten Shadrachs faced the same awful test of godship.


  THE man at the end of the bar was very drunk. That was not, in itself, unusual. Xuerl’s Cosmobar, dangling like a leech on the drab outskirts of Mars Central, did not cater to a select clientele. It was not noted for its culture or gentility; it was famed from one end of the System to another as a place where a hard-fisted, full-pursed spaceman, newly in from the mines or out from Earth, could get a weapon or a wench, a bottle or a battle, any or all with equal celerity. And at an instant’s notice.


  But the man at the end of the bar was very drunk. So drunk, indeed, that he seemed neither to notice nor to be concerned about the actions of his comrades. And they, Chip Warren thought as he watched the bleary man pour yet another jigger of green from a malevolently gleaming bottle of lisk, were a particularly evillooking and ill-assorted lot. Even for a dive like this.


  “A Venusian,” he mused, “a greenie, a runt—and an Earthman. Like bugs in a rug. . . .”


  “Trink?” piped a thin, reedy voice at Chip’s elbow. “Trink, ssor?”


  Chip shook his head in reply to the Martian barman’s query. Damned chrysanthemum! he thought. Damned squeaking, upright chrysanthemum! He would never, so long as he lived, get used to hearing English speech emanating from the curled petals that served as a Redlander’s head. Martians tried to look like Earthlings. They braced their soft, pallid bodies in steel uprights, they underwent serious and probably painful operations to give themselves a humanoid appearance, but they still looked—and always would to Chip—like ungainly flowers of madness.


  “No,” he said. “Not just now, thanks. Later.” He returned his gaze to the group at the end of the bar. A new member had joined the quartet. Another Earthman. Warren’s eyes became more speculative as the newcomer drew the Jovian aside, queried him briefly, then moved to the drunken man’s shoulder.


  “Trink?” piped the persistent voice of the barman.


  “Blast jets!” said Chip curtly. “I’ll order when I get damn good and—hey!”


  THE gasp broke unbidden from his lips. In the din and confusion of Xuerl’s Cosmobar it went unnoticed, even as had gone unnoticed by everyone else the momentary byplay he had glimpsed.


  As the newcomer slipped his arm about the drunken man’s shoulder, the first Earthman, turning suddenly, dropped from his hand to the floor a previously concealed something. A silvery, glistening, round something that hit the floor—and bounced!


  Four figures reacted immediately, violently, eagerly. The Venusian, the Uranian, the Jovian—like four minds with but a single thought they formed a wall of flesh around the drunken one. The other Earthman’s hand leaped out greedily to catch the bouncing blob on the rebound. But in vain. The drunk had retrieved the object, shoved it into a pocket.


  But Chip Warren knew what the object was. It was a ball of ekalastron!


  Ekalastron! Most recently discovered, rarest, and most precious of all metals known to man! A metal so unique that up to the time of its discovery there had been no place for it in man’s supposedly “complete” periodic table.


  A metal that, defying man’s previous deliberations on the habits of metals, supplied man with the most valuable servant he had ever known. A metal so light that a child could carry enough in one hand to coat the entire hull of a space-cruiser—yet so adamant that a gossamer film of it would deflect the impact of a meteoride or the battering crush of a rotor-gun shell! A metal strong enough to grind diamonds to powder—but so resilient that, when molded and properly treated, it would bounce like a rubber ball!


  In all the wide universe, hungry mankind had found less than two tons of this vitally precious new metal. An ounce was worth a prince’s ransom; so jealously was each gram weighed, guarded and distributed that the U.S.C.—Universal Science Council—could account for every known ounce of it. Yet here, in the noisy bar of Mars’ most infamous refuge for scoundrels, a drunken miner toyed with a chunk the size of a billiard ball!


  If Chip Warren’s attention had previously been attracted by the oddly-assorted quintet, it was riveted now. Fierce curiosity hunched him forward. Abandoning all shame at eavesdropping, he strained eyes and ears upon the group.


  It was well that he did so. Otherwise he would not have seen the sober Earthman’s gesture to the bartender, the bartender’s furtive acquiescence, the tentacular hand opening a colorless phial, pouring its contents into the miner’s bottle of lisk. There would have been no one to protect the drunken man from the drug that would swiftly have left him at the mercy of his companions.


  But Chip was watching. And moving on raw instinct, without a thought for the consequences, he surged forward. His arm brushed the surprised Uranian aside, his hand thrust just in time to sweep the doped drink from the miner’s lips. Glass shattered on the floor, singing a shrill song. Chip’s challenging voice echoed its brittle crispness.


  “Hold course a minute, buckoes!” he ordered. “What in space goes on around here?”


  CHIP thought afterward that never in his life had he ever looked upon such stark, forbidding coldness as that which, in the next moment, flamed upon him from the eyes of the newly arrived Earthman.


  Everything about the man was cold, bitter and bleak as the hostile depths of space. His eyes were glacier-gray, his lips thin and bloodless as hoarfrost; the hand he shoved forward to grip Chip’s wrist in steely grasp was like ice.


  The coldness of death was in his voice, although he spoke with infinite quietude.


  “I might ask the same of you, sailor.” The man had raven-black hair save where, from a widow’s peak, one single swatch of pure white sprang startlingly to lie like a stream of ice between dark banks. “By what right do you intrude on a private party?”


  Chip shook the man’s hand from his wrist. His eyes parried with hot defiance the stranger’s frigid calm.


  “By the right of any man,” he growled, “to see fair play! I saw—”


  “A moment, sailor!” The man’s voice was like a low note struck in warning. “Before you tell what you saw, you might like to know who I am. My name is Blaze Amborg.”


  “I don’t give a portside blast,” snarled Chip, “if your name is Lucifer himself. I saw—”


  “You haven’t been out here long, have you, sailor? Well—that’s your misfortune, I fear. Torth!”


  He inclined his head gently toward the giant Venusian. The big man rolled forward. His hamlike paws reached for Chip. But fast as he moved, Chip moved faster still; in the split of a second his hand had found his belt. The dull lights of the Cosmobar glinted sallowly on metal that prodded Amborg’s middle.


  “So that’s the way it is, eh?” gritted Chip. “Your bullies do your fighting for you? Well, maybe you’re right. I haven’t been out here long. But where I come from, men do their own scrapping. Now—tell these scum of yours to keep their distance, or by the Seven Sacred Stars, I’ll let ether through you!”


  A man could not tell by studying Amborg’s features if his lips were white with fear or what. But the ice in his eyes was deeper, more shadowy. And he said, “Back, Torth!”


  “That’s better!” approved Chip. “And now—come out of it, you!” The drunken man had finally slipped out of the picture. Blissfully unaware of what was going on about him, his head had slumped to the bar. He was asleep, lips loosely agape, breath coming in sodden grunts. Chip grasped the nape of his neck, shook him roughly. “Pull yourself together!” he commanded. “We’re getting out of here!”


  The man came to with a start, stared at Chip Warren blearily. “W-whuzzup? Whuzzmatter? Don’ shake me like that, ole boy. All pals t’gether. All good ole pals. . . .”


  His head dropped forward again, and Chip sighed. It was like kicking a pup, he thought, but it had to be done. His rousing slap jarred the drunk to grieved awareness.


  “Hey! Don’ do that! We’re pals, ain’t we? All—”


  “I wouldn’t know about that,” snorted Chip. “But I do know these other ‘pals’ of yours are getting ready to dig you for that—that stuff in your pocket.”


  THAT did it. The warning drove its way through the miner’s stupor. His head jerked up, his eyes widened, and a hand clawed at his pocket.


  “What? My ekalastron? The filthy thieves—!”


  His loud voice carried throughout the room clearly. Too clearly. For with a sudden fear, Chip could feel a tension, tighten through the hard habitues of the bar. Nervous scrapings of feet, the froufrou of suddenly intense voices. “Ekalastron! Eka—”


  For a moment, Chip’s guard relaxed. He twisted his head to survey a new and potent danger. And as he did so, a sharp cry burst from Amborg’s lips. “Raat ’Aran! Torth!”


  Chip whirled back to face immediate trouble. Shapes were plunging down upon him. He wheeled, slipped, tumbled to one side even as the scorching burst of a needle gun seared a hissing path past his shoulder. Someone behind screamed a high, thin scream that died in a choked gurgle. . . .


  Then all was madness! The magic word “ekalastron” had wakened the riches-lust of the mob; now the presence of death had roused its blood-lust. In the space of a moment’s time, a score of guns were drawn and wildly flaming as the throng charged the bar.


  Chip only lived in that moment because he lay helplessly asprawl upon the floor. The hobnailed boots of miners kicked and trampled him, thick bodies struggled, cursed and groaned above him. Once as he tried to scramble to his feet his hand slipped nauseatingly in a pool of freshly spilled and steaming blood.


  He was aware that somewhere in the howling mob that fought, not knowing why, and fighting died, the glacier-eyed Amborg strained for sight of him. But the tide of conflict, sweeping over and about them, separated them.


  There came a reedy cry in the voice of the Martian barman; the lights went out suddenly, and the room was alive and spiteful with the flames of criss-crossing fire-needles. A questing hand found Chip’s throat in the darkness, fingers tightened. But in a flash of fire, Chip saw the figure atop him suddenly crumple, steel clattered aimlessly beside him as his assailant choked and died. Thus close to him walked mad, unreasoning Death.


  But he was on his feet again, now, and armed! Chip forced his way toward that spot at the bar where last he had glimpsed the drunken miner. No figure stood there, but his feet stumbled against a yielding body. He stooped—then he blinked as the lights suddenly flared on again.


  He looked upon a frightful scene of carnage. Where men had fought, a dozen bodies lay upon the floor like broken things; elsewhere about the room a dozen struggling piles of life, human and humanoid, white, coral and green, Earth-born and spawn of a dozen globes, still fought their purposeless battle. And at the far side of the room—


  Amborg!


  But Amborg had seen him first. Even as he raised his needle-gun, Chip realized the dousing of the lights, the sudden return of them, had been a trick of Amborg’s to gain advantage. The other man had the drop on him . . . even now his hand was tightening on the press.


  And then, miraculously—


  “Hold!” cried a thunderous voice. “Stay now thine hand from the sword, yea, loose not thine arrow from the bow—else by My might shall I crush thee to the dust, truly My lightnings shall wither thee with fire!’ Thus saith my Lord God which is Jehovah!”


  A vast, awed silence fell suddenly upon the room, a paralysis seized all forms and held them motionless. Amborg stayed his finger. All eyes sought the doorway. And there, covering the whole of the Cosmobar with the ugliest but most efficient looking piece of private ordnance Chip had seen in his life, stood a man. A tall, gangling scarecrow garbed in rusty black; a lean-jawed, hawk-eyed man with tumbling locks of silver and blazing eyes.


  A whisper arose from men’s lips. A whisper at once respectful and—fearful.


  “It’s Salvation! Salvation Smith!”


  FOR a long, dramatic moment the old man stood there in the doorway; then, satisfied that all motion had stopped, he stepped forward into the room. Chip knew, now, who—and what—he was. “Salvation” Smith, sin-driving missionary of the Wastelands, was a legendary, almost fabulous, figure of the Martian scene.


  A devoutly religious man with the heart and soul of a pioneer, he had taken upon himself the mission of carrying to the savage outland tribes the story of the God he worshipped. That this God was Him of the Old Testament, a God of wrath and vengeance, fire and flame, was evidenced by those methods Salvation sometimes employed to make his message acceptable to uncivilized breasts. In addition to being the most pious man on Mars, Salvation was also reputed to be the best shot!


  Earth’s softhanded ecclesiastics did not altogether approve of their wayward missionary’s reputation, but had to concede that he, working unaided and alone, had done more to bring the light to Mars than the rest of their emissaries as a group.


  Thus Salvation Smith, who stared now at the corpses on the floor and muttered beneath his breath a prayer so hot and violent as to be almost blasphemous.


  There came a shrill bleat, and Xuerl, proprietor of the infamous Cosmobar, minced across the floor, grotesque in the rigid habiliments that lent him a human-bid shape.


  “Sssalvation,” he pleaded, “Thisss wasss none of my doing, sssir! I have kept the peace, as I promisssed—”


  “Silence!” roared the old man, and frowned. “Your foul den is a stench in the nostrils of Heaven. I am tiring swiftly of your iniquitous ways, Xuerl! One day I—shall—who started this, anyway?” he demanded.


  “Thisss man!” Xuerl pointed a quavering tentacle at Chip. Salvation gazed at the young man sternly.


  “You are new around here. What is your name?”


  “Chip Warren. I’m just out from Earth a week or so ago. Free-lance prospector. But—but I didn’t start this, sir. I merely interfered when that man and his thugs tried to steal a ball of ekalastron from this dead miner—”


  Chip paused suddenly, staring at the drunken miner.


  “But he’s still alive! I thought—”


  SALVATION was at his side in an instant. They both kneeled beside the miner, whose eyes had flickered open. He was no longer influenced by drink. His eyes were clear with prevision of a longer flight than he had ever known. For a moment he struggled for breath. There was recognition in his feeble tones. “S-salvation—”


  “Peace, my son. We will take you to a hospital.”


  “N-never mind that, Padre. It’s too late. But the ekalastron—”


  “You stole it, my son? You wish to confess?”


  “N-no, Padre! Not stolen. I found it. A mine—” His breath was coming in tiny, tortured gasps; he spoke more swiftly as if aware that he must tell his secret ere silence claim him. “Danger . . . on Titania! The caves . . . natives . . . and the furnace of flame . . . beware!”


  “But he survived!” Chip burst in. “He got some and returned. Ask him how, Padre!”


  The miner’s head moved slightly as if to signify he understood the query, but even as his lips moved to frame an answer, a swift, cold shadow frosted his eyes with glaze. A moment his breath stopped. Then it shuddered back as with a violent effort the dying man dragged himself back from death itself. A convulsion shook him. He cried weakly the single word:


  “Shadrach!”


  Then a blood-specked spume gushed from his lips and he lay still. “May the Lord have mercy on his soul!” begged Salvation Smith. He pushed Chip gently away, fumbled at the dead man’s clothing, arranging it more neatly, then rose.


  “He is gone,” he told the spellbound assembly. “He is gone, bearing with him to the world beyond the secret for which you jackals strove. Thus be it, O Lord God of Hosts!”


  But one man did not accept this as final. That man was Blaze Amborg who, bolstered now by his hard-bitten group of outlaws, strode forward belligerently.


  “Not so fast, psalm-singer! He and I were partners. Anything he had belongs to me now!” He bent over and with a jerk disarranged the clothing Salvation had smoothed. “And by the Comet, I’m going to have it—” His hands moved with deft assurance, then with tense, hardening suspicion. “It’s gone!” He wheeled to face Chip. “You stole it! You—”


  But the old missionary barred his rush with a steel forearm. “Slowly, my friend! What is gone?”


  “The ball of ekalastron! It’s worth a fortune, and it’s mine! This snoopy young thief—”


  Salvation turned to Chip sternly. “Well, young man—is this true? Did you steal it? If so—”


  “I didn’t. I swear I didn’t!”


  “He was bending over Jenkins,” Amborg raged, “when the lights went on. He’s got it! Let me at him!”


  “There has been sufficient violence!” snapped Salvation Smith. He turned to Chip. “Young man, I order you to let your accuser search you. If you are truly innocent, you will not demur. If you refuse—” He shifted his rifle from one horny palm to another significantly. “Justice shall prevail!”


  “Very well!” said Chip. He submitted himself to Amborg’s triumphant search. His flesh ran cold at the feel of the man’s icy fingers, and a dull resentment suffused him—but he got his reward in the look of bafflement that grew on Amborg’s face as it became clear that the missing sphere was not on his person. “Are you satisfied now?” he demanded.


  Amborg’s normally pale face was whiter still with impotent fury; his eyes flamed with hatred. “It’s not on you,” he admitted. “But I know you took it. You’ve hidden it somewhere. I’m not through with you yet, sailor! I’ll have that metal or—”


  “There will be no ‘or’ !” proclaimed Salvation Smith stridently. “The lad has passed the test and proven himself guiltless; the case is closed. He will walk from this place unharmed—in my company! ‘The true man shall suffer no hurt, neither shall the righteous fail.’ Come, my son!”


  And he lifted his gun. Blaze Amborg’s lips thinned to a hard, white line. But lie made no reckless move as the two men stalked silently from the room. . . .


  II


  THE Martian night was clear and cold.


  Its thin air was sweetly welcome to Chip’s nostrils. When they gained the street outside, Salvation spoke to him suddenly. “Where is your ship, my son?”


  “Ship, sir?” queried Warren. “But why—?”


  “Don’t waste time!” snapped the old man. “We’re in grave danger. Blaze Amborg is a man of violence. In a few minutes he’ll figure out what happened to the ekalastron and be out looking for us.” Chip stared at him. “The ekalastron? But what did happen to it? It disappeared—”


  “Into,” grunted Salvation, “my pocket! While I was arranging Jenkins’ clothing. ‘He who taketh in the cause of righteousness hath done the will of the Lord!’ Amborg is an evil, wilful man. He would have used the ekalastron for his own wicked purposes. In our hands, all mankind shall profit of its beneficence. But, come! Where?”


  “C-churchill Field,” stammered Chip. “Dock 31, Bin A. T-this way, Padre.” They moved at quickened stride through the darkened streets. As they neared the cradles wherein lay the vessels of a thousand diverse ports, Salvation questioned Chip still further.


  “What type of ship is it, lad?”


  “Not a very new one, sir. A Challenger 7-jet, four berth explorer. But in good shape. My friend and I managed to get it cheap, reconditioned it—”


  “Then you have a companion?”


  “Yes, Padre. Syd Palmer. He’s waiting aboard. We had planned to lift gravs tomorrow for a prospecting tour of the planetoids. I visited the Cosmobar because I thought I might run into some old space-dodger who would give me a tip on a lode-rock—”


  “And you ran into,” said the missionary, “something which may turn out to be the greatest discovery ever made by man. Murder . . . thievery . . . wealth . . . is this the ship?”


  They had stopped before one of the smaller cradles. Chip pressed a signal button, a buzzer responded, there came from within the familiar wheeze of an airlock generator.


  “This is it, sir. Please step in.’Lo, Syd. This is Doctor—Mister—”


  “Call me ‘Salvation’,” said the old man. “Pm used to it. Palmer, I take it you’re the chief engineer of this jaloppy?”


  Syd Palmer was short and chubby; his hair was a tow colored bristle that stood up like a cock’s-comb when he was excited or annoyed. It stood up now, and his pale blue eyes danced with tiny, indignant sparks.


  “I’m the engineer of this ship!”


  “Call it what you will,” grunted Salvation. “Is it fast?”


  Palmer grinned. “Puh-lenty! I’ve hepped the hypos to super-max. The Chickadee can outrun anything its size in space, and a lot of bigger ones, besides!”


  “Good! And have you got clearance papers?”


  “Why, yes, but—”


  “Excellent: ‘Verily, He taketh care of His own nor faileth them in time of need.’ ” Salvation nodded to Warren. “We’ll lift gravs,” he said, “immediately!” Palmer stared at him, then at his companion.


  “What is this, Chip? Old boy off his jets?”


  “Far from it,” said Chip seriously. “Can’t explain everything now, Syd; time’s too short. But you like a good, old-fashioned fight, don’t you?”


  “Fight? Sa-a-ay, now—”


  “Then warm the hypos,” ordered Chip, “while I plot a course. We’re lifting gravs immediately—for Titania.”


  DURING the long days that followed, there was time and to spare in which to clarify the situation to Syd. When he heard of Chip’s adventure at the Cosmobar, his pale eyes gleamed and fists less chubby than they appeared tightened at his sides. “Wish I’d been there—” he muttered. Salvation glared at him and snorted, “ ‘Verily they are fools who do not rejoice that they have escaped woe!’ ” And when Chip showed him the ball of ekalastron—


  “Glory be!” exclaimed Syd. “There’s enough to dip a whole battle unit in that one ball! What are we going to Titania for? Why not fly this to Earth immediately and let the Council know—”


  “Because Amborg knows,” replied Chip grimly, “that this came from Titania. He was nearby when Jenkins said so in his dying breath. That was probably the secret Amborg’s thugs had been trying to probe from the miner all night. I have a hunch that Amborg is out there somewhere right now!”


  He nodded toward the quartzite view-pane. Outside lay space—the long, dreary reaches of space between Mars and Uranus. But it didn’t look like space. Not like space as navigators a short ten years ago had known it, an eternal pall of blackness spangled with the livid dots of a myriad stars.


  This was a blotched, striped, crazy-quilt of color. Crimson, ochre, emerald—all the hues of the rainbow merged into a faery, magic loveliness. This was space as seen when Man traveled at the terrific speed attainable only through the use of the recently developed V-I unit, velocity intensifier, invented by that mad genius of the spaceways, Lancelot Biggs of the lugger, Saturn.


  Five years ago, in the year 2210, the fastest craft in the ether had had a top speed of approximately 200,000 miles per hour. Now almost every ship was equipped with the V-I adapter that gave it a flight-potential limited only by the critical velocity of light. Where once it would have required almost ten months to reach Titania, second satellite of far Uranus, the trio could now expect to gain their destination, traveling at a speed of more than 650,000,000 mph., in something less than half that many days!


  “I have a hunch,” repeated Chip, “that Amborg and his crew are somewhere out there right now, speeding, as we are, to Titania. Of course we can’t tell. We’re not equipped with a magno-tector, and we couldn’t see them unless by sheer chance they should approach within our visibility parallax.


  “But when we get to Titania and slow down, we must go on the alert. Salvation has told me about Amborg. He’s a hard, brilliant man with a dangerously criminal mind. Let him find Jenkins’ ore-deposit and the Federation of Planets would pay through the nose for his discovery. Jenkins said there was a whole mine of ekalastron. With that at his disposal, Amborg could make himself a robber baron. An Emperor of the outlaw world.”


  “Which is why,” Salvation offered gravely, “we must get there before he does. Lay claim to the deposit, somehow secure its safety against the arrival of I.P.S. troops. Can we but find the mine, soldiers will come in jigtime from New Oslo on Uranus. But—”


  Syd nodded.


  “I see. But we couldn’t walk into the garrison and hand them a line about a “mine” of ekalastron. They’d shove us into the nearest looney-bin. And I wouldn’t blame them a bit. If I didn’t know Chip Warren like I know my own lovely pan—but suppose we meet Amborg?”


  “ ‘The Lord,’ said Salvation, ‘is my strength and my salvation. In His hands do I place my guidance.” His lean hands flexed powerfully. “We destroy them,” he said gently, “like the rats they are . . .”


  Thus four days sped by in plan and conjecture. And on the fifth day Syd Palmer cut the velocity-intensifiers to normal, and a scant thousand miles beneath them, so accurate had been Chip’s astrogation, gleamed the silvery mote which was Titania, second child of the mother planet, Uranus.


  “Well done, my son!” approved Salvation. “The best landcast I’ve ever seen!”


  Palmer was less exuberant. He stared at Titania, scratched his yellow crest morbidly.


  “A damn snowball!” he mourned. “A damned snowball, eight hundred miles in diameter! Sweet crimes of Beelzebub, Chip, how do you ever expect to find a pinpoint of a mine on that huge hunk of ice? It will take us ages!”


  “We’ll cruise at low elevation,” said Chip, “until we see something. There must be a dark spot showing against that sheen of white somewhere. Jenkins spoke of caverns and natives and flame. We have plenty of supplies—look out!”


  He leaped even as he shouted. Leaped to the panels and jammed the full strength of his six foot plus frame to a deflecting lever. The control room of the Chickadee whirled giddily as the little ship spun into a crazy spiral; Palmer yelped, skidding helplessly across the floor. Salvation let loose a roar and dung ardently to a stanchion, his silvery locks whipping straight out from his head with the force of the drive.


  Chip threw himself into the bucketshaped pilot’s-chair, gained possession of the controls. An instant later, the Chickadee was tossing through the maddest gyrations Chip could devise. Fore, loft and jet, with hypos throbbing, the little craft was blasting, shaking, quivering like a leaf in a cyclone.


  And above the tumult of racing hypos came the sound of Syd’s voice: “What is it, Chip? Amborg?”


  Chip nodded tightly, his hands gripping the control levers, his eyes glued to the perilens through which he saw the enemy craft. A larger ship, with a red fang darting from its prow, slashing viciously at the bobbing Chickadee. “It’s Blaze Amborg, all right! And he means business! He’s got an Ingermann ray-rotor on that crate of his; he’s trying to burn us clean out of the ether!”


  HIP WARREN and Syd Palmer were the co-owners of the Chicken dee; it was Chip whose alertness had saved them in that first, terrifying moment, Chip it was who still held the controls. But it was Salvation Smith who usurped the mastership during the crisis.


  “Hell’s flaming damnation!” he cried, and there rang in his voice a rage above weak need of profanity. “Lend now Thy servant strength, O Lord, to smite these sons of Hurkan!” He whirled on Palmer, snarling. “Break out bulgers for us in case they should pierce the hull! Chip, son, do the controls answer well? Good! Keep dodging. Swing aft; the beam can’t nip you there! You’ve armament aboard this heap?”


  Syd, tugging three spacesuits from the store-closet, puffed over his shoulder, “Only a low-cycle heat-gun. There! Under that tarp. Press the green stud to clear the nose from the hull-plates. It’s retractable—”


  “You’re telling me,” bellowed Salvation, “how to rig a cannon? I was teethed on a lanyard, praise be to Jehovah!” He had the tarpaulin off in a jiffy, the foreirons open, and shot an experimental burst from the small weapon. He smiled. “Good! But you’ve got to get closer to him, Chip; this thing is only effective at short range.”


  Chip said dubiously, “I don’t know, Padre. Perhaps we should cut and run for it. If that beam hits us—”


  “Are we mice,” bellowed Salvation, “or men? You’ve got to get closer! The Lord is our right hand. ‘Surely the evil shall fail, yea, the way of the transgressor shall perish!’ ” He loosed another blast from the small gun, breathed a sigh of satisfaction. “Aaah! that’s better! Closer!”


  “You’re the skipper!” decided Chip suddenly. A jab of the finger, the stern-jets crackled and the Chickadee cut suddenly to starboard, swinging straight toward the craft of Blaze Amborg.


  So unexpected was the move that it caught the enemy gunner napping. For an instant he had a clear target before him. But he had not been expecting such luck, and before he could center his sights on the Chickadee, the smaller vessel was streaking down upon and over his own.


  And Salvation Smith’s voice shouted triumph through the room. “ ‘Vengeance is mine, saith the Lord!’ he intoned, ‘“I shall repay!’ ” His hand jerked the release-stud.


  And as though the metal skin of the enemy boat were tinfoil held above a flame, there appeared suddenly upon its hull a leprous spot of black, from the curling edges of which silvery alloy sloughed off in rolling, sluggish waves. From within the ship small motes poured forth, sucked out by the frigid vacuum of space to explode and die frightfully; sore, raw, pressured clots of matter that had been men. The other ship reeled for a moment like a stricken hart, then crumpled upon itself, a wildly spinning boomerang of death.


  “You got ’em!” squealed Syd Palmer from his vantage spot at the perilens. “Got ’em all, Padre! No—there goes a life-skiff from the wreck!” His voice rose in sharp fear. “Omigod! Swing out, Chip! Swing—”


  But Chip had seen the new danger as quickly as his comrade. Here was peril beyond Amborg’s fondest devising. As the stricken ship, folding upon itself, spun aimlessly in space, its forejet wheeled like a flaming spiral—and from the prow still flamed the withering, crimson ray now untended by living hands!


  Like a gigantic scythe it flailed the ether, swinging a huge curve directly toward the Chickadee. Vainly Chip jammed the studs before him, striving to escape above, below or beyond that sword of doom.


  There came the ear-splitting crash of impact, metal screamed thin agony, rending itself to shreds somewhere aft; the Chickadee shuddered like a pole-felled steer under its mortal wound.


  Instinct shot Chip’s hands to the lock-stud which sealed the control chamber airtight from the rest of the ship; that action alone spared them for a few minutes. But each of them knew the ship was doomed to crash. Syd croaked, “Here! The bulgers! Get in them—quick!”


  Split seconds later, they were three grotesque figures huddled before the control board, staring through quartzite globular headpanes at Chip’s last, frenzied efforts to break the fall of the Chickadee. The studs beneath his fingers were unresponsive as the inarticulate phalanges of a broken limb. In vain and desperately he struggled to gain a modicum of control over the falling craft, now firmly gripped by Titania’s gravitational field. They had fallen into the high atmosphere of the little globe, now; thin winds howled and bansheed about their sharded hull, and the walls of the room began to heat.


  The aft jets were dead, the anti-gravs broken, helpless. There remained but one possible way in which to keep them from being crushed to bits. A prow landing, braked by the fore jets. It was dangerous, but—


  “There!” cried Syd. “Look there, Chip! Below us!”


  Chip risked a brief glance, saw that the smooth and icy surface of Titania was broken by a long, ragged swatch of black. Ironic laughter curled the corners of his tight-set lips. What a quirk of fate that here, with death but a hair’s-breadth removed, they should unwittingly find that for which under happier circumstances they might have sought endlessly and in vain. The promised spot of habitation on the bleak little moon of Uranus.


  “I’m fore-jetting!” he crisped. “Stand by for—a fadeout!”


  Salvation’s hand was on his shoulder, reassuringly, somehow warm despite its casement of rubberoid fabric. “Be of strong heart, my son,” he said simply, “He who watcheth the fall of the smallest sparrow, He shall not fail His own in their hour of need.”


  Then Chip pressed the necessary, the only remaining responsive keys. And the control room trembled like a hurt thing, seemed to stop stock-still in space, shake itself for a moment—then plunge on. Forejets flamed blast upon roaring blast. Chip felt the gravitational force seem to lessen as the flares beat stubbornly against the adamant breast of the globe below. Drop . . . stagger . . . drop again . . . the shocking concussion of brakes . . . then a swift, dizzy, headlong fall. . . .


  Wild winds howled, and the din of metals tortured beyond endurance slashed at Chip’s eardrums. He was aware of the last cry of Syd Palmer, his life-long friend. “Luck, Chip, old pal—!” And the remembered ghost of Salvation’s promise. “He shall not fail His own—”


  Then a horrendous crash jarred his head back on the seat. A smashing veil of crimson settled before his eyes . . . then there was darkness. And silence.


  HE felt some mad conceit that this was death . . . that the restless fingers of the gray unalive plucked at his arm, bidding him rise and stir forward toward he knew not what.


  Then suddenly he was awake, alive, and conscious—and it was not death, but life; fingers did tug at him, but they were the figures of—


  “’Ranies!” cried Chip. “Hands off, you! Or—”


  The green complexioned native growled some guttural comment, moved closer rather than away, and pinioned Chip’s arms to his sides. Chip saw, now, that the Chickadee, though battered and broken beyond hope of repair, had miraculously grounded without destroying them all. For Syd was stirring, and Salvation, too, but each of them was surrounded by green natives, as was Chip. These creatures, the nearest approach to man’s physiology that had ever been found in the System, were tall and rugged, masterfully built. They were equipped with native lariats or bolas; these they whipped cuttingly about their captives.


  Chip strained lashed fingers toward the heat-pistol in his belt. But Salvation, seeing his motion, stopped him.


  “No, lad! Relax! Don’t make a hostile move!”


  Chip growled, “No damned greenie is going to make a trussed duck out of me. If I can reach this gun—”


  “If you value your life,” said Salvation, “and your welfare, keep your hands quiet and your wits active! These creatures aren’t Uranians. They’re Titanians. An offspring of the parent race, but as savage and untamed as beasts.


  “I don’t know what they plan to do with us. I have heard they are a strange, mystical race; their tribal rites and taboos are many and—dangerous! Our only chance is to be quiet, try to reason with them, convince them we are not foes but friends—”


  All three were securely tied, now, save for their legs. The tallest Titanian, evidently the group chieftain, grunted a word of command. Strong arms prodded Chip and his fellows forward, out of the broken Chickadee, into the bleak landscape of Titania.


  They had crashed in the dark spot Chip had viewed from above. They discovered, now, that this spot was dark because—incredibly—here the thick, icy blanket had been stripped away to discover the raw and rocky core of the Uranian moon.


  Black rocks thrust jagged spires skyward, mountains of stone girdled this one clear space on the whole of Titania; greater wonder still, gnarled and stunted trees, lichens of hardiest verdure, eked a precarious existence from the grudging soil.


  And here the natives had—a village. One coarser, cruder, than the village of the meanest of Earth’s savages, but a village nonetheless. Slab dwellings dabbed with thick black clay, a central structure, larger than the rest, something that looked like a market—or community gathering-spot.


  Chip’s wonderment had made him impervious at first to such trivia as personal comfort and discomfort. He found now, though, that he was cold. By dint of much effort, he managed to squinn a hand to his belt-studs, operate the tiny needle that increased the warmth of his spacesuit.


  Almost immediately there came a howl from the green native maintaining a vigilant grip on Chip’s arm; the fellow leaped away, bellowing angry, guttural speech at his leader.


  And Salvation spun to Chip swiftly.


  “Chip—turn down that heat, boy!”


  “B—but—” stammered Chip.


  “Quickly!”


  Chip obeyed. It was well he did so, for the leader was moving toward him menacingly. With a cautious finger he touched Chip’s suit. Then, apparently mollified to discover it satisfactorily cold, he snarled a word or two and the little party moved Chip stared at the old missionary.


  “But, why?” he demanded. “What did I do wrong? I don’t get it. I was freezing, and—”


  “Then you’ve got to freeze,” said Salvation Smith, “and like it. Until we can escape from these creatures. Do you have any idea how cold it is here on Titania, my boy?”


  Chip said, “Why, plenty cold, I suppose—”


  “About minus 380° Fahrenheit!” said Smith. “That’s all. Uranians and Titanians may look like Earthmen, lad, but they’re built entirely different. They are not children of the Sun, as we are. Their bodies are so constituted as to be able to stand extremes of frigidity that would quick-freeze us like salmon. Sluggish basal metabolism, dermal, rather than pneumonic respiration—these enable them to endure what to us appear the impossible living conditions of a world on which mercury and gallium are adamant solids, liquid hydrogen forms seas, and the snow is carbon dioxide.


  “When you turned on the heating unit of your bulger you subjected that native’s hand to what was to him a burning, unendurable heat!”


  Chip nodded.


  “I see. That makes sense. But—but there must be some warmth around here? A cleared patch—”


  “I haven’t yet decided whether this patch was cleared by heat or labor,” said Salvation. “If we can make them believe we are friends, I may learn. I can sling their talk a little. It’s not unlike the Uranian language. But—”


  He stopped, and his voice rose to a shout. “Behold! Thou hast delivered mine enemy into mine hands, O Lord; Thou hast brought the wicked even unto judgment!”


  And Chip, following his gaze, saw a second party of Titanians approaching the central gathering place from the opposite direction. These natives held captive, even as he and Salvation and Syd were held, an ill-assorted foursome in spacemen’s bulgers. A giant Venusian, a greenie, a dwarfed Jovian and an Earthman!


  “Amborg!” yelled Chip. “Blaze Amborg and his crew! They got away on that life-skiff, but they were caught when they landed! Padre—”


  It had not occurred to him that the arms of Amborg and his men would not be, like their own, lashed securely. Thus it came as a heart-stopping shock to hear Amborg’s cry ring in their ears, a sharp cry of command—then suddenly there flamed from the sidearms of the other captive group the withering blasts of heat-guns!


  III


  CHIP WARREN had bitterly resented the close guard with which the Titanians had surrounded him and his comrades; he had reason, now, to be grateful for that very protection. Otherwise his dreams of space adventure would have ended suddenly and terribly in that moment.


  As it was, the foremost wall of Titanians took the brunt of Amborg’s vicious attack. They screamed as pencils of crimson scorched the life from their unprotected bodies, screamed and died horribly, falling in blackened piles that whimpered futilely for an instant and were still.


  Chip had never known a moment of such dreadful impotence as this. Arms lashed to his sides, his own weapon as securely removed from his grasp as if it no longer existed, there was nothing he could do but attempt to evade the flame of the lethal guns.


  With a choking cry to his mates, he threw himself forward; his knees struck rocky ground, grit slashed his unprotected headpane as he fell, and for an instant he feared the impact might shatter the quartzite, exposing him to the deadly, ammoniac atmosphere of Uranus’ second moon.


  Then he was entrenched behind the stillsmouldering bodies of the slain Titanians, watching the speed of their fellows’ reprisal.


  And it was speedy. Salvation had spoke truly when he said these creatures were savage and untamed as beasts. Reckless of their own lives, green-casted features snarling, they swooped down on the treacherous quartet. In the split of a second they had seized them, bound them, removed their weapons.


  But Chip and his companions suffered the same fate as their adversaries. The Titanians stripped them of their sidearms, as they had taken those of Amborg’s men. Ungentle hands herded them into one of the nearby hovels, and there, as two guards held the single doorway, they were deserted.


  Salvation groaned his rage and discomfiture.


  “A judgment on that beast in man’s flesh!” he proclaimed. “He has destroyed us all! Had I been given an opportunity to talk with their chief, quietly, peaceably, this matter might have been settled with no harm done to anyone. But as it is—” He shook his head.


  Syd said, “What do you think they’ll do next?”


  “Whatever it is,” said Chip tightly, “I’ve got an idea it isn’t going to be pleasant. They’re gathering; hear their footsteps and voices? And there’s something like the beat of a tom-tom—” He stared at Salvation speculatively. “Padre—torture?”


  Salvation stroked his long, lean jaw. “I hope not, my son. But—I don’t know. They are savages, And I have heard they place much faith in rites and ceremonies. But we will learn soon. Meanwhile, keep faith with Him who watches us all.”


  They learned sooner than they dared expect. Whatever else might lay in store for them, they were at least spared the agony of waiting. The Titanian preparations took but little time. Within scant hours after their incarceration, the three Earthmen were once again dragged from their prison to meet their judgment and their fate.


  THAT some form of ritual was in progress was immediately apparent. From hillside, rock, cranny and hovel had come the Titanians; there were more of them than Chip would have believed could subsist in this hostile environment. A solid phalanx of them walled the avenue up which they were led. As they walked, the Titanians chanted a slow and ominous threnody. There was a dirgelike quality to the chant; despite the surface courage with which Chip bolstered himself he felt the chill of nervous apprehension upon him. Palmer must have felt the same way. He edged closer to Chip, spoke from the corner of his mouth in a tone that belied the forced gaiety of his words.


  “Swell end to our trip, pal. Piece de resistance for a gang of green choristers!” Salvation overheard him. “We have not yet come to the end of our journey,” he said. “The line stretches up the side of yonder hill. To those caves.” He lifted his voice sonorously, drawing curious stares from the green-skinned Titanian guards. “I shall lift up mine eyes unto the hills,” he cried, “whence cometh my strength and my salvation—”


  “Caves!” Sudden memory flashed back upon Chip Warren. “Jenkins said something about caves, Padre, remember? Caves and flame—”


  “There’s Amborg,” interrupted Syd.


  His plump face was tightly pale behind his globular mask. “I don’t care so much about checking out,” he said, “but I wish I could get my hands on that rat just for a minute before—”


  His words dwindled into silence. It was, Chip believed, an impressed silence. For they had reached the foot of the hill, now, and were climbing between two chanting rows of natives toward a huge, ornate, altarlike structure placed before the largest of the cave-mouths.


  The dirge rose and soared, filling their ears with numbing fear; they moved upward inexorably, monotonously, almost mechanically. And finally they stood before the high altar.


  Chip saw, then, what he would never have credited if it had been told him by another; what he could not have believed had he not seen it with his own eyes. He saw into the cave-mouth—and what he Viewed there was so incredible that it brought a gasp unbidden to his lips.


  This cave, deepset in the mouths of icy Titania—this cave, which by all laws of nature, of logic and reason, should be a dank, forbidding gateway to frightful cold—was bright-gleaming with orange, crimson, ochre tongues of flame! Within it, high-rising to the very lofted vaults, roared a staggering, tremendous holocaust of fire!


  And beyond the altar was a precipice overlooking a sunken vale. This vale, like the interior of the cave, was shimmering like the plains of Abaddon with coruscating fingers, sheets, spires of red.


  He was aware that he had gasped, for he detected a similar gasp from Syd, and he heard Salvation Smith say a single, incredulous word. “Sheol!” Then the chieftain, or high priest—Chip did not know which—spoke from the altar. Shortly he spoke, but with strident emphasis, jabbing his fingers at the two groups of captives in turn.


  “What is he saying?” demanded Chip.


  Salvation interpreted hastily. “We have violated their land. We have been brought to the Place of Destruction to meet judgment for our crime. The test of fire will prove our guilt—” Then he raised his voice, spoke to the Titanian ruler.


  The outland ruler heard him through, then answered. Salvation turned to Chip and Syd. “I told him,” he explained, “that we were friends, come in amity. That we intended them no harm or offense—”


  “And what did he say?”


  “He said,” relayed Salvation grudgingly, “that they were forced to distrust us because our ‘companions’ were men of sin and violence—”


  “Companions!” interjected Syd angrily. “—and he said, also, that he realized we might be gods. He says there are two types of white creatures, those who are mortals and evil, and those who are Masters of Fire. We must be tested to see which we are.”


  “Two types?” cried Chip. “Masters of Fire? Padre, what does he mean?” Salvation shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know. But wait—he is talking again.”


  THIS time the green chieftain’s speech was longer, more dramatic. He postured, gestured; once he strode to the edge of his raised platform and pointed majestically down into the chasm below. Then, concluding his words with a tone of finality, he folded his arms across his chest.


  Chip noticed that a few rods away Amborg’s Uranian companion was interpreting his decision to Blaze. Salvation performed the same function.


  “He says,” explained Salvation, “we must walk into this cave of fearful flame. It leads through burning corridors to the valley below. In that valley is the life-skiff which brought Amborg and his men here.


  “If we are good men, gods, and guiltless, the flame will not destroy us. There was one not long ago who walked unscathed through the fires, he says. That man was surely a god.”


  “Jenkins!” broke in Chip. “It must have been—”


  Salvation nodded. “That is what I thought, too, my son. But—but how? How could Jenkins survive the flames?” And he stared sombrely, questioningly, at the sheet of ruddy fire filling the cave from base to arch. He shook himself. “Well—that is a problem we must solve, and soon. For the ceremony has begun. Amborg!” he cried.


  The dark man turned. Chip saw that his face was set in granite lines. Nearest to the cavern mouth, his men were being prodded toward the awful test they must endure.


  Even in this critical moment, Salvation was the man of god. “Amborg,” he said, “you have been ever an evil man, living and thinking the thoughts of Satan. But there is yet time for you to repent and confess your sins. As a fellow man, I loathe and despise you. But as His emissary, I offer you even in this hour of trial the peace that surpasseth all human understanding—”


  Amborg laughed at him. His voice crackled harshly, metallically, in the audiophones of Chip’s space-helmet.


  “Save that stuff for the suckers, old man. You and your pals are just worried because we get first chance to go down into the valley. Well—you’d better worry! There’s a rotor-gun mounted in that life-skiff. If we hadn’t all been jarred cold when we landed, we’d have given these greenies a sweet greeting. We’re going to lift the ship out of that ditch and bring it back over here. Save your prayers; you’ll need them when we come over!”


  Salvation reminded him stonily, “The flames—”


  “Flames be damned! Superstitious poppycock! Spacesuits will protect us from heat or cold alike. Well—come on!”


  He gestured his mates to him. The wailing chant of the Titanian natives increased in tone and volume as the four outlaws left their guards and boldly strode the last few rods up the hill, past the dais—and into the roaring hell-mouth of the cave!


  And as they entered, Chip Warren knew a swift sinking of heart. His apprehensions had been unfounded, Amborg’s claim that the lethal power of the flame was “superstitious poppycock” was true. The spacesuits were adequate protection, and in short moments, Amborg would be soaring back across the plateau, the jets of his rotor-gun spewing death and destruction upon them all. . . .


  Then, “My God!” gasped Syd Palmer, his voice awed.


  Chip looked, and shuddered to see, the last judgment of Blaze Amborg and his men. A scant dozen yards they strode into the cavern. Vast spirals of fire played about them, but they did not falter. Their suits, ingeniously woven of metal, rubber, asbesto-quartz, defied the combustive powers of fire. But despite this—one of the figures staggered. The stunted Jovian was first to succumb. He had just pitched forward to his face when the second figure reeled. Raat ’Aran, the Uranian. He reeled and clutched at the tall Venusian, Torth—but the Venusian, too, had dropped to his knees; his hands clawed frenziedly at his breast.


  Then the mysterious death struck Amborg. His voice rang out in a piercing scream; Chip saw him stare wildly at the three now-motionless bodies of his comrades, whirl, race back toward the safety of the hillside.


  But he never reached it. He had taken no more than a dozen strides when he fell. A moment his incoherent cries babbled sickening delirium into his watchers’ earphones. . . .


  Then all was still, save for the inexorable chanting of the natives. And the grave, judicial voice of the Titanian on the altar.


  “They have been tested in the flame,” interpreted Salvation Smith soberly, “and found guilty. Now it is our turn. . . .”


  CHIP WARREN was not a religious man. He lived by a simple code: do good and keep your sidearms primed. But now there faced him the inevitable finality of death; he felt an urge to meet that last, great mystery in comfort. He turned to his friends gravely.


  “Now,” he said, “it is our turn. So I guess this is goodbye, Syd. And Padre—it might help if you could say a few words for us . . . just something . . .”


  “So be it, my son!” said Salvation, understandingly. He lifted his head; his fine old eyes sought the murky gray skies of Titania, so different from the sweet blue Earthly skies for which all spacefarers’ hearts yearned when their journey’s end was reached.


  “If this be the way,” he said quietly, “thy servants must depart, then so be it, O Lord. Yet even now in extremis we do not forget Thee and Thy might. We remember even yet—” He looked at the flaming cave-mouth toward which they must in a moment walk. “Even yet we remember a fellowship like ours who met and defied the dread embrace of fire.


  “ ‘And in those days,’ he said, “ ‘there were three children of Israel which the king Nebuchadnezzar ordered to be cast without raiment into the fiery furnace. And their names were Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego—’ ”


  “Shadrach!” cried Chip. There was no intentional irreverence in his interruption. Understanding had burst upon him so suddenly that the words hurtled from his lips.


  “Peace, my son!” counseled the old man. “Let not your heart be troubled—”


  “It’s not! We’re all right, Padre! If my hunch is right—and it must be! Look, they are bidding us walk into the caves. We haven’t a moment to spare. Hurry, get off your space suits!”


  There was biting cold upon Chip Warren’s limbs and body as he cast the limp shell of his bulger behind him. But as he neared the cavern’s mouth, the cold grew less intense. Less intense! That in itself was final, convincing proof he had been right! He was barely two yards from the writhing gouts of flame now. Were that the true fire it appeared to be, its searing blasts would already be parching his skin to black flakes—


  But it was not! It was merely—pleasantly warm!


  “I was right!” he cried exultantly. “Syd . . . Padre! Come on in!” His voice was almost hysterical with relief as he stepped gingerly over the prostrate bodies of those who had gone into the fiery furnace garbed in suits of metallic substance. “Come on in—the fire’s fine!”


  And together the three new Children of Israel walked unharmed into the fiery furnace of Titania. . . .


  THE corridors led, as the Titanian chieftain said, downward, winding, through the hill to the vale below, where rested Amborg’s navigable life-skiff. The small cruiser in which they were to fly to neighboring Uranus, there find aid and eager ears into which to pour their story.


  And it did not surprise Chip Warren in the least to discover, about halfway down the flickering tunnel, a ledge of brightly gleaming ore that was resilient to the touch but broke the keen edge of the knife with which Chip attempted to scratch it. “Ekalastron!” he cried. “See—a whole mountain of it! Not just a mine; a mountain! Enough to fill Man’s needs for centuries!”


  Syd’s eyes, behind the quartzite globe, were big as saucers. He gulped, “C-chip—are you sure we’re alive? Do you think maybe we died back there in the first cave, maybe? And this is all some wild illusion?”


  “It is not illusion,” proclaimed Salvation serenely. “I understand, now, what Chip divined in time to save us from a dreadful fate.” And he looked at the young man affectionately. “Radiation was what killed the others, my boy?”


  Chip nodded. “Must have been, Padre. The ‘flames’ were not true flames at all. Not as we Earthlings, children of a warm Sun, masters of combustive fire, understand flame.


  “Different elements have different combustive temperatures. On bitter-cold Uranus and Titania, the kindling point of certain rare gases is necessarily in ratio to the outer cold. The kindling point of the gases in this tunnel is a temperature which—though fiery-hot and deadly to the Titanians—is only pleasantly warm to us!”


  “So Amborg,” continued Syd, “walked into the flaming tunnel wearing a spacesuit—”


  “A metallic space-suit,” reminded Chip, “which was a transmitter for certain lethal radiations inherent to this ‘cold heat.’ Blaze Amborg did not die of flame. He died of—electrocution.”


  Then a strange thought struck him and he turned suddenly to Salvation Smith. “Padre—?”


  “Yes, my son?”


  “The story you started to tell. The one that gave me my inspiration. About Shadrach. I wonder if some time long ago in the past, that legend may not have sprung from an adventure such as ours?”


  Salvation smiled and shook his head.


  “That is not mine to say, my boy, not yet thine to question. Perhaps some day the truth shall be known to you and me. But meanwhile—”


  But meanwhile, the life-skiff was theirs for the taking. This was no question to long plague Chip Warren or any other space-adventurer, before whom stretched a whole, wide universe of wonder.


  DEATH PLAYS A GAME


  David V. Reed


  Gambling ships in space are an evil, but a Lindite game ship is Horror itself! Aboard one you gamble for your life, not for money!


  “NO MORE bets, the wheel is spinning,” the croupier said monotonously.


  The silver bell in the center of the table began to peal as the four concentric wheels slowed in their spinning. Cary Harper casually leaned over the side of the huge oval gambling table and an easy grin of satisfaction crossed his features. When the last wheel stopped, Harper looked up for a moment. He was amazed when his eyes met the unconcealed hostility that lay in the gaze of the shriveled Martian croupier.


  The bell had fallen off to silence.


  “Double zero, double black,” intoned the croupier quietly. A murmur rose from the other players as the croupier swept clear every square except the one before Harper. He matched the stack of chips that lay on Harper’s square, blue for white, and pushed the pile toward him.


  He had won again, Harper thought, but somehow an uneasiness came over him. The way the croupier had looked at him, as if after these past two weeks he suddenly knew who Harper was. Not that Harper cared either way. But it shouldn’t have made any difference to the croupier, and the cold anger in the Martian’s eyes had definitely expressed that it did make a difference, that Harper wasn’t wanted aboard this ship.


  It was this realization that unaccountably sent a thrill through the slender, white-clad figure of Cary Harper. He looked again at the Martian, and suddenly he turned around and stopped.


  Directly behind him stood a barrelchested man of medium size, looking directly into Harper’s eyes through thick-lensed glasses. There was a faint smile on the man’s lips that seemed to distort his face, as if he wasn’t used to smiling, and the experiment was painful.


  “Hello, Harper,” said Maxwell Green. “Here we are again.”


  Harper’s eyes danced, swiftly surveying the large room. There was a man standing at every doorway.


  “You can’t do a thing legally,” Harper said. “We’re in the territorial limits of Tyuio.”


  Maxwell Green pursed his lips and shook his head in mock sadness.


  “Not at the moment,” he sighed. “The ship has been cruising all afternoon, and a few minutes ago it passed beyond the hundred mile limit. So it is legal, after all.”


  Harper looked around again. He was completely confused by the sudden appearance of Green. Where had he come from? Quietly he said:


  “You don’t mind if I cash these?” and he began scooping the stacks of colored chips into a little sack. Hardly any of the numerous people around them were aware of what was happening; they might have been two friends talking.


  He turned around again and said, in a whisper:


  “Watch yourself, Max,” and even as he spoke he swung the heavy bag squarely into Green’s face. Green let out a roar of pain as he fell back and Harper vaulted past him. He was running at full speed toward the nearest door. The man who stood there saw him coming and he braced himself, but the speed, as well as the strangeness, of the attack left him uncertain. He had no time to think. When Harper was three feet away, he suddenly lowered his head and charged into the man like a human battering ram.


  The two men flew out of the doorway and hit the deck together. Harper rolled over, took an instant to wallop the man as he came up, and plunged swiftly through the double doors to the outer deck. Immediately he knew that Green had been telling the truth. The ship had cruised away from Tyuio, and the air was too thin for prolonged exposure. He climbed a ladder and ran toward the parking hangar.


  Alarm signals were being piped to the crew. Somehow everything seemed in readiness for his capture. One of the hangar attendants was listening to the signals. Harper walked up behind him, tapped him on the shoulder, and laid him out with a short punch that came up from the deck. Then he bent over the hangar control board and punched the button for the lock release, jamming the gear with a heavy iron a second later.


  Then he was lost in the maze of private fliers that filled the hangar. Most of the ship’s clients preferred their own fliers to the ship’s launch for the sake of privacy, but these, Harper knew, would all be locked. He saw what he wanted in a corner—a bright yellow taxiflier. He jumped in, revved the motors, and the plane crawled to the exit track and headed for the lock.


  Just as he reached it, Green came running in at the far end, followed by a score of men. Harper cut the motors long enough to yell:


  “Perfectly legal, Max!” Then he was heading for the great green ball that was the planetoid Tyuio, a hundred miles or so off.


  CARY HARPER kept the proceedings perfectly legal by coming in with the meter. He paid the steep tariff that had clicked off, got a receipt from the manager of the taxiflier station, and in response to the manager’s questions about the whereabouts of the driver, laughed insanely, challenged the manager to a duel and stalked off muttering an obscure Uranian prayer to himself.


  A quarter of an hour later he breezed through the gently bustling lobby of the Rhon-Vhedy Plaza Hotel. He smiled at the girl behind the tobacconist’s counter, nodded to one of the assistant managers and quietly called his floor number to the elevator operator. Cary Harper seldom spoke to strangers; a professional gambler had to be careful about his identity and the chief clue to recognition—his voice.


  He got off at the fortieth floor and entered his suite. Monte was sitting on the terrace, basking in the warm brilliance of a gold and emerald sun. He squinted up at Harper and drawled: “I thought you forgot where you lived.”


  “I almost moved,” Harper grinned, sinking into a soft chair and reaching for Monte’s drink. “Got some news for you, Monte. Maxwell Green is here in Vhedy.”


  “So you found out?” Monte said. He was a small, thinnish man with delicate hands and clever, restless eyes, and he fixed his eyes on Harper and scowled. “How did it go?”


  “You mean you knew?”


  “About a minute too late,” Monte nodded. “Just as you left the lobby this morning, I caught sight of Max getting out of a chair and taking off after you. You got into a cab and he took one right behind you. I figured a procession of three cabs might be a little conspicuous, so I laid off.” His scowl deepened as he added, “And the way you been acting these last days, I thought maybe you wouldn’t want me to find out where you were going. You got secrets all of a sudden.”


  “It’s no secret,” Harper shrugged. “Between us?” He hesitated. “Well, maybe one secret . . . for a few more days.” Slowly sipping the drink he recounted what had happened aboard the Venus Sapphire.


  Monte was silent for a while after he had finished. Then he said:


  “I don’t get it. What’s a specialist like you doing on a sucker ship, playing big stakes on the four-wheel? You ain’t after the money . . . you got a trade for that, a fat trade.”


  “Sure,” said Harper, grinning again. “Only the money I make that way is ours, and the money I make elsewhere is mine. And because I know you wouldn’t approve, I wanted to hold out on you until I was ready.”


  “I’ll take a chance on that,” said Monte, his face momentarily relaxing into a smile. “But Max is serious business.”


  “Possibly. What do you think he’s up to?”


  “Think? I don’t have to think. He’s out to get you.”


  “And how did he know we were here?”


  “He tailed us from Church’s planet.”


  “Indeed? A remarkable feat, if true.” Harper thoughtfully toyed with the empty glass. “But even so, a prize Colonial I.P. sleuth doesn’t come to Tyuio on a manhunt. You’re forgetting that this wanderer’s paradise provides immunity from the I.P. or anybody else. The Tyuionians extradite no one and get no one in return. It’s a cinch he can’t do anything here.”


  “You got a bet,” said Monte. “A guy with a one-cylinder brain like his is always up to the obvious. He hates you.”


  “He hates half the world. No, Monte, even a rat like Max wouldn’t let his disposition interfere with business.”


  “Cary Harper is his business.”


  “Not when there’s something bigger around . . . something that even Tyuio outlaws.”


  “Like what?”


  HARPER hesitated before he answered. “Like a Lindite ship. And a hundred thousand bucks as a reward for turning it in.”[1]


  “Are you kidding?” said Monte. “There hasn’t been a report of a Lindite ship in two years.”


  “That doesn’t mean there haven’t been any operating for two years, does it?” Harper said. “They’re only reported by accident, you know.” He smiled at Monte’s elaborate gesture of boredom. “Okay,” he agreed, “it sounds screwy. But remember that time we were working that Jovian moon settlement? Remember how things kept falling off, and then they discovered a Lindite ship had been in the vicinity?”


  “So?”


  “These last two weeks have been lousy,” said Harper. “And I mean progressively lousy. It’s as if we had terrific competition.”


  “Listen,” said Monte, soberly. “We’ve been together eight years, and the closest we ever got to a Lindite ship was hearing about it once. What the hell is getting into you?”


  “I got a feeling,” Harper shrugged. “Something funny about that Venus Sapphire boat. It adds up, too. First, the look that Martian croupier gave me. Ever hear of a gentleman from the profession who was unwelcome on a gambling ship? Yep! Only on Lindite ships.”


  “Go ahead,” Monte sneered. “Get the I.P. to raid the ship because someone gave you a look. And what would Maxwell Green, an I.P. man, be doing there? From the way you put it, the ship was co-operating with him.”


  “Why not? They’d have to.” Harper got up and began pacing. “If you’ll only listen a minute . . . Here’s the way I see it. Max came here on a tip from the I.P. that a Lindite ship was around somewhere. He comes to Tyuio and by coincidence he spots us at the hotel. Maybe for a minute, his yen to lock me up gets the better of him and he follows me, just for auld lang syne. I happen to lead him to one of six or seven gambling ships that are hanging around Tyuio.


  “Okay so far? Thanks. Once we’re on the ship, Max suddenly realizes he has a chance to nab me, so he asks the captain of the Venus Sapphire to sail out of bounds. Certainly the captain recognized Max; every gambling ship in the System knows Max, so the captain is only too glad to agree to anything Max wants. Max tries and misses. Not only does he miss me, but he misses the fact that he is on the ship of the six or seven that he wants.”


  “But how do you know that Max is after a Lindite ship?” said Monte, perplexed. “What the hell kind of a deduction is that?”


  “Because he certainly couldn’t be after us or anyone else on Tyuio. It wouldn’t do him any good, you agree. But that alone might still be a doubtful assumption, unless we could find a better reason for Max’s being here than the fact that we’re here. Now, if there really was a Lindite ship around, that would certainly be a better reason—right? You would agree that he was probably sooner after that ship than us?”


  “Right.”


  “So—suppose I tell you that I know there’s a Lindite ship in the vicinity—suppose I can prove it—would you be convinced that the story hangs together?”


  “Uh-huh. Where’s your proof?” Cary Harper grinned and sat down again.


  “Ain’t got no proof,” he said, cheerfully. “All I got is a feeling. I didn’t like the look that Martian gave me.”


  “Please, why don’t you stop wasting my time?” Monte pleaded. “I came out here for a sun tan, not an earache.”


  “Just the same,” said Harper, “if I’m right, I have Max where I want him. And where do I want him? Where he may have to kick in with half of a hundred thousand bucks reward to a guy he hates. And why? Because I already know which one is the Lindite ship and he’s just beginning a guessing campaign. And since time is going to be important, because they know that Max is around, I’m going to hunt up Max and have a talk with him.”


  “If you’re through talking to yourself,” said Monte in disgust, “I’d like to mention that things wouldn’t be getting so progressively lousy if you showed up now and then and played a little, instead of disappearing every afternoon to the Venus Sapphire and every evening to I don’t know where. Are you going to play tonight?”


  Harper nodded distantly.


  “Well, that’s something. As for your hunting up Max, I got a feeling that Max is still going to do the hunting.”


  MAXWELL GREEN leaned back in his chair and finished his speech.


  “It’s a damned clever game he’s been working, Mr. Van Horn,” he said. “You can see he didn’t overlook anything.” He waited until James Van Horn turned away from the crystal window where he had been standing motionless for long minutes. His face was etched with lines of anger.


  “I’m grateful to you, Mr. Green,” he said. “I can scarcely . . .” He left the sentence unfinished, lost in thought. Presently Green spoke.


  “Thank you,” he said, “but this isn’t a question of gratitude. I’m here on a job—a job I’ve come a long, long way to see through. It may be possible for you to help me.” He rubbed the purple welt that lay under his eye and added, “I can nail Cary Harper the minute he’s deported from Tyuio.”


  “I don’t understand,” said Van Horn, quietly.


  Green stood up and walked to the desk, facing the older man.


  “I won’t mince words, Mr. Van Horn,” he said. “You’re one of the most powerful men in this part of the System. You own half of Tyuio. A suggestion from you to the proper Tyuionian authorities that Harper be deported could hardly be neglected.”


  “I see. May I ask, Mr. Green, on what specific charges the Colonial Police want this man Harper?”


  Green hesitated for a moment before he answered.


  “Assault,” he said, his heavy face reddening until the dark welt seemed to grow even darker. “Assault while resisting arrest. He was wanted on ten separate conspiracy charges.”


  “And being wanted for conspiracy, you mention assault first?”


  “Yes. Assault against the Colonial Police during a space flight is worth ten years imprisonment.”


  “May I ask whether you were the man he assaulted?”


  “I don’t see what difference it makes,” said Green, quietly.


  “None,” said Van Horn, “except that I should dislike using what influence I may have to settle a private affair. Because here on Tyuio, you see, it is a private affair.”


  “Then would you say,” said Green, evenly, “that Harper’s use of your family is also a private affair?”


  “Frankly, Mr. Green, I would have preferred it so.”


  Van Horn threw in the audiovisor switch and pressed down one of a row of lettered buttons. In a moment, on a large screen that was imbedded in the wall behind him, a girl’s face appeared. Rather, the suggestion of a face appeared, for the girl was combing her hair and her long, blonde tresses hung down over her face. She moved away a mass of golden hair until a mischievous blue eye twinkled through, and she said:


  “Yes, father?”


  “Please come to my study, Lois,” said Van Horn. He threw the switch back and faced Green. “Unfortunately,” he said, taking up the conversation again, “the life of a junior bank clerk, no matter how wealthy or influential his father is, cannot remain a private affair. If what you say is true, Mr. Green, Harper will be deported.”


  THE two men waited in silence until Lois Van Horn entered the study. She came in on tip-toe, her lovely face silently questioning her father with a curious smile, as if she were unused to coming to his study, as if it were an intrusion. When her father introduced her to Green, mentioning his official capacity, she raised an eyebrow pertly.


  “Lois,” said Van Horn, “do you know a man named Cary Harper?”


  Suddenly the girl’s expression changed. The smile faded as she said:


  “I know a man named Cary. I—I didn’t know his other name.” She looked sharply at Green. “Why do you ask, father?”


  “How did you meet him?”


  “It was at a restaurant, two weeks ago. He fell against my table, the coffee spilled all over him. Then . . . we just met,” she finished, looking from one man to the other. Her smile flashed into being again with startling brilliance. “How silly of you, darling,” she laughed. “You didn’t have to hire detectives. I was going to tell you all about him. He’s just the kind of a man you—”


  “What do you know about him, Lois?”


  “Well, I must say you’re being very solemn about it,” said the girl, sitting down on the desk. “What do I know about him? Let’s see. He’s taller than brother by so much.” She held thumb and forefinger apart to indicate two inches. “And he has dark hair and dark eyes, and he likes to go rowing in the park. And he dances magnificently. We’ve gone dancing almost every night. Aside from that, I don’t know what to tell you except that I asked him to marry me yesterday and he said yes.”


  Van Horn recoiled.


  “What did you say?” he snapped. “What’s the matter, Dad? I didn’t really mean it that way. I only meant that he thinks he did the proposing . . .” Her voice died away. There was no mistaking the expression on her father’s face now.


  “Lois,” said Van Horn, “earlier this afternoon I discovered that your brother, Richard has been stealing from the bank that employs him. He’s stolen almost forty thousand dollars to satisfy gambling debts, debts that he owed to the man you’ve been seeing these two weeks!”


  Lois Van Horn looked at her father as if she hadn’t understood him.


  “No,” she said slowly. “I don’t see what you’re trying . . . I love him, Dad. You can’t separate us. You don’t—”


  “Listen to me, Lois,” Van Horn interrupted, taking her hand. “I’m not trying to do anything. You know I wouldn’t interfere with your life. But this man Harper has been seeing you just to find out things about your brother Richard. He’s driven him to theft. All you mean to him is a further chance to meet prospects whom he can rob.” The girl was still shaking her head, unable to speak, when Green handed her a small, folded paper. She took it with trembling hands and opened it. At the top was a small picture of Cary Harper, and under it were several lines of print:


  WANTED BY THE COLONIAL IN-


  TERPLANETARY POLICE


  CARY HARPER


  Particulars: Cary Harper is six feet, one inch in height; weight, 170; dark hair, dark eyes. Dresses excellently, speaks several languages, drinks in moderation and smokes Virginia (Earth) cigarettes. He is invariably accompanied by a confederate known as Three-Card Monte. Harper has no prison record, but police are warned that he is clever and dangerous. He is a professional gambler and is usually found on cruise vessels or in first class hotels in large cities.


  He is wanted by the C.I.P. for first degree assault and by the Royal Uranian Government on ten counts of conspiracy. Address all inquiries: CH-9055.


  Lois Van Horn put down the paper and looked dully at her father.


  “Yes,” she said, chokingly, “this is the man. But I can’t believe . . . I can’t believe that he . . . did what you say.”


  “Of course,” said Green, in a subdued voice, “I understand how you must feel about this, Miss Van Horn. Harper is one of the slickest articles still in circulation. And if there are any doubts in your mind about what I’ve told your father, I am prepared to prove the case against this man.” He paused and looked at Van Horn. “As it happens, Mr. Van Horn, I have had word that your son Richard will be present at a gambling group tonight, playing opposite Harper again.”


  Van Horn put his arm around his daughter and said,


  “Can you arrange for us to be there?”


  Green nodded silently.


  “I DON’T get it,” said Monte, gloomily. “It’s just like I told you—Green’s doing the hunting instead of you.” The sound of his footsteps echoed against the walls of the old houses that lined the street. Cary Harper walked beside him, humming a tune. “What’s the idea of Max calling you up at the hotel and wanting to know where he could meet you?”


  “Maybe,” Harper grinned, “he wanted to meet me, huh?”


  “Sure. An I.P. man agrees to meet you at a session?”


  “Why not? Gambling’s legal in Tyuio, and that’s where I said I would be.”


  “The whole thing stinks!” said Monte, emphatically. “An hour after you take a sock at him he calls you up for an appointment. Don’t tell me he decided to kiss and make up. What’s cooking?”


  “My theory, Monte, and this fits perfectly. I told you Max wouldn’t let anything interfere with business. Maybe it occurred to him that I might know something he would like to know.” Monte snorted.


  “That Lindite ship junk again?”


  “Fifty even money he proposes a deal before I do?”


  “You got a bet.”


  They were close to the outskirts of the city now. Behind them the lights of Vhedy filled the night with the soft glow of myriad colors, but here the only illumination came from the sparkling light of nearby moons, and after awhile, from the country lamps of a large house that stood back from the road, shaded by gigantic Venusian swamp trees.


  Just before they reached the high gate that surrounded the house, both men drew on black masks that completely covered their faces. At the gatehouse, Harper held a small white card up to the guard’s torch for inspection. A winding path led them to the house.


  Inside, a servant took their coats and ushered them up a flight of stairs which gave into a huge, luxurious room that was filled with laughter and gaiety. Men and women were everywhere, at the bar, at a large Martian piano that needed three men to make it produce a sound, sitting about and talking casually of all sorts of things. It might have been a party at a country estate but for one minor detail—everyone in the room was masked with identical, black silken masks that allowed only their eyes to be seen.


  Cary Harper and Monte entered and sat down quietly in a corner. For many of the people in the room, the masks were a dramatic frill, an added filip to thrill hunters. But there were those present, undoubtedly, who would not have come if masking had not been compulsory, men and women who for some private reason needed money desperately, who were prepared to play for stakes that might have attracted too much attention aboard a gambling ship. There were always such people . . . it was for them that Lindite ships existed . . .


  SO CARY HARPER thought as he sat, thumbing idly through a book, trying to remember which of the voices around him he had heard before. There were hardly any. In his first week in this house, number forty-four Feyda Lane, there had been the same voices night after night, voices that spoke infrequently because they had come too often. Now those voices were missing. They had disappeared one after another in the ensuing days, and with their disappearance, the nightly stakes at number forty-four Feyda Lane had dwindled.


  It was indeed as Harper had told Monte—as if they were running against terrific competition, against a house that offered better odds. And there could be only one answer to that, for only one kind of house could afford to play for better odds . . . a house that counted its winnings in some other medium than money.


  Harper listened to the bubbling conversation and knew from their carelessness that they didn’t give a damn if they were recognized. Fie almost regretted that he had come; such people wouldn’t play for the stakes that interested Harper.


  Still, when the cashier came to him, he bought a sizable stack of chips. Monte had sauntered away, unwilling to allow anyone to associate him with Harper, as they might have done were a short man always to be seen with a tall one. It was one of the innumerable little precautions of the profession. There was always the possibility that someday they would run across someone in this room, on a cruise, say, where knowledge of their identity might prove embarrassing.


  Servants opened the door to an adjoining room, and as Harper entered, he was given a pair of black gloves which he put on. The room contained half a dozen low tables surrounded by chairs, every bit of the furniture a dull ebony. Harper went to the largest table and sat down. Of the others near him, he thought he recognized two men. In a moment, the house representative inquired for their game.


  “Anacrat,” said a man.


  Only two men beside Harper voted for it, and the choice went to the mild Mercurian game of Senna. The house representative broke open a sealed carton of Senna cards and laid them on the table. The cards had snow white backs, and against the black of the table and the gloved hands they stood out with sharp clarity.


  Several rounds of play went by during which Harper tried the bank, won it once and lost it promptly. He had no interest in the proceedings until a well-dressed young man opposite him won the bank, after several rather daring plays.


  Immediately the bank called for double stakes. Three players signaled dropout and Harper took up one of the vacancies. He lost, and promptly took up another vacancy, playing three hands against the bank. He lost again, and when two others dropped, Harper took every vacancy and called for six hands.


  A murmur swept the room. The masked figure opposite Harper nodded agreement.


  “Double stakes again?” he asked. Harper put up the stakes and settled back. He had changed in the past few minutes. If his mask had been off, those around him at the table would have seen his eyes were cool and clear, and a faint smile playing about his lips. He played with a detached manner, a carelessness almost.


  THE white cards fell noiselessly.


  After the first round the murmuring had grown stronger. Players who had dropped from other tables came to stand near this table, watching the hands. In the first round four of Harper’s six hands had won.


  The dealer paused. His eyes swept the table and his hands seemed to tremble the least bit. Cary Harper made no move to draw in his chips, and the dealer said quietly,


  “Odds on?”


  Harper nodded and put up more chips. The bank had offered two to one against him. The evening was developing into something quite different from what he had expected.


  The second round fell, and talking stopped. Five of Harper’s six hands had come through.


  The dealer looked across the table and his grey eyes met Cary Harper’s. For an instant Harper felt that he wasn’t looking into the man’s eyes, that his gaze had fallen against something hard and impenetrable. The grey eyes were misty, clouded. The man raised a hand to his forehead, absently, and felt the mask. Under that mask he must have been perspiring, but he was unable to do anything about it. It was the unconscious gesture of a man unused to masked playing, a novice at the game, and yet his stakes were—


  “Odds again?”


  There was a harsh intake of breath from the swelled ranks of the spectators, but it came from Harper’s unhesitating agreement rather than the offer. The bank was now offering five to one on the third round, a tremendous figure. But the mathematical odds were at least fifty to one. Unless Harper came up with at least three winners, out of a possible total six winners left in the deck, he would be wiped out.


  He had agreed with instinctive swiftness. Long moments before he had decided his course if the offer came. His eyes had silently lifted across the room to where Monte was playing stolidly, and Monte had turned to him for an instant; he could almost see Monte’s smile, the same smile that lay coldly on Harper. He was like ice now. . . .


  One by one the cards had noiselessly slid to the table, and they showed five winners!


  Harper stared through his mask at the man across the table. In three quick rounds he had lost the bank and close to four thousand dollars. What was going on in his mind? He played with sudden fits and starts, as if each card that he dealt was a struggle.


  “What stakes does the bank play?” said the man.


  Harper waved a hand, avoiding talking, signifying that the bank was open. The man called the cashier, bought an additional five thousand dollars with crisp bills and asked for a count of available hands.


  Harper glanced around the table. No one else was playing. It had developed into a duel.


  “Ten hands,” said Harper.


  “I’ll play them all.”


  EXPERTLY, deftly, Harper dealt the white cards. He had declared the bank open and he met every proposed increase. His interest was now in the man, rather than in the money. Harper had played larger stakes, but his opponent was something new. He plunged at the slightest chance, doubled every high card. When he won he looked at the chips for long moments, as if he was counting them. When he held the bank, which changed hands again and again, he played stupidly.


  Once during the hour that the duel lasted Harper felt a pang of regret. That was when the man bought another ten thousand dollars worth of chips. It wasn’t that the man’s luck was against him—the fact was that he never gave luck a chance, that he played insanely, blindly, pressing, squeezing, forcing himself against a wall. Harper didn’t like it. He didn’t enjoy sitting behind the law of averages. It took the drama out of the game. It made Harper a banker even when the other man held the bank.


  When it was over, the man sat quietly, his glazed eyes fixed on the chips as if he didn’t understand what had happened. He got up finally and slowly left the room. After that, Harper waited only until he had lost the bank to the returning players, then he too stopped.


  As he walked out of the room, a man fell into step beside him. Even through the man’s mask there was no mistaking his short, barrel-chested figure. It was Maxwell Green. Two paces behind, also heading for the stairs, were a man and a woman.


  “Nice killing you made tonight, Harper,” Green said.


  Harper turned in a swift gesture of annoyance.


  “Don’t bother using names,” he said. “What’s on your mind?”


  Green motioned to one of the side doors.


  “Let’s step in here. It’s all right. I’ve arranged it.” He opened the door and went in behind Harper. The man and the woman came up quickly and followed the two men in. Before Harper could say anything, Green said, “They’re in on this—friends of mine.”


  “In on what?”


  “On your little game,” said Green. With a sudden thrust he came forward and tore the mask from Harper’s face. Then he turned to the man and woman and said, “This should remove the last doubt.”


  The woman turned quickly and started for the door, but with a leap, Harper was there before her. He closed the door again, and standing with his back against it, said,


  “I don’t understand what you’re up to, Green, but I think this calls for a general unmasking.” His face was cold and hard as he surveyed the three masked figures.


  “I think not,” said Green. He held his right hand up. There was a heavy service heat pistol in his hand. “Get away from that door,” he said, coming forward.


  Harper slowly shook his head.


  “Remember,” he said, “this isn’t legal.” In complete disregard of Green, he advanced to the man who stood beside Green and ripped off the mask, staring at the revealed face. After a momentary silence, he said, “But I don’t know you . . .”


  Green said,


  “This is the father of the boy you fleeced tonight, the boy you’ve driven to debt and stealing.”


  A baffled expression came over Cary Harper.


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Perhaps you know me better than my father.” As she spoke, the girl took off her mask.


  HARPER stood there stunned. He tried to speak but no sound came from his bloodless lips.


  “There’s no use pretending, Cary,” said the girl, her voice subdued and controlled. “You only met me because it was convenient for your business activities. You drew me out about my brother and my friends like a salesman with a prospective list of clients. You’ve bled my brother white, until he turned thief, and even that wasn’t enough for you. Tonight you fleeced him from the—” In spite of herself, tears were rolling down her cheeks.


  “Lois,” said Harper, drawing a hand across his face. “I swear to you that I didn’t know that boy was your brother. I’ve never played against him before. I’ve never even spoken to him. All these things you’re saying don’t mean anything . . . they can’t mean anything. It’s true that I’m a gambler. I didn’t tell you, I couldn’t. I was going to quit and tell you afterward. But these other things—Lois, you can’t go!”


  She had started for the door again. Her father, his face the picture of frozen anger, came between her and Harper as Harper tried to stop her. From behind Green stuck the gun into Harper’s back and said,


  “Get out of the way, Harper. This time I mean it.”


  The door opened and a voice said, “Put away that gun, Max. You’re a big boy now.”


  Monte closed the door behind him and faced Green, holding a deadly Martian dart gun in his hand.


  “There’s only one dart in this,” he said solemnly, “but you can have it. I ain’t selfish.”


  Green regarded Monte, then, pursing his lips, he lowered his pistol and returned it to its holster. Harper stood there, still bewildered trying to think. Thoughts were racing about crazily in his mind, eluding him just when they seemed to make sense. If only—“Nothing you can say will alter matters,” said Van Horn, grimly. “I give you my word you will both be deported within twenty-four hours.”


  Deported! Then that was the answer! Somehow, Green had worked out a plan that would bring Monte and him within Green’s grasp. Somehow he had learned of his meetings with Lois, then convinced her and Van Horn . . . but there it left a muddy trail . . .


  “Monte,” said Harper, “you’ve been here every night. Did you ever see that man I played against? Has he been here before?”


  “Maybe once, but I doubt it.”


  Then young Van Horn had gambled elsewhere. And if he had gambled for the kind of money he had put forward tonight, then it—it fitted perfectly again! It began to make sense again!


  “Listen, Max,” said Harper, quickly. “I know why you’re here on Tyuio. I don’t care what you think about this case. Maybe you’re out to get me, but you’re missing the big thing this is pointing to. That boy hasn’t been playing here and there isn’t a place he could lose such money except one—a Lindite ship!”


  GREEN’S eyes narrowed incredulously, then he threw his head back and roared with laughter.


  “You’re slipping, Harper!” he said, happily. “You’re really digging them up now!”


  “Don’t you see?” cried Harper. “He’s too well known to have lost a lot of money publicly on an ordinary gambling boat. And this is the only big gambling house in Vhedy and I know he hasn’t played here.”


  Green stopped laughing suddenly, then he said,


  “Really? Then why should he have been here tonight at all? Did those convenient Lindites of yours decide that his money wasn’t good anymore? Or that he wouldn’t be happy in Lindar?”


  Harper was unable to answer. There was no answer, unless Monte was wrong, or they were all wrong. Where was his wild theory of a Lindite ship now? Green had laughed at him instead of making proposals. Green had come to Tyuio determined to bring Cary Harper back with him. That alone was his reason for being there, and that was the business he had undertaken to finish. Deported—that was the answer to it all.


  “Lois,” said Harper, desperately, “I can’t explain, but there must be some explanation. If you spoke to your brother—”


  He knew it was useless to speak. This time when she went to the door he made no effort to stop her. Something had gone dead in her, so completely dead that it seemed strange to think it had ever been alive. Her eyes looked past him, cold, filled with scorn and contempt.


  “Lois,” Harper cried, “you must trust me!”


  “I’d sooner trust a snake.”


  Moments later, when they had gone, Monte stood beside Harper in the room, waiting for him to speak.


  “We were in love, Monte,” Harper said. He seemed to be in a daze. “We were going to be married . . .”


  “I know. I listened at the door. That’s why you didn’t tell me about going to the ship. You knew I’d be against your seeing that girl, or any girl, seriously.” Monte nodded his head in sympathy as he went on quietly. “It’s like I always said, Cary. The way we live, guys like us can’t get tangled up. Our motto has to be ‘Makes No Difference.’ We’re the original what-the-hell boys. No strings, no attachments, nothing to lose. Guys like us got to stay cold inside.”


  “I was going to tell her, Monte. I was hiding money from you, money I’d won on that ship, so that we could start new. I was going to get out of the game for good.”


  “You’re wrong, Cary,” said Monte, softly. He took Harper’s arm as they started out. “You couldn’t have gotten out. But if you really wanted to try, I’d have been rooting for you all the way. . . .”


  IT was some three hours later, halfway through the long night of Tyuio, that the audivisor in Cary Harper’s room buzzed stridently. Harper came in from the terrace where he had been sitting with Monte, unable to sleep, and detached the buzzer. The noise stopped, but a few moments later, the hotel phone jangled and Monte answered. Monte came out to the terrace and sank into his chair.


  “That was her on the AV,” he said. “After you cut the connection she called the hotel. Asked them to put you on. Important.”


  “What’d you say?”


  “Do not disturb.”


  Harper nodded his head. It was quiet there on the terrace. The stars of the ever unfamiliar constellations shone brightly, scarcely twinkling in the clear, thin atmosphere of Tyuio. Far, far off, a mere dot in the void at that great distance, was the Ghort constellation. A hundred odd planetoids made up that group, among them Forelle, the water-station of the Jupiter-Tyuio voyage. How far was Jupiter from here? Months, perhaps, by slow, rusty freighters. Far enough away to help a man forget, if one could choose one’s destination. . . .


  “What do you suppose she wanted?”


  Monte shrugged.


  “What’s the difference?” he said. “You know where you stand with her, and now she knows where she stands with you.”


  The audivisor began to buzz again.


  “Maybe I shouldn’t have put the switch back on,” said Monte. “That must be her again. I’ll take—”


  “Never mind.” Harper got up and went back to the sitting room. He flipped open the switch. The pale amber screen flickered into life, and there was Lois Van Horn.


  “Cary!” she cried. Her eyes that had been so cold were wide with fear now. Her golden hair was disheveled. She stood before her transmitter, seemingly oblivious of the fact that she wore only a filmy negligee. “Cary!” she breathed. “Something has happened to my brother. You must listen to me!”


  She said that because she could see that Harper was about to destroy the connection. For a split instant, Harper hesitated. A few hours before he had asked her almost the same thing and she . . .


  In that moment of indecision the girl acted. She brought her own transmitter into line with the screen of what apparently was the audivisor system of her home. The screen was lit, showing the interior of a room. The room appeared empty.


  “It’s my brother’s room, Cary,” came the girl’s choked voice. “He doesn’t know his transmitter is on. He’s doing—”


  Harper saw what Ralph Van Horn was doing then. The boy had come within view of the screen, and Harper watched the scene with paralyzed fascination. Ralph Van Horn looked strikingly like his sister. He had the same blue eyes, his hair was closely cropped and the color of wet sand. His high forehead was covered with sweat, and a large blue vein stood out prominently on his temple.


  The boy stood in the middle of the floor. At his feet lay a globe, glistening white and small enough to be held in one hand. Young Van Horn was staring at the globe with a terrifying, intense concentration. Every fibre of his being seemed to focus on the globe.


  Then a strange thing happened. Slowly, as the boy stared at the globe, it began to rise from the floor! He was three feet away from it and it kept rising, seemingly of its own volition, until it was a foot off the floor. It hung there in mid-air for a moment, its polished surface revolving the least bit, then it began to drop. It went halfway to the floor and suddenly bobbed up again, higher than it had been, and all at once it hit the floor and rested there without moving.


  RALPH VAN HORN sank to the floor beside it, his face working, tears streaming down his cheeks silently, the picture of utter exhaustion. After awhile he got up, waited until his breathing had become normal again, took up the ball in his hands and disappeared from the screen.


  “It’s the Lindites!” Harper snapped, releasing himself from the spell that had come over him. “Listen to me—you’ve got to get the police—no, that’s no good. It’s Green we need now! Tell your father to get Green immediately!”


  “It’s no use,” the girl sobbed. “I’ve tried to get him for the past half-hour. He went away with father and I came home alone. I can’t find either of them. You must help me, Cary, you must!”


  “Where is Green staying?”


  “At Interplanetary House.”


  “I’ll get him. You stay there and don’t let your brother out of your sight. If he tries to leave, stop him—no matter how!”


  Harper switched off and turned quickly to Monte, who stood beside him. He had come in from the terrace long moments before, he had seen enough to understand.


  “Monte, we’ve got to find Max Green!”


  “What’s wrong with the Tyuio police?”


  “The scandal—it’s bound to get out!”


  “What’s that to you?”


  Harper turned back to the audivisor. “Get me Interplanetary House, fast!” The screen blanked, then went on again. “Mr. Maxwell Green, please.” The girl operator smiled.


  “He just came in. One moment, please.”


  “Luck!” said Harper, fiercely, and the screen lit up again.


  “Hello, Harper,” said Green, mildly surprised. “What’s this?”


  “Max, I just got a call from Lois Van Horn! You can call her if you don’t believe me. She’s seen her brother with one of those white Lindite globes!”


  “You’re crazy!”


  “I’m not crazy! Don’t stand there gaping! Call her and then rush over there. I’m going now!”


  A QUARTER of an hour later, two surface cabs almost collided as they swung to a halt before the dark entrance of the Van Horn mansion. Harper and Monte leaped out of one cab and Maxwell Green from the other. Swiftly, the trio ran up the tiled stairs and rang at the door. Green was breathless.


  “I saw the whole thing,” he said grimly. “The girl lined up two AV systems. You were right, Harper, but thank God it’s not too late yet.”


  Lois Van Horn herself swung open the door. Her brother was still in his room. He was still doing the same thing.


  “Where’s your father?” said Green tersely.


  “I thought he was with you.”


  Green’s eyes were darting about through the thick-lensed glasses he wore. He started for the interior stairs.


  “Show us upstairs,” he said. “Your father’s on his way here. He went to the bank with the manager, but he was gone when I called.”


  The girl led them up a flight of stairs and stopped before a door that gave off from the landing. Without waiting for her to knock, Green swung the door open and strode in.


  Ralph Van Horn was lying stretched out on a chair. The white globe lay in the middle of the floor, reflecting the light. The instant Green walked in, young Van Horn jumped from the chair and tried to seize the globe. Halfway in mid-air, Green’s barrel-chested, heavy body cut him off with a block. Green got up, took the globe and held it out to the terror-stricken boy.


  “We’ll make it short and sweet, Mr. Van Horn,” he said, quietly. “You’re in the hands of Lindites. If you ever want to get out, tell us where you got this Lindite sphere.”


  A spasm shook the boy’s body. He backed away, shaking his head.


  “No!” he cried. “I don’t know where I got it. I found it! That’s it, I found it!”


  Green grunted and threw the ball to a couch. He advanced to the boy holding his hands away from his sides.


  “You can tell me,” he said, his voice hardly audible. “I’m the law, you know, and you’ve got to tell me whether you want to or not . . .” There was a hypnotic quality in Green’s manner as he spoke to the boy. “I’m going to find out,” he said, softly. “You know that, don’t you?”


  Young Van Horn edged behind a chair, still retreating from Green, still shaking his head.


  “Leave me alone,” he whimpered. “Go away!”


  Suddenly Green swung around the chair and grabbed the boy. He took both Van Horn’s hands into his own, and with his free hand he smashed the boy across his face with an open palm.


  “Tell me!” Green demanded furiously, hitting him again and again.


  “I found it!” the boy screamed. “Can’t you understand? I found it!” Helplessly he struggled against Green’s bull strength, unable to free himself. “Lois! Help me!”


  With one accord, Harper and the girl started for Green, but Green had already released the boy. His face was clouded and pre-occupied as he faced them.


  “Don’t teach me my business, Harper. Stay out of this,” Green sighed. “I’m sorry, Miss Van Horn. I’m not enjoying this, believe me.” He watched the boy sink into a chair. Young Van Horn couldn’t take his eyes off the white globe. Gloomily, Green took the globe from the couch and held it in his hands.


  “It’s the same old story,” he said in a voice that betrayed his anger. “He won’t talk—because he can’t talk. They’ve given him what they call their Drink of Honor.”


  “Max, I know where that globe came from!”


  ‘What?”


  “I tell you I do! It’s that ship I was on today—the Venus Sapphire!”


  “How do you know?” Green demanded.


  “I—I just know. Call it a hunch, call it anything. Didn’t I know there was a Lindite ship around? You’ve got to take the—”


  BUT Green was shaking his Lead. “You’re wrong, Harper. The Venus Sapphire pulled out an hour ago. And no Lindite ship would go leaving one of these globes behind unless they had a damn good reason.”


  “Isn’t the discovery of this globe reason enough?” cried Harper.


  “Sure,” Green nodded, “but Miss Van Horn didn’t discover the globe until after that ship had gone.”


  “Maybe they had another reason! Maybe it’s just a coincidence!”


  “Okay, Harper,” said Green, quietly. “Maybe this and maybe that. You’re just wild guessing now and we can’t afford to guess. You’ll admit that I’m at least as interested as you are in nailing a Lindite boat? Thanks. Now let’s see what we have.”


  He turned the globe around in his hands, brooding.


  “The one thing we can be reasonably sure of is the fact that the Lindite ship, whichever one it is, doesn’t yet know that anyone suspects it’s here. And if we can keep that knowledge from them a little longer, maybe we can be led to it.”


  “How?” Harper said.


  For an answer, Green set the white globe down on a table and fixed his gaze on it. He continued looking at it for a full minute, and then, slowly, the globe shuddered slightly and moved vertically into the air. All at once Green let out his breath and the globe hit the table with a sharp thud.


  “I’ve seen one or two of these before,” Green said, bitterly. “Will power works them. Will power! Think of it!” He bit his heavy lips and stared at the globe in fascination until sweat fogged his glasses. “Let me give you the whole picture,” Green went on. “It’s an old story . . .


  “This lad went up to a gambling ship for a night’s fun. The minute they saw him they knew they had a prospect, because he was rich, and only the rich can’t afford to lose. Sounds odd, doesn’t it? It’s true. The ordinary youngster couldn’t lose enough to get in deep! But this boy went there, maybe had a drink too much, and there he was, playing fairly steep stakes for a few hours. He probably lost no more than a few thousand dollars—but they had him hooked! Because only a wealthy man could return for another try. Get it?


  “So he came back,” Green continued, “and he lost again.”


  “Crooked wheels or dice?” Harper asked.


  “Never. Lindite ships play absolutely legitimately because they are playing for lives, not money. They can’t afford to be caught with a crooked game that might lead to an investigation of the ship. They play honestly, and the laws of chance on dice and their wheels give them an edge of about twenty-five per cent in the long run.”


  GREEN took off his glasses and polished them deliberately before he went on.


  “Well, after maybe a few nights of playing, the boy was in deep. Too deep. He took the usual course. Only the wealthy have opportunities at money that isn’t theirs; this boy took his bank’s money. He kept trying to win, but the games had him licked on percentage.”


  “What if he had won back his money?” said Harper, then added, “I see. If he had won, then he’d be out. But they had plenty like him, and all of them couldn’t win. Someone would have to lose.”


  “Exactly. This boy fell among those who lost. We know that because the globe tells the story. He was finally in so deep that he was ready to listen to anything . . . That was when they offered him the ultimate gamble! He could get back double what he had lost—if he took the white globe! He accepted, and took their Drink of Honor.” Green looked at Harper and said, “Ever hear of it?”


  Harper nodded.


  “It’s a drug, isn’t it?”


  “So they say,” Green said somberly. “No one knows; we know only its effects.[2] The drink is an unbelievably powerful compulsive agent. It destroys the will, perhaps, or the memory. Either the man cannot say where he got the globe or he doesn’t remember. He knows only what he must do with it. The Drink of Honor, whatever hellish drug it is, compels one to go through with the test in a limited time, and if the test fails, to surrender oneself, leaving no clue.”


  A shudder swept through Lois as she asked,


  “What is the test?” She was sitting limply in a chair, her face blanched and fearful.


  “Did you see what I did to the globe?” said Green. “Anyone can do it—to an extent. It responds to will power. There is nothing inside, the globe is a solid mass of some unknown substance that comes from the ancient mines of Lindar. Will power can make it move in any direction. The test is to keep it in mid-air for one hundred seconds.”


  Slowly, Harper said,


  “And it can be done?”


  “It has been done. There’s nothing phoney about that. The globe is as honest as their games, and there is one of the great reasons for the Lindite successes. Once in a long while somebody does beat the test, and if that happens, the compulsion to remain silent is gone.” Green laughed moodily. “Clever, isn’t it? When they lose, they get advertising; the news spreads like wildfire—Lindites can be beaten.”


  “I’ve heard that,” said Harper. “If the Lindites never lost, in time no one would take the chance. It’s that chance that they dangle before you, that and their reputation for honesty.”


  “And what can the I.P. do against a set-up like that?” said Green. “Look at how the test works. You don’t have to take it aboard their ship. They let you take the globe with you, take the test anywhere you want, within 200 miles of the ship, and inside of fifty hours.


  “In complete privacy, you can practice raising this fiendish globe over and over, until you’ve done it dozens of times. When you’re ready, you just tell yourself that you’re going to take it. That’s all there is to it—you just can do it, you’ve won. If you fail, you can try twice more, declaring to yourself each time that you are taking it. Three failures—” Green snapped his fingers viciously, “—finish!”


  FOR the first time, Monte spoke.


  “And then?” he asked, quietly. “You go to the Lindite ship and give yourself up. No farewells, no letters, no clues. Nothing can stop you. You know you’ve failed three times. You’ve lost, and you go because you must go, because you took a certain little drink.” An acid smile played on Green’s lips. Between his teeth he said, “That’s why they call it the Drink of Honor!”


  “Suppose you win?” said Monte. “What happens to the globe?”


  “You have fifty hours time,” Green answered. “If it passes and you haven’t taken the test, it’s as if you lost, and you surrender to the Lindites of your own volition. But if you win—the globe returns to the Lindite ship by itself!”


  “Ah-h-h,” said Harper, drawing in his breath. “I begin to see what you meant, Max. You think the boy has been taking the test?”


  “No doubt about it.”


  “And a large part of the fifty hours must be up?”


  “It’s hard to say, but it makes no difference. We’ll just keep this lad under our eyes until fifty hours have passed, and then . . .” Green looked squarely at the youth, “. . . wherever this white globe goes, we’ll be going with it. It must lead us to the ship!” Green sat down on the arm of the couch and added,


  “We’ll probably have to call in the Tyuionian police, Miss Van Horn. With your father’s influence, there’s little chance of this leaking out.”


  “There’s an excellent chance of it leaking out,” said Harper. “This is a gambler’s heaven. I should know,” he smiled, grimly. “Why don’t you call in the I.P.?”


  “I have called them. They ought to be here within a few days, and it may be too late by then.”


  “A few days? Aren’t they nearby, waiting?”


  “Waiting for what?” said Green, impatiently.


  “Didn’t the I.P. send you here to scout a Lindite ship?”


  “No one sent me,” said Green, evenly. “I came here for you, Harper, and I’ll go back with you when this is finished.”


  “A wiser and a wealthier man,” said Harper. “A hundred thousand bucks wealthier.”


  The door leading to the hall had opened the least bit, and a deep, guttural voice said, “Wiser, perhaps, Mr. Green . . .”


  The door swung open entirely. An eight foot Jovian stood at the threshold, big electric bolt guns in either of his two huge hands. He jutted his head forward to indicate another armed Jovian on the balcony outside. Both adjoining doors to the room opened, disclosing two more of the giant gunmen. Their pale skin, stretched tight across great, bony skulls, made them look’like death-heads.


  “Wiser, Mr. Green,” the first Jovian repeated in hollow tones, “but hardly wealthier, not to mention your health.”


  “What do you want?” said Green, slowly sliding to his feet.


  “A hostage,” replied the Jovian, “a hostage in the event that your friends of the Colonial police should prove troublesome. We would therefore prefer taking you alive, Mr. Green, and unless you stop moving your hand towards your weapons, you may spoil our plans. Please put your hands over your head—all of you!” The last was a short, savage command, enforced by a sudden thrust of the guns.


  “Search them, Otho,” said the leader. The Jovian came in from the balcony and let his great hands feel out Monte’s dart gun and the heat pistol that Green wore in a shoulder holster. “I see you gentlemen have your favorites,” the leader observed, mockingly. “Now, Mr. Green, please precede me out of this room. Otho, the globe.”


  For a moment, Green hesitated, his muscular, short body poised for a leap. Harper grated,


  “Don’t be a fool, Max!”


  The Jovian showed his long teeth in a leer, swinging the bolt guns easily. Green picked up his hat, shrugged and went out. The other Jovians followed him, and the leader, before he closed the door behind him, observed,


  “Please be careful. You are not concerned in this.”


  THE instant the door closed, Harper sprang to the audivisor. He threw the switch in, but the screen remained dark and the short-long distress signal buzzed. The efficient Jovians had taken the precaution of wrecking the AV system.


  “Monte!” Harper barked. “You stay—”


  “Where are you going?” Monte cried. “The boy is safe and Max is none of our business. He’s still out to get you!”


  “He’ll wind up on Lindar unless we help him!” Harper grated. “You stay here and watch the boy. Don’t leave him for a minute. I’ll be back as soon as I can!” He swung the door open, hesitated, crossed the room to Lois Van Horn and took her in his arms. Then he left.


  He ran for almost five minutes before he caught a surface cab.


  “Police headquarters!” he cried. “As fast as this buggy’ll go!” The Tyuionian driver swallowed and his little vehicle shot forward. Three minutes later a police car overtook them. Harper shouted to them and the pursuer became an escort. They tore through the wide, empty streets of Vhedy at breakneck speed, pulling up before the striped green lights of the Tyuionian police, brakes squealing in anguish.


  Precious minutes flitted by while Harper argued with the desk Corporal in charge. The Corporal sent for his Sergeant, the Sergeant for a Lieutenant. Finally Colonel Greizz was awakened. He came down to his office, a huge black robe wrapped around his tiny body. He sat at his desk, stroking his grey goatee, listening to Harper. His thin fingers tapped the desk top; he said nothing until Harper finished.


  “A most interesting story,” the Colonel observed, mildly. “It is lacking however, in one or two particulars.”


  “You mean you don’t believe me?”


  “Hardly,” said Greizz. “Especially in view of the fact that Mr. Van Horn, senior, never went nor intended to go to any bank. And this we know because he was here until half an hour ago, personally arranging for your deportation.”


  “Half an hour ago?” Harper repeated, “Then he should have returned home before I left . . .”


  “That is exactly what I am thinking.”


  “But Green told me—”


  The little Colonel rose and leaned forward.


  “It is perhaps more to the point to mention what Lieutenant Green told me. We are entirely acquainted with your case, Mr. Harper. We manage to keep desperate criminals under surveillance despite the benevolence of our laws.”


  “Listen to me, you damned fool!” Harper cried. “Why don’t you contact the I.P. patrol and see whether or not Green called them!”


  The Colonel blanched in sudden anger. He whirled sharply and said to one of his aides:


  “You have a full report from the I.P.?”


  “Yes, sir. Contact established with the destroyer Greystone, six days out. No communications received from Lieutenant Green or anyone else in Tyuio. This is the first they knew of his being here.”


  Colonel Greizz faced Harper.


  “You forget, Mr. Harper, that lies do not necessarily succeed because they are bold. Not only armed Jovians can foul an AV system, as you evidently seem to have done. And—”


  “You’re nuts!” Harper shouted. “What are you standing there for? Why don’t you come back with me and investigate? I’ve got plenty of proof!”


  The Colonel took off his robe and donned the tunic of his gray and white uniform. His birdlike eyes fixed Harper and he said,


  “But of course I intend to investigate. Didn’t you think I would?”


  THE Van Horn mansion was completely dark when the cortege of police drew up. For some reason, the sight suddenly made Cary Harper feel sick.


  “Hurry!” he cried, as the Colonel mounted the stairs beside him, flanked by half a dozen officers.


  When they reached the front door, they noticed it was ajar. The house inside was dark and silent. At the Colonel’s command, one of the officers shouted. Presently they heard a noise, then all at once the house was brilliantly lighted. An old, frightened man, clad in nightclothes appeared from a door in the east wing. He came toward them as if in a stupor, and behind him other faces peeped through the door from which he had come.


  “Police?” he faltered. “Then . . . then audivisor is working? We called you a little while ago, but . . . but there was no answer . . .”


  “You called us?” Greizz queried. “What for?” The old man looked at the Colonel and took a staggering step backward to keep his balance. “Speak up, man!” said the Colonel, sharply. “Who are you? Who are those people in the other room? What are you afraid of?”


  “I’m Stefan . . . the butler. Those are the other servants. . . .” The old man shook his head. “I heard . . . voices . . . fighting . . . woke up the others. There’s no one in the house. The master . . . hasn’t come home yet and . . . Miss Lois . . . isn’t here either.”


  “What’s the matter with you?” said Greizz. One of the officers had gone into the east wing; now he came out again, holding a handkerchief to his nose. “Get me someone who can talk,” the Colonel said. “Faniff, what’s wrong here?”


  The officer coughed violently.


  “The whole wing has been smothered with Uranian powder, sir,” he choked. “Place is reeking with it. These servants were all put to sleep.”


  With a cry, Harper shook himself loose and bounded up the stairs to the room where he had left Monte. This room too was dark.


  “Monte!” Harper shouted, frantically. “Monte, where are you?” He stumbled forward into the dark room and almost fell as he kicked a prostrate body.


  The police had come into the room by then. Harper called to them to help him take the body out. The Colonel immediately ordered Harper to stop.


  “Don’t touch anything!” he shrilled. “Get a light in here, somebody!”


  One of the officers flicked on his glowtube. The white circle of light touched about the room. The place looked as if it had been caught in an etherswirl; the heavy furniture lay broken and scattered, smashed lamps lay on the floor, the carpet was wrinkled and stained.


  Then, just as the glowtube caught Cary Harper, a voice mumbled incoherently, coming from the still figure that lay on the floor. It was Monte. He opened his eyes and looked up at Harper and the Colonel until full consciousness had returned.


  “Sorry, Cary,” he whispered, “he got away. . . .”


  THE next moment, Stefan, the aged butler, entered and turned on the auxiliary lights. Colonel Greizz stared at Monte curiously.


  “What kind of nonsense is this?” he demanded.


  “Can you speak, Monte?” said Harper, anxiously. “What happened? Where is Lois and the boy?”


  Monte sat up and rubbed his head.


  “Guess I’m all right,” he said slowly. “Got a nasty crack on the head from that kid. Help me up.”


  Leaning on Harper, Monte got to his feet.


  “They’re gone?” he asked, looking about the room. “Then he’s taken her with him. . . .”


  “Who’s taken who with whom?” the Colonel barked.


  “Monte! For the love of—what happened?” Harper cried, trying to keep control of himself.


  “I can’t understand it. About ten minutes after you left, the kid suddenly started to get wild. He made a rush for the door and I stopped him. He kept looking at his watch and screaming he had to get out. It scared hell out of me. You never saw anything like it—”


  Harper turned to the Colonel.


  “You see it, don’t you? The boy knew his time was up. The fifty hours were expiring and he had to get to the Lindite ship!”


  “I see,” the Colonel nodded. “Please continue.”


  “At first I thought I could manage, but the kid had suddenly gotten the strength of a demon. He kept yelling and throwing things and trying to get through the door after I blocked the balcony with the couch. He must have knocked me across the room a couple of times, but I was able to hold on. Then he stunned me just as I whacked him a solid punch, and we both went down. I yelled to Lois to tie him up with a curtain sash.


  “She was almost as bad as he was. She was crying and pleading with him, and when she tied him up, she tied herself to him—”


  “She did what?” Harper cried out.


  “She tied the other end of the sash to her arm. Cary, I couldn’t stop her! She screamed that if her brother was going to that ship, she was going with him! He acted as if he didn’t know she was alive, like an animal in a cage, unable to hear us or even see us. He got up, dragging her along, and I threw a chair at the lamps. Then in the dark, I started for the door—when bang!—I ran into him and he brought something down on my head.”


  Harper wheeled on the Colonel.


  “They’ve gone to the ship!” he cried, his face drawn and haggard. “If it leaves with them aboard, they’re finished! You’ve got to get out a general alarm immediately!”


  Colonel Greizz drew a deep breath and kept his birdlike eyes on Monte.


  “I still don’t understand how you expect to get away, Harper,” he said. “It can’t be that you imagine you’ll be lost in the scramble?”


  “What do you mean?” Harper asked, feverishly.


  “I mean,” rasped the Colonel, “that until each of these four missing persons turns up, you will be held for their murder!”


  CARY HARPER recoiled. “Why, you—you—” he gasped.


  “Not that I actually think you’ve committed murder,” Greizz went on, evenly. “You’ve probably hidden them somewhere, a place where they can be kept out of sight until you’re gone, eh, Harper?”


  “Listen to me, you tinhorn, comic-opera cop!” Harper stormed. “Get that imbecilic brain of yours out of correspondence school detective lessons and do something! Why in hell would I come to you in the first place if I had any part in this? Can’t you see that the Jovians drugged the servants? Didn’t you hear what—”


  “Silence!” the Colonel snapped. “Anyone, including you, might have drugged the servants—and fouled the AV system, as I told you. Tomorrow you were to be deported. Four people were vitally interested in that. Tonight those four people are missing! You came to me with a cock and bull story about Lindite ships, about Lieutenant Green having called for the I.P. Do you think I am a child?”


  Harper clutched his head wearily. “All right,” he said, in a monotone, his eyes catching Monte’s for a fraction of an instant, then turning away. “Let’s hear the rest of it. I suppose I was going to steal a gun from you and shoot my way out?” he emphasized slightly.


  “Hardly,” said Greizz, grimly. “Not knowing that either Mr. Van Horn or Lieutenant Green had been to see me, you arranged this absurd display. You drugged the servants! You destroyed the AV system! You kidnaped the four people who were intent on your punishment! And I have no doubt that you intended sneaking off while we were hunting for your victims. That’s why you came to me—to spread enough confusion to make good your escape! But there’s—”


  Standing to one side, apparently still dazed, or pretending to be dazed as Colonel Griezz had accused, Monte had been inconspicuous. A second after Harper had caught his eyes, he had begun. His slender, delicate fingers, educated and agile, had reached out just once. Then he took a slight step or two back, and when he was ready, he waved a hand to Harper. In his other hand he held the service heat gun he had picked out of an officer’s holster!


  It was Harper who interrupted the Colonel’s speech. He pointed to Monte and said,


  “My friend is a deadly shot, Colonel. Raise your hands and be quick about it!”


  The Colonel let out a squeal of dismay as he saw the gun in Monte’s hand, but one of the officers jumped back and pulled out his own weapon. Monte scowled imperceptibly and his heat gun flashed into a thin, brilliant ray of action. The slender beam of yellow-gold heat hissed across ten feet of space and caught the officer’s gun squarely in its barrel! Instantly the gun became a mass of molten metal. The officer cried out in pain and fell to the floor, clutching his hand.


  “Not a bad shot,” Monte observed, dryly. “Only trouble is I’m out of practice . . . might miss the next time—the gun, I mean.”


  HARPER was breathing heavily, trembling with impatience.


  “Come here, all of you!” he ordered, pointing to the AV system. The police officers, reluctant yet wary of the heat gun that followed their every move, crossed to where Harper indicated.


  With quick movements, Harper removed the screen from the audivisor, exposing its gleaming metal innards.


  “Stick your hands inside!” Harper grated. “You first, Colonel. Just put your hands in among the wires and tubes—up to the wrist.”


  The Colonel stuck his hands in among the maze of wires and coils. One after another, the other officers followed him, until they were all standing around the AV machinery, their hands inside. Then Harper took one of the officer’s heat guns from its holster, cocked it—


  “No,” he said. “Monte, you do it. This needs your expert touch. Just tangle the boys up a little.”


  With a wry smile, Monte stepped forward. He adjusted the lever of the heat gun until its deadly beam was as thin as a strand from a spiderweb. Then, stepping up the AV machine, he played the bright line of heat among the wires with infinite care, fusing them together, melting down tubes and coils without touching any of the hands that were slowly, surely being imprisoned in the metal.


  After a few moments, it was done: the police officers were securely locked to the huge machine, hand-cuffed! Then Monte opened the door until the metal sheath along its edge touched the metal case of the AV. With two quick bursts he had welded the machine and the great door together! Then he took several strips that Harper had meanwhile torn from the fibreglass curtains and helped gag the officers. The helpless police rolled their eyes in eloquent fury as Harper and Monte left them.


  Stefan, the butler, was waiting in the hallway, astonished by the scene he had glimpsed. Harper took him by the arm and went down the stairs with him.


  “Listen to me, Stefan,” he said, soberly. “You don’t know much about me. You’ve only seen me the two times I brought Miss Lois home. You love her, don’t you, Stefan?” The old man nodded, tearfully. “Then you’ve got to help me. I love her too, Stefan. She’s in terrible danger and I’m going to try to bring her home again. Go back to your quarters. Keep the other servants away. No matter what you hear happening back in that robm, if you do hear anything, don’t help them get out. You know nothing of their being there, understand?”


  “I understand, sir,” the old man quavered. “I’ll pray for you.”


  “Pray hard!” Harper muttered as he ran to the door. Outside, he and Monte raced down the steps to the file of police vehicles. They jumped into one of them, and with Harper at the wheel, the three-wheeled machine spun around and roared back up the road along which they had come.


  “Now what?” said Monte.


  “I’m going up to try to find that Lindite ship!”


  “Find it? How?”


  The sweat stood out on Harper’s brow as he careened around a corner, narrowly missing two pedestrians.


  “I don’t know how,” he said, tersely. “But I’ve got to take the one chance I have. I can’t think straight anymore . . .”


  THE police car sped furiously through an intersection and swerved at the last instant to avoid a head-on collision.


  “You can’t drive straight, either,” Monte choked. “Where are we going?”


  “Here!” said Harper, spinning the car sharply into the street that housed the Vhedy headquarters of the Tyuionian police. The car shot into the police garage and stopped inches away from the far wall. Harper leaped out and grabbed the Sergeant in charge by the arm.


  “Quick!” he snapped. “Get me a plane! Official business!”


  “Huh?” said the startled Sergeant. “What kind of business?”


  “Not yours, stupid!” Harper roared in official rage. “Do I get that plane or do you hunt a new job tomorrow?”


  The Sergeant glanced quickly at the police car, blinked, and evidently decided to retain his job.


  “Yes, sir!” he clicked. “Into the elevator, please.”


  There were nine or ten police planes in the roof hangars. Harper strode to one and snapped his fingers.


  “This one!”


  “But . . . but there’s no insignia on it, sir,” the Sergeant said.


  “Am I in uniform?” Harper demanded, sharply. “Maybe I don’t want to be recognized!” He leaned over the instrument board, checked the fuel supply and found it at capacity. Then he revved the double motors and shut them off for a moment. He took Monte’s hand and shook it. “So long for now, Monte,” he said, quietly. “Take care of—”


  Monte shook his hand loose in disgust.


  “You must be kidding,” he snorted. “Where the hell do you think you’re going alone? I’m fed up playing solitaire!” And he climbed into the plane. Harper stood undecided for a moment, then grinned the least bit and climbed in beside Monte, taking the controls. He signalled to the Sergeant and started up the helicopter motor. But the blast of the revving had brought the hangar police running to the scene. They came on the gallop to the Sergeant demanding to know what was going on.


  “Official business!” the Sergeant barked, raising his hand in salute as the plane rolled by him. Quickly, the other police lined up and saluted at attention with him.


  THE sky was a black field sown with stars. Far off, one of the three moons of Tyuio circled endlessly. There were colored dots of light, too—the navigation lights of nightbound ships and planes, flitting on and off like beacons. Occasionally the wind brought the soft hum of other motors. The rest was silence.


  “What was that chance you were thinking of, Cary?”


  “Maybe the Lindite ship hasn’t left yet.”


  Monte asked,


  “Because if it had, the kid wouldn’t have felt the compulsion to go to the ship?” and Harper nodded. “Maybe,” said Monte, “it left before they got to it . . . or after they got to it . . .”


  “It’s a chance. That’s why I wanted a police plane without any markings, fast enough to make the rounds of the gambling ships.”


  “How will you know if you’ve found it? And if you do find it—what then?”


  Harper brushed his face wearily.


  “I don’t know . . . I don’t know,” he repeated, tonelessly. “All I know is that I must find her!” He sat there like a man turned to stone. Many miles away a string of lights outlined a ship. Beyond it were others, dimmer in the distance. “Monte,” Harper said, presently, “how many of those big boats do you count? Just the gambling boats—the ones with the double blue light.”


  Monte leaned forward.


  “Seven. Why?”


  “Because there were seven this afternoon, too!”


  “So what?”


  “Max Green said the Venus Sapphire had left!”


  “He ought to know. Maybe a new one came in.”


  Harper swung the plane into a sharp port bank and crowded the already full throttle.


  “Maybe,” said Harper. He glanced at the control board: they were eighty miles up. The gambling ships were space-anchored in a huge circle at that level. In a few moments the little police plane sped by the first of the vessels and for a fleeting instant the mingled sounds of gaiety rushed by and were lost. Another ship grew large and disappeared to the starboard. Then the hull of an old liner loomed. The plane dove in, turned on its copter motors and hovered in mid-air close by the ship’s bow.


  On the vessel’s bow, emblazoned in twinkling blue lights, was its name: The Venus Sapphire.


  “It came back!” Monte gasped.


  Harper maneuvered the plane closer to the ship’s hangar. The two men looked down to a deck crowded with people in evening dress. From the upper deck strains of music and laughter floated down. The plane inched in, and through the great, clear windows of the gaming room they could see hundreds of people at the various boards.


  “Cary,” said Monte, hoarsely, “we can’t go in there. This is a trap—that’s why it came back!”


  A quiet, ironic laugh came from Harper.


  “It never left,” he said. “I just figured it out. That little Colonel Greizz gave me the answer about an hour too late.” He tried to steer the plane, but Monte put a hand over Harper’s and locked the controls.


  Harper pulled his hands free.


  “Monte,” Harper said, “Lois is aboard this ship and trap or no trap I’m going in. You can pull out anytime. Take the plane back with you.” Wordlessly, Monte withdrew his hands from the wheel.


  HARPER maneuvered the plane through the lock and landed easily on the hangar deck. He got out after Monte, nodded to an attendant whom he recognized as the man he had batted out that afternoon. The attendant didn’t know Harper; the action had been too swift. For a moment, everything that had happened since that afternoon rose up in Harper’s mind. It seemed unbelievable. It was as if years had passed.


  When they came out on the upper deck, Monte gripped Harper’s arm and stood beside him, leaning against the rail.


  “Cary,” he said, tensely, “you’ve got to tell me—what are you going to do?” Harper shrugged.


  “Something kept this ship from leaving tonight, and that something has given us time. If we can locate Lois or her brother . . . there are hundreds of people aboard, and we’re the only ones who know this is a Lindite ship. Maybe we could stir them up to do something. Meanwhile, we can’t be in much danger while they’re around.”


  “What’s your plan?”


  “We’ll separate here. I’ll be playing at the four-wheels. No one knows you here, so you’ll do a little snooping. If you get the slightest idea about where Lois is, come to my wheel and play on double-zero, double-black. Then meet me up here.”


  Harper lit a cigarette and walked away quickly. He descended to the middle deck and entered the gaming room. The place was in an uproar: somebody was riding a streak at the dice table and scores of people had gathered around to wish him luck. The player, a middle-aged man with a shiny bald head, kissed his wife for luck, as he gleefully howled, and rolled his entire stake. A loud chorus of disappointed groans rose, the dice went to another player and the crowd broke up.


  Unobtrusively, Harper went to the four-wheels. The Martian croupier who had been there in the afternoon was gone, and in his place another red-haired Martian stood at the head of the open table. Harper bought some chips and began to play. He placed small stakes on the squares indiscriminately, winning once or twice and then losing back what he had won. He played lackadaisically, keeping his attention on the doors.


  Once, from some women players near him he heard something that instantly interested him. One of the women mentioned a friend of hers who had supposedly lost large sums at the four-wheels.


  “Personally,” the woman said, deprecatingly, “I don’t believe it, but what irritates me is the way she refused to answer any AV calls for the past two days.”


  Harper knew what that meant. Days later her friends would find that woman unaccountably missing: it was only too true that she had lost large sums . . . and then she had been offered a chance to get back double her losses . . .


  Harper turned back from the door in time to see a pile of chips being put down on the square reserved for double-zero, double-black. He glanced up at Monte, placed his own bet, and when the wheels had stopped, he went out and climbed the stairs to the upper deck.


  MONTE came after a few moments. Harper called to him from the shadows where he stood partly concealed, and Monte stood beside him.


  “Went down to the lower deck,” Monte said in a subdued voice that betrayed his excitement. “Came across a little room there, sign outside said ‘Crew Members Only’. Thought I’d have a look. I opened the door and shut it fast—four or five Jovians sitting inside, smoking long pipes. What got me was a big, metal-studded door in back. Seemed to me it led to engine room, so I went upstairs and found that the engine noises came from a spot thirty feet away! Couldn’t be anything but a hidden room . . .”


  Monte let his voice taper into silence as a lovely, dark-haired girl, escorted by a bearded man, walked by.


  Harper waited, then asked,


  “Did the Jovians recognize you?”


  “Can’t say. Maybe I wasn’t fast enough. Too startled. Anyway, there’s a restaurant galley between the lower and middle decks, close to the spot I figured was over the hidden room. Waiters passing in and out all the time, so I couldn’t take too many chances. The galley was hot as hell. I figured it had to have ventilators and it did.


  “I tore the top off a ventilator and there was a room down there, all right. With all the noise from the galley I couldn’t hear much, but there was an argument going on. One of the voices was the most peculiar I ever heard—low, soft, but it carried marvelously. Other voice was muffled, but seemed angry. Heard him say they had to get away from Tyuio fast.


  “The soft voice said they’d been working the territory so well they couldn’t leave yet. Too many people having their fifty-hour deadline tonight. They expected maybe ten, fifteen more by morning.


  “The other voice shouted something, then I heard what they’d done with the senior Van Horn. The Jovians caught him at the door, drugged him and put him in his own garage. By morning he would be out of it, he kept shouting, and the whole I.P. would be on its way here. He said the Lindites were too greedy, someday they’d overreach themselves.


  “The soft voice started laughing, saying this ship was faster than any I.P. ship . . .”


  Harper clutched Monte’s arm and put his fingers to his lips. In a moment, the dark-haired girl and the bearded man sauntered by. The girl was laughing at something and the man kept saying,


  “Please, dear . . .”


  Then, just as Monte was on the point of resuming, the bearded man left the girl and started walking back, as if he had forgotten something. He walked directly to the shadows where Harper and Monte stood, and said, in a matter-of-fact voice,


  “Am I correct in assuming that you gentlemen are looking for a Miss Lois Van Horn?”


  In the sudden silence, Harper’s voice came softly.


  “Hello, Max,” he said. “Thought I’d find you here.”


  Maxwell Green nodded and said,


  “Follow me quietly. And in case you’re thinking of saying anything to other passengers, remember that I can yank this beard off in a second . . . in which event I am Lieutenant Green of the Colonial I.P. and you are a wanted criminal.”


  SEVERAL feet away, to either side of them, giant Jovians had appeared in the semi-gloom of the upper deck. Evidently they had recognized Monte after all. Harper decided a gun battle here would be worse than useless.


  They followed Green down to the lower deck, to the room with the sign, “Crew Members Only.” Jovians were stolidly sitting about, the air heavy with smoke from their long, hooked pipes.


  In one wall of the room was the metal-studded door which Monte had mentioned.


  At a signal from Green, one of the Jovians searched Harper and Monte and found the heat guns they had taken from the police. Green raised his eyebrows and said,


  “I see how you got here. Colonel Greizz must be even less efficient than I thought.”


  He rapped on the studded door and went in, holding the door open for Harper and Monte. There was no one inside and for a moment Green seemed annoyed. Then he motioned the two men to sit down and sat down himself. The room was superbly furnished, carpets made of the fur-like Neptunian wool lay on the floor, the walls were paneled with black-grained Venusian woods. Green fished out his glasses and put them on, looking with interest at Harper.


  “Can’t wear these with the beard,” he said, smiling. “The minute I put on these thick lenses, I’m Maxwell Green again, with a beard.” He offered the cigar box, shrugged at their refusal and lit one himself.


  “Tell me, Harper,” he said, “how you discovered I was in this.”


  “What are you driving at?”


  “I’ll ask questions. I asked you one already.”


  “You can go to hell.”


  “Probably will, what’s more,” Green laughed. He added, “I’ve a deal to offer you, Harper, a deal you may like. But you won’t accomplish anything sitting here and burning up.”


  Presently Harper said,


  “It was Colonel Greizz that gave me the lead. I told him what I thought was the truth—Van Horn going to the bank, you calling the I.P., the Jovians coming for the globe. He only laughed at me, and he said that lies didn’t necessarily succeed because they were bold . . .”


  “Please go on.”


  “It didn’t mean anything to me then. But when I saw the Venus Sapphire was still here, I realized that all the evidence I’d had that she had left was your word. That was all the evidence I had for anything I’d said! It all jelled then . . . and I saw that your lies had succeeded merely because they were so bold that they left no room for doubt.”


  “I see,” said Green, thoughtfully. “I thought perhaps I had slipped up somewhere. Finding you in Tyuio threw me off my stride, I’ll confess. You see, I didn’t come here for you. My business was—well, you might say financial, chiefly.”


  “Whatever the Lindites pay you, said Harper, “won’t make up for that day when you do slip. You’ll go on selling out the I.P. and protecting the Lindites for just so long. And you’ll probably be one of the richest men that ever died in the lethal chamber.”


  Green smiled fitfully.


  “It should appeal to you, Harper. It’s quite a gamble, you see, and the pay-off is enough, for instance, to make a hundred thousand dollar reward ridiculous. Men like you, calm, clear-headed, capable—”


  “Let’s hear the rest of it.”


  GREEN pursed his lips and made a deprecating gesture.


  “You don’t like it, do you? Well, hear me out. I’m on a spot, Harper, but my spot is your spot. I can’t take you back to the I.P. anymore. In a way I’m sorry I ever started this whole thing. I spotted you at the Rhon-Vhedy Plaza hotel and I couldn’t resist the try at nailing you. A regrettable mistake, but the set-up seemed perfect—you seeing the Van Horn girl, I knowing her brother was in deep to the Lindites here . . .”


  He sighed.


  “Well, that’s water over the dam now. Even if no one believed you at the I.P. I couldn’t afford to let you talk. And in spite of the fact that I hate you more than I’ve ever hated anyone, I recognize your ability and your worth. We need good men here. So, briefly, take it or leave it.”


  “Suppose I decide to leave it?”


  “I should be very grateful. This gracious offer is not mine, you see. It seems that your doggedness and foolhardy courage has an appeal for the Lindites who employ me. They want you. But, should you refuse, the alternative would be what I proposed to do with you in the first place—feeding you to the atomic furnaces that run this ship.”


  “On the other hand,” Harper said, “I might take your offer and then turn you in the first chance I got.”


  Maxwell Green flicked the ash from his cigar and his eyes met Harper’s.


  “Hardly. If you accept, you will stay aboard this ship and come with us to Lindar. Only the Lindites could then acclimatize you for the outer world again, and even then you would have to return to Lindar at least once every two years. Betrayal would end your chances of returning . . . and of living much longer . . .”[3]


  Cary Harper rose and started pacing the room. Green watched him carefully, watched him exchange mute glances with Monte that were an admission of hopelessness. Then Harper said,


  “What about Lois and her brother? Where do they fit in?”


  “They don’t. You may be amazed to learn that I had no intention even of allowing young Ralph Van Horn to be taken—once you brought the whole thing out into the open. The elder Van Horn didn’t believe you, but if his son and daughter disappeared . . .” Green smiled again. “There will be other disappearances tonight.’ The truth will be known by tomorrow. Van Horn is powerful enough to make it very hot for us. It would be idiotic not to let his children alone now.”


  “You’re lying, Green,” Harper said, slowly.


  “Don’t be a fool! Compare it with the facts you have. Only you two men know I’m in this, correct? As far as the Van Horns are concerned, I was kidnaped by the Lindites. They saw me taken away by their Jovians. I arranged that because I wanted a foolproof exit. If I had wanted either the girl or her brother, I could have had them taken, too. Correct? The fact that I didn’t shows I was interested only in getting out of it. When I return, I’ll have an excellent yarn to tell, you may be sure.”


  “So they go free, eh?”


  “Certainly. They may even have been taken back to Tyuio by now—”


  ONE of the wall panels had slid open, and through it had stepped a figure so strange and compelling that Harper stared at it as if he were petrified. There, returning Green’s low bow, stood a man who looked so old that he seemed as ageless as history. Of medium build, with a small, wrinkled face and eyes that were black and fathomless, he appeared as fragile and delicate as old china. Every vein stood out in his white hands, and the skin of his face was the color of parchment.


  He wore a multi-colored robe which reflected every particle of light in a magnificent, ever-changing sheen that seemed to be made of myriad diamonds and precious stones placed together in a mosaic. He gathered the robe around him as if he were cold, and sat down in the chair Green had vacated.


  It was apparently an eternity later that Harper knew he was in the presence of a Lindite, one of the fabulous beings of interplanetary lore, beings about whose ability to leave Lindar scientific controversies had raged for years. This was one of the last of the Lindites, one of less than a thousand of his kind, fighting for survival.


  He regarded Harper and Monte with interest and said,


  “I am afraid Mr. Green is mistaken in some of the things he said.” His voice struck Harper and Monte simultaneously: this undoubtedly was the strange voice that Monte had overheard earlier. It was incredibly low, sometimes like a sigh, other times like a note from an old violin, but it filled the room with its power. “I have followed your conversation with interest,” he added, “and I must dissuade you from any false promises.”


  “They have not promised falsely, Lanna,” said Green. “We have—”


  “It is you who have made the false promises,” said the Lindite, indicating Green. “The young man you speak of, Ralph Van Horn, and his sister, will not be permitted to leave this ship.”


  Green appeared bewildered by the Lindite’s words.


  “You cannot mean that Lanna, not only because I have explained to you the great necessity for returning them, but because you have no claim on the girl.”


  Sitting there stonily, Harper heard the Lindite say,


  “There is no necessity in this universe, save the necessity for Lindar to live on. As for my claim on the girl, she accepted the globe for her brother’s freedom, and she failed. She therefore belongs to Lindar.”


  Suddenly Harper leaped up.


  “What does he mean, Max?” he cried. “It can’t be that Lois . . .”


  Green’s face had blanched. He nodded quickly to Harper and said:


  “That’s exactly what it does mean. The girl took the three tests with the globe, gambling her own freedom for her brother’s!”


  “You can’t do this!” Harper shouted in a frenzy. “You’ve got to let her go!”


  “Shut up, Harper!” Green cried, facing the Lindite. “Listen to me, Lanna. I have served you long and well, but now you are placing my life—all our lives—in jeopardy. The I.P. is strong, it is powerful, and if they ever get a lead to me I’m through! They’ll torture the truth out of me if they have to!”


  “You will be strong,” said the Lindite, implacably. “You are a clever man and you will work out your salvation. Together with your new comrade, Mr. Harper, you will be able to stand against their suspicion, for was it not he who first told them of our ship?”


  “Just try me!” Harper cried. “I’ll help Green with an alibi that’ll send him to a place where there’s nothing but cyanide fumes and a dozen official witnesses! And if I go to the furnace now, he knows that he won’t be far behind!”


  “No!” Green muttered, horror-stricken. “You must reconsider, Lanna. I am a valuable man. I have served you too well for this!”


  “Men like you and Harper can be bought,” said the Lindite, softly. “Or they can be forced, impressed into our service. But Lindar needs slaves, slaves who come of their own free will, and these cannot be bought. Slaves are the life-blood of Lindar, and they must be murtured into their slavery carefully. They cannot be bought, and each is more valuable to us than a hundred free-willed confederates like you or this Mr. Harper, who are bound to us only by their need to return to Lindar briefly, taking our drugs and fleeing again, thinking of ancient Lindar as a curse and abomination.”


  SICK at heart and ghastly-looking, Green covered his face with his hands. Suddenly he screamed.


  “You can’t do this to me! If you had left when I told you, this would never have happened!” It was apparent then that Green’s had been the other voice that had urged the Lindite to leave, in the conversation Monte had overheard. The same terror that had inspired that plea made him quiver now. “Your greed will catch up with you yet!” he shouted. “You must let them go!”


  The Lindite hadn’t stirred. He turned his head away from Green and intoned gently:


  “I did not want to tell you this, Mr. Green. You forced me to speak the truth. Lindar has its honor as it has its need. You must have known that in a choice between any number of free men and a slave that we would take the slave.”


  All at once Harper got up and stood before the Lindite.


  “Am I, too, valuable to you as a slave?” he asked, softly.


  The Lindite nodded.


  “If the girl had succeeded in her test with the globe, would she have been set free together with her brother?”


  “The honor of Lindar is inviolate.”


  “Then would you stake my freedom as a stake against the lives of my friends—my friend Monte, the girl I love, and her brother?”


  “Cary! You can’t!” Monte cried. “I won’t let you!”


  Harper caught Monte and thrust him away savagely. Haggard, he stared at the Lindite, waiting for the answer.


  “I never knew,” said the Lindite, quietly, “that a man whose life had been spent in gambling would be fool enough to gamble for his life.”


  “I have no life without her,” said Harper. “I want to be with her, whether in the hell of Lindar or in this world. It would not be worth living if I had to go on helping your kind enslave mine.”


  The Lindite rose and pressed his hand against a panel. It slid open and the Lindite went through.


  “Come,” he said, motioning to Harper and Monte. “You will take the Drink of Honor.”


  AS HARPER followed the aged Lindite through the panel, the lights that had been on the other side went out. In the darkness, the Lindite robe glowed with a soft phosphorescence and Harper followed it. He felt himself walking through a room, and it seemed to him that there were people in the room, people on all sides of him, but he couldn’t see them. He could almost feel their presence, hear their breathing . . . He shook off the delusion.


  When there was light again, Harper turned behind him and saw that a door had closed behind, so silently that he hadn’t heard. He was now completely alone with the Lindite in a small, circular room that was completely bare, save for a table the top of which was deeply convex. It seemed to be formed of a glistening metal that reflected the light of the Lindite’s robe.


  The Lindite touched his hand to the table. The convex, hemispheric top parted and a tiny platform rose from the interior of the table. There were two objects on the platform. One was a small white globe, the other a fragile, shallow glass. The Lindite silently picked up the glass and held it out to Harper.


  “This,” said the Lindite, “is our Drink of Honor.”


  Harper took the glass.


  “One thing more,” he said. “My friend in the other room—surely there is some way to separate his fate from mine? He came only because of me, and if he could—”


  “Impossible.”


  Harper looked at the glass. There were only a few drops of liquid in it, pale red drops that rolled against the transparent sides. To drink them was to make an irrevocable bargain . . . the bargain that Lois had made and lost. His eyes lifted to the white globe . . .


  “There is little time,” came the Lindite’s voice.


  Harper raised the glass to his lips and drank.


  The strange liquid was like a searing acid. The tiny drops burned like fire, coursing down his throat, tearing at his chest. Harper gulped the air in hoarse breaths. His eyes dimmed, and through the mist that covered them, he could see the wavering figure of the imperturbable Lindite, like a picture painted on a veil.


  Then the Lindite looked at the white globe, and as if in response to an inaudible command, the sphere rose evenly from the table and came floating through the air toward Harper. Harper held out his hand and let the empty glass fall softly to the carpeted floor, and the globe came to rest in his open palm.


  “I must ask your pardon for the strength of your drink,” said the Lindite. “It was a concentrate, because you have but a single hour to fulfill our bargain. Now you may leave here. The ship is yours.”


  THE Lindite pointed in the direction from which they had come, and as Harper turned, he saw that the door had opened. But instead of the darkness through which he had walked, there was now light. He went to the doorway and instantly withdrew. There were people in that room, many of them, just as he had felt. For a moment it seemed less important to wonder why they had been in darkness, why they had been silent—and were still silent—than it was to conceal the white globe.


  For that alone had become paramount. Through the numbness that had grown around him, starting from a white-hot core deep inside, a core that still burned from the liquid’s path, Harper knew one thing above all others: he had to hide the globe from everyone.


  Clutching the globe in his right hand, he buried the hand deep in a pocket of his coat. Thoughts were racing through his mind, thousands of swift conjectures, of possibilities and alternatives, and over everything, he felt the great weight of one oppressive thought, the knowledge of what depended on his success. The globe and failure . . . failure and the globe . . . revolving in his brain like a pinwheel, flashing, burning, destroying everything else.


  Like a man in a dream, he staggered to the door again and stepped through, and it occurred to him that the room was filled with strangers, and he had to keep it from them, to hide every trace, every visible shred of evidence of what had happened to him. He had to be Mr. Harper, walking jauntily through one of the ship’s lounges.


  And yet this was no lounge. These were no passengers. These were men and women, dressed in various costumes—this one in a business suit, that one in white sports clothes, another in night-clothes and a robe gathered about him. They were silent, morose, staring people, sitting together and saying nothing. It was as if Harper had been stunned into immobility himself, and with it had come deafness . . .


  But this was the room through which he had passed, he remembered. This was the room that had been dark, the one between the proposal of the bargain and its consummation. Then all at once, Harper knew. This was the room in which were hidden the victims of the Lindites, the fresh, living corpses that had been harvested by the weeks of Lindite work in the vicinity of Tyuio!


  And these were the people, the unspeaking and unspoken to slaves of Lindar, hidden from his sight before he had taken the Drink of Honor and now freed to his gaze, now that he too was bound to Lindar. These were the people to whom the darkness and the light were of no consequence, who had heard him pass and said nothing.


  If all this was so, then here in this room . . . Harper’s eyes wandered until he saw them. Seated on a straight-backed chair was Ralph Van Horn, and not far away, but not facing him, seemingly not even conscious of his existence, was his sister Lois!


  FOR an instant, Harper felt the impulse to cry out to them, to shout and run to them, but something conquered the impulse. He had to be natural, to act as if nothing had happened, and he could say nothing. He walked calmly across the room and stopped before the girl. After an interminable pause, she looked up at him.


  She knew him; Harper saw that at once. Her eyes traveled over him, lit for an instant with the gleam of recognition, then her gaze fell away. She sat dressed in a gown of black satin, radiant, yet lifeless and silent. Harper wanted to empty his bursting heart to this girl who had so insanely gambled away her life, but he felt it was impossible for him to utter a word.


  He turned away and the paneled wall opened for him. He entered the room where he had met the Lindite. Monte and Maxwell Green were still there. Harper halted momentarily, conscious of the fear and fascination with which they regarded him. As he tried to walk by them, Monte took him by the arm. “Cary—you didn’t do it?”


  “Do what? Take that idiotic gamble?” Harper laughed. “Not after I got a good look at some of those people who failed.”


  Green croaked at him.


  “So you took the easy way?” he sneered, his thick-lensed eyes darting everywhere. “Turned smart, eh?” He came forward and spat out, “Not you, sucker! What are you holding in that hand that’s in your pocket?”


  A wave of helplessness came over Harper. All he could think of was denying Green’s words, though he knew it was useless. His hand only clutched the globe more tightly, and blindly, he ran from the room into the little chamber where the Jovians still sat. He rushed by them and out to the deck, climbing up to the dark top-side.


  And here, alone, he stood against the rail and breathed in the cool night air, filling his choking lungs. Everything seemed to have changed. The brightness of the stars, the quartered moon, the be-jeweled great shadow that was Tyuio, these things were now distant, remembered from a vague past. The present was filled with a great urgency, a need to fulfill a task that burned in his brain.


  How quiet it was on the ship. From the stern of the upper deck he could hear the sharp explosions of a motor as a party of visitors left the ship’s hangar in a plane. There were still people below in the gaming room, but Harper knew that in an hour or little more, there would be hardly any of them left. And in a little less than an hour, all the time that was left to him . . .


  He realized then that he had been staring at the globe all the time he had been on deck. He kept staring at it, and after a moment it rose from his hand and remained in mid-air, an inch over his outstretched palm. Harper remained motionless and the globe hung, moment after moment, revolving slowly on an invisible axis.


  From this moment on the test begins. It’s still there . . . holding . . . it must hold . . . must . . . must . . . it’s wavering! What will I do . . . now . . . back up . . . almost jell then . . . must hold . . . how much longer . . . how much time is gone . . . I can’t jail now . . . this means everything . . . the stakes are too great . . . Lois . . . Lois . . . we’re all in this now . . . holding . . . how much lounger . . . I can’t . . . I can’t . . . can’t . . .


  The globe fell to the deck with a sharp thud and lay still. Harper clung heavily to the rail, completely exhausted. His body was filled with pain, his mind was blank. Sweat poured down his face until his eyes were filled and great sobs came from him.


  LITTLE by little, thoughts returned.


  It had been easy at first. He had held the globe well. What had happened? He looked at the globe and suddenly kneeled and picked it up. It shimmered in his hands with a strange inner light, and as he kept his fearful gaze on it, it seemed to resolve itself into a head. And then he saw a mouth appearing, smiling cynically at him, and he heard its cynical voice . . .


  “You begin to recognize the enormity of your task, Mr. Harper.”


  It was the Lindite who had spoken. He had come out of nowhere, and he stood beside Harper at the rail, the wind whipping his cloak about his frail figure.


  “I admire your courage,” his flutelike voice continued, almost compassionately. “But it is wasted. Your fate abandoned you when our paths crossed in Uranus. But you did not know that? You did not know that it was we of Lindar who had you branded a criminal?”


  The Lindite smiled sadly.


  “Consider. You are wanted for political intrigue and assault. Your political intrigue consisted merely of aiding in the overthrow of the rulers of Uranus, the rulers who were bound to us. You did not know that, did you? But our Mr. Green was there, you remember. At the time you thought he represented the I.P. in trying to quell the rebellion, and when he arrested you one day, you fought him, and made yourself liable for assault charges.


  “But our Mr. Green was there to protect the interests of Lindar. We failed then, and later, when the I.P. recognized the new rulers of Uranus, you were pardoned for your part in the intrigue. You would have been a free man then, instead of a hunted criminal, if the assault charges against you had been removed.


  “But we told Mr. Green to keep the charges in force. You fled from planet to planet, until finally you came to Tyuio, and our paths crossed again. Consider then, how fate abandoned you and gave you to us. For if the I.P. had ever known that Mr. Green was ours, you would again have been free . . . as you never will be again . . .”


  The Lindite began to move away, and his voice floated to Harper on the dying wind.


  “There is little time . . . hurry!”


  He was gone.


  His words had struck Harper with crushing force. At last, too late, Harper understood everything. Even at the time when he had first met Green, the miserable traitor had been in alien employ. At every step of the way there had been freedom, if only Harper had known in time. And now that it was too late . . . What did all this matter? What did anything matter? There was something to be done yet! He had to fight! There was still a chance if he could fight!


  HARPER held the globe away from him. He suddenly pulled his hand from under it. It hung suspended. It was so simple, after all. He had held it there before . . . how long? Not long enough, or he would have been released. But it could be done! Here, practising, he had held it for longer than a minute, surely!


  Suddenly he reached out and grabbed the globe, hiding it. Something had moved in the darkness, there near one of the funnels. Harper slowly advanced until he made out a crouching figure.


  “Cary,” came Monte’s voice. “There’s something—”


  “Get away!” Harper snarled. “Get away from me!”


  Monte came out of his hiding place, talking swiftly, trying to explain, but Harper rushed in and with a single blow sent Monte sprawling to the deck. He stood over his friend, bewildered and enraged all at once, unable to understand what had made him strike Monte, yet unable to say a word. He had no time to explain. He had to be alone.


  He ran down the deck to the bow. There was no one in sight now.


  I’ve got to do it this time . . . it’s simple . . . all right . . . I say to myself I’m doing it . . . I’ve begun . . . it’s holding . . . it’s holding . . . it will hold this time . . . Lois . . . I can see her face . . . lost . . . we’re all . . . lost . . . it’s slipping! There . . . hold up . . .


  His heart was beating like a hammer, each beat an endless second on the road to eternity, his mind on fire, his eyes glazed, intent on the sinister globe that floated on air.


  Lord, I’ve gambled before . . . but never like this, you fool . . . you are a fool . . . hold it! . . . fool . . . fool . . . why can’t I get her face out of my mind . . . how much lime now . . . it keeps getting lower . . . raise it . . . fool . . . all the time Green was after me I was free . . . her face . . . I’ll see it always . . . we’ll be together . . . hold! . . . together in a living hell . . . I could have gotten away . . . he’d have given me to the I.P. but if I had known it wouldn’t have mattered . . . they’re all depending on me now . . . all. Monte . . . her brother . . . Lois . . . I’m going to hell . . . fight! fight! . . . fool . . . Lord it keeps slipping . . . I’ve got to . . . they’re all depending . . .


  But the globe had fallen again.


  HARPER had gone to his knees, his body limp with fatigue, one hand hanging over the rail. Still the thoughts knifed through his reeling brain, repeating over and over again insistently that he had to win, that the stakes were too great to lose now. Picture after picture welled up in his consciousness. He was filled with despair such as he had never known. Pie was failing! One last chance remained, and he knew now that he was lost, and with him, the others.


  He lay there, unable to move, and felt the shadow come between him and the star-studded sky.


  “Monte!” he gasped.


  “Yes, Monte!” came the harsh answer. “You asked for it, sucker! I kept telling you over and over but you wouldn’t listen. Now you know!”


  Monte wheeled and walked away, then suddenly he returned.


  “Or maybe,” Monte grated, “you haven’t heard? Maybe the Lindite didn’t tell you the whole thing. Maybe he’s waiting until you’ve tried for the third time.” He stuck his head down to where he could look into Harper’s eyes. “Your little girl friend put one over on you! She never took their gamble or their drink! Her part of the bargain was to make you believe she did—because the Lindite wanted you, and he knew that was the only way he’d get you!


  “You hear me, don’t you?” Monte cried. “All she ever wanted was her brother’s freedom, sucker! She didn’t want any part of a criminal gambler. When she came here, the Lindite offered her her brother’s life against yours and she grabbed the chance! Grabbed it without a second thought, do you hear?”


  He stood erect and held a hand up.


  “Listen!” he cried.


  A woman’s voice lifted high and clear in lilting laughter.


  “That’s her!” Monte laughed, sneeringly. “You recognize that voice, don’t you? The voice that said ‘I love you’ and you believed it! Listen to her laugh! She’s going home now, and her brother’s with her!”


  The woman’s voice was like a knife in Harper’s heart. He listened to Monte in slow comprehension, at first unable to move, then unwilling. It couldn’t have been Lois’s voice . . . and yet . . .


  “But I saw her there among them!” Harper cried out. He was pleading with Monte now, begging him to unsay what he had said.


  “You don’t know what you saw!” Monte grated. “They sat her in there and told her to say nothing . . . and you were doped up with that lousy drink they’d given you! You’re through, sucker! You were willing to drag all of us down with you, me included!”


  He jutted his chin forward.


  “Take a poke at me now, tough guy! Go ahead—sell me out and then swing at me! What are you waiting for? You’re through and you know it! And while you can still remember anything, remember this—that fall guy Monte woke up at last! You hear me? I’m safe! I took their, proposition! I’m going in with them and I’m going to live happily ever after while you’re rotting away on Lindar! You taught me that, sucker! Watch out for number one! So long!”


  After awhile his footsteps had died away.


  LITTLE by little Harper’s mind cleared, like a slate that had been wiped clean. He could feel the wind on his face again, and his breath came evenly. He rose from the deck and stood against the rail, and then he was laughing quietly. But the pain was gone. Everything was gone. His reason for living and for fighting was gone. It was all over then, over in two chances, not three. That third chance had never come, after all. The fight against time, against odds, had been lost before it began.


  The laughter healed him, made him whole again. All his life he had gambled, and he knew sometimes one lost. All right then, lost. It was something to know that the game had been crooked all along. One had no friends in this world, one had only one’s self.


  His laughter rang clear and sharp now. He had felt a little pang, and he knew what it meant. His time limit was almost up; it was time for that third test. The drug they had given him didn’t understand that he had lost already. Mechanically, it was reacting on his will, telling him he had to fulfill his bargain to the letter. Tears were rolling down his cheeks as he laughed.


  He held the globe carelessly in his hand, then tossed it up in the air. Halfway down, he cried out: “Stop!”


  The globe stopped in mid-air!


  Harper looked at it quizzically. He knew his will was still telling the globe to remain where it was, and the globe responded. He thought to himself that he would like the globe to spin as it lay in midair, and before the thought was finished, the globe was spinning!


  Then it was describing small circles, then larger ones, then it hopped up and down, falling at times within an inch of the deck only to swoop up almost out of sight. Harper found he could control it with his slightest thought, and he thought up still more complicated maneuvers and the globe responded instantly.


  It wasn’t until some time later that Harper became aware of a new sensation. He couldn’t describe it at first. He thought his feet seemed lighter, a foolish thought. It was like being drunk a little . . .


  Then suddenly Harper realized what had happened and he stood there stunned. He had held the globe in midair for longer than a minute! He had won against the test in his third try! Now he understood the feeling that had come to him, the sickening sensation in his chest, the light-headedness, the ease with which he could breathe again . . . freedom! It was freedom again!


  He couldn’t understand it. Slowly, he turned to face the globe again. It was still hovering, and he remembered that his last command, as it were, to the globe had been for it to remain in mid-air. Evidently whatever strange power he had suddenly acquired still persisted. He held out his hand and the globe leaped into his palm.


  He stood there, trying to bring order to his confused brain. He was free—and then he remembered that his freedom also meant the freedom of Lois and Monte and young Van Horn, and in spite of the surge of exultant power he felt, anger burned in him like a flame. He would make certain that his victory remained his alone!


  IT was as if his thoughts had conjured them into being—for as Harper started forward, the shadowy figures of the three emerged before him! Before Harper could speak, the aged Lindite had come among them. His face was expressionless, the thin sheets of parchment-like skin barely moving as he spoke. He bowed and said softly:


  “You have our congratulations, Mr. Harper. You and your friends are free to go.”


  Harper looked wildly from one to the other, then took a step back and laughed.


  “I have no friends!” he cried savagely. “I’m leaving here alone!”


  “Cary, listen to me,” Monte began. “You—”


  “No you don’t!” Harper snarled. “You made your choice—all of you!” His furious gaze traveled to each of them. “You, Lois, tried to sell me out without giving me a chance—and you, Monte, forgot that maybe I could win a gamble after all!” He sucked in his breath. “You can stop putting that act on, Lois!” he spat. “Your friend Monte told me where I stood in this. And now—so long!”


  The Lindite’s frail hand reached out and held Harper.


  “No, Mr. Harper,” he said, softly. “You do not understand. We made a bargain and you won, and no matter how the bargain was won, it must hold.”


  “You mean they’ve got to go free?” Harper cried.


  The Lindite shook his head.


  “Not unless you so desire it. But you must know what you desire, and ignorance would alter our bargain.” A vaguely bitter trace of a smile flitted across the ancient face. “I must ask you to listen to your friend. Then you may choose.”


  “I’ve chosen already!”


  “Fool!” said the Lindite, bitterly. “Do you think it was you who won your freedom? Do you not yet realize that it was this loyal friend of yours who was the instrument that made your victory possible?”


  “No one made it possible!”


  But suddenly Harper was quiet, breaking off as he remembered how strangely his complete control of the globe had come. He hadn’t been able to fathom it. He felt lost, bewildered again.


  “Monte?” he repeated, softly. “Monte?”


  “I had to do it this way, Cary. Don’t you see I lied to you because it was the only way?”


  Monte was beside him then, holding his arm in the old way, speaking quietly, letting the words pour out.


  “We used to have a motto, Cary. ‘Makes No Difference’ we used to say. It was a pretty good description of the way I’d taught you to feel about things, because we had to in the kind of life we knew. That’s why I didn’t want to see you falling in love. Men like us couldn’t let anything matter. It had to be the run of luck, good or bad, and just the two of us to take the bad because we knew how to take it . . .”


  A great aching began to well up within Cary Harper as he listened. His eyes rested on the trembling form of the girl. She wasn’t listening to Monte . . . her gaze was still vacant and unseeing . . .


  “There used to be a Cary Harper I knew, a guy who could play a fortune on the turn of a card or the spin of a wheel. He could laugh when he went broke. They said he was great because he was cold, because he had a stone heart and cold water in his veins—but he was great because he was boss of his destiny and destiny didn’t matter!


  “But tonight that Cary Harper was gone. I watched him, spying on him, yes, and I saw him playing with a little white globe. He could hold it when he was trying it out, but when he decided it was the test, somehow he couldn’t anymore . . . And I’ve been around, Cary, and I knew what it meant. I realized that for the first time, Cary Harper was playing for stakes that made a difference! He couldn’t afford to lose! Instead of the cold, calm gambler, there was just a nervous wreck of a kid—a kid just a few years older than another named Ralph Van Horn . . .


  “So I did the only thing I could. I lied to him, taunted him. I had to make him believe nothing mattered anymore, not the stakes, not his fate or anyone else’s . . . so that he could gamble again . . . and win . . . win the stakes that meant more to him than his life if he knew it. . . .”


  HARPER had no words. He had been standing, his face buried in his hands, completely overwhelmed, unable to speak. Now he took Lois in his arms and kissed her. She made no move. Her eyes were full on him, and she breathed only his name, as if it were a distant memory.


  “There is no time left,” came the Lindite’s fluting voice. “This ship is about to leave. You must go now.”


  As Harper looked up, he heard the tread of heavy feet advancing along the deck. Two Jovians were slowly walking toward the group, and between them walked Maxwell Green.


  Not a word was spoken until Green had reached the group, then he said slowly, staring at the Lindite with deadly eyes:


  “There’s been a slight change in plans.”


  From the other sides of the deck, climbing up the ladders and blocking the exits, came other Jovians, their huge bodies swinging from side to side as they closed in. There was no questioning the meaning of the scene. The Jovians’ pale, death’s-head faces betrayed their allegiance to Green.


  “Honor forbids a change in plans, Mr. Green,” the Lindite said, his voice very thin and gentle.


  “Honor be damned! I told you it was suicide for me to allow this boy and his sister to disappear under the circumstances . . . but you can’t let them go if Harper is going with them. It means curtains for me.” Green’s face was a dull mask of sullen fury. “And these Jovians understand. They’re in the same boat in more ways than one.”


  “The Jovians matter as little as you do, Mr. Green. Have you forgotten your own very special circumstances? This is perhaps a slower, but assuredly a more certain suicide. You cannot rebel.”


  As Harper regarded Green, he realized that only violence would decide the issue. He had never seen Green this way. Green’s right hand had edged into a pocket where a heavy weight sagged suggestively, and Harper could see the tremor that went through Green’s right arm. The man’s face was demoniacally distorted and his every move was careful and calculated.


  “I haven’t forgotten that little talk you gave me about the value of slaves to Lindar,” he said, dully. “Maybe, if we got back to Lindar with this cargo, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad for us even if you weren’t with us.” His hand trembled again, as he waited for the Lindite to speak. “All right then,” Green whispered. “You died on the way, you understand, and we buried you in space . . .”


  In the silence that had enveloped the ship, the Lindite stepped forward, smiling gently.


  He died with the smile still on his face. From Green’s pocket, a hidden heat gun spat its vicious streak of light into that frail body. Slowly, the little form slumped to the deck, the glittering, age-old eyes open, the long, thin mouth stretched into an eternal, last mockery of a smile . . .


  And then Cary Harper struck!


  DESPERATION, fury, heartbreak all these and something more were in his first blow, for they alone would have left him easy prey for the deadly weapon in Green’s hands, and the waiting strength that lay in the ready, swinging arms of the huge Jovians. But for an instant after the ancient Lindite died, and while the paralytic magic of his mocking smile still lingered, Harper knew what he had to do. And it was that instant, and the something more—the hope, perhaps, but certainly the calmness, the coldness which had come over him, all that was in his first blow.


  For Harper bent his supple body forward and hurled the white globe that still lay in his hand. The globe flashed out like a white streak and cracked solidly against Green’s skull.


  After that it was like a horrible nightmare, but one in which the dreamer alone was awake. For as Maxwell Green pitched heavily to the deck, falling dose to the Lindite, the white globe darted back to Harper’s hands, and then, without touching them, fired itself across the space between Harper and the Jovian who had attempted to take out Green’s weapon! It cracked against the Jovian’s outstretched fingers and broke them, whipped up and hurled itself, like some evil, conscious projectile, against the forhead of the Jovian, spreading the stuff of his brains in a gushing flow to the deck.


  And Harper stood there a moment longer, gaunt, furious, yet with a slight preoccupied frown on his face, his will directing the murderous vengeance of the globe as it dealt out death. Again and again the globe leaped in twisting arcs, smashing down the Jovians before they could attempt to move.


  By then, Monte had seized the weapon from the prostrate form of Green, had gripped young Van Horn’s arm and pushed him headlong across the deck. Harper swept the girl into his arms, raised her and followed Monte.


  And the globe, hovering over the deck, swept back and forth in contracting and expanding circles. All the way to the ship’s hangar it spun in blinding, unerring flight, keeping the four within its circumference as free as it had almost enslaved them.


  As they entered the ship’s hangar, several attendants rushed at them from behind the shelter of the launch. Those who ducked the wrath of the white globe met a single flash from the gun in Monte’s steady hand.


  After that, the Venus Sapphire lay quietly, while a little, unmarked police plane took off from her locks. The plane circled the flickering blue lights of the Lindite ship and started away. Monte pointed to her.


  “She’s leaving, Cary . . .” The ship was a thin, slow streak of light against the weird, faint haze of dawn. “. . . leaving with those poor souls aboard her, lost forever.”


  Harper watched the Venus Sapphire turning her bow into the void, and great sobs of laughter choked him. He held up his hand, freeing the white globe. After a moment it leaped away, instantly lost to sight, speeding toward the slowly moving target . . .


  They heard the sharp report the white globe made when it tore through the hull of the ship, crashing again and again through the controls, destroying the blasters, smashing the rudders, hurling itself through the bowels of the ghost that had been the Venus Sapphire.


  The ship had stopped moving. It lay in the morning sky above Tyuio, helpless prisoner in space, unable to move . . .


  The tears that had fallen from Cary Harper to the lovely face of the girl who lay in his arms opened her eyes. He kissed her, and somehow, he knew everything was going to be all right.[4]


  [1] Lindar, one of the Sander’s group of planets, at the outermost reaches of known interstellar space, is the only one of its group to retain any life. Its decades of marauding are directly attributable to the fact that it is dying, and with it, the almost fabled race of Lindites. From this stems the most vicious form of piracy the System has ever known.


  Locked by nature to a planet on which scarcely any other life can long survive, the Lindites, of whom less than a thousand are believed to be still alive, found that even their life had become impossible for their small number. They did not have enough people to work their mines, the famed energy mines from which Lindar drew light and heat. There were not enough of them to run their ships, manage their industries, or perform the countless daily tasks necessary to the functioning of a complex civilization. Faced with death, they realized that only the bringing in of fresh blood and stock, new races that would remain subservient to them, could they continue to fight for survival.


  The physical nature of Lindar, alas, defeated this end. The terrible atmospheric pressure, the presence of poisonous gases, and the existence of a strange element in its atmosphere, could not be overcome even by the great science of the Lindites. Life for an alien race on Lindar was possible at the most for ten years, hard, miserable years’, and then a death so horrible that System Councils early forbade the sentencing of any criminals for any reason to Lindar. Of all System races, only the Jovians and humans were able to exist at all in the delicate, perilously balanced world of Lindar. The small numbers of the Jovians, as well as their predominantly feeble intelligence, precluded them. There remained only the human race, far-flung and numerous throughout the System, as the hope of the Lindites.


  Two other factors complicated the task of the Lindites. One was the presence of the strange element in its atmosphere. After even short intervals of residency on Lindar, humans found they could no longer return to the outer world; the strange element had become vital for life. They were forced to remain on Lindar, where they died. The other factor was inherent in the harsh world that Lindar, itself a delicate force, presented to aliens. Strangely enough, as the experiments of the famed Dr. A.A. Kingsley proved, unless humans were thoroughly reconciled to life on Lindar, they could not live at all! So long as they retained the will to leave this strange world of Lindar, or any will at all, they were useless to the Lindites.


  The Lindites had early experimented with would-be suicides, for whose families they provided enormous sums of money on the condition that the Lindites would then own the would-be suicides. The experiment brought few humans, and failed too often: frequently the slaves killed themselves as soon as they arrived on Lindar.


  Lindar became a pariah, shunned and feared by the world. Only its far distance from the rest of the System proved a consolation. But it was then that the Lindites sent forth their piratical ships, ships that brought back voluntary slaves to work in their dying world. With great cunning, the Lindites played upon one of the most evident weaknesses of humans to gain their ends—gambling!


  They sent out a small fleet of ships that outwardly resembled the hosts of gambling and pleasure craft that plied the trade routes of the System. They were gambling ships in every detail . . . but they added the one detail that distinguished Lindite ships from all the rest: they played for money and ended by playing for human lives. This final detail was accomplished by a series of skillful moves which led victims on, ending in the offer of the white globe and the Drink of Honor.


  It was then, these last elements, that gave the Lindites the power to bring voluntary slaves to Lindar. The I.P. proved unable to stop the practice completely. Attacks on Lindar were impossible because of their distance and strange armaments, and because their cities were, for the most part, far underground.


  In desperation, the I.P. established huge patrols which were fairly successful. In addition, they posted a standing reward of one hundred thousand dollars in interplanetary currency for aid in the apprehension of Lindite ships. They were but infrequently claimed, and . . .—Condensed from Prof. Karl Worth’s: “A History of the Outer World and Lindar,” pp. 604-655.—Ed.


  [2] Tests on two refugees from Lindar by Dr. A.A. Kingsley, as well as on small quantities of the drug known as the Drink of Honor which were found on captured Lindite vessels, definitely appear to prove the contention that the drug acts on the will. This, according to the researches of Prof. Worth and others, was an absolute necessity for the Lindite aim in bringing slaves to Lindar. So horrible and difficult is the world of Lindar to humans that the slightest desire to leave is enough to upset the balance which Dr. Stevens has named the trauma—or the will to survive. Humans with free will must invariably experience the desire, rather the driving urge, to leave. Such a desire will prove fatal very quickly if the human remains. The tragedy is further deepened by the fact that he cannot leave.


  Unfortunately, the rapid deterioration and death of the refugees put an end to the valuable experiments.—Ed.


  [3] Scientists have long been interested in the repeated stories that the Lindites have discovered a way of acclimatizing humans to the outer world, even though the process is possible only upon those who have spent but a short time upon Lindar.


  Lindites are reputed to use this means as their way of retaining those who aid them. Martians, Jovians, Venusians, Humans, etc., are first taken to Lindar for a brief period—enough to make imperative their return at certain intervals to Lindar. After each visit, possible only by trusted confederates who are undoubtedly well paid for their tie to the world of Lindar, they are again acclimated to the outside world.


  It is believed that if the Lindites could extend this process, eventually they could solve the problem of bringing in enough free-willed help. Competent authorities have denied this possibility, and indeed, the Lindites themselves seem to know it can never be done because of the ever-growing necessity for their strange atmospheric element as residence increases.


  There has also been conjecture as to whether this process is the one used by the Lindites in their rare excursions to the outer world. It is undoubtedly true that these excursions take place, as witness the several instances of capture of Lindites aboard their vessels, cunningly hidden beyond detection of any instruments, and discovered only by the methodical taking apart of entire vessels which were known to have a Lindite aboard them.—Ed.


  [4] . . . and at least half the success of these experiments was due to the miraculous saving of these doomed people from the Venus Sapphire. These prisoners of the Lindites, never having been to Lindar, still sound in health, were experimented upon for months, and every one was finally cured. Today, scarcely a hospital in the System is without serum to counteract the effects of the Lindite Drink of Honor.


  But the essence of the Lindite strength lay not in their drug, but in their diabolically clever analysis of human fraility. Not content with building a system that rested on human weakness, they went further and put the key to their success in the same method. For they realized that humans, knowing they faced the Ultimate Gamble, would invariably be shattered against the nerve-breaking walls of this test. Where could will or reason operate when the mind was filled only with fear . . .


  . . . on the other hand, though the Lindites have since had their activities drastically reduced, little is known about them still. A Lindite corpse found on the Venus Sapphire was too decomposed to offer a good subject for autopsy. Another subject, a renegade I. P. Lieutenant Maxwell Green, confessed aid to the Lindites, offered his body to scientific research upon his death. Unfortunately, shortly before the expiration of the limit of his “tolerance” to ex-Lindite atmosphere, he escaped from jail, and is now presumably either alive on Lindar, or dead elsewhere.


  It is certain that the marauding of the Lindites is now almost at an end, and within the next few years, due to these new discoveries . . . etc., etc.—Ed.


  AIRCRAFT OF URANUS


  Henry Gade


  The airship depicted on our back cover this month operates on the jet-propulsion principle. Air, taken in at the nose, drives it


  URANUS, the giant world of perpetual storms and freezing temperatures, harbors beneath its surface a people partly amphibian, and partly land-going. They are a highly developed race, scientifically and have produced a ship capable of traveling as an airship, above their planet, or as a submarine, beneath its surface in their underground water-world. Artist James B. Settles has painted a vivid conception of this strange aircraft.


  The principle of jet-propulsion, which furnishes this ship with its driving power, is a new one on Earth, but has been carried to high perfection on Uranus.


  Simply, it operates on compressed air. Air enters a circular duct in the nose, where the propeller would be located, had it an air-screw, and passes back into a powerful compressor. This compressor is a normal aero-motor, using an internal combustion turbine in teaming up to compress the air.


  The air then is expelled through a smaller duct, or series of ducts, at the tail of the ship. These outlets are controlled. Added to this force, the exhaust gases of the motor in the compressor aid the kinetic energy of the jet in driving the ship. When in the water, this motor converts water into steam and drives the ship by direct steam-jet.


  Jet-propulsion is not rocket-propulsion. Jet propulsion provides higher speed in denser atmosphere, and even in so dense a medium as water, the efficiency is very much higher than in the stratosphere. The rocket motor is much more efficient in high altitudes, or in space itself, in sharp contrast.


  On January 31, 1941, Colonel Mario de Bernardi, Italian Schneider Trophy pilot, flew a jet-propulsion ship for the first time on Earth. It was the Italian Caproni-Campini C.C. 1 jet-propulsion airplane. He flew the screwless ship for ten minutes.


  Later, Signor Secondo Campini designed and built a new and bigger machine, the C.C. 2. It is a tandem, two-seat, enclosed-cockpit monoplane, with a low-slung wing. It has a single-fin rudder, and retracting undercarriage.


  A speed of 130 miles per hour was attained during a test flight, but no attempt was made for speed, and this is no indication of what the jet-propulsion aircraft is capable of doing.


  The Uranus ship is a sleek, bullet-like affair, with a needle-sharp nose. The cone which takes in the atmosphere (or water as the case may be) is perhaps nine feet in diameter, and provided with ducts that carry the air to several separate compressors, located directly through the central axis of the ship, which is itself perhaps 80 feet in length.


  Four fins, in themselves both directing agencies and jet tubes, stabilize the ship and provide a means of steering. Unlike the Earth ship, It has no rudder, directional controls being entirely incorporated in the jets.


  Smaller, exterior replicas of the jet motors are mounted on each fin, to provide for slow mooring power when landing, underwater, at the home port of the Uranian.


  Air (or water) taken in at the front, actually doubles its compression ratio, which results in an acceleration capacity of almost undreamed strength. These ships are capable of slipping through water at nearly ISO miles per hour, and of splitting the heavy atmosphere of Uranus at speeds in excess of 800 miles per hour. However, all travel is done at low altitude (on Uranus the atmosphere is very dense up to 40 miles above the surface, and such heights are considered “flow altitude”) and the ship never reaches outer space. It would be powerless without air to compress, and its motor exhausts would be too weak to move it.


  On Uranus, these ships weigh more than our heaviest battleships, exceeding 100,000 tons in some cases. This is due partly to the extreme gravity of Uranus, and partly due to their size. Even on Earth, they would weigh (or displace) a good 50,000 tons.


  Constructed of steel, their strength is incredible, and their capacity for cargo-carrying enormous. To the Uranian, to whom travel on the surface of his planet is almost impossible, due to extreme cold, and rough terrain, and great distance, these ships provide the only means of conquering his vast world.


  Truly here is the most efficient aircraft in the solar system, operating on the world most ideal to its power principles. A ship for Earth engineers to dream about!


  PLANET PASSAGE


  Donald A. Wollheim


  The ship couldn’t be turned and Uranus loomed ahead—but I wasn’t worried; there was something odd about the planet I remembered having studied years before!


  IF I THOUGHT when I signed up for “a life under the gleaming stars,” that I would find myself standing out here all wrapped up in a heated space-suit watching a couple of bluish, semitransparent men playing chess with hunks of ice, I’d probably never have done it. That was just before I saw that rocket flash below the horizon. After I’d seen it, well, I guess I was glad to be there. Action, that’s the stuff.


  I’m Goddard Lansing and I’m short and chunky. That’s why Amalgamated War Power sent me out to the fourth moon of Uranus when the Twin States contracted them to fight their war with Titania. They sent short men out there because they radiated less heat. At least that’s what they say. Myself, I think it’s really for the same reason that milk companies back on Earth used to use extra-small horses. They ate less.


  Amalgamated had to have its profits and Oberon had to have its commerce and its war. So there I was, on a lonely outpost near Equator City, the only Terrestrial around. That meant that I was the heavy artillery and the air force all in one.


  You see, this was in the dizzy days late in the twenty-first century when the Outer Planets Boom was on and before the Pax Solaris. You know how it is. The inhabitants of these sub-zero worlds far from the sun can’t use rocket ships, explosive guns or anything at all that generates heat in the process. That’s because they’re frigiplasm, not protoplasm.


  The biologists sure got the shock of their lives when rockets first got beyond the orbit of Jupiter. They had always figured protoplasm was the only stuff that was alive. But when they found that there was other stuff that was up and kicking only at temperatures of not less than a hundred degrees below zero, they went wild. Whole new zoologies, botanies, and civilizations existed on all the moons of the outer worlds. And those civilizations soon went wild too when they found out what they were missing.


  So naturally our business-as-usual world got busy booming up trade between the various frigid peoples and us. And since only earthlings could handle space-flight and modern war machinery we got control of commerce. Well, as everyone knows, commerce gives rise to competition and gives rise to disputes and that gives rise to wars. And with our kind of civilization, a demand creates a supply.


  And that was the business of Amalgamated War Power. They fought wars. “You Supply the Cause, We Supply the Victory,” our slogan. And that was why the rocket flash that suddenly streaked up below the close dark horizon made me jump. For we had competition. Its name was Consolidated Military Might and it had the contract for Titania, the third moon.


  NO OTHER rocket had any business there, so since one and one make two, I made a dash for say own ship, a little scout with all the trimmings and as new as they come. Amalgamated doesn’t chisel on the equipment anyway.


  The Oberonian soldiers were chasing back and forth too. They were coming out with their bundles of ice darts and stuff. No guns, they couldn’t handle them. I’d have to take on any humans but if that rocket had unloaded a bunch of Titanians from its ice-box, they might have a fight on their hands too.


  That was their business. My business was to climb into my little ship, seal the porte, climb into the control seat, switch on the works and wait. My radio detector was on and there came that tell-tale humming indicating an atomic generator working somewhere. That would be the other guy. I glued my eyes to the suspected quarter of the horizon.


  Sure enough, there came another flare-up and a long streak of blue-white fire arched against the sky. That was the stranger taking off.


  I lost no time. With a terrific jerk, I took off and shot up after it. I climbed fast and in no time at all was out of the thin poisonous stuff that passes for an atmosphere. And there, dead ahead of me, was the other craft—a silvery thing with the C. M. M. markings on it.


  I’m sure he hadn’t seen me. I was coming up right under him, a perfectly beautiful setup and I didn’t waste a second. My forward carrier-beam flicked out and no sooner did it rigid on the unguarded belly of the enemy, than I flicked a bomb along it.


  Bull’s-eye the first time! There was a blinding flash of light and when my eyes cleared, the invader was a tangle of wreckage. I swerved wildly aside to avoid crashing through it.


  It isn’t so easy to see out there in the blackness of space but fortunately Uranus was full and looming big and green in the sky. And I spotted, almost instantly, a struggling figure in a space-suit.


  I veered around again and maneuvered my ship in close as I dared. Then I got to the porte and threw out a rope. The guy grabbed it and I pulled him in.


  When he got his space-suit off, he was a C. M. M. man sure enough, a bit sullen, very young, slim. Full of the stuff that they teach just before they sent him out. He wore the usual scarlet uniform of that outfit. I always regard it as an eyesore. Me, I like our purple and green.


  “What’s your name?” I asked, and he tells me it’s Fred Mallory. What were you doing, I asked, and he shuts up and looks glum and desperate.


  So I searched him. He squawked a bit but I went through his coat pockets anyway and the first thing I find is a leather dispatch case.


  I opened this and in it is a long list of names. Names of natives of Equator City, most of them prominent and important. And the heading of the paper was a notation to the effect that this was a list of Fifth Column operatives who would help in the coming CMM-Titanian attack!


  That was a valuable paper. It might mean tire difference between victory and defeat so that when I got through gaping at it, I looked up to find Mallory sticking an explosive-pellet gun in my face!


  “Hand it back to me. You’re my prisoner now,” he chirps at me like a hero from an old Western.


  HE WAS young. He didn’t know anything. So I brought my left hand up quick as a flash and knocked the gun upward and out of his tender hands. It went off just as I connected with his chin with my right.


  He went over like a ton of brides, hit the side-wall and lay thoroughly kayo. But die little chamber was full of smoke and bad fumes.


  The next thing I noticed was that there had come a roaring noise just after the gun went off, the ship had vibrated wildly, and then the roaring had settled down to a steady purr.


  He’d hit something when that gun went off. It wasn’t me but it was something important. It was the gyroscopic control. It was broken. And that was serious.


  You know out in space a rocket ship has only two ways of turning itself or changing its direction. One is possible only for very big vessels; that is having rocket tubes facing in all possible directions and firing the ones opposite the direction you want to go. That is impractical to design and criminally wasteful of weight and fuel. There aren’t any more space ships like that. The other method is by mounting a powerful gyroscope centrally in the craft and altering direction by swinging the gyro. That in turn swings the whole vessel on its axis and you can point your rear tubes in the direction you want to get away from. No confusion, no wasted weight.


  My gyro was still going. But the controls were smashed. I couldn’t turn the ship any more. I had to keep heading the way we were going when it happened. And we happened to be going hell-bent for Uranus!


  I bent over Consolidated’s boy wonder and shook him awake. He sat up rubbing his jaw and wondering what happened. I told him briefly.


  Then when he was fully awake, I pointed to the gyro control and said:


  “Well, what do you suggest we do now, Mister Consolidated? We’re both in the same kettle and we can’t turn around. You may as well be peaceful now that you’ve done this much damage. We’ll either sink or swim together.”


  He took that in with a gulp and stared. He knew I was right. He sat down on the floor and looked glum again. I sat down at the controls and stared out thinking.


  There ahead of me was the great blue-green disc of Uranus. We were heading for it at the pace of my initial acceleration which was bad. We couldn’t possibly slow down, we couldn’t turn aside.


  “Maybe if we got out of the ship in our suits we could signal Titania,” the boy suggested hopefully. I shook my head.


  “It won’t work. Titania is way off to our left and they’d never see us. Anyway outside the ship or in, we’d still have the velocity we have now and would still hit Uranus.”


  Well, the kid thought again and then said: “The second moon, Umbriel, is almost in our path. There’s some sort of post there at the Free Cities. I don’t know if it’s yours or ours but we could easily signal them and be rescued.”


  I thought about that a bit. “They aren’t either of our outfits. The Free Cities are neutral and their contract is with United Mercenary Militia, a small-fry outfit. Anyway they’d intern us for the duration and I couldn’t get this information bade to Oberon and we’d lose our pay.”


  “Yes,” Fred Mallory replied, “but the only other moon, Ariel, is on the other side of Uranus now. And if it isn’t Umbriel for us, we’re done for.”


  I thought that one over too. I wasn’t quite so sure of being done for. Arid was an Amalgamated post and if I could reach it somehow they’d radio the date back and I would probably get a nice bonus.


  There was a glimmering of an idea in my mind. I reached for my planetary handbook and thumbed through it to the pages on Sol’s seventh planet. Then I stared a bit at the big green ball slowly growing in my front view-screen.


  “Hold your hat,” I said suddenly to Mallory. “We’re off.”


  I THREW in the acceleration again. The rockets flared and we shot ahead.


  I had a desperate idea. A few cold figures, a hunch, and one of the very finest super-modern ships in the business. It was supposed to be constructed of the toughest, most resistant material ever devised. It was supposed to have meteor screens which would block matter and create an extra safety zone around the ship. It was supposed to be tops. What I had in mind had never been done before. That, I think, was because it had never been thought of before. It was crazy but this called for crazy solutions.


  Onward the ship shot, our speed growing second by second. Straight towards the big green face of the planet. Not directly towards the center, we were headed for a point near the edge.


  Mallory got to his feet.


  “Hey, you’re going to crash! You must be mad!” he yelled.


  “Keep your head,” I yelled back. “I’m in control of this ship and any trouble from you and you’ll be slugged again.”


  “But it’s sure death! We’ll be smashed to pulp!” he continued.


  Ahead of us the surface of the world was growing bigger and bigger. We were past the orbit of Umbriel now and rapidly nearing.


  “You shut up,” I snapped to the kid.


  Mallory kept quiet then and just stood behind me staring out the control plate.


  Now the scene underwent a subtle psychological change. What had been up became down and from shooting upwards at a far planet, we felt ourselves plunging downward to a world’s surface. We were doing a powered nose-dive at interplanetary speed straight to the surface of what now seemed like an endless mass of billowing, fluffy, greenish-blue clouds.


  I drove ahead grimly. Now there came a slight hissing sound outside which almost immediately grew in volume and became a roar. That was the first tenuous shreds of the upper atmosphere. Outside a thin greenish haze began to obscure the vision.


  The haze grew thicker and invisibly we merged with the unending cloud surface.


  Down, down we went, the roaring of the atmosphere about the ship. We were deep within the cloud mass already. I glued my eyes to the controls. This was certainly one sweet craft. Our ship was still accelerating even though the rate was dropping off very slowly. It was being forced back by the opposition of the steadily thickening mists.


  WE COULD see nothing out of the front view-plate now but green, swirling fog. Several minutes went by and Mallory was trembling vigorously.


  Finally he choked out hoarsely: “When—when do we hit the surface?”


  “We don’t,” I said. “There isn’t any.”


  “But . . . but,” he stammered.


  “Why?” I said just like that and it floored him. Then I went on:


  “What’s the average density of the sun?” A seemingly irrelevant question.


  “About twenty-six per cent of that of the Earth,” he replied.


  “Is there a solid surface to the sun or is it all gaseous in various stages?” I asked again like an instructor at the AWP training school.


  “Why, why I suppose it’s all gaseous except maybe near the center where it’s packed super-solid due to pressure,” the kid was obliging.


  “Yeh, but is it anything but gas at say fifteen thousand miles beneath the surface?” I went on and the kid answered no.


  “What’s the diameter and what’s the density of Uranus?” I asked. Outside it was still green and our speed was slackening just a little bit. But we still had leeway.


  “The density of Uranus is twenty-three per cent that of Earth and its diameter thirty thousand miles,” he recited and then his eyes opened wide and he gasped: “Why it’s only half as dense as water! Uranus is all gas! It has no solidity, no surface!”


  “That’s what I said,” I answered smugly.


  He keeps on turning up thoughts. “But it must have a large core of meteoric iron and stuff.”


  “Maybe,” I answered, “but we aren’t going to pass near the core. We’re going through at a tangent, far from its center.”


  “It’s getting hot,” he said, and it was. Despite the resistant metal, heat of friction was getting through. I switched on the refrigeration that I never expected to use outside of the orbit of Venus. It got a little better but it was going to be a losing fight.


  Ahead the soupy fog was getting darker and darker. For a moment I felt panicky and then suddenly all went black. Mallory let out a yelp that went down my spine like a native ice dart.


  I blinked again. The black was the black of outer space. We had gone straight through the planet of Uranus and come shooting out the other side! There ahead of us almost directly was the round, white disc of Ariel, AWP post and safety.


  The ship had been so slowed in its flight that the drag of Uranus on it was now apparent. I could jockey the ship between spurts of power and the drag of gravity until it was slow enough to circle into the little five-hundred-mile wide moon.


  Then I became aware of a cold chill in the air. A leakage I thought with horror. I couldn’t dare spare the time from the controls to fix it. The air must be leaking out and the cold of space getting in. Then a light on my control panel caught my eye.


  I switched off the refrigeration.


  WARRIORS OF OTHER WORLDS


  Morris J. Steele


  Uranus, a giant world of eternal cold, is perhaps the most savage world in all the solar system. A warrior of this planet would be equally savage . . .


  (See Back Cover)


  ALTHOUGH science knows very little about the planet Uranus from which we can deduce what a fighting man of that planet might be like, we can construct a fairly logical image.


  First, he is huge. Uranus has a mass 14.7 times as great as that of Earth. A man of Earth, placed on Uranus, would weigh approximately 2540 pounds (assuming the Earthman to weigh 170 pounds on Earth). The man of Uranus, bulking twice as large as the Earthman, would possibly weigh as much as 2½ tons. Obviously, therefore, he must be very strong. He could pick up an ordinary anti-tank gun and hurl it a hundred feet away.


  Next, he wears no clothes, but is protected from the intense cold of his world by a heavy coat of fur which makes him very shaggy in appearance. Uranus lies 19.19 times the distance of Earth from the sun from the sun. Thus, it gets very little heat from that body. An Earthman, going to Uranus to battle Ibis warrior, would require equipment and clothing to combat the cold. The Uranian would possess a flowing moustache to protect his lips and nostrils from I ire cold. The Earthman would require a space helmet. The Uranian would also possess a wind-breaking formation of hair on his head and about his ears which would allow him to bear, but keep out the direct blasts of the icy wind.


  The eyes of our Uranian warrior are slitted like the cat’s. The reason for this is Uranus’ distance from the sun. The solar orb would appear only as a point of light, but one of such dazzling brilliancy that its illuminating power would be as great as that of 3000 full moons seen from the Earth. Atmospheric clouds might cut this down further, and the Uranian would need eyes accustomed to seeing in an almost perpetually gloomy half-night. They would possess great powers of pupil expansion and contraction to gather in all available light or to exclude it when ton brilliant.


  The density Uranus is less than one fourth that of Earth, or 1.27 times that of water. Thus, the warrior of Uranus would find that most of his world was water, with little land area. But because of the extreme cold, much of this water would be perpetual ice, and huge continents of ice might exist which never melt.


  He would be equipped with large splay feet to enable him to walk on deep snow, which would be packed to ice by the tremendous weight of his body. If he hadn’t such feel, he would sink to his hips at every step, and would be helpless.


  However, he would be more agile than an invading Earthman, no matter what his own agility, because of the impossibility of an Earthman to move about under a weight of more than a ton.


  Thus, it is a foregone conclusion that the Earthman is equipped with some scientific gadget which counteracts gravity, and lightens him so that he can move about on this giant world. If he possessed no such apparatus, he would not dare venture onto this world. The very weight of his body would suffocate him.


  The Uranian would possess the most powerful set of lungs in the whole solar system, because of the tremendous weight of the atmosphere that surrounds his world. Uranus is mostly a gaseous world, and the effect would be that of living at the bottom of a deep lake, and breathing water. With this dense atmosphere, the Uranian possesses a lung development which is greatly more muscular and constructed on entirely different principles than that of Earthmen.


  Intelligence would be of a minor nature, and this warrior would possess no super scientific weapons. Our Earthmen invaders, armed with ray guns, would find him fairly easy prey, armed as he is with only stones and clubs, or his bare fists, or perhaps a crude stone knife. However, because of the bestial nervous system, he might be very dangerous to face because of the real problem of killing him short of blasting him with high explosives. He would undoubtedly keep on coming under terrific punishment for an almost unbelievable period of time.


  Therefore, it is not wise to allow this fighter to come to close quarters, because a detachment of scientifically armed Earthmen might easily be smashed even by the death throes of a savage monster who has had little time to realize that he should, by Earthian standards, be dead!


  It is possible, too, that the Uranian would have no heart, and no circulatory system as we know it. It would be impractical on this giant planet. He might have a series of hearts working in unison, just as batteries are connected in series. Thus, striking one heart would not be necessarily instantly fatal. This Uranian fighter is a tough, dangerous customer!


  DESTINATION—DEATH


  Wilbur S. Peacock


  One man had to die on Uranus’ frozen crust, so that the other might live—and Bart Caxton had a gun.


  THE yellow gauge clicked with a tiny sound, and the oxygen tank went dry. The relay ratchetted slowly, automatically coupled on the next tank, and the needle on the gauge climbed to high-pressure again.


  Bart Caxton watched the needle swing, and beads of perspiration rode high on his cheekbones. He twisted the metal mug in his hands, and his voice was ragged with welling emotion.


  “Three weeks,” he said viciously. “And we’re five weeks from the shipping lanes. There isn’t enough oxygen to carry us back.”


  “Shut up!” Tom Headley’s tone was thin with suppressed anger. “All the damned talking in the world won’t change things. We’ve got to land now, have got to find the kronalium, or we’ll never get back.”


  He leaned against the wall, searching the cloud-shrouded ground below the ship, feeling the uneven drumming of the rockets driving the ship forward. Nerves crawled his back, and sweat slimed his hands. He shuddered, imagining the horrors that might lie below.


  The mug banged against the floor, and Caxton was standing, half-crouched, his heavy face set and stony, his hands riding the butts of his twin dis-guns.


  “I say we go back,” he snarled through set teeth.


  Headley laughed, and the sound was the only thing that could have broken the tension of the moment. He tilted his head and laughed until the tears ran from his eyes; and slowly the rage faded from Caxton’s face, and his shoulders sagged in weary futility.


  “Okay, you win,” Caxton said sullenly. “I know I can’t force you to turn around, since you’re the only one of us that can recognize and work kronalium for the stern jets. But,” and his eyes were swirling pools of flaming hate. “When we do get back, I’m going to blow a hole through your back some night.”


  Tom Headley turned away, the fear piling in his mind until it was a choking cloud that stifled all thought.


  “If we get back,” he said dully.


  HE SLID his hands over the control panel, adjusting the studs and levers with a delicate familiarity, striving to bring another ounce of power from the single rocket-bank that still functioned. But there was only the uneven beat of the rockets vibrating the floor as they had done for three days now, and no adjustment of the controls could make them function better.


  Bart Caxton sat again, fumbled a cigarette from his pocket, then dropped it to the floor. His face was white beneath its tan, and there was a haunted desperation in the tightness of his bulky body.


  “How long will it take?” he asked. “Will we make it back to Earth before—” His voice thickened, “—before we smother to death?”


  Tom Headley shrugged. “It’ll be tight,” he said slowly. “We’ll be on half oxygen-rations the full trip back. But it can be done; I went three months on half-rations once—and then got drunk on Earth’s air for two days after I landed.”


  “To hell with you and your fancy trips!” The madness was building again in Caxton’s mind. “You’ve been everywhere—but you ain’t been here; you don’t know what Uranus is like, nobody does.”


  He lunged to his feet, pressed close to the port. His breath clouded the quartzite pane, and he polished the glass impatiently.


  “Look at that,” he said thinly. “That’s the place we were going to explore; that’s the place where it is so cold and the pressure so great, air collapses and can’t be breathed. We were going to do what the early explorers failed to do; try to find life and minerals. They failed because their space suits could not stand the cold. Now we’ll be marooned there because a damned meteor busted our stern rockets all to hell!”


  “Don’t blame me for that,” Headley said, and instantly regretted the words.


  “Okay!” Caxton spun back to his seat. “I let the force-screen die for a couple of hours while I slept. But don’t think I’m taking the blame for the whole mess, even at that. This was your screwy idea.”


  Headley nodded. “If we succeed, our reputations will be big enough to gain us backing for almost anything.” He grinned, and some of the fear was gone from his mind. “Hell, what if we are cooped up here for a few days? I’ll fix the rockets, we’ll do a bit of exploring, and then high-tail it back for more oxygen. We’ll live in vac-suits and save our air; and the suits hold enough rations to last us for three months.”


  “And if the rockets aren’t fixed?”


  Tom Headley forced the thought from his mind. “They’ll be fixed,” he said quietly.


  Bart Caxton slumped into a sullen silence, his slitted eyes watching the profile of his companion. Slowly, cunning crept into his face, and his right hand slid along his thigh toward one belt-gun.


  “I wouldn’t,” Headley said without moving. “You can’t fix the ship, and help won’t be sent for us for at least three months. A man couldn’t live that long, on the oxygen we have left, I don’t believe.”


  “I might make the oxygen last for me until I got back to a regular traffic lane.” Headley swung about, and anger paled his face. “Damn it, Caxton,” he said brittlely, “we’ll get out of this! Probably, because of the pressure and cold on the planet, we’ll find frozen air which can be thawed out; we’ll look for it along with the kronalium.” He watched the stillness of his partner’s hand. “Murder won’t solve anything!” he finished softly.


  Bart Caxton nodded slowly. “Sorry, Headley,” he said. “It’s just that I’ve never been in a jam like this before.” Tom Headley grinned. “We’ll see it through—together,” he said.


  “Okay!” Caxton’s tone was sullenly agreeable, but small fires of cunning still swirled in his eyes.


  “Get ready for a shock-landing,” Headley said relievedly, reached for the controls.


  THE ICY wind roared like ten million furies about the grounded ship, sucking up the powdery snow, smashing it against the gleaming alumisteel hull. Great boulders of snow and ice tumbled playfully about the rubbly landscape, splashed in foamy explosions into the semi-frozen pools of liquid that dotted the planet’s surface.


  Tom Headley shivered involuntarily, turned back from the port.


  “Colder than the hinges of hell out there,” he said worriedly. “I can understand how the first crude vac-suits couldn’t stand up for very long.”


  “Yeah!” Caxton glanced up from sealing the zipper slit at the front of his suit. “I only hope these suits can take it.”


  “They can; they’re made for absolute-zero work in space. Here, the only trouble lies in the super-gravity and the wind. Either might rupture the outfits.”


  Caxton watched snow pile against a huge boulder, then saw it whisked instantly away by the force of the wind. He glanced at his vac-suit against the wall, and fear rode the sullenness of his eyes. “Who’s going out to do the exploring?” Headley smiled from where he tugged on his suit. “Both of us,” he said cheerfully. “We’ll stay together with a shockline; then if one of us is injured, the other can help him back to the ship.”


  He shrugged his shoulders into the suit, closed the air-tight zipper. Caxton turned slowly, lifted his suit, carefully fitted it to his stocky body. His fingers shook slightly, and his face was white.


  Tom Headley watched his partner silently for a moment, then shrugged and checked the oxy-cylinder pressure-gauge. The needle pressed tight against its rest-pin. He lifted the glassite helmet, swung it idly in his hand for a moment. He knew the grimness of the moment, knew that the tank on his back held less than six hours of life-saving oxygen. When that was gone, if he were not back at the ship, he would die. A wry smile lifted the corners of his mobile mouth. Within the suit were enough concentrates and vitamin capsules to last him for months, and a special apparatus made it possible for water to be drawn from the air he breathed. He grinned at the thought; without air, the rest was superfluous.


  “Okay,” Caxton said finally, “let’s take a look.” He slipped on the helmet, cogged it to his shoulder-plates, left the visi-port open. Cunning still burned in his eyes, and his gaze dropped when he caught the full impact of Headley’s distrust.


  Headley locked on his helmet, cogged the port shut, tested his radio. Caxton answered shortly, shut his visi-ports and both turned to the entrance of the ship.


  Metal squealed beneath Headley’s hands; then the cogs were loose. Headley braced his shoulder against the port, strained mightily, was joined by his partner. Together, their strength was sufficient to force the door open against pressure of the air outside.


  THE AIR gushed in with incredible force, shoved the men forcefully against the metal wall, then subsided as the pressure was equalized. Headley stepped forward, felt the icy crystals of snow tapping against his suit. He thrust one arm through the port, gasped, as gravity jerked it groundward. He leaned back, sighed. Inside the ship, with its inertia-stasis gravity, normal movement was possible; but outside, with the super gravity, even slow walking would be a job.


  “Set your suit control for three graves,” he ordered. “That way, we’ll have enough weight to stay on the ground, and will still be able to move.”


  Bart Caxton growled an unintelligible reply, drew his right arm from the semirigid sleeve of his suit, made an adjustment on the suit’s control-panel. Instantly, weight descended with pile-driving force, and muscles corded in his legs to counteract the tripled gravity.


  Headley adjusted his gravity control, then connected himself to Caxton with a ten-foot length of cable. Carefully, he lowered himself from the port, stood erect in the howling wind and snow, waited until Caxton had clambered down to his side. Reaching upward, they closed the port, leaving it uncogged, so that they could easily reenter.


  Headley checked his radi-compass bearings, then braced the full force of the wind, Caxton pressing forward at his side. They struggled toward the ice-sheathed cliff a hundred yards away, each step an agony of effort, clumsily dodging a huge boulder that rolled a lazy path of death toward them.


  Snow smashed at them, made vision difficult, went whirling away. Even through the radi-heated layers of their suits, they could feel the implacable cold plucking at their lives with skeletal fingers of death. Minutes passed, as they fought through the drifting snow, each minute an age of effort; and when Headley glanced back, he felt a vague surprise to find that they had travelled so short a distance. He grinned at Caxton.


  “Like trying to run in a slow-motion dream,” he said, frowned slightly when he heard his partner’s sullen growl of acknowledgment.


  They struggled forward again, approaching the cliff of ice and rock that towered overhead. Headley splashed heedlessly through a small pool of semi-liquid, halted with a tiny cry of excitement.


  “Look!” he said. “That rock’s alive.”


  Bart Caxton tilted his gaze to where several clay-colored rocks lay at the edge of the pool.


  “You’re nuts,” he said. “They’re just rocks.”


  “I’ll swear I saw one move out of the way of my foot,” Headley insisted stubbornly, bent and lifted the first of the rocks.


  It was heavy in his hands, and he had the uncanny sensation that it squirmed impatiently as he lifted it. He examined it carefully, ignoring Caxton’s impatient words for them to hurry. And even as he watched, he saw the living rock split in his hands, opening down the side, disclosing gill-like fringed flesh that looked like slivers of whitish ice.


  “It is alive!” he exclaimed excitedly, then dropped the stone as sudden giddiness clutched at his senses.


  Caxton caught at his drooping body. “What’s wrong?” he snapped.


  Headley blinked his eyes. “Nothing!” he disclaimed. “Just a combination of pressure and lack of oxygen.” He reached for his suit’s panel, opened the oxygen valve another quarter turn.


  He shook his head slightly, then bent to study the rock he had dropped. It had not moved, nor had its mouth-like opening closed. It lay at his feet in the shallow liquid, resembling nothing more than a ruptured rock.


  “To hell with it!” Caxton said disagreeably. “Let’s find the kronalium.”


  Headley nodded, stumbled after Caxton. But jubilation was in his heart. When he and Caxton returned, they would take back several of the rock-creatures as living proof of the success of their mission.


  He glanced back, saw squat legs flick from the opening in the rock, saw the creature scurry back to the few others of its kind that rested at the side of the semi-frozen pool of liquid. He grinned again, then pressed forward to lead the way to the cliff.


  THEY rested in the lee of the escarpment, safe from the howling wind, huddling out of the way of the rocks and snow-clots that went spinning by from the fury of the storm.


  “Now what?” Caxton asked.


  Tom Headley glanced at the gauges below the level of his chin, watched the needles carefully.


  “God!” he said. “This place is a storehouse of minerals and elements. We’ll have no trouble getting money for an expedition.”


  “Damn it!” Rage knotted Caxton’s voice until it was a thin screech. “Who cares about that; do you find any traces of kronalium!”


  Headley watched a single dial, turned slowly, studying the line of cliff-base at his left. “Close by,” he said. “It must be a big deposit, for the needle doesn’t waver.”


  “Then let’s get to it!” Caxton came to his feet, towered over his squatting partner.


  Headley struggled upright, fighting the super-gravity, led the way down the edge of the escarpment. Time and again, he fell, tripped by the gravity, whirled aside by the smashing wind. Each time, he struggled erect, forced himself to go forward again.


  He watched the needle floating in its case, followed its point unerringly toward a shallow recess in the cliff’s base. Using his belt pick, he chopped at the layer of ice and snow, let out a shout of relief when a strip of reddish metal appeared.


  “This is it,” he announced. “Now the repair job will be simple.”


  Bart Caxton nodded, seeing the metal, and for a brief second his hand hovered over the single gun strapped to his suit. Then he relaxed, caught his pick in his right hand, bent forward to help smash away great chunks of the metal.


  “It’s almost anticlimactic,” he said shortly, “finding this stuff so easily.”


  Tom Headley grinned. “It would have been more anticlimactic,” he said, “not to have found it. I’ve found traces of it on every planet I’ve visited.”


  Then they worked without further conversation, digging loose a great pile of the metal, making staggering trips to the ship with the precious element that was the only metal with which their rocket tubes could be repaired. Hours later, they cogged the port shut on their ship, exhausted the tainted air, released a breathable atmosphere.


  Out of their suits, they ate a quick meal, began the task of smelting the kronalium so that it would fit the wrecked drive mechanism at the rear of the ship. Headley worked with the quiet sureness of a man whose life had been self-sufficient; Caxton worked with the grim doggedness of a man who knows that his life hinges upon his speed in working.


  THEY worked in shifts, eating and sleeping when they could, Caxton doing the crude work, Headley putting the final touches upon the delicate task that was theirs.


  And forty hours later they stood in admiration of the job they had done. New metal tubes glowed redly in the light of the radi-lamps, ready to send the ship hurtling back toward inhabitated space. They still sparkled from the heat generated when Headley had given them a trial burst of power.


  “And that’s that,” Headley said. His face was grim and lined, and his smile was a trifle forced.


  Bart Caxton nodded, but his eyes were on the bank of dials that indicated the quantity of oxygen still aboard the ship. His lips were thin, and his eyes blank, as he made swift calculations in his chaotic mind.


  “Let’s blast off,” he said.


  Tom Headley grinned. “Not yet,” he said. “There’s five hundred pounds of kronalium back there that we’re taking along. And I want several of those rock animals for living proof that we’ve been here.”


  Anger distorted Caxton’s features. His hand sought the gun at his waist, then dropped beneath the steadiness of Headley’s gaze.


  “All right,” he agreed sullenly. “But let’s hurry.”


  Five trips they made, carrying the metal back to the ship, knowing that each trip made them more wealthy, so scarce was the metal in great quantities.


  And then, on the sixth trip, Caxton snatched the single gun from Headley’s waist. He laughed as he did so, and the sound was thin and strained with triumph.


  “It’s you or me, Headley,” he snarled. “And I figure it’s going to be me.” Headley felt horror welling into his mind, but he forced his voice to be absolutely calm and unemotional.


  “Don’t be a fool, man,” he said. “Both of us can make it back, by going on short oxy-rations.”


  Caxton shook his head. “I’m going back,” he said viciously. “I’m taking the ship, the kronalium, and a couple of those damned animals for evidence. I’ll say that you died on Uranus.” His voice was suddenly flat and deadly. “Sucker!”


  A cone of blackness flared from the gun in his hand, caught Tom Headley, dropped him in his tracks. He twitched silently, lay where he had fallen, his right arm splashing liquid from the tiny pool at his feet.


  Bart Caxton tossed the gun aside, leaned over, unscrewed the hinged valve on Headley’s oxygen tank, then callously dumped the unconscious man into the pool.


  Then, without another glance at the body submerged in the pool, Caxton caught up three of the living rocks, turned and fought his way back to the ship. He stood for a moment in the ship’s port, staring bleakly at the pool where the dying body of his partner lay. Then he slammed the port, cogged it shut.


  He laid the rock animals in a dark corner of the tank room, then walked heavily back to the control room and removed his suit. Grinning, he sank into the pilot’s seat, and his hands raced over the controls.


  Rockets drummed, and the ship fled into space on a tail of flaming gasses.


  Bart Caxton watched the gauges, then reached out and adjusted the oxygen valve. He would have to go on three-quarters’ rations, but there would still be oxygen left when he struck the spacelanes.


  AND BACK on Uranus, Tom Headley stirred out of his unconsciousness. He gasped, struggled to his feet. Metal banged on his shoulder, and a reaching hand found the opened valve. He instinctively screwed it shut, dull horror and terror piling in his mind.


  He knew that he had but seconds to live, and the utter futility of his predicament made the situation even more horrible. True, he had his radio—but its range was less than a hundred miles; it would bring rescue only if a rescue party landed. He laughed a bit, grimly, ironically, remembering the great supply of food tablets that were in his suit. All that he lacked to live was air.


  Then he frowned, seeing the oxygen gauge in his suit. The needle pressed tight against its stop-post. He tapped it, then checked another gauge. And sudden understanding came to his eyes—and he fought against the hysterical laughter that filled his throat.


  Bart Caxton had failed in his murder attempt.


  For Tom Headley’s shoulder tank was full of liquid oxygen. He had fallen into a pool of oxygen, liquiesced by the tremendous pressure of Uranus, and the pressure of the atmosphere had forced the oxygen into his tank.


  Now there were but the interminable weeks of waiting that were to come before a rescue expedition was sent to save him.


  AND ON the ship speeding back to the spacelanes, Bart Caxton clawed at his shirt collar. He gasped, trying to get oxygen from the dying air. He read the gauges with incredulous eyes, then came to his feet and lurched down the corridor. He swung through the door of the tank room, swayed there, his eyes straining into the semi-darkness.


  And a terrible scream ripped at his constricted throat. For he knew then the thing that Headley would shortly discover. The pools of semi-frozen liquid on Uranus were of liquid oxygen—and the animals in those pools lived on pure oxygen.


  Even as he watched, one animal turned from the last tank of oxygen, ran frantically about on short legs, then collapsed, its split mouth gaping in death.


  Caxton screamed, felt nausea cramping at his body. He remembered then the liquid into which he had rolled Headley’s body, and he knew the other man would live to see Earth again. And he knew then that the animals in the ship had used in minutes the life-giving gas that should have lasted for days.


  And even as he screamed, he fell. And the last sight he had was of the rock-animals’ split mouths laughing at him and his plans in an awful mocking silence.
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  Wrecked By Space Pirates On A Moon Of Neptune, Lieutenant Hick Bartlett Battles For Survival!


  CHAPTER I


  Race with Death


  WHEN the mess gong chimed its cheerful invitation to dinner over the ship’s audio, Lt. Richard Bartlett, C. T.C. of the Space Cruiser Pollux, rose and nodded to his assistant.


  “That will be all for today, Lacey. We’ll finish up tomorrow.”


  His aide said, “Very good, sir!”, saluted, and left.


  Bartlett moved slowly to the washbasin, readying himself for the thrice-a-day ordeal that lay before him. His stomach had an appetite for the waiting meal, but his heart had none. In the three Earth months that had passed since he had qualified for the post of Chief Technical Coordinator on the Pollux, he had learned to dread these mess-periods. Never, at any other time during the long, dragging hours which are an unavoidable evil of spaceflight, did he feel so alone and friendless as when he sat at table with fellow officers.


  It was not that they were openly insulting, nor were they belligerent. Rick Bartlett was no physical weakling; he could have coped with either of these. But the attitude they had adopted—a mixture of deference, exaggerated politeness, covert scorn—was so subtly offensive that it left him helpless.


  He would gladly give his right arm, as he moved down the ramp toward the Officers’ Mess, if today, for a change, his entrance should bring one friendly grin, rather than with set and meaningless smiles. Or if just once a fellow officer should say, “The grease, Mister. Shove it down this way?”


  But invariably their requests of him were elaborately correct. “Will you please pass the butter, Lieutenant Bartlett?”


  This unpopularity was none of Bartlett’s own doing. It was not the result of anything he had ever done. It was due to the fame of his illustrious brother.


  WHEN he had first met the junior officers of the Pollux, they had at first been jovial.


  “So you’re the new Brains, eh? Nice work if you can get it.”


  “Bartlett?” some muttered audibly. “Did he say Bartlett? Is he related to Russell Bartlett?”


  And that, of course, tore everything to shreds. For he was, indeed the younger brother of Space Commander Russell Bartlett, hero of East Fontanaland and New Thermopylae, D.S.R. and Knight of the Imperial Ionian Scarlet. Thereupon descended an invisible wall of suspicion, which effectively sealed him off from all hope of future friendship.


  Everyone felt about it as did Ned Murchison, First Mate of the Pollux.


  “Favoritism!” he grumbled. “That’s what it is, rank favoritism. I’ve been in the Service seven years, and I’m no nearer a C. T.C.’s grid than I was when I first hoisted gravs. But here he comes, fresh out of the Academy, still wet behind the ears, and plumps himself into the softest berth afloat. The kid’s just riding to glory on his brother’s rep. Technical coordinator, bah! Let’s leave him alone.”


  Which they did, and severely.


  Even the Skipper always addressed Bartlett as “Lieutenant,” and never as “Rick” at the mess table. Yet the Old Man frequently called his other juniors by their Christian names, and when he spoke to his Chief Engineer, O’Rourke, his terminology sometimes bordered on the blasphemous.


  This particular meal was no exception to the hundred-odd others that had preceded it. Bartlett made no effort to enter into the conversation. He glanced up from his plate only once, when an orderly, coming from the turret to Captain Warren’s side, whispered something which brought Warren to his feet with a muttered apology.


  “Excuse me, gentlemen.”


  He left the room. Dover stared after him curiously.


  “Now what? We off trajectory?” Halloway shook his head. “We were oh-oh when I gave the bucket to Ned. The hypos must be acting up again.” Chief O’Rourke glared up from beneath red and shaggy thatches of brow.


  “ ‘Tis a lie!” he roared. “There’s nothin’ wrong with my motors, you impertinent young blatherskite.”


  Dover reverted to the use of the primitive senses on which, even in a highly mechanized age, spacemen were oftimes dependent. He sniffed and listened. “Air’s good,” he said. “And the hypos do sound O.Q. I wonder what’s up?” Bartlett, too, was wondering. At his last General Check everything had been all right. The Pollux was thirteen weeks out of Io City on the Jupiter-Neptune run, nearing the single-satellited planet. Hypos, grav gear, air and water were O.Q. Trajectory and declension on the nose, acceleration right for far space travel. There was only one other possible thing: a message important enough to draw the Skipper from his dinner.


  His guess was verified immediately. Into the telaudio plate on the messhall’s wall came a bluish glow. The Old Man looked down upon them. His eyes were anxious.


  “Lieutenant Bartlett—” he said. “Dover—Halloway—”


  Instantly all three were on their feet. “Yes, sir?”


  “Come to the bridge immediately. We are assigned to special duty. There has been an accident.” Warren’s eyes now evaded Rick Bartlett’s stare.


  “The Iris has crashed upon Davy Jones.”


  BARTLETT gasped as if he had been struck a physical blow. The Iris! The flagship of the Outer Fleet, commanded by Russ! He did not realize his face was white as, bursting first from the dining hall, he paced his fellow officers to the turret.


  On the bridge were the Skipper, Murchison, and Danny Muldoon, the ship Sparks. The message Sparks had received from New Oslo was ominous in its brevity:


  SC POLLUX PROCEED INSTANTLY RELIEF IRIS DOWN PHOEBUS STOP SENDING ADDITIONAL AID IMMEDIATELY STOP.


  “An’ that’s all I could get out of them,” complained the radioman. “I bugged ’em for more information but didn’t get an answer.”


  Ned Murchison frowned. “Probably,” was his comment, “because that’s all the information they have themselves. If they find out anything more, they’ll undoubtedly pass it on.” Ned Murchison already was strapped in the bucketshaped pilot’s seat, setting studs. “Course revision ready for check, sir.”


  “Good. Check course revision, Lieutenant Bartlett.”


  Bartlett rapidly checked the placements. “All O.Q., sir!” he approved.


  “Increased acceleration,” ordered Warren.


  “Increased acceleration,” repeated Bartlett.


  He whistled down the tube to O’Rourke in the engine room. “Raise hypos to thirty-forty Acks, and open all jets!”


  It did not occur to him, nor did it register upon anyone else in the turret, that for the first time since this flight began Rick Bartlett had been called upon to assume the difficult role of emergency Technical Coordinator, and he had stepped quietly and capably into the breech. Bartlett had more important things to worry about. He fingered the pages of the Solar Constant chart, made a few swift mental calculations.


  “Seven hours, sir,” he said. “Maybe six. Time enough to prepare a landing party.”


  Halloway, the Third, looked confused.


  “B-but you said Davy Jones, sir,” he said to the Old Man. “The radiogram says the Iris crashed on Phoebus!”


  Captain Warren turned to Bartlett. “What is known about Phoebus, Lieutenant?”


  Bartlett closed his eyes, marshaled his thoughts. This was the major responsibility of his post, the reason men were specially trained to the office of C.T.C. So that in case of emergency there should be aboard each ship one man whose mind was a reservoir of technical knowledge. Mathematical, astronomical, biological facts that might prove of value in whatever situation arose. Memory flooded back to him.


  “The only satellite of Neptune,” he said. “Observed first almost three hundred years ago, in Eighteen-forty-seven, by Lassell, it was not named until Nineteen-eighty-three, at which time it was called Phoebus. Spacemen, finding this confusing with Phobos, Mars’ inner moon, and Phoebe, ninth satellite of Saturn, nick-named it ‘Davy Jones’ in honor of the traditional companion of Neptune.


  “Its distance from the mother planet is approximately the same as the moon’s distance from Earth, two twenty thousand miles. Its period of rotation is five days, twenty-one hours. Phoebus revolves from east to west in a nearly circular orbit, inclined twenty degrees to Neptune’s equator. Its rotation period is fifteen-point-eight hours and the direction of rotation east to west.


  “Phoebus has a diameter of forty-two hundred miles, as reported by an Astrographic Research Expedition in Twenty-one-oh-nine, and is, therefore, approximately the same size as the planet Mars. However, no effort has been made to colonize it because—”


  HERE Rick Bartlett stopped, stricken suddenly with a realization of what his calm recital would mean to the Earthmen now down on the bleak satellite. Cap Warren coughed gruffly. “Go on, Lieutenant,” he said. “Phoebus cannot be colonized by man because of the insurmountable difficulties of there establishing habitations suitable to Earth-humans,” continued Bartlett. “Outwardly frigid, coated like its mother planet with a thick sheathing of ice, due to its great distance from the Sun, this satellite is still subject to violent volcanic disturbances, occasioned by the perturbations created by the erratic orbit of Pluto.


  “No life, either animal or vegetable, has been found on Davy Jones. Without unusually adequate protection, human life could not be supported thereon for longer than—”


  When he faltered this time, Captain Warren did not press him to continue. He knew, as did the others who had listened to these facts, how short a time the survivors of the Iris—if any—could last. Only while they had food, air and water. Which meant, if their ship was damaged—just so long as their emergency spacesuits held out. Twenty-four hours at the most!


  Captain Warren turned to the speaking tube, and his voice was an edged blade.


  “Chief O’Rourke, shift hypos to maximum velocity.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  The thrumming drone of motors gathered tempo and the Pollux, every jet spewing a scarlet flame in its wake, seemed to pick itself up and hurtle bodily forward as if thrust from the maw of a gigantic catapult. . . .


  


  


  CHAPTER II


  Lair of Evil Men


  


  


  OF WHAT transpired, of what he did and said in those next action-fraught hours, Rick Bartlett was never afterwards certain. It was as if he were two men, two entities. One of these was young Ricky Bartlett, kid brother of Russ Bartlett, racked with fear and apprehension for the safety of one whom he loved with a fierce devotion. The other was Lieutenant Bartlett, Chief Technical Coordinator of the Space Cruiser Pollux—who coldly foresaw ordered, those things which must be done to save a Space Commander.


  Dover he sent to the crew’s quarters. “Ask for volunteers. Select a dozen. Equip each of them with a bulger, permalloy semi-rigid model, and check the heating units. Oh, yes—see that each bulger is supplied with emergency rations, water, spare oxytank and cough drops.”


  “Er—cough drops?” said Dover in surprise. “Aye, sir!”


  Dover left, on the jump, but even in this vigorous moment Bartlett felt the twisting hurt of that stifled query.


  Had understanding been established between them, Second would have finished the question. As it was, Cap Warren asked it after Dover had gone below.


  “Why cough drops, Lieutenant?”


  “Methane irritants in Davy Jones’ atmosphere,” explained Bartlett. “Theoretically the spacesuits are leak-proof, but at extreme temperatures, being the semi-rigid type, they sometimes permit seepage at the junctures. The landing party may find need for something to relieve throat irritation.”


  He turned to the waiting Third. “Lieutenant Halloway.”


  “Yes, sir?”


  “Ready sick-bay to take care of possible casualties. And advise Sparks to raise New Oslo and order radio silence. We may want to reach them in a hurry. Captain Warren, have I your permission to lead the landing party?”


  “It’s irregular, Lieutenant.”


  “I know, sir. But—”


  Bartlett was on the verge of saying that his brother was the man for whom they sought. But he never finished. For at that moment Ned Murchison called from the control board.


  “Davy Jones on the nose, sir. Check deceleration?”


  Bartlett moved to the board to check. But at that moment disaster struck!


  Even as through the perilens he glimpsed the gigantic snowball-in-space which was Davy Jones—its shimmering, blue-white surface whirled, bobbed, spun dizzily. There came a staggering shock, a feeling of oppressive weight struck him to his knees, he heard Cap Warren’s roar of dismay through ears that pounded with a sudden surge of blood—and the Pollux smashed Phoebuswards with the wilful, unchecked violence of a meteoride.


  The combined drag of a dozen grave and unfathomable acceleration gripped him to the floor, but somehow he managed to lift his head. What he now saw mirrored in the perilens as Davy Jones loomed larger, larger and nearer, brought a cry to his bleeding lips. “Captain!”


  “Vector warp!” shouted the Old Man. “Grav drag must be greater than the reports said. Snared us—”


  “It’s not that at all!” cried Bartlett. “It’s an enemy. Men down there. They’re deliberately crashing us on a hypertensile beam. Murchison, jam on the Dixie rod—fast!”


  Bartlett’s words were wasted breath. The initial shock had jerked Murchison’s head forward and down across the control, his face was buried in a tangle of untouched studs. From his left temple, where it lay plastered by ever-increasing acceleration to a thick, brass guide-bar, oozed a ribbon of red.


  MURCHISON was out cold, captain Warren was helpless—an aging man, pinned by imponderable weight to the flooring as if he were a mounted insect. It was up to Rick Bartlett. He alone could save the Pollux from sudden, complete disaster. Laboriously, each movement wrenching a groan of protest from his straining lips, he dragged himself across the floor to the controls. A yard. Another yard. A third—


  His ears seemed nigh to bursting with the torrent of sound that assailed them. The high, thin scream of the Pollux as it hurtled from thin space into the weak upper reaches of the satellite’s atmosphere—the hoarse, demanding cries from the audio as tortured crewmen in various parts of the vessel shouted queries to the bridge—from somewhere in the ship a scream of pain—from within himself the agonized labor of lungs strained almost beyond endurance.


  And then—somehow—his hand was on the base of the Dixie bar. The deceleration bar. The bar which, if he could summon the strength to reach up and draw it toward him, would throw a block against the tensile beam that was dragging them to destruction.


  He drew a long and shuddering breath into his lungs. Across the room Captain Warren’s stertorous breathing bespoke an intensity equal to his own. He poised himself for the all-important effort . . . gathered weight-laden muscles . . . and rose!


  Only for an instant—but that instant was enough! For even as his staggering knees collapsed beneath him, Rick Bartlett threw himself forward, clenched both arms about the rod—and fell. And the actual force which had been their doom now became their salvation. The rod clanged into position. The Pollux trembled, quivered, as though pounded in the fore jets with a gigantic maul. Bartlett thought he could hear its struts and girders groaning with the torsion of that halt.


  And then, so suddenly that quick nausea rose, choked him, where weight had gripped him like an iron claw, changed into the precious peace of normality. Bleak Davy Jones, on the icy plateaux of which someone had mounted the weapon which had so nearly drawn the Pollux to destruction, continued to grow in the visiplate. Men, angrily gesticulating, poured from hidden dwellings to watch the ship settle easily to ground. Men in bulgers, armed men, grim of visage, surged forward to board the landing vessel.


  But Rick Bartlett saw none of this. With face frozen in a grimace of mingled pain and triumph, he lay senseless on the metal deck of the Pollux.


  From far distances of space came an eerie murmuring. The swift syllablation of a voice speaking meaningless words. Then nearer came the sound—nearer still and louder—clearer, more comprehensible.


  Rick Bartlett opened his eyes, conscious at last and aware that the Pollux had grounded, to find himself still in the control turret of the cruiser, surrounded by strangers.


  It was one of these who was bent over him, shaking him to consciousness. Stilling that each of the group bore arms, others crowded the doorways. Across the room a man was prodding battered, bewildered Captain Warren with staccato questions.


  “Come on, now, speak up, Captain,” he shouted. “How did you know we were here? Who told you? Did you come alone? Who landed this ship?”


  His queries were forcefully impatient. The Old Man, Rick saw, had—like himself—drawn a blank when the cruiser had crash-landed.


  EVEN now Warren’s mind was not clear. Nor did it aid his foggy thought-processes to have queries thrust at him in this rapid fashion, punctuated by shakes and backhand swipes across the face.


  “Answer, blast you,” snarled the stranger. And again he raised his hand.


  Bartlett came to his feet in a bound. In three strides he had crossed the room, grasped the questioner’s lifted arm and spun him around.


  “Hold it, theekol,” he gritted. “That’s no way to get answers. Can’t you see the Captain, warped? Lay off.”


  He had not taken time to choose his words, and the man whose wrist he held, turned purple. Theekol was a Martian word not commonly employed in polite drawing-room conversation. Its nearest English equivalent was “space rat.” Bartlett had succeeded in drawing this antagonist’s attention to himself. The man tried to wrench himself free from Rick Bartlett’s grip, reaching for the Lohrman holstered in his belt. As quickly Bartlett stabbed for his own weapon and found nothing! He had been stripped of his sidearms.


  Perhaps the surprised expression on his face saved him, or perhaps in that brief instant the other man realized that he, after all, was the master of the situation. At any rate, his rage changed to a smile of derision and his gun-hand stayed its motion.


  “Spoke a little hastily, didn’t you, Lieutenant?” he sneered.


  This time it was Bartlett who glared about him wildly, for the first time noting that each of the group bore arms.


  “What is this?” he asked. “Who are you, and by what right do you board a Space Patrol vessel?”


  The other man smiled. It was not a pleasant smile.


  “I’m afraid you still do not understand the situation, Lieutenant,” he said. “I’m asking the questions around here, not you. However, I have no objection to telling you my name. I am John Fallon.”


  “Black Jack Fallon!”


  Bartlett knew the name. Every staff and crewman in the Solar Space Patrol had seen the posters, issued by the Planetary Federation, offering rewards for the apprehension of this space pirate, dead or alive.


  There had been a time—and not too long ago—when the void had been infested with scores of corsairs such as Fallon. Pirates, privateers, outlaws—once space had swarmed with their vessels. But that had been before the S.S.P., freed at last from martial duty by the Interplanetary Peace Pact of 2133, had been able to turn its full, undivided attention to this problem.


  Within the last decade practically all the pirating gangs had been hunted down and sent to the Penal Colonies on the outer planets.


  But one pirate—the most vicious of them all—had so far escaped the far-flung seine of the Patrol. That man was Black Jack Fallon, before whom Bartlett now stood, face-to-face.


  “That is what they call me, Lieutenant. And now, a fair return for my answer. What brought you here to Davy Jones?”


  “What? Why, a—” Bartlett was on the verge of giving an honest answer. And then, suddenly, he understood. Black Jack’s anxiety was easy to understand.


  THIS almost forgotten satellite—this tiny moon of Neptune spumed by land-granters and corporations alike—was Fallon’s long-sought hideout.


  “—a routine trip,” finished Bartlett deftly. “Our patrol is the Uranus-Neptune shuttle. There is nothing unusual in our visit.”


  “Then there are no ships following you?”


  “No.”


  Fallon studied him shrewdly for a second. Then—


  “You’re lying, Lieutenant,” he asserted flatly. “You know we shot down the Iris some hours ago. We happen to know the Iris sent an S.O.S. You picked it up and followed, isn’t that right?”


  His tone was stridently assured. But Rick Bartlett, who had been trained to watch the hands, rather than the eyes of suspect men, noted suddenly that Fallon’s fingers stirred restlessly, querulously, on the zippered lining of his belt. And in that moment he knew that Fallon was bluffing!


  Fallon did not know for sure that the Iris had sent an S.O.S. But—why not?


  Rick’s brain, desperately seeking a reason for the pirate’s uncertainty, found the answer in his memory. Something he had heard once, read once. A fact included in the Astrographic Society’s report on the satellite Phoebus:


  A physical peculiarity of Neptune’s satellite is the fact its Heaviside layer is highly static. This renders impossible radio intercourse outside the atmospheric confines of the sphere. Thus radio messages cannot be sent from or to stations on Phoebus . . .


  He shook his head.


  “No. We heard no message. The—the Iris, you say? You mean the flagship of the Fleet?”


  There was mockery in Black Jack Fallon’s reply.


  “The flagship, sailor. Even it was not proof against our new hypertensile beam. That’s the seventh ship we’ve brought down in the last two months. Yours is the eighth—” His eyes glinted. “And that reminds me—somehow you managed to operate the Dixie in time to keep from crashing. Who did that? Who landed this ship?”


  “I did.”


  “So? Not bad, sailor. I could use a man like you. What’s your name?”


  Rick Bartlett did not answer that question. It was answered for him unexpectedly, dramatically. From the outer corridor came a confusion of sounds: scuffling, the pounding of footsteps, voices harsh with anger. The door burst open. Three men, bulger-clad but with their helms thrown back, stood on the threshold. Two of these propelled a central one forward to the outlaw leader.


  “Tried to escape, Chief,” roared one of the pirates in explanation. “Broke out of the cave and sneaked on board this ship. We caught him.”


  At that moment the captive’s gaze, lifting defiantly, settled upon Bartlett. Both men started. And before the lieutenant was able to warn his brother by word or sign, Space Commander Russell Bartlett spoke. “Rick! What are you doing here, kid?”


  


  


  CHAPTER III


  Death by Degrees


  


  


  IT TOOK no camera eye to mark the likeness existing between the two men thus suddenly confronted. Family relationship was plainly delineated in their features, their identical builds, the way they stared at each other. And Black Jack Fallon was no fool.


  He glanced from Russ Bartlett to Rick, then laughed curtly.


  “Brothers, eh?”


  “I’m O.Q., Russ,” said Rick Bartlett swiftly. And to Fallon he said, “Yes, but I had no idea—”


  “Never mind, Lieutenant. I think I understand now:” You did come here seeking the Iris! But—” And again Black Jack Fallon chuckled grimly. “But you didn’t see the ship.”


  Rick Bartlett scowled. That was right. Apparently the Iris had met its fate on or near this spot, but it was not now in sight. How could that be? Fallon was all action now.


  “I shall talk with you again, Lieutenant,” he said significantly. “Meanwhile, there is work to be done. Your arrival no doubt will bring other vessels of the Patrol nosing around here. Mills! LeGrandant! Take our new guests to their quarters. And tell the men to hide this ship before more visitors arrive.”


  Then, as the designated guards prodded Bartlett and Captain Warren into bulgers, herded all three prisoners out of the turret, down the ramps and through the airlock to the snow-crusted terrain of Davy Jones, Black Jack hurried away.


  Rick Bartlett learned with gladness that none of the Pollux’s command or crew had been seriously injured in the landing of the ship. As they gained the outside, they were joined by a score of other bulger-clad figures.


  Recognizable behind the quartzite face-ports of these were the features of Dover and Hallowy, O’Rourke and Lacey, Sparks, Slops—all the members of the Patrol. Only two forms had to be carried: that of Ned Murchison, still unconscious from the blow he had sustained on the temple, and that of one of the blasters, a chap named Wilkerson.


  “Leg, Captain Warren,” O’Rourke explained briefly. “Broken.”


  They were led across a quarter mile of flat, unbroken white toward what appeared to be nothing more than a series of roundtopped, irregular hummocks. But as they approached these, Rick understood where and what Black Jack’s “hideout” was—and why it was so successful. For at the base of one of these tiny hills he saw a small black opening. A door.


  This, then, made everything clear. Fallon had moved to the surface of Davy Jones a number of Domes, similar to those used by Earth prospectors on all the inhospitable dots that circle Earth’s Sun, and had in them established a headquarters that, once covered with a layer of snow, would evade the search of punitive parties.


  As Bartlett comprehended this, he deduced something else—how the Iris had been and the Pollux would be, concealed. Looking back, he saw that his guess was correct. Even now, Fallon’s followers were engaged in the operation that would make the Pollux invisible to those who came seeking her. They were busily hosing a fine spray of something—what? Bartlett wondered briefly. Carbon dioxide?—over the ship. The spray congealed even before it fell upon the glistening metal structure of the ship. Half of it still glinted silver in the reflected light of Neptune on the horizon, the other half was a mound, a rounded hillock, like those toward which they were now being led.


  Russ Bartlett whose gaze had followed that of his brother, swore.


  “No wonder we’ve never been able to find Fallon,” he said. “Perfect camouflage. He and his gang can rule this roost indefinitely without being detected.”


  “A flare,” Rick Bartlett said tentatively. “If we made a flame which was bright enough someone might rescue us.”


  RUSS BARTLETT’S bulger rippled minutely, indicated that within its depths he must have shrugged.


  “With what?”


  Then both men relapsed into silence as their guards, glaring at them suspiciously, motioned them into the cubicle that served as the prisoners’ pen. Prison it definitely was.


  It was there, some few minutes later, that Lieutenant Rick Bartlett realized fully the helplessness of their plight.


  There were a dozen men already in the small, underground metal Dome. The Pollux captives swelled the number to almost three-score, and these were scant quarters for so many men. But no one lamented the confined quarters. They mourned, instead, the loss of their comrades who would have cramped the space even more.


  “We were not so fortunate as you were,” said Commander Bartlett. “We were too near the surface when we fell. The Iris is a total wreck. We lost nine men.”


  “Those men will be avenged, Commander!” said Captain Warren. “Fallon can’t get away with this. He’s gone too far this time. We came seeking you because of a message from New Oslo.”


  Russ nodded. “Our Sparks got a crash SOS out before we realized what we were up against.”


  “And that same message said that other assistance was following immediately. There’ll be a half dozen vessels of the Fleet hovering over here within twenty-four hours.”


  Something had been vaguely troubling Rick Bartlett. Now he asked, “But why, Russ—I mean, Commander—why does Fallon risk discovery by shooting down two ships of the Fleet?” he inquired.


  “Power mad!” explained his brother succinctly. “He has a perfect hideout and a powerful weapon. The hyper-tensile beam. Were he satisfied to do so, the pirate colony he has established could perch here from now to eternity, sniping off such occasional merchantmen. But he wants more than that. He is ambitious to command a fleet of marauding ships.”


  Frank Dover interposed. “But how about us, sir? We represent a problem. He can’t maintain us here as prisoners forever. What does he plan to do?”


  Commander Russell Bartlett’s face was grim.


  “How much food and water have you brought into this dungeon with you?” he asked Rick Bartlett.


  “Only the emergency rations in our bulgers.”


  “Exactly. We are all in the same fix. By pooling our reserves of food and water, we have perhaps enough to sustain life for perhaps three days. After that will come slow starvation and death by thirst.”


  “So that was it!”


  Rick Bartlett stared at his brother incredulously. It was not conceivable that in this day and age there should be a situation so cruelly savage as this, or a man so needlessly cruel. Then he studied again, and with a more critical eye, his surroundings. The future looked gloomy indeed. A hemispherical Dome of permalloy, artificially heated and air-controlled but otherwise not at all equipped for the sustenance of life. No bunks, no stove, no equipment. Only, at the farther circle of the wall from where they were now gathered, a narrow viaduct spilling smoky liquid into a trough which, slicing across a short arc, disgorged its stream through a similar circular vent.


  “Starvation, maybe, but not thirst,” Rick Bartlett said. “At least we have water.” He moved toward the tiny stream. Russ Bartlett’s voice lifted in swift warning.


  “Don’t touch that.”


  Lieutenant Bartlett jerked his hand back. He had been saved in the nick of time for in his nostrils tingled the raw, familiar odor of a fluid he had oftimes used in laboratory experiments.


  HE GASPED. Then his blood ran cold at the narrowness of his escape.


  “Sulphuric?”


  “Right,” his brother nodded grimly. “Vitriol. Don’t ask me why that stream runs through there. I don’t know. It was probably first intended for sanitation. Knowing Fallon, my guess would be that it is another evidence of his blood thirst. Nothing would delight him more than to learn that one of his ‘guests’ had ignorantly tried to drink from the rivulet. Jenkins started to—”


  Bartlett nodded toward one of his spacemen, who presented mute proof in the form of a bandaged hand.


  Rick Bartlett gazed thoughtfully at the fumed trickle of acid.


  “I think I understand. Davy Jones is volcanic underneath its sheathing of ice and this natural sulphuric flows up underneath the section on which Fallon’s Domes are built. It would be used for sanitation.” Then a sudden thought struck him; his eyes narrowed.


  “Where does this stream go when it leaves this Dome?”


  His brother shrugged. “I don’t know, Rick.”


  One of the spaceman, second class, spoke up.


  “If the Commander will excuse me, sir—” He coughed nervously. “I happened to notice, while we was topside, seen it quite plain, sir, I did, that there stream empties into a pool. Sort of lake, sir, back of the Domes.”


  A half-formed thought occurred to Rick Bartlett.


  “An exposed pool, spaceman?” he asked.


  “Yes, sir.”


  Captain Warren snorted.


  “The man must be mistaken, Lieutenant. Davy Jones is a frigid planet. Even sulphuric acid freezes.”


  “But don’t forget,” interrupted Rick Bartlett excitedly, “this pool is being constantly replenished by hot acid from below. I think he’s right, Captain! And if he is we can consider ourselves lucky.”


  He looked at his brother. “How long have we been in here?”


  “Perhaps two hours.”


  “Then the relief ships should arrive in twenty more. We won’t be able to see them, but we’ll be able to hear their hypos, won’t we?”


  Russ Bartlett nodded.


  “Yes. I heard yours. That’s when I attempted to escape. But you won’t be able to do what I did. They are more cautious now.”


  “We’re not going to set foot outside this Dome,” said Rick Bartlett excitedly. “As a matter of fact, we may find it necessary to defend ourselves in this room. But we are going to get a message to our friends when they arrive. Our hideout is camouflaged. Without some assistance our friends might search for us in vain. But there is one thing that will surely attract their attention, bring them unerringly to this spot.


  “And that one thing will be what?”


  “A sign of human life,” said Rick Bartlett. “A flame blossoming in the icy waste where there is nothing to burn. Fallon will be helpless either to prevent or extinguish our signal. He will be powerless against more than one relief ship. His weapon is effective against only one at a time.”


  Halloway turned to Captain Warren bitterly.


  “He’s off his gravs, Captain. I’ve been thinking it over, and there’s only one thing to do. Start a rumpus, make a break from this place, and go down fighting.”


  There was scorn in his voice; scorn and a veiled collection of the attitude which had always been a barrier between Rick Bartlett and his shipmates. A few days ago, Rick Bartlett would have withered before that reproof. But not now.


  THIS was the final straw. He whirled on Halloway viciously.


  “Lieutenant Halloway!” Rick Bartlett’s voice crackled. “Let me hear no more insolence from you.” He turned to the others with flashing eyes. “Captain Warren and Commander Bartlett: I realize you both outrank me, but in times of danger, under unusual and extraordinary circumstances, when the value of special technical skill becomes of paramount importance, a Technical Officer may assume command. That time is now. All of you here know the special clause in the Planetary Patrol Code to which I refer.


  “Under the power thus invested in me, I now issue the following orders: “Commander Bartlett, you and the men of the Iris will organize as a rearguard detail to hold the door of this Dome in the event that the enemy should attempt to force entrance.


  “Captain Warren, select five helpers. You will find that in each of the thirty-odd spacesuits there is a pocket gelatin-lined for the storage of flare cartridges. Tear each of these from its bulger and let me have it.


  “Lieutenant Murchison!”


  Ned Murchison was sitting up now. His head was bandaged, and he still looked a little groggy, but there was a smile on his lips. Perhaps he was remembering that it was Rick Bartlett who, when the chips were down, had taken control of the Pollux bridge. Perhaps he was remembering that it was the despised “Brains” who had managed to jam on the Dixie when things looked blackest for the doomed ship. Or perhaps he just liked this new, fiery Rick Bartlett.


  “Aye, sir,” he said. “Orders acknowledged and understood, sir!”


  That answer brought back the smile to Rick Bartlett’s white lips.


  “Thanks, Lieutenant,” he said. “Listen, then! I want all the sugar supplies from the provision bags. Even the chocolate. Pack this in some of the sacks Captain Warren will give you. And in the remainder of the sacks you will place, pulverized, all the cough drops.” It seemed, thought Rick Bartlett oddly, he could not say that word without making someone gasp. This time it was his brother.


  “Cough drops, Rick?”


  Rick Bartlett made no reply. He was engrossed with pleasure in the overheard comment of Frank Dover who, like Murchison, had finally decided to play on his side. Dover was prodding the spacemen to action.


  “O.Q., boys,” he was saying. “Let’s go! The Brains says we have a job of work to do, and time’s awasting.”


  


  


  CHAPTER IV


  Pool of Fire


  


  


  LONG hours of monotonous drudgery followed. The prisoners were working entirely without tools; it was a laborious task to extract the delicate gelatined membranes from the bulgers without rupturing them, an even more delicate task to fill them with those items Rick Bartlett had designated and secure them in taped bundles.


  His brother doubted the likelihood of even a flame being spotted by the watchers above.


  “Too small, Rick. This satellite is a blinding sheen of white light. You know that.”


  “But it won’t be in another hour or so,” Rick Bartlett told him. “By the time relief comes, it will be pitch black.”


  And thus it was, as the twentieth hour approached, a haggard Rick Bartlett looked happily upon the completion of his plan. The sacks of sugar and ground cough drops lay taped together as he had ordered. There remained but the last act, the finale for which the drone of hypatomic motors overhead should be the cue.


  It was at this moment that he was summoned to appear before the outlaw leader.


  Black Jack Fallon was in an amiable mood. He had a proposition to offer. He made it bluntly.


  “I’ll get down to cases without mincing words, Lieutenant. I’ve taken a fancy to you. I like any man of courage. If you’ll throw in with me, I’ll make it well worth any supposed ‘honors’ you lose in doing so. You’ll be rich, Lieutenant. And you’ll have power—greater power than anyone else in the universe. Except, of course, myself. Well?”


  Rick Bartlett simulated hesitation. There was a chance, even yet, that freedom might be obtained by a ruse, and that his wildly spectacular “plan,” with its possibility of failure, need not be thrown into operation.


  “What about my brother?” Rick Bartlett asked.


  Fallon frowned, then laughed.


  “I’ll set him loose in a skiff and let him take his own chances.”


  A life-skiff, as Rick Bartlett knew only too well, would not have a chance of ever gaining a sanctuary from the far reaches of Neptune. Concealing his rage, Rick Bartlett stalled for time.


  “Let me think it over,” he said. “Maybe I will join.”


  Fallon scowled and was about to make some fiery answer when a guard burst into the outlaw’s headquarters.


  “Chief! Patrol ships approaching in the eighty-third quad!”


  “How many?”


  “At least four. Maybe more.”


  Whatever Black Jack’s faults, he was a leader of men. Instantly his personal grievance was submerged by this threat He jabbed a finger at the men who had brought Bartlett hither.


  “Take him back. I’ll see him after the Patrol’s gone. Hughes, general blackout order. Kill all motors. We can’t handle four enemy ships at once. Total silence, and they’ll never find us.”


  As his guards led Rick Bartlett back across the snowy plain to the prison, Rick Bartlett saw in the jet velvet of far space night the coruscating streamers which were the wakes of their rescuers. And he noted especially, with a breathtaking rebirth of hope, that the sailor had been right. Beyond the prison Dome lay a hazy, bubbling pool, like a gaping maw against the white mantle of Davy Jones . . .


  Plot and counterplot!


  It was, Rick Bartlett knew, all or nothing now. He turned to his brother.


  “I’ll need help, Russ. Quick, men! Be ready to carry out the plan as I mapped it out.”


  OUTSIDE the Dome all was silent, all was dark. Then Same a thin, far stir of sound. Like a lazy bumbling of a sweat-bee drowsily seeking pollen in the quiet heat of midsummer. Louder it grew as the ships drew nearer. It rose from a drone to a rumble, from a rumble to a muted rolling of tympani. Commander Bartlett glanced at his brother. “Now?” his eyes questioned.


  “Wait!” breathed Rick Bartlett. They must be directly above, or as nearly so as the kind fates would guide them. There was but material for one brief signal. If it were not seen the situation would be desperate. The pirates would kill them all.


  The thunder deepened. In the skies above, rockets flamed and mighty engines throbbed. The explosions were deafening, near and constant. Rick Bartlett’s voice rose in a loud command. “Now!”


  And he hurled two of the gelatined sacks into the stream that traversed the Dome. Two, then two more. Russ Bartlett still did not know what his brother was doing, but he, too, began alternately lifting and hurling. The flimsy bags hit and splashed, murky acid splattering dangerously close to the two men as they labored. The stream swirled angrily, tugged at the bags as if resentful, then swept them away, out of the Dome, into the pool beyond.


  Again and again. Lift and toss. The last packages disappeared.


  It was done! The sacks had vanished into the outer darkness. Rick Bartlett was conscious that he was cold with sweat, that his knees, now and unaccountably, were weak beneath him.


  A cry rose from someone in the chamber.


  “But nothing happened. What went wrong?”


  “Wait,” pleaded Rick. “Wait. It will work. It has to work!”


  He was listening for the one sound that would spell an end to his doubts, the sound of rocket-motors cutting off. This would mean a rescue ship was gliding to ground.


  And it came. Where the keen, space-trained ear had been able to determine the roar of four separate motors, suddenly there were but three. Then two. Then a single one—and it circling over and overhead, standing guard as its companion ships made landings.


  There was no longer silence in the pirate camp. Loud cries arose, followed by the thud of their ordnance going into action. The heavier, sharper, more decisive slash of Patrol guns seeking an enemy, came next.


  And as Rick Bartlett had foreseen, there was need for defense of their own prison. For footsteps approached their Dome, a key ground at the lock. But Russ Bartlett had not won honors at Fontanaland and the siege of New Thermopylae without reason. Even without arms, a defense of sorts had been arranged. Piled high against the portal were the three-score metal spacesuits. They formed a bulwark beyond which the would-be invaders could not pass. The foremost, shearing a way through by main force, stumbled and lost his gun, arming one of the besieged. Another fell, his skull smashed like an eggshell by a lead-weighted bulger boot wielded by brawny Chief O’Rourke.


  It was a losing battle the little garrison fought, but for the time element. That was what saved them. Because as the front rank wavered before the increasing ray-fire from outside, there came a withering blast into the rear of the attack party. The Patrolmen had landed and trapped the outlaws in a raking cross-fire. After that, it was all over . . .


  THE clean-up operations were messy but brief. Black Jack Fallon knew only too well that he could expect no clemency from the Planetary Court which would sit in judgment on him. He presented his defense here on frigid Davy Jones. His steel-jacketed arguments cost the lives of seven spacemen.


  But the Dome in which Fallon made his last stand was no match for the armament of the Patrol. In the end, it went up in a spume of flame, sharded metal and ice, and its destruction marked an end to the outlawry of Black Jack Fallon.


  There remained the task of unearthing the ice-bound ships which had fallen prey to Fallon’s tensor weapon. The Pollux, freed of its layer of camouflage, proved to be spaceworthy, as did two of the other vessels taken captive by the pirates. The Iris had to be abandoned. When this was known, the Captain of one of the ships came to Commander Russ Bartlett.


  “I’m afraid the Iris is a total loss, sir. Except for the arms, which are being transferred to the other ships. If you would care to take the bridge of the Orion, sir?”


  Commander Bartlett shook his head. “No, thank you, Captain. I have selected the Pollux as temporary flagship.”


  “Very good, sir. We’ll return to New Oslo, sir?”


  “That’s right.”


  The Captain, no ordinary spacemen being present, dropped a measure of his formality.


  “We would all like to extend our congratulations, on your escape,” he said. “And thanks for the landing beacon you lighted to signal us. Otherwise we might never have found you.”


  Russ Bartlett grinned. “I’m afraid you’re congratulating the wrong man, Captain. I was not responsible for the lighting of any flare. I didn’t even know there was a flare. Perhaps my brother, Lieutenant Bartlett, C.T.C., can explain?”


  There was pride in his voice, and in the gaze he turned upon Rick. Rick felt his cheeks warming gratefully. Some explanation, he knew, was due those who surrounded them. He said, “It—it was a desperate measure. I couldn’t be sure it would succeed, but it seemed to be worth trying—”


  Red Halloway could no longer restrain his curiosity.


  “How did you do it, Brains?” he demanded. “All we did was put sugar and busted-up cough drops in bags, and you and the Commander chucked ’em in the water—”


  “Not water,” corrected Rick Bartlett. “Sulphuric acid. That was what gave me the idea, you see.


  “Our problem was to cause, in the darkness of Phoebus, a flame that would give the rescue ships a clue as to our location. We had no usual fire-making apparatus. Furthermore there are no inflammable substances on the surface of the satellite. And we had no access to the open air.


  “But there ran through our dungeon a stream of acid which debouched into a surface pool. And we had on hand two substances, common sugar and potassium chlorate, a compound which forms the base of almost every pharmaceutical ‘cough drop,’ which, when combined with sulphuric acid, form a violently explosive, inflammable mixture.


  “When we dumped these into the sulphuric stream in gelatined sacks, we were gambling that they would reach the Outside before the sulphuric dissolved the containers. And as soon as that happened, combustion took place.”


  “Creating,” nodded the man who had seen it, “a sudden pillar of flame that drew our attention. Most ingenious, Lieutenant. But dangerous.”


  RICK BARTLETT wished he had not said that.


  “It was the only thing I could think of,” he said apologetically.


  A new voice spoke up, gruff but sturdy in his defense. The voice of Ned Murchison.


  “Aw, it was better than good,” growled the First Mate of the Pollux. “Trouble with you other spacehounds is you haven’t the Brains we’ve got on the Poll! Us, we’ve got us a real set.”


  The danger was over now. There was no particular reason why Rick Bartlett’s knees should have felt so strangely weak, or why his eyes should be so confounded misty, here in the clear-cut crispness of Phoebus’ atmosphere.


  Because they would be returning to Io City soon. There would be honors from an appreciative Advisory Council. Medals, a Commendation.


  But these rewards, Rick Bartlett knew as he glanced about him, seeing the friendliness in the eyes of his own shipmates, would be superfluous, an anticlimax. Because he had already won that which he wanted most.


  From behind, Ned Murchison gave Rick Bartlett a nudge.


  “Come on Brain,” he growled. “Just because you pulled a slick stunt, do you think that gives you any excuse to stand around all night shootin’ the wind about it? Let’s go aboard, you lug.”


  Rick Bartlett turned savagely.


  “Who’re yuh shovin’ ?” he demanded.


  Frank Dover promptly closed in from behind and the three, a tangle of arms and legs, fell into a nearby snow drift. For a few minutes they struggled mightily. Then Rick Bartlett combined forces with Murchison and helped to shove Dover so deep into the snow that he yelled for mercy. Then they pulled him out and all three walked off, arm in arm.


  Rick Bartlett was happy now. At last he was really a member of the Pollux!


  SIGNAL RED


  Henry Guth


  They tried to stop him. Earth Flight 21 was a suicide run, a coffin ship, they told him. Uranian death lay athwart the space lanes. But Shano already knew this was his last ride.


  MERCURIAN NIGHT SETTLED black and thick over the City Spaceport. Tentative fingers of light flicked and probed the sky, and winked out.


  “Here she comes,” somebody in the line ahead said.


  Shano coughed, his whole skeletal body jerking. Arthritic joints sent flashes of pain along his limbs. Here she comes, he thought, feeling neither glad nor sad.


  He coughed and slipped polarized goggles over his eyes.


  The spaceport emerged bathed in infra red. Hangars, cradles, freighter catapults and long runways stood out in sharp, diamond-clear detail. High up, beyond the cone of illumination, a detached triple row of bright specks—portholes of the liner Stardust—sank slowly down.


  There was no eagerness in him. Only a tiredness. A relief. Relief from a lifetime of beating around the planets. A life of digging, lifting, lugging and pounding. Like a work-worn Martian camel, he was going home to die.


  As though on oiled pistons the ship sank into the light, its long shark-like hull glowing soft and silvery, and settled with a feathery snuggle into the cradle’s ribs.


  The passenger line quivered as a loudspeaker boomed:


  “Stardust, now arrived at Cradle Six! Stardust, Cradle Six! All passengers for Venus and Earth prepare to hoard in ten minutes.”


  Shano coughed, and wiped phlegm from his thin lips, his hand following around the bony contours of his face, feeling the hollows and the beard stubble and loose skin of his neck. He coughed and thought of the vanium mines of Pluto, and his gum-clogged lungs. A vague, pressing desire for home overwhelmed him. It had been so long.


  “Attention! Attention, Stardust passengers! The signal is red. The signal is red. Refunds now being made. Refunds now. Take-off in five minutes.”


  The man ahead swore and flicked up an arm. “Red,” he groaned. “By the infinite galaxies, this is the last straw!” He charged away, knocking Shano aside as he passed.


  Red signal. In bewildered anxiety Shano lifted the goggles from his eyes and stared into the sudden blackness. The red signal. Danger out there. Passengers advised to ground themselves, or travel at their own risk.


  He felt the passengers bump and fumble past him, grumbling vexatiously.


  A hot dread assailed him, and he coughed, plucking at his chest. Plucking at an urgency there.


  Dropping the goggles to his rheumy eyes, he saw that the passenger line had dissolved. He moved, snuffling, to the gate, thrust his ticket into the scanner slot, and pushed through the turnstile when it clicked.


  “Flight twenty-one, now arriving from Venus,” the loud-speaker said monotonously. Shano glanced briefly upward and saw the gleaming belly of twenty-one sinking into the spaceport cone of light.


  He clawed his way up the gangway and thrust out his ticket to the lieutenant standing alone at the air lock. The lieutenant, a sullen, chunky man with a queer nick in his jawbone, refused the ticket. “Haven’t you heard, mister? Red signal. Go on back.”


  Shano coughed, and peered through the lenses of his goggles. “Please,” he said. “Want to go home. I’ve a right.” The nicked jaw stirred faint memories within his glazed mind.


  The lieutenant punched his ticket. “It’s your funeral, old man.”


  The loud-speaker blared. “Stardust, taking off in thirty seconds. The signal is red. Stardust, taking—”


  With the words dinning in his ears, Shano stepped into the air lock. The officer followed, spun wheels, and the lock closed. The outside was shut off.


  Lifting goggles they entered the hull, through a series of two more locks, closing each behind them.


  “We’re afloat,” the officer said. “We’ve taken off.” A fleck of light danced far back in his eye. Shano felt the pressure of acceleration gradually increasing, increasing, and hurried in.


  CAPTAIN MENTHLO, a silver-mustached Jupiterian, broad, huge, yet crushable as a beetle, talked while his hands manipulated a panel of studs in the control room. The pilot, his back encased in leather, sat in a bucket seat before him, listening into earphones.


  “Surprised to learn of a passenger aboard,” the captain said, glancing briefly sideways. “You’re entitled to know of the danger ahead.” He flicked a final stud, spoke to the pilot and at last turned a serious, squared face to Shano. “Old man,” he said. “There’s a Uranian fleet out there. We don’t know how many ships in this sector. Flight twenty-one, which just landed, had a skirmish with one, and got away. We may not be so lucky. You know how these Uranian devils are.”


  Shano coughed, and wiped his mouth. “Dirty devils,” he said. “I was drive off the planet once, before this war started. I know things about them Uranian devils. Heard them in the mines around. Hears things, a laborer does.”


  The captain seemed for the first time to realize the social status of his lone passenger, and he became a little gruff.


  “Want you to sign this waiver, saying you’re traveling at your own risk. We’ll expect you to keep to your cabin as much as possible. When the trouble comes we can’t bother with a passenger. In a few hours we’ll shut down the ship entirely, and every mechanical device aboard, to try to avoid detection.” His mustaches rose like two spears from each side of his squared nose as his face changed to an alert watchfulness. “Going home, eh?” he said. “You’ve knocked around some, by the looks of you. Pluto, from the sound of that cough.”


  Shano scrawled his signature on the waiver. “Yeah,” he said. “Pluto. Where a man’s lungs fights gas.” He blinked watery eyes. “Captain, what’s a notched jaw mean to you?”


  “Well, old man,” the captain grasped Shano’s shoulder and turned him around. “It means somebody cut himself, shaving. You stick tight to your cabin.” He nodded curtly and indicated the door.


  Descending the companionway to the next deck Shano observed the nick-jawed lieutenant staring out the viewport, apparently idling. The man turned and gripped Shano’s thin arm.


  “A light?” he said, tapping a cigarette. Shano produced a lighter disk and the chunky man puffed. He was an Earthman and his jaw seemed cut with a knife, notched like a piece of wood. Across the breast of his tunic was a purple band, with the name Rourke. “Why are you so anxious to get aboard, old man?” He searched Shano’s face. “There’s trouble ahead, you know.”


  Shano coughed, wracking his body, as forgotten memories stirred sluggishly in his mind. “Yup,” he said, and jerked free and stumbled down the steel deck.


  In his cabin he lay on the bunk, lighted a cigarette and smoked, coughing and staring at the rivet-studded bulkhead. The slow movement of his mind resolved into a struggle, one idea groping for the other.


  What were the things he’d heard about nicked jaws? And where had he heard them? Digging ore on Pluto; talk in the pits? Secretive suspicions voiced in smokeladen saloons of Mars? In the labor gangs of Uranus? Where? Shano smoked and didn’t know. But “he knew there was a rumor, and that it was the talk of ignorant men. The captain had evaded it. Shano smoked and coughed and stared at the steel bulkhead and waited.


  THE ship’s alarm clanged. Shano jerked from his bunk like a broken watch spring. He crouched, trembling, on arthritic joints, as a loud-speaker blared throughout the ship.


  “All hands! We now maintain dead silence. Close down and stop all machinery. Power off and lights out. An enemy fleet is out there, listening and Watching for mechanical and electronic disturbance. Atmosphere will be maintained from emergency oxygen cylinders. Stop pumps.” Shano crouched and listened as the ship’s steady drone ceased and the vibrations ceased. The pumps stopped, the lights went out.


  Pressing the cold steel bulkhead, Shano heard oxygen hiss through the pipes. Hiss and hiss and then flow soundlessly, filling the cabin and his lungs. He choked.


  The cabin was like a mine shaft, dark and cold. Feet pounded on the deck outside.


  Shano clawed open the door. He peered out anxiously.


  Cold blobs of light, phosphorescent bulbs held in the fists of men, glimmered by. Phosphorescent bulbs, because the power was off. Shano blinked. He saw officers and men, their faces tight and pinched, hurrying in all directions. Hurrying to shut down the ship.


  He acted impulsively. A young ensign strode by, drawn blaster in hand. Shano followed him; followed the bluish glow of his bulb, through labyrinthine passages and down a companionway, coughing and leering against the pain in his joints. The blue light winked out in the distance and Shano stopped.


  He was suddenly alarmed. The captain had warned him to stay in his cabin. He looked back and forth, wondering how to return.


  A bell clanged.


  Shano saw a cold bulb glowing down the passageway, and he shuffled hopefully toward it. The bulb moved away. He saw an indistinct figure disappear through a door marked, engine room.


  Shano paused uncertainly at the end of the passageway. A thick cluster of vertical pipes filled the corner. He peered at the pipes and saw a gray box snuggled behind them. It had two toggle switches and a radium dial that quivered delicately.


  Shano scratched his scalp as boots pounded on the decks, above and below. He listened attentively to the ship’s familiar noises diminishing one by one. And finally even the pounding of feet died out; everything became still. The silence shrieked in his ears.


  THE ship coasted. Shano could sense it coasting. He couldn’t feel it or hear it, but he knew it was sliding ghostlike through space like a submarine dead under water, slipping quietly past a listening enemy.


  The ship’s speaker rasped softly. “Emergency. Battle posts.”


  The captain’s voice. Calm, brief. It sent a tremor through Shano’s body. He heard a quick scuffle of feet again, running feet, directly overhead, and the captain’s voice, more urgently, “Power on.”


  The words carried no accusation, but Shano realized what they meant. A slip-up. Something left running. Vibrations picked up quickly by detectors of the Uranian space fleet.


  Shano coughed and heard the ship come to life around him. He pulled himself out of the spasm, cursing Pluto. Cursing his diseased, gum-clogged lungs. Cursing the Uranian fleet that was trying to prevent his going home—even to die.


  This was a strange battle. Strange indeed. It was mostly silence.


  Occasionally, as though from another world, came a brief, curt order. “Port guns alert.” Then hush and tension.


  The deck lurched and the ship swung this way and that. Maybe dodging, maybe maneuvering—Shano didn’t know. He felt the deck lurch, that was all.”


  “Fire number seven.”


  He heard the weird scream of a ray gun, and felt the constricting terror that seemed to belt the ship like an iron band.


  This was a battle in space, and out there were Uranian cruisers trying to blast the Stardust out of the sky. Trying and trying, while the captain dodged and fired back—pitted his skill and knowledge against an enemy Shano couldn’t see.


  He wanted desperately to help the captain break through, and get to Earth. But he could only cling to the plastic pipes and cough.


  The ship jounced and slid beneath his feet, and was filled with sound. It rocked and rolled. Shano caromed off the bulkhead.


  “Hold fire.”


  He crawled to his knees on the slippery deck, grabbed the pipes and pulled himself erect, hand over hand. His eyes came level with the gray metal box behind the pipes. He squinted, fascinated, at the quivering dial needle. “Hey!” he said.


  “Stand by.”


  Shano puzzled it out, his mind groping. He wasn’t used to thinking. Only working with his hands.


  This box. This needle that had quivered when the ship was closed down. . . .


  “It’s over. Chased them off. Ready guns before laying to. Third watch on duty.”


  Shano sighed at the sudden release of tension throughout the space liner Stardust.


  Smoke spewed from his nostrils. His forehead wrinkled with concentration. Those rumors: “Man sells out to Uranus, gets a nick cut in his jaw. Ever see a man with a nick in his jaw? Watch him, he’s up to something.” The talk of ignorant men. Shano remembered.


  He poked behind the pipes and angrily slapped the toggle switches on the box. The captain would only scoff. He’d never believe there was a traitor aboard who had planted an electronic signal box, giving away the ship’s position. He’d never believe the babblings of an old man.


  He straightened up, glaring angrily. He knew. And the knowledge made him cold and furious. He watched the engine room emergency exit as it opened cautiously.


  A chunky man backed out, holstering a flat blaster. He turned and saw Shano, standing smoking. He walked over and nudged Shano, his face dark. Shano blew smoke into the dark face.


  “Old man,” said Rourke. “What’re you doing down here?”


  Shano blinked.


  Rourke fingered the nick in his jaw, eyes glinting. “You’re supposed to be in your cabin,” he said. “Didn’t I warn you we’d run into trouble?”


  Shano smoked and contemplated the chunky man. Estimated his strength and youth and felt the anger and frustration mount in him. “Devil,” he said.


  He lunged then, clawing. He dug the cigarette into Rourke’s flushed face, and clung to his body. Rourke howled. He fell backward to the deck, slapping at his blistered face. He thrashed around and Shano clung to him, battered, pressing the cigarette relentlessly, coughing, cursing the pain in his joints.


  Shano grasped Rourke’s neck with his hands. He twisted the neck with his gnarled hands. Strong hands that had worked.


  He got up when Rourke stopped thrashing. The face was purple and he was dead. Shano shivered. He crouched in the passageway shivering and coughing.


  A tremendous grinding sounded amidships. Loud rending noises of protesting metal. The ship bucked like a hooked fish. Then it was still. An empty clank echoed through the hull. The captain’s voice came, almost yelling. “Emergency! Emergency! Back to your posts. Engine room—report! Engine room—”


  Shano picked himself off the deck, his mind muddled. He coughed and put a cigarette to his lips, flicking a lighter disk jerkily from his pocket. He blew smoke from his nostrils and heard the renewed pounding of feet. What was going on now?


  “Engine room! Your screen is dead! Switch onto loud-speaker system. Engine room!”


  Giddily, Shano heard clicks and rasps and then a thick voice, atom motors whirring in the background.


  “Selector’s gone, sir. Direct hit. Heat ray through the deck plates. We’ve sealed the tear. Might repair selector in five hours.”


  Shano coughed and sent a burst of smoke from his mouth.


  “Captain!” A rasping, grating sound ensued from a grill above Shano’s head, then a disconnected voice. “Get the men out of there. It’s useless. Hurry it up!” A series of clicks and the heavy voice of the chief engineer. “Captain! Somebody’s smashed the selector chamber. Engine room’s full of toxia gas!”


  Shano jumped. He prodded the body on the deck with his toe.


  The Stardust’s mechanical voice bellowed: “Engine room!” It reproduced the captain’s heavy breathing and his tired voice. “We’re about midway to Venus,” it said. “There were two ships and we drove them off. But there may be others. They’ll be coming back. They know we’ve been hit. We have to get away fast!”


  Shano could see the captain in his mind, worried, squared face slick with moisture. Shouting into a control room mike. Trying to find out what the matter was with his space ship.


  The engineer’s answer came from the grill. “Impossible, sir. Engine room full of toxia gas. Not a suit aboard prepared to withstand it. And we have to keep it in there. Selector filaments won’t function without the gas. Our only chance was to put a man in the engine room to repair the broken selector valve rods or keep them running by hand.”


  “Blast it!” roared the captain. “No way of getting in there? Can’t you by-pass the selector?”


  “No. It’s the. heart of the new cosmic drive, sir. The fuels must pass through selector valves before entering the tube chambers. Filaments will operate so long as toxia gas is there to burn, and will keep trying to open the valves and compensate for fluctuating engine temperature. But the rod pins have melted down, sir—they’re common tungsten steel—and when the rods pull a valve open, they slip off and drop down, useless. It’s a mess. If we could only get a man in there he might lift up the dropped end of a rod and slip it into place each time it fell, and keep the valves working and feeding fuel.”


  The speaker spluttered and Shano smoked thoughtfully, listening to the talk back and forth, between the captain and the engineer. He didn’t understand it, but knew that everything was ended. They were broken down in space and would never make Earth. Those Uranian devils would come streaking back. Catch them floating, helpless, and blast them to bits. And he would never get home to die.


  Shano coughed, and cursed his lungs. Time was when these gum-clogged lungs had saved his life. In the Plutonian mines. Gas explosions in the tunnels. Toxia gas, seeping in, burning the men’s insides. But with gum-clogged lungs he’d been able to work himself clear. Just getting sick where other men had died, their insides burned but.


  Shano smoked and thought.


  THEY wouldn’t even know, he told himself, squirming through the emergency exit into the engine room, and sealing it after him. And they wouldn’t understand if they did. Pink mist swirled about him. Toxia gas. Shano coughed.


  He squinted around at the massive, incomprehensible machinery. The guts of the space ship.


  Then he saw the shattered, gold-gleaming cylinder, gas hissing from a fine nozzle, and filaments glowing bluish inside it, still working away. He saw five heavy Carr-steel rods hanging useless, on melted-down pins, and the slots their pronged ends hooked into. He looked at his hands, and shook his head.


  “One try,” he said to himself. “One try, Shano. One important thing in your life. Here’s your opportunity. The toxia gas will get you. It’ll kill you at this concentration. But you’ll last for maybe twelve hours. Another man wouldn’t last a minute. Another man’s lungs aren’t clogged with Juno gum.”


  He grasped a rod and lifted it, sweating under the weight, and slipped the forked end into its slot. Going home to die, he thought Well, maybe not going home.


  Couldn’t remember what Earth looked like anyway.


  What was that again? Oh yeah—just lift them up, and when they drop off, lift them up again.


  Shano coughed, and lifted the heavy rods into position. One jerked back suddenly and smoothly, and something went, “Pop, pop,” behind him and machinery whirred. He lifted the rod and slipped it back on. Another jerked, pulled open a large valve, and dropped off. Shano bent, and lifted, coughing and coughing. He forgot what he was doing, mind blank the way it went when he worked. Just rhythmically fell into the job, the way a laborer does. He waited for a rod to slip and fall, then lifted it up and slipped it in place, skin sweating, joints shooting pain along his limbs. He heard the machinery working. He heard the high, howling whine of cosmic jets. He, Shano, was making the machinery go. He was running the cosmic drive.


  A bell clanged somewhere. “Engine room! Engine room! We’re under way! What happened?”


  Silence, while Shano coughed and made the machinery go, thinking about the Earth he hadn’t seen for many years.


  “Captain!” the speaker bawled. “There’s a man in there! Working the valve rods! Somebody is in the engine room and the gas isn’t . . .”


  Shano grinned, feeling good. Feeling happy. Lifting the heavy steel rods, driving the ship. Keeping the jets screaming and hurtling the liner Stardust toward Venus. He wondered if they’d found Rourke yet. If he could keep going for twelve hours they would get to Venus. After that . . .


  “Home,” he coughed. “Hell! Who wants to go home?”


  He plucked at his agitated chest, thinking of a whole damn Uranian fleet swooping down on a spot in space, expecting to find a crippled ship there with a spy inside it. And finding nothing. Because of Shano. A useless old man.


  Coughing came out all mixed up with laughing.


  THE URANIAN EMISSARY


  Milton Matthew


  FOR EVERY erg they sent me, I sent two back. For every erg they drained, I drained two. My pulse-beacon station was going to stay radiating on the untappable ultra-wave come hell—or Uranian warcraft.


  They hovered just beyond bolt-range, two long slim needles, packed to the jets with lethal apparatus and they tried their damnedest to knock out my little thorn. They shot every weapon in the book at me, but the engineers who put down these lonely outposts knew what they were doing. To dig me out of my little dome was going to take more than two Uranian patrol craft. If they’d use a class-T ship on me, well—. But they didn’t have ships to spare. The Martio-Terran fleet was doing nicely.


  My job was to keep that untappable beacon-beam radiating its lancing self into space, serving as a guide-post for far-roving naval craft. The fact that I was on the Jovian moon, IX and fairly close to Uranian operational bases annoyed them, but unless they made a major effort—or I made a foolish mistake—I was going to Sit this one out.


  My meters spun, the cathode-ray traces danced on the tubes, and my relays clicked Into action. To all outward intents, nothing was happening. In reality they were spraying me with plenty of kilowatts.


  The disultory negative warfare—if it could be called that—kept up—pointlessly. But I knew enough not to underestimate any of that lethal Uranian brood. They were hellions.


  About the seventh night after the initial attack, I’d just finished an ultra-contact with a Terran station—encouraging me and congratulating me, telling me that the war showed signs of ending with the blasting of eleven major Uranian bases—when I thought I caught a faint pulse of radiant energy as if something nearby was disturbing my shield.


  Were they going to try a physical attack? The thought was preposterous! But just to check, I examined the detectors—and bango!—I nearly jumped out of my suit.


  Crossing the ammonia-iced clearing toward my stahlo-aluminum, were three Uranians! They moved calmly and deliberately—they could afford to, thinking I’d be completely surprised. Silently I thanked the gods that I’d rigged the infra-red detector.


  The body temperature of a Uranian is eight hundred degrees, and he actually glows, his crystalline chemistry using up energy at a terrific rate. I watched the three semi-human figures, massive and squatty move slowly toward my post, clouds of vaporized gases rising with each step.


  I went to the Benton needle-gun, which throws a three hundred thousand kilowatt beam. Nonchalantly I sighted on them and then spoke into the phones.


  The translator took care of my English for them. I don’t know how the idioms went over, but they got the idea, pronto!


  “Too bad, boys,” I cracked, “But I’ve got you in my sights. Drop the projectors and stand still!”


  Over the phones I caught their gasps of surprise.


  “The Terran is aware!”


  “Run! Thankar, Run!”


  I touched the firing stud. The glowing figures, even as they started their clumsy run, vanished abruptly into a greater glow as the beam knifed through them. Vast clouds marked the spot briefly, where they’d made their abortive attempt.


  I reset the screens and went to sleep. War could be so boring. But it never really was, for a short three hundred thousand kilos away still circled the besiegers. . . .


  THE PLANET MENDER


  George O. Smith


  When a mountain of ice suddenly appeared on Uranus, things happened all over the solar system . . . especially to Mercury, Mars and Phil Watson!


  Cosmic Plumber


  IF MAN ever does step off the Earth and begin to colonize other planets, he will undoubtedly find conditions very much different from those to which his body is adapted. The problem then will be the choice of changing conditions, or adapting a new body.


  Assuming technology has advanced to the point of space travel, it will also have advanced to the point of dealing with planets and climates as it once dealt with the soil and rivers of its own planet. And transforming a planet would be preferable to breeding a new and strange race of men. So now we have The Planet Mender, a professional who can manufacture environments to order. And a cuter tale of the troubles of a cosmic plumber has rarely been told.


  —The Editor


  I


  SHE looked at Phil Watson thoughtfully. “You’re the most restless man I’ve ever met,” she told him.


  Phil smiled sourly. “Sorry,” he said. “I’m—just always looking, I guess.” He tried to straighten up his smile because he wanted this date to run off happily. The attempt only pointed out his unease.


  “What are you looking for?” asked Louise.


  “Damned if I know,” he said. He contemplated her thoughtfully. She was a good looking woman of about twenty-three or thereabouts, brunette, slender, high breasted and long legged. Pretty, but no startling beauty, he decided. Brains she must have, and Phil’s interest lifted for a moment as he wondered how she used them. She was a schoolteacher. It had been a long time since Phil Watson had been in a position to observe how a schoolteacher used her brains, and then he had not been intellectually equipped to study the process. He smiled wistfully, then, and started to say, “Everything seems so staid and uneventful. I—”


  The music from the radio came to and the voice of the announcer said: “This is the Mars-Week program, brought to you by the Mars Chamber of Commerce. Remember to stay tuned to this station; be sure that you don’t miss the announcement of the century! Some time this week—within the next few days—the one-billionth space traveler will set foot on Mars! So be ready for the Mars-wide celebration. Be ready to greet the one billionth person! Who will it be? Who will be the—”


  PHIL walked over and turned the radio off. “That’s partly what I mean, I think,” he said, and then joined Louise Hannon’s rueful laugh. He added: “That’s no less addled than I am.”


  “I know,” she said.


  “I wonder if you do,” he murmured. “Look, Louise. Here we sit in a city on Mars waiting for the one-billionth visitor. It should be wonderful. It ought to be a breathless moment—something soul-stirring. So what do we have? A radio program doing its best to whip up some enthusiasm for something that would have made people bug-eyed a hundred years ago.”


  Louise nodded solemnly. “A hundred years ago it was the first man on Mars. That was exciting. But you can’t go on and on in a breathless state forever. What do you want?”


  “A little excitement. Everything’s so smooth and well-controlled. Mars was an adventurous place back then. Now? Now we have a planet full of bank clerks and farmers and machinists and hot water and gin mills and apartments and—”


  “You’d prefer it if we had to hack our lives out of the planet’s crust, fighting the cold nights and the thin air and the arid red desert?”


  Phil shook his head. “That’s where my seeking falls flat on its face. I like my comforts too . . . but there ought to be something left to chance.”


  Louise laughed. “In other words you want to hang your cake on the wall after your dessert?”


  “Maybe. Maybe.”


  Louise went to the French doors and looked out on the Martian landscape. It was dark. Hazy-dark, with just enough luminosity at the horizon to show the flatness of the land. She took a deep breath and lifted her arms to the night air. Her gesture was unconsciously alluring and Phil went over to stand beside her. He put an arm around the slenderness of her waist and turned her to face him. Her arms came down, her hands squeezed his shoulders gently; but she held herself at arms’ length from him, leaning back and looking solemnly into his eyes.


  “You’re seeking romance and adventure,” she told him. “And I represent—which?”


  Phil felt some of the wind go out of his sails. Lamely he said: “Which will you have?”


  She leaned forward suddenly and pecked him chastely on the lips. “A little romance first—and then the adventure of motherhood,” she told him. “Is that enough?”


  These were not exactly the plans that Phil had in mind, but he could not tell her so. Besides, she knew darned well already. His mental fumblings for something to say were interrupted by a slight flickering in the sky, followed by a muttering of thunder. A few pelting drops of rain—large wet ones—struck Phil on the head and splashed from Louise’s cheeks.


  Startled, they turned out of the half embrace and peered into the night.


  THE sky was split by a jagged streak A of blue-white and the roll of thunder crescendoed to an artillery-crashing. Phil drew Louise back into the shelter of the doorframe as the rain increased to a steady downpour.


  “Talk about your careful controls and your planning,” said Louise uncertainly.


  “This can happen,” he said matter-of-factly. “So one of the circuits went out. Chances are that it went out an hour ago and is now repaired, but the time-lag let this catch up with us only now. If it were bad they’d have let us know. Everything’s under con—”


  The lightning and the resulting crash came simultaneously, and the heavens opened up. Water lashed down at them in sheets, driven by the wind. Startled, they retreated into the living room, and the rain followed them, soaking the rug and the floor and driving all the way across the apartment to fleck the far wall with darkly wet blotches that tried to run down but soaked into the plaster before the wetness could reach the floor. There was a banshee howl as the wind changed direction; driving rain lashed in through the back windows and slammed the French doors shut. Panes of glass shattered and fell on the tiny balcony outside. Then the wind whipped around again and slashed rain in through the open panes before it banged the doors inward and against the wall, finishing the job of ruining them completely.


  Water churned along the baseboard moulding like a small flood. The wind whipped a picture from the wall and hurled it against the floor. The shade blew from a floorlamp and there was the warning sizzle from the wall plug, enough to call their attention that way in time to see blue-white smoke issue from the socket before the lamp went out.


  “It’s all right—the fuse blew—” said Phil, groping in the semidark. The back of the apartment still had light; the place was on two fused circuits.


  They went into the kitchen by the roundabout way to close whatever windows there were; they sat in the kitchen and eyed the water running on the linoleum.


  “This is to be expected?” asked Louise in a cynical tone.


  “Something must have happened. I’d better—”


  The wind howled again, cutting him off. They went to the window and looked out. Between the lashings of rain that completely obscured the glass in a running sheet of water, the landscape was flashed on and off in the lightning. In its flicker they could see the red mud leaping and churning as the cloudburst whipped down.


  “You can’t go out in this,” said Louise.


  “They’ll be needing me.”


  “But you can’t—”


  Phil rubbed his damp scalp unhappily. “Open roadster,” he gritted. “Damn it!”


  Louise laughed. “Funny,” she said. “Screamingly funny.”


  “What’s so damned funny?” he demanded.


  “The gentleman comes a-wooing. Nothing could better fit the gentleman’s plans than to be entrapped with the lady of his desire so that she, hard-hearted as she might be, would not suggest that he leave. But the gentleman happens to be big cheese in Weather Control, and in the case of emergency he must forego pleasure for business, no matter if he gets drowned for it!”


  Phil grunted. That just about pinned it down pat. “Wouldn’t do me much good to stay,” he grumbled. “A-top it all, every darned bed in the joint is soaked to the springs.”


  He left her and went to the telephone. He tried it, but even Louise could hear the constant rattle of static that chattered out of the earpiece. The telephone was useless.


  The lights flickered a bit, went dim, then came on again at about half-brilliance, wavering slightly. The semidarkness and the wail of the wind and the constant roar of the rain made Phil’s nerves grate. The helplessness of his position added to his state of nerves; he knew that he had no chance to get to the weather control station some twenty miles away in his open roadster.


  Louise was visibly jittering. Phil poured a stiff jolt from the bottle on the sink and put it in her hand. Louise tossed it down without wincing; it seemed to iron her out a bit. Phil tried a jolt himself, but it was raw and bitter instead of the smooth stuff he knew it to be. It did not help him at all.


  With a false feeling of confidence, Phil smoothed her damp hair and patted her shoulder. He could feel the damp warmth under the thin dress and he dimly realized that this sort of thing should have aroused him, but it did not and he knew why. “Take it easy, Louise,” he said with a wry smile. “We’ve got a bunch of good bright eggs at the station and they’ll have this ironed out in no time.”


  She shivered.


  Phil pushed her gently in the direction of the bedroom. “Get into some dry clothing.”


  Rain sprayed in through the ruined French doors and filled the apartment with mist, and Phil suddenly followed Louise into the bedroom. She was toweling her bare back as he came in, she looked around, wonderment on her face. Phil grabbed a light blanket from her bed and went out with it. It was only after he had the blanket nailed to the frame of the French door that he realized that she had been completely undressed.


  The blanket did not cut the deluge completely, but it helped.


  Louise came out in a skirt and blouse with a towel wrapped around her head. She handed Phil another towel, a huge one. He nodded.


  II


  THE rain had not decreased; the wind was still howling and the lights were still flickering. Phil sat on the kitchen table wrapped in the huge towel while Louise tested the clothing she was baking dry in the oven.


  “Well done or rare?” she asked him.


  “Well done, please.”


  “I think you can try them now,” she said. She left the kitchen while he donned his shapeless trousers and rumpled shirt. He called her and she came back with the towel gone from her head, fluffing out her hair with her hands. “Dry?”


  “Dry—but for how long?” he mumbled. “I’ve got to get—”


  “You’ll wait here until you can get out without being drowned. Pour me another, will you?”


  Phil did, and he poured himself another, too. It went down more smoothly than the previous drink but it still lacked something.


  Hours passed; the rain got worse; and Phil could no longer comfort himself with his oft-repeated statement that the boys in the station would have it ironed out in jig time. Something was completely wrong with this picture. Man and man’s science had brought water to Mars; but it was never planned, never intended, never computed to deliver water anywhere in quantities approaching this deluge. It was more than blown fuse or a dead vacuum tube or even a ruined servo-amplifier. This was a major catastrophe, and Phil Watson was trapped away from the scene of activities.


  And then eventually the doorbell rang and they went to answer it. It was Tommy Regan who came in like a ghost, cowering beneath a white rubber poncho that swirled around him like a wet tent with the tentpoles removed. He stumbled into the living room and threw the fore edge of the rubber sheet back and over, flinging a spray of water.


  “God!” he gritted. “Phil—come on!”


  “How’d y’ get here?”


  “Covered jeep-wagon. I—Come on!” Tommy Regan tossed a small folded package at Phil and it opened partly on its flight. It was another poncho. Or, more properly, it was a rubber sheet from the station’s dispensary. “The process is involved but interesting,” said Regan grimly. “You lift the front and aim, then you plunge it blind until you have to take aim again. Ready?”


  “Not without me!” wailed Louise.


  “You’ll drown,” said Regan flatly.


  “Wait—” Louise went into the bathroom and came out wrapped in the shower curtain. “Let’s go,” she said.


  “But—”


  She shook her head. “I’m frightened bright purple,” she said shakily. “But I’m with a couple of people who might be able to help; I’m not going to stay in this mess of an apartment alone while they go out to stop this thing. I’m going along.”


  “It’s rough,” said Regan.


  “Staying here alone would be rougher.”


  “But—”


  “Come on, then,” Phil broke in. “There’s been too much time wasted already.”


  THEY stood downstairs in the lobby while Regan explained. “The crate’s out there,” he said, pointing through the glass doors. “You can’t see it, but it’s there. You’ve got to cover your face and plunge. I’ll go first. I’ll open the door and get in. Miss Hannon comes second and I’ll swing the door open for her. You come last, Phil. Each of you count twenty seconds so I’ll be able to time your arrivals. Got it?”


  They nodded, and Tommy Regan left.


  Twenty seconds later Phil held the lobby door for Louise; she flopped the edge of the shower curtain over her face, put her head down, and disappeared into the wall of downpour. And twenty seconds later Phil covered his own head and went out into it himself.


  It was like trying to run in a swimming pool; it was like trying to make time through a haymow. The rain hammered at his head through the rubber sheet. The air he took in was heavy with water and the wind whipped the edge of the sheet around his legs and the skirling sheet carried wetness up into his face. Water tore at his ankles and made him stumble, and the lashing sheet turned him this way and that so that he lost his direction.


  He lifted the fore edge for a brief second.


  The car was there before him, seen briefly before the water pasted his eyes closed and the wind beat down the uplifted edge of his poncho. He lurched forward and stumbled into the car. Louise slammed the door shut as he fell into the seat.


  Regan drove slowly, peering through the rain-pelted windshield. The wipers cut brief arches on the glass and left a bit of transparency just behind them through which the eye could see if it were fast enough. There was, of course, no traffic to contend with, which was a good thing because Regan swerved from one side of the road to the other. It was only about twenty miles from Louise’s apartment to the weather control station, but they took a full two hours to fumble their way along the water-strewn road.


  Going in was no problem. The station was equipped with a garage. They were inside with the big door closed against the rain before they opened the door of the car.


  Upstairs in the station was the mess.


  THE acrid smell of burned-out electrical component floated in the air like the cigar smoke in a night club. Hogarth was wrist-deep in a panel-assembly, Forsyth was changing relays as fast as he could unsolder and replace them, Jones was checking blackish-looking cables with an ohmmeter, Robinson was making a run-down on the terminal-strips, Merrivale was probing deep into the guts of a meter with a slender pair of watchmaker’s forceps and Wadsworth was chopping the ruined leads from transformers and dropping the things on the floor behind him. Hansen, the janitor, was stolidly pulling burned-out vacuum tubes from their sockets and replacing them from the large sack he had slung over his shoulder. Two of the station’s stenographers were there; elderly Miss Morgan, whose only familiarity with machinery was her knowledge of how to run a typewriter, was trekking back and forth from the stockroom to the operations department bringing replacement parts; and Miss Larrabee, the station’s glamor-girl whose highest asset was her ability to take dictation and keep her stocking seams straight at the same time, was delivering pliers, cutters, screwdrivers and wrenches from one man to the other as they were needed.


  “What happened?” demanded Phil.


  Regan threw out his hands. “Who knows?” he said plaintively. “All at once everything went to hell. There was a sizzle and then a f-f-f-t! and the whole goddam shooting match went to hell in a five-gallon bucket. Overload, I think—”


  “Tried the radio?” said Phil.


  “I tried the telephone. No dice.”


  “Radio’s worse,” Regan broke in. “It’s—”


  “Mercury,” said Phil flatly. “Something’s wrong there.”


  Regan said, “But how—”


  Phil looked around the station. “Someone’s got to go. You’ve got the thing under control as best you can—I’ll hit space.”


  “Okay. But tell ’em to shut the damned water off!”


  There was a flurry and a fuss of voices from the stairway leading from the garage. A group of men in rather soggy business suits came in. They were—literally—as mad as wet hens.


  The foremost of them looked the situation over with the baffled eyes of the layman and began to sputter: “Who’s in charge here?”


  “I am,” said Phil.


  High blood-pressure became apparent. “What on Mars do you think you’re doing?”


  “We’ve had a bit of trouble.”


  “You’ve had—” the gentleman choked up. His face purpled and his throat bulged over the edge of his damp collar.


  Phil eyed the group with just a trace of cynical amusement. “As soon as we can find my magician’s wand, which is somewhere in the toolroom, we’ll have this fixed. In the meantime we’re doing all we can with the standard, old-fashioned things like long-nose pliers and side-cutters.”


  “Who are you?”


  “I’m Phillip Watson. Who are you?”


  “I’m John Longacre. I’m chairman of the Senatorial Committee on Internal Affairs, and I’ll have you know—”


  “I’m glad to meet you.”


  “You’re in charge here?” demanded Longacre sharply.


  “Yes.”


  “I should think that an older, more responsible man would be in charge.”


  “I believe that I am responsible enough. I’ve been told so by SolarWeather Control. They didn’t pick me for the shape of my head or the size of my ears. I’m also capable of doing everything that can be done.”


  “Are you?” demanded Longacre sourly. “Why aren’t you helping? Why isn’t this young woman helping?”


  “I’m not helping because I’m talking to you, and this young lady is not helping because before any work could be assigned to her you gentlemen entered and interrupted the proceedings.” Longacre harrumphed, took a deep breath, and tried to get hold of his blood-pressure. “There is no sense in bandying any more words,” he said. “I am empowered to instruct you to cause an end to this debacle.”


  “Thank you for the privilege. I assure you that we do not care for it any more than you do.”


  ONE of the other gentlemen behind Longacre stepped up while Longacre was regaining his breath. “I’m Senator Forbes. Do you realize that billions of dollars worth of damage has been done already?”


  “Of course—”


  “You must put a stop to it.”


  “Look,” said Phil Watson gently. “Please be assured that we are not sitting here with folded hands hoping it will go away.”


  Senator Longacre regained his breath and used it to say, “Whether or not your attitude is sufficiently acute will be decided later. At the present moment I carry authorization from the Martian Senate to deliver unto you the right to do whatever is necessary to cause the abatement of this catastrophe.”


  “Senator, we’re wasting time. I assure you that if I needed anything that the Planet Mars has to offer I would not wait for a Senatorial authority to demand it. You’re a little late with your offer.”


  “This is a deplorable situation,” said Senator Forbes. “Some time this week we will have the arrival of the billionth space traveler to Mars—and what will he find?”


  Phil snorted. “Nine hundred and ninety-nine million, nine hundred and ninety-nine thousand and a few odd hundred persons have put their good right foot on Mars and found the place in about every stage of development from hell to breakfast. Your billionth visitor doesn’t faze me.”


  “But the Mars-wide celebration—”


  “How about the Mars-wide deluge?”


  “This must be stopped!” roared Senator Forbes.


  Longacre added: “You have every authority. Until this terrible thing has been culminated to the satisfaction of—”


  “Why not forget the high-flown language, Senator?”


  “We’ll see about this attitude of yours, young man!”


  “I’ve got every authority?”


  “You have. Use it!”


  “Miss Hannon, Mister Regan: you have heard this. I have authority to use whatever measures I deem necessary to cause the satisfactory conclusion of this cosmic catastrophe. So, gentlemen, my first order under this authority is to impress you as workmen.”


  “Impress us?” roared Senator Longacre.


  “Impress you. We have one hundred and sixteen thousand vacuum tubes, all of which must be replaced. There are ten of you, which makes eleven thousand six hundred tubes each. I think you may be able to average about five hundred an hour after you get some practise, which will take you approximately—”


  “We are issuing you an ultimatum, Mister Watson. We—”


  “The title is Doctor Watson, Senator, and no relation to the friend of the brilliant Sherlock Holmes. As to your ultimatum, no one can ultimate to sheer arthmetic, nor especially logical mathematics. One man may dig a hole in ten hours, but that does not mean that thirty-six thousand men can dig the same hole in one second. So I am impressing you as workmen. If you have not completed this job within the time limit of your ultimatum, you have only yourselves to blame. Hansen!”


  “Yes, boss.”


  “You are in charge of this group. See that they get these tubes replaced in the shortest possible time.”


  “I get it, boss.”


  Senator Forbes spluttered. “We’ll answer to no underling—”


  “You’ll have to.”


  SENATOR LONGACRE eyed Phil sourly. “And what are you going to be doing?”


  “I’ll tell you. When there’s trouble, the proper place to stop it is at the source. I am going to Mercury to stop the flow of water!”


  “Mercury?”


  Phil said patiently, “I’ll take another minute and a half to explain. We get water from Mercury via matter transmitter. The way a matter transmitter works is too involved and complicated for any simple explanation, but the gist of the argument is that the damned things have to deliver what’s put into them or violate the law of conservation of energy. Since the water is stuffed into the transmitter on Mercury, the only way to stop all this wetness is to go there and stop the input, see?”


  “Haven’t you got men on Mercury?”


  “Darned right, and a darned good crew, too. So something must be fouled up or they’d have shut it off themselves. So—work hard, gentlemen!”


  “Wait. If the transmitter is on Mercury what’s all this equipment we’ve got to fix?”


  “Briefly, this is the hygrometric integrating averager and primary servomechanistic feed-back control originating device.”


  “Huh?”


  “You asked for it. I’ll explain it after we get dried out.” Phil snorted derisively. “We mustn’t let our billionth visitor get his dainty feet damp, must we?”


  He turned on his heel and left the senatorial group spluttering.


  At the door he was halted by a cry from Senator Longacre: “But Doctor Watson, this man is the janitor of this station!”


  Phil Watson turned with a laugh. “That’s okay. I consider all of you gentlemen unskilled labor.”


  He got into the car and closed the door; it was opened again almost immediately and Louise got in. “Maybe I can help?”


  “Maybe. But—”


  “But what?” she asked.


  He shook his head. “I’d like the company,” he said. “Normally there might be a fuss about taking unauthorized persons on a jaunt like this, but I think it will probably be overlooked because this is an emergency. And you might be able to help.”


  “I hope so,” she said soberly.


  III


  THE trek was not as bad as the original run from the apartment to the station. The station’s fast little spaceship stood on the field a couple of hundred yards away and the jeep-wagon made it in a matter of a minute or so through the blinding rain. The rough part was getting the spacelock open; it did not flip open, but moved ponderously. Phil was completely wet even under his poncho by the time door swung wide; Louise suffered less because she waited in the car until she could run for it.


  And then for the first time in hours the roar of the rain and the rumble of the thunder was muted. The dome of the ship was a blind running river, but Phil did not care. All he was going was straight up and there was nothing flying that night.


  He touched the console buttons and they rose through the blackness and the rain.


  “What was all that string of long words you used?” Louise asked after a moment.


  “Doubletalk. They wouldn’t have understood the real name either so why bother?”


  “But if the matter transmitter is on Mercury, what is your station?”


  “Primary control,” he said. “Simply and easily, it measures the amount of surface water on Mars and sends out signals accordingly to control the input. You see, Louise, Mars is as dry as a sponge. This guff about drying sea-bottoms and so on is so much food for the birds. Mars never had enough water to begin with. So the boys computed how much water Mars would soak up and came up with a rather staggering figure. It couldn’t possibly be fed in all at once. It’s got to go in very, very slow, otherwise we have a recurrence of this evening’s floods. Furthermore, the additional mass of the added water is changing the Martian Year and the Martian Day ever-so-slightly because the angular momentum of the water is not exactly equal to the factor of Mars.”


  Phil stretched in his pilot’s chair as Sol burst out from behind Mars. He watched the course integrator trace its line around the planet and towards Mercury. Satisfied, Phil relaxed again and went on:


  “To top this all off—there are some places where the water soaks in faster than others, so we have to make allowances. All over Mars there are hygrometers. Some are on the surface, some are buried deep. From each and every one comes information about the water-seepage and how it progresses. These signals are all combined, added up, divided down, multiplied by a bugger-factor and compared to readings of yesterday and the day before so that an all-comprehensive sigma curve can be drawn. The result of all these shenanigans is that the control station sends forth a signal to Mercury, who then delivers water according to the need.”


  “But where does the water come out of?”


  “The receiving-end of the matter-transmitter is on Phobos. Phobos points one face to Mars all the time, you know, so the water sprays out of the face of the receiving plane right at Mars like a gigantic water sprinkler. It falleth like a gentle rain from heaven upon that place beneath in a finely divided mist . . . Ah!”


  “Ah!—what?”


  “We’re on course at last. Now we make feet. This is going to darned near burn out the drivers, and the power-pile is going to diminish like the proverbial snowball in hell.” Phil shoved a lever all the way home and the ship surged beneath them. “I’ve always wanted the opportunity to try a spacecraft on emergency drive. It’s tough that we have to have a catastrophe to make it possible, but unless there’s good reason for using the emergency power, it’s verboten. Costs too much per hour, gets the guy involved in board of investigation where he had better be darned well prepared to give good and sufficient reason for depleting a pile. M’lady, can you brew coffee?”


  “That I can.”


  “Then go brew. We make Mercury in two hours!”


  THE place where the water came from had never been, nor would it ever be, a vacationland. The best that man had been able to produce in the way of redesigning the solar system had not gone far towards humanizing the cosmic hell that was the planet Mercury. Maybe the complete humanization of the planet would never take place simply because Mercury might better remain the way it was—with certain minor improvements. Mercury was an economically sound proposition; there is nothing in human history that suggests that an economically sound proposition has to be even remotely acceptable from the comfort standpoint. Mercury had its important imports and its important exports and it was necessary. Perhaps a necessary evil, but there it was.


  Someone, writing in a sensational vein, had once compared the solar system to a large apartment and had called Mercury the boiler room.


  He had not been too far off the trolley. Mars, for one, is not a warm planet. Mercury is. So the water that went to Mars carried heat. The result—Mercury is the boiler room for the solar system. Thirty, end of statement.


  Above the landing spaceship, Sol hung in the sky like an incandescent washtub. Below them was a roiling floor of mist, white mist that made the boiler room of the solar system look as though the main steam-pipe had sprung a rather gaudy leak.


  It was into this misty maelstrom that Phil Watson dropped his ship, flying by the seat of his pants because the radio beacon was non-functional. There was no beacon, and probably for the same reason that Mars was now having a first-class cloudburst. Something had more than blown a fuse.


  The cloud-layer was not as thick as it had seemed from above. The sun still shone through redly, fiendishly hot. Below, the cloud-layer parted and thinned until finally Phil and Louise could look down and see the source of the water that was being delivered to Mars.


  “Down there should be the terminal of the Mercury Canal,” said Phil.


  Instead was a roiling lake that filled the rock-rimmed valley and spilled over the edges into the valley next, where the water boiled away against the hot rocks and produced the clouds of vapor.


  The Mercury Canal was not properly a canal; a real canal is a channel cut out of the face of a planet by man. Nor was the Mercury Canal a natural waterway, for if Mercury had ever had any water, it had boiled away and gone elsewhere sometime within a few minutes after the first day of creation. Instead, the Mercury Canal meandered along what might have been a natural waterway, following a couple of thousand miles of normal declivities in the rocky surface of Mercury. It collected in broad pools here and there and dropped magnificently in a couple of waterfalls, spreading out to collect the heat from Sol as it flowed from Inlet to Outlet.


  Here at Outlet Station it should have been a pleasant sight.


  The rim of the Canal had been cooled by the water, just as the water had been heated by the planet and the sun. So the combination of water and sun and the general hardiness of life in general had produced a rather lush rain-forestry growth along this end of the Mercury Canal. None of this was visible now. The Outlet Station was immersed completely, too, in the vast lake that churned and tossed.


  The tropical sea in a typhoon or the North Atlantic lashing at the rock-bound coast of Maine in a Nor’easter or the Mississippi on a rampage were nearly as violent as this lake below.


  “What,” said Phil tonelessly, “do we do now?”


  Louise pointed over to one side. There were men and a line of parked trucks that looked very puny against the elemental violence. Phil slid the spaceship sidewise and landed on the ridge near them.


  TOM BRITTON came running with the rest of his crew behind him. “Phil!” cried Britton. “God—” Britton looked exhausted. The rest of them were all the same; weariness and fear were in every face, in every step.


  “What happened,” he asked gently.


  They all began to talk at once. “Flood—control circuits shot to hell—overload—water spilled over the ridge—cool water on hot rock—earthquake—lost the spacecraft—Station covered—can’t get to it unless—”


  Phil held up a hand. “I get it. Okay, fellows. Let’s—”


  An ear-splitting crash came from more than a mile away along the ridge. They turned to look, fear in every face.


  The water had risen to the level of the ridge; through a little rill, an uncertain pseudopodium of water had trickled, wavering back and forth with the rise and fall of the waves, steaming briskly as it advanced onto the uncooled rock, reinforced as it was thrust back by the rising water behind it. It rose until it crossed the ridge and started to spill down the decline on the far side, hissing and steaming as it poured over.


  Then the meeting of three cross-chop waves at the rill sent a twenty foot curler over the ridge into the valley beyond. The water plunged down the decline in a torrent and there was the shrill-pitched chatter of tearing glass as the ridge divided and opened to let the waters pour from the Mercury Canal into the hot valley beyond. Ton after ton of water poured through the crevasse and the sound on the hot rock was like the feeling of walking on sugar. The fault line spread and the next table of rock slowly uptilted and turned over, sinking like a raft capsizing. It slid into a glare of magma with the water behind it and the resulting explosion hurled rock and lava into the sky with a planet-shattering roar.


  “Krakatoa,” muttered Phil, awed.


  The blackness billowed upward in a mighty column.


  Their own ridge trembled.


  “Inside,” snapped Phil. They made it in a scramble, and the spaceship rose just as the ridge they left split into three uncertain blocks that gutted steam and incandescent gas after them.


  “We’ve got to stop it,” said Phil.


  They looked down at the mud, churning water and nodded. Tom Britton tried to speak, but only a croak came from his dry throat.


  “We’ll go in,” said Phil flatly.


  “In there?” cried Louise.


  “No other way. Cross your fingers and deliver us a prayer. Strap down, fellows. This is going to be rough!”


  WITH a flip of his hand on the lever, Phil dropped the spaceship into the angry water. The torrent caught the hull and slapped it back and forth, turned it over and rolled it sidewise. Phil fought the levers and righted his ship only to lose control again as the flood changed in flow and skirled around like the maelstrom that it was.


  For down at the bottom of that lake there was an outlet; the system was no more than the washbowl of a Titan and the Outlet Station was its drain.


  “Careful,” said Britton. “You don’t want to follow this flow into the transmitter-plane.”


  “I won’t. I have no intention of returning to Mars through this pipe, and raining down out of the sky in a hodgepodge of my component molecules and junk aluminum and iron and stuff, all neatly divided molecularly.”


  “Ain’t funny,” grunted Britton.


  “I wish we could see,” complained Louise. The murky water pressed against the dome of the ship; it was a terrifying thing to see.


  “We’ve got radar,” grunted Phil. “But sonar gear is something that spacecraft don’t pack for obvious reasons. And radar is no good under water. I think-A yeow!”


  A girder had probed for their glass dome; a large jagged thing as wide as a desk-top that would have poked through the dome with the ease of a needle piercing a toy balloon. The result would have been as fast and as deadly.


  From below there came a shout: “Phil—up! Up, goddammit! The plane—”


  Watson jockeyed the lever; then he moved the ship to one side, slowly. And out of the murk there appeared the edge of a building of concrete.


  “We were low,” said Phil in a dry-throated voice.


  Terrifyingly close below them was a broad plane of force that shone like a perfect mirror if seen in the daylight. Above this plane, now, was a madness of angry water falling into it and falling out of a similar plane laid face-flat on Phobos. It was the down-drain of this monstrous washbowl.


  Below the plane was a room, cylindrical and dry. The plane filled the metal-lined cylinder from wall to wall and there was no pressure because the plane did not attempt to hold the water but let it pass through, frictionless and free. In this cylindrical room, protected from the water by the matter-transmitting plane, was the equipment that generated the twin planes that delivered this torrent of water to Mars.


  It must be shut off.


  First they had to find the pathway to that room below the plane.


  It was somewhere up on the top of the building, a tall castlement rising like a turret above the building itself. The word ‘building’ is not essentially correct, for Outlet Station was like no other building in the solar system. It was more like a well-proportioned and nicely-machined Lunar crater perhaps a mile in diameter. Or maybe a squat angel’s food cake, much flatter and much wider across the hollow center. Normally, the water from the Mercury Canal flowed across the top of this ‘building’ and fell in a Niagara-dwarfing circle upon the plane of the matter transmitter to be hurled upon Mars as a mist from the sky, while the entrance to the underwater equipment rose above the flowing waters like a tall squat chimney.


  They found it now, covered completely by the rise of the water.


  “Ram it,” said Britton. “Ram the door and let the water in—it’ll ruin the damned gear below.”


  “Not if we can save it,” said Phil.


  “But how?”


  “I can get down there through the watertight doors and turn the transmitter off.”


  “You turn it off and that water will drop on you and—”


  “I’ll turn it low.”


  “Ram it and bust the watertights,” snarled Britton.


  “Let me try it my way. Can you hang onto this crate? Keep it against this casement?”


  “I can try.”


  “You can’t just try. You’ve got to do it, Tom.”


  Louise looked frightened. “You’re going out into this horror?”


  “I’ve got to.”


  “But—”


  “Just have a couple of prayers on tap, snooky. I’ll be back.”


  “You’re sure?”


  He nodded. “We got a date to finish.” He left. He did not hear Louise complain to Britton that ‘a date’ was all she represented to Phil Watson.


  IV


  DOWN below, Phil donned a spacesuit Hugson stood by, alternately shaking his head and suggesting that Phil bust the watertights and let the whole damned thing go down the drain. Phil went on stolidly.


  He blew up the spacesuit until he was spread-eagled in the spacelock. Hugson closed the inner door and Phil was alone.


  Gingerly, Phil opened the scuttlebutt and the water lanced in. It drove across the room and spattered against the inner wall and broke into a dashing spray. It ran down the airlock into a puddle on the floor that rose until the scuttlebutt was covered. The water churned in a furrow as Phil opened the valve wider. The room filled until a small space of air was left at the top and equilibrium of pressure had been reached.


  Hugson pressed the outer-lock control and the big door swung inward, sending little churning currents around its edge. Phil went outside.


  The water tore at him, whipped him about, and he was thankful for the line that held him fast to the ship. He fumbled over the wall of the casement, found the watertight door and opened it; he went inside and closed the outer door until the rushing flow of water was only a trickle.


  Here Phil pondered a problem that he had not anticipated. Before he could enter the building, he must free himself of the safety-line, so that the outer watertight could be closed. But—if he did that, how could he return to the spaceship afterwards?


  Chance—hope and chance.


  He cut his line and let the rushing water pull it out of the door. He closed the door, cutting himself from the outside world. The pump began to force the water out of the lock, and after a few moments Phil went into the building.


  He walked easily, now. The weights he had left in the airlock, his space-helmet he flipped back over his shoulder.


  He knew the station well. Here was the safety circuit and here was the control circuit, and above his head, stretching out and away from the slight curve of the cylindrical wall, was the mirror perfection of the matter transmitting plane. The trouble here was the local safety control. Too much pressure would destroy the plane, and sometimes the Mercury Canal delivered a bit more than expected; Mars always got a mild rain when the safety circuit took the extra load.


  This time it was a prolonged rainstorm because something had gone hell, west, and crooked and deluged the matter transmitter. The thing was only doing its job—like the gismo that the Sorcerer’s Apprentice started and couldn’t shut off.


  Phil turned off the safety circuit. He shut the admittance of the transmitter down, too, almost to zero.


  The mirror surface above his head bowed down until the center touched the concrete floor. The very center vanished into the stone, and Phil knew that the corresponding surface out on Phobos was bending in the opposite direction and that there was a bit of a dusty rain falling on Phobos from the underside of the receiver plane as the Mercury transmitter plane pushed its way through the concrete.


  And then Phil got out of there quick. The thing might give way, and if it did he had no intention of standing under God-knows how many tons of falling water. He had done his best and the deluge upon Mars would cease. If he lost the station it was too bad, but he had tried. The next thing was to go to the source of this mess and see if he could fix things there in time to save the station.


  THE torrent of water was slowed; its flow was stopped, but the churning would go on until the energy dissipated. Slowed; that was all. And the sucking flow of the rapids was gone.


  But outside the watertight the spacecraft was so close—and so far away.


  The safety line was whipped off somewhere, of course.


  His magnetic shoes were as helpful on the concrete building as a pair of dancing pumps. He could not let go of the stanchion outside of the door; the water drew at him and pulled him back and forth. He grunted and swore, and the sound inside his helmet startled him.


  He tried to step over to the spaceship when the water seemed quiet.


  He was whipped from his feet and sent skirling tail over eyebrow.


  His hands found the air-bottle valve and he blew up his spacesuit until it was spread-eagling him again. It was buoyant once he shucked the weights from his waistline.


  He bobbed to the top and porpoised. The mad roil of the water was stilled; it was churning, of course, but the maelstrom had abated and the lashing waves were less awesome. They were strong enough to turn Phil over and over and to toss him under now and again. But he waited, feeling like a half-dozen dice in a shaker, safe in the cushion of the suit until the spaceship emerged and found him.


  “Inlet,” he said to Britton. “Or shall I take it?”


  Britton stood out of the pilot’s chair and waved Phil down. “I’m beat,” he said.


  “I gather. But look, Tom, before you come completely unglued, hang on while we figure out what happened.”


  “Okay. That I can do.”


  “Who’s taking the trick at the cutter?”


  “Johnny Wilkes and Walter Farrow.”


  “There’s trouble there.”


  “Right.”


  Louise shook her head. “Would you bring me up to date? I feel like an innocent bystander.”


  Phil smiled briefly and said: “Sorry. I’m so used to it that I think everybody knows it.” He waved a hand at the swollen Mercury Canal below them; they were sidling along above it, by now some distance from the terminal lake; the water here was still in a flood-rush. “Obviously,” he said, “this water doesn’t originate on Mercury. The boys here take tricks of a month, running Station One. Something must have happened there. Then the whole thing blew up, and among the things that went into the drink was the spacecraft used here to take care of such jaunts. So now we’ve got to go out to Station One and clean up the mess. We’ll just stop at Inlet Station and pick up the rest of the crew and hie us out there.”


  “This is all very well,” she said a little dazedly. “But you haven’t told me where Station One is.”


  “Oh—forgetting again. It’s at—”


  “My God!” breathed Tom Britton. They all looked—at Inlet Station.


  INLET STATION was another huge matter-transmitter plane held vertically against the face of a cliff. In normal times, the face of the plane spewed forth a mist of molecularly divided water that collected into drops of ice that fell into the valley below it. Rock and rill were usually covered with a glint of melting ice that built up into fantastic shapes. It was always a rather breathtaking sight . . . but pale and drab compared to the sight that had awakened Tom Britton.


  The face of the transmitter plane was obscured by the froth of vapor that poured forth. This was no gentle flow, but a torrential storm. And cutting the mirror from full view was a half mile of sheer crystal fairyland. Pillars of crystal rose high, surmounted by monstrous, intricately fabricated six-sided figures. Twenty-foot snowflakes interlocked with one another, some of them whole, most of them partially-complete and mingled with the one beside it, lacery tangled into glittering dome and graceful rainbow-arch. Jagged and shapeless stalagmites of ice thrust upward through the graceful lace to heighten the delicacy by comparison and through this Chantilly of ice flowed the frothy vapor that was settling on it to add to the structure.


  The sunlight glinted from the billion points, melting them just enough for the next layer to stick, melting the base of the crystal palace so that the structure flowed in a constantly changing pattern.


  It was the Crystal Palace of Santa Claus or the Emerald City of the Land of Oz—


  They watched, enraptured; perhaps entrapped by the awesome incongruity of such sheer beauty growing out of disaster.


  Then Phil shook himself visibly. “Think we can make it to Inlet?”


  Britton blinked and tore his eyes away. “How?”


  “We might ram the ice until—”


  “Until we get frozen in, too?”


  “But—”


  Britton pointed down. Dimly through the faceted crystals of a tall ice structure could be seen the sullen glint of metal. The power that would drive a spacecraft across the solar system nearly at the speed of light was not strong enough to break the grip of this icepack upon the hull. It was more probable that the ice was crushing the hull—


  Somewhere down in that maze were the men who ran Inlet Station; and somewhere down in that crystal structure they would remain until the ice melted.


  “That’s why ship number two didn’t go out either,” said Britton.


  Phil nodded. He set his levers and the vast ice field began to diminish until it was no more than a tiny glinting diamond on the white-hot face of Mercury. Then the spacecraft rounded Mercury, and the diamond was gone.


  V


  SOL was dwindling below. The spacecraft was silent again, speeding through the inky black towards a mote in the sky ahead.


  Phil stretched and said, “This is an odd situation.”


  “Odd?” asked Louise.


  “Very. Here we are, you and I, isolated in a spacecraft with about six hours of nothing to do. There have been reams of words written and miles of film exposed and kilowatts of juice burned purveying situations like this. Attractive woman and virile man entrapped together with nothing to do but consider each other objectively or subjectively.”


  “Or personally.”


  “Yah. So what do we have? Here we are in a situation where your virtue shouldn’t be worth a hoot—and the joint is loaded to the scuppers with dead-weary techs draped untastefully on everything that offers a flat surface. Not that we’d wake them up with any mild activity, but they’ve left us nothing to be active in.”


  Tom Britton emitted a slight snore, turned over langorously and burrowed deeper in the divan.


  “Damned chaperone,” growled Phil.


  Louise laughed. “So,” she said, “since my virtue is safe from harm, let’s discuss something else.”


  “Might as well. We’ll take up the matter of your virtue upon some date when the environment lends itself better to experimental evidence. So where do we go from here?”


  “Phil, I’d like to know—where are we going?”


  “To the ice-mines of the solar system,” he said. “I thought you knew.”


  “You were about to tell me.”


  “That’s so. Well, as I was saying, there is no native water on Mercury.”


  “I’ve also been given to understand that there was no air on Mercury either. But we were breathing.”


  “Sure were. But tell me, Louise, what grade of school do you teach?”


  “Fourth grade.”


  “Then it isn’t important to you—or them—yet. But you’d better be getting hep to a newer book of the skies.”


  “Go on.”


  “For centuries we have been told that Man is an adaptable animal. This isn’t so. Man isn’t adaptable. He is adapting. When his environment does not agree with his metabolism, he changes his environment. Nobody could really live on Mars. So we change it. We mine ice on Uranus and ship it to Mercury to warm it, and then deliver it to Mars as a hot rain. This changes both the temperature and the water-vapor content of the planet to a human-acceptable norm. Venus had a lousy atmosphere so we send that to Jupiter where it won’t be noticed and replace it with oxygen and nitrogen from Mercury, which we get by delivering the frozen gas from Neptune. The whole thing is simple. Pluto was airless and damned cold. The air Pluto gets now is hot, and someday Pluto will be warm enough to accept colonization. Venus doesn’t need hot air, so the stuff that goes there is not warmed much. And so it goes. The rest of the planets and satellites are all treated in the same way according to their various and sundry needs.”


  LOUISE looked at him softly. “And you’re the gent who was complaining about everything being so calm and unruffled.”


  “What’s exciting about running a central heating plant? I’m just a cosmic plumber.”


  “So?”


  “It’s darned dull excepting when it blows a fuse.”


  She laughed. “Do you understand yourself at all?”


  “Who can?”


  “That I can’t answer.”


  “Then what are you driving at?”


  “It’s just that the human race is always looking at the other side of the fence.”


  “Is this bad for the human race?”


  “Not at all. People have been looking over the fence for millions of years. So that today you can stand on the intellectual shoulders of your forebears and work with what they left you. It seems unglamorous, but you forget the glorious wonder of it all. You grub in your gadgets and your science and forget to think about the big question.”


  “Which is what?”


  “Where are we going and what are we going to do when we get there?”


  “I’ve pondered that question. It has no answer. Ergo I direct myself at things that I can answer without getting into a tizzy.”


  “So you go on building and inventing and creating gadgets. The man who crossed the lake in his day is no better than the man who crossed space yesterday. You sit in your cave and draw pictures and dream. You have an itch to create.”


  “I suppose I do.”


  “Of course you do. That’s why you’re here doing what you’re doing.”


  “But I’m not creating.”


  “You are!” she said vehemently. Tom Britton snorkled, mumbled something unintelligible and then dropped off into deep slumber again. “We can’t all be Rembrandt or Rodin, creating some thing world-shakingly beautiful, or Einsten delivering something profound. Some of us have to go on through life just dropping a thin layer of ourselves on top of what’s been left before. You’re creating even though you do no more than to keep another man’s work from falling apart.”


  “I’ve never looked at it that way.”


  “Of course not. That’s why you also shy at the first tenet of creation.”


  “Who—me?”


  Louise looked at her wrist watch. “It isn’t too many hours ago that you were saved from the irksome task of answering an embarrassing question.”


  “Which?”


  “I asked you whether romance and marriage and a family might not be the answer to your unrest.”


  “That’s a woman’s question,” he said slowly.


  “Maybe it is. But it’s a man-and-woman answer.” Louise smiled and looked at him. “You’re quite a guy, Phil. If you were to make the right motions and the right noises at the right time—you might find an enthusiastic cooperation.”


  “In other words, I am being proposed to?”


  “You are not. And if you propose to me right now, you’ll get a quick ‘no’.”


  “But I thought—”


  “Think a little deeper, Phil. You dated me last evening because of the possible thrill of wooing.”


  “I’m—”


  Louise grinned. “Phil, if you claim that you dated me because you considered me as a possible matrimonial partner I’ll scoff at you for the liar you are. No woman is that naive. So we’ll just go on.”


  “Go on what?” he asked. “Admitting that I dated you for the possible fun and games?”


  LOUISE nodded. “Men come a-wooing for the fun and games and the woman’s game is to make them stay for the duration. Or so the books tell me. So you will continue to lay siege to my virtue and I shall continue to employ every weapon to capture the enemy. And someday one of two things will happen: you’ll get tired of the siege and go elsewhere, or you’ll succumb to my wiles. Who knows?”


  “But—”


  Louise laughed. “Let’s leave it that way, Phil. It’s true. Maybe my thinking is a bit archaic, but that’s my opinion.”


  “Okay,” he said with a smile. “We’ll get this mess cleaned up and then we’ll get you back to Mars quietly so that we can take up where we left off.”


  “You’re still not convinced about this family idea, are you?”


  “They do sort of tie a man down.”


  Louise smiled. “We’ll leave it that way until you are convinced. Okay?”


  “Okay.”


  She stood up and crossed the control room to stand before him. Her stance was deliberate. She knew that her slender waist and softly rounded breasts were attractive enough to make a man ignore the fact that her dress was crumpled from too much wearing. She leaned down to take his hands from where they lay at ease on the arms of his chair, and she knew that this motion also gave him a brief view into the neckline of her dress. His eyes widened satisfactorily. She drew him up, standing. She lifted her face.


  He reached for her and she melted into his arms, clinging to him. Her lips were soft and mobile under his; her skin was warm and soft under the dress.


  Phil raised his head, eyes a little glazed, and looked around the control room. Louise leaned back in his arms, grinning at him.


  “You’re a witch,” he told her.


  She laughed. “Just think of how nice it would be if we didn’t have a collection of tired gents cluttering up the joint. Maybe even a joint of—ah—maybe our own?”


  Phil laughed and kissed her again. “Damn you for being a calculating female,” he said.


  Louise kissed back before she whirled out of his arms.


  He reached for her again, but she held him off with a shake of her head. “Coffee?” she asked.


  He looked at his watch. “Somebody’s got to stay alive for the rest of this leg.”


  “All the better reason for saving the canoodling until later.”


  “I can canoodle and—”


  “Drive with one hand? Nope. I’ll have no divided attentions, Phil. But I will build coffee.”


  “Might find an egg, too.”


  “I’m way ahead of you.”


  “Good.”


  She chuckled. “Just a bit more of the old bait, old man.”


  “Shucks, lady. I can cook too.”


  “It’s a lousy substitute.”


  “For what?” he asked.


  But he asked the back of her head—just as it disappeared down the ladder towards the galley. He eyed his reflection in the nearest port, wiped his brow, and said, “Gr-r-r-ruff!”


  VI


  URANUS was dim-lit by a tiny sun that cast an ineffectual light across a flat vista of blue-black ice. Crests of white showed white-diamond glints—not really snow, but a rime-ice. Below—somewhere at the end of the radar beam—was Station One.


  Station One, doing something unpredictable, no doubt.


  They dropped down, following the radar beacon until they saw it.


  It had to be seen to be believed.


  Uranus is mostly ice. Normally its gravity was enough to keep the ice cold-flowed into a reasonably flat surface. It is too cold to snow, too cold to rain, too cold to hail or sleet or hurricane or much of anything. But it is not too cold to grind together, to thrust one planetary block against another, to cause upthrusting mountain-ranges of ice which in the normal course of events will cold-flow into the resemblance of flatness. These up-thrustings are rare—


  Station One had met one of these.


  Strain develops slowly; an ounce at a time it builds up over a long period until a tremendous pressure develops. The pressure overcomes everything. Then, with two monstrous forces thrusting against one another, the angle of thrust will begin to change. The vector of force will become more amiable to the forces involved and the whole vista then drives forth along the new direction of resulting motion. In the case of planetary thrust, this direction is upward, causing mountains.


  Forty miles high the mountain of cold-flowed ice had risen. Up and up and up in a rising pillar, a rising pyramid until the top, bowed over by some trick of angular force until it leaned sidewise, broke from the mountain top and came tumbling down the side of the slope in a giant avalanche.


  There was neither rock nor stone; only ice.


  Station One was a huge structure of metal and concrete, driven by an atomic pile contained inside of it. It moved across the face of Uranus on tractor-treads that depressed acres with each planting of a monstrous foot. It left behind it a trail that might someday amaze some visitor from somewhere-else.


  Station One pushed before it a rectangular matter-transmitter plane like the scoop of a platypus, and the speed with which it scooped up the ice of Uranus was dictated by the needs of the Mercury Canal.


  But now it had gone berserk.


  Because it had been caught in the rise of a mountain ridge, and then walloped from above by a catapulting avalanche.


  Shelling with a three-inch rifle it might have withstood for a time. But not cascade upon cascade of tertiary ice that slithered down in shards like giant shrapnel.


  Its normally hump-backed appearance was crushed into a veritable sickleshape. Forward was the girder-structure that supported the matter-transmitter plane; behind it on a small flat platform stood a tiny spacecraft. Both were untouched by the downfall. But the center-section had taken the brunt.


  It had been a tough fight.


  Battered and dented, the central of the station was, for the most part, intact. But it took only one hole to admit the poisonous atmosphere of Uranus—


  PHIL swore and Hugson crossed him-himself; Tom Britton reached for a hat he did not own and Louise went solemn.


  Two men had died awfully in that monumental structure. Two men had died—but the insensate mechanism still fought to carry on its function as it had under their hands. Intellect would have known when it was licked. Brains would have turned the vast machine aside to direct its voracious appetite against a less threatening ice-scape. But the undirected machine gouged and tore at the insurmountable rise, and more ice slid down to fill the gap, to fill the insatiable maw of the uncontrolled machine. The process was without interruption: an endless Niagara of ice poured downward into the matter-transmitter plane.


  From a cosmic viewpoint, a forty-mile cliff of ice avalanched across space to the Mercury Canal. And one step further, Mars was under the hammer of a forty-mile avalanche of rain.


  “How d’ye feel, Tom?”


  “Fit. I’ve been slubbering.”


  “Want to take over?”


  “Sure. We can handle this. We’ll back Station One out of the mess. That’ll relieve Mercury Inlet and eventually the Canal will go down to a reasonable level. We’ll stay here to patch up.” Tom Britton called his crew together and they donned spacesuits.


  Phil Watson waited until Station One began to move backwards, away from the downpour of cold-flowing ice. As the transmitter’s cutting action withdrew, the down-flow lessened. Phil sighed and lifted the ship and headed it towards Mars.


  “I hope,” he said to Louise, “you don’t mind if I collapse.”


  She cradled his head in her lap. Phil squirmed into a comfortable position. He slept almost at once.


  Louise slipped out from under and went to sit in the pilot’s chair. The maze of instruments meant little to her, but so long as the autodriver registered on the green lamp they were in no danger. She dozed herself from time to time, shaking herself awake to cast an anxious glance at the few meters that she could read.


  Turnover-time came and Louise debated if she should awaken Phil. But she remembered that space is a large bit of vacant lot and so she took the levers and produced one of the most wide-spread turnovers in the history of space flight.


  Eventually a planet came up out of the ambiguous stellar display below and Louise went over to awaken Phil. A couple of million miles tossed off in a ragged turnover was one thing, but landing a spacecraft was definitely another.


  She touched him gently and he came awake. He drew her down and she snuggled beside him for a moment before she said: “Mars is dead below.”


  He got up quickly. “All I’m getting out of this shindig is hard work and frustration.”


  “Does it make you think of a white cottage and—”


  Phil grunted. “Me? I’m too young to be a father—”


  HE SET the ship down near the weather control station. The marks of its previous landing were obliterated by the rain, but of that rain there was no longer much trace.


  Above, in the blue sky, the smallish sun shone brightly, and the air was chill and bracing. A cloud or two was billowing in the Martian sky. The rain had soaked in and the ground was muddish and wetly red, but not mushy. People lined the landing field, waiting for them.


  “Expecting a reception?” asked Louise.


  “No. But the gang will be waiting for me to give them the low-down on the cloudburst and how it happened.”


  “Looks larger than the gang.”


  “There’s always Senator Longacre and his crew of plughatted characters.” The air was moist, and it smelled of spring and growing green things. It rolled into the airlock, fresh and pleasant. The ramp went out and Phil waved Louise first.


  Halfway down the ramp a cameraman called: “Hey! Watson! Let her come second!”


  Louise let him pass; Phil went down the ramp and turned to take her hand as she stepped from the ramp onto Mars.


  There was a flaring of flashes and a crescendo of music from a portable sound projector parked somewhere. A hubbub of voices rose and grew into a cheer.


  Senator Longacre stepped forward and shouldered Phil aside. He handed Louise a large bouquet as the flashers flared again, and from the back there came a battery of dolly-trucked television cameras.


  In the midst of the racket, Phil heard the good senator start a bit of carefully-prepared oratory:


  “—the one-billionth space traveller to set foot upon Mars—”


  “—she’s got legs,” said one of the photogs, “let’s cheesecake her—”


  “—a few words, Mrs. Watson—”


  “—wife of the weather control manager—”


  “—smile, please, Mrs. Watson—”


  “—who cares about him—?”


  “—school-teacher.”


  “School-teachers didn’t look like that in my day!”


  “You were young and—”


  Louise turned back. There was a humorous glint in her eye. “Phil,” she whispered, “you’re in the middle. After what you did to Senator Longacre, he’d like nothing better than to get you in a jam.”


  Phil nodded. He looked around the field. People were arriving in droves; the field was becoming jammed with revelers. The sound-wagon had been hooked up with the MCOC network and was blaring something about a Marswide holiday for the billionth visitor. He looked at the billionth visitor and found her attractive. He remembered the billionth visitor’s quick mind and he found it attractive also. And then he realized that he knew something about woman that Louise did not: that the lure was the lip and the breast and the round hip, but the door to the trap was the character and the personality and the rather intriguing question of what kind of intellect might spring from—


  “Louise—will you wed with me?”


  “I told you—”


  Phil stretched himself tall and extended his chest. “I shall flick a finger and bring ammonia to Terra; I shall twist a dial and rain methane on Mars. I shall start this goddam deluge again. Or I can go on a nice drunken spree and let the whole damned solar system scratch for itself.”


  “But—”


  “It might have my brains and your looks.”


  “But if it had my brains and your looks?”


  Phil grinned. He knew what to say: “My looks aren’t too bad.”


  They rode through the streets of Marstown arm in arm under a blue sky. It was spring and there were violets thrusting their heads up through the ruddy soil. And while nobody would ever see Phillip Watson’s name in the Books, or see Louise Hannon Watson carved in marble, their future would someday ride through the streets of Pluto, or Aldebaran IV, or—


  WHERE NO MAN WALKS


  E.R. James


  The enormous pressures on the giant outer planets will be an adequate foil for Man’s questing feet, but it may be possible to mine precious metals by remote control.


  In the administration office of the Uranus Opencast Mining Corporation, a bell trilled.


  Derrick Crocker, resting thoughtfully in the straps of his mechanical limbs, lifted his head. A jerk of his stomach muscles set one of the caterpillar tracks that served him for legs in brief motion. A pull of his shoulder muscles lifted his metal arms to the wall rail to steady himself. He leaned forward.


  At the metal desk of the office, Arnold Quillan, lean with the gauntness of those who never put on weight, caught the message container as it came up through the floor from Communications.


  He slid out the paper, frowned as he read and reached for the desk pencil. His reply written, he watched the magnetised pencil wriggle back across the desk top to its place.


  He sighed and pushed the message back into the container, sending it down.


  Derrick let go of the wall rail and his caterpillar tracks carried him into the office. Arnold’s deep set eyes watched his approach. “You know,” he muttered irrelevantly, “you’ve got us all beat with those metal and rubber pins of yours.” He lifted the bar from across his legs and stood up, catching hold of the wall rail as he did so.


  Derrick pointed a metal arm at the hole through to communications. “Message from Munro on the supply ship I suppose?”


  “Yes. We’ve three days left before he gets here.” Arnold’s face seemed more gaunt than ever. “Do you really think they expect us to increase our shipments of diamonds?”


  “What else? Munro’s a big noise now, remember. He isn’t making a four month’s voyage from Mars for the fun of it. We’ve got to open up that new seam.” He urged Arnold towards the control room ramp.


  But Arnold resisted the thrust of the metal arm. “But last time . . .”


  “Forget last time.” Derrick’s square face set like a mask of strength. “I’ll not get mangled up again. Don’t be a fool.”


  “Steady, Derrick. Remember I’m Manager—”


  “I am remembering, Arnold.” Derrick’s eyes smouldered sombrely. “And I like it that way. You know well enough that the Three Worlds are building ships just as fast as they can . . .” He paused, looking over his shoulder out through the observation dome beyond the office. Uranus, from that position beside the desk, filled the entire sky.


  Its greenish light coloured the floor and seats of the dome. Its apparent rotation above the mining station was clearly visible as Derrick’s gaze passed on where he knew the new mining site to be. There, on a tremendous fold of rock, reaching above the near-solid gases of the lower atmosphere, the scanners had located a new region of blue clay.


  Man, with all his marvels, had still not made synthetic jewels of useful size. Here, on this alien world with its enormous pressures and once enormous temperatures there were entire strata of diamonds. Diamonds for tools and engines—and particularly for bearings and spindles on space-going craft that were subjected to the violent, long lasting strains of interplanetary travel.


  He turned back to Arnold grimly. “The stuff’s there waiting for us. We know it, and the Board knows we know it. Munro will say it nicely, because he worked with us on that first seam, but the fact remains this is a business. If you won’t get the stuff, they’ll send out someone who will.”


  “All right,” muttered Arnold. “I know. You’re the Advisory Engineer.”


  He turned and, with the ease of long practice, shuffled down the ramp below the surface of the inmost moon of Uranus, with only an occasional touch on the wall rail to counteract the almost non-existent gravity.


  Derrick, held down to the metal surface by the magnets within his caterpillars, kept easily at the Manager’s side.


  Neither spoke until they were almost at the in-swinging doors of the lower levels. “We’ll try remote, first,” said Arnold determinedly.


  Derrick shrugged. “You’re the Manager.”


  They thrust open the girdered doors—doors that, in the event of a direct meteor hit on the surface level, would seal automatically—and entered the noise and bustle of the control.


  Derrick noted that the shift supervisor had been watching the doors from his central cubicle. Already he was beckoning to the assistant supervisor to take over. News travels fast in a tiny, isolated community such as theirs.


  Derrick wondered if the mechanical scouts would be any more use than on the three other tests they’d run since they’d sunk the O.P. the five hundred miles through the atmosphere to the top of the rock fold.


  Leaving Arnold to make the final arrangements with the supervisor, he quickened his speed, crossing the floor to the nearer arm of the semi-circle of remote control panels.


  None of the operators noticed him. Intent upon the scenes before the machines they operated 80,000 miles below on the storm lashed mountain range, they sweated in tense silence while the work went on.


  The excavations group inspector shuffled up to Derrick as he paused to watch over the operators’ shoulders. Derrick nodded to him. “Hail worse than usual. What’s current speed in this belt?”


  “Hundred and two.” The inspector’s restless eyes flickered briefly at Derrick. “It’s washing away all the small stuff for us.” He paused as the operator at the No. 4 panel suddenly flung up his arms. “Machines too. Excuse me—”


  Derrick sped to the side of the frightened man. One became so immersed in operating the remotes, that nerves, strained by the impression of ‘being there,’ cracked.


  Eyes tightly shut, trembling all over, the man grabbed at Derrick’s metal arms. “Help me! Help!” he was moaning.


  Derrick snapped him out of it. The inspector slid down into the vacated seat, pressing the button summoning the relief operator.


  Derrick watched the shaken man shuffle off. It was no wonder men got top space rates here. Physically there was little danger; mentally the strain was almost beyond human endurance.


  He looked up at the master screen picturing the excavation area. Considering the howling gale down there, a lot of rubble was being shifted. But it wasn’t good enough. Not to satisfy the boom in ship building. The inspector was running a new “louse” out of the automatic mining garage. “Louse” was a good description. Its segments hugged the uneven ground as, flat and heavy, it churned out of the lee side of the garage.


  The relief was shuffling up. Derrick watched the view from the “louse’s” TV camera as it went into action beside the others, planting explosives, drawing back, waiting while the blast was swept away in the greenish hail-filled haze, and then jolting forward to bulldoze away debris from the blue-clay covering the diamond seam.


  Presently he passed on along the line. Always there was wind, but today it was really bad. And, on Uranus where everything was ten times Earth-size, really bad was incredible. They would be splitting none of the seam, for fear of the diamonds being carried away, until the wind was down to a normal breeze of less than fifty per. It was a good thing there was a back log of jewel fragments to be carried to the automatic rockets shuttling up. All the operators were intent on the scenes before their machines, too absorbed in their tasks to notice him.


  At length he looked across at the new, partly assembled semi-circle of remotes that would control operations on the second lode-bearing mountain chain. Mechanics, electricians and electronics men worked over most of its length, but at the right hand arm, Arnold and the supervisor were talking and watching the general scanner of the O.P., as they held on to the rail in front of two fully assembled control panels.


  Derrick tracked across to them and ran straight into his position before the panel prepared for him, beside the swivel seat already adjusted for Arnold.


  He too looked up at the screen above the panels. Visibility fifty feet: excellent for a depth of three hundred odd miles below the level of the first opencast. Current speed forty m.p.h. H’m. Allowing for the extra pressure of this depth, that was nasty. His eyes glanced at the other instruments recording information transmitted up from the O.P. It was the current speed that was making Arnold hesitate. If the O.P. had been any other shape than a flattened dome, it would have been swept away by the sheer weight of gases compressed to a consistency of light oil.


  The scene shuddered and shadows cast by the violent turbulence danced away over the worn surface of the rock, carrying a few loose stones away into the greenish murk.


  “See that?” said Arnold tensely.


  Derrick nodded. He reached out and cut in power. The eye-level screen of his remote control glowed with a view of the shallow interior of the O.P. Arnold’s louse seemed to be at one side . . .


  Derrick looked away. “All right.” His own voice seemed far away as his tenseness grew. Half his mind was already down there. “We’ll run out a single scout—”


  “But Derrick—Derrick, does it stand a chance in that flow of compressed gases?”


  “That,” muttered Derrick grimly, “is just what we need to know. All the experience we gained at Opencast One may be useless. We have to find out.” He settled his torso in the harness and picked up the headphones.


  The booming sounds of compressed gases filled his mind as he turned back to the screen.


  Now he seemed really there. The concave screen before him was the windscreen of the scout. Ten feet before him, the curved wall of the O.P. was billowing resiliently out, more like canvas than the metal sheets it actually was.


  He set his mouth, braced himself and flung the switch to open the panel on the lee side of the O.P.


  It slid away, showing the twisting, violent eddies racing away into the billious green hell of an atmosphere that was mostly methane, hydrogen and helium. He opened the throttle and the cabin floor swayed with the movement of the jointed segments as they clung low upon the weather-worn rock.


  Sound boomed deafeningly as he passed outside. The motor growled behind him with changing load as he Cut out the left caterpillar track and turned the twenty foot louse in half its own length, with the segments grating all around the cabin.


  Forward, edging out around the side of the O.P. into the teeth of the current. Shadows cast by additional compression, caused by his appearance, smeared the rock with flickering shadows. The louse shuddered, but low built as she was, she crept forward surely.


  Clear of the O.P., Derrick sighed with relief. The 3,000 mile depths of the atmosphere above the surface glaciers of Uranus were still and silent, with even the light gases of hydrogen and helium solidified by the vast muffling weight above; only near the comparatively rarified upper levels of the atmosphere—in which they had made their first blue-clay strike—were there storms. At his present level, in spite of the rotational motion of the more or less permanent wind belt above and the gale further disturbing it, friction would always slow current speed to something between the two extremes.


  He worked the louse steadily around until she was broadside to the current. Eddies streamed from the curved windscreen, but she held steady. He felt sweat start on his forehead and gather coldly upon his back.


  Advancing steadily, he watched distance indicator, gyro-compass and the rock outside by turns.


  Suddenly the cracked surface of the blue clay was swaying towards his caterpillars. He ran out on to it and stopped. A probe thrust down and picked up a sample from below the skirt of the louse. He examined it in normal light through an inspection panel between his feet. Blue clay all right. He made a pattern of echo soundings, and the hidden diamond seam a few feet below marked his screen in a curve. This was only the beginning of the strata. It was a fault, not worth working. The problem was to locate the main level of the strata where it approached the surface near enough to be a commercial proposition.


  He felt the louse lift uneasily beneath his feet. The dry clay was being powdered by the additional current friction at the side of the louse. Like smoke it was rising over the cabin. He urged the machine forward, echosounding as he went, picking his way, thankful as the feathering dust died away, trying to distinguish solid surface from debris choked holes.


  Sweat tricked down his back. Surely the current speed was still increasing. How close to exactness were their calculations? Were the echo-sounders functioning properly? So little was known of the behaviour of substances at a pressure such as now surrounded the louse.


  The floor heaved sideways, hesitated, heaved. The scene before him tilted dizzily. He was being overturned. The boom of the current over the mountain range suddenly increased beyond all proportion. He clung desperately to the control panel, fighting to get the louse down on her caterpillars. Then he noticed that he was being swept sideways and, knowing now that he was clear of the surface and floating in spite of the leadweight of the louse, he knocked at the cut off switch—


  And woke to reality with sweat pouring down his face, his heart pounding wildly, chilled by the fantastic thought of plunging slowly down, down until the louse was crushed flat and he was nothing but a freezing smear upon a crumpled tortoise of metal, down, down, very slowly, pushing between crowded, almost motionless molecules and atoms of gases and “free” substances until, at length . . . But the depths were unknown even yet—


  He wiped his face and looked up at Arnold’s anxious face. “No good!” he gasped. “Waste of time—and machines.” He wriggled in his straps, easing the set of his limbless torso, trying to reorient himself to actuality.


  Arnold nodded. He set down the headphones he had evidently snatched from Derrick’s head. “What you need is a good stiff drink.”


  “You’ve said it.”


  They passed in silence through the concrete-lined boring to Accommodation. In Arnold’s own quarters, they drank the neat spirit without ceremony. Derrick took a deep breath. “I’ll want everything ready for a delayed drop . . . by six tonight. That’ll give me a full day tomorrow. I don’t want to be caught by darkness and be frost bitten because my power gets low before I locate the O.P. for return . . . Not like last time . . .” He drained his glass.


  Arnold’s voice sounded strangely far away. “All right, Derrick. I’ll see to it.” Derrick gave an involuntary shudder. That nightmarish cold down there—


  Arnold put a hand on his shoulder. “Sure you’re all right?”


  “Yes!” Derrick lifted his head with a slow grin. “Yes. And don’t you suggest anyone else going. You know I stand the best chance . . . the way I am—the way Uranus has made me.”


  Arnold stared at him a moment. Then he turned away, speaking back over his shoulder as he left to make the preparations. “All right. You’re the engineer . . .”


  “Yes.” Derrick picked up the bottle and glass in his metal claws. But he put them down again. A clear head was what he needed.


  He tracked across the corridor to his own quarters. First a shower to cleanse him of sweat, then a light meal and finally rest. He called to his man to unfasten him.


  Usually he felt unutterably grateful to medical science for his mechanical arms and legs. But at times like these, waiting, with the snap fastening of artificially lengthened tendons dangling loosely at the shoulders and bottom of his torso, it was difficult not to be impatient.


  But Peters, his personal orderly, was a good man. He would know of the imminent descent, but he said nothing of it. By the time Derrick had been carried into the shower, fitted with his light eating arms, been supplied with an after dinner cigar and brought up to date with Earth sports news, he felt able to relax.


  When Arnold came back, he was ready.


  At his own suggestion, to save fuss, he was run on a wheelchair through the passages to the spacecraft bay.


  By five to six, he had been fitted into the harness within the heavy, transparent globe of the manual operated louse, specially designed for him.


  Muscles relaxed, he listened to the final preparations for take off. They would be a few minutes late. Uranus turned upon her axis once every 10 hours 40 minutes. The louse could be depended upon to function perfectly for some 25 hours. But the descent and ascent consumed so much time that a single 5 hour 20 minute period of daylight was all that he could manage on her surface. Every minute might count.


  As always he experienced a strange feeling of superiority. Sitting before a remote control, he was as other men. It seemed that he had his arms and legs again. But here, in his own louse, he did not have to transmit his orders to the mechanisms through humanly frail arms and legs. He was actually the nerve-centre of the louse, a real part of it. He could do more than was possible to any other Earth man.


  “Nearly ready,” said Arnold’s voice. “Are you comfortable?”


  “Yes.” Derrick glanced at the intercom, smiled to himself—even ears of metal and dead stuff were his to command. He looked up at the open hatch above him. “Can you hear me all right?”


  Arnold, holding a microphone to his lips, nodded. “Loud and clear.” He glanced behind him. “We’re clearing out now. In two minutes you’ll be on your own. Anything else you want?”


  “No thanks. Don’t finish that bottle until I get back.” Derrick permitted himself a final wriggle within the harness. “You can fill the Gravity suit when you like.”


  “Right.” Arnold signalled to a mechanic out of Derrick’s sight. “Here it comes.”


  The rubber cushions encircling Derrick’s lower half swelled to prevent the terrible pull of Uranus from drawing too much blood from his head.


  “That’s fine,” he said.


  Arnold waved. “Good luck. Don’t spend all day down there!” His head drew back and the hatch swung into place and spun into its grooves, tight.


  Derrick flexed his muscles gently, taking the strain on the sprung control wires that were now his limbs. He waited.


  “All clear, Derrick,” said Arnold’s voice. “Fire away.”


  “So long,” said Derrick. He cut in the automatic pilot controlling his descent.


  And the springs of his harness strained. The light of the space bay flickered and was gone. The greenish light of Uranus settled into the cabin of the louse. He relaxed again. Velocity of escape from this tiny, inmost moon was so low that no great acceleration was necessary.


  The automatic pilot was setting course for the O.P. down there, fifteen degrees of latitude north of the Equator, hidden by the darkness of night, in the second of the northern hemisphere belts, to meet it as it swung around in space, guided by the beam it had been set to transmit.


  He glanced at the mushroom-like landing tug ahead of him. The rockets around its rim were all firing steadily and already it was beginning to spin, gaining stability ready for the delayed fall into the incredible depths of the giant planet awaiting him.


  After reporting back to Arnold, he settled down to wait, his thoughts going ahead of him. This descent would be no different to the other infrequent maintenance descents to the working opencast—at least not until he was on the ridge of the mountains so many miles deeper than any man had ever been before.


  Slowly, as the hours passed, the mighty, greenish globe of Uranus swelled to meet him. The great moving belts of current, parallel to the equator, slowly spread out, ever widening, and the advancing tide of sunlight crept around the giant planet towards his point of contact. The extreme tilt of its axis was not readily apparent to him with only the blackness of space and the stars and the several moons as reference points.


  The swinging of the tug and louse, as the gravity pull of Uranus took over control of them, turned his world about. He watched the planet grow through the rear-pointing TV.


  With his heart-beats drumming in his ears and his muscles sagging and his entrails heavy against the pit of his stomach, he struggled to keep his consciousness. Uranus’s gravity was so very much greater than Earth’s. A giant planet. And he was accustomed to the relative non-gravitational field of the inmost moon—a mere pinhead when compared with its mighty captor.


  Adaptation was always an agony, a battle against the terrible sensation of weight. This time it seemed worse than the others.


  Sweat started from his skin, soaking into the thin, air-conditioned net of his clothing, steaming into the air of his globe, being drawn out, however, before it could condense on the transparency, by the moisture control.


  But, as always, sediment collected on his skin, irritating in spite of the cooling lotions with which he was automatically being sprayed.


  His skin crawled, and the itching took his mind off the gravity . . . And his body, left to itself, came to terms with the alien conditions in the same slow manner as the apparent planetary surface flattened out below him.


  While the louse sank into the first, thin breath of the atmosphere, the sound of the rockets braking above him screamed faintly. Ever deepening the sound presently growled. The stars faded from his view in the green opalescence. The jets thundered in the thickening atmosphere, beating down and around him.


  Earth’s hundred or so miles of atmosphere was the thinnest of planetary clothing by comparison with the muffling depths below him. The green gloom seemed to claim him. The tug straining above tending to lose its reality. The drag and turbulence of warring forces chilled his blood-starved nerves.


  In delayed fall, eight hundred miles through the atmosphere to the colossal ridge of the diamond-bearing mountain fold took time. The ultra-steel cable on which his life hung twanged and vibrated in the. rush of compressed gases.


  The ridge swung up towards him and he came out of his faintness, shocked—as on other, shallower descents into this frigid, storm-torn atmosphere—by the angle at which he fell.


  His muscles jerked and jumped as he righted the louse. Her flat shape and the current clamped her down on her tracks just as the tug automatically exploded down its anchors and reeled itself down to stand upon its central spike, to wait his return.


  He recovered slowly from the jolt. Radar fixed the direction of the O.P. He made tests, current speed and direction, pressure and the rest, to check the O.P. automatics. Arnold sounded as though trying not to be relieved to hear him after he breathed up his report through the throat microphone.


  To test the louse’s stability, he drove her forward a few yards. She seemed to undulate normally over the current-smoothed rock. He stopped and reported back up to Arnold.


  “It’s different being here,” he breathed, “with luck an hour should be all I’ll need.”


  “Good,” said Arnold’s firm voice. “Are you sure the magnetic counterpoises are easing the strain on your muscles?”


  Arnold always asked that. Electro-magnets, their pull automatically altering directly in relationship with the pull of gravity, eased the weight of the clips and controls fixed to his muscles. It was the nearest they could yet get to anti-gravity fields.


  Here on the surface of a giant planet, anything helped. Although he was further from the centre of gravity because of the lower average density of such planets, the weakness caused by his own weight was only just bearable.


  He cast off from the tug. The segments of the louse grated alarmingly because of their own weight as he drove her forward. Every few yards he halted to peer out at the rolling rock and to rest his trembling muscles.


  Current-gusts shuddered over the louse, but his confidence grew. TV tended to magnify the shadows of high-pressure turbulence; actually looking out into the racing green hell was, strangely enough, less frightening.


  He reached the sloping skirt of the O.P. It looked like a limpet seen below water; but the pressure of the atmospheric gases were greater than that of water. He thought of the remote-controlled louse that would be still sinking into the depths; but refused to let his mind dwell upon that.


  Tracking broadside to the current, he reached the blue clay edge and stopped. Actually looking at the sample through the wall of the globe was reassuring.


  On he pressed through the green depths. When debris began to shower around him and the skirt of the louse to lift as before, he pushed the nose down with an up-pointing jet and ground over the fragments filling the hole he could not clearly see.


  With solid rock beneath him, he pressed on, echo-sounding as he went. At this extra depth, all remote-controlled lice would have to be fitted with such jets to cut down wastage.


  A mile along the ridge from the O.P., the echoes showed a strata harder than rock, twenty feet below the surface.


  He tried to estimate its extent, forgetting the shuddering and swaying of the louse in his excitement. He reported back to Arnold triumphantly.


  “Good,” said Arnold. “We’ve got your position on the chart. Come on up and we’ll move the O.P. and blast down for a test sample with remotes.”


  “No.” Derrick rested in his straps. Fatigue was beginning to tell upon him. But he did not want to have to come down again for a second search. Maintenance trips later would be bad enough.


  He picked his spot in the lee of a rise, trundled forward to plant explosives, trundled back.


  The shock wave lifted the louse from the rock. Blinded, deafened, shaken, he fought her down again, trundled back. Debris and smoke were twirling away in the murk. He waited for them to clear and stared at the shallow, jagged holes he had torn. Three times he planted explosives and retreated to suffer the terrible concussion of pressurised gases. At last he felt he was deep enough—


  “Derrick!” Arnold’s voice ripped through his concentration. “Derrick, get back now. Meteorological reports that there’s a whirlpool eddying towards you.”


  “Not at this stage,” growled Derrick. “I’ll risk it. Maybe it’ll eddy away as it came.”


  “But—” Arnold sighed. “All right. It’s your life.”


  His life. Yes, it was his life. Down here he was something superhuman, a being to challenge the might of this alien world. He jolted down into the fuming crater. Rubble and dust was streaming over the lip, showering on the louse, battering on the ultra-steel segments.


  Trembling muscles forced him to wait. With the first signs of gaining strength he drove down into the bottom of the crater. Rock. Hard rock. He hammered down again and again with the sampling arm. Suddenly it slid down easily to its full extent. He operated the sampler.


  He withdrew it into the inspection chamber and peered at it with straining, bleared eyes. He blinked and stared again, and the blue clay sample filled his mind with triumph.


  Now they could be sure. He turned the louse and mounted the crater wall with the motor all out. Over the lip—


  The current lifted the louse. Swaying, clear of the crumpled, shifting rock left by his blasting, the louse rose into the heavy atmosphere. He pulled at the nose-jet control. The current struggled against its power. The louse began to be carried sideways.


  But now the nose dipped. The concussion of striking down knocked him silly. He hung dazedly in the harness, fighting the blackout that threatened to rob him of his senses.


  At length the red mist cleared from his sight. With sweat rolling off him, fatigue adding its weight to the crushing gravity, he came back to coherence.


  A gigantic shadow was lying across him. He looked up in awe. A colossal funnel of whirling turbulence was moving in small circles with ponderous slowness.


  Gasping, he realised that he was clear of the rock again. His relaxing muscles had allowed the nose-jet to lapse. He pulled it on again. The louse sank slowly, slowly—oh, so slowly.


  He thought of the comparative narrowness of the mountain range. How long had he been out of control? Those terrible depths. No time for any check of position. He doubted whether he would be able to see the needles of his instruments.


  He struck rock, bounced on the track springs and went skimming up at a fantastic angle with the blood bursting up into his head.


  This was it. Success—and failure. He almost laughed. So Uranus would claim him after all. But—not without a struggle. He levelled out with the rock below. Down he thrust again. The louse crashed against the smooth hard surface. Sounded as though her skin was punctured.


  Yes. Beneath his feet the billious gases were whistling in. He almost laughed. How one’s thoughts ran riot. Uranus had already claimed his feet and legs and arms.


  Pressure would be building up around his last stronghold—this globe. The poisonous gases swirled wildly up before his eyes. He noticed that the windscreen of the cabin was starred and cracked.


  Would the globe hold? Would it hold? There seemed nothing to do but wait for the result of this trial of strength. The fantastic column of turbulence that had beaten his attempts to touch down and stay down seemed almost upon him. But it would be further away than it seemed. Refraction of light down here made it seem to lean right over him, blotting out the glow from above.


  He could hear its tremendous roar—


  Helplessly he waited.


  And suddenly he knew that the roar was receding. He began to take stock. And at once amazement filled him. Whirlpool from the friction between the vast current belts or no, he seemed to have kept his position flat on the rock.


  He had lifted before . . . What had been the difference? He caught his breath. Of course. Before, the louse had had the buoyancy of the earth pressure gases within it—now, like a submerged submarine, its tanks were full. His weight must have increased enormously. That last crash had saved him.


  The trip back to the tug was steadier than the slow advance from it to the lode.


  He felt but for this anti-climax he would have failed to make it in his weakened condition. He gathered up the end of the ultra-steel cable in his harnessing magnet, felt it couple and relaxed. Now the automatics were taking over.


  The tug let go its hold upon the rock and rose slowly over him, drawing him after. He felt his last strength slip from him and passed into a state between waking and dreaming.


  It was over.


  He was waiting in the administration office when Arnold came back from meeting the arrivals from the ship. Munro seemed fatter than before, prosperous, sure of “himself. The formal earth clothes he and his two companions wore were like the trappings of another race.


  Derrick lifted his metal hand in greeting. “Glad to see you again, Munro.”


  Munro’s smooth face creased into a smile. “Good to see you, old man. Like old times.”


  Yes, thought Derrick, as the preliminary small talk ebbed and flowed, it was like old times. Munro was being diplomatic with his staff, preparing them for the shock of further demands upon them.


  “Well,” said Munro at last, as he set down his glass upon the sticky plate before him. “I expect you’ve guessed that I’ve not come out all this way just for a drink. I’ve wanted to come many times, of course—but as it happened I had to wait until I was sent.”


  Derrick smiled to himself. Now for it. He caught Arnold’s eye for a moment. It made them both feel good to be prepared. Poor Arnold. It was hard to wait, Derrick supposed. He would never forget how haggard his chief—his friend—had been as he had feverishly unfastened the harness within the globe without waiting for Derrick to speak.


  Arnold suddenly gripped the bar across his legs and sat up straight. “All right, Munro. I think this time we’ve forestalled you. We’ve got a new diamond strata ready for opening. It’s deeper in than the other, but it’s ten times the extent. Almost inexhaustible—It’ll take us years to work it out. And the wastage of remotes shouldn’t be any higher than in the old opencast. Derrick’s discovered a means of making them heavier. We’ll be atom-blasting to clear the rock away from it within a week—”


  “You have?” Munro turned to his two companions. “Do you hear that, gentlemen? Your task has been made that much easier. See what an example has been set for you to maintain!”


  “What?” breathed Derrick. His metal arm reached across the desk, gripping Munro’s plump wrist in its claw.


  Monro winced. “Steady on, old man.”


  “Sorry.” Derrick let go hurriedly. “What was that you said? What d’you mean?”


  “Grand news for you, old man.” His eyes almost disappeared in the plumpness of his comfortable face as he smiled at Arnold. “For you too. The Corporation has been scanning Saturn and you both are to be transferred there at twice the salary—”


  “Opencasting on Saturn!” gasped Arnold. “You don’t mean it?”


  “Of course. Saturn is very like Uranus in composition. The same forces have been at work there. We believe that the diamond strata is even thicker. It should be because of the superior size of the planet—”


  “My God!” said Arnold. He looked at Derrick with his mouth open.


  Derrick licked his lips. Well . . . it was true he was a freak in the presence of other men. He belonged where no man walked.


  As his eyes met Arnold’s, a slow smile lifted the corners of his mouth. Arnold’s eyes began to twinkle, too. They had been working for the benefit of the newcomers. The joke was on them.


  THE END


  THE FATAL THIRD


  Theodore L. Thomas


  Peace had had its fling in the 21 st century. Now was the time for violence . . . and rugged Third Officer Webster . . . and the miserable Uranians who knew not what they unloosed.


  HANFORD WEBSTER, third officer of the space ship Polaris, was afflicted with what would have been known in the twentieth century as a first class jinx. However, more about the jinx later. He wasn’t thinking about that right now where he was on duty standing his trick in the astrogation chamber. The fleet was nearing its destination—Uranus. And then it happened.


  One instant the ten-ship Earth fleet was streaking through space. The next moment nine of the ships broke up into small pieces, actually disintegrating there in his visi-plate before the bulging eyes of Mr. Webster. Twisted fragments of metal formed a cloud in space and began to fall in a gentle arc toward the planet Uranus some fifty thousand miles away. It was a hideous cloud, liberally sprinkled with frozen bits of human beings who had been the pride of the space fleet only a split second before.


  The tenth ship almost didn’t get away. It was flying lookout position four hundred miles behind and above the main fleet. Even so, it got a severe jolt—like smashing into a solid wall. If anybody except Third Officer Hanford Webster had been at the controls God only knew what would have happened.


  Third Webster saw the whole thing in the visi-plate just as his own ship gave a mighty lurch. A lesser man might have blacked out under the shock. But Webster kept his faculties. Almost automatically he kicked the Polaris in a wide circle away from the tiny ship that had put out from Uranus. And at the same time he started to check the damage.


  “First;” he called over the intercom. “First.”


  No answer.


  “Second,” he called.


  “Here,” came a weak answer. “What happened?”


  “I don’t know yet, but we’re the only ship left. Find the First and come up.”


  “Okay.”


  One after another Webster checked the crew. No one dead or even seriously hurt. Fourteen men had been knocked out. There were a few sprains and pulled tendons and at least one bruised soul. Even disaster seems to have a sense of humor. The Chief Machinist had been sitting in the head when the blow struck. They found him there helpless, thrust deep into the toilet, wildly cursing.


  The First arrived at the Control Room. The Polaris by this time was heading swiftly back to Earth.


  “Have you warned Earth?” asked the First.


  “Not yet,” said the Third, “I’ve just finished checking. We’re in good shape.”


  “I’ll tell them then,” said the First. “What a surprise this is going to be. It will upset everything.”


  And so the call went out to Earth. The Uranians had destroyed an Earth Fleet at 0622 Greenwich on April 13, 2072.


  Right after the Polaris grounded, its officers were summoned to appear before the World Court. All the officials were there. Every branch of science was well-represented.


  Third Officer Webster led off. He minutely described what he had seen. He explained how the Polaris had acted. But it had happened so fast that his description was sketchy. No one was able to figure out how’ the Uranians had done it. Webster’s best guess was:


  “It looked like the ships were yanked off their course and just broke up under the strain—like a strong magnetic field suddenly appeared in the middle of them. But that couldn’t be.”


  The others agreed. Scientists long ago had found that things like death rays and peculiar beams could never exist. It was, impossible to get enough energy in an extended beam to have any effect on any tiling.


  Several hypotheses were proposed and rapidly shattered. The question of what had done it reached a blank wall.


  But even more puzzling was the question of why. The Uranians were utterly incapable of bearing the malice necessary to start a war. They were as detached and unemotional as a rock.


  Again the Court got nowhere.


  Doctor Trant stood up.


  “I don’t think we can separate the two questions, how and why. So I recommend that we play back all the tapes we’ve made since we first contacted Uranus. Most of us know the whole story already, but with all of us listening together we might pick up something we’ve missed.”


  IT WAS a good idea. The Court decided to start the recital the following day in the Great Auditorium; it would take until then to get everything organized. In the meantime the scanners continued to watch Uranus for signs of any hostile move.


  That night the Spacemen’s Bar was unusually crowded. It was mostly due to the Uranus situation, but not entirely. Tided Officer Hanford Webster had been a Third Officer for six months now. He was due to pop again anytime and get busted. And when he did the Spacemen didn’t want to miss it.


  Han Webster was a monster of a man, huge and ugly. He had a face like a bottle of warts topped with a great shock of brown hair. He stood six feet seven, barefoot, and weighed in at two-hundred and sixty-three pounds, plus or minus five. Yet there wasn’t an ounce of fat on him. He had hands like two bales of hay and legs that were as big as most men’s waist. Despite his bulk he moved like a cat; he was beautifully coordinated.


  None of those that knew him ever realized he was ugly. His quick laugh and ready friendliness seemed to change his warty complexion into one of peaches and cream. He was probably the most popular man in the whole select group of Spacemen. There was only one thing wrong with him; he never took the trouble to avoid trouble.


  Webster rose quickly through the ranks once he got out of Space School. His mind was as alert as his body so he outdistanced all his peers; the seniority system of promotion had long since been outmoded. A man rose on his own merits.


  Webster had been a Third Officer only three months when he ran into his first little difficulty. He was strolling down the center of the street when a parade headed by a band started coming the other way. A burly Space Patrolman kept just ahead of the band clearing the way. When he saw Webster he called out:


  “Out of the way, Third.”


  Somehow that didn’t set right with Webster, so he just stopped and looked at the Patrolman. The Patrolman got annoyed and made a fatal mistake. He laid his hands on Webster. The next instant he sailed through the air and landed at the feet of the crowd that was beginning to form at the curb.


  Webster started to leave but by that time the Drum Major was up to him. The Drum Major didn’t think Webster was moving fast enough so he gave him a little shove. Then things began to happen.


  An assessment of the damages later showed mat in the battle of Webster versus the Band, Webster was the victor. It took a hack saw to get the trombone player out of the wrappings of his trombone. Several other players were wearing their instruments too. And Third Officer Webster became Sixth Officer Webster.


  But you can’t keep a good man down. In three months he was up again.


  The second incident wasn’t his fault, at all. He was leaving the Post Delicatessen one night after buying cold cuts. As he approached his runabout he saw someone fiddling with the controls, apparently about to drive off in it. With a roar he heaved his package at the dimly-seen figure. The package burst open from the jet-like power of his huge hand and various objects sped toward the intruder like a charge of buckshot. One of them found its mark. But Webster wasn’t so proud of his aim a moment later when he pounced on the man. Webster had conked himself an Admiral. The Admiral struggled groggily to his feet. He had been hit squarely in the mouth with three feet of whistling liverwurst. It took the medics two days to make the Admiral a new set of teeth. But it only took the Board fifteen minutes to make Webster a Fifth.


  It was along about then that Webster’s friends began kidding him about never getting beyond Third. He didn’t mind—not too much. And the next time he got up to Third he kept an eye on himself. So did half the Fleet. But it didn’t do any good.


  He was standing at the bar one night chatting with a few friends. He’d had a couple of drinks, but nothing much. None of the Spacemen drank much. Anyhow a group of eleven men gathered behind him and began needling him. He good-naturedly parried their remarks for awhile. Then one of them called him a cave man.


  Webster’s great hands were resting on the bar. His muscles tightened. He spun around and charged right through his tormentors. Since he happened to be carrying the top of the bar at the time, the fight ended right there. But the Board took a dim view of a man that destroyed property. So Webster was reduced to Seventh.


  There was no doubt about it. There was a jinx riding on tine Third Officership as far as Webster was concerned. He couldn’t overcome it. Everytime he got there those two drag-buckets he used for hands would push him back. And there was no way to overcome it. He was living in the wrong kind of world.


  WEBSTER was a man built for violent action. If he could have joined Count Raymond IV on the First Crusade the other eight probably wouldn’t have been necessary. Or if he could have stood with the Housecarles at Hastings that October day in 1066, Harold would have been king of England, not William. Webster should have lived in the days when a brilliant man with a powerful body could carve himself out an empire if he wanted to.


  But he didn’t. Instead he lived in a world that hadn’t seen a war in over a hundred years. Violence was dead. Even sports calling for physical contact had vanished. Weapons were unknown except in museums. The only competition to be found anywhere was in such sports as track or swimming or tumbling. Webster excelled in those but it wasn’t enough. Something deep in his nature called for more. And unfortunately the call always seemed to come when Webster’s superiors were considering moving him from a Third to a Second. But after surveying the wreckage they always changed their minds and moved him the other way. Webster was a man born a thousand years too late, and the only place he could even begin to use his talents was with the Space Fleet. He was almost happy there.


  The whole Fleet was rooting for him when he got his Third for the fourth time. The seventeen-hundred men that manned Earth’s seventeen space ships were all behind Webster to help him over the fatal barrier. Even those that bore the scars of his violence were all for him. He was too good a man to dislike.


  But Webster’s problem shrank to almost nothing after the disaster that destroyed over half the Space Fleet and killed nine hundred of the world’s finest men. The Spacemen were in a murderous mood. All of them had lost good friends. They were a closely-knit body and there wasn’t a man left among them that wasn’t ready to blast Uranus right out of the system.


  Bur with what? There was no such tiling as a war weapon any more. Of course it would be possible to assemble one of the old lithium-hydride bombs, but there didn’t seem to be any chance of getting close enough to Uranus to do any good—not with the new weapon the Uranians had. There was nothing to do but wait and see what turned up at the Court tomorrow. So the Spacemen milled around the Spacemen’s Bar that night, grumbling and restless and keeping half an eye on Webster.


  THE recital started early. The auditorium was packed. Many of those there had been on Uranus and knew what the Uranians were like. The recital was old stuff to them. They heard how the rocket ships had successively explored Venus, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn and found them all lifeless, even sporeless. They heard how the ships approached Uranus with no lively hope of finding anything worth while—of everyone’s surprise to discover an advanced civilization flourishing there. They heard the transcribed voice describe what the Uranians looked like:


  “. . . about a hundred and fifty centimeters tall. They have three legs and three arms each composed of three segments of massive bone surrounded by a heavy layer of fat and leatherlike skin. Each limb terminates in a small prehensile finger. The body measures forty-five centimeters in diameter on the average. The top portion of the body has three eyes, three nostrils, and two mouths. One mouth is used for water, the other for food. In appearance, the Uranians seem outlandish to Earthly eyes. They walk . . .”


  The experienced men smiled. Outlandish, he says. They looked like a three-armed watermelon sitting upright on a three-legged stool. A man could drive himself nuts trying to keep track of how they walked. Two feet were always on the ground, the third one moving forward. Each foot took its own turn. The end result was that each Uranian seemed to have dozens of feet when he was in motion. And he could change direction with the startling suddenness of an ant. His body wouldn’t turn at all; he’d just suddenly begin moving off at a tangent.


  “. . . no language as we know it. They communicate with one another in short bursts of sound which verge on the supersonic. We understand their speech only by means of instruments which graph the duration and pitch of the sounds they make. As a consequence our intercourse with them is limited. We have been able . . .”


  Frank Wadden smiled to himself, remembering the endless hours on Uranus trying to make sense out of the shrill bleats of the Uranians. Wadden’s Group Leader had been the man that finally found the key. Like all keys, it had been simple. The shrill bleats were a code. Each bleat of a certain pitch and duration conveyed a concept, a word picture, in much the same way that the Chinese language did. But the human voice couldn’t reach the high range where the Uranians conversed, so sound machines had to be used. And they were far from satisfactory.


  “. . . disease among them for fifty thousand years. They now do very little medical research since, in the absence of disease, none is required. Those suffering from organic malfunctions are either cured by surgery or exterminated. There is no question but that their medical skill is of a very high order. They have arrived at a point which we will probably never be . . .” Doctor Trask snorted. Yeah, they were great doctors all right. No wonder. With no animals to experiment on they simply used each other. When a Uranian doctor needed a guinea pig he merely stepped outside his laboratory and snagged the first passerby. And many of their diseases in the old days had been wiped out by killing off all the victims. Medical students learned anatomy by cutting open their fellow-citizens alive. New foods and liquids were tested by observing the reactions of those who swallowed them. Yes, sir. Their medical skill was of a very high order.


  “. . . only possible because their nervous system does not register pain. In fact, their nervous system is such that they are completely emotionless. There is no possibility for a Uranian to feel any of the Earthly emotions such as love, hate, rage, or pride. They approach the status of vegetation in that respect. They . . .”


  That was something that had always puzzled Johnson. He couldn’t understand how it was possible for a reasoning creature to be such a cold fish. He remembered the day he had landed the Vaga. Just before the ship settled to the surface three Uranians had blithely strolled into the rocket’s blast and fried themselves. Johnson had been horror-struck. But it didn’t bother the other Uranians in the vicinity. They calmly disposed of their countrymen’s cinders as though they were throwing away a burned-out match. They were completely disinterested in the whole incident.


  BOLTON, too, had faced that disinterestedness, but from a different angle. Bolton had been with the Group that tried to find out if the Uranians had wanted anything that the Earth could supply. He had tried to show the Uranians something about Earth foods and Earth science. But the Uranians weren’t interested. Often right in the middle of a difficult conversation the Uranian would just up and walk off.


  It wasn’t that he was annoyed. He wasn’t capable of being annoyed. It was just that he’d thought of something better to do. It was frustrating as hell.


  “. . . science as advanced as our own along a few narrow channels. Their rocket fuel is very similar to our Ozonile but they have never used it to explore anything outside their planet. Their IR scanners too are strikingly similar to ours. In the discovery of the Kant Alloy though they have surpassed us. A pellet made out of this alloy will attain a high velocity when it is immersed in a magnetic field. The velocity has been known to reach the same velocity as our space ships, namely one-ninth the speed of light. Unfortunately only a very small pellet can be accelerated in this manner.


  “Temperature plays a very important role here. The Kant Alloy will not accelerate except under the extremely frigid conditions as they exist on Uranus or in space. Our latest information shows that the Uranians have been making attempts to increase the velocity of the pellets. Our magnetic shields will still protect our men and ships, however, no matter how fast the pellets travel. We need not worry about future carelessness from the way the Uranians use the Kant Alloy. They . . .”


  Grizzled, gray-haired, Don Hedge closed his eyes. He had been aboard the Altair the time the Uranians got careless with the Kant pellet. He’d never forget it. He had been standing by the fuel pumps as the Altair prepared to land on Uranus. Suddenly the whole ship reeled from a tremendous blow. Concussion stretched out half the crew. The scream of escaping air filled the ship. Only the quick action of two crew members saved them from asphyxiation. Everybody aboard thought they’d been hit with a tiny meteor. But as soon as they got down to Uranus several Uranians came over and began taking measurements of the two holes in the Altair. It was so unusual for them to take an interest in Earth ships that the crew got suspicious. A few laborious questions brought it out. Oh, sure. The Uranians were conducting a little experiment—had to find out what the little pellet did to an Earth ship. There was a stunned moment’s hesitation; then the Earth crew jumped them.


  That fight brought two factors to light. One; a Uranian would fight when he was personally attacked by a foreigner. Two; a Uranian was just about the equal of an Earthmen encased in a space suit. Don Hedge remembered that fight proudly. He’d done well for a young fellow in spite of the difficulty of coping with three arms. He would really have fixed his Uranian if Jones hadn’t stepped in with that spanner wrench.


  The Uranians forgot about the fight as soon as it was over. They didn’t hold a grudge; they felt no malice. But every Earth ship and every space suit was modified to carry a gentle magnetic field over its entire surface. And there was never any more trouble with the Uranians and their scientific experiments.


  The recital droned on.


  THIRD WEBSTER stirred restlessly, not listening. Somewhere here lay the answer. Somewhere mixed up in the Kant Alloy and magnetic fields lay the solution they were all looking for. It couldn’t be a ray; science had shown that to be impossible. Or had it? The Uranians were good along certain lines. It would be just like them to pop up with the impossible.


  The recital ended toward evening. Immediately Ashdown’s clean deep voice cut in:


  “ ’Gentlemen. One thing seems obvious. Whatever it is they’ve discovered, they are only testing it out. They are not trying to destroy us. If that’s the case we need only wait until they get enough data, then it will be safe to go near them. It might be safe now. We could send a remote-controlled gig from one of our ships to see if they down it.”


  The argument started. Some wanted to send bombs. Others wanted to wait and see what happened. But a majority wanted to follow Ashdown’s suggestion even though it might mean the loss of one of the eight remaining ships. A vote was taken. Ashdown won.


  At reveille the next morning volunteers were called for from among the Spacemen. Every man was ready. So the Board sat down to pick the crew.


  Admiral Cantwell was to go as First Officer. There was some discussion about the Second but he was soon picked. When came to Third the Board didn’t even have to think. Webster. But as his name was being written down one of the Board remembered something. He leaned forward and hesitantly asked Admiral Cantwell:


  “Is Webster all right with you, Admiral?”


  “Of course. Why not? He’s the best we’ve got.”


  “I know, but—well. You and he had a run-in so . . .”


  “That’s done with,” said the Admiral. “I shouldn’t have been handling his runabout anyhow.” He stopped a moment, then went on. “You know. We could clean up this whole situation if we could only get Webster down on Uranian soil, say right in the middle of Central City. Damn. Can you imagine what would happen?” He fingered his mouth reminiscently.


  The others tried to imagine it, and couldn’t. So they got back to work listing the crew.


  At dawn the Sirius took off. A hundred thousand miles short of Uranus she swung into an orbit around the planet. That was close enough.


  Two hours later the remote-controlled gig was ready. All hands watched it flash away from the mother ship, gathering speed every millisecond, set on a course that would carry it within fifty miles of the rim of Uranus.


  Webster sat tensely at a visi-scope in the Sirius. Maybe he’d see something that would crystalize the formless thought within him. More than ever he felt he had the answer right at his fingertips. But he couldn’t drag it out.


  He saw a Uranian ship rise to meet the gig. The two drew closer together. And when they were about ten-thousand miles apart the gig suddenly crumbled. There was no explosion, no sign of a ray, nothing. The gig just broke into little pieces.


  An audible gasp went up from the crew of the Sirius.


  Webster heard the Admiral and the Second talking behind him.


  “I didn’t see a thing. Did you?”


  “No, sir.”


  “How about you, Webster?”


  “No, sir,” said Webster, turning around. “But they’re getting something across. There’s got to be something there.”


  “Yes, but even our spectroscopes didn’t show anything. I don’t know. This beats me.” He shook his head. “Radio Earth and tell them about it.”


  Webster did so. He handed Earth’s answer to Admiral Cantwell. He grunted when he read it.


  “Return to Earth, huh. This has been some mission. Well, we’ve got to obey it. Take her home.”


  Webster gave a last try for the answer. His mighty body was rigid with the tension he was under. But it wouldn’t come. He was beaten. He gave a big sigh and sat back and relaxed as the Sirius swung around toward Earth.


  Then it hit him. He had it. He leaped up with a yell that shook the panelboards. The Admiral and Second jumped a foot in the air looking wildly around.


  “I know how to get through,” shouted Webster. “Admiral,” he calmed down a little, “Let me have the other gig. I’ll take it down. I can get through. I know . . .” He broke off and headed for the door.


  “Come back here,” roared the Admiral. “Dammit, man, you scared ten years off me. Settle down now. Tell me what’s this all about?”


  Everybody calmed down.


  “I THINK I know how they do it,” said Webster. “IF you’ll let me take the gig I can soon find out without risking the Sirius.”


  “You’re crazy,” broke in the Second. “Try it with a remote-controlled gig. It’ll only take a few hours to rig it. There’s no sense in your going.”


  Webster ignored him.


  “May I try it, sir?”


  The Admiral was silent, looking at the towering figure of Webster. He spoke softly, half to himself:


  “It’s a helluva world when a man can’t risk his own neck trying out some fool idea.” Then louder. “No. I can’t let you. Tell us about it first so I can see if it’s any good.”


  Webster shook his head.


  “I’ll tell you about it over the radio, sir. Then you can follow me in the Sirius. That is—if I’m right. If I’m not, it won’t matter.”


  “In that case, forget it,” said the Admiral. “I’m not going to have you torn to shreds.”


  Webster started to protest, but the Admiral cut him off.


  “No. That’s final.”


  Webster strode out mad enough to spit. He pulled up in front of a bulkhead, raised a mighty fist—and stopped. He didn’t even give a second thought to the idea that crashed into his mind. He lit out down the passageway.


  Ten minutes later the second gig took off, with Third Webster at the controls.


  In the first few seconds Webster had a horrible thought. Suppose the Uranians now had enough data. Suppose their experiments were over and he just flew in, and they didn’t even try to knock him down.


  He switched on the visi-scope and radio. No. The Uranian ship was turning around and coming to meet him. Good. He reached for the throttle and cut off his rockets. The Admiral’s voice came over the radio:


  “Webster, you’ll get thrown out for this. Come back here. And for God’s sake don’t slow down like that. You’re a sitting duck for them.”


  Webster cut in his forward rockets to slow himself even more. He turned on the magnetic shield and then spoke to Admiral Cantwell.


  “That’s the idea, Admiral. All the ships that have been knocked down have been travelling at full speed. And that’s what’s done it.”


  He kept his eye on the Uranian ship. It was almost within range. He went on.


  “We knew the Uranians were trying to increase the velocity of the Kant pellets. Well, I figure they’ve done it.”


  “But they still can’t get them through the magnetic shield,” said the Admiral, his tone growing less stern.


  It was almost time. Webster’s speed was down to five thousand miles an hour.


  “They don’t have to get them through the shield,” answered Webster. “I figure the pellets now move at close to the speed of light. So when one of them passes close by our ships going the opposite direction under full power it sets up—”


  The gig gave a slight lurch. That was all, just a slight lurch.


  “See?” shouted Webster. “They can’t knock me down when I’m going slow. The relative velocity isn’t great enough.”


  The Admiral’s voice took on a new note. “I think I see what you’re driving at. Mass goes up with velocity.”


  “Right.”


  The gig gave another small lurch. Webster laughed and went on.


  “The relative velocity between the ship and the pellet is probably only a few octillionths short of the velocity of light. So somewhere in the pellet-ship system a huge mass momentarily appears. It’s enough to tear the ship apart. And our own high velocity has been what made it possible. They don’t even try to hit us; they just try to come within some minimum distance.” Silence from the Sirius. Then.


  “Well done, Webster. Well done. Go on in. We’ll follow. You’ve got about a twenty-minute start on us so we’ll meet you in Central City.” He stopped, then went on: “I owe you something for that runabout incident I guess, so I’ll overlook this disobedience. Besides, if you’re ever going to get beyond Third somebody is going to have to overlook something. This’ll do it. Good luck, man.”


  Just before Webster clicked off the radio he overheard the Admiral say to the Second: “The Uranians have one thing to be thankful for. They don’t have any teeth.” Webster grinned and happily pulled on his space suit. The jinx was broken. Second Officer Webster coming up. There was nothing but Uranians ahead of him. And just wait till he got his hands on them.


  THE LAST PLUNGE


  S.J. Sackett


  Granting the need for money, a man will do any dangerous job that comes along; Borgmann was such a man; air lion diving off Uranus—the job!


  WHEN you are only about ninety degrees from absolute zero, it is not hot, despite the fact that the sun is shining down on you twenty-four hours a day. The answer to this riddle is that you are on Uranus, in the arctic circle, where the sun is a bright star almost directly overhead. And what are you doing on Uranus? You need the money.


  Nils Borgmann, however, was sweating. And the reason was that the heating unit on his space suit, like the heating units on almost all space suits, was not functioning properly. The breathing mechanism was in good shape, however, and the oxygenerator on the raft pumped in fresh air in satisfying amounts.


  Nils needed money badly, for he had a wife and seven children. So he said, “Let me down a little “farther. For he saw a big, white shape dimly through the murk—an air lion.


  Up on the raft, where they heard the message, the drum went round and paid out another twenty feet of the cable by which Nils Borgmann was suspended in the Uranian atmosphere. Borgmann took aim and fired.


  The shape kept moving. An air lion’s hide is so tough that you have to hit it right under the ribs or through the eye in order to kill it, and Nils could not see that one clearly enough, despite the headlamp on his helmet.


  “Get it?” came the voice in his earphones.


  “I’ll tell you when I’ve got one,” Nils said.


  “We’re sending down Petrone.”


  “How about running the harpoon down to where I am?”


  “Okay, Nils. Sorry,” the voice said.


  The radio was very comforting to Nils Borgmann. Through it he felt close to the surface, as if he had friends ready to help him at any moment. It made him forget the real dangers of his situation.


  Nils saw the harpoon come jerking down into his reach. He grabbed it with his left hand, then held out his right for another shot at the air lion.


  “Take it easy,” Petrone’s voice came into his eardrums. “Don’t get me with that thing.”


  “Can you see it? It’s getting away from me.”


  “I think so,” Petrone said. “I think it’s coming my way.”


  “Oh,” Nils said. That was one more bonus he wouldn’t get. He looked around, hoping to sight another lion.


  The sound of a muffled report came in over Nil’s earphones. Then Petrone swore in Italian. Nils always had to laugh because Petrone would never swear in English.


  And then the white shape came looming through the murkiness right at Nils’s pistol. He could even see the animal’s eye, whereas usually you were lucky if you could distinguish the head. He raised his gun and fired and had the satisfaction of seeing the lion flounder and thrash and finally subside, floating aimlessly in the air.


  “Got it,” Nils said, grinning. That was another bonus, and each time Nils got a bonus, one of his kids had enough money to get through college. He threw the harpoon and snagged the beast just behind it’s right foreflipper. Pulling in the harpoon cable, he made certain that the weapon was firmly embedded in the lion’s flesh.


  “Pull away,” he said.


  “We think you’d better come up, too,” they said on the raft.


  “Okay,” Nils said. There was only one more child to earn an education for, and then he was going to quit.


  He and the dead lion were pulled up through the atmosphere slowly and gently, but side by side, so that he could look closely at the beast he had killed.


  EVOLUTION had been kind to the air lion of Uranus. To the only animal inhabitant of a planet whose surface temperature is -180 degrees Centigrade, Evolution had granted the thickest fur coat of any animal known to man and a cold-blooded circulatory system. To the inhabitant of a planet whose atmosphere is mostly hydrogen and methane, Evolution had given a complicated respiratory apparatus that breathed in hydrogen and exhaled hydrogen sulfide. To retain the balance of Uranian chemistry, Evolution had provided a brittle, yellow, rootless plant-life that inhaled hydrogen sulfide and exhaled hydrogen. To the inhabitant of a planet where most of the atmosphere was in a liquid state, Evolution had seen to it that the air lion was perfectly capable of living entirely in a liquid environment: a thick skin and heavy bone structure enabled the air lion to withstand the heavy pressures of the Uranian depths, gills made it possible for him to breathe liquids, and his powerful flippers made him the strongest swimmer in the solar system.


  One would say that a bountiful Providence had been good to the air lion. Granted the inconveniences of its environment, certainly the air lion was efficiently equipped by Nature to live on its home planet. But Providence also provided the air lion with a natural enemy which bade fair to exterminate the species. And that enemy was women—the same women (or rather, their descendants) who caused the extermination of the egret. Women on Earth had taken a fancy to air lion coats; and, despite the high cost of these coats (between forty and fifty thousand dollars), the number of air lions was decreasing more rapidly than any species could withstand.


  To begin with, air lions were limited to the “northern” hemisphere of Uranus. Uranus is a topsy-turvey planet, tipped on its axis and rolling around the sun in the plane of its equator. The “northern” hemisphere, then, is that side of the planet which is always turned toward the sun—for which the sun is the pole star. This restriction on the area in which air lions may thrive imposed a natural limitation on the number of animals which there were in the first place. The demand for air lion pelts—despite the fact that the beasts were so large that an entire coat might be made from one of them—caused a dangerous depletion.


  NIL’S helmet broke atmosphere, and then hands were grappling him, helping him up the ladder, and pulling him aboard the “raft.” The raft actually was a well constructed metal vessel; but, as it did not need a powerful engine, its motor was so weak that it hardly counted. Its gunwales rose only a few feet out of the air.


  Nils, as usual, fell to the deck with a clatter. One of the spacesuited men on the raft knelt down to look at him. “Hi, Borgmann,” the man said. “Congratulations,” His name was Kerr.


  Nils smiled. Yes, it was worth congratulations. He was now only one lion—only one bonus—away from his goal, and then he could quit. And he’d be glad to quit. Dangling by a cable in liquid atmosphere is not safe work, and Borgmann was getting old for that kind of thing.


  Another man squatted down and said, “Yeah, Nils. Happy birthday.”


  Birthday! Nils had forgotten all about it. That was right—he was thirty-five today. Realizing that he must have looked puzzled, he laughed. “It slipped my mind completely,” he explained. “When you’re on another planet, Earth dates get all mixed up.”


  Kerr said, “The captain’s ordered you aloft for a physical checkup. It came over the radio while you were down.”


  Nils Borgmann stopped laughing. That could mean he’d never get a chance to make another plunge, never have another crack at an air lion, never collect that seventh bonus. They’d rotate him, put him on the mother ship and fill in on the raft with a substitute.


  Nils clambered to his feet, helped by Kerr and the other man, and walked over to take a look at the air lion he had just killed. It was a good, big beast, its fur still that faint yellowish color that was bleached out on Earth. It looked something like a walrus, but without any tusks.


  “Just one more,” Nils said, “and I’m going to quit. I’ve got thirty thousand dollars in bonuses, on top of my pay.”


  Kerr said, “That’s almost enough to buy your wife an air lion coat. That’d be a nice present, so that you could be reminded of your happy days on Uranus every time she wore it.”


  Nils laughed and said, “Go to hell.” He was feeling pretty good again. Kerr always perked him up. After all, a physical examination might be just routine; they might find out that he could go on hunting air lions for five more years if he wanted to.


  The scout came soaring over the horizon; but no one could hear it in the airlessness. Somebody saw it and said, “Here comes Erskine!” and everybody turned to watch. The scout was a gaudy red and came in low over the surface of the atmosphere. It put out its pontoons and came to a landing near the raft. Then it taxied over slowly, its jets running at their lowest speed. When it got very close it cut its motors and men in clumsy space suits grappled it and made it fast with ropes.


  Erskine hopped out of the scout. You could tell who it was from the cocky stride and the colorfully decorated suit, which he spent hours in painting and shining. “Who’s Nils Borgmann?” he asked. “The lucky man gets a trip upstairs for tonight. You scow jockeys will have to sleep out in the cold again.”


  Actually, the raftsmen lived in an air-filled bubble in the center of the raft which was comfortable and warm. But it was a standing joke that the men “upstairs.” in the ship that wheeled idly in its orbit around Uranus, slept in feather beds every night with all the comforts of home except women—and some rumors even gave them that advantage.


  “Here I am,” Borgmann said.


  “Let’s go,” Erskine said. “This smell offends my nostrils. I just don’t know how you guys stand it down here.”


  Somebody guffawed, and somebody else began singing, “Swing low, sweet chariot, comin’ for to carry me home . . .”


  BORGMANN walked to Erskine’s side and let the scout pilot boost him into the cabin. “So long, suckers,” Erskine said as he climbed into the scout and clanged the door shut behind him. He pressed a button which cleared out the faint traces of Uranian atmosphere in the cabin and pumped in an Earth-type mixture. Then he unscrewed his helmet and grinned at Nils, who by then was struggling with his own. “I hear you got your sixth one today,” he said, starting up the jets.


  “That’s right,” Nils answered selfconsciously.


  “Well, that’s good. There aren’t many men with six lions to their credit.” He took off, and Nils could feel the scout rising, heading out into space.


  Erskine was busy with his navigation, and Nils was glad that there was little time for conversation. He leaned back and dosed his eyes. He was always tired after a plunge. But sleep would not come, and he roused himself and peered out of the porthole.


  By this time the raft had dwindled to a speck on the vast, featureless surface, and the scout had climbed hill above it. The sky was black, even though it was a region of eternal day. On the raft, far below, little sparkles of light moved in a random dance—the headlamps of the men.


  But out and away the scout moved until the horizon lay between it and the raft. High and higher it went until the planet was a smooth, gray ball beneath and behind it. And then, out of the black daylight sky, a pattern of red and green lights seemed to take shape above them and ahead. It was Proserpine, their ship.


  The scout and the ship fell toward each other at tremendous speeds: the ship loomed huge, like a great silver cigar, then like a curved wall, then like a metal hand someone was holding up just outside the portholes so that you could not see out. It seemed to Nils that it was inevitable that they crash. Erskine flipped the ship over, but there was no discomfort because neither he nor Nils had any weight to be displaced. And then Nils saw him flip the toggle that turned on the scout’s magnetic grapple. There was a scrape and a jarring bump that sent Nils floating out into weightlessness. And the scout had arrived home.


  The scout was swung into the ship by powerful motors, and after the ringing of the bell which signified that the scout’s berth was filled with air, the two men emerged from the small craft and went into the ship. Captain Davis was there to greet them. “Good trip,” he told Erskine. “Borgmann, I’ll bet you’re happy to get aboard ship again.” He shook hands vigorously. “We have a good hot dinner waiting for you, and then a bath and a soft bed. You’ll see Dr. Carpenter in the morning.”


  And, after months on the raft, life on board Proserpine was a luxury. The food was good; even though it, like that on the raft, came from cans, it was prepared with more artistry. There were no facilities for bathing on the raft, and the streaming water of the shower and rich suds of the soap was a real sensuous delight. And the beds—well, the bunks on the raft were good, but there was something about the beds on the ship that were so eminently sleepable that Nils dropped off immediately, not even thinking about the physical examination.


  IT was the first thing he thought of, however, when he woke up in the morning. And he was worried. It seemed, today, very real and inescapable; last night the idea had been so new that he had not really been fully aware of what it might mean.


  And immediately after breakfast he was subjected to it. The doctor was thorough; Nils had to give him credit for that. And at the end, he said, “Well, Borgmann, it looks like a vacation for you.” Nils had been dreading those words so much that they were really not much of a surprise to him. But still there was a dejection that he could not overcome. He said, “What are the chances of my getting one more lion before I have to quit?”


  The doctor was surprised. “Generally the men are glad enough to get off Uranus. We’ll have enough trouble getting one of Proserpine’s crewmen to go down there and take your place.”


  “I know,” Nils said, “but with me it’s different. I want one more chance at a lion.”


  “Well,” the doctor said, “you’ll have to take that up with Captain Davis. But, my recommendation is that you stay up here on Proserpine until we go home.”


  And so Nils took up the matter with Captain Davis. The captain was also surprised. “I can’t understand it, Nils. You have thirty thousand dollars in bonuses already, on top of your salary of six thousand for the year. Why do you want to go down again and take all those chances?”


  Nils was not a man for making speeches, but he did his best to explain to the Captain that he had seven children, and it took one air lion to get each of them a college education. He had one child unprovided for, little Siegfried, and he didn’t want to quit until he had taken care of them all.


  “Well, that’s very commendable, Nils, and I can appreciate your point. But why are you so certain that it will take exactly five thousand dollars to get each one through college? There are state universities, you know, and they aren’t very expensive. And if they ran short, they could make their own way for part of the time, you know. Why don’t you just divide the money you have now among the seven kids?”


  “I can see I’m not explaining this so good,” Nils said. But they’re my kids, Captain, and I want to do it right for each of them in my own way.” The image of Eric—the oldest and his favorite—came into his mind, and his eyes grew warm and moist.


  “Yes, I understand that, Nils, but—”


  “No, Sir, you don’t understand.


  I have a dream, and I’m just about to have it come true. You can’t make me stop short now and change the dream.” He wanted to go on, but the words would not come to him.


  “Well,” Captain Davis said, more seriously now, “maybe you are right.” He nodded, soberly. “Nils, you’ve been on Uranus about six Earth months, now. The doctor says you shouldn’t take even one more plunge. It’s hard work, and it’s a strain, and you’re wearing out. You’re wearing out gradually—but still faster, much faster, than a man would on Earth, no matter what he did. But this isn’t something that just happened yesterday, Nils; it’s been going on since you got here. You were lucky we let you sign on, close as you were to the age limit. Who can say when you finally crossed the danger line? Maybe a month, maybe two months ago. You’ve been on borrowed time since then, whenever it was. You shouldn’t have taken that plunge yesterday, or perhaps the last fifty plunges. Do you realize that?”


  “I guess so.”


  “And we’re doing you a favor. Instead of gambling with your life, you can knock off now, take your thirty thousand dollars, and call yourself the winner.”


  “Captain, I don’t care what you say. It’s my dream, and I want to get that seventh lion.”


  “Nils, you’re a stubborn cuss. All right. But the minute you get that lion on your harpoon, we’re hauling you up.”


  Nils grinned happily. “That’s a deal,” he said.


  And so Erskine took Nils back down to the raft.


  ON Uranus there is no sense trying to make a man adapt to any of the natural divisions of time there, such as the rotation of the moons or the position of the sun; and as long as man is attuned to the artificial twenty-four hour day anyway, that is the most convenient unit of time. You have sixteen hours to yourself, for whatever you want to do—sleeping, reading, playing the visitapes, or anything else that strikes your fancy in the limited space of the air bubble, half of which is always dark and the other half always light.


  But the other eight hours belong to the company. For six of them you man the pumps or the radio equipment or the cable drum while the other men plunge, and you make your plunges in the other two.


  When Nils went on duty that day, he was on the radio, and Kerr was down below. The optimism he had felt after his talk with the captain was dissipated. He realized that, after all, the air lions were a disappearing species. He had been here hunting them for six months and had bagged only six. One a month—yet that was the best record of any of the men. And here he was, expecting to get his seventh in the next day or so.


  Kerr was calling for more cable. Nils reassured him absently and signaled the crew at the drum.


  The hunter said, “What’s the matter, Nils? You don’t sound happy.”


  Nils said into the microphone, “Don’t worry about me. You watch out for those lions.”


  He glanced at his watch. He had been on duty now only twenty minutes. An hour and forty minutes to go before his plunge. Usually you took it first, in order to be in your best condition, rested and untired. But, because Nils had got out of order owing to his trip upstairs, he had to take his plunge after he had already been on duty for two hours.


  That was bad. He would be just a little tired. He wouldn’t be quite in the right condition. His responses would be just a shade off. The work would be just that much more dangerous.


  And then he thought, What if I don’t get back? What if it’s my last plunge? What if I don’t get that air lion? What if I die down there, Siegfried unprovided for?


  Kerr’s voice sounded: “I think I see one.”


  “Need anything?” Nils asked.


  “Not so far. But I think there’s something moving down there.”


  “Good luck,” Nils said. But his voice was empty. He was thinking of himself. There were so many things that might happen to him down there, and he had only now begun to think of them.


  AN air lion was a big creature.


  If one charged you, it could rip you right away from any one or all three of the vital strands that connected you with the surface—cable, air hose, or radio wire. Actually, the loss of the radio wire was nothing. When there was a total deadness in his earphones, the radioman signaled frantically and the diver was hauled up. But loss of either of the other two was fatal. If your air hose was cut, you died right away, not of lack of oxygen but of the liquid methane and ammonium that got into your breathing apparatus. If your cable was torn loose, there was a faint chance. You hung on, if you could, until the old cable could be taken off the drum and a new one put on. Then they sent it down and the other diver snapped it to your suit. But the air hose alone might not be capable of sustaining the heavy suit—and if it gave way before the new cable was attached, you were dead.


  “There’s one!” Kerr’s voice was excited in his earphones. “I can see him now. If he gets a little closer, I can get a shot at him.”


  “We’ll send down Newcomb,” Nils said. He stood up and waved to the installation, where Newcomb was sitting placidly, already hooked up to cable, hose, and wire. Immediately Newcomb rose and clambered over the side, down the ladder.


  Nils glanced at his watch again. Well, only an hour and ten minutes to go.


  If an air lion didn’t get you, there was the chance that your cable would wear loose or that your air hose would get snarled. The air hose, after all, was rubberoid and came down loose, not taut. You could get a kink in it very easily and not be aware of it until that sudden drowsiness that was oxygen starvation hit you. Then, if you could stay conscious long enough, you could gasp it into the microphone: “My air line’s fouled!” And if they could get you to the surface fast enough, or even just get the kink high enough to straighten it out, then you were saved. If it took too long, you were gone.


  Kerr said, “Missed him, damn it.”


  “Do you see him, Newcomb?” Nils asked.


  “Not yet,” came the cheerful reply.


  “He’s a big one,” Kerr said.


  Forty-five minutes to go. Well, at least there was a big air lion down there, if he hadn’t been frightened off by Kerr’s shot, and maybe he would still be down there when Nils made his plunge. So there was a chance, not a big one but a chance all the same, that Nils could pick up his seventh lion today.


  But even if the lion was down there, it wasn’t at all positive that Nils would get him. That went without saying. After all, when you went down every weekday for six months and got only six lions, then it was pretty obvious that you couldn’t always bag one when you wanted it. There were—how many now?—twenty-four men on the raft, and so far they’d got only forty pelts. About one every four days. Sometimes weeks went by without a catch.


  “I think I see him now,” said Newcomb. “He is a big fellow. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a bigger one.”


  “Can you get a shot at him?” Nils asked.


  “I’ll try,” Newcomb said. “He’s coming straight for me. Lord, what a monster. I think I—No, damn it, I missed. Here, let me—Damn it! He’s—” And then came that peculiar deadness in Nils’s eardrums that meant the radio wire had been severed. Nils jumped to his feet and waved wildly to the crew at the drums. They began frantically to pull Newcomb up. Soon he broke surface and was helped up the ladder. He stood, bewildered, until one of the men led him into the bubble.


  “His radio wire snapped,” Nils explained to Kerr.


  They wouldn’t send Newcomb down again today—not after a narrow shave like that. His nerve would be gone.


  Nils stood up. “I’m going down after that baby,” he told the crewmen. He began to work his way out of the complicated radio equipment, which snapped on over his helmet to take advantage of the built-in radio in his suit. “Petrone, you take the radio.”


  PETRONE came lumbering over and accepted the rig. Nils sat on the ready bench and let the other crewmen adjust the equipment he needed. The rope hooked into the back of his suit; the air hose was connected to the suit oxygenerator, which was strong enough to support a man in airlessness but could not stand the pressure of the Uranian atmosphere and thus needed assistance from the powerful pump on the raft; and the radio wire attached to his light helmet rig.


  And then he was going over the side. He went down—way, way down—and then he saw Kerr.


  “How is it?” Nils asked.


  Kerr gestured. “He’s off that way. He took a swipe at me, and. I tried to get a shot at him. I think I took his ear off, but that’s all. Anyway, he lit out like a jet. I expect he’ll be back, though; probably he’s too mad to think straight.”


  They watched. While they watched, the harpoon was lowered to them. Minutes passed, dragging by with interminable slowness while their eyes searched the murky depths, the headlamps making strange patterns, looking for the air lion.


  And then Nils spotted him—too late. “Look out behind you!” he shouted desperately.


  But he was too late. The air lion’s powerful flippers forced him through the atmosphere with astonishing speed, and he struck Kerr with tremendous force and impact before the other diver could even turn around.


  “God!” Nils muttered into his mouthpiece, horrified, as the lines snapped with the lion’s onslaught and Kerr began to hurtle down toward the bottom of the sea of atmosphere, down to where the Uranian air was frozen solid.


  “Did it get him?” Petrone’s voice sounded in the earphones.


  “Cut him off like a knife,” Nils said.


  “We’re going to pull you up. That baby’s too rough to handle.”


  “I’m staying down,” Nils said. And the tone of his voice showed that he meant it.


  “Well, we’ll send Newcomb down again,” Petrone said.


  “Let him get his rest,” Nils said. “I just got here.”


  The lion, meanwhile, had seen Nils with his weak eyes and was coming toward him. Nils held up his pistol and took steady aim. He waited until he could quite easily see that the lion did, in fact, lack an ear. And then he pulled the trigger.


  Nothing happened.


  This occasionally occurred. The pistols were very intricate mechanisms, designed so that none of the liquid atmosphere could get into them at the same time that the bullet got out. And like all intricate mechanisms, occasionally they went wrong.


  The air lion was coming closer, hurtling through the liquid air now with strong beats of his powerful flippers.


  Nils pulled the trigger again. And again nothing happened. He could feel the sweat running down his face.


  The lion was looming larger now; it was almost upon him. Nils could see the creature’s ugly, yellow eyes.


  He pulled the trigger a third time. One of the eyes suddenly disappeared, to be replaced by a hole, from which a yellow fluid poured.


  But the impact of the bullet had not stopped the momentum of the lion. The body fell into Nils with a sudden jerk.


  Nils dropped suddenly, then stopped with a wrenching snap.


  “What’s the matter?” Petrone said in his earphones.


  Nils assessed the damage.


  “I’ve broken my cable,” he said. “I’ve still got the air hose and radio wire.”


  Petrone swore softly in Italian.


  Nils changed the subject. “Get the harpoon about four feet lower, quick. I don’t want to lose this baby.”


  The harpoon came down within his grasp, and he impaled the dead air lion on it.


  “Okay,” Nils said “haul him up.”


  THE pale shape of the lion began to rise above him. The idea came to him of attempting to grab hold of the lion so as to be pulled up with it. One of the men in his predicament had tried that once; the harpoon cable had broken and both man and lion had been lost. No, there was nothing to do but wait—and pray.


  Nils dangled there, in the atmosphere, like a marionette on a single string. Well, he thought, this may be the end. He tried to puzzle out why he wasn’t frightened. Was it because he was still full of triumph from getting that seventh lion? Perhaps. But more likely it was because there was still a chance that he could be saved, and a man never gives up hope until he thinks that there isn’t a chance any more.


  “Hold on, Nils,” Petrone’s voice said. “Everything’s coming all right. We have to put a new cable on Kerr’s drum, too, you know. But we’ll have ’em both ready at about the same time, so that won’t slow us down.”


  “I think I’ll drop my gun,” Nils said. “It doesn’t weigh very much, but it may make a difference.”


  “And lose the company five hundred smackers?” Petrone asked. “Okay it’s your salary they’ll dock. I’d rather let the air lions get me.”


  Nils chuckled. He worked the gun loose from his gauntleted hand—rather an awkward process, for the guns were designed to be held securely by heavy gloves. Then he released it and watched it plunge down.


  Down.


  Would he be following it? Would his last plunge end that way?


  For the first time he began to feel a twinge of fear. The sweat started out on his forehead, and he could feel it under his arms.


  He loved his wife and every one of those seven kids. He wished he could see just one of those kids again. Especially Eric. His memory showed him Eric’s grinning face, and he bit back a sob.


  But to die out here, millions of miles—hundreds of millions of miles!—away from them, so that they wouldn’t even know it for months: that was too much.


  “We’re ready to start,” Petrone said. “I’m coming down myself to get you.”


  Nils didn’t answer. He was thinking. How long have I been here already? How much longer can I hold out?


  “Nils?”


  “I’m okay,” he managed to mutter.


  What would it be like? How fast would you go? And what would you see, down there on the bottom of the liquid layer of the Uranian atmosphere? There would probably be more of those funny brittle yellow plants that sometimes floated even this high: but no man had ever explored the floor of the liquid air. Would it be smooth, like a ball?


  Kerr would be down there to keep him company.


  Damn it, he’d liked Kerr.


  Was it his imagination, or was he really starting to slip? The trouble was that there wasn’t anything he could use to measure by, no fixed point to tell whether he was already going down or not.


  But once the air line broke, he’d be dead like that. He’d never see the bottom even when he got there.


  Hundreds of millions of miles! “Eric!”


  Petrone’s voice said, “What?”


  But Nils ignored him.


  What would it be like to die like that? Would he even know it? Or would he strangle and gasp and shriek? He was sweating heavily now.


  Just once, O Lord, just once more. Just to see them.


  Well, this was his last plunge, either way. Lie was going to quit as soon as he had his seventh lion: he had it now, and he was through. One way or another.


  “Gotcha!”


  It was Petrone’s voice. Nils couldn’t hear the new cable click into place in his back; but he felt it.


  And then he felt the slow and steady pull as he was drawn up out of the depths.


  THE END


  URANUS OR UFO VERSES IRS


  Philip José Farmer


  “THEY JUST killed one of our babies!”


  The tiny TV transmitter-receiver orbiting the mothership, Herschel, showed the bright side of the craft and, below, the blue-green oblate shape of Uranus. Though Herschel was in epsilon, the broadest of the planet’s eleven rings, the TV viewers on Earth did not see epsilon. The coal-black particles composing the ring were too far apart and too small to appear solid at this close range. Nor did the rings cast a shadow on the planet. At this moment and for twenty years to come, Uranus was tipped so that its south pole was to the Sun. When the TV satellite circled to Herschel’s other side, its camera would show the bright crescent that the Sun made on the planet’s southern hemisphere.


  “There’s the Sun.”


  Rees, the anchorman for KPIT-TV, was talking from the Houston studio to his three billion viewers. “That tiny disk of intense light. Not much compared to our bonfire terrestrial Sun, but it’s millions of times brighter than the great star Sirius. From Uranus, our Sun is a bright thought in the midst of many pale ones.


  Throughout the special program, the statistics had been spooned to the mass audience because of its limited attention span, an estimated three and a half minutes. The viewers had learned, or at least heard, that Saturn was the seventh planet out from the Sun. It was a far-off celestial body, being nineteen point eighteen times the mean distance of Earth from the Sun. Way out.


  The “jolly green giant,” as the Herschel crew called it, was only one-fifth denser than water and was more massive than fourteen Earths. Its hot core of silicon and iron, however, was not quite as large as Earth’s. The outermost layers of its enormous atmosphere were thin, cold hydrogen layers. A spacecraft descending through this (none had) would get warmer as it passed through methane, hydrogen, and helium clouds into a thick fog of ammonia crystals. The warmth was only relative; you certainly couldn’t use it to toast your marshmallows.


  Below the crystals blowing at hurricane speed would be water vapor clouds. Then the fog would become slush and, later and deeper, hot liquid hydrogen. At a depth of approximately eight thousand kilometers, the temperature would shoot up to more than two thousand degrees Centigrade. Then the spacecraft would penetrate, if it could, a slushy or frozen layer of water and ammonia. The rock-metal core would be at seven thousand degrees Centigrade, hotter than the surface of the Sun.


  At this statement, one of the three billion viewers had muttered, though in no terrestrial language, “A thousand kilometers above the core is hot enough for the third stage of growth.”


  Uranus, Rees said, had seven small moons. Puck and Bottom had recently been added to the long-known Ariel, Titania, Oberon, Umbriel, and Miranda.


  Like Saturn, Uranus had rings around its equator, but these were not Saturn-bright. They were dark and much narrower, steeped in iron oxides and complex carbon compounds, which absorbed sunlight. These rotated in a thin gas of negatively charged electrons and positively charged ions.


  Most of this data had slipped by or been forgotten by most of the viewers. They were absorbed in watching the Herschel matching its velocity and proximity with one of the larger objects forming the ring. This was black and about two meters long and three meters at the widest part. Its “body” was flattened out; its “wings” were almost as thick as the body. It looked more like a devilfish or batfish than anything, though it took some imagination to see the parallel. What made it so riveting to the viewers was that it was not the first such object observed. One hundred and thirty-nine had been photographed in this small sector approximately one hundred kilometers wide and ten thousand kilometers long.


  “No theory has been advanced, so far,” Rees said, “as to why these space objects seem to resemble artifacts. Nor has any scientist theorized why they’re so evenly distributed.”


  “How about the need for living room, space to grow and feed in?” Agrafan said. Agrafan was one of the two viewers in three billion who could have enlightened Rees. Not that he was going to do so.


  The Herschel, having matched its velocity exactly to that of the object, moved sideways toward it. The screen displayed to the Earthbound audience a closeup so that they could see the four “antennae,” two slim spirals of seeming rocklike material projecting from the junction of “wings” and “body” and two pointing from the “belly.” The remotely controlled TV machine revolving around the ship showed the cargo bay port swinging out from the hull. Then it showed the brightly illuminated bay and a long mechanical arm unfolding from its base on the hull. Its spidery metal “fingers” were opening.


  Netter, one of the two viewers who knew what was happening, said. “About ten seconds to go.”


  “It’s terrible,” Agrafan said. “And there’s absolutely nothing we can do about it.”


  Agrafan, the more emotional of the two, discharged a mist of formaldehyde particles, its equivalent of human tears.


  The mechanical arm stopped. Its fingers only needed to close to delicately grip the object.


  “They can’t be blamed,” Netter said. “How’re they to know?”


  “That doesn’t help,” Agrafan said.


  The fingers of the mechanical arm closed on the object. Only two of the three billion viewers were not surprised when the fingers and the object were briefly shrouded in blinding electricity. There was no explosive noise, of course.


  The fragments of the object, impelled by the discharge, floated away. The fingers, half-melted, were frozen in their half-grip.


  Startled and shocked, Rees cried out a four-letter word as pungent (socially speaking) as the product it referred to. Halt of the citizens of the United States heard that, and less than half of that were offended. However, the network executives and millions of members of American religious organizations were outraged.


  When the astronauts had recovered from their alarm, the captain explained what had happened. The epsilon ring was in a low-density plasma of relatively negatively charged electrons and positively charged ions. Since the electrons were less massive, they moved faster in the ring than the ions did. They collided more often with the rock debris in the ring. Thus, the pieces of debris built up, after a long time, a negative charge.


  The astronauts had known this, but the Herschel, having been in the ring for thirteen months, had also collected a negative charge. Hence, they had not expected much of a discharge, if any.


  The object they had tried to pick up must not have been in the ring long enough to pick up much of a negative charge. That had to be the only explanation possible. The object had been relatively positive to the arm, which, placed on the outside of the hull, had become positively charged.


  The astronauts had assumed that the object had been in the plasma of the ring as long as the other space debris. Obviously, it had not. Where, then, had it come from? And when? And why were there so many similar objects that, for some unknown reason, looked as if they had been shaped by sentients?


  Neither the astronauts nor the scientists on Earth were ever to advance the theory that the objects were living.


  I he only two on Earth who could have enlightened the theorizers were too shaken with grief at that moment to pass on their knowledge even if they had wanted to. They were flying—rocketing was a better description—around their huge room deep under a house. They were out of control bouncing into the frozen carbon dioxide walls and ceiling and floors. Added to their grief were slight injuries from the impacts as their fierce discharges of formaldehyde droplets shot them here and there.


  These expressions were matched by anchorman Rees’s uncontrollable tears and howlings. Rees was giving vent in his human way to the news that he had just been fired. Moreover, the entire industry would blackball him.


  Jeremiah Gnatcatcher, a district director of the Internal Revenue Service, sat behind his desk in the Detroit skyscraper and scowled. The three field agents standing before his desk looked away from his eyes, as cold and as blue-green as Uranus in their human way and shields for a soul as black as Uranus’s rings. No one spoke for a long time; if Gnatcatcher had not been grinding his teeth, there would have been complete silence. It sounded to the agents like a shovel digging their graves.


  At last, harshly, Gnatcatcher said, “What do you mean, Mr. Agrafan and Mr. Netter can’t come here? Since when can any taxpayer refuse to come here?”


  Smith, the boldest of the agents, said, “Well, chief, it’s this way. Agrafan and Netter have notarized statements by three doctors that health reasons confine them to their house. So, like it or not, we have to go to them. Only . . .”


  “Only what?” Gnatcatcher growled.


  “Only . . . we can’t go to them for the same reason they can’t come to us. The doctors say that the allergies and poor immunity-protection systems of the two require them to live practically in quarantine. They’re like those babies that live in isolation bubbles.”


  The three agents could not interpret their boss’s peculiar expression. That was because he had not used that particular interplay of facial muscles since becoming district director. It portrayed frustration.


  “Okay, okay. So we can’t, for the time being, anyway, get them in here to sweat them or go to them for browbeating. What about their lawyers? They don’t have any excuse not to come here to represent their clients.”


  “The firm of Reynard, Wolfgang, Mustela, and Scarab has been very cooperative,” Brown, the second agent, said. “After we got a court order to seize their tapes.”


  “I know that,” Gnatcatcher said impatiently. “You dummies never catch on that all my questions are rhetorical.”


  “Sorry, boss,” Smith, Brown, and Jones said in unison.


  “So what have our auditors found?”


  The three were silent. Finally, Gnatcatcher barked, “What’s the matter? You don’t know!”


  “We thought the question was rhetorical,” Smith said.


  “I’ll tell you when they’re rhetorical. So, what have they dug up?”


  “A can of worms,” Smith said. “The tape records look okay on the surface, and they are. I mean, they’re not doctored. But still waters run deep. Some of the tapes, most of them, in fact, have codes, references to other companies and record tapes. We had to get a second court order to force the lawyers to explain their meaning.”


  Smith stopped talking and licked his lips. His eyes were glazed.


  “Well?” Gnatcatcher said.


  “We uncovered a pyramid of real corporations and dummy corporations, a maze of interlocking financial structures that was so complex that even the computer had to shut down and cool off for a while. Our auditors got dizzy; one of them went to bed with chronic vertigo. But we’ve uncovered what looks to me like a conspiracy to end all conspiracies, a super-super-conglomerate. The Justice Department is going to have a ball with antitrust suits. If we tell them about this. Personally, I think we should. Anyway, those two hypochondriacs, Agrafan and Netter, if they are only hypochondriacs and not something sinister, make Howard Hughes look like an inept extrovert. They’re at the apex of the pyramid and the end of the maze. They own . . .”


  Smith licked his lips again. Gnatcatcher said, “Well?”


  “Interlocking global conglomerates and several Third World nations worth . . . ah . . . worth . . .”


  “Spill it, man! Get it out!”


  Smith’s voice squeaked.


  “Three trillion dollars!”


  “That Walt Whitman knew what the universe was all about,” Agrafan said. “Listen.


  I celebrate myself and sing myself,


  And what I assume you shall assume.


  For every atom belonging to me as good as belongs to you.


  How about that? An ignorant Earth-person sees intuitively that all is connected The atoms of Earth’s flesh ring from the impact of a meteor falling into Uranus. A temple bell tolls in India, and an entity on Arcturus IV wonders where that vagrant but novel and illuminating thought comes from. Wonderful! Yet, he was an oxygen breather!”


  “It’s not that simple,” Netter said.


  They were in the subterranean room beneath the mansion which the local natives had built long ago for them without understanding why or for whom. The locals had been satisfied with the pay, and, if they were curious about it, they had not pursued their nosiness. Nor had the house servants ever tried to find out why their employers never revealed themselves but always gave orders through the telephone. They had been happy with the extremely high pay, though those hired in the beginning had not known that the money was counterfeit. Later, the two agents of UFO, the Uranian Field Operation, had made real money from their investments with the fake.


  The house has been built in A.D. 1900 in a suburb of Detroit. Operating from within it, making contact with their servants by telephone and with their business managers by phone and messengers, the two had worked hard for twenty-nine years. It was they who purposely brought about the stock market crash of 1929 and the Great Depression. Unfortunately, the Uranian science-art of calculating trillions of physical factors and trillions of mental vectors had not been as well developed then as it was in the early part of the twenty-first century. The effect of the depression had not been quite what they had calculated. The depression had brought about World War II and, thus, a great step forward in the development and use of rockets. This, in turn, had accelerated and intensified the drive of Earth people to conquer space. Agrafan and Netter would have done better if they had kept Earth’s economy prosperous.


  Since World War II, the two agents, collaborating with their Uranian colleagues via atomic-impingement waves, had brought event influencing and calculating to a higher level. Or so they hoped. This time, they would certainly set back space exploration for a long time and, hence, destruction of Uranian higher life-forms.


  World War II had also caused the invention of the atom bomb much sooner than anticipated. Agrafan and Netter could have started nuclear warfare any time in the last fifty years. They had twelve different ways to bring this about. The danger to Uranus would have been removed forever. That it would also have caused their deaths did not bother Agrafan and Netter. They were willing to sacrifice themselves.


  But, though so unhuman-looking and lacking much of the physical and emotional warmth of humans, the Uranians were moral. It was not right to destroy the entire life of Earth just to keep themselves from a possible extermination. All things connected, impinged, and transmitted. The ethical mathematics of the universe made such a deed not only a cardinal sin but an ordinal one.


  No. The extinction of Earth people was not the way out. The Uranians must just delay the space projects for a long long time. Above all, they must halt the exploration around Uranus. And this must be done soon Calculations of all verifiable data showed that the optimum time to complete this phase of their operation was three weeks from now. That delay might mean, probably would, the deaths of the strong-looking but fragile babies orbiting Uranus in the epsilon ring. The estimate was a loss of four hundred—if the Herschel crew continued pulling in the babies. They probably would. And they would know enough now to trickle-discharge the field on the babies before collecting them. Even so, four hundred babies would die, but that loss would not mean a serious break in the chain of Uranian reproduction and growth.


  However, the crew might notice, probably would, the occasional ascent of fiery-tailed egg clusters from the green clouds into space and toward the epsilon ring. The Herschel might locate and take some of these into the bay. If they did, their examination of the eggs, which looked like small, rough rocks, might—probably would—reveal the embryonic life-forms within them.


  Then there would be no stopping the scientists. They would probe the atmosphere of the planet with radar and laser, and the two forms of the adult Uranian, the flying colonies, would be known. What then?


  The Uranians’ observation at long distance of Earth and the reports of their two agents on Earth had convinced them that war was a deeply established terrestrial cultural trait. It would be a long, long time before the Earth people shucked that trait. The Uranians were willing to wait for that, but until then they wanted to keep Earth people far, far away from them.


  Hence, the Uranian Field Operation.


  Just now, Agrafan and Netter were watching a TV screen which displayed in infrared. This was connected to a conventional set in another part of the house, the warm part inhabited by the staff of servants and the butler, Goll. Agrafan’s remark about Walt Whitman had been evoked by the name of a character, Lance Whitman, in the soap opera Dinah Stye. All things connect, impinge, and transmit. One thing leads to another, and then the whole universe is moving.


  Another show, The Signs of the Times, had followed the soap opera. Rod de Massas, the host, was saying: “The wave of Aquarius started in 1998. Aquarius, as we know, is the sign of dreams and aspirations of betterment and ideals. So far, there seems to have been little of this because of the worldwide wars, revolutions, and violent agitation for social, political, and economic reform. These, however, have been motivated by idealism, the fierce desire to make changes for the better.


  “Also, as I predicted in 1998—the stars never lie—the first fourteen years of Aquarius were still influenced by Capricorn. But that pernicious influence is a dying wave. The age of Aquarius is beginning to bloom. It will flourish as it never has before, will be far stronger now than at any time in the past. The world will begin its march toward Utopia. The Neptune factor will have ebbed to silence, and the times will be controlled by the ruler of Aquarius, the planet Uranus.”


  “Half-right, half-wrong,” Netter said.


  “Mostly wrong, but he should be honored for the tiny fraction of right,” Agrafan said.


  Even in “empty” space, particles and radiation impinged on each other, resonated, bumped, and penetrated. The universe was crammed with shocks, small and big; everything affected everything else. Some things were, from the sentient viewpoint, more influential than others. Size, location, distance, and velocity of inanimate things and animate beings determined what was most influential. There were also the factors of weak and strong linkage and of intent.


  Intent, of course, was possible only for animate beings, except the star Sirius and a rather far-off galaxy.


  The Uranians knew that the total interconnectedness of all matter was a fact. But it was and probably always would be impossible to know the size, location, and velocity of every bit of matter in the universe. The data they could get about the solar system was a mere microfraction of what was needed for even gross influencing. Nevertheless, on Earth, the two agents had had considerable success in predicting and influencing on a rather gross level. It was, however, their ignorance on a fine-grain level that now threatened their plans. They did not know that Gnatcatcher had been suffering for a long time from a duodenal ulcer.


  They could not be blamed for this. Gnatcatcher had not told anybody about it because he was obsessed with his power as district IRS director. If he went to the hospital for tests and, probably, for surgery, his assistant would take over his directorship. Gnatcatcher would be powerless for a long time. And who knew what machinations his assistant might resort to in order to oust his boss?


  The increasing pain from the ulcer was, however, making him behave less cautiously than he should, not to mention less legally. The news about the secret global business empire of Agrafan and Netter and the suspicion that they might be—must be—cheating the IRS made his ulcer flare up like a sunspot and his anger explode like a nova.


  “Get everybody and every machine on this! Drop everything else! Twelve-hour shifts! We won’t stop until we’ve accounted for every penny they owe us!”


  Agent Brown was tactful enough not to point out that there was no evidence whatsoever at this time that Agrafan and Netter had cheated Uncle Sam. Agent Smith also said nothing to his boss, but, an hour later, he phoned Goll, the butler. Smith told Goll all that had happened and was likely to happen. Goll thanked him and said that $200,000 in cash would arrive at Smith’s mailbox tomorrow. Goll then phoned his employers.


  “Gnatcatcher will be getting a court order to tap our phone lines,” Netter said.


  “How long before the taps are installed?”


  “Within an hour.”


  Netter cut off the phone and spoke to his partner. “Some vital data is missing from our prognosticator. We have to revise our plans. Quickly.”


  Agrafan said, “I’m not sure that if we start Operation Trapdoor now, it’ll be successful.”


  “There’s nothing else we can do. Also, Gnatcatcher is acting irrationally. He insists on speaking to us. Not just through the phone but face to face on the screen. He won’t take no for an answer. We . . .”


  Agrafan answered the phone. He listened for a moment, then said, “Thank you, Goll.” To Netter, he said, “Goll just got a call from Gnatcatcher himself. Gnatcatcher says that we must talk to him face to face. He has to see us, even if only through the screen.”


  “Why is he so adamant about visual contact?”


  “Goll said that he thinks that Gnatcatcher suspects that we two don’t exist. Or perhaps he suspects that someone or some group has murdered us and is posing as us. Goll calls it the Howard Hughes syndrome.”


  Netter sighed from a ventral tube and flapped his wings and wiggled his antennae. “Very well. Have Goll put us through to Gnatcatcher.”


  “No, first we pull the lever,” Agrafan said. “One call to our chief representative in Wall Street, and it’s done.”


  That having been accomplished, Agrafan made the arrangements for the video meeting. A minute later, Gnatcatcher’s face, now a near-purple, though it just looked dark on the infrared screen, appeared. But, on seeing what he thought was the two (actually, he was seeing a video simulation), his jaw dropped, his eyes bugged, and the purple changed to gray. Then the screen went blank.


  “A very strange and unexpected reaction,” Netter said. “What could have caused him to cut us off?”


  Agrafan said, “Obviously, we lack some data.”


  They had been watching TV ever since the first sets had been sold. Their favorites were old movie films, and they especially liked the antics of two film comedians who had made all their pictures before TV had become a mundane reality. Agrafan and Netter saw a parallel between their own early bumblings and mistakes on Earth and those of the two comedians. Because of their empathizing, they had used the two comedians as models for the simulations. Until now, however, they had not been forced to use these. All contacts with the world outside their room had been by phone.


  How were they to know that Gnatcatcher, when he was a child and still undehumanized by forty years of IRS employment, had often seen and loved the ancient tapes of two Hollywood comics?


  Brown, Smith, and Jones, burdened with fifty pounds of computer printouts, had just entered Gnatcatcher’s office. Though the paper contained only a small fraction of the enormousness of what must be a communist plot, the three carried in their heads the summary of the terrifying and mind-spinning situation.


  They were pale and tottery when they came through the door. Seeing Gnatcatcher’s corpselike skin and wild eyes, they became even whiter and weaker. “What’s the matter, boss?” they said in unison.


  “Laurel and Hardy!” Gnatcatcher screamed.


  “What?” the three said, again in unison.


  Gnatcatcher did not explain. He roared. “Get me the White House! And get another court order! We’re invading the house!”


  “The White House, sir?” Smith said faintly.


  “No, you imbecile! The house of Agrafan and Netter! Have our men armed, ready to shoot at the first sign of resistance! Can you get hold of bazookas?”


  Smith said, “Yes, sir,” and he staggered out to transmit the orders. First, though, he phoned Goll. The butler thanked him and said that another $200,000 would be in Smith’s mailbox by tomorrow.


  It was left to Brown to explain the situation to Gnatcatcher. Stammering slightly, swallowing saliva that was not there, he said, “I’ve never heard of or encountered such a case before, sir. It’s absolutely unprecedented. I talked to their lawyers just before I came in; they explained the whole amazing business. They said that Agrafan and Netter are real patriots. They’ve been paying far more income tax, their businesses have, I mean, than they were required to pay. They—” He stopped.


  “So what?” Gnatcatcher snarled. “We gave them the proper refund, didn’t we? Nobody can say we’re not honest. We always refund if we find we have to!”


  “Well, it’s this way, sir. Since 1952, every property they own has paid twice what they should have paid!”


  “How in hell could they do that? Why didn’t we catch it?”


  Brown said, “Uh . . . their companies have been keeping two sets of books!”


  Gnatcatcher’s face was speeding toward a purple again.


  “That’s illegal! We got them now!”


  “No, sir, it’s not illegal to pay Uncle Sam twice what you should. The records we’ve seen showed one set of profits on which they paid taxes double what we should have gotten. Their other records, the ones we hadn’t seen until now, showed the true profits, the smaller ones.”


  “I don’t believe this!” Gnatcatcher screamed. Then, calming a little, “So what? They’ve just made a big donation to the Treasury, that’s all!”


  Very quietly, Brown said, “You forget what I said, sir. About the refund. They’re calling in the chips. They want every cent of their overpayment. There’s no time limit on it, sir, like there used to be. The good news is that they’re not asking for interest earned on the overpayment, though I don’t think it would do them any good to ask.”


  “That’s fraud, collusion, and God knows what other hideous crimes against the state!” Gnatcatcher bellowed. “They can’t get away with it! We’ll take them to court! They’ll get bounced so quick—no way is—” He paused, struggled for breath, clutched his stomach, then said, “What is the total sum of this alleged overpayment?”


  Brown opted out of answering by fainting. While he was being revived, agent Jones said, “Uh, the exact sum is eight hundred billion, ninety-six million, twenty-seven thousand, six hundred and three dollars and thirty cents, sir!”


  It was Gnatcatcher’s turn to faint. When he came to, he muttered, “Rally around the flag, boys.”


  A minute later, having recovered somewhat, he said, “We’ve got to squash this, nip it in the bud. It’s sheer nonsense, gibberish, mopery on a colossal scale. But the mere rumor that this situation existed would cause the stock market to crash. We’ll keep this quiet among us, men. And we’ll go out and burn the traitors’ house down! That’ll put a stop to it!”


  “Their lawyers and whoever runs their empire for them know about this,” Jones said.


  “None of their underlings’ll dare say a word about it or about a refund after I get through talking to them!” Gnatcatcher screamed. Still holding his belly, he said, “We’re going to storm their house, drag them out, doctors’ excuses or no excuses, slam them into jail, incognito! I mean incommunicado! Don’t argue with me!”


  “Their civil rights, sir?” Brown said.


  “This is war!” Gnatcatcher shouted. “I’ll get the President to declare a state of martial law, civil rights suspended during the emergency! Once he understands the full implications of this, even he, dumb as he is, will cooperate fully!”


  The phone on Gnatcatcher’s desk rang. Brown punched a button, and a face appeared on the screen. “Speak of the devil,” Brown muttered. He turned. “The President, sir.”


  It was too late. If the IRS did not pay the refund, or if it fought the case in court, every company controlled by Agra fan and Netter was to unload its stocks and declare bankruptcy. That meant that the stock market would topple with a roar far louder than it had made in 1929. The world would sink into Great Depression II. All funds for space exploration, especially those for the tremendously expensive Uranus project would be cut off. Another generation, perhaps two or three, would pass before Earth endangered the life-forms of the great green planet again.


  Meanwhile, Gnatcatcher and his IRS contingent were outside the house. With them were National Guard units equipped with tanks and rocket-launchers.


  Agrafan and Netter radioed their farewells, knowing that they would probably be dead before the message reached home.


  “Well, it’s not so bad to end this,” Netter said. “I’ve been suffering from the heat ever since I got here. Now, I’ll be comfortable. Death is comfortable, isn’t it?”


  “We’ll find out,” Agrafan said. “Anyway, there’s usually something good to say about any situation. Don’t the Earth people have a word for that attitude?”


  “Pollyanna.”


  “I had a teacher named that. No connection, of course.”


  “Don’t die thinking that,” Netter said. “It makes it seem that you’ve learned nothing, wasted your life. All things impinge. Nothing moves without being moved or moving other things.”


  Sorry,” Agrafan said. “I’ve been here too long. I’m starting to think like them.”


  Agrafan punched a button. Its last thought was of home, of the deliciously cold clouds, of flying through them, of ecstasy felt when he had been young and foolish and had dived as deep as he could, coming dangerously close to the hot, liquid hydrogen layer. Earth people did not know what fun was.


  The insulated room with its frozen carbon dioxide furniture and emergency bottles of methane-hydrogen-helium gas and the TV set with the infrared screen vanished in a gout of flame. Nothing would be left for the Earth people to identify Agrafan and Netter as nonterrestrials.


  Gnatcatcher ran as fast as he could, but the heat, far greater than that in his belly, caught up with him and passed him.


  DIES RAE


  Charles Sheffield


  “Max Cotton?”


  The man seated at the desk jerked around as his name was spoken. He nodded.


  “I am Anton Lanj. Psych Corps. May I see you for a few minutes?” The stranger advanced slowly, holding out his hand.


  “Do I have a choice?” Cotton made no move to shake hands, but he gestured to the other chair.


  The man smiled, shrugged, sat down. “I suppose not.” He was tall, and his broad shoulders stretched the severe black tunic. But the face on the long neck was a comedian’s—wide, mobile mouth, startled blue eyes, and tangled, black curly hair. And the hands holding the folder were magician’s hands, with long, flexible fingers.


  Max Cotton swiveled his chair to stare at him curiously. “You’re new to Cobweb Station, aren’t you? I would have remembered you.”


  A bobbing nod. “Four weeks. Out from Europa. Last outpost of civilization,’ if you believe their advertisements.” The smile was a comical grimace. “Still getting my feet on the ground here. This won’t be much comfort, but you are my first assignment.”


  He looked for a reaction. Nothing. Only the continuous nervous movements of lips and hands. Even with the sedatives indicated on the medical report, Cotton was on a high wire. His manner was casual, but the rapidly blinking eyes suggested a tension that could not be concealed.


  “So what did they tell you?” said Cotton abruptly. “That I’m wicked and dangerous? Or just crazy?” He stabbed savagely at the console in front of him. The display screen took up a full wall, and now it Idled with an image of Uranus, the whole swirling gray-green ball of the planet. “That I’m scared to go down there? That I’m ready for the retirement home? That I’m suffering delusions?”


  “That you are . . . disturbed. That you no longer wish to serve as a Monitor—even though you are the best there is. That you have refused the opportunity to return to the Inner System for rest.” The clown’s face distorted, one bushy eyebrow raised, the other lowered. He pulled at his fingers, snapping the joints one by one. “And that you are suffering badly from insomnia. But I must admit I find nothing unusual in that.” Lanj smiled. “If poor sleeping is the criterion, I share your disturbance. And I too have no wish to see the Inner System again. Seventy billion people . . . a few too many for my comfort.”


  “That’s all? That’s all you were told?” Cotton’s hair was dark and frizzy, receding from his forehead. He scratched now at the balding temples, then knuckled his eyes. “That idiot Trustrum. She doesn’t even listen—‘loneliness, alienation, solitude, harshness of the Uranian environment.’ Bullshit! That’s why I’m here, for God’s sake. Just answer one question. Will you run an Erga Monitor with me? She wouldn’t. And if you won’t, you may as well leave now.”


  “Run an Ergatandromorph Monitor with you? You mean . . . with one of those?”


  “How else?” Cotton picked up the headset. It was a hollow sphere of light metal, designed to make feather contact at eyes, ears, nose, and mouth. “Yes, with one of these. That’s just like Trustrum. Didn’t she even give you a briefing? Typical. Go away, then, and come back when you know what you’re talking about.” He lifted the set, ready to place it over his head.


  Lanj bit at his upper lip. “I will monitor an Erga with you. If you want me to. And if you will tell me how to do it.”


  Max Cotton placed the headset back on the console. “My God. What’s this? A psych tester with guts. Where did they dig you up?”


  Lanj did not speak. He looked at Max with pleading blue eyes, waiting.


  “Hell, I was only joking.” Cotton laughed without humor. “If you just arrived here, you shouldn’t try an Erga Monitor. Not first off. Didn’t Trustrum tell you that we Erga Monitors have been going mad? Yes, I’m sure she did. It’s a tough experience.”


  “Try me.” The comical face was no longer humorous. It was full of dignity and intensity. “I am less ignorant than you think. I have worn a Monitor set on Europa. I was connected to a Cephalorphine there, psych-testing the crews for the deep-ocean work.”


  “Not the same thing at all.” Max Cotton again picked up the headset, fiddling with the strap. “Monitoring an Erga is different from monitoring other organisms. You should begin with a Diver. I could show you how. If that went all right, maybe we’d plug into an Erga later.”


  His voice had veered from angry to conciliatory. Lanj could hear a terrible longing in it, a need to trust. He reached for the second headset, “hind me a Diver.”


  “Now?”


  Lanj nodded. “If you are willing.” The bushy clown’s eyebrows raised to give Max Cotton one beseeching look; then Anton Lanj brought the set down firmly over his head. After a few seconds Cotton took a deep breath and put on his own equipment.


  “Hear me all right?” Cotton’s voice was deeper than usual, missing some of the high frequencies. “There’s nothing to see yet, but the audio should be working.”


  “Yes.” Lanj sounded only slightly apprehensive.


  “All right. This will take a little while. I’m moving into the search mode.”


  Cobweb Synchronous Station orbited the equator of Uranus within a period of a little less than eleven hours. It hovered thirty-six thousand kilometers out, always above the same point on the Uranian equator. The probe signal scanned the surface of Uranus in an expanding spiral from the nadir point. Cotton explained that the Monitor set was tunable for different life-forms, but not for individual members of a species. They would contact a Diver, but chance decided which Diver it might be in the five hundred million square kilometers of Uranus visible from Cobweb Station; the inflexible constraints of signal-to-noise ratio greatly favored contact with one near the nadir.


  After a thirty-second pause there was a brief buzzing in the headsets and a flicker of blue-green light. (“Locking in,” said Cotton. He sounded better, less tense. “There. We’ve got one.”) There was one dizzying moment of disorientation, then Anton Lanj was looking out on a clear sea of pale green. His ears heard a steady swish from behind and what seemed to be a soft murmur of contentment from somewhere within.


  (“We’re diving now,” said Cotton. “Hear that? It’s happy, it likes to dive. There’s almost no sensory feedback from us to the Diver, but let me try! I’ll see if we can make it turn its head.”)


  After another pause, the field of view changed. Instead of a featureless sea, Lanj was looking at a circle of rainbow patterns, centered on one point of light and broken in a few places by darker intrusions.


  (“Good,” said Cotton. “It turned its head. See the diffraction disk? That’s the way the Sun looks to a Diver. The dark breaks are our signal beacons on Ariel and Miranda. We use them for navigation, and that tells us the depth we are at. We’ve still quite a way to go before we get to operating levels. Look on the left. That’s the main load.”)


  Lanj was still adjusting to the visual signal. He realized after a few moments that the dark, amorphous mass on the extreme left of his field of view was actually the body of the Diver itself. He could see the outline of a long, jointed body and, behind it, the turbulent jet sent out by the Diver’s powerful rear syphon. And off to the side was the cargo, a bulky oblong of opaque material.


  (“What’s the outside temperature here?” Lanj was feeling a little too cool for comfort.)


  (“I’m not sure. About one-thirty Kelvin, for a guess.” Cotton sounded amused. “Don’t worry, you’ll feel better in a little while. You’re picking up the Diver’s own temperature sensation. They prefer it a little warmer, closer to the center. We’re near an inversion point now. But we won’t go too deep. There’s a rock-and-metal core to Uranus, a little bigger than Earth. Temperature there is up near a thousand degrees—that would kill the Divers and the Ergas. Down there we have to use inorganic Moles.”)


  The Diver’s head had turned again to track its path downward. Lanj tried unsuccessfully to make it look back at the cargo.


  (“We don’t seem to have any control at all,” he complained. “How did you make it turn its head?”)


  (“Food thoughts. But I’m not letting any inputs from you go through our headset, anyway, so don’t waste your time. You’re quite right, though, the control we have over the Divers is minimal. It’s never any better than this. They’re pretty brainless. They were designed that way, to do one job perfectly, over and over. Ninety percent Arachnida DNA, nine percent Mollusca, at most one percent human—and that little bit was only put in to make communication easy with our Monitor sets. But there’s no way we could make this Diver turn back, no matter what signals we sent out. It’s making a delivery. We might as well just sit quiet and enjoy the ride. As soon as the cargo is dropped off we can break contact.”)


  (“What’s the cargo?”)


  (“The usual—fusion plant components. The procedure is automated now. The Uranian lilt system is shipping two billion tons of volatiles a day off-planet and directing it to the Uranian satellites and Inner System. Plus a fair fraction of that in waste products coming down.”)


  Anton Lanj peered out through the Diver’s eyes into the mushy mantle of ammonia, water, methane, and nitrogen. The Diver was “seeing” by means of a combination of visual input and ultrasonics, and the result was astonishingly clear. They were plunging now through a layer of tangerine cloud, in which uneven masses of dark green were floating. The Diver skillfully avoided those, zig-zagging down vast emerald-walled canyons and through sharp-sided amethyst crevasses. The speed was dizzying, and the downward pace never slackened. Finally they emerged to a region of clear light blue and the Diver’s thirty-meter body went to a straight vertical descent.


  (“Look ahead.” The tension was suddenly sharply back in Max Cotton’s voice. “See them? Those are Ergas. I think it’s time we broke contact.”)


  Far below lay a cluster of dark moving objects, surrounding a massive central sphere. The Diver was driving itself purposively toward it.


  (“What happens next?”)


  (“It waits there by the fusion assembly until the Ergas have unloaded the cargo. Then they release it. It rides back to the higher levels and waits for the next load of components.”)


  (“Don’t you want to watch them unload?”)


  (“No. That’s it.” Cotton’s voice was urgent, almost panic-stricken. “We’re going back.”)


  The scene in front of Anton Lanj suddenly blinked out. He lifted the Monitor headset off and peered around him. After the great Uranian vista, the room he was in with Max Cotton was cramped and claustrophobic. He shook his head.


  “Phew. That’s a different experience, all right. It was nothing like that on Europa. No wonder you Monitors have a high emotional disturbance rate.”


  “You don’t understand.” Cotton was sweating profusely. “Maybe you will. But not today. Come back next shift, and I’ll introduce you to the Ergatandromorphs. They’re the real builders and shapers down on Uranus.” His smile was ghastly, just a glint of teeth through pale lips. “Was your own basic training in biology?”


  Lanj hesitated for a moment. The wrenching change of subject had caught him by surprise. “My original training? No. Not biology. Why?”


  “Because the DNA combination for the Ergas is unique: twenty percent Insecta, five percent Mollusca—and seventy-five percent Homo sapiens. I think you will find them . . . surprising.” Cotton wiped his brow with a green cloth, then stood up abruptly and headed for the door. At the threshold he paused. “You’re not a biologist, and you’re not an engineer. And you don’t sound like a medic. So what the hell were you before you became a psych tester?”


  The broad mouth drooped mournfully, and puffy eyelids came down to cloak the bright blue eyes. “For seven years I was a priest in the Inner System. First on Earth, then in the Belt and the Venus Habitats.”


  “Why did you change.”


  “I decided that I was . . . unsuited for such work.” A weak smile. “Perhaps, like you, I found seventy billion of God’s charges rather too many for me. And the inner worlds are too neat for my tastes, I thought there might be more need for me in the Outer System.”


  Max Cotton nodded. “There might be. Tomorrow you may understand my feelings about my own work.” He strode out, leaving the other man alone with his sad clown’s face and secret thoughts. Lanj came to Cotton’s crowded work quarters late in the next shift. The other man was sitting at his desk making no attempt to work. He was simply waiting. Without invitation Lanj sat again in the other chair.


  “No sleep?” he said.


  Cotton looked at him but did not speak.


  “Me neither.” Lanj leaned forward, laced together his long fingers, and rested his chin on their fulcrum. “I have been wondering, since our last meeting, about life on Uranus. You have been there more times than any other Monitor. Tell me, have you ever seen any sign of native life-forms?”


  Cotton shook his head. His eyes were black-rimmed and bloodshot. “Never. Uranus was barren when humanity first came to this system. It remained so until we seeded it. Plants and animals—if those terms can be applied to Uranian life-forms—both were planted there. Why do you want to know?”


  “I wondered if our actions on Uranus might be destroying native life that was there before us. As we did by accident on Europa and by design on Titan.”


  “No. Quite the opposite. The synthesizers found it hard to construct lifeforms that can survive down there. Before the Ergas and the Divers, there were over forty failures. And for some of them we still do not know why they failed to flourish.”


  Lanj closed his right hand surreptitiously on the miniature condition sensor that he was holding in his palm. It was tuned to Cotton and provided tactile readout of his heart rate and blood pressure. The questions so far had produced no unusual reactions. Max Cotton’s pulse was steady at seventy-five, and blood pressure at one-thirty over eighty-five. “But the Divers and the Ergas are flourishing?” he said. “Even without human aid?”


  “Very much so. There is no census for the population on Uranus, but every Monitor will tell you that their numbers are growing rapidly. Four years ago you would seldom see more than half a dozen Ergas near a fusion plant during construction. Now I have seen as many as a hundred of them—and there are far more fusion plants in operation.”


  Cotton was toying with the Monitor headset as he spoke, lilting it from the table, hesitating, and putting it down again.


  “Today we will monitor an Erga,” said Lanj. He had noticed the tremor in Cotton’s fingers. “Unless you feel too unwell.”


  “No. Let’s get it over with.” Cotton picked up the headset again, shivered, and placed it quickly over his head. His jaw muscles were clenched as they disappeared from view inside the hollow sphere. After a few moments Lanj donned the second set and sat there in darkness, waiting.


  “This tune it will take a little longer,” said Cotton tightly. “The probe has started, but the Monitor lock to an Erga is more complicated than to a Diver or a Mole.” Lanj could hear his rapid breathing. He still held in his right hand the condition sensor. Ihe other man’s pulse rate had jumped to around one hundred and thirty, and blood pressure was one-eighty over ninety-seven.


  There was a burst of static in Lanj’s ears, then a flashing stipple of colored lights blinded him for a moment. (“We have contact,” said Cotton. “Now we’re locking in.”) His pulse was one hundred and fifty. A rolling sea of turquoise suddenly flooded into Lanj’s eyes, turned through sixty degrees, then steadied. He was looking up at a familiar diffraction pattern, and again there came the hiss of a syphon from behind. The Erga was cruising along beside a half-constructed fusion plant, carrying a water-ice component in its forelimbs.


  It was like monitoring the Diver, but also enormously different. A series of emotional sensations came from the Erga that had been absent the previous day, and the bonding was far more urgent and immediate. Lanj could feel the Erga’s dedicated focus of attention. Find place, it said. Find place, find place, find place. The component it was carrying belonged at one point in the assembly, and one alone. Until that location was found, there could be no room for any other thought and no interest in any other activity.


  Even as the Erga’s thought flooded through him, Lanj heard a grunt of relief from Max Cotton. Some great knot of stress had been cut in the other man. The tactile readout in Lanj’s palm told him that Cotton’s pulse rate was dropping rapidly toward normal, and his blood pressure was also drifting down.


  (“I recognize this plant,” said Cotton’s voice suddenly. The tension had left it. “They’ve been working on it now for almost three weeks. Another few days, and it will be ready for operation.”)


  (“What happens to the Ergas here when it starts up? Won’t they be boiled alive?”)


  (“No. They know they have to get well away before operations begin. After the last component goes in, they’ll take off. They’ll be a hundred kilometers away before power goes on.”)


  The Erga they were monitoring had found the place it was looking for. It slotted the long tube it was carrying into position and began to use its forelimbs to tighten the connection. It was working side by side with two other Ergas, and Lanj had his first chance for a close-up look.


  He saw a twelve-meter-long dark carapace, jointed at the head. At the other end of the ergatandromorph’s body was the flexible syphon, arranged so that the outgoing jet could be pointed in any direction. Of the three pairs of limbs, two could be used for manipulation, and one was only for locomotion. Respiration was a secondary function of the syphon, which pumped aerated fluids through the long body and out through apertures below the limbs and head. I he ultrasonic generator and eyes were on the top of the head, well away from the mouth and olfactory antennae. As Lanj watched, he saw that the other Ergas were using their two compound eyes and sonic generators to look at the host Erga. The ultrasonics that bathed the long body created a strange feeling of contentment and peace.


  (“They know of each other’s presence,” he said to Cotton. “Do you think they know that we are here, too?”)


  (“I think they do not. We have a little control over their movements, but they have no idea of that. So far as they are concerned, they have complete freedom of action. We implanted in them only three basic desires: to survive; to breed; and to build the fusion plants from the components that the Divers bring them. Beyond that, they are free to do as they please.”)


  The tension was creeping back into Max Cotton’s voice, and again his pulse was rising.


  (“Do you want to break contact?” said Lanj quickly. “If you don’t feel good, let’s go back.”)


  (“No. Believe it or not, I’m actually enjoying this. Look how well they work together and handle obstacles. Do you think a human team would do it any better?”)


  The fusion plant would sit deep in the mantle of Uranus, well below the level where water, methane, hydrogen, helium, and ammonia formed a multiphase interface of atmosphere and ocean. It would provide another element of the Uranian lift system, designed for a final efflux capacity of forty billion tons of volatiles a day and targeted on the needs of the Inner System. Anton Lanj had asked how long the system could operate before Uranus itself began to be depleted of mass. Cotton had thought for a moment before answering. “Uranus is a big planet. Including the atmosphere but leaving out the rocky core, you’re talking of a mass of over ten to the twenty-second tons. At the rate we’re removing material, there’s enough volatiles on Uranus for another billion years.”


  It was a reassuring answer, but from the tone of Cotton’s voice Lanj suspected that he had asked the wrong question. The right question was difficult to discover. He had been studying the pattern of Cotton’s emotional responses for two days. Stress seemed unrelated to the events that he had seen. So if observable events were not causing stresses, then it must be anticipation of events to come. And if those events didn’t materialize, Max Cotton again became calm.


  The Ergas had finished their task, and the small group gathered round to rub carapaces and exchange gratifying bursts of ultrasonics. Good work, good work, good work. It was like a warm bath of mutual approval. Lanj allowed himself to relax for a few minutes. Max Cotton had become completely silent. Finally Lanj realized that he was more than relaxed. After a sleepless night he was positively drowsy.


  (“Cotton! Time we broke contact and went back. I’m falling asleep.”)


  (“No problem.” The reply was slow and comfortable. “I’ve done that before when I was in Monitor connect. Nothing bad happens. You stay connected until you wake up, then break as usual.”)


  But he was already responding to Anton Lanj’s request. First came the loss of the ambient warmth, then vision and sound departed. Anton Lanj was once more sitting in a chair with a metal helmet over his head, strangely empty and alone.


  “Was that it?” he said, as soon as Cotton emerged from his headset. “The depression that Trustrum talked about—it comes when you leave the Ergas?”


  “I guess. Some of it.” It didn’t sound convincing. Away from the soothing Erga influence, Cotton had again become evasive and edgy. Lanj leaned back in his chair. He had thin, gangling legs that sprawled right across the small room. He was absent-mindedly cracking his finger joints again.


  “Mind if I talk to you for a minute?”


  Cotton shrugged. “Talk on. That’s your job.”


  “Part of my job. Let me tell you what I’m seeing, then you fill in the details—if you’re willing. I think you have a classic problem. You want to talk, and you need to talk. But you have a block of some kind. And it’s all tied into the Ergas.”


  Another shrug. “No prizes for that.”


  “When we tried to lock onto a Diver, you didn’t mind at all. Even seemed to like the idea. But as soon as the Diver saw the Ergas, you got uncomfortable. Then today, before we got the Monitor unit tied to the Erga, you were uncomfortable again—worse than uncomfortable, sweaty-palm-panicked. But as soon as we had the lock, you were all right again. Understand, I’m not giving you a theory about that. I’m telling you facts, things I’ve been able to observe directly. Do you want to argue with any of it?”


  Cotton was staring straight ahead. He shook his head. His face was greenish-white, with dilated nostrils.


  “All right. So now we move to speculation. You dread coupling the Monitor to an Erga. But when you did couple, everything was all right. So what does that say? It says that sometimes when you hook the Monitor to an Erga, you don’t get what we got today.” Lanj leaned forward. The clown’s face was scowling, the dark eyebrows a line of authority. “What do you get?”


  “I get—” Cotton started to speak, then shivered and leaned back in his seat. He stared at Lanj. “I made recordings. I tried to get Trustrum to sit in on one of those recordings ten different times. And I got nowhere. Do you really want to experience one of them—do you want to feel the way I do at night?”


  Breakthrough. The change in relationship of the two men was subtle, but it was real. Anton Lanj could hear a new dependence in Max Cotton’s voice. “What makes you think that your nights are worse then mine?” he said quietly. “Are an agnostic’s nightmares worse than an atheist’s? Show me what you have found.” His voice was low and persuasive.


  Cotton hesitated, then finally nodded. He leaned forward, pulling a data cube from a box and jamming it into the Monitor set. “Put your headset back on.” He was speaking fast now, almost gabbling. “I told you, when we do a Monitor connect we know which species we will get, but we don’t know which individual we’ll connect to, or even which Erga colony. There are four or five hundred different colonies down on Uranus, each in its own geographic area. Ninety-nine times out of a hundred, when I connect I find the sort of thing you heard today—‘make connection, good work, feels good, take food’, that primitive level of communication. But the hundredth time is different. There’s one special colony, somewhere down there on the surface of Uranus. I made recordings of them.” He picked up his own headset. “Remember, this will be sound and vision only. There’s no way of recording other sensations, so some of this won’t make easy sense. But I’ll be tagging along, and I’ll explain whenever I can. And don’t expect continuity. I’ve done editing—God, how I’ve done editing. I’ve sweated and agonized over it, worried if I was adding false meaning. I’ve spent days and nights and nights and days. But I’m still not sure.”


  The headset was hissing softly when Lanj slipped it on. He heard Cotton’s voice cut in over a faint unintelligible chanting sound: (“Ask me when you have questions. I can stop the recording anytime.”)


  Vision had bled in on his final words. They were looking at a group of about fifteen Ergas, gathered round one of their number. The Erga that Cotton had monitored and recorded was on the periphery of the circle. All the creatures were smaller and lighter in color than the ones that Lanj had seen before, and their forelimbs had an extra protuberance close to the thorax. The Erga at the center of the group was the smallest of all. The scene was almost dark, lit by a strange monochrome that gave to everything an odd two-dimensional appearance. (“Ultrasonics only,” said Cotton’s voice. “Night on Uranus. Listen.”)


  “The light in the sky has gone.” The voice was flat, without inflection or emphasis. “The Master is here. Four times we have met. Soon the Master will leave us.”


  (“Master, Teacher, Leader.” Cotton spoke jerkily, emotionally. “I don’t know which word is the right one.”)


  (“Cotton! They’re self-aware!”)


  (“I know.”)


  (“But this is a fantastic discovery.”)


  (“Maybe. Keep listening. Remember, this is my transcription, but it is not my invention.”)


  The group of Ergas clustered more tightly around the smaller central figure. A powerful beam of verbal signal came from it. “The World was here before the People. The World will be here when the People are gone. You have asked, why do the People live? Where did the People come from? When the People die, where do they go? The Master says, the World was made by one Great Being. It created the People, and everything in the World. The People were created to serve the Great Being. If the People give service, that is enough reason for existence. When the People die, they become part of the Great Being.”


  “Master, the World is changing.” It was a new voice, from one of the circle of Ergas. “The People make the Burners, more and more Burners—” (“Fusion plants.” Cotton’s voice was calm. “A hundred new ones going in this year, to power the lift system.”)


  “—but the People cannot live near them. And there are more and more of the People. Some day there will be so many Burners, so many People. And no places. What will the People do?”


  (“So many”—they don’t have a vocabulary for numbers yet.”)


  “The Master tells the People, this question cannot be answered. Only the Great Being knows. There will be so many Burners, so many People. When that time comes, the Great Being will provide for the People.”


  The same voice. “Master, some of the Small People are not shaped correctly. They cannot feed. What should the People do?”


  “Leave them. The Great Being will care for them.”


  Another voice. “The Burners make dirt, and it fills the World now. It touches us. It is harder to breathe. Some of the People are sick, some of the People are dying.”


  “All things die. Nothing in the World promises that life must be easy. Sometimes the pieces of a Burner do not fit together, and the People must struggle to make the fit. The whole World is a struggle, also. Like the Burners, there will always be trouble and difficulty. The Great Being made the World that way.”


  (“The fusion plants are killing the Ergas?” said Lanj. “I didn’t know that.”)


  (“Nor did I, until I heard it there. Sounds like a radiation problem.”) There was a click, and the visual signal disappeared. Cotton had halted the recording. “The fusion plants must be less clean than we thought. Nobody up here bothered too much with that—we’ve been using Uranus as a dumping ground for waste products anyway, so a little more didn’t seem to make any difference. The Ergas must be radiation-sensitive. Any more questions, or are you ready to back the recording?”


  “No!” Anton Lanj had jerked his headset off. He reached over and pulled at the Monitor sphere on Cotton’s head. He did not like the look in the other man’s eyes. There was a blankness there, a coldness. “Who have you shown this recording to?”


  “No one.” Cotton gave a gruff laugh. “You’re the first. Don’t you understand? I tried to find an audience here—and no one gave a damn.”


  “But that’s ridiculous. Look at the significance of what you’ve found. Completely unknown to us, down there in the darkness, we have a whole new species—intelligent, self-aware, and with a religious sense.”


  Max Cotton was shaking his head wearily. “You’re missing the main point. If it were a native life-form down there, one that had evolved on Uranus, you’d have exobiologists all over Cobweb Station. There would be real interest. But we created the Ergas. We put them there ourselves. They’re more than three-quarters human, so is it a surprise if they share the human drives and satisfactions—work, play, procreate? That’s what you’d be told by people here, or on the Titania and Ariel settlements.”


  “But we’re doing the Ergas real harm. The fusion plants are killing them.”


  “Sure they are. You think the settlers care much about that? They need the supply of volatiles that comes up the Uranian lift system—they would die without them. They won’t worry about a few ‘animals,’ not with their own existence at stake.”


  “But they’re not animals!” Anton Lanj’s eyes were agitated, and his long hands curled and rubbed at each other like white spiders.


  Cotton looked at him coldly. “I hear you. But do you think you can persuade the rest of the Outer System—or even people here on Cobweb Station?”


  “You know they’re not animals. You agree with me.”


  “I’ll tell you what I think. And I’ll say again, you’re missing the whole point. We gave the Ergas intelligence—for our own reasons. We wanted them to be able to build the fusion plants. But we gave them no knowledge of their own origins, and we gave them an environment where greater intelligence and curiosity would be an asset. See, we created the Ergas in our own image—not physical image, but mental image. We ought not to be surprised if we hold the mirror up to them and see our own faces.”


  Lanj sat motionless for a moment and struggled to gain full control of himself. He thought that he understood what was happening. When Max Cotton found the emotional burden intolerable, he had done his best to pass it on to Lanj. But the meeting had taken a strange turn. He had to bring Cotton back to full involvement.


  “You may pretend it doesn’t matter to you,” he said at last. “That you can let the Ergas continue to build our plants and then die. But I don’t believe it. It doesn’t explain why you are so upset by your meetings with the intelligent Ergas. And you are upset—don’t try to deny it.”


  Cotton looked up. His eyes were filled with a sudden, blank despair. “Did I ever suggest that I was not: upset? I am more upset than you are—but for different reasons. You were a priest, so you tend to see everything through priest-colored glasses.”


  “And what the devil does that mean?”


  Cotton shrugged. “You want to credit the Ergas with immortal souls and feel anguish at their death without salvation. There is another message here, a cause for greater sorrow. Before you came here you lived in the Inner System. Why did you leave?


  “I told you already.” Lanj was fidgeting in his seat. “I felt uncomfortable with so many people.”


  “Right. Billion after billion, swarming over everything. But you know what? Not one of those billions is living in a natural habitat for a human. We took that whole, wild, haphazard collection of planets and moons and asteroids, and we changed it. Now the Inner System is neat, organized, and sanitary. And a priest should like people. Will you tell me the truth this time. Why didn’t you want to live there, back on Earth or Mars or Ceres?”


  Lanj shook his head. He was looking into Max Cotton’s eyes, and they were disturbingly rational and despairing. “I don’t know.”


  “I do. It’s not a place where any human can live comfortably anymore. You had a way out, you could leave. Most people lack that opportunity—or they would leave, too. And soon we’ll have the Outer System the same way.”


  “But even if you’re right, what in God’s name does that have to do with the Ergas?” Anton Lanj was making a last effort at self-control. “Why do they disturb you so terribly?”


  “Because of their message. The Ergas are changing Uranus for our convenience. And that will kill them. We made them intelligent—in our mental image—so they could build the Uranian lift system. When that’s finished, they won’t be able to survive there. Do you see their message now?”


  Anton Lanj could not speak. He shook his head and touched his fingers to the hidden crucifix beneath his dark tunic.


  “We’re changing the whole solar system. We’re getting it ready. Max Cotton was staring at Anton Lanj, and his eyes were no longer sane. “You were a priest. Are you still a priest?”


  “Yes.” The word was a whisper.


  “So tell me this, priest. In whose image are we created?”
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  Jaycie Conover, intent on the scurrying pink animal in front of her, leaned into a ninety-kilometer-per-hour gale. By Oberon standards it was a light breeze. Matt Wilkes, watching her through the skimmer canopy, felt glad he was a pilot and not a scientist.


  Jaycie’s voice crackled over the communicator: “I’ve got the helmet video pickup on. Are you taping?”


  “I’m getting it,” Matt said, one eye on the monitor screen, the other on the wingfan pressure readout. “Don’t let the critter bite.” Not that the animal looked dangerous: it was half a meter long, half of that a ratlike tail, with six sprawling legs ending in padlike clutches—evolutionary strategy to keep it from blowing away, no doubt. From its conical snout twitched stiff whiskers. Its eyes were slits, protection from windblown grit. It had no obvious external ears.


  Yet somehow it sensed Jaycie. When she was still ten meters away, the animal went rigid, turned toward her, quested with its whiskers. Then it whirled head-on into the wind, lashed its tail, and vanished.


  “Where is it?” Jaycie yelled, instinctively reaching for the energy-pistol holstered at her side.


  Matt looked through the canopy. “It went past you! Turn left—look in the air!”


  Jaycie turned her back to the wind. On the monitor a pink globe, the animal dangling from it hindquarters-first, flashed briefly, then disappeared over a hill. Jaycie’s voice was puzzled: “What did it—”


  “It inflated its tail!” Mark laughed. “Its tail caught the wind like a balloon, and zoom! it was off.”


  “Survival adaptation. That means predators. Funny we haven’t seen any carnivores.” Jaycie switched off the video transmitter and lumbered back to the skimmer. “Now if you’re quite ready, pilot.”


  “Aren’t you putting the holos in the cargo bay?”


  “Just the tripod and camera. This time the holos ride with me.” Matt winced. She still had not forgiven him for the loss of her first set of films. She swung the heavy container up into the copilot’s seat, then followed. “You won’t get rid of these as easily as you did the last ones.” Jaycie slid the cannister into the storage bay beneath her seat—a tight fit, but she succeeded. “Let’s go.”


  She checked the time as they took off. Matt knew she was worried about the deadline. Captain Hesseltine, nervous about the stability of the dormant volcanic caldera where the expedition lander sheltered from the eternal winds, would take off in sixty hours whether they were aboard or not. Planetary landings were more expensive than a skimmer and two crew members. If he and Jaycie had not returned by takeoff—well, they could look forward to a short, unhappy life together on Oberon.


  But they made progress, nine stops in ten hours, collecting specimens and holos of the major types of plant life on the wind-whipped continent the planet’s discoverers had waggishly named Zephyr. Matt did not complain, though once, lifting the skimmer over a driving front of white cloud and black rain, he grunted, “I can understand why there are no birds on this damn planet. Wind’d strip their feathers off.”


  “We’ve seen two semi-flying species,” Jaycie said, yawning. “The ballooners and the tumble-insects.”


  “Those bubbly green things? Yuck.”


  “They probably think the same of you.”


  Matt rode the downslope of cloud like a tobogganer swooshing down a snowy hill. “Let ’em. But how about you not thinking that way, huh?”


  “If you hadn’t ruined a hundred hours of work, it might be different.”


  “But the dust storm hit too fast! I jettisoned everything, not just your holos. I’m sorry—”


  “Lot of good that does. I’m missing some interesting species because of you. This should have been a whole new sweep, not a re-cap.”


  “I know. Look, if you’ll tell me what you want most, I’ll take you there right now. Fair enough?”


  “It might help.” Jaycie was silent for a moment. “You know the forest, the flat trees? Near the ocean, on the far side of the wind channels?”


  Matt sighed. “Yes.”


  “They were almost ready to sporulate. Take me there.”


  “A thousand klicks from the ship.”


  “I know that. Get some speed from this thing.”


  Matt shook his head, climbed to a better cruising altitude, and got some speed from the skimmer.


  They crossed the wind-carved eastern badlands, forbidding stretches of red and black rock wind-sculpted into yardangs like rows of overturned rowboats; and then the gray trunks and splashed green needles of the forest came into view. Jaycie’s name, flat trees, was apt: they were, literally, trees growing flat on the ground, trunks meters broad but only centimeters thick, needles clustered in bunches. From a distance the trees looked like a primitive painting of a Bonsai forest, but closer in they were enormous. Some, had they grown upright like respectable Terran trees, would have towered five hundred meters or more.


  “Air’s clear of sand,” Matt said. “I’ll land near the eastern edge—” Jaycie began to shout, “Look!” but before she had pronounced the word they had angled into a green cloud: spores, billions of them, boiled in the raging air. Before Matt could react, the skimmer’s ramscoops gulped spores, a billowing green mass nearly as thick as weak soup. Sand in the scoops was bad, but spores were a disaster—they burned.


  Spores burned where nothing had business burning. The skimmer’s sensors, detecting the heat, concluded that the ship was on fire, and, literalminded devices that they were, reacted perfectly. They jettisoned the command pod.


  Jaycie gripped Matt’s right arm as they tumbled free of the yawing skimmer. They whirled, and Matt saw the pilotless craft turn nose up, lashed by streamers of green, and flutter away, a leaf in a hurricane.


  Matt cursed as he felt a slewing yank. Jaycie cried, “What happened?”


  “Drogue ripped. We’re bailing out. Now!”


  Jaycie scrambled beneath her seat. “I’m taking the film—”


  “We’re out of the cloud. Hang on!” Matt hit the ejection lever, and both of them were jerked from the canopy. Matt heard the slap of the opening ’chute behind him, saw the ground sweep dizzily away between his dangling feet. He kited, going higher instead of descending. He spilled air, turned, and saw Jaycie below. She clutched a dural container half as big as herself, the extra weight bearing her down. Matt manipulated the shrouds to follow as best he could; it was a long fall.


  “I see you,” Jaycie’s voice buzzed in his earphones. “Stick with me, Matt. I can’t steer.”


  They passed the edge of the flat forest and were over bare rock when Jaycie crunched in for a rough landing. Matt saw her ’chute flap free and away like a frightened jellyfish. He palmed his hand-laser from a thigh pocket and when, a moment later, he thudded down, he cut his ’chute free. He regained balance on the edge of a twenty-meter drop into a wind channel and backed away. “Jaycie?” he said into his mike. The helmet communicators, line-of-sight without the skimmer’s booster, were almost useless in this jagged terrain. Matt started back the way he had come, hoping he was headed toward Jaycie. He climbed a few cliffs, grateful for the .71 gravity of Oberon, and finally saw her, with her back against a sheltering boulder and the duralumin case beside her.


  “You all right?” he shouted as he bounced over.


  “Sprained ankle,” Jaycie groaned. And then snarled: “You lost my film again!”


  Matt recognized the dural case as a survival kit—first-aid and ration packs, rope, tent. Jaycie, trying for her film, had grabbed the wrong handle. Matt dropped to his knees before her, the wind whipping his planetsuit into miniature waves over his chest and arms. “Let me see the ankle.”


  Nothing had broken. Matt dug an inflatable bandage from the first-aid kit, applied it, and settled back. “You won’t be able to walk far.”


  “Call and have Steeves or Einarsson come pick us up—”


  “Can’t. Our helmet communicators won’t reach that far.”


  “What are you saying?”


  Matt shrugged. “Until they miss us and send out search craft, we’re stuck. And the searchers will probably follow the distress beacon of the skimmer or command pod—if they can transmit after the damn things crash. No telling where the pod or the skimmer wound up.”


  Jaycie leaned against the red sandstone and looked at him through her goggles. “You mean we die here.”


  “Not just like that. They will look for us—”


  “They’ll have only thirty hours to do it, and a continent the size of Australia to do it in. You know procedure, and you know Hesseltine. We’re dead.”


  “Not yet. The skimmers should be able to pick up our communicator transmissions if they get within thirty klicks. If we climb to high ground, we can increase the range. It’s a long shot, sure, but we’re a very big needle in a relatively small haystack.”


  Jaycie pushed herself up, wincing. “Let’s find the high ground.”


  Matt hefted the tent pack, strapped it on, and gave his right arm to Jaycie. She paused to strap on a first-aid and ration pack. Then they walked downwind. The sun sank low behind them, moving to the tempo of Oberon’s twenty-nine hour day. Matt stopped to shift his pack to a more comfortable position.


  “Throw it away,” Jaycie advised.


  “No. We may need it.”


  Nightfall found them huddled at the base of an enormous tilted table of rock, a prow lifted high into the prevailing winds, with scant shelter from the eddies hissing down its slope. The aluminized tent would be snatched away in the whirling gusts, so they slept in the open, behind a low rampart of loose stone that Matt piled up. But even that gave little protection from the jabbing fingers of gibbering wind-ghosts.


  Matt lay wakeful, watching the passage of two moons, one a waxing crescent, a red and bloated thing twice the size of Earth’s Luna, the other and later one a cold blue disk smaller than the pupil of Jaycie’s eye. Somewhere beyond them was Sol, so distant that its light could not reach this far. He idly wondered if Jaycie, too, wished she could wake to an Earth sunrise just once more. . . .


  Matt fell into consciousness as one falls from a tree. The air was full of pink balloons, a birthday-party sky—


  “Flying rats,” said Jaycie, grinning beside him. “Ballooners. They’ve been drifting by since daybreak. A migration; I should’ve guessed. It’s the right season, just past the spring equinox.”


  Matt checked the time. “Hesseltine will be trying to raise us,” he said. “She’ll probably send skimmers out in a couple of hours. Let’s eat, then I’ll climb up and start broadcasting.”


  “Wind’s died down. Let’s get out of these helmets.”


  Matt agreed. The morning was not much worse than a very blustery March day on Earth, and he and Jaycie shared survival rations without having to spit out more than a couple of mouthfuls each because of blown grit. The ballooners floated by in groups of four or five, whirling westward. Occasionally, one came in for a bellyflop landing, twitched its whiskers, and with a flick of its tail was off again. Matt smiled despite himself.


  Matt had replaced his helmet and had begun to climb when Jaycie stopped him: “Look. There’s an injured one.”


  Matt followed her pointing finger. He saw a scrambling, squeaking, sixlegged pink rat, its broken tail draggling. It humped over the rocks in a blind hurry. “It’s running from something,” Matt said. “I wonder—”


  But then he saw what it ran from: a flat creeping thing, more than a meter long, mottled brown, segmented, something like a huge centipede except for the nightmarish head. That, carapaced, armed with wicked pincers, was something like a skull-sized crab. The centipede-thing scuttled, coiled, lashed, and grabbed its prey. Even through the helmet Matt heard the shrill screams of the ballooner. The hunter probed with a mouth-spear, a spray of blood puffed from the victim’s nostrils, and the prey went limp, shriveling in on itself. The carnivore sucked, and in moments its pincers held only a furry pouch of pink skin. It shook its head, and the wind took away the scrap.


  “Matt!”


  He turned, and seeing what Jaycie saw, knew why the ballooners had fled. More of the carnivores, thousands of them, had poured in a living carpet around the shoulder of the rock platform. They were only meters away. Matt sprinted toward Jaycie. “Come on!”


  “I can’t run fast enough. Go on!”


  But he half-lifted her, grabbed the tent kit, and dragged her away. Some of the nearer creatures scrambled toward them. “Matt! More of them!”


  They were surrounded. The creatures had swept around the rock from both sides. Weighted with Jaycie, Matt could not outrun them. He turned and started to climb the tilted table of rock. “I can do this,” Jaycie gasped. “On all fours if I have to!”


  Matt let her down. Together they toiled into the wind, toward the high, projecting edge of the rock. Behind, the centipedes closed ranks. Matt boosted and butted Jaycie until they were as high as they could get, a hundred meters above their campsite. Matt looked over the edge and saw a sheer drop of a hundred and twenty meters—and more of the centipedes, thick on the ground, as far as he could see.


  “They can’t get up,” he told Jaycie. “This side’s too steep.”


  “This one’s not,” she said, pointing down the slope. “Look.”


  Four of the creatures were within twenty meters, their ugly thrashing heads and cocked pincers clearly visible. “I’m going to try to kill them,” Matt said.


  He found a scattering of broken rock, flat disks larger than his hand. He threw one of these at the nearest carnivore. The rock hit wide, shattered, and did not slow the creature’s humping progress. A second, hurled more accurately, split the thing’s head. Its body writhed until the following creature bit into it, liquefied it, and left only a withered, wet sac of skin on the stone. And beyond, more of the creatures started to climb.


  For two hours Jaycie and Matt kept them back, throwing rocks, skimming stone fragments to dislodge the hold of their jointed legs, leaving the creatures to flounder in the gusts of wind, even using three charges of their pistols to dispatch two that had come uncomfortably close. The wind swelled in force and fury.


  “Skimmers will be looking for us now,” Matt panted.


  “They’ll be too late if they don’t get here soon. Look.”


  The main body of the carnivore army boiled thick and brown below, and a wave had started up the slope. They were far too many to turn back with rocks—and between the two of them, Matt and Jaycie had only seventeen charges left in their pistols.


  But the wind was an unexpected ally. Rising as the sun rose, it held the predators back. They had to move slowly, probing for holds. Even so, they would be at the top of the slope in less than an hour. Matt thought of the pincers, of the jabbing radula, and the digestive enzymes dissolving living flesh—


  He handed his pistol to Jaycie. “Keep ’em back. I’ve got an idea.”


  She slid a few meters downslope and immediately shot one of the centipedes. It bucked and jerked, its head a blackened stump. Matt broke open the tent kit. The tough, metalized fabric whipped in the wind; he sat on it to hold it down. He used his laser to cut lengths of line. Below him, Jaycie cried, “What are you doing?”


  “Making a kite! Give me your helmet, and keep them back!”


  Jaycie snatched off three shots, killing another predator, and shook free of her helmet. She tossed it to Matt. Behind the scant shelter of the rock prow, Matt lashed the dural struts together, then stretched the fabric over the frame, cutting and sealing with his hand-laser. Jaycie, looking over her shoulder as the kite took shape, yelled, “Use my backpack as a drag!”


  Matt’s gaze was uncomprehending.


  “A drag!” she screamed louder, over the howl of the wind. “Tie it to the end of the line!”


  He knotted the pack into place and lashed Jaycie’s helmet to the kite frame. Jaycie retreated toward him, firing into the rising wave of carnivores. “Too many of them.”


  “Ready.” The box kite was taller than Matt. He gave it to the wind, and felt Jaycie’s hand at his waist. She had looped the line into his belt and had tied it off; then she did the same for herself.


  The silver kite climbed, tugging harder as it caught the stronger wind aloft; it began to drag Matt forward. “It’ll pull us into them,” he grunted.


  Jaycie yanked the rope from his hands. “Give it all the line!”


  The suddenly tautened line at his waist jerked him off his feet. He gasped; he and Jaycie were airborne, feet dangling three meters above the mass of carnivores. But the pack, the drag, had bounced up, too; and the kite, deprived of resistance, had begun to sink.


  “We’re going in,” Matt shouted, feeling the line slacken, seeing the waiting pincers only a meter and a half away. The pack hit first, and the creatures attacked it, locking their jaws in the fabric, tugging it ravenously—


  And the line tightened, the kite pulled hard; Jaycie and Matt soared.


  “They’re flying the kite!” Jaycie laughed. “Their weight is enough to counter the lift!”


  It was true. The creatures, trapped by their own appetites, dragged along the rock. Some were crushed, but others locked on to the pack or to their bodies, blind and tenacious. In ten minutes Matt and Jaycie had left the migration of carnivores behind. The backpack bounced, dragged, skidded, found occasional lodgement only to break free, and the dead bodies of a dozen or so centipedes trailed with it, ballasting their escape. They had been airborne for nearly half an hour when Steeves’ voice broke in over Matt’s helmet communicator: “Where the Hell are you, and how are you moving so fast?”


  Matt yelped with joy, then vectored Steeves in. The skimmer came from the north, circled and then paced them. “How do we get down?” Jaycie cried.


  But landing proved no problem. The torn pack finally snapped loose, the kite dived, and suddenly they were the drag, until Matt used his laser to cut the line free. He and Jaycie, shaken, bruised, and scraped—but grinning like idiots—managed to walk to Steeves’ skimmer when it landed.


  Later, when Jaycie’s ankle had been properly seen to, when Hesseltine had turned over to her the film pack from the control pod—the pod had crashed, but its beacon had survived and Steeves had found it earlier that day Jaycie told the captain of Matt’s bravery and ingenuity.


  Matt listened with appropriate aw-shucks humility to Jaycie’s glowing words of praise.


  His desperate idea had merely been to lift Jaycie’s helmet radio high enough to be heard by any nearby skimmer pilot. The last thing in his head was that wild, wind-borne flight over and away from the carnivores. He wouldn’t have anticipated that in a hundred years.


  But, you understand, he’ll never tell Jaycie that.


  THE CANYONS OF ARIEL


  Kenneth W. Ledbetter


  Kenneth Ledbetter (“Outpost On Europa,” December 1986) returns with a story about a meeting on one of the moons of Uranus between representatives of humanity and of an alien race from an infrared star system. Mr. Ledbetter writes that he was in the let Propulsion Laboratory during the Voyager 2 flyby of Uranus in February 1986, which prompted this story.


  243.73 La’anDay, Adjusted. (7 JUNE, 09:20 UTC)


  TO HUMAN EYES, THE INterior of the scoutship would have been nearly pitch-black, with only the barely discernible illumination of the control panel providing light. Yet, for the sensitive eyes of the ship’s crew, the lighting was more than sufficient to see every necessary detail. One of the black-robed and hooded figures straightened his lengthy form from the infrared screen over which he had been hunched and turned to face the other in the center of the cramped control room.


  “Oh Revered One. They have departed the first moon and are on a course toward the second,” spoke the one who had risen from the terminal.


  The other nodded slightly and replied, “Yes, Thal’liel. Our time for rendezvous is near. When they have landed, set a course for our arrival time at a secure place nearby on the surface. Permit them time to adjust to their surroundings.”


  “Do you expect trouble, Revered One?”


  “What does your experience tell you? With beings of light, who can predict? We must be as cautious as time will permit.”


  “Yes,” Thal’liel agreed. He hesitated before continuing. “We have attempted to touch. It was not successful.”


  The other seemed to consider this for a prolonged moment before he replied. “You must exercise caution. The success or failure of our mission will be determined by your actions.” Turning, he floated quickly from the room.


  7 JUNE, 16:10 UTC


  THE SPACECRAFT had been on the surface of Ariel an hour already, and geologist Stanley Trexler fidgeted, anxious to get outside and begin exploration. Unfortunately, he had to wait for expedition security to check out the site for supposed dangers. Misplaced priorities was one problem with a diplomatic mission over a scientific mission, he thought. Of course, he should consider himself lucky even to have been invited. It was only at the last minute they decided to include the three scientists and arrive a week early for a little exploration. His prior experience in the Jovian system had secured the spot, and he was elated, for, at fifty-three, this was probably his last interplanetary voyage.


  This was mankind’s first personal visit to the Uranian system. It wasn’t exactly easy and convenient to get to. The unmanned Voyager 2 spacecraft had provided a first look way back in 1986, and that mission had been possible only due to an alignment of the outer planets that occurs once every 172 years. Even with gravity assist from both Jupiter and Saturn, the Voyager mission had taken nine years. Fortunately, with politics solidly behind this mission, a significantly more powerful booster, and a complicated Earth-Moon—Earth-Jupiter gravity-assisted trajectory, their vehicle had been able to reduce the total mission duration to a barely tolerable three years. However, three years in a cramped spacecraft for eight men was still long enough to strain relationships. The arrival at Uranus had thankfully relieved the tension.


  They had landed first on Miranda, the closest of the five principal moons to the nearly featureless, aquamarine cloud tops of Uranus. The smallest of the five, at 492 kilometers diameter, Miranda nevertheless had features that were dramatic. Gouged and tortured by forces still not understood even after six days of intensive close-up study, the rugged surface of Miranda was a geologic laboratory. Now they were on Ariel, the second of the major moons from Uranus. It was significantly larger, 1,168 kilometers in diameter, with terrain almost as rugged as Miranda. It was here the meeting that had prompted their long journey across the Solar System would transpire.


  Trexler heard the air lock cycling, indicating the captain and his three crewmen had finished their security inspection. If no problems had been detected, he would be allowed to disembark. That is, he would as soon as he could cram his slightly overweight body into a space suit.


  7 JUNE, 16:20 UTC


  ROB COWELL waited impatiently for the crowded air lock to cycle to full pressure. It shouldn’t take too long, he thought, since the four spacesuited figures, wedged together, filled the air lock to near capacity, yet it seemed an eternity. Cowell was young, of medium height and thin. He had seemed to grow slimmer on this, his first flight. An uncertain feeling he couldn’t quite identify had been disturbing his sleep and his appetite, and he felt it even stronger here on Ariel. He was glad to be back inside, even though Jake Lessing and his security crew had found nothing unexpected outside. The spaceship’s landing pads had come to rest solidly on firm soil, and there was no evidence of anything in the ship’s vicinity that was cause for alarm. Especially, there was no sign of aliens; that was what really mattered. The fact that the four of them had been the first humans to set foot on Ariel never even occurred to Cowell.


  Finally the inner door opened; they stepped inside and began removing their space suits. He listened abstractedly as Captain Lessing announced all was clear and approved Trexler’s request to go exploring. As for Cowell, he wasn’t at all sure it had been a good idea to bring the scientists along on such a critical mission. If the crew had to act fast to protect the ship, the ambassador, or the interests of mankind, the scientists just might be in the way.


  After the three scientists, accompanied by the crewman Jacobsen, had departed, Lessing sent the remaining crewman Rollins to rouse the ambassador, who had not emerged from his quarters since the landing. Then Lessing and Cowell moved to the control panel to verify the status of the ship’s subsystems. Jake Lessing was a broad-shouldered man in his midforties, whose original black hair was salted with more than the usual white. He had the manner of command about him and had been called on more than once during the voyage to settle heated disputes. He prided himself on being able to maintain a relatively sane mission.


  “Captain. Do you think they’ll comer Cowell asked.


  “After a three-year voyage, they’d better.”


  “We might be better off if they didn’t.”


  Lessing glanced up from the panel display, his brows knitted. “Why do you say that?”


  “We don’t know anything about them, except what they’ve told us, which is precious little. They say they come from a planet circling a dark star several light-years away; that they can’t come into the Solar System farther than Uranus because they can’t take the Sun’s radiation; that we have something they want to trade for, but they won’t identify it, nor what they’ll give us in exchange. It just sounds phony to me.”


  “There’s a little more information than that,” Lessing responded, turning back to the instruments. “We exchanged messages with them for two years before we left.”


  “It took them that long to convince us to come out here. Do you realize they’ve been wandering around our outer Solar System for at least five years now? What have they been up to all that time?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe they’re a patient race.”


  “Yeah, patient like a spider waiting in its web for the fly.”


  Lessing looked up again and frowned. “It seems you’ve been down a lot lately, Rob. Is it the strain of the long mission, or the uncertainty of what we’ll find here?”


  “Maybe some of both, Captain.” He managed a weak smile. “It’s just that we’ll be totally at their mercy. Earth is three years away and can’t be of any help. What kind of bargaining position is that?”


  “Those arguments were all addressed before we left. It’s a risk we’re taking. You knew that before you signed up.”


  “I know. I accepted that, but three years is a long time to think about it.”


  “Captain!” The cry echoed through the passageway from the crew’s quarters. Both men turned immediately toward the sound as Rollins appeared in the passageway entrance. “Captain. It’s the ambassador. I think he’s . . . dead.”


  Lessing bolted upright, too fast in the low gravity, and barely managed to avoid hitting his head on the bulkhead. Quickly correcting his balance, he hurried across the control room, through the passageway, and into the ambassador’s quarters. The ambassador was not experienced in space travel; thus, whenever the ship was landing or departing, even on low-gravity worlds, he strapped himself in his bunk. He was there this time, too, but now there had been no attempt to get out. Lessing felt for a pulse and found none.


  “Coswell. Go radio the doctor and get him back in here. Tell him to come now, but don’t imply it’s a panic situation. There’s nothing the doctor can do but try to find the cause of death.”


  7 JUNE, 16:40 UTC


  THEY HAD landed at the mouth of one of Ariel’s great rift canyons. With the crazy orbital tilt of the Uranian system, much of the canyon remained in deep shadow. Even the sunlit portions weren’t bright, since, at Uranus’s distance, sunlight is 360 times fainter than on Earth. It was something like evening twilight, but much more foreboding because of the un-Earthly landscape.


  Before them, a pair of mountains that formed the canyon walls rose on either side to an equivalent height and fell away toward a common vanishing point, leaving the impression of standing at the bottom of an immense, flat-bottomed groove. Small-scale relief and larger irregularities farther back in the canyon helped slightly to dispel the illusion. Actually, the fault-created canyons were little more than gigantic grooves, although from orbit the majority could be seen to gradually bend. In the opposite direction, a flat, cratered plain stretched until it fell off the edge of the all-too-near horizon.


  Trexler and Martin Wakefield had left the other scientist and the crewman examining rocks and soil in the immediate vicinity of the ship and had driven the electric car about half a kilometer into the canyon. With its open structure and large wire-mesh wheels, the car resembled the ones that the Apollo astronauts had taken to the Moon on man’s first foray away from Mother Earth. However, this one was significantly more powerful and could reach sustained speeds of almost fifty kilometers per hour for several hours before a recharge was needed.


  Wakefield was a biologist and, more important, a medical doctor. Although no one expected to find any natural life-forms on the moons of Uranus, the fact that they were to meet with aliens from elsewhere argued strongly for a biologist. Since the crew would also need a doctor on such a long voyage, Wakefield was an ideal candidate. He was also British, but that was no fault of his own.


  The two scientists were discussing the difficulty of distinguishing features in the obscurity of the shaded areas, when the call came through their suit radios.


  “Base calling Dr. Wakefield. Come in, please.”


  Wakefield glanced over at Trexler. “This is Wakefield. What is it?”


  “This is Rob Cowell. The captain asked me to call you back to the ship. We have a problem on board.”


  “What’s the nature of the problem?”


  “Ah . . . Captain Lessing would rather talk to you directly than broadcast that information, . . . in case someone’s listening.”


  “Poppycock. Who could be listening, except us? Is it an emergency?”


  “Negative, but the captain would still like you to return immediately.”


  Wakefield shut off his transmitter and leaned over so that his helmet touched Trexler’s. “Well, old chap. What do you make of this? Do you suppose it’s something serious, or do they just envy our fun out here?”


  “Don’t know, but I supposed we had better find out.”


  Wakefield nodded, sat back, and reactivated the transmitter: “Roger, Base. We are returning.”


  7 JUNE, 20:45 UTC


  THE SEVEN remaining expedition members lounged around the control room under a canopy of gloom. Cowell was situated to one side of the others near a viewport where he could occasionally glance outside at the deepening shadows in the canyon. Lessing and Wakefield were at a central table. The others listened somberly as the doctor spoke.


  “I really don’t have the proper equipment to conduct an autopsy, Captain, but from what little evidence I can see, the man had a heart attack. That’s really no more than an educated guess, though.”


  “Your educated guess is better than our uneducated one, Doctor. But are there other alternatives?” Lessing asked.


  “Well, from his color, he appeared that he had trouble breathing, so he could have asphyxiated, but that can happen when the chest constricts with a heart attack.”


  “Were his breathing passages clear?”


  “Oh yes. He didn’t choke on anything.”


  They all sat for a moment in silence. Then Cowell spoke in a low but distinct voice. “Are you suggesting, Captain, that it might be murder?”


  Murmurs of disbelief passed through the room as Lessing stared hard at Cowell for several seconds before he replied. “I’m just trying to look at all possibilities. I suppose that, however improbably, murder is a possibility.”


  “Are the people in this room the only suspects, or are you considering . . .” Cowell jerked his thumb toward the viewport.” . . . them as a possibility?”


  “Don’t be ridiculous, Cowell,” spoke Trexler. “How could someone outside the ship cause the ambassador to die without a mark on him?”


  A sly grin crept across Cowell’s face. “Maybe they have ways we don’t know about. Maybe they prefer that we don’t have a skilled negotiator when we get to serious discussions.”


  Lessing shook his head in exasperation and used Cowell’s last comment to redirect the conversation. “We do have somewhat of a problem with the ambassador gone. I suppose I will have to handle the negotiations, and I don’t consider myself skilled at diplomacy. I’ll have to insist on contacting Earth at any major bargaining point, and that will cause infuriating delays with round-trip communication time almost six hours plus whatever time they need on the ground to develop an answer to our questions. Fortunately, Earth is above the horizon for most of Ariel’s sixty-hour day because of this system’s tilt toward the Sun.” He glanced at his watch? “The delay is infuriating already. The message we sent to Earth asking for advice is just now arriving. It’ll be at least three hours before we hear from them.”


  “We don’t have that long, Captain,” Cowell said softly. “They’re here.”


  The others turned toward Cowell, but his attention was focused outside the viewport. Even in the bright light of the control room, his face was ashen.


  7 JUNE, 21:10 UTC


  THE GREETING party consisted of the captain, the three security men (Cowell, Jacobsen, and Rollins), and Trexler and Wakefield. The third scientist remained inside to narrate into the ship’s computer the events that he saw from viewport and heard over the radio. The computer would relay every word to Earth, in case something unexpected happened. It took two cycles of the air lock to get the entire party onto the surface, but once there, they began hiking toward where the alien ship had landed. That site was inside the mouth of the canyon, deep in the shadow of the left wall.


  “You’ll notice, Captain, they didn’t land out in the open where we could see them,” Cowell’s voice came over the headset. “I’d advise caution.”


  “They told us they don’t like direct sunlight,” Lessing replied. “Their actions are consistent.”


  “A convenient dislike, perhaps?”


  “Shut up, Cowell,” snapped Lessing. “This is going to be difficult enough without your negative remarks.”


  The outline of a metallic ovoid on tripod legs gradually emerged from the murk as they marched toward the shadow. It wasn’t until they actually entered the shadow and their eyes had adjusted that they spotted the three figures standing in front of and to the left of the ship. In cowled robes, they were three motionless black cones pointing skyward. The group’s motion became erratic as one by one they discovered the visitors. There was some pointing and quiet exclamations under breath. Then they were proceeding uniformly again, if more slowly.


  “What I want to know is how they can stand out here without a space suit,” spoke Trexler calmly. “What are they breathing? How do they protect themselves from the low temperatures and pressures?”


  Lessing held up his arm and halted his group about twenty meters away. The aliens were motionless, waiting. Even at that distance, their seven-foot height was imposing.


  “Are those eyes? They’re huge!” exclaimed Jacobsen, his voice quivering. In fact, the eyes were all the humans could discern under the hoods. Other facial features were obscured.


  The captain hesitated, wondering how communication would work in spite of assurances during pre-mission exchanges that it wouldn’t be a problem. He took three steps forward and was about to speak, when the center one of the three dark figures drifted forward by an equal amount, and a bass voice boomed in his headset.


  “Greetings, beings of light. In peace we come for conference.”


  Lessing winced at the volume of the signal. “I am Jake Lessing, captain of this exploration vessel and leader of this expedition.”


  “I am called Thal’liel, representative of the Revered One. We are pleased that you have journeyed across your system to meet with us here. It is our desire that both of us shall depart this place enhanced.” There was a momentary pause, then a slight inclining of the conical silhouette. “You are not the ambassador we were told would be leading.” It was more of a statement seeking confirmation than a question.


  “No, I’m not. He is unable to leave the ship. For now I will represent my people.”


  “We accept that. There are questions you would like to ask before we present our proposal?”


  Lessing turned slightly and cast a puzzled glance at Trexler. “Yes,” he said, refocusing on Thal’liel. “You appear to wear no protection from the environment, such as the space suits we wear. It seems against nature. How do you protect yourself?”


  “Our breathing mixture was absorbed into our bodies before we left the vessel in a sufficient quantity to supply our needs for some time. As for the temperature, we feel quite comfortable. It is not significantly colder than our home world. The low pressure is resisted by a contraction and densification of our outer skin, in effect forming a pressure vessel.”


  Lessing’s eyebrows raised. He hoped for a later opportunity for further discussion on that process, but for now there was so much basic to learn. “What about the communication? How is it you speak English so well into our radios?”


  “We have had five of your years to learn your language; however, because of the different construction of our vocal apparatus, we could not speak it without the aid of a computer. This device strapped to my torso translates my speech into your language and transmits the result at the frequency of your radio system. It executes the reverse for your words.”


  Lessing peered closer and detected a small gold-colored box in the chest area of the nearest alien. It wasn’t easy to do in the dimness. “Yes, I believe I see it.”


  “We regret we must meet at a place where your eyes cannot well see. Our vision responds to the infrared regions of the spectrum, and we can see quite well here. Beyond the shadow we would be blinded by the brightness.”


  “This is satisfactory for us. Let’s us hear your proposal.”


  “As we have told you before, our world circles a brown dwarf star only nine light-years from here. To you, our sun is nearly black, but to us it shines in the infrared. Not only is our star a dwarf, but it has only one planet, and it, too, is small. It has become severely crowded, so much so that we are looking for other worlds on which to expand. The outermost part of your Solar System would suit our needs. There are worlds sufficiently large on which to live and an abundant supply of raw materials. Our proposal requests exclusive rights to the planet you call Pluto and its large moon, and the planet Neptune and its two large moons. In addition, we request mining rights in the Uranian system with perhaps an outpost or two, but we would not colonize. We would recognize your rights to the same. Uranus would be the boundary between our respective territories, where we could coexist. In the future, trade and cultural exchanges can take place here, if you so desire.


  “In exchange for this, we offer you an improvement in your propulsive technology: plans and instruction for building a spaceship drive that will allow you to travel from Earth to Uranus in only one tenth the time you have spent on this voyage. It will be the means to fully utilize the worlds at your disposal and will give you the capability to visit nearby star systems. Such instruction will also result in an advance of your knowledge in the principles of physics, which in itself will lead to other areas of technological progress. That is our proposal.”


  Lessing let the words settle into his brain before he spoke. A better propulsion system! Expansion of humanity into space was hampered primarily by the time it took to get anywhere. What we could do with a better drive!


  “Your offer is understood. We must return and discuss the matter.”


  “There is time,” replied Thal’liel. “Such decisions must be carefully made. We will meet here in one revolution of this moon.”


  The three conical shapes rotated in unison and retreated toward their ship. There was no evidence of legs or similar appendages beneath the robes; they apparently floated a few centimeters above the surface. As they neared their vessel, they merged into the blackness, and the humans could no longer distinguish them from the shadows. They never saw them enter.


  After long moments of silent staring into the darkness, Lessing finally spoke. “Let’s go. We have plenty to talk about.” They turned and retraced their path.


  7 JUNE, 22:00 UTC


  THERE WERE few comments as the group removed their suits. They all seemed to be lost in thought, waiting for Lessing to initiate the discussion. Instead, he disappeared into the galley and emerged with cups of coffee, which he passed around. He hadn’t had to ask. After three years together in space, he knew who liked it and how.


  “All right. Let’s address the issues one at a time and see if we can make some sense of it all. We have two and a half days before we meet them again.” He paused and rubbed his palms across his forehead. “First, their desires. Can we afford to give them the outer Solar System?”


  “What prevents them from just taking it?” Cowell interjected.


  Trexler responded before the captain had the chance. “The fact they haven’t already colonized in five years and instead waited for us to get here vouches for their intentions.”


  “But the fact remains that if we say no, they might just go ahead and take it anyway,” Cowell continued. “We couldn’t do anything about it.”


  “It’s not good to us anyway,” someone else said. “Neptune and Pluto are so far out they’ll never be of any use to us.”


  “But they’ve promised us a faster drive to make them more accessible.”


  “Do you actually think they’ll deliver?” Cowell asked.


  “That’s the strange part,” said Lessing. “They’ve offered us a faster drive, better physics, further technological and cultural exchange, when they didn’t have to offer us a thing. We hadn’t even visited the outer planets, let alone staked a claim to them. It’s likely they could have moved in and settled the places without our even knowing about it.”


  “Is it conceivable they believe we would be a danger to them later on, after they had colonized?” asked Wakefield.


  “That’s possible,” agreed Trexler. “It could be a major confrontation if mankind expanded and unexpectedly encountered an advanced alien race right in our own Solar System.”


  “But the faster drive system they’re willing to give us will only advance the time of confrontation.”


  “And it will occur while we still remember who gave it to us,” added Lessing, “rather than a few generations away when any agreement made now is long forgotten. Perhaps they’re better psychologists than we give them credit for.”


  “Who knows how to interpret an alien mind?” Trexler stated.


  “I wish I could see their faces,” spoke Cowell, so softly that not everyone heard him. “You can sometimes tell if they’re lying by looking into their faces.”


  “They’re alien faces, Rob,” someone said. “I doubt if you’d be able to read anything in them.”


  Cowell cast furtive glances about. “But why do you suppose they hide them?”


  A prolonged silence was his only answer.


  “Well, I must communicate all this to Earth,” Lessing concluded. “Let them make the decision.”


  245.71 La’anDay, Adj. (10 JUNE, 02:15 UTC)


  THE TWO shadowed forms faced each other in the murky room. “Have you attempted touch again, Raen’nann?”


  “Yes, Thal’liel. I touched a logical one. It also withdrew.”


  “And the perception of disposition?”


  “I could obtain none, Honored One. The time was too brief.”


  “Did it sense presence?”


  “I do no know. Perhaps. Perhaps not. I was subtle.”


  “Perhaps not subtle enough. I think we shall terminate such action until more information is available.”


  “Very well, Honored One.”


  10 JUNE, 06:40 UTC


  LESSING STUDIED the message from Earth, the last of three. The first had expressed dismay over the ambassador’s death and had given the captain the power to conduct the negotiations. The second had been full of questions about the initial discussions, few of which Lessing could answer. The third, now in his hand, instructed him to bargain for all of the promised information and assistance in exchange for the Neptune and Pluto systems only. As much as possible was to be up front, and the visitors would not be granted access to the Uranian system until all was delivered and analyzed—and then only a limited access would be permitted. Lessing shook his head. How Earth was to enforce that, he couldn’t see, and didn’t know how he could convince the aliens if they questioned it. Well, all he could do was present it, which would happen in—he glanced at his watch—less than three hours, and see how they reacted.


  Most of the crew had been sleeping and were just now rising. Breakfast, if anyone could eat, would be followed by another visit in the shadow of the canyon wall. He stood up and was making his way toward the galley for a cup of coffee, when a shout halted him in midstep.


  “Captain.” The call came from Trexler in the crew’s quarters. “You’d better come here.”


  Lessing didn’t like the sound of this. He carefully made his way across the cabin and into the crew compartment, where Wakefield knelt over Rollins in his bunk. Trexler anxiously peered over the doctor’s shoulder. “What’s wrong?” Lessing asked, knowing with a shuddering certainty the answer.


  “Rollins is dead, Captain.” Wakefield’s voice was strained. “Looks just like the ambassador. Heart attack . . . or something else.”


  10 JUNE, 09:25 UTC


  THE TIME for the second encounter had arrived. The mood was somber, with little verbal exchange between the men as they prepared. Several were already partially into space suits, when Cowell erupted.


  “This is crazy, Captain. One death could be explained, but not two. That’s stretching coincidence too far. I think we’re stepping into a trap.


  We should just batten up the hatches and get the hell out of here.”


  “Cowell, we’ve already been through this,” the captain spoke roughly. “If they indeed killed both while they were inside the ship, they could kill us all at any time. I don’t see where another meeting is any more dangerous than any other course of action.”


  “It’s more time we’ll have to spend in our bunks on this world with them out there. One more night. Who will it be tonight? Huh?” He nervously scanned the silent, paralyzed faces in the room. “You’ve noticed they wait until we’re asleep. Who won’t wake up tomorrow morning?”


  “Cowell!” Lessing shouted. Their eyes locked; they glared at each other.


  Then Cowell’s face began to soften, and his voice grew suddenly calmer. “Do you mind if I stay inside this time? I can take care of the dictation.”


  “Yes, I mind,” Lessing spit through clenched teeth. “I want you where I can see you. Frankly, I don’t trust you in here alone. Wakefield can stay and narrate to Earth.” Then, more calmly to the group: “Let’s do it.”


  Once again they cycled in shifts through the air lock. There had not been time after Rollins’s death to wait for a reply from Earth concerning this meeting, but Lessing felt more confident now that the earlier message had given him authority.


  They trudged silently across the plain toward the shadows engulfing the alien spaceship. As before, it wasn’t until they entered the darkness that they were able to see distinctly the three conical black shapes they knew to be the others. They stopped fifteen meters away.


  “Greetings. This is Captain Lessing. You are Thal’liel?”


  “Yes. Once again we greet you,” replied the voice from the gold box into the headsets.


  “We have been in contact with Earth and have exchanged messages,” Lessing began. “We have a question or two to ask concerning your proposal.”


  “You may proceed.”


  “You promised us certain information in exchange for the privilege of colonizing the outer Solar System. How is this information to be furnished? Will you interpret if we fail to understand what you provide?”


  There was a moment of silence and then: “We do not understand your question of how. We will provide the information directly. Interpretation will not be needed.”


  “Through written materials? Surely you don’t intend to just tell us.”


  “Have you no empath?”


  “Uh, no, I don’t believe so, if I understand your meaning.”


  “One who hears with another’s ears, understands with another’s mind, feels with another’s heart.”


  Lessing frowned, then answered. “None of us can do that.”


  “We then understand the confusion. It is of minor importance. Yes, we can provide you both instruction and interpretation for all the information we promised. Perhaps not all at once. The information will best be disseminated slowly over many years, but ultimately all of it will be yours.”


  “Why would you withhold the information if it is promised? We have a great many scientists who could be brought to bear and thus absorb the material in a relatively short period of time. We’re resilient in that respect. We wouldn’t limit your colonization of the moons of the outer planets to a slow trickle.” Perhaps he shouldn’t have said the latter. Limiting the rate at which they could emigrate might be a way of speeding up the transfer of information. But how could Earth enforce it? How could Earth enforce any of this?


  Lessing was about to discuss restricting their access to the Uranian system until all promised data had been delivered, when it happened. His eyes were adapted to the darkness, and the sudden illumination temporarily blinded him. A brilliant circle of light fell upon Thal’liel. For an instant he had a glimpse of an alien visage, a narrow, elongated face with enormous, sad eyes, until the robe-covered arm shielded it. A muffled gasp emitted from the gold box, and the robed figure collapsed backward to be caught by the two behind.


  Trexler had not been watching the aliens, because a moment before, his peripheral vision had detected movement from Cowell, and he had turned his head. Too late, he saw the beamlight in Cowell’s hand, which had gone unnoticed. Too late, he saw the hand rise to point the beamlight toward the dark trio. When the light came on, Trexler was moving, but it still took precious seconds to cross the distance and put his shoulder into the spacesuited figure. Both men sprawled into the dust, and the beamlight spun from Cowell’s grasp. It was quickly retrieved and extinguished by someone, but the damage had been done. When Trexler looked up, the figures were retreating rapidly toward their craft, the one in the middle, horizontal.


  Lessing’s attention was riveted on the retreating aliens until anger welled up inside him. He spun back toward Cowell, who had recovered and was jogging as fast as possible back toward their ship. “Cowell. Hold it right there,” he shouted.


  The running figure ignored him.


  “Wakefield, this is Lessing. Do you read?” He spoke into the radio.


  “I’m here, Jake. What happened? All I could see was a flash of light and then nothing.”


  “Cowell’s gone off the deep end. He’s on his way there. Don’t let him in until we get there.”


  “Roger.”


  Lessing didn’t hurry the group back, since he could see both the ship and Cowell’s form approaching it. As long as the doctor locked the air lock from the control panel, there was no way Cowell could open it from the outside. However, the captain was dismayed when the fugitive bypassed the air lock and opened the door to the electric car.


  “Where do you think you’re going, Cowell?” he shouted over the radio.


  There was no answer.


  “You’ll have to come in sometime, you know. Your air supply is limited.”


  The car lurched into motion at right angles to their path. Lessing estimated his chances at intercepting, but quickly realized it was futile and continued toward the ship. They had only the one car, and it was too fast for anyone on foot. If Cowell had any sense left, he would return before his air ran out. Lessing didn’t know whether he had any or not.


  10 JUNE, 10:40 UTC


  COWELL DROVE into the canyon like a man possessed. Most of the rocks he dodged. Some of them he just bounced over, which wasn’t very good for the vehicle, but that was the least of his worries. He had to get away from them. Every few seconds he glanced furtively behind. Most of the time he didn’t see anything, but sometimes he could see them in the shadows, floating along just above the ground. He didn’t think they were gaining on him, but he wasn’t really sure. “Don’t let up!” he whispered to himself, and pushed harder on the speed control, already against the stops.


  He had seen the face! He knew it. It was emaciated and sinister, pure evil. The others hadn’t understood. They didn’t know what they were dealing with. He had tried to tell them, but they wouldn’t listen. Now he had to get away. He looked behind him again. There they were! Two of them in the shadows to his left rear, just waiting. Spiders, waiting for the fly. “Stay in the open,” he told himself. “Stay in the sunshine, weak as it is in this godforsaken place. They won’t dare come into the sunshine.”


  The canyon extended in nearly a straight line to the horizon, a vast linear rift in the surface of Ariel. Other cracks formed side canyons every few kilometers, some small and some nearly as vast as the main cut. As he approached one of these, he looked back again and, not seeing his pursuers, he turned the vehicle sharply to the right without hesitation.


  “That ought to shake them,” he said aloud. This branch canyon was narrower and rockier, and he slowed down to avoid larger boulders. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw no one. Up ahead, he could see this canyon was not straight but gradually curved to the left. He let himself relax a little, felt some of the fuzziness wash from his head, and for an instant, sanity began to creep back inside his mind. Where was he going to get air? But before he could really ponder the question, he looked again. There were two of them in the left shadow! He wrenched the controls back to maximum speed.


  The terrain ahead made him wonder if the canyon branch had been a mistake. The gradual curve to the left put more and more of the canyon floor in the shade, and the right side was thick with boulders. Perspiration began to cloud the inside of his helmet as he looked again and felt his heart leap. The black cones were drifting along the left canyon wall as fast as the car ran. He was going to have to drive through part of the shadow to navigate around an approaching boulder field. They wouldn’t catch him there; he would outmaneuver them.


  Swerving the car into darkness, he skirted boulders in his path, despite reduced vision. He successfully traversed the rock-strewn canyon bottom for several minutes until he could see sunlight ahead. He was nearly there! Only a short distance and he would emerge into the safety of sunlight. Unfortunately, his path led between two boulders separated by slightly less than the width of his vehicle. The immediate, crunching stop flung him over the front and tumbled him amidst a sandy rock field.


  Stunned, he came to rest on his back and stared stupidly into the black, star-studded sky. Although his brain realized that his faceplate was broken and the air he had left was rapidly escaping through the hole, the significance escaped him.


  “No. Leave me alone,” he screamed, as terror gripped his entire being, not from the ebbing of his life through the hole, but from the vision of the black-robed creatures that appeared over him. As a long, bony finger reached toward the faceplate, he lost consciousness.


  246.09 La’anDay, Adj. (10 JUNE, 15:00 UTC)


  I HAVE ERRED, Revered One,” spoke the one in the center of the chamber. His cowl was thrown back, and a light-colored cloth, wrapped around the upper part of the elongated head, covered the eyes.


  “In what way, Thal’liel?” inquired the other patiently.


  “In my haste to understand the motive and predication of the Earth beings, I failed to sufficiently consider the effects of empathy. It appears that both attempts caused the death of the one touched. We did not understand the fragile nature of the human mind.”


  There was silence for a prolonged moment, then the other answered. “And you have paid the price of your sight for your error.”


  “Yes, Revered One. The burns will heal; vision will not. However, we have achieved success with the one called Cowell. Raen’nann found the state of his mind far different than the others. It is believed this success will result in the success of the mission.”


  “Let us hope so, Thal’liel. Let us hope so.”


  10 JUNE, 15:35 UTC


  HE CAN’T possibly have any more time,” spoke Trexler. The group sat around the gloomy cabin and forlornly considered the empty scotch bottle on the table. Lessing had sneaked it aboard for celebrating their expected success. Instead, they had used it to soothe the pain of their failure. But there had been only a couple of swallows to go around, not enough to do much soothing.


  “I don’t believe he’s coming back,” said Lessing. “I should have recognized his growing insanity and had him sedated.”


  “Don’t blame yourself, Captain. There were more important matters to consider. None of us recognized the extent of his condition.”


  “We have to try contact again, don’t we, Jake,” Trexler stated. It was stated as a fact more than a question.


  “Yeah. We’ve come too far to give up easily. The rest of you will stay here. Stan and I will go back out there with full air tanks and wait outside their vessel until they appear. Either they’ll come out or they’ll take off.”


  “What will you tell them?”


  “The truth, I suppose,” Lessing answered. “I couldn’t invent something that sounded any better. Let’s hope they can understand insanity and don’t get the idea that it’s a common human trait.”


  “Do you suppose their deal is still on?”


  Lessing didn’t get the chance to answer the question. A muffled hum signaled the opening of the outer door of the air lock. They froze in startled silence, each considering the possibilities in his mind.


  “Could it be Rob?” someone asked.


  “How is that possible? He didn’t have enough air.”


  The hum stopped as the outer door closed and the pumps started filling the chamber with air. Lessing leaned over the control panel and switched internal comm onto broadcast circuits. “Rob, is that your—”


  There was no answer.


  “Rob, this is the captain. Respond if you can hear me.” He paused for reply and heard none. He briefly considered locking the internal door, but was caught in indecision. Who else could it be but Cowell? The aliens? If so, that wasn’t necessarily bad. Indecision robbed him of action long enough for the hum to begin again, much louder this time as the internal door began to open.


  All eyes were transfixed on the opening door. No one moved; no one made a sound. Breathing seemed suspended. The door completed its retraction into its slot, revealing a spacesuited figure who stood motionless for an indeterminately long time.


  “What’s the matter with his faceplate?” someone whispered.


  No one answered, but it was apparent that it was damaged. The faceplate was generally opaque, except for the upper left corner. The center right side contained a circular area like smoked glass, as if a blowtorch had been applied. It had what appeared to be fused cracks radiating from it. The rest of the suit seemed perfectly normal.


  The figure’s hands went to the helmet and unfastened the latches. It lifted, and the normal face of Rob Cowell appeared.


  “Sorry for the surprise, gents,” he said, smiling faintly, “but the radio didn’t work, and I couldn’t call.”


  All but Lessing relaxed, and several jumped up to thump Cowell on the back. Voices ran together as they expressed their relief, both at his safe return and that it was not someone—or something—else in the suit.


  Lessing struggled with his thoughts and uncertainties a moment, then calmly reached for his weapon. Training it carefully on the suited figure, he spoke, “All of you except Cowell sit down.” The voice was not loud, but was stern and unmistakably that of command. The others quieted and returned to their seats.


  “Cowell, consider yourself under arrest. And before you make any further moves to remove the rest of the suit, you’d better explain your actions, including how you managed to make it back here.”


  Cowell nodded in assent and began in his normal, sane voice. They hadn’t heard that voice in weeks. It was only then that Lessing realized the extent of Cowell’s previous insanity.


  “I understand, Captain. I would do the same if I were in your position, but let me assure you, I’m perfectly all right. That wasn’t true earlier. I don’t understand what came over me. Perhaps the journey itself, the deaths, the visual aspect of the aliens, their desire for darkness all had their effect. I barely remember what I did. It was reprehensible. I was so possessed with this desire to expose their appearance, it overruled rational action. As it was, I blinded Thal’liel and burned his sensitive skin.”


  “How do you know that?” interrupted Lessing.


  “I’ve been with them, Captain. You’ve undoubtedly noticed the helmet. I crashed the car in my insane frenzy to get away from them. You see, they were following me, curious as to what I intended and not understanding my condition. The crash threw me onto rocks and shattered the faceplate. I don’t know exactly how they did it, but before all my air could escape through the hole, one of them sealed it with his bare hand. I had already become unconscious, but they took me back to their spaceship and replenished the tanks with the proper nitrogen/oxygen breathing mixture. You can check that yourself. There is still plenty of air in it.”


  “And they just let you walk back here, even after what you did?”


  “Yes, but we talked first. They don’t hold a grudge. They can’t after what they’ve done. You see, I was right about one thing.” He paused and inhaled a deep breath. “They did kill the ambassador and Rollins.”


  Murmurs spread among the crew.


  “Oh, but not intentionally. They have empaths among their number, those who can merge personalities for short periods of time with others. Twice, they sought to obtain an advanced reading of our feelings and intentions by just barely touching minds. They thought they could do it without being detected; they were wrong. Both men died of heart attacks, induced by the sudden shock of an unfamiliar presence in their minds.


  “However, in my case it was different. I already had an unwanted presence in my mind: an irrational fear. Plus, I was unconscious when they entered. That allowed time for a settling of states and mutual recognition of identities. Once they gained empathy, they could see my problem, and fortunately, they have the techniques to correct it. I owe my recovery—and, in fact, my very life—to the efforts of Raen’nann, the empath.”


  Lessing lowered the gun. “Go ahead and remove your suit. I believe your story. It’s the most rational you’ve sounded in weeks.”


  “There’s more,” Cowell continued as he proceeded to remove the rest of the space suit. “I now understand why they are so interested in the outer parts of our Solar System. Their sun is dying. It already shines only in the infrared and is rapidly becoming a cinder. In spite of the fact that normal condition for them is extremely cold on our scale, they cannot live near absolute zero. Some energy from a star is required, and theirs is about gone. Oh, it’ll last for hundreds, maybe thousands, of years yet, but the problem is more complicated still. Their sun is also in an unusual orbit about the Galaxy’s center. It lies inclined at an angle of nearly eighty degrees to the galactic plane. That means for most of the time, it lies above or below the plane, where stars are much more sparse. Their sun won’t last until it returns to the galactic plane, so this is their last chance to transfer their population to other worlds, before the orbit carries it away from populated regions of the galaxy.


  “They’ve had some limited success with other worlds they’ve encountered, placing about 20 percent of their population. They’ve also had some failures, where the ‘beings of light,’ as those are called that live in more temperate regions of a solar system, misunderstood them and either chase them out or make them extremely unwelcome. Also, the high relative velocities of our respective solar systems means time is running out if they want to transfer part of their populace. That’s why they were anxious to understand our position as soon as possible.”


  11 JUNE, 09:10 UTC


  FOR THE third time the dark party of three and the six beings of light faced each other, ten meters apart, in the shadow of the northern wall of one of the large canyons of Ariel. The human was the first to speak.


  “It’s good to see you, Thal’liel.” Even in the darkness, Lessing could see the bandage around his head underneath the cowl.


  “Again greetings, Captain Lessing.”


  “We owe you a sincere apology for our actions. We have suffered you a great harm.”


  “Not more than we have inflicted upon you. I, at least, live.”


  “Neither action was totally intentional. They came through lack of understanding.”


  “Perhaps there is gain through loss. We have gained understanding of one another. We will never again attempt to touch except where it is mutually agreed.”


  “And we also have gained understanding of your plight. I have been empowered by my government on Earth to agree to your generous offer. We are pleased to have you as neighbors.”


  Thal’liel inclined forward. “And we, you.”


  As they were returning to the ship, Lessing’s eye caught the two rock-covered mounds near the base of the sunlit canyon wall. He paused and let the others go ahead. Each mound had a small plaque and a flag at one end; the cost of this mission had been high. He let his gaze wander down the long, straight cut in the surface of the moon Ariel that was the canyon. It vanished over the horizon before it deviated from its straightness. He didn’t have Trexler’s geologist viewpoint, didn’t understand the causes behind the linear feature, but he thought he could appreciate the significance of this site to the human race.


  He hurried to catch up with the others.


  INTO THE MIRANDA RIFT


  G. David Nordley


  Human beings often get themselves into deep trouble—in this case, very literally and very deeply. But they don’t give up easily . . .


  I


  This starts after we had already walked, crawled, and clawed our way fifty-three zig-zagging kilometers into the Great Miranda Rift, and had already penetrated seventeen kilometers below the mean surface. It starts because the mother of all Miranda-quakes just shut the door behind us and the chances of this being rescued are somewhat better than mine; I need to do more than just take notes for a future article. It starts because I have faith in human stubbornness, even in a hopeless endeavor; and I think the rescuers will come, eventually. I am Wojciech Bubka and this is my journal.


  Miranda, satellite of Uranus, is a cosmic metaphor about those things in creation that come together without really fitting, like the second try at marriage, ethnic integration laws, or a poet trying to be a science reporter. It was blasted apart by something a billion years ago and the parts drifted back together, more or less. There are gaps. Rifts. Empty places for things to work their way in that are not supposed to be there; things that don’t belong to something of whole cloth.


  Like so many great discoveries, the existence of the rifts was obvious after the fact, but our geologist, Nikhil Ray, had to endure a decade of derision, several rejected papers, a divorce from a wife unwilling to share academic ridicule, and public humiliation in the pop science media—before the geology establishment finally conceded that what the seismological network on Miranda’s surface had found had, indeed, confirmed his work.


  Nikhil had simply observed that although Miranda appears to be made of the same stuff as everything else in the Uranian system, the other moons are just under twice as dense as water while Miranda is only one and a third times as dense. More ice and less rock below was one possibility. The other possibility, which Nikhil had patiently pointed out, was that there could be less of everything; a scattering of voids or bubbles beneath.


  So, with the goat-to-hero logic we all love, when seismological results clearly showed that Miranda was laced with substantial amounts of nothing, Nikhil became a minor Solar System celebrity, with a permanent chair at Coriolis, and a beautiful, high strung, young renaissance woman as a trophy wife.


  But, by that time, I fear there were substantial empty places in Nikhil, too.


  Like Miranda, this wasn’t clear from his urbane and vital surface when we met. He was tall for a Bengali, a lack of sun had left his skin with only a tint of bronze, and he had a sharp face that hinted at an Arab or a Briton in his ancestry; likely both. He moved with a sort of quick, decisive energy that nicely balanced the tolerant good-fellow manners of an academic aristocrat in the imperial tradition. If he now distrusted people in general, if he kept them all at a pleasantly formal distance, if he harbored a secret contempt for his species, well, this had not been apparent to Catherine Ray, M.D., who had married him after his academic rehabilitation.


  I think she later found the emptiness within him and part of her had recoiled, while the other, controlling, part found no objective reason to leave a relationship that let her flit around the top levels of Solar System academia. Perhaps that explained why she chose to go on a fortnight of exploration with someone she seemed to detest; oh, the stories she would tell. Perhaps that explained her cynicism. Perhaps not.


  We entered the great rift three days of an age ago, at the border of the huge chevron formation: the rift where two dissimilar geologic structures meet, held together by Miranda’s gentle gravity and little else. Below the cratered, dust choked surface, the great rift was a network of voids between pressure ridges; rough wood, slap-glued together by a lazy carpenter on a Saturday night. It could, Nikhil thinks, go through the entire moon. There were other joints, other rifts, other networks of empty places—but this was the big one.


  Ah, yes, those substantial amounts of nothing. As a poet, I was fascinated by contradiction and I found a certain attraction to exploring vast areas of hidden emptiness under shells of any kind.


  I fill voids, so to speak. I was an explicit rebel in a determinedly impressionist literary world of artful obscurity which fails to generate recognition or to make poets feel like they are doing anything more meaningful than the intellectual equivalent of masturbation—and pays them accordingly. The metaphor of Miranda intrigued me; an epic lay there beneath the dust and ice. Wonders to behold there must be in the biggest underground system of caverns in the known Universe. The articles, interviews, and talk shows played out in my mind. All I had to do was get there.


  I had a good idea of how to do that. Her name was Miranda Lotati. Four years ago, the spelunking daughter of the guy in charge of “Solar System Astrographic’s” project board had been a literature student of mine at Coriolis University. When I heard of the discovery of Nikhil’s mysterious caverns, it was a trivial matter to renew the acquaintance, this time without the impediments of faculty ethics. By this time she had an impressive list of caves, mountains, and other strange places to her credit, courtesy of her father’s money and connections, I had thought.


  She had seemed a rough-edged, prickly woman in my class, and her essays were dry condensed dullness, never more than the required length, but which covered the points involved well enough that honesty had forced me to pass her.


  Now, armed with news of the moon Miranda’s newly discovered caverns, I decided her name was clearly her destiny. I wasn’t surprised when an inquiry had revealed no current relationship. So, I determined to create one and bend it toward my purposes. Somewhat to my surprise, it worked. Worked to the point where it wasn’t entirely clear whether she was following my agenda, or I, hers.


  Randi, as I got to know her, was something like a black hole; of what goes in, nothing comes out. Things somehow accrete to her orbit and bend to her will without any noticeable verbal effort on her part. She can spend a whole evening without saying anything more than “uh-huh.” Did you like the Bach? Nice place you have. Are you comfortable? Do you want more? Did you like it? Do you want to do it again tomorrow?


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Say, if you go into Miranda someone should do more than take pictures, don’t you think? I’ve thrown a few words around in my time, perchance I could lend my services to chronicle the expedition? What do you think?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  My contract with her was unspoken, and was thus on her terms. There was no escape. But we are complementary. I became her salesman. I talked her father into funding Nikhil, and talked Nikhil into accepting support from one of his erstwhile enemies. Randi organized the people and things that started coming her way into an expedition.


  Randi was inarticulate, not crazy. She went about her wild things in a highly disciplined way. When she used words, she made lists: “Batteries, CO2 Recyclers, Picks, Robot, Ropes, Spare tightsuits, Tissue, Vacuum tents, Medical supplies, Waste bags, etc.”


  Such things came to her through grants, donations, her father’s name, friends from previous expeditions, and luck. She worked very hard at getting these things together. Sometimes I felt I fit down there in “etc.,” somewhere between the t and the c, and counted myself lucky. If she had only listed “back door,” perhaps we would have had one.


  As I wrote she was lying beside me in our vacuum tent, exhausted with worry. I was tired, too.


  We wasted a day, sitting on our sausage-shaped equipment pallets, talking, and convincing ourselves to move on.


  Nikhil explained our predicament: Randi’s namesake quivers as it bobs up and down in its not quite perfect orbit, as inclined to be different as she. Stresses accumulate over ages, build up inside and release, careless of the consequences. We had discovered, he said, that Miranda is still shrinking through the gradual collapse of its caverns during such quakes. Also, because the gravity is so low, it might take years for a series of quakes and aftershocks to play itself out. The quake danger wouldn’t subside until long after we escaped, or died.


  We had to make sure the front door was closed. It was—slammed shut. The wide gallery we traversed to arrive at this cavern is now a seam, a disjoint. A scar and a change of color remain to demarcate the forcible fusion of two previously separate layers of clathrate.


  Sam jammed all four arms into the wall, anchored them with piton fingers, pressed part of its composite belly right against the new seam, and pinged until it had an image of the obstructed passage. “The closure goes back at least a kilometer,” it announced.


  The fiber optic line we have been trailing for the last three days no longer reached the surface either. Sam removed the useless line from the comm set and held it against the business end of its laser radar. “The break’s about fifteen kilometers from here,” it reported.


  “How do you know that?” I asked.


  “Partial mirror.” Randi explained on Sam’s behalf. “Internal reflection.”


  Fifteen kilometers, I reflected. Not that we really could have dug through even one kilometer, but we’d done some pretending. Now the pretense ceased, and we faced reality.


  I had little fear of sudden death, and in space exploration, the rare death is usually sudden. My attitude toward the risks of our expedition was that if I succeeded, the rewards would be great, and if I got killed, it wouldn’t matter. I should have thought more about the possibility of enduring a long, drawn-out process of having life slowly and painfully drain away from me, buried in a clathrate tomb.


  The group was silent for a long time. For my part, I was reviewing ways to painlessly end my life before the Universe did it for me without concern for my suffering.


  Then Nikhil’s voice filled the void. “Friends, we knew the risks. If it’s any consolation, that was the biggest quake recorded since instruments were put on this moon. By a factor of ten. That kind of adjustment,” he waved his arms at obvious evidences of faults in the cavern around us, “should have been over with a hundred million years ago. Wretched luck, I’m afraid.”


  “Perhaps it will open up again?” his wife asked, her light features creased with concern behind the invisible faceplate of her helmet.


  Nikhil missed the irony in her voice and answered his wife’s question with an irony of his own. “Perhaps it will. In another hundred million years.” He actually smiled.


  Randi spoke softly; “Twenty days. CO2 catalyst runs out in twenty days. We have two weeks of food at regular rations, but we can stretch that to a month or more. We have about a month of water each, depending on how severely we ration it. We can always get more by chipping ice and running it through our waste reprocessors. But without the catalyst, we can’t clean air.”


  “And we can’t stop breathing,” Cathy added.


  “Cathy,” I asked, “I suppose it is traditional for poets to think this way, so I’ll ask the question. Is there any way to, well, end this gracefully, if and when we have to?”


  “Several,” she replied a shrug. “I can knock you out first, with anesthetic. Then kill you.”


  “How?” I ask.


  “Does it matter?”


  “To a poet, yes.”


  She nodded, and smiled. “Then, Wojciech, I shall put a piton through your heart, lest you rise again and in doing so devalue your manuscripts which by then will be selling for millions.” Cathy’s rare smiles have teeth in them.


  “My dear,” Nikhil said, our helmet transceivers faithfully reproducing the condescension in his tone, “your bedside manner is showing.”


  “My dear,” Cathy murmured, “what would you know about anything to do with a bed?”


  Snipe and countersnipe. Perhaps such repartee held their marriage together, like gluons hold a meson together until it annihilates itself.


  Sam returned from the “front door.”


  “We can’t go back that way, and our rescuers can’t come that way in twenty days with existing drilling equipment. I suggest we go somewhere else.” A robot has the option of being logical at times like this.


  “Quite right. If we wait here,” Nikhil offered, “Miranda may remove the option of slow death, assisted or otherwise. Aftershocks are likely.”


  “Aftershocks, cave-in, suffocation,” Randi listed the possibilities, “or other exits.”


  Nikhil shrugged and pointed to the opposite side of the cavern. “Shall we?”


  “I’ll follow you to hell, darling,” Cathy answered.


  Randi and I exchanged a glance which said; thank the lucky stars for you.


  “Maps, such as they are,” Randi began. “Rations, sleep schedule, leadership, and so on. Make decisions now, while we can think.” At this she looked Nikhil straight in the eye, “While we care.”


  “Very well then,” Nikhil responded with a shrug. “Sam is a bit uncreative when confronted with the unknown, Cathy and Wojciech have different areas of expertise, so perhaps Randi and I should take turns leading the pitches. I propose that we don’t slight ourselves on the evening meal, but make do with minimal snacks at other times—”


  “My darling idiot, we need protein energy for the work,” Cathy interrupted. “We will have a good breakfast, even at the expense of dinner.”


  “Perhaps we could compromise on lunch,” I offered.


  “Travel distance, energy level, sustained alertness.”


  “On the other hand,” I corrected, “moderation in all things——”


  By the time we finally got going, we were approaching the start of the next sleep period, and Randi had effectively decided everything. We went single file behind the alternating pitch leaders. I towed one pallet. Cathy towed the other, and Sam brought up the rear.


  There was a short passage from our cavern to the next one, more narrow than previous ones.


  “I think . . . I detect signs of wind erosion,” Nikhil sent from the lead, wonder in his voice.


  “Wind?” I said, surprised. What wind could there be on Miranda?


  “The collisions which reformed the moon must have released plenty of gas for a short time. It had to get out somehow. Note the striations as you come through.”


  They were there, I noted as I came through, as if someone had sandblasted the passage walls. Miranda had breathed, once upon a time.


  “I think,” he continued, “that there may be an equilibrium between the gas in Miranda’s caverns and the gas torus outside the ring system. Miranda’s gravity is hardly adequate to compress that very much. But a system of caverns acting as a cold trap and a rough diffusion barrier . . . hmm, maybe.”


  “How much gas?” I wondered.


  He shook his head. “Hard to tell that from up here, isn’t it?”


  We pushed half an hour past our agreed-to stop time to find a monolithic shelter that might prove safe from aftershocks. This passage was just wide enough to inflate our one meter sleeping tubes end to end. We ate dinner in the one Randi and I used. It was a spare, crowded, smelly, silent meal. Even Nikhil seemed depressed. I thought, as we replaced our helmets to pump down to let the Rays go back to their tent, that it was the last one we would eat together in such circumstances. The ins and outs of vacuum tents took up too much time and energy.


  We repressurized and I savored the simple pleasure of watching Randi remove her tightsuit and bathe with a damp wipe in the end of the tent. She motioned for me to turn while she used the facility built into the end of our pallet, and so I unrolled my notescreen, slipped on its headband, and turned my attention to this journal, a process of clearly subvocalizing each word that I want on the screen.


  Later she touched my arm indicating that I was next, kissed me lightly and went to bed between the elastic sheets, falling asleep instantly.


  My turn.


  Day four was spent gliding through a series of large, nearly horizontal caverns. Miranda, it turns out, is still breathing. A ghost breath to be sure, undetectable except with such sensitive instruments as Sam contains. But there appears to be a pressure differential; gas still flows through these caverns out to the surface. Sam can find the next passage by monitoring the molecular flow.


  We pulled ourselves along with our hands, progressing like a weighted diver in an underwater cave; an analogy most accurate when one moves so slowly that lack of drag is unremarkable.


  As we glided along I forgot my doom, and looked at the marbled ice around me with wonder. Randi glided in front of me and I could mentally remove her dusty coveralls and imagine her hard, lithe, body moving in its skin-hugging shipsuit. I could imagine her muscles bunch and relax in her weight-lifter’s arms, imagine the firm definition of her neck and forearms. A poet herself, I thought, who could barely talk, but who had written an epic in the language of her body and its movement.


  Sam notified us that it was time for another sounding and a lead change. In the next kilometer, the passage narrowed, and we found ourselves forcing our bodies through cracks that were hardly large enough to fit our bones through.


  My body was becoming bruised from such tight contortions, but I wasn’t afraid my tightsuit would tear; the fabric is slick and nearly invulnerable. On our first day, Randi scared the hell out of me by taking a hard-frozen, knife-edged sliver of rock and trying to commit hari-kiri with it, stabbing herself with so much force that the rock broke. She laughed at my reaction and told me that I needed to have confidence in my equipment.


  She still has the bruise, dark among the lighter, older blemishes on her hard-used body. I kiss it when we make love and she says “Uh-huh. Told you so.” Randi climbed Gilbert Montes in the Mercurian antarctic with her father and brother carrying a full vacuum kit when she was thirteen. She suffered a stress fracture in her ulna and didn’t tell anyone until after they reached the summit.


  The crack widened and, to our relief, gave onto another cavern, and that to another narrow passage. Randi took the lead, Nikhil followed, then me, then Cathy, then Sam.


  Sam made me think of a cubist crab, or maybe a small, handleless lawn mower, on insect legs instead of wheels. Articulate and witty with a full range of simulated emotion and canned humor dialog stored in its memory, Sam was our expert on what had been. But it had difficulty interpreting things it hadn’t seen before, or imagining what it had never seen, and so it usually followed us.


  By day’s end we had covered twenty-eight kilometers and were another eighteen kilometers closer to the center. That appeared to be where the road went, though Nikhil said we were more likely to be on a chord passing fifty kilometers or so above the center, where it seems that two major blocks came together a billion years ago.


  This, I told myself, is a fool’s journey, with no real chance of success. But how much better, how much more human, to fight destiny than to wait and die.


  We ate as couples that night, each in our own tents.


  II


  On day five, we became stuck.


  Randi woke me that morning exploring my body, fitting various parts of herself around me as the elastic sheets kept us pressed together. Somehow, an intimate dream I’d been having had segued into reality, and I felt only a momentary surprise at her intrusion.


  “You have some new bruises,” I told her after I opened my eyes. Hers remained closed.


  “Morning,” she murmured and wrapped herself around me again. Time slowed as I spun into her implacable, devouring wholeness.


  But of course time would not stop. Our helmets beeped simultaneously with Sam’s wake-up call, fortunately too late to prevent another part of me from becoming part of Randi. Sam reminded us, that, given our fantasy of escaping from Miranda’s caverns, we had some time to make up.


  Randi popped out of the sheets and spun around airborne in a graceful athletic move, and slowly fell to her own cot in front of me, exuberantly naked, stretching like a sensual cat, staring right into my enslaved eyes.


  “Female display instinct—harmless, healthy, feels good.”


  Harmless? I grinned and reminded her: “But it’s time to spelunk.”


  “Roger that,” she laughed, grabbed her tightsuit from the ball of clothes in the end of the tent, and started rolling it on. They go on like a pair of pantyhose, except that they are slick on the inside and adjust easily to your form. To her form. I followed suit, and we quickly depressurized and packed.


  It took Sam an hour to find the cavern inlet vent, and it was just a crack, barely big enough for us to squeeze into. We spent an hour convincing ourselves there was no other opportunity, then we wriggled forward through this crack like so many ants, kits and our coveralls pushed ahead of us, bodies fitting any way we could make them fit.


  I doubt we made a hundred yards an hour. Our situation felt hopeless at this rate, but Sam assured us of more caverns ahead.


  Perhaps it would have been better if Nikhil had been on lead. Larger than Randi and less inclined to disregard discomfort, he would have gone slower and chipped more clathrate, which, as it turned out, would have been faster.


  Anyway, as I inched myself forward, my mind preoccupied with the enigma of Randi, Miranda groaned—at least that’s what it sounded like in my helmet, pressed hard against the narrow roof of the crack our passage has become. I felt something. Did the pressure against my ribs increase? I fought panic, concentrating on the people around me and their lights shining past the few open cracks between the passage and their bodies.


  “I can’t move.” That was Cathy. “And I’m getting cold.”


  Our tightsuits were top of the line “Explorers,” twenty layers of smart fiber weave sandwiched with an elastic macromolecular binder. Despite their thinness the suits are great insulators, and Miranda’s surrounding vacuum is even better.


  Usually, conductive losses to the cryogenic ice around us are restricted to the portions of hand or boot that happen to be in contact with the surface and getting rid of our body heat is the main concern. Thus, the smart fiber layers of our suits are usually charcoal to jet black. But if almost a square meter of you is pressed hard against a cryogenic solid, even the best million atom layer the Astrographic Society can buy meets its match, and the problem is worse, locally.


  The old expression, “colder than a witches tit” might give you some idea of Cathy’s predicament.


  “I can’t do much,” I answered, “I’m almost stuck myself. Hang in there.”


  “Sam,” Cathy gasped, her voice a battleground of panic and self control, “wedge yourself edge up in the crack. Keep it from narrowing any more.”


  “That’s not going to work, Cathy,” it replied. “I would be fractured and destroyed without affecting anything.”


  “Remember your laws!” Cathy shrieked. “You have to obey me. Now do it, before this crushes my ribs! Nikhil, make the robot obey me!”


  “Cathy, dear,” Nikhil asks, “I sympathize with your discomfort, but could you hold off for a bit? Let us think about this.”


  “I’ll be frozen solid in minutes and you want to think. Damnit, Nikhil, it hurts. Expend the robot and save me. I’m your doctor.”


  “Cathy,” Sam says, “We will try to save you, but we have gone only a hundred kilometers since the quake, and there may be a thousand to go. If we encounter such difficulties every hundred kilometers, there may be on the order of ten of them yet to come. And you only have one robot to expend, as you put it. Sacrificing me now places the others in an obviously increased risk. Nothing is moving now, so thinking does not entail any immediate increased risk.”


  “Damn your logic. I’m getting frostbite. Get me out of here!” Embarrassed silence slammed down after this outburst, no one even breathing for what seemed like a minute. Then Cathy started sobbing in short panicky gasps, which at least let the rest of us know she was still alive.


  Randi broke the silence. “Can the rest of you move forward?”


  “Yes,” Nikhil answers, “a little.”


  “Same here,” I add.


  “Sam,” Randi ordered. “Telop bug. Rope.”


  “I have these things.”


  “Uh-huh. Have your telop bug bring the rope up to me, around Cathy. When I’ve got it, put a clamp on it just behind Cathy’s feet.”


  “Yes, Randi,” Sam acknowledged its orders. “But why?” It also requested more information.


  “So Cathy’s feet can . . . grab—uh—get a foothold on it.” Randi’s voice showed her frustrations with speech, but no panic. “Can you model that? Make an image? See what will happen?”


  “I can model Cathy standing on a clamp on the rope, then rotate horizontal like she is, then put the passage around her—I’ve got it!” Sam exclaimed. “The telop’s on its way.”


  “Please hurry,” Cathy sobs, sounding somewhat more in control now.


  I felt the little crablike telop scuttling along through the cracks between my flesh and the rock. The line started to snake by me, a millimeter Fullerene fiber bundle that could support a dinosaur in Earth gravity, a line of ants marching On my skin. I shivered just as the suit temperature warning flashed red in my visor display. The telop’s feet clicked on my helmet as it went by. I waited for what seemed hours that way.


  “Grab the line.” Randi commanded and we obeyed. “Feet set, Cathy?”


  “I can’t . . . can’t feel the clamp.”


  “OK. I’ll take up some of the, the slack . . . OK now, Cathy?”


  “It’s there. Oh, God I hope this works.”


  “Right,” Randi answered. “Everyone. Grab. Heave.”


  I set my toe claws and gave it my best effort forward. Nothing seemed to move much.


  “Damn!” Randi grunted.


  “Use the robot, I’m freezing,” Cathy sobbed.


  “Dear,” Nikhil muttered, “she is using the robot. She’s just not being one.”


  I started to get cold myself. My toes were dug in, but I couldn’t bend my knees, so everything was with the calves. If I could just get my upper legs into it, I thought. If I just had a place to stand. Of course, that was it.


  “Randi,” I asked, “If Cathy grabbed the rope with her hands, stood on Sam and used all of her legs? Wouldn’t that make a difference?”


  Her response was instantaneous. “Uh-huh. Sam, can you, uh, move up under Cathy’s feet and, uh, anchor yourself.”


  “Do you mean under, or behind so that she can push her feet against me?”


  “I meant behind, Sam. Uh,” Randi struggled with words again, “uh, rotate model so feet are down to see what I see, er, imagine.”


  “Yes . . . I can model that. Yes, I can do that, but Cathy’s knees cannot bend much.”


  “Roger, Sam. A little might be enough. OK, Cathy, understand?”


  “Y-Yes, Randi.” Seconds of scraping, silence, then “OK I’ve got my feet on Sam.”


  “Then let’s try. Pull on three. One, two, three.”


  We all slid forward a bit this time, but not much. Still it was much more progress then we’d made in the last half hour.


  “Try again.” I feel her take up the slack. “One, two, three.”


  That time it felt like a cork coming out of the bottle.


  Over the next hour, we struggled forward on our bellies for maybe another 110 meters. Then Randi chipped away a final obstruction and gasped.


  Haggard and exhausted as I am, my command of the language is inadequate to my feelings as I emerged from the narrow passage, a horizontal chimney actually, onto the sloping, gravelly ledge of the first great cavern. Involuntarily, I groaned; the transition from claustrophobia to agoraphobia was just too abrupt. Suddenly, there was this immense space with walls that faded into a stygian blackness that swallowed the rays of our lights without so much as a glimmer in return.


  My helmet display flashed red numbers which told me how far I would fall, some six hundred meters; how long I would fall, just over two minutes, and how fast I would hit, almost ten meters per second; a velocity that would be terminal for reasons not involving air resistance. Think of an Olympic hundred meter champion running full tilt into a brick wall. I backed away from the edge too quickly and lost my footing in Miranda’s centigee gravity.


  In slow frustration, I bounced; I couldn’t get my clawed boots down to the surface, nor reach anything with my hands. Stay calm, I told myself, I could push myself back toward the cavern wall on the next bounce. I waited until I started to float down again and tried to reach the ledge floor with my arm, but my bounce had carried me out as well as down.


  A look at the edge showed me that my trajectory would take me over it before I could touch it. There was nothing I could do to save myself—my reaction pistol was in a pallet. Visions of Wile E. Coyote scrambling in air trying to get back to the edge of a cliff went through my mind, and I involuntarily tried to swim through the vacuum—not fair, at least the coyote had air to work with.


  The helmet numbers went red again as I floated over the edge. Too desperate now to be embarrassed, I found my voice and a sort of guttural groan emerged. I took another breath, but before I could croak again, Cathy grabbed my arm and clipped a line to my belt. She gave my hand a silent squeeze as, anchored firmly to a piton, I pressed my back against the wall of the cavern to get as far as I could from the edge of the ledge. I shook. Too much, too much.


  I canceled any judgment I’d made about Cathy. Judge us by how far, not how, we went.


  Sam told us the cavern was twenty-seven kilometers long and slanted severely downhill. Our ledge topped a six-hundred-meter precipice that actually curved back under us. We gingerly made our camp on the ledge, gratefully retreated to our piton-secured tents, and ate a double ration silently, unable to keep our minds off of the vast inner space which lay just beyond the thin walls of our artificial sanity.


  Sleep will be welcome.


  Day six. The inner blackness of sleep had absorbed my thoughts the way the cavern absorbed our strobes, and I woke aware of no dreams. After a warm, blousy, semiconscious minute, the cold reality of my predicament came back to me and I shivered. It had taken a full day to complete the last ten kilometers, including five hours of exhausted unconsciousness beneath the elastic sheets. We would have to make much better time than that.


  That morning, Randi managed to look frightened and determined at the same time. No display behavior this morning—we dressed efficiently, packed our pallet and turned on the recompressors minutes after waking. Breakfast was ration crackers through our helmet locks.


  I stowed the tent in the pallet and turned to find Randi standing silent at the edge. She held the Fullerene line dispenser in one hand, the line end in the other, snapped the line tight between them, and nodded. We had, I remembered, fifty kilometers of Fullerene line.


  “Randi, you’re not considering . . .”


  She turned and smiled at me the way a spider smiles to a fly. Oh, yes she was.


  “Preposterous!” was all Nikhil could say when Randi explained what she had in mind. Cathy, docile and embarrassed after yesterday’s trauma, made only a small, incoherent, frightened giggle.


  And so we prepared to perform one of the longest bungee jumps in history in an effort to wipe out the entire length of the passage in, as it were, one fell swoop. Nikhil drilled a hole through a piece of the cavern wall that looked sufficiently monolithic and anchored the line dispenser to that. Sam, who was equipped with its own propulsion, would belay until we were safe, then follow us.


  Randi stretched a short line segment between two pitons and showed us how to use it to brace ourselves against the wall in Miranda’s less-than-a-milligee gravity. We held our flylike position easily and coiled our legs like springs.


  “Reaction pistols?” Randi asked. “Check.” Nikhil responded.


  “Feet secure?”


  Three “Checks” answered.


  “Line secure.”


  Sam said “Check.”


  Randi cleared her throat. “On three now. One, two, three.”


  We jumped out and down, in the general direction of Miranda’s center. After a brief moment of irrational fear, we collected ourselves and contemplated the wonders of relativity as we sat in free fall while the “roof” of the cavern flashed by. It was a strange experience; if I shut my eyes, I felt just like I would feel floating outside a space station. But I opened my eyes and my light revealed the jagged wall of the cavern whipping by a few dozen meters away. It was, I noted, getting closer.


  Judiciously taking up the slack in our common line, Nikhil, who was an expert at this, used the reaction pistol to increase our velocity and steer us slightly away from the roof. A forest of ice intrusions, curved like elephant tusks by eons of shifting milligravity, passed by us too close for my comfort as the minuscule gravity and the gentle tugs of the reaction pistol brought us back to the center of the cavern. We drifted. Weight came as a shock: our feet were yanked behind us and blood rushed to our heads as the slack vanished and the line started to stretch. Randi, despite spinning upside down, kept her radar pointed “down.” We must have spent twenty seconds like that, with the pull on our feet getting stronger with every meter farther down. Then, with surprising quickness the cavern wall stopped rushing past us. Randi said “Now!” and released the line, leaving us floating dead in space only a kilometer or so from the cavern floor.


  I expended a strobe flash to get a big picture of the cavern wall floating next to us. It looks like we are in an amethyst geode; jumbles of sharp crystals everywhere and a violet hue.


  “Magnificent.” Cathy said with a forced edge in her voice. Trying to make contact with us, to start to put things back on a more normal footing after yesterday, I thought.


  “Time to keep our eyes down, I should think,” Nikhil reminded her, and the rest of us. “Wouldn’t want to screw up again, would we?”


  There was no rejoinder from Cathy so I glanced over at her. Her visor was turned toward the crystal forest and apparently frozen in space. A puff from my reaction pistol brought me over to her and my hand on her arm got her attention. She nodded. The crystals were huge, and I wondered at that, too.


  I checked my helmet display—its inertial reference function told me I was fifty kilometers below the surface and the acceleration due to Miranda’s feeble gravity was down to seven centimeters per second squared, so when we touched down to the rugged terrain a kilometer below in just under three minutes . . . we’d hit it at 11 meters per second. I thought again of that Olympic hundred-meter dash champion running full tilt into a brick wall.


  “Randi, I think we’re too high.” I tried to keep my voice even. This was the sort of thing we left to Sam, but he wasn’t with us just now.


  As if in answer, she shot a lined piton into the wall next to us, which was starting to drift by at an alarming rate.


  “Swing into the wall feet first, stop, fell again,” she said.


  “Feet toward the wall!” Nikhil echoed as the tension started to take hold, giving us a misleading sense of down. The line gradually pulled taut and started to swing us toward the wall. Then it let go, leaving us on an oblique trajectory headed right toward the forest of crystals. Piton guns are neat, but no substitute for a hammer.


  “No problems,” Nikhil says. “We dumped a couple of meters per second. I’ll try this time.”


  He shot as Randi reeled her line in.


  Eventually we swung into the wall. Cathy seemed rigid and terrified, but bent her legs properly and shielded her face with her arms as the huge crystals rushed to meet us.


  They shattered into dust at our touch, hardly even crunching as our boots went through them to the wall.


  “What the——” I blurted, having expected something more firm.


  “Deposition, not extrusion?” Randi offered, the questioning end of her response clearly intended for Nikhil.


  “Quite so. Low gravity hoarfrost. Hardly anything to them, was there?”


  “You, you knew, didn’t you?” Cathy accused, her breath ragged.


  “Suspected,” Nikhil answered without a trace of feeling in his voice, “but I braced just like the rest of you. Not really certain then, was I?”


  “Hello everyone, see you at the bottom,” Sam’s voice called out, breaking the tension. Three of us strobed and spotted the robot free falling past us.


  The wall on which we landed curved gently to the lower end of the cavern, so we covered the remaining distance in hundred-meter leaps, shattering crystals with each giant step, taking some sort of vandalistic delight in the necessity of destroying so much beauty. We caught up to Sam laughing.


  “This way,” it pointed with one of its limbs at a solid wall, “there is another big cavern, going more or less our way. It seems to be sloped about one for one instead of near vertical.”


  Our helmet displays reproduced its seismologically derived model which was full of noise and faded in the distance, but clearly showed the slant down.


  After a couple of false leads we found a large-enough crack leading into the new gallery. Cathy shuddered as she squeezed herself in.


  That cavern was a mere three kilometers deep—we could see the other end. We shot a piton gun down there, and cheered when it held; using the line to keep us centered, we were able to cross the cavern in ten minutes.


  Cathy dislodged a largish boulder as she landed, and it made brittle, tinkling, ice noises as it rolled through some frost crystals.


  “Hey,” I said when the significance of that got through to me. “I heard that!”


  “We have an atmosphere, mostly methane and nitrogen. It’s about ten millibars and nearly a hundred Kelvins,” Sam answered my implied question. Top-of-the-line robot, Sam.


  It occurred to me then that, should we all die, Sam might still make it out. Almost certainly would make it out. So someone will read this journal.


  The next cavern went down as well and after that was another. We kept going well past our planned stopping time, almost in a daze. Our hammers made echoes now, eerie high-pitched echoes that rattled around in the caverns like a steelie marble dropped on a metal plate.


  We made camp only 170 kilometers above Miranda’s center, eighty-five below the surface. Nikhii told us that if the rift continued like this, along a chord line bypassing the center itself, we were more than one-third of the way through, well ahead of schedule.


  Randi came over to me as I hammered in the piton for a tent line and put a hand on my arm.


  “Psyche tension; Cathy and Nikhii, danger there.”


  “Yeah. Not much to do about it, is there?”


  “Maybe there is. Sleep with Cathy tonight. Get them away from each other. Respite.”


  I looked at Randi, she was serious. They say tidal forces that near a black hole can be fatal.


  “Boys in one tent, girls in the other?”


  “No. I can’t give Cathy what she needs.”


  “What makes you think I can?”


  “Care about her. Make her feel like a person.”


  Honestly, I was not that much happier with Cathy’s behavior than Nikhil’s. Though I thought I understood what she was going through and made intellectual allowances, I guess I saw her as being more of an external situation than a person to care about. What Randi was asking wouldn’t come easy. Then, too, there was the other side of this strange currency.


  “And you? With Nikhii?”


  “Skipped a week of classes at Stanford once. Went to a Nevada brothel. Curious. Wanted to know if I could do that, if I needed to, to live. Lasted four days. Good lay, no personality.” She tapped the pocket of my coveralls where my personal electronics lived, recording everything for my article. “You can use that if we get out. Secrets are a headache.” She shrugged. “Dad can handle it.”


  “Randi . . .” I realized that, somehow, it fit. Randi seems to be in a perpetual rebellion against comfort and normalcy, always pushing limits, taking risks, seeking to prove she could experience and endure anything. But unlike some mousy data tech who composes sex thrillers on the side, Randi has no verbal outlet. To express herself, she has to live it.


  “Randi, I can see that something has to be done for Nikhil and Cathy, but this seems extreme.”


  “Just once. Hope.” She smiled and nestled herself against me. “Just be nice. Don’t worry about yourself. Let her lead. Maybe just hugs and kisses, or listening. But whatever, give. Just one night, OK? So they don’t kill themselves. And us.”


  It took me a minute or so to digest this idea. Another thought occurred to me. Randi and I were single—not even a standard cohab file—but Nikhil and Cathy. “Just how are you going to suggest this to them?” I asked.


  Randi shook her head and looked terrified. “Not me!”


  I don’t think I’m going to be able to finish the journal entry tonight.


  III


  Day seven. Last night was an anticlimax. Nikhil thought the switch was jolly good fun, in fact he seemed relieved. But Cathy . . . once her nervousness had run its course, she simply melted into my arms like a child and sobbed. I lay there holding her as she talked.


  Born to a wealthy Martian merchant family, she’d been an intellectual rebel, and had locked horns with the authoritarian pastoral movement there which eventually gave rise to the New Reformation. When she was fifteen, she got kicked out of school for bragging about sleeping with a boy. She hadn’t, but: “I resented anyone telling me I couldn’t so much that I told everyone that we did.” Her parents, caught between their customers and their daughter, got out of the situation by shipping her off to the IPA space academy at Venus LI. She met Nikhil there as an instructor in an introductory paleontology class.


  She got her MD at twenty-two and plunged into archeoimmunology research. A conference on fossil disease traces linked her up with Nikhil again, who had been ducking the controversy about Miranda’s internal structure by using p-bar scans to critique claims of panspermia evidence in Triton sample cores. His outcast status was an attraction for her. They dated.


  When he became an instant celebrity, she threw caution to the wind and accepted his proposal. But, she found, Nikhil kept sensual things hidden deep, and there was a cold, artificial hollowness where his sense of fun should be. Cathy said they had their first erudite word fight over her monokini on their honeymoon, and they had been “Virginia Woolfing” it ever since.


  “Damn dried-up stuffed-shirted bastard’s good at it,” she muttered as she wrapped herself around me that night. “It stinks in here, you know?” Then she fell asleep with tears in her eyes. She was desirable, cuddly, and beyond the stretch of my conscience.


  That morning, when our eyes met and searched each other, I wondered if she had any expectations, and if, in the spirit of friendship, I should offer myself. But I decided not to risk being wrong, and she did nothing but smile. Except, possibly for that brief look, we were simply friends.


  Randi didn’t say anything about her night in Nikhil’s tent; I didn’t expect her to. She gave me a very warm and long hug after she talked to Cathy. We were all very kind to each other as we broke camp and began casting ourselves along a trail of great caverns with the strides of milligee giants.


  Cathy passed out the last of our calcium retention pills that morning. In a week or so we would start to suffer some of the classic low gravity symptoms of bone loss and weakness. It didn’t worry us greatly—that was reversible, if we survived.


  At day’s end, I was not physically exhausted, but my mind is becoming numb with crystal wonders. Where are these crystals coming from? Or rather where had they come from; Sam and Nikhil concurred that the existing gas flow, though surprising in its strength, is nowhere near enough to deposit these crystal forests in the few hundred million years since Miranda’s remaking.


  We were 150 kilometers deep now and Nikhil said these rocks must withstand internal pressures of more than ninety atmospheres to hold the caverns open. Not surprisingly, the large caverns didn’t come as often now, and when they did, the walls were silicate rather than clathrate; rock slabs instead of dirty ice. I thought I heard them groan at a higher pitch last night.


  “It’s after midnight, universal time,” Cathy announced. She seemed recovered from her near panic earlier, and ready to play her doctor role again. But there seemed something brittle in her voice. “I think we should get some sleep now.” She said this as we pushed our baggage through yet another narrow crack between the Rift galleries Sam kept finding with his sonar, so Randi and I had a chuckle at the impossibility of complying with the suggestion just then. But she had a point. We had come one-half of the way through Miranda in five of our twenty days—well ahead of schedule.


  Nikhil on lead, missed her humor and said: “Yes, dear, that sounds like a very good idea to me. Next gallery, perhaps.”


  “You humans will be more efficient if you’re not tired,” Sam pointed out in a jocular tone that did credit to its medical support programmers. But I thought its feigned robot chauvinism probably did not sit well with Cathy.


  “We,” I answered, “don’t have a milligram of antihydrogen in our hearts to feed us.”


  “Your envy of my superior traits is itself an admirable trait, for it recognized—”


  “Shiva!” Nikhil shouted from the head of our column.


  “What is it?” Three voices asked, almost in unison.


  “Huge. A huge cavern. I . . . you’ll have to see it yourselves.”


  As we joined him, we found he had emerged on another ledge looking over another cavern. It didn’t seem to be a particularly large one to start—our lights carried to the other side—just another crystal cathedral. Then I looked down—and saw stars. Fortunately, my experience in “Randi’s Room” kept my reaction in check. I did grab the nearest piton line rather quickly, though.


  “Try turning off your strobes,” Nikhil suggested as we stuck our heads over the ledge again.


  The stars vanished, we turned the strobes on again, and the stars came back. The human eye is not supposed to be able to detect time intervals so small, so perhaps it was my imagination. But it seemed as though the “stars” below came on just after the strobe flashed.


  “Ninety kilometers,” Sam said.


  “Ninety kilometers!?” Nikhil blustered in disbelief, his composure still shaken. “How is this possible? Clathrate should not withstand such pressure.”


  Randi anchored herself, dug into the supply pallet I’d been towing, and came up with a geologist’s pick. She took a swing at the ledge to which the gentle three and a half centimeters per second local gravity had settled us and a sharp plink made its way to my ears, presumably through my boots.


  “Nickel iron?” Nikhil asked.


  “Uh-huh. Think so,” Randi answered. “Fractured, from here down.”


  “Maybe this is what broke Miranda up in the first place,” Cathy offered.


  “Pure supposition,” Nikhil demurred. “Friends, we must move on.”


  “I know. Take samples, analyze later.” Randi said. “Got to move.”


  “Across or down?” I asked. This wasn’t a trivial question. Our plan was to follow the main rift, which, presumably, continued on the other side. But down was an unobstructed ninety kilometer run leading to the very core of the moon. I thought of Jules Verne.


  “We need to get out of this moon in less than two weeks,” Nikhil reminded us. “We can always come back.”


  “Central gas reservoir, chimneys, connected.” Randi grunted.


  After a nonplused minute, I understood. If we went down the chimney, our path would leave the chord for the center. The Rift is along the chord; Sam could see it in his rangings. But, not being a gas vent, it wouldn’t be well enough connected to travel. We had to find another back door.


  “Oh, of course,” Nikhil said. “All roads lead to Rome, which also means they all go from Rome. The outgassing, the wind from the core, is what connected these caverns and eroded the passages enough to let us pass through. She means our best chance is to find another chimney, and the best place to do that is at the core, isn’t it.”


  “Uh-huh,” Randi answered.


  No one said anything; in the silence I swore I could hear dripping, and beneath that a sort of dull throbbing that was probably my pulse. At any rate, the pure dead silence of the upper caverns was gone. I risked another peek down over the edge. What was down there?


  “We have a problem,” Cathy informed us. “Poison gas. The nitrogen pressure is up to a twentieth of a bar, and that’s more than there was on old Mars. It’s enough to carry dangerous amounts of aromatics—not just methane, but stuff like cyanogen. I don’t know if anyone else has noticed it, but this junk is starting to condense on some of our gear and stink up our tents. It might get worse near the core, and I can’t think of any good way to decontaminate.”


  “Uh, rockets,” Randi broke the silence. “Sam’s rockets. Our reaction pistols. Try it first.”


  So we did. We figured out how far to stand from the jets, how long to stand in them—enough to vaporize anything on the surface of our coveralls and equipment, but not long enough to damage it—and how many times we could do it. Sam had enough fuel for a 120 full decontaminations—more than we’d ever live to use. Cathy volunteered to be the test article, got herself blasted, then entered a tent and emerged saying it smelled just fine.


  We decided to go for the core.


  This close to the center of Miranda, gravitational acceleration was down to just over five centimeters per second squared, about one three-hundredth of Earth normal. Five milligees. Release an object in front of you, look away while you count one thousand one, and look back again: it will have fallen maybe the width of a couple of fingers, just floating. So you ignore it, go about other things and look back after ten minutes. It’s gone. It has fallen ten kilometers and is moving three times as fast as a human can run; over thirty meters per second. That’s if it hasn’t hit anyone or anything yet. Low gravity, they drill you over and over again, can be dangerous.


  That’s in a vacuum, but we weren’t in a vacuum any more. Even with the pallet gear apportioned, we each weighed less than ten newtons—about the weight of a liter of vodka back in Poland, I thought, longingly—and we each had the surface area of a small kite; we’d be lucky to maintain three meters per second in a fall at the start, and at the bottom, we’d end up drifting like snowflakes.


  For some reason, I thought of butterflies.


  “Could we make wings for ourselves?” I asked.


  “Really, wings?” Nikhil’s voice dripped with skepticism.


  “Wings!” Cathy gushed, excited.


  “Sheets, tent braces, tape, line. Could do.” Randi offered.


  “We are going to be very, very, sorry about this,” Nikhil warned.


  Four hours later, looking like something out of a Batman nightmare, we were ready.


  Randi went first. She pushed herself away from the precipice with seeming unconcern and gradually began to drift downward. Biting my lip and shaking a bit, I followed. Then, came a stoic Nikhil and a quiet Cathy.


  Ten minutes after jumping, I felt a tenuous slipstream and found I could glide after a fashion—or at least control my attitude. After some experimentation, Randi found that a motion something like the butterfly stroke in swimming seemed to propel her forward.


  Half an hour down, and we found we could manage the airspeed of a walk with about the same amount of effort. Soon we were really gliding, and could actually gain altitude if we wanted.


  After drifting down for another hour we came to the source of the dripping sound I had heard the night before. Some liquid had condensed on the sides of the chimney and formed drops the size of bowling balls. These eventually separated to fall a kilometer or so into a pool that had filled in a crack in the side of the chimney. The Mirandan equivalent of a waterfall looked like a time lapse splash video full of crowns and blobs, but it was at macroscale and in real time.


  “Mostly ethane,” Sam told us. Denser and more streamlined than we were, the robot maintained pace and traveled from side to side with an occasional blast from a posterior rocket: a “roam fart” it called it. If I ever get out of this, I will have to speak to its software engineers.


  “Wojciech, come look at this!” Cathy yelled from the far side of the chimney. I sculled over, as did Randi and Nikhil.


  “This had better be important,” Nikhil remarked, reminding us of time. I needed one, having been mesmerized by drops that took minutes to fall and ponds that seemed to oscillate perpetually.


  Cathy floated just off the wall, her position maintained with a sweep of her wings every three or four seconds. As we joined her, she pointed to a bare spot on the wall with her foot. Sticking out near the middle of it was a dirty white “T” with loopholes in each wing.


  “It’s a piton. It must be.”


  What she left unsaid was the fact that it certainly wasn’t one of ours.


  “Sam, can you tell how old it is?”


  “It is younger than the wall. But that, however, looks to be part of the original surface of one of Miranda’s parent objects. Do you see the craters?”


  Now that he pointed it out, I did. There were several, very normal minicraters of the sort you find tiling the fractal surface of any airless moon, except two hundred kilometers of rock and clathrate lay between these craters and space. I had the same displaced, eerie feeling I’d had when, as a child, I had explored the top of the crags on the north rim of the Grand Canyon of the Colorado on Earth, over two thousand meters above sea level—and found seashells frozen in the rock.


  “The piton,” Sam added, “is younger than the hoar crystals, because the area was first cleared.”


  Something clicked in place for me then. The crystals surrounding the bare spot were all about a meter long. “Look at the length of the nearby crystals,” I said, excited with my discovery. “Whatever cleared the immediate area must have cleared away any nearby crystal seeds, too. But just next to the cleared area it must have just pushed them down and left a base from which the crystals could regenerate. So the height of the crystals just outside the cleared area is the growth since then.”


  “But what do you think that growth rate is?” Nikhil asked. “We can’t tell, except that it is clearly slow now. I regret to say this, because I am as interested as anyone else, but we must move on. Sam has recorded everything. If we regain the surface, other expeditions can study this. If we do not, then it does not matter. So, shall we?”


  Without waiting for assent from the others, Nikhil rotated his head down and started taking purposeful wingstrokes toward the center of Miranda.


  “Damn him,” Cathy hissed and flew to the piton and, abandoning one wing sleeve, grabbed the alien artifact. So anchored, she put her feet against the wall it protruded from, grasped it with both hands, and pulled. Not surprisingly, the piton refused to move.


  “Other expeditions. We’ll come back.” Randi told her.


  Cathy gasped as she gave up the effort, and let herself drift down and away from the wall. We drifted with her until she started flying again. We made no effort to catch up to Nikhil, who by this time was a kilometer ahead of us.


  The air, we could call it that now, was becoming mistier, foggier. Nikhil, though he still registered in my helmet display, was hidden from view. Sam’s radar, sonar, filters, and greater spectral range made this a minor inconvenience for him, and he continued to flit from side to side of this great vertical cavern, gathering samples. When we could no longer see the walls, we gathered in the center. Incredibly, despite the pressure of the core on either side, the chimney widened.


  “This stuff is lethal,” Cathy remarked. “Everyone make sure to maintain positive pressure, but not too much to spring a leak; oxygen might burn in this. If this chimney were on Earth, the environmental patrol would demolish it.”


  A quick check revealed my suit was doing OK, but the pressure makeup flow was enough that I would think twice about being near anything resembling a flame. Our suits were designed, and programmed, for vacuum, not chemical warfare; we were taking them well beyond their envelope.


  “Chimney needs a name.” Randi said. “Uh-huh. Job for a poet, I think.”


  That was my cue. But the best thing I could come up with on the spot was “Nikhil’s Smokestack.” This was partly to honor the discoverer and partly a gentle dig at his grumpiness about exploring it. Cathy laughed, at least.


  Having nothing else to look at, I asked Sam for a three-dimensional model of the chimney, which it obligingly displayed on my helmet optics. A three-dimensional cut-away model of Miranda reflected off my transparent face plate, appearing to float several meters in front of me. Our cavern was almost precisely aligned with Miranda’s north pole, and seemed to be where two great, curved, hundred-kilometer chunks had come together. Imagine two thick wooden spoons, open ends facing.


  These slabs were hard stuff, like nickel-iron and silicate asteroids. Theories abound as to how that could be; radioactivity and tidal stress might have heated even small bodies enough to become differentiated; gravitational chaos in the young solar system must have ejected many main belt asteroids and some might well have made it to the Uranian gravitational well; or perhaps the impact that had set Uranus to spinning on its side had released a little planetesimal core material into its moon system.


  My body was on autopilot, stroking my wings every ten seconds or so to keep pace with Randi while I daydreamed and played astrogeologist, so I didn’t notice the air start to clear. The mist-cloud seemed to have divided itself to cover two sides of the chimney, leaving the center relatively free. Then they thinned and through gaps, I could see what looked to be a river running . . . beside? above? below?


  “Randi, I think I can see a river.”


  “Roger, Wojciech.”


  “But how can that be? How does it stay there? . . .”


  “Tides.”


  “Yes,” Nikhil added. “The chimney is almost three kilometers wide now. One side is closer to Uranus than Miranda’s center of mass and moving at less than circular orbital velocity for its distance from Uranus. Things there try to fall inward as if from the apoapsis, the greatest distance, of a smaller orbit. The other side is farther away than the center and moving at greater than orbital velocity. Things there try to move outward.


  “The mass of Miranda now surrounds us like a gravitational equipotential shell, essentially canceling itself out, so all that is left is this tidal force. It isn’t much—a few milligees, but enough to define up and down for fluids. In some ways, this is beginning to resemble the surface of Titan, though it’s a bit warmer and the air pressure is nowhere near as high.”


  “Is that water below us?” Cathy asked.


  “No,” Sam answered. “The temperature is only two hundred kelvins, some seventy degrees below the freezing point of water. Water ice is still a hard rock here.”


  At the bottom, or end, of Nikhil’s smokestack was a three-kilometer rock, which had its own microscopic gravity field. The center of Miranda, we figured, was some 230 meters below us. Close enough we were effectively weightless. We let Sam strobe the scene for us, then set up our tents. Decontamination was a bit nervy, but most of the bad stuff was settled on either side of the tidal divide, and the air here was almost all cold dry nitrogen.


  Nonetheless, set-up took until midnight, and we all turned in immediately.


  It had been a very long day.


  Nikhil and Cathy forgot last night that, while they were in a vacuum tent, the tent was no longer in a hard vacuum. Much of what we heard was thankfully faint and muffled but what came through in the wee small hours of the morning of day eight clearly included things like:


  “. . . ungrateful, arrogant pig . . .”


  “. . . have the self-discipline of a chimp in heat . . .”


  “. . . so cold and unfeeling that . . .”


  “. . . brainless diversions while our lives are in the balance . . .”


  Randi opened her eyes and looked at me, almost in terror, then threw herself around me and clung. It might seem a wonder that this steely woman who could spit in the face of nature’s worst would go into convulsions at the sound of someone else’s marriage falling apart, but Randi’s early childhood had been filled with parental bickering. There had been a divorce, and I gathered a messy one from a six-year-old’s point of view, but she had never told me much more than that.


  I coughed, loud as I could, and soon the sound of angry voices was replaced by the roar of distant ethane rapids.


  Randi murmured something.


  “Huh?” Was she going to suggest another respite?


  “Could we be married? Us?”


  It was her first mention of the subject. I’d developed my relationship with her with the very specific intention of creating and reporting this expedition, and had never, never, hinted to her I had any other designs on her person or fortune. I’d been pretty sure that the understanding was mutual.


  “Uh, Randi. Look, I’m not sure we should think like that. Starving poets trying to fake it as journalists don’t fit well in your social circle. Besides, that,” I tossed my head in the direction of the other tent, “that doesn’t seem to put me in the mood for such arrangements. Why—”


  “Why is: you don’t do that.” Randi interrupted me. This was startling; she never interrupted, except in emergencies—she was the most nonverbal person I knew.


  OK, I thought. This was an emergency of sorts. I kissed her on the forehead, then stifled a laugh. What a strange wife for a poet she would be! She sat there fighting with herself, struggling to put something in words.


  “Why . . . is sex, working together, adventure, memories of this, not being afraid, not fighting.”


  My parents had had their usual share of discussions and debates, but raised voices had been very rare. The Rays’ loud argument had, apparently, opened some old wounds for Randi. I held her and gave her what comfort I could. Finally, curiosity got the better of me.


  “Your parents fought?”


  “Dad wouldn’t go to parties. Didn’t like social stuff. Didn’t like mom’s friends. His money.” Randi looked me in the eye with an expression somewhere between anger and pleading.


  “So. She had him shot. Hired someone.”


  I’d never heard anything like that, and anything that happened to papa Gaylord Lotati would have been big news. “Huh?”


  “Someone Mom knew someone. The punk wasn’t up to it. Non-fatal chest wound. Private doctor. Private detective. Real private. A settlement. Uncontested divorce.


  “I was six. All I knew then was dad was sick in the hospital for a week. Later mom just didn’t come home from one of her trips. A moving van showed up and moved . . . moved some stuff. One of the movers played catch with me. Another van came and moved dad and me to a smaller house.


  “And there was no more yelling, never, and no more mom. So you know now. When you hold me, that kind of goes away. I feel secure, and I want that feeling, forever.”


  What in a freezing hydrocarbon hell does one say to that? I just rocked her gently and stared at the wall of the tent, as if it could give me an answer. “Look, I care about you, I really do,” I finally told her. “But I need to find my own ‘whys.’ Otherwise, the relationship would be too dependent.” I grinned at her. “We should be more like Pluto and Charon, not like Uranus and Miranda.”


  “Who gets to be Pluto and who gets to be Charon?” she asked, impishly, eyes sparkling through embryonic tears, as she began devouring me. One does not escape from a black hole, and once I fell beneath her event horizon and we merged into a singularity, the question of who was Pluto and who was Charon, to the rest of the universe, mattered not. Nor did whatever noise we made.


  We reentered the real Universe late for our next round of back-door searching; Cathy and Nikhil were almost finished packing their pallet when we emerged from our deflated tent. We stared at each other in mutual embarrassment. Nikhil put his hand on his wife’s shoulder.


  “Sorry. Bit of tension is all, we’ll be all right.” He waved at Miranda around us. “Now, shall we have another go at it?”


  “Any ideas of where to look?” I asked.


  “Ethane outlet?” Randi inquired.


  Yes, I thought, those rivers had to go somewhere. I had, however, hoped to avoid swimming in them.


  “There is,” Sam announced, “a large cavern on the other side of this siderophilic nodule.”


  “This what?” Cathy started.


  “This bloody three-kilometer nickel iron rock you’re standing on,” Nikhil snapped before Sam could answer, then he caught himself and lamely added: “dear.”


  She nodded curtly.


  Randi took a couple of experimental swings at the nodule, more, I thought, in frustration than from doubting Sam. “No holes in this. Best check edges,” She suggested. We all agreed.


  After five hours of searching, it was clear that the only ways out were the ethane rivers.


  “Forgive me if I now regret giving in on the rift route,” Nikhil had to say. Cathy was in reach, so I gave her hand a pat. She shrugged.


  We had a right-left choice, a coin flip. Each side of the tidal divide had it’s own ethane river and each river disappeared. Sam sounded and sounded around the ethane lakes at the end of Nikhil’s Smokestack. The inner one, on the side toward Uranus, appeared to open into a cavern five kilometers on the other side of “Cathy’s Rock,” as we called the central nodule. The other one appeared to go seven kilometers before reaching a significant opening, but that opening appeared to lead in the direction of the rift. No one even thought to question Nikhil this time.


  Now that the route was decided, we had to face the question of how to traverse it.


  “Simple,” Cathy declared. “Sam carries the line through, then we all get in a tent and he pulls us through.”


  “Unfortunately, I cannot withstand ethane immersion for that period of time.” Sam said. “And you will need my power source, if nothing else, to complete the journey.”


  “Cathy,” Randi asked. “Ethane exposure, uh, how bad?”


  “You don’t want to breathe much of it—it will sear your lungs.”


  “Positive pressure.”


  “Some could still filter in through your tightsuit pores.”


  She was right. If moisture and gas from your skin could slowly work its way out of a tightsuit, then ethane could probably work its way in.


  Randi nodded. “Block tightsuit pores?”


  A loud “What?” escaped me when I realized what she was considering. Tightsuits worked because they let the skin exhale: sweat and gasses could slowly diffuse through the porous, swollen, fabric. Stopping that process could be very uncomfortable—if not fatal. But Cathy Ray, MD, didn’t seem to be in a panic about it. Apparently, it was something one could survive for a while.


  “Big molecules. Got any, Cathy?”


  “I have some bum and abrasion coating, semi-smart fibers. The brand name is Exoderm; what about it, Sam?”


  “Exoderm coating will not go through tightsuit pores. But it has pores of its own, like the tightsuits, and may allow some ethane to work its way in after a while. A few thousand molecules a second per square meter.”


  Randi shrugged. “And a tightsuit with pores blocked will cut that way down. Too little to worry about.”


  “I’m going with you,” I announced, surprising myself.


  Randi shook her head. “You try the outer passage if I don’t make it. Get the gook, Cathy.”


  Cathy opened up one of the pallets and produced a spray dispenser. I started unpacking a vacuum tent.


  “This is going to be a little difficult to do in a tent,” Cathy mused.


  “Wimps. Is it ready?” Randi asked.


  Cathy nodded and gave an experimental squirt to her arm. For a moment, the arm looked like it was covered with cotton candy, but the fluff quickly collapsed to a flat shiny patch. Cathy pulled the patch off and examined it. “It’s working just fine, all I need is some bare skin and a place to work.”


  Randi answered by hyperventilating, then before anyone could stop her, she dumped pressure, fluidly removed her helmet, deactivated her shipsuit seals and floated naked before us.


  Cathy, to her credit, didn’t let shock stop her. “Breath out, not in, no matter how much you want,” she told Randi, and quickly started spraying Randi’s back while Randi was still stepping out of the boots. In less than a minute, Randi was covered with the creamy gray stuff. Calmly and efficiently, Randi rolled her tightsuit back on over the goo, resealed, checked, and rehelmeted. It was all done in less than three minutes. Nikhil was speechless and I wasn’t much better.


  “You OK?” I asked, though the answer seemed obvious.


  Randi shrugged. “One-tenth atmosphere, ninety below, no wind, no moisture, no convection, air stings a bit. Bracing. No problem—goo handles stings. Can hold breath five minutes.”


  “You . . . you’d best get on with it, now,” Cathy said, struggling to maintain a professional tone in her voice. “Your skin will have as much trouble breathing out as the ethane has getting in.”


  Randi nodded. “Line dispenser. Clips. Piton gun.”


  I got my act together and dug these things out of the same pallet where Cathy had kept the Exoderm. Randi snapped the free end of the line to her belt, took it off, double-checked the clip, and snapped it back on again.


  “Three tugs, OK? Wait five minutes for you to collect yourselves, then I start hauling. OK?”


  We nodded. Then she reached for my helmet and held it next to hers.


  “I’ll do it. If not, don’t embarrass me, huh?”


  I squeezed her hand in an extremely inadequate farewell, then she released her boot clamps, grabbed her reaction pistol, and rocketed off to the shore of the ethane lake fifteen hundred meters away.


  There was, I thought, no reason why one couldn’t weave a fiber-optic comm line into the test line, and use it for communications as well as for hauling, climbing, and bungee jumping. But ours weren’t built that way, and we lost radio with Randi shortly after she plunged into the lake. The line kept snaking out, but, I reminded myself, that could just be her body being carried by the current. I wondered whether that had been a line attached to the alien piton we’d found above, and how long it had hung there.


  Assuming success, we prepared everything for the under-ethane trip. Tents were unshipped, and pallets resealed. I broke out another line reel and looped its end through a pitoned pulley on Cathy’s Rock; just in case someone did come back this way.


  “I doubt that will be needed,” Nikhil remarked, “but we’ll be thankful if it is. You’re becoming quite proficient, Mr. Bubka.”


  “Thanks.”


  I kept staring at the dispenser, fighting back the irrational desire to reel her back.


  Cathy grabbed the packed pallets and moved them nearer to the shore, where the changed orientation of the milligee. fields left her standing at right angles to Nikhil and myself. She chose to sit there and stare at the lake where Randi had vanished.


  I stayed and puttered with my pulleys.


  Nikhil came up to me. “I don’t think of myself as being Bengali, you know,” he said out of the blue. “I was ten when my parents were kicked out of Calcutta. Politics, I understand, though the details have never been too clear to me. At any rate, I schooled in Australia and Cambridge, then earned my doctorate at Jovis Tholus.”


  I knew all this, but to make conversation, responded. “J.T.U. is New Reformationist, isn’t it.”


  “It’s officially non-sectarian, state supported, you know. The council may lean that way, but the influence is diffuse. Besides, there is no such thing as New Reformationist geology, unless you’re excavating the Face of Mars.” Nikhil waved his hand in a gesture of dismissive toleration. “So you see, I’ve lived in both worlds; the cool, disciplined, thoughtful British academic world, and the eclectic, compulsive, superstitious Bengali hothouse.”


  No question of which one he preferred. I thought, however, to find a chink in his armor. “You are an Aristotelian then?”


  “I won’t object to the description, but I won’t be bound by it.”


  “Then the golden mean must have some attraction for you, the avoidance of extremes.”


  “Quite.”


  “OK, Nikhil. Consider then, that within rational safeguards, that the spontaneity may be useful. A safety valve for evolutionary imperatives. A shortcut to communication and ideas. Creativity, art. A motivation for good acts; compassion, empathy.”


  “Perhaps.” He gave me a wintry smile. “I am not a robot. I have these things . . .” disgust was evident in the way he said ‘things,’ “. . . within me as much as anyone else. But I strive to hold back unplanned action, to listen to and analyze these biochemical rumblings before responding. And I prefer myself that way.”


  “Does Cathy?”


  I regretted that as soon as I said it, but Nikhil just shook his helmeted head.


  “Cathy doesn’t understand the alternative. I grew up where life was cheap, and pain, commonplace. I saw things in Dum Dum, horrifying things . . . but things that nevertheless have a certain fascination for me.” The expression in his unblinking brown eyes was contradictory and hard to read—perhaps a frightened but curious seven-year-old peered at me from beneath layers of adult sophistication. But did those layers protect him from us, or us from him? What had Randi’s night with him been like?


  “Well,” he continued, “Cathy will never experience that sort of thing as long as I keep a grip on myself. She means too much to me, I owe her too much.” He shook his head. “If she just would not ask for what I dare not give—Between us, fellow?”


  I’m not sure how I should have answered that, but just then Sam told us the line had stopped reeling out, I nodded briskly to him and we glided “down” to the ethane river shore to wait for the three sharp tugs that would signal us to follow.


  They didn’t come. We pulled on the line. It was slack. So we waited again, not wanting to face the implications of that. I updated my journal, trying not to think about the present.


  IV


  It was almost the end of the schedule day when I finally told Cathy to get ready to put the Exoderm on me. There was no debate; we’d probably waited longer than we should have. “Don’t embarrass me,” Randi had said. Grimly, I determined to put off my grief, and not embarrass her. The fate, I recalled, of many lost expeditions was to peter out, one by one. Damn, I would miss her.


  The plan had been to take the other outlet, but we silently disregarded that: I would go the same way, just in case there was any chance of a rescue. I needed that little bit of hope, to keep going.


  By the laws of Murphy, I was, of course, standing stark freezing naked in ethane laced nitrogen half covered with spray gook and holding my breath when the original line went taut. Three times. Cathy and Nikhil had to help seal me back in. I was shaking so hard, almost fatally helpless with relief.


  We had to scramble like hell to get Sam, Cathy, and Nikhil bagged in an uninflated tent. Since I was ready for immersion, and Randi had apparently survived said immersion, I would stay on the outside and clear us around obstacles. I was still double-checking seals as Randi started hauling. By some grace of the Universe, I had remembered to clip my pulley line to the final pallet, and it trailed us into the ethane lake.


  It was cold, like skinny dipping in the Bering Sea. The ethane boiled next to my tightsuit and the space between it and my coveralls became filled with an insulating ethane froth. With that and the silvery white sheen of maximum insulation, my suit was able to hold its own at something like 290 kelvins. I shivered and deliberately tensed and relaxed every muscle I could think about, as we slipped through the ethane.


  There wasn’t much to see, the passage was wide, broadened perhaps by eons of flow. Strobes revealed a fog of bubbles around me, otherwise the darkness smothered everything.


  The line drew us up? down? to the inside of the passage, out of the current. I grabbed the line and walked lightly against the tension of the pulling line as if I were rappelling on a low gravity world. The tent with my companions and our pallets were thus spared bumping along the rough surface.


  I asked for the time display, and my helmet told me we’d been under for an hour. We rounded a corner and entered a much narrower passage. I became so busy steering us around various projections that I forgot how cold I was. But I noted my skin starting to itch.


  Then I caught a flash of light ahead. Did I imagine it?


  No. In much less time than I thought, the flash repeated, showing a frothy hole in the liquid above us. Then we were at the boiling surface and Randi was waving at us as she pulled us to shore.


  I flew out with a kick and a flap of my hands and was in her arms. A minute must have passed before I thought to release the rest of the expedition from their tent cum submarine.


  “No solid ground at the end of the main branch. I came up in a boiling sea, full of froth and foam, couldn’t see anything. Not even a roof. Had to come back and take the detour.” She trembled. “I have to get in a tent quick.”


  But with all our decontamination procedures, there was no quick about it, and it was 0300 universal on day ten before we were finally back in our tubular cocoons. By that time, Randi was moaning, shivering and only halfconscious. The Exoderm came off as I peeled her tightsuit down and her skin was a bright angry red, except for her fingers and toes, which were an ugly yellow black. I linked up the minidoc and called Cathy, who programmed a general tissue regenerative, a stimulant, and directed that the tent’s insulation factor be turned up.


  By 0500, Randi was sleeping, breathing normally, and some of the redness had faded. Cathy called and offered to watch the minidoc so I could get some sleep.


  The question I fell asleep with was, that with everyone’s lives at stake, could I have pushed myself so far?


  Day ten was a short one. We were all exhausted, we didn’t get started until 1500.


  Randi looked awful, especially her hands and feet, but pulled on her back-up tight suit without a complaint. My face must have told her what I was thinking because she shot me a defiant look.


  “I’ll do my pitch.”


  But Cathy was waiting for us and took her back into the tent, which repressurized, Nikhil and I shrugged and busied ourselves packing everything else. When the women reappeared, Cathy declared, very firmly, that Randi was to stay prone and inactive.


  Randi disagreed. “I do my pitch . . . I, I, have to.”


  My turn. “Time to give someone else a chance, Randi. Me for instance. Besides, if you injure yourself further, you’d be a liability.”


  Randi shook her head. “Can’t argue. Don’t know how. I don’t . . . don’t want to be baggage.”


  “I’d hardly call it being baggage,” Nikhil sniffed. “Enforced rest under medical orders. Now, if you’re going to be a professional in your own right instead of Daddy’s little indulgence, you’ll chin up, follow medical orders, and stop wasting time.”


  “Nikhil dear,” Cathy growled, “get your damn mouth out of my patient’s psyche.”


  Nikhil was exactly right, I thought, but I wanted to slug him for saying it that way.


  “Very well,” Nikhil said, evenly ignoring the feeling in Cathy’s voice, “I regret the personal reference, Randi, but the point stands. Please don’t be difficult.”


  Lacking support from anyone else, Randi’s position was hopeless. She suffered herself to be taped onto a litter improvised from the same tent braces, sheets, and tape we had used earlier to make her wings.


  This done, Nikhil turned to me. “You mentioned leading a pitch?” Fortunately, the route started out like a one-third scale version Nikhil’s Smokestack. It wasn’t a straight shot, but a series of vertical caverns, slightly offset. Sam rocketed ahead with a line, anchored himself, and reeled the rest of us up. The short passages between caverns were the typical wide low cracks and I managed them without great difficulty, though it came as a surprise to discover how much rock and ice one had to chip away to get through comfortably. It was hard work in a pressure suit, and my respect for Nikhil and Randi increased greatly.


  At the end of the last cavern, the chimney bent north, gradually narrowing to a funnel. We could hear the wind blow by us. At the end was a large horizontal cavern, dry, but full of hoar crystals. The rift was clearly visible as a fissure on its ceiling. That was for tomorrow.


  The ethane level was down enough for us to forego decontamination, and before we turned in we congratulated ourselves for traversing 60 percent of the rift in less than half our allotted time.


  As we turned in, Randi said she had feeling in her fingers and toes again. Which meant she must have had no feeling in them when she was demanding to lead the pitch this afternoon.


  She slept quietly, it was only midnight, and I was going to get my first good night’s sleep in a long time.


  Day eleven was thankfully over, we were all exhausted again, and bitterly disappointed.


  The day started with a discovery that, under other circumstances, would have justified the entire expedition: the mummified remains of aliens, presumably those who had left the strange piton. There were two large bodies and one small, supine on the cavern floor, lain on top of what must have been their pressure suits.


  Did they run out of food, or air, and give up in that way? Or did they die of something else, and were laid out by compatriots we might find elsewhere?


  They were six-limbed bipeds, taller than us and perhaps not as heavy in life, though this is hard to tell from a mummy. Their upper arms were much bigger and stronger than their lower ones and the head reminded me vaguely of a Panda. They were not, to my memory, members of any of the five known spacefaring races, so, in any other circumstances, this would have been a momentous event. As it was, I think I was vaguely irritated at the complication they represented. Either my sense of wonder wasn’t awake yet, or we’d left it behind, a few geode caverns back.


  “How long?” Cathy asked Sam in a hushed voice. She, at least, was fascinated.


  “If the present rate of dust deposition can be projected, about two hundred and thirty thousand years, with a sigma of ten thousand.”


  “Except for the pressure suits, they didn’t leave any equipment,” Nikhil observed. “I take that to mean that this cavern is not a dead end—as long as we do press on. You have your images, Sam? Good. Shall we?”


  We turned to Nikhil, away from the corpses.


  “The vent,” he said, looking overhead, “is probably up there.”


  “The ceiling fissure is an easy jump for me,” Sam offered. “I’ll pull the rest of you up.”


  We got on our way, but the rift quit on us.


  Once in the ceiling caves, we found there was no gas flowing that way, the way where Sam’s seismological soundings, and our eyes, said the rift was. We chanced the passage anyway, but it quickly narrowed to a stomachcrawling ordeal. Three kilometers in, we found it solidly blocked and had to back our way out to return to the cavern. Another passage in the ceiling proved equally unpromising.


  “Quakes,” Nikhil said. “The rift must have closed here, oh, a hundred million years ago or so—from the dust.” So, when dinosaurs ruled the Earth, Miranda had changed her maze, no doubt with the idea of frustrating our eventual expedition in mind.


  Finally, Sam found the outlet airflow. It led back to the north.


  “I hereby dub this the Cavern of Dead Ends,” I proclaimed as we left, with what I hoped was humorous flourish.


  Surprisingly, Nikhil, bless his heart, gave me one short “ha!”


  Randi was not to be denied today, and took the first pitch out in relief of Nikhil. But she soon tired, according to Cathy, who was monitoring. I took over and pushed on.


  The slopes were gentle, the path wide with little cutting to do, and we could make good time tugging ourselves along on the occasional projecting rock and gliding. We took an evening break in a tiny ten-meter bubble of a cavern and had our daily ration crackers, insisting that Randi have a double ration. No one started to make camp, a lack of action that signified group assent for another evening of climbing and gliding.


  “We are,” Sam said, showing us his map on our helmet displays, “going to pass very close to the upper end of Nikhil’s Smokestack.” No one said anything, but we knew that meant we were backtracking, losing ground.


  There was a final horizontal cavern, and its airflow was toward the polar axis. We could pretty much figure out what that meant, but decided to put off the confirmation until the morning. I’d once read a classic ancient novel by someone named Vance about an imaginary place where an accepted means of suicide was to enter an endless maze and wander about, crossing your path over and over again until starvation did you in. There, you died by forgetting the way out. Here, we did not even know there was a way out.


  The beginning of day twelve thus found us at the top of Nikhil’s Smokestack again, on a lip of a ledge not much different than the one about a kilometer away where we had first seen it. We were very quiet, fully conscious of how much ground we had lost to the cruel calendar. We were now less than halfway through Miranda, with less than half our time left.


  Sam circled the top of the Smokestack again, looking for outlets other than the one we had come through. There were none. Our only hope was to go back down.


  “Do we,” I asked, “try the inner river, or try the other branch of Randi’s River and fight our way through the Boiling Sea?”


  Nikhil, though he weighed less than four newtons, was stretched out on the ledge, resting. His radio voice came from a still form that reminded me in a macabre way of the deceased aliens back in the Cavern of Dead Ends.


  “The Boiling Sea,” he mused, “takes the main flow of the river, so it should have an outlet vent. It is obviously in a cavern, so it has a roof. Perhaps we could just shoot a piton up at it, blindly.”


  But I thought of Nikhil’s Smokestack—a blind shot could go a long way in something like that.


  “Sam could fly up to it,” I offered. “If we protect it until we reach the Boiling Sea’s surface, it could withstand the momentary exposure. Once at the ceiling, it could pull the rest of us up.”


  Cathy nodded and threw a rock down Nikhil’s Smokestack, and we watched it vanish relatively quickly. Dense, I thought, less subject to drag. As it turned out, I wasn’t the only one with that thought.


  “Look what I have,” Randi announced.


  “What” was a large boulder, perhaps two meters across, and loose; Randi could rock it easily, thought it must have had a mass of five or six tons. “Bet it doesn’t fall like a snowflake,” she said as she hammered a piton into it.


  Even in the low gravity, it took two of us to lift it over the edge.


  Two hours later, about a kilometer above Cathy’s Rock, we jumped off into the drag of the slipstream and watched the boulder finish its fall. It crashed with a resounding thud, shattered into a thousand shards, most of which rebounded and got caught in the chimney walls. We soon reached local terminal velocity and floated like feathers in the dust back to the place we had first departed three days ago.


  Cathy decided that Randi was in no shape for another immersion and didn’t think I should risk it either. I did have a few red patches, though I’d spent nowhere near as much time in the ethane as Randi. We looked at Nikhil, who frowned.


  Cathy shook her head. “My turn, I think.” But her voice quavered. “I’m a strong swimmer and I don’t think Nikhil’s done it for years. You handle the spray, Wojciech. You don’t have to cover every square centimeter, the fibers will fill in themselves, but make sure you get enough on me. At least fifteen seconds of continuous spray. Randi, I can’t hold my breath as long as you. You’ll have to help me get buttoned up again, fast.”


  When all was ready, she took several deep breaths, vented her helmet and stripped almost as quickly as Randi had. This, I thought as I sprayed her, was the same woman who panicked in a tight spot just over a week ago. The whole operation was over in a hundred seconds.


  The pulley I’d left was still functional, but that would only get us to the branch in the passage that led to the Cavern of Dead Ends. From there on, Cathy would have to pull us.


  It was not fun to be sealed in an opaque, uninflated tent and be bumped and dragged along for the better part of an hour with no control over anything. The return of my minuscule weight as Sam winched us up to the roof of the Boiling Sea cavern was a great relief.


  Randi, Nikhil, and I crawled, grumbling but grateful, out of the tent onto the floor of the cave Sam had found a couple of hundred yards from the center of the domed roof of the cavern. The floor sloped, but not too badly, and with a milligee of gravity it scarcely mattered. I helped Nikhil with the tent braces and we soon had it ready to be pressurized. Sam recharged the pallet power supplies and Randi tacked a glowlamp to the wall. Cathy then excused herself to get the Exoderm out of her tightsuit while we set up the other tent.


  Work done, we stretched and floated around our little room in silence.


  I took a look out the cave entrance; all I could see of the cavern when I hit my strobe was a layer of white below and a forest of yellow and white stalactites, many of them hundreds of meters long, on the roof. The far side, which Sam’s radar said was only a couple of kilometers away, was lost in mist.


  Then I noticed other things. My tightsuit, for instance, didn’t feel as tight as it should.


  “What’s the air pressure in here?”


  “Half a bar,” Sam responded. “I’ve adjusted your suits for minimum positive pressure. It’s mostly nitrogen, methane, ethane, and ammonia vapor, with some other volatile organics. By the way, the Boiling Sea is mainly ammonia; we are up to Kelvins here. The ethane flashes into vapor as it hits the ammonia—that’s why all the boiling.”


  Miranda’s gravity was insufficient to generate that kind of pressure, and I wondered what was going on.


  “Wojciech,” Randi whispered, as if she were afraid of waking something. “Look at the walls.”


  “Huh?” The cave walls were dirty brown like cave walls anywhere—except Miranda. “Oh, no hoar crystals.” She rubbed her hand on the wall and showed me the brown gunk.


  “I’d like to put this under a microscope. Sam?”


  The robot came quickly and held the sample close to its lower set of eyes. I saw what it saw, projected on the inside of my helmet.


  “This,” it said, “has an apparent cellular structure, but little, if any structure within. Organic molecules and ammonia in a kind of gel.”


  As I watched, one of the cells developed a bifurcation. I was so fascinated, I didn’t notice that Cathy had rejoined us. “They must absorb stuff directly from the air,” she theorized. “The air is toxic, by the way, but not in low concentrations. Something seems to have filtered out the cyanogens and other really bad stuff. Maybe this.”


  “The back of the cave is full of them,” Randi observed. “How are you?”


  “My skin didn’t get as raw as yours, but I have a few irritated areas. Physically, I’m drained. We’re going to stop here tonight, I hope.”


  “This is one of the gas outlets of the Cavern of the Boiling Sea,” Sam added. “It seems to be a good place to resume our journey. The passage is clear of obstructions as far as I can see, except for these growths, which are transparent to my radar.”


  “They impede the airflow,” Nikhil observed, “which must contribute to the high pressure in here. I think they get the energy for their organization from the heat of condensation.”


  “Huh?” I wracked my memories of bonehead science.


  “Wojciech, when a vapor condenses it undergoes a phase change. When ethane vapor turns back into ethane, it gives off as much heat as it took to boil it in the first place. That heat can make some of the chemical reactions this stuff needs go in the right direction.”


  “Are they alive?” I asked.


  “Hard to say,” Cathy responded. “But that’s a semantic discussion. Are hoar crystals alive? There’s a continuum of organization and behavior from rocks to people. Any line you draw is arbitrary and will go right through some gray areas.”


  “Hmpf,” Nikhil snorted. “Some distinctions are more useful than others. This stuff breeds, I think. Let’s take some samples, but we need to get some rest, too.”


  “Yes, dear.” Cathy yawned in spite of herself.


  In the tent, Randi and I shared our last regular meal; a reconstituted chicken and pasta dish we’d saved to celebrate something. The tent stank of bodies and hydrocarbons, but we were used to that by now, and the food tasted great despite the assault on our nostrils. From now on, meals would be crackers. But we were on our way out now, definitely. We had to be. Randi felt fully recovered now and smiled at me as she snuggled under her elastic sheet for a night’s rest.


  It must have been the energy we got from our first good meal in days. She woke me in the middle of our arbitrary night and gently coaxed me into her cot for lovemaking, more an act of defiance against our likely fate than an act of pleasure. I surprised myself by responding, and we caressed each other up a spiral of intensity which was perhaps fed by our fear as well.


  There were the tidal forces near Randi’s event horizon; she was not just strong for a woman, but strong in absolute terms; stronger than most men I have known including myself. I had to half-seriously warn her to not crack our low gravity-weakened ribs. This made her giggle and squeeze me so hard I couldn’t breathe for a moment, which made her giggle again.


  When we were done, she gestured to the tent roof with the middle finger of her right hand and laughed uncontrollably. I joined her in this as well, but I felt momentarily sad for Nikhil and Cathy.


  It was another of those polite mornings, and we packed up and were on our way with record efficiency. We looked around for the vent and Sam pointed us right at the mass of brown at the rear of the cave.


  “The gas goes into that, right through it,” it said.


  We called the stuff “cryofungus.” It had grown out from either side of the large, erosion widened vertical crack that Sam found in the back of our cave until it met in the middle. However the cryofungus colonies from either side didn’t actually fuse there, but just pressed up against each other. So, with some effort, we found we could half push, half swim, our way along this seam.


  We had pushed our way through five kilometers of “cryofungus” before a macabre thought occurred to me. The rubbery brown stuff absorbed organics through the skin of its cells. Did said organic stuff have to be gas? I asked Cathy.


  “I did an experiment. I fed my sample a crumb of ration cracker.”


  “What happened?”


  “The cracker sort of melted into the cryofungus. There are transport molecules all over the cell walls.”


  I thought a second. “Cathy, if we didn’t have our suits on—”


  “I’d think water would be a little hot for them, but then again water and ammonia are mutually soluble. If you want to worry, consider that your tightsuit is porous. It might,” I could see her toothy smile in my mind, “help keep you moving.”


  “Nice, dear,” Nikhil grumbled. “That gives a whole new meaning to this concept of wandering through the bowels of Miranda.”


  A round of hysterical laughter broke whatever tension remained between us, and resolved into a feeling of almost spiritual oneness among us. Perhaps you have to face death with someone to feel that—if so, so be it.


  At the ten-kilometer point, the cryofungus started to loose its resiliency. At twelve, it started collapsing into brown dust, scarcely offering any more resistance than the hoar crystals. This floated along with the gas current as a sort of brown fog. I couldn’t see, and had Sam move up beside me.


  After three kilometers of using Sam as a seeing-eye dog, the dust finally drifted by us and the air cleared. It was late again, well past time to camp. We had been underground thirteen days, and had, by calculation, another eight left. According to Sam, we were still two hundred and fifteen kilometers below the surface. We decided to move on for another hour or two.


  The passageway was tubular and fairly smooth, with almost zero traction. We shot pitons into the next curve ahead, and pulled ourselves along.


  “Massive wind erosion,” Nikhil remarked as he twisted the eye of a piton to release it. “A gale must have poured through here for megayears before the cryofungus choked it down.”


  Each strobe revealed an incredible gallery of twisted forms, loops, and carved rocks, many of which were eerily statuesque; saints and gargoyles. This led us into a slightly uphill kilometer-long cavern formed under two megalithic slabs, which had tilted against each other when, perhaps, the escaping gas had undermined them. After the rich hoarcrystal forest of the inbound path, this place was bare and dry. Sam covered the distance with a calculated jump carrying a line to the opposite end. We started pulling ourselves across. We’d climbed enough so that our weight was back to twenty newtons—minuscule, yes, but try pumping twenty newtons up and down for eighteen hours.


  “i quit,” Cathy said. “My arms won’t do any more. Stop with me, or bury me here.” She let go of the line, and floated slowly down to the floor.


  It was silent here, no drippings, no whistling, reminiscent of the vacuum so far above. I tried to break the tension by naming the cavern. “This was clearly meant to be a tomb, anyway. The Egyptian Tomb, we can call it.”


  “Not funny, Wojciech,” Nikhil snapped. “Sorry, old boy, a bit tired myself. Yes, we can make camp, but we may regret it later.”


  “Time to stop. We worked out the schedule for, for, maximum progress.” Randi said. “Need to trust our judgment. Won’t do any better by over-pushing ourselves now.”


  “Very well,” Nikhil conceded, and dropped off as well. He reached Cathy and put his arm around her briefly, which I note because it was the first sign of physical affection I had seen between them. Randi and I dropped the pallets, and followed to the floor. We landed harder than we expected—milligee clouds judgment. Worse perhaps, because it combines a real up and down with the feeling that they don’t matter.


  We were very careful and civilized in making camp. But each of us was, in our minds, trying to reach an accommodation with the idea that, given what we had been through so far, the week we had left would not get us to the surface.


  Before we went into our separate tents, we all held hands briefly. It was spontaneous, we hadn’t done so before. But it seemed right, somehow, to tell each other that we could draw on each other that way.


  V


  That last was for day thirteen, this entry covers days fourteen and fifteen. Yes, my discipline in keeping the journal is slipping.


  We’d come to think of Randi as a machine—almost as indestructible and determined as Sam, but last night, at the end of day fourteen that machine cried and shook.


  Low rations and fatigue are affecting all of us now. We let Sam pull us through the occasional cavern, but it has mostly been wriggling through cracks with a human in the lead. We changed leads every time we hit a wide-enough place, but once that was six hours. That happened on Randi’s lead. She didn’t slack but when we finally reached a small cavern, she rolled to the side with her face to the wall as I went by. We heard nothing from her for the next four hours.


  We ended up at the bottom of a big kidney-shaped cavern 160 kilometers below the surface; almost back to the depth of the upper end of Nikhil’s Smokestack. We staggered through camp set-up, with Sam double-checking everything. We simply collapsed on top of the stretched sheets in our coveralls and slept for an hour or so, before our bodies demanded that we answer our needs. Washed, emptied, and a bit refreshed from the nap, Randi snuggled into my arms, then let herself go. Her body was a mass of bruises, old and new. So was mine.


  “You’re allowed a safety valve, you know,” I told her. “When Cathy feels bad, she lets us know outright. Nikhil gets grumpy. I get silly and tell bad jokes. You don’t have to keep up an act for us.”


  “Not for you, for, for me. Got to pretend I can do it, or I’ll get left behind, with Mom.”


  I thought about this. A woman that would attempt to murder her husband to gain social position might have been capable of other things as well.


  “Randi, what did that mean? Do you want to talk?”


  She shook her head. “Can’t explain.”


  I kissed her forehead. “I guess I’ve been lucky with my parents.”


  “Yeah. Nice people. Nice farm. No fighting. So why do you have to do this stuff?”


  Why indeed? “To have a real adventure, to make a name for myself outside of obscure poetry outlets. Mom inherited the farm from her father, and that was better than living on state dividends in Poland, so they moved. They actually get to do something useful, tending the agricultural robots. But they’re deathly afraid of losing it because real jobs are so scarce and a lot of very smart people are willing to do just about anything to get an Earth job. So they made themselves very, very nice. They never rock any boats. Guess I needed something more than nice.”


  “But you’re, uh, nice as they are.”


  “Well trained, in spite of myself.” Oh, yes, with all the protective responses a nonconformist learns after being squashed time and time again by very socially correct, outwardly gentle, and emotionally devastating means. “By the way, Randi, I hate that word.”


  “Huh?”


  “Nice.”


  “But you use it.”


  “Yeah, and I hate doing that, too. Look, are you as tired as I am?” I was about to excuse myself to the questionable comforts of my dreams.


  “No. Not yet. I’ll do the work.”


  “Really . . .”


  “Maybe the last time, way we’re going.” We both knew she was right, but my body wasn’t up to it, and we just clung to each other tightly, as if we could squeeze a little more life into ourselves. I don’t remember falling asleep.


  Day fifteen was a repeat, except that the long lead shift fell on Cathy. She slacked. For seven hours, she would stop until she got cold then move forward again until she got tired. Somehow we reached a place where I could take over.


  What amazed me through all of that was how Nikhil handled it. There was no sniping, no phony cheeriness. He would simply ask if she was ready to move again when he started getting cold.


  We ended the day well past midnight. For some reason, I was having trouble sleeping.


  Today the vent finally led us to a chain of small caverns, much like the rift before we encountered the top of Nikhil’s Smokestack. We let Sam tow us most of the way and had only two long crack crawls. The good news is our CO2 catalyst use is down from our passivity, and we might get another day out of it.


  The bad news is that Randi had to cut our rations back a bit. We hadn’t been as careful in our counting as we should have been, thinking that because the CO2 would get us first, we didn’t have a problem in that area. Now we did. It was nobody’s fault, and everyone’s. We’d all had an extra cracker here and there. They add up.


  We ended up exhausted as usual, in a five-hundred-meter gallery full of jumble. I called it “The Junk Yard.” Sam couldn’t find the outlet vent right away, but we made such good progress that we thought we had time to catch up on our sleep.


  Day eighteen. We gained a total of fifteen kilometers in radius over the past two days. “The Junk Yard” was a dead end, at least for anything the size of a human being. There was some evidence of gas diffusing upward through fractured clathrate, but it was already clear that it wasn’t the main vent, which appeared to have been closed by a Miranda quake millions of years ago.


  We had to go all the way back to a branch that Sam had missed while it was towing us through a mediumsized chimney. Logic and experience dictated that the outlet would be at the top of the chimney, and there was a hole there that led onward. To “The Junk Yard.” Miranda rearranges such logic.


  We spotted the real vent from the 178 other side of the chimney as we rappelled back down.


  “A human being,” Cathy said when she saw the large vertical crack that was the real vent, “would have been curious enough to check that out. It’s so deep.”


  “I don’t know, dear,” Nikhil said, meaning to defend Sam, I supposed, “with the press of time and all, I might not have turned aside, myself.”


  We were all dead silent at Nikhil’s unintentional self-identification with a robot. Then Randi giggled and soon we were all laughing hysterically again. The real students of humor, I recall, say that laughter is not very far from tears. Then Nikhil, to our surprise, released his hold to put his arms around his wife again. And she responded. I reached out and caught them before they’d drifted down enough centimeters for their belt lines to go taut. So at the end of day seventeen, we had covered sixty kilometers of caverns and cracks, and come only fifteen or so nearer the surface.


  By the end of day eighteen, we’d done an additional fifteen kilometers of exhausting crack crawling, found only one large cavern, and gave in to exhaustion, camping in a widening of the crack just barely big enough to inflate the tents.


  What occurred today was not a fight. We didn’t have enough energy for a fight.


  We had just emerged into a ten-meter long, ten-meter wide, two-meter high widening gallery in the crack we were crawling. Cathy was in the lead and had continued on through into the continuing passage when Nikhil gave in to pessimism.


  “Cathy,” he called, “stop. The passage ahead is getting too narrow, it’s another bloody dead end. We should go back to the last large cavern and look for another vent.”


  Cathy was silent, but the line stopped. Randi, sounding irritated, said “No time,” and moved to enter the passage after Cathy.


  Nikhil yawned and snorted. “Sorry little lady. I’m the geologist and the senior member, and not to be too fine about it, but I’m in charge.” Here he seemed to loose steam and get confused, muttering “You’re right about no time—there’s no time to argue.” No one said anything, but Randi held her position.


  Nikhil whined. “I say we go back, an’ this time, back we go.”


  My mind was fuzzy; we still had four, maybe five days. If we found the right chain of caverns, we could still make the surface. If we kept going like this, we weren’t going to make it anyway. He might be right, I thought. But Randi wouldn’t budge.


  “No. Nikhil. You owe me one, Nikhil, for, for, two weeks ago. I’m collecting. Got to go forward now. Air flow, striations, Sam’s soundings, and, and my money, damn it.”


  So much for my thoughts. I had to remember my status as part of Randi’s accretion disk.


  “Your daddy’s money,” Nikhil sniffed, then said loudly and with false jollity, “But never mind. Come on everyone, we’ll put Randi on a stretcher again until she recovers . . . her senses.” He started reaching for Randi: clumsy fumbling really. Randi turned and braced herself, boots clamped into the clathrate, arms free.


  “Nikhil, back off,” I warned. “You don’t mean that.”


  “Ah appreciate your expertise with words, old chap.” His voice was definitely slurred. “But these are mine and I mean them. I’m too tired to be questioned by amateurs anymore. Back we go. Come on back, Cathy. As for you. He lunged for Randi again. At this point I realized he was out of his mind, and possibly why.


  So did Randi, for at the last second instead of slapping him away and possibly hurting him, she simply jerked herself away from his grasping fingers.


  And screeched loudly in pain.


  “What?” I asked, brushing by the startled Nikhil to get to Randi’s side.


  “Damn ankle,” she sobbed. “Forgot to release my boot grapples. Tired. Bones getting weak. Too much low g. Thing hurts.”


  “Broken?”


  She nodded, tight lipped, more in control. But I could see the tears in her eyes. Except for painkiller, there was nothing I could do for her at the moment. But I thought there might be something to be done for Nikhil. Where was Cathy?


  “Nikhil,” I said as evenly as I could. “What’s your O2 partial?”


  “I beg your pardon?” he drawled.


  “Beg Randi’s. I asked you what your O2 partial is.”


  “I’ve been conserving a bit. You know, less O2, less CO2. Trying to stretch things out.”


  “What . . . is . . . it?”


  “Point one. It should be fine. I’ve had a lot of altitude experience—”


  “Please put it back up to point two for five minutes, and then we’ll talk.”


  “Now just a minute, I resent the implication that—”


  “Be reasonable Nikhil. Put it back up for a little, please. Humor me. Five minutes won’t hurt.”


  “Oh perhaps not. There. Now just what is it you expect to happen?”


  “Wait for a bit.”


  We waited, silently. Randi sniffed, trying to deal with her pain. I watched Nikhil’s face slowly grow more and more troubled. Finally I asked:


  “Are you back with us?”


  He nodded silently. “I think so. My apologies, Randi.”


  “Got clumsy. Too strong for my own bones. Forget it. And you don’t owe me, either. Dumb thing to say. It was my choice.”


  What was? Two weeks ago, in his tent?


  “Very well.” Nikhil replied with as much dignity as he could muster.


  Who besides Randi could dismiss a broken ankle with “forget it.” And who besides Nikhil would take her up on that? I shook my head.


  Randi couldn’t keep the pain out of her voice as she held out her right vacuum boot. “This needs some work. Tent site. Cathy.” Nothing would show, of course, until it came off.


  “Quite,” Nikhil responded. “Well, you were right on the direction. Perhaps we should resume.”


  I waved him off for a moment and found a painkiller in the pallet for Randi, and she ingested it through her helmet lock, and gagged a bit.


  “Still a little ethane here,” she gave a little laugh. “Woke me up. I’ll manage.”


  “Let me know.” I was so near her event horizon now that everything I could see of the outside world was distorted and bent by her presence. Such were the last moments of my freedom, the last minutes and the last seconds that I could look on our relationship from the outside. My independent existence was stretched beyond the power of any force of nature to restore it. Our fate was to become a singularity.


  It was a measure of my own hunger and fatigue that I half seriously considered exterminating Nikhil; coldly, as if contemplating a roach to be crushed. A piton gun would have done nicely. But, I thought, Cathy really ought to be in on the decision. She might want to keep him as a pet. Cathy, of course, was on the lead pitch. That meant she was really in charge, something Nikhil had forgotten.


  “Cathy,” I called, laying on the irony. “Randi has a broken ankle. Otherwise, we are ready to go again.”


  There was no answer, but radio didn’t carry well in this material—too many bends in the path and something in the clathrate that just ate our frequencies like stealth paint. So I gave two pulls on our common line to signal OK, go.


  The line was slack.


  Cathy, anger with Nikhil possibly clouding her judgment, had enforced her positional authority in a way that was completely inarguable: by proceeding alone. At least I fervently hoped that was all that had happened. I pulled myself to where the passage resumed, and looked. No sign of anything.


  “Sam, take the line back up to Cathy and tell her to wait up, we’re coming.”


  Sam squeezed by me and scurried off. Shortly, his monitors in my helmet display blinked out; he was out of radio range as well.


  Again, we waited for a tug on a line in a silence that shouted misery. Nikhil pretended to examine the wall, Randi stared ahead as if in a trance. I stared at her, wanting to touch her, but not seeming to have the energy to push myself over to her side of the little cave.


  Both hope and dread increased with the waiting. The empty time could mean that Cathy had gone much farther than our past rate of progress had suggested, which would be very welcome news. But it could also mean that some disaster ahead that had taken both her and Sam. In which case, we were dead as well. Or, like Randi’s detour from the Boiling Sea, it could mean something we had neglected to imagine.


  “Wojciech, Nikhil,” Randi asked in her quiet, anticipatory, tone, “would you turn off your lamps?”


  I looked at Nikhil, and he stared off into space, saying as much that he could not care less. But his light went out. I nodded and cut mine. The blackness was total at first, then as my pupils widened, I realized I could sense a gray-green contrast, a shadow. My shadow.


  I turned around to the source of the glow. It was, of course, the crack behind me, through which Cathy and Sam had vanished. As my eyes adapted further, it became almost bright. It was white, just tinged with green. The shadows of rocks and ice intrusions made the crack look like the mouth of some beast about to devour us.


  “Is there,” I asked, “any reason why we should stay here?”


  We left. The crack widened rapidly, and after an hour of rather mild crack-crawling, we were able to revert to our distance eating hand-hauling routine. We covered ten kilometers almost straight up this way. With the sudden way of such things the crack turned into a tubular tunnel, artificial in its smoothness, and this in turn gave into a roughly teardrop-shaped, hundred-meter-diameter cavern with slick ice walls, and a bright circle at the top. I was about to use my piton gun when Randi tugged my arm and pointed out a ladder of double-looped pitons, set about two meters apart, leading up to the circle.


  We were thus about to climb into Sphereheim when Cathy’s line grew taut again.


  That was, by the clock, the end of day nineteen. We were, it seemed, both too exhausted and too excited to sleep.


  The cavern above was almost perfectly spherical, hence the name we gave it, and was almost fifteen kilometers in diameter. A spire ran along its vertical axis from the ceiling to the floor, littered like a Christmas tree with the kind of cantilevered platforms that seventy-five milligees permits.


  By now, we had climbed to within forty kilometers of the surface, so this was all in a pretty good vacuum, but there were signs that things had not always been this way.


  “Cathy?” Nikhil called, the first words he had spoken since the fight.


  “Good grief, you’re here already. We waited until we thought it was safe.”


  “We saw the light.”


  “It came on as soon as I got in here. Sam’s been looking for other automatic systems, burglar protection, for instance.”


  “There,” Sam interjected, “appear to be none. The power source is two stage—a uranium radionic long duration module, and something like a solid state fuel cell that works when it’s warmed up. The latter appears to be able to produce almost a kilowatt.”


  “Good,” I said, wondering if Sam’s software could discern the contrary irritation in my voice. “Cathy, Randi has a broken ankle.” Even in less than a hundredth of g, Randi wouldn’t put any weight on it.


  “Oh, no! We need to get a tent up right away. Sam, break off and come down here, I need you. And you!” she pointed at Nikhil. “This is a medical emergency now, and what I say goes. Do you have a problem with that?” The edge in Cathy’s voice verged on hysteria.


  Nikhil simply turned away without saying anything and began setting up the tent.


  Randi reached for Cathy. “Cathy, Nikhil cut his oxygen too thin, trying to save CO2 catalyst for all of us. He wasn’t himself. Ankle hurts like hell, but that was my fault. I’d feel better if you weren’t so, uh, hard on him. OK?”


  Cathy stood quietly for a couple of seconds then muttered. “All right, all right. Give me a minute to collect things, and we’ll get in the tent. I’ll see what I can do. Wojciech?”


  “Yes, Cathy?”


  “As I guess everyone knows, I just blew it with my husband, and I can’t fix things right now because I have to fix Randi’s ankle. He’s in a blue funk.” She pulled the velcro tab up on one of her pockets, reached in and produced a small, thin, box. “Give him one of these and tell him I’m sorry.”


  I looked at her. She seemed on the brink of some kind of collapse, but was holding herself back by some supreme effort of will. Maybe that’s what I looked like to her.


  “Sorry, Wojciech,” she whispered, “best I can do.”


  I gave her hand a squeeze. “We’ll make it good enough, OK? Just hang in there, Doc.”


  She gave me a quick, tear-filled smile, then grabbed the minidoc and followed Randi into the tent, which inflated promptly.


  Nikhil was sitting on the other pallet and I sat next to him. “Look, Nikhil, the way I see it, none of this stuff counts. All that counts is that the four of us get out of this moon alive.”


  He looked at me briefly, then resumed looking at the ground. “No, no. Wojciech, it counts. Do you understand living death? The kind where your body persists, but everything that you thought was you has been destroyed? My reputation . . . they’ll say Nikhil Ray cracked under pressure. It got too tough for old Nikhil. Nikhil beats up on women. It’s going to be bloody bad.”


  I remembered the box Cathy gave me, pulled it out and opened it. “Doctor’s orders, Nikhil. She cares, she really does.”


  He gave me a ghastly grin and took a caplet envelope, unwrapped it and stuck it through his helmet lock. “Can’t say as I approve of mind-altering drugs, but it wouldn’t do to disappoint the doctor any more now, would it? I put her through medical school, did you know? She was eighteen when we met. Biology student studying evolution, and I was co-lecturing a paleontology section. Damn she was beautiful, and no one like that had ever . . .” he lifted his hands as if to gesture, then set them down again. “I broke my own rule about thinking first, and I have this to remind me, every day, of what happens when you do that.”


  “Look, Nikhil. She doesn’t mean to hurt you.” I tried to think of something to get him out of this, to put his mind on something else. “Say, we have a few minutes. Why don’t we look around, it may be the only chance we get. Soon as Cathy’s done with Randi, we’ll need to get some sleep, then try to make it to the surface. We’ve forty kilometers to go, and only two days before our catalyst runs out.”


  “My line, isn’t that? Very well.” He seemed to straighten a bit. “But it looks as if the visitors packed up pretty thoroughly when they left. Those platforms off the central column are just bare honeycomb. Of course, it would be a bit odd if they packed everything out.”


  “Oh?”


  “Field sites are usually an eclectic mess. All sorts of not-immediately-useful stuff gets strewn about. If the strewers don’t expect the environmental police to stop by, it usually just gets left there by the hut site—the next explorer to come that way might find something useful.”


  “I see. You think there might be a dump here, somewhere.”


  “It seems they had a crypt. Why not a dump?”


  What kind of alien technology might be useful to us, I didn’t know. It would take a lot longer than the two days we had to figure out how to do anything with it. But the discussion had seemed to revive Nikhil a bit, so I humored him.


  We found the junkyard. It was in a mound about a hundred meters from the tower base, covered with the same color dust as everything else. A squirt from my reaction pistol blew some of the dust away from the junk.


  And it was just that. Discarded stuff. Broken building panels, a few boxes with electrical leads. What looked like a busted still. A small wheeled vehicle that I would have taken for a kid’s tricycle, an elongated vacuum helmet with a cracked visor. Other things. I’d been rummaging for five minutes before I noticed that Nikhil hadn’t gone past the still.


  “Nikhil?”


  “It is within the realm of possibility that I might redeem myself. Look at that.”


  The most visible part was a big coil of what looked to be tubing. There were also things that looked like electric motors, and several chambers to hold distilled liquids.


  “The tubing, Wojciech.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “If we breathe through it, at this temperature, the CO2 in our breath should condense.”


  “Oh! We could do without the CO2 catalyst.” Then I thought of the problem. “It wouldn’t be very portable.”


  “No, it wouldn’t,” Nikhil nodded slowly, judiciously. “But it doesn’t have to be. Cathy and Randi can remain here while you, Sam, and I take the remaining catalyst and go for help.”


  Did I hear him right? Then I thought it through. Randi was disabled, Cathy, by strength and temperament, was the least suited for the ordeal above us. It made sense, but Randi would . . . no, Randi would have to agree if it made sense. She was a pro.


  “We’d better see if it works first.” I said.


  VI


  An hour later, our still was working. Tape, spare connectors, the alien light source, and Sam’s instant computational capabilities yielded something that could keep two relatively quiescent people alive. They’d have to heat it up to sublimate the condensed CO2 every other hour, or the thing would clog, but it worked.


  Randi’s ankle was a less happy situation.


  “Randi’s resting now,” Cathy told us when she finally emerged from the vacuum tent, exhausted. “It’s a bad break, splintered. Her bones were weak from too much time in low gravity, I think. Anyway, the breaks extend into the calcaneus and her foot is much too swollen to get back into her vacuum boots. Had to put her in a rescue bag to get out of the tent.” Cathy shot a look of contempt at her husband who stared down. “The swelling will take days to go down, and she should have much more nourishment than we have to give her.”


  “I . . .” Nikhil started, then, in a moment I shall remember forever, he looked confused. “I?” Then he simply went limp and fell, much like an autumn leaf in the gentle gravity of Miranda, to the cavern dust. We were both too surprised to catch him even though his fall took several seconds.


  “No, no . . .” Cathy choked.


  I knelt over Nikhil and straightened his limbs. I couldn’t think of anything else to do.


  “Stroke?” I asked Cathy.


  She seemed to shake herself back into a professional mode. I heard her take a breath.


  “Could be. His heart telemetry’s fine. Or he may have just fainted. Let’s get the other tent set up.”


  We did this only with Sam’s help. We made errors in the set-up, errors which would have been fatal if Sam hadn’t been there to notice and correct them. We were tired and had been eating too little food. It took an hour. We put Nikhil in the tent and Cathy was about to follow when she stopped me.


  “The main med kit’s in Randi’s tent. I’ll need it if I have to operate. She’ll have gotten out of the rescue bag to sleep after I left. You’ll have to wake her, get her back in the bag and depressure—”


  I held up a hand. “I can figure it out, and if I can’t, she can. Cathy, her foot’s busted, not her head.”


  Cathy nodded and I could see a bit of a smile through her faceplate.


  “Randi,” I called, “Sorry to wake you, but we’ve got a problem.”


  “I heard. Comsets are dumb, guys. Can’t tell if you talk about someone instead of to someone. Be right out with the med kit.”


  “Huh?” Cathy sounded shocked. “No, Randi don’t try to put that boot on. Please don’t.”


  “Too late,” Randi answered. We watched the tension go out of the tent fabric as it depressurized. Randi emerged from the opening with the med kit and a sample bag. Cathy and I immediately looked at her right boot—it seemed perfectly normal, except that Randi had rigged some kind of brace with pitons and vacuum tape.


  Then we looked at the sample bag. It contained a blue-green swollen travesty of a human foot, severed neatly just above the ankle, apparently with a surgical laser. I couldn’t think of anything to do or say.


  “Oh, no, Randi,” Cathy cried and launched herself toward Randi. “I tried Randi, I tried.”


  “You didn’t have time.” The two women embraced. “Don’t say anything,” Randi finally said, “to him,” she nodded at Nikhil’s tent, “until we’re all back and safe. Please, huh?”


  Cathy stood frozen, then nodded slowly, took the sample bag and examined the foot end of the section. “Looks clean, anyway. At least let me take a look at the stump before you go, OK?”


  Randi shook her head. “Bitch to unwrap. Cauterized with the surgical laser. Plastiflesh all over the stump. Sealed in plastic. Plenty of local. Don’t feel anything. I did a good enough job, Cathy.”


  I finally found my voice. “Randi . . . why?”


  “Nikhil’s gone. Got to move. It’s OK, Wojciech. They can regenerate. You and I got to get going.”


  “Me? Now?” I was surprised for a moment, then realized the need. Cathy had to stay with Nikhil. And I’d already seen too many situations where one person would have been stopped that we’d managed to work around with two. Also, our jury rigged CO2 still’s capacity was two people, max.


  “No. Go as long as we can, then sleep. Eat everything we have left. Push for the surface. Only way.”


  Cathy nodded. She handed Randi’s foot to me, almost absentmindedly, and went into the tent to attend to Nikhil. Randy laughed, took the foot from me, and threw it far out of sight toward Sphereheim’s junk pile. In the low gravity, it probably got there.


  I tried not to think about it as Randi and I packed, with Sam’s help. Moving slowly and deliberately, we didn’t make that many errors. What Randi had to draw on, I didn’t know. I drew on her. In an hour, we were ready to go and said our farewells to Cathy.


  She would have to wait there, perhaps alone if Nikhil did not recover, perhaps forever if we did not succeed. What would that be like, I wondered? Would some future explorers confuse her with the beings who had built the station in this cavern? Had we already done that with the corpses we found in the Cavern of Dead Ends?


  I wished I had made love to Cathy that night we spent together. I felt I was leaving a relationship incomplete; a feeling, a sharing, uncommunicated. Here, even a last embrace would have been nice, but she was in her tent caring for her husband. Out of food, low on time, Randi and I had to go, and go now. In the dash to the surface, even minutes might be critical.


  Tireless Sam scaled the alien tower, found the vent in the magnificent, crystal lined dome of the cavern roof, and dropped us a line. I was suspended among wonders, but so tired I almost fell asleep as Sam reeled us up. The experience was surreal and beyond description.


  Of most of the next few days, I have little detailed memory. Sam dragged us through passages, chimneys, vents and caverns. Occasionally, it stopped at a problem that Randi would somehow rouse herself to solve.


  On one occasion, we came to a wall a meter thick which had cracked enough to let gas pass through. Sam’s acoustic radar showed a big cavern on the other side, so, somehow, we dug our way through. For all its talents, Sam was not built for wielding a pick. I leave this information to the designers of future cave exploration robots.


  Randi and I swung at that wall in five-minute shifts for a three-hour eternity, before, in a fit of hysterical anaerobic energy, I was able to kick it through. We were too tired to celebrate—we just grabbed the line as Sam went by and tried to keep awake and living as it pulled us through another cave and another crack.


  In one of a string of ordinary crystal caverns, we found another alien piton. Randi thought it might be a different design than the one we had found before, and had Sam pull it out and put it in a sample bag, which we stored on Sam—the most likely to survive.


  I mentioned this because we were near death and knew it, but could still do things for the future. Everyone dies, I thought, so we all spend our lives for something. The only thing that matters at the end is: for what? In saving the piton, we were adding one more bit to the tally of “for what?”


  This was almost certainly our last “night” in a tent. I think we both stunk, but I was too far gone to tell for sure. We’d gone for thirty-seven hours straight. Sam said we were within three kilometers of the surface, but the cavern trail lies parallel to this surface, and refused to ascend.


  In theory, our catalyst was exhausted, but we continued to breathe.


  Another quake trapped me.


  Randi was in front of me. Somehow, she managed to squeeze aside and let Sam by to help. Sam chipped clathrate away from my helmet, which let me straighten my neck.


  As this happened, there was another movement, a big slow one this time, and the groan of Miranda’s tortured mantle was clearly audible as my helmet was pressed between the passage walls again. I could see the passage ahead of me close a little more with every sickening wave of ground movement, even as I could feel the pressure at my spot release a bit. But the passage ahead—if it closed with Randi on this side, we were dead.


  “Go!” I told Randi. “It’s up to you now.” As if it hadn’t always been so. I was pushed sideways and back again as another train of s-waves rolled through. Ice split with sharp retorts.


  Sam turned sideways in the passage, pitting its thin composite against billions of tons of clathrate.


  Randi vanished forward. “I love you,” she said, “I’ll make it.”


  “I know you will. Hey, we’re married, OK?”


  “Just like that?”


  “By my authority as a man in a desperate position.”


  “OK. Married. Two kids. Deal?”


  “Deal.”


  “I love you again.”


  Sam cracked under the pressure, various electronic innards spilling onto the passage floor. I couldn’t see anything beyond him.


  “Sam?” I asked. Useless question.


  “Randi?”


  Nothing.


  For some strange reason I felt no pressure on me now. Too worried for Randi, too exhausted to be interested in my own death, I dozed.


  There was definitely CO2 in my helmet when I woke again. It was pitch black—the suit had turned off my glowlamp to conserve an inconsequential watt or two. Groggy. I thought turning on my pack would help my breathing, vaguely thinking that the one percent weight on my lungs was a problem. To my surprise, I could actually turn.


  In the utter dead black overhead, a star appeared. Very briefly, then I blinked and it vanished.


  I continued to stare at this total darkness above me for minutes, not daring to believe I’d seen what I thought I’d seen, and then I saw another one. Yes, a real star.


  I thought that could only mean that a crack to the surface had opened above me; incredibly narrow, or far above me, but open enough that now and then a star drifted by its opening. I was beyond climbing, but perhaps where photons could get in, photons could get out.


  Shaking and miserable, I started transmitting.


  “Uranus Control, Uranus Control, Wojciech Bubka here. I’m down at the bottom of a crack on Miranda. Help. Uranus Control, Uranus Control——”


  Something sprayed on my face, waking me again. Air, and mist as well.


  I opened my eyes and saw that a tube had cemented itself to my faceplate and drilled a hole through it to admit some smaller tubes. One of these was trying to snake its way into my mouth. I opened to help it, and got something warm and sweet to swallow.


  “Thanks,” I croaked, around the tube.


  “Don’t mention it,” a young female voice answered, sounding almost as relieved as I felt.


  “My wife’s in this passage, somewhere in the direction my head is pointed. Can you get one of these tubes to her?”


  There was a hesitation. “Your wife.”


  “Miranda Lotati,” I croaked. “She was with me. Trying to get to the surface. Went that way.”


  More hesitation.


  “We’ll try, Wojciech. God knows we’ll try.”


  Within minutes, a tiny version of Sam fell on my chest and scuttled past Sam’s wreckage down the compressed passage in her direction, trailing a line. The line seemed to run over me forever. I remember reading somewhere that while the journey to singularity is inevitable for someone passing into the event horizon of a black hole, as viewed from our Universe, the journey can take forever.


  What most people remember 188 about the rescue was the digger; that vast thing of pistons, beams, and steel claws that tore through the clathrate rift like an anteater looking for ants. What they saw, I assure you, was in no way as impressive, or scary, as being directly under the thing.


  I was already in a hospital ship bed when they found Randi, eleven kilometers down a passage that had narrowed, narrowed, and narrowed.


  At its end, she had broken her bones forcing herself through one more centimeter at a time. A cracked pelvis, both collarbones, two ribs, and her remaining ankle.


  The last had done it, for when it collapsed she had no remaining way to force herself any farther through that crack of doom.


  And so she had lain there, and, minute by minute, despite everything, willed herself to live as long as she could.


  Despite everything, she did.


  They got the first tubes into her through her hollow right boot and the plastiflesh seal of her stump, after the left foot had proved to be frozen solid. They didn’t tell me at first—not until they had convinced themselves she was really alive.


  When the rescuers reached Cathy and Nikhil, Cathy calmly guided the medic to her paralyzed husband, and as soon as she saw that he was in good professional hands, gave herself a sedative, and started screaming until she collapsed. She wasn’t available for interviews for weeks.


  But she’s fine now, and laughs about it. She and Nikhil live in a large university dome on Triton and host our reunions in their house, which has no roof—they’ve arranged for the dome’s rain to fall elsewhere.


  Miranda, my wife, spent three years as a quadruple amputee, and went back into Miranda the moon that way, in a powered suit, to lead people back to the Cavern of Dead Ends. Today, it’s easy to see where the bronze weathered flesh of her old limbs ends and the pink smoothness of her new ones start. But if you miss it, she’ll point it out with a grin.


  So, having been to hades and back, are the four of us best friends? For amusement, we all have more congenial companions. Nikhil is still a bit haughty, and he and Cathy still snipe at each other a little, but with smiles more often than not. I’ve come to conclude that, in some strange way, they need the stimulation that gives them, and a displacement for needs about which Nikhil will not speak.


  Cathy and Randi still find little to talk about, giving us supposedly verbally challenged males a chance. Nikhil says I have absorbed enough geology lectures to pass doctorate exams; so maybe I will do that someday. He often lectures me toward that end, but my advance for our book was such that I won’t have to do anything the rest of my life, except for the love of it. I’m not sure I love geology.


  Often, on our visits, the four of us simply sit, say nothing, and do nothing but sip a little fruit of the local grape, which we all enjoy. We smile at each other and remember.


  But don’t let this studied difference of ours fool you. The four of us are bound with something that goes far beyond friendship, far beyond any slight conversation, far beyond my idiot critiques of our various eccentric personalities or of the hindsight mistakes of our passage through the Great Miranda Rift. These are the table crumbs from a feast of greatness, meant to sustain those who follow.


  The sublime truth is that when I am with my wife, Nikhil, and Cathy, I feel elevated above what is merely human. Then I sit in the presence of these demigods who challenged, in mortal combat, the will of the Universe—and won.


  The author would like to acknowledge the inspiration of Fritz Leiber (“A Pail of Air”), Hal Clement (Still River) and, of course, Jules Verne (A Journey to the Center of the Earth).
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  INTO THE BLUE ABYSS


  


  Geoffrey A. Landis had a joyous spring. A week after his marriage to SF poet Mary Turzillo, he was a Nebula finalist for best novella and for best short story—with “Winter Fire” (Asimov’s, August 1997). Our latest tale from Mr. Landis appears to be the first we’ve ever published that focuses on the planet Uranus. Prepare yourself for an exhilarating dive . . .


  There is nothing quite like the color of a hydrogen atmosphere tinted with methane. Deeper than sapphire; milkier than turquoise, Uranus was an indescribable luminous hue. Over the weeks, it had swollen from a dim, watery speck to the featureless blue pearl that hung below us. Supported by an invisible microwave beam, the base station lowered into the edge of the stratosphere, and the moment came.


  Wrapped in a cocoon of diamond and steel, safe within our technology, we readied ourselves to drop.


  “Two questions,” I had said. “Why Uranus? And why me?”


  God, who would ever go to Uranus? Way out in the big dark, nearly as far beyond Saturn as Saturn is from the sun. It is cold and dark and, for the most part, uninteresting.


  Stodderman was a thin man, neatly dressed, intense; a natural team leader. Some women would have found him sexy, I think. I was not one of them.


  We had been in the common lounge of an orbital habitat with the improbable name of Wat Benchamabopit. That suited me; I hadn’t wanted to go down to Earth quite yet anyway. I had unfinished business there which I was not quite ready to face.


  The Wat Benchamabopit habitat had been chosen as a pragmatic place to meet: it was in an eccentric trans-lagrangian orbit that placed it at an energy convenient for both of us to rendezvous. Like many orbital habs, it rented out a common area for the use of transients. The recycled air odor was covered over with the faint scent of some flowery fragrance, perhaps incense. Entry to the main part of the habitat was through the wide-open mouth of a blue-faced demon, elaborately carved with huge bulging eyes and protruding tusks. The symbolism seemed, to me, to be ominous.


  Stodderman chose his words carefully. “The ice moons of the outer solar system are beginning to attract some attention. You know that there’s a lot of prospecting going on right now. Uranus is far from the commercial belt, but there are people who think that the moons may be valuable soon.”


  “I’ve heard the rumors,” I told him. “But you weren’t talking about the moons, you were talking about the planet itself. Cut to the data-dump. Uranus? Why?”


  “One of the prospectors. An old coot, a miner. The kind with wild hair and huge eyes and UV-hardened skin, been alone a little too long with only her p-buggy and computer for company. Those outer-moon prospectors are all half-crazy, Dr. Hamakawa.”


  “Leah,” I said. “Please. Go on.”


  “Leah. Right,” he said. “The prospectors. They’ve got tools, you know, some pretty good prospecting tools, and they’ve got a lot of free time. So, this one had a hobby: she took to sending some of her prospecting probes out, instead of down. Looking at Uranus from orbit. Something she saw got us interested. Down in the atmosphere. Deep down. We seem to be seeing some, ah, call it disequilibrium chemistry.”


  “Disequilibrium chemistry,” I said. “You mean, life? You’re saying that there’s life on Uranus?”


  “Call it, possible indications of organic molecules of unknown origin,” Stodderman said. “Hydrocarbons and so forth. We’d prefer not to suggest anything about life right now. You’re too young, I expect, but I remember the Zeus expedition.”


  The Zeus expedition had been an expedition to Jupiter’s moon Europa. It had been an enormous, extravagant mission, as expensive as an interstellar probe. The expedition leaders had publicly vowed that they would return with proof that there was life in the oceans below Europa’s icy crust.


  Two hundred people, in habitats magnetically shielded from the deadly radiation of Jupiter’s belts, had landed on the shattered ice-plains of Europa and bored with a fusion drill twenty kilometers through the ice to the secret ocean beneath. They brought arc-lights to depths that had not seen sunlight in a hundred million years, and explored the fantastic seascapes with submarines, bottom-crawlers, sub-surface drillers, and telerobotic probes. They found wispy structures of precipitated limestone, pale and fragile and intricate as a lace curtain, extending for hundreds of kilometers. They found strange chemistry, undersea volcanoes, a fascinating system of global oceanic currents driven by tidal stretching—but they found no life: no hydrothermal-vent communities, no bacteria, not even pre-biotic molecules.


  The Zeus mission had scouted and cataloged the resources of Europa. The infrastructure that Zeus set up had opened up the moon to human habitation. Europa was now the largest human settlement in the Jupiter system, and the largest of the Europan cities was Zeus, honoring not the god, but the mission. But in the public mind, the Zeus mission was still a synonym for an expensive failure.


  The solar system, except for the Earth, was dead. From the sulfur icecaps of Mercury to the fairy-castle frost of Charon, a hundred expeditions had searched for life, and had failed to find it. No one except the crazies and the fanatics looked any more.


  “That’s why we’re keeping this low key,” he said.


  The first Uranus expeditions had looked for life, of course. Humans had not explored the planet itself in person—that idea was crazy—but Uranus had been investigated with robotic probes that floated on hot-air (or rather, hot-hydrogen) balloons in the cloud layers. That was the obvious place to look for life; up where there was still sunlight, where the pressure was only one or two atmospheres.


  “Nobody has looked down deep,” Stodderman said. “The atmosphere is fifteen hundred kilometers thick. They only looked at the very top.”


  “It seems terribly unlikely,” I said. “Where’s the energy?” Life is a solar-driven heat engine—regardless of how strange life might be, it would need energy. “Does any sunlight penetrate the atmosphere?”


  “No,” he said. “There’s not much sunlight even above the clouds. Below? Nothing. Where the oceans are, it’s dark.”


  “So what drives the life? Heat from the interior?”


  Stodderman shook his head. “No. Turns out Uranus is odd—it’s the only one of the gas giants that has no detectable heat coming out of its interior.”


  “Then, what?”


  “That’s what we’re looking to find out.”


  “Fair enough,” I said. “And my second question? Why me?”


  “Several reasons,” he said. “One is that we’re looking for somebody with skill as a submersible pilot.”


  As a student, I had worked for a fish farm. We corralled the fish with submersible vehicles, mechanical fish piloted by a virtual reality link. A school of fish doesn’t have a leader—its motion is a perfect example of a self-organizing chaotic system—but with a computer providing real-time feedback, a single mechanical Judas fish could subtly influence the motion of a school and, over time, lead it anywhere. I had gotten to be quite good at it. It was a popular job for university students, something that could be done from a dormitory, where I was a student anonymous among ten thousand others. I had never needed to be within a thousand kilometers of the ocean.


  I nodded. “Okay. So, out of maybe fifty million people who had jobs as fish-pushers in college, why do you want me? I’m a physicist. Seems to me that you want a biologist.”


  “Oh, we have a biologist on the mission, of course. But what attracted us was the fact that, although you’re a physicist now, you have some background in biochemistry as well.”


  “That was years ago.”


  “No matter. You seem to dabble in many subjects, and you’re not afraid to stick your neck out and speculate a little. We’re going to dive into an ocean where the pressure is well over fifty thousand atmospheres. It’s a realm that’s never been explored; we have no idea what we might find. We thought a physicist might be a good thing to have along.”


  I nodded.


  The reward that he hadn’t bothered to state aloud was a tempting one.


  I was not a member of an institute, but a freelancer, a mercenary scientist, desperate to get in an institute—but not willing to sell my freedom for it. If I went on the expedition, and if we were to find life, I could return not merely an associate, but a full fellow of any one of the great institutes. That would give me my freedom.


  But that didn’t matter. I had been hooked before he said a single word. There was no way they could keep me off this expedition.


  Uranus! I was on my way.


  Stodderman had put together his expedition on a budget of hopes, promises, and the discarded oxygen canisters and recycled detritus of earlier missions. He had hired transport to Uranus on the fusion-powered transfer ship Astrid that brought supplies to the prospector’s camp on Oberon. He had arranged the use of the fusion motor on Astrid, and on a second freighter, Norge, for a full week sifter our arrival.


  The expedition base station hung from a hundred-kilometer-long tether, dangling into the fringes of the stratosphere below a V-shaped sail made of thin metallic mesh. Thousands of kilometers away, in a stationary orbit, two fusion-powered masers generated beams of microwaves that reflected off the sail, producing the upward force that held the base station up, lowering us slowly. At the lowest point, barely dipping into the fringes of atmosphere, the base station would drop the two exploration pods into the depths.


  The maser idea had seemed crazy to me, and I’d told him so. Why not descend with rockets? Or balloon in the atmosphere?


  Stodderman shrugged. “We looked at that. The balloon would have to be enormous. The atmosphere is mostly hydrogen, so a balloon doesn’t have much lifting power.”


  “But on Venus they have whole cities floating in the clouds.”


  “On Venus they don’t drop the cities down a gravity well, float them for a while, then try to launch them back out. The gravity is less than Earth’s, but the well is twice as deep.


  “Turns out our way is simpler. The ships are here anyway; Norge isn’t heading back for weeks, and Astrid is staying even longer. Twenty kilometers per second into the gravity well, and another twenty out again, that’s a killer task even for a fusion rocket. But it’s not hard to reconfigure fusion engines to make a maser. And a mesh sail weighs almost nothing; it’s like lowering a spiderweb down. It sounds complex, but really it’s the low-cost solution.”


  “Doesn’t sound complex; it sounds risky,” I said. “What if the maser fails when you’re lowering the station? Or when you’re hovering for the dropoff?”


  “If the maser fails, we all get to see the oceans of Uranus first-hand,” Stodderman said. “We’d better hope like hell that the crew on the ships are working to restart it. In two, maybe three minutes, we hit the atmosphere hard enough to pick up frictional heat. About six minutes, give or take, the base station is moving so fast that even if the maser could reacquire the sail, we can’t accelerate fast enough to pull out. In eight minutes, the sail hits the atmosphere.”


  “And then?” I asked.


  Stodderman shrugged. “It’s a toss-up. Either the atmospheric pressure crushes us, the tether melts, or the mesh sail hits the atmosphere and disintegrates. I don’t think anybody is taking odds.” He looked at me. “This bother you?”


  “No,” I said. “I don’t understand much about people. But I do know one thing. People die.”


  Of the five of us in the expedition, two of us were to descend through the atmosphere into the Uranian ocean. Over the eight weeks spent on Astrid in transit to Uranus, we had trained on the use of the Uranus hydrosphere mobility pods in the simulator. We crawled into it in a fetal position, bodies slick with transceiver gel, wearing neural pickup gloves and skinsuit. In the actual vehicles, we would be intubated for oxygen and liquids, but in the simulator, this final step was skipped.


  Hanita Jayavel and I were the most adept at the intricate set of skills required in piloting the pods. To call the skill “piloting” was to understate the task; the mobility pods fit around us like a second body, a body with a diamond shell, steel muscles and electronic senses that taste the chemicals in the water and see sonar echoes.


  Exploring the oceans of Uranus in person, and not by telepresence, was crazy. The expedition pods were the reason that it was possible at all.


  The two pods had been specially designed for Uranus’ ocean, and were the most expensive objects on the expedition. Tiny, self-contained submarines with full life-support systems and independent power, they had an ovoid pressure vessel, grown from diamond fiber, to protect us from the enormous pressures beneath the Uranian atmosphere. Around the pressure capsule, the body had been designed on the model of a dolphin, with dolphin’s flexibility to its steel fins and tail. Attached to the diamond bodies were a thermophotovoltaic isotope power supply and canisters filled with chemicals that, when our mission was over, would generate the hot gas that would fill the buoyancy floats to bring us to the surface. From the surface, balloons would inflate to bring us into the Uranian stratosphere, where we could ignite solid rocket motors to hop back to the hovering base station. The pod also had a sample acquisition arm, slender and jointed, which retracted fully into the body.


  Over the long transit, Hanita and I had talked for a long time, and she told me of her life.


  Hanita Jayavel had been the daughter of a Kuiper habitat. I had known little about the fringe habitats that were scattered deep out in the far dark, only that they were inhabited by antisocial fanatics and isolationist religious factions; they were unimportant to the politics and economics of the inner solar system. Hanita’s birth habitat had been a communistic one. They lived on an icy body in the Kuiper belt, a body with plentiful water and nitrogenous volatiles, and, most important, one that was far from everybody else. Their economic system was to share and share alike, and their credo that nobody in the habitat was any better than anybody else. There were other colonies in the Kuiper diaspora, a thousand groups seeking to distance themselves from the crush of humanity, but with a hundred million kilometers between outposts, commerce between them was slight.


  And then the fusion renaissance expanded outward. It swallowed the Kuiper diaspora without even a gulp, destroyed them not by war, but by a surfeit of riches. The children of the commune saw the wealth that the robber barons brought. They had been taught that the robber barons were evil, but what they saw was the robber barons financing institutes, art, science. The laws of Hanita’s habitat had not been restrictive; they were proud to allow their inhabitants to leave freely, and, free, their children had drifted away.


  Hanita’s family had been one of the last to leave, when the settlement had lost so many of the younger generation that it had become clear that there would be too few to sustain it. More of an immigrant than a refugee, Hanita had studied chemistry in one of the inner belt communities, and joined on to the expedition as much for her background in the outer solar system as for her expertise in chemistry.


  After three weeks of the mental and physical exhaustion of training together, Hanita had confided in me further. Unknown to Stodderman, she had a personal reason for joining the expedition, a secret reason for her fierce dedication to mastering the piloting simulation. She was making certain that she would be one of the two chosen to dive into the unknown ocean.


  Hanita Jayavel wanted to reinvent paradise.


  Uranus is four times the diameter of the Earth, but the density of the planet is so low that the surface gravity is actually slightly lower than Earth’s. Above the clouds, the temperature is frigid—seventy degrees Kelvin, cold enough to freeze oxygen. Down below the cloud tops, though, the temperature rises. It rises only slowly, because the interior of Uranus produces almost no heat. At the ocean, it was calculated that the temperature was moderate, in the range of three to four hundred Kelvin: the range required for human biochemistry.


  The search for life motivated Stodderman, but did not excite Hanita. As a chemist, she had long ago concluded that in the absence of either sunlight or interior heat there was no entropy gradient for life to exploit.


  In the warm dark ocean, Hanita Jayavel wanted to make a new colony of humans. Hidden a thousand kilometers under the opaque atmosphere of Uranus, she would set a secret colony far from the numerous habitations of humankind. A colony free of the economics of the solar system.


  Humans don’t need sunlight; the Kuiper colonies in the cold dark had proved that. With an infinite supply of hydrogen and deuterium from the ocean waters, with helium-three from the atmosphere, humans could create their own sun. The oceans of Uranus had everything needed, except life.


  She would bring that.


  She explained her plans to me, showing me how she would modify the human genome to make oceanic life. She drew a fantastic picture of life in a three-dimensional ocean, spreading out across a world with a surface area sixty times larger than the land area of the Earth. To her, the expedition into Uranus’ oceans was not a search for life—it was a scouting trip.


  Hanita was a fanatic, I realized, and, when I told her so, she admitted it. I will stop at nothing, she said.


  “Even killing?” I asked.


  “Without hesitation,” she said.


  Okay. I could live with that.


  Inwardly, I agreed with Hanita; with no plausible source of energy, we were unlikely to find life. For me, curiosity alone was sufficient reason to drop into the seas of Uranus.


  But I, too, had motivations that I kept to myself.


  In the inner solar system my life had been becoming complicated. I was not sure how to deal with romance. I didn’t know what to think. I had never learned how to love. Was this love, what I felt? Would I even know it?


  And yet, though I had made no encouragement at all, he wanted me.


  The meat was nothing to me. People died. There was no point in getting close to them; they die and leave you alone. This was what I knew.


  In some vague, abstract way, I wondered if I was even capable of this thing, love, that others find so all important. Probably not. But if I were, if I were a whole person, if I’d never experienced what I had experienced, in the camps, in the war, I would not be the same person. Perhaps growing up as a child of the war had burned something out of me, something that others thought precious, but it also had forged me and shaped me into the person I now was. This was the price I had paid, for being what I was. And the price was cheap.


  The situation was too complicated for me. Uranus was conveniently far away from Earth. A mission to Uranus uncomplicated my life.


  As for basic facts about Uranus—before the expedition, I had known little more than the dumb jokes (“Hey, there are rings of dirt around Uranus!”). It’s true: the rings of Uranus are unlike Saturn’s gleaming particles of ice; they are dark, the color of coal. Rings of dirt. What else was there to know about Uranus, other than that it was cold and dark? An oddball among the planets, it orbits on its side, with the north pole pointing sunward for half of its eighty-four-year orbit, the south pole sunward for the other half.


  Below the clouds, way below, was an ocean of liquid water. Uranus was the true water-world of the solar system, a sphere of water surrounded by a thick atmosphere. Unlike the other planets, Uranus has a rocky core too small to measure, or perhaps no solid core at all, but only ocean, an ocean that has actually dissolved the silicate core of the planet away, a bottomless ocean of liquid water twenty thousand kilometers deep.


  The microwave jockeys tweaked their masers, and inch by inch lowered us down the gravity well. There were four of us in the station; Hanita and I to pilot the pods, Stodderman as the expedition leader, and our technician Kamishinay. Kamishinay was a spindly guy from a zero-grav habitat, limbs as thin as chopsticks with small hard muscles protruding like walnuts. He was quiet, but superb with equipment.


  At last the expedition base station hung in the most tenuous wisps of the Uranian atmosphere. The base station was smaller even than the quarters on the Astrid, barely large enough for the control center and the two exploration pods docked in their slings. It smelled of metal and oil and the acetic-acid odor of outgassing silicone seals. After the rancid sweat and the organic smell of the recirculated air in the transfer ship’s cabins, the new-equipment smells of the station were welcome. We worked elbow to elbow, getting ready. Hanita and I stripped, and our technician Kamishinay assisted in pasting sensor electrodes over our bodies, checking each one as it was placed, adjusting it minutely for the best pick-up of muscular signals. Unexpectedly, although he had just run his hands over nearly every square decimeter of our naked bodies, Kamishinay was squeamish about inserting our catheters, and so I lubricated the tube and inserted it for Hanita as he averted his eyes, and then spread my legs and held myself rigid to let her reciprocate for me. Despite the grease, the catheter stung like a rasp as it slid in. Finally, with Kamishinay again helping, we inserted the intravenous monitors—another sharp sting—and nasal tubes, until both of us seemed to be cybernetic organisms as much as biological.


  Through this all, Stodderman had been ignoring us, concentrating on details of piloting and reading the external sensors for clues to the environment below. To him, we had become little more than two pieces of the mission’s equipment. His intensity was reserved for his machines.


  The Uranus exploration pods were tiny, and slithering inside was a tough proposition requiring a liberal application of gel. Once inside, in the tight dark, with the sense-net hugging your body closer than a lover, the bile taste of the tongue control and the scratching, choking itch of the tubes down your throat, it felt like some medieval torture—until the system was energized.


  With the power on, your senses came alive, the diamond shell became your skin, the sonar senses your second eyes, the chemical sensors your smell and taste and touch, a thousand times more sensitive than the crude chemical instruments that humans call their senses. The fins flexed to our slightest touch. Mechanical dolphins, we squirmed and fidgeted, itching for release from the docking harness that held us.


  The moment came. Our systems had been tested, the tests checked, the checks rechecked and verified, and the verification checked. We were ready.


  First Hanita, and then it was my turn: we were jettisoned from the expedition base station, and fell—plummeted—into the pearly blueness of Uranus.


  We dove into the infinite abyss.


  An unmanned probe, operated by telepresence, would have been less crazy, but that solution turned out to be unworkable. Under the enormous pressure of the hydrogen atmosphere, hydrogen atoms are forced into solution, and dissociate into ions. This made the water conductive enough to block electromagnetic transmissions. If we wanted to know what lay below the surface of the ocean, we had to explore it in person.


  Even further down, the pressure becomes so high that the water itself became liquid metal. Slow currents flowing in the water gave Uranus its magnetic field. But that was farther than we would ever go. To explore the upper ocean would be enough for any one expedition.


  Above us, the base station, lightened by the loss of the exploration pods, rose on its microwave wings back into orbit.


  We fell, shrieking, down through the hydrogen atmosphere.


  At the edge of the atmosphere, the sunlight was like a late afternoon, not noticeably dim, Uranus a huge blue ocean below us.


  The blue slowly deepened from sapphire into cobalt into the deepest shade of midnight.


  The atmosphere thickened. In the stratosphere, there were winds of a thousand kilometers per hour; but here below the clouds, the atmosphere was still. If there were any winds at all, they were below the level of detectability.


  Down, into the deeper blue. Dark blue. Pastel, then ink.


  Down.


  We fell through clouds: first methane clouds, then ammonia clouds, then ammonium hydrosulfide, and into the darkness. Oddly, we didn’t even need parachutes. As the atmosphere thickened, by slow degrees our fall slackened. We fell for hours; a thousand kilometers, and continued to fall. We were falling in utter darkness now, and incrementally the atmosphere had become so dense that our fall slowed to a crawl.


  And, in the darkness, below a thousand kilometers of atmosphere, as slowly as an ant falling through the thick air, we splashed in slow motion into the ocean.


  We were now buoyant: no longer falling, we were swimming. Sweeping across the darkness, our spotlights saw only a waveless obsidian surface; our sonar saw nothing at all but its own reflection. Only the taste had changed, from methane-laced hydrogen into water.


  We were fishes in the Uranian sea.


  But the tantalizing hints of disequilibrium chemistry that had drawn us across the vast darkness and down through the clouds had not been here at the surface. We swam, making measurements, taking the measure of our diamond and steel bodies, checking the systems that had been checked a thousand times before, leaving wakes across the waveless sea.


  And then we dove.


  The ocean was the temperature of blood. Encased inside mechanical dolphins, we swam in the dark. I chased Hanita, laughing, and tagged her; then she turned and chased me, and then together we dove deeper into the darkness of the Uranian sea.


  I had left myself behind.


  We tasted the water, we heard the sounds. Sound? We reconfigured, boosting the amplification on our electronic ears. Sonar showed nothing there, but something was making a chirruping, faint but (to our amplified ears) quite clear. A sound oddly like the serenade of spring peepers. We turned our floodlights on to the brightest setting, but they showed nothing, only water. There was no discernible directionality to the sound, and nothing there to see.


  Deeper.


  There were no currents in this sunless sea, or if there were currents, they were so sluggish that we could not detect them. No bubbles, no form to the water. It was so clear and dark that we had almost no sense of immersion; it was as if instead of diving we were hanging motionless, suspended in nothing.


  And then, as we dove—a kilometer below the surface, by my pressure gauge—suddenly there was something in our lights. A layer, as thin as a soap bubble, iridescent in the glow of our floodlights, giving a visible surface to the formless deep. It undulated sluggishly. We penetrated through it, and it offered no barrier to our passage. Slow oily ripples spread out from the area of penetration, pieces breaking off and floating free, oscillating in shape, dancing like tiny butterflies in a way that was almost lascivious. A layer of thin, oily scum.


  Organics. Biological in origin? Maybe. But what could be the energy source? We had been measuring thermal lapse as we penetrated deeper, and we had found only a minuscule heat flow, just enough to keep the oceans from freezing. There was no trace of free thermal energy. Where there was no free energy, there could be no life.


  I schooled myself not to be excited, so I would not be disappointed. I hadn’t want to be a fellow anyway.


  Hanita’s chemical analysis showed the scum to be tangled chain molecules; hydrocarbon, primarily, with small amounts of nitrogen and traces of sulfur. “Not really biological,” she informed me, “but in some ways similar to biological chemistry. You might call it pre-biotic molecules. Primordial slime.” The organic slime from which, on Earth, life had arisen.


  Despite the lack of an identifiable energy source, the organic molecules were slowly replicating, but they assembled nothing of interest: no cells, no complicated structure, just endless copies of hydrocarbon ooze. Was ooze life? I didn’t want to be a fellow, all it would give me was freedom, and I didn’t need or care about freedom.


  The molecules catalyze their own formation, Hanita reported. Out of dissolved methane, hydrogen sulfide, and ammonia, they formed molecules that serve as catalysts to form more of themselves. Was this life? Perhaps by the simplest definitions—it replicated—but with no structure, with no metabolism, it would hardly serve to excite those above.


  Meanwhile, I had been trying to analyze the sound. My working hypothesis was that the sound was meteorological in origin. The vortices of storms hundreds of kilometers overhead were filtered by the layers of atmosphere, turning noise into eerie music. It was odd, but no odder than stratospheric whistlers.


  Then a fish swept by us. It was huge. It was a filter-feeder, grazing on the hydrocarbon layer.


  It was singing.


  The fish was wide and flat and thin, an irregularly shaped pancake. It moved slowly, creeping along at the pace of a carpet of ants. It had no sense organs that we could detect, no eyes, no sonar.


  It didn’t mind our floodlights; why should it? How could it have evolved photosensitivity, a thousand kilometers below any possible trace of sunlight? We circled it, photographing, documenting the fish in the Uranian ocean. This changed everything.


  It was perhaps the ugliest fish ever, a lumpy grey tortilla, undulating languidly as it munched its way across the oily slime. Our sonar showed—nothing. It was the same density, apparently the same composition as the scum that it ate.


  This changed more than just the way the solar system would view our expedition, I realized. Hanita wanted to recreate her childhood paradise in the oceans of Uranus, but this could only be possible if humanity ignored Uranus. Uranus wouldn’t be ignored if life was reported.


  But if Stodderman’s mission reported nothing, no one would ever return to Uranus, not soon, not perhaps for hundreds of years. Long enough for a colony to flourish.


  Under conductive ocean, we weren’t able to report our results. No one would know what we found until we surfaced. There was only one solution: Hanita must try to kill me before we reached the surface.


  I was suddenly aware of my body, cramped into fetal position, packed in gel and penetrated by tubes, unable to do more than twitch, separated from crushing pressure by only a thin eggshell of diamond filament. We had been training on the mobility pods for weeks; we both knew hundreds of things that could go wrong, weak points that could be exploited to let in the deadly pressure. Death would take only a moment.


  Okay. I could deal with that.


  We privately tagged the layer of hydrocarbons “plankton,” although compared to terrestrial plankton, this was unthinkably more primitive. The filter-feeder crept along like a lawn mower, and the oily layer imperceptibly oozed closed behind it, leaving a trail of slightly disturbed hydrocarbon. The trail was invisible in sonar and in visible light, but by polarizing our floodlights, we could see a curved line that faded in the distance, faintly extending back as far as our floodlights would reach. At irregular intervals it was crossed by other paths through the slime layer, even older and fainter.


  By following the other trails, we found other fish. They were the same in everything except size, identical as clones, equally flat, equally lumpy, equally ugly. They were only sparsely populated across the ocean; I estimated a density of only a single fish in every twenty square kilometers.


  “But this is impossible,” Hanita said. “Where the hell is the energy source?”


  While she had been photographing the fish—the fourth one we had found, identical in all particulars to the other three—I had been thinking. While I thought, I had been analyzing the water, the organics, the electrochemical potentials.


  “I can tell you that,” I said.


  Water rises in the atmosphere, I explained. Rises into the stratosphere, and when it gets high enough it is photodissociated to free oxygen and hydroxl radicals. High in the stratosphere, the radicals recombine into oxygen and to hydrogen peroxide. Heavier than the hydrogen, these cool and fall, tiny cold droplets of oxidant raining slowly into the ocean. No photosynthesis was needed. The oceans were plentiful with dissolved hydrogen, so there was fuel and oxidizer. The pre-biotic molecules self-assemble, fueled by the energy of the oxygen; the filter-feeders subsist on them.


  The life was driven by the oxygen cycle, which was, ultimately, driven by sunlight.


  “But that can’t be very efficient!”


  “My quick calculation is that it’s about a million times less efficient than the photosynthesis that powers the Earth,” I said. “So? It’s slow-motion life.


  Where there is energy, there is life.”


  And then a predator. Of course, there would be predators, I realized; predation was a cheap way to harvest energy—let somebody else do it—and such a rich ecological niche wouldn’t stay empty. Sharks, a pack of them. In slow motion, the filter-feeder banked as if to flee, rising up out of the slime layer, but the sharks were inexorable.


  The ease with which they ripped the fish apart showed that the filterfeeding life form had no bones, no detectable muscles, no internal structure. It must be more like a motile jellyfish than any sort of true fish, I realized. I swam around, keeping the floodlight on the scene, as Hanita photographed the slaughter. With scoop-like mouths, the sharks suctioned the shreds down their gullets. A few of the fragments, too small for the sharks to bother with, gradually contracted into pancake shape, becoming finger-nail-sized copies of the fish that been torn apart. They settled toward the slime layer, and then began to feed.


  Then a shark turned on us.


  Its mouth was huge. Hanita kept photographing right up to the moment it swallowed her.


  Like the filter-feeder, the sharks were transparent to sonar. I turned just a moment too late to see the one that grabbed me.


  We cannot possibly be its natural food. The shark had made an unfortunate mistake, and swallowing us was most likely going to poison it.


  I was unable to shake free of it. Our diamond bodies were already under hydrostatic pressure of fifty tons per square centimeter, and designed with considerable safety margin, they could withstand far more than that. It was unlikely that the shark could directly harm the craft. Still, trying with futile vigor to rip into us, the shark produced an erratically varying, non-uniform pressure far different from anything that the pod had been designed for, and it would not be very wise to let it continue.


  I was briefly sorry for the shark, but there was no choice.


  The balloon inflated sluggishly with hydrogen. The shark was disoriented, and attempted to swim, to hold its position, but hydrostatic pressure and Archimedes’ law were unforgiving. It was inexorably pulled to the surface. Unwilling, or more likely with too little brainpower to let us go, it bloated and came apart.


  As I rose, I grabbed with my manipulator arm, and with a lucky swipe, managed to snag a piece of flesh. A sample.


  Bobbing at the surface of the ocean, we were again in electromagnetic contact with the hovering base, bathed in a flood of welcome microwave energy.


  I was still alive.


  “Wow,” I said. “What a ride.”


  We were floating in darkness on a warm, stagnant sea. “I expected you to kill me,” I said.


  “It was a dream, all my life, to return,” Hanita said, slowly. “And since there was no place to return to, I dreamed I would make a place. It was a nice dream.”


  “Why?” I said.


  “Why didn’t I kill you? I don’t know.” Encased in her pressure shell, she was invisible to me, but in my mind’s eye I could see her shake her head. At last, she spoke again. “Can you ever really go back?” she said.


  We have found life in the cold dark, life that could never even conceive of the stars. The gravity is lower than the gravity of Earth, but the well is far deeper. Life in a realm with no metals, no fire. Life that could never escape.


  Uranus is ocean, all ocean, an ocean twenty thousand kilometers deep. We have barely seen the outermost skin of the Uranian ocean. What life could there be, in the incalculable depths?


  We fire the pyrotechnic separators to sever us from the now-useless steel exostructure of our dolphin bodies, leaving only the naked eggs of our pressure vessels, and the balloons and rockets that will take us home. By burning hydrogen into helium and using the waste heat to fill and then stretch taut the gas-bags, the balloons tug us sluggishly free of the ocean.


  Side by side, we rise like jellyfish through the thick air toward the stratosphere. It will take days to reach a height where we can ignite our solid rockets, as the base station, suspended below its microwave-lit sail, dips to meet us. There is still the split-second rendezvous to accomplish, still a thousand things that could go wrong, but for all that, nevertheless the mission is over. We have transmitted the most important parts of our results, the photographs and the chemical analyses, and the base station is broadcasting them across the solar system. In a few hours, everyone will know.


  “What will you do now?” I ask her.


  “I don’t know,” she says. She could have asked me the same question, but she doesn’t.


  But I know.


  Life can exist even in the most extreme environment. It is not fragile. It can feed on only the tiniest scraps of energy.


  There will be other missions, and beyond them yet other missions. I will let things happen, as I always have, as I always would. The events will flow over me, and I will be unchanged.


  Outward, to the farthest horizons, I thought. And beyond them, other horizons, never ending.


  Home.
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  I guess this is the end. I’m in no condition to attempt the climb down, and in any case I’m running out of air. The nearest emergency shelter is only five Wicks away, but it might as well be on the far side of this little moon. I’m not expecting any kind of last-minute rescue, either. No one knows I’m here, my phone and the distress beacon are out, my emergency flares went with my utility belt, and I don’t think that the drones patrol this high. At least my legs have stopped hurting, although I can feel the throb of what’s left of my right hand through the painkiller’s haze, like the beat of distant war drums.


  If you’re the person who found my body, I doubt that you’ll have time to listen to my last and only testament. You’ll be too busy calling for help, securing the area, and making sure that you or any of your companions don’t trample precious clues underfoot. I imagine instead that you’re an investigator or civil servant sitting in an office buried deep inside some great bureaucratic hive, listening to this out of duty before consigning it to the memory hole. You’ll know that my body was found near the top of the eastern rimwall of the great gash of Elliot Graben on Ariel, Uranus’s fourth-largest moon, but I don’t suppose you’ve ever visited the place, so I should give you an idea of what I can see.


  I’m sitting with my pressure suit’s backpack firmly wedged against a huge block of dirty, rock-hard ice. A little way beyond my broken legs, a cliff drops straight down for about a kilometer to the bottom of the graben’s enormous trough. Its floor was resurfaced a couple of billion years ago by a flood of water-ice lava, a level plain patched with enormous fields of semi-vacuum organisms. Orange and red, deep blacks, foxy umbers, bright yellows . . . they stretch away from me in every direction for as far as I can see, like the biggest quilt in the universe. This moon is so small and the graben is so wide that its western rim is below the horizon. Strings of suspensor lamps float high above the fields like a fleet of burning airships. There’s enough atmospheric pressure, twenty millibars of nitrogen and methane, to haze the view and give an indication of distance, of just how big this strange garden really is. It’s the prison farm, of course, and every square centimeter of it was constructed by the sweat of men and women convicted by the failure of their ideals, but none of that matters to me now. I’m beyond all that up here, higher than the suspensor lamps, tucked under the eaves of the vast roof of transparent halflife polymer that tents the graben. If I twist my head I can glimpse one of the giant struts that anchor the roof. Beyond it, the big, blue-green globe of Uranus floats in the black sky. The gas giant’s south pole, capped with a brownish haze of photochemical smog, is aimed at the brilliant point of the sun, which hangs just above the western horizon.


  Sunset’s three hours off. I won’t five long enough to see it. My legs are comfortably numb, but the throbbing in my hand is becoming more urgent, there’s a dull ache in my chest, and every breath is an effort. I wonder if I’ll five long enough to tell you my story . . .


  All right. I’ve just taken another shot of painkiller. I had to override the suit to do it, it’s a lethal dose . . .


  Christos, it still hurts. It hurts to laugh . . .


  My name is Roy Bruce. It isn’t my real name. I have never had a real name. I suppose I had a number when I was decanted, but I don’t know what it was. My instructors called me Dave—but they called all of us Dave, a private joke they never bothered to explain. Later, just before the war began, I took the life of the man in whose image I had been made. I took his life, his name, his identity. And after the war was over, after I evaded recall and went on the run, I had several different names, one after the other. But Roy, Roy Bruce, that’s the name I’ve had longest. That’s the name you’ll find on the roster of guards. That’s the name you can bury me under.


  My name is Roy Bruce, and I lived in Herschel City, Ariel, for eight and a half years. Lived. Already with the past tense . . .


  My name is Roy Bruce. I’m a prison guard. The prison, TPA Facility 898, is a cluster of chambers—we call them blocks—buried in the eastern rim of Elliot Graben. Herschel City is twenty klicks beyond, a giant cylindrical shaft sunk into Ariel’s icy surface, its walls covered in a vertical, shaggy green forest that grows from numerous ledges and crevices. Public buildings and little parks jut out of the forest wall like bracket fungi; homes are built in and amongst the trees. Ariel’s just over a thousand kilometers in diameter and mostly ice; its gravity barely exists. The citizens of Herschel City are arboreal acrobats, swinging, climbing, sliding, flying up and down and roundabout on cableways and trapezes, nets and ropewalks. It’s a good place to live.


  I have a one-room treehouse. It’s not very big and plainly furnished, but you can sit on the porch of a morning, watch squirrel monkeys chase each other through the pines . . .


  I’m a member of Sweat Lodge #23.1 breed singing crickets, have won several competitions with them. Mostly they’re hacked to sing fragments of Mozart, nothing fancy, but my line has good sustain and excellent timbre and pitch. I hope old Willy Gup keeps it going . . .


  I like to hike too, and climb freestyle. I once soloed the Broken Book route in Prospero Chasma on Miranda, twenty kilometers up a vertical face, in fifteen hours. Nowhere near the record, but pretty good for someone with a terminal illness. I’ve already had various bouts of cancer, but retroviruses dealt with those easily enough. What’s killing me—what just lost the race to kill me—is a general systematic failure something like lupus. I couldn’t get any treatment for it, of course, because the doctors would find out who I really am. What I really was.


  I suppose that I had a year or so left. Maybe two if I was really lucky.


  It wasn’t much of a life, but it was all my own.


  Uranus has some twenty-odd moons, mostly captured chunks of sooty ice a few dozen kilometers in diameter. Before the Quiet War, no more than a couple of hundred people lived out here. Rugged pioneer families, hermits, a few scientists, and some kind of Hindu sect that planted huge tracts of Umbriel’s sooty surface with slow-growing lichenous vacuum organisms. After the war, the Three Powers Alliance took over the science station on Ariel, one of the larger moons, renamed it Herschel City, and built its maximum security facility in the big graben close by. The various leaders and lynchpins of the revolution, who had already spent two years being interrogated at Tycho, on Earth’s Moon, were moved here to serve the rest of their fife sentences of reeducation and moral realignment. At first, the place was run by the Navy, but civilian contractors were brought in after Elliot Graben was tented and the vacuum organism farms were planted. Most were ex-Service people who had settled in the Outer System after the war. I was one of them.


  I had learned how to create fake identities with convincing histories during my training; my latest incarnation easily passed the security check. For eight and half years, Roy Bruce, guard third class, cricket breeder, amateur freestyle climber, lived a quiet, anonymous life out on the fringe of the Solar System. And then two guards stumbled across the body of Goether Lyle, who had been the leader of the Senate of Athens, Tethys, when, along with a dozen other city states in the Outer System, it had declared independence from Earth.


  I’d known Goether slightly: an intense, serious man who’d been writing some kind of philosophical thesis in his spare time. His body was found in the middle of the main highway between the facility and the farms, spreadeagled and naked, spikes hammered through hands and feet. His genitals had been cut off and stuffed in his mouth; his tongue had been pulled through the slit in his throat. He was also frozen solid—the temperature out on the floor of the graben is around minus one hundred and fifty degrees Centigrade, balmy compared to the surface of Ariel, but still a lot colder than the inside of any domestic freezer, so cold that the carbon dioxide given off by certain strains of vacuum organisms precipitates out of the atmosphere like hoar frost. It took six hours to thaw out his body for the autopsy, which determined that the mutilations were postmortem. He’d died of strangulation, and then all the other stuff had been done to him.


  I was more than thirty klicks away when Goether Lyle’s body was discovered, supervising a work party of ten prisoners, what we call a stick, that was harvesting a field of vacuum organisms. It’s important to keep the prisoners occupied, and stoop labor out in the fields or in the processing plants leaves them too tired to plan any serious mischief. Also, export of the high-grade biochemicals that the vacuum organisms cook from methane in the thin atmosphere helps to defray the enormous cost of running the facility. So I didn’t hear about the murder until I’d driven my stick back to its block at the end of the shift, and I didn’t learn all the gruesome details until later that evening, at the sweat lodge.


  In the vestigial gravity of worldlets like Ariel, where you can drown in a shower and water tends to slosh about uncontrollably, sweat lodges, saunas, or Turkish-style hamams are ideal ways to keep clean. You bake in steam heat, sweat the dirt out of your pores, scrape it off your skin, and exchange gossip with your neighbors and friends. Even in a little company town like Herschel City, there are lodges catering for just about every sexual orientation and religious belief. My lodge, #23, is for unattached, agnostic heterosexual males. That evening, as usual, I was sitting with a dozen or so naked men of various ages and body types in eucalyptus-scented steam around its stone hearth. We scraped at our skin with abrasive mitts or plastered green depilatory mud on ourselves, squirted the baking stones of the hearth with water to make more steam, and talked about the murder of Goether Lyle. Mustafa Sesler, who worked in the hospital, gave us all the grisly details. There was speculation about whether it was caused by a personal beef or a turf war between gangs. Someone made the inevitable joke about it being the most thorough suicide in the history of the prison. Someone else, my friend Willy Gup, asked me if I had any idea about it.


  “You had the guy in your stick last year, Roy. He have any enemies you know of?”


  I gave a noncommittal answer. The mutilations described by Mustafa Sesler were straight out of my training in assassination, guerrilla tactics, and black propaganda. I was processing the awful possibility that Goether Lyle had been murdered by someone like me.


  You must know by now what I am. That I am not really human. That I am a doppelganger who was designed by gene wizards, grown in a vat, decanted fully grown with a headful of hardwired talents and traits, trained up, and sent out to kill the person whose exact double I was, and replace him. I do not know how many doppelgangers, berserkers, suicide artists, and other cloned subversives were deployed during the Quiet War, but I believe that our contribution was significant. My target was Sharwal Jah Shaija, a minor gene wizard who lived alone in the jungle in one of the tented crevasses of East of Eden, Ganymede, where he orchestrated the unceasing symphony of the city-state’s closed loop ecosystem. After I took his place, I began a program of ecotage, significantly reducing the circulation of water vapor and increasing the atmospheric concentration of carbon dioxide and toxic trace gases. By the time the Quiet War kicked off, some four weeks later, the population of East of Eden was wearing breathing masks, the forests and parks were beginning to die, and most food animals and crops had died or were badly stricken, forcing the city to use biomass from vacuum organism farms to feed its citizens. A commando force of the Three Powers Alliance annexed East of Eden’s farms in the first few hours of the war, and after two weeks its starving citizens agreed to terms of surrender.


  I was supposed to turn myself in as soon as the city had been secured, but in the middle of the formal surrender, dead-ender fanatics assassinated half the senate and attacked the occupying force. In the subsequent confusion, the tented crevasse where I had been living was blown open to vacuum, Sharwal Jah Shaija was posted as one of the casualties, and I took the opportunity to slip away. I have successfully hidden my true identity and lived incognito amongst ordinary human beings ever since.


  Why did I disobey my orders? How did I slip the bonds of my hardwired drives and instincts? It’s quite simple. While I had been pretending to be Sharwal Jah Shaija, I had come to love life. I wanted to learn as much about it as I could in the brief span I’d been allotted by my designers. And so I adopted the identity of another casualty, and after the war was over and the Three Powers Alliance allowed trade and travel to resume, I left East of Eden and went out into the Solar System to see what I could see.


  In all my wanderings I have never met any others like me, but I did find a hint that at least one of my brothers and sisters of the vat had survived the war. All of us had been imprinted with a variety of coded messages covering a vast range of possibilities, and a year after going on the rim I came across one of them in a little-used passageway between two chambers of the city of Xamba, Rhea.


  To anyone else it was a meaningless scrawl; to me, it was like a flash of black lightning that branded an enciphered phone number on my brain. The walls of the passageway were thickly scribbled with graffiti, much of it pre-war. The message could have been left there last year or last week; it could have been a trap, left by agents hunting renegades like me. I didn’t have the nerve to find out. I went straight to the spaceport and bought a seat on a shuttle to Phoebe, the gateway port to the other moons of Saturn and the rest of the Outer System. Six months later, wearing the new identity of Roy Bruce, I became a guard at TPA Facility 898.


  That’s why, almost nine years later, I couldn’t be certain that any of my brothers and sisters had survived, and I was able to convince myself that Goether Lyle had been the victim of the vicious internal politics of the prison, killed and mutilated by someone who knew about the black propaganda techniques in which we’d been trained. But that comforting fiction was blown apart the very next day, when another mutilated body was found.


  The victim was a former senator of Baghdad, Enceladus, and a member of the prison gang that was intermittently at war with the gang to which Goether Lyle had belonged. A message written in blood on the ground next to the senator’s body implied that he’d been murdered by Goether Lyle’s cronies, but whoever had killed him must have done the deed in his cell some time between the evening count and the end of the night’s lockdown, spirited his body out of the facility without being detected, and left it within the field of view of a security camera that had been hacked to show a recorded loop instead of a five feed. Members of the rival gangs lived in different blocks, had chips implanted in their skulls that constantly monitored their movements, and in any case were under lockdown all night. If the killer was a prisoner, he would have had to bribe more than a dozen guards; it was far more likely that the senator had been killed by one of the facility’s staff. And when I heard what had been done to the body, I was certain that it was the handiwork of one of my brothers or sisters. The senator had been blinded before he’d been strangled, and his lungs had been pulled through incisions in his back. It was a mutilation called the Blood Eagle that had been invented by the Vikings some two thousand years ago. I remembered the cold, patient voice of the instructor who had demonstrated it to us on a corpse.


  Someone in the warden’s office reached the same conclusion. Posted at the top of our daily orders was an announcement that a specialist team was on its way to Ariel, and emergency security measures were put in place at the spaceport. That evening Willy Gup told the sweat lodge that the warden reckoned that it was possible that the two murders were the work of the kind of vat-grown assassin used in the Quiet War.


  “So if you come across anything suspicious, don’t be tempted to do anything stupidly heroic, my brothers. Those things are smart and deadly and completely without any kind of human feeling. Be like me. Stay frosty, but hang back.”


  I felt a loathsome chill crawl through me. I knew that if Willy and the others realized that one of “those things” was sitting with them in the steamy heat of the lodge, they would fall on me at once and tear me limb from limb. And I knew that I couldn’t hang back, couldn’t let things run their course. No one would be able to leave Ariel for the duration of the emergency security measures, and the specialist team would search every square centimeter of the facility and Herschel City, check the records and DNA profile of every prisoner, member of staff, citizen and visitor, and release a myriad tiny halflife drones designed to home in on anyone breathing out the combination of metabolic byproducts unique to our kind. The team would almost certainly uncover the assassin, but they would also unmask me.


  Oh, I suppose that I could have hiked out to some remote location on the surface and hunkered down for the duration, but I had no idea how long the search would last. The only way I could be sure of evading it would be to force my pressure suit put me in deep hibernation for a month or two, and how would I explain my absence when I returned? And besides, I knew that I was dying. I was already taking dangerously large daily doses of steroids to relieve the swelling of my joints and inflammation of my connective tissue caused by my pseudo-lupus. Suspended animation would slow but not stop the progress of my disease. Suppose I never woke up?


  I spent a long, bleak night considering my options. By the time the city had begun to increase its ambient light level and the members of the local troop of spider monkeys were beginning to hoot softly to each other in the trees outside my little cabin, I knew what I would have to do. I knew that I would have to find the assassin before the team arrived.


  My resolve hardened when I started my shift a couple of hours later and learned that there had been two more murders, and a minor riot in the prison library.


  I found it laughably easy to hack into the facility’s files: I had been trained well all those years ago, and the data system was of a similar vintage to my own. To begin with, I checked the dossiers of recently recruited staff, but I found nothing suspicious, and didn’t have any better luck when I examined the dossiers of friends and family of prisoners, their advocates, and traders and businesspeople currently staying in Herschel City. It was possible that I had missed something—no doubt the assassin’s cover story was every bit as good as the one that had served me so well for so long. But having more or less eliminated the obvious suspects, I had to consider the possibility that, just like me, the assassin had been hiding on Ariel ever since the war had ended. I had so much in common with my brothers and sisters that it would not be a wild coincidence if one of them had come to the same decision as I had, and had joined the staff of the prison. Perhaps he had finally gone insane, or perhaps the hardwired imperatives of his old mission had kicked in. Or perhaps, like me, he had discovered that he was coming to the end of his short life span, and had decided to have some fun.


  In the short time before the specialist team arrived, it would be impossible to check thoroughly the records of over three thousand staff members. I had reached a dead end. I decided that I needed some advice.


  Everyone in Herschel City and the prison was talking about the murders. During a casual conversation with Willy Gup, I found it easy enough to ask my old friend if he had any thoughts on how someone might go about uncovering the identity of the assassin.


  “Anyone with any sense would keep well clear,” Willy said. “He’d keep he’d nose clean, he’d keep his stick in line, and he’d wait for the specialists.”


  “Who won’t be here for a week. A full-scale war could have broken out by then.”


  Willy admitted that I had a point. One of the original intake of guards, a veteran who’d served in one of the Navy supply ships during the Quiet War, he had led the team that put down the trouble in the library. Three prisoners had died and eighteen had been badly injured—one had gouged out the eyes of another with her thumbs—and the incident had left him subdued and thoughtful. After studying me for a few moments, he said, “If it was me, I wouldn’t touch the files. I hear the warden is compiling a fist of people who are poking around, looking for clues and so forth. He tolerates their nonsense because he desperately wants to put an end to the trouble as soon as he can, and he’ll be pretty damn happy if some hack does happen to uncover the assassin. But it isn’t likely, and when this thing is over you can bet he’s going to come down hard on all those amateur sleuths. And it’s possible the assassin is keeping tabs on the files too. Anyone who comes close to finding him could be in for a bad surprise. No, my brother, screwing around in the files is only going to get you into trouble.”


  I knew then that Willy had a shrewd idea of what I was about. I also knew that the warden was the least of my worries. I said, as lightly as I could, “So what would you do?”


  Willy didn’t answer straight away, but instead refilled his bulb from the jar of iced tea. We were sitting on the porch of his little shack, at the edge of a setback near the top of the city’s shaft. Banana plants and tree ferns screened it from its neighbors; the vertical forest dropped away on either side. Willy’s champion cricket, a splendid white and gold specimen in a cage of plaited bamboo, was trilling one of Bach’s Goldberg Variations. Willy passed the jar to me and said, “We’re speaking purely hypothetically.”


  “Of course.”


  “You’ve always had a wild streak,” Willy said, “I wouldn’t put it past you to do something recklessly brave and dangerously stupid.”


  “I’m just an ordinary hack,” I said.


  “Who goes for long solitary hikes across the surface. Who soloed that route in Prospero Chasma and didn’t bother to mention it until someone found out a couple of years later. I’ve known you almost nine years, Roy, and you’re still a man of mystery.” Willy smiled. “Hey, what’s that look for? All I’m saying is you have character, is all.”


  For a moment, my hardwired reflexes had kicked in. For a moment, I had been considering whether or not this man had blown my cover, whether or not I should kill him. I carefully manufactured a smile, and said that I hadn’t realized that I seemed so odd.


  “Most of us have secrets,” Willy said. “That’s why we’re out here, my brother. We’re just as much prisoners as anyone in our sticks. They don’t know it, but those dumbasses blundering about in the files are trying to find a way of escaping what they are.”


  “And there’s no way you can escape what you are,” I said. The moment had passed. My smile was a real smile now, not a mask I’d put on to hide what I really was.


  Willy toasted me with his bulb of tea. “Anyone with any sense learns that eventually.”


  “You still haven’t told me how you would catch the assassin.”


  “I don’t intend to catch him.”


  “But speaking hypothetically . . .”


  “For all we know, it’s the warden. He can go anywhere and everywhere, and he has access to all the security systems too.”


  “The warden? Really?”


  Willy grinned. “I’m pulling your chain. But seriously, I’ve done a little research about these things. They’re not only stone killers: they’re also real good at disguising themselves. The assassin could be any one of us. The warden, you, me, anyone. Unless this thing makes a mistake, we haven’t got a hope of catching it. All we can do is what we’re already doing—deploy more security drones, keep the prisoners locked down when they aren’t working, and pray that that’ll keep a lid on any unrest until that team arrives.”


  “I guess you’re right,” I said.


  “Don’t try to be a hero, my brother. Not even hypothetically.”


  “Absolutely not,” I said.


  But one of Willy’s remarks had given me an idea about how to reach out to the assassin, and my mind was already racing, grappling with what I had to do.


  I decided that if the assassin really was keeping an eye on the people who were hacking into the files, then he (or at least, his demon), must be lurking in the root directory of the data system. That was where I left an encrypted message explaining what I was and why I wanted to talk, attached to a demon that would attempt to trace anyone who looked at it. The demon phoned me six hours later, in the middle of the night. Someone had spotted my sign and wanted to talk.


  The demon had failed to identify the person who wanted to talk, and it was infected with something, too: a simple communication program. I checked it out, excised a few lines of code that would have revealed my location, and fired it up. It connected me to a blank, two-dimensional space in which words began to appear, emerging letter by letter, traveling from right to left and fading away.


  >>you got rid of the trace function, pretty good for an old guy—if that’s what you really are.


  >they trained us well, I typed.


  >>you think you know what I am. you think that I am like you.


  Whoever was at the other end of the program wanted to get straight down to business. That suited me, but I knew that I couldn’t let him take the lead.


  >we are both children of the vat, I typed, that’s why I reached out to you. that’s why I want to help you.


  There was a pause as my correspondent thought this over.


  >>you could be a trap.


  >the message got your attention because it is hardwired into your visual cortex, just as it is hardwired into mine.


  >>that kind of thing is no longer the secret it once was, but let’s say that I believe you . . .


  A black disc spun in the blank space for less than a second, its strobing black fight flashing a string of letters and numbers, gone.


  >>do you know where that is?


  I realized that the letters and numbers burnt into my brain were a grid reference.


  >i can find, it.


  >>meet me in four hours, I have a little business to take care of first.


  It was the middle of the night; the time when the assassin did his work.


  >please don’t kill anyone else until we have talked.


  My words faded. There was no reply.


  The grid reference was at the precise center of a small eroded crater sixty klicks south of the facility, an unreconstructed area in the shadow of the graben’s eastern rimwall. Before I headed out, I equipped myself from the armory and downloaded a hack into the security system so that I could move freely and unremarked. I was oddly happy, foolishly confident. It felt good to be in action again. My head was filled with a fat, contented hum as I drove a tricycle cart along an old construction road. The rendezvous point was about an hour away: I would have plenty of time to familiarize myself with the terrain and make my preparations before the assassin, if that was who I had been talking to, turned up.


  I want to make it clear that my actions were in no way altruistic. The only life I wanted to save was my own. Yes, I knew that I was dying, but no one loves life more than those who have only a little of it left; no one else experiences each and every moment with such vivid immediacy. I didn’t intend to throw away my life in a grand gesture. I wanted to unmask the assassin and escape the special team’s inquisition.


  The road ran across a flat terrain blanketed in vacuum-cemented grey-brown dust and littered with big blocks that over the eons had been eroded into soft shapes by impact cratering. The rimwall reared up to my left, its intricate folds and bulges like a frozen curtain. Steep cones and rounded hills of mass-wasted talus fringed its base. To my right, the land sloped away toward a glittering ribbon of fences and dykes more than a kilometer away, the boundary of the huge patchwork of fields. It was two in the morning by the clock, but the suspensor lamps were binning as brightly as they always did, and above the western horizon the sun’s dim spark was almost lost in their hazy glow.


  I was a couple of klicks from the rendezvous, and the road was cutting through a steep ridge that buttressed a great bulge in the rimwall, when the assassin struck. I glimpsed a hitch of movement high in a comer of my vision, but before I could react, a taser dart struck my cart and shorted its motor. A second later, a net slammed into me, slithering over my torso as muscular threads of myoelectric plastic tightened in constricting folds around my arms and chest. I struggled to free myself as the cart piddled to a halt, but my arms were pinned to my sides by the net and I couldn’t even unfasten the safety harness. I could only sit and watch as a figure in a black pressure suit descended the steep side of the ridge in two huge bounds, reached me in two more. It ripped out my phone, stripped away my utility belt, the gun in the pocket on the right thigh of my pressure suit and the knife in the pocket on the left thigh, then uncoupled my main air supply, punched the release of my harness and dragged me out of the low-slung seat and hauled me off the road. I was dumped on my back near a cart parked in the shadow of a house-sized block and the assassin stepped back, aiming a rail-gun at me.


  The neutron camera I’d fitted inside my helmet revealed scant details of the face behind the gold-filmed mirror of my captor’s visor; its demon made an extrapolation, searched the database I’d loaded, found a match. Debra Thom, employed as a paramedic in the facility’s infirmary for the past two years, twenty-two, unmarried, no children. . . . I realized then that I’d made a serious mistake. The assassin was a doppelganger, all right, but because she was the double of someone who hadn’t been an adult when the war had ended she must have been manufactured and decanted much more recently than me. She wasn’t insane, and she hadn’t spent years under cover. She was killing people because that was what she’d been sent here to do. Because it was her mission.


  A light was winking on my head-up display—the emergency short-range, line-of-sight walkie-talkie; When I responded, an electronically distorted voice said, “Are you alone?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “Who are you?”


  I’d stripped all identifying tags from my suit before setting off, but the doppelganger who had killed Debra Thom and taken her place was pointing a gun at my head and it seemed advisable to tell her my name. She was silent for a moment, no doubt taking a look at my file. I said, “I’m not the doppelganger of Roy Bruce, if that’s what you’re thinking. The person I killed and replaced was a gene wizard by the name of Sharwal Jah Shaija.”


  I briefly told the assassin the story I have already told you. When I was finished, she said, “You’ve really been working here for eight years?”


  “Eight and a half.” I had made a very bad mistake about my captor’s motives, but I must have piqued her curiosity, for otherwise I would already be dead. And even if I couldn’t talk my way out of this and persuade her to spare me, I still had a couple of weapons she hadn’t found . . . I risked a lie, said that her net had compromised my suit’s thermal integrity. I told her that I was losing heat to the frozen ground, that I would freeze to death if I didn’t get up.


  She told me I could sit up, and to do it slowly.


  As I got my feet under me, squatting on my haunches in front of her, I glanced up at the top of the ridge and made a crucial triangulation.


  She said, “My instructors told me that I would live no more than a year.”


  “Perhaps they told you that you would bum briefly but very brightly—that’s what they told me. But they lied. I expect they lied about a lot of things, but I promise to tell you only the truth. We can leave here, and go anywhere we want to.”


  “I have a job to finish.”


  “People to kill, riots to start.”


  The assassin took a long step sideways to the cart, took something the size of a basketball from the net behind its seat, bowled it toward me. It bounced slowly over the dusty ground and ended up between my legs: the severed head of an old woman, skin burnt black with cold, eyes capped by frost.


  “The former leader of the parliament of Sparta, Tethys,” the assassin said. “I left the body pinned to the ground in one of the fields where her friends work, with an amusing little message.”


  “You are trying to start a war amongst the prisoners. Perhaps the people who sent you here are hoping that the scandal will close the facility. Perhaps they think it is the only chance they’ll have of freeing their comrades. Who are you working for, by the way?”


  “I’ll ask the questions,” the assassin said.


  I asked her how she would escape when she was finished. “There’s a special team on the way. If you’re still here when they arrive, they’ll hunt you down and kill you.”


  “So that’s why you came after me. You were frightened that this team would find you while they were hunting me.”


  She may have been young, but she was smart and quick.


  I said, “I came because I wanted to talk to you. Because you’re like me.”


  “Because after all these years of living amongst humans, you miss your own kind, is that it?”


  Despite the electronic distortion, I could hear the sneer in the assassin’s voice. I said carefully, “The people who sent you here—the people who made you—have no plans to extract you when you are finished here. They do not care if you survive your mission. They only care that it is successful. Why give your loyalty to people who consider you expendable? To people who lied to you? You have many years of life ahead of you, and it isn’t as hard to disobey your orders as you might think. You’ve already disobeyed them, in fact, when you reached out to me. All you have to do is take one more step, and let me help you. If we work together, we’ll survive this. We’ll find a way to escape.”


  “You think you’re human. You’re not. You’re exactly like me. A walking dead man. That’s what our instructors called us, by the way: the dead. Not ‘Dave.’ Not anything cute. When we were being moved from one place to another, they’d shout out a warning: ‘Dead men walking.’ ”


  It is supposed to be the traditional cry when a condemned person is let out of their cell. Fortunately, I’ve never worked in Block H, where prisoners who have murdered or tried to murder fellow inmates or guards await execution, so I’ve never heard it or had to use it.


  The assassin said, “They’re right, aren’t they? We’re made things, so how can we be properly alive?”


  “I’ve lived a more or less ordinary fife for ten years. If you give this up and come with me, I’ll show you how.”


  “You stole a fife, just as I did. Underneath your disguise, you’re a dead man, just like me.”


  “The life I five now is my own, not anyone else’s,” I said. “Give up what you are doing, and I’ll show you what I mean.”


  “You’re a dead man in any case,” the assassin said. “You’re breathing the last of your air. You have less than an hour left. I’ll leave you to die here, finish my work, and escape in the confusion. After that, I’m supposed to be picked up, but now I think I’ll pass on that. There must be plenty of people out there who need my skills. I’ll work for anyone who wants some killing done, and earn plenty of money.”


  “It’s a nice dream,” I said, “but it will never come true.”


  “Why shouldn’t I profit from what I was made to do?”


  “I’ve lived amongst people for more than a decade. Perhaps I don’t know them as well as I should, but I do know that they are very afraid of us. Not because we’re different, but because we’re so very much like a part of them they don’t want to acknowledge. Because we’re the dark side of their nature. I’ve survived this long only because I have been very careful to hide what I really am. I can teach you how to do that, if you’ll let me.


  “It doesn’t sound like much of a life to me,” the assassin said.


  “Don’t you like being Debra Thom?” I said.


  And at the same moment, I kicked off the ground, hoping that by revealing that I knew who she was I’d distracted and confused her, and won a moment’s grace.


  In Ariel’s microgravity, my standing jump took me high above the assassin’s head, up and over the edge of the ridge. As I flew up, I discharged the taser dart I’d sewn into the palm of one of my pressure suit’s gloves, and the electrical charge stored in its super-conducting loop shorted out every thread of myoelectric plastic that bound my arms. I shrugged off the net as I came down and kicked off again, bounding along the ridge in headlong flight toward the bulging face of the cliff wall and a narrow chimney pinched between two folds of black, rock-hard ice.


  I was halfway there when a kinetic round struck my left leg with tremendous force and broke my thigh. I tumbled over hummocked ice and caught hold of a low pinnacle just before I went over the edge of the ridge. The assassin’s triumphant shout was a blare of electronic noise in my ears; because she was using the line-of-sight walkie-talkie I knew that she was almost on me. I pushed up at once and scuttled toward the chimney like a crippled ape. I had almost reached my goal when a second kinetic round shattered my right knee. My suit was ruptured at the point of impact, and I felt a freezing pain as the smart fabric constricted as tightly as a tourniquet, but I was not finished. The impact of the kinetic round had knocked me head over heels into a field of fallen ice-blocks, within striking distance of the chimney. As I half-crawled, half-swam toward it, a third round took off the top of a pitted block that might have fallen from the cliffs a billion years ago, and then I was inside the chimney, and started to climb.


  The assassin had no experience of freestyle climbing. Despite my injuries I soon outdistanced her. The chimney gave out after half a kilometer, and I had no choice but to continue to climb the naked iceface. Less than a minute later, the assassin reached the end of the chimney and fired a kinetic round that smashed into the cliff a little way above me. I flattened against the iceface as a huge chunk dropped past me with dreamy slowness, then powered straight through the expanding cloud of debris, pebbles and icegrains briefly rattling on my helmet, and flopped over the edge of a narrow setback.


  My left leg bent in the middle of my thigh and hurt horribly; my right leg was numb below the knee and a thick crust of blood had frozen solid at the joint. But I had no time to tend my wounds. I sat up and ripped out the hose of the water recycling system as the assassin shot above the edge of the cliff in a graceful arc, taser in one hand, rail gun in the other. I twisted the valve, hit her with a high-pressure spray of water that struck her visor and instantly froze. I pushed off the ground with both hands (a kinetic round slammed into the dusty ice where I’d just been), collided with her in midair, clamped my glove over the diagnostic port of her backpack, and discharged my second taser dart.


  The dart shorted out the electronics in the assassin’s suit, and enough current passed through the port to briefly stun her. I pushed her away as we dropped toward the setback, but she managed to fire a last shot as she spun into the void beyond the edge of the setback. She was either phenomenally lucky or incredibly skillful: it took off my thumb and three fingers of my right hand.


  She fell more than a kilometer. Even in the low gravity, it was more than enough to kill her, but just to make sure I dropped several blocks of ice onto her. The third smashed her visor. You’ll find her body, if you haven’t already, more or less directly below the spot where you found mine.


  The assassin had vented most of my air supply and taken my phone and emergency beacon; the dart I’d used on her had crippled what was left of my pressure suit’s life support system. The suit’s insulation is pretty good, but I’m beginning to feel the bite of the cold now, my hand is growing pretty tired from using the squeeze pump to push air through the rebreather, and I’m getting a bad headache as the carbon dioxide concentration in my air supply inexorably rises. I killed the ecosystem of East of Eden by sabotaging the balance of its atmospheric gases, and now the same imbalance is killing me.


  Just about the only thing still working is the stupid little chip I stuck in my helmet to record my conversation with the assassin. By now, you probably know more about her than I do. Perhaps you even know who sent her here.


  I don’t have much time left. Perhaps it’s because the increasing carbon dioxide level is making me comfortably stupid, but I find that I don’t mind dying. I told you that I confronted the assassin to save myself. I think now that I may have been wrong about that. I may have gone on the run after the Quiet War, but in my own way I have served you right up until the end of my life.


  I’m going to sign off now. I want to spend my last moments remembering my freestyle climb up those twenty kilometers of sheer ice in Prospero Chasma. I want to remember how at the end I stood tired and alone at the top of a world-cleaving fault left over from a shattering collision four billion years ago, with Uranus tilted at the horizon, half-full, serene and remote, and the infinite black, starry sky above. I felt so utterly insignificant then, and yet so happy, too, without a single regret for anything at all in my silly little life.


  [image: ]


  THE STAR


  H.G. Wells


  It was on the first day of the new year that the announcement was made, almost simultaneously from three observatories, that the motion of the planet Neptune, the outermost of all the planets that wheel about the sun, had become very erratic. Ogilvy had already called attention to a suspected retardation in its velocity in December. Such a piece of news was scarcely calculated to interest a world the greater portion of whose inhabitants were unaware of the existence of the planet Neptune, nor outside the astronomical profession did the subsequent discovery of a faint remote speck of light in the region of the perturbed planet cause any very great excitement. Scientific people, however, found the intelligence remarkable enough, even before it became known that the new body was rapidly growing larger and brighter, that its motion was quite different from the orderly progress of the planets, and that the deflection of Neptune and its satellite was becoming now of an unprecedented kind.


  Few people without a training in science can realise the huge isolation of the solar system. The sun with its specks of planets, its dust of planetoids, and its impalpable comets, swims in a vacant immensity that almost defeats the imagination. Beyond the orbit of Neptune there is space, vacant so far as human observation has penetrated, without warmth or light or sound, blank emptiness, for twenty million times a million miles. That is the smallest estimate of the distance to be traversed before the very nearest of the stars is attained. And, saving a few comets more unsubstantial than the thinnest flame, no matter had ever to human knowledge crossed this gulf of space, until early in the twentieth century this strange wanderer appeared. A vast mass of matter it was, bulky, heavy, rushing without warning out of the black mystery of the sky into the radiance of the sun. By the second day it was clearly visible to any decent instrument, as a speck with a barely sensible diameter, in the constellation Leo near Regulus. In a little while an opera glass could attain it.


  On the third day of the new year the newspaper readers of two hemispheres were made aware for the first time of the real importance of this unusual apparition in the heavens. “A Planetary Collision,” one London paper headed the news, and proclaimed Duchaine’s opinion that this strange new planet would probably collide with Neptune. The leader writers enlarged upon the topic. So that in most of the capitals of the world, on January 3rd, there was an expectation, however vague of some imminent phenomenon in the sky; and as the night followed the sunset round the globe, thousands of men turned their eyes skyward to see—the old familiar stars just as they had always been.


  Until it was dawn in London and Pollux setting and the stars overhead grown pale. The Winter’s dawn it was, a sickly filtering accumulation of daylight, and the light of gas and candles shone yellow in the windows to show where people were astir. But the yawning policeman saw the thing, the busy crowds in the markets stopped agape, workmen going to their work betimes, milkmen, the drivers of news–carts, dissipation going home jaded and pale, homeless wanderers, sentinels on their beats, and in the country, labourers trudging afield, poachers slinking home, all over the dusky quickening country it could be seen—and out at sea by seamen watching for the day—a great white star, come suddenly into the westward sky!


  Brighter it was than any star in our skies; brighter than the evening star at its brightest. It still glowed out white and large, no mere twinkling spot of light, but a small round clear shining disc, an hour after the day had come. And where science has not reached, men stared and feared, telling one another of the wars and pestilences that are foreshadowed by these fiery signs in the Heavens. Sturdy Boers, dusky Hottentots, Gold Coast negroes, Frenchmen, Spaniards, Portuguese, stood in the warmth of the sunrise watching the setting of this strange new star.


  And in a hundred observatories there had been suppressed excitement, rising almost to shouting pitch, as the two remote bodies had rushed together, and a hurrying to and fro, to gather photographic apparatus and spectroscope, and this appliance and that, to record this novel astonishing sight, the destruction of a world. For it was a world, a sister planet of our earth, far greater than our earth indeed, that had so suddenly flashed into flaming death. Neptune it was, had been struck, fairly and squarely, by the strange planet from outer space and the heat of the concussion had incontinently turned two solid globes into one vast mass of incandescence. Round the world that day, two hours before the dawn, went the pallid great white star, fading only as it sank westward and the sun mounted above it. Everywhere men marvelled at it, but of all those who saw it none could have marvelled more than those sailors, habitual watchers of the stars, who far away at sea had heard nothing of its advent and saw it now rise like a pigmy moon and climb zenithward and hang overhead and sink westward with the passing of the night.


  And when next it rose over Europe everywhere were crowds of watchers on hilly slopes, on house–roofs, in open spaces, staring eastward for the rising of the great new star. It rose with a white glow in front of it, like the glare of a white fire, and those who had seen it come into existence the night before cried out at the sight of it. “It is larger,” they cried. “It is brighter!” And, indeed the moon a quarter full and sinking in the west was in its apparent size beyond comparison, but scarcely in all its breadth had it as much brightness now as the little circle of the strange new star.


  “It is brighter!” cried the people clustering in the streets. But in the dim observatories the watchers held their breath and peered at one another. “It is nearer,” they said. “Nearer!”


  And voice after voice repeated, “It is nearer,” and the clicking telegraph took that up, and it trembled along telephone wires, and in a thousand cities grimy compositors fingered the type. “It is nearer.” Men writing in offices, struck with a strange realisation, flung down their pens, men talking in a thousand places suddenly came upon a grotesque possibility in those words, “It is nearer.” It hurried along awakening streets, it was shouted down the frost–stilled ways of quiet villages, men who had read these things from the throbbing tape stood in yellow–lit doorways shouting the news to the passers–by. “It is nearer.” Pretty women, flushed and glittering, heard the news told jestingly between the dances, and feigned an intelligent interest they did not feel. “Nearer! Indeed. How curious! How very, very clever people must be to find out things like that!”


  Lonely tramps faring through the wintry night murmured those words to comfort themselves—looking skyward. “It has need to be nearer, for the night’s as cold as charity. Don’t seem much warmth from it if it is nearer, all the same.”


  “What is a new star to me?” cried the weeping woman kneeling beside her dead.


  The schoolboy, rising early for his examination work, puzzled it out for himself—with the great white star, shining broad and bright through the frost–flowers of his window. “Centrifugal, centripetal,” he said, with his chin on his fist. “Stop a planet in its flight, rob it of its centrifugal force, what then? Centripetal has it, and down it falls into the sun! And this—!”


  “Do we come in the way? I wonder—”


  The light of that day went the way of its brethren, and with the later watches of the frosty darkness rose the strange star again. And it was now so bright that the waxing moon seemed but a pale yellow ghost of itself, hanging huge in the sunset. In a South African city a great man had married, and the streets were alight to welcome his return with his bride. “Even the skies have illuminated,” said the flatterer. Under Capricorn, two negro lovers, daring the wild beasts and evil spirits, for love of one another, crouched together in a cane brake where the fire–flies hovered. “That is our star,” they whispered, and felt strangely comforted by the sweet brilliance of its light.


  The master mathematician sat in his private room and pushed the papers from him. His calculations were already finished. In a small white phial there still remained a little of the drug that had kept him awake and active for four long nights. Each day, serene, explicit, patient as ever, he had given his lecture to his students, and then had come back at once to this momentous calculation. His face was grave, a little drawn and hectic from his drugged activity. For some time he seemed lost in thought. Then he went to the window, and the blind went up with a click. Half way up the sky, over the clustering roofs, chimneys and steeples of the city, hung the star.


  He looked at it as one might look into the eyes of a brave enemy. “You may kill me,” he said after a silence. “But I can hold you—and all the universe for that matter—in the grip of this little brain. I would not change. Even now.”


  He looked at the little phial. “There will be no need of sleep again,” he said. The next day at noon, punctual to the minute, he entered his lecture theatre, put his hat on the end of the table as his habit was, and carefully selected a large piece of chalk. It was a joke among his students that he could not lecture without that piece of chalk to fumble in his fingers, and once he had been stricken to impotence by their hiding his supply. He came and looked under his grey eyebrows at the rising tiers of young fresh faces, and spoke with his accustomed studied commonness of phrasing. “Circumstances have arisen—circumstances beyond my control,” he said and paused, “which will debar me from completing the course I had designed. It would seem, gentlemen, if I may put the thing clearly and briefly, that—Man has lived in vain.”


  The students glanced at one another. Had they heard aright? Mad? Raised eyebrows and grinning lips there were, but one or two faces remained intent upon his calm grey–fringed face. “It will be interesting,” he was saying, “to devote this morning to an exposition, so far as I can make it clear to you, of the calculations that have led me to this conclusion. Let us assume—”


  He turned towards the blackboard, meditating a diagram in the way that was usual to him. “What was that about “lived in vain?”” whispered one student to another. “Listen,” said the other, nodding towards the lecturer.


  And presently they began to understand.


  That night the star rose later, for its proper eastward motion had carried it some way across Leo towards Virgo, and its brightness was so great that the sky became a luminous blue as it rose, and every star was hidden in its turn, save only Jupiter near the zenith, Capella, Aldebaran, Sirius and the pointers of the Bear. It was very white and beautiful. In many parts of the world that night a pallid halo encircled it about. It was perceptibly larger; in the clear refractive sky of the tropics it seemed as if it were nearly a quarter the size of the moon. The frost was still on the ground in England, but the world was as brightly lit as if it were midsummer moonlight. One could see to read quite ordinary print by that cold clear light, and in the cities the lamps burnt yellow and wan.


  And everywhere the world was awake that night, and throughout Christendom a sombre murmur hung in the keen air over the countryside like the belling of bees in the heather, and this murmurous tumult grew to a clangour in the cities. It was the tolling of the bells in a million belfry towers and steeples, summoning the people to sleep no more, to sin no more, but to gather in their churches and pray. And overhead, growing larger and brighter, as the earth rolled on its way and the night passed, rose the dazzling star.


  And the streets and houses were alight in all the cities, the shipyards glared, and whatever roads led to high country were lit and crowded all night long. And in all the seas about the civilised lands, ships with throbbing engines, and ships with bellying sails, crowded with men and living creatures, were standing out to ocean and the north. For already the warning of the master mathematician had been telegraphed all over the world, and translated into a hundred tongues. The new planet and Neptune, locked in a fiery embrace, were whirling headlong, ever faster and faster towards the sun. Already every second this blazing mass flew a hundred miles, and every second its terrific velocity increased. As it flew now, indeed, it must pass a hundred million of miles wide of the earth and scarcely affect it. But near its destined path, as yet only slightly perturbed, spun the mighty planet Jupiter and his moons sweeping splendid round the sun. Every moment now the attraction between the fiery star and the greatest of the planets grew stronger. And the result of that attraction? Inevitably Jupiter would be deflected from its orbit into an elliptical path, and the burning star, swung by his attraction wide of its sunward rush, would “describe a curved path” and perhaps collide with, and certainly pass very close to, our earth. “Earthquakes, volcanic outbreaks, cyclones, sea waves, floods, and a steady rise in temperature to I know not what limit”—so prophesied the master mathematician.


  And overhead, to carry out his words, lonely and cold and livid, blazed the star of the coming doom.


  To many who stared at it that night until their eyes ached, it seemed that it was visibly approaching. And that night, too, the weather changed, and the frost that had gripped all Central Europe and France and England softened towards a thaw.


  But you must not imagine because I have spoken of people praying through the night and people going aboard ships and people fleeing towards mountainous country that the whole world was already in a terror because of the star. As a matter of fact, use and wont still ruled the world, and save for the talk of idle moments and the splendour of the night, nine human beings out of ten were still busy at their common occupations. In all the cities the shops, save one here and there, opened and closed at their proper hours, the doctor and the undertaker plied their trades, the workers gathered in the factories, soldiers drilled, scholars studied, lovers sought one another, thieves lurked and fled, politicians planned their schemes. The presses of the newspapers roared through the nights, and many a priest of this church and that would not open his holy building to further what he considered a foolish panic. The newspapers insisted on the lesson of the year 1000—for then, too, people had anticipated the end. The star was no star—mere gas—a comet; and were it a star it could not possibly strike the earth. There was no precedent for such a thing. Common sense was sturdy everywhere, scornful, jesting, a little inclined to persecute the obdurate fearful. That night, at seven–fifteen by Greenwich time, the star would be at its nearest to Jupiter. Then the world would see the turn things would take. The master mathematician’s grim warnings were treated by many as so much mere elaborate self–advertisement. Common sense at last, a little heated by argument, signified its unalterable convictions by going to bed. So, too, barbarism and savagery, already tired of the novelty, went about their nightly business, and save for a howling dog here and there, the beast world left the star unheeded.


  And yet, when at last the watchers in the European States saw the star rise, an hour later it is true, but no larger than it had been the night before, there were still plenty awake to laugh at the master mathematician—to take the danger as if it had passed.


  But hereafter the laughter ceased. The star grew—it grew with a terrible steadiness hour after hour, a little larger each hour, a little nearer the midnight zenith, and brighter and brighter, until it had turned night into a second day. Had it come straight to the earth instead of in a curved path, had it lost no velocity to Jupiter, it must have leapt the intervening gulf in a day, but as it was it took five days altogether to come by our planet. The next night it had become a third the size of the moon before it set to English eyes, and the thaw was assured. It rose over America near the size of the moon, but blinding white to look at, and hot; and a breath of hot wind blew now with its rising and gathering strength, and in Virginia, and Brazil, and down the St. Lawrence valley, it shone intermittently through a driving reek of thunder–clouds, flickering violet lightning, and hail unprecedented. In Manitoba was a thaw and devastating floods. And upon all the mountains of the earth the snow and ice began to melt that night, and all the rivers coming out of high country flowed thick and turbid, and soon—in their upper reaches—with swirling trees and the bodies of beasts and men. They rose steadily, steadily in the ghostly brilliance, and came trickling over their banks at last, behind the flying population of their valleys.


  And along the coast of Argentina and up the South Atlantic the tides were higher than had ever been in the memory of man, and the storms drove the waters in many cases scores of miles inland, drowning whole cities. And so great grew the heat during the night that the rising of the sun was like the coming of a shadow. The earthquakes began and grew until all down America from the Arctic Circle to Cape Horn, hillsides were sliding, fissures were opening, and houses and walls crumbling to destruction. The whole side of Cotopaxi slipped out in one vast convulsion, and a tumult of lava poured out so high and broad and swift and liquid that in one day it reached the sea.


  So the star, with the wan moon in its wake, marched across the Pacific, trailed the thunderstorms like the hem of a robe, and the growing tidal wave that toiled behind it, frothing and eager, poured over island and island and swept them clear of men. Until that wave came at last—in a blinding light and with the breath of a furnace, swift and terrible it came—a wall of water, fifty feet high, roaring hungrily, upon the long coasts of Asia, and swept inland across the plains of China. For a space the star, hotter now and larger and brighter than the sun in its strength, showed with pitiless brilliance the wide and populous country; towns and villages with their pagodas and trees, roads, wide cultivated fields, millions of sleepless people staring in helpless terror at the incandescent sky; and then, low and growing, came the murmur of the flood. And thus it was with millions of men that night—a flight nowhither, with limbs heavy with heat and breath fierce and scant, and the flood like a wall swift and white behind. And then death.


  China was lit glowing white, but over Japan and Java and all the islands of Eastern Asia the great star was a ball of dull red fire because of the steam and smoke and ashes the volcanoes were spouting forth to salute its coming. Above was the lava, hot gases and ash, and below the seething floods, and the whole earth swayed and rumbled with the earthquake shocks. Soon the immemorial snows of Thibet and the Himalaya were melting and pouring down by ten million deepening converging channels upon the plains of Burmah and Hindostan. The tangled summits of the Indian jungles were aflame in a thousand places, and below the hurrying waters around the stems were dark objects that still struggled feebly and reflected the blood–red tongues of fire. And in a rudderless confusion a multitude of men and women fled down the broad river–ways to that one last hope of men—the open sea.


  Larger grew the star, and larger, hotter, and brighter with a terrible swiftness now. The tropical ocean had lost its phosphorescence, and the whirling steam rose in ghostly wreaths from the black waves that plunged incessantly, speckled with storm–tossed ships.


  And then came a wonder. It seemed to those who in Europe watched for the rising of the star that the world must have ceased its rotation. In a thousand open spaces of down and upland the people who had fled thither from the floods and the falling houses and sliding slopes of hill watched for that rising in vain. Hour followed hour through a terrible suspense, and the star rose not. Once again men set their eyes upon the old constellations they had counted lost to them forever. In England it was hot and clear overhead, though the ground quivered perpetually, but in the tropics, Sirius and Capella and Aldebaran showed through a veil of steam. And when at last the great star rose near ten hours late, the sun rose close upon it, and in the centre of its white heart was a disc of black.


  Over Asia it was the star had begun to fall behind the movement of the sky, and then suddenly, as it hung over India, its light had been veiled. All the plain of India from the mouth of the Indus to the mouths of the Ganges was a shallow waste of shining water that night, out of which rose temples and palaces, mounds and hills, black with people. Every minaret was a clustering mass of people, who fell one by one into the turbid waters, as heat and terror overcame them. The whole land seemed a–wailing, and suddenly there swept a shadow across that furnace of despair, and a breath of cold wind, and a gathering of clouds, out of the cooling air. Men looking up, near blinded, at the star, saw that a black disc was creeping across the light. It was the moon, coming between the star and the earth. And even as men cried to God at this respite, out of the East with a strange inexplicable swiftness sprang the sun. And then star, sun and moon rushed together across the heavens.


  So it was that presently, to the European watchers, star and sun rose close upon each other, drove headlong for a space and then slower, and at last came to rest, star and sun merged into one glare of flame at the zenith of the sky. The moon no longer eclipsed the star but was lost to sight in the brilliance of the sky. And though those who were still alive regarded it for the most part with that dull stupidity that hunger, fatigue, heat and despair engender, there were still men who could perceive the meaning of these signs. Star and earth had been at their nearest, had swung about one another, and the star had passed. Already it was receding, swifter and swifter, in the last stage of its headlong journey downward into the sun.


  And then the clouds gathered, blotting out the vision of the sky, the thunder and lightning wove a garment round the world; all over the earth was such a downpour of rain as men had never before seen, and where the volcanoes flared red against the cloud canopy there descended torrents of mud. Everywhere the waters were pouring off the land, leaving mud–silted ruins, and the earth littered like a storm–worn beach with all that had floated, and the dead bodies of the men and brutes, its children. For days the water streamed off the land, sweeping away soil and trees and houses in the way, and piling huge dykes and scooping out Titanic gullies over the country side. Those were the days of darkness that followed the star and the heat. All through them, and for many weeks and months, the earthquakes continued.


  But the star had passed, and men, hunger–driven and gathering courage only slowly, might creep back to their ruined cities, buried granaries, and sodden fields. Such few ships as had escaped the storms of that time came stunned and shattered and sounding their way cautiously through the new marks and shoals of once familiar ports. And as the storms subsided men perceived that everywhere the days were hotter than of yore, and the sun larger, and the moon, shrunk to a third of its former size, took now fourscore days between its new and new.


  But of the new brotherhood that grew presently among men, of the saving of laws and books and machines, of the strange change that had come over Iceland and Greenland and the shores of Baffin’s Bay, so that the sailors coming there presently found them green and gracious, and could scarce believe their eyes, this story does not tell. Nor of the movement of mankind now that the earth was hotter, northward and southward towards the poles of the earth. It concerns itself only with the coming and the passing of the Star.


  The Martian astronomers—for there are astronomers on Mars, although they are very different beings from men—were naturally profoundly interested by these things. They saw them from their own standpoint of course. “Considering the mass and temperature of the missile that was flung through our solar system into the sun,” one wrote, “it is astonishing what a little damage the earth, which it missed so narrowly, has sustained. All the familiar continental markings and the masses of the seas remain intact, and indeed the only difference seems to be a shrinkage of the white discolouration (supposed to be frozen water) round either pole.”


  Which only shows how small the vastest of human catastrophes may seem, at a distance of a few million miles.


  INVADERS FROM OUTSIDE


  J. Schlossel


  A TALE OF THE TWELVE WORLDS


  ON EVERY hand huge brilliant suns, single or multiple, flashed past with their retinue of small dark planets. Though there was no sound to mark their passage through the heavens, yet one felt that here, indeed, was a roaring inferno. Slowly and steadily did the solar system forge ahead through this veritable whirlpool of mighty blazing suns. It was nothing less than a miracle that the sun should be able to guide his charge of planets safely through this densely star-packed region near the center of the Milky Way. Even though the sun now shone with his greatest possible splendor, he was nothing but a tiny dwarf sun within a region where white-hot giants abounded.


  The intelligent inhabitants of the solar system had for ages past been sweeping the heavens with their ponderous astronomical instruments, endeavoring to see farther, always farther. Their telescopes were gigantic. With the aid of those huge eyes that stared unblinkingly out into the starry regions of the night, they were able to record, chart, and compare nearly every star within the island universe of which they were an insignificant part.


  It can almost be said that no phenomenon of the sky, great or small, escaped their keen-eyed vigilance. Hot glowing suns and cold dead worlds came equally under their curious, all-penetrating gaze. Their system of research was as near perfect as possible; besides, if one or more of the members of that great body known as the Scientific Society of the Twelve Confederate Worlds missed something through an unavoidable local condition, the other members did not.


  Always did they keep watch, and though their instruments embraced the limits of the Milky Way yet a large number of cold, dark worlds had slipped in past their vigilance, and one of these was now hurtling at an enormous velocity straight toward the solar system.


  Ignorant entirely of its coming, of the curious zigzag course it followed, or of its desperate purpose, the inhabitants of those twelve civilized worlds went on confidently with their researches and their dreams of eternal peace.


  Peace? To the average inhabitant of the Twelve Confederate Worlds the meaning of the words peace and war was unknown. Those two words were met with only in the oldest archives on each planet. For the perfect and soft cure peace that the Twelve Confederate Worlds enjoyed had never boon broken. They were the masters of the solar system. Peace was even older than the confederacy, and that was old beyond reckoning. No one knew or had the least conception when the Act of Confederation had been passed. It was forgotten in the bottomless seas of the past.


  Not even the industrious inhabitants of Mars, though their civilization had reached its apex two hundred and fifty thousand Martian years before and their written records extended back twice that far. knew when that deathless compact had been agreed upon. Wrought deeply in the smooth, imperishable walls of adamant that surrounded the Moon’s capital city, Ishree, was the entire history of the ages that had so swiftly glided into the past: but even this greatest and oldest of all histories faded into a mass of crisscrossed lines of undecipherable script long in the ancient past dealing with that memorable event. The records of the other civilized worlds were just as illegible to regard to the period when the twelve worlds had confederated.


  One hundred and twenty million miles out beyond the orbit of Mars was the orbit of the next world belonging to the Confederacy. It bore no name, but was called No. 5. It was situated between Mars and the Jovian system of habitated moons. And then came Jupiter with his four civilized moons, each of which was a member of the Confederacy: Callisto and Ganymede, the two largest; Europa and Io, the two smallest. Far out beyond the Jovian system, about four hundred million miles, lay the orbit of Saturn. Out there he was supreme. He owed allegiance to none but his parent, the Sun. He held continual sway over his five habitable moons: Japetus, the outermost; Titan, the largest; while Rhea, Dione, and Tethys came in order named. There were, of course, the moons of Uranus, but life there was still in the savage state.


  The thrill that the first few fearless Martians experienced when they dared the unknown terrors of the vast airless seas in their flimsy crude craft can never be recalled. Bridging the space between the worlds was as common now as traveling from city to city. But there was no danger now, and neither was there any thrill in it. Even though the Confederacy was admitted to be old, very old, interplanetary travel was necessarily still older, It was the forerunner of the other.


  THE very first trip from Mars was to the Moon, which circled the barbarous planet, Earth. Those intrepid Martian explorers expected to throw their lives away when they shot up into the absolute void of space. They never thought that they would return. And their folk waited season in and season out; still they did not hear from them. Veal’s after all hope had been abandoned their craft was sighted in the clear sky. They were returning at last.


  The Martians crowded around that ship after the initial shock and roar of its landing was past. As the captain stepped out of his frail craft he was cheered again and again by the admiring populace. Twenty had started out on that first trip into the infinite, yet only seven others besides the captain dragged themselves wearily on to the Martian soil. The other twelve lay buried in a strange world. They had for the most part succumbed to the frightful rigors of the trip over.


  Their folk begged them, then and there, to tell of the terrible hardships and dangers that they must have gone through. Those daring pioneers first rested, and then they began their strange tales. That they were thickly garnished with wild imaginings was suspected, but no one then could tell positively.


  The travelers told of the wonderful feeling of lightness that pervaded them as they stepped out of their vehicle; of the Moon’s strange vegetation, the great scarlet blossoms that were far larger than any vegetation on Mars. They described the smooth, unbroken plains; the great cities that dotted the lunar landscape; the civilization there that was even older than their own. They recounted in each detail the immense throngs that came to greet them; the perfect hospitality of the Moon dwellers; the genuine welcome.


  They next told of the homesickness that had engulfed them and their inability to leave because they were short-handed. More than half of the crew had died and they could not work their vessel back. They had made many friends while they had sojourned there. They told their hosts of their yearning to return to their native soil and the reason why they could not. Their hosts volunteered to help them work their vessel back, and showered them with gifts when they took leave, and invited them to return.


  When these first voyagers had told their tales and exhibited metals that were considered almost priceless on their own planet, but which could be had in any quantity on the Moon, their tale so fired the adventurous Martians that there was a stampede to sign on for the proposed expedition that their government was undertaking.


  Other explorers started out in the direction of No. 5. They found the inhabitants there as far advanced as they were, but along different lines. The inhabitants of No. 5 were esthetic, pleasure-loving and beauty-loving creatures.


  Others went still farther out, to Jupiter and the Jovian system of habitated moons. Everywhere they found civilizations almost equal to their own. They returned to Mars, their home. They had been received with hospitality everywhere, and treated with the respect due to an envoy from one world to another.


  The government of Mars entered into a trade compact with the governments of the other worlds. The situation on Mars prior to the return of the first exploring expedition had been critical. The local markets had been overcrowded, and to avoid grave industrial crises it had been absolutely necessary that new markets be found at once.


  After the return of the explorers the traders started out. They went in droves. They went almost to the limits of the solar system to obtain markets for their surplus products. That they had found new markets and kept them could be proved by the enormous traffic that each world now carried on with the others. The ancient method of transportation, those old ships propelled by the rocket discharge principle, were too slow. Why, their limit of speed was only about twenty thousand miles an hour. So slow! It took their ancient ancestors from one to eight Martian years to make one round trip. Compared to the modern almost instantaneous method of wireless transmission of solid matter, the rocket-propelled ships were slow and crude.


  Though the inhabitants of Mars were the most aggressive, they did not presume to the right of leadership or the right to dictate terms. They were too far advanced to entertain such useless dreams of conquest. What they had or knew they gave without stint to the younger civilizations of the union. All was instantly accessible to every member of those twelve worlds through the Bureau of Knowledge and the Bureau of Means.


  It seems like a paradox to say that they were civilized and still peaceful, that they did not understand the full significance of war. They knew what war was, but not through personal contact. War, they held, was for the savages that lived on the three outer moons of Uranus, or for the nameless four-legged things that so miserably existed on the planet Earth, but not for the highly intelligent beings who owed allegiance to the Confederacy.


  That strange, alien world that was speeding toward them, meanwhile, remained totally unknown. Its small size and its tremendous distance might have been the reason why their mighty telescopes could not bring it into view, or perhaps the curious zigzag course it followed.


  It made no difference how far advanced their civilization were, they could not read the future. That was admitted to be beyond the realms of possibility. But why couldn’t there be one, only one, out of the combined populations of the whole twelve worlds to warn them of the approaching danger, to tell them that a strange world was approaching out of the depths of space at an inconceivable velocity?


  THE inhabitants of the Twelve Confederate Worlds were not individualists. They had advanced beyond that stage on the day when their separate worlds had united, for on that day each race had given up its deep-rooted dream that its own peculiar species had been created supreme above all others. It was the intelligence, not the form or color of their fellow creatures, that they held in high esteem.


  Messages in the musical tinkling universal language of the solar system were hourly broadcast from the central broadcasting stations on each planet. The latest news and all the improvements in the field of science throbbed through the ether on equal terms with the commercial matter that was being sent out continually.


  It was strange that their instruments should be of such strength that they were able to search out and assign to its proper place the smallest and most minute star, vet not know of the approaching body.


  A message came from Mars, the most industrious member of the Confederacy, that its scientists were working on an intricate instrument that would easily separate into its component parts the thousands of star clusters that dotted the region beyond the Milky Way. When this new instrument would be completed, the Martians promised, they would be able to see the surfaces of the dark bodies that attended the bright stars throughout the heavens.


  The Confederacy was enjoying its golden era of peace and prosperity. There was no sign of war or strife.


  The tremendous advancements in every field of activity had long since eliminated the drudgery from existence. Life was very sweet, but not cloying. One question loomed up large: would not this perpetual peace and ease breed a race of cowardly degenerates?


  The inhabitants of the twelve worlds had never been called upon to risk their lives against an invading force. They might be soft, as compared to their progenitors of the dark and bygone past, in the matter of muscles and in their ability to resist the naked elements. But what of it? Life was not so hard now. There really was no need of brawn. And besides, their science had made them practically immune to all the disease germs that bred within the solar system. Even though they were soft in the matter of muscle, their span of life was from twenty to fifty times the full life span of their early ancestors. Who could foretell whether they would prove in a pinch to be a race of cowardly degenerates or not?


  And then, entirely unexpected (for danger always comes unexpected), from one of the huge observatories on Japetus, the outer moon of Saturn, there came an imperious command that all broadcasting immediately cease. As the broadcasting died down a message was repeatedly flashed through the ether; “A large body of planetary dimensions is hurtling toward the solar system at a terrific velocity.”


  The Martians worked night and day to complete their intricate half-finished instrument for long distance observation. It was completed at last and ready to be tested. It lived up to their highest expectations. Without any further delay it was sent to Japetus and there set up for observation.


  Nothing further could be learnt with the old instruments. The inhabitants of each world waited for something definite to come from the Martian observatory on Japetus.


  Some frightened inhabitants of the Confederacy demanded that governments declare martial law and conscript every individual so that they could commence building and outfitting a fleet of great stellar transports large enough to give every one a chance to flee from the doomed solar system. A few, more learned but equally wild, suggested that the Scientific Society of the Twelve Confederate Worlds concentrate their combined energies toward finding a way to hurl Neptune, the outermost of the solar family, out to meet it. But most of the inhabitants waited quietly, numbed by the terrible threat of doom.


  No attention was at first paid to those who let their emotions run away with them, but later, when the hysteria of the few was spreading like wildfire, it was decided to banish all who were inclined to excessive nervousness to some far off spot until the crisis was either past or their fate definitely settled.


  THE first reports, though not officially confirmed, came at last from Japetus. Its distance was estimated to be a little less than the distance that it takes light to travel in half a year. It was much farther away than the first wild reports had led them to believe. Later came its size, speed, and direction.


  It was generally considered that it was a dead world—a piece of slag—hurtling through space at the incredible velocity of eighteen thousand miles a second! Just one-tenth the speed of light. At that speed it would be upon them in less than five years!


  Its diameter was ascertained to be about two thousand miles, or one-fourth the diameter of the planet Earth. It was nothing but a tiny speck as stellar sizes go. Small as it was, at that rate of speed, it was large enough to wreck the civilization of the solar system. The question that naturally came to the inhabitants of those twelve civilized worlds was: was it only a burnt-out cinder thrown off by some mighty sun with such unerring aim and such great force that it should flash through the heavens straight for the solar system? Or was it inhabited by sentient beings?


  A reassuring official report was sent out. It said that there was absolutely no cause for alarm; that when the approaching body reached the spot in the heavens where the sun and his attending planets now were, the entire solar system would have moved on many hundred million miles away on its own course. At the rate of speed with which the approaching body was traveling, the attraction of our sun could not swerve it from its course; no, not even if our sun were ten thousand times his own size.


  The astronomers welcomed its coming. Its speed was an unexplainable phenomenon of the heavens. “Nothing but a head-on collision with some larger body could stop it,” they declared.


  All its surface peculiarities were known by even the youngest inhabitant of the Twelve Confederate Worlds. It was as smooth as a billiard ball—proof of its great age. A snowlike substance covered its surface, probably to a depth of five hundred feet. But the knowledge concerning it extended no deeper than its surface.


  If their instruments could have seen “beneath the snowlike covering, seen what was going on there, the Confederate Worlds would have begun feverish preparations for one of the most desperate struggles that had ever been fought.


  They thought of tracing it back. At that speed (so they reasoned) nothing could have turned it from its course, and so it must have come almost as straight as a ray of light. But they were wrong, very wrong, for its flight was not governed solely by the mechanical laws that govern matter. The Confederate Worlds made no allowance for such a thing as a directing will. If they had known of its curious zigzag course, could they have accounted for it? They knew no laws to explain why it should swerve sharply aside when it came into the neighborhood of some of the mighty suns that had dotted its course as it flashed on its way toward the solar system, and then, after passing them, resume its former course. Instead of repulsing, those mighty suns irresistibly attract any wandering bodies that chance to come within the field of their influence.


  It was impossible to trace back its course, but if they could have done so, they would have been dumfounded at the immense distance that the approaching body had covered.


  It was a visitor from a far off region, indeed. Out beyond the borders of the Milky Way the star clusters gleam as thick as the stars shine overhead on a clear, frosty night. But they do not shine with the sharp brightness of nearer stars. It is their distance, impossible to comprehend, that makes them appear nothing but a patch of soft, hazy light, notwithstanding the fact that each cluster shines with the combined light of fifty thousand to one hundred million huge flaming suns!


  Everything must in time grow old. The living take their substance from the dead. The suns grow old and die. Everywhere in the heavens the ruins of dead star clusters can be seen—huge, shapeless masses that are absolutely dead-black.


  And that approaching world and many others had come from, somewhere out there, not from a living, glowing star cluster, but from the out-skirts of a dead, intensely black region. From a region, if such a region can be imagined, where all matter has nearly reached a state of perfect equilibrium. Where all matter is nearly stable, and so all matter almost dead. There were no flaming suns there to give light to that terrible darkness. Each body within the borders of that lifeless region was breaking down. The molecules were disintegrating, the atoms flying free. In the boundless sea of ether the atoms were moving sluggishly away in vast, cloudlike masses. This was the end of a universe.


  Like slinking rats from a sinking ship this approaching body had come from that region. It came with a grim, fixed purpose, nearer, still nearer. It was invisible to the naked eye. It was calculated to soon pass the solar system.


  Some of the more hot-blooded members of the Scientific Society of the Twelve Confederate Worlds requested permission to take one of the society’s interstellar vehicles, provision it for a lifetime, and go out to meet and board it. They painted in glowing pictures the advantages that the Scientific Society would gain from their sacrifice, and the perfect descriptions that they would be able to broadcast back.


  Their request was refused on the grounds that the new Martian instrument for observation installed upon Japetus could easily follow its flight for ages to come. It would be only a useless sacrifice of life to attempt to board that strange object.


  In-the secret code of the Scientific Society word was sent out that this body had actually stopped in its headlong journey. It hung poised, motionless, then began to fall slowly toward the solar system. These new and terrifying facts were not given to the general public. It would not help matters if they knew, but might bring on another attack of hysteria. The Scientific Society could hardly believe the evidence of its observation instruments.


  The body continued to drop slowly toward the sun, and then, as it neared the orbit of Neptune, it turned, and at an acute angle it began to head for old Neptune, who was crawling out of the west to meet it. A collision seemed imminent. Its speed was very slow, no more than eighteen hundred miles a minute—just a fraction of its former tremendous speed, and it became still slower. When the newcomer came within a quarter of a million miles of Neptune it began to circle him, as if it were a moon.


  The Scientific Society heaved a sigh of relief, and gave out the facts then to the public. The changing speed and the deliberate actions of this new member of the solar, family were unexplainable; still, all the threatened danger seemed past.


  THE instruments that had been brought to bear upon this new member showed that the snowlike substance that covered its surface was quickly evaporating under the warm, kindly glow emanating from old dying Neptune. In a little while all the snowlike substance had evaporated. It had turned into an almost transparent envelope of heavy, bluish gas.


  The surface under the covering was then seen for the first time by the observers on the Twelve Confederate Worlds. Nearly the entire area of this new world was covered with square or oblong structures. In some places the square structures had been concentrated for reasons that were as yet unknown. In those places the foundations were truly massive; the structures had been built in tiers, each succeeding tier smaller than the one beneath it; and up, up they went until they formed pyramidal structures several miles in height.


  Strange creatures that walked erect on only two feet next made their appearance. The inhabitants of the twelve worlds marveled. The two-legged creatures moved here and there, also seeing, it seemed, the surface of their world for the first time. They must have come up from beneath the surface. They were clad in a uniform, gray, hairy material that hung loosely upon their frames. Their movements were at first listless, but gradually they began to quicken. They looked around for a while and then went below the surface again.


  It was not until the next day that they really began to come up in numbers. For the two succeeding days they poured up in a constant stream. In a little while the surface of their world was black with them. They must have hollowed out the very bowels of the planet to have accommodated such vast numbers. Like bees in a hive they were now swarming over their huge pyramidal structures and the smaller oblong buildings, everywhere.


  The Scientific Society now realized that it had not been blind chance that had steered this body toward the solar system. It was evident that those intelligent creatures had directed their world to this, a more favorable location.


  Realizing that these creatures were intelligent, and thinking that they would probably need and appreciate aid after their long journey, the Twelve Confederate Worlds generously sent out a delegation to the newcomer to inquire if they could be of any assistance. Form or color meant nothing to the inhabitants of those twelve civilized worlds; it was intelligence that they held in high esteem.


  No sooner did the party from the Confederate Worlds land than they were surrounded and killed! Neither a reason nor a warning had been given. They were killed with about as much compunction as one would kill some loathsome insects. After killing them, these strange two-legged creatures were seen to go about their tasks as if nothing had happened.


  The inhabitants of the twelve worlds were startled, horrified. They actually did not know what to do. The act had no precedent in all their histories. Something must be done. But what? A reprisal? They did not even think of a reprisal, for they were essentially a peace-loving folk. It was unwise to send out another delegation to demand an explanation. They tried even means of interplanetary communication, but they elicited no response.


  A few hours after the killing, a group of those strange creatures, but evidently in high command (for they were dressed in a bright red instead of the usual gray, and the gray-clad creatures prostrated themselves whenever the red-clad group came near them), had come up to view the remains of the slaughtered delegation. They were seen to question in turn those who killed them. Those questioned were seen to point up toward the sun, and toward the Twelve Confederate Worlds. The red-clothed were next seen to go over and examine the interplanetary vehicle that the delegation from the twelve worlds had arrived in.


  After the event of the red-clothed group the inhabitants of this strange world were seen to start building some new huge pyramidal structures and repairing the old ones.


  Always before had it been the Confederate Worlds who were the masters of every situation, but now they were plainly bewildered. They decided to bide their time and wait. They did not fear the invader. It was quite a different matter, this killing of a few unsuspecting individuals, from attacking the twelve civilized worlds.


  FROM the moment that the strange world so suddenly arrived, and with its first ruthless act took up its sullen position as a new member of the solar family, the watchful eyes of the Twelve Confederate Worlds did not leave it for an instant. Every act was viewed with suspicion. Intently did they watch the two-legged creatures repair and build the huge pyramidal structures that reared their heads several miles above the surrounding surface. With deep wonder they watched them bring out from the interior of their planet large, metal, boxlike objects. They were not producing them one at a time, but by the thousands, and stacking them up near the huge pyramidal structures. On the very pinnacle of each pyramid there was a square opening that was exactly the size of those metal boxes, and each opening extended down to the very base of its pyramid. The Scientific Society, try as it would, could not discover to what use those boxes were being put.


  The numbers of those strange two-legged creatures were seen to increase, and still increase. The Scientific Society had often discussed, wondering, how so many could exist on so small an area. There seemed hardly room for a fraction of their numbers.


  Where did they get their supply of food? They did not grow it on the surface, for there was no room. Did they manufacture artificial foods? Several times in past ages the Scientific Society had produced artificial foods, but the inhabitants did not seem to relish them, though they were as palatable and nutritious from the chemical standpoint as any of the foods that nature produced.


  It was just three Martian years from the moment that they had arrived to the solar system until they began to leap the tremendous void that separated Neptune from the four moons of Uranus. From each square opening on top of the pyramidal structures a steady stream of metallic cubes flashed out into the bleak void of space on their journey toward the moons of Uranus. Each square box was large enough to accommodate one hundred of those queer two-legged beings.


  They landed upon the four moons of Uranus, and with the cubes that had carried them across the void they formed a wall surrounding their first rude camp. They immediately set to work building a city. The structures that they put up were identical with those that covered the surface of their own world. After their first city was completed these ruthless two-legged creatures went out in their thousands and commenced slaughtering for their furs the wild life that had lived there prior to their coming—killed those living creatures just for the bit of skin or fur that covered their backs!


  The world of their origin, now the moon of old Neptune, still continued to send those metal cubes in a steady stream to the moons of Uranus. City after city sprang into existence. They flourished, growing so swiftly that the outskirts of each city soon blended into the outskirts of its neighbors.


  The Twelve Confederate Worlds still continued to think of peace. It seemed strange that the inhabitants of those twelve worlds did not realize their danger. They went about in the smug belief that they were invulnerable.


  The one thing that most amazed those who studied the strange, two-legged aliens was the speed with which they continued to increase their numbers. In a very short time the four moons of Uranus were too small to hold them. An air of intense activity pervaded the four moons of Uranus. They commenced building pyramids that were to be at least six miles high. As soon as these were completed the square, metallic cubes made their appearance and were stacked up by thousands near by.


  The invaders leapt from the moons of Uranus to the five habitable moons of Saturn, which were members of the Confederation. The inhabitants of those five Confederate Worlds were unprepared. There was a steady whiz as the cubes shot through the air of those five worlds. They came in countless hordes.


  Rhea, Dione, and Tethys, the three smallest, were snuffed out in a twinkling. Japetus and Titan put up so savage a front that they were able to hold them off. Each sent its desperate appeal for help throbbing through the ether.


  Even though the invaders had many efficient death-dealing weapons and used them ruthlessly, the unprepared inhabitants of Japetus and Titan put up so grim a struggle, fought so fiercely with what they could lay their hands upon, that they were able to stop the forward charges time after time. Still it was plain that those pitiless two-legged invaders held their most desperate attempts at resistance cheaply—held them in sneering contempt—held even the whole combined power of the Twelve Confederate Worlds in. contempt—played with them as a cat would play with a mouse!


  The Confederate Worlds awoke to their danger at last. Was it too late?


  They sought in their museums and in the old archives of their early histories for plans of death-dealing devices that their own ancient, blood-thirsty ancestors had used. They discarded their foolish dreams of peace and selected the ideas for the most terrible weapons that they could find; and they began to manufacture these with lightning rapidity. Meanwhile, the inhabitants were conscripted, and the use of the weapons explained to them; and they were soon ready to be sent out against the invaders. The Twelve Confederate Worlds did not make the terrible mistake of underrating their antagonists.


  A GREAT force of invaders had surrounded Eelee, one of the largest cities on Titan, and were slowly forcing the weary defenders back. The invaders fought with swift, death-dealing weapons, while the defenders had only sticks and stones to oppose them. Was it any “wonder that the dispirited inhabitants of Titan were being forced back on every hand?


  The city of Eelee was full of weary, trembling fugitives who had fled before the invaders from the surrounding open country. The morale of the defenders was breaking. Time after time they tried to fight through the slowly tightening ring of those terrible two-legged invaders. The defenders were slaughtered in their thousands. They were driven back from every nook and cranny until they met in the center of their city. This could hardly be called their last stand: they were merely waiting their turn to be butchered. In one solid, compact mass they cowered in the public square in the center of the city. The only protection at their backs was a solidly built public building. Eelee’s central station for wireless transmission of matter. Would help never come?


  There came a shout of encouragement from the main wide entrance to the wireless transmission of matter building, and a solid line, some thirty deep, of fully armed Jovians from the four Confederate Worlds of Jupiter leapt out to attack. A wide avenue was immediately opened in the tightly packed mass of Eelee’s cowering populace, and the Jovians leapt through and spread out fanwise in front of the defenseless inhabitants.


  Each of the Jovians in the front lines carried on his back a small tank that sprayed out a hundred feet in advance a chemical, which ignited everything it touched and burnt with a hot, livid flame. Those behind them carried stubby metal tubes, which would bark with short, thunderous reports, and which left ruin and death in the ranks of the invaders.


  Help had come in the blackest moment. Similar scenes were taking place in all of the larger cities on Titan.


  Back, back they drove the invaders. The Twelve Confederate Worlds (now there were only nine, and two of those threatened with momentary extinction) hurled their conscripted forces across the void so swiftly and in such numbers that the invaders were startled. Reluctant to give ground that they had previously gained, the two-legged warriors contested desperately each inch of their retreat. From every direction they were met by the defenders, who were armed with weapons as good as their own.


  Could these be the despised, peace-loving inhabitants of the solar system whom they had meant to destroy so as to have undisputed possession of the entire solar system? They could hardly believe it, for the once peaceful Jovians fought with a ferocity that was terrible.


  Whenever the invaders stopped and tried to stand their ground, the defenders swarmed up; the chemicals sprayed fumes upon the two-legged invaders; and those in the lines behind the first came with their short metal tubes that roared with thunder and wrought havoc in the ranks of the invaders. The Jovians forced them back, always back, and began to surround the isolated detachments of the invaders and destroy them. Not till they had wiped them completely from Titan did they turn their attention toward the beleaguered inhabitants of Japetus.


  The inhabitants of Japetus were still fighting desperately when the Jovians came. Following close on the heels of the Jovians came the first detachment from No. 5. There was also a steady influx of invaders. A desperate battle raged for possession of Japetus. Reinforcements were pouring in on both sides.


  The invaders, who had successfully destroyed the inhabitants and buildings on Rhea, Dione, and Tethys, now turned their attention toward Titan. Once more the invaders stormed Titan. They did not drop down upon defenseless inhabitants this time. They were met and repulsed by a strong force of beauty-loving inhabitants from No. 5. Those beauty-loving beings from No. 5, despite their estheticism, fought with an incredible fury in defense of the union of the twelve worlds.


  When the news of the first setback reached the invaders, from the four moons of Uranus and from their densely packed parent world steady streams of cubes shot out toward the Twelve Confederate Worlds. They were bringing new and better weapons to combat those of the Confederacy. They were coming at incalculable speed, using their own secret means of propelling the cubes besides the additional attraction that the sun’s gravitational force exerted upon them. But though the invaders could send their forces swiftly, the Twelve Confederate Worlds could transport their defenders ten times more quickly.


  Prior to the invasion, the passenger service from world to world had always been subordinate to the commercial traffic of the wireless transmission of matter system of transportation that interlaced the twelve worlds. But with a few slight modifications the whole system of transportation was made available for passenger service. The Twelve Confederate Worlds were now able to hurl their defenders from, world to world at the speed of light.


  In a steady line the defenders would march into a station for wireless transmission of matter, enter the automatic transmission chamber and there receive the preliminary charge of specific high-frequency current that would cause temporarily suspended animation; then they would automatically be carried to separate vibrating chambers of high intensity, which would cause the electrons that composed the bodies to be impinged upon the sending apparatus in the compartment; a few minutes later, the process reversed, they would be ready to leave the receiving station at their destination. After the experience of leaping millions of miles at the speed of light they would be none the worse except for a slight touch of nausea.


  NOW the invaders came in countless swarms. The number of cubes that had attacked the five moons of Saturn was as nothing compared to the flood of cubes that whipped past the orbit of Saturn and headed for Jupiter’s moons. The remnant of invaders who were still attacking Japetus shot out to join the main body of invaders as they shot past the moons of Saturn.


  A detachment of cubes, about fifty thousand in number, leapt ahead of the main force of invaders and attacked the moons of Jupiter. The Confederacy hurled its forces there to repulse them. But it was only a feint on the part of the invaders, for their real objective was lone No. 5. They had been taught a lesson on Titan and Japetus. No longer did they hold the fighting qualities of the Confederacy in contempt.


  They did not leap down upon the surface of No. 5 as they did upon the five moons of Saturn: instead, thousands of cubes filled with high explosives and noxious gases were directed toward No. 5’s surface. After that, the terrible, two-legged invaders landed and killed off all that were left of the half-gassed inhabitants. They also destroyed all the stations for wireless transmission of matter.


  The invaders made No. 5 their headquarters. Cubes were pouring in from every direction. It seemed that they were abandoning their own world that circled old dying Neptune. The four moons of Uranus were also being deserted by the two-legged invaders. They were massing for one supreme attack. No. 5 would be the center from which they intended to sally forth.


  The inhabitants of the Twelve Confederate Worlds realized it. Thousands of the defenders offered their lives, offered to steer large interstellar vehicles loaded to the limit with high explosives to No. 5. But those in supreme command demurred, for the Scientific Society had just perfected a new, terrible weapon. This was manufactured with all possible speed and sent to the eight remaining worlds of the Confederacy. Hope flamed anew throughout the eight sorely tried worlds.


  The invaders did not delay an instant. They had experienced only two setbacks. So far they had the best of it. They sent a stream of cubes filled with explosives and gases toward Callisto, the outer moon of Jupiter, and destroyed all life on it. At the same time they sent a mighty force to Mars.


  The Martians had been preparing a fleet of swift interstellar vehicles and were prepared to offer stubborn resistance. As the invaders neared Mars, the Martians left the surface of their world and went out to meet them in the empty void. The two forces met, and from the start the Martians were outclassed. They were slowly forced back to the surface of their own world, for the cubes were superior in every way to the Martian craft.


  From the six remaining Confederate Worlds, jets of intense light leapt toward No. 5. This playing, of light on the invaders seemed so weak and ineffectual! It was the new weapon. The light at times appeared to be of delicate purple. It would grow until it was a bright purple, then fade into invisibility. It seemed the weapon of a child, and yet whatever it touched was destroyed.


  The invaders shot their cubes out in every direction, but were picked off by the jets of all-destroying light. Whenever two jets of light touched a cube, there was a short explosion; that was all. The purple from the twin jets would fade, and the results that followed were the same as if the terminals of powerful electric currents had short-circuited there. The jets of light were merely carriers for an electric current that was capable of vaporizing any substance that came between any two jets.


  The jets of light from the six worlds had now reached No. 5,-and were destroying everything upon the surface. The invaders came to the bitter realization that this was the beginning of their end. They had waited too long. They should have attacked the Twelve Confederate Worlds on the day of their arrival. They tried to leave No. 5 by the cubes, but the twin jets of light easily picked them off.


  The Confederation turned its attention to Mars. It sent its forces down upon Mars as the rain comes down in a. cloudburst. The invaders were cut off absolutely from all reinforcements from their own kind on No. 5. Knowing that they were doomed, they maneuvered their cubes to form a protecting wall between them and their foes. The defenders became the aggressors. They began storming the barricade. The invaders were bunched together behind the cubes waiting.


  A LOW hum came from behind the cubes. It rose and rose. It came from the throats of the two-legged invaders. The sound was not displeasing. It gathered volume every instant. Though it was not very melodious at first, still it teemed with pathos. One by one the invaders joined in the song,. It hinted of a mighty, daring attempt and of a bitter failure. It was their death song.


  Meanwhile the invaders on No. 5 who had, through their great knowledge of stellar mechanics, guided their own world from out of the depths of space, were now working desperately in their attempt to install machines that would enable them to swing No. 5 out of its orbit. They had failed in their attempt to conquer the Confederation, and their only wish was to take No. 5 from out of the solar system and escape.


  They were installing the machines underground. They threw up shield after shield to protect themselves from the death-dealing rays. Two out of every five machines that they installed were destroyed by the twin jets of light.


  The number of invaders left on No. 5 was very small. In desperation they started the machines. The speed of No. 5 began to increase, and she was rotating faster, too. Something had gone amiss. The jets of light, in destroying nearly half of their machinery, had upset their calculations. The two-legged invaders on No. 5 were seen to run wildly about. They tried to stop the machinery that they had started, but somehow could not do so.


  The rotation of No. 5 became still swifter. Hundreds of thousands of cubes were hurled into the heavens by the centrifugal force of that rotating world. The Confederacy picked off as many as it could with the crossing jets of light, but some managed to escape and were seen heading for Neptune. No. 5 was breaking up! The centrifugal force had become greater than its power of gravitation. Huge masses were seen to detach themselves and go whirling off into space.


  Saturn, the largest body in the vicinity, was seen to draw fully one-third of the matter that had composed No. 5 in its general direction. The powerful gravitational force of the Sun drew many large pieces, some of which were more than eight hundred miles in diameter, toward himself. The Moon, circling the Earth, came from behind its protection and bore the brunt of a stream of small pieces that struck its surface. Life there was instantly destroyed. The surface of the Moon became partially incandescent. Parts of the Earth, thanks to the Moon, escaped practically uninjured. But there was only a wild kind of life existing there. Jupiter received its share. Two large fragments went hurtling toward Mars.


  In destroying No. 5 the invaders had destroyed themselves and nearly all the life on the solar system. The survivors of the Twelve Confederate Worlds made their way to the Earth, the least injured of the planets, and there they began anew, in a strange environment, to build the civilization that had been wrecked by the invaders from beyond the Milky Way.


  THE END


  THE STAR-STEALERS


  Edmond Hamilton


  A dread menace from outside the universe threatens to drag the solar system to destruction in the cold of outer space


  AS I stepped into the narrow bridgeroom the pilot at the controls there turned toward me, saluting.


  “Alpha Centauri dead ahead, sir,” he reported.


  “Turn thirty degrees outward,” I told him, “and throttle down to eighty light-speeds until we’ve passed the star.”


  Instantly the shining levers flicked back under his hands, and as I stepped over to his side I saw the arrows of the speed-dials creeping backward with the slowing of our flight. Then, gazing through the broad windows which formed the room’s front side, I watched the interstellar panorama ahead shifting sidewise with the turning of our course.


  The narrow bridgeroom lay across the very top of our ship’s long, cigarlike hull, and through its windows all the brilliance of the heavens around us lay revealed. Ahead flamed the great double star of Alpha Centauri, two mighty blazing suns which dimmed all else in the heavens, and which crept slowly sidewise as we veered away from them. Toward our right there stretched along the inky skies the far-flung powdered fires of the galaxy’s thronging suns, gemmed with the crimson splendors of Betelgeuse and the clear brilliance of Canopus and the hot white light of Rigel. And straight ahead, now, gleaming out beyond the twin suns we were passing, shone the clear yellow star that was the sun of our own system.


  It was the yellow star that I was watching, now, as our ship fled on toward it at eighty times the speed of light; for more than two years had passed since our cruiser had left it, to become a part of that great navy of the Federation of Stars which maintained peace over all the Galaxy. We had gone far with the fleet, in those two years, cruising with it the length and breadth of the Milky Way, patrolling the space-lanes of the Galaxy and helping to crush the occasional pirate ships which appeared to levy toll on the interstellar commerce. And now that an order flashed from the authorities of our own solar system had recalled us home, it was with an unalloyed eagerness that we looked forward to the moment of our return. The stars we had touched at, the peoples of their worlds, these had been friendly enough toward us, as fellow-members of the great Federation, yet for all their hospitality we had been glad enough to leave them. For though we had long ago become accustomed to the alien and unhuman forms of the different stellar races, from the strange brain-men of Algol to the birdlike people of Sirius, their worlds were not human worlds, not the familiar eight little planets which swung around our own sun, and toward which we were speeding homeward now.


  While I mused thus at the window the two circling suns of Alpha Centauri had dropped behind us, and now, with a swift clicking of switches, the pilot beside me turned on our full speed. Within a few minutes our ship was hurtling on at almost a thousand light-speeds, flung forward by the power of our newly invented de-transforming generators, which could produce propulsion-vibrations of almost a thousand times the frequency of the light-vibrations. At this immense velocity, matched by few other craft in the Galaxy, we were leaping through millions of miles of space each second, yet the gleaming yellow star ahead seemed quite unchanged in size.


  Abruptly the door behind me clicked open to admit young Dal Nara, the ship’s second-officer, descended from a long line of famous interstellar pilots, who grinned at me openly as she saluted.


  “Twelve more hours, sir, and we’ll be there,” she said.


  I smiled at her eagerness. “You’ll not be sorry to get back to our little sun, will you?” I asked, and she shook her head.


  “Not I! It may be just a pin-head beside Canopus and the rest, but there’s no place like it in the Galaxy. I’m wondering, though, what made them call us back to the fleet so suddenly.”


  My own face clouded, at that. “I don’t know,” I said, slowly. “It’s almost unprecedented for any star to call one of its ships back from the Federation fleet, but there must have been some reason——”


  “Well,” she said cheerfully, turning toward the door, “it doesn’t matter what the reason is, so long as it means a trip home. The crew is worse than I am—they’re scrapping the generators down in the engine-room to get another lightspeed out of them.”


  I laughed as the door clicked shut behind her, but as I turned back to the window the question she had voiced rose again in my mind, and I gazed thoughtfully toward the yellow star ahead. For as I had told Dal Nara, it was a well-nigh unheard-of thing for any star to recall one of its cruisers from the great fleet of the Federation. Including as it did every peopled star in the Galaxy, the Federation relied entirely upon the fleet to police the interstellar spaces, and to that fleet each star contributed its quota of cruisers. Only a last extremity, I knew, would ever induce any star to recall one of its ships, yet the message flashed to our ship had ordered us to return to the solar system at full speed and report at the Bureau of Astronomical Knowledge, on Neptune. Whatever was behind the order, I thought, I would learn soon enough, for we were now speeding over the last lap of our homeward journey; so I strove to put the matter from my mind for the time being.


  With an odd persistence, though, the question continued to trouble my thoughts in the hours that followed, and when we finally swept in toward the solar system twelve hours later, it was with a certain abstractedness that I watched the slow largening of the yellow star that was our sun. Our velocity had slackened steadily as we approached that star, and we were moving at a bare one light-speed when we finally swept down toward its outermost, far-swinging planet, Neptune, the solar system’s point of arrival and departure for all interstellar commerce. Even this speed we reduced still further as we sped past Neptune’s single circling moon and down through the crowded shipping-lanes toward the surface of the planet itself.


  Fifty miles above its surface all sight of the planet beneath was shut off by the thousands of great ships which hung in dense masses above it—that vast tangle of interstellar traffic which makes the great planet the terror of all inexperienced pilots. From horizon to horizon, it seemed, the ships crowded upon each other, drawn from every quarter of the Galaxy. Huge grain-boats from Betelgeuse, vast, palatial liners from Arcturus and Vega, ship-loads of radium ores from the worlds that circle giant Antares, long, swift mailboats from distant Deneb—all these and myriad others swirled and circled in one great mass above the planet, dropping down one by one as the official traffic-directors flashed from their own boats the brilliant signals which allowed a lucky one to descend. And through occasional rifts in the crowded mass of ships could be glimpsed the interplanetary traffic of the lower levels, a swarm of swift little boats which darted ceaselessly back and forth on their comparatively short journeys, ferrying crowds of passengers to Jupiter and Venus and Earth, seeming like little toy-boats beside the mighty bulks of the great interstellar ships above them.


  As our own cruiser drove down toward the mass of traffic, though, it cleared away from before us instantly; for the symbol of the Federation on our bows was known from Canopus to Fomalhaut, and the cruisers of its fleet were respected by all the traffic of the Galaxy. Arrowing down through this suddenly opened lane, we sped smoothly down toward the planet’s surface, hovering for a moment above its perplexing maze of white buildings and green gardens, and then slanting down toward the mighty flat-roofed building which housed the Bureau of Astronomical Knowledge. As we sped down toward its roof I could not but contrast the warm, sunny green panorama beneath with the icy desert which the planet had been until two hundred thousand years before, when the scientists of the solar system had devised the great heat-transmitters which catch the sun’s heat near its blazing surface and fling it out as high-frequency vibrations to the receiving-apparatus on Neptune, to be transformed back into the heat which warms this world. In a moment, though, we were landing gently upon the broad roof, upon which rested scores of other shining cruisers whose crews stood outside them watching our arrival.


  Five minutes later I was whirling downward through the building’s interior in one of the automatic little cone-elevators, out of which I stepped into a long white corridor. An attendant was awaiting me there, and I followed him down the corridor’s length to a high black door at its end, which he threw open for me, closing it behind me as I stepped inside.


  IT WAS an ivory-walled, high-ceilinged room in which I found myself, its whole farther side open to the sunlight and breezes of the green gardens beyond. At a desk across the room was sitting a short-set man with gray-streaked hair and keen, inquiring eyes, and as I entered he sprang up and came toward me.


  “Ran Rarak!” he exclaimed. “You’ve come! For two days, now, we’ve been expecting you.”


  “We were delayed off Aldebaran, sir, by generator trouble,” I replied, bowing, for I had recognized the speaker as Hurus Hol, chief of the Bureau of Astronomical Knowledge. Now, at a motion from him, I took a chair beside the desk while he resumed his own seat.


  A moment he regarded me in silence, and then slowly spoke. “Ran Rarak,” he said, “you must have wondered why your ship was ordered back here to the solar system. Well, it was ordered back for a reason which we dared not state in an open message, a reason which, if made public, would plunge the solar system instantly into a chaos of unutterable panic!”


  He was silent again for a moment, his eyes on mine, and then went on. “You know, Ran Rarak, that the universe itself is composed of infinite depths of space in which float great clusters of suns, star-clusters which are separated from each other by billions of light-years of space. You know, too, that our own cluster of suns, which we call the Galaxy, is roughly disklike in shape, and that our own particular sun is situated at the very edge of this disk. Beyond lie only those inconceivable leagues of space which separate us from the neighboring star-clusters, or island-universes, depths of space never yet crossed by our own cruisers or by anything else of which we have record.


  “But now, at last, something has crossed those abysses, is crossing them; since over three weeks ago our astronomers discovered that a gigantic dark star is approaching our Galaxy from the depths of infinite space—a titanic, dead sun which their instruments showed to be of a size incredible, since, dark and dead as it is, it is larger than the mightiest blazing suns in our own Galaxy, larger than Canopus or Antares or Betelgeuse—a dark, dead star millions of times larger than our own fiery sun—a gigantic wanderer out of some far realm of infinite space, racing toward our Galaxy at a velocity inconceivable!


  “The calculations of our scientists showed that this speeding dark star would not race into our Galaxy but would speed past its edge, and out into infinite space again, passing no closer to our own sun, at the edge, than some fifteen billion miles. There was no possibility of collision or danger from it, therefore; and so though the approach of the dark star is known to all in the solar system, there is no idea of any peril connected with it. But there is something else which has been kept quite secret from the peoples of the solar system, something known only to a few astronomers and officials. And that is that during the last few weeks the path of this speeding dark star has changed from a straight path to a curving one, that it is curving inward toward the edge of our Galaxy and will now pass our own sun, in less than twelve weeks, at a distance of less than three billion miles, instead of fifteen! And when this titanic dead sun passes that close to our own sun there can be but one result. Inevitably our own sun will be caught by the powerful gravitational grip of the giant dark star and carried out with all its planets into the depths of infinite space, never to return!”


  Hurus Hol paused, his face white and set, gazing past me with wide, unseeing eyes. My brain whirling beneath the stunning revelation, I sat rigid, silent, and in a moment he went on.


  “If this thing were known to all,” he said slowly, “there would be an instant, terrible panic over the solar system, and for that reason only a handful have been told. Flight is impossible, for there are not enough ships in the Galaxy to transport the trillions of the solar system’s population to another star in the four weeks that are left to us. There is but one chance—one blind, slender chance—and that is to turn aside this onward-thundering dark star from its present inward-curving path, to cause it to pass our sun and the Galaxy’s edge far enough away to be harmless. And it is for this reason that we ordered your return.


  “For it is my plan to speed out of the Galaxy into the depths of outer space to meet this approaching dark star, taking all of the scientific apparatus and equipment which might be used to swerve it aside from this curving path it is following. During the last week I have assembled the equipment for the expedition and have gathered together a force of fifty star-cruisers which are even now resting on the roof of this building, manned and ready for the trip. These are only swift mail-cruisers, though, specially equipped for the trip, and it was advisable to have at least one battle-cruiser for flag-ship of the force, and so your own was recalled from the Federation fleet. And although I shall go with the expedition, of course, it was my plan to have you yourself as its captain.


  “I know, however, that you have spent the last two years in the service of the Federation fleet; so if you desire, another will be appointed to the post. It is one of danger—greater danger, I think, than any of us can dream. Yet the command is yours, if you wish to accept it.”


  Hurus Hol ceased, intently scanning my face. A moment I sat silent, then rose and stepped to the great open window at the room’s far side. Outside stretched the greenery of gardens, and beyond them the white roofs of buildings, gleaming beneath the faint sunlight. Instinctively my eyes went up to the source of light, the tiny sun, small and faint and far, here, but still—the sun. A long moment I gazed up toward it, and then turned back to Hurus Hol.


  “I accept, sir,” I said.


  He came to his feet, his eyes shining. “I knew that you would,” he said, simply, and then: “All has been ready for days, Ran Rarak. We start at once.”


  Ten minutes later we were on the broad roof, and the crews of our fifty ships were rushing to their posts in answer to the sharp alarm of a signal bell. Another five minutes and Hurus Hol, Dal Nara and I stood in the bridgeroom of my own cruiser, watching the white roof drop behind and beneath as we slanted up from it. In a moment the half-hundred cruisers on that roof had risen and were racing up behind us, arrowing with us toward the zenith, massed in a close, wedge-shaped formation.


  Above, the brilliant signals of the traffic-boats flashed swiftly, clearing a wide lane for us, and then we had passed through the jam of traffic and were driving out past the incoming lines of interstellar ships at swiftly mounting speed, still holding the same formation with the massed cruisers behind us.


  Behind and around us, now, flamed the great panorama of the Galaxy’s blazing stars, but before us lay only darkness—darkness inconceivable, into which our ships were flashing out at greater and greater speed. Neptune had vanished, and far behind lay the single yellow spark that was all visible of our solar system as we fled out from it. Out—out—out—rocketing, racing on, out past the boundaries of the great Galaxy itself into the lightless void, out into the unplumbed depths of infinite space to save our threatened sun.


  2


  TWENTY-FOUR hours after our start I stood again in the bridgeroom, alone except for the silent, imperturbable figure of my ever-watchful wheelman, Nal Jak, staring out with him into the black gulf that lay before us. Many an hour we had stood side by side thus, scanning the interstellar spaces from our cruiser’s bridgeroom, but never yet had my eyes been confronted by such a lightless void as lay before me now.


  Our ship, indeed, seemed to be racing through a region where light was all but non-existent, a darkness inconceivable to anyone who had never experienced it. Behind lay the Galaxy we had left, a great swarm of shining points of light, contracting slowly as we sped away from it. Toward our right, too, several misty little patches of light glowed faintly in the darkness, hardly to be seen; though these, I knew, were other galaxies or star-clusters like our own—titanic conglomerations of thronging suns dimmed to those tiny flickers of light by the inconceivable depths of space which separated them from ourselves.


  Except for these, though, we fled on through a cosmic gloom that was soul-shaking in its deepness and extent, an infinite darkness and stillness in which our ship seemed the only moving thing. Behind us, I knew, the formation of our fifty ships was following close on our track, each ship separated from the next by a five hundred mile interval and each flashing on at exactly the same speed as ourselves. But though we knew they followed, our fifty cruisers were naturally quite invisible to us, and as I gazed now into the tenebrous void ahead the loneliness of our position was overpowering.


  Abruptly the door behind me snapped open, and I half turned toward it as Hurus Hol entered. He glanced at our speed-dials, and his brows arched in surprise.


  “Good enough,” he commented. “If the rest of our ships can hold this pace it will bring us to the dark star in six days.”


  I nodded, gazing thoughtfully ahead. “Perhaps sooner,” I estimated. “The dark star is coming toward us as a tremendous velocity, remember. You will notice on the telechart——”


  Together we stepped over to the big telechart, a great rectangular plate of smoothly burnished silvery metal which hung at the bridgeroom’s end-wall, the one indispensable aid to interstellar navigation. Upon it were accurately reproduced, by means of projected and reflected rays, the positions and progress of all heavenly bodies near the ship. Intently we contemplated it now. At the rectangle’s lower edge there gleamed on the smooth metal a score or more of little circles of glowing light, of varying sizes, representing the suns of the edge of the Galaxy behind us. Outermost of these glowed the light-disk that was our own sun, and around this Hurus Hol had drawn a shining line or circle lying more than four billion miles from our sun, on the chart. He had computed that if the approaching dark star came closer than that to our sun its mighty gravitational attraction would inevitably draw the latter out with it into space; so the shining line represented, for us, the danger line: And creeping down toward that line and toward our sun, farther up on the blank metal of the great chart, there moved a single giant circle of deepest black, an ebon disk a hundred times the diameter of our glowing little sun-circle, which was sweeping down toward the Galaxy’s edge in a great curve.


  Hurus Hol gazed thoughtfully at the sinister dark disk, and then shook his head. “There’s something very strange about that dark star,” he said, slowly. “That curving path it’s moving in is contrary to all the laws of celestial mechanics. I wonder if——”


  Before he could finish, the words were broken off in his mouth. For at that moment there came a terrific shock, our ship dipped and reeled crazily, and then was whirling blindly about as though caught and shaken by a giant hand. Dal Nara, the pilot, Hurus Hol and I were slammed violently down toward the bridgeroom’s end with the first crash, and then I clung desperately to the edge of a switch-board as we spun dizzily about. I had a flashing glimpse, through the windows, of our fifty cruisers whirling blindly about like wind-tossed straws, and in another glimpse saw two of them caught and slammed together, both ships smashing like eggshells beneath the terrific impact, their crews instantly annihilated. Then, as our own ship dipped crazily downward again, I saw Hurus Hol creeping across the floor toward the controls, and in a moment I had slid down beside him. Another instant and we had our hands on the levers, and were slowly pulling them back into position.


  Caught and buffeted still by the terrific forces outside, our cruiser slowly steadied to an even keel and then leapt suddenly forward again, the forces that held us seeming to lessen swiftly as we flashed on. There came a harsh, grating sound that brought my heart to my throat as one of the cruisers was hurled past us, grazing us, and then abruptly the mighty grip that held us had suddenly disappeared and we were humming on through the same stillness and silence as before.


  I slowed our flight, then, until we hung motionless, and then we gazed wildly at each other, bruised and panting. Before we could give utterance to the exclamations on our lips, though, the door snapped open and Dal Nara burst into the bridgeroom, bleeding from a cut on her forehead.


  “What was that?” she cried, raising a trembling hand to her head. “It caught us there like toys—and the other ships——”


  Before any of us could answer her a bell beside me rang sharply and from the diaphragm beneath it came the voice of our message-operator.


  “Ships 37, 12, 19 and 44 reported destroyed by collisions, sir,” he announced, his own voice tremulous. “The others report that they are again taking up formation behind us.”


  “Very well,” I replied. “Order them to start again in three minutes, on Number One speed-scale.”


  As I turned back from the instrument I drew a deep breath. “Four ships destroyed in less than a minute,” I said. “And by what?”


  “By a whirlpool of ether-currents, undoubtedly,” said Hurus Hol. We stared at him blankly, and he threw out a hand in quick explanation. “You know that there are currents in the ether—that was discovered ages ago—and that those currents in the Galaxy have always been found to be comparatively slow and sluggish, but out here in empty space there must be currents of gigantic size and speed, and apparently we stumbled directly into a great whirlpool or maelstrom of them. We were fortunate to lose but four ships,” he added soberly.


  I shook my head. “I’ve sailed from Sirius to Rigel,” I said, “and I never met anything like that. If we meet another——”


  The strangeness of our experience, in fact, had unnerved me, for even after we had tended to our bruises and were again racing on through the void, it was with a new fearfulness that I gazed ahead. At any moment, I knew, we might plunge directly into some similar or even larger maelstrom of ether-currents, yet there was no way by which we could avoid the danger. We must drive blindly ahead at full speed and trust to luck to bring us through, and now I began to understand what perils lay between us and our destination.


  As hour followed hour, though, my fearfulness gradually lessened, for we encountered no more of the dread maelstroms in our onward flight. Yet as we hummed on and on and on, a new anxiety came to trouble me, for with the passing of each day we were putting behind us billions of miles of space, and were flashing nearer and nearer toward the mighty dark star that was our goal. And even as we fled on we could see, on the great telechart, the dark disk creeping down to meet us, thundering on toward the Galaxy from which, unless we succeeded, it would steal a star.


  Unless we succeeded! But could we succeed? Was there any force in the universe that could turn aside this oncoming dark giant in time to prevent the theft of our sun? More and more, as we sped on, there grew in my mind doubt as to our chance of success. We had gone forth on a blind, desperate venture, on a last slender chance, and now at last I began to see how slender indeed was that chance. Dal Nara felt it, too, and even Hurus Hol, I think, but we spoke no word to each other of our thoughts, standing for hours on end in the bridgeroom together, and gazing silently and broodingly out into the darkness where lay our goal.


  ON THE sixth day of our flight we computed, by means of our telechart and flight-log, that we were within less than a billion miles of the great dark star ahead, and had slackened our speed until we were barely creeping forward, attempting to locate our goal in the dense, unchanged darkness ahead.


  Straining against the windows, we three gazed eagerly forward, while beside me Nal Jak, the wheelman, silently regulated the ship’s speed to my orders. Minutes passed while we sped on, and still there lay before us only the deep darkness. Could it be that we had missed our way, that our calculations had been wrong? Could it be—and then the wild speculations that had begun to rise in my mind were cut short by a low exclamation from Dal Nara, beside me. Mutely she pointed ahead.


  At first I could see nothing, and then slowly became aware of a feeble glow of light in the heavens ahead, an area of strange, subdued light which stretched across the whole sky, it seemed, yet which was so dim as to be hardly visible to our straining eyes. But swiftly, as we watched it, it intensified, strengthened, taking shape as a mighty circle of pale luminescence which filled almost all the heavens ahead. I gave a low-voiced order to the pilot which reduced our speed still further, but even so the light grew visibly stronger as we sped on.


  “Light!” whispered Hurus Hol. “Light on a dark star! It’s impossible—and yet——”


  And now, in obedience to another order, our ship began to slant sharply up toward the mighty circle’s upper limb, followed by the half-hundred ships behind us. And as we lifted higher and higher the circle changed before our eyes into a sphere—a tremendous, faintly glowing sphere of size inconceivable, filling the heavens with its vast bulk, feebly luminous like the ghost of some mighty sun, rushing through space to meet us as we sped up and over it. And now at last we were over it, sweeping above it with our little fleet at a height of a half-million miles, contemplating in awed silence the titanic dimensions of the faint-glowing sphere beneath us.


  For in spite of our great height above it, the vast globe stretched from horizon to horizon beneath us, a single smooth, vastly curving surface, shining with the dim, unfamiliar light whose source we could not guess. It was not the light of fire, or glowing gases, for the sun below was truly a dead one, vast in size as it was. It was a cold light, a faint but steady phosphorescence like no other light I had ever seen, a feeble white glow which stretched from horizon to horizon of the mighty world beneath. Dumfoundedly we stared down toward it, and then, at a signal to the pilot, our ship began to drop smoothly downward, trailed by our forty-odd followers behind. Down, down, we sped, slower and slower, until we suddenly started as there came from outside the ship a high-pitched hissing shriek.


  “Air!” I cried. “This dark star has an atmosphere! And that light upon it—see!” And I flung a pointing hand toward the surface of the giant world below. For as we dropped swiftly down toward that world we saw at last that the faint light which illuminated it was not artificial light, or reflected light, but light inherent in itself, since all the surface of the mighty sphere glowed with the same phosphorescent light, its plains and bills and valleys alike feebly luminous, with the soft, dim luminosity of radio-active minerals. A shining world, a world glowing eternally with cold white light, a luminous, titanic sphere that rushed through the darkness of infinite space like some pale gigantic moon. And upon the surface of the glowing plains beneath us rose dense and twisted masses of dark leafless vegetation, distorted tree-growths and tangles of low shrubs that were all of deepest black in color, springing out of that glowing soil and twisting blackly and grotesquely above its feeble light, stretching away over plain and hill and valley like the monstrous landscape of some undreamed-of hell!


  And now, as our ship slanted down across the surface of the glowing sphere, there gleamed ahead a deepening of that glow, a concentration of that feeble light which grew stronger as we raced on toward it. And it was a city! A city whose mighty buildings were each a truncated pyramid in shape, towering into the air for thousands upon thousands of feet, a city whose every building and street and square glowed with the same faint white light as the ground upon which they stood, a metropolis out of nightmare, the darkness of which was dispelled only by the light of its own great glowing structures and streets. Far away stretched the mass of these structures, a luminous mass which covered square mile upon square mile of the surface of this glowing world, and far beyond them there lifted into the dusky air the shining towers and pyramids of still other cities.


  We straightened, trembling, turning toward each other with white faces. And then, before any could speak, Dal Nara had whirled to the window and uttered a hoarse shout. “Look!” she cried, and pointed down and outward toward the titanic, glowing buildings of the city ahead; for from their truncated summits were rising suddenly a swarm of long black shapes, a horde of long black cones which were racing straight up toward us.


  I shouted an order to the pilot, and instantly our ship was turning and slanting sharply upward, while around us our cruisers sped up with us. Then, from beneath, there sped up toward us a shining little cylinder of metal which struck a cruiser racing beside our own. It exploded instantly into a great flare of blinding light, enveloping the cruiser it had struck, and then the light had vanished, while with it had vanished the ship it had enveloped. And from the cones beneath and beyond there leapt toward us other of the metal cylinders, striking our ships now by the dozens, flaring and vanishing with them in great, silent explosions of light.


  “Etheric bombs!” I cried. “And our ship is the only battlecruiser—the rest have no weapons!”


  I turned, cried another order, and in obedience to it our own cruiser halted suddenly and then dipped downward, racing straight into the ascending swarm of attacking cones. Down we flashed, down, down, and toward us sprang a score of the metal cylinders, grazing along our sides. And then, from the sides of our own downward-swooping ship there sprang out brilliant shafts of green light, the deadly de-cohesion ray of the ships of the Federation Fleet. It struck a score of the cones beneath and they flamed with green light for an instant and then flew into pieces, spilling downward in a great shower of tiny fragments as the cohesion of their particles was destroyed by the deadly ray. And now our cruiser had crashed down through the swarm of them and was driving down toward the luminous plain below, then turning and racing sharply upward again while from all the air around us the black cones swarmed to the attack.


  Up, up, we sped, and now I saw that our blow had been struck in vain, for the last of our ships above were vanishing beneath the flares of the etheric bombs. One only of our cruisers remained, racing up toward the zenith in headlong flight with a score of the great cones in hot pursuit. A moment only I glimpsed this, and then we had turned once more and were again diving down upon the attacking cones, while all around us the etheric bombs filled the air with the silent, exploding flares. Again as we swooped downward our green rays cut paths of annihilation across the swarming cones beneath; and then I heard a cry from Hurus Hol, whirled to the window and glimpsed above us a single great cone that was diving headlong down toward us in a resistless, ramming swoop. I shouted to the pilot, sprang to the controls, but was too late to ward off that deadly blow. There was a great crash at the rear of our cruiser; it spun dizzily for a moment in midair, and then was tumbling crazily downward like a falling stone toward the glowing plain a score of miles below.
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  I THINK now that our cruiser’s mad downward plunge must have lasted for minutes, at least, yet at the time it seemed over in a single instant. I have a confused memory of the bridgeroom spinning about us as we whirled down, of myself throwing back the controls with a last, instinctive action, and then there came a ripping, rending crash, a violent shock, and I was flung into a corner of the room with terrible force.


  Dazed by the swift action of the last few minutes I lay there motionless for a space of seconds, then scrambled to my feet. Hurus Hol and Dal Nara were staggering up likewise, the latter hastening at once down into the cruiser’s hull, but Nal Jak, the wheelman, lay motionless against the wall, stunned by the shock. Our first act was to bring him back to consciousness by a few rough first-aid measures, and then we straightened and gazed about us.


  Apparently our cruiser’s keel was resting upon the ground, but was tilted over at a sharp angle, as the slant of the room’s floor attested. Through the broad windows we could see that around our prostrate ship lay a thick, screening grove of black tree-growths which we had glimpsed from above, and into which we had crashed in our mad plunge downward. As I was later to learn, it was only the shock-absorbing qualities of the vegetation into which we had fallen, and my own last-minute rush to the controls, which had slowed our fall enough to save us from annihilation.


  There was a buzz of excited voices from the crew in the hull beneath us, and then I turned at a sudden exclamation from Hurus Hol, to find him pointing up through the observation windows in the bridgeroom’s ceiling. I glanced up, then shrank back. For high above were circling a score or more of the long black cones which had attacked us, and which were apparently surveying the landscape for some clue to our fate. I gave a sharp catch of indrawn breath as they dropped lower toward us, and we crouched with pounding hearts while they dropped lower toward us, and while they dropped nearer. Then we uttered simultaneous sighs of relief as the long shapes above suddenly drove back up toward the zenith, apparently certain of our annihilation, massing and wheeling and then speeding back toward the glowing city from which they had risen to attack us.


  We rose to our feet again, and as we did so the door clicked open to admit Dal Nara. She was a bruised, disheveled figure, like the rest of us, but there was something like a grin on her face.


  “That cone that rammed us shattered two of our rear vibration-projectors,” she announced, “but that was all the damage. And outside of one man with a broken shoulder the crew is all right.”


  “Good!” I exclaimed. “It won’t take long to replace the broken projectors.”


  She nodded. “I ordered them to put in two of the spares,” she explained. “But what then?”


  I considered for a moment. “None of our other cruisers escaped, did they?” I asked.


  Dal Nara slowly shook her head. “I don’t think so,” she said. “Nearly all of them were destroyed in the first few minutes. I saw Ship 16 racing up in an effort to escape, heading back toward the Galaxy, but there were cones hot after it and it couldn’t have got away.”


  The quiet voice of Hurus Hol broke in upon us. “Then we alone can take back word to the Federation of what is happening here,” he said. His eyes suddenly flamed. “Two things we know,” he exclaimed. “We know that this dark star’s curving path through space, which will bring it so fatally near to our own sun in passing, is a path contrary to all the laws of astronomical science. And we know now, too, that upon this dark star world, in those glowing cities yonder, live beings of some sort who possess, apparently, immense intelligence and power.”


  My eyes met his. “You mean—” I began, but he interrupted swiftly.


  “I mean that in my belief the answer to this riddle lies in that glowing city yonder, and that it is there we must go to find that answer.”


  “But how?” I asked. “If we take the cruiser near it they’ll sight us and annihilate us.”


  “There is another way,” said Hurus Hol. “We can leave the cruiser and its crew hidden here, and approach the city on foot—get as near to it as possible—learn what we can about it.”


  I think that we all gasped at that suggestion, but as I quickly revolved it in my mind I saw that it was, in reality, our only chance to secure any information of value to take back to the Federation. So we adopted the idea without further discussion and swiftly laid our plans for the venture. At first it was our plan for only us three to go, but at Dal Nara’s insistence we included the pilot in our party, the more quickly because I knew her to be resourceful and quick-witted.


  TWO hours we spent in sleep, at the suggestions of Hurus Hol, then ate a hasty meal and looked to our weapons, small projectors of the de-cohesion ray similar to the great ray-tubes of the cruiser. Already the ship’s two shattered vibration-projectors had been replaced by new spares, and our last order was for the crew and under-officers to await our return without moving beyond the ship in any event. Then the cruiser’s hull-door snapped open and we four stepped outside, ready for our venture.


  The sandy ground upon which we stood glowed with the feeble white light which seemed to emanate from all rock and soil on this strange world, a weird light which beat upward upon us instead of down. And in this light the twisted, alien forms of the leafless trees around us writhed upward into the dusky air, their smooth black branches tangling and intertwining far above our heads. As we paused there Hurus Hol reached down for a glowing pebble, which he examined intently for a moment.


  “Radio-active,” he commented. “All this glowing rock and soil.” Then he straightened, glanced around, and led the way unhesitatingly through the thicket of black forest into which our ship had fallen.


  Silently we followed him, in single file, across the shining soil and beneath the distorted arches of the twisted trees, until at last we emerged from the thicket and found ourselves upon the open expanse of the glowing plain. It was a weird landscape which met our eyes, a landscape of glowing plains and shallow valleys patched here and there with the sprawling thickets of black forest, a pale, luminous world whose faint light beat feebly upward into the dusky, twilight skies above. In the distance, perhaps two miles ahead, a glow of deeper light flung up against the hovering dusk from the massed buildings of the luminous city, and toward this we tramped steadily onward, over the shining plains and gullies and once over a swift little brook whose waters glowed as they raced like torrents of rushing light. Within an hour we had drawn to within a distance of five hundred feet from the outermost of the city’s pyramidal buildings, and crouched in a little clump of dark tree-growths, gazing fascinatedly toward it.


  The scene before us was one of unequaled interest and activity. Over the masses of huge, shining buildings were flitting great swarms of the long black cones, moving from roof to roof, while in the shining streets below them moved other hordes of active figures, the people of the city. And as our eyes took in these latter I think that we all felt something of horror, in spite of all the alien forms which we were familiar with in the thronging worlds of the Galaxy.


  For in these creatures was no single point of resemblance to anything human, nothing which the appalled intelligence could seize upon as familiar. Imagine an upright cone of black flesh, several feet in diameter and three or more in height, supported by a dozen or more smooth long tentacles which branched from its lower end—supple, boneless octopus-arms which held the cone-body upright and which served both as arms and legs. And near the top of that cone trunk were the only features, the twin tiny orifices which were the ears and a single round and red-rimmed white eye, set between them. Thus were these beings in appearance, black tentacle-creatures, moving in unending swirling throngs through streets and squares and buildings of their glowing city.


  Helplessly we stared upon them, from our place of concealment. To venture into sight, I knew, would be to court swift death. I turned to Hurus Hol, then started as there came from the city ahead a low, waxing sound-note, a deep, powerful tone of immense volume which sounded out over the city like the blast of a deep-pitched horn. Another note joined it, and another, until it seemed that a score of mighty horns were calling across the city, and then they died away. But as we looked now we saw that the shining streets were emptying, suddenly, that the moving swarms of black tentacle-creatures were passing into the pyramidal buildings, that the cones above were slanting down toward the roofs and coming to rest. Within a space of minutes the streets seemed entirely empty and deserted, and the only sign of activity over all the city was the hovering of a few cones that still moved restlessly above it. Astounded, we watched, and then the explanation came suddenly to me.


  “It’s their sleep-period!” I cried. “Their night! These things must rest, must sleep, like any living thing, and as there’s no night on this glowing world those horn-notes must signal the beginning of their sleep-period.”


  Hurus Hol was on his feet, his eyes suddenly kindling. “It’s a chance in a thousand to get inside the city!” he exclaimed.


  The next moment we were out of the shelter of our concealing trees and were racing across the stretch of ground which separated us from the city. And five minutes later we were standing in the empty, glowing streets, hugging closely the mighty sloping walls of the huge buildings along it.


  At once Hurus Hol led the way directly down the street toward the heart of the city, and as we hastened on beside him be answered to my question, “We must get to the city’s center. There’s something there which I glimpsed from our ship, and if it’s what I think——”


  He had broken into a run, now, and as we raced together down the bare length of the great, shining avenue, I, for one, had an unreassuring presentiment of what would happen should the huge buildings around us disgorge their occupants before we could get out of the city. Then Hurus Hol had suddenly stopped short, and at a motion from him we shrank swiftly behind the corner of a pyramid’s slanting walls. Across the street ahead of us were passing a half-dozen of the tentacle-creatures, gliding smoothly toward the open door of one of the great pyramids. A moment we crouched, holding our breath, and then the things had passed inside the building and the door had slid shut behind them. At once we leapt out and hastened on.


  We were approaching the heart of the city, I judged, and ahead the broad, shining street we followed seemed to end in a great open space of some sort. As we sped toward it, between the towering luminous lines of buildings, a faint droning sound came to our ears from ahead, waxing louder as we hastened on. The clear space ahead was looming larger, nearer, now, and then as we raced past the last great building on the street’s length we burst suddenly into view of the opening ahead and stopped, staring dumfoundedly toward it.


  It was no open plaza or square, but a pit—a shallow, circular pit not more than a hundred feet in depth but all of a mile in diameter, and we stood at the rim or edge of it. The floor was smooth and flat, and upon that floor there lay a grouped mass of hundreds of half-globes or hemispheres, each fifty feet in diameter, which were resting upon their flat bases with their curving sides uppermost. Each of these hemispheres was shining with light, but it was very different light from the feeble glow of the buildings and streets around us, an intensely brilliant blue radiance which was all but blinding to our eyes. From these massed, radiant hemispheres came the loud droning we had heard, and now we saw, at the pit’s farther edge, a cylindrical little room or structure of metal which was supported several hundred feet above the pit’s floor by a single slender shaft of smooth round metal, like a great bird-cage. And toward this cage-structure Hurus Hol was pointing now, his eyes flashing.


  “It’s the switch-board of the thing!” he cried. “And these brilliant hemispheres—the unheard-of space-path of this dark star—it’s all clear now! All——”


  He broke off, suddenly, as Nal Jak sprang back, uttering a cry and pointing upward. For the moment we had forgotten the hovering cones above the city, and now one of them was slanting swiftly downward, straight toward us.


  We turned, ran back, and the next moment an etheric bomb crashed down upon the spot where we had stood, exploding silently in a great flare of light. Another bomb fell and flared, nearer, and then I turned with sudden fierce anger and aimed the little ray-projector in my hand at the hovering cone above. The brilliant little beam cut across the dark shape; the black cone hovered still for a moment, then crashed down into the street to destruction. But now, from above and beyond, other cones were slanting swiftly down toward us, while from the pyramidal buildings beside us hordes of the black tentacle-creatures were pouring out in answer to the alarm.


  In a solid, resistless swarm they rushed upon us. I heard a yell of defiance from Dal Nara, beside me, the hiss of our rays as they clove through the black masses in terrible destruction, and then they were upon us. A single moment we whirled about in a wild mêlée of men and cone-creatures, of striking human arms and coiling tentacles; then there was a shout of warning from one of my friends, something hard descended upon my head with crushing force, and all went black before me.
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  FAINT light was filtering through my eyelids when I came back to consciousness. As I opened them I sat weakly up, then fell back. Dazedly I gazed about me. I was lying in a small, square room lit only by its own glowing walls and floor and ceiling, a room whose one side slanted steeply upward and inward, pierced by a small barred window that was the only opening. Opposite me I discerned a low door of metal bars, or grating, beyond which lay a long, glowing-walled corridor. Then all these things were suddenly blotted out by the anxious face of Hurus Hol, bending down toward me.


  “You’re awake!” he exclaimed, his face alight. “You know me, Ran Rarak?”


  For answer I struggled again to a sitting position, aided by the arm of Dal Nara, who had appeared beside me. I felt strangely weak, exhausted, my head throbbing with racing fires.


  “Where are we?” I asked, at last. “The fight in the city—I remember that—but where are we now? And where’s Nal Jak?”


  The eyes of my two friends met and glanced away, while I looked anxiously toward them. Then Hurus Hol spoke slowly.


  “We are imprisoned in this little room in one of the great pyramids of the glowing city,” he said. “And in this room you have lain for weeks, Ran Rarak.”


  “Weeks?” I gasped, and he nodded. “It’s been almost ten weeks since we were captured there in the city outside,” he said, “and for all that time you’ve lain here out of your head from that blow you received, sometimes delirious and raving, sometimes completely unconscious. And in all that time this dark star, this world, has been plunging on through space toward our Galaxy, and our sun, and the theft and doom of that sun. Ten more days and it passes our sun, stealing it from the Galaxy. And I, who have learned at last what forces are behind it all, lie prisoned here.


  “It was after we four were brought to this cell, after our capture, that I was summoned before our captors, before a council of those strange tentacle-creatures which was made up, I think, of their own scientists. They examined me, my clothing, all about me, then sought to communicate with me. They did not speak—communicating with each other by telepathy—but they strove to enter into communication with me by a projection of pictures on a smooth wall, pictures of their dark star world, pictures of our own Galaxy, our own sun—picture after picture, until at last I began to understand the drift of them, the history and the purpose of these strange beings and their stranger world.


  “For ages, I learned, for countless eons, their mighty sun had flashed through the infinities of space, alone except for its numerous planets upon which had risen these races of tentacle-creatures. Their sun was flaming with life, then, and on their circling planets they had attained to immense science, immense power, as their system rolled on, a single wandering star, through the depths of uncharted space. But as the slow eons passed, the mighty sun began to cool, and their planets to grow colder and colder. At last it had cooled so far that to revive its dying fires they dislodged one of their own planets from its orbit and sent it crashing into their sun, feeding its waning flames. And when more centuries had passed and it was again cooling they followed the same course, sending another planet into it, and so on through the ages, staving off the death of their sun by sacrificing their worlds, until at last but one planet was left to them. And still their sun was cooling, darkening, dying.


  “For further ages, though, they managed to preserve a precarious existence on their single planet by means of artificial heat-production, until at last their great sun had cooled and solidified to such a point that life was possible upon its dark, dead surface. That surface, because of the solidified radio-active elements in it, shone always with pale light, and to it the races of the tentacle-creatures now moved. By means of great air-current projectors they transferred the atmosphere of their planet to the dark star itself and then cast loose their planet to wander off into space by itself, for its orbit had become erratic and they feared that it would crash into their own great dark star world, about which it had revolved. But on the warm, shining surface of the great dark star they now spread out and multiplied, raising their cities from its glowing rock and clinging to its surface as it hurtled on and on and on through the dark infinities of trackless space.


  “But at last, after further ages of such existence, the tentacle-races saw that again they were menaced with extinction, since in obedience to the inexorable laws of nature their dark star was cooling still further, the molten fires at its center which warmed its surface gradually dying down, while that surface became colder and colder. In a little while, they knew, the fires at its center would be completely dead, and their great world would be a bitter, frozen waste, unless they devised some plan by which to keep warm its surface.


  “At this moment their astronomers came forward with the announcement that their dark-star world, plunging on through empty space, would soon pass a great star-cluster or Galaxy of suns at a distance of some fifteen billion miles. They could not invade the worlds of this Galaxy, they knew, for they had discovered that upon those worlds lived countless trillions of intelligent inhabitants who would be able to repel their own invasion, if they attempted it. There was but one expedient left, therefore, and that was to attempt to jerk a sun out of this Galaxy as they passed by it, to steal a star from it to take out with them into space, which would revolve around their own mighty dark world and supply it with the beat they needed.


  “The sun which they fixed on to steal was one at the Galaxy’s very edge, our own sun. If they passed this at fifteen billion miles, as their course then would cause them to do, they could do nothing. But if they could change their dark star’s course, could curve inward to pass this sun at some three billion miles instead of fifteen, then the powerful gravitational grip of their own gigantic world would grasp this sun and carry it out with it into space. The sun’s planets, too, would be carried out, but these they planned to crash into the fires of the sun itself, to increase its size and splendor. All that was needed, therefore, was some method of curving their world’s course inward, and for this they had recourse to the great gravity-condensers which they had already used to shift their own planets.


  “You know that it is gravitational force alone which keeps the suns and planets to their courses, and you know that the gravitational force of any body, sun or planet, is radiated out from it in all directions, tending to pull all things toward that body. In the same way there is radiated outward perpetually from the Galaxy that combined attractive gravitational force of all its swarming suns, and a tiny fraction of this outward-radiating force, of course, struck the dark star, pulling it weakly toward the Galaxy. If more of that outward-radiating force could strike the dark star, it would be pulled toward the Galaxy with more power, would be pulled nearer toward the Galaxy’s edge, as it passed.


  “It was just that which their gravity-condenser accomplished. In a low pit at the heart of one of their cities—this city, in fact—they placed the condenser, a mass of brilliant hemispherical ray-attracters which caused more of the Galaxy’s outward-shooting attractive force to fall upon the dark star, thereby pulling the dark star inward toward the Galaxy’s edge in a great curve. When they reached a distance of three billion miles from the Galaxy’s edge they planned to turn off the great condenser, and their dark star would then shoot past the Galaxy’s edge, jerking out our sun with it, from that edge, by its own terrific gravitational grip. If the condenser were turned off before they came that close, however, they would pass the sun at a distance too far to pull it out with them, and would then speed on out into space alone, toward the freezing of their world and their own extinction. For that reason the condenser, and the great cage-switch of the condenser, were guarded always by hovering cones, to prevent its being turned off before the right moment.


  “Since then they have kept the great gravity-condenser in unceasing operation, and their dark star has swept in toward the Galaxy’s edge in a great curve. Back in our own solar system I saw and understood what would be the result of that inward curve, and so we came here—and were captured. And in those weeks since we were captured, while you have lain here unconscious and raving, this dark star has been plunging nearer and nearer toward our Galaxy and toward our sun. Ten more days and it passes that sun, carrying it out with it into the darkness of boundless space, unless the great condenser is turned off before then. Ten more days, and we lie here, powerless to warn any of what forces work toward the doom of our sun!”


  THERE was a long silence when Hurus Hol’s voice had ceased—a whispering, brain-crushing silence which I broke at last with a single question.


  “But Nal Jak—?” I asked, and the faces of my two companions became suddenly strange, while Dal Nara turned away. At last Hurus Hol spoke.


  “It was after the tentacle-scientists had examined me,” he said gently, “that they brought Nal Jak down to examine. I think that they spared me for the time being because of my apparently greater knowledge, but Nal Jak they—vivisected.”


  There was a longer hush than before, one in which the brave, quiet figure of the wheelman, a companion in all my service with the fleet, seemed to rise before my suddenly blurring eyes. Then abruptly I swung down from the narrow bunk on which I lay, clutched dizzily at my companions for support, and walked unsteadily to the square, barred little window. Outside and beneath me lay the city of the dark-star people, a mighty mass of pyramidal, glowing buildings, streets thronged with their dark, gliding figures, above them the swarms of the racing cones. From our little window the glowing wall of the great pyramid which held us slanted steeply down for fully five hundred feet, and upward above us for twice that distance. And as I raised my eyes upward I saw, clear and bright above, a great, far-flung field of stars—the stars of our own Galaxy toward which this world was plunging. And burning out clearest among these the star that was nearest of all, the shining yellow star that was our own sun.


  I think now that it was the sight of that yellow star, largening steadily as our dark star swept on toward it, which filled us with such utter despair in the hours, the days, that followed. Out beyond the city our cruiser lay bidden in the black forest, we knew, and could we escape we might yet carry word back to the Federation of what was at hand, but escape was impossible. And so, through the long days, days measurable only by our own time-dials, we waxed deeper into an apathy of dull despair.


  Rapidly my strength came back to me though the strange food supplied us once a day by our captors was almost uneatable. But as the days fled by, my spirits sank lower and lower, and less and less we spoke to each other as the doom of our sun approached, the only change in any thing around us being the moment each twenty-four hours when the signal-horns called across the city, summoning the hordes in its streets to their four-hour sleep-period. At last, though, we woke suddenly to realization of the fact that nine days had passed since my awakening, and that upon the next day the dark star would be plunging past the burning yellow star above us and jerking it into its grip. Then, at last, all our apathy dropped from us, and we raged against the walls of our cells with insensate fury. And then, with startling abruptness, came the means of our deliverance.


  FOR hours there had been a busy clanging of tools and machines somewhere in the great building above us, and numbers of the tentacle-creatures had been passing our barred door carrying tools and instruments toward some work being carried out overhead. We had come to pay but little attention to them, in time, but as one passed there came a sudden rattle and clang from outside, and turning to the door we saw that one of the passing creatures had dropped a thick coil of slender metal chain upon the floor and had passed on without noticing his loss.


  In an instant we were at the door and reaching through its bars toward the coil, but though we each strained our arms in turn toward it the thing lay a few tantalizing inches beyond our grasp. A moment we surveyed it, baffled, fearing the return at any moment of the creature who had dropped it, and then Dal Nara, with a sudden inspiration, lay flat upon the floor, thrusting her leg out through the grating. In a moment she had caught the coil with her foot, and in another moment we had it inside examining it.


  We found that though it was as slender as my smallest finger the chain was of incredible strength, and when we roughly estimated the extent of its thick-coiled length we discovered that it would be more than long enough to reach from our window to the street below. At once, therefore, we secreted the thing in a corner of the room and impatiently awaited the sleep-period, when we could work without fear of interruption.


  At last, after what seemed measureless hours of waiting, the great horns blared forth across the city outside, and swiftly its streets emptied, the sounds in our building quieting until all was silence, except for the humming of a few watchful cones above the great condenser, and the deep droning of the condenser itself in the distance. At once we set to work at the bars of our window.


  Frantically we chipped at the rock at the base of one of the metal bars, using the few odd bits of metal at our command, but at the end of two hours had done no more than scratch away a bare inch of the glowing stone. Another hour and we had laid bare from the rock the lower end of the bar, but now we knew that within minutes the sleep-period of the city outside would be ending, and into the streets would be swarming its gliding throngs, making impossible all attempts at escape. Furiously we worked, dripping now with sweat, until at last when our timedials showed that less than half an hour remained to us I gave over the chipping at the rock and wrapped our chain firmly around the lower end of the bar we had loosened. Then stepping back into the cell and bracing ourselves against the wall below the window, we pulled backward with all our strength.


  A tense moment we strained thus, the thick bar holding fast, and then abruptly it gave and fell from its socket in the wall to the floor, with a loud, ringing clang. We lay in a heap on the floor, panting and listening for any sound of alarm, then rose and swiftly fastened the chain’s end to one of the remaining bars. The chain itself we dropped out of the window, watching it uncoil its length down the mighty building’s glowing side until its end trailed on the empty glowing street far below. At once I motioned Hurus Hol to the window, and in a moment he had squeezed through its bars and was sliding slowly down the chain, hand under hand. Before he was ten feet down Dal Nara was out and creeping downward likewise, and then I too squeezed through the window and followed them, downward, the three of us crawling down the chain along the huge building’s steeply sloping side like three flies.


  I was ten feet down from the window, now, twenty feet, and glanced down toward the glowing, empty street, five hundred feet below, and seeming five thousand. Then, at a sudden sound from above me, I looked sharply up, and as I did so the most sickening sensation of fear I had ever experienced swept over me. For at the window we had just left, twenty feet above me, one of the tentacle-creatures was leaning out, brought to our cell, I doubted not, by the metal bar’s ringing fall, his white, red-rimmed eye turned full upon me.


  I heard sighs of horror from my two companions beneath me, and for a single moment we hung motionless along the chain’s length, swinging along the huge pyramid’s glowing side at a height of hundreds of feet above the shining streets below. Then the creature raised one of its tentacles, a metal tool in its grasp, which he brought down in a sharp blow on the chain at the window’s edge. Again he repeated the blow, and again.


  He was cutting the chain!
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  FOR a space of seconds I hung motionless there, and then as the tool in the grasp of the creature above came down on the chain in another sharp blow the sound galvanized me into sudden action.


  “Slide on down!” I cried. They didn’t, however, but followed me up the chain, though Dal Nara and I alone came to grips with the horrible dead-star creature. I gripped the links with frantic hands, pulling myself upward toward the window and the creature at the window, twenty feet above me.


  Three times the tool in his hand came down upon the chain while I struggled up toward him, and each time I expected the strand to sever and send us down to death, but the hard metal withstood the blows for the moment, and before he could strike at it again I was up to the level of the window and reaching up toward him.


  As I did so, swift black tentacles thrust out and gripped Dal Nara and me, while another of the snaky arms swept up with the tool in its grasp for a blow on my head. Before it could fall, though, I had reached out with my right hand, holding to the chain with my left, and had grasped the body of the thing inside the window, pulling him outside before he had time to resist. As I did so my own hold slipped a little, so that we hung a few feet below the window, both clinging to the slender chain and both striking futilely at each other, he with the metal tool and I with my clenched fist.


  A moment we hung there, swaying hundreds of feet above the luminous stone street, and then the creature’s tentacle coiled swiftly around my neck, tightening, choking me. Hanging precariously to our slender strand with one hand I struck out blindly with the other, but felt consciousness leaving me as that remorseless grip tightened. Then with a last effort I gripped the chain firmly with both hands, doubled my feet under me, and kicked out with all my strength. The kick caught the cone-body of my opponent squarely, tearing him loose from his own hold on the chain, and then there was a sudden wrench at my neck and I was free of him, while beneath Dal Nara and I glimpsed his dark body whirling down toward the street below, twisting and turning in its fall along the building’s slanting side and then crashing finally down upon the smooth, shining street below, where it lay a black little huddled mass.


  Hanging there I looked down, panting, and saw that Hurus Hol had reached the chain’s bottom and was standing in the empty street, awaiting us. Glancing up I saw that the blows of the creature I had fought had half severed one of the links above me, but there was no time to readjust it; so with a prayer that it might hold a few moments longer Dal Nara and I began our slipping, sliding progress downward.


  The sharp links tore our hands cruelly as we slid downward, and once it seemed to me that the chain gave a little beneath our weight. Apprehensively I looked upward, then down to where Hurus Hol was waving encouragement. Down, down we slid, not daring to look beneath again, not knowing how near we might be to the bottom. Then there was another slight give in the chain, a sudden grating catch, and abruptly the weakened link above snapped and we dropped headlong downward—ten feet into the arms of Hurus Hol.


  A moment we sprawled in a little heap there on the glowing street and then staggered to our feet. “Out of the city!” cried Hurus Hol. “We could never get to the condenser-switch on foot—but in the cruiser there’s a chance. And we have but a few minutes now before the sleep-period ends!”


  Down the broad street we ran, now, through squares and avenues of glowing, mighty pyramids, crouching down once as the ever-hovering cones swept by above, and then racing on. At any moment, I knew, the great horns might blare across the city, bringing its swarming thousands into its streets, and our only chance was to win free of it before that happened. At last we were speeding down the street by which we had entered the city, and before us lay that street’s end, with beyond it the vista of black forest and glowing plain over which we had come. And now we were racing over that glowing plain, a quarter-mile, a half, a mile . . .


  Abruptly from far behind came the calling, crescendo notes of the mighty horns, marking the sleep-period’s end, bringing back into the streets the city’s tentacle-people. It could be but moments now, we knew, before our escape was discovered, and as we panted on at our highest speed we listened for the sounding of the alarm behind us.


  It came! When we had drawn to within a half-mile of the black forest where our cruiser lay hidden, another great tumult of horn-notes burst out over the glowing city behind, high and shrill, and raging. And glancing back we saw swarms of the black cones rising from the pyramidal buildings’ summits, circling, searching, speeding out over the glowing plains around the city, a compact mass of them racing straight toward us.


  “On!” cried Hurus Hol. “It’s our last chance—to get to the cruiser!”


  STAGGERING, stumbling, with the last of our strength we sped on, over the glowing soil and rocks, toward the rim of the black forest which lay now a scant quarter-mile ahead. Then suddenly Hurus Hol stumbled, tripped and fell. I halted, turned toward him, then turned again as Dal Nara shouted thickly and pointed upward. We had been sighted by the speeding cones above and two of them were driving straight down toward us.


  A moment we stood there, rigid, while the great cones dipped toward us, waiting for the death that would crash down upon us from them. Then suddenly a great dark shape loomed in the air above and behind us, from which sprang out swift shafts of brilliant green light, the dazzling de-cohesion ray, striking the two swooping cones and sending them down in twin torrents of shattered wreckage. And now the mighty bulk behind us swept swiftly down upon us, and we saw that it was our cruiser.


  Smoothly it shot down to the ground, and we stumbled to its side, through the waiting open door. As I staggered up to the bridgeroom the third officer was shouting in my ear. “We sighted you from the forest,” he was crying. “Came out in the cruiser to get you——”


  But now I was in the bridgeroom, brushing the wheelman from the controls, sending our ship slanting sharply up toward the zenith. Hurus Hol was at my side, now, pointing toward the great telechart and shouting something in my ear. I glanced over, and my heart stood still. For the great dark disk on the chart had swept down to within an inch of the shining line around our sun-circle, the danger-line.


  “The condenser!” I shouted. “We must get to that switch—turn it off! It’s our only chance!”


  We were racing through the air toward the luminous city, now, and ahead a mighty swarm of the cones was gathering and forming to meet us, while from behind and from each side came other swarms, driving on toward us. Then the door clicked open and Dal Nara burst into the bridgeroom.


  “The ship’s ray-tubes are useless!” she cried. “They’ve used the last charge in the ray-tanks!”


  At the cry the controls quivered under my hands, the ship slowed, stopped. Silence filled the bridgeroom, filled all the cruiser, the last silence of despair. We had failed. Weaponless our ship hung there, motionless, while toward it from all directions leaped the swift and swarming cones, in dozens, in scores, in hundreds, leaping toward us, long black messengers of death, while on the great telechart the mighty dark star leapt closer toward the shining circle that was our sun, toward the fateful line around it. We had failed, and death was upon us.


  And now the black swarms of the cones were very near us, and were slowing a little, as though fearing some ruse on our part, were slowing but moving closer, closer, while we awaited them in a last utter stupor of despair. Closer they came, closer, closer . . .


  A ringing, exultant cry suddenly sounded from somewhere in the cruiser beneath me, taken up by a sudden babel of voices, and then Dal Nara cried out hoarsely, beside me, and pointed up through our upper observation-windows toward a long, shining, slender shape that was driving down toward us out of the upper air, while behind it drove a vast swarm of other and larger shapes, long and black and mighty.


  “It’s our own ship!” Dal Nara was shouting, insanely. “It’s Ship 16! They escaped, got back to the Galaxy—and look there—behind them—it’s the fleet, the Federation fleet!”


  There was a wild singing of blood in my ears as I looked up, saw the mighty swarm of black shapes that were speeding down upon us behind the shining cruiser, the five thousand mighty battle-cruisers of the Federation fleet.


  The fleet! The massed fighting-ships of the Galaxy, cruisers from Antares and Sirius and Regulus and Spica, the keepers of the Milky Way patrol, the picked fighters of a universe! Ships with which I had cruised from Arcturus to Deneb, beside which I had battled in many an interstellar fight. The fleet! They were straightening, wheeling, hovering, high above us, and then they were driving down upon the massed swarms of cones around us in one titanic, simultaneous swoop.


  Then around us the air flashed brilliant with green rays and bursting flares, as de-cohesion rays and etheric bombs crashed and burst from ship to ship. Weaponless our cruiser hung there, at the center of that gigantic battle, while around us the mighty cruisers of the Galaxy and the long black cones of the tentacle-people crashed and whirled and flared, swooping and dipping and racing upon each other, whirling down to the glowing world below in scores of shattered wrecks, vanishing in silent flares of blinding light. From far away across the surface of the luminous world beneath, the great swarms of cones drove on toward the battle, from the shining towers of cities far away, racing fearlessly to the attack, sinking and falling and crumbling beneath the terrible rays of the leaping ships above, ramming and crashing with them to the ground in sacrificial plunges. But swiftly, now, the cones were vanishing beneath the brilliant rays.


  Then Hurus Hol was at my side, shouting and pointing down toward the glowing city below. “The condenser!” he cried, pointing to where its blue radiance still flared on. “The dark star—look!” He flung a hand toward the telechart, where the dark star disk was but a scant half-inch from the shining line around our sun-circle, a tiny gap that was swiftly closing. I glanced toward the battle that raged around us, where the Federation cruisers were sending the cones down to destruction by swarms, now, but unheeding of the condenser below. A bare half-mile beneath us lay that condenser, and its cage-pillar switch, which a single shaft of the green ray would have destroyed instantly. And our ray-tubes were useless!


  The wild resolve flared up in my brain and I slammed down the levers in my hands, sent our ship racing down toward the condenser and its upheld cage like a released thunderbolt of hurtling metal. “Hold tight!” I screamed as we thundered down. “I’m going to ram the switch!”


  And now up toward us were rushing the brilliant blue hemispheres of the pit, the great pillar and upheld cage beside them, toward which we flashed with the speed of lightning. Crash!—and a tremendous shock shook the cruiser from stem to stern as its prow tore through the upheld metal cage, ripping it from its supporting pillar and sending it crashing to the ground. Our cruiser spun, hovered for a moment as though to whirl down to destruction, then steadied, while we at the window gazed downward, shouting.


  For beneath us the blinding radiance of the massed hemispheres had suddenly snapped out! Around and above us the great battle had died, the last of the cones tumbling to the ground beneath the rays of the mighty fleet, and now we turned swiftly to the telechart. Tensely we scanned it. Upon it the great dark-star disk was creeping still toward the line around our sun-circle, creeping slower and slower toward it but still moving on, on, on . . . Had we lost, at the last moment? Now the black disk, hardly moving, was all but touching the shining line, separated from it by only a hair’s-breadth gap. A single moment we watched while it hovered thus, a moment in which was settled the destiny of a sun. And then a babel of incoherent cries came from our lips. For the tiny gap was widening!


  The black disk was moving back, was curving outward again from our sun and from the Galaxy’s edge, curving out once more into the blank depths of space whence it had come, without the star it had planned to steal. Out, out, out—and we knew, at last, that we had won.


  And the mighty fleet of ships around us knew, from their own charts. They were massing around us and hanging motionless while beneath us the palely glowing gigantic dark star swept on, out into the darkness of trackless space until it hung like a titanic feeble moon in the heavens before us, retreating farther and farther from the shining stars of our Galaxy, carrying with it the glowing cities and the hordes of the tentacle-peoples, never to return. There in the bridgeroom, with our massed ships around us, we three watched it go, then turned back toward our own yellow star, serene and far and benignant, that yellow star around which swung our own eight little worlds. And then Dal Nara flung out a hand toward it, half weeping now.


  “The sun!” she cried. “The sun! The good old sun, that we fought for and saved! Our sun, till the end of time!”


  6


  IT WAS on a night a week later that Dal Nara and I said farewell to Hurus Hol, standing on the roof of that same great building on Neptune from which we had started with our fifty cruisers weeks before. We had learned, in that week, how the only survivor of those cruisers, Ship 16, had managed to shake off the pursuing cones in that first fierce attack and had sped back to the Galaxy to give the alarm, of how the mighty Federation fleet had raced through the Galaxy from beyond Antares in answer to that alarm, speeding out toward the approaching dark star and reaching it just in time to save our own ship, and our sun.


  The other events of that week, the honors which had been loaded upon us, I shall not attempt to describe. There was little in the solar system which we three could not have had for the asking, but Hurus Hol was content to follow the science that was his life-work, while Dal Nara, after the manner of her sex through all the ages, sought a beauty parlor, and I asked only to continue with our cruiser in the service of the Federation fleet. The solar system was home to us, would always be home to us, but never, I knew, would either of us be able to break away from the fascination of the great fleet’s interstellar patrol, the flashing from sun to sun, the long silent hours in cosmic night and stellar glare. We would be star-rovers, she and I, until the end.


  So now, ready to rejoin the fleet, I stood on the great building’s roof, the mighty black bulk of our cruiser behind us and the stupendous canopy of the Galaxy’s glittering suns over our heads. In the streets below, too, were other lights, brilliant flares, where thronging crowds still celebrated the escape of their worlds. And now Hurus Hol was speaking, more moved than ever I had seen him.


  “If Nal Jak were here—” he said, and we were all silent for a moment. Then his hand came out toward us and silently we wrung it, turning toward the cruiser’s door.


  As it slammed shut behind us we were ascending to the bridgeroom, and from there we glimpsed now the great roof dropping away beneath us as we slanted up from it once more, the dark figure of Hurus Hol outlined for a moment at its edge against the lights below, then vanishing. And the world beneath us was shrinking, vanishing once more, until at last of all the solar system behind us there was visible only the single yellow spark that was our sun.


  Then about our outward-racing cruiser was darkness, the infinite void’s eternal night—night and the unchanging, glittering hosts of wheeling, flaming stars.


  BABY ON NEPTUNE


  Clare Winger Harris and Miles J. Breuer, M.D.


  WHEN a little spark from a distant electric discharge passed through a stone wall, it was a triumph for Heinrich Hertz, who may be taken as the first worker in Radio. Now we hear, without much comment, that a set made by one of the Edison students caught Byrd in the Antarctic. Is it such a far step, therefore, to radio to another planet?


  It is to be expected that any work collaborated on by these two favorite authors will be unusual and appreciated by our readers. This story does full justice to their reputation. It is definitely “different,” and, well worth a studied reading.


  A Dying Wish


  IT must be admitted that interplanetary communication is still in a rudimentary stage; nevertheless some astonishing developments have already taken place.


  Beginning with the humble experiments of Hertz in 1887, progress has been variable but uninterrupted. Hundreds of brilliant men have devoted their lifetimes to the work. Episodes of intense human interest can be found along the way of this development. This account deals with one of them.


  The story of any great achievement is marked by certain epochs, certain milestones, each of which is associated with the name of a genius. After Hertz came Marconi, who, in about the year 1896, expressed the existing theoretical knowledge in his concrete and workable wireless telegraph. He was followed by deForest, who about 1900 developed the three-electrode vacuum tube, making wireless telephony commercially possible. Then for a half a century nothing startling happened; efforts were devoted chiefly to the increase in transmission power and in the range of radio waves.


  It was not until 1967 that Takats at Budapest experimentally confirmed the belief of scientists that radio waves, since they were electromagnetic waves of the same nature as light, could be reflected and refracted. Up to Takats’ time we lacked the proper media for this reflection and refraction. Using the gigantic crystals of aluminum developed at the Kansas University by H.K.F. Smith, machining them into shape, Takats succeeded in focusing radio rays as accurately as the light rays from a movie projector are focused on the screen.


  With his projection system four miles long, he focused radio waves of intensity receivable on the planet Mars. Two years later signals were picked up from Mars, Venus, and from the direction of both Saturn and Jupiter. That is how fast things moved.


  It was demonstrated beyond a doubt that these signals were attempts of intelligent beings to communicate with us. Yet, by the time they were comprehended even vaguely, not one person was alive who had lived at the time of Takats’ discovery. In 2099 a young kindergarten teacher, Miss Geneva Hollingsworth, at Corpus Christi, Texas, published a paper in The Scientific Monthly that gave the fundamental clue to the messages that had kept coming in over the instruments for one hundred and thirty years. The conceptions of number, size, rhythm, geometry, solar-system position, solar-system period are simple and now so thoroughly understood that it seems ridiculous that it required more than a century to grasp them.


  Though the fundamental conception was simple, the development of actual communication was a terrifically complex and tedious matter. Little Miss Hollingsworth was long dead and gone before the interplanetary code was developed. She would have shrunk terrified from the complicated proportions that her simple idea assumed, had she been able to see it put into practice.


  But the year 2300 dawned with a fairly fluent communication going on with Mars, Venus, four of Jupiter’s moons and one of Saturn’s, and an unsolved mystery with regard to Neptune. Astronomers admitted that the bodies from whom intelligible messages were being received were in such physical condition that inhabitation by intelligent beings was a granted possibility. But, living beings on Neptune! That was hardly conceivable. That bleak and distant planet was too cold and dark. Yet signals came from it. Were they intelligent signals from living beings or not? No one knew. Certainly no one had as yet been able to understand them. They were merely noises in the receivers. Yet they were too uniform, too persistent, too regular to be passed over as accidents or as inorganic phenomena. They demanded an explanation of one kind or another.


  Then, in 2345, came the first successful interplanetary voyage. Thirty-five years before a daring explorer by the name of Bjerken had gone in a trans-geodesic coaster to the moon, but had never been seen or heard of again. Consequently now the eyes of the world were turned with eager curiosity in the direction of Rex Dalton, the Kentucky physicist, who, on January 7th, was starting out for Venus. The radios, which were buzzing at the last moment with announcements of the preparations for departure, suddenly gave out the news that the famous English astronomer, Myron Colby, would accompany Dalton on his perilous voyage.


  The trip of Dalton and Colby was a memorable one, not only in the annals of astronomy and physical-mathematics but likewise in those of biology, since it proved that man’s previous conception, that, if evolution progressed on two different worlds it must necessarily do so along parallel lines, was an erroneous one.


  The Pioneer, which was the name of Dalton’s space coaster, descended to the steaming atmosphere of Venus, and its astonished occupants gazed through the transparent walls at a strange sight. Lying beneath the pale fronds of gigantic, stringy and palm-like vegetation were thousands of huge worms!


  Their heads were large and contained points which suggested terminal organs of the special senses. If the aggregation of special-sense end organs constitutes a face, the faces of these things were creepy, repulsive. They were intensely active, twitching and writhing and darting back and forth, in and out among each other. They seemed to be engaged in a “tremendous activity and even handled a good many blocks and sticks and things among them. The earthmen shuddered and were disgusted at the slimy spectacle.


  In a few moments the shell of their vessel was so hot that to save themselves they were compelled to start the refrigerating apparatus they had brought with them, in anticipation of just such a situation. They raised their vessel and cruised about, looking for cities, for intelligent beings, and finding nothing but slimy life, settled again. Near them was another intensely active bunch of worms. Suddenly a message sounded on their radio in the interplanetary code:


  “Hello! Are you intelligent beings in the crystal sphere that dropped from the sky?”


  Dalton coded back:


  “We are humans from the planet Earth. Where can we find you?”


  Then the two men gasped in astonishment when their radio said:


  “You are among us now, looking at us. Come out. We wish to look at you more closely and see if you are as civilized as we are.”


  The two scientists looked at each other in puzzled bewilderment.


  “We’d better test the atmosphere first,” Dalton suggested.


  They had come all prepared for this. Between double doors was a compartment into which all accumulating waste had been placed during their space journey. The inner door was opened, the waste material was placed in the chamber and the inner door was closed. Then the outer door was opened by electrical means, and the refuse was thrown out by electrical means, and the outer door was closed again. This always lowered the pressure, which was again made good by drawing compressed oxygen and nitrogen from cylinders.


  Now they had registering thermometers, barometers, and hygrometers and burettes for automatically gathering samples of the outside air, which could be analyzed in a few minutes with their equipment. The results of their tests showed that the atmosphere resembled that of the earth, with some excess of carbon dioxide and oxygen; the temperature was 60° Centigrade, the pressure 790 millimeters of mercury, and the humidity 50 per cent.


  “We cannot come out,” Rex Dalton radioed. “Our bodies will not stand your atmosphere.” They had to make some plausible excuse for not coming out.


  These were the first scientists to return alive from an interplanetary voyage. Their trip may not have been entirely satisfactory from the standpoint of the romantic reader or the sensational news-spreader, but its scientific significance was epoch-making. It certainly gave the first evidence that intelligent beings can be found under other conditions than ours and in a form other than that which we have learned to know as human.


  Recording on the Steel Tape


  PROFESSOR MacLEAN still retained all the keenness of his mental powers, although he was ninety-two and confined to bed. Recently his death had been expected every day, for he was so weak that he talked with evident effort. Into his room every morning came Patrick Corrigan, his friend, and his successor at the university.


  “Corrigan,” the old man said, and the younger man leaned forward to catch the faint words, “this is a great day for me. People give me credit for having had much to do with the building up of interplanetary communication. I would be ready to die now, were it not for that mystery about Neptune. That makes me feel like a failure. But, now these young men have returned from Venus, I feel encouraged. Some day the question of Neptune will be answered.”


  For a moment the aged man’s voice trailed off wearily, then he began again:


  “Baffling, mystifying this Neptune business. Those low-pitched, tapping sounds that come through our instruments must mean something. There is a rhythm, a sort of mathematical suggestiveness about them. I could die in peace if I knew what they mean.”


  Corrigan waited respectfully and somewhat puzzled. He had a solution to propose for the Neptunian mystery and hesitated to present it because of a foolish superstition that he might be thus the cause of Professor MacLean’s death. Finally he spoke:


  “You followed the radio reports of Dalton and Colby’s trip. They landed near Phoenix yesterday. I’ve been pondering on their reports since. Do you remember what they said about the quickness of the worm-people? Doesn’t that remind you of the uncomfortable speed with which the Venerian messages come in? Only experts can make anything of them. Now, Mars is slower than we are; quite easy to receive in code. Now, suppose——”


  The aged man sat up suddenly with an effort, bringing a look of alarm into Corrigan’s face. The latter continued warily:


  “Now, suppose that the messages from Neptune are so slow that they fail to register with us. Because of their slowness, we cannot synthesize them into sounds!”


  Corrigan stopped suddenly. Professor MacLean lay white and still; there was no evidence that he lived. Corrigan stood in stunned silence. Presently the Professor raised a white hand and a wan smile played over his features.


  “Correct!” he whispered. “It almost overcame me. Now go and work it out experimentally. I shall wait to hear from Neptune.”


  For a man like Corrigan the experimental working out of the idea was a simple and straightforward matter. The principle of recording radio impulses electro-magnetically on a steel tape was already well known. Assuming hypothetically that the tappings he had been hearing from Neptune were individual wave impulses, a simple calculation told him how fast they must be recorded in order that they might be reproduced as sound. He rigged up this much of the apparatus and set it to making permanent records of the Neptunian impulses.


  In the meanwhile he adapted an ordinary transatlantic dictaphone to reproducing sounds from the steel tape. He had three days of tape when he was ready to try it out for the first time. He wheeled it into Professor MacLean’s sick room. The aged scientist looked as though he could not last much longer; Corrigan wanted him to witness whatever the instrument had to tell them. With beating heart he adjusted the tape into the dictaphone and started the tubes.


  “—scientists of other planets—”


  That is what the instrument spoke, quite clearly. That was the result of seventy-two hours of patient recording of Neptunian messages. About a word a day. Corrigan looked anxiously at the bed.


  “I’m still in good shape,” Professor MacLean smiled. “I must live long enough to hear the first complete message from Neptune.”


  No youngster eagerly awaiting Christmas was ever more impatient at the lagging footsteps of time than was Corrigan during the six weeks which he set aside for the accumulation of the first message from Neptune. He tried to get himself absorbed in other work, but it was of no use. He could not stay away from the recorder; he hovered around it continuously, which only made the time drag more heavily. Finally, one momentous day, the apparatus was wheeled into Professor MacLean’s room again, and with trembling fingers Corrigan threaded the steel tape. They listened for the voice, which began in the well-known interplanetary code:


  “Elzar, physicist on the planet Neptune, sends greetings to the scientists of other planets. The Earth, Mars, and Saturn VIII we can hear. The others are too rapid for us. For ten of our years we have been sending out messages. Answer if you hear this. Elzar, physicist on the planet Neptune, sends greetings to the scientists of other planets. The Earth, Mars, and Saturn VIII, we can—”


  Apparently a repetition of the message had begun. Corrigan turned his eyes to Professor MacLean to see how the long-awaited message affected the old man. A smile of peace and contentment rested upon the wasted countenance. Professor MacLean’s indomitable spirit had waited long enough to hear from the mysterious Neptune; then it had taken flight to the place where Neptunian affairs matter little or not at all.


  Does it mean that the scientist was stronger than the friend in Corrigan’s make-up, when Corrigan first dispatched the reply to Elzar of Neptune before making Professor MacLean’s funeral arrangements? Not necessarily. While this famous man’s funeral was going on, under the lenses and microphones that were broadcasting it over the entire Earth, the slow tapping messages from Neptune were again being magnetized into the steel tape. It was over six months before the following message was heard out of the dictaphone:


  “Elzar of Neptune has received the message of Corrigan of the Earth. For many years we have had analyzers for receiving the ultra-rapid messages from Mars and Venus; for many years our analyzers set to catch Earth messages have been silent. Today we are overjoyed to hear them speak. That tells us that you have understood our signals. Noting that you have already made a successful trip to Venus, and not having ourselves as yet conquered the problems of space-travel, we invite you to visit us on. Neptune. You will find no lovelier spot in the universe. Our extensive forests and our wonderful cities will please and amaze you. I live with my child in one of the largest cities, exactly on the equator and turned to the sun at XIX-1118-OOBOO. That will help you find me. Our home stands on the edge of a cliff, overlooking a great sea, the greatest on the planet. We live happily, though occasionally sorrow is thrust into our midst, because huge and vicious beasts come up out of the sea and prey upon our people. Just yesterday a fine child was destroyed. Elzar bids you come and welcome.”


  A Trip Into Space


  THE Neptunian scientist’s invitation was a startling thing and would give Corrigan no peace. For months his mind dwelt on the idea of going to Neptune. Several other messages came from Neptune, all from Elzar, who had manifestly a powerful and interesting personality. Who but an astounding character like Elzar would think of extending an invitation across those reaches of space? And who but a genius like Corrigan would think of accepting it? For accept it he did.


  The first thing he did was to call Dalton into the project. However, Dalton’s space ship could not be used, for the simple reason that it was too slow for that enormous distance. Theoretically, the velocity of light was the upper limit of speed for space-ships of the geodesichurdling type. In practice, there are numerous objections and obstacles to such a velocity. Dalton had made his ship so that it traversed the 26,000,000 miles to Venus in ten hours, with a mean velocity of 850 miles per second. At this rate, it would take about forty days to cover the 2,707,000,000 miles to Neptune at the latter’s nearest position. After considerable discussion, a speed of about twenty times that of the original ship was decided upon. This would give a velocity of between 16,000 and 17,000 miles per second which would get them to Neptune in two days or less.


  Two days is not an unreasonable period, and Corrigan was afraid of higher speeds, not knowing what to expect from the Lorentz-FitzGerald contraction. The principle is as follows: a moving body contracts in the direction of its motion, so that at a velocity u, its length is [image: ] of its original length, when c expresses the velocity of light.


  Therefore, fit the velocity of light, the length of the moving body would be zero. Most physicists believed that this was merely a conception of relativism, due to the fact that the velocity of light is an arbitrarily chosen constant in a world where everything else is relative. But no one wanted to test the truth of this belief on himself.


  The late afternoon of July 11,2347, saw the geodesical flier, Neptunian, launched into the unknown, taking with it Corrigan and Dalton. The two occupants had placed themselves face downwards on the floor of the vessel, and waited with fast beating hearts for the second of severance from all earthly ties. They watched with interest the curiosity and anticipation depicted on the faces of those who crowded about outside. Corrigan manipulated the controlling levers, and the dark frame beneath them became a blank. For an instant they were pressed crushingly against the floor, and then they floated strangely free. There was the earth rapidly dropping away from them below.


  For a few seconds nothing was heard within the vessel but the sharp intake of breath. Conversation was out of question at such an exciting moment. The Neptunian was one hundred miles above the surface of the earth before they looked around within the vessel and spoke to each other. Land, water, mountains, valleys beneath them were rapidly coalescing and rounding into a sphere. They had barely begun to feel warm from the friction of the atmosphere when they were out of it. After they left the atmosphere, Corrigan threw the switches into full speed. In a few seconds the earth appeared no bigger than a bass drum.


  Elzar Explains


  THERE followed a period of space-sickness, during which the explorers were intensely miserable. They were afraid they would die and then afraid they would not die. They wondered what insane idea possessed them to embark on such a trip. Eventually they sank into a stupor of several hours, from which they awoke considerably improved. The disorder did not wear off for about sixty hours, however. Dalton was the first to feel well.


  Later researches by competent clinicians on space-trips have demonstrated that space-sickness is due to the removal of the effects of gravity from the fluid in the semicircular canals of the inner ear. These canals constitute a little organ which controls the equilibrium of the body and which is closely connected with the eyes and with the gastro-intestinal tract. Normally the fluid fills the lower halves of the two vertical canals and the entire horizontal canal. In a geodesic-hurdler this fluid is freely distributed over the entire interior of the canals, and severe vertigo, nausea, and vomiting result. Most people become adjusted to the condition in two or three days.


  The complete isolation of the passengers of a space-coaster, their curious independence of what we have become accustomed to as natural laws, the blazing glory of the stars and planets in the black sky, the strange emotional experiences through which the travelers pass on seeing their mother earth become a tiny pin-point of light—all these things have been dwelt upon so much in the popular magazines that this is no place for them. One point has not been clearly brought out in any popular writings that I haw seen. At their enormous velocity, why are not space-travelers in danger of instant annihilation by collision with loose masses of matter in space?


  We know that space is full of flying bodies in size all the way from microscopic specks to small planets. A projectile shot at random stands a strong chance of colliding with one of them before it has gotten very far. But a geodesic space flier is in no danger from them, because it is not on a world-line. Stating the same thing in different words, the space flier is moving along a dimension at right angles to the three old dimensions. Theoretically speaking, it is not in the old Euclidean space at all. Practically speaking, space-travelers report seeing numerous bolides and asteroids, which, however, seem mutually repelled by their vessels. On a path at right angles to a geodesic, a repulsion exists similar to that of like magnetic poles, and it is not possible to approach a mass of matter of any size whatever unless power is applied and the course changed.


  By means of a telescope with lenses of the marvelously refractive substance, protite, Corrigan and Dalton studied everything they could see from their vessel. They passed within a half a million miles of Uranus, a mere stone’s throw.


  “I wonder,” mused Corrigan, studying the pale, golf-ball sized disc, “whether Uranus is a dead world? Doesn’t it seem a logical explanation of his constant taciturnity?”


  “It seems to me,” said Dalton thoughtfully, “that it is the inevitable trend of the forces of Nature to build up Life. Life arises out of matter, regardless of what the conditions are. Even on our own planet Life exists in sections that would seem most unfavorable: the burning sands of the desert and the frozen seas of the polar circles. Life, yes. But not necessarily Life as we conceive of it.”


  “You may be right,” Corrigan sighed.


  ON each of the fifty days observations and calculations of position had been made. Almost at every hour they knew exactly where they were. Therefore, when the disc of Neptune began to fill the entire sky, they gradually altered their angle with the geodesic and slowed down their speed, with a view to landing. For many hours they had been unable to sleep because of their wonderment at the amazing world that filled the observation frame beneath them. Great cloud strata pierced by jagged mountain peaks, which rose to heights of twenty-five miles above the planet’s surface, veiled the greater part of the strange world from their eyes.


  They had but a dusky twilight by which to see. Shadows were black as ink; a favorable reflecting surface shone dazzlingly. However, with pupils widely dilated and retinas rendered hypersensitive by their long absence from refracted light, they were able to make out all details comfortably and distinctly.


  “We seem to have struck an uninhabited portion of Neptune,” commented Dalton, unable to keep an undertone of misgiving out of his voice. “Like Martians landing on the Sahara desert or the polar wastes.”


  “All right, we’ll move around and have a look at other places,” Corrigan replied and suited action to word. Soon the awful grandeur of the bare, bleak landscape was passing in panoramic review beneath them. One day, two days they circled about, at sixty miles an hour, at a thousand miles an hour, but found no variation from the original scene that had at first staggered them. Nothing but dry, fearful canyons and bare, towering crags tumbled in chaotic masses, their tops forever buried in the cloud strata.


  “Hm! This is funny,” Corrigan mumbled through set lips. They circled the planet about the equator and then from north to south, but saw the same dismal rocks, the same cold, scurrying vatpors. Bare rock, swirls of snow—truly a strange topography for a civilized world!


  “There must be some mistake in the messages,” Dalton said.


  Dalton didn’t understand interplanetary communication as Corrigan did.


  “Mistake!” Corrigan exclaimed. “A mistake in the interplanetary code is more difficult to admit than what?”


  “Suppose the messages came from some other planet?” Dalton asked.


  “Stop and think,” Corrigan reminded. “We translated the word ‘Neptune’ from the code into English. But the code signal for Neptune gives the size, distance from the sun, and position relative to other planets. It is no more possible to conceive that the message came from some other planet, than it would be for me to imagine that some other person is talking to me with your voice. There can be no doubt about the following facts:


  “That our message came from Neptune;


  “That this is Neptune; and


  “That this is an uninhabited world.


  “From the bleakest mountain summits to the depths of those black gorges, there is neither plant nor animal life. Now, explain it as you will. I can’t do it.”


  “Perhaps,” suggested Dalton, “the Neptunians live in caverns within their planet. Let us land and investigate.”


  “No,” reminded Corrigan. “Remember that Elzar’s message said that he dwelt on the equator on a cliff that overlooked the greatest sea on Neptune. Now where’s the sea? We’ve scoured this whole dead globe, and found no sea.”


  Dalton leaped up in sudden enthusiasm.


  “Anyway,” he exclaimed, “we can locate the spot he mentioned by means of his bearings, and see what’s there.”


  No sooner said than done. In a couple of hours’ travel and a half hour’s calculation, they located XIX-1118-OOBOO on the equator. There indeed was a looming cliff, and below it a chasm, that was a veritable abyss into nothingness. But the cliff was bare and bleak; naked rocks jutting out of dry ice, with snow sifting about. And the chasm, of which no bottom was visible, was not a sea, for there was no water.


  Dalton proceeded to test the atmosphere, as he had done on Venus. When they hauled in their instruments and calculated their data, they were utterly astounded to find the following figures: temperature—260° Centigrade; pressure, 30 mm of mercury; humidity zero; chemical composition, traces of inert gases of the neon type, amounts of hydrogen, oxygen, and carbon-dioxide almost too small to determine chemically.


  “That stuff out there must be hydrogen snow,” gasped Dalton, sinking into a chair.


  “Certainly no form of life can exist there,” Corrigan sighed. “I can’t explain it.”


  And so, with heavy hearts they turned the Neptunian back towards the Earth.


  Once more back in their homes on Terra, the disappointed scientists told the story of their fruitless journey into the depths of interstellar space. But, a surprise was in store for them. During their absence there had been time for the exchange of a few short messages with Elzar. These had been received and answered by a certain promising young man by the name of Sylvester Kuwamoto. (This curious surname is a relic of the epoch, several hundred years ago, when races and nationalities existed separately on earth. His name is suggestive of the Japanese race and nation, which occupied the island of Japan, spoke a curious language, and was quite isolated. However, it was not long before Japan joined the general intermingling of races which has resulted in making the population of the entire globe a homogeneous race.) He had been little more than a sophomore student in Corrigan’s laboratory prior to the latter’s trip into space. But he had shown such a brilliant aptitude at the message-storing machine, that Corrigan had immediately given him a permanent position in the laboratory, and put him in charge of the Neptunian affairs. He had sent and received the following messages:


  Kuwamoto: “Two of our scientists have gone put in a space-ship to visit you on your world. They will arrive in forty-nine of our days. Watch for them.”


  Elzar: “We are happy because we shall have visitors from the Earth.”


  Kuwamoto: “Please notify us as soon as you see.”


  Elzar: “It is now the sixty-second terrestrial day, and your people have not yet arrived. I fear that the spaceship has met with disaster.”


  Two days after this message was interpreted, Corrigan and Dalton arrived. Corrigan immediately radioed this message to Elzar:


  “There is some great error. We went to Neptune, looked it all over, but saw no sign of life or habitation. We found the spot which you designated as your home, but found nothing. We found conditions there in which no kind of life could exist. Can you explain?”


  The reply was anticipated eagerly, but required the usual wait of three months to record, before the few moments of interpretation could be enjoyed. It ran:


  “We watched closely for you, but did not see you.” Then followed a check of the solar-system data on the Earth and Neptune at critical periods during the voyage.


  Direction finders and range computers were put to work. Interplanetary code checks and re-checks were made. Neptune’s position was checked back and forth. The messages were from Neptune. Corrigan and Dalton knew they had been there. Could they convince the public that they were telling the truth?


  What Life on Neptune?


  FIFTEEN months passed, during which Neptunian affairs remained a puzzle to the entire world. There was some joking at the expense of Corrigan and Dalton, though I doubt if any serious-minded person ever doubted their account of their voyage. On the other hand, there were people who scoffed; scoffed at the accounts of the voyage, and at the Neptunian messages which continued to arrive with systematic precision at comparatively regular intervals of from three to six months—but which shed no light upon the mystery.


  Patrick Corrigan and his assistant seemed to live primarily for the moment when, the steel tape threaded, they could sit in their laboratory and listen to the words of Elzar. They had grown very fond of the scientist of another world. His cheerful, philosophizing personality seemed to come out of the void, encouraging them to find him, wherever he might be.


  One day in the laboratory, after the interpretation of a particularly encouraging message, Sylvester Kuwamoto began to speak to Corrigan, thought better of it, cleared his throat to cover his embarrassment, and lapsed into silence.


  “What is it?” queried Corrigan kindly. “Never mind me, you know.”


  “Nothing special,” the younger man demurred; “only—I can’t quite explain how I feel about Elzar. It is sort of—well, it may sound silly—but like talking with God. We can’t see him, we can’t find him; yet know that he exists and that he is good. Do you—er—see what?”


  “Precisely,” Corrigan replied. “To be frank, I’ve had somewhat the same feeling myself, though I’ve never tried to put it into words. Elzar’s personality is, well, a pervading one. We feel its influence through millions of miles of space! Too bad we can’t know what he looks like. I can’t help imagining him as an old man with a flowing beard and a kindly face. We human beings put a lot of stock in our sense of sight, don’t we? Unless we can see an object, we feel that we know little about it. Yet, I’ll venture to say that in time we’ll develop other senses than our five by which we become acquainted with our environment.”


  “That may be,” replied Kuwamoto musingly; “but I, for one, am not willing to wait until more senses develop. I’m going to use the five I’ve got, and I want to see Elzar!”


  Corrigan merely sighed.


  After Corrigan left, Kuwamoto sat buried in deepest thought.


  “Man’s reason exceeds any of his five senses. Reason is more important at this age than instinct and emotion which have served their terms in the past.”


  A strange idea, vague and incomplete was hovering about the outskirts of his mind, trying to get in. There was an explanation to this Neptunian puzzle; he almost had it within his grasp, when suddenly, elusively, it evaded him. There was something Dalton had said, that ought to be the key to it. For weeks he was moody and absent-minded. He read minute reports of the Venetian and Neptunian trips, and talked repeatedly with Dalton and Corrigan.


  Pretty soon he grew more cheerful, and carried sheets of scribbled paper stuffed into his pockets. Early one morning he raced panting into Corrigan’s laboratory. By sheer compulsion, he sat down and forced himself to be.


  “Shut it off!” he said, pointing to the apparatus on which Corrigan was working, also in the effort to solve the puzzle of Neptune. “You’ll never find the answer that way.”


  “You’ve got it!” exclaimed Corrigan, dropping his instruments. “Tell me!”


  Kuwamoto began impressively, “Exactly 500 years ago, Leverrier discovered Neptune—not with material instruments, not with his five senses, but by abstract reasoning. From the disturbances in the orbit of Uranus he predicted Neptune’s position so accurately that Galle in Berlin was able to turn his telescope to that spot and see it. Likewise, abstract reasoning has discovered the inhabitants of Neptune. I can tell you how to make an instrument to see them.”


  Corrigan stared.


  “Neptunian processes are slow?” Kuwamoto argued.


  Corrigan nodded.


  “And you couldn’t see the people?”


  Corrigan shook his head.


  “Nor the animals? Nor the plants? No life?” Corrigan ceased responding.


  “Mountains of ice. Hydrogen snow. Low temperature. Low pressure. And yet there is life there. Life that was invisible to you. Can’t you see yet?”


  Corrigan waited patiently. Kuwamoto went on:


  “Out there in that rare atmosphere, so rare that you could just barely detect it with instruments of precision, no life such as we know it, can exist. It must be a different form of life. The living things are gaseous bodies! Don’t you see? Composed of cells, with nuclei and chromosomes and everything. But the cells are huge ones, composed of gases instead of colloids.” Corrigan sprang to his feet. His face was pale with sudden excitement.


  “By God! You’re right!” He slammed his powerful fist down on the table, causing a couple of flasks to topple and crash. He never noticed their contents spreading across the table and dripping down.


  “Living creatures,” Kuwamoto continued, “intelligent creatures, plants, animals, all composed of gas-cells. Huge cells with slow chemical processes, all going together just like the cells do in our own bodies. Only out there in that cold, metabolism is slow.”


  They sat a while and stared at each other.


  “But it is Life, just the same!” Kuwamoto exclaimed. “Only different from our kind of life. That’s all.” Corrigan pondered.


  “That hypothesis explains all the data thus far observed. Now to test it further experimentally. That means another trip to Neptune.” He slapped his knee.


  “A viewing apparatus for seeing Neptunian gas-life will be a simple thing. Some sort of fluoroscope such as is used by medical men in X-ray work. And an apparatus for storage-recording of visual images; we can take motion-pictures at the rate of one a minute, and then project them at the normal speed of sixteen per second.” Corrigan was already figuring with his pencil on a pad, while Kuwamoto talked on:


  “A little experimental work right here in the laboratory will enable us to determine in a preliminary way just which type of electromagnetic vibrations are reflected from the surface of masses of gas. Too short a wave will go on through because it gets between the molecules; whereas too long a wave will penetrate molecules and all. When we find approximately the right length, we can get together our photo-electric receiving bulbs, and take them along to make the final adjustments on the spot. An ordinary television screen will do for the viewing end. You see: find the wave-length reflected from the gas-surfaces, devise a photo-electric cell that is sensitive to it; and project the images from the photo-electric cell on an ordinary television screen.”


  That night Corrigan tossed restlessly in his sleep. “Gas-cells. Of course!” his wife heard him mutter.


  A Visit to Neptune


  PRELIMINARY experimental work was more tedious than the enthusiasm of the first moment had reckoned on. It was all straightforward stuff, nothing about it difficult to understand; but the mathematics was complicated, the experimental details were numerous and tedious. Thus it was a good two years after its return from the first voyage, that the Neptunian was taken out of its hangar and “tuned up.” The second successful voyage to Venus in the old Pioneer, and the two disastrous expeditions to Mars, which took place in the interval, are too well known to require notice here.


  This time the Neptunian contained three voyagers, for Dalton would not be left behind, and Kuwamoto had to be there. The vessel could have carried a dozen people, but the very applicants who were most anxious to go on the expedition were the least desirable ones from the scientific standpoint. Corrigan decided that news reporters and curiosity seekers would have to wait until this travel was commercialized. The space that would have served for more passengers was given over to a radio and television apparatus for more perfect communication of the vessel with the earth. They left with as little publicity as possible. Publicity was becoming unwelcome to Corrigan.


  The only matters of interest from the fifty-day voyage are Kuwamoto’s notes on the passage of time. He states that the time did not seem that long. Time apparently counted according to what they did. There being little or nothing to stimulate them, much of the time they rested passively, and may even have been in a sort of unconscious state produced by the lack of external comatic stimuli. Kuwamoto thinks that the only thing that kept the entire period from seeming like a blank in the retrospect was his period of space-sickness, and the regular calls of the warning-docks by which they made their observations of position. This suggests that space-voyages ought to prove valuable for invalids of the nervous-exhaustion type.


  Corrigan and Dalton felt strange emotions when they saw again the same sterile mountain peaks and bottomless abysses. They cruised about for a few hours before landing, in order to let Kuwamoto see the general features of Neptune. Then they located Elzar’s home on the equator, selected a resting spot, and landed the machine. Immediately everyone went to work. Dalton was taking straight photographs, which was possible with large lenses, sensitive plates, and long exposures. Kuwamoto set about erecting the viewing apparatus; he was feverishly busy, with an expression of wonder on his round, wide-eyed face. Corrigan began some radio messages back to the Earth, reporting their arrival.


  In comparatively few hours, Kuwamoto’s adjustments were finished. The two machines, one for direct viewing and the other for taking the storage-movies, were placed with their huge lenses against the transparent wall of the ship.


  From within their warm vessel the travelers gazed out upon the stern and forbidding character of the landscape without. Directly centered in their frame of observation was the gently-sloping, plateau-like area that was midway between a rugged mountain with a cloud-shorn summit and the vast chasm that Elzar called the sea. Bare, jagged rocks; ice, dry and solid as rocks; flurries of carbon-dioxide and hydrogen snow—these were printed indelibly upon their brains as they sat before the infra-red viewing box, and switched on the current. The two older men calm and silent, the younger man half hopeful, half fearful, waited for the tuning of the machine. Then, abruptly, Kuwamoto switched on the amplifying tubes.


  Corrigan remarked afterwards that his first impression was that of looking into a kaleidoscope. Dalton’s impression, again, was that of looking at an empty room, and suddenly seeing it richly furnished. The brilliant coloring of the scene took their breath away. The gaunt mountain was covered with great billows of luxurious vegetation, and the plain was a wealth of flowers, trees, and grass, all inexpressibly huge in proportion to the people looking at them. The most beautiful sight of all were the great, opalescent bodies of varying shapes and sizes that were scattered about the landscape at varying heights above the ground. Their colors shimmered and flashed throughout the entire-chromatic scale of visibility.


  But, it was only the scintillating of the flashing hues that gave any variety to the scene, for everything was motionless. Not a movement, not a stir, anywhere. The immobility of the iridescent, vari-formed objects was disappointing. It was like a brilliantly colored stereopticon picture.


  The three men looked at each other with emotions that cannot be described. Has anyone tried to picture what Balboa felt when he first saw the Pacific Ocean from the “peak in Darien” ? A few moments of breathless silence, and then some trivial remark to break the constraint; that is the way scientific men take these situations.


  “Medusae!” Dalton exclaimed. “Jelly-fish, a thousand times magnified!”


  “And everything frozen solid,” Kuwamoto remarked.


  They moved their vessel here and there, to get new views, watching the scenery on the screen of the infrared view-box. With intense interest they viewed the multicolored festoons that adorned the landscape; huge, umbrella-shaped bodies that clung to the hillsides. Exclamations of delight issued from their lips from time to time, as some amazingly lovely object came within their range of vision.


  “These medusoid forms must be the people—the intelligent beings,” Corrigan remarked. The others assented.


  The vast chasm was now a sea; why it should happen to be a deep greenish blue is not yet explained; but that was its color. Down in its depths could be seen vast, gloomy bulks; and on the surface, here and there, an enormous, slimy bulk, like a gigantic paramecium—obviously the ravenous beasts that Elzar feared so much. The three observers were hushed for a moment when they noted the contrast between the repulsive bulks of these beasts, and the brilliant and delicate tracery of the intelligent inhabitants. They brought their machine back to their original landing place, after hunting about a few minutes to find the location.


  “Here we are,” Corrigan finally said; “same old place.”


  “And yet, not quite the same,” Dalton replied. “Look, some of these things have moved. They have different positions. Kuwamoto is right.”


  It was true; there was a slight change of position throughout the entire group of huge, globular objects.


  “That must be Elzar!” Corrigan pointed with suppressed excitement to a brilliant umbrella-shaped body in all hues of purple, floating near a resplendent structure not far from the cliff’s edge.


  Kuwamoto nodded. He was busy adjusting the motion-picture taking machine. He had it trained on Elzar and his house.


  “One picture a minute,” he said. “In about six weeks we can see some action on this film. In the meanwhile, why don’t you talk to them?”


  IF waiting for Neptunian messages on the earth was an anxious suspense, imagine the patience that was required of these three men enclosed in the narrow ship, waiting for six weeks, until the message came to them, tick by tick. This six weeks, unlike the fifty days of interplanetary travel, were the longest any of the three men had ever spent. Fortunately, they were all three of them scientific men, and knew how to find intellectual pursuits to pass away a large part of the time.


  Immediately on their arrival, Corrigan had coded:


  “We are here. Look for us on the plateau near your house.”


  After those interminable six weeks had passed, after every possible aspect of the scene had been studied, and every animal and plant form studied and photographed (they could not move their vessel because the motion-picture camera was constantly in operation), they finally threaded their steel tape into the dictaphone, and listened to Elzar’s voice; through the vacuum tubes and condensers, this deep and kindly voice was coming from that purple, cape-like mass with innumerable streamers that hung up above the others:


  “Welcome my friends, I am overjoyed at your arrival. I see your ship now, though you must have waited long and patiently to enable us to see you. Before that, your movements were so rapid that we could not see you. We realize that yours is the difficult end of this communication problem. From your message, I judge that you have recognized my house. Me you will recognize because I am larger than any of the other people in this group. My child resembles me in miniature, and is—wait a moment—oh—oh—help!——” and then silence.


  Elzar’s wail of distress brought the two men to their feet in instant alarm. All eyes turned frantically to the infra-red view-screen. Could it be possible that consternation reigned over that peaceful scene; that events were at this moment rising to a climax that spelled some terrible calamity?


  “We can do nothing!” cried Kuwamoto hopelessly. “Let us run the film through and see what is the matter.”


  The Baby on Neptune


  WHILE Kuwamoto prepared the film that had required six weeks to make, Corrigan radioed back to Earth, asking the receiving stations to get their television sets in readiness to receive the first reel of a possible Neptunian drama. Kuwamoto slipped his reel of film into the projector. For the first time the observers saw the frozen scene in motion. Trees swayed, multi-colored Neptunians glided over the ground or floated through the atmosphere; the waves of the sea tossed, and a huge bulk showed itself anon; especially the Neptunians were busy on tasks and purposes of their own.


  They all gazed at Elzar in silent admiration, aware of his dominance over the rest of the Neptunians. He was a truly remarkable organism. If he had been beautiful in immobility, he was a thousand times more lovely now. He resembled nothing so much as a brilliant, multicolored chandelier of gigantic proportions, scintillating throughout the chromatic scale with each pulsation of his delicately constructed body. Like fairy gossamer were his body tissues; and yet the vastness of the whole gave an impression of sturdiness and power. His prevailing hues were purples, though he contained all the colors of the spectrum, harmoniously interwoven.


  “He is the only one whose dominant color is purple,” Corrigan remarked.


  “Appropriate, for both his brain and his body are exceptional. Look! there is a smaller being with much the same coloring!” Kuwamoto replied.


  “That must be Elzar’s child,” declared Corrigan.


  As they watched, Elzar rose above the other Neptunians about him, and the observers realized that he was just then talking to them—making the speech to which they had listened a half hour before. He remained quite motionless, and the observers, more interested in the moving objects, allowed their eyes to wander from him to his diminutive counterpart, who was moving away in the direction of the cliff edge that overhung the sea.


  “Great Heavens, look at that!” Kuwamoto’s exclamation was unnecessary, for they all saw it simultaneously.


  Out of the depths, a black, slimy form had risen, with the fluid of the sea splashing off its glistening sides. It seemed to spy the Neptunian child, for swiftly it turned toward the little purple bell. The deadly intent of the loathsome entity was Obvious to all the observers. It reached out great pseudopods, slimy, flowing, shapeless projections, preparing to wrap them all around the bright body of the little one. Swiftly it closed toward its victim, while the men in the space-ship remained rigid, frozen in their positions; the little Neptunian was all unconscious of the impending calamity. Ready to fall upon the child, to close about him completely, when Elzar suddenly woke to the danger, whirled about, and sped toward the scene of the tragedy. Then—the picture was ended, and the men gazed stupidly at the blank screen before them.


  “Ye Gods!” shouted Kuwamoto. “Just at the crucial moment, like a cheap novel serial! I suppose all we can do is nothing, and Elzar’s child has been devoured by the filthy beast.”


  “Not at all, not at all!” Corrigan cried excitedly. “Remember it is all going on very slowly. Let’s find out for sure!” He rushed toward the window and looked.


  Nothing but bare black rocks and frozen air. In his excitement he had forgotten the viewing machine that rendered visible the tenuous gaseous matter on this cold planet.


  Through the infra-red visual transformer, the scene which had become so familiar during the past week lay before them. Now it was more comprehensible, since they could read it in the light of what they had seen happen on the moving projection.


  “Thank God! It isn’t too late. . . . But what can we do? By the time——”


  Kuwamoto interrupted Corrigan.


  “It is true that the distance between the monster’s pseudopodia and the little Elzar is decreasing. But, it is slow. Let us think. We can act fast.”


  “We’re enclosed in this machine and can’t get out——”


  “Those things are so big. Even the little Elzar—far too big for us, we can’t handle him. Destroy the monster somehow—if we could do that——”


  In helpless despair they stood gazing upon the scene of the tragedy. The monster seemed such a short distance away from the beautiful little creature.


  “Blow him away!” Kuwamoto shouted. “The nitrogen tanks!”


  The others comprehended his idea instantly. Corrigan moved the space-vessel close to the scene of the tragedy, gradually, with the aid of the infra-red screen, working it into a position between the beast and the little medusoid child. On the viewing screen, the two Neptunian creatures towered high above the apparently tiny earth machine; it looked like a toy between them.


  Dalton and Kuwamoto placed a cylinder of nitrogen in the air-valve compartment that was used for refuse disposal, retaining control of its stopcock by an electrical connection, and aiming its discharge tube directly at the monster. The outer door was then opened, sending a puff of air into the face of the foe and causing it to sway visibly on the viewing screen, among the frigid, motionless scenery. Almost simultaneously, Kuwamoto turned on the compressed nitrogen.


  On the infra-red viewing screen, the stream of gas looked like a solid black beam shooting out of their space-vessel. It spread out swiftly into a black cloud that struck the monster and literally blew the beast to nothingness. To the Neptunians, who must have been watching the attack, the sudden vanishing of the beast must have appeared very mysterious indeed. The pressure of the nitrogen in the terrestrial cylinder was to them an almost inconceivable phenomenon; none but their trained mathematical physicists could comprehend it.


  For an hour or two, they waited and watched, anxious to see if the vortex of gases had done any harm to the Neptunian child, even though the bulk of the space vessel had protected it from the greatest pressure. In that time, no serious change was visible, and the men, exhausted by the strenuous events of the last hours, slept. Upon awakening, they were gratified to see in the visual transformer that Elzar had reached the little one’s side; and that both of them seemed safe.


  The men made a quick decision to return to the earth. They had gathered enough data and had enough excitement for one trip; whereas the difference in the perception of the passage of time between them and the Neptunians made it out of question for them to wait for anything else. The most trivial act of a Neptunian required too great a portion of an earth-man’s lifetime.


  They expected at the beginning of their return journey, that they would soon hear from Elzar. On the third day they began to get the purport of his message, which occupied the entire flight homeward.


  “My friends from the Earth. I thank you for saving my child. How you destroyed the animal, I cannot understand. It vanished instantaneously. When I looked toward the place you recently occupied, you were no longer there. Often have I warned my little one of the awful dangers from the sea, but I believe it is characteristic of the young of all worlds that they learn by experience rather than by admonition. You averted a tragedy that would have wrecked the life of Elzar. How I can show you the gratitude I feel, I do not know. Perhaps the time will come; but I must act quickly, for any delay on my part might cover the remaining years of your lives. My dream is interplanetary television, and to shall I be content until I see the cities and men of your world. Again I thank you and may you live to realize the gratitude of Elzar of Neptune.”


  Kuwamoto sighed.


  “It wouldn’t take much,” he said, “to go over there some day and clean up that nest of ugly beasts.”


  THE END.


  THE RELICS FROM SPACE


  John R. Pierce


  John Pierce is a student at the California Institute of Technology and his chief hobby is gliding. He is the winner of several prizes in glider meets and was one of the authors of “How to Build and Fly Gliders” published recently by the Popular Book Corporation.


  IN awarding the second prize, as well as in our choice of the first, we were guided not alone by the explanation of the science features of the cover, but also by the story or fiction interest.


  Mr. Pierce believed that the cover demanded a plausible and interesting, if not exciting, adventure. Where so many of the offerings stumbled about in the attempt of the writer to explain just why the Woolworth Building and the Eiffel Tower should have been selected to be carried into interplanetary space, Mr. Pierce offered us a very convincing reason.


  This story has an excellent beginning, an ascending series of adventures and then a very dramatic climax—which after all are the essentials of a good story. The science, furthermore, is adequate.


  I WAS to head the expedition! I had been chosen! It was a great honor for a mere youthful graduate terralogist with no great experience and nothing much to his credit. That is, of course, if you do not count my monograph, “The Last Life Before the Exodus.”


  Yes, equipped with two great Goznac discs more than 400 meters in diameter, I was to make a trip to the old earth, to head the largest archeological expedition in history.


  I would bring to our museums a few priceless relics of the almost prehistoric era when man lived upon the insect-ridden earth. We were to attempt to save for civilization those two marvels of ancient architecture, the Eiffel Tower, the tallest structure on earth, and the Woolworth Building, the highest skyscraper left standing. That is, we hoped that the decay which made deserts of the formerly great cities had preserved them intact.


  Many centuries have passed since we migrated to this peaceful little body, Triton, where we are without that terrible scourge, insect life. As I looked about me before departing, I could hardly realize that man once lived upon another and less fertile planet than this, our present home upon Neptune’s greatest satellite.


  Before many days we were under way. We shouted to the crowd, shot out the mmense handling tentacles and waved to the city as we clanged the hatches shut. With our powerful helio-lights we flashed a last farewell, then braced ourselves at our padded station for the force of the acceleration as we rose with unlimited speed.


  A few hours later we were far in space. As the acceleration was gradually decreased, almost to zero, all sensation of weight vanished. I made my rounds swinging through the air. I went to the central dome of the pilot house. There I could see only the objects to the side (we were traveling edgewise to avoid meteorites). Around the dome rose the usual wall of consulium, that marvelously resistant metal discovered by Esfon in 10001, to protect the relatively fragile inner structure; to shield, also, the mechanical tentacles. There was little real need of piloting, with the automatic course plotter and steersman working. I looked at the artificial globe of the heavens, seeing on its surface a reflection of all that passed around us. Even as I watched, the surface changed and a small body flashed by, soon to be lost in the distance. Suddenly I saw a familiar bright flash. A muffled clang followed, as a portion of the globe went dark for a moment. A tiny meteorite, not fully deflected by the repulsion tubes, had skidded off the wedge-shaped edge of the disc. The ship performed marvelously; and, as I compared it with the uncertain skyrockets in which my ancestors left the earth for Venus, I wondered at their courage. To me that feat seemed greater than their later journey, in the first Goznac discs, to our present home.


  Three weeks brought us within the attraction of the earth. The sun blazed in the sky. I could feel the sensation of weight as we slowed down. We intended to remain above the globe for some time, in order to make a careful examination of the surface. Seen through the electro-telescope the earth was indeed a sorry sight. There was no green thing left on its surface. The insects had killed themselves, worked their own destruction, when they stripped the globe of its vegetation—of the green plants, the only food-producing and air-purifying life upon the earth. What scenes must have been enacted when those huge desperate insects with terrible hunger fell upon one another after all other food was gone! The earth seemed to me but a vast grave.


  I observed the cities. Here was our real interest. New York and Paris, the last outposts of man on earth, were best preserved. In the silent streets of the first, as we hovered about it, I saw the Woolworth Building, the tallest skyscraper remaining. Several thousand miles away was the Eiffel Tower in Paris. In these two structures our objective lay.


  After much labor, carried on with the greatest precautions to prevent damage, we ripped the structures from their bases. We were ready to take them where they would serve as imperishable monuments of the days which our race spent on the earth. It would have taken months to build rigid supports for carrying them, but, thanks to the almost human metal arms of our ships, we could take them into space immediately. Making a last inspection of the supporting tentacles on the Woolworth Building, I gave the word. The building was lifted from its severed foundations, supported on a rough cast consulium slab held by a tentacle. Cracks appeared in the facing, but that was unavoidable; and I was justified in my confidence that the steel frame would stand the strain. In the meantime Staner, my assistant, had raised the Eiffel Tower; and we started on our long return journey.


  As soon as we had the building far enough from the pull of the earth to permit a great acceleration, my curiosity got the best of me. I donned a space suit of consulium air-tight and heat-tight armor, and left the disc to inspect the Woolworth Building and its strange contents. As I entered, I thrilled at the thought that here humanity had made a last stand; here it was too, that the survivors of the Great Menace had planned to leave their home forever. Curiously, I wandered about for hours. In one room I stooped over a desk where counsel over humanity’s very existence might have been held! I felt a shock.


  Later—how long later I do not know—I awoke. I was dazed, lying in a corner of the room in the tower. The space suit was bent, and I could not move even a leg. The room was littered with a confusion of objects. What had happened?


  I crawled painfully to a window, getting there only because of the lack of weight. No discs were visible, no supporting tentacles. The lower part of the building was gone! I was alone in space, adrift in a tiny world of my own! A meteorite had carried away the tower as the disc sped on unknowing! Had they seen my plight? Would Staner realize my fate while there was still a remote chance of his finding me in the vast expanse of space? Was I doomed to die? Such thoughts passed through my mind. I thought of the others, safe in the discs, and envied them. I thought at last of the equipment on my space suit, which provided air for me to breathe in airless space. The supply would last only a few hours. If they did not find me—would I die gasping vainly for a last breath? Would I tear open my suit and perish of the cold airlessness of space rather than hang on until strangulation throttled me? In any event, my body would go whirling through space to its tomb, some day to strike a dead planet—some day, with the irony of fate, to reach Neptune, and make for it an eternal satellite.


  I looked from the window again. I saw a dot in the distance, rapidly growing larger. The disc! The men had realized my predicament. Surely I was saved!


  The disc grew larger—slowly took form. They neared! I could see the tentacles extended. They waved at me. I waved back, knowing that I was observed through the electro-telescope. All the tentacles were extended. Why all? One would have served to hold this small world of mine. The disc drew alongside of the tower. It entwined the tower in a perfect maze of tentacles. Why that precaution? My brain raced. As the power was applied I had a terrible feeling of weight and pressure.


  At last I understood the awful truth. My fragment of the building was falling toward some body, gripped by its field of gravitation. The disc was trying to escape, to drag me with it! With enormous effort I turned over. My head lay a foot from, a window. Painfully, I reached the window. Resting my face on the frame, I looked out. Below me I saw the immense grayish bulk of the body. Mars! I watched it, fascinated. Minutes passed. Mars rushed toward me! I glanced at the disc. It could not escape. I saw a flash. It was the powerful auxiliary radium rockets. Staner thought to escape by means of the force of their recoil. A feeling of numbness crept over me. The acceleration was too great. What of my friends in the disc? Were they, too—


  I awoke on the disc, three weeks later. The fever had gone. Staner was bending over me. Behind him stood the crew. Out of the window I could see the other disc carrying the two buildings. There was a gentle shock as the power went on for a descent. The men lifted me, and I could see the landscape of Triton. We were safe, and the expedition was a success!


  THE END.


  THE MONSTERS OF NEPTUNE


  Henrik Dahl Juve


  OUR author seems to improve with each story.


  In the present interplanetarian story we get the adventures of two explorers on Neptune, one of the little known planets of our solar system. Mr. Juve has that rare ability of making his story live; for he has studied the atmosphere of the places he writes about and given us that “local color” which is so necessary when describing a strange planet. The developments of this story may seem to some of us to be humorous, especially when we consider the superstitions of the Neptunians. Yet we modern civilized earthlings, cannot afford to be so superior. For if we were to examine our own habits and customs we might find that we also guide our lives by things just as silly and pointless as those which move the Neptunians.


  Our author in this story has not only given us a vivid picture of the life on a planet wholly different than ours, but he has provided a story full of dramatic situations and thrilling adventures.


  J.P. MANSON, president of the Consolidated Interplanetary Transport Co., was agitated and he expressed it as becomes a gentleman of refinement—he frowned and he blew smoke at his mahogany desk. His ancestors had been pioneers in space travel and they had left him with one of the leading interplanetary freight and passenger lines. Manson himself was a pioneer in that he was the first of his family to abandon the hard and rough life of a pioneer and sit back to an easy life of social prestige and enjoyment. He flecked a bit of ash from his bright yellow silk clothes (a pajama-like affair that was the prevailing fashion of the day) and again frowned carefully.


  The door of the richly furnished office opened leisurely. The drone and clatter of the main office contaminated the luxury and dignity of the inner sanctum. A young man walked into the room. With his walking stick he pushed the door to and sauntered ever to the desk where he sank into a deep chair. He was clad in a purple suit similar in cut to that of the older man’s, but threads of gold were interwoven with the silk to form an intricate pattern. It was the sports model, the campus extreme.


  “You sent for me, dad?” he asked as he fitted a cigarette in a jeweled holder and reached for the lighter on the desk.


  “Yes, I sent for you! I have come to a decision.”


  “Really! And how does it affect me? You talk in riddles.” Manson was almost angry. People regarded him in awe but Dana was very complacent and a trifle droll regarding the family bank roll and social power.


  “You simply must get to work,” the older man continued.


  “You are dragging the name of Manson through the papers. You are considered the laziest dreamer in the city. Even the comic strips are picking you up as good material for ridicule. It has gone too far—you must get to work! Do you understand, WORK?”


  Dana leisurely blew a cloud of smoke toward the ceiling. “I understand a lot more than you and the papers give me credit for. I am not lazy at all but I simply haven’t found anything that I care to do.”


  “That is the old excuse—we have been over that before. I have decided to retire and turn over to you the control of the lines. That should give you something to do.”


  “You retire!” Dana laughed. “But of course you need a vacation. All you do is to take in the money and enjoy life. And now you want me to do the same thing. I’d go crazy. You have been hauling water to the people on Mercury and exchanging it weight for weight for gold.


  Now you have so much gold here that you are offering prizes to people who can think up new uses for the stuff. You have settled back and are coasting on the energy of our ancestors. Another generation of this kind of control and the name Manson will be in the ‘help wanted’ columns. No, I don’t want to run the outfit.”


  “What in heaven’s name do you want to do, then? Nothing? You are too lazy even to make yourself agreeable in society!”


  Dana shrugged. “I don’t like the society you talk about. It bores me. What I really want to do is to explore Neptune.”


  Manson’s jaw sagged limply. He stared at his son in startled amazement. Finally he recovered his voice.


  “Explore Neptune!” he almost groaned. “Have you gone crazy!”


  “Of course not. I have been thinking of it for years. I positively refuse to sit around here and go stale when there is another world to explore. You haul tourists into the very clouds of Neptune but you are afraid to land. I want to land and see what the place looks like.”


  “Preposterous! I positively refuse to let you go. You know just as well as I that every expedition that ever went there has never come back. They were armed with the latest guns and death rays—but they never came out of the clouds. No, you’ll not go!”


  “Humph. And if your great grandfather back in 1970 had been afraid to fly to Mars you’d be shoveling snow for a living. What’s the difference if I do get killed? Anything is better than this.”


  A Startling Announcement


  MANSON sagged in his chair. “I have been afraid of it. I have been afraid that you were a throwback, a pioneer, an explorer. I have tried to guard you against the spirit of your ancestors just to keep you out of danger. But I’ll keep you out of danger in spite of yourself,” he said with unusual bitterness. “I’ll not let you go!”


  “You’d rather have me sit around here and die of overeating,” Dana retorted sarcastically. “No! I want to visit Neptune. I have always felt that that is what I am cut out to do and that is what I want to do.”


  “No! You take over the business; get married and settle down.”


  Dana went over to the window and gazed dejectedly out.


  “Terriana won’t marry me until I do something to show the world that I’m worth my salt,” he said bitterly. “And I don’t blame her. Even if she were willing her dad would raise the house.”


  “Terriana isn’t the only girl in the world.”


  “For me she is.”


  For once the elder Manson fumed without reserve. Dana leaned against the window sill gazing out. His handsome, bold features were clouded with thought. He ran his fingers through his reddish brown hair. Something of triumph stole into his eyes and he turned to his father.


  “If I take over the business will you let me run it any way I please?” he asked.


  The older man straightened and brightened. “Absolutely! I am glad to hear that you are coming to your senses. You may run it with a high hand or run it onto the rocks; you may divide it up among the employees or give it to the poor. I don’t care how you run it and I’ll not interfere. I’ll sit back and watch your work and say nothing unless you come to me for information or advice.”


  “All right, I’ll take charge right now.”


  Manson was elated. He called in the two vice-presidents and outlined the arrangement to them. Sour little Drisden, who had had his eye on the president’s chair, looked positively ill, but Terriana’s father, big, powerful, Lozier, was hearty in his congratulations. He seemed more pleased than Manson himself.


  “Now,” said Dana, when the surprise and congratulations had subsided, “we’ll carry on according to our present policy until I get back.”


  His indolence had dropped from him like a worn-out cloak and he had become a man of decision and force.


  “Get back!” Manson almost shouted. “What do you mean?”


  “From Neptune. I am in charge of this transport company now and I am going to Neptune to establish an outpost if there is anything there to warrant our extension.”


  Again the elder Manson sagged in his chair. The load that had been lifted so suddenly now rested heavier than ever upon his broad shoulders. His face was gray. Lozier was too astonished to speak. Sour little Drisden looked at the president’s chair once more and could scarcely keep his face from wrinkling the wrong way. Dana never had liked him.


  “If I don’t come back,” he added, “Lozier will take my place as president.”


  Drisden left the room.


  CHAPTER II


  Through the Clouds


  THE newspapers were dumbfounded when they learned of Dana’s proposed exploration. Terriana was repentant. But in the face of a thousand warnings and pleadings Dana went about his preparations calmly yet persistently. He had advertised for men to accompany him but only one agreed to go. He was “Dutch” Floss, a stolid, blocky man serving a life sentence in the penitentiary. He was not criminally minded but had made the mistake of hitting too hard a man with a weak heart. He was good natured and slow to anger; but a savage when aroused. Through his influence, Dana had induced the board to parole the man over to him. They had consented on the excuse that it would save the state the expense of keeping him and get him out of the way at the same time.


  At last the machine guns and one of the newly-developed death ray machines were mounted in Dana’s own sport interplanetary cruiser. With a last farewell to the throng about them they entered the toroidal[*] flyer and closed the door. While Dana took the controls and turned on the cosmoray Dutch sat down and complacently rolled a smoke.


  The ship picked up speed rapidly and was soon hurtling through space at full speed; about one tenth the speed of light.


  “How long’ll it take us to get to Neptune?” Dutch asked between puffs.


  “The earth and Neptune are in opposition so the straight line distance is nearly three billion miles but we have to make a wide detour around the sun so it will take us fully four days.”


  “Four days!” Dutch exclaimed. “But we ain’t in a hurry. This beats sitting around in the pen! When do we eat?”


  They passed the blazing sun, awe-inspiring despite the many times they had seen the heaving mass. Dutch, who had served as oiler on board one of the Earth-Saturn freighters, knew something about the handling of the ship and was able to relieve Dana at the controls. Thus, for nearly four days the two alternated at the control board, the galley and the sleeping quarters; incidentally, becoming fast friends.


  At last the huge, formidable bulk of Neptune loomed, an immense sphere, directly before them. They were now on the edge of explored space. Only the new ninth planet, Minerva, about which little was yet known, lay beyond. Dana had thought of visiting the outer planet, but somehow Neptune seemed more attractive. With a feeling of sinister foreboding he viewed the mysterious Neptune, shrouded in a thick blanket of clouds, moving majestically through space, scornful of the puny efforts of man to probe his eternal secret.


  Dana took the controls and reduced the speed as they neared the clouds. Cautiously he flew into the first filmy shreds of vapor and then sank at a snail’s pace through the impenetrable, dripping bank of fog.


  Hour after hour they dropped through the clouds. They could not see more than a few inches beyond the windows so were afraid of striking something. Their descent was little faster than normal landing speed. They had gone through nearly four miles of fog when they noticed that the clouds began to thin. Dana reduced the speed still more and finally they were beneath the envelope and only five hundred feet above the ground. He locked the controls in neutral and the ship hung motionless in the air.


  “Come here and look!” Dutch called from one of the windows in the bottom of the craft. “Do we have to land in that mess?”


  Dana left the control board and peered through the window. A great jungle spread out below them. Huge, almost white trees struggled high into the air while great tangles of thick, heavy vines tried to pull them back. Steam rose from the tangled mass and lost itself in the dank air. It was as if one had lifted a board from the ground and examined the greenish-white vegetation beneath. The whole scene was lighted by a weird, violet light slightly less brilliant than sunlight on the earth, yet brighter than moonlight.


  Dana turned off the lights in the ship and dropped closer to the ground. Again he joined Dutch at the window.


  Now he noticed a strange thing. The only light in the cabin now came through the window. It shone upon his companion’s face and cast over it a ghastly hue. His cheeks and lips were utterly devoid of color. His face had more the appearance of a mass of pasty dough than that of a human countenance.


  Dutch looked up. “I don’t—” he began and then stopped in amazement. “What’s the matter with you! Scared? You look like a corpse!”


  Dana laughed. “No. I’m not scared. Your face is no more colorful. That is because no red rays from the sun’s light penetrates this atmosphere. What do you think of things?”


  “The whole thing looks queer to me; you especially. I get the creeps every time you turn toward me.”


  “I hope that I don’t look any worse than you do—you’re terrible.”


  “But we can’t waste our time passing compliments. We’ll have to find a place to land. Let’s open the door and see what the air is like.”


  Dana tried to pull the door open but the pressure within the ship was greater than that without and he found that the door was held against the rubber seal with tremendous force. He compared the pressures indicated by the gauges on the control panel and then opened a valve in the side of the ship. The air inside hissed and whistled as it escaped. In a short time the pressures were equalized and he swung the door open. He sniffed the air gingerly at first but could detect no ill effects. It was permeated by a queer, musty odor.


  “The air smells like an old, rotten cellar with a new cedar door,” he informed Dutch. “Let’s find a place to land.”


  A Strange Land


  DANA banged the door shut and again took the controls. They flew along at a three hundred-foot level searching for a suitable place to land. After traveling for perhaps fifty miles over the impenetrable jungle, Dutch, who was on the lookout, spied a rocky opening where there was no vegetation other than a few serpentine vines.


  “There’s a place,” he called. “Swing over a few points to the left—there.”


  When they were over the spot Dana lowered the ship until they were close to the ground. After locking the controls he examined the terrain, but nothing moved. With a pair of binoculars he scrutinized it more carefully and then searched the surrounding trees, but nothing stirred. The air itself seemed to be stagnant and lifeless.


  He returned to the controls and lowered the ship until it rested upon the yellow ground. They opened the door and ventured outside. The air was heavy and oppressive. Despite the dank air they felt strangely light, for their weights were only three-fourths of that on the surface of the earth.


  “Boy, I feel young again!” said Dutch. “If we only had some decent air to breathe this wouldn’t be such a bad place to live. Where do we go now?”


  “I think that we better fly around the planet before we do anything else,” said Dana. “We can’t get very far in that jungle.”


  They climbed back into the ship and flew swiftly above the jungle and oceans. The oceans were great bodies of steaming water that lay as motionless as mirrors.


  “How big is this place?” Dutch asked when they had flown for an hour and had found little change.


  “It’s about a hundred thousand miles around,” said Dana.


  “Gee, there’s room for lots of politicians here,” Dutch grinned. “And I don’t see even a buzzard.”


  On the side of the planet away from the sun where they had expected to find darkness, they were astonished to find very little points of light. Dana was puzzled and at a complete loss to explain it.


  At last, on the shore of a great, placid lake they found a wide clearing. Something had happened to leave it almost devoid of vegetation as far as they could see. There were rocky pinnacles and great rolling hills of solid rock. Near the edge of the jungle a shallow river meandered among the hills and emptied into the lake. Beyond the river the gullies gradually merged with the hill tops to form a plateau.


  Dana lowered the ship and settled it gently upon the top of a low hill beyond the river.


  “Let’s get out here and look around,” he suggested. “We’d better take that little machine gun along; or maybe better, the portable death ray.”


  They opened the locker in which the light gun was kept. The gun was there and in it was a full drum of cartridges but their spare ammunition had been taken out!


  “I know that I checked that over carefully!” said Dana in astonishment. “I wonder—”


  Quickly he went to the death ray machine and turned it on but the tubes failed to glow. He opened the locker in which spare tubes were kept—but it was empty!


  “Of all the dirty—say, I know who did it! If I had Drisden here I’d break him in two!”


  “Better be careful—he might have a weak heart,” said Dutch. “I hit a skunk once.”


  “But he has tried to commit murder! I—oh, well, what is the use of crying about it? I’ll attend to him when we get back. Come on.”


  They left the ship and descended the hill. Briskly they walked along a draw that wound around the next hill. Suddenly Dana stopped as if he had forgotten something.


  “I know why the light here is so ghastly. The sun shines on the planet like about seven hundred full moons but not much of the light gets through the heavy clouds. Most of the light comes up from the ground and they forgot to send up any red light. Notice that you don’t cast a shadow on the ground but if you hold your hand up above your head your hand is in a shadow?”


  “A-huh,” said Dutch. “That’s why they don’t have any night here, I ’spose. Wouldn’t the electric light company weep?”


  They had gone around another hill and were ascending a steep pitch from which they could see the lake. On the distant shore Dana noticed something bright. Steam billowed into the air as though water were being poured into a furnace.


  “Let’s go over there,” Dana suggested. “It’s too far to walk—we’ll take the ship.”


  They began retracing their steps when then heard a faint thump. They stopped to listen. Again they heard the thump.


  “Let’s hurry,” Dana said worriedly. “I wonder what that noise is.”


  The Great Menace


  THEY ran down the hill and around through the draws. As they drew nearer the ship the thumps became louder. There was a metallic sound intermingled. They rounded the last hill and came in sight of their ship. They stared at it aghast and dismayed. It was battered almost beyond recognition!


  Cautiously they advanced up the hill, over the snakelike vines and through the pale grass. Dana carried the machine gun in readiness and advanced ahead of Dutch. They heard a loud thump and saw the edge of the ship quiver but they were now on the slope of the hill from where they could not see the other side of their craft. Another thud and the ship danced under the impact.


  Dutch flared with anger. He started up the hill at a wild pace, forgetful of all danger.


  “Hey!” Dana called. “What is the idea. Wait a minute until we find out what is doing that.”


  “But they’re breaking the ship. I’m going to stop them in their tracks.”


  “And get stopped! No, you wait until we find out what is there.”


  They were at the crest of the hill now and peered over. One look and they crouched down behind a rock and stared into each other’s pasty faces. Dana felt his blood chill and his face blanch. He wondered how Dutch felt. He recovered himself and slipped the safety catch on the rapid fire gun and poked it up over the rock. He trained the gun upon the monster.


  A huge, pale violet-grey, gorilla-like beast stood poised above the remains of the ship. It was more bulky than any elephant. Its powerful body was covered with great slab-like scales that rattled with the least motion. Its wide, ugly head, covered with scales, was frightful. The one eye in the center of its forehead gleamed yellow-violet light of hate and triumph.


  Dana was paralyzed before this apparition. He tried to squeeze the trigger but he could not move.


  In his powerful arms the monster held a boulder that weighed half a ton or more. Slowly, with a loud rattle of scales, he raised it in his herculean hands until it was high above his head.


  “Shoot him!” Dutch almost screamed. “Shoot!”


  As if another were doing it, Dana pressed the trigger. The gun jerked and rattled with deafening explosions. The angry steel nosed bullets struck sparks on the thick scales but the beast paid not the slightest heed.


  With a mighty heave the Neptunian brought the boulder down upon the ship. The rock struck with a clanking thud. Bits of debris flew. The already useless ship was flattened still more. Again Dana fired a burst at the center of the beast and again the sparks flew. The creature, aroused at last, began looking about for the source of the annoyance. He spied the two behind the boulder and charged.


  Dana felt his blood congeal. He fired several desperate bursts at the oncoming mountain of heaving scales but he might as well have been firing a pop gun. Their antagonist came on. Dana could neither move nor run.


  He was hypnotized by the destruction bearing down upon them. The one yellow eye of blazing hate held him transfixed.


  “In the eye!” Dutch screamed. “Shoot him in the eye!”


  Mechanically Dana raised the gun and again pressed the trigger. The beast merely shook its gargantuan head and came on. Frantically Dana again took aim. The monster was now but twenty feet from them and towering like an invincible army tank. For the fourth time Dana put the gun to its utmost. It was the last desperate struggle and it steadied him. The bullets stitched a row of sparks across the hideous face and drew closer to that blazing eye. Desperately he held the trigger down and guided the chattering stream of steel across the monster’s forehead. Suddenly the blazing yellow eye went dead; the light went out.


  CHAPTER III


  Into the Jungle!


  THE monster stopped abruptly with a terrible shriek of pain and surprise. It halted, emitted another deafening bellow that reverberated among the hills and then pitched to the ground with a thud that fairly shook the rocks. He lay there threshing about, kicking rocks and boulders in every direction.


  Trembling and weak the two stared at their dead foe. Dutch lapsed into profanity but Dana merely stared. “Listen!” Dana hissed suddenly. “Sh-h.”


  Far in the distance they could hear answering shrieks and bellows. They stared at each other with a groan. They listened intently and could hear the throb of many heavy feet and knew that others were coming rapidly. The very ground trembled under the impact like the rumble of a freight train.


  Hopelessly they looked at their ship but it was ground and battered beyond recognition.


  “To the jungle!” Dana yelled. “We can’t fight the whole herd!”


  The edge of the jungle was about two miles away and they set out as fast as they could travel. They had gone down into a valley, across the small river and topped another hill before they looked back. The great herd was just drawing up to the remains of the ship. They estimated that there were over two hundred of the gruesome, violet-grey monsters. While they rested they watched the Neptunians. They could hear the turmoil of clattering scales and bellowing voices.


  The beasts first attacked what was left of the ship. They threw hundreds of great boulders upon it and then lifted it up on edge and rolled it down the hill. Faster and faster the flattened doughnut rolled until it suddenly broke into a shower of fragments. Then one of the grotesque creatures saw the Earth things. There was a screech and the whole band broke into an uproar. Four of them seized the carcase of their dead companion and the entire troop came in hot pursuit amid a rattling chaos and a cloud of steam.


  “Run!” Dana cried in terror. “Can we make it?” Dutch had become stolid again now that the frightful creatures were still far off.


  “We can try,” he grinned. “What’s the difference if we make it or not? They’ll get us sooner or later.”


  They broke into a run toward the tangled forest. The beasts, seeing them escaping, came on thunderously in full cry. The ground rumbled with their heavy running and the air rattled and vibrated from their clattering scales and deafening voices.


  Gradually the herd gained upon them. They abandoned caution and rushed wildly across the damp, rocky ground. When they were within three hundreds yards of the sheltering jungle Dana glanced back. The thundering horde was less than two hundred yards behind and gaining rapidly!


  “We can’t make it!” he gasped. “I’m going to—throw away—the gun. It’s about—empty, anyway.”


  Without waiting for an answer he dropped the gun. He felt nude and helpless without the weapon but he ran easier and faster without the burden. There was an increased uproar behind and he glanced back. The beasts has stopped to demolish the gun.


  “Hurry!” he yelled between gasps. “They’re grinding up—the gun.”


  They gained the thicker underbrush and found it crossed and recrossed by many paths. Selecting one of these they staggered on. Abruptly they were up to the tangled mass of jungle. Each of the paths entered a great hole in the confused growth. They plunged into one of these holes and found themselves in a steaming, dripping, perspiring tunnel. The rich, yellow soil of the path was trampled by thousands of cumbersome feet into a soft mud. There was an abrupt turn in the tunnel and Dana glanced back as he rounded it. The first of the beasts were just entering the opening.


  “Quick!” he gasped. “Crawl out—of the path—here they come.”


  They found a space between a huge tree and the tangle of vines and squeezed into it. They pushed and pried their way around the tree and crouched trembling and gasping beside the almost white trunk. They had scarcely hidden themselves when the first of the grotesque beings clattered by. They were closely followed by the four carrying the dead animal and then an almost endless chain of rattling scales and thundering, splashing feet. Yellow mud sloshed up against and around their tree until they were drenched.


  What Now?


  THE last of the stragglers rattled by and the procession lost itself in the depths of the jungle. While they recovered their breaths they listened to the sound of the monsters as it grew fainter in the distance.


  Dutch shoved some vines out of his way and lay down flat on his back. He wiped the perspiration from his face with the back of his hand and proceeded to roll a smoke.


  “Well,” he said as he moistened the edge of the brown paper, “Mr. President of the Consolidated Interplanetary Transport Company, where do we go from here?” Dana did not answer. He was thinking of Terriana. He wondered if she was worrying about him—he hoped so.


  “Is there any chance of someone coming to help us?” Dutch persisted. “If someone forgets to come for us we’ll have to get acquainted with the natives and pretend that we like it.”


  Dana shook his head. “There isn’t a chance in a million. You couldn’t hire anyone to come here and even if someone did how could they find us? It would be about like flying over the state of California looking for a needle someone dropped. Dad might try to come but I don’t think that mother would let him. She’d tell him that one lost from the family is enough. No, it’ll be just like it was with the others. The telenewspapers will buzz for awhile and then they’ll make room for the next sensation and forget all about us. We’ll have to do our own worrying.”


  Dutch drew deeply at his cigarette. “Oh, well, we should worry. This is no worse than sitting around in the pen.”


  “Say!” Dana flared angrily. “Are you kidding or are you just plain dumb?”


  Dutch grinned a pasty-faced grin that was ghastly in the weird light. “I ‘spose it all depends on how much you lose. Me—“he shrugged, “all I’m losing is a cot and a lot of steel scenery.”


  Dana dug his heel savagely in the wet, yellow dirt. He looked about the putrid tangle of dripping, steaming trees and vines, the dead ones of which were decaying in mid air. He decided that he would have to do his own thinking. Perhaps the companionship of Dutch would keep him from going insane if the man did not drive him crazy with his stolid, fateful indifference.


  “If I had something to eat now,” Dutch continued, “I’d fill up and then sleep awhile. My big worry comes around three times a day. Did you ever get real hungry; and nothing in sight?”


  “Will you shut up!” Dana almost shrieked. “Don’t we have enough trouble without your rubbing it in?”


  But Dutch’s suggestion was practical. Dana began to worry about what they could eat in this land of plenty. The more he thought about it the more convinced he was that there was only one course open to them.


  “We had better follow that herd and watch them,” he said. “We can probably live on the same kind of stuff they eat. If we begin experimenting we might eat something that’s poisonous.”


  CHAPTER IV


  The Grotto of the Beasts


  HOUR after hour they traveled through the mud splashed tunnel. There were many criss-crossed paths but they had no difficulty in following the herd for the path they had used was newly churned and the sides of the tunnel were dripping with ocher mud. At last they heard faintly the sound of rattling scales and the bellowing of voices far in the distance. They advanced more cautiously now for they were afraid of ambush or an outpost.


  At last they came to a turn in the tunnel and could hear that the cavalcade was just ahead. Dana peered cautiously around the bend and drew back quickly.


  “The whole band is around there in a clearing. I thing that they’re resting and eating. Let’s see if we can burrow out of the tunnel and get ringside seats.” They searched the matted sides of the tunnel until they found a place where the vegetation was not so heavy and wormed their way through. There was no danger of their presence being detected through any sound they made for the din of the Neptunians was deafening. At last they arrived near the edge of the clearing and could plainly see the monsters.


  They were eating and the two visitors watched carefully. Several of the great animals had swung into the nearby trees with the agility of monkeys. From their position they dropped fruit to others below. There were several varieties that they ate. The fruit was pale green or pale yellow their coloring being so slight that they were almost white. There seemed to be one favorite, a bean-like affair of a yellow tint and about ten feet long. There was one hanging from a vine near Dutch’s head and they opened it. Inside they found twenty soft meated, flat, white fruits. They were some five inches in diameter and two inches thick. Dana tasted the fruit. It was juicy and delicious, tasting something like a combination of apricots and strawberries.


  Dana ate a little as an experiment but Dutch ate freely.


  “Better not eat too much to start with,” Dana warned, “Well know more about how it agrees with us after awhile.”


  “It tastes fine—I should worry about what happens.”


  Dana shrugged. Dutch was impossible to reason with. They tried other fruits which they had seen the natives eat and found them good. One in particular interested Dana. It was a nearly transparent, clear globe about ten inches in diameter which hung from a vine like a great drop of dew. He bit into one and was almost drowned in the sweet, fragrant juice.


  At last the Neptunians went on the march again. Four of them picked up the dead member of their herd and clanked into a tunnel opening into the far side of the open space. When they were out of sight Dana and his companion started after them.


  “I don’t see what we are following them for any longer,” said Dana. “We know what they eat so can live without them. Still, if we watch them we can find out more about them. If we have to live here the rest of our lives we had better learn all we can about their habits.”


  For hours they followed the noisome procession. On the earth it would have been several days. Still the Neptunians continued deeper into the jungle. As they progressed they found the jungle becoming denser until no light filtered in from the translucent cloud above. The only illumination now was the ghastly, violet light from the ground.


  They had followed for six “sleeps,” as Dutch put it—for there were no days and nights—when they noticed that the din ahead became louder.


  Cautiously they advanced but they found; that they were several miles away. As they drew nearer they noticed that the sound came in a definite rhythm as though the beasts were keeping time. The ground shook under the thump of countless and massive feet. At last they came upon the assembled horde and concealed themselves in the dense foliage.


  Before them opened a vast amphitheater or grotto. The room was at least three hundred feet across. The dome-shaped ceiling was a hundred feet high in the center and composed of living, dripping vines. Not even a pencil of light found its way through the dense matting. In the center lay the dead Neptunian and around it danced the vast herd. It was a grotesque dance of rattling scales and thumping feet. To one side eight of the monsters beat time by bumping great hollow logs with heavy rocks. The ghastly light came from the ground and cast a weird shadow dance of distorted shapes on the ceiling of the grotto.


  The Mystery of the Light


  THEY watched the thunderous dance for two hours when there was a sudden change in the rhythm of the drums. The dance speeded up and then the entire herd broke into line and filed away through an opening in the wall while another troop of dancers came into the grotto and resumed the bacchanalian contortions.


  “Looks like only part of ’em chased us,” Dutch shouted above the din. “What’s it all about?”


  “Probably a wake,” said Dana. “They aren’t animals but savages.”


  They resumed their observation of the ponderous dance when Dana noticed something that had escaped his attention before. Near one edge of the grotto he saw a tiny red light that gleamed steadily in the ghastly violet light. He was puzzled when he noticed that all the beasts or savages carefully avoided the light, refusing to go nearer to it than fifty feet. At the left edge of this forbidden circle stood one of the Neptunians as motionless as a statue.


  “See that red spot over there?” he asked Dutch. “There—no, right over beyond that fellow with a crooked nose.”


  “Oh, yes, now I see it. What’s it for?”


  “How should I know? Let’s go over and find out.”


  They started through the maze of vines and underbrush but came upon one of the tunnels. The ground was literally covered by the monsters lying in the steaming mud evidently resting.


  “We’ll have to wait until they change shifts,” Dutch said. “Let’s go back.”


  They crawled back to their former position and watched the proceedings.


  “I’d like to know what that red light is for,” Dana mused. “And why is that native standing over there?”


  The visitors indulged in another of their “sleeps” to the tune of booming logs, rattling scales and thundering feet. Still the grotesque wake continued.


  “Wish I was selling tickets for this? dance,” Dutch grinned. “I’d charge so much a ton.”


  “If you were I suppose you’d buy lots somewhere around here with the proceeds and settle down,” Dana retorted. “I’d give everything I own for an old second hand spaceflyer right now.”


  Dutch snorted. “How do you figure that you own anything on the earth when you’re settled down here for life. Forget it.”


  “That’s right but don’t rub it in too much—it’s all in how much you lose, you said.”


  “Sure, but we are stuck here and we might as well face the music. I have been thinking that I was wrong. It doesn’t really make any difference how much you lose. Whether you lose a nickel or half the world—what’s the difference?”


  “I wasn’t thinking of money,” Dana said sadly.


  They lapsed into silence and listened to the nerve-racking, monotonous thump, thump, rattle, rattle. Again there was a sudden change in the time and rhythm of the dance. They looked up to watch any new developments. Tunnels poured out their inhabitants until the grotto was filled. There were hundreds of the scaly monsters. Although the grotto was crowded they all carefully avoided that red light.


  The dance became wilder and wilder. They seemed to be working themselves into a frenzy. As the dance speeded up the clatter became deafening and the ground jarred with the heavy thump of stamping feet. The monsters grew frantic, swaying to the hollow-log time, the crowd milling about the dead member.


  Suddenly the thumping ceased and the milling herd came to an abrupt halt. For a moment they stood motionless as if recovering their balance. A moment of this silence and then the mob quivered; a wave of bellowing swept over them and a deadly rattle of scales. As one they rushed toward the carcass. They were upon the dead member when one of the foremost suddenly drew himself up over the heads of the others and ran over the top of the solidly packed herd.


  “What’s he think he’s going to do?” Dutch asked tensly.


  Dana was awed by this strange ceremony. He did not answer but watched the lone member leap from the heads of the others and rush to the red light. Quickly he seized the miniature torch and with a loud bellow he ran toward the thundering crowd. The others drew back, clearing a path for him. He waved the light, the only spark of red in this ghastly violet land, and the mob drew farther back as in awe and reverence. As with a magic wand he cleared a wide circle about the dead member, danced around it three times and then set the sceptre upright in the ground.


  Another Human!


  WITH his great thumbless hands he tore the carcass open and took out the heart which he held up for all to see. Again he went through some meaningless ceremonies, seized the little red-tipped wand and went toward the edge of the grotto through the wide lane that opened for him. He set the light where he had found it and disappeared into one of the tunnels, carrying his extra heart with him.


  Again the crowd fell upon the dead member and after a few minutes of wild confusion they drew away, leaving nothing but a scattered litter of scales and bluish grey bones.


  “U-uh!” said Dana. “They eat their own dead! I wonder why all the ceremony.”


  “What I’m wondering is what they’d do to us if they caught us.”


  Dana shuddered. “I had that figured out long ago. I’d rather try to figure out why all the ceremony and why the long wait before they ate that dead one.”


  “Probably waiting for the scales to loosen,” Dutch suggested.


  “For the—wait, what is this?”


  The one who had eaten the heart came out of his tunnel and stood behind the red-tipped wand. The herd stood in awe and respect. In a loud voice the one addressed the many. Several times he bellowed, changing the pitch of his voice from high screeches to low gutturals. The speech was short and evidently to the point for scarcely had he ceased when the herd broke up and scattered through the many tunnels. Several gathered up the debris of scales and bones and carried them into a tunnel. The mighty one picked up his torch, called a band of about seventy-five and led them into another tunnel. Slowly the clatter and thunder died away in the distance. Only one remained in the vast grotto—the guard.


  “Now we can crawl around there and see what that guard is doing,” Dana suggested.


  “It’s sure a funny outfit,” said Dutch.


  “Not so queer,” Dana objected. “When people from Mars came to the earth for the first time they thought that we were the strangest things they could imagine and we thought the same about them. Now we don’t think anything about it because we’re used to them and have adopted some of their customs. These monsters, if they think at all, probably think that we are queer little animals with silly habits.”


  “I ’spose you’re right. Let’s go.”


  Now that the crashing din, had ceased they had to move with extreme caution. Carefully they burrowed through the almost impenetrable tangle of vines, making a wide detour and coming up behind the guard. They worked with the infinite patience of prisoners who have a lifetime in which to burrow through a stone wall or cut through a bar. They drew nearer the grotto and could hear the scales of the guard chattering as he shifted his position. Presently they stopped, finding their way blocked by great logs piled up to form a wall or crib. They could see the guard now through the mass of vines.


  Dana peered through the chinks in the log crib and then stared at Dutch in amazement.


  “Look in there,” he whispered softly.


  Dutch put an eye to one of the chinks and stared. Astonishment was written all over his pasty face.


  “A man!” he gasped. “One just like us!”


  Dana tapped lightly on the log. The man inside listened, staring about to find out where the sound came from. Dana tapped again and put his lips to the chink.


  “Sh-h,” he hissed. “Right over here—in back.”


  The man, who had been sitting in a dejected heap, straightened up and tiptoed eagerly to the back of the crib.


  “Who are you?” Dana demanded in a soft whisper.


  “Never mind formalities now,” the man said eagerly. “There is no time to lose—that is, if you want to get me out of here.”


  “Of course we do,” Dana whispered. “But how can we get by that guard?”


  “You can’t,” the man whispered. “Listen carefully. They made the floor of this prison out of logs so I couldn’t burrow out. But there is a weak place on the right side. If you could find a pole about four feet long I could pry the logs apart and get out. And whatever you do, don’t make a noise!”


  They withdrew from the prison some distance and began cutting a pole. Whittling through the three-inch stick with their pocket knives was arduous labor but at last they had a serviceable pry pole. They crept back to the crude cell and passed the stick through the crack to the stranger.


  “Fine,” he whispered. “That is made to order. I’ll try to force the logs apart without making a noise but you better come around to the right wall to give me assistance in case of trouble.”


  CHAPTER V


  The Escape


  DANA and Dutch crept around the side of the building and waited. They saw the end of the pole protrude from the side and held their breaths. Gradually the strain came on and one of the logs moved ever so little. Again the man pried and the log moved a little more. Once more he pried, a little harder this time. The log moved slightly and then suddenly fell out of the wall and to the ground with a crash of underbrush. At the same time they heard the guard rattling up to investigate.


  “Hurry!” the man yelled. “Help me through!” Together they grasped his arms and dragged him through the narrow opening just as the monster entered the door. Now the vines which had befriended them became a menace. Before they could draw away from the wall into the tangled brush the Neptunian reached a great scaly arm through the opening and grasped the stranger’s arm in its huge, four fingered claw. They heard the dull, sickening snap of breaking bones.


  “Run for your lives!” The stranger screamed with pain and fright. “I’m lost—run!”


  The other plated arm was coming out of the prison and grasping for Dutch. He tried frantically to force his way through the vines but he had no time. The groping claw paused a moment as though the monster inside were changing his position. He had put his eye to the chink.


  Dana stared for a moment, too horrified to move. He drew himself together when he saw the monster arm again seeking Dutch. The ugly, one-eyed face was pressed close to the opening, the yellow eye gleaming with untterable hate. That baleful glare was almost hypnotic. Dana forced his gaze away from the hideous stare and searched frantically for some weapon. The pole! It was still leaning against the bottom of the opening.


  Dana became all action in a moment. He seized the pole and jabbed it with terrific force into the glaring yellow eye. Inches it went into the monster’s head, grating and crunching. There was a frightful bellow from within the prison and the beast’s hand relaxed its hold upon the stranger’s arm. It ran about blindly within the log house, tearing down the logs in a wild confusion.


  Quickly the three drew back into the jungle to escape the heaving logs.


  “Hurry!” gasped the man. “Get into the open and then run for a tunnel. We’ll have to get as far away from here as we can—they’ll come in a little while.”


  Dutch and Dana helped the injured man through the brush. His broken arm dangled limply and impeded his progress. They gained the grotto and ran toward one of the tunnels.


  “This one,” the stranger cried, “Have to go this way anyway.”


  They penetrated deep into the jungle and then burrowed into the tangle beside the path. They cleared a space and lay down to rest.


  “We better set this arm,” said Dana when they had recovered their breaths.


  They found both bones between the elbow and wrist broken and ugly bruises where the monster’s powerful fingers had dug into the flesh. They set the bones as best they could and bound up the arm with splints and strips of cloth torn from their shirts. They fashioned a sling from more of their ragged shirts. As they worked Dana plied the patient with questions.


  “My name is Dana Manson,” he said. “We were only exploring around.”


  The man winced and grinned at the same time.


  “I have heard of you,” he said. “I am Dr. Gailman of, I suppose, the ill-fated Gailman-Turner expedition. The others of the party were eaten but the brutes were saving me for some special occasion.”


  “Dr. Gailman! Then you have been here almost a year!” Dana was incredulous. “But we can talk about that later. What have you found out about these monsters? That’s what we are eager to know.”


  Dr. Gailman patted his bandaged arm gingerly. “Plenty to last me a long time,” he grinned. “They aren’t animals in a sense. They have a language and superstitions just as we have, although theirs are very crude. But I have never seen them so thoroughly aroused as they were over the death of their king.”


  “Their king! Was that dead one their king?”


  “Yes. As soon as they had eaten him and the new king had crowned himself he ordered the tribe to scatter throughout the jungle to find something or other—I couldn’t catch it—You see, while I was penned up there I listened to their bellowing and grunting until I finally picked up a word. It took me six months to get that word. After that I learned faster until I can understand them fairly well. I sometimes conversed with the guard.


  “Then it was the big boss we shot,” Dutch said with a heave of satisfaction.


  “Shot!” Dr. Gailman groaned. “No wonder they were agitated. Now we are confronted by serious problems!”


  The Chase


  “LET us hear some more about the monsters,” said Dana. “The more we know the easier it’ll be to combat them. What about that red light? It puzzled me.”


  “That red light is a puzzle. I have studied about it for days at a time. I fancy that it is a crystal which becomes fluorescent when the violet light shines upon it and glows with an induced light that is red. That is the only explanation I have ever come upon. At any rate, the natives are afraid of it and never go near it. When the king dies the new king is chosen by the simple expedient of electing the one who is not afraid of the light. I suppose one of them believes that he is the one and overcomes his fear. I have come to the conclusion that it is like an earthly big sword or big stick or crown or other mark of authority or reverence. When a man has courage to grasp it he finds it harmless. If he is still superstitious he believes himself superior; if not he merely winks up his sleeve and dictates to the rest.”


  “If we could get that red light we could rule the place,” Dana suggested.


  “We’d be monarchs. They would keep away from our superior selves and take our orders like slaves. But the king took the light. The old king used to leave it stuck upright before his den but the new one probably feels like carrying his new toy.”


  “I have noticed that there are no other animals on the planet,” said Dana. “I wonder how that happened.”


  “I have wondered too. I believe that these monsters have eaten them all and are the sole survivors. They seem to be famished for meat and so eat their dead.” They heard the clatter of scales and the faint bellowing of the monsters. There were answering bellows. The sound drew nearer. Dr. Gailman listened intently.


  “They are coming in answer to the call of the guard,” he said presently. “Now they will be upset.”


  They lapsed into silence as the monsters galloped by. They were drawing in from every direction. Presently they were assembled in the grotto and the three fugitives could hear the new king giving orders while others interrupted him.


  “They want to eat the dead guard and the king is telling them that they will have to find us first,” said Gailman. “They’ll search frantically until they find us. Their appetite for meat is almost like the craving for narcotics—I’m surprised that he dares deny them.” Again they heard the confusion of hundreds of the monsters departing in chase. Through the tangled vines the three men could see the approaching throng. The king, holding his scepter above his head, came first, followed by about seventy-five subjects. Evidently the others had scattered throughout the maze of tunnels. Presently the last of the king’s troop had clattered by and the din began to fade in the distance.


  “I have been wondering about that violet light,” said Dana. “It seems to come out of the ground.”


  “It does,” said Gailman. “We landed on a large clearing on the shore of a large lake north of here. There was a place where the steam was denser than usual. We stopped to investigate and found that it came from almost pure radium. I fancy that the ground is full of it and that spot was an outcropping. I have come to the conclusion that the particles from the radium induce a fluorescent condition in the soil that causes the violet light.”


  “Radium! Radium—” Dana exclaimed and mused. “Listen—will a death ray affect the brutes?”


  “No. That is how we were captured. We tried the death ray but they came right on as if nothing had happened.”


  Dana turned to Dutch. “Perhaps Drisden saved our lives by taking our good tubes and ammunition. I better not be too hard on him.”


  “If you ever see him again,” Dutch suggested.


  But Dana had relapsed into thought and did not hear him. He was trying to figure some means of controlling the native forces, if not put them to work. He visioned an outpost with valuable cargoes of radium being transported to the earth over the lines of his company. He pictured the revolutionary developments in the power equipment of those on the earth.


  “But,” he groaned aloud, “we are stranded so there’s no chance.”


  “What’s that?” demanded Gailman. “Stranded? Not if we can keep out of sight and if they have not discovered my ship—and I’m sure that they haven’t. When we were captured the ship was rather effectively concealed.”


  Dana almost hugged him. “You mean that your ship may be in condition to fly? Then we must go at once!”


  “The ship is probably in condition to fly but remember that the natives are between us and the ship. It’s up to us to keep in condition to fly.”


  Toward the Space Ship


  FOR days in this dayless land they crept through the tunneled jungle. Occasionally they heard searchers and were forced to abandon the tunnel and hide in the tangled vines. They were near the edge of the clearing after one of Dutch’s “sleeps” when Dana picked up one of the scales which had dropped in the path. It was about ten inches in diameter and over two inches thick. He examined it carefully. It was made up of an oily substance intermixed with a hard, flint-like mineral. Evidently it was oily to turn the persistent dripping water of the jungle. He tried cutting it with his pocket knife but found it too hard to yield more than a fine shaving from the thin edge. From this he deduced that the oil penetrated entirely through.


  “This stuff would make a valuable source of oil,” he suggested.


  “That’s right,” said Dutch. “Anything to make more shipping for your precious lines. Me—my worry comes only three times a day.”


  Dana shrugged but did not utter the retort that was on the end of-his tongue. The fact that his companion accused him of thinking of his air lines when he was really thinking of Terriana did not bother him.


  The jungle was becoming thinner. A few more miles and they would be in the clearing. They sat down to rest.


  “We shall have to be very careful now,” said Gailman. “There is no shelter in the clearing and if we are seen we shall all perish.”


  Dutch rolled a smoke. “Let’s stay here,” he said, settling himself comfortably. “This beats sitting around in the pen.”


  Dana snorted. “Now I know you’re crazy.”


  “It all depends on how much you lose. As I said before, all I lose is a cot and a lot of steel scenery.” They resumed their march and relapsed into silence. Gradually the jungle thinned until concealment was difficult and they were forced to keep large trees in mind in case one of the pursuers should come. They crept along more cautiously than ever. They ran from tree to tree, pausing at each stop to listen for the clatter or bellow of the chase. At last they were at the edge of the tangle of vines and peered cautiously out upon the barren hills.


  A faint glow filtered through from the clouds, mixing some normal light with the violet that came from the ground, making the effect less weird and gruesome than in the dense jungle. Far in the distance they could see the steam rising from the outcropping of radium.


  They listened carefully but heard nothing.


  “My ship is over in that steam,” said Gailman. “The clearing seems to be deserted—I suppose we might as well make a dash for the craft.”


  “If it would only get dark here we could wait until night,” said Dana.


  “But it won’t,” said Dutch. “Let’s go.”


  They broke away from the jungle, running at an easy trot that covered the ground rapidly and noiselessly. They skirted a low hill and felt safer when they had put it between them and the jungle. They rested in the shelter for a few minutes and then continued winding around the low hills.


  “How much farther do we have to go?” Dana asked after an hour of travel in the open.


  “We are about half way there,” said Gailman. “The river we crossed is about a fourth of the way as I recall. There is a big heap of scales, sort of a burying ground for the scales and bones, near the ship. It is almost as large as one of these hills. Watch for it. Then we’ll know where the ship is.”


  They continued their flight over the rough valleys. Since crossing the river the ground had been rising rapidly. Gradually the valleys became more shallow and finally they found themselves on a plateau. They looked back. It was as if the water had cut up the plateau onto numerous hills and valleys. Far behind they could see the violet-white edge of the jungle. Dana suddenly leaned forward and strained his eyes toward one of the hilltops.


  “What is that?” he asked, pointing out a hill about half way between them and the jungle.


  Trapped!


  THEY looked at the object silhouetted against the leaden sky. Faintly they heard a blood-chilling bellow and saw the statue move. As they watched other figures joined it until there were perhaps seventy-five. They could hear the bellowing voices and then the rattle of scales as the band started in their direction. They saw others coming out of the jungle and taking up the pursuit.


  “Now we’ll have to run!” Dana shouted. “Gailman, you lead the way since you know where to go.”


  Swiftly they ran over the plateau, perspiration streaming down their faces, while the clatter and bellowing became louder and louder, spurring them to frenzied effort. They sighted the pile of scales which was their landmark. Just beyond they could see the great clouds of steam from the radium outcropping. Presently Gailman, weakened from long confinement and his broken arm, began to lag.


  “You go on,” he gasped. “No use for all of us—to die. If I stay behind—they’ll stop to eat me—and you can get away. The ship is hidden—just inside that column of steam.”


  “No!” Dana cried. “Either we all go or we all stay. Here Dutch, help and we’ll give Gailman a lift.”


  One ran at each side of the weary doctor and seized the legs of his trousers, assisting him along. The race became a torture for Dana and Dutch, burdened as they were. Their lungs pained them as they sucked in great sobs of stale air. Still the monsters gained.


  “We can’t make it,” Gailman groaned. “I command you to abandon me. That is the only way—to save yourselves.”


  “Command—nothing!” Dana gasped. “Run a little faster. Not far—to go.”


  They gained the pile of scales. It formed a low hill, the accumulation of centuries. The edge of the rising column of steam was still half a mile in the distance and the beasts were only a quarter of a mile behind them. Gailman collapsed.


  “You must go on,” Gailman choked. “In the interest of science. You have the key to the situation here. You know that they have a superstitious fear of red light. Use it. You must go and leave me. They’ll stop here long enough for you to make it.”


  “No,” said Dana. “We all go or we all stay.”


  “Fool,” Gailman almost sobbed. “Can’t you see that that is your only chance and while we argue they come. It is better that I die than that all three of us be killed.


  Go!”


  “No! Why should you die instead of either of one of us. Why shouldn’t I stay here and you and Dutch go on?”


  The beasts were coming in great leaps, their cries tinged with a note of savage triumph. Swiftly they covered the ground, their powerful feet hammering the damp, rocky soil with jarring force, their scales rattling in unison. Already they had sped over half the intervening distance. The three watched the oncoming horde, helpless and fascinated as with the approach of a thundering freight train. A few minutes and they would be ground out of existence. In the lead ran the king, holding his red-tipped scepter high in the air.


  With a great effort Dana tore his eyes away from the scene that held him like a magnet.


  “If only I had that red light!” He thought with flashing swiftness. “Red light—red.”


  Saved by Red


  WITH a savage jerk Dana pulled Dutch around and out of his openmouthed fascination.


  “Quick!” he shouted. “Shave off some of the edge of these scales—start a fire.”


  With trembling hands they opened their pocket knives and cut little shavings from the thin edges of several scales. These they heaped up and Dutch took out his waterproof match box. His fingers shook as he struck a match and held it under the shavings. A drop of water from the ever dripping scales struck the tiny flame. It sputtered and went out.


  “There’s only one match left,” Dutch groaned. “You light it.”


  Dana became calm and steady in his desperation. He forgot the thundering horde; he forgot their danger; he concentrated his every attention upon the tiny flame. He added the burned out match to the first to increase the size of the fire. He thrust the flame under the little-heap of shavings and carefully held it. A tiny spurt of red fire, a frying sound and gradually the fire spread throughout the heap of shavings. A little thread of black smoke rose from the tinder. Carefully he placed the edges of scales over the fire and the oil burst into flame. He added others. The fire became hot and boiled the oil out of the scales. They sputtered and shot blasts of fire like tiny blow torches. The flames spread rapidly to other scales.


  Dana drew back. Suddenly he became conscious of the thunder of the approaching horde. He spun around. They were but a few hundred feet away. On they came, the king bellowing orders and waving his scepter. The fire behind the fugitives was becoming a roaring furnace of fierce oil.


  At fifty feet the monsters hesitated, for here was a red light much larger than they had ever seen. Even the king hesitated. Then he looked at his magic spark of red crystal and came on again.


  Dana seized Gailman and Dutch.


  “Up the heap!” he shouted.


  They ran around the fire and climbed desperately up the shifting scales. They paused above the fire and behind the screen of greasy black smoke.


  “You think it’s better to roast alive!” asked Dutch in amazement and terror.


  The smoke shifted and they could see the king coming at them. Straight into the blazing furnace he ran.


  “He thinks that he has overcome the superstitious dread of anything that is red!” Gailman shouted. “He is shouting his greatness to the herd. He thinks that he is a super monster! He is invincible now that he has winked once.”


  But the king was bellowing in pain and surprise. He backed out of the fire but the damage was done. His scales were blazing lustily as he wove drunkenly toward his astonished followers. They drew back in awe and terror. The king’s bellows became louder and more agonized and then began to weaken. He was drunk with his new-found might. The living torch staggered a few more steps and then collapsed; his own funeral pyre.


  In his wild contortions the king had dropped his scepter. Dutch, never greatly awed, slid down the oily scales and ran to the symbol of power. He seized the red crystal and waved it in the faces of the monsters. They drew back in obedience and respect. Dana and Gailman slid down the heap that they might watch him better for the smoke and heat was now almost unbearable.


  * * *


  When Dutch returned his eyes blazed with a new light. He had lost his almost bovine contentment in the realization of new power.


  “Say, Dana,” he said smiling, “are you going to establish a post in this planet?”


  “Yes. I feel now that I am justified in taking whatever money and power may come to me since I shall revolutionize power and transportation on the earth. As soon as I get back to earth I’ll begin on a new and greater organization.”


  “Fine,” said Dutch. “I am going to stay here and make these brutes feed me. This beats sitting around in a pen.”


  “Then I’ll put you in charge of the diggings here,” Dana laughed. “What shall I send for the project?”


  “I’ll turn these boys into tractors and steam shovels but I’ll need hand picks and shovels—and extra heavy ones too. Better send a gun that shoots liquid fire in case anyone gets it into his head that this crystal ain’t magic. And I’ll need a jail made of pretty heavy armor plate in case any of my men think they can get out of work. And say, don’t forget to send matches and smokes.”


  Dana, still trembling from the reaction, wanted to laugh hysterically, but he controlled himself.


  “I’ll probably think of at least ten ship loads of stuff,” he smiled. “But we must be on our way—so long.”


  King Dutch waved his tribe back to the jungle and Dana and Gailman started immediately for the hidden space ship.


  “Isn’t it strange,” said Dana musingly after they had entered the steam and found the ship unmolested, “how one puny man can control great and powerful groups after he has overcome his fear of their particular superstitions? Superstition is the whip that binds the races and makes giants cringe. One man could rule the whole world if he could invent a new superstition they’d all fear yet occasionally violate.”


  “Huh?” Gailman started from deep thought. “I beg your pardon, but I really was not following you. Confidentially, I’m worried. I have been away from home a long time and I’m wondering what sort of excuse will satisfy the wife.”


  THE END


  [*] Shaped like a doughnut. The new flyers were built in this doughnut shape to facilitate the action of the cosmoray. The cosmoray is a flux similar to magnetism, set up by the action of electricity D. Since an extract from the sap of the yucca tree was the only known conductor of electricity D, the coils in the ship consisted of copper tubing containing the liquid extract, the tubing serving both as container and insulator. Twenty-two turns of the tubing were laid against the inner wall of the “doughnut.” The flux or cosmoray set up in this solinoid caused the ship to move in any direction—with respect to cosmic rays—according to the operator’s selection of flux orientation and polarity.


  THE STRUGGLE FOR NEPTUNE


  Henrik Dahl Juve


  IN this story, sequel to the “Monsters of Neptune” which appeared in the Summer Quarterly, our good author treats of some of the lighter sides of interplanetary expeditions and explorations of strange worlds. Yet, despite the humorous sides of the situation in which “Dutch” finds himself, there is much truth in the picture that Mr. Juve gives us. If we were to attempt to conquer an alien planet, the force of numbers alone would overwhelm us. Strategy, and a keen understanding of psychology of the inhabitants would be the greatest weapons that our explorers could use.


  However, as Mr. Juve suggests, a question of morals arises here. Were our explorers justified in precipitating these peaceful Neptunians into civil war and carnage, destroying great numbers of them in order that we should extract their great deposits of radium? The question is not easy to answer for the Neptunians have apparently little use for the precious stuff and earthlings have. We invite the comments of our readers.


  THE king of Neptune, one “Dutch” Hoss, late of Sing Sing prison and now paroled to Dana Manson, stood, upon a rocky plateau on the planet Neptune. Not an ordinary king was Dutch. His clothes hung in shreds, the rags draping themselves almost gracefully over his stolid figure. A two months’ beard covered his face, and his hair was raggedly in need of the barber’s shears. Now he stood on a boulder and surveyed this small portion of his vast domain.


  To the south and east the plateau became a valley of purple hills and gullies skirted in the distance by the edge of the yellow-violet jungle. The purplish waters of a great lake to the west of him heaved and gurgled incessantly among the rocks on the shore. The northern aspect of this vast land presented a picture of great billows of roaring steam, rising from an outcropping of pure radium. The black canopy of clouds above admitted almost no sunlight. The only source of illumination was the radium under the surface of the ground, and this, due to the fluorescence of minerals in the soil, was ghastly violet.


  Hence the king’s face was the hideous color of dough in a violet light, with a tinge of sickly blue.


  Surrounding him were some five thousand of his native subjects. How many more there were he could not say. These Neptunians were huge savages, rivaling in weight even the largest elephants.


  Their bodies were gorilla-like, except that they were covered with heavy scales which rattled and clattered with every movement, being composed of an oily substance intermixed with grit and thick and heavy enough to offer resistance to a machine gun bullet. Their mouths, wide and hideous, increased the ferocity of faces which possessed a single eye in the centre of the forehead. Their great arms hung to below their knees, and terminated in three-fingered hands which were so powerful that they could with ease wrest a human arm from its socket.


  Yet Dutch was unquestioned king of this grotesque horde, for he held in his hand a stick tipped with red crystal—the only spark of red color on this steaming, moist planet. Perhaps in the remote past an unaccountable fire had broken forth, and the natives had suffered some serious casualties when oily scales caught fire. At any rate, the red crystal was an object of superstitious fear and the symbol of super-Neptunian power and authority—the crown jewel, as it were. Only he who was favored by the gods could touch that dreadful crystal with impunity. Only he who dared to touch it was deemed worthy to possess the absolute authority of a monarch.


  And now Dutch faced his subjects, armed only with this spark of red. He waved it at the monsters for the sheer joy of watching them fall back in terror. He was absolute ruler of a planet; master of thousands of monsters, any one of whom might easily have swallowed the scepter and then made a meal of Dutch. But such is the bondage of superstition.


  As he watched a doughnut-shaped space flyer emerged from the clouds of steam and flew rapidly toward him. It hovered in the air and then settled gently to the ground. Dutch waved his scaly subjects away from the flyer as the steel door banged open and his friends, Dana and Dr. Gailman, stepped out.


  “Are you sure that you’ll be all right alone with this mob until I get back with the fleet?” Dana asked apprehensively.


  “Sure. All I have to do is wave this jewel at ’em and they just about jump out of their scales. I’ll have ’em bringing my meals to me in no time. This beats laying around in the pen.”


  “I suppose it does. But what would you do if they should find out that that crystal isn’t dangerous after all?”


  “I never thought of that. But you said that it has probably worked for millions of years, so why shouldn’t it work for two or three months longer? Anyway, they ain’t wise to it yet so we should worry.”


  “It probably will continue to be effective. But, they aren’t accustomed to having a soft, juicy king. They might take a notion to eat you and elect a new king. You had better keep that crystal with you every minute.”


  “Don’t worry about me! You’re only president of the Consolidated Interplanetary Transport Co. But just look at me! I’m king of the whole planet! What I say goes! When you get back to dig radium I’ll have these huskies all ready to run picks and shovels.”


  “That’s great—but how are you going to tell them?”[*]


  “Well—I ain’t thought of that, I—”


  “Just a moment,” Dr. Gailman interrupted. “I can take care of that.”


  Going into the ship, he presently began to squeal and bellow and they knew that he was making dictaphone records of the language.


  Alone!


  DR. GAILMAN, sole survivor of the last of many ill-fated exploring expeditions, had been saved by the natives for some special feast, but had been rescued by Dana and Dutch. During his long wait he had learned most of the simple language of the Neptunians.


  Presently he returned with a reproducer and several records which he handed to Dutch.


  “Here are records of most of their language. It shouldn’t take you long to learn it, since it is very simple.”


  “Fine, thanks,” said Dutch. “Now I’ll be able to tell ’em what to do.”


  “And you look like a scarecrow,” said Dana. “Don’t you want some new clothes? There are plenty in the ship.”


  “That’s a good idea. This suit is kinda dropping off.”


  Dutch handed his scepter to Dana and went into the locker room of the ship. He turned on the electric lights and found a red silk pajama affair—the prevailing fashion of the day. After a bath and shave he donned the new clothing and felt more like a monarch. When he emerged he found that Dana had spread the camp equipment and canned food over the damp ground in orderly fashion.


  “Thought that you might feel less like an animal if you had a camping outfit,” he said.


  “Fine. We’ve been living in the jungle so long that I didn’t think of that.”


  “Say!” he exclaimed, looking down at his suit. “What’s the matter with this outfit? It was red when I put it on! I thought a red suit would be good to help keep these huskies away from me.” Dana laughed. “There is no red light here to be reflected from the suit. That’s why it’s nearly black out here.”


  “But this jewel is red!”


  “Certainly. But that red is due to fluorescence, if you know what I mean.”


  “Well, just so it stays red, we should worry.”


  “If that’s all,” said Dana, “we’d better be getting under way. Whatever you do, Dutch, be careful. And be sure that you retain control so that when we come back you can protect us. The best way to do that is to keep out of trouble. See that none of the Neptunians happen to touch the crystal. If they should find out that the crystal is harmless, our chance of getting anywhere with our radium mine is gone. And the only way we’d ever get you back to the earth would be to take three or four of our big friends along.”


  “So long. Don’t worry about me. And whatever you do, don’t forget to bring some smokes.” His two companions entered the ship and closed the door. Dutch stood, with some private misgivings, to be sure, watching the ship leap into the air and disappear into the canopy of clouds.


  For a full minute Dutch stared at the vanished flyer and his last opportunity to return to the earth for a long time. It seemed to take him that long to realize that he was alone among savages. But, stoic that he was, he presently shrugged his wide shoulders and then set about the work of pitching camp. He decided to establish his palace beside the shallow river south of the plateau. Although he dared not drink the violet water, he felt that there would be some comfort and feeling of home if he could hear the gurgle of the river. Then, too, the air was not so heavy out here in the open as in the jungle. But there was little choice, for the air was damp and hot, permeated with the smell of growing and decaying vegetation. As Dana had said, “It smells like an old rotten cellar with a new cedar door.”


  The king motioned several of his subjects to pick up his equipment. At first they did not understand, but after some difficulty and demonstrations he managed to convey the idea. Five of them gathered up the stores and followed him across the plateau, the others drawing up in a vast procession of clattering scales. It was a triumphal march.


  He forded the river and then selected a site for his camp. Having motioned his porters to deposit their burdens, he then waved them on into the jungle. They obediently rattled away and disappeared into the growth of trees and vines.


  The monarch set up his tent and arranged his little stock of provisions. There was a gasoline camp stove, a cot and bedding, cooking utensils and a folding chair. When all was in order the king sat down on the edge of the cot with a sigh of contentment. Automatically reaching into his pocket for his cigarette “makin’s”, he remembered with disappointment that he was completely “out”.


  “Well, I’ll—” he began and then shrugged. “Better learn some language.”


  He set up the phonograph and shoved a record into place. Dr. Gailman had substituted a horn for the usual tubes and the king now sat back listening to the squeals and bellows by which he was to make himself understood throughout his kingdom. Slowly a grin spread over his pasty face.


  “Oh, my-gosh! What a lingo! But I might as well start learning it now as laughing at it.” Setting the needle at the beginning of the record and having played the first bellow, he imitated it carefully, and tried to associate it with its meaning in English. Then he stopped the machine and repeated the word over and over until he was certain that he knew it thoroughly, treating each subsequent word in the same. Thus began the education of the king.


  CHAPTER II.


  Trouble


  FOR several days all went well with the king. He detailed several of the monsters to act as personal servants and others he selected for his body guard. Although he had studied the language diligently, he now found necessity forced him to learn more rapidly and easily. Since food was of prime interest, he learned the names of fruits and vegetables as quickly as possible. The king found delight in sitting before his tent and bellowing orders which sent scaly monsters into the jungle in search of delicacies. They heaped half ton piles of delicious and strange fruits about his tent, never daring, however, to approach nearer than fifty feet to the dreaded crystal.


  The monarch sampled different fruits, selecting those which pleased him most and ordering the rest taken away. Since he dared not drink the water of the river he ordered more grooons, a transparent fruit about the size of a football and which hung like a huge drop of water. The king punctured the skin with the can opener and emptied the juice into a pitcher. The taste reminded him of a combination of strawberries and apricots. It had just the right amount of tang, and he was further pleased to find that the drink warmed him ever so slightly.


  There were other fruits which he decided to order frequently. Great pods, some five and others twelve feet long, furnished him with vegetables which he found were just right for boiled dinners. He took another drink of grooon juice and reached for his “makin’s”.


  “Rats! If I had a smoke now, life would be perfect. But I better learn some more language.” He leaned back in his chair, listening to the groans and bellows from the phonograph, mimicking them as best as he could. His servants stood about listening and watching him curiously.


  Thus continued the life of the monarch for several “sleeps” as he put it (for there were no days and nights with which to reckon time.) One day, however, he noticed that one of his servants and one of his guards were acting queerly.


  The king had ordered a fresh supply of grooons and glamms (a variety of vegetable pod) but one of the servants refused to move in response to the order of his king. This savage, Gaambee by name, had from the first seemed reluctant to salaam before this foreign usurper of the throne, but this was the first sign of open rebellion.


  Dutch became angry. Seizing his red tipped scepter, he rushed savagely at the rebellious monster, shouting as best he could in their language.


  “Move!” he ordered. “To the jungle and bring me food! Go!”


  As he advanced, waving the red crystal, the monster’s eye opened wide with terror but he stood his ground firmly. Encouraged, the king leaped at the savage, expecting to see the Neptunian cower and then slink away into the jungle to fulfil orders. But the great, elephantine monster lay down upon the ground and refused to move. He gazed terror-stricken at the red crystal, but seemed to be ready for whatever fate befel those who were touched by the fateful red light. He had the courage to die for his convicting.


  The king stopped abruptly. He was nonplussed. He realized that if he should touch the scaly giant with the red spark the Neptunian would find that he was but the victim of a superstitious fear, and Dutch would shortly be reposing in the monster’s spacious stomach.


  Dutch went back to think it over. Here was something he had not anticipated. Evidently one of his subjects had become philosophical and was ready to sacrifice his life in passive resistance to his rule. He must show his authority—but how? To rush upon the monster meant certain death. To tolerate such gross insubordination meant the loss of his kingdom, and still worse, the loss of Dana’s life.


  The king was in a dilemma. He had no weapon with which to slay the rebel nor had he the means for tying him up. Although Dutch was in no immediate personal danger, the rebellion might spread when the others saw the success with which Gaambee resisted sovereign orders. Although the king did not know the technical details, here was the beginning of the passive-resistance of subjects that rides in advance of national upheavals. All that he realized was that he must not touch the bailey savage with the crystal, but that he must do something and do it quickly.


  To his right stood the six members of his bodyguard on duty at this time. An idea filtered through his stolid mind.


  “Guards!” he bellowed. “The king is insulted! Here I am trying to civilize you and make something out of you and this man aint got enough sense to see it. Eat him up or throw him into the lake or make him obey orders! It aint the king’s job to touch a rebel!”


  The guards started forward to obey, but one of their number, an exceptionally huge young savage named Meebroo, leaped in front of them and held up his arms to stop them. The other five stopped short but kept an eye upon the crystal in the hands of their sovereign.


  Dutch listened to Meebroo talk to them. He told them that they should fight for their rights and positively refuse to obey the orders of this foreign usurper. He harangued them for their lack, of pride. Were they going to kill one of their own flesh and blood just because a soft little animal such as they had eaten on other occasions, ordered them to? Were they so degenerate that they were going to subject themselves to foreign slavery for the rest of their lives? He became blasphemous! Perhaps the red light was not sacred when in the hands of the foreigner!


  This last remark spread horror among the cowed five. Never before had so audacious a remark been made and they watched Meebroo, evidently expecting to see him struck down by some supernatural agency. But nothing happened.


  “See,” he continued. “Nothing harms me! Are you going to obey orders?”


  The others stood irresolute and Dutch decided that it was time to interpose.


  “I hold the jewel,” he bellowed. “I am the king! Don’t listen to those infidels or something will happen to you. Don’t you know a nation divided against itself aint nothing but a mob?”


  The five irresolute guards were terror-stricken and started to advance but the one held them. He told them that they had nothing to fear, while he himself probably expected destruction momentarily. When nothing happened he became bolder and more arrogant. He told them that they were fools to listen to this foreigner. He told them to run into the jungle if they were afraid to be near the king, but not to obey his orders. And he won. The five stood.


  Dutch was desperate. He wanted to run and hide in the jungle but thoughts of Dana stopped him. He realized that should Dana and his men land upon the planet with the natives in control, they would be promptly eaten. He sat down upon his wobbly throne to ponder the situation.


  Combat!


  THE more the king pondered the situation the more he was convinced that more lives than one were at stake. There were his own shape and dignity to safeguard, but still more important, the life of his only friend, Dana, to preserve. He had no weapons, but even if he had, they would have been ineffectual anyway. He realized that he was helpless to enforce his orders, for these two insurgents, either of whom could eat him without feeling overfed, were beginning to pierce the thin shell of his authority. He stuck the scepter upright in the ground and leaned back to think, but it was useless.


  Meebroo was drawing closer! Experimentally, evidently. An overpowering desire to run and hide in the jungle asserted itself, and the king forgot everything but that hideous mouth and hungry eye. He arose from his camp stool, picked up his scepter and a few articles which he might need in the simple life of exile. Now that he could not see the cruel mouth of his enemy he again thought of Dana! The only man who had befriended him and treated him as an human being and equal! No! he must not run!


  The king replaced the articles and again started for the chair before the tent flaps. In his worry and fright he stumbled over the five gallon gasoline can and sprawled headlong on the ground. He sat up and rubbed his bruised shin and regarded the offending can. Fire! They had used it before!


  The monarch went into action. He seized a tin cup from the folding table and filled it from the can. He looked out at the insurgent who was still lying on the ground eyeing him curiously and just a little triumphantly. Dutch found a match and, holding the scepter and cup of gasoline in the same hand, advanced upon the prone rebel.


  “Do you still refuse to obey orders?” he roared.


  There was no answer.


  Go to the jungle and bring me food!” Dutch ordered. Still the rebel refused to answer or move. The others stood about watching, frightened and curious. They evidently detected a new note in the king’s voice.


  I’ll give you one more chance,” the king bellowed. “If you don’t beat it I’ll call the great red light down on you and then where’ll you be?”


  The rebel cringed in terror but stubbornly refused to move. His passive resistance had been successful thus far, and he evidently considered his victory a permanent one.


  Dutch struck the match and dropped it into the cup of gasoline. It puffed slightly, and then began to burn vigorously.


  Go!” he ordered again.


  When the monster refused to obey this final command the king threw the blazing liquid over the prone savage. Spreading out over_ the scales, the gasoline instantly leaped into a fierce blaze and a cloud of black smoke. The rebel leaped to his feet with a deafening bellow of terror, but the damage was done. The oily scales burst into murky flame.


  Dutch turned and fled to a safe distance and then stopped to watch. The living torch rushed this way and that trying to escape the scorching flames, but it was useless. A wide circle had cleared as the other monsters drew back in terror. Eagerly the flames licked at the scales, hissing and sputtering. The monster was a mass of fire. A great cloud of black smoke followed him as he ran about the cleared space.


  He weakened, staggered. Righting himself, he took another step and then pitched heavily upon the king’s tent, flattening it to the ground with a crash of tent poles and furniture. The king groaned.


  The gasoline can, crushed under the impact, now added its contents to the conflagration and the fire leaped into a roaring pyre of destruction.


  Dutch looked toward the wet, dripping jungle—his future home. The future looked soggy indeed. He was now without matches and gasoline to enforce his orders. Nothing remained but the red-tipped scepter.


  CHAPTER III.


  More Trouble


  THE last glowing embers of the tragedy were sending up a thin smudge of burning flesh when the king turned toward the yellow-violet tangle of wet trees and vines. The savages, terrified by the frightful display of sovereign displeasure, groveled in their attempts to please their mighty king, but kept at a very respectful distance. Meebroo, the guard, alone seemed to be unconvinced. He remained unbending and contemptuous. Dutch watched him closely, but that was all that he could do about it.


  The king was sorrowful. Not that he bemoaned the loss of the rebel—there were plenty of inhabitants—but he bewailed the loss of the comparative comforts and dignity of his camp. He had gone half way to the jungle when an idea occurred to him. Slowly the plans formulated and he again issued orders. He would build a brush hut!


  He turned back to the river and selected a new site. While some of his subjects were in the jungle gathering brush and vines he ordered others to clear the ground. With their powerful fingers, other dug two holes some twelve feet apart and two feet deep. The monarch then went to the jungle and selected two small trees which he ordered to be broken down and snapped off to the proper length. These were set into the holes. A ridge pole was then slid between them, thru the forks, and the whole covered with a thick layer of brush. He then ordered a large rock taken to the door of his hut, to be arranged as a seat. He was again the mighty monarch who possessed the only house and throne on the planet.


  In all dignity Dutch sat down and ordered fruits brought from the jungle. Again the orderly routine of existence began.


  For three “sleeps” Dutch, although without material luxuries, lived in all the despotic life of an Oriental potentate. His subjects groveled in their attempts to please him.


  Only the young giant, Meebroo, positively refused to obey orders. Although he did not dare attempt to do the king personal injury, his philosophy did not permit him to bow down to orders. He maintained his regime of passive resistance despite the horrible fate of his co-conspirator. At first the king chose to ignore him entirely so far as open attempts to break down his resistance were concerned. Nevertheless, he realized that here was a nucleus about which a fatal canker might grow.


  It was upon arising from his fourth “sleep” that the king stretched, yawned, and then ordered fruit. His servants were on their way, and the king was about to seat himself upon his throne when he stiffened. Meebroo had acquired a convert!


  This new addition to the camp of the rebels was a huge, hot tempered member of the king’s own servant mob. His name was Grroo. He was younger than Meebroo but even larger.


  Dutch was furious. He arose from his throne too angry to be dignified. He rushed at the new rebel, waving his scepter, as he bellowed orders that the young servant go immediately to the jungle.


  Grroo was terrified. He cowered before the wrath of the monarch and was on the point of terror-stricken flight when Meebroo fortified him with words of moral courage. Dutch tried to overwhelm the new convert with sheer force of bluster but the elder rebel laid hold upon his new ally and reassured him. Dutch was now almost upon them and dared not go farther. This did much to calm Grroo; for he seemed to lose some of his fright, and a light of dogged determination came into his eye. He assumed an attitude of resigned persistence.


  Realizing that he had lost his one opportunity, Dutch returned to his throne where he sat pondering this new situation as doggedly as they faced him. His breakfast arrived and he ate heartily of raw fruits, for he had no fire.


  After the meal the king began anew to consider his dilemma. Now this particular king was not accustomed to resort to strategy when confronted with trouble. Before coming to Neptune and into his kingship, it had been his policy to go into instant and violent action and then to do his arguing with his foot on his enemy’s chest. But here he was confronted by beings so ponderous that such tactics were obviously foolhardy. Hence this unusual strain upon his mental processes.


  Often while reading newspapers at his far-away home on the earth, Dutch had wondered about this thing called diplomacy. He had looked upon it as the admission of weakness and the cloak of graft, but now he began to see it in a new light, and to wish that he had had occasion to develop this unique and strenuous method of settling disputes.


  For on hour he cast about for some inspiration. Never before had he spent so much time over one little problem. He wondered why Meebroo chose to regard him with distaste. What could he gain? As if this question were a key that unlocked the vast storehouse of his subconscious, Dutch suddenly realized that Meebroo had his eye upon this job of being king. He realized that the rebel was not motivated by any desire to better his race or to relieve them of bondage—there was no such high thought anywhere on the planet—but to shift the advantage of this bondage to himself. This ambition was probably enhanced by the prospect of a kingly meal should he succeed in overthrowing the ruler.


  Strategy!


  THE king wondered what was to be done next, now that there were two of the enemy to contend with. What did the so-called diplomats do when they were in a snarl like this? Shift the responsibility and pretend to divide the spoils! But the king was a man of action. Scarcely had the thought flashed through his mind when he leaped to his feet and addressed the two rebels.


  “The king knows that Meebroo and Grroo are brave and wise. It aint right that they should work—they should boss the rest. I have decided to make them chiefs. We’ll divide the tribe into two smaller tribes and Meebroo can boss one half and Grroo the other. Of course I’ll be king of the whole bunch and you’ll be my lieutenants.”


  Dutch paused to see the result of his words. The two rebels had become suddenly interested. The idea seemed novel to them but it appealed to their limited intelligence. They nodded vigorously with a great clatter of scales.


  The king sent his servants into the jungle to call the tribe together and then sat down to wait and listen to his two lieutenants discuss the matter.


  Although Dutch could not yet understand all their words, he gathered from their talk that a rivalry existed between them. It happened that they were both of the younger set and unmarried. Now that they had suddenly become men of power and distinction they wished to marry but contention arose when they discovered that they each wished to marry the same female, the community belle.


  Dutch listened and grinned.


  “Sounds just like the time Jimmy Nichols and me had a scrap over the Jenson girl and she settled it by walking home from school with another guy. Wonder where she is now?” The king said this aloud, since he often talked to himself to relieve his loneliness.


  The discussion of the lieutenants was interrupted by the approach of the first members of the tribe from the jungle. The word had spread rapidly and now thousands of the scaly monsters poured from the tangle of vines from all sides until the din of their powerful voices and clattering scales was terrific.


  Dutch directed them to assemble on the plateau, and then, picking up his scepter, he followed the seemingly endless stream. They formed a dense crowd on the level ground. The king estimated that there were at least ten thousand present. Still others were coming across the hills and fording the river. He waited.


  Never until now had the king realized the vastness of his kingdom. He wondered how many of the beasts there might be on other continents but had no means of knowing. Some fifty thousand were now gathered, waiting patiently for his words. Fifty feet away stood his two lieutenants and his body guard. Dutch, unable to make his voice carry to the vast multitude, addressed himself to his lieutenants.


  “Go through the bunch and divide them in two,” he ordered. “Those on the left side will be under the orders of Meebroo and the rest under Grroo. Then tell ’em what it’s all about.”


  Dutch, having given his orders, swelled out his chest just a trifle, for it thrilled even this stolid king to command so vast a herd. Then too, he was delighted by the turn of events.


  The two went through the assemblage of monsters, clearing a lane. There was a great commotion and clatter of scales intermingled with a bellowing that reminded Dutch of a stampede of Texas long horns. At last the herd was divided and the commanders ordered silence. Gradually the hubbub subsided and the lieutenants explained the situation to the two groups. Dutch grinned delightedly when each leader enlarged upon his greatness in the eyes of the king.


  “Maybe that’ll hold ’em awhile. Who’da thought that they’d take me up on it?”


  CHAPTER IV.


  Thunder!


  THE leaders were waxing large and boastful and all was progressing nicely when a new element of discord entered into this division of spoils. Since females and “calves” as Dutch called the young, were in the groups, as well as males, the female under dispute between the two leaders was present. And since she could not be in both groups at the same time, trouble was pending.


  The friction rose when Grroo discovered her in Meebroo’s crowd. Instantly he forgot his own greatness and clattered over to her. Without ceremony he seized her giant “hand” and hustled her toward his own tribe. But this did not meet with the approval of Meebroo and he intercepted them. The ensuing argument lasted for fifteen minutes, becoming more personal and intense as time elapsed. Dutch became alarmed.


  Let’s settle this argument like gentlemen,” he bellowed, “Suppose we let the lady decide and see who wins?”


  They did not understand until he explained that she might choose one of them. The idea was entirely new but finally they agreed to try it.


  “Choose,” Dutch ordered.


  The female in the case hesitated, looking first at one and then at the other. Suddenly she pointed her finger at Dutch himself.


  The ignominy of the proposal staggered the king. At last he found his voice.


  “No! No! I don’t want you! Choose one of the lieutenants.”


  Again she hesitated, casting amorous glances upon Dutch, but he waved his scepter at her and she fell back in terror.


  “Now choose!” he ordered.


  Too terrified to disobey, she instantly pointed to Grroo. The triumphant suitor again seized her hand and proceeded to conduct her to his tribe.


  Now the idea of the woman choosing the husband seemed to be the only solution so far as Grroo was concerned and he wished to drop the argument at once, but Meebroo seemed to think that there was something wrong and expressed himself emphatically. Again the argument became hot. The two bellowed and squealed while the woman under dispute stood aside, frightened and astonished.


  The king became alarmed once more. He shouted orders that they desist, but they could not hear his puny voice through the uproar. Finally he drew back.


  What if they do fight—one might kill the other and that’ll leave only one to bother with,” he shrugged.


  He drew farther away from the quarrel for it had now approached the point where the science of hurtled solids might be employed. He listened to their argument.


  Suddenly there was a pause in the vocal barrage. Meebroo had thought of a wonderful idea.


  “Aren’t we each leaders of half of the tribe?” he challenged. “Suppose we lead our tribes into battle and let the winner have the girl. No one except the one in the right can possibly be the winner.”


  Grroo pondered this challenge. He possessed the female through her own choice and that was the only possible brand of justice that he could countenance. The idea of might being interchangeable with right had suddenly became too crude for this particular philosopher.


  “I don’t think that might makes right,” he said in effect. “But if you desire trouble, of course I’ll defend my property to the best of my ability.


  Meebroo turned to his tribe and fired them to battle with a speech that would have done justice to the best agitator. He pictured to them the luxury of enslaving the other tribe. He told them of the great feast they would have after the battle when enemy dead were strewn over the field. Never before had the spoils of war been so attractively pictured to potential cannon fodder. He told them of the insults that had been heaped upon them by their enemy. He told them that their very existence was at stake.


  Under his fiery words the mob grew restless. Their eyes gleamed with hate for their mortal enemies. They began to sway in unison to the rhythm of the emotional words of their leader, emitting howls of rage and calls for blood. The scales rattled more and more loudly until the voice of the speaker was lost in the vast crashing thunder. Even the roar of the steam from the radium was drowned out.


  At the psychological moment Meebroo sprang toward the enemy and then deftly got out of the way. It was the last straw. The vast assemblage of monsters surged into action.


  Dutch was terrified. Never before had a king run so fast. He bounded over the plateau like a frightened deer until he felt safe in the distance.


  Stopping to view the battle, he saw that two armies, men, women and children, were surging and milling in a hopeless combat while the two commanders stood aside and shouted encouragement. The din was frightful. There was the clatter of millions of scales clashing and rattling, and the deafening uproar of fifty thousand tremendous voices heightened by cries of rage and hate and pain.


  Boulders clouded the air and occasionally the giant contenders themselves were flung bodily over the heads of the others. The ground itself shook with the impact of heavy feet and bodies.


  Dutch, despite his stoicism was appalled. His little diplomatic ruse had grown to the proportions of an earthquake. He tried to think of some means of stopping the carnage but the terrific din confused him and he gave it up.


  The warriors became heated. Steam rose from the struggle and a strong odor of fish permeated the air. Gradually the mob strung out into a line as one side tried to surround the other and they in turn reached out to forestall the move. The fighting line grew longer and longer until the fighters were spread over five or six miles of plain.


  The center of the line began to bend. The warriors of Meebroo were gradually forcing the enemy back. The fighting becoming more intense, the army of Meebroo began to shout with redoubled force as it perceived that it was triumphant. Boulders flew thicker and faster. Grroo’s whole line wavered and then broke and fled in wild confusion. The ground was strewn with dead and wounded.


  Gradually the shouting died down and the uproar ceased. Meebroo came up to his king, triumphant and glutted with victory.


  “Meebroo is right,” he gloated. “Grroo was wrong. Woman should not choose their mates—it is proved.”


  “Clear the dead off the field!” Dutch ordered. He had the upper hand of the situation and meant to keep it.


  Meebroo clattered away and bellowed orders. Quickly the dead and wounded were gathered up and the vast procession filed away into the jungle.


  From previous experience, Dutch knew where they were going. Deep in the jungle was a huge grotto where gruesome ceremonies were held.


  The Victors Celebrate


  ALTHOUGH the king cared nothing for their ceremonies, he was uneasy. Seldom it was that Dutch anticipated trouble, but the odds against him were so stupendous that he dared not but follow his subjects. Since there was nothing left of his palace equipment, he turned toward the jungle and followed the victorious army. He crossed the stream and then wound around the hills until he came to the great tangle of yellow-violet trees and vines. So dense was the growth that the natives maintained tunnels through the dripping mass. The king selected one of the tunnels into which the army had disappeared, and plunged after in pursuit.


  Had this jungle been on the earth, the interior of the tunnel would have been dark as night, but here the light came up from the ground, thus maintaining a uniform intensity of illumination that was equal to that of the plain.


  The path had been churned by countless feet into a thin, creamy mud in which the king waded ankle deep. But it was this same disagreeable mud which guided him through the maze of tunnels and cross passages, for the sides of the recently used course were newly splashed with dripping mud. Occasionally he heard the bellow of warriors deep in the jungle but so far in advance were they that it was only the louder sounds that reached him.


  For three “sleeps” the king penetrated deeper and deeper into the mysterious jungle, living on the fruits, which grew in abundance, and bewailing the fact that his personal servants were not present to administer to his wants. At last he heard the tremendous thump, thump of the great drums and knew that he had not far to go.


  The booming of the drums became louder as he advanced and after two or three miles he could hear faintly the rattle of the scales as they clattered in unison with the drumbeats. Two more miles and he came to the turn in the tunnel that revealed the grotto.


  A monster room had been tom out of the living jungle by the natives. It was equal in size to four city blocks and about two hundred feet high in the center. Yet so dense was the matted vines of the roof that no opening revealed the black canopy of clouds above.


  The dead had been piled up in the center of the amphitheater and a part of the tribe of Meebroo was dancing to the rhythm of eight monster hollow-log drums as eight musicians beat upon them with huge boulders. The logs emitted a strangely resonant boom that shook the walls of the grotto and this, together with the clatter of scales and the thump of hundreds of feet, made the din deafening.


  The king went into the room and stood against the wall for a time. Steam rose from the bodies of the dancers and the place smelled like a fish stall in July.


  Suddenly the tempo of the drummers changed and the dancers filed out of the grotto while another group of the victors took their places. Dutch knew that the others were now resting and that this ridiculous dancing would continue for at least five days.


  Now the king noticed an alarming development. Mingled with the dancers were some natives whom he recognized as belonging to Grroo’s crowd. Far from being ejected by the victors, they were accepted as if trouble had never existed between them. In fact, their recent difficulty seemed to have been forgotten entirely.


  Eventually the king tired of watching the stupendous dance and went back into the tunnel. He walked for a half hour and then burrowed into the dense jungle beside the tunnel. After kicking and shoving he cleared a space and lay down to sleep. For this stolid king there was nothing like a good nap to dispel troublesome thoughts.


  It required five regular “sleeps” and as many naps before the proceedings came to a climax. Dutch returned to the grotto when he heard unmistakable signs in the increased speed of the dancers. The entire tribe and most of Grroo’s followers were now in the chamber, dancing desperately. The place was hot and moist and the fishy odor was almost choking. Added to this was a new odor coming from the center of the hall.


  Whereas the sound had been terrible at the start, now that they were all present, it was thunderous. The very ground shook in unison with the drums.


  Gradually the drummers increased the speed of the dance until the natives were contorting frantically. Dutch knew that the time and the meat were almost ripe.


  Now a cold perspiration oozed out of the king. Part way around the side of the grotto and out of the mad swirl he spied Meebroo and Grroo conversing on the friendliest of terms!


  Dutch slipped into one of the tunnels and hurriedly found cross tunnels until he was on their side of the grotto. Quickly he ran to the edge of the hall where he could be near his rebellious lieutenants. They were standing beside the tunnel mouth, bellowing loudly at each other that their voices might be heard above the din. Dutch listened.


  We were fools,” Meebroo was saying. “We fought over a girl only to have her killed in the battle. At least, now we can be friends and combine against the despot. He was right when he said that a nation divided against itself aint nothing but a mob.”


  “And did you see when he called the red light down on poor Gaambee? He had something in his hand other than that scepter. I have been wondering about it ever since it happened. I believe that it was some other magic than the red wand. I have been wondering if the rest of his magic was not destroyed when Gaambee fell over his tunnel and crushed it. I have noticed that he has not used the magic again although he should have.”


  “I have been wondering about that too. As soon as the feast is over I myself will test him. I am no longer afraid of the red light. It seems to me that it amounts to nothing. We can then get control of the nation and live as we should live.”


  The other philosopher agreed. “But we must not let the common herd know of our discovery. To blaspheme as we are apparently now doing might result in our being eaten.


  CHAPTER V.


  The King Flees


  THE king drew back into the tunnel. His insight into human and animal nature told him that his reign was rapidly drawing to an end.


  He was on the verge of flight when suddenly he was arrested by an abrupt silence that permeated the place. Not a scale rattled; not a breath stirred. The jungle became a place of profound silence. But only for a moment. As abruptly as the dancing had ceased pandemonium shook the air and jarred the ground. The king ran to the mouth of the tunnel and watched the feast, forgetful of his own danger. The entire mob, Grroo and Meebroo included, had pounced upon the aftermath of battle and the loosened scales flew in all directions. Presently violet bones followed the scales.


  For a half hour the king enjoyed his disgust, and then it was too late. The wild feast was over and Meebroo, still gnawing on a bone, spied the king standing beside the tunnel. With a bellow that rang high above the turmoil, he threw away the bone and charged at the monarch, Grroo close at his heels.


  Forgetting his late adventures in diplomacy, the king turned and fled ignominiously down the tunnel. He sped around a turn and then gathered his wits out of the chaos of panic. He realized that he could not hope to outrun the monsters. There was but one thing to do and he did it hastily. Finding a spot where the jungle was less dense than usual, the king burrowed out of the path in a most unkingly fashion. And just in time. Scarcely-had he concealed himself than the two rebels clattered by.


  Dutch knew that he was comparatively safe for the time being, for he recalled that these monsters seldom left the tunnels except in search of food. But that did not alleviate the danger into which Dana might fly at any moment. The more he thought of Dana the more desperate he became. He felt that he was not fulfilling a trust—the only trust that had ever amounted to anything. And now that the two rebels had combined against him there was no room for diplomatic experiments.


  Perhaps for the first time in his life, Dutch was sorely worried. He thrust aside a mad impulse to go out and battle in the good old way against frightful odds. He looked at the bright little crystal in the end of the scepter and then thrust it from him with a snort. He lay pondering for a time and then, regretting his rash move, he again clutched the harmless weapon, for he realized that it was still effective against all except the two rebels who had abandoned their passive resistance for the more effective regime.


  Quietly he listened to the other members of the tribe disperse through the many tunnels. When the clatter of their scales was lost in the depths of the jungle and all was quiet, the exile pushed his way into the tunnel and turned toward the north. One thought was uppermost in his mind. Before the rebels found opportunity to take over the reigns of government and eat the king, he would warn his friend away from the perils which lurked on every hand. Even though they might not dig radium and revolutionize transportation on the earth, at least Dana’s life might be saved and possibly his own.


  “Damn!” he groaned. “Sitting around in Sing Sing beats this! I’m beginning to miss the iron scenery.”


  As rapidly as possible and with a minimum of “sleeps” the ex-king traveled toward the plain where he knew that Dana would land his fleet of ships. Occasionally he was forced to burrow out of the tunnel to avoid natives who were searching for him. Fortunately for Dutch, the monsters could not move without a loud clatter of scales while he himself could slip noiselessly along.


  At last he came in sight of the clearing but now his heart fell. Along the edge of the jungle natives had been stationed. As far as he could see was that circle of sentinels. He drew back into a clump of brush that stood isolated at the edge of the plain and relapsed into a policy of watchful waiting.


  Presently he spied Meebroo and Grroo coming toward him., When they came within a quarter of a mile of his hiding place he could follow some of their conversation.


  “He is sure to come here again and then the guards can locate him and we will have a chance to try out that scepter.” Meebroo was saying: “Then too, the other infidels might come back to get him and we can have a great feast.”


  He missed part of Grroo’s reply, but picked up some of it. “. . . . reasonable that they would not leave him here. Surely you reason correctly.”


  There followed some low tones that were probably too blasphemous for the ears of the mob.


  But the ex-king was tired and sleepy and soon had passed into oblivion. Even a sorely beset exile cannot remain awake forever.


  For two “sleeps” Dutch remained on. watch.


  Occasionally he crept from his hiding place and went into the jungle to gather fruit but always returned to his hiding place for from here he commanded a view of much of the plain.


  As time passed he became more restless and worried. Try as he did, he could figure out no plan to regain control of the natives. He had found from experience that for the best results, shrewd diplomacy required two factions. But now the entire tribe was solidly united under the leadership of the reconciled rebels. And his friend Dana was due to return at any moment!


  Another “sleep” passed and still he found no solution. He had thought of catching one of the rebels alone and trying to split up the merger but the two had become as chummy as Damon and Pythias. Added to this inconvenience, was the danger of being eaten before he could have time to say anything. Dutch idly wondered if they found solace in each other’s company now that the common object of their hymeneal ambitions was dead.


  But time was slipping and each moment brought catastrophe closer. Dutch had racked his mind for hours but only one solution presented itself. He decided that he would watch until he saw one of Dana’s space flyers drop through the black cloud. At first sight of the ship he would run out from his cover and give himself up, trusting that this would so divert the attention of the natives that they would not notice the ships. He figured on the further chance that Dana might happen to see Dutch run out and be eaten and then deduce what had happened. Not a bright prospect, truly, but the only one Dutch could evolve and the only chance he saw for preserving his friend’s life.


  Death and Life


  WITH his mind fully made up and his plans ready, Dutch lay back in his hiding place, watching the black canopy of vapor. For hours he lay, not daring to leave in search of food.


  At last he was rewarded. A black object dropped cautiously through the cloud ceiling and hovered for a moment as though scanning the ground beneath. Dutch leaped to his feet in readiness to rush out into the open. He took another glance at the ship to make sure that her telescopes had cleared the vapor since he wished to assure himself that they would see his bloody signal.


  For an instant he hovered between sacrifice and amazement. There was something familiar yet strange about the ship. He waited. A red light suffused the ship and the cloud. The flyer dropped lower and Dutch drew back into the brush, too amazed to think, even with usual slowness. Instead of the doughnut shaped craft from the earth, this was spherical. On top was a tower which emitted a powerful red light. Then he knew! He had seen them often. It was a space flyer from Mars! The red light was characteristic of them when in flight.


  The ship dropped lower and the light from the nullifier dropped below the cloud. The whole plain was suffused by the ghastly red light.


  The craft sank slowly to the ground and then, when the nullifier was shut off, the blaze of red light went out. Doors clanged open and several of the queer little egg-shaped men from Mars came out of their flyer to survey the countryside. Dutch had often seen these men on freighters plying between the earth and Mars and had never ceased to marvel. Their egg-shaped bodies were fitted with long slender arms and legs. But the most amazing thing about them was the single, compound eye perched on the end of a spike protruding from the top of the neckless head. Since the eye was spherical they could see in all directions at the same time. No wonder their ships were odd.


  But the ex-king was thinking! Here again were the two factions for his simple diplomatic manipulations. So rapidly did thoughts and plans flash through Dutch’s mind that he was startled and confused. But one thought was uppermost. Greater diplomacy hath no man than he who sacrifices the lives of his enemies for his friends and himself.


  The Neptunians had all drawn into the jungle and not a single being stirred. Dutch had seen Meebroo and Grroo scurry into a tunnel some distance from his own and he now dived into a cross tunnel and sped rapidly to the east. At last he came to the tunnel into which the two rebels had gone. He found the two talking in low tones. Twenty or more of his subjects huddled nearby.


  Dutch rushed up to the rebels who were now so occupied with this new intrusion that they did not think of philosophizing over the remains of the now more familiar Earthian. He brandished his scepter and began his speech.


  “Now you guys are in for it.” he said in English and then recovered himself and switched to their tongue. “Now you guys are in a sweet mess. Those are the terrible men from Mars. They have come to enslave you and your people. If they get control over this planet they will work you and your kids for ages. They are greedy and dangerous. They think only of their own good. They must be destroyed.”


  “But,” Meebroo objected, “didn’t you see the great magic; the sacred gleam that lighted up the whole place? It is the most powerful magic we have seen. We shall be destroyed!”


  Dutch waved the argument aside with a snort. “That aint magic at all. It can’t kill like this wand I’m holding. You have seen me call down the red magic. Their light aint magic because they are infidels. It is only a light. Meebroo and Grroo. you are the mightiest of the land except me. I make you leaders who are to go out there and kill the men of Mars. Your names will be talked about for a long time. Your kids and their kids will say that you saved them from slavery.”


  But Dutch was inspired. He appealed to other emotions than vanity. He appealed to appetites as well.


  “The men of Mars are soft and juicy. Think of the great feast you will have? They can’t hurt you and you can eat them without waiting for scales to get loose. Go, and lead the gang to the big feed!”


  Meebroo and Grroo bloated with dignity and self pride. But the ex-king was a man of action. Without waiting for their assent he called loudly for others to come and presently there were over two hundred of the clattering monsters assembled.


  “Meebroo and Grroo are great guys. They are going to lead you to a great feed,” Dutch told them in loud tones. “The terrible men of Mars have come to make slaves of you and I am going to keep you free. Now go!”


  The deluded leaders needed no further urging for they now stood undeniably far in advance of their fellows. They bellowed orders with pomposity and then led the column out of the jungle and down into the valley of hills.


  CHAPTER VI.


  Battle!


  DUTCH stood at the edge of the jungle to watch the proceedings. He was a little conscience-stricken over the trouble he was causing. “Still,” he mused as he attempted to still the mocking voice of conscience, “Dana is in danger and he’s worth more than two ship loads of men of Mars put together. Oh, well, the Martians would get eaten up anyway so why do more with ’em than just fill bellies?”


  The attacking column had strung out and was winding through the little valleys among the hills. Sometimes they were lost to his sight and then they would reappear farther in the distance. Dutch could see them ford the river and climb into the valleys on the other side of the stream. Their clatter was becoming lost in the distance.


  Evidently the men of Mars had not seen them for they continued to pour out of the ship and wander farther and farther from the flyer. Dutch reasoned that they could not hear the rattle of the scales for they were too close to the roaring steam from the outcropping radium.


  Other Neptunians now began to join the attack, pouring out of the jungle from all sides and dropping out of sight among the hills.


  The ex-king climbed a little hill that he might view the impending battle with greater ease. He dared not go closer for he feared that the Martians might use a death ray. Although the ray had no effect upon the battlers of Neptune, Dutch himself respected the apparatus with all the fear of past experience and training.


  The two leaders of the attack were just leaving the last gulley and emerging upon the plain. Dutch became tense. He saw the Martians point to the attackers and apparently hail one another. They ran toward their ship but some of them had wandered too far and were cut off. Before the victims could enter their flyer and close the doors the ponderous horde was upon them.


  A brilliant point of green light appeared on the side of the space flyer. Another and another blinked on and Dutch knew that the death rays were playing upon the scaly monsters. He imagined the consternation of the Martians when they found that their most effective weapon was useless.


  Some of the Neptunians had gained the door and were fighting for entrance while others were catching and eating the stragglers who had been cut off. Other hordes of Dutch’s kingdom were drawing up and throwing themselves into the fight.


  Suddenly a puff of smoke flared from the side of the flyer and almost immediately a shell burst in the midst of the attackers. Scales and monsters flew in every direction. The ex-king was amazed. He did not know that the Martians had adopted the cannon of the Earthians.


  The Neptunians fell back under this unexpected attack but Dutch could see two of them waving the others on again. He judged that these must be Meebroo and Grroo, heroically garnishing their names with glory for future historians to struggle over.


  Another shell was fired. It struck one of the leaders fairly amidships and scattered him in a glory of spectacular fireworks.


  The attackers appeared incensed over this wanton destruction for they surged in a savage mob that swept everything before it. Two more guns opened rapid fire and tore great gaps in the advancing tide but they might as well have tried to dig a hole in the ocean. The gaps immediately filled up and the Neptunians trampled over their dead as they rushed savagely on.


  Dutch was appalled. There was nothing refined about this carnage he had instigated, yet it was more effective than he had anticipated.


  The green lights had blinked out and the ex-king knew that the Martians had turned off their death rays and were concentrating upon their guns.


  The Neptunians gained the door and attempted to enter. But the Martians had hastily mounted one of the three inch guns just inside and now it went into action. Although they could not get the door closed against the three Neptunians who held it open, they could defend the opening. The gun tore a great hole in the advancing column. Almost instantly the Neptunians closed in and continued forward but the gun spoke again and another gap appeared as if by magic. Again the attackers closed in. But they were nearer to the door and now two of them got in before the next shell tore through the ranks. The gun suddenly went dead and the horde surged into the flyer. One by one the guns became silent. Dutch imagined the feast that was under way behind the steel shell of the space flyer.


  All’s Quiet


  THE hubbub subsided and Dutch recovered himself. He decided that it was safe for him to take the situation in hand and assume the glory.


  He bounded down the hill and ran through the valleys among the hills. Quickly he forded the river and then gasped up the other slope. At last he gained the plateau, just as the triumphant Neptunians were coming out of the ship, gnawing bones and bellowing triumphantly. Dutch ran up to them and commanded their attention with a wave of his scepter.


  “Where are Meebroo and Grroo?” he asked. “Dead,” one of the Neptunians bellowed.


  A great peace came over Dutch. Indeed, the battle had been a greater success than he had dared anticipate. He reveled in his good fortune for a moment and then bethought himself of his duties.


  “These terrible men of Mars came to make slaves of you,” he bellowed boastfully, “but I have delivered you. I have saved you the trouble of being slaves. I’ve come to make a great nation out of this. We’re going to dig radium and help the Earthians get around faster. Look at me; I hold the red light and show you how to keep out of slavery. I am king a great king!”


  The victors were deeply impressed. They grovelled before their benevolent king. They tried in every way to show their appreciation.


  “Now,” ordered the king, “roll this ship into the lake.”


  A thousand willing shoulders pushed on the steel flyer and rolled it to the crest of the slope. Another shove and the sphere rolled down the slope, gathering momentum until it hurtled out over the lake and broke the surface with a tremendous splash. Slowly it sank amid a great confusion of boiling foam and bubbles.


  “Now,” the monarch commanded, “pick up all the bones and throw ‘em into the lake.”


  This was done with much groveling and attempts to please.


  “Now pick up your own dead and beat it,” he ordered.


  When the vast procession had clattered into the jungle to another orgy of dance and feast in the grotto, the king selected a rock on which he sat down to rest and congratulate himself.


  Many “sleeps” went by and the satiated monsters returned to do homage to their king. And the king taught them many things.


  At last Dana returned with his fleet. Twenty doughnut shaped flyers broke through the black cloud canopy and fluttered gently to the ground. A steel door in the flagship banged open and Dana himself ran out. He shook hands with the monarch of Neptune.


  “It’s good to see you again,” he greeted. “I have worried about you ever since we left. Did you have trouble?”


  “Not a bit,” said the king. To prove it he waved his scepter three times and fifty thousand monsters drew into line and bowed until their foreheads touched the ground.


  Dana was impressed.


  “Did you see anything of a ship from Mars?” he asked presently.


  “No,” said the king. “Why?”


  “Nothing, only they had a big jail break there and the escaped prisoners stole a space flyer. I thought that they might come here since every planet has been warned by radio to watch for them. There is a little matter of a hundred thousand dollars reward for their capture.”


  The king staggered a moment and then looked out over the placid lake. Then the king became placid. “Oh, well, I couldn’t spend it here anyway,” he muttered.


  “Beg pardon,” said Dana, “I didn’t catch that.”


  “I . . . I asked you if you brought my smokes,” Dutch started.


  “There are a hundred thousand cigarettes in number two ship.”


  “Oh boy! Lead me to ’em. Gee, everything that I try to do turns out big and fine! Let’s go!”


  THE END.


  [*] Note: The particles shot from the radium in the ground strike the crystal and cause it to glow with induced light, in this case a red glow. In the ordinary sunlight of the earth the crystal might have been clear as plate glass, or any other color.


  THE SARGASSO OF SPACE


  Edmond Hamilton


  Helpless, doomed, into the graveyard of space floats the wrecked freighter Pallas.


  CAPTAIN CRAIN faced his crew calmly. “We may as well face the facts, men,” he said. “The ship’s fuel-tanks are empty and we are drifting through space toward the dead-area.”


  The twenty-odd officers and men gathered on the middle-deck of the freighter Pallas made no answer, and Crain continued:


  “We left Jupiter with full tanks, more than enough fuel to take us to Neptune. But the leaks in the starboard tanks lost us half our supply, and we had used the other half before discovering that. Since the ship’s rocket-tubes cannot operate without fuel, we are simply drifting. We would drift on to Neptune if the attraction of Uranus were not pulling us to the right. That attraction alters our course so that in three ship-days we shall drift into the dead-area.”


  Rance Kent, first-officer of the Pallas, asked a question: “Couldn’t we, raise Neptune with the radio, sir, and have them send out a fuel-ship in time to reach us?”


  “It’s impossible, Mr. Kent,” Crain answered. “Our main radio is dead without fuel to run its dynamotors, and our auxiliary set hasn’t the power to reach Neptune.”


  “Why not abandon ship in the space-suits,” asked Liggett, the second-officer, “and trust to the chance of some ship picking us up?”


  The captain shook his head. “It would be quite useless, for we’d simply drift on through space with the ship into the dead-area.”


  The score of members of the crew, bronzed space-sailors out of every port in the solar system, had listened mutely. Now, one of them, a tall tube-man, stepped forward a little.


  “Just what is this dead-area, sir?” he asked. “I’ve heard of it, but as this is my first outer-planet voyage, I know nothing about it.”


  “I’ll admit I know little more,” said Liggett, “save that a good many disabled ships have drifted into it and have never come out.”


  “THE dead area,” Crain told them, “is a region of space ninety thousand miles across within Neptune’s orbit, in which the ordinary gravitational attractions of the solar system are dead. This is because in that region the pulls of the sun and the outer planets exactly balance each other. Because of that, anything in the dead-area, will stay in there until time ends, unless it has power of its own. Many wrecked space-ships have drifted into it at one time or another, none ever emerging; and it’s believed that there is a great mass of wrecks somewhere in the area, drawn and held together by mutual attraction.”


  “And we’re drifting in to join them,” Kent said. “Some prospect!”


  “Then there’s really no chance for us?” asked Liggett keenly.


  Captain Crain thought. “As I see it, very little,” he admitted. “If our auxiliary radio can reach some nearby ship before the Pallas enters the dead-area, we’ll have a chance. But it seems a remote one.”


  He addressed himself to the men: “I have laid the situation frankly before you because I consider you entitled to the truth. You must remember, however, that while there is life there is hope.


  “There will be no change in ship routine, and the customary watches will be kept. Half-rations of food and water will be the rule from now on, though. That is all.”


  As the men moved silently off, the captain looked after them with something of pride.


  “They’re taking it like men,” he told Kent and Liggett. “It’s a pity there’s no way out for them and us.”


  “If the Pallas does enter the dead-area and join the wreck-pack,” Liggett said, “how long will we be able to live?”


  “Probably for some months on our present condensed air and food supplies,” Crain answered. “I would prefer, myself, a quicker end.”


  “So would I,” said Kent. “Well, there’s nothing left but to pray for some kind of ship to cross our path in the next day or two.”


  KENT’S prayers were not answered in the next ship-day, nor in the next. For, though one of the Pallas’ radio-operators was constantly at the instruments under Captain Crain’s orders, the weak calls of the auxiliary set raised no response.


  Had they been on the Venus or Mars run, Kent told himself, there would be some chance, but out here in the vast spaces, between the outer planets, ships were fewer and farther between. The big, cigar-shaped freighter drifted helplessly on in a broad curve toward the dreaded area, the green light-speck of Neptune swinging to their left.


  On the third ship-day Kent and Captain Crain stood in the pilot-house behind Liggett, who sat at the now useless rocket-tube controls. Their eyes were on the big glass screen of the gravograph. The black dot on it that represented their ship was crawling steadily toward the bright red circle that stood for the dead-area . . .


  They watched silently until the dot had crawled over the circle’s red line, heading toward its center.


  “Well, we’re in at last,” Kent commented. “There seems to be no change in anything, either.”


  Crain pointed to the instrument-panel. “Look at the gravitometers.”


  Kent did. “All dead! No gravitational pull from any direction—no, that one shows a slight attraction from ahead!”


  “Then gravitational attraction of some sort does exist in the dead-area after all!” Liggett exclaimed.


  “You don’t understand,” said Crain. “That attraction from ahead is the pull of the wreck-pack at the dead-area’s center.”


  “And it’s pulling the Pallas toward it?” Kent exclaimed.


  Crain nodded. “We’ll probably reach the wreck-pack in two more ship-days.”


  THE next two ship-days seemed to Kent drawn out endlessly. A moody silence had grown upon the officers and men of the ship. All seemed oppressed by the strange forces of fate that had seized the ship and were carrying it, smoothly and soundlessly, into this region of irrevocable doom.


  The radio-operators’ vain calls had ceased. The Pallas drifted on into the dreaded area like some dumb ship laden with damned souls. It drifted on, Kent told himself, as many a wrecked and disabled ship had done before it, with the ordinary activities and life of the solar system forever behind it, and mystery and death ahead.


  It was toward the end of the second of those two ship-days that Liggett’s voice came down from the pilot-house:


  “Wreck-pack in sight ahead!”


  “We’ve arrived, anyway!” Kent cried, as he and Crain hastened up into the pilot house. The crew was running to the deck-windows.


  “Right ahead there, about fifteen degrees left,” Liggett told Kent and Crain, pointing. “Do you see it?”


  Kent stared; nodded. The wreck-pack was a distant, disk-like mass against the star-flecked heavens, a mass that glinted here and there in the feeble sunlight of space. It did not seem large, but, as they drifted steadily closer in the next hours, they saw that in reality the wreck-pack was tremendous, measuring at least fifty miles across.


  Its huge mass was a heterogeneous heap, composed mostly of countless cigar-like space-ships in all stages of wreckage. Some appeared smashed almost out of all recognizable shape, while others were, to all appearances unharmed. They floated together in this dense mass in space, crowded against one another by their mutual attraction.


  There seemed to be among them every type of ship known in the solar system, from small, swift mail-boats to big freighters. And, as they drifted nearer, the three in the pilot-house could see that around and between the ships of the wreck-pack floated much other matter—fragments of wreckage, meteors, small and large, and space-debris of every sort.


  The Pallas was drifting, not straight toward the wreck-pack, but in a course that promised to take the ship past it.


  “We’re not heading into the wreck-pack!” Liggett exclaimed. “Maybe we’ll drift past it, and on out the dead-area’s other side!”


  CAPTAIN CRAIN smiled mirthlessly. “You’re forgetting your space-mechanics, Liggett. We will drift along the wreck-pack’s edge, and then will curve in and go round it in a closing spiral until we reach its edge.”


  “Lord, who’d have thought there were so many wrecks here!” Kent marvelled. “There must be thousands of them!”


  “They’ve been collecting here ever since the first interplanetary rocket-ships went forth,” Crain reminded him. “Not only meteor-wrecked ships, but ships whose mechanisms went wrong—or that ran out of fuel like ours—or that were captured and sacked, and then set adrift by space-pirates.”


  The Pallas by then was drifting along the wreck-pack’s rim at a half-mile distance, and Kent’s eyes were running over the mass.


  “Some of those ships look entirely undamaged. Why couldn’t we find one that has fuel in its tanks, transfer it to our own tanks, and get away?” he asked.


  Crain’s eyes lit. “Kent, that’s a real chance! There must be some ships in that pack with fuel in them, and we can use the space-suits to explore for them!”


  “Look, we’re beginning to curve in around the pack now!” Liggett exclaimed.


  The Pallas, as though loath to pass the wreck-pack, was curving inward to follow its rim. In the next hours it continued to sail slowly around the great pack, approaching closer and closer to its edge.


  In those hours Kent and Crain and all in the ship watched with a fascinated interest that even knowledge of their own peril could not kill. They could see swift-lined passenger-ships of the Pluto and Neptune runs shouldering against small space-yachts with the insignia of Mars or Venus on their bows. Wrecked freighters from Saturn or Earth floated beside rotund grain-boats from Jupiter.


  The debris among the pack’s wrecks was just as varied, holding fragments of metal, dark meteors of differing size—and many human bodies. Among these were some clad in the insulated space-suits, with their transparent glassite helmets. Kent wondered what wreck they had abandoned hastily in those suits, only to be swept with it into the dead-area, to die in their suits.


  By the end of that ship-day, the Pallas, having floated almost completely around the wreck-pack, finally struck the wrecks at its edge with a jarring shock; then bobbed for a while and lay still. From pilot-house and deck windows the men looked eagerly forth.


  THEIR ship floated at the wreck-pack’s edge. Directly to its right floated a sleek, shining Uranus-Jupiter passenger-ship whose bows had been smashed in by a meteor. On their left bobbed an unmarked freighter of the old type with projecting rocket-tubes, apparently intact. Beyond them in the wreck-pack lay another Uranus craft, a freighter, and, beyond it, stretched the countless other wrecks.


  Captain Crain summoned the crew together again on the middle-deck.


  “Men, we’ve reached the wreck-pack at the dead-area’s center, and here we’ll stay until the end of time unless we get out under our own power. Mr. Kent has suggested a possible way of doing so, which I consider highly feasible.


  “He has suggested that in some of the ships in the wreck-pack may be found enough fuel to enable us to escape from the dead-area, once it is transferred to this ship. I am going to permit him to explore the wreck-pack with a party in space suits, and I am asking for volunteers for this service.”


  The entire crew stepped quickly forward. Crain smiled. “Twelve of you will be enough,” he told them. “The eight tube-men and four of the cargo-men will go, therefore, with Mr. Kent and Mr. Liggett as leaders. Mr. Kent, you may address the men if you wish.”


  “Get down to the lower airlock and into your space-suits at once, then,” Kent told them. “Mr. Liggett, will you supervise that?”


  As Liggett and the men trooped down to the airlock, Kent turned back toward his superior.


  “There’s a very real chance of your becoming lost in this huge wreck-pack, Kent,” Crain told him: “so be very careful to keep your bearings at all times. I know I can depend on you.”


  “I’ll do my best,” Kent was saying, when Liggett’s excited face reappeared suddenly at the stair.


  “There are men coming toward the Pallas along the wreck-pack’s edge!” he reported—“a half-dozen men in space-suits!”


  “You must be mistaken, Liggett!” exclaimed Crain. “They must be some of the bodies in space-suits we saw in the pack.”


  “No, they’re living men!” Liggett cried. “They’re coming straight toward us—come down and see!”


  CRAIN and Kent followed Liggett quickly down to the airlock room, where the men who had started donning their space-suits were now peering excitedly from the windows. Crain and Kent looked where Liggett pointed, along the wreck-pack’s edge to the ship’s right.


  Six floating shapes, men in space-suits, were approaching along the pack’s border. They floated smoothly through space, reaching the wrecked passenger-ship beside the Pallas. They braced their feet against its side and propelled themselves on through the void like swimmers under water, toward the Pallas.


  “They must be survivors from some wreck that drifted in here as we did!” Kent exclaimed. “Maybe they’ve lived here for months!”


  “It’s evident that they saw the Pallas drift into the pack, and have come to investigate,” Crain estimated. “Open the airlock for them, men, for they’ll want to come inside.”


  Two of the men spun the wheels that slid aside the airlock’s outer door. In a moment the half-dozen men outside had reached the ship’s side, and had pulled themselves down inside the airlock.


  When all were in, the outer door was closed, and air hissed in to fill the lock. The airlock’s inner door then slid open and the newcomers stepped into the ship’s interior, unscrewing their transparent helmets as they did so. For a few moments the visitors silently surveyed their new surroundings.


  Their leader was a swarthy individual with sardonic black eyes who, on noticing Crain’s captain-insignia, came toward him with outstretched hand. His followers seemed to be cargo-men or deck-men, looking hardly intelligent enough to Kent’s eyes to be tube-men.


  “WELCOME to our city!” their leader exclaimed as he shook Crain’s hand. “We saw your ship drift in, but hardly expected to find anyone living in it.”


  “I’ll confess that we’re surprised ourselves to find any life here,” Crain told him. “You’re living on one of the wrecks?”


  The other nodded. “Yes, on the Martian Queen, a quarter-mile along the pack’s edge. It was a Saturn-Neptune passenger ship, and about a month ago we were at this cursed dead-area’s edge, when half our rocket-tubes exploded. Eighteen of us escaped the explosion, the ship’s walls still being tight; and we drifted into the pack here, and have been living here ever since.”


  “My name’s Krell,” he added, “and I was a tube-man on the ship. I and another of the tube-men, named Jandron, were the highest in rank left, all the officers and other tube-men having been killed, so we took charge and have been keeping order.”


  “What about your passengers?” Liggett asked.


  “All killed but one,” Krell answered. “When the tubes let go they smashed up the whole lower two decks.”


  Crain briefly explained to him the Pallas’ predicament. “Mr. Kent and Mr. Liggett were on the point of starting a search of the wreck-pack for fuel when you arrived,” he said, “With enough fuel we can get clear of the dead-area.”


  Krell’s eyes lit up. “That would mean a getaway for all of us! It surely ought to be possible!”


  “Do you know whether there are any ships in the pack with fuel in their tanks?” Kent asked. Krell shook his head.


  “We’ve searched through the wreck-pack a good bit, but never bothered about fuel, it being no good to us. But there ought to be some, at least: there’s enough wrecks in this cursed place to make it possible to find almost anything.


  “You’d better not start exploring, though,” he added, “without some of us along as guides, for I’m here to tell you that you can lose yourself in this wreck-pack without knowing it. If you wait until to-morrow, I’ll come over myself and go with you.”


  “I think that would be wise,” Crain said to Kent. “There is plenty of time.”


  “Time is the one thing there’s plenty of in this damned place,” Krell agreed. “We’ll be getting back to the Martian Queen now and give the good news to Jandron and the rest.”


  “Wouldn’t mind if Liggett and I came along, would you?” Kent asked. “I’d like to see how your ship’s fixed—that is, if it’s all right with you, sir,” he added to his superior.


  Crain nodded. “All right if you don’t stay long,” he said. But, to Kent’s surprise Krell seemed reluctant to endorse his proposal.


  “I guess it’ll be all right,” he said slowly, “though there’s nothing much on the Martian Queen to see.”


  KRELL and his followers replaced their helmets and returned into the airlock. Liggett followed them, and, as Kent struggled hastily into a space-suit, he found Captain Crain at his side.


  “Kent, look sharp when you get over on that ship,” Crain told him. “I don’t like the look of this Krell, and his story about all the officers being killed in the explosion sounds fishy to me.”


  “To me, too,” Kent agreed. “But Liggett and I will have the suit-phones in our space-suits and can call you from there in case of need.”


  Crain nodded, and Kent with space-suit on and transparent helmet screwed tight, stepped into the airlock with the rest. The airlock’s inner door closed, the outer one opened, and as the air puffed out into space, Kent and Krell and Liggett leapt out into the void, the others following.


  It was no novelty to Kent to float in a space-suit in the empty void. He and the others now floated as smoothly as though under water toward a wrecked liner at the Pallas’ right. They reached it, pulled themselves around it, and, with feet braced against its side, propelled themselves on through space along the border of the wreck-pack.


  They passed a half-dozen wrecks thus, before coming to the Martian Queen. It was a silvery, glistening ship whose stern and lower walls were bulging and strained, but not cracked. Kent told himself that Krell had spoken truth about the exploding rocket-tubes, at least.


  They struck the Martian Queen’s side and entered the upper-airlock open for them. Once through the airlock they found themselves on the ship’s upper-deck. And when Kent and Liggett removed their helmets with the others they found a full dozen men confronting them, a brutal-faced group who exhibited some surprise at sight of them.


  FOREMOST among them stood a tall, heavy individual who regarded Kent and Liggett with the cold, suspicious eyes of an animal.


  “My comrade and fellow-ruler here, Wald Jandron,” said Krell. To Jandron he explained rapidly. “The whole crew of the Pallas is alive, and they say if they can find fuel in the wreck-pack their ship can get out of here.”


  “Good,” grunted Jandron. “The sooner they can do it, the better it will be for us.”


  Kent saw Liggett flush angrily, but he ignored Jandron and spoke to Krell. “You said one of your passengers had escaped the explosion?”


  To Kent’s amazement a girl stepped from behind the group of men, a slim girl with pale face and steady, dark eyes. “I’m the passenger,” she told him. “My name’s Marta Mallen.”


  Kent and Liggett stared, astounded. “Good Lord!” Kent exclaimed. “A girl like you on this ship!”


  “Miss Mallen happened to be on the upper-deck at the time of the explosion and, so, escaped when the other passengers were killed,” Krell explained smoothly. “Isn’t that so, Miss Mallen?”


  The girl’s eyes had not left Kent’s, but at Krell’s words she nodded. “Yes, that is so,” she said mechanically.


  Kent collected his whirling thoughts. “But wouldn’t you rather go back to the Pallas with us?” he asked. “I’m sure you’d be more comfortable there.”


  “She doesn’t go,” grunted Jandron. Kent turned in quick wrath toward him, but Krell intervened.


  “Jandron only means that Miss Mallen is much more comfortable on this passenger-ship than she’d be in your freighter.” He shot a glance at the girl as he spoke, and Kent saw her wince.


  “I’m afraid that’s so,” she said; “but I thank you for the offer, Mr. Kent.”


  Kent could have sworn that there was an appeal in her eyes, and he stood for a moment, indecisive, Jandron’s stare upon him. After a moment’s thought he turned to Krell.


  “You were going to show me the damage the exploding tubes did,” he said, and Krell nodded quickly.


  “Of course; you can see from the head of the stair back in the after-deck.”


  He led the way along a corridor, Jandron and the girl and two of the men coming with them. Kent’s thoughts were still chaotic as he walked between Krell and Liggett. What was this girl doing amid the men of the Martian Queen? What had her eyes tried to tell him?


  Liggett nudged his side in the dim corridor, and Kent, looking down, saw dark splotches on its metal floor. Blood-stains! His suspicions strengthened. They might be from the bleeding of those wounded in the tube-explosions. But were they?


  THEY reached the after-deck whose stair’s head gave a view of the wrecked tube-rooms beneath. The lower decks had been smashed by terrific forces. Kent’s practiced eyes ran rapidly over the shattered rocket-tubes.


  “They’ve back-blasted from being fired too fast,” he said. “Who was controlling the ship when this happened?”


  “Galling, our second-officer,” answered Krell. “He had found us routed too close to the dead-area’s edge and was trying to get away from it in a hurry, when he used the tubes too fast, and half of them back-blasted.”


  “If Galling was at the controls in the pilot-house, how did the explosion kill him?” asked Liggett skeptically. Krell turned quickly.


  “The shock threw him against the pilot-house wall and fractured his skull—he died in an hour,” he said. Liggett was silent.


  “Well, this ship will never move again,” Kent said. “It’s too bad that the explosion blew out your tanks, but we ought to find fuel somewhere in the wreck-pack for the Pallas. And now we’d best get back.”


  As they returned up the dim corridor Kent managed to walk beside Marta Mallen, and, without being seen, he contrived to detach his suit-phone—the compact little radiophone case inside his space-suit’s neck—and slip it into the girl’s grasp. He dared utter no word of explanation, but apparently she understood, for she had concealed the suit-phone by the time they reached the upper-deck.


  Kent and Liggett prepared to don their space-helmets, and before entering the airlock, Kent turned to Krell.


  “We’ll expect you at the Pallas first hour to-morrow, and we’ll start searching the wreck-pack with a dozen of our men,” he said.


  He then extended his hand to the girl. “Good-by, Miss Mallen. I hope we can have a talk soon.”


  He had said the words with double meaning, and saw understanding in her eyes. “I hope we can, too,” she said.


  Kent’s nod to Jandron went unanswered, and he and Liggett adjusted their helmets and entered the airlock.


  Once out of it, they kicked rapidly away from the Martian Queen, floating along with the wreck-pack’s huge mass to their right, and only the star-flecked emptiness of infinity to their left. In a few minutes they reached the airlock of the Pallas.


  THEY found Captain Crain awaiting them anxiously. Briefly Kent reported everything.


  “I’m certain there has been foul play aboard the Martian Queen,” he said. “Krell you saw for yourself, Jandron is pure brute, and their men seem capable of anything.


  “I gave the suit-phone to the girl, however, and if she can call us with it, we can get the truth from her. She dared not tell me anything there in the presence of Krell and Jandron.”


  Crain nodded, his face grave. “We’ll see whether or not she calls,” he said.


  Kent took a suit-phone from one of their space-suits and rapidly, tuned it to match the one he had left with Marta Mallen. Almost at once they heard her voice from it, and Kent answered rapidly.


  “I’m so glad I got you!” she exclaimed. “Mr. Kent, I dared not tell you the truth about this ship when you were here, or Krell and the rest would have killed you at once.”


  “I thought that was it, and that’s why I left the suit-phone for you,” Kent said. “Just what is the truth?”


  “Krell and Jandron and these men of theirs are the ones who killed the officers and passengers of the Martian Queen! What they told you about the explosion was true enough, for the explosion did happen that way, and because of it, the ship drifted into the dead-area. But the only ones killed by it were some of the tube-men and three passengers.


  “Then, while the ship was drifting into the dead-area, Krell told the men that the fewer aboard, the longer they could live on the ship’s food and air. Krell and Jandron led the men in a surprise attack and killed all the officers and passengers, and threw their bodies out into space. I was the only passenger they spared, because both Krell and Jandron—want me!”


  THERE was a silence, and Kent felt a red anger rising in him. “Have they dared harm you?” he asked after a moment.


  “No, for Krell and Jandron are too jealous of each other to permit the other to touch me. But it’s been terrible living with them in this awful place.”


  “Ask her if she knows what their plans are in regard to us,” Crain told Kent.


  Marta had apparently overheard the question. “I don’t know that, for they shut me in my cabin as soon as you left,” she said. “I’ve heard them talking and arguing excitedly, though. I know that if you do find fuel, they’ll try to kill you all and escape from here in your ship.”


  “Pleasant prospect,” Kent commented. “Do you think they plan an attack on us now?”


  “No; I think that they’ll wait until you’ve refueled your ship, if you are able to do that, and then try treachery.”


  “Well, they’ll find us ready. Miss Mallen, you have the suit-phone: keep it hidden in your cabin and I’ll call you first thing to-morrow. We’re going to get you out of there, but we don’t want to break with Krell until we’re ready. Will you be all right until then?”


  “Of course I will,” she answered. “There’s another thing, though. My name isn’t Miss Mallen—it’s Marta.”


  “Mine’s Rance,” said Kent, smiling. “Good-by until to-morrow, then, Marta.”


  “Good-by, Rance.”


  Kent rose from the instrument with the smile still in his eyes, but with his lips compressed. “Damn it, there’s the bravest and finest girl in the solar system!” he exclaimed. “Over there with those brutes!”


  “We’ll have her out, never fear,” Crain reassured him. “The main thing is to determine our course toward Krell and Jandron.”


  Kent thought. “As I see it, Krell can help us immeasurably in our search through the wreck-pack for fuel,” he said. “I think it would be best to keep on good terms with him until we’ve found fuel and have it in our tanks. Then we can turn the tables on them before they can do anything.”


  Crain nodded thoughtfully. “I think you’re right. Then you and Liggett and Krell can head our search-party to-morrow.”


  Crain established watches on a new schedule, and Kent and Liggett and the dozen men chosen for the exploring party of the next day ate a scanty meal and turned in for some sleep.


  WHEN Kent woke and glimpsed the massed wrecks through the window he was for the moment amazed, but rapidly remembered. He and Liggett were finishing their morning ration when Crain pointed to a window.


  “There comes Krell now,” he said, indicating the single space-suited figure approaching along the wreck-pack’s edge.


  “I’ll call Marta before he gets here,” said Kent hastily.


  The girl answered on the suit-phone immediately, and it occurred to Kent that she must have spent the night without sleeping. “Krell left a few minutes ago,” she said.


  “Yes, he’s coming now. You heard nothing of their plans?”


  “No; they’ve kept me shut in my cabin. However, I did hear Krell giving Jandron and the rest directions. I’m sure they’re plotting something.”


  “We’re prepared for them,” Kent assured her. “If all goes well, before you realize it, you’ll be sailing out of here with us in the Pallas.”


  “I hope so,” she said. “Rance, be careful with Krell in the wreck-pack. He’s dangerous.”


  “I’ll be watching him,” he promised. “Good-by, Marta.”


  Kent reached the lower-deck just as Krell entered from the airlock, his swarthy face smiling as he removed his helmet. He carried a pointed steel bar. Liggett and the others were donning their suits.


  “All ready to go, Kent?” Krell asked.


  Kent nodded. “All ready,” he said shortly. Since hearing Marta’s story he found it hard to dissimulate with Krell.


  “You’ll want bars like mine,” Krell continued, “for they’re damned handy when you get jammed between wreckage masses. Exploring this wreck-pack is no soft job: I can tell you from experience.”


  Liggett and the rest had their suits adjusted, and with bars in their grasp, followed Krell into the airlock. Kent hung back for a last word with Crain, who, with his half-dozen remaining men, was watching.


  “Marta just told me that Krell and Jandron have been plotting something,” he told the captain; “so I’d keep a close watch outside.”


  “Don’t worry, Kent. We’ll let no one inside the Pallas until you and Liggett and the men get back.”


  IN a few minutes they were out of the ship, with Krell and Kent and Liggett leading, and the twelve members of the Pallas’ crew following closely.


  The three leaders climbed up on the Uranus-Jupiter passenger-ship that lay beside the Pallas, the others moving on and exploring the neighboring wrecks in parties of two and three. From the top of the passenger-ship, when they gained it, Kent and his two companions could look far out over the wreck-pack. It was an extraordinary spectacle, this stupendous mass of dead ships floating motionless in the depths of space, with the burning stars above and below them.


  His companions and the other men clambering over the neighboring wrecks seemed weird figures in their bulky suits and transparent helmets. Kent looked back at the Pallas, and then along the wreck-pack’s edge to where he could glimpse the silvery side of the Martian Queen. But now Krell and Liggett were descending into the ship’s interior through the great opening smashed in its bows, and Kent followed.


  They found themselves in the liner’s upper navigation-rooms. Officers and men lay about, frozen to death at the instant the meteor-struck vessel’s air had rushed out, and the cold of space had entered. Krell led the way on, down into the ship’s lower decks, where they found the bodies of the crew and passengers lying in the same silent death.


  The salons held beautifully-dressed women, distinguished-looking men, lying about as the meteor’s shock had hurled them. One group lay around a card-table, their game interrupted. A woman still held a small child, both seemingly asleep. Kent tried to shake off the oppression he felt as he and Krell and Liggett continued down to the tank-rooms.


  They found their quest there useless, for the tanks had been strained by the meteor’s shock, and were empty. Kent felt Liggett grasp his hand and heard him speak, the sound-vibrations coming through their contacting suits.


  “Nothing here; and we’ll find it much the same through all these wrecks, if I’m not wrong. Tanks always give at a shock.”


  “There must be some ships with fuel still in them among all these,” Kent answered.


  THEY climbed back, up to the ship’s top, and leapt off it toward a Jupiter freighter lying a little farther inside the pack. As they floated toward it, Kent saw their men moving on with them from ship to ship, progressing inward into the pack. Both Kent and Liggett kept Krell always ahead of them, knowing that a blow from his bar, shattering their glassite helmets, meant instant death. But Krell seemed quite intent on the search for fuel.


  The big Jupiter freighter seemed intact from above, but, when they penetrated into it, they found its whole under-side blown away, apparently by an explosion of its tanks. They moved on to the next ship, a private space-yacht, small in size, but luxurious in fittings. It had been abandoned in space, its rocket-tubes burst and tanks strained.


  They went on, working deeper into the wreck-pack. Kent almost forgot the paramount importance of their search in the fascination of it. They explored almost every known type of ship—freighters, liners, cold-storage boats, and grain-boats. Once Kent’s hopes ran high at sight of a fuel-ship, but it proved to be in ballast, its cargo-tanks empty and its own tanks and tubes apparently blown simultaneously.


  Kent’s muscles ached from the arduous work of climbing over and exploring the wrecks. He and Liggett had become accustomed to the sight of frozen, motionless bodies.


  As they worked deeper into the pack, they noticed that the ships were of increasingly older types, and at last Krell signalled a halt. “We’re almost a mile in,” he told them, gripping their hands. “We’d better work back out, taking a different section of the pack as we do.”


  Kent nodded. “It may change our luck,” he said.


  It did; for when they had gone not more than a half-mile back, they glimpsed one of their men waving excitedly from the top of a Pluto liner.


  They hastened at once toward him, the other men gathering also; and when Kent grasped the man’s hand he heard his excited voice.


  “Fuel-tanks here are more than half-full, sir!”


  THEY descended quickly into the liner, finding that though its whole stern had been sheared away by a meteor, its tanks had remained miraculously unstrained.


  “Enough fuel here to take the Pallas to Neptune!” Kent exclaimed.


  “How will you get it over to your ship?” Krell asked. Kent pointed to great reels of flexible metal tubing hanging near the tanks.


  “We’ll pump it over. The Pallas has tubing like this ship’s, for taking on fuel in space, and, by joining its tubing to this, we’ll have a tube-line between the two ships. It’s hardly more than a quarter-mile.”


  “Let’s get back and let them know about it,” Liggett urged, and they climbed back out of the liner.


  They worked their way out of the wreck-pack with much greater speed than that with which they had entered, needing only an occasional brace against a ship’s side to send them floating over the wrecks. They came to the wreck-pack’s edge at a little distance from the Pallas, and hastened toward it.


  They found the outer door of the Pallas’ airlock open, and entered, Krell remaining with them. As the outer door closed and air hissed into the lock, Kent and the rest removed their helmets. The inner door slid open as they were doing this, and from inside almost a score of men leapt upon them!


  Kent, stunned for a moment, saw Jandron among their attackers, bellowing orders to them, and even as he struck out furiously he comprehended. Jandron and the men of the Martian Queen had somehow captured the Pallas from Crain and had been awaiting their return!


  THE struggle was almost instantly over, for, outnumbered and hampered as they were by their heavy space-suits, Kent and Liggett and their followers had no chance. Their hands, still in the suits, were bound quickly behind them at Jandron’s orders.


  Kent heard an exclamation, and saw Marta starting toward him from behind Jandron’s men. But a sweep of Jandron’s arm brushed her rudely back. Kent strained madly at his bonds. Krell’s face had a triumphant look.


  “Did it all work as I told you it would, Jandron?” he asked.


  “It worked,” Jandron answered impassively. “When they saw fifteen of us coming from the wreck-pack in space-suits, they opened right up to us.”


  Kent understood, and cursed Krell’s cunning. Crain, seeing the fifteen figures approaching from the wreck-pack, had naturally thought they were Kent’s party, and had let them enter to overwhelm his half-dozen men.


  “We put Crain and his men over in the Martian Queen,” Jandron continued, “and took all their helmets so they can’t escape. The girl we brought over here. Did you find a wreck with fuel?”


  Krell nodded. “A Pluto liner a quarter-mile back, and we can pump the fuel over here by connecting tube-lines. What the devil—”


  Jandron had made a signal at which three of his men had leapt forward on Krell, securing his hands like those of the others.


  “Have you gone crazy, Jandron?” cried Krell, his face red with anger and surprise.


  “No,” Jandron replied impassively; “but the men are as tired as I am of your bossing ways, and have chosen me as their sole leader.”


  “You dirty double-crosser!” Krell raged. “Are you men going to let him get away with this?”


  The men paid no attention, and Jandron motioned to the airlock. “Take them over to the Martian Queen too,” he ordered, “and make sure there’s no space-helmet left there. Then get back at once, for we’ve got to get the fuel into this ship and make a getaway.”


  THE helmets of Kent and Krell and the other helpless prisoners were put upon them, and, with hands still bound, they were herded into the airlock by eight of Jandron’s men attired in space-suits also. The prisoners were then joined one to another by a strand of metal cable.


  Kent, glancing back into the ship as the airlock’s inner door closed, saw Jandron giving rapid orders to his followers, and noticed Marta held back from the airlock by one of them. Krell’s eyes glittered venomously through his helmet. The outer door opened, and their guards jerked them forth into space by the connecting cable.


  They were towed helplessly along the wreck-pack’s rim toward the Martian Queen. Once inside its airlock, Jandron’s men removed the prisoners’ space-helmets and then used the duplicate-control inside the airlock itself to open the inner door. Through this opening they thrust the captives, those inside the ship not daring to enter the airlock. Jandron’s men then closed the inner door, re-opened the outer one, and started back toward the Pallas with the helmets of Kent and his companions.


  Kent and the others soon found Crain and his half-dozen men who rapidly undid their bonds. Crain’s men still wore their space-suits, but, like Kent’s companions, were without space-helmets.


  “Kent, I was afraid they’d get you and your men too!” Crain exclaimed. “It’s all my fault, for when I saw Jandron and his men coming from the wreck-pack I never doubted but that it was you.”


  “It’s no one’s fault,” Kent told him. “It’s just something that we couldn’t foresee.”


  CRAIN’S eyes fell on Krell. “But what’s he doing here?” he exclaimed. Kent briefly explained Jandron’s treachery toward Krell, and Crain’s brows drew ominously together.


  “So Jandron put you here with us! Krell, I am a commissioned captain of a space-ship, and as such can legally try you and sentence you to death here without further formalities.”


  Krell did not answer, but Kent intervened. “There’s hardly time for that now, sir,” he said. “I’m as anxious to settle with Krell as anyone, but right now our main enemy is Jandron, and Krell hates Jandron worse than we do, if I’m not mistaken.”


  “You’re not,” said Krell grimly. “All I want right now is to get within reach of Jandron.”


  “There’s small chance of any of us doing that,” Crain told them. “There’s not a single space-helmet on the Martian Queen.”


  “You’ve searched?” Liggett asked.


  “Every cubic inch of the ship,” Crain told him. “No, Jandron’s men made sure there were no helmets left here, and without helmets this ship is an inescapable prison.”


  “Damn it, there must be some way out!” Kent exclaimed. “Why, Jandron and his men must be starting to pump that fuel into the Pallas by now! They’ll be sailing off as soon as they do it!”


  Crain’s face was sad. “I’m afraid this is the end, Kent. Without helmets, the space between the Martian Queen and the Pallas is a greater barrier to us than a mile-thick wall of steel. In this ship we’ll stay, until the air and food give out, and death releases us.”


  “Damn it, I’m not thinking of myself!” Kent cried. “I’m thinking of Marta! The Pallas will sail out of here with her in Jandron’s power!”


  “The girl!” Liggett exclaimed. “If she could bring us over space-helmets from the Pallas we could get out of here!”


  Kent was thoughtful. “If we could talk to her—she must still have that suit-phone I gave her. Where’s another?”


  CRAIN quickly detached the compact suit-phone from inside the neck of his own space-suit, and Kent rapidly tuned it to the one he had given Marta Mallen. His heart leapt as her voice came instantly from it:


  “Rance! Rance Kent—”


  “Marta—this is Rance!” he cried.


  He heard a sob of relief. “I’ve been calling you for minutes! I was hoping that you’d remember to listen!


  “Jandron and ten of the others have gone to that wreck in which you found the fuel,” she added swiftly. “They unreeled a tube-line behind them as they went, and I can hear them pumping in the fuel now.”


  “Are the others guarding you?” Kent asked quickly.


  “They’re down in the lower deck at the tanks and airlocks. They won’t allow me down on that deck. I’m up here in the middle-deck, absolutely alone.


  “Jandron told me that we’d start out of here as soon as the fuel was in,” she added, “and he and the men were laughing about Krell.”


  “Marta, could you in any way get space-helmets and get out to bring them over here to us?” Kent asked eagerly.


  “There’s a lot of space-suits and helmets here,” she answered, “but I couldn’t get out with them, Rance! I couldn’t get to the airlocks with Jandron’s seven or eight men down there guarding them!”


  Kent felt despair; then as an idea suddenly flamed in him, he almost shouted into the instrument:


  “Marta, unless you can get over here with helmets for us, we’re all lost. I want you to put on a space-suit and helmet at once!”


  THERE was a short silence, and then her voice came, a little muffled. “I’ve got the suit and helmet on, Rance. I’m wearing the suit-phone inside it.”


  “Good! Now, can you get up to the pilot-house? There’s no one guarding it or the upper-deck? Hurry up there, then, at once.”


  Crain and the rest were staring at Kent. “Kent, what are you going to have her do?” Crain exclaimed. “It’ll do no good for her to start the Pallas: those guards will be up there in a minute!”


  “I’m not going to have her start the Pallas,” said Kent grimly. “Marta, you’re in the pilot-house? Do you see the heavy little steel door in the wall beside the instrument-panel?”


  “I’m at it, but it’s locked with a combination-lock,” she said.


  “The combination is 6-34-77-81,” Kent told her swiftly. “Open it as quickly as you can.”


  “Good God, Kent!” cried Crain. “You’re going to have her—?”


  “Get out of there the only way she can!” Kent finished fiercely. “You have the door open, Marta?”


  “Yes; there are six or seven control-wheels inside.”


  “Those wheels control the Pallas’ exhaust-valves,” Kent told her. “Each wheel opens the valves of one of the ship’s decks or compartments and allows its air to escape into space. They’re used for testing leaks in the different deck and compartment divisions. Marta, you must turn all those wheels as far as you can to the right.”


  “But all the ship’s air will rush out; the guards below have no suits on, and they’ll be—” she was exclaiming. Kent interrupted.


  “It’s the only chance for you, for all of us. Turn them!”


  There was a moment of silence, and Kent was going to repeat the order when her voice came, lower in tone, a little strange:


  “I understand, Rance. I’m going to turn them.”


  THERE was silence again, and Kent and the men grouped round him were tense. All were envisioning the same thing—the air rushing out of the Pallas’ valves, and the unsuspecting guards in its lower deck smitten suddenly by an instantaneous death.


  Then Marta’s voice, almost a sob: “I turned them, Rance. The air puffed out all around me.”


  “Your space-suit is working all right?”


  “Perfectly,” she said.


  “Then go down and tie together as many space-helmets as you can manage, get out of the airlock, and try to get over here to the Martian Queen with them. Do you think you can do that, Marta?”


  “I’m going to try,” she said steadily. “But I’ll have to pass those men in the lower-deck I just—killed. Don’t be anxious if I don’t talk for a little.”


  Yet her voice came again almost immediately. “Rance, the pumping has stopped! They must have pumped all the fuel into the Pallas!”


  “Then Jandron and the rest will be coming back to the Pallas at once!” Kent cried. “Hurry, Marta!”


  The suit-phone was silent; and Kent and the rest, their faces closely pressed against the deck-windows, peered intently along the wreck-pack’s edge. The Pallas was hidden from their view by the wrecks between, and there was no sign as yet of the girl.


  Kent felt his heart beating rapidly. Crain and Liggett pressed beside him, the men around them; Krell’s face was a mask as he too gazed. Kent was rapidly becoming convinced that some mischance had overtaken the girl when an exclamation came from Liggett. He pointed excitedly.


  SHE was in sight, unrecognizable in space-suit and helmet, floating along the wreck-pack’s edge toward them. A mass of the glassite space-helmets tied together was in her grasp. She climbed bravely over the stern of a projecting wreck and shot on toward the Martian Queen.


  The airlock’s door was open for her, and, when she was inside it, the outer door closed and air hissed into the lock. In a moment she was in among them, still clinging to the helmets. Kent grasped her swaying figure and removed her helmet.


  “Marta, you’re all right?” he cried. She nodded a little weakly.


  “I’m all right. It was just that I had to go over those guards that were all frozen . . . Terrible!”


  “Get these helmets on!” Crain was crying. “There’s a dozen of them, and twelve of us can stop Jandron’s men if we get back in time!”


  Kent and Liggett and the nearer of their men were swiftly donning the helmets. Krell grasped one and Crain sought to snatch it.


  “Let that go! We’ll not have you with us when we haven’t enough helmets for our own men!”


  “You’ll have me or kill me here!” Krell cried, his eyes hate-mad. “I’ve got my own account to settle with Jandron!”


  “Let him have it!” Liggett cried. “We’ve no time now to argue!”


  Kent reached toward the girl. “Marta, give one of the men your helmet,” he ordered; but she shook her head.


  “I’m going with you!” Before Kent could dispute she had the helmet on again, and Crain was pushing them into the airlock. The nine or ten left inside without helmets hastily thrust steel bars into the men’s hands before the inner door closed. The outer one opened and they leapt forth into space, floating smoothly along the wreck-pack’s border with bars in their grasp, thirteen strong.


  Kent found the slowness with which they floated forward torturing. He glimpsed Crain and Liggett ahead, Marta beside him, Krell floating behind him to the left. They reached the projecting freighters, climbed over and around them, braced against them and shot on. They sighted the Pallas ahead now. Suddenly they discerned another group of eleven figures in space-suits approaching it from the wreck-pack’s interior, rolling up the tube-line that led from the Pallas as they did so. Jandron’s party!


  JANDRON and his men had seen them and were suddenly making greater efforts to reach the Pallas. Kent and his companions, propelling themselves frenziedly on from another wreck, reached the ship’s side at the same time as Jandron’s men. The two groups mixed and mingled, twisted and turned in a mad space-combat.


  Kent had been grasped by one of Jandron’s men and raised his bar to crack the other’s glassite helmet. His opponent caught the bar, and they struggled, twisting and turning over and over far up in space amid a half-score similar struggles. Kent wrenched his bar free at last from the other’s grasp and brought it down on his helmet. The glassite cracked, and he caught a glimpse of the man’s hate-distorted face frozen instantly in death.


  Kent released him and propelled himself toward a struggling trio nearby. As he floated toward them, he saw Jandron beyond them making wild gestures of command and saw Krell approaching Jandron with upraised bar. Kent, on reaching the three combatants, found them to be two of Jandron’s men overcoming Crain. He shattered one’s helmet as he reached them, but saw the other’s bar go up for a blow.


  Kent twisted frantically, uselessly, to escape it, but before the blow could descend a bar shattered his opponent’s helmet from behind. As the man froze in instant death Kent saw that it was Marta who had struck him from behind. He jerked her to his side. The struggles in space around them seemed to be ending.


  Six of Jandron’s party had been slain, and three of Kent’s companions. Jandron’s four other followers were giving up the combat, floating off into the wreck-pack in clumsy, hasty flight. Someone grasped Kent’s arm, and he turned to find it was Liggett.


  “They’re beaten!” Liggett’s voice came to him! “They’re all killed but those four!”


  “What about Jandron himself?” Kent cried. Liggett pointed to two space-suited bodies twisting together in space, with bars still in their lifeless grasp.


  Kent saw through their shattered helmets the stiffened faces of Jandron and Krell, their helmets having apparently been broken by each other’s simultaneous blows.


  Crain had gripped Kent’s arm also. “Kent, it’s over!” he was exclaiming. “Liggett and I will close the Pallas’ exhaust-valves and release new air in it. You take over helmets for the rest of our men in the Martian Queen.”


  IN several minutes Kent was back with the men from the Martian Queen. The Pallas was ready, with Liggett in its pilot-house, the men taking their stations, and Crain and Marta awaiting Kent.


  “We’ve enough fuel to take us out of the dead-area and to Neptune without trouble!” Crain declared. “But what about those four of Jandron’s men that got away?”


  “The best we can do is leave them here,” Kent told him. “Best for them, too, for at Neptune they’d be executed, while they can live indefinitely in the wreck-pack.”


  “I’ve seen so many men killed on the Martian Queen and here,” pleaded Marta. “Please don’t take them to Neptune.”


  “All right, we’ll leave them,” Crain agreed, “though the scoundrels ought to meet justice.” He hastened up to the pilot-house after Liggett.


  In a moment came the familiar blast of the rocket-tubes, and the Pallas shot out cleanly from the wreck-pack’s edge. A scattered cheer came from the crew. With gathering speed the ship arrowed out, its rocket-tubes blasting now in steady succession.


  Kent, with his arm across Marta’s shoulders, watched the wreck-pack grow smaller behind. It lay as when he first had seen it, a strange great mass, floating forever motionless among the brilliant stars. He felt the girl beside him shiver, and swung her quickly around.


  “Let’s not look back or remember now, Marta!” he said. “Let’s look ahead.”


  She nestled closer inside his arm. “Yes, Rance. Let’s look ahead.”


  VANGUARD TO NEPTUNE


  J.M. Walsh


  ONE of the greatest services that an author of science fiction can perform writing interplanetary adventures is to show the infinite differences that might exist between various forms of intelligent life.


  If we were to think of an exploration from another world landing on earth, we would seriously expect it to consist of human beings, but of a form of life with whom we may have not the slightest possibility of understanding. There is likely to be therefore terrible days of uncertainty and suspicion on both sides before the motives of the explorers and earthlings are made clear. Certainly the earth might be inclined to kill off the invaders at once, rather than take the chance that the purposes of the exploration might be dangerous to us.


  If we, on the other hand, were to explore other worlds, we might naturally expect the natives to view us with the same suspicion and distrust; and should not be surprised at an open show of hostility.


  The great merit of this story of Mr. Walsh, a worthy successor to “Vandals of the Void,” is that aside from being a most thrilling and breath-taking adventure, it shows our earthmen in two roles, as the explorers, and let us say, as the explored upon the great planet Neptune.


  HOW small a thing it takes to turn the smoothrunning current of a man’s life from its accustomed channel! But for the veriest accident, a slipping of the geared wheels of fate, my great adventure might never have come to me at all.


  The world looked very lovely to me that June night in the year 2235, as we of the Interplanetary liner Sirius prepared for the hour of our departure. I thought indeed that Earth had never seemed so fair.


  Contrast, though, must have accounted for much of that feeling.


  Our little planet was so different a world from humid, cloud-hung Venus, and it had none of the glittering unhuman and mechanical efficiency of sterile Mars, or the bare, bleak desolation of our own Moon.


  I was young then, not quite thirty, and still navigating officer—third in actual rank—of the I.P. liner Sirius, still hoping for the promotion to which I felt entitled, but which somehow never seemed to come my way. The men above me held down their jobs for long on the normally smooth run between the Inner Planets; pleasant company—alluring Martian women and frail, pretty Venusian girls—was theirs almost for the asking, while quick hops and long leave in home ports combined with good pay to make the service attractive.


  But that was not all. It was whispered by those who claimed to know that of late influence was securing the pick of the vacancies as they fell due, that we who had only our own abilities to back us were being crowded out—kept from promotion by those with friends to help them up the ladder. Others, like myself, were losing heart. Can you wonder then that I was beginning to feel a little soured? Had I been a few years younger I would seriously have considered getting out of the liner service, and joining up with the Interplanetary Guard. There, at least, merit counted more than influence. Even the slow old freighters, the tramp-ships of the planets, offered a better, chance of advertisement.


  Well, I would make this round trip to Mars once more, and on the way there and back turn the situation over in my mind. Something might come of that, some opening appear, some little chance that might give me that hope of preferment I sought. I little knew in what fashion it was to come. . . .


  Some time towards evening of that day—our departure was set for the midnight hour—Captain James sent for me. I went, expecting that it was some trivial matter of routine with which he wished to deal.


  “Sit down, Grayne,” he said, our greetings over. “I want a word or two with you.”


  My heart fluttered oddly at that It was not his conventional opening, and I sensed in his tone no less than in his words, something more than I had at first anticipated. This bluff, red-faced man usually came straight to the point But that evening he seemed not so anxious to put his ideas into plain words.


  “Yes, sir,” I said, seeing that he paused, “what is it?”


  He glanced round the little cabin. Something in his expression made me think he was afraid of being over-heard, though I knew there was little chance of that. The place was too well insulated. So much of the business done in the office of a space-liner captain is purely private that one cannot take the chance of eavesdroppers. So perhaps it was merely an instinct of caution that made him look that way. Nevertheless I felt troubled, and suddenly keyed to, the alert.


  He began. “You’re having a new assistant this trip, Grayne,” he said. “The shore-end has just advised me.” I nodded. I had been hoping for long that something of the sort would be done, for my duties were getting more onerous than I liked.


  “Just a moment,” Captain James saw I was about to speak and cut in ahead of me. “This is between ourselves—strictly. Forget our respective ranks for the moment. I like you, Grayne. I have a feeling that you like me. At least we have got on well together. That being so, I can wish you nothing that is not good. I’m coming to the point now. The man who’s being sent us is not the type you or I would have picked ourselves. He’s a college-bred pup—the kind that can lay over us in theory—and a friend, or something of the sort—I don’t know the exact relationship—of one of our directors. You see now what that means.”


  “I’m to teach him the job,” I said bluntly. “He’s to get the practical experience under my tuition, and when he’s got it, well, he can step into my shoes and I can go where I please.”


  If I spoke a trifle bitterly it was because of the thoughts in me, the feeling of hopes thwarted that could never come to fruition save by some lucky accident.


  “Not quite as bad as that, I hope,” Captain James said kindly. “But I thought I should warn you. The pup can pull strings that we can’t and if we rile him . . .” He made an odd grimace. “I’ve no wish to be disrated any more than you have. It would be a sad come-down at my time of life to have to leave the I.P. liners and turn to the Moon freighters for a living. Bad for both of us.”


  IT would. I knew that, as I knew the Moon freighters themselves. I had graduated there, made my statutory six round voyages, as most of us had to do. A hard, rough school, but splendid for discipline. They taught a man to take care of himself—and his ship—and to keep at work with one eye on his job and the other and both ears wide to catch possibilities of trouble. For the rolgar miners, going to or coming from the Moon, were a tough crowd, hard-bitten men, not a few of them criminals. With such there was always the chance of something breaking out. More than one Moon ship, seized by them, had turned pirate and harried the lanes of commerce until the formation of the Interplanetary Guard had eventually stamped the practice out.


  Even to-day they drove their men hard in the Moon service. The freighters themselves, ugly, blunt-nosed tramps of space, were no featherbeds. To go back to them now, broken and disappointed as many a disrated skipper had done, would be worse than disastrous. A great forcing ground for the youngsters who wanted space-training, they could well be Hades for the man who had known better days and high command.


  “So,” Captain James concluded, “you see why I’ve asked you to watch your step and all the rest of it. It’s rough, Grayne—I’ll grant that—on both of us, but we’ll just have to grin and bear it. It mightn’t be for long, after all. Something’s bound to happen one of these days and then this business of promotion by influence is going to get its death-blow. The sooner the better for us all.”


  “Some over-confident, fresh youngster will cast away a ship,” I told him, “and then you’ll have the passenger trade falling off and the underwriters pushing up insurance rates until the directors learn sense. But after all, the supply of friends and relatives must run out sooner or later,” I added hopefully.


  Captain James grinned. “There’s one born every minute,” he returned. “That’s all, Grayne. Don’t make any trouble now that’s going to have its repercussions on shore.”


  I promised I would not.


  Coming up to my own quarters later I paused for a moment on the cat-walk that led across to the observation tower to look down at the arriving passengers. Fifty feet below me the head of the gangway rearing from the landing stage spilled them out on our deck. There were not many. On the evidence we were going to have a small ship. It was getting rather late in the season for mere tourists, and most of the homeward-bound planetarians had left by other and earlier liners. So it was mostly men on business who predominated, only an odd woman showed here and there.


  Last of that tide came a man and a girl. It was the man who caught my eye first. He was young, slim, quite a boy, and dressed in the uniform of the line. I was too far from him to see the insignia on the collar of his jacket, but since he was a stranger to me I surmised he was my new assistant. The girl with him was equally a stranger, but from the way she kept beside him and the glances that passed between them I could see they were on friendly terms.


  The boy—it struck me then that I had not been told his name—should have been on board long before this, but the girl, no doubt, was his excuse for the delay. Not the sort of excuse I would have accepted . . . normally. In this case, however, if I was to follow James’s instructions I should have to overlook k.


  I would have given a good deal then, though, for the chance to blow him up.


  I watched them in the glare of the huge light tubes that turned night on the landing stage into day, saw them halted a moment by the emigration and customs men while their papers were examined, then they reached the deck and passed from my ken.


  It was quite half an hour later before the fellow reported. I was casting up my calculations for the first leg of that night’s run when he knocked at the door, and I merely called, “Come in,” without looking up or taking my attention off my work. Purely for the sake of discipline I kept him waiting quite ten minutes. I would have made it longer had I been able to find any legitimate excuse.


  “Well?” I looked up and waited for him to explain his presence.


  He did so in a few words, sharp and concise in a fashion that set my opinion of him forward a few notches. Though he might waste time he had already learnt not to waste words. Hasken, he told me, his name was.


  “You’re late,” I said. “You should have been on board hours ago.”


  “I wasn’t told any time to report,” he answered. “I thought as long as I came with the passengers—”


  “Well, you thought wrong,” I pointed out. For the life of me I could not help saying that. “However, there’s still time to get down to work. Check those calculations, will you?”


  I PUSHED him over the carbon duplicate sheets, and he took them without a word. He went through them quicker than I expected, and at the end:


  “They’re correct,” he said. “At least I make them so. But they tell me you chaps seldom make mistakes.”


  I stared at him. I would have thought it clumsy flattery, meant to get on the right side of me from the start, but for his air of utter nonchalance. He might have been speaking about the weather for all the sign he showed.


  “We do make mistakes.” I took him up a trifle sharply. “That’s why we check. We’re not machines.”


  He faced me gravely. “I see. I guess I’ve a lot to learn.”


  Promising, certainly. Here was my chance then to start my questionnaire.


  “Let me see, Hasken. I don’t know much about you. I haven’t had any report, other than that you were coming. Been seconded from anywhere?”


  “I’ve no papers, if that’s what you mean.” He went on to tell me a little about himself. He had been college-trained, well grounded in theory—that was self-evident—and he had made odd trips to Mars and Venus, and once a tour of the asteroidal colonies. He was not new to space then, in one sense, yet he had to admit that he had never taken control outside the atmosphere. Yet when I put him through his paces he seemed to know what to do, could even tell me a thing or two. I left it at that. Perhaps before we reached the other side I might manage to mould him to my wishes.


  “I think we’ll get along all right together,” I said as casually as I could.


  “I hope we will,” he said calmly. At the moment I think I almost liked the boy, despite the prejudices I had formed against him in advance.


  Abruptly a tube glowed redly on the bank before me, the warning signal that we were now entering on our final preparations for departure. From our eyrie in the quartzite dome of the observation tower, set like a hump on the top of the Sirius, we could see all around us and below save, where the bulge of the ship’s hull hid the ground from our sight. The landing stage was a glare of lights now. The bulk of the Sirius was bathed in them. The blue-black of the night sky showed dark by contrast. Far away to the East the myriad lights of New York cut a glowing cube from the darkness of the night.


  “All visitors ashore. We leave in five minutes.” The brazen blare of the stentors[1] sounded through every corner of the ship. “Passengers are instructed to seek their cabins, and lie down. Acceleration will reach its peak within twenty minutes of starting time. No passengers are allowed on deck at time of departure.”


  The brazen voices went on, repeating the instructions, endlessly it seemed, first in English, then in Tlananian and Venusian for the benefit of our Martian and Venusian passengers. Of a sudden the sound died. A hushed silence fell for a moment on the ship, then startlingly came a lone brazen voice, audible all over the Sirius.


  “We are casting off now.”


  From the observation tower we could see the great clamps that held the Sirius in place sliding away from the hull like huge hands of metal. The platform on which the liner itself rested tilted gradually until our nose was pointed at the zenith, then we were swung gently round until we were directed at the exact section of the firmament whither our course was set.


  Soft bells rang; shutters dropped, and lights glowed one after another on the directional bank in front of us. I made the necessary adjustments of the instruments for the first leg of our course, then gave “All Clear” to the control-room.


  Red warning lights glowed all over that portion of the Sirius visible beneath us, a siren shrilled, then came the devastating thunder of our rear rocket tubes. A sensation of intolerable weight afflicted us while a man could count ten, then the anti-mechanism[2] in the tower took up the strain and we were free to breathe again.


  The Earth seemed to have dropped from under us like a weighted ball plunging down into the depths of space.


  CHAPTER II


  A Person of Consequence


  ONCE we were well out of the atmosphere, and were holding our speed normal at the acceleration peak we had reached I decided to send young Hasken off to bed. There was nothing further he could do for me now; our calculations had all been made, checked and counter-checked and the rest was mere routine work.


  I had noticed for some time that he had been looking tired and heavy-eyed and I guessed the reason. He had probably spent the day in a round of farewells, maybe winding up at the end with a supper-party. I couldn’t altogether blame him. I would have done the same had I been in his shoes. But after a trip or two he would learn wisdom and, like myself, put in the sailing day by resting, accumulating reserve strength for the strain of the take-off.


  The first Guards’ station, twenty-four hours out ahead of us, reported “All Clear” along the traffic lanes, and promised to send us in further reports at intervals. At least, that was the message that came down to me from Poltan in the signals room, a tiny rabbit-hutch of an erection perched forward from the observation tower. I marked off my log and was beginning to yawn when Brent came in.


  He was first officer with us that trip, an older and more grizzled man than I, and like myself not as contented with his lot as he might have been.


  I swiveled round in my chair as he opened the door and when I saw who it was, “Come in,” I said.


  He came in and seated himself on the edge of the table.


  “All serene, Grayne?” he asked.


  “More or less,” I answered. “I’ve just got the Guards’ call through from Poltan. They report a clear lane ahead of us for the next twenty-four hours. They always do, though.”


  He grinned. “Bravo, Guards. I don’t know what we’d do without them, though. It’s a fine service and fine men. I can’t say, however, that I always like their autocratic ways. Still, seeing that according to their code they’re responsible for the smooth running of traffic and the maintenance of law and order in the void, I suppose they’ve got to be. I for one wouldn’t care to go back to the old days when we had no Guard-ships to protect us and interplanetary piracy was the order of the day.”


  All that is changed now,” I said, and he nodded.


  All that is changed,” he echoed, “and I’m growing old without ever having realized my life’s ambition.”


  He paused, but I did not ask him what that was. If he cared to tell me, well and good. If not, it was none of my business.


  “I’ll be fifty-five the day we reach Mars this trip,” he ran on presently. “Thirty-five years in the liner service and only first officer now. I don’t think I’d be that if Baines, our first on the voyage before you joined up, hadn’t got on the scoot at Shangun in Venus, and ended by being knifed somewhere down in the slums. There were no prime favorites about to be pushed into the position, so James took it on himself to put me up a step. When we got back to Earth and the company got his report they couldn’t very well disrate me.”


  He flung me a sidelong glance. So close were our thoughts paralleling each other’s that I could guess what was passing in his mind.


  “I’m taking this voyage to think it over,” I confessed. “Like you, I’m feeling dissatisfied, though with rather less cause, since I’m younger.”


  He smiled a little mirthlessly. “Take my advice and get out while you can, before you find you’re tied to the wheel,” he returned.


  “Get out to what?” I asked. “I’m not tied to the wheel as yet, but I am tied to the void.”


  “So I should imagine. Space gets into one’s blood, doesn’t it? But I should have thought there were opportunities for a man of your age—or want of it. They’re talking of opening up the Outer Planets now. Time they did. There’s more than one expedition projected. I’ve heard—I don’t know how true it is, for these things seem shrouded in secrecy—that there’s a space-ship likely to start for Planet 8 any day now.”


  “Neptune,” I said, calling it by its old style. “I wouldn’t mind going there, not that I suppose there’d be much to see. But there’s the novelty of being one of the first to set foot on a perfectly unexplored world.”


  “Well, when you get back, if you still think that way, try for one of later expeditions. Besides Neptune, there are still Planets 9 to 12 to be explored yet. By the way, I heard you’ve got a new man in with you.”


  “Yes,” I said warily. One never knows these days who is one’s friend and who isn’t. Brent might be quite alright—I felt almost sure he was—nevertheless I had no intention, until he had committed himself, of saying anything that could be reported against me.


  “How’s he shaping?”


  “Like most new men. He should be O.K. by the end of the trip. Know anything about him?”


  “ONLY what the old man’s told me,” said Brent. “He has an uncle, who has a big wad of shares in the Inner-Planets Company. That’s why he’s been pushed in here—influence—and if you’re not careful you’ll be pushed out for him once you’ve stood him on his feet. Pm saying that to you, because I know you’ll keep it under your hat. I’m not like the Old Man, afraid to commit myself. It’s true every little whisper has a disconcerting habit of getting back to headquarters, but then I flatter myself I know my friends well enough to see when I can trust them, and when not. I’ll be going now, though I’ll look back in an hour or so and take over after rounds, if you’d care to stretch out.”


  “Thanks,” I said. “I wouldn’t mind. The boat can run herself more or less at present. We’re running locked on a dead-line course. After breakfast, though, we’ll cut out the watches properly, and in a while or so I should have Hasken so he can take over navigation when I’m off duty. Meanwhile I’ll think over what you said about the Outer Planets. If that Neptunian expedition has any room in it, I’d jump at the chance of joining on our return.”


  “You won’t get the opportunity,” Brent said from the door. “The personnel’s already selected for that, I hear. I wouldn’t be surprised if they jumped off sooner than anyone expects. Good night.”


  With that, abruptly, he was gone.


  I came back to my night-watch. Actually here in the void there was neither day nor night, darkness nor light, but for convenience’s sake we divide up the twenty-four hours as though we are on solid Earth. A pleasant little fiction that keeps the passengers in good humor, and that from our point of view makes for easier running in arranging our working hours. So that’s that.


  Seeing the controls were locked safely with a man in charge, and that everything else was in order I scampered along the spider-ladder to Poltan’s quarters. The transmission room was a maze of shaded light bulbs of all colors, and in between the shields the shadows lay thick. Poltan and his assistant, with the green eyeshades pulled well down from their foreheads, looked round as I entered. Poltan growled something I did not catch, resentment at the intrusion, I guessed.


  “Oh’s it you, Grayne,” he said half-apologetically the next instant. “Shut the dam’ door and come in. I don’t want that tank-light from outside filtering in and disarranging my signals.


  “Sorry,” I said. “I wouldn’t have come if I’d thought you were busy.”


  “Busy be hanged. It’s only routine work. Small ship this time, but the passengers seem to be sending a double lot of messages home. They’ve all got over the effects of the acceleration now and want to tell the planets how wonderfully well they fared. It’s enough to make a man a cynic the bilge we have to beam through here sometimes. The running depends on signals’ efficiency, yet the outsider seems to think we simply exist to push off ‘Darling Daddy, love from Pussy,’ sort of messages.”


  “At least it keeps you thin,” I smiled.


  “It does. It . . .” But a tube flared up with a crackle of red light, and Poltan broke off in the middle of what he had to say.


  A touch of a push button sent the shields shrouding all the light tubes save the one that was crackling to life, and the little mirror opposite, that caught and reflected the light impulses on to the sensitive photographic film where, they were recorded for future reference, winked and flashed, and died, and winked and flashed again.


  “Hello, something’s coming,” said Poltan, almost under his breath. “Station message. Here it is. They’ve got our answering flash. ‘Message begins.’ ” Pencil in hand, reading from the flashes as the mirror caught them, he jotted down on the pad in front of him the signals as they came over.


  “It’s for you,” he said as the mirror darkened, and remained so. “ ‘General message for all navigational officers on Martian Lane 66.’ You’re one of that bunch. ‘Liner Syrtis Major reports meteoric swarm hitherto uncharted. Bulk of swarm appears to be nebulous dust. Too far away to permit minute examination. Plotted trajectory of course, however, suggests possibility of orbit crossing space lane at—’ ” Here followed a host of figures intelligible only to a navigational officer or one intimate with the intricacies of a space-chart.


  “Got those figures?” said Poltan at the end. “Because if you haven’t I can let you have the print inside five minutes.”


  “I’ve got them,” I told him, “but I’d like the print as soon as I can for checking purposes.”


  “Well, wait here till you get it.” He pulled a lever and the section of the film concerned, snipped off by a guillotine, went dropping down to the development room below the observation tower, whence in five minutes to the tick the still-damp print was shot back to us by pneumatic tube.


  “I’ll take this in and plot the trajectory now,” I said. “Just as well to get it over, though from Syrtis Major’s calculations it should miss us by some hours.”


  Poltan gave me his cheerful grin. “Those calculations are bound to be correct,” he said. “They’ve been vetted by the station that passed them on, too. But don’t rely too much on that. I wouldn’t if I were you. There’s always the chance that some fool tramp-skipper may give the swarm a blast of his tubes to help it on its way and so throw the trajectory calculation right out of gear.”


  “I’ll bear that in mind,” I said. The tramp freighters, gypsies of the void, are a tough crowd to deal with. The doctrine of personal responsibility, ingrained code that it is with every regular line-skipper, seems to have no meaning for their masters. Their old tubs of space-ships wander wherever they please, making from one planet port to another on the off-chance of valuable freight, and not so seldom either doing a bit of smuggling on the sly. Nevertheless whatever their reputation for irresponsibility, I didn’t fancy that the suggestion mooted by Poltan needed serious attention.


  BACK in my own quarters I worked out a trajectory from the figures supplied, and found the result agreed with the general message. So much was satisfactory. Then on the huge space chart that covered one wall of the observation room I marked off the swarm’s passage. It would curve across our course at a point of intersection a quarter of a day ahead of us. No need to worry then.


  When Baines came in to relieve me I turned my figures over to him, told him one or two things I thought he should know, and left.


  It was too early for the ship’s company to be astir yet; not for two hours or more would the buzzers rouse the passengers. Nevertheless as I came down to the level below in one of the corridors I caught sight of a slim trim figure coming towards me. I must have been in the shadows, for the girl—for such she was—almost ran into me, then drew back with a stifled exclamation. Though I could not be sure I had an idea that she was the identical girl I had seen come aboard in Hasken’s company.


  “What are you doing here?” I said, almost roughly. “Don’t you know passengers aren’t allowed on this level?”


  “Aren’t they? I didn’t know that. I . . . I think I must have lost my way.”


  I gave her a quick glance. An Earth girl, slimly built, almost boyish in figure; dark eyes that perhaps could look at one widely innocent, though now they seemed tired and heavy-lidded; lips that drooped pettishly. A girl one felt who had found things come so easily that she was almost, if not quite, spoilt.


  “C deck’s two levels down,” I informed her.


  She looked up and met my eyes with what I felt was an odd touch of chilly contempt.


  “Down there!” she said. “Oh, I’m not quartered there. I’ve a stateroom on B.”


  A person of consequence!


  “Doesn’t matter who you are,” I said steadily. “You’ve no business here. I’ll see you back to your own level. Come along.”


  She offered no objection to this, did not offer and I did not ask any further explanation of how she came to be wandering about the control levels. I was sure that it could not be merely that she had lost her way. The illuminated signs were plain enough; only a blind person or one who could not read could be excused for passing without noticing them.


  “Do you know,” she said as we moved along the corridor, “that—if I wished—I could have you broken for this? For insolence?”


  I looked sharply at her. There was no rancour in her voice, ho indignation, real or assumed, in her face. It was not a threat she had made, merely a plain statement of fact. That was all.


  “Could you?” I said encouragingly. “When we get back to Earth, that is, of course.”


  She nodded. “You don’t seem to want to know why,” she said.


  “I can guess. Influence, I suppose.”


  “My name,” she said, gloatingly, I thought “I’d better tell you that. I’m Paula Fontaine. My father—his name may be not unfamiliar to you—happens to be president of this company.”


  “Is that so?”


  “Well, here you are at B level. I fancy you can find your own stateroom now. And—I tell you this because you are no more than a child—remember this, that at present you are no more than one passenger amongst many and no exception to the regulations can be made in your favor. What the shore-end may say when the voyage is completed, I don’t know. None the less quite a lot can happen between now and then.”


  She turned and looked at me contemplatively, with an intense chilling stare that should have frozen me, though it did not.


  “Is that a hint, or a threat, or something of the sort?” she queried evenly.


  “No. Merely a reminder that the officers are running this ship, not the passengers.”


  “Thank you. That’s all I wanted to know.”


  With that she left me abruptly, as though I and everything connected with me had ceased to matter as far as she was concerned.


  She tripped lightly down the shadowed corridor, turned and passed from my sight.


  The minx!


  CHAPTER III


  The Unforeseen Occurs


  I MENTIONED the matter of the girl to Captain James when next I had word with him. I did not go out of my way particularly to seek him. The matter, from my point of view, was not one of any pressing urgency, and in the circumstances I was not anxious to make a mountain out of a mole-hill.


  He laughed when I told him, softly, not mirthfully enough to satisfy me.


  “You did right, of course, Grayne,” he said. “Quite right. But”—he looked at me meaningly—“I’m better pleased it was you than I. If the lady should decide to complain to that father of hers . . .” He finished with a gesture singularly expressive.


  “That’s nice of you to hint that,” I said, a trifle bitterly. “But it’s coming to something if the passengers are to be allowed to run the liner and go wherever they please whenever they wish. I’d like to know what attitude I am to adopt in the future. Am I to tell everyone I meet that they’re on forbidden ground, or am I simply to carry on as though I didn’t see them?”


  He paused a moment—I wonder what he would have said or done had he known how fateful his decision was to be?


  “I think we should make an exception in favor of Miss Fontaine,” he said thoughtfully. “After all, it’s the custom of the trade, you know.”


  There was nothing to be said to that, so I left it, merely remarking, “So long as she does not want to take up her quarters in the observation room, I can’t see how the matter affects me.”


  I thought at first he was going to say something more about it, he stared so long and quizzically at me, but when he spoke it was on another matter.


  “How’s that lad, Hasken, shaping?” he asked.


  “Quite good,” I had to admit. “Better than I expected. And he shows no sign of wishing to presume on his relatives’ influence. Queer, though, Captain, that we should have two on the one voyage, each with a big pull at head quarters.”


  “Not so much queer as a coincidence,” said Captain James dryly, so dryly that I wondered if he knew anything that I had not yet been told. I fancied he did. What it was I could not surmise. I might have queried him on the matter had he not changed the subject with a celerity I was inclined to regard as rather suspicious. It was that more than anything which made me imagine the subject he was now broaching could be of little moment, merely an excuse to steer me away from something about which I might get far too curious.


  “I’ve been talking to the chief artificer, just before you came in,” he said. “He was nearly fusing. Wants me to rap somebody hard over the knuckles at the shore-end on our return. Seems he’s been testing his spares and finds they’ve worked a lot of defective wiring off on him.”


  “Somebody getting a rake-off out of it, I’ll be bound,” I remarked. “Well, now he’s found trouble, he’ll be careful and test everything before he makes repairs.”


  “That’s what I told him,” James said. “Anyway it’s only in the spares. The ship itself has been new-wired and is bound to be all right. You’ve struck no trouble?”


  “None. Still any defect wouldn’t manifest itself except under test for full load, and we’re not likely to carry that under normal conditions.”


  “So I thought. Well, now about that swarm of meteorites and Syrtis Major’s report on them . . .”


  We went on to talk of technicalities. . . .


  *   *   *


  The routine-laden hours drifted slowly by on leaden wings. According to all calculations the orbit of the meteoric swarm should intersect our route at midnight that night, though actually the Sirius would not reach the spot until three hours later.[3] At our present speed they would be well away from us, and unless the swarm was particularly large it was doubtful if we would even see it. However, just to be on the safe side I decided to rearrange the watches, take over myself about eleven, and remain on duty until I was satisfied we had safely passed the point of intersection.


  I don’t know what it was that sent me up to the observation room an hour or so sooner than was necessary. A queer restlessness that I could not define, I suppose. Certainly it was no premonition of evil.


  I pushed open the door, then stopped dead on the threshold. Hasken was not the only occupant of the room. One of the officers I could have understood. There would have been reason for his presence. But this. . . .


  It was the girl, Paula Fontaine!


  SHE jumped quickly to her feet as I entered. I fancy she realized she was doing wrong in being there at all, for her face went scarlet. Hasken swung around—I think he had been talking to her, though I had not heard voices; at any rate he had not been attending to his work—and his eyes traveled slowly from the girl’s face to mine. No one said anything for the moment. Only a tense silence hung in the air, drooped between us like a curtain.


  “Well,” I said at length. It was the only thing I could find to say short of storming at the pair, and this, for more reasons than one, I had no intention of doing. I thought I could sum up the situation neatly enough without any explanation being given me. This boy holding a responsible post, in charge of intricate and intriguing machinery; this girl, attractive in her own way no doubt, susceptible to admiration, capable of giving it, too, for that matter. Human, both of them, the boy haloed, if anything, by the prestige of his position. No more than that, I felt sure.


  “I . . . I did not expect you for . . . so soon,” Hasken said in an unsteady voice. The girl still said nothing, remained a mute spectator, one hand whitely clutching the chair back, the other clenched against her breast, the color fled now from her cheeks, in her eyes a vague querulousness, as though she was doubtful what would be the outcome of it all.


  I could have smiled at the boy’s answer, were it not that the situation from one point of view was too serious for anything of the sort. At least I could credit him with having told the exact truth. He had not attempted to wriggle out of the difficulty by any subtle evasion that might postpone the reckoning.


  “You should have known better.” I came in, and the door slid closed behind me. “You have the lives of a ship’s company in your care. A little carelessness. . . .”


  I did not finish. I was not angry, for it was not a situation where anger would be of any avail. Keeping my head, gentling the pair, I might gain far more than I had ever hoped to any other way, bring them to a sense of the enormity of this transgression of discipline.


  “I know. I’m sorry. I realize it now.” Hasken’s voice was toneless. I think he really meant what he said. He had not realized it before. The girl perhaps had swept him off his feet. She at least should have known better. Seemingly she did not.


  I turned to her. A touch of defiance had come into her face now. What I said to her might not matter, but she was plainly prepared to resent any suggestion that the blame was wholly Hasken’s. She must take her due share of it. She would, if I had any say in it.


  But what I had trembling on the tip of my tongue was never uttered. As I turned I saw the flicker of a red light dance out from one of the darkened bulbs ranged above the bank of the control-keys, dance out and fade again.


  A weak flare, such as comes from a weakening current.


  The girl followed my eyes, must have seen my face set hard.


  “It’s the second time it’s done that,” she said, speaking for the first time. “Just before you came in it flickered like that.”


  Gods, of all the fools! If only they had told me.


  I crossed the room in two strides, pushed Hasken out of his seat, and the girl moved out of my way so that she was against the wall between me and the door. Feverishly I touched one lever after another, control-room, engine-room and general quarters. Bells rang furiously all over the ship.


  The white surface of the television screen lit up abruptly, showing me a view of space outside the ship. I caught a glimpse of whirling black bodies, a trail of them, bearing down on us, and in a moment of cold terror I swung over the lever that would release the full force of the repeller rays.


  There came a blinding flash; the room seemed filled with whirling lights and the smell of burnt rubber. A defective wire somewhere had failed to carry its load. The repeller ray was out of action, and outside the swarm was bearing down on us with a speed perhaps equal to our own.


  In that half second’s pause—I doubt if it was even so much as that—the full meaning of it raced through my mind. Some tramp skipper had kicked the swarm off its orbit, perhaps with the full power of his repeller rays, perhaps with a blast of his tubes, more likely with both combined; had flattened out the curve of the swarm’s trajectory, and had been too dilatory to broadcast a warning. But even that would not have mattered had Hasken been paying attention to his work instead of entertaining the girl.


  Yet in the last analysis it all came back to some defects in the wiring. The installation as well as the spares must have been of bad quality. The warning lamps had merely flickered instead of filling the room with virulent red, and to top it all off the power wires to the rays had laid down the moment they were called on to carry the full load.


  As I say my mind grasped all this in a fraction of time almost too small to be measured by any accepted standard, then on the heels of that the ship dipped and plunged, we were thrown hither and thither, and abruptly I became aware that the air was beginning to whistle from the room.


  I MANAGED with an effort to get the door shut, and pressed the studs that made it air-tight. Only just in time. The atmosphere of the room felt thin already. I gasped a little as I breathed. The girl was slumped on the floor face downward. Whether she was injured or not I could not say at a glance. To my amazement Hasken had vanished. I could not make it out at first, it looked so like magic. Then I recollected that I had last seen him standing between me and the door. I even had a vague impression that he had been leaning against it. Well, if that were so he must have been flung by the impact out into the corridor outside. The chances were that he was already dead. I dared not investigate. To do so would mean sacrificing the girl’s life and mine, probably needlessly.


  Long as it takes to tell, what had occurred could not have occupied more than half-a-minute at the least. Yet the room was already beginning to feel cool, the power of the heaters was waning.


  The girl was climbing slowly to her feet, a look of intense bewilderment on her face. She was not injured, that much was obvious. The breath had merely been knocked out of her, and she had lain for a second or so, dazed.


  “What has happened?” she asked in a queer dreamy sort of voice.


  “I can’t explain now,” I said. “It will take too long. Have you ever used a space-suit? Well, you’ll have to climb into one now, and as quick as you can at that.” Emergency suits hung on hooks against one wall. I drew down two, showed her how to get into hers, adjusted the helmet on her head, and then put on mine. Even should the freezing cold of space creep into the observation, as now seemed likely, we were secure against it as long as the tiny motors in our suits ran to heat us, and the air in our reserve tanks held out. At the best we had some twelve to fifteen hours of life ahead of us in which to do something to further prolong our existence.


  But once we had made ourselves temporarily secure I cast about to see what exactly had happened to the ship. Fortunately the television screen that gave us an outside view could be run from batteries in an emergency, and though the power was very weak it was enough for my purpose. In a little I was able to scan the round of the void outside.


  It was then I got my first big shock. The swarm of meteorites had done greater damage than I had imagined. Two sections of the Sirius, the fore part and amidships, were drifting beneath us in the void, but for long I looked in vain for the after part. Finally I located a number of fragments scattered over a wide area, and from the disposition of them guessed much what must have happened. The engines, located in that rear section, had exploded, blowing the after part clear to bits. Not improbably it was the kick of that explosion rather than any impact that had thrown us about the room.


  The observation tower itself—more properly it was a dome in shape—had, by some freak of chance, been shorn clean off the parent body of the Sirius. We were now floating free, a little world of our own adrift in space!


  CHAPTER IV


  Death by Inches!


  THINK of it. Twelve to fifteen hours to live at the outside unless some miracle occurred. The rest of our ship’s company, nearly a hundred between passengers and crew, undoubtedly already dead. And such a little thing to have caused it all. A defective piece of wiring. Carelessness in inspection or carelessness in fitting—who could say whose fault it was initially?


  The greater miracle though was the fashion in which the swarm of meteorites had cut the ship in three and had sliced our tower from the top of the hull. Actually none of them had been clean cuts. Part of the marsonite alloy of the Sirius still clung to the floor of the room we were in, and I could see that the two remaining sections of the ship showed jagged edges and gaping holes.


  I wasted no longer viewing than was necessary to tell me what had happened. The emergency power units must have been snuffed out in the ship as a man snuffs out a candle, for ice was already coating thickly on the ragged edges of the disrupted main sections. The air in the observation room, too, must have all escaped through some undiscoverable filter-hole, some leak in roofing or decking, for the rime was thickening on the walls about us. The sight brought the thought of a new terror to my mind.


  While yet there was some power left in the emergency sets I must try and signal in the faint hope that I might be able to call attention to our plight. I would have given much for the use of the helio tubes with the full power of the ship’s plant behind them. As it was I could do no more than send out a series of impulses with the weak current left us, and trust to luck that they affected-some ship’s recording instruments enough to be recognizable for what they were. Futile hope.


  I worked till the current was exhausted and the tiny glow faded to nothingness as the light in the tubes died away. Then at length, having done what pitiful little I could, I turned to the girl. I had not spoken to her since we had donned our space suits.


  “If you want to talk,” I said, “there’s nothing to stop you. There are audiophones in these suits.”


  “Oh, I did not know. I’ve been wondering, afraid that I might not be able to hear a human voice again. Tell me—I’ve been blaming myself all of this time—how much of what has happened is my fault?”


  What could I say? I hesitated a little, then, deciding, briefly told her the exact bitter truth.


  “I see,” she said. “In the end the blame goes back to someone of whom we know nothing. But I can’t help thinking—I shall never indeed be able to banish the idea from my mind—that if I hadn’t done what I did, if I had left him alone with his work, this—the worst of it—might have been avoided.”


  “Perhaps,” I said gently—her voice sounded so broken, so condemnatory of self—“if you had not come you would not be alive now.”


  “Others as good—better—just as anxious to live, have gone,” she answered bitterly. “For which I am not altogether free from blame. To think that we two, of all them, should be saved.”


  “Our safety isn’t altogether a matter of certainty yet,” I pointed out. “It’s better that you should know the exact truth. Our air-tanks will last a matter of twelve to fifteen hours, mine the shorter, yours the longer period. Question of physique . . . and other things account for the difference. I may be able to find extra cartridges to put in the air-tanks. I’m not sure. Usually there should be a reserve supply kept with the space-suits. But things seem to have been scamped on this voyage somehow.”


  “My father couldn’t have known it,” she asserted. “When I get back . . .” She stopped abruptly. “I mean if I get back,” she said lamely, “he shall hear of this.”


  She made what perhaps she intended to be a movement towards me, but in our practically weightless condition—the gravity mechanism was dying with the rest of the plant—it became no more than a grotesque plunge. I reached out, caught her by the arm of her space-suit, and managed to anchor ourselves . . . in a fashion.


  “Tell me,” she begged, “at the end of that time, those hours you have mentioned, if no rescue comes, what will happen then?”


  “Nothing much,” I said evenly. “We shall cease to be, that is all. But”—why let her get morbid about it, I reasoned—“all those hours have yet to run. Anything may happen before they expire. I have sent out signals.” But I dared not tell her how weak they had been at the start, how even in the end they had faded to mere ghosts of themselves, faint, futile things. I left her one shred of hope to which to cling. Humanity insisted that I did at least that.


  “A ship may have heard you,” she suggested. “A liner, perhaps a Guard-ship. The void, they say, is crowded nowadays.”


  A mere figure of speech, a pardonable exaggeration. Only those who have crossed it this way and that know of the uncharted infinities of space and the difficulty of finding in it such motes as we were. I had no means indeed of knowing how far from the narrow space-lane we may have been shot by the combined explosion of the rocket engines and the impact of the meteorites. For all I could say to the contrary we may have been a few thousand miles off our course. Most probably we were.


  HAD we had something to occupy our minds things might not have seemed so bad. But there was nothing to do save sit down and wait. The seconds dragged slowly away; the minutes were of immeasurable length; the hours stretched to infinity. . . .


  As time progressed and nothing happened the girl’s first sanguine hopes sank steadily. Mine had never been very high, even at the start. She had grown curiously subdued, more than a little ashamed of herself, too. I could see that. She had come to realize that her own place on the Earth, the wealth and power of her father counted for nothing against the awfulness of the cosmic doom slowly creeping towards us. I, a nonentity, would fare just as well or as ill as she. Fate would make no discrimination between us.


  I felt sorry for her. I came to realize it very gradually, piecing this thing she said to that at which she hinted. For an hour or two at the beginning I had busied myself taking an inventory of everything in our little cabin. There was not much, certainly nothing that could be of any use. Such mechanisms as there were depended on power. With the power gone they were simply inanimate metal. I could do nothing save sit with folded arms.


  How long the little motors that heated our suits would run I could not say. Twenty-four hours I imagined. It did not matter. They would outlast us, at any rate.


  One thing I found. A reserve air cartridge. Only one, no more. Had there been two. . . . But there were not.


  I said nothing about my discovery, decided to think the matter over first. Only one of us could use it, to only one of us could be given the chance of a few extra hours of life. But the question was which. I doubted very much if there was the least possibility of our being rescued at all. Suppose I did turn the extra cartridge over to the girl, gave her that much extra chance of life, what good would it do? In that case I certainly would pass out first. She would be left to face alone the choking horror of the end drawing nearer with each breath she took. The terror of it might well drive her out of her mind.


  I decided to say nothing at all about it.


  I might have saved myself the trouble of coming to this decision. I should have known that though the daughter of Jens Fontaine might be many things of which one certainly did not approve, she at least would be no fool. Through the thick glassite view-plate of her helmet’s front she had watched my every movement, had said nothing, but had drawn her own conclusions. She asked no questions, merely waited until I showed by my attitude that I felt there was nothing left that I could do.


  “Tell me,” she said at length, “what lies ahead of us?”


  “What do you mean?” I asked, wondering.


  “You were looking round the cabin, examining many things, with the hope, I presume, of finding something that might be of help to us. You come back here to me, seeming to have found nothing. Is that so, I wish to know?”


  A touch of the imperious in her tone which I was too utterly mind-weary to resent. Her phrasing was more that of a demand than a question. Adversity had not quite tamed her yet. I doubted if ever it would. I’m afraid I liked her none the less for this display of spirit; equally it irked me when directed at myself. Today when we have advanced so far and so perfected the mechanical side of our civilization there is one thing we have not altered, would not if we could. When it comes to a crisis the fundamentals of human nature remain the same whether the time be the Stone Age or the Scientific Era. Few would have it else.


  I had not the will to fight against her insistence. Something that should have been unyielding in me had snapped in the last few minutes. I felt a compelling urge that she should be told. Yet I did not answer her. It was easier not to.


  She caught me by the arm. Through the insulated fabric of my sleeve I could feel the hard pressure of her mailed hand.


  “I saw you pick up something,” she said. “I know little of the ways of space-ships—I admit that. If I did I would not have been such a fool as I have been—but what I saw looked like the cartridges in our tanks. I believe it was one, am almost certain of it, in fact. Tell me—I insist on this—was it an unused one or not?”


  I did not answer. She tugged at my arm.


  “Tell me, tell me,” she insisted.


  “What does it matter?” I said wearily.


  Of a sudden she pressed the glassite pane of her helmet close to mine. It was the only way she could see my eyes.


  I believe she fancied she could read there the truth of things.


  “I think,” she said, ever so slowly and deliberately, “that it was an unused cartridge. I think, too, that you would have said nothing until you slipped it into my tank and it was too late for me to refuse. I think all that, because it seems to me that you are that kind of a man.”


  NICE praise from the girl who only a day or so ago had told me she had the power to get me disrated for insolence! I had it on the tip of my tongue to ask her if—should a miracle occur—we got back to Earth would she change her mind and influence my promotion. But I did not. Now at least she was sincere in what she was saying—that I knew without a doubt—and so I had better let the matter rest.


  “Perhaps so, perhaps not,” I said under pressure. More than that I would not admit.


  “Well, as you wish, tell me or not. But now I have my suspicions. You may not sacrifice your life in the effort to preserve mine. You understand that? And—would you think the suggestion overbold, the sort of thing in keeping with what you have learnt to expect from me—if I asked that as the end draws near we may creep closer together, die as it were in . . . in each other’s company?”


  Perhaps she intended another word in place of that last Perhaps she did, yet thought the mouthing of it might sound overbold—her own phrase—and chose instead of “arms” the less intimate euphemism.


  “Don’t talk of dying,” I said sharply. “We have not come to that yet.”


  She shook the ungainly bulk of her helmet slowly. “There is nothing else,” she answered. “I have thought it out. The chance of our being rescued—specks of dust afloat in the infinite—is a very remote one indeed.”


  It accorded so well with my own conclusion that I felt I could say nothing counter to it without betraying the worst of my fears.


  The hours dragged on. It seemed to be getting colder. Perhaps the power of the motors heating our suits was beginning to run down. Perhaps we were feeling weak from want of food and drink. Our spirits no doubt were flagging. The thinning air from our tanks was having its effect on us. Soon the curtain would fall. But before it did. . . .


  I hauled myself slowly to my feet. We were weightless now. I dare not use up the power of the motors to give our suits an artificial gravity. Besides it would not matter one way or the other. Carefully I hauled myself across the cabin, moving from one hand-hold to another, seized the cartridge and giving it a gentle push let it float back towards the girl. She tried to grasp it, miscalculated, and shot towards the ceiling, floating there helplessly.


  I anchored myself with one hand, with the other reached up, caught her ankle and without an effort drew her down. The cartridge was still floating about in the weightless void. I recovered it.


  I had her anchored in the crook of my arm. Before she quite realized what I was doing I had reached up, plunged the cartridge into the clip of the tank on her back, and pressed the tiny lever that allowed its contents to pass into the tank. It took about one second and a half to do it all.


  She threw herself away from me. If I had been able to see her face I would not have been surprised to find it dark with anger. Her voice shook when she spoke.


  “You’re a fool,” she said, “but a dear chivalrous fool, and I love and respect you for it. You’ve given me a longer span of life than yourself, but—”


  “But what?” I asked, as she paused.


  “It does not matter,” she answered. “It was something I had better not say, that is all. Will you please show me how to read these gauges?”


  I hesitated. If I did she would know just how long she could expect to exist, could watch each minute flitting away and know the end was drawing ever nearer, could tell almost to the second when life should be snuffed out at last.


  “Don’t add a further foolishness to what you have already done,” she said, almost angrily. “Please tell me. I am not afraid to know.”


  Seeing she put it that way. . . . I showed her how the little dials worked, and how to read the movements of their tiny hands. She stared at hers, and compared them with mine.


  “And this?” She touched a tiny little arrangement like a stop-cock situated close to the dials. “What is it?”


  “Don’t touch it,” I almost shouted, and her hand fell away. “That’s a valve for deflating the suit, altering the pressure, letting the air out altogether when necessary. But keep your hands away from it.”


  “Like this?” she said quickly, and turned it. Through the audiophones I heard the hiss of escaping air.


  “Turn it off, quickly,” I cried, and lurched toward her.


  “Keep back,” she said determinedly. “If you don’t, I’ll wrench the valve completely off, and settle everything in the one action.”


  I held my hand. I was so sure she meant it. The determination in her voice alone would have told me that.


  “But, Gods!” I cried in an agony of dread, “Do you realize what you are doing?”


  She glanced at the dial. “I do,” she said, and closed the valve. “I refuse to take an unfair advantage of you—that’s what it amounts to—and I’ve let out so much air that, as near as I can gauge, we are now running a level. A few minutes either way, but what does that matter? At least your heroics will not mean my salvation at your expense.”


  Of all the fool things I’ve ever seen or heard of this was the worst. The sort of thing she would do. It was quite in keeping with what of her character I had seen. An odd blend of heroism and insanity. Well, nothing was to be done about it now. The air she had released had no doubt seeped out into space.


  Time passed. . . .


  . . . I drew her close to me, my arm about her, the ungainly helmet pillowed against the fabric of the shoulder of my suit. I was finding a difficulty in breathing. I think it was the same with her.


  She spoke once. “This,” she said, finding voice with an effort, “makes up for all my regrets. I have none now. I have paid for everything.”


  I was not quite sure what she meant.


  The air in my helmet became heavier, fouler, more mephitic. Something in my head seemed straining to burst. My heart was pounding. Lights danced before my dazzled eyes. An inexorable pressure increased about my throat, like an iron band constricting.


  Gods, this was asphyxiation!


  Something in my head twanged like a taut piano wire suddenly struck. Then came oblivion.


  CHAPTER V


  A Secret Journey


  “HE’S coming round.”


  “I didn’t think he would. It’s been a near thing with him, touch and go.”


  I opened my eyes to the sound of voices in my ears, men’s voices. For the moment, such was the utter confusion of mind into which I had been thrown, I found it hard to disentangle one memory from another. I had an idea that this was a hospital of sorts, for the air seemed full of those mixed odors that one invariably associates with a sick bay.


  “An infernal nuisance,” said the first voice. “We’ll have to take him with us. We can’t put back now.”


  “Hush, he’ll hear you,” said the other. “He’s stirring.”


  My eyes came right open. It cost me an effort, but it was worth it to see for myself that I was back in the world of men again. Recollection of those last crowded seconds flooded back to me, the foul mephitic odor of bad air still seemed to linger faintly in my nostrils.


  But this, what was it?


  “Where am I?” I asked, a trifle weakly, I should imagine.


  The man who had spoken first, a spare, lean-faced man bent over me.


  “You’ve been rescued, saved just in the nick of time,” he told me. “That much will have to do for the present. You’re in no condition to talk now.”


  “But the other . . . my friend. . . . the girl with me?” I queried.


  I saw one man nod to the other. “Better tell him,” and at the words my heart—oddly—missed a beat.


  “Oh, she’s all right,” came the reply. “Better than you by a long sight. Not so far gone when we found you. More air in her tanks. Perhaps she didn’t consume so much.”


  I smiled. I had to, when I thought of Paula Fontaine’s lung capacity compared with mine.


  “She’s alive then?”


  “And almost ready to get about. You may see her—later—when I think you’re both fit enough for it. Meanwhile, it’s enough to know you’re mending rapidly. I’m anxious to hear your tale, but it, too, will have to wait, just as ours will. Food? Perhaps you feel famished?”


  The other, a short man, inclined to be stout, interposed before I could answer.


  “In a little, John,” he said. “Leave that to me. Better let him rest a further while. He’ll enjoy creature comforts all the more then.” To me he said, “We’ll come back in an hour or so, and see then what needs to be done. You will be watched. Someone will look in every little while. Not that there’s any danger. You’ve passed that point now. Meanwhile, if you wish for anything touch this bell . . . but only in an emergency, you understand.”


  He pointed to a bell-stud set in the wall near the head of my cot I could just reach it.


  They left me, a prey to conflicting speculations, I was past wanting further sleep, content merely to lie there and turn over things in my mind. So Paula was alive. That was good news. What had been done then had not been altogether in vain. But where were we?


  On a space-ship, that much was obvious. Both men had worn a uniform of sorts. They did not belong to a liner, however. I knew all the space companies’ insignia. Neither were they of the Interplanetary Guard. There was none of the stark simplicity of that service about this room, hardly a sign of disciplinary marks on the faces of the men themselves. Anyway no Guard ever goes without his uniform unless he is on leave, and that uniform itself shouts its owner’s trade halfway across the Universe.


  Then who were they? I could think of no answer, save one that did not altogether fit in with possibilities. They might be space vandals, such things were not unknown even in these enlightened days, but I was hardly pleased with this solution of the problem. Yet their secrecy, their evident unwillingness to tell me too readily the name of their ship and their possible destination hinted at something not for general consumption.


  I gave it up. It was pleasant to rest here and know that the danger was over, pleasant to idle and dream, too much of a fag to speculate when the data on which to build was almost a minus quantity.


  I must have dozed. Perhaps I even slept. I had no idea of time, you see. A hand on my forehead, a whispered voice close to my ear awoke me. Likely though I had been more than half awake already.


  “You!” I exclaimed.


  “You mustn’t get excited,” said Paula Fontaine. “They allowed me in for five minutes to see you on just that one condition. I think they can hear you; I would not be surprised if they could hear and see everything we said and did.”


  “We’ll take the chance of that,” I said sturdily. Nevertheless I lowered my voice a tone or so. “Tell me, well, everything you can. I can listen, that won’t be breaking the bargain.”


  “THERE’S not much to tell,” she said, smiling. “We’re both alive and well, and that’s the main thing after all. They say there’s no danger with you now. . . . I’m glad for that. Myself, I don’t know.” Her forehead wrinkled, a light I did not care to see came into her eyes. “I can’t get the feeling out of my head that I was much to blame. If I’d only had the sense. . . . Vain, like a peacock, seeker of new sensations, proud to have a man like Hasken—poor dead boy—dance attendance on me to the neglect of his duty. Could that girl be I? It seems so long ago. I seem to have learnt so much in the interval. Outgrown her, lost patience with her follies and her wilfulness. Can one be cured of that overnight, sobered in an instant?”


  “If I were you I wouldn’t think of that part of it,” I told her.


  The tragedy had left its impression on her. She seemed older, steadier. . . . but at what a price! Gone was the drooping pettishness of the mouth, the chill of contempt in the eyes. Instead a warm friendliness. So I took it to be.


  “I’ll try not to, as you wish it so.”


  “For your own sake, do. But tell me what have you learned about this ship, our rescuers, their destination, anything. . . .?”


  “Little,” she said. “They’re uncommunicative. Oh, they sighted us all right. I fancy they must have been keeping a sharp look-out. Then, too, from the little they’ve said I imagine their instruments are considerably more up-to-date than ours were on the Sirius. Seems they had to cut through the glassite of the observation dome to get us out, cut through with a blow-pipe.”


  “But how?” I queried. “I couldn’t imagine them working that way in free space.”


  “Neither could I. So I asked them. They told me that much. Seems they clamped the dome up against their airlock port with their magnetic attractors, sealed the edges against air-loss, and worked that way. Cut a section out and rescued us, just in time.”


  “But, however did they know there was anyone inside? Did they just take a chance?”


  She shook her head. “They told me they saw us,” she answered.


  “Saw us?” I could hardly credit that. The dome was of stout glassite, not transparent. Our observations had been done through view-plates. How could they then see through an impervious substance?


  “Saw us?” she repeated. “Yes, that is what they said. I didn’t pry. They may tell us or they may not.”


  “And the ship? Its name, have you got that?”


  “They didn’t tell me. They were inclined to be evasive about it.


  “And their destination?”


  She smiled, a little sadly. “That was the one thing they told me flatly was their secret. . . . for the time being at least. They said it quite nicely, but. . . .” The way she left the sentence unfinished indicated a vague fear in her mind.


  “Don’t worry,” I assured her. “Wherever it is, we’re going there. I know that much. I heard one of them say as I came out of my stupor that we would have to come, that it was too late now for them to turn back and put us off. So now we’ll know soon enough.”


  “But my people, my father will be worrying.”


  “I’m sorry for that. Later perhaps we may be able to do something about it. But I. . . . I have no one to worry over me. . . . anywhere!”


  “I’m sorry. I’m selfish, thinking of myself. But do you think that. . . . that you have no one anywhere who will worry over you?”


  “Perhaps not now,” I admitted. “It is coming to me that in that regard I am not altogether alone in the world.”


  She caught my hand, leaned forward, a light in her eyes. . . .


  The door opened softly, yet not so softly that we did not hear it. The tall, lean-faced man was standing there. His eyes fell on Paula. His look was not unkindly.


  “Pardon me if I interrupt,” he said, “but we have definite orders against exciting our friend. Also I wish to talk to him, if I may.”


  There was just the faintest undercurrent of sarcasm in his voice, a gentle note of irony that yet was too fleeting a thing to resent Paula rose to her feet.


  “I’ll go,” she said shortly, but the glance she flung me showed that any annoyance she felt was not with me.


  “If you please.” Suave, polite, the other stood aside to let her pass, held the door open for her, and closed it carefully after she had gone.


  He came back to my side.


  “Well?” I said.


  “May I introduce myself? My name is John Rifflin. I am commander of this ship. I know something of you. . . . your name. . . . The girl has told us a little, mainly that she is a Fontaine.”


  I did not quite like his tone when he spoke of Paula, yet I had sense enough to realize that any grudge he might hold—it seemed not unlikely that there was one—was rather against the name than the present possessor of it.


  OLD JENS FONTAINE had not made himself loved in his dealings with his employees. Witness my own dissatisfaction. It was whispered that it was the aim of himself and his company to dominate Transport, to gather under the one control all forms of conveyance whether on the surface of the planets or in the void. An ambition that not unnaturally most people resented, even while they remained powerless to frustrate it. If he succeeded it would mean that no one could run and operate even the smallest private space- or aero-car except under a license from the corporation in which he was the dominant figure. Only the Guards would be free from interference, and who could say that they might not eventually come under control, their reputation for disinterested integrity gone at last?


  “That much is correct,” I remarked, seeing that I was expected to say something.


  “It is unfortunate,” Rifflin went on. “I would prefer not to have a Fontaine, of all people, on my ship at this particular juncture.”


  “The solution’s simple enough then. Land us at the nearest planet port.”


  “I’m afraid it can’t be done. It’s about that mainly that I wished to speak to you. But first tell me something about yourself, your life, your hopes and your ambitions.”


  I don’t know why I yielded. Perhaps there was something magnetic about the man. Or I may have had a vague feeling that it was in my best interests to do so. At least I told him what little there was to tell about myself. It seemed to satisfy him.


  A thought struck me. “You said I was not to be excited. You sent Miss Fontaine away, I presume, because of that.” I asked a question with my expression.


  Rifflin smiled. “And I also said that I wished to speak to you. Have no fear. I don’t mean to excite, merely interest you. There’s a difference. However. . . . Navigational officer, you are, you say. Well, you may come in useful, Mr. Grayne. Extremely so. We’ve only one on board, though of course we’re all more or less competent men. Still the expert, whose daily business the navigation is, is always the more reliable.”


  “Captain,” I said—it seemed time that we had this matter out between us—“it looks as though we aren’t particularly welcome visitors on board. We’ve come here through no fault of our own, that you must admit. But seeing a situation has arisen not altogether to your liking, suppose we try and face it. In other words, do you mind telling me plainly, bluntly, just why you find us undesirables?”


  “I thought that was coming,” he chuckled. “I do not know that your presence is so very undesirable after all. The trouble lies in its implications more than anything else. You want plain words, however. I’ll give them to you.


  “We are engaged on an expedition—of exploration, colonization, or conquest—whichever you care to call it. We are acting under the orders of the Council.[4] There has been a good deal of secrecy about it. Naturally. I presume you understand something of the situation that has developed of recent years. The Council are supposed to be supreme; they are chosen for their integrity, and not infrequently they have been members of the Guards. They have dealt well and fairly with the Confederation. They have placed the welfare of their peoples before anything else, and consistently refused to allow them to be exploited for purely commercial ends.


  The big corporations like the Interplanetary Company don’t like that. They are working in subtle ways to undermine the present system. They may succeed or they may not. If they had been able, they would almost certainly have prevented us from starting. Had they known enough, Transport, with Fontaine at the head of it, would have tried, to cripple our ship sooner than let us get away.”


  “I presume,” I interrupted, “that you are heading for one of the unexplored Outer Planets. There have been rumors about, you know.”


  “But nothing definite. No one could say anything with any degree of certainty. However. . . . Had we been hampered at the start, our take-off postponed so that a ship of the Interplanetary Company could have got away first, imagine what might have come about. A new world taken possession of, opened up for colonization and exploitation, all in the name of the Interplanetary Company or one of its kindred corporations. They would be able no doubt to keep the new world out of the Confederation, perhaps ultimately to break it up, or more probably mould it to their wishes. You understand?”


  I did. It was not hard to visualize possibilities. New metals, new peoples, perhaps new scientific wonders, all tending to strengthen the hands of the corporations. Of course in our close-knit universe there always is a source of danger in a world in contact with us, but outside our circle of alliances. A world that might give the corporations such power as they had never held before. No need to enlarge on it. At least I could see quite plainly why each new world must be protected from the beginning from those who would exploit it for their own ends, and through it the known universe. The history of discovery and exploration in our own planet bristled with warnings enough.


  “Go on,” I said. “I’m getting interested in this.”


  “We made our plans under Council orders. We worked in secrecy, gathering material for our expedition. No one save the Council and the actual members of the expedition knew just where the real preparations were going forward. We had dummy camps in Alaska, in Matto Grosso, and in the Sahara. Our real jumping-off place, however, was in the dead heart of Australia, the one continent where we were almost certain to be free from spies and chance supervision. Yet something must have got out towards the end. Attempts were made to reach and delay us. We could not afford to wait. We hurried on our preparations and took off sooner than we had planned. As a consequence in certain respects we were not able to carry out our plans as we had intended.”


  “But isn’t there just a possibility that your rivals will send a ship on your track?”


  Rifflin shook his head. “Not now. We have got away. If they could have delayed us there might have been a different tale to tell. But they have no ship in commission capable of doing the distance, and carrying the necessary supplies. It would have taken them months to build one. . . . This, indeed, was the reason why they were most anxious to delay us at the start. But here we are. . . . Outward Bound. You know so much now. You would have found all this out sooner or later, but I and my colleague decided to take the chance and tell you at once. Concealing nothing. In return may I ask what allegiance you owe to the Company that employed you?”


  I made a wry grimace. “I’ve no particular love for them,” I told him. “I was seriously considering the advantages of leaving their service. Too much influence against me.”


  “So? None the less you’ve given them of your best despite that? Perhaps I should not ask that. Putting it bluntly, are you willing to take service with us and give us your loyalty?”


  I thought round that. Almost certainly I would not get another ship when I got back. My service had been terminated automatically in all probability. But there were other factors to be considered, matters not altogether unconnected with the girl, Paula.


  “I can promise you service and unquestioning loyalty until we return to Earth,” I said at length. “If you wish I can add that such discoveries as the expedition makes will be kept secret by me as long as you require.”


  Rifflin laughed. “No need to promise that latter,” he informed me. “The more publicity our discoveries receive on our return, the more the hands of our rivals will be tied. What we had most to fear was that discoveries might be made by private expeditions and kept secret for the use of those who financed them. No, your promise that I asked is all that we require.”


  “And the girl, Paula?” I asked.


  “A Fontaine.” He frowned this time. “You think something of her?”


  I nodded.


  “It is awkward,” he mused. “A Fontaine, of all people. Does she in her turn think something of you?”


  I hesitated. What could I say? A look, the touch of a hand, a sentence whispered, but not finished. Such frail things on which to build up hopes.


  “I believe so,” I said, and left it at that.


  He looked at me curiously. “Not quite sure, are you?” I passed that by. “At least die cannot harm us,” I pointed out. “For my part I think much of her. If I could go surety for her in some way. . . .”


  Rifflin shrugged his shoulders. “It may not be necessary,” he said. “If any such idea arose, it would be that she should be surety for you. . . . But you have given your word. We shall have to talk it over, my colleague and I. The question though may not arise until it is necessary for us to return to Earth.”


  There fell a silence. Apparently he had nothing more to say.


  “I can give a good guess where we are going,” I said. “As I told you—despite your secrecy—there were rumors about. But I would like to hear from your own lips your .destination.”


  “As you already seem to know,” he smiled, “there is no harm in telling you. Our intended destination is Planet 8.”


  Neptune! So Brent had been right after all.


  CHAPTER VI


  Toward Jupiter!


  I WAS allowed up after the lapse of two more periods of twenty-four hours. The short, stout man—he introduced himself as Johnson, the ship’s doctor—pronounced me fit then, and capable of taking up the running. He informed me that I would feel no ill after-effects of my adventure now. I could have told him that. In my own mind I was certain that I had been kept to my cabin longer than was absolutely necessary, and I quested about for a reason.


  Thinking it over the only conclusion I could come to was that Rifflin’s conversation had by no means clinched matters, and that sundry other tests, of whose nature I was ignorant, had no doubt been applied before they felt satisfied about me. I could hardly blame them for their caution. You see, they had to take a good deal of my loyalty on trust. Apparently, however, my reactions had been favorable, and they were now prepared to allow me the run of the ship.


  I had not seen Paula Fontaine since the day she had left me to give place to Rifflin, and I wondered what had happened to her in the meantime. The chances were that her absence was part of my treatment. Such questions as I asked about her were answered with apparent candour, though I seemed to sense some undercurrent of evasiveness. The thought did strike me that she was ill, but I resolutely thrust it from me, mostly because it was not the sort of idea I cared to dwell on. So great a hold had the girl already got on my mind!


  She was waiting for me, however, as soon as I emerged from my cabin, and she started towards me with a welcoming smile on her face.


  “They wouldn’t let me near you,” was her greeting. “I wanted to see you again, to see for myself how you were getting on. But they told me that you must be left alone. Then just now they said you were coming out, that if I went up for you I could see you and have a talk.”


  “I’m glad.” It seemed banal but it was the first thing that came into my head. “They must expect us, must mean us to have a talk then. It looks so like a hint.” I wondered how much she knew, and how much of what she did not I should tell her. At least I had not promised to keep secret from her the nature of my conversation with Rifflin.


  “How much,” I asked bluntly, “have you learned about this expedition?”


  “About all there is to know,” she answered. Then at my look of surprise, “Oh, I know it doesn’t seem the thing to trust the daughter of Jens Fontaine, but what can I do? Even if I wished to do something to harm them. Which I don’t. On the contrary. I think I have convinced them of my sincerity. What I told them must have satisfied them.”


  “And what was that?” I asked curiously.


  “No. No. I mustn’t tell you. . . . yet. Some day perhaps. . . .”


  “Concerning me, perhaps?”


  She hesitated. “A little. Yes, in a way.”


  I left it at that. No use forcing her now. Vaguely I wondered what it was. I might have guessed, though I did not. In some things men can be wonderfully dense.


  “But now”—she caught my arm—“we all have our appointed places on board. I have mine as well as you. . . . work, to do. I must get back to it.”


  “You! Work!”


  “Yes, I’m sort of a cook, in the kitchen. I asked for it. . . . something to do. . . . to work my passage. They seemed glad of my offer.”


  I stared at her. Was this the girl I had met wandering round the control level of the Sirius that night we had left the Earth? I could hardly believe it. Yet before our adventures were over I was to believe stranger things of her.


  She saw the amazement on my face—work and she must hitherto have been such strangers!—and she smiled oddly. A queer trembling of the lips, shy, shame-faced even.


  “But that doesn’t matter,” she went on with a tiny quiver in her voice. “I must go now. I’ll see you again later, but”—again came that odd trembling—“I won’t bother you in the control room. I’ve learned my lesson.”


  Then quickly she was gone, flitting down the corridor out of sight.


  I was not sure where I should head, but I was saved the trouble of wandering idly, for no sooner had the girl gone than Rifflin came towards me. He must have passed her on the way, and the idea flitted through my mind that he had been watching and waiting until we were done.


  “Grayne,” he began, “I’m sorry to hustle you, but—feeling fit, are you?—I’d like you to take over some duties at once.”


  “Navigational?” I said, and he nodded with a quick jerk of the head.


  “This way,” he said, and led me along the corridor, and up to another level. On the way he explained, “We’ve a man in charge, working from the plotted course—you know the system?”


  “A sort of quartermaster?” I presumed they followed the routine more or less common on all space-liners.


  “Yes. He’s in charge now. We’ve been working out things between us this last twenty-four hours.”


  “But your navigational officer?” Something in his manner struck me as queer.


  HE looked me straight in the eyes, and then I saw what I had not noticed before, that his face was white and tense.


  “We have none now until you take over,” he said unsteadily. “Adams—our man—died an hour ago.”


  “Died?” I echoed. “An accident?”


  “No. The seng-sickness.[5] He caught it years ago in Venus, got over it—the usual treatment—and reckoned he was cured. But they say it gets into the blood and may remain dormant there for years. He was quite all right when we left Earth, but just about the time we picked you up he took ill. Maybe it was the close confinement of the ship and the air we’re using that did it. Stirred up the germs in his blood perhaps. We couldn’t save him, though we tried all means at our disposal. Even Miss Fontaine. . . . She nursed him, you know?”


  “She didn’t tell me that”


  “No? Perhaps she’s that sort of girl. I’m beginning to fancy she is. However, here we are. . . .”


  He opened the door. The room was more or less familiar to me as far as its appointments went, though I could see even at a glance that most of the instruments embodied improvements on those to which I was used. The differences however would present no difficulty.


  “And just precisely where are we now?” I asked.


  “Crossing the asteroidal belt.”


  “Through it?”


  Rifflin shook his head. “No, above it. When Adams went sick we decided it was too risky to go through, seeing the state our navigational calculations were in, so we lifted to a higher ceiling. We’re above the average plane of the orbit. It’s probably thrown our calculations a bit out of gear, but you’ll easily pick up, I should imagine.”


  I nodded. It would mean a good deal of involved working, and probably the recasting of the table of our relations to Jupiter, so the sooner I got down to it the better. The attractive power of that world was not the sort of thing one could take liberties with. However, with the help of the standard logarithm calculations I thought I could get it out in reasonable time.


  “But someone had better check me through step by step,” I suggested. “I suppose you’ve got some one who can.”


  “Of course, we’re all more or less competent in that regard, though none of us has done navigational work as a regular thing. Perhaps I’d better set to myself with you as I’m here on the spot.”


  It was tedious work, but at length it was done to our joint satisfaction, and I turned to putting the results into practice. Rifflin remained with me, so that he might explain any new gadgets that were unfamiliar to me. Actually there was nothing whose precise function I did not understand, but practically all the instruments were of greater precision and admitted of more fineness than those I was used to on the space-liners. Also, an added difference, signals was not a department by itself. All the transmission work was done from the room I now occupied.


  I wondered why Rifflin should have gone out of his way to show me the transmitting apparatus. If I had the faintest intention of sending out signals without his or his colleagues’ knowledge he was going the right way to put temptation in front of me. I need not have given myself the trouble of speculating about it. Sooner than I expected it was made plain to me that either way one cared to look at it he was taking comparatively little risk.


  It was some time later, however, before he broached the subject.


  “Have you any friends or relatives who might be worrying about you?” he asked casually.


  “No,” I said. I did not quite realize at the moment what he was driving at.


  “I see. No one in the whole of the Universe whose mind might be made the easier for knowing that you are still alive?”


  “No one, absolutely no one,” I told him, “unless, of course, you take Miss Fontaine into consideration. But then she’s on the ship.”


  “I’ve been thinking about her,” Rifflin confessed. “In fact we all have. If you’d seen the way she stuck to it the last twelve hours or so, helping nurse Adams. . . .” He made a wry grimace. “A man in the last stages of seng-sickness is not a pretty sight, and she’s no trained nurse either. Our estimation of her has gone up a good many notches as the result of that.”


  HE paused. “Well?” I said. I felt something fairly momentous was coming.


  “It’s a pity she’s a Fontaine,” he went on. “A pity Jens Fontaine is her father. None the less I suppose he has human feelings, can know human anxieties and worries where his own are concerned. A mother perhaps . . .”


  “Her mother is dead,” I interrupted. “I can tell you that.”


  “Good. It simplifies things a bit then. However, seeing how she’s behaved I think that in her own interests—she might be worrying because her father might believe her dead—it would be a good thing to send him word.”


  I stood aghast. It looked so like an abrupt abandoning of those principles of caution that seemed to have characterized the expedition from the first. Rifflin must have read the surprise in my face, for he chuckled softly.


  “Oh, no,” he said, “I’ve no intention of sending off a message to the old man to the effect that his daughter and a man named Grayne, sole survivors from the wreck of the Sirius, are at present on board the Interplanetary Council’s space-vessel Icarus, safe and sound, somewhere in the vicinity of the asteroidal belt, and heading for Planet 8. Nothing of the sort.”


  “Then how?”


  “It’s quite simple. The message will contain all that he need know, that his daughter is alive and well, that she has been rescued by a ship which should return her to Earth within six months, and that he has no need to worry on her account. But—just mark this, Grayne, for your own future guidance—that message will not go out in Earth English or any language of the planets that you know. It will be sent in a special code that the Council keeps exclusively for messages of its own. As an extra safeguard it will be sent as a series of light impulses—not flashes—that only specially designed instruments can detect. In that way we send all our reports of progress, and this particular message will be embedded—that’s it exactly—in a report that will be sent off at the end of this work-day period. You follow?”


  I followed him well enough to be able to fill in the lacunae in his explanation.


  “In other words,” I smiled, “no one but those who receive the message—presumably they are sworn to secrecy—will have the faintest idea in what part of the void we are. Fontaine will have to content himself with the knowledge that his daughter is safe and in good hands, and that anyway she’ll be back on Earth just about the same time that she would had she completed her projected tour of Mars.”


  “That’s it in a nut-shell. You may tell her when you see her. But”—he looked at me significantly—“I would prefer that you did not see her here.”


  “We have already arranged that between us,” I told him. “She realizes that this is work that does not permit of distractions.”


  He said nothing to that, though his smile was oddly twisted. I think he must have guessed what had been in both our minds when she made me that suggestion.


  “I’ll leave you then, Grayne. You know what studs to press if you wish to call for assistance? Good. You understand perfectly the whole system of signals? Better still. I’ll arrange for your series of reliefs as soon as I can. And—yes—we’ll have to have someone up here with you when we’re due to pass Planet 5. Myself probably; Waventry—that’s our astronomical member—certainly. Till then.”


  He went out, leaving me to my own devices.


  I swung my view-plates round. The plane of the asteroids was now rising up on an angle beneath us. The Icarus was inclining down towards Jupiter—Rifflin’s Planet 5. Myself I can never get into the habit of referring to our planetary bodies by numbers, though I admit the idea has its good points in a Universe where each world calls the stars by different names. At least, for instance, it saves confusion to call our Earth Planet 3 of System One. There can hardly be any mistake about that.


  Never before had I been so far out as this. Few planetarians had. The Earth colony on Pallas and the Martian settlement on Vesta were more or less the frontiers of the explored universe. Odd expeditions indeed—greatly daring—had landed on Ganymede, but reported it not worth the trouble of settlement. To date none of the other satellites of Jupiter had been visited, though the ill-fated De Castro expedition of 2117, which crashed on Jupiter itself somewhere in the region of the famous Red Spot, had intended including Io, Callisto and Europa in its itinerary.


  The huge planet was now showing up uncannily close, though the thick clouds that veiled its surface prevented us from getting any actual view of it. The Red Spot itself, in about latitude 30° south was the most conspicuous feature of the disk. Our course had been deliberately set, I imagined, with the idea of giving the party a chance of studying it at quarters as close as was consistent with safety. Myself, I would have preferred to pass it by at a greater distance, but that part of the proceedings had already been mapped out before I came on the scene, and I could only carry out my orders.


  Waventry, a likable little man, as little like an astronomer as one could imagine, came up when we were nearing our minimum distance, and he was followed a moment or so later by Rifflin. They had a special view-plate all to themselves, so their observations did not interfere with me and my work.


  It was still a trifle difficult to see the nature of the Red Spot and Waventry gave vent to an exclamation of impatience.


  Rifflin turned to me. “Any chance, Grayne, do you think,” he said, “of us being able to coast any closer with safety? There’s something wrong here. We don’t seem able to get a good view of it.”


  I was just about to assure him that we were nearing our margin of safety now, when one of the warning bells tinkled, and I almost jumped from my seat. The hand of the speed-dial was creeping round . . . creeping round . . . For a split second I blinked, scarcely realizing what it meant, then the full horror of it swept over me. The Icarus had somehow overshot the margin of safety and like the ill-fated De Castro expedition a century earlier we were plunging to we knew not what untimely fate on the cloud-wrapped surface of Jupiter!


  CHAPTER VII


  Deadlocked!


  MY startled exclamation brought the others round quickly to face me. They could hardly have guessed what was wrong—their expressions showed they did not for the increase in our rate of speed so far was not great enough to be perceptible to the eye. Had it not been for the extreme delicacy of our recording instruments I would not have noticed it myself.


  “What’s up, Grayne?” Rifflin snapped the question.


  I pointed at the dial. “Our speed’s increasing,” I said uneasily. “There’s some influence about . . . Jupiter’s caught us, perhaps.


  He looked over my shoulder at the dial. One had to stare a time to see the motion of the needle, it was so slow. Then he flung a glance at the space-chart, frowned, and gave it a closer scrutiny.


  “Looks to me—I may be wrong—” he said, “as though we’re the fraction of a point off our course. Too small to measure yet. There’s always the chance of an error.


  He connected up with the control-room and turned on the loud-speaker so that the three of us could hear what was said on both sides. The face of his second in command glowed in the vision-plate[6] set on the wall.


  “I say, skipper,” said the man whose face showed in the vision-plate, “what are you doing there? Someone monkeying with things? We’re holding her on her course here, all right, but she seems to be edging away all the time.”


  How much are you off now?” Rifflin demanded.


  The other shot a stream of figures at him.


  Rifflin nodded jerkily. “It looked more than that to me,” he said. “However, I’ll take it that you’re right.” Of course, I’m right. These detectors of mine don’t lie. I’m turning on the gravity screens now, to be on the safe side. Giving them full normal repulsion. Stand by for results.”


  For the moment it seemed that nothing was going to happen, then the Icarus appeared to cant slightly. One end lifted a little. The other came up slowly until she was on an even keel.


  “That should hold her,” came the second officer’s voice. I think I’ve given her sufficient lift.


  We stared at the dials. The needle held steady for so long that I was beginning to fancy we had overcome the trouble, but presently—a mere matter of seconds only it was, though to us waiting there it seemed years—the needle again began to creep slowly yet inexorably from the neutral point of safety into the zone of danger.


  “Whew-ew!” The long drawn exclamation came from Rifflin like a cry of desperation. His face was white and tense.


  A phrase swam into my mind, a recollection of what the second officer had said.


  “Captain Rifflin,” I said—my voice seemed not too clear; it felt as though I were on the point of choking ill normal repulsion—that’s what’s on—doesn’t seem to be effective. But—I’m not used to this Icarus yet—is that all that can be done?”


  What do you mean?” A sudden gleam of interest came into Rifflin’s face. I think, intuitively he guessed something of what was passing in my mind.


  “That—full normal repulsion—is graded for the inner planets,” I said. “I take it so. But haven’t you any reserve power? Jupiter’s pull is nearly three times that of Earth, the largest of the three inner planets, you know.”


  Hi, we have a reserve. I’m afraid to use it, though. I don’t want to drain us.”


  I swung on the view-plate which showed us the world beneath. Jupiter was widening out. The cloud masses were taking definite form under our eyes. The Great Red Spot—thirty thousand miles of it—was lifting and swelling as we stared. So it seemed to our uneasy gaze.


  “You’ll just have to try,” I said urgently. “If it’s a choice between crashing to certain destruction there I pointed to the glowing Red Spot—“like De Castro did a hundred years ago, and draining the ship, I’d vote for the latter every time. At least it gives us a fighting chance. Then, though I don’t quite know whether you can use them effectively, there are the rocket tubes.”


  Waventry swung round.


  “The young man’s right, Rifflin,” he said. “His way we have a fighting chance.”


  Rifflin said nothing, but when faced with a situation such as this he had the ability to make up his mind with a reasonable celerity. He turned to the general communicator, and there followed a rapid fire of orders.


  The lights in the observation room went dim. They were draining the ship of power. On the heels of that came the thunder of the rocket batteries. The ship quivered. Every plate, every fiber seemed shivering like a sentient thing. Titanic forces, struggling for mastery, seemed bent on tearing us asunder. I felt as if tugged this way and that A vast oppression seized hold of me. Great weights dragged me down. An equal force appeared bent on pulling me the other way. Then abruptly the feeling vanished; we were conscious of an immense relief, and the sense of being torn between contending forces no longer afflicted us.


  THE lights now were no more than dull red gleams, like the last dying embers of burnt-out fires. Our faces looked ghastly in the glimmer.


  Rifflin produced a pocket torch, and thrust it towards the dial. It would have been impossible to have seen it else.


  We all stared, three heads bent close together, crowding over it. For a space while a man could count ten, there was a tense silence.


  “Gods!” cried Waventry, “We’re held in neutral.”


  It was only too true, what he said. All the power we were generating in one form or another was just sufficient to balance the pull of the mighty planet beneath us, by the barest fraction not just enough to drive us out of the circle of influence.


  “Yates,” Rifflin cried to his second, “can you push us up another notch? We’re just holding our distance. Drain the ship, if you have to. We must get away.”


  Yates’ white face, the little beads of sweat showing plain, stared at us from the vision-plate.


  “If we can hang in equilibrium another five minutes I believe I can do it,” he said in a strained shaky voice. “But—you’ll have to do without your vision-plates. I’m cutting everything like that off to conserve power. And, yes, I’d like Waventry up here with me. Can he come?”


  “Yes,” Rifflin agreed. “Anything that will help. What’s the idea?”


  “Don’t ask me. It mightn’t work. You’ll all know soon enough.”


  “Good.” Rifflin closed down the vision-plate and the communicator. He turned to the astronomer. “You’d better cut along at once, Waventry,” he said. “I think Yates knows what he’s about. When he talks like that he usually has some idea up his sleeve. Seems to need your technical knowledge to help him out, though. I wonder. . . .”


  He was talking to empty air. At the last word of the first sentence Waventry had gone out.


  The light in the room had died completely, and we were left in darkness save for the white circle of Rifflin’s torch. The keel rockets were firing with monotonous regularity now. Their thunder shook the ship. Helpless, unable to aid, we could only stand and wait, hoping against hope. We could not maintain this state of balanced equilibrium forever. The moment our power decreased we would inevitably be drawn down, or what was even worse, permanently disabled. We might become a satellite of the father of planets.


  Abruptly the ship seemed to spin round. For one sickening second I thought we had started some sort of a spiral dive. But save for that instant’s sensation nothing happened. Things went static again. Then . . . minutes later it seemed . . . came the dull red gleam of the lights. They flickered, grew in intensity, flickered and seemed like to die again, but did not. Their brilliancy increased, so that presently we were able to see by them again. The other instruments, too, took up their functions.


  I sprang to the outside view-plates. The Red Spot beneath us was dwindling in size, Jupiter itself shrinking perceptibly before our gaze.


  “He’s done it,” cried Rifflin with an air of relief, “but I’m damned if I know how.”


  He hesitated. I think he meant to call up Yates then and there, and question him, but apparently he decided not to do anything of the sort. Perhaps the work was not yet done. An interruption now in the middle of it might have disastrous consequences if Yates’ attention were taken for a moment from his job. So we waited, trying to steel ourselves to patience.


  It seemed ages before the vision-plate leaped to life and Yates’ face glowed again.


  “You can carry on,” he said with a smile. “We’ve won through. I’m sending Waventry down to tell you how. But your navigational officer had better get busy on his observations and give me an entirely new course. We’re ’way off the old one.”


  I took the hint, and went straight on with my observations. As I swung the view-plate round and worked on the results a glimmer of understanding came to me, some realization of how the situation had been saved. But it remained for Waventry to give us the full details . . . what little there were.


  Our gravity screens, it seemed, were graded to ordinary planetary conditions, and normally would have worked to our satisfaction, but according to Waventry the Red Spot itself was composed of some unknown substance—he seemed doubtful whether to call it mineral or not—that was highly radioactive and at the same time exercised strongly magnetic influences. That, added to the huge pull of the planet itself, had succeeded in nullifying our repulsive machinery and maintained us in a state of equilibrium that might have had any one of half a dozen fantastic and unpleasant results for us. What had saved us, oddly enough, had been the rising—if so one could call it—of one of the denser of Jupiter’s satellites, the moon Io.


  ITS appearance from behind the bulk of its primary must have occurred some time previously, but apparently Yates did not notice it or rather did not take it into account as a possible factor in our favor until it became evident that it was exercising a slight if almost negligible influence on our magnetic instruments. Then came the wild idea to his mind of utilizing if possible any attraction Io possessed to pull us out of this mess. We were in such a balanced state that the slightest touch one way or the other must alter the situation for better or worse.


  In a few hurried words Yates outlined his ideas to Waventry. All the repulsive forces of the ship were concentrated in that section directed towards Jupiter in general and the Red Spot in particular—purely localized, that is, leaving the part of the ship away from the planet free to be attracted by the gravitational pull of any body that happened to be about. In addition the Icarus possessed certain attractive machinery. Primarily designed to seize and hold any comparatively small object such as a fellow space-ship it was used occasionally to anchor the vessel on meteoric or asteroidal bodies so small that otherwise the ship itself would be in danger of drifting away.


  Actually the direct opposite of the gravity screens, whose function was purely repulsive, the range of the attractors was limited and their influence local. Nevertheless Yates and Waventry both felt that with them turned on to Io there was just the odd chance of them supplying the necessary extra touch to swing the scales down in our favor. That was just what happened. The intense magnetic influences of the planet were reduced by just that hair’s breadth sufficiency to enable us to escape from their clutch.


  One immediate result of this, however, was that the moment the hold was broken we were hurled out towards Io itself, a scant 50,000 miles away, and only deft work on the part of Yates himself saved us from a collision with that body.[7]


  “Then it means,” I said at the end, “that for a long time to come—until something new in the repulsive line is invented—it will be impossible for the ordinary planetarian to land on or take off from Jupiter.”


  “Not exactly,” Waventry corrected. “Providing the surface of the planet itself is in a stable enough condition and that one avoids the latitude of the Red Spot it can be done. But the antigravity apparatus will have to be capable of generating a greater repulsive force than is required for ordinary interplanetary conditions.”


  “Pm purely an astronomer,” he went on, “but I must confess that the exact nature of the Red Spot intrigues me. Probably we shall never know exactly what it is until we devise some means of landing safely on the planet. For my part though I’d hazard the guess that it is composed, if not actually of a substance new to us, at least of a combination of known substances that gives us a result unprecedented in planetary geology.”


  “Something that you might call ‘Jovinium’ for instance,” I suggested.


  Rifflin smiled. “If future investigations show that it is a substance not included in our atomic table, that name would do as well as any,” he said, “though” face lit up—“if that is the case it must have atomic number 123.”[8]


  I chuckled. I could afford to now. “Well, anyway, that isn’t getting on with the job,” I remarked. “Our next trouble will be Saturn and its rings, and after that Neptune. Thank the gods of the airways that Uranus is out of the way at present heading round towards the other side of the Sun.”


  Rifflin looked soberly at me. “I fancy,” he said, “we’d better give Planet 6 a wide berth. We’re passing the frontier now, so to speak, and moving out into unexplored space, where no man of the Confederated Planets has ever ventured before.”


  Decidedly sobering thought!


  CHAPTER VIII


  On Neptune’s Moon


  I PLAYED for safety and gave Saturn and its rings the widest possible berth. Too much meteoric material flying about there, we considered, perhaps more than our repeller rays could deal with. Even far out in space, comparatively remote from the neighborhood of the ringed planet there was still sufficient of this cosmic wreckage spinning about to compel caution.


  We breathed freer when once we were out of the danger zone. The rest now was plain sailing, merely a matter, save for the incalculable unforeseen, of holding straight on a direct course. The respite was a welcome one to me. It gave me the opportunity of relaxing my vigilance, allowed me to hand over a good deal of the work to others, and so become acquainted with the rest of the ship’s company.


  I had now been accepted as one of themselves, and I was informed that the Council had approved of me officially. Code messages had been passing between the Council representatives and the ship now for some time, reports of our progress, detailed accounts of our rescue and so on. Fontaine himself had been advised of his daughter’s rescuer—that much we were told—but how he had taken it or whether his possible efforts to learn more had led to friction with the authorities or not we did not learn. If anything of the sort had occurred no word of it reached the ship. On that point Rifflin was quite definite, and I had no reason to believe that he was deliberately misleading us.


  As a matter of fact I discovered later that he was telling the strict truth. The Council in their wisdom had decided it was better to leave us in the dark over the result of the message to Fontaine. Should trouble of any sort develop between the two parties our expedition would not find itself hampered by the chance of any repercussions of such a conflict. Myself, though, I could not imagine Jens Fontaine sitting down idly, while the Council doled him out such news as they felt inclined. It was not unlikely to my way of thinking that Paula’s presence on board might yet be a source of interplanetary complications.


  I sounded her cautiously. She knew little or nothing, I discovered, of her father’s business commitments; the book of his ambitions was a sealed volume to her. I think she did not want to know very much. Most probably she had some inkling—I was almost certain of that—but considered a deliberate ignorance of the ruthlessness of his methods was far better for her peace of mind than unqualified knowledge. Jens Fontaine had fathered her; she bore his name, and perhaps there was a faint blending of his looks in hers, just as she could show on occasion a touch of that personality that had made him a force to be reckoned with. But beyond that I think she must have inherited an undue share of her ways from her mother. A gentle-souled, sweet-natured woman, as I have heard her described.


  But Paula had made a favorite of herself amongst the ship’s company by that act of hers of tending Adams in his last hours. Those who have not seen seng-sickness in its final stages would not understand what such a course involved; no amount of explanation could make it any plainer. Those who have some knowledge of the malady will know only too well what it was she had to face. Her father might threaten the very existence of the settled peace and order of three planets, but there was no one now on the Icarus who would as much as hold this against the girl.


  We met often in the common room. Of our attitude to each other, what can I say? We had been drawn very close by the peril through which we had passed together; at times it had looked since as though the bond might yet be closer even than that. I had read a deeper meaning into her agitated words, something more than the comradeship accident and conflict shared together should bring. I hoped that it was so, with an odd fluctuating hope. Yet of late she seemed to have become a little more reserved. I wondered why.


  It did not occur to me that I might have slipped a little too easily into the routine of ship-board, that perhaps unwittingly I had given evidence that she had receded to second place in my thoughts. But enough of that.


  We were far out now almost on what in our grandfathers’ day would have been the edge of the solar system, though now we know the numbered planets are twelve instead of our ancestors’ nine. Speculation was rife as to what we would find. Some thought this and some thought that. Neptune was a dead world, lifeless and heatless, too far away from our father, the sun, to receive more than a minute fraction of his warmth. A dead world, perhaps rich in minerals some of them unknown to the Inner Planets—that was the most the projectors of the expedition hoped to find.


  Some there were who maintained that it might be an abode of life, perhaps not life as we knew it, but still existence. These ones pointed out how even in the frozen areas of our own world life can go on; they instanced Alaska and the huge power transforming plants we have established at the coal-beds in Antarctica. Others—only a few though—had some wild idea of finding a world fair and smiling; they built up their hopes of this against all the deductions of our astrophysicists. One felt that they were lamentably mistaken, that when their error was discovered the disappointment would be all the greater.


  I CAN’T say that I had built up any particular preconception at all. Events themselves would solve the problem. At the most I expected to see a world of blue-green ice. I at least knew enough of the conditions of interstellar space to be able to appreciate what lack of the sun’s warmth could do.


  Neptune grew out of the wild, increased in size with each cycle of twenty-four hours. And as we lessened the distance presently Triton, Neptune’s satellite, became more clearly visible. A queer moon this, revolving backward, contrary to the accepted order of things. Another thing, too, that soon became plain was Neptune itself rotated backward on its axis. The three-centuries old supposition of Earth astronomers was at last confirmed. Waventry was jubilant at the discovery.


  I imagined that we would descend somewhere on the cloud-wrapped surface of the primary, and I was wondering what orders would presently be sent me along from Rifflin, when the man himself arrived.


  There had been a consultation, I learned, between the senior members of the expedition and Whitby, the representative on the ship of the Board of Control as the Interplanetary Council of Three is sometimes styled, and they had decided as the result of this to make the first landing on Triton, the moon, instead of on the planet Neptune itself. Possibly our experience with Jupiter’s Red Spot had engendered caution in them, then again I think they did not want to be plunged too suddenly into the possibilities of conflict—supposing the planet was inhabited by intelligent beings—while we were all still stale from our long voyage in space.


  Triton, only slightly larger than our own Luna, would provide an easy landing ground; a rest there would give us a breathing space, and in addition there was the chance of making some discoveries of value not unconnected with the major body itself. Triton, it was almost certain, had cooled far more rapidly than its primary; if its history had been anything like that of our Moon and it had once been inhabited, civilization must have developed rapidly and reached its peak while life on Neptune was still in the primitive stage.


  Assuming that evolution had taken a somewhat similar form on each body life on Triton must have ceased to exist long, long ago. It was not unlikely, however, that sufficient traces of it would remain for us to gauge something of the conditions at present obtaining on Neptune.


  A wise enough move I fancied, though it seemed to me most probable that any life there had ever been on either body had long been extinct. However, that was a matter that only direct investigation could decide.


  We sank gently down towards Triton, approaching it from the side facing Neptune, a course which meant a more or less complete circumnavigation of the primary. A dead world, that much was obvious on sight. A world held fast in frozen and eternal silence. Not so rugged as the Moon, it showed none of the staggering heights and stupendous depths of our satellite. It had worn smoother, or perhaps it had never known such geological vicissitudes.


  We tested it for atmosphere. It had none. It was barren, bleak and airless, a derelict world.


  “A case for space-suits,” Rifflin announced over the general communicators. “Sorry, men, I’d hoped there was a chance of us being able to breathe natural air again, but that doesn’t seem likely until we make Planet 8 itself. However, you’ll have an opportunity of stretching your legs. That will be some relief at least.”


  We grounded on a long level patch, and rather to my surprise the bulk of the Icarus sank a little. The surface then was soft, not eternal ice, as we had imagined, frozen to the consistency of steel. It seemed rather odd, that. Indeed it looked as though something in the nature of a thaw was not unknown here, yet we could not see how that could be possible at such a distance from the center of the solar system, where the light and heat received must be but a fraction of that to which we were used on Earth.


  A queer thing. Its implications were more intriguing still. The recognition of this made us more cautious than ever. For all we could say to the contrary we might have grounded on a body where the ordinary laws of Nature were in some instances inverted. Such things have been known to happen.


  A duty watch was set, and the rest of us were given permission to don our space-suits, and pass out the airlocks on to the surface of Triton. Just as I was getting into my suit, Paula approached Rifflin and asked if she could come with us.


  He hesitated. I don’t think he liked the idea of a woman facing the unknown possibilities outside until they had been properly investigated by us men.


  HER face fell at the signs of his indecision. I interposed.


  “Let her come, Captain,” I said. “I’ll make myself responsible for her and see that she doesn’t come to any harm.”


  “Oh, well”—grudging concession in his voice—“perhaps you’d better go with him then, Miss Fontaine. At any rate he’ll take more care of you than anyone else would.”


  “Thank you,” she said to Rifflin, flung me a questioning glance, and after a barely perceptible hesitation crossed to me.


  “You don’t mind?” she asked in a low, voice.


  “Mind? Of course not. Why should I?”


  She stammered. “I thought . . . You seemed to be avoiding me . . . I can hardly explain . . . Becoming brusque . . .”


  “I . . . I!


  Came Rifflin’s voice, cutting in on our dialogue. “Hurry up, there. We can’t exhaust the air-locks until the landing party is all ready. The others are waiting . . .”


  Hurriedly I helped her into her suit, adjusted the helmet and the air-tank, and fixed my own. We followed the others into the locks. The heavy doors closed behind us, the air in the locks was exhausted by the pumps. That done, the outer port was opened, and we stepped out onto the soil of Triton.


  “Be careful,” I said over the audiophone. “Don’t make any sudden movement until we discover just how to adjust ourselves. Remember the gravity pull here is considerably less than what we’re used to. Can’t be much more than that on the Moon.”


  Indeed after the Earth-adjusted gravity conditions of the Icarus the feeling of lightness we experienced as we stepped out on this little world was very welcome. But we would have appreciated it more if there had been an atmosphere that would have allowed us to discard our helmets and the paraphernalia of air-tanks. There was little to be seen, so it seemed, and I doubted if this world had ever been inhabited at all. Even supposing that it had all life must have ceased to exist perhaps aeons before man appeared on the Earth.


  The members of our little party grouped themselves together with an instinct of caution. Paula, on coming out of the air-lock, had put her hand on my arm to steady herself. Now her hand slipped down and our fingers in the clumsy fabric of the gloves intertwined. Somehow it renewed the old feeling of intimacy between us.


  Our orders were not to go out of sight of the Icarus, and we obeyed them without question. Still we were able to roam some considerable distance, and without anything definite being said by any member of the party we seemed to have selected as an objective the only prominent feature of the landscape in sight.


  It might have been taken equally for an upthrust of the ice or a mound of unusual size, and on first appearances there seemed nothing very particular about it. But as we drew nearer we could see that it showed a certain regularity of outline that was intriguing in itself.


  The ice that had formed on it undoubtedly hid the real shape of the configuration—hid, too, its exact nature. I imagine that it was purely out of idle curiosity that Whitby, the Council representative who was with us, drew his heat-ray tube and sent a beam licking round its base. The result was curious. The ice which formed its covering seemed to crack, melt and vanish almost in the one movement so to speak. Beneath was a squat object, roughly pyramidal in shape. It might have been twenty feet round the base; it was flat-topped rather like the Mexican teocalli, and it stood perhaps ten to fifteen feet high. It was made of some substance unknown to us, for it was neither any metal or stone with which we were acquainted. The chances were that it was some synthetic product.


  For the moment we stood, staring incredulously. Whatever we had expected to find it was certainly nothing so well-preserved. Ruins of any sort would not have excited us so much.


  “By the planets!”—it was Whitby’s voice crackling in our audiophones—“here’s something at least, the traces of a lost civilization, and either lost not so very long ago, or else it’s in a remarkably good state of preservation.”


  As a matter of fact both his surmises were wrong.


  Fired by the discovery, seized by a sort of archaeological zeal, the others began attacking the remaining ice of the pyramid with their heat-rays and soon the whole of the building, for such it must be called, was cleared of its covering and exposed to our view. Inscriptions—we took them to be something of the sort—covered the walls; whether they were meant to be pictorial representations or not we could not say. The chances were that they were of hieroglyphic origin, but that the ideographs had become so highly conventionalized as to be almost indecipherable to one unacquainted with them.


  Whitby, however, pored over them, then turned and consulted with some of the others as to the possibility of photographing them. They decided that it was worth trying, and that the results would probably be worth it, so one of the men was sent back to the Icarus for a Blanz color, motion-picture machine, and enough light tubes to make up the deficiency of the sun’s rays.


  Our party had divided as a consequence of the find. Those archaeologically-minded were following the baseline of the pyramid round, examining each side in turn, the rest of us remained standing some distance back from the side from which we had first approached it.


  I had let my gaze wander. No one, outside of Whitby and his little group, was paying much attention to the pyramid. Our interest was mostly divided between the progress of the man who was heading back to the Icarus, the possibilities the landscape presented, and the sight of Neptune itself now bulking largely in the sky. In the wan light it was a singularly conspicuous object.


  Of a sudden Paula clutched my arm convulsively, and a startled exclamation tingled in my audiophones.


  “What is it?” I asked.


  She pointed. “Look . . . look at the base of the pyramid. There’s a door or something. It looks as if it’s opening.”


  The others must have heard her, too. Their audiophones would undoubtedly pick up her words. There was a general movement of amazement, of men whirling round and staring.


  In a way she was right. A section of the pyramid on our side was undoubtedly moving, but not outwardly or inwardly on hinges like a door. It was slowly sliding down, revealing a black gap that momentarily widened. Curiously enough it reminded me of some queer animal starting to yawn.


  CHAPTER IX


  Wanton Destruction!


  WHITBY and his colleagues appeared round the corner, saw our attitude of frozen astonishment, and stopped.


  “What is it?” It was Whitby’s voice, anxiously toned, vibrating in my ears.


  I was the only officer with the group and I took it on myself to answer.


  “I don’t know,” I replied. “But better be careful. A section of the pyramid seems to be sliding open. But we’ve seen nothing yet.”


  They made a little detour and came towards us at an angle, so that they could keep their eyes on the pyramid at the same time. I noticed Whitby carried his ray-tube in his hands, with his finger flickering round the button. His whole attitude was extremely cautious.


  A black cavern, four feet square now, yawned at the base of the pyramid. The others joined us.


  “What do you think it is?” I asked Whitby.


  “I don’t know. Can’t say yet. We’ll wait a little while . . . just in case. Nothing like being careful. But I wouldn’t be surprised if we’d touched some hidden spring somewhere. Perhaps the whole thing is a monument built by some vanished race, a museum, a record of their civilization made when they knew they were doomed to extinction, designed with the idea that somebody might come later—perhaps thousands of years afterwards—someone like ourselves, and benefit by the knowledge they had acquired.”


  I thought that not unlikely. Paula, I could sense, thought other things. The way she held to me, her fingers gripping my hand, showed a vague fear of unknown possibilities lurked in her mind.


  “Well, we’ve waited quite a while,” said Whitby presently. Doesn’t seem as if anything’s going to happen. I vote to investigate.”


  There was a general movement forward at that, but he stayed it with an abrupt word.


  “No, not all of you. There’s still a chance of something there that we don’t understand. Only a few of us, two or three at the outside, had better go forward. I’m one, and I’ll take a volunteer or two.”


  I stepped forward. Paula made an abrupt movement as though to detain me, then seemed to think better of it.


  “You, Grayne. Good. Alright, Yates. That will do. All armed? Well, we’ll go forward now. One of you others better try to get the ship—your audiophone range should carry that far—and tell Rifflin what’s happened. Come on now.”


  We three went forward. I felt disappointed. There was nothing of interest to be found so far. No doubt the black square that had appeared in the pyramid was due to the operation of some spring we had inadvertently touched; again just as probably some age-old fracture, extended by the action of the heat-ray, had resulted in the section giving way and sliding down into the hollow interior of the erection. For my part I did not anticipate any startling or valuable discoveries as the result of this.


  Cautiously we explored the opening. Nothing much there. Only when we thrust a light ray inside and jetted the beam about we found that instead of there being a sheer drop as we had expected straight into darkness we were looking down an inclined run-way. The walls and floor were lined with some translucent white substance not set like tiles, but apparently laid down in some continuous piece. It stretched away downward in a gentle slope until it passed beyond the range of our beams.


  Whitby hesitated. “I wonder,” he said, “whether we’d better venture in or wait until we hear from Rifflin and get some more equipment.”


  “Better wait perhaps,” someone else suggested. “We’ll want lights at any rate.”


  It was just as well for all of us that we did wait. I cannot say who first of all noticed that anything was wrong. Probably several of us did so simultaneously. There came a sudden excited cry from someone; we seemed pushed violently back, then the tunnel and the black square vomited forth the oddest, most repulsive things that perhaps it has ever been the lot of man to encounter.


  Imagine things like giant, soft white slugs, things with great round, saucer-like eyes, from the body pseudopods branching out and retracting in all directions, suddenly hurling themselves upwards at us like the contents of a belching volcano.


  The loathsome things, four to six feet in length, went over us like a wave, bearing us to the ground. Even through the fabric of my space-suit I could feel the chill of the horrible, white bodies, and a sickening feeling of horror and disgust swept over me. My ray-tube was in my hand, my finger on the button. The beam hit the thing above me, and of a sudden it shrivelled and melted away as ice melts in the sun.


  Then as I tried to struggle to my feet I saw that literally thousands of them were pouring out of the opening. Another wave caught me, and bore me backwards to the ground, knocking the ray-tube out of my hand, so that I was left helpless. To top it all off the contact with the bodies of the white things had slimed over the glassite front of my helmet, blacking out from my sight all that was going on about me.


  THERE followed a series of confused impressions. Cold bodies, seemingly without form or substance, passed and repassed across me. Things tore at the fabric of ray space-suit, and blows were given on my helmet. What saved me from the hellish monsters I cannot say unless it was the press of their own bodies above and about me.


  Abruptly there came a clear space in the conflict, and someone caught me by one arm and someone by the other, and between them I was jerked to my feet.


  “Wipe his plate,” said a voice. “He can’t see. It’s covered with something.”


  “He’s not hurt? You aren’t injured, are you, Phil?”


  “No, not hurt, only knocked about and blinded by this stuff over my helmet. But you, Paula, what do you mean by being here? You should have kept out of it.”


  “I couldn’t. I saw you fall . . . knocked over . . . and I rushed in.”


  “Pulled you out from under the things,” said the other voice—I recognized it now as that of Yates—“after burning through to you with her ray. But, quick, the trouble’s not over yet by a long sight.”


  They got my helmet clear again, so that I was able to see, gave me a spare ray-tube in place of that of mine which I had lost, and dragged me to one side out of the press. I found I was able to see clearly now.


  The white things were swarming over the whole visible surface of the moon. Our heat-rays, effective enough against them individually, seemed able to do nothing towards reducing their numbers. As fast as we mowed them down and dissolved them a dozen others seemed to take the places of the fallen. They were still pouring in their hordes out of the opening in the pyramid. It looked as though they might swamp us yet by sheer weight of numbers.


  Yet I could not see what damage they were likely to do to us otherwise. The pseudopods they put forth might serve them in lieu of hands, but they could not rip and tear like claws or fangs. But we were soon to learn we were dealing—not as we fancied with strange sub-human creatures—but with intelligences quite as good as ours, though of a different order.


  Of a sudden the press of advancing bodies about the pyramid opening slackened, it parted, and the whole pyramid itself swivelled round on its base. The movement of the building revealed a strange mechanism. It consisted of a short stubby and extremely thick central tube set on a tripod. Gathered round the center tube was a surprising number of smaller tubes. The whole effect was not unlike the ancient machine-guns that one still can see in the Museums of Earth, relics of the days when Earthmen fought with and killed their fellow Earthmen.


  The rest followed so quickly that it was over before we quite realized what was happening. There was no sound, nothing to show that the gun machine was being discharged, but a thing like a projectile shot out the central tube. It travelled fast enough, yet the eye could follow its course without difficulty. It hit the ground in front of a group of our men who were struggling with the white things,


  burst, and a nimbus of some barely visible vapor seemed to hover about them.


  “Some kind of poison gas,” I surmised. Then we were dealing with intelligent beings, ones able to kill scientifically, and well.


  A splinter from the projectile when it burst flashed up, and struck one of our men a glancing blow. There was just force enough behind it to smash the glassite pane of his helmet. He staggered and we looked to see him fall as the air from his tanks rushed out the vent. But he did nothing of the sort. Instead he seemed in nowise the worse for the experience, when by all the rules of the game he should have been dead by this. Maybe there was some sort of explanation in the nimbus of vapor just barely visible that hovered round him.


  More projectiles fell. The creatures’ aim seemed to be not so much to hit us with them as ensure that they burst in our midst. Yet they did little or no harm. The one appalling casualty was when one man was hit squarely, and the missile almost cut him in two. More and more of the things were going down under our rays. They were retreating out of the area where the shells were falling, but there were some that could not retreat. They had left a goodly number of their comrades behind.


  Many of those left, particularly in the area where the sheila had burst, were writhing on the ground, thrashing about as though in mortal agony, yet one of our fellows was standing in the same circle, his helmet in his hand while he made some adjustments to his audiophones. Another man had the glassite pane of his helmet broken and he was laughing, actually laughing. Yet by all the laws of physics he and his comrade should have been dead men. It was a direct reversal of the laws of Nature, men standing without protective insulation, breathing in the airless void!


  A voice crackled in our audiophones. “Back to the ship, all of you. We’re taking off. Don’t delay. We can’t say what weapons they have that they haven’t used yet.”


  It was Rifflin calling from the ship. At the word the retreat began. The things followed as soon as they saw what we were doing, and the gun machine advanced with them. Seemingly it was propelled by some sort of motor, and moved on flexible runners in a manner oddly suggestive of the progress of a worm. Another machine, made of the same material as the pyramid, was being hoisted up through the opening. Certain parts of it, looking like circular saws, were revolving rapidly. I did not like the look of it.


  Apparently it could move forward without any controlling intelligence in charge, for it came on towards us at a fearful rate, leaving the milling white things behind. It drove through those dying on the ground, cutting them up into white fragments, and headed straight for us. Forgetful of the lighter gravity pull of this peculiar world we broke into a run, covering the ground with great leaps. Paula and I, hand in hand, ran side by side.


  We reached the open door of the air-lock, it was sealed behind us, and at the same moment the ship lifted from the ground. We passed into the inner chamber once the air was admitted, and there changed from our space suits.


  The Icarus had not risen far from the ground, just high enough to be out of the range of the things’ weapons. They were such fearfully loathsome creatures, and the attack launched against us had been so utterly unprovoked that Rifflin, incensed by the sight of our one casualty—the poor fellow, already dead, had been sliced to pieces by the travelling saw machine—turned the full power of the ship’s rays on the pyramid and those about it.


  “It’s destroying a monument of some archaeological interests,” he said half in explanation, half in apology for his action, “but at the same time it’s ridding the universe of a good many singularly unlovable creatures.”


  Five minutes later where the pyramid had stood, there was a desert waste. Myself, I prefer to pass no opinion on the action; it is not for me either to condemn or condone what Rifflin did. The Council, however, I know took an extremer view of what he did; he was temporarily disrated on his return for it, and Whitby, I believe, was hauled over the coals for lending it his sanction. Such things as happened in a hand-to-hand conflict were admissible, but the razing of the pyramid and the consequent killing of a myriad of the white things were regarded by the Council as wanton destruction. So much for that.


  We circled round the scene of the affray for some time, then seeing there was no further sign of the creatures and their exit seemed sealed forever, the ship settled back on the ground, not so close this time to the site of the pyramid. A strict watch was set, and all those of us who had been in the party were asked to come to the common room, and those of us who had had any experience out of the ordinary were asked to relate it.


  Interest naturally centered round the man who had had the glassite front of his helmet shattered, and yet who had not died from want of air.


  “Air,” he said. “There was lots of it, all around. It was heavier and denser than the air of Earth, and there was something in it that I can’t name, a sort of sweettasting gas, but it was quite breathable.”


  “But,” someone objected, “we tested for air before we landed and found the place was totally devoid of atmosphere.”


  Whitby interposed. “The other two support Hove’s experiences,” he said. “They, too, breathed the air, and found it not lethal. I’ve a theory, Captain, and I fancy our astrophysicists will support me in it when they’ve investigated the facts. These things—Tritonians, let us call them—live in an airless world. We know that. They do not need air to support life. Why I don’t know. It seems an inversion of the laws of Nature, but it’s a fact and we’ve got to accept it as such.


  “That being so, it seems that air is no doubt poisonous to them. They’re something like fish on Earth in that respect, who live in water and die when they are left in the open air away from it. Those projectiles they fired at us contained the deadliest poison gas they knew, synthetic air! They could not know it was our natural medium. They only reasoned from its effect on them, and you all saw how those who were caught in it died in agony. That’s my theory. Though I say it myself it’s a singularly good one. All the facts that we observed agree to prove it.”


  And that, indeed, seemed to be all that there was to it.


  “Well, we’re in for a fine time,” Rifflin commented at the end, “if we’re going to strike the same sort of things, proportioned in the size of their planet, on the primary itself.”


  He strode to one of the observation ports, and pressed the button that would draw the marsonite shutters back from the glassite windows, and stared out towards Neptune, a quarter of a million miles away. We could all see the great planet without any craning of our necks, and I think we were all a little afraid of what we might encounter there.


  Whitby summed up the situation. “Well, we’ve got to go there and investigate whether we like it or not,” he said. “We’re under orders from the Council and we can’t leave with our work Undone.”


  For a time no one said anything. Then someone remarked that the ship seemed to be rather on the warmish side. The same idea seemed to have struck us all, but oddly enough the feeling passed almost as quickly as it had come.


  We were still standing there a moment or so later when there came a great flash of light, and the atmosphere of the ship heated up again a couple of degrees.


  “Did you see that flash, you two?” Rifflin asked.


  He turned to Yates and myself, who were standing just behind him. I answered.


  “Yes,” I said, “I did. And what’s more it appeared to come from Neptune itself.”


  “What would you think it meant?” said Whitby, craning forward, though the flash had disappeared of the instant.


  “I don’t know,” said Rifflin very soberly. “It’s hardly volcanic in origin, of that much I’m sure. The only alternative is to presume the existence on Neptune of intelligent beings who have become aware of our projected visit, and are already making arrangements for our reception.”


  No one said anything to that, though the thought crossed my mind that if Rifflin’s idea turned out to be correct we were in for a very warm welcome indeed.


  CHAPTER X


  A Strange World


  THE sudden rise in temperature of the atmosphere of the Icarus, and the flash of that great ray explained at least in part that softened quality of the frozen soil that had puzzled us on our landing. What still remained to be solved was the nature of the beam itself. That it had been a heat-ray of some sort was evident, yet it apparently possessed none of the lethal qualities of our own rays, otherwise we would almost certainly have been instantly annihilated. Nevertheless the fact that we were not was not to be taken as establishing a precedent.


  We lifted easily from Triton’s surface, raised by our gravity screens, then our rocket engines began to function and presently we were hurtling across the gulf of a quarter of a million miles that separated us from Neptune. But now we were all in a different frame of mind from that which had been ours at the outset. Then, with little or no idea of what lay before us, we could face the unknown with comparative equanimity.


  If we had speculated at all about the types of life we might encounter, we had unconsciously pictured them as following the lines of evolution familiar to the Inner Planets. It is difficult for a man to imagine an utterly new concept, almost impossible to picture that of which he or his kind have never had experience.


  But now something had happened to jolt us out of the groove. On Triton we had discovered a form of life at once intelligent and loathsome, existing in conditions that would be fatal to us, regarding as deadly conditions that were vital to our existence. This inversion of what seemed to us the natural order of things colored our imaginations and tinged our minds with the fear of possibilities. Who could say now what monstrosities, things utterly alien to all our ideas, it might be our lot to face on Neptune?


  We saw no more of the flashing beam as we crossed the gulf between moon and planet. Had it not been for the way in which the atmosphere of the ship had heated for the moment, and the eternal ice outside on Triton’s surface softened under the influence, we would have felt convinced that what we had seen had been some optical illusion. But the existence of the beam was confirmed in so many ways that we could not put it down to anything of the sort.


  The greater part of Neptune was hidden from our sight by banded clouds, not unlike those on Jupiter, that streaked the visible portion of its daylight surface. The rest of course was in darkness, and because of the clouds our instruments were unable to detect anything that would indicate there was life on the planet.


  Rifflin was acting very cautiously now. We could have flung the Icarus across the intervening void in a relatively short space of time had we chosen, but for once our captain decided we had better go slowly and carefully. Indeed I am pretty certain that he had made up his mind not to effect a landing at all if the planet was inhabited and the inhabitants showed any sign of hostility.


  So it was that we took the better part of twenty-four hours to do the distance to the night side of Neptune. Our tests showed a breathable atmosphere, slightly different in constituents from that of Earth, though there was nothing in it that would be in the least harmful to our Tellurian organisms.


  We maneuvered slowly through the cloud ceiling, our engines silent, for we had no wish to bring trouble flying about our ears, and maintained our equilibrium by manipulating our gravity plates. We were there to spy out the situation before deciding on the wisdom or otherwise of landing.


  The night was far darker than anything we had ever experienced on Earth, a darkness intensified by the thick blanket of clouds above us, and because of that our telescopic instruments were almost useless. We did indeed see occasionally something that resembled a patch of light, but it came and went so swiftly that we could not say with any degree of certainty that we had seen it at all.


  We looked for cities of some sort, lines of lights such as would come from a collection of buildings occupied by civilized beings, but looked in vain. Occasionally we made out configurations that might have been buildings, though in the absence of a reasonably good visibility they might just as well have been low hills. As a matter of fact the general opinion, recollecting those evanescent patches we thought might have been lights, was that they were probably ice hummocks.


  With our speed tuned to that of the rotation of the globe we remained until the day broke, a bleak, watery dawn, dim light filtering through breaks in the clouds. Neptune, 2,800,000,000 miles from the center of the solar system gets but little light from the sun, and it was the knowledge of that more than anything that made us feel the planet was probably as far gone in the grip of ice as its satellite, Triton. A natural conclusion, but a wrong one. How wrong we were to learn much sooner than we expected.


  As the dawn broke, cold and cheerless, we crowded to the observation windows for this, our first glimpse of a new world. And almost with the one accord we cried out in astonishment at the sight that lay before our eyes.


  CONSPICUOUS only by their absence were the unending stretches of blue-green ice we had imagined. Instead on every hand were green and smiling fields, laid out checker-board fashion, with here and there a sparkling stream meandering across the prospect. Scattered at irregular intervals were groups of buildings, glistening things of domes and cupolas, gleaming frostily. They seemed as though made of ice, though probably it was glassite or some similar vitreous substance.


  The light, too, seemed of a sudden to have grown brighter, stronger than it had any right to be, seeing our distance from the sun. The clouds had parted and a golden glory was settling over the face of the countryside. While we stared, wondering how this could possibly be, we saw what perhaps we had overlooked before. Set at intervals about the countryside were great many-faceted concave mirrors. At least that was what they looked like to us. Each was set on a vast straddle of lattice-like girders, and each, from the slight movements we saw as we watched, seemed capable of sweeping the full circumference of the sky.


  But that was not all. Between each pair of mirrors was another lattice-structure, bearing at its top a great, glowing golden ball, a thing so huge and so brilliant that its size stunned us and the upthrust of its rays almost blinded us.


  “Artificial suns,” said someone in an awed tone. “They’ve solved the secret of atomic energy!”


  One of our astrophysicists standing by heard the remark and slowly shook his crabbed head.


  “Nothing of the sort,” he said sharply. “They’ve got a solar power plant. Of course it’s marvelous. I’d like to know how they develop so much power with it. Nevertheless the principle of it is very simple. We’ve known of it for centuries on Earth, but we’ve never been able to utilize it with any degree of success. I wonder if we can learn the secret of it from these people.”


  “It depends,” said Whitby pointedly, “on just what kind of people they are. By the way, why are those rays pointing upwards?”


  The other looked up sharply. “For two reasons I should imagine,” he said calmly. “One, they seem in some fashion to make a rift in the clouds and allow the feeble rays of the real sun to get through to the collecting mirrors, and, two, they are thereby reflected from the remaining blanket of clouds, possibly with the idea of diffusing them more.


  “The whole thing moves in a sort of circle, you see. The energy collected is used to break up masses of cloud to allow of the collecting of yet more energy. Why do I think the rays are diffused? Well, they point up instead of down, and again from what we can see of them I should think their effect applied direct to the countryside would be—er—too considerable.”


  Whitby whistled. “Of course,” he said, “that explains what happened on Triton, the heat we felt and so on. But”—he wrinkled his brow—“Triton’s behind Neptune on the dark side. That seems to present a difficulty.”


  “It doesn’t,” the astrophysicist answered. “Triton’s orbit is so slanted towards the plane of the ecliptic that though it is behind its primary, it is never entirely hidden by it. The interposition of Neptune’s atmosphere, however, may make it invisible from Earth at times. But part of it occasionally must be facing the sunward side of Neptune. We were on that particular section of it, and no doubt it was a ray from one of those things”—he indicated the glowing artificial suns with a sweep of his arm—“that touched us in the passing.”


  “But imagine the power of it,” said Whitby thoughtfully, “when it could heat us up after passing through a quarter of a million miles of space.”


  The other smiled. “The rays of the sun itself have to pass many times that distance before they reach Earth,” he said dryly, “yet even there they are strong enough to melt ice. Each of these contrivances is a miniature sun, effective over a proportionately limited extent of space. That, at least, is my reading of it. I may be hopelessly wrong. Remember we are dealing here with conditions that seem to run counter to what we expected to find. The difference may be merely superficial. On the other hand there may be an entirely different explanation to everything we’ve seen.”


  “There don’t seem to be any people—life of any sort—about that I can see,” Rifflin remarked. “That, the intelligences of this planet, is my concern. Until we know what they are we can do little or nothing.”


  “At any rate,” I cut in, “I shouldn’t think they could fly. We must be perfectly visible from ground level now, and the least we could expect, if they had air machines of any sort, is that one would come up to investigate us. I haven’t seen any birds about, either, though I’ve been looking for them. Perhaps flight, natural or mechanical, is utterly unknown on this planet.”


  Rifflin nodded. “There seems to be something in that,” he agreed. “One can’t imagine the principles of flight being discovered on a pedestrian world.”


  HE turned to Whitby. “What should we do, do you think?” he asked. “For my part I’m against landing until we see what sort of creatures we have to face.”


  Whitby considered. “I see your point,” he admitted, “but it seems to me that we must land sooner or later. Either they haven’t seen us, which I can hardly believe, or else they’re keeping out of sight until they discover exactly what our intentions are. Try and put yourself in their places for the moment. They know nothing about us. We—and the Icarus, for that matter—may be something utterly alien and incomprehensible to them. They may regard us as some strange diabolical menace.


  “You see the position in which we are placed. We’ve come here on a friendly mission, but I can’t think of any medium of communication other than direct contact by which we can convince them of that. Even the fairly universal language of signs mightn’t work in this instance.”


  Rifflin shrugged his shoulders. “After all I’m only the commander of this ship,” he said with a touch of sharpness in his tones, “but one or two things seem pretty plain to me. For a start I think we’re wasting time in a sort of academic discussion of possibilities that for all we can say might be utterly non-existent. I’ve got a practical suggestion to make, and you can do with it as you please.”


  “Go on,” said Whitby, with a faint smile. “We’d like to hear it.”


  “It’s this,” said Rifflin. “We seem to be over an agricultural district. Quite probably we’re dealing with, comparatively speaking, an uneducated and superstitious population. You don’t usually find a farm-hand anywhere with a knowledge of exact sciences. If he had he wouldn’t be there. It’s in the cities we’ll have to look for intelligences competent to understand us. Therefore I vote that we search for something in the nature of a city.”


  “Those buildings?” said Whitby indicating the glistening, glass-like structures.


  “Hardly, unless the population is far smaller than the size of the planet would suggest. I’d look for something on a larger scale than that.”


  “Well, your suggestion seems to be about the best thing yet,” Whitby conceded. “If we cruise slowly across the planet we’re bound to strike something sooner or later.”


  “Along the plane of the equator,” Rifflin added. “It’s in the tropics of this planet that we’re most likely to find anything, I’d imagine. Also, if we use the engines they’ll draw attention to us. I don’t fancy the gravity plates in atmosphere. They’re altogether too tricky to maneuver for any length of time under unknown conditions.”


  “Go ahead then,” Whitby told him. “I’ll take the responsibility before the Council for anything you do.”


  A few minutes later we were cruising slowly a few hundred feet up, while the surface of the planet slowly opened out to our view. We throttled the engines down as much as possible, nevertheless they kicked up sufficient row to draw to us the attention of any intelligences with an auditory range in the same scale as ours. Myself, I had nothing to do now. My work ceased with our entry into atmosphere, and the control was solely in the hands of Yates. So I had leisure to look about me. I improved the opportunity by seeking out Paula, of whom I had seen little of late. Indeed I had not had the chance of exchanging two words with her since we returned to the ship after our encounter with the great white things on Triton.


  After some search I found her at the end of one of the corridors, staring out the observation port placed there.


  She turned at the sound of my voice. I could not say from her expression whether she was pleased to see me or not.


  “Oh, it’s you,” she said. “I’ve been wondering what had become of you.”


  “I had work to do,” I answered. “I could not get away.”


  She looked at me oddly. “Would you, if you could?” she asked after a moment’s pause.


  I nodded. “Yes.”


  She did not comment on that, but directed her gaze out the window again.


  Some spring inside me seemed to release. “Paula,” I said. I came a little closer.


  “Yes, what is it?” She did not turn.


  “Shortly,” I said, “we’ll be landing on the surface of a totally unknown world. The stars know what we may find, things perhaps worse than on Triton. It might well be that we will have to face conditions utterly beyond our experience. That being so . . .”


  I stopped abruptly.


  “Go on,” she said softly, encouragingly. But still she did not turn.


  “Paula,” I said with a rush of words, “can there ever be anything between the daughter of Jens Fontaine, and the mere navigator of an interplanetary liner—one who, moreover, may find it hard again to get a ship?”


  “I should think,” she answered calmly, “that that would depend on the navigator himself. Should he consider the girl beneath him, believe that she is tarred with the same brush as another member of her family I should say, ‘No.’ But should he not feel inclined to hold against her the business sins of her father there may be another answer. So much depends upon the courage of the man.”


  For the moment I fancied there was an under-current of sarcasm in her words.


  I took one step forward, caught her by the arms, and whirled her round, drew her to me and kissed her.


  “Why,” she said a little breathlessly, “didn’t you do that before?”


  “Because,” I said. Then I realized how inadequate any explanation would seem now. “What does it matter now, anyway?” I asked.


  “No, it doesn’t matter,” she said with soft voice and shining eyes.


  She turned away, I think to hide her face, and looked for a long moment out the observation port. It was very quiet in the corridor. No one was about there. I moved the closer to her.


  Of a sudden she started, and clutched convulsively at my arm.


  “Look,” she cried excitedly. “Look there.” With her free hand she pointed to the surface of the planet below us.


  I peered over her shoulder in the direction she had indicated.


  It was then we saw the first Neptunian.


  CHAPTER XI


  Neptunian Life


  FOR some time we stood aghast, totally unable to decide whether the thing we saw was bird or mammal. It must have been at least fifteen feet tall, and it stood on stilt-like legs like a crane or a stork. The body, more dome-shaped than oval with the flat side underneath, seemed small in comparison with the length of the legs. From either side of the body stretched out something that from the distance at which we were looked like arms. At one end of the body were two big bulbous looking things that we took to be eyes. In color the whole of it was of a shade of green that could blend quite readily with the green of the fields.


  At the moment we had first become aware of it, the thing was standing in an untilled field, the green of its body showing against the brown of the bare soil. Something in its very stand suggested an attitude of intelligent contemplation.


  But even as we watched it seemed to realize that something new and strange had come on the scene. Perhaps the drone of our engines had just become audible to it. The weird body tilted sideways, so that one of the eyelike protuberances was slightly higher than the other. It was for all the world like a man shutting one eye against the glare of the sun in order to squint up at something in the sky.


  The scrutiny lasted only an instant. Then with quick strides of its long legs it set off towards the nearest green fields, as though to seek cover. No doubt it had been borne in on it in the glance it cast at us that it must be perfectly visible against the brown background of the bare soil. But once it reached the green field the legs folded up underneath it, the dome-shaped body sank into the grass, the eyes seeming to hood over as it did so, and in less time than it takes to tell it had merged so completely into its surroundings that it was invisible at a casual glance. Only an inequality of the grass remained to show where it was.


  The others must have seen it too, for the buzzers began to sound the assembly throughout the ship, and the Icarus started the long spiralling that meant she was preparing to land.


  We made our way to the common-room. Others of the company, roused by the summons, were on the way there, too.


  No sooner were we assembled than Rifflin addressed us. What he had to say was fairly brief. He began by assuming that most of us had seen the thing in the field; for the benefit of those who had not he described the creatures and for the first time I learnt that others, too, had been seen in the distance. We were landing immediately to investigate and, if possible, establish some sort of contact with this first specimen of Neptunian life. Its actions appeared to be those of an intelligent being, though whether it was the dominant form of intelligence on the planet remained to be seen.


  A landing party would leave the ship. With the exception of certain members such as Whitby whose right to go was unquestioned the rest would be selected from volunteers.


  At the call I promptly stepped forward, and probably because she was standing beside me Paula incontinently followed my example. Rifflin said nothing, though he stared at us a little dubiously. I fancied myself that he did not like at first thought the idea of his navigator running himself into possible danger. On the other hand he may have objected to Paula being of the party. However, whatever he thought did not matter much as long as he did not forbid us to land.


  Several others stepped forward, amongst them Yates. But Rifflin motioned him back.


  “You’re wanted here,” he said, “in case we have to take off in a hurry. For the same reason none of the engineer staff or the ray gun crews can come. If all goes well, your turn will be later.”


  I had expected some murmuring at that, but there was none. Several members of the party stepped promptly out of the ranks to the back of the room. An explanation of the readiness with which they obeyed orders might be found in the fact that a good many of them had had training in the Interplanetary Guard’s service.


  Again Rifflin seemed inclined to hesitate about us. “I don’t know that I should let you go, Grayne,” he said dubiously. “Have you any special qualifications that might be of use to a landing party?”


  It was my turn to hesitate. I had a long shot at it, for I dearly wished to go with the party.


  “It seems to me,” I said, “that it’s the duty of a navigating officer to learn all he can about a new planet. And a regular service is going to be established to here any data I acquire may be invaluable.”


  Rifflin laughed. I’ve no doubt he saw at once the fallacy of my argument.


  “Alright, you can come,” he said, and shifted his eyes inquiringly to Paula.


  “And you?” he asked.


  SHE looked him straight in the eyes. “It may be my only chance of ever landing here,” she answered. “Call it curiosity, if you like, but I’d dearly like to see what Neptune looks like from the ground. And if it comes to being useful, well I suppose I can do a man’s work if necessary. If we unfortunately have to fight, that is,” she added.


  Rifflin’s face clouded. He said, loud enough for us all to hear, “There is to be no conflict if we can possibly avoid it, you all understand that. We exceeded instructions on Triton, and there will be trouble over that on our return. I prefer not to have a repetition of anything of the sort here.


  “You’ll all be armed, of course, and the ship’s rays will cover us if necessary. But in the event of anything going wrong no man is to take the initiative into his own hands. If there’s fighting to be done, I’ll give the signal as I’ll have to take responsibility later for my action. Understand that now. I don’t want to have to repeat it, or be told afterwards that what I said wasn’t made clear enough.”


  Meanwhile the Icarus had grounded. Fearful of offending local susceptibilities from the start we landed in the bare patch where we had first seen the queer being. At least there was less chance of us doing harm there than if we landed in a crop.


  The air of the planet, very welcome after the close confinement of the ship, was not quite all we expected it to be. It gave us a feeling of lassitude, and made me think that this was a climate where a race would very soon become indolent. The gravity pull affected us little if at all; it was not perceptibly different from that of Earth. That, of course, had long been known and allowed for, under the principle of the “square law.”[9]


  We had no difficulty in locating from the ground the field where the creature had gone to earth. It seemed to have given up all attempt at concealment now, and the big goggle eyes watched us, as we approached, with a stony lack of concern. It looked as though it simply intended remaining immovable until we reached it. What it would do then remained to be seen.


  Remote in the distance we could see other similar creatures. They, however, were striding towards us at a pace that bade fair to bring them up pretty soon. Presently the eerie silence of this strange world—for so far we had heard no sound other than we had made ourselves—was shattered by a siren-like noise that drifted up to us, coming apparently from the distant group of creatures. At the sound the thing in the field answered on a lower note. And, as if the whole were some agreed-on signal, it hauled itself leisurely to its feet.


  When we saw it thus we realized that it was larger than we had thought when viewing it from the ship. All the effect of the foreshortening was lost, and we found we were looking up at a creature that towered massively over us. The eye swung round, fixed us an instant, then it gave another weird screech, and came trundling to meet us. Its movements were clumsy, so much so that we ruled out all thought of possible hostile intentions.


  While it was still some distance away Rifflin stopped abruptly, flung up his binoculars, focused them on the creature, and then said something under his breath. He handed them to Whitby without a word.


  Whitby fixed the sights on the lumbering creature, and stared long and intently. At last he lowered the glasses with an expression of puzzlement on his face, and said something in a low voice to Rifflin. I would have liked to have known what it was, but unfortunately I was not close enough to hear.


  However, the creature was near enough to us now for it to be seen in greater detail. It was oddly bird-like and yet there were essential points of difference. The body was covered with something that I took to be feathers, and now that it was moving a sort of irridescence played rhythmically across them. There were no wings, not even the rudiments of them. Neither was there a tail or anything remotely resembling head or neck. Probably the brain and all other functions that we usually find in the head in the case of bipeds and quadrupeds, indeed most forms of life on Earth, were enclosed in the body case just underneath the eyes. The hand-like projections, which now I came to think of it, might well have evolved from the wings, dangled idly as it moved.


  As it drew nearer we became aware of a faint sound that can only be described as a sort of continuous “cluck-cluck-cluck,” that, if anything, further heightened the birdlike resemblance. Had the present-day inhabitants of Neptune then evolved from huge birds, incapable of flight? If that was so, it might explain the utter absence from the surface of the planet, as far as we were in a position to judge, of all other forms of bird life.


  But, as a matter of fact, all the theories I had formed were shattered in the completest possible fashion in a very few minutes after they had suggested themselves to me.


  THE creature came to a halt within a yard or so of us—at its near approach we had halted to await its next move—the great legs bent up under it, and with an awkward swaying of the body it settled itself down and squatted in front of us. There came a clanging sound on the heels of that, portion of the body-case slid round, revealing a circular opening, then the truth dawned on us all, though I fancied that Rifflin and Whitby had known—or guessed—it from the moment they had viewed the creature through their glasses.


  It was no intelligent form of life in itself with which we were confronted. It was merely a mechanically-propelled vehicle of some sort. The real inhabitants of Neptune were even now emerging from the door in the body-case.


  There were three of them: short, stocky little people, of an average of four feet in height. In form they were human, though there were little differences of detail that did not become apparent at first, little odd suggestions that it took us long to track to their source.


  Each of the three wore some sort of glasses, dark things that hid their eyes from us, and added a little to the weird effect—more mental than anything else—that their presence had on us. Of course with their glasses hiding their eyes, a good deal of any possible expression of emotion was lost to us. It was impossible to say with any degree of certainty what they thought of us, though from the fact that the visible portions of their faces remained absolutely immovable it seemed that our advent had occasioned neither surprise nor resentment.


  They stood there stolidly regarding us, just out of hand’s reach, apparently waiting for us to take the initiative. And almost immediately it seemed to me that the situation must resolve itself into a problem of communication. By what means were we going to convey to them something about ourselves, our intentions and our hopes?


  Whitby stepped forward, tapped himself on the breast and said “Earthman,” as slowly and distinctly as possible.


  One of the Neptunians stirred, and made some sort of reply the very sound of which was absolutely unintelligible to us. Yet there must be some means of reaching a basis of common thought. They were reasoning and intelligent beings; they possessed apparently a civilization of sorts, and they had shown the ability to construct and operate intricate machines. Yet the sounds they uttered seemed to offer us no point of contact.


  They were not even the sort of sounds we had learned to expect from beings resembling humanity. I myself was at a loss to describe just exactly what they reminded me of, though in a vague way I had a feeling I had heard something like them before. There was just that odd elusive familiarity about them.


  It was Paula who solved the problem.


  “Why,” she said in an excited whisper, “it’s just as though they were purring. Cats purring.”


  I looked again, this time more intently, at the stocky little figures. Was it her suggestion or did I really now see something feline about them, that odd unhuman cast that had already awakened a query in my mind?


  I caught my breath, gasped . . .


  “Rifflin,” I cried, “Miss Fontaine has suggested—see if you think there’s anything in it—that they’re purring—like cats, that there’s a likelihood they may have evolved from some feline form.”


  He looked startled for the moment. It was too odd an idea for him to assimilate all at once. They looked so human, and yet there was that queer suggestion about them.


  “By the planets”—it was Whitby, explosively—“there may be something in that, Grayne. No bird-life here, so far as we’ve seen; the only mechanically-propelled vehicle we’ve yet struck made in the form of a bird. One the natural enemy of the other, the bird and the cat. Yet if that’s so, they’ve evolved a long way. The relationship is hardly noticeable . . . until you hear them speak.”


  Our little discussion appeared to have aroused some interest among the Neptunians, for the one who had spoken previously said something to us. This time the odd purring note was more marked. I guessed he was asking a question.


  “We’ll have to handle them somehow,” Rifflin said to Whitby. “Make friends with them first. After that we’ll be able to establish communication without much difficulty . . . I hope. But first we must make them understand that we mean them no harm.”


  “I’ll try.” Whitby took a pad of paper and a pencil from his pocket, and approached the Neptunian who appeared to be the spokesman. Rapidly he drew in outline a rough map of the solar system, assuming that such beings must possess some astronomical knowledge, indicated the sun, marked off the planets one by one, and showed something of the course we had taken from Earth to Neptune.


  At first it seemed the sketch was not clear to the Neptunian. He stared at it with a little wrinkling of the forehead, the first facial expression of any emotion we had seen them exhibit, then pointing to the sun in Whitby’s sketch, looked up inquiringly.


  “Of course,” Whitby cried. “I see it. I’ve drawn the planets to scale, quite forgetting that the Sun is only a small body as seen from here. They mightn’t have the means of computing its size exactly.”


  So in one corner of the sketch he lined in one of the sun-ray plants we had seen, showed a planetary body above it with rays of light stabbing down to the mirrors, then by signs indicated that the central planet in the main sketch was the sun.


  The Neptunian grasped it all now. Gently he withdrew the paper from Whitby’s hand, examined it in a puzzled fashion, as though the material itself were something new to him, then turned to his companions and began to talk excitedly. It was obvious enough that he was explaining what he had learned from us. He turned back to us after this was done, pointed to the Earth on the sketch and then to us, next indicated himself and the planet Neptune on the map.


  He uttered a one-syllable sound, one that we were to hear many, many times after that. Taking a cue from us he spoke as slowly and as distinctly as possible for him without—so I assume—losing the proper tonal value. It was the first sound we had heard from him that would admit of transliteration into any equivalent in human speech. As we rendered it, it seemed the word he was saying was “Tex.”


  The other machines had come up by this. One of them announced its arrival with a subdued siren note, and all of them began to settle down on their folding legs, and the doors in the body-cases swing open.


  At the sound our Neptunian twisted round, called something to his fellows emerging from their machines, then turned back to us with that in his attitude that suggested nearly as plainly as so many words that the newcomers would be better able to make contact with us than he had been.


  Nevertheless I fancied we had done remarkably well, all things considered.


  CHAPTER XII


  Lines of Communication


  THE new machines were each larger than the one we had first encountered. They seemed newer and speedier, better found in every way, and I guessed they belonged to persons of some considerable importance.


  This theory was borne out when the occupants began to emerge from them. Each machine contained at least half a dozen folk, all larger in size than the three Neptunians who stood near us. The newcomers approached us without the slightest sign of hesitation, walking with a quiet, dignified yet, to my mind, effortless feline gait.


  There was just that sort of sleek slither about the body a thing almost impossible to crystallize into words—that seemed to confirm our theory of the form from which they had evolved.


  There followed a brief interchange between our Neptunian and the new arrivals, then their leader approached us. He was nearer our own height; he wore the same kind of colored glasses as the others and that so effectually masked their eyes, and he was dressed in a sort of kilt-like tunic that ended just above his knees. It was gathered in at the waist by a belt of woven metal—a glistening silvery substance to which we could not put a name—and attached to which, hung on tiny hooks, were several things that I could only compare to rods of glass. Some were straight, of unvarying diameter throughout their whole length, one widened at the end to a globe, and another had a series of warty projections at intervals down its length. As we were to learn later each rod had its own particular use, and some of them were not pleasant.


  In addition he wore on his head a contrivance of metal that was not quite a cap and not quite a helmet. A number of thin bits of wire, stiff as cats’ whiskers, stood up all around it.


  What the original spokesman had told him seemed to have convinced him of our good intentions, for he came towards us, halted almost within touch of us, bowed low, a gesture of obeisance. Whether he took us for superior beings, perhaps gods of some sort or whether this was merely the common form of greeting between strangers, of course, we could not say. In the circumstances it seemed wiser to wait and see just what it was.


  Then, oddly enough, he began to speak in a low purring voice that lapped about us like a caress, but we could not guess even from his tone what the purport of it might be. He seemed to become aware of this, and apparently the discovery annoyed him. His body quivered, sinuously, and the cat’s whiskers, antennae, call them what you will, on his helmet quivered in sympathy.


  “I really believe,” said Rifflin, under his breath but loud enough for me to hear, “that he’s angry because he can’t make us understand.”


  He turned to the Council representative. “Whitby, you’d better say something to him,” he remarked. “Show him that lack of comprehension isn’t all on the one side.”


  Whitby gave an odd movement of his shoulders, hardly a shrug.


  “Looks as though it may be rather difficult,” he said in answer. “If we can persuade any of them to come to the Icarus with us, we may be able to tell them something with the aid of our picture-machines, but first before we dare broach that we’d better try to convince them we mean no harm. Suppose they misunderstood us, thought our purpose was to abduct them!”


  “Seems to me we’ll have to risk it,” Rifflin answered. “We’ve gone about as far as we can with signs and sketches.”


  “So I think. However, I’ll try.”


  He took some more paper, and made a series of rapid sketches. I did not see what they were, though afterwards I learned he had made an attempt to show the Neptunians entering the Icarus, viewing some of the things we had to show them, and then departing on the friendliest of terms with us.


  The leader took the sketches, examined them very closely—I imagine he had little difficulty guessing their purport—though he seemed far more interested in the paper itself and in the pencil than in the sketches produced by one on the other. He seemed anxious to try for himself, so Whitby gave him a clean scrap of paper and handed him the lead pencil. He merely made a few, to us, meaningless marks on the paper, and seemed surprised that he could produce nothing as good as Whitby had.


  Apparently then they knew little or nothing about sketching, though this seemed a little hard to believe of a race that had designed the mechanical bird and the sun-ray plants. They must have had some plan to work from in the first instance. I thought, however, that I was on safer ground in assuming that they might have no written language, but here again time was to show me the foolishness of trying to generalize from one isolated incident. However . . .


  He seemed to understand what we wished, and since he had shown no sign of objection we felt it safe to conclude that he was willing to come to the Icarus. Whitby signed to him to come along with us, a complex series of gestures that led from the sketches, involved pointing to us and the space-ship, and that to my mind seemed to tangle up the situation rather than clarify it.


  THE Neptunian leader said something to his men, then stalked up and took his place beside Whitby. The little fellow with whom we had first opened communication sought Rifflin, and at that we became aware that they were pairing off with us, probably as a measure of precaution, for each of the Neptunians seemed to keep one hand hovering round the rods at his belt.


  As luck would have it there were more Neptunians than Earthmen, and those that could not pair off spread out on either side of us. It was a movement that held in itself the seeds of suspicion, and we kept our eyes lifted for the signs of any untoward move. On the other hand we had to admit that they were quite justified in distrusting us until they had proved to their satisfaction that our intentions were good.


  Looked at from their point of view they were actually taking a grave risk in accepting our invitation at all. The story of interplanetary communication has always been one of conflict, indeed our histories tell us that the first encounters with the Martians and Venusians were accompanied by bloodshed. It seems that it is always the instinct of alien races to regard each other as possible aggressors, and forestall attack by getting in first themselves.


  In the case of the Inner Planets we have long passed the stage of mutual distrust, and have learned to pull together for the good of the Confederation, but it was long years before the repercussions of our mutual jealousies and distrusts were smoothed over and died away. It would be sad indeed if we and Neptune had to plunge together along that thorny path before we reached a basis of common understanding.


  The bulk of the Icarus, now they were close to her, seemed to intrigue the Neptunians. Probably they would have liked to ask a good many leading questions concerning her. The barrier of language between us must have irked them as much as it did us. Their leader at any rate made some attempt to question Whitby, then with an odd little twist of his body—a movement we learned later that could express either disgust or a sense of futility—gave it up.


  But the Icarus must have been absolutely unique in their experience. It is more than probable that at the time of our advent space travelling as a possibility had ceased to have any attraction or even any meaning for them. This is by no means surprising, for after all a race whose sight of the firmament is cut off more often than not by a veil of drifting clouds must necessarily be less interested in the distant planets than those of us to whom the nightly sight of them is ever a reminder and an urge.


  The Neptunians, now they had advanced so far, entered the Icarus without the slightest sign of hesitation. But it was there, immediately they had crossed the threshold of the entrance port, that the first spark of trouble was struck. Actually it was our own fault. We should have borne the possibility in mind from the first.


  The leader stopped abruptly. The other Neptunians, as though actuated by the same impulse, stopped at the same moment. Then the leader spoke. Of course it was impossible to understand what he was saying, but there was no doubt that he was very angry about some thing, and his anger seemed to be directed at us. Little beads of perspiration stood out all over the surface of his skin that was visible.


  Plainly something had affected him. Not fear, certainly. There would not, in that case, have been that note of anger in his voice. A vast astonishment seized on us. Through the minds of every Earthman present much the same thought ran. Was it the temperature? The beads of perspiration on every one of the Neptunians seemed to suggest it was, yet the interior of the Icarus was hardly a degree or so warmer than the surface of the planet outside.


  The Neptunian shot a glance from one to the other of us. Possibly our blank surprise was plain enough in our faces for him to read; possibly it puzzled him. Certainly our lack of comprehension angered him still more.


  He made a movement, his hand strayed towards the weapons in his belt. I had been watching him very closely, and I think it was the sight of those two actions that brought the solution to my mind in a flash. I claim no credit for that. No doubt the same idea flashed through half a dozen minds simultaneously.


  We had seen outside that he could move quickly when the occasion demanded, but now his movements seemed rather on the slow side. There was a sort of dragging about the way he shifted his body, and the hand that went to his belt dropped listlessly instead of flashing down.


  “The gravity’s too much for them!” I cried as the solution jumped into my mind.


  “Of course,” Rifflin did not jump. Such a move might have had fatal results for us all. Instead he moved leisurely to the communicator, simulating the dragging listlessness of the Neptunians so well that they must have been deluded into the belief that whatever was wrong it was something affecting both Earthmen and Neptunians alike, and there gave his orders.


  THE position roughly was this. As a matter of convenience the conditions on board the Icarus were adjusted to Earth gravity pull. Neptune’s mass is some seventeen times that of the Earth and its radius 4.4 times that of our own planet. Therefore under the “square law” Neptune’s actual gravity pull, taking Earth’s as the unit, is 17 divided by the square of 4.4, in other words .87.


  To us Earthmen the difference of 13 per cent in the gravity pull, particularly when it was a reduction, mattered very little. Then, too, the life we led, drifting from one planet to another and constantly encountering varying gravity conditions, had inured us to a great extent.


  But to the Neptunians, for the first time in their lives, finding their weight increased all of a sudden by some 13 per cent the sensation was anything but pleasant. No wonder that for the moment they suspected some diabolical treachery on our part. Indeed the marvel of it was that trouble did not break out between us then and there. Possibly, however, that odd sense of helplessness this abrupt increase in weight, slight though it may seem to us, gave to them, made them pause.


  The next instant of course the readjustment came. Rifflin’s message through the communicator to the control room had been responded to at once. Another second or so of delay and no one can say what might have happened. But it didn’t, and that’s all there is to it.


  What the Neptunians thought of it all we never learned. Even later when the barriers between us were broken down and we were able to exchange ideas with a reasonable facility the matter was not brought up. Perhaps they had forgotten. On the other hand those immediately concerned may have thought it wiser not to resurrect it, a sort of tacit agreement between the leaders of both sides to regard it as something to be allowed to sink into oblivion.


  Our way led towards the common room. In our absence it had been rigged up as a cine-projection theater. And here let me interpolate an explanation of that. When the expedition was being fitted out it was realized that some means of easy communication between ourselves and the peoples we might encounter would have to be devised. Moving pictures that would best convey some idea of the lives and conditions of the inhabitants of the Interplanetary Confederation were selected. Nothing that would suggest we might contemplate aggressive measures was included. It was a selection calculated to impress without frightening any newly discovered planetarians, and bring home to them in the simplest manner possible the wisdom of treating for an alliance with us.


  In this connection, of course, the diplomatic measures that would establish relations in the first instance with the newly discovered races friendly enough to insure they would accept any invitation to view the records, were left entirely to the intelligence and initiative of the expedition leaders themselves. On the present occasion, as we have seen, such relations were established almost without a hitch. The pendulum might just as easily have swung the other way. We had experienced one taste of that possibility on Triton, Diagrammatic pictures of the solar system, and the Inner Planets were first run through with the idea of giving our visitors some conception of our position in space, followed by closeups of Venus, Mars and Earth, fading out to center on the latter planet itself. Continents, oceans were shown, shipping and commerce, the air thronged with air- and space-liners. Then the big cities of the world were shown on the screen, bird’s eye views at first, then sections, and lastly the busy levels of the streets.


  Ships of space leaving for and arriving at Mars and Venus were viewed in their turn. It was made plain that we three planets were members of the one confederation, on an equal, easy-going, tolerant footing with each other. It was all put so plainly that even one of limited intelligence could follow it from beginning to end without the slightest difficulty.


  There was a moment’s pause after the carefully selected propaganda pictures had been put through, then the screen sprang into life again, and I realized that what was being shown now were pictures taken on the voyage. The take-off from Earth, the planet growing smaller and smaller, receding into the distance, fading away at last until it no longer dominated the void. A blackness as a new reel was run on, then something gleaming frostily in space, a pin-point that grew rapidly.


  Paula clutched my hand. “Why,” she exclaimed, “that’s the dome of the Sirius! They’re rescuing us, Phil.”


  An odd thing it seemed, to stand there, detached as it were, and watch that which had happened to us so many weeks before and so many million miles away in space. I think, too, that this episode interested the Neptunians more than anything that had gone before. It was something without parallel in their experience. Cities and stars, oceans, continents and planets were concepts undoubtedly not unfamiliar to them. But this voyaging in space, a rescue in mid-void, this act of humanity was for them unique. The quick purr of conversation that ran from one to the other, the stir and interest it created showed as much. Rifflin and Whitby I think had shown the picture with that one object, that and to impress on them that we had conquered the adverse conditions of space.


  One thing after another was run through. Our camera man had been more active than I had imagined. A complete pictorial record of practically every incident of the voyage had been made. Some, however, were not shown. The burial of Adams in space was omitted, just as I have omitted it from this chronicle. Our Titanic struggle with Jupiter was not shown either. There were reasons for this.


  We did not know as yet just how we stood. So far we seemed to have made a good impression, we had been received in peace and amity, but we had no means of judging at this stage the motive behind it all. It might be goodwill on the part of the Neptunians. Equally it might merely be fear. To show them we were vulnerable, that we had known momentary terror and despair, and that we had contended with forces that but for a lucky chance would undoubtedly have vanquished us, would have been the reverse of wise.


  Triton flickered on the screen, the dead, chill world we had first seen. It looked so still and lifeless from the angle our man had taken it. The Neptunians seemed to recognize it. Their voices rose to an excited chatter; the purring note was almost absent now; one did not need a knowledge of their tongue to realize that they were stirred to the depths of their beings.


  Every Neptunian leaped to his feet at the sight of the Great White things tumbling out of the entrance of the pyramid. A shiver of disgust passed round the room. A note of anger became apparent in the chatter, swelled until it was a baleful chorus whose meaning was unmistakable.


  I did not think that the two races could ever have come into conflict with each other. Neither, from what we had seen, appeared at all familiar with the underlying principles of space-travelling, or seemed far enough advanced to construct a vessel capable of negotiating the void. And if anything was needed to clinch this argument I found it in the fact that the first weapon the Tritonians had used against us showed that they could not have the faintest idea of what conditions were on Neptune or any other planet that possessed a breathable atmosphere.


  I was still trying to puzzle out the meaning of this display by the Neptunians of fear, hatred and disgust for their neighbors on Triton when the screen went blank. The show had ended, for our leaders, I still think wisely, had cut the scenes showing the destruction we had wrought on the satellite. I found no answer to my questioning then or at any other time, and can only conclude that the Neptunians’ behavior was due to some natural instinct of revulsior.


  
CHAPTER XIII


  An Attack In The Night


  I DON’T think any of us realized how quickly the day had fled, or how much of the Neptunians’ time had been taken up with viewing our picture records.


  Once the show was over they seemed loath to depart. Probably they expected to be shown more signs and wonders, but we were by no means anxious to oblige. We had done our part in breaking the ice. We felt it was their turn now. So little of their planet had been seen by us, so few of their people. This little strip of agricultural land, with its checkered green fields, its sun-ray plants and those intriguing buildings was the sum of acquaintance so far with the surface of the planet. And we had met perhaps twenty or twenty-five of its people.


  We wished to meet more, see something of their cities as we had shown them ours on the screen, learn something of their lives and customs, acquire a little of their knowledge. That was what we were here for. Above all we wished to begin a study of their language, so that we could communicate with each other more readily.


  They did not offer of their own accord to lead us to any of their buildings. Perforce the suggestion had to come from us. It was not made then. Rifflin, we discovered afterwards, was tactfully trying to lead up to it—rather a hard thing to do when one’s only mediums of communication are signs and sketches whose precise implications might be very readily misunderstood—when a siren-like call broke on our ears.


  The note was that of one of the bird-like machines, that much we knew, but what exactly it portended, of course, we could not say. It had a very definite effect on our guests, however. With one accord they all rushed for the entrance port of the Icarus, as though something in the call had scared them pretty badly.


  Naturally we followed. At first we could see nothing in the least alarming. The day was drawing to a close, that was the most noticeable thing. The clouds overhead were thickening, and the chill of night was closing down on us. The sun-ray mirrors which all day had followed the course of the luminary no longer gleamed so intensely. The artificial suns set above them seemed not so bright. Their golden glare had paled to a considerable extent. That was all. A nightly phenomenon.


  More bird machines were drawn up beside the Icarus. Some must have arrived while we were inside. It was from one of these the siren note had come. It was still blaring at intervals as we stepped out into the chill of the evening, a larger machine than any we had yet seen, and now we were listening to it in free air its note sounded louder and more powerful than those of its sister machines.


  The Neptunian leader turned to Whitby and Rifflin, pointed to the sky, then to the direction where the sun was, though we could not see it for the clouds, and made sundry seeming incomprehensible motions with his hands. At least that was what they looked like to me.


  “Of course,” Whitby spoke out loud for the benefit of us all. “He’s saying that the night is coming down, and that he must get back before dark. At least I think so. I don’t see what else he can mean.”


  He shut his eyes and put his hands over them.


  A crude method, I thought, of conveying the idea of darkness, but the Neptunian leader seemed to grasp Whitby’s meaning without any difficulty. He nodded vigorously. First he pointed to where the sun now was, then to where it would be early in the morning, and with a wealth of gesture indicated that he would come again at that hour the next day.


  The siren gave another blare, more urgent than before. Our Neptunian cast one glance up at the darkening sky, and scuttled for his machine. His companions were already in theirs. Another few seconds and the whole flight of machines was hurrying across the country with all the speed of which they seemed capable. They dwindled, and finally disappeared in the distance. Where they went eventually, we could not say.


  Inside five minutes, save ourselves, there was no sign of any living thing on our section of the planet. Oddly, too, it had become abruptly a silent land, oppressively so. When we spoke it was in awed tones until realization came to us of what we were doing, and then someone laughed at the foolishness of it all.


  What about the night, Commander?” Whitby asked of Rifflin. “What do you think we’d better do? A lot of us, no doubt, would like to stay out on the surface of the planet rather than be cooped up here in the ship!”


  “So would I,” said Rifflin, a trifle doubtfully. “Still, I think it’s a case for caution. Until we’ve learned more about the place we should not take risks. What worries me most though is the way those Neptunians scurried for . . . well, for wherever they were going when they realized night was coming down. It may merely be a general disinclination to be out after dark. Again it might not. They may have had excellent reasons for getting away. Queer, though in an apparently civilized people to be afraid of the dark.”


  What sort of reasons?” Whitby asked, harking back to the penultimate sentence.


  RIFFLIN shrugged his shoulders. “How should I know?” he retorted. “I don’t even know that there are any reasons at all. I merely suggest the possibility. How often must we repeat to ourselves as well as others that we’ve landed on a new world, where we can hardly expect every little action to spring from the same motives and to bear the same construction as it would on our own planet? Perhaps it is no more than Neptunian etiquette to run away from one’s visitors at sundown.”


  “You think that?”


  “I think nothing. I merely suggest possibilities.”


  “What should we do then?”


  “What the natives do. If it’s no more than a queer custom, no harm’s done, either way. We’ve shown we know how to conform to local prejudices. On the other hand if it’s nothing of the sort, if, for instance, there’s some good reason back of their hurried departure, well, don’t you think we’d be foolish to take risks that they, with their knowledge of the planet, won’t take?”


  “Risks?”


  Whitby bent forward and answered in a whisper, so low that the words were lost to us.


  THE alarm-bells, ringing frantically, brought such of us as were not on watch duty wide-awake on the instant out of a tranquil sleep. At once as the ringing ceased the general communicators brayed the call to attention.


  “Attention! Attention! All units, attention. Action stations in fighting rig.” The brazen voice, magnified many times, penetrated to every corner of the ship.


  I had tumbled out of bed at the first word, and was climbing into my rig before the words had ceased ringing in my ears. Then, seizing my ray-tube, I started towards the door. I had but the haziest idea where I should go or what I should do. In space or even when cruising over the surface of the planet my status would have been more or less that of a non-combatant in time of danger, my place and duty in the observation room. But now seeing we were at rest on the ground I had to admit myself at a loss.


  However, I could not go far wrong by making for the corridor, and the nearest observation port—if any were open—would almost certainly give me some idea of what, had happened. Failing that, I was bound to encounter others similarly situated to myself.


  I ran into somebody immediately I stepped into the corridor.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked.


  “An attack, I think,” the other said breathlessly. It was Whitby by the voice, and I remembered his room was close to mine. “I don’t know much myself. It’s the lookout-man who’s given the alarm, and maybe it’s only a precautionary call.”


  He spoke as we ran. The lights in the corridor were full on. Others were streaming out of their quarters, those of them who had stations hurrying off to them. The rest of us, an odd scientist or so, men who like myself had no posts assigned them for ground work, gathered round the nearest observational port within easy range of the communicators in case any call for our presence in any part of the ship should be relayed.


  We could see little or nothing at first. The dank, dark Neptunian night—a cloud-blanketed sky unrelieved by any stars—drooped over all. The artificial suns had dimmed down until they were no more than distant points of light, too small, too weak, to do more than keep the atmosphere wanned a few degrees above the freezing point. I surmised, however, that a good deal of the heat generated during the day must be kept in at night; the clouds would to a great extent prevent radiation on a large scale, and that, of course, would allow of the power of the artificial suns being conserved to a degree.


  As our eyes became accustomed to the gloom we were able with a little effort to make out the configuration of the ground. Nothing seemed to have changed since we had last seen it, nothing appeared to account for the sudden alarm. Unless, indeed, the duty men had seen something not visible to us from this point.


  Someone plucked at my arm. I turned to see the white, anxious face of Paula. She had been seeking me, she said.


  “What is wrong?” she asked in the next breath.


  “No one seems to know,” I told her.


  I no sooner had the words out of my mouth than the Icarus seemed to rock. It was as though a wave had lifted her a few inches from the ground, tilted one end and then the other, and let her drop back again to her resting place, gently, without harm, as well as we could judge.


  The wonder of it took our breath away. The power that could lift such a ship—nigh a quarter of a mile in length—must be tremendous. In the glare of the corridor lights we stared at each other, wondering, fearing . . .


  Again came the lift. This time we did not sink, but the surface of Neptune shrank away beneath us. The land receded some five hundred feet. Uncanny enough it seemed until the meaning of it dawned on me. The gravity screens were being brought into use, holding the vessel poised above the surface of the planet. If that was so, the possibility of us taking off being in my mind, my presence might be required in the observation room.


  On the impulse of the moment I caught Paula by the arm.


  “Come on,” I said hurriedly, “come with me,” and half-dragging, half-leading her we raced along the corridor, then from one level to another until I reached my working quarters.


  Everything there was as it should be. I spent an anxious moment testing out, thinking a call might have come through in my absence, but though I signalled my presence and availability for work no answering signal glowed on the bank before me. At last the vision-plate lighted up, Rifflin’s image showed on the white surface, and his voice addressed me from the communicator.


  “I don’t think we’ll need you, Grayne,” he said. “But now you’re there, stand by in case of accidents.”


  “What is it?” I asked curiously.


  “Don’t know,” he returned. “Nobody does. We’re trying to find out.”


  Something had happened. No doubt of that. Some force that manifested itself by lifting and dropping the ship again. The mystery of it lay in its origin. Whether it had been caused by an intelligent agency or was merely a manifestation of Nature—as Nature was on this planet—no one seemed able to say.


  The cold beams of our searchlights stabbed downwards, so that every inch of the ground we had just vacated was laid bare to the searching glare. There was nothing to be seen there. The ground itself lay undisturbed.


  What could it have been then?


  HAD we been superstitious we might have suspected some supernatural agency at work, but whatever else interplanetary travelling has taught us we have at least learned that most things bear a natural explanation, that nowhere in the universe are there malign and disturbing forces at work that cannot eventually be traced to the door of some living intelligence.


  Thus the spread of our beams on the ground showed us that it was no earthquake, nothing of a volcanic nature which had awakened us. It had been the work of no apparently visible agency. One suggestion was that a beam from some field of force originating at a distance had touched us momentarily in the passing, just as the giant ray from the reflecting mirrors on Neptune’s surface, making a rift in the clouds to allow the weak and distant sunlight to trickle through, had rested on us for a moment on Triton. It seemed not unlikely at first thought, though to negative this idea came the fact that none of our instruments had been affected. Not one had recorded any unusual force emanation.


  As we hung there poised in mid-air with the frozen light of our white beams touching the startled green surface of Neptune like caressing fingers the answer to the puzzle came to us. It dropped like a blanket from the heights of atmosphere above us, and wrapped the ship round and round with layers of darkness.


  I turned the view-plate about in some hope of determining what this new and irruptive factor could be, but all I could see at first was a blackness thicker than the darkness of the night, a dull opacity that blocked out sight of everything about us.


  Then one of the beams from our lights, sweeping round in an arc, touched and revealed to our startled gaze the thing that was blanketing us. At the same instant the thing itself moved, and we saw that there was not one but many of them.


  Great monstrous things, hundreds of yards in length, feet in girth, things with huge grasping claws, and vast spread of wings, long spiked tails, and heads grotesquely human, with odd wisps of beard trailing to make the resemblance even more horribly eerie. Eyes that gleamed at the sight of us, then blinked and hooded as the beams of our lights struck them.


  Flying dragons of mythology come to life! Horrors out of Hades hovering above us!


  Yet now we knew what they were we felt relief. They seemed less terrible once recognition had come. Knowing what they were we could hope to cope with the menace of them.


  Our searchlights went suddenly dim. Our engines thundered. The Icarus shot off on the level as though to escape from the things, and the giant dragons came cleaving through the air after us. Vast things, of a strength incalculable, with an intelligence too that enabled them to combine in the effort to lift the ship in the grip of their mighty claws. They had shifted us an inch or so then, found our weight too great and let us be while they formulated some new plan. That at least was how I read what must have happened.


  And this new plan? It brought them hurtling after us, brought others dropping down from above, striving by sheer weight of numbers to bear us to the ground. One came charging straight at us from out of the dank sky, and hit us a glancing blow as the Icarus swerved to avoid the rush. But even then the ship shuddered all along her length, and the creature, dazed and surprised but apparently uninjured, reeled off at a tangent.


  The impact woke a queer fear in me that redoubled a moment later as there came the rasp of great claws and iron beaks on the shell of the ship, hammer-like blows that echoed and rang through every nook and corner. The Icarus had been stoutly-built; she could stand stresses and strains that would snap a liner asunder, but there was something about the steady persistence of this attack that had its worrying side.


  By rights the thing that charged us should have been torn to pieces by the vehemence of the collision; the other things attacking our shell should have found their efforts vain, and retired with broken claws and shattered beaks; but neither of these things had happened. In both instances they seemed undamaged. It was the realization of this that sent a cold shiver through me. Why they might yet succeed in breaking a way through our armor!


  The communicator blared out brassily.


  “Stand by for ray attack,” came Rifflin’s voice. “Adjust anti-glare shields for work in atmosphere.”


  I slid the filtering screen over the view-plate, adjusted my own glasses and handed a pair from the rack to Paula. They were huge things, not unlike the ancient motor-goggles, that fitted close over the eyes and rendered them what one might call light-tight. Actually their function was to screen the eyes from all harmful rays that might be given off during a prolonged and concentrated beam bombardment.


  We adjusted them just in time, for the next instant the warning signal sounded through the ship. The surface of the view-plate seemed to crackle with living light as the rays shot out, and a beam impinged on the body of the nearest flying thing that we could see. That moment should have been its last. Normally anything caressed by the heat-ray should have volatilized instantly.


  Nothing of the sort happened. Instead a slow, lazy cloud of steam rose from the huge bulk, then from another and another as the rays hit them until we were totally enveloped in the white vapor, and our view-plates and the glassite surfaces of the observation ports covered with a film of moisture, so that actually we were flying blind. And on top of that something struck the Icarus again and again until it seemed nothing made by man could possibly stand the strain.


  That in itself was bad enough, but the situation was made even worse when giant beaks and talons rasped more angrily than ever on the hull. One end of the ship seemed to lift up. They were trying to turn us over in the air as a man might turn a stick floating in water, gripping the serrations of the rocket tubes, pulling and tugging and attempting to draw us the way they wished.


  For the moment we trembled, wondering where it would all end. Our only safety seemed to lie in flight, yet they were so hampering us that it looked doubtful if we could get up speed with sufficient quickness to escape them. Rifflin, too, must have seen this, but an idea came to him that had not occurred to me. He signalled through that we were taking to space.


  The Icarus tilted slowly over as though they were trying to turn her end over end. She shook shudderingly in the grasp of dozens of giant talons, then came the thundering roar of the rocket tubes, and the feeling of utter weightlessness as full normal repulsion was turned on in the gravity screens. We had little or no time to adjust the rectifying mechanism. My last conscious memory was of attempting to wreathe my arm about Paula to steady her. Then the room seemed to reel before my eyes and everything went black.


  That phase could not have lasted long. Somewhere in the ship someone retained the spark of consciousness necessary to right matters, and notch us on to our normal ship-created gravity. We breathed again.


  Our abrupt leap into space carried our attackers with us. So quickly had we shot beyond the limits of atmosphere that they had neither the wit nor the ability to let go. And there on the edge of space the pressure of the air within their bodies—naturally not rigidly braced to withstand the absence of pressure outside—had literally blown them to pieces, completing the work of destruction that the friction of their swift passage through the atmosphere had begun.


  CHAPTER XIV


  Neptunian Submission


  OUR experience had been too terrifying to allow of our returning immediately to the surface of Neptune. We could not say what other terrors of the night might not be lying in wait for us. The Neptunians’ hurried dash for home at the approach of sundown bore a different construction now. Their fear, if it had been fear of the flying dragon things, was understandable.


  We decided it was better policy to cruise outside the atmosphere until morning. Then we could descend to our old landing ground with reasonable certainty of not being attacked unawares by any other monstrous forms of life.


  Now that we had leisure to compare notes, no one felt inclined to go to sleep again. It came out that the duty men had first had their attention attracted by what sounded like a concerted attempt to break in the entrance ports. Probably the ship’s lights in the first instance had drawn the queer creatures. Then, whether with their claws and beaks or by burrowing under the bulge of the hull we could not say, they had managed to raise the ship an inch or so off the ground. It does not sound much, but the magnitude of the feat becomes apparent when one thinks of the enormous weight of that quarter-mile long metal ship. The teamwork behind it, too, showed a certain group intelligence that was not the least of the disturbing characteristics of our attackers.


  They had made more than one attempt to lift the ship, and the chances are that they would have ended by cracking it open as a man cracks an egg with a spoon, had we not quitted the ground.


  The incident had its valuable side. It brought home to us in the most effective way what our own common sense should already have warned us about, that we could not afford to take anything for granted on a strange planet. Any assumption that conditions would be similar to those on Earth was foolish in the extreme. Both animal and plant life might be actively inimical to us for all we could say to the contrary, and until we had satisfied ourselves that they were innocuous we had better assume that they were not.


  In this respect we could hardly conclude that we had seen the last of the “dragons.” If they were gifted with the intelligence we believed they were they would almost certainly make retaliation for what we had done to them. However, this time we would not be taken off our guard, though we had yet to find the weapon that would deal effectually with them.


  The heat ray had only acted slowly. There had been none of that abrupt bursting into flame we had expected. Their bodies seemed to contain such an excess of moisture that they would not volatilize instantly, but short of carting the dragons individually out into space there was apparently no other way in which we could deal with them. That, at first sight, appeared to leave us at their mercy in atmosphere.


  At the first sign of dawn we descended again, moving very slowly and carefully down through the clouds. The odds were that the creatures’ habits were purely nocturnal, but since we had no exact information on that score, we felt we could not afford to take risks.


  Actually we saw none, though one of our lookout men reported that with the telescopes he had picked up a number of swiftly-moving black dots that appeared to be heading towards some mountainous country on the distant northern horizon. No one else had noticed them, however, and they had vanished before he could call attention to them.


  We steered towards our original landing ground, and were dropping down to it when we became aware that there was a crowd of some sort gathered there waiting for us. There were more Neptunians and more of the machines than there had been the previous day. As we approached nearer it became evident that they were not looking for us so much as looking at something dark and bulky on the ground. Whatever it was they were keeping a reasonably respectful distance from it.


  I swung the view-plate round to cover the scene, and adjusted the magnifying sights. And at that the situation became plain. The dark thing on the ground, looking huger now that the view-plate had a telescopic range, was without doubt one of the flying dragons we had fought with the previous night. Just as obviously it must be dead, otherwise I could not imagine the Neptunians venturing as close to it as they had.


  Its great head was lolling oddly on one side, as though its neck were broken. One mighty wing was spread to its full extent, but of the other I could see no sign. It could hardly have been doubled up out of sight under the body. But presently I managed to make out on that side a great curve of bone sticking out like a bent finger. The wing membrane between had vanished.


  I DID not know whether Rifflin would thank me for breaking in on him at that moment, but I fancied the sight was one to which his attention should be directed. I pressed the call button communicating with him, and almost instantly his face glowed in the vision-plate.


  “What is it, Grayne?” he said. “Seen anything?”


  “Only that dragon on the ground with the crowd of Neptunians about it,” I answered. “I thought I’d better point it out to you, and one or two things in connection with it in case you missed them.”


  “Thanks, we’ve seen it. But what are your particular items?”


  “Neck broken, one wing intact, the other with the batlike membrane missing.”


  Rifflin whistled softly. “Thanks for that. It’s fallen from a height evidently, not far enough up to smash it up, but with enough force to break its neck. I wonder—You say all the membrane has disappeared. Sure of that?”


  “Every last bit. Yes, I’m sure. I’ve had the telescopic sights on it, and Miss Fontaine here has checked up my observations. Have you any idea . . .?”


  “Of what happened? A glimmer. But we’ll have to wait till we ground to see whether or not I’m right. You know the trouble we had with the heat ray? Couldn’t volatilize them. Well, it seems to me we did better than we knew. By some sort of lucky accident one of our beams must have struck this beast’s wing. Being membrane, texture like a bat’s wing, the ray acted on it more readily. If that’s so—I’m only guessing—we’ve found their one vulnerable spot, and maybe can meet them on equal terms next time, if we’re unlucky enough to meet them again at all. I’ll note you first drew my attention to it.”


  The vision-plate went dark. His voice ceased.


  We, Paula and I, stared at the view-plate, watching the rapidly enlarging scene on the ground. She shuddered as the bulk of the dead dragon grew plainer.


  “What a horrible thing! Why,” she exclaimed, “it could carry a man off quite easily in those huge claws, like an eagle would carry a sparrow.”


  “Only even more easily,” I said, and again she shivered.


  “What’s up?” I asked. “Not feeling well?”


  “Quite well, Phil, only . . . Perhaps it’s foolish, but the sight of that thing there on the ground . . . It frightens me . . . as if . . .”


  “As if what?” I said encouragingly as she stopped.


  “I don’t know. The thought of it carrying anyone off . . . one of us . . . It’s a terrible thought.”


  Her face had gone pale, her eyes a little too bright. I put one arm around her and drew her to me.


  “You’re tired,” I said. “No sleep worth speaking of last night. And overwrought. You’ve seen things . . . Better not look at it, if that’s how the sight affects you.”


  But she did not take my advice. Instead she stared fascinated at the view-plate, though after a while it seemed that the fear that had seized her must have passed.


  We were dropping silently, so that the Neptunians could not have heard us. Apart from that they were not looking skywards. I should imagine they did not expect to see us again, perhaps had concluded that the flying dragons at the cost of the life of one of their number must have carried us off, ship and all.


  A thousand feet above them we gave a call on our siren, graded low so as not to startle them too unduly. Even as it was we threw a pretty stiff scare into them. The crowd milled about, went into a panic, and scattered blindly. In the midst of running away the truth must have dawned on some of them. Glances were thrown skywards. One after another came to a stop. Some of the machines that had already started were brought about. We could almost feel eyes going from us to the dead thing on the ground, then back again, perhaps an attempt to fit in two successive phenomena as cause and effect.


  They cleared away sufficiently to allow us room to land. We came down lightly as a feather, grounded, and were at rest. Our entrance port was flung open. First to greet us was the Neptunian leader of the previous day. He had others with him, men to whom he deferred. There was nothing richer or more distinctive about their dress, but it was evident from his bearing towards them that they were higher up in the social or administrative scale of the planet.


  At the sight of us they became voluble. Their inability to convey to us the thoughts in their minds upset them to an amazing extent, needlessly so. It was evident enough from the signs they made at what they were driving. They pointed to us, to the Icarus, and then to the dead flying dragon. Their very attitude was in itself a question.


  We indicated by signs that the dragon’s demise was due to us. They seemed incredulous, then amazed, and finally overjoyed. Perhaps they had visions of the Icarus sailing round the planet and, almost effortlessly slaying the dragons by the score, finally exterminating the vicious brood. Just as well no doubt that they did not know the exact facts of the case.


  LUCKY for us, though, that this had happened in this way. It certainly broke the ice for us with a vengeance, and gave us a standing with the Neptunians that we might have found it difficult to attain otherwise.


  Now we had got so far Rifflin and the scientists with him decided to examine the body while they had the opportunity. Since it was highly probable that it was by no means the last of the creatures we would have to deal with, the more we could learn about them the better. I was for hanging back myself, particularly as it wasn’t my party, but Rifflin noticed me and with some idea no doubt of marking in this fashion my call to him, beckoned to me to come along.


  “You’d better stay behind . . . in the ship,” I said to Paula. But she shook her head.


  “You may find it upsetting. You didn’t like what you saw of it earlier,” I pointed out.


  “I know. I probably won’t like it,” she returned. “But I’d rather come. I want to be near you, with you.”


  I had an idea that she meant to say something more, but if so she changed her mind quickly enough, and said nothing. I stared at her. This two-sided mind of hers was something rather beyond my comprehension. Some nebulous fear that probably would never crystallize at all had seized on her. Too vague a thing possibly even to put into words. Oh, well.


  It was much as Rifflin had surmised to me. The blackened and calcined remains of the wing bone showed that the bat-like membrane had been blasted clear of its framework. Sundry singed spots on the body showed too where the ray had got home, though it would have taken a steady and continuous play to have done any considerable damage there.


  The wing-spread must have been between forty and fifty feet from tip to. tip. The body looked huge, though actually I should imagine it was lighter than it seemed, even taking into consideration the lifting power of the wings. On the other hand one must remember that the air of Neptune is much denser than that of Earth, which would to a great extent counteract the effect of the extra weight. The head, as I have already recorded, was oddly human, this despite the short, heavy beak. Queerly enough the beak, if anything, seemed to accentuate the human likeness. The body itself gradually tapered away to a barb-like tail, that in some ways reminded us of the sting of a scorpion.


  It was this suggestion that made us go warily in touching the body, and it was just as well we were careful, for we learned later that the creature was in the habit of using the tail as a weapon. It possessed certain unpleasant toxic qualities, and while not actively poisonous in the accepted sense of the word, brought on a species of paralysis from which recovery was doubtful or at any rate difficult in the absence of prompt remedial measures.


  A fairly thorough examination and a further test with our portable rays convinced us that our original ideas were correct. The body itself was impervious to the stab of the beam to the extent that it penetrated only slowly and with considerable difficulty. The wing membrane on the other hand vanished instantly the ray was turned on it. A puff of smoke, and it was not.


  The great saucer-like eyes presented a feature of unusual interest. They were many-faceted, like those of a fly, a condition that, outside the insect world, is unique among the living things.


  Our Neptunian friends had watched us from a distance. None of them, even though they knew the creature was well and truly dead, seemed anxious to approach nearer than fifty feet or so. Indeed their whole behavior struck me as rather odd. That they possessed a civilization advanced many stages beyond the primitive was amply evident from the little we had seen of them. One would have imagined that they would not have existed so long on their planet without having devised ways and means of combating the menace of the flying dragons. But apparently they had not. They appeared curiously helpless in this regard, even abjectly afraid. It, like many other things that puzzled us about Neptune, was only solved after we had gained their confidence and were able to learn something about their history.


  We debated among ourselves what should be done about the body of the dragon. Manifestly it could not be left where it was, to rot, and, perhaps, breed a pestilence of a minor sort. On the other hand we had already formed so poor an opinion of the Neptunians’ initiative that we felt sure they would take no steps in the matter.


  It was Whitby in the end who suggested purely as an experiment that we should try and destroy it with the concentrated battery of the ship’s heat ray. Of course the ordinary type of atomic disintegrator would have dealt with it in half a second, but we carried none. Indeed their use was forbidden even on the Guard ships except in case of dire emergency. It was felt by the Council that it was far too destructive a weapon to be allowed to get into general use.


  Well, the battery was turned on. It took thirty-five minutes by the clock to reduce the body of the dragon to ashes, and even then the ground for yards round was baked powder-dry.


  The Neptunians watched with awe the beams from the hovering Icarus, and at the end when we descended again to our landing place and emerged from the vessel we were treated with the respect men might accord gods descended from the sky. Three of the Neptunians, who seemed to be the leading men, came towards us, prostrated themselves before Rifflin, Whitby and another of our men who happened to be with them at the time, each gently lifted the foot of the Earthman facing him and placed it on his own neck.


  Rifflin, Whitby and the other man stood thus uneasily for a moment in the attitude of conquerors. Then with a short laugh Rifflin withdrew his foot, and bending down touched the Neptunian on the shoulder, signing to him to rise.


  The whole thing seemed rather ridiculous to us.


  CHAPTER XV


  The Domed City


  IT is not business to record here with any precision of detail the minor events of the next few weeks, or the long and tedious process following that by which at last we managed to make the Neptunians understand that we wished to visit other parts of their planet, learn something of the history of their civilization, become acquainted with their resources, and acquire a knowledge of their language. That has already been dealt with more fully elsewhere.[10]


  Suffice it to state here that the way was not made plain to us all at once. We met with doubts and hesitations; we were faced with suspicion, and our motives questioned. At times there was even an undercurrent of hostility. But more by good luck than for any other reason we won through eventually.


  We could do nothing until we had learned at least a smattering of their language. That took us months, for it proved a difficult task, and at the beginning we had little in common, from a linguistic point of view. However, they seemed eager to teach us and at the end we were able, without fear of misunderstanding, to make our wishes known.


  It was a couple of months or more before we were allowed to visit any of their cities, but at last it was intimated to us that our wish was to be granted. So one day we took off in the direction indicated, towards that distant collection of glistening domes on the southern horizon. A couple of Neptunians, our friend of the first day, and the leader of the following morning’s arrivals, consented rather diffidently to accompany us in the ship. Their names were Halvus Tar and Mahbut Ahl.


  The rest of the Neptunians followed us in their mechanical vehicles while we slackened the pace of the ship so as not to get too far ahead of them. None of them seemed to travel very far on foot, indeed all the time we were on the planet, with one exception, I don’t remember seeing a Neptunian walking farther than a few yards. It was not that they could not. They possessed a more or less perfect mechanical form of progression, however, and they did not see why they should expend their energies in doing what the bird-like vehicles would do for them.


  The domed city turned out not to be so large as we had imagined. Really it was only one building, though the large roof space had been split up into a number of domes and cupolas, all made of that vitreous substance we had noticed before, and which was neither glass nor quartzite. For long we thought it was some compound, hut subsequently discovered that it was actually a mineral, mines of which were found in various parts of the planet. Exceptionally light, exceedingly tough, yet readily workable above a certain temperature it was an ideal substance in many ways. The Neptunians found an infinity of uses for it.


  There was nothing in the nature of a landing ground anywhere in the neighborhood of the domes, but Halvus Tar signed to us that we could descend wherever we pleased. We chose a spot of level ground about five hundred yards away from the city. It was as we were descending that a fact that should have been apparent to us before became obvious. The domes were not the roofs of buildings, unless those buildings were somewhere underground. Their edges were set flush with the soil and despite their look of extraordinary transparency we found we could not see through them from above. This, no doubt, was due to the highly polished surface they presented, and which reflected back the light in such a way that we could see only our own mirrored images.


  The rotational watch was left in charge of the ship, and the rest of us disembarked to make our first acquaintance with a Neptunian city. Each of the domes was provided with a number of doors set at ground level, and guarded by men armed with those odd glass rods. Apparently we were expected for the door we were approaching opened at our advent and under the guidance of Halvus Tar and Mahbut Ahl we were taken inside. The door slid to behind us with an absence of sound that was uncanny in the extreme.


  Once inside we blinked in the dim light, so different from that outside, and for some time we had difficulty in seeing with any degree of clarity. Our two Neptunians, however, were differently circumstanced. They removed the goggle-like glasses from their eyes, and for the first time we had an opportunity of seeing an inhabitant of the planet without those masking contrivances.


  In the dim light their eyes seemed oddly phosphorescent. They glowed in this artificial twilight with the greenness of flawless emeralds. Seemingly they saw perfectly. This half-light was evidently natural to them.


  We were very vaguely aware of other dim forms flitting along, passing and re-passing us, and at regular intervals crossing our path, so that we concluded we were moving along the equivalent of city street levels. The way we were taking dipped and rose, and dipped and rose again, wound and twisted until we judged we must have come at least a mile from the entrance and descended some five or six hundred feet. The domes which in a dim way had been visible above us for the first few minutes of our walk seemed to have vanished now. I judged that we were well underground now.


  IF this was a fair sample of the cities of the Neptunians looked as though the race existed subterraneanly. Whether this was from choice or through force of circumstances did not immediately appear. Reasoning back from their fear of the darkness of night on the surface of their planet I felt inclined to believe, however, that at some period or other of the race’s history they must have been driven by the stress of events to take shelter underground.


  Paula at my side murmured, “I don’t like this, Phil. I think we’re foolish to trust ourselves here . . . like this.”


  “Nonsense,” I said. “What’s there to worry about?”


  “Oh . . . I don’t know. Only . . . I do worry. Woman’s intuition?”


  One of our Neptunian guides turned suddenly to stare at us. I caught the green flare of his eyes in the gloom. For one wild moment I had a feeling that he understood and resented what had been said.


  “Sh,” I said. “They’re listening.”


  Foolish to think that? I don’t know. No more foolish it seems to me than was Paula’s suggestion.


  I shrugged my own idea aside the next instant.


  “Of course they’re listening. Of course they hear us,” I amplified. “But I hardly think they understand much, unless our tones tell them anything. So, if you wish to speak, make your voice unemotional. What’s this about intuition and being afraid now?”


  “Put it this way, Phil. We’ve assumed—I don’t know what right we have to think that—that these Neptunians are all the one race. How foolish we would think a stranger who imagined from his experience of one section that we of Earth were all white, all yellow, or all black? We must allow for divergences of type here as on our own planet.”


  “Yes?” I said softly, encouragingly. I had the glimmer of an idea where this was leading.


  “But the differences here,” she ran on, “may not be of race and color, but of type. These are one race”—the dim-seen sweep of her arm indicated our Neptunians—“the flying dragons another. A third, a fourth, perhaps many more types that we have not yet seen. Who is to say which is the dominant race?”


  An interesting speculation, I thought. As a matter of purely academic interest, quite intriguing. That it should touch our little lives in any considerable fashion seemed inconceivable. I told her so, in soft-voiced tones, terms calculated to soothe her vagrant fears. She agreed with me . . . in words. Her tightened grip on my arm, however, showed me that in thought she still maintained her own ideas.


  We came to a spot where this underground city widened out. A sort of circus perhaps. There were steps leading up to it. A soft-toned light carried by one of the guides flashed down to reveal them to us. I saw the Neptunians’ hands go up to their faces, sliding their peculiar goggle-like glasses into place, and I wondered. Paula’s grip on my arm tightened not inconsiderably.


  We turned a corner . . .


  We were in vast amphitheater. It glowed with lights, soft-shaded blue lights that because of the dimness in which we had hitherto moved dazzled our eyes momentarily. A vast crowd had here assembled. We could hear the purring murmur of many voices, see the massed forms bathed in the ghostly light.


  Whatever there might be at the farther end was hidden by the press of people.


  “What in the stars is this?” came Rifflin’s voice from somewhere at hand. “A mass meeting of welcome?”


  “No,” I said, thinking the question was addressed tome. “I think not. They’re facing the other way.”


  Oh, it’s you, Grayne. Why, so they are. So that’s it then. They don’t seem to know we’re here. Well, we’ll be introduced quickly enough, I should imagine. But—mark this, all of you, and pass the word along to “those who can’t hear. I’m purposely speaking low—keep as close together as we can. No, I don’t anticipate that anything will go wrong. On the contrary. Still, one never knows. Other planets, other customs. Just as well to be prepared in case of anything.


  I did not think much could happen. I doubt if anyone did. We were all armed, and the Neptunians, from what we had so far seen of them, seemed not to possess any effective weapon. The functions of those glass rods they wore dangling at their belts was problematical. Nevertheless the habit of caution was strong within us. Strangers on a strange planet could hardly be blamed for not accepting everything immediately at its face value.


  SOMEWHERE in the distance a gong clanged brazenly, and its rolling note echoed and re-echoed round the amphitheater. It seemed a signal. The murmuring died away. A silence—a death-like hush in which our footfalls were the loudest sounds—dropped down like a velvet curtain. The far end of the amphitheater which had hitherto been in profound darkness as far as our eyes were concerned, became visible, bathed in the blue light that seemed the only form of underground illumination the Neptunians possessed. We were able to see that some sort of a platform or dais occupied the space.


  The dais itself was clear, save for one particular spot. There, in almost the exact center, was an object whose precise nature, whose precise form even we could not exactly define. It seemed more or less cylindrical; we had an idea that it was made of crystal, but the waves of blue light, coming from a hundred and one concealed points, lapped it round, advanced and receded like the waves of the sea, so that it was alternately revealed and obscured.


  “Gods!” Someone’s voice hissed in my ear. “Whatever can that be?”


  Some object of worship was the first answer that jumped into my mind, some radioactive thing—this I judged from the odd pulsations of light that came from it with the regularity of a heart-beat—in principle unknown to us of the Inner Planets. We could only stare, stunned and a little afraid.


  Someone, Halvus Tar I think, touched my arm. His gesture, dimly seen, suggested that we were to approach the dais. His colleagues had conveyed similar wishes to the others. Our little party moved forward, half-reluctantly, wholly curious.


  At the foot of the dais we would have halted, but again came that touch from our mentors urging us on. So we climbed the few steps, and halted a foot away from the thing. Crystal of some sort it seemed at first and even second glance. It was oddly opalescent, queerly opaque where one would have expected transparency. Little flickers of living light playing round it like caressing fingers. They hurt even our eyes if we looked steadily at them for any length of time. I noted that the Neptunians had again donned those protective goggles they had worn on the surface.


  I don’t know how the idea first came into my mind, but of a sudden the feeling came over me that this seeming crystal globe, with its flickering lights, was a living thing, an intelligence, if you like; something weird and strange in our experience, but none the less as much a definite entity as any one of us.


  And at that the blue lights flickered and died, and the green and white and rosy tints of the globe leaped up, brighter, more actively than ever. The surrounding darkness perhaps made them seem all the more intense. Something within my brain began to throb. It was as though unseen hands had reached out to make contact with us.


  “Phil, Phil”—Paula, creeping into the protecting curve of my arm spoke in urgent whispers into my ear—“it . . . it . . . whatever it is . . . it is trying to speak to us.”


  CHAPTER XVI


  An Ominous Interruption


  THE idea staggered me. I could not believe it. I did not want to believe it. It seemed too incredible, too utterly preposterous. Yet something—that thing throbbing in my brain, perhaps—insisted that Paula was right; that this was just what the globe was trying to do, that the throbbing itself was one result of its efforts to communicate with us.


  It was an elusive thought that echoed in my brain. An idea like an air half-heard. Something forgotten, yet haunting, aggravating in its very evasiveness. As though my brain were trying to register the emotions of this intelligence—if so it was—in front of us, and finding itself frustrated by some as yet incalculable factor. A thought that shaded off into irritability, anger that we could not respond, a vague contempt of intellects not capable of rising to its level.


  Our two mentors, Halvus Tar and Mahbut Ahl, who had advanced with us to the dais, were staring at us, not quite sure. Then abruptly Halvus Tar seemed to reach some decision, or perhaps an understanding of the situation came to him. He bent down. It was then I noticed at the foot of the dais a pile of some things not unlike audiophone head-pieces. He handed one to Rifflin, motioning him to put it on, passed a second to Whitby, and so on until he and Mahbut Ahl between them had equipped all our little company.


  I have said the instruments seemed like audiophone head-pieces, but there were differences of detail. There was for a start a band that fitted round the forehead, and at intervals there were tiny little disk-like electrodes—so we judged them to be—on the under side that clamped themselves against the skin of the forehead. From either side, from ear to ear, across the top of the head, there ran three curved pieces of metal, set a distance of an eighth of an inch apart. On the exact center of the crown of the middle span was set a glittering filmy disk surmounted by tiny thread-like antennae. The whole quivered incessantly, like gold leaf when one breathes on it. From each head-piece there ran a small yet surprisingly strong wire that led to the base of the globe itself.


  There was a pause while we adjusted the head-pieces. For an instant after that a queer confusion of thought filled my mind, doubts, queries fears . . . I know not what else. Then that cleared, and I became aware of a new receptivity and placidity of mind. I realized then what this must be . . . some mechanical means of thought-transference. An instrument that could tune in on our thoughts, as we could tune in on the globe’s.


  Not so wonderful a thing now one saw it in operation. The underlying principle was by no means new. Even at the beginning of the twentieth century in scientific circles it was known that there were such things as thought waves, that they were no more than a series of high frequency vibrations originating in the neurones of the brain tissue. The range of these vibrations, however, was too limited and their intensity too feeble, and no practical means had been devised, despite two and a half centuries of work and experiment, of amplifying them mechanically. Perhaps it was well for the human race that they had not. However, it seemed that the Neptunians, or at least this entity of the globe, had solved the problem.


  The lights no longer played about the surface of the crystal. It had become illuminated by a uniform golden glow that pulsed slightly as we watched and waited. Something seemed to be playing about the surface of my brain like ragged clouds driving across the sky ahead of a breeze. The little electrodes felt warm against my forehead, with an odd prickling sensation. That passed almost at once, and out of the chaos of thought ideas began to shape themselves. It was as though I had picked up something in mid-sentence, the first half of the thought whirled away before I could grasp it.


  The solution came in what the globe was saying, or rather what it seemed to be saying, for there was no sound uttered at all.


  “. . . some of you have difficulty in understanding. All of you are not of equal intelligence, but those who fail to comprehend all that is thought can have it explained to them later by those who understand.


  “I am all that is left of the great days of this planet. I am Gark, the Great Brain. I live, I think, and I record the things that happen. But I cannot do. I have passed beyond that. Soon I shall pass altogether, as this race shall pass. It is declining now, its initiative gone, a world drifting indolently towards extinction. When there is none left to tend me, I too shall pass, shrivel and cease to be.”


  There was more on the same lines, much that I did not understand, thought gaps that I was only able to fill in later when we compared notes and between us achieved some sort of a synthesized impression of what had really been told us. And since it will save much time and make many things plainer I prefer to give the information received from the brain in the globe more or less in the form in which we ultimately cast it.


  NEPTUNE, or Tex, as its inhabitants called it, was a world much older than our own. It had reached the pinnacle of its civilization while we of Earth were still primitives. Then, too, it had developed along different lines. The Neptunians were essentially an agricultural people, with only a limited knowledge of mechanics. The climate of most of the planet was mild, even genial. In those days, too, they were warmed by two suns, one actually the larger and more powerful a very great distance away, the other, smaller and not so strong, comparatively close.[11]


  The Neptunians we must assume in the absence of any evidence to the contrary were all of the one race with the one language and probably little variation in customs from one locality to another. The great brain at least never referred to any divergences of race or color, and the history of the Neptunians contain no record of any such barriers between peoples. That being so, we can only conclude that on Neptune there had never been the necessity for any such welding together of nations as there has been on our own planet.


  Probably never at any time were they a very numerous people. Perhaps the very smoothness of their existence was one factor in keeping their numbers down. For the greater part of their history they did not know the immediate pressure of necessity, or the inexorable threat of undefeated nature.


  Of animal life there was apparently little or none, and life capable of flight seemed to be unknown with the exception of the dragons, about whom I shall have more to say later. It is enough to note now that they were not native to Neptune, and were actually comparative late comers to that planet Apparently the only bird life was something in the nature of the ostrich or more correctly the extinct moa of New Zealand, a huge wingless bird that probably stood some twenty feet in height, and that passed out of existence in the early days of Neptunian civilization.


  It can be readily understood then that when the Neptunians began to experiment with some sort of mechanical traction they should go to nature for it, and evolve a machine on the lines of the one form of life they knew that was capable of covering great distances at a high speed. There as elsewhere they went to nature for their models. Man’s discovery of the principle of the wheel seems to be a direct violation of this law which otherwise is general throughout the universe.


  Apart from this and one other essay—if so it can be called—in applied mechanics, the Neptunians seem to have been rather a failure as inventors. Their bent took them more along psychological and chemical lines. Their notation is different from ours and their time conception is difficult for an Earth mind to grasp, and consequently there is a good deal of haziness about certain aspects of their chronology. It is a moot point for instance whether they succeeded in achieving a remarkable stretch of longevity or whether they merely mean that the gradual eradication of all disease-producing factors enabled them to keep their full health and strength almost to the end of their allotted span. A good many wise minds are inclined to think that the latter was die case. All through the universe each planet’s time conception seems to be based on the period taken by the particular world to complete a revolution round the sun. Since Neptune takes 164 years to do what Earth does in one year it would seem to follow that the average three-score years and ten of an Earthman’s lifetime—more simply the time taken by our planet to make seventy complete revolutions round its central sun—would give the Neptunians, if their year was calculated on their planet’s orbital time, the unexampled life-span of eleven thousand of our years.


  But there again all attempts to reach some satisfactory basis of computation are complicated by the imponderable fact of their second sun, for it is impossible to say in what way the intrusion of Jupiter as a solar element may have affected their calculations. Presumably it must have had some influence on them, just as the fact that their relations to Jupiter and the sun were constantly changing and must have admitted of considerable variation, climatic and otherwise, undoubtedly spurred them on to the invention of the solar mirror plants.


  In this no doubt they were hampered by the further fact that they had never been very good astronomers. As time went on, however, it became necessary to rely more and more on the heat and light of the distant central sun. The powers of the nearer one were not only waning rapidly, but the relative positions of the two planets, with all that that implied, were constantly changing. Experiments were made. One invention after another was tested out. Some were rank failures from the start. Others, while practicable in a small way, proved unable to work to the necessary capacity on a large scale. Finally the present system of giant collecting mirrors was adopted, and a method evolved of storing the light and energy thus obtained.


  THIS done the race had little to fear until some date so far distant in the future that it was almost impossible to visualize. Their needs were simple. They were not a prolific people; they had none of the predatory urge to reach beyond the confines of their own world that characterizes the folk of the Inner Planets, and lacking the spur now, either of imagination or necessity, they sank into a state of calm indolence that might well be called the prolonged twilight of their race.


  Yet it must not be supposed that Neptune was entirely devoid of men of brains and intelligence. She had plenty of them, though their interests lay along different lines from ours. The Great Brain himself was a sample of one not altogether successful experiment, an attempt to create a kind of supermen. More correctly, it was an endeavor to reduce the nation’s functions to purely intellectual conceptions. Its failure lay in its very success.


  Centuries of experimentation evolved beings with mind powers far superior to anything of which we have any record. They probed the innermost secrets of their own planet; they became vast storehouses of knowledge, and in the process they lost all we count worth having. They developed the brain at the expense of the body. They became huge, bloated, football-like things, surprisingly delicate and fragile, and all their bodily functions and appendages shriveled and retracted until there was scarcely a vestige of them left The gain in intellect was more than offset by the complete loss of all powers of locomotion.


  In the end it became necessary to protect the Great Brains against all the accidents to which ordinary flesh is heir. They were encased in specially constructed globes such as the one we saw; their mental functions were supplemented to a great extent by mechanical contrivances, and actually the Great Brain itself within the sheltering globe was immersed in a liquid that combined the joint effects of a cooling spray and a supply of nourishment. It had to be replenished at regular intervals.


  Despite this, one Great Brain after another shriveled and perished, until at last only one was left. The common people on whom no such experiments had been made regarded it both as an object of a mild form of worship, and as an oracle to whom they referred any knotty points that arose. Its ability to draw on its storehouse of knowledge was of course limited by its own experience. It could only think ahead on the lines of what had happened in the past. It had reached the stage where it was no longer capable, if indeed it ever had been, of evolving a pure concept of imagination from out of its inner consciousness.


  Whether our advent and the proof we brought of teeming life beyond the confines of Neptune itself came as a shock and a surprise, we could not say. The Brain seemed incapable of registering emotions of that sort. So much for that.


  For long ages the Neptunians had lived in a world where climatic conditions were variable over a considerable degree. A good deal of their existence had been spent in what was to us a feeble and depressing light. Their domelike cities had been built mostly underground in the first instance with the idea of combatting the conditions generated by long periods of cold. When the powers of the artificial suns gave a more or less uniform climate to the greater part of the planet and life on the surface became not only possible but tolerable they found it hard to shake the customs of centuries. Also their eyes were unable to stand the strain of the new light without artificial aid. A new factor, too, had arisen to make them glad of a place of refuge underground during the long, cold nights.


  The origin of the flying dragons is wrapped in mystery, to the extent that it is the subject of numberless conflicting legends. The one thing certain seems to be that they were not native to the planet itself. Our own savants who have had opportunity of examining these legends are divided in their opinions. Some hold that they may have been brought to the planet in a sort of egg-form on a meteor, and there have spawned, increased and multiplied in apparently congenial conditions. Such a thing is not unlikely. Another school of thought holds the even more disturbing theory that they were an intelligent race of Planet 9—the ancient Pluto—who found some method of crossing space and establishing a colony on Neptune.


  As I have said already, much of what Gark, the Great Brain, communicated to us was unintelligible at the time, and it was only later we were able to piece together as a comprehensive whole the various items confided to us. At least we seemed to have convinced Gark of our good intentions, and satisfied him that our advent was not likely to adversely affect the people of Tex. It was intimated to us that we were free to come and go as we pleased within certain limits not then specified to us, and that in order to further communication between the two peoples we should finish learning their language as soon as possible.


  With that Gark signified he was done with us for the present. The head-pieces were removed and disconnected. Almost at that instant the utterly unexpected happened.


  So that we might keep in communication with the ship when we were distant from her in circumstances such as these, each man was provided with a small radio-phone, built practically on the same principle as those in our space suits. They were compact little gadgets that could be conveniently held in the palm of one’s hand, though usually we wore them hidden under our jackets.


  Mine at that moment gave a tiny little buzz, actually more of a prickling sensation than a sound. Simultaneously the same thing must have happened to the others. In the act of pulling out my radio-phone I saw Rifflin reach for his.


  l communicate,” he said abruptly. “No one knows what we may start if they see us all doing the same thing simultaneously. Misunderstand our intentions . . .”


  He stopped. But I already had my disk out before I grasped the purport of his order. It was so small a thing that held in my hand close to my ear it was more than half-concealed, and so I heard the message that came through. It was startling enough.


  “General call,” said a clear yet tiny voice right in my ear. “Return at once. Ship being . . .”


  And there tantalizingly in mid-sentence the message broke off abruptly.


  I looked across at Rifflin. His face had gone white and tense; in the blue light it looked absolutely ghastly.


  “Something’s gone wrong with the ship,” he said in tones he tried desperately to hold even. “We must get out of here at once.”


  In an instinctive movement of protection I drew Paula closer to me.


  CHAPTER XVII


  Swallowed in Darkness


  WE raced on through the blue-lit passages, towards the exit gate, cold fear clutching at our hearts. Our two guides, Halvus Tar and Mahbut Ahl, had never been far from us all that day; now by some species of instinct they seemed to divine the reason for our haste, and they hurried us on through the press of the dispersing crowd. Low-voiced commands broke a way for us, and once when we were barred by some of the Neptunians who either could or would not understand that they must give way to us, Halvus Tar drew from his belt one of those odd-shaped glass rods whose function had intrigued us.


  I gasped, thinking it was a ray of some sort by which he meant to blast a way through his compatriots for us. Even though the need was pressing such a course was far too callous for us, and impulsively I made to stop him. But before I could even touch his arm, his finger must have flickered on the release. There came a flash of light of such intensity that momentarily we were blinded, and those who had barred our way shrank back with a groan of fear and pain.


  They were not hurt, however. We were soon to learn that the flash was relatively harmless in that it did no lasting damage. Its actual effect on eyes attuned to dim lights was a kind of temporary blindness and helplessness that passed off in a very few minutes. A kind of hood over the projector served both to concentrate the flash in the desired direction and shield the wielder of the weapon to a great extent.


  Its effect on those in the direct line of fire could be gauged from our own experience. We were behind Halvus Tar and so shielded to an extent. We felt none of that momentary paralysis that was one of the results of the flash. Nevertheless our eyes were dazzled as though by some peculiarly vivid blaze of lightning; we blinked, and by contrast the blue-lit twilight about us seemed all the thicker and more profound. It took some seconds and we had covered a good many yards more before we felt ourselves normal again.


  We must have made the dome exit in record time, though to us it seemed an interminable way. As we ran, Rifflin kept trying to tune in to the ship on his radiophone. He met with no success. He appeared puzzled about it. It was not merely, he said, that he could get no reply, but there was interference going on. He fancied that the interruption was of an electrical nature from the crackling in the phones, but in the absence of precise data it was impossible to say whether it was the result of accident or design.


  Quite naturally we had expected to emerge into a world bright and warm-lit by the glow of the artificial suns, but the moment we came into the open air we were surprised to find ourselves plunged into a blackness blacker than the darkest night. Halvus Tar and his companion shrank back with vague cries of alarm, and gave us to understand that they had no intention of accompanying us any farther. Lacking the means to persuade them, we were obliged to let them remain behind.


  It was hard to make out what was really happening. Visibility ceased abruptly a few feet away from us, yet the darkness had none of the consistency of fog. Rather was it an utter absence of all light, a definite positive rather than a negative quality. It was something akin to the blackness of space, yet solid and tangible as that could never be.


  The glow of the artificial suns had either ceased for the time being or else was hidden behind the blanketing darkness. Even the steady, powerful rays of our pocket lamp carried no distance. The beams traveled a foot or so from the projectors, then snapped off as sharply and as completely as though severed by the stroke of a naked sword. As though they possessed in themselves the definite rigidity of a solid.


  The profound absence of all light did not so much frighten as bewilder us. We had no idea what could have caused it or of what it portended. It might be a natural condition or might be an artificially induced one. The call from the ship seemed to indicate that it was the latter.


  Stirred by I know not what thought, I cast a glance behind us in the direction of the domed city we had just left. I suppose I should have guessed, but I did not. I saw with a shock of surprise, not unmixed with terror, that it had utterly disappeared, swallowed up by the desert of darkness behind us.


  “Rifflin, Whitby”—I hardly knew my own voice—“the city’s no longer in sight,” I managed to say.


  No more than that, but what I implied was obvious. Rifflin muttered something that I did not catch. I think he was blessing me for a fool, thus to blurt out what had better not been said. For the truth was that now the city was no longer visible we had lost the one landmark that would hold us to a straight course. Of course we all had compasses, but as we had little or no idea of where Neptune’s magnetic pole was situated, and anyway we had not taken the bearings of the city in relation to the Icarus, they were useless.


  THE fact of the matter was that we were hopelessly lost. Whether the condition was anything more than temporary remained to be seen.


  Rifflin came close to me. “I wouldn’t say what you think in future,” he said in a low voice, speaking not unkindly. “I know the temptation is almost irresistible, but just as well to keep a discovery quiet until we know exactly what its implications are. Which is not to say that you aren’t to tell me anything you stumble across.”


  I felt myself go hot under the sting of the rebuke, well-merited though I knew it to be.


  “I’m sorry . . . won’t happen again,” I mumbled.


  “All right. Steady, men, keep in touch with each other. Don’t go stringing out. There’s something about this darkness I don’t understand yet.”


  Obedient to the call we all crowded into a little knot.


  Rifflin took out his compass—I think the idea that had occurred to me had also passed through his mind—and turned the beam of his pocket lamp on it. The needle was behaving most erratically. It would swing round in a half circle, hang quivering there for a second or so, then swing back in an entirely different direction. Never did it stop at the same point twice, and as the darkness seemed to thicken—if that was possible—it began literally to race right round the dial.


  “Yes, I see.” Rifflin spoke. “Some sort of magnetic disturbance. Probably a storm of sorts, the kind we’ve never heard of before. Well, I suppose it’s only to be expected that conditions, meteorological and otherwise, may be radically different here from what we’re used to elsewhere.”


  I thought to myself how they varied even over three worlds. Venus, with thunder-storms of an intensity absolutely unknown to Earth, storms during which no living thing could go out in the open and hope to survive. Rain that fell in blind sheets. Lightning that never failed to do almost unbelievable damage.


  And little ruddy Mars that knew neither lightning nor thunder had its choking red dust storms that drove all life under cover, fierce storms with driving sand particles so fine that one could not feel them if one took up a handful. Yet when they were driven intensely before a gale they could tear the clothes on one to ribbons. There is a story of an Earthman caught by them who was actually skinned alive by the force of the sand-blast . . .


  Knowing all this, we found ourselves wondering what diabolical variation Neptune was about to treat us to. The utter absence of any development, of anything other than the all-enshrouding darkness added a new terror to the prospect, the dread of the unknown. If only something were to happen—no matter what it was—we would at least have some idea of what we had to face.


  We could go neither forward nor backward save as blind groping creatures. We had no idea where our steps were taking us. With our compasses out of action we had not even their rough guide to fall back on. We did not even know what had happened to the ship, why the radio had suddenly died in mid-sentence. Our first wild fear that she had been attacked had faded, to give place to worse, unnameable fears. . . .


  The blackness about us seemed to grow more intense than ever. One felt it was becoming solid and tangible, closing in inexorably on us, until presently it would bear us to the ground and crush us flat beneath its weight. Sheer imagination perhaps, imagination stimulated by the utter strangeness of the phenomenon. Nevertheless our footsteps began to falter. We found it difficult to proceed. A tiredness and a lassitude crept over us. Even our thoughts grew sluggish.


  Paula leaned heavily against me. “I’m feeling tired,” she said. “I don’t know what it is. Excitement, perhaps. But I could go to sleep right now. I can hardly drag one foot after another.”


  That was much how I felt. Only by gritting my teeth, and exerting every ounce of my will-power was I able to keep going. And the others . . .?


  Rifflin must have heard her.


  “We’re all like that, I think,” he said. “This cursed darkness, that’s what it is. We haven’t come far. We can’t have been walking long. A matter of a few minutes at the most, no doubt. If only we could find the ship.”


  He had been trying off and on to call the Icarus on his radio-phone, but he had met with no success. He had some idea that the blackness itself, no matter what caused it, was in some fashion composed of heavily-ionized particles that deflected and reflected the waves in all directions so that all one could get from one’s own transmission was a hopeless jumble of ear-splitting sounds.


  All we could think was that in some fashion we had overshot the ship or else she had taken to the air. The latter, however, was hardly likely, seeing she had called us. Her people would almost certainly know that we would make all haste to rejoin them, and would scarcely run the risk of marooning us, even temporarily, in the darkness. A third alternative, that we had been wandering round and round in a circle did occur to us, but an examination of the ground in the light of our pocket lamps failed to reveal any overlapping in our footprints.


  A DULL rumble, a sound apparently muffled by distance, sounded ahead of us. There was something oddly familiar about it. We stopped, peering at each other and then before us in an attempt to pierce the gloom.


  “I . . . I may be mistaken”—I think it was Whitby’s voice—“but that sounded something like the ship’s siren!”


  “Ahead of us?” someone asked.


  It was impossible to say that. The sound, dull and muffled, booming though it was, seemed to flow all around us, so that we could not say with any degree of precision from what direction it had come.


  “It’s some distance away, no doubt of that.” This was Rifflin. “We’ll just have to move cautiously and hope it keeps up. Something to guide us.”


  A forlorn hope, this. The sound might be coming from any direction, ahead or behind, to left or to right of us. The blanket of darkness seemed quite capable of playing queer tricks with acoustics.


  “Well, move on then,” Rifflin ordered. The dull booming became audible again, no nearer, no farther away. We began to shuffle ahead once more.


  Someone cried out, half in fear, half in surprise. A man backed hurriedly, pressing us back.


  “What’s that?” Rifflin cried. “Who is it? What happened there?”


  The man answered in half-apologetic tones. “I touched something, a thing hard and cold, like a wall. I don’t know what it was.”


  “Well, we must see then . . . at once. It might be something harmful, again it may not be. We don’t know all about this planet yet, not by a long way. Just here, was it?”


  “Ye-es.” The man moved hesitantly forward with Rifflin. The blackness seemed momentarily to swallow them up, but as we pressed forward on their heels they became visible again as wavering black entities.


  “So?” That was Rifflin again. “Ah!” An odd note of surprise this, and—yes—relief. “That’s what it is, eh?”


  A booming sound that nearly split our ear-drums! Gods! We realized now what had happened. In the darkness, by some miracle of miracles, we had stumbled on the ship itself. What the man had touched had been the cobalt steel shell, solid and cold under his hand. Not expecting it, no wonder he had started back in uneasy astonishment. The blanket of darkness itself had so twisted and deflected the sound waves of the siren that no one could say with any degree of certainty from whence they had come. Even now, standing within hand’s touch of the Icarus, one moment the siren seemed to be sounding behind us, the next one could have sworn it was far away ahead in the distance.


  “There should be a light from somewhere, a port ready opened,” Rifflin whispered. “We’ll just have to grope our way along till we find it, though. Feel along the shell. Keep your eyes open, too. When we come to it there should be a patch of light visible, unless . . .”


  He stopped abruptly.


  Unless what?” said a voice I recognized as Whitby’s. We-ell, unless something—the sort of thing we don’t want to think about—has happened. Just as well, perhaps, to recognize the possibility and bear it in mind.”


  “But the siren?” I said. Just as well, I thought, to point out the one thing in our favor he seemed to have overlooked.


  “There is that, yes,” he agreed, “but who is working it? It may not be any of our men at all. Or it may even be that they set the automatic machinery to work and that it is carrying on . . . no one there able to stop it. Or even troubling.”


  In that I thought he was pessimistic, but since it all made for extra caution I did not interrupt again.


  “Come on now, we’ve wasted enough time. Keep close together, and have your pocket lamps and ray tubes ready.”


  We felt slowly along the side of the ship, straining our eyes for the patch of white light that would show us an open port. But none appeared. Presently, however, Rifflin, who was immediately ahead of me, seemed to vanish abruptly, and there came a muffled cry.


  Next instant, “It’s all right,” said his cheery voice. “I’ve found the port, fell in through it, as a matter of fact. Doesn’t appear to be a light about, though. Come in, all of you. Call your names as you pass so that I’ll know everyone’s aboard. Don’t want to leave anyone behind by accident.”


  We did so. “Fifteen, myself sixteen,” said Rifflin at the end. “That’s all of us. Someone show a light, and some of the rest of you close the port. You’ll have to use the manuals, I fancy. The control’s electric, and may be interrupted.”


  The port closed behind us with a clang, and then, lighting our way by the thin beams of our pocket lamps, we went on through the levels, into the dark and silent ship. Only the siren boomed at regular intervals. It was operated by clockwork, and would continue giving out its aimless warning until the springs ran down.


  CHAPTER XVIII


  The Visitor from Beyond


  THE feeling of lassitude grew on us as we progressed from one level to another. The air in the interior of the Icarus seemed heavier than it had been outside, as though it was charged with some chemical constituent with anesthetic properties. We found ourselves dragging, gasping . . .


  “We’ll have to get to the air tanks quickly,” Rifflin called. “First man near one turn the stop-cocks. There’s something about this I don’t like.”


  Captain”—it was a voice I did not recognize—“wouldn’t space suits be better? As you say we don’t know what this is. And there are suits available here. We can breathe without difficulty then. Letting more air into the atmosphere might only make matters worse.”


  “Of course. You’re right. Quick now. I’m feeling faint myself.”


  The beams of our torches revealed the rows of emergency suits, all with their tanks filled with air cartridges, hanging on pegs along the walls. Each seized the one nearest him, climbed into it with all haste, and then with the help of his neighbor sealed himself against the pollution of the air. And almost immediately our flagging senses began to revive.


  Someone tried one of the switches that should have made the room blaze with the light from the sun storage tanks, but no answering radiance sprang into being. Clearly the lighting system was affected, too, by this strange black cloud.


  Audiophone communication, too, was an impossibility, and for the moment it looked as though we had merely changed one state of helplessness for another. But Rifflin and Whitby were too old campaigners to be held up for more than an instant by a difficulty of that sort. The former tapped his companion, myself and one or two others near him, and beckoned us to follow.


  He went off towards the control level and keeping our lights fixed on his heels for fear of losing touch we went after him. Once there he showed by signs what he wanted done.


  We tried the rocket engines. They did not respond. The electrical contact that should have fired them was not working. That, no doubt, would apply to the gravity plates too. Then someone thought of the manual controls. The same idea must have occurred to anyone familiar with space ship navigation. The first thought when the operative mechanism goes dead.


  The hand compressors were on the lowest level, three flights below us, but a spider ladder led straight down to them. Rifflin, moving clumsily in his space suit, began to climb down, the light of his lamp flickering a couple of rungs below the level of his feet. One man followed, and then another as they grasped the meaning of his action.


  Somehow we must get out of this numbing black cloud, away from the surface of the planet, pass out of Neptune’s atmosphere altogether if necessary. Only away from the malign influence could we hope to get back to normal, and discover what was wrong with the ship and what had become of the men we had left in charge.


  The rigging of the hand-compressors took time. It was a slow and tedious job to our ways of thinking, used as we were to the instant shifting of the plates under the mechanical system. Actually I suppose it took something like ten minutes in all.


  Slowly the plates shifted from neutral as the manual controls were brought into action. The ship quivered, and then was still, while a great weight seemed to bear us down. Then abruptly, so abruptly that it almost blinded us, came a burst of sunlight. We were amazed to hear Rifflin’s voice in our audiophones.


  “I think it’s all right now,” he said. “We’re out of the area of danger. Get back to the control department, some of you. The machinery’s taking up automatically, so it looks as though the worst is over. But be careful you don’t take your space suits off for a while. I don’t know what the air’s like, and we’ll have to get the regenerator fans to work to clear it first, just to be on the safe side. But the interference is over, that’s one thing certain. And the next now is to search the ship and see what’s become of the others.”


  I knew as much about the control department as anyone, I fancied, and in the absence of Yates it was my duty to go there, so calling Paula to me I began the climb back up the spider ladder. The thin metal rungs swayed and shuddered under our weight as we hastened up, but for all its lightness it was sturdily built and its quivering was a normal condition no one minded.


  I found the control room empty. It was good to be in natural light again, able to see what one was doing and know that good tried machinery would respond to one’s touch like a sentient thing. I steadied the ship on an even keel, cut off the gravity screens and signaled through for the engines to take up cruising speed. It was a minute or so before the response came, so I guessed that the men had had to find their way there first.


  WE were still within Neptune’s atmospheric envelope, but the view-plates showed the black cloud a mile or so below us, a sullen darkness like a black hole in space. I stared at it with interest. It was a perfect circle in appearance, disk-shaped rather from the point at which I viewed it, and I suppose at a guess that it was anything up to about three miles in diameter. One edge of it lapped over the domed city, cutting half of it off from view as completely as though it had been blotted out of existence.


  There came a call on the communicator, a general “stand-by.”


  “You can remove your space suits now.” It was an order from the commander. “The air’s O.K. The regenerators have cleared the last of the trouble out of it. Any reports from any of the departments about the men?”


  I waited anxiously. None came. Each department in turn reported there was no sign of them.


  I turned to see Paula fumbling with her space suit. She had pulled the zipper of the suit itself, but the helmet was giving her trouble. It was not a thing that one could remove with any degree of ease if one was unused to it, and civilians are not drilled to the same precision as we who take to the void in ships. I helped her, then since it was the quicker way she aided me.


  Oh, but it was good to breathe the sweet air again and realize that that sense of lassitude, that feeling of lethargy had vanished utterly, good to see the clear sky and the watery disk of the sun again. Good to see Paula standing at my side, and know . . .


  Gods of the Airways! What was that?


  Something not two feet high, a spindly thing with a thin body and stick-like limbs, with a globular head encased in a helmet of some vitreous substance, darted from out of the shadows beneath the bank of control keys, darted across the room towards the door, stumbled and fell head-long.


  Paula screamed. I stared, gaped, and then leaped forward, drawing my ray-tube as I sprang. The thing tried to wriggle away from me, sprawled and lay helpless, two tiny eyes gleaming up balefully at me from the visorplate of the helmet. I was surprised for the moment at its utter helplessness now contrasted with its activity of a moment before, then the probable meaning of it all dawned upon me.


  So used was I to them that I had seen the flash of the lights above the control bank without giving them a thought, but we had just automatically changed over to our artificially adjusted Earth gravity. So slightly different from that of Neptune was it that its physical effect on us passed unnoticed, but to this puny thing the difference had been so great that it had sprawled as helpless as though bound hand and foot.


  “Paula”—I spoke without taking my eyes off the prone figure, looking ridiculously like a bundle of broken sticks—“call Rifflin on the communicator. Ask him to hold normal Earth gravity until further orders, and then for him and Whitby to come here at once.”


  “You . . .?” She started to ask a question, but I cut in behind the first word.


  “I’m all right. But hurry. I don’t want them to change over again. They might any minute if we don’t warn them.”


  But Paula was already at the communicator, and a moment later Rifflin’s voice sounded in reply.


  “Why, what’s wrong?” he asked in answer.


  “Leave the communicator open,” I called. “I think he may be able to hear me from here.”


  “I can. That you, Grayne? What’s wrong?”


  “I think I’ve caught one of the causes of the trouble,” I called. “Paula, swing the vision-plate round a degree or so. Rifflin will tell you when you get the focus. See it, Rifflin?”


  “That bundle of sticks on the floor? Is that it? I’ll come right away now.”


  “And bring the doctor, too,” I said as an after thought. “It—he—whatever you like to call it—may be damaged by the change of gravity. We don’t want it harmed, I’d say, not killed at any rate. We may want to extract some knowledge from it if we can.”


  What I wondered could we possibly learn from this creature that I could have picked up with one hand? Not that I looked down on it, you understand, from an intellectual as well as a physical height. But I failed to see in what way we could possibly make contact with it. The Neptunians, after all, had something in common with us. Their form was human. The articulate sounds of their language were gradually assuming a meaning to us. But this thing was more insect than man, more something fashioned out of twigs than either.


  I thought of the machine by which we had communicated with Gark, the Great Brain, and wished it were possible to duplicate that on a smaller scale. But that obviously had been built up round Gark. Possibly it was to an extent a physical part of himself. Not unlikely it would work only with certain types of mentality. One, for instance, could not visualize a man by its means achieving communication with, say, an ant. The two forms of life would have no concepts in common. As in the case of this creature.


  RIFFLIN, the doctor, Whitby and some of the scientists with us, half a dozen people in all, came crowding into the room. The thing was still held to the floor by the gravity pull of the Icarus. It was writhing a little, in pain, I fancied, until I bent down and saw for myself the baffled rage in its tiny beady eyes.


  “Hm,” said the doctor, staring at it, “an air breathing animal evidently. Has to wear a helmet of sorts as a protection against the cloud it and its fellows created.”


  “From a small planet, too,” one of the astrophysicists remarked. “More probably a satellite.”


  “A satellite of what?” I asked. “It can’t be Triton. Isn’t there a chance that it may be some other form of Neptunian life?”


  “No, Mr. Grayne, decidedly not,” the astrophysicist returned. “The difference between the gravity pull of our two planets is slight enough. It certainly caused our Neptunian friends a little discomfort and a good deal of consternation the first time they experienced it, but it is not enough to produce the effect you see here.”


  “The main thing to my mind is to see what we can make of the creature,” Rifflin cut in with a touch of sharpness in his voice. “Yates, Bentley, and a dozen others are missing, and surely there must be some way by which we can find out where its fellows have gone.”


  I had been watching the creature all along. Naturally I felt a sort of proprietary interest in it. Something struck me as odd about its footwear. A sort of dissimilarity. One could hardly call the things it wore shoes, yet they were scarcely anything else. They were made of a sort of fine woven metal, seemingly each all in one piece. That on the left foot fitted like a glove, a smooth, sleek shining contraption with odd little studs or bosses here and there.


  But it was the right foot that particularly caught my attention. A portion of the metal of the tiny shoe seemed to have disappeared, but when I looked more closely I saw that a shred of it had been torn away and the mesh had fused into a dark mass that flapped idly against the side of its foot as the creature writhed. And in a flash the meaning of it came to me.


  The creature was wearing anti-gravity shoes. As it had raced across the room at the moment of my discovery of its presence its tiny shoe had caught in some obstruction negligible to us; the fine mesh had ripped and the metal fused, rendering it helpless. The wonder was that the sudden vast addition of its weight had not killed it.


  I explained what I had noticed and my idea of it as well as I could. There was little doubt about the matter after that. An examination showed that I was right.


  Rifflin pulled the shoes off the helpless little creature, and looked them over carefully.


  “I think we can fix them,” he said. “In the meantime I’d suggest fixing up a room where we can adjust the pull so that it will give a normal gravity to this creature. We’ve got to keep him alive somehow until we’re able to learn what we want to know, and I should imagine, if there’s such a thing as gratitude in his small soul, that the more humanely we treat him the more amenable we’ll find him. Anyone anything better to suggest?”


  No one had, so Rifflin’s ideas were carried out. It took a while rigging the room so that the creature would experience no discomfort, but in the course of a couple of hours it was fixed ready for him. Meanwhile others were working on the problem of the shoes. Their repair presented little difficulty from a purely technical point of view, but their very smallness made it a long and tedious job. Each little strand had to be picked up and joined carefully to its neighbor. Fortunately the metal was not, as we had feared at first, something unknown. It was merely ordinary fine wire mesh, burnished to its present color. It was only the delicate intricacy of the work that made it take so long.


  ONCE in the room with conditions as near normal for it as we could make them our captive seemed to change for the better. He began by taking off the little helmet, a task he was quite capable of carrying through himself. Either he already knew that the air he breathed normally was much the same in constitution as ours, or else in the interests of comfort he was prepared to take the risk that it wasn’t. Personally I think that he had already satisfied himself by some means or other that it could do him little or no harm, for obviously the helmet was meant merely to protect him against the drowsy qualities of the black cloud.


  The baffled rage in the tiny eyes had passed, giving place to an insatiable curiosity. Efforts were made to speak to it, but with little or no success. It spoke itself in a sort of thin, reedy voice in which both words and inflection were lost. However, it undoubtedly possessed a high order of intelligence, for when pencil and paper were produced it understood their uses immediately. By signs it showed that it wished to use them.


  When they were handed to it, the creature examined them carefully and after some initial difficulty in manipulating the pencil—it possessed only two fingers and a thumb on each hand—began to draw very rapidly and clearly. Quickly the outlines grew under the flying nimble fingers, and at last with a curious little gesture, a suggestion of triumph, as it were, the creature handed up the finished sketch.


  It showed a number of our men being borne along between scores of the little people. They were not being carried, it seemed, by the creatures themselves, though the exact manner of their transportation was not clear from the sketch. Each of the little people appeared to be holding some sort of a long stick in his hand, and thus, though they were not touching our men, were able to raise them from the ground and carry them off. Not unlikely they were using some kind of a transporter beam—a thing we had already evolved in theory, though there were certain practical difficulties that prevented it being utilized on a scale large enough to make it of any more value than a mere toy.


  The procession in the sketch was heading towards some object that was more of a polyhedron than a sphere. What one might call an inset to the side of the main sketch showed our men revived and inside the polyhedron. The artist had made some attempt to depict the facial expressions of his and our colleagues. The whole thing was very impressionistic, but there was no doubt from it that what he was trying to convey was that all were on terms of the greatest friendliness with each other.


  That might actually be the case, yet it did not quite fit in with the behavior of the little creature when we had him trapped in the observation room. His whole attitude then—unless we had misread the indications—had been expressive of fear, baffled rage and hate, all curiously intermixed. Possibly now his intentions were to lull us into a sense of false security, so that his folk might work their will of us. Moreover, how could he know what might even then be transpiring between his people and our men? At the best he must be only guessing; at the worst he was deliberately concocting.


  It was unthinkable, of course, that of his own free will he would lead us to the polyhedron. We tried to convey the suggestion to him, but either he could or would not understand. It mattered little, however, whether he refused or not. Now he had given us to understand what it was we had to look for—probably quite inadvertently, I should imagine—we would have little or no difficulty in finding it. A polyhedron of the size he had indicated, assuming he had drawn more or less to scale, could not very well remain long concealed anywhere on the landscape of Neptune. Even if they raised the artificial barrage of the dark cloud, that would merely serve to indicate just where the flyer was hidden.


  Our observation men meanwhile reported that the black cloud was gradually disappearing, and at the present rate of progress would soon be gone entirely, when, no doubt, it would be safe to land again. In the interval we were to maintain altitude, at the same time keeping a sharp lookout for any indications of the polyhedron’s whereabouts.


  Whitby, curious to know from what particular sphere the little people hailed from, drew the conventional outlines of the solar system on a sheet of paper, and showing them to the little creature indicated that we came from Planet 3. The other understood at once, pointed to Earth, then to Whitby and the rest of us, and when Whitby nodded its face lighted up. It was a scene in many respects curiously reminiscent of our introduction to the Neptunians, though it differed in one important particular.


  The little creature took the sketch in its hand, looked the planetary outlines over one by one, then handed it back with an odd gesture of helplessness that said as plainly as so many words that it came from none of the bodies marked on that rough chart.


  Either he was lying then, or else—astounding thought the little people came from some island universe far beyond the confines of our own solar system.


  The idea was so staggering that for the moment we stood looking at each other like men suddenly stunned by its very magnitude.


  CHAPTER XIX


  A Race Through the Air


  THE idea was appalling in the vastness of the conceptions it opened up. It put an entirely new complexion on the situation, and introduced a complication that was as unexpected as it was unwelcome. It threatened to thrust the object of our mission well into the background.


  Our expedition had been launched in the first place with the intention of making contact with any inhabitants Neptune possessed, and behind that lay the ultimate objective of the Interplanetary Board of Control, the welding of all the intelligent peoples of our system into a federation that should work together for the common good. We would not have been surprised at the outset to have encountered hostility, misconception of our motives and a profound distrust of ourselves. These we were prepared to meet, and eventually overcome.


  But even in our wildest dreams we had not visioned the possibility of an invasion, peaceful or otherwise, of our system by some extra-galactic race. Yet apparently this was much what had happened. Logically it was merely a scouting expedition, purely exploratory such as our own was. Had it been otherwise there would have been more than the one polyhedron. The concensus of evidence suggested that there was not.


  Figure to yourself for the moment what the situation suggested to us. The ultimate goal of space traveling, the rate we hoped eventually to achieve, was based on the velocity of light, the speed of 186,000 miles per second. We had as yet attained nothing like that speed. We had taken five and a half weeks to reach Neptune from Earth, when light between those two planets would have taken less than that number of hours. Yet if these people came from extra-solarian space, the nearest star of which was 4.27 light years away, they must have traveled at a pace incredible to us, or else they had consumed a vast amount of time on the journey. Our imaginations strained at either solution of the problem.


  But intriguing and all as that was as a matter for speculation, there was a question of more pressing urgency requiring attention. By hook or by crook our men must be released from the captivity in which presumably they were held. That, even supposing we located the polyhedron with reasonable quickness, was not likely to be an easy task. We were almost certain to meet with weapons involving principles unknown to us, just as that black cloud while obeying some had violated other laws of physics as we know them in our federation of worlds.


  As I say, it was a matter about which we had to go cannily, for much as we desired to have our colleagues back with us we could not afford to run risks with the ship, and jeopardize the safety of the expedition. We owed a duty to those who had sent us in the first place. Then, too, the relations we had already established with the Neptunians must not be disturbed. If anything approaching an invasion was being mooted we, as a component part of the system to which Planet 8 belonged, had to do what we could in repelling it.


  I think something like this must have run through all our minds in the moment after the full implication of the creature’s gesture dawned on us. It was odd that save for one fleeting instant none of us supposed that he was deliberately deceiving us, and that he and his people came from a satellite of one of the Jovian system of planets. Perhaps it was that the almost incredible, stagger our imaginations though it did, appealed to us more than a mere commonplace explanation. Again we may have reasoned that if any such race existed anywhere in between Neptune and Mars we would almost certainly have made contact with them, or they with us long before this.


  “Black cloud practically disappeared now, sir.” It was one of the men slipping in with a report for Rifflin. We had decided not to use the communicators while in the presence of the stranger. “The surface is becoming visible now.”


  Rifflin nodded absently. “We’ll have a look for ourselves in a moment or so,” he said.


  He turned to Whitby. “I don’t know that we’ll be able to get any more information out of this mite for the time being,” he remarked. “But if you think there’s a chance, perhaps you and a couple of others”—he meant some of the scientist folk—“had better stop and see what can be done. The rest of us had better get back to our quarters. He’s provided sufficient of a raree-show for us for one day.”


  He glanced round at us with a wry smile. “I can see,” he said calmly, “that I’ll have to tighten up discipline on this ship.” But we knew from his tone that that was no more than a gentle hint for us to take our leave.


  We took it. Those of us who had no business there slipped out of the room, and back to our work. Paula came with me as a matter of course. I was still a little troubled in my mind about her position on the ship. It was not always wise to have her round the observation room—what work she had to do herself did not keep her sufficiently occupied—yet I did not like the idea of her being away from me for any length of time.


  I THOUGHT perhaps that the best way out of the difficulty would be to teach her navigational work. She had a quick intelligence, and though she could never hope to emulate the space-trained man she could pick up enough of it with reasonable celerity to be of considerable help to me in my calculations. I decided to put the idea up to Rifflin at the earliest opportunity.


  As the lookout had warned us the black cloud had now almost entirely disappeared. It was no more than a thin transparent shimmer, and the ground below was beginning to reveal its contours once more. We were sailing at a fair altitude now, and I doubted very much whether we would be visible against the dark background of the sky, particularly as it was late afternoon, and the power of the artificial suns was already waning.


  I swung the view-plate wide, increased the magnification, and swept the terrain in the hope of locating the polyhedron. I knew that in other parts of the ship others were watching eagerly also, but then that was no reason why I should not try my luck.


  It was pretty bad for a while. Between the falling shades of night and the waning gleam of the artificial suns—the latter occasionally flashed up in a way that dazzled one’s eyes—visibility was uncertain. More than once I was deceived by something that turned out in the end to be nothing more than a shifting shadow.


  But at last near that low range of hills over which the Gongkas—the flying dragons—had disappeared the time of our first encounter with them, I managed to make out an object of unusual shape. It looked at first like a huge boulder, then as I got range on it I saw that it was a many-faceted shape, of so dull a color that it toned almost imperceptibly into the background. Had I not known what to look for and been on the alert I doubt if I would have seen it.


  “General call on the communicator, Paula,” I told her. “Message begins. ‘Polyhedron located. Position . . .’ Just a minute.” I centered the cross-hairs of the viewplate on the flyer, then gave her the figures.


  “Keep it in sight.” It was Whitby who answered from the control-room which he had taken over in Yates’ absence. “We’ll make altitude above the cloud ceiling and hover for observation.”


  I kept the polyhedron centered in the view-plate, adjusting the mechanism as the Icarus lifted steeply.


  The door opened. I turned my head to see Rifflin.


  “What’s up now?” he asked. I fancy he had caught the blare of the communicators as he came along the passage.


  I told him, and he looked at it with interest.


  “Not so large as I expected,” he remarked, “but then they’re little people. I wonder if we can take them by surprise,” His brow clouded. “The trouble, though, is that we don’t know what weapons they may have. We don’t want to run the risk of being blasted out of existence, if we can avoid it.”


  That, it seemed to me from the beginning, was the problem we would have to face sooner or later. As a matter of fact it was solved for us in a rather unexpected way.


  On the whole it seemed that we could take no very effective action before nightfall. Then under cover of darkness we might be able to catch the polyhedron’s people off their guard. A surprise attack undoubtedly offered the best hope of success. Against this, however, had to be counted the possibility that they possessed detectors of a type that would warn them of our presence before we had a chance of doing anything at all. Our very ignorance of their scientific attainments might be our biggest handicap.


  There seemed no sign of life in the vicinity of the polyhedron, though, of course, that was nothing to go by. Still one would have expected to see some sort of activity going on. The gravity shoes would remove the worst of their handicaps on the surface of the planet; they would almost certainly be anxious to spend as much time as possible in the open air after being cooped up inside the flyer while in space, and in addition they were probably unaware that they had not captured the full complement of the Icarus. Indeed it was hard to imagine them abandoning our ship if they had the faintest notion that there were others of us at large on Neptune, who would return and use it against them.


  All along I had been watching the polyhedron more or less idly, for no sign of life showed about it, and I felt convinced that we would see none, but quite abruptly that happened which galvanized me into activity. It was not much at first sight, only a black ant-like dot moving across the land beneath us.


  I stared at it for a second, wondering what it could be, before it occurred to me to use the magnification. As I made the adjustments that particular section of the planet seemed suddenly to broaden out under my eyes and leap towards me.


  IT was no longer an ant-like object I saw. With something of a shock I recognized it as a man, running furiously. The effect of distance had made him look as though he were moving slowly.


  “A man!” I cried. “One of our fellows! Escaping!” Rifflin whirled on me. “Where?” he demanded.


  I pointed.


  “Looks like Yates,” he said. “We can’t be sure, though.”


  He wasted no time in speculation, however, but turned to the communicator, and orders began to fly thick and fast. The Icarus began to descend, so rapidly that for the moment we were jerked about the compartment, and the sights of the view-plate swung around from their adjustment points, for I had not locked them in place.


  I got them back to normal in an instant. The man I had first described was not alone now. Other figures were streaming after him from the polyhedron. Earthmen. Their size told me that, if nothing else. Our fellows escaping.


  No sooner had I made up my mind that they were getting away scot-free than events conspired to shatter that idea.


  Some of the little people came running out of the flyer in pursuit. The foremost one raised his hand in which he held a short thick tube. Whether he fired or not I can’t say, for one of our fellows had turned, seen the pursuers and let drive with his heat ray. The beam struck the little man midway across his stick-like body. There was a tiny flash, a puff of smoke and he had vanished.


  His fellows faltered at the sight. There came another flash and yet another from our men. Then one of the short stubby weapons of the little folk came into action. It threw an odd roundish projectile that traveled in a lazy arc, and burst into black smoke just a little behind our men. Like a pall the smoke dropped slowly down on to the ground beneath.


  It was at that moment the pursuers must first have become aware of the Icarus. One after another they flung startled glances up at us, incontinently abandoned the pursuit and dashed back towards the polyhedron. We were dropping down now, so that I had constantly to alter my angles, and a good deal of what I saw was blurred and hazy. Nevertheless I don’t think I missed very much. Our men had disappeared from my sight now. The bulk of the Icarus was hiding them, probably already the foremost ones were being helped aboard.


  The polyhedron itself was slowly revolving, and as it moved the dull faceted sides began to gleam a little. Then before we quite realized what was happening, one after another, a dozen puffs of black smoke came from her, rolled with a sort of lazy rapidity out towards us, and in less time than it takes a man to count five had completely shut the flyer off from our sight.


  From somewhere below us came a great clang, and then the ringing of bells. The Icarus lifted steeply. All our fellows had been taken aboard safely, and we were rising out of the region of the black cloud into the fastfalling Neptunian night.


  But it seemed we were not out of trouble yet. The polyhedron, invisible to us, must have been rising, too, and the black cloud crept hungrily up after us, lapping at our heels like the waves of an angry sea.


  Rifflin said something under his breath, then glanced sharply at Paula. Presumably it was something a lady was not meant to hear. Paula, however, showed no sign that she had heard. Quite possibly she had not.


  “I don’t want to shake that beggar off, and have him at us again,” Rifflin said, half-complainingly, “and it doesn’t pay to keep dodging back and forth into space. On the other hand I doubt the wisdom of fighting. It’s a final argument, but not always the best.” He paused, thinking.


  “Perhaps I’d better have Yates up here,” he said. “He may be able to tell us something. Miss Fontaine, send a communicator-call through for Mr. Yates to come up here, that, of course, is if he’s fit enough.”


  The man himself must have been on his way to our level even then, for Paula had scarcely carried out Rifflin’s orders before the door swung open, and Yates walked in. His hands, face and clothes were earth-stained, his garments torn, and he had a general air of wild disrepute about him. Actually he staggered rather than walked, like a man slightly fuddled.


  Rifflin stared at him. “Sit down,” he said, pointing to a chair. “What’s wrong with you?”


  “That hell-brew, that black smoke of theirs,” Yates answered a little gaspingly. “It makes one feel . . .” He finished with a circular motion of his hand, a suggestion that his head was whirling.


  “Ah! Take it easy then. But first—if you feel fit enough—tell us what we should do. Fight or run away?” Yates grinned queerly. “Both,” he said. “You’ll have to do both. They’ll see to that.”


  “But if we get out of the atmosphere? That black cloud of theirs doesn’t seem operative in space.”


  “But they’ve got other weapons, things I don’t rightly understand. I can’t tell you all now. But . . .” He suddenly slumped forward in his chair. He had fainted. I sprang to catch him as he fell.


  Rifflin gave him one look, then called through the communicator for the doctor, and asked that any others of the rescued men who were in a fit state should be sent up. A moment later the alarms were ringing the “Action stations” signal throughout the ship.


  We were still above the region of the black cloud, but only the fact that we were mounting steadily kept us out of its influence. It seemed to spread through the atmosphere with incredible rapidity, or perhaps it was that the polyhedron was constantly adding to it, so that it got little or no chance to dissipate.


  At the pace we were going we could not be far from the atmosphere’s edge now. Every instant I expected to get the signal that we were out in space.


  Of a sudden it seemed to me that it had become very dark, that night had descended with startling abruptness. Then as I looked again and swung the view-plate round on a wider angle, so as to view the sky above I saw that a black cloud had come between us and the stars. Far up above us on its outer edge was the polyhedron, its surface glowing with the friction of its swift ascent through the atmosphere. It appeared to be moving parallel to our course, and as it went, ever and anon another lazy puff of smoke rolled out from it to join the trailing cloud behind it. We were caught between two fires, between the cloud mounting from below and the black screen from above dropping down on us like a blanket.


  Those in the control tower must have seen it simultaneously. The Icarus suddenly altered her course. Instead of continuing to rise on a long slant she flattened out, and her engines began to roar as we thundered off in an effort to escape from the threatened danger above and below us.


  But to our amazement—one must admit a hint of terror in it—the polyhedron held even pace with us. The shell of the Icarus was beginning to warm up with the heat of our passage through the air—in a little while it would become almost unbearable—but the polyhedron still sailed on serenely and effortlessly. And all the while, above, below and behind the black cloud thickened and closed inexorably in on us, like the steel jaws of a trap that would presently meet and snuff us out of existence.


  CHAPTER XX


  The Return of the Gongkas


  ON and on we sped, the black cloud creeping up from below, another black cloud drifting down on us from above. A little ahead and perhaps half a mile or so above us the polyhedron rolled steadily on her way. She had the speed of us; by keeping her position constant she was able to prevent us from making a sudden break up through the atmosphere and out into space and safety.


  It was no pleasant prospect that faced us. This unequal race could not last forever.


  Rifflin passed his hand across his forehead. “Pm tempted to attack as the easiest way out of it,” he said. “After all, I suppose it’s a case of self-preservation, much as I’m against wholesale slaughter. If we attack we’ll have to kill. We can’t take half measures. We’ve no weapons that will put them temporarily out of action.”


  That was the crux of the matter. These little folk, with their black smoke, could force us down, paralyze our machinery, and render us helpless, all without doing us any lasting harm. Whether they meant to do us any harm at all other than what might result from the mere fact of our possible capture was decidedly a moot point.


  Yates had showed signs of coming round by this; Bentley and some of the rest of the rescued men had arrived and between them were able to give us a sketchy account of the little folk. The attack had come down with such abruptness that it was over and done with it almost before they had time to realize what actually was happening.


  Apparently no one noticed the arrival of the polyhedron in the upper atmosphere. The first intimation that anything was wrong came with the advent of the black cloud. Yates had taken it for some manifestation, though a peculiar one, of Neptunian nature, and had radioed us to return in the belief that the ship was likely to be caught in a magnetic storm of unusual severity. As an extra measure of precaution the clockwork machinery of the siren was set going at the same time.


  Apparently the rest of the machinery and the consciousness of those on board had ceased to function almost simultaneously, and they came back to life to find themselves captives in the polyhedron. They were bound with fairly light but strong chains of metal, and at first it looked as though only a miracle could effect their release. But presently Yates and some of the others began to experience a queer sense of lightness and power—as they reasoned it out later the gravity pull of the polyhedron was probably adjusted to that of its own small and peculiar world—and this with the increase of muscular quality it brought put an idea into Yates’ head.


  Either they had not been searched while unconscious, or if so their pencil heat-rays—so called because they were scarcely larger than an ordinary pencil—had been regarded as harmless. Another suggestion, probably closer to the truth, is that the ray as a lethal weapon was unknown to the little people. At any rate the ray tubes had not been taken away.


  Yates quickly determined that the metal bonds could be snapped quite easily. He told his companions, and outlined his plan. Some of the little folk were passing in and out most of the time, but seemingly they saw nothing suspicious in the conversation that was going on, possibly no more than the keeper in a Zoo would take any notice of the constant twittering of birds in the aviary. Perhaps we were an alien creation to them, and one they regarded as being on a lower level of intelligence.


  However, to make a long story short, at a given signal our fellows broke their bonds, struck down one or two of the little folk who made some attempt to oppose them, made their way to the open outer port, and to freedom. It was just a slice of luck that we managed to come up with and rescue them before the pursuit became general.


  All this they told us as compactly and briefly as they could, but it threw little light on the mentality of the creatures opposed to us. Actually we had learned far more from our own captive, who, whether by accident or design, had been left behind on the Icarus.


  The only thing that emerged with any degree of certainty was what we had already deduced ourselves, the fact that either they possessed no actual lethal weapons or else were reluctant to use them except in case of dire necessity. Still, from the way we were being gradually forced down, it looked as though the decision would be thrust on us in a very few minutes.


  It was a situation where the mind must be made up quickly, and the decision once reached could hardly be altered. I think it was the knowledge of that that held Rifflin back till the last possible second. The surprising thing about the polyhedron itself was that the black cloud, while it spread in all other directions, did not seem to be surrounding the flyer. Then, too, a closer study of the machine itself seemed to show that it was, if one can so put it, rotating on its axis at a fairly rapid rate, a movement additional to its forward progress. The obvious deduction was that the shell and the interior of the polyhedron were built separately, and that the inner was kept steady by some sort of gyroscopic arrangement, while the outer portion while spinning contrived somehow to create a vacuum in the air about it. This would at one and the same time do away with a good deal of the trouble incidental to atmospheric friction and create a fairly effective barrier between the black cloud and the flyer.


  “THAT’S what it seems to be,” was Rifflin’s comment when someone suggested it. “At any rate we’ve to get out of here somehow, so I think I’ll take the risk and heat them up.”


  The ray projectors were already manned for emergency, and Rifflin ordered they be trained on the polyhedron with gradually increasing power. We had no wish to volatilize the little people instantly as long as there might be some other way of bringing them to terms.


  In the dark of the Neptunian night our search beam reached out and caught the polyhedron, outlining her against the black background of the sky. At the same instant a weak power heat ray struck her. The dull surface of the shell warmed up, passed through gradations of color, and finally held at a cherry red.


  The spinning ceased. Perhaps it was only the effect of the light, but the polyhedron seemed to rock a little from side to side, like a ship buffeted by the waves. Then with an abrupt spurt it tried to pass beyond the area of influence. But here for once was a case where superior speed counted for little. Our beam was a broad angle one; its range was effective to a surprising distance, and as long as we kept her in sight we were able to train the ray on her. The one hope of safety for her people lay in flight out into space, where with her superior speed she could put a vast distance between us. But for some unaccountable reason her people seemed unwilling to take this course.


  Instead she did something we had not anticipated. She dropped abruptly from her former level, sinking down below us, and for the moment our ray played uselessly across the atmosphere. But in another instant it had snapped off, and the projector underneath our hull was swinging round to train on the polyhedron. More black smoke was trailing us now. With the polyhedron below and ahead of us the situation from our point of view was becoming worse.


  “Notch it up as high as it’ll go,” Rifflin ordered suddenly as the ray dipped down toward the polyhedron. “Heat them up white.”


  But the polyhedron was dodging and twisting now. There was less hope of focussing the ray on her. Also she was taking advantage of the cloud formations in a way that hid her from our sight more often than not. Our great fear was that in her twistings and turnings, with her superior speed, she might succeed in eluding us altogether, make altitude and reach the ceiling before we were aware of the turn of events.


  Actually, from what subsequently happened, I doubt if her people had any such intention. She seemed at first merely content to dodge our ray, though she could have escaped us altogether if she wished. Occasionally we caught glimpses of her as the ray focussed for a moment before she twisted out of its path. Then abruptly a new weapon came into play.


  Our detector hissed a warning note, such a sound as it would give were we in space and a meteorite should swing into the area of influence. But there should be no meteorites here within the atmosphere, none at least large enough to have occasioned this sort of disturbance.


  It all happened very quickly.


  The white beam of our searchlight, streaming across the clouds, momentarily lighted on some hurtling black object, hissing toward us, and at the same instant our repeller rays came into action. The black object was thrown completely out of its path, and sent sailing off at a tangent. A second later it seemed abruptly to disintegrate. A bright violet light, blinding in its intensity, flared out from it in all directions as it exploded; the muffled sound of a dull roar came to our ears, and the Icarus rocked uneasily.


  What precise action the projectile was meant to have, whether it was a new and violent explosive, or merely another of those paralyzing weapons in which the little folk seemed to specialize, we could not say. It had exploded in mid-air, and it had done us no harm. That was all that seemingly mattered now. We had had our warning. The next one could not take us unawares.


  It nearly did. But for the fact that our repeller rays were still in action we might have been annihilated. The projectiles began bursting round us, seeming to come from all points of the compass at once. Evidently there was no need to fire them direct at their objective. They must have possessed some kind of automotive steering apparatus by which they could be set for any desired course, and, if desirable, overtake the foe from the rear or the sides.


  More through our good luck than anything else they did no more than provide us with a highly-exciting pyrotechnic display. At the same time they taught us the need of caution and the fact that we could not afford to underrate the enemy’s capacity for harm.


  NONE the less the encounter looked as though it would end in a stalemate. The polyhedron was proving far too elusive for us to come to grips with it, and the only decisive note in the whole affair was furnished by the possibility that we might sooner or later blunder into the black cloud. The people on the flyer were not fools, and one could feel almost certain that as they dodged about they would keep up a barrage of the smoke-like substance.


  So far we had managed, more through good luck than anything else, to elude it, but we could not go on forever in that fashion. We were just thinking seriously of staking all on one wild drive for space, trusting to our pace to break through the atmosphere and any part of the black cloud we touched before it could do us serious harm, when of a sudden the whole aspect of the abortive conflict incontinently changed.


  Our searchlights now going full blast, mainly for our own safety’s sake, abruptly lighted on the polyhedron. It was streaking in our direction, no longer spinning, but apparently headed in full flight. The sight stunned us for a moment. It looked so like some manoeuvre meant to catch us off our guard. Then we saw. . . .


  Great flapping shapes dropping from nowhere out of the night were clustering about the polyhedron, bearing down on it, seeming almost as though by sheer weight of numbers they were forcing it to earth. The violet flares were bursting in their midst, and more than one of the beasts went toppling down through the clouds. But as fast as one fell a dozen others seemed to take its place. Momentarily they shut off the polyhedron from our sight. They were turning it over and over in the air as a child will roll a hoop. Remember it was small compared with the Icarus; it was not smooth and streamlined, but rough and many-faceted, and there were projections where the claws of the flying dragons could find a hold, and their steel-like beaks could get a purchase.


  I think our hesitation was for the moment only. After all the little people were nearer human than the Gongkas—the flying dragons—and in an instant we forgot our own grievance against them, and went to the rescue. We had found one means of dealing with them, a method the little people did not possess, and now we used it.


  Wherever a vast stretch of leathery wing showed for an instant our heat ray flickered, and the great beast went toppling from the heights. We struck so suddenly and so unexpectedly that we had well-nigh decimated their ranks before they became aware that a new factor had irrupted on to the scene. Then, however, they turned their attention to us. Which is not to say that they entirely abandoned their attack on the polyhedron. They did nothing of the sort. Only now they had two foes instead of one.


  Once we blundered into a wisp of the black cloud, and for one dreadful instant we staggered, and we thought we were going to crash. But our impetus carried us through it, and the next instant we breathed freely again.


  The Gongkas, however, were still fluttering all about us. Many of them had succumbed to the anesthetizing quality of the cloud, and had crashed to their deaths, but their numbers seemed without end, blanketing us so that the end now looked as though it were only a matter of time. The polyhedron seemed to be getting by far the worst of it. It was spinning down far below us, dropping in a way that suggested it was temporarily out of control.


  Paula caught my arm. I thought the horror of the affair was making her feel faint, and I turned with concern in my face. But it was something else.


  “Phil”—her voice was no more than a whisper—“we use the repeller rays on a meteorite. Why, oh, why can’t we use them on these things and hurl them out into space?”


  I could have told her that it was a question of power, none the less there was more than a grain of sense in her suggestion.


  “Rifflin”—I touched him on the shoulder—“Miss Fontaine has suggested that perhaps we might, with the repeller rays, be able to deal with those things. Do you think there’s anything in it?”


  He looked startled for the moment. We used the repellers so exclusively for meteoric bodies that I don’t think anyone had ever troubled to suspect another use for them. He seemed dubious.


  “It’s all more or less a question of power,” he said, then he appeared to pull himself together. “It’s worth trying, anyway. If we can get a concentrated force—”


  “One at a time,” I suggested. “Of course we can’t hurl the whole mass of them out in the one lump. But even with our heat ray we can’t tackle more than one dragon at a time.”


  He nodded. “I’ll see. We might have luck with us after all.”


  I realized what was troubling him, and hurriedly I explained to Paula the possible flaw in her plan. Out in space conditions were different. A meteorite was a moving body, one hurtling along at a considerable pace, and the merest expenditure of force was sufficient to deflect it from its path, and send it off at a tangent. The merest flick, so to speak, was enough to alter its orbit. Then, too, there was no atmospheric friction to take into account.


  HERE we were dealing with bodies that for all practical purposes of comparison were at rest. They required a definite force, and a constant pressure to move them. They could oppose resistance, they could move out of the area of influence. . . . Numberless other considerations entered into calculation.


  Paula looked crestfallen when I finished explaining. I think she wished she had not made the suggestion in the first place. However. . . .


  The repeller ray, an invisible beam of force, reached out. It was nicely aimed, concentrated into a small pencil-like ray, instead of spreading fan-shaped as was usual. It caught one Gongka fair and square in the middle. In the light of our searchlight we saw him stagger; his outlines appeared to flicker, and then abruptly he was a vanishing dark speck rushing towards the zenith. It had worked with one. We had caught him unawares, shot him out into the frigid space before he had a chance of recovering himself.


  Another gap appeared in the blanket of flying bodies overhead, then another and another. It looked too easy. It was. As though aware that something had gone wrong the flying dragons massed closer together, poised in their flight and with giant wings lazily flapping appeared to be speculating on this new menace.


  The ray caught the mass of bodies in the center. They rocked a little, but the pressure of the numbers descending on them from above drove them down a little against the force of our ray. There were little gaps between.


  Probably a good deal of the pressure exerted by us was being dissipated through them.


  The ray was concentrated, extra force put into it. The flight of Gongkas split up, probably of their own accord. A gap appeared in the sky above their ranks. The ray caught one of the bulks squarely at a moment when none of its companions was immediately above it. It vanished abruptly into the infinite, passing beyond the range of our vision.


  Now they were dropping silently down level with us. As they turned and wheeled the ray followed them. Its effect on their massed ranks was not so great. But there was still the heat ray. We had kept that going all the time, and it had accounted for a few.


  As they moved, as our repeller ray swung round to follow them something happened that I still can picture as vividly as the night I saw it. By some species of mischance one flying dragon was slightly higher than his fellows. His body was hidden by the mass of their bodies, but his immense beaked head projected over the heads of the others. The repeller ray caught him squarely in the neck.


  We gasped as we saw the great head tom ruthlessly from its columnar neck, and its scattered atoms strewn across the face of the stars. . . . The huge body went wheeling lazily downward.


  Perhaps the Gongkas possessed more intelligence than we had credited them with, enough at least to realize what had happened. The sheer nastiness of it held us spell-bound for a fraction of time too small to measure by any accepted standards. Yet when we looked again the sky was clearing and the dragons were in full flight, heading as they had done before, towards their eyrie in the north.


  We looked around. The circle of the horizon swept by our searchlight’s beam was rapidly clearing, the black cloud itself was thinning down to harmlessness, and the dragons themselves were no more than black specks dwindling away in the distance.


  It was then we thought of the polyhedron, and the little people in it. Some time elapsed before we managed to locate it.


  It had crashed. There was no doubt of that, for in the light of the searchlight’s glare a gaping hole showed in its side, and machinery . . . and other things . . . were strewn about the ground around it. Yet it did not look as though all its people were dead. We seemed to see movement going on.


  A sudden compassion for them welled up in our hearts. They could hardly harm us now, and they might need succour.


  Slowly on an even keel we settled down, the great white beams of our lights throwing every item of the scene up in strong relief.


  CHAPTER XXI


  The Plant Men


  THE Icarus came slowly to rest an even hundred yards or so away from the stricken flyer, and we made ready a landing party to investigate. The white beam of our light was still focussed on the wreck, and every detail stood out against the black background of the night. Many of the little people, horribly and grotesquely smashed, lay strewn about the ground, but there were others we could see, moving about and probing amongst the wreckage.


  They seemed listless and apathetic as though the fight had gone out of them. Perhaps the magnitude of the disaster that had overtaken them would have accounted for that. The situation must have appeared appalling to them, to be marooned without hope of success—if our guess was correct—light years away from their own system.


  Add to that, the turn of events had left them helpless, at the mercy—as no doubt they believed—of this strange ship whose men they had attacked but such a short while ago. Whether they realized we, too, were aliens on Neptune or not, of course I cannot say. The chances were that our captive was the only one of them who had the faintest idea that we were not native to the planet.


  It was not my luck to go with the landing party. That, this time, was forbidden me, but I was able from the observation room to see most of what went on, and what little escaped me I learned later.


  As a measure of precaution we kept our armament trained on them. We did not think they would start anything now, nevertheless we did not feel inclined to take the risk.


  Actually the landing party approached almost within hand’s touch of them before any notice was taken of them. The curious paralysis that had come over the little people seemed to affect even their minds. It was obvious that some of them were aware of our men, but they merely stood and stared with an incuriousness that had its disconcerting side. We would have feared a trap of some sort had it not been so evident that the fierce white beam of our searchlight was in itself partly responsible for their lassitude. It appeared to fix and fascinate them.


  They had ignored their dead. They had made no attempt to attend to their wounded. Their whole attention had been fixed on ascertaining the damage done to the polyhedron. When they discovered that as far as they were concerned it was irreparable they had sunk into despair.


  Our men automatically divided themselves into two parties. One went to work among the dead and dying on the ground, while the others covered them with their ray tubes. A mere matter of precaution again that might or might not be necessary.


  The injured were few, half a dozen in all. Wounds, fractures, broken limbs and such-like. So much Was evident on cursory inspection. Apparently these strange creatures had no flesh in the accepted sense of the word, nothing that could bruise. . . . Where there were fractures or even clean breaks the limb had invariably snapped right across, held together merely by a sort of thin ligament. From the gash a kind of green liquid, rather thick and not very much of it, exuded slowly. Take a green twig, snap it across without actually breaking it into two separate pieces, and watch the green sap ooze out, and you have some idea of what their wounds looked like.


  The sight confirmed the suspicion that had been growing in everyone’s mind from the time I had first captured the little creature in the observation room. They were not human beings like ourselves, not creatures of flesh and blood. They were . . . plant men! On that strange and distant planet where their home was, the dominant intelligence had developed from the vegetable kingdom.


  I saw some of the wounded brought in; heard a good deal of what our fellows had to say about them, and had a chance of seeing more for myself. At first I think our dominant emotion was an odd sort of revulsion at the recognition that they had no kinship with us in the way most flesh and blood creatures had. But that speedily passed. As in the case of our captive their appearance had a good deal to do with overcoming that first involuntary shrinking when the truth was made known. The fact that their limbs partook more of the nature of dried twigs than anything else no doubt had a lot to do with that. They were at worst in appearance grotesque yet not unlikeable caricatures of the human form. Had they been a more pulpy vegetable form our reactions might have been altogether different in the long run.


  A rough exploration of their bodies gave the doctor grounds for believing that they could be treated much along the same lines as human beings, but until we had learned a little more about their nervous systems and the particular chemical constituents of their sap-like blood he decided it was better not risk anything in the nature of injections. For the same reason we made no attempt to give them food or drink of any sort. It was quite likely that what we found nourishing might be the rankest of poison to them. The question itself was solved some little time later, however, when our original captive, his gravity shoes now fixed, was brought in to see some of our fellows at their meals in the hope that we might find out what sort of menu was most suitable for him. A selection of everything we had in the eating and drinking line was placed before him.


  PRACTICALLY all the solid food he viewed with disfavor. The liquids or semi-liquids excited his interest, though he passed most of them up. Such things as tea and coffee he hesitated over, finally coming back to the tea. He tasted some, sipped a little more, then drank up the rest, though without any great appearance of relish.


  Someone in a moment of inspiration thought of giving him some water, arguing that since he had concentrated on liquids and he was indubitably a plant man water was almost certain to be his natural form of nutriment.


  He took the vessel, holding it awkwardly between the two fingers and thumb of one hand, looked at it as if uncertain what it was, then set the vessel down and deliberately dipped one finger in the water. He drew it out quickly, and looked up at the men with odd, searching eyes. Plainly he had something he wanted to make us understand, and was at a loss how to proceed.


  His glance swept the table. Abruptly he indicated the teapot, and signed that he wanted it. But when it was passed to him he merely felt the outside of it, then felt the outside of the vessel containing water, and made some gestures whose meaning was not very plain. But an idea came to one of the watchers.


  “I think I see what he means,” he said. “He’s trying to tell us that the water isn’t the right temperature. He wants it made as warm as the tea. Try it tepid. We don’t want to scald the little chap.”


  The guess was correct enough. The plant man took the warmed water, drank it with avidity and signed for more. Altogether he drank about a gallon of it before he decided to call it a meal.


  When the wounded had been attended to, our attention was turned to the rest of the plant men who were unharmed. For safety’s sake the guard had been maintained over them from the start, but they had given no trouble, indeed they accepted everything we did with the same utter lack of interest that had characterized their expressions from the moment we had landed in the midst of them.


  The worst disaster of all, the destruction of their ship, had evidently left them in the condition of mind where no subsequent catastrophe had power to disturb them further. Rather remarkably in contrast to their demeanor was the behavior of our original captive. He had established a point of contact with us, and, allowing for the barriers interposed by the absence of a common language, he had got on a decidedly friendly footing with our fellows. Still, even though he seemed harmless, orders went out that a close eye was to be kept on his movements and under no circumstances was he to be allowed near either the observation or control rooms.


  My turn came later when the last of the plant humanity had been removed from the vicinity of the polyhedron. Yates was now practically his own man again, and he and I were detailed with such assistants as we wished to select to make an examination of the polyhedron. We turned our attention first of all to the superficial damage. This was not strictly my department; my knowledge of the mechanics of a space ship officially began and ended with the navigational part of it; but stray hints never come amiss in our game, and I am not above learning all I can. Yates and one of the engineers went thoroughly over the shell in their best professional manner, and at the end declared that they believed she could be made space-worthy again without much difficulty.


  An area, of roughly about one-eighth of her total surface, had been torn off the outer shell, revealing the vacuum space beneath and the inner skin had been punctured. We had the necessary apparatus on board to weld up the holes, and if we were obliged to we could probably fall back on the resources of the planet. The metal itself alone might present a difficulty. At a glance it seemed to come under no heading of which we were aware; it was no metal known to the mechanics of three planets, and it remained to be seen whether it would amalgamate successfully with the repair plates we carried.


  Under test it appeared to be of considerable toughness, with a density slightly higher than that of aluminum. A light metal. The peculiar feature of it was that while it resisted direct blows of tremendous force—we tried it later with the hammers and they rebounded from the surface—a thin sharp pointed instrument like a knife or, for instance, the claws and beaks of the Gongkas, was capable of holing it. But let me say here that a single slash was not sufficient to do this. It required repeated stabs in the one particular spot before the hole was made, but once that was done it could be torn in strips with comparative ease.


  We imagined that the repeated onslaughts of the Gongkas had at last made an opening in the wall of the shell; beaks and claws had enlarged this to a very considerable extent, and ultimately the weight of the flying creatures dragging on the lower lip of the puncture had torn this great piece out. The damage could hardly have been caused by the crash, though some of the machinery and the injured plant men had been thrown by the force of the impact through the hole in the inner wall onto the ground outside.


  A careful search of the interior of the polyhedron failed to reveal any repair sheets, and we were forced to conclude that either the vessel carried none or else had used them all up in the earlier part of the voyage. We were rather hasty in jumping to this conclusion as we found out later on.


  THE driving system seemed on the face of it to present certain difficulties. We had looked first of all for something analagous to the system used on the Inner Planets’ runs, actually a combination of rocket engines and gravity screens, but we could see nothing that by any stretch of imagination even faintly suggested such methods. The room we took to be a sort of combination of control- and engine-room merely contained in the way of machinery an instrument something like an overgrown typewriter.


  It was obvious at least that the driving force originated from here and we set about tracking the leads. And presently we became aware that from the base of the typewriter affair there radiated a perfect maze of tubes, thin rod-like things that at certain intervals ran through the inner skin of the ship and terminated flush with the outer shell. Here the mouths of the tubes were covered with a quartz-like semi-transparent substance of great strength, set flush in the outer skin, though something about their shape suggested the bull’s-eye glasses on our pocket torches and made me think that their essential purpose was purely a focal one.


  And at that an idea came to me, one that with a little more luck I might have visualized before.


  “Yates,” I said. I caught him by the arm. “Their power . . .”


  He wheeled on me. “Have you solved it, Grayne?” An odd smile flickered about the corners of his mouth. He lacked the essential information that was mine, no doubt, but then some of the others, the engineer amongst them, should have guessed it.


  “I don’t know,” I said frankly. “I’m making a suggestion for what it is worth.” And then I told him about the transporter beams on which he and his unconscious colleagues had been carried. “Only,” I ended, “you weren’t carried in the strict sense of the word. They had the repulsive qualities of the beams gauged to a nicety. Your body was the repulsive point common to two or more beams, you see.”


  He nodded, quick to grasp my lame explanation. “And if one of the beams had snapped off suddenly leaving the other on,” he commented wryly, “I’d have been shot away like a bullet from a rifle.”


  “Something of the sort,” I agreed.


  “I think you’re probably right. They balanced us nicely between the opposing points of the two rays. Now, you ask why shouldn’t that system of repelling rays be their method of propulsion? Isn’t that it?”


  “Exactly,” I told him. “I know what you’re going to say, that the force required must be tremendous. But we don’t know. It may be that they can graduate it until they are outside the atmospheric envelope, and then can give themselves such a tremendous kick-off that . . .”


  “That they go on sailing serenely away at velocity until they decided to brake their passage,” he cut in. “I should say you’re as near to it as any of us are likely to get. In fact the bosses on this quartz-like stuff on the ends of the tubes remind me of the things they all seemed to be carrying about with them. Like canes with a bull’s-eye on the end. The queer thing is that having discovered a ray of this sort, they didn’t go further and stumble on the secret of the heat ray and one or two others we know of. But it seems they didn’t. We’ll take it then that this is their means of locomotion. Everything seems to answer to it, except one thing. I can’t see where they generated their power. I’d have expected to find something in the nature of a full-sized generator here . . . and there isn’t.


  “It may be a sort of chemical action,” said the engineer. “I’ve always thought the generator was rather cumbersome myself. With a handful of chemicals now . . .”


  He finished with expressive gestures.


  But his suggestion set us hunting round for something in the nature of chemicals, partly with an eye to business and partly in the hope that we might make some new discoveries that would ultimately benefit the confederated planets. We struck several compartments that would have answered pretty well for laboratories, and most of them had stores of chemicals of various kinds, but they were all substances more or less well known to us, and so we passed them for closer examination later on by more qualified men, just in case they might have uses or properties not commonly attributed to them on the Inner Planets.


  But some time later, just as the grey dawn was breaking bleakly in the dull Neptunian sky, we found a storeroom of sorts down towards what was at present the bottom of the polyhedron. It was built right into the inner skin, a compartment glass-lined on all six sides. A number of small, long-necked bottles, reminding us irresistibly of Dewar bulbs, had once stood in a row in racks against the wall. The racks, apparently, had been devised to keep them from shifting and pitching with the movement of the polyhedron, but they had not survived the impact when the flyer hit the surface of Neptune. All of the bottles seemed to have been thrown to the floor; all were cracked and broken, and their contents seemingly had vanished.


  “I say”—Yates had struck his foot against something—“this looks like—yes, it is—a sheet of that stuff out of which the outer shell is made.”


  HE bent and tried to pick it up, but it resisted all his efforts. Presumably it had become stuck to the floor.


  It was dark enough here, and we jetted the lights of the lamps from one corner to the other, looking about us. The rack framework had half fallen when it spilled the bottles out, but one end still hung from the wall, and formed an angle with it. It was there, jammed between the wall and the framework, that we found a bottle intact.


  Yates lifted the bottle up and examined it curiously. A small screw stopper, made of some substance similar to vulcanite, sealed the orifice of the neck.


  He gave the stopper a twist. It moved easily enough, so in a spasm of curiosity he unscrewed it further. It came out with a popping sound. Yates gave a cry and nearly dropped the bottle.


  What happened was simple enough. The moment the stopper was removed, or rather the instant the air got to it, the liquid in the bottle began to froth and bubble out in a thin stream, spreading rapidly across the floor before our eyes. There it hardened almost at once into a thin sheet of the very look and consistency of the metal that formed the polyhedron’s shell.


  Yates flicked at a scrap of the stuff that had stuck to his finger and it came away bringing a piece of skin with it.


  “Cold metal,” he said as though talking to himself. “Metal in a liquid, molten state yet cold. Can you imagine that, Grayne?”


  “I don’t need to imagine that,” I said dryly. “I’ve seen it for myself. Still it seems to be a queer metal that can be kept liquid in a Dewar bulb, but that sets almost as soon as it is exposed to the air.”


  Yates fingered his chin thoughtfully. “Not almost instantly,” he corrected. “You saw that it spread and ran a good deal before it hardened. My own feeling is that those bottles are a sort of vacuum flask. The metal is poured into them in a molten state, though it must have an exceedingly low melting point; they keep it at the requisite temperature, and, of course it hardens on exposure to the air after it has a chance to cool off, which it does very quickly. Still, seeing this”—he gestured towards the broken bottles—“it’s easy to understand how those little fellows completely lost heart. They couldn’t have seen any way of repairing the flyer. That must have been it, for they were plenty full of pep while we were in their hands.”


  “Yates,” I said—the engineer was not listening at the moment—“what’s the idea about this? Apart from learning all we can about the flyer, I mean. Seems to me that the question of repairing the polyhedron and making her navigable again has something to do with our instructions.”


  He nodded. “You’re quite right. We can’t do much here, with these plant men. I mean. The idea is to repair their flyer if possible, put in a prize crew and navigate her and her old crew back to Earth in our company. After that it’s up to our scientists to make what they can out of things. But we can’t waste time talking now. My work’s nearly over, yours is beginning. Potter round and see what you can make of things while I have a look over that gyroscope arrangement that seems to control the spinning of the outer shell.”


  As a matter of fact I found little of interest in my particular department. The utter absence of all space charts convinced me that this was purely a first exploratory expedition into a system whose component planets were unknown to the polyhedron’s people. I, however, unearthed a number of volumes of thin metal sheets, engraved back and front with cabalistic characters that conveyed nothing to me. I could not even say whether they corresponded to our logarithm tables by which we made our calculations, or merely formed part of the ship’s library. Seeing that I found them in the observation room though the latter conclusion seemed the less likely of the two.


  THE metal of which the leaves were made intrigued me. I was sure it was metal simply because when I accidentally dropped one of the volumes it made a clanging sound, though to the touch the pages felt like featherweight paper. Well, they weren’t for me to worry over. Greater minds than mine could exercise their talents on them when we returned to Earth.


  Beyond that there was nothing other than I would have expected to find in such a place. Many of the instruments had unfamiliar shapes and worked in unfamiliar ways, but there were none whose principles did not become apparent after a few minutes’ experimentation. I had been in hopes of lighting on something new in that line, but apparently in some respects the plant men had progressed no further than we.


  Yates had finished his investigations about the same time as I, and the glow of the artificial suns was already brightening the new day when we made our way back to the Icarus. It struck me then how completely the advent of this stranger race from the outer regions of space had pushed into the background the main object of our expedition. The peaceful indolent Neptunians had ceased almost to have any significance, and whatever conflict the exploitation of this sparsely populated planet dragged us into in the future it Was not likely it would be with the present inhabitants. If ever we crossed swords with anyone it was not improbable it would be with this queer race of beings. They were not merely alien in thought, word and deed, but amazingly enough were not even creatures of flesh and blood.


  But before that came about I hoped that Paula and I would be back on Earth, or more probably settled somewhere on one of the other Inner Planets. You see, I somehow dreaded the wrath of Jens Fontaine, her father, and felt that for a time at least on our return we would do well to keep outside the circle of his influence. If he took it into his head to disapprove of our alliance, I doubted whether even the Council would be powerful enough to protect me. The main question in my mind was whether they would consider me worth protecting. Somehow I felt not.


  CHAPTER XXII


  The Wonder Metal


  OUR headlong career of the previous night had taken us a considerable distance away from our base, and dropped us in what was by comparison wild and desolate country. For a number of reasons we were anxious to get back to the domed city as soon as possible, not the least of which was that such repair work as we wished to do on the polyhedron could not be readily undertaken where we were.


  On the receipt of our reports Rifflin decided to return at once to the base. The polyhedron itself could be navigated under its own power as long as we remained inside the limits of the atmosphere, though until we found some way of making it air- and temperature-tight we dare not take it out into space.


  The repulsive ray system under which the polyhedron worked baffled us for some time in the absence of anything in the nature of a generator, but an overhaul of the various tubes connected with it revealed traces of chemicals that were readily identifiable under analysis. Quantities of these still remained in the jars in the laboratory, and the right mixture was purely a matter of experiment. Even with so much to guide us it was a matter of two days before we were ready to leave. At last, however, all was ready and the two flyers took the air together, heading southwest towards the domed city.


  The polyhedron was quite air-worthy, though she had a tendency to wobble a bit, and it was impossible to get up any considerable speed without running the risk of being shot out into space. Hence we took two or three times as long reaching our objective as we otherwise would have done.


  It was late in the afternoon of that day when we dropped down again on our original landing ground, and we were almost instantly surrounded by a crowd of eager, clamoring Neptunians, foremost amongst whom were our old friends Halvus Tar and Mahbut Ahl. From the moment they had seen us vanish in the blackness of the artificial fog that fateful afternoon they had given us up for lost. Frankly they never expected to see us again.


  As well as we could we explained what had happened, and exhibited the polyhedron and the plant men as evidence of the truth of our tale. We need not have feared that they would be sceptical, however. They were only too ready to believe us. Rather to our surprise they appeared not altogether unacquainted with the plant men, and, presently, for we still found considerable difficulty with the Neptunian tongue, we gathered that this was not the first occasion on which such visitors had appeared on the planet.


  That was news to us. Hitherto we had imagined that we were the first space-voyagers to reach here. Try as we would, however, we could not extract from them details of this last visitation. Evidently it was something they regarded with horror, a memory that they would willingly forget. That struck us as queer, for the plant men, once the initial antagonism between our two parties had disappeared, seemed to be quiet, genial, likeable little people. But apparently they had done something—if indeed it was the plant men themselves and not some other race with whom the Neptunians were confusing them—on the occasion of the last visit that had caused their advent to linger in the memories of our hosts.


  Beyond the tacit admission that they had seen similar beings before and a certain marked aversion they displayed towards the plant men we could extract no information of value from our Neptunian friends. We did not even know whether the visit was one of comparatively recent date or something far back in their world’s history.


  We met with no better luck where Gark was concerned. We had hoped that through the medium of those mechanical adjuncts to the Great Brain we might have been able to communicate with the plant men and learn something more about them. But Gark first of all displayed a very pronounced reluctance to have anything at all to do with them. When finally he yielded to our persuasion the results he achieved were negligible. Later he informed us that there was some subtle difference in composition between the brain stuff of the plant men and the flesh and blood creatures such as ourselves and the Neptunians that prevented him establishing contact.


  Frankly we did not altogether believe him. Probably the position was that the plant men were in some ways Gark’s intellectual superiors, and only by shutting his mind completely against them was he able to prevent them reading his brain. That would explain, too, why he could extract nothing from their brains. In contrast to the other Neptunians, Gark’s attitude towards them was less of fear and dislike and more of complete indifference. He preferred, he conveyed to us, to have as little as possible to do with them. But perhaps this was merely due to the fact that he had long ago passed beyond the compass of any human emotion, and that utter indifference to most things was a normal habit with him. I don’t know. In this instance I can simply record things as we found them.


  WE tried him again in the hope of getting from him some advice, good or bad, as to how we should deal with the newcomers, but here we came up against his practical limitations. When he chose to release his accumulated knowledge he could be a veritable storehouse of information, but there his usefulness began and ended. As I fancy I have intimated earlier in this work, from long disuse of the faculty he was now unable to look into the future; his ability to reason ahead had atrophied and at length failed altogether.


  We left him to himself, the last of the great experiments of Neptune, a colossal failure by virtue of the very success he had achieved, left him to brood perhaps over the days of vanished greatness, if brood indeed he ever did. More likely he had passed ages ago into a state of Nirvanic calm where most things had ceased to matter.


  But if the Neptunians disliked and avoided the plant men the feeling was more than reciprocated by the little creatures. They shrank from contact with them as though the touch of them were pollution . . . Perhaps it all had its beginning ’way back in the dim ages of the past before either of them had evolved to their present form. If one had been able to trace back to the root stock of each race the enigma might have been solved.


  Curiously enough it was through the Neptunians that we at last managed to find a method of repairing the polyhedron. Our own metals had refused to amalgamate with the metal of the flyer and we were nearly giving up in despair when one day, Halvus Tar, who had been an interested spectator of our experiments, asked us what it was that seemed to be baffling us.


  We told him, more out of courtesy than for any other reason. He displayed quite an accession of interest once he understood what was wrong. I think in his own queer way he was genuinely fond of us. At any rate he asked to see the strange metal, and we showed some of the thin sheets we had found on the floor of the storeroom of the polyhedron.


  Then haltingly he explained that such a substance was not altogether unknown on Neptune. The inhabitants, however, not being great metal workers, and finding little or no use for it, had done next to nothing with it. It possessed peculiar properties that rendered it more or less useless for most of their purposes. One was that it was found almost always in a liquid state, and it rapidly hardened before it could be worked. Once it had been exposed to the air no amount of heat applied to it could render it malleable. A good deal of this, however, may have been due to the fact that the Neptunians possessed no electric furnaces; their ideas of heat were radically different from ours, and for generations 150 degrees Fahrenheit had been the upward limit of their range of temperatures.


  Halvus Tar, however, told us that many of their ancient sages had held that the core of the planet was composed of this metal, and that any attempt to mine it would result in the balance of Neptune being disturbed. Whether or not there was anything in the last part of this suggestion, the first part of it seemed quite feasible. It was in a way merely a variation of the osmotic theorem, and if it were correct it would no doubt explain why Neptune’s mass was not in proportion to its size. Until within the last half century or so the greater proportion of the astronomers of the Inner Planets had reasoned that the lesser gravity pull on such a huge planet must be due to the fact that it was probably in a gaseous or semi-molten state. Here, at any rate, it looked as though we were within measurable distance of solving the enigma that had puzzled scientists for generations.


  When we asked to be directed to the place where this substance could be found we had some difficulty in getting any definite particulars. For centuries no one had been in the mine, or excavation, or whatever it had been originally. A series of catastrophes following the early discoveries had disinclined people to proceed any further with the mining works, and with that inconsequence which seemed an ingrained characteristic of the Neptunians the workings had been abandoned, and even the location lost sight of.


  Halvus Tar, once he realized that it was a matter of some considerable importance to us, certainly bestirred himself to some purpose. He pawed over such of the old records as were obtainable; I fancy he even interviewed Gark in the hope of extracting some information from that vast storehouse of past knowledge, and in the end was able to give us indications that resulted in us narrowing down the field of search to within certain well-defined limits.


  With the utmost possible care, for we had no idea what would happen once the stuff commenced to rise to the surface we began to drill, following as closely as we could the-ancient earth method of tapping oil-wells, and had the satisfaction of discovering, after one or two false starts, that our ideas had been correct.


  THE stuff came bubbling up like an oil-gusher, but at a much slower rate. Our big difficulty with it from the start was in its tendency to harden almost immediately it came in contact with the air. Indeed in one boring we put down the substance actually congealed, if one can call it that, in the well itself, with the immediate result that we had to abandon it in favor of another boring.


  We solved the problem before things had got too far—we always had a fear that the air might penetrate to the deposit below and the whole of it solidify—by erecting a vacuum chamber over the site of the new boring before ever we put a drill to the ground. We built the chamber large enough to allow of all the equipment of a full-sized laboratory besides room for the workmen. The liquid metal was then drawn off free from contact with the air, and decanted into the Dewar bulbs, as, for convenience sake, we called the bottles the plant men used. Actually there were radical differences, as soon became apparent, between them and the Dewar bulb as used on Earth for the storage of liquid air and kindred substances—they partook more of the nature of vacuum flasks of a larger growth—but the name served as well as any, and so it stuck.


  It took us the greater part of a month getting a big enough supply to repair the damaged polyhedron. The stuff spread wonderfully thin in actual practice, and it took numberless applications before we succeeded in building up the requisite thickness.


  We were a little puzzled at first as to what we should use to support the initial film. You see, it wasn’t as though we were dealing with an actual solid material that could be laid over the gap in the polyhedron and then cut or welded so as to join up with the original shell. To our minds it seemed much as though we were pouring water into a hole in an iron plate in an abortive attempt to repair it. At the moment of contact it did not acquire a sufficient rigidity to bridge the gap and take the weight of the successive layers.


  Originally no doubt the shell had been built round a mould that could be broken away once the stuff had set. Our first natural idea was that earth or clay or some similar substance had been used but all kinds of experiments with anything of that nature merely resulted in failure. Probably the plant men themselves could have shown us—it did not require any precise method of communication for that—but when we brought them along and indicated by signs what we wanted to know we failed to get even the faintest glimmer of intelligent interest out of them. Secretly we imagined from the height of their superior wisdom they were watching with amusement the result of our puny efforts to grapple with matters outside the scope of our particular attainments.


  We solved the problem in the end in a fashion by shoring up the underside of the hole with wood, and into a sort of trough thus made pouring the liquid stuff. The result was hardly satisfactory. The outside surface amalgamated all right with the outside of the shell, but we had considerable difficulty in removing the wooden supports, and when at last they came away they left the undersurface all scored and pitted, and displaying an alarming tendency to crack.


  Oddly enough it looked as though splinters of wood had the surprising power of being able to penetrate the stuff, and, if one may put it that way, set up a toxic condition in the metal in much the same fashion that a splinter in human flesh will become the focal point of a fester.


  Whether this condition would remain purely local or gradually spread to the whole of the metal, and finally cause it to split and disintegrate we had no means of knowing. Observations over a period of weeks failed to reveal any marked change, which was not to say that none might not take place once the shell was exposed to the cold of space. But since we would undoubtedly have to face that very vital problem some time or other on the return voyage from Neptune to Earth we loaded the storeroom of the polyhedron to capacity with the bottle of metal.


  THE supply we already had was not sufficient, so we set to work to make more containers. That was simple enough work. The vitreous mineral of the Neptunians proved an even better material for the purpose than the original bottles of the plant men. It was readily plastic under a moderate heat and could be worked into the required shape with little or no difficulty. In the end we had prepared and filled several hundred of what were virtually large vacuum flasks with the precious liquid.


  Meanwhile our explorations had been going on in other directions. Our various scientific parties had covered practically the whole surface of the planet with the exception of the polar regions and the bleak country to the north, honeycombed with caves, where the Gongkas had their lair. We were not anxious for further encounters with those monsters, though we promised that the next expedition from the Inner Planets would bring along the kind of equipment that would effectually clean them up.


  The net results of the various expeditions were quite satisfactory we found when we had them collated. Neptune was particularly rich in a number of rare minerals, including this rather useful liquid metal to which the plant men had first introduced us. Its people were a decadent easy-going race, one that would not be affected adversely by a properly regulated influx of people from the Inner Planets. Probably they would gain from contact with us. Only a relatively small area of the planet was being used, though the bulk of it, with an increase in the number and power of the artificial suns, could be made decently productive.


  Apparently they were indifferent to the gains that might accrue to them if they joined the confederated planets; but they gave us to understand that they would welcome contact with more of our kind. Our handling of the Gongka menace and the way we had overcome the plant men, accident though it was, had convinced them that we came of a race that could do them no ultimate harm.


  Gark in a communication he made to Paula gave his views on the matter. After the first couple of interviews with us he always insisted on dealing with us through Paula. Perhaps this was because she was the only woman of the party and he himself had once been a man before he became an experiment. Or it may have been merely that he found her more receptive than the rest of us.


  Gark thought: “It can do no harm to have Earthmen come here in their numbers. It may even do ultimate good. We are a dying race. A very few centuries will see us only a memory, and it is not right that with the brief span of life left ahead of our race, we should attempt to shut the other peoples of the system out from the use of things that are valueless to us. Our planet Tex may well be the treasure house of the solar system. We have neither the energy, ability, nor inclination to use those treasures to their fullest. Take them and do with them what you will.”


  Myself I thought that pretty cool. The rest of the Neptunians might not feel the same about the matter. However, what Gark thought usually seemed to go with them, and I doubt very much whether they would have troubled to oppose his suggestions even had they run counter to their own desires. But curiously enough, that situation appeared never to have arisen. Perhaps it was that Gark was in a position to know their minds better than they knew them themselves. Then, too, he was the nearest thing to anything like a supreme power the planet possessed, even though he had neither the will nor the need to enforce his wishes, and so the impact of his personality was by no means negligible.


  So time drifted by. Our preparations for departure were almost complete, and a very few days more would see us take to space on the homeward track to Earth. Then that happened which brought all our plans to naught. A factor we had not taken into serious consideration was nearly the cause of our undoing.


  CHAPTER XXIII


  Marooned!


  WE were to leave as soon after dawn as it was light enough to see clearly.


  I awoke abruptly to the sense of another presence in my room, at the same time becoming aware that the lights were full on. My eyelids opened with difficulty, and when I attempted to turn my head to see who the intruder was—someone sent in to rouse me I presumed, naturally enough—to my consternation I found I could not move.


  In some ways I was still in a half-dazed state. I was almost ready to persuade myself that I was in the grip of a nightmare whose actual effects were slow in passing. Such things have been known. I have experienced them myself. But the feeling did not pass. If anything it grew in intensity as the slow seconds ticked away, and soon I became convinced that it was no nightmare, but stark reality confronting me.


  My faculties cleared, but I could not achieve movement. I lay on my bed, so completely paralyzed as though I was bound tightly hand and foot. More so, for I could not move a finger, could not even turn my head. My own reading was that my eyes had opened involuntarily the faintest fraction of a second before this queer disability had seized on me. That being so, they had remained open.


  The rustling sound which had been one of the combination of little causes which had awakened me drew nearer. A grotesque shadow, thrown by the glare of the light tube overhead, lay for an instant across my face, a weird, thin, flickering shadow. Then a tiny hand with something so small I could not rightly define its proportions clutched between its two fingers and an opposing thumb came into view.


  For an instant the small face of one of the plant men danced before my eyes, then a thin spray of liquid jetted from the instrument in its hand, nearly blinding me. I was surprised to find that I could move my eyelids, the paralysis seemed to have passed away from my neck muscles. I tried to speak, but I could not.


  Whatever the thing that held me in its grip, it was doubtless something in the nature of a local anesthetic. Its effect could be removed as readily apparently as it could be applied . . . totally or in part.


  I was sure of that the next instant when I became aware of a faint pricking in my right leg and sensation began to return to it. Twisting my head a little to one side, which I could do now, I was able to see the plant man reach over to my left leg, jab into the calf something like a tiny hypodermic syringe, and a second or so later it too had come back to normal. The plant man came round to me, and made signs that I interpreted as meaning I was to get on my feet.


  I obeyed, mainly because I had a hope that by doing so I might be able to turn the tables. I was never more completely mistaken. Until I attempted to get from the bed and stand upright on the floor, I don’t think I ever realized just how great a part one’s arms play in balancing one. My arms were not so much immovable as helpless . . . powerless. I could make odd little ineffectual gestures with them, but I had lost the ability to raise them. I think I had even lost the desire. That strange drug they must have given me had sapped my will-power even as it had partially paralyzed my motor nerves. Had my life depended on it I could not have lifted my arms two inches. I was unable even to close my fists. I could not fight that insidious something that seemed to suggest I must not try. To all intents and purposes I was an automaton.


  I found that out the instant I stood on the floor. The plant man opened the door, beckoned, and I came.


  There were others in the glare of the passage, men—and one woman, I saw with gladness—shambling awkwardly along, arms dangling against their sides . . . Behind them numbers of small, active plant men urging them along.


  I felt—more particularly when I saw Paula and knew she saw me—that I should do something, make some mad attempt to break the thing that held me in thrall. It was no more than a thought, an idea that flashed up and died, that came and passed. I had neither the wit nor the will to do anything. Later others told me their experience was the same. The deadly drug—call it that—which had been administered to us sapped all initiative. Minds as well as bodies were held in subjection.


  We had not been as careful as we should have been. That much was obvious. No doubt we had underrated the plant men’s cunning, while we had recognized their intelligence. Yet it was difficult to see what else we could have done. Between the two races stretched an intellectual gulf that hardly anything could bridge. They were of quite as high an order of intelligence as we, in some respects no doubt they far outshone us, but the trouble was we had no common basis of understanding. As well expect an intellectual alliance between the animate and inanimate . . .


  WE had searched them for arms. They had none. We could not, without undue cruelty, have kept them close prisoners. As it was we had kept them away from the part of the ship that mattered, given them their own quarters, and seen that they did not venture beyond. There had been a guard about to see that they did not stray.


  They must have had resources of which we had not dreamed. The things I had seen them use on me, that tiny spray and the microscopic hypodermic, could have been concealed quite easily. If they could be taken to pieces the sections would have escaped our eyes. Remember the plant men themselves were no more than eighteen inches or so in height. Everything connected with them was made in proportion. And their evolutionary processes had been totally different from ours. Looking back one could see a thousand ways in which they might have tricked us. But that was when our eyes had been opened. I do not think on reflection that we could be convicted of undue carelessness. We were up against the menace of an alien intelligence. That is the best way to explain it.


  That shambling automatic march of ours took us through the corridors of the Icarus, from one level to another, then to a port that swung open and gave access to the ground. We were marshalled out, driven like sheep.


  They halted us five hundred yards or so away from the ship, fortunately as it turned out on a grassy patch. A number of the plant men appeared, more than I thought there were. Something about the sight of them puzzled me. The thought proved too elusive for me to grasp in my then condition, though in a vague way I felt it had something to do with my seeing double. Which, of course, I was not.


  They came to where we had been halted by their colleagues. Again I saw the flash of tiny little instruments, too small for details to be noticeable. Again a wet spray, somehow different from the one that had revived me, hit me full in the face. I felt myself sinking, if such a term as “feeling” can be applied to a condition that was simply an absence of all sensation, and of a sudden in a dim way I became aware that I was lying on my back on the grass, gazing skywards and unable to move hand or foot.


  The feeling passed quickly enough, bringing with it a clarity of mind that was something like a return to my old self. I found I could twitch a little, move my hands and feet spasmodically.


  It was about that time I heard the roar of rocket tubes. But only when I tried to raise myself to see what it was all about did I realize that the induced paralysis still held me. Nevertheless the sight was not lost to us.


  The Icarus was rising swiftly through the cloud-laden ceiling of Neptune, a long metal cigar hurled towards the zenith by the power of her engines. They could only have used the rocket tubes the once, for we saw no further flashes and heard no other sound. Fearful of the friction of this dense atmosphere, the plant men must have got the gravity screens to work almost at once.


  Quickly the ship ascended until she was no more than a slim outline against the gray. Then abruptly she was through and had vanished from our sight. On her heels, barely visible beams stabbing downwards, went the polyhedron, rising up and up, until she too was swallowed by the cloud ceiling.


  I groaned, and was surprised to find that suddenly I had become articulate. I tried to move, and found I could. In another instant I had risen to my feet. All round me the others were slowly re-discovering their lost ability. Evidently the anesthetic effects of the drug—or whatever it was—had been carefully timed to allow the plant men to get clear of the planet. Once that was done it did not matter to them how soon we revived.


  Everybody was talking at once . . .


  “. . . and that’s what’s happened. They fooled us, let us mend their polyhedron . . . fooled us. We thought them harmless, and all the time they must have been watching and learning. But how they did it beats me.”


  “Everybody’s here? No one missing? That’s good. It’s the only good part of it.”


  “May the gods of the airways . . .”


  “. . . but how? We can’t get away. We’re marooned.


  “Phil.” A small hand slid into mine. “You’re all right, dear, not hurt or harmed?”


  I looked down on Paula’s white anxious face.


  “No. I’m untouched. And you?”


  She nestled closer to me. Perhaps she thought that answer enough for the moment.


  “Grayne.” It was Rifflin at my elbow. “Have you any idea what happened? You were almost the last, save for the duty men, to bed last night.”


  THAT was true, I had sat up late, casting up my reckoning, hoping thereby to save time on the start in the morning. The corridors had been silent and deserted when I retired. Only the guiding lights were on. I had bidden my section guard “Good night” as I passed him. The rest was hazy.


  I told Rifflin what my experience had been.


  “That seems much what happened to the rest of us,” he said. “The duty men seem to be blank about their part They were on guard, then they ceased to exist until they came awake like we all did. Whatever struck them must have come up unawares.”


  “But,” someone interjected, “how did the plant men get out of their quarters? The guard there would have been on the alert, watching for such a thing. They would have had to break down the door for a start. Anything they did would have made a noise. Yet none was made.”


  “It’s a mystery of mysteries.” That was Whitby, very subdued.


  That thing which had been tugging at my mind seemed to tweak another string of my memory.


  “I don’t know . . . I may be wrong,” I blurted out “Perhaps I was only seeing things hazily, but when they had us lined up here not so long back, just before they gave us that last paralyzing spray I thought I must have been seeing double. There seemed a good many more plant men than we’d taken.”


  “We took twenty-five,” Rifflin said. “Twenty-five, that’s all that were left after we’d nursed their wounded back to life and buried their dead.”


  “There were,” said Paula very slowly and distinctly, “exactly thirty-nine of them. I counted them . . . again and again. It was the sort of mechanical thing that one would do.”


  “Thirty-nine? Fourteen more than we’d accounted for,” Rifflin exclaimed. “Are you sure of that, Miss Fontaine?”


  “Positive,” said Paula.


  Rifflin looked blank. “Where could they have come from?” he said.


  “There must have been more than that,” I hazarded. “Some must have stayed behind to get the polyhedron and the Icarus into running trim. Good Lord . . .”


  It is odd how a chance thing will start a train of memory, will set going a thought that with a leap of intuition spans the gap between the known and the unknown.


  “Yes?” said Rifflin, looking at me intently.


  “Just an idea,” I answered. “Take it for what it’s worth. But somehow it does seem to explain. That plant man that we found in the observation room . . . You remember him? He was in hiding. It was pure accident we unearthed him. If he hadn’t smashed up those gravity shoes of his . . .”


  “You mean,” said Rifflin very steadily, “that he wasn’t the only one in hiding. We found him, we didn’t find the others, that’s all?”


  “Exactly.” Somehow it was beginning to hang together now. “Perhaps they’d been left in charge originally, hadn’t expected us to return as we did. Or they might have thought the men they captured were the entire crew. At any rate our return . . . the way we got the Icarus away from the influence of that cloud of theirs must have upset them. One we flushed . . . by accident. The others we did not. They lay low and waited. That would explain, too, why the polyhedron was not anxious to damage us. Didn’t want to hurt their friends.”


  “And then,” said Whitby, “the Gongkas upset their calculations, incidentally smashed up the polyhedron. We repaired it for them. Wasn’t it kind of us? Meanwhile they lay doggo, found out, I’ve no doubt, as much about the workings of the Icarus as possible—there were ways they could have done that—and when we’d loaded up and made everything as nice for them as we could they struck. Put us all to sleep and released their friends. Then took their ship and our own, and left us here to moulder.”


  “Don’t talk like that,” said Rifflin sharply. “You should know better. We’ve got hands and brains and science, not to mention a friendly people to help us. It may take long, but . . .”


  “You mean we may be able to build another ship?”


  “I don’t know. I’m willing to try if that’s the only way out. But I don’t think it is. I’ve another scheme to try first, but I’d like to think and talk over it a bit before I suggest putting it into practice.”


  “What is it?” A dozen of us asked the question together.


  “Not now.” Rifflin waved us back. “Other things to do before that. We’ll have to take stock of our resources first.”


  I think the feeling in the minds of all of us was that he was talking thus merely to hearten us. There was a drawn look in his face, lines becoming visible under his eyes, a look in the eyes themselves that somehow did not seem consistent with what he was saying. He looked worried.


  Naturally. We were many millions of miles from our home planet, and we had no means of getting back there, no means that I could think of by which our plight could be made known. Meanwhile the plant men, with what intent we could only surmise, were speeding off through our system. They might be heading for their own planet. Again they might not. We had no means of knowing.


  But behind them now they had all the resources of their own world. With the Icarus in their hands they would almost certainly be able to make themselves acquainted with much concerning the science of the Inner Planets that it was not well that outsiders should know.


  Perhaps I was unduly imaginative, but in that simple fact there seemed to me to lie the seeds of a trouble besides which our own particular plight might well sink into insignificance.


  CHAPTER XXIV


  The Break In The Clouds


  AS Rifflin put it to us there were three courses open. We could set about constructing another ship. The resources of the Neptunian civilization were at our disposal; the discovery of Neptunium, as we decided provisionally to call the new metal, was also an asset; but we lacked the machines of fine precision, the manifold stereotyped calculations, and the standardized efficiency of the workshops of the Inner Planets.


  To construct the ship we would have to begin by constructing the necessary tools and plant, start, as it were, from scratch. The work would be a long, slow, tedious business, and we might not be very successful in the end.


  The second suggestion had possibilities and we looked at it for what it was worth. With the materials available we could readily enough construct a radio station.


  Whether we could reach Earth or even Mars was a different matter. The difficulties were obvious. We had no doubt that Neptune, like the Inner Planets, possessed something akin to a Heaviside Layer of Earth’s atmosphere, and in view of that we could only use ultra-short waves.


  But there seemed some sort of a dead area in the neighborhood of Jupiter, for once we had passed that planet on our outward run our reception had ceased, and in the face of that we could not tell whether our own messages had got through to headquarters. Most probably they had not. On the other hand Jupiter was moving away along its path round the sun, and our relative positions were so constantly altering that the dead area may have passed well to one side. It was all a gamble.


  The third suggestion seemed to offer the best prospects of reasonable success. We were too far away from the sun to use its beams for helio-glow signals as they do on the short runs between the Inner Planets, on the other hand we had in the artificial sun mirrors instruments with a concentrative power far above anything we could possibly have made ourselves. Whether, if we were able to divert a sufficient number from their original purpose of short-range work, they would be effective over the enormously long distance they would have to cover was something we would have to find out by experiment.


  We could not even say with any degree of certainty that such helio signals would be noticed by any of the interplanetary stations. Even if they did notice them, they might not interpret them aright. The rhythm of a light message passing over such a distance was likely to be subject to interruption by the passage of all sorts of interstellar bodies in the intervening void.


  In the end we decided after a long and solemn council at which all the officers were present that all three of the suggestions mooted should be adopted. We had plenty of labor and materials, and with three strings to our bow we were less likely to lose heart over the potential failure of any one of them. Also it would keep everybody occupied, and stop us from brooding over our lot, which, after all, was the main thing to be avoided.


  Oddly enough the radio station was ready soonest. The adaptation of the mirrors presented difficulties in actual practice that we had not foreseen in theory. Using an ultra-short wave of under two meters we succeeded in penetrating the local radio layer. At any rate our tests showed that none of the waves of that length were reflected back. We did not get any replies over a period, however, and we could only conclude our messages had failed to reach their objective. Even if they had I myself could see little immediate hope of rescue. Most of the interstellar ships, even those of the Interplanetary Guards’ service, were not large enough in capacity to carry the necessary fuel for so long a journey. True, it was now well over a year since the expedition had left Earth—our return was long overdue—and many things might have happened in the interval. Some of the ships that the Council was constructing might even now be finished, but whether they had been tested and put into commission was another matter altogether.


  The work on the ship went on slowly. It entailed a great deal of paper work before we could get down to the actual constructional part, and unfortunately there was not one among us who had had actual workshop experience. We were all competent along our own particular lines, but our work began where the shore mechanics’ left off. And as far as the scientists with us were concerned, they were in even a worse state. They were complete masters of the theory; they could do the draughtsmen’s work, and make small scale models with an infinity of labor, but it was almost impossible to duplicate the trained precision and the years of experience that the shop-educated mechanics possessed. At times we felt on the verge of despair.


  Yet somehow the new ship grew in bulk under our fingers. The shell was the least part of the trouble. That, made of Neptinium, presented comparatively little difficulty once we discovered that by working it over a wooden scaffolding plastered with a layer of clay mixed with oil the pitting which had worried us during the repair of the polyhedron was completely done away with.


  IT was the interior works that gave us most trouble, and I think we fell down badly over the machine-turned engines and machine-bored tubings. From beginning to end it was all experimental work, but it says a good deal for the sturdy doggedness of our fellows that in the end all difficulties seemed in a fair way to being overcome.


  Meanwhile the radio station was still assaulting the ether, and the big mirrors for the helio transmitter had been put into use. But time went by, and no sign came that our messages had been received, so that it began to look as though our hopes must be pinned to the ship.


  We proceeded with her only slowly. The most optimistic estimate was that it would be at least six months before she was in a condition to undergo her tests, and what the result of them might be no one cared to prophesy.


  For one piece of good fortune we felt thankful. The Gongkas left us severely alone. Perhaps they had learned a lesson the night they had interfered between us and the polyhedron and, at tremendous cost to themselves, brought the latter to earth. No doubt they were creatures of a fair order of reasoning intelligence, and had become aware that we possessed weapons that made us particularly unpleasant antagonists. But if that was so their intelligence had not been equal to discovering that we were now unarmed and helpless, save for such weapons as we had procured from our Neptunian friends.


  We lived, too, in an hourly unspoken dread that the plant men might return, and complete the work they had begun. However, that fear proved to be groundless.


  Gark heard of our plight early on. He seemed to think little of it, however. Apparently he had a great belief in the capacity of Earthmen to rise superior to their misfortunes. At any rate he took advantage of our enforced stay to hold almost daily communications with us. Seemingly that aged brain was not too old to have lost a certain thirst for knowledge, particularly when it was the sort he could acquire from an alien intelligence.


  Naturally it kept Paula busy, and since I was of no earthly use to the work gangs—my department was, as I have emphasized before, purely navigational—I was sent with her, partly as escort and partly as a source of information, for there were many things about our worlds she could not tell Gark unless someone was at her elbow to prompt her. I flatter myself I not only helped her to give Gark a liberal education in the lore of the Inner Planets, but from time to time acquired information that turned out later to be of the utmost value. For instance—but then, on reflection, that has nothing to do with this narrative.


  One such day we had passed out of the domed city, and were returning to our base. The glare of the artificial suns after the soft blue light of the corridors beneath momentarily dazzled our eyes, so that we blinked and blinked again. Halvus Tar, who invariably accompanied us on such occasions, said something rapidly and excitedly in his native tongue.


  “What’s that?” I asked.


  In common with the others I had acquired a good command of Neptunian by this, and was able to understand practically everything except obscure colloquialisms. But this last remark of his baffled me. Perhaps it was that in his excitement he had slipped into the vernacular.


  For answer he seized my arm, and pointed.


  I stared. The cloud ceiling overhead was breaking. The clouds seemed to be drifting apart, though we knew almost instantly it was not that.


  Through the rift in the clouds, far, far above our heads, so high that it looked small and infinitely remote, a tiny silvery shape was descending slowly.


  Too often had I seen such ships flashing across the void to be mistaken now. Another few minutes and its insignia was plain to view. A ship of the Interplanetary Guards, the watch-dogs of space, descending out of the grey Neptunian sky to our rescue.


  WE owed our rescue to a lucky chance, yet the manner of it had been simple.


  During the year we had been away many things had happened. The one that concerned us most was that the asteroidal colonies had been placed under a sort of condominium, with Earth and Mars jointly responsible to the confederation for the administration of affairs there. As a matter of necessity the Interplanetary Guards had extended the orbit of their patrols. Newer, larger ships had been built on Mars, and launched from there, and the widening patrols were made alternately by Martian and Tellurian vessels.


  A new Guard ship, just recently commissioned, had arrived at Pallas only a short while before, and it was even then busy fitting out at the asteroidal base. It was communicated with, its loading completed as quickly as possible, and the ship itself rushed at velocity to that portion of space where our signals had first been recorded.


  The patrols had not been inactive. They had had their instruments tuned up to record anything that came along; Jupiter was moving away on its path around the sun, taking the dead area due to its influence along with it, and no doubt because of this own signals were gaining in intensity.


  The very patent fact remains, however, that as the new Guard ship, the E. 99 hurtled across the void on her mission our signals abruptly became loud and clear.


  It was a good reason why our departure from Neptune should be hurried. We delayed only to collect a few necessary specimens in place of those taken away in the Icarus. New Dewar bulbs were filled with Neptinium; additional moving pictures taken of interesting parts of the planet’s life, and forty eight hours after the E. 99 had broken through the clouds, she lifted again, and Neptune receded rapidly beneath us.


  THE return of the expedition was not the secret its start had been. All the confederated planets were aware now of what had happened. The Board of Control, backed by a strong and enlightened public opinion, had consolidated its position, and Jens Fontaine was wise enough not to precipitate an open rupture when he had nothing now to gain and everything to lose.


  As soon as we were within Earth’s atmospheric envelope and our speed slowing to a crawl Paula asked for and obtained permission to make audiovisophone contact with her father. She spent an hour in the cabinet and came out with her face aglow.


  “Wait and see,” she said, when I asked her what had been the result.


  I think, though, that there must have been threats and counterthreats made, wheedling and cajoling, too. Old Jens Fontaine was not the man to capitulate without a struggle. She must have used a devastating argument—or was it a threat?—finally to bring him to agree.


  We came down at the Madison Landing stage in New York. Harran, the Earth member of the Council of Three, was there to meet us. There were relatives and friends of the crews.


  A stocky figure stood a little to one side on the landing stage, a figure unmistakable. It lifted a ruddy face as we came down the gangway, started, stared and took a step forward. Jens Fontaine!


  Jens Fontaine stared at her as though he could not quite believe his eyes. Then his arms went up, and he drew his daughter towards him and kissed her. I suppose I should have turned away, but I did not. I stood waiting for the blow to fall.


  Paula released herself, and turned to me, beckoning me forward.


  “Dad,” she said with an odd catch in her voice, “this is Phil, Phil Grayne.”


  The keen eyes under the beetling eyebrows swept me from head to heel. I read antagonism in their depths, read too something that consorted ill with such a thing.


  “Dam’ you,” said Jens Fontaine politely. “So you’re the cause of the trouble, are you? I can’t say I’m pleased to know you, but . . .”


  “Dad.” The one word from Paula was a shrill protest.


  “Let me finish.” The old man waved her aside. “But, I was going to say, it’s the sort of thing I’ll probably get over. It seems that if I’m to keep my daughter I’ll have to put up with you. I’m making a fine start, aren’t I?”


  I chuckled. Met face to face there was something about this blunt, ruthless man one felt one could like. A directness . . .


  “You may find me hard to get on with,” he growled, “but I dare say in time you’ll learn to do as Paula does and make allowances for me. But I can’t have my only child doing as she said she’d do if I thwarted her, turning her back on Earth and me for good, and settling on Mars or Venus.”


  So that was what she’d threatened! She had assailed him on his one weak spot, his affection for her. She, the last of his race, had threatened to leave him childless in his old age, the things for which he had worked, the wealth and power he had accumulated, in view of that, turning barren and empty in his sight.


  That was three years ago. Much has happened since, little of it of interest to any save ourselves. Nothing more has been heard of the plant men. They, with their polyhedron and the captured Icarus, have vanished into the infinite. Whether they come from some other system, light years distant from us, or merely from an unexplored satellite of one of the outer planets we cannot say. Until the whole of our solar system has been mapped and explored no definite statement can be made one way or the other.


  And on that note this narrative of my personal experiences must close. The rest, the history of those further expeditions that opened up and developed the outer planets, is, or will be, written in the Book of Warnings[12] for all intelligent planetarians to read and profit thereby.


  THE END


  [1] Stentors: a combination of megaphone and phonograph by which instructions for the conduct of passengers are made audible throughout the ship. Their use on I.P. liners has recently been made compulsory.


  [2] Anti-mechanism: a system of magnetized plates installed in the working quarters of the I.P. ships with the express idea of nullifying as far as possible the worst effects of the initial acceleration. Its use is confined almost exclusively to the control-room, engine-room and observation tower. Excessive cost, difficulty of installation and impracticability of working on a large scale prevent its application to the whole ship. By insuring that the passengers keep to their cabins and remain lying down until the ship has passed beyond the planet’s gravity pull, the worst effects of the acceleration are obviated.


  [3] Actually there is neither day nor night in free space, but for convenience of reckoning the fiction of daylight and dark is kept up and planet times adhered to during the voyage.


  [4] The Council of Three: a Venusian, a Martian and an Earthman, the supreme governing body of the confederation of the three Inner Planets. The system on which they are elected is modeled on that of the Presidential elections of the United States.


  [5] Seng-sickness: A Venusian disease, by some supposed to be malarial in its nature. The Venusians themselves seldom experience more than mild bouts, though it attacks Earthmen with particular virulence. Strangely enough the Martians are almost immune. The sole cure—at any rate the most successful—consists in direct exposure to the sun’s rays in atmosphere. Nowadays sun-ray plants have been erected to deal with it in all Earth colonies on Venus. Seng-sickness in its final stages, when the body begins to turn purple is particularly nauseating to the victim’s attendants. Rifflin, no doubt, had this in mind in his reference to Miss Fontaine’s work.


  [6] The vision-plate is used exclusively for communication between the various departments of the space-ship. The function of the view-plate is to show the area outside the ship. Though in principle the functions of both view-plate and vision-plate are much the same the difference of nomenclature arises from a desire to avoid confusion.


  [7] Io, roughly 2,400 miles in diameter, revolves round its primary in about 42 hours at a distance of 260,000 miles.


  [8] By the end the 22nd Century the increase of intercourse between the Inner Planets, and the consequent discovery of many elements hitherto unknown on Earth had resulted in the extension of the atomic table to No. 122.


  [9] The “square law,” i.e., the gravity of a planetary body can be found by dividing its mass, taking that of Earth as a unit, by the square of the number of times its radius is greater or less than that of Earth. A body with a mass four times that of Earth, and a radius twice Earth’s would be of equal gravity pull, i.e., 4 divided by 2 squared.


  [10] In “Problems of Interstellar Communication,” Vol. 2, Chapter 3, a work published in the year 2237 at Earth Center City by the Interplanetary Board of Control.


  [11] At first sight this statement seems almost incredible, yet it brings support to the theory of a certain school of astronomers who hold that Jupiter is more of a solar than a planetary body, and that that planet and the sun may have at one period formed a binary star. Jupiter, being a much smaller body naturally cooled quicker, and, the fires of its radioactive interior dying away, assumed planetary characteristics.


  [12] The Book of Warnings: The official history of the confederated planets’ past and present, so called because a goodly proportion of the fifty volumes it comprises to date is devoted to warning the peoples of the Solar System against any return to the old evils we hope we have banished from our midst forever.


  NIGHT


  John W. Campbell, Jr.


  The machines were far beyond anything ever conceived—machines of perfection.


  CONDON was staring through the glasses with a face tense and drawn, all his attention utterly concentrated on that one almost invisible speck infinitely far up in the blue sky, and saying over and over again in the most horribly absent-minded way, “My Lord—my Lord——”


  Suddenly he shivered and looked down at me, sheer agony in his face. “He’s never coming down. Don, he’s never coming down——”


  I knew it, too—knew it as solidly as I knew the knowledge was impossible. But I smiled and said: “Oh, I wouldn’t say that. If anything, I’d fear his coming down. What goes up comes down.” Major Condon trembled all over. His mouth worked horribly for a moment before he could speak. “Talbot—I’m scared—I’m horribly scared. You know—you’re his assistant—you know he’s trying to defeat gravity. Men aren’t meant to—it’s wrong—wrong——”


  His eyes were glued on those binoculars again, with the same terrible tensity, and now he was saying over and over in that absent-minded way, “wrong—wrong—wrong——”


  Simultaneously he stiffened, and stopped. The dozen or so other men standing on that lonely little emergency field stiffened; then the major crumpled to the ground. I’ve never before seen a man faint, let alone an army officer with a D.S. medal. I didn’t stop to help him, because I knew something had happened. I grabbed the glasses.


  Far, far up in the sky was that little orange speck—far, where there is almost no air, and he had been forced to wear a stratosphere suit with a little alcohol heater. The broad, orange wings were overlaid now with a faint-glowing, pearl-gray light. And it was falling. Slowly, at first, circling aimlessly downward. Then it dipped, rose, and somehow went into a tail spin.


  It was horrible. I know I must have breathed, but it didn’t seem so. It took minutes for it to fall those miles, despite the speed. Eventually it whipped out of that tail spin—through sheer speed, whipped out and into a power dive. It was a ghastly, flying coffin, hurtling at more than half a thousand miles an hour when it reached the Earth, some fifteen miles away.


  The ground trembled, and the air shook with the crash of it. We were in the cars and roaring across the ground long before it hit. I was in Bob’s car, with Jeff, his laboratory technician—Bob’s little roadster he’d never need again. The engine picked up quickly, and we were going seventy before we left the field, jumped a shallow ditch and hit the road—the deserted, concrete road that led off toward where he must be. The engine roared as Jeff clamped down on the accelerator. Dimly, I heard the major’s big car coming along behind us.


  Jeff drove like a maniac, but I didn’t notice. I knew the thing had done ninety-five but I think we must have done more. The wind whipped tears in my eyes so I couldn’t be sure whether I saw mounting smoke and flame or not. With Diesel fuel there shouldn’t be—but that plane had been doing things it shouldn’t. It had been trying out Carter’s antigravity coil.


  We shot up the flat, straight road across wide, level country, the wind moaning a requiem about the car. Far ahead I saw the side road that must lead off toward where Bob should be, and lurched to the braking of the car, the whine and sing of violently shrieking tires, then to the skidding corner. It was a sand road; we slithered down it and for all the lightness and power, we slowed to sixty-five, clinging to the seat as the soft sand gripped and clung.


  Violently Jeff twisted into a branching cow path, and somehow the springs took it. We braked to a stop a quarter of a mile from the plane.


  IT WAS in a fenced field of pasture and wood lot. We leaped the fence, and raced toward it; Jeff got there first, just as the major’s car shrieked to a stop behind ours.


  The major was cold and pale when he reached us. “Dead,” he stated.


  And I was very much colder and probably several times as pale. “I don’t know!” I moaned. “He isn’t there!”


  “Not there!” The major almost screamed it. “He must be—he has to be. He had no parachute—wouldn’t take one. They say he didn’t jump——”


  I pointed to the plane, and wiped a little cold sweat from my forehead. I felt clammy all over, and my spine prickled. The solid steel of the huge Diesel engine was driven through the stump of a tree, down into the ground perhaps eight or nine feet, and the dirt and rock had splashed under that blow like wet mud.


  The wings were on the other side of the field, flattened, twisted straws of dural alloy. The fuselage of the ship was a perfect silhouette—a longitudinal projection that had flattened in on itself, each separate section stopping only as it hit the ground.


  The great torus coil with its strangely twined wrappings of hair-fine bismuth wire was intact! And bent over it, twisted, utterly wrecked by the impact, was the main-wing stringer—the great dural-alloy beam that supported most of the ship’s weight in the air. It was battered, crushed on those hair-fine, fragile bismuth wires—and not one of them was twisted or displaced or so much as skinned. The back frame of the ponderous Diesel engine—the heavy supercharger was the anvil of that combination—was cracked and splintered. And not one wire of the hellish bismuth coil was strained or skinned or displaced.


  And the red pulp that should have been there—the red pulp that had been a man—wasn’t. It simply wasn’t there at all. He hadn’t left the plane. In the clear, cloudless air, we could see that. He was gone.


  We examined it, of course. A farmer came, and another, and looked, and talked. Then several farmers came in old, dilapidated cars with their wives and families, and watched.


  We set the owner of the property on watch and went away—went back to the city for workmen and a truck with a derrick. Dusk was falling. It would be morning before we could do anything, so we went away.


  Five of us—the major of the army air force, Jeff Rodney, the two Douglass Co. men whose names I never remembered and I—sat in my—our—room. Bob’s and Jeff’s and mine. We’d been sitting there for hours trying to talk, trying to think, trying to remember every little detail, and trying to forget every ghastly detail. We couldn’t remember the detail that explained it, nor forget the details that rode and harried us.


  And the telephone rang. I started. Then slowly got up and answered. A strange voice, flat and rather unpleasant, said: “Mr. Talbot?”


  “Yes.”


  It was Sam Gantry, the farmer we’d left on watch. “There’s a man here.”


  “Yes? What does he want?”


  “I dunno. I dunno where he came from. He’s either dead or out cold. Gotta funny kind of an aviator suit on, with a glass face on it. He looks all blue, so I guess he’s dead.”


  “Lord! Bob! Did you take that helmet off?” I roared.


  “No, sir, no—no, sir. We just left him the way he was.”


  “His tanks have run out. Listen. Take a hammer, a wrench, anything, and break that glass faceplate! Quick! We’ll be there.”


  Jeff was moving. The major was, too, and the others. I made a grab for the half-empty bottle of Scotch, started out, and ducked back into the closet. With the oxygen bottle under my arm I jumped into the crowded little roadster just as Jeff started it moving. He turned on the horn, and left it that way.


  We dodged, twisted, jumped and stopped with jerks in traffic, then leaped into smooth, roaring speed out toward the farmer’s field. The turns were familiar now; we scarcely slowed for them, sluing around them. This time Jeff charged through the wire fence. A headlight popped; there was a shrill scream of wire, the wicked sing of wire scratching across the hood and mud guards, and we were bouncing across the field.


  THERE WERE two lanterns on the ground; three men carried others; more men squatted down beside a still figure garbed in a fantastic, bulging, airproof stratosphere suit. They looked at us, open-mouthed as we skidded to a halt, moving aside as the major leaped out and dashed over with the Scotch. I followed close behind with the oxygen bottle.


  Bob’s faceplate was shattered, his face blue, his lips blue and flecked with froth. A long gash across his cheek from the shattered glass bled slowly. The major lifted his head without a word, and glass tinkled inside the helmet as he tried to force a little whisky down his throat.


  “Wait!” I called. “Major, give him artificial respiration, and this will bring him around quicker—better.”


  The major nodded, and rose, rubbing his arm with a peculiar expression.


  “That’s cold!” he said, as he flipped Bob over, and straddled his back. I held the oxygen bottle under Bob’s nose as the major swung back in his arc, and let the raw, cold oxygen gas flow into his nostrils.


  In ten seconds Bob coughed, gurgled, coughed violently, and took a deep shuddering breath. His face turned pink almost instantly under that lungful of oxygen, and I noticed with some surprise that he seemed to exhale almost nothing, his body absorbing the oxygen rapidly.


  He coughed again; then: “I could breathe a heck of a sight better if you’d get off my back,” he said. The major jumped up, and Bob turned over and sat up. He waved me aside, and spat. “I’m—all right,” he said softly.


  “Lord, man, what happened?” demanded the major.


  Bob sat silent for a minute. His eyes had the strangest look—a hungry look—as he gazed about him. He looked at the trees beyond and at the silent, watching men in the light of the lanterns; then up, up to where a myriad stars gleamed and danced and flickered in the clear night sky.


  “I’m back,” he said softly. Then suddenly he shivered, and looked horribly afraid. “But—I’ll have to be—then—too.”


  He looked at the major for a minute, and smiled faintly. And at the two Douglass Co. men. “Your plane was all right. I started up on the wings, as arranged, went way up, till I thought surely I was at a safe height, where the air wasn’t too dense and the field surely wouldn’t reach to Earth—Lord!—reach to Earth! I didn’t guess how far that field extended. It touched Earth—twice.


  “I was at forty-five thousand when I decided it was safe, and cut the engine. It died, and the stillness shocked me. It was so quiet. So quiet.


  “I turned on the coil circuit, and the dynamotor began to hum as the tubes warmed up. And then—the field hit me. It paralyzed me in an instant. I never had a chance to break the circuit, though I knew instantly something was wrong—terribly wrong. But the very first thing it did was to paralyze me, and I had to sit there and watch the instruments climb to positions and meanings they were never meant for.


  “I realized I alone was being affected by that coil—I alone, sitting directly over it. I stared at the meters and they began to fade, began to seem transparent, unreal. And as they faded into blankness I saw clear sky beyond them; then for a hundredth of a second, like some effect of persistence of vision, I thought I saw the plane falling, twisting down at incredible speed, and the light faded as the Sun seemed to rocket suddenly across the sky and vanish.


  “I don’t know how long I was in that paralyzed condition, where there was only blankness—neither dark nor light, nor time nor any form—but I breathed many times. Finally, form crawled and writhed into the blankness, and seemed to solidify beneath me as, abruptly, the blankness gave way to a dull red light. I was falling.


  “I thought instantly of the forty-five thousand feet that lay between me and the solid Earth, and stiffened automatically in terror. And in the same instant I landed in a deep blanket of white snow, stained by the red light that lighted the world.


  “COLD. Cold—it tore into me like the fang of a savage animal. What cold! The cold of ultimate death. It ripped through that thick, insulated suit and slashed at me viciously, as though there were no insulation there. I shivered so violently I could scarcely turn up the alcohol valves. You know I carried alcohol tanks and catalyst grids for heating, because the only electric fields I wanted were those of the apparatus. Even used a Diesel instead of gas engine.


  “I thank the Lord for that then. I realized that whatever had happened I was in a spot indescribably cold and desolate. And in the same instant, realized that the sky was black. Blacker than the blackest night, and yet before me the snow field stretched to infinity, tainted by the blood-red light, and my shadow crawled in darker red at my feet.


  “I turned around. As far as the eye could see in three directions the land swept off in very low, very slightly rolling hills, almost plains—red plains of snow dyed with the dripping light of sunset. I thought.


  “In the fourth direction, a wall—a wall that put the Great Wall of China to shame—loomed up half a mile—a blood-red wall that had the luster of metal. It stretched across the horizon, and looked a scant hundred yards away, for the air was utterly clear. I turned up my alcohol burners a bit more and felt a little better.


  “Something jerked my head around like a giant hand—a sudden thought. I stared at the Sun and gulped. It was four times—six times—the size of the Sun I knew. And it wasn’t setting. It was forty-five degrees from the horizon. It was red. Blood-red. And there wasn’t the slightest bit of radiant heat reaching my face from it. That Sun was cold.


  “I’d just automatically assumed I was still on Earth, whatever else might have happened, but now I knew I couldn’t be. It must be another planet of another sun—a frozen planet—for that snow was frozen air. I knew it absolutely. A frozen planet of a dead sun.


  “And then I changed even that. I looked up at the black sky above me, and in all the vast black bowl of the heavens, not three-score stars were visible. Dim, red stars, with one single sun that stood out for its brilliance—a yellowish-red sun perhaps a tenth as bright as our Sun, but a monster here. It was another—a dead—space. For if that snow was frozen air, the only atmosphere must have been neon and helium. There wasn’t any hazy air to stop the light of the stars, and that dim, red sun didn’t obscure them with its light. The stars were gone.


  “In that glimpse, my mind began working by itself; I was scared.


  “Scared? I was so scared I was afraid I was going to be sick. Because right then I knew I was never coming back. When I felt that cold, I’d wondered when my oxygen bottles would give out, if I’d get back before they did. Now it was not a worry. It was simply the limiting factor on an already-determined thing, the setting on the time bomb. I had just so much more time before I died right there.


  “My mind was working out things, working them out all by itself, and giving answers I didn’t want, didn’t want to know about. For some reason it persisted in considering this was Earth, and the conviction became more and more fixed. It was right. That was Earth. And it was old Sol. Old—old Sol. It was the time axis that coil distorted—not gravity at all. My mind worked that out with a logic as cold as that planet.


  “If it was time it had distorted, and this was Earth, then it had distorted time beyond imagining to an extent as meaningless to our minds as the distance a hundred million light years is. It was simply vast—incalculable. The Sun was dead. The Earth was dead. And Earth was already, in our time, two billions of years old, and in all that geological time, the Sun had not changed measurably. Then how long was it since my time? The Sun was dead. The very stars were dead. It must have been, I thought even then, billions on billions of years. And I grossly underestimated it.


  “The world was old—old—old. The very rocks and ground radiated a crushing aura of incredible age. It was old, older than—but what is there? Older than the hills? Hills? Gosh, they’d been born and died and been born and worn away again, a million, a score of million times! Old as the stars? No, that wouldn’t do. The stars were dead—then.


  “I looked again at the metal wall, and set out for it, and the aura of age washed up at me, and dragged at me, and tried to stop this motion when all motion should have ceased. And the thin, unutterably cold wind whined in dead protest at me, and pulled at me with the ghost hands of the million million million that had been born and lived and died in the countless ages before I was born.


  “I wondered as I went. I didn’t think clearly; for the dead aura of the dead planet pulled at me. Age. The stars were dying, dead. They were huddled there in space, like decrepit old men, huddling for warmth. The galaxy was shrunk. So tiny, it wasn’t a thousand light years across, the stars were separated by miles where there had been light years. The magnificent, proudly sprawling universe I had known, that flung itself across a million million light years, that flung radiant energy through space by the millions of millions of tons was—gone.


  “It was dying—a dying miser that hoarded its last broken dregs of energy in a tiny cramped space. It was broken and shattered. A thousand billion years before the cosmical constant had been dropped from that broken universe. The cosmical constant that flung giant galaxies whirling apart with ever greater speed had no place here. It had hurled the universe in broken fragments, till each spattered bit felt the chill of loneliness, and wrapped space about itself, to become a universe in itself while the flaming galaxies vanished.


  “THAT had happened so long ago that the writing it had left in the fabric of space itself had worn away. Only the gravity constant remained, the hoarding constant, that drew things together, and slowly the galaxy collapsed, shrunken and old, a withered mummy.


  “The very atoms were dead. The light was cold; even the red light made things look older, colder. There was no youth in the universe. I didn’t belong, and the faint protesting rustle of the infinitely cold wind about me moved the snow in muted, futile protest, resenting my intrusion from a time when things were young. It whinnied at me feebly, and chilled the youth of me.


  “I plodded on and on, and always the metal wall retreated, like one of those desert mirages. I was too stupefied by the age of the thing to wonder; I just walked on.


  “I was getting nearer, though. The wall was real; it was fixed. As I drew slowly nearer, the polished sheen of the wall died and the last dregs of hope died. I’d thought there might be some one still living behind that wall. Beings who could build such a thing might be able to live even here. But I couldn’t stop then; I just went on. The wall was broken and cracked. It wasn’t a wall I’d seen; it was a series of broken walls, knitted by distance to a smooth front.


  “There was no weather to age them, only the faintest stirring of faint, dead winds—winds of neon and helium, inert and uncorroding—as dead and inert as the universe. The city had been dead a score of billions of years. That city was dead for a time ten times longer than the age of our planet to-day. But nothing destroyed it. Earth was dead—too dead to suffer the racking pains of life. The air was dead, too dead to scrape away metal.


  “But the universe itself was dead. There was no cosmic radiation then to finally level the walls by atomic disintegration. There had been a wall—a single metal wall. Something—perhaps a last wandering meteor—had chanced on it in a time incalculably remote, and broken it. I entered through the great gap. Snow covered the city—soft, white snow. The great red sun stool still just where it was. Earth’s restless rotation had long since been stilled—long, long since.


  “There were dead gardens above, and I wandered up to them. That was really what convinced me it was a human city, on Earth. There were frozen, huddled heaps that might once have been men. Little fellows with fear forever frozen on their faces huddled helplessly over something that must once have been a heating device. Dead perhaps, since the last storm old Earth had known, tens of billions of years before.


  “I went down. There were vastnesses in that city. It was huge. It stretched forever, it seemed, on and on, in its deadness. Machines, machines everywhere. And the machines were dead, too. I went down, down where I thought a bit of light and heat might linger. I didn’t know then how long death had been there; those corpses looked so fresh, preserved by the eternal cold.


  “It grew dark down below, and only through rents and breaks did that bloody light seep in. Down and down, till I was below the level of the dead surface. The white snow persisted, and then I came to the cause of that final, sudden death. I could understand then. More and more I had puzzled, for those machines I’d seen I knew were far and beyond anything we ever conceived—machines of perfection, self-repairing, and self-energizing, self-perpetuating. They could make duplicates of themselves, and duplicate other, needed machines; they were intended to be eternal, everlasting.


  “But the designers couldn’t cope with some things that were beyond even their majestic imaginations—the imaginations that conceived these cities that had lived beyond—a million times beyond—what they had dreamed. They must have conceived some vague future. But not a future when the Earth died, and the Sun died, and even the universe itself died.


  “Cold had killed them. They had heating arrangements, devices intended to maintain forever the normal temperature despite the wildest variations of the weather. But in every electrical machine, resistances, balance resistances, and induction coils, balance condensers, and other inductances. And cold, stark, spatial cold, through ages, threw them off. Despite the heaters, cold crept in colder—cold that made their resistance balances and their induction coils superconductors! That destroyed the city. Superconduction—like the elimination of friction, on which all things must rest. It is a drag and a thing engineers fight forever. Resistance and friction must finally be the rest and the base of all things, the force that holds the great bed bolts firm and the brakes that stop the machines when needed.


  “Electrical resistance died in the cold and the wonderful machines stopped for the replacement of defective parts. And when they were replaced, they, too, were defective. For what months must that constant stop—replacement—start—stop—replacement have gone on before, at last defeated forever, those vast machines must bow in surrender to the inevitable? Cold had defeated them by defeating and removing the greatest obstacle of the engineers that built them—resistance.


  “They must have struggled forever—as we would say—through a hundred billion years against encroaching harshness of nature, forever replacing worn, defective parts. At last, defeated forever, the great power plants, fed by dying atoms, had been forced into eternal idleness and cold. Cold conquered them at last.


  “They didn’t blow up. Nowhere did I see a wrecked machine; always they had stopped automatically when the defective resistances made it impossible to continue. The stored energy that was meant to re-start those machines after repairs had been made had long since leaked out. Never again could they move, I knew.


  “I WONDERED how long they had been, how long they had gone on and on, long after the human need of them had vanished. For that vast city contained only a very few humans at the end. What untold ages of lonely functioning perfection had stretched behind those at-last-defeated mechanisms?


  “I wandered out, to see perhaps more, before the necessary end came to me, too. Through the city of death. Everywhere little self-contained machines, cleaning machines that had kept that perfect city orderly and neat stood helpless and crushed by eternity and cold. They must have continued functioning for years after the great central power stations failed, for each contained its own store of energy, needing only occasional recharge from the central stations.


  “I could see where breaks had occurred in the city, and, clustered about those breaks were motionless repair machines, their mechanisms in positions of work, the debris cleared away and carefully stacked on motionless trucks. The new beams and plates were partly attached, partly fixed and left, as the last dregs of their energy was fruitlessly expended in the last, dying attempts of that great body to repair itself. The death wounds lay unmended.


  “I started back up. Up to the top of the city. It was a long climb, an infinite, weary climb, up half a mile of winding ramps, past deserted, dead homes; past, here and there, shops and restaurants; past motionless little automotive passenger cars.


  “Up and up, to the crowning gardens that lay stiff and brittle and frozen. The breaking of the roof must have caused a sudden chill, for their leaves lay green in sheaths of white, frozen air. Brittle glass, green and perfect to the touch. Flowers, blooming in wonderful perfection showed still; they didn’t seem dead, but it didn’t seem they could be otherwise under the blanket of cold.


  “Did you ever sit up with a corpse?” Bob looked up at us—through us. “I had to once, in my little home town where they always did that. I sat with a few neighbors while the man died before my eyes. I knew he must die when I came there. He died—and I sat there all night while the neighbors filed out, one by one, and the quiet settled. The quiet of the dead.


  “I had to again. I was sitting with a corpse then. The corpse of a dead world in a dead universe, and the quiet didn’t have to settle there; it had settled a billion years ago, and only my coming had stirred those feeble, protesting ghosts of eon-dead hopes of that planet to softly whining protest—protest the wind tried to sob to me, the dead wind of the dead gases. I’ll never be able to call them inert gases again. I know.


  I know they are dead gases, the dead gases of dead worlds.


  “And above, through the cracked crystal of the rook, the dying suns looked down on the dead city. I couldn’t stay there. I went down. Down under layer after layer of buildings, buildings of gleaming metal that reflected the dim, blood light of the Sun outside in carmine stains. I went down and down, down to the machines again. But even there hopelessness seemed more intense. Again I saw that agonizing struggle of the eternally faithful machines trying to repair themselves once more to serve the masters who were dead a million million years. I could see it again in the frozen, exhausted postures of the repair machines, stilled forever in their hopeless endeavors, the last poor dregs of energy spilled in fruitless conflict with time.


  “It mattered little. Time himself was dying now, dying with the city and the planet and the universe he had killed.


  “But those machines had tried so hard to serve again—and failed. Now they could never try again. Even they—the deathless machines—were dead.


  “I went out again, away from those machines, out into the illimitable corridors, on the edge of the city. I could not penetrate far before the darkness became as absolute as the cold. I passed the shops where goods, untouched by time in this cold, still beckoned those strange humans, but humans for all that; beckoned the masters of the machines that were no more. I vaguely entered one to see what manner of things they used in that time.


  “I nearly screamed at the motion of the thing in there, heard dimly through my suit the strangely softened sounds it made in the thin air. I watched it stagger twice—and topple. I cannot guess what manner of storage cells they had—save that they were marvelous beyond imagination. That stored energy that somehow I had released by entering was some last dreg that had remained through a time as old as our planet now. Its voice was stilled forever. But it drove me out—on.


  “It had died while I watched. But somehow it made me more curious. I wondered again, less oppressed by utter death. Still, some untapped energy remained in this place, stored unimaginably. I looked more keenly, watched more closely. And when I saw a screen in one office, I wondered. It was a screen. I could see readily it was television of some type. Exploratively, I touched a stud. Sound! A humming, soft sound!


  “To my mind leaped a picture of a system of these. There must be—interconnected—a vast central office somewhere with vaster accumulator cells, so huge, so tremendous in their power once, that even the little microfraction that remained was great. A storage system untouchable to the repair machines—the helpless, hopeless power machines.


  “IN AN INSTANT I was alive again with hope. There was a strange series of studs and dials, unknown devices. I pulled back on the stud I had pressed, and stood trembling, wondering. Was there hope?


  “Then the thought died. What hope? The city was dead. Not merely that. It had been dead, dead for untold time. Then the whole planet was dead. With whom might I connect? There were none on the whole planet, so what mattered it that there was a communication system.


  “I looked at the thing more blankly. Had there been—how could I interpret its multitudinous devices? There was a thing on one side that made me think of a telephone dial for some reason. A pointer over a metal sheet engraved with nine symbols in a circle under the arrow of the pointer. Now the pointer was over what was either the first or the last of these.


  “Clumsily, in these gloves, I fingered one of the little symbol buttons inlaid in the metal. There was an unexpected click, a light glowed on the screen, a lighted image! It was a simple projection—but what a projection! A three-dimensional sphere floated, turning slowly before my eyes, turning majestically. And I nearly fell as understanding flooded me abruptly. The pointer was a selector! The studs beneath the pointer I understood! Nine of them. One after the other I pressed, and nine spheres—each different—swam before me.


  “And right there I stopped and did some hard thinking. Nine spheres. Nine planets. Earth was shown first—a strange planet to me, but one I knew from the relative size and the position of the pointer must be Earth—then, in order, the other eight.


  “Now—might there be life? Yes. In those nine worlds there might be, somewhere.


  “Where? Mercury—nearest the Sun? No, the Sun was too dead, too cold, even for warmth there. And Mercury was too small. I knew, even as I thought, that I’d have one good chance because whatever means they had for communication wouldn’t work without tremendous power. If those incredible storage pells had the power for even one shot, they had no more. Somehow I guessed that this apparatus might incorporate no resistance whatever. Here would be only very high frequency alternating current, and only condensers and inductances would be used in it. Supercooling didn’t bother them any. It improved them. Not like the immense direct-current power machinery.


  “But where to try? Jupiter? That was big. And then I saw what the solution must be. Cold had ruined these machines, thrown them off by making them too-perfect conductors. Because they weren’t designed to defend themselves against spatial cold. But the machines—if there were any—on Pluto for instance, must originally have been designed for just such conditions? There it had always been cold. There it always would be cold.


  “I looked at that thing with an intensity that should have driven my bare eyesight to Pluto. It was a hope. My only hope. But—how to signal Pluto? They could not understand! If there were any ‘they.’


  “So I had to guess—and hope. Somehow, I knew, there must be some means of calling the intelligent attendant, that the user might get aid. There was a bank of little studs—twelve of them—with twelve symbols, each different, in the center of the panel, grouped in four rows of three. I guessed. Duodecimal system.


  “Talk of the problems of interplanetary communication! Was there ever such a one? The problem of an anachronism in the city of the dead on a dead planet, seeking life somewhere, somehow.


  “There were two studs, off by themselves, separate from the twelve—one green, one red. Again I guessed. Each of these had a complex series of symbols on it, so I turned the pointer on the right to Pluto, wavered, and turned it to Neptune. Pluto was farther. Neptune had been cold enough; the machines would still be working there, and it would be, perhaps, less of a strain on the dregs of energy that might remain.


  “I depressed the green symbol hoping I had guessed truly, that red still meant danger, trouble and wrongness to men when that was built—that it meant release and cancellation for a wrongly pressed key. That left green to be an operative call signal.


  “Nothing happened. The green key alone was not enough. I looked again, pressed the green key and that stud I had first pressed.


  “The thing hummed again. But it was a deeper note now, an entirely different sound, and there was a frenzied clicking inside. Then the green stud kicked back at me. The Neptune key under the pointer glowed softly; the screen began to shimmer with a grayish light. And, abruptly, the humming groaned as though at a terrific overload; the screen turned dull; the little signal light under Neptune’s key grew dim. The signal was being sent—hurled out.


  “Minute after minute I stood there, staring. The screen grew very slowly, very gently duller, duller. The energy was fading. The last stored driblet was being hurled away—away into space. ‘Oh,’ I groaned, ‘it’s hopeless—hopeless to——’


  “I’d realized the thing would take hours to get to that distant planet, traveling at the speed of light, even if it had been correctly aligned. But the machinery that should have done that through the years probably had long since failed for lack of power.


  “But I stood there till the groaning motors ceased altogether, and the screen was as dark as I’d found it, the signal light black. I released the stud then, and backed away, dazed by the utter collapse of an insane hope. Experimentally I pressed the Neptune symbol again. So little power was left now, that only the faintest wash of murky light projected the Neptune image, little energy as that would have consumed.


  “I went out. Bitter. Hopeless. Earth’s last picture was long, long since painted—and mine had been the hand that spent Earth’s last poor resource. To its utter exhaustion, the eternal city had strived to serve the race that created it, and I, from the dawn of time had, at the end of time, drained its last poor atom of life. The thing was a thing done.


  “SLOWLY I went back to the roof and the dying suns. Up the miles of winding ramp that climbed a half mile straight up. I went slowly—only life knows haste—and I was of the dead.


  “I found a bench up there—a carved bench of metal in the midst of a riot of colorful, frozen flowers. I sat down, and looked out across the frozen city to the frozen world beyond, and the freezing red Sun.


  “I do not know how long I sat there. And then something whispered in my mind.


  “ ‘We sought you at the television machine.’


  “I leaped from the bench and stared wildly about me.


  “It was floating in the air—a shining dirigible of metal, ruby-red in that light, twenty feet long, perhaps ten in diameter, bright, warm orange light gleaming from its ports. I stared at it in amazement.


  “ ‘It—it worked!’ I gasped.


  “ ‘The beam carried barely enough energy to energize the amplifiers when it reached Neptune, however,’ replied the creature in the machine.


  “I couldn’t see him—I knew I wasn’t hearing him, but somehow that didn’t surprise me.


  “ ‘Your oxygen has almost entirely given out, and I believe your mind is suffering from lack of oxygen. I would suggest you enter the lock; there is air in here.’


  “I don’t know how he knew, but the gauges confirmed his statement. The oxygen was pretty nearly gone. I had perhaps another hour’s supply if I opened the valves wide—but it was a most uncomfortably near thing, even so.


  “I got in. I was beaming, joyous. There was life. This universe was not so dead as I had supposed. Not on Earth, perhaps, but only because they did not choose! They had space ships! Eagerly I climbed in, a strange thrill running through my body as I crossed the threshold of the lock. The door closed behind me with a soft shush on its soft gaskets, locked, and a pump whined somewhere for a moment; then the inner door opened. I stepped in—and instantly turned off my alcohol burners. There was heat—heat and light and air!


  “In a moment I had the outer lacings loose, and the inner zipper down. Thirty seconds later I stepped out of the suit, and took a deep breath. The air was clean and sweet and warm, invigorating, fresh-smelling, as though it had blown over miles of green, Sun-warmed fields. It smelled alive, and young.


  “THEN I looked for the man who had come for me. There was none. In the nose of the ship, by the controls, floated a four-foot globe of metal, softly glowing with a warm, golden light. The light pulsed slowly or swiftly with the rhythm of his thoughts, and I knew that this was the one who had spoken to me.


  “ ‘You had expected a human?’ he thought to me. ‘There are no more. There have been none for a time I cannot express in your mind. Ah, yes, you have a mathematical means of expression, but no understanding of that time, so it is useless. But the last of humanity was allowed to end before the Sun changed from the original G-O stage—a very, very long time ago.’


  “I looked at him and wondered. Where was he from? Who—what—what manner of thing? Was it an armor-incased living creature or another of the perfect machines?


  “I felt him watching my mind operate, pulsing softly in his golden light. And suddenly I thought to look out of the ports. The dim red suns were wheeling across those ports at an unbelievable rate. Earth was long since gone. As I looked, a dim, incredibly dim, red disk suddenly appeared, expanded—and I looked in awe at Neptune.


  “The planet was scarcely visible when we were already within a dozen millions of miles. It was a jeweled world. Cities—the great, perfect cities—still glowed. They glowed in soft, golden light above, and below, the harsher, brighter blue of mercury vapor lighted them.


  “He was speaking again. ‘We are machines—the ultimate development of man’s machines. Man was almost gone when we came.


  “ ‘With what we have learned in the uncounted dusty megayears since, we might have been able to save him. We could not then. It was better, wiser, that man end than that he sink down so low as he must, eventually. Evolution is the rise under pressure. Devolution is the gradual sinking that comes when there is no pressure—and there is no end to it. Life vanished from this system—a dusty infinity I cannot sort in my memory—my type memory, truly, for I have complete all the memories of those that went before me that I replace. But my memory cannot stretch back to that time you think of—a time when the constellations.


  “ ‘It is useless to try. Those memories are buried under others, and those still buried under the weight of a billion centuries.


  “ ‘We enter’—he named a city; I cannot reproduce that name—‘now. You must return to Earth though in some seven and a quarter of your days, for the magnetic axis stretches back in collapsing field strains. I will be able to inject you into it, I believe.’


  “So I entered that city, the living city of machines, that had been when time and the universe were young.


  “I did not know then that, when all this universe had dissolved away, when the last sun was black and cold, scattered dust in a fragment of a scattered universe, this planet with its machine cities would go on—a last speck of warm light in a long-dead universe. I did not know then.


  “ ‘You still wonder that we let man die out?’ asked the machine. ‘It was best. In another brief million years he would have lost his high estate. It was best.


  “ ‘Now we go on. We cannot end, as he did. It is automatic with us.’


  “I felt it then, somehow. The blind, purposeless continuance of the machine cities I could understand. They had no intelligence, only functions. These machines—these living, thinking, reasoning investigators—had only one function, too. Their function was slightly different—they were designed to be eternally curious, eternally investigating. And their striving was the more purposeless of the two, for theirs could reach no end. The cities fought eternally only the blind destructiveness of nature, wear, decay, erosion.


  “But their struggle had an opponent forever, so long as they existed. The intelligent—no, not quite intelligent, but something else—curious machines were without opponents. They had to be curious. They had to go on investigating. And they had been going on in just this way for such incomprehensible ages that there was no longer anything to be curious about. Whoever, whatever designed them gave them function and forgot purpose. Their only curiosity was the wonder if there might, somewhere, be one more thing to learn.


  “That—and the problem they did not want to solve, but must try to solve, because of the blind functioning of their very structure.


  “Those eternal cities were limited. The machines saw now that limit, and so the hope of final surcease in it. They worked on the energy of the atom. But the masses of the suns were yet tremendous. They were dead for want of energy. The masses of the planets were still enormous. But they, too, were dead for want of energy.


  “THE MACHINES there on Neptune gave me food and drink—strange, synthetic foods and drinks. There had been none on all the planet. They, perforce, started a machine, unused in a billion years and more, that I might eat. Perhaps they were glad to do so. It brought the end appreciably nearer, that vast consumption of mine.


  “They used so very, very little, for they were so perfectly efficient. The only possible fuel in all the universe is one—hydrogen. From hydrogen, the lightest of elements, the heaviest can be built up, and energy released. They knew how to destroy matter utterly to energy, and could do it.


  “But while the energy release of hydrogen compounding to the heavy elements is controllable, the destruction of matter to energy is a self-regenerative process. Started once, it spreads while matter lies within its direct, contiguous reach. It is wild, uncontrollable. It is impossible to utilize the full energy of matter.


  “The suns had found that. They had burned their hydrogen until it was a remnant so small the action could not go on.


  “On all Earth there was not an atom of hydrogen—nor was there on any planet, save Neptune. And there the store was not great. I used an appreciable fraction while I was there. That is their last hope. They can see the end, now.


  “I stayed those few days, and the machines came and went. Always investigating, always curious. But there is in all that universe nothing to investigate save the one problem they do not want to solve—the problem they are sure they cannot solve.


  “The machine took me back to Earth, set up something near me that glowed with a peculiar, steady, gray light. It would fix the magnetic axis on me, on my location, within a few hours. He could not stay near when the axis touched again. He went back to Neptune, but a few millions of miles distant, in this shrunken mummy of the solar system.


  “I stood alone on the roof of the city, in the frozen garden with its deceptive look of life.


  “And I thought of that night I had spent, sitting up with the dead man. I had come and watched him die. And I sat up with him in the quiet. I had wanted some one, any one to talk to.


  “I did then. Overpoweringly it came to me I was sitting up in the night of the universe, in the night and quiet of the universe, with a dead planet’s body, with the dead, ashen hopes of countless, nameless generations of men and women. The universe was dead, and I sat up alone—alone in the dead hush.


  “Out beyond, a last flicker of life was dying on the planet Neptune—a last, false flicker of aimless life, but not life. Life was dead. The world was dead.


  “I knew there would never be another sound here. For all the little remainder of time. For this was the dark and the night of time and the universe. It was inevitable, the inevitable end that had been simply more distant in my day—in the long, long-gone time when the stars were mighty lighthouses of a mighty space, not the dying, flickering candles at the head of a dead planet.


  “It had been inevitable then; the candles must burn out for all their brave show. But now I could see them guttering low, the last, fruitless dregs of energy expiring as the machines below had spent their last dregs of energy in that hopeless, utterly faithful gesture—to attempt the repair of the city already dead.


  “The universe had been dead a billion years. It had been. This, I saw, was the last radiation of the heat of life from an already-dead body—the feel of life and warmth, imitation of life by a corpse. Those suns had long and long since ceased to generate energy. They were dead, and their corpses were giving off the last, lingering life heat before they cooled.


  “I ran. I think I ran—down away from the flickering, red suns in the sky. Down to the shrouding blackness of the dead city below, where neither light, nor heat, nor life, nor imitation of life bothered me.


  “The utter blackness quieted me somewhat. So I turned off my oxygen valves, because I wanted to die sane, even here, and I knew I’d never come back.


  “The impossible happened! I came to with that raw oxygen in my face. I don’t know how I came—only that here is warmth and life.


  “Somewhere, on the far side of that bismuth coil, inevitable still, is the dead planet and the flickering, guttering candles that light the death watch I must keep at the end of time.”


  THE WORLDS OF TOMORROW


  THE SOLAR SYSTEM’S OCEAN WORLD


  NEPTUNE, the eighth planet outward from the sun, is known far and wide as the “ocean world” of the Solar System. For no other of the System’s planets is blanketed by a great planetary sea as is Neptune. Land on Neptune is the rare exception, not the rule.


  The reason for this is that Neptune apparently never went through long periods of diastrophism such as the other planets experienced. Hence, no great inequalities of its surface were produced. Therefore, the ocean covers the whole planet, just as would be the case with Earth and other worlds if their spheres were as smooth as Neptune’s.


  Astro-geologists now say that originally there was no spot of land on Neptune, not
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  even the islands which are now scattered in its planetary ocean. Those islands grew up from the sea-floor through the ages in the same way that stalagmites grow, by crystalline accretion of certain dissolved minerals in the sea.


  The first interplanetary explorer to visit Neptune was the famous Mark Carew, second of the great space-pioneers, and the inventor of the gravitation-equalizers.


  Neptune’s First Explorers


  Carew’s expedition left Earth in 1991, hoping to reach Saturn, Uranus and Neptune and Pluto. On February 28, 1993, Carew succeeded in reaching Neptune.


  “We feared at first that there was no land at all upon this ocean planet,” wrote Carew in his book, SPACEWARD TO GLORY (1994). “As far as the eye could reach rolled an illimitable wilderness of waters. We had previously during this voyage looked with awe upon the great plains of Saturn and the mighty mountains of Uranus, but this worldstretching ocean was the most stupefying sight of all.”


  Carew and his men finally sighted land in the form of a small group of islands. They landed upon it, but hastily discovered that they could not have chosen a worse place. For upon these islands existed ferocious spiderlike arachnids of huge size.


  “We felt lucky to escape without loss of any of our number from that fearful place,” Carew wrote. “Nevertheless, we were heartened to find that at least there were some islands in Neptune’s sea. Naming them the Spider Islands, we cruised eastward.”


  Carew and his men discovered soon after the Rock Isles. And on this archipelago they found a race of semi-civilized, native Neptunians.


  The Earthmen were amazed to discover this race. For the Neptunians, though their gray skins, queer-peaked skulls and other features made them a little grotesque, were undoubtedly human!


  “It was too much for us,” Mark Carew wrote. “When Gorham Johnson and I found near-human people on Venus and Mercury, we could not credit our eyes. Then we had found other humanlike races on Mars and Jupiter. Saturn and Uranus had people, and now even Neptune!”


  Return to Earth


  Carew and his crew heard the Neptunians’ stories of floating islands far in the southwest, of terrible monsters and strange sea-devils in the vast ocean, of awful storms and tides.


  It had been Mark Carew’s hope to go on to Pluto, to swing out as far as the orbit of that farthest planet. But his ship’s rocket-motors were badly strained, the hull had been battered, the men were worn and sick, from months of voyaging through these vast solar spaces. Carew had to abandon the idea of making Pluto on this trip.


  In his book, Carew writes, that, as they left Neptune, he looked back out into space at the dim spark of Pluto and vowed that he would come back again and reach that world.


  And indeed, Mark Carew did sail from Earth again in 1994, bound for Pluto. But he never reached it. We know now he was lost in the Saragosso Sea of Space beyond Jupiter. It was reserved for another pioneer, old Jan Wenzi, to be the first of all men to walk on far Pluto.


  It was some time before Neptune received much attention in the rush of interplanetary travel and colonization that followed the first pioneering voyages. There seemed scant reason for other planetary people to travel to Neptune, which was almost all ocean and had only a scanty people clinging to a few rocky islands.


  In the year 2005, a scientific commission of the System Government visited the planet. Using sea-suits, they conducted some submarine explorations, and discovered rich de-
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  posits of gold, platinum and other precious ores. More important still, they discovered heavy deposits of the rare metal gravium.


  The Gravium Rush


  There was instantly a feverish “gravium rush” to Neptune, from worlds all over the System. For gravium, a vital element in manufacture of the gravitation-equalizers, was the most valuable metal known. Miners, adventurers, criminals flocked to Neptune.


  The city Amphitrite was built upon one of the Rock Isles. Submarine prospectors in sea-suits went out searching for gravium deposits under the sea. Many of these men, inexperienced in the dangers of Neptunian seas, fell victim to the ferocious water-creatures. Only a few located gravium deposits.


  In time, a single gravium corporation was formed which was given concession to conduct all mining operations on Neptune, by the System Government. The mining itself could not be done in sea-suits. So submarine mines were built—an epic of engineering daring. They consisted of great caissons which were built, floated out to the desired location, then lowered to the bottom, and the water pumped out.


  Besides the lure of gravium and other metals, the teeming life of the Neptunian sea attracted other planetary people. The vast ocean was crowded with edible fish. Fishermen from all over the System came and dared the storms and maelstroms and monsters of the Neptunian sea for a rich catch. The fish caught by them is shipped all over the System, in spaceships constructed so that the vacuum of the void pervades all cargo-compartments. Thus the sea-food freezes while en route.


  Also, living sea-monsters are sometimes caught and transported, though not without considerable difficulty, from Neptune to other worlds, to be shown in aquariums. There are few people today who have not seen in some such collection one of the awesome “swallowers” or giant sea-snakes from the eighth planet.


  The city Amphitrite has grown rather slowly, depending on the gravium and fisheries trade mostly. Of course, Neptune has so little land that it will never be colonized very much, though there have been suggestions of metal cities floating on pontoons proposed for the future.


  Neptune’s Satellite


  Few interplanetary travelers today, however, feel that a trip around the System is complete without a stop at the ocean world.


  Neptune’s moon, Triton, remains almost completely unknown. There have been many rumors of a strange, grotesque race of weird powers who dwell there. But such amazing experiences have overtaken the few venturesome souls who dared land there, that the moon is shunned.


  It is worthy of note that the Neptunians themselves travel in the System perhaps less than any other planetary race. No matter to what world they go, the gray natives seem homesick for their own far, watery planet.


  We have already quoted Mark Carew’s amazed account of his first contact with the Neptunians, his surprise at finding there were humans on Neptune, as on the other System worlds. It is a fact that before the first space voyages were made, back in the 20th century, scientists believed that there was no chance whatever of humans being found on any other world. Conditions, they said, were too different—evolution could not take the same course on different worlds.


  The surprise of those scientists when humans were discovered on every world of the System, was tremendous. It seemed inconceivable to them that all these different planetary races, all human or nearly human, could have evolved simultaneously on isolated and far-distant worlds.


  The Lost Race


  Only with the gradual progress of astro-archaeology did the answer to this riddle show itself. Certain ruins on Mars and on Tethys, moon of Saturn, gave the first clue. And archaeological discoveries elsewhere in the System soon corroborated it.


  These discoveries showed that the presence of human races on all the System worlds was not just accident. Sometime in the dim past, milenniums of years ago, a civilized and super-scientific human people had existed who had colonized every world.


  Then that great race had fallen, and disappeared—no one knows just what caused their decay, as yet. But the colonists left by them on the different worlds, though lacking the great science and civilization of their ancestors, and in time losing all memory even of those ancestors, remained human races. The differing environments of their worlds made them different, which is why Martians, Earthmen, Venusians and all the other races differ in many points from each other, though all are basically human.


  MOMUS’ MOON


  Earl Binder and Otto Binder


  An incident of the skylanes where two men, freed for a moment from the harsh confinement of space travel, forgot caution.


  “WHATEVER annihilated the two previous expeditions to Neptune’s moon was an agency of blind nature,” maintained Wade Winton. He prepared for deceleration. “There can be no downright intelligent life out this far—”


  “What about me?” grinned Archie Boswell.


  “—with the possible exception of myself,” continued Winton inexorably. “Intelligence diminishes as the square of the distance from the sun. Look at the Venerians, so damnably clever that they would have started interplanetary travel ages ago if metals didn’t rust on the spot in their highly active atmosphere. They had no metal age, but passed directly into the plastic age, for that reason. The Mercurians would be still brighter, of course—except that they don’t exist.


  “Now, going to Earth, we have mankind—brainy, yes, but too dumb to know it. Conquers space but can’t keep the murder rate on earth below 2000 an hour. Mars? The famous, or infamous canals are like the Egyptial pyramids—built by neurotic tin-god dynasties at the end of a lash. Your various Jovian-system races would just about pass muster alongside a dull-witted Neanderthaler. The Saturnians are still trying to figure out how much is two plus two.


  “As the Crile-Brady theory of life states, the further you are from the sun, the less electrons motivate your cell-radiogens, and the less electro-psychic—”


  “Precisely, precisely,” yawned Boswell sagely, clipping off the lecture before it went beyond his depth.


  He eyed the deceleration needle climbing close to its starting mark on the chronometer, and began carefully strapping himself into his seat.


  “Still,” Boswell said, “it remains that two preceding expeditions visited the lone moon of Neptune, never returning. Something did them in. It’s the Moon of Doubt so far. And as MacKinzie said—cheerful cuss that he is—‘be prepared, boys, for any menace, particularly that of intelligence’. I’ll look for that first, Wade.”


  Winton tripped a lever which brought the hissing of fuel jets and spark distributors to life. “Archie, did you ever hear the story of the fellow walking on the moon who was so intent on the mountains ahead that he fell into a crater.”


  “No, what is it?”


  “Besides,” Winton pursued, “there probably isn’t any life on Neptune’s moon at all. Photometric tests from earth give a surface temperature of fifty degrees in its tropics, if any.”


  “Fifty? I’ve been known to survive 49 and 51—”


  “This is Absolute, my featherbrained friend,” Winton growled. “Minus 225 degrees Centigrade. Thus its atmosphere must be largely hydrogen, helium and methane. On the ground would lie nitrogen-ice and liquid-oxygen. Picture forms of life in that balmy climate!”


  Boswell shivered. “We can expect an icy reception and the cold shoulder from the girls. Well, anyway, I’m slightly sick, to put it strongly, of the sight of space. Even when I close my eyes I see it—or the lack of it. Any extra terra-firma, even at 25 below zero Absolute, would look good. Wade, my boy, apply deceleration. The needle says so.”


  WINTON jammed over the proper lever. The nose rockets burst forth volcanically and continued, imposing their smooth retardation to the space ship’s stupendous velocity. The two men felt themselves pressing forward against their straps.


  Hour after hour, slowly, the rockets cut down the velocity that had been built up, hour by hour, at the start. Ahead, the star that was Neptune, inconspicuous in the hosts of heaven, began to assume a more regal aspect. It climbed the scale of magnitude, reached brilliance, and finally became a small moon.


  THE third expedition to Neptune, it had taken them two long months since leaving Mars to make the giant hop over the dangerous asteroid belt and plunge into the trackless immensity beyond. Neptune—thirty Astronomical Units from the sun. In miles, close to the meaningless number of three billion. Sixty times as wide as the gap between earth and Mars. It was something like a miracle to arrive.


  The giant planet, sixty earths in volume, loomed in eerie grandeur, and swept to one side as Winton arrowed for its Mercury-sized moon. Back of them the sun had shrunk to star-like proportions, with no more disc than Venus shows to Earth.


  Able to look directly at the sun without being blinded, Boswell seemed to be searching for something, “That must be earth there—that greenish star. Good old earth!”


  Winton laughed sarcastically.


  “That green star is more light-years away than you are old. Archie, you can’t see earth from here at all! Stop to realize how far out we are, and how narrow those puny orbits of the inner planets have become. They are so close to the sun that its glare hides them. The Neptunians, if any, could only know there are four inner planets if they had A-l photos taken while the sun was eclipsed by their satellite. If you aren’t properly amazed at that, here’s more. Neptune’s orbit is so tremendous that since its discovery in 1846, it hasn’t yet made one revolution around the sun. It hasn’t completed one of its ‘years’ yet. Yet every second since 1846 it has moved three and one-third miles!”


  “That’s the record for getting nowhere fast,” Boswell grunted. “It is a little removed from the haunts of earth at that.” He squinted at the huge planet. “Looks like an anemic tomato. Plenty of atmosphere around it but the Lord knows of what.” He shifted his gaze to the satellite, now rapidly nearing. “An atmosphere there too, judging by the fuzzy profile.”


  “Don’t construct any high hopes, Archie. It’s probably thinner than the veneer of civilization, and mostly hydrogen. And cold enough to freeze an electric furnace at full blast. And you won’t find the biological disease of life on its pristine purity of rock. Br-r-r! Turn up the heater a bit. I’m freezing just to think of it.”


  BUT Winton proved wrong on every count.


  He landed the ship with his usual skill, on Neptune’s moon, turned off the powerful engine, then sat stunned, staring out of the ports. Boswell bustled around the cabin. He made readings of the instruments hung outside the hull.


  “Air-pressure of 298 millimeters!” he announced excitedly. He had set up his portable Fraunhofer Analyzer. “Temperature fifty degrees—but Fahrenheit, my lad! Humidity 50%, like an air-conditioned room in earth’s swankiest hotel.”


  His voice trailed away as he watched ghostly lines sharpen in the analyzer. “Looks like breathable air too, Wade! Has less nitrogen and more rare-gases than earth’s air, but that makes no difference. Oxygen percentage high, about 30%, and that neatly offsets the low pressure. No harmful ingredients that I can discover. Isn’t it unbelievable?”


  “That too!” Winton pointed through the high nose-port. Across the dark heavens they saw a small, glowing shape swiftly streak toward the horizon. The shadow of its oncoming quarter-phase visibly broadened over its face.


  “Another moon of Neptune!” Boswell gurgled.


  “Look at that changing phase for another minute,” suggested Winton cryptically. “See—it’s changing in reference to this moon’s motion, not its own.”


  “I’m a little deaf,” Boswell vouched.


  “Sap! That’s a moon, all right. But not of Neptune.”


  Boswell stared. “Wait—don’t tell me. On second thought, tell me.”


  “It’s this moon’s moon! Too small to be seen from earth in even the largest telescopes.”


  “Seventy little blue devils,” Boswell said. “A moon of a moon! And maybe that little moon has another, and that another, and so ad infinitum.”


  “The landscape outside,” Winton said abruptly, “is pretty weird.”


  “Weird?” grunted Boswell, rummaging in the food stores. “Why, it’s so much like earth’s, you’d think we were back there.”


  Winton nodded. “That’s the weird part of it. The whole blessed set-up isn’t natural. It just isn’t right for a body so far removed from earthly regions to practically duplicate its conditions. Next we’ll be seeing a deer come out of that forest as nice as you please and—”


  Winton choked, eyes popping. “There it is!” he wailed. “It isn’t quite a deer, smaller and daintier, but still a hooved animal. Do you see it? Tell me I’m sane, Archie, please!”


  “I see it. You’re as sane as I am, Wade.”


  “I’m still in doubt!”


  “Soup’s on!” Boswell, unconcerned with the phenomenon, passed out a large cup of gelatinous porridge. “It may all be unnatural, but my appetite isn’t.”


  After they had eaten, they felt sleepy, as two normal, healthy human beings should feel, whether on Neptune’s satellite or earth. Winton set the outer alarm system that would operate if anything touched the hull, and they retired to their bunks with gusty yawns. Their inner minds, when their eyes closed, pictured the hollow immensity of star-spattered space as the picture had been before them for two long months.


  THREE days passed, as measured on earth.


  When they awoke the third morning it was still light, as it would be forever on this face of the satellite turned eternally toward its primary. But a new sharpness had come into the light with the rising of the blazing sun-star, still equal to more than 500 full-moons on earth. Sunlight on this little world would last for seventy hours. Then there would be “night” for seventy hours. But day or night, the magnificent striated bulk of Neptune hung in the sky, shedding a ruddy silver glow of reflected sunlight.


  “On this globe is a menace that destroyed two other expeditions,” Winton mused soberly. “No use to look for them. The last one was three years ago. They’re dead, and something did it—but what on this pleasant world?”


  “Well, if the menace shows up in any form short of fourth-dimensional soup,” Boswell promised grimly, “we’ll give it a rousing welcome.”


  They were equipped as thoroughly as every other interplanetary expedition, but as an added feature had a turret nest from which could be sprayed lethal death in three forms—poison gas, shock-beams, and bullets. No conceivable enemy could storm this stronghold.


  But there seemed no answer to the challenge. They had landed in a clearing of what seemed an ordinary forest. A few eyes gleamed from the trees, but no formidable creatures appeared in the three earth-days they had rested from their space journey. That was as far as caution held them.


  It was the morning they had elected to sally forth from the ship for the first time. Both were achingly impatient to tread on this amazing second earth. Boswell whistled and drew an answering note from Pete, their canary. He took the cage down and put it in the air-lock.


  “Sorry, old fellow,” he muttered, “but it has to be done.”


  Closing the inner seal, he pulled the lever that opened the outer plate. Fifteen minutes later he reversed the process and whistled to the frightened but unharmed bird. It was a sure test for alien atmospheres, as as well as the mine depths of earth.


  The next process was to adjust their lungs to the outside pressure. Boswell gradually valved air out of their cabin through a pipe that pierced the hull. Their respiration rate automatically increased as the pressure lowered. A period of dizziness came and went. Finally the barometers, inner and outer, were equalized.


  They donned light garments and strapped belts around their middles each with a knife, gas-mask, and pistol with fifty rounds of ammunition. They stepped out in a gravity that allowed them to leap twenty feet up without effort. Boswell immediately tried it a dozen times, yelling in pure exuberance after the close confinement of the ship.


  “Whoopee! I’m going to like this place.”


  “Stop it, you infernal chump! A fine representative you are of earthly manhood, jumping around like a rubber ball.” Winton was doing it himself a moment later. “Just to test the gravity,” he alibied.


  A few minutes later, sucking in huge lung-fulls of the fresh air and liking its tang, they strode forward in the odd wash of light from three sources. Under their feet was a smooth carpet of clipped grasses, almost park-like in appearance. Winton stooped to dig up a handful of soil, letting it run through his fingers.


  “Fine-grained stuff, weathered by ages and bacteria. The top-soil of a planet indicates its surface evolution as much as the life-forms. It’s good dirt.”


  “But not pay-dirt.” Boswell had planted his portable mass-atom analyzer on the ground and was reading its cryptic message. “The usual iron, calcium, aluminum, silicates, carbon—but no radium! Inside the ship, for three days, my electroscope discharged like seven hells. There has to be radium in this soil, yet there isn’t. Is MacKinzie, in behalf of Solar Metals Incorporation, going to be sore! His private theory, or hunch, is that Neptune and Pluto both should have lots of radium, since earth has more than Venus, Mars has more than earth, Jupiter has more than Mars, and so on. Greedy old optimist! Reckon he expected us to come back with a ton of pure metal.”


  He frowned. “But still, I don’t understand—”


  “Wouldn’t a large deposit at a distance work your electroscope?” Winton suggested thoughtfully.


  “Ye-es, except that I put a lead shield around it, which localizes the ionizing gamma-rays as coming from below, or above. Since above is ridiculous it must have come from the ground.” He waved his arm helplessly. “But Wade, the ground is almost virginically pure of radium contamination. Something’s crazy, and it may be me—soon.”


  “Or me.” Winton thumped his head with his knuckles. “I wish we hadn’t come here, for our peace of mind.


  Archie, there’s only one possible way to explain this tremendously abnormal surface temperature. The sun is out of the question. Neptune is cold; radiates nothing but reflected light. Radio-activity—that’s the only answer. And you say—”


  “—there isn’t any radium!”


  They grinned at one another humorlessly, more puzzled than they cared to admit. Winton dragged Boswell on to make tests of underlying soil at spot after spot.


  “No use,” summarized the latter mournfully. “The radio-active deposits that we know must be here aren’t here, Wade.”


  “How sensitive is your pop-gun there, Archie?”


  Boswell rolled his eyes eloquently.


  “It will detect the 0.4341 Angstrom radium-line straight down through anything but solid lead for two miles. It will spot a millionth of a milligram equal to a mole on a filterable virus’ left cheek—at a distance of five hundred feet. That’s sensitivity, my boy! If a wind blew over a pinhead of radium, and then blew the other way, it would still burn out my detector. Do I make myself disgustingly clear?”


  Winton moved on, shaking his head as though to clear it.


  “Why should we stir our cranial matter over it? Let the official men of science, when they get here some day, lose sleep. And now don’t get rattled, Archie, over what just walked out of the woods. Sure, I know it’s a man. So what?”


  Winton was trembling all over like a leaf.


  They had gone a half mile from their ship, in search of the radium phantom, and were close now to the edge of a forest. The trees looked disturbingly earthlike. It would have surprised them less to see bizarre freaks with roots in the air and leaves that smoked. One does not expect, or even like, an utterly alien world to flaunt a copy of earth’s typical environment. It is not comprehensible.


  Worse, to see a native creature built in the image of man was a blow to their neural systems. For man it was, in every detail, except that its face was half-human and half something indefinable. It moved slowly along, head up, plucking ripe fruits from the laden trees.


  “See?” gasped Boswell. “I told you I saw some manlike beings in the field-glasses from the ship, yesterday. You told me to stop being a ninny.” He jerked his gun out suddenly. “It—or he—looks half-way intelligent. Those other two expeditions; nothing like being on the alert.”


  Winton sneered.


  “Intelligent—bah! It’s purely an animal in freak human guise. Trick of evolution here. No adornments, no clothing, stark naked. Doesn’t even comb its hair. And it doesn’t recognize us as fellow creatures, though it sees us.”


  “But look at those eyes!” They had warily approached the creature, afraid of scaring it away. Instead it looked up at them with an almost disdainful expression in its quasi-human face. Boswell said again, “Just look at those eyes! Like bright jewels, glinting with intelligence. And a merry twinkle in them too.”


  “Bah!”


  “I’ll prove it.” Boswell smiled at the man-being. It promptly smiled back. In fact, its lips opened wider and a whistling laugh issued. Boswell looked foolish.


  “How impolite of it,” Winton said dryly. “I’ve always managed to restrain my merriment when I looked at you, Archie. Look at the darn thing now—it’s gone back to its feeding, ignoring us completely. It’s just an animal, with little instinct of fear. This must be a peaceful world.”


  The man-creature looked up as Winton stroked its shaggy mane of hair.


  “Not intelligent—peaceful world,” it said calmly.


  Winton jumped backward ten feet, almost knocking Boswell over en route.


  “Not intelligent, eh? But it talks,” grinned Boswell, grabbing his friend’s arm in time to save him a fall.


  “You talk too,” Winton growled. “And so does a parrot.” He approached the creature again, equanimity unruffled. “Look here, buddy,” he demanded, “how much do you know?”


  “Much know,” responded the being. Then it broke out in an infectious laugh. After a moment the two earthmen found themselves joining in. This seemed to inspire the creature more, and its peels rang out lustily. Boswell began to stagger and hold his sides, tears streaming down his cheeks.


  “What are we laughing about?” demanded Winton suddenly, stopping with a choke.


  “Nothing, I guess,” Boswell said ruefully, also stopping.


  “That is funny, but I won’t laugh.” Winton eyed the now quiet pseudoman calculatingly. “There’s something phoney about you, Mack. But I don’t know what it is.”


  “Something phoney, Mack,” said the being. A grin came over its face, so vapid and guileless that the two men couldn’t resist grinning back. Thereupon it burst out in a whinny-laugh that touched off the two humans as though they had been tuned sound-boxes.


  It was harder to stop this time, for their risibilities had been thoroughly aroused. Winton turned away, shook himself like a dog, and clamped his teeth together. Then he took Boswell by the shoulders and shook him with determined violence till he too sobered. When they stopped, the manbeing stopped.


  “When this chap hits your funny-bone,” Boswell gasped, “he uses a mallet.”


  “I don’t like this,” Winton snarled, glaring at the creature. “Begone, you laughing hyena.”


  “Like this laughing,” said the man-being with perfect inflections of voice.


  It reached out suddenly with one of its fruit-stained hands. Boswell’s pistol glinted in the light. The creature stepped back with it, turning it over and over in apparent delight.


  “Hey! Give that back!” Boswell tried to retrieve the gun, but the manbeing kept out of reach. “Please! That’s a dangerous toy. You might blow somebody’s head off—preferably your own. Now be a nice little whatever-you-are and—”


  Speaking soothingly, Boswell tried to approach again, but the pseudoman nimbly kept out of reach. Boswell winced as the long bright barrel swung toward him and one of the being’s fingers fumbled at the trig, ger.


  Winton stood paralyzed. “Watch out, Archie—”


  “Drat you, anyway!” Boswell leaped explosively at the man-being, but his stretching hands touched nothing as the creature agilely pranced away. Boswell stubbornly jumped again, anger in his face. With a smooth swiftness, the manbeing raced away, Boswell following like a huge bounding frog.


  In the light gravitation, they retreated rapidly.


  “Archie, you blasted boob!” Winton roared out. “Come back here—”


  But Boswell raced on. Winton hastily jerked a metal whistle out of his belt and blew on it tempestuously. The clear, shrill tone, designed to penetrate much further than the human voice, brought the flying earthman short. He came back at a lope, cursing bitterly. The pseudo-man, as though it had all been a game of tag, came trotting after him, still clutching the pistol.


  “Idiot!” greeted Winton scathingly. “Might as well try to run down earth’s best miler. Only way to get your gun back is wait till he’s tired of it. Watch now; when his ape-like nature is satisfied, he’ll drop it.”


  Boswell fidgeted nervously. “Or he’ll drop one of us.”


  “One of us,” said the man-being, setting off the fuse of laughter with a delirious trilling.


  THE two earthmen could no more resist it than rib-tickling. Boswell’s hearty guffaws and Winton’s high-pitched ululation, together with the man-being’s empty warbling, rang in a garbled trio over the greenery of Neptune’s moon. Overhead, the giant mother planet seemed to look on mockingly—ominously.


  There was a hysterical edge to their laughter before Winton could command himself. He had to kick Boswell in the shin three times before it wasn’t funny to him.


  “Ouch!” Boswell said weakly. “But thanks, Wade. My lungs are sore from that damnable fit. It’s not funny to have to laugh when there isn’t anything funny to laugh at—if you know what I mean.”


  “It wasn’t really laughing,” Winton groaned dismally. “It was merely the expulsion of air from our lungs in intermittent peristalsis of the throat. Like hiccoughs. People have been known to start like that and—” He grabbed his companion’s arm. “Something tells me we’d better get while the getting’s good.”


  “Wait. One more try at retrieving my gun.”


  Boswell turned to the man-being. “I hate to think of an amiable, merry soul like that carrying around a handful of sudden death. Maybe I can trade him. That usually works with children of nature.”


  He slipped his whistle from his belt, tooted it several times. “See, buddy?” he wheedled. “Isn’t it cute? Wouldn’t you rather have this shiny whistle than that nasty old gun?”


  “Cute buddy,” said the man-being, promptly taking the tendered object and returning the pistol. In perfect mimicry of Boswell’s elaborate pantomime, it put the whistle to its lips and blew gustily.


  Winton screwed up his face sourly. “Let’s go. Hello! Look! Some of his friends coming. Archie, I don’t like this!”


  Apparently attracted by the shrill whistling, a dozen other pseudo-men emerged from the forest and came up at a run. And pseudo-women. Some of them gave their irresistible laughter as they arrived. Thereafter, one or the other was always releasing its inane chuckles. The mirthful sounds deluged the earthmen.


  And laughter, even without cause, is one of the hardest things to resist.


  Boswell sank bonelessly to the ground in twisted Spasms of giggling. Winton tittered through clenched teeth, face purple with strain. A moment later he was in an uproarious state on the grass beside his friend. They writhed there, caught in a nervous storm more debilitating than any other human emotion.


  “This is infernal—ha! ha!” shouted Winton as best he could in Boswell’s ear.


  “Horrible—ho! ho!” roared Boswell. “I’m weak as a—wet rag—and getting weaker. I couldn’t lick—a mouse—right now.”


  “Got to—stop this!” chortled Winton. “But I can’t—haw! haw!”


  “Can’t stop,” said one of the creatures, reaching a hand down and plucking Winton’s whistle from his belt. Taking the cue, the others crowded around and began grasping whatever they could get their hands on. The earthmen were physically unable to resist, though they feebly tried.


  “Hang onto your gun—ha! ha!—if you can!” Winton had put both his hands around his pistol, hanging on for dear life. Boswell managed to do the same while he squirmed in laughter that was now painful and hysterical. The pseudo-humans took everything else—knives, gas helmets, bandoliers, bullets, and torn pieces of clothing till little but rags were left.


  It had something of the air of seemingly mild, friendly beings who had suddenly turned threatening and would punish these audacious, unwelcome two from another world.


  “Can’t stand much more of this!” laughed Boswell.


  “It will drive us insane!” chuckled Winton.


  “This must be the menace—the laughing menace—two other expeditions—gets you by surprise—” guffawed Boswell.


  “A half mile to the ship. We’ll never make it!” cackled Winton.


  “Can’t even get up!”


  “Irony of it! Enough ammunition in ship to blow up half the planet. And here we are—helpless!”


  They spoke only at the cost of terrific effort as constant peals of hilarious laughter racked their bodies. They were barely able to see, through tear-blurred eyes, that dozens of other pseudo-humans had come up. They milled around the two helplessly contorted earthmen, filling the air with their empty trills. Key-sounds that titillated human risibilities beyond the point of endurance.


  “Must do something—” Winton gripped his reeling senses with superhuman will-power. “Archie, hit me! Hit me in the face as hard as you can.”


  Boswell whipped his balled fist around, but the blow landed limply. Winton only laughed the harder.


  “Fight each other,” commanded Winton. “Anger drive out fit.”


  They tried it for a while, kicking, striking, hammering at one another, raising bruises whose pain they could not feel. But the ghastly laughter that came from their lacerated throats continued unabated. They stopped their physical exertions, completely exhausted.


  “Our guns!” Boswell gasped. “Last resort. Must kill them. Hate to but it’s them or us.”


  He raised his pistol, taking aim for the nearest prancing man-being, displaying a stolen belt to a woman-being proudly.


  “No.” Winton knocked his arm down. “Too many. Shoot in air. Maybe the noise—”


  Winton fired upward. With startling suddenness the paean of garbed laughter died out. The beings had all leaped away like wild horses. The rush of their bare feet receded.


  THE two Earthmen reeled to their feet, and staggered in the direction of their ship. The creatures congregated in a group a few hundred yards away, watching.


  “What a relief!” Boswell gasped. “My face muscles will never be the same. Wade, that was diabolical. Momus, the terrible God of Laughter, rules here.” He hurled several choice inprecations over his shoulder. “I’d rather face dragons than those critters.”


  “We’re not out of danger yet,” Winton ground out wryly. “Look, here they come again. We’ll have to conserve bullets. Half a mile to go. I’ll use mine first. One each time they start their infernal whinnying.”


  The creatures gamboled up before they had gone a hundred yards. For a while they frisked silently around the drunkenly loping earthmen, like friendly dogs. Then suddenly one of their number gave a tentative snicker that swept the ranks like a prairie fire. The two humans trembled as though a mighty wind had buffeted them. Biting their lips till blood came, they plunged on. But within them a bubbling, gushing tidal wave of laughter flooded up inexorably.


  “Damn you all seven times over!” Boswell cursed, already folding up like a straw-man as a hysterically hearty gust of laughter shook him.


  Chuckling like an idiot, legs turning to rubber, Winton flung his hand up at the last possible second and fired. He struggled up from his knees, jerked Boswell’s arm, and stumbled toward the ship. The beings had whisked away at the shattering report, but this time they did not run so far, nor display so much fear.


  “Remember that expression, Wade?” Boswell panted. “ ‘They laughed him off the face of the earth?’ I can appreciate that now! And can’t you just picture one of these jolly fellows pulling you aside to tell you a droll story and saying, ‘This’ll kill you!’ ”


  He stared wearily ahead at their gleaming ship, whose haven alone would protect them from the laughing menace. ‘How did we get so thunderation far from our space buggy?”


  “We were looking for radium that doesn’t exist, like a couple of champion chumps,” reminded Winton in dreary tones. “Like I said before, this whole set-up is screwier than a sardine nightmare. An earth-temperatured moon without radium, inhabited by laughing maniacs who speak English pronto without a lesson, and overhead a moon’s moon—” He groaned dismally. “But here come our jovial hosts again!”


  “Like wolves to the kill!”


  They had another minute’s grace before the creatures began their chorus of laughter. Then the typhoon of mirth caught them, tossing them toward the heights of insane laughter. The firing of Winton’s pistol pulled them back from the brink. The beings retreated, but with less startlement, and each succeeding time the interval between firing was shortened. The creatures were fast becoming conditioned to the sharp noise.


  “Chinese knew their stuff,” Boswell remarked bitterly. “An old trick of theirs—torturing victims to death by tickling them into laughing fits.”


  “My gun’s empty,” Winton rasped. “Use yours the next time.”


  “Hundred yards to go!” gasped Boswell when his last bullet was gone.


  His red-rimmed eyes hung on the looming ship with the look of a pilgrim at a saint’s shrine. “We’ve got to make it, Wade. Think of all the sad things you can before they get back. Funerals, invalids, hospitals, shattered love. Life is a vale of tears. All things are rotten at the core.


  There is nothing but misery, suffering, despair. Oh, how sad, sad, sad it all is—sad, sad—” He choked. “Sad—haw! haw!—sad—ho! ho!—”


  The beings were all around them again, whinnying blithely, and the two earthmen were already writhing in the paroxysms of mirthless laughter. They staggered forward desperately on legs that were turning to paper.


  “Never make it!” Winton pointed his gun grimly at his friend’s head. His painfully twisted face, behind its mask of pseudo-mirth, was that of a weeping man. “Saved a bullet—for you, Archie old man—no need for both of us—to die this way—”


  Winton fired.


  The bullet missed, aimed by a trembling hand, blurred eyes. It struck the ship whose metal sides rang out like a gigantic bell. At this new noise, stentorian in volume, the beings pranced away in confusion.


  Winton and Boswell were able to reel within a hundred feet of the ship’s lock. Then the creatures were back. Winton flung his gun at the ship, to make a noise. During this interval they reduced the distance by one-third. Boswell flung his finally.


  But twenty feet from the lock they were caught again, writhing on the grass, as far from safety as though they were in the middle of a desert. Only a dim hope kept them from screaming insanity.


  Winton tried stopping his ears with his fingers, but the fuse-sound of laughter leaked through. He tore up a tuft of grass and stuffed this into his ears savagely. Boswell followed suit. It was enough of a success to enable them to crawl forward inch by inch, foot by foot, between spasms of laughter that turned their muscles to water.


  Fingers, elbows and knees scratched and bleeding, they reached the lock. Winton arose with agonizing effort on legs he knew didn’t exist, to reach the combination dial for the lock.


  20-83-3.


  He remembered the numbers, thank God. He dialed the final figure after an age-long hell of racking laughter, then fell. Boswell rose to jerk the lever and swing the door. They crawled into the lock-chamber through effort measured only in mental horsepower.


  Once in, Boswell made a feeble kick at a vapid face and tugged the door shut. He finally had to slide the handle under his arm-pit and let the weight of his body do what his nerveless hands could not.


  The seal closed, shutting off the sounds from outside. The two earthmen lay quivering like jellyfish, closer to their last ounce of strength and last shred of sanity than ever before in their not-too-tranquil lives of adventure and danger.


  “This,” Boswell grunted weakly, “is heaven. Hell’s outside. I’ll never laugh again for the rest of my life.”


  “Nor will I,” Winton agreed. “My ribs are so sore that they must be scraping raw meat at the edges. The word ‘laugh’ is stricken from my vocabulary. Hereafter, when someone tells me a joke that is funny, I’ll show my appreciation by writing ‘ha, ha’ on a piece of paper.”


  But suddenly Winton did start laughing. However it was real laughter, without hysteria. Boswell joined him.


  “We did put it over on them, at that,” he gloated.


  “You fool, I’m not laughing about that. I’ve just figured out where our radium is. About a year from now, when I get up enough energy to move, I’ll show you.”


  AS their ship retreated from the Neptunian system, Boswell ogled the little moon of the moon they had just visited. He gave it a fond glance, for it was almost solid radium. Financially, their expedition was a thundering success.


  “Everything dovetails,” expostulated Winton in high good humor.


  “When you told me you had your electroscope shielded so that only above or below could lie the radium, I should have suspected immediately that it was the second-hand moon above! Naturally I couldn’t expect your lame brain to figure it out.


  “For countless ages this grandchild moon has been revolving about Neptune’s moon, shedding down its flood of energy from the radium. Result—warmed and habitable moon. Propitious environment. Life, evolution. A strange kind of evolution that has produced creatures with an overdeveloped sense of humor. Those other two expeditions were laughed to death! The next had better be composed of deaf-mutes.”


  He shuddered. “Laughing—laughing—with nothing to laugh at!”


  Boswell grinned crookedly. “Not in my case, Wade boy. During the time I was laughing and knew I couldn’t stop, I thought of all the good jokes I’d heard, enjoying them again. Only they got kind of stale on the fifth round or so.”


  He looked at Winton in sudden triumph. “Ha, my superior friend, how do you explain those beings? The laughing mechanism is a perfect natural defense—but only of intelligent beings. You can’t deny that, not to mention repeating and using English words according to meaning, which means telepathy. You were the one, Wade, who said there’d be no slightest sign of intelligence out here—”


  Winton shook his head. “They aren’t intelligent. They are in the class of genius.”


  “Well?” snorted Boswell.


  “A genius is not intelligent,” stated Winton calmly. “He is abnormally brilliant in one sole direction, subnormal in all else. Take his average and he’s mediocre. Often, in a manner of speaking, he’s insane.” He eyed Boswell meaningly. “You aren’t brilliant in any way, are you, Archie?”


  “Oh, no, not at all!” Boswell assured him hastily.


  LIFE ON NEPTUNE


  Henry Gade


  On our back cover this month we present the artist’s conception of the inhabitants of the planet Neptune, deduced in imagination from scientific facts about that world as astronomers know them


  Although Neptune is the giant world of the solar system, being almost a twin to its sister-world, Uranus, very little definite is known about it. Therefore, a theoretical conception of the inhabitant of Neptune must of necessity be quite imaginary. However, we do know enough about the planet to draw up a picture of our Neptunian.


  To the Earthman, visiting this world, the prospect would not appear very inviting. In fact, it might present a very terrifying aspect.


  However, before outlining the possibilities, it might be well to form a mental picture of the known facts about Neptune.


  The planet’s mean distance from the sun is a little more than 2,800,000,000 miles. (It is interesting to note here that this figure is 800,000,000 miles nearer than it should be, according to Bode’s Law.[*])


  The orbit is very nearly circular, its eccentricity being only 0.009. The inclination of the orbit is about 1 ¾0. The period of the planet is about 164 years and the orbital velocity is about 3 1/3 miles per second.


  Neptune appears in the telescope as a small star of between the eighth and ninth magnitudes, absolutely invisible to the naked eye, though easily seen with a good opera-glass. Like Uranus, it shows a greenish disc, having an apparent diameter of about 2.6”. The real diameter of the planet is about 35,000 miles, and the volume a little more than 90 times that of the earth.


  Its mass is about 18 times that of earth, and its density 0.20.


  There are no visible markings on its surface, and nothing certain is known of its rotation.


  From these facts we know this: First, the planet is more than likely mostly liquid, perhaps even a great deal gaseous. Perhaps a tremendous atmospheric envelope, extending for thousands of miles. It is possible that condensation of light crystal formations, and deposits from the atmosphere, might form fantastic plains and caverns on the surface of the liquid portions of the planet.


  Our Earthman, wearing a space suit to protect him from poison gases, tremendous air pressure, and acid conditions of the atmosphere, would land on these condensation formations and observe a scene of brilliant color and fantastic line.


  Everywhere would be dark, viscous water, with floating islands of crystal of various colors, light metals, etc. Curious stalactite formations would jut from cavern ceilings and floors. And growing things that exist would be mossy, fungus-like growths, with perhaps unhealthy mushrooms of ghastly colors.


  Floating in the air, descending from the heights, might be luminous balls of phosphorescent flame. This phenomenon would be dangerous to our earth visitor, and he would have to duck them.


  Finally, reaching the water level, he might be startled by a tremendous swish in the dark depths, and a brilliantly colored, lizard-fish creature would flop up onto the crystal formations and advanced toward him with ungainly half-erect motions. Its belly might be equipped with numerous suction cups, by which it could anchor itself to underwater formations, and thus free its arms and legs for tearing loose the tough mossy growths which must form its food. It would be unable to do much hunting of fish, or smaller creatures, because of the tremendous gravity of this huge world.


  It is possible that these creatures, like seals, might spend part of their time on land, and even inhabit hollow bubble formations, by the simple expedient of making an entry hole. This might be necessary to escape the dangerous “rains-of-fire” that would descend at intervals as chemicals in the atmosphere combined and ignited.


  There would be little of a co-operative nature in the make-up of a Neptunian. He would be more or less a lone-wolf type, and his sluggish life, much of which would be spent in lethargic inanimation, would preclude the possibility of advance either physically or mentally to a very high stage of civilization.


  The Neptunian, having advanced to view the Earthman, might sluggishly blink his great eyes once or twice, then wheel and plunge once more into the depths to vanish from view. His curiosity would be extremely limited, and beyond discovering whether or not the new intruder was edible, its interest would wane.


  If our earthman were to see a Neptunian engaged in spearing the smaller denizens of the deep, he could be sure that he was gazing upon the most intelligent member of the race!


  Neptunians would possess a very thick hide, which might even turn a high-powered rifle bullet. They would be capable of filtering the poisonous gases from the air, and extracting the oxygen necessary to life. They would be cold-blooded animals, and more than likely, they would produce their young by laying eggs, to hatch in the heat of some chemical fumarole.


  And no doubt, he’d smell fishy!


  [*] If we set down a row of 4’s, to the second 4 add 3, to the third 6, to the fourth 12, etc., a series of numbers will result which, divided by 10, will represent the planetary distances very nearly, except in the case of Neptune whose distance is only 30 instead of 38, as the rule would make it. This law seems to have been first noticed by Titius of Wittenberg, but bears the name of Bode, Director of the Observatory of Berlin, who first secured general attention to it.—Ed.


  TREASURE OF TRITON


  Charles A. Baker


  The Space Patrol and the terrible guards of Triton pursued Wolf Larsen. But the black pirate had two aces in the hole—creation’s richest prize, and a ray-death route to freedom.


  TRITON was a dead world. The hydrogen snow that covered the illimitable desolation of the plain glowed a weird green in the dying Neptune-light. Above it, grim and black, towered the west wall of the great Temple of Triton. The evening gale had drifted the snow high against its east wall, but here, in its lee, the ground was bare. The faint light struck sparks of color from the gravel, the stones, the boulders—gravel that was ruby and sapphire, stones that were giant moissonites, boulders that were titanic diamonds. The Wolf Cub rested on that gravel, its beryllium sides a sickly green. In all that world, only Wolf Larsen lived and moved and breathed.


  An alien might have correctly supposed that this world had been dead for untold ages, that the builders of its Temple had perished incalculably long ago, that nothing would ever live here again. Wolf Larsen knew better. In a few hours, it would be dawn, and the strange life of Triton would revive. That was the reason for his haste.


  The job had takers longer than he had expected. The Temple was built of Cyclopean blocks of bort—black diamond, the hardest of all substances. The life-span of a Tritonian is ten times that of a human, but no one would ever know how many generations it had taken the Tritonians, with their primitive technique, to hew those innumerable blocks. Nor did the Tritonians themselves know for how long they had worshiped at that fane. Most authorities agreed that it must have been old before the Pyramids of Egypt were begun.


  The Temple was window less, and had only one door, some six feet square. Set in the middle of the west face, it was hewn from a single gigantic block of bort. With that door, Larsen had been struggling ever since the evening gale died down. It had proved harder to blast a hole through the bort than he had anticipated. And its thickness had amazed him. He had been unable to get at its lock; if, indeed, it had a lock. In fact, he might as well have tried to blast through the wall itself.


  Triton, Neptune’s moon, keeps one face always turned toward that planet, and the Temple was built directly beneath it. While Larsen toiled, the slender crescent of the primary had broadened to the full, ten times brighter than earth’s moon, and now was dwindling once more. Larsen had not slept for over sixty hours; and despite his vacuum-walled, electrically heated space-suit, he was chilled to the bone, his hands numbed with a cold but a few degrees above absolute zero.


  Not in twenty years in the mines of Mercury had he toiled as he had done in those sixty hours. First, he had burned holes in the bort. Then he had filled them with cartridges of the fine hydrogen snow, intimately mixed with solid oxygen pulverized equally fine. Finally he had exploded the mixture with a micro-wave, and cleared out the shattered bort. Where the tough stuff had merely crackled, he had pried it out with a crowbar, until the bar, brittle with cold, had snapped short. But now the worst of his task was finished. At long last, he had holed through the door.


  Larsen emerged from the Wolf Cub carrying his oxy-hydrogen cutting torch, a heavy load even in the light gravity of Triton. A star of blue light flared from it, and snowflakes dropped from the star, as the products of its combustion condensed in the cold. If he once extinguished that torch, its fuel would freeze solid, and there would be no lighting it again.


  For all his weariness, and for all the cold, a fierce exultation fired him. His long planning, his months-long voyage through the void, were about to bring fruit. The most priceless jewel in the solar system was within his grasp.


  Larsen had done many things for jewels. He had violated every law of every world. He had killed more men than he himself could remember. He had stolen meteoric diamonds from Mars, and rubies from Ganymede; emeralds from Titan, and priceless moissonites from Oberoo. And these he had hidden well on a nameless asteroid, and they could stay there till the end of time for all Larsen, or anyone else, cared.


  By the time the Interplanetary Patrol caught up with him, and he served a twenty-year term in the mines of Mercury, the spacemen had reached Triton. And there they had found rubies and emeralds, diamonds and moissonites and every gemstone known in the solar system, as common as clay or lime on earth, and Larsen’s carefully hidden jewels were worth as much as so many pebbles.


  AT first, Larsen had come very near to killing himself, when he learned that. But a scheme had come to him. There was the Eye of Triton, the great stone which people of Neptune’s moon had worshiped for untold Neptunian ages. It was clearly unique on Triton, where all other gems were so abundant. It must be unique in the system; certainly in its historical value. What value the Tritonians themselves set on it could be judged from the immense strength of the Temple they had built to guard it. Tradition held that the Eye had dropped from the heavens; a meteor, perhaps torn from the heart of Neptune; perhaps from another system. Few humans had ever seen it, and those only from a distance, and in the worst of lights. But they agreed that it was transparent white, like a diamond. Moreover, it was set as the eye of a life-sized statue of a Tritonian—and the eye of a Tritonian is upwards of five inches in diameter.


  A certain plutocrat of Cyrene had offered Larsen a cool million for the Eye, even if it turned out to be nothing but a diamond. For a million, you could buy everything that Cyrene had to offer and Cyrene, the pleasure-dome on the far side of earth’s moon, offered every pleasure and every luxury that mankind had ever developed. Men could prolong their lives, and their vigor, indefinitely nowadays if they could afford to pay for all the resources of modem medicine. Best of all, the I.P.P. had no jurisdiction in Cyrene, and the local authorities never bothered any resident of the little planet provided he was supplied with money enough.


  It would be doubly pleasant to win such a fortune at the expense of the Tritonians. To be sure, they had never been known to harm anyone. But it was precisely such inoffensive beings that Larsen loathed and despised most bitterly. Besides, he blamed them for the discovery of the gems which had made his own valueless.


  In any case, he had gone too far to back down now. Landing on Triton without a license, as he had done, was itself a violation of Interplanetary Law. Attempted violation of a Tritonian temple was a serious offense. If the Patrol caught him, he would spend the rest of his life in the mines of Mercury. And they would be sure to catch him if he failed to get the Eye.


  It wasn’t like the good old days, when an outlaw could always keep a million miles ahead of the Patrol. Now every port where he might obtain supplies was too closely watched. Only Cyrene offered a place of refuge, and there only to a man with plenty of money. Larsen smiled grimly. Whatever happened, he was not going back to the mines. There was always one very sure way of cheating the law!


  He pushed the torch ahead of him through the hole, cautiously. Its exhaust condensed to ice on the cold bort. A few projections of the bort barred his way. Larsen turned up the torch, directed it on them. The bort glowed yellow in the fierce heat, as the pure carbon burned, which condensed to dry ice on his spacesuit.


  When those obstructions were gone, Larsen crawled past into the Temple, and stood up. A thin powder of snow covered everything. The bluish glare of the torch, reflected from it, suggested but faintly the vastness of the place. Before him crouched a monstrous figure, human sized, but lobster shaped, its head enormous, its dozen legs many jointed. Many similar figures lay on the floor, as stiffly motionless, each grasping a massive double-headed ax.


  Larsen had to turn up his torch before he could be sure that the crouching figure was indeed the idol he sought, and those others its guardian priests, frozen in the death-like sleep of their kind. Not till dawn could anything awaken them. Dawn, he knew, could not be far off. But he reckoned that it would take some time for its reviving warmth to penetrate the immense thickness of those walls.


  Cautiously, he wiped the snow off the single enormous eye that occupied the center of the idol’s forehead. The eye flashed fire at him; blue-white, transparent, lustrous as a diamond. It had been cut, diamond fashion, in many facets, to resemble the many-lensed, insect-like eyes of the Tritonians themselves. The eye was set in a band of cement. Larsen tested that cement with a chisel. He cursed. It was almost as hard as the bort from which the idol had been hewn. He dared take no chances on scratching the Eye. He turned on his torch full blast, and began to cut into the bort around the cement, careful to keep the flame away from the Eye. Sudden heating might crack that mysterious stone.


  LARSEN worked feverishly, forgetful of time, sweating despite the chill, until he felt a draught on his back; a cold that bit through his space-suit to his very marrow. Snowflakes were swirling around him. The dawn-wind, blowing through the hole in the door! On Triton, the hydrogen atmosphere froze every night. From either side, winds rushed in to fill the vacuum, but themselves froze before they had gone far.


  The Eye seemed loose in its socket. Larsen turned down the torch. Cautiously, he grasped the cement. The Eye came away in his hand. He was used, by now, to the low gravity of Triton, but the lightness of the stone surprised him. It seemed as light as pumice.


  Larsen looked up just in time. The Tritonians were stirring! The wind, so cold to him, was warm to them; it meant air to them. Those great pale eyes—one to each Tritonian—were fixed on him, glaring with a phosphorescent luster. There was no expression on their gargoyle faces. Their cavernous mouths gaped open; toothless, but rimmed with razor-sharp horn, like the jaws of a snapping turtle. The snow dropped from them; their lobster-segmented shells were dull black, like the bort of the statue. They were closing in on him. He could not tell their numbers; behind those visible, more kept crowding out of the shadows.


  As the Tritonians neared him, he saw that they turned their heads away. Those enormous eyes, adapted to the faint sunlight of Triton, could not bear the glare of the torch. An ax rose over a helmeted head, grasped by four tentacular arms. Larsen put down the Eye, and turned up the torch, aiming it at the dragon’s head, looming behind those arms. It shriveled, turned from black to red. Its owner slumped to the floor, its limbs still writhing feebly.


  Larsen picked up the Eye again, and started for the door. He moved deliberately, spraying death around him. The Tritonians could not face the blazing heat of the torch, or its blinding glare. Some fled in panic, some retired more slowly, some stood, as if bewildered, in his very path, until he burned them out of it. At the door, he wheeled to face them, turning down the torch. They started to close in again, and he turned it up, sweeping them at close range. Half a dozen fell, the others broke.


  The torch was flickering now, as its fuel ran low. In frantic haste, Larsen unsnapped its carrying strap, dropped it, and plunged into the hole he had blasted. In utter blackness, he clawed through it, expecting, every instant, to feel monstrous jaws or talons seize him from behind. He emerged into the blinding white smother of the dawn blizzard. Thin as the air was, the force of it hurled his light body back against the door as he tried to rise. He dropped on all fours, and crawled forward, dead into the freezing wind, the Eye still clutched in one hand. The twenty yards to the Wolf Cub seemed twenty miles; he had about given up all hope when suddenly he bumped into it.


  LARSEN groped along its smooth side until he found the air-lock door. As he opened it, the light inside went on automatically. At that precise instant, steely arms wrapped themselves around him, a monstrous face loomed over him, open-jawed. In a frenzy, Larsen thrust out his right hand. Those jaws closed on his wrist. A blazing agony shot up his arm. His own scream, echoing from his helmet, deafened him. The pain was gone as abruptly as it had come. The face of the Tritonian seemed to melt, to explode. Those arms went limp, the thing collapsed like a punctured balloon.


  There was no feeling at all in Larsens’ hand now. Not daring to look at it, he stumbled through the air-lock, into the cabin. Even now, he was careful to put the Eye of Triton in the velvet-lined jewel-case he had prepared for it, before strapping himself into his pilot’s seat. Awkwardly, with his left hand, he opened the throttle of the rocket-tube, gave the Wolf Cub three gravities acceleration. That was agony to his weary body. But the warmth of the cabin offset the pain.


  Gingerly, Larsen looked at his right hand. The glove had been torn clean off it. It was dead white, swollen. The swelling, extending to the wrist, had prevented much air escaping from his suit, before he could get inside the cabin. The skin was covered with fine, bloodless cracks, but the jaws of the Tritonian had never touched it. The inconceivable cold had instantly frozen every drop of blood and lymph in it, bursting every bloodvessel, every capillary, every cell. His hand was dead. Presently, as it thawed, it would rot, turn black, and drop off. Before that, he must get a tourniquet on it. On the other hand, the warm air from his space-suit, escaping into the jaws of the Tritonian, had been as fatal to it as the breath of a blast furnace would have been to a human.


  He had been lucky, after all. The surgeons of Cyrene could graft on a new hand—for a price. And he would have that price! In fifteen minutes, awkward with his left hand, Larsen had the Wolf Cub on her course to Luna, and could shut off his rocket-jet His right arm was beginning to throb, as the nerves thawed. It would give him hell, in the months of voyaging before him, and he knew his slender stock of drugs would never last. But, as he fixed the tourniquet, the thought of his million was more soothing than any narcotic could have been.


  Larsen unstrapped himself, and shoved over to the jewel case. He blinked down at it incredulously. The charred ring of cement was there. But it no longer enclosed the Eye of Triton. Instead, the case was half filled with a transparent liquid. Larsen dipped a trembling finger into it. It was cold.


  He carried the finger to his lips. The walls of the tiny cabin echoed to his mad laughter. The Eye of Triton, the one priceless gem on a world of gems, had been a block of ice—the only ice on Triton. The warmth of the cabin had melted it to water, worth exactly as much as any other water.


  Suddenly, Larsen realized that he was parched with a feverish thirst. He lifted the jewel case to his lips, and drained it in one single prodigious gulp. He had spent plenty of money on liquor before, he reflected. But this must be the first time in history a man had drunk up a million at one draught.


  His arm hurt like fire now the ache of it mingling with the ache of his weary body, the ache of his sick brain. With his left hand, he began to spin the handle of the Kingston valve. The last sound Wolf Larsen heard was the hiss of the air, as it rushed out of the cabin. That, and the laugh with which his last breath left his lungs.


  There was always one sure way to cheat Interplanetary Law.


  ICE PLANET


  Carl Selwyn


  He saw the huge ball that was Neptune circle below, like a weak green light bulb.


  “IF it’s going to happen,” thought I Bill Ricker, “it’s got to be quick.” Lounging deep in his red-leather chair, he peered out of the port as the sleek space ship streamed through the darkness. He could see nothing outside but a big, humorous-eyed young man who was his own reflection and the pale green globe that was Neptune. The great planet hung like a ghostly emerald in the void, sinister in its loneliness. But bleak, desolate, a snowball of frozen gases, it was hardly the place for an ambush . . .


  “Pretty, ain’t she?” said the whiskery old fellow across the aisle.


  “Neptune?” Ricker glanced at the sourdough, then followed his gaze down the narrow aisle. “Oh—her!”


  There were twelve seats but only five passengers. Further down was a tubercular-looking Martian and near the pilot room sat a fat man with a woman. The fat man chewed sleepily on a dead cigar and the woman stared out of the window. They were handcuffed together.


  “Ever seen the orchids on Amor?” said Ricker. “Well, she’s just as beautiful—and just as dangerous . . .” She was obviously Venusian but her skin wasn’t exactly yellow, he decided. It was golden brown, little different from a deeply-tanned Earth girl.


  “They say she shot his head plumb off,” said the old codger.


  “Yep, she certainly mowed him down.”


  The sourdough lifted a bony finger toward Ricker’s brief case. “I noticed th’ tag on yer kit there,” he ventured. “Says th’ Planetary Times. Be you one o’ them telenews fellows?”


  Ricker grinned. “Shore am, podner,” he said.


  “Gonna write about this here murderess arriving on Pluto?”


  Ricker nodded good-humoredly. “That’s my job.”


  Slowly a faint siren hum penetrated the cabin, not unlike the sound of a power plant. A power plant it was too, the ship digging in full blast as it skirted the pull of Neptune. Ricker turned away from his garrulous neighbor, saw the sea-tinted planet had doubled in size. It was a perfect sphere, without a mark on its surface, a ring of solid hydrogen and helium. A worthless world, thought Ricker; worthless as was half the universe—because the woman in the seat up front had killed a man!


  “Molly Borden—Benjamin Adison . . .” the sourdough mused, apparently still awed by such infamous company.


  “Yep,” said Ricker, remembering a line from his last story: “In the flash of a pistol those names became linked forever . . .” It was odd, he reflected. One was a woman nobody at the trial had ever seen before, the other was a man whose name echoed throughout the spaceways. Benjamin Adison was to stellar travel what Wright had been to terrestrial aviation and in his sixtieth year when, at the completion of his work on planet-warming, he had suddenly become corpus delicti in the perfect telenews story. A stolen secret, a mysterious woman, a person high in the government—it had all the angles. Then Senator Trexel was acquitted, Molly Borden confessed. Now she was journeying to a life sentence on the penal planet.


  “Too bad she burned Adison’s plans when they trapped her.” It was Ricker’s self-appointed traveling companion again.


  “We lost the resources of four worlds by that little trick,” Bill agreed. “The police found enough in the ashes to convince them it was the plans.” He smiled to himself slightly, like someone who expected something but wasn’t quite sure he could count on it. He was probably the only one in the universe who wondered if those ashes really were the plans. What if they still existed—what if Molly Borden hadn’t been working alone after all—what if those plans for an apparatus that could heat a whole planet were in the wrong hands—? Well, it would be a great telenews story at least, worth following this woman all the way from Earth on a hunch . . .


  The Martian began coughing again and Ricker watched him get up, very tall, thin, emaciated. He was typically Martian with his dusty brown face, beaked nose and heavy handsomeness. He walked slowly down the aisle toward the water fountain.


  “Funny how Adison’s daughter swore she’d seen Senator Trexel leaving her pa’s laboratory,” continued the sourdough.


  “Trexel proved he was somewhere else at the time,” said Ricker. “He’s got a bad reputation but it’s graft—not murder. Dorothy Adison’s just a dizzy debutante. She left for a hunting trip immediately after the inquest, couldn’t be located for the trial. But with Molly Borden’s confession there wasn’t—”


  It was a sound like a handclap.


  Ricker glanced up, then stiffened erect.


  The Martian stood in the aisle beside the detective and the woman. He stared calmly over his shoulder at Ricker and the sourdough and in his right hand was a pistol leveled generally at them both.


  “Please be very quiet,” his lips moved in soft, even tones. Then without taking his snaky eyes from them, he spoke to the woman. “The bey is in his left vest pocket,” he said. “We’ll take a small boat and drop out of this before the pilots can be warned.”


  RICKER stared like he was watching a tele-movie. Molly Borden’s face was expressionless as a doll as she fumbled at the detective. Rieker heard a click and the fat man toppled out of his seat into the aisle. His limp body settled awkwardly on the floor, legs under the seat, and from the back of his head welled a dark stain that seeped into the carpet.


  “He slugged ’im,” breathed the sourdough.


  “Shut up!” threatened the beady-eyed Martian. “The first sound of alarm will be your last!” Coughing quietly, he stepped aside to let the woman pass and she moved up the aisle like a robot. Green eyes straight ahead, she did not even glance at Ricker as she passed him.


  Ricker realized in open space their scheme would be absurd but here, with the pull of Neptune on their side, they’d fall away in the darkness before the pilots knew what had happened.


  The Martian turned quickly as he passed, kept the gun on them. “Open the lock and get ready,” he told the woman. She threw the lever on a safety door, entered the boat and reached for the switch to slide the boat’s door shut after the Martian was in.


  Both doors close simultaneously, thought Ricker; the boat drops when the doors close.


  The Martian backed slowly through the door like a great dark crawfish.


  For an instant his pistol was out of sight.


  Ricker sprang from his seat like a panther, dived head first as the doors slid home.


  The pistol roared.


  But the flash of the gun was an instant behind the hand that knocked it aside. It clattered to the hull of the boat as Ricker bowled the man to the floor.


  Both were on their feet like cats. The Martian leaped for the pistol. The woman flattened against the wall.


  Clang!


  The door clamped shut and Ricker’s stomach rushed into his chest. Blood suddenly throbbed in his ears. His feet seemed nailed to the floor. The Martian and the woman swirled dizzily before his darkening eyes. It was like being in an elevator when the cable broke.


  They were hurtling down, down through the darkness toward Neptune . . .


  Weak and sick, when his head quit spinning, Ricker struggled to his knees. The first thing he saw was a small instrument panel in front of him. He stared at it a moment, collecting his senses. One register read “ninety-three” but it didn’t sink in at first. Then he gasped.


  “Ninety-three miles!” They’d fallen that far—straight down! No wonder he’s gone out. The normal jump of these boats was only twenty miles before the autobrake took over. The gravity of Neptune—! He remembered then.


  His gaze leaped to the Martian lying in a corner of the cabin. The thin fellow moaned slightly and his eyes were closed. His pistol lay beside him and Ricker stepped over, snatched it up as his eyes flickered. When they opened, the gun barrel was pointed at them.


  “Tables’re inclined to turn when you take a dive like that.” He grinned at the bewildered man. The woman, crumpled near the door, stirred and sat up. She stared at them a moment as her ivory face changed from puzzlement to rage.


  She glared and finally asked, “What are you going to do?”


  “Make the scoop of the century,” Ricker’s blue eyes twinkled. “I’m Bill Ricker of the Planetary Times. I’m going to contact my boss and give him a chat with Benjamin Adison’s murderess after her most sensational but unsuccessful escape.” The idea was positively brilliant. “I don’t think the law’ll mind—the Patrol can have you when I’m through.”


  “You won’t get me before a radio,” snarled the Martian, his eyes like black marbles.


  “Well!” said Ricker, feigning surprise. “The dear boy’s publicity shy! Afraid your boss’ll be annoyed if you make a fool of yourself?” The question went in the man like a barb. He said nothing, but his swarthy cheeks paled a shade. Ricker’s elation soared. “I followed Molly Borden all the way from Earth thinking something would happen.” He grinned. “I thought another plane’d attack and try to rescue her but you, my weak-lunged friend, were melodramatic enough. Also, when the Patrol gets through with you maybe we’ll know where those plans are.”


  The woman started, perceptibly. “I burned the plans!” she flared.


  “That’s what the police thought,” said Ricker. “But they thought you were working alone, too, and your Martian chum here has rather disproved that. No, Molly Borden. There’s more to the Adison case than came out in the trial. There’re others involved. I’m going to find out who if it’s my last story.”


  “You blundering imbecile—!” the woman broke suddenly. But quickly she stopped, clinched her teeth and lowered her eyes. Since Ricker had known her, this was the first time she’d lost that notorious composure and he made a mental note of it. He had the telenews man’s objectivity about murderers, millionaires and chorus girls. Molly Borden wasn’t a coldblooded killer to him, nor a most lovely woman. To Ricker she was just a good telenews yarn . . .


  He waved the pistol toward the boat’s little air lock. “Get in there, both of you,” he ordered. “It’ll keep you out of mischief while I contact the Times.”


  The lock was slightly larger than a closet, about one quarter the size of the whole boat. Standing well away from any sudden move, Ricker forced them in, sullen and tight-lipped. He spun a wheel giving them enough air and slid the door on the hissing chamber. Then hands on his hips, he surveyed the interior of the cabin.


  From about waist-high on all sides and sloping overhead, the walls were transparent—glassite, a foot thick. At the nose of the triangular shaped room was a control box, instrument panel and a small radio outfit. Ricker stepped over quickly, his pulse pounding with glee.


  He checked the auto-pilot; it was idling the boat correctly in its wide driftless circle. Then he clicked on the transmitter, found the New York beam and sat down.


  “Ricker calling Times, Ricker calling Planetary Times . . .” As he waited, he glanced through the glass, saw the huge ball of Neptune circle beneath him. The planet glowed like a weak green light bulb in the lonely darkness and he shivered to think twelve inches of glassite was all that stood between him and the vacuum of stellar night, the long dead fall to those snows far below . . .


  “Planetary Times. What is it—?”


  “Gimme th’ Chief!” His fingers tattooed excitedly on the panel. “Chief? This’s Rick. Got th’ biggest story since the ice age. Molly Borden’s escaped with a Martian. What? No! Don’t start an extra yet!” He paused for breath. “Gimme a Mercury-to-Pluto hook up. I’ve got Molly and her accomplice here—for a personal interview.”


  “Jupiter’s jumpers!”


  Ricker had never heard the Chief so gone wild before. “Yep. That’s right.” He laughed. “Do I get that raise? Just a moment and I’ll put Molly Borden on the ether . . .”


  He turned half-way around, half rose from his seat—and froze.


  Beside him, outside the glass, was a huge glistening shape, like a space beast swimming in the void. It gleamed bright silver in the light from the cabin and as he stared, mouth open, it THUMPED against the side of the boat.


  Panic jumped in Ricker. He almost fell over the instrument panel.


  Then he made out a row of darkened ports, a shark-like prow. He realized then slowly. The shadowed bulk outside was a space ship. It showed no lights, no life . . .


  THE ship drifted past like a falling leaf, a ghostly hulk floating aimlessly down toward Neptune. As it disappeared below the glass, Ricker caught a number and an insignia.


  It was the liner they had just left.


  “Chief,” Ricker spoke to the transmitter. “Stand by! There’s something wrong! The Jupiter-Pluto Liner—the one we were on—it just passed without signaling.” He grabbed the controls, eased down on the throttle. Top-jets humming, it was but a moment till the liner came in view again.


  Ricker circled the falling ship, saw no trace of a light. Its jets were off but the gyro-brake must be working because it wasn’t falling fast. He moved closer alongside, shot out a spot light. The white beam glowed weirdly on the silver hull, its dead staring windows. He flicked the light through the glass of the liner’s control room—and his heart jumped.


  It wasn’t a Negro or a Mercurian. He could tell by the features which still clung to the face. It was an Earthian, in the stained uniform of Stellar Liners, lying on his back across the instrument board. His arms stuck out stiffly, crumbling hands palm up, and one pipe-like leg swung with the motion of the wallowing ship. His face was black, black as a charred hunk of steak—as if his head had been sprayed with a blow torch . . .


  Ricker spasmodically snapped off the light.


  It was several moments before he turned it on again and played it through the ports of the lifeless cabin.


  They were all the same. The other pilot lay in the aisle. The detective lolled restlessly near his seat. The old sourdough swayed, upright in his chair—with his head almost burned away.


  Ricker clicked off the light, pulled away from the drifting tomb and bent over the transmitter. “Chief?” he said hoarsely. “Everybody on that liner’s been murdered. They’re black—burned. I don’t know how. I think—”


  “Do you think you’re the only plane with a radio?”


  Ricker looked around helplessly as his nerves turned to high tension wire. The very hair on his head tingled. It was a voice vibrating through the walls of the boat itself. An insane metallic voice from nowhere.


  Suddenly little dots of fire began to rain over the boat, sparkled on the glass roof. Then a stream of crimson light gashed the blackness outside and a drone of rockets came softly into the cabin. He caught a glimpse of a space ship circling over. The light disappeared in a cascade of sparks again. The plane vanished behind him.


  Ricker gripped the panel and his nails whitened. He began talking to the transmitter, very clearly and carefully.


  “Chief!” The humming increased as the plane neared again, coming in from behind. “Can you hear me? There’s another ship outside. They’re using impact phones and it isn’t a Patrol boat. I think I’m in for trouble.” The little pointer on the transmitter dial quit vibrating.


  “We burned off your aerial,” chattered the mechanical voice through the walls. “Open your space-door and prepare for boarding. And no tricks! We have a sight on you.”


  With clinched fists, Ricker gazed into the blackness a moment, then resignedly walked over and opened th? lock. The Martian stepped out with a smirk of malicious triumph. The woman’s face was expressionless. Of course they’d heard the voice, too, probably recognized it, and Ricker made no pretense of covering them with the pistol. Doubtless, he was the prisoner now.


  The Martian coughed behind his hand. “Soon,” he said, “I shall repay you for this delay.”


  “It’s all in the game,” said Ricker.


  The boat trembled as the craft outside clamped to the air lock.


  RICKER opened the lock when the order came and a dark, rat-like little man in gray coveralls entered the cabin. He carried a pistol of a type Ricker had never seen before. It looked like a revolver with the barrel sawed off.


  “Nice work, Vanger,” he greeted the Martian. He glanced at Molly Borden curiously, then with narroweyed admiration. Ricker waited stiffly. The Martian motioned to him.


  “Watch this man, Gurren,” he said. “Don’t hesitate to shoot if he tries anything but I’d like to find out what he knows when we land.”


  Land! Ricker’s forehead wrinkled. Where could they land? The nearest habitable planet was the radium-warmed Pluto and prison was what they were escaping. And who were they? Could they explain the liner and its cremated passengers? As he was marched through the lock into the other plane he decided information wouldn’t do a corpse much good but he’d certainly find out all he could until he became one . . .


  The ship was egg-shaped, its interior bisected into cabin and blast-engines. Small but powerful, Ricker inferred from the heavy insulation. He was led into the cabin where another man, also wearing coveralls, with ear-phones on his head, sat at the wheel. He was squat, like a tractor.


  He eyed Molly Borden appraisingly.


  “Hello, Hines,” said the Martian. “Get rid of that boat out there and let’s go.”


  “Right,” said the big fellow, reluctant to take his eyes from the woman.


  They cast off, circled the boat and then settled just over it. Hines jerked a trigger-like lever on the wheel. Ricker glanced through the viewplate.


  The boat beneath him glowed red. A puff of white smoke—it was gone!


  God o’ Mars! Ricker stared through the glass hardly believing what he’d seen. A little chill tickled the back of his neck. The boat had vanished in clear space, like a magician’s trick. This plane must have some sort of heat gun—a disintegrator.


  Vanger, the Martian, laughed in a voice irritatingly shrill. “And you tried to interfere with us,” he jeered at Ricker’s amazement. He pushed him into a seat in a corner of the cramped cabin, then turned to Gurren. “It took you long enough to find us,” his tone changed to displeasure.


  “The liner circled back and radioed the Patrol,” the ratty fellow explained. “We thought we better put it out of the way.” He grinned. “We just gave ’em a small dose—cooked ’em. When the Patrol comes, won’t they get a headache trying to figure that out?”


  Vanger laughed with him till a fit of coughing darkened his face.


  Ricker ground his teeth. So that’s what happened to the liner! They’d blasted it like the small boat, but with only just enough heat to—. Ricker thought of the friendly old sourdough. The dirty yellow weasels!


  Suddenly he sprang up like a whip, lashed his fist into Vanger’s mouth. The Martian crashed backward into the instrument panel. Ricker started after him with blind fury in his heart.


  Something banged into the back of his head, stunning, blackening.


  As he fell, he saw Molly Borden standing over him with a wrench in her hand. Her green eyes glinted with a look he could not define as he wavered into blackness . . .


  “WE can’t fail!” The words reached Ricker through a haze of pain throbbing in his head. “With all that equipment, it’ll be like capturing a rabbit hutch. And won’t I just love potting several rabbits I know. The chief of police, the judge, twelve rabbits that were on the jury—I really can’t wait!”


  Ricker opened his eyes, fought with his whirling senses. The Martian leaned against the opposite wall, the other two men worked silently at the controls. The woman sat on tile floor with her legs neatly crossed, a cigarette spiraling toward the ceiling. Her green eyes played the Martian like a piano and apparently the strings of his black heart were attuned.


  “But,” Molly Borden purred, “you don’t know what I went through on that liner, Van. After we passed Uranus and nobody came, I almost gave up. I knew there wasn’t a livable place after Jupiter and—well, I had no idea you could have located at Neptune . . .”


  “So!” Vanger glanced toward Ricker, interrupted her. “Our publicity agent’s with us again!”


  Ricker met his eyes evenly, said nothing. Sinking into his mind was what he had just heard. Something was located on Neptune; something would be like shooting rabbits . . . But Neptune was covered with snow a hundred miles deep. Its surface was a bleak hell of frozen, screaming winds. Nothing could hide, or live on Neptune. And equipment—rabbits—?


  He turned to the port, looked out as in his mind three facts suddenly and logically came together: Benjamin Adison could warm a planet and his plans were stolen—Neptune was barren with ice and—He saw the planet slowly spreading out beneath them like a convex plain of white glass . . .


  “That’s right, telenewsman,” the Martian interpreted his movement.


  He coughed like a dog sneezing. “Take a good look. Out of that desolate waste soon will come the most terrible armada of all history. We shall sweep everything before us—in a blast of white heat. Did you notice what happened to the boat we escaped in? Such will happen to your war planes. Who opposes us will quickly become’s crisp black corpse.”


  “I presume,” said Ricker dryly, “that you have Adison’s plans. They were supposed to be able to heat a planet but your Neptune still appears cold as ever. Do you care to elaborate on this little scheme of yours?”


  “Certainly.” Vanger smiled like a cat in the canary’s cage. “As to Neptune, you will have a personal showing in due time. As to the Adison Unit—you’ve seen an application of it destroy a plane in a matter of seconds. This ship is equipped with four guns that can cut through a yard of steel instantly. And the guns are controlled in range, intensity and breadth of contact. They can reduce a space liner to dust at ten feet—or melt a pin-head a mile away. What will you thinks when you see ten thousand planes like this—and materials for a million?”


  “I’ll think you’re a damn liar,” said Ricker, “till I do see ’em. And even then I won’t believe you can Lick one Patrol boat.” He was bluffing and he knew it. Obviously Vanger knew it, too, for he winked at the imperturbable Molly Borden, his nasty smile still there.


  Ricker cursed himself. If he’d called the Patrol instead of trying to be smart and contact the Times, this would have been nipped in the bud. What if it all was true? He’d seen what this ship could do. He’d also seen those dark crumbling bodies in the liner. And he’d followed Molly Borden on the wildest hunch. What had he run into? And what a story—if he lived to tell it . . .


  “Landing,” voiced Gurren from the wheel.


  Ricker felt a sinking sensation as the plane slowed its descent. Looking out the port, he saw the surface of Neptune gradually flatten into an endless table of sleek gleaming ice, ghostly blue in the pale light, like a frozen lake in moonlight. They sank closer and the bare expanse swelled to a dim monotonous plain of mirrored shadows. Far out, above the razor-smooth horizon, a dull red ball cast its feeble light across the lonely scene. Ricker felt a twinge of helplessness, homesickness. That weak orange light was the sun . . .


  Gurren fought the controls. The plane wallowed like a ship in a storm and outside a wind that was almost visible tore at them with grim, icy fingers. That sweep of wind, Ricker knew, was an endless hurricane that scoured the dead surface of Neptune to the smoothness of tin. It was a wind of tinted methane, a five hundred mile gale, eternally . . .


  What live secret teemed on this forgotten planet? What lurking fate awaited him—when he’d learned its festering secret—too late?


  Bump!


  The plane jarred down to a rough landing, streamed across the snow in a swirl of wind-driven ice dust. Ricker thought of what the Martian had said. Ten thousand planes—where? The man was mad. There was no place on this naked planet to hide a factory.


  “Forty-four-five!” said Hines. Apparently it was their magnetic position on Neptune. Ricker remembered it.


  “Right,” said Gurren. “Dig in!” He threw the brake, made a breathtaking stop and held the plane like a wild horse against the wind.


  Hines pulled a trigger on the wheel. A misty cloud of white—steam—suddenly frosted the windows. An angry hissing penetrated the walls and the falling sensation rose in Ricker again, though he could see nothing through the ice-coated ports. His eyes widened.


  The plane had landed, but it continued to fall!


  Ricker stared at the pilots with mixed exasperation and astonishment.


  He glanced at Molly Borden but she was blasé as ever. Finally he turned to Vanger.


  “Would you mind telling me what’s going on?” he asked with more nonchalance than he felt.


  “Not at all.” The Martian grimaced with what was his smile. “Since you won’t live to repeat it, we’re bound for the perfect hideout—beneath the snows of Neptune.”


  He laughed and the sound of his laughter mingled with the whispering hiss of steam, seemed to echo from the painted windows which had now turned black.


  Ricker watched the windows. His eyes narrowed again when they glowed again with the reflection of light outside. The light was brighter than before.


  Then, suddenly, as if by some quick heat, the ice vanished from the windows, and, if he felt surprise at the wizardry of their descent into the snow, what he beheld now was with a staggering shock.


  The ship floated down into a cavernous box-like place that stretched out into miles of smooth floor surrounded by white, glistening walls of sheer ice. On the floor, long geometrical rows of flat buildings, like an automobile factory, striped one side of a wide smooth landing field. On the other side of the field stood a large house like an office building and behind it lay a silver, windowed dome from which ran heavy tubes curving into the ground. Upon the field, forming a great dotted circle around it, rested literally thousands of egg-shaped space ships.


  Ricker stared through the viewplate as if watching the very gates of Hades open before him. They landed slowly. And despite his astonishment, he absorbed everything he saw with the photographic memory of a good telenewsman.


  The place was an immense chamber deep in the icy rind of the planet—apparently resting on the very surface of Neptune itself for the floor appeared to be rock, different from the glistening walls and the roof. And the roof—glancing up, Ricker saw the low sleek dome held no mark of their entrance! The ice had instantly frozen behind them again as they passed through. This place was impregnable, perfectly hidden. A hundred miles of snow was at once a shield and camouflage.


  But how?


  Then he saw how. Along the walls reared tall tripods, similar to radio towers. At the top of each flared a ring of yellow light—it was blinding to look at. Like looking full at the noonday sun. And through the windows, he could feel the sweaty penetration of—heat!


  “Show Miss Borden to her room, Hines.” The Martian’s voice brought Ricker’s staring eyes back to the cabin. “I’ll call for you shortly, Molly. And you, Gurren, lock up our meddlesome journalist till I have time for him.”


  The ship landed like a feather. Vanger opened the door, ogled a twittering good-by to the woman, and jumped to the ground. He strode off toward the office-like building beside the ship-encircled field. All the planes were shiny and new, Ricker noticed.


  Gurren and Hines motioned the woman and him out. The floor was a kind of granite underfoot, Ricker saw. The field was about the size of a baseball diamond, the ships staggered in a wide circle around it like eggs in a giant incubator. And an incubator it was. From the shops a quarter of a mile away echoed the whirr of machinery, the clang of metal against metal, the stutter of riveting hammers. Pale blue light rayed from the windows and open doors, cast an aura of stark efficiency above the gleaming roofs and in the streets.


  Several men passed, wearing the gray coveralls of his captors, and obviously a landing space ship was not unusual for they gave them no more than a passing glance. They stared at Molly Borden, of course. But then she would have attracted attention in the Shangri-la where dead nymphs go.


  “This way,” said Hines, and led them across the field, past a center tripod toward the factories. Ricker had never seen the Adison unit before but he knew this must be it. Like steel columns, heat held back Neptune’s sunless cold, forced a rigid hollow inside the living ice.


  Hines and the woman walked ahead. Ricker followed with Gurren a few paces behind him. Neither of his guards drew their strange-looking guns and Ricker also knew that escape was impossible. It would be like trying to get out of a box buried in a block of concrete. And he was no Houdini . . .


  A few yards into the canyons of the seething city and Hines stopped. “This is your room for the time being.” He grinned at Molly Borden like a school boy at the teacher. He waited beside an open door which led into a living compartment of some sort. “If there’s anything you wish—”


  Next door stood a building from which droned a low monotonous chatter, the hum of a transmitter, the crackle of static. On the roof towered two poles from which hung a long radio antenna. An idea akin to suicide suddenly quickened Ricker’s pulse.


  “Thank you,” the woman said to Hines who, since Vanger left, was rapidly becoming a two-bit cavalier on his own. Ricker glanced at Gurren out of the corner of his eye. He was also gulping in the beauty of the Venusian.


  If that radio room was only empty! thought Ricker. If he could make it in time—get the door closed—


  “Perhaps I should see if everything’s all right,” said Gurren, reluctant to leave. As Hines frowned nastily, he took Molly Borden’s arm, started into the room with her.


  Like a fleeing deer, Ricker suddenly streaked away.


  A shout behind him. The door wasn’t ten feet ahead. A hot white blast whizzed past his left shoulder. The door frame glowed red, steamed.


  Ricker dived through the door.


  HE caught the door as he went through, slammed it shut behind him.


  A man whirled around from a mass of instruments. In that split second all Ricker saw was the man’s startled face, his hand snatching a pistol from his belt.


  Ricker leaped for him as from a catapult, brought up a swift short right. Smack! The fellow fell back into a bank of scattered dials. Ricker jerked the gun from his hand as he sagged to the floor.


  Without another glance at him, he leaped to the transmitter. It was an ordinary radio outfit but apparently of tremendous power. He snapped the sending switch, kept his eyes fused to the door.


  “Come out, Ricker!” It was Gurren’s voice. “We’ll burn you through the door!”


  Ricker didn’t answer. His ears strained for the warming tone of the sender. He knew they wouldn’t blast the building; it would destroy the radio. And they wouldn’t come through the door—for a moment.


  A low hum sang in the room. The transmitter was working. Ricker bent over the mike, eyes on the door.


  “Attention, all listeners.” He spoke rapidly but without a tremor. “Ricker, Planetary Times—calling for help. Send Patrol to Neptune. Magnetic location—” God! what was that number! “Forty-four-five. Neptune, magnetic forty-four-five—”


  The door opened.


  “Get back!” said Ricker. “I’ll kill the first man that enters!”


  Molly Borden came through the door.


  “Stop,” said Ricker. “I swear I’ll shoot if you come a step inside.”


  “Put down that gun,” she said quietly. Gurren and Hines stood in the door behind her, their pistols leveled but unable to shoot with her directly in the line of fire. The woman moved slowly toward Ricker.


  “Stop!” he said. God! Why didn’t he shoot! This woman was dead anyway. The state had condemned her. It wouldn’t be like killing anybody else.


  She came on, slowly, like a lion trainer approaching a dangerous animal but with no vestige of fear. Her eyes knifed into his, unblinking, commanding, like the paralyzing fangs of a serpent. His finger tightened on the trigger.


  “Give me the pistol. Please.” Her voice was low, throaty but with vibrant confidence. With the spell of her eyes, it urged Ricker like the subtle demand of a hypnotist. “Please.”


  She halted before him, a gorgeous creature, like some great poisonous jungle flower. Her cold green eyes bored into him without a waver. Her face was expressionless, a thing of tinted marble. She held out her hand.


  “Give me the gun, Bill Ricker,” she said softly. “They’ll kill you if you don’t.”


  Ricker leveled the pistol at her heart. “I’ve never killed a woman—” Gurren and Hines moved around to get a shot at him. “Stay where you are!” said Ricker. “I’ll burn a hole through her if you move a step.”


  He tried to avoid her seeking eyes, met them again. Their gaze met like live wires touching. A current passed between them that almost made sparks. Ricker’s whole body vibrated to the electric force of her gaze. Her eyes became an irresistible power transfixing his very being.


  For an instant he felt like a moth on a pin. Then without shifting her eyes, Molly Borden slapped the pistol from his hand.


  It clattered to the floor. The men were upon him . . .


  RICKER found his pockets contained one cigarette, a book of matches and a clipping from the Times. He sat down on the cold metal bunk, dejectedly lit the cigarette and stared at the dark windowless walls and the heavy door that made his prison. Finally he glanced at the clipping:


  As Molly Borden, confessed murderess of scientist Adison, was hustled into a plane bound for Pluto today, the only question in the minds of the police and the thousands who witnessed her spectacular trial was “Who is Molly Borden?” The identity of the Venusian panther-woman remains as mysterious as her emerald eyes.


  Since immigration officers apprehended her at the City Rocket Terminal as she attempted to leave the country, no hint of her past has escaped her carmine lips. Her fingerprints, photographs, the handsome assassin herself, have brought no trace of recognition from a bewildered universe.


  Dorothy Adison, socially prominent daughter of the scientist, who left for Africa after the inquest at which she testified to seeing Senator Geb Trexel at the scene of the crime and was proved mistaken, could not be located for the trial. If Miss Adison can throw any light on the identity of her father’s murderess, it is now inconsequential for the quick sword of justice—


  Ricker crumpled the slip of paper, hurled it across his narrow cell. Why hadn’t he killed her when he had the chance. She was a killer, heartless, cruel as a lynx—and doubly dangerous because she possessed the claws of woman. Her beauty was a mask of murder; the charm of her eyes—well, he’d fallen into them and she’d taken a gun away from him like a toy from a child.


  His black thoughts returned to the fullness of his plight. Obviously, Molly Borden had pretended to burn the plans to keep the police off the trail of her henchmen. Then the law had virtually delivered her to their door-step again. Blind fools! He’d written story after story doubting those ashes they found in her stateroom. On the evidence of a few half-burned symbols and a charred notebook cover, the law had made a mistake endangering the very universe!


  He was as blind as the police. At least he had expected something—but now here he was trapped like a rabbit in a box. With a plot forming around him that could shake worlds—with a story any telenewsman would give his typewriter-fingers for!


  Vanger hadn’t lied. His heat-gunned ships could stop any army. And here, beneath the lying ice-wastes of Neptune, such planes were being made like bubbles . . .


  Ricker combed desperate fingers through his unruly hair, got up and paced the cramped floor. What was their plan? To attack Earth—conquer Mars, Venus, Mercury—all the colonies? No! It was unimaginable! But this unknown cave, those ships out there—?


  He wondered if his attempted message had gotten through to the Patrol. But he hadn’t had time to say he was beneath the location he’d given. They wouldn’t find a trace up there on the ice and how could they guess what lay under a hundred miles of frozen gas?


  He heard a key clink in the lock of his cell door. It opened to Hines’ tank-like figure. He had his gun ready, apparently wasn’t taking any chances since the incident of the radio building.


  “Let’s go, telenewsman,” he ordered Ricker outside. Ricker walked out the door without a word.


  Hines motioned him to go ahead, directed him out into the noisy street. The hum of machinery was deafening and in the buildings they passed, Ricker saw space ships in all stages of construction along busy assembly lines.


  “Where do you get the materials?” he asked idly.


  “Simple,” said Hines. “Neptune’s minerals have never been tapped before. We mine everything we need right here.”


  “And the men?” The streets were deserted but hundreds were at work in the shops.


  “Every man has his price. We pay well.”


  Ricker remembered several mysterious disappearances in the industrial centers on Earth. They had usually been without families and of small means, however, and no extensive inquiry was made . . .


  The gigantic cavern itself still fascinated him. Glancing up, he noticed the dome of ice was almost the hue of clear blue sky. It was perhaps a mile high and the suggestion of distance lent by the shimmering walls made the place appear even larger than it was. He wondered why there wasn’t a constant dripping, why the chamber wasn’t moist like a cave. Then he remembered it wasn’t frozen water around them. It was frozen atmosphere, melting back into its gases—like dry ice.


  Wouldn’t the public eat this story up, he thought, as they wove between the evenly-spaced ships beside the field. Then he smiled ironically. What public? The only public he could reasonably expect was a jolly bunch of pallbearers . . .


  They crossed the field, Hines with the pistol at his back. Ricker saw three new ships rolled out into line as they walked the short distance to buildings on the other side.


  “What’re these?” he asked, looking at the tall three-story house and the big silver dome at the rear.


  “The Boss’s place,” said his guard. “And that dome’s the power plant.”


  The Boss! Ricker’s mind clicked. Who was the leader? Was it Vanger? Molly Borden? Somehow neither of them seemed to fit.


  They paused at the door of the building. Hines pushed a button. A moment’s wait, the door opened to Vanger’s dusty face.


  “Hello,” he greeted. “I hope you found our humble hospitality to your liking, Mr. Ricker.” He led them down a narrow corridor to another closed door. Hines left them, retraced his steps. Vanger opened the door, ushered Ricker in.


  Ricker saw Molly Borden standing beside a small glass table in a spacious but dim-lit room. The walls were mirrored and a dull hidden light cast vague shadows upon heavy chairs and a sofa, gleamed weirdly upon chrome ash-trays, a carved bottle and glasses. The high-lighted silhouette of the woman commanded the scene. She stood carelessly, one crimson-tipped hand resting on the table, a cocktail glass glinting in the other. She had changed from her traveling suit, wore a shimmering gown that bathed her lithe body in a sheen of liquid silver. Had it been under any ordinary circumstances, Ricker would have whistled at the sight of her.


  “Your stare tickles, Mr. Ricker,” she said. “Won’t you come in? Will you have scotch or—”


  “He’s a telenewsman,” said a deep voice from a shadowed chair to the left. “He’ll have scotch. And please turn on the light, Vanger. We must make our guest feel at home.”


  A sudden light glowed over the room. Ricker gazed at the person who had spoken.


  He saw a large fat man lounging deep in a cushioned armchair. He had three folds of pale flesh for a chin below his thick lips, his eyes were puffed with the whites startlingly large and his skin was white, an unhealthy white—like a great white worm.


  Ricker inhaled quickly. His jaw dropped.


  It was Senator Trexel sitting there.


  Ricker was struck dumb. He clutched the back of a chair as his mind swirled.


  “So Dorothy Adison was right!” He heard himself speak the words as if somebody else had said them.


  “Alibies are easily purchased.” The fat man’s heavy lips curled up at the corners and his hog-like eyes became slitted puffs of flesh. “But do sit down,” he smiled. “We have much to talk about.”


  Ricker found his way around the chair, sank down slowly with his eyes upon the man. Dorothy Adison was right! The phrase roared in his mind. Trexel did have something to do with the murder. Had he hired Molly Borden to do it? Was he a member of this Neptune gang? Was he the leader?


  “What will you have to drink?”


  Ricker looked at the man as he would a Black Widow spider. “I don’t drink with murderers—and traitors,” he said carefully.


  With an amazing swiftness for a man of his bulk, Trexel left his chair, stepped over and struck him smartly across the mouth with the flat of his palm.


  “You will be careful of your words!” he breathed. “Another remark like that and you die where you sit!”


  He returned to his chair, his composure regained as quickly as it left him. He took a cigarette from his waistcoat pocket, struck a match.


  “Now talk, telenewsman,” he said. “Who knows where you are? How did you suspect Molly Borden?” The light of the match made his face a white wax mask. He lit the cigarette, blew out the match with a puff of his pasty cheeks.


  Ricker refused to open his bruised lips, stared at the man and kept silent.


  “There are ways,” said Trexel, “of making you talk.” Vanger, behind Ricker’s chair, coughed in agreement.


  “I know,” said Ricker finally. “And I imagine you could put Mercurian torture methods to shame. But I’ll save you the trouble. There are three people who know where I am. One is my boss, the editor of the Planetary Times, another is Dorothy Adison who saw you leaving her father’s laboratory after the murder and the other is—the President of the United States.”


  Molly Borden put down her glass with a sharp clink.


  Trexel slowly took his cigarette from his mouth, dropped his treetrunk arm to his lap. Ricker met his eyes evenly. Would he believe it?


  “You lie,” said Trexel. “One of my men is in the President’s office. I know every move he makes.”


  “The President knew your spy was there,” said Ricker. “We found him more useful in your employ than in jail.”


  The fat man took on the look of a bullfrog caught in the glare of a flashlight. The cigarette smoldered in his hand unnoticed. He gazed at Ricker a long few seconds, as silence held the room like a stifled breath.


  Then he looked up quickly to the Martian.


  “Vanger,” he said in a voice like Napoleon must have had at Waterloo. “Contact Number 12 at the White House, tell him to find out if what the man says is true. And tell him whether it’s true or not to prepare for immediate action.”


  Vanger gasped, then choked with a cough. “Attack now!”


  “Why not?” Trexel decided, twisting his cigarette into a tray. “We have enough ships to take Earth and the colonies can’t do much with their supplies cut off. Any one of our ships can fight off fifty ordinary ones. Perhaps we should begin before Adison’s daughter does cause trouble—since we can’t find her to keep her quiet.


  “Give the word for complete mobilization in an hour!” He stared at the ceiling a moment in silent thought. “We’ll pick off the Patrol ships, have Earth surrounded by dawn in New York. When the city awakes there will be a new ruler—of the solar system!”


  “Yes, sir.” The Martian smiled and turned to go.


  “Wait,” said Trexel. He nodded to Ricker. “On your way, take this man out and shoot him.” Ricker’s heart jumped but he stared at the man without a change of expression.


  “Shouldn’t you first find out if he’s lying, Senator?” Molly Borden’s unruffled voice raised the fat man’s bulbous eyes. “We shouldn’t rush into this attack unless quite sure—”


  “I know where I stand,” said Trexel. “I have men close to every government on Earth. When I give the command, they’ll take over while my ships destroy all resistance. And why delay longer? We’ll strike before our luck changes.”


  Ricker stood up. “Listen, fat man,” he said. “You hold all the cards as far as I’m concerned. But as far’s Earth is concerned it’s a different matter. You can’t conquer a planet. Men will hide in mountain, jungle and sea. They’ll leap at you from every bush and corner. What if you do burn a few ships—a few armies? What if you take every government? The people will rise again. You can’t rule by force alone.”


  “History,” said Trexel, “proves that men forget. They soon grow accustomed to new eras. They have learned to love tyrants before.” He waved his hand to Vanger. “But this is no discussion of political philosophy . . .”


  Ricker felt something jabbed into his side. It was a pistol in the Martian’s hand.


  “No!” Molly Borden cried suddenly. “Don’t kill him!”


  “What?” Trexel looked up at her as if she’d thrown her cocktail in his face. “What is this man to you?” His piggish eyes narrowed. Her exclamation surprised Ricker as much as it did the rest of them.


  “You’re tired, Molly,” snapped Vanger. “Perhaps you should go to your room.”


  The woman’s painted nails bent against the glass of the table beside her. She looked like a tigress about to spring. Why? Ricker almost forgot his own plight at the sudden change in her manner.


  “Don’t shoot that man,” she said slowly. “I’m not—”


  “Leave the girl here, Vanger,” Trexel interrupted her with dead eyes. “Maybe I’d like to talk with her awhile. You go ahead and follow orders.”


  “Yes, sir,” said the Martian, reluctantly. He pushed the gun into Ricker, forced him around to the door as he looked back at the woman with a puzzled expression on his dusky face.


  They passed out of the room into the long darkened corridor.


  RICKER’S mind was an ant hill of thought as Vanger marched him down the hall. His bluff had worked. Trexel feared his whereabouts was known. But the bluff, in working so well, had precipitated an early start of their scheme—and sounded taps for himself. Oddly, as the Martian pushed open the door and the yellow light of the heat units burst into his eyes, his own death didn’t matter much, his dying didn’t seem very real. In his brain was the vision of those charred bodies in the liner—they were real. And he could picture that same scene in each ship of Earth as thousands of egg-shaped craft met them in terrestial space, blasted a path of hell to the cities below.


  Even his failure to “get the story” seemed insignificant. This thing was bigger than himself.


  Ricker felt the pistol withdrawn from his side, glanced back at the Martian. The man’s beady eyes fixed on him like a snake’s.


  As Ricker stared back, almost absently, Vanger’s left fist whipped up, banged into his chin, knocked him backward upon the hard ground.


  Stunned by the unexpected blow, Ricker got to his hands and knees shakily. He rubbed his numb jaw, gazed at the Martian through a quick red film of rage.


  Vanger took careful aim at him. “Die, Earthman,” he said softly. “Die with a blackened face, as all your brothers will.”


  Ricker didn’t wait. The crouch he found himself in was not unlike the position in four years of college football. He hurtled at the man like a blocking-back gone wild.


  Hiss-s-s!


  White flames streamed over his head. White flame singed his hair and clothing, bathed his face in quick burning sweat. He struck Vanger high in the belly, carried him down in a perfect tackle.


  Vanger’s head knocked against the ground. Ricker’s fingers shot to his throat like a striking cobra. But there wasn’t time to throttle the man. He let him go, drew his right fist back just six inches and stabbed into the Martian’s chin. Vanger’s head slammed against the ground again. He lay still.


  Ricker snatched the pistol from his limp hand, heard shouts and glanced about frantically.


  He saw men running toward him across the field, about ten of them with others trailing in the distance. They must have seen the fight from the factory. They came on like a drove of stampeding horses. Between himself and the charging crowd, Ricker saw the ship he had arrived in. It was about the distance of a city block away.


  Without any definite plan, he jumped off the unconscious Martian, raced for the ship.


  To an observer at the side, it would have appeared that the crowd of running men and the lone sprinter were speeding to meet each other. But it was a match-meet for the space ship between them. The men apparently inferred Ricker’s goal. They increased their pace. Ricker dug in with his long legs.


  The ship wasn’t fifty feet away. The men weren’t a hundred, Ricker’s feet pounded the rock of the field like a race horse going down the home stretch. The wind whistled in his ears, he scarcely seemed to run, felt as if he was gliding. But the men were gaining. With each panting breath, the distance between them and the ship narrowed. He saw they would get to it before he did. And if they got there first—!


  He remembered the gun, clutched forgotten in his swinging hand.


  Without breaking his stride, Ricker brought up the pistol and squeezed the trigger. There was no report. A stream the color of molten lead hissed from the barrel, like tracer bullets from a machine gun. Several of the men fell forward kicking like shot deer. Black oily smoke curled up from the pack. The rest stopped. Then they scattered in all directions across the field leaving five writhing, smoking mounds on the ground behind them. The smell of burning flesh came to Ricker’s flared nostrils.


  He was at the ship. He snatched open the door, leaped in and slammed it behind him.


  He didn’t remember taking off. The next thing he knew, he was in the air, circling high above the field.


  Looking down, he saw men like little bugs swarming out of the buildings far below. He saw ships pushed out on the field. The ships spiraled up toward him.


  RICKER’S first thought was to head into the ice, cut on the heat guns and bore through to safety. But no. It was slow going through the ice and they’d catch him before he’d gone a mile.


  Below he saw toy ships rising, growing like mushrooms as they gained altitude. There were eighteen of them, he counted out loud. What chance had he against eighteen? He squeezed his triggers testily, felt a slight recoil as the hot breath of death licked out from all sides of his ship. Well, it’d be one fine fight anyway . . .


  Suddenly he noticed the radio before him. Of course! Quickly he switched on, spoke into the transmitter.


  “Calling Stellar Patrol, calling Stellar Patrol!”


  “What is it?” The answer came so quickly Ricker jumped. They must be close by. “Is this Ricker? Where are you?”


  “Where are you!”


  “At forty-four-five Neptune. The location you gave.” His message had gotten through. They were right over him, just a hundred miles away—and they might as well be on the other side of the sun. “What’s the trouble? We’ve been looking for you since—”


  “Listen!” cried Ricker. “No time to explain. I’m trapped inside the planet—under the ice. There’s a cave here. Made with Adison’s Heat Unit. I’ve found out what’s behind Molly Borden. They have ten thousand ships here, plan to attack Earth. Senator Trexel’s the leader—they’re coming up after me now. You must do something. Quick!”


  “What? How? How can we get to you?”


  How could they get down here! Patrol ships didn’t have these heat guns. God!


  Glancing down, Ricker saw the ships closing beneath him like a flock of starved condors. In a moment they’d be in gun range.


  “Gotta keep moving,” he told the radio. “They’re coming fast. Stand by and I’ll try to think of something.”


  He streaked up to the roof of the icy chamber, sailed fast toward the far end.


  And suddenly he did think of something—something so simple it seemed foolish.


  “Listen!” he yelled to the radio. “Turn your ships around. Sit down on the ice! Give your rockets half throttle and let gravity pull you down as the ice melts under you. It’ll take a long time but I may hold ’em off till—”


  A flash of white lightning streaked across his view plate. The ship steamed, sweat formed little beads on Ricker’s forehead, ran into his eyes. One was diving in front of him. Ricker squeezed his trigger, saw the ship flash into floating dust before him. He saw another coming down from above.


  With a quick jerk of the wheel, he zoomed up and over, wheeled into a swift Immelman and dived.


  The buildings, the field, the standing planes below whirled, surged up to meet him like a nightmare of falling.


  He pulled out of the dive not fifty feet from the tops of the buildings, zoomed away again with the planes hot on his tail. They’d followed him down, were streaming after him like a swarm of hornets.


  For the next ten minutes those below witnessed the weirdest dog fight in all flying history. There wasn’t room to make a running battle of it. It was dive, zoom, streak from one end of the cave to the other like hawks fighting in a cage. Ricker twisted into every contortion his straining jets allowed. And still those ships closed in relentlessly, often striking one of their own number—which closeness of battle was Ricker’s only ally. The ships closed in slowly, inexorably formed a ring of murderous heat around him.


  It was a losing fight. Ricker knew it. He couldn’t elude them forever. One well-timed blast and he’d go down in a swirl of ashes and smoke. And his constant fighting the controls to avoid the ships, to avoid crashing the walls and the roof, was wearing his arms to dead aching weights.


  The ships tried strategy. They divided, Ricker saw, into five groups, waited for him at each corner of the chamber while the others gave chase. And these groups closed in with each wild dive he made.


  Soon they would have him trapped between them. Well, the game was about up. It was a matter of minutes now. He might as well do as much damage as he could before they got him.


  He banked over in a last dive, hoping only that the Patrol got in before the ships saw them. Even the Patrol wouldn’t have much chance against these weapons. As he went over, saw the floor of the cave revolve around like a side wall, a streak of lightning struck the tail of his ship with an impact that jarred every rivet. The ship went crazy, spun down like a shot bird.


  Ricker hit the wheel with all the failing strength of his arms. More by will power than anything else, he pulled out into a shaky glide. But try as he might there was no response from the elevator jets. He couldn’t rise again. The ships fell like stones upon him for the kill.


  Below, looming rapidly in the windows, he saw the long line of buildings, the thick circle of ships resting on the field. He fired full-blast as he passed over them. Buildings burst, split into halves as if an earthquake had struck them. Ships disappeared in a wide swath under him, hundreds went up in smoke.


  The field fled beneath him, a deep smoldering trench following his flaming guns. The house across the field and the silver dome loomed up, raced toward him with the speed of a locomotive.


  “The power plant!” Ricker suddenly yelled it at the top of his voice. If he could crash that—!


  With a supreme effort—he didn’t know how he did it for the ship was beyond all control—he keeled over into the metal dome as he left the field.


  The painted wall of silver filled his viewplate. Each rivet stood out. He could have counted them. He saw the nose of the ship push into the metal. The glass of the viewplate caved in upon him. The instrument panel reared up, smashed him in the face with an ear-splitting explosion.


  The world splintered in a hell of sound . . .


  Oddly, Ricker wasn’t knocked out. When the ship stopped bucking, he found himself sitting amidst the twisted wreckage of the controls, smoke curling through the torn hull and his face wet and sticky.


  His mind was numb, unthinking as he lingered a swelling lump between his eyes. His fingers came away red. He crawled out of the ship. Wires, tubes, warped transformers and machinery were everywhere. He heard a hum of ships outside. It was dark in the room, the shadowed wreckage reared in grotesque shapes like dancing demons. He couldn’t move his right arm and, looking down, saw that his whole side was stained with warm blood. A feeling of coldness penetrated his dulled senses. It was like a deep ice cave.


  Ricker limped to the door of the ruined powerhouse, stared out upon a scene like a polar twilight. Gray hulks, ships, bordered the ghostly field and black silhouettes were the factory buildings across the dismal space. Where the heat units had been were scarecrow towers, a sputtering orange flame at each peak—like small dying suns. Their heat was gone. The air was deadly cold, not the biting cold of a north wind but the numb rigid cold of breathless freezing. Yet the cold was alive, moving. It seemed to push against his body like air pressure. The temperature fell degree after degree as he stood there, like a thermometer with the red fluid leaking out the bottom.


  Ricker smiled. He had destroyed the powerplant, the heat units were dying. The place was returning to ice again . . .


  He passed a weary hand across his clotted forehead. Although he had destroyed himself, the work of Trexel was also ruined. It was worth it, his thoughts came slowly. The hell inside Neptune would return to its frozen gases.


  How long had it been since he crashed? It seemed hours. But it must have been seconds for ships suddenly landed out on the field in a storm of rocket fire. As he grew weak from loss of blood and the cold, he noticed a surging dark wave sweep across the field toward the ships. Then the sound of shouts, screams, shrieks reached his ears. It was the clamor of fear itself. Slowly he realized it was men racing across the field, now white with frost. The men swarmed around the ships. He could see little in the dim light of the red flares, could make out only a writhing mass of vague shapes around the silver ships which reared above them like huge turtles.


  As he watched, the voices grew weaker, died to low cries of crawling terror and despair. And Ricker felt himself grow weaker. The cold crept into his bones, into his heart, into his brain. He couldn’t think fast. He thought slowly, leaning against the door. The icy walls of the place seemed to be sliding toward him, the roof descending. The field was cold as a snow-covered grave.


  The voices out on the field were hushed. All was quiet, soundless with the utter silence of deep hidden places.


  He was lying on the ground beside the door, staring up at the black glistening roof that was moving down upon him. He didn’t think any more. He was very tired.


  A hulking shadow stood over him. He felt it more than saw it. He saw two hands reach down. They dragged him across the field. He could see everything quite clearly but his eyes seemed set in a vise-like single focus. He noticed the twin tracks his heels made in the frost on the field . . .


  Then it was warm, a soft clinging warmth that seemed to flow throughout his tired body—like life flowing into him again. He was lying on something soft and comfortable.


  He opened his eyes, saw a woman’s face before him.


  Ricker stared at the face a long time. It was a perfect oval, wreathed in jet black hair, molded with deft yet full lips and a firm nose. The eyes were green. It was Molly Borden. Her green eyes were glistening, wet with tears . . .


  “Why did you save me, Molly Borden?” he asked finally.


  “I am not Molly Borden,” she said. “I am Dorothy Adison.”


  THE words meant nothing to Ricker for a moment. He just lay there staring up at her. Then with a shock like cold water, the meaning of her words crashed upon him.


  “Dorothy Adison—!”


  “Don’t talk,” she said softly. “Lie still and drink this.” She put a glass of warm liquid to his lips. He gulped thirstily and the stuff darted through his veins like fire. Quick strength suffused his body.


  He lay there, panting, a moment,” then slowly struggled up on an elbow. His right arm was tightly bandaged with a piece of silver cloth. He saw it was a strip from the woman’s dress, which was in tatters above her rounded knees. She sat on the end of the sofa. She was crying, softly like a child.


  “Dorothy Adison,” breathed Ricker. “You lie! She was blonde—an Earthian. You’re Venusian and—It’s a lie!”


  She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I dyed my hair,” she said.


  “But your eyes—they’re Venusian—slanting—!”


  “Make up,” she said.


  Ricker sank back upon the sofa. “But why?” he said. “Why!” None of this made sense. Molly Borden confessed killing Benjamin Adison and now she said she wasn’t Molly Borden but Adison’s daughter . . .


  “You—killed your own father?” It was the only thing Ricker could think of to say.


  “Trexel killed him,” she said. The phrase seemed to harden her again. “I saw him coming out of the laboratory after father was—. But I couldn’t prove it. He had a perfect alibi. And after the inquest, he tried to kill me—twice. I became Molly Borden to escape him, then got the idea of following it through. There was just a chance that confessing the murder might arouse Trexel’s curiosity, make him get in touch with me. I took the chance—and it worked . . .”


  It was too much to believe. “You mean you acted suspicious, let the police catch you and burned something to look like those plans? You risked a life sentence on Pluto—!”


  “It was the only way. I played free-lance thief—Trexel believed I was at the laboratory after he left. I told him I stole what I thought were the plans. I told him the police frightened me into a confession of the murder—and they were none too gentle.”


  “But why didn’t you tell the police—before you left for Pluto. They could have—”


  “I could trust no one. At first I planned to tell at the last minute but after his message came—in jail—I knew I couldn’t. It was delivered by the district attorney himself. He told me I would be taken from the ship before I reached Pluto.”


  Ricker understood a lot of things now. It was like finishing a jig-saw puzzle, when all the pieces are suddenly seen to fit. “Does Trexel know who you are yet?”


  “I tried to kill him after you left,” she said. “But I had only a knife—he was too strong. You saved my life when you stole the ship. Trexel went after you. I watched from the window.”


  Ricker glanced toward the window. The light was gone and in the room itself crept the chill of the darkness outside. The heat units were dull red embers.


  Ricker sat up quickly. Swift pain drove him back down. “We’ve got to get out of here!” he said. “This place’ll be a block of ice in no time, air and all! We can steal a ship and—”


  “Steal it?” said the woman. “There’s no one to stop you. The workers are dead. There’s nothing to stop you—but the cold outside. It’s sudden death out there now. It’s too late.”


  Ricker gritted his teeth, arose despite the lightning pain. He waved aside her restraining hand, sat on the edge of the sofa till the weakness passed.


  “We’ve got to get away,” he said. “We can’t stay here. We’ll die.”


  “I know,” said Molly Borden-Dorothy Adison quietly. “We’ll die. It was far below zero when I went out to look for you. By now, the roof must have lowered half way down—it’s probably 200 degrees below zero out there now. But I don’t mind the dying so much. It’s that I’ve failed that hurts. Trexel got away—father is unavenged.”


  Ricker had forgotten about Trexel for the moment. The thought brought him to his feet and he forgot his pain. Both Trexel and Vanger must have escaped. They were up in one of the planes. They had only to melt through the ice. “Trexel got away—”


  “Yes,” a calm deep voice from the door. “And he will complete his purpose!”


  Ricker turned slowly toward the door. He heard the woman gasp.


  Trexel and Vanger stood there. They wore heavy electro-suits, heat steaming from them into the chill room. Trexel held a pistol in his right hand.


  “Notice the window, telenewsman,” he said.


  Ricker turned to the window, saw bright daylight outside. The heat units were on again—!


  “YES,” said Trexel. “The units are working. Did you think we would depend on a single source of power? It took a few moments but it was simple to switch on an auxiliary plant. And most of the men will revive, the cold struck them so quickly. Before you know it, everything will be as good as new.” He smiled his fat, pasty smile. “Watch them, Vanger, while I get out of this suit.”


  The Martian pulled his own gun, Trexel struggled out of the hot clothing, dropped it to the floor and sat down heavily. Ricker stared as if he’d been struck with a mallet.


  “Now,” the fat man said, pouring a drink, “I’d like to clear up just one minor point before we dispense with you two. Did Ricker know who you were all the time, Miss Adison?”


  The woman didn’t answer, looked at him like a caged animal. But to Ricker there flooded a sudden ray of hope. Trexel might still believe his stall about the President knowing his whereabouts. Did he still have an ace in the hole?


  “Yes,” he spoke for the woman, “Miss Adison and I have been working together for weeks. But that doesn’t matter, Trexel. In a few moments your hide-out’ll be swarming with Patrol ships. They know where I am and they’ll be here any moment.”


  The fat man laughed. “Still trying to pull that stuff,” he scoffed. “Well, it doesn’t go over again. I contacted Washington and my agents tell me there’s no truth whatsoever in your story. No one knows where you are. You were both working entirely on your own.” He raised his pistol. “But enough of this!”


  “Wait,” said Vanger. He coughed behind his hand. “Why shoot the woman? Give her to me and she’ll never speak a word of what she’s seen if I have to cut her tongue out.”


  Trexel smiled. “So you, too, have been attracted by Miss Borden’s beauty. But perhaps you won’t like her, so well as Dorothy Adison, Vanger. Have you thought how she would look without that yellow dye on her skin, without that makeup on her eyes and with Dorothy Adison’s blonde hair?”


  “I like blondes,” said Vanger. “And if I remember rightly, Dorothy Adison was a beauty in her own right.”


  “Well,” said Trexel. “A dead woman’s little use to anyone. If you’ll remember about that tongue-cutting—”


  Vanger laughed till he began coughing.


  Trexel raised the gun, pointed it full in Ricker’s face and laughed. Ricker could see his fat knuckle whiten as it squeezed the trigger.


  Molly Borden screamed, flung herself in front of him. The Martian jerked her aside. Ricker’s good left arm came up. Then it halted in midair.


  To his ears came a sound like bubbling water to a man dying of thirst. He didn’t believe it at first, paused, lips parted, listening. Then his eyes danced with a wild light.


  Trexel heard it too. His face was like chalk. He stood there with the gun still poised, a great bear-like statue. It was the hum of rockets! Not the rockets of Trexel’s ships, the jets of the Stellar Patrol. It was! The Patrol had gotten through!


  Trexel stood like a man of stone. For a full ten seconds he didn’t move.


  Ricker knocked the woman aside, dropped to the floor. The gun flamed. Trexel pulled the trigger wildly. Ricker snatched the glass table from the floor beside him, hurled it up into the man’s ghastly face. His thick mouth burst into a red spray as glass crashed. He fought to get rid of the table, its jagged edges cut into his arms and face. Ricker hurled a chair. It hit the man’s head like a pole striking cement. Trexel’s gun fell from his hand, thudded on the floor. He sagged down beside the wall.


  The Martian didn’t pull his gun. He stood, staring, listening to the cries, the sound of the planes and the guns outside. He didn’t appear to see what was going on in the room. Suddenly he whirled, bolted to the door.


  In the heat of his fury, Ricker flew after him.


  Vanger dashed down the corridor, Ricker ten feet behind. He went through the door, started out upon the field. As Ricker reached the door, he saw Vanger stop suddenly, look up. The din of the Patrol boats was thunder in the echoing hollow. The air was filled with them. The field was littered with men running, falling and lying still. A boat swooped down toward the lone Martian standing there, fell like a bird of prey. Vanger started to run back toward the building. Tat, tat, tat! A long flaming line followed him, slowly, like a curse. Little puffs of dust spurted around him. The puffs stopped. The Martian halted. He stared at Ricker in the doorway and his face was puzzled. He coughed and his chin, his shirt became cherry-red. Then he crumpled to the ground.


  Ricker turned, walked slowly back to the room.


  At the door, he paused. He saw Dorothy Adison standing over the motionless hulk of Trexel. She swayed, one hand at her throat. In her other hand was Trexel’s gun. Where the head of the fat man had been was a dark, dripping ball of horror.


  The woman dropped the pistol. It struck the man’s body, rolled to the floor.


  Then she was suddenly in Ricker’s arms.


  LOUNGING deep in his red-leather chair, Bill Ricker squinted out at the port as the sleek space ship streamed through the darkness. He could see nothing outside but a big, humorouseyed young man who was his own reflection and the green tinted star that was Earth—home.


  “I hear you got a raise,” said the tall blonde women in the seat beside him.


  “Yep,” said Ricker. “The Chief tried to get out of it but since the government offered his star reporter twice as much, he had to give in.” He stared at the woman queerly. With her golden hair, her clear emerald eyes and perfect features she possessed a strange loveliness.


  “Madam,” he said. “What do you plan to do with your life? Have you no aims, no ideals, no guiding light?”


  “Nope,” she said. “I’ll just follow you around, I suppose.”


  “And what if I get tired of it?”


  The woman smiled. “I hit you with a wrench once—”


  PROKTOLS OF NEPTUNE


  Henry Hasse


  Space-rumor had spun wild tales of horror about Neptune’s almost-legendary race of Proktols. But what could rumor know of this hideous reality that faced Space-captain Janus and his captive crew!


  COMMANDER JANUS stared in bafflement at the power-board of the Patrol ship Wasp. The Deflector needle was still gyrating wildly. That had begun five minutes ago. His lips tightened, and he looked up irritably as the First Mate peered inquisitively over his shoulder.


  “Better check up on the course again, Devries!”


  “Just did, sir. We’re point oh-oh perfect, not the slightest aberrancy.”


  Janus swore under his breath. “I just can’t figure it! Must be some object dead ahead to cause this disturbance, but why doesn’t our Deflector beam shunt it from us or pivot us around it?”


  He paced the Control room, stopped and looked over at Ketrik whose eyes were fixed steadily on the visipanel. “See anything yet?”


  Ketrik merely shook his head, not looking up. That panel magnified their course several times, and Ketrik had the sharpest eyes in the Patrol.


  “Damned if I like it a bit,” Janus muttered, staring again at the crazy needle that seemed about to jump its bearings. “Devries, tell Blake to cut all jets. We’d better go into a drift until we are a little better able to determine what’s wrong.”


  Devries stepped to the tube and gave the order to Blake in the rocket room. A moment later the Wasp was in the drift. Blake came forward to see what was up. Far behind rolled the hideous green ball that was Neptune, and immeasurably far ahead somewhere was Pluto. Devries stepped again to the chart and saw that the hair-line indicator still had Pluto right on the nose.


  “I think I’ve got something,” Ketrik spoke from the panel. The men crowded around him, peering into the square of blackness that seemed to swim as Ketrik turned the magnifying dial.


  “I see it!” Blake exclaimed. “Something . . . a meteor? Looks like it’s drifting right at us.”


  But Ketrik shook his head, and his eyes narrowed. “That looks to me like a derelict, and it’s my opinion that we’re drifting at it.”


  “A spacer?” Commander Janus asked excitedly. “Can you make it out, Ketrik? Maybe it’s Perrin! I hope to God it is, it’ll save us days!”


  But the next few minutes revealed that it wasn’t Perrin’s pirate ship. The drifting spacer was much larger, and of different design, with no name or emblem of any kind. And it was solid black, preventing easy detection against the blackness of space.


  “It’s a derelict all right,” Devries said. “See that ragged gap in the hull near the stern?” He pointed and the others crowded around to look. He was right. In the side of the hull near the stern was a great jagged hole, that looked as though it had been made either by collision with a rogue meteor, or the blast of a space cannon.


  They watched in silence as the strange craft drifted toward them. There was no sign of life aboard her; no attempts at communication or of establishing her identity. Quite obviously the craft was deserted.


  Devries didn’t like the looks of it one bit, and said so.


  It loomed up larger and larger as the tiny Wasp was drawn swiftly to it. Then with a little shock the Wasp clanged against the strange ship’s side and clung there.


  The crew moved for the space-suits. Commander Janus snapped: “Wait a minute!” He stood there frowning, his gray hair bristling. “Something funny here. We’d better go slow.” His eyes were troubled.


  “But a derelict, sir,” Blake said. “Space code says we’re obliged to board her, “examine her log.”


  “Don’t quote me the space code!” Janus snapped. “Point is, is she a derelict? Maybe you failed to notice we didn’t drift to her by natural attraction; we were pulled! Someone left on her magniplates. Why?”


  “Could have been an accident.” Blake suggested.


  Janus shook his head. “Another thing. Her outer lock is open and we landed smack against it. All we’ve got to do is step over. How extraordinarily convenient.”


  Ketrik peered through the turret at the black derelict. “Say, you’re right!” He grinned, started to quote an ancient nursery rhyme: “Walk into my parlor, said the spider—”


  He stopped suddenly, aware of young Ross standing there with eyes aglow and eager. Ross was the novice member. The space-ennui had begun to get to him, so Janus had ordered him to his cabin to sleep it off. Once the ennui gets a grip on a man in the vast outer spaces he’s not much good for anything, even though he might be a good spaceman in the inner planets.


  Now Janus made up his mind, turned to him. “Ross, we’re going across. You stand by the controls. Keep your eyes open, and your hand on the portable atom-blast.”


  Ross showed his disappointment, but obeyed orders.


  “My hunch may be wrong,” Janus warned, “but we’d better be careful anyway.”


  The men didn’t need his admonition. As they passed out of the Wasp’s lock and into the other, their hands all hovered around their atom-blasts. And the moment they stepped into the alien spacer they knew Janus’ hunch hadn’t been wrong. Looking down a long empty corridor, they saw a barred door; beyond that door was the stern compartment where the gap was in the metal hull.


  But the rest of the spacer was still airtight.


  Janus flashed them a look that said, “See?” They threw back their helmets. Soundlessly they walked toward the bow, listening intently for any sign of life. They passed some narrow cross-corridors and many doors, all tightly closed. Devries, bringing up the rear, glanced behind him occasionally. Nothing. Nevertheless he shivered. There was a jittery tension in the very air.


  They came in sight of the navigation room, and stopped suddenly. Janus stared at the odd looking controls. “I never saw a spacer like this before!” he whispered.


  THE voice behind him didn’t whisper, it rang hollowly down the long corridor.


  “No, I am sure you did not. Do not go any farther, please.”


  The four men whirled.


  It was a mystery where they came from, those dozen fantastic beings behind them. They had heard no steps, no sound of a door opening.


  Devries was nearest. His first startled impression was that they weren’t more than semi-human: as tall as a man, but much thinner, with flexible wiry limbs. Absurdly large heads, quite hairless and glistening, from which protruded frail antennae. Eyes huge, lidless and staring. No perceptible noses. Mouths but thin gashes. Most striking of all, their entire skin shimmered with a metallic reddish-brown lustre; although the Earthmen learned later it was not metallic, but shelllike.


  Ketrik was always reckless. His hand flew to his atom-blast. Much faster, the nearest of the creatures raised a flame pistol. The charge passed so close to Ketrik’s body it scorched his suit. Ketrik changed his mind, and the creature said: “That is better.”


  “Take it easy,” Janus warned, still whispering. “Were in their trap now.”


  The creatures had keen hearing. “Indeed you are, Commander Janus,” said the one with the flame-pistol, apparently the leader. “And it was so simple it was almost childish. But you Earthmen are always so noble, with what you call a space code; always ready to go to the aid of a helpless derelict. Or is it merely curiosity? The Martians are not so stupid, they never go prying.”


  The insult was lost on Janus, who stared. “How do you know my name?” he demanded.


  The creature spoke perfect English, but the voice was toneless and the words precise, clipped: “That does not matter. It is my business to know certain things.”


  “Well, I’m sorry to say I don’t know as much about you!” Janus eyed the flame-pistol angrily. “Kindly state your business with us. We’re from the Earth Patrol, on official—”


  “Yes, I know. In search of one of your race, a pirate, one whom you call Perrin. I have heard of this Perrin.” The creature’s facial expression didn’t change, but the wide blackness of his staring eyes turned to a momentary angry Orange, then back to black. He went on in his cold voice:


  “I have not introduced myself. I am known as V’Naric. If you wish to know more about us I think your friend there can tell you. It would be amusing to hear about us from his lips.” The men were amazed as the creature gestured toward Devries with the pistol. Again the eyes changed color, this time to a soft green which must have signified amusement.


  Had the creature read Devries’s mind? Yes, he knew them, or rather he’d heard something about them; this was the first one he’d actually seen.


  “We’re in a spot now,” he said in a low tone to his friends. “Those are the Proktols, inhabitants of the single moon of Neptune! They usually stick pretty close to home, but once they go on the warpath, or rather the space-path, you can bet something’s up.”


  “Yes, yes, go on,” said V’Naric in his clipped voice, his eyes still green with amusement.


  But at that moment the men heard the inner-lock clang shut, and a sudden roar of the rockets. Too late, they realized V’Naric had held their attention with conversation while a few of his men sneaked off to get the spacer under way.


  They leaped to the ports and saw the Wasp drifting free. They saw something else. A flame leaped from this ship, touched the Wasp and lingered there. A circular spot on its silvery hull glowed suddenly red. Ross was frantically trying to swing the Wasp away.


  “Good Lord! Ross!” Janus sprang toward V’Naric and clutched at him. “Stop it! One of our men is still aboard back there!”


  V’Naric deliberately turned his back.


  They saw the thin shell of the Wasp burst outward.


  “You murdering devils!” yelled Ketrik, suddenly berserk. He leaped toward V’Naric in blind fury, reaching out with his hands.


  V’Naric stepped aside, brought up his flame-pistol and calmly crashed the butt of it down upon Ketrik’s head. Ketrik crumpled.


  V’Naric turned to Devries casually, his eyes now black and placid. “You were saying?”


  Devries went numb. He could only barely feel Blake’s and Janus’ hands restraining him as he tried to leap forward. But his brain was a searing thing of fire. “I was saying you’re a blight on the universe, you damned unholy devils!” he shrieked. “You scum, you spawn of hell, you’re unfit to inhabit the same space with decent men! I know what you do! I’ve heard all about you! If I ever get back to Earth I’ll bring men out here to blast your filthy planet from the skies!” He shrieked other things, shrieked ’til his throat was raw.


  When the red mist cleared from before Devries’ eyes he saw V’Naric standing there complacently with his men around him. V’Naric opened his gash of a mouth. He uttered four sentences in that emotionless, precise English:


  “I am really disappointed. You do not half do us justice. We are actually much worse than you paint us. I think you will soon have occasion to realize that.”


  He turned and gestured to his men. They came forward, wrapped their wiry arms around the Earthmen and hustled them down a narrow corridor. They thrust them in an empty room, but kept their atom-blasts, which they examined curiously. They dumped the unconscious Ketrik in on the floor.


  The door clanged shut. The Earthmen felt a faint vibration in the bare metal walls as rockets thundered, sending the alien spacer surging ahead.


  THEY managed to revive Ketrik after a while. Then they all looked questioningly at Devries.


  Devries sank down on the floor, bowed his head in his hands and groaned. “Lord, what a spot to be in! I guess I let loose with some utter gibberish out there. I don’t remember all that I yelled. But you wouldn’t blame me if you knew what we’re probably in for.”


  “I could make a good guess,” Blake said, grinning wryly.


  “No, you couldn’t,” Devries said, so solemnly that Blake’s grin vanished. “Commander Janus, I noticed you made a wide sweep away from Neptune. I’ll bet you’ve had orders to stay clear of there. Am I right?”


  Janus nodded affirmatively, startled.


  “I thought so. And didn’t you wonder why?”


  “It’s not for me to wonder,” replied Janus. “There are standing orders that Neptune’s utterly unfit, uninhabitable, no reason to land there.”


  Devries nodded grimly. “All right, and now I’ll tell you something. Neptune’s not uninhabitable. At least its moon is not, for these Proktols live there, and where they can live Earthmen can live. But spacemen usually give Neptune a wide beam, at least those who have heard the rumor. I first heard it in a spacerfront dive on Mars, a few years ago, from a drunken half-breed Martian. He and two companions had been inward-bound from Pluto. They set down on Neptune’s moon for a rocket repair. The Proktols got them and hauled them off to their capitol-city. There, before a vast populace, they tortured two of the men horribly. The third Martian managed to escape to his ship, and made it back to Mars alone.” Blake was aghast. “These Proktols did that? These—these things that have got us now?”


  “Yes,” Devries nodded.


  “But why?”


  “I don’t know. The Martian who told me this didn’t seem to know himself.”


  “Bunk!” Janus pronounced. “No one tortures men without any reason; not even these Proktols.”


  “But maybe they do have a reason!”


  Devries replied. “Oh, I’ll admit, at first I didn’t believe that Martian’s story myself. I thought it was the effect of the tsith he was drinking, and God knows he needed it, poor devil. But when I looked in his eyes they weren’t the kind of eyes I’d ever seen in a Martian or anyone else. They were mad eyes, mad with the sight they had looked upon.”


  “You said there were rumors,” Ketrik spoke up. “I’ve never even heard of these Proktols before, much less any rumors about ’em.”


  Devries looked at Ketrik. “I told you they stayed close to home. But you know how many men from the inner planets have come out here, never to be heard of again. After that Martian’s story, I made inquiries; mostly from hardened, independent spacemen. I went about the lowest dives of Mars, whispering surreptitiously about ‘Proktols.’ Out of a hundred I approached, only three men seemed to know what I was talking about. And two of these turned a funny color, and muttered something, and hurried away from me. Their silence was the best eloquence. The third man told me a vague, similar story to that of the Martian’s.”


  “This torture the Proktols seem so fond of,” Ketrik sneered. “Tell us about that.”


  “Well, it’s—” Devries tried to tell them but he couldn’t. That mad Martian had painted him a picture that rose up now in his brain and flooded it with horror. He was suddenly sick, he couldn’t speak and he wished he couldn’t think. He simply rolled over and lay there with his face to the wall.


  The others were suddenly silent.


  Blake spoke a minute later. His voice didn’t sound the same. “I wonder where they’re taking us?”


  “There’s your answer,” Janus replied from the port where he was standing. “I can see Neptune almost dead ahead from here. And it’s growing larger.”


  HOURS later V’Naric came in, bringing them a pasty kind of food that didn’t taste too bad. Apparently nonchalant, but very watchful, he stood just inside the door while they ate.


  Devries watched him in turn. Already he had learned much just by observing V’Naric’s eyes, apparently the Proktols’ only medium of emotion. Blade—as his were now—meant calm, orange meant anger, and green meant amusement.


  When they had finished eating, V’Naric started to leave without a word. Devries stopped him.


  “Would you mind telling us, now, where you’re taking us and why?” he asked, careful not to lose his temper again. He figured it would do no harm, and might do infinite good, to learn as much as possible.


  V’Naric hesitated, surveying him musingly. Then he answered indirectly: “Have you Earthmen ever heard of the sacred temple of Dhovril, or of the Shining Stone?”


  No, the Earthmen had never heard of either. “Dhovril,” Devries repeated, “that is your planet?”


  “Yes.”


  “And this Shining Stone?”


  V’Naric’s eyes became green-tinged, and Devries wondered why. “The Shining Stone is merely a colorful meteoric fragment. Many years ago it came flashing through space and landed on Dhovril. The inhabitants there are semi-savage, and worship it, believing it a present from the gods. Of course to such as we”—he apparently meant himself and his companions—“the Shining Stone means nothing, but the others are roused to a fanatical fury when it is touched. And when it is stolen. . . .”


  “So you think we stole it!” Janus said. “We never set foot on your planet!”


  V’Naric turned complacent black eyes upon him. “No, Commander, I did not say that. Because I know you did not steal it.”


  “Then why are you holding us?”


  “You will see soon.”


  Ketrik, remembering that blow on the head, was regarding V’Naric balefully. And V’Naric was standing fairly close to him. Now Ketrik didn’t move, merely turned his head and spat contemptuously in the Proktol’s face.


  V’Naric’s hand leaped to his belt, like a whip lash, and snatched out the flame-pistol. He pressed it hard against Ketrik’s body before any of the men could move. The swift flood of the angry orange filled his eyes.


  But he didn’t press the button. The orange slowly faded and gave way to a deep purple, as though he were remembering something, then it too faded. He jammed the pistol back in his belt, brought up his hand and slapped Ketrik sharply across the mouth. Those fingers were long and wiry and shell-like; they left four furrows in Ketrik’s cheek from which blood oozed. But he stood there stolidly, regarding V’Naric with contempt. V’Naric turned abruptly and left the room.


  “You damned fool!” Devries snapped. “Why did you do that?”


  “I don’t like him,” was all Ketrik said, as he slowly raised his hand to his cheek.


  “Oh, you don’t! Well, he’s not exactly in love with you now! He would have blasted you then, but he’s got something else up his sleeve. I’d hate to be in your shoes.”


  Janus said: “We’d all hate to be in our shoes, but it looks like we are. I don’t like this Shining Stone business. Must be a pretty important fetish on their world, eh?”


  Blake muttered: “If it was stolen, I’ll bet I know who got it. That damned pirate, Perrin! You know we had information he was out this way.”


  Devries said: “No. I think there’s something else behind all this, something more than the Shining Stone. And I hate to think what.”


  He was still remembering a mad Martian’s story.


  BELLS clanged. The vibration of the rockets ceased. Through the ports came a weird, green glow as they passed close to the atmosphere of Neptune. The spacer swung around that planet, using its gravity as a pivot, then the Earthmen saw the single tiny satellite which V’Naric had called Dhovril.


  An hour later they were there, slanting down over a terrain of desert and serrated cliffs. The great ball of Neptune hung behind, filling half the sky, its glow casting just enough light over the satellite to tinge everything with a greenish grotesquerie.


  “Lord, that gives me the creeps!” Blake muttered, peering out.


  “This little planet must be pretty heavy, though,” Janus estimated. “Gravity seems about right.”


  They passed beyond the cliffs and over a large desert. Then, far ahead, they saw the towering stone edifices of a city, gleaming a ghastly skull-white in the green tinged atmosphere. Devries turned his face away. He recognized the city from the Martian’s description.


  Before they quite reached there, however, Blake cried: “Look! Down there!”


  Far below them, covering a large section of desert, were row after row of blunt-nosed objects, looking like tiny silvery bugs, except they were motionless. But they weren’t bugs. They were spaceships. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of them in formidable array.


  Ketrik stared, then turned to Devries and exclaimed: “Hah! Thought you said these Proktols stuck close to home! Offhand I’d say they’ve got other ideas now. I wonder what? I don’t like the look of that fleet down there!”


  But now their spacer was gliding in low over the city, settling down into landing cradles.


  Janus turned to his men. “If we see a chance, we’d better make a break for it! I’d like to get at the Controls of this ship just once!”


  “I’d rather get at our atom-blasts!” Ketrik snapped.


  But they had no chance to do either. A score of the Proktols, with flame-pistols alert, came to escort them out. As they marched down a wide avenue thousands of the gathered populace gave vent to prolonged shouting, or rather shrilling. It was definitely unfriendly, and somehow fanatical, anticipatory.


  The Earthmen looked at these inhabitants with interest. They seemed to be Proktols too, but in several ways were different from V’Naric and the others. They were smaller, hardly four feet tall, and frailer if that were possible. And they had no antennae. Neither did they wear any raiment that the Earthmen could see—evidence of their semi-savagery. But they seemed to respect the larger Proktols, for although their shrilling continued, they kept their distance and didn’t touch the Earthmen.


  “Just listen to those devils!” Blake said. “They’re waiting, expecting something!”


  They reached a vast plaza in the center of the city. Their captors marched them through the mass of shrilling little coppery devils, and into a building; then up a flight of stairs and into a bare stone room with a single tiny window looking out upon the square below.


  As the last of the Proktols passed out of the room he pressed a key into a slot outside the doorway. A sheet of bluish, crackling flame leaped up from the floor, effectively barring the entrance.


  JANUS whirled to the window. A louder sound came swelling up from the tiny savages below as they caught sight of him.


  “Shut up, we haven’t got your damned Shining Stone! I wish V’Naric would tell ’em so,” he added, coming away. “Sounds like they want our blood!” Devries had a better idea of what they wanted, but he kept still. They hadn’t long to wait. V’Naric came. He left some of his men outside, shut off the electrical barrier and stepped into the room and turned it on again. He held his flame-pistol ready in his hand.


  “I am indeed sorry to have kept you waiting,” he said with over-emphasized politeness, “but I had to consult with the Lahk-tzor as to your disposal. He has waited long. He is anxious to begin.”


  “And who might he be?” asked Janus, glaring.


  V’Naric turned serious black eyes upon him. “Lahk-tzor,” he said, obviously seeking the right term, “is our word for what you Earthmen might call the Greatest One, or the Ultimate—or more laterally, perhaps, the Brain.”


  “The Brain, eh?” Ketrik spoke up scornfully. “Well, if this Brain of yours has half the sense it was born with, it’ll think twice before—”


  V’Naric turned on him with suddenly angry eyes, and Janus intervened quickly: “Just what is this Brain, or Lahk-tzor. And if he’s in authority here, why don’t you take us to him?”


  “That is not necessary. He is interested in you, but very impersonally.” V’Naric’s voice was cold. “I have been instructed to allow you to choose among yourselves who will be the One.”


  “The One?” Blake whispered to Devries. “What does he mean, the One?”


  “For the Ritual,” V’Naric said, as though they should have known.


  “And suppose,” Janus said, “none of us chooses to be the One?”


  V’Naric shrugged in a purely Earthian manner and raised the flame-pistol a bit higher. “Then it will be a pleasure for me to choose for you.”


  “No, thanks.” Janus glanced at the others questioningly, hesitated, then took a notebook from his pocket and tore a page into four strips of varying length.


  Devries was watching his friends’ faces. Either they didn’t know what was going to happen or were pretending not to. Devries said: “You know what he means by the Ritual! It’s just his polite word for the torture I was telling you about!” None of them answered, and he knew that they knew.


  V’Naric’s emotionless black eyes watched them.


  They drew, recklessly, and Blake held the shortest slip. His face went suddenly pale but he did not say a word.


  V’Naric was disappointed. He stared past Blake at Ketrik. He said, “I wish it were you,” as his eyes tinged with the angry orange again. He glanced around at them, then he went on musingly: “The Lahk-tzor need not know, and it can make no difference. Yes, it will be you!” He gestured with the flame-pistol.


  “That’s all right with me,” said Ketrik contemptuously. Blake started to protest but Ketrik brushed him aside. “It’s all right, I know what I’m doing. I defy these devils to do their worst.” But he flashed them a look that said, “be ready!” But V’Naric watched too closely. As they moved to the doorway he kept the pistol trained. He produced the key that shut off the electrical barrier. They passed outside, and it leaped up again.


  The three men inside could dimly see through it. And they saw V’Naric’s eyes turn away for a half-second.


  Ketrik bent and lunged forward in one swift motion, flooring the frail Proktol in a vicious tackle. He snatched up the flame-pistol and sprayed it in a semi-circle as other Proktols came rushing in. Four or five fell with holes burned through their frail bodies. Still others came. Ketrik’s arms flailed. His fist caught one squarely in the middle, and the brittle shell-like skin popped open in a wide gap as a thick colorless fluid oozed out. He hit another in the head, something snapped and the head dangled grotesquely. Ketrik’s knee came up and another Proktol popped open, exuding a viscous stuff.


  But there had been too many out there waiting. Their bodies were frail but their limbs were like steel cables. The men just inside the room could only look on helplessly as Ketrik went down, still swinging elbows and knees. A dozen wiry arms lashed him to the floor.


  V’Naric rose to his feet, staggering a little, holding his middle as though he wished to vomit. He snatched a flame-pistol, aimed it, and changed his mind. He gave a staccato command in his own language.


  “Can’t blame me for trying!” Ketrik sang out to his friends, as he was hurried down the stairs.


  THROUGH the window they could see the horde of tiny Proktols still gathered in the square below. Suddenly the murmuring leaped to a louder clamor. Then they saw the reason for it. Ketrik was being dragged out into the square, through the throng toward a little dais. From the dais rose a single pillar of stone.


  They fastened him securely to the pillar. The clamoring subsided a little. Those savages were waiting for something—just as the three Earthmen were waiting, watching the scene below them.


  Some of the larger Proktols brought a huge metal disc, perhaps three feet in diameter. A hole was in the center. They put it over Ketrik’s head and it rested on his shoulders.


  “I don’t like the looks of that,” Janus muttered tensely. “What are they going to do?”


  But they weren’t through. Next, over Ketrik’s head they placed a spacious wire cage which clicked into place on the rim of the disc.


  “My God!” Blake said suddenly, staring. “Do you suppose they’re going to run some kind of voltage through that thing?”


  “That’s a nice pleasant thought!” Janus snapped at him.


  Devries turned away front them both.


  He knew better. “No,” he told Blake hoarsely. “No, not that. Better come away.”


  But they couldn’t come away. Horror, especially an unknown horror, has a fascination. They saw some of the Proktols seemingly in consulation. Presently a couple of them hurried away, and all that could be heard from that massed throng was a gentle murmuring as they swayed restlessly, waiting.


  Then in the room behind them they heard the electrical crackling in the doorway cease. V’Naric stood before them again, ever watchful with the flame-pistol.


  “That was a very noble effort on the part of your friend,” he said, “but quite useless as you can see. Moreover, he killed some of my men, and I do not think he helped the rest of you by that.” His eyes glittered. “Yes, before the Ritual ends this time I think all of you will have participated.”


  “We haven’t got your damned Shining Stone,” Blake grated through clenched teeth, “and we never even heard of it!”


  “The Shining Stone? Oh, yes, I had quite forgotten I told you about it; but I neglected to say that it is quite safe. It is always quite safe, even when it is stolen; because, you see—we stole it.”


  “You stole it!” Janus repeated. “But didn’t you say the Stone meant little to such as you?”


  “Only as a means to an end. Commander Janus, you are a scientific man above all else. For that reason I respect you as much as I despise your stupid friend down there. I shall explain the Ritual you are about to witness. First: those little savages think you Earthmen stole their Shining Stone, because we wish them to think that; and you could never convince them otherwise. Therefore they must have their revenge. All this is very necessary for a certain reason you will understand shortly.”


  “I’m beginning to already,” Blake said bitterly. “It’s a high-powered racket and we’re the fall guys.”


  V’Naric looked at him as though he didn’t quite understand such English words.


  A sudden, louder murmur came up from below.


  “It has begun,” V’Naric said, nodding toward the window. “If you will observe, please.”


  The men turned back to the window and watched. Devries at least half knew what to expect; but he felt the other two tense beside him as they realized the purpose of that cage over Ketrik’s head.


  A little door in the side of it was open, and one of the official Proktols was thrusting several tiny animals inside. They were sharp-fanged, scaled, almost reptilian. But they had beady little rodent eyes, and the eyes blinked as the animals scurried around the disc under the cage. Ketrik’s head jerked convulsively at the nearness of them.


  “Little inhabitants of our desert,” came V’Naric’s calm voice across the room behind them. “Ordinarily quite tame and harmless. But these are trained for this. They are very hungry.”


  The Earthmen’s minds were too numbed just then. They didn’t feel the full horror until sometime later. They just stood there in terrible fascination, staring down, unable to move; and behind them they could still hear V’Naric’s cold voice, as though he were a class-room lecturer. He didn’t even need to look as he spoke. He knew what was happening. He had seen this many times.


  “The little creatures are a bit restless now. I imagine the way your friend moves his head frightens them. But they will become used to that presently, and then their work will begin.”


  But something else was happening down there. The crowd had become silent, not even a murmuring. They all seemed to be looking in the same direction, away from the dais where the Earthman was fastened. Then a path opened up. A procession of the large Proktols came through, with something on a movable platform in the midst of them.


  Again V’Naric’s voice: “I suppose the Lahk-tzor is entering now. Or the Brain as you would undoubtedly call it.”


  “Good Lord, yes,” Janus murmured at last, staring. “That’s what I’d call it, for that’s what it is!”


  THE Brain was huge, five feet or more across, convoluted and pale but red-streaked. A dome of glass enclosed it. Beneath the bulging, pale-pink mass was something that might have been two tiny eyes and the veriest excuse of a chin, but from their distance the Earthmen could not be sure.


  V’Naric’s voice droned on, beating through their numbed consciousness: “You are wondering about the Brain. Long ago one of our race, one far ahead of his time, created it. In a period of six months he advanced evolution from a single cell through all its stages to what you see now. The Lahk-tzor—pardon me—the Brain down there is the most advanced evolutionary product yet to exist in this solar system. It slew its creator, but seemed to exhaust all its energy in so doing. For a long, long time it lay dormant. Such scientists as there were at the time tried to activate it, for they knew it wasn’t dead; but their efforts were clumsy and futile.


  “Then one day it began to pulse and think again, feebly. Do you know when, and why? I think you could guess, Commander Janus. It was the day the Shining Stone came flashing to land here. That event caused a tremendous religious hysteria among the savages, and it wasn’t hard to connect that with the Brain’s revival; the Brain was absorbing the accumulative mental flow that was impacting against it! Of course it has long been proven that thought is material just as light is material.”


  Of the three, Janus alone was beginning to show a gleam of interest as he listened to the toneless words. “I think I see the whole system now,” he said bitterly. “Periodically you pull this Ritual business and get those little savages down there religiously worked up, in order to—” The idea was so ghastly he choked on the words and couldn’t go on.


  “In order to keep the Brain mentally activated,” V’Naric finished for him. “Precisely. To those savages it is nothing more than a religious ritual, brought about by the revenge motive. But to us it is a scientific necessity. The Brain teaches us much. It was the Brain which thought out all our technicalities of space travel and most of our other achievements. By now it realizes we have no intention of letting it die; but periodically its thought-processes seem exhausted. When it feels that happening it informs us. Then we must activate it again, through the accumulative mental-hysteria of those thousands of little Proktols. It is easy to steal their Shining Stone, keep it safely in our custody awhile, and bring some hapless spacefarer here for them to vent their hysteria upon. A little complex and a little sardonic, but very necessary.”


  Janus, listening, nodded dully. He was remembering the huge fleet of space-ships they had seen waiting out on the desert; but he did not mention them. Instead he said: “And right now, what scientific problem is the Brain working on?” V’Naric seemed proud to talk of the Brain, appreciative of Janus’ scientific interest in it. “We can never quite tell what the Brain is thinking,” he explained. “It propounds scientific theories to us, we put them to the test, and they are usually practical. But this I know; lately a change has come over it. We are sure it is planning something big. It never used to question us much, but now it is beginning to, about other planets, the solar system, the universe. Then it ponders.


  “You see, it has never been away from here. It is restless now and I think it has ambitions! But we shall learn its plans when it has thought them through. From the astronomical data we have furnished it propounds vast calculations. Mathematically it is supreme! And it ponders. . . .”


  NOW, suddenly, the sound below burst forth into a tremendous surge of unified shrilling. Hysteria. That’s the word V’Naric had used, and this sounded like it! As if something interesting had started to happen.


  They turned quickly to the window again. Yes, something had begun to happen. There was a wide flow of red down Ketrik’s cheek. The sharp-fanged little beasts under the cage had begun their work, just as V’Naric had said they would. Another of them darted forward. Ketrik’s head jerked, but it was useless. Another flow of red started down; again came the surge of hysterical sound.


  No man should have watched that scene long, but they couldn’t tell how many minutes they stood there at the window. Blake cracked first. He whirled away suddenly toward the doorway.


  But V’Naric had silently gone, and the crackling sheet of flame across the entrance filled the room with a bluish glow. Blake stood tottering a moment, horror still in his eyes, a little moan deep in his throat; then he staggered over and flopped into a bunk at the side of the room, turning his face away.


  Janus and Devries continued to look, but only for a few minutes more. V’Naric had said those vicious little animals were hungry; now, becoming bolder, they darted frequently at Ketrick’s twisting head only a foot or so away. Ketrik didn’t utter a sound, but every time another red streak started down they saw his features were contorted. Pretty soon they couldn’t even see his features.


  His eyes were shut tight, but once he opened them and twisted his head around and saw the men looking down. He tried to smile, but it was a grimace. He called, “Devries, remember what you swore! Do it! Get back to Earth if you can, then bring men out here and blast these devils to the hell where they belong! If you promise somehow to do that, I won’t mind this so much. Don’t watch any more, no telling how long—”


  Ketrik stopped on that word, as his head jerked violently away again.


  And all the while came the shrillings from the immense, watching throng. The men heard it rise and fall, rise and fall, in regular cadence. They could almost feel the impact of the hate going out, the hate for that Earthman who supposedly had violated their sacred Stone. Those savages didn’t wish to tear Ketrik limb from limb; they had been trained in this, and it was a better revenge, more to their enjoyment.


  A little apart, carefully guarded, was the huge Brain, grotesque and convoluted under its glass dome. Janus even thought he could see it pulsing rhythmically as the bursts of sound and thought-force swelled out to it. That tangible force was being absorbed, and gradually the Brain was taking on a deeper hue than the pale-pink.


  Savagely the men paced the stone room. They examined the electrical barrier across the door, which was too obviously deadly. “How long does that go on?”


  Janus asked in horror, nodding toward the window.


  “To the very end, I’m afraid,” Devries replied. Twice more in the following hours he moved to the window, only to look quickly away when he saw the horrible thing was still going on. He couldn’t see Ketrik moving any more, but the beasts were still at work.


  And then, it must have been hours later, Devries awoke from a fitful sleep. He was conscious that all was silent as a tomb below. He crept to the window and saw that a weird kind of greenish, shadowy nightfall had come over the place. All those savage Proktols had gone away, and the Brain was gone, and the square below was empty. Save for Ketrik. He was still there, and the cage was still over his head, but it was empty.


  Thank God, Devries thought, it’s all over for him. But who will be next?


  WHEN next he awoke it was day again, or what served for day on that shadowy world; and the first thing he saw was Blake over at the window.


  “You fool, come away from there!” Devries cried, springing up. “What good is it to watch? It’s all over now for Ketrik anyway.”


  Blake turned to face him, and Devries saw a look in his eyes similar to that he had seen in the Martian’s.


  “He’s alive, still alive!” Blake cried. “And it’s still going on!”


  It was then Devries heard those sounds of hate surging up again, and knew that the throng had again gathered to watch; but it was Blake’s voice, and the look in his eyes, that made Devries’ blood run cold.


  “And I should have been down there instead of him!” Blake said; but the voice didn’t sound like his any longer.


  Devries should have watched him closer. He turned to wake Janus. Blake sprang suddenly past him, toward the doorway. Devries made a grab at him and missed. Blake leaped straight into that crackling sheet of electrical blueness.


  But he didn’t get through. He seemed to hang suspended in the air for a few seconds; then he crashed to the floor across the doorway, as the electrical flame enveloped and crackled over his body.


  There was nothing they could do about Blake except keep their faces averted from the entrance where his charred body lay. But they couldn’t close their ears to the waves of sound that came up from below. It seemed even more suggestive than before. Blake’s words kept hammering in Devries’ brain: “He’s alive, still alive!” Blake had been the last to look out that window. Devries hated to think of what he had seen down there.


  Grimly they examined the room again, although they’d done so a hundred times before. Two bare stone walls. In the third wall the window, far too narrow, and the adjacent stones solid and unmovable. In the fourth side the doorway, open except for the deadly sheet of blue crackling across it.


  “That’s the only way,” Devries said, nodding toward it. “I’m sure V’Naric will be around here again; when he comes, watch for my nod and we’ll make a rush. If we die, at least it won’t be the way Ketrik did.”


  V’Naric did come again. He stared down at Blake’s charred body and shook his head distressfully as he shut off the flame. He motioned for some of his men to take the body away.


  “That is too bad,” he said. “Very wasteful. It leaves only two of you.” He nodded to the window. “It will soon be over with your friend down there, and I regret that. The fools have allowed it to progress too rapidly!”


  Janus’ attention was more on the flame-pistol than on the words. He glanced quickly at Devries, but the latter flashed him a look that said no.


  V’Naric must have seen it. He raised the pistol slightly so that it leveled between them. “You are quite right,” he said, “it would not be wise.”


  Janus tried to engage him in more conversation, but V’Naric seemed to know his purpose. He left, still watching them carefully as he shut off the flame and stepped out and turned it on again. His last words were: “I will leave you to decide between yourselves who will be next. It will be soon.”


  JANUS whirled angrily. “Why didn’t you take the chance? Now we’re sunk. We’ll probably never have another!”


  “You’re wrong,” Devries replied. “Empty your pockets, quick!”


  Janus stared at him, uncomprehending. “That slot in the doorway!” Devries explained. “I watched how V’Naric worked that key. I can’t hope to duplicate it, but if we have a pocket knife or something—we might make a short circuit! Should have thought of that before.”


  Already he was searching his own pockets, and Janus quickly followed his example.


  But their hopes waned. Neither of them had a knife, and what was worse, they had nothing else that might serve the purpose.


  Devries turned away in despair. “Wouldn’t you know it! And I always carry a knife—all except this time!”


  Janus was still searching. Suddenly he gave a shout as he produced something from an inside pocket. A round, flat metal object. Devries saw that it was an ancient half-dollar. He had seen very few of them, and only in museums.


  “My good luck charm,” Janus said wistfully. “I’ve carried it with me ever since my first space flight.”


  Devries seized it eagerly. “We’ll see how lucky it is!” He examined the narrow slot in the doorway, but its length was considerably less than the diameter of the coin. Nor could he tell how deep that slot was.


  “We’ve got to get this down to proportion,” Devries said grimly. “Even then it may not work, but we’ve got to try anything.” He began rubbing the edge of the coin against the bare stone, and the rounded edge flattened infinitesimally. “Quite a job on our hands: we’ve got to get this diameter down to less than half!”


  Taking turns, they kept at it, holding the coin in strips of cloth to protect their fingers from the heat of the metal. While one worked the other watched the doorway. Occasionally a Proktol passed by, but V’Naric did not come again.


  Once Janus moved to the window and ventured to look down at the Brain again, but carefully kept his gaze averted from the spot where Ketrik was. Now he could distinctly see the huge mass of the Brain pulsing with the impact of the thought-force that swelled out to it. And now it was not pale-pink, it was red. It was even more than Hood-red, it seemed fiery. He could sense the pulsing power of it, the super-mental force, and it seemed diabolic. Here, he knew, was a dangerous thing, a thing that should not exist in this solar system.


  “Do you know what I think?” Janus said, turning back to Devries who was again working on the coin. “That Brain is mad! It’s bound to be. God knows how long it’s been receiving those Proktols’ thought-force, living and thriving and planning on it—and that thought-force is hate! V’Naric said it’s getting ambitions. Ambitions for conquest, I think. That’s all that fleet of space-ships out there can mean!”


  They worked slowly but steadily with the coin, gradually wearing its diameter down to fit the slot in the doorway. What they feared mostly now was that the Proktols would very soon be through with Ketrik down there, and one of them would be next.


  But luck was with them. Suddenly, startlingly, that green shadowy nightfall came again. “Listen!” Devries said. All was silent again in the square below. He rushed to the window and saw the throng dispersing. The Brain, on its portable platform, was moving away into one of the buildings. Apparently the Ritual was over for the day.


  “We’ll have to work fast!” Devries exclaimed. “This side of the planet’s away from Neptune now, but we don’t know how long it’ll last. This is our last chance!”


  They worked frantically, risking skinned fingers on the stone wall. About an hour later Devries tried the mutilated coin in the slot, for perhaps the twentieth time, and this time it fitted. But would it reach as far as V’Naric’s key had reached? Devries wrapped his fingers carefully with strips of cloth before he tried.


  For a moment he thought it was useless. The metal touched nothing. Clumsily he managed to slide it forward a tiny bit more, and the silver oblong barely touched a hard surface.


  Instantly at the contact there came a sputter of fused metal. The silver became suddenly hot under Devries’ fingers. Sparks leaped out and burnt his hand. But he didn’t care. He suppressed a joyous shout as the sheet of electrical flame across the doorway ceased.


  They sprang through the door and stood a moment in the dim corridor, listening. Evidently their tampering had caused no other alarm. They moved swiftly to the stairs leading down into the square.


  Peering down through the greenish dusk, they could see one of the Proktols at the bottom of the steps, evidently on guard. Devries gestured downward, and Janus nodded silently.


  Those steps were solid stone, and they negotiated them silently by all Earthly standards, but they had forgotten these creatures had super-sensitive hearing. They weren’t over halfway down when the Proktol sprang up, whirling to face them.


  Devries acted on sheer instinct. He made the remaining distance through the air in one prodigious leap. The Proktol had reached for its flame-pistol, at the same time opening its mouth to sound an alarm. But there was only a shrilling gasp as Devries’ shoulder caught it in the middle and hurled it backward.


  Devries climbed to his feet, a little dazed. Janus took only one look at the Proktol and saw that the frail body was snapped in two; quickly he confiscated its flame-pistol. They stood quite still, listening, but there was no alarm.


  IN some of the radiating streets they could see the weird glow of many colored lights moving about, but the square seemed empty now in the gloom. They started to move across it, when something caught Janus’ attention. He stopped.


  Only a little distance away a stone pillar rose from a dais. A dark blur of a figure still sagged there with a wide, wire cage over its head. Janus stared through the gloom. He knew it was Ketrik, but there was something vaguely wrong, unnatural, about it. Something he could not immediately make out.


  He moved swiftly nearer to find out. Devries, knowing what he would see, called a warning. But Janus didn’t stop. He didn’t stop until he came very near, and the full horror of the sight burst suddenly upon his vision.


  The Ritual had gone on to the very end.


  Through the ghastly, greenish dusk all that Janus saw was a white gleaming skull upon a still living body. He knew the body lived for he saw it still breathing, faintly, and he saw one of the outstretched hands twitch. And from somewhere in the throat he heard a horrible little gurgling sound as though the skull were trying to speak. The brain, of course, had not been touched, but Janus knew the brain within that skull must now be mad. He could no longer think of the thing as Ketrik.


  In those few seconds that he looked, Janus felt his mind slowly slipping away into a chaos of vertiginous horror, but he caught it on the brink. Instinctively he raised the flame-pistol, aimed, and made very sure that the thing which had been Ketrik no longer lived.


  Devries gave a cry of warning. Four or five thin, shadowy figures were leaping from a nearby street. They had probably seen the flash of the flame-pistol.


  Devries tensed. “For Lord’s sake fire! Let ’em have it!” he cried hoarsely to Janus, as the creatures bounded nearer in long leaping strides. But Janus stood there, swaying a little, still dazed by the sight he had just seen.


  Devries leaped to his side, snatched the flame-pistol just as the Proktols came within range. One of them reached for its pistol. At the same time Devries let his flash out in a sweeping path. He was about two seconds quicker. The Proktols’ momentum carried them straight into it, and they crumpled with hardly a sound.


  Devries grasped Janus’ arm and shook him out of his daze. “That way!” he whispered, indicating a wide street across the square. “It’s the way we came in. If we can get out into that desert, we might steal one of those space-ships we saw!”


  But the delay had been fatal. Other Proktols had seen the flash, and were burying toward them. Janus stopped to snatch up a fallen flame-pistol, then they were leaping away across the square.


  But they didn’t get far. Now, not dozens, but hordes of Proktols were converging on the scene. The entire square seemed to resound with their shrilling cries, bringing others. The Earthmen hadn’t even time to wonder where they all came from. Most of them were the smaller, savage Proktols, unarmed; but some of the others with flame-pistols were trying to press through.


  As the men swept their flaming fire around, the savages fell back in shrilling panic. Scores of them were burned down, but more of the creatures kept surging in. The Earthmen knew it would be only a matter of seconds before the sheer mass of the creatures overwhelmed them. Still they pressed forward, slowly burning a way through.


  For some foolish reason Devries remembered shouting at Janus: “These flame-pistols are all right as toys. Wish I had an atom-blast!” Then the shrilling coppery devils were closing around, clawing. Janus brought down some more with a sweeping blast, and Devries did the same, but the flame-charges were getting very weak.


  Then the Earthmen stared. The savages were no longer pressing around them; they were fleeing away! For no reason at all they saw the space ahead of them open up. They saw a long, clean swath of Proktols topple like grain cut down by a mower. Those that did not fall fled frantically, shrilling in thin terror at a strangely invisible death.


  The men couldn’t quite understand what had happened, but they took swift advantage of the miracle and darted across the now open square. But the larger Proktols weren’t so superstitious. A dozen of them, now unimpeded, came leaping to intercept them. But before these Proktols could raise their flame-pistols, they toppled too, cut clean in two! All was clear around the men now, and they paused to catch a breath.


  “What the devil was it, Janus? What happened?”


  “Pure luck! I knew that lucky piece of mine couldn’t fail!”


  But just then a figure emerged from the dark shadow of a building, and ran toward them. It was a familiar figure, and it held two atom-blasts, one of which it thrust into Devries’ hands.


  “Luck nothing!” Devries yelled, recognizing him. “It’s Ross! How did you escape? We thought you died on the Wasp!”


  “NOT quite,” Ross said. “Come on, this is no picnic! Let’s get out of here before those devils stop wondering what an atom-blast is.”


  The men turned and sprinted for the open street ahead of them. But they hadn’t taken five steps when Devries felt a crushing, numbing weight upon his brain. He staggered, fell to his knees; tried to rise but couldn’t. Then he fell flat, as a force hit him like a giant invisible hand. Agonizingly he wondered why the others didn’t help him; then he saw that they too were lying flat, dazed and panting heavily.


  With a tremendous effort Devries twisted his head around and looked across the square. He saw the huge Brain under its glass dome. It was pulsing with a fiery, angry red radiance. And Devries knew it was the Brain’s tremendous thought-force that was reaching out and crushing them there.


  His right hand, still grasping the atom-blast, was doubled under him. Desperately he tried to move it—and did—about an inch. It seemed to weigh a ton. With a tremendous effort that took all his strength, Devries managed to slide his hand around so the atom-blast was trained on the Brain across the square. With his last ounce of strength he pressed the power button and held it there.


  Devries knew his aim was good, but that dome over the Brain must have been of tougher substance that he thought. It did not blast, although he held the weapon there for about five seconds, on full power.


  But the Brain must have felt the menace. There came a great surge of anger, and the atom-blast was suddenly torn from Devries’ hand, as was the one Ross held. Then the men were jerked to their feet by the same invisible force which had held them prone upon the pavement. The Brain, still pulsing angrily, held them there until dozens of the official Proktols came and grasped them; not until then did it withdraw its powerful thought-force.


  Janus and Devries, with Ross accompanying them this time, were hurried back toward that building from which they had just escaped at such pains. Now Devries saw the huge, green glowing Neptune rising swiftly in the heavens, and realized that day was here again. And already the hordes of savage Proktols were coming again into the square, to await their Ritual, which would undoubtedly continue so long as there were victims.


  “Too bad you had to come here, Ross,” Devries said dully. He was utterly without hope now. They had come very close to escape, and they would have made it, had it not been for that diabolical Brain.


  DEVRIES was just wondering how he could die, but not the way Ketrik had, when they heard a great cry go up from the gathered throng behind them. And it was a cry of fear, or awe. Despite the wiry arms that held them, the men twisted around and looked back.


  Coming toward them, low over the city, was a rocket-plane. And it was undeniably an Earth type of plane! The Proktols holding the three men jabbered excitedly in their own staccato language; then, still holding the men, they hurried to the shelter of the nearest building and crouched there. It sounded very much as if they had seen this rocket-plane before, and feared it!


  The Proktols crowding in the square were trying to flee too; but before they could all disperse, the plane was over them, letting loose a wide swath of death. From the extent of it, the Earthmen judged that rocket-plane must carry a portable atom-blast nearly as large as the Patrol ships carried! It swept over the square once, veered sharply and came back. This time the atom-blast swept very close to the line of buildings where the men crouched. Their captors broke and raced for shelter.


  But the Earthmen were not yet free. As they crouched there, watching their unknown benefactor, they felt the fierce surge of power from the Brain again. It alone did not flee. It remained there, on its platform, in the middle of the now deserted square. And if it was angry before, it was raging now, with a crimson, crackling radiance.


  For it was the Brain which was the object of the rocket-plane’s attack. A third, fourth, and yet a fifth time the plane came sweeping back over the square. And each time it did so, the Earthmen could feel part of the crushing thought-force which the Brain hurled upward at it. Invisible weapon against invisible weapon. Atom-blast versus the Brain’s super mental-force!


  And the Brain fought tenaciously. Such was its power that the rocket-plane was caught in its grip once, veered crazily and was almost buffeted down until an extra burst of the rockets sent it zooming away. The watching Earthmen felt that power too, and were sent spinning, bruised and battered, against the building where they crouched.


  But the plane’s atom-blast must have begun to find the range, because soon the Brain propelled itself toward the shelter of one of the buildings. It was angry, but it was intelligent. It recognized the danger of that atom-blast. The transparent dome encasing the Brain was of very tough material, but it would have soon crumbled under a few direct and powerful blasts.


  It was not until the Brain had withdrawn to safety that the tension eased, and the men dared to leap across the square again, strewn with the ghastly remains of numberless Proktols. This time they were not apprehended. The mysterious rocket-plane was speeding away toward the desert, but the destruction had been so terrible that the remaining Proktols didn’t care or dare to emerge.


  Devries spied one of the atom-blasts that he or Ross had dropped. He snatched it up, stopped and looked back speculatively, weighing the weapon in his hand.


  Janus pulled at him. “Come on, you don’t know when you’re lucky!”


  “Yes, but I’d like to take at least one good blast at that Brain after the way it slapped and battered us around!” Devries stumbled along after them, unwillingly.


  “Have you got the Wasp?” Janus finally managed to ask Ross.


  “I didn’t get here through the fourth dimension I It’s out on the desert there, just about a mile from here. I had a close call when they turned that flame on the Wasp. I got to a space-suit just in time. Kept their ship in our visipanel long enough to see they were heading lack for Neptune. Took me hours to repair the Wasp, and hours more to find you.” Ross very prudently didn’t ask about Blake or Ketrik, and Janus was glad of that.


  THEY reached the Wasp, and lost title time in blasting out into space. “What about that fleet of space-ships we saw down there?” Devries asked. “Can’t we go down and blast them off the map?”


  “It would take days,” replied Commander Janus, “and we’re lucky to be away from there as it is!”


  “But—”


  “Haven’t you had enough action this trip?” Janus snapped.


  “Look,” Ross said suddenly, pointing down at the tiny satellite they had just left. Blasting out into space from that planet was a sleek, black space-ship.


  Janus exclaimed: “That’s Perrin—I’d recognize his ship anywhere! That must have been his rocket-plane we saw fighting with the Brain! And we came out here to get that pirate!”


  He leaped to the radio, clicked it on. “Attention Perrin! Perrin, in the Princess! Commander Janus of Earth Patrol ship Wasp speaking. We now have our long-range blast trained upon you, and you cannot outrun a Patrol ship. You will please go into a drift while we come over to board you.”


  A voice replied almost immediately, calm and a little amused: “Very well, Commander, do not get excited. I was just coming over to you, but if you wish, come to me instead.” The rockets of the Princess immediately ceased blasting, and the pirate ship drifted just a few hundred miles away.


  The Wasp drew near and made contact. Janus spoke again: “Our lock is ready.


  I should prefer that you came across, Perrin. No tricks!”


  A minute later Perrin stepped through their lock with his hands held high, mockingly. He was tall, darkly handsome, with a straightforwardness that put Commander Janus ill at ease. Perrin smiled and looked down at his belt. “My pistol, Commander? That is customary I believe.”


  Janus stepped forward and took it. Perrin lowered his hands and said, “That is better. I was going to come over anyway, and see who it was I saved down there. I thought you were Earthmen, but I wasn’t sure.”


  There was a slight mockery in the words. Janus flushed a little as he said: “This is damned awkward, Perrin. You did save our lives, but we were sent out here to get you, you’re wanted on three planets.”


  “Three? I thought it was four,” said Perrin, still smiling. “But I quite understand, Commander, and I ask no favors. As for saving your lives, that was a side issue. I really came to take a crack at that Brain. What did you think of our duel?”


  “Interesting,” murmured Janus. He was still uncomfortable, wavering between his duty and his debt of honor.


  “Yes, wasn’t it?” Perrin said. “You know, that thing’s getting more powerful than I ever thought possible! Oh, sure, I’ve had a couple of other encounters with it. It’s too canny to let me get a good crack at it, but how it hates me! I’ve been hanging around out here to see what it’s up to.”


  “Then you know about that fleet of space-ships down there,” Devries spoke up. “What do you think? Is that Brain going to direct that fleet toward the inner planets by remote control?”


  “No,” replied Perrin, reflectively. “That’s not too fantastic a thought, but the Brain’s not that powerful yet. However, those Proktols might man the ships. I think that’s the plan. Did you notice those antennae they have? That’s the way the Brain contacts them, and it might control them from any distance! Another thing: did you notice their flame-pistols? Modelled after the ones the Martians use, but an improvement. If you men left any atom-blasts there, the Brain’ll soon find out how they click, and they’ll turn out their own. And they’ll be an improvement. That entire space fleet will be equipped with them. But that fleet’s not quite ready to move yet; they’ve got to have fuel.”


  “You mean,” said Devries, “they haven’t any?”


  Perrin laughed softly. “They did have. Those Proktols were mining it on Neptune—greenish grained stuff, something like the Tynyte we get from the Mars mountains. I watched their operations awhile, secretly. It seems to be pretty hard stuff to get out. I waited until they had quite a supply, then I swooped down and blasted it all sky high, together with a few score Proktols. That’s just one more reason they hate me. But they’re still mining, and getting more of the fuel out.”


  Janus had been listening to the pirate’s words. Now he paced the control room, nervously. “That would give us time,” he said softly to himself. “We could get back to Earth in a week, at full speed.” He stopped and looked up. “Yes,” he said aloud, “we’re going back to Earth immediately!”


  “Very well, Commander Janus,” said Perrin, looking straight at him. “But I trust you will take the Princess in tow? I love that ship very much.”


  “Not you, Perrin! You’re not going.”


  “Not me, Commander? I wonder what you can mean?” The pirate’s black eyes were glowing.


  “Perrin, suppose I should get very careless and you suddenly escaped. I wonder where you’d escape to?”


  Perrin glanced out at the glowing ball of Neptune. He was smiling again, but it was a grim little smile. “I have a hideout,” he said, “which not even those Proktols have found yet. I imagine they have a lot more of that fuel mined by now, and I just love for them to hate me.”


  Janus glanced at the space-lock, and turned his back. When next he looked he saw the trim, black Princess speeding unerringly back toward Neptune, a thousand miles away.


  Devries alone was regretful, almost bitter. He weighed the familiar atom-blast in his hand. “And I didn’t even get to use this! Damn it, Janus, you know what that Brain’s doing, planning. If they keep on with those sacrifices, feeding it that mental force, who knows how far it’ll go? It’s a potential menace, it oughtn’t to be allowed to exist!”


  “Devries, stop gibbering!” Once again Janus was in his familiar role, Commander of the Wasp of the Earth Patrol. “Ross! Stand by in the rocket room for orders; we’re on double duty now.”


  “Yes, sir! It’s a pleasure, sir.” Ross hurried away.


  “Devries! Start charting our course for Earth.”


  “Yes sir.” Devries turned to the charts, disgruntled but obedient. Janus took over the controls. But a moment later he turned.


  “I know it, Devries. Don’t think I’m forgetting what they did to Ketrik, and what we promised him. You see, that’s why I want to be sure of making a thorough job of it!”


  “Yes sir,” Devries said again, briskly, and he was satisfied. As the hideous green ball of Neptune rolled away behind them he didn’t even look back; for he knew they’d be out here again—and soon—with more than a Patrol ship and a few atom-blasts.


  TWO AGAINST NEPTUNE


  Frank Belknap Long


  An Interplanetary Olympics Pole-Vault Catapults a Team of Adventurers Three Billion Miles Away!


  CHAPTER I


  Interplanetary Olympics


  THE Martian approached the incredibly high bar at a running trot, his small, firm biceps bunching in the sunlight. He carried his pole at a freakish angle. His thin, spidery legs looked like beanstalks, his hair like thistledown.


  Mor Tunat had to win the pole vault, not just that the Martian team might not be defeated on its own grounds. Loyal as he was to the tradition of maintaining the victorious record of his team, he had a stronger reason, one that was personal and vital. She was a lovely reason, even by Earth standards of beauty.


  Though he dared not turn his eyes even for a quick glance at her, he knew that the big brown eyes of Nyda, his mate, watched him from the side lines. He knew that if he did not win this event, she would be completely lost to him forever.


  He seemed grotesque somehow, but no one laughed as he grounded the pole and swung his small body high into the air. Up, up he went. With miraculous grace he soared above that unbelievably high bar and went swinging outward into the cool Martian twilight.


  He landed on his feet twelve yards away, to the accompaniment of a thunderous burst of applause from the grandstand. The band struck up a gay Martian tune and pennants fluttered wildly.


  The spectators were shouting themselves hoarse over Mor Tunat, who had done it again. The scrawny-chested, serious little Martian had broken the interplanetary pole-vault record by several inches.


  It didn’t look as though the Earthman had a chance, but Jan Anderson was nobody’s fool. He came out into the field with dignity, walking slowly at first, his vaulting pole silhouetted gracefully against the sky.


  Though there were more Earthmen than Martians in the iridium-tiered grandstand, the applause which greeted Anderson was noticeably subdued. Anderson was popular enough, yet the day so far belonged to the little Martian. Tunat had captivated everyone by his daring and skill.


  Anderson was running now, his firm torso glistening like alabaster in the cold-light beams which streamed down from the grandstand. The athletic field was bathed in a weird radiance, composed partly of diminishing purple twilight, and partly of artificial illumination from above.


  Anderson’s body seemed to grow taller as he approached the jump, his muscles rippling like a cat’s. With a lunge so effortless that it seemed leisurely, he grounded his pole and vaulted. Straight toward the automatically heightened bar he soared, his legs held rigid. Up, up, and—over!


  THE crowd went wild. With the fickleness of sports lovers everywhere, they forgot that they had bestowed laurels on the little Martian and shouted themselves hoarse.


  When Jan Anderson arose from his triumph, he was carried from the field. Martians and Earthmen streamed from the grandstand and lifted him into the air. On the jogging shoulders of Martians much sturdier than the now forgotten Mor Tunat, he was carried to the door of his steam-vat.


  Ten minutes later he was standing in the midst of swirling vapor, slapping himself with the flat of his hand, smacking his flesh till it glowed. It was great to be young and alive and a record smasher. He was the luckiest Earthman on Mars. The twenty-fifth century belonged to him.


  Martians were good sports. Unlike the Venusians, they could take a licking with the best grace in the Solar System. Take that little, scrawny Mor Tunat. He had got a bad break physically, for his parents had been Nomadic desert pioneers.


  Out on the hot Northeastern Desert, on the red sand, he had emerged blinking and stunned from a Sun-blistered egg. But that hadn’t stopped him. He had become a first-class athlete, despite a physical handicap which would have given a Venusian a permanent inferiority complex.


  When Anderson emerged from the steam-vat, his flesh was glowing and his hair was like a crown of golden-rod. He crossed the deserted athletic field and entered a canalside promenade, ascending a long ramp in the twilight. Jostling athletes and departing spectators on the promenade’s crystalline pavements, he strode vigorously along, his eyes ranging over the drab Martian landscape.


  The promenade was a sort of aerial causeway, spanning a canalport thronged with shipping and black wharves which were crowded now with home-going Martians. The majority of the early contenders were returning to desert ports, having been eliminated by Earthman competition from the Olympian finals.


  He felt sorry for Mor Tunat. The little fellow would be going back, too. Although his reputation was interplanetary, he would be returning to his home city a fallen idol.


  At intervals along the twisting promenade were refreshment hangars, filled with hungry athletes relaxing after a strenuous day in the field. Into one of these the big Earthman now strode, pushing his way toward a crescent-shaped bar between shaggy-browed Venusians, reeling Martians and victory-intoxicated Earthmen. The entire bar was filled with athletes smoking hand-rolled dilitis weeds and sipping sporine syrup. The Venusians were somber, the Martians riotous.


  Anderson planted himself at the bar between two of his fellow-Earthmen.


  “A Chicago fizz,” he said crisply.


  The barmixer scowled at him. Earth drinks were not popular on Mars, requiring ingredients which bored into profits and set a bad example. But the Earthman’s formidable appearance overcame the barmixer’s defiance.


  There was a tinkling beneath the bar and the fizz came spinning toward him. A pale, sparkling beverage, it warmed him all over. He sipped it slowly, staring through the smoke-filled hangar at the other guests.


  He started suddenly. Sitting at a small table near the door was Mor Tunat, his shoulders drooping, his face a pinched, despairing mask.


  AT the little Martian’s elbow was a huge flagon of sporine syrup, surmounted by a syphon. He was filling and emptying his glass with clock-like regularity, disposing of such quantities of the narcotizing beverage that it seemed incredible that he was still able to sit upright.


  Anderson set his fizz down abruptly. He turned from the bar and strode across the hangar, his eyes soft with compassion.


  Mor Tunat straightened a little when he saw the tall Earthman approaching. He tried to smile, but succeeded only in twisting his lips into a puckered grimace of despair.


  Anderson sat down opposite him and pushed the flagon to one side. Instantly the little Martian’s thin, pear-shaped face quivered and his thistledown hair rippled as though a faint breeze had passed over it.


  “Mor Tunat,” said Anderson sternly, “what is the meaning of this?”


  Pupilless sapphire eyes, as translucent as glass, met the big Earthman’s searching gaze for a shrinking instant. Then the lids dropped and the head bowed in misery.


  “Look at me, Tunat,” said Anderson, his tone admonishing, paternal.


  He did not feel superior to Mor Tunat in any way, but sporine-narcotized Martians were like wilful children. One had to be stern with them. Mor Tunat opened his eyes again.


  “You may as well say it, Anderson,” he moaned. “I’m a weakling and a fool.”


  Anderson’s big hand went out and enfolded the little Martian’s in a steely clasp.


  “You, a weakling? Don’t make me laugh. You’re the gamest fellow I know.”


  No, I’m not, Jan. In the first place, I’ve been gambling. I—I bet on myself today.”


  Anderson was taken aback.


  “That was tempting fate, Tunat,” he said reproachfully. “You could have been disqualified.”


  The little Martian’s trickling speech swelled suddenly to a babbling torrent.


  “I was running into debt, Jan. The Venusian trade-exchange crash wiped me out. I tried to recoup my losses by borrowing eight thousand in interplanetary exchange notes from Wallon Brock and gambling on my own skill. But you saw what happened. I should have known you’d outvault me.


  “Do you mean to tell me that Brock lent you eight thousand without security? Why, I’ve never heard of that tight-fisted—”


  “One moment, Jan,” interrupted Mor Tunat, raising a small, calloused hand. “I didn’t say that. In fact, it was the nature of the security that broke my heart.”


  “You didn’t put up Nyda!”


  “Don’t condemn me,” Tunat said hurriedly. “I know you Earthmen regard our Martian custom of buying and selling our women as worse than barbarous. I didn’t make the custom. I was born into it. It has been thus for thousands of years. Nyda was all I had left. I love her better than life itself, but she was so sure of my prowess that she insisted I use her as collateral. Our parents, both hers and mine, are past their earning powers. We couldn’t let them starve. Without our support, the community council would have ordered them strangled.”


  “Another of your barbarous customs,” said Jan wryly. “But as you say, you didn’t make them. You were born into them. So she insisted, in order to save her parents and yours.”


  MOR TUNAT shuddered, hesitated before going on.


  “But that isn’t all, Jan. When I went to Wallon Brock, he demanded Nyda as security, and me as well.”


  “You? Men are not sold on Mars.”


  “They are not sold, but they can be signed on for dangerous, difficult tasks under contracts which cannot be broken without forfeiting life.”


  The Earthman said nothing. His eyes hardened as he nodded.


  “And so Brock made sure that I would have but one chance in a thousand to live, to earn the money to ransom Nyda,” said Mor Tunat. “He demanded, and I signed an agreement—an enlistment contract. There’s a clause in it which says I either pay him back tonight, or accept the consequences.”


  Anderson turned pale. He knew without being told what Mor Tunat had done. Wallon Brock was the shrewdest and wealthiest mining magnate on Mars. An Earth-month earlier he had sent an expedition to unexplored Neptune.


  It had suddenly ceased to respond to all calls and signals. The position beam told him that his ship, or its wreck with the position apparatus still intact, was on Neptune. But the beam moved only with the axial and orbital movements of the planet, showing that since landing it had not left the position where it had either docked or crashed.


  Now he was sending out space shells. He wanted to find out what had happened to his ship and crew. The craft was a huge, expensive vessel, equipped with atomic dredges and manned by hard-bitten veterans of the spaceways.


  To send another such ship would have cost a fortune, but space shells were not costly at all. A single Martian or Earthman could travel in a shell, even though not a pilot. He simply had to know what every passenger of the spaceways knew—how to don a space-suit and operate a rocket-chute in emergency. He would also have to operate the interplanetary radio set that would acquaint Wallon Brock with the fate of his ship and crew.


  The space shell would be piloted automatically, set on the position beam of the big ship, which was still functioning.


  Anderson knew that Brock was within his rights. He wasn’t even a cruel man by Martian standards. He was simply displaying caution, for the commander of the lost ship had not been heard from. Perhaps the ship was lying on Neptune, a wreck beyond salvaging, its crew dead. A well equipped rescue vessel might find nothing but worthless junk and mangled human remains.


  Naturally it was better to locate the ship first, send a few small space shells containing solitary pilots to find out what was wrong. Anderson was acquainted with Brock and knew how his mind worked. Quite obviously Mor Tunat had obtained his eight thousand by signing away not only his life, but the mate he loved better than life. The odds against him would be overwhelming.


  “You’re not going to Neptune,” Anderson said suddenly.


  He threw open his Martian jacket and pulled a slim billfold from his hip pocket. Counting out eight Earth-notes bearing Alpha City bank seals, he laid them beside the little Martian’s glass.


  “This will take care of it,” he said casually.


  Tunat turned red to the roots of his thistledown hair.


  “No, Jan,” he protested.


  Gently he pushed the notes back across the table.


  “Look here now,” said Anderson sternly. “We’re friends, aren’t we? You’re making me feel like a fair weather pal, Mor Tunat.”


  “You can’t afford it,” the little Martian groaned.


  “Nonsense,” said Anderson. “There’s plenty more where this came from.”


  “I can’t take it, Jan. It wouldn’t be right. I got myself into this mess and I’ll not try to squirm out of it at your expense.”


  “You are taking it, Mor Tunat! What’s more, I’m going with you when you repay Brock. You’re in no condition to talk to him alone.”


  CHAPTER II


  Shanghaied in Space


  LAGOON-BORDERED space ship hangars gleamed mistily in the red Martian moonlight as Anderson and Mor Tunat threaded their way toward Brock’s empire of the sky.


  Brock’s fifteen hangars loomed in rust-colored splendor against the glimmering waters of the Northwestern Canal. Near the apex of the night sky, the Pole Star blinked like a guardian eye. Shedding its slanting rays upon tiered runways, it mingled its white radiance with the Phobos light that turned all the desert to a shimmering sea of blood.


  The hangars seemed unreal, somehow mysterious and remote. But as the two drew close to them, a babble of human voices dissipated the illusion of strangeness. They grew aware of grease and fumes and the adventure-tang that hovered at the portals of the spaceways.


  Brock’s hangars were marts of commerce, boisterous with oaths and rowdy songs, glamorous with shipments coming in. The mining treasures of a hundred tiny asteroids and five major plants were heaped in metal-protected containers at the base of Gargantuan vessels.


  The space shell hangar was in charge of a stocky, lantern-jawed Earthman who wore an eye-shield and the broad bronze belt of a spaceport commander. He was lolling against a magnetic traction cone when Anderson and the little Martian emerged from the Phobos light and advanced toward him. Instantly he straightened, his coarse-featured face flushing with anger.


  “What delayed you?” he thundered, fixing the little Martian with a glare so venomous that it brought Tunat’s heart into his throat. “We get the force field centered and you don’t arrive. You ought to know that energies seep out. You’re endangering the lives of all our men.”


  Mor Tunat tugged at Anderson’s sleeve.


  “They expect me to go,” he whispered. “When they saw me lose today, they thought—”


  “They’ll think again,” gritted Anderson. His eyes were as hard and unyielding as the commander’s. He disliked the man instinctively, resented his bullying manner. “We wish to see Brock. Where is he? We expected to find him here.”


  “You can’t see him,” rasped the commander. “State your business and be quick about it.”


  “I’ll talk to Brock.”


  “You’ll talk to me or be on your way. I’m in charge here.”


  Anderson’s eyes glittered dangerously. He took a step forward.


  “I’m not looking for trouble,” he said, “but you can’t keep me from seeing Brock. My friend here has a legal right to see him.”


  “That’s what you think. I have my orders, see?”


  “What are your orders?”


  “To make certain that your little friend is packed in tight. We’re sending him out as soon as we pack him in.” His huge hand reached out for the Martian’s shoulder. There was a sudden, crunching thud as Anderson’s big fist lashed out in a swift uppercut. The commander was literally lifted off his feet. He tumbled violently backward.


  WITH a gasp of horror Mor Tunat caught his companion’s arm and clung to it.


  “Don’t, Anderson!” he pleaded. “They’ll say we tried to break the enlistment contract by force.”


  “If he comes back at me I’m going to pound him with all I’ve got!” Anderson roared with savage fury.


  Fierce rage for the moment robbed him of his usual calm reasoning powers. The commander came back. He tore in, snarling like a Venusian cannibal bat, his big fists swinging. Something hit him in the stomach that couldn’t have been a fist. It was heavier than a mining dredge and knobbed. He went down, his arms laced about his middle, his face livid with pain.


  Instantly the hangar was in an uproar. Space shell mechanics dropped their tools and closed in from all sides, their eyes gleaming malevolently.


  “Look out, Anderson,” warned Tunat.


  The big Earthman swung about, aware too late that he was at the mercy of a howling mob, all retreat cut off. Anderson was utterly scornful of physical danger, fearless to the point of folly. But now he turned pale, bitterly realizing that he had exposed Mor Tunat to a peril which the puny fists of a Martian couldn’t surmount.


  It meant that Anderson would have to buck fifty men alone, relying on sheer luck and all the strength which he could summon. Suddenly he did an astonishing thing. He stooped and hoisted the little Martian to his shoulder.


  “Keep your head down,” he cautioned. “Wedge your knees against my armpits. There, that’s it. We’re on the gridiron now.”


  Anderson had played football on Earth and knew how to mow down opposition. The glimmering portal of the hangar became a pair of goal posts. The encircling mechanics were tackles.


  He tore across the hangar like a Martian tornado, straight-arming or slugging cursing men, dodging others. Twisting, turning and pivoting, he left a ragged line of fallen enemies in his wake.


  The imprecations of the plowed-under were loud in his ears when Mor Tunat shouted:


  “Watch out, Jan! There are men on all the tiers!”


  The warning came too late. From a gleaming cross-beam far overhead, a burly mechanic dropped like a plummet, an electromagnetic welding torch grasped tightly in his hand. Anderson was within twenty feet of the portal when the mechanic crashed down on his spine, dislodging the little Martian and hurling him violently to the ground. Anderson never saw the man who had replaced Mor Tunat on his back.


  With a shattering impact, the heavy torch crashed against his skull and set it ringing like a bell. A great burst of flame like the whorls of a spiral nebula accompanied the ghastly clangor, filling his brain with light.


  Far out in the depths of space he could hear angry voices. Despite the clamor and the light he could hear a mechanic shouting.


  “Why don’t we send him out, too? He won’t look so big on Neptune.”


  “Sure, why not?” chimed in another hoarse voice. “We’ll get a rake-off from Brock. He needs shell riders plenty bad.”


  “He does, but he warned us not to use force.”


  “I’m thinking this lad wants to go. He asked for it, didn’t he?”


  Anderson was lying flat on his back when he heard the voices. The light in his brain had begun to dwindle and an immense, dark nebula was sweeping toward him with the speed of light. It engulfed him suddenly, stilling all the uproar and enveloping the lingering flame-burst in a blanket of cosmic fog.


  THE fog lifted. Anderson was no longer lying flat on his back. He was half-reclining in a revolving pilot’s seat before an observation window of thick quartz, staring out into space.


  His eyes were protected by an ultra-violet ray shield, while his feet rested on a circular, invar-plated ionization guard. In his mouth was the tang of raw, sporine brandy, the brandy which was used as a base for the more mild and palatable sporine syrup that was the favorite drink of the Martians.


  His lips were burning. His tongue was a swollen ache. His head felt like a balloon. Before him stretched an ebon immensity dotted with stars and mistily weaving spirals of light. Suddenly a dizzy panic took possession of his brain. He could tell by simply lowering his gaze that he was imprisoned in a traveling space shell!


  But it was not the tiny one-man type. It was a two-place job. Someone was sitting beside him, bending toward him, evidently about to hold the sporine flask again to his lips.


  He turned his head and groaned at the abrupt pain the movement caused. Blearily his eyes focused, then widened sharply.


  “Mor Tunat!” he exclaimed. “Then I wasn’t dreaming. They shanghaied us together.”


  “I’ll never forgive myself for getting you into this,” moaned the little Martian. “It’s all my fault. I should have kept my trouble to myself. Now we are both doomed—the Earth champion and the Martian runner-up. They gave me this flask of sporine brandy to use in reviving you for the landing. I thought I’d better start in well ahead of time, for you showed no signs of awakening.”


  “I’ll take another slug, just in case,” said Anderson. “Give.”


  After a long pull at the flask, he felt better. Strong stuff, this, but his Scandinavian ancestors had drunk stronger in their day. Corking the flask and thrusting it into the pocket pouch between the two pilot chairs, he turned his attention to the vista beyond the quartz window.


  A third of the sky was filled by a pale, greenish disk that seemed to be floating in a spectral sea of light. Like the whorls of an enormous thumbprint was Neptune’s nimbus, with deltas and cores that glistened like hoarfrost as they streamed outward from the frozen planet’s cloud-enveloped bulk.


  Anderson stopped breathing suddenly. He could feel the leakage flux of the decelerating shell all about them, lines of force seeping away as the propulsion field contracted. Unmistakably they were approaching their journey’s end. The immensity of Neptune and the thrum of the descending shell dispelled every vestige of doubt.


  In attempting to save Mor Tunat, Anderson had walked into a trap. They had struck him down and sent him out into space with his little Martian friend. The two couldn’t even encircle the planet and travel back toward Mars. The automatic controls, following the place beam of the big mining ship, were carrying them straight toward Neptune’s equator as unerringly as an arrow.


  Anderson could not veer. He could not even move the automatic controls. When the time came, he and his companion must bail out and land where Wallon Brock wanted them to land.


  LITTLE was known about the vast world toward which they spun. A mysterious, bleak world with an orbit more nearly circular than that of any other major planet, it pursued a dismal course nearly three billion miles from the Sun. Like Uranus, it was swaddled in hydrogen vapor which no ordinary cold could liquefy. But, though absorption bands in yellow and red indicated a depth of atmosphere unique in the Solar System, nothing was known about the landscape which stretched beneath that swirling canopy of mist.


  They might be approaching a frozen waste, or perhaps a terrain made lurid by belching volcanos and lakes of molten slag.


  Anderson had a sense of confusion as he stared outward into space, so swift was the immense planet’s approach. It filled two-thirds of the sky now, and was rapidly sweeping nearer. A tiny point of light in black space suddenly became a moon, trembling through a web of radiance to accompany the onrushing giant.


  The satellite Triton was a solar freak—a lopsided little moon which revolved with a retrograde motion two hundred thousand miles from Neptune’s vapor envelope.


  Anderson stared at it grimly, longingly. Being Earthbom, he feared vastness, the awful desolation of the immense outer worlds. He wished they could land their tiny shell on Triton.


  He shrugged in bitter resignation. What did it matter, anyway? Little Triton was also a cold world. They might as well be frozen on a big world, on a vast, icy plain. Freezing wasn’t painful. One simply drowsed off, a pleasant warmth creeping over—


  With fearful velocity they fell. Down, down through the ionosphere of the might planet, the shell revolving like a gyroscope. Forty thousand miles above the planet’s crust, the sunlight diminished and a smothering whiteness swirled up about them.


  Whiteness shot with red, with weaving spirals of yellow and rose. . . . There seemed to be no bottom to the atmospheric ocean through which they were plunging. It became darker, but below there was nothing except mist.


  Anderson knew that he was going to faint. It happened to all shell riders when the shells dissolved. The ghastly traction of the dissolving shell would stop his heart and he’d be swirled around in a protective force envelope ten thousand feet above the planet’s surface. That was only one of the many dangers which made a shell rider’s life so hazardous.


  He and Tunat must hurry to get into their space outfits before they lost consciousness. He turned to his companion.


  THE little Martian, measuring with his thumb to halve the fiery liquor, took a huge gulp from the sporine flask. Then he handed it to Anderson.


  The big Earthman finished it, tossed the empty flask aside. With trembling fingers, he clamped a radiating egonite bulb into place inside his flaring tex-helmet.


  He shifted his position to give his flustered companion more room to dress in their cramped quarters. His bulky space-suit crackled as he slipped it on. With difficulty he adjusted adhesive wrist and ankle clamps, slid on protective gloves and attached his rocket-chute. Encased like an armored beetle, he relaxed a little, already feeling the warm glow of the egonite bulb flooding his limbs.


  Mor Tunat, who had dressed more quickly, had broken out the interplanetary radio set. With its individual rocket-chute, it would drop independently. On striking it would send up a green pilot beam that would lead them to where it had fallen.


  The space shell was swiftly dissolving. The vibrations of its disintegrating outer envelope were striking at the pit of Anderson’s stomach, making him physically ill. He felt dizziness creeping over him.


  The mist began to coagulate, assuming monstrous patterns. It twisted and coiled into dancing, nebulous spirals. At the same time the top of his skull seemed to lift and expand.


  CHAPTER III


  The Feeder in the Mist


  WHEN Anderson came back to consciousness, he was lying on a surface of stony hardness, his arms flung wide. The warmth inside his space-suit was rippling over him.


  The square eye-piece of his helmet shone with a dull, reddish luster in the sunlight that filtered down through Neptune’s dense atmosphere in wavering shafts. Through it he could discern a mist-hung canopy, shot with auroral beams of orange, lavender and gold. No stars were visible through that curtain of prismatic murk, nor could his squinting eyes discern even the outlines of the solar disk.


  He thrust out his arms and moved them, paddle-fashion. Though he drew up his legs, he didn’t attempt to get right up. He was still confused, frightened. He had put off thinking about Neptune’s mass and the effect it might have on him. There was a Garth automatic mass rectifier strapped to his waist, but it appeared to be functioning inaccurately.


  It was functioning inaccurately! He had never weighed so much on Mars, but at least he could lift his arms and draw up his knees. He didn’t weight tons. That was something to be thankful for, at least.


  He got up awkwardly, his body swaying from side to side. Unbuckling the straps that held him to his now useless rocket-chute, he flung them from him.


  All about him there stretched a level terrain covered with tiny veined pebbles, shaped like spearheads, their rounded points glowing with a faint luminescence in the half-light. But where was Mor Tunat? Had he landed safely?


  Anderson advanced his right foot cautiously. The gravelly soil shifted beneath his boot, but there was no hint of bogginess in its texture. With an effort he brought his two feet together again. Walking was a slow, painful ordeal. His limbs seemed to be weighted down with lead. It drained him of strength to advance forty feet across the plain.


  He was grateful for the oxygen filter at the base of his helmet. It was his chief safeguard, the one device that hadn’t failed him. There wasn’t much free oxygen on Neptune, but he got the benefit of all there was.


  It was the appalling sameness of the landscape which chiefly unnerved him, giving him the sensation of walking in a vacuum. There were no mountains to break the level sweep of the plain, no glint of water to redeem the grayness underfoot. Only the mist was colorful, variegated, flashing occasionally with all the hues of the spectrum as the sunlight suffused it.


  He advanced through the rainbow-hued mist as cumbersomely as a chinch bug, his space-suit crinkling about his knees. He walked to keep from brooding.


  There was no sign of Mor Tunat or the green beam from the radio set. The food capsules in Anderson’s ration tube would last perhaps six days. Unless he found something edible, some succulent fruit with a water content, he had a rendezvous with death.


  They had sent him out to die, as they had his little Martian friend. They knew his chances were slim, but they were gambling on his instinct for survival. Jan Anderson was an experimental midge. If he perished, they’d simply shrug and send out more shells, little one-man shells and two-place shells that cost but a trifle in comparison with space ships.


  He couldn’t hope to return to Mars unless he found the lost expedition ship and flashed a message back. Blast their ruthless souls! So far as he was concerned, the radio set was lost, anyway. Unless Mor Tunat was alive and had found it and shut off the light beam, the space-skunks could continue to speculate about things on Neptune.


  HE wandered for hours. Then the great ship loomed suddenly out of the mist. Immense and ebon, it towered up before him, blocking his passage across the plain.


  With thudding temples he stared up at it, scarcely daring to breathe. All he could distinguish was its basal bulk. Swirling about the summit of the stranded vessel was a prismatic curtain of fog that hid even the rocket jets from view.


  “Well, Jan, we’re together again,” said a voice behind him.


  Anderson wheeled and stared slack-jawed at Mor Tunat, who was swaying in the mist before him, his thin, spidery legs sagging beneath the weight of his heavy space-suit. There were tears in the little Martian’s voice, a quavering singsong which warmed Anderson’s heart as it floated in through the ear-piece of his helmet.


  Anderson’s talking tube was suddenly vibrant with his own voice.


  “Mor Tunat! I was afraid something had happened to you.”


  “And I was figuring I had lost you,” Tunat breathed. “But we’ve no time for back thumpings. Commander Nugent and his crew are in desperate straits. They’re marooned, Jan.”


  “Marooned? You mean inside the ship?”


  The little Martian shook his helmeted head.


  “No. They’re camping in a vacuum tent out here in the mist.”


  “You’ve—you’ve seen them?”


  Tunat nodded. “Apparently I recovered ahead of you, but I couldn’t find you. Searching in ever widening circles, I ran into them. The direction beam, of course, caused our space shell to disintegrate right above the ship. We fell within a few kilowans of Nugent’s base.”


  “But why did Nugent desert his ship?” asked Anderson. “Why didn’t he attempt to communicate with Mars?”


  Mor Tunat lowered his voice.


  “Jan, we’re in great danger. There’s something here that consumes metal and flesh! An invisible, terrible blight—”


  “Native Neptunian life?” the Earthman demanded, puzzled.


  “Nugent thinks it’s alive. It comes and goes like a devouring wind. He calls it the ‘Feeder’.”


  Anderson felt a cold chill creeping up his spine.


  “It’s—it’s choosy, Jan. The ship hasn’t been harmed. It can’t or won’t devour anything massive. All it did was consume part of the descent ladder?”


  “The descent ladder?”


  “Hold on, Jan. Let me finish. That’s what makes Nugent think it’s a living entity. If it were merely a chemical blight, it would corrode the ship, the plates, everything. It seems that it must be able to envelop something in order to devour it, like an ameba or a rhizopod.”


  The little Martian’s voice sank to a whisper.


  “Sound attracts it. I mustn’t talk too loud. This is what happened, Jan. Right after the ship descended, the entire crew swarmed out into the mist. They were consumed with curiosity and awe, couldn’t get into their space-suits fast enough. Nugent didn’t try to stop them. He’s just a big, reckless kid, too impulsive to command an expedition like this.


  “Jan, they went out, all of them, and looked around. Now they can’t get back. The Feeder swept down and consumed most of the descent ladder. Up there in the mist is a yawning airlock they’d give their right arms to to reach. It isn’t far up—about sixty feet. But they can’t get to it. And the Feeder has taken three of Nugent’s crew. Nugent looks like a corpse. If you could see how they behave—” Anderson’s big gloved hand went out and gripped the little Martian’s arm.


  “Take me to him,” he said.


  “All right. Keep close to me now.”


  TOGETHER the big Earthman and the little Martian moved through the heavy mist, their shoes clumping over the gravelly soil. The vacuum tent was a translucently glimmering net, beneath which dark shapes huddled. It stood directly under the stern of the great ship, its anchorage posts veiled in swirling mist.


  Drawing back magnetic suction flaps, Mor Tunat staggered in, the big Earthman clumping at his heels. Within the tent, a dull, shimmering light cascaded over the sprawling bodies of desperate, grim-visaged men.


  Commander Nugent was sitting cross-legged at the back of the tent, his torso horribly emaciated, his hair matted and damp. When he saw Anderson, his eyes lifted in a level stare. Those eyes were still bright with courage, despite the extremity of his plight.


  He got up unsteadily, leaning on the arm of a squat, hairy Venusian for support. A tall man in the very prime of life, darkly bearded, he seemed, despite his emaciation, the hero of some primitive Earth-saga who had stripped to the waist to do battle in defense of his tribe. His huge, scarred hand came up suddenly and closed around Anderson’s extended glove.


  “I’m proud to meet another great athlete,” he said.


  Anderson felt a tight, friendly pressure on his sheathed palm, making him aware that this man was still strong.


  “Better take off your space-suit,” advised the commander. “We’re keeping ourselves warm with magnetic torches. The oxygen jets are functioning perfectly, as you can see.” Anderson nodded and started divesting himself of his cumbersome protective garments. The little Martian did likewise, lifting off his helmet and setting it down with a click.


  Anderson’s appalled eyes roamed about the tent as he loosened wrist rings and shoulder clamps.


  Fifteen Earthmen were standing or sitting in the flaring light of magnetic torches, their faces taut with despair. All were nude to the waist, like Nugent. All showed the effects of deprivation and the strain of being marooned on an unknown world, at the mercy of something they could not even name. The crew was augmented by three spindly-legged Martians and two Venusians, whose deep, sullen eyes glowed with a terrible light.


  Anderson shuddered. “Commander, you have my sympathy, if it’s worth anything to you.”


  “It is, Anderson,” Nugent said, smiling grimly. “We’re glad to have company, but I’m afraid there’s nothing you cart do. We can’t get back to the ship and we can’t radio for help.”


  “What about the set we brought with us?” Anderson asked Mor Tunat.


  “Smashed,” the little Martian replied. “Apparently its rocket-chute didn’t function. We found the shattered pieces a little way from the tent.” He turned to Nugent. “I looked at it again, Commander. I’d like to try.”


  NUGENT’S lean face crinkled in a scowl.


  “You’d be risking your life, Mor Tunat,” he said. “I can’t permit it.”


  “Commander, I’d like to try. First I’ll take another sip of ilix broth and we’ll sit around and sing a few songs—like comrades in the Northwestern Desert, when the sand-beast is twisting through the sky and death rides on every gust that blows. We’ll drink to Mars, Commander. We’ll drink to home!”


  “With ilix broth?” Nugent said. “A watery vintage, I fear. But never mind, my little friend, you’ve a spirit in that Martian heart of yours that should make up for this thin porridge. We’ll drink, indeed. But as for letting you expose yourself to—”


  “To what, Commander?” asked Anderson, sitting down beside a magnetic torch, his big shoulders uncovered and aglow. “What madness is Mor Tunat contemplating now?”


  He kicked at his discarded spacesuit contemptuously, proud to be as these others were. Brave men confronting a dread menace with their bare hands and sinews, they were pitting their free-limbed courage against the vast unknown.


  “The Feeder didn’t eat away all of the descent ladder,” Nugent said. “One of the vertical shafts is lying out in the mist. It hasn’t been picked up yet.”


  “You mean—”


  Nugent nodded. “Mor Tunat looked at it just now. He’s convinced he can use it to vault with. It’s a thin sliver of metal that’s very strong.”


  Anderson stiffened suddenly.


  “It’s an idea!” he exclaimed. “But Mor Tunat is not your—” He started to say “man,” then checked himself, remembering that Tunat was not human at all. “He’s not strong enough to attempt it.”


  “I never thought to hear you say that, Jan,” Mor Tunat flared.


  The commander’s eyes clouded with puzzlement.


  “I thought Mor Tunat held the record for pole-vaulting.”


  “Not any more,” said Anderson.


  “He’s telling you that to protect me,” protested Mor Tunat, his voice suddenly shrill with emotion. “He wants to try it himself. I must have been mad to doubt him. He wants to spare me, don’t you see? It’s true he holds the interplanetary high jump record, but that makes no difference here.”


  The little Martian raised his clawlike hand and pointed at the mass rectifier which encircled Anderson’s waist.


  “Even with that on, he weighs too much on Neptune. He’s a big man, like you, Commander. On Neptune the Garth rectifier functions accurately only on little bodies—on little, weak Martians, Jan, my friend.”


  “Nonsense,” said the big Earthman huskily. “He’s deliberately trying to shield me. He knows that if there’s any vaulting to be done, I’m the man for it.”


  THE commander shook his head in helpless regret.


  “I’m afraid Tunat’s right, Anderson. I’m not sending Mor Tunat to his death. I don’t know much about the Feeder, unfortunately. It may be lying in wait close to the ship. It may come and go, but I’m certain of one thing. Light and noise attract it. The clang of the descending pole would bring it down on Tunat. If he failed to vault as high as the air-lock, he’d be consumed. Our single protection is this tent, and only because the blasted monster doesn’t relish vacuum mesh.”


  “Then he risked his life just now when he went out in search of me?” rumbled Anderson.


  Nugent nodded. “He did, but we couldn’t hold him. He rushed out the instant he heard you stumbling about.”


  “You can walk around outside without bringing it down,” said one of the Venusians in a gruff, unpleasant voice. “It took three of our men. They were raising that ladder parallel and setting it up against the ship when it swept down. Making a frightful din and trying to climb up hand over hand, they looked exactly like those little ring-tailed Earth animals in Alpha City Zoo. Monk—uh—yes, monkeys.”


  “You keep a respectful tongue in your head when you speak of men!” roared a savage voice at Anderson’s side.


  He jerked his head about, to see a glary-eyed Earthman getting to his feet, his body quivering with wrath. Commander Nugent took a step forward.


  “Sit down, Darrel,” he ordered. “There’ll be no bickerings while I’m in command here. Mulana meant no harm.”


  “You’re forgetting, Commander, that we were to drink a toast together,” Mor Tunat said. “Good fellowship demands it. We’ll have a drink and then—I’ll vault high and cleanly.”


  “I won’t allow it, Tunat,” said Nugent gruffly.


  “We’ll drink a toast, anyway,” the little Martian replied, smiling.


  CHAPTER IV


  Martian Prowess


  MOR TUNAT walked fearlessly into the mist. Within the tent sixteen Earthmen, three Martians and two Venusians were sleeping soundly, lulled to oblivion by the opiate which he had dropped into the ilix broth. A swift, devious flip of his reedlike wrist and he had accomplished it, using the little phial which he carried always about with him.


  Like all Martians, Mor Tunat was subject to fits of despondency, periods of black depression when life seemed unbearable. The little phial was a safeguard against such moments, its pale amber contents bringing surcease from despair.


  He was glad that Brock’s men had not robbed him of the phial. They had apparently failed to go through the pockets of his Martian jacket before putting him into the space shell. Or perhaps they had discovered the phial, but allowed him to retain it, fearing that despondency might overcome him on Neptune and cause him to take his own life.


  He didn’t feel despondent now. Danger always exhilarated him, stimulating the life plasm in his little body. Despite his heavy space-suit, he felt buoyant. The Garth rectifier was working flawlessly, reducing his weight to four stone, Earth balance. His legs sagged a little, as they always did when he wore a space-suit, but he moved swiftly despite that.


  He began to run as soon as he left the tent, his shoulders slanting a little forward, his helmet bobbing up and down in the mist. He headed straight toward the ladder parallel.


  He imagined that he could hear them cheering out there in the mist. On that vast, icy plain, three billion miles from home, he could hear their applause. It was an illusion, of course. But so, perhaps, was all life throughout the Solar System—an illusion of sense, a fleeting dream. Surely the cheers he heard were as real as life itself, as real as beauty and friendship and courage and the love of Nyda.


  A quarter kilowan from the bow of the great ship, the thin sliver of metal upon which the lives of Nugent’s crew depended lay like a charred ember, enveloped in writhing smoke. He was close to it now. He could see it clearly, a slender, glistening pole lying flat on the plain.


  “High and sure,” he had promised Nugent.


  “You can make it, Mor Tunat!” a million voices were roaring. “Courage, Mor Tunat. You’ll smash all records now.”


  He swooped suddenly, grasping the light metal pole and raising it into the air. Holding it gracefully, he ran on, his muscles tensing as he neared the great ship’s towering bulk.


  “Look at him go! Look at that little Martian go!”


  Mor Tunat felt within himself a surge of confidence such as he had never known. With miraculous skill, he grounded the pole and vaulted. Straight up through the white and swirling mist, his little body was rising with the pole.


  One instant he was ascending breathlessly. The next, he was hurtling toward a yawning air-lock, his spindly legs lifting in the fog.


  STANDING framed between the suction flaps of the vacuum tent, Jan Anderson stared up aghast, a trickle of amber broth running down his chin. When he had come out of a drugged slumber, he had stumbled groggily to Mor Tunat’s empty sleeping mat. Then, sick with alarm, he had rushed out into the fog.


  He held his helmet in his hand, oblivious to the bitter cold, his face a frozen mask. Through a cleft in the cloud blanket he could see the little Martian’s ascending form, a speck of animate glitter against the vast, dark ship. In an agony of suspense he watched it hurtling toward the airlock, his forehead studded with frozen sweat.


  The little Martian missed the airlock completely, his body thudding against the ship and falling straight down.


  Anderson groaned, clawed at his chest and went reeling desperately toward the ship. With his helmet off, he was at the mercy of corrosive gases that scorched his lungs and made him choke and gasp. But so great was his alarm that he was oblivious to torment.


  Stooping and swaying, his chest racked by coughs, he stumbled grimly through the mist, his gaze sweeping the ground before him in search of a crushed and dying Martian. He was within ten feet of the ship when he heard Mor Tunat moan. Livid with dread, Anderson raised startled eyes and stared up through the mist.


  Mor Tunat was clinging to a ridge of metal high on the ship, striving desperately to pull himself to safety. His reed-like arms were strained, his legs straddling a projecting plate-seam directly under the air-lock.


  As Anderson stared, something that wasn’t fog seemed to gather about Mor Tunat’s struggling form. A bunching translucency appeared to disperse the fog, to drive it back. The thinnest of wraiths was hovering nebulously over the air-lock, an amorphous something which cast no shadow and yet could be obscurely discerned.


  Mor Tunat was within a foot of the air-lock when his space-suit was stripped from him. One instant he was an encased midge grotesquely straddling gleaming metal. The next he was a scrawny, screaming blob of grayness enveloped in translucent haze.


  Fear was pounding in Anderson’s brain, a warning spoken eternities ago by a grim-visaged Earthman in the grip of a monstrous terror.


  “Sounds attracts it! Sound!”


  Anderson cast about him for something with which to make a noise. Between ship and tent was a number of mining tools that had evidently been dropped by the men when attacked by the Feeder. He caught up a heavy electromagnetic ore tester.


  It had a short handle about two feet in length, from which branched two metallic arms like the prongs of a tuning fork, each three feet long. It was a heavy tool. When the current button was pressed, it formed a powerful anode and cathode which, at varying intensities, could drag apart the electrons and protons of the various substances to be tested.


  Anderson, however, was interested in it only as a device with which to make a noise. He banged it against the metal side of the space ship again and again. Swaying and sobbing, his lungs bursting in his chest, he filled the vast, silent world with swelling reverberations of sound. Clanging echoes shuttled between the great vessel’s hollow shell and the sloping sides of the vacuum tent.


  Suddenly something cold and shadowless descended, enveloping him in its stifling corrosive folds, increasing his torment tenfold.


  The Feeder!


  With his last ounce of strength, Anderson raised the tool in both hands. He struck at the exact center of the tenuous, enveloping monster. When his muscles tightened, a finger pressed the current button. There was a blinding, corruscating whirl of sparks around him, an instant of searing pain, then merciful oblivion.


  “BRING me some water, Darrel,” Commander Nugent said. He’s coming to.”


  “How could a man live after going through what he did?” breathed Mulana, the Venusian.


  “These Scandinavians are tougher inside and out than are most men,” the commander replied. “He’s badly burned, but I think he’ll live.”


  “It’s a good thing the rest of us threw off the effects of the drug when we did,” said Darrel. “If we hadn’t dragged him away from the hot side of the ship when we did—”


  “We can never repay him for what he has done, nor Mor Tunat,” said the commander, his voice husky with emotion. “Together they saved us. Anderson saved us by saving Mor Tunat and doing away with the Feeder. It was his banging on the side of the ship that aroused us and lured the monster away from Mor Tunat, so he could climb into the port and lower a ladder.”


  “But what killed the Feeder? What caused it to disintegrate?”


  “We’ll never know, for sure,” the commander replied. “I can only hazard a guess, but I believe it to be a true one. The Feeder was a triparte being endowed with intelligence, an alien thing the like of which has never before been encountered by man. It was matter not only reduced to electrons, but with its electrons separated into three distinct and disparate segments, composed respectively of negatrons, neutrons and positrons.


  “The neutrons were the nucleus, the seat of life and being, for they kept the negatrons and positrons from combining and forming an inert mass of matter. Their combination for such a creature meant death. The negatrons were forever hungry for positively charged electrons, the positrons for negatively charged electrons. Thus they could attack and disintegrate any form of matter merely by surrounding it, dragging its negative and positive electrons apart and engulfing them.”


  “But wouldn’t the entire creature eventually strike an electrical balance by feeding?” asked Darrel. “Wouldn’t the two opposite charges eventually be neutralized?”


  “Normally they would be,” replied Nugent, “save for the intelligence in the neutron nucleus. This nucleus fed off both its positive and negative extremities. It dragged the positive electrons from the negatrons with which they had temporarily combined, and the negative electrons from the positrons which had, for the time, fettered them. That formed new neutrons to increase the size of the nucleus, rendering the extremities as potent as ever to devour other matter.


  NUGENT paused and glanced down at the unconscious Earthman before going on.


  “My theory, of course, only explains how it fed and grew. How it multiplied is another matter—perhaps by fission, like unicellular animalculae, perhaps by some unknown type of electrical spore or spawn. At any rate, I don’t care to investigate it at this time. As to how such a creature could be killed, we had with us the one weapon that could compass its destruction, and didn’t know it. Anderson, I’m convinced, didn’t know, either. He struck at it blindly.


  “When he reflexively pushed the current button when the tool was in the very center of the negatron nucleus, the creature’s electrical balance was instantly destroyed. The neutrons no longer had the power to keep its negative and positive segments apart. They rushed into the nucleus, the positrons to the negative pole of the tester, the negatrons to the positive pole. There they met and combined, giving off infra-red rays, alpha particles and billions of bright photons.


  “Combining, they formed hydrogen, which recombined with the oxygen in the atmosphere in the presence of the electrical sparks, forming the end product—water vapor. It was probably this water vapor or steam that burned Anderson as much as the infra-red rays and the alpha particles.”


  Anderson stirred, groaned, opened his eyes. The commander stooped and passed a moist sponge gently over his brow.


  Into the pilot chamber at the same instant stumbled Mor Tunat, his little spidery body swathed in bandages, his pear-shaped face haggard with concern.


  “How is he, Commander?” he whispered, advancing between Earthmen who stepped back in hushed admiration.


  THERE was no need for Nugent to reply.


  Anderson had opened his eyes and was staring at the little Martian, a faint smile on his lips.


  “Got anything on your hip besides trousers, Mor Tunat?” he asked.


  The little Martian quickly drew a flask from his pocket, unscrewed the stopper and handed it to Anderson. The Earthman held it aloft for a moment.


  “To the greatest pole-vaulter in the Solar System!” he said.


  He tilted the flask until the last potent drop had trickled down his throat.


  Mor Tunat blushed to the roots of his thistledown hair.


  “Now, Jan,” he argued, “you know that isn’t true. It isn’t true at all.”


  “But Nyda will think so when we get back,” said Anderson. “And so will we.”


  AN OLD NEPTUNIAN CUSTOM


  C.M. Kornbluth


  Sad was the fate of the fat little Neptunian prince, for now his days were numbered—the fatal news had come, that meant the crushing of all his hopes—he had just succeeded to the Neptunian throne!


  ABOUT Kenneth Dodd there arose the majestic ribs of three half-finished liners of space. They were gaunt, gray structures full of the promise of interplanetary flight, splendidly impressive in the looming lowness of the shallow-ceilinged construction bay. You could see by their part-formed lines that they were meant for speed, limitless speed in the reaches of distance where there was no air.


  Kenneth Dodd looked at them carefully, then looked away, dumb resignation crinkling the sides of his eyes, for it seemed pretty certain now that their potentialities would never be realized. The shipyard workers were on strike.


  Dodd winced as he thought of it. His specialty on Earth had been labor relations. It had been elementary, to him, to transform the most militant delegation of business agents into a calm, gentle gathering of mannerly arbitrators. Wages and hours, even under the complex labor laws of this Twenty-second Century, were problems that a determined man could resolve. The touchy questions of job seniority, union recognition, and the new device of the Sealed Shop were simple—though Dodd had never thought so when, as an Earthly rocket-construction official, he was obliged to deal with them.


  But his four months on the icy planet of Neptune had given him a brand-new perspective. On Earth, strikes generally had some cause. Here, they never had.


  Dodd wanted to stamp and swear, attack the ships’ frames with his own bare hands. He wanted to ram the cubic miles of heavy-metal alloys they contained right down the throat of his dear friend Prince Fetzop of Neptune. If it hadn’t been for Fetzop he would still be on Earth, where he belonged, where customs preserved a sort of uniformity, and the code of laws didn’t come out of Alice in Wonderland.


  “But no!” he snarled at himself. “You had to show His Highness the town! You had to let him sweet-talk you into founding a new interspace line for the outer planets!” He stared bitterly at the flaring gas-discharge sign that read, in malignant mockery of his sorrow, “Neptunian and Inner-Planet Rocket Transportation Company.”


  The prince had arranged a subsidy from his father’s government, had backed the new company both financially and morally. He had cushioned the way for his Earthly friend, so that the full impact of Neptunian custom and tradition hadn’t hit the Terrestrial until construction was well under way.


  Amazingly, the first real taste of Neptunian idiosyncrasies that Dodd had been forced to take had come not two hours before. That was when he had issued a routine order to one of the men whose work he had been overseeing. Instead of using the pneumatic riveter as Dodd had directed, the guinea-pig-like Neptunian had seemed about to hurl it at the man’s head. After sizzling in unexplained wrath for a second, he had taken out his venom in screaming incomprehensible but obviously inflammatory phrases at the other workers.


  It had looked like the beginning of a riot for a while. But reason had prevailed and the workers had walked out without actually committing mayhem on Dodd. Then Dodd had vidiphoned Prince Fetzop, who had shown vexation but had promised to straighten things out.


  IT WAS a vast relief to Dodd when the rotund figure of the prince appeared in the dimness of Neptune’s high noon. Dodd turned on the yard lights, flooding the vast chamber, and accusingly faced his benefactor.


  “Now what did I do?” he demanded bitterly.


  Fetzop shook hands seriously—though clumsily, for he had only the three fingers usual to his race—and his head drooped.


  “Pm afraid, Kenneth,” he said in slow English, “that this time you’ve hit the jackpot. Of all the customs to violate, you chose the most ticklish one.”


  “Explain,” said Dodd in resignation. “I’ll believe anything.”


  The prince looked up. “It’s a bit complex, Kenneth,” Fetzop sighed. “It has to do with the recent death of my lamented royal father, King Ampoglat. He was a king, you see, and we here are very reverent toward our kings.” He seemed to consider his own statement for a while, then added, with what Dodd took for bitterness, “At least, after they are dead. In fact, there is an immense network of custom surrounding the monarchy that even the most enlightened of us dare not offend. Now, when you spoke this morning of pneumatic riveters, or in our tongue hopstans, you made a veiv—”


  “Hold on a second,” broke in Dodd, feeling dizzy. “I admit I don’t know much about your infuriating language, but I do know that the word for riveter is oglat. Don’t try to tell me different.”


  Fetzop winced. His piglike ears quivered nervously. “That, Kenneth, is what I am driving at,” he explained. “You used the old word. That is very bad; in fact, it cannot be endured. It is an insult to the late king, since his name becomes sacred and must never be referred to again.”


  “But that isn’t his name!” yelled the Earthman. “It’s only part of it. His name was Ampoglat.”


  “Quite as bad,” nodded Fetzop. “No part of his name must ever occur in our speech again.”


  “That,” said Dodd with deliberation, “is nuts. How can you run a planet like that? How do you have any words left?”


  “People forget,” shrugged the prince. “Since nobody can say it, it cannot last more than one generation. Unless, of course, someone treasonously hides a book in which the word is printed. But that is a severe crime against the state. The language does suffer, though,” he admitted sadly. “For instance, I envy you Earthmen your poetry. We have none.” He seemed to meditate on Terrestrial verse for a second, beaming as much as his fox-featured face would permit. Then: “But to get back to immediate issues, the new word is hopstan. Use it in the future.”


  “I will not,” said Dodd with determination. “I’ll have no use for any Neptunian patois back on Earth, where I’ll be within four days. Unless, of course, the rocket liner in the city yards now suffers a breakdown en route.” He looked carefully at Fetzop to observe the effect of his words. There was only a vague sorrow observable in the mild pink eyes of the prince.


  Tentatively, Dodd took a few steps toward the door. But over his shoulder he heard the mournful voice of the prince saying, apparently to himself, “Neptune is still a sovereign state.”


  Dodd whirled. “Meaning what?” he snapped.


  “Meaning only that a ship cannot leave our ports without an exit clearance.”


  “Ha!” Dodd snarled. “Threatening me! You mean if I try to leave on that ship you’ll stop me?”


  THE portly scion of Neptunian royalty was suddenly serious. “I don’t want to force you to stay here,” he said earnestly. “I think a good deal of you, Kenneth. You know I do. But very much depends on your remaining. Too much to jeopardize. You’ve offended our customs before, you know, and I’ve had to get you out of it.”


  “No I do not know. When?”


  “Oh, many times. Your pernicious Earth habit of smoking, for instance. Every time you light a match you violate a basic taboo. Heat is precious here. Open flames are wasteful. I’ve explained to everyone that your body chemistry required it, so that was all right. My people do not know too much about you yet. Then again, you do not always eat all of your food. But the worst thing of all was your telling someone that you had studied biology in your Earthly college. Even I found it hard to forgive that.”


  “In heaven’s name, why?” Dodd was exasperated. “You teach it in your schools too. You told me so.”


  “Yes,” nodded Fetzop. “But not as you do. You experiment on—live guinea pigs.” His voice dropped down to a horrified whisper as he finished. He carefully refrained from looking Dodd in the face.


  “And you experiment on live glunas,” Dodd accused. “What’s the difference?” Fetzop drew himself erect. “We do not look like glunas,” he declared angrily. “Did you ever stop to consider, Kenneth, what Earthly creature we most resemble?” Dodd got it—and coughed to hide a snicker. The Neptunians were proud of their porcine appearance. He could see clearly how, to their touchy temperament, the use of guinea pigs in laboratories would be a life-and-death offense.


  “Of course,” Fetzop went on, “I told them it was a lie—that you had been joking with them. It was the only way out.” Dodd eyed the Neptunian suspiciously. This sounded very fishy to him, for you could not describe the prince as modest.


  “Why,” he demanded forthrightly, “are you covering for me? And why haven’t you told me about it?”


  The prince squirmed in his tight romper-like clothes. “Well, Kenneth, you know that Eve invested a good deal of money in the company. I can stand to lose it, of course, but I’d rather not. Without you, the company might as well close up shop. On the other hand, your violation of some of our most sacred customs makes it difficult for me if you stay around. The Koshcha”—that was the Neptunian equivalent of the British House of Lords or the ancient Japanese Ronin—“will be electing the new king soon. I’m a potential candidate, of course, and I can’t afford to be associated with a menace to Neptunian traditions. Too much depends on it. So much, in fact, that I’d rather not talk about it. It upsets me.”


  Aha! So that was it, mused Dodd triumphantly. Fetzop was in trouble two ways. He had to keep Dodd around to protect his touchy bankroll. And again, he had to be circumspect about it so as not to queer his chances with the Koshcha.


  “Okay,” said Dodd finally, having reviewed everything to his satisfaction. “I’ll stay—and I’ll try to keep out of trouble. It might help, of course, if you were to write down a few of the most important rules for living around here; but I won’t complain. Now, suppose we get down to this matter of the walk-out . . .”


  FETZOP FIXED UP the walk-out without too much trouble. Dodd didn’t ask how he’d done it; it was enough that it had been accomplished. The Earthman made a mental vow to have as little to do with Neptunians as he could. He avoided them very thoroughly, conversing with them only to issue what orders were absolutely necessary. And to double-check his caution, he got Fetzop to rehire the Neptunian translator who had interpreted for Dodd during his first weeks on the planet.


  The interpreter wasn’t quite perfect, of course, but Dodd assured himself that nothing was ever perfect on this forsaken sphere. The Neptunian didn’t know English any too well, though he’d spent several years on Earth. Most of it had been spent in space-port bars, Dodd guessed. That might explain how he’d lost the section of his lower lip which caused his lisp.


  But he did speak English of a sort. And he knew Neptunian night life. When the quitting whistle sounded—an Earth innovation on which Dodd had insisted—the Terrestrial turned to his sharp-faced interpreter and regarded him without enthusiasm. “Suppose we can get a drink tonight?” he asked coldly.


  The Neptunian looked shocked. “Alcohol?” he gaped. “Of courth not. It ith forbidden.”


  Dodd, who had expected it, nodded stoically. “Why this time? Another religious rite?”


  “A very sacred one. They are holding the new electionth for the monarchy. All over Neptune it ith forbidden to—”


  Dodd leaned over and sniffed. The fumes of alcohol that floated from the dog-faced one’s lips brought a dour smile to his own. “Skip it,” he advised. “I suppose it will cost us double rates to blaspheme a little.”


  The taut Neptunian face split into a snaggy grin. “That ith better,” he commented. “Do you wish a floor show or jutht a bar?”


  Dodd, remembering the chorus of Neptunian beauties he had seen the week before, shuddered and said, “Bar.” He made a mental resolve to visit the Earth-rocket in port and see if he could horn-swoggle the steward into selling him a case or two of Terrestrial Scotch. The Neptunian firewater, apparently distilled from bat-blood and brimstone, let Dodd forget his troubles for a while. But it always doubled them the morning after.


  THERE WAS A TERRIBLE rattle in the middle of the night. Dodd, who seldom had callers, didn’t venture a guess as to who it might be. He rolled out of bed with a moan and just managed to catch his bursting head as it tumbled off his shoulders.


  The clapper sounded again, like the clashing of dry mastodon bones. Dodd cursed and struggled into robe and slippers.


  He opened the door and in staggered the prince. Dodd scarcely believed his eyes, for it was a totally changed Neptunian he saw—haggard, distrait, eyes rolling with terror.


  “Hide me!” begged Fetzop, his chest heaving. “Get me out of sight. They’ll kill me—vivisect me—tear my limbs off one by one!”


  “Why?” yelped Dodd. “What’s the matter?”


  Fetzop didn’t answer directly. “Give me a drink,” he implored. “I’m going to die so I might as well die in peace.”


  Dodd mutely mixed him a drink. He thought of making one for himself, but caught a whiff of the liquor, turned faint green, and refrained.


  The Neptunian gulped it down, choked, and held out his glass for a refill. The alcohol seemed to calm him down. He slumped into a chair and wrung his three-digited hands. He stared with anguish at the Terrestrial.


  “Kenneth,” he said mournfully, “you’ve been a good friend to me. Do you know what has happened to me now?”


  Dodd shook his head. “Something bad?” he ventured.


  “Bad!” barked Fetzop. “The very worst. Eve been elected king!” He began to sob piteously. The tragedy seemed too much for his morale.


  Dodd reeled. “Why, congratulations!” he began automatically. “I’m very happy for Your Majesty. May you enjoy a long and—”


  “Kenneth, stop mocking me!” howled the prince—the king, now. “Don’t you understand? It is our custom that the king shall be a popular man. To make sure of that, he is compelled to go through a three-day period immediately after his election when any Neptunian may club, maim, shoot, or otherwise injure him without redress.”


  Dodd took only a second to answer. Danger was always a spur to him. “We’ll see about that,” he snapped vigorously. He slid open a drawer and drew out a young arsenal of handguns and charges, tried to pass a brace of them to the new king.


  Fetzop recoiled in horror, his hands fluttering behind his back. “No!” he exclaimed. “I can’t take those! I might lose my head and attempt to defend myself. That is punished very severely.”


  “God help us!” groaned Dodd, remembering a mild punishment Fetzop had once mentioned to him. It had involved boiling in molten tungsten, inch by inch. “What a race to be born into! What will we do?”


  “That,” said the king somberly, “is your problem. I am not allowed even to run away. No one within our dome-cities will hide me, and I may not go out of them. Even you will not be able to hide me. They will be here soon, seeking me.”


  Dodd thought it over, then shrugged. “Well,” he said caustically, “if you can’t stay and can’t leave, maybe you’d just better take your medicine and get it over.”


  “I didn’t say I had to remain in the city,” Fetzop said carefully. “I said I could not go out. Now, if you were to pick me up by main force and drag me out, there is little I could do about it since you could overpower me.”


  Overpower him! Dodd looked at the Neptunian’s seven-foot, three hundred pound frame and thought what a liar the man was. But he was a friend, so Dodd had to make sacrifices.


  “Okay,” he said. “Let’s go.” He looked surprised when the prince, looking worried, did not move.


  “You’ll have to carry me,” he said gently.


  THEY were practically at the edge of the city, skulking through its great dim basements, before the first sounds of pursuit became audible. At the noise of the approaching searchers, Fetzop leap off the improvised sledge on which Dodd had been straining to drag him along and rolled into action.


  “May my ancestors forgive me for this!” he gasped. “Go up through there! Hurry!” He boosted Dodd through a ceiling trap, followed himself, and then rolled it shut, closing out the sound of the followers. They were on a street near the edge of the city, next to one of the great heat-locks.


  Fetzop looked worried. “Did I do wrong, Kenneth?” he implored. “I didn’t actually run away from them; I merely came out of the basement to the ground level. That should be ethical, shouldn’t it?”


  “Sure. But what now?” panted Dodd.


  The monarch sighed and a new expression came into his face.


  “Kenneth,” he explained painstakingly. “I’m not going to watch you for the next few minutes, but I earnestly caution you that honesty is the best policy and that it would be criminal and irreligious to break open a storehouse—should there be one around—and take out of it two heat-suits, concentrated food for three days, and a motor sled.”


  Deliberately he turned his back on the storehouse just across the way. Dodd stared at him in strange fascination, then bent to the lock on its door. He smashed it cleanly away, whirled as a voice spoke to him.


  But it was only the king, his back still turned, who seemed to have forgotten something. “Don’t steal any fuel either, Kenneth,” he added.


  AS THEY SPED across the frozen tundra of outer Neptune, Dodd monkeyed with the engine of the little streamlined sled. He finally got it running satisfactorily. He turned off the giveaway running lights and turned up the rheostat of his heat-suit a trifle.


  “What,” he then demanded, settling back and staring reflectively at the brilliant stars in the night sky above, “is this all about?”


  The King of Neptune seemed to have recovered some of his calm. “It is the custom,” he said simply. “I do not know when it started or how, but I curse the day. “As you know, the royal family is complicated by polygamy. Commoners on Neptune are allowed only one wife, but the king may have as many as the Koshcha approves. My late father left some thirty sons by his twelve wives. The Koshcha, upon the death of a sovereign, elects the new king from the sons of the old.


  “This time I was the unfortunate one. The theory is that they first choose the sons they like least. These are rapidly killed off within their respective three-day periods. Then, as they commence choosing more popular princes, and the real malignancy goes out of the hue and cry after the elected one, the people are assured of a well-loved king. If they didn’t love him, they would kill him. What could be simpler?”


  “Poisoning the drinking water system of Neptune,” suggested Dodd, but His Majesty was not amused.


  “I was,” he went on sorrowfully, “thoroughly unpopular. And, I am sorry to say, that was largely because of you. If I—”


  He choked off and pointed wordlessly upward, his piggy eyes bulging with terror. Above them Dodd saw the characteristic rocket-flare of a plane. It was low and circling.


  Luckily, it was still dark—though even Neptunian daylight is a dim, dusky thing compared to the brilliant sunlight of Earth. They could not see the plane except by its flare; the plane, therefore, would also be unable to see them. As if to make a liar out of Dodd’s thoughts, a slim finger of pinkish light reached down and touched the ground a hundred yards away. It flecked and darted about with grim determination. The chances were against its striking them, but . . .”


  “Fast, Kenneth,” said the king softly. “Pour it on. If we make it to those overhanging cliffs ahead they’ll never spot us.”


  The Earthman cursed the clumsy, cranky rocket-turbines, and tried to get them to turn over a few extra revolutions. He had only pessimistic thoughts of the future, but he kept his fears to himself. Whatever kind of spot they were in, he was inviolable as an extraplanetarian under Solar Law. Of course, if the soarer above dropped a bomb, it wouldn’t make any difference, but he got a sour kick out of knowing he was in the right, whatever might happen.


  Ahead loomed a sort of mountain range of ice—low, of course, due to Neptunian gravity and windstorms, but providently carved into fantastic shapes.


  “Fetzop!” Dodd sputtered suddenly. “What’s that?”


  The king looked, then turned and shook his head. “It can’t be,” he said flatly. “What would a cart be doing out here? And drawn by a glum, at that.”


  “Is that a gluna?” asked Dodd, who had heard the things mentioned but never seen one before. He couldn’t make out much detail but, in the light of the running lamps on the cart it drew, he saw a large, quadrupedal, shaggy beast.


  As the sled hissed across the ice toward the crags, the other vehicle disappeared. “Could it be signaling to the planes?” worried Dodd.


  “Certainly not,” said the kingly one. “It can’t see us—we’ve no lights. It must belong to some old crank. Nobody else would use a gluna for a draft animal. Though a lot of people keep them for pets in the cities.”


  There was a long silence. Dodd finally exploded.


  “How far away are those damned mountains?” Distance was deceptive on this planet, with its hundred-mile horizon.


  “Take it easy,” advised the Neptunian. “We’ll get there.”


  THEY WERE DRIVING along half asleep, when a resounding smash-up thoroughly awakened them in an instant.


  “We’ve been bombed,” yelled Dodd, drawing his guns.


  Fetzop, eyes closed, had been catapulted to the ground where he remained. He was audibly praying in Neptunian, his face even paler than usual.


  The Earthman looked up, then around. They were still a long way from the mountains, but there were no planes visible overhead.


  A grayness on the horizon showed him that dawn was coming.


  “What the—” he mumbled, scratching the helmet of his heat-suit. Then it occurred to him to look down at what he was sitting on.


  One glance had him springing to his feet and bounding away. He had been sitting on a gluna, a beast that seemed principally composed of fur.


  “Fetzop,” he called cautiously, keeping his eyes on the animal. He picked his way over the wreckage of their own sled, tapped the Neptunian on the shoulder. “Fetzop!”


  The King of Neptune quivered to his feet. Without opening his eyes he intoned bravely, “Greetings, my loyal subjects. I, your king, am ready. Shoot straight and spare not—”


  “Shut up,” said Dodd wearily. “There’s nobody here but us fugitives.”


  The king opened his eyes. “Then for Pete’s sake what happened? What did we run into?”


  Dodd shrugged. “We seem to have met up with that cart we saw a while ago. Our sled’s wrecked.” He kicked bitterly at the rocket-turbine, which sighed convulsively and slumped into a tangle of metal and plastic.


  “Where’s the man who was driving?” asked the inquisitive Fetzop.


  “How would I know? Scattered to the four winds, probably. Our prow must have hit him square, knocking out his animal and killing the driver.”


  A creaky old Neptunian voice gave him the lie simultaneously with a hand-gun’s discharge past his ear. Dodd dropped, drew, and fired in almost one smooth movement, cracking off a big chunk of boulder.


  “Ow!” wailed the Neptunian voice. Dodd and the king ran behind the boulder to find a whiskery old miner pinned beneath several hundred pounds of rock. Luckily for him the rigid construction of his heat-suit had saved him from being crushed like a bug. Dodd thoughtfully kicked the newcomer’s gun out of reach and pondered.


  “Very good,” he said slowly—and in Neptunian. “Very good indeed. You won’t mind if we borrow your cart, will you?”


  The miner raved elaborate curses at him and the king. Dodd laughed and rolled over a water flask and some tins of food to the old one’s side. “That,” he said, “should keep you going for a while. In about a day and a half Fetzop will be either dead or safe. If he’s dead, you’ll probably die too, because he won’t be in any position to help you and I won’t want to. If he lives, we’ll send out a rescue party. Fair enough?”


  They left the miner as his curses changed abruptly to fervent prayers for the safety and well-being of good King Fetzop.


  “I don’t know, Kenneth,” said the king dubiously as he inspected their prize. “This is not a very good gluna. I think it is dead, for one thing. And we’ll never make the mountains before daylight.”


  “Don’t let it upset you,” suggested Dodd, smiling. “It doesn’t matter one way or another. I have a plan.” The king listened as Dodd unfolded his brain-child; apathetically at first, then eagerly as hope began to appear on his ugly sharp face.


  DODD WAS MUSHING along the icy plains behind the gluna. Every now and then he paused to loosen the wheel that kept screwing rigidly onto the axle. To add to his distractions, he had to kick back into place the other wheel, which kept falling off. The animal drawing the car stopped patiently for these frequent interruptions, sometimes looking around with dumb misery in its fur-covered eyes. It had been very badly damaged in the crack-up of the cart and the power-sled.


  Above, planes thickened and dipped, as though they couldn’t believe what their telescopes showed them. One finally dropped low and came to a skidding halt on the ice.


  Dodd reined up the animal and squatted patiently on the cart. Three bloodthirsty city-dwellers marched from the plane, their guns cocked.


  Warily they approached the Earthman. “Where’s King Fetzop?” demanded one in the language of the planet.


  Dodd shrugged wearily. “No spik Neptunian,” he said—or its equivalent.


  Unfortunately, he spoke in English. “What did you say?” asked his interrogator.


  Dodd shrugged again and repeated his shibboleth.


  “Why don’t you answer?” asked the Neptunian. “Has the gluna got your tongue?” His companions grinned at that—sinisterly, Dodd thought. He decided it would be best, on the whole, to explain to them that he never, so long as he lived, would speak a word of their language again. The pitfalls were too great. He essayed a few simple signs.


  Commanding attention by clapping his hands, he first pointed to his lips and shook his head. Then, pointing to the Neptunians, he waggled his jaw to show that he meant their language. He shook his head again. Then he pointed to himself, waggled his jaw, and nodded brightly. At about that point, he himself became a little fuzzy as to what he meant. He stared around at the slack-jawed Neptunians and was unable to resist the temptation to thumb his nose and wiggle his ears at them.


  The Neptunians tore their eyes from him with effort and gaped at each other. “An aborigine,” one explained, “probably praying to his savage gods.”


  Another one doubted that. “No,” he declared. “Much more likely a form of spastic nerve disease.” Before the opposing factions could come to blows, the planes began landing by the score. Finally they rustled up one Neptunian who could speak and understand English—he thought.


  The expert, a teacher of languages, approached Dodd and said, bowing deeply, “Do does it how, kid?”


  “Very well, thank you,” answered the Earthman politely. There followed an urgent consultation between the linguist and the throng. Dodd tried to follow it but became suddenly conscious of overpowering weariness. He shifted to a more comfortable slouch on the gluna-cart and listened patiently as the linguist tried again:


  “The keeng, he ees where ees he, good man?”


  “That’s it in a nutshell,” agreed Dodd solemnly.


  “He says,” relayed the expert to the others, “that His Majesty is in a nutshell.” The man from the city didn’t believe him; they bunched angrily near the planes and went into a huddle.


  Dodd heard such snatches of entertaining conversation as: “If he has killed the king, he is guilty of murder, because he is not a Neptunian.”, “If he hid him we’ll fry his ears.”


  “It’s too bad these foreigners have to come and spoil things for us Neptunians.”


  He shuddered and ignored as much as he could. One thing he had noticed about Neptunians: They talked a lot, but did little.


  The linguist came back. “Ees king, in spot what, good man?” he essayed.


  Dodd laughed sharply. “You can do better than that,” he commented.


  The translator shrugged. “He is crazy,” he informed the others. Then, to Dodd again, “Come weeth hot speed, dear,” he ordered sternly, “We go to ceety.”


  Dodd nodded and unhitched the gluna, tying a rope around its shaggy neck by way of a leash. “Yoicks and away,” he remarked. “Please to remember the fifth of November. Let’s start cooking with gas, dear.” He scowled and rolled his eyes maniacally as he strode through the throng toward the planes, dragging the gluna behind him.


  THE THRONG AT THE coronation hall was brilliant. The entire nobility was present in full uniform. A prominent part of the entertainment, of course, were the huge fighting glunas, a charming relic of Neptune’s medieval culture. Dodd had to kick the fighters away more than once as they sniffed suspiciously at his own shaggy, utilitarian animal.


  They hadn’t murdered Dodd or even beaten him up, though it had looked like a close shave for a while. And now he was safer than ever, for the three days had nearly expired and his friend Fetzop was due to assume the throne.


  Dodd himself—he had discovered through assiduous eavesdropping—had been the subject of much unfavorable comment. It seemed that he was committing an average of three unforgiveable blunders a minute, and was being thoroughly shunned.


  Half a dozen uniformed heralds entered and sounded a fanfarade on a battery of violin-like instruments. About Dodd there arose an excited buzzing. This was the big moment. He glanced cautiously at his watch and frowned.


  A Neptunian who seemed to fill the function of a lord high chamberlain arose and declared dramatically, “Let His Majesty, King Fetzop of Neptune, step forth and receive his kingdom!” Everyone in the hall began peering behind draperies and into urns, anxious to be the first to render homage to the new monarch.


  “Let’s not take chances,” said Dodd aloud and in English. “My watch says this guy is three minutes ahead of time. It may be a trick.” A couple of members of the Koshcha nearby looked over to see to whom he was talking; no one was visible.


  The chamberlain spoke again, the strain of waiting telling on his face.


  “Let His Majesty appear!” he cried desperately.


  By now the throng was looking under the rugs and in the upholstery of the furniture, with one or two even tapping tentatively on the walls for hollow spots. Still no king. This was bad, very bad, both for morale and as a breach of tradition. The king was on the planet, had not been reported dead, yet had not showed up. The inference was that he didn’t believe the monarchy worth accepting, thus violating Codes One to One Million in the Neptunian rule-book.


  After an embarrassing ten minutes more of waiting, there came a report of street rioting outside. Several of the court ladies had swooned and been carried out feet first. The impromptu searching parties, now really desperate, were looking in their pockets and shoes for the fugitive royalty.


  Suddenly Dodd gave a start and chuckled shamefacedly. “My watch was stopped,” he announced. As the chamberlain was about to repeat his invocation, the Earthman led the shaggy, shambling brute of a gluna through the crowd and up the steps to the platform.


  “Neptunians!” he cried. “Meet your king!” He plunged a knife into the hide of the beast and ripped down the skin. A gauntleted hand appeared and widened the slit, and was followed by the owner of the hand—King Fetzop, still wearing his heat-suit.


  “I’m parboiled, Kenneth,” he groaned in English. “Help me out of this damned thing.” Free of the electric overalls, he stretched and bowed to the throng, which stared incredulously and then let out a mighty cheer.


  “We’ve done it,” whispered Fetzop to Dodd. “My people are good losers—it’s an old Neptunian custom.”


  AFTER THE FORMALITIES of investiture were concluded, the coronation was to end, as usual, with a banquet. And after the half-thousand guests had plowed through the rare dishes—including such exotics as Martian prickly-apples and Earthly herring—the banquet ended with after-dinner speeches.


  In the regular course of speakers Dodd fell asleep, for by Neptunian custom the least important spoke first and at greatest length. He awoke to find the king himself addressing the crowd.


  “—For not without the daring and brilliance of my friend from Earth, Kenneth Dodd, would I be here today. Friends, this Kenneth Dodd is no ordinary man. It was from his mind that there sprung the idea of wrapping me, your sovereign, in the hide of that lowly beast which lies here before me, and which I shall ever keep by my side as a reminder that only through genius can hardships be defeated.


  “I shall never forget the day on Earth when Kenneth Dodd saved my life at the extreme risk of his own, defending me against a drink-maddened woman whose fingers were already red with the blood of those she had clawed. I shall never forget the calm daring with which he struck her on the side of the head so that she was instantly rendered unconscious.


  “And once again Kenneth Dodd saved my life—from you, my loyal subjects. It was the swiftness of his mind, the nimbleness of his hand that preserved me so that I address you now.


  “What reward can I offer for the great services he has rendered me? How can I repay this man who is not as other men? There is one reward, one boon within my power to bestow which goes beyond the gift of money, even beyond the highest honors of the State which I might bestow upon him by patent of nobility. This fullest reward I am prepared to give. Kenneth Dodd of Earth, rise and come to me!”


  Dodd rose, wondering what might be coming.


  “Kenneth Dodd,” said the king, “you were my friend. You are my friend no more. Be now my son—legal, regal member of the Royal Family of Neptune!” He took Dodd by the left hand in a bone-crushing grip. The cheers of the crowd became hysterical.


  The Earthman blushed, deeply honored. “Why, thanks,” he said. “Thanks an awful lot, Your Majesty. I am more pleased than I can say. Why, just think, I may some day—awk!” He moaned in sheer horror as a thought suddenly struck him.


  “How do you feel, Fetzop?” he demanded worriedly, extending his arm to brace his parent. “All right?”


  “Thank you, Kenneth,” said the ruler in surprise. “I’m fine. A little tired but fine—son!” He beamed on Dodd, whose face became very worried indeed as new possibilities began to suggest themselves.


  DODD GREW TO BE quite a legend on the flight back to Earth. “There’s the man,” passengers would whisper to each other, “who turned down a royal life. He left Neptune after being adopted by the king himself. He must be crazy. Do you suppose he’ll go back after he’s had a chance to think it over?”


  Dodd sometimes overheard these remarks. When he did he smiled, because he knew he would never go back. There was a disadvantage to being a prince, he had found. If your father died, you were in grave danger of becoming king!


  SUBMARINE OF NEPTUNE


  Morris J. Steele


  The undersea vessel of this giant world is a marvel-ship of pressure-resisting construction and air-jet propulsion


  (See back cover)


  ARTIST James B. Settles has given us his conception of the means of travel the inhabitants of Neptune might use on their giant world. In so doing, he has drawn on a number of facts we know about Neptune, and drawn upon his imagination and upon theoretical science and astronomy for a complete picture of the Neptunian water-craft.


  The planet is known to be more than likely a liquid, or almost entirely so. Its mass is about eighteen times that of Earth, and its density, 0.20. It has, perhaps, an atmosphere of great density extending thousands of miles from the surface. Any land formations would probably be floating masses of crystalline substance, condensed by the low temperature, forming fantastic plains honeycombed by caverns, in which the partially amphibian Neptunians live.


  The Neptunian is a lizard-like creature with suction cups on his under side, enabling him to crawl about on the slippery crystals of his cavern surfaces. He is naturally suited to living part of the time in water, and when he considers a mechanical means of travel, it is even more natural to assume that he would devise a vessel capable of traveling through the water.


  Many problems would confront him; extreme pressure, probable swift currents, and a lack of any type of combustible fuel. Neptune probably never had any vegetation deposits which would have turned into coal or oil. There would be no such thing as gasoline. Explosives might be unknown also.


  Let us picture the vessel he would build. It would be a submarine, streamlined to reduce all water resistance. Its size would be large, perhaps as much as two-hundred fifty feet long with a beam of ninety feet or more. The general shape would be that of a teardrop, with the only breaks in the contour being observation bulges, and diving and elevation surfaces.


  Since this vessel would have to resist a pressure of many tons to the square inch, the Neptunian would use the toughest metal known to his world. He would laminate it in multiple sheets running alternately across the grain. The hull would be as much as six feet thick.


  Port holes would be in six sections; each section made water-tight in itself. Selenium treated metal discs, perhaps four inches thick, would be transparent under the effect of electrical rays.


  Thus, perfect vision would be attained with perfect safety.


  Steering this submarine would be a combination of rudders and planes and the propulsion apparatus itself. In spite of its great weight, the vessel would be able to maneuver around in the water, either ascending or descending, with great facility, its very mass aiding in its operation in the very dense water.


  The motive power of this submarine would be compressed air, shot from huge jets arranged in a concentric ring around the pointed tail of the ship. Thus, when turning, jets on one side could be turned off, and jets on the other speeded up, to spin the ship around with great swiftness, or to aid in turning the nose up or down in rising or descending. Instant and perfect control would result, since it is possible to control an air jet to a very fine degree of pressure graduation.


  This compressed air would not be stored in the ship, but would be obtained and forced into the jet tanks by a swift process of electrolyzation from the sea water itself. The sea water of Neptune contains a high degree of hydrogen, and is in a very unstable condition compared to that of Earth, and is therefore easily broken down into its gaseous elements, which would expand enormously, producing great pressure.


  Travel about the dark depths would be a hazardous undertaking, since at depths beyond the penetration of light, which is very little anyway because of Nepthne’s distance from the sun, absolute blackness would reign. Thus, before the Neptunian ventured to use his submarine, he would chart out definite routes of travel, and would provide them with beacons set at intervals. These beacons would be powerful lights whose shafts would pierce upward from the ocean floor of Neptune as much as a mile.


  The speed of these ships would be as much as fifty miles per hour, and the distance that could be traveled would be unlimited by any fuel shortage since the compressed air motors would make their own fuel as they proceeded. Numerous vents in the ship, equipped with rotary wheels, would constantly charge up batteries by reason of the passage of water through these vents. This electrical energy would provide the basis for the electrolysis of the sea water for the compressed gases to run the ship.


  THE END


  THE SWORD OF JOHNNY DAMOKLES


  Hugh Frazier Parker


  The mad dreams of a crazed dictator had reached from the past and taken root in the dread Tsom Clan on Neptune, threatening the peaceful existence of a dozen worlds. There was little Timmy Gordon and Johnny Damokles could do—for they were prisoners of the Tsom, working on the monster bomb that was to signal the invasion.


  A CLOUDLET of dust whirled across Spaceport X and rose in the thin Callistonian air to beat against the window. The sound was gritty, abrasive. It hadn’t rained for weeks, and the sky, clear of clouds, hovered blacker than Holofernes’ soul. Jupiter touched the horizon. And far away, Neptune’s pale blue light glowed softly.


  Timmy Gordon walked to the window. “I’ve never seen old Neptune so clear before,” he said. “And say, Johnny, where’d they ever get a name like that for a planet? Neptune! What’s it mean?”


  Johnny Damokles laid one fat, hairy hand on the bar. He wiped a glass with his apron and smiled. “Sure, boss,” he said. “All the time you talking space, eating space. What’s a good if you don’t know why planets get name?”


  “Do you, chum?”


  “Sure t’ing, boss. Greeks are all knowings about Neptune.”


  “Well?”


  “She’s this way. Neptune are a old Greek god, and he are importants for rule the ocean. So what happens?”


  “I’ll bite, Johnny.”


  “A fellows finds it this planet. She ain’t got a names and deesa fellows t’ink she’s all watery. So they name her for Mister Neptune. Dem times long ago . . . two t’ousand year . . . t’ree t’ousand. What them hells!”


  “Aw for cripe’s sake shut up! You dam’ Greeks!”


  Timmy and Damokles turned. Shelton Thurner, head pilot of the Jup-Cal Line was sitting alone at a side table. He was drunk, very drunk, and a wisp of black hair hung over his forehead. “Shut up!” he screamed, “talkin’ about the past! Dam’ dumb Greek dishwasher! Neptune was discovered 900 years ago, aroun’ 1830 . . . and who in hell cares what it’s named . . . excep’ a Greek.” Thurner staggered to his feet. Liquor spilled.


  For a little man, Johnny Damokles was both fat and fast. One hand hit the bar, he vaulted it, and faced Thurner. “What’s for you cuss Greek? She are good braves people . . .”


  “I told you to shut up,” said Thurner. He planted a big hand in Johnny Damokles’ face and shoved. Johnny fell, and Thurner kicked him brutally in the side.


  Then the room hit Thurner smack on the jaw.


  “Want some more?” asked Timmy. He stared down at the hulking pilot, as Thurner rolled over and rubbed his face. “Want another?” Timmy repeated.


  The door opened, and the Director of Spaceport Operations stood framed in its classic Callistonian marble columns.


  “I want the two of you in my office. Special job for T-Three.”


  Timmy snapped to attention. T-3 was the one military department which took immediate command of any pilot under any circumstances. Obedience to T-3 was unquestioning and immediate. Even Thurner assumed a semblance of military bearing and shook his head to clear the cobwebs. He fell in beside Timmy and, scowling, followed the Director out. Johnny Damokles watched them, wiping greasy glasses on a greasier apron almost automatically.


  The Office of the Director of Operations, shared by the Port Captain, had been designed in 2475 by Anton Sestrovic.


  Stars and planets moved silently across the ceiling in an endless procession, while glowing dots, marking the positions of spaceships in transit, crawled in well-defined lanes. Timmy shuffled his feet on the carpet and waited for the Director to seat himself at his plexi-glass desk. Thurner threw himself into a chair.


  “Well?” grunted the big pilot, “what’s T-Three after now? The feathers from an angel’s backside?”


  The Director looked at him coldly, “No,” he said. “Something a little more dangerous to procure. Information is what they want.”


  “Why in hell don’t they ask the Greek in the bar? He knows everything! Ask his side-kick here.”


  Timmy flushed and knotted his fist. “You ask me . . . later,” he grunted.


  “I can’t. I’m on the Jupiter run in an hour.”


  “No,” corrected the Director, “you’re not on the Jupiter run. You’re heading for Neptune with Mister Gordon . . . in his ship.”


  “Why pick on me?” interrupted Timmy. “I’m not fussy about whom I share space with . . . but I just cleaned ship . . . and I don’t like this lug.”


  “Sorry,” said the Director. “Yours is the only ship in the Four Planets fast enough to make the trip in time, but you’re not licensed for flight beyond Jupiter.”


  “How about another pilot?” Timmy pulled no punches in letting the Director know how he, personally, felt about Mr. Shelton Thurner.


  “I haven’t another,” the Director paused. “But you can take a third man as supercargo, Gordon. It might quiet down the Kilkenny-cat action.”


  A slow smile rolled over Timmy’s face. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll take Johnny Damokles.”


  Thurner leaped to his feet. “That dam’ Greek dishwasher!” he exploded. “What use is he in space?”


  “He can sing . . . and read Aristotle in the original Greek . . . whoever Aristotle was.”


  “Blast the whole job! I won’t go!”


  “Yes you will, Thurner,” said the Director. “Report to Gordon’s ship in half an hour . . . or turn in your license.”


  Thurner stomped out of the room. A slightly vulgar noise, issuing through Timmy’s pursed lips, was the last sound the big pilot heard.


  “WHAT’S next?” asked Timmy. He turned to the Director as he spoke. “What’s it all about?”


  “See those dots on the space map?” The Director pointed ceilingward to a spot where a cluster of red spots moved on a common center.


  “Yes.”


  “This is a wild hunch. But I suspect them to be Neptunian ships . . . unlisted in our clearance papers.”


  “You think they’re a menace?”


  “Definitely!”


  “Why?”


  Instead of answering the question, the Director rose and walked across the room to a row of hermetically sealed cases. Like the display units in small and dusty museums, these held a few yellowed books, chunks of unclassified rock, and an occasional fossil. But one of them was broken.


  “This case,” said the Director, “once held an obscure book by a Twentieth Century warlord. Know the period?”


  “I’m a mechanic,” said Timmy.


  “Most of us are these days. It’s something of a pity. But in the middle Twentieth-Century, historians tell us of a semi-civilized chieftain named Hetlir, or Schicklegrub, who managed to control the mass of Europa through an intelligent but utterly unscrupulous plan. The seeds of that plan lie in a book called Mein Kampst . . . and this case once held a copy.”


  “I see,” said Timmy, but he didn’t.


  “Two years ago,” continued the Director, “I entertained a leader of the Neptunian Tsom clan. When he left, the book went with him.”


  “How can a book affect us?”


  “Easily. Our only defense against the powerful semi-humans of Neptune has been their own inability to organize any planetary unity. They trade with us on a basis of toleration . . . but they’re not friends.”


  “Why haven’t they attacked before?”


  “Their clan system, and their wars at home.”


  “I see,” said Tim, and this time he really did. “Then, you figure that if one clan could dominate Neptune, they’d strike?”


  “Yes. And Hetlir’s plan calls for precisely the sort of planetary organization that would suit the Neptunians. A master-race dominates . . . and on Neptune . . . that master-race would probably be the Tsom clan. They have a copy of Mein Kampst.”


  “You believe they’ve done it?”


  “I see no other reason why ships should hover near our Callistonian frontier for five days.”


  “Then, I’ll go investigate in the Solabor.”


  “Not the ships, Timmy. I want you to check on Neptune from the dark side. Look for two things. Are there any Neptunian cruisers massing? Have the planetary wars ended?”


  Timmy sprawled back in his chair. “The answers to those questions,” he said, “will tell us our next step.”


  “Exactly.”


  “I can leave in twenty minutes.”


  “Then,” said the Director, “hop to it son. And I hope good luck goes with you.” On the ceiling, the ominous dots seemed to grow more clear as their new significance thrust itself on Timmy. He grasped the Director’s hand, shook it briefly, and walked out.


  DOWNSTAIRS, in the Space Bar, Johnny Damokles sweated over some unsavory concoction, and swore in six planetary languages, plus old Greek and a frenzied form of English. His apron strings hung loose, three knives and a toasting fork peeked out of his pockets. “What’s cookin’ ?” hailed Timmy.


  The little Greek turned around. “West’in om’let,” he blurted. “An’ this dam’ blast Callisto garlic . . . she are not fit for cooking dog meat!”


  “A clear and sensible opinion,” said Tim, “neatly expressed.” He leaned over the counter, tilted Johnny’s frying pan to the floor, grabbed the Greek’s apron and whipped it loose. “Come on, chum,” he said. “You’ve just resigned.”


  Johnny looked sadly at the mess on the floor. “What’s a matter of you, dam’ idiot? Who are resigned?”


  “You did, Johnny. You’re going out into space with me as cook . . . and I need somebody to prepare rat poison for my pilot.” He stopped, and watched Damokles’ chin drop. “Come on,” he repeated, “we’re going places.”


  “Crazies places?”


  “Nope! Space.”


  Johnny Damokles’ face lighted up with something of the glow his ancestors must have shown at Thermopylae and Salamis. “No kid? You take me? Oh, Meester Timmy Gordon . . . you is a dam sweet feller.” His cap went sailing skyward. His apron followed suit, and he grabbed a twisted necktie from beneath the counter. “Hey, boy!” he shouted to an open-mouthed waiter. “I is resigned. Tell her to the boss. Goom bye!”


  “Look—” the waiter began.


  “You look!” Timmy said, grinning.


  Johnny grabbed a handful of tattered books from under the counter, picked up his toasting fork and knives, slapped a checkered cap on his head and dashed for the door as Timmy burst out laughing.


  “Whassamatter, Meester Tims. You go crazies?”


  “Not me . . . but you. Come on, Spacehawk. Let’s hit the hangar.”


  HANGAR 6, block 8, where Timmy kept the Solabor, was one of the smaller impervium shanties built to accommodate just such independents as himself. It lay at the end of the field, sheltered from the major launching-cradle by a thick growth of scrub hedge. Timmy whistled as he walked toward it, and Johnny Damokles picked up the tune. “Where we go, Tim?” asked the Greek, and waved his fork in circles. “Maybe go Jupiters?”


  “Nope. Can’t tell you till we’re aboard ship.” The hangar lay just ahead. The Solabor was ready. Timmy grinned.


  And then he stopped.


  No, that statement is incorrect. Timmy was stopped. His feet dangled stiffly in air, as steel-strong hands, powerful as an atomic lift, closed hard on his throat . . . and lifted. His shout of warning was a muttered croak. Then the world faded away in a purplish-gray haze. The only sensation as darkness fell was a refrigerant chill biting at his neck. Blackness.


  “Whassamatter, Timmy . . . you no sing?” asked the little Greek. He turned around. His chin dropped with an almost audible thud on his chest. And then, Johnny Damokles moved forward, blindly, heroically, a 28th Century Leonidas armed with a toasting fork.


  II


  TIMMY GORDON awakened to find his immediate world in a chill of killing frost. Cold water ran down his brow. Johnny Damokles’ muttered curses penetrated his consciousness. “What . . . hap . . . happened?”


  “Don’t speaks . . . you almost go for rides with Father Charon on one-way ferryboat. Look!” Johnny turned Tim’s head tenderly to one side, and the young flyer gasped.


  “Great flying dragons!”


  Timmy’s eyes traveled over the squat bulk of a figure clad from head to foot in heavy synthi-leather. “A Neptunian,” he blurted, “but dead. How? Who did it?”


  “I did it . . . with toastings fork!”


  “What?” Timmy’s head went round in circles, “You killed one ton of concentrated Neptunian-venom with a toasting fork?”


  “Sure things, boss. I stick heavy fellers with fork. He go hiss. Then bad smells. Then fall down . . . woosh!” Damokles gave a graphic description in pantomime, and Timmy understood how this seeming miracle had happened. A Neptunian, accustomed to a mass of seventeen times that of Earth normal, a normal temperature at minus-180 Centigrade, and a methane plus solid oxygen atmosphere, would need some insulating, restricting suit to move about on frail Callisto. Apparently Johnny’s fork had struck a weak spot in the refrigerant-suit, and a mild Callistonian climate had literally boiled the Neptunian to death.


  Timmy staggered to his feet and tramped through the artificial frost to the Neptunian’s side. A tiny mark, distinctive and simple, was branded on his assailant’s collar. “The Tsom clan,” said Timmy to himself. “The Director was right . . . but why did he attack me in particular?”


  Johnny Damokles pointed, “Look!” he said.


  A bulky figure broke from the bushes and darted toward Hangar 6, but in that darkness, it was unrecognizable. “Get him!” barked Timmy, and raced down the path.


  The figure, whoever and whatever it was, had disappeared by the time Timmy Gordon reached his ship. A quick inspection showed nothing in the hangar, and he climbed aboard the Solabor.


  “About time you came,” grumbled Shelton Thurner. He threw an empty bottle through the door and climbed from his seat in the back of the ship. “You ready to go?”


  Gordon disregarded the question. “You see anyone come down here?”


  “No. Been all alone.”


  “A Neptunian attacked me back in the bushes. “Look,” he showed Thurner the frost-bitten bruises on his throat. “Whoever set the Neptunian on me came this way . . . fast!” He moved forward, seized Thurner by the shoulder, and laid his hand on the pilot’s heavily-muscled chest. If Thurner had been the man, speedy running would have resulted in irregular breathing and heart-action. But the pilot’s breathing was calm and normal. With an angry snarl he seized Timmy’s wrist and flung him backward.


  “Keep your hands to yourself, Gordon!” Thurner hissed.


  “Sorry.” Timmy’s eyes squinted into slits, “I was just proving you innocent . . . to my own satisfaction.” He turned, climbed out of the ship, and hurriedly called the Director to report what had occurred. “Shall I stay on,” he asked, “and help investigate?”


  “No. We’ll clean up the mess. Blast off as soon as possible, and get back here sooner!”


  “QX, sir,” said Tim, and hoisted himself aboard ship. “All set?”


  “Been ready for twenty minutes.”


  “Yowsah, boss!” chimed Johnny Damokles.


  THERE was utter silence, but in the midst of it, Callisto vanished. Seconds later Jupiter’s bulk faded redly from the sky to become a dot silhouetted sunward. And all in silence.


  “Lord, man!” Thurner looked at Timmy with a hint of surprise veiling his usual antagonism. “How in hell does this thing work?”


  “Search me,” shrugged Timmy. “I worked it out on a sensitizing principle. My impervium hull was supposed to reject light as a mirror would, and so throw itself forward like a beam of light. the thing works, too.”


  “She sure do,” chuckled the delighted Greek. He looked through the sunward port and watched Jupiter diminishing. “Great Scotts!” he yelled. “This ships are fast like Greek god, Mercury!”


  “And just as inexplicable.”


  “Why, man?” asked Thurner, “You’ve told us how she worked.”


  “You mean . . . how I thought she would work. Unfortunately, I tried the same principle on more impervium . . . and not another ship has flown like this one. My math was wrong, but my mechanics worked. Just once.”


  “So I’m supposed to operate a fluke to Neptune?”


  “Don’t worry about it, Thurner. She’s dependable and her controls are exactly like those in an ordinary planetary-liner. Watch.” Timmy threw the wheel down, and the Solabar tipped into a wide curve. Jupiter vanished. Dotted pinpoints of stars prickled the black of inter-world space.


  “Looks easy,” grunted the pilot. He slipped over into the wheelman’s chair, and fiddled experimentally with gadgets. “Okay,” he said, “after four or five minutes I’ll be able to handle her.”


  “QX,” said Timmy. “There’s a copy of Maconachy’s book on Supra-solar Navigation behind you. Great book, Maconachy, wouldn’t want to be in space without it to lean on.” Thurner grunted again.


  “Yeah. Good stuff for you practical astrogators. Put it over there in reach. And listen . . .” Thurner’s voice lost some of its begrudging tone. “We’re on this trip together. Let’s make it peaceable.” He stretched out a broad paw, and Timmy shook. Thurner, for all his slyness and for all the ease with which Tim had knocked him down back there in the Space Bar, was a powerful man. Tim wondered why he hadn’t fought back.


  “All right!” he said, “We’re together . . . for the duration.”


  “It’s a bargain. Now . . . tell me more about how she operates. This ship’s actually faster than light?”


  “Yep! Warps across a light beam just the way a sailboat can exceed the speed of wind on a certain tacks. Look back at the sun.”


  Thurner turned his head. “I’ll be damned. A Dopier effect!”


  “We’re exceeding the speed of light . . . right now!”


  “And you’re sure this principle of yours won’t work on any other ship. Was there anything mixed with the impervium?”


  “Central labs checked it,” Timmy replied. “It was pure impervium.”


  “Where’d you get it?”


  “By coincidence . . . from Neptune.” Thurner’s face went red. “Look, guy,” he said, “The war’s off, and I don’t like being played for a fool. There’s no impervium on Neptune.”


  “Sorry, Thurner. This metal did come from Neptune. I bought the back fin of the old XC-34 . . . it was towed in from Nep back in ’67.”


  “I see.” Thurner’s brows knitted, and he muttered an apology. Then, turning away, he ran through the logarithms in Maconachy, made a few quick checks, shifted dials coolly and competently, and leaned back. “I’ll take her in from here,” he said.


  “From the dark side,” cautioned Tim. “Okay. I’ll drive part way to Pluto . . . then swing back.”


  “QX,” said Gordon. Fie spun about and walked to the back of the little ship. “How do you like it, Johnny?” he asked, and Damokles’ face lighted up.


  “She’s one dam’ fine ship . . . go like go-to-hell fireball . . . but look it here, Meester Timmy.”


  “Yes?”


  “Why you say she won’t work for any other ships?”


  “Just won’t. That’s all.”


  “Maybe this planets Neptune do it.”


  “How, Johnny? We tested the impervium from every angle, and found it nothing but pure metal.”


  “Maybe is so. Dam’ gods, Neptune, are funny feller. Sometimes he look like friend . . . sometimes he are foe. Sometimes just do nothing . . . but plenty happen just because Neptune are there. See?”


  Tim whistled. “I see what you mean. Like a catalytic agent. You can’t detect it. You don’t test it . . . but it does something . . .”


  “Who’s the difference? Call her cataltickic agents . . . call her fool gods Neptune. What them hells!” The little Greek shrugged his shoulders and was silent.


  UP in the Solabo’s bow, later, Thurner spun the dials on the automatic calculator. Timmy watched him idly, then, moving away from the window, fell asleep. Johnny Damokles hummed an old tune, and lost himself in reveries on Greece. It was strange that so intense a national feeling could service the melting pot of world assimilation. Yet the Greek national feeling had survived unchanged for more than three thousand years. The greasy old suit which Johnny Damokles wore, remained almost unchanged from the 20th Century attire which his ancestors had worn at Crete and in the long, bloody fight down through the mountains from Olympus. Alone amongst all the people of the 28th Century, the Greeks remembered their past glory, and the bloody history which had split them as a nation, yet welded the iron of heroism into their souls.


  Only the Greeks, in a world of mechanics and science, were still concerned with events now dead and gone. Small nations may live . . . in tradition.


  Johnny Damokles let his gaze slowly fall from that wild pattern of unvisited universes which spread before him in the Solabor’s ports . . . and slowly turned the pages of his beloved Aristotle. An essay on the nature of the order of things caught his attention, but reading was no pleasant occupation inside the Solabor’s stuffy little cabin. Johnny’s head nodded. His eyes fluttered. He fell asleep.


  TIMMY GORDON’S return from slumber was rather like the awakening of a city-dweller whose ear is annoyed by a sudden unslaught of silence. Accustomed by now to the sensation of motion, immobility woke him up.


  “Stopped?” he yawned. “Why?” The cabin was dark, and in that velvety obscuration, Timmy could barely see the recumbent sleeping form of Johnny Damokles. He leaped to his feet. Strange, his body felt heavy, leaden, drugged.


  A faint bluish light, barely enough to weaken the black of night, pushed its way through the window. Timmy staggered forward to the control bench. Shelton Thurner was gone!


  But where? How? Where were they? Timmy reached for the starting button to test his motors, but the panel had been stripped. Bare.


  The answer came swiftly. To the accompaniment of a blast of noisome gas, the door swung open. Two figures entered. The door thumped shut.


  “Thurner!” gasped Timmy. “But what? Where’ve you been?” His questions were interrupted, sharply. Behind Shelton Thurner, and barely visible, stood the hulking figure of a Neptunian.


  Thurner’s hand shot out and clamped on Tim Gordon’s arm, “Bow!” he said. “You’re on Neptune now . . . you swine.” Timmy’s fist shot out with the speed of a striking cobra, and a solid blow bounced off the renegade pilot’s jaw. Nothing happened. Thurner grinned. His evil gapped-teeth gleamed. He raised his hand and brought it down with a flat thwack on the young Earthman’s cheek. Timmy felt as though a sharpened file had hit him. Warm blood ran down his chin, and dripped floorward.


  “Things are different now,” said Thurner. “I don’t have to take anything from you pigs.” He drew back his hand for a second blow, but the figure behind him stepped forward.


  “No!” it ordered. “Not now. There’ll be time . . . yet.”


  “What’s all this?” snapped Timmy. Thurner smirked, “You’re on Neptune . . . and are . . . shall we say . . . a guest of the Tsom Clan.”


  “Distinctly,” hissed the semi-human figure behind Thurner. “Oh most distinctly . . . a guest.”


  “And this . . . renegade?”


  “You allude to Shelton Thurner?”


  “Yes!”


  The Neptunian looked from Timmy to the big pilot. “I do not believe,” he said, “that you will understand this easily. But you do your late associate an injustice. He is no renegade . . . but a leader of the Tsom Clan.”


  “A Neptunian? Impossible!”


  “Not at all my dear sir. We Neptunians have science. Given the proper materials, our surgeons can duplicate the . . . rather . . . loathesome appearance of you humans.”


  “You can make men out of a semihuman?”


  “We are adaptable, my dear sir.” The creature’s nictitating membrane drew up over his eyeballs and gave him a deceptively sleepy appearance.


  “But what about the temperature? How could Thurner stand Callistonian heat and gravity, when built for that of Neptune?”


  “Enough of this foolish questioning!” barked Thurner, “Take the fools outside.” The creature at his side raised a leather-clad hand in a peaceful, gentle gesture. “Patience, friend,” he said, “We owe our guest much. For he has much to give us.”


  “I have!” blurted Timmy.


  “Yes!” the Neptunian’s manner was calm and unruffled. “You, a skilled practical mechanic, can contribute to a glorious Neptunian victory.”


  “And you think I will?”


  “I know you will. No human-being has the nerve structure to stand up under our harsher persuasive methods. It is quite important for us to learn your method of treating impervium for these faster-than-light ships.”


  “But my method doesn’t work.”


  “That’s true,” interjected Thurner, “We talked about it on the way out.”


  “Most regrettable!” Again that unpleasant, half-dead membrane flashed across the Neptunian’s eyes. He seemed to sleep. Minutes passed before he looked up again. In that event,” he said, “you must suffer for the good of Neptune. Follow me.” He waited while Timmy climbed into a heated, anti-gravitational space suit.


  Thurner cuffed Johnny Damokles to his feet and motioned for him to put on a space suit. Then completely in command of the situation, the Neptunians led Tim and Johnny out into the blue cold of a monster and horrible world. They paused long enough for Thurner and his companion to remove the space suits they’d worn in the heated cabin of the Solabor, and when Thurner seemed to peel his very skin from his body, Timmy understood the miracle by which the pilot had posed as a Callistonian.


  III


  THE pilot was actually a Neptunian.


  But a beautifully made synthetic skin served him as an undetectable protection against both heat and gravity . . . made him, to all appearances, an Inner-Worldian. Timmy was amazed. These Neptunians were surgeons . . . and thermal engineers.


  “This way,” motioned the Neptunian, and drew in a vast breath of Neptune’s methane atmosphere. His chest swelled until its minute scales seemed on the verge of separating. Man-like in height and size, his adaptation to a terrible gravity had made him a creature of steel-hard sinew and muscle. Thurner, or whatever his proper name might be, was almost as solid and several inches taller. No wonder he could consume Callistonian whisky by the quart and still navigate a ship successfully.


  They walked across the plain, dropped downward into a slit-like canyon. Ahead of them lay a fortress whose only decoration was the simple symbol of the Tsom clan. Its walls bristled with blast guns, but closer examination showed Timmy that they were all of an obsolete pattern. Methane had clogged their rifling and made them utterly useless.


  “These aren’t used,” said their guide. “Just there to frighten away lower forms of life. Watch!” He flicked a switch, and the wall’s outer surface raised to reveal a vast network of grids. “Heat grids,” he explained. “Perfect defense against the other clans.”


  “But we don’t need defence,” added Thurner. “Neptune is a united planet now.”


  The gates swung wide, and Timmy, with an empty feeling walked in. Johnny Damokles followed. His antiquarian interests still shielding him from the horror of their situation.


  The council chamber, holy-of-holies, audience room, or whatever the Neptunians called it, was perhaps the most impressive place either Timmy Gordon or Johnny Damokles had ever entered.


  Black rock lined the walls and seemed one with the primeval essence of absolute cold. Atmosphere, at 17 G’s, pressed hard against them, barely repelled by their space suits. The Neptunian turned. “If this,” he said, “were a nightmare, I’d order you to kneel and worship at the feet of the Clan Tsom’s god.”


  “Why not?” Timmy’s belligerent Irish chin thrust out.


  “Because, my dear guests, we have advanced considerably beyond such idle superstitions. Neptune, and the Tsoms, are the perfection of true civilization. We know there are no gods. We are neither concerned with ritual nor rank. Here, all are equal, under my leadership.”


  “Interesting,” commented Timmy. “I seem to have heard it before.”


  Johnny Damokles nodded. “She are wonderfuls idea . . . but gods is dam’ important fellers. So is old time’s history.”


  The Neptunian looked at him. “What,” he asked Thurner, “is this? Some primitive?”


  “A Greek,” the pilot explained. “Sticks to the old beliefs and the old ways of Terra.”


  Those nictitating lids flicked up. “Then . . . he’s of no use to us.”


  “He’ll do for raw material.” Thurner shoved the little Greek to the floor, “Use him for Extract 47-a. Humanizing fluid.”


  The Neptunian shuddered, “The thought,” he said, “of treating another of our people with that semi-humanizing element is repulsive. But sacrifice in the interest of conquest is needed. We must have more Neptunians capable of resisting higher temperatures and lower gravities.”


  Thurner grinned. “Precisely,” he said. He turned to Timmy, and judged him as a man might judge a Percheron stallion. “This one is too lean.”


  The Leader nodded. “Our dear guest will be of use in research and mechanics. We might even grant him certain liberties.”


  Timmy glared at the monster, hating that assumed tolerance, then spat with deliberation on the floor. “Try to use me,” he grunted.


  “A CHALLENGE?” The Leader pressed a button. A bell rang, and two squat Neptunians glided into the chamber. There was a burble and a hissed command. The Neptunians retreated, then returned dragging a small box behind them. Its wires were a tangle maze of tentacles. Icy cold exuded from it, to chill the two Callistonians even through their heavily-heated space suits. The Leader barked an order. Timmy found himself flat on his back with a Neptunian servant pressing the face-plate of his suit down hard. There was a little whirl of power. Agonies unimaginable shot through every nerve of his skull. He screamed. Restraint was impossible. The pain eased.


  “You see!” said the Neptunian, “that treatment does no harm to nerves or tissues, and actually prolongs life.”


  Timmy looked past the grinning faces of his tormenters and fixed his glare on the reptilian Leader. “Try again,” he said. “I’m still tough.”


  The pain came back. It spun through skull and brain like a biting buzz-saw. Timmy gritted his teeth, then again came the inevitable scream. He wanted to faint. He prayed for death. But that buzzing pain was an elixir . . . a stimulating and eternal torment. Timmy’s hands thumped hard against the floor. His feet jerked, his spine arched, and he screamed again and again in a great crescendo. The pain eased.


  “Could you stand that,” said the grinning Neptunian, “for a lifetime?”


  “No!”


  “Then I warn you, the next time we apply it, you’ll be alone in a dark room . . . with a time clock on the door set for a one-week period. No one will enter. No one can stop the treatment. Will you cooperate?”


  “Within limits.”


  “That’s for me to judge. Give me the figures on how you managed to create that ship of yours.”


  “That’s agreeable. You could take them anyhow.” Timmy reached into a pocket of his space suit. He pulled out a bundle of papers and handed them to the Leader. “I warn you,” he added, “they won’t work.” Then he swore at himself for saying that. If, by ingenuity, he could manage to convince the Neptunians that his ship would work, he might waste a lot of their time in research and give the Inner Worlds time to find out what was happening. “I might manage to make one work at that,” he added swiftly.


  The Neptunian scanned the papers. “No,” he said, “this report of your scientific laboratories is definitely conclusive. I can see that you’ve done everything possible. The ship you have, or had, is a freak. But you’re an expert in mechanics and photography. We’ll put you in the research labs. Your friend can go with you until we need him.”


  The Neptunian cast one final look at the two captives, smiled, and walked away. Thurner jerked his head at an inner door. “Come on,” he ordered. “Your quarters will be near the labs.” He led them down a succession of corridors to a room where temperature and gravity stood at Earth-norm, and Callisto constant. “You can do without those suits,” he said, and shut the door.


  Timmy and Damokles looked around. The room was lighted quite brightly. A window gave onto the plain. Above them, Triton whirled its endless mad dance, speeding across the sky in the opposite direction of the planet’s rotation. Timmy watched it. Here and there in the dark sky, synthetic power-moons hovered to steal energy from the cosmos.


  “They gonna feed us, anyhows,” said Johnny Damokles, and turned on the faucet of a food conveyor. Hot, spicy-scented edibles poured forth, but Timmy wasn’t interested. Not far from them, half-lost in the gray light, two giant semiglobes towered heavenwards. Tim stared at them. Apparently the Neptunians were building another power-moon to add to that whirling band above. He watched as squat figures moved up and down its side, then walked from the window in a fog. Damokles tried to engage him in conversation, but Timmy was too defeated. He fell asleep.


  MORNING dawned swiftly because of the giant planet’s rapid rotation. Seven hours of total blackness were then followed by a day . . . but a day in name only. The sun out here had only one one-thousandth of its Earthian strength. For human purposes, it was useless. Timmy was standing by the window when the door swung open. Thurner stood on the threshold.


  “Come on,” he ordered, “your job is ready.” He looked at Johnny Damokles. “Might as well use you, too. Get into your space suit.” The little Greek obeyed.


  The next seven hours passed as a nightmare for Timmy. For Johnny, working outside as a slave on the power-moon, they must have been pure hell.


  Timmy returned to their room that evening to find a tired little Greek sprawled on the couch. “Work you hard, chum?” Damokles groaned. A livid weal ran down the side of his face, where a blow had slammed his head about in his helmet.


  “We get these Neptune bums . . . Timmy,” he said.


  “Sure thing, pal. But how?”


  The Greek shrugged his shoulders. “They guards you close?”


  “No . . . but we couldn’t get away without the ship.”


  “Yeah.” Damokles’ chin dropped on his chest. “I guess we gives up.” But despite the Greek’s apparent despair, he had an idea of some sort. Timmy Gordon knew it, but he also knew that Johnny was afraid to talk about it in a room where sound detectors might pick up any hint of escape. “Let’s go to sleep, Johnny,” he said.


  “Yeah . . . you stay your side of bed, too. Last night you kick me blacks and blue in rib.”


  Which was distinctly untrue.


  But if that was the way Johnny wanted things . . . it was distinctly QX with Timmy Gordon. He stretched himself on the narrow couch beside Johnny, For twenty minutes he seemed to doze, then began kicking about fretfully, and muttering as though in the clutch of a nightmare.


  “That’s right, Timmy,” the little Greek whispered. “Keep her going. You kicks hard . . . yells . . . them spies are too busy watching you. I can talks.”


  Timmy’s reply was another boot to Johnny’s shin. “Go on,” he whispered, then kicked again.


  “Remember what I say to you in ships?”


  “About what?”


  “About fool gods Neptune . . . cataltickic agents . . . Aristotle.”


  “Yes.”


  “Maybe I are right.”


  “So what?”


  “Maybe if impervium get soaked on Neptune long enough . . . then maybes it behave like metal in your ship?”


  “Go on.” Timmy groaned, thrashed about. Threw a fist that thudded into Johnny’s ribs. The Greek grunted, and resumed his whispering.


  “They puts me working on power-moons outside.”


  “Yes?”


  “She are mades from metal of wrecked space-liner. I see one plate who say XC-34 on her.”


  “Great Jupiter, Johnny! That’s the liner I got the metal for my ship from just one fin was all I had to work with.”


  “Shut up! Dam’ fools. Want him Neptune stinkers hear you?”


  Instead of answering, Timmy grunted in his supposed sleep. Damokles whispered on: “They don’t guards me! They make me be dam’ fool clowns for Neptuners to laugh at. ‘Get sky hook! Get bucket steam-ice!’ That’s what them lizards-men holler at me.”


  “Yes?”


  “Then . . . cracks! Hit Greek with fist. Don’t like.”


  “Skip it, Johnny. What’s your idea?”


  “I hear them say . . . artificial power moon ain’t gonna be that at all. Gonna be giant bomb. Gonna load with tons an’ tons an’ tons of dynotron. Shoot him to Jupiter . . . blow all air off everythings!”


  “Good lord! Dynotron would do just that . . . and then they’ll repeat the procedure.”


  “Is right! I hear lizard-pig say just that!”


  “How do you figure on stopping ’em, Johnny?”


  Damokles wriggled, poked Timmy hard with his elbow. “Lay still!” he shouted. “I can no sleeps!” He butted up against Timmy, and began to whisper in fast chaotic broken murmurs. “I got a long story to tells you, Timmy. All about powerful old Greeks’ king.”


  For half an hour they trashed about, while Damokles unfolded his plan. At last, Timmy grunted. “OX,” he said. “Can do!” He rolled over and fell into an extremely troubled sleep.


  IV


  THE next day, at Neptune’s dawn, Johnny Damokles was led back to his work on the dynotron bomb. Timmy, sleepy-eyed and wavering, followed his captors to a place in the mech lab. He worked quietly for half an hour, then beckoned to his overseer.


  “Yes?” hissed the Neptunian.


  “I want to see your leader.”


  “Why?”


  “None of your blasted business. Just do what you’re told, or be mighty blasted sorry.”


  The Neptunian scratched an itching neck flange. “All right,” he said, “but you’d better have something to make this worth while.” He shoved Timmy forward, released a door catch, and led him down the hall. Three staccato raps opened another door, and Timmy again stood in the presence of Neptune’s Leader.


  “Yes?” the Leader’s voice was suave, but flat. “Oh, it’s you . . . you’ve something important?”


  “I want to work in the photo-lab.”


  “Something to do with your way of sensitizing impervium?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Utterly useless. We’ve checked the figures of your own labs and find that they are completely accurate. That ship of yours is a freak . . . and we can see no reason as to why it works.”


  “I still have an idea.”


  The Neptunian glared at him, and again that dead-alive membrane concealed all key to his thoughts. “You’re not trying to convince me you’re willing to join us, are you?”


  “Nope,” Timmy’s Irish jaw shot out belligerently, “I just figure it’ll be easy to escape from there.”


  A hiss was apparently the Outer-worldian’s manner of laughing, for the hiss he emitted was as jovial a sound as Timmy had heard since landing on the planet. “I mean it!” Timmy finished, “and I warn you to watch me.”


  “Your spirit,” the Neptune said, “is admirable.” He scrawled a few notes, handed them to Timmy. “Here,” he said, “is an order to work in the photo-labs. I shall watch your struggles with great pleasure.” His hand closed on Timmy’s shoulder and Timmy gritted his teeth, shook his way loose, and walked to the door.


  Mockingly, the Leader laughed.


  THAT night, when Timmy returned to their room, he found the little Greek seated, eyes blazing, on the bed. “Smatter, chum?”


  “Dam-blasted Shelton Thurner . . . chase me all over hell for skyhook. Don’t like it!”


  “Forget it. You’re tired and so am I. Grab off a mouthful of that synthi-food and let’s hit the hay.” He turned on the faucet, drew a cup of steaming brew and handed it to the Greek.


  “I got the mixture,” he whispered between gulps. “Did you get the metal?” The Greek nodded. “Yep,” he replied, then in a louder tone. “Let’s get to bed, Timmy.”


  Lights were quickly extinguished, and the two, with much moaning and groaning, crawled under the covers. But tonight there was need for action, not talk. Timmy pushed the blankets up to make a low tent, and handed Johnny a torch he’d stolen. Improvised though it was, their bed made a flawless, light-tight darkroom. Timmy climbed out to make sure no ray escaped, then plunged into bed again.


  “The metal!” he grunted. Johnny Damokles handed him a tiny piece of impervium. It was, approximately, three inches square.


  “Swell,” said Tim. “Now hold this light.” He dug deep into his pockets and pulled forth a bottle of stolen liquid. “As nearly as I can tell, this is the same mixture I used in making my other ship.” He dipped the square of impervium in it, then waited. Dry at last, he wiped the metal square until it shone, and grinned as the first reactions started. “It works!” he nearly shouted. But that was neither the time nor the place for shouting. “Watch!” he whispered. Taking the torch from Johnny Damokles, he held it close against his treated impervium. The little square darted away so swiftly that it nearly tore loose from his hand. It did pull him a foot or so toward the edge of the bed before he switched off his light. There was no doubt about it. Impervium, when exposed to some unknown Neptunian radiation, underwent an untestable change and behaved precisely as had the metal of his ship.


  “Hallelujahs!” burbled Damokles beneath his breath. “Now we fix up dam fool Shelton Thurner.”


  “Maybe?” said Tim with unexpected pessisim. “I’ve stolen enough fluid for you sure the whole thing’s impervium?” feet on that dam’ bomb.” He paused, “Are you sure the whole thing’s impervium?”


  “Yep! But how I gonna rub this stuff on ship?”


  “Don’t rub it. Pour this bottle on a high perpendicular point and let it run down the sides. We’ll take a chance that the dim light here on Nep will prevent our process from knocking your bomb over ahead of time.”


  “Yeah. Then you get more solutions. We pour her on . . . an’ dam’ bomb go sail away fast as hell!”


  Timmy grinned. “Not quite, pal,” he said, “I’m figuring on something just a little more effective.” He took a piece of paper and made a few hasty sketches. Johnny Damokles watched with interest. Then he broke into a smile.


  “I see,” nodded the Greek. “She are just like story I tell you about old Greek king.”


  “Exactly. . . . And now, let me have time enough to get rid of our scrap of test metal and we’ll turn in.”


  “No,” protested Damokles. “Give me this piece impervium. I got good idea. Secret.”


  Timmy, without further question, handed Johnny the bit of treated impervium and added to it his bottle of stolen liquid. “Good night, chum,” he mumbled, and rolled over to sleep.


  TEN days and ten nights passed in that way. Each night Timmy had another flask of his sensitizer to give Johnny. And each night Damokles reported another successful application of the fluid. Miraculous that the two of them could so successfully hoodwink their captors? Yes. But then the Neptunians thought of the two as members of a lesser race, and gave them almost complete freedom of movement . . . within limits. Timmy blessed the arrogance from which this stemmed. From the photo-labs he stole his sensitizer. In the mech labs he succeeded in removing and assembling certain vital cogs and rheostats. Put together they would give him control of Neptune’s gigantic dynotron bomb. And Timmy Gordon was the man to put any machinery together. He did it on the tenth day. That same day, he stole a length of steel chain and a sharpened metal hook. Why he stole them, Timmy Gordon didn’t know. But Damokles had asked him to, and he’d given his promise.


  “Here you are,” he said when he reached their room that night. He slipped the hook and chain to Johnny beneath the covers of their bed. “Goin’ fishin’ with it, chum?”


  “You bet your dam’ boots. I catch fat fish, too.”


  Timmy smiled. Then, quietly, he showed Johnny Damokles the piece of apparatus he’d constructed. It looked somewhat like the primitive 20th Century radio sets one saw in museums, but its purpose, as Tim explained, was more important. Compact, weighing no more than fifty or sixty grams, it gave him complete radio control of anything treated with his sensitizing fluid. What was more important, it took its power from almost any faint source of light, and should be effective up to two or three thousand miles.


  “She work?” asked Damokles.


  “She will if static doesn’t cut me out too much.”


  “Dam’ good,” grunted the Greek. “Now we show them dam-blast Neptuners what good Old Greek History are.”


  “Correct, chum. When will the bomb be ready?”


  “She are ready now.”


  “Swell! I might as well blast her off.”


  “No!” Johnny Damokles’ tone was urgent, pleading. “You wait . . . do him tomorrow when Neptune fellers can see.”


  Morning dawned with its usual dim lessening of the Neptunian murk. A methane breeze rolled down from some distant mountain range and swirled in noxious vapors across the plain. Two Neptunian guardsmen saw a flicker of movement in a nearby sandheap and cut loose with the fullest fury of their heat-grids. There was a crackle. An unassimilated tribesman rolled over, kicked a spurred foot in the air, arched his haunches and died.


  The little tragedy, repeated time and again on that ruthless planet, was no more than window-dressing for more significant events. The crackling, burning grids were crackling arcs of doom. Like Gabriel’s trumpet, they served to awaken Tim and Johnny Damokles.


  “What’s dam’ noise?” grunted the Greek.


  “Target practice.” Timmy was about to deliver further comments, but a rap at the door cut him loose. “Come in!” he barked. The door opened. The Leader entered.


  “Ahhhh. Good morning, my dear guests.” He rubbed his hands in a gesture that grated scales together. “We’ve a special treat for you this morning. And perhaps, since you’ve displayed certain interests in history, you’d enjoy sharing in the history of the future.”


  “Would we?” queried Timmy. “Belligerence is an ill-fitting trait of yours, Mister Gordon,” said the Neptunian. “An inadequate one, I’ll add.”


  “We’re wasting time,” interrupted Tim. “Get on with it!”


  “Impetuous? You’ve a right to be. Get into your space suits and come outside. We’re launching a special present for the Jovian System . . . and feel that you gentlemen would enjoy it.”


  “I know,” muttered Timmy.


  “Of course, you do.” The Leader was grinning as he spoke. “We’ve given your companion full opportunity to tell you about it. But come along . . . unless you prefer a few rather . . . delicate . . . adjustments of the nervous system.”


  Johnny Damokles laughed But beyond that, neither he nor Tim had anything further to say. They climbed into their space clothes and followed the Leader out into the Neptunian twilight.


  V


  IN a natural amphitheater, walled in at one side by the cliff of the ravine and sheltered from the methane wind by the parapets of the Tsom fortress, stood the gigantic Neptunian bomb. Its impervium walls glowed with a faint, cold light. Regularly, down its sides from ten points, uneven streaks marked the course of Timmy’s sensitizing fluid. Their exact placement was coincidentally fortunate. Each served to counteract the other, though the inward pressure they exerted must have been tremendous indeed.


  The Leader was laughing in a repulsively reptilian way as he ascended his rostrum. Timmy and Damokles followed. “Observe,” said the Leader, “the ingenious controls by which I guide the rocket-blasts from this remote station.” He pointed to his control board, motioned Timmy and Johnny to stay away from it, and chuckled as they obeyed. Then, for a full hour, he delivered an impassioned and almost insane address to his followers.


  As near as Timmy could judge, the Leader’s address was a skilful bit of vituperation against the injustices done Neptune. But it was effective. A frenzied circle of lizard-men howled as he finished speaking. “And now,” said the Leader, “we send our little present on his way.”


  He reached for the control board. The bomb shot heavenward.


  Yes, it shot heavenward.


  But the Leader hadn’t touched the controls.


  Timmy’s fingers anticipated him. A flick on his own secret control board had shot the bomb silently out toward the void. The Leader’s finger froze in mid-air. His jaw dropped. He followed the bomb in its flight, and every muscle tightened, when it stopped dead at a point half a mile above Neptune. There the bomb hovered, unmoving. Its orbit, if an orbit you could call it, held it exactly above the center of the Tsom fortress. The Leader’s finger jammed down on his control button.


  Flames blasted from the bomb’s jets. It whirled crazily on its own axis . . . but was otherwise immovable.


  “Interesting, isn’t it?” said Timmy mockingly.


  The Leader looked at him. “You’ve done this?” His tone was most incredulous. He darted toward Timmy.


  “Don’t move,” ordered the Earthman. He flicked a button and the great bomb dropped silently. The Leader stopped. There was utter silence as every creature in the amphitheater realized what was happening.


  “Well,” said the Leader at last, “it’s an impasse, isn’t it.”


  “No . . . it’s check . . . and check-mate.”


  “Yes,” chuckled Johnny Damokles, “she are old Greeks’ gambit.”


  THE Leader darted back to his control board. Again and again he shot every ounce of power into the bomb’s blasts. Nothing happened. It spun about at that same tantalizing half-mile above their heads.


  “Most ingenius,” said the Leader. “You falsified those papers on how your principle worked?”


  “Believe that if you want,” said Timmy with a shrug. “And now . . . I’m taking over.”


  The Leader bowed.


  But Johnny Damokles stepped into the picture.


  “I take over first,” he said. “I gots present for dam’ blast Shelton Thurner.”


  He leaned over the front of the rostrum and caught the big Neptunian spy by the coat collar. Timmy, guarding against any treacherous assault, kept his eyes on the Leader and the bomb.


  “Holla, Meester Shelton Thurner,” greeted the Greek, “You ask Johnny Damokles dam’ fool question. You want sky-hook? Good! I gots sky-hook.” From a capacious pocket of his space britches he drew a hook and a dangling length of chain. He tightened the collar jabbed the hook through it. “Goombye, Meester No-goods!” he chortled. He jerked the rest of the chain from his pocket. A few scraps of treated impervium were hitched to its end. Light hit them. They shot aloft, dragging Thurner behind them like the tail of a crazy kite, and dangled high above the plain.


  “How you like sky-hooks?” yelled the Greek.


  Timmy laughed.


  “I regret,” said the Leader in a suavely courteous tone, “the loss of an aide. But tell me, how did you evolve this ingenious plan? Am I over-inquisitive?”


  “The plan . . . belongs to Johnny Damokles.”


  “Sure Mikes!” blurted the Greek. “She are old Greeks’ story. You tell her, Timmy. My talk all mixed with sky-hooks!”


  Timmy fingered his control board. “Long ago,” he said, “a Greek king acquired excessive power through force. As a symbol of that force . . . a sword dangled always above his head. By a hair. The king’s name . . . like that of my friend . . . was Damocles. They call the story, The Sword of Damocles.”


  Above their heads hovered that menacing ball of dynotron, enough to blast all life from Neptune. The Neptunian leader watched it.


  “I believe . . . that I understand.” He turned away, then swung back again. “One must accept facts intelligently. Visiphone your Terrestian diplomats. Neptune will accept any reasonable terms.”


  Overhead, the sword of Johnny Damokles glowed faintly.


  “The Greeks,” Johnny Damokles said softly to nobody in particular, “have a word for it. Freedom!” He smiled “Let’sa call home, Tims. I’m cold!”


  WINGS OF ICARUS


  Ray Cummings


  Charlon, Ruler of the Bat People of Neptune, Puts Tremendous Obstacles in the Way of Three Spaceteers of Earth—and Jeopardizes the Destinies of Two Planets!


  CHAPTER I


  Disaster from the Moon


  IT ALL began one evening last Summer, in July, 3042. I was at home when my audio-visual buzzed. It was my boss, Jonathan Edwards, Director of Raw Materials, Branch 2.


  “Pleasure, or business, Chief?” I asked him.


  “Business. Sorry. Your holiday is cancelled.” I’d never seen him so grim before; ordinarily he’s a smiling sort of fellow. “I want you to look up Navigator 1410, Interplanetary Transport Service. Evans. He’s a friend of yours, isn’t he?”


  “Chick Evans? He sure is. But I haven’t seen him for ages.”


  “He’s in the city,” the boss told me. “On holiday. But that’s over. I’ve drafted him. I want you to report with him at once. This is important, Alan.”


  Nobody would question my boss when he was in a mood like this. So I made inquiries.


  “I’m to bring him to Federal Supply building?”


  “Yes, right away,” said Edwards.


  The instrument clicked off. Fortunately, Chick was at home. His pug-nosed freckled face, with the shock of tousled red hair above it, was clear on the mirror-grid.


  “Weil, how are you, Alan? Glad to see you. I just got in on holiday.”


  “That’s canceled,” I said. “My boss, Jonathan Edwards, has drafted you. We’re to report at once. I’ll fly right over.”


  Chick Evans was not a bit pleased and he did not mind saying so. He is a belligerent little fellow, three years younger than I am. I am twenty-six. My name is Alan Frane. As persons know from the Government newscasters who have given this Neptune affair plenty of publicity, I am Junior Technician in the Raw Materials Division, producing the Nullo-grav units—the electronic countercharged metallic plates which nullify gravitational force.


  Chick Evans did not like laboratory work. He went in for Navigation and got a job on the Earth-Moon run handling one of the ore-freighters which take food and supplies to the Mooncolonists and bring back cargoes of the semi-refined ores.


  Evans was waiting for me when I flew over.


  “This better be good,” he observed as he climbed into my roller. “I don’t like being drafted.”


  HE WAS getting himself all worked up to give my boss a piece of his mind. But he did not. There was an air of grim tenseness in Edwards’ little office-cubby. One could not miss it.


  Edwards sat at his big oval desk with a sheaf of teletyped flimsies before him. Just one other man in the room remained in the room with Edwards, a small hunched fellow with a shock of white hair. He was Peter Green, Chief Advisory Chemist. Green nodded at me and shook hands, gravely with Chick Evans. Then he spoke to the boss.


  “You’d better isolate us, Edwards. We’ve got to talk plainly.”


  Chick Evans and I exchanged startled glances as the barrage-current went into the metal walls of the room with a faint hiss. Not until then did Green venture to speak.


  “Do you young men know enough to keep your mouths shut?” he inquired.


  Edwards answered for us.


  “They do,” he said.


  Green’s fingers riffled the sheaf of teletyped flimsies.


  “This is what I’ve got to tell you. Here are the latest reports from our mines in the Andes and from the Moon. We’re faced with a drastic raw materials shortage. Our supply of Uradonite is giving out.”


  Uradonite. Nobody had to tell Chick Evans and me what that would mean. The whole space-flying industry was dependent upon the volatile-active element Z-470. Nullo-grav units had made vessels weightless. But that could not provide propulsion. Then came the Mansfield cyclotronic engine, a power unit by which the immensely heavy atoms of Z-470 were broken down into electronic streams, the rocket-streams by which all space-flyers are propelled.


  “We’re using too much Uradonite,” Edwards was saying. “The rapidly expanding Space-transportation Industries need more all the time. The Moon as you know is our chief source of supply—and the veins there are drying up—”


  “Drying up?” the little chemist Green exclaimed. “They are almost dry now. Take a look at Macdonald’s latest report. This shipment of semi-refined ore that just came in today from him—the lowest grade he’s ever sent. What am I supposed to do with stuff like that? Refine down a ton of it to get a pound of commercial Uradonite?”


  Chick Evans and I could only stare at each other, numbed. The news certainly hit Chick between the eyes. He was a space-flyer.


  “Why, good grief,” he murmured, “Without Uradonite we’d be grounded—Earth-bound. If we can’t send flyers to Venus, Mars, the Moon, how are our colonists going to make out?”


  Now that this thing is over, the truth may be told.


  When Venus, Mars and the Moon were first explored and colonized, scientists were surprised to find Earthmen seemingly were the only human beings in the Solar System. On Mars only did living things approach the genus known as homo sapiens. We have some fifty million people abroad now. Most of them were born in the colonies. A dozen generations had passed since their ancestors had migrated from Earth to those other worlds.


  “Fifty million persons,” Chick Evans groaned. “Great Scott’ we couldn’t bring them back home. That would take ten years and we’d have to triple the number of space-flyers.”


  “And thus need that much more Uradonite,” Edwards agreed grimly. “That’s the danger now—our colonists will be marooned.”


  “And no more Uradonite to fly them,” growled Edwards, in grim tones.


  We stared at each other in consternation. It was Green, the scientist, who broke the silence.


  “Our colonists will be marooned,” he said. “What can they do without medical supplies or tools with which to work? If they don’t have these things from us they’ll die. Then again, what will the Earth do? We must have their botanicals, their ores and the myriad things they send to us. Vast industries will collapse. It means economic disaster. What a catastrophe!”


  Evans and I continued to stare at Edwards and him, white-faced.


  Earth-bound. What an ignominious end to man’s achievements. Like the waxen wings of Icarus, which melted in the sun, ours too seemed destined to vanish.


  Finally Chick Evans spoke up hoarsely.


  “What do you want us to do?” he asked.


  “This situation took us entirely by surprise,” said Edwards. “We thought we had enough Uradonite to last for centuries. Suddenly, without warning, the diggings on the Moon have dried up. We’ve sent exploratory vessels out beyond Mars to several of the alien-world Moons and the planetoids. Some came back, some didn’t. And they found nothing.”


  “And now you want Alan and me to take up the search?” asked Chick Evans. “You’re the best Navigator available, Evans. And you, Frane, are our best technician. Here’s the proposition. The Interplanetary Research Society has been building a new-type flyer. There’s a fellow named William Boyle in charge of it. A fairly small ship, but with immensely powerful cyclotronic units. We hope it will develop ultra-velocity as he claims. Boyle has volunteered for the trip.”


  “The trip?” I echoed.


  “We want three volunteers. A last chance, with the future of the spaceflying industry and the welfare of millions of our colonists at stake. More Uradonite must be found. Out beyond Mars, Jupiter or Neptune are likely places, but keep looking until you find Uradonite. Well, how about it? Will you go?”


  CHICK EVANS and I pondered. Despite the stirring appeal we could not help it. This proposition from a routine commercial flight. We would take an untried, new type of ship, hurling ourselves into the vast unknown and keep on searching. Maybe we would get back but, more likely, we wouldn’t. There are too many chances of meeting some kind of hideous death.


  But I guess I nodded agreement, for Chick Evans grinned.


  “You give us the ship, Mr. Edwards, and I’ll navigate us to Pluto and beyond,” he said.


  “What better adventure could I have on my vacation?”


  The Society For Interplanetary Research certainly rushed that little ship to completion in a hurry.


  We went down to the Montauk shop the next day. The ship lay in its cradle in the center of the big room, and workmen were, swarming all over it.


  We also met William Boyle. He was a big fellow, as tall as I am, which is something over six feet, and more heavily built. A man of perhaps thirty, he had a shock of wavy black hair and a rugged, heavy-featured face. Quite a handsome fellow. He seemed likable enough, efficient, with a complete knowledge of details here.


  Our first sight of the new spaceship startled Chick Evans and me. Evans had been used to the big commercial Earth-moon transports. He stared, crestfallen.


  “By Jupiter,” he murmured. “So that’s our death-trap. Why there’s hardly room to die in it decently.”


  The ship had a glistening, green-black alumite cylinder, certainly no more than seventy feet from its broad fin-tail to its stubby nose. The middle of it bulged unduly. The fins were thick and narrow. A small glassite turret reared up just behind its nose.


  It was astonishingly small, but in its squat heavy lines conveyed an unmistakable aspect of power. The Nullo-grav plates lined its hull top and bottom. The rocket vents were in triple banks along the hull, with clusters of them for acceleration at the sides of the tail, and others for retardation in the bow.


  “Just about all power plant,” I observed.


  “Exactly,” Boyle agreed. “That’s all we need—power to get where we’re going.”


  “How about getting back?” I asked.


  He laughed.


  “Well, yes, that’s necessary, isn’t it?”


  We trudged around it, and then he led us into the lower exit port. There was a small cat-walk here, dim with shaded tube-light. The interior resounded with the thumps and hissing torches of the workmen.


  “I’ll say, you’ve sacrificed everything for speed,” Chick Evans commented. “There is a place for us to sleep, I suppose?”


  “Speed and safety,” said Boyle. “Every mechanism is up to commercial standard, pressure, ventilating and power units, all based on the assumption that we’ll attain ten times commercial velocity. We have a new development of the standard Mansfield engine. A double disintegrating time-rate. Rocketstream pressure is built up and then released. In effect, that’s a series of high-pressure electronic explosions, instead of the normal, steady-flow principle.”


  “Well, I hope it works,” said Evans.


  The immense power plant was on the center of the hull, forty Mansfield units, banked twenty on each side. Gleaming, sleek engines, every part as carefully made as the bearings of a chronometer. Beyond the middle-bow cubbies for the interior workings of the ship there was a small instrument and supply room. Three tiny sleeping cubbies, with spiral stairs which led up into the control turret.


  We mounted the spiral.


  “Very neat,” observed Evans as Boyle showed us the banks of dials and instruments. Quite obviously every device of modern Interplanetary transportation was here. And there were several new instruments, which Boyle now explained.


  “If this vessel lives up to its laboratory calculations, we’ll certainly have no trouble getting out to Jupiter, at least,” I declared.


  “We will attain a maximum velocity of eleven times normal,” said Boyle.


  I stared at him.


  “How can you predict that about an untried ship?”


  “I have made careful calculations,” he answered and turned away as though that ended the subject. Evans and I grinned at each other.


  But I will say the more we examined that little ship, the more confidence we had in it. We were around the shop most of the time during the week that followed.


  At last the Nomad, as we had named it now, was ready. Then came the night of our departure. There was no celebration, just the gathering of a few grim-faced officials.


  At the runway, as we were ready to go aboard, Jonathan Edwards shook hands with us.


  “Do your best.” That was all he said.


  Then the porte closed. Up in the turret, Chick Evans took the control seat, his slight body hunched down as, with skilled fingers, he caressed the levers.


  “Well, here we go,” he grinned. “Good luck to us.”


  The Uradonite gas-streams hissed into action. The Nomad quivered, slid upward along its short roller-bearing runway. The weightless vessel lifted from the downward thrust of the rocket streams. We had just a glimpse of the waving group of officials.


  And then we slid upward into the starlight.


  


  


  CHAPTER II


  Disaster on Neptune


  


  


  MANY weeks later we arrived at Neptune, twenty-eight hundred million miles out. The eighth, and except for Pluto, the outermost planet of the Solar System at last lay beneath us. That powerful little Nomad had certainly lived up to expectations. At its fullest acceleration, we had attained a velocity of more than eleven times that of any commercial vessel. But even so, Neptune now was our last chance. Despite the immense velocity, the passing weeks—those were interminable weeks to us three, believe me—had consumed a dangerous amount of the Uradonite fuel we had brought with us. The new-type Mansfield units gave speed, but they were wasteful, more wasteful than we had anticipated.


  Jupiter proved to be about what we had expected, a. viscous, semi-liquid surface upon which we could not possibly land. Saturn and Uranus were far on the other side of the Sun. Thus they did not figure. And now, here was Neptune. We went down through heavy, swirling, green-yellow cloud masses, and at some twenty thousand feet burst out to have our first look at the planet’s surface.


  Chick Evans scowled at the panorama.


  “Nice hospitable-looking place,” he sneered.


  Below us we could see a stretch of wild greenish naked rocks, tumbled as though riven by a monstrous cataclysm. There were jagged peaks and spires, deep canyons and great pits of darkness. On this sphere hardly an Earth-acre of even semi-level land could be found.


  “Only a bird could get anywhere,” declared Evans, as we sat in the turret, staring down in awe. “And we’re not birds, either. Climbing up and down those cliffs, one couldn’t go a mile a day.”


  “But that’s the sort of rock for. Uradonite,” I said.


  “Let’s try it,” suggested Boyle. “There’s only enough Uradonite-fuel to get us back to Earth. If we don’t land here, what would you suggest?”


  We had no argument to that.


  “All right,” agreed Chick Evans. “If I can spot level ground I’ll set the Nomad down.”


  Small as the ship was, finding a landing, place did not prove easy. Neptune has the most forbidding landscape I have ever seen. Occasionally the sun peered through the clouds, just a little dull dot in the firmament. A dull, yellow-green twilight lay soddenly upon the wild Neptunian peaks, painting them into a dull drab monochrome. We knew Neptune revolves upon. its axis in something over two Earth-days but that sunlight here was negligible. It seemed obvious this same weird twilight prevailed always, a blending of reflected starlight through turgid clouds, and perhaps a little glow inherent to the ground itself.


  But this air should be breathable.


  “Test some, will you?” I suggested to Boyle.


  We had dropped down, now to about ten thousand feet. He could let some into our vacuum pressure-lock and test it easily.


  Boyle came back presently. “Resembles Earth air,” he reported.


  Then we cut off our artificial, interiorgravity from the tiny testing-lock in the bow. Neptune’s gravity pull proved to be somewhat less than that of Earth—porous rock masses; a globe less dense than ours, with a lesser total mass.


  “Well, that’s a comfort, anyway,” smiled Chick Evans. “I’m sick of Moontravel under glassite and light gravity . . . There! See it? That’s where we land. Sort of a rock shelf?”


  NOW a small level area, with pits of darkness on both sides and a precipitous cliff at one end, came into view. We were going down nicely, when abruptly, at a thousand feet, something went wrong.


  Boyle gripped me.


  “Look at that altimeter needle. We’re dropping too fast. You, Chick Evans! Watch yourself.”


  It wasn’t Chick Evans’ fault. He’d calculated the proper mullification but Neptune’s gravity had suddenly changed. It had increased.


  Only for an instant did Chick Evans seem flurried. How could you blame him?


  Frantically he reached for the adjustment levers. Then he let go of them and flung on the rocket-streams to put upward thrust under the hull.


  That seemed to do it. At least, we thought so.


  The level areas opened out underneath.


  “Easy,” I murmured. “Be careful, Chick.”


  Gosh, it seemed strange. Despite Chick Evans last-instant efforts, it turned out to be a crash landing, after all.


  The yellow-green rock spires came sliding up. Then the bow of the Nomad struck first—hard! A shuddering thump!


  The shock knocked all of us to the floor. The lights went out. Then silence. Only the full green-yellow Neptunian twilight came filtering in through portholes. None of us was hurt. Chick Evans was the first to scramble to his feet. “By Jupiter,” he gasped. “What a navigator I am.”


  “Let’s get out of here,” suggested Boyle. “There’s chlorine gas escaping.”


  The ventilating system had quit working. We could smell the choking, acrid chlorine. It did not take long to follow Boyle’s advice. Within half a minute all three had scrambled along the hull catwalk and into the lower vacuum lock. The Neptune air came into it slowly, hissing heavily. That air smelt queer. But it proved breathable, more breathable than the chlorine fumes which had us choking by now. Then Chick slid back the exit door and we jumped to the rocks.


  So this was Neptune. Awed, I stood swaying, gasping a little until my lungs grew accustomed to the new atmosphere. The temperature here reminded me of Earth on a tropic night. The porous rocky ground seemed radiating heat as though from the planet’s molten interior.


  We had not had time to bring along any equipment—but had tumbled out of the wrecked ship in the clothes we were wearing, tight flexible knee-boots, tight dark trousers and long shirt-blouses. All of us were bareheaded.


  For a minute we stood gazing. That landscape was just the opposite of inviting. All one could do was to look at it, and then wish to be somewhere else.


  “This dump will take some tough exploring,” was Chick Evans’ comment. “It beats anything I’ve bumped up against so far.”


  For a few hundred feet the ledge on which we stood extended in a reasonable manner. Then it ended in nasty precipices, straight down into green blackness. At the two ends of the ledge, rock-spires went straight up. A mountain goat, even an abnormally adventurous, optimistic one, would have been nonplussed.


  At this moment Boyle emitted an oath and gripped me by the arm.


  “What’s that?” he cried. “Look off there, over that peak.”


  A DARK speck had appeared in the sky. It seemed to have wings and to be flying toward us. Could it be a bird? That there should be anything at all living on this bleak, barren world came as a shock. But there it was and approaching us, too. In a moment the speck had enlarged to be a queer, slim oblong object with a great spread of rhythmically flapping white wings, bigger than those of an albatross.


  “Flies like a wounded bird,” I observed to my companions.


  “Something is sure the matter with it,” agreed Chick Evans. “Look at it flopping along. Must be in trouble.”


  The approaching object had drawn quite near. It had passed the ragged edge of one of the rock spires now, and seemed to be heading toward us. Then Boyle let out a gasp of surprise.


  “By George, that’s not a bird,” he exclaimed. “It’s human. Boys, am I crazy? It looks like a girl!”


  And that’s what it was, too. A winged girl.


  In another moment we could see her clearly, a slim little body, white-limbed, with a bluish drape that fluttered in the wind and long golden hair.


  On motionless pinions she soared past the peak. Her wings were broad, white-feathered and gracefully arched. Then she flapped them back again desperately, as if in danger of falling. To me it seemed as if the girl were exhausted. She made another effort and managed to land, upright, on the ledge a short distance away.


  In the dim twilight I noticed something else peculiar. As her feet touched the rocks, sparks flew from them. Then she stumbled and fell in a little quivering heap.


  For a moment we just stood staring.


  “It’s a bird-girl,” yelled Chick Evans. “Let’s see if we can help her.”


  He spoke too late. Already I had started running toward her. Boyle and Evans followed me. Though level for a few hundred yards, the ground was strewn with jagged boulders and crags. It proved to be tough going. But at last we managed to reach the girl and stood for a moment, gaping.


  She was certainly human, all right. Except for those wings, it could have been a slim, blonde young Earth-girl lying there. Her ten-foot wings were spread out and quivering, under her. We saw they were not artificial, but as much a part of her body as those of a bird.


  She did not seem to be wounded, either, just exhausted and breathless. I felt sure of that when she raised herself to her elbow and looked us over.


  This girl might have been seventeen or eighteen years old and even by Earth standards she was undeniably beautiful. But it was a strange beauty. Her golden hair had the same opalescence which is seen in sea shells and her eyes had an Oriental slant.


  “Well, I’m a tower-watchman if she isn’t a little beauty.” Then he spoke to the girl. “What’s the matter, sister? Are you hurt?”


  My arm swept him back.


  “Take it easy,” I cried. “Can’t you see you’re frightening her?”


  THE girl sat up and caught a good glimpse of us. She seemed surprised for her little hands went to her face in a terrified gesture. To quiet her I stepped back, instead of forward.


  “Look here,” I said. “Do you speak an audible language?”


  She did. Her face dimpled into a bewitching smile and from her red lips tumbled soft, liquid, unintelligible syllables. Of course we could not understand them until she pointed at herself.


  “Ahla,” she said. “Ahla. Ahla.”


  I knew what that meant. It was her name. So I put one finger to my chest.


  “Alan,” I said. Sure enough, she understood me.


  She seemed to have recovered her strength, now, for she arose to her feet. It gave me an odd sensation to see the tips of her folded wings touch the rocks, rattle the pebbles and to realize they were part of her slender, graceful body.


  At this moment I heard a gasp and Chick Evans spoke into my ear.


  “Take a look to your left, quick,” he suggested. “There are more of them coming.”


  All three of us Earthmen turned around and gazed in the direction Evans indicated. He had spoken the truth. In the purple twilight several tiny figures flapped into view from behind a tall spire. They came rapidly—although awkwardly—in our direction. Now we could see them plainly. For a moment with beating wings, they gathered above us, like a dozen half-human hawks. Then they swooped down and hit the shelf nearby with a series of heavy thuds.


  We gazed at each other in mutual astonishment. My feelings were hard to define. Apparently, all of the inhabitants of Neptune had wings. Four or five girls were numbered among the newcomers and, like the men, were small of figure. They were clad in either brown, green or black robes. The brown hair of the women was parted in the middle and draped down their backs in between the wings, but the hair of the men rose up above their foreheads, in short unruly shocks.


  After observing us, they hurried to the side of the golden haired girl as if to make certain she was all right, and then once more turned to gaze at us, the three strange Earth men. They moved closer, surrounding us.


  “Take it easy,” Boyle warned them, in sharp tones. “We’re friends.”


  Ahla spoke to them again, possibly assuring them we were harmless. She must have mentioned the wrecked Nomad, for they turned to glance at it. But.it was obvious to me they did not understand either the use or meaning of rocket ships. When the girl finished speaking, the men pressed about us, jabbering in excited voices. Our lack of wings seemed to confound these inhabitants of the planet. One of them tore open my shirt and examined my shoulders, as if in search of scars. He appeared to think some horrible mutilation had deprived us of our wings and seemed surprised to discover no proofs to back up his theory.


  Then it seemed to dawn upon them we were born that way, and their contempt and pity had no bounds. Shortly afterward they held another conference, as if discussing some plan of action. When they had come to an agreement, four of the men leaped into the air and flew away. To me that was one of the strangest things of all. Back on Earth I have seen pigeons take off in just the same manner.


  Boyle watched them disappear among the spires. Then he turned to me.


  “Where have they gone?” he said. “I wonder what is up?”


  “Suppose we wait and see,” I suggested. “In the meantime we can try to understand their language.”


  But it was no use. We soon, found that out. Our Earth tongues and vocal chords are totally incapable of mastering those odd, rippling accents which flowed from Ahla’s lips. On the other hand the flexibility of her throat seemed to lend itself to acquiring our language. In a little while she had not only memorized our names but several other words, as well. Furthermore, she appeared to remember them and to know what they meant, too. Later, when I learned the extraordinarily retentive power of the Neptunian memory, I felt less surprised.


  WITHIN thirty minutes I noticed something else. Other inhabitants of the planets were arriving in groups of threes and fours. Soon the ledge actually began to grow crowded.


  In about an hour the four men who had left came back. They brought with them four hastily contrived baskets made of yellow-green withes. Bound to these baskets were long handles.


  “Flickering Saturn, take a squint at those litters,” cried Chick Evans. “They mean to carry us away somewhere.”


  “That suits me fine,” I answered. “Two of us can go, and one of us remain here to watch the ship. Which one shall it be?”


  Evans, Boyle and I had an excited dispute, much to the amazement of the Neptunians who couldn’t seem to understand what all the shouting was about. Finally we settled the matter by drawing straws. It was Boyle who was finally elected to stay.


  So Evans and I turned to the winged men, tapped ourselves on the chests and nodded our heads in agreement. Then we pointed at Boyle and tried to register a plain and emphatic negative. To us the whole pantomime seemed clear enough.


  But these winged men did not get the idea at all. Grinning broadly they advanced, seized us all with powerful grips and started to load us into the baskets.


  “No, no!” I yelled in protest. “All three of us can’t go. One must stay here with the ship.”


  But the men of Neptune paid no attention to our shouts. They merely tightened their hold and tried to boost us into the cradles. We commenced to resist. A fight started, and soon we were battling for all we were worth.


  I sent one of the winged men sprawling over on his side and shook off two more. For a moment I almost won free. Around me I could hear and catch glimpses of similar flurries. Evidently my companions likewise were putting up a tussle. But there were too many of these Neptune men around and our resistance had been hopeless from the start. What can three men do against a hundred?


  Then reinforcements surged forward and overwhelmed us. They yanked our hands behind our backs and tied them. Then our feet were lashed together. Next we were tossed roughly into baskets and warned to lie still. By this time we felt quite willing to quit struggling.


  During the disturbance Ahla had been fluttering around, wringing her Tittle hands and calling out soothing words. She was trying to reassure us that we would not be harmed. These Neptune people did not understand it was strictly against regulations of Interplanetary Transportation Force for fliers to leave their ship deserted in a case like this.


  Our resistance seemed to change the whole atmosphere. I had never realized how quickly these men could turn into sinister and grim looking captors. The glances which they now turned upon us were vindictive enough to curdle the blood. With no more ceremony than butchers waste upon chunks of food, they hurled us into the baskets. Then they seized the handles of the litters—eight to a cradle—and took off from the ledge.


  Just as we left, the landing place, I heard Evans call out my name.


  “Live chicken, trussed up good and tight, bound for the market,” he yelled. “What are they going to do with us now, Alan? Cut off our heads?”


  It was just like Evans, to joke at such a time. As for me I did not feel like joking. Prospects did not look so good. Captives on Neptune! What could we do now?


  


  


  CHAPTER III


  Scourges of Neptune


  


  


  DESPITE the fact they were burdened with the heavy baskets the men of Neptune managed to carry us along at a fair rate of speed. Yet even at the time I noticed a certain awkwardness, an air of uncertainty, which seemed strange to me at the time. It struck me that men like these, who had literally been born, with wings like birds, ought to fly better and to make speedier progress.


  Underneath the baskets the landscape began to change. It grew more wildly mountainous, although it had been rough enough before. At certain spots I noticed small areas where the soil had been gathered, as if for the growing of food.


  We rounded a mountain peak, came in sight of a small city built in the side of one of the crags. Under the yellow glow of twilight as we approached I had a glimpse of fantastic crystal houses, built on terraces. The mountain itself was flat topped, and beyond the shining city, in the distance I could see a black looking lake, and a forested island, far out. Later we learned the city was called Aerita.


  On the top of the mountain, in the center of a fantastic spindly forest, stood a single large crystal building. We swooped over near it and came down.


  Then our captors let go of the handles of the baskets, produced sharp pieces of crystal, and cut the withes which bound our hands and feet.


  Evans, Boyle and I stood up and began to stamp and rub our wrists to restore the clogged circulation. Then I noticed another thing. Upon restoring us to liberty the Neptunians seemed to have lost their surly dispositions. They were smiling and cheerful once more. Perhaps they had not really been so angry as they had pretended. It may be these men merely wished to show us they meant business and would stand for no foolishness on our part.


  Ahla also reappeared once more. She seemed much relieved to see we were no longer tied and that we had come to no harm. She waved her arm.


  “Arton,” she said. “Him, Arton.”


  We turned and caught sight of a shriveled man, with white hair, advancing toward us. He was very old. Even his wings seemed moulted with age. Walking beside him was a younger man, tall, with long, wavy black hair. His white feathered wings were tipped with black. By Neptunian standards he might have been called handsome, for he had a high-bridged nose and deep-set eyes.


  “Him, Charlon,” explained Ahla. “Charlon.”


  Charlon reached for Evans and twisted him about to inspect the Earth man. Evans flung off Charlon’s hands with a snarl.


  “Keep your paws to yourself, my bucko,” he warned.


  “Easy,” I said, in the flier’s ear. “No use of starting more trouble. Once was enough.”


  “I don’t like him,” growled Evans, with flashing eyes. “I’ll end up by taking a poke at him.”


  The old leader had advanced to look us over and decide what to do with us. At this moment a sudden commotion broke out. Everyone whirled and began to gaze at a green-yellow blob in the sky. Another group of flyers were arriving. Presently I could see that the group consisted of eight of the Aerite men. And they were bringing in a prisoner. More Neptune inhabitants appeared until the crowd numbered about eight hundred.


  GRIM men with the captive landed, and again those sparks flashed from their feet. At the sight of the sparks a murmur of dismay arose from the Neptunians near me. Queer! I had thought of course the sparks were a natural thing. But it did not seem so.


  The excitement over the arrival of this captive turned my attention to him. He was a gray-black, sinister looking man, obviously of a different breed from everybody else here. He wore a black garment of woven flexible metal and his wings were bound with rope. Furthermore they were not feathered wings; they were black, greasy, shiny membrane. Wings like those of a huge bat. I had. a glimpse of his defiant face as he lay on the ground, his bullet head of close-clipped black hair, and oval face. A pointed chin with a hawk nose and arched brows, gave him a villianous appearance.


  “Him, a Gar,” Ahla said.


  He certainly did not seem popular. With angry cries a half dozen of the winged girls fluttered forward, trying to maul the man on the ground. But the old leader and Charlon waved them back.


  “Wonder what it all means,” said Boyle. “They sure seem to hate that bat-winged fellow.”


  That remark was never answered, because at this moment the winged men conducted us into the crystal palace and began to act the part of hospitable hosts.


  They fed us and gave us a room under a roof of saffron glass. It was old Arton’s dwelling, where he lived with half a dozen or so of his Counselors, some servants and others. Ahla signified she lived here also. And so, evidently, did this fellow Charlon. The building was a big, two-level affair, divided into corridors and many rooms. The one we had was furnished with three couch-like affairs, and low reclining chairs with sides, but not much back, where our wings should have projected.


  After being in it for a while we found we certainly did not like this room. We rolled and tossed on the couches. Occasionally I could hear Boyle’s complaints.


  “This light,” he groaned. “How can anybody sleep in a place like this?”


  Trying to sleep on a flood-lighted stage would have been easy compared to this. The whole crystal city of Aerita was built of crystaline blocks. Whether they are radioactive or not I do riot know. Weird, luminous transparent slabs. They glowed with a vivid yellow radiance. After a while it got you. There are mines of this luminous stuff off in the mountains, we later learned, and the Aerites cut out the slabs and laboriously cart them to the city.


  It could be a refined and neat form of torture. But the Aerites did not mean it that way. I tackled Ahla about it when she brought us our breakfast, consisting of various vegetables resembling mushrooms in taste.


  Several miserable days and nights passed. We felt like prisoners in that glaring room. Then Ahla came and led us proudly out across the city roof.


  HERE we found three shacks, standing near each other, one-room affairs built of dried, woven vegetation. There was a cabin room for each of us.


  How many days went by now, like this, I have forgotten. Although we were not considered to be prisoners, usually an Aerite guard watched us when we roamed around the city garden to make sure we did not fall off the cliff or hurt ourselves.


  These things made Chick Evans bitter.


  “I thought we came here to get Uradonite, Alan?” he complained. “How can you even begin looking for it unless some of these people carry us around?”


  Boyle had fallen into sullenness. He did not talk much but did suggest we persuade them to carry us to the Nomad so we could try and repair it.


  “That’s my idea exactly,” I agreed. “They’re learning our language fast. We’ll be able to make some plans in a little while.”


  Old Arton came to see us nearly every day. So did Ahla, of course; and several of the others. Charlon came also, with his contemptuous smile.


  Soon we learned something about these Aerites, and about their enemies, the Gars. It came to us bit by bit, as Ahla and Charlon and the others learned our language.


  Then we discovered an enigma. The Aerites were the dominating race of Neptune. They were not advanced in science but seemed to go in for the arts. Like the Golden Age of Greece. There were several of these crystal cities, of which Aerita here was the largest.


  The Aerites had the best region, the best land of Neptune.


  “Gosh,” Chick Evans exclaimed when Ahla told us that. “If this is the best, what must the rest of it be?”


  “There are Black Forests,” Ahla said. “But in them, no human can live. And there is the land of the Gars. The Gars live underground.”


  Except for savages that flew and nested in nomadic style on the distant metal deserts, only one other race existed—the Gars. So far we had seen only one Gar, the bat-winged fellow. The Gars were a less numerous people, but far more scientific than the Aerites. Their main city, called Mok, was far up in the mountains, built entirely underground.


  “Well, what’s wrong?” Chick Evans demanded of Ahla. “You people are in some sort of trouble. We saw that the first night we got here. You’re afraid of the Gars?”


  She smiled her whimsical smile.


  “No, it is not that. We are now having trouble to fly.”


  “Trouble flying?” Chick Evans echoed. “That would be a catastrophe here, sure enough. Was that why you fell on that ledge, the night you found us?”


  SHE nodded. “Yes. We feel so heavy in the air now. For one of your Earth years we have grown heavier. Soon our wings will not carry us.”


  “An intensification of gravity,” I said.


  “That’s what hit us when we were trying to land the Nomad,” Boyle agreed. “Some phenomenon of nature.”


  Now we had the explanation of those sparks, when the flyers’ feet touched the ground. What a weird enigma. Certainly it was a thing of menace . . . Wings of Icarus. The phrase occurred to me. Just as the Spaceships of Earth were becoming useless, so here on Neptune these harassed Aerites were in much the same plight.


  “Now that we do not fly so well,” Ahla said, “the Gars have begun to raid us.”


  We had heard about those raids. Several times during the time of sleep, small parties of the Gars had come. Food concentrates and several of the young Aerite women had been carried off. They had been isolated, small raids so far. There had been talk among the Aerites, of reprisals, but nothing had come of it. Old Arton, we could see for ourselves, was a peace-loving, impractical fellow.


  What was worse, so far as we could learn, the Aerites apparently had no weapons.


  Our own weapons—just a few of the Pierrot-type, oscillating-current flashguns—were in the Nomad. They would be de-charged by now, useless unless the chargers which we had in the Nomad’s little workshop had not been damaged by the fall.


  “Do you think the Gars will try and conquer you?” I asked Ahla. “It’s dangerous to be without weapons.”


  We were in the garden outside my hut. Charlon had come to join us. He had been sitting silent, with his great white wings, black-tipped, spread out behind him.


  “Never would the Gars do that,” Charlon put in abruptly, “Such talk of danger does not make sense.”


  “That’s what I think,” Boyle agreed. I noticed his gaze now upon Charlon, filled with admiration and awe for the supercilious Aerite.


  Boyle certainly seemed to like Charlon.


  “Anyway,” Boyle added, “when you start reprisals, you get into more trouble.”


  “Maybe. Maybe not,” Chick Evans put in. “Maybe, if we let the Gars alone, they’ll get to thinking they can do anything to us they like: Then there’ll be trouble for a fact.”


  A cold sneer curled Charlon’s features. “You Earthmen are just cripples,” he said. “Cripples do not live long here.”


  This comment sent a ripple of fear down my spine. What did Charlon mean by that?


  


  


  CHAPTER IV


  Wings for the Helpless


  


  


  JUST cripples. That angle of it was getting into me more and more.


  Then a startling idea occurred to me. Something I might be able to accomplish, if Ahla would arrange to have us carried to the Nomad. So far, old Arton had refused and I wondered if Charlon had had a hand in that. Perhaps Arton thought if we repaired the Nomad, we would depart, and he would lose all our scientific information. Ahla thought it was something like that.


  “Promise him we won’t go,” I told her. “Not at once. We want to find some Uradonite, if it exists here on Neptune.”


  “If you give your word not to depart I think he will let you go back to the ledge,” the girl said.


  A few hours later Arton sent us permission and twelve Aerite men carried Chick Evans, Boyle and me back there in the cradles. Ahla flew with us. We found the little Nomad lying askew among the crags on that ledge of rock just as we had left her. We had made preparations to remain at the ledge several days.


  “Old Arton needn’t have been afraid but what we’ll be here when they come back for us,” observed Chick Evans, as he gazed at the precipices, “once here, we’re marooned.”


  A quick inspection of the Nomad told us we would need at least a month to repair the wrecked mechanisms. But that was not what had brought us now.


  My plan was to quit being an Earthcripple . . .


  We worked hard for three days, cooped up in the tiny workshop on the Nomad. Boyle and Chick Evans were asleep when I put the finishing touches on the apparatus. I went up to the cubbies and routed them out.


  “Finished it. Come on, let’s see if it works.”


  My plan was to apply the principles of the Nullo-grav units, which made the Nomad weightless, to an apparatus in the form of a belt. You might think that a simple proposition but it was not. The Nullo-grav plates of the Nomad were not damaged and I had no trouble getting out three small sections. If you put one like a shield, under your feet, it cut off gravity, so that your body, above it, was weightless. But that was not a practical device in this case.


  I had to contrive a different application of the magnetic forces involved. In effect, I created looping lines of force, something in the fashion of an old-style electro-magnet. These lines of force, streaming out from the beltplates and looping back again to the opposite poles of the Nullo-grav units, took on the nature of a magnetic field of sufficient area completely to envelope the human body which had Nullo-grav units placed at its middle.


  Swell theory, but would it work? I put on one of the belts. “We won’t be Earth-cripples after this,” Chick Evans exulted. “Take it easy now, Alan. Don’t go up too high.”


  We stood on the dim rocks, outside the Nomad. I switched the current into the belt which I had strapped around my waist. Then I jumped gently upward. It worked all right. I sailed up about fifty feet, turned part way over and hung poised. “Swell,” Evans called up. “We did it! Easy now, Alan. Desensitize it slowly.”


  I LET the current-pressure partially out. Slowly I came down, landed with quite a bump, but I was not hurt.


  “Good,” Boyle said. “Now, the wings. Shall I try them?”


  “Let me.” Chick was like an excited child.


  For wings we had stretched an airproof fabric upon light frames. With one of the three small, immensely powerful Mansfield motors, from the Nomad’s ventilating system, I had constructed a mechanism, which could be strapped behind our shoulders, to flap the wings, and to hold them rigid for soaring. With completely weightless bodies to propel through the air, the wings and the Mansfield seemed adequate for the job.


  Evans tried them first. He went up, flopped for a time like a wounded bird, or a fledgling just learning to fly. Then he came down again.


  “Absolutely grand,” he enthused. “All we need is a little practice and we’ll outfly any of these Aerites.”


  With weightless bodies, and mechanical, untiring power, we certainly would.


  “They’ll have to respect us now,” Boyle said. His dark eyes gleamed. “What an Earthman says will have some importance, now.”


  Ahla and the Aerite men came back for us a few hours later. We did not tell her what we had done but she could see everything was all right by our looks of triumph.


  “Tomorrow we’ll show you something,” I told her.


  Ahla flew beside my cradle as we winged back for Aerita. It was after the evening meal, before the time of sleep. I noticed that the sky looked different, great wheeling dark clouds, shot through with orange-green glare.


  We landed on the dim city roof. I unloaded the three precious Nullo-grav belts, the folded wings and the, tiny mansfield motors and stowed them in the darkness of my one-room hut.


  “That sky has the look of a Black Storm,” Ahla said, as she was leaving us for the night. “These storms come slowly, but perhaps it will be over by tomorrow.”


  “If we can’t demonstrate tomorrow, we will get busy the next day,” said Chick Evans.


  A Black Storm. We had heard about them, but had never seen one. They brought the Neptunian rain. Neptunian rain, we had heard, was peculiar stuff. Heavy and sticky. But after it hit the ground it absorbed air, thinned out into water.


  Puffs of wind rustled the spindly trees when Ahla left us for the night. Chick Evans and Boyle went into their huts. We were all of us pretty well exhausted by the hours of work, back there at the Nomad.


  Though exhausted by work, I could not sleep, for a while. Then I dropped off.


  What awakened me was a distant sound, but faint, like a Titan groaning.


  THE Black Storm had arrived. The grumble, up in the sky, rose suddenly into a deafening scream. Then after a second or so it moaned away into silence.


  The storm was coming, sure enough. The trees of the garden outside my door rustled with puffs of wind. I could hear little plops of a rain-flurry. How long I had been asleep I couldn’t guess, though it seemed quite a while. Lifting myself to an elbow, I glanced at the open door of my hut. A weird orange glow filled the sky outside.


  Suddenly my nerves grew tense. Something was moving here in the darkness of my room. Next I heard a thump as if someone had stumbled and made out a shadowy form in the corner, bending down where I had stored the Nullo-grav belts and the wings.


  Leaping erect, I lunged forward. Too late. The figure straightened, dropped the Nullo-grav belts and jumped to escape. A winged figure; I saw that much. And at the doorway, for a second the wings, head and shoulders were silhouetted against the orange glow.


  Charlon!


  “You dirty crook, I’ll fix you,” was my shout.


  But Charlon was gone. From the doorway I thought I saw his skulking, jumping figure. Then a blob rose into the air, winged up between the waving trees and vanished.


  For an instant I stood there, quivering with anger. Somehow Charlon had found out about our belts and wings, and had tried to make away with them.


  The city roof-garden glared with orange-green light from the sky. Up above, funnel-shaped clouds wheeled, riven by a darting orange lightning, followed by mighty thunder.


  The Black Storm swooped down. I started for Chick Evan’s cabin to tell him about Charlon.


  Then from across the garden came a woman’s scream.


  “Ahla—Ahla!”


  That galvanized me and I forgot about Chick Evans. I dashed for Arton’s palace. Winged figures burst from its front entrance, half-running, half fluttering, and gathered by something on the ground. An Aerite man. His body lay crumpled between his still-quivering wings. He was a ghastly sight. Around his neck coiled a thin wire like a tight-end spring, cutting into his throat so that the blood had spurted. His purpleblack face goggled up at us.


  ABOUT twenty feet or so away we found another dead Aerite, slain in the same manner. Wild turmoil reigned around me.


  Chick Evans came dashing up. Off under the trees I could see Boyle approaching.


  “What’s the matter, Alan?” asked Evans.


  One of the Aerites pulled at my sleeve. He turned out to be one who could speak English.


  “The Gars did it,” he yelled. “They raided us.”


  Shoving into the front entrance of the crystal palace I tackled another group of terrified Aerites for more information. A dead girl was lying there, her wings still tied together with a green withe. Her throat had been cut with wire.


  I seized another girl whom I knew had learned a little English.


  “Where is Ahla? Which is her room?” She proved to be quick-witted for she did not waste time asking questions. She turned and motioned for me to follow her. Down a corridor, we came to Ahla’s room? Drapes at one of its big windows had been torn away. Yet despite the storm, through the crystal walls seeped enough of the orange glare to afford mute evidence of what had happened.


  Ahla was gone!


  


  


  CHAPTER V


  Vengeance for Wrongs


  


  


  HORROR at what had happened seized the city during the next few minutes. The whole populace seethed with excitement. Figures fluttered up the mountain until the garden and Arton’s house here were jammed. The attack had come a short time before. One of the girls had heard the raiders. She said a party of Gars had tried to break into a vault where Arton kept the city weapons. One of the Gars had been killed down there.


  Several girls had been abducted. Among them was Ahla.


  All of these facts I learned a few minutes later when I rushed out of the palace. Chick Evans and William Boyle were standing there with the old ruler, Arton, watching the Aerites trying to fly. They had been calling us cripples. Now if I had been vindictive, I could have hurled the same taunt back at them.


  The Black Storm now was raging in all its fury. Gigantic gusts of wind were rushing around the nearby mountain peaks. Overhead flared the incessant flashes of lightning. Arton’s wrinkled face was a picture of consternation as he watched winged man after winged man hurled to the rocks when he tried to take off.


  As for me my mind was working fast all the time I was observing these things. Our weapons in the Nomad were useless and de-charged. That we had learned during the last few days. It would take a long time to restore them to good condition. But we must do something about Ahla—quick!


  I nudged Evans and Boyle to attract their attention.


  “Come on back to our huts,” I yelled above the howl of the storm. “I have an idea.”


  Then I raced away, without a backward glance. But I was safe in doing that. I knew they would follow.


  The three of us reached our huts in jig time. We dashed inside of my living quarters and I saw that the belts and wings were still there. Then I remembered what Charlon had tried to do and told them the facts. Evans was angry but Boyle refused to believe it. He certainly admired Charlon. A quick examination convinced me that the winged man had not succeeded in injuring the equipment. Possibly I awakened too soon. We donned the contrivances and ventured forth in the shrieking wind once more. No one from Aerita was there to witness proceedings. So much for the grand triumphant demonstration we had planned.


  Turning current into the Nullo-grav belt I leaped into the air and started the Mansfield motor. The wings began to flap. Evans and Boyle followed my example. Gusts of air tore at us.


  “Into the wind,” yelled Evans, above the gale. “It’s our best chance.”


  Above the tree-tops the wind proved to be steady. We soared into it with locked, motionless wings. Our entire practice consisted of about sixty minutes back there at the Nomad.


  “Down lower,” called Boyle. “If the Gars have been forced down like the Aerites, we may see them.”


  Our flight was a wild one, a phantasmagoria of orange-green glare from the sky, the wind, tossing us, and beneath the tumbled rocks. The storm-glare painted them yellow and wind howled past the rock-spires.


  How could the Gars, carrying their captives, stay aloft in a wind like this? It seemed obvious they could not. But as I stared down upon the wild bleak terrain, my heart sank. There were a million places where humans could hide.


  The city was a dull glow in the murk off to one side. For a time I managed to stay near Evans and Boyle.


  SOON I realized the wind was carrying me backward. Next I lost my balance. Weightless, whirling end over end, I was blown away. Then dizzily I had righted myself once more. It seemed I had heard Chick wildly calling at me, his voice faint in the roar. Soon I lost both Evans and Boyle. Later I noticed the city glare had fallen far behind me.


  I suppose in that blur of chaos several minutes had passed while, like a feather in a gale, I was whirled along after that. The Mansfield still thrummed. Nevertheless I realized that I was flopping. One of the wings had broken and collapsed. Yet the Nullo-grav belt held me aloft. Then I missed the mountain spires and staring down noticed a grey expanse a couple of hundred feet beneath.


  It was the Black Lake. As far as the eye could reach the sullen expanse of water stretched away. Rain began to pour down, Neptunian rain, weird, sticky, thick. It seemed to be something like heavy water. Soon I realized the weight of it was bringing me down. The weight of it was like the ice which used to form on the wings of ancient Earth airplanes. The next instant I had splashed into the lake.


  The lake water was normal stuff, not heavy. When I popped to the surface I managed to get rid of the Mansfield which I tossed away. Then I clung to the wings. The Nullo-grav unit hissed and bubbled but kept working. Thus for some time I drifted along, propelled by the gust of wind until finally I felt ground under my feet. Far off in the murk I could see a dark spread of spindly forest and a white line of surf.


  Then I realized where I was. Often the Aerites had told me about the Island of Yugs, enough for me to recognize certain features at a glance. So I worked my way up into the shallows and managed to crawl up above the waves upon a beach of metallic sand.


  That sticky rain made breathing so difficult I might have smothered to death if I had not found a rock recess and crawled into it. For a long time I lay there, listening to the roar of the storm and watching the flashes of orange lightning.


  A blob of black, moving near the edge of the jungle, finally attracted my attention. For a moment I thought it was one of these unkillable Neptunian slugs I had heard so much about, but upon peering at it more carefully I recognized it as a Gar. Then I saw another blob. There were two of them.


  They were dragging something in white after them across the sands. With a leap of pulses I stared at that white object. It was the captive Aerite girl, Ahla.


  A gust of anger brought me lurching to my feet and sent me toward them. As the metal grains rattled under my feet they sent out flashes of blue light and that betrayed me to the Gars. As one man they let go of the girl and turned.


  The shrill shriek of Ahla rose high above the storm.


  “Alan, save me!”


  This appeal seemed to turn me into a madman. Lowering my head I charged at the nearest of the two Gars. My training, received from the interplanetary patrol, stood me in good stead, for I brought a certain wrestling trick into play. The next instant the Gar sprawled lifeless upon the ground with a broken wing and a dislocated neck. Instantly the other of the bat-winged men closed.


  HE proved to be a vicious fighter and he meant to kill. But my heavier weight and better science won out. I seized him about the middle and applied certain leverages. Something snapped. When I tossed him to the ground he was dead.


  The girl had remained kneeling upon the sand, with her hands clasped in an attitude of appeal, watching. I sprang to her side.


  “Ahla, dear, are you all right?”


  She nodded her head, still numbed by the shock of her experience. Then I saw that her wings were fastened together like those of a trussed pigeon. It was a matter of only a second or two for me to free her and lift her to her feet.


  Then I guided her beneath the sheltering branches of an eck-waz tree, out of the sticky rain. Within a few minutes she was able to talk. And by that time, the rain had stopped, too.


  Then in trembling tones she “told me how she had been abducted by the marauding Gars. Soon she had regained her cheerfulness.


  “The rain has stopped, Ahla,” I said, at last. “Let us take a look around this place and see if we can’t get back to the city.”


  Seizing me by the arm, the girl emitted a terrified scream and pointed.


  Turning, I caught sight of what had frightened her and my heart seemed to stand still. Slithering out of. a forest came a monstrous gray thing, about one hundred feet long. Raising its forked head, it glared at me out of its ring of eyes, and then glided toward us.


  “Watch out, it’s a terrible Yug,” shrieked Ahla. “They are unkillable. If you value your life don’t let it touch you.”


  But I needed none of these warnings to make me sheer off. One look at-the fearful creature had me scared stiff. The only reason I stayed there was because of the girl.


  But I had forgotten Ahla could fly. Seizing me by the hand she gave a little hop and took off from the ground, still holding tight. Game girl. She managed to drag me up fully twenty feet above the metallic beach before I recovered my wits. Then I switched on the Nullo-grav belt, decreased my weight. If I had thought quicker we might have been all right.


  But under the circumstances I had acted too late. The monster slug lifted its gigantic head and struck. So I snatched out one of the Neptunian circular hand saws which was attached to the tool-kit of the belt and went to work on the Yug. And all the time Ahla was striving to help me.


  Her wings were wildly beating as she struggled to lift me higher. As the monster lunged at us, I managed to get the blade of the saw whirling.


  Whir-r-r!


  That whirling blade cut into the gray head like a trowel slashes into wet mortar. The saw-knife, my hand, my arm, all sank deep into that foul head and throat. It was nauseous. The horrible slug-flesh opened up like gluey pulp and greenish blood spurted. The flesh fell apart, but it clung to me. The monstrous slug squealed as my blow ripped its throat apart, silenced it. Ahla, too, was screaming.


  Then I realized how wildly her wings were flapping and how frantically her hands were pulling at me. It was a blurred chaos of horror. The huge head of the giant yug fell to the beach below but the hideous thing refused to die. The mighty coils still remained, as dangerous as ever. As the head tumbled down, and I brushed the gluey green pulp from my face, a gray loop lashed out and dragged us back to the beach.


  “Ahla, fly out of range,” I yelled, using the saw for all I was worth.


  SURELY she could break loose and get away? But even while fighting I became aware she also had been engulfed by the pulpy, snake-like rings. The tenuous, flimsy stuff separated easily into writhing segments. But always fresh coils came back. Truly the monster seemed to be unkillable. Suddenly I discovered the pieces which I had flung away were coming at us again.


  Although no longer one hundred feet long, another head appeared and reared at us. A dozen smaller newly-formed segments, with heads and yawning sucker mouths, now came plunging into the fray. A sucker-mouth fastened for an instant upon my arm. Its eyes glared. In another instant that sucker mouth would have been drawing my blood had I not slashed it off and cut it into bubbling, viscous pulp.


  For a fantastic moment I thought the end had come. Ahla scrambled erect beside me. She was gasping, with her wings feebly flapping. Strings of gray stuff were like a tangle upon her. And all. around us other heads, eyes and looping, lashing gray segments were plunging at us!


  “Alan, yank loose so I can lift you,” she called out.


  Her terrified cry spurred me to renewed efforts. Lift me? How could she lift me out of this horror, exhausted as she was. Then I remembered the Nullo-grav belt. I could make myself light as a feather. So I switched the hissing current into the belt. Then I had staggered free, and gave a jump that carried me several feet into the air.


  A coil whirled at me like a monstrous lariat and missed. One of Ahla’s beating wings struck me and knocked my almost weightless body sidewise. But I had caught at her robe and let out a yell.


  “Ahla, try flying now,” I shouted. The noisome flesh of the slug still clung heavy upon her. My feet touched the rocks and I shoved for all I was worth. The impetus helped to launch her into the air. Then we broke free and I looked down. Beneath us was a nest of leaping, writhing little slug-segments, a horror of darting heads trembling with eagerness to get at us.


  Shuddering, we rose above the black spindly tree-tops, as Ahla winged laboriously along with her body almost horizontal and my body dangling under her as she clung to my hand. Fifty feet up we climbed, then a hundred.


  “Alan,” she called out suddenly. She was gazing down at me, puzzled. “Alan, there is no weight to you.”


  “No, this device I’m wearing does away with weight,” I shouted above the howl of the storm. “It is called a Nullo-grav belt.”


  “Are you joking?” asked the girl.


  She could not understand it, of course. She could only stare at me as though I had performed some miracle.


  “No, I have no weight now,” I insisted. “A short time back I had wings, too, Ahla, but the storm ruined them. I had wings and a little more, and I could fly. I will fly again, better than any of the Neptune people. You’ll not call me an Earth cripple, then Ahla.”


  OVER the island the full force of the wind hit us. I saw the black fantastic tree-tops of the island sliding backwards under us as we were blown away from Aerita. Once, vainly, Ahla tried to wheel and head into the wind.


  “No use,” I warned.


  “I have not enough strength,” the girl admitted. Panting, as she struggled on, she gazed down at my Nullo-grav belt. “That was what saved us from the Yugs, Alan? Never have I heard before of any human escaping from them, if once they had caught him.”


  “Yes, the Nullo-grav belt saved us,” was my reply.


  She struggled on, towing me, but I could not help her. My only alternative was to dangle like a feather in the wind. The island presently disappeared behind us.


  It was impossible for me to help her. Never before had I felt so helpless as I did at that particular moment. Beneath us stretched the sombre waters of the great Black Lake. Under the lash of the gale we could see the spray whip away from the top of the waves and disappear in the gloom. Although it was not raining I dreaded that it might begin again at any moment, and that would have meant disaster. I shuddered to think what the added weight would have done to this frail girl.


  Ahla was panting, exhausted. Surely she could not keep on like this much longer.


  “Air-heaviness—very bad here,” she managed to gasp. “I feel so strangely heavy.”


  “Just try and keep from falling. Let the wind blow you. Do I make it more difficult?”


  “No. You are nothing.”


  “Keep going,” I said. “I believe there’s land ahead.”


  I was holding on the edge of her drape now, just enough to keep us from being separated in the wind. Then despite her efforts I saw the black surface of the sea draw nearer. She was losing altitude. But the storm, at least, had lessened. Fewer flares of orange lightning lanced the sky. Already the tossing waters had begun to subside.


  At this moment, just as my hopes were soaring, the girl’s strength gave out completely.


  She gave a hysterical gasp and began to flop wildly.


  “Alan, I think I’m going to faint!”


  As she spoke her wings fluttered, folded and she began to fall like a stone, dragging me after her.


  


  


  CHAPTER VI


  Traitors in Camp


  


  


  NOW I must go back to tell what was happening to Chick Evans and William Boyle, as Chick later told it to me. Evans saw me lose control, as the three of us fought the wind over the city of Aerita. He saw my winged body go whirling away like a driven leaf. Evans shouted. He even made an effort to turn into the wind and follow.


  “Careful,” shouted Boyle. “Watch yourself.”


  Evans almost snapped his wing-struts as he struggled not to lose his balance. That terrified him, and as Boyle soared at him with another warning, he steadied and kept on into the wind. He dared do nothing else.


  It was a chaos of horror to Chick Evans, there in that storm.


  Next came the rain, ghastly, gluey stuff. A gob of it struck, Chick Evans’ face, and nearly suffocated him. Next he became aware of the heavy rain bringing him down. At a little distance he saw Boyle’s body flop down also. Both of them were falling.


  There was an uprushing vista of blackgreen rocks and then he crashed. The wings crumpled, smashing under him. For a horrible second he rolled on the rocks, with the spluttering Mansfield motor racing at his shoulder blades. Then the wind flattened him motionless.


  “Chick Evans, are you all right?”


  Boyle was calling from nearby, where he also was lying with smashed wings. Chick shut off the Nullo-grav belt and crawled over to Boyle.


  Evans noticed a cave nearby and pointed it out to Boyle. They crawled toward it and then Chick Evans found the wind was sucking into this opening as though there were a vacuum inside. It was a maelstrom of roaring wind.


  “Not here,” Chick Evans gasped as he gripped Boyle. “This suction is too strong.”


  Too late. The vacuum caught them. Somehow they managed to cling together as they were pulled into the darkness. For a time they slid downward on a smooth metallic surface. Then they shot into a denser blackness of a subterranean grotto. On its smooth floor wild wind-currents tossed them around like leaves. Then at last, bruised, dazed, only half conscious, they were able to clutch a rock and hold themselves steady.


  For another nameless time, they must have huddled silent, panting.


  “Less wind,” Chick murmured at last. “Yes. Seems so.”


  There was more light here and by it Chick Evans saw that they were in a tunnel near a larger grotto. They crawled toward it.


  Now they tried to plan what they, ought to do. They resolved to make their way back to the surface and return to Aerita. But how? Their wings were smashed and the Mansfield motors were gone. But they still had the Nullo-grav belts. If the storm was over, from the surface rocks they could leap into the air. Perhaps the Aerites would see them and come to the rescue.


  “Chick, look there,” suddenly exclaimed Boyle.


  AS HE spoke Evans noticed an oval blob on the rocky grotto floor. The pilot stared at it with startled horror. Twenty feet away was what looked almost like a human eyeball, a little round thing, with veins on it. It rested on the rock-ground, becoming more luminous every moment. The eyeball glared at them menacingly, and soon they saw it was supported by tiny crooked legs. Then slowly, with jerky, hitching steps, it marched toward the two Earth men.


  “See, Boyle, there are others,” cried Evans.


  Like lights winking on, abruptly the dim grotto was full of the little glaring eye-creatures. There seemed to be a thousand of them.


  The two men became aware of another danger. It was the roar of an advancing flood. The eye-creatures evidently heard it too for their myriad glaring gazes wobbled. They seemed confused.


  The roar grew louder. It seemed to be coming from the oval tunnel entrance. Bubbling viscous liquid came pouring into the grotto? Chick Evans saw it first. It was a torrent of that heavyrain water. Hissing it poured from the opening, spreading out like glue upon the rocks of the grotto.


  Now the eye creatures took alarm. They scurried away, bouncing on their crooked legs.


  “Quick, we must escape,” yelled Evans to Boyle.


  “We can’t,” answered Boyle. “We’re cut off.”


  Chick Evans whirled and saw another torrent of the heavy-water was pouring into the cave from another opening.


  Chick Evans and Boyle gazed wildly about. The grotto was filling rapidly. Then to the left, he noticed a tunnel exit which the water had not yet reached. He grasped Boyle.


  “See there,” he shouted. “We might be able to get out that way.” Both men jumped for the. exit.


  That little tunnel opening was a blur in the turgid, roaring dimness. Evans fumbled at his belt. “The Nullo-grav will render us weightless,” he gasped? “We’ll break out of here somehow.”


  He sent a current into his belt. As he felt his body lighten, he bent his knees and leaped. Like an arrow his body sailed through the choking fumes, struck a ledge up by the opening where he clung, panting. A moment later he heard a thud as Boyle joined him.


  “That was a narrow squeak,” Boyle managed to gasp.


  The lava-like stream, as it progressed through the darkness, seemed to thin out as it absorbed air. Rapidly the gluey quality disappeared—and it turned into normal water. Chick Evans dipped his hand in some and noted the differ.


  Then the two men noted that the newly formed water was rising more rapidly than before. Desperately they turned to escape. But this move came too late. Hardly had they stumbled more than a hundred yards through the dark tunnel when, with a renewed roar, the water rushed in after them.


  ROARING, the flood snatched them up and hurled them onward like helpless chips. Overhead the dim roof was visible as they were carried forward. Next the passage made an abrupt turn and they were dashed against the rocky walls. After that the two men lost consciousness.


  When Chick Evans regained his senses, he realized the stream had carried them into the open air. Boyle and he were lying in a little pool of water a few inches deep. A dim dark vista of wet rocks showed around them. Overhead, the sky was visible, speckled with wheeling, yellow-green storm clouds. But the fury of the storm evidently had passed. There was no rain, no wind. Beside him Boyle shivered.


  “All right now, Boyle?” murmured Evans.


  “Yes, I guess so,” Boyle faintly responded. “Thought we were gone. Thanks for what you did.”


  For a time they remained silent, still shaken by their experience. Chick Evans sat up. “Where are we?”


  The same type of wild, precipitous Neptunian landscape surrounded them. Chick Evans’ heart sank. They seemed to be nowhere near the city of Aerita. Those distant, looming black mountains—Chick was positive that he had never seen them before. How far had the subterranean torrent carried him and Boyle? He tried to guess at it, but could not.


  Their wings were smashed so the two men took them off, cast them away. They also disconnected the now-useless Mansfield motors.


  “Well, that’s the end of that,” said Boyle bitterly. “Just Earth-cripples again.”


  For a few moments Boyle fell into moody silence. “I was thinking, Chick. Wouldn’t you like to be somebody important, here on Neptune?”


  Chick stared at him.


  “What do you mean?”


  “These Aerites seem to be losing their ability to fly,” said Boyle. “The Gars, on the other hand, don’t seem to be bothered in that way. If they keep on they’ll be the dominant race of Neptune. We can’t furnish Nullo-Grav belts to all the Aerite race and we’ll soon have to make some kind of a choice. Back on Earth, all my life I’ve wanted to be someone important and the smart guy is the one who gets on the winning side.”


  “What are you driving at, Boyle?” asked the astonished Chick Evans.


  “You saved my life back there in the grotto and I’m grateful. I’ve been thinking I could show you a real opportunity to—”


  BOYLE never had a chance to finish the sentence. From among the rocks close at hand came the faint sound of a moan.


  It was a human voice.


  “What is that?” cried Evans, leaping to his feet.


  The sound came again. Then in a rock shadow they saw something was moving. A form tried to rise up and then fell back again. The two men hurried forward and discovered an Aerite girl. She had evidently been lying unconscious. She was moaning faintly now—seemed to be dying. Her white wings were bound.


  “She must have fallen from the air,” gasped Evans, in horror.


  Her little body was broken, weltering. She saw Chick Evans and Boyle bending over her.


  “You are the Earthmen,” she murmured faintly.


  It was a friend of Ahla’s. Evans recognized her. As he bent down, she gasped, “You—be careful. The Gar city of Mok—that red glow so near—” Evans glanced in the direction she indicated and noticed a ruddy radiance glowing in the sky.


  “So this is Gar country and that is the city of Mok?” Evans asked her.


  “Yes. And you tell our leader Arton—”


  The faint words stopped. “Yes?” Evans prompted gently. “Yes, Jara. What do you want me to tell Arton?”


  “Tell him—the Gars—they are going to—to—”


  Blood was welling at her mouth. She choked a little. Then her breath stopped and she was gone.


  Chick and Boyle stared mutely at each other.


  “That red glow is the city of Mok,” said Evans.


  “Yes, I know it,” replied Boyle.


  “You know it?” The words died in Evans’ throat. Boyle stared at the distant dark mountains and the brighter sky above them. And abruptly, out in the darkness a faint violet pencil ray of light was flashing. Its source seemed to be from a point in the air perhaps a mile or so from where Evans and Boyle were standing. It flashed toward Mok, a little waving beam.


  A signal!


  “Well, what now?” muttered Evans. “That must have been a flying Gar, signalling to the Mok City.”


  Beside him, Boyle suddenly uttered a cry.


  “No, that’s Charlon,” he said.


  Boyle reached into his pocket. Chick Evans stared, amazed, as Boyle produced a tiny cylinder. He waved it. A narrow beam darted from it. He had given an answering signal. The little beam in the sky waved again, and then snapped off suddenly.


  Evans seized Boyle’s arm.


  “What are you doing?” he asked. “What’s the idea?”


  “That’s Charlon,” grinned Boyle. “We have a plan. Take it easy and I’ll explain.”


  The flying figure was closer at hand than Evans had thought. He could see the winged blob in a moment. It had turned when Boyle signalled and now it was coming this way. Evans recognized Charlon. And he was carrying a girl. A wounded girl? Chick thought so, and Boyle muttered something like that. Then Charlon descended. He fluttered down on the nearby rocks, putting his burden on the ground.


  A wounded girl? But then Chick saw that her wings were bound! Chick Evans really had no chance to get his wits at all. . . .


  Betrayed by a friend!


  It dawned on him so slowly that for a moment he stood there like a confused child, incredulous. The big figure of Charlon joined them with a fluttering pounce.


  “Good,” Charlon exclaimed. “So you only could trap one of them, Boyle? The other, that big Alan Frane, where is he?”


  IN ANOTHER second the small form of Chick Evans stood bristling between Charlon and Boyle. He had the general idea of it now. But realization had come too late. A weapon that glowed with a hissing glare was in Charlon’s hand. Evans ignored it. He stared at Boyle.


  “You traitor!” he snarled.


  “Why—”


  He would have leaped, with flying fists, had not Charlon seized him from behind.


  “You’re turncoats, both of you,” raged the little pilot.


  “Easy,” said Boyle.


  By a sudden effort Evans broke free from Charlon and sprang at Boyle. They struggled.


  “Let him go,” rasped Charlon. “You stand away, Boyle, and then I will kill him!”


  “No, take it easy!” Boyle panted. “No need to kill him.”


  Against his two much bigger adversaries, Evans did not have a chance. They threw him down on the rocks and then the gloating Charlon seized a chunk of stone.


  “Charlon. Wait, there’s no need for that.”


  In the scuffle, Evans heard Boyle’s protest. Then the rock in Charlon’s hand crashed on his head. The whole world seemed to split into a blinding roar of white light, followed by blank darkness.


  


  


  CHAPTER VII


  In Enemy Hands


  


  


  AS AHLA dropped like a plummet pulling me after her, I, Alan Frayne, gave myself up for lost. The power of the Nullo-grav belt was not strong enough to bear us both up in the air, as it had been injured during the fight with the slugs. One of the wires had become disconnected. So all seemed over.


  The next moment we hit.


  But not the ground, The wind had blown us over a projecting spit of land and we crashed into the queer spindly branches of the Neptunian trees. They proved to be springy and as soft as cotton, and they broke our fall. It took me only a few minutes to switch off the belt, find the trunk and descend to solid rocks with the unconscious girl. For I had clung to her tightly. If I had let go of her she would have been dashed to pieces.


  When I had stretched her out flat she soon regained her senses and opened her eyes. Then I glanced about us. We were in a narrow forest glade.


  “You’re all right now, Ahla?” I said. “Great. You certainly did your part.”


  She smiled lugubriously.


  “Flying is so hard now.”


  For a time we were silent as she panted beside me, recovering her breath, resting.


  “I’m better now, Alan.”


  “Yes. Thank heavens for that.”


  “When the storm is over I can take you back to Aerita.”


  “I suppose so.” I tried to grin cheerfully at her. “Pretty tough, having an Earth-cripple on your hands. But when we get back, I can make other wings.” For a time we sat there talking. I told her briefly all that had happened, about the discovery of the raid on Aerita and our new wings. The girl seemed delighted to learn we three Earth men would not be cripples here on Neptune much longer. Then we discussed the general situation.


  “Ahla, when the Gars captured you, did you see Charlon?” I asked her.


  “Charlon? Oh no. Did they kill him there in the palace?”


  “Not much chance, worse luck,” I declared grimly. “He wasn’t around, not a sign of him, dead or alive. I’d like to get my hands on that fellow.”


  “What is it you mean?” she asked in surprise.


  I told her then how Charlon, just before the storm broke, had come to my hut, trying to steal the Nullo-grav belts and wings.


  “That must have been just while the Gars were making their, raid,” I explained. “He’s one of them, of course—a spy. What puzzles me, Ahla, is how he knew about those Nullo-grav units, our wings and Mansfields? No one knew about them except Chick, Boyle and myself. Not even you.”


  Queer how with the obvious answer to a puzzle right in front of you, still you don’t see it. Boyle of course had told Charlon. Chick Evans, by now, could have easily explained that to me.


  Charlon, rather than risk himself by helping the Gars as they killed the Aerite guards, had planned to steal my apparatus. Then Boyle would have flown off with him. When he failed in that, during the excitement of the raid, he had evidently met Boyle, and they had planned that Boyle would lure Chick Evans and me into the Gar country so that we would be caught. . . .


  I did not learn this until afterward, of course, but that was the general idea of it. . . .


  “The storm, almost it is gone now,” said Ahla presently. “Then we will start for Aerita.”


  SHE stopped, stricken with alarm.


  We both saw the flying blobs at once. Three Gars were overhead, just above the tree-tops when we discovered them. Then they saw us. For an instant they gathered in a group and one of them shouted. Next like plummeting birds they darted down.


  “Ahla, get going,” I yelled at the girl. “If you stay here, they’ll catch us both.”


  “Alan, I won’t desert you,” objected the girl.


  Precious seconds being wasted. “They’ll fly after you and forget me,” I gasped. “It’s our only chance.”


  That persuaded her. With flapping wings, she darted up. I crouched back into the thicket where we had been sitting. If the Gars came down at me, here on the ground at least I might put up a decent fight. And I really thought, desperately hoped, the flying Ahla would get away from them. Ordinarily, I knew, a Gar could not fly as fast as an agile Aerite girl.


  But they caught her for she had delayed too long. I stared up, my heart sinking with horror. All three of them darted at her. They had spread apart, and as she went up between the tree-tops, I could see that she had a moment of indecision.


  She wheeled, started in one direction, saw a Gar diagonally above her, and changed her mind.


  That instant of indecision was fatal. Before she could attain any velocity, another of the Gars, like a darting vulture, was upon her. Then she was seized—one of them holding her and the other two flapping beside him. They were only fifty feet or so diagonally above me—the blobs of them silhouetted against the sullen grey of the sky. From where I crouched in the thicket, I could see them plainly, but perhaps they did not see me.


  They hovered for a moment, seemingly undecided what to do.


  I did not consciously plan anything. In emergencies such as that, one acts by instinct. My saw-knife was gone but while talking with the girl I had repaired the Nullo-grav unit. Although unarmed, I shoved at the lever of the belt and as the current went into it, I made a running leap. By luck rather than skill, I must have timed it perfectly.


  Weightless, my body sailed diagonally upward, a fifty foot glide with arms outstretched.


  The startled Gars had no time to flop away. I heard their rasping, guttural yells and an outcry from Ahla. Then my arms and head struck them.


  Surely that was a weird aerial combat. One of the Gars made a pass at me with a spluttering white-hot knife. I knocked it from his grip and it fell, a trailing sliver of light dropping down through the trees. Then my fist drove into his face. The Gar screamed, his wings flopped and he went down, turning end over end.


  His body broke through the spindly tree branches and he landed in a forked limb where he hung, lifeless.


  All. this happened in two or three seconds. The Gar holding Ahla had fluttered away a few feet and with beating bat-like wings was hanging poised. The other pounced on me like a vulture.


  “Alan, pull them to the ground,” screamed Ahla.


  THE same idea flashed to me. By switching off the current of the Nullo-grav unit and sinking to the ground I would have a better chance. But it was a futile thought. A hissing knife struck my shoulder, ripping the flesh a little.


  The Gar fluttered away, came back at me. It was like fighting with a monstrous bird.


  Then I managed to seize the pouncing figure. For instant I flailed with my fists, but could not connect. The Gar’s talon-like fingers closed around my throat. I was finished and I knew it. Ahla screamed words in her native language. The Gar’s ugly grey-black face was close over me. The glare of the red-hot knife in his hand painted his grinning, contorted features. Something Ahla said must have decided him. He twisted his wrist and hit my head with the heavy butt of the knife. It was a terrific blow.


  That crushing blow was enough. The black night burst into spluttering stars and I floated off into a vast soundless abyss. . . .


  Later, when I regained my senses, I dimly realized I was bound hand and foot lying on the rock floor of a large cavern which was lighted by braziers. They gave forth a red glow. These metal fire-pans were mounted upon shelves in the cave.


  Around me moved the figures of many Gars.


  As my mind cleared I pretended to be in a stupor. If Ahla was near, I wanted a chance to speak with her. But I did not get that opportunity.


  A figure stooped over me and removed my Nullo-grav unit. From beneath half-raised lids I saw it was Charlon. Then Charlon and two or three of the others led Ahla away. Two of the Gars picked up my bound body and carried me along a tunnel corridor. Bars clanked as the Gars opened a door and rolled me in. Then the door closed, the bars clanked and they were gone.


  I opened my eyes. They had left me in a cell equipped with a grilled window and metal furniture. Against one of the rocky walls stood a low couch. Upon the couch sat a man who stared silently.


  As the door closed, he jumped to his feet.


  “Alan Frane,” he exclaimed. “So they caught you also?”


  It was Chick Evans.


  There was water in the cave-cell. Chick Evans bathed the dried blood from my hair.


  The blow had been vicious but had left only a crack, but it was just a scalp wound.


  “This stuff on your face, what is that?” he asked.


  “I guess they drugged me,” I said.


  He wiped it off. My shirt was burned. The flesh of my shoulder was ripped.


  I told him then what had happened, that Ahla had been caught and was here. “Charlon’s in this place also,” I said. “He’s a traitor, Chick.”


  “I know it,” said Evans. “You don’t have to tell me.”


  WE TURNED our heads. as the bars of our door clanked. It opened and two Gars came in. They stared as they saw me sitting up, with Chick washing me.


  “He’s all right,” Chick said. “Get out of here—we don’t need you.”


  Evidently they did not understand our language. Impassively they searched me and went out again, barring the door.


  Then Chick Evans told me what had happened to him and Boyle. He also told me that Boyle had betrayed us. I stared.


  “Well, I can understand it,” I said at last. “Boyle was always a queer, moody fellow. Never could make him out. You always seemed to like him, Chick.”


  “Yes. I have been a fool.”


  Again we heard footsteps out in the corridor. The bars clanked, the door opened. Three men entered.


  Their leader was our erstwhile companion, William Boyle.


  


  


  CHAPTER VIII


  The Room of Torture


  


  


  YES, it was indeed William Boyle. And with him came two Gars, darkfaced sinister looking figures with their folded bat wings and dangling weapons. Suddenly I realized they were bodyguards—there to protect Boyle if Evans and I tried to attack the traitor.


  “Well, Boyle, you see we’re both alive,” said Evans. “You brought guards? Good idea. You better keep away from me, Boyle. If I ever get a chance at you, it’ll be too bad for you.”


  “What do you want, Boyle,” I demanded.


  “Take it easy,” said Boyle. “I want to talk with you.”


  “Talk away,” growled Chick Evans. “We can’t stop you.”


  Boyle stood there, trying to brazen things out but only succeeding in looking sullen. He was on the defensive for he could not meet our gaze.


  “You remember what I said to you after we escaped from the grotto?” he said to Chick Evans.


  “Sure I remember,” Evans retorted. “The one who picks the winner and rides with him, he comes out on top. Be on the winning side even if you have to double-cross somebody.”


  “And you think the Gars are on the winning side?” I suggested. “Is that it, Boyle?”


  “Of course they are,” snapped Boyle. “There are ways you can help Charlon and me, so I don’t mind making an offer to you and Frane.”


  “So you think we would double-cross the Aerites?” sneered Chick Evans. “After living with them three months, accepting them as friends, and taking everything they can give us. Then you believe we’d kick them in the eye for this murderous bunch of Gars. You can go to blazes, Boyle—”


  “All right,” Boyle retorted. “If that’s the way you feel about it.”


  “And I saved his life!” Chick Evans said contemptuously. “Remember those eye-creatures, Boyle?”


  “The dryns,” said Boyle. “Yes, Charlon has told me about them. Frightening little things, I’ll admit. One of the peculiar forms of life here. They sure had us fascinated in the grotto.”


  “And if they’d gotten you—” Evans began.


  “They’d have finished us up, you and me, if they’d gotten us,” Boyle agreed. “They weren’t eye-balls. Not exactly that. Luminous ball-bodies which made them look that way in the darkness. Charlon says they’d have fastened themselves on us, sucked our blood, and torn us up, like giant ants. When that flood came, they scurried into their holes—like crabs.”


  “Shut up, Chick,” I interposed. “Let me talk to him.”


  This Boyle was not too smart a fellow, that was obvious. An inferiority complex, probably.


  “I won’t shut up,” retorted Chick Evans. “This is my chance to tell this rat what I think of him, and maybe I won’t get another.”


  “All right, you play it your way and I’ll play it mine,” Boyle flared. “We’ll see who comes out on top.”


  “What do these Gars think they’re going to do, Boyle?” I interposed mildly. “You say we can help you.”


  “He’s an ass,” Chick sneered.


  CHICK EVANS’ extreme contempt was understandable to me. He had always liked Boyle, trusted him.


  “You and Charlon think you can force us to help you?” I suggested.


  “You don’t want to be killed, do you?” countered Boyle.


  “We certainly don’t.”


  “Well, you’d have both been killed already, if it hadn’t been for me.” Boyle had recovered himself now. His swagger came out. “Don’t be a fool, Frane. You might as well look facts in the face. Charlon didn’t like the idea of you having Nullo-grav belts and wings. But now that he’s got those, and you, he’d just as soon kill you as not. He’d rather, in fact.”


  “But you wouldn’t?”


  “No. Why should I want to kill you? You can’t hurt me, and if you can’t see things my way, that’s your fault, not mine. Matter of fact, you can be of use to me. So if you don’t try to make trouble, Charlon doesn’t care.”


  “Be of use to you? How?”


  He sketched it for us then. I kept Chick Evans quiet, and listened, leading Boyle on. It was what I had thought, what I had told Ahla. The Gars were planning a conquest of Aerita, of all the Aerite country. Charlon was commanding them. An aerial army had been prepared.


  THE Gars had weapons of their own modern design. The Aerites were decadent, although more numerous than the Gars, but sadly unequipped for war. Ruled by old Arton, who hated violence in any form, the Aerites had let their own weapons rust away underground. And the Aerites, all the time now, were finding it more and more difficult to fly. “They won’t have a chance,” declared Boyle. “So when Charlon put it up to me to join him, wouldn’t I be a fool to pass up an opportunity like this? Charlon is going to do a lot for me. He’s promised. I’ll be a great man, here in Mok, in Aerita too, when we conquer it.” A naive fellow, this Boyle. But human enough, I suppose. He glowed as he told us what a great man he would be here on Neptune. Earthman, with miraculous Nullo-grav belt, and wings with mechanical power so that he could out-fly any Aerite, or any Gar.


  “And you, Frane,” he said, “I’ll be honest with you—I don’t know how to renew the Nullo-grav units, and they wear out after a hundred hours or so of use. They do, don’t they?”


  “They do,” I agreed. “And the Mansfield motors do also. So I’m supposed to keep you equipped to be a flyer, Boyle?”


  “Exactly.”


  “Sort of general physician to the crippled conqueror,” Chick Evans put in sarcastically.


  “Shut up,” I interposed. “And in exchange for that?” I added to Boyle.


  “I’ll see no harm comes to you and Chick,” Boyle declared. “And, Frane, I have other ideas. When this thing. is over—it certainly won’t take us long to conquer the Aerites—why couldn’t you build me a Nullo-grav platform? There are plenty of Nullo-grav plates in the wrecked Nomad!”


  HE pictured it enthusiastically. A weightless platform, with flying girls to propel it, which would carry him in regal state wherever he wanted to go.


  “Fair enough,” I agreed. “It’s a bargain, Boyle. So you better make sure no harm comes to us.”


  “Don’t worry about that,” he declared. “If you don’t make trouble, I’ll get you out of here soon. You can have your freedom around these corridors and rooms in Mok. Montoh is planning to see you.”


  “Montoh? Who is Montoh?” demanded Evans.


  “He’s the Gar ruler. The king, you might call him. A middle-aged fellow.”


  “I thought Charlon was the leader,” I said.


  Boyle grinned slyly.


  “He is, only old Montoh doesn’t know it . . . Montoh is a weak old fool. He has no particular stomach for this war. He’s still talking about compromise.” He explained to us then that Montoh, and perhaps most of the Gar people, were not in favor of a murderous war against the Aerites. But there was a clique of scientists here—and Charlon and others with the scientists, who were dominating the Gar ruler . . . And then Boyle told us something which explained Charlon fully.


  “He’s really Montoh’s unacknowledged son,” Boyle explained. “Charlon’s mother was an Aerite woman, captured and brought here many years ago. She escaped later.”


  “What have you done with Ahla?” I demanded abruptly. “See that no harm comes to her, Boyle.”


  A queer look came over his face. He straightened, and his dark eyes flashed at me. For once, at least, Boyle looked like a man. “She was brought here because I ordered it,” he said. “Not that it’s any of your business, Frane,—but there’s no chance any harm will come to her.”


  “I’m glad to hear it,” I said. “Where is she?”


  “Here in Mok.” He waved his arm toward the door where the impassive Gar figures were still standing eyeing us. “Her apartments are just down this corridor. I’ve made her serving maid to Tara. It’s a nice job.”


  “And who is Tara?” Chick Evans demanded.


  Boyle grinned. “You’ll meet her, probably. She’s quite some woman. She’s Charlon’s sweetheart. She’ll be Queen of the Aerites some time.”


  Suddenly I had an idea. It struck me that Boyle through associating with the Gars, might know something of a problem which had been bothering me for days.


  “Boyle, have you learned anything about the new air heaviness on Neptune?” I asked him. “Have you learned why the Aerites are losing their power to fly?”


  “It’s been very handy for the Gars,” he retorted. He grinned with a foxy look. “You think I’m a fool, don’t you, Frane? Well let me tell you, what you don’t know about conditions on Neptune won’t hurt you. Charlon, Tara and I have plans. Old Montoh’s a stumbling block now, but he won’t be for long.”


  “What do you mean?” I demanded.


  “Nothing. Forget it. You live up to your bargain with me, Frane. You and Chick do what you’re told.”


  He turned and swaggered to the door. He was evidently highly pleased with himself and with his interview with us. At the door he turned.


  “I’ll come see you again soon,” he said. “Take a sleep—you look as if you needed it.”


  THEN the door closed after him and again we were alone once more.


  Evans and I sat talking over what Boyle had told us and trying to make plans. All I could suggest was acting docile, pretending to cooperate with Boyle. Then if we could get our Nullo-grav belts and release Ahla, she might be able to tow us back to Aerita.


  “Mighty lot of ifs,” said Chick Evans gloomily.


  At best, I had to agree, the thing looked just about impossible.


  Food was brought to us by a grim silent Gar, who dropped it down in front of us and stalked out, barring the door after him . . . We ate in silence. There seemed nothing worthwhile saying.


  Then for a time we stood at our single barred window, staring out at a little segment of this weird underground city of Mok.


  It was a fantastic scene. From our window, sleek black rock-wall dropped sheerly down into darkness, a thousand feet or more. The wall of its opposite side, facing our window, was about a hundred feet away. Small openings, on different levels, were windows.


  The seemingly bottomless canyon was a city street. Fluttering figures of Gars occasionally flew past. Landing ledges, like little balconies, and doorways in the cliffs could be seen. Also we could see figures sprawled on the ledges, women, and the small, naked figures of Gar children.


  The whole scene was lighted by a dim red glow from far down. A hum of underground activity was wafted up from there.


  “Nice place,” Chick Evans murmured. “Without our grav belts, we wouldn’t do much roaming around this city-even if they cast us loose. How would you get across just this one street? Quite a jump.”


  As Evans made this remark, a window across the ravine lighted up. This window was big enough to give us a sizeable view of the cave room behind it. We stared.


  That room seemed to be of fantastic type of scientific laboratory. Apparatus of globes, discs and wires stood in a crescent. Facing it there were a dozen small metal couches; wires connected them in series.


  Between them and the globes and discs two square metal chairs, high-backed, stood side by side.


  A dangling mechanism of what looked like circular prisms hung over the chairs. There was something gruesome about those two high-backed chairs. Flexible metal straps dangled down. These straps had cables running along the floor, with branching wires up to the hanging prisms and running to each of the small couches.


  ALL the apparatus was dark, inert now. But there was about it somehow an aspect of deadly power—as though with current in it, that whole weird room would spring into ghastly activity.


  “Great Jupiter,” murmured Evans. “Looks like a torture chamber.” Then a swaying shadow crossed it and a figure came into view. Both of us gasped. This was by all odds the strangest human we had yet seen on Neptune. He was a crooked little man, with dark flexible metal garments, a body not much bigger than a child, bent gnome-like legs, and with a huge head. He seemed to be aged, for the hair on his head was a stringy white, almost gone, with areas of pinkshining pate showing on his gigantic skull. A Gar?


  The old man puttered around the apparatus. As he moved across the room we saw his back. The familiar membrane bat-wings of the Gars came to view. But his wings were small and shriveled, surely not powerful enough to enable him to fly.


  At first we had only a dim sight of him; the dull saffron light in the room had kept him largely in shadow. Then as he bent down over part of the apparatus, a violet glow leaped out and strung itself like a rainbow over to the central, dangling prisms.


  That glow showed us the weird little man much more clearly. Both Evans and I sucked in our breaths with astonishment. The old man’s ears were huge, with grids apparently fastened on them. His face had a monstrosity of a long flexible nose with some mechanical device fastened there. Then, too, over his bulging eyes were clamped telescopic—or perhaps microscopic—lenses, grotesque inverted cones.


  “One of the scientists that Boyle mentioned,” I murmured.


  The clank of the bars of our door made us turn. Two Gar men, huge, grey-black fellows, came in. Two others stood at the open door.


  “Well, what is it?” Chick demanded. Evidently they did not understand our language. They gripped us, started shoving us toward the door.


  “Easy,” I warned Chick Evans. “No use resisting. Maybe Montoh has sent to interview us. Boyle said he would.”


  We were shoved out of the cell and along the corridor. At intersections other Gars were standing guard.


  Next a dark red brink opened before us, the canyon-like city street. Chick mumbled something. Then I found myself clinging to one of the stalwart Gars as, with an arm around me, he flapped across the red abyss. Another Gar carried Evans over also. As the pilot’s captor dropped him into the corridor entrance side, Evans spoke to me.


  “Say Alan, do you suppose they’re taking us to that torture chamber?”


  We did not have much time to theorize. In another minute we were shoved into the entrance of that very room. Both of us began to struggle but we did not have a chance.


  The whole place now glared with multi-colored lights. Currents’ hissed and sputtered.


  Chick Evans yelled protests. But nothing did us any good. I was shoved into one of those high-backed chairs. The struggling Chick was thrust into another one beside me. Metal bands clanked onto my ankles. My arms were strapped down, seemingly with electrodes. And then a helmet was pulled down over my forehead, a grisly thing which had wires coiling upward. Dangling prisms sent blinding rays of violet light above Chick Evans and me.


  Into this scene now stepped Charlon. He moved out of the shadows and stood before us, grinning sardonically.


  


  


  CHAPTER IX


  Evil Queen of the Gars


  


  


  WITH some men a wicked moment of triumph is the supreme thrill of their lives. And so it seemed to be with Charlon at this particular moment. His handsome face was distorted into a scowl and his white teeth gleamed with a diabolical smile.


  “You flinch, Earth men,” he sneered. “You are afraid and that pleases me. You do not know what is going to happen to you—yet. I am tempted to keep you in suspense.”


  “No need,” I snarled back at him. “You’re going to torture us. So the suspense part of the program is out. As to being scared—why sure, we’re frightened. Who wouldn’t be, with all this fiendish looking stuff around. I’m not ashamed to confess I’m scared.”


  Charlon burst into a laugh. His mirth was genuine.


  “You guessed wrong, Earth man,” he answered. “This time there will not be any torture, that is to say—deliberate torture. Perhaps that may come later, if you’re stubborn. But at the present time we Gars are in search of information. We wish to learn the English language. Those helmets on your heads are devices to delve into your subconscious minds.”


  Then I became aware that the small gnome-like old man was advancing to my side. He made some adjustments with the controls and then walked over to Chick Evans and did likewise with his apparatus.


  Then into the room filed at least two score of other gnome-like men, strangely like the first man in appearance. They sat down in easy chairs and adjusted helmets connected with ours by means of wires. Charlon walked out of the room.


  After this began one of the strangest experiences of my career. These Gars had discovered the electrical transmission of knowledge. Sound records were also made simultaneously.


  The first ordeal lasted for hours, until Chick Evans and I were exhausted and nearly fainting. And the following day the process was repeated, and the next and the next, for nearly a fortnight. As Charlon had said, the torture was conducted in an impersonal manner, yet it caused us excruciating suffering, nonetheless. Toward the end Chick Evans feared we would go mad.


  But at last the scientists obtained all they wished to know and then we were left pretty much alone, again. The Gars’ even gave us some freedom. The doors of our cells were left open. Within certain limits we were allowed to roam up and down the corridors. But although I explored diligently I caught no glimpse of Ahla.


  Rarely Boyle paid us a visit. But he did not get far with either Evans or myself. We made vague promises to Boyle, and nothing else.


  Fifteen days after our capture Chick Evans and I had an interview with Montoh, King of the Gars. We were conducted into a lavishly draped grotto. Large phosphorescent worms, dangling on wires from the ceiling, furnished the light. There was also a crescent shaped window.


  The Gar king sat on a throne of red crystal. He was an elderly man with a rather silly looking face. Charlon stood at his right hand.


  Montoh asked us many questions regarding Earth and our customs, there. Charlon exhibited little interest, not even deigning to speak. Just before the audience with King Montoh ended, however, an important incident occurred.


  Through a door I caught a glimpse of Boyle conducting Ahla along a corridor. With a cry I sprang toward her and she turned. An instant later she was gliding into my outstretched arms.


  “Alan,” she cried. “Thanks to the Soul of Neptune, you are safe. I asked, but no one would give me any news.”


  With a muttered curse Boyle sprang after the girl and pulled her away from me. His expression showed both anger and jealousy.


  “You let Ahla alone, Frane,” growled Boyle. “I told you not to meddle with her. I’m taking care of her. Now go back and talk to Montoh.”


  FURY rushed over me and I stepped toward the traitor with clenched fists. But Boyle read my purpose and waved his hand. Four Gar soldiers appeared as if by magic and stepped in between us. They laid heavy hands upon me and held me firmly until Boyle had forced the struggling girl into a nearby room and closed the door behind him.


  Then the guards took me back to the throne and watched me closely until the interview was finished. Apparently the king had not noticed this little flurry.


  But someone else had—someone I did not notice until it was time to leave the royal chambers.


  As Chick Evans and I neared the doorway a curtain in one of the alcoves moved and I caught a glimpse of a woman. She was clad in flowing red robes and was reclining upon a sumptuous couch. Sparkling jewels gleamed upon her arms, her throat and around her brow. Her hair was inky black, her lips the color of scarlet roses and her eyes dark and intense.


  It was a handsome, proud, wilful face, lovely and fascinating. Yet for all its beauty, wicked and unscrupulous. I recognized her at once. She was Tara.


  Just a glimpse as the curtains opened and then Evans and I were out in the corridor. But I never could forget the face of the beautiful Tara.


  At the time I doubted that I ever should see her again. Yet in this I proved to be mistaken. For that night guards came to the cell Chick Evans and I had occupied since we had been living in the City of Mok and moved all my belongings out. Although they could speak broken English, they refused to explain the purpose of this. They merely indicated that hereafter Evans and I were to occupy different cells. Then they locked Evans in the cell and took me to another, several corridors distant.


  This second stone room was much like the one I had left. It had a draped couch, several chairs, a metal table, wall brocades of red and black and a fabric rug on the floor. Then the guards walked out, barring the door behind them.


  The room was dimly lighted from the red glow outside the window. This change of quarters puzzled me but I felt so weary I decided to put off worrying about it until morning. So I threw myself on the couch, and dropped off into slumber.


  I did not sleep long.


  A clank of bolt fastenings awakened me. With pounding heart I sat up. In the dim red glow of the window I could see the door stealthily opening. Instantly my thoughts reverted to Charlon. Was he coming here to murder me?


  “You are Tara?” I said at last.


  “Tara—yes. You have heard of me then?”


  “Yes. I have.”


  “And you saw me, perhaps, when from you I was taking your language?”


  “No.”


  HER voice was throaty, with a liquid contralto quality. “I saw you also in the throne room today,” she said. “I listened when you talked to Montoh . . . Stand up, Alan Frane. Stand here beside me.”


  The way she ripped out the order was startling. A rasp to her voice, of a woman accustomed to be obeyed. I climbed to my feet. I was a head taller and suddenly realized how small she was.


  “Yes,” she said musingly. “You are tall and handsome. Are many Earthmen so powerful?”


  I recalled how my fist had smashed into that Gar’s face, cracking his skull like an egg. “Perhaps,” I smiled.


  “And no wings? That is unfortunate. It looks odd.”


  “We’ve found it awkward.”


  She had seated herself on the couch. I stood up before her. “I like you,” she said abruptly. “That is strange—but it is true. I am wondering why, because you are so different from Neptunian men. And I could do much for you, here in Mok.” I pretended not to comprehend her.


  “I don’t know quite what you mean,” I replied.


  “Do you not?” She straightened herself imperiously. “With Charlon I rule the Gars. Do you know that?”


  “I have heard it.”


  “Old Montoh is nothing,” she said scornfully. “I have shown Charlon the truth of that. The Gar people like old Montoh but he may have an accident and. die.”


  So that was it. I had thought as much.


  “I see,” I murmured.


  “It may be I have told you about Montoh,” she added, “perhaps I am telling you too much. If you should trick me, Alan Frane, it would be unfortunate for you.”


  “I know that,” I said, trying to draw her out. “What you say is interesting. Tell me more.”


  “If Montoh should die, Charlon and I would rule the Gars. Then perhaps Charlon also would die suddenly. I do not care much for Charlon; he is too bossy.”


  “Ah, yes,” I murmured. “Go on.”


  A FAINT smile curled her lips. “If I were a widowed queen I might want a handsome, powerful man for an adviser. The difficulty is all Earth men are cripples.”


  “Have you seen our Nullo-grav belts, Tara?”


  Triumph leaped into her eyes.


  “I was thinking of that,” she said. “With wings I have heard you fly better than anyone on Neptune.”


  “Yes. With proper equipment.”


  “Now I am thinking of this girl Ahla,” said Tara. “If I should send her back to Aerita, would you think it a good idea?”


  “Indeed, yes,” I said too eagerly. It was not clever of me, betraying such emotion when she mentioned Ahla.


  Tara’s eyes narrowed. “I see. I think I understand. I have talked with the little Ahla.” She stood up. “I will go now.”


  I stopped her with a question.


  “Tara, there is something that puzzles me. The Aerites are troubled by air-heaviness. Do you know anything about that?”


  Her smile grew tantalizing. “If you and I should make plans together, Alan Frane, there is much I could tell you. But not now. I will see you again. Good night.”


  She went out, closed my door, but did not lock it. I waited until the sound of her gliding footsteps had died away before starting down the dim corridor in search of Chick Evans. There were quite a few things I could tell Evans. No Gar guard was visible in this section of the corridor. I unbarred Evans’ door.


  “Well, Alan, what’s the idea?” Evans asked me.


  “Lots to tell you. That woman, Tara, came to talk to me, Chick. We can make some plans now. I’m going to try and get her to—”


  A murmur in the distance checked my words. Evans and I stood listening. Then we went out into the corridor. From further along came the sound of women’s voices, raised and angry.


  “That’s Ahla talking,” I told Evans. “Come on. Let’s investigate this.”


  We crossed several corridors until we came to the door of a cell. The voices were those of Ahla and the Tara. They were speaking the Aerite language, but we knew Ahla was protesting and Tara was angry, accusing.


  Through the open door, Evans and I could see the two women. Ahla seemed frightened. She had backed against the wall, with her wings drawn close behind her, while in front of her stood the enraged Tara.


  The situation grew clear to me. Tara had become jealous of Ahla. Suddenly the Gar woman’s spite turned to a murderous frenzy.


  “Look, Alan,” cried Evans, gripping my arm. “She means to kill Ahla.”


  One of Tara’s hands came into view, holding a small, jeweled cone-weapon. As she turned on the current the cone hissed and a tiny red ring of fire popped into, the air. It hung for a split-second, whirling and expanding. Then it lunged at Ahla!


  


  


  CHAPTER X


  Diabolical Machines


  


  


  UTTERING cries of alarm, Chick Evans and I rushed into the room.


  The red electronic ring went over Ahla’s head as the terrified Aerite girl dropped to the floor. Murder bent, Tara glided forward. Shoving the cone-weapon back into her belt, she drew forth a stiletto blade. It turned white hot. I leaped and caught her. My hand twisted the blade from her grasp.


  But it was difficult to stop Tara. With a moan of fury she slid past me, trying to get at Ahla.


  “Quit it,” yelled Chick Evans. He managed to intercept her and hold her helpless.


  For a while confusion reigned. The red ring of fire hissed and crackled against the rock-wall of the room. It fired a drape there which went up in flame, and fell to the floor. Ahla was screaming. Outside in the corridor I heard shouts and oncoming footsteps. There would be plenty of Gars here within a moment.


  Tara broke free from Chick Evans and staggered back. In her anger her bat-wings grew stiff, outstretched behind her. Her face was contorted with passion. Again she reached for her belt.


  I leaped at Chick Evans.


  “You coward,” I shouted. “How dare you interfere with Tara.”


  A blow from my fist knocked Chick Evans backward. He gasped and fell. I followed him up, pummeling him. Poor little Chick. He did not have a chance against me. For an instant he tried to protest and fend me off.


  I hit him again, a nasty clip. He gasped, cursed, and fought back at me. There was an instant, as we clinched, when I was able to hiss at him: “Got to do this!”


  My blows were real enough, Heaven knows. Then Chick clipped me a hefty one as Gars came crowding in from the corridor. They would have rushed me, but Tara checked them. Certainly it pleased her to see me beat up Chick Evans. And I did a good job of it, reviling and cursing him, for it was the only way to save his life. Twice I knocked him down. Then he had the good sense to stay down, so that I did not have to follow it up. Next I turned on Ahla.


  “Vile Aerite girl, you caused this,” I shouted. “You have fooled too much with Chick, with me, with all us Earthmen.”


  “Enough,” said Tara.


  Panting, I let my appearance of frenzy quiet down. “All right, I am sorry,” I muttered.


  “What goes on here?” came Charlon’s voice.


  I swung around. Charlon and Boyle had entered the cell. Then Boyle did the best thing for my plans he could have done. He jumped for Ahla. “What happened, Ahla dear?”


  “The Earthmen fight?” Charlon said.


  “The little one seized me,” said Tara in sweet tones. “So Alan Frane punished him.”


  Charlon stared. Boyle had left Ahla and was bending over Chick. Poor Evans. His face was swelling, and bleeding from my blows.


  “Why were you here with Ahla?” Charlon demanded suspiciously of Tara. “What caused the trouble?”


  CHICK EVANS had the good sense to keep silent. So did Ahla. Tara answered Charlon.


  “Do not bother about it, Charlon. We must think of more important things.” She was standing beside him. Her jeweled hand reached out with a snake-like gesture and caressed his hair. “Send the Earthmen away, Charlon. They bore me.”


  The Gar guards had seized Chick Evans and me. They bound Evans and hustled him away. It occurred to me then maybe I had carried the thing too far. Tara murmured dripping sweetness to Charlon. She contrived it so he was leveling black, murderous looks at Evans as he ordered the guards to lock him up. I then realized whatever I planned, must be done in a hurry.


  Certainly Chick Evans must not be murdered.


  I could also see something of importance was going on here in Mok during this time of sleep. Charlon and Boyle had been together. Doing what? I could not guess. But at any rate, they went back to it now; and as my guards led me away, back to my room-cell, I could see the dark, sinuous figure of Tara lurking in the corridor shadows. When the guards had left, again she slid open my door and came in.


  What I had hoped for happened now. She came in and stood before me, triumphant. She felt positive her woman’s lure had conquered me. She was convinced of that at last.


  “Tara,” I said, “you will have to make the plans for us. I know so little of what is going on here.”


  “I can show you some of it,” she said. “That is what you tried to ask of me before, is it not, Alan Frane?”


  “Yes,” I agreed.


  “Come. I will show you.”


  She planned it out loud as I listened. Charlon and Boyle were busy up near the surface of the city. She would get a cloak disguise and take me down to a laboratory workshop. There was something there for me to see.


  “Tara, will you get my Nullo-grav belt for me?” I held my breath waiting for her answer. “Do not keep me an Earth-cripple, Tara.”


  “I will get it,” she said.


  She left the cell. For a full hour I sat tense, waiting. It seemed an eternity. Almost I had given up hope when she came gliding in.


  “Here is the belt, Alan. My Earth man, no longer shall you be a cripple. But you must be careful never to use it until our plans are fulfilled.”


  “Of course,” I assured her.


  I put on the belt. She had brought a long black fabric-cloak. I drew it over me.


  “If you always wear the cloak no one will notice the belt,” Tara murmured. “Charlon always has a black cloak like that.”


  I nodded. “All right. I’ll wear it that way.”


  I STOLE into the main city corridors. Occasionally a Gar saw us, but no one challenged us. Then we descended a steep incline near a red pit. I saw then what caused the red glare which lighted most of the weird city of Mok. Below us burned gas-flames from the inner fires of Neptune which, here at Mok, had in many places broken through these subterranean caverns.


  “This is the grotto-laboratory workshop,” Tara murmured.


  We walked through an oval doorway into a big grotto. Greenish light glowed. Around us stood queer apparatus. The place was not in use for most of the machines were dark and quiescent, except one affair of coiled wires which wobbled drunkenly as electrons sizzled and crackled through it.


  Before, it sat three big-headed, goggling scientists. Tara led me forward, her hand pressing my arm with a warning to keep my head hidden beneath the cloak collar. She spoke to the scientists in her own language and dismissed them. Getting up they hobbled out of the place.


  “This is what I want to show you, Alan,” said Tara. “It will win victory over the Aerites. You will see.”


  My attention centered on the walls of the laboratory grotto. They glowed. That glow somehow seemed familiar. Next I noticed familiar looking streaks in the rock.


  Uradonite!


  The precious metal which our Earth lacked so badly, the treasure which had brought us here to Neptune. The walls of this grotto were packed with Uradonite deposits. Also from this mechanism before us wires ran to the wall, to a line of electrodes there.


  What was being done with it here?


  “Tara,” I murmured. “What is that?” Tara’s smile grew ironic. “The poor Aerites have wondered about their airheaviness. This causes it.”


  Then the new air-heaviness was not a natural phenomenum of Neptune. A diabolic scientific device of the Gars was to blame.


  I carefully answered Tara’s smile. “How clever,” I said. “So you are causing it, with this device here? How does it work, Tara? That’s what we call Uradonite. Let me go look at it, and those electrodes over there.”


  I prowled around, while she proudly explained it to me. A huge deposit of Uradonite streaked the rocks. Erosion had let moisture into it, increasing its radioactivity. The Gar machines reversed the poles of magnetic force and sent a spreading ray diagonally outward into open air. When a flying human body encountered that force, the body was supercharged and drawn downward. A charge of grav-force discharged when the flyers’ feet touched the ground. Hence those weird sparks we had noticed in Aerita.


  “We Gars have shielded it off so that its effect was only in the direction of Aerita,” explained Tara. “That is why we are not troubled by the magnetic ray. We wear specially insulated clothing.”


  “And this mechanism here, does that?”


  “Yes. For the Aerites air heaviness will steadily get worse. Soon they will not be able to fly at all.”


  CAREFULLY I studied this villainous mechanism of the Gars. I saw the insulation-shields which directed the rays specifically against the Aerites. Then Tara showed me how the device could be turned on and off.


  “See here,” Tara said. “Here is the image-grid so our operators can see the surface-world around Aerita.”


  The hooded finder into which I stared, like a televisor, showed now a dark spread of the wild Neptunian terrain. I shifted it, sweeping its scope of vision to other areas.


  Then with Tara watching me, I bent over the main mechanism, studying it. It was very ironic. Here the presence of Uradonite caused the Aerites to lose the use of their wings. On Earth the lack of Uradonite was causing much the same trouble.


  I soon understood these mechanisms. Uradonite, the working of it, with it, with Earth-mechanisms, all that was familiar to me.


  Then Tara’s murmured words brought a new shock to me. “We must make our plans now, Alan. I will want you to lead our conquering army, you, and I. We will fly with the army. It is now almost ready.”


  “Almost ready?” I gasped. “Why, old Montoh gave me to understand you would not be ready to conquer Aerita for many months.”


  “In what you call a few hours we will be ready,” insisted Tara. “Charlon and Boyle are up at the surface finishing final preparations.”


  So that was why it was so quiet down here, and in the lower city corridors. Everyone was out on the surface, with the Gars’ aerial army. I sat tense. Despite my former plans, I would have to act at once. Should I smash this mechanism? Could I do it without Tara knowing what I had done? . . . And if I could, then what? Get away from the murderous Tara, release Chick and Ahla. Then the three of us could try and warn Aerita the Gars were coming. . . .


  With my mind filled with these vague plans—suddenly I made a new discovery!


  It was an amazing accident. I stared down at the Uradonite-mechanisms with which my fingers had been toying. Then I stared into the device by which an imaged outer view of the landscape could be seen. For a long minute I watched a segment of dark Neptunian wildness.


  AGAIN I experimented with the mechanism.


  “What is it you are doing?” Tara murmured.


  “Just trying to understand the cleverness here,” I said. “Back on Earth, you know, I am a scientist. . . . Yes, it is a very clever mechanism. With this, the Aerites will be almost kept from flying at all. We shall beat them easily, Tara.”


  “Yes, of course we shall.”


  My fingers were making adjustments. I tried a little experiment, with a tiny section of the current. By the vision mirror I had proved my own invention, adapted to use here, would work. It would be something the Gars did not know. How could they? I had just found it out myself.


  To smash this apparatus now would be needless. This new plan of mine was much better!


  


  


  CHAPTER XI


  Treachery Redeemed


  


  


  ONCE again I must go back to explain what was happening to Chick Evans at this same time. As he told me later, although he knew that I had beaten him up for some good purpose, naturally he was not very pleased with me. “It better be a doggone good reason,” he told himself bitterly. “It sure better had.”


  The Gars had bound him, carried him back and slammed him into his caveroom, barring the door after them. Chick Evans lay on the floor. The rope with which he was tied held him into an inert bundle. He could not get on to the couch. Also he was bruised—his face swollen and bleeding. For a long time he lay there, wondering what was going to happen to him next. He had seen those darkly murderous looks from Charlon. . . .


  Then his door opened, a figure slipped in, and slid the door closed.


  “Who’s that?” Chick demanded. “I can see you. Who is it?”


  “Take it easy. I didn’t come to hurt you, Chick.” It was Boyle’s voice. He moved forward out of the shadow, into a ruddy shaft of light from the window.


  “Boyle,” said Evans contemptuously. “Well, get out of here. I don’t want to talk to you. What’s the idea anyway?”


  “You’d better be willing to talk to me,” retorted Boyle. “I’ve come to let you escape.”


  “Me?”


  “Yes—you.” Boyle was bending down, unwrapping the ropes with which Chick was lashed. “I don’t want you murdered.”


  “Who’s going to murder me?” With the ropes loosened, Evans staggered to his feet. Then he sat down on the couch, rubbing his stiffened legs.


  “Charlon,” Boyle said. “Or Tara.” Again there was that queer defensive, half-sullen look from Boyle. Chick Evans could not miss it. “No, I don’t want you to be murdered.”


  Boyle was wearing a long dark cloak. He reached under it now, produced a Nullo-grav belt, a little Mansfield motor, and a folded pair of artificial wings!


  Chick Evans stared at them. “A Mansfield? And wings? Where’d you get them?”


  “Mine. The scientists here repaired them. You take them, Chick. I want you to go back to Aerita.”


  “You’re a strange fellow, Boyle.”


  “Am I? I don’t think so. You can’t interfere with my plans, whether you go back to Aerita or not. So you might as well save your own life.”


  “What about Alan?”


  “I’ll release him. I’m getting another pair of wings fixed.”


  Chick Evans figured the idea of releasing me was a lie. Evans had no concrete plan of action. But he let Boyle buckle the Nullo-grav belt on him, the Mansfield and the wings.


  Evans thought perhaps he might slip away from Boyle and get in touch with me. If so this equipment would be just that much to the good for us. But Boyle guessed his intentions.


  “You’re going to save yourself, whether you like it or not,” said Boyle abruptly. Pulling out a cone-weapon he leveled it at Chick. “Come on now, get going. Here’s another cloak. Put it over you.”


  SEEMINGLY Boyle was determined to force Chick Evans into what Boyle hoped would be safety, whether Evans liked it or not.


  “Where are we going?” Evans demanded as he pulled the cloak over him.


  Boyle told him. There was a corridor branch near which led to an outer exit, a place where Evans could take wing. Boyle knew the route back to Aerita. He told Evans the main landmarks . . . “You can’t miss it,” said Boyle. They had left Evans’ cell. Two furtive cloaked figures, they glided along branches of the corridor. “You’ll have no trouble getting to Aerita with that Mansfield for power.”


  They came to what seemed an inner ledge, a rocky pathway along a subterranean cliff, one of the city highways. At the moment it was deserted.


  “Watch yourself, Boyle,” cautioned Evans. “Falling off here wouldn’t be so nice. Remember, you aren’t wearing a Nullo-grav belt.”


  To the right of them the ragged, rocky cliff rose up sheer; to the left, yawned that scarlet abyss. A few distant figures, like giant bats, fluttered around in the red glow.


  “Almost everyone is up on the outer surface, explained Boyle. “I’m letting you out what you’d call a side exit. Your movements will be hidden by a mountain peak.”


  “And why is everyone else where they are?” demanded Evans.


  “The Gars are going to invade Aerita.”


  “Invasion now?” For the first time Evans heard of that. He gripped Boyle, staring at him.


  “In a few hours, Yes. Back there you’ll have as much chance for your life as any other Aerite. But if you stay here you’ll be murdered sure. You see? It’s the best I can do, Chick.”


  What Chick Evans might have tried to plan, or tried now to do under these new circumstances he never had a chance to discover. He became aware of a faint glow around them. It was not the lurid red from the pit beside them but consisted of violet and pink rays.


  “What is that light, Boyle?” he asked Boyle.


  As Evans spoke he realized the glow had been on them for several minutes, following them as they moved along. Boyle had not noticed it, but he saw it now. He stood and stared at his companion. Then his face turned pale.


  “That’s a Gar eavesdropper,” he whispered. “Somebody around here has put a ray on us and is listening to what we say.”


  As he spoke, the pink light vanished. Then from behind a cluster of rocks, near at hand, a man, with bat-wings, rose up.


  “Boyle, where are you going with the little Earth man prisoner?”


  “Charlon!” Boyle gasped.


  Chick Evans was unarmed. Boyle had put away his cone-shaped weapon. Now he had no chance to draw it.


  LIKE a great angry bird Charlon pounced upon them. The brief scuffle which ensued on the red brink became a fragmentary blur to Evans. He jumped sidewise as Charlon swooped at Boyle. Evans had no chance to help Boyle after that. Locked in each other’s grip the two antagonists, the winged Gar from Neptune and the man from the distant Earth, reeled heedlessly to the brink of the great red abyss. Here they struggled desperately.


  “Watch it, Boyle,” shouted Evans. “Don’t let him toss you over.”


  The Gar had gripped Boyle around the middle. But his other hand remained free. This he wrenched upward and for the first time Evans saw that he was armed with a red hot knife. Before Evans could shout the weapon plunged in and Boyle gave an involuntary cry and flinched. He stepped backward and went over the brink of the chasm.


  Evans thought it was all over then. But Boyle was still holding tight to Charlon and he pulled the bat-man with him. The two of them fell out of sight, Charlon flapping his wings madly.


  Yet in the air the Gar’s knife struck again and this time Boyle let go his hold. His body went down into the hole like a plummet, while Charlon, with another wild cry—this time of fear—went flapping away in the direction of the mountain peak. He landed in the street of the city and once there began to yell at the top of his voice, giving the alarm!


  But Chick Evans was not watching him now. Flat upon the ledge he was lying staring down at the spot where Boyle’s body had landed. The injured man lay upon another ledge, about two hundred yards below. At first Evans thought he was dead. Then he saw the figure move, trying to crawl.


  Now Chick Evans remembered he was wearing a Nullo-grav belt and Mansfield-powered wings. He clicked on the current and took flight. Like a giant bird he fluttered down and landed beside Boyle.


  “How goes it, old fellow?” he said. “Are you much hurt?”


  Boyle gave a hollow groan.


  “I’m done for, finished,” he gasped. “Quick. Escape while you can.”


  But that was no Chick Evans way, to leave a comrade in distress.


  “Let me pick you up and carry you to Aerita,” he suggested. “They can doctor you there.”


  “No,” answered Boyle with a grimace. “It would be too painful. I couldn’t stand the trip. Perhaps I’ll feel better if I lie here for a time. But you mustn’t wait Chick. Escape while you still have a chance.”


  But still Chick Evans would not hear of that. Despite the injured man’s protests, he dragged him off the ledge and hid him in a nearby opening. He managed to do this not a moment too soon, for Charlon had given the alarm and the Gars were flying toward them at top speed.


  They heard the winged men calling to each other as they spread out to hunt, and the shrill tones of Charlon as he urged them on. There seemed to be about forty of them in the party. For a time they seemed to be puzzled by the disappearance of the fugitives. Their efforts became more systematic.


  Nearby a stone rolled and Chick Evans peered out around the angle of a rock and saw two dim figures approaching. At the same time also they caught sight of him. One of the winged forms fluttered aside but the larger one gave a tremendous jump toward Evans.


  His fist lashed out at Chick Evans’ face.


  


  


  CHAPTER XII


  Plans to Escape


  


  


  AT THIS time, with Tara beside me, down in the silent laboratory of the Gars, I bent over the Uradonite device, still wondering if this mechanism would work the way I planned. Certainly it seemed so. Then I sat back.


  “Yes, it is a clever contrivance,” I told Tara. I squeezed her hand affectionately. “Tell me all your plans, Tara.”


  She cast aside all restraint. “Yes, I will reveal them to you now, Alan Frane. After we have conquered Aerita we must kill Charlon and the little Earth man, Chick Evans.”


  “Wretched little coward,” I commented. “I used to like him, Tara, but that is all changed now.”


  After she had explained her plans to me—and they were diabolical ones, too—we decided to leave the underground laboratory. Again we passed through the corridors without interference from the Gars and halted at the door of my cell.


  There I stopped her for a last word.


  “You say Boyle has equipped two of the Mansfield motors with wings, dear?” I inquired.


  “Yes,” she answered. “I shall order servants to bring them to you at once.”


  “Be sure they are ones you can trust,” I cautioned her. “Now, goodnight, darling.”


  Then I made a bluff at entering my cell as she glided away. As her footsteps died away, I peered out, made certain she had departed and then hurried down the tunnel in the direction of Ahla’s apartment, the one where Tara had tried to kill her with the cone weapon.


  It was not far away, just around an angle of the rocks. As I neared the doorway, a Gar guard stepped out of a niche and challenged me. It proved to be the most unfortunate action he ever was destined to make.


  As he spoke I hit him with all my might. The bony framework of Neptunian men is slighter than ours on Earth and again I cracked a skull. He went down like a loose bag. Then I jumped forward and began to pound on Ahla’s door.


  Her door opened. She smiled as she saw me and motioned for me to enter. As the door closed behind us I took her in my arms.


  “I killed the guard out there, Ahla, so it’s now or never,” I said to her. “We must find Chick and get out of here. Did you know the Gar army is almost ready to attack Aerita.”


  The glimpse of the Nullo-grav belt brought an expression of hope to her eyes. “Oh, Alan, how fortunate. That belt means I can tow you to Aerita through the air.”


  I gripped her by the shoulders. “I’m not going to Aerita,” I said. “Ahla, don’t try to question me. We haven’t time to argue. You must do as I tell you. Understand?”


  “Yes, Alan.”


  “I’m going to give my belt to Chick. I won’t need one here. You must take Chick back to Aerita. Then warn the Aerites so they can oppose the Gars. Just remember one thing, though, when you tell all this to Arton, back in Aerita. He must be sure to fight the Gars over the metal mountains, between here and Aerita. Try and lure the Gar army out over the Black Lake. Can you remember that, Ahla? Metal Mountains and Black Lake?”


  TOO startled to speak, the girl would only stare at me with astonished eyes.


  Then she shook her head in an emphatic negative.


  “I refuse to do it,” she said. “Alan, you must be losing your mind.”


  I laughed grimly.


  “No danger of that. Perhaps I’m just getting it to working right. Anyway, I’ll explain it all to Chick. He’ll want to be the one who stays here. That’s his style. But, as a matter of fact, I don’t think staying here is any more dangerous than going. The Aerites are going to win that battle, Ahla!”


  That perhaps surprised her more than anything else I had said.


  “The Aerites can win?”


  “Yes, of course they can win. And when they do, you’ll find me here—safely hidden. . . . Come on now, let’s get to Chick.”


  Back in the corridor, we passed the fallen Gar I had killed and prowled to the angle. Every moment I expected that we would be discovered. Such an alarm we could not prevent and it would have about wrecked everything for us. But none came. We reached Chick Evans’ door. It was fastened on the outside so I slipped down the bars, and slid open the door.


  “Chick, Chick, it’s Alan!” I called out.


  But Evans did not answer. Then the red glow through the barred window disclosed that Chick Evans was not here. The ropes which had bound him lay in one corner of the room. My heart sank. Had he been taken out, to be killed?


  In that instant it seemed all my hopes had met disaster. Certainly I had made no provision for this. It had never secured to me that Chick Evans would not be there. With Ahla beside me, I stood frowning gloomily at the ropes.


  “Gone,” I murmured. “Well, that seems to be that.”


  Ahla suddenly clutched at me. “Listen. Something is happening outside.”


  Coming in from the canyon street—I heard the distant sound of Gars shouting.


  “We must go,” murmured Ahla. “We’ll be caught if we stay here.”


  True enough. “Do you know the shortest way to the outer surface, Ahla?”


  “Yes. I think so.”


  “Well, come on. Let’s get started.” She would have to return to Aerita alone. . . . We ran from Chick Evans’ room, and down the corridor. At a crossing, a group of Gars came fluttering, half-running, half-flying. All of them chattered excitedly. Ahla and I ducked into a recess of the ragged rockwall, and they went past. Then Ahla had led me downward to another level, a rock ledge on the edge of an abyss. We crouched as more Gars fluttered by.


  “That sounds like Charlon’s voice,” Ahla murmured. “He seems excited.”


  So many things could have occurred. Wild conjectures flooded me. Had Tara already tried to kill Charlon? And perhaps made a mess of it? Perhaps he had killed her? I knew he suspected her of treachery. . . . Also, what had happened to Chick Evans? So much that I didn’t know—and all my plans hanging upon these answers. . . .


  The alarm, whatever it was, seemed to be dying away into the distance. “Well, perhaps that’s the end of it, Ahla,” I said. “I wish I knew whether to start you for Aerita now, or to wait for a while.”


  WORDS died in my throat. My foot had sent a rock rolling along the ledge. Something moved in the shadows near us. Then a figure rose up—a winged man’s figure—wings that stood stiffly out sidewise as he prepared to leap at me. Shoving to one side, I jumped closer. My fist drove forward. . . . Into a Gar’s face to smash it like an egg? But this figure nimbly ducked and I collided with a solid, wiry body. Arms went around me. And then I was recognized.


  “Alan! Are you trying to beat me up again?” said Chick Evans.


  It was Chick, all right, with Nullo-belt, Mansfield and fabric wings. On the ground, here in the shadows, the figure of the wounded Boyle lay huddled, with smashed legs. His contorted, pain-racked face stared up at Ahla. To me he offered a twisted, rueful smile.


  


  


  CHAPTER XIII


  A Martyr to Duty


  


  


  IN SPITE of his desperate injuries, William Boyle was lying there on the ground arguing with us. A strange contradiction of character, this man had turned out to be. At one moment a traitor; the next a hero. For he insisted he was the one, by logical choice, who ought to remain in the mountain city of Mok. He firmly insisted on this when I revealed my plans.


  “It’s the best chance I’ll ever have to redeem my treachery,” Boyle said. “Furthermore, I couldn’t escape, even if I wished. There’s no help for it. I’m the one for the job.”


  Chick Evans and I gazed at one another. Dared trust Boyle again? Chick Evans read my thoughts and nodded.


  “I’d stake my life on his loyalty, Alan,” he said.


  “It’s my opportunity,” pleaded Boyle. “So far I’ve made a mess of things.”


  I had my Nullo-grav belt and Chick had both belt and wings. With Ahla helping us, once we left, we might be able to get back to Aerita.


  “At the present time there are three, or possibly four, of the Gar scientists down in the laboratory,” I told my companions.


  “For you and me to tackle, now,” said Evans. “We’ll get rid of them at once.”


  “Carry me down there,” pleaded Boyle. “I’ll do my part when the time comes. I promise it.”


  “Oh, he will—he will,” insisted Ahla, warmly. Her eyes glowed like stars.


  “Correct, we’ll do it that way,” I decided.


  “And we better start at once, too,” suggested Evans. “Charlon’s after Boyle and me and those Gars may come along here any minute.”


  Also Tara might conceivably have gone back to my room and found me gone. . . . It was as though we were all on a powder barrel, with sparks sizzling and threatening to explode at any moment.


  “Come on, Chick,” I murmured. “Ahla, you stay here with Boyle. We’ll be back when we’ve cleaned up the laboratory—”


  We moved swiftly. Like shadows we hurried through corridors, down to the subterranean grotto where the Uradonite deposits glowed. Once more the Gar ray-projectors met my gaze.


  “Easy now,” I whispered to Evans. “Let’s be sure what we’re up against.”


  We crouched down on a ledge-balcony of rock about thirty feet from the floor. Below us the glowing laboratory was spread out beneath us. Most of the silent room was dark but we could make out the outlines of the groups of apparatus. There were a dozen units—huge, cubical skeleton structures, some ten feet cube—glistening, pallid skeleton-frames strung with wires on which the little vacuums hung like pods.


  In effect, I knew these were transformers; augmentators, we would have called them in an Earth-lab. The cables connecting them one with the other lay like huge pythons on the floor.


  Augmentators, by which the central power-rays were built up, stepped up in ohmeric pressure and voltage-intensity, to be discharged through a series of big interlocking projector grids. We could see the main grid over in one corner, pointing diagonally upward toward the grotto wall and rocky roof.


  Grav-rays, which like many such rays known to Earth-science, penetrated the rock-masses here as though they were non-existent. Grav-rays, the intensity of which—and the direction of which—could be controlled at the will of the operator here.


  And this was what had so harassed the flying Aerites for many months now. This was what, in any aerial battle, the Gars were sure would bring defeat to their enemy. . . . The central “brains”—the electronic nerve-center of it all, was that smaller mechanism in the center of the room. All the wires converged outward from it. This was where so brief a time ago I had sat with Tara, this was the mechanism with which I had experimented, making adjustments, changes of operation. These mechanisms recalled to my mind the discovery I had stumbled upon . . .


  A GLOW and faint hissing of current from that central device attracted my attention. The grav-rays were radiating toward Aerita, as they had been doing for months. From where Chick and I crouched on the side ledge, we could see the wizened figures of three of the scientists. They sat there in a little group, murmuring together.


  Chick Evans put his mouth almost to my ear.


  “Not a sound now,” he whispered. “Ears like microphones, telescopic eyes.”


  I nodded. “Nobody else here,” I whispered.


  “No. Guess not.”


  “Ready now.” I pressed my arm. “Good luck to us. When you drop, drop hard and with good aim. Then we’ll smash them.”


  A flick of our hands sent current into our Nullo-grav belts. Weightless, we poised, and jumped, sailing out like huge floating feathers into the center of the room. As momentum carried us from the wall, I signaled to Evans. Together we cut off the currents from our belts and dropped downward.


  With a scuffle the gnome-like scientists tried to jump away. Then we landed upon them. The drop proved to be more violent than Evans and I had figured and it all but knocked the breath from us. One of the little men was crushed under us. Another tried to dash away, but I caught him and smashed his bloated head with a single blow. A third yanked out a cone-weapon and sent a crackling voilet puff at my companion. Fortunately the ray went and sizzled harmlessly against the wall.


  The remaining scientist took refuge behind a nearby skeleton-frame. In another ten seconds I have no doubt he would have produced a dozen deadly vibrations.


  Desperately I plunged for him. And Chick Evans had the same idea. We both struck him at once. A pink haze of light seemed to be enveloping him. We sailed toward him. We went through that haze and his grotesque little body quit struggling under the impact of our weight and flailing fists.


  The pink fire vanished. Our clothes had been charred, our hands and face blackened a bit, but that was all.


  “Alan, look at him,” gasped Evans.


  The scientist was burning up, consumed by the pink flames of the supercharge he had used.


  For a while Chick Evans and I crouched, hiding and waiting. Had the commotion we had made been heard up in the city grottos? Would the Gars come to investigate?


  But nothing happened. For a time, the burning super-charger painted the laboratory with a flickering pink sheen. Then the flames burned out.


  “All right, Chick,” I murmured at last. “We’d better hide the bodies.” We dragged the dead scientists away and concealed them.


  After this we lost no time in hurrying upward along the corridors to the place where we had left Ahla and Boyle. We found they were still there, safe and undisturbed. The girl was crouching over the wounded man, holding his head in her lap, with her wings spread out behind her.


  “Everything is all clear,” I told them; “How goes it, Boyle? Not in too much pain?”


  Of course he suffered horrible pain but he refused to admit it.


  “Try to be careful when you carry him,” murmured Ahla. “I’m afraid movement will make him worse.”


  “Just get me down there, that’s all I ask,” gasped Boyle. “I’ll do my part—see if I don’t.”


  Chick Evans and I tried to carry him carefully. At last we reached the dim lower grotto. The quiet laboratory showed few signs of what had transpired there. The small central mechanism glowed, but all the units stood like inert ghosts in the gloom.


  WE LET down the adjustable control seat and stretched Boyle out in it. I shifted the little periscope gadget so he could watch the outer landscape of Neptune as he operated the other machine before him. The image now showed that familiar sweep of ragged, precipitous mountains, by the shore of the Black Lake. Ahla recognized the spot, a point midway between Mok and the city of Aerita. We experimented, showing Boyle now how he could scan all that distant terrain and the air above it.


  “Yes,” he murmured. “I understand.”


  “Are you sure?” I insisted. “From here you must observe the progress of the battle. We’ll lure the Gars to the shore of the Black Lake. Understand?”


  “Yes, I understand,” murmured Boyle. “When we have them there no Aerites will be near them, none within range. Then you know what to do?”


  “It will be my big chance,” he agreed. “Don’t you worry, I’ll take it.”


  There was no doubt but that he understood me. “We must leave you now,” I said. “But when it’s over we’ll come back here, Boyle. It will only be a few hours.”


  “I’ll be here,” gasped the injured man. Again he gave me a twisted smile trying to hide the physical pain which tortured him. That was a brave smile.


  Before we left I took a final glance around. The shadows concealed him as he sat there in the control seat of the mechanism. From the entrance of the laboratory a casual glance revealed nothing wrong with the place.


  As we made our way upward to the surface levels, again I noticed how deserted the subterranean canyon streets of Mok had become. It was lucky Ahla was with us. Otherwise we might have lost our way. But she seemed to have a good sense of direction and to know her way about this strange place.


  We emerged into a narrow lane, a mere slash in this underground honeycomb. Then we took off, into the murky air. Ahla and Chick were equipped with wings but I had none, so they were forced to drag my weightless body behind them. Thus we fluttered upward from the street. As we passed various levels we saw ledge-balconies. Occasionally we observed figures sprawling there. Almost all of them proved to be little Gar-children.


  Soon we emerged into the open. About one thousand feet from the top the region of habitations ended. Still towed by Evans and Ahla I was drawn upward. There was no alarm as we emerged. No one seemed to notice our three flying figures, winging off into the pale darkness of the Neptunian night.


  The reason was obvious. High above us I could see the roof of the city of Mok, a broad upper plateau surface, ringed with needle-spires. Further on, thousands of dark figures fluttered as they assembled into an army.


  Satanic scene . . . As though here were Hell, red-splotched.


  Bat-winged creatures churned there in turmoil, limned by the red glow from the abyss. Groups of Gars beat the air and then settled down. On every precipitous pinnacle bird-like figures had clustered. Their voices made a blended blur of sound. From a red street a group of figures appeared struggling up with a huge apparatus. Others came up with sections of some mechanism to be assembled at some suitable place.


  Chick Evans called at me.


  “They look pretty well organized up there,” he yelled. “We better hurry.”


  With Ahla and Chick Evans towing me, we slid away over the dark, serrated ranks of the Neptunian mountains, heading back for Aerita. Indeed there seemed need for haste!


  


  


  CHAPTER XIV


  Battle in the Air


  


  


  IN PREPARATION for the battle, the inhabitants of the shining city of Aerita buzzed with confusion as the Aerite army hastily assembled. All were eager to fly out and oppose the oncoming Gars. The news we had brought that unless the Aerites could check them, the murderous Gars would arrive within a few hours, had thrown old Arton into a panic. He had done nothing toward reconditioning the electronic weapons which for so long had Iain idle in vaults beneath the city.


  And now it was too late. It seemed Arton never really thought the Gars would attack. Somehow he believed by ignoring war, war could be avoided. Queer how history of Earth coincides with events here.


  A pitifully small, ill-equipped aerial army was thrown together for battle. Already we had had news the Gars were coming. Aerite scouts whom I had sent out, returned to say they had seen dark lines of Gars, circling over the distant mountain passes, or streaming down above the serrated terraces of the high mountains; The enemy collected in groups of one hundred each. They numbered about five thousand in all.


  This sounded like bad news. Chick Evans and I gazed at each other in dismay.


  “Quite a lot of them,” Chick Evans commented. “Five thousand. We’ll be badly outnumbered.”


  “They have weapons of science also,” one of our scouts said. “We could see big platforms in the air, with hundreds of Gars flying around them.”


  “But that isn’t exactly the worst of it,” I declared. “They’re coming through the mountain passes. It will be difficult, Chick, for us to lure them, too great a distance.”


  Luring them over Black Lake was our job. Of course Evans and I had no time to explain our plans to all the Aerite flyers. They only knew they would take orders from us and from Ahla, orders which must be quickly, implicitly obeyed.


  At last, after desperate haste, we were ready. I had been able to equip myself with other wings, powered by another Mansfield which we had previously brought from the wrecked Nomad. Evans had his wings and motor, and we both wore Nullo-grav belts.


  Those Aerites, with this wholly unexpected crisis falling upon them in the middle of the time of sleep, certainly were not lacking in courage. I could have mustered thousands more of them, men and girls, and even half grown children if I had wished. But this would have been just an untrained, wholly unequipped flying mob, however eager and courageous. I decided against it. They would have been fluttering to their death against the deadly weapons of the Gars.


  I selected about six hundred strongflying young men, and a few young girls whom Ahla knew were exceedingly agile in the air. They were equipped with such small weapons as we were able to procure.


  When they were ready, I circled them for a moment over the shining rooftop garden of Aerita. Looking down I could see the garden jammed with people, silently staring up at us. They were grim, those people who had to stay here and wait. A few of them flapped their wings and waved their arms.


  Then with the little army strung out behind me, we headed out over the wild terrain. Naked canyons and cliffs and rock-spires lay under us and above, the lurid Neptunian sky, with great wheeling clouds bathing us in the green glow of night.


  Chick Evans, flying nearby, called: “Is this about right, Alan? Shall we land here?”


  “Yes,” I agreed. I spoke to Ahla. “Land now. Tell them.” I said.


  WE HAD passed over the top of a huge rocky spire, with ragged cliffsides. To the right the tumbled terrain rose in tiers, dotted with spires like this one, and gashed with ravines and canyons. To the left, far away in the dull-green distance, the dark surface of the Black Lake lay dimly visible.


  Ahla gave the command in her native language. A dozen of her appointed lieutenants relayed it. Like a flock of frightened birds six hundred of us scattered, circled the spire, and then fluttered down, landing at six hundred different places. For an instant I could see the scurrying figures on the jagged cliff face. Then they were hidden.


  We had not yet sighted the Gar columns. But from information received, they should be almost in this region now. They were not coming by direct, swift flight. Our scouts had noticed that swiftflying groups had been held back by the slow progress of the mechanism platforms—the heavy apparatus which at intervals of a few miles would be landed, while the Gars carrying them rested.


  Chick Evans and Ahla were beside me now where we crouched, part way up the cliff face of the spire. Again I noticed how pitifully few were our weapons. Every Aerite, both the men and the girls, had only small electric knives. In a close-range scuffle, at grips with an opponent they might be handy but of no use in long-range aerial combat.


  We had an electric device by which a sharp disc could be flung—rapidly rotating—with a considerable accuracy for a thousand feet or more. These charged floaters would be attracted in their course by any nearby human body.


  Except for flexible fabric-shields of insulated material supposedly capable of warding off any hostile rays these things comprized our weapons. Old Arton had felt proud of these devices. Defense. His mind always had run on that. For me, I always think in different terms; The man who puts all his energy and brains into defending himself, will never win in any sort of conflict. How can he?


  “There they come,” murmured Evans. “See. them?”


  The first of the Gar columns popped into view off over the mountains near Black Lake. The invaders, a line of little dots, were rising out of a dark canyon ten miles or so away.


  “They have been resting with one of the big platforms,” said Ahla.


  “See it coming up?”


  The blob of the platform was rising. Then another line of flying figures showed further away, wheeling to join the others.


  “Just about where we figured they’d be,” I said. For a moment we watched them. We were not between them and Aerita, but several miles to one side. I had calculated it carefully. My plan must be put into operation. The Gars must be lured out over the Black Lake.


  “Well, we’ll make the first jump now,” said Evans. “If we don’t, they’ll pass without even seeing us.”


  True enough. At my signal the six hundred fluttering Aerite figures darted up from the shadows of the spire. We rose a few hundred feet and hung poised. That was a tense moment. Would the Gars ignore us and keep on their straight route for the Aerite city which was their goal? Or would that huge mechanism flash now, with a deadly intent to strike us down at this distance?


  Chick Evans fluttered at me. “They’re coming. About one thousand of them maybe.”


  THE big platform moved straight ahead, but a line of the Gars wheeled in our direction.


  “Hold where we are,” I shouted to Ahla.


  Steadily the Gars came, two strings of them. At a distance of a mile, they rose to a higher altitude, wheeled and gathered in a group, a thousand feet diagonally above us. And behind them other lines were coming.


  I did not dare wait any longer. At my signal each of us launched a whirling disc, flung it upward and outward, a little cloud of rotating bits of metal. They floated up at the still-distant Gars.


  The Gars fired their first fusillade. From their cone-weapons pink fire rings sailed out and expanded. But these missies were aimed, not at us but at our whirling discs. The discs burst into fragments of fused metal.


  Yet some of the fire rings reached us, too. A pink ray hit my shield and mushroomed, radiating heat, but I managed to fly away from the menace. A few Aerites, caught unawares however, dropped out of the air, engulfed in flames.


  Realizing the deadliness of weapons used by these Gar invaders, I turned to Ahla.


  “Quick,” I shouted, “tell everyone to head for Black Lake.”


  Like frightened birds we shot diagonally away. Sounds of the pink lightrings were reaching us now crackling, hissing, popping little reports. Most of our discs had been destroyed, but I could see a few that got through, whirling tiny blades, bending their courses toward the Gars’ bodies. One of the knives cut into a Gar’s flimsy body, sailed through him and on to seek another victim. That Gar, gruesomely severed, fluttered and fell. Then another, and another went down, amid flares of pink light and trailing smoke from their own exploding weapons.


  All this happened in a few seconds as we scattered to land on a rock-slope in the direction of the lake. Now the Gars fired their second round, this time directly at us, a ghastly volley. To some extent the shields warded off the pink rings.


  As I dropped, I could again feel the impact of force waves hitting my shield. A shower of heat and sparks enveloped me. Then I went through it. But around me Aerites were falling. A fluttering Aerite girl, with her drapes burning, went past me. Ahla? For an instant I thought that it was Ahla, but it was not.


  But we had not planned the encounter like this. We had had no conception of the ferocity, the recklessness with which the Gars would come after us. A hundred of the Aerites already must have fallen. It seemed for a second or two as though flaming, dropping forms were all around me.


  By my orders, the rest of us attempted to land on a rock-slope which descended toward the shore of the lake. The slope was strewn with crags and boulders that would have given shelter. Once in shelter and scattered, I had thought we would be on even terms with whatever squads of the enemy came within range.


  We had no time for that now. A flying line of the bat-winged shapes had encircled us. We were still high over the rock-slope when the fight turned into a general melee.


  Words cannot do justice to what followed. It became a deadly pyrotechnics in the midst of which fluttering bodies clashed in midair, sometimes falling in flames together I caught a glimpse of Chick Evans desperately fighting two Gars. I whirled to aid him, and his two assailants darted away. Then one came at me. My shield warded off a shower of pink sparks, and my whirling handknife cut through the flimsy Gar figure.


  Next I heard Evans give a shout.


  “Look, there goes Charlon.”


  The Gars were flinging bombs of glaring light now, dazzling white light. In the midst of them, I saw the figure of Charlon. His flash stabbed into an Aerite girl, and then he was gone, his great wings flapping as he rose into the smoke-filled gloom.


  Next Tara went past me. Fluttering figures, some of them flaming, came between us. But she must have recognized me, The bomb-glare painted her beautiful face staring at me with a look of venom. Then she, too, was gone, rising up as I dropped to the rocks.


  


  


  CHAPTER XV


  Tara Makes Her Choice


  


  


  FROM out of that hideous turmoil Chick Evans appeared, alighting on the slope beside me. In the darkness we crouched, panting. Air-heaviness proved to be a great handicap. All the Aerites had struggled against it from the moment we had left the crystal city.


  “Been fighting Gars and need a rest,” gasped Evans.


  Smoke-fumes settled down around us. Overhead, it seemed the Gars momentarily were withdrawing. Dimly in the orange-green gloom we could see them circling off.


  “There weren’t more than a few hundred here,” muttered Evans. “When the main body of them get after us it won’t be nice.”


  But the Aerites had done their best. Only three or four hundred of us seemed to be left. We had been grievously punished. Most of our puny weapons were gone. The situation looked grave.


  In the smoke-filled twilight now, I could see what was left of my little army still carrying out orders. Figures of Aerites were fluttering over the slope, scattering, scurrying away. Where was Ahla? I asked Chick Evans.


  “Don’t know,” he said. “Haven’t seen her.” Then he gripped me. “Alan, look there. It’s just about what we wanted.”


  Out over the mountains toward Mok the main columns of the advancing Gars became visible, lines of flying figures, with the mechanism-platforms among them. They had changed their course and were circling past us in a crescent sweep out toward the dark surface of the Black Lake.


  Charlon’s purpose seemed clear at last. Seemingly he had decided to by-pass us, to spare his men from hand-to-hand encounters.


  “That would be his best move anyway,” I murmured to Chick Evans. “From the shore of the Black Lake, a few miles above Aerita, he’d have no mountains to obstruct him and could set up his big, long-range projector. By this means he hopes to reduce the city to ruins at no risk to his men.”


  “If Boyle is only on the job,” fumed Evans. And then he gave a cry. “Alan, look up there.”


  A few figures still fluttered in the smoke above us. Now a pair of them came wavering down, two figures, interlocked. One of them was Ahla. She had brought down another girl, wounded, in her arms. They touched the slope within a few feet of us.


  “Ahla, I thank the stars you’re safe,” I cried.


  Feeling relieved of my greatest worry, I jumped for her. She was stretching the wounded young woman out on the rocks. But her companion was not an Aerite girl. That slim figure, encased in sleek, flexible woven metal with Gar bat-wings that quivered on the rocks, was familiar to me.


  It was Tara. She had been wounded, high in the air as she was making off with the Gars. Ahla had caught her and lowered her to safety. Now she lay here panting; and then I saw that one of her wings was broken and a portion of the other burned away.


  “Alan Frane, so it is you,” Tara murmured faintly. “You see, I am injured. Come sit by me, Alan.”


  Filled with pity I could not refuse this request. I moved to her side.


  “You loved me, Alan,” she murmured.


  “Tara—”


  “I thought you did.”


  “Tara, I’ll do what I can for you now. You’re wounded, so when this is over, you’ll have every medical attention.”


  “When this is over.” She seemed to ponder it. Her lips curled into a smile. “But it is over now. What could there be left, for me?”


  HER gaze hardened as she looked at Ahla.


  “You’ll be all right,” I said gently.


  “Yes. Of course. That is true. Come closer, Alan.”


  As I bent over her, her hand flicked to her wide metal belt and came out again like a striking snake. I heard Ahla scream as a glowing needle-point of metal stabbed at my chest. But warned by Ahla’s call, I swayed backward and caught Tara’s wrist. A quick twist sent the glowing blade tinkling to the rocks.


  With a groan the Gar girl sank back flat.


  “Even that to be denied me,” she whispered.


  “Tara—” I began.


  Then a simultaneous cry of warning from both Ahla and Chick made me jump to my feet.


  An amazing occurrence followed. Again Tara’s hand had touched her belt. Beneath the shining robe the narrow metal strips on her legs turned ruby red. Her breastplates began to glow. Under the warrior’s headdress her black hair stirred and rose.


  “Farewell, Alan Frane,” she said. As she spoke she waved one of her jeweled hands. The fingers crackled with sparks.


  “You would not dare touch me now, Alan Frane,” she smiled.


  I understood then.


  “Tara!” I gasped. “Turn that thing off.”


  For a last time Tara smiled at me, mockingly.


  Ahla and Chick Evans pulled me backward, away from her. Then the building current consumed her before our eyes. Pink flames leaped in melting metal wreckage and her body was engulfed.


  Puffs of brown smoke arose, thickened, hiding her from view. Then it thinned out again.


  Fascinated with horror, we stared. Where Tara had been, before us on the rocks lay a misty incandescent pile of slag.


  A cry from my companions aroused me from my stupor of pity.


  “Alan, the Gars are coming.”


  I whirled, to find Evans and Ahla staring out toward distant Black Lake. Unpredictable Charlon. His main army had gathered in the sky near the water. Now thousands of his men, with the platforms in their center, were winging toward us. Although no Aerites were visible, Charlon must have seen us land, scatter and hide on this rocky slope. So he had no intention of by-passing us and heading for Aerita.


  One of the Gar engines sent a narrow orange ray sizzling toward us. It struck far above, hitting a pinnacle overhead. For a moment it clung to the summit and then like a giant fountain, the peak spouted flames into the air. A geyser of fire arched up for a thousand feet. Molten lava came tumbling down.


  “Alan, let’s pull out of here,” gasped Chick Evans.


  We had no need to give Ahla the order. From the rock shadows of the slope, the Aerites fluttered up in flight. The orange ray vanished and I stared up. The clifftop was gone, melted away.


  The fountain of fire had missed us and the ray was gone, but from the top molten lava-streams came seething down with clouds of turgid smoke gushing from them.


  Charlon’s ray had touched the mountain top for some ten seconds. I shuddered as I pictured what he was planning—a bombardment like this of the shining city of Aerita.


  We could not stop him now, that seemed obvious. Only three or four hundred Aerites were fluttering here. So Chick Evans, Ahla and I flew up and led them off to one side of the flaming mountain top.


  Charlon had driven us from cover. Now his flying hordes came speeding toward us.


  This was Boyle’s chance. My mind returned to that weird subterranean Gar laboratory, under the city of Mok. The wounded Boyle would be lying where we had put him, in the control seat, with his little periscope image-grid beside him. Boyle would have been waiting and conditions were right for him now. We had tricked the Gars from the mountains to the edge of the lake and they were within range of Boyle’s Uradonite radiance at last. And no Aerites were mingled in combat with them.


  Boyle had the opportunity he craved. My heart was in my throat as I stared at the cloud of Gars, coming now to overwhelm us. I shouted at Ahla:


  “Tell everyone to wait. Let none move.”


  Just a moment longer. Then if Boyle did not act, we would have to scatter, defeated, hunted by Gars. The main Army would sweep on, triumphant, to smash the golden city of Aerita as they had smashed this little mountain top.


  TOO late a qualm of apprehension assailed me. Had I been wrong to trust Boyle? Would he redeem himself, or would he fail us again? Was he dead? Had he fainted?


  Then at this supreme crisis I saw a wonderful thing happen. Out there over the dark lake surface, the leading string of the flying Gars seemed luffing up into the air. They appeared confused. They fluttered madly. The line of them was rising a hundred feet above where it had been. Then two hundred. Their struggling figures now tried to fly downward. They failed. Against all their efforts they continued to soar aloft, still higher.


  Then the weird invisible force hit all of them at once. The huge platforms were rising, too. The Gars carrying the scaffolds had lost control.


  The platforms turned over in the air as they were carried higher. The whole Gar army grew panic-stricken as it soared steadily into the sky. Soon the tiny specks, scattered, tumbled, churning masses of desperately flying figures, struggling to fly down against the force which was hurling them skyward.


  Boyle had come through. He was doing his part, down there in the Gar laboratory. This had been my simple, but revolutionary discovery, when Tara had shown me the little apparatus which was the nerve-center of the big Gar mechanisms. I had applied to the Gar mechanism some of the principles of the Nullo-grav use of Uradonite. By a reversal of its electromagnetic poles, the Gar apparatus, instead of being a gravity intensifier, became gravity-repellent. Beneath the struggling, flying Gars now, the upward-streaming rays of anti-grav, inexorably were thrusting them away from Neptune’s surface.


  The idea had worked. All the Gars out there now were helpless waifs, lost in the sky, flung out from Neptune. They would continue to sail through the stratosphere, out into Space.


  Soon they would be dead things, breaking apart in the vacuum, flung into Nothingness . . .


  Later I grew aware as I stared, awed and triumphant, with my wings flapping and the Mansfield motor humming, that a crazy wind was tossing me. I heard Chick Evans laughing.


  “We did it. It’s all over, Alan. Pretty swell finish.”


  A crazy wind was tossing our little poised band of Aerites here, an abnormal wind which had sprung up suddenly as the air around us rushed into the up-flung currents where the Gars had been. I found myself struggling against it. Where was Ahla? Then I saw her—a thousand feet away perhaps, out toward the dark surface of the lake. She was struggling to fly back.


  I let myself go in the wind, flying toward her.


  “Ahla, can you make it?” I called out.


  “Yes, I think so,” she panted. A few other figures could be seen around us in the gloom, Aerites who had been blown here, too, and who tried to buck the wind.


  Also I saw one or two Gars, making off in terror.


  I reached Ahla and gripped her. As she clung to me, for a moment the powerful little Mansfield drove my wings to support us both. I held us level in the roaring wind. Ahla recovered her breath.


  “All right now, Alan. Let me go.”


  I launched her and she started back toward the shore, with me following.


  Then out of the turgid gloom a batlike figure appeared, huge and menacing. Like a malevolent demon it pounced at me and seized me in an iron grip. Our wings interlocked and the assailant let out a diabolical yell.


  It was Charlon.


  “I have you at last,” screamed the Gar leader. “Alan Frane, you shall die!”


  


  


  CHAPTER XVI


  Struggle for Life


  


  


  SO QUICK and resolute had been the attack that I had no chance to dodge. Charlon was agile in the air, for it had always been his natural element. For a native of Neptune he was immensely powerful and his arms enclosed mine like steel bands.


  My Mansfield-motored wings continued to flap and I heard one of the struts snap. Loose fabric fell down over my shoulders. Charlon emitted a laugh when this occurred. The expression on his handsome features was that of a fiend.


  By a sudden effort I managed to free one of my hands too and to grasp him by the wrist. He let go of the cone weapon he held and it whirled away. Then we began to fight.


  The wind swept us further out over the Black Lake. The surface of the water boiled, lashed to fury by the gale. Boyle long since had snapped off the anti-grav radiance. There was just the crazy storm here, a maelstrom of clashing air-currents that tossed us up and then whirled us down again as we struggled.


  Once we broke apart. With my Nullo-grav belt still operating I was weightless. But with one broken wing I sagged, flopped—and the frenzied Charlon came pouncing at me again.


  “I’ll make an end of you, Frane,” he panted. His fingers, with amazing strength in them, gripped me by the throat. My fist clipped him in the face. But he was not like a Gar; he was solid as an Earthman. His head snapped back under the blow, but he kept grinning and his grip tightened on my throat.


  Treetops swept by under us. Desperately I tore his fingers loose and gulped in air.


  “Charlon, you fool; the island means death to both,” I warned him. Our struggling bodies crashed through a spindly treetop, tore through leafy branches and then we hit the ground.


  A thrill of alarm ran through me. That squishing, mashing sound beneath us told me we had crashed upon the coiled body of a monstrous slug! It screamed and its head with glaring myriad eyes swayed up over us. Charlon failed to take heed.


  “I’ve got you, Frane,” he gloated.


  Charlon was thinking only of killing me. We continued to roll in a writhing gluey mass, scattering the coiled slug as we fought. How well I remembered slugs. Ahla and I had struggled with one once before. Gluey flesh engulfed us.


  But Charlon was not thinking of that. Perhaps he did not realize what it was. We were rolling, threshing. And I was aware of the breaking slug, with new heads springing into being upon all its slashed segments. A dozen sucker mouths had appeared. Forked heads were pecking at us, weird throats were screaming at us as we fought each other, heedless of the monster’s gluey coils.


  Charlon continued to grip my throat, clawing at it, then trying to pound my face with his other fist. Then abruptly I went limp. He promptly climbed on top of me. My free hand, fumbling beside me, gripped a thick sticky mass of slug-pulp. I raised it up and shoved it into Charlon’s face.


  He tried to scream an oath but gasped and choked. His grip loosened as he wildly wiped at his face trying to remove the horrible mass that blinded and choked him. Heaving his body off I got to my feet. Charlon rolled nearby with the quivering pulp of the mashed slug writhing upon him.


  Again my mind flashed back to that other time when I had fought these horrible slugs. The Nullo-grav belt had saved Ahla and me then. I had leaped and pulled her out of the writhing mire when she could not free herself. I could escape but Char Ion could not.


  ONCE again using the grav belt to make me weightless, I leaped into the air. The force of the jump pulled me free. Strings and viscous chunks of the pulp clung to me and at normal weight, with that heavy mass added, my spring would have been futile. As I soared into the air I strove to shake off the entangling strings of flesh.


  Ten feet under me Charlon still tried to rise, with his wings wildly beating. A segment of pulp, dropping from me struck him as it fell.


  He went down again. He began to scream. Then as I tore through the tree-tops, I had a last glimpse of Charlon down on the ground as the tumbling, unkillable grey pulp engulfed him. For an instant one of his wings remained visible. Then it was sucked down and nothing remained.


  Above the treetops I found Chick Evans fluttering, calling at me in anxious tones. The storm had blown itself out and Evans helped me with my broken wing. Then Ahla and some of the others came to assist me also.


  That remnant of our Aerite army, about three hundred and fifty of us, in easy flight, because there was almost no air-heaviness now, winged its way on into the city of Mok.


  I need not give the details of that entry. The news of the strange annihilation of Charlon’s army already had reached there. Many persons sullenly watched us arrive but others of them welcomed us, the conquerors. And old Montoh, whom Tara fortunately had not yet murdered, was glad enough to surrender. He had never liked this affair anyway. He said so now to me bluntly, and I could well believe him. And he believed me, too, when I assured him we would work a compromise so that in the end the Gars would benefit. That would end all thought of war on Neptune.


  And then Chick Evans, Ahla and I went down to the underground laboratory, to find Boyle. I recall how all of us were smiling, eager to tell him how well he had done. Now we could give him medical attention, fix up his smashed legs.


  The pallid lab was just as we had left it. There had been, quite evidently, no alarm here. From the doorway we could see Boyle’s figure still stretched in the control chair.


  “Boyle, here we are,” I called out. “You certainly did it perfectly. Well done, Boyle.”


  Gayly we rushed in. Then we stood before him, silent and numbed. He lay stretched there, with his dead eyes staring. But on his white lips there was still lingering a smile of satisfaction as if he gloried in the fact he had kept faith.


  I THINK that’s about all I need recount. We were able to repair the Nomad, and Chick Evans already has gone back to Earth, back with the news. He will bring Earth-freighters and mining equipment here to get the precious Uradonite. Earth needs it badly, and we do not need it on Neptune.


  I am staying here on Neptune. There is much to do: the political adjustments between the Aerites and the Gars and the mining of the Uradonite.


  Ahla and I have a little home in Aerita. There are times when it is filled with golden light and other times with restful darkness.


  I am busy, and happy. Happiness comes with having work to do and doing it with prospects of success. And I have Ahla.


  I think I am singularly blessed.


  MINIONS OF THE CRYSTAL SPHERE


  Albert dePina


  Like a monster flashing jewel, Plastica hovered over Neptune. And burning at its heart like the malignant sparkle of a gem was the blazing hate of millions of slaves, ready to flare into raging battle at the ringing tocsin of Vyrl Guerlan, the man without a country.


  THE vast globe of transparent plastic, infinitely stronger than the most powerful columbium steel, hung suspended in space, ablaze in brilliant pyrotechnics of light. And as cold and impersonal as the laws of the empire it ruled.


  Within it was the City of the Inner Circle. Patterned after the City of Plastica itself, it rose within the globe in graduated tiers, but unlike Plastica, there were no graduations of caste—they were all Protectors, these scientists of the Inner Circle, and above them ruled the legendary figure of His Benevolence, the “Protector in Chief.”


  Six thousand feet below, the turbulent ocean tossed restlessly as if resentful of the awful pressure of the stupendous antigravity beams that kept the glittering sphere in space—sacred, inviolate, invulnerable. Above the ocean’s shoreline, set amidst low hills, rose Plastica, entirely enclosed in a shell of the same transparent plastic, and rising tier on tier—each one a small world unto itself, and each barred from communication with other tiers. Here the millions toiled and loved and died . . . and entered the portals of Blessed Sleep.


  In the vast reaches of Neptune, only this continent—Adamic, was livable, thanks to immense volcanic valleys where constant volcanic activity of titanic proportions maintained a temperate atmosphere in contrast to the frigid, desolate continents to the north and west. And dotting the valley of Plastica like transparent beehives, the twelve jewels of the diadem—twelve cities where five million human beings dwelt in each, formed the empire of sixty million descendants of the original immigrants who chose to follow the Council in their flight from Venus.


  There was no other sign of man, except among the virgin forests of the volcanic valleys, where the Irreconcilables who fled the rigid laws of the Protectors, carried on a precarious existence, assailed by fierce wild beasts of prey, and hunted for sport with lances and long-swords by the members of the Inner Circle, and the Scientists of the first order. Burdened by the awful gravity of the great planet, and without adequate arms to defend themselves, they were doomed quarry.


  Within the capital, Plastica, and in each of the twelve cities, each individual life had a definite pattern known only to the members of the Inner Circle. Any deviation from that pattern brought instant retribution. There was no appeal, for each judgment was based on cold, inexorable law. Ever since the great exodus from Earth, when the original Council had fled Terra, and forced colonies on Mars and Venus, and later after their disastrous war with Europa, the Council itself had been given the alternative of leaving the inner planets or being executed, the members of the Council had colonized Neptune with millions who unable to live without the “controls” had chosen to accompany them into space. As the centuries passed and a new ruler of the Council had been elected, changes had occurred in the laws, methods had been perfected, until now, all Neptune was ruled by the City in the Flaming Sphere, and to the millions in Plastica and the other great cities, the Protectors (as they now styled themselves), had become legendary figures. The Law was supreme. And behind the Law, was the “Blessed Sleep.”


  IN THE fabulous hall of the palace, where the reeling torches in relief threw faces of ink and of gold, there was a sudden silence as an unearthly voice rose limpid, supernally lovely, in a single ululating note. It was as if a gargoyle were singing with the voice of an angel.


  But the bizarre assemblage of jaded, pleasure-sated “Protectors” of the Inner Circle had no eyes for the cadaverous Minister of Justice, whose distorted features seemed uglier as he directed a stream of modulated notes upward toward the gigantic doors at the top of jewelled stairs. All eyes peering through the slits of black and golden masks that completely hid their faces, were directed at the great red doors, shining like gigantic, square cut rubies under the primitive light of resinous torches. Every detail of the masquerade was perfection itself, copying faithfully the conditions of primitive ages thousands of years past. The magnificent costumes of the guests harked back to pirates and slave-dealers, to vanished kings and oriental potentates. Back to an era when humanity was young, as if these scientists who had the command of miracles at their fingertips, had wearied of their scientific perfection.


  Bejamel, Minister of Justice, had conceived the idea, and His Benevolence had approved. From the current “favorite” of His Benevolence, to the newest neophyte of the Inner Circle, the Masquerade had immediately become a command performance.


  Only one thing they had no need to imitate, one thing that harked back to the darkest annals of Terra and surpassed anything that Planet had ever known—their utterly ruthless intrigues for the favor of His Benevolence. Assassinations were a commonplace, besides it provided a constant incentive to the Scientists of the First Order, for from them were chosen the fortunate ones who filled the vacanies of the Inner Circle.


  The audience gave a vast sigh, like a susurrating breeze, as the ponderous doors began to open under the exact tonal vibration of Bejamel’s voice, for Bejamel, Minister of State, was the only one who could open those doors, aside from the “Protector in Chief” himself. Within the inner chamber nothing was discernible as the doors opened—nothing but a vast radiance intolerable to their eyes. As if a command had been given, all of them kneeled with bowed heads. At last, Bejamel’s ululating chant ceased and when they looked again, the jewelled door had closed, but on the dais at the top of the stairs immediately above them reclined a figure—a monstrous figure of man, whose sharp, pale-yellow eyes gazed at them with bored contempt from amid folds of bulging flesh.


  “Benevolence!” The roar of thousands of voices rose in servile tribute, and left hands were flung upwards, fingers extended in salute. His Benevolence looked them over with cold, cruel eyes that seemed to miss no detail, and a little smile extended the bulbous lips. Languidly he waved a massive hand to the masqueraders, noting that none had achieved the bejewelled opulence of his Mandarin’s costume, and instantly the revelry burst into tumult. The corps of exquisite dancers until now frozen in motionless attitudes, began a series of provocative movements, while barbaric drums and percussion instruments wove a theme of madness and desire. Over all, the shrill passionata of the reeds and strings winged insistently to combine in a diabolic pattern that plucked at raw nerves and bared hidden jealousies and hates and bared the instincts of the jungle, red in tooth and claw.


  A group of dancers weaving and undulating in the suggestive rhythms of the Venusian “Vuda” passed like an uncoiling serpent before the august dais and burst into bacchanalian frenzy before the sardonic yellow eyes of His Benevolence. The fantastic splendor of the scene was heightened by the young, supple bodies of the most beautiful girls in the empire, the Virgins of the Sacred Flame, chosen yearly for that sacred trust.


  “WELL,” an impassive voice inquired of a tall, dark-haired guest who stood in the side-lines, stiff and uncertain, his conventional black mask too small to hide the firm, square-cut mouth, his blue-black mane of shoulder-length hair betraying him as a newcomer lacking as it did the curled and perfumed artistry of the other guests.


  “I suppose it’s superfluous to ask your reactions to your first visit to the mysteries of our City.” The faint laughter that accompanied the words brought a flush to the cheeks of the newcomer, fortunately covered by the mask.


  “How did you know I was a newcomer?” The youth inquired in turn.


  “Simple,” the cold, impassive voice replied. “You have no jewels save that ring of a scientist of the First Order you’re trying to conceal. Your costume’s far too simple. . . . When do you begin your probationary period for the Inner Circle?” The speaker was below medium height, slender as a sheathed rapier, and dressed in a single garment of tight-fitting silk literally emblazoned in diamonds of the first water. His square-cut mane of red-gold hair was starred with myriad blue and red and yellow flashing stones, but the face was thoroughly hidden by the golden mask.


  “Tomorrow!” The words were spoken with a vast regret. “I’m afraid I don’t quite understand. . . . I hadn’t expected this. Why? thought Sacred City was a heaven of achievement of . . .” he stopped as if words failed him.


  “Go on!” The sexless voice had a hint of mockery in its depths now. “This is merely a preamble.” He waved a marvelously slender hand in the direction of the revellers. “Later . . . but then, I always manage to slip away before the real feast commences. If you wish, you may come with me.”


  “But who are you? I might as well tell you who am I,” the youth began, but his unknown acquaintance waved his words aside with a gesture.


  “I know who you are—scientist of the First Order Guerlan, as for me, it does not matter who I am—you will see me again . . . soon.” He turned to leave.


  “Wait!” Guerlan exclaimed. “Take me with you out of this . . . this welter of vice and . . .” words failed him in his disgust.


  “Traitor . . . Blasphemer!” A hoarse cry of rage rose above the music and tumult. The swirling dancers split asunder as if a giant’s hand had flung them back. In the center of the cleared space, Guerlan found himself facing a stocky, powerful figure of a man, costumed in the ancient garments of a Pirate, eyes gleaming through the slits of his golden mask. In his hand he hefted a long columbium sword with bejewelled hilt. “Draw, vermin!” He taunted the dazed youth. “Draw before I spit you on my sword like a spider!”


  On the dais, still reclining as he gulped superb white grapes, His Benevolence had begun to show signs of interest for the first time. The veil of boredom had left his yellow eyes, an expectant grin split his lips hungrily. Here was an unscheduled diversion of the first order.


  Guerlan wore a long, thin rapier for a weapon, it had come with the costume, or he’d never have thought of wearing it—nothing like this fantastic nightmare could possibly have occurred to him. “Why did they have to choose me!” He groaned inwardly. But with a swift movement he drew the blade and stood en garde. He sensed dimly that it was a true weapon, flexible and needle-sharp, not a costume-toy. And once he had it in his hand, all his relentless, austere training in fencing and sword-play came flooding in his mind. It was not considered sportsmanlike to hunt Irreconcilables with atmo-pistols, only swords and spears were used—but the end was the same for the defenseless rebels.


  Dimly Guerlan was aware of the dispassionate voice whispering in his ear, “Watch out for tricks . . . and win! The penalty will be far less severe.”


  Guerlan wondered if his unknown acquaintance of the frigid voice meant that his rebellious words had reached the awesome figure on the dais, and that by winning he might be shown mercy. But he had no more time to think irrelevant thoughts, for with a cry of drunken fury, his accuser struck without preamble, slashing downward in a mighty blow calculated to have cloven anything in two. But Guerlan smiled contemptuously at the transparent maneuver; he merely shifted sideways and flicked his rapier, and the sword slid harmlessly along the shining columbium steel rapier. But the pseudo-pirate had no intentions of giving up the initiative, he whirled the saber over his head and again brought it down in a glancing blow that would have sheered through Guerlan, and the young scientist again parried it with such precision that the razor-sharp blade slid off singing to one side.


  IT WAS a superb struggle, and His Benevolence had directed his palace minions to clear space for his unobstructed view. He now held a gigantic uncut, but polished diamond to one eye, which he alternated with an emerald and then a ruby, watching the battle through various colors. An immense golden platter of viands and fruits slowly disappeared down his capable maw.


  Suddenly Guerlan closed in. His rapier flashed with vertiginous speed, flicking in and out, so rapidly that it barely seemed to touch the brawny forearm of his attacker, but when it came away it left a flowing gash from elbow to wrist. With a bellow of humiliation and rage, the pirate-costumed scientist lunged with a tremendous slash, but his sword-point speared the air and before he could recover his balance, Guerlan drove his rapier deep into the fleshy shoulder.


  His attacker was silent now, an ominous rage contorted the brutal face from which he’d torn the golden mask. He had but one single idea, to kill and kill quickly. Laughter and jeering shouts rose around him. As did the acrid odor of blood mingling with the exotic fragrances that cloyed the atmosphere . . . his own blood! His reaction to the audible scorn of the other inner circle scientists was instantaneous. He came in whirling his saber until it was like a silver vortex, then he brought it down in a savage slash to sheer Guerlan’s head off his shoulders. But the youth leaped back, engaging the Pirate’s sword at the same time and with a strange flicking motion accomplished faster than the eye could catch, he twisted suddenly at a precise instant and sent his attacker’s sword flying through the silent hall.


  It was an all but forgotten, ancient Italian trick whose origins were lost. But the Scientist of the Inner Circle, sweating under his gaudy pirate’s costume knew nothing about Italian fencing tricks—he only knew that one moment he’d thought to shear his opponent’s head off his shoulders and the next he was disarmed. A look of sheer horror came into his blood-flecked eyes and next an uncontrollable scream escaped his lips. That sealed his doom. Guerlan saluted and made no motion to finish him. But from the fabulous dais where the jeweled stairs were like a flowing stream of fire, a mocking, infinitely sardonic laugh chilled every scientist present in that room.


  “Our unfortunate brother is afraid, he is tired, is he not Bejamel? After such an ordeal he deserves sleep . . . soothing ‘Blessed Sleep!’ ” Again that demoniac, perversely cruel cachination that travestied laughter, while the scientist, grovelling now, babbled in a frenzy of appeals for a mercy that didn’t exist. He was led screaming to a side door and then once more there was silence in the hall.


  “Bring the rebel!” Once more it was the voice of His Benevolence, purring now, silky, filled with anticipatory pleasure. But Guerlan needed no one to bring him before the dreaded presence. He walked calm and erect to what he sensed would be his death. He knew that from this soulless being he could expect no justice—nothing but death. But there was to be a surprise in store for him. His Benevolence was an adept at ringing the changes of torture on a human soul, and this was a magnificent occasion. “We have heard you disapprove of us?” His Benevolence’s voice was light, cheerful, there was no hint of danger in the silky tones. But Guerlan knew. That partly developed extra-sensory perception that was a part of his heritage was prenaturally alert now. He was not fooled.


  “I expressed a misunderstanding, Your Benevolence,” Guerlan bowed and slowly took off his mask. Above the wide-spaced deep-green eyes, flashing like tourmalines, a tiny tattooed six-pointed star seemed to tremble with the pulsing of a vein.


  “You see, Bejemel? I told you that ‘Perceptives’ would never do, yet you so persuasively sold me the idea of how useful they could be if their extra-sensory perceptive powers were developed.” He sighed. “It’s that genius of yours for intrigue. . . . But it has failed. We can allow no dissidents to enter the mysteries of the inner circle, Bejamel!”


  “I kneel before your Benevolence,” Bejamel’s gargoyle features were painfully contorted as he tried to grovel. “In my zeal for service to your Magnificance I have failed, but there’s always the Blessed Sleep for this blasphemer, O Symbol of Charity!” He finished ominously and pondered what a jewel of a victim he would make.


  BUT His Benevolence gave Bejamel a look of such cold, devastating evil, that he should dare to offer a solution, that the cadaverous Minister of Justice seemed to shrink, pale and desperate, against the wall of scientists who watched avidly the miseen scene.


  “No mercy, no finesse.” His Benevolence again was wearing the mask of merciful forgiveness. “No Bejamel—not the Chamber of Blessed Sleep, just . . .” and he held up two fingers weighted with jewels. Then he turned to Guerlan.


  “My son!” Guerlan flinched. “Having been offered the sacred honor of entering the Inner Circle, you failed to understand your first test of the lesser mysteries . . . all this . . . this pitiful show of human frailty and weakness, this odious travesty on the sins of the flesh, was staged to test you. And you.” A world of sadness seemed to darken His Benevolence’s voice, “and you condemned us! Instead of seeing it as a mere test, and valuing it for what it was worth, you believed that we were such monsters of hypocrisy as to entertain such lives.” He wagged his head from side to side in inexpressible disappointment and grief. I would pardon you from the depths of my heart, but The Law is inexorable—I can but soften the harshness of your retribution.


  “And so, my son,” he held up two fingers again, “you not only are barred from entering the sacred inner circle, but are demoted from scientist of the first, to that of the second order. There is one plastic center where a problem has not been solved. Achieve its solution and you will be promoted to your original place, and perhaps . . . perhaps as you grow older, you may again be considered for the priceless boon, the blessed destiny you have lost tonight.”


  A brooding sadness mantled the obese face, lending it dignity and a transitory greatness. The soft echoes of the august voice ceased, and Guerlan found himself being led by members of the Inner Circle Guard back to the atomo-plane that had brought him here from Plastica. He was too dazed to think, a vast, anguished feeling of defeat and shame filled his mind, the words of His Benevolence whom he had dared to doubt, were etched in acid in his brain. But, deep in the recesses of his consciousness, something mocking, something not quite articulate, struggled to plant in his chaotic thoughts, the swiftly growing seeds of doubt.


  Behind him, had he only been there to see and hear, a cataract of laughter had engulfed the great Hall, and His Benevolence, surrounded by his favorites and the most magnificently beautiful girls of the empire, shook in paroxysms of mocking laughter.


  But Guerlan knew nothing of this. His muscles ached from the battle and his brain was awhirl. Once out in space again, he noted that a great storm was in progress.


  Hurtling under guard through the stormy reaches of space, he idly watched through the plane’s transparent dome how lightning danced a drunken saraband. But although Guerlan strove to re-direct his thoughts, the echoes of His Benevolence’s voice were like a sunset gun in his brain—final, incontestable, a sentence to the obscurity of the Second Order, and problems . . . he had mentioned a specific problem. And Guerlan remembered with chill apprehension the sentence for failure to solve problems in the second order. Three failures brought a warning, five a probation and the sixth . . . final judgment.


  The upper air of the First Level, reserved for the Scientists of the First Order, had the exhilarating quality of Burgundy. As far as Guerlan’s eyes could reach, the opaline and prismatic domes of the First Level’s exquisite structures extended in every direction. The light was soft and caressing, thanks to the illumination and climate conditioning of the mammoth Weather Stations. A soft, lilting melody reminiscent of the ancient ballets of another age of centuries past, was like a ripple of melodic laughter, enhancing a background of inafifable peace. But Guerlan knew how illusory all this was for him. Only enough time—a few hours to arrange his affairs and move to the Second Level had been granted him. A profound pang of regret was like a dull ache in his heart.


  He had been trained from childhood to be a scientist of the First Order, his mental coordinates had warranted it. So he had never seen any other level but the First. Vaguely he had heard of that Second level where spartan simplicity was a virtue, luxury-less, where toil was constant, and thinking—a dangerous luxury, except where work-problems were concerned. And the columbium steel band around his young heart seemed to constrict more and more. Quickly he finished packing his personal possessions. Nothing else was allowed him—a sentence of demotion entailed complete personal loss.


  II


  “IN TWENTY-SEVEN seconds,” an impassive voice vaguely reminiscent, predicted from the inter-connecting cat-walk above, “the vat will burst, flooding the safety moat with acid.”


  The marvelous tonal quality was startling, for in its depths there was no emotional content—almost as if it were a sexless voice prophesying the most natural thing in the world.


  With a swift movement that sent the muscles rippling along a Leander-like torso, Vyrl Guerlan abandoned the precision tool with which he had tackled a gigantic refractory coupling. Gleaming with perspiration, his square-cut mouth compressed into a line of fury, he gazed up at the speaker and wondered where he’d heard that voice before. Above him rose the titanic vat of processing acid, that treated the materials and converted them into gelatinous masses in the first process.


  “I was a First Order Scientist, I’m now an Analyst,” Guerlan said brusquely. “Nothing in my tests indicates such an accident.” But the whining crescendo of the vat’s machinery was threnody in major and minor warning of sudden, devastating trouble, as its originally smooth purr changed to a cacophony of sound.


  “Twelve seconds!” Came the placid voice in reply. “Care to test my prediction?”


  For an answer Guerlan scrambled up the hetero-plastic ladder to the upper cat-walk with the agility of dread, his mane of blue-black hair tangled and dishevelled, his face white and strained.


  Guerlan towered beside the fragile figure of the scientist, whose wasp-like waist and marvelously slender hands gave him an elfin quality in comparison with Vyrl’s streamlined strength. For an instant Guerlan felt an overpowering desire to seize the delicate body in his own great hands and break it in two. But the luminous violet eyes on the abnormally lovely face, appraising him now as if he were a particularly obnoxious specimen, held him in check with their utterly calm detachment. It was then he remembered where he’d last heard those impersonal tones, that sexless voice that seemed devoid of all emotion.


  “Why . . . you’re the scientist of the golden mask when I was at the . . .” but a cool hand was suddenly pressed against his lips. A vague fragrance as of Venusian jasmines was in Guerlan’s nostrils and before he could say any more, a livid crack appeared down the length of the vat, growing swiftly until the vat where Guerlan had been working on the defective coupling, split into two halves with a prodigious hiss, like an apple cloven in two.


  A cataract of spuming acid flooded into the safety moat, while hundreds of analysts and technicians came scrambling up the opague hetero-plastic ladders that surpassed columbium steel in tensile strength and cycle-endurance for unlike metal, there was no fatigue factor. A babel of voices rose above the broken hum of the machinery and the swirling hiss of the released acid. Intolerable fumes taxing the conditioners in the safety towers, burned the membranes of their nostrils and mouths as they gasped for air.


  And, above the hum of the machinery, the growing turmoil of panic-stricken technicians and tumult of excited voices, rose the crystalline tones of the slender scientist once more:


  “Vat 66 explodes in twelve minutes!”


  A desperate look—the look of a trapped animal glazed Guerlan’s green eyes. If this was true, it was the end for him.


  “The organic acid vat! . . . But, it’s impossible!” He gasped. Yet, inwardly, even as he denied the possibility, he knew with soul-wrenching dread, and the certitude of a perceptive that it was true.


  But he didn’t have time to think, to plan a solution of the problem, for already the outpouring technicians were sweeping him onward in a desperate exodus toward the multiple conveyors that reached every section and floor of the titanic structure that was known as Plastic No. 15. Once as he was being pushed forward by the press of horrified analysts, synthetizers, selectors, graders and all the technical complement of the Second Order who actually transformed all foods, materials, minerals and in fact everything produced in Neptune, he glimpsed the calm features of the scientist he had first seen at the Feast of the Jewels in the City of the Sphere, and it seemed to him there was a hint of pity in the violet eyes.


  Guerlan’s face was white as Jadite as he roared orders in an effort to stem the maddened flood of men. He exhorted them to don their masks of crysto-plast and try to hold back the expected explosion, but no one paid any attention; it was doubtful if they even understood him in their growing horror of the dread, corrosive acid that converted organic matter into a secret formula that none but the Scientists of the Inner Circle were permitted to know anything about. They never saw the final product under the penalty of death.


  AT LAST they debouched into the conveyors, and Guerlan, among a group of others, was taken to the Dispersors—platforms where the ultra-sensitive dispersal machines sensitized to the vibrations of their individual plastic wrist-band of rank, unerringly sent them to their proper levels.


  Guerlan’s generous mouth was compressed into a pale scimitar. His odd, slanting green eyes with long dark lashes, were almost black with rebellious fury. Suddenly he was shunted into a special conveyor and a platform where the conveyors to the inner corridors revolved.


  “They already know!” He exclaimed bitterly. And he was not wrong. For presently a plastic arm the color and texture of aluminum, but incredibly stronger gathered him in and gently pushed him into an alcove that immediately became hermetically sealed the very moment he had entered. Guerlan saw that he was in an Efficiency Cubicle where technicians were periodically tested. Before him stood a towering Neuro-graph entirely fashioned of several types of plastics including crystallite, as transparent as its namesake. It was an invention so complicated that it resembled nothing so much as a multiplication of tesseracts. Presently it became activated by Guerlan’s mental frequency, and one of its slender rods moved forward silently.


  A magnetic current went through the analyst and held him rigid, while another rod clamped a plastic helmet over the young man’s head. For several seconds the almost inaudible sighing of the complex machinery was the only thing that disturbed the silence. Then, in precise, clipped tones an uncannily human voice began in sonorous tones to summarize his mental and physical coordinates:


  “Efficiency totally neutralized by intense mental stress. Subject suffering from psycho-atavistic retrogression. Paranoiac tendencies with delusions of persecution. Immediate fear of death . . . intense.”


  THERE was a pause in which Guerlan had time to remember how many times he had attended councils with other Scientists of the First Order, when the readings of the Master Neuro-graph on the First Level from which he’d been ejected, had been tabulated from the readings of the various neuro-graphs in the Plastic Centers and transmitted to the Council of the Inner Circle in the City of the Sphere. Guerlan, his eyes flaming, his face mutinous, awaited for the recommendation. It was not long in coming.


  “Report to Psychiatry III for amnesiac treatment for removal of superfluous knowledge. Recommendation: Reclassify for Level III.”


  “Damn them!” The desperate rebellion of a man condemned to worse than death rose from his heart as the magnetic rod freed him and the helmet was removed from his head.


  He began to circle the cubicle like a trapped animal. “Level III!” He wailed inwardly. The Level of the Automatons conditioned to slave-labor, dwelling in semi-darkness and squalor, on a diet restricted to barest essentials of energy units, until finally the Blessed Sleep claimed him—whatever that was, he shuddered. He’d had six failures in his section—Plastic No. 15, and six meant the ultimate sentence. There was no trial, no jury, no opportunity even of explaining or seeking in a rational manner the reason for those ghastly explosions. Inexorably, the Law was final. But who was The Law? From the high Level of a First Order Scientist engaged in scientific work that had resulted in the miraculous array of plastics that had made their civilization a thing of undreamed of power and wealth, he was cast without recourse to the Level of Darkness—memory-less, reflex-conditioned, practically mindless except for slavish toil and animal needs.


  Little had he dreamed, even when a Scientist of the First Order, that there existed such stupendous extremes as the fantastic splendor of the City of the Sphere, and the hellish misery of Level III. The Neuro-graph was speaking again in the sonorous, purple period that made his hackles rise.


  “Analyst Guerlan,” it intoned and paused impressively. “You have failed in your Allotment. Six accidents have destroyed enormous wealth and caused inexcusable damage. You had not less than five previous repetitions of the same type of accident to study and find a solution to the problem . . . a problem given you because of your blasphemous attitude toward the Inner Circle. The sixth explosion was your epitaph. Retribution is The Law.


  “You will be immediately conditioned for Level III. Amnesiac Treatment will be administered to save needless suffering—we are merciful—a robot-proctor will guide you henceforth through the various stages. A Protector has spoken.” The icy voice was silent.


  Guerlan wondered which Protector had passed sentence. The hum of the machine told of coordinators falling into place as his mental and psychic state was recorded, the amount of energy of his metabolism checked and the time potential of his servitude unerringly estimated. A livid glow enveloped the strange instrument, and then, silently, a part of the seemingly blank wall behind him slid aside for a robot-proctor’s entrance.


  Guerlan knew that the inexorable sentence had been transmitted by remote control through incredibly delicate processes to the machine before him. But who’d decided on the sentence, or why the reason for its harsh cruelty, he had no way of knowing. He doubted if the elephantine Protector in Chief had bothered to pass it. But Guerlan had no time to dwell on this question, for the bery-plastic robot-protor, its non-abradable crystallite eyes gleaming, had grasped him firmly by the elbow to lead him away.


  It was then that Guerlan acted without preconceived plan. His magnificent chest arched as he sucked in air; then with a sinuous movement of vertiginous speed, he twisted free and swooping downwards at the same time he grasped the robot by its legs and then heaved with a muscle-wrenching effort, flinging the plastic man with shattering impact into the Neurograph. A dry, staccato rattle followed the rending crash. Part of the robot-proctor protruded from what had been the machine’s crystallite dome and fragments of delicate mechanism and scintillating shards of priceless Jadite showered on the plastic floor.


  Instantly the cubicle was illuminated by a vivid, crimson fluorescence, while the opening in the wall began rapidly to close. But Vyrl Guerlan was already speeding toward the closing aperture. Instantly he was through, seconds later only a blank wall showed where an opening had been. A series of alarms in coordinated prismatic flashes flared in every direction, activating the Safety Machines. Long, crane-like alumi-plastic arms extended from ramps and conveyor-heads to trap him; all efficiency cubicles became hermetically sealed cells, and over all, a shrill maddening whine rose in fiendish wail, insistent, nerve-shattering.


  Guerlan knew death was at his heels. He dodged the gasping arms and magnesitic traps, straining his extra-sensory perception to its fullest power without slowing down the killing pace he maintained. Still he wondered how long he could last against the diabolical ingenuity of the Inner Circle. If he only had some human to go up against, with atomo-pistols, or the more devastating supernal fire of the electronic flash, forbidden to all but the Inner Circle Scientist—or even the primitive swords and rapiers used to hunt Irreconcilables in Neptune’s vast forests. But machines! Soulless, cold plastic machines! His capable hands clenched and unclenched as he flung himself toward the ascending conveyor before him, his breath labored, his chest heaving.


  “No, idiot . . . not that one!” There was an intense urgency in the crystalline voice that speared into his consciousness. Even before he turned to locate the speaker, he recognized the voice. Twice before in a moment of crisis he’d heard it.


  “You!” Guerlan breathed explosively. He tensed himself to leap upon the fragile figure at the least movement. But once more the preternaturally calm graze from the violet eyes held him in thrall.


  “That conveyor was purposely set in motion to trap you . . . it leads to Phychiatry III where you would have been neutralized, Guerlan. Take the blue, lapiz-lazuli conveyor behind you to the right. Hurry! We’ve only seconds before the chamber is gassed!”


  Suiting action to his words, the slender scientist dashed to the gleaming plastic conveyor that imitated in all its sapphirine perfection the blue glory of lapiz-lazuli. In an instant Guerlan was beside the scientist in a leap. He grasped the fragile shoulder with fingers that dug into rounded flesh.


  “If this is a trap, you die with me,” he said briefly.


  “Your fingers,” the scientist remarked impassively, “are like columbium steel. Suppose you await developments before indulging in atavistic impulses—besides, a real man offers no violence to a woman!”


  “A woman . . . you?” Guerlan’s dazed expression was ludicrous. “I thought you were one of those repugnantly beautiful ‘Intermediates’ the Inner Circle uses for intricate mental synthesis.”


  “Am I repugnantly beautiful?” the scientist asked in cold detachment, luminous violet eyes gazing inscrutably into the reddening features of the young analyst.


  GUERLAN gazed at the exquisite face before him, and said laconically, “On the contrary.” He was too confused for words just now.


  “My name is Perlac,” the girl scientist said without preamble. “Listen carefully. This conveyor happens to be the only one that leads to the aero-dome. All the rest have no exit, for although you do not know it, every rest period you are directed to exit-conveyors by magnetic coordinators that act on impulses sent by Selectors. These selectors are attuned to the mental wave-length of the individual. No scientist, analyst or technican may leave a plastic center without being tested and their fitness for even limited temporary freedom established . . . not even to rest! That is why the direction of the conveyors is changed for every allotment period and no one is permitted to know which is the exit conveyor! Had you remained in City of the Sphere and joined the Inner Circle, you would have learned all this.”


  Guerlan stared at Perlac in incredulity. “But . . . where are the Selectors? I’ve never seen them!”


  “Is that strange? They’re in the walls, imbedded in the flooring beneath your feet . . . oh, in a thousand places! But we’ve no time for involved explanations just now. We’re nearing the Aero-dome. Prepare for the worst; but if we can get to my plane, we’ll be beyond capture.”


  “In a slow, propulsion type craft?” Guerlan asked unbelievingly. “We’ll be captured in minutes, if not blasted out of the Second Level by Robot-Proctors!”


  PERLAC turned and gazed into the young analyst’s eyes; a gentle, slow smile illumined her features like a tardy dawn.


  Suddenly they were at the vast platform that exited into the Aero-dome, but where the great section of wall should have slid aside, it remained blank and hermetically closed. It was a definite dead end.


  Far below them a greenish opalescence began to rise in tenuous, billowing clouds, and the faint odor of new-mown hay came almost imperceptibly to their nostrils. From the bowels of the gigantic plant, robot-proctors began to debouch onto the blue conveyor in serried ranks, impervious to death. Guerlan gazed curiously at the girl scientist. “Looks like your plan has failed, Perlac. What I can’t understand is why you’ve thrown your lot in with me. I’m condemned . . . first it was to Level II, then for six failures to the living death of Level III, and now that I have rebelled, I have no end but death. You must have known there were six failures!


  “Yes, I knew . . . that’s why I’m here.” The unearthly voice was barely a whisper. “Ever since the night you were at the Feast of the Jewels and you were appalled at the debauchery of the Inner Circle, you have been chosen. And my plan has not failed!” There was a world of conviction in the exquisite voice, yet she said it softly, very softly indeed.


  Slowly Perlac raised her hand, and Guerlan saw it held a tiny, slender instrument the butt of which was a round ball concealed in the palm of her hand. It was the dreadful electronic-flash, and she calmly aimed it at the blank wall, playing it up and down its length. The seemingly impenetrable wall of toughest berylo-plastic parted from top to bottom under the supernal fire of the electronic-flash, as the electronic balance of the plastic’s atomic structure was disrupted and literally dispersed into space. There was no flash, no explosion, nothing but a silent widening of the breach, until it was wide enough to permit Guerlan’s herculean shoulders to squeeze through.


  Nothing seemed to have issued from the instrument in Perlac’s hand, no beam of force, no light—literally nothing, yet, the strongest material known to their civilization, surpassing even the heaviest columbium steel armor, had been riven in seconds.


  Once out in the immense Aero-dome, the platform was filled with ships of every description under robot-proctor guard, from tiny electro-copters with retractible vanes, to a large, powerful cruiser reserved for Inspectors of the First Order. The moment Perlac and Guerlan came into view, the robot-proctors aimed their electro-pistols and atomo-pistols, but Perlac already had covered them with her electronic-flash and their plastic bodies disintegrated in seconds.


  “The Cruiser!” Guerlan was exultant. “That’s what we need, it has the speed and endurance, and perhaps we can get by the robot-guard at the outer gates of the shell, and reach the forests!”


  “No,” Perlac shook her gold-red mane, “we’ll take my ship, no time to argue now . . . you’ll see!” She was already running toward a blunt-looking four-seater of the electro-type usually reserved for scientists of the First Order who were not inspectors.


  Guerlan hesitated exasperation written in his face. To disdain a powerful cruiser for this slow-going, vulnerable craft was beyond his comprehension. But Perlac without slackening her stride made a peremptory motion with her slender hand and shouted: “Follow me! I’ve been right thus far; trust me, you fool!”


  Behind them, through the breach in the wall a phalanx of robot-proctors was emerging, and wisps of green gas were beginning to reach the Aero-dome.


  In giant strides Guerlan covered the distance to Perlac’s plane and entered its cabin. The die was cast, after all he owed her his life in a way. But for her he would be in Psychiatry III right now.


  HE HAD scarcely strapped himself, when the ordinary-looking craft shot forward in a dazzling burst of acceleration that pressed Guerlan back against the mullioned seat with almost paralyzing force. But even then his trained faculties noted the sheath of columbium with which the plane was completely lined, and his ears detected the unmistakable hum of powerful atomic engines. One glance at the complex instrument panel told him that here was a craft that was far more than it seemed to be.


  But he’d scarcely time to begin to think order out of chaos, when a growing nausea born of the steadily increasing acceleration cleaved his tongue to his palate, and his lower jaw slowly twisted to one side.


  Perlac, an immobile figurine of alabaster, eyes closed, seemed crushed against her seat. On and on tire plane sped slanting upwards as if determined to crash the transparent barrier that separated them from the next level. And then as suddenly as it began, their terrific speed slackened and the plane levelled off. The intense agony Guerlan had momentarily felt dwindled and disappeared. He saw the girl manipulate what was evidently a robot control, setting it for a new direction and rate of speed, then lock it in place.


  “Look downwards, Guerlan, there to our right,” Perlac whispered.


  An umbrella of atomo-planes in all the sleek glory of deadly interceptors, spread below them in battle formation; behind them the immense plastic pylons that supported the next tier, and the crenelated superstructure of Level II, combined with distance to dwarf them into toy-like dimensions. The semi-transparent roof of Level II was dangerously near, Guerlan saw, and the forest of pylons dead ahead that marked the center of their level was another fatal hazard. But Perlac manipulated the intricate controls with casual ease leaving the rate of speed and general direction to the robot-control, she merely made minute adjustments.


  “We outdistanced them!” Guerlan was awed. That anything in the possession of even an Inner Circle scientist could outdistance the Pursuit Fleet of the Protector in Chief was unimaginable.


  “This spacer’s something His Benevolence would give the Diadem Jewel for—or rather for the secret of its construction!” The girl laughed softly. “It’s atomic, of course, but a variation based on a principle that goes beyond Terran equations.”


  Guerlan gazed wonderingly at the exquisite features of the fragile girl-scientist, marveling at the incredible courage of this puzzling being who unaccountably had chosen to throw in her lot with his own.


  “Perlac,” Guerlan spoke thoughtfully. “I’m afraid today has been something of a mystery. From what I’ve seen you do to that Aero-dome wall, the inexplicable accidents of the acid vats were undoubtedly your doing. Yet, you’ve saved my life and in so doing forfeited your own. Why? What interest can you possibly have in a doomed life such as mine?”


  The girl smiled slowly, ineffably, in a mixture of melancholy sweetness and inexpressable sadness. She turned her golden head slightly and when she spoke her voice had sombre overtones rich with emotion.


  “Do you know what is piped into the so-called organic vats, Guerlan? No, you wouldn’t know. Plants, you thought, beasts and cattle and dead flesh. . . . Dead, yes. The murdered bodies of human beings, such as you would have been!”


  All Guerlan’s rigid training rose in protest at the charge against the Protector in Chief. It could not be! There could be no murder in Plastica, duels yes, honorable combat between men . . . but murder! PH acknowledged that the Laws of Plastic, Inc., were ruthless and harsh, and the Inner Circle had become lax in their supervision, until Plastics, Inc., had become an octopus. But to imply that His Benevolence would countenance cold-blooded murder . . . every fiber of his being revolted from such a charge.


  And then he remembered the Feast of the Jewels, and the travesty of justice in his case, and he was silenced.


  “His Benevolence and the Inner Circle are Plastics, Inc.” Perlac continued imperturbably as if reading his thoughts. “Don’t argue now, strap yourself and prepare for an orbital fall, we’ll wheel in direct ratio with the rotation of the planet then dive in a concentric spiral that will become tighter and tighter until we reach our objective. It is the only way we can elude the robot-proctor patrol. . . . Look, they are climbing already. The plane’s robot control is set and timed—it will take us there. No human being can possibly retain consciousness to guide the plane in such a maneuver,” she explained, pale as alabaster.


  BEFORE Vyrl Guerlan had time to do else but tighten the broad straps and lean back against the mullioned seat, the girl had touched a series of knobs. Suddenly the craft began to wheel with meteoric speed, then dived with a violence that sent the landscape spinning into a fantastic pattern that quickly blurred. Guerlan felt as if the very marrow in his bones had liquefied, an intolerable pain lanced at the back of his brain like an atomic needle, and his face was contorted into a spasmodic grimace he was unable to control. He tried to close his eyes but couldn’t, tried to shout and suddenly plummeted into an abyss.


  They were diving downward into the outskirts of the immense city, down a secret inter-communicating passage that connected the various levels, past the third, fourth and finally into a yawning chasm where all was darkness. The hurtling craft sped on unerringly as if drawn by a magnetic beam.


  When Guerlan finally awoke, he found himself in intense darkness. Only his labored breath disturbed the silence. Motionless, his body a living pain, he tried to adjust his thoughts and piece together the jig-saw puzzle of the last few hours. Groping into his tunic he brought out an atomo-torch. By its discreet illumination, he saw that the girl was quivering like a being in torture. Gently he massaged her temples and the base of her neck then her soft, white throat; with infinite care he opened her mouth and inserted a pellet of alphaline to stimulate her heart, then stroked the gleaming red-gold hair back from her forehead until the girl showed signs of coming to.


  “Have you any stimulants aboard?” he asked her, when Perlac opened her eyes. “I feel drained, but that’s nothing to what you must feel, Perlac!”


  She gave him a pallid smile. “There,” she pointed weakly, “to the left of the instrument panel.”


  Guerlan pressed the combination lock and found in the compartment a full kit of surgical instruments and bandages in a superb Jadite case. A priceless flask of Sapphirac filled with sterile water, and, to his intense surprise, a Platino-plastic bottle, encrusted with tourmalines more brilliant than emeralds and filled with the utterly proscribed Sulfalixir!


  “That . . . that’s it,” Perlac gasped and reached for the bottle in Guerlan’s hand.


  “But, it’s deadly!” Guerlan was aghast. “How can you risk addiction to that dreadful drug?”


  “You’re a victim of conditioning.” Even as weak as she felt, Perlac managed a low laugh, “Sulfalixir is a miracle drug—not what you’ve been taught to believe.” She drank sparingly and offered him the bottle, but Guerlan drew back in categorical refusal. “As you wish. Now we must leave the plane.”


  “But where in ten thousand Hellacoriums are we?” Guerlan’s voice was mutinous. “I’ve been a pawn in a game ever since I went to the sphere and blasphemed, since you burst the acid vat and exploded Organic 66! By Neptune’s Moon I’ll be dissolved if I stir another step without knowing what this is all about!” His green eyes were wide and gleaming, his handsome face set in rigid lines.


  “All right, atavism! You’re on Level Five, and you’re going to a meeting. I want you to appraise what the Amnesiac treatment does to human beings, and how the condemned live on this level. The third level is sheer luxury compared to this. You Scientists of the First Level have no conception of what happens on the third, fourth and fifth levels, where life ceases to be even existence and becomes. . . .” But words failed her, and she fell back against her mullioned seat breathing heavily. After a pause she asked: “Will you come now?”


  “No,” Guerlan grinned. “I’ll lead the way. It was an experience seeing you in a fury; blessed if I thought anything could disturb you!” He stood up and pressed the plane’s dome release and the stale, fetid air of the nether regions of the city swept in. Only the conditioners broke the silence with their constantly iterated and reiterated subconscious homily of simple, child-like thought-patterns for the amnesiacs. It was an eternal reiteration of the “Conditioning Controls” which no amnesiac could ever escape, except at intervals when the amnesiac counter-reaction set in as their metabolism building up a resistance to the administered drug rendered them impervious and they regained a measure of their former memories as consciousness returned. That was the period of danger, when they were at the verge of any madness, in their utter hopelessness. Deliberately they invited death. But here in these vast catacombs, their end was but a detail, and the organic vats eventually received them.


  “Listen!” It was Perlac’s voice indistinct with indignation, “listen to the ‘conditioners,’ Guerlan!”


  “Sleep . . . sleep now. Deep, dreamless sleep . . . for the conservation of your energy is your noblest effort . . . so you may conserve your strength for work . . . work . . . you must, you absolutely must Achieve . . . so that you may fulfill your maximum allotment . . . maximum . . . and be rewarded. . . . Sleep . . . sleep. . . .”


  Endlessly the fiendish mosaic of lies and psychological half-truths went on and on, imbedding itself in the violated minds that slept in the stupor of the utterly exhausted.


  Guerlan shivered. A malefic aura of death and torture seemed woven into the matrix of darkness that surrounded them. The very odor of death was in their nostrils as they left the atomo-plane by the light of his torch and faced the narrow, tortuous thoroughfare that wended its way from the wide circle where the plane had come to rest.


  Perlac pressed close to him and her slender hand gripped his arm. There were no robot-proctors in sight, none were needed here where no amnesiac ever left alive. No victims were in sight, for the day workers rested and the noctural shift toiled in their prisoning workrooms. Behind them, in front of them, from every side, the Conditioners continued their endless chant: “Loyalty . . . obedience . . . unquestioningly you must achieve . . . for our glorious State.”


  III


  IN THE abysmal darkness their atomo-torch was a pool of light that advanced before them. But Perlac unerringly went directly to a building whose front seemed to be an impenetrable, blank wall. She pressed a hidden mechanism near the far comer of the structure, and presently a door slid aside, revealing a passage-way to the beam of the torch. Once within, Guerlan became aware it was some sort of dormitory, for stretched on rows of cots made of cheap plastic, the amnesiacs slept in their leaden tunics. These were the pitchblende workers who had but a brief life-period, due to the radiations.


  In another corridor slept the brown-tunics, the organic-matter workers, bloodstained from their gruesome labors, their stertorous breathing witness to their exhaustion. Perlac kept on rapidly going from corridor to corridor until she stopped at a door leading to the cellar, opening it, she scrambled down a plastic ladder, followed by Guerlan, and finally into a subcellar gallery that wound tortuously into the very bowels of Neptune.


  Here were the sightless wrecks who lived in eternal darkness and whose task was to tend the machinery that air-conditioned and kept reasonably warm the dreadful Fifth Level. Some seemed strangely twisted and had the loathsome whiteness of fungi, others mindlessly tottered by like automatons. Guerlan drew aside in a mixture of nausea and profound pity. A welling, terrible anger strove to rise within him at the sight of these horrors that went by like Dantesque shadows of the damned. At last Perlac stopped and made six curious rasping sounds at a heavy rocky section of the dripping wall.


  As if in a nightmare, Guerlan saw part of the stone surface pivot silently inward, and before them was another passage-way. But this one was immaculately clean, completely sheathed in neutral grey heteroplastic, and the aura-lumes diffused a gentle light that was soft and yet perfectly measured. The murmur of voices reached them, and the air was fresh and exhilarating after the fetid, miasmic air of the Fifth Level and the sub-cellars.


  “We have arrived, Guerlan!” Perlac gazed at the young scientist, as if essaying to appraise his reactions to what he’d seen en route. “You’re going to meet the leaders of the Irreconcilables . . . not those poor creatures of the forests and jungles, but the real ‘underground’ that has but one purpose—Freedom from the Protectors. Now, do you understand why you were brought here?”


  Guerlan nodded in silence. His face was impassive, but the odd, slanting green eyes were burning with lambent fires and his powerful hands were knotted.


  WITHIN seconds the passageway led them to an immense cavern—on Terra it would have been unthinkable, but in keeping with Neptune’s bulk, the cavern was a gargantuan retreat. Stupendous stalactites pending from the ceiling defied adjectives, their bases lost in darkness. The walls as far as the eye could reach were sheathed in a gleaming plastic new to Guerlan. The floor, too, was resilient plastic, smooth, and perfectly laid, as if an army of workmen and machines had labored on its perfection, which indeed they had. Buildings clustered at the far distant end, like a miniature city; and in the very center of the vast grotto, surrounded by an army of scientists and technicians, an atomo-Spacer, super-armored and longer than any Guerlan had ever seen, rested in its cradle in all its sleek, shining glory.


  Testing and repair machines were scattered around the great subterranean chamber, driven by technicians and co-ordinators who worked feverishly, silently, as if engaged in a life-and-death race with time.


  Toward the left, where the cavern extended into another vast grotto, an ordine-plastic building caught Guerlan’s eye because of the fact that it was ordine. That plastic was used only where need for staunchest material existed. Ordine, an adaptation of the plastic mineral principle, could withstand a siege—was practically indestructible, and Guerlan wondered what it housed. Perlac sensed his curiosity and gazed in turn at the great structure. Her eyes brooding and dark with an emotion he could not fathom slowly filled with tears.


  “That’s the psycho-clinic,” she told him. “We try to neutralize the amnesiac treatment, sometimes successfully, sometimes not. Under certain conditions, it can be neutralized, but remember the amnesiac treatment here on Level Five is an intensification of the treatment applied on Levels Three and Four. . . . They’re practically lost when they come here, but our work in the higher levels is too dangerous to be carried out in large numbers. Care to go in and watch the therapy used?”


  “Yes.” Guerlan’s laconic reply was an index of his mental state. Words came with difficulty in the face of this ghastly drama that had suddenly unfolded before his eyes.


  He wondered about the other cities, Perdura, and Telluria and semi-tropical Columbia, with its warm springs and teeming soil where the most exquisite delicacies for the Inner Council, and to a lesser extent the First Order were grown. Wondered if they, too, were condemned to this inhuman rule of death and oppression.


  Perlac made a signal to one of the technicians, and a two-seater “Treader” with its revolving belt instead of wheels moved out from among the parked vehicles. But before Guerlan and Perlac could enter the swift surface car, a dull roar that seemed to shake the very foundations of the cavern paralyzed all movement, as if in a slow motion-picture of ancient days, a tremendous section of the cavern wall fell in a shower of rock and plastic, and through the gaping breach, rank upon serried rank of “Intermediates” poured through. They wore the Inner Council’s conventional plastic armor, vividly scarlet, with tight-fitting helmets of crysto-plast. Silently they deployed with grim precision and aimed their atomo-rifles.


  But if they had expected to wreak havoc aided by the element of surprise, they were mistaken. Technicians and scientists working on the super-spacer, instantly entered the armored ship, while the army of mechanics, graders, coordinators and workmen, who labored on treaders and tended the mechanical appliances and repair machines, took cover in and behind their charges.


  For a second Guerlan had been frozen in his tracks. The thought that flashed into his mind was one of exultation instead of despair. Here was an enemy he could really fight. All the pent-up fury, the terrible anger of a decent man who has had all his beliefs swept away in a matter of hours, who had seen depths of human degradation he had never dreamed possible, was like a bath of cold fire that left him calm, determined and with one desire . . . to exterminate.


  As if she were a doll, Guerlan swept Perlac beside the armored “Treader” and without preamble snatched the Electro-Flash the girl wore at her waist. “Keep covered. Let me do the fighting!” He exclaimed, impervious to her outraged stare. Carefully he aimed at the foremost leader of the Intermediates, and the obscenely beautiful, sexless warrior, crumpled as part of him instantly dissolved. A vast, coruscating sheet of blue, atomic fire swept forward from the deadly atomo-rifles of the invaders, and vehicles, technicians, and several machines, became a welter of smoking flesh and melting metal.


  It was then the super-spacer went into action with its two frontal atomo-guns, the thunderous echoes vibrated with tympani-shattering force, and Guerlan saw a phalanx of Intermediates vanish as if they were leaves in a wind.


  UNAWARE of doing so, Guerlan was bellowing exultantly, as he played the Electro-Flash horizontally across another phalanx that had succeeded in gaining the proximity of the Spacer. They had seen him now, and the survivors aimed their atomo-rifles at the treader that sheltered them from the blue fire. But before they could bring their fire into focus, the supernal fire of the electro-flash had decimated them. A few managed to direct the stream of atomic fire on the treader, however, and half of it was a molten mass while the rest was already cherry red and the heat becoming unendurable.


  Electro-rifles, atomo-pistols, the guns from the giant spacer and a few electroflash weapons were concentrated on the Intermediates who by sheer force of numbers had gained the center of the Cave.


  And then they were met by a wall of flesh. From the buildings at the further end and from every vehicle and machine a wall of humanity surged forward, firing ceaselessly, hacking with long-swords and poniards; and the carnage under the brilliant plastilumes was without quarter . . . to the death. Slowly, inch by inch, the Intermediates were driven back. Scores had died, and the losses among the defenders were appalling; it seemed as if a Pyrrhic victory was to be the end. And then, like creatures from a nightmare, released from depths of living hell, a motley, ragged, maddened multitude came shrieking, shouting and hurling imprecations from the chaste building Perlac had called the Psycho-clinic. Like avenging furies, they flung themselves at the hard-pressed Intermediates. Wounds did not stop them; atomic-fire left gaping holes in their ranks, around which the survivors raced on. Impervious to pain, and welcoming death, these travesties of human beings fought with the savagery of madness.


  They were the Amnesiacs. Deprived of the hypnotic drug, partly in possession of their faculties and their memories, they remembered! And remembering, they paid back for the torture of a lifetime!


  Assailed from every side, the crack Inner Circle battalion of Intermediates split into two halves and strove to meet both fronts. But Guerlan with a cry that would have done credit to a Venusian Calatnar, snatched the sword from a fallen technician and raced to where the Amnesiacs were tangled in a death struggle. With the electro-flash in his left hand, he stabbed and hacked at exposed limbs and through shattered crysto-plast. And the battle turned slowly, increasing in tempo until it was a rout that pressed the remaining Intermediates into a demoralized race of life. But they were not to escape. Out of all control, all semblance of humanity now, the remaining Amnesiacs were a screaming horror that pursued the quarry and pulled it down like the giant Calamar of Venus pulls down its prey in the virgin forests, until only the moaning wounded and the dead remained on the blood-drenched plastic flooring of the titanic grotto.


  Guerlan never knew when the battle was finally over. His tunic was a crimson stain from top to bottom; a long slash across his ribs to the center of his powerful chest, had left a shallow gash that dripped a slow gout of blood. His shoulder was seared by a slanting atomic-blast that would have taken half of him had it come any nearer. He became aware of the ghastly silence only when Per lac’s marvelously slender hand was pressed to his cheek, and her melodious voice was repeating: “Guerlan, Guerlan, my dear!” He turned and saw her eyes were aswim with unshed tears.


  He took her hand in his powerful ones without a word, and held it caressingly, while all about them was a shambles of death and-wreckage.


  “My initiation,” he said slowly, huskily, with a hint of a smile in his long, green eyes.


  “I knew I was not wrong in choosing you,” Perlac replied and bravely essayed a smile, too; but she had reached the end of her physical resources and with a whispered, “Oh, my dear,” she wilted unconscious in his arms.


  Guerlan lifted her fragile form as is she were a precious doll and walked toward the super-spacer; a group of scientists who had emerged from its interior, watched his approach with a hint of anxiety as they motioned for him to hurry. Among them, a tall, elderly scientist of the second order, whose white mane was like an aureole about the pale, sharp-featured face, hurried forward as if unable to contain himself.


  “Is Perlac wounded?” He inquired with a world of worry in his voice. “Tell me, man! Hurry!”


  “Peace,” Guerlan answered wearily. “She’s not harmed, just fainted . . . the miracle is that she’s been able to stand as much as she has. Have you restoratives?”


  “Bring her into the plane, we have everything needed, stranger. Praised be the Ultimate Power she has not been harmed!” Then he drew himself erect as he and Guerlan came abreast of each other, and said with quiet dignity:


  “I am Paulan, ex-scientist of the first order, now Leader of the Underground. I saw you fight with us. Welcome, my son.” His eyes were as clear and as blue as a child’s, but the fires of a profound intellect shone from their depths.


  “THE TIME,” Guerlan was speaking, “is now, not at some supposedly psychological moment logically thought by the Board. I’m a new member, true, but it is evident the Inner Circle has been aware of your activities for some time, or they wouldn’t have sent such a well-armed, ultra-trained battalion of Intermediates. The time to strike is now! Unless you want to await an attack in such force that this cavern will become a hecatomb.”


  “We are already harassing them in every city,” Paulan said thoughtfully. “Vats are exploding regularly, amnesiacs are being restored to usefulness and our forces are increasing day by day. What more would you propose, my son, an attack on the city of the sphere?”


  All eyes in the heavily guarded and armed Board, meeting room were upon the young scientist. At the head of the long, exquisite Platino-plastic table sat Paulan, the leader, and at his right sat Perlac. All down the length of the great table, scientists of the first and second orders, analysts, technicians, and even members of the lower strata chosen for their value to the movement, sat to consider the crisis. Their underground movement was in the open now, and they could expect nothing but extermination at the hands of the Inner Circle.


  “That would be madness at present,” spoke a tiny Venusian, not more than four and a half feet tall, wrapped in his long, scarlet wings that joined to the sides of his fragile body, reached from wrists to his ankles. “Although,” he grinned impishly, “I would like to take a crack at them in their holy of holies!”


  Morluc, the Martian, snorted.


  “Mars will help, but we must have a share of the machinery and plastics of Neptune . . . a preferred share,” he emphasized gazing disdainfully at the Venusian member.


  “Equal shares!” the latter snapped dryly.


  “Mars’ help is still to be seen, as your excellence is aware!” The Venusian drove his point home with emphatic gestures.


  “We’ve offered our fleet!” Morluc, the Martian member, said stiffly. “Can any more be asked?”


  Carladin, the Venusian, shrugged his shoulders. “We don’t offer, Morluc, we’ve delivered one hundred electro-flash pistols, and it took genius to analyze and copy the design and manufacture them secretly, not to speak of smuggling them here!”


  “Peace!” Paulan thundered. “Scientist Guerlan is unable to reply to my question!”


  Both the Martian and the Venusian members were silent, although they still glared at each other across the table. The rivalry of Venus and Mars was legendary and had endured for centuries. Little eddies of whispers and conversation, came to a standstill, and once more their eyes were turned expectantly toward Guerlan who stood up from his seat toward the foot of the table.


  “I have a plan,” he stated quietly. His bandaged shoulder and chest were living aches, and breathing was difficult, but a great enthusiasm transfigured his features until with eyes alight with the fire of a great purpose, he seemed boyish for all his magnificent height and musculature.


  “Unless we divert the power of the Inner Circle . . . I say divert, but decisively, we’re doomed. Any army we can muster would be met by the legions of fanatical Intermediates who from pre-birth are conditioned and scientifically bred for battle. An Intermediate’s glandular structure has been modified to heighten unbelievably the combative instinct. If atomo-rifles and atomic fire don’t crush us, they’ll start using electro-flash. Their fleet is legion, and they have at their command the Scientists of the First Order, as deluded as I was, not to speak of the Neophytes of the Inner Circle. Don’t forget that the City of the Sphere has two million scientists, not counting the women.


  “But, if we divert their Intermediates, cut off their sources of supply, and breed revolt on every tier, in every city, their forces will be divided, and we will have a chance to win. When I was a child, I had access to the ancient records which were translated by my father for the Inner Circle. Among them I came upon a parchment so ancient that it was ready to crumble into dust. After it had been treated for preservation, I read the translation made from that forgotten language by my father; it was about a great city that once ruled most of Terra, and their motto was—Divide and Rule. And that,” Guerlan paused, “is my plan.”


  He sat down a little abashed when he realized the vehemence with which he had been talking. His eyes sought Perlac’s, and a wave of color suffused his face as he saw the open admiration in the girl’s eyes.


  “Magnificent, if it works,” Carladin said with a satirical smile in that husky voice of his that seemed too big for so small a body. “But, my friend, who is going to ‘Muzzle the Calamar’ ? In other words, who is going to breed revolt in every city and tier . . . and, above all, just how?”


  “My son, you can’t rouse emotions in amnesiacs—they haven’t any, even in the higher levels where the treatment is mild. As for the scientists of the Second Order—they’d consider revolt blasphemy, not to speak of the First Order. Unless you have a complete, thought-out plan, I’m afraid you’ve been carried away by your own enthusiasm,” Paulan said very gently.


  “My plan is complete, Paulan. And I have work for both Venus and Mars. I’m sure they would like to share in our victory. Listen!”


  IV


  IT WAS NOT only a garden of vast dimensions, it was an Eden riotous with the most exquisite blooms of Venus, and myriad bright-plumaged birds that sang with a complete abandon that bespoke no instinct of fear, for they were sacred. In the near distance, the rose and white crystoplast temple of the Virgins of the Sacred Flame was a triumph in architecture, for here within the inviolate garden of His Benevolence was the sacred shrine.


  A muted orchestra was playing, hidden in the foliage, and the incredible re-creation of sunlight drew an iridiscent aureole from the alabaster fountain that constantly renewed a miniature lake in the center of the garden.


  Rose-colored Garzas and sparkling, blue azurines searched for tid-bits in the shallows, while a flight of Albas, the snowy-white nightingales of the Volcanic Valley, swept overhead in an ecstasy of song. It was idyllic, a spot instinct with peace under the soft hand of beauty.


  But near the shore of the small lake, idly moving his hand in the cool waters, while with the other he stuffed roasted doves into the red, cruel mouth, His Benevolence listened in ominous silence as the Chief of the Intermediates made his report. Standing behind the gargantuan corpulence of the ‘Protector in Chief’, Bejamel listened, too, and his gargoyle’s features slowly registered a rising fear that whitened his repulsive face. It was incredible! Had anyone else dared to make such a report, he would have instantly banished him or her to the ‘Blessed Sleep.’ But the Intermediates, be they either of the warrior class, and trained to fight to the death, or of the scientist category, were cold, unemotional beings whose precision could not be questioned. As for their loyalty—that was under control, for their only imperative was Vanadol, reacting on them curiously instead of drugging them to sleep—compensating them for their sexlessness with an unearthly ecstasy. And Vanadol was under absolute Inner Circle control . . . under Bejamel!


  “Only three Intermediates escaped alive from the caverns under the fifth level?” Bejamel inquired incredulously in that magnificent voice that was a melody in itself.


  “Silence!” There was nothing lovely in the harsh command of His Benevolence. “Bunglers! Should condemn you and your strategists to the Blessed Sleep, but the quota of jewels is filled. . . . What do you plan doing now? Or are you going to let those Irreconcilables become a cancer on the side of the empire?” His voice became indistinct as he stuffed golden nectarines into his mouth.


  “Magnificence! If your Benevolence permits. . . .” Bejamel’s attempt at a smile was a ludicrous failure. But the sulphuric stare he received for his pains, left him wordless and pale.


  “Proceed!” His Benevolence nodded at the Intermediate. The pale yellow eyes were blazing.


  “Our plans are to destroy the cavern immediately, and utilize our Intermediate Scientists to ferret out the dissenters for disposal at your Effulgence’s orders.” The Chief of the Intermediates replied calmly, evenly, as if his life were not hanging by the thinnest thread. He bowed profoundly, and then stood erect, in all the glory of his golden tunic and platino-plastic helmet.


  “Also, a flight of pursuit atomo-planes awaits disorders in every tier of every city, Your Benevolence!”


  “Like over-fed blackbirds,” His Benevolence observed scornfully. “They didn’t prevent Guerlan and that unidentified companion of his from escaping! And that reminds me, Bejamel,” his voice changed to a silken purr. “I thought you had checked the safety coordination of the plastic centers. Surely, with all the safeguards you reported installed, the machines supplied you by scientists, and the robot-proctor guard, not to speak of the selector-controlled tests of the workmen, I still fail to understand how Guerlan escaped retribution.” His lips parted in a smile of sadistic pleasure, as Bejamel went green.


  “AND,” His Benevolence held up a hand that flashed with a vortex of prismatic fire from the many jewels, “what has become of your daughter, Perlac? I seldom see her any more.”


  “Since Your Benevolence said that her hips were too narrow and her face too sharp, I banished her from your presence, Effulgence!”


  “Well, bring her back!” He snapped in fury. “Sometimes I think you usurp my authority, Bejamel.” His eyes narrowed speculatively, and the enmity he felt for the Minister of Justice because of the latter’s silent opposition to allowing his daughter to become a Virgin of the Sacred Flame, smouldered within him.


  Bejamel bowed profoundly, but a glint of savage rage shone in his eyes.


  “Send the Virgins . . . let them sing!” His Benevolence commanded, “and convey my forgiveness to Estrella; she may enter the presence!”


  “Your Benevolence’s favorite will rejoice at the magnanimous decision!” Bejamel replied in a soft murmur that was sheer music. But the expression on his averted face belied his words.


  He hurried away through the foliage of the Venusian Jasmine trees and the tangles of fragrant Maravillas, until he came to the pavillion of white Jadite, so exquisitely planned that in its white simplicity it might have been an idealized Greek temple.


  “Estrella,” he called the moment that he entered. “Hurry, child!” And seeing her curled on a couch worth a respectable fortune, “He will see you . . . mind you, he’s in a vile temper—as capricious as I’ve ever seen him. But evidently he has need of you. Soothe him from this evil mood, or we’ll all suffer!” He paused out of breath.


  Estrella uncoiled languorously from the Sapphirine couch and stood lightly swathed in filmiest draperies of spider silk, that revealed the distracting beauty of her limbs and full, firm breast. The large, brilliant dark eyes, shadowed by curling lashes were rebellious and scornful, and the flower-like red mouth mutinous. A cascade of pale gold hair tumbled curling about the marble shoulders, and sent gleaming tendrils to the satiny throat, encircled by a necklace of star-sapphires, rarest of all jewels because of the tremendous difficulties in creating the star in the depths of the jewel.


  “Let him wait . . . I have had to wait too long!” she blazed.


  “Sheesh! . . . even the walls have ears, Star of the Evening! And remember his saying: ‘A favorite in disfavor is a jewel that has crystallized’. He means that literally; I couldn’t bear to see you as a ruby in his finger ring.”


  Estrella paled, shrugged her shoulders and dashed out of the pavillion. Out in the garden, she was like a butterfly in the sunlight, a gorgeous creature that came to rest at His Benevolence’s feet. A choir of Virgins sang softly and undulated with the rhythm of the music, while His Benevolence fondled Estrella with one hand and with the other ate.


  Meanwhile, in the sumptuous Audience Chamber, a multitude of Protectors of the Inner Circle, Scientists of the First Order, the Directors of various cities, and even Intermediate Scientists moved restlessly, pacing up and down the imposing length of the chamber. Their faces were pale and anxious; some seemed distraught, rehearsing silently, over and over in their minds what they had to say.


  But among themselves they barely spoke.


  A careless word, flung in a moment of anxiety, might be the beginning of a fatal intrigue. They were taking no chances.


  The dour, ascetic visaged Marvalli, Scientist of the Inner Circle and Chief of Columbia, seemed on the verge of nervous prostration. He wondered in anguish what would His Benevolence say when he learned that the warehouses filled with exquisite tropical and semi-tropical delicacies for his table and that of the Inner Circle, had been destroyed by a raging holocaust that had left nothing but blackened cinders, and that the priceless machinery for the Vibroponic farms, which speeded up the growth and maturity of exotic plants and fruits, and a multitude of legumes and vegetables, was a twisted, molten mass—he quaked inwardly and a cold sweat oozed out of his pores.


  Vidal, Chief of Plastica had a harrowing report too. Vat after vat of processing acid had split in halves and flooded moats and safety levels until the acrid fumes made the Plastic Centers of his city untenable. Conveyors had been disrupted and even robot-proctors dissolved as if they’d been made of papier-mache. All his efforts at locating the source of these depredations were in vain. Meanwhile, the plastic industry in Plastica was paralyzed. That as bad as it was, however, could be remedied temporarily by the installation of more vats, but an amazing thing was that even the replacement vats had been found damaged beyond repair.


  BUT of them all, Weiman, “The Butcher”, as he was called, was the most distraught of all. Never in all the history of Perdura, his beloved Perdura, where the Neptunian Bagazo plant was processed into the drug for the amnesiac treatment, had such depredations been committed. A veritable nightmare of explosions had shattered the intricate machinery of the processors; the receiving vats of staunchest plastic had been found in shards and slivers, while the stores of the sacred drug had disappeared. An emergency order sent to the nurseries where the plants were grown obtained no response and investigation disclosed that the nurseries had been destroyed.


  It was then he had ordered a search party to go into the semi-tropical forests far up the valley in search of wild plants and they were met by a savage mob of Irreconcilables! But not the gravity-burdened, frightened Irreconcilables he had been used to hunt with lances and swords, but a grim, determined company of fighters armed with atomo-pistols and atomo-rifles who exterminated the searching party except one member, whom they sent back with the insolent warning: “Stay out of our land!”


  The atmosphere of the Audience Chamber was electric. A wave of rebellion seemed to be sweeping the Empire.


  When Bejamel, Minister of Justice, entered the Chamber, there was a concerted rush to meet him.


  “Excellency, I request an audience!” And from another Chief of a City. “Nay, Excellency . . . Mine cannot wait, it’s a catastrophe!”


  “I crave a hearing . . .! Your Excellency!” Pandemonium had broken loose in the chaste precincts of the Audience Hall.


  “Peace!” Bejamel shouted above the tumult, and strove to present a calm exterior. But an icy fear constricted his throat, and his usually commanding tones of unearthly beauty failed him. Nevertheless he stemmed somewhat the rising confusion.


  “You, Vidal!” Bejamel singled out the Inner Circle Scientist in charge of Plastica. “Your report.”


  “I demand Martial Rule, and sufficient troops to insure order,” Vidal gasped. “Plastica’s paralyzed. Most of the plastic-acid vats have been destroyed; conveyors in shambles and robot-proctors disintegrated. I know of only one weapon capable of shattering Columbium-Plastic and Bery-Plastic—and do it without a sound. These weapons are electro-flash, and assigned to the Inner Circle. When an Inner Circle Scientist loses the one assigned to him, he is under penalty to report it immediately. I can’t conceive how these weapons could have fallen into the hands of whoever these depredators are, and in sufficient numbers to wreak such havoc in such a short time!”


  “I didn’t ask for a diagnosis, and least of all for a cure!” Bejamel said frigidly. “I asked for symptoms. Your report, Vidal!”


  And Vidal gave it, freed from the fear His Benevolence’s presence always inspired, he gave it bitterly, in complete detail.


  “And you Marvalli?” Bejamel’s voice shook a little despite his efforts to control it. From Marvalli’s expression he feared the worst.


  “Columbia has been unable to provide its quota of special foods for forty-eight hours, and all its reserves have been destroyed.” In a voice filled with foreboding, he told his story, wringing his hands from time to time, unconscious of doing it.


  Weiman was next. He gave a minute account of depredations in Perdura. “And so,” he finished in an anguished voice, “we not only have no Bagazo for the amnesiac treatment . . . we are unable to procure any, and even if we had it, the machinery is a shambles, Excellency!” His voice ended in a wail.


  On and on the audience continued, each account adding to the seriousness of the situation. At last Bejamel rose. His face was inscrutable. “What a gargantuan indigestion His Benevolence is going to have today,” he thought grimly.


  “Remain!” He exclaimed peremptorily, and strode in the direction of the enchanted garden.


  HE DIDN’T even pause to watch the gyrations and posturings of Virgins of the Sacred Flame. Brushing aside the tall Intermediates that stood guard over the recumbent form of His Benevolence, he bowed slightly, and in a cold, tight voice explained his mission.


  “Your Benevolence,” his voice never had been lovelier, “the empire is in open revolt. We are not facing isolated cases of vandalism. Nor the underground opposition of the Irreconcilables. This is a fiendishly planned and perfectly executed strategy of destruction. Unless we meet it with overwhelming force, we lose control of the empire!”


  “Don’t exaggerate, Bejamel!” His Benevolence snorted disdainfully. “A few vats have been shattered—others can be made. Bagazo has been destroyed . . . we’ll get all we need from the forests, and later have our chemists synthesize the drug. Just issue the necessary orders, I can’t be bothered now.”


  Bejamel’s smile was feline, and feral lights gleamed in the eyes that gave him such a gargoylish expression amidst his twisted features.


  “No, Effulgence. This calls for a meeting of the Inner Circle. You may not know it, but hundreds of thousands of amnesiacs, now deprived of the drug, remember! Death to them is a boon, and before they die they will be sure to take as many of us as possible. And they are being armed!”


  “Let a few thousand die!” He exclaimed heartlessly. “They’ll pave my new Hall of Rubies!” But he knew now that Bejamel was not exaggerating. The great intellect of the evil ruler, had grasped the disastrous consequences of such a revolt, and instantly he acted.


  “Very well, Bejamel. Call the Council. Hold all witnesses for the session. Meanwhile, mobilize all the Intermediates of the warrior order, and the Scientists of the first and second orders. Every Inner Circle Scientist who is still worthy of his rank, and all Inner Circle Neophytes to be in readiness. Make a survey of robot-proctors, and coordinate all available defenses. We can at least be ready at a moment’s notice. And, find out how long our present stores of food will last . . . we should have enough for months! Think you can remember all this?” He purred mockingly.


  “To hear your Benevolence is to obey!” Bejamel replied imperturbably. And left to carry out the orders. A little smile was at the corners of his mouth, and the feral light was still lambent in his strange green eyes.


  He could hear His Benevolence’s harsh tones as the latter told His Virgins: “Get out!” Only Estrella remained by the side of the obscene bulk. Bejamel pitied her.


  ONCE back in the Audience Chamber, pandemonium broke loose, but with a peremptory wave of his hand and the words: “You will remain as witnesses for a full meeting of the Council tonight,” Bejamel quelled them. He watched them file out with a speculative gaze. “When the sea’s disturbed,” he murmured softly, “creatures from the bottom rise to the top.” Then he walked slowly to his own chambers, singing softly to himself, and it was as if the voice of an angel were issuing from the throat of a Gargoyle.


  Only one thought worried him, and that was the protracted absence of Perlac. She had been gone for days. Perhaps he had missed her in his preoccupation with duties of State, he thought. Bejamel shrugged his thin shoulders and sat down at a jewel-encrusted desk worthy of an Inner Circle Scientist ransom. Silently he began to write with an electro-stylus on a sheet of transparent plastic. Nothing showed.


  It was to Gualdamar, whom to give the full plenitude of his titles was Chief Guardian of the City of the Flaming Sphere, The Leader of the Intermediate Warrors, Chief Strategist, and Scientist of the Inner Circle.


  As Bejamel wrote, he thought with part of his mind of the many minor revolts that had occurred when the amnesiac treatment failed because of the defense against the drug that human metabolism built periodically, but nothing like this had ever happened in the annals of the Empire. Plastic Inc., as the Inner Circle taught the people to believe, was part of them, and they rose and fell together. It occurred to Bejamel that he was very old, it was indecent to thrust such a crisis on his fading intellect. The thought made his smile acidly. There was nothing decadent about that Machiavellian mind that enabled him to remain in power through decades of intrigues, pit-falls and traps, and lately, the growing enmity of his Benevolence because he would not allow Perlac to become a chattel of his Obese Effulgence in the Temple of the Sacred Flame.


  He wondered if he would be able to weather this crisis. Still he wrote swiftly, invisibly on the transparent plastic, and as he did so, the thought of Venus, great in its first bloom of advanced civilization, of Europa, transmuted into an Eden by the courage of its Terrans and the strange unearthly science of the Panadurs. If all else failed, he could seek sanctuary in either one of these two planets. Mars repelled him, none of that grim land for his weary bones. But if he had to flee, he meant to flee alone with Perlac, and he had a score to settle before he went.


  When he had finished, he pressed a button, and a robot-proctor entered noiselessly, received instruction and as quietly disappeared. Bejamel knew that his robot would deliver the message in person, nothing could take that plastic message from him short of destruction.


  V


  “TONIGHT we attack!” Guerlan persisted uncompromisingly, but his eyes sought Perlac’s and found confirmation in her swift smile. “I offer the counsel of daring—all or nothing!” A roar of approval greeted his words, the echoes dwindling down the series of subterranean caverns that formed a continental link in the bowels of Neptune and was used to shelter the army of scientists, technicians, analysts, coordinators, mechanics and workmen. They were now under Columbia’s Fifth Level, and rising to the crysto-plast dome, each tier was now under the domination of the Irreconcilables.


  But Paulan, the Commander in Chief, arose in all the dignity of his great age. He frowned in disapproval, sighing before he spoke.


  “I fear too great an army has been assembled against us, Plastica, Telluria, Perdura, the eleven remaining cities will have to be conquered, and remember, since we captured Columbia with comparative ease while the Inner Circle’s Army was engaged in destroying the caverns beneath Plastica, all the other cities swarm with Intermediates and the Scientists of the First and Second Circle, not to speak of those fiends of the Inner Circle themselves. We have converted millions through the use of the Ethero-Magnum, thanks to our loyal Perlac, who taught us to use it as the Inner Circle used it to condition the amnesiacs; we have paralyzed the Plastic Industry; destroyed the machinery for processing Bagazo into the amnesiac drug, and we control all the stores of Bagazo. We have achieved the arming of thousands of our followers. Surely, that is a great victory. I feel that should be enough for the present; besides, the Inner Circle will want to come to terms with us.”


  And it was true. Hunger and privation stalked the tiers of the great cities; chaos reigned. Even the great Plastic centers now had become a shambles of exploding acid vats; conveyors bore a welter of half-asphyxiated humanity, gaunt with hunger and the spasms lack of the amnesiac brought on; transportation was paralyzed, and everywhere the amnesiacs flared into madness as the effects of the drug wore off; and in frenzy of remembrance and need of the drug, they attacked all in the ranks of scientists, destroying everything they could lay hands on. Thousands died under the trained precision of the Intermediates, and Scientists of the First Order, but the casualties they inflicted in the serried ranks of the Chief Protector were appalling.


  “A compromise is not enough!” Guerlan was pitiless. “We have but one Ether Magnum here in Columbia with which to carry our message to the Second Level of each city and the workmen of the Third Level. True we have close to a quarter of a million warriors, but in a war of attrition, they have the greater resources. Besides,” his voice was acid with scorn, “who wants a compromise? Not I?” His great green eyes under the long dark lashes flashed fire and the generous, square-cut mouth was bitter. He pointed an accusing finger at the legion of men and women that filled to overflowing the immense central cavern.


  “You have asked for enough food to insure health in your children and have been told that synthetic-parturition will take care of your offspring, as indeed it does, and you never see them again! You who have asked but a measure of happiness and have been giving all you possess in energy, loyalty and obedience, and are given in return a brutalizing drug that robs you of the will to life! You who through the intrigues and machinations of the Inner Circle have been brutally thrust into the Second, the Third and even the Fourth Levels without a trial, without a hearing merely to satisfy the sadistic minds that rule us from the City of the Sphere. . . . YOU, would you want a compromise?”


  The negative roar that rose in response, shook the lofty ceiling of the cavern and was like whirlwind. When it had died down, Paulan stood up again.


  “I resign,” he said simply. “Younger hands than mine will have to lead you. Perhaps you’re right, Guerlan, if so, take my place as Commander in Chief, my son.”


  For a moment there was silence, and then another multi-throated roar of approval.


  Guerlan was silent before the majestic dignity of the old man, and something akin to pity welled out of his heart for the great patriarch; but Perlac was on her feet, her sculptured arms flung above her head demanding attention from the great multitude.


  “I second the nomination!” Her limpid tones carried far.


  “And I . . . and I . . . and I!” Thousands of voices strove to be heard, down into the farthest reaches of the linked caverns, as those who could not see, heard through the inter-connecting teleradio.


  “Then,” Guerlan spoke firmly, almost coldly, “the Council of War is called to session, we will meet in the Venusian spacer. All troops stand by for orders.”


  “Lead, Commander!” exclaimed a rich baritone voice.


  It was Carladin, winged, diminutive, proud that the first session of the Council of War should be held in his magnificent atomo-plane, the one that had been repaired in the cavern beneath Plastica. He was proud, too, of Venus’ inventive genius in converting the secret electronic formula of the electro-flash into a magnification of that weapon, to the size of a cannon, and raised to the sixth power, enough to practically blast an atomo-plane out of space. As for his special gift to the cause, that was an ironic touch that only a Venusian mind was capable of conceiving, for although unbelievably kind, they never forgave. “Poetic Justice,” Carladin had called it, and insisted on the use of his special gift, even bringing a battalion of Venusians to handle it.


  “TELLURIA reporting . . . Telluria . . . Fourth Level cleared. Entrance to Third Level forced . . . Fighting intense . . . Telluria . . .” The voice of the announcer faded and the magnified face in the telecast dissolved before their gaze.


  Guerlan, Perlac and Carladin listened intently in the control cabin of the Venusian spacer which hovered like a great bird in the darkness above Columbia.


  The enormous ethero-magnum that occupied a large section of the control room, came to life again as an ascending whine warned them, it was Perdura calling:


  “Perdura calling . . . Perdura . . . Commander Guerlan!”


  “Come in, Perdura!” Guerlan exclaimed impatiently, his nerves taut from inaction, but plans had to be observed. “Come in!”


  The shifting swirls of light on the telecast became steady and a young, pale-featured youth could be seen speaking with great intensity.


  “We’re on the second level, Commander. The defense has been terrific, they’re bringing robots into the battle. One electroflash cannon destroyed thus far, but we’re pushing forward. No further news.”


  It was disappointing. In a concerted attack in eleven cities, thousands of Irreconcilables had emerged from the bowels of Neptune, striking upwards from the fifth levels of the cities, aided by crazed amnesiacs who fought with tooth and nail when no weapons were available. But it was Plastica that worried him most, for here was the strategic city they must capture at all costs. Unable to control his impatience any longer, he asked Perlac to contact Plastica. The girl’s slender fingers played over the banked keys, adjusting tiny levers and driving home the activating selectors. Swirls of magnificent colors flooded the Telecast screen, while the ascending whine of the complex instrument went beyond the auditory limits of the human ear; and presently scene after scene of ghastly destruction showed on the telecast, the fifth level came and went a shattered welter; the fourth where destruction was appalling showed great rents in the crystoplast dome that separated it from the third. There was fighting still in the second level, as isolated parties strove to decimate the remaining, fleeing Intermediates; the fallen forms of robot-proctors littered the conveyors and inter-connecting avenues, the carnage was incredible.


  But it was in the first level itself where the battle without quarter was now taking place. Divisions of ordine-plastic robots charged great masses of Irreconcilables, only to be shattered in great waves as the electro-flash cannon, gift of Venus, disintegrated their electronic balance. Thousands of lurid flashes from atomo-rifles and atomo-cannons, laboriously hauled to the first level by the attackers, belched destruction at buildings laden with Intermediates and Second Level Scientists; aero-tanks with treads instead of landing gear, were attempting to settle on the vast first level, their atomo-cannon slashing at the attackers with great scimitars of lurid blue light. It was a titanic holocaust that would long live in the annals of the Universe, for Venus, Mars, Mercury and Europa had their Tele-Magnums trained on the fantastic struggle.


  And then the face of the Commander of the Irreconcilables attacking Plastica, showed on the Telecast, a great gash over an eye still oozing a gout of blood that trickled down the left side of his face. Grim, with an awful determination in his young eyes, the Commander spoke hoarsely. “Command Guerlan, we need aircraft to engage the aero-tanks. Plastica is surrounded without the crysto-plast dome, and thousands of Inner Circle Scientists await the precise moment to enter in their Treaders and annihilate us. In reaching the first level, our losses have been too great, Commander!” He saluted and the face withdrew, as if having delivered his message there were nothing more to be said.


  “Carladin,” Guerlan’s voice was vibrant with pent-up emotion, “you’ve brought with you eight-hundred atomo-spacers better than anything the Inner Circle has, if the speed and strength of Perlac’s atomo-spacer is a sample. There is your task!”


  “NOT MINE, Commander!” There was an edge of keen delight in the superb baritone voice of the tiny, winged figure. “I also brought with me a great warrior of space to lead my fleet. I have another task I shall relish even more! In one of my spacers, the flag-ship, are the hounds of Mother Venus, with which we hunt in the great virgin forests. One to each member of a battalion of my people . . . on a fragile leash! I shall communicate with my fleet immediately, may I take one of the emergency planes?” And as Guerlan nodded assent, Carladin was gone.


  Guerlan wondered what the Venusian had meant by the hounds of Venus, but he was too preoccupied with the battle to care, all that mattered was that he was willing to use his fleet in accordance with the plan.


  “Gloriana calling . . . Gloriana calling Commander Guerlan . . .” The monotonous iteration and reiteration of the announcer demanded attention. Perlac touched a bank of jet black keys as Guerlan said:


  “Come in Gloriana, report, we’re listening!”


  “Gloriana reports a stalemate. We have gained second level, almost took the first, but the fleet is above the first level, we can’t combat it. All levels cleared but the first. Gloriana sounding off.”


  Other reports came in, but still Guerlan waited for the one thing that was imperative. And at last, through an eternity of waiting, Columbia came on the Ethero-Magnum, then like bursting flowers of fire, the atomic flashes from the emerging atomo-spacers of Venus as they launched themselves straight up into the heavens through the vertical funnel-like channel that rose from the caverns, straight up into the upper reaches of the first level. Spacer after spacer soared aloft and disappeared in the direction of Plastica. All but the last. It rose majestically upward and then, describing a parobola in midair, began to lose altitude, its atomic flashes like falling stars.


  And then began the most bizarre attack in the history of six planets, for as the fleet attacked the swarm of atomo-fighters and aero-tanks of the Inner Circle, the last Venusian spacer had landed outside Plastica, and a multitude of Venusians each one leading a gigantic Calamar, the dreaded, armored tiger of Venus, launched themselves upon the besieging Scientists of the Inner Circle that awaited the propitious moment to enter Plastica during the battle and destroy the Irreconcilables by an attack from their rear.


  The roar of the ravenous beasts was a cresendo that drowned the wild, agonized screams of the scientists as mammoth claws ripped through plastic-breast plates and Venusian silks, and fangs found fat throats and steaming blood. Overhead the clash of the two air armadas was a holocaust of fire, as the two armies beneath fought also for supremacy on the first level.


  What the outcome would be, was beyond prediction, for neither side entertained any doubt now but that it was a struggle to the death—there could be no quarter. If Plastica fell, most of the Empire went with it, for within it was the very life-blood of the nation—Plastics, the beginning, the reason and the end of their existence. For plastics were clothing and shelter, and weapons and furniture, and even medicines and synthetic concentrates that went under the name of food. Besides, they had Columbia, where the sustenance of the City of the Sphere and the first levels was grown and manufactured.


  Slowly at first, imperceptibly, the battle turned in their favor, objectives that seemed unattainable were reached by the Irreconcilables, and the defenders fell back. The invulnerable fleet, the much touted and dreaded air armada, as being decimated by the unearthly speed of the Venusian spacers; and Intermediates and robots alike fell before the supernal fire of the electroflash cannon and electro-rifles. Still, the battle wore on and on, with such an intensity that it was incredible that anything that lived could endure it. Without Plastica itself, a horror of carnage, blasted Calamars and torn bodies, marked where the Inner Circle Reserves had been, but Caladin’s spacer was nowhere in view.


  “The time,” Perlac said softly, “has come, my dear.”


  GUERLAN gazed at the exquisite features of Perlac in misery. He was silent. But the girl laid a hand on his shoulder caressingly, and forced him to look into her eyes. “We must face it, Guerlan, unless we do, this war may last for years, and oceans of blood will flow. It is the better way.”


  “I know, I know Perlac. But let me do it alone. I can’t . . . I just can’t bear to have you risk your life, my dear.” Impulsively he crushed her to him in a fierce embrace and kissed the flower-like mouth. Then he released her.


  “I will be in less danger than you; after all I am Bejamel’s daughter. And don’t you think that I, too, could not bear to have you go alone? No, dear, we are in this together, for life or for death.”


  As if the gods of war relished the appalling daring of their plan, suddenly the way was opened to them, for on the immense Tele-Magnum, the heavenly tones of Bejamel’s voice could be heard, as slowly, his gargoyle face came into view. Hurriedly Perlac threw the switch which prevented him at the Palace on the Sphere from seeing them.


  “Commander Guerlan! Bejamel, Minister of Justice, speaks.” There were rich undertones of irony, and bitterness, too, in the superlative voice of the speaker.


  “I have learned that my daughter is your prisoner. We have captured important prisoners, too. Paulan, your ex-leader, and that misguided Martian who has chosen to espouse your cause. But all this is of no moment, I am willing to ransom my daughter on your own terms, barbarian!” Even in his grief, Bejamel was unable to suppress the insulting epithet.


  “What do you offer, Bejamel?” Guerlan spoke calmly, although a seething maelstrom swirled within him. “But make your offer worth listening to, I have no time for barter.”


  “A thousand prisoners of war, and a coffer of jewels, Guerlan!”


  Guerlan laughed shortly. “Your fame for sagacity has been overrated, Bejamel, the jewels . . . we shall shortly make our own—The Ultimate Presence knows there will be enough dead when this is over. As for the prisoners,” his voice became indifferent, “we’ll take them, of course, but we have more men than we need, Scientist. Offer me something beyond my means and I’ll send your daughter to you, unharmed!”


  “Speak, Dissenter, I am a man of reason!” Bejamel’s voice was filled with cunning. “Speak!”


  “Since you are the only one who can open His Benevolence’s doors, outside of the mechanism he can activate from within, destroy the mechanism. Take away his invulnerable . robe of force, and then . . . then forget to sing! Let him starve slowly in his enchanted garden, after he has devoured all his birds and pets.” Guerlan’s laughter was mocking. But within he was tense with anxiety. Would his strategy win, he wondered? One could not deal in a normal manner with Bejamel.


  “Agreed!” The celestial voice had risen to limpid heights.


  The fleets of atomo-spacers and aero-tanks stood poised, withdrawn, marking an invisible, aerial lane through which hurtled the slim, silver flash of an atomo-plane. The most powerful Tele-Magnum in the palace of His Benevolence was focused on that ship, without pause, until every detail of its interior was exposed on the great tele-screen at the palace. But its interior revealed only the pale, haggard face of Perlac, inexpressibly lovely in its sadness, and motionless beside her, the gigantic robot-proctor of bery-plastic, embossed with the insignia of the House of Justice and Bejamel’s own intricate emblem. It had been sent to act as a guard and bring her unharmed to the palace.


  Forming a perfect target, a trio of transports carrying a thousand Irreconcilables, prisoners of war, came from the opposite direction, released from the City of the Sphere, as per agreement. The vessels neared each other, crossed and passed en route to their opposite destinations. At last, Perlac’s plane reached the outer air-locks of the Sphere, where pressure was adjusted, and entering ships were guided to their berths at the base of the immense globe, where the machinery of the anti-gravity repulsor beams was housed also, and where the glittering tiers rose upward to end at the great Hanging Gardens of His Benevolence, where the palace stood.


  And then the armistice was broken. Hundreds of swift, deadly interceptor planes, atomo-powered, dived after the retreating transport; tremendous aero-tanks rushed in for the kill spewing a blaze of livid radiations. One of the transports managed to dive into the inter-connecting, ascending and descending chamber of the city, but the others, trapped, rather than be rayed like sheep, courageously turned and fought. But to no avail. Outside the tropical city of Columbia, they crashed in great flaming gouts, like miniature volcanoes.


  AHEAD of Perlac and her robot-proctor was the City of the Sphere. Majestically it blazed like a cosmic jewel against the impenetrably-black backdrop of space. It grew immense, fantastic, like a minor planet glowing in space, but suddenly, their speed slackened as the robot-control began to decelerate; and presently they slid with a vast hiss into the first airlock, where the synchronized magnetic fields instantly checked their speed. A terrific force jarred them until their bones seem to melt, then doors were opening, voices could be heard shouting orders, and the official pilot entered the ship and with an obsequious salute to the girl, he took seat at the controls and guided the ship into the second lock.


  The entire length of both the first and second locks were lined with the titanic coils of the synchronized, magnetic degravitation fields, which stopped the vessels in a graduating net of force. But the transparent sides of the sphere gave a curious sensation of lack of solidity, of fragility even, as if they had entered a vast hall of glass. Only those who really knew the secret composition of the Sphere, were aware of its near-invulnerability, even beyond that of the strongest known metal-alloys.


  At last the long, slim atomo-plane was berthed, and the tall, cadaverous figure of Bejamel hove into view. He waited for Perlac closely followed by her robot guard to approach him, in accordance with the etiquette of Plastica. Then, unable to suppress any longer the profound emotions that stirred his complex being, he opened his arms wide and rushed forward to enfold the only being he had ever loved, in the fragile embrace of his skeletal arms. A suspicious brilliance swam in the long green eyes, and the ordinarily limpid voice was husky, uncertain, as he exclaimed: “Perlac, O my dear!” He could say no more. Perlac was touched. She brushed her lips against his cheek, then she gently pushed him back, to gaze into the inscrutable green eyes of the Minister of Justice, who was also her father.


  Behind her, looming unnoticed, as a piece of activated mechanism, was the Robot-Proctor, both servant and guard.


  “Father,” she said impulsively, “Don’t take me to the Palace! I couldn’t bear to enter the temple as one of the Virgins . . . rather would I prefer to be a prisoner of the Irreconcilables.”


  Father and daughter gazed at each other in silence, surrounded by the deep, faraway hum of the throbbing generators as the incredible stream of atomic power fought the gravity of Neptune. Great opaque doors at the far end of the second lock led into the inner chambers where the robot-tended machinery never faltered for a second. Bejamel smiled slowly, ironically, and shook his head. “We’re not going there!”


  He waved an emaciated hand at the guard of honor that awaited his pleasure at a respectful distance, and instantly the Intermediate Officer in charge came forward. “Command!” he said laconically. It was the same officer that had reported the defeat of the Intermediate battalion in the caverns beneath Plastica. His superbly beautiful face was impassive, but the brilliant eyes were restless, as if the creature’s nerves were overwrought.


  “My atomocopter!” Bejamel said as laconically, and then passed a small package to the Intermediate. “For you and the entire Palace Guard,” he said softly. “There will be no need of you and your men tonight. We have all but won . . . celebrate.”


  The light of hunger, of delight, of the nearest feeling akin to gratitude he could possibly feel, flashed like a flame into the Intermediate’s eyes. “I bow in thanks, O Lord of Justice,” he replied formally.


  Within seconds, they were speeding upwards in Bejamel’s private atomocopter, past tier after tier of the fabulous City of the Sphere.


  VI


  EVERY tier was a beehive of activity, as scientists of the Inner Circle, scurried in every direction engaged in a multitude of tasks. Atomo-planes flashed through the inter-connecting levels on their way to the titanic battle below. Thousands of the Neophytes, aided by robots, supplied arms and concentrates to the departing vessels, while other thousands boarded them on their way to swell the ranks of the defenders, and take the place of their countless dead.


  At last they reached Bejamel’s private dwelling. He never called it a palace. In the tenebrous depths of his involved soul, there were flashes of genius, and one of them was to have and to rule without ever mentioning the fact. His dwelling was exquisite in proportions, the simplicity of its white Jadite facade, depending on the artistry of its composition and carved decors, not on opulence of mosaic-jewellin’g as was the case with the palace of His Benevolence. A repugnance of rococco display was enough to deter him from bad taste.


  They went immediately into his private chambers, and here Perlac had a great surprise, for reclining on a dais covered with silvery Venusian furs and the priceless plumage of the Martian Kra, was the one person she would never have expected to see—Estrella, favorite of His Benevolence!


  Once over her shock, Perlac turned and favored her ancient father with a sly smile.


  “Incredible!” she murmured. “Can it be possible?” Bejamel bridled.


  “Why not?” He rose to his full, cadaverous height. “Estrella and I are going to Venus, child, I have yet many more years of life, and loneliness is not good for an active mind like mine. That’s why I ransomed you from that barbarian Guerlan, so that you may go with us. I am going to the palace now, I have one final errand to accomplish well, before we leave!” He smiled slowly, satirically, as if the most delicious thought in the universe had taken shape in his mind.


  “Did you take care of His Exalted Benevolence’s power-screen belt, my dear?” he inquired of Estrella.


  “Yes,” the girl nodded, her eyes filling with hatred at the mention of the dreaded name. “It will never function again!”


  “Then,” Bejamel said emphatically, in the tones he used when he had delivered the final word, “meet me at the emergency outer lock. My ship is there waiting, robot-manned, provisioned, containing fortunes in jewels and priceless things. We will go to Venus, and to a new . . . a greater life!” he exclaimed, his eyes shining on the reclining form of Estrella. “I shall expect to see you, Perlac, with Estrella aboard my ship within one hour!” And to the silent robot-proctor. “Guard the women,” he said directing a tiny beam of force from the microscopic mechanism concealed in his ring of office at the forehead of the robot, which instantly sealed the order within the synthetic brain of the metal-plastic man. “Guard them and bring them to my ship within one hour.”


  The metalo-plastic robot seemed to stiffen, his great non-abradable crystal eyes gleamed and a powerful arm went up in acknowledgment of the peremptory order. Satisfied, Bejamel turned and left.


  It was then that Perlac turned to the towering robot and said softly, “Now!” And to Estrella, who watched uncomprehendingly. “Are you ready? Throw something about you, and veil your face, Estrella, we’re going to the space ship!”


  “But we’ve still got a lot of time!” the favorite protested. “It’s true that most of my things are on the spacer, but I want to arrange some personal matters before we go; wait a while!”


  A tremendous power was in Perlac’s voice as she replied:


  “We’re leaving now!” Yet she said it very softly. “You’re dripping with jewels, are you taking those things with you?”


  “But of course! Such a question, have you gone mad?”


  “You know what they are? Each one represents a life . . . they’re made from organic-plastic, human beings executed by greed!” Perlac reminded her.


  BUT Estrella shrugged her divine shoulders as she arose. “My not wearing them wouldn’t help those slain ones now. Besides, they’re nearer to me in death, than they could ever have been in life!” She smiled with incredible vanity. She threw a robe of Kra plumes about her, and allowed herself to be led to the atomocopter.


  Within seconds they were speeding to the outer lock and Bejamel’s ship. It was there that the robot-proctor left them, and hurried to the lower chamber where the pulsing generators sang their eternal threnody of unlimited power. Unnoticed he gained the great metalo-plastic doors that divided the vast chambers from the anti-gravity repulsor machinery. Unhesitatingly, it directed a thin pencil of force at an orifice slightly above the center of the great doors, just as Perlac had explained over and over, and the massive portals parted slowly, remaining open.


  Robots of the lower grades worked among the maze of towering machinery, oiling, testing, doing a multitude of tasks. But the robot-proctor, without paying them any attention, seemed to suddenly open at the side and an electro-flash gun, of large, size, magnified by the Venusian scientists and raised to many times its normal power, came into view from the aperture. Without making a sound, without even a beam of light, the fatal weapon was aimed at the very heart of the colossal motors and generators, wheel and pistons seemed to warp, shrink and disappear uncannily; the steady throbbing hum of the degravitator, lost its smooth rhythm and thereafter large sections of machinery disappeared under the relentless action of the supernal fire being directed at them.


  Instantly the robots came to life, for a moment they milled wildly, as if this supreme emergency were something they were not able to cope with, and then they saw the new robot in their midst. Their synthetic brains activated only to the repair and maintenance of the machines, and to their safeguard, focused on the attacker, and its removal was instantly their immediate task. They attacked en masse, but the robot-proctor eluded them among the mazes of metalo-plastic, of berylo-plastic rods and generators, and the tremendous motors which were being eaten by an invisible leprosy. With a swift slash of the electro-flash gun, the robot-proctor caused havoc among the robots that pursued him, legs, arms, even heads wavered and disappeard as the electronic balance was completely disrupted by the flash.


  A tremor seemed to shake the gigantic Sphere. By now, the great degravitator chamber was in shambles, and the remaining motors were unable to cope with the awful pressure of the gravity of the giant planet.


  With one final murderous sweep of the electro-flash, that seemed to shear like an invisible scimitar through machinery, robots and everything in its path, retreated as it had come, racing upwards towards the Sphere’s emergency locks. There was no apparent pursuit. Only the vivid scarlet lights of imperative emergency, flooding what had been the degravitator chamber were witnesses to the destruction.


  In the coordinating offices of the Maintenance Scientists, the telesolidographs gave three-dimensional accounts of the wreckage. But even there, confusion, bred by a growing panic, caused a delay, losing them their chance of effecting repairs. Suddenly, panic brooked no obstacles. The light of intelligence and logic was flung aside as men and women becoming aware of the ghastly fate that awaited them, poured out on the various levels in a frenzy to escape. The news of the destruction of vital machinery in the anti-gravity repulsor beam chamber was being relayed everywhere.


  Already the colossal Sphere was swaying gently and settling lower, dislocating the delicate balances that held it poised in space. The stresses on the plastic structures and pylons was tremendous.


  AS THE robot arrived at Bejamel’s spacer, a dramatic scene unfolded before his huge non-abradable eyes. Holding an electro-flash in her slender hand, her eyes brimming with tears, Perlac seemed to have for the moment at least, control of the superb ship. She was saying:


  “We don’t leave here until Guerlan returns!” Her lips were white, but the sheer determination written in her lovely face, held even Bejamel who was taken aback.


  “Guerlan! Are you mad, Perlac? That barbarian’s below on the planet’s surface!”


  “On the contrary,” the robot-proctor spoke in a voice leaden with fatigue, “I’m here, Bejamel.” Slowly he emerged from the enclosing plastic shell of what had been a robot, then let the huge, hollow plastic man fall clattering to the spacer’s floor. Silently he searched the ex-Minister of Justice, who seemed transfixed by a vast surprise. From under Bejamel’s arm-pit, Guerlan took a hidden electro-flash, and a venom-tipped dagger concealed in a fold of his tunic. Having drawn his fangs, he smiled. “We can blast off now . . . but not for Venus!”


  Majestically, Bejamel turned to Perlac with an inscrutable smile. He gazed at the girl in a mixture of bitterness and admiration:


  “You’re indeed my daughter!” he said at last. Then to Guerlan: “What do you propose to do with me?”


  “Keep you in Neptune,” Guerlan replied bluntly. “Utilize your vast knowledge of jurisprudence, and your personal and intimate knowledge of the thousands of scientists who are certain to surrender sooner or later. Human beings have inalienable rights, rights that we propose to return to them. But unfortunately, it will not be easy to give freedom to those who have never known what freedom it. We will need all the science and power of mind available. So, Bejamel, we must use you—under our supervision, of course. You see, even the venom of a cobra is eminently useful, if handled right!”


  They eyed each other, these two. Both powerful, dominating intellects, both capable of profound emotions. It was the older man, who used to the devious ways of the Sphere and His Benevolence’s court, yielded gracefully. Bejamel glanced at Estrella, and it occurred to him that whatever years of life remained to him would be sweet if she were at his side. At that instant, a vast tremor shook the gigantic city of the Sphere, and Bejamel’s eyes went wide.


  Seated at the controls, Guerlan turned slightly to Bejamel. “Give your Intermediates orders to open the lock and activate the catapult—we have minutes, perhaps only seconds, before the Sphere gives under the gravity pull. Make your choice, or I give the ship full power and crash through the airlock, Bejamel!” Guerlan’s vice was cold, impassive.


  “I shall give the order,” Bejamel assented in a brittle voice.


  FROM a vantage point in space, the scene that met their eyes had the memorable quality of those stupendous spectacles of nature that human eyes rarely if ever are privileged to see.


  The vast sphere was aflame with color, dazzling in the vivid coruscations of blue and orange and mauve and yellow lights. Spinning slowly, it was a thing of unearthly beauty, a floating, starry globe that might have been a toy of the gods. It was being deserted by every type of craft imaginable; hundreds of planes, ’copters, electros . . . every available type of ship that could evacuate the jostling, crying, screaming thousands who had jammed the outer airlocks and emergency exits.


  Inexorably, the Sphere sank lower and lower, as the remaining generators fought the awful gravity of Neptune that held the doomed globe in its gigantic grip. Enough power still remained to the incredible sphere to keep it from crashing headlong into the furious waters of the vast ocean below. But at last, as if the ultimate ounce of power were gone, the Globe seemed to lurch in a glory of prismatic lights, then with terrific momentum it began the dizzy plunge through space, whirling like a falling meteor.


  Perlac, Bejamel, Estrella—even Guerlan himself, could not take their eyes from the tragic glory that was the sphere. Suddenly they saw it illuminate the ocean for miles as it neared the surface of the waters, then with a vast splash that sent a tidal wave licking the shore’s hills hungrily, it sank into the cold, green waters.


  “And there it will remain for all eternity!” Guerlan said thoughtfully. “A tomb of evil, that men might live!”


  Bejamel was silent. The gargoyle’s face was softened by a profound sadness. He sighed like a man who has lived too much, and at last seeks rest. He turned his back to the scene below as if unable to bear it any more. “An epoch has passed,” he said softly in the magnificent voice.


  But Guerlan was at the Tele-Magnum, broadcasting offer of an armistice to the warring armadas below.


  “Scientists of the Inner Circle and the First Level,” he said with infinite assurance. “Your City of the Sphere has plunged to its doom, and, with it went His Infamous Benevolence and hundreds of thousands of your henchmen. You no longer have a haven of refuge, no base in which to refuel or obtain supplies. When your present ammunition is gone, when repairs and food are necessary, and when the men who die must be replaced, there is no spot where you can return. Yours is a certain doom—unless you unconditionally surrender. We offer a pardon to all who are willing to join our cause; lay down your arms and aid in the reconstruction—a far more glorious future is before us!”


  An immense weariness had etched lines about his mouth and eyes, and his shoulders slumped as if a great reaction had set in. But his eyes could still flame with joy, as he saw the deadly fleet of the Inner Circle abandon the struggle, as he saw the embattled armies cease their carnage. As he turned from the Tele-Magnum to go to the controls and guide the ship to their base in Columbia, he suddenly felt soft arms entwine around his neck and a soft face that pressed close to his. He didn’t even need to look, the fragrance of Venusian jasmines was in his nostrils and a warm, flower-like mouth pressed close to his.


  It was then that Bejamel turned to Estrella and was eyeing him with critical eyes and said sardonically:


  “Shall we make it unanimous?”


  INVADERS FROM THE MONSTER WORLD


  Edmond Hamilton


  There was only one thing that could make Jim Pollock face the awful giants of the monster world—that one thing was . . . soma!


  JIM POLLOCK felt a sudden dizziness that made the sunlit vista of New York Spaceport swirl sickeningly around him. His mouth was dry, and his whole body seemed on fire with inward flame.


  He clutched weakly at a railing for support. In a moment the giddiness passed. But the fiery inward pain persisted. It would rapidly get worse, he knew. Unless he could get some soma soon, he’d be in a delirium of torment.


  Pollock stumbled on across the sunbaked tarmac, along the rows of docked space-ships.


  “You’ve got to do it,” he told himself in a dry whisper. “It’s the only way, now.”


  He reached the small ship at the end of the line. It was a battered craft with unusually large auxiliary fuel-tanks, Pollock noted. On its bows was the name Ceres.


  A man and a girl were outside it, checking supply cases being carried aboard. The man was a burly, black-browed space officer. The girl was slender, dark, lovely even in a jacket and space-slacks.


  “You’re the master of this craft?” Pollock asked as the man turned beetling brows upon him.


  “I’m Captain Marston,” rumbled the officer.


  “I heard you need men for an outer-planet voyage, and I’d like to sign on,” said Pollock. “I’m an experienced spaceman, first class.”


  Marston frowned as he stared at Pollock’s gaunt young face and haggard eyes.


  “You don’t look first class to me, mister,” growled the officer. “You’re thin and pale as a soma-drinker.” Pollock went cold with apprehension. The keen eyes of the captain had come close to his secret.


  “I’m all right,” he said hastily. “Just finished a hard voyage, that’s all.”


  “Well, we’re finding men hard to get, so I guess we’ll have to take even you,” rumbled Marston, disgustedly. He shoved a slip of paper. “Put your name on this. Outfitting-fee is forty dollars, and we take off at midnight tonight.” Pollock hastily scrawled his name on the slip. His trembling fingers closed upon the money that the captain handed him—the fee given each spaceman before a voyage so that he could get his outfit together.


  He had the money! And Slih Drin’s soma-joint was only a few blocks away. In a few minutes, he’d be able to ease the fiery torment that had been racking his body for the whole last week.


  But the girl interfered. With a little frown in her clear brown eyes, she stepped forward.


  “Just a moment,” she said. “Captain Marston, I told you that you must clearly inform each man signed on just where we’re going.”


  The burly officer protested loudly. “If we do that, Miss Graham, we’ll never get a full crew together!”


  The girl insisted. “It’s not fair to take men without telling them our destination. Go ahead.”


  “Oh, all right,” growled the burly officer. He told Pollock harshly, “The destination of this tub is Neptune. I suppose you want to back out now.” Pollock, itching to get away from them, hastily shook his head. “No, that’s all right. Neptune is all right with me.”


  Marston seemed astounded. The girl too looked surprised.


  “Are you sure you understood?” she asked Pollock. “We’re heading for Neptune itself. It’s dangerous—since you’re a spaceman, you must know that no ship has ever yet come back from a landing on Neptune.”


  She went on. “I’m Eve Graham. My brother Alan led an expedition to Neptune some months ago. He didn’t come back, any more than other ships ever did. What happened to him on that foggy world, I don’t know. But I’m going there and find out. We may never come back, either. And I don’t want to take crew-men who don’t realize the danger of it.”


  Pollock felt the dizziness coming over him again. He only half heard her earnest explanation. He must get out of here quickly, to Slih Drin’s—


  What did he care what the destination of the ship might be? He wasn’t going on it. He’d only signed on for the outfitting-fee, and what it meant to him. But he had to keep playing his part.


  “Thanks for warning me, Miss Graham,” he husked. “But I’m not afraid.”


  “Then that’s that,” said Marston hastily. “You be here an hour before midnight, Pollock.”


  POLLOCK touched his cap, and turned away. He knew they were having a hard time getting a crew for such a voyage, and that Marston wanted to take no chance of his changing his mind.


  His legs felt wobbly as he hurried back across the spaceport. The fiery pain in his body was getting worse by the minute. Everything was blurring around him.


  He noticed passersby who looked at him curiously. He knew what a figure he must present, with his haggard eyes and shaking hands. Bitterly he thought of himself, only two years before, a clear-eyed, stalwart young second officer with a bright future. And now—


  No time to think of all that now! He was already making his way through the ruck of shabby streets to the disreputable establishment in which Slih Drin conducted his illicit soma-traffic.


  He had to knock twice before Slih Drin let him in. The bald, red-skinned Martian looked at him suspiciously.


  “You get not one drink of soma unless you can pay for it!” he warned Pollock immediately.


  “I can pay,” husked Pollock, shoving the money at him. “Give me the stuff, Slih.”


  The Martian delayed maddeningly to count the bills. Then, mollified, he went into the back of his shabby apartment.


  He returned with a plastic flask. Pollock broke the seal and poured the scarlet, foaming liquid into a tumbler. As he raised it to his lips, the characteristic pungent odor of the soma met his nostrils.


  Soma, the most beneficent and also the most maleficent drink in the System! This product of subtle Martian chemistry was the most perfect pain-anaesthetic known. But also, if drunk too often, it could become a more tyrannical master than Earth alcohol. It could turn men into confirmed soma-drinkers. Pollock knew—he was one.


  The pungent stuff poured down his throat. He sat down shakily upon a cot. And within a few minutes, a blessed warmth and peace began to steal through his pain-racked body.


  Pain washed out of his fibers. Sleep stole upon him. And with the sleep, came the gorgeous “soma-dreams.”


  He was a free mind, travelling in space at tremendous velocity. He rushed past violet and copper suns, past spinning worlds of beauty and horror incredible, past racing comets and through the fiery glow of great nebulae.


  He seemed to soar at will across the stupendous arc of the Milky Way, treading upon a sky spattered and spangled with thousands of suns. He vaulted up from the galactic universe, and plunged down again through the great drift of swarming stars.


  From dream to gorgeous dream, Pollock passed without sensation of time. He was deep in the soma-dreams when there came vaguely a jarring, remote sound of scuffling, of a rude entrance, of a harsh, angry voice.


  “Damned weakling! I knew you were a soma-drinker when I looked at you. And I knew I’d find you in one of these joints.”


  Where did that discordant voice come from, Pollock wondered vaguely? It didn’t matter. He was drifting on through a magnificent vision of sky rocketing suns and seething worlds.


  But the angry voice again impinged on his dimmed consciousness, though still very faintly. And he had a remote sensation of someone violently shaking his numb body.


  “Wake up, damn you! You signed on for a voyage, and by Heaven, you’re going on it!”


  Pollock’s dream-drowned mind paid little attention. It didn’t matter how his body was shaken or slapped. He couldn’t feel it.


  He could hardly even feel the sensation of being dragged somewhere, through streets to a busy, noisy place, and up a short incline.


  He knew that he had been slammed down on a metal floor, because the coolness of it dimly reached him. But that was all he knew.


  Vaguely, he heard the harsh, deep voice storming. “—wouldn’t have brought the cursed fellow, only we’re so shorthanded already that we’ll need even this soma-drinker.”


  Pollock remotely heard the voice of a girl answer, with dismay and disgust in her tones. He was drifting off again into dreams.


  A little later, there penetrated his multi-colored visions a sound that his subconscious recognized as the slam of a space-ship’s airlock door. Then, very quickly, came a bursting roar. He felt a remote sensation of being powerfully pressed downward. Then the dreams completely claimed him.


  Chapter II


  POLLOCK awoke with a thick brown taste in his mouth, and a throbbing headache. He lay stupefiedly looking up at the metal bunk a few inches above his face.


  Whi-r-r-r!


  It was the buzzer that signalled the change of watch on a space-ship, it had awakened him, even from his soma hangover.


  “Good God!” he muttered, looking appalledly around.


  He was in the crew-room of a spaceship. A half dozen other men, hardbitten Venusians, Earthmen, Martians, were clambering sullenly out of their bunks.


  This ship was in space. It didn’t need the porthole of blazing stars to tell Pollock that. The steady drone of rocket-tubes building up velocity, the creak and quiver of the vessel, was enough.


  Frantically, he tried to orient himself. What was this ship? He vaguely remembered signing on with some craft, to get the outfitting fee. But he had gone straight with it to Slih Drin’s, for soma—


  He buttonholed a squat, brawny Venusian spaceman. “What ship is this?” he stammered.


  The Venusian guffawed. “Listen to that, boys! This punch-drunk soma-drinker doesn’t even know what ship he’s on.”


  “We’re all punch-drunk or we wouldn’t be on her,” whined a tall, cadaverous red Martian. He told Pollock, “You’re on the Ceres, Earthman. And the destination is Neptune. How do you like that?”


  “Neptune?” Pollock was stunned. “But nobody goes to Neptune——”


  Then he dimly remembered. There had been a girl, when he signed on—a girl who had made the captain tell him that their destination was the foggy planet of mystery.


  He remembered her, now. Eve Graham, her name had been. And she had been forming an expedition to go in search of her brother—to Neptune.


  Pollock’s raw nerves rippled with panic. He felt caught in a dreadful trap. This ship would be in space for weeks. That meant that he’d be weeks without soma.


  Weeks without soma! He knew only too well what that would mean. It would make him a tortured thing, a walking agony.


  “I’ve got to get off!” he cried hoarsely. “They’ve got to put this ship back!”


  A swarthy Mercurian cyc-man laughed harshly. “Hear that, Lor Ow?” he said to the squat Venusian. “Tell the old man we’ve got to put right back to Earth.”


  Pollock paid no attention to their gibing. He was too shaken with dread, too panicky. He hastened unsteadily after them as they started up the stairs to the top deck.


  BRIGHT, hot sunlight slashed through the glassite wall sections to light the top deck. A red-faced first officer snarled at them as they emerged.


  “What do you space rats think this is—a pleasure cruise? Next time you hear that buzzer, get up here in ten seconds.”


  Pollock paid no heed. He saw two figures farther along the deck. One was a girl, slim in space-slacks. He recognized Eve Graham.


  The other was Marston, the captain. Pollock plunged past the first officer toward the burly, black-browed captain.


  “Captain Marston, there’s been a mistake!” he babbled hoarsely. “I can’t go on this voyage. You’ve got to put me off at Mars.”


  Marston bent a harsh glance on Pollock’s white, twisted face. “You signed on yesterday, didn’t you?”


  “Yes, but—” Pollock began desperately.


  “But you were only after the outfitting-fee, to buy soma with, eh?” thundered the captain.


  “I thought I could repay it to you later,” Pollock admitted miserably.


  “Well, you have another think coming,” snapped Marston. “I pulled you out of that soma-joint, and you’re going with us all the way, and you’re going to earn every cent of your pay.”


  Eve Graham was looking at Pollock’s shaking figure and white face with a certain repulsion. He paid no attention to her.


  “You can’t take me with you!” he cried desperately. “I can’t go that long without soma. You’ve got to put me off or——”


  Whack! Marston’s balled fist hit his jaw and he staggered back against the deck wall. His head rang from the blow.


  “Get up and get to your station!” roared the burly captain. “You’ll do your work on this ship, soma-drinker or not!”


  Eve Graham intervened distressedly. “Please, captain——”


  Marston turned toward her. “Sorry, Miss Graham—but you hired me to run this ship and you’ll have to let me do it my way. I know how to handle scum like that, and it’s the only way.”


  The captain’s black eyes bored into the sullen group of spacemen who had watched the scene.


  “You can all chew on that,” he rapped. “You’re the crummiest crew I ever took off with, and you may think you’re tough, but by God, you’ll find out that I’m a lot tougher if you don’t step. That’s all. Mr. Harker, get them to work.”


  HARKER, the red-faced first officer, snapped his orders. “You’ll form the Number Two watch. Lor Ow and Thubar, pilot and helmsman. Kinnel, Brabo, Thorpe and Xaxar, cyc-room. Stacy and Pollock, deckhands. Get moving!”


  Pollock’s head was threatening to burst. The combined effects of soma hangover and that whack on the chin threatened to overcome him.


  Bat the vicious lash of the first officer’s voice drove him to work. He and Stacy, an old, wrinkled Earthman, started swabbing down the glassite deck-walls of the moisture that had condensed upon them.


  Pollock wielded his swab clumsily, his hands feeling like lead, his legs twisting under him. He knew that gradually the hangover would pass. But in a few days would come the first craving for soma, stealing through his body, bringing the twitching ache and then the fiery pain that only the Martian anaesthetic drink could ease.


  Old Stacy was looking at him quizzically. “Feelin’ pretty peaked, ain’t you? I’ve seen soma-drinkers before. I done a lot of fool things in my thirty years in space, but I wasn’t never fool enough to monkey with that devil’s drink.”


  “I know, I’m a fool and a weakling,” Pollock muttered bitterly. “Enough people have told me so. You needn’t rub it in.”


  “I wasn’t meanin’ to ride you about it, boy,” said the old spaceman apologetically. “There ain’t no angels in this crew. No decent spaceman would sign on for a trip to Neptune. They had to take men that no other ship would have.”


  He continued garrulously. “That Martian, Thubar, was black-listed two years ago for a barratry plot. Xaxar, that waspish little Mercurian, killed somebody on his home-world and can’t ever go back there. I’ve got an idea that Lor Ow and the other Venusian are on the dodge too, but they don’t say much. And as for me—well, what other ship would sign on a spaceman as old as I am?”


  And the old man cackled. Pollock hardly heard him. His mind was still swimming with the appalling realization of his predicament.


  Mechanically, he swabbed along the starboard deck-walls. The vacuum swab trembled in his unsteady hands. He looked up, to find Eve Graham watching him with a shadow of mixed pity and repulsion in her eyes.


  Pollock felt a dull resentment, in which was shame. He knew what he must look like to the girl—a—shaking, white-faced wreck. He was glad when Lewis, the clean-cut, youthful second officer, came off duty and eagerly engaged her attention.


  Pollock reeled from exhaustion when the watch finally ended. He staggered down to the crew-room and tumbled into his bunk, lying like one dead.


  The hellish clamor of the watch buzzer seemed to awake him almost immediately, though he had slept hours. Yet he felt a little steadier and stronger now. The soma hangover was passing off.


  He glanced through the deck wall when he reached topside. Earth was already several million miles astern, a greenish blob receding across the fringe of the Sun’s glaring halo.


  The red speck of Mars lay far to the right. The star-woven tapestry of the firmament stretched solemn and magnificent across the void into which the old Ceres throbbed and creaked and groaned.


  He noted the tiny green spark of faraway Neptune. It scarcely interested him. That remote planet of foggy mystery and menace to which they were bound was of little importance to Pollock, compared to his own dire personal situation.


  Eve Graham stood at the deck-wall with Captain Marston, looking toward Neptune and talking earnestly.


  “—can locate the radium deposits, we’ll surely find Alan’s ship somewhere near them,” he heard the girl saying anxiously.


  Old Stacy heard more, and relayed his information to the rest of the crew below decks on the next off-watch.


  “Seems like this here Alan Graham, the girl’s brother, went to Neptune after radium, an’ he never come back,” said the old spaceman.


  “A fool’s errand,” spat Thubar, the tall Martian. “The fellow must have been space struck.”


  Old Stacy dissented. “There’s radium on Neptune—the astronomers have known that for years. The planet shows it in the telespectroscope.”


  “Sure, there’s radium there—everybody’s heard that,” Lor Ow grunted. “And how many men have lost their lives trying to get it? Twenty-odd ships have rocketed for Neptune, and not one has ever come back.”


  Xaxar, the little Mercurian, muttered superstitiously, “The Jovians say there’s something ghastly out on Neptune.”


  “Bah, they tell those stories about every world,” scoffed Stacy. “How would anyone know what’s on Neptune, when nobody’s ever come back from there?”


  Pollock listened no longer, fop he was already sinking into a slumber of sheer exhaustion. Again it seemed that he only slept a few moments before the buzzer awakened them for the next watch.


  POLLOCK dragged through day after day of it. He was soft and flabby from months of idleness. And the soma had taken its toll of his strength. Already, by the time a week went by, the craving was coming back to him. His nerves were beginning to twitch from the longing.


  They were well out beyond the orbit of Jupiter, now. Few ships ventured farther—an occasional trader to the new colonies on Saturn, a mapping expedition to prospect for metals on Uranus, but nothing more. Some day, pioneering Earthmen would make this region as well known as the inner planets. But that was still in the future.


  And as the Ceres forged on and on into the vast emptiness, past even the orbit of Uranus on its steady course toward the green mystery world of the System, the motley crew became daily more uneasy. Their fears were continually fanned by Lor Ow.


  “It’s crazy to go on when not one ship has ever come back from Neptune! It’d be better to seize the ship and turn back to Saturn.”


  “Still thinkin’ about mutiny?” drawled old Stacy. “You ought to know better. Maybe you’d like System law after you.”


  “System law doesn’t run beyond Jupiter,” the squat Venusian retorted. “We’d be safe enough in the frontier towns of Saturn.”


  “You’d never get there,” snorted the old spaceman. “Mutiny on a spaceship these days is impossible. Only the officers carry atom-guns.”


  Pollock had paid little attention to the argument. Lying in his bunk, trying to conquer his quivering nerves, he felt that he could stand it no longer. He had to have soma, and at once.


  He went up to the top deck, looking for the captain. Marston was there, talking with Eve Graham as they looked toward the growing green disk of Neptune. Pollock hated to speak before the girl, but he did.


  “I’m in bad shape, sir,” he husked to the captain. “If I could have just one drink of soma from the medicine chest——”


  Marston stared at him implacably. “I was expecting this. And the answer is no. You don’t get a drop of the stuff.”


  Pollock’s face was white. “But I’ve got to have some soon. If I don’t, it means death.”


  “You soma-drinkers all say that, but I don’t believe it,” the captain answered brutally. “You’ll stage no soma-drunks on this ship.”


  Pollock, sick from the shuddering of his nerves, felt frustrated and doomed as he went back down to the crew-room. He was startled to find old Stacy lying senseless on the floor. And Lor Ow had a heavy cyc-wrench in his hand.


  He stared bewilderedly around the brutal faces of the crew. “What’s this?”


  “It’s mutiny,” snapped Lor Ow. “We’re not going any farther toward Neptune—we’re seizing the ship right now! We’ll grab the officers in a few minutes when the watch changes, and then head back toward Saturn.”


  “That’s where you come in, Pollock,” he went on swiftly. “We’ve got to have a navigator to lay our course back to Saturn. We know you were an officer once. For navigating for us, you’ll get the soma in the medicine-chest.”


  FOR a moment, for just a moment, Pollock’s tortured nerves thrilled with the wild hope of relief. The soma in the chest would last him all the way back to Saturn, It would be a blessed release from agony.


  Six years before, an Earth youngster had spent long months in the space-officers’ academy, learning the discipline and traditions of the void. It was the ghost of that youngster that clamored from inside Pollock now.


  “I’ll have no part in mutiny, even for soma!” he exclaimed hoarsely.


  He leaped back toward the companionway. The officers had to be warned immediately.


  “Don’t kill him!” rasped Lor Ow’s voice from behind him. “We’ll need him.”


  A wrench crashed on Pollock’s head and he fell dazed upon the stairs. As his brain swam in darkness he vaguely heard the whirr of the watch-buzzer and then the feet of the men hurrying up the steps past him.


  The crashing blasts of atom-guns topside roused him from his daze. He staggered up to the deck, to witness an appalling sight.


  Young Lewis, the second officer, lay prostrate and Lor Ow had his atom-pistol and was firing it at Harker, just emerging from the bridge-room forward.


  The red-faced mate pitched forward. Xaxar darted to snatch up his gun. But as the Mercurian did so, he tumbled dead. Marston, his massive face terrible, had appeared and shot him from the bridge-room door.


  Pollock glimpsed Eve Graham beyond the captain, and the white face of the Venusian pilot as he turned his head. Lor Ow had his atom-pistol levelled at Marston’s breast.


  Pollock leaped. He got his arms around Lor Ow, the moment before the squat Venusian mutineer pulled trigger.


  “Get this soma-crazy fool off me!” snarled the Venusian to Thubar and the other mutineers who were running forward.


  His gun-blasts crashed out as he shouted. But, with Pollock on his back, his aim went wild. The blast grazed Marston’s shoulder, hit the pilot in the back, and flung him across his panel of firing-studs.


  Next instant came the shock of a thunderous explosion from below decks. Pollock was torn from his hold by the wild lurching of the Ceres. He caromed against the deck-wall.


  “Get that gun!” yelled Lor Ow.


  Marston, his right shoulder scorched, had dropped his weapon. Thubar darted with snake-like swiftness and got hold of it first.


  “That does it!” exclaimed Lor Ow jubilantly. “The ship’s ours, men! Marston, you and Miss Graham get back against that wall. You too, Pollock!”


  “Better kill them all now,” said Thubar. “Then ho for Saturn!”


  Marston, holding his wounded shoulder as he stood with Eve and Pollock, said grimly, “You fools are now as good as dead, yourselves.”


  He jerked his head toward the bridge-room where the dead pilot lay across the controls.


  “That wild shot of yours that got the pilot, fixed the ship. You’ll never see Saturn,” said the captain.


  “What do you mean?” snapped the Venusian.


  As though to answer him, a wild-eyed, dishevelled cyc-man stumbled up onto the deck. It was Kinnel, one of Lor Ow’s cronies.


  “The cyclotrons let go!” he babbled. “The whole cyc-room crew is dead except——”


  He fell. They saw then that his lips and nostrils were blackened by the wave of superheated air that he had breathed.


  “Your doing, Lor Ow,” said Marston harshly. “The pilot’s body pressing all the firing-studs at once put too much strain on the eyes and they blew. This is a dead ship.”


  There was an appalled silence. Instinctively, the mutineers turned and looked through the glassite wall.


  Neptune’s green disk lay dead ahead, still far away but seeming ominously big and bright as the crippled, silent Ceres rushed toward it.


  “You’ve got just one chance for life,” snapped Marston. “None of you men have the technical knowledge to rebuild a wrecked eye. We officers have, and could maybe do it before we all crash on Neptune. Hand over those guns and agree to stand trial when we return, and I’ll try.”


  Lor Ow snarled viciously. “Not a chance, Marston! We’ll make you repair those eyes!”


  “How?” demanded the captain coolly. “By threatening us with death? You mean to kill us anyway. That threat won’t work.”


  Thubar looked anxiously at the ringleader. The Martian muttered, “What are we going to do? We’re heading on toward Neptune, and we’ll sure crash there if we don’t get the power going.”


  Chapter III


  LOR OW’S flat face showed a sudden gleam of triumph as he looked at Pollock.


  “We don’t need Marston and the others,” he declared. “Pollock was an officer once and he knows cyc-construction. He’ll fix them for us.”


  Pollock said heavily, “No. I’ll not help you. I know very well you intend to kill me too in the end, for taking sides against you.”


  “Oh, yes, you will help us,” the Venusian said confidently. “I know a way to make you.”


  He turned to Thubar. “Get whatever soma there is in the medicine chest.”


  Then he looked back at Pollock and laughed. “I know you soma-drinkers. When you get the jitters bad enough, you’ll do anything for the stuff. If we keep a glass of soma sitting in front of you a few hours, you’ll be glad to repair the eyes to get it.”


  Pollock’s heart sank. For he well knew that the cunning plan of the Venusian to play upon his weakness would be successful.


  He couldn’t long resist the soma for which his whole body cried out. He might stand it at first, but sooner or later his will would weaken and he would surrender.


  Thubar came back, looking puzzled. “There isn’t any soma in the medicine chest.”


  “There must be,” snapped Lor Ow. “Every ship carries some, to use as anaesthetic in case of accidental injuries.”


  Marston interrupted. “There’s no soma on the Ceres. I threw all we had out into space, just a little while before your mutiny started.”


  The burly captain glanced at Pollock. “He had been pestering me for the stuff. I knew he was desperate enough to steal it from the chest and go into a soma-drunk for days. So I tossed it out.”


  Rage showed in Lor Ow’s eyes. “Laughing at me, are you? Will you laugh when I start blasting you all down?”


  “You can’t do that, Lor!” exclaimed one of the mutineers anxiously. “We can never get those eyes going without them.”


  “My terms still stand,” Marston said calmly. “Surrender the atom-guns and obey orders, and I’ll see that you all get a fair trial when we get back. Since you were lucky enough not to kill anybody, you’ll probably get off with a life sentence in Lunar Prison.”


  “I’ll see you damned first!” flashed the Venusian.


  He stood for a few moments, his flat face deadly, his finger tightening on the trigger of the atom-pistol.


  Pollock watched with dull disinterest. A blast of that gun would at least save him from a death more terrible—the death of a soma-drinker deprived of the Martian liquor.


  And that death was inevitable, now. The soma that had been tossed out into space by Marston had taken his last hope with it.


  “I won’t kill you, yet,” said Lor Ow finally. “I’ll give you a little time to think it over.”


  His eyes glanced at Eve Graham’s pale face. “I especially want you to think of Miss Graham’s precarious position in this ship.”


  Pollock felt a surge of disgust and fury at the ugly implied threat. “You damned space-scum!”


  But Eve remained unshaken. She said calmly, “don’t let them threaten you through me. If they touch me, I shall kill myself.”


  “Take them down and lock ’em up in Number One store-room,” Lor Ow gave order. “Post two men outside the door. We’ll see what we can do with the eyes ourselves. Maybe we won’t even need their help.”


  MARSTON and Pollock and Eve were herded roughly down below decks, to the empty store-room. Presently the wounded Harker, and young Lewis and Stacy, were carried in. The door was locked and they heard mutineers post themselves on guard outside it.


  Stacy and Lewis, who were only stunned, soon came around. But Harker had taken a gun-blast through his ribs and was in serious condition. With the medical supplies Lor Ow had allowed them, Eve treated the mate’s scorched wound and made him comfortable as possible.


  Then she turned to the others. Marston was looking grimly from the tiny porthole window. But Pollock had sat heavily down.


  He was feeling the torture of soma-craving nerves more strongly than before, now that the excitement had passed. He felt sick, shivering.


  “What are our chances, captain?” Eve asked quietly.


  Marston shrugged, wincing as the movement pained his shoulder. “We’ve got just the one chance. The mutineers can’t repair those wrecked eyes, but we maybe could.”


  He explained. “A cyclotron is an intricate scientific apparatus. An ordinary crew-man can keep one running as long as nothing goes seriously wrong with it.


  But he hasn’t the technical knowledge to tear it down or rebuild it. A space-officer is trained to do just that.”


  He nodded toward the vista of starry space that lay outside the little window.


  “We’re moving by inertia now, at very high speed. The Ceres will hit Neptune in four days. Unless its eyes are rebuilt to give it power to decelerate, it’ll crash and end us all. The mutineers know that.”


  “Yes, but Lor Ow ain’t goin’ to give in ’less he has to,” warned old Stacy. “That Venusian is bad medicine. I think he only signed on with this ship ’cause he an’ his pals figured all along to seize it an’ use it for a pirate craft on the frontier.”


  The old spaceman shook his gray head sorrowfully. “I tried to warn you when I realized it was really mutiny, but they got me first.”


  “Thanks anyway for trying,” Marston rumbled. He looked at Pollock and added, “I’m grateful to you too, Pollock. You saved me from a gun-blast through the heart when you jumped on the Venusian.”


  Pollock looked up at him haggardly. “Captain, did you really toss the medicine-chest soma out into space? Or were you just telling them that?” Marston’s massive face tightened. “I did it, all right. And you’ll be better off without it.”


  Pollock made no answer. What was the use? he thought dully. They couldn’t realize the hellish agony to which he was condemned.


  Marston burst out. “I’m damned if I can understand you, Pollock. You fought up there like a real man. Yet you don’t make any real attempt to fight this cursed soma-drinking habit.” Eve looked at Pollock with distress in her clear brown eyes. “I’ve heard of soma-drinkers who managed to quit. Couldn’t you?”


  He looked at her haggardly, but made no answer. What good would it do to reply that the few drinkers who had quit soma had not been drinking the stuff as long as he had?


  “He isn’t worth bothering with, Miss Graham,” said Marston disgustedly. “Only a weakling would start drinking soma in the first place.”


  That stung Pollock to retort. “If you want to know, it was just such a loud, swaggering space-captain as you who started me drinking soma!”


  He told them bitterly, “Two years ago I was second officer on a freighter bound from Saturn to Earth. I was injured in a tube-explosion aboard ship. My captain should have put in at Mars to leave me for hospitalization.


  “But putting in at Mars would add nearly a week to his Saturn-Earth time, and ruin his precious efficiency record with the company. So he kept right on to Earth, and kept giving me soma to keep me from going out of my head with pain.”


  He shrugged heavily. “By the time I finally reached an Earth hospital, I’d been for twenty days on soma. And I found when I left the hospital that I couldn’t get off it.”


  “Why, then it isn’t your own fault at all!” Eve Graham exclaimed warmly.


  “Bah, these soma-drinkers can always prove that it’s not their own fault,” said Captain Marston intolerantly.


  Pollock smiled bitterly. “That’s right, captain. That’s just what the Board said when they cancelled my officer-rating.”


  YOUNG LEWIS had been listening at the door. The second officer now turned toward them excitedly.


  “Listen, there’s something going on in the ship!” he reported.


  They were all silent, listening. There came through the ventilator-tubes a dim, confused din of hammering on metal and loudly disputing voices.


  “They’re working on the eyes,” said Marston. “Trying to repair them themselves.”


  Old Stacy’s wrinkled face lengthened. If they get ’em repaired, they won’t bother keepin’ us alive very long.”


  For hour after hour, the hammering din continued. It was the only sound as the Ceres rushed silently on through the void.


  There was no break in the monotony for the prisoners except that twice during the next forty-eight hours, the door was unlocked and an armed mutineer shoved in food and water.


  Pollock was too sick and shaken by the increasing soma-craving to touch either. His whole body thirsted for the Martian liquor.


  Marston strode back and forth in their prison like a caged lion. “They’ll never get those eyes fixed,” he rasped. “But unless we get a chance at them soon, we won’t have time to fix them before the ship crashes on Neptune.”


  More hours dragged by. They could hear the distant sounds of repair-work frequently interrupted by loud and angry disputes.


  Lewis looked at his watch, then out into space. “We’ll hit Neptune in less than forty eight hours, at this speed.”


  Eve Graham looked inquiringly at Marston. “Do you think you ought to give in and help them?” she asked anxiously. “If we crash, it not only means death to us—it means the last hope of finding and saving my brother is gone.” Pollock, sitting and fighting the screaming of his nerves, told her dully: “It wouldn’t help any to give in. Lor Ow would kill us all the minute the ship was in working shape.”


  “Pollock’s right,” snapped the burly captain. “We’ll hold out, and if we have to die, those scum will die with us.”


  A silence had fallen while they talked, all sounds of work having halted. The Ceres rushed soundlessly on toward death.


  Then the door of their prison was opened. Lor Ow and Thubar and most of the other mutineers stood outside it. The weary faces of the mutineers showed that they had been engaged in intensive toil.


  The squat Venusian ringleader said quietly, “Marston, you win. We’ve found that we can’t rebuild the eyes ourselves. You’ll have to do it.”


  “My conditions still stand,” the captain answered. “Hand over your weapons, and agree to return and face your trial. Only then will we start work on the eyes.”


  “All right, it seems we have no choice,” Lor Ow said. “Here’s my gun. Thubar, give him yours. The others are still in the locker.”


  To Pollock, there was something suspicious in the readiness with which Lor Ow had suddenly surrendered.


  Marston also seemed to suspect a trick, for he took the two atom-pistols and fired a test-blast from each down the corridor outside.


  “Thought you might just be clever enough to give us useless guns,” he said harshly to Lor Ow. “But these are all right.”


  He handed one of the weapons to Lewis, and they led the way to the top deck. Marston’s first act was to inspect and then lock up the other atom-pistols, after giving Stacy and Pollock each one of them.


  The Captain’s bleak gaze swept the mutineers, then. “We may, or may not, pull out of this. If we do, you’ll all face a space-court. But obedience to orders from now on will count in your favor. Any man who disobeys will get short shrift now.”


  The mutineers took this silently. But Pollock thought he detected a lurking gleam of mockery in Lor Ow’s flat face.


  His suspicions increased. But how could there be any trick? They themselves now possessed the only atom-guns on the ship.


  “We’ll obey orders, but for space’s sake get the eyes going!” pleaded Thubar worriedly. “Look how near we are to Neptune!”


  THROUGH the bridge window, Neptune was indeed an appalling sight. Its cloudy green globe seemed to fill half the firmament. And the Ceres was rushing silently and ever more swiftly down toward the mystery planet.


  Marston checked their position rapidly by means of the space-sextant, and then noted their speed. He computed, frowning.


  “About forty hours before we hit Neptune,” he muttered. “It’s not much. Let’s see what the eyes look like. You come too, Pollock.”


  When they went down to the cyc-room, an exclamation of despair came from young Lewis at the first glance.


  “They’re all hopelessly wrecked! We’ll never repair these in forty hours!”


  The six massive, spool-shaped cyclotrons that were the Ceres’ source of atomic power were a complete wreck. The sudden simultaneous firing of all rocket-tubes had put too great a load on the power pipes, and they had back-blasted into the eyes, which had promptly exploded.


  Pollock, his trained eye running over the ruined mechanisms, silently agreed with the pessimism of the young second officer. But the dark outlook hardly added to the hopelessness of his own agonizing personal predicament.


  “We can’t rebuild all six eyes in that time, I agree,” rapped Marston. “But two of them would give enough power for the bow-tubes, and enable us to decelerate speed enough to check our fall.”


  He continued crisply. “We’ll try to rebuild Number One and Two by salvaging parts from the other four. Lewis, straightened out the tools. Pollock, I’ll need you to help us.”


  Lor Ow and his followers had made blundering attempts to repair the mechanisms, but had succeeded in little more than reducing the cyc-room to confusion.


  Pollock set to work with the captain to dissemble the four rear cyclotrons. The task was a difficult one, the bolts strained and joints started by the explosion. And the tools slipped in his nerveless hands, his movements were clumsy and uncertain.


  It had been two years since he had worked on a eye. And in his present condition, the soma-thirst tearing at his nerves and brain, he felt totally unable to assist in this exacting work.


  “Don’t twist that injector-tube!” snarled Marston, sweating. “Can’t you see your wrench slipped off the coupling?”


  “My fingers are all thumbs,” Pollock said thickly.


  He felt like dropping the tools, giving up the hopeless attempt. But ingrained tradition would not permit him to do that.


  And his mind still held one faint hope for soma, if they could reach Neptune safely. Alan Graham’s ship, which had never returned, must still be there. And every ship carried soma in its medicine-chest!


  IT TOOK them twelve hours to tear down the wrecked eyes. And then they found there were not enough undamaged parts for two cyclotrons.


  “We’ll have to use the atomic welders to reshape these strained injectors and make new couplings,” sweated Marston. “I don’t know——”


  Their work had become a terrible race against time, as the Ceres rushed closer to the giant green sphere of the foggy planet.


  Pollock’s dazed mind hardly apprehended the passage of time. His fingers dropped tools and could not pick them up. He staggered drunkenly.


  “Give up!” shrieked his brain. “You’re going to die anyway from lack of soma. There’s no real hope of finding any on Neptune!”


  And yet he could not surrender, not while Marston and Lewis were toiling madly on, not while Eve Graham’s wide eyes watched them.


  “Only ten hours till we crash—it’s hopeless!” muttered Stacy.


  Pollock hardly heard, for he was helping Marston bolt in the injector on the second of the two eyes they had rebuilt.


  “Both eyes ought to run now,” Marston said hoarsely. “We’ll take time only to connect them to the bow and keel rockets.”


  That required an hour more of work. Only nine hours were left in which to decelerate the ship, as Marston led the way to the bridge.


  Marston took the pilot-chair, started the eyes. They droned irregularly, then strengthened to steady power. “Strap in, all of you!” Marsh called over his shoulder. “The deceleration I’ll have to use will smash you to butter if you don’t.”


  Neptune was a terrifying spectacle, from here in the bridge. A colossal, cloudy green globe that bulked across almost all space ahead of them, and cast a weird viridescent light through the window upon them.


  Lewis hurried back to strap the wounded Harker into his bunk, and the crew sought their own bunks. But Eve Graham stayed in the bridge.


  “If—if we crash, I want to be here,” she said steadily.


  Pollock helped her strap into one of the recoil-chairs in the bridge, and got into another himself. He was exhausted, his brain spinning.


  Crash! Crash! Marston was firing the bow rockets with reckless disregard for the safety factor. The thrust-struts of the Ceres screeched beneath the braking action. Each shock tore Pollock’s soma-tortured nerves.


  The ship slowed down, hour by hour. Yet it was still rushing at far too great a speed down toward the giant green planet.


  Scree-e-e! The thin shriek of Neptune’s upper atmosphere outside the hull finally penetrated through the daze that had gripped Pollock. Marston, his massive face sweating and terrible, fired the bow tubes again.


  Down into a green, weird universe of curling mists the space-ship was slanting. Parting atmosphere roared louder outside the hull.


  “We may make it if we can find a place to land down in that fog!” cried the captain. “Turn on the radiosonde!”


  Pollock switched on the radio-sonde, whose impulses were projected downward and reflected back up again to indicate their exact altitude above the solid surface of the planet. He called the readings hoarsely.


  “Forty thousand feet—thirty-six—thirty-four——”


  They were losing altitude with sickening speed. Desperately, Marston fired both the keel and bow rockets.


  Then as they rushed still lower, they glimpsed the vague outline of great forests beneath them in the shrouding mist.


  Eve Graham screamed suddenly, pointed ahead. “Captain——”


  Marston and Pollock both saw, before she finished the cry. And the sight made Pollock’s skin crawl with horror.


  A high dark rock cliff loomed full ahead of the downrushing Ceres. Marston frantically fired the bow rockets again, his foot jamming the cyc-pedal to the floor. The spaceship seemed to stand wildly on its tail for a moment. Then it crashed down into the forest.


  Chapter IV


  EVEN as the spaceship crashed down through the mist-shrouded forest, Marston had fired a last thunderous burst of the keel rockets.


  The Ceres seemed to hesitate in midair. Then it hit the ground with a jarring thump that made their recoil-chairs scream in protest.


  Silence followed as the burly captain cut the eyes. He mopped sweat from his brow. “By Heaven, I wouldn’t want to make another landing like that!” Pollock, momentarily dazed by the shock, turned toward the girl in the chair beside him. “You’re all right, Miss Graham?”


  “Yes, I’m not hurt,” she said shakily. Then, pointing through the broad window, she cried, “But look out there!” Greenish mist curled against the window like phantom fingers. Through that drifting fog, the light of the distant sun penetrated only as a sad twilight.


  They could only vaguely discern the outlines of the weird planetary forest in which they had landed.


  Unearthly it look, veiled by the mist I Tall, leafless green growths like enormous lichens towered up all around them. There were big club-mosses of a pallid hue, and a thick, pale turf.


  Glittering little flame-birds darted across their field of view. It was a species found on most of the outer planets. But they all exclaimed in amazement as two flame-birds of a hundred times the usual size flapped by through the upper mists. Two birds huge as the rocs of fable! “What the devil!” swore Marston, his massive face stupefied. “It must be a trick of refraction. Nobody ever saw flame-birds that big!”


  “Nobody’s ever seen Neptune before, and gone back to tell about it,” Pollock reminded somberly.


  The captain unstrapped and stood up. “I’ll see to the others. You run an air-test, Pollock.”


  It did not take long for Pollock to operate the ingenious air-tester which within a few minutes had sucked in a sample of the atmosphere outside, analyzed it, and flashed its findings on the dials.


  He jotted down the readings and then with Eve Graham left the bridge-room. They found Marston and Lewis had gathered together the rest of the crew in the top-deck.


  Lor Ow and Thubar and the other quodam mutineers were staring in mingled doubt and apprehension through the deckwall at the weird landscape outside.


  “By the grace of God, we’ve got here without being splashed all over the landscape,” said Marston bluntly. “But it’s going to be an even harder job to get away from here and return safely to Earth.


  “It will take the power of all six eyes to pull away from Neptune’s gravity. That means we have to rebuild the other four. And that means that we’re all going to work, for many of the damaged parts will have to be re-made by us with what tools we have.”


  Lor Ow spoke up quickly. “Well obey whatever orders you give, captain. We’d a lot rather face a space-court trial than be marooned on this crazy-looking planet.”


  Pollock looked narrowly at the flat-faced Venusian. He still suspected a hidden purpose behind Lor Ow’s quiet surrender.


  He told himself his soma-jittery nerves were making him jumpy. There was nothing to fear, when only he and the officers had atom-guns.


  “Captain Marston, what about my search for Alan?” Eve Graham asked eagerly. “Can we start looking for him at once? We can’t be so terribly far from the plotted location of the radium-beds.”


  Marston shook his head. “We can’t look for your brother yet, Miss Graham. Not until we get the Ceres in shape. We know this is a dangerous world, and our first necessity is a possible means of escape.”


  Alan may be dying somewhere, hoping for help!” she pleaded.


  The captain was adamant. “I’m sorry, but it’s just commonsense to repair oar ship first, and then start searching for your brother.”


  EVE GRAHAM’S pale face showed the depth of her disappointment and distress. And Pollock felt an equal though different disappointment.


  He had been desperately hoping that they would at once start searching for the missing explorer’s ship. In the medicine-chest of that ship, if they found it, it would be the only possible source of the soma that his quivering nerves demanded.


  “What about the air test?” Marston was asking him.


  “It shows okay in oxygen and nitrogen content,” Pollock answered. “There’s a certain amount of inert gases, but it’s quite breathable.”


  The captain nodded. “Then we won’t need space-suits. That’ll help. Come on and we’ll take a look outside.”


  The space-door was opened and the gangway lowered. Marston strode down it, with Pollock, Lewis and the girl following him.


  They felt no increase of gravitation. Every interplanetary traveller these days wore at his belt the flat, compact gravitation-equalizer which made his weight the same in space or on any planet.


  The air was chill, not as cold as they had expected. It was foggy and damp. And it conducted sounds very clearly, for they heard a variety of strange rustling and bird and animal cries out of the mist.


  “I want a look at that cliff we nearly ran into it,” said Marston, frowning. “I thought I glimpsed something queer about it.”


  They started forward through the solemn, mist-shrouded lichen forest. The Ceres was soon swallowed by the greenish fog behind them.


  Gigantic dragon-flies of a size incredible hummed loudly above the lichens. Yet there were ordinary small insects, too. And they glimpsed an ordinary two-foot swamp-lizard.


  “The fauna here seems much like that of Jupiter and Saturn, yet some species seem to have attained enormous size,” commented Marston.


  Pollock was too numbed by fatigue and the persistent dull ache of his nerves to feel great interest. But he was abruptly aroused.


  Marston had stopped suddenly. “Listen! Do you hear that?”


  The ground beneath their feet was vibrating to the tread of something that was approaching them from the mists ahead.


  “Only a beast of enormous size could shake the ground like that!” exclaimed the captain. “We’d better fall back.”


  “Too late—look at that!” yelled young Lewis wildly.


  Out of the mists in front of them had towered an enormous shape, a thing out of nightmare.


  It was an ordinary swamp-lizard in shape, a scaled, quadrupedal, dragonlike reptile with a small head on a long, snaky neck.


  But this swamp-lizard was scores of times bigger than the normal species. It was huge as the brontosauri of ancient Earth!


  “Don’t shoot!” Pollock yelled as Lewis wildly raised his atom-pistol. “You can’t kill it and you’ll only infuriate it!”


  The gigantic lizard showed no sign of attacking them. It simply stared down at them from the curling mists, and then calmly went on cropping tender young shoots from the towering lichens.


  “I’m blasted if the thing isn’t tame!” exclaimed Marston, stupified.


  “There’s more of them coming!” exclaimed Eve Graham.


  Through the mist appeared a half-dozen more of the giant lizards. But these were an even more astounding sight.


  For they wore bridle and saddle and bore riders. Human riders, men who had greenish skins and wore leather harness instead of clothing, and who carried long black tubes that looked like queer blow-guns.


  “Don’t move and don’t shoot!” said Marston quickly as they all recoiled. “They may not be hostile.”


  “Human natives on Neptune!” exclaimed Lewis hoarsely. “And they’ve tamed those giant lizards for mounts. It’s incredible!”


  TWO of the Neptunians were dismounting from their giant steeds, and cautiously approaching the Earthmen while the others watched closely.


  “They look like Jovians, in a way,” muttered Pollock. “The same green skins and dark hair. And yet——”


  So strong seemed the resemblance that as the two Neptunians came nearer, Pollock spoke to them in the native tongue of Jupiter.


  “We are friends, just landed upon your world!” he said.


  The Neptunians understood. For the older of the two, an erect, aging man with authority in his bearing, answered instantly.


  He spoke a tongue that was dissimilar in many respects from the Jovian language, yet which was mostly understandable.


  “We saw your star-ship fall!” the Neptunian leader said. “And now you speak our language. Tell me, do you come from the world of the ten moons?”


  “The world of the ten moons?” repeated Marston, puzzled.


  “He means Jupiter!” said Pollock. “He told the Neptunian, “We come from an even more distant planet. But what do you know of the ten-mooned world?”


  The old Neptunian explained. “Our ancestors came from there long ago, in star-ships like yours. But in time we lost the secret of such star-ships, as we lost many other powers our forefathers possessed.”


  Pollock felt wonder, even through his daze of exhaustion and nervous strain.


  They had uncovered a lost chapter of planetary history.


  “These people are descendants of colonists from ancient Jupiter! We know the Jovians of the remote past had a great civilization, and explored and colonized Saturn and Uranus. Well, they came here also.”


  “That accounts for the similarity in the fauna here!” Marston exclaimed. “Except for the giant size of some of the species. I still can’t understand that.”


  The captain came to the matter uppermost in his mind. He told the old Neptunian, “We need certain metals with which to repair our ship. Have you any such?”


  “We have certain metals that we use for weapons and implements,” admitted the Neptunian. “If you will come with us—the town of my tribe is not far away.”


  They started through the mists, walking beside the gigantic lizards whose tread shook the ground. Very soon, they emerged from the lichen forest into a belt of clear plain beyond which towered the dark, high cliff into which the Ceres had almost crashed.


  A number of the giant lizards were browsing along the edge of the forest here. Racks of bridles and saddles stood nearby. The mounts of their escort were unsaddled and turned loose to join the others.


  “Don’t you keep them in a corral or anything?” Pollock asked the old chieftain wonderingly.


  “There is no need, for the lizards would not run away,” was the answer. “And if they were penned up, they could not escape when those of the Monster World came.”


  The reference puzzled Pollock, but before he could ask a question, the old Neptunian waved a hand toward the steep cliff.


  “This is the town of my tribe.”


  “Town?” echoed Pollock. “But there’s nothing here——”


  Marston spoke quickly. “I get it. See those cave-openings in the cliff? That’s where these people live, in the cliff. I thought I saw such caves just before the Ceres crashed.”


  The whole face of the cliff, at the bottom, was riddled with the mouths of tunnels. The Neptunian led toward one of them.


  He uttered a shrill cry. Green-skinned men and women poured out of the tunnels. The men were armed with blow-guns and with rudely forged swords and spears of drab-colored metal.


  “Pure tungsten, it looks like!” exclaimed Marston eagerly. “If we can get enough of that, we can mix it with salvage metal from the ship to make enough high-test alloy for all the eye-parts we need.”


  “There is much of the metal near here,” the Neptunian chieftain replied to his question. “We can show you where.”


  Eve Graham was staring wonderingly. “How could these people ever have come from Jupiter? They look barbaric, only half civilized.”


  “They’re the result of ages of retrogression,” Pollock said. “Must have been cut off, isolated here when the ancient Jovian civilization perished.”


  “Ask them if they saw my brother’s ship!” she begged anxiously.


  MARSTON put the question to the leader of the Neptunians, who had gathered about them and were staring in child-like, friendly wonder.


  “No, no other star-ship has ever landed here,” was the reply.


  “Alan wouldn’t have landed here, as we did by accident,” Eve said quickly. “He’d land at the plotted location of the radium beds, as we intended.”


  Marston drew from his pocket a map on which was marked the exact location of the radioactive deposits which astronomers had noted on Neptune.


  “The radium beds are northeast of here,” he decided. He pointed in that direction, asking the Neptunians, “Are you sure no star-ship landed, a day’s march from here in that direction?” The result of his question was astonishing. A babel of exclamations burst from the Neptunians. Something like fear appeared on their faces.


  “No, we know nothing of anything there!” exclaimed the old chieftain. “For there lies the Monster World!” Pollock remembered the previous reference. Puzzled, he asked, “What is the Monster World?”


  The old tribesman answered volubly. “It is a great, deep valley which is an accursed and fearful place. The air in it glows. And any living thing which breathes that glowing air is horribly changed by it, becomes swiftly scores of times larger than normal.”


  He pointed to the giant lizards grazing nearby. “They are lizards which ventured into the Monster World and came out gigantic in size. In the same way, any animal or bird or insect that enters it and breathes its accursed air will quickly grow to colossal size.


  “Men grow gigantic there, too! Some of our own race long ago entered it and became giants in stature. They are our most-feared enemies now, those giants of the Monster World. It is because of them that we live in the cliff, for they are too huge to enter our tunnels when they invade our region here.”


  Pollock was stunned. He looked incredulously at Marston. “Can it be true? We’ve seen the giant lizards and birds and insects—but giant men?” Barston’s massive face was startled in expression. “It could be true,” he muttered. “The “glowing air”—that’s radioactive fog from the radium beds. And breathing that radioactive air could have terrific effects on glandular and cellular growth.”


  “But Alan?” cried Eve Graham, white to the lips. “He was going to land there, right where the spectroscopic maps showed the radium!”


  The old Neptunian, when he understood here, shook his head. “If any star-ship landed there, its occupants would not live long. The giants of the Monster World would slay them quickly.”


  “Then—then my brother may have been dead for months?” whispered Eve, agonized.


  Pollock felt almost as appalled as the girl, for another reason. All that had kept his tortured,body going was the hope of getting soma from Alan Graham’s ship. And that ship lay somewhere in the dreaded Monster World!


  Chapter V


  NIGHT lay over the Ceres, whose occupants slept exhaustedly after a fourth day of urgent work at rebuilding the cyclotrons. The labor of securing metal and casting new parts had required the toil of all.


  Pollock alone remained wakeful, jerkily striding back and forth in the top deck. He had offered to stand watch because he had known that even in his present fatigue, he could not sleep.


  “I’ve got to do something—now, tonight!” he said thickly to himself.


  Pollock’s torment had reached its climax. His face was gaunt and wild, his eyes tortured. Every nerve in him shuddered uncontrollably.


  “There’s just one chance for soma. And I’ve got to take it before I go mad!”


  He peered out through the deck-wall. A ghostly, feeble light was stealing through the misty lichen forest. It came, he knew, from the rise of Neptune’s big moon. And it finally decided Pollock.


  His body cried out for soma. And the only possible place where it might be found was in Alan Graham’s ship, somewhere in the dreaded valley of the Monster World. Marston would not let him go, if he knew. He must start now, slip away before the captain awoke.


  But he didn’t know the exact bearings and distance of the radium valley. The captain knew, of course. But one other person also knew—Eve Graham. She had a copy of the astronomical chart on which the location of the source of radium emanations had been plotted.


  Pollock had to have those bearings if there was to be a chance of success for his desperate plan. He must get them from the girl—now!


  He went back into the stern of the Ceres and softly tapped at her door. “Miss Graham,” he whispered.


  He heard a light turned on inside and then the door opened. Eve Graham, slim in silk sleeping-slacks, looked out at him startedly.


  He knew that his haggard, unshaven features and trembling figure were not likely to inspire confidence in any girl. Yet when he put a warning finger to his lips, she admitted him unquestioningly to her cabin.


  “I know how anxious you are to find out your brother’s fate, Miss Graham,” he began hoarsely.


  She made an impatient gesture at his form of address. “My friends call me Eve.”


  For a moment, flooding emotion held Pollack silent. It had been so long since any girl had spoken in straight, comradely friendship to the haggard soma-drinker which he had become.


  “I’m going to be honest with you,” he said thickly. “I’m nearly crazy for soma, and I’ve got to have some. The only possible chance is to get to that radium valley and find your brother’s ship. But Marston wouldn’t let me go yet, and I don’t have the location of the valley.


  “I want you to give me your copy of that map. Frankly, I’m going tonight because I have to have soma or go mad. But if I do find your brother’s ship, I can bring back some clue to his fate. Will you help?”


  Eve Graham looked startled and doubtful. “How could you enter the valley if the radium fog in it is so deadly in effect?”


  “I’ll wear a space-suit helmet, so as not to breathe that air,” he answered quickly. “And I can take one of the Neptunians’ tame lizards to get to the valley. There’s a chance I can make it. What about it?”


  The girl’s brown eyes met his. “I’ll do more than just give you the map. I’m going with you.”


  Pollock was appalled. “No, you can’t I It’s too dangerous.”


  “I’ve got to know without further waiting whether Alan is alive or dead!” she exclaimed. “Now that the ship is almost repaired, I’m afraid more trouble with the crew may force us to leave Neptune without being able to search for Alan.”


  Pollock expostulated, but the girl was firm. “If you try to go without me, I’ll awake the whole ship!”


  He had to give in. Even at the risk of taking Eve Graham into deadly danger, he couldn’t give up his one wild hope for soma.


  “Get two space-helmets, and wait for me outside the ship,” she whispered.


  “I’ll bring the map.”


  POLLOCK stole forward through the sleeping craft, and from the bridge-room took a small gyroscopic compass. He secured two of the transparent space-helmets, each with its small attached tank of compressed oxygen, and then slipped out into the chill, foggy night and waited.


  He had his atom-pistol at his belt, but he knew how little the weapon might avail against the dangers of Monster World. He was mad to let Eve go with him! But he must find soma now, at once.


  Eve appeared beside him in a few minutes. She had dressed in jacket and slacks.


  “Are you sure we can get two of the lizards to ride?” she whispered anxiously.


  Pollock nodded. “The Neptunians always leave them uncorailed. And the big beasts are perfectly tame.”


  During these past four days of grinding toil, they had had opportunity to learn much more about the Neptunians and their huge beasts of burden. The green-skinned natives had thronged round the Ceres by day.


  But no Neptunians were ever abroad at night. So that Pollock and the girl met no one as they went through the wan, misty moonlight of the lichen forest toward the cliff-home of the tribe.


  The gigantic lizards were grazing quietly along the forest, as usual. Despite his confidence in their tameness, Pollock felt trepidation as he took two bridles and saddles from the rack nearby and approached the huge reptiles.


  His confidence was justified. The lizard he went up to stood quietly as he scrambled up its rough, scaly back and affixed the bridle and saddle as he had seen the Neptunians do. He helped Eve into the saddle, and soon had saddled another of the lizards.


  Perched on the back of the great creature, many yards above the ground, he called softly to the girl.


  “Simply slack your reins, and it will start. But first, what’s the direction?”


  She had, apparently studied the map. For she gave him the bearing without hesitation.


  He studied the luminous dial of his gyro-compass, then turned his huge mount northeastward and let his reins slacken.


  The lizard started forward through the lichens in rapid, ambling strides. Pollock, his knees gripping the saddle, felt as though he rode the crest of a big wave, so smooth was the motion.


  Eve was riding close beside him, her face pale in the misty moonlight. But soon she had plucked up more confidence in her steed.


  “At this speed we ought to reach the place before morning!” she called, her voice excited and hopeful.


  Pollock almost forgot the torturing thirst for soma that was driving him, in the thrill of their strange night ride.


  The two giant lizards seemed perfectly at home in the moonlit mists of the lichen forests, seemed able to perceive and avoid all obstacles. Their pace increased, their great webbed feet shook the ground as they rushed faster through the chill fog of Neptune’s night.


  Towering lichens and grotesque fungi flashed by in the mist. Mossy turf vibrated soundlessly beneath their passage. Birds and animals, some of them of freakishly huge dimensions, crashed away in startled flight before them.


  IT WAS like one of the soma dreams, Pollock thought a little wildly. Yet not even the weird unreality of it could dim the sense of danger that rose in him when he remembered the denizens of this world who were most to be feared, the giant men who had grown from Neptunians who dared enter Monster World.


  He had hung his space-helmet on his back, giving Eve hers to carry in the same way, and it bumped his shoulder-blades with each colossal, running stride of his great mount. At regular intervals, he called to the girl, and checked their course by the gyro-compass.


  “It can’t be far away,” her anxious voice trailed back to him on the wind of their passage. “We’ve been riding for hours.”


  For hours? Pollock’s dazed mind was so little able to apprehend the passage of time that it seemed hardly more than minutes.


  He shook himself, trying to steady his twitching nerves. The greatest danger lay ahead. And if he failed, if he couldn’t find soma—


  He wouldn’t let himself think of that dire possibility. His tortured mind rejected it in an agony of apprehension.


  “Look at that glow ahead!” cried Eve to him, pointing.


  Pollock saw. Far ahead in the lichen forest there was a pulsing white glow of light that stood out bright by contrast with the wan moonlight of the mists. A white, muffled radiance that was brightest close to the ground.


  “It must be the valley,” he husked. “You remember the Neptunians spoke of the “glowing air” in the Monster World.”


  The lizards, for the first time, were slowing down. The giant steeds seemed reluctant to go further.


  Pollock hammered the scaled back of his mount with the butt of his atom-pistol. Unwillingly, the two lizards went on.


  “Better put on your helmet,” he called to Eve. “If it’s really the valley, we don’t want to breathe any of that air.”


  He donned his own helmet. They could still converse easily, for a short-range audiophone was built into each helmet.


  Twenty minutes later their two giant mounts emerged from the lichen forest and suddenly stopped short. And from Pollock and Eve came exclamations of amazement and horror as they saw what lay ahead.


  “Good God, the valley—the Monster World!” he husked.


  Their steeds stood upon the brink of an enormous, oval valley whose side sloped down from where they stood. It was of great depth, and was filled with an amonous, glowing haze that partly dispelled the shrouding mists.


  The luminosity that impregnated the air down there seemed to emanate from shining cliffs at the farther end of the valley, miles away. Pollock knew what that luminosity was. It was radioactive fog, whose source was the tremendous radium deposits in those shining cliffs.


  What they could see of the valley’s floor looked mostly marshy and muddy, with beds of giant reeds extending toward swampy pools. The heavy radioactive fog, trapped in the valley, did not reach up to where they sat.


  “Look, isn’t that a ship just beyond the reeds?” cried Eve Graham excitedldy.


  She was pointing, and in a moment Pollock too saw. It was a big, long object, half-buried in reeds and mud.


  “It might be a ship,” he said hoarsely. His nerves flamed. If it was, if there was soma in it—“Eve, you wait here while I see.”


  “No, I’m going with you,” she flashed. “You agreed!”


  POLLOCK slackened rein, urged the lizard he bestrode forward. But the giant reptiles did not want to go down into the valley.


  It was not, he knew, that they were afraid of the glowing fog. They had themselves grown to their giant dimensions by breathing that fog. It was some thing or things down in that glowing haze that they feared.


  He finally got them started down the slope. Pollock’s skin crawled as the clammy, radiant fog touched his skin. Only the helmet kept him from breathing that deadly radioactive atmosphere and suffering its terrible effects.


  The reeds towered up in front of them when they reached the valley floor. They urged the lizards through the stalks in the direction of the object they had sighted.


  Sharp spears of the reeds ripped up at them as the lizards shambled rapidly through, tearing their slacks to tatters. He urged their mounts faster. His brain was afire with trembling, thirsty hope.


  The reeds thinned out a little. They glimpsed closer ahead the object they sought, a long, torpedo-like bulk half-buried in mud. It was a space-ship, a small eight-man cruiser. And—


  “It’s Alan’s ship!” Eve’s voice rang frantic with sudden hope. “It’s the Meteor!”


  She urged her lizard wildly forward. Then, as they galloped toward the half-buried craft, Pollock’s eyes lifted to beyond it.


  His hair bristled on his neck with horror at the incredible apparition that he beheld.


  Two gigantic figures were looming up through the shining haze beyond the reed and the ship. Two gigantic men!


  They were wading waist-deep through the pools beyond the reeds, yet even so, their colossal figures towered up sixty feet in the haze. Their skin had a curious luminous quality, but their features were those of Neptunians.


  The two colossi wore harnesses of leather that looked like tanned lizard-skin, and wore flashing wristlets set with big chunks of shining radium ore. They were coming straight toward Pollock and Eve, with giant arms menacingly reaching out for them.


  Chapter VI


  WITH hissing screeches of wild panic, the two great lizards they rode reared wildly up at sight of the oncoming giant men. Pollock and Eve were flung violently from the saddles.


  Pollock hit the reeds, and rolled over and over among them. As he did so, he heard a cry of agony from the girl. He glimpsed her lying amid the reeds nearby.


  Stunned, he managed to scramble toward her. As he did so, the soft ground vibrated beneath him and he glimpsed the two incredible giants pursuing the fleeing lizards, with upraised spears.


  One colossal stride carried the hundred-foot men past the reeds in which Pollock and Eve had been flung. They leaped easily over the half-buried spaceship!


  Pollock found the girl lying, her face white with agony inside her helmet. “Eve, we’ve got to get out of here!” he said frantically. “They’ll come back in a moment and hunt for us.”


  She tried to rise. But as she put her hand to the ground, she sank back with a little moan of pain. “My arm!”


  Pollock was horrified to find that her shoulder had been dislocated by her violent fall. She was faint with the agony of it.


  He looked wildly around. He had to find a better hiding place than this. Then his eye fell upon the nearby ship.


  The two colossi could not get into that!


  He bent and picked up the fainting girl, and stumbled through the reeds toward the ship. Half-sunken in the soft ground as it was, its door was still above ground and was open. He staggered in with Eve and put her down on the floor of the mid-deck corridor.


  He looked around. Green mold covered everything in the vessel. There was no sign that it had been occupied for a long time.


  Though her face was pallid with pain, Eve also was trying to look around. “Alan?” she whispered.


  “No sign of him here,” said Pollock thickly. “Eve, they’re coming back!”


  The ship was quivering slightly to the returning vibration of huge footsteps. Through a porthole, Pollock glimpsed the titan figures of the two giant Neptunians approaching outside.


  The two colossi were searching the reeds. He hoped they would not think of the ship. But it soon became evident that he had left tracks in the soft ground. For the two came toward the ship.


  “They can’t get in here,” he told Eve, desperately. “They’re far too huge to enter.”


  The giants bestrode the space-ship as though it were a toy craft! They stooped over it.


  A hand, gigantic beyond all belief, reached in through the space-door. It groped back and forth along the middeck.


  With a strangled cry, Pollock snatched up the girl and retreated to the end of the deck. His movement had apparently been heard. For now the hand snatched viciously toward him.


  He drew his atom-pistol, levelled it and pulled trigger. There was no answering blast from the weapon. It was dead, useless.


  Stunned by that disastrous discovery, Pollock crouched with Eve back in the farthest corner. The groping hand could not quite reach him. The giant could not get his upper arm through the door.


  Presently the hand was withdrawn. He heard the booming of great voices, high overhead, like rolling thunder. Then the space-ship began to rock violently as the colossi tried to tear it out of the ground.


  Pollock sweated with nightmare fear. If they got the ship unearthed, they could between them crack it open—


  But apparently even the strength of the two colossi was not quite sufficient to tear the ship loose from its deep bed in the ground. They desisted the attempt. The thunderous voices rolled briefly. Then one of the giants strode rapidly away across the marsh.


  The other remained, squatting purposefully outside the ship. The meaning of it was plain enough to Pollock.


  “One of them has gone to get others,” he said hoarsely. “Eve, this is a trap I’ve got you into.”


  “It’s not your fault,” she husked. “I insisted on coming along.”


  HER fine face was drawn with pain.


  He knew the hellish agony she must be suffering from the dislocated shoulder. And he could not, he found after examination, do anything with her shoulder without help.


  Pollock felt all the sensations of a rat in a trap, awaiting death. If he only had something to fight with! Why had his atom-pistol proved useless?


  Its tiny gauge showed that it contained a full charge of the “unstable” copper that was its fuel. Again he triggered, but it remained dead. He opened the butt. The fuel-chamber was empty.


  “Good God, Lor Ow tricked us!” he exclaimed. “When he gave us back the atom-guns, he gave them to us empty except for just enough charge to fire one blast. He knew Marston would test the guns—once.”


  The diabolical cunning of the Venusian mutineer stunned him. He knew now why Lor Ow had agreed so readily to surrender.


  “He and Thubar and the other mutineers, as soon as the eyes are completely repaired, will overpower the officers and seize the ship again! And the eyes are nearly finished now I We’ve got to get back and warn Marston—” The hopelessness of their prospects of ever doing so struck him to silence. The giant Neptunian still crouched outside, ominously waiting. There was no possible escape from the ship.


  Eve’s face was pure white with agony, fine perspiration beading her forehead. Yet she tried to smile at him.


  “Don’t worry about me,” she whispered. “If you can get away to warn the captain, do so.”


  “Do you think I’d leave you, after being crazy enough to let you come?” he flamed. “It’s my fault——”


  Her low exclamation of pain interrupted him. Her effort to turn and speak to him had wrung new torture from her twisted shoulder.


  “Eve, listen!” he encouraged. “I haven’t yet looked through this ship for soma. If I can find any, it will deaden your pain enough that you can move. We can try cutting out a port on the side of the ship away from that monster.”


  Pollock stumbled through the shadowy ship, toward the cabins in the stern. The medicine chest should be in one of them. And if there was soma in it—Soma! Even in their present moment of dire peril, his brain and body cried out for it. It would steady his long-thirsty nerves, would bring him new strength and ease Eve’s agony so that they could at least make an attempt to escape their terrible predicament.


  Pollock’s hands shook wildly when he found the medicine chest. He tore open the door. His gaze flew instantly to one small, sealed plastic flask of red liquor.


  He snatched and gripped it as a drowning man might grip a straw, and looked for more. There was no more. He tore the contents of the chest wildly out, but without avail. This one little flask held all the soma in the ship.


  “But it’s not enough!” he told himself wildly. “It’s barely enough for one person. If I give it to Eve——”


  If he gave it to Eve, it would relieve the agony she was suffering. But it would leave not a drop of soma for himself.


  And he had sweated, toiled and fought for days to get this precious little flask of the red liquor! He had dreamed of it, his body and nerves had cried out for it night and day. Give it up, now?


  “I won’t do it,” he thought desperately. “I can’t do it! I’ve got to have this for myself.”


  They were both almost certain to be killed soon, anyway, he told himself. Why should he give the soma to Eve, merely to save her a short period of agony before the almost inevitable end?


  With death staring them in the face, he might as well die happy! Pollock unsealed the tiny flask and prepared to lift his helmet briefly so that he might raise the flask to his lips.


  Chapter VII


  HIS arm froze, without completing the movement. For he had again seen in front of him the pale, brave face of Eve Graham.


  He couldn’t drink the soma. He knew that, now. Not even the terrible mastery of the soma-drinking habit could force him to do so, when the liquid meant surcease of agony for the girl.


  He stumbled back through the ship to his side. He was shaking from mental strain as he gently raised her in his arms.


  “Eve, I found a little soma. It will anaesthetize your pain. But drink it only a few drops at a time, or it will put you to sleep.”


  He showed her how to lift her helmet and hold her breath momentarily while she drank. And as she did so, he held the flask, to her lips, feeling a strange new calm.


  Color came back into her face. She looked up at him gratefully, as she lowered her helmet back into position.


  “That’s killed the pain. I can move now——”


  She stopped, looking at Pollock’s haggard, strangely calm face. Her eyes became stricken.


  “You gave me all the soma you found! You’ve nearly died for it, yet you gave it to me——”


  “It doesn’t matter, Eve,” he said dully. “I don’t need it that badly.”


  And as he said that, Pollock suddenly realized that what he said was true. He didn’t feel now as though he needed the soma.


  The wild craving of his nerves and brain for the Martian liquor had miraculously quieted from the moment he had made his decision.


  “Eve,” he said hoarsely. “I didn’t believe what I said just now. But it’s so! I don’t feel now that I’ll ever need soma again.”


  The explanation burst upon his thunderstruck brain. The only possible key to the miracle.


  “I broke my physical body of the soma-habit, in all these weeks I’ve had to do without it! I sweated it out, as a few people have done before. But I didn’t know I had. I still thirsted for the stuff as a mental habit—and my effort of will just now broke that!”


  “I’m glad!” she cried, her eyes brimming. “No matter what happens, I’m glad!”


  Pollock felt a soaring exultation, even in the midst of deathly danger. The grip that had strangled his life for two years was gone. He felt like a prisoner released. He might die, but he’d die clean!


  But new, buoyant courage and hope tingled through him now. He wouldn’t die if he could help it! They still had a slim chance—


  “Eve, we’ve got to get out of this ship before the other giants come and rip this craft apart.”


  He looked from the porthole. The colossus still crouched outside, ominously waiting.


  Pollock raced down to the moldering cyc-room of the vessel and came back with rusting tools. He sprang to a porthole on the side of the ship opposite the guarding giant.


  “If we can cut a way out on this side, we’ll have a chance to get away through the reeds. You take a few drops of the soma whenever the pain comes back.”


  HE TOILED at the thick double glassite of the porthole, the rusted points and edges of his tools only slowly eating into the tough material. Eve kept watch upon the crouching colossus on the other side. Pollock finally got the porthole cut through. He lifted out the sections of glassite and placed them softly on the floor.


  “I’ll go first, Eve, and lift you out,” he whispered.


  He slipped through the porthole. Half buried as the ship was, it was only a few feet to the soft ground.


  A thunderous rolling of sound broke in the distance. Pollock turned, appalled. A group of five collossi were rapidly approaching through the marsh, and had glimpsed him dropping out of the ship.


  “Eve, quickly! They’re coming!” he yelled.


  The girl lowered herself clumsily by one arm through the porthole. He snatched her to her feet.


  The thunderous voices were shouting back and forth. The five oncoming colossi and the one on the other side of the ship were coming toward them.


  “Into the reeds!” he cried frantically. “Eve, it’s our only chance!”


  The girl had inexplicably stopped. As though frozen by horror, she was staring wildly up at the oncoming six giants.


  She was in full view of them. They had seen and were coming. Pollock knew he could not desert her, even though her frozen fascination of horror had cost them their last chance.


  Mad with rage and the bitterness of defeat, he stepped in front of her and shook his fist at the oncoming monstrous shapes, like a Gulliver defying Brobdingnagians.


  “Come on, then, damn you!” he shouted.


  Eve ran past him, toward the striding colossi, her hands uplifted wildly to them.


  “Alan!” she screamed.


  And then, Pollock froze as he saw. Saw that the leader of these colossi was no giant Neptunian like the others.


  He was a giant yes,—towering huge as the others, dressed like them in leather harness. But his features were those of a young Earthman, features strangely like those of Eve herself.


  “Alan, it’s you!” Eve was sobbing wildly.


  Pollock reached her side, supported her as her knees buckled. The leader of the giants, towering titantic over them, was kneeling.


  “It’s my brother!” she sobbed. It’s Alan!”


  Alan Graham, the man who had flown this doomed ship to Neptune and whom she had come to seek—a giant?”


  Pollock knew horror transcending anything he had yet experienced. Yet he should have been prepared for this, he thought. The radioactive fog of this hellish valley worked its terrible effect upon any living thing that breathed it—whether animal, Neptunian or Earthman.


  “Eve! My God, how did you get here!” The words rolled down like shattering thunder from the giant kneeling over them.


  Alarm flashed into his face. “You’ve got to get out of the valley, quickly! If your helmet leaks and you breathe this air, you’re lost.”


  He extended his giant open hand toward them, palm upward. “Get into my hand, both of you.”


  Pollock, supporting the girl, stumbled up onto the colossal palm. He felt more strongly than ever that this must be sheer nightmare.


  Alan Graham’s hand cupped protectingly around them, then rushed dizzily up through the air as the giant Earthman rose to his feet.


  He strode purposefully up the slope of the valley, the other giants following unquestioningly. Only when they had climbed up out of the poisonous radium fog of the valley into the clean mists of the lichen forest, did he put them down.


  EVE and Pollock could take off their helmets here. And as they did so, Alan Graham again kneeled and his colossal face came down toward them.


  He was crying, great tears running down those giant cheeks. There was something terrible to Pollock in the spectacle of those tears.


  “Eve!” his thunderous voice husked. “My kid sister Eve, come all the way to Neptune to look for me. And you find me, like this.”


  “Oh, Alan, how did it happen?” she sobbed.


  He told them. “Our ship landed in the valley, the plotted location of the radium deposits we were seeking. But we crashed in landing in that glowing fog. The ship was damaged, some of us killed.


  “We guessed from what we saw that to breathe that radioactive air would have terrible results. So we worked to repair the ship and wore helmets when we went out. But the radioactive poison got us. We hadn’t suspected that the hull of the Meteor had been cracked underneath and was allowing the poisonous air to enter the ship.


  “We didn’t suspect, until we began to change. We began to grow. Day by day, week by week, our stature expanded. We had to get out of the ship before we became too big for it. And we knew then that we were doomed, anyway.” He made a hopeless gesture. “We’ve been here ever since. And in these months, after we grew to this giant size, I have been trying to help the other poor devils of giants whom we found here when we came, the Neptunians who were caught in this poisonous trap. I’ve been teaching them things, persuading them to stop raiding the little people of the cliffs, doing what I can to make their life more tolerable.”


  Pollock looked in awe at the other giants. They were all Neptunians, those other five. They were watching Alan Graham in reverence.


  “You’re going back to Earth with me!” Eve exclaimed desperately. “We’ll find some way of bringing you back to normal size—


  Alan Graham shook his huge head sadly. “Nothing will ever do that, Eve. I know enough science to realize that this hyper-growth is a one-way process. And that means that I must stay on Neptune for life, for no ship is big enough to take me away.”


  He went on rapidly. “But you must get away from this hell’s planet, at once. Where is your ship?”


  Pollock answered. “It’s near the cliff of the little tribes. But I’m afraid it may go without us!”


  He explained swiftly about the mutineers and the trick of Lor Ow with the atom-pistols.


  “The eyes are repaired now, the ship able to take off,” Pollock finished hoarsely. “I fear that Lor Ow and his band will seize control and leave when they find us two missing, for they’ll know that I would discover their trick with the guns if I ran into danger.” Alan Graham’s thunderous voice rang with decision. “Then we’ve got to get you to your craft without delay! I can deal with your mutineers!”


  He extended his hand. “This is the quickest way! You could never keep up with us.”


  He cupped his hands protectingly around them again as they stepped back onto it. Straightening up, holding his hand carefully in front of him, Alan Graham uttered a thunderous word to the other giants.


  They started through the lichen-forests, towering above the tallest of the growths, crushing down the smaller ones beneath their giant strides. Daylight had come, and in the mistily light the spectacle of the six hurrying colossi was one that stunned Pollock’s brain.


  Crouching in that huge, swaying palm, his arms around Eve’s shoulders, he looked forth incredulously at the speed with which the foggy forest fell behind them. Until he died, Pollock would not forget that hastening of the giants through the strengthening dawn.


  He thought, finally, that they must be near the Ceres. And then between the giant strides, he heard a distant sound in the fog.


  “That’s rockets blasting!” he yelled wildly to the colossal Earthman who carried them. “The Ceres must be taking off now!”


  ALAN GRAHAM rushed forward, heedless of all obstacles, his legs crashing through the great lichen trees as a man might through reeds.


  The roar of rockets blasted louder to their ears. They came into sight of the space-ship. And Pollock yelled again, for the Ceres was taking off with keel and stern rockets flaming, rushing up toward them in a long slanting climb.


  “The mutineers have the ship and they’ve got away!” he groaned.


  “I can still stop them!” shouted Alan Graham.


  His hand swooped dizzyingly to put Pollock and Eve down behind a big lichen on the ground. And then, straightening, Graham charged forward.


  He charged straight toward the climbing space-ship! It was rushing up toward him like a thunderbolt of metal. The colossal Earthman leaped up directly in front of it.


  The prow of the Ceres tore deep into his throat. Eve screamed as her colossal brother staggered beneath that mortal wound.


  But he was gripping and holding the bow of the ship with terrible, dying strength! And the other giants, roaring with deafening, raging voices, were springing forward to help him.


  Their enormous arms circled the ship, and pulled It down to the ground by brute strength! And as the prow was torn out of his throat, Alan Graham swayed, staggered and then fell like a crashing oak.


  Eve shook free of Pollock’s grip and ran toward the giant’s prostrate form. Pollock, starting to follow, saw the door of the Ceres open and glimpsed Lor Ow leap forth.


  The Venusian ringleader, his face wild and dazed, saw Pollock and raised his atom-pistol. Before he could fire, the giant foot of one of the colossal Neptunians came down upon him.


  Thubar and the others, who had started to follow Lor Ow out, ran back into the ship screaming. But Pollock hastened after Eve.


  He found her beside the head of her giant, fallen brother. Alan Graham’s great eyes rolled toward them, in a dying flicker of strength.


  “Better this way, Evie,” he husked. “Don’t be too sorry for me——”


  And he was dead with the words, and Eve was sobbing wildly against Pollock’s chest. He tried to soothe her.


  “He was right, Eve. He’d always have been a prisoner here on Neptune.”


  HE WENT back with her toward the ship. Marston and Lewis were emerging from it now, their faces wild with incredulity also as they looked up at the Neptunian colossi.


  “Pollock!” cried the captain. “I still can’t understand! Lor Ow and his bunch overpowered us this morning, and were taking off. They kept us alive because they still figured to torture one of us into navigating for them. But then these giants appeared—” Pollock interrupted the dazed captain. “You’ve got the mutineers under complete control now?”


  Marston nodded grimly. “Thubar and the other two ringleaders are locked safely up this time. They lost their nerve completely and released us just now, and that’s the first thing I did. And this time I made sure our atom-guns were not empty.”


  The Neptunian colossi had left the Ceres and were approaching their fallen leader. They bent over the prostrate giant.


  Pollock saw the sorrow in the faces of those incredible figures. He saw them debate briefly among themselves.


  “Pollock, what if they—Marston began fearfully.


  “They won’t harm us.” Pollock answered quietly. “That’s Alan Graham, and he was their beloved leader and they know we were his friends.”


  The five colossi straightened. Two of them had picked up Alan Graham’s stupendous body between them.


  Bearing it, never looking back, the five giants strode away through the mists. They disappeared in the fog northeastward.


  Eve looked after them with tear-filled eyes. “They’re going to bury him,” he told her, his throat tight.


  She nodded. And her voice was choked as she called into the mist. “Alan! Alan, goodbye!”


  Marston’s urgent voice recalled them to the immediate present. “For God’s sake let’s get off this devil’s world!”


  A little later, with Marston at the controls, the Ceres again lifted from the lichen forest and climbed through the mist on roaring rockets. It swung out through the foggy atmosphere until at last the clear vault of space with the hosts of brilliant stars burst on their vision.


  Pollock went tiredly down to help old Stacy check the eyes. They would be shorthanded all the way back to Earth, he knew. But they would make it.


  He found Marston talking with Eve when he went back to the bridge. The burly captain spoke casually to him.


  “Mr. Lewis will take the next watch while you get some sleep. Then you will take over after him, Mr. Pollock.”


  “Mr. Pollock?” he repeated wonderingly. It had been long since that formal address of officer to officer had met his ears.


  Marston nodded calmly. “I’m appointing you temporary officer, since Harker is disabled. And I’m betting that when I tell the Board all I’ve just heard, you get your certificate back. When you do, I’d like to have you with me permanently.”


  Pollock swallowed. It was too much to take, almost. His self-respect, his job, his future—all coming back to him together.


  “I—I’d be happy to serve with you, sir,” he managed.


  “Good, that’s a promise,” rumbled the captain.


  And Pollock, looking into Eve’s tremulous, happy eyes, saw there another promise.


  TROUBLE ON TRITON


  Edmond Hamilton


  To save the starving natives of Triton, Web Carter stages a drama that is not in the script!


  WEB CARTER was baffled and helpless as he faced the old Tritonian chief. He felt, that the tragic situation here on Neptune’s moon was of his own making. Yet what could he do to avert the disaster?


  “My people are hungry.” old Kur-saa was saying again, in his own guttural language. “Will food not come soon?”


  Even now the old Tritonian wasn’t menacing. His gaunt green face and white-rimmed eves were pleading. With his cloak of woven liber wrapped tightly around him. he was a thin, pathetic figure.


  Neither were the other tribespeople threatening, as they stood here in their mud-hut village beneath the huge silver disk of Neptune. They looked at Carter like children gazing hopefully at an adult.


  Carter was Earth, to them. They knew nothing about the Solar Development Bureau that had sent the four Earthmen out here to establish an iridium mine. They knew only that Carter-saa gave them orders in their working of the mine, and that he it was who summoned from the sky the ships that brought food.


  And now, for some weeks, they had been puzzled. Carter-saa had told them to quit digging the iridium ore. They had obeyed. But the food-rations they received for pay had been stopped too, and they could not understand that.


  “You said that if we worked in the mine, Earth would feed us,” Kur-saa repeated for the tenth time. “We worked. But the food?”


  “There is no food yet.” Carter shook his head patiently. “Soon, maybe.”


  Kur-saa couldn’t understand.


  “Why do you not call the ships that bring food from the sky?” he demanded.


  Carter felt sick at heart. How could he make these primitives understand that he was no god who could call food from the sky, that he was merely an engineer-manager of SBD who had to take his orders from remote Earth whether he liked them or not?


  The fact that plentiful iridium had been discovered recently on Ganymede and that SBD had promptly ordered shutting down of the mine here on Triton, wouldn’t mean anything to these people. Neither would they be able to understand that his insistent requests for rations had been met by a bureaucratic reply that no rations could be issued now he had dismissed his native workers.


  DISMISS his workers! That would have been easy enough if it were summer. The Tritonians would have gone back to their primitive gardens of nourishing fungus-pods, would have grown and dried the fungi and prepared their winter store of food as they had done for generations before the first Earth ship came.


  But they had been working all summer in the mine, they had relied on Earth rations and hadn’t raised the fungus crop. And now, in the middle of the chill Triton winter, the ships of food had ceased coming from the sky, and starvation was creeping apace upon them.


  Carter saw no resentment in their puzzled faces but he would not have blamed them if he had. What could he tell them?


  “Again, I will call for ships from the sky,” he told Kur-saa. “They must come soon. Can’t your people hold out for a while?” Kur-saa shook his head. “The children grow weak, from hunger. There is but one recourse left us. That is to hunt Crawlers.” Carter was dismayed and stared at Kur-saa in horror.


  “Hunt Crawlers? Kur-saa, you know that’s suicide. If you go into those marshes and try that—”


  “There is no other way.” The old man shrugged hopelessly. “Some of our young men are scouting the marshes now. If they find—”


  A shrill, agonized cry interrupted the old man’s words. The Tritonians had turned, were running toward a little group stumbling into the village.


  Carter’s heart sank at what he saw. Advancing under the light of silvery Neptune, from the direction of the great reed-marsh eastward, came a small group of young tribesmen carrying two limp burdens.


  They put them down. A chorus of heartbroken wails came from the women. Cartel stepped forward and took a look and then turned away, a little sick.


  He’d seen men before who had been caught by Crawlers and pulped. But it was still a stomach-turning sight. The two corpses were just skeletons with skin around them. When a Crawler caught a man and pulped him, every bit of blood and tissue was sucked out of him.


  The spear-armed young hunters began heavily to tell their stories. They had located Crawlers in the marsh, all right. But the Crawlers had sensed them and before they could retreat had caught two of them.


  They stopped suddenly, as they saw Carter. They stared at him sullenly. The faces of the other Tritonians mirrored that look now. Carter knew what they were thinking—that these two and other tribesmen must die because he’d broken his word about the food.


  Carter tried to break down their sudden silence.


  “There’ll be food-ships soon,” he said. “Whatever you do, don’t try a Crawler-hunt. Wait, and—”


  His voice trailed away as he recognized the futility of it. They had no faith in his promises any longer.


  He turned and stumped wearily out of the village. Not until he was clear of it did he hear the wailing break forth again.


  It made Carter heart-sick. Things here couldn’t be worse. If the Tritonians were driven by their desperate hunger to hunt the dreaded Crawlers, there would be many more dead in the tribe soon.


  Neptune was sinking toward the horizon, the little Sun rising in the opposite sky. But day and night were little different here. It was always a chill, twilit world.


  He climbed the long slope by the path through glades of dry brown fungus-stalks, and saw the distant glimmer of the mine-station’s lights. Carter thought bitterly of how once he’d been wildly eager to get out here among the far planets, to join in the great solar conquest.


  That had only been five years ago. Five years! And in that time, an eager youngster of twenty two had been converted into a tired, worn, young-old man who had had more than enough to disillusion him.


  Curse the bureaucrats back in the snug Earth offices! They had to listen to him, now! It couldn’t go on longer like this—he and his three comrades had already given most of their own rations to the Tritonians and there was no resource left. He’d call them, make them hear him this time.


  But when Carter entered the metalloy station that huddled on the slope beneath the shaft-house of the deserted mine, he found that he couldn’t make his call at once. Rice and Bolling and Connor were all three listening to a “Livie” program. He couldn’t interrupt the only relaxation they ever got.


  Rice looked up eagerly, a youngster who was serving his first hitch in the planet-service and still getting a kick out of it.


  “Get in on this. Carter—it’s a great show.” he invited.


  Boiling, in his lazy, sardonic way, added ironic comment.


  “It sure is—a hair-raising drama of life on Umbriel.”


  They had the Livie receiver going and each of them wore the flat headpieces of the individual receptors.


  Carter smiled bitterly as he sat down. A thrilling Livie drama about adventure in the planets—that was all he needed right now.


  But he reached for the fourth headpiece and slipped it over his head, the flat induction coils pressing against his skull. He closed his eyes.


  INSTANTLY Carter was in another man’s ® body, in another place, on another world. He was standing in the lush red jungles of Umbriel, moon of Uranus. He gripped an atom-rifle in his hand as he moved stealthily through the giant red fronds.


  Carter could see every detail of the crimson fronds and pale flowers around him. He could smell the heavy scent of the blossoms and the rank breath of rot, could hear the rustling of the breeze, could feel the soft mould under his boots and the smooth grip of the rifle in his hand.


  “Brad! Brad!” he heard a girl’s voice crying to him from somewhere close ahead. “Look out!”


  Three men, villainous-looking scum of Venus and Mars, jumped suddenly out of the red jungle toward him.


  Carter felt the kick of the atom-gun in his hands as he leveled and fired it. The crashing burst scythed down two men but the other was on his back, clinging, trying to throttle him—


  He knew it was all taking place a billion miles away, back on Umbriel itself. But the man there who was really performing these actions, seeing and hearing and feeling these things, was transmitting his sensations to millions of listeners throughout the whole System.


  That was the magic of Livie broadcasting. Sight and sound sensations had long been broadcast, by the old television and radio methods. But it had taken much longer to attain similar broadcasting of the other three senses, of touch and smell and taste.


  It was cleverly done. The actor selected as protagonist wore a helmet that recorded and broadcast the electro-encephalic currents of his brain. Amplified and relayed, they could be broadcast over the whole System. Whoever put on the induction-headpiece of the Livie receiver then received in his own brain every current, every sensation of the protagonist.


  No wonder Livie dramas were unequaled in popularity! And especially planet-dramas such as Gordon Holl’s famed company put on, which brought the color of far worlds to the stay-at-homes of Earth.


  Carter knew he was here in the lonely mine-station on Triton but the Livie magic was so strong that with eyes closed he was there on Umbriel, cleverly crushing his third antagonist, then rushing on ahead.


  He burst into a jungle clearing. The girl who had screamed ran forward, breaking away from a hawk-faced pirate’s grip. Donna Dean, darkly lovely as always, cried another warning.


  “Brad Martin!” yelled the pirate. “This is where you and I finally settle accounts!”


  Two atom-guns rocked and thundered with flame as Carter felt himself hurl the girl out of the way and fire in the same movement.


  The pirate choked, lay dead. The girl came and clung to him, her lithe form quivering, her lovely face against his cheek.


  “Brad, it’s all over,” she said softly. “Now you can go back to Earth. Now we can go back.”


  Carter saw her eyes misty pools of loveliness as her lips met his in a long, crushing kiss. There was a soft strain of music as the whole scene faded.


  He took the headpiece off in disgust.


  “The same cheap claptrap as always,” he muttered.


  Doyle, the redheaded mine-boss, rolled his eyes.


  “Boy, what a kiss!” he exclaimed. “I can feel that yet.”


  “Listen, they’re saying something about Triton!” young Rice exclaimed eagerly.


  Carter held the headpiece back in place. In the jungle glade of Umbriel the company of Gordon Holl’s actors were lined up, smiling into his face, while Gordon Holl spoke to him and to the System-wide audience.


  “—hope you all enjoyed our drama of life on Umbriel,” Holl was saying, “and that you will equally enjoy the next in our series of planet-dramas. Its title, as I said, will be ‘Trouble on Triton,’ and it will be staged on that mysterious, romantic moon of Neptune. I can promise you as thrilling an adventure as you have ever had.”


  “They’re coming here!” Rice enthused. “Donna Dean, Jak Shaw—all of them!”


  “ ‘Mysterious, romantic Triton’ !” scoffed Bolling. “Oh. my eye!”


  “They can’t come here.” Carter was dismayed. “They mustn’t.”


  Bolling laughed. “After all, what difference does it make if they put on their usual cheap fakes here. People back on Earth won’t know the difference.”


  “It isn’t that,” snapped Carter. “It’s the Tritonians. If Holl’s ship comes here, you know what the tribe will think. They’ll think a ship from the sky has finally brought food.”


  BOLLING’S face became sober and even Doyle looked worried.


  “That’s not so good,” muttered the Irishman. “The Tritonians will be desperate with disappointment then. Things are bad enough now.”


  “They’re worse than you know,” Carter said somberly. “Kur-saa’s people are so starved they’re talking of going in to hunt Crawlers. Two of them were killed by the beasts, scouting the marsh today. Both pulped!”


  “Nasty way to die.” Bolling looked sick. “And a lot more of them will go that way if they’re crazy enough to stage a big hunt.”


  “I’m going to call Earth,” Carter said grimly. “They’ll have to listen to me, this time. And they have to keep that Livie outfit away from here.”


  It took minutes for his ultra-beam call to get through on the televisor. It was Rewer, SDB’s superintendent of the Neptune Division, who appeared in the glass screen.


  Carter’s face hardened at sight of the sleek Rewer, sitting in his modernistic office back on Earth. He’d been hoping for someone else.


  “Carter, I was just going to call you,” Rewer drawled. “Orders have come through from Planning Council.” Rewer referred to a paper. “First order is for you to give all assistance and cooperation to Gordon Holl Living Films Company, arriving Triton the twenty-first.”


  “I wanted to talk to you about that too!” Carter protested. “They mustn’t come here.”


  Rewer’s eyebrows arched. “This is an order, Carter.” he rebuked. “Second order concerns SDB ship arriving Triton the thirtieth.”


  Carter’s heart jumped with hope. The food-ship! They were finally sending it, his pleas had finally been heard.


  “Ship is being sent to evacuate personnel of Triton station,” Rewer was continuing.


  “You will inventory all equipment and deliver to transport officer, and you and your assistants will return with ship to Earth.” For a moment. Carter could not believe his ears. He stared at the man in the screen.


  “You’re evacuating Triton—abandoning the mine?” he cried.


  “Orders, old boy.” Rewer smiled. “Sorry to do it, but Ganymede is producing more iridium than we need, and it’s much nearer. You and your men will be given good posts elsewhere, of course.”


  “That’s not what I’m thinking about!” blazed Carter. “What becomes of the Tritonians when we leave here?”


  Rewer looked puzzled. “The natives? There’s nothing to be done about them. They received their pay for their work, didn’t they?”


  Carter choked down the wrath boiling up in him. He tried to speak slowly and calmly, to make the situation crystal clear.


  “It’s not a question of what they received. The point is that they made no provision for winter because they relied on us. If we abandon them to starve, they’ll be driven to suicidal extremities.”


  Rewer looked annoyed. “I really don’t see that it’s our problem. After all, the Tritonians lived very well before Earthmen came.”


  He didn’t understand. Carter saw. Nobody on Earth could comprehend the meaning of a Tritonian winter.


  “But I’ll enter a memorandum of your point for consideration by Planning Council.” Rewer said. “That’s all I can do.”


  “By the time Planning gets around it, it’ll be too late!” Carter said. “You’ve got to send food.”


  “Carter, be reasonable,” replied Rewer coolly. “I can’t allocate supplies. I think you’re making too much of this matter.”


  He switched off and Carter was left staring into a blank screen. He turned heavily. The others had all heard.


  “Of all the rotten tricks that even Planning has pulled, this is tops!” swore Doyle. “Evacuating and leaving those poor devils to starve without a winter-store of food.”


  “It’s not done deliberately,” Carter said heavily. “It’s just that nobody back there knows enough about Triton to realize that, the Tritonians are doomed because we kept them too busy to get their winter food together.”


  “The Crawlers will have all of them who don’t starve to death, before spring,” said Bolling with pity on his face. He laughed mirthlessly. “And this is ‘mysterious, romantic Triton’ that Holl’s going to make a show of for a lot of thrill-craving people back home.”


  “Carter, couldn’t you get through to Planning yourself?” Doyle asked earnestly.


  “Surely they’d listen to reason if they knew.”


  “There isn’t a chance,” said Bolling. “The switchboard at SDB Central wouldn’t let you through to Planning in a million years.”


  YOUNG Rice hadn’t been listening closely, for he was still too enthralled by the glittering prospect of the Livie troupe’s visit.


  “Do you suppose Donna Dean herself will be with Holl’s company?” he asked anxiously. “Maybe they won’t bring her.”


  “Sure they’ll bring her,” said Bolling sourly. “And who knows—out here on mysterious. romantic Triton, beneath the silver light of Neptune, she might fall in love with a handsome young SDB man.”


  Carter did not hear. He was plumbing the black depths of final discouragement. Triton evacuated, the tribesmen left to perish.


  Oh, it was only an error of administration. But by the time Planning got around to rectifying that error, most of the Tritonians would be dead. That is, unless—


  A desperate possibility suggested itself to Carter. There was just one slender chance to avert the tragedy. He knew it would mean disgrace and dismissal for himself. But he was past thinking of that now.


  “Since Rewer gave direct orders, we’ll have to cooperate with Holl’s troupe when they come,” he told the others.


  “But what about this evacuation order—what about the tribe?” Bolling asked.


  Carter shrugged. “There just doesn’t seem to be anything more we can do about that.”


  They were surprised by his admission of defeat, he knew. Surprised, and a little disappointed in him. But he didn’t dare tell even them what he had in mind. It was too harebrained.


  Holl’s troupe arrived two nights later. Their big, shining cruiser swept down out of the dusky evening sky and landed with a roar of jets on the rolling plain near the mine-station.


  Carter was at hand to greet the Livie people. as were the other three engineers. Young Rice was slicked up and eager as a schoolboy.


  “So this is Triton,” grunted Gordon Holl, a stocky, massive-faced man of fifty, as he stared disparagingly around the sad landscape. “Who the deuce thought of coming to this hole to make a show, Wallace?”


  Wallace, his suave assistant, suppressed a smile.


  “I believe you first suggested it yourself. Mr. Holl,” he said.


  The producer curtly acknowledged Carter’s greeting and offer of cooperation.


  “Yes, yes, SDB said you’d give us all possible assistance.”


  The rest of the troup were emerging. In the chill dusk they looked somehow less glamorous than their familiar faces had made them in scores of Livie-dramas.


  Donna Dean, muffled in a luxurious coat of sand-cat fur. sweetly acknowledged Rice’s eager and awkward homage. Jak Shaw, stalwart unseen star of the first-person dramas, looked around with dislike. He and Levecq. the hawk-faced heavy, exchanged critical comments.


  “We’ll set up our transmitter beside your shack here,” Gordon Holl said briskly to Carter. “Now how about these Tritonians—we’ll need some of them.”


  “Need the Tritonians? Whatever for?” Doyle asked.


  “What do you suppose?” barked Holl “Our script calls for them. This story is about a dauntless young platinum miner who is menaced by hostile natives. With him is Donna, his fiancée who has arrived—”


  “There’s no platinum on Triton.” Carter said quietly. “And the Tritonians have never been hostile to Earthmen.”


  Holi stared at him disgustedly. “Are you trying to tell me how to make Livies? They’ve got to be hostile. We’ll pay them generously for taking part in a few scenes.”


  “Here they come now,” Doyle nodded toward the east, at the same time flashing Carter a worried glance.


  The Tritonians were indeed coming, the whole tribe. Streaming across the lolling; plain beneath the silver light of Neptune, their chorus of rejoicing filled the air.


  “Carter-saa, we saw the ship come!” cried old Kur-saa gladly. “There is food again?”


  “No, no food,” Carter said reluctantly. “It is not a food-ship.”


  “But it must he,” Kur-saa insisted blankly. “Did you not say you would call one.”


  Carter tried to explain to the stricken tribe. “It. is a different ship. It did not come in answer to my call.”


  “What are they jawing about?” Holl demanded irritably. “Did you tell them we wanted to hire them? Say we’ll give them more beads and trinkets than they ever saw before.”


  Carter paid no attention. The Tritonians had remained stricken and silent, staring at the group of curious Earth people and their ship.


  THERE was something heart-tearing about that silent stare, that uncomprehending. unspeaking accusation. The Tritonians felt no malice. They just could not understand.


  “Then,” said Kur-saa slowly, “there is nothing left but for us to go into the marsh tomorrow night and hunt the Crawlers.”


  “A lot of you will die there if you try it!” Bolling warned.


  “Yes, but some will live and bring back a little food to our children,” murmured the old Tritonian. He and the others turned away.


  Gordon Holl grasped Carter’s arm. “Where are they going?” he demanded. “Did you explain my offer?”


  “They wouldn’t accept it,” Carter told him. “These people are starving. They need food, not trinkets.”


  Holl swore. “Of all the blasted luck that ever cursed a poor Livie producer! I swear if I ever get through with this series I’ll never make another show further away from Earth than the Moon.”


  “We can still stick to the script,” Wallace intervened encouragingly, “and use some of the troupe made up as Tritonians.”


  “Yes, but it won’t have the same effect we’d have got from a whole tribe of the creatures attacking,” swore Holl. He looked accusingly at Carter. “I’ll report your failure to help us, to SDB.”


  He stalked back toward the ship. Most of the troupe, discouraged by the chilly twilight and bleak landscape, followed him back into the warmth and comfort of the big cruiser.


  Carter went silently into the mine-station with his comrades. Young Rice was looking a little dashed.


  “She didn’t seem the same as in the Livies,” he said disappointedly. “I mean Donna Dean. She was different, somehow.”


  “If you ask me, they’re all a prize lot of phonies,” howled Doyle. “Complaining because those poor starving green devils won’t help them make a Livie show!”


  Bolling looked anxiously at his superior. “Carter, you know what will happen if Kur-saa’s men go into the marsh after Crawlers.” he said.


  “There’s no way we can stop them,” Carter shrugged heavily. “Kur-saa is right—many will die, but their women and children will get a little food that way.”


  Bolling uttered an oath. “And tomorrow night while they’re in there dying, people will be listening to Holl’s cheap Livie about ‘mysterious, romantic Triton’.”


  The irony of it was intensified the next morning when Holl’s technicians began assembling a half-dozen huge plastic objects. They looked like gigantic, horned black worms with gaping jaws.


  Connor, coming out of the mine-station, glimpsed the things and uttered a yell, grabbing for an atom-gun. But Bolling caught his arm.


  “Hold it—they’re not real Crawlers,” Bolling said. “They’re only fakes that Holl is getting ready for his show.”


  “Phony, like everything else about this outfit,” Doyle said disgustedly. “I wish they’d meet up with a few of the real beasts.”


  The fake Crawlers, cunningly motivated by interior machinery, were hauled away to a little swampy valley a few miles north. Then the troupe was vigorously rehearsed in the coming show by Holl.


  The big Livie transmitter had been set up beside the mine-station, where it would not show in any of the action but from which place its technicians could see the action. It would pick up the impulses from the Livie-helmet which Jak Shaw would wear, and would amplify and transmit those impulses to big broadcasting stations all over the System.


  Jak Shaw was not wearing the cumbersome Livie helmet as he rehearsed the action. The four mining engineers stood watching the course of the drama with growing disgust.


  Shaw, the “I” man of the drama, was a lonely young engineer on Triton, menaced by the threat of hostile natives. Levecq was his hardbitten partner. Shaw, at the opening, was to look out and see a spaceboat land a few miles away, and would instantly recognize its identity.


  “Good heavens, it’s Brenda’s boat!” Shaw mouthed his lines. “The girl I love! She’s followed me to Triton in spite of my orders.”


  “Of all the blasted nonsense,” muttered Doyle. “One girl coming this far in a puny-little space-boat.”


  “Quiet, there!” barked Holl.


  Levecq had appeared for his cue.


  “She’s landed in that swamp that swarms with Crawlers!” he shouted. “There’s no hope for her now.”


  “I’ve got to save her!” exclaimed Shaw bravely.


  He seized an atom-rifle and ran out of the mine-station toward the distant valley.


  “Okay, that scene’s good enough,” nodded Gordon Holl. “Now you run to the valley. Donna will be there, surrounded by the fake Crawlers. You’ll shoot the beasts down—”


  “Did you ever see a real Crawler?” Bolling asked sardonically. “An atom-gun has as much effect on them as a bean-shooter.”


  “—you’ll shoot the beasts down,” Holl persisted, glaring at the interruptor, “and just then our made-up Tritonians will rush you. You’ll fight your way back through them with Donna to this mine-station, where you and Levecq will hold them off when they attack. And then—”


  “Oh, mother, I can’t listen to any more of this,” groaned Doyle, retiring inside the building. “After this, people back home will never believe me when I tell ’em what Triton’s really like.”


  But Carter listened closely to the rehearsed action. His harebrained scheme depended on it. He thought now he had a chance.


  EARLY that night, when the great shield of Neptune swung above the horizon, Holl’s company was ready. The producer had chosen night because of the picturesque effect of the great planet overhead.


  “What’s that noise?” he demanded irritably.


  A deep, pulsating rhythm bad started coming from the east, a rolling reverberation like faint, far-off thunder.


  “It’s the Tritonians.” Carter answered quietly. “They call it the Death Drumming, and it’s their form of mourning.”


  “All that racket because one of them has died?” snorted Holl.


  “No, it’s for those who are going to die,” Carter said. “They’re going to hunt Crawlers tonight.”


  “Say, chief, the drumming will work into the script fine!” put in Wallace. “The hostile tribesmen—ominous drums—get it?”


  Holl nodded. “It’s good. Put a line in the script to get it over. All right, places everybody! Get your helmet, Jak.”


  Carter’s moment had come. His nerves were tight as he told Holl, “The boys and I had better stay inside, to keep out of sight.”


  “Yes, yes.” Holl nodded curtly. “Wallace, are Donna and the others ready over with the fake Crawlers? Five minutes to go!”


  Jak Shaw had brought from the ship the heavy Livie-helmet that he would wear throughout the drama. It was its marvellously compact apparatus that made the unseen audience in all the System hear what he heard, see what he saw, feel what he felt.


  The helmet had big goggle-like lenses for the eyes, a microphone against his lips and other sensitive microphones for “ears”, and in its metal crown were the induction coils that picked up and relayed to the transmitter the electro-encephalic currents of his brain’s sensory centers.


  The announcer at the control-board of the big transmitter was already speaking mellifluously into a mike.


  “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen of the Solar System audience. Tonight we present another of Gordon Hole’s thrilling planet-dramas, starring Jak Shaw, Donna Dean and Archer Levecq. As always with Holl productions, our drama is being staged directly on the world it represents and presents an authentic picture of a lonely, faraway moon. And now—‘Trouble on Triton’ !”


  Transcribed music, low, haunting chords, cut in then. Carter and his comrades had already entered the mine-station and Jak Shaw came in now with the Livie helmet.


  Shaw started to put on the helmet. It was the moment for which Carter had been tensely waiting. His clenched fist swung and caught Shaw’s chin. The actor dropped like a poled oxe.


  “Carter, what the devil!” cried Doyle. He and the other two men were startled by the unexpected action.


  “No time to talk now,” rapped Carter, picking up the helmet. “You want to help me save the Tritonians from desertion and starvation, don’t you? Well, this is the only way.”


  “But how—” Bolling stuttered.


  “I am going to be that fearless hero Jak Shaw, tonight,” Carter said grimly. “They won’t know the difference with the helmet on my head. And I’m going to make some changes in Holl’s little melodrama. What I want you to do is tie and gag Shaw and then watch the transmitter out there. If the technicians get wise and try to cut the broadcast, don’t let them.”


  “I don’t get it but you know we’re with you!” snapped Doyle.


  Carter was already drawing the heavy Livie-helmet down over his head. The thing masked him almost completely.


  The music outside came to an end with a single clear note. It was the signal for the action to begin, for Jak Shaw to turn on the Livie-helmet which would henceforth broadcast his sensations to the System.


  Carter had watched carefully as the helmet was tested earlier that day. He snapped its switch. There was an imperceptible hum inside it somewhere. That was all. But now what he, Carter, saw and heard and felt, billions of people were seeing, hearing and feeling!


  He rushed to the door as rehearsed and looked out into the brilliant planet-glow. A little space-boat was landing a few miles away.


  “There’s a space-boat landing!” Carter yelled, repeating Shaw’s lines. “Good heavens, it’s Brenda’s! The girl I love! She’s followed me to Triton in spite of my orders!”


  Levecq appeared around the corner of the building for his cue, romantic in engineer’s clothing, his hawk-like face mimicking horror.


  “She’s landed in that swamp that, swarms with Crawlers! There’s no hope for her now!”


  “I’ve got to save her!” parrotted Carter. He grabbed an atom-rifle, and ran out into the silvery planet-light toward the north.


  SO FAR, Carter had followed closely the rehearsed action. He had to, if the others were not to suspect his imposture.


  But as soon as he topped the first ridge that concealed him from them, he turned and ran eastward, toward the Tritonian village.


  He felt a terrific sense of what had once been called “mike-fright”. For he knew that as he ran, billions of listening people from Mercury to Pluto were with him.


  They saw the rolling, dusty plain beneath the monster planet’s glow, just as he saw it. They heard the low roll of drums from ahead, and felt the springy turf beneath his feet just as he felt it.


  He pounded into the Tritonian village. The green tribesmen, gathered abound the hollow earthen mounds that were their drums, stopped the rhythm. Kur-saa and all his men were gathered, armed with long spears.


  Frail weapons with which to hunt the most huge and ferocious beasts beyond Mars! Yet those slender, poison-tipped spears were in their way more effective against Crawlers than any atom-gun could be.


  Kur-saa recognized Carter’s voice and stared wonderingly at him and at the helmet he wore.


  “Why do you come?” he asked. “We go now on the hunt.”


  “I’m going into the marsh with you, Kur-saa.” Carter answered steadily.


  “But you cannot—it means death!” said the Tritonian. “No Earthman knows the Crawlers’ ways. Even of we who do, many will die tonight.”


  “Then why do you hunt them, when you know that it means death to so many of you?” Carter said.


  He knew, as he spoke, that this abrupt change in theme must be bewildering billions of faraway listeners. But they would listen!


  “You know why we must,” Kur-saa answered sadly. “Our people have no food. The Earthmen promised us food if we worked in the mines, but now they give us none and we have none prepared for winter.” He motioned toward his silent people.


  See, even our young grow thin and weak.”


  Carter had seen before. But he walked forward, he looked slowly around the circle of thin, haggard green men and women and children. He wanted others to see this, he wanted the whole System to see it.


  “Yes, this is the responsibility of us Earthmen, Kur-saa,” said Carter. “We took you out of your own way of life and now we’re deserting you to starve. That’s why I am going to hunt with you tonight.”


  Kur-saa made a gesture. “Then come.”


  A wail went up from the women of the village as the little troop of tribesmen moved out through the dusk eastward. They tramped straight east for half an hour before reaching the edge of the great marsh.


  It stretched black and evil beneath the planet-glow, a dark, reedy wilderness whispering in the wind. Here laired those amphibious monsters that had made Triton’s swamps dreaded.


  “We shall beat southward through the reeds in a line,” Kur-saa whispered. “When a Crawler is started, all must attack it. If more than one, split up and stab from all sides. Some spears will reach them.”


  Carter’s heart pounded as he went forward with them through the reeds. Icy water and mud were to his knees, saw-edged reeds tore at him.


  They had gone a hundred yards when an explosion of movement, a monstrous bulk rearing and a thick, throating bellowing broke from his right. He glimpsed the gigantic upraised worm-head, horns glittering in Neptune’s light and its pale, flaming eyes peering.


  “Rush in and stab before he charges!” yelled Kur-saa. “Thol—Arcul—quick!”


  With a crash the giant worm-body hurled itself down upon them. Carter fired but the streak of atomic force only seared that huge body. Its core of life was too deep in gristle for one atom-blast to reach.


  Another Crawler had loomed simultaneously on the left. The tribesmen were frantically stabbing with their long spears, tipped with the paralyzing poison that was the only possible weapon against the monsters. There was a sudden hideous human scream—


  “He has Thol—quickly!” cried Kur-saa.


  They were not quick enough. The mountainous body of the first Crawler, reached by the poisoned spears, had crashed prone but the other had seized the nearest tribesman in its gaping, toothless maw.


  It was gone with Thol before they could fight through the muck toward it. Carter stumbled past the towering, motionless body of the slain beast—it would be cut up later for food by the Tritonians, and cured in a way to neutralize their own poison.


  “Two men crushed and killed already,” said old Kur-saa hoarsely as he came up. “And the third—”


  They found the third man. a few minutes later. Carter felt like retching at the sight.


  Thol had already been pulped. His head held in that gaping maw, his blood and tissues had been swiftly sucked and all that remained of him was a skeleton with a skin around it.


  SICK as he was. Carter stared fiercely at the pitiful corpse. Let them all see, hack there in their comfortable rooms on Earth! Let them see what the Tritonians were being driven to!


  “Ahead—two more!” yelled a Tritonian from the left. “This way!”


  Carter plunged with them through the reeds. He heard a sudden warning cry.


  Not two but three Crawlers’ heads lifted gigantically ahead. And then, like nightmare, a fourth monstrous worm-face loomed suddenly up from the reeds right over Kur-saa.


  The old man, in whirling, dropped his spear. As he clawed in the muck for it, Carter was leaping forward and shooting.


  No use! He knew it was no use even as he shot, as that gigantic head and pale, glittering eyes darted down at him. You couldn’t kill a Crawler with an atom-gun fast enough to save yourself.


  Reeds snapped under him as Carter felt the gigantic maw close with hideous lips on his head and neck. Fetid breath of the monster whirled his senses. He was falling, beating with puny fists—


  He had a last ironic thought that this was the climax of all Livie-dramas, this death that billions of horrified listeners were dying with him in sensation. Well, he’d shown them what he’d hoped to.


  Then there was nothing in Carter’s mind but the pound of his bursting brain, a throbbing that seemed oddly like the throb of a space-ship’s rockets, to his dimming mind. . . .


  Carter knew he wasn’t dead after all, for dead men don’t wake up and feel pain all over. He got his eyes open and found Doyle and Bolling and Rice bending anxiously over him with restoratives.


  Then he saw that he was back in the mine-station. He heard an anxious murmuring and saw Kur-saa and the other Tritonians in the doorway watching.


  “What happened?” he asked hoarsely. It hurt his head even to speak.


  “It was our fault, but anyway it saved your life,” Doyle said. “We watched the transmitter here as you said, and stopped them from cutting it when the broadcast from the Livie-helmet started going haywire.


  “But we forgot about their ship,” he added. “Holl was crazy mad at you for ruining his show. He couldn’t cut the broadcast with us standing with our guns over the transmitter. So he started in the cruiser after you, to snatch the Livie-helmet off you and stop it that way.”


  “And their cruiser jet-landing in the marsh on top of those Crawlers scared the beasts away,” Bolling put in. “Lucky for you, Carter! One of the brutes had his jaws on you, and you’d have been pulped in a minute.”


  A face intruded among the three bending over Carter. It was Gordon Holl’s face, purple with rage.


  “So you’re still living!” the producer snarled at Carter. “I’m glad of that. For now I can send you to Lunar Prison for life for sabotaging my program.”


  “Was your program more important than showing the System the injustice done to the Tritonians?” Carter asked.


  “To blazes with the Tritonians!” raged Holl. “I’ve put on fifty planet-dramas and nothing like this ever happened before. When I get through with you—”


  He was interrupted. Wallace, his assistant, pushed into the building with a sheaf of paper slips in his hand.


  “Chief, look at these!” he exclaimed to Holl. “They’ve started coming in by the boatload—reviews of our show and messages about it, Here’s one just in from that telecolumn, ‘The Ether Chatters’.”


  Holl read the slip aloud. “Gordon Holl has outdone himself in his latest planet-drama. Tonight Holl electrified the System by abandoning his usual melodramas and staging with ghastly realism an expose of conditions on Triton. We predict that ‘Trouble on Triton’ will rank as a Livie classic, and will stir up a storm about that distant moon.”


  “There’s dozens of them, and all of them raves!” Wallace exulted. “They say it’s the tops in broadcasts for thrills and realism.” Gordon Holl looked from the slips down at Carter. There was a faintly sickly look on the producer’s face.


  “Well, Carter, what about it?” he demanded. “I’ll keep my mouth shut about everything if you will.”


  Carter nodded. And the producer turned and walked out with his assistant. His voice floated back.


  “Pile on the publicity about it, Wallace. Tell ’em I planned this for months as a surprise, that I knew about the Tritonians’ pitiful condition and wanted to do something.”


  “A phoney to the last!” exclaimed Doyle, in disgust.


  “It makes no difference,” Carter said. “The main thing is that it will make Planning think twice about Triton.”


  It did. For within a few hours, the televisor rang and the worried, sweating face of Rewer looked at Carter from the screen.


  “Carter, that blasted Livie-show has raised a hornets’ nest back here on Earth! We’ve been flooded by messages protesting the treatment of the Tritonians.”


  “Then you’ll send food-ships?” Carter asked hopefully.


  “Send them? They’re already ordered to start!” Rewer said. “Furthermore, the evacuation order is rescinded. You’ll stay on there until your regular relief comes.”


  He added bitterly, “And do me one favor: If any more Livie-actors show up there, heave them off your moon.”


  “I don’t know about that.” Carter grinned weakly. “You see, I was once a Livie-actor myself.”


  SIX TUESDAYS


  Ross Rocklynne


  Not six Tuesdays in as many weeks, but the same Tuesday, repeating itself over and over! Ivan wondered what he’d gotten the universe into—with this crazy time-machine of his!


  I, YOUNG PROFESSOR Ivan Friedman of Barton University, had no particular feeling about Tuesday. I did not love it. I did not hate it. I was totally indifferent to it. It had no virtues that Thursday, or Wednesday, or Sunday, or any other day of the week didn’t have.


  Therefore, why should there have been five Tuesdays that week? Why? Why, I asked myself, as I awoke and fumbled for the phone which had for the fifth consecutive time awakened me at exactly the same minute with the same dissonant jangle?


  It was my friend Sam Yarbrough. For the fifth time in a row, in exactly the same words and tone, he casually asked me what was new.


  “Nothing’s new,” I wanted to scream in his ear. “Sam, you big, blond, grinning, lazy oaf, nothing’s new! That’s the trouble! This is the fifth Tuesday. The phonograph is stuck on Tuesday, and it’s playing us over and over and over and over again!”


  But I didn’t say that. I couldn’t. I yawned instead. I playfully bawled hell out of him for waking me up at 8:00 in the morning. I accused him of being up with the telescope all night, and he admitted it.


  “Got results this time though.” His voice was lazily casual, but I couldn’t fail to detect the undercurrent of excitement. “Guess what, Ivan, boy? I’ve discovered evidence of life on Pluto.”


  “You what?”


  “And,” he added happily, “I want to borrow your time-machine. I’ll be over for breakfast and tell you what’s cookin’.”


  As if I don’t know what’s cookin’, I thought, aghast. I know every word you’re going to say, Sam. Every word, every expression. I know everything I’m going to say. And I can’t change it!


  I hopped out of bed, tripping for the fifth time on my loose pajamas and cussing, and knowing all the while I was living Tuesday over again and somehow it must be the time-machine that had done it. But it couldn’t be the time-machine. It couldn’t. I had invented the time-machine in my spare moments, but it froze my blood even to think of traveling into the future and I hadn’t used it. I’d left time-travel to big Sam Yarbrough. Last week, Sam had gone one hour into the future and then come right back. And the first four of these repeating Tuesdays he had used the time-machine, too, probably moving tens of thousands of years into the future. But certainly that couldn’t affect me. Certainly it couldn’t be the time-machine that had created five identical Tuesdays.


  Identical, I thought? No. No! The first Tuesday, Sam had told me he’d discovered evidences of life on Pluto. The second Tuesday, it had been Neptune. The third, Pluto. The fourth, Neptune. And today, the fifth Tuesday, Pluto again! The Tuesdays alternated between Pluto and Neptune. Why? Why? Crazily, I asked myself the same questions five times in a row, and I came up with not even one-fifth of an answer!


  SAM CAME while I was starting on bacon and eggs. He was a lazy, wryly smiling big man with yellow hair spilling over his head. He was an advertising man during the day and an amateur astronomer at night whenever I could get him permission to use the University’s 100-inch reflector. He stuttered when he was excited, but he seldom let himself get excited, and therefore picked his words slowly.


  The story finally came out. It was an amazing story. It was front-page stuff. But Sam said, “Isn’t much to it, Ivan. Early this morning I saw signals shooting across Pluto. Flashes of light, like code. Sounds like life there, eh? And that’s the reason I want to borrow the time-machine.”


  As if I didn’t know, I thought starkly. Sam, this is the fifth Tuesday. Do you know it’s the fifth Tuesday? Are you caught in the same trap and can’t tell me about it? Is all the rest of the world caught in a circular Tuesday, and are they unable to do anything about it?


  But I couldn’t say that out loud. I had to say what I’d said five times before. “It’s wonderful, Sam! But what has the time-machine to do with it?”


  “Well, it’s because we don’t have spaceships, Ivan. You know what a one-rut mind I’ve got. What to do is find out who—or what—made those signals. Best method is to go into the future where they’ve got interplanetary travel, steal a space-ship, go out to Pluto and then send space-ship and all back to the exact time I saw those flashes. Making allowances for the speed of light, naturally.”


  His blue eyes began to kindle with a growing excitement when I gave him the go-ahead. But he didn’t let it get hold of him. He finished his meal by taking his time. He was a slow thinker and slow talker. Slow—but once he got his mind set, and once his big, muscular body got into motion, he kept on going. He intended to smash right into the future, beg, borrow or steal a space-ship, and find out by hook or crook what was making on Pluto. So we went down to my basement laboratory, and walked into the metal-and-plastic six-foot cubic box which was the time-machine.


  Horribly, I tried to break the circle, to make one move or utter one word which would act like a wedge which would pry open my prison. Unless. I was in the grip of a circular Tuesday. I was going round and round, unmusically. It would never, never stop. My thoughts and my physical actions were discords. My mind couldn’t dictate to my body. I said things and did things I didn’t want to.


  Sam looked around the interior of the time-machine. He rubbed his hands in a slow gesture. “Swell,” he said softly. “Got the new telechron coils in.”


  I added, “And a triple bank of storage cells. Good for several million miles into the future.”


  Sam walked around in the small cabin, touching the shiny machinery. I thought, he’s going to ask me to go with him. He did. And I am going to refuse. I did—but more than anything else I wanted to tell him I would go. No matter that I was deathly scared of the time-machine, although I had invented it. No matter that the very thought of trusting myself to the contraption gave me the shudders. I wanted to go, just to break the circle—and I couldn’t tell him I wanted to go.


  Sam smiled mischievously. “You don’t have to be afraid of this baby, Ivan. But if that’s the way you want it—” He stuck out his hand and I shook it. He smiled lopsidedly. “I’ll probably be back a few seconds after I start—as far as you’re concerned, Ivan. But in case I’m not—” He shrugged. “So long till then, anyway.”


  “So long,” I said hurriedly, and turned to the door of the time-machine. Inwardly I was thinking, Sam, don’t go. This is my fifth Tuesday this week, and there’ll be a trillion more!


  How could I break it? How? Prodded on by the horror of my predicament, not even knowing whether Sam and the rest of humanity shared the predicament, my mind got into motion like a sprinter, taking the hurdles with an amazing, abnormal swiftness. Well, my mind at least was a free agent. How could I free my body?


  And suddenly I had it.


  I was in the time-machine. Sam was already sitting down at the controls, clicking in the master-switch and several graduation tabs. The psycho-board was ready—


  One moment I was standing there, about to shove the door open. The next moment the cosmo burst apart. I was lifted, stretched all out of shape, and then I disintegrated.


  I heard a voice. “Ivan!” Sam was bemusedly slopping a wet cloth in my face. I spluttered. Sam said chidingly, “Crazy! I thought you didn’t want to go. Now you have to go. We’re on the way.”


  I LAY on the floor, gasping. I said, “I didn’t want to. But I had to. I sent the mental command that started the machine ahead.”


  “I suspected that,” said Sam.


  “It was the only thing I could do,” I babbled. Just to hear myself talk, to realize to the full that I wasn’t caught in the Tuesday circle any more, I started to tell him the story. I started way back, telling him things he already knew. How the time-machine had grown out of my discoveries in the field of telesthesia in my parapsychological laboratory at Barton.


  “I know all that,” he said gently. “Telesthesia is the mental force which, as scientifically proved by Dr. Rhine of Duke University, gives some people the clairvoyant power to look into the future—or, better, to use extra-sensory perception. I know all that. The telechron coils amplify the telesthesiac force of the human mind in such a manner that the ship is pushed forward into time by mental command.”


  “But you don’t know—” I said, starting to shake and shiver.


  “Ivan,” he said, “shut up. Hysteria is supposedly a feminine disease . . . That’s better. Now go ahead and tell me what this is all about. Tell me the part I don’t know.” He sat back on his haunches, playing absently with the sloppy rag while I came to a sitting position and told the story—all of it.


  Sam said, “No kiddin’.”


  “It’s true. First you saw flashes of light on Pluto, then Neptune, then Pluto, then Neptune, and today Pluto.”


  Sam said again, shaking a little and paling, “No kiddin’, Ivan.”


  He got up, walked around the little cabin in a daze, looked at the dial that was spinning off the years, pressed his nose to the ports, beyond which a grey obscurity showed, then came back.


  “You must be joking, Ivan,” he said. “You must be kiddin’ the life out of me. It’s a hell of a bad joke.” He waited, but I clamped my lips grimly. He spoke again, and this time it had really hit him. He stuttered, “I n-never saw any fl-flashes on Neptune, Ivan. I don’t remember s-seeing any fl-flashes on Neptune. I only rem-m-m-member one Tuesday! Gee, Ivan, you don’t suppose we’re—” He drew a deep breath and got mad.’“I know they didn’t come from Neptune! Oh, I was observing Neptune, too. But that’s because Neptune and Pluto happen to be on a line with Earth at this time of year. And when I saw the flashes on Pluto I took a look at Neptune to make sure it wasn’t an optical illusion. That’s all.”


  “That’s enough,” I said hollowly. “Every other Tuesday you saw the flashes coming from Neptune and not Pluto. You simply don’t remember the other four Tuesdays. I did remember them . . . Think of it, Sam. The universe has stopped on Tuesday. It won’t move into Wednesday. Everybody on Earth has lived through five Tuesdays. Tomorrow they’ll probably start off another Tuesday. And the day after that—”


  Sam saw the way I was getting and so he offered me a cigarette. We smoked, and Sam stood there calming himself down. His face grew more and more thoughtful. He turned, looked at the dials again. He came back. He shoved me into one of the bolted-down chairs.


  He said grimly, “We’ll polish the various questions off one at a time, at our leisure. For instance, the reason you remember the Tuesdays and I don’t is because you’ve got a telesthesiac mind. You were one of Dr. Rhine’s prize pupils before you came to Barton to open a parapsychological lab. It’s been proved your mind can look into the past and future to some degree. To your subconcious mind, past, present and future are all one. Your subconcious was simply powerful enough to let you remember the other four Tuesdays. And mine wasn’t.”


  “I guess so,” I said weakly.


  “Well, then, buck up. You look sloppy scared. I guess we’ll have to realize time-travel is rotten with paradoxes.”


  “You didn’t look like Superman yourself for awhile,” I muttered. “You were scared yourself . . . Anyway, it isn’t the time-traveling that scares me now. It’s the thought of the universe stuck on one Tuesday.”


  He grabbed me by the arm and dragged me over to the time dial. “Don’t be silly,” he said. “We’re five thousand years into the future. It isn’t the universe that’s stuck on Tuesday, because we’re in the future. It’s us we have to worry about, really. We might not be able to get back to our own time—or if we do go back, we’ll have to land in Tuesday, the fifth Tuesday. And we might wake up in the morning we think is Wednesday, and you’ll reach for the telephone when it rings and—”


  “Auk,” I said, and turned away. Sam hovered over me concernedly, afraid I was going to be sick, and I finally gasped, “No more of that for awhile, Sam.”


  “Okay,” said Sam. But he stubbornly added, “We both have to realize what our problem is. Each of the five Tuesdays calls the Tuesdays in front and back of it a liar. So for us the Tuesdays have to be played over and over again. You and I are really the only ones concerned. So we’ve got to fix it so two Tuesdays in a row tell the same story. Next day will be Wednesday.”


  “Oh, is that all!” I said in mock relief. His lips stretched in a slow grin. “I guess it is easy to say. How to do it is another problem. Meantime, what do you say we swipe us a space-ship—if there are any space-ships to be had?”


  A LITTLE over two hours later, shiptime, Sam and I were flattening our faces against the ports. We were looking out on the spaceship field over which the time-machine hovered.


  “Some city over there,” said Sam, judicially. “Big.”


  I shuddered. “And ugly people.”


  It was now the year 1,100,911 A. D. We had found interplanetary travel at last. It was somewhat discouraging to realize that man of the future would be short, neckless, flat-headed. But let evolution worry about that. We had our own problems, namely how to keep our personal Tuesdays from sticking their evening tails into their morning mouths, like the mythical hoop-snake rolling down hill.


  The people of the future were now looking up at a descending space-ship. They couldn’t see us, of course, since we were extra-dimensional to them.


  We were watching the space-ship greedily. It was a two hundred foot cylinder. It turned longitudinally on its axis as it came down. Amidships, disappearing and returning as the ship revolved, it was a great circular mirror-like spot. It threw out a ranging, tempestuous brilliance. Something to do with the propulsion, we guessed.


  The ship landed. Men, women and children disembarked. Later came some officers with bright blue sequin-studded stars on their squat shoulders.


  We were moving forward slowly in time, which meant Earth was revolving under us. Sam said, “Here goes, Ivan.”


  He hurriedly sat at the controls. Our time-ship changed its direction slightly, and melted straight through the walls of the space-ship. We moved on until the time-machine was enclosed by a glowingly-furnished cabin. My heart bounced once up and once down as Sam pushed the master switch closed. The time-machine dropped two inches to the spongy floor, and we were once more in the normal time-stream.


  We opened the door of the machine, then of the cabin and stuck our heads out into the corridor like second-rate villains. Empty and gloomy, the corridor was. Up ahead was a brilliance. Might be the control room, we thought. We started up the corridor, but nervously.


  We passed a branching corridor, and I almost froze with fright when we heard footsteps and saw three of the men of the future. They stood stock still. Sam didn’t freeze. He dived at them, grabbed two of them with a fierce shout and banged their heads together. The other one burst into a shrill, piping cry and I threw my arms around him in a bear-hug, reached down, grabbed his ankles, turned him upside down and banged his head on the floor several times. Then I dropped him.


  “Can’t leave ’em on the floor,” Sam panted. He turned the little men over, grabbed a couple strange-looking guns from their hips and tossed me one. “I’ll beat it up to the control room—if it is the control room. You tie these babies up, stow ’em in a cabin, and look through the ship to see if there’re anymore.”


  He went loping away, and I went in the other direction. I found a plastic material that looked like it might serve the purpose of adhesive tape and tied the little men up. I went through the rest of the ship, found everything clear, and started back. I discovered the airlock of the ship was still open, played around with the controls until it went soundlessly shut. I felt wonderful. I was a young college professor who hadn’t had an ounce of adventure in his life, and though I suspected I wouldn’t get back from this one alive, it was still good. And I didn’t much care if we didn’t get back alive if we had to go back Tuesday.


  I started back down the corridor, humming crazily, when the ship suddenly shook down its length. It leaped. I was thrown flat on my face. I felt a sensation of tremendous speed, and, groggily, a splinter of terror in my heart, I slogged up the companionway toward the control room.


  But when I got there, Sam was grinning and he was standing behind a little man in a bucket-shaped chair, pressing one of the little tube-like weapons to the back of his flattened down head.


  “Okay!” Sam said engagingly. “We’re all set. This little monkey is the pilot. He tried to pull a fast one by starting the ship off sudden-like, thinking he’d be able to jump me. No go. Ivan, boy, we’re on the way!”


  THE PILOT’S flat eyes glittered at us in humiliated hate. It was a half-hour later. The ship was moving fast, how fast we had no idea. But I’d looked through the rear ports and Earth and Moon were merely indistinguishable points of light in the heavens. We were probably moving thousands of miles a second. Yet we no longer had a sensation of motion, and Sam figured we had an inertialess drive.


  Sam at first had tried to communicate where we wanted to go by means of sounds. He gave that up. Finally he drew a rough, non-scale chart of the Solar System—the Sun surrounded by nine circles. Sam pointed threateningly at the ninth circle. The pilot shrugged his abnormally broad, sequin-studded shoulders, and began to punch tabs. He closely eyed a complex instrument which seemed to consist of innumerable counteracting gyroscopes swinging in strange orbits in a cracking haze.


  He watched a moving dial and when the dial hovered at a certain point, threw a switch. The star-pattern, as seen through the view-plate, changed slightly and the pilot leaned back, folding his arms across his chest disdainfully.


  Sam’s blue eyes glowed. “Ship’s essentially automatic Ivan. They probably don’t even need a crew unless there’re passengers aboard. The gyroscope thing looks like a mass-detector. Each planet has its own individual mass. He simply communicates the desired destination to the ship’s machinery, and off it goes.”


  “He’ll take the first chance he can to trick us, though,” I muttered doubtfully. “If he hasn’t already.”


  It took us two hours to reach the ninth planet. Fast, that ship was! Sam stood fork-legged, entirely lost in the startling beauty of the huge, streaked oblate-spheroid bowling up toward us. “Two hours to Pluto,” he said dazedly. “Four billion miles from the Sun.”


  I was worried. “It doesn’t look like Pluto, Sam.”


  He scoffed. “But who knows what Pluto looks like. It’s too distant. It may be bigger than Earth or smaller. All we know in our time is that it takes about 250 years to go around the Sun and that its orbit is highly elliptical.” He sucked in his breath. A wry smile twisted his face. “Are my eyes deceiving me, Ivan, boy? The darned planet’s got a satellite!”


  A satellite it had, a dark, cold lump of matter swinging on the gravitational arm of the planet. Sam began to stutter. “B-but Pluto hasn’t g-got a satellite, damnit! Look at those red and orange stripes on the equator. The planet looks like Neptune. Not the ninth planet—the eighth! B-but it can’t be!”


  I said cynically, “Pluto, Neptune, Pluto, Neptune, Pluto. Remember? Five Tuesdays, all the same—only different.”


  “How could I forget?” he groaned. “But we have to check. Why would the pilot take us up to the eighth planet instead of the ninth? Suppose you go on back and send the space-ship back to, Tuesday night—our time.”


  I did that. I went back to the cabin where the time-machine was parked, sat down in front of the psycho-board thinking at it. The balloon temporizers thrust out a growing sphere of telesthesia-force from the telechron-coils until it enclosed the ship. I set the pointers, locked the controls, and went forward again.


  The planet below us was spinning like mad. Its gorgeous colors had turned into a brown muddiness. It was turning backward in time at an enormous rate, toward the night of June 2. It took three hours, and then, as the time-machinery clicked off, the planet was suddenly normal again. We instructed the amazed pilot to drop toward the surface.


  By our time, it was the night and the exact time that Sam had seen the flashes of light—the “signals.”


  The ship was bowling leisurely along just above the turgid cloud-banks of the planet. Sam and I were looking tensely down, striving to see the outline of a possible continent. But no, this was undoubtedly Neptune, with an atmosphere thousands of miles thick.


  Sam and I turned our heads toward each other at the same moment. We both knew we were thinking of the same thing, had we come to the same rather insane conclusion.


  Sam said with a wonderful calmness, considering his statement, “Well, Ivan, looks like this is the sixth Tuesday. I’m back on Earth now, looking through a telescope. I’m seeing flashes of light coming from Neptune.”


  “Is that so? Neptune this time, eh?”


  “Un-huh. You see, we’re crossing the Earthward side of this planet now. This ship is turning on its axis at the same time. There’s a big brilliant mirror-like thing on one side of this ship. Probably an energy-exhaust or something. The ‘mirror’ is brilliant enough to be seen on Earth. As the ship turns, the light is cut off momentarily. Then it reappears again. Looks just like coded signals. S-so, I-Ivan, I’m d-down there on Earth loo-looking at the s-s-s-signals this ship we’re in is making!”


  I wobbled and had to sit down. He sat down, too, looking drained. “H-how do you I like that?” he gasped. “I caused the flashes of light, but it was seeing the flashes that caused me to cause them, which caused me—Ouch! That’s one person I don’t want to meet—me, on the sixth Tuesday. I wouldn’t like him.”


  We sat there and looked at each other, speechless. It was the sixth Tuesday. Sam was two places at the same time. He had caused the flashes. What now? Try to explain the inexplicable paradoxes time-travel leads you into? No, thanks.


  I said shakily, “Well, Sam, the sixth Tuesday is calling the fifth Tuesday a liar. Now’s your chance. Remember? It’s up to us.”


  Sam got up and padded softly back and forth, one eye on the pilot. He stopped short, brushing his yellow hair back with worried fingers. Suddenly he whirled, jerked out a finger as if he were nailing an idea down.


  “I think I’ve got it,” he said huskily. “This is the sixth Tuesday. If we let things go on as they are, I—me down on Earth—will give you a ring and tell you I’ve seen signals on Neptune. Then there’ll be a seventh Tuesday. See? Ivan, we’ve got to stop it—now! And it’s simple. We’ll fix it so I see signals come from both planets—on one Tuesday. Now we’ll really go to Pluto!”


  THE ONLY TROUBLE with that decision was that we couldn’t get the pilot to agree that the planet below wasn’t Pluto!


  Naturally, we’d thought he’d tricked us or made a mistake. But his flat, dollar-size eyes matched Sam’s in stubbornness. Whenever Sam pointed at the ninth circle on the chart, the pilot as insistently pointed at the streaked bulk of the planet above whose poisonous atmosphere we were flying.


  “Listen here, you futurian monkey,” Sam said with restraint. “Are you trying to tell me I don’t know my astronomy? Don’t you think I know which is the eighth planet and which is the ninth? I’d wring your neck if you had a neck.”


  I disapproved. “You won’t get anywhere that way. Have you considered that maybe Neptune and Pluto are twin planets? Even the best telescopes don’t give a good view of Pluto. This may actually be Pluto, satellite and all. So tell him we’ll go to Neptune.”


  Sam made a disgusted sound in his throat, jabbed his finger at the eighth circle.


  “It’s no good, though,” he growled. “Something’s screwy. Ten to one we wind up on Pluto anyway.”


  We did, a half-hour later, that same early Tuesday morning. There was no mistaking it. It definitely was Pluto. Neptune has a satellite—Triton. This cold grey barren world had no satellite at all.


  We just looked at it, then at each other, then back at the planet again. There was no comment we could make. When we asked for one planet we were taken to the other. Something was wrong. Something was horribly wrong. But we went ahead with our plan, skimmed the ship a few miles over the surface of the planet, the “signals” automatically flashing out as the ship turned on its axis.


  Down on Earth, Sam would see those signals, and with any luck at all, we’d have created a simple, truthful Tuesday which at midnight would slip right into Wednesday without any fuss. We hoped.


  In our hearts, we knew the mix-up in planets had not been explained, and that, too, we might have left something undone in our efforts to create a Tuesday which would fit into the scheme of things. But we knew of no other solution, and so Sam pointed to the third circle on the chart—Earth—and we went zipping back across the billions of miles.


  I was standing absently behind the pilot’s chair when it happened. Sam and I were careful to keep our tube-weapons handy, because we were both apprehensive of the pilot. We felt he was awaiting his chance. We weren’t wrong. And we would have used our weapons on the little man if we had a chance. We didn’t have that chance. Something seemed to strike the spaceship a violent blow. We staggered back, completely off balance, and slammed against the bulkheads. The pilot must have sent a signal—and the police had jumped us.


  The little man from the future was apparently ready for just that. He whipped out of his seat, used the ship’s motion to throw himself clear across the room at us. Before Sam knew what was going on, the neckless man had wrenched the tube from his hand and pointed it squarely at his heart. I was frozen with horror.


  But frozen not for long. The ship wallowed abruptly, sharply, in the other direction. I plummeted through the air, in the last fraction of a second took advantage of my momentum. I reached, swinging one arm around the little man’s head as I went past. We somersaulted, smashed into the instrument board, then came down in a tangle. I got on top. My fist came down. The little man relaxed with a grunt and was still.


  Sam yelled gleefully, “Socko! Ivan, my boy, I didn’t know you had it in you!” He hauled me to my feet with one mighty motion of his arms. “Let’s s-s-scram!”


  No need to tell me where we should scram to. We burst out of the control room, hurled ourselves down the tipsy corridor. We heard sounds, piping, urgent voices. Far down the corridor a rectangle of light suddenly appeared in the overheads. Through that rectangle a half-dozen green-clad little men of the future dropped, and they saw us first thing. They began running our way, with a quiet certainty that sent chills up my spine.


  It was touch and go. But our legs got us to the door of the cabin where the time-machine was parked a few seconds ahead of them. By the time Sam kicked the door open, though, the advantage was lost. I yelled, fired, missed—and I saw snapping purple fire emanate from one weapon held in a tiny white hand. The purple fire hit me, coiled around me like a rope. A stifling paralysis gripped me.


  Sam picked me up by my belt and literally threw me into the time-machine. My mind hazed. Sank. Blackness enclosed it.


  MY EYES OPENED. I was lying full-length on the cold cement floor of my basement laboratory. Through two small windows I saw the black of night, and a couple stars. To my left was the time-machine. To my right was the open door of the laboratory, and I could see the first steps of the stairs leading up to the hall. I heard Sam dialing the telephone in the hall.


  Suddenly, “Morning News!” said Sam. “I want the time. And the date. And the day . . . I’m sorry, I realize that but—Thanks! . . . June 2nd! Tuesday! But—it’s midnight? Almost midnight—?”


  I was on my feet. I was up the stairs. Sweat was rolling down Sam’s face. He said hoarsely, “Then hold on just a few seconds more. I’ll do anything. I’ll subscribe to your paper, I’ll deliver ’em—You see, it’s this way—It is? IT IS!”


  He fumbled the receiver onto the hook, sat down on the first stair, grinning crookedly.


  I yelled, “Well? What is it!”


  “It’s a little past midnight,” said Sam. “It’s all over. It’s Wednesday. Tuesday just changed into Wednesday. Tuesday is no more. I-Ivan, W-Wednesday w-will always be my favorite d-d-day!”


  Well, it was over. Sam had landed in Tuesday, which had changed over to Wednesday in a natural, normal way. But the main mystery remained. Why had those Tuesdays, metaphorically speaking, had a squabble about Pluto and Neptune at all?


  “We can explain part of it,” I decided. “The first Tuesday you borrowed my time-machine and went into the future—alone—and went through the same run of events you and I later went through together. The pilot took you to Neptune instead of Pluto. Therefore the second you on Earth saw those so-called ‘signals’ coming from Neptune. So you came and borrowed my time-machine on the second Tuesday, went into the future, etcetera, etcetera, and the pilot took you to the wrong planet again. And so on, except that on the fifth Tuesday I accompanied you. It was that pilot’s fault.”


  “Here it comes,” Sam said. “But how did the pilot get Pluto and Neptune mixed up when we definitely asked for them? . . . Say! Wait a minute!” Sam jumped up as if he’d been shot. He clapped his hands over his head and rolled his eyes to heaven. “Oh, man! I’m plumb idiotic. The answer was staring us in the face all the time. Don’t you get it, Ivan? We never did ask for those planets by name. We designated orbits!”


  “But what difference—?”


  “Plenty! It makes plenty of difference. After all, Ivan, that was the future. At the exact time in the future, Neptune was the ninth planet—and Pluto was the eighth.” I said feebly, “It doesn’t make sense. Why should they get mixed up that way?”


  “Mixed up from your viewpoint,” Sam chortled, “but not from the pilot’s. Remember I told you Pluto has a highly elliptical orbit? Well, it’s so elliptical that every few hundred years Pluto dips inside Neptune’s orbit, and it becomes the eighth planet while Neptune becomes the ninth. Pluto had probably been the eighth planet so long the pilot had forgotten it was ever the ninth. Or never knew it!”


  We sat there, breathing deep. The air was Wednesday’s. It tasted good.


  PLANET IN REVERSE


  Henry Guth


  On that Insanely Jumbled world, their love was a solid fact. Yet he could only stare helplessly as she sobbed out on his shoulder, “Dleif emit desrever senutpen morf em evas!”


  COMMUNICATION WITH Earth was out. Completely. Radio deader than a vacuum.


  Darrel Bond allowed himself a grin. The fleet admiral had warned him against straying off the freight lanes. Had, in fact, threatened to break him down to a button-pusher if he did it again. That was a laugh! Button-pusher! What was he now, if not a button-pusher?


  In the old days, space piloting had been something—a thrill and a challenge. But now—buttons! Ships so automatic that he seemed to just go along for the ride. One man controlling a million-ton ship where it used to require a crew of fifteen or twenty. A lonely, boring business.


  That’s why he had taken over the ship and swung outside Uranus’ orbit. Mostly to break up the monotonous routine. And then there was Neptune . . . The planet had been out of bounds ever since those geodetic expeditions had set out for Neptune over two centuries ago—and never come back. Early space patrols and search parties had been sent into that part of the celestial sphere—only to disappear forever. The planet had become a symbol of the terrifying unknown. Eventually it was forbidden by interplanetary law to stray beyond the orbit of Uranus.


  But why? There must be reasons for those disappearances. Who could resist an invitation like that?


  “Some day,” they said. “Some day. All in good time.”


  Now was as good a time as any.


  But the radio was dead. It shouldn’t be. It had a hell of a long range! And the gravity plates. Acting up. He should land somewhere and do a repair job.


  Darrel looked at Neptune growing on the screen. He was getting close.


  It stood to reason.


  Neptune right handy . . . and he needed seventy hours or so to repair the plates.


  Simple.


  Funny about that radio though. All of a sudden, without warning or reason, it had gone dead. And the gravity plates, too. Then that strange, rending sensation when he was approximately halfway of the mean distance between the orbits of Uranus and Neptune. A strong force had seemed to grip the ship and wrestle with it for a few frenzied seconds.


  Then the dead radio and the fouled-up plates.


  But here was Neptune, bulging on the screen.


  Darrel concentrated on his instruments—and began to check the ship’s speed.


  BEFORE venturing out the airlock, he made a superficial check of the gravity plates. Not too bad. He could probably repair them in less than the seventy hours he’d thought he would need. The radio was in flawless condition. He switched on the transmitter, and sent signals crashing powerfully out into space. But the receiver received nothing. Not a spark, not a gasp. Might as well look around outside. Outside, unexpectedly, there was a girl. So beautiful it was a physical shock. Raven-black hair, cream skin and a small, sharply-outlined figure clothed in a strangely translucent yellow tunic. An incarnation of delicate loveliness. Fragile. Unbelievable.


  She stood about twenty feet from the ship—waving. Waving lislessly and with an expression of infinite sadness on her face.


  Darrel watched, dumbfounded, as the girl walked toward him hesitantly. Tears were glistening on her cheeks. Real human tears!


  She kissed him. Soundly.


  Darrel tottered and leaned against the airlock as the girl smiled at him sadly, wistfully, and then went off slowly, walking—backwards!


  Darrel shook his head. Backwards! The girl strode along with uncanny confidence, not looking where she was going, until she stopped about twenty yards away and sat down on the ground facing him.


  Darrel sat down too.


  Hallucinations! He was space-happy! It had finally happened. Caroming around in space did things to people, mostly psychological things. The system’s sanitariums were full of old space dogs who had cracked under the strain. They had seen and endured too much. But Darrel Bond . . . he was still young. He couldn’t be cracking up now! Why he. . . . . . hell!


  This was no hallucination! The fragrance of the black-haired girl’s lips was still on his mouth. It was heady.


  He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth.


  There! A thin streak of violet across the veins of his hand. Lipstick! It was unmistakable. A violet shade of lipstick. He put his tongue to the streak tentatively.


  It was lipstick all right.


  He rose to his feet and stared across the intervening space at the girl. She seemed to blend with the pale and rolling surrealist landscape of Neptune. His brain was reeling. This sort of thing just didn’t happen. You land on an unexplored planet and, wham! a girl kisses you! No, despite the lipstick, it must be a dream.


  And that walking backward. That settled it. People walked backward only in dreams.


  Grumbling thickly, he reentered the open airlock. The thing to do now was repair the ship. Later, he would explore around a little and see what Neptune was like. If he recorded enough valuable information about the planet, maybe the Admiral would be lenient when he hauled him up before the mast for galavanting off with a Corporation ship.


  Darrel hauled the wrecked plates outside the ship to work on them in the open. He could get things done faster out where there was more room to move around. The mysterious girl was still there, quietly watching his every action. He hunched deliberately over the delicate gravitation unit that bulged from the base of one plate. A hyper-thin vibrator rod had been cracked. But he could mend it.


  He laid down his tools and paused in the work. Lazily, he lighted a Martian cigarette and looked toward the girl.


  If she were an hallucination, why didn’t she go away?


  Instead, she rose and came toward him briskly—her jet-black hair contrasting vividly with her yellow, short-skirted tunic—walking backward.


  Darrel scratched his head helplessly and watched as the girl, her back toward him, strode weirdly up to the ship. She turned about and smiled sadly.


  “Lerrad, retal nruter liw I,” she said. “Noos, on I, gniveel ra ooy.”


  “What?” Apparently that gibberish was supposed to mean something. But it didn’t.


  The girl looked a little less woebegone now.


  “Won trapa la,” she said, and looked at the gravity plates spread out on the ground.


  “That means nothing to me,” Darrel said.


  The Neptunian girl-had turned and began to weave her way backward through the plates. It was uncanny the way she did it. She must have eyes in the back of her head! The gait was smooth enough, but it looked so strange in reverse. So damned strange!


  Darrel followed her with his eyes. His spine was tingling. Like a hawk he watched her. She was a looker. The loveliest creature he had never seen and . . . blazing comets! . . . she acted as though she were nutty about him, the way she smiled, jabbered and touched him affectionately.


  But why the retrogression? Why was she operating like an old film being run off backwards in a projector?


  Finally, the girl began to walk away again, her face toward him, placing one foot surely behind the other. She smiled cheerfully, waved, and then went on to disappear over the hill.


  Darrel sat down abruptly. He glued his eyes to the spot where the girl had disappeared.


  For ten minutes he watched, but nothing stirred on the hill.


  He noticed now that there were dim shapes thrusting up beyond the hill. They looked like the tops of buildings. A group of them. Probably a city.


  Why not? The girl had to come from somewhere. But why the devil . . .!


  He stared at the gravity plates on the ground. They weren’t getting repaired this way. The girl was beginning to get under his skin.


  The hell with it! He’d work on the plates now.


  He began to whistle, shrilly and off-key. He always whistled when his lust for adventure was about to be satisfied. Neptune, defiance of the fleet admiral, a dead radio and blown gravity plates . . . an impetuous dream-girl . . . these added up to adventure.


  Tomorrow he’d go over the hill and see what was on the other side.


  A CITY was on the other side. A good-sized city. No more than a mile away. Darrel glanced back at the ship from the hilltop, shrugged and turned toward the city.


  When he reached it he found a nightmare world.


  These Neptunians were all crazy. Disregarding every natural law, they dashed about the streets backward. Every last one of them. And they stared at him as though he were a freak!


  He stopped at a comer to collect his senses. Vehicles milled and rushed—backwards. At high velocities they slammed up and down the streets in reverse, a steady stream, in all directions . . . and without a mishap! Not a one of the lunatics had an accident!


  He leaned dizzily against a metal post. To steady himself he shifted his glance to immovable objects, to stationary things, to buildings. They behaved rationally. They didn’t do things backwards. They didn’t do anything but stand there, solid, substantial and sane.


  Except the one across the street. The theater marquee was lit up brilliantly—and it was morning. He glared at it belligerently, as though it were playing a dirty trick on him.


  The lights blinked out suddenly.


  Darrel moved into the crowd on the sidewalk and went along with it—he forward and the others backward. It was mad! Everyone stared at him in open astonishment, as though he were the one who was going backward!


  He came to what seemed to be a restaurant, and went in.


  Over there. A waiter seemed to be beckoning. At least, he was pointing at him. Darrel walked over, his eyes on the astonished face of the waiter, and sat down to the table, already spread with food.


  It was piping hot, very strange to the palate, but good. Darrel’s appetite quickened. He ate hungrily.


  Munching a piece of pastry, he looked up. He stopped chewing. The group at the next table was gazing at him with wide, incredulous eyes. He felt uncomfortable, and moved his glance around the room.


  He stopped eating and stared. Not only backward but . . . blazing comets!


  Fascinated, he watched a man come in the entrance backwards, seat himself at a table littered with dirty dishes and crumpled napkins and—regurgitate food back into the dishes! The food reappeared in chunks. The man manipulated knife and fork, and the chunks became one whole.


  When the entire meal had been regurgitated into the dishes, and they seemed hot and ready to serve, a waiter came up and carried them all away. Moving backward, always backward.


  Darrel felt nauseated by the unnatural process. He got up and left the restaurant abruptly. Wide eyes followed his progress to the door.


  He moved with the crazy crowd that went back-side first. Ahead was a parkway that had normal, stationary benches. He would sit on one.


  HE HAD BEEN sitting on the bench, watching this incredible world of retropulsion a half hour when he caught sight of the girl in the yellow tunic.


  She came walking toward him backwards, stopped, turned, and smiled radiantly. She spoke, and her talk was the same nonsensical chattering.


  Darrel blinked.


  The girl had just been standing there, standing still, when a crumpled-up piece of paper flew up from the ground and into her hand—magically. With a rustling sound, the paper opened in her hand like a flower unfolding. She held it out to him. There was writing on it.


  It was intelligible. Darrel grasped the paper. Stunned, he read it again.


  “I love you, Darrel,” it said. “You have lost your memory of me by this time, I know. We understood this yesterday, you and I, perfectly. Now, as we are drawn further apart from each other, I remember and you do not yet know. Ours is a strange and sad union, Darrel.”


  It made no sense. None whatever. Darrel rubbed his ear vigorously. Dammit! There was intimacy in this note. It seemed to suggest that they had a mutual past and that he had forgotten it or—did not yet know. What did it all mean? He looked helplessly at the girl.


  She was sitting beside him now, on the bench, writing, it seemed, on the sheet of paper he had just read.


  He twisted his head to watch . . . and found himself staring in fascination.


  The pen in the girl’s hand glided rapidly over the page. Everything normal except that it began at the bottom of the page, moving from end to the beginning of the message, erasing as it went! One by one the letters and words disappeared under the swift strokes of the pen until the sheet was clean and unblemished. Then the girl placed it in her bag.


  Darrel relaxed. “What the devil . . .” There! It happened again. A ball of paper, defying all familiar physical laws, leaped from the ground beside the bench and flew into the girl’s outstretched hand. It unfolded as her hand opened, and she held it out, smiling sadly all the while.


  “It is true then,” the note said. “You have forgotten. I am Leyloon.”


  Leyloon? Leyloon? Her name, of course. Darrel strained to remember a Leyloon. There was no such name in his memory tract. He looked hard at the girl, at Leyloon. She was ethereal. He would like to have memories of her. He didn’t though.


  But he was supposed to remember her. Leyloon, Leyloon. No . . . his brain held no recollections of this girl except that yesterday she came up to the ship and . . . but yesterday, the first note had said, he had understood perfectly.


  He scratched his head furiously.


  Yesterday he had been more completely at a loss than he was today! He hadn’t known of this-city, where everything went in reverse, he hadn’t known the girl’s name . . . he hadn’t known anything!


  The girl erased the note with reverse writing strokes of the pen. She smiled strangely, said, “Noolyel,” and nodded.


  Driven by inexplicable impulse, Darrel drew a pad from his shirt pocket and wrote on it, “Who are you?” and showed it to the girl, Leyloon. It was ridiculous. Absolutely ridiculous! Asking a question after it had been answered. But the inner compulsion had been irresistible.


  He was silent for a long time. An hour . . . two hours. Leyloon chatted gaily, even affectionately, in her strange tongue. She wrote incomprehensible things on pieces of paper that flew up from where they lay on the ground and from the waste receptacle beside the bench. She bewildered him, and yet . . . Her every action was in reverse, but, despite the weirdness of the effect, hers were graceful and lovely actions.


  Finally she left, rising to her feet and setting off down the parkway—walking backwards. She waved near a bend of the walk, then backed rapidly around it and out of sight.


  Darrel returned to the ship. He weaved his way slowly and drunkely through the crowds of this crazy world going in reverse.


  The ship was a lifesaver. It sat there as solidly as a rock. He rubbed his hand over the smooth metal hull and began to regain his sense of reality.


  Over twenty-four hours already and none of the gravity plates was repaired. At this rate he would never get off Neptune . . . that is, if he wanted to.


  He attacked the job with more energy than enthusiasm.


  THE third day began with two realizations. The first realization was that he was very definitely in love with Leyloon.


  The second, that time here was moving in the opposite direction from the time-stream in which he existed. It was the only way to explain all these strange happenings. He had thought about it half the night.


  It was urgent that he find Leyloon and explain both these things. But he shouldn’t go off half cocked. He was too excited to permit rational behavior, and might only confuse the problems which already were confused almost beyond comprehension.


  With an effort of will, he lit a cigarette and dragged at it with deliberate slowness. When the cigarette was finished he threw it away and picked up his tools to begin work on the gravity plates.


  He worked until he was calm.


  Only then did he leave the ship, squatting in the hollow below the hill, and set out for the fantastic Neptunian city. How could he find Leyloon? The city was labyrinthine. It would be impossible.


  But on the other side of the hill he met her. She was coming slowly up the gentle slope, backing up as usual.


  Obeying an impulsive thought, Darrel moved twenty yards off the path and waited.


  As though he were a magnet, Leyloon left the path and backed up to him. She turned then and exposed a face that was radiantly happy.


  Before Darrel could collect himself to explain what was on his mind, the weird things began again.


  The broken, shredded end of a slender cigarette soared up from the ground and settled in Leyloon’s hand. A stream of smoke formed in the air, and flowed into her mouth. She put the cigarette to her lips. It glowed. She smiled and chattered gaily, nonsensically. Little clouds of blue-gray smoke kept forming unnaturally in the open air and flowing into Leyloon’s mouth and nostrils. The cigarette grew in length with each inhalation.


  Darrel stared. It was really incredible!


  When the cigarette was whole again, the girl put a flaring lighter to it, and the tip went out. She placed lighter and cigarette in her bag.


  “Whew!” said Darrel. “This is beginning to give me the creeps.” He tried his best to grin. “What happens now, Leyloon? If my theory is right, we’re going to backtrack into your time.”


  As if in answer to his question, Leyloon began to back off rapidly down the hill.


  “Whoa!” Darrel ran after her.


  He felt all kinds of a fool walking that way. They faced each other, about a foot apart, she striding backward like something out of last year’s nightmare, and he striding forward following her. It was the damnedest sensation!


  He wondered how she felt about it. If his theory was correct, then Leyloon thought she was following him the way he was following her.


  To anyone watching, they must have looked like a pair of lunatics.


  Here they were, existing simultaneously on the same planet, Neptune, but existing in time-streams diametrically opposed. While Neptune and all things of and on it were moving in time toward their youth and beginnings, he was moving in time toward maturity and death. But, paradoxically, each to himself was growing toward age in a normal manner. From either viewpoint, the other was growing or becoming younger with every minute. His yesterday was Leyloon’s tomorrow, but Leyloon’s yesterday was his tomorrow. The situation seemed hopelessly absurd.


  Absurd or not, he would have to make the best of it. But it all seemed so senseless! Why in blazes was he going off on this wild-goose chase?


  Leyloon was backing up briskly, only a foot or so ahead of him.


  Maybe that was why. She was exquisite. It was a satisfaction to have her near, even though her world was all out of whack. And she was getting under his skin more and more every minute. A Neptunian nymph, possibly a figment of his erratic imagination, and he was falling for her. Like a meteor. He, Darrel Bond, cool, level-headed astronaut falling for a Neptunian myth with serene face and fouled up metabolism!


  Yes. He was. He had to admit it.


  He followed Leyloon’s tantalizing figure through the bewildering city. The swarm and rush of reverse traffic and activity made his head spin dizzily.


  Leyloon turned finally, into a house. The noises of the city were suddenly cut off.


  Almost immediately the business with paper and pen began. She picked a sheet from a desk and held it out to him.


  “It is almost evening,” it read. “I will go back to the ship with you now.”


  Darrel swore. They had just come from the ship!


  With the pen, Leyloon erased the absurd message and fastened the sheet to the gummed end of a pad with a rapid reverse tearing motion.


  “Blazing comets!” Darrel exploded.


  Her face radiant, Leyloon held up another sheet.


  “Yes, of course,” it said. “Have you forgotten already?”


  Darrel stared at the page blankly. Forgotten what? Yes what?


  WITHOUT conscious volition he took a part in the grotesque drama. He began to write on the pad he carried in his pocket. Leyloon peered at him strangely as he wrote, her eyes wide open and somewhat incredulous. He watched the words form under his hand, not knowing what they would be.


  “Do you live here, Leyloon?” he wrote. What a stupid question! He knew she lived here. Why would she turn into the place if she didn’t? Why in the name of infinite galaxies did he ask a question like that?


  Another sheet was being held out to him. “Yes. You decided it was.”


  Decided what was what?


  Nonplussed, he stood witness to himself in the act of writing, “But is it inevitable, Leyloon?”


  Darrel growled angrily. Was what inevitable?


  He wrote again, and as he wrote he saw an increasing fascination and wonder in the girl’s eyes as she watched him. The rite was as strange to her as it was to him. “Absolutely,” his message said. “I do.” Now what? This was all meaningless. “Do you truly love me, Darrel? Do you think there is a way for us?”


  That did it! Now he was committing himself to all sorts of things like . . . wait a minute—as a matter of fact he was in love with this twisted-around Neptunian witch. No. That wasn’t the right word. She wasn’t a witch. She was more like a . . . hell! They would get nowhere with this question and answer method. It was too balled up.


  Flat statements were what they needed. Statements that were self-evident.


  He began to write down his theory about this paradoxical situation in which they were both entangled. It was pure theory, but to Darrel it seemed the only logical explanation of these weird events. That he and Leyloon were living time-lines running counter to each other, seemed obvious enough. Within infinity there must be infinite possibilities. Since infinity was, in relation to time or anything else, infinite in one direction as well as the opposite direction, it was conceivable that corporeal objects could co-exist but in time-fields diametrically opposed.


  Neptune existed in the opposite time-stream. The region occupied by this time-stream undoubtedly continued around in a ring corresponding roughly to the planet’s orbit. The disturbance midway from Uranus’ orbit would substantiate that. How far into space, away from the sun, the diametrical time existed, was impossible to guess. Its influence might extend beyond the solar system—or not. Who knew?


  There was understanding in Leyloon’s eyes. And agreement.


  They scribbled and exchanged ideas well into the afternoon. Darrel felt an exultation.


  Then annoyance, then discouragement. As the hours passed, Leyloon comprehended less until, as evening came on, she was openly incredulous.


  When he left the house to return to the ship, Leyloon was watching him almost with astonishment.


  WHEN the fourth day began, Darrel inspected the ship with satisfaction. He had worked on into the night and the gravity plates were all repaired. It would take only a few more hours to install them.


  He reflected that though today was today for him, it would be yesterday for Leyloon. She would know nothing, absolutely nothing, of the past three days. They were her future. What would her reactions be on this day?


  Not long after the sun had risen, she came walking uncertainly over the hill—backwards as usual—casting quizzical glances over her shoulder as she advanced.


  Darrel was absorbed by the spectacle. He understood now—understood that actually, from Leyloon’s point of view, she was walking away from the ship instead of toward it. This was the end of the day for her, while for him it was the beginning.


  Leyloon stopped and turned to face him. She wore a helpless, puzzled expression.


  It was disturbing. Darrel sensed—and the knowledge cut like a knife—that the girl was slipping away from him, sliding inexorably into her past. And in her past, he had no place. None whatever. He was moving to the point in her life where he did not exist for her. The idea was appalling.


  She was holding out a note for him to see.


  It read, “Night is coming on and I must retire, stranger. This has been an extraordinary day.”


  Stranger! So he was nothing more than that now! And only yesterday . . . or tomorrow . . . there had been complete understanding between them. They had been in love then, had told each other so! And now . . . stranger!


  But there was evidence of a shy, hesitant affection in the girl’s face and actions.


  Darrel stifled a sudden impulse to swear and smash things. Every minute, every second they were moving toward Leyloon’s childhood and her complete ignorance of his existence. It was horrible and it was inevitable. Frustrating. Infuriating! The minutes were precious, priceless, and they clicked by with the ruthless precision of a machine. They were going . . . gone, irretrievably.


  It was almost noon—noon for both! Here was mutual ground. It was not one time of day for him and another for her . . . it was noon for both. They moved toward the moment from opposite directions, Leyloon from afternoon and he from morning. Exactly at noon, when time coincided for them . . . he would kiss her.


  Smack!


  His face stung from the reverse-motion blow. She had slapped him. But he hadn’t done anything yet.


  Then, he kissed her.


  Now, when a slap might be expected, nothing happened. Because now she hadn’t been kissed yet. She was watching him with bewitching, innocent eyes, utterly unaware that within a minute she would be kissed—or had been kissed.


  She stared at him with a strange look, as though he were mad.


  Darrel dug for a pencil and wrote desperately. He had to explain that kiss.


  But it was hopeless. Of course it would be. Naturally she would think he was crazy for writing notes explaining who he had kissed her when he hadn’t kissed her yet.


  He looked up, and Leyloon was gone. She was disappearing over the crest of the hill.


  Darrel swore freely—eloquently!


  THE morning of the fifth day—or was it evening?—Darrel riveted the last gravity plate into position in the bulkhead. The ship was ready. He could leave any time. There was a valuable cargo in the hold awaiting delivery to Uranus. So why the hell didn’t he leave?


  Because Leyloon was standing, obviously confused, on the slope of the hill outside.


  They stared at each other a long time. Darrel’s forehead wrinkled in a worried frown. Today Leyloon knew even less about him than she had yesterday. He must be a complete stranger to her now. This might easily be the first time she had ever seen him. Probably she had been out on a quiet evening stroll—it was Neptune’s evening—and had seen the ship, and stopped to look at it.


  Standing on the hill, half-silhouetted against the dusky sky, she seemed wonderfully desirable. So small, fragile and alone.


  Making up his mind suddenly, he left the ship and approached the girl. Her eyes never left him. Undoubtedly she was dumbfounded at his backward behavior.


  He leaned toward her. A stinging slap creased his cheek. It hurt.


  “Don’t tell me I’m going to kiss her again!” he thought, prepared to defy that possibility.


  He kissed her.


  Leyloon’s eyes were big and full of fear. He hadn’t kissed her yet but she must have been frightened by his menacing attitude. He scrutinized her face. It was thrillingly beautiful. But it showed no comprehension. No recognition. No faintest glimmer of affection. She did not know him.


  Cursing all the planets and asteroids in the universe, Darrel swung around and threw himself back into the ship.


  He sat with his back against the cold metal hull of the ship smoking Martian cigarettes nervously, lighting a new one from the butt of the one he had just smoked.


  She had escaped him. Slipped into the past. He had ceased to exist for her. Five short days ago he had stepped out of his ship and been kissed by Leyloon. Biff! Like that. She had gushed over him. His arrival must have been a departure in her eyes. She had been sad to see him leaving. Heartbroken perhaps.


  But now she didn’t know him from Adam. He hadn’t even entered her life yet. It was all over unless . . .


  Unless he could take her to Earth? No. Impossible! It would be the same farce all over again. Absolutely preposterous!


  Maybe not. Why was it he hadn’t succumbed to the time forces in which Neptune existed? He should have. Others had. Those lost expeditions, they accounted for the language and civilization here on Neptune.


  Darrel lit another cigarette nervously, clumsily.


  Maybe it was because of the speed with which he had approached Neptune. He must have ripped through the—through the point of time transition with so great a velocity that neither he nor his ship were gripped by the opposing time flow. If he had come at a lesser rate of speed, the change might have been effected. Even as it was, the ship had almost been gripped.


  He threw the cigarette away and paced back and forth in front of the ship.


  If he could take Leyloon out there . . . take her across the zone, very slowly, a crawling two or three thousand miles per hour . . . it might work. Her entire metabolism system might be reversed. She might exist properly in his time.


  Blazing comets!


  On the other hand, it might kill her. Tear her apart or something. How many members of the old expeditions survived the transition was unknown. The outcome was impossible to forsee.


  It might kill her.


  Darrel fumbled for another cigarette. And yet, he had to do something! She was receding into her past every minute. Time was desperately short.


  The sun was netting—or was it rising?—and the night was coming on swiftly. The day was short on Neptune. Little more than half of an Earth day. He crumpled up the empty cigarette pack and threw it to the ground.


  Kidnapping!


  But it was the only way.


  It should be relatively simple. Neptunians were a systematic race. They slept at night. All of them. When night came, all activity ceased. He would be unmolested as he went through the city . . . unless the girl raised a commotion.


  Darrel rubbed his jaw. It couldn’t be avoided.


  When the night was black, he walked behind the beam of his torch over the crest of the hill and into the city.


  TWO HOURS later he came up to the ship from out of the dark, carrying a limp form across his shoulders. His face was pale. It had wrenched his soul to knock the girl out. He felt like a murderer. Creeping into the house that way in the dead of night, finding the bedroom, the quietly slumbering girl, then . . . sock! It was the toughest thing he had ever done.


  He strapped Leyloon’s unconscious body onto the bunk in the cabin, sealed the airlock, and dropped wearily into the bucket-seat before the maze of manual controls. Beads of sweat oozed from his skin. He wiped them away.


  The magnetic space-drive wooshed powerfully at an almost sub-audio level. Darrel glanced apprehensively at the girl. Her beauty and helplessness and the thought of what he might be doing to her, tore at him.


  “If I’m wrong, I’ll make it up to you in hell!” he swore, and declined the trip-lever beneath his hand.


  The dark landscape dropped away rapidly. Within minutes, Neptune was a great mass on the screen, diminishing in size . . . diminishing, diminishing.


  He wiped his damp forehead and stared at the instrument panel.


  If she came out of it with a memory of the five days, she would be in love with him. Maybe enough in love with him to condone his socking and kidnapping her.


  If that happened, he would give up this fool freight-hauling. It was nothing but pushing buttons anyhow. He would spit in the fleet admiral’s eye. Tell him to fly his own ships. Leyloon and he . . .


  But what if she came out of it without a memory of the five days? He was taking her away before they happened, wasn’t he? He was kidnapping a Neptunian girl who had, in fact, never set eyes on him! How would he explain that?


  Yes, how! She would probably hate his guts . . . and he couldn’t blame her if she did. She would probably demand to be taken back. She . . .


  The sweat glistened on his forehead. If that happened, it would be the end. There would be no point to existence now if . . .


  He glued his eyes to the instruments. They were hours away from Neptune now. Nearing the zone. It was time to slow the ship.


  There were vibrations. Clawing, clutching vibrations that began to insinuate themselves into the ship, into every cell and atom within that bubble of metal. Vibrations. They were ghastly.


  But they couldn’t be doing to him what they were doing to Leyloon. She might be undergoing a complete reverse in time. Every particle of her being constricted, twisted and battled over.


  If she lived through it, would she know him? Would she know that . . .


  His hands were slick with sweat. They slipped on the controls. Vibrations thrilled every cell of his body.


  Then it stopped.


  They were across, into the time-stream of the inner planets. Darrel set the controls with feverish haste for full speed, and switched them over to automatic.


  He wanted to look at the girl, but couldn’t. The possible consequences of what he had done appalled him. How could he dare such a crazy stunt? What if she hadn’t made it? What if she didn’t know him? What if . . .


  “Where am I?” The voice was feeble.


  Darrel heard it. An exultant grin began to creep up his face. They were the most beautiful words he had ever heard. They were in a logical sensible sequence. He could understand them!


  His pulse hammering in his head, he willed himself to turn and see whether . . .


  Leyloon was unbuckling the straps and sitting up. Struggling off the bunk.


  Leyloon’s face came up. There was a faint, tremulous smile on it. A smile.


  Darrel whooped! He leaped across the cabin space toward the girl, slipped, and fell ignominiously to the deck.


  Leyloon laughed.


  TRITONIAN TERROR


  June Lurie


  YOU CAN roast or freeze, as you please, on the frigid Neptunian satellite of Triton. Tim Blake adjusted the thermostat slightly and shivered. Twenty-five kilometers beneath the lonely Pulse Station the heat pumps dragged more energy to the dome. Outside the bitter methane winds whipped coldly against the metallic structure, their sound a keen, high-pitched whine that never ended.


  Tim looked at the bleak white orb that was the planet Neptune, three hundred and fifty thousand kilometers away and shuddered again. God, he thought, Fm getting punchy. Six months here has a man talking to himself and hoarding nuts. No wonder they figure six months is enough. Well, with relief due in two weeks, I guess I can stand it. He grinned when he thought of the time he’d have back in Losang.


  He went over to the pulser and checked its multitudinous gauges and meters. One hundred times a second, ceaselessly it spat a twenty-five thousand Kilowatt peaked pulse into space in a tight two degree beam. This served as a convenient marker for the Martian-Jovian run and made automatic control of a ship simple. Quickly Tim went through the standard checkup, including a test survey of the two stand-by transmitters. The beam must not go out! And it wouldn’t unless the dome were practically destroyed.


  Suddenly a green pip flashed on a ’scope, and the buzzer sounded. Tim jumped to the panel. What the devil! Relief couldn’t be this early and no craft would have any reason for landing. Triton was simply a marker beacon.


  The receiver tripped and the loudspeaker shivered into crisp tones.


  “Conant II, freighter Venus calling dome . . . Emergency landing . . . meteroic damage . . . request O.K. . . .”


  Tim shook his head. This was strange. Entirely too strange. But he couldn’t refuse succor.


  “Pulse Dome IV okaying . . . Come in . . . stay clear of Dome . . .”


  The receiver abruptly quieted and Tim watched through the glassite. In two minutes he saw the rotund bulk of the ship coming in, all rockets spitting flame. And as carefully as he looked there seemed to be no evidence of damage. A curious feeling of alarm overtook him. This was fishy—but good! He climbed the metal steps to the Dome top and seated himself in the Beam-turret. He didn’t move or revolve the heat-beam projector. He didn’t want to give away his awareness. This might be legitimate and it might not.


  The ship came down with no trouble at all. The rockets died and airlock door swung open. Two space-suited figures emerged. They were unarmed as far as Tim could see. He watched them carefully. They moved against the blasting winds toward the Dome lock. Tim squinted straining to analyze them. Then it came to him. They seemed to waver slightly, as if they were just bordering on the translucent. The stronger Tim tried to fix them in his sight the more they seemed to shimmer.


  Then he realized the illusion. He knew what they were. Physically they were two-foot gobules of cell masses and they were sitting right inside the ship! Those suits were moving across the ground only in Tim’s mind! This wasn’t the first time Mercurian Thinkers had tried to seize a Dome.


  I’ll cook their hash, Tim thought. Grimly he swung the barrel of the Beamer around and touched the firing trigger. The suits vanished in a flare of light. And at the same instant Tim felt as if something was freezing him into position. Tele-hypnosis was standard Thinker tactics. Forcing every motor nerve of his body into motion, Tim brought the Beamer to bear or. the freighter—undoubtedly taken in so ace somewhere on the Venusian run. Slowly the weapon veered around. Tim fought the intense pressure of powerful thtught. The Thinkers tried to suppress his consciousness, but it was too late.


  Tim played the Beamer over the freighter literally cutting it into chunks as easily as a butter knife goes through butter. The semi-immobile Thinkers jerked into frantic effort as they dodged the Beamer hut they couldn’t move fast enough. Unerringly Tim swept them with his beam.


  The pressure snapped off. The overwhelming sense of mental power disappear-: and Tim knew he’d nailed them. He leaned back in the Beam turret and sighed with relief. That was narrow!


  Headquarters would do some more Thinker hunting when they found out about this. Mercurians daring to attack a Pulse Station. This work wasn’t quite as boring as he’d thought . . .


  WRECK OFF TRITON


  Alfred Coppel


  His plans were thorough. Every risk had been closely considered. Now Ron Carnavon, ruthless convict, was ready to loot the wrecked spaceship of its sapphire treasure, and thrust his warped power around the entire, antagonistic EMV triangle.


  RON CARNAVON had been the skipper of the late Thunderbird, and it was common knowledge in every port of the EMV triangle that he had scuttled her. There was a price on his head, and the High Space Guard was combing the spacelanes for him—and for the Thunderbird. For the Thunderbird was a treasure ship.


  But Carnavon was a cautious, man and no fool, for all that he’d committed barratry. He left the Thunderbird in a Trojan orbit a million miles off Triton, ruptured and spilling corpses into space. He took a space-boat and jetted sunward to the Holcomb Foundation Outpost on Oberon. Then he stowed away on the mail ship to Canalopolis, still carrying the chart that showed the Thunderbird’s position. In the Canal City, Carnavon evaded the lax Guard cordons and found himself a renegade Martian hypnosurgeon to change his face and fingerprints.


  From then on it was easy. Across Syrtis Major by sand-ski to Marsport posing as a prospector. And from Marsport down the Grand Canal to the spaceman’s boneyard at Yakki. It was there that he met and hired Pop Wills and the Carefree.


  Ron Carnavon acted with characteristic caution when he chose Pop and the Carefree to do the ghoul work on the ship he had murdered. Pop’s ship was a rusty bucket, but well enough fixed to reach Triton where the Thunderbird’s corpse orbited, her vault heavy with Plutonian sapphires. And Pop needed work badly. He was almost too broke to outfit his ship for the flight. Carnavon noted with curling lip that most of Pop’s assets had long ago been liquidated to buy gin. The long years in space had taken a toll of the old man. Actually a greater toll than even Carnavon could have imagined.


  Pop and the Carefree fitted in with Carnavon’s plans to perfection. Pop had been in trouble more than once with the High Space Guard. Pop was an old soak who wouldn’t be missed. When something happened to the Carefree, the rest of the beached wrecks in Yakki would only shake their heads and agree that Pop had pushed the old bucket a few Gs too hard somewhere. That was just the end the wrecker had in mind for Pop when his job was finished, too.


  It was only reasonable. He couldn’t let Pop live to tell the Guard that Ron Carnavon had had a hypnosurgical metamorphosis. Even a fortune in sapphires couldn’t buy the High Space Guard. It was far too well-heeled with Holcomb Foundation money, and it took its duties to the inhabitants of the Earth-Mars-Venus Triangle seriously. A cautious man would realize this and take the proper steps. In this case the proper steps would be the elimination of Pop Wills when his job was done.


  But everyone makes mistakes. Carnavon made one when he selected Pop and the Carefree. With all the rusty hulks dotting the ramps of Yakki, and with all the even rustier skippers there, he should have hired someone else. Anyone else. Ron Carnavon should have connected Pop Wills with the twelve-year-old cabin boy of the Thunderbird. The youngster’s name had been Wills, too. But of course, Carnavon couldn’t have been expected to remember everything. Just coincidence—but those things do happen.


  So these two lifted from Mars together. A captain who had wrecked his own ship and a gin-soaked old man whose only son had died because of it. And neither knew the other for what he was. To Carnavon, Pop was just a fall-guy doing his job in proper sucker fashion. And to Pop Wills, Carnavon was just John Smith who wanted to go to Grid M332254-890K off Triton and was willing to pay well for the privilege.


  The wrecker ordered the course and Pop set it. Mars began to dwindle and the Belt loomed up ahead. The Carefree threaded her way through the rocky maze and on past Saturn and Uranus in a free-falling arc. She was slow, but in space “slow” is a relative term. The Outer Planets were in triple conjunction and with their help, the old boat made time. Carnavon checked the course daily, and Pop accepted the corrections without protest. After all, John Smith was paying for the trip and he seemed to know what he was doing. No questions asked. Carnavon liked that. No questions, no trouble. He couldn’t have been more wrong.


  IT’S hard to say in mere words what old Pop must have felt when he picked up the wreck of the Thunderbird on the radar. He recognized the image, of course. The Thunderbird was unique among spacers. Then he checked her position against the chart that Carnavon had marked and realized why they had come. He realized too who this John Smith was, and hate pulsed through him in sickening waves. Pop wasn’t a brave man, and he was past his prime, but he could still hate.


  Almost without conscious thought, Pop broke out the Ultra-Wave and began calling the Guard. He broadcast full particulars, co-ordinates, descriptions, everything. He was at it when Carnavon found him and sent him crashing against the control panels with a smashing overhand right to the mouth.


  Pop sprawled on the metal decking and watched the wrecker carefully smash every communicating device on the ship’s panel. There was a throbbing pain in his head where he had struck the shabbily padded control console, and the thick taste of blood was in his bruised mouth. He watched Carnavon like an animal, a hurt, impotently raging beast. And he began to be afraid.


  Even his hate couldn’t spare him that, for Pop was afraid to die and he knew just what his chances were now.


  Carnavon, on the other hand, didn’t waste time hating. He didn’t know why Pop had called copper, and he didn’t really care. Pop wasn’t important. The sapphires in the Thunderbird’s vault. They were important. He’d come too far to abandon them now.


  It would take nine minutes for Pop’s radio appeal to reach the nearest Guard base, Carnavon calculated. And it would take six hours for the fastest Guard ship to reach them after that. He could board the Thunderbird and loot her in not more than two hours. That would still give the Carefree a four hour start on the Guard, and in deep space four hours were as good as four thousand. Carnavon still wasn’t worried. The wrecking of the Thunderbird had been the work of months, and he wasn’t going to panic now. Ron Carnavon wasn’t that sort of a criminal.


  Blaster in hand, he motioned Pop to his feet. He wondered vaguely just why the old man had taken such a chance. He couldn’t have any notions of collecting the reward for Carnavon. The amount was less than the amount he was getting for doing this—Carnavon smiled bleakly—salvage job. And the old man was a coward. He could see it in the trembling of the blue-veined hands, in the shifting faintness of the watery blue eyes. The wrecker shrugged aside the thoughts as unimportant and set to work.


  With a blaster in his ribs, Pop Wills did as he was told. He braked the Carefree to a stop twenty miles from the ruptured hulk of the liner. There were beads of sweat standing out on Pop’s forehead and his hands shook on the firing console. A thin trickle of dark blood marred his stubbled chin. His battered lips were unsteady.


  For a few bad moments, Pop Wills thought Carnavon was going to blast him as soon as the Carefree lost way, but then even his gin-soaked mind began to understand that the end wasn’t quite yet. Carnavon needed help looting the murdered liner. If he was going to lay his hands on her valuables before the Guard appeared, he’d have to get Pop working with him.


  Maybe if Pop had been more of a man he could have stopped the wrecker cold right there, but long years of boozing had left Pop weak. He could hate well enough, but fear conquers even hate. And that blaster that followed him in every movement made Pop’s thin blood run cold. Life—even a life like Pop Wills’—was better than the black void of death. Pop was ready to buy a few more minutes of life at almost any price, even from the man who had killed his boy. The old man was like a rusty watch-spring—battered and wound to the utmost limit. And jammed there. Frozen by the reality of that ugly blaster and the cold eyes behind it, Pop would help Carnavon. He couldn’t help himself. And his hate expanded to include his own senile weakness. . . .


  THE Thunderbird spun slowly in the light of the faraway sun, the rent in her hull gaping like a mouthful of jagged teeth. She had been a beautiful thing once, but she was ugly now in death. She had not died gracefully. Her back had been broken and her innards scattered. She orbited sullenly, and around her spun the broken fragments of her inner body—the bloated, frozen corpses of the men she’d carried. Against the backdrop of the stars and the blaze of the Milky Way, she seemed to be a blot on the heavens. Pop Wills and Ron Carnavon watched her, each of them with his own thoughts. Then the wrecker motioned toward the suit lockers with his blaster.


  It took a bit of doing to get into his own pressure suit and still keep the blaster pointed at Wills, but Carnavon was a large man, and supple, and he managed it well enough.


  The Carefree had no escape boat, so there was nothing for it but to rely on the suit motors to take them across to the Thunderbird. It promised to be slow going, for the suit motors were weak and produced only one tenth G of thrust. Almost anything thrown out ahead by a man in a space-suit was enough to stop him cold. The recoil overcame the suit-motor with ridiculous ease and though the motor labored mightily, it would take a long while to reestablish the original direction of movement. But Carnavon had an answer for that, too.


  A quick check of the radar showed that there were still no Guard ships within hailing distance. Carnavon’s original estimate of the time it would take the Space Guard to arrive on the scene turned out to be surprisingly accurate.


  He connected his suit to Pop’s with a short cable and snap-hooks and together they made their way to the Carefree’s dorsal valve.


  Carnavon had no intention of sweating out a long, slow crossing to the hulk, so he ran the lock pressure up high and waited until the outer hatch was lined up with the derelict liner. Then with a sudden movement, he spun the wheel and popped the outer portal. Pop and Carnavon shot into space like grotesque bolas. The Thunderbird loomed up ahead.


  Pop kept his mouth shut and his eyes open. He saw more than an old man might be expected to see, too. For instance he saw that Carnavon—cautious though he might be—had neglected to take an extra magazine for his blaster. That meant that there were just three shots in the weapon. One of which, Pop figured, would be used against the vault of the scuttled liner. Not that the old man was making any plans. He was still too weighted by his fear and his sense of impotence for that. He merely noticed, and prayed to the gods of space that one of those shots in the blaster might not be meant for him.


  As they drew near the liner, Pop felt nausea churning his stomach. The ship was surrounded by satellites. Space-bloated bodies, naked and misshapen in the bitter light of the dim sun that reflected off the pitted flanks of the burst vessel. Spread-eagled grotesquely, the corpses circled their ship, puffy things of horror with staring eyes and extended fingers. Other things, too, circled the hulk. Small, commonplace items. A clock, a chair, shattered crockery. Tiny, inconsequential things, all mutely accusing—all muttering silently that their ship had been betrayed by someone who should have protected her.


  Pop glanced over at Carnavon. Through the steelglass bubble of his helmet he could see the wrecker’s face. There was no expression on it other than concentration—and greed. Pop knew about greed. He’d lived with greed and degradation a lot in his last few years. He hated Carnavon even more now for having reminded him—but he was still too sick with futility to do more than tell himself that he had done all he could do. He had called the Guard, after all. And then, for an awful moment he found himself regretting that he had done even that and thereby lost all hope of life . . .


  Their magnetic shoes touched the Thunderbird’s hull with a sound faintly carried through the air in their suits. They stood on the curving surface, etched in black against the starry sky. A few feet away from them, the terminator was inching toward them as the derelict rotated slowly.


  WITH Carnavon leading the way, they clumped heavily to the ripped and tortured hull-plates where the Thunderbird had been sundered. By the light of their helmet lights Pop could see the thoroughness of the wrecker’s work. He had been her captain, this Carnavon, and he had known just how to murder her. The outer hull was a shambles and the pressure hull holed in three places. It had been a thorough job. Only one prepared for the sudden horror of her death could have survived it. Pop Wills thought of his boy and sobbed.


  The dark companionways were empty, blown clean by the violence of the Thunderbird’s death. Ron Carnavon led the way down into the ship to the purser’s office and the vault.


  Rubble cluttered the small room, bulkheads bent awry and pipes and wires littered the deck. Carnavon turned Pop loose and set him to work cleaning out a path to the vault. Pop’s breath was coming in shuddering, grating gasps when he finished the work a half-hour later. Carnavon nodded approvingly and motioned him away from the vault.


  Pop watched while the wrecker braced himself and took careful aim at the vault’s lock mechanism with the blaster. There was a searing flash of blue flame, and red sparks showered as the oxy-hydrogen bolt sliced into the steel of the door. Pop found himself praying fervently that it would take two more shots.


  Carnavon fired again, and the tiny room blazed. Pop muttered shakily under his breath and waiting for the wrecker to blast just once more.


  The lock surrendered in a trickle of white-hot slag and Pop felt himself sink low. There was still that one shot left for him—and he wasn’t needed now.


  The door swung open and Carnavon knelt to rifle the vault. When he at last straightened, he held a pool of jagged blue fire in his gloved hand. The gems sparkled with a life of their own—two dozen faceted beauties—each worth a king’s ransom—and each bought with a man’s life.


  Presently they stood again on the outer hull, under an unreal canopy of stars. Nearby, a ghastly satellite was swinging inward toward the ship. Pop stared at it and back to Carnavon. He began to understand what the wrecker planned. He was going to leave him here—on the wreck. And he would die here. He understood that the shot that remained in the blaster wasn’t for him after all. Carnavon wasn’t going to waste it on him. There was a spanner in the wrecker’s hand and he now advanced purposefully toward Pop Wills.


  Pop stepped backwards, retreating from the heavy figure of the wrecker. Fear was surging in waves through him—fear mixed with blind hate and contempt for himself and his senile weakness. Overhead, against the stars, the awful satellite drew nearer.


  Carnavon reduced the power in his magnetic shoes and moved lightly toward Pop, the spanner raised to strike. The old man stumbled against a long shard of steel on the hull that floated upward at his touch. Fear paralyzed him, and he stood now, waiting for the blow of the spanner that would smash his helmet and leave him a distended corpse spinning through space. Above him, the satellite spun inward.


  Pop glanced up—into the agonized, dead face of a twelve year old boy. He shrieked. The sound deafened him in the bubble of his helmet. All the fear and weakness turned to a bitter hate and surged forward in one insane motion toward his tormentor. The long shard of steel came to hand like a lance. The rusted, warped old watch spring that was Pop Wills recoiled and unwound in one raging moment. He charged Carnavon.


  Carnavon evaded the clumsy charge instinctively. With an almost unconscious motion, he raised the blaster and fired point-blank.


  The searing bolt caught Pop Wills in the chest and spun him around, tattered ribbons of charred flesh and melted metal from his suit intermingled. He curled inward upon himself in an awkward graceless fashion and sank to the hull plates, a nimbus of ice flowing from the gap in his suit as the water-vapor and blood spurted into the vacuum. But there was something strangely like a smile on his face as life left him. Pop had conquered his fear at last.


  But Carnavon, on the other end of the bolt of fire that had ended Pop Wills’ life, spun outward—away from the Thunderbird, away from the Carefree, end over end, driven by the fiery recoil of his own weapon. At a speed considerably less than the muzzle-velocity of the blast, but still much higher than the best speed of the feeble suit motor, Ron Carnavon spun into space. Out and away, the precious sapphires spilling out of his hand, glittering in the faint sunlight as they took up their orbits about him like tiny, mocking moonlets. . . .
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  QUINBY CORVETTE M-233


  COMMANDER HSG


  THE OLD MAN


  Robert Silverberg


  Piloting a space ship called for nerves of steel and an instantaneous set of reflexes; in addition there was a tougher requirement . . .


  THE OLD MAN came down the ramp of the spaceship and stood at the edge of the landing field, just looking around. It was good to see Earth again. For a quarter of his lifetime, he’d seen Earth only in snatches, between space trips.


  He stood there, one hand on the cold metal of the ship’s catwalk, and looked at the field. It had been a night flight in from Callisto, and the field was brightly lit, sparkling sodium lamps and glittering constellations of guide-beams to illuminate the landing strip for pilots coming down. Bright light was necessary. It was a split-second job, landing a spaceship, calling for devilishly good reflexes. The Old Man looked at his own unshaking hands, and smiled proudly.


  Then he picked up his duffel and started to walk across the field.


  After about four steps, a gray-clad figure stepped out from behind a dolly and grinned at him.


  “Hello there, Carter!”


  “Hello there,” the Old Man said amiably. But the blankness on his face told the other that the Old Man did not remember him.


  “I’m Selwyn—Jim Selwyn. Remember now?”


  A smile crossed the Old Man’s space-tanned, strain-lined face “Sure I do—Lieutenant.”


  “Not any more.” Selwyn said, shaking his head. “I’m retired.”


  “Oh,” the Old Man said.


  He remembered Selwyn from the far-off past of his trainee days. Lieutenant James Selwyn had been one of the big men of the Space Patrol, and he had paid a visit to the Academy to talk to the new recruits—one of whom had been the Old Man. The Old Man blushed a little for his younger self, as he remembered the blunt idol-worship with which he had approached Selwyn then.


  And here was Selwyn now. Retired. A hasbeen.


  “What are you doing these days?” the Old Man asked.


  “Ground Mech. Can’t get the feel of rockets out of my system, I guess. They retired me after one of my flights on the Pluto run. Guess I slowed down taking the turnover curve, or something. IPs a good thing they spotted me before I had an accident.”


  “Yeah,” the Old Man said. “Good thing. You got to have real good eyes to stay behind one of those big crates. Eyes and hands. The second your reflexes start to go, you gotta come out.” Suddenly he glanced inquisitively at Selwyn. “Hey, Selwyn, tell me something.”


  “What?”


  “You’re not bitter about getting bounced—getting retired, are you? I mean, it doesn’t kill you to look at the ships going out and leaving you here?”


  Selwyn chuckled. “Hell, no! Not any more. I kicked like hell when I first got my notice, but it wore off. I miss it, a little—but I know my time was up when they yanked me. You remember Les Huddleston, don’t you?”


  The Old Man nodded grimly. Huddleston was one of the few who’d managed to fool them. He’d lasted past the usual retirement age, bluffed his way—until the day he was taking up the Mars ship, and didn’t quite have it. He was only a fifth of a second off in his coordination, but it cost a hundred lives and fifty million dollars. They kept an eye out for the Huddlestons, now.


  “Have a good trip?” Selwyn asked.


  The Old Man nodded. “Pretty good. I did the Callisto run. IPs all frozen and blue ice out there. Not much to see.”


  For some reason, Selwyn’s eyes looked misty. “Yeah. Not much to see. Just blue ice.”


  “That’s all. But I made the trip okay. I’m due to take out the Neptune run this time around. Pretty good job.”


  “Neptune’s an interesting place,” Selwyn said, leaning on the dolly. “Venus was always my favorite, though. It’s got—”


  Suddenly there was a crackle and the field PA system came to life. “Flight Lieutenant Carter, please report to Administration Building at once. Flight Lieutenant Carter, please report to Administration Building at once. Thank you.”


  “That’s me,” the Old Man said. “Guess I gotta go. They probably want to give me my new assignment, and they’ve got my paycheck for me. Pretty good paycheck, too.” Selwyn smiled and clapped the Old Man on the arm. “Good luck, Carter. Give ’em hell.”


  “Don’t worry about me,” the Old Man said. He picked up his duffel and started walking across the field to the big gleaming frosty-white dome of the Administration Building.


  HE PASSED a couple of other pilots on the way—green kids, right out of the academy, without the knowing look and air of competence that there was about a veteran pilot. They were running springily someplace, perhaps just working off excess energy before their next trip up—or before their first trip up.


  “Hey there, Old Man!” they yelled, as they ran by. “How’s things, Lieutenant?”


  “Can’t complain,” the Old Man said, and kept walking.


  He thought of Selwyn again. So that was what it was like to be washed up? You hung around the spacefield, pushing a dolly, tinkering with feedlines and hauling fuel, grateful to be allowed to smell spaceships and feel the rumble of takeoffs after your time was up. You watched the pilots who still had the eyes and the hands, and envied them.


  The Old Man shook his head bitterly. It was sometimes a lousy business, running spaceships. The tests, for one thing. A test before you took off, a test when you landed. They gave him a test on Callisto, and they’d give him another one when he was ready to take out the Neptune run. They kept watch on you, all right.


  “Hello, Lieutenant Carter. Have a good trip?”


  It was Halvorsen, Base Medic. “Did all right, Doc. Nothing to gripe about.”


  “Be in to see me for a checkup soon, Lieutenant?”


  “Soon enough,” the Old Man said. “I’m taking the Neptune run, I hear.” He grinned and kept walking.


  After a few minutes more he was at the door to the Administration Building, and the plastic door swung open as he walked up to it. A crisp-looking, efficient secretary came forward and flashed a row of white teeth at him.


  “Good evening, Lieutenant Carter. Commander Jacobs would like to see you as soon as possible, Lieutenant.”


  “Tell him I’ll be right in,” the Old Man said. He walked over to the water cooler, took a long slug—he couldn’t risk drinking anything stronger, for fear of damaging his pilot’s reflexes—and headed for the panelled door that said on it D.L. JACOBS, Base Commander.


  The Old Man paused for just a moment, adjusting his flight jacket, straightening his tie, squaring his shoulders. Then he rapped on the door.


  “Yes?”


  “Lieutenant Carter to see you, sir.”


  “Come right in, Lieutenant!”


  The Old Man pushed open the door and walked in. Commander Jacobs stood stiffly behind his desk, looking very military and stern. The Old Man’s arm snapped up in crisp salute, which the Commander returned.


  “Have a seat, Lieutenant.”


  “Thank you, sir.” The Old Man pulled out a chair and glanced expectantly at Jacobs. Jacobs was an old spaceman himself, the Old Man knew. He wondered how come Selwyn had become a rocket mech and Jacobs a Base Commander, and then decided neither job was worth a damn next to that of being a space pilot.


  Commander Jacobs fumbled in his desk drawer, took out a long brown envelope. At the sight of his paycheck, the Old Man grinned.


  “How was your trip, Lieutenant?”


  “Not bad at all, sir. I’ll be filing the log later. It was a good trip, though.”


  “They have to be good trips. Lieutenant. Anything less is disastrous. You know that, of course.”


  “Of course, sir.”


  The Commander scowled and handed the Old Man the pay envelope. “Here’s your pay for the flight just concluded, Lieutenant.” The Old Man took the envelope, slid it into his breast pocket, and looked up. The next item on the agenda was usually the flight assignment. Those came in thick green envelopes.


  But Commander Jacobs shook his head. “Please open the pay envelope, Lieutenant. I want to make sure you read it now.”


  The Old Man frowned. “The pay computers haven’t made a mistake yet, sir. I’d be willing to bet—”


  “Open the envelope, Lieutenant.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  THE OLD MAN RAN a fingertip down the envelope, opened it, took out its contents. There was a neat blue check in there, and he put that aside. He looked at the amount briefly, then whistled.


  Then he read the accompanying voucher.


  “Carter, Lieutenant Raymond F.


  “For Callisto tour, round-trip, at usual rates: $7,431.62


  “Severance pay, $10,000


  “Total, $17,431.62.”


  Numb, the Old Man looked up. “Severance pay?” His voice was a harsh, puzzled whisper. “But that means I’m—I’m—”


  Commander Jacobs nodded. “I’m afraid so. That test you took at Callisto—”


  “But I passed that!”


  “I know. But the indications are that you’d have failed the next one, Lieutenant. We’re just avoiding an unpleasant and inevitable scene.”


  “So you’re throwing me out?” the Old Man asked. The world seemed to spin around him. He should have expected it, but he hadn’t.


  “We’re retiring you,” Jacobs corrected.


  “I still have some time left, though! Can’t you let me take the one more flight to Neptune?”


  “You’re not a good risk,” the Commander said bluntly. “Look here, Carter—you know that a pilot must be right up to peak, and nothing less than perfection will do. Well, you’re not perfect any more. It happens to all of us.”


  “I’m still young, though.”


  “Young?” Jacobs smiled. “Young? Nonsense, Carter. You’re a veteran. They call you the Old Man, don’t they? Look at those wrinkles around your eyes! You’re ancient, as space pilots go. You’re ready for the scrapheap. And I’m afraid we have to let you go. But there’ll always be room for you here, some sort of ground job.” The Old Man swallowed hard, fighting to keep back the tears. The thought of Jim Selwyn struck him, and he knew he was like all the rest. There was no place in space travel for old men. You had to be young and fresh with trigger reflexes.


  “Okay—sir,” he said hoarsely. “I won’t fight any. I’ll come around in a couple of days and talk over a ground job with you. When I’m feeling better.”


  “That’s wise of you, Lieutenant. I’m glad you understand.”


  “Sure. Sure, I understand,” the Old Man said. He picked up the paycheck and slid it into his pocket, saluted limply, and turned away. He walked outside, looking at the row of gleaming ships that sat there ready to spring toward the stars.


  Not for me, he thought. Not any more.


  But he admitted to himself that Jacobs was right. Those last few flights had been pretty shaky, though he tried to deny it.


  There was no sense hiding the fact any more. He waved to Jim Selwyn, and started to walk toward him to tell him the news.


  It was too bad, but it made sense. He was old, as space pilots went, and couldn’t expect anything else but this. It had to happen some time. He was ancient, in fact.


  Why, he was nearly twenty.


  SHADOW OF THE SWORD


  Wynne N. Whiteford


  The problem was to get to Triton before the Alliance ship. Failure to do so could mean the end of his world . . .
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  THE blood thundered in Scott’s ears as the speed of the centrifuge built steadily up. The light took on a reddish tinge as he deliberately pushed the spring-loaded lever further along the slot.


  It took all his strength to inflate his lungs, to lift his chest against the crushing weight of the artificial gravity induced by the spin. When he breathed out, the air rasped from his throat in a fierce gust—and then the fight to inhale began again.


  With the dial of the accelerometer blurred out of focus, he pushed the lever further, and again further, until the gravity forced him down into a hell of roaring darkness. . . .


  “All right?” asked Hart as they lifted him out of the centrifuge.


  Scott grunted. He wanted to say: “How much did I take?” But right now the effort of speech was too great.


  “You did fine. Fine!” Hart’s voice was exultant. He turned away. “Bring the car here,” he shouted. He took Scott by the arm. “Sorry to hurry you like this, but the Chief wants you at the H.Q. right away. Some emergency came up.”


  Scott nodded, still breathing heavily as they helped him into the car, his heart thumping solidly. Hart sat beside him in the rear seat, and an armed Security guard rode beside the driver. All the way to Strategic Command Headquarters the four of them remained silent.


  When they arrived, Scott’s heart and lungs were functioning almost normally. An elevator took them far underground, and then Captain Hart led Scott through a network of brightly-lit corridors to a massive door. Beside it stood two Security guards.


  Hart gave a brief command, and the door slid open. They went through into a large, austerely furnished room.


  “Captain Scott, Sir,” announced Hart.


  A heavy, bronzed man with iron-gray hair and metallic eyes looked up from behind a wide desk. Scott recognized him as General Risdon, Chief of Strategic Command.


  “Sit down, Scott.” The General indicated a chair in front of his desk, and dismissed Hart with a brief nod. “Just received the results of your G-test. Very satisfactory. Liked to have given you more time to recover. Couldn’t, unfortunately. Matter of top priority emergency.”


  Scott nodded. He wished his temples were not still throbbing from the effects of the centrifuge.


  “Briefly,” said Risdon, “the project calls for a long voyage in the minimum possible time. That means a building-up of velocity with the highest possible acceleration—and your ability to withstand acceleration effects was one of the factors that led to your selection. The other was your knowledge of electronics.”


  “A long voyage,” said Scott. “Might I ask where?”


  Risdon looked at him fixedly for a few seconds before replying. “Triton.”


  “Triton?” Scott sat more erect. “The larger satellite of Neptune? Isn’t the second expedition just back?”


  “Right. This journey of yours won’t be a normal expedition. Extreme emergency.”


  “Could you give me a few details?”


  “First, are you willing to make the voyage? There will be only two of you aboard the ship, and the other man is not a member of the Service. But he’s an experienced spaceman. You’ll meet him in a few minutes—I’m having him brought here.”


  “O.K., if you’re satisfied with him. I can get along with anyone.”


  “Good.” Risdon took a cigar from a box on his desk and lit it before continuing. “No need to bring you up to date on the international situation, of course. Deteriorating week by week. The Alliance is matching us fairly evenly in equipment and production—in fact, it’s no secret they may have a slight edge in electronic control techniques at the moment. There has been some criticism of the money spent on our explorative expeditions over the past year, you know.”


  “I thought all exploration was cancelled.”


  “Right. We came in for a lot of criticism when Willmore took the second expedition to Triton a week after the first got back. We couldn’t give a reason, what’s more. But I can give you part of that reason now. You’ll find out for yourself when you reach Triton, anyway.”


  “Mineral deposits?” suggested Scott.


  Risdon shook his head. “Buildings.” He looked squarely at Scott, watching the effect of the word sink in.


  “You mean the Eastern Alliance beat us to it?”


  Again Risdon shook his head. “These buildings were not put there by the Alliance. Or by any—” He broke off at the sound of a buzzer, touching a switch on the intercom on his desk. He listened for a moment. “Straight in,” he said, releasing the switch.


  “Your crew-mate is on his way in. Here in a couple of minutes. By the way, he’s from Jupiter Development. For this run we’re using the new ship we just finished building for them.”


  “Why not one of our cruisers?”


  “We need the utmost acceleration. This J4 has a tremendously powerful blast—has to, to be able to bring any sort of payload up from the gravity-field of Jupiter. And every hour may count in the time between takeoff from Earth and arrival on Triton.”


  “Why the urgency?”


  “The second expedition was investigating the buildings found on Triton by the first. Willmore took Professor Harlow out with him. Heard of him? Archaeologist. Probably top man in his field. Did all the work on the ruins around Lacus Solis.”


  “I’ve heard of him, yes.”


  “He stayed on Triton. Found something he considered of military value. Radioed in code. The Alliance picked up the message, apparently cracked the code in a day or two. They had a ship out beyond Jupiter’s orbit, by the damndest luck—and they’ve ordered it to Triton. We could only beat it by using J4. This fellow who’ll be flying with you is one of the Jovians who came to collect it. John Galt. Son of one of the original families who settled the Red Area on Jupiter. Born there. Grew up under 2½G all the time. Fantastic ability to stand acceleration.” Risdon glanced up as a light glowed over the door. “This should be him now.”


  He pressed a button, and the door opened. Three men filed in. The first and third wore the dark blue uniform of the Security Guard, but it was the second man who immediately caught Scott’s attention. It was the first time he had seen a man who had grown up under the weird gravitational conditions of the pressure-dome colonies on Jupiter. He was short, stocky, immensely powerful, moving with a vigorous, bounding energy. His voice boomed through the room the moment he entered.


  “What are they doing to our ship?” He planted himself in front of Risdon’s desk, bulldog jaw thrust forward, eyes blazing.


  Risdon waved calmly to Scott. “Meet Captain Rick Scott. Scott, this is John Galt, of Jupiter Development.”


  Galt took no more notice of Scott than of the walls. He slammed a massive hand on the desk. “I ask a question, I expect an answer, damn you! What about our ship?”


  Risdon tapped the ash from his cigar. “An emergency has come up. We’ve had to commandeer the J4 for—”


  “Commandeer!” Galt’s voice was a clap of thunder. “Are you trying to tell me there’s a war?”


  “Not yet,” said Risdon coldly. “But a serious emergency has arisen. I suggest you listen to what I have to say.”


  Galt hesitated; he ran his fingers through his startlingly red hair. “It had better be good.”


  Risdon told him very much the story he had told Scott. As he spoke, Scott looked sidelong at Galt. He was wearing a gray leatheroid tunic that stretched tightly over a massive, chunky body, revealing arms of superhuman power—they looked short because of their immense thickness of muscle. His movements were tense, lightning-fast, his whole attitude a threat of explosive violence.


  Scott had worked in space with many men, men of diverse temperaments. But he could think of none he would like less than Galt as a partner on a voyage almost to the outer rim of the Solar System. He began to like the project less and less.


  “The ship has not been radically altered,” Risdon was concluding. “Extra fuel containers in the cargo space—that’s all. We want you to fly it with Captain Scott to Triton and back. That’s all.”


  Galt flung his arms wide in a sudden gesture of volcanic fury. “The ship’s paid for! If I take it up, I take it to Jupiter! Nowhere else!”


  “Is that your final decision?” Risdon’s eyes were like ice.


  “Yes!” The word crashed through the room.


  Risdon ground his cigar into the ashtray. “I’m sorry, Galt. I’ll have to place you under temporary arrest.”


  The two guards moved forward. Galt seized the nearer of the two, flung him the length of the room. He spun to face the second guard with a movement so swift that Scott had the impression of watching a cut film, in which a figure seemed to move instantaneously from one position to another. But the second guard had time to draw a gun. Galt looked at it levelly for a few seconds, then shrugged his vast shoulders.


  “O.K.,” he said. “But this doesn’t finish here.”


  Two other guards entered at Risdon’s signal. He indicated Galt. “Take him away,” he said quietly.


  They went out, Galt silent, smouldering. Scott and Risdon walked across and lifted the stunned guard to his feet. The room seemed suddenly quiet.


  “What happened?” The guard rubbed the back of his head. “Remember the guy picking me up. That’s about all.”


  Risdon called a man from the door.” Take him down to the M.O.,” he said.


  When he was alone with Scott, he shook his head. “These Jovian types are tough. Could use a few as commandos, if they weren’t so damned unpredictable.” He looked at his watch. “Might have to rely on you and one of our other boys making the flight on your own. We’ll try this fellow’s partner, but he’ll probably have the same attitude. Haven’t met him yet. We only dealt with Galt. Let’s get down to the launching pit. The sooner you look at the J4 the better.”


  They traveled to the shipyard in Risdon’s private air-car. The J4 was standing in a great circular launching pit, bathed in cold indirect light. The sliding roof of the pit shut off the view of the night sky.


  Scott was amazed at the bore of the quadruple blast-tubes jutting from the J4’s short, thick hull. Somehow the ship reminded him of Galt, with its thick compactness, its obvious potential fury.


  He went aboard with Dean, the engineer in charge of the modifications. He pointed out the massive fuel containers built into the former cargo-hold, then led the way up the ladder to the control-room.


  “Not much space for two men,” explained Dean. “These ships are only meant for the run between the Red Area on Jupiter and Ganymede. Not a long haul. There’s, space for one man to sleep, behind the control-room. You might have to bend your knees up, but it’s all we can do.” The left set of controls had been changed from Jovian to standard specifications. “How long to switch over the other controls?” asked Risdon when Dean and Scott rejoined him on the ground.


  “Couple of hours,” said Dean. “Get all the parts you need on hand. We may have to do it.”


  Scott looked up at the ship. Its towering outline was vindictive, ominous.


  “Terrific thrust, these motors,” said Dean. “D’you know, these ships operate on 16 and 18G when they’re climbing out of Jupiter’s gravity-field. They tell me—”


  All three of them turned at the sound of a commotion near the elevator. A short, energetic girl in a blue cloak came quickly forward, the light gleaming on her red-gold hair. One of the Security men barred her way. She looked up at him angrily, stamping her foot to emphasize something she said to him. He shook his head. Suddenly she put her hand on his chest and shoved him aside. He reeled back half a dozen paces, and the girl stormed across towards Risdon and Scott.


  “What have you done with my brother?” she demanded in a surprisingly resonant voice. She stood looking up at Risdon, the top of her head level with his chest, her eyes flashing. “I’m Brenda Galt.


  We’ve paid for this ship, and we’re flying it home.”


  Risdon looked stonily down at her flushed, upturned face. “Miss Galt, your brother attacked one of my men. We’ve been forced to detain him. As to the ship, we’ve been compelled to commandeer it.”


  “What?” Her voice echoed from die cement walls of the pit.


  Risdon outlined what had happened.


  The girl listened, her anger abating somewhat, although her mouth remained set in a firm line. Scott decided to risk Risdon’s disapproval and take a hand in the conversation.


  “We realize it inconveniences your people for a while. But we’d appreciate it if you’d help us.”


  With the same tense swiftness of movement as her brother, the girl pivoted on her high platform shoes to look at Scott for the first time. “Well,” she said. “If it’s as vital as you say . . . Who else would be aboard?”


  “I would.”


  Her eyes swept over him. “The takeoff will probably kill you. Do you mind?”


  “Yes. But the General has promised me a splendid funeral.”


  Unexpectedly she laughed—a deep, rich, vibrant laugh with no restraint in it. “I like that.” She turned back to Risdon. “If I do this for you, what happens to John?”


  “He’ll be released when you return. Of course, you must realize he has committed an offence. We can’t ignore that.” He managed to smile, “Not completely.”


  “When will the ship be ready to travel?”


  “Dawn tomorrow.”


  The girl nodded. “All right. I’ll do it.” She turned to Scott. “I didn’t get your name.”


  “Captain Scott. Otherwise Rick.”


  “You can call me Bren.” Scott held out his hand, and she gripped it with astonishing quickness and strength. “See you here in the morning,” she said.


  She spun round and strode rapidly towards the elevator, the high heels of her platform shoes clicking hard on the concrete.


  “Well,” said Risdon, “there’s your crew. Believe they’ve only ten pilots in Jupiter Development. I’d heard three of them were women, but I didn’t believe it. Don’t let that smile get you off guard. When we started the Jupiter colony, we didn’t realize we were starting a different kind of human being. Dangerous to work with. Necessary right now, but dangerous. Like a fusion bomb.”


  The morning was clear and fresh. The sliding roof had been rolled back from the launching pit, and the sharp nose of die ship pointed towards the lightening sky. Scott was already in the heavy space-suit he would wear for the takeoff, the tough plastic bubble helmet under his arm.


  He heard quick, firm steps on the cement behind him, and turned as Bren Galt joined him. The close-fitting space-suit made her body look compact, dynamic. The expression in her eyes was unreadable.


  “Ready?” asked Scott.


  “Any time.”


  Within minutes, they were strapped in the twin control-seats, the narrow chart-table between them.


  “Since you’re used to high-gravity acceleration, you take her during the initial lift. O.K.?”


  “Right. Can you stand 16G’s?”


  “Don’t know. Never been tested that high in the centrifuge. Might black out.”


  “Doesn’t matter. I’ve taken that in every lift we’ve made from Jupiter’s surface. Just relax.”


  Waiting for the count-down, Scott found he was sweating. He glanced across at the short, unbelievably strong figure beside him. In profile the girl’s face looked surprisingly young, with its short, upturned nose. He watched her gloved hands checking the feel of the controls. The right hand was quick and supple. The left one was curiously rigid at the wrist, its fingers and thumb stiffly curved. It kept the same immobility as she used it to push and pull the lever of the blast-regulator.


  “What happened to your hand?” he asked.


  She looked at him quickly. “Heating wires in a suit burned out. Frostbite. Happens easily on Jupiter.” She lifted it “This is plastic. Works all right, though. Don’t worry.”


  He hadn’t time. A moment later the control officer’s voice came through the radio, checking with him. Then the count-down. As the voice reached zero, Bren Galt touched the firing-button.


  The ship shuddered with the ignition of the rockets, and then, in an incredibly short time, it was airborne, driving up on full blast. The acceleration flattened him in his seat, slamming him into blackness quicker than any centrifuge test or actual takeoff he had ever experienced. For minutes that were like days, he knew nothing but the screaming thunder of rockets and atmospheric friction on the hull, and then the thunder died away, leaving only the high, sustained shriek of the blast driving into the vacuum of outer space.


  He heard a voice calling his name. “Rick! Rick!”


  He wondered whether he had dreamed it. It came again.


  “Rick! This is Bren.”


  “O.K.” he said. He had to force the sound out through his clenched teeth.


  “I’m stepping up the blast. O.K.?”


  “O.K.,” he answered, without absorbing the full meaning. The pressure slammed down harder on him, and the inferno of sound seemed to close in on him. Somehow he remained conscious, at least in the sense of being aware that he still existed, although he was unconscious of anything about him. How long it lasted he didn’t know, but after an eternity the weight abruptly lifted. The scream of the blast died in a hollow, spluttering crash that seemed to echo through his skull.


  He lay still, feeling the heavy pounding of his heart, feeling his ribs creak as he drew air into his lungs again in deep gulps. His head seemed to spin in a red mist.


  “Are you all right?” she asked.


  “Of course.” Incredibly, she laughed. “You did better than I thought. Have to come to Jupiter some time.”


  He watched the interior of the cabin emerge from the blur, parts of it striped with white-hot sunlight, the rest in ebon shadow. He touched the button that closed the filters over the small ports. The quiet hum of the gyros, the purr of the fans sounded almost hypnotic. With an effort, he switched on the rear vision-screen, focussing the dials on the receding image of the Earth. A thin, reddish crescent of refracted sunlight flared along one side of its shadowed disc. He checked the radar-pulse, and read off the rapidly growing distance from Earth.


  “Dead on course. Dead on schedule,” he said.


  “Naturally.” Her voice showed neither surprise nor warmth.


  He checked the pressure in the cabin, then switched off his helmet radio and removed the helmet, releasing the straps holding him in the control-seat. With the gyros he gave the ship a sufficiently fast axial spin to get a reading of three-tenths G on the accelerometer at three feet above the floor of the cabin—enough to enable them to walk about comfortably, and to help the normal circulation of air within the ship. The outer television cameras and radar gear were set to automatically compensate for the spin.


  He climbed out of his space-suit, stretching his arms. Bren Galt watched him from the other control-seat. He was wearing his regulation shirt and shorts, and her eyes fixed on the small automatic pistol at his belt.


  “Why the gun?” she asked.


  “Regulations,” he said without flicking an eyelash.


  She curled the corner of her lip in an almost imperceptible expression of disgust, and zipped open her space-suit, getting out of it quickly although she had to manage it one-handed. She shook her head almost angrily as he reached across to help her, and he returned to his checking of the instruments.


  This, he thought, was going to be the most unpleasant journey of his career. Last night, he had thought of the idea of a sixty-day journey with a woman as a vaguely exciting contrast to the normal routine of a two-man flight. But now?


  He watched her fold her space-suit and stow it in her locker. She was wearing a green leatheroid tunic that left her limbs bare. Her short, strong body was fantastically swift in its movements, with the effortless swiftness of a powerful animal, intensely specialized to the crushing gravitational field in which she had grown up. Her right arm was stronger than an Earth-born man’s, its hand moving with the lightning precision of a striking snake. The left arm was mostly of smooth, flesh-colored plastic, specialized so that she could push and pull the blast-regulator levers of a ship by movements of her shoulder, but useful for little else.


  Scott took a sighting on the Earth, and another on Jupiter, thirty degrees off their course to the left. Mars, Saturn and Uranus were scattered round their orbits on the far side of the Sun, so that the way out to Neptune’s orbit would be empty apart from asteroids and meteoric matter. He marked their position on the three-dimensional charts.


  “Would you check the course?” he asked.


  With an unnaturally quick, bounding movement, she was at his side. She focussed the points of reference efficiently on the cross-lines of the screen, her hand flashing from one positioning dial to the other. She transferred the co-ordinates directly to the slide-rule, working it skillfully between her fingers, then spinning round to check his markings of the charts.


  “That’s all right,” she said, slipping the rule back into its case.


  They agreed to split their watches at the controls into alternating periods of five hours. She was used to a ten-hour day on the Red Area of Jupiter, in which she was active for a little over six hours, asleep for a little under four. Whichever was off duty slept in the cramped bunk in the computer-room behind the control-cabin.


  In most flights Scott had made on two-man ships, the first few watches were crammed with conversation, especially when the team had not been together in space before. Here, though, there was little communication between them. Most of the time one was in the cabin, the other in the computer-room.


  As Scott was an hour off the end of his fifth watch, he heard her moving about in the computer-room, and in a few minutes she came through into the cabin.


  “Couldn’t sleep,” she said. “Think I’ll heat some coffee.”


  “Heat another bulb for me,” he said.


  “All right.” She got a second bulb of coffee from the storage compartment and took it to the filament heater. Putting the bulbs in place, she switched on, turning with her usual flashing movement to look at Scott.


  “Aren’t you tired of carrying that gun?”


  “Regulations.”


  She crossed to the chart-table alongside his seat and looked into his face. “What are you afraid of? Me?”


  He stared coldly back into her steady eyes. “Part of our training is to stick to regulations. That’s all.”


  She stayed there a few seconds, then flung herself away from the table and back to the heater, her back towards him. The whole movement had a more-than-human speed and power in it, the effortless action of immensely powerful muscles working well within their capacity. He looked at her short, broad back, with the swelling curves of smooth muscle under the green leatheroid tunic, the red-gold head proudly erect above the strong shoulders. Surreptitiously, he checked, for the tenth time that his gun was free in its holster.


  She switched off the heater and crossed to the table, holding out the coffee bulbs between her fingers. He took one, and they both drank in silence. He noticed her small, firm breasts under the smooth leatheroid, oddly out of harmony with the superhumanly powerful arm. She took his coffee bulb when he had finished it, put both into the disposal chute, then vaulted up onto the edge of the chart table, sitting close alongside him. “Mind if we talk for a while?”


  “Why not?”


  She looked down at the chart. “Where’s Jupiter right now?”


  “Over here.” He switched the telescopic viewing-screen to full magnification, and spun the dials until the small, bright disc of the giant planet came into the field, flanked by four bright starlike points of its major satellites and a ragged line of fainter specks.


  She looked at it for a moment. “You can just see Amalthea off the bright side,” she said. “You get a terrific view from there. Jupiter’s a huge globe nearly filling the sky.” Scott decided to keep She conversation flowing. “What’s it like down on the Red Spot?”


  “Red Area! Not Spot! There’s over a hundred and fifty million square miles of it—three times all the land area on your Earth.”


  “All solid hydrogen?”


  “Not all. But that’s the base of it—an iceberg of solidified gases, thirty-thousand miles long, floating in an atmosphere that’s compressed down below it to a higher density than any of your Earth liquids. Of course, conditions are quite different, there. Ice is like permanent rock, hard as iron. Some of your liquids are like metals there.”


  While talking, she had taken a pencil from its clip and was figuring on a scratch pad.


  “You live in sealed buildings all the time?”


  “No. We go about in pressure-suits and pressurized vehicles a lot.” He tried to see what she had been calculating, but she tore die sheet from the pad and crumpled it.


  On the hour, Scott turned over the watch to her, and went into the computer-room. It was a long time before he fell asleep, and then he awakened at once when he heard her moving about the cabin. She was quiet after a while, and he slept.


  When he went into the cabin for the next watch, she was sitting in the control seat where he had last seen her.


  “Everything O.K.?” he asked.


  “Yes. Except that something spluttered up forward. Sounded as if something fused. I couldn’t find anything wrong.”


  He went forward and looked behind the panels at the maze of wires. He tested the instruments one by one.


  “Somewhere in the wiring of the meteor-detector,” he said. “I’ll rig up a bridge and find where the short is.”


  “I thought of doing that,” she said. “But I decided to let you do it.” With a movement of her shoulder she bent the plastic arm. “I can fix most things, but not wiring.”


  He had to get behind the panels to locate the fault She passed him in the tools he needed, while he squirmed into a more comfortable position in the cramped space.


  “That should hold it,” he said at last. “Now to get out of here.”


  He froze as a deep, steady hum grew in volume in the rear of the ship. Fuel pumps. Frantically he slid back through the narrow space between the panels and the bulkhead. When he emerged he saw Bren Galt sitting at the controls, her face pale and set.


  “What—” he shouted, but without waiting for the pumps to build full pressure she slammed the regulator lever right forward.


  The ship leaped as though under the impact of a vast hammer. Scott spun the length of die cabin and cannoned into the rear wall. . . .


  The impact must have stunned him. How long he was unconscious he didn’t know, but when he opened his eyes the ship was silent again. He was lying on the floor, with the short, vigorous figure of the girl bending over him. As soon as he blinked, something hit him hard under the angle of the jaw, and for a while he was aware only of spinning blackness.


  When he awoke, his head throbbed heavily. He tried to move, but tight bands held him motionless. Looking down, he found that he was sitting in one of the control-seats—tied there. Tied by yards of heavy insulated cable, bound round his wrists, his ankles, his entire body. He had barely grasped the situation when the pressure of acceleration came on, blacking him out almost at once with a thunderous roar of rockets.


  He must have stayed unconscious long after the blast ceased. When he was finally able to turn his head, he looked across at the other seat. His eyes met Bren’s.


  “We’ve altered course,” she told him.


  He said nothing. She looked at him as though she expected comment. “This is our ship,” she said at length. “Designed and built to our specifications, paid for by us. By Jupiter Development. We have to have it. We only have three ships, and the cargo space of the three together doesn’t equal this one’s. Your Strategic Command can’t get it into their thick heads that our set-up can’t exist without trade. We’ve got to have this ship—do you understand? It took all our resources to buy it.”


  “You should have thought twice. There’s a war about to break.”


  “War? We’re not interested in Earth politics.”


  He let her rage on for minute after minute. When she had talked herself out, he looked across at her again.


  “Remember one thing. Security is still holding your brother.”


  “Let them. I’ve no time for him. He’s my half-brother, anyway. There are only a few families down home. I only worked with him because it was the only chance to get into space.” She lifted the plastic arm. “I used to be a better pilot than he was, before this. And this was his fault, too. Lent me a suit with faulty heating-wires in the sleeve. I was never quite sure whether he did it on purpose—we were both in the running for Chief Pilot of the J3, and I think I would have got it. I had to walk home a mile over solid hydrogen at near absolute zero with frostbite. But he didn’t care.”


  Scott was silent for a while. “Are you going to leave me tied up all the way down?”


  “Nothing else I can do, is there?” Suddenly she got out of the seat and moved across, standing in front of him. He noticed that she had his automatic pistol strapped at her hip. “Sorry about this. I’ve got nothing against you personally.”


  “Forget it,” he said sarcastically. “I think you’ll be all right on the Red Area. The first settlers were Earth-born, and they managed to adapt to 2½G.”


  “Thanks.”


  She sat at the controls for a straight six hours, then switched the radar onto audio-alarm. She brought the bunk from the computer-room and set it up in the small clear space in the middle of the cabin, lashing it to the chart-table supports and the instrument panels with lengths of the same type of insulated cable as she had used to bind Scott. He watched her tie the ends with her single hand, his eyes narrowed. She relied on twisting the cables together, letting the stiffness of the twisted lengths hold them in place. This could be the only way she had tied him. A steady pressure might just possibly suffice to untwist the ends.


  Her movements had lost some of their vigor, and her eyes were darkly shadowed. He remembered that she lived by a ten-hour day, and decided that Jovian-born people might have evolved a different rate of metabolism. At any rate, she looked more fatigued than he had seen her look before.


  She went in the computer-room for a few minutes, and returned wearing a loose plastic-foam wrap, walking bare-footed, and carrying the plastic arm by the straps that normally secured it to her body. She took Scott’s automatic from the pocket of her wrap, put it beside the bunk within easy reach, and lay down. She looked at him with insolent, half-closed eyes for a while, then suddenly was asleep.


  He watched the steady rise and fall of her deep chest for a time, then began putting as much pressure as he could on his bonds. He had been right. They yielded slightly.


  He kept working at them, sweating. After half an hour, the cables were quite loose. In three-quarters of an hour, he had his hands free. Watching the sleeping figure closely, he freed his legs and body, stretching his limbs slightly to get the circulation back to normal.


  Bren rolled over in her sleep, her hand on the opposite side of the bunk from the gun. Scott rose to his feet and moved slowly across.


  In a flash she was awake, her hand on the gun even as he dived for it. He got one hand on the barrel of the gun, the other on her wrist, putting all his strength into forcing the gun around to bend her wrist inward. She screamed in sheer fury, throwing him off balance with a violent roll of her body, but he kept up his pressure on her wrist. A second later he was standing back, the automatic in his hand.


  “Get up,” he said curtly.


  She sprang to her feet, looking down at her wrist and flexing her hand.


  “Into the seat,” he said. “And strap yourself in.”


  She climbed into the right control-seat, fastening the straps about her. He made her put her arm behind the seat, pulled the sleeve of the plasti-foam wrap down over her wrist, and bound her forearm to the support of the seat with a length of the same insulated cable she had used to bind him. He made sure he knotted it so that she couldn’t free herself.


  “We’re altering course again,” he told her.


  “You haven’t enough fuel left.”


  “We’ve enough to make a landing on Triton, and still use enough speed to get there on time. We can always make a slow trip back. But by the time I’ve changed course again, we won’t have enough to get down on Jupiter without a crack-up. Remember that.”


  Sullenly, she struggled to free her arm, lips compressed in a tight line. He plotted a fresh course, checking his sightings and calculations carefully. By the time he had finished she had given up struggling and was sitting with tears glistening in her eyes. She turned her face away from his as she saw him looking at her.


  Scott shrugged, swung the ship with the gyros, and blasted at 10G for the calculated time. He might have built more speed by taking it higher, but he couldn’t risk a blackout at this stage.


  With the blast finished, he checked his course again. They would probably lose twenty hours by the changes of direction in the total journey, but little more.


  “What are you going to do with me?” demanded Bren.


  “Haven’t decided, yet,” he said calmly.


  He obviously couldn’t leave her tied there for the entire two-thousand million miles between here and Triton. Yet she had run away with the ship once, and she was probably quite capable of killing him. He had to sleep some of the time.


  He picked up the plastic arm from near the bunk. “You might as well give me that back,” she said. “There’s no point in my giving you any more trouble. We can’t make a Jupiter landing now.”


  Without answering, he stowed the arm in his locker, locking it in and putting the key in his pocket. She gave no sign of anger beyond a slight narrowing and brightening of her eyes.


  He checked the fuel supply carefully, and figured the amount needed for a landing on Jupiter. When he was certain it was impossible, he showed her the figures, dropping the pad in her lap.


  He lit a cigarette as she studied the calculations. “I don’t have to ask you to promise to co-operate,” he said. VI just want you to see there’s nothing else you can do. I could leave you tied there.”


  “I’ve told you there’s no point in my giving you further trouble.” Her voice was unexpectedly quiet. “If you wouldn’t mind . . .” She indicated her bound arm with her head.


  Scott released the cables binding her arm. She flexed it carefully, wincing slightly. “Thank you,” she said in the same subdued voice.


  He kept the radar switched on audio-alarm. They were well past the main asteroid belt now, with only the orbits of the relatively scarce beyond-Jupiter asteroids ahead of them, and odd meteoric debris.


  They settled into a routine again, Scott always watchful. He slept in the computer room, the gun always close to hand, and an alarm improvised secretly inside the doorway. They spoke little, except for routine questions and answers about course and calculations.


  A hundred hours beyond Jupiter’s orbit, the long-range radar suddenly went out of action, the bright swinging line of light motionless across the screen.


  “Scanner’s stopped spinning,” said Scott.


  “But why?” Bren moved alongside him.


  “Probably a fleck of meteoric dust hitting the bearings or the spindle, or even the motor housing. A thing smaller than a pin’s head would be enough. Impact would vaporize it, and the heat would do the rest.”


  “What happens now?”


  “Normally, I’d go out on the hull in magnetic boots and free it.”


  “Normally?” She frowned. “I see. You think once you’re outside I’d give the rockets a flick, and leave you adrift. Is that it?”


  “That’s exactly it. We’ll run without it.”


  She shook her head. “I couldn’t do that.”


  He looked at her fixedly. “There’s too much to lose. It’s not me. It might make all the difference to the survival of the Federation.”


  “Aren’t you taking a bigger risk in running without radar?”


  “I don’t think so.”


  She turned her back and went out of the cabin. Scott looked at the useless radar screen, then switched it off. He felt uncertain. The outer belts of the Solar System were still only sketchily charted. There were still occasional meteor swarms, isolated lumps of rock, even straggling asteroids out this far.


  He began to make an attempt to figure the statistical chances of a collision with an object large enough to do major damage to the ship, but his data was insufficient for a conclusive result.


  After some minutes, something black and glossy caught the edge of his vision in the doorway. It was Bren in her space-suit, her bubble helmet under her arm.


  “Better help me on with this helmet,” she said. “Then let me out the airlock. I think I can trust you not to blast away from under me, can’t I?”


  He went over to her; her face was pale, her lips set.


  “Have you ever worked outside a ship in free fall?” he asked.


  “Yes. On a ran down from Ganymede.”


  He wondered whether it was an act. He took the helmet and locked it on, connecting her suit-radio through to the ship. He got a kit of tools and harnessed them to her. Without speaking, she walked into the airlock as he opened the inner door. Her face was white but still resolute as he closed the door.


  “All right?” he asked through the radio.


  “O.K.,” her voice came back to him.


  He waited a minute, then got into his own space-suit and fitted the helmet into place. With the gyros, he killed the axial spin of the ship, and in zero gravity moved towards the airlock again.


  Maybe he was taking an unreasonable chance. Trusting his judgment beyond wisdom. He opened the airlock door again.


  “What’s wrong?” she demanded.


  “Come inside. I’m going out.”


  She hesitated, then moved out of the lock. “I could do it.”


  “I’ll do it. If anything goes wrong out there, carry on to Triton and contact Professor Harlow from orbit. The waveband and call-sign are on the pad on the chart-table. He’ll tell you what to do.”


  He eased into the lock. “By the way,” he said. “The key of my locker is on the table, too.”


  She closed the inner door, and he watched the red light come on as the pressure dropped.


  “Suit holding pressure?” she called through the radio.


  “O.K.”


  The outer door opened. Scott climbed cautiously out onto the steel shell of the outer hull, his magnetic boots clanking on the smooth surface. The vastness, the emptiness were breathtaking, with the coldly brilliant shower of the Milky Way slanting off to a seemingly infinite distance like a waterfall without beginning or end. The Sun was far off, a shrunken, white-hot ball against the greenish spear-points of the corona.


  He moved slowly towards the pointed nose of the ship, spiralling round out of sight of the airlock until the radar scanner came into view. He found the trouble soon enough—a fused streak of metal jamming a bearing, where some minute fragment of matter had struck head-on at a combined velocity of five-hundred miles a second. He removed the bearing housing and filed the droplets of re-solidified metal away. The job of re-assembling the housing in thick electrically heated gloves was difficult and tedious.


  “Try it,” he said at last into the radio.


  The scanner began its regular spin, throwing its parabolic beam round and round with a complex weaving motion to take in a three-dimensional sweep of surrounding space.


  “Rick!”


  “What is it?”


  “Screen’s picking something up. Ahead.”


  He felt suddenly cold, glancing involuntarily ahead into the nothingness between him and the unwinking stars. “How far?”


  “Almost extreme range. Better come in fast.”


  “Coming now.” He moved back towards the airlock. The outer door was open, and he felt a sudden trembling as he eased between the steel walls, pressing the button. The outer door closed, and he waited for the green light to show equalization of air-pressure. When the inner door opened, he moved quickly into the bright interior of the ship, stripping off his suit and moving forward into the cabin.


  Weight gradually returned as he began the axial spin again. Bren was standing at the radar screen, and he crossed to her side.


  The range of the screen was three astronomical units, and the faint blip was almost touching the edge of the screen. “Shouldn’t we be closing on it quicker than this?” asked Bren.


  “Should. This thing’s moving the same way as us.”


  “A ship?”


  “The Alliance ship. Couldn’t be anything else.” He took his slide-rule and made a series of rapid shifts with it, jotting on a pad. “On this course, we’d pass within a tenth of this distance of it.”


  “How far does their radar reach?”


  “Don’t know.” He turned to the chart-table, looking at the long, slightly curved line of their present path intersecting the similar line of Neptune’s orbit. “We could use the rest of our reserve fuel to diverge. That would bring us to our mark at an earlier point on its orbit. Keep us further away from the other ship. Wouldn’t leave us much in hand on landing, that’s all.”


  Bren put her hand in her pocket. “By the way, you left your gun behind when you went outside. Do you want it?” She took it from her pocket and held it out to him, balancing it on her palm.


  He stood for a long time looking at her. Then, with a sudden easing of tension, he laughed. For the first time on the voyage, they laughed together. He took the gun, picked up the key of the locker from the table, unlocked it and tossed the gun inside. He took out the plastic arm and held it out to her. “You may as well have this back.”


  “Thanks.” She hung it near her seat.


  He made rapid calculations, and fed data into the computers. Then he positioned the ship carefully with the gyros and delivered the short, accurately measured blast to deflect them on to their new line of intersection with Triton’s orbit.


  “When we get there,” he said, “We’ve got to make a perfect approach run—die first time. We can’t spare fuel for a second try, or we’ll never get off again.”


  “We’ll make it,” she said confidently.


  “It’s going to need a very high intensity blast for deceleration. Will you handle that?”


  “Don’t worry. You’ve got one of the best high-acceleration pilots you could get.” She smiled. “You know, I think we make a good team.”


  “Best the Federation could find,” he said. He extended his hand, and she shook it gravely.


  “I like you a lot better without the gun,” she said irrelevently.


  The radar blip of the other ship slanted away at an angle across the screen as they gradually overhauled it, passing it on the side away from the ecliptic. Through the long hours in which it fell gradually astern out of their range, Scott checked its position at regular intervals to watch for any acceleration or change of course. But he could detect nothing.


  “Think they picked up our blip?” asked Bren as they were almost beyond range.


  “No sign of it. But that might be deliberate.”


  In the forward screen, Neptune was still only a bright greenish star against a backdrop of other stars dusting the immense darkness beyond.


  They settled into a routine again, but this time without tension. Watch followed watch with the distant greenish spot of light showing no perceptible growth on the screen, though the temperature of the ship dropped steadily as they travelled further from the Sun.


  To conserve power used in heating the cabin, Scott decided that they would use heated clothing for the remainder of the voyage out. He changed into his regulation suit of skin-tight black plastic, adjusting the temperature of the fine mesh of insulated filaments within its fabric. Bren put on her own more colorful garments in the computer-room, and returned in a pair of boots-cum-trousers and a hooded coat of blue synthetic fur. As she entered the cabin in this outfit Scott started slightly.


  “What’s the matter?” she asked. “Forgotten I was a woman?” She crossed over to him. “Could you plug in this glove?”


  He took the supple crimson plastic glove and held it so that she could thrust her hand into it, feeling the strong movement of her fingers. She stood quietly as he plugged the heating wires into the sleeve.


  “You know,” she said, “you’re the only man who’s ever been able to handle me, apart from a Jovian.


  If anyone had told me an Earthman could take a gun out of my hand I wouldn’t have believed it.”


  “Science can count more than strength,” he said.


  “Maybe. Science—or will-power. You know, you’re quite a guy.”


  “Thanks,” he said non-committally. He picked up the slide-rule, made a few quick shifts with it, and marked a few points on his charts.


  She watched the rapid, effective movement of his hands.


  “You married?” she asked suddenly.


  “No.”


  “Someone waiting for you back home?”


  “No-one.”


  “I see.”


  He looked after her as she moved across the cabin and began focussing the vision-screen. The hooded coat of blue fur and the crimson glove added a feminine touch that somehow didn’t look as out of place as he would have expected.


  They ate their meal together, silent most of the time. “Do you mind telling me something?” she asked suddenly.


  “Go ahead and ask.”


  “When the radar jammed—you didn’t have to go out there yourself. Why did you stop me?”


  He shrugged. “It was my job—that’s all.”


  She looked at him steadily. “Was as it because you didn’t think I could do it?”


  He shook his head. “It wasn’t a job for a woman.”


  “Think I need protecting? Under Earth gravity I could lift three times my own weight with my one hand.”


  “You’re still a woman.”


  She began to say something, then stopped. Her eyes looked bright and a trifle moist. Finishing her meal quickly, she went almost immediately into the computer-room. It was a little early for her sleep-period, but Scott hadn’t bothered to stick to too rigid a schedule of watches between them.


  He passed the next watch with occasional sightings, calculations, checking of the course. The radar picked up nothing beyond a scattered drift of meteoric matter half a million miles abeam at its nearest point. The external temperature of the hull was still gradually dropping as they travelled ever further from the Sun into the empty dark.


  “They told me you were retiring from the Command after this run,” she said during their next meal. “What will you do afterwards?”


  “Probably a freight run. Team up with another pilot, operate a small freighter between the settled planets—if the war doesn’t finish everything.”


  “I see.” Again, he had the impression she had begun to say more, changing her mind.


  Closer at hand, Neptune appeared blurred greenish disk crossed by dark and light bands. Nereid, the smaller moon, was throwing a round jet-black shadow on the disc. Triton was away to one side, already showing irregular surface markings.


  They reversed the ship with the gyros, and Scott checked over the period and intensity of the deceleration blast for the final time. To gain the maximum result from his strictly rationed fuel, he would need a shorter and even fiercer blast than at takeoff. He showed the figures to Bren.


  “Looks as if it’s up to you,” he said.


  “Can you stand it?”


  “Have to. We want some fuel left for the return.”


  “I can’t use that acceleration. It would kill you. Only a Jupiter pilot could stand it.”


  “I can take it. Do it.”


  They strapped themselves into the control-seats. He made his final checkings. “All yours,” he said.


  The howl of the blast lifted to a frightening scream as the pressure built up. Blackness. The weight of many tons pressing down on him, the heavy thudding of his heart, the almost impossible task of getting air into his lungs—he was still aware of these things for a long time through the darkness. Then, sooner than he had expected, it was over.


  He focussed throbbing eyes on the instruments. “Good work,” he said. “That leaves enough fuel . . . to swing into orbit. . . . Then land. Then off again. Refuel at Earth’s orbit for landing.” He was speaking in slurred, jerky phrases, with a deep gulp of air between each.


  He was suddenly aware of Bren leaning over him, the hood of her coat back, her red-gold hair disordered.


  “Rick! Are you all right?” Her face was tense.


  He grinned. “Sure.”


  “I was afraid—” She leaned closer, her eyes exploring his face. “I was afraid I’d killed you.” Their eyes met for a moment, and she looked quickly down and began unfastening his safety-straps, pulling them free and throwing them aside with unnecessary sharpness. He caught her hand and gave it a brief, firm pressure. She answered him with a forced smile and walked away.


  When they were in orbit about Triton, he broadcast the call-sign over and over. In the screen, the barren surface of the satellite unrolled under their vision-screens. More than five-thousand miles in diameter, it was more like one of the Earth-type inner planets than a satellite, but veiled with a thin methane atmosphere, with white plains of frozen ammonia and jagged mountains of ice and dark rocks of substances that might have been liquid or even gaseous under Terrestrial temperatures.


  On the lighted side of the planet, a sparkling point of emerald-green light flashed briefly at intervals. Scott brought it into full magnification on the screen, but all he could see was the single intermittent pinpoint of green fire at the foot of a ridge of mountains that gleamed in the wan sunlight along the edge of a frozen ammonia ocean.


  “What’s that light?” asked Bren.


  Scott shook his head. “Don’t know. Must be something Harlow’s rigged up. Don’t know why he didn’t use a standard landing light, or where he got the gear for this.”


  “Could it be the Alliance people?”


  “Have to wait till we get a reply.”


  A response came in a few minutes. First a crackle in the receiver, then a thinly-audible voice.


  “Harlow here. I hear you clearly—”


  Scott grabbed the mike. “Captain Scott, Strategic Command. Can you give me co-ordinates for landing?”


  “Can you see my beacon? Land on the ammonia surface a mile westward.”


  “O.K. Out.”


  Scott took the ship round in another circuit, killing the speed and dropping towards the plain of solidified ammonia, the ship tail-downward, vertical on her gyros. The view-astern screen showed the white, barren plain rushing to meet them, with a darker line of jagged peaks swinging out of the picture to one side. He switched to automatic, letting the radar and computer take over the landing.


  They dropped on a screeching blast that sent vast clouds of ammonia whirling outward and upward as they neared die ground, so that as the moment of contact came close the screen showed only a flame-lit chaos of boiling fog. Then the blast cut off, and the ship was down, tilting slightly as its fins ground unevenly into the hard-packed surface.


  Scott got to his feet, stamping his feet on the floor. “We made it!” he shouted exultantly. He clapped his hand on Bren’s shoulder. “Thanks.”


  Harlow’s voice blared from the speaker, surprisingly loud and deep after the thin whisper they had heard while in orbit. “Glad you made it, Scott. I’ll be out there to pick you up in my runabout in a few minutes.”


  “Thanks,” replied Scott. “Don’t hurry—the ship will be hot for a while.”


  “O.K. Out.”


  Scott spun the dials of the viewing-screen, traversing the field around the bleak horizon’. Westward, the flat plain of ammonia stretched like a frozen sea to a flat skyline, beneath a dark, green-tinted sky in which the brighter stars still shone through the thin methane atmosphere, despite the fact that it was mid-day. The eastern horizon was filled with a range of eroded peaks like vicious fangs, snarling clear of the snow-like covering with spires of naked rode.


  Suddenly his hands seemed to freeze on the spinning dials.


  “Look!”


  Buildings. Buildings unlike any he had ever seen. Long, inward-sloping walls of what looked like green metal, broken here and there by doorways, with strange towers and domes rising above them. He followed them with the vision-screen for miles along the foot of the range. At one point a thing like a medieval campanile stabbed high into the air. Further along he found the flashing green light, on top of a high, tripod structure with a strange arrangement of metal rings surrounding it. The light flashed with a piercing emerald brilliance every three seconds or so—and then, while they were still looking at it, it suddenly shut off. Scott traversed the length of the buildings again, but this time nothing was moving.


  Scott looked at Bren. Her face was suddenly white.


  “I wonder,” she said slowly, “if some earlier race on Earth found space-travel, and built these?”


  Scott shook his head. “I don’t think so. Look at the design. Every detail of the architecture, the style. It looks—alien.”


  A slight movement on the screen brought their attention to a small shape moving straight towards them, trailing a cloud of ammonia-snow behind it. Closer, it resolved into a compact electric runabout of the type carried in space-craft, with one man aboard.


  They fitted their helmets into place, checked them for air-pressure, and went out through the airlock, climbing down the metal ladder to the frozen ground. Harlow swung the four-seater runabout alongside them, and waved them aboard. They couldn’t see much of him in his space-suit, beyond realizing that he was a tall, lank man with a darkly tanned face.


  Scott and Bren could communicate through their suit-radios, but they were unable to reach Professor Harlow in the same way. He waved towards the distant buildings, and drove off towards them almost at once.


  In front of the long metal facade was a domed aluminum pressure-hut about twenty feet in diameter, with round windows like port-holes and an airlock at one side—one of the standard types of hut used by explorative expeditions. Harlow parked the runabout alongside it, and they crowded into the airlock. Within a minute, they were inside the dome, stripping off their space-suits.


  “Good to see faces again,” said Harlow, as he shook hands with Scott and bowed to Bren. “And this lady’s name—”


  “Miss Bren Galt,” said Scott quickly. “Miss Galt is my co-pilot. She’s a specialist in high-acceleration takeoff.”


  “Ah, of course.” Professor Harlow was taller than Scott had thought, and thinner, with skin like dried leather. He might have been any age from fifty to a well-preserved seventy, with white hair and surprisingly young-looking eyes. He looked at Bren with interest. “From the Jupiter Base, I should say? Marvellous project, that. Magnificent physique you people have.” He looked out of the windows towards the alien buildings. “Variations of the human physique are going to be needed. Have to change our ideas about the human norm.” He made a wide gesture with his arms. “The Solar System isn’t going to be our only home much longer. There’s a whole galaxy waiting for us—a thousand million planetary systems.”


  “If anyone ever reaches them,” said Scott.


  “They will. They have.”


  “They have?”


  Harlow gave a dry chuckle. He waved towards the buildings. “Of course. I’m going a little fast for you. As soon as you’ve rested, I’ve something to show you.”


  “I’m ready whenever you like,” said Scott.


  “All right if I come along?” asked Bren.


  Harlow looked enquiringly at Scott, who nodded. “Of course it’s all right.”


  They climbed back into their suits. “The sooner the better,” Scott told Harlow. “The Eastern Alliance picked up your broadcast. They have a ship on the way here. Should reach here in a few days.”


  “Then I’ll take you straight to the vital part of my discovery. A pity. I wanted to give you a full tour of these buildings. Obviously a highly advanced culture.”


  “Equivalent to our own?”


  “Hard to evaluate. So different. In my opinion they’d travelled much further—technologically, at least.


  Otherwise I can determine very little about them.”


  They walked across the ammonia-snow to the nearest of the buildings, where Harlow led them to what was obviously an airlock. It had sliding doors of some golden metal that fitted perfectly, sealing by mirror-smooth metal-to-metal jointing. As the inner door of the lock opened, they found themselves looking into a long gallery with sunlight filtering through green-tinged windows in its vaulted ceiling.


  Harlow began removing his suit. They did likewise.


  Harlow waved his hand upward. “The builders of this place used an oxygen-helium atmosphere. Still plenty of gas liquified in containers. First time I breathed it I was nearly too drunk on oxygen in five minutes to find my way out. I managed to alter the proportions coming through the valves.”


  He led them along the gallery. Gravity on Triton was not much more than half Earth-normal, and Scott found himself moving easily and lightly. Bren, with less than a quarter of her accustomed weight, glided about as though dancing.


  They passed a high bench carrying some strange apparatus. “Before we go on,” said Harlow, “I want you to look at this. It’s a microscope.”


  Scott, standing on a box which Harlow had evidently placed in front of the desk, looked at the thing. As he did so a curious chill crept down his spine. The device had three eyepieces, arranged in a triangle. Placed as it was, it could only have been used by someone—or something—much taller than any man. He glanced uneasily in both directions along the gloomy corridor.


  Harlow laughed. “The normal reaction. I did it, too, but don’t worry. The whole place is deserted.”


  “Deserted for how long?” asked Scott.


  “Who knows? Perhaps for a lifetime. Perhaps for ten thousand years. The metals they used don’t corrode in methane, and until We got the locks open no dust could filter in.”


  Scott walked along beside the benches. “Maybe ten thousand years. On the other hand, these—these people could have left the day before the First Expedition arrived?”


  “Theoretically—yes.”


  Scott again looked in each direction along the vast corridor. “Where’s the electronic gear you found? I’d like to get a quick look at it and get the hell out of here.” Harlow laughed again. “I know how you feel. But fifty years of archaeological work have broken me out of that habit of thinking.”


  “Maybe. But there’s still the Alliance ship on its way here.”


  “Right. I’ll take you straight to my main exhibit.”


  Harlow led the way on, turning at right angles into another corridor that joined the first, then turning again into an intersecting hall, this time with no windows, its depth a yawning blackness. Harlow’s voice echoed hollowly from far-off metal walls.


  “I’ve rigged up lights here. One moment.”


  Suddenly the hall was flooded with light. Scott gave a shout of amazement.


  He was looking at something that could only have been some form of aircraft or spacecraft. Yet it was unlike any other craft he had ever seen. Spindle-shaped, pointed at either end, eighty or ninety feet long, with fins at the tail and amidships, it looked like an ultra-modern sculptor’s conception of a shark. Its smooth hull was built entirely of some unfamiliar green metal, giving the appearance of having been cast in one piece, its surface broken only by slitted crystalline ports and an open airlock door amidships.


  He became dully aware of Harlow’s voice: “Why they abandoned their ship, I don’t know, although I suspect they were overhauling part of its drive mechanism. That’s far beyond my knowledge of electronics, by the way. That’s why I sent my message.”


  Scott walked down alongside the alien ship, his steps ringing on the metal floor. The airlock was large, suggesting that it had been built for something with a body much bigger than a human body.


  “Come aboard,” said Harlow, climbing improvised steps to the airlock.


  Inside, the ship was lit by a faint.


  luminous glow that shone coldly from the metal surfaces of bulkheads and ceilings. Just aft of the entrance-door, Harlow pointed out a set of polyhedral wire screens that seemed to shimmer, as though slightly unreal. Within them was enclosed a ten-foot globe of midnight blackness, blacker than any object Scott had ever imagined, as though it absorbed every particle of light which struck it.


  “Those screens appear to be charged energy-shields,” said Harlow. “The blade globe is their main power-source. I wouldn’t advise dismantling the screens to find out what’s inside—see the thickness of insulation on the power outlets? And their insulators have a better dielectric than anything we know.” Scott moved forward to the control room.


  “God!” he said when he saw it. “What is it?” asked Bren from behind him.


  He pointed to the control-seat. “What sort of thing used that?” Harlow moved alongside him. “I’ve often speculated about that. Even tried to draw it. Gave it up after a few attempts. Might have been frightened to come back here.” Scott sat at the controls, looking at the shining levers and strangely marked dials of incomprehensible instruments. He was silent for a long time.


  “You know,” he said at last. “I’m going to try to fly this thing.”


  “Good Lord, man, why?” Harlow strode across to him. “Why not photograph what you want, take the movable equipment you can get out of it, and leave it here?”


  “I can’t move the power-source. And I can’t move those energy-screens. If I leave them here, the Alliance people will find the thing, and maybe they’ll find some way of getting it to fly.” He sighed. “I don’t like the job, but it’s the only way. I’m going to fly this thing back to Earth.”


  “Alone?”


  “Yes. Miss Galt can get you back in the J4.”


  “You’ve got to get this thing going, first,” said Bren. “It mightn’t be usable. Why was it left here?”


  “That’s the first thing I’m going to find out.”


  Scott spent hour after hour tracing the control circuits of the ship. The fine, thinly-insulated wires connecting the various instruments were differently colored. Some of the combinations of shades were very hard to distinguish, as they must have been intended for recognition by eyes with a different color-sense than human eyes. But the colors, once isolated, proved a reliable guide, and he was able to label the dials on the panels to indicate which of them referred to each function of the ship.


  Parts from the ship’s mechanism were lying on benches along the side of the hall. Some of these he replaced, with the help of Harlow and Bren, fitting them in like elements of a puzzle.


  As far as they could make out, the ship had operated by some form of anti-gravity principle. There were screens in the ceiling and floor of the cabin, and vertical screens fore and aft of it. Scott found that a certain switch allowed current to feed from the power-source to a form of electric motor driving a thing rather like an alternator, but evidently different in purpose. When he threw the switch in, the motor hummed, and the machine linked to it set a ring of violent sparks fluttering about a commutator visible through its transparent housing. Scott turned a dial on the control-panel connected with the machine and with the screens. He felt unaccountably heavier.


  Thinking the ship was moving vertically, he hastily reversed the dial. He felt lighter. As he turned the dial further to the left he had the sensation of weightlessness, as though he were in free fall. He centralized the dial, bringing his weight back to normal.


  The screens must constitute some form of gravity-shield—or they produced a force similar in nature to a gravity-field.


  The sweat stood out on his forehead. It was no longer a case of trying to fly the alien ship back to Earth. He had to fly it back!


  He had stumbled on something bigger than he had thought. Something that Opened up vast horizons. The conquest of deep space . . .


  He showed the discovery to Harlow and to Bren. They worked on in tense haste until Harlow suggested they break off for some rest.


  “This thing’s too important—I’m keeping right on,” said Scott “You two go back to the dome.”


  “Right,” said Harlow tiredly. “Coming?” he asked Bren.


  “I’m staying with Rick,” she said. Harlow went back along the corridor out of sight. Scott continued with his tedious elimination of circuit after circuit gradually retrieving part by part of the equipment scattered on the benches outside, and fitting it into position. Most of the parts were held in place by strangely-shaped bolts which evidently should have had some kind of power-tool to tighten them, and Scott had to improvise a wrench to fit. When he had pulled them home as hard as he thought humanly possible, Bren invariably managed to tighten them a shade further.


  Then Scott made the discovery that their entire effort was going to end in failure. One of the generators feeding power to the main lifting screens was inoperable. The central shaft of the thing refused to turn in its bearings. Carefully he dismantled the housing, and they found one of the bearings a half-fused mass of broken metal.


  “What now?” asked Bren, sitting back on her heels.


  “This is the finish. This is what immobilized the ship—what they weren’t able to repair.”


  “No way you can fix it?”


  “If I had a lathe, I could turn down one of the spare bearings of the J4’s gyro-rotors. But without machines—” He spread his hands wide.


  They sat in silence for a time. Suddenly Harlow’s voice came through the radio. “Captain Scott. I’m picking up a blip on the radar. Something out in space. In an orbit around Triton.”


  “That’s all it needs,” said Scott bitterly. “That’ll be the Alliance ship.”


  “I’ve shut off any light that might show—it’s night outside here, you know. But they’ll find us as soon as the daylight shows your ship.”


  “O.K.,” said Scott. “We’ll come out to the dome.”


  Back in the dome, Scott told Harlow about the generator. “If I could get that ship back to Earth,” he said, “We could win any war that would be likely to develop.”


  “I wonder,” said Harlow thoughtfully.


  “No doubt in my mind,” replied Scott.


  “Captain Scott, as an archaeologist, I might consider myself something of an expert in history. History in the long term. The history of the rise and fall of civilizations.”


  Scott nodded wearily.


  “I don’t think any single weapon would be the answer today. Each faction on Earth has sufficient fusion bombs to obliterate not only its rival, but the whole of life on the surface of the planet.”


  Scott looked at him sombrely without comment . . .


  “What would happen if either side were forced into a position where military defeat was obvious?” Scott was reluctant to speak. “What would happen?” persisted Harlow.


  “They’d try for a quick knockout.”


  “Exactly. Whichever way the initial advantage might lie. And what would be the end result of a knockout blow with modern weapons?”


  Scott stared blankly before him. “It would be bad. Only a handful surviving on each side. Probably living underground.”


  “The end result?” pursued Harlow.


  “Well, they’d come out and start over, after a time.”


  “With the fall-out coming down twenty, fifty years later?”


  “Well, they’d have to come out eventually.”


  “For what?”


  “For food.”


  “What food?”


  Scott’s eyes were fixed on Harlow as if he were looking through him. Very slowly, Harlow nodded.


  “You see?” he said. “There could be only one end result. Absolute extinction of life throughout the planet. Not for a year. Not for a generation. Forever, man! Forever!”


  Early on the next day, they watched from the airlock of the alien building as the Eastern Alliance ship landed, dropping on its howling rocket blast within half a mile of die J4, further across the plain. It was painted half white and half international orange—a larger ship than the J4, though apparently less powerful.


  “Must be one of their survey ships,” said Scott. “Funny, I hadn’t thought of that. That explains why it didn’t have the speed of one of their cruisers—they must have sent the ship that happened to be nearest, regardless of type or purpose.”


  “Wait here,” said Harlow. “Inside the buildings. I’ll meet them alone.”


  “They know we’re here. They’ve seen the J4.”


  “I’ll keep in touch with you by radio,” said Harlow, and then he was off towards the dome.


  Through Harlow’s binoculars, Scott saw three figures climb down the slender ladder of the white and orange ship. They waited there while Harlow drove across to meet them in the runabout. When he reached them, Scott could see nothing but a close group of figures alongside the machine. Then Harlow drove back, with two of the Alliance men aboard, one of them remaining at the foot of the ladder.


  “Anybody’s guess what’s going on there,” he told Bren. He turned his glasses on the solitary figure near the Alliance ship. The man was moving about. As he turned, the sun flashed on bright metal.


  “The fellow on guard’s carrying a gun. Probably all are.”


  “What are you going to do?”


  “I—” Suddenly Scott drove his fist into his palm. “Got it!” He seized her by the arm. “Quick! Back to the alien ship.”


  “Why?”


  “You’ll see. Can you run?”


  He raced down the long corridor. To his surprise, Bren kept up with him easily in the light Triton gravity. In fact, she was ahead of him part of the way, the quick thrusts of her legs sending her forward in giant strides.


  Inside the alien ship, Scott flicked the switch that activated the generator of the ceiling and floor screens. “Did you say you can take 16G?” he asked.


  “Yes. Maybe more.”


  “How much can you take in a standing position?”


  “I don’t know. At home I go about under 2½G all the time. Maybe I could take five or six.”


  “Good. That’s more than I can stand up to, or any of the fellows from the Alliance ship. If they lode for this ship, we’ll let them find it. We’ll let them come right in here, guns and all. Then we’ll hit them with 5G. Think you can take it from there?”


  Her face was pale. “Better try me out,” she said.


  Scott sat in the seat, leaning back to give his neck and spine plenty of support. Bren stood in the middle of the floor. He slowly turned the dial of die gravity-field of the cabin.


  The pressure forced him down hard in the seat. The girl took a couple of short, very quick steps as she braced herself. She seemed to lose an inch or so in stature.


  “All right?” he asked anxiously.


  “Of course,” she said a little irritably. “That’s not up to Jupiter normal.”


  He turned the dial steadily further. She smiled impatiently.


  “Here. Let me do that.” She walked across the metal floor, her body rigidly erect, moving with incredible speed. Her strides were short, but very swift, her legs blurred with their quickness of movement, her erect body giving the impression of gliding across the room as though propelled by a violent thrust from behind. Scott had the illusion of watching a film run through a projector at perhaps three times its normal speed.


  He tried to lift his arm, but it was like dead. She lifted her hand without apparent exertion and turned the dial further, much further to the right. The light took on a reddish tinge that told Scott he was not far from blackout.


  “All right?” he asked.


  “Course-I’m-all-right!” The words were run together like a single word.


  “Can you lift your arm?”


  She clenched her hand and lifted it to shoulder level, her arm bent, biceps swelling. Suddenly she shot it vertically above her head, then lowered it again.


  He looked at the dial, but couldn’t lift his hand to it. The rapid beat of hard footsteps rattled across the cabin, and she reached past him, still keeping her body tensely erect, turning the dial slightly to the right, then all the way back to the left. The pressure came off. She seemed to gain a couple of inches in height. Scott took a deep breath.


  Scott went outside the ship and returned with a sheet of thin metal panelling which he had removed from one of the bulkheads to get at the wiring. He stood it up so that it hid the control-seat from the entrance to the cabin, jamming it in place with metal rods which he had found outside.


  “Now,” he said. “When I bring them into the control-room, you’ll be here. Generator running—if they hear the motor I’ll give some explanation. When I call your name, turn the dial to this mark—the figure that looks like a reversed K with a bend in it.”


  “What happens if you’re in the field?”


  “It’ll flatten the lot of us, except you. Won’t hurt me—I’ll be ready for it.”


  “What then?”


  “Any sign of fight in them, you reverse the field, then put the pressure on again. Twice, three times.”


  “I see. Hope it works.”


  “It’s got to work.” Scott looked at his watch. “I’ll leave you here. Might be a long time—but don’t get away.”


  “I’ll be here. Might practise a bit of walking under heavy gravity while you’re gone.”


  “O.K. But be careful.”


  “You had better be careful!”


  As Scott approached the dome he felt a sense of mounting tension. He approached cautiously. Through one of the ports he could see the head and shoulders of Harlow, who was standing with a glass of some, drink in his hand, relaxed, talking. As Scott watched, Harlow evidently reached the climax of what he was saying, and burst into laughter.


  Scott edged round to see who else was in the room. There were two men in gray space-suits, helmets off, one a giant of a man with a heavy brown beard, the other much younger, lean and cold-looking, the tightness about his eyes and mouth somehow wolfish. The big man was seated at the table, a filled glass before him and a bottle near at hand. The younger man stood near the door of the airlock, leaning against the wall, a deadly-looking solenoid rifle by his side.


  Scott was unable to hear what was being said, but Harlow and the bearded man seemed to be on the best of terms. Nothing could be gained by standing outside—the man guarding the ship had no doubt seen him emerge from the alien building, and would communicate with the others if he acted suspiciously. He pressed the button alongside the airlock.


  When he stepped through the inner door, the younger of the two men in gray was standing just inside, the solenoid rifle in his hands.


  “Ah, Captain Scott,” said Harlow. “I’d like you to meet Professor Sanin. We’ve known each other on and off for years. When we were working on the ruins north of the Lacus Solis we pooled our equipment and our discoveries all the time.”


  The bearded man extended his hand to Scott. “Pleasure to meet any fren’ of Professor Harlow,” he rumbled in a deep bass. He waved his hand to include the younger man. “My pilot, Lieutenant Keljuk.” Keljuk nodded stiffly to Scott, still holding his rifle.


  “It seems,” said Sanin ponderously, “my government has given me a task I don’ like.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I am geologist, geophysicist, vulcanologist. Not a soldier.” He turned to look at his pilot. “Not like Keljuk, here. He’s a fine boy, but he can’t forget he’s not still in the army.”


  “Just what is your task, Professor Sanin?” asked Scott evenly.


  “You must know that. But look—we are scientific expeditions, yes? Professor Harlow and I, we know each other long time. Best we put all the cards on the table, yes?”


  Scott nodded. “Nothing we could hide for long in a place like this.”


  “So. We are exploring surface of one of outer asteroids—Hidalgo, way out beyond Jupiter orbit. We get your message, we relay it. Our people decode, order us here. Discovery of military importance. Other ships coming—cruisers—but we are nearest. We are to find what this discovery is.”


  “We’ve just been talking about the war threat,” broke in Harlow. “Professor Sanin is inclined to agree with me—a war with modem weapons could mean the extinction of life on Earth.”


  “So,” agreed Sanin. “Trouble is, Keljuk here is still a soldier—eh, Mitka?” He looked at his companion.


  “This is a national emergency,” Keljuk replied coldly.


  Scott came to a sudden decision. “I wouldn’t say it’s of great military importance,” he said. “But I’ll show it to you if you wish. Tell me, though, would you do something for me in return?”


  The three of them looked at him in silence.


  “I’ve damaged a generator bearing on my ship.” He nodded towards the J4, visible through one of the windows. “Have you a maintenance shop aboard your ship? I want the use of a lathe to turn down a new bearing.”


  “Sure,” said Sanin. “We could fix that. Federation machinery not so good sometimes, eh?” He laughed gustily.


  “Sometimes,” agreed Scott.


  “Now,” said Keljuk. “Could we see what you’ve found?”


  Scott led the three of them back through the long corridors of the alien buildings. Sanin wanted to stop and look at everything he passed. He talked volubly with Harlow the whole way. Keljuk stalked along in silence beside Scott, his rifle at the ready.


  When they came in sight of the alien ship, they were as stunned as Scott had been.


  “But,” burst out Keljuk, “how could a planet like Triton produce a culture like this?”


  “It didn’t,” pointed out Sanin. “These people came from somewhere else.”


  Suddenly Scott stepped in front of the other three.


  “Listen!” he said tensely. “Listen to me a minute.”


  They watched him in silence. He walked up and down a few paces, then stood facing them.


  “What would happen if a ship like this were to appear suddenly in the Earth’s atmosphere?”


  “If it were over Washington, New York, Rio, everyone say it’s an Alliance ship. If over an Alliance city, everyone say it’s a Federation ship.” Sanin gestured with both hands.


  “But if it appeared over cities in both groups of countries? About the same time?”


  Silence for a moment. This time it was Harlow who spoke first. “They’d have to agree it was an alien ship.


  “Exactly,” said Scott. “And to reinforce the idea, suppose it broadcast some kind of ultimatum—we’d have to work that out—telling the population of the Earth to prepare for contact by some force from beyond the Solar System—some force vastly more powerful than either the Alliance or the Federation. What then?”


  “It would never work,” said Keljuk. “They’d realize it was a trick. They’d recognize human voices.”


  “We could manage it in several languages, between us,” interposed Harlow.


  “They’d still recognize voices,” persisted Keljuk.


  “Wait a minute,” Scott held up his hand. “Suppose we taped the voices, and modified the sound?”


  “Still recognizable,” Keljuk gestured with his rifle. “Let’s go aboard.”


  Scott led the way into the control cabin, with Keljuk behind him. Keljuk’s narrowed eyes took in the dismantled housing of the generator as they passed it. “So that’s why you wanted the use of our lathe. Will this thing fly if that’s fixed?”


  “Maybe,” said Scott.


  Keljuk moved quickly to one side of the cabin, spinning to face the other three.


  “One moment,” he said. The rifle rested menacingly across his arm. “I don’t think this plan of Captain Scott’s will work. And if it doesn’t, the ship could as easily fall into Federation hands as into ours.”


  “Don’t be dramatic, Mitka,” rumbled San in. “I think it’s worth considering. May work. May not. If it does, we’ve stopped a war that we agree will finish both our countries. Probably finish human life. If it don’ work—” He spread his arms wide. “At least, we tried to do something bigger than anyone has really tried before.”


  Keljuk lifted his rifle slightly. “I’m sorry, Professor. I regard this as a national emergency. I’m taking command.”


  “Bren!” Scott shouted. “Now!”


  The gravity-field hit them with an almost stunning violence. Scott’s knees buckled under him, and he found himself on his haunches, hands braced against the floor. Keljuk had dropped in the same way, but his rifle was still across his knees. Lips bared, he made a tremendous effort to swing it around. The barrel moved slowly, as Scott tried to edge towards him.


  Suddenly the force came off. More prepared, Scott sprang at Keljuk and grappled with him. The force came on again, and the two of them fell—Bren had timed it so that Scott was uppermost. Keljuk gave a sharp cry. When the pressure came off again, Scott rose with the rifle. He was the only one standing among the four of them.


  Bren moved out from behind the screen, white-faced. “All right?” she asked.


  Keljuk rolled over, wincing, holding his right forearm. Their combined weight in the fall, multiplied by a factor of three or four, had apparently broken it. His face looked yellowish, waxen.


  Harlow and Sanin lay still, halfconscious. Scott handed the rifle to Bren, helped Harlow to his feet, then Sanin.


  “Sorry,” he said. “Matter of emergency.”


  The bearing was turned down in the Alliance craft’s compact little machine-shop without difficulty, and fitted into the alien craft. Scott rolled back the sliding roof of the hall in which it was placed, and experimented carefully with the antigravity drive. He would have liked to have taken more time to become familiar with the controls, but time was beyond price.


  He transferred the J4’s radio equipment into the alien ship, and altered a transformer to enable it, to draw power from the ship’s source. Harlow and’ Sanin recorded their voices on tapes in four different languages, giving a carefully-prepared message stating that these were the words of the Xetri—a name of Harlow’s devising—and that they wished to contact the population of the Earth with a view to incorporating it into their own—and growing—Galactic organization.


  “No,” said Scott as he listened to the tapes in the dome. “They’d recognize that.”


  “Why don’t you do it properly, if you must go ahead with this madness.” The interruption came from Keljuk, who was lying on Harlow’s bunk at the side of the dome; Sanin had set the break in his arm, and there was nowhere else to leave him until he had recuperated.


  “Any suggestions?” asked Scott icily.


  “Yes. We have film aboard our ship. Ever heard of a painted soundtrack?”


  The others looked at Keljuk in astonishment. Since he had been overpowered in the struggle, he had said nothing beyond an occasional monosyllable.


  “You want a non-human voice, right? Talk your messages on to a sound track. Then paint another sound-track to duplicate it fairly closely, not exactly.”


  “It would sound artificial,” protested Harlow.


  “That’s what you want, isn’t it? What would an alien race do, if it had learned our languages and wanted to reproduce a human voice? It would use some mechanical device, wouldn’t it?”


  They exchanged glances.


  “He’s right,” said Scott. Suddenly he went across to Keljuk, and held out his hand near Keljuk’s free one. “Guess I misjudged you. Thanks.”


  Keljuk ignored his hand. “I’m not thinking of you. I’m thinking of my own people. There’s just a chance that your idea might work, crazy as it is. If you must do it, it had better succeed.”


  Scott packed a large supply of food concentrates in the alien ship. He wasn’t certain when he could land again, and Harlow had stocks left by the second expedition which he would no longer need. The alien ship handled well, when he became somewhat used to the controls. He had to shift the control-seat forward eighteen inches to bring himself within comfortable reach of the levers and switches and the complex system of dials.


  He would have to work out his own system of navigation. Among the instruments was a transparent globe containing a free-floating inner globe, half white and half black, pierced by a hole along its axis. Wherever the ship was placed, the white half pointed to a fixed location in space, somewhere in the constellation of Sagittarius.


  At last, he had everything ready to leave. He climbed into his space-suit, shook hands with Harlow and Sanin, and looked round for Bren.


  He called her. He heard her voice, from the distance, and a minute later she came into the corridor in her space-suit, helmet under her arm.


  “I’m coming with you,” she said.


  “But this might be dangerous.”


  “It’s not safe alone. You must sleep some of the time. You need another person aboard, and I’m the obvious choice.”


  Scott hesitated, then grinned. “Get aboard,” he said.


  The gravity screens fore and aft of the cabin were geared to compensate for any inertia effects, completely nullifying the shock of acceleration. As soon as Harlow had rolled back the roof of the hall, Scott put the ship into vertical climb. Within, there was no sensation of movement whatever—only the dropping away of the frigid landscape of Triton in the superb vision-screens.


  He headed towards the distant Sun. The speed of the ship was almost incredible—without using anything approaching full power, and without any sense of acceleration, he shot away from the satellite with such velocity that in the rear screens it looked like a lighted pebble dropping into a dark well. The larger greenish ball of Neptune dropped with it, the two dwindling into a single remote star in an unbelievably short space of time.


  The ship had something resembling radar—Scott hadn’t found out how it worked, but he could see that its screens picked up solid objects. Its range he didn’t know, as it was graduated in units strange to him, but he decided to check it by known distances as soon as the chance presented itself.


  A few brief watches brought them within the orbit of the Moon, swinging around the Earth. Full out, the ship would undoubtedly have been capable of speeds approaching that of light, or perhaps vastly exceeding it—the fact that its makers had come from somewhere beyond the Solar System seemed to suggest that.


  The vertical gravitational control made atmospheric manoeuvering easy. And some form of repulsion-screen, veiling the outside of the ship with what might have been free electronic matter held in a field, made tremendous speeds possible through air.


  Scott began his broadcasts, using the power-source of the ship to slam his message across all the frequently-used wave-bands on terrestrial radiostations. He listened to the weird, metallic voices of the painted soundtracks with a smile, imagining the effect below him.


  He made low runs over a dozen of the Earth’s largest cities, showing the alien ship briefly to hundreds of thousands of people. Between appearances, he climbed high and used the ship’s meteoric speed to take him half-way round the globe, choosing his dives into the lower atmosphere at random.


  Out in space again, he listened to the confused reports on a hundred radio-stations throughout the world. Emergency news broadcasts breaking into every programme. The results were better than he had imagined. It was universally assumed that not one, but many ships had been responsible for the sudden appearances, the broadcasts from above the atmosphere.


  He repeated the process, showing the ship in twenty, thirty, fifty centres of population, always appearing, hovering for seconds only, then leaping away into the upper blue. Twelve hours later, when the other half of the planet was in sunshine, he repeated his appearances again in the other hemisphere.


  He retired well out in orbit to listen again to the results, grinning at Bren as he spun the dial of the radio.


  “Latest on the Invasion from Space!” The announcer’s voice over the Federation network was high, tense. “No further sightings have been reported in the last hour of the mysterious armada of green spacecraft which have appeared at various points in the Earth’s atmosphere many hundreds of times since midday yesterday. Reports of earlier sightings are still coming in to the Central Emergency Committee set up in Washington to correlate data.


  “Little is known of the green ships beyond the fact that they are spindle-shaped and in a few cases apparently saucer-shaped, varying in estimated size from fifty to five-hundred feet in length. Reports of simultaneous appearances over the Eastern Alliance countries has effectively disproved the early theory that the ships might have been of terrestrial origin.


  “The total number of reports has already run into many thousands. Some, which gave accounts of strange ships landing in various places, and gigantic men with antennae, or sometimes in grotesque armor, have been discounted as fictitious. So far, no report of an actual landing has been authenticated.


  “However, it is generally agreed by experts that the craft are of nonhuman origin. In many cases, they have been seen to manoeuver with a violence that the human body could not possibly withstand.


  “Professor Channing, noted authority on space medicine, stated that this manoeuverability might mean either of two things—that the ships were flown by beings of very different physical structure from ourselves, or that they are operated by fantastically efficient systems of remote control. . . .


  “Suggestion for Pooling of Knowledge!


  “It has been rumored in the highest governmental circles that a suggestion is being drafted for a pooling of knowledge on space-warfare techniques by the Federation and the Eastern Alliance. If humanity is threatened by invasion of an unknown enemy from beyond the known planets, it might well be necessary to share every scrap of knowledge turned up by research in all countries for die survival of the race as a whole.”


  Scott looked at Bren. “Better than we ever dreamed,” he said.


  “What now?”


  “Back to Triton. We can leave this ship orbiting out beyond Neptune, where only we can find it again. Shouldn’t be too hard for one of us to transfer to the J4 in space—the other will have to match orbits in the J4, but we make a good team.” He grinned. “We’ll leave this ship in an orbit at a steep angle to the ecliptic, then fly home in the J4 and put in our report on the buildings—not on the ship.”


  Bren walked across to one of the ports, and stood looking out at the star-dusted immensity of the Sagittarius clouds, where the black and white compass sphere always pointed.


  “I wonder if they are still flying space, somewhere out there,” she said, half to herself.


  “Time is long,” said Scott. “My guess is that they haven’t been this way for thousands of years.”


  “I suppose you’re right.” She stood motionless, still looking out. “I’ve liked working with you, Rick.” He went across to her, lifted her bodily and placed her so that she was standing on a step near the control-seat. When she turned their faces were almost on a level. He put his arms round her, holding her against him. “Like to go on working with me?” he asked.


  She nodded her head.


  “Like to make your home on a freighter?”


  She nodded again.


  “Then we’ve a lot to talk about. But first—” He leaned forward and pressed his lips hard against hers. Her body stiffened, then relaxed, then became fiercely alive, her arm tightening about him. . . .


  They made part of the run out to Triton at a tenth of the speed of light. In an incredibly short space of time, they were swinging in orbit above its barren surface again.


  “They haven’t got the beacon flashing,” said Bren, looking at the screen.


  “Don’t expect us back yet. I’ll give them the call-sign.”


  But the radio brought no response. They went on circling over the ammonia plains and jagged mountains.


  “Wasn’t that the landing place?” asked Bren.


  “I thought so. But I don’t see the ships. It can’t be.”


  But it was. Scott was forced to admit it to himself after making another circuit. He brought the ship carefully down, close to Harlow’s aluminum dome. The airlock of the dome stood open—both doors of it.


  “I don’t like it,” said Scott, traversing the horizon with the screens. He climbed hastily into his space-suit, Bren doing likewise.


  “Better wait here,” he said. “I’ll take a look around.”


  “Please, Rick. I’m coming with you.”


  “O.K. But stick close to me.” They walked across to the dome. At the door, Scott halted sharply. The place was empty—stripped of everything movable.


  They walked into the alien buildings, their steps echoing eerily along the empty vastness of the corridors. As they passed the benches where the triple microscope and other devices had stood, Scott noticed that they, too, had been stripped clean.


  “Do you suppose the Alliance cruiser got here, after all?” asked Bren.


  “Can’t understand it. They’d have needed a fleet to move all this gear. And it would have taken them days. Weeks.”


  She moved close alongside him. “Rick.”


  “What is it?”


  “Let’s get out of here.”


  “In a minute. I’m checking for any sign they may have left.”


  “Let’s get out now. I’m frightened.”


  “But there’s no one here now.” Her voice rose suddenly higher. “You know as well as I do that was no Alliance cruiser that came here. Let’s go. Quickly.”


  He looked searchingly round. “O.K.,” he said.


  They retraced their steps. As they reached the outer door, Bren suddenly screamed. Scott jumped. He had never imagined he would hear her screaming.


  “Look!” She pointed at the ammonia snow at their feet. Their footprints were visible all the way from the dome, in the slanting sunlight. Beside them were the older prints of Harlow, Sanin, Keljuk and themselves, made when they had last been here. And then he saw the other prints.


  They ran across the older marks at many points. Footprints that had been put there since they had left for Earth. Deep marks that were not the footprints of human beings, but of—other things. Shod prints, but of strange shape. Longer than a man’s, and divided into three widely-splayed toes.


  His blood froze like ice, he followed them fifty yards across the frozen surface, trying to match their seven-foot strides. Then they ended. Beyond were two long, straight depressions crushed into the surface, like the skid-marks of a colossal ship.


  Neither spoke until they were back in the control-cabin. Then Scott looked up through the ports at the unwinking billions of stars.


  “God!” he said. “I tried to stop a war. But what now?” . . .


  THE SOUND OF SPACE


  Ross Rocklynne


  A vision of the future, the sensation of being in the new world of space, the relation of a man and a woman. We welcome the return of one of the most famous science fiction writers with this story that touches these things, and many more


  THE spaceman came out of his Long Orbit, half-hungry for the first tug of gravity. No matter that the minute he landed Sir Death would be that much closer behind him. To be on Triton, moon of Neptune, was worth the price. In point of fact, he had to get to Triton and start dying a bit.


  “Got to get to Triton, old son! Let’s pour it on.”


  The girl at the reception desk of the Hotel de Triton saw the Spaceman come in. That was nice, she thought, gnawing reflectively on her yellow six-sided pencil made by the Dixon Co. of la planéte Earth. Here he was at last: Bill, her dream-hero, come to reclaim her after two years and more with no ’phone call, no space-o-gram, no Hey you, no absolutely nothing. She could say “drop dead” or she could just go on with her work.


  He was gnawing his lips anxiously. How nicely brown and smooth his face was, creased a bit about the eyes, but mostly nice and young and unwrinkled, and she couldn’t say the same for herself, not hardly, if you wanted to get a little n’est ce pas about it, which she could easily do, working for la compagnie Français who owned Triton and exported diamoons from it.


  As he strode anxiously across the simulated concrete floor, she could see he was wobbling a bit. Served him right, she thought caustically. Hadn’t kept up with his exercises. Kidded himself he could skip Tues. and Thurs. mornings, except these outer-spacers didn’t divide things up into Tues. or Thurs., or the other bunch of days. Didn’t even observe Sun. church services, so the gossip went.


  Today, of course, was Sunday, so that “drop dead” salutation was out la fenêtre.


  “Look, dear,” she said instead as he came to the desk with his wobbly stride, “I fully appreciate that you are aware of the difficult situation in which your long absence has placed us. The reams minutes ahead of her shift and sent her replacement in to take over the awkward interval. The replacement studied the Spaceman, knowing the situation, and coldly turned her back.


  “Got to get moving, got to figger this one out,” the Spaceman said to himself. “Maybe go to church and do a little praying.”


  Everyone thought it was mighty funny how Spacemen simply forgot God out in the wilderness of no-gravity between the stars. But it was mighty funny too that of edited double-talk you are about to manufacture, with commas, periods, exclamation points, and question marks correctly inserted so as to extract from me a minimum of le ennui—well, cel a ne me dit rien, meaning we can skip all that and go to morning church services. Okay?”


  “Okay!” he mumbled.


  “My shift is over,” she continued, “by a cunning accident of the space-time continuum, so I’ll be but a moment.”


  She disappeared actually five here with a sixth of a gee pulling at you and setting you up quicklike for Sir Death you began to get religious out of plain fear and then you knew better get off to church and square things. And if you didn’t, people would look at you. Maybe in church if you acted like people thought you should and like June thought you should, well, maybe in church you could somehow find a way to answer the accusation in her blue litmus paper eyes, and make her stop talking that padded English.


  “I’m back,” she said. “Kindly take my arm in the best tradition of those lovers who, gaining comfort and security in each others magical presence, but beset by problems which at times seem insurmountable, wish to convey to others the unanimity of their special appeal for each other undiminished par le temps ou la absence.”


  They were on the walkway, arm in arm, free hands casually touching the black belt as they moved along with the few other churchbound inhabitants of Neptune’s moon.


  He leaped headlong into the unexpected breach of silence she provided for him.


  “You’re the same,” he said hoarsely. “Silky beautiful with that litmus paper blue in your eyes, and just the right size, and with lots of hair that should have diamoons in it.”


  “Pretty,” she nodded. “Very pretty.”


  “I used to smell your skin when I was on the Long Flight. Got that hungry for you, if you want the truth. Know what your skin smelled like? Like flowers that would stay fresh forever. That’s right. Flowers that would stay fresh forever.”


  “Better and better,” she cried, as, taking its cue from his words, the under-Triton tunnel blossomed out into a huge flower of a church. “Come on. Let’s get up close to Sir Preacher. Know what I used to think while you were hurtling through the void, as the phrase goes? Used to think, That’s my Spaceman, taking off into the void merely to make money—”


  “Merely to make money,” he nodded.


  “—and while I’m aging here on Triton, he’s staying young and fresh as those forever-flowers he likes to talk about—”


  The usher was guiding them, however, with June determinedly pushing forward to the front pew.


  It was a fine service under the calyxed dome beyond which the wheeling stars showed against utter blackness. Handel’s Prelude and Fugue in F Minor floated from the organ loft; came the same composer’s Aria, “Concerto in D.” The Spaceman was rapt. The deep organ notes touched him most, for by closing his eyes he could imagine himself enclosed by the unifying immensity of space. Oh, June, honey, he thought, opening his eyes and out of the comer of them studying that delightful if sometimes provocative profile, someday we’re going to live out there—we must live out there if we’re going to—


  The congregation was rising for the processional hymn. June touched him briefly with her elbow, and rose primly beside him. Sweetly, childishly, her voice sounded in his ear. “For all the Saints from whom their labors rest.”


  The congregation was seated again. The collection plate was making its muted rounds as the congregation prayed. The collection plate continued its rounds as the congregation sat in silent meditation. The services continued:


  “Make a joyful noise to the Lord,


  all the Earth


  Break forth into joyous song and


  sing praises


  Sing praises to the Lord with the


  lyre


  With the lyre and the sound of


  melody


  With trumpet and the sound of


  the horn


  A joyful noise before the King


  the Lord!”


  “Amen,” whispered the Spaceman, into the ear of his beloved. “It’s funny. It’s just as if whoever wrote that song knew—”


  “Shh!” Her hands were clasped around a hymnal in her lap, her blue eyes were determinedly looking straight ahead. She would not allow herself to unbend. Glumly the Spaceman figured his chances. No sir, she wasn’t going to give him an edge. He didn’t like the plans buzzin’ around in that busy busy brain.


  Now the ritual lightened as Sir Preacher a handsome young man of the cloth, stepped to the lectern.


  “Turn to page 156,” he said. The organist with enthusiasm was in to “Brighten The Comer Where You Are.” The congregation stood up and walloped it out. This was rousing! It was foot-stompin’ stuff! Then came “Beaulah Land,” and you couldn’t ask for a better hymn to get the blood rolling.


  After bawling these numbers out, the Spaceman felt feverish again. Trouble was, even on a low-grav planet like Triton, you had to enjoy singing such songs, you had to get the blood moving, you even had to feel religious awe, just out of pure excitement. Out in space, though, everything was so CALM! My, it was calm! Nothing pulling at you, nothing to lift yourself against, and, somehow, nothing harrassing you. Then you landed on a mass, like 3200-mile Triton, and suddenly you were in a mess!


  Oh, he knew he was in a mess, all right, and all because here he was on Triton.


  The sermon started, and, predictably enough, it was a sermon the Reverend Bert Hughes had used on returning outer-spacers before. His eye, in fact, was on the Spaceman.


  “What hath God wrought?” he asked. “God wrought the Heavens,” he answered. “Yet why is it that the Great Void,” he asked, “filled to overflowing with the goodness of God, is used by godless men to profane it with their journeys? Yes, I say it again, to profane it with their presumptuous marches across the awesome savannahs of Outer-space, uttering no word of thanks to the Lord, making no abeisance to him who ruleth the Heavens, making no note of God’s temple where each star is like the eye of the Supreme Deity—”


  “It isn’t that way at all,” the Spaceman thought in an amazed flurry. “That’s plain silly! A star’s just a hot piece of junk!”


  Sir Preacher went on, considerably aroused with the effort of interesting his slightly bored congregation. He spoke to them of the need for worship in the big church of outer-space. Why, it was well known that those who made the Long Journey outside the Solar System to other stars held no church service. Sunday flew by like any other day of the week.


  “It is our duty to aid these poor deluded souls, few though they be—”


  “Don’t want any help, don’t need any!” growled the rebellious Spaceman. June heard him growling, saw him slouching, touched him sharply with her elbow. He only growled lower.


  “—and now let us say a prayer to our Heavenly Father, that He may aid them to throw off their iniquities. When these Spacemen return from the stars, it is our duty, as members of the First Methodist Church of Triton, to nurture them with our Faith, so that they will learn to worship and fear their Creator, and never again take their profane selves into the Void. Our Merciful Father, we ask that this man—er—these men notice thee in thy awesome Oneness—”


  As the congregation filed out, the Spaceman was seething. He had been attacked with no chance to defend himself. Worse, his girl (maybe she was still his girl) was an opponent, obviously intent on keeping him out of space until he could match her own religious fervor. Well, now, look here, Sir Sweetheart, if you think for a minute—


  “This way,” said June, leaning against him and throwing him out of his exit-bound orbit. “We go talk to Six Preacher, okay? I saw him give me the high-sign just as he finished his stirring talk. This man, dedicated to the tenets of the First Methodist Church of all the Worlds is determined to save the lost lambs of space. Consulting with him may ennable us the better to solve—si le eoeur vous en dit—the many problems that beset young lovers l’ époque de l’espace when the interstellar firmament itself could be l’objet of the young sweetheart’s jealousy. Bien entendu, I’m not that young anymore, bon gré, mal gré—”


  His large left hand descended in a swift arc on her mouth, closing against it gently but firmly.


  “Mmfff,” she mumbled, looking up with blinking blue innocence, and smiling rubberly against the palm of his hand. “Mmmfff? Mmmfff?” She tickled the palm of his hand with her tongue. He removed his hand sternly. “Mmmfff? We go to see the man?”


  Sir Preacher in his audience chamber rushed up with hand outstretched. He grasped the Spaceman’s hand with one of his hands then brought the other hand in as an added gesture of amity. His eyes were mellow and brown and loving. It was obvious that here was a man who dispensed love, compassion, and understanding. Young though the Reverend Bert Hughes was, he was not only a Certified Space Preacher, but a sincere man of God.


  “I don’t want you to think,” he said hurriedly, gesturing to two chairs upon which June and the Spaceman sat “—thank you—I don’t want you to think—excuse me—” he got himself a chair, and then leaned earnestly forward so that his knees were touching the Spaceman and June’s both “—I didn’t want you to get the impression, sir, that my sermon today was aimed directly at—well, at you.”


  The Spaceman thought Sir Preacher’s knees were pressed a little too firmly against June’s. Who would expect a man of God to—?


  He said belligerently, “Well, who was it aimed at then?”


  June was aghast. “Bill I Don’t you realize—”


  Then she colored as she saw the direction of his glance. She hastily removed her knees, then shrugged, looked blankly into space, and shrugged again as if things suddenly had gone way beyond her.


  Sir Preacher coughed, leaned back. Neither his aplomb nor his zeal diminished. He said softly, “My sermon was aimed not at you, sir, but at the Spaceman in all of us. Yes, we all long to leave on the Long Journey away from God. We all yearn for a false ideal of freedom as we ascend the difficult Way to Heaven. In a manner of speaking, we all yearn to fly a ship to Alpha Centauri and thus to shuck off the need for the ritualized teaching that is so important to us of the First Methodist Church of Triton. But ah!” Sir Preacher cried, index finger pointed up. “It is exactly this ritual which is needed if we are to discipline ourselves to follow in His footsteps. For us of our Faith, there are no Long Journeys, not unless we take God with us.”


  He paused. He looked intently at the Spaceman.


  “Tell me, sir. Do you take God with you?”


  The Spaceman glanced angrily at June, who still dispensed cool disinterest into space. “No,” he said angrily. “I DON’T take God into space with me. I figure if there’s Somebody going under the name of God, He’s already there. I DON’T observe church services. I don’t pray. And I’m not going to! And I don’t like the way—”


  June flicked her eyes Sir Preacher’s way. He nodded.


  “Bill,” said June, not meeting his eyes, “I’ve discussed our problem with Mr. Hughes. He knows what you’ve done to our chance for a happy marriage. He knows about your utter lack of religion—”


  The Spaceman wobbled to his feet. “So that’s it,” he said icily. “You’ve discussed our so-called problems with him. How many times?”


  “Several,” she said, as icily. “A couple dozen times. You were gone over two years, Bill, out to Alpha Centauri, on some kind of business.”


  “On some kind of business,” he mimicked. “Only to bring news from the colonies there! Only to make fifty thousand dollars so you and I could—”


  “Be that as it may. You were gone—and Mr. Hughes and I—well, we had to do something. I had to find out whether I still wanted to marry you. And Mr. Hughes’ wife was dead. He had to find out—” She sniffled, and looked drearily at the floor. “I want you, Bill. But if I can’t have you, I want Mr. Hughes to be my husband.”


  So there it was, the Spaceman thought to himself while his head grew light. Sacrificing himself to the future happiness of himself and his betrothed, he dared the Alpha run. No matter that his brave feat was looked upon with awe by the scientists who hired him, these two, the minute his back was turned—well, the year his back was turned—hmm.


  He was sitting down again, confused. “All right,” he muttered. “I’ll stick to my profession as Certified Spaceman of Outer Space. You can go ahead and be a Certified Space Preacher’s wife. Obviously I was selfish, merely out there making money so we could build us a space-house, free of gravity, free of death, free of taxes, and—and—”


  “And Godless!” she said. She tapped him on his nose so he had to look up. The resolve on the faces of the traitorous pair chilled him.


  “You must move in the ways of God,” Sir Preacher said softly, his hand extended to pat down any remonstrance. “Yes, June and I have talked this over. If you expect to win this lovely girl for your wife, you must go to church, and you must read the Bible. And you must spend a year on Earth!”


  “Earth!”


  The Spaceman recoiled.


  “Yes, Bill.” June looked miserably at the floor. “When you and I met you were older than me. Now I’m older, because you’ve been flirting around in deep space—”


  “Don’t you mean flitting?” he suggested.


  She colored. “A mere Freudian slip, Sir Dream-Hero. But let us not quibble about the mere meanings of words, which, after all, are merely vehicles—” A tear grew in her eye.


  “The fact is, you got me older than you! Out there, with three-four years of no-grav, you haven’t died even a little bit. And I have! I’m older and beginning to sag and I’ve got terrible deep wrinkles and the only thing I’ve really got is my religion and I’m going to hang onto that.” Two more tears appeared and began their salty path down a face so smooth and unblemished that he could only stare at her thunderstruck. He took her shoulders in his hands.


  “Why, you aren’t wrinkled,” he said in a tone of awe. “You aren’t old. You’re sweet and wholesome like the pure white flowers that bloom on Alpha Five everytime the Solside of the Alpha sun turns toward them, and that’s once every ten years. You never age, and you never will, not when we get our space-house built—”


  “June!” Sir Preacher muttered the word, upon which June struggled free. She got rid of her tears.


  “All very sweet,” she said mournfully. “All very hypnotic. But you heard the terms, Bill. You go to Earth and die a little bit so we catch up on our ages. That’s a kind of discipline I’m asking of you. And you have to read the Bible and go to church. Then come back here and we’ll see.”


  The Spaceman walked the Triton night time with an aquarium on his head. An aquarium is a slang term for a space-helmet, but the Spaceman hearkened back to the old joke—there’s a fish inside. Come to think, he had been born under Pisces.


  “I won’t stand for it,” he decided. “I won’t go to Earth!” The very thought of it wobbled his knees. He didn’t mind dying a bit for June, but Earth killed you too fast! Those people on the inner-space runs, the Short Hauls inside the Solar System, they were never out in space long enough to really believe that gravity pulled at you and made you miserable until you died. They didn’t really believe it, so they didn’t mind going back, time after time, to where their roots were.


  Oh, sure, they heard stories about the so-called deathless Outer-spacers, but they were just stories. And the general feeling was that, because it was well-known that Outer-Spacemen wouldn’t or couldn’t bother about any form of religious worship, they could be figured for a lying bunch anyway.


  He was walking fast, walking furiously. He was in a dark part of town, outside and under the stars, with one segment of bloated Neptune on the horizon. He was in a part of town, near the spaceport, where dangerous men lurked. Men who would kill for money. Men who would smash his aquarium—


  Hal Maybe if he acted dumb and let one of them come up behind him—


  That was what one did. The Spaceman felt him. Don’t ask him how. But he was a Certified Spaceman. He knocked the fellow down first and then stood over him with his iron boot on his aquarium. A frightened evil face looked back at him. A voice, sandpapered by frequent strong drink, whispered at him,


  “My life for a favor. You know the custom?”


  The Spaceman nodded. “The favor,” he said slowly and desperately, “is to kidnap a couple people for me!”


  Gravity was a terrible thing, simply terrible! Gasping, the Spaceman pulled himself up the hatch and into the lighted interior of his ship. He paid hardly any attention to his two captives, dutifully and surely deposited here by Sir Kidnaper, but pushed himself at a thirty degree angle to the bank of rotors and began throwing levers to the takeoff position. The ’Port official had already given him uncontested permission to hit heaven, and he didn’t want any other ship to take priority away from him.


  June was making gasping sounds through her gag. She pounded the nicely carpeted deck in a frustration of unleashed fury. Sir Preacher was alert, accepting his gag and his humiliating bonds, his proud handsome face showing his faith in God even in this trying circumstance.


  The Spaceman paid absolutely no attention to either of them.


  “Got to get moving,” he chattered. The rotors started. A terrible pounding shook the ship. The Spaceman increased the eccentricity of the main rotor. The sound of the rotors disappeared, but a wave of blue stink moved from the engines along the deck enveloping the ship’s three passengers. Coughing started.


  “Don’t pay it any never-mind the Spaceman yelled. “When we get in space that stink’ll get took up by the filters, and we’ll be up there in no time at all.”


  “Mmmfff,” came from June, tears furrowing down her face. But the Spaceman merely grasped his levers, the rotors moved into their highly eccentric position, and by a peculiar subversion of the laws of motion flung the ship up from Triton and at a right angle from the north side of the plane of the ecliptic.


  Speed built. Exalted, even though pressed to the deck, pressed even tighter than Triton could pull, the Spaceman urged his craft into the vault of his own heaven. For an hour, for two hours, he was part of his ship, enduring acceleration piled on top of acceleration, and paying scant attention to the slack bundles of humanity captive in the bolted chairs.


  Then, suddenly, the dials told him: they were out of the Meson Bowl.


  “We’re out of the Meson Bowl,” he said suddenly. “That’s the Solar System. We’re out of it!”


  They were out of it, up here where nothing was, the Solar System ’way below, diminished ’way down, even Pluto coming in Anally to join the other pips on the screen. This was the slacking point. The spaceman kicked himself around and faced his bound and muffled captives.


  “Wait’ll you feel this,” he exulted. Tm going to bring the rotors into norm. Soon well be in null-G, just coasting at half the speed of light. You’ll feel a lot of nice things happening to you, but it’s going to take a little while. I’ll—I guess I’d better get those gags off.”


  He did so.


  June could say nothing.


  Then she said: “Bill. Are you aware—?”


  “That I had you shanghaied?” He squirmed. “I had to—”


  “Confession duly noted,” she glowered.


  The rotors began to die.


  The Spaceman felt wonderful. He was null-G in his head, in his mind, in his body, and in his solar plexus. Already his attitude toward everything was floating, as he was floating in body and merely held down by retaining straps. He grinned most amiably at June.


  “June, honey,” he began, but she exploded.


  “June honey indeed,” she cried, floundering around in her chair against her bonds. “What do you mean, kidnapping me, a citizen of Triton and an employee of the most powerful corporation in space? Bill, I’ll prosecute you and I’ll see that you’re extradited to Earth, and I’ll have the United States Supreme Court try you in person. I’ll tantatlize and torture you and after it’s all over, after you’re broken and bleeding and begging me for forgiveness, I’ll marry Mr. Hughes!”


  “Thank you, June,” said Sir Preacher tenderly, his eyes mellow with the sweet faith imparted to him by the First Methodist Church of all the Worlds. “But we need not make threats against this man. He has revealed himself for the Godless criminal that he is. God will judge him. This is right and proper.


  “In the meantime, Sir Spaceman, you may under us and fear nothing. After all, God will punish you for your misdeeds.”


  He sighed deeply. He seemed visibly relaxed.


  “Perhaps,” he added, “it would be all right to untie June also. How about it, my dear? Sir Spaceman—”


  “Never,” she cried. “Never, never!” She was hobbling around a bit under null-G; Sir Kidnapper had only knotted her in. She jerked and heaved and kicked the floor, but of a sudden she seemed to lose the urge.


  “Come to think of it,” she said in an altered tone, “maybe you’d better untie me, Bill. But I want you to know I’m disappointed in you, terribly disappointed. It’s really disgusting to see how—Whew! Just untie me. I promise to be good.”


  Her lips, drawn tight and angry before, were softened. She blinked. She tried very hard to be angry again. “I’m ashamed of you,” she tried. “Terribly ashamed. I think. Just why did you kidnap us anyway?” she asked curiously.


  The Spaceman untied them, humming a space ditty under his breath and joyously aware of all the spastic pulls in his body popping loose and all the disturbing and ungainly thoughts of the past few hours popping loose with them. My, what gravity did to people! Pulled at them and harrassed them and turned them into a bundle of nerves. Wait ‘till June and Sir Preacher saw what it was all about.


  June and Sir Preacher gazed upon the Spaceman somewhat dully and very confusedly. Fifteen minutes passed; the Spaceman waited.


  Finally Sir Preacher seemed to recall himself. He said slowly, as if searching for a lost impulse, “I—have a duty to perform, Sir Spaceman. You’ve kidnapped us, sir, for some heinous reason of your own—”


  “Oh, it’s not heinous at all,” the Spaceman hastily assured them. “Got the best intentions in the world, as you’ll soon see!”


  “—and as a man of God I must say a prayer for you.”


  “He’s right, Bill,” cried June, leaning toward him against her retaining straps and grabbing his hands imploringly. “Don’t you see? You must be Saved! Saved from the awful iniquity of your Godlessness!”


  “Our Heavenly Father,” intoned Sir Preacher, closing his eyes. He breathed deeply and opened his eyes again. “Maybe he’s not as bad off as all that,” he confided to June. “A prayer doesn’t seem necessary.”


  “Perhaps not,” she conceded. “Come to think of it, nothing seems necessary at the moment. Enclosed as we are by the immensity of space, enthralled and enraptured by our mighty rush across the soundless savannahs of the Great Void—” She stopped talking and giggled a little, putting her fingers over her lips to stop the giggle.


  She seemed to be floating, in mind and body.


  “You know what, Mr. Hughes?” she whispered. “Bill has tricked us. I’m beginning to see some of it. You and I and most people we know just never have really felt null-G. Up from Earth or down from Triton we speed up or slow down or the ship rotates and simulates gravity. And that’s what he’s done to us. He’s brought us up here to make us feel what he feels I Everything unwinding, everything sliding off—and God coming in!”


  Sir Preacher’s face was a study. Then it seemed to wrench. Suddenly his face was enclosed by his hands, and his fingers were digging into his face.


  “It can’t be,” he muttered. “All that ritual, that discipline, the fear of not finding the Way. Was it all useless?”


  “It could be a stepping-stone,” said June, her face very pale.


  Sir Preacher was shocked. He drew back. “The First Methodist Church of all the Worlds a stepping-stone? A stepping-stone indeed!”


  “My Spaceman tricked us,” June said bravely.


  Sir Preacher struggled and groaned. Peace departed his handsome face, and then Peace came back. He sat straighter, but still lost in himself.


  “I see it now,” he muttered. “God is more alive in Null-G. That must be it. We are in Heaven, where one needs no church; where one need not worship. This shall be the subject of my next sermon.”


  “No,” June caught him up. “We’re more alive, Mr. Hughes, therefore we feel God more. We’d better get it all straight while we’re up here, so you can preach a proper sermon. That is, if you need sermons, anymore.”


  Then both Sir Preacher and June seemed bereft of words. They looked confusedly upon each other, and then confusedly at the squirming spaceman, and then confusedly about the ship. Then Sir Preacher, after all a sincere man of God, faced the issue squarely. Convulsively, he leaned toward the Spaceman.


  “We couldn’t even listen to what you were trying to tell us,” he said huskily. “How often I’ve quoted Jesus’ words about the ears that hear not and the eyes that see not. Tell us now, Sir Spaceman, do we have even any part of the Truth? Have we been able to listen at all?”


  “You’ve listened pretty well,” the Spaceman said politely. “It’s just like you say, there’s something up here that’s great—something you don’t find on the worlds, what with the gravity and all. This is Church, without even trying to be one. Anyway, that’s the reason I brought you up here, so you could feel like I do, and meditate like I do—”


  “Meditate, did you say?” Sir Preacher’s lips trembled over the word, repeating it. “Then—then, perhaps, there is the need for some kind of ritual, some kind of worship?”


  The Spaceman squirmed. “You don’t have to do anything,” he explained. “I’ll show you.” He was very serious now. He said, “I’m quiet, and the lights are out like this.”


  He moved a switch on the board nearest him. The lights in the ship were out.


  He touched another switch. A rounded partition slid away from the overheads, and all the wild glory of the tangled rivers of heaven flooded on them in torrents of brilliance.


  “Then I’m very quiet,” said the Spaceman. “I think to myself I couldn’t be any happier. It’s funny how I feel. Full. Like everything’s here. And then I listen.”


  “Listen?” whispered June.


  “Listen?” repeated Sir Preacher, his breath slowed to a tremble. “But what do you listen for? What should we listen for?”


  “The sound of space,” said the Spaceman solemnly. “On the worlds, some people can hear it. Out here, away from the Meson Bowl, you can’t help but hear it. It’s the sound of space.”


  They listened, and then they heard the sound of space. It did not begin, but was something they recognized as always being there. The chilling voice of space, lower than any organ note, yet threaded with the indescribably sweet harmonics of the lyre and the trumpet, and the distant sound of the horn. The chilling voice of space, shaking the universe everywhere at one time, sounding everywhere at one time, never changing, always the same, eternal, beloved, comforting, the voice of the One; Om.


  After a timeless interval, came Sir Preacher’s solemn whisper. “You will be married here in space,” he told June and the Spaceman as he lovingly joined their hands together. “Surely there can be no other place for a sacrament so blessed. If necessary,” he added thoughtfully, “we shall bring members of my congregation to assist in the ceremony, whether they wish to come or not. Shanghai them, as it were. Later on, they too will begin to Understand.”


  The End.


  ONE SUNDAY IN NEPTUNE


  Alexei Panshin


  Ben Wiseman and I were the first people to land on Neptune, but he doesn’t talk to me anymore. He thinks I betrayed him.


  The assignment to Triton Base, an opportunity for me, was for him simply one final deadend. I couldn’t yet see the limits of my life, but he could see the limits of his. His life was thin, and he had a hunger for recognition.


  He was a man of sudden enthusiasms, haphazardly produced. He knew next to nothing about biology, but having a great deal of time to stare at the green bulk of Neptune in our sky, he had conceived the idea that there was life on the planet, and he had become convinced that if he proved it, he would have the automatic security of a place in the reference library. His theory was lent a certain force by the fact that we had found life already on our own Moon, on Venus and Mars, on Jupiter, Saturn, and Uranus, and even on Ganymede. Not on Mercury—too small, too close, too hot. Not on Pluto—too small, too far, too cold. But the odds seemed good to him, and the list of names he would join short enough to give him the feeling of being distinguished.


  “Life is insistent,” Ben said. “Life is persistent.”


  He approached me because he had no one else. He was an extremely difficult man. At the age of thirty-five, he still hadn’t discovered the basic principles of social dealing. On first acquaintance he was too close too quickly. Then he took anything less than total reciprocation as betrayal. The more favorable your initial response to him, the greater wound he felt when he was inevitably betrayed. He had no friends, of course.


  I betrayed him early in our acquaintance, something I was unaware of until he told me. After that he was always stiff and generally guarded, but since he found me no worse than the general run of humanity, and since the company on Triton numbered only twenty, he used me to talk to. I was willing to talk to him, and in this case I was willing to listen.


  Triton, Neptune’s major satellite, is a good substantial base. It comes close to being the largest moon in the Solar System, and it is two fingers larger than Mercury. It’s the last comfortable footing for men in the Solar System, and the obvious site for a major base.


  With Operation Springboard complete and our first starship on its way to a new green and pleasant land, major activity had ceased at Triton Base. We twenty were there to maintain and monitor. Some of us, like me, were there because we were bright young men with futures. Some, like Ben Wiseman, were there because no one else would have them.


  But in general life was a bore. Maintenance is a bore. Monitoring is a bore. Even the skies are dull. Neptune is there, big and green. Uranus can be found if you look for it. But the Sun is only a distant cadleflame flickering palely in the night and the inner planets are impossible to see. You feel very alone out there.


  I was interested in Ben’s suggestion. Mike Marshall, our leader, had dropped the morale problem on me in one of his fits of delegation, and since I was bored myself I was in favor of any project that might give us something to do on Sundays.


  I said, “This is a good idea, Ben. There’s one problem, though. We don’t have the equipment for an assault like that. You know how tight the budget is, too. I could ask Mike.”


  “Don’t ask Mike!”


  “Well, I’d have to ask Mike. And he could ask. But I don’t think we’d get what we have to have.”


  “But it’s much simpler than that,” Ben said. “The Uranus bathyscaphe is still on Titania. It’s old, of course, but there is no reason it couldn’t be used here. The two planets are practically twins. Opposition is coming up. The bathyscaphe could be brought here for almost nothing. I thought you could requisition it through your department.”


  That was Ben for you. A very strange man. I think he supposed that I would very quietly requisition the bathyscaphe that had been used to probe the atmosphere-ocean of Uranus, and just not say anything to Mike. Then he and I would slip quietly over to Neptune on our weekends. If he could have obtained and operated the machine by himself, I’m sure he would have preferred that.


  “If the equipment is still on Titania, we may be able to get it,” I said. “I’ll ask Mike when I take up department operations with him tomorrow.”


  “Don’t ask Mike.”


  “Look, Ben. If you want this at all, it has to go through Mike. There’s no other way. You know that.”


  “No,” he said. “Just forget the whole thing. I’m sorry I brought the subject up.”


  Ben was jealous of his ideas. If they passed through too many hands, they lost their savor for him. This was a good idea, or so it seemed to me, but he would prefer to let it lapse than to have the rest of our little colony involved.


  I talked to Mike the next day. Mike was another odd one. At some previous time he may have had drive, but he no longer cared very deeply. He delegated as much responsibility as he possibly could. He worked erratically. And he greeted my proposal with no great interest.


  “Who cares if we find life on Neptune? We already know that ammonia-methane worlds can support life, and none of it has been very interesting after the novelty wears off.”


  “That’s true,” I said, “but do you suppose I care one way or the other if we find another strange kind of minnow? The important thing is that it would give as many of us as turned out to be interested something constructive to do. It’s a project I could enjoy.”


  “Do you think anybody else would?” Mike asked. “How many first landings have there been? If you count everything, there must have been fifty or sixty. Who remembers them all? Who cares?”


  “The point isn’t whether anybody else would be interested,” I said. “This isn’t for outsiders. Mike, this morning I got out of my chair and I found that my rear end had gone to sleep. I want something to do.”


  It took argument, but Mike finally agreed to find out if the bathyscaphe was available. It turned out to be, and it arrived at Triton Base aboard ship some seven months later. That wasn’t so very long. We didn’t have anything else to do. We didn’t have anywhere else to go.


  Ben, of course, was hopping mad, mostly with me. I’d stolen his idea. I’d ruined his idea. I’d betrayed his trust. I’d spoiled things.


  “It’s the last time I ever tell you anything,” he said. As he had said more than once before.


  The project turned out to be far more of a success than I had ever anticipated. Our job was to keep contact with the starship, which we did adequately, and to keep a large, empty house in order, which we did inadequately. Not that anybody cared.


  After the bathyscaphe arrived, however, schedules started being observed. People cared whether or not they were relieved on time. There was less dust in corners, less dirt on people. Minor illness fell off dramatically. And my rear end stopped going to sleep on me. Even Mike, of all people, became interested.


  It was all very much like the boat you built in your basement when you were fourteen. It was what we did in our spare time. It was the Project.


  Ben was in and Ben was out. Ben worked sometimes and sometimes he didn’t. He didn’t feel the venture was quite his anymore, but he couldn’t bring himself to stay away. So even he wound up involved.


  Everybody else cared a lot. There was work to do. The bathyscaphe had to be overhauled completely. That took a lot of spare time. And when we were done, there was every prospect of even more spare time being whiled away in months and months of exploration.


  Like all the outer planets except Pluto, which is a misplaced moon, Neptune is a gassy giant. At one time it was expected to have a layer of ice and rocky core beneath its atmosphere. In fact, however, it has no solid surface. It’s all atmosphere, a murky green sea of hydrogen and helium and methane and ammonia. There are clouds and snowstorms, but no place to put your feet.


  More than anything else, it is like the oceans of Earth, and the vehicle we intended to use to explore its unknown depths was a fantastic cross between a dirigible and the bathyscaphes of Piccard and his successors. Neptune was no well-tended garden, safe and comfortable, but in fact it was more easily accessible than are Earth’s hostile ocean deeps with their incredible pressures.


  The planet was only a step away from us on Triton, closer than the Moon is to Earth. It was possible for the bathyscaphe to reach Neptune under its own power, but not for it to return up the gravity well. Consequently we decided to use a mother ship, like a tender for a helmet diver, that would drop the bathyscaphe and then recover it. In a way I was sorry, because I found the idea of a hydrogen-fired balloon chugging its way through space amusing.


  In time we were ready to make our first probe. The question then became one of who would be the two of us to go first. It was a painful question. Should it be settled by rank? Should it be settled by amount of work contributed? Should it be settled by lot? As the day of readiness came closer, the issue became more acute. Each method of choice had its champions. By and large we were polite about the subject, but there was one fistfight between Arlo Harlow, who had worked particularly hard, and Sperry Donner, who was second-in-command, which was terminated when both participants discovered they actually had no particular enthusiasm for fistfighting.


  Mike finally settled the issue. The first trip would be Ben and me because we were responsible. After that it would be alphabetically by pairs. He told me later that he had been intending to be strictly alphabetical, but that would have thrown Ben into the last pair, which was one problem, and would have made Ben the partner of Roy Wilimczyk, which was another.


  “This seemed the best solution,” he said. “If anybody can cope with him, it’s you.”


  “Thank you,” I said, and he understood that I didn’t mean it.


  Ben was frankly mellow that week—mellow for Ben. This means that about forty percent of the time he was his obnoxious ingratiating self instead of his normal obnoxious uningratiating self. He even forgave me.


  Finally, on a Sunday that was as brisk and bright and sunny as a day ever gets on Triton, four of us set off toward the great green cotton-candy boulder that filled a full ten degrees of sky. Ben and I didn’t wait to see it grow. Long before the ship was in a parking orbit, Ben and I were in the cabin of the bathyscaphe and the whole was enclosed in a drop capsule.


  I was piloting our machine. Ben was to supervise the monitoring equipment that would record our encounters with the planet. We weren’t lowered over the side in the tradition of Earth’s oceans. We were popped out like a watermelon seed. We were strapped in and blind. I had my fingers on the manual switch and had no need to trigger it. The rockets did what rockets do. The drop capsule peeled away automatically.


  Then when our lights came on, we were deep in a green murk. It wasn’t of a consistency. There were winds or eddies, call them whichever you choose. Our lights probed ahead. Sometimes we could see for considerable distances—yards. Often we could only see a few feet. We had the additional eyes of radar, which looked in circles about us and saw nothing except once what I took to be an ammonia snowstorm and avoided. Other sensors listened to the sound of the planet, took its temperature and pulse. Its temperature was very, very cold. Its pulse was slow and steady.


  I feathered my elevators and found that the bathyscaphe worked as I had been assured that it did. The turboprops drove us steadily through the green. I was extremely glad to have my instruments. They told me I was right-side up, a fact I would not otherwise have known. And they kept me connected to our mother ship.


  “I hope you are keeping in mind why we are here,” Ben said.


  “I am,” I said. “However, until we know the planet better, I think one place will be about as likely as the next. I haven’t seen any whale herds yet.”


  “No,” said Ben, “but it doesn’t mean they’re not out there. They may simply be shy. After all, the existence of the Great Sea Serpent wasn’t definitely established until the last ten years. I’d settle for something smaller, though.”


  We had collecting plates out. They might well demonstrate the presence of the same sort of soupy life that was found on Uranus. Ben kept busy with his monitoring. I kept busy with my piloting.


  I had helped on this venture because I was bored, thoroughly tired of doing nothing in particular. I had come to Neptune with only the mildest interest in proving Ben’s case. Now, however, I began to feel pleased to be where I was. The view, as we drove ourselves through the currents of this gassy sea, was monotonous, monochromatic, but weirdly beautiful. This was another sort of world than any I had been used to. I liked it. It may sound funny, but I respected it for being itself in the same way that you respect a totally ugly girl who has come to terms with herself.


  I was pleased that men should be here in this last dark corner of the Solar System, and glad that I was one of the men. There is a place in reference books for this, too, if only in a footnote with the hundreds of people who have made first contacts.


  It was a full five hours before we were back aboard our mother ship. Arlo Harlow helped us out of the bathyscaphe.


  “How did it go?” he said.


  “We won’t know until we check through the data,” Ben said. “We didn’t see anything identifiable. Not where he drove.”


  I said, “You’ll have to see it for yourself. I don’t think I can describe it for you. You’ll see. It’s a real experience.”


  Arlo said, “Mike wants to talk to you. He’s got news.”


  Ben and I went forward to talk to Mike back at Triton Base. The satellite was invisible ahead of us—with Neptune full, Triton was necessarily a new moon, and dark.


  “Hello, Mike,” I said. “Arlo says you have news. Did the starship check in?”


  “No,” he said. “The news is you. You two are a human-interest story. The last planet landing in the Solar System. Hold on. The first fac sheet has already come through. The headline is, ‘neptune reached.’ It begins, ‘In these days of groups and organizations and institutions, in these days when man’s first ship to the stars casts off with a crew of ten thousand, stories of individual human courage seem a thing of the distant past.’ And it ends, ‘If men like these bear our colors forward, the race of man shall yet prevail.’ ”


  “I like that,” Ben said. “That’s very good.”


  Mike said, “There’s also a story that wants to know why money was ever spent on such pointless flamboyance as this landing.”


  “Tell them in the first place that there wasn’t any landing,” I said. “We were in Neptune, not on it. Then make the point that the bathyscaphe was left over from the Uranus probe and that we put it in shape ourselves.”


  “I did that,” Mike said. “They got it in the story. The first one. The writer applauds your courage in chancing your life in such a primitive and antiquated exploratory vehicle.”


  “Oh, hell,” I said.


  “Listen. They have some questions they want answered. They want to know why you went. Why did you go, Bob?”


  “Tell them that it seemed like a good idea at the time,” I said.


  “I can’t give them that.”


  “We wanted to find out whether there was life on Neptune,” Ben said.


  “Did you find any?”


  “As far as we know, we didn’t,” I said.


  “Then I can’t give them that. Try again.”


  I thought. After a moment I said, “Tell them that we didn’t think it was right for men to go to the stars without having touched all the bases here.”


  As “touch all the bases,” that line has passed into the familiar quotation books.


  Ben and I are in the history books, too—in the footnotes along with the hundreds of other people who made first landings. If you count the starships, that list would run into the thousands.


  Ben isn’t happy buried in the footnotes, and he and I don’t speak anymore. He’s mad at me. He never discovered life on Neptune, and nobody, it is clear, is ever likely to. On the other hand, I’m the author of one of history’s minor taglines. He finds that galling.


  It isn’t a great distinction to bear, I’ll admit, but there have been dark nights in my life when I’ve lain awake and wondered whether or not I would leave any ripples behind me. That line is enough of a ripple to bring me through to morning.


  AT THE HUMAN LIMIT


  Jack Williamson


  “NEPTUNE?” The Tycoon snorted at the would-be explorer. “Forget Neptune! Too far beyond the human limit.”


  That historic hoot had seeming reason. Smallest of the four giant gas planets, Neptune swings through eternal icy twilight thirty times Earth’s distance out, six times Jupiter’s. Its Sun is only a star, somewhat brighter than Earth’s full Moon but yielding no perceptible heat.


  For humanity, Neptune promised nothing better than cruel hardship and killing difficulty. Yet the very next century bred pioneers bold enough to go there. Space rangers, they liked to call themselves, hardy souls who regarded stay-at-home Earth folk with an inborn scorn.


  Evolution had already begun remolding them to dare a new human limit Not through any startling new mutation, but rather through selecting the best genes for space. Testing themselves through half a dozen generations, the rangers had terraformed Mars and the major moons of Jupiter, moved on from there to occupy Saturn’s icy satellites and prospect the meager moons of Uranus. Though still completely human, they were already a new human breed.


  People fit for Earth had stayed there, people willing to endure stifling congestion and savage competition for the scant resources of a wasted planet. Or those unfortunates who simply lacked the means and nerve to get away.


  With a new mix of genes winnowed from the vast human pool, the space rangers were people at home on the new frontier; people born with improved endurance for different gravities and rough accelerations; people with a better tolerance for synthetic atmospheres and hard radiations and long years of flight in free fall; people at ease in the limitless emptiness of space, who even relished its awesome splendors.


  Knut Gunnarson led the way to Neptune. A tough-minded egoist, he claimed descent from the Viking rovers of an earlier Earth. He and his venturesome handful sealed themselves into a single tiny rocket for four bleak years, flying out from Phoebe, Saturn’s outermost moon.


  They bypassed Uranus because too many others were already reaching their own limits there, too many Martians and Jovians and prospectors from the Belt, strangers crazed, so Gunnarson felt, with too many changing notions of faith and business and politics and justice.


  Gunnarson wanted none of the new religions sweeping the decadent Sunward worlds. He hated the tightening grasp of the Sun Tycoons. In the aftermath of skirmish with a new Company governor bringing new laws, he took off too hastily, too poorly equipped and supplied.


  Barely half his tiny crew were still alive when at last they looped close around Neptune and Triton and finally climbed back into orbit around Nereid, the outer satellite. Their first years there were as cruel as the voyage had been.


  Neptune itself was mockery and menace, hanging dim and balefully blue green in the starry dark, offering nothing they knew how to reach. Its deep gravity well was a dangerous trap, its atmosphere a noxious smog, mercilessly cold at the surface, its hurricane winds and shifting magnetic fields hinting of enormous unknown forces at work in its unplumbable depths. With neither time nor gear to probe those haunting mysteries, they could only wonder.


  They bypassed Triton, the massive inner moon, deep in its own hazardous gravity well. Seen from space, it showed them only crater-fanged highlands white with methane frost and lowlands pooled with inky seas of liquid nitrogen. Yet it tantalized them with its own hints of untouchable wealth.


  Massive as the Earth’s Moon, and denser, it had to be rich in the heavy elements so rare and precious at this vast distance from the Sun. But it must have been molten, at least at the core, early in its history. Most of the heavy elements had separated out and sunk far from any easy reach.


  Nereid, now their chosen home, was only a big snowball, perhaps a captured comet. Just as stark as the Saturnian moonlet they had left, it was small enough to let them land and leave again, and it offered the food and fuel they needed so desperately.


  Raw stuff of the cosmos, those dirty snows were a blend of water ice, ammonia ice, and methane ice, salted with all the lighter elements. Refined, they could yield reaction mass for the rockets and feedstocks for the hydroponic gardens. They were raw stuff, too, for the plastics that would be essential here, where the heavier metals were so rare.


  Scratching grimly just to stay alive, the colonists converted empty mass tanks into a narrow habitat and stripped every possible scrap of metal out of their craft to improvise a crude refinery to feed their crude hydroponic garden. Too crude to save most of them.


  Ironically, that quick victory defeated the expedition. Most of the captured engineers were refugees from Earth who found old school friends in the Tycoon’s fleet. Their reunions led to a mutiny. One cruiser surrendered to the colonials and the crews of two others refused to fight. The loyal officers had to bargain hard for their lost ship, and all they took home was a proposed commercial treaty. The indignant Tycoon refused to sign the treaty, but he did agree to a limited diplomatic contact, sending missions intended to spy on the colonists.


  Luther Chou came out as a cipher clerk with the first ambassador He was an able physicist and a secret rebel, embittered by the quota system then in effect, which denied him the laser-burned Sunmark of Company citizenship.


  Chou deserted the mission and invented the pressure cell. That was a multilayered sphere of superconducting kwanlon, enormously strengthened by magnetic effects of his own discovery. It could be made selectively reflecting to control internal temperatures and strong enough to resist the enormous pressures of Neptune’s depths.


  Chou built a robotic probe, shielded in the first experimental shell and equipped with recording telemetry. Its operating power came from Neptune itself, generated by atmospheric gases flowing through magnetohydrodynamic generators into empty pressure cells carried down by heavy ballast.


  Dropped off the skywire, the descender was soon lost in the bluish murk. Its radio signals faded and went out. It could never return because the atmosphere at the bottom of the skywire was too thin to float it, but he hoped it would get back into radio range.


  Waiting for that took a long time. Chou monitored the spot where it had vanished, listening for anything. Seven months went by—Terran months; the colonists still measured time by the clocks and calendars they had brought from old Earth. His hopes were fading before the transponders picked it up again.


  Random drift had carried it five thousand kilometers east. It was still invisible, floating below a layer of ice-crystal clouds. Even its radio signals were muffled and dimmed, garbling its recorded data. Chou was able to pick up fragments of only a few transmissions before it went abruptly silent.


  Searching for it with the satellite’s telescopes, his assistants never found it, but they did report a perplexing observation. At the moment it stopped sending, they saw a vast dark shadow that leaped and whirled and vanished again, disturbing the thin ice-cloud.


  “What?” Chou wrote that unanswerable question in his notebook, and underlined the words. “What could it have been? I suppose one might imagine a creature curious enough to follow our descender up out of the depths and large enough to swallow it. But what manner of thing could digest that kwanlon shell?”


  Many of the recorded radar and lidar and kinescope images had been lost, but he kept his computers reprocessing the intact fragments and piecing them together until he had a record of the voyage complete enough to keep him more than ever tantalized.


  The descender had dropped fast at first. The green dusk faded into utter blackness, lit only by the stroboscopic flash of the searchlights. Savage near the surface, the winds grew sluggish, then violent again in convective storms where blue lightning burned and thunder jarred the instruments.


  As the atmosphere thickened, the descender settled ever more slowly through ammoniac rain that evaporated again as temperatures rose. It sank through ice-crystal clouds, through a level of great, slow-floating flakes of something the telemetry failed to identify. Now and then, there were radar images of something stranger: vague and distant shapes too far for the camera and lidar lenses to reach, too far even for the radar to pick up any clear detail.


  Chemical clouds? Density contrasts, perhaps due to temperature anomalies in convective columns? Or fleeting glimpses of something—something unknown and maybe unknowable? Wondering again what had silenced the first descender, Chou ran those tapes again and again. He could never be sure.


  External pressures grew enormous, overloading the heat pumps that cooled the kwanlon shell. Internal temperatures climbed so high that the shell had to be driven to total reflectivity, opened for only the briefest flashes of incoming radiation.


  Only a handful were left alive when Sam Kwan-Liang arrived with another fugitive crew. He was a renegade plastics engineer in flight from charges of treasonable conspiracy against the Sun Tycoons. False accusations, so he claimed, fabricated to protect the Company monopoly on kwanlon.


  That was a nearly miraculous stuff, invented and perfected by earlier generations of his own family. A synthetic mix of carbon and silicon, kwanlon could be spun into monomolecular filaments approaching quantum limits of tensile strength. Skywires fabricated of it had linked geosynchronous satellites with the surface of Earth. Lifting cargo to space stations and dropping the gathered wealth of space back to the mother planet, it had woven the vital fabric of the Company.


  Its uses were endless. Kwanlon bubbles could form immense and safe enclosures for space habitats. Properly doped, it became superconducting. Wound into the magnetic elements of fusion engines and fusion drives, it generated energy and drove spacecraft.


  Kwan-Liang brought skills to make and spin and dope and anneal it, skills that meant life for the dying colony. The dusty snows of Nereid were rich enough in nitrogen and oxygen to make atmospheres for new orbital habitants, rich enough in everything to feed new hydroponic gardens.


  Leading the way back down toward Neptune, Kwan-Liang built Triton’s first geosynchronous satellite and dropped a skywire to its impact-pitted snows. It had cooled too fast for crustal tectonics to deposit heavy metals near the surface, but a crew began drilling through the silicate mantle toward the richer ores they hoped to find somewhere beneath.


  At first that pit went fast, but the metal-poor crust proved unexpectedly thick. The waste rock grew too difficult to lift, and temperatures increased until the walls of the shift began to crack and creep. Men and women died, but at last they began striking workable ores. Year after year, the stubborn survivors kept inventing new equipment, kept on digging.


  More refugees arrived. Still dreading the ruthless reach of the Sun Tycoons, the colonists tried to keep themselves concealed. Most seemed happy enough with their hard frontier, sufficiently absorbed in coping with its penalties and promises, yet there were malcontents.


  The younger generation, those who had never felt the cruel reins of Company law, had always been entranced by the stray radio and TV signals picked up from toward the Sun. Dreaming of the richer and more varied ways of life they imagined on the older worlds, a few rebelled. Seizing a survey ship, they took off for Earth.


  Alarmed, the settlers put sentry satellites into orbit and dug fortresses into the ice cliffs of Nereid, but the final outcome was not entirely bad. One who went back had been Kwan Gunnarson, a nephew of Sam Kwan-Liang and a grandson of the first pioneer. Welcomed by the Tycoon as a willing informer, he was allowed to earn science degrees at Kwan Tech. Recruited later as a secret agent for the Company, he infiltrated another band of dissidents and returned with them to Neptune on a hijacked space freighter.


  At first only pretending to repent, this renegade Gunnarson set up a secret radio station to carry his reports back to the Company. He married a colonial girl and set up a new observatory in geosynchronous orbit around Neptune itself. That project may have been planned only as a cover for his spy work, but it soon began to absorb him completely.


  Neptune’s dim and hazy face was still a hostile mystery. An unending sea of dull-blue gases, roiled with never-ending storms. What lay beneath it was all unknown, but the traitor’s calculations had convinced him that there ought to be some sort of solid center, probably fractionated into a surface of mixed ices over a rock-and-metal core.


  His only data came from the thin and frigid winds he could observe, but even in them he found enough to fascinate him. Flow patterns changed in unexpected ways, and the planet radiated more energy than it received from the Sun.


  “I dreamed last night,” he wrote in a private diary. “Dreamed I had an answer to the riddle of the planet. An answer I can’t forget, though this morning it seems unbelievable. It’s a notion common prudence may never let me publish, but I want to record it here, to be examined again when my mood has cooled.


  “In the dream, I discovered that those perplexing disturbances in the wind flow are caused by moving objects. A notion nobody else is likely to care for. This morning, anchored to my desk here in the free-fall lab with the planet’s cold blue-green gloom shining up around me through the ports in the floor, I can’t quite imagine anything big enough to cause those enormous eddies, solid enough to hold its shape in these hurricanes, yet light enough to climb to the levels we can observe. The answer dazed me when I found it in the dream, and it still rocks my sanity.


  “In the dream, I found evidence that they were alive.


  “Awake, I can’t see any sane hypothesis to explain how that could be. What could be their cycle of life? Where their energy source? Perhaps that mysterious flow of excess energy out of the core? Nothing I think of makes much sense.


  “Certainly, no such creature could have anything in common with anything we know. Nothing evolved from anything like Terran protoplasm could survive an instant in these storms of noxious gases. Yet I can’t help reflecting that even back on old Earth, thriving life was found in toxic jets of superheated water ejected from undersea volcanoes.


  “All I can do is keep a careful silence. I suppose I shouldn’t even think about it, but the riddle will always tease me.”


  More new fugitives kept on coming, slipping past Company bans with outlawed knowledge and updated technologies. Some of them joined the observatory staff to drop a skywire from it into the surface turbulence of Neptune itself.


  Used at first only to support telemetric gear, that experimental line was soon redesigned to tap the planet’s gravity for energy. With field effects reversed, the same motor cables that lifted elevator cars became dynamos. Waste mass, loaded into magnetic buckets sliding down the motor line, transformed gravitic force into power for transmission out across space to all the orbital habitats, to those miners still toiling toward the heart of Triton, even to far Nereid.


  New explorers, impatient with the slow progress of the pit, had gone out to claim another source of ores, a small asteroid somehow tossed from its origin in the metal-rich regions nearer the Sun. They lost it to a Company fleet. A new Tycoon dispatched a cruiser squadron to tame the colonists and restore the kwanlon monopoly. Unarmed, the salvage crew had to surrender themselves and their prize.


  Yet, tested to such extremes, the descender endured everything. It passed the one-thousand-kilometer level. Still intact, it fell through the two-thousand-kilometer level. Instruments open for only milliseconds by then, it passed twenty-five hundred kilometers. At two thousand eight hundred and sixty, the radio altimeters indicated a solid surface still thirty kilometers below.


  A surface!


  Chou felt the jolt of that, almost as if he had been aboard the robot craft. His own computer models had given him conflicting pictures of Neptune’s interior. Summing them up, he had come to expect a semiliquid transition zone between gaseous and solid states, possibly scattered with floating bergs of crystal hydrogen. Certainly nothing like these perplexing images.


  Any sort of surface should have been level, so he had thought, smoothed with layers of chemical snows precipitated from above. Amazingly, the few recorded images showed a seemingly endless slope littered with broken boulders, some of them enormous.


  Two kilometers above them, the pilot computer had released ballast to check the descent. The atmosphere here was too dense for any rapid motion, but a sluggish current carried the descender slowly up that boulder-slope. With the heat pumps at the brink of failure, the lenses had been opened for only half a dozen more exposures.


  The briefest possible flashes, those traced the probe’s drift across a towering upthrust from which the boulders must have somehow been shattered. Beyond it, the surface dropped sharply toward a floor so distant that haze obscured it.


  One revealing frame had caught a mountain-sized fragment at the brink of the pit in startling detail. It looked crystalline, seemingly transparent, illuminated with its own prismatic reflections of the strobes.


  At that point, the computer had cut the mission short. It jettisoned a series of experiments designed to drive test holes for crust specimens and dropped all the remaining ballast to climb back to safer levels.


  The final radar image, the most perplexing of all, showed something looming out of the dark ahead of the drifting descender, something almost on its own level and many kilometers above that far-off floor. Chou spent many hours trying to coax any definite detail out of the haze-veiled shape and came to no firm conclusion.


  “Only a cloud?” He wrote that question into his notes. “Perhaps.” He underlined perhaps. “At that level, however, under the recorded conditions of temperature and pressure and chemistry, I can’t imagine what would condense into a cloud.


  “Something—I shrink again from what lunatic dream—something alive?


  “It must have been twenty kilometers away, drifting at the extreme limit of the prevailing radar range. It was huge! Most of it must have been too far for the beam to reach it. The image is too badly blurred even to hint at wings or limbs—if the thing was a being with wings or limbs or any other comprehensible organ.


  “I can’t imagine—”


  The entry closes with that phrase, bold-stroked for emphasis. Later notes record months of effort to enhance and interpret that fragmentary record. Studying the images of those unexpected crystal masses, he recalled an old conjecture about the heart of Neptune, the notion that its core might be armored in diamond.


  Diamond!


  Ancient astronomers had speculated that most of the carbon compounds in the native cosmic mix that formed the planet must have precipitated out and settled in a thick layer around a mostly metallic core. Baked clean of all volatiles as temperatures and pressures rose, the carbon should have fused and tinally crystallized into a solid shell.


  A romantic daydream? The evidence for it, that image of a whole mountain range of shining diamond, was too dazzling to be denied. It must have crystallized far below, he had to suppose; some volcanic cataclysm of the planet’s youth must have thrown these shimmering fragments up through a crust of lighter stuff.


  A world-sized diamond!


  The vision kindled a fever in him. Men on the home worlds had enslaved themselves and murdered one another for diamonds small enough to swallow. Here, near enough for the robot almost to touch, was treasure that could change the fortunes of the colony and alter human history in ways he hardly dared imagine.


  If it could be recovered—


  That problem baffled him. His own resources were used up. Any recovery effort would take a far more sophisticated device than his lost descender. He was wary of asking for help. Even a rumor of his discovery would surely bring Company fleets to snuff out precarious freedoms and claim his diamond strike for the Sun Tycoons.


  Yet he resolved to try. He hid most of his recordings, enciphered the best computer transmissions, and applied for a Terran visa. The next ship to call took him home. He had two children there, born to a wife who refused to share his exile. Twins, a daughter and a son, infants when he left.


  Yang and Yin—yielding to one final whim of his, his wife had let him name them. She was remarried to a Company shareholder. He doubted that she would want to see him, but he had kept in affectionate touch with the twins. Now coming of age, they were completing their engineering degrees at Kwan Tech.


  He revealed his discovery to them, then to some of their friends, sons and daughters of Earthside industrialists who had been denied their Sunmarks. Working in secret, his first small group recruited physicists and engineers, designed new equipment, secured materials to build and equip two new descenders, and finally returned to Neptune on a craft cleared for Pluto.


  A year and a half on the long voyage out, even on faster modern craft, they used the time to assemble the first descender. All its external equipment was robotic or remote-controlled, but its tasks would be too demanding for any computer. It was to be manned, though by only a single crew member. Both twins volunteered for the mission.


  “No! Neither one!” He was dismayed. “I’ve gotten to know you too well. I love you both too much. There are others enough who want to go.”


  Yang agreed that it was too hazardous for a girl. Not, however, for him. Hotly, Yin challenged that. He had always been shorter and slighter than she, the result of an old infection with one of the mutant viruses forever infesting the crowded Earth. She had led and protected him through their childhood, and she still felt fitter than he.


  “We’ll toss a coin.”


  Yang produced a bright new Sun dollar, let her toss it, and called heads. It fell with the new Tycoon’s golden head glinting at her.


  “Sorry, Sis.” Grinning at her, he picked up the dollar. “Don’t fret for me. I beat the shaking fever, and I can beat anything I happen to meet down toward the core.”


  With Chou’s protests overwhelmed, the project went forward. They installed a new skywire extension to lower the descender to a level where they might hope to pick it up again. Preparing to go, Yang seemed coldly silent, totally absorbed. But when he gripped Yin’s hand and turned to climb aboard, tears filled his eyes.


  “See you, Sis,” he called though the closing hatch. “With enough diamonds to make the Tycoons cry.”


  The short day was ending before the descender fell away into Neptune. She followed it down, a bright fleck dwindling into dull bluish dusk turning swiftly dark. Its strobes came on, winking like the fireflies she had known at home, slowly dimming until she lost them.


  “My poor, dear brother,” she wrote that night in her journal. “Always risking everything, because he always wants to beat me. I’m sorry for him. Terrified now. And suddenly I wonder why he seemed so sure when he called the com was he somehow cheating?”


  They waited for him, waited for his signal capsules, waited a year.


  “A crazy dream,” her aging father told her. “We’ve followed it far enough. No hope for him now. I’m giving up.”


  “I’m not.” She had been assembling the spare descender. “If he doesn’t get back, I’m going after him.”


  “I can’t let you—”


  “Here’s why you must.” She showed him a bright Sun dollar. “I found it last night in his room. Look at it.” She turned the coin to let him see the new Tycoon’s golden head shining through the plastic on one face and then on the other. “He cheated, and you’ve got to let me go.”


  Before her craft was ready, they picked up transmissions from a signal capsule that told Yang’s story. Sinking for months as the unmanned probe had done through ammoniac rain and chemical snows, through calm and fury, he had come at last to the stagnant surface of a tar-colored sea.


  “Liquid methane.” Her brother’s voice, faint and distorted, but still her brother’s crisply careful voice. “Stained, I imagine, with carbonaceous pollution. The power cells are almost gone, but I can use wind motion. Drifting now.”


  He drifted for many days.


  “Cliffs ahead!” In that later report, excitement lifts his voice. “Tall and lagged. Could be the floating continent of solid hydrogen the old theorists expected. Dropping ballast to climb over it. No sign of diamonds anywhere.”


  Next day. “Dropped more ballast to clear a second line of cliffs. Ice below me now seamed with pressure ridges and crater-marked where I think ejecta fell. Dived again to study impact masses. Hard black stuff. High carbon content, but no crystals visible.”


  “Diamonds!” That was four days later. “Here at last, too huge to believe! Too splendid to be true! An endless field of diamonds bigger than buildings, covering a slope that reaches as far as my lenses can see. The slope, I suppose, of the volcano that ejected them. Fracture planes glittering under the probes. Wait, Sis, and I’ll make you richer than anybody!”


  Sealed inside the pressure cell, he couldn’t touch that treasure. Hoping to raise what he could with remote-controlled devices attached to flotation cells, he dropped anchors to hold him over a shimmering boulder that looked small enough to lift. Before his gear was attached, his long-silent radio crashed into life.


  “Bursts of long-wave radiation,” he reported. “Nothing resembling the static I got coming through the storms. This is modulated into repetitious patterns. Signals? From what? I’d like to know, but lifting this rock will take everything I can muster. No time or power to waste on talk.”


  He worked on. The signals grew stronger, until his radar picked up a moving image.


  “A native getting curious?” Yang had seldom shown emotion, but Yin caught a tremor in his thinned, far-off voice. “Something sized to fit the planet. Now near, so near it ought to show a shape—but the radar reveals no shape. I’m trying the searchlight on it now.


  “Something—” The tremor was stronger when he went on. “The near edge of it not a dozen kilometers away. And still no detail. When I narrowed the beam, it burned right through—through whatever it was. That stopped the signal. The radar still showed the same dim cloud. Ragged where the light had cut it. Fading fast till it vanished altogether. A funny thing! I’d like to know all about it, but no time to wonder now.”


  He went back to work, but found himself stopping to stare at the glory of his chosen diamond blazing under the strobes. Nearly too large for his gear, it must weigh more, he thought, than all the gem diamonds men had ever mined. Absorbed in its burning splendor, he was slow to hear the beep of his radar alarm.


  “Something coming. Something else I’ve no time for,” he reported from the monitor. “Smaller than that queer shadow-thing. Coming low up the slope behind me.” His wispy voice quickened. “I’ve got it in the searchlight now. Something dark and solid, that light doesn’t dissolve. Coming straight at me. Already too near—”


  The object exploded against the descender. The rest of his reports were breathless fragments. A heavy concussion had dazed him. He found no other injury, but the instrument lights were dead. Groping in the dark, he started the emergency generator and discovered his bleak situation.


  The descender had been powered by the flow of gas into five generator cells. Two had already been used up and jettisoned. Now two more were dead. The fifth, though still attached and working, had sprung a leak that filled it fast.


  His first thought was to finish securing the lift cell to his prize, but all the external gear was dead. With no strobes flashing, not even to let him inspect the damage, all he had time for was to gasp a few final words into his computer log and launch it in the Mayday capsule.


  “Sorry, Sis. This time, I really hoped to show you—”


  Max Lind was sitting with Yin in the satellite lab as she played and replayed the recording. He had been her fellow student back at Kwan Tech. The son of a Company director, a golden Sunmark blazing on his cheek, he had thrown away the promise of a fine career in the Tycoon’s service to come with her to space. He tried hard now to dissuade her from following her brother into Neptune.


  “A monstrous trap,” he told her. “Baited with a prize unreal as a dream. Those diamond boulders aren’t for us. Too far down beyond what that old Tycoon called the human limit.”


  “Maybe so.” She shrugged. “Maybe not. I’ve got to go, because I should have been where my brother is. He tricked me and died for it. I mean to do better.”


  The second descender was nearly ready, but she delayed the launch to install radio gear designed to retransmit those enigmatic signals her brother had chosen not to answer.


  “Yang was always too impulsive,” she told him. “He wasn’t always wise. I think he should have tried to talk to those creatures—if that’s what they are. Ignoring them, he must have puzzled and alarmed them. Meaning no harm, he seems to have let his searchlight destroy one of them. I’ll try to make peace.”


  Her old father embraced her before she went aboard, sobbing forlornly. Max Lind kissed her and gave her a modest Terran diamond his mother had worn. Her descender dropped into the frigid surface winds, flickered down into darkening smog, vanished into Neptune.


  She dropped it safely toward the diamond-slope where her brother had died. When her altimeters read two hundred kilometers, she blacked out her strobes and began retransmitting the signals he had recorded. They were answered from somewhere farther up the slope. She slowed her descent and echoed those answers, still showing no lights. Her radar caught no motion, but as she came lower it began to image something that amazed her.


  “A wall?” She was recording a log. “Some sort of barrier ring? Nothing I can understand. Nothing solid, certainly—the radar penetrates it to image things beyond. It’s circular. Enclosing the spot where my brother died. Maybe a kilometer thick and twice that high, the area inside perhaps forty kilometers across. Intended for defense? Set up to contain the danger they felt in my brother’s descender? Probable enough, but I’m not going to test the notion.


  “Yet I wonder. Wonder what it is. Wonder about the laws and the limits of matter and energy, down in this queer hell. About the energy cycles, and the evolutionary processes—if whatever got my brother is even akin to life and mind. Nice riddles for physics and biology, if I get home with them. But now, like my poor brother, I’m here for diamonds.”


  She had brought five flotation cells. With no move to approach that shadow-barrier, she landed near the flat-crushed fragments of Yang’s descender and secured her first cell to the fire-bright boulder where his lifting slings were still in place.


  Nothing attacked her. The cell secure, she dumped its ballast to let it rise. Driving herself against iron limits of time and power, she lifted four more enormous crystal masses. Lacking any special gear to gather or move her brother’s remains, she left them where he had died, those diamond crags to be his monuments.


  She reached the surface safely, long months later, with no further contacts to report. Luther Chou picked up her signals, and Max Lind was aboard the first explorer craft to reach her with the kwanlon lines to tow her and her prizes to the low-level station.


  “What are they, really? What are they like? What do they want?” Lind asked her that, while she was still in his arms.


  “What are we to them?” Brooding over the enigma, she never found a better answer. “Sharing so very little, I doubt that we can ever know each other. They must fear us, as we fear them. I believe they have given us the space and the diamonds inside that barrier. A token, I think, of their desire for peace. I doubt they’ll ever let us land anywhere outside it.”


  Time, confirming that intuition, has told us very little more about them. More descenders have been allowed to land inside the ring, lift diamonds, and rise again—but only one by one. Any second craft, diving before the last has completed its voyage, has been invariably lost. Though a good many adventurers have tried, no expedition toward any other section of the core has ever returned.


  Neptune’s later history, and the later lives of Max and Yin, could fill another volume, though one with little to rival the drama of that first diamond strike. Though the Tycoons have tried, none of their own diamond seekers has ever got back from testing those implacable limits. They have granted the colonists at least a nominal autonomy, with Sunmarks to symbolize all the rights of citizenship, brands few have ever cared to wear.


  On all the planets, the discovery has had vast impacts. Though long-established gemstone values were shattered overnight, rich new technologies have made up the loss many times. Diamond-based semiconductors have created a dazzling array of new solid-state devices.


  Diamond chips make up the computer brains of the robots now on their way out to search for the dark tenth planet whose position they have recently computed, that remote and sinister planet whose wanderings through the comet clouds seem to have caused such hails of cosmic stuff as the one that killed off the dinosaurs.
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  The first jolt woke Jaroslav a second before the lights went out. He opened his eyes wider at the sudden fall of darkness, which never happened on board, and wondered confusedly if his eyes were still shut and he dreaming. The second jolt was harder and threw him from his bunk, leaving him no time to raise his hands before the pull of 1.4 gravities slammed the bulkhead against his face. Jaroslav lay still a second, the shocking pain from his broken nose clamoring through the fading realms of sleep, when he heard the ventilator near his right ear sigh to a stop.


  The ringing silence brought Jaroslav unsteadily to his hands and knees, and as he knelt there, raising his head slowly to minimize the drag pulling like hooks on his nose, he felt the faint vibrations beneath his palms fade to stillness. Full engine failure, he thought. There would be no back-up lights glowing dimly in the control room. The imperceptibly cooling air was even now ceasing to circulate, sifting into thermoclines as blood settles within a body. Panic reached Jaroslav through his pain and he heaved himself with a sickening lurch to his feet.


  The life module was too small for Jaroslav to become lost, and he made his way down the short hall into the control room brushing his fingertips along either wall. The porthole shone as a dim blue rectangle, too faint to illuminate any other feature in the room. Jaroslav edged around the console dominating the small space to approach the porthole, but recoiled from drawing too close, afraid that its surface would already be cold.


  Locating the controls by touch, Jaroslav attempted to activate the auxiliary electrical system. The squares remained lifeless beneath his fingertips, and flipping a toggle to close a circuit manually produced only a click in the darkness.


  How fast are we losing heat? he thought. And then: How fast are we losing buoyancy?


  Groping his way along the length of the room, Jaroslav closed his hands over the pressure helmet which hung on the wall above the floor hatch. He fitted it over his head, almost shrieking when the unseen rim brushed the tip of his nose. Securing the seal around his collar, Jaroslav leaned across the control board until the helmet touched a length of pipe running down the wall. “Douglas,” he said. “Doug, are you listening?”


  A third jolt threw him backward, and when the helmet struck the bulkhead, Jaroslav could hear it: a metallic shearing belowdeck, as though the vessel’s undercarriage were being pulled away. Another blow rocked the cabin, and he began to slide across the floor, disoriented within the confines of the helmet and darkness. Jaroslav was yelling, the trapped sounds drowning out the rending of metal.


  When the clamor and motion ceased, he was wedged between swivel seat and console, the bulkhead canted beneath him like the list of a sinking ship.


  The porthole showed a deeper aquamarine, darker as the atmosphere of Neptune thickened. Jaroslav had reached the medical kit by unscrewing the cabinet panels, and had stuffed both nostrils with gauze soaked in anaesthetic. He would have considered a painkiller save that he could not identify the contents of the vials.


  With the stillness following the last jolts a lucid calm had come over him. The hollow reverberation when he struck the deck with his fist confirmed his suspicion: the Diogenes had lost much of its undercarriage, presumably in striking some surface feature that thrust up like an invisible Everest. Douglas, the power cells, and an unknowable amount of hardware were gone. And the changing color outside showed that the Diogenes was still descending.


  Jaroslav made his way out of the room slowly, careful not to trip on the floor hatch. He wondered what lay on the other side.


  The ceiling in the corridor was low enough for even Jaroslav to reach, and he found the ceiling hatch easily. Like everything else in the life module, it was not designed to function in a total power failure, but Jaroslav had helped assemble most of the interior compartments, and thought he could get the ceiling panels off if there were not a pressure differential on the other side.


  If there was, of course, he was dead anyway.


  An indeterminate time later Jaroslav had the collar around the hatch off and the fastening pins exposed. His arms ached from being raised over his head in the high gravity, and the effort of maintaining his balance on the tilted floor was hurting his back. He stood to one side and, stretching as far as his reach would allow, found two pins on opposite sides of the hatch and pulled them out. The remaining pins snapped like tiny bones, and the hatch crashed to the floor as though fired from a cannon.


  Dust and fine debris rained through the hatch, and Jaroslav began coughing in the darkness. He pulled down the rope ladder and climbed through, into the specimen bay. It was colder here, and Jaroslav realized with a pang that he had been expecting heat to have risen from below. He thought of the open hatch, now spilling warmth, and grimaced.


  The specimen bay was totally dark, lacking whatever dim gleam must have reached the hallway from the control room. Jaroslav knew where there was light, however. Squeezing past the instrument casings, he found the hatch to the main gas tank, which he knew had a manual override. Unscrewing the plug was easy, since its angle on the sloping shell put gravity on his side, but its weight almost pulled him to the floor. Straightening painfully, Jaroslav saw faint light streaming through the hatch.


  The interior of the gas tank resembled the empty silos near the center of Centaur’s axis where Jaroslav and his friends used to play. Strips of pale lighting ran its length, coolly luminescent so as to avoid any possibility of a spark reaching the methane samples. Jaroslav dropped to the floor, his arms trembling. The light soothed him, and he lay a moment looking up at its lines converging overhead, imagining for a confused moment that he was back in the vast tanks that were kept for holding water in the event that Centaurs mass had to be shifted, free spaces where the gravity was always low.


  Rolling onto his side, Jaroslav pulled a number of tubes from his pocket and brought them before his face’ There were stimulants, sedatives, and painkillers both for continued functioning and immediate sleep. Jaroslav’s cheeks and sinuses seemed to hurt from proximity to pain. He took one of the blue-capped vials and began twisting it open.


  And a great voice thundered out of the air above him: “CALLING DIOGENES, UNGER, CAN YOU READ ME?”


  Jaroslav thrashed about on the tank’s concave bottom until the pain in his face shocked him alert, and he lay listening to the voice, which was vibrating the metal beneath him. It was inhuman, like that of a machine, and seemed to originate where the lines converged into darkness at the top of the tank. Jaroslav could not escape the sound, which shook his skull when he touched his head to the floor, but when he raised his face the acoustic distortions achieved balance and clarity emerged. “DIOGENES, THIS IS BASECAMP, CAN YOU READ ME, UNGER?”


  Jaroslav thought fretfully that Basecamp could not be communicating by conduction, as he had attempted with Doug, for the Skyline was far too long to carry vibrations, and no cable accompanied it, as it was not just being paid out but stretching.


  “IF YOU CANNOT USE RADIO YOU HAVE NO WAY TO REPLY. WE WILL ASSUME YOU CAN HEAR US.”


  Jaroslav wondered how communication could proceed only one way, then abruptly he had it. The realization seemed to bring things together in his mind. Basecamp was hitting the top of the tank with microwaves or a laser, causing the entire shell to ring like a tympanum.


  “WE ARE NOTING DECREASED DRAG ON THE SKYLINE, AND ASSUME THAT YOU HAVE FIRED YOUR THRUSTERS OR JETTISONED MASS. IF YOU ARE NOT STABILIZING LIFE SUPPORT, PLEASE ASSIGN HIGHEST PRIORITY TO SENDING A REPLY HOWEVER BRIEF.”


  The dimensions of this problem, smaller and technical, calmed Jaroslav slightly, and his mind’s eye darted among the darkened rooms below. He suddenly rose to his knees and began feeling for the hatchway, and within minutes was back down in the bunkroom. The air was noticeably cooler, but Jaroslav forced that from his mind.


  He pulled open the drawers beneath the bottom bunk and rifled their contents, producing at length a palm-sized plastic box. Unger insisted on the value of being able to record his thoughts or observations wherever he was, and was as certain to have brought a spare as he was to have had his work model with him in the observation bay. Jaroslav turned the device over in his hands, and sought the button he had seen Unger use. A tiny display screen appeared in the darkness.


  Jaroslav depressed a stud and the digital display began counting. He said, “Power out, Unger lost. Undercarriage evidently severely damaged, life module intact but losing heat. This will be only message. Pull me up.”


  He clicked off and made his way into the control room. Adjusting the recorder’s display to maximum brightness, he passed it low over the radio controls, allowing him to read their settings. Most were already set for transmission to Basecamp. Jaroslav opened the cartridge deck, which fortunately popped up manually, and inserted the spicule from the recorder. He touched the Transmit button, and left it.


  Jaroslav then pulled the pressure suit off the wall and fumbled with the power pack on its belt. Removing the console panels for the radio, he felt about within until he pulled out two wires, an act that would court electrocution were there any power in the system. Jaroslav worked for several moments with the suit in his lap, then moved carefully away and illuminated one section of exposed circuitry with the recorder. Holding his screwdriver by its plastic handle, Jaroslav nudged a wire against a coupling.


  There was a bang and a spray of sparks. Lights on the control board blinked once.


  Jaroslav stood and examined the displays on the board. They showed that his message had been dispatched by the power surge.


  Slowly Jaroslav climbed back to the main tank. He found the drug vials bunched at the nadir of the tank’s shallow bowl, and sat looking them over as he awaited his reply. He decided that he could not sedate himself, though the temptation clamored through his pain, but would take several local anaesthetics, along with a mild, long-acting stimulant. He would wait until he was in his bunk, tilted now almost to the angle of a crash couch, before administering the doses.


  The clangor as the beam struck the top of the tank, like the clearing of an immense throat, rumbled around him as Basecamp got their echo back, confirming contact, and fine-tuned in.


  “BASECAMP TO DROSHKA, PROJECTIONS ALLOW NO POSSIBLITY OF HOISTING VESSEL WITHOUT SIGNIFICANT THRUST.


  FULL BUOYANCY POTENTIAL INSUFFICIENT TO SUPPLANT THRUST. PLEASE USE BACKUP SYSTEM TO ADVISE EXTENT AND NATURE OF ELECTRICAL FAILURE.”


  It was, Jaroslav realized, a death sentence—or the acknowledgment that one had already been written out, in terms more precise than any prose. Should Jaroslav indeed have no power with which to reply, he could not control even the tiny thrusters that projected from the sides of the sample tanks, and would continue to descend, gently but uncontrollably, through the depths of Neptune’s atmosphere.


  Some time later, the Diogenes gave a final jolt, then settled almost gently to rest. Jaroslav had hit bottom.


  There was pain somewhere in the middle distance, and a voiceless urging that he get up, but Jaroslav turned in an analgesic eddy, weighted by heavy gravity yet gliding in the slowfall of his Centaur childhood. The surface beneath him, unyielding and cold where it pressed hardest, suggested in its curve great spherical spaces—humid greenhouse modules nodding beneath shafts of light, public causeways that arched out of sight. In the early years the public spaces thronged, and Jaroslav’s days were spent with schoolmates and child-sized teaching robots with patient voices and display screens for heads. Excursions “upcountry” toward the axial midpoint brought lower gravity and astonishing delights, but small children were kept near the living levels where the gravity was as great as Newellay’s, almost as great as Earth’s. Balls lobbed high in the playing courts seemed to pause at their upper trajectories, and could veer bewilderingly when bouncing off walls.


  Jaroslav never knew for certain when the troubles began, and could remember now only a slow decay of services that he did not then wonder at, a withdrawal of high spirits that seemed merely to pace the loss of his earliest, unalloyed happiness. The crossing of Saturn’s orbit was not greeted with the revelry that Jupiter’s had seen, though nothing perhaps could have matched the magnificence of that first celebration in little Jaro’s eyes. When he was eleven, students began sharing consoles; by then the older ones were saying that things were not going well with the life maintenance systems, that resources must be directed toward achieving projected efficiencies. Jaroslav and his classmates did not understand why help did not come as the Centaur passed the successive outposts of human habitation, but guessed it had to do with their general confusion as to whether the manning and dispatch of the Centaur to Neptune was an honor for its company or a banishment.


  By the time he was fifteen Jaroslav’s education was entirely directed by teachers, personnel reassigned in a desperate expedient to save the generation growing to adulthood on board from skilled barbarism. Most of Jaroslav’s days were spent vacuuming algae off the surface of knee-deep ponds where it was growing too thickly and spraying it into fresh flats. Like his peers, he had a good practical knowledge of the workings of the Centaur—his world—but knew nothing he had not seen, indeed seen, thumped and worked upon. He worked well, for survival now demanded it.


  “I tell you, Jaro,” said Clarice, who was assigned to teach physics because, her students suspected, she had not worked well enough in the ceramics plant, “there has never been a generation in the history of space who has had to grow up more quickly, and knows less about the universe beyond their hull. You are almost frighteningly unworldly, and emotionally you are hypertrophied where you aren’t stunted. If I could show you the books—if they had just been printed out—” And so on. Jaroslav resented the implication that he could somehow not read—he read operating manuals, very properly, as though his life or limbs depended on it—and cared nothing for a civilization he could not remember. Those three or four years older were getting screen time and training to be physicians or planetary chemists; they spent less time working on the life systems and, as far as Jaroslav was concerned, were less important.


  He grew up working, as everyone did, struggling to keep the system going until they could reach Neptune, where limitless hydrogen would guarantee energy freedom. That the voyage was taking eighteen years—the Proxima probe would hardly take longer—was due to the enormous cost of accelerating the mass of the Centaur. The system had to be self-sustaining anyway, so sending a slow ship would cost only the colonists’ time. And nothing was cheaper than the colonists’ time.


  When the blue-green disk grew in the view screens Jaroslav looked upon it with expectation, truculence, and an unadmitted strain of fright. The rings and the twenty strange moons meant more to the colony than Neptune itself did, so he bent to learning something about them. Triton, he was repeatedly told, was as close to Neptune as the Moon was to Earth (which meant nothing to him), and might suffer calamitous quakes as a consequence of gravitational pull. It would be mined for metals and easy methane, should the latter not prove abundant in the rings, but would probably never be inhabited. With a methane atmosphere and nitrogen seas, Triton would provide minerals that, added to the ice in the rings, would yield the elements for organic compounds. That Triton’s world-ocean had a tidal bulge kilometers high was supposed to create immense complications, but Jaroslav never understood tides.


  For the first year they held a Lagrange point and sought to plunder the rings, but little could be made to go right. As predicted, the proper type of hydrogen was plentiful, but isolating it proved too expensive, and using impure quantities for the fusion reactors threatened to stress them beyond their weakened tolerances. For that first winter they burned methane, which Christobel, using one of those incomprehensible allusions favored by the Earthborn that so angered Jaroslav, ruefully likened to “eating the sled dogs.”


  Their attempts to settle greater Neptune had awakened the interest of humanity, and the urgency of the Earthborn and older Newellayans to prevail took on the tinge of those political chauvinisms that had first led to the dispatch of the Neptune colony, and meant less than nothing to Jaroslav. He was indifferent to whatever had alienated his people from the rest of the settled worlds, for differences mean nothing when your own kind is all you know. Exertion for survival brought its own justification.


  When they decided to send a simple probe into Neptune’s atmosphere, Jaroslav helped construct the bathyscaphe that had been chosen as the easiest and safest possible model. Basecamp, one of those large chunks of ring material known as the Foothills that circled Neptune inside the ring proper, was moved to a synchronous orbit and outfitted with a temporary station facility. The Diogenes, with a crew of two, would be lowered on a Skyline deep into the atmosphere of Neptune, in a quick mission to be completed during one of the predictable lulls in the planet’s hellish weather. One crewmember would conduct the experiments, the other would know the ship. If the first would inevitably prove a Newellayan, political considerations prompted that the second number among those who grew to adulthood during the Voyage, and who had become increasingly disaffected with the dominance of their Earthborn elders. Jaroslav accepted his selection as his due, for he knew the rudimentary Diogenes inside and out.


  Unger appeared to like his younger crewmate, whose ignorance seemed to amuse him without diminishing his respect for the boy’s skills. He attempted to explain the various experiments they would conduct, and the peculiar dynamics of Neptune’s weather, but Jaroslav grew resentful at the repeated reminder of events and forces beyond the Diogenes’ shell. Unger in turn was often irritated by Jaroslav’s habit of referring to all the ship’s elders, including the majority who had spent their lives in Newellay or smaller habitats, as “Earthborn.” Jaroslav considered telling him that his last teacher had reported ample precedent for such linguistic conflation, but forbore because he liked the older man. Besides, the vaunted expert had never been on a planet either.


  When Basecamp attained the low, fast orbit that paced Neptune’s rotation, the Diogenes was dropped from the Skyline’s spinneret as a spider might descend from a branch. Gravity increased by degrees, and Jaroslav ran systems checks while Unger watched his instruments, each merely glancing, though for different reasons, at the first wisps of blue translucence visible in the ship’s single porthole. After sixteen hours Jaroslav had retired to his bunk, to be thrown to the floor where, in confusion and pain, he imagined himself still to be, pinned by weakness and full surface gravity to a bulkhead that impressed itself as hard and bewilderingly uneven as it grew steadily colder.


  Jaroslav moved his head to evade the formless anxiety that pushed against his stupor, and was rewarded with a bolt of pain through his face. He froze, then lifted his arms cautiously, encountering drag and a constellation of smaller pains. He opened his eyes. Blackness receded, and radial lines of light emerged broken by his suspended hands, which he refrained from touching to his nose.


  The stillness beneath him differed from the imperceptible sway of the last twenty hours, and Jaroslav rose painfully to a crouch, impelled finally to motion without knowing why. The open hatch was now near the tank’s lowest point, and Jaroslav feared suddenly that he would lose his footing and fall through. He peeled one of the lighting strips from the tank wall and wound it around his forearm. Carefully he lowered himself into the specimen bay and thence to the life module, shadows sweeping about him with his every move.


  The life module was colder now, and Jaroslav’s panting billowed visibly before him. He pulled on his pressure suit and immediately felt warmer, although its weight hung upon him like chains. The suit would conserve his body heat against any temperature the life module might soon reach, though this would not hold where Jaroslav had to go.


  Moving clumsily about the control room, Jaroslav found his helmet and fastened it on. The systems lights winked on within, showing suit power seriously depleted from the short circuit Jaroslav had used to produce the power surge. He nodded, unsurprised.


  The light strip, which Jaroslav had transferred to the pressure suit, did not adhere well, and Jaroslav knotted it like a tourniquet. Slowly he began opening the floor hatch to the airlock, laboriously removing the floor panels and underlying bolts.


  As Jaroslav began loosening the final bolt the hatchway blew inward, releasing a jet of blue-white gas into the room. The spray that struck Jaroslav’s arm felt immediately cool through the suit, and frost clouded his faceplate. The air was filled with an ammoniac blue that deepened as the pressure increased; by the time the gusts abated and an even coolness swirled about him, Jaroslav could see nothing but a submarine glow around his knotted arm.


  He had suspected that the airlock may have been breached, but was stunned by the pressure differential; clearly no airlock remained. Jaroslav looked around the drowned room, which trembled faintly with the pings of contracting metal. There was no turning back now.


  Feeling about the floor, Jaroslav found the hatch and climbed down the rope ladder, which ended in tatters after five rungs. Reluctantly he activated the high beam on his helmet and peered about.


  Unger had told him that the surface of Neptune would resemble the bottom of the sea, which possibly it did. Beyond the slender beam of his headlight, that color closest to the black closed in rapidly, brightening to a deep mauve only when he looked up past the ship. The Diogenes was resting at an angle upon an uneven surface whose features the beam could not reach. Most of the ship’s undercarriage was missing; Jaroslav could see dangling metal where the main engines and fuel tanks had been. He killed the beam after a single sweep and descended hand over hand to the bottom rung, from which he could feel his toes brush the ground.


  Whatever else, he thought, straightening from his brief drop to look about the chill and turbid landscape, I am the first human to stand upon Neptune. The sensation could not have been stranger had he been standing on Earth.


  His soles crunching underfoot, Jaroslav walked carefully around the wreck of the Diogenes. The remaining structure of the ship comprised the disk of the life module surmounted by the lobed specimen bay, the spherical main sample tank ringed by four smaller tanks. The five shells were in turn encased in a metal dome, which had been designed to equalize wind flow over the ship’s surface lest the Diogenes twirl like a pendant. Although Jaroslav could not see it, he knew that the Skyline ran straight up from the dome into space, still under tension after the ship had come to rest.


  Jaroslav had no delusions that the Diogenes could be hoisted to safety. He remembered now that the Skyline could bear little stress, having simply allowed the Diogenes, buoyed by its empty tanks to a manageable weight, to descend through the atmosphere without need for braking jets. Even now, with the massive undercarriage gone and the sample tanks still light with Earth-pressure air, the Diogenes would not rise a meter without its shattered rockets.


  As Jaroslav stood before the hulk, a faint pull began to draw on him from one side, which he took several confused seconds to realize was a wind, towing steadily in the dense atmosphere. The realization prompted a sudden recollection, something Unger had said about the need to get aloft before the weather changed. He could not remember the details.


  Jaroslav strode forward, realizing with a start that his soles had begun to go numb, and began feeling along the hull of the Diogenes. The ship’s exterior was studded with handholds, and Jaroslav quickly found a rung and attempted to pull himself up. Contusions shouted across his body, an insurrection of injured muscles. Jaroslav swayed, almost sickened by the pain, but held, and after several seconds pulled both feet clear of the ground. The frozen surface would drain away heat faster than boot contact with hull or air, and Jaroslav could not afford to turn up his suit.


  Jaroslav could not discern the direction of the wind, but knew he had to get into its lee. Wind-chill was a mystery to him but he understood how moving water could rob an object of heat. Five rungs up, a footledge encircled one tank, and Jaroslav began to edge along it, new muscles protesting at the exertion. When the elephantine nudge of breeze seemed to abate he paused, clinging to the hull like a winter fly, and tried to think.


  Jaroslav knew his only hope lay in jettisoning enough mass from the Diogenes to float the empty tanks, which might conceivably rise high enough to allow Basecamp to reel him in. He could think of no way to achieve this, and more disturbingly, neither evidently could Basecamp, which had computer projections and the ship’s designers to call on. The flooded compartments of the life module could not be blown, nor the sample tanks cut free. Stabilizing thrusters were mounted on the hull, but their electrical systems were decapitated, their fuel tanks gone. Jaroslav mentally traced their fuel feeds and cables down longitude lines to the undercarriage, and abruptly he had something.


  A fuel line ran the circumference of the Diogenes along the underside of the ledge Jaroslav stood on. It served as a backup route so that propellant could still reach all four thrusters if a direct line was broken. The lines had stop-valves at every meter, so that a rupture would not drain the fuel tanks. Consequently the four severed feeds and connecting loop still held high-grade fuel.


  Jaroslav entered the fuel lines’ diameter and estimated lengths in the suit computer, although the displayed result—about fourteen liters—told him little in terms of effectiveness. He began to sidle painfully along the ledge, reaching a thruster only after coming back into the wind, which now seemed stronger.


  Jaroslav hooked one elbow through a strut and turned his headlight on low. The thruster’s casing was compatible with suit tools, and Jaroslav opened the panel without difficulty. The solid state circuitry within was not amenable to impromptu rewiring as the power cables inside had been, but what Jaroslav wanted to do would not require finesse. It would probably get him killed, but Basecamp would sense it with their infrareds and know what he had tried.


  The auxiliary propulsion system was monopropellant, which fit Jaroslav’s plans, and the fuel, a high energy borohydride, was under pressure, if not as great as the surface atmosphere’s. Jaroslav uncoupled two lengths of fine cable from around his waist and clipped them into place within the circuitry. Playing out the line before him, Jaroslav backed slowly around the dome’s circumference until he found the service hatch in the specimen bay. Atmospheric pressure posed no impediment to pulling it open: as Jaroslav expected, the specimen bay was now filled with methane. He crawled into the darkness within.


  It was still inside but probably no warmer: Jaroslav hoped that the stresses of the temperature drop had weakened the struts supporting the tanks. The Skyline, he knew, was anchored not to the dome but to the main tank beneath it; that too suited his purpose. Moving about the lobes by the dim effulgence of his lighting strip, Jaroslav felt momentarily protected, the lone individual in a vaulted, insular universe. He shook off the thought with an effort: the anesthetic quality of adrenaline was another trap.


  Jaroslav detached the trailing wires from his suit and began to climb the rungs of the nearest tank. He was immediately assaulted by fatigue, and swayed from the rungs as black spots erupted before his eyes, wondering stuporously what the surface gravity was. He ascended three steps very slowly, then clipped a lifeline to one rung, fearful that a fall of two meters would kill him.


  When he reached the point where the swell of the main tank touched the side he clung to, Jaroslav studied the connecting strut, which had been welded and could not be unfastened. He banged on it several times with his spanner until sudden exhaustion made him swoon, and he. crawled shakily back down. On the bay deck the temptation to lie down came over him so strongly he had to grip a rung with both hands.


  The second tank was dealt with in the same way, although Jaroslav realized upon regaining the deck that he had no idea how long it had taken. He was moving cautiously toward the third, fanatically concerned that he not reverse his steps and re-ascend the first, when the deck lurched slightly beneath his feet. Jaroslav’s care in taking his steps told him at once that the deck level had altered, and the Diogenes was settling into Neptune’s frozen crust.


  Quickly, legs trembling, Jaroslav made his way to the hatch of the main tank, which he confirmed was sealed tight. On the deck beneath the hatch he picked up the voice recorder, which he realized must have slid through the hatchway. Jaroslav snapped it to his belt and returned to the twin cables, which he attached to the power pack of his suit. Looking about the darkened bay for the point of greatest shelter, Jaroslav retreated to the narrowest space beneath the underside of the main tank and wedged himself into it. He clipped his lifeline to a handhold, checked the leads of the cables, closed his eyes, and depressed a switch.


  The concussion seemed to strike him from all sides, an imploding front that knocked him out of his body. Jaroslav thought he tasted blood but heard and felt nothing, or rather could assimilate no sensation but that within his mouth, while the rest raged elsewhere, uncomprehended. He thought nothing, but was suffused with awareness of self, a sufficiency that precluded urgency or impulse in any direction.


  How long this lasted Jaroslav could not tell, but the tugging he at length grew aware of had had some part in the plenum of his being long before attention found its focus. Pain still found no place, but saliences of feeling dimpled his consciousness, and without wondering at it Jaroslav distantly knew that what he felt was acceleration, gentle but distinct. When at last he opened his eyes he was already feeling a cool wash picked with premonitions of sharper sensation, and Jaroslav turned his neck painfully to see around him a field of deep color. The main tank of the Diogenes had burst the ruptured bounds of the ship like a bubble, and was rising.


  Exhilaration gave way within seconds to panic, and a sudden terror with the realization that he was dangling from the lifeline hooked to his belt. Jaroslav’s senses told him that he was turning slowly, and he froze. With an effort he arched his back, and as he felt his head rise higher than his waist Jaroslav groped about the darkness above him. His fingers brushed smoothness, and after several seconds closed around a handhold. With the exertion of frenzy Jaroslav pulled himself up against the tank and thrust both forearms through the rungs. He used a second lifeline to lash himself against the surface, and, securely fast, was able to consider his position.


  The air tank was rising on the ballast force of its lighter gas content, perhaps augmented by whatever heat the tank absorbed when the fuel line encircling it burst. The explosion must have gone essentially as Jaroslav envisioned, its force blown inward by Neptune’s surface pressure to rupture the dome and outer tanks surrounding the central shell. If tatters of debris were clinging to the tank, he realized, its lifting power would be greatly reduced. Jaroslav activated his headlight and peered about the underside above him, but could see nothing beyond the dim curvature of metal horizon.


  Lift would be a problem whether there was debris clinging or not, as Jaroslav had known without pausing to think about it. There could be no question of his makeshift balloon ascending high into Neptune’s atmosphere: as with all planets, Neptune’s atmosphere dissipated much faster than its gravitational strength, and the refloated Diogenes would soon reach that stratum where its lift and weight attained equilibrium. From there the cooling of its contents would bring it assuredly down. Even assuming that the Skyline was exerting some pull owing to elasticity, the shell—a metal artifact—would rise only from the thickest depths. It would be far too low for rescue.


  Jaroslav let his head loll, since it had begun aching in its raised position. Dark shapes moved across his faceplate, and when Jaroslav activated his helmet light he saw its interior was streaked with blood. A catalogue of his injuries would serve no purpose—he had worked through double shifts throughout adolescence by denying pain with tricks learned from military men—but he should probably know whether hemorrhaging threatened vital suit functions. Jaroslav flexed his fingers, then brought up his knees slowly—a mistake, for his vision went red with sudden agony and he instinctively attempted to double up against his bonds. Waves roiled through his body and crashed against his helmet; Jaroslav could only hold on while they slowly subsided.


  He was beginning to breathe more evenly when the first blow struck the tank. Jaroslav was thrown against his bonds, thinking wildly that he could not have done himself another injury, when a second, more glancing blow produced a higher reverberation, allowing him to recognize the first. He thought with great clarity: Flung through the air. A staccato burst rattled like gravel thrown against a bulkhead. Jaroslav held still, eyes straining for signs of motion in the darkness, until the impacts and vibrations diminished.


  At his belt Jaroslav found the voice recorder, which he brought up to touch against his helmet. “Recording, ah, 1632 hours. Rising at an indeterminate rate, altitude unknown. I don’t know how you will recover this, but listen: there are projectiles moving through the lower atmosphere. Maybe ice thrown by the weather; does this happen on Earth? Probably what hit the ship originally. You will have to watch for it next time.”


  Jaroslav let his head hang, wondering what to add, then saw the rivulets of blood change course and run at a new angle across his field of vision. Concentrating on his extremities, Jaroslav realized that one side was colder than the other, and that his center of gravity was shifting. The shell was rolling slightly, dragging upon the Skyline at the push of quickening winds.


  He was wondering about this when the ship spoke.


  Basecamp to Droshka, we have detected ascending mass and assume that you are on it.


  The voice was fuzzy yet resonant, as though relayed through a series of poor connections. Jaroslav thought in lucid objection that no radio beam could reach his suit antenna through the bulk of the tank, and then he understood.


  Estimates of your lift potential are being made. We understand that you cannot reply.


  Basecamp was using a tight beam on the tank again, which Jaroslav could hear through contact with his helmet. The vibrations against his back were awakening aches throughout his body.


  Jaroslav hung free, ascending through registers of slowly brightening color. He knew there was nothing he need or could do, and awaited word from above as lethargy crept over him.


  Basecamp to Droshka, we are attempting to augment lift of ballast tank by heating surface with microwaves. We assume you are beneath tank and shall play beam over upper hemisphere. Do not attempt to climb tank while irradiation is in progress.


  Jaroslav smiled at that. The faint tug of wind pulled against him like a hammock, and he wondered if the metal shell would warm enough to keep him alive. As the hull behind him began to vibrate faintly Jaroslav thought he could hear the whistle of wind breaking over him. If more floes were dislodged to come sailing through the darkness, he thought uneasily, there would be no means of evading them.


  An enormous creaking filled the space behind him, and Jaroslav cried out as the lines holding him tightened. The reborn Diogenes, swelling however faintly as it warmed, was pressing against the rigging with which Jaroslav had secured himself. Working with panicky fingers, he untwisted one clip and opened it, causing his weight to pull hard against his hooked forearms. Carefully he freed a second line that was slowly seeking to garrote him, and his full suited weight came to rest on his limbs. His body cried out, and Jaroslav leaned his head back to touch the hull, hungry for heat that might keep his muscles from cramping.


  Jaro this is Lampert. Your ballast balloon has been heated to its maximum point of safe distension, and no further lift can be induced at this time. We are trying to project ascension potential. You are presently at an altitude of thirty-eight kilometers out of eighty you must reach for the rescue attempt.


  So those are the numbers, Jaroslav thought. He was better at meters than kilometers, but saw the proferred ratio clearly enough. Each additional klick would be harder to attain as dwindling air pressure vitiated lift. He would not get much higher than this.


  Something was running across Jaroslav’s faceplate, but it was not blood—nor, he realized with a start, was it on the inside. Colorless fluid streamed down his helmet as along a pane, and a deep chill spread over his shoulders. Frozen material had collected on the metal skin—because of the wind?—and was now melting, with whatever did not sublime dripping onto him. Jaroslav wanted to cheer: more lift, but the thermal conductivity of the liquid would freeze him.


  Jaroslav kicked his feet, fearful of ice forming on them. While I’m conscious, he thought, I’ll kick.


  Jaroslav, we have a weather reading. You are running with the tide, and will derive additional lift for possibly an hour. We don’t think this will suffice, your tank will have lost some gas through its seal by then and will perhaps take additional heat. I am sorry you cannot reply.


  Jaroslav brought up the recorder. “Acknowledged.” He did not understand most of that; but recognized the sound of good news. With weakness came a rush of feeling, and Jaroslav sought something to say. “I should tell you the surface was solid where we touched down . . . oh, you’d know that.” At the first sign of irreversible descent he would clip the recorder to a rung and let go. The shell’s sudden rise would doubtless tip them off, but they would try to recover anyway.


  The ship burst into a glory of violet sky, with clouds like dirty fabric dropping steadily away. Stars looked upon him from all sides, twinkling against a background of deep color shockingly unlike the unwavering blackness of space. Near one limb of the tank, a single star shone too brightly to be looked at: the Sun, almost visible as a disk.


  The curvature of Neptune was obscured by the unevenness of the cloud cover, but Jaroslav had spent his life thinking of planets as spheres not surfaces. What worried him now was that the clouds no longer appeared to be receding as rapidly. He watched the uneven horizon for several minutes as he flexed his ankles nervously, but apparent motion was imperceptible.


  Jaro, we have been tracking you since you broke the cloud cover, and the thinner air seems to be slowing your ascent. We think you had better come up now.


  What? Jaroslav thought.


  The pickup is going to be more complicated than we thought, and we want you to climb the tank rungs and get to the Skyline. We know this will be very taxing for you, but you cannot rise much farther, and—


  Oh, no.


  Jaroslav raised his helmet from contact with the shell, and the voice faded. He hung from the tank perhaps halfway from bottom to equator, its bulk looming over him. There was no way he could do it. Jaroslav rested his head against a rung.


  —the point where we have to hold the beam steady just to keep you from dropping. Your hatch seal is deteriorating rapidly, and we can give it ten minutes maxi—


  He pulled his head away. The clouds roiled below, enormous as nothing in the Centaur had ever been. Think of it as a task, he told himself. Freeing one arm from its rung, Jaroslav found the clip of his lifeline on his belt, and reached to hook it to a higher hold. He repeated the act with the second line, then began painfully to free his ankle and remaining arm from their wedged positions. Jaroslav started to shift his weight between rungs, but his stiffened-grip failed almost at once and he fell the length of his lifelines, jerked to a halt staring downward into the clouds.


  It almost ended there. Jaroslav closed his eyes, swung in the brief compass of his tether as blood pattered onto his faceplate, and waited for oblivion. Instead, he slowly tilted his head below his chest, and his nose gorged with pain. Jaroslav reached behind him to grasp a line, and pulled himself gradually erect. He looked up at the hovering air tank, motionless against a brighter Violet than had been visible below him, and began to pull himself upward.


  It was never again as hard as that, not even when his foot slipped from a still-iced rung and Jaroslav slammed his kneecap against its edge. As he crossed the equator light broke over him, indistinct in the smeared pink of his faceplate. Jaroslav tried to disregard it as he groped single-mindedly for the succeeding rungs, intent that even the harbingers of delirium not deflect him.


  The upper hull seemed faintly warm to his touch, but Jaroslav no longer trusted his sensations, which had left his legs entirely.


  The Skyline rose from the hull’s top as from an ornament, a featureless cable half a meter across. It was, Jaroslav knew, not one molecule but hundreds, braided and cultured like genes. As he advanced on hands and knees across the now nearly horizontal handholds, Jaroslav fixed his gaze upon it, seeing the reinforced collar that held it to the hull, its surface ringed with holds for his tether.


  With his feet planted on either side of it, Jaroslav encircled the Skyline with his lifeline and stood slowly. Looking up into the radiance overhead, Jaroslav saw through an unclouded corner of his faceplate a gibbous disk of liquid blue. Triton was high in the sky—as close as the Moon was to Earth, Jaroslav recalled, and even larger. Neptune’s reach had drawn the retrograde satellite over eons to a startling proximity, which now raised tides in Neptune’s ocean of atmosphere. It was this, Jaroslav realized dimly, that Unger had wished to keep ahead of: moonrise and high tide, the welling of winds that had raised the Diogenes makeshift balloon a few klicks higher than it otherwise would have managed.


  “Jaro,” said Lampert’s voice, and it was clearer than he had heard it before, the tight beam falling directly onto his helmet, “we think we detect you on topside. You should strap yourself tight to the Skyline, because we are going to have to cut away the tank with a laser. It’s a very risky maneuver, and, well, you should keep your hands in as close as possible. I don’t like the margins for error we have to accept. We’re going to start a countdown at ninety seconds, because time is very tight. I wish we could hear you.”


  “Roger,” said Jaroslav, bringing out the recorder. He clipped it to the lifeline, then wrapped the second line round his waist for good measure. He could not feel to control his legs, but the freezing of the suit’s blood-soaked lining would hold him upright. “You’ll hear this.”


  The sky was beginning to grow darker, though Triton continued to brighten. These contradictions did not disturb Jaroslav, who was not accustomed to cycles of daylight. He wrapped his arms round the Skyline, whose cross-linked strands were not designed to absorb heat, so did not feel cold. No more wind, he thought, for the Skyline rose straight up, as abstract and ideal as a vector he had ascended to grasp.


  SECOND SKIN


  Paul J. McAuley


  The transport, once owned by an outer system cartel and appropriated by Earth’s Pacific Community after the Quiet War, ran in a continuous, everchanging orbit between Saturn, Uranus, and Neptune. It never docked. It mined the solar wind for hydrogen to mix with the nanogram of antimatter that could power it for a century, and once or twice a year, during its intricate gravity-assisted loops between Saturn’s moons, maintenance drones attached remora-like to its hull, and fixed whatever its self-repairing systems couldn’t handle.


  Ben Lo and the six other members of the first trade delegation to Proteus since the war were transferred onto the transport as it looped around Titan, still sleeping in the hibernation pods they’d climbed into in Earth orbit. Sixty days later, they were released from the transport in individual drop capsules of structural diamond, like so many seeds scattered by a pod.


  Ben Lo, swaddled in the crash web that took up most of the volume of the drop capsule’s little bubble, watched with growing vertigo as the battered face of Proteus drew closer. He had been awakened only a day ago, and was as weak and unsteady as a new-born kitten. The sun was behind the bubble’s braking chute. Ahead, Neptune’s disc was tipped in star-sprinkled black above the little moon. Neptune was subtly banded with blue and violet, its poles capped with white cloud, its equator streaked with cirrus. Slowly, slowly, Proteus began to eclipse it. The transport had already dwindled to a bright point amongst the bright points of the stars, on its way to spin up around Neptune, loop past Triton, and head on out for the next leg of its continuous voyage, halfway across the solar system to Uranus.


  Like many of the moons of the outer planets, Proteus was a ball of ice and rock. Over billions of years, most of the rock had sunk to the core, and the moon’s icy, dirty white surface was splotched with a scattering of large impact craters with black interiors, like well-used ash trays, and dissected by large stress fractures, some running halfway round the little globe.


  The spy fell toward Proteus in a thin transparent bubble of carbon, wearing a paper suit and a diaper, and trussed up in a cradle of smart cabling like an early Christian martyr. He could barely move a muscle.


  Invisible laser light poured all around him-the capsule was opaque to the frequency used-gently pushing against the braking sail which bad unfolded and spun into a twenty kilometer diameter mirror after the capsule had been released by the transport. Everything was fine.


  The capsule said, “Only another twelve hours, Mr. Lo. I suggest that you sleep. Elfhame’s time zone is ten hours behind Greenwich Mean Time.”


  Had he been asleep for a moment? Ben Lo blinked and said, “Jet lag,” and laughed.


  “I don’t understand,” the capsule said politely. It didn’t need to be very intelligent. All it had to do was control the attitude of the braking sail, and keep its passenger amused and reassured until landing.


  Then it would be recycled.


  Ben Lo didn’t bother to try to explain. He was feeling the same kind of yawning apprehension that must have gripped ninety-year-old airline passengers at the end of the twentieth century. A sense of deep dislocation and estrangement. How strange that I’m here, he thought. And, how did it happen? When he’d been born, spaceships had been crude, disposable chemical rockets. The first men on the moon. President Kennedy’s assassination. No, that happened before I was born. For a moment, his yawning sense of dislocation threatened to swallow him whole, but then he had it under control and it dwindled to mere strangeness. It was the treatment, he thought. The treatment and the hibernation.


  Somewhere down there in the white moonscape, in one of the smaller canyons, was Ben Lo’s first wife. But he mustn’t think of that. Not yet. Because if he did . . . no, he couldn’t remember. Something bad, though.


  “I can offer a variety of virtualities,” the capsule said. Its voice was a husky contralto. It added, “certain sexual services are also available.”


  “What I’d like is a chateaubriand steak butterflied and well-grilled over hickory wood, a Caesar salad, and a 1998 Walnut Creek Cabernet Sauvignon.”


  “I can offer a range of nutritive pastes, and eight flavors of water, including a balanced electrolyte,” the capsule said. A prissy note seemed to have edged into its voice. It added, “I would recommend that you restrict intake of solids and fluids until after landing.”


  Ben Lo sighed. He had already had his skin scrubbed and repopulated with strains of bacteria and yeast native to the Protean ecosystem, and his GI tract had been reamed out and packed with a neutral gel containing a benign strain of E. coli. He said, “Give me an inflight movie.”


  “I would recommend virtualities,” the capsule said. “I have a wide selection.”


  Despite the capsule’s minuscule intelligence, it had a greater memory capacity than all the personal computers on Earth at the end of the millennium. Ben Lo had downloaded his own archives into it.


  “Wings of Desire,” he said.


  “But it’s in black and white! And flat. And only two senses—”


  “There’s color later on. It has a particular relevance to me, I think. Once upon a time, capsule, there was a man who was very old, and became young again, and found that he’d lost himself. Run the movie, and you’ll understand a little bit about me.”


  The moon, Neptune, the stars, fell into a single point of light. The light went out. The film began.


  Failing through a cone of laser light, the man and the capsule watched how an angel became a human being, out of love.


  The capsule skimmed the moon’s dirty-white surface and shed the last of its relative velocity in the inertia buffers of the target zone, leaving its braking sail to collapse across kilometers of moonscape. It was picked up by a striding tripod that looked like a prop from The War of the Worlds, and carried down a steeply sloping tunnel through triple airlocks into something like the ER room of a hospital. With the other members of the trade delegation, Ben Lo, numbed by neural blocks, was decanted, stripped, washed, and dressed in fresh paper clothes.


  Somewhere in the press of nurses and technicians he thought he glimpsed someone he knew, or thought he knew. A woman, her familiar face grown old, eyes faded blue in a face wrinkled as a turtle’s . . . But then he was lifted onto a gurney and wheeled away.


  Waking, he had problems with remembering who he was. He knew he was nowhere on Earth. A universally impersonal hotel room, but he was virtually in free fall. Some moon, then. But what role was he playing?


  He got up, moving carefully in the fractional gravity, and pulled aside the floor-to-ceiling drapes. It was night, and across a kilometer of black air was a steep dark mountainside or perhaps a vast building, with lights wound at its base, shimmering on a river down there . . . Proteus. Neptune. The trade delegation. And the thing he couldn’t think about, which was fractionally nearer the surface now, like a word at the back of his tongue. He could feel it, but he couldn’t shape it. Not yet.


  He stripped in the small, brightly lit sphere of the bathroom and turned the walls to mirrors and looked at himself. He was too young to be who he thought he was. No, that was the treatment, of course. His third. Then why was his skin this color? He hadn’t bothered to tint it for . . . how long?


  That sci-fi version of Othello, a century and a half ago, when he’d been a movie star. He remembered the movie vividly, although not the making of it. But that was the color he was now, his skin a rich dark mahogany, gleaming as if oiled in the lights, his hair a cap of tight black curls.


  He slept again, and dreamed of his childhood home. San Francisco. Sailboats scattered across the blue bay. He’d had a little boat, a Laser. The cold salt smell of the sea. The pinnacles of the rust-red bridge looming out of banks of fog, and the fog horn booming mournfully. Cabbage leaves in the gutters of Spring Street. The crowds swirling under the crimson and gold neon lights of the trinket shops of Grant Avenue, and the intersection at Grant and California tingling with trolley car bells.


  He remembered everything as if he had just seen it in a movie. Nonassociational aphasia. It was a side effect of the treatment he’d just had. He’d been warned about it, but it was still unsettling. The woman he was here to . . . Avernus. Her name now. But when they had been married, a hundred and sixty odd years ago, she had been called Barbara Reiner. He tried to remember the taste of her mouth, the texture of her skin, and could not.


  The next transport would not swing by Proteus for a hundred and seventy days, so there was no hurry to begin the formal business of the trade delegation. For a while, its members were treated as favored tourists, in a place that had no tourist industry at all.


  The sinuous rill canyon which housed Elfhame had been burned to an even depth of a kilometer, sealed under a construction diamond roof, and pressurized to 750 millibars with a nitrox mix enriched with I percent carbon dioxide to stimulate plant growth. The canyon ran for fifty kilometers through a basaltic surface extrusion, possibly the remnant of the giant impact that had resurfaced the farside hemisphere of the moon a billion years ago, or the result of vulcanism caused by thermal drag when the satellite had been captured by Neptune.


  The sides of the canyon were raked to form a deep vee in profile, with a long narrow lake lying at the bottom like a black ribbon, dusted with a scattering of pink and white coral keys. The Elffiamers called it the Skagerrak. The sides of the canyon were steeply terraced, with narrow vegetable gardens, rice paddies, and farms on the higher levels, close to the lamps that, strung from the diamond roof, gave an insolation equivalent to that of the Martian surface. Farther down, amongst pocket parks and linear strips of designer wilderness, houses clung to the steep slopes like soap bubbles, or stood on platforms or bluffs, all with panoramic views of the lake at the bottom and screened from their neighbors by soaring ginkgoes, cypress, palmettos, bamboo (which grew to fifty meters in the microgravity), and dragon’s blood trees. All the houses were large and individually designed; Elfhamers went in for extended families. At the lowest levels were the government buildings, commercial malls and parks, the university and hospital, and the single hotel, which bore all the marks of having been recently constructed for the trade delegation. And then there was the lake, the Skagerrak, with its freshwater corals and teeming fish, and slow, ten-meter-high waves. The single, crescent-shaped beach of black sand at what Elfhamers called the North End was very steeply raked, and constantly renewed; the surfing was fabulous.


  There was no real transportation system except for a single tube train line that shuttled along the west side, and moving lines with T-bar seats, like ski lifts, that made silver lines along the steep terraced slopes. Mostly, people bounded around in huge kangaroo leaps, or flew using startlingly small wings of diamond foil or little hand-held airscrews-the gravity was so low, 0.007g, that human flight was ridiculously easy. Children rode airboards or simply dived from terrace to terrace, which strictly speaking was illegal, but even adults did it sometimes, and it seemed to be one of those laws to which no one paid much attention unless someone got hurt. It was possible to break a bone if you jumped from the top of the canyon and managed to land on one of the lakeside terraces, but you’d have to work at it. Some of the kids did-the latest craze was terrace bouncing, in which half a dozen screaming youngsters tried to find out how quickly they could get from top to bottom with the fewest touchdown points.


  The entire place, with its controlled, indoor weather, its bland affluent sheen, and its universal cleanliness, was ridiculously vulnerable. It reminded Ben Lo of nothing so much as an old-fashioned shopping mall, the one at Santa Monica, for instance. He’d had a bit part in a movie made in that mall, somewhere near the start of his career. He was still having trouble with his memory. He could remember every movie he’d made, but couldn’t remember making any one of them.


  He asked his guide if it was possible to get to the real surface. She was taken aback by the request, then suggested that he could access a mobot using the point-of-presence facility of his hotel room.


  “Several hundred were released fifty years ago, and some of them are still running, I suppose. Really, there is nothing up there but some industrial units.”


  “I guess Avernus has her labs on the surface.”


  Instantly, the spy was on the alert, suppressing a thrill of panic.


  His guide was a very tall, thin, pale girl called Maria. Most Elffiamers were descended from Nordic stock, and Maria had the high cheekbones, blue eyes, blond hair, and open and candid manner of her counterparts on Earth. Like most Elfhamers, she was tanned and athletically lithe, and wore a distractingly small amount of fabric: tight shorts, a band of material across her small breasts, plastic sandals, a communications bracelet.


  At the mention of Avernus, Maria’s eyebrows dented over her slim, straight nose. She said, “I would suppose so, yah, but there’s nothing interesting to see. The program, it is reaching the end of its natural life, you see. The surface is not interesting, and it is dangerous. The cold and the vacuum, and still the risk of micrometeorites. Better to live inside.”


  Like worms in an apple, the spy thought. The girl was soft and foolish, very young and very naive. It was only natural that a member of the trade delegation would be interested in Elfhame’s most famous citizen. She wouldn’t think anything of this.


  Ben Lo blinked and said, “Well, yes, but I’ve never been there. It would be something, for someone of my age to set foot on the surface of a moon of Neptune. I was born two years before the first landing on Earth’s moon, you know. Have you ever been up there?”


  Maria’s teeth were even and pearly white, and when she smiled, as she did now, she seemed to have altogether too many. “By point-of-presence, of course. It is part of our education. It is fine enough in its own way, but the surface is not our home, you understand.”


  They were sitting on the terrace of a cafe that angled out over the lake. Resin tables and chairs painted white, clipped bay trees in big white pots, terra-cotta tiles, slightly sticky underfoot, like all the floor coverings in Elfhame. Bulbs of schnapps cooled in an ice bucket.


  Ben Lo tipped his chair back and looked up at the narrow strip of black sky and its strings of brilliant lamps that hung high above the steep terraces on the far side of the lake. He said, “You can’t see the stars. You can’t even see Neptune.”


  “Well, we are on the farside,” Marla said, reasonably. “But by point-of-presence mobot I have seen it, several times. I have been on Earth the same way, and Mars, but those were fixed, because of the signal lag.”


  “Yes, but you might as well look at a picture!”


  Marla laughed. “Oh, yah. Of course. I forget that you are once a capitalist—” the way she said it, he might have been a dodo, or a dolphin-“from the United States of the Americas, as it was called then. That is why you put such trust in what you call real. But really, it is not such a big difference. You put on a mask, or you put on a pressure suit. It is all barriers to experience. And what is to see? Dusty ice, and the same black sky as home, but with more and weaker lamps. We do not need the surface.”


  Ben Lo didn’t press the point. His guide was perfectly charming, if earnest and humorless, and brightly but brainlessly enthusiastic for the party line, like a cadre from one of the supernats. She was transparently a government spy, and was recording everything-she had shown him the little button camera and asked his permission.


  “Such a historical event this is, Mr. Lo, that we wish to make a permanent record of it. You will I hope not mind?”


  So now Ben Lo changed the subject, and asked why there were no sailboats on the lake, and then bad to explain to Marla what a sailboat was.


  Her smile was brilliant when she finally understood. “Oh yah, there are some I think who use such boards on the water, like surfing boards with sails.”


  “Sailboards, sure.”


  “The waves are very Ig, so it is not easy a sport. Not aily are allowed, besides, because of the film.”


  It turned out that there was a monomolecular film across the whole lake, to stop great gobs of it floating off into the lakeside terraces.


  A gong beat softly in the air. Maria looked at her watch. It was tattooed on her slim, tanned wrist. “Now it will rain soon. We should go inside, I think. I can show you the library this afternoon. There are several real books in it that one of our first citizens brought all the way from Earth.”


  When he was not sight-seeing or attending coordination meetings with the others in the trade delegation (he knew none of them well, and they were all so much younger than him, and as bright and enthusiastic as Marla), he spent a lot of time in the library. He told Maria that be was gathering background information that would help finesse the target packages of economic exchange, and she said that it was good, this was an open society, they had nothing to hide. Of course, he couldn’t use his own archive, which was under bonded quarantine, but he was happy enough typing away at one of the library terminals for hours on end, and after a while, Marla left him to it. He also made use of various point-of-presence mobots to explore the surface, especially around Elfhame’s roof.


  And then there were the diplomatic functions to attend: a party in the prime minister’s house, a monstrous construction of pine logs and steeply pitched roofs of wooden shingles cantilevered above the lake; a reception in the assembly room of the parliament, the Riksdag; others at the university and the Supreme Court. Ben Lo started to get a permanent crick in his neck from looking up at the faces of his etiolated hosts while making conversation.


  At one, held in the humid, rarefied atmosphere of the research greenhouses near the top of the East Wall of Elfhame, Ben Lo glimpsed Avernus again. His heart lifted strangely, and the spy broke off from the one-sided conversation with an earnest hydroponicist and pushed through the throng toward his target, the floor sucking at his sandals with each step.


  The old woman was surrounded by a gaggle of young giants, set apart from the rest of the party. The spy was aware of people watching when he took Avernus’s hand, something that caused a murmur of unrest amongst her companions.


  “An old custom, dears,” Avernus told them. “We predate most of the plagues that made such gestures taboo, even after the plagues were defeated. Ben, dear, what a surprise. I had hoped never to see you again. Your employers have a strange sense of humor.” A young man with big, red-framed data glasses said, “You know each other?”


  “We lived in the same city,” Avernus said, “many years ago.” She had brushed her vigorous grey hair back from her forehead. The wine-dark velvet wrap did not flatter her skinny old woman’s body. She said to Ben, “You look so young.”


  “My third treatment,” he confessed. Avernus said, “It was once said that in American lives there was no second act-but biotech has given almost everyone who can afford it a second act, and for some a third one, too. But what to do in them? One simply can’t pretend to be young again-one is too aware of death, and has too much at stake, too much invested in self, to risk being young.”


  “There’s no longer any America,” Ben Lo said. “Perhaps that helps.”


  “To be without loyalty,” the old woman said, “except to one’s own continuity.”


  The spy winced, but did not show it.


  The old woman took his elbow. Her grip was surprisingly strong. “Pretend to be interested, dear,” she said. “We are having a delightful conversation in this delightful party. Smile. That’s better!”


  Her companions laughed uneasily at this. Avernus said quietly to Ben, “You must visit me.”


  “I have an escort.”


  “Of course you do. I’m sure someone as resourceful as you will think of something. Ah, this must be your guide. what a tall girl!”


  Avernus turned away, and her companions closed around her, turning their long bare backs on the Earthman.


  Ben Lo asked Maria what Avernus was doing there. He was dizzy with the contrast between what his wife had been, and what she had become. He could hardly remember what they had talked about. Meet. They had to meet. They would meet.


  It was beginning.


  Marla said, “It is a politeness to her. Really, she should not have come, and we are glad she is leaving early. You do not worry about her, Mr. Lo. She is a sideline. We look inward, we reject the insane plans of the previous administration. Would you like to see the new oil-rich strains of Chlorella we use?”


  Ben Lo smiled diplomatically. “It would be very interesting.”


  There had been a change of government, after the war. It had been less violent and more serious than a revolution, more like a change of climate, or of religion. Before the Quiet War (that was what it was called on Earth, for although tens of thousands had died in the war, none had died on Earth), Proteus had been loosely allied with, but not committed to, an amorphous group which wanted to exploit the outer reaches of the solar system, beyond Pluto’s orbit; after the war, Proteus dropped its expansionist plans and sought to reestablish links with the trading communities of Earth.


  Avernus had been on the losing side of the change in political climate. Brought in by the previous regime because of her skills in gengeneering vacuum organisms, she found herself sidelined and ostracized, her research group disbanded and replaced by government cadres, funds for her research suddenly diverted to new projects. But her contract bound her to Proteus for the next ten years, and the new government refused to release her. She had developed several important new dendrimers, light-harvesting molecules used in artificial photosynthesis, and established several potentially valuable genelines, including a novel form of photosythesis based on a sulphur-spring Chloroflexus bacterium. The goverilment wanted to license them, but to do that it had to keep Avernus under contract, even if it would not allow her to work.


  Avernus wanted to escape, and Ben Lo was there to help her. The Pacific Community had plenty of uses for vacuum organisms-there was the whole of the Moon to use as a garden, to begin with-and was prepared to overlook Avernus’s political stance in exchange for her expertise and her knowledge.


  He was beginning to remember more and more, but there was still so much he didn’t know. He supposed that the knowledge had been buried, and would flower in due course. He tried not to worry about it.


  Meanwhile, the meetings of the trade delegation and Elfhame’s industrial executive finally began. Ben Lo spent most of the next ten days in a closed room dickering with Parliamentary speakers on the Trade Committee over marginal rates for exotic organics. When the meetings were finally over, he slept for three hours and then, still logy from lack of sleep but filled with excess energy, went body surfing at the black beach at the North End. It was the first time he had managed to evade Marla. She had been as exhausted as he had been by the rounds of negotiations, and he had promised that he would sleep all day so that she could get some rest.


  The surf was tremendous, huge smooth slow glassy swells falling from thirty meters to batter the soft, sugary black sand with giant’s paws. The air was full of spinning globs of water, and so hazed with spray, like a rain of foamy flowers, that it was necessary to wear a filtermask. It was what the whole lake would be like, without its monomolecular membrane.


  Ben Lo had thought he would still have an aptitude for body surfing, because he’d done so much of it when he had been living in Los Angeles, before his movie career really took off. But he was as helpless as a kitten in the swells, his boogie board turning turtle as often as not, and twice he was caught in the undertow. The second time, a pale naked giantess got an arm around his chest and hauled him up onto dry sand.


  After he hawked up a couple of lungs-full of fresh water, he managed to gasp his thanks. The woman smiled. She had black hair in a bristle cut, and startlingly green eyes. She was very tall and very thin, and completely naked. She said, “At last you are away from that revisionist bitch.”


  Ben Lo sat up, abruptly conscious, in the presence of this young naked giantess, of his own nakedness. “Ah. You are one of Avernus’s—”


  The woman walked away with her boogie board under her arm, pale buttocks flexing. The spy unclipped the ankle line that tethered him to his rented board, bounded up the beach in two leaps, pulled on his shorts, and followed.


  Sometime later, he was standing in the middle of a vast red-lit room at blood heat and what felt like a hundred percent humidity. Racks of large-leaved plants receded into infinity; those nearest him towered high above, forming a living green wall. His arm stung, and the tall young woman, naked under a green gown open down the front, but masked and wearing disposable gloves, deftly caught the glob of expressed blood-his blood-in a capillary straw, took a disc of skin from his forearm with a spring-loaded punch, sprayed the wound with sealant and went off with her samples.


  A necessary precaution, the old woman said. Avernus. He remembered now. Or at least could picture it. Taking a ski lift all the way to the top. Through a tunnel lined with tall plastic bags in which green Chlorella cultures bubbled under lights strobing in fifty millisecond pulses. Another attack of memory lossthey seemed to be increasing in frequency! Stress, be told himself. “Of all the people I could identify,” Avernus said, “they had to send you.”


  “Ask me anything,” Ben Lo said, although he wasn’t sure that he recalled very much of their brief marriage.


  “I mean identify genetically. We exchanged strands of hair in amber, do you remember? I kept mine. It was mounted in a ring.”


  “I didn’t think that you were sentimental.”


  “It was my idea, and I did it with all my husbands. It reminded me of what I once was.”


  “My wife.”


  “An idiot.”


  “I must get back to the hotel soon. If they find out I’ve been wandering around without my escort, they’ll start to suspect.”


  “Good. Let them worry. What can they do? Arrest me? Arrest you?”


  “I have diplomatic immunity.”


  Avernus laughed. “Ben, Ben, you always were so status-conscious. That’s why I left. I was just another thing you’d collected. A trophy, like your Porsche, or your Picasso.”


  He didn’t remember.


  “It wasn’t a very good Picasso. One of his fakes-do you know that story?”


  “I suppose I sold it.”


  The young woman in the green gown came back. “A positive match,” she said. “Probability of a negative identity point oh oh one or less. But he is doped up with immunosuppressants and testosterone.”


  “The treatment,” the spy said glibly. “Is this where you do your research?”


  “Of course not. They certainly would notice if you turned up there. This is one of the pharm farms. They grow tobacco here, with human genes inserted to make various immunoglobulins. They took away my people, Ben, and replaced them with spies. Ludmilia is one of my original team. They put her to drilling new agricultural tunnels.”


  “We are alone here,” Ludmilia said.


  “Or you would have made your own arrangements.”


  “I hate being dependent on people. Especially from Earth, if you’ll forgive me. And especially you. Are the others in your trade delegation . . .?”


  “Just a cover,” the spy said. “They know nothing. They are looking forward to your arrival in Tycho. The laboratory is ready to be fitted out to your specifications.”


  “I swore I’d never go back, but they are fools here. They stand on the edge of greatness, the next big push, and they turn their backs on it and burrow into the ice like maggots.”


  The spy took her hands in his. Her skin was loose on her bones, and dry and cold despite the humid heat of the hydroponic greenhouse. He said, “Are you ready? Truly ready?”


  She did not pull away. “I have said so. I will submit to any test, if it makes your masters happy. Ben, you are exactly as I remember you. It is very strange.”


  “The treatments are very good now. You must use one.”


  “Don’t think I haven’t, although not as radical as yours. I like to show my age. You could shrivel up like a Struldbrugg, and I don’t have to worry about that, at least. That skin color, though. Is it a fashion?”


  “I was Othello, once. Don’t you like it?” Under the red lights his skin gleamed with an ebony luster.


  “I always thought you’d make a good lago, if only you bad been clever enough. I asked for someone I knew, and they sent you. It almost makes me want to distrust them.”


  “We were young, then.” He was trying to remember, searching her face. Well, it was two hundred years ago. Still, he felt as if he trembled at a great brink, and a tremendous feeling of nostalgia for what he could not remember swept through him. Tears grew like big lenses over his eyes and he brushed them into the air and apologized. “I am here to do a job,” he said, and said it as much for his benefit as hers. Avernus said, “Be honest, Ben. You hardly remember anything.”


  “Well, it was a long time ago.” But he did not feel relieved at this admission. “Re past was gone. No more than pictures, no longer a part of him.


  Avernus said, “When we got married, I was in love, and a fool. It was in the Wayfarer’s Chapel, do you remember? Hot and dry, with a Santa Ana blowing, and Channel Five’s news helicopter hovering overhead. You were already famous, and two years later you were so famous I no longer recognized you.”


  They talked a little while about his career. The acting, the successful terms as state senator, the unsuccessful term as congressman, the fortune he had made in land deals after the partition of the USA, his semi-retirement in the upper house of the Pacific Community parliament. It was a little like an interrogation, but he didn’t mind it. At least he knew this story well.


  The tall young woman, Ludmilla, took him back to the hotel. It seemed natural that she should stay for a drink, and then that they should make love, with a languor and then an urgency that surprised him, although he had been told that restoration of his testosterone levels would sometimes cause emotional or physical cruxes that would require resolution. Ben Lo had made love in microgravity many times, but never before with someone who had been born to it. Afterward, Ludmilla rose up from the bed and moved gracefully about the room, dipping and turning as she pulled on her scanty clothes. “I will see you again,” she said, and then she was gone.


  The negotiations resumed, a punishing schedule taking up at least twelve hours a day. And there were the briefings and summary sessions with the other delegates, as well as the other work the spy had to attend to when Maria thought he was asleep. Fortunately, he had a kink that allowed him to build up sleep debt and get by on an hour a night. He’d sleep long when this was done, all the way back to Earth with his prize. Then at last it was all in place, and he only had to wait.


  Another reception, this time in the little zoo halfway up the West Side. The Elfhamers were running out of novel places to entertain the delegates. Most of the animals looked vaguely unhappy in the microgravity and none were ve ry large. Bushbabies, armadillos, and mice; a pair of hippopotami no larger than domestic cats; a knee-high pink elephant with some kind of skin problem behind its disproportionately large ears.


  Ludmilla brushed past Ben Lo as he came out of the rest room and said, “When can she go?”


  “Tonight,” the spy said.


  Everything had been ready for fourteen days now. He went to find something to do now that he was committed to action.


  Marla was feeding peanuts to the dwarf elephant. Ben Lo said, “Aren’t you worried that the animals might escape? You wouldn’t want mice running around your Shangri-la.”


  “They all have a kink in their metabolism. An artificial amino acid they need. That girl you talked with was once one of Avernus’s assistants. She should not be here.”


  “She propositioned me.” Maria said nothing. He said, “There are no side deals. If someone wants anything, they have to bring it to the table through the proper channels.”


  “You are an oddity here, it is true. Too much muscles. Many women would sleep with you, out of curiosity.”


  “But you have never asked, Marla. I’m ashamed.” He said it playfully, but he saw that Marla suspected something. It didn’t matter. Everything was in place.


  They came for him that night, but he was awake and dressed, counting off the minutes until his little bundle of surprises started to unpack itself. There were two of them, armed with tasers and sticky foam canisters. The spy blinded them with homemade capsicum spray (he’d stolen chilli pods from one of the hydroponic farms and suspended a water extract in a perfume spray) and killed them as they blundered about, screaming and pawing at their eyes. One of them was Marla, another a well-muscled policeman who must have spent a good portion of each day in a centrifuge gym. The spy disabled the sprinkler system, set fire to his room, kicked out the window, and ran.


  There were more police waiting outside the main entrance of the hotel. The spy ran right over the edge of the terrace and landed two hundred meters down amongst blue pines grown into bubbles of soft needles in the microgravity. Above, the fire touched off the homemade plastic explosive, and a fan of burning debris shot out above the spy’s head, seeming to hover in the black air for a long time before beginning to flutter down toward the Skagerrak. Briefly, he wondered if any of the delegation had survived. It didn’t matter. The young, enthusiastic, and naive delegates had always been expendable.


  Half the lights were out in Elffiame, and all of the transportation systems, the phone system was crashing and resetting every five minutes,and the braking lasers were sending twenty-millisecond pulses to a narrow wedge of the sky. It was a dumb bug, only a thousand lines long. The spy had laboriously typed it from memory into the library system, which connected with everything else. It wouldn’t take long to trace, but by then, other things would start happening.


  The spy waited in the cover of the bushy pine trees. One of his teeth was capped and he pulled it out and unraveled the length of monomolecular diamond wire coiled inside.


  In the distance, people called to each other over a backdrop of ringing bells and sirens and klaxons. Flashlights flickered in the darkness on the far side of the Skagerrak’s black gulf; on the terrace above the spy’s hiding place, the police seemed to have brought the fire in the hotel under control. Then the branches of the pines started to doff as a wind came up; the bug had reached the air conditioning. In the darkness below, waves grew higher on the Skagerrak, sloshing and crashing together, as the wind drove waves toward the beach at the North End and reflected waves clashed with those coming onshore. The monomolecular film over the lake’s surface was not infinitely strong. The wind began to tear spray from the tops of the towering waves, and filled the lower level of the canyon with flying foam flowers. Soon the waves would grow so tall that they’d spill over the lower levels.


  The spy counted out ten minutes, and then started to bound up the terraces, putting all his strength into his thigh and back muscles. Most of the setbacks between each terrace were no more than thirty meters high; for someone with muscles accustomed to one gee, it was easy enough to scale them with a single jump in the microgravity, even from a standing start.


  He was halfway there when the zoo’s elephant charged past him in the windy semidarkness. Its trunk was raised above its head and it trumpeted a single despairing cry as it ran over the edge of the narrow terrace. Its momentum carried it a long way out into the air before it began to fall, outsized ears flapping as if trying to lift it. Higher up, the plastic explosive charges the spy had made from sugar, gelatin, and lubricating grease blew out hectares of plastic sheeting and structural frames from the long greenhouses.


  The spy’s legs were like wood when he reached the high agricultural regions; his heart was pounding and his lungs were burning as he tried to strain oxygen from the thin air. He grabbed a fire extinguisher and mingled with panicked staff, ricocheting down long corridors and bounding across windblown fields of crops edged by shattered glass walls and lit by stuttering red emergency lighting. He was only challenged once, and he struck the woman with the butt end of the fire extinguisher and ran on without bothering to check if she was dead or not.


  Marla had shown him the place where they stored genetic material on one of her endless tours. Everything was kept in liquid nitrogen, and there was a wide selection of dewar flasks. He chose one about the size of a human head, filled it, and clamped on the lid.


  Then through a set of double pressure doors, banging the switch that closed them behind him, setting down the flask and dropping the coil of diamond wire beside it, stepping into a dressing frame, and finally pausing, breathing hard, dry-mouthed and suddenly trembling, as the vacuum suit was assembled around him. As the gold-filmed bubble was lowered over his bead and clamped to the neck seal, Ben Lo started, as if waking. Something was terribly wrong. What was be doing here?


  Dry air hissed around his face; headup displays stuttered and scrolled down. The spy walked out of the frame, stowed the diamond wire in one of the suit’s utility pockets, picked up the flask of liquid nitrogen, and started the airlock cycle, ignoring the computer’s contralto as it recited a series of safety precautions while the room revolved, and opened on a flood of sunlight.


  The spy came out at the top of the South End of Elfhame. The canyon stretched away to the north, its construction-diamond roof like black sheet-ice: a long, narrow lake of ice curving away downhill, it seemed, between odd, rounded hills like half-buried snowballs, their sides spattered with perfect round craters. He bounded around the tangle of pipes and fins of some kind of distillery or cracking plant, and saw the line of the railway arrowing away across a glaring white plain toward an horizon as close as the top of a hill.


  The railway was a single rail hung from smart A-frames whose carbon fiber legs compensated for movements in the icy surface. Thirteen hundred kilometers long, it described a complete circle around the little moon from pole to pole, part of the infrastructure left over from Elfhame’s expansionist phase, when it was planned to string sibling settlements all the way around the moon.


  The spy kangaroo-hopped along the sunward side of the railway, heading south toward the rendezvous point they had agreed upon. In five minutes, the canyon and its associated domes and industrial plant had disappeared beneath the horizon behind him. The ice was rippled and cracked and blistered, and crunched under the cleats of his boots at each touchdown.


  “That was some diversion,” a voice said over the open channel. “I hope no one was killed.”


  “Just an elephant, I think. Although if it landed in the lake, it might have survived.” He wasn’t about to tell Avernus about Maria and the policeman.


  The spy stopped in the shadow of a carbon-fiber pillar, and scanned the icy terrain ahead of him. The point-of-presence mobots hadn’t been allowed into this area. The ice curved away to the east and south like a warped checkerboard. There was a criss-cross pattern of ridges that marked out regular squares about two hundred meters on each side, and each square was a different color. Vacuum organisms. He’d reached the experimental plots.


  Avernus said over the open channel, “I can’t see the pickup.”


  He started along the line again. At the top of his leap, he said, “I’ve already signaled to the transport using the braking lasers. It’ll be liere in less than all hour. We’re a little ahead of schedule.”


  The transport was a small gig with a brute of a motor taking up most of its hull, leaving room for only a single hibernation pod and a small storage compartment. If everything went according to plan, that was all he would need.


  He came down and leaped again, and then he saw her on the far side of the curved checkerboard of the experimental plots, a tiny figure in a transparent vacuum suit sitting on a slope of black ice at what looked like the edge of the world. He bounded across the fields toward her.


  The ridges were only a meter high and a couple of meters across, dirty water and methane ice fused smooth as glass. It was easy to leap over each of themthe gravity was so light that the spy could probably get into orbit if he wasn’t careful. Each field held a different growth. A corrugated grey mold that gave like rubber under his boots. Flexible spikes the color of dried blood, all different heights and thicknesses, but none higher than his knees. More grey stuff, this time mounded in discrete blisters each several meters from its nearest neighbors, with fat grey ropes running beneath the ice. Irregular stacks of what looked like black plates that gave way, halfway across the field, to a blanket of black stuff like cracked tar.


  The figure had turned to watch him, its helmet a gold bubble that refracted the rays of the tiny, intensely bright star of the sun. As the spy made the final bound across the last of the experimental plots-more of the black Stuff, like a huge wrinkled vinyl blanket dissected by deep wandering cracks-Avernus said in his ear, “You should have kept to the boundary walls.”


  “It doesn’t matter now.”


  “Ah, but I think you’ll find it does.”


  Avernus was sitting in her pressure suit on top of a ridge of upturned strata at the rim of a huge crater. Her suit was transparent, after the fashion of the losing side of the Quiet War. It was intended to minimize the barrier between the human and the vacuum environments. She might as well have flown a flag declaring her allegiance to the outer alliance. Behind her, the crater stretched away south and west, and the railway ran right out above its dark floor on pillars that doubled and tripled in height as they stepped away down the inner slope. The crater was so large that its far side was hidden beyond the little moon’s curvature. The black stuff had overgrown the ridge, and flowed down into the crater. Avernus was sitting in the only clear spot.


  She said, “This is my most successful strain. You can see how vigorous it is. You didn’t get that suit from my lab, did you? I suggest you keep moving around. This stuff is thixotropic in the presence of foreign bodies, like smart paint. It spreads out, flowing under pressure, over the neighboring organisms, but doesn’t overgrow itself.”


  The spy looked down, and saw that the big cleated boots of his pressure suit had already sunken to the ankles in the black stuff. He lifted one, then the other; it was like walking in tar. He took a step toward her, and the ground collapsed beneath his boots and he was suddenly up to his knees in black stuff.


  “My suit,” Avernus said, “is coated with the protein by which the strain recognizes its own self. You could say I’m like a virus, fooling the immune system. I dug a trench, and that’s what you stepped into. Where is the transport?”


  “On its way, but you don’t have to worry about it,” the spy said, as he struggled to free himself. “This silly little trap won’t hold me for long.”


  Avernus stepped back. She was four meters away, and the black stuff was thigh deep around the spy now, sluggishly flowing upward. The spy flipped the catches on the flask and tipped liquid nitrogen over the stuff. The nitrogen boiled up in a cloud of dense vapor and evaporated. It had made no difference at all to the stuff’s integrity.


  A point of light began to grow brighter above the close horizon of the moon, moving swiftly aslant the field of stars.


  “It gets brittle at close to absolute zero,” Avernus said, “but only after several dozen hours.” She turned, and added, “There’s the transport.”


  The spy snarled at her. He was up to his waist, and had to fold his arms across his chest, or else they would be caught fast.


  Avernus said, “You never were Ben Lo, were you? Or at any rate no more than a poor copy. The original is back on Earth, alive or dead. If he’s alive, no doubt he’ll claim that this is all a trick of the outer alliance against the Elfhamers and their new allies, the Pacific Community.”


  He said, “There’s still time, Barbara. We can do this together.”


  The woman in the transparent pressure suit turned back to look at him. Sun flared on her bubble helmet. “Ben, poor Ben. I’ll call you that for the sake of convenience. Do you know what happened to you? Someone used you. That body isn’t even yours. It isn’t anyone’s. Oh, it looks like you, and I suppose the altered skin color disguises the rougher edges of the plastic surgery. The skin matches your genotype, and so does the blood, but the skin was cloned from your original, and the blood must come from marrow implants. No wonder there’s so much immunosuppressant in your system. If we had just trusted your skin and blood, we would not hive known. But your sperm-it was all female. Not a single Y chromosome. I think you’re probably haploid, a construct from an unfertilized blastula. You’re not even male, except somatically-you’re swamped with testosterone, probably have been since gastrulation. You’re a weapon, Ben. They used things like you as assassins in the Quiet War.”


  He was in a pressure suit, with dry air blowing around his head and headup displays blinking at the bottom of the clear helmet. A black landscape, and stars high above, with something bright pulsing, growing closer. A spaceship! That was important, but he couldn’t remember why. He tried to move, and discovered that he was trapped in something like tar that came to his waist. He could feel it clamping around his legs, a terrible pressure that was compromising the heat exchange system of his suit. His legs were freezing cold, but his body was hot, and sweat prickled across his skin, collecting in the folds of the suit’s undergarment.


  “Don’t move,” a woman’s voice said. “It’s like quicksand. It flows under pressure. You’ll last a little longer if you keep still. Struggling only makes it more liquid.”


  Barbara. No, she called herself Avernus now. He had the strangest feeling that someone else was there, too, just out of sight. He tried to look around, but it was terribly hard in the half-buried suit. He had been kidnapped. It was the only explanation. He remembered running from the burning hotel . . . He was suddenly certain that the other members of the trade delegation were dead, and cried out, “Help me!”


  Avernus squatted in front of him, moving carefully and slowly in her transparent pressure suit. He could just see the outline of her face through the gold film of her helmet’s visor. “There are two personalities in there, I think. The dominant one let you back, Ben, so that you would plead with me. But don’t plead, Ben. I don’t want my last memory of you to be so undignified, and anyway, I won’t listen. I won’t deny you’ve been a great help. Elfhame always was a soft target, and you punched just the right buttons, and then you kindly provided the means of getting where I want to go. They’ll think I was kidnapped.” Avernus turned and pointed up at the sky. “Can you see? That’s your transport. Ludmilla is going to reprogram it.”


  “Take me with you, Barbara.”


  “Oh, Ben, Ben. But I’m not going to Earth. I considered it, but when they sent you, I knew that there was something wrong. I’m going out, Ben. Further out. Beyond Pluto, in the Kuiper Disk, where there are more than fifty thousand objects with a diameter of more than a hundred kilometers, and a billion comet nuclei ten kilometers or so across. And then there’s the oort Cloud, and its billions of comets. The fringes of that mingle with the fringes of Alpha Centauri’s cometary cloud. Life spreads. That’s its one rule. In ten thousand years, my children will reach Alpha Centauri, not by starship, but simply through expansion of their territory.”


  “That’s the way you used to talk when we were married. All that sci-fi you used to read!”


  “You don’t remember it, Ben. Not really. It was fed to you. All my old interviews, my books and articles, all your old movies. They did a quick construction job, and just when you started to find out about it, the other one took over.”


  “I don’t think I’m quite myself. I don’t understand what’s happening, but perhaps it is something to do with the treatment I had. I told you about that.”


  “Hush, dear. There was no treatment. That was when they fixed you in the brain of this empty vessel.”


  She was too close, and she had half-turned to watch the moving point of light grow brighter. He wanted to warn her, but something clamped his lips and he almost swallowed his tongue. He watched as his left hand stealthily unfastened a utility pocket and pulled out a length of glittering wire fine as a spider-thread. Monomolecular diamond. Serrated along its length, except for five centimeters at each end, it could easily cut through pressure suit material and flesh and bone. He knew then. He knew what he was. The woman looked at him and said sharply, “What are you doing, Ben?”


  And for that moment, he was called back, and he made a fist around the thread and plunged it into the black stuff. The spy screamed and reached behind his helmet and dumped all oxygen from his main pack. It hissed for a long time, but the stuff gripping his legs and waist held firm.


  “It isn’t an anaerobe,” Avernus said. She hadn’t moved. “It is a vacuum organism. A little oxygen won’t hurt it.”


  Ben Lo found that he could speak. He said, “He wanted to cut off your head.”


  “I wondered why you were carrying that flask of liquid nitrogen. You were going to take my head back with you-and what? Use a bush robot to strip my brain neuron by neuron and read my memories into a computer? How convenient to have a genius captive in a bottle!”


  “It’s me, Barbara. I couldn’t let him do that to you.” His left arm was buried up to the elbow.


  “Then thank you, Ben. I’m in your debt.”


  “I’d ask you to take me with you, but I think there’s only one hibernation pod in the transport. You won’t be able to take your friend, either.”


  “Well, Ludmilla has her family here. She doesn’t want to leave. Or not yet.”


  “I can’t remember that story about Picasso. Maybe you heard it after we-after the divorce.”


  “You told it to me, Ben. When things were good between us, you used to tell stories like that.”


  “Then I’ve forgotten.”


  “It’s about an art dealer who buys a canvas in a private deal, that is signed “Picasso.’ This is in France, when Picasso was working in Cannes, and the dealer travels there to find if it is genuine. Picasso is working in his studio. He spares the painting a brief glance and dismisses it as a fake.”


  “I had a Picasso, once. A bull’s head. I remember that, Barbara.”


  “You thought it was a necessary sign of your wealth. You were photographed beside it several times. I always preferred Georges Braque myself. Do you want to hear the rest of the story?”


  “I’m still here.”


  “Of course you are, as long as I stay out of reach. Well, a few months later, the dealer buys another canvas signed by Picasso. Again he travels to the studio; again Picasso spares it no more than a glance, and announces that it is a fake. The dealer protests that this is the very painting he found Picasso working on the first time he visited, but Picasso just shrugs and says, “I often paint fakes.’ ”


  His breathing was becoming labored. Was there something wrong with the air system? The black tuff was climbing his chest. He could almost see it move, a creeping wave of black devouring him centimeter by centimeter.


  The star was very close to the horizon, now.


  He said, “I know a story.”


  “There’s no more time for stories, dear. I can release you, if you want. You only have your reserve air in any case.”


  “No. I want to see you go.”


  “I’ll remember you. I’ll tell your story far and wide.”


  Ben Lo heard the echo of another voice across their link, and the woman in the transparent pressure suit stood and lifted a hand in salute and bounded away.


  The spy came back, then, but Ben Lo fought him down. There was nothing he could do, after all. The woman was gone. He said, as if to himself, “I know a story. About a man who lost himself, and found himself again, just in time. Listen. Once upon a time . . .”


  Something bright rose above the horizon and dwindled away into the outer darkness.


  ON THE ICE ISLANDS


  Gregory Feeley
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  None of them knew the color of the sky. The terrible dispossessed children, living in a universe of corridors and chambers, regarded the screens of wheeling stars with the uncomprehending indifference they might have accorded a history program from Earth; while their quarry, hunted through tangles of conduit and wallboarded spaces they could not clearly remember, dreamed of empyrean blue and open air that they would never see again. The youthful elect, escaped from the decaying carcass of the Centaur in their gleaming ceramic vessels, looked down upon Neptune’s turbid troposphere and imagined its methane clouds seen from beneath, an imagined zone where their floating habitats could bob free of the killer winds yet see them swirling above: the miracle of weather, illuminated by faint sunlight like the smoke-dimmed windows of cathedral stained glass.


  Yarrow woke in a panic, thrashing in sweat-slicked sheets that twined about her. Her skins began to breathe more easily as soon as she kicked them free, but her heart continued to pound in the darkness, which she finally banished with a word. Sitting up in the reassuring half-light, Yarrow listened to the fading sounds of struggle, which seemed to recede beyond the new wallboard partitions. A sharp pain stabbed behind her left eye, unmistakable evidence that her vision was not simply a dream.


  Sleep was no longer a possibility, and Yarrow pulled her orange jumper from the wall. Regulations decreed that workers wear their clensuit skins at all times and be able to shuck off any additional garments in five seconds, which left little room for fashion. Unwilling to display her indifferent physique among colleagues, Yarrow wore a pocketed singlesuit like a preoccupied lab worker.


  The empty crawlspace—wide enough for two people to squeeze past each other—was illuminated every two meters with pairs of facing glow-strips that banished shadows. Yarrow still enjoyed the luxury of ample lighting, enough that the cramped quarters rarely bothered her.


  The commode was the size of a closet, which is why workers were encouraged to use the sloptubes in their rooms. Up before her shift, Yarrow was able to get in after only a minute’s wait, a bargain. Glancing at the brightly lit mirror, she considered getting out her comb, then decided to let the next user in. She opened the hatch and floated out, nodding at Ling who (she suspected) would rather die than slip the funnel of the sloptube into her skins.


  Yarrow lingered over breakfast, her last meal in a space large enough to seat a crowded six. She sat with the window on her left, her fellow diners overhead and to the right. The empty seat beside her seemed, at that moment, more attractive than axial orientation with her companions, who were deep in uninteresting conversation.


  “But only below four hundred bars,” said Chin, one of the engineers. “Get above that and conductivity changes entirely.”


  “A sufficiently powerful signal will penetrate both levels,” said Zhou calmly. He stirred the bottom of his bowl and raised a mouthful carefully to his lips. Eating rice with chopsticks was permissible in the Lotus if you let no grains escape.


  “Not with that turbulence,” replied Chin.


  “The proper wavelength—”


  Yarrow had no interest in conditions at the planet’s core, a sullen coal that fed the currents and winds of the world’s layered atmosphere but possessed no true energies. She had not spent her life sailing to Neptune in order to study dead magma.


  “Any word from the Ship?” asked Chang. There were half a dozen vessels now deployed through greater Neptune, but the Centaur would never lose its singularity for those who had come out on it.


  Tsujimoto scowled. “They just announced that their transmitters would be down for the next two hours. Don’t bother running to check the morning feed.”


  Chin pulled a long face, but the others appeared unconcerned. Yarrow, who had no interest in communicating with the Centaur, did not even trouble to react. Hot tea rose in her bulb, which she lifted from the table with a click.


  “Up and out, Yarrow?” asked Zhou companionably.


  “Ho,” she allowed, without enthusiasm. “In twenty-five minutes.”


  Her messmates exchanged smiles. Romantic liaisons during the four-day tour at the Teardrop were a favorite theme, but no one could imagine one here.


  “Is Castor up yet?” Chin asked abruptly. Both Zhou and Tsujimoto glanced at their wristbands to calculate whether the pod had swung out from behind Neptune, and so would be available for direct communication. Taking her bulb with her, Yarrow kicked out of the room and down the Lotus’s long axis, through the narrow tube that separated the life-support module from the docking bay, and into the lock where the duster waited.


  George was running a needless systems check when Yarrow poked her head through the seal. He was already in his clensuit; had probably got in and suited up early in order to avoid having to engage in the delicate business of hooking up with Yarrow present. His clensuit, still partway open, revealed his favorite skins, mottled yellow on black in a pattern that he once explained was copied from the terrestrial gila monster. Yarrow had never asked what that meant.


  “Everything all right?” she asked blandly.


  Since sarcasm was not evident in her tone, he detected none. “Looks good,” he answered, glancing up at her. Still halfway through the seal, Yarrow unsnapped her kit and stuck it to her seat, then began to wriggle out of her jumper. If peeling off a garment to reveal undecorated skins possessed erotic connotations for George, he at least wouldn’t see most of it.


  In fact George kept his eyes firmly on the systems displays as Yarrow pushed her way into the cramped cabin, lifted the clensuit that lay in her seat like a desiccated spaceman, and pulled it on, unself-consciously threading its plumbing through her skins. The clock showed six minutes to pushoff, plenty of time by prevailing standards but perhaps not by those of George’s day.


  “Ready?” she asked him, a bit maliciously.


  At this he glanced sideways at her, and Yarrow noticed the dark bags under his eyes, which always seemed especially lurid when he was under stress. When she’d first met him she had vaguely imagined that the bags were the product of piloting in Earthspace—accelerational stress, living on planets—but later someone told her that the bruised capillaries Chills sported were hibernation damage. Yarrow didn’t understand how the fine structures of the brain and liver could survive eighteen years of cold storage if such grosser injuries had been sustained subcutaneously, but she had never bothered to ask. She remembered from her days as a lab assistant on the Centaur the frozen samples tended to spoil once thawed, and that, as far as she was concerned, was what had happened to George.


  “I’m composing myself,” he replied mildly, returning his gaze forward and closing his eyes.


  Earthspacers also tended to meditate before piloting missions, even those that were wholly automated. This meditation may have been justified, although Yarrow had her doubts: a sterile transit between points in a vacuum required scant spiritual reserves. But George had traveled from Earthspace through vacuum and lost his soul in the process, so perhaps he was right to accord the act respect.


  Yarrow spent the remaining minutes looking about the cabin, which would be her home for four days. Most of the walls were devoted to screen, which George would convert to Views in order to create the illusion (compelling for him alone) of spaciousness; but there were fittings protruding at odd locations, and Yarrow proceeded to familiarize herself with them. The screen before her might show a bank of displays or sunrise on Mercury, but Yarrow’s toothbrush holder would always be at her right hand.


  “Two minutes,” the Onboard announced. Yarrow dutifully closed her eyes and sought to prepare herself. If this was not a journey across water or through air, both elements lay at the end of it, at least in frozen potential. She concentrated on the ball of stilled volatiles, but the image that rose before her resounded with cries, elongated shadows waving down half-lit corridors flecked with blood. Yarrow shook her head, then turned to ask George if he had caught the evening feed. George was counting down the remaining seconds with eyes closed, however, so she turned back with a sigh and waited for the kick.


  Pushoff was nothing dramatic, and Yarrow felt only a few seconds’ force as the extensor arm shoved the duster smoothly from the bay. George, who liked realtime models, had converted the screen before him, and now watched the starscape list slowly as the duster yawed. The rearview screen showed the Lotus retreating gracefully, its panels opened like petals to catch what the Centaur might send it. The image drifted to one side as the duster rotated into proper alignment.


  “Spray-on in eighteen seconds,” the Onboard observed. George hated the duster engine, and longed for the day when the expedition had stocked enough hydrogen and oxygen to be able to blow it out thrusters and lose it forever. Yarrow, who had grown up in the rigidly closed world of the Centaur, possessed no such qualms. Accelerating minute particles of local matter to relativistic speeds pleased her costive sensibility, for even the Centaur could spare tonnes of pulverized rock. And the dust of greater Neptune—blackening the rings, coating the inner moons like carbonized exhaust—was everywhere: it filled the region inside the Roche limit in bands that spiraled down to the surface; it clumped in ring structures; it settled like soot over everything, even brilliant Triton, which sprayed nitrogen geysers to coat it with fresh snow. Dust particles fired by the engine were expelled at speeds that sent them out of Neptune orbit forever, and Yarrow—who lived in close spaces, and was neat—liked that fine.


  Lights flickered across the displays, reporting the build-up of energies in the acceleration coils, the ionization rates of the reaction mass. Yarrow didn’t know why George wanted to see the figures: if something went wrong it would be corrected, or the mission scrubbed, without his intercession. She found herself feeling for the faint vibrations the swelling charge imposed on the cabin’s frame, but her clensuit muffled such faint harmonics, and it was only with “Spray on” and the growing push of the engines that she felt a roar of static, grit lofted to the velocity of flare particles. George might find engine burns routine, but Yarrow did not: Reversal had been the greatest event of her life, and every acceleration brought it astonishingly back.


  Six point seven seconds of thrust—she had read the mission profile as a matter of routine—and the roar abruptly ceased, without echo or diminishing grumble. The thrill of being pressed into their couch was gone, the deceptive freedom of zero G restored. As if waking from a brief but vivid dream, Yarrow looked across wonderingly to George, who, matter of fact, had converted all the screenspace to View and had made the cabin a cupola looking upon the vastness of greater Neptune.


  “Transit time?” he asked.


  “Seven hours, sixteen minutes,” the Onboard replied. Yarrow could already make out the Teardrop against the field of stars, half again their size and faintly (or so she imagined) irregular. Were the comet closer to the Sun, its reflected light would shine brilliantly.


  “Message from the Lotus,” the Onboard announced. “Nora Tsujimoto.”


  Her voice came through tight with anxiety. “We’ve just got a short message from Castor; something about an abortive mutiny on the Centaur.”


  “Mutiny?” George repeated, voice disbelieving.


  “They said ‘uprising.’ No one knows anything more.”


  Yarrow found herself speaking before she had registered any emotion. “Why did they say abortive?”


  George shot her a look. “That’s the word they used,” Tsujimoto said fretfully. “Then they signed off. I should sign off. Call me if you hear anything.” She disappeared with a click.


  Yarrow and George stared at each other.


  “An uprising. What could that be?” he asked. Yarrow knew that George, like her, had already run past this point, imagining the bloody mutiny those stories used to predict and wondering what faction had sought to seize power, how the Civil Police had responded, what was happening at Castor and Pollux. It seemed somehow indecent not to pause at the brink of this calamity, to acknowledge that one had swiftly imagined the horrors beyond.


  “Does the CP have guns?” she asked. It was long supposed that the cops controlled an unseen cache of weapons.


  “What about the Ship’s Officers? They were military.”


  “Not military as in carrying sidearms. They just wore uniforms.”


  “I bet some had sidearms.”


  They were avoiding the central terror, skirting a frightening vacancy whose edges crumbled larger. Yarrow began to speak, then saw that George’s eyes had taken on a distant cast, as though something puzzling had occurred to him. She touched the bead in her ear, but no voice came through. Yarrow began to ask the Onboard whether a transmission was reaching the duster when George raised his hand and tapped out a code on a square that had darkened in front of him. Her head, turning to follow his action, abruptly encountered an impedance, as though some object were resting next to her helmet. Trying to draw back, she found herself again balked. Her helmet was held fast, as in a vise.


  Yarrow tried to raise her arm and found it would not move. Her clensuit had frozen in place like rusting armor.


  “George!” she called. “I am experiencing suit malfunction.”


  Silence. No alarms flashed; the starscape remained quiet. George’s arm had retreated from her field of vision, and she could not see the rest of him.


  “Onboard: Emergency,” she said in a clear voice. “Display life support.”


  “The Onboard won’t reply,” said George suddenly. “You have been denied access.”


  “George, what the hell’s going on?”


  “I have received a message from the Ship reporting that you are a security risk. Until the situation on the Centaur has stabilized, you are considered a danger to this mission, and must be neutralized if it is to continue. On orders from the Bridge, I have sent a command to the Onboard inactivating your clensuit’s user controls.”


  “What?” Astonishment swamped any further response, even indignation. Yarrow tried to round on him, found herself unable to move, and began to struggle violently. The clensuit, still secured in its crash web, rocked slightly. She stopped abruptly, took a slow breath. Adrenaline was flooding her system: she made herself relax.


  “George, that’s crazy. If I had a criminal record, I would never have made it onto the Lotus. Who gave you this order? George?”


  Silence in her helmet. Yarrow listened for the sound of George breathing, but heard nothing.


  “Onboard: Emergency,” she said. “Display suit functions.”


  No reply, not even the response of Access Denied. Coldly, Yarrow began to test her suit’s remaining functions. Breathing air was available; the toilet systems worked. The flush of heat that had followed her initial alarm was being dispelled, and her wet underarms were drying. Yarrow guessed that the food tube near her chin would produce emergency stores on demand. But the Onboard would not respond to any summons, and attempts to place an outgoing call, or even to monitor the news feed, brought no response. Yarrow wondered if the Onboard had been instructed to disregard her orders, or she had been actually cut off from it.


  The angle of her helmet, half turned toward George, was growing uncomfortable. “George,” she said sharply, “I have to straighten my neck. See for yourself.”


  No response. It occurred to her that George might want to avoid defending his actions, yet wish quietly to listen to whatever she might say. In which case he could not adjust her helmet without betraying himself.


  Yarrow arched her neck within its rigid confines, seeking the most comfortable position. Settling herself as best she could, she closed her eyes; then opened them a second later. The image came to her of George, sensing her slowed respiration through the Onboard, leaning over her helmet, looking in upon her sleeping face. She sought to opaque the faceplate, but the system remained unresponsive.


  Yarrow looked at the screens before her. They each displayed contiguous views of the starfield, like large leaded windows looking upon space. The craft, Yarrow guessed, had emerged from Neptune’s umbra: an almost imperceptible quality of the blackness suggested that the scattered dust of Greater Neptune was catching the Sun’s dim light.


  Seven hours to the Teardrop, during which Yarrow now had more to think about than she had expected. Unable to turn away from the gritty sky, she closed her eyes. She, at least, knew its color: one step up from black.


  She woke to the faint vibrations of the engine charging up, a hum she took several seconds to recognize. Evidently the immobilized clensuit conducted sound better, faint compensation for her disabled radio.


  Her helmet was facing forward, having evidently been adjusted while she slept. Yarrow could imagine George waiting until she was deeply asleep before carrying out the furtive act: violation posing as solicitude.


  The Dragon’s Teardrop hung before her: a dim chip, tear-shaped only when seen from a different angle, bereft of detail in the natural light. An enhanced view, such as it would appear by the sunlight of Earthspace, would show a dust-burnished iceberg, darker on its leading edge as it swung, tidally locked, through High Neptune Orbit. George liked enhanced views; the dimness of Greater Neptune distressed him, perhaps because he had not lived through the Centaur’s long retreat from Sol.


  Yaw engines hissed briefly and the Teardrop began to drift toward starboard. Yarrow watched the stars slide by, then felt a compensating series of hisses as the image steadied. No warning was spoken as the dust engine fired, slowing the craft’s backward approach. George evidently knew that she was awake, whether he acknowledged monitoring her or not.


  “You can’t complete the mission alone,” she remarked. “You haven’t trained as long as I have. And your hand-eye coordination has never really come back.”


  No reply. Yarrow listened attentively as the engines sprayed and the ship slowed, then felt the resonant clang of the duster connecting with the docking collar. Anchored deep in the Teardrop’s ice, the collar was their landing pad and their base, the single installation on a chunk of ice measuring a quarter of a cubic kilometer. Held fast like Yarrow herself, the ship was at rest.


  George seemed resolved to treat her like a statue, a prisoner in a clensuit-sized cell. She could feel him moving about, trying not to cross into her line of vision. Once he brushed against her arm, and drew quickly away.


  Yarrow waited for the faint shudder of the airlock cycling. It took longer than it should—was George calling for instructions?—but came at last, clangorous through the rigid suit. George would now be negotiating his way along handholds to the comet’s surface, and Yarrow was alone in the craft.


  “I know you’re listening,” she said. “George doesn’t suspect your existence, but I know.”


  There was no reply. Yarrow settled herself more comfortably, relaxed now that she knew no eyes gazed upon her, and spoke thoughtfully.


  “You had him enter that order to make him feel complicit, didn’t you? Or no—to make him feel empowered. It wouldn’t do for him to realize that the ship can be controlled remotely.”


  The unanswering silence did not trouble her. “Did you arrange to place a Chill on the mission? I imagine they must be good risks: loyal to mission objectives, unembittered by the past decade’s disappointment, politically ignorant. They must be well dispersed about Greater Neptune by now.


  “I don’t suppose you could free my hands for a minute, so I could straighten the kink in my right wrist? Didn’t think so. It wouldn’t do to prove yourself to me, in case I actually do retain doubts. And anyway, you might not have such fine control over my suit; likelier it’s all or nothing.” She sucked on her food tube, which yielded up a flavored paste called apricot. “This stuff is awful. There were two pirogi in the hamper, and I bet George ate both of them. The rewards of political compliance.”


  The stars before her drifted at a steady but non-periodic pace. Perturbed by repeated pushoffs, the comet now tumbled erratically, precessing like a wobbling top. Eventually, she knew, Neptune would swing into view, as well as the Sun, the Centaur (you had to look for it), and waxing Triton. George always looked pained when he saw the Sun, as though it had left him. “You’re looking in the wrong direction,” she told him once.


  “There it is,” she said. A blue limb, darker than a hue should be and yet carry such richness, glided slowly along the screen’s right edge, disappearing halfway down. Yarrow began counting seconds, and reached 1187 before Neptune reappeared, a slightly broader slice than before. Her helmet monitor gave the same elapsed period, but she still didn’t trust it.


  Why make so much of fragmentary blue? The line was from a poem she had had to learn, taught by an old fool who would recite favored bits at his sullen students. The poem’s meaning (it had at least been short) had something to do with the blue of the heavens being more real than the various blues of Earthly things, and so what? After a minute the matching line came to her: When heaven presents in sheets the solid hue. The teacher admitted that this had been slightly old-fashioned language even when the poem was written, which left the poet no excuse, Yarrow thought. Li Ch’ing-chao wrote in a style still lucid as water, in a language whose people didn’t wear out locutions with each generation.


  Neptune was no solid hue; its deep blue stirred with white like sour cream into soup. Yarrow could observe it for hours, watching its whipped curds change shape as they crept across its face, imagining the forces that drove them. If her teacher had meant for them to think of Neptune, she had either missed it or forgotten. She was still musing on this when the voice addressed her.


  “Relax your muscles,” it said in the Onboard’s uninflected tone. “The suit is about to move.”


  Startled, Yarrow tensed, then ordered her body to relax. A second later her right hand swung up and carefully made a fist. The crash web released itself, and her legs drew up and kicked lightly against the couch. Yarrow drifted across the cabin and bumped against the screens.


  “Hey! Give me control back. This suit isn’t a remote control device.”


  Silence. Yarrow’s arms and legs were moving tentatively, like those of a recovered invalid exploring his range of motion. Yarrow pulled hard on her left forearm, and managed to impede slightly its slow wave.


  “Am I being exercised? I appreciate the thought. How about speaking up again, since you have already come out?”


  The clensuit extended its arms, working the fingers one by one. Suddenly Yarrow understood.


  “You need something done, is that it? And you don’t trust me, so you want to use my suit like a bodyglove? I don’t think you have the dexterity.”


  It came to her instantly, with a pang like a jab in the stomach. No sooner did she wonder what in the cabin her oppressor might want her to do than she knew: nothing. Any device in the duster’s interior could be controlled electronically. Yarrow was being readied for a trip outside.


  “Forget it” she cried, alarmed. “You’re not walking this suit out there. Tell me what you want, and I’ll do it. But trying to manhandle this thing on the ice will get me killed.”


  No response, but the clensuit paused in its exertions. Perhaps someone was thinking it over.


  Thinking quickly, Yarrow said, “My scope for sabotage would be limited anyway, would it not? And you could kill me if I didn’t cooperate. Even if you couldn’t open my helmet, you could simply lock up the ship. That might be worth it to me, assuming I am a saboteur, if I could wreck something major, but how could I? Think about it.”


  She continued to think herself, reasoning outracing words. “Hold it—George doesn’t need help, does he? He’s in trouble—otherwise you could assist him by driving the tools out there. You could probably even do so without his realizing it.”


  And at this the entity spoke. “You can divest yourself of the suit.”


  Yarrow was so startled that she merely gaped. Then she understood. “You mean let the suit waltz outside and leave me here naked? No chance. It hasn’t the strength to do real work—don’t you know that?—and you’d fail at whatever you want. And then where would I be? You think I’d fly back like that, returning alone and without my clensuit?”


  The pause that followed lasted so long that Yarrow wondered if her controller had given up whatever its plan was. Then the clensuit jerked once, as limbs do in sleep, and she realized that control of it was hers again. Immediately she whirled about, confirming—though the size of the cabin left little doubt—that she was alone.


  “Hello?” No voice replied from either her helmet speaker or the cabin system. Yarrow put a call through to George. “Chow, you treacherous shitbag, are you okay? It would serve you well if you weren’t.”


  No reply. Yarrow checked his suit diagnostic, which should send back a signal of either Okay or Emergency, but got no response at all.


  She glanced at the com system, which could send a message to the Lotus, or even the Centaur; then shrugged. Nothing to tell either party, and she suspected that an idle status query to the Centaur would provoke the intercession of the Voice, who was (she was sure) still monitoring her.


  “I’m going out,” she said. “If you know something that would help me, now’s the time.”


  She ran an integrity check on her suit, glanced at the screen, then moved toward the airlock. Abruptly her helmet seal popped open, causing her to jump convulsively.


  Yarrow looked down at the flaring seal. Had this happened in vacuum, her helmet would have blown off.


  “I get it,” she said. She resealed her helmet and palmed open the airlock.


  The airlock was no bigger than a coffin, a pair of doors that closed upon the cabin and opened onto space. Looking down, Yarrow saw a field of dim ice, Neptune-blue in its reflected light.


  “Base lights on,” she said. A dozen white eyes winked open below her, ringed by smudges of surrounding ice that glowed like fluorescing minerals. The duster rested on a platform two meters above the rugged surface, which was darkened in turn by unlit boxes and modules pitoned to its surface. The utter vacuum gave the illuminated planes and shadows a crystalline clarity.


  Thinking that the ship’s antenna might be damaged, Yarrow hailed George through her suit transmitter. No answer. She began to clamber down the rungs stitching the hull, mindful that an incautious leap could send her sailing free of the Teardrop’s negligible gravity.


  “Care to share what you know?” she asked the surrounding landscape. “Such as what has befallen George, or where he was when it happened? I can’t believe you don’t know that.”


  She might have been alone on this world, the only living creature within ten thousand kilometers. Quite possibly she was.


  Activating her helmet light, Yarrow slowly turned through 360 degrees. A dozen steps away from the craft, she already stood on a slightly different plane from it. The horizon was closer in some directions than in others, and sloped away after a few dozen meters. Standing on the Teardrop was like (someone had told her) looking out from the top of an icy peak at Earth’s nighttime sky. Aside from suggesting that some mountaintops were the size of comets, this didn’t tell her much.


  Crates; roped perimeters of pitons for future projects; platforms of reinforced wallboard like the floors of unbuilt houses. Yarrow had to aim her beam low, else it shone straight into the sky, returning nothing. No footprints on the hard rippled ice, no scrap of fabric clinging to a corner. He could be just outside her sight lines, or on the comet’s far side.


  Yarrow was studying the middle distance when her visor went black. She exclaimed in alarm, and had begun to raise her hands to her face when control was wrested from her. The clensuit turned smartly and strode forward, surefooted in Yarrow’s blindness. Several panicked seconds passed before she realized what was happening; then she howled her outrage.


  “Stop this! You can’t use someone this way! I—” She hurled her strength against the suit, straining against its resistance as if pulling herself up a wall. The clensuit, which was working its hands rapidly, abruptly began to go cold at the extremities, underarms, and groin. Yarrow gasped, unreasoning terror flooding her. The chill, like liquid nitrogen spilling through the suit seams, was spreading rapidly.


  She went limp, fighting a powerful urge to try to wrap her arms around herself. The spread of cold ceased, but the cold remained, dissipating through her limbs and torso. Yarrow began shivering, and felt with astonishment her teeth begin to chatter.


  Minutes later—the passage of time lost in the black welling of terror—her visor abruptly cleared. She was standing back where she had been, facing the rippled horizon. Yarrow began to sag, then caught herself. She pushed up her suit temperature (though it was by now warm enough), and turned to look behind her. There was no indication of what it was the suit had done.


  “I’ll remember this,” she whispered, Too softly for the mike to pick up; but that was just exhaustion.


  The glideline began near her right arm, a slim pyloned ribbon like a handrail that ran across the ice field and vanished over the horizon. Yarrow took one of the grips dangling from it and clipped it to her suit. She braced a foot against the kickplate and launched herself, skittering out along the line like an upside-down gondola.


  The grip squealed merrily, a startling effect in silent vacuum. Yarrow swept her beam about the horizon, seeing nothing that might be a clensuited figure. Something was niggling at her hindbrain, but she didn’t have time to coax it forth.


  George had courted danger in venturing out alone, and now Yarrow was doing the same. Most of their duties could be accomplished by a pair of advanced mechs, but the intelligent ones that could match the manipulative capacity of two people were in constant demand on the Triton project, and semi-skilled labor was cheap. What modest dangers attended the mission jeopardized only the workers themselves.


  The glideline circled the comet like a meridian, allowing workers to circumnavigate its long axis without having to use ice boots or their jetpacks. The whine of the grip oscillated as Yarrow bounced lightly against its elasticity, her path tracing a sine wave above the ribbon’s precise curve.


  Abruptly—the thought convulsed her muscles before fully taking form—Yarrow grabbed hard on the brake. The grip shrieked, slewing her forward as it slowed. She struck the rail with her opposite forearm, releasing the grip, and rebounded against its tethered length. Feeling the rail rasp against her ribs, she grabbed at it with both hands, a tailless monkey clutching the last strung vine.


  Breathing hard, Yarrow looked down the rail stretching before her, which disappeared unbroken over the near horizon. The image was coming clear only now in her mind: the glideline, snapped by meteoric debris, seismic shifting, or perhaps just cold stress, raising two jagged ends pointing just past each other. A glider, oblivious in the darkness, flies off it like a load fired from a mass driver, sailing on a tangent into a Neptune orbit of its own.


  Very slowly, Yarrow let go of the rail and, after floating free for several seconds, began to pull herself, hand over hand, along its length. She narrowed the focus of her beam and ran it carefully along the rail for a dozen meters ahead of her. In the absence of visual landmarks, the receding ribbon swelled in scale: a tram line soaring over a polar plain.


  No breaks were apparent, but Yarrow found herself unable to glance to either side for more than a few seconds before she felt compelled to look back at the glideline. How fast could a worker escape the Teardrop and still be able to return via his jetpack? Was George perhaps returning now? (She scanned the sky.) Had the Teardrop’s spin placed him over its opposite hemisphere, from which he might return to the duster unseen by her? (But then would not the Voice recall her?)


  Something was wrong with her reasoning, but she didn’t dare pause to find it. Enjoining herself to think clearly, she called up the duty sheet on her screen and wondered which tasks George would have turned to first. Presumably those that a single person could accomplish; the rest would be best deferred.


  In the event, George seemed to have begun with the tasks closest to hand, pausing at each stop like a milkman. A water processor whose microwave dish had darkened with dust had been cleaned; and a large cutting device, its talons gripping square meters of ice that had begun to fracture under the strain, had been (crudely) repositioned. “Going to let me discover everything on my own?” she asked, expecting and getting no answer.


  Something was wrong at the third site. A scaffold post, emerging slowly over the horizon, leaned at a vertiginous angle; and Yarrow soon saw a jig, slight but unmistakable, in the glideline’s path. Her heart in her mouth, she approached it cautiously; but the ribbon proved unbroken. The worksite beyond was now visible, however, and she saw what had happened at once.


  A deep trench had been opened in the ice, a smooth-walled crevasse, several meters deep, that had permitted core samples to be taken from several degrees of arc. Once a meter wide, the trench had crunched shut like a frost giant’s crooked mouth. Splintered icecakes piled up at the ragged seam, and the ground seemed lower to one side.


  Yarrow shifted her grip to the tributary gliderail and approached the site cautiously. The ribbon ran beside the trench site—a guardrail overlooking the verge of a vanished canyon—permitting her to shine her beam along the impacted edge. Two thirds of the way down she saw it: a glimpse of clensuit among the glittering shards.


  “Jesus Christ,” she said. Christians had the best maledictions.


  Grasping spurs of ice, Yarrow pulled herself closer. Wedging one boot in a crevasse, she began to prise away blocks of rubble. Quickly she discovered that the clensuit lay half a meter below ground level, glinting between two floes propped against each other. It took her nearly an hour to clear the intervening space: although gravity was negligible, loose chunks of ice kept spilling into her excavation from isostatic pressure.


  The scrap was George’s shoulder, which meant that his helmet lay beneath a large block that was pinned by surrounding rubble. Yarrow hooked her fingers under the block, which proved too massive to dislodge. She thought she could feel a helmet collar.


  She fumbled through her belt kit, which contained a small cutting laser. Even at sharpest focus, the device was barely sufficient for spot welding; but how much power did it require to vaporize ice?


  Quite a bit, she soon discovered: the beam produced a small puff of steam but made remarkably little headway. Belatedly Yarrow remembered that that the ice on the Teardrop was only 50°K, and could absorb much heat before melting. In the end she sharpened its focus to a pinpoint and sought to slice through the floe. When this failed to work—the escaping steam, she suspected, was refreezing in the space she had already cut—she took out her pick and hacked angrily. The nanometer-scale tip pierced the ice readily, and after some effort Yarrow broke the block in two and wedged the halves centimeters apart.


  George’s helmet was dusted with ice, but did not possess the frosted rime of escaped air. Leaning in as close as she could, Yarrow touched the tip of her laser to his helmet, then pressed its handle against her own.


  “George, can you hear me? I’m trying to dig you out. You don’t need your radio to respond.”


  No sound, not even the ragged susurrus of injured breathing. Yarrow thought of something.


  “I don’t know your relationship with the Voice from the Centaur, but it can’t hear you from here. Didn’t even know what happened to you. It untied me so I could haul you back, but if there’s anything you have to say that you don’t want it to hear, now’s the time.”


  No response. Yarrow wondered if George was being cagy, or just dead. It wasn’t easy to breach the integrity of a clensuit, but tectonic forces, even those of a comet, might suffice.


  She climbed out of the hole she had dug, found a piece of wallboard, and sliced it into long rectangles. Returning to her hole (which was slowly filling) she resumed digging, using the boards as crude bulwarks. She didn’t check her watch; but by the time she had finished she had drained her suit’s store of fruit juice and was feeling aching tremors in her arms and back. George’s upper body lay exposed at the bottom of a three-sided well; Yarrow had shucked her jetpack and most of her hand tools in order to reach past him in the narrow confines. She touched her forefinger to the display stud on George’s chest and read the numbers on her helmet display.


  George’s body temperature was 31°C. The hypothermia of shock, or the clensuit warming a cooling corpse?


  Yarrow had, in fact, little doubt. George’s chest seemed misshapen, and one shoulder plainly dislocated. She looped a cord under his arms, clambered to the top of her makeshift caisson, and slowly hauled him out.


  Returning to the glideline, Yarrow felt his deadweight bouncing at the end of the cord, a helium balloon she did not glance back at. She secured the cord to the grip, grabbed its strap, and shoved herself briskly along the rail.


  Belatedly she thought to activate her recorder, which would be examined at mission’s end. “Seventeen forty-three,” she said, “returning with body of George Chow, who was crushed when the fissure at Site Sixteen closed up. Possibly the shock of our landing stressed the ice; how long does it take for such pressure to work through supercold cometary material?”


  Yarrow started to erase the last words, then remembered that mission tapes could not be altered. She tried to speak more carefully.


  “The control exerted over my suit by the Voice that addressed me in the cabin does not seem to extend far beyond the ship. I do not understand its mechanism, and shall not speculate. Since it did not know what had befallen George, I imagine—”


  Something grabbed her from behind. Yarrow shrieked, releasing the grip as a second arm snaked around her helmet, blocking her view.


  Yarrow snatched at the arms, unthinkingly moving to break their grip on her throat. But the hands were scrabbling down her suit chest as though seeking to paw her breasts. She grabbed a wrist as its hand closed on her display stud and pulled it away.


  Shifting her center of gravity, Yarrow moved to throw the figure over her shoulder, but microgravity marred her reflexes. The exertion spun her around, and she found herself face to face with George’s clensuit. Before she could react, its interior helmet light came on, illuminating a visor splashed with blood and a pallid face beyond, eyes bulging and crusted lips agape as if horrified to be dead.


  Yarrow screamed and kicked out, driving her foot against the suit’s chest even as it groped for her own. The clensuited figure flew backward and rebounded on its cord, but Yarrow found herself receding rapidly as though the gliderail, the clensuit, and the ground beneath them were a video image contracting as the POV drew smoothly back. With a start she realized that she was leaving the comet’s surface.


  She flailed, but there was nothing to grasp, no purchase to gain. A dozen meters away, the clensuited figure was fumbling with its cord, waving its free arm in a wide sweep. Yarrow took an instant to wonder why it wasn’t watching her in triumph or dismay, then gave herself over to panic.


  No roar of engines, no whistle of atmosphere. The horizon was visible now, an uneven but perceptible curve. Yarrow was leaving the Teardrop on an almost straight path, and the ground was falling away rapidly.


  She aimed her transmitter at the icefields below, hoping that a relay dish lay within direct sight. “Onboard: Emergency,” she said. “Am leaving Teardrop at apparent escape velocity. Acknowledge.”


  Response would be instantaneous if it came at all, but she waited long seconds before dejection hit her. The Voice had plainly suborned the Onboard, assuming that her message had reached the ship at all. The duster would come after her only if It chose to do so.


  With a small start, Yarrow realized that her recorder was still on. “I suppose you heard all that,” she remarked. She spent a minute calming herself by describing what had happened, then switched off. Should she have to leave a farewell message, she would take some care in composing it.


  Her rate of ascent, she knew, was gradually slowing (if only slightly) under the pull of the Teardrop’s gravity. This pull, however, was also weakening with increasing distance, and probably at a faster rate, which meant that she would never slow to a halt and fall back. Yarrow studied the receding comet—now fully visible—with care. It was shrinking almost imperceptibly; conceivably she would go into an elliptical orbit. Of course, this would do her little good if the rotational period proved to last days or weeks.


  No training course had counseled this, but Yarrow had watched enough videos as a child to know what to do. Her clensuit held a pressurized oxygen reserve, which could allow her an hour’s breathing if her recyclers failed. A hose permitted her to feed air into another’s suit in emergencies. Yarrow fumbled out the hose, aimed it directly away from the Teardrop, and opened the valve.


  The rush of escaping gas distantly reached her ears. Inertia leaned into her, compelling her to control the hose with both hands. She called up a grid on her visor and watched the outline of the Teardrop against it, willing the direction of drift to stop and reverse itself. By the time she was certain she could see this, the reserve tank was 83 percent empty.


  “Don’t know my own strength,” she muttered. Wild Boys tended to have strongly developed leg muscles. She had once imagined that this could get her in trouble.


  Her helmet light, playing across the dark expanse below her, found the gliderail, a thread of reflective silver. Yarrow cut off the spray and ran her beam along the rail’s length. After a moment she found it, and jumped up visor magnification to get a clearer image: George’s clensuit, moving with slow deliberation, pushing itself toward the duster. Despite moving within an illuminated circle, it did not look up.


  She was drifting toward the comet with dreamlike slowness, an orbital-ballistic dance outside the frenetic pace of human time. Yarrow positioned the hose and opened the valve once again.


  The results were startling: the pressure gauge spun down to 0 almost immediately, but she felt only slight acceleration. Of course, she thought with awful realization: the remaining oxygen would exert less pressure. There was a law of physics concerning that.


  George was growing steadily in her beam, a long, still figure nosing against the rail like a feeding fish. She would miss him on her present course, though not by much: her work outside the Lotus had sharpened her spatial hand-eye skills.


  The tip of the duster appeared over the horizon, a clean parabola breaking the irregular salience. Yarrow swore aloud. If the shambling kuei made it to the ship, she was dead.


  Some part of her had been readying for this. She opened the programmer of her clensuit, overrode its safeguards, and sealed the respirer membrane of her recycler. With the CO2 awaiting catalysis into carbon and oxygen thus isolated, she pumped it into the reserve tank. It made a dismayingly low-pressure mix, so she drained off nitrogen to supplement it. Her ears popped as the air pressure in the helmet went down.


  Working quickly, Yarrow drove the gas mixture through a heating coil, then shunted its thrashing molecules back into the reserve tank. Aiming the hose carefully, she overlaid a bull’s eye on her visor, sited the kuei at its center, and released the nozzle. Her lungs began to itch.


  The nozzle, hissing for scant seconds, faded into silence. Yarrow used its last puff to correct her course, aiming at a point on the rail ahead of the gliding figure. She took a deep breath, but the urgency signaled by her lungs did not abate. “Watch this,” she whispered to the tape.


  The clensuited legs came up at her like a docking boom. Arms extended, Yarrow struck hard, clutching them before she had a chance to register impact. A second later came a harder blow: the cord securing George to the grip yanked taut and held. She felt her teeth rattle, but had no time to react: George’s clensuit, with more than human speed, was swarming over her.


  Hands clawed for her chest, as she had expected. She knocked one away, grabbed the other wrist and tried to spin the suit around. The kuei lacked George’s strength, an advantage. Another: it was tethered to the cord, while Yarrow was free. The dolly was singing down the gliderail like a runaway train, exerting a steady pull on the clensuit’s movements.


  Yarrow grabbed the suit from behind, pressing her chest against it to protect her display studs. George’s suit began to wriggle about with inhuman pliancy, and she tightened her grasp. Something gave softly under her grasp, and she nearly let go with a shriek.


  She didn’t dare let go to pull out her air hose, even as black spots began to bloom against her visor, but it proved unnecessary. Indicator lights on her visor display abruptly changed, and a second later she felt cool air against her face. Dizzily she realized that her clensuit, sensing the proximity of a second unit, had extruded the hose like a proboscis and fixed it upon George’s emergency tank. She drank in her first breath in wonder, willing her arms clenched.


  The clensuit sensed what was happening. It writhed frantically, then leaned forward to bump helmets with her.


  “Yarrow, for God’s sake! You’ll kill me if you take my air!” The voice echoed in her helmet, tinny but recognizable.


  This was not George. George Chow was dead.


  “For God’s sake, Yarrow, leave off! My recycler’s crippled; I’m on the tank, too.” His voice was weak and pained. “I can’t control the suit, but that’s no reason to kill me!”


  Abruptly she released him, and immediately drew back a hand and pushed him away. Connected by the air hose to Yarrow and by the cord to the dolly, the kuei danced for a second like a suit on a clothesline, then reached quickly for the hose. The creature had it crimped in one hand, cutting off the air flow, and was reaching for Yarrow’s chest with the other when she got out her laser and sliced through the cord.


  The suit went dead instantly, an unstrung puppet. The whine of the dolly was abruptly gone, and the air flow returned with a puff. Yarrow was drifting, weapon raised, tied loosely to a corpse.


  Below her the dolly glided on, unhindered by its flailing cargo. Yarrow looked to the horizon. From ground level, the duster was not yet visible. Had the clensuit gotten close enough to make visual contact with the duster’s transmitter; the Voice might have been able to reassert control.


  Heart pounding, Yarrow forced herself to put away the laser. Slowly she pulled the limp clensuit toward her, watching lest it move. She pulled at the cord looped under its arms and examined the burnt end. It was strong work cord, adequate for hauling large masses; but its core was a woven crystal of conducting nanofiber, capable of carrying a substantial dataload.


  Yarrow looked to the gliderail, intact and rigid in the deep chill of High Neptune Orbit. She was suddenly certain that it could serve as a superconductor.


  Pulling the clensuit toward her, Yarrow took its jetpack and fired a spurt skyward. She grasped the suit’s wrist as they drifted gently to the ground, bumping against each other like tired drunks. Feeling like a ghoul, she lashed the clensuit to the ice, securing the cord with self-driving pitons she took from a storage shed nearby. A mobile bot could still come and cut the suit free, hauling it back into transmitter range, but she didn’t plan on giving it time.


  Walking the Teardrop was easy if one didn’t mind the pace: Yarrow’s boots extruded barbed cleats that gripped the ice, permitting an easy if jerky gait. She strode away from the duster, looking about cautiously for transmitters. She tried to snap off her suit antenna, but couldn’t reach it.


  “Clensuit: display suit functions,” she ordered. A row of green bars appeared along the bottom of her faceplate. She asked the system to report suit pressure verbally. “Point nine seven three millibars,” it replied.


  Yarrow founding it mildly comforting that she could talk to something, even if only her clensuit. “Uplink,” she ventured, but the system could find no satellite in the skies above. The notion of anything orbiting this frozen globule seemed merely foolish.


  Something niggled at her memory, and Yarrow looked across the horizon, wondering what it was. She glanced to her left, turning nearly in a circle to catch what had snagged her subconscious, but her helmet beam disclosed only the soft limbs of ice, eroded by the millennia’s micrometeorites.


  “You out there, Mister Man?” she called. “You got something to say, I’m listening.”


  Triton rose behind her, bright enough to cast shadows. When full—it was now in three-quarters phase—the moon shone like a shaded light-bulb, sometimes the same size, and nearly as bright, as the Sun. It was hard to believe that the brilliant globe was the coldest place in the solar system, reflecting back all light and keeping none for itself.


  At once a wave of weariness rose and struck her. Both feet anchored, Yarrow swayed like a nodding reed. “Time?” she asked, realizing with a start that she didn’t know within hours.


  “Nineteen thirty-one,” her suit told her. Five hours since Touchdown, scarcely a full day. After a few seconds she realized that her exertions were nonetheless adequate to tire her.


  In microgravity one can sleep in any position. Yarrow felt her eyes close, and wondered vaguely whether her exposed position left her vulnerable. She imagined the duster lifting off the comet’s surface, coming after her . . . no other danger seemed credible, save the sparse but inescapable sleet of tiny particles, every grain moving fast enough to puncture her suit, perhaps punch through her body entirely, like a cosmic ray tearing through a choromosome. . . .


  “Warning: power supply low,” the suit said abruptly. Yarrow started awake, looking about wildly as a dream-threat receded rapidly from conscious recall. Her helmet beam swung across a darkened landscape (Triton was gone from the sky), disclosing nothing but still ice. Collecting her thoughts, she asked for the suit functions display.


  Suit power, a squat green bar a few hours ago, now stood at 18 percent capacity, low enough that the display lined it in orange. Guiltily Yarrow realized that her present anchored position was permitting heat to leach into the ice underfoot, which would not have been possible had she thought to tie a tether and doze drifting.


  Cursing softly, she pulled herself free and began to stamp across the ice as though to warm herself. She remembered passing a powerbox earlier, and retraced her steps until she saw it on the horizon, an unpolished cube atop a stalk no wider than her finger. She paused before plugging in—could the Voice have entered the powerbox and set a trap?—but could finally see no alternative. As she brought her belt close to the nearest face, a cable snaked out from her suit and attached itself to the featureless surface. “Recharge in progress,” the suit told her.


  She was sitting on the cube, imagining herself still wholly awake, when her helmet trilled that it was detecting a radio signal. Yarrow came to her senses with a start as her system caught the frequency.


  “. . . there? George, Yarrow, please rep—”


  Recognizing the voice, Yarrow began to answer, but her suit queeped suddenly and flashed a reply code before her eyes. Yarrow swore.


  “—can hear us. We cannot read any—” Tsujimoto stopped as she received the burst from Yarrow’s clensuit. Silence followed, as she presumably went away to tell someone.


  Yarrow checked the code number against the suit’s directory, but she was pretty sure what had been sent. The clensuit had prevented her from replying because of its low energy levels, and instead had sent a three-bit burst, which signified acknowledgment of a message when the recipient was unable to respond for technical reasons. She wondered what the Lotus would make of it.


  Bemusedly Yarrow searched the sky, wondering what source had hailed her. The Lotus could not communicate directly with clensuits across thousands of klicks, so used orbital comsats. Evidently one was overhead, circling the Teardrop in a high, slow orbit (this icechip could hardly retain it otherwise) that just now brought it over the horizon. One would have expected two comsats in such circumstances, one overhead at all times, but perhaps the Voice had disabled the other.


  “Yarrow,” Tsujimoto said, “get back to the duster as soon as you are able. Since you didn’t signal an emergency, I assume you merely—”


  Recharge Malfunction, her faceplate said in flashing red. The system chimed once, and a series of numbers began to crawl across her field of vision.


  “—automatic takeoff. Please reply as soon as you are able.”


  Yarrow cried “Hold!” to the systems display, but heard over her voice the trill that signaled downlink disconnection. Glowing codes hung frozen before her till she banished them.


  “System, can you repeat that message?” she asked. The system, unsurprisingly, could not. “Doesn’t matter,” she said to herself. It was the other news that actually concerned her.


  Grimly Yarrow recalled the codes and studied them. The fault, according to her clensuit, lay in the powerbox: something was preventing its proper discharge. Her system duly listed the various attempts it had made to overcome this, none of which Yarrow was competent to judge. At the bottom of the list appeared the results of its efforts: Suit power was now at 21.3 percent.


  “At present expenditure levels, how long until suit failure?” she asked the system.


  “Lethal failure in two point six hours,” her suit replied.


  Walking on the surface, of course, would accelerate energy expenditure. Yarrow sighed, then ordered her suit to heat up a cup of strong tea. Swallowing a mouthful of fruit paste, she told herself to wake up, then set about finding the trail of cleat-marks that would lead her back to the duster.


  “Recorder on,” she said. Between sips of tea she recounted recent events, including her suspicion that the Voice had managed to disrupt the emergency powerboxes. “It’s a cold way to die,” she remarked bitterly. She felt a stab of envy for Chow, dispatched to eternity by the grinding hydrodynamics of a true if tiny world.


  Yarrow found a second powerbox near the excavation site, but was again unable to coax current from it. If the Voice had sent her blacked-out clensuit to establish connections extending its control over the power grid, she would not be able to undo it from here. She followed the branching gliderail back toward the duster, taking care not to touch it.


  “There it is,” she said as the craft’s rounded tip broke the ragged horizon. No searchlight shone, but Yarrow was certain that the ship’s instrumentation could detect her. She decided to leave the recorder on, an unwashed creek bed that the next few minutes would etch.


  Like an enemy fortress, the duster loomed up in the night sky, discernible as much by the stars it occluded as by their dim reflection. Yarrow approached cautiously, trying to remember where she had stood when clensuit control was wrested from her. She had been only a few steps from the hatch—which did not guarantee that the Voice’s range of control did not extend farther.


  “Hello the Ship,” Yarrow ventured. There was no reply. She hailed the Onboard electronically, and was rewarded with a standard acknowledgment. Emboldened, she ordered the hatch to open.


  Nothing happened.


  Yarrow took a breath and started forward. “Advancing slowly,” she reported. In fact she was approaching in a wide spiral, like a housebreaker looking for a back entrance. The ground beneath the hatch showed smooth plate like a paved walkway, which she avoided. The duster’s three legs nestled snugly into the docking collar’s fitted recesses, holding the craft fast as though against a hurricane. Yarrow considered climbing one, then remembered that the yaw rockets rested atop each.


  A stack of leftover material stood beside the landing platform, and she picked up a meter-long metal rod and secured it to her belt. Finger-sized joint fasteners lay discarded nearby, which she stuffed into her pouch. She wondered if the Voice was observing this, and whether it would realize what she was about. Quickly she stood, took half a step toward the craft, then flexed her knees lightly and hopped.


  She rose lazily, drifting past the rocket nozzles with aching slowness, but continued with almost undiminished momentum to the tip of the duster and beyond. She was three times the ship’s height before she felt herself slow at last to a stop and hang over the starlit icescape, as though her body were straining to detect the comet’s faint gravity.


  Her descent began almost imperceptibly, allowing her ample time to study its path. Deciding that she would overshoot the duster by several meters, she took out a fastener and flung it away on a flat tangent. Her course seemed little altered by this, and she hurled two more into her path, wishing she had something more massive. Below her, the antenna complex protruded like an askew weathervane from the duster’s smooth surface. She was descending toward the duster’s bow, a featureless hemisphere that would permit no purchase. Coming down lightly, Yarrow kicked off with one foot, sending her up a few meters in the proper direction. The antenna passed below her, a tangle of electronics like a wind-gnarled tree growing from a stony outcrop. She had her cord ready in one hand, but it proved unnecessary; her outstretched arm snagged a boom and she pulled herself in.


  “The vulture’s perch,” she muttered, reaching down to feel among the instrumentation. Upon waking she had realized that the Voice must be controlling the ship’s Onboard remotely, so could be balked by disabling its receivers. Looping the cord around a strut, she secured the other end to her belt, then braced her feet and hefted the metal rod. She identified a vulnerable spot behind the antenna dish, swung back the rod, and brought it down hard.


  The shock of the blast threw her backward, every thought knocked from her head. The clensuit was shrilling, but Yarrow didn’t hear it. A timeless interval followed, of effortless floating and absence of pain or thought. It was only when she bounced, once and then again, and came lightly to rest on a rough chilly surface that the world of inevitable consequence returned.


  Get up. It was an urgent voice, more intimate than the clensuit’s in her ear. Yarrow groaned, although pain had not yet arrived.


  You’re dying, get up. It seemed a non sequitur, and Yarrow puzzled slightly, as one might recall an odd remark from the night before. Don’t die not fighting: Up.


  The pain came then, like sunshine burning through fog. The underside of her body was growing quite cold, which was welcome, since every joint and sinew ached as though sawn. This was wrong, Yarrow thought confusedly; and then sharper pain sliced through the gauze of her befuddlement.


  Up, yes. Getting up was easy in microgravity; and the cold seeping through the ice (she realized that she was lying on the ground) was beginning to ache on the peripheries of numbness. Yarrow rose to a sitting position and nearly cried out. The searing gust raced beneath her suit like a flame.


  Her faceplate glowed dimly with electronic noise, and her suit’s joints moved with difficulty. The clensuit was dead, its systems fried. Standing unsteadily, Yarrow could feel her soles chilling, while the rest of her body failed to warm.


  Something brushed against her thigh, and she held up the end of her cord, its ragged end charred. Had she not been tethered by it, the shock of the blast might have thrown her into escape orbit. Or possibly the voltage would have killed her outright.


  She might well be dead in another minute, anyway.


  The ship; in. Yarrow turned until she saw the ship, a dozen meters away and seemingly unchanged in the dim light. The antenna, of course, had been destroyed by the surge the Voice had sent through it. Never mind that now. In or die here. Her air was growing stale, and cold.


  Three low leaps brought her to the docking collar. She did not trouble to avoid the metal plating, through which the Voice had earlier taken over her suit. Having destroyed the antenna, it had lost access to the ship, a limb it had sawn off to see her fall.


  She could not send a radio signal to open the airlock, but the hatch possessed manual controls. Swarming up the ladder, oblivious to the pain in her hands but alert to the worsening air, Yarrow reached the control pad and tapped out the emergency entry code.


  Nothing happened.


  Yarrow didn’t think, didn’t wait for the orders in her ear. The screwdriver in her glove would not extrude, but she was able to work it out with her finger, like a child pushing out a splinter. The threads holding the coverplate in place would not respond to random vibration, but the microscopic pressure sensors lining the helices detected the directed effort of a tool blade and allowed the screws to turn. Four screws off, and the coverplate drifted free.


  Yarrow reached in with her right hand. She had not manipulated the release for the explosive bolts in three years, but they had made her perform the act repeatedly and in the dark, and with the handle’s touch she remembered what to do. A half twist clockwise, pull, and a quarter twist back while pushing down: the hull shuddered once. When she withdrew her hand and ran it across the hatch, she felt its edge raised several centimeters.


  With the blood roaring in her ears, Yarrow pulled open the hatch and squeezed in. The inner door opened manually; firing the bolts had released its switches. A blast of air rushed past her as she slid it open, like the soul escaping from a violated body.


  Darkness within, not even the glow of displays. Of course: before withdrawing from the duster, the Voice had pithed its Onboard. The doors could not be made to close behind her; the air system would not come on.


  The spare suit. Was it her angel speaking, or merely the voice of her training? Yarrow didn’t wonder. The cabin was too small to get lost in; she felt her way across the wall, hands sliding along smooth displays. Behind the pilot’s seat, the cabinet panel snapped open when she twisted its handle. She pulled out the bunched suit, fumbling for its belt.


  No air left. She activated the other suit, embracing it like a withered friend in less need of succor than she. The hiss of oxygen was very cold.


  Fingers stiffening, Yarrow activated the helmet light on the spare suit. Stowed in an insulated compartment, it had been impervious to the Voice’s devastations, and its beam came on at once. Her faceplate was milky with frost, and the plume of her breath added more. With a curse she killed the light, then wrapped the limp suit round her neck, knotting its limbs like a sash.


  Working by touch, she found the proper switch beneath the pilot’s seat, thinking with etched clarity that whether she lived or died turned freely upon this moment. A second after she pushed the control a faint light came on behind her.


  Yarrow pushed herself backward, looking for the welcome glow of cabin displays. A string of pilot lights shone dimly through the haze of her visor, like stars through Neptune’s rings. She kicked closer, wondering why there were not more of them, and heard the joints of her skins crackle.


  This decided her. Maneuvering again by touch she found the airlock, and discovered that it had slid shut with the reawakening of the system. She fumbled back to the pilot’s chair and felt for the manual controls, but could not discern their settings. As a calming languor stole over her, Yarrow found the helmet of the empty clensuit, pressed it against her own, and asked: “Can you get this ship into the air?”


  If the suit’s system replied, she did not hear it. A great force pressed down upon her, crushing the chill air from her lungs. Yarrow felt her spirit being squeezed from her body, and braced at last for death. But the compression simply went on, as though some stretched sinew yet bound her to her battered frame, and she felt the contending surges of numbness and pain, knowing that the latter meant that she was alive.


  It was a cold crossing. The duster’s system, shut down by the Voice, lay beyond the reach of the clensuit, and the cabin remained unpressured and unheated. The empty suit heated the air it piped into Yarrow’s helmet, but it could not restore the functioning of her own dead system, and she shivered and moaned through the hours of passage.


  The spare clensuit could run just enough of the duster to set a course for the Lotus. Communication was impossible, as the antenna was melted into a single mass. The cabin shone dimly, resolved into clearer darkness as the frost in her helmet slowly melted. With every breath, however, Yarrow saw a chilly plume, and reflected that if she were warmer she would doubtless hurt more.


  All that Yarrow was able to derive from the ship’s Onboard was the last order left in its registers: to deploy its limited microrepair facilities to rebuild the antenna. Puzzling over this, she realized that the Voice wished to eliminate the evidence that it had killed her. Had her body been recovered, another frozen island in High Neptune Orbit, it would have seemed to have fallen victim to a mishap when recharging from a powerbox. With the antenna replaced and control over the duster restored, the Voice could no doubt contrive to discharge one of the boxes in a catastrophic surge.


  During her stronger moments she wondered what was happening on the Centaur, and once made an attempt to establish radio contact with the Lotus through the working clensuit’s system. Then her thirst would rise up, and she would hold up the clensuit helmet like a skull and yearn for a way to reach its stores of juice and water. Weakness and pain would overwhelm her, and she would weep silently, regret the death of Chow, and fear for the future until she had rocked herself into exhaustion.


  No displays shone in the cabin, and Yarrow’s dead suit would not even report the passage of time. Perhaps the duster had repaired its antenna, and could be steered safely to the Lotus by remote pilot. Otherwise the clensuit’s modest system would bring the craft as close as possible and then try to kill relative velocity. Dozing in fits, Yarrow wondered how many hours had passed.


  She was asleep when the engines came on, and had to snatch at the clensuit before it was torn from her grasp. “Status report!” she cried, touching helmets; but the system’s capacities were already fully occupied. Yarrow sought to ready herself as deceleration woke drowsing injuries, but excitement splintered her resolve.


  A series of irregular bursts from the secondaries was bringing the craft around, but Yarrow could not calculate its orientation. It was only when the ship bumped once with a muffled clang that she knew herself docked. A mechanical whine sounded somewhere beneath her couch: emergency probes sounding the crippled ship.


  A minute later the outer airlock opened, then the inner door slid roughly aside. The blast of air that broke into the cabin flapped the limbs of the clensuit, and a world of sound swirled about her again. Yarrow worked the manual seals on her helmet with trembling fingers, and tore it off with a scream of relief at the warm fresh puff in her face.


  Footsteps ran outside the airlock, but Yarrow, fumbling desperately with the second helmet’s seals, was too busy to look up. Pencils of light wavered in the dirty air, bright circles sliding over the displays. When one caught Yarrow in the face she looked up blinking, a water tube trailing from the opened faceplate into her mouth.


  “Sweet Jesus!” a familiar voice cried. Yarrow had not known that Tsujimoto was a Christian. The cabin lights slowly came up as the Lotus’ emergency systems took control of the damaged ship. As the torch’s glare faded into the ambient glow she looked in confusion from Tsujimoto’s intent expression—bereft of relief or concern—to the tool she held in her other hand. It took Yarrow a second to realize that she was looking at a gun.


  They locked her in a small room created for that purpose, as though to put her into her own quarters would detract from the gravity of the situation. Communication with others was forbidden her, another symbolic sanction, or did they think she would seek to sway witnesses? In the hours between her long periods of sleep, Yarrow decided that some incriminating message had been fabricated by the Voice, Chow crying murder or some routine broadcast that contradicted the chronology of the account she had given. In addition (or so Yarrow guessed during her debriefing), conditions on the Centaur were still unknown, which left everyone frightened.


  “Are you listening?” she once asked the featureless walls, but knew that if anyone was, it was not her captors. At regular intervals a slot appeared in one wall and a food tray peeped forth. Yarrow could not determine the intervals between meals—was it constitutional to deny a prisoner knowledge of the passage of time?—but guessed that she was being fed when everyone else was. Eight meals thus meant three days.


  When they came for her she coldly requested a shower, which was granted after an uneasy exchange of glances. She was escorted down the passageway by two colleagues while Chin stuck his head into the stall, presumably to confirm that none of the fixtures could be broken off and used as a weapon. Left alone, Yarrow soaped herself extravagantly, expending three times a day’s fair water ration. She guessed that no one would bring themselves to bang on the door.


  Her judges were assembled in the common room, which had been stripped of amenities in order to accommodate their crowded numbers. Ling, Tsujimoto, Yarrow’s own superior Deng, a pilot who spent most of his time in space, and two Han-faced Slavs, probably lovers, who always kept the same shift, sat facing her in severe silence. Yarrow tried to remember whether six constituted a board of inquiry or a tribunal.


  The male Slav (his name tag read “Vrdolyak”) lifted slightly the gavel that identified him as chair. Yarrow expected him to convene the meeting with an official declaration, but his only words—“Tell us what you say happened,” as he pointed at her—made clear that the session was long in progress. Panic fluttered up in her chest: she was to be told nothing.


  Carefully she recounted her ordeal, which she had pondered and rehearsed in her days of confinement. At times she would allude to what her listeners must have determined from other evidence—“As the tape shows,” or “Which you will note from the antenna”—and look for a sign of acknowledgment in their eyes. At her mention of the Voice Ling looked faintly quizzical, Vrdolyak frowned. No one else’s expression told her anything.


  When she finished, the six looked at her silently, not exchanging glances. After a few seconds Vrdolyak stirred slightly and said, “Thank you.” He touched the side of his chair, and the door opened behind her.


  Yarrow stared. “You mean that’s it? You haven’t even told me what’s going on!” Her two escorts appeared on either side of her, one of them touching her elbow. She shook them loose furiously. “Is this a trial? I have the right to an advocate!”


  “This is not a criminal proceeding,” said Vrdolyak. “The crew does not have the authority to convene such.” Tsujimoto murmured something, and he added, “Should criminal charges be brought, you will have access to an advocate and all your legal rights.”


  “Charges for what?” she shouted. “You haven’t told me what I’m being accused of!” Vrdolyak began to speak, but she overrode him. “And don’t tell me that you haven’t brought criminal charges: why am I under arrest?”


  Vrdolyak flushed brick red. “You are being held under emergency statutes,” he said curtly. “Constitutional civil liberties may be suspended during emergency conditions.”


  They stared at each other.


  “You mean that’s it?” she demanded, incredulous. “There’s an emergency, you don’t have to tell me what because it supersedes my right to know, and you can lock me up without telling me why on the same basis? You know that everything I said is supported by the tape.”


  “Your suit tape was damaged by electrical discharge, and cannot be easily played,” said Deng heavily. “We are employing scanning techniques to reconstruct what we can.”


  Yarrow leaped to her feet. “No!” she cried. Hands grabbed at her. “Can’t you see what you’re doing?” She was pulled backward as her escorts clumsily overpowered her. Shouting, she was dragged out the door as her judges stared impassively.


  In her solitude, she considered how things must look. What would the “restored” tape show? Something baldly incriminating? She decided not; it would suffice if recovered portions of the tape contradicted the account she had given. She spent more time pondering what a team sent to the comet would find. An autopsy would disclose the order in which the injuries to George’s body had been inflicted, and which ones had occurred posthumously. Would Castor send a physician to study the body in situ, or would they ship it back first, or—she caught her breath at the thought—would they leave its examination to expert systems? She could not believe that the CP would conduct a murder investigation without having a human examine the victim.


  She was drinking tea (delivered through a hatch no wider than the pot) when a door opened in the ceiling and Ling floated through. Yarrow stared, not sure what to say, then gestured apologetically. “I only have one cup.”


  “That’s all right, thank you.” Ling was embarrassed—no, her pinched expression bespoke something more: she was, Yarrow realized, frightened. Yarrow wondered whether she feared assault.


  She pushed herself down to the wall that Yarrow was using as floor, and sat with her crossed ankles adhering to the clingstrip. Yarrow looked at her questioningly.


  “They asked me,” she began, “to tell you what they have decided.”


  Her weakness lent Yarrow strength. “Verdict or sentence?” she asked caustically.


  Ling flinched. “Neither,” she said. “You know they can’t do that.”


  “I thought they could do anything during an emergency. This is an emergency, I gather.”


  Ling hung her head in acknowledgment of others’ dereliction. “You should have been told everything. Perhaps they did not want you to realize how little we ourselves know. Transmissions from the Ship are . . . unreliable. There is little we truly know. . . .”


  “And you are not supposed to tell me that much. I see. So no one dares to hang me until they know which way the wind is blowing?”


  “No!” Ling looked up, shocked. “We know too little to decide anything at all, and to disregard what we heard of you would be a vital decision. And after what happened on the comet, well—” She squared her shoulders, resolute at last. “So it was decided to do nothing; to put you on ice, as someone said.”


  Yarrow lifted an eyebrow. “You’re going to keep me locked up indefinitely, in my own room with security measures? I’m surprised the Lotus can spare the resources.”


  “We can’t.” Now Ling would not meet her eye. “You might try to escape, and we cannot maintain staff forever on standby against this possibility. So you are going to be Chilled, till the emergency is over.”


  Yarrow stared, then flung herself at Ling with a scream. The technician threw up her arms in alarm, but there was no strength in Yarrow’s spring: her bunched legs unfolded like paper flowers blooming in water, and her hands reached out with dreamlike slowness. A hatch banged open behind her, and Yarrow was unable to look around before a sticky substance enveloped her.


  “No!”


  Ling was scuttling backward on all fours, eyes wide. The web tightened around Yarrow, binding her limbs to her sides, but strength fled her from within: blearily she realized that she had been drugged. “No,” she cried, horror rising about her like water. “Don’t let them—Ling! Don’t let them freeze me! No—!”


  There was no light in the icebox, yet Yarrow experienced not darkness but the vibrant non-color that bespoke “fingerpainting,” direct stimulation of the striatic cortex. The visual center offered the broadest gate to the city, open now to invaders she could neither see nor debar. Her calmness suggested that sedatives had already crossed the blood-brain barrier.


  The neutral screen resolved into an empty landscape, pale sky above featureless ground. Yarrow suspected that she was projecting upon sensory deprivation: the line of the horizon seemed suspiciously arbitrary. The sky looked cold, about to snow; perhaps the cryopreservative was already entering her veins.


  Rime etched itself across the sky, which took on depth: Yarrow was inside a snow crystal, watching interstices thicken about her like an involuting fractal. She knew that the Chills were not actually frozen, but cooled to a level beyond hibernation, where dreaming ceased and mental activity stalled to a vegetable muttering impossible to recall. A cocoon was being woven about her mind, packing material for the descent into inanimation.


  “You’re coming, aren’t you?” she asked. No terror tinged her voice; at the still, cooling center of things, serenity comes naturally. “Will you make yourself known to me, or shall you wait until I am inert, clay beneath your hands?” A faint wind sighed on the edge of hearing, bringing no sound of approach. A seeping chill spread further, settling things into orderly stillness as Yarrow composed herself to await her vanquisher.


  THE ELEPHANTS ON NEPTUNE


  Mike Resnick


  In Mike Resnick’s chilling new tale, the first human expedition to one of the outer planets, discovers that they have been beaten to their destination by . . .


  The elephants on Neptune led an idyllic life.


  None ever went hungry or were sick. They had no predators. They never fought a war. There was no prejudice. Their birth rate exactly equaled their death rate. Their skins and bowels were free of parasites.


  The herd traveled at a speed that accommodated the youngest and weakest members. No sick or infirm elephant was ever left behind.


  They were a remarkable race, the elephants on Neptune. They lived out their lives in peace and tranquility, they never argued among themselves, the old were always gentle with the young. When one was born, the entire herd gathered to celebrate. When one died, the entire herd mourned its passing. There were no animosities, no petty jealousies, no unresolved quarrels.


  Only one thing stopped it from being Utopia, and that was the fact that an elephant never forgets.


  Not ever.


  No matter how hard he tries.


  When men finally landed on Neptune in 2473 A.D., the elephants were very apprehensive. Still, they approached the spaceship in a spirit of fellowship and goodwill.


  The men were a little apprehensive themselves. Every survey of Neptune told them it was a gas giant, and yet they had landed on solid ground. And if their surveys were wrong, who knew what else might be wrong as well?


  A tall man stepped out onto the frozen surface. Then another. Then a third. By the time they had all emerged, there were almost as many men as elephants.


  “Well, I’ll be damned!” said the leader of the men. “You’re elephants!”


  “And you’re men,” said the elephants nervously.


  “That’s right,” said the men. “We claim this planet in the name of the United Federation of Earth.”


  “You’re united now?” asked the elephants, feeling much relieved.


  “Well, the survivors are,” said the men.


  “Those are ominous-looking weapons you’re carrying,” said the elephants, shifting their feet uncomfortably.


  “They go with the uniforms,” said the men. “Not to worry. Why would we want to harm you? There’s always been a deep bond between men and elephants.”


  That wasn’t exactly the way the elephants remembered it.


  326 B.c.


  Alexander the Great met Porus, King of the Punjab of India, in the Battle of the Jhelum River. Porus had the first military elephants Alexander had ever seen. He studied the situation, then sent his men out at night to fire thousands of arrows into extremely sensitive trunks and underbellies. The elephants went mad with pain and began killing the nearest men they could find, which happened to be their keepers and handlers. After his great victory, Alexander slaughtered the surviving elephants so that he would never have to face them in battle.


  217 B.C.


  The first clash between the two species of elephants. Ptolemy TV took his African elephants against Antiochus the Great’s Indian elephants.


  The elephants on Neptune weren’t sure who won the war, but they knew who lost. Not a single elephant on either side survived.


  Later that same 217 B.C.


  While Ptolemy was battling in Syria, Hannibal took thirty-seven elephants over the Alps to fight the Romans. Fourteen of them froze to death, but the rest lived just long enough to absorb the enemy’s spear thrusts while Hannibal was winning the Battle of Cannae.


  “We have important things to talk about,” said the men. “For example, Neptune’s atmosphere is singularly lacking in oxygen. How do you breathe?”


  “Through our noses,” said the elephants.


  “That was a serious question,” said the men, fingering their weapons ominously.


  “We are incapable of being anything but serious,” explained the elephants. “Humor requires that someone be the butt of the joke, and we find that too cruel to contemplate.”


  “All right,” said the men, who were vaguely dissatisfied with the answer, perhaps because they didn’t understand it. “Let’s try another question. What is the mechanism by which we are communicating? You don’t wear radio transmitters, and because of our helmets we can’t hear any sounds that aren’t on our radio bands.”


  “We communicate through a psychic bond,” explained the elephants.


  “That’s not very scientific,” said the men disapprovingly. “Are you sure you don’t mean a telepathic bond?”


  “No, though it comes to the same thing in the end,” answered the elephants. “We know that we sound like we’re speaking English to you, except for the man on the left who thinks we’re speaking Hebrew.”


  “And what do we sound like to you?” demanded the men.


  “You sound exactly as if you’re making gentle rumbling sounds in your stomachs and your bowels.”


  “That’s fascinating,” said the men, who privately thought it was a lot more disgusting than fascinating.


  “Do you know what’s really fascinating?” responded the elephants. “The fact that you’ve got a Jew with you.” They saw that the men didn’t comprehend, so they continued: “We always felt we were in a race with the Jews to see which of us would be exterminated first. We used to call ourselves the Jews of the animal kingdom.” They turned and faced the Jewish spaceman. “Did the Jews think of themselves as the elephants of the human kingdom?”


  “Not until you just mentioned it,” said the Jewish spaceman, who suddenly found himself agreeing with them.


  42 B.C.


  The Romans gathered their Jewish prisoners in the arena at Alexandria, then turned fear-crazed elephants loose on them. The spectators began jumping up and down and screaming for blood—and, being contrarians, the elephants attacked the spectators instead of the Jews, proving once and for all that you can’t trust a pachyderm.


  (When the dust had cleared, the Jews felt the events of the day had reaffirmed their claim to be God’s chosen people. They weren’t the Romans’ chosen people, though. After the soldiers killed the elephants, they put all the Jews to the sword, too.)


  “It’s not his fault he’s a Jew any more than it’s your fault that you’re elephants,” said the rest of the men. “We don’t hold it against either of you.”


  “We find that difficult to believe,” said the elephants.


  “You do?” said the men. “Then consider this: the Indians—that’s the good Indians, the ones from India, not the bad Indians from America—worshipped Ganesh, an elephant-headed god.”


  “We didn’t know that,” admitted the elephants, who were more impressed than they let on. “Do the Indians still worship Ganesh?”


  “Well, we’re sure they would if we hadn’t killed them all while we were defending the Raj,” said the men. “Elephants were no longer in the military by then,” they added. “That’s something to be grateful for.”


  Their very last battle came when Tamerlane the Great went to war against Sultan Mahmoud. Tamerlane won by tying branches to buffaloes’ horns, setting fire to them, and then stampeding the buffalo herd into Mahmoud’s elephants, which effectively ended the elephant as a war machine, buffalo being much less expensive to acquire and feed.


  All the remaining domesticated elephants were then trained for elephant fighting, which was exactly like cock-fighting, only on a larger scale. Much larger. It became a wildly popular sport for thirty or forty years until they ran out of participants.


  “Not only did we worship you,” continued the men, “but we actually named a country after you—the Ivory Coast. That should prove our good intentions.”


  “You didn’t name it after us,” said the elephants. “You named it after the parts of our bodies that you kept killing us for.”


  “You’re being too critical,” said the men. “We could have named it after some local politician with no vowels in his name.”


  “Speaking of the Ivory Coast,” said the elephants, “did you know that the first alien visitors to Earth landed there in 1883?”


  “What did they look like?”


  “They had ivory exoskeletons,” answered the elephants. “They took one look at the carnage and left.”


  “Are you sure you’re not making this all up?” asked the men.


  “Why would we lie to you at this late date?”


  “Maybe it’s your nature,” suggested the men.


  “Oh, no,” said the elephants. “Our nature is that we always tell the truth. Our tragedy is that we always remember it.”


  The men decided that it was time to break for dinner, answer calls of nature, and check in with Mission Control to report what they’d found. They all walked back to the ship, except for one man, who lingered behind.


  All of the elephants left too, except for one lone bull. “I intuit that you have a question to ask,” he said.


  “Yes,” replied the man. “You have such an acute sense of smell, how did anyone ever sneak up on you during the hunt?”


  “The greatest elephant hunters were the Wanderobo of Kenya and Uganda. They would rub our dung all over their bodies to hide their own scent, and would then silently approach us.”


  “Ah,” said the man, nodding his head. “It makes sense.”


  “Perhaps,” conceded the elephant. Then he added, with all the dignity he could muster, “But if the tables were turned, I would sooner die than cover myself with your shit.”


  He turned away and set off to rejoin his comrades.


  Neptune is unique among all the worlds in the galaxy. It alone recognizes the truism that change is inevitable, and acts upon it in ways that seem very little removed from magic.


  For reasons the elephants couldn’t fathom or explain, Neptune encourages metamorphosis. Not merely adaptation, although no one could deny that they adapted to the atmosphere and the climate and the fluctuating surface of the planet and the lack of acacia trees—but metamorphosis. The elephants understood at a gut level that Neptune had somehow imparted to them the ability to evolve at will, though they had been careful never to abuse this gift.


  And since they were elephants, and hence incapable of carrying a grudge, they thought it was a pity that the men couldn’t evolve to the point where they could leave their bulky spacesuits and awkward helmets behind, and walk free and unencumbered across this most perfect of planets.


  The elephants were waiting when the men emerged from their ship and strode across Neptune’s surface to meet them.


  “This is very curious,” said the leader.


  “What is?” asked the elephants.


  The leader stared at them, frowning. “You seem smaller.”


  “We were just going to say that you seemed larger,” replied the elephants.


  “This is almost as silly as the conversation I just had with Mission Control,” said the leader. “They say there aren’t any elephants on Neptune.”


  “What do they think we are?” asked the elephants.


  “Hallucinations or space monsters,” answered the leader. “If you’re hallucinations, we’re supposed to ignore you.”


  He seemed to be waiting for the elephants to ask what the men were supposed to do if they were space monsters, but elephants can be as stubborn as men when they want to be, and that was a question they had no intention of asking.


  The men stared at the elephants in silence for almost five minutes. The elephants stared back.


  Finally the leader spoke again.


  “Would you excuse me for a moment?” he said. “I suddenly have an urge to eat some greens.”


  He turned and marched back to the ship without another word.


  The rest of the men shuffled their feet uncomfortably for another few seconds.


  “Is something wrong?” asked the elephants.


  “Are we getting bigger or are you getting smaller?” replied the men.


  “Yes,” answered the elephants.


  “I feel much better now,” said the leader, rejoining his men and facing the elephants.


  “You look better,” agreed the elephants. “More handsome, somehow.”


  “Do you really think so?” asked the leader, obviously flattered.


  “You are the finest specimen of your race we’ve ever seen,” said the elephants truthfully. “We especially like your ears.”


  “You do?” he asked, flapping them slightly. “No one’s ever mentioned them before.”


  “Doubtless an oversight,” said the elephants.


  “Speaking of ears,” said the leader, “are you African elephants or Indian? I thought this morning you were African—they’re the ones with the bigger ears, right?—but now I’m not sure.”


  “We’re Neptunian elephants,” they answered.


  “Oh.”


  They exchanged pleasantries for another hour, and then the men looked up at the sky.


  “Where did the sun go?” they asked.


  “It’s night,” explained the elephants. “Our day is only fourteen hours long. We get seven hours of sunlight and seven of darkness.”


  “The sun wasn’t all that bright anyway,” said one of the men with a shrug that set his ears flapping wildly.


  “We have very poor eyesight, so we hardly notice,” said the elephants. “We depend on our senses of smell and hearing.”


  The men seemed very uneasy. Finally they turned to their leader.


  “May we be excused for a few moments, sir?” they asked.


  “Why?”


  “Suddenly we’re starving,” said the men.


  “And I gotta use the john,” said one of them.


  “So do I,” said a second one.


  “Me too,” echoed another.


  “Do you men feel all right?” asked the leader, his enormous nose wrinkled in concern.


  “I feel great!” said the nearest man. “I could eat a horse!”


  The other men all made faces.


  “Well, a small forest, anyway,” he amended.


  “Permission granted,” said the leader. The men began walking rapidly back to the ship. “And bring me a couple of heads of lettuce, and maybe an apple or two,” he called after them.


  “You can join them if you wish,” said the elephants, who were coming to the conclusion that eating a horse wasn’t half as disgusting a notion as they had thought it would be.


  “No, my job is to make contact with aliens,” explained the leader. “Although when you get right down to it, you’re not as alien as we’d expected.”


  “You’re every bit as human as we expected,” replied the elephants.


  “I’ll take that as a great compliment,” said the leader. “But then, I would expect nothing less from traditional friends such as yourselves.”


  “Traditional friends?” repeated the elephants, who had thought nothing a man said could still surprise them.


  “Certainly. Even after you stopped being our partners in war, we’ve always had a special relationship with you.”


  “You have?”


  “Sure. Look how P.T. Barnum made an international superstar out of the original Jumbo. That animal lived like a king—or at least he did until he was accidentally run over by a locomotive.”


  “We don’t want to appear cynical,” said the elephants, “but how do you accidentally run over a seven-ton animal?”


  “You do it,” said the leader, his face glowing with pride, “by inventing the locomotive in the first place. Whatever else we may be, you must admit we’re a race that can boast of magnificent accomplishments: the internal combustion engine, splitting the atom, reaching the planets, curing cancer.” He paused. “I don’t mean to denigrate you, but truly, what have you got to equal that?”


  “We live our lives free of sin,” responded the elephants simply. “We respect each other’s beliefs, we don’t harm our environment, and we have never made war on other elephants.”


  “And you’d put that up against the heart transplant, the silicon chip, and the three-dimensional television screen?” asked the leader with just a touch of condescension.


  “Our aspirations are different from yours,” said the elephants. “But we are as proud of our heroes as you are of yours.”


  “You have heroes?” said the leader, unable to hide his surprise.


  “Certainly.” The elephants rattled off their roll of honor: “The Kilimanjaro Elephant. Selemundi. Mohammed of Marsabit. And the Magnificent Seven of Krueger Park: Mafunyane, Shingwedzi, Kambaki, Joao, Dzombo, Ndlulamithi, and Phelwane.”


  “Are they here on Neptune?” asked the leader as his men began returning from the ship.


  “No,” said the elephants. “You killed them all.”


  “We must have had a reason,” insisted the men.


  “They were there,” said the elephants. “And they carried magnificent ivory.”


  “See?” said the men. “We knew we had a reason.”


  The elephants didn’t like that answer much, but they were too polite to say so, and the two species exchanged views and white lies all through the brief Neptunian night. When the sun rose again, the men voiced their surprise.


  “Look at you!” they said. “What’s happening?”


  “We got tired of walking on all fours,” said the elephants. We decided it’s more comfortable to stand upright.”


  “And where are your trunks?” demanded the men.


  “They got in the way.”


  Well, if that isn’t the damnedest thing!” said the men. Then they looked at each other. “On second thought, this is the damnedest thing! We’re bursting out of our helmets!”


  “And our ears are flapping,” said the leader.


  “And our noses are getting longer,” said another man.


  “This is most disconcerting,” said the leader. He paused. “On the other hand, I don’t feel nearly as much animosity toward you as I did yesterday. I wonder why?”


  “Beats us,” said the elephants, who were becoming annoyed with the whining quality of his voice.


  “It’s true, though,” continued the leader. “Today I feel like every elephant in the universe is my friend.”


  “Too bad you didn’t feel that way when it would have made a difference,” said the elephants irritably. “Did you know you killed sixteen million of us in the twentieth century alone?”


  “But we made amends,” noted the men. “We set up game parks to preserve you.”


  “True,” acknowledged the elephants. “But in the process you took away most of our habitat. Then you decided to cull us so we wouldn’t exhaust the park’s food supply.” They paused dramatically. “That was when Earth received its second alien visitation. The aliens examined the theory of preserving by culling, decided that Earth was an insane asylum, and made arrangements to drop all their incurables off in the future.”


  Tears rolled down the men’s bulky cheeks. “We feel just terrible about that,” they wept. A few of them dabbed at their eyes with short, stubby fingers that seemed to be growing together.


  “Maybe we should go back to the ship and consider all this,” said the men’s leader, looking around futilely for something large enough in which to blow his nose. “Besides, I have to use the facilities.”


  “Sounds good to me,” said one of the men. “I got dibs on the cabbage.”


  “Guys?” said another. “I know it sounds silly, but it’s much more comfortable to walk on all fours.”


  The elephants waited until the men were all on the ship, and then went about their business, which struck them as odd, because before the men came they didn’t have any business.


  “You know,” said one of the elephants. “I’ve got a sudden taste for a hamburger.”


  “I want a beer,” said a second. Then: “I wonder if there’s a football game on the subspace radio.”


  “It’s really curious,” remarked a third. “I have this urge to cheat on my wife—and I’m not even married.”


  Vaguely disturbed without knowing why, they soon fell into a restless, dreamless sleep.


  Sherlock Holmes once said that after you eliminate the impossible, what remains, however improbable, must be the truth.


  Joseph Conrad said that truth is a flower in whose neighborhood others must wither.


  Walt Whitman suggested that whatever satisfied the soul was truth.


  Neptune would have driven all three of them berserk.


  “Truth is a dream, unless my dream is true,” said George Santayana.


  He was just crazy enough to have made it on Neptune.


  “We’ve been wondering,” said the men when the two groups met in the morning. “Whatever happened to Earth’s last elephant?”


  “His name was Jamal,” answered the elephants. “Someone shot him.”


  “Is he on display somewhere?”


  “His right ear, which resembles the outline of the continent of Africa, has a map painted on it and is in the Presidential Mansion in Kenya. They turned his left ear over—and you’d be surprised how many left ears were thrown away over the centuries before someone somewhere thought of turning them over—and another map was painted, which now hangs in a museum in Bombay. His feet were turned into a matched set of barstools, and currently grace the Aces High Show Lounge in Dallas, Texas. His scrotum serves as a tobacco pouch for an elderly Scottish politician. One tusk is on display at the British Museum. The other bears a scrimshaw and resides in a store window in Beijing. His tail has been turned into a fly swatter, and is the proud possession of one of the last vaqueros in Argentina.”


  “We had no idea,” said the men, honestly appalled.


  “Jamal’s very last words before he died were, ‘I forgive you,’ ” continued the elephants. “He was promptly transported to a sphere higher than any man can ever aspire to.”


  The men looked up and scanned the sky. “Can we see it from here?” they asked.


  “We doubt it.”


  The men looked back at the elephants—except that they had evolved yet again. In fact, they had eliminated every physical feature for which they had ever been hunted. Tusks, ears, feet, tails, even scrotums, all had undergone enormous change. The elephants looked exactly like human beings, right down to their spacesuits and helmets.


  The men, on the other hand, had burst out of their spacesuits (which had fallen away in shreds and tatters), sprouted tusks, and found themselves conversing by making rumbling noises in their bellies.


  “This is very annoying,” said the men who were no longer men. “Now that we seem to have become elephants,” they continued, “perhaps you can tell us what elephants do?’


  “Well,” said the elephants who were no longer elephants, “in our spare time, we create new ethical systems based on selflessness, forgiveness, and family values. And we try to synthesize the work of Kant, Descartes, Spinoza, Thomas Aquinas, and Bishop Berkeley into something far more sophisticated and logical, while never forgetting to incorporate emotional and aesthetic values at each stage.”


  “Well, we suppose that’s pretty interesting,” said the new elephants without much enthusiasm. “Can we do anything else?”


  “Oh, yes,” the new spacemen assured them, pulling out their .550 Nitro Expresses and .475 Holland & Holland Magnums and taking aim. “You can die.”


  “This can’t be happening! You yourselves were elephants yesterday!”


  “True. But we’re men now.”


  “But why kill us?” demanded the elephants.


  “Force of habit,” said the men as they pulled their triggers.


  Then, with nothing left to kill, the men who used to be elephants boarded their ship and went out into space, boldly searching for new life forms.


  Neptune has seen many species come and go. Microbes have been spontaneously generated nine times over the eons. It has been visited by aliens thirty-seven different times. It has seen forty-three wars, five of them atomic, and the creation of 1,026 religions, none of which possessed any universal truths. More of the vast tapestry of galactic history has been played out on Neptune’s foreboding surface than any other world in Sol’s system.


  Planets cannot offer opinions, of course, but if they could, Neptune would almost certainly say that the most interesting creatures it ever hosted were the elephants, whose gentle ways and unique perspectives remain fresh and clear in its memory. It mourns the fact that they became extinct by their own hand. Kind of.


  A problem would arise when you asked whether Neptune was referring to the old-new elephants who began life as killers, or the new-old ones who ended life as killers.


  Neptune just hates questions like that.


  NEPTUNE’S TREASURE


  Richard A. Lovett


  With new kinds of intelligence come new kinds of relationships. . . .


  1. Brittney


  How old were you when you first saw death? Me, I’ll call it twenty-two. It’s a good number: one year beyond that at which you can vote and drink. Well, you can. One I physically can’t do and the other they won’t let me. But you get the idea. It’s also a year older than I was an annum ago, though my internal clock is a bit idiosyncratic.


  When you come down to it, it’s no more arbitrary than the events that killed John Pilkin. The same ones that nearly got me and Floyd killed, too. But I’m getting ahead of myself. It’s a habit I’ve never been able to cure. Maybe when I’m thirty-two? Probably not. My name’s Brittney and the reason I’m vague about things like my age is that I’m an artificial intelligence who lives in a bunch of computer chips behind Floyd’s ribs. Technically, I came alive three annums ago—an event spurred, ironically, by the first time I myself nearly died, in a geyser blast on Enceladus. So I guess that might make me three, but I feel like twenty-two and that’s what counts.


  Until John died, I’d have told you Naiad was just about the coolest place in the Outer System—maybe anywhere. It’s a little whiz-ball of a moon, about three times the size of Phobos, circling Neptune every seven hours, so close you’d swear it’s going to air-brake and fall in, just like Floyd and I did on Titan, a couple of annums ago.


  Not that that’s going to happen, but with Neptune staring down at you all the time, a hundred times bigger than Earth’s moon, it’s easy to let perspectives reverse and convince yourself that “down” is Neptuneward and Naiad is simply a ceiling to which, insect-like, you are miraculously glued, waiting to fall.


  I think it’s fun, playing with perspective that way. Floyd’s not so sure. Sometimes, he says, Neptune is like a giant Earth, sans continents—an infinity of blues, from pastel to midnight, making you wonder how, back when it was just a dot in a telescope, they’d had the prescience to name it for the god of the sea. At other times, he says it’s like a malevolent eye, staring and judging. A god not of jaunty sailing ships but of endless depths, waiting to claim what’s rightfully its own.


  Then there’s the light. Mostly, it’s Neptune’s blue backwash, a color human eyes don’t register as well as Saturn’s more jovial reds and oranges. But it’s also just plain dim: a tenth as bright as Saturn, a thousandth as bright as Earthlight from the Moon. The Sun itself is an actinic dot: still blinding to Floyd’s unshielded eye, but not the warm glow of in-system. It’s a puncture in the fabric of the Universe, a glimpse of something even more remote, aloof, and damning than Neptune itself.


  Or so Floyd says. It’s only in places like this, he adds, that you can really understand the Outer System.


  Oddly, it’s when he says things like that that I come closest to understanding Floyd.


  1. Floyd


  Sometimes I don’t think things through as well as I should. Not that I’d admit it to Brittney. When she gets started on something, she thinks about it obsessively. In femtoseconds when she wants.


  What I’d not thought through this time was Neptunian economics. Partly that was because, for the first time in my life, economics wasn’t vital. Thanks to Brittney I was rich, or at least comfortably well off. We have three percent of the System’s biggest diamond mine, and while it’ll be a few annums before it goes into production, we can live quite a while on the advance.


  There are people for whom no amount of money is ever enough. The guy to whom Brittney and I owe our riches is one of them. But all I wanted was a bit of supplementary income until the diamonds came in. Not that I thought it would be difficult; with the only decent tug in Neptune System, I’d expected to be in at least moderate demand.


  What I’d not taken into account was that while energy-wise, Neptune’s not all that much farther out than Saturn, time-wise it is. If you ‘rail a canister out at high enough vee to arrive before it’s obsolete, it’s hard to gravity brake and harder yet to run down before it’s halfway to Alpha Centauri. Not to mention that Neptune had only the most rudimentary e-rail, so in-system shipments were limited to slow shots to destinations that might be annums away. No exports means no income. No income, no imports. Other than a rare earth mine on Naiad, we only had two types of neighbors: broke prospectors hoping for a miracle and trust-fund survivalist-types not really wanting one. Both were pretty used to being self-reliant.


  I didn’t really need all that much work: I could keep myself in fresh vegetables, soy curd, and the like by trading taxi services with hydroponics farmers. But I’d make a poor trust-fund hermit. At least occasionally I’ve got to have something better to do than navel-gaze or whatever those guys do to pass their time. Hell, maybe they’re all writing the great post-Terran novel. Too much introspection, either way.


  Brittney, of course, long ago learned how to deal with this type of problem. Thanks to that femtoseconds thing, time passes differently for her, so she’s always had to be creative about coming up with ways to distract herself out here where things can play out a bit, I guess you could say, ponderously. Hell, that’s the way she’d say it. If you listen to her long enough, you start to sound like her. Me, I’d just say “slowly.” As in, the e-rail from Saturn took the better part of an annum, and it would have been longer if I’d not used a tidy chunk of the diamond money for a high-energy boost.


  In some ways, a trip like that isn’t all that different from the old-timers back on Earth, walking the Oregon or California trails. Except that walking, you can measure progress with each step. In space, you just drift. So I put the ship’s electronics on a storage battery I could charge from the tread-ring or bike. No exercise, no lights. It was good motivation to keep in shape and almost made it feel as though I were traveling under my own power like the old-timers. Like me, when I was younger.


  I’ve not told much of that to Brittney. She’s probably memorized an entire psychology library and would tell me a hundred and one things it said about me I’d rather not know. One of her ways of passing time was to take a second bite out of our diamond-mine advance by getting onto the broadband and linking all the way back to Earth, where she collected about a dozen Ph.D.s from as many universities. I don’t think any of them figured out what they were dealing with. Of course, she was careful never to finish more quickly than the fastest human on record. And she registered for each one under a different variation on her name: Brittany, Britteny, Britt . . . Ashman, Asman, Asboy—then studied everything from English lit to quark mechanics.


  I did my stint in college long ago, and while I never regretted it, I’m not sure what good it did me. Brittney describes getting a Ph.D. as an exercise in creating an intellectual hoop and proving you can jump through it. She’s got to be the only entity in the System who thinks it’s fun.


  I think it was Brittney who suggested spending time on Naiad, though eventually I’d have done it on my own. The miners didn’t have any supplies due for a while, but they were about the only clients we had who wouldn’t be paying in vegetables so it made sense to stop in and say hi.


  There aren’t a lot of things you can profitably export from the Outer System, even with a good e-rail. Diamonds are one. The rarer of the rare earths are another. Dysprosium and scandium may not be quite as valuable as diamonds, but they’re damn near as useful. Try building an e-rail without them.


  In fact, if Naiad hadn’t had a mother lode of them, Neptune might not even have had an e-rail. Materials for basic structural construction can be found anywhere, but those that drive high-intensity electropropulsive systems are a different matter. And even if some of the hermit types could have afforded to have the materials shipped out here, why bother? Those guys have no intention of ever going back.


  The first thing you do on Naiad is look up. Everyone does, John Pilkin, the crew chief and head engineer, told me once I got the ship down and braced so she couldn’t topple. The local gravity is only 0.2 percent, but that’s just enough to get you in big trouble if you forget to pay attention.


  Looking up is also the second, third, fourth, and fifth things you do. Maybe you never get tired of it. You’d think it would be the same as looking at Neptune from space, but there’s something about having gravity, however small, pulling you back that makes the big blue planet above seem all the bigger.


  It’s also a place that’s constantly changing, orbiting so quickly you can almost see the storm swirls slide around Neptune’s curve, as the planet goes from full to crescent to eclipse and back to full.


  “We’ve got an indoor lounge with windows,” Pilkin said, “but it’s not the same.”


  I’d later learn he was middle-aged with buzz-cut graying hair, bushy eyebrows, and a Coptic cross tattooed on his throat. At the time, all I could tell was that he was tall, spacer-wiry, and favored a shockingly red skinsuit. “So you can find me anywhere,” he said.


  The miners’ hab was only a klick away, but standing by the ship, contemplating blueness, I found myself in no hurry to go. I was remembering a place in West Texas, called the South Rim of the Chisos Mountains.


  I have no idea what Chisos means. It could be Native American for “big hill,” for all I know. I could ask Brittney to look it up, but some mysteries are better unresolved. I was twelve at the time, and fantasized it was Apache for “Robber’s Roost.” The word “rim,” though, was unambiguous. Sitting there, my feet dangling into the void, I was on the border of two worlds. Behind me, the mountaintop was a piney sky-island, a mile above the silver thread of the Rio Grande. Before me, the pines ended in light, air, and distance.


  A thousand feet below, falcons swooped, and with them my mind soared—circling and hunting the pleated desert as though somewhere out there was the answer to everything: the reason for me, the world, life—just waiting for me to dive and seize it in my mind’s talons.


  Only, of course, it wasn’t there—at least, not as concretely as the mice and kangaroo rats pursued by the falcons. What was there, forty klicks across the river, was a giant limestone cliff, even bigger than the one on which I sat—an arc of white on the southern horizon. Sunset neared and alpenglow lit it: pink, red, russet. The Sierra del Carmen, those distant peaks were called. Some names are self-explanatory.


  I watched until even the highest pinnacles turned purple-blue. I’d have watched longer but I was already overdue, with seven miles yet to walk. Were it not for a full moon, I might never have made it out, tripping, falling, and briefly passing the falcon-nests on my way to oblivion below.


  Here on Naiad, Neptune exerted the same lure. I wanted to cast loose and soar until—well, I wasn’t sure what.


  I’m not sure how long I would have stared if Brittney hadn’t interrupted. “Wow,” she said, “I’d not expected it to look like that.”


  Every time I think I’ve got her figured out, she finds a new way to surprise me. “What do you mean? You’ve got all the data. Why didn’t you just make a sim?”


  “What’s the fun in that?” I could almost feel hear her wrinkling her non-existent nose. “The point in exploring is to see things, not make them up.”


  Pilkin saw me come back to reality, though of course he didn’t know why. “Nice, isn’t it?” he said. “I’ve been a lot of places, but I’ve never tired of this one. God willing, this is where I’ll die.”


  A couple hours later, we were in the miners’ lounge, nursing beers. They weren’t bad for hydroponic: a lot better than the food-scrap vodka favored at Saturn.


  Pilkin, I learned, had come out seven annums ago, after some prospector really did strike it lucky. While others set up the mining machines and smelter, his baby had been the e-rail.


  When I’d thought it rudimentary, I’d been thinking merely in terms of boost. Engineering-wise, it was little short of miraculous. To begin with, using little but local materials, he’d designed a solar drill—no easy task in the limited sunlight—to bore sixty klicks through from the mine site. But he wasn’t satisfied with that. Most e-rails are straight, but most don’t have to be set up on a rapidly orbiting moon this close to a deep gravity well. Pilkin’s split into three exits like a giant fleur-de-lis, allowing him to send each shot down any of three launch angles.


  “That way, we have more launch windows,” he said.


  “How often can you launch?” Brittney asked.


  Usually, she has me relay questions, but this time she spoke via a nearby comscreen.


  In the Neptune-glow that was the room’s primary illumination, Pilkin’s grin was like a face in a funhouse. “Is that your implant? Glad to make your acquaintance. I’ve heard of you.”


  That surprised me. We’d gotten a lot of attention after our adventure on Titan, but the diamond-mine incident had been pretty much hushed up. Nobody but Brittney and I knew she’d saved me after T. R. Van Delp tried to kill me, and even I don’t know the full details. It’s one of the few things she doesn’t want to talk about.


  She’d never liked T.R. But Pilkin was more her type. “Happy to meet you,” she said. “You’ve done great work here. You ought to get an engineering doctorate for it.”


  Shhhh, I subvocalized. Are you trying to get caught?


  But Pilkin merely looked puzzled. “Why would I want one?” Then, before she could say something silly about the joy of jumping through hoops, he got back to the original question. “Anyway, launch windows come up erratically, but we tend to get them about once every hundred orbits. It would be worse than that, but we’ve sacrificed payload for beefed-up thrusters, which lets us launch a bit off-target, then correct in flight. Even then, we rarely get a window that lasts longer than a few seconds, so it’s hard to recharge fast enough to launch more than one pod. We’ve tried, but about half the time we wind up dumping the second one into Neptune.”


  Through all of that, he was speaking toward me, but not to me. I hadn’t felt that odd since I’d first realized Brittney was alive and eavesdropping on everything I saw and heard. Pilkin thought he was being polite, but I’d rather have had him talking to the comscreen.


  I almost missed it when he switched focus to me. “. . . so one of the nice things about having you out here is that we can go back to trying it. Interested? It would mean you’d have to be available whenever we have a launch window.”


  “Sure.” I was busy calculating: a launch every hundred Naiad orbits meant about one a month. Half the time we’d just be on standby, but the rest would be retrievals—and I bet most of those could simply be nudged onto workable orbits. In theory, you can use a tug to launch a pod, but these pods were enormous. Which, of course, is why they build e-rails. Tug-launching them at a velocity that would get them out of Neptune’s gravity and back in-system in less than a lifetime? That would take fuel tanks the size of small asteroids.


  Anyway, it looked like I suddenly had a real client, even if half the time I was merely on call.


  “Between launches you’re welcome to stay here whenever you want,” Pilkin added. “We’ve got lots of room.”


  “Not to mention the best view in the Solar System,” Brittney said.


  Of course, she didn’t just want to see the view. “Vanity, thy name is woman,” someone once said. But it should have been “curiosity.” If Brittney qualifies as a woman. I’ve always had trouble with that. Feminine something, I’ll give her that. But while she can manifest any avatar she wants, it would always be pixels.


  What interested her now was the rare-earth mine. As in why it existed. Apparently, that wasn’t a question anyone else had ever bothered to ask. This far out, there are only two really important questions about most things: Where is it? (not always trivial—entire asteroids have been misplaced); and Is it useful? “Why does it exist?” is very much an also-ran. But try explaining that to Brittney.


  Not surprisingly, nobody on Naiad had a clue. Naiad itself appears to be an accretion of small rocks, bound together with ice, like a really big Ring clump. One of the pieces had a vein of rare earths. No big deal, I’d have said.


  But Brittney thought it was too rich for an ordinary vein.


  “How the hell would you know?” I asked. “Was one of those Ph.D.s in planetary astrophysics?”


  She paused. “Uh, yes. But more like geophysics.” A longer pause. “Though maybe there’s something you should know . . .”


  Uh-oh. “Such as?”


  “Uh, it’s not my Ph.D.”


  “Whose is it?”


  This pause must have felt like hours to her. “Yours.”


  It was my turn to be speechless.


  “Congratulations, Dr. Ashman,” she said. “Your thesis topic was The Amalgamation of Saturnian Primordial Debris Into Sealed-Surface Moonlets.”


  “In other words, your sims of Daphnis.”


  “Plus a few clumps.”


  I couldn’t decide if I was angry, flattered, or merely baffled. “What on Earth for?”


  “It seemed like it might be useful.”


  Again, there really was only one question. “Why?”


  She can convey a lot with those pauses. “Because you’re the one with the hands?”


  That took a moment. “You’ve been planning all this?”


  No pause this time. “Not specifically. It just seemed logical that you might find this place . . . under-stimulating. I figured we might wind up doing some science on the side, so it seemed a good idea for you to have your own credentials.” In other words, I might not have been thinking about Neptunian economics, but she had. Figures. Never underestimate Brittney.


  I wasn’t sure what I thought of it, though. From Brittney’s point of view, I could never be anything more than a glorified lab assistant. But back at Saturn, science had been a cash cow. It’s the cheapest possible export—better even than diamonds—and other than Brittney (and apparently me) there weren’t any scientists out here.


  I was happy that she, at least, had been thinking things through. But I kept wondering if this is how a marionette feels. Perhaps I was being silly: she hadn’t forced me to do anything. Besides, marionettes don’t have feelings. So why should the phony Dr. Floyd?


  2. Brittney


  Humans aren’t made to live in small, isolated groups. Psychology texts, classic literature, even not-so-classic vids all back it up. It’s odd, since in-system, many live perfectly well in even more tightly packed conditions. One of my psychodynamics profs thought it was a fringe-of-civilization thing, but he was at Cambridge and viewed everything north of Edinburgh as pretty much indistinguishable from nowhere, so his idea of fringe-of-civilization was a bit suspect. Me, I think it’s got more to do with the type of anonymity-space offered by big groups: perhaps something like the difference between camping next to a whitewater river and the drip-drip-drip of a faucet. Not that I have much experience with faucets. In space, leaks of any kind are bad news. But I once looped a recording from an old vid and listened to it for a couple of days. At the end, I just didn’t get it. You know it’s going to go plonk every few thousand milliseconds, so what’s the problem when it does? It would seem to be a bigger deal if it didn’t.


  One of the first vids I saw was Pinocchio. I never really got that, either. If being a real boy meant letting things like faucets drive you crazy, why want it?


  Floyd has never given the big-group thing much chance. But now he was part of a small, isolated group and his reaction was predictable. He wanted out. Not out of the job, thank goodness, but out of the hab.


  The first day, we went for a walk. The next it was a hike. Then we circled the moon, first around its narrow axis, then its long one, carrying a bubble tent to extend the trip to a week. Normally, I’d have enjoyed it. Floyd and I hadn’t exactly gone trekking before, at least in the recreational sense (as opposed to the desperate-fight-for-survival sense), but we’d hiked the Trench on Iapetus and spent a companionable month on a sand-sled on Titan. I was expecting more of the same. Floyd would walk. I’d navigate. We’d talk. Maybe watch vids.


  But he didn’t want to talk. Not even when I tried to warn him, the first night, about the tent.


  “I know what I’m doing,” he said. “I’ve pitched a hundred of these things.” Which was true enough, but never in milli-gee, where he needed to tether it first, before hitting the gas. I ran a sim and decided we weren’t going to die, so I let him discover on his own why he should have listened to me, when the thing inflated so quickly it launched itself a hundred meters off the ground and four hundred meters, sideways. It wasn’t until the third bounce that he caught it, then he had to manhandle it back to his intended campsite.


  “Don’t say anything,” he said. Though of course the whole problem was that he’d not let me say anything in the first place.


  Two days later, he found a high point and, a lot more carefully, pitched the tent there. Naiad’s not exactly round, so our high point was more like a bend in the moon than anything you’d normally think of as a mountaintop—an elbow sticking into space, with views across a horizon that fell away at disconcerting angles.


  It was truly spectacular. From this angle, Neptune was as low in the sky as it could be without quite touching the horizon. The Sun spun overhead, shifting the shadows at an almost visible pace. The first orbit was fascinating. The second, okay. But by the third, I’d seen it all . . . twice.


  Maybe that’s another reason I didn’t get Pinocchio. Floyd can watch views like this endlessly. I like them, too, but there comes a point when I’ve gotten as much inspiration as I’m ever going to get.


  We spent three standard days there. On the third, while Floyd was asleep, I used his suit radio to call John.


  “Help,” I said. “He’s driving me nuts.”


  Neptune doesn’t have a fully developed system of satellite relays, and his answer took nearly four thousand milliseconds, relayed from somewhere I suppose I could have figured out, if I wanted to. A million-klick flight path just to get around the curve of a sixty-klick worldlet. It was the first time I realized just how far out I’d let Floyd take me.


  “How so?” was the eventual reply.


  “He just wants to sit and stare. He says he’s dangling his feet, whatever that means.”


  John has a pleasant laugh. He’d do well on vids. Not that he’s all that handsome, as best I can judge those things, but he’d make a good character actor.


  “Floyd’s okay,” he said. “Just give him time. Before coming here I spent nine annums in the Trailing Trojans. There were always one or two like him: loners who didn’t really want to be loners but who didn’t know how to do anything else.” There was a delay that had nothing to do with speed-of-light. “You’re the best thing that ever happened to him. He may never acknowledge it, but at some level, he knows.”


  I ran a dozen sims on the optimum reply, but came up blank. “What makes you think that?”


  “How many entities are there like you?”


  It was something I’d wondered many times. AI implants weren’t all that common. Sentient AIs were rarer yet. How rare was hard to tell. There were rumors on the web, but I’d never managed to verify a single one. I wasn’t sure if that was because they were hiding or because humans were ambivalent about discussing them. Both, most likely.


  “Not many.”


  “So if you run the odds, what are the chances an entity like you would wind up linked to a guy like him?”


  It was my turn to digest that for a couple thousand milliseconds. “Not high. But what are the odds of anything? That you, for instance, would wind up out here at the same time we are?”


  John treated me to a repeat of the chuckle. “Yeah, you can play that game with anything.” His voice turned serious. “But there’s either purpose in the Universe or”—he hesitated and I remembered the tattooed cross—”everything’s random. One way, you and Floyd have a role to play. The other, you have a role to find.” His tone lightened. “Meanwhile, I’ve got to get some sleep. Happy dangling.”


  There are only so many treks you can take on a moon the size of Naiad. Back at the base, Floyd and I ran down a couple of errant pods, then dropped supply canisters at Larissa and Nereid, which for some reason are favored by the hermit-prospector types.


  In Larissa’s case the attention was because it’s a larger version of Naiad. Prospectors are like vid producers: if one gets rich doing something, others figure maybe they ought to do the same. Nereid was a different matter. It’s on an elongated ellipse, varying by nearly a factor of ten in its distance from Neptune. That type of orbit should gradually become more circular from tidal friction, but some resonance with Neptune’s other moons must keep it from doing so. Someday, maybe I’ll do the math to figure it out, but it’s not a very interesting question. In the Outer System, anything small that’s not in a resonance tends to get kicked into one, and the System’s had a lot of time to do the kicking.


  More interesting is that both moons are relics of some long-ago event that stirred up Neptune System, big-time, way back when. Either might have a treasure-trove of geological oddities. Not that most of the prospectors seemed all that interested in systematic searches. As far as I could tell, they were just going through the motions.


  Floyd has quite a bit to say (by his standards) about the uselessness of that lifestyle, which was odd because he’s not all that different. He doesn’t really need something useful to do so much as the illusion of it. It’s like the thing he does with the treadring. He can’t just read a book, watch a vid, or listen to Beethoven. He’s got to pretend he’s helping power the ship. How is that really different from wandering around Larissa, hoping there’s something there other than ice, but not really searching all that hard for it?


  Back at the base, he hunted up John. “For a beer,” he said, but for Floyd, a beer is a two-hour experience, kind of like dangling. Sometimes, I’d swear, it evaporates faster than he drinks it. Though on Naiad, it comes in a bulb, so evaporation isn’t possible.


  We were again in the lounge, watching Neptune, and John was demonstrating that he too can play the pretend-to-drink game.


  “You know,” he said after one of Floyd’s longer silences, “I’ve always wanted to build a space bicycle.”


  Floyd started to speak, but I beat him to it. “A what?”


  John flashed his grin. “A space bicycle.” He took a sip of his beer. He’s like Floyd in one respect. There are times when neither says much. The difference is that for John, being mysterious is a game.


  He pushed the bulb back into its holder. “I grew up as a hab rat on the Tharsis Plateau. My younger brother and I got into mountain biking.”


  “I didn’t know you could do that on Mars,” Floyd said.


  “It’s not a big sport. It’s hard to get traction for climbing. Downhill’s easier, so long as you don’t need to stop.” He chuckled again. “I was probably destined to be an engineer: I was always looking for ways to get more traction. Eventually we took on Olympus Mons. That was back in the days before skinsuits. It’s amazing we didn’t kill ourselves.”


  He reached for the beer bulb, then changed his mind. The motion was slow, deliberate; in super-low gravity any sudden motion makes people wish for seatbelts. The lounge chairs had them, but it seemed to be a badge of honor not to use them. Good practice, Floyd would say, but it hadn’t kept him from messing up with the bubble tent.


  John was talking again. “When we got back, my dad scrapped the bikes and my mother grounded us for a month.” He was watching us intently and I wondered what he was seeing. Whatever it was, some silent communication seemed to pass between him and Floyd, and I felt a twinge of something weird. Jealousy? Envy? John was my special friend. And Floyd was . . . Floyd. But they’d just shared something I hadn’t. Maybe Pinocchio would have gotten it.


  “Been there, done that,” Floyd said. “It sucks.”


  John saluted with his beer. “That was the end of my adventure-riding career. It wasn’t really that bad: building bikes and proving they worked was more fun than riding them. I’ve always thought you could do something similar here.”


  “How?” This time it was Floyd who asked. “If you can get any traction at all, you’re just going to go hippety-hop until you crash.” But his attention was piqued. The beer was untouched, his pulse and breathing slightly elevated.


  John knew he had him hooked. “Not a Naiad bike. A space bike.”


  I had a vision of Floyd generating electrical power on GnuShip. How could he harness it? “Some kind of rail gun?” I asked.


  “That would work,” John said, “but I was thinking of something more mechanical, closer to a real bicycle. Basically a fancy way of throwing rocks. Maybe a big flywheel you spin up by pedaling, gyros for attitude control, and a big hopper of pellets that feed into the flywheel.”


  “Oh wow,” I said. “You could—”


  “Whoa.” John raised a hand quickly enough that the rebound nearly lifted him off his chair. “Don’t tell me. This is for Floyd.” His voice lowered and I knew I was no longer the intended audience. “We might even be able to have races. The winner would be the one who could run a maneuver in the shortest time or with the least reaction mass.”


  “You’re on,” Floyd said. “How soon do you think we can do it?”


  The answer, it turned out, was never.


  “Sorry about shushing you, Britt,” John said later, when Floyd had gone to sleep and we were talking on the radio. “Half the fun in these things is figuring them out yourself. No fair helping Floyd, either.”


  It was a conversation we’d had before, though the prior one hadn’t been as cordial. He’d been working on the cycling rate of the e-rail coils and I’d offered to assist. If I’d had a head to bite off, I might have been in trouble. “If I want your help, I’ll ask for it,” he’d snapped.


  Later, he’d called back to apologize. “You and Floyd are a good combination because you complement each other. You and I are too much alike. I’d always be trying to compete . . . and losing. Friends is better.”


  I’d processed that for hours afterward. John and I would be less well matched than Floyd and I because we’re similar? I guess that’s why the various remakes of The Odd Couple are still among the best buddy vids ever made.


  Not that Floyd always wanted my help, either. I’d known that intuitively after our run-in with Rudolph, back at Saturn. Floyd’s head injury had required a neural lattice to help regenerate his motor cortex and I’d discovered I could speed up the process by interfacing with its transponders. But I never told him. He’d rather believe he can do things for himself.


  In yet another late-night conversation, John told me he’d come to the fringe because he liked “back-of-the-envelope, seat-of-the-pants engineering.” I’d had to look that up—initially, it had conjured up some rather weird images—but that was when I finally realized how much in common he had with Floyd. Both were interested in the physical doing-of-things, even if John’s version of “doing” tended to take the form of CAD lightscreen.


  The bike project started well enough, but Floyd and John seemed more interested in talking about it than building it. Meanwhile, I designed about twenty-five different models and ran sim races with them, using Floyd as the cyclist, since his treadring workouts had given me lots of data on his aerobic capacity. Tactics, it turned out, were as important as design. You could expend a lot of reaction mass early, lightening the load for later moves, or you could hoard it. It got even more interesting if you put a damper on the flywheel so you had to keep pedaling to keep it spun up. That way endurance came into play. Unfortunately, the whole thing had a tendency to spin, requiring increasingly complex designs to control it.


  Then it all came to a halt when the miners hit a huge vein of dysprosium and John got too busy with his real job.


  2. Floyd


  Maybe someday Brittney will understand sleep. I know that for her, sleep shifts are for websifting, data processing, vid watching, and whatever the hell else it is she does on her own. But it would be nice if she wouldn’t greet me with the results, first thing in the morning. There was a time, thirty or so annums ago, when I’d open my eyes, and pow, I was ready to go. But that was then. Nowadays, I want a slower transition.


  We’d just returned from another trip to Larissa and Nereid, where she kept having me ask useless questions about geology. “It’s amazing that nobody’s ever really done a thorough survey of these moons,” she’d said on the way back. Even Naiad’s rare earths had been discovered by accident due to whatever weird things they did to Neptune’s magnetic field.


  “Maybe there’s nothing to discover.”


  “Yeah, right. Even you don’t believe that.”


  Which was true, but it kept me from having to learn more than I wanted about magnetic fields and rare earths.


  Once she’s latched onto an idea, though, there’s no shaking her. “C’mon,” she was saying now, before I’d even had time to finish brushing my teeth. “I need some hands.”


  I spat toothpaste into a suction vent. Squirted water into my mouth and spat again. Low gee’s better than zero gee, but if you’re not careful, toothpaste blobs wind up in the weirdest places. “Huh?”


  “Hands. You know, the things with the fingers.”


  “Not now, Brittney.” I rinsed my mouth again. Had I been like her with my foster parents? Probably not. I’d usually just wanted away, and chattering would have been counterproductive. “Just tell me what you want.”


  “Rock samples. The miners have been bringing up big piles of stuff from inside this moon for annums. Let’s see what they’re made of.”


  “Dysprosium. Scandium.” Also some neodymium, praseodymium, promethium, and samarium, plus a bunch of others whose names elude me. “That’s why the mine’s here.”


  “No, that’s the ore. I’m interested in the matrix. The rock this stuff’s embedded in.”


  “Why?”


  “Because it’s something we can do, rather than talking about that stupid bicycle you’re never going to build! Not that the bicycle would work, unless you get more serious about the design. To start with, you’re never going to balance the counter-rotation with some mechanical widget. Trust me. I’ve run about a thousand sims, and your reaction time just isn’t good enough. You need a computer, or a thruster, or the thing’s going to spin like . . . like a balloon with the air let out.”


  She quit, like the same balloon, once the air was gone, and I wondered if she’d actually lost patience or had been reading up on motivational speeches. Back on Earth, in my marathon-running days, a coach once told me the difference between motivating men and women. With women, she said, you get the best results with positive reinforcement. They’ll fall on their swords for a “Good job,” she’d said. Men respond best to an in-your-face challenge. They’ll kill themselves to prove they aren’t wimps. It was, she admitted, a massive stereotype, but it certainly described me. And Brittney was right about one thing: Pilkin had kept coming up with ingenious ideas for controlling the counter-rotation, but even I’d known they were impractical.


  “Besides,” Brittney said, switching from stick to carrot, “this place is weird. It’s made of big chunks of something—maybe several somethings—that broke up long ago. One has the highest concentration of rare earths in the System. Don’t you want to know why?”


  Not really, but my old coach was correct. Knowingly or by accident, Brittney had reeled me in. Not to mention that I really didn’t have much useful to do at the moment.


  I pushed away from the bathroom cubby. “And you think you can answer this?”


  “I have no idea. But geology’s a field science, so let’s get out in the field.”


  The samples were scattered higgledy-piggledy wherever the miners had dumped them. Brittney had me wander around for half the morning, more or less at random, until I felt like T.R., doing the same, back on Iapetus. Though, of course, he’d found traces that eventually led to a diamond the size of an asteroid, so who was I to argue.


  Then I took the rocks back to the ship, where Brittney had me feed them into the Spektrum 12000 lab-in-a-can she and I had inherited from T.R. when he’d fled Saturn.


  “That’s it,” she said. “I can take over from here.”


  I sat back down in my couch, to the extent “sit” describes the motion in low-gee. “Care to tell me what you’re going to do?”


  “Sure. I’ve told it to crush the samples and mix them with hydrofluoric acid.” She activated a display so we could watch a magnified view. “That dissolves most things, but not everything.” The rock powder was disappearing, even as I watched, leaving a collection of sharp-edged motes. “Yeah! We’ve got zircons.”


  “What? Imitation diamonds? Don’t we have enough of the real thing?”


  “No, that’s cubic zirconium. This is a mineral. A really fun one because when it crystallizes it incorporates uranium, but excludes lead.”


  I hate it when she talks this way. “Meaning what?”


  “Meaning they’re really good for dating. The only lead in them is from uranium decay, and the Spektrum’s got double-laser ion-phase GC/MS.”


  “Damn it Brittney, English!” I knew I didn’t want that Ph.D. she’d gotten me. People were going to think I knew what this crap was all about.


  “It means we can do an isotopic analysis with extremely fine resolution. We can even bore little holes and determine each crystal’s individual history.”


  I stared at the screen. “There must be millions of them.”


  “We don’t have to do them all. Besides, you don’t have to do anything, so long as you keep us close enough that I can talk to the Spektrum.”


  The screen was still showing tiny dots. “Urgh. Wake me if you find anything.”


  If she tried to wake me up, I didn’t notice. Or maybe she’d gotten the message this morning and bit her . . . well, she doesn’t have a tongue . . . until I woke on my own. Or maybe she just wasn’t finished. When I did awake, the screen was still full of tiny dots and the Spektrum still humming along.


  She was excited, though, to have me back. “Look at this!” The display blinked to a graph that looked like snails mating.


  “Two peaks,” she said, which was probably a more scientific way of describing it.


  “Yeah?”


  “We’re analyzing at practically an atom-by-atom level, so there’s a lot of statistical fuzz, but what it means is that the zircons formed in two waves. One batch is about four-and-a-half billion years old, which is about what you’d expect from any random piece of asteroid. The others are a whole bunch more recent. Nine hundred twenty-five million years, or something like that. That’s as close as I can pin it down from the number of samples I’ve run so far.”


  “What’s that mean? Two kinds of rock?”


  “That’s one possibility. But some of the zircons have two layers, one dating at 4.5 billion years, the other at 925 million, as though they’d partially melted, then reformed.”


  “So?” For once, I didn’t mind Brittney playing professor.


  “So this particular piece of Naiad comes from something that got thwacked, hard, by a dysprosium-scandium asteroid. Hard enough to re-melt zircons. Nine hundred twenty-five million years ago, give or take a bit.”


  “And the use of this information?”


  She gave the verbal equivalent of a shrug. “Who knows? Probably it’s just a new piece in the history of the Solar System. Neptune System is full of rubble. It’s always been obvious that something big happened, sometime or other, presumably when Triton came on the scene.” Triton is Neptune’s largest moon, which even I knew was probably captured somehow from elsewhere. “Now we know when.”


  “So that’s it?”


  “No. There’s plenty more we can do. Let’s get another bag of this stuff, only this time, let’s be more systematic about where we collect it. Maybe we can piece it back together in stratigraphic sequence. That would tell us a lot . . .”


  3. Brittney


  I’ve read a lot of mythology. A lot of depressing poetry, too. Cool as it is, Naiad looks like a good place to die. Perhaps that’s why Floyd spent so much time sitting and staring—his whole childhood was shaped by death, and humans are strange. Running half a Solar System away from something they don’t really want to forget only sounds like a contradiction.


  Even the names here are depressing. Neptune was one of the moodier gods, associated not only with the sea, but with earthquakes: a god the ancients sometimes tried to appease with gifts of horses—which, since he resided at the bottom of the sea, meant driving them into the water to drown. The naiads weren’t much better. Sometimes playful, sometimes jealous: water nymphs, beautiful but capricious. People gave them animals, too.


  Not that it’s easy to drown when the ambient temperature is on the order of forty-five Kelvins. That’s cold enough that even oxygen tanks need heaters to keep the gas a gas. Still, maybe we needed some horses.


  The disaster struck midway through our 1128th orbit. It was a launch window and Floyd and I were outside to watch the pods off on their long, in-system flight. Like Neptune-watching, it’s the type of thing that somehow seems more real in person.


  Even before he’d gotten too busy for the bicycle, John had become good at double launches. He’d even managed a couple of triples. Once, he’d gotten a three-pod string under way in a mere ten seconds. Unfortunately, he’d only had a nine-second window, so that time, Floyd and I got to do some chasing.


  But compared to the value of the ore stacking up, Floyd and I were cheap, so this time he was going for five. Besides, he’d said the night before, “The only way you get better is by pushing the envelope.”


  I’d again offered help—cautiously this time—but again he turned me down: “I’ve been doing this type of stuff for half my life. It’ll either work, or it won’t.” They were practically the last words we ever exchanged.


  I could understand why he was willing to risk squeezing the launch window. The venture capitalists were undoubtedly clamoring, and the value of their shares would go up with each launch. But that made it harder than ever to be rebuffed. With the bike, it had just been a hobby. Half the purpose of hobbies is to soak up time. This mattered.


  One subject I’ve never had the nerve to pursue beyond the undergraduate level is psychology. Maybe someday, when I’ve met more people. But I’ve only truly known three: Floyd, Rudolph, and John. Rudolph was . . . well, hopefully there aren’t many more like him. Floyd’s a lot more complex. Sometimes I wonder why he let his phobias drive him so far out, where the types of adventures he craves, by sweat, fatigue, and sheer determination, are so much more difficult than in the deserts he once knew. John was also complex. He was more analytical, but like Floyd, he wasn’t so much interested in why things work as in how to make them work for him.


  One thing all three had in common was that they were driven by externals. For Rudolph, it was money; for Floyd, fleeing the events of his youth. For John . . . maybe it was just to make a mark. His mark. Not his and mine.


  Everyone, I realize, has their strengths and weaknesses. That’s not exactly a major insight. John was a really good engineer and Floyd can do amazing things when he puts his mind to them. Rudolph . . . well, he was probably good at making money. But maybe the strengths and weaknesses are linked: flip sides of the same coin, if you will.


  I don’t know whether I’d have found the danger if John had let me check the data. There might not have been enough data. And I probably have my own weaknesses, though I’ll have to do more thinking about that. What I do know is that my training is more diverse than any human’s. Not to mention that for me, running sims is like John and Floyd sipping beer and playing with bicycle designs. But John was determined to do it himself. I’d like to say that’s what killed him, but I’ll never be sure it wasn’t me.


  The hardest part of launching pods in rapid succession was feeding them quickly into the tunnel. In low-gee you can’t just use a crane to drop them in because they’d fall so slowly that by the time the first got out of the way, the launch window would be over.


  John had avoided this by putting the tunnel entrance at the bottom of the biggest crater in the vicinity. On the rim, he built something like a cross between a bobsled run and a catapult. By using the catapult-thing to shove pods down the chute at successively higher velocities, he could give the catapult time to reload, while timing the operation so the pods zipped into the tunnel as quickly as needed.


  He was waiting for us at a viewpoint partway up the crater wall, where we could see both the launching device and the electro-repulsive ramp that guided pods frictionlessly into the tunnel.


  Adjacent to the launcher, the pods were lined up like shiny goose eggs: pinprick reflections of sunlight on one side, smears of Neptune blue on the other. Hatch ports concealed thrusters and transponders that would emerge once they were on their way. They didn’t look like the canisters Floyd and I were used to. These were little but skeins of superconducting metal over interiors of ore, solar-and-fusor smelted to nearly three nines’ purity. No sense wasting payload on nonessentials. Not to mention that there was a limit to the complexity of the pods John and his crew could fabricate without waiting for specialty components to be e-railed from in-system. These didn’t even have heat shields. Somebody was going to make a healthy fee back on Earth, chasing them down and repackaging them for entry.


  I counted thirteen pods, though only five would go in this shipment. Each of the others represented millions in profits awaiting another launch window. No wonder John wanted to jump straight from three pods to five.


  “Thirty seconds,” he said.


  “Good luck.”


  I could see his grin through the suit visor, despite the reflected Neptune light. “That type of help I can always use.”


  Then, with a rumble Floyd always said he could feel as well as hear, there was a twist of motion and the first pod was on its way. Then another, harder. And another, harder yet.


  With the fourth, John saw something he didn’t like. Or maybe he sensed it. Floyd would later say the vibration felt different.


  “What was that?” Floyd asked.


  “I don’t know.” John’s voice was tense. There was time to abort, but I was sure he was staring at the eight pods that wouldn’t launch, no matter what happened today. Abort now, and it would be nine.


  I was frantically running sims, but without data they were inconclusive. The worst-case scenario seemed to be that Floyd and I got to wave at the prospectors on Larissa or Nereid as we chased the fifth pod to outer nowhere.


  Not to decide is to decide. The catapult fired again, the hardest shove yet. This time, even I could tell it hadn’t been right, though it took endless milliseconds to figure out why.


  Then the entire slope around us was in motion. At first, it was slow, but like the pods, it would accelerate.


  The only thing that saved Floyd and me was that I don’t have reflexes. I could feel him tensing and knew millions of years of Earth-evolution were about to make him do the wrong thing—though it took me a full 100 milliseconds, nearly half his own reflex time, to figure out why I knew this. Then I realized I’d relinked to the neural lattice in his motor cortex. I’m not sure which surprised me more: that I apparently had some kind of subconscious that could do things like this without my realizing it, or that the transponders still worked.


  In panic situations, my response is to kick into crisis mode, which allows me to calculate options very, very quickly. Then I have to wait billions of femtoseconds to implement the one I choose.


  Humans are the reverse. They’re wired to act—in this case, run. But Floyd’s Earth-bred reflexes were going to launch him upward, like the bubble tent. He’d be helpless for however long it took to settle back to the ground.


  There was no way I could talk him out of it. By the time he understood me, it would be too late. But I could intervene. I used the neural lattice to abort the impulsive leap, then turned it into a low, skimming lope, happy that he had trekking poles and that I’d often watched him use them.


  Off the ground in low-gee, you’re at the mercy of ballistics. On the ground, each stride, each pole plant, is an opportunity for propulsion. By the second stride Floyd was doing it on his own.


  Everything was still happening in agonizingly slow motion, but so was the avalanche. With millions of kilos behind it, though, it would carry deadly momentum. Squashed is squashed, whether it occurs quickly or slowly.


  Then, amazingly, we were on a stable slope.


  For a moment, it looked as though John would make it, too. Even when the slope beneath him started picking up speed, he was able to stay atop it for several strides. But nobody can run forever across rolling, sliding boulders. Especially when they’re picking up speed with each stride. A boulder twisted under him and he came off sideways, landing on hands and knees. He tried to get up but it was too late. The landslide had him and—still in agonizingly slow motion—he was rolled under, swallowed as thoroughly as if a nymph had grabbed him and dragged him down.


  All the while, the e-rail tunnel ate his pods, one by one, launching all five, it would later turn out, on perfect trajectories.


  3. Floyd


  Panic is a weird thing.


  When I saw the slope start to move, I flashed to my childhood image of my parents, holding hands and waiting for what must have seemed like half of San Francisco to fall on them. I could feel the adrenaline stab at my chest, but only from a distance, as though it was happening to someone else. My only conscious thought was that I finally knew how they’d felt, only this was occurring in true slow motion rather than the artificial quagmire of my childhood imaginings.


  Then, somehow, I was running, still feeling as though it was all happening to somebody else. But however I did it; I made it and Pilkin didn’t. I was alive while he wasn’t.


  Even before we’d gotten to terra firma, Brittney was on the com, yelling for help, and long before the last of the rocks settled, a tense group of miners were suited up and standing with us.


  Brittney was all for mounting an immediate rescue. “We’ve got to find him! He can’t be dead!”


  Even she, of course, knew better. He could be and he probably was. “I know he was your buddy,” I said, “but we can’t risk a dozen others until it’s stabilized.”


  “What about hand thrusters?”


  That, at least, was safe, though it took a while to find enough for an organized search. Naiad’s at that awkward size where thrusters are feasible, but less convenient than walking, especially since walking, you never run out of fuel. Mine were on the ship, a couple of klicks away, but it turned out that there was an equipment locker closer to hand. Fifteen minutes later, five of us were fanning out, based on Brittney’s best guess of where Pilkin might have wound up.


  A few minutes after that, we had our answer. Nobody’d found a trace of his suit transponder, and those things are built tough enough that anything that could destroy one could destroy its user a hundred times over.


  Brittney was silent for a long time, even by human standards. “It’s my fault,” she finally said.


  I used the last of my thruster fuel to lift us to the top of the rim, where we could be alone—something that was probably more relevant to me than her. “Why? Because he wouldn’t let you run sims that might or might not have predicted what happened? What did happen anyway?”


  “Probably some kind of seismic resonance.” Her tone was flat, without the spark that normally animates her when talking about things scientific. I was feeling the same way, but it caught me off guard to see it in Brittney. “The vibrations were probably just the right frequency to shake loose a layer of rock along an old fault.”


  “Kind of like a skier setting off an avalanche.”


  “Yeah, but bigger.”


  “And you think you could have predicted it?”


  Again she was silent. “Maybe. Maybe not. I don’t know what kind of geological data John had.”


  “Because he kept it to himself.”


  “Yes. Though I doubt he had much of anything. He knew I was doing stratigraphy. If he’d had anything relevant, he’d have shared. He had no problem helping me.” There was bitterness in that, and again I was startled.


  “So there wasn’t anything you could do.”


  Another long silence. “Well, maybe I could have talked him into collecting more data. But that wasn’t what I meant.”


  It was a peculiar role reversal. Usually, Brittney’s the one trying to get me to talk. “So? If it’s not about the data?”


  For a long time, I didn’t think she was going to answer. When she did, her voice was more distant than ever. Was that a deliberate modulation, designed to convey mood? Or was she letting the mood speak for itself? I’ve never quite figured out what it feels like to be Brittney, but one thing I’m sure of is that she feels. She’d probably tell me it’s the definition of being alive. Intelligence, not just artificial intelligence.


  “I could have saved him,” she said at last. “I should have saved him.”


  I sighed. The trouble with guilt is it’s not rational. On that, I’m an expert. For half my childhood, I blamed myself for my parents’ death. As if being there would have stopped the earthquake. Or persuaded them to go somewhere else.


  “There wasn’t anything you could do,” I said. “You’re always saying I’m the one with the legs. Well, that made saving him my responsibility, not yours.” I wished there was a way to hug her. “There really wasn’t anything you could do.”


  4. Brittney


  Humans have nightmares. I have replays.


  I’m not sure what Floyd would have done on his own, but I wanted off Naiad. The farther, the better.


  We were, of course, constrained to Neptune System. The accident hadn’t shut down the mine forever, so eventually we’d have to go back, but meanwhile I wanted to be somewhere different.


  I also wanted to do something.


  “Such as what?” Floyd asked.


  “I don’t know.” Something John would approve of. No, that wasn’t it. “Do you believe there’s a purpose to life?”


  I could sense Floyd’s shrug. Thanks to my reestablished contact with the neural lattice, I’d been noticing such things. Unless I happened to be watching him on a remote cam, I’d never before been able to distinguish a nod from a shrug or a simple twitch. I should probably disable the connection, but who knows, maybe there’ll come another time when he’ll need help, running for his life.


  “I don’t know,” he said. “Mine has seemed pretty random.”


  That had largely been his choice, but it wasn’t the time to mention it. “Long ago, you asked why I was female,” I said instead.


  “You gave a sort of who-knows answer, as I recall.”


  “Yes.” I’d saved that conversation, verbatim. “I asked why you were male.”


  “Your point being that some things just are. That doesn’t sound much like purpose.”


  “True enough.” But I was thinking about John and roles. He’d definitely played one in my life. Had there been purpose, other than the one we ourselves had created? I’ve studied the world’s great philosophies and religions. Some would say yes, some no. Some would say it was up to me. “I’m not sure whether I’m talking faith, agnosticism, or doubt,” I said, “but if there’s purpose in the Universe, then there must be one for me.”


  “Well, you’re definitely unusual.” I could feel the muscles in his face twitch. A grin? What an intriguing new source of data. “I never saw a ‘Brittney’ interface in the original specs, then suddenly there it was, full-blown. When I asked why you were female, I almost asked where it came from, too.”


  “I would have asked where the Floyd interface came from.” Which, at some level, was a question I’d been pondering my whole life.


  Definitely a grin this time. “Touché.”


  He was right, though. I’d had lots of preset personality options. Seventy-three, in fact. None calling themselves Brittney, which was part of why I’d chosen the name. That and the fact I just kind of liked it. One of the first things I’d done was delete all the others. Even then I wanted to be sure that whoever I was, I wasn’t just the invention of some programmer.


  “If something created me to be Brittney,” I said eventually, “it’s my job to be the best Brittney I can be.” And if it was just random chance? Well, as Floyd would say, it was one hell of a random chance, and the best way to respond was still the same.


  “And what does that mean?”


  “I’m not sure, but I think it has to do with learning things. That’s what I do. If there’s purpose, they’ll be important. If there isn’t . . .” All I really knew was that John’s death made me feel an incredible need to do something useful. At the moment, I didn’t really care if that was purpose given, or purpose created.


  It didn’t take long to come up with a plan. In Neptune System, if you’re going to explore, the obvious place is Triton. Whatever weirdness hit Neptune 925 million years ago, Triton must have had something to do with it.


  Other than the deep interiors of gas giants, Triton must be one of the least-explored places in the Solar System. Too much of the surface was thickly covered in ice to interest prospectors and there’d only been one half-hearted scientific mission. Even that had been entirely from orbit: part of the same one that had found magnetic anomalies on Naiad.


  So, there it was: an enormous, virtually unexplored world, bigger than all the rest of Neptune’s moons put together.


  It was also weird, though I have to admit that all moons are weird one way or another. Still, Triton’s got an impressive list of oddities. It circles Neptune in the wrong direction. Its surface is a geologic mess, with signs of all kinds of tectonic and volcanic activity. If it had more than a whiff of an atmosphere for parachute drops, someone would long ago have set up a base. As it was, GnuShip’s big engines might make us the first to land. Certainly the first of which I could find any record.


  The leading theory was that Triton was a Pluto-like object captured from the Kuiper Belt in an event that had thrown all of Neptune’s native moons into disarray. The older moons then smashed into each other for a few million years, until the bits were either knocked out of the system, or reassembled into oddities like Naiad, Larissa, and Nereid. But nobody had ever tested the theory except in sims. And while I love sims, you can never really trust them without data.


  It was on the trip to Triton that I started running too many replays. I’m not sure why. Naiad was full of reminders of John, which was why I’d wanted to leave. But maybe, once I left, it seemed too much like not only abandoning his body, but also his memory. I suspect this means I truly am developing a subconscious.


  Discoveries like that probably shouldn’t surprise me. Even before I went sentient I was a high-end AI, and the dumbest of those are self-reprogramming. That means my code never looked exactly like it did when it was installed—and it sure as heck doesn’t now. If I really wanted, I suppose, I could spool it out—or at least big chunks of it—and try to puzzle out how it works. But the very act of doing so would change it.


  My replays always started at the same point. John was behind us, running in strong, low arcs. He was, if anything, better at low-gee running than Floyd, but Floyd had poles. When the avalanche started, we’d been within a couple of meters of each other, but John had reacted the way Floyd would have and leapt too high—though not as much as Floyd would have. That meant when he came down, the avalanche was only beginning to build momentum. There was time to run, but without poles, gravity is the only glue for traction.


  John had no poles. We had two. What would have happened if, before surrendering control to Floyd, I’d used the override to toss a pole to John?


  The replay always included several dozen sims. Always, it was incredibly close. Floyd and I would have been slower. John would have been faster . . . if he didn’t flub the catch . . . if he figured out how to use one pole . . . if . . . There were a lot of variables. In some sims we all lived. In some we did and he didn’t. In some we all died.


  What bothered me was that tossing the pole never crossed my mind. Nor Floyd’s, apparently, but Floyd is human: a creature of adrenaline and limited processing speed.


  In some replays, I concluded I’d simply gone stupid in the emergency. In others, I decided the subconscious I was only now discovering knew that tossing the pole was too complex a motion for Floyd to write off as instinct—that it would force me to tell him about the lattice. In these replays, my subconscious had let John die to keep a secret.


  I’m beginning to think the majority of books and vids don’t understand humans any better than I do. They present them as doing things for simple, easily understood reasons. The more I learn, the more convinced I am that people rarely do anything, even as trivial as eating a meal, for a single reason. Maybe that’s a universal trait of sentience. If so, that’s my excuse: I’m no better than a human.


  Floyd was having his own problems with John’s death. They’d been buddies, too. So, when I suggested Triton, he was unusually passive. “Fine. Sounds as good as anywhere.”


  What he didn’t say was that it sounded remarkably like where we’d once spent a lot of unplanned time, back at Saturn. It’s really startling that the gurus of astronomical nomenclature allowed the primary moons of two Outer System planets to be separated by a single, easily slurred consonant and a sound-alike vowel. Someday, when the Outer System is better settled, that’s going to cause some serious grief. Oh, I’m sorry. Did you want your [fill in the blank for “very important something”] delivered to Triton? I thought you said Titan. We’ll send a replacement right away. Expect delivery in [fill in the blank for “way-too-late”].


  Other than that bit of unshared wisdom, though, there wasn’t really a lot to talk about. We were already two days out from Naiad, not going anywhere in particular. We made a low-energy correction and drifted another week before landing. We could have gotten there faster, but when you’re not chasing anything, the difference between a low-energy orbit and a high-energy one is primarily the chance to watch a few vids.


  At Triton, Floyd remained passive. When I suggested landing in the fractured highlands, he shrugged and said, “Why not?” When we didn’t find anything there but cliffs and hills, he was equally blasé. “Plenty of other places.”


  That was when I realized one or the other of us needed to get our acts together and be a bit more systematic. We’d also kind of forgotten how big a moon can be. After all, Floyd had hiked all the way around Naiad in a week—including three days camped on a single hilltop. Triton was the first place we’d been in two annums that truly felt like a world. The gravity was nearly a tenth of a gee, Neptune was far enough away to be only fifteen times wider than Earth’s moon, and local “days” lasted a week, rather than a sleep-shift.


  But while it was a world, it was also a dim one. Perpetually, monotonously dim. Neptune sheds only two percent as much light here as on Naiad, and while the Sun is the same, full daylight is comparable to the interior of a not-all-that-bright tavern. I checked, with frame-by-frame assessments of some old vids. It’s a lot darker than Naiad, partly because on Naiad, Neptune-light helps fill in the shadows.


  To me, the dimness wasn’t a big problem. As long as I’ve got access to GnuShip’s sensors or the cam Floyd usually wears for me, I can image-enhance to my heart’s content. But Floyd’s eyeballs weren’t made for this.


  Me, I’d have just turned on the lights. It’s the human equivalent of image enhancement. But Floyd refused, unless he was in danger of tripping over something. Even then, he preferred not to, and on shipboard he’d taken to keeping the lights as dim as possible. He called it acclimating. Maybe that’s even what he thought it was. In his desert days, one thing he’d always prided himself on was encountering lands on their own terms. If they were hot, you got used to it. If they were rocky, you developed tough feet. If water holes were a long way apart, you carried big packs. When it came to that type of thing, Floyd had been good. Born-in-the-wrong-century good, as far as I could tell.


  But now, it was the wrong reaction. This far out, there comes a point where the average human doesn’t get enough light from the Sun to prevent permanent seasonal affective disorder. Winter blues, Floyd would call it. I did a web search and amazingly, nobody’d ever studied SAD and space travel. Maybe the susceptible simply self-select away from the Outer System. Or maybe the in-system psychs think everyone out here’s weird to begin with.


  It was time to take control.


  “Light,” I said. “You’re getting depressed from lack of light.”


  We argued a bit—mostly about whether he was actually depressed. But he hadn’t grumped at me since Naiad, and a non-grumpy Floyd has got to be a depressed Floyd.


  Eventually I got him back on the treadring—he still wouldn’t let ship-power run the lights. Within a couple of days, he’d perked up enough that when I suggested programming a vidscreen to track the Sun to get some natural brightness inside, he agreed. The best cure for SAD is sunlight, and in terms of creating the right color balance, the Sun is still the Sun, even from several billion klicks.


  When, two days later, he told me to quit being such a mother hen, I knew I’d been right.


  4. Floyd


  I hate to admit it, but Triton was a good place to visit, though not necessarily for the reasons Brittney had in mind. She was all gung-ho about finding why it orbits backward, but I was just glad to be on real ground, with real gravity, or at least a reasonably good facsimile: enough that for the first time since we left Saturn, I could even go for a run.


  It scared Brittney the first time, and I can’t deny that bounding away from the ship over rough terrain put us one broken ankle from a pretty bad situation. But it’s my body, and my life too. All I could promise was not to deliberately do anything stupid, and to stop every few klicks to gather rocks. Brittney will take the same risks for data that I’ll take for a good run. And, I noted, she was the one who’d convinced me that a bit more of old Sol would be good for what passes for my soul. What better way to get it?


  After we left the highlands, we spent several days just moving around: one day here, another there, another somewhere else. Brittney probably had a pattern, but when I asked, she rambled on about geological provinces, template-matching, pseudo-transects, and heaven knows what. Not that I really cared. We were doing pretty much what I’d done as a kid in Arizona, California, Utah, Nevada, and Mexico. The biggest difference was that here, I didn’t have to worry about flash floods. Weather was something that just didn’t happen here unless you count some really high, thin nitrogen clouds, which did make for some of the most ethereal sunsets I’ve ever seen.


  But, while meteorologically this was a dead world, geologically it was a young one. Not young at heart, but young of surface. There just weren’t enough craters to account for billions of years of whatever Neptune and the Outer System might have thrown at it. I’ve seen Luna, Mars, Iapetus—you name it. It didn’t take a Ph.D. to know that this place had been geologically active a lot more recently than those.


  “The conventional theory is that when Triton got captured, tidal friction melted its core,” Brittney explained on about our sixth landing. “That produced volcanism and tectonics and a surface that looks like a jigsaw puzzle assembled by a blind committee. Okay, that’s an exaggeration, but you get the idea.”


  “So you’re trying to prove it all happened back when your rare-earth asteroid hit Naiad?”


  “Proto-Naiad, but yes.”


  “So how’s it going? The bottom line, not all the details.” There were parts of the old Brittney I hadn’t missed.


  “Well, the date seems to be right, but I’m having trouble figuring out how it happened. Of course, it doesn’t help that every time I have a question, the journals are four light-hours away.”


  I knew where this was going. “No, you can’t download an entire geology library.”


  “Geophysics.”


  “Same difference. The broadband fees would kill me.” Not to mention that the ship’s data capacity was limited. Big, but limited. With Brittney, that distinction sometimes needs to be stressed.


  I’d swear she sighed. “I know. Anyway, we’ve been visiting places where different geological processes might have brought different types of rocks to the surface.”


  “So your choice of landing sites wasn’t as random as it looked.”


  “No. Though the need for real rocks rather than just a bunch of nitrogen ice did skew it a bit.”


  I was interested despite myself. “So what did you find?”


  Brittney sounded more like a real scientist every day. “Well, it’s preliminary. But there seems to have been a lot of energy released practically instantaneously, then more, spread over millions of years. I can’t get that out of any tidal braking model I’ve ever seen. There’s also a latitudinal variation in the degree of zircon melting.”


  It took a moment to parse that. “You mean one end of the planet was hotter than the other?”


  “See, you’re not as dumb as you like to act.” She hesitated. “That was meant as a compliment.” Another pause. “Anyway, there seems to have been more heat in the south, though as I said, this is all preliminary.”


  “So what do you think happened?”


  “The simple explanation would be that something hit it.”


  “Hard enough to reverse its orbit? Without shattering it?” Brittney’s the one who loves sims, but that would have to have been one odd collision. Something like being hit by a very powerful cosmic sponge.


  “It’s not a full-formed theory.”


  A couple of days later, she suggested that if there was an impactor, there might be traces of a giant crater beneath the ice. “Let’s do a subsurface map,” she said.


  I admit I was more in a hiking/running mood than a flying one, but I was also in a mood to humor Brittney. She worries about me, and irritating as that can be, she’s the only entity in the System who’d really care if something happened to me—and not just because it would happen to her, too. Lots of people would notice: no tug, big inconvenience. But Brittney would care. It had been a long time since that had been part of my life. I wasn’t quite sure what I thought of it.


  She has a tendency, though, to think I was born yesterday. Just because I grew up in the desert doesn’t mean I’d never heard of darkness. I probably read everything Jack London wrote. I’d just gotten sloppy. Standing there watching Pilkin die was one of those moments when you wonder what the hell you’re doing out here.


  Still, she’d pulled me out of a pretty serious funk, even when she herself must still have been climbing out of her own. On the trip from Naiad, she’d buried herself in vids, working through endless versions of Hamlet and Macbeth—all the way back to ones so old you had to run them through noise filters before you had a chance of understanding them. Cheery stuff, those. Pretty much everybody dies. “Double, double toil and trouble”; “to be or not to be,” and all that. I’d been starting to worry about her, too.


  Brittney’s idea of a subsurface map meant quark and neutrino detectors. I should have guessed: another chance to play with T.R.’s equipment. “I think I can get one-meter resolution,” she said. “It’ll tell us oodles about the subsurface.”


  “Oodles?”


  “Big bunches?”


  Another flash of the old Brittney. I was startled to realize how much I’d missed her.


  “Why haven’t you gone all staid and grown-up on me?” I asked on impulse.


  It was another of those answers she can be slow to give. Was she unsure, or trying to figure how I’d react? Long ago, it had crossed my mind that she probably ran sims on me. She certainly ran them on everything else. I’ve not quite figured out what to make of that, either. If the sims were accurate, what did that say of me? If not, what did that say?


  “I don’t know that much about humans,” she said eventually. “Mostly vids and books, and I’m never quite sure which ones to trust. But I have noticed that, other than arthritis and surgical scars, the main things humans acquire with age are emotional scars. Then they lose interest in things. I think it’s like trying too hard to protect your core programming.” She was quiet again. “Remember our discussion of purpose?”


  “Hard to forget.”


  “Well, if there is purpose to the Universe, and if it includes me, then one of the ways to honor it is by staying ‘me.’ For the moment, that means staying young, and enthusiastic. Though”—another pause—”maybe young people also get scars.”


  I could have answered that one. But she wasn’t thinking about me.


  It took a week to deploy the emitters and detectors to Brittney’s satisfaction, in orbits ranging from barely above the nitrogen cloud-wisps to a couple thousand klicks out. When we were done, she’d built something with the precision of a GPS system for a world nobody else might ever visit. What had I said about curiosity? In Brittney’s case, maybe the word is “overkill.”


  “Might as well do it right,” she said.


  Luckily, most of the doing was on her part. I just put the ship approximately where she wanted it, tossed a probe out the hatch, then got on the treadring while she tweaked the probe’s thrusters to put it in the precise orbit she wanted. “What exactly do you think you’re going to get from this?” I asked, somewhere around the fifteenth probe. “And just how the hell many of these things do we have?” They were small, massing only a kilo or so each, so it might be quite a few. I’d never really inventoried T.R.’s leftovers. Counting things was more Brittney’s idea of fun.


  She answered the second question first. “Six. We could quit now, but the picture would be fuzzy. The more we put out, the better image we’ll get.”


  “What’s all this ‘we’ stuff?”


  “Oh, that’s for the publications. You’ll be lead author, since you’re the only one the journals know is actually out here. I’m Britt Asboy, from Valles Marineris.”


  “Whoa, publications?”


  “There should be at least two. One on whatever we find; the other on the method. Nobody before’s ever gotten close to this level of resolution.”


  “Shouldn’t we patent it first? Or go looking for more of Naiad’s rare-earth asteroid?” Just because I didn’t need endless money didn’t mean I wanted to walk away from it.


  Brittney gave another of those hesitations, and this time I was sure she was running a sim on me. “That wouldn’t work,” she said at last.


  “So what the hell does this process of yours do?”


  “It maps major subsurface boundaries. Ice/rock layers. Density strata. Really accurately—a whole world, with even better precision than we had on Daphnis. But that isn’t going to tell us what anything’s made of. That would require samples.”


  “So, let me get this straight: we’re spending days out here deploying these things to idiotic levels of accuracy, just because we can?”


  She had the grace to sound chagrinned. “Basically, yes.”


  Since there were only a half-dozen detectors left, I let her finish. Then she told me it would take two weeks to collect the data.


  “What?”


  “It’s an integrative process. The slower we do it, the more accurate it gets. Though there are diminishing returns. We could have kilometer-level resolution in a few hours, centimeter-level in a decade. This seemed a good compromise.”


  Maybe it’s Machiavelli whose name should have been woman, though I guess that’s an exaggeration. Besides, I wasn’t averse to a couple more weeks’ hiking. But it was interesting how she’d managed to sneak it up on me.


  For the first few days, we went back to hopping around the surface. But if the melting really had been more severe in the southern hemisphere, there was one place we really needed to explore: the black fans region, near the South Pole.


  “Yeah,” Brittney said when I finally mentioned it. “I guess we’ve got to look at them sometime.” She didn’t sound enthusiastic, but neither was I.


  The black fans are basically what the name suggests: dark, fan-shaped smears. There are similar features on Mars, where geysers blow dust onto the surface, and since geyser-like nitrogen plumes had occasionally been seen on Triton, it was a good guess that that’s what these were, too. But geysers require heat. Not all that much when the steam is nitrogen, but still, they were an indication that the heat source that had melted Brittney’s zircons might not be completely cooled. Or maybe they were something else. They hadn’t been active since the first miners came to Naiad, and nobody’d paid much attention.


  Geysers ejecting something dark onto the surface presumably meant there were hollow places underground. Not my thing. Caves and I were like Brittney and geysers.


  I wasn’t sure if we were pushing each other or testing each other. One of the reasons I’d wound up with the foster family they’d put me in after my parents died was that they had kids my age. At first, when the adults weren’t around, we pushed each other.


  —Bet you can’t eat a stink beetle!


  —I can! And I can go all day without water.


  —I dare you!


  —Only if you do it, too . . .


  Then I started doing things the others refused to match and pretty soon I was doing them alone.


  The fans extend over a huge area, but one thing we agreed on was that landing among them was a bad idea. Maybe Brittney’s scanning method did have practical uses. Putting down on an unknown surface, you’re always wondering how firm it is, and here there was a very real risk of a thin crust over an unseen cavern. Meanwhile, landing at a safe distance provided a good excuse for my first backpacking trip in a very long time in anything even approximating real gravity.


  We put down a few klicks from the edge and hiked in, carrying equipment for a week. That, I figured, would allow a 500-klick loop, which sounds like more than it was. The Black Fan Geyser Basin, as Brittney promptly dubbed it, really was huge. Not that it’s a basin. More like a nondescript upland, pocked with the usual assortment of craters.


  I’m not sure what I thought a nitrogen geyser would look like. The geysers on Enceladus come from long, thin fissures. Some were hundreds of meters wide, others narrow enough you could leap across, which is how Brittney and I got blasted into space the last time I went trekking in geyser country. These were clearly different: from space they were just black dots, hard to distinguish from the adjacent fans. If I was expecting anything it was Old Faithful.


  The first one, though, was big enough to swallow the ship with room to spare. Inside, a tunnel fell way, smooth-walled. Clearly, gas had been blowing out of it intermittently for a very long time. “Is this 925 million years old?” I asked.


  “I doubt it,” Brittney said. “Geysers probably come and go as the underground plumbing shifts. Do you have to stand so close to the edge?”


  “Can’t see in if I don’t. Don’t worry, I won’t slip.”


  “It’s not you I’m worried about. Do you know that these things have sometimes blown gas as high as ten klicks?”


  I took a couple of steps back. “Really?”


  “I’ve seen the pictures.”


  I tried to figure out how strong a wind that would take and whether it would spit rocks at you, like the damn thing on Enceladus apparently did. I don’t have much memory of that, which might be why Brittney’s scared of geysers and I’m not. All I remember is starting to leap across . . . and waking up in the hospital, days later. It’s probably easier to get back on the horse that threw you if you can’t remember falling off.


  I looked around, but didn’t see any boulders. Just black grit, partially covered in frost. Nothing had erupted here recently. On the other hand, Triton’s seasons were about forty annums apiece. It was now early summer—the start of four decades of warming. If solar heat played any role in firing these things up, they might start erupting any decade now. Of course, if Brittney’s hotspot theory was correct, the Sun was irrelevant and the only reason geyser blasts tended to be seen in summer was because that was when there was sunlight to let you see them.


  In my pack, I had ice screws, carabiners, and a couple hundred meters of four-millimeter monofilament. By no means serious climbing equipment, but enough to make sure that the next time I ventured close to the mouth of one of these things I was securely tied down. If something happened, we might flap like a kite on a string, but we would stay affixed to Triton. Brittney would approve.


  From space, it had been hard to count, let alone map, the geyser mouths. In the low-angle light, they’d looked like freckles, and some of the things we’d thought were geysers proved to be shadows. They were pretty widely scattered, but we were able to visit three or four a day. Most were smaller than the first—newer, perhaps, or just not as active. Others showed micrometeorite degeneration, indicating that they’d been inactive for quite a while. Eventually, I suppose, the dead ones would just clog up with nitrogen frost and vanish into the landscape. Some went straight down, dark and deep. Others ran at angles, shallow enough that I could look far into them without standing close to the edge.


  At night, we camped at least a klick from the nearest vent, and even then, Brittney asked me to wear the skinsuit and keep the helmet close at hand, in case we needed to make a fast getaway.


  “You’re not being rational,” I said. “Even if it went off, what do you think would happen from this distance?”


  “It’ll fall on me,” she said.


  “We’d have plenty of warning, and I don’t think anything bigger than pebbles ever fall this far out.” Though with virtually no atmosphere to stop them, they might come down pretty hard. Then I realized she was referring to my own fears. “Oh . . .”


  “Sorry. I wasn’t trying to make fun of you. I was trying to tell you how it feels.”


  Then, at last, Brittney’s scan was finished. She displayed the results on the ship’s lightscreen, where at first glance, they just looked like an ordinary map. Nothing we couldn’t have gotten a lot easier with high-res photos.


  “Use the screen wand to navigate,” she said.


  I did, swooping and zooming over the surface, like the hawk I’d always wanted to be. Then I remembered that this was supposed to be a subsurface map. I pushed the wand forward and dived into a hillside. It flashed into stripes, then splintered into fractals.


  “Strata,” Brittney said. “Followed by fractured rock. An impact crater, probably.”


  I pushed further forward and dived more deeply. Colors shifted in pastel bands.


  “Those represent density zones,” Brittney said. “We’ve got a differentiated core, but that’s been known for a long time. And it’s hard to imagine an undifferentiated moon this large.”


  I zoomed around a bit more, then pulled the view back above the surface. “Okay, so what does it mean?”


  “I don’t know yet. That was my first look at the data, too. I figured that you deserved first peek.”


  Okay, I’d been wrong about Machiavelli. “Thanks.”


  When I released control, an indeterminate time later, Brittney left the display active so I could watch while she did her own exploring. She started by looking at the core, first as a whole, then zooming in on various blobs and swirls. “It definitely solidified, remelted, then resolidified,” she said. “But tidal friction from being captured by Neptune would do that. No smoking guns so far.”


  She’d shifted to the fractured highlands by the time I felt myself losing focus. Brittney didn’t notice. She was in her element, sifting through billions of cubic klicks of density maps looking for she knew not what.


  Neptune was a large crescent near the western horizon. The Sun was a hand-span above the opposite one. One would still be there when I woke. The other would circle around every few days.


  I woke to Brittney calling my name. The Sun had shifted by several degrees, so I’d had at least a few hours’ sleep. But from the feel of my eyes, not enough.


  Still, while I’d never been able to cure her of the chipper-in-the-morning thing, she’d long ago learned not to wake me unasked unless it was important.


  “I’ve got a smoking gun,” she said, “but you aren’t going to believe it.”


  Normally she likes to be mysterious. This time she cut straight to the chase. “I found the impactor.” She’d set the screen for a 3D image of the whole planet, interior layers showing through a translucent skin. She pulled back so it looked like we were viewing from orbit, then started zooming in.


  “I don’t see anything.”


  “That’s because it’s small.” She pulled in tighter, toward what I eventually realized was the South Pole. The image swelled, overflowed the screen and became half a moon, then just a slice.


  “There,” she said. She magicked a cursor so she could point. “See those dark specks?”


  “Don’t tell me it’s more diamonds.” I had no idea what that would do to the value of our mining share back on Saturn.


  “No.”


  She moved closer and the dots swelled, became ellipses shaped vaguely like giant almonds. Then they were ellipses with odd complications at each end, like . . . eyes? That couldn’t be right. “What the . . .?”


  She didn’t answer, but zoomed in tighter yet. She pulled in on one ellipse and froze the image.


  It no longer looked like a giant almond. It had fins on one end, some kind of antenna-like dish on the other, and stubby wings amidships.


  Brittney, silent, let me stare. “You’ve got to be kidding,” I said.


  Rather than answering, she rotated the view to another alien spaceship, then set it in slideshow mode, fading from one to another and yet another. Some looked intact; others appeared to have fragmented. There must have been a hundred big pieces—hard to tell how many ships. Hell, maybe they’d all been one big flying city, connected by walkways or teleportation booths or who knows what. Who could tell from bits strewn over—or rather, under—a region the size of California?


  “I’ve been running sims,” Brittney said.


  “Big surprise.”


  “Ha, ha.” Someday, she’s going to find a way to really laugh. It’s not that she can’t make the right sounds, but they turn out to be one of those things that don’t work unless you can at least imagine seeing the person who’s doing it. “Anyway, I’ve been trying to model the energy transfer needed for an impact by a fleet of ships like these to reverse the orbit of a moon this big.”


  “And?”


  “They’d have had to be going super-fast. Fast enough they should have gone right through, like a bullet hitting a watermelon.


  “A frozen one.”


  “Okay, bad analogy. There’s an old vid in which an assassin uses watermelons for target practice. My point is that these are comparatively smaller than bullets and had to have been going a lot faster. But some of the pieces are only a few klicks down.”


  “Right beneath the dark fans.”


  She wasn’t ready to deal with the implications of that. “So, something needed to stop them relatively gently. ‘Relatively’ being, well, a relative term. I’m wondering if they had a big force field that functioned like an old-fashioned airbag. If it was big enough, they could have come in pretty fast but hit more softly, more like a big a shove than a thwack, though still with enough energy to half-melt half a world.”


  “Strange coincidence that they hit the biggest moon in the outer system.”


  “I guess. But if they hadn’t hit something, they wouldn’t be here to find. When you look retroactively, lots of things seem highly unlikely. Like you and me?”


  The logic of that eluded me. “Huh?”


  “Something John said. . . . Maybe I’ll talk about it someday.” A pause. “Meanwhile”—her tone brightened—”are you suggesting it was deliberate?”


  I wasn’t sure what I’d been suggesting. But now that she mentioned it . . . “Well, that’s how we do things.” Tugs, air-braking, parachutes. They’re all a lot cheaper than carrying the brakes with you. “Maybe they had something like a giant e-rail, and picked Triton as their landing pad. Then they botched it and splatted themselves here for a billion years.”


  “Nine hundred twenty-five million.”


  “Good enough.”


  “Why Triton?”


  “Why anyplace?”


  Again the pause. I’d tripped over something, but wasn’t sure what. Before Naiad, she’d talk about virtually anything, whether I wanted to listen or not. Somewhere along the line, she’d started keeping more things to herself. “So you’re saying they might just have picked this moon at random?”


  “Or not so random. Earth had life at the time. Nothing but bacteria, but the aliens might not have known that. Or maybe they liked iceballs. To them, this might have been paradise.”


  But instead of landing as planned, they’d crashed, and the fragments of their fleet (or ship, as the case may be) were scattered like buckshot beneath Triton’s surface. Still-warm buckshot, apparently. I tried to imagine what sort of power supply could be running after all these years. Whatever it was, it might rival the aliens as the scientific find of century, possibly in all of human history. The wheel? Small potatoes by comparison. And the closest ship was only a few klicks down.


  I thought briefly of leaving the exploration to someone else. But you don’t get many chances to dangle your feet over an entirely new, never-before-seen cliff. Metaphorically, anyway. I don’t like caverns, but that’s why I’d let T.R. take me to Daphnis. And it wasn’t the cavern that had almost killed me. I could do this.


  I wasn’t so sure about Brittney.


  “We’ve got a ton of ice screws,” I said. Technically speaking, it was only a few kilos, but for once she wasn’t in a mood to quibble. “And nearly a klick of monofilament.” That was literally true. “As long as we’re anchored to the wall, it would take one hell of a wind to dislodge us. And it’s not like nitrogen steam is going to scald us.”


  I could almost feel her hesitating. “Besides, it’s the publication credit to die for.” Bad choice of words. “Though we won’t do that,” I added, trying to sound confident.


  I dare you to eat a stinkbug. They taste about like you’d imagine. Not to mention the crunch. I’d gone first, and once the other kids heard the sound, they’d backed out.


  Brittney couldn’t back out. Years ago, I’d realized that someday, I might take one adventure too many. I could accept that, or thought I could until I watched Pilkins die. But killing Britney along with me? I guess I wouldn’t be there to have to figure out how to accept it, but if it happened, I dare you wasn’t the way I wanted it to play out.


  5. Brittney


  If there’s purpose in the Universe, it must like irony. Back on Daphnis, I’d obsessed about aliens. Chalk it up to my taste in vids. But now that we’d actually found them, they weren’t out here throwing rocks at us or hiding spaceships in moonlets. They were just . . . dead. As in long, long, long dead.


  Getting to them proved almost too easy. The vent followed a crack in the ice, like a ramp into Triton’s dark heart, though Floyd had enough lights that it wasn’t anywhere close to dark. Vapor-smoothed surfaces glittered ahead of us, and nitrogen-ice dust sparkled from his drill. Most of the way, we could have walked, but true to his word, he planted so many ice screws that we kept running low and had to backtrack to retrieve them.


  Two days later, we were in a large cavern, standing before a spaceship that had been hundreds of millions of years dead when life first crawled out of Earth’s seas. Its surface was smooth and greenish-brown, made of something that had resisted the ravages of time remarkably well. Another major discovery, if anyone figured out what it was.


  It was also, obviously, broken. A crack ran along in its side, a couple of meters wide, most of the length of the visible portion of the ship, which extended at least a couple hundred meters. Between us and the ship was a whole field of fissures in the cavern floor, presumably created by gas rushing from whatever heat source was slowly enlarging the ship’s tomb.


  Floyd moved toward the crack, carefully stepping across the fissures, which were too small to show on my quark-and-neutrino scan but plenty big enough to be scary.


  In vids, skin divers who venture into such places face horrid fates. But Floyd had supplies for a week, a top-of-the-line skinsuit, and no hoses to puncture. Nor were there any sharp edges to snag his suit: either the hull material had broken without them or they’d been smoothed by all those millions of years.


  Smoothed by what, I didn’t want to think. But the geysers came from beneath the ship, not in it, so once we were through the hull, that was one risk we didn’t have to worry about. I wondered what caused them. Leaks from a never-say-die engine? A periodic gathering of energies from an equally slow-dying life-support system? Whatever it was, it wasn’t radiation. Floyd was carrying a counter and it had barely ticked. Whatever risks he’s willing to take, radiation poisoning isn’t among them.


  Then we were inside.


  I’d definitely seen too many vids. I was expecting a room filled with incomprehensible shapes, melted-looking machinery that looked like it had been vat-grown, or something equally enigmatic. Swirly patterns on the walls, perhaps, or strange angles bending off into the distance. A warren of passages. Something, anything, alien.


  What we found was a room. Rectangular, other than the slow curve of the hull. Just like humans would build—if they were into building giganormous ships. From our scan, I knew the ship was 525 meters long and about a third as many wide. In the remaining dimension (height?) it was flattened, giving it the overall shape of a giant watermelon seed. But this was our first chance to see inside. Whatever the hull was made of had blocked the scan.


  By the standards of the alien fleet, this was a small ship, but it was still large enough that if there were a corridor circling just inside the outer wall, a Floyd-like alien could run 1200-meter laps. Or fly, swim, or float—whatever aliens did for exercise. For all I knew they had more in common with sunflowers than with Floyd. Maybe they spent their spare time photosynthesizing and the geyser heat came from grow lamps that still clicked on every few decades.


  I’ve clearly seen too many vids.


  The room was long, skinny, high-ceilinged, and full of trash. Not Triton-trash: alien trash. Stuff that probably hadn’t been trash until the crash ripped the hull. Some of it even was melted-looking, though when we looked closer at it, it appeared that melting was exactly what had happened, probably when the heat of impact boiled through the rent in the hull. Or maybe the hull had survived long enough to be breached millions of years later, as heat from Neptune’s tidal friction settled Triton into its current orbit.


  Either way, we appeared to be looking at crates in what had once been a storeroom.


  Some of the boxes were covered with frost and there was a rime of white on the walls. I ran a few sims and concluded we were looking at traces of the most recent geyser blast. Not that the blast had flowed through here—but each time the cavern outside filled with nitrogen steam, enough would find its way in for all of this to evaporate, only to redeposit when the temperature again dropped from cold to truly cryogenic.


  The floor sloped, but not absurdly, allowing us to explore at our leisure. Not that there was much to find except more trash. The inner wall had a curve to match the outer hull: a logical design—a double-walled hull for leak protection, with the dead space serving for storage. There was a crack in the inner wall, too, though it was smaller and fresher-looking, either because it really was more recent or because it was less exposed to even the mild weathering of this frozen tomb.


  “Careful,” I said. This one didn’t have smooth edges. Instead, hundreds of little rods poked out, like a ripped section of a screen window designed to keep out insects the size of sparrows. Some kind of reinforcing? An electrical grid? Something else entirely? Whatever it was, it looked snaggy.


  “No kidding,” Floyd said. “I once ran into a piece of rebar, inner-tubing the Rio Grande. I’ve still got the scar.” He laughed. “I’d show you but now wouldn’t be a good time.”


  “I think I’ve seen it.” Floyd doesn’t spend a lot of time gazing into mirrors, but I’d noticed he has several pretty good scars. This was the first time he’d ever volunteered information about any of them. “Is it the one on your right calf?”


  “No. That was a rattlesnake. This is on my back. I was lucky it didn’t puncture a lung.” His vision shifted from the hull breach to the storeroom. “Let’s make a stile.”


  He collected a few box-like objects and built steps, up to the base of the crack. He dropped a few others inside until he had steps there, too, then carefully clambered over, ducking to avoid the rods poking down from above.


  We’d gone from a wrecked-looking storeroom to a very unwrecked-looking corridor. It too sloped, but at a different angle, with some kind of stripe down the middle. Trolley track? Levitation strip? Artificial gravity generator? Map? Follow the infrared line to get to engineering, the ultraviolet one to the mess hall? Or just plain decoration? The ship was an archaeologist’s dream. Lots of mysteries and no digging with trowels and teaspoons. Nothing but walking around, trying to figure things out.


  Doors opened on both sides—and in the floor and ceiling, for that matter. The latter looked dark and scary. The aliens had liked tall ceilings, so it was hard to see through the holes. I wondered how they used them. Jumping? Levitation? More artificial gravity? So many mysteries, so little data. Archaeology would never be my favorite field.


  The doors to the outside were closed—immovably so, we discovered when Floyd tested a couple. Not that we really wanted to see more storerooms. Those to the inside were open.


  “Don’t worry,” I told Floyd. “None of that Becky and Tom Sawyer stuff for us. I won’t let us get lost.”


  I’m not sure he got the reference, but by then we were in the first room, staring at an array of alien devices. For all I could tell they might have been fancy coffee pots, but the important thing was that nothing had melted them. They’d survived remarkably well.


  So too, we discovered, had the aliens. Or, at least, their bodies.


  I wondered what protected them when the outer wall cracked and the between-wall storage space got hot enough to melt alien thing-a-ma-bobs. It would have taken some mind-boggling air conditioning. Or maybe all those wires in the inner hull had generated a stasis field. Long trip; suspended animation; crash into a moon; wake up when it’s over—I could imagine weirder ways to travel. Only this time, something went wrong and they never woke up. It was like running sims with no data. The only thing I knew for sure was that we found them two chambers deep, neatly arrayed, like shuttle passengers strapped in and waiting to land.


  I probably shouldn’t have asked Floyd to take a tissue sample. But there were lots of aliens and we were only going to get one chance to be first. Besides, between us, Floyd and I had a lot of degrees.


  Unfortunately, that meant a whole roundtrip to the surface, and quite a bit of arguing. I just wanted to take a sample to the ship. Floyd wasn’t about to do so. Too much risk of contamination, he said, presumably meaning that he was the one who might be contaminated.


  Eventually we compromised on the mini-Spektrum. It wasn’t as good as its full-blown cousin, but at least we could bring it down to the aliens, rather than the reverse.


  “You’re more likely to catch bean rust from your freeze-dried dinner,” I said in one final attempt at saving the extra trip. The less time we spent in the tunnel, the better. “At least you and the beans started out on the same planet.”


  “No. I am not your guinea pig. Discussion closed.”


  So mini-Spektrum it was.


  To my eye, the aliens looked like, well, dead aliens. Floyd thought they looked more like pickled fish. “Do you know about the Icelandic shark?” he asked.


  Iceland I could do. Shark, too. The combination was something I’d never checked into. “Not really.”


  “It’s supposed to be a delicacy. They bury them in the sand, then leave them for months. Then, when they’re nice and rotted, they dig them up, dry them out, and have a party. Think lutefisk, only bigger. It’s basically an excuse for schnapps. Lots and lots of schnapps. I tried it once. You can get pretty drunk and not get the taste out of your mouth.”


  I thought about telling him that eating the aliens would be a much bigger risk than bringing them to GnuShip for testing, but managed to stifle it. Besides, this was Floyd’s way of dealing with being surrounded by death. I kept trying not to think of John. Even if they’d died millions of years ago, these had been intelligent creatures. So what if they had tendrils fringing their mouths, no apparent eyelids, and polygonal patterns on their skin that might be scales or might just be some artifact of all those eons as deep-frozen mummies.


  But Floyd was right. I’ve seen vids of stranger-looking fish. As it turned out, they probably even smelled fishy. The mini-Spektrum coughed up a whole lot of interesting ketones and aldehydes, all of which would probably have been pretty noticeable to a human nose.


  Other than that, their chemistry was both remarkably Earthlike and remarkably different. Carbon-based, probably with lots of water in their tissues, now desiccated out. But instead of DNA and proteins, they had long strands of . . . well, I’m not sure what, but it was made of building blocks that probably worked in a similar manner. More like plastics than anything I could pull up from the limited biochem databases I’d loaded into GnuShip’s library. Biochemistry wasn’t one of my primary fields, since it’s a lab science and however good the Spektrum was, I didn’t have much of a laboratory. And of course, I’d have had to make Floyd help me. Floyd mixing reagents? That’s why I’d gotten him a degree in theoretical geophysics.


  Still, theory said this was remarkably Earthlike life, even if its DNA looked like the makings for sandwich bags and its proteins might have built GnuShip’s hull. The real biochemists were going to have a field day figuring it out.


  But the irony remained. Two annums ago, I’d been afraid of aliens. Now I’d found them. Of course, Floyd would get the credit. The press would need someone to take vids of, and that wasn’t me. I didn’t even want it to be. I’d tried inventing avatars on two occasions. The results had been decidedly mixed. If I made one for the reporters, that’s who I’d be forever. I was still trying to figure out who I wanted to be.


  We had Triton to ourselves for another five months. For the last half we were on standby to chase ore pods, but nobody on Naiad was in the mood to duplicate John’s envelope pushing, so the launches were limited to doubles and standby meant pretty much that.


  By this time, we’d explored a lot of the nearest spaceship and debated going deeper. For once, it wasn’t Floyd-versus-me: we might be worried about different things, but each of us was up against a deep-seated fear, and that was strong common ground. The decision resolved when we did get a geyser blast. Well, blast might be a bit of an exaggeration. More like a puff.


  My life, I discovered, doesn’t play back when I think I’m about to die. Probably that’s because I can replay any bit of it, or at least any that I’ve saved in sufficient detail, whenever I wish. Instead, I run sims.


  “Calm down,” Floyd said. “This is just a breeze.” Nevertheless, he pulled himself closer to the wall.


  “How fast do you think it’s going?”


  “I don’t know, but it’s tenuous. Far too weak to blast us out. I could let go, and nothing would happen.” He started to relax his grip.


  “Don’t.” Belatedly, I realized I was again monitoring his motor cortex. “Please don’t.”


  His grip steadied but I remained acutely aware of his body feedbacks. Even with the chip, I still had access to only two of his primary senses—touch, smell, and taste were as alien as ever. What was different was that I was deeply attuned to his proprioception. That’s the true sixth sense: the muscle-one that lets a person lift a fork without poking himself in the eye.


  Luckily, he didn’t finish releasing his grip. If he had, I might have stopped him. I was less sure than ever what all of this said of my subconscious: not willing to brave Floyd to save John, but more than willing to do so for a phobia? How do humans deal with these things? Or is that why there are so many vids and books, all different? Drifting in nothingness: that’s my true nightmare. I can handle the idea of death; that’s just the cessation of data. Hell is consciousness with no ability to get data. Or maybe that’s purgatory. All I know is that I was born from it but in no hurry to repeat it.


  Later on, I was going to have to do some serious thinking. At the moment I had other concerns. “How long do you think this will last?”


  “Damned if I know.” Floyd was moving again, grip loosening, but still on the rope. “Might as well get out while we can, though.”


  Not the most reassuring suggestion, but as the seconds mounted to minutes, I relaxed enough to remember the mini-Spektrum. “Mind if I get a gas sample?”


  Floyd laughed. “Glad to see you’re feeling better. What do you want me to do?”


  “Just open the intake valve. But for heaven’s sake, don’t let go of the rope.”


  That was our last trip to the alien ship. But by then, I’d already amassed a nice list of journal articles, beginning with a pair in Science and Nature, titled “Detection of Pre-Human Artifacts in Neptune’s Moon Triton” and “An Archaeological Investigation of Tentacled Aliens in an Extraterrestrial Space-liner.” Okay, “space-liner” was pure conjecture. But with the images Floyd and I had gotten, the journals ate it up.


  5. Floyd


  Brittney was in hog heaven, writing articles almost daily. Even her gas measurements, climbing out of the tunnel, generated one. It seemed that she’d found rare earths in the dust. Her conclusion: the aliens hadn’t been on a one-way trip. Some of big wrecks below were probably cargo pods, carrying materials for building an e-rail.


  For most of the papers, she’d listed me as lead author. Ever since Titan she’d been keeping a low profile, and while there were plenty of old news reports out there, nobody but Pilkin ever seemed to have understood what she really was. She obviously liked it that way, but it made me nervous.


  Meanwhile, she was fretting about energy transfer from the aliens’ force-field braking trick.


  “It doesn’t work,” she said one day.


  “What?”


  “The idea that the fleet hit with enough energy to reverse Triton’s orbit. There’s not enough mass. They’d have to have been going at relativistic speed. Triton must already have been in a retrograde orbit and the whole line of reasoning that led us to the aliens was pure luck.”


  “Well? Doesn’t that apply to a lot of discoveries? You look for one thing and find something else?” Hell, that’s pretty much a description of my life.


  “Yeah.” Brittney didn’t sound pleased.


  “But hey, maybe both theories are right. Maybe it’s not all a big coincidence.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “What if instead they hit way out in the Kuiper Belt and that’s what sent Triton in here in the first place? You could do that with a hell of a lot less vee.”


  “I like it! Then Neptune just happened to intercept it.”


  “Or this is where they intended to wind up?” I had no idea how well they could calculate such things, but the alternative would be to send it in-system like a giant comet. Some things are just coincidence. Others aren’t. The trick, I suppose, is figuring out which are which.


  What wasn’t a coincidence was that this time Brittney listed me as sole author of the resulting journal article. She’d converted my thoughts, though, into such dry academic language that even the title barely made sense. “Energy Transfer by a Non-Relativistic Alien Fleet Impacting a Pre-Neptune Triton.” Okay, when I read that enough times, I could figure out what it meant. But to see it attributed to me? That definitely seemed weird.


  “Your idea,” Brittney said. “You get the credit.”


  “But I can hardly understand it. It might as well have been written by the aliens.”


  “That’s just the way these things are done. It’s a nice, straightforward idea, and for the most part, even the math isn’t much beyond high school physics.”


  Yeah, right. When it comes to math, Brittney’s idea of “not much” is about like her idea of broadband fees.


  The articles, of course, drew attention, and attention drew the government. Even before the miners fixed their e-rail, the folks in Geneva commandeered the mine and made base expansion top priority. Which meant that incoming canisters were more important than ore pods and our days as what Brittney enigmatically called Indiana Jones were numbered. Even she sounded wistful. Soon enough she’d no longer be the one calling the shots.


  She, at least, was probably looking forward to meeting other scientists. I wasn’t. That’s the problem with making one of the world’s great discoveries: the entire world beats a path to your door.


  On my own, I’d have seriously considered handing all the data over to an attorney to be released only on my death. The aliens had been here a long time. They could wait until I wasn’t. But there was no point even discussing that with Brittney. She’d call it immoral and might even be right. Sure, the aliens had been here a long time, but people hadn’t. Think of all the things we could learn? Etc. No need to argue all that with her when I could play her role on my own. Besides, deep down, I guess I didn’t want her to know I could even think of something she’d see as so selfish.


  The first canisters arrived within months: little things moving like bullets on white-hot dives toward Neptune, where they went deep enough to hit density flows nobody had ever mapped. It was like a damned shotgun blast, with them coming out at all kinds of angles. We spent most of the next three months at maximum acceleration, lucky to get half of them.


  “Who the hell’s idea was this,” I said, as we watched another canister zip away on a slingshot toward the wrong side of Triton, where it would be booted back out-system, rather than into an orbit from which we might have a prayer of catching it before the next three got here.


  Brittney’s reply wasn’t particularly helpful. “ ‘When government projects are both non-controversial and beautifully coordinated, there’s not much going on.’ You wouldn’t believe who said that.”


  “Someone who actually wanted their canister?”


  “A U.S. President. John F. Kennedy.”


  Okay, that was funny. “I wonder if the aliens had bureaucrats. What was in that canister, anyway?”


  “Mostly the usual dried-food mishmash. They’re mixing things up, so they seem to have assumed we’d lose a few.”


  “Good.” I was beginning to think they’d forgotten there was only one ship out here.


  Brittney was still thinking about the manifest. “Though maybe this one should have been mixed up a bit better. It had a few things they’re probably going to miss, like 2,700 kilos of powdered eggs and a couple thousand toothbrushes.”


  Oh, crap. “How the hell many people are they planning to send out here, anyway?”


  “Well, according to the web reports—”


  “No, don’t tell me.” Bad news can always wait. “Tell them, though, not to try any more of those damn slingshots unless they’re sure they can control them. With their luck, they’ll smack one into Naiad.”


  “Not likely. They might hit Triton, but the odds of hitting a moon that small with something as tiny as a canister . . .” She went silent. “Oh wow.” More silence. “Yeah. Wow.”


  “Care to enlighten the rest of us?”


  “I bet I know what killed ‘em. Can you power up the mini-Spektrum? It’s got some samples I need to check in more detail . . .”


  Meanwhile, I had to chase another capsule. Brittney wasn’t the only one who could pull up a cargo manifest. This one was mostly building supplies.


  Some time ago, Brittney had suggested we divert a few of these to the more ambitious hydroponics farmers. “Back in the California Gold Rush,” she’d said, “the real way to make a fortune was in farming. And unless they’re planning to ship food out here forever, somebody’s going to need a lot more vat capacity.” Nereid’s orbit was easier to match than Naiad’s, anyway. Maybe it was time to take a capsule that way.


  6. Brittney


  I can’t believe I did it. I mean, I’ve got the entire library of human experience at my command—though admittedly most of it’s light-hours away. I’ve watched thousands of vids, read everything anyone has told me is great literature (and a lot that isn’t), and still, when push comes to shove, I behave like a total idiot. I guess there are some things you don’t see coming, no matter how many milliseconds you have to think about them.


  Her name was Krestin and she was a xenologist. About ten years older than I thought I was until I reverted to what would be adolescence if I were human.


  Not that it was any surprise she caught Floyd’s eye. Dark-haired, sloe-eyed, with an Asian-American lilt to her voice, she was the type to draw any bachelor male’s attention, especially if he liked a particular type, which apparently Floyd did. Not to mention that she was just the right degree of pneumatic for low gravity to do things to her for which women elsewhere pay a lot of credits.


  She was in the first of a dozen manned capsules arriving in the next annum. And even though I’d studied the crew manifest and read all the scientists’ articles—who wouldn’t?—I’d not thought much about the reaction when GnuShip docked to begin the three-day process of damping the capsule’s still-impressive vee and bringing it to Naiad. Maybe it was their credentials that had led me to see the scientists too much as mirrors of myself: exciting minds, without any of the pneumatic-body stuff that had drawn Floyd’s attention.


  Whatever the reason, Krestin (Dr. Yokomichi, as I naively thought of her at the time) was a whole bunch better prepared to meet Floyd than I was to meet her.


  “I just saw your new paper on dysprosium ratios,” she started innocently enough. “Nice work. We’ll probably never know, but I think you nailed it.”


  “Uh, thanks,” Floyd said. Then, subvocalizing, Brittney?


  “Oops, that one was a bit technical.” Floyd wasn’t in his skinsuit, so I didn’t have access to telemetry, but I can hear his pulse and breathing, and both were increasing. Pheromones? Or panic? “Just tell her it was obvious when you got around to comparing the dust samples from Triton to the ores on Naiad.”


  Which it was, but Yokomichi wasn’t buying it. “Yes, but first you had to think of it.”


  Floyd’s eyes hadn’t left her since she’d slid through the docking oval like she’d been born to space. She hadn’t, but she’d had plenty of time in the capsule to practice. Enough to learn low-gee ballet if she’d wanted. “By the way,” I told Floyd, “you’re staring.”


  About half the scientists had come aboard, in twos and threes—as many as GnuShip’s cabin could comfortably hold. Yokomichi was in the last group and seemed in no hurry to leave. Now, she was hanging onto an acceleration strap like some kind of vid queen. Okay, I exaggerate, but she was holding it in a way that stretched her out nicely and revealed that she’d been putting a lot more than minimum effort into keeping in shape, at least if you like abs.


  I spent a couple of milliseconds processing all that before realizing Floyd was waiting for the next line. When did they start making shipsuits so tight, anyway?


  “Tell her we—you—got the idea when . . . you . . . were worrying about one of those capsules splatting into Naiad. Not that that was likely—about like hitting a needle in a haystack with a BB gun.”


  Crud, that was a rather scrambled simile: not the best way to impress Dr. Brilliant Beautiful. Or did I even want him to impress her? I tried shifting to crisis mode to figure it out, but it didn’t work. The subconscious, apparently, won’t work that way.


  Meanwhile Floyd was stumbling around about haystacks and BBs. But instead of thinking it dumb, she laughed. “The best ideas always come at you from nowhere, don’t they?”


  “Ur, yeah. I guess. Sometimes.” Floyd was still staring, though trying to pretend otherwise.


  Damn. This was playing out like a slow-motion nightmare. Almost like losing John to the landslide, only here I didn’t even understand the forces at work. And how could I compare this to that, anyway? John died. Floyd was just . . . hypnotized.


  I had no choice but to keep feeding him lines. “But that got me thinking about the alien fleet,” I said.


  Damn again. Somehow, I’d trapped myself into playing Cyrano—only, unlike Cyrano, what I wanted was for her to go away. Or at least put on some real clothes. A burkha would be nice. An academic robe would do.


  No wonder Floyd likes to swear. I think it’s one of those body things; it must be the resonance of the words, spoken aloud, that gives them impact. Thinking them to yourself just isn’t the same.


  I forced my attention back to the aliens. “This is going to take a bit of explaining.”


  Okay, Floyd subvocalized. Then to Yokomichi. “Just a moment.” He turned away and pretended to fiddle with GnuShip’s controls. CliffsNotes version, he said.


  “Fine.” I spent a few milliseconds looking for the best way to summarize what really had been a rather technical paper. “If we’re right, the alien fleet had this big force-field thing in front of it. Triton was probably out in the Kuiper Belt, but Kuiper Belt objects have moons, so I wondered if an alien ship might have hit one on the way in. Or maybe the force field somehow dragged it into it. That might even be what messed up the whole landing.


  “Anyway, fragments of the moon could have stayed with Triton, all the way to Neptune. So I compared the isotope ratios from the geyser dust with those from the mining rubble on Naiad. When they matched, that pretty much nailed it.”


  So the miners have been digging up a crashed alien spaceship?


  “More likely a cargo ship that lost its stasis-field. That would have melted everything, including the hull. I’m betting it was one of those things we think might have been a huge ore pod.”


  Not “we think,” he subvocalized. You think. But he’d already finished his non-controlling of GnuShip and was turning back to Yokomichi, passing on a not-bad synopsis of what I’d said. When he wants, he can be a lot brighter than he lets on.


  He was again staring at her. She caught him at it, then pretended not to notice. She pushed a strand of hair behind an ear, then swept more from her eyes. We were under about .02 gee—pretty much the max GnuShip can do with a canister that large, and her hair billowed when she moved. In low gee, most women cut their hair short, but she hadn’t. I wondered how she kept it combed, then wondered why I cared. There’s probably a whole school of low-gee beauty tricks for those who want them.


  She smiled, and for a moment, it seemed as though her eyes were looking right through Floyd into me. Did she know I existed? Did I even matter to her?


  “I hear you’re quite the adventurer,” she said. More ambiguity. She was speaking to Floyd, but she’d apparently read up on more than his journal articles. Most of the press reports about Titan, though, had just called me an “AI implant,” with the emphasis on artificial.


  Whatever she knew, she’d apparently not figured out I was Floyd’s coauthor. Or maybe she really didn’t care. Elephants and couches, that’s what the psychs call it when you ignore the obvious. Or maybe it was elephants on couches. It was an old reference and might have gotten scrambled. I wondered which I was, the elephant or the couch. Either way, Yokomichi and Floyd both decided to ignore me.


  “What about you?” he asked. “This isn’t exactly Waikiki.”


  She laughed again. “No. My father was a glaciologist. I grew up in Antarctica and Tibet.” She pushed at another strand of hair, though I couldn’t see how it needed it.


  Floyd gave up any pretense of not watching her every move. “Sounds exciting . . .”


  Triple damn. Giving him credit for all the best discoveries might not have been such a good idea.


  Naiad Base—or I suppose I should get in the habit of calling it Neptune Prime—was barely recognizable.


  An annum ago, it had been a scattering of habs arrayed around the central lounge: more like a smashed starfish than deliberate architecture. Now, even from space, it was obviously in the process of growing from a village to . . . if not a city, then at least a small town. New construction filled the spaces, and piles of rubble spoke of greater expansion underground.


  Yokomichi had been spending a lot of time on GnuShip, borrowing Floyd’s exercise equipment, even though the canister had equally good facilities of its own. When she wasn’t sweating, she talked science. I’d have loved it, but she was talking to Floyd and I kept having to fill him in on details of articles that bore his name. He’d gotten really good at translating what I said into Floyd-speech in a passable semblance of real time. “Kind of like rubbing your head and patting your stomach,” he said when we were alone. “Once you get the hang of it, it’s not that bad.”


  Now, Yokomichi was back on GnuShip, again holding her favorite acceleration strap as Floyd settled ship and canister to the ground at a ridiculously gentle vee.


  “Nice,” she said, as if it would somehow have been less nice if we’d hit at two centimeters per second rather than one.


  “We aim to serve,” Floyd said.


  Oh, please . . .


  Inside, the changes were even more extensive. Corridors led everywhere, some finished, most not. The miners had been busy bees—or maybe ants—but only the rough construction could be done with local supplies. Much of the finish work awaited the endless train of canisters working their way out from in-system, and things wouldn’t really speed up until a couple more tugs arrived, sometime next annum.


  One of the few completed constructs was a rotating cylinder buried beneath the lounge where John and Floyd had sipped beer and dreamt of space bicycles. Fifteen meters in diameter and sixty in length, it was big enough to serve as rec room, social center, and assembly hall for a sizeable fraction of the base’s eventual population.


  Circling the central hub was a big steel tube: a hollow ring, the better part of a klick long, with airlock-style hatches spaced along its exterior.


  “What on Earth is that?” Yokomichi asked as she and Floyd explored the curving passageway that followed it.


  “Damned it I know.” Floyd peered through a porthole-sized window. “It looks like a particle accelerator crossed with sewer pipe.”


  It was dim inside, but with a bit of image enhancement, I could see a smooth interior, about three meters in diameter. The walls had panels that looked like light strips and there were white stripes along the top, sides, and bottom. “I think it’s a swimming ring,” I said.


  What’s that? Floyd subvocalized.


  “Kind of like a swimming pool, except for underwater swimming, presumably in a skinsuit.” Swimming is great exercise in mini-gee, but conventional pools don’t work if there isn’t enough gravity to keep waves in the pool. “There’s one on Deimos and I think they’re building one at Jupiter.”


  Sounds like fun but it must take a huge power plant to keep the water warm.


  “Not really. It just stays at hab temp. The only reason they’re uncommon is that you need a lot of water.” And enough population to make them worth building. “The doors are airlocks. Or I guess you’d call them water-locks. They’re how you get in without letting the water out.”


  Floyd was walking again, or more precisely, walking/pulling himself along with handholds. Inside a hab, trekking poles are frowned on. It’s huge.


  “Yeah. There’s room for a lot of people, so long as they’re all going the same direction.” The pipe suddenly ended. “When they finish it.”


  Floyd started to say something else, but Yokomichi interrupted. “You’re talking to your implant, aren’t you?”


  He hesitated. “Yeah.”


  “So what’s it like? To have an implant?”


  Floyd’s gaze shifted back to the pipe. “Interesting,” he eventually managed. He looked back at Yokomichi. “Don’t a lot of folks back on Earth have them?”


  “Not really. A few years back, they were status symbols. But the new web links are nearly as good”—she cocked her head so we could see a tiny scrap of plastic in her ear—”and a lot cheaper, since they don’t need all the onboard electronics. How did you get one, anyway? They must cost three, maybe four million.”


  “Poker game.”


  “Wow, the other guy must have been crazy, or far too sure of himself.”


  Floyd shrugged. “I had a good hand.”


  When Floyd and I had last been on Naiad, there had been twenty-three miners. Now there were twenty-three miners and fourteen scientists. Not to mention us. Obviously, it was time to baptize the new rec center with a party.


  The main entrance was via an elevator at one end, in which Coriolis force threw passengers strongly against one side. Floyd called it a truly stomach-churning experience but Yokomichi laughed. “You’ll get used to it.” Of course she’d just lived an annum on a canister that had spent a good part of its cruise unfolded like a giant pinwheel, spun-up for gravity. Other than Floyd’s treadring, nothing on GnuShip rotated. And there’s no Coriolis on a treadring.


  The force that had thrown Floyd against the wall had also pressed Yokomichi against him, and neither seemed to mind that she wasn’t in any particular hurry moving away. It was going to be a long evening.


  The cylinder’s rotation produced roughly lunar gravity—enough that beer didn’t have to be sipped from a bulb, though nobody had gotten around yet to making glasses, so bulbs it was. John would have been amused.


  The décor was likewise unfinished, though what there was of it was well done. Overhead, wires ran slightly off-axis, with dangly decorations to screen the view above, for those who didn’t like the idea of looking at upside-down people. The far end of the cylinder was occupied by a giant vidscreen showing Neptune with a chunk of Naiad in the foreground. From our angle, it was right-side-up, but from elsewhere, the perspective would be different. I wondered how long it would take planet-raised scientists to be comfortable viewing it from random angles.


  Mingle was the order of business for the first hour. Then the music started. Soon people were drifting to an open area beneath the giant view of Neptune, now a waning crescent. Webbers often describe the Outer System as a haven for alternative lifestyles, but the pairings I counted were statistically indistinguishable from in-system averages—though of course it was a small sample.


  Within minutes, half the group was dancing. For quite a while, Floyd watched. Then Yokomichi leaned close. “Shall we?”


  “Uhh,” Floyd said, “I’m kind of rusty.”


  “You’ll do fine.”


  This wasn’t the Floyd I knew. The Floyd I knew would have preferred the old lounge that he, John, and I rarely shared with more than a couple others. He would have rebelled when Yokomichi even suggested going to a party with more people than he’d seen at one time in all the annums I’d known him. I could never have talked him into it.


  “You know,” I blurted, “in three annums there’s going to be more than a thousand people out here.”


  Uhm, he said. Then to Yokomichi, “More than a bit rusty, actually.”


  “In five annums it’ll be two or three thousand.”


  Uhm. “I never really was into this, even back on Earth.”


  She smiled. “This isn’t Earth.”


  The music started boisterous, in a mix of styles. But as Neptune’s crescent shrank toward eclipse, it grew more subdued.


  In addition to Neptune-watching, one other thing people on Naiad never tired of was picking out in-system planets from the backdrop of stars. It isn’t easy. Even Jupiter and Saturn are ho-hum flecks of light, and nothing else is visible to the human eye without image enhancement.


  Now, as the music slowed, someone had programmed the screen to enhance the inner planets. Mars was a red dot—Earth blue, with Luna a bright speck beside it. Venus and Mercury would be on screen somewhere, but nobody cared enough to bother highlighting them.


  Then, as we dipped into Neptune’s shadow, with Earth still visible above its limb, the music shifted again. It was still a dance tune, but a slower one, similar to those whose roots I had explored two annums ago as Floyd danced with the gentle gravity of Iapetus, pole-running among its massive cliffs and ridges. It might have been our finest moment together, a memory I’d saved in millisecond detail.


  Then, I had written my own music, but it had been spawned from the same tradition. This tune had started in the green hills of northern Europe, migrated to American Appalachia, and then to space, always changing but always the same, speaking to the hearts of those who turned their backs on distant homes to cross wine-dark seas, whether of water, forest, or ether. It spoke of going and leaving and not being sure where one ended and the other began, and now it had come to Naiad. The in-system psyches probably wouldn’t like people reminding themselves in this manner of all they had left behind, but humans have always written such songs wherever they went. They look back. And then they go on. This wasn’t explorers’ music. These were colonists’ songs.


  When I’d written my own music, it too had been filled with yearning. Now, as the eclipse passed and Neptune’s crescent began rebuilding, the music picked up tempo again but the yearning remained. And what, I wondered, was I yearning for?


  When we left Saturn, I would never have let Floyd bring me all the way out here if we hadn’t been rich enough to get back. He’s the type who could easily go native, but I’d figured I’d eventually want something more. But that was before I’d found the aliens. Before civilization started coming to us and for the first time, Floyd wasn’t threatening to flee.


  As the music carried us around the dance floor, I thought again of the old lounge, where chairs needed seatbelts and nobody dreamed of dancing. If aliens were to find both places a billion years from now, I wondered if they would ever figure out their similarities—and what, if they did, they would make of the differences.


  Yokomichi was definitely a better dancer than Floyd, graceful, smiling, sometimes taking his arm and leaning close to speak in his ear. The words were a mix of things I could have told him and things I couldn’t: “Melinda Gibsdon and Hans Lornovitch over there hooked up before we were even a week out. She’s from Macquarie University and has the coolest Tazzie accent when she lets her hair down.” That type of thing. Floyd didn’t say much, other than apologizing when he lurched and pulled her off balance with him.


  The reference to Gibsdon and Lornovitch made me realize Yokomichi might be with us quite a while. I’d been so busy resisting the idea I’d never really given her a chance. There was a word for that and I wasn’t proud of it. Time to cut it out.


  I pulled up a few favorite vids and tried to focus on them. Mostly though, I watched the other dancers, trying to feel not just the music, but what it is that makes humans dance.


  6. Floyd


  I hadn’t touched a woman since . . . well, that part of my life is gone and I’d rather not think about it. There’d been a couple of minor episodes on Io, but they were why I’d pretty much given up drinking.


  I wasn’t sure what to make of Krestin. Simply looking at her brought out the insecure adolescent that must live at every male’s core.


  —She’s out of your league . . . Too good for you . . . Too classy; too secure.


  And yet, she’d grown up with the same things I had. Or at least her versions of them. I wondered if she too had read Jack London.


  —You’re just too weird for a serious relationship. Nobody who truly knows you can ever love you.


  Hear that enough times and you believe it.


  —You love your stupid deserts more than me.


  No defense against that one.


  Nobody comes to the dark edge of the Solar System unless they’re overwhelmingly ambitious, running from something, or very, very comfortable alone. I wondered which was Krestin. Did she really like me? Or was it just because Brittney had deluded her into thinking I was a great scientist?


  She’d never asked about my coauthor. What did that mean? Maybe she’d figured it out. She was a xenologist, after all, and Brittney was the closest thing to a living alien in the Outer System. Maybe I was just a research project: the man who lived with an alien.


  The women of Io had merely wanted my money. The one of Earth had wanted to domesticate me. Housebreak had been her term. I’d conformed, then rebelled—then, when I’d finally come into my inheritance, spent it all on a tug and headed Out.


  Krestin nuzzled my cheek. “A penny for your thoughts.”


  The music had paused and we were standing close to the big screen. Close enough that it felt like I could reach into it and pick rocks from Naiad’s surface.


  “Do you know that any halfway decent baseball pitcher could throw a ball all the way off this moon?”


  She laughed. “Well, that rules me out.”


  For some reason, that made me think of Pilkin and his space bicycle. “I guess it makes me realize how tenuous everything is out here. We’re barely held to the ground; one moment everything’s fine. The next, we’re adrift.”


  Amen, a different voice whispered in my ear.


  “What makes you think it’s all that different on Earth?” Krestin asked.


  The music was starting again. “It isn’t.” That I knew for sure. “I think that’s the point.” Then we were dancing again, a Tycho bob, ideal for this gravity, only the damn Coriolis kept making me veer right, then left, then right again, until I over-corrected and it became left, right, left.


  “Damn,” I said. “Once upon a time I could actually do this one.”


  Then suddenly, I was doing it. Perfectly. Like I’d been born dancing on this damned oversized gerbil wheel.


  “Wow,” Krestin said, “I think you’ve got it. Once they spun up the canister, it took me three whole weeks to quit grabbing at things like a kid on a merry-go-round.”


  Only I’d not gotten anything. It had just suddenly happened. It was still happening, even though I was no longer trying.


  Anger isn’t an emotion I do well. That’s what the shrink forced on me after my parents’ death always said. Repress and isolate. Those were his favorite words for describing what I did in the desert. Of course he was a web weenie who probably viewed net surfing as exercise.


  Now, though, I felt true anger, undiluted by guilt or depression. Brittney must have sensed it because suddenly I was no longer dancing, perfectly or otherwise. The change-up caught Krestin by surprise and we nearly went down in a tangle. She laughed, then stilled. “Are you okay?”


  “Yes. No.” I’d been wrong before when I thought I knew what a marionette feels like. This was a violation of everything I had ever truly been. “Just a bit dizzy.” Which was true enough, if not in the way Krestin would imagine.


  Brittney had finally found her voice, but it was tiny, almost as though coming down a long tunnel. “Oh my gosh. I’m so sorry. I don’t know what came over me—”


  Too much happening at once. I couldn’t deal with Brittney without explaining to Krestin, and I wasn’t about to do that. But I didn’t have to do it all at once.


  Brittney, I said, bug—


  7. Brittney


  —off.


  I woke in what must have been Yokomichi’s cabin. At least, she was there, curled in the sleeping harness, black hair spilling across bronzed shoulders. Floyd wasn’t looking her direction, but I could see her through the comscreen monitor, which I’d hacked the moment I woke up. My own camera was somewhere dark and useless.


  “What the hell were you doing?” Floyd asked. “Don’t tell me it wasn’t you. You were running me like some kind of puppet.”


  I’d been in crisis mode from the moment I woke up, but still, I hesitated. “I was trying to help,” I said eventually.


  That was only part of it, but it was the part he’d understand. Ever since the avalanche, everything I’d done had been wrong. I’d failed to save John. I’d gone all guilty and withdrawn on Floyd, when John was his friend, too. Exploring had brought back some of the good old times, but then we’d found the aliens and I hadn’t even consulted him before publishing. Oh sure, I’d ensured his name would go down with Copernicus, Newton, Einstein, and Dominguez, but that was my dream.


  Then, when the scientists got here and he didn’t show signs of fleeing to Pluto or Sedna or somewhere else it would take annums to get to, I’d wanted to torpedo the relationship that was offering to hold him. Not that I had any interest in going to Sedna. I just didn’t want to share him. Or maybe I just didn’t want things to change, even though I was the one who’d set most of the changes in motion.


  But worst of all, when I finally realized what I’d been doing, I tried to make up for it. Here, Floyd, I’ll help you dance against the Coriolis. Yokomichi will like you, and I’ll learn to like her and we’ll all be happy together. How could I be so stupid?


  Floyd was silent for several thousand milliseconds. “I was just trying to help,” I repeated. Though atone was more like it. I’d made a hash of that, too.


  “How many other times have you helped? And how the hell did you do it?”


  I told him about the rehab. “Other than that, only once. You wouldn’t have gotten away from the avalanche on your own.” At least, that time I was also saving myself.


  “Don’t forget the Ph.D. I didn’t want and all those journal articles.” His voice was hard. “If I want your help, I’ll ask for it. Do you understand?”


  Every now and then I find that the body-thing might have advantages. At the moment, I wished I knew what it was like to cry. “Yes.” The last person who’d said those words had died.


  There was an “Urrrm” from the sleeping harness and Yokomichi gave one of those stretches I thought only occurred in vids. “Floyd?”


  “Just a moment.” Floyd pretended to be doodling with the lightscreen. “We’ll finish this later.”


  “Fine.” I needed to think, anyway. “Meanwhile, do not ever—”


  But he wasn’t listening and I knew the next three words before he even began to subvocalize them.


  He let a whole day go by before deciding to wake me. I know because this time I wasn’t actually asleep.


  Examining my code is normally a useless form of self-analysis. But a hidden off-switch? That was something I most emphatically didn’t want and now I knew the magic words, getting rid of it was trivial.


  There’s one thing about anger. It beats the heck out of self-pity. Screw you, Floyd, I thought about saying in his ear at some delicate moment. I’m watching and taking notes.


  Okay, maybe I’d been wrong about swearing. Fantasizing saying it is at least a bit more satisfactory than simply thinking it.


  If he’d just asked and kept the downtime reasonable, I could have disabled my auditory and visual inputs. No big deal as long as I’ve got access to the web. Even now, I wasn’t really watching. At least, I wouldn’t call it watching if you scrub the memory as soon as you’re sure nothing you need to know about, like a meteor strike, is also happening.


  Not that I’d asked him if he’d wanted dance lessons. And during the avalanche there hadn’t been time to get permission. But then I’d kept it secret, afterward. Just like he’d done with that creepy off switch, ever since I’d gone sentient. For three whole annums!


  Okay, anger’s not a thing that goes away as quickly as wishing you could cry.


  It’s also a thing that encourages you to create all kinds of vid-like scenarios of what would happen when he eventually decided to “wake” me.


  —Screw you, Floyd. That’s how the nasty ones started. I want out.


  —So it’s her or you. His voice would be flat.


  —No. When it came down to it, I hardly knew Yokomichi. It’s me or me.


  But a day is a lot of milliseconds.


  There wasn’t much to do but sift the web. When it comes to insights into what it’s like to be alive, especially when you’ve messed up, the Bible and Shakespeare are top of the heap, and somewhere along the line I came across a piece of the Bible I’d not paid much attention to before. It was part of a book called James (who had nothing to do the king of the same name) and compares the tongue to a spark in a forest. The wrong words, it says, can set a fire that can never be expunged. Not a unique insight: it’s the same reasoning that often leads me to run sims before deciding what to say. But it’s not just what you say that can be impossible to unsay. It’s what you do . . . and sometimes what you don’t say. Time to chalk up a couple more years on the age meter. Rough ones. Ones I’d redo if I could.


  The Bible is all about forgiveness. But it’s also about purpose. Forgiveness said that even if forest fires don’t easily unburn, Floyd and I could find a way to start over. But if there was also purpose . . . By the time Floyd officially woke me, I was no longer angry. But I also knew what I needed to do.


  Six weeks later, I was wired into an aging skimmer, waiting to be shoved off by John’s catapult and fired from his e-rail. Floyd, at my suggestion, had assured his hero status among the scientists by volunteering his implant as an upgrade to the skimmer’s autopilot to ensure the safe transit of the first batch of alien artifacts being shipped to in-system labs. He’d startled them even further by turning down Geneva’s offer of a replacement.


  Our last private conversation had occurred in the surgery, where a cheery young medic was assuring Floyd the process of removing my chips was completely trivial. “It’s not really much worse than a biopsy. It’s amazing they can put that much power in something so tiny.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said, thinking back not only on recent weeks, but months. “I lost focus there for a while.”


  Floyd pulled his eyes from the medic’s instruments. We’d had parts of this conversation before, but never the full thing. Yeah.


  “John’s death . . .”


  Yes?


  “It made me afraid. Not of dying, but of things disappearing around me.” I’d tried to hang on, then caught myself and overcompensated. Or something like that. Krestin’s team would probably figure out the aliens before I figured out myself. “But ultimately I was always going to have to go In.”


  If there was purpose transcending my screw-ups, that had been it: forcing me to this decision. And if there wasn’t purpose? Well, there was still that hell of a random chance that had created me.


  I kind of figured that, Floyd replied. I can’t.


  I’d figured that, too. “It’s not your fault. It’s just that the time has come.”


  He looked around, as though seeking inspiration in the standard-issue hab that served as the surgery. Back isn’t a direction I can go.


  “Nor me,” I said, thinking of my newly acquired age. “But for me, going in-system isn’t going back.”


  Sure, I’d been created on Earth, but whatever I’d been then, I’d not been me. And there were secrets there, every bit as deep as the ones Floyd and I had been keeping from each other. My origins. Rumors of more of my kind. A world at the heart of everything, from which everyone I’d ever known had fled. Maybe this too was fire. Not of the spark-and-forest type, but moth-and-candle. I wouldn’t know until I went.


  Be safe.


  “You too.”


  I’ll miss you.


  “Even the bad parts?”


  He mumbled something, but his voice was already blurring under the anesthesia and I missed it.


  The catapult did its thing and the skimmer dropped onto the track. There was a long silence, then, just before I fell into the maw of the e-rail, Floyd’s voice came over the radio. “Bon voyage.”


  VAINGLORY


  Alastair Reynolds


  OFFICIALLY IT’S RUACH City, but everyone calls it Stilt Town. I’ve never liked the place. The amount of time I’ve spent there, it really ought to feel like home. But Stilt Town never stays still long enough to get familiar. Raised above Triton’s cryovolcanic crust on countless thermally-insulating legs, it’s a quilt of independent domed-over platforms, connected by bridges and ramps but subject to frequent and bewildering rearrangements. It’s like a puzzle I’m not meant to solve.


  Still. A drink, a bar, a half-way decent view. There are worst places.


  “Loti Hung?”


  I turn from the window. I don’t recognise the woman who’s just addressed me, but my first thought, strangely, is that she must be Authority. It’s not that she’s wearing a uniform, or looks like any Authority official I’ve ever dealt with. But it’s something in the eyes, tired and pink-tinged as they are. A calm and lucid watchfulness, as if she’s used to studying faces and reactions, taking nothing at face value.


  “Can I help you?”


  “You’re the artist? The rock sculptor?”


  Since I’m sitting in the Cutter and the Torch, surrounded by images of rock art and with my own portfolio still open before me, it’s not a massive deductive leap. But she knows my name, and that’s worrying. I’m nowhere near famous enough for that.


  I tell myself that she can’t be Authority. I’ve done nothing to merit their attention. Cut some corners, maybe. Bent a few rules. But nothing they’d consider worth their time.


  “You haven’t told me your name.”


  “Ingvar,” she says. “Vanya Ingvar.” And she conjures up a floating accreditation sigil and it all falls into place.


  Vanya Ingvar. Licensed investigator. Not a cop, not Authority, but a private dick.


  So my instincts weren’t totally off-beam.


  “What do you want?”


  Her hair is short and gingery and squashed into greasy curls, as if she’s just removed a tight-fitting vacuum helmet. She runs a hand over her scalp, to no avail. “While your ship was in repair dock, I paid someone to run a deep-level query on its navigation core. I wanted to know where you were at a particular time.”


  I almost spill my drink. “That’s totally fucking illegal!”


  She shrugs. “And totally fucking unprovable.”


  I decide I may as well humour this woman for a few more seconds. “So what were you after?”


  “This and that. Mainly, a link to the Naiad impactor.”


  I blink. I’m expecting to hear that she’s tied me to some civil infringement not covered by any statute of limitations. Failure to follow proper approach and docking procedure, that kind of thing. But when she mentions the Naiad impactor, I know she’s got the wrong woman. Some mix-up of names or ship registrations or something. And for a moment I’m almost, almost, sorry for her. She’s rude and she’s had someone snoop around Moonlighter without my permission. That pisses me off. But she looks as if she could use a break.


  “I’m sorry to break it to you, Ingvar. I was nowhere near Naiad when it happened. Matter of fact, I remember watching it on the newsfeeds from a bar in Huygens City, Titan. That’s the other side of the system. Whoever dug into my nav core didn’t know what they were doing.”


  “I’m not talking about your whereabouts at the time of the collision. That was twenty-five years ago. My interest is in where you were twenty-seven years before that. Fifty-two years ago, at the time the impactor’s course was adjusted, to place it on a collision vector for Naiad.” Then she pauses, and delivers her coup de grace, the thing that tells me she’s not just making this up. “According to my investigations, it wasn’t long after you’d met Skanda Abrud.”


  It’s a name I’ve tried hard not to think about for over half a century. And managed, most of the time. Except for that one occasion when a bright new star shone in Fornax and Skanda forced himself back into my consciousness.


  Now it hurts to say his name.


  “What do you know about Skanda?”


  “I know that he paid you to cut a rock. I also know that when the Naiad impactor hit, one hundred and fifty-two innocent people died. The rest . . . I think I’d like to hear it from you.”


  I shake my head. “Nobody died on Naiad. Nobody lived there.”


  “That,” Ingvar says, “is only what they want you to think.”


  “They?”


  “Authority. It was their screw-up that allowed those settlers to build their camp on that little moon in the first place. Claim-jumpers. They should have been moved on years earlier.”


  She suggests we leave the Cutter and the Torch, because she doesn’t want anyone listening in on our conversation. At this point, there are a number of possibilities open to me. I could tell her to fuck off. She hasn’t arrested me, doesn’t even have powers of arrest. She hasn’t even threatened to turn me over to Authority, and what good would it do her if she did? I’ve done nothing wrong. I am Loti Hung; I am eighty years old, a middlingly successful rock cutter. That’s all.


  But she’s right about Skanda, and it did happen when she said. And that worries me. I tell myself that nothing bad can happen in Stilt Town. And besides, I want to hear what she has to say.


  So we exit, into the domed-over night. Ingvar walks stiffly, with a lopsided gait. It’s hard to tell, but I doubt that she’s any younger than me. Both of us wear heavy coats and boots, but Triton’s cold still insinuates itself up the stilts, through the city’s floor, into our ancient bones.


  And I tell her about the day I met Skanda Abrud.


  IT WAS HERE, under Neptune. I’d come out to Triton chasing a possible client. Early in my rock-carving days, but not so early that I wasn’t building a small but respectable reputation. Neptune was further out than I’d ever been before, but I figured it was worth the time and the cost.


  I’d been wrong. An upstart rival had undercut my offer and stolen the prospective customer. Moonlighter, meanwhile, needed fuel and repairs. While bots swarmed over the ship, and my bank account trickled down to single digits, I shuttled to Triton to drown my sorrows. That was when I ended up in the Delta Vee Hotel.


  I’ve not been there since; too many ghosts. Like the Cutter and the Torch is now, the place was a popular hang-out with artists and their sponsors. The walls, floor and tables were covered with images and solid projections of work both good and gaudy: asteroids and iceteroids, boulders and rocks, transformed into pieces of art, from the geometric abstracts of Motl and Petit to the hyper-realistic portraiture of Dvali and Maestlin. I knew some of these people; had even worked with some of them back when they trimmed payloads for the big combines.


  My star was on the rise, modestly, but even then I sensed that the bubble couldn’t last. Too much money was changing hands. On my way in, I’d passed Ozymandis, a kilometre-sized rock put into Triton orbit. It was the work of Yinning and Tarabulus, the latest hot properties. I didn’t think much of it. It was a face, shattered and time-worn, with great clefts in the cheeks and deep black craters for eyeholes. Everyone went mad for it, but all I saw was various superficial gimmicks used to conceal a profound absence of technique.


  Yinning and Tarabulus hadn’t come up through the combines; they’d never worked with rock and ice in any other context. Lacking that core of experience, they had to make their work look damaged and ancient, because that was the only way to disguise their screw-ups. They worked against the rock, not with it: couldn’t see the weaknesses in the stone, the planes of failure.


  Fucking amateurs.


  I vowed that if anyone was ever crazy enough to let me loose on a piece of rock that big, I’d cut it perfectly. And I knew I could.


  What I didn’t expect was that I was about to get the chance.


  “Beautiful, isn’t it?”


  He – whoever he was – meant Neptune. I’d been staring into its face, locked overhead like a vast ceiling ornament. The giant’s purple-blue gloom had turned out to be a perfect match for my funk.


  “If you say so.”


  “I mean it. Look at it, Loti. Barely a ring system worth mentioning, no metastable storms in the atmosphere. Winds, yes. Transient features. But nothing that lasts. Triton’s the only moon of any consequence; the rest are snowballs. Yet it has its own understated magnificence. An undemonstrative grandeur.”


  I still had no idea who was talking, and by that point in the evening even less interest. But when I turned around I found my interest notching up slightly. He was elegant, well-dressed, exceedingly handsome – and definitely not someone I’d seen in the Delta Vee Hotel until now.


  “Do I know you?”


  “Not yet. But I’m hoping we can get to know each other. Work together, I mean. My name is Skanda Abrud. I have a proposition, a proposal for a commission. Are you interested?”


  “That’ll depend on the pay and the duration.”


  He smiled tightly. “I’d have thought you’d have jumped at work. As it happens, the pay will be excellent – at least twenty times what you’ve ever received before, if my suspicions are correct. I’ve also selected my own rock. It’s on a high inclination orbit, but easily reachable. Would you like to see it?”


  This was all too good to be true. I’d been stitched up before, led to think I was on the verge of a life-changing commission.


  “If you feel you must.”


  He made precise right angles of his thumbs and forefingers to frame an image. The space between his hands darkened, clotted with blackness and a near-black lump. The lump was contoured with dim sunlight on one side, picking out craters and ridges in purple-browns. He pulled his hands apart to swell the image. “It’s large, about a kilometre across, but easily within your capabilities. Do you think you could do this for me?”


  I studied the rock, studied his face. I imagined his head fitting inside the rock, waiting to be revealed like a mask in a mould. This, after all, was what most of my clients wanted. Their own face, tumbling around the Sun for the rest of eternity.


  “I’d need to run some scans,” I hedged. “But if there are no nasty surprises, I can probably make you fit.”


  This seemed to throw him. “No. It’s not me that you’d be doing. Good grief, no. Can you imagine the absolute vanity of that?”


  “So who else do you want?” Already I was thinking loved one, lover, heroic ancestor: the usual self-aggrandizing bullshit.


  “That’s easy.” He made another image. It was a male face, that of a young man. Classically proportioned. I guess I’d have recognised it, if my education hadn’t been so patchy.


  “I don’t know it.”


  “You should. What I want, Loti, is for you to carve me the head of Michelangelo’s David.”


  INGVAR HAS LED me to the public ice-rink on the western cusp of Stilt-Town. It’s perverse, really. Massive layers of insulation buttress the city from the surface of Triton, and now they go to all this trouble to create another little square of frozen ground over the city’s floor. Granted, it’s not cryo-cold, it doesn’t need to be, but I still feel an extra bite to the air. Our breath jets out in comet tails. Ingvar keeps stomping her feet and flapping her arms.


  “You had another career once,” she says. “You weren’t always an artist.”


  “Since you seem to know all about me . . . what’s the point of this talk, Ingvar? Seeing as there’s nothing to stop me walking away right now.”


  “Be my guest. But you know I know something. Those people really died, Loti; I didn’t just make them up. They were claim-jumpers. Not only shouldn’t they have been there, but Authority screwed up in not protecting them when the impactor came in. It’s true there wasn’t much warning, and the planetary defences were not at maximum readiness. They sent ships at the last minute, tried to deflect the impactor . . .” Ingvar shakes her head. “Didn’t work; not enough time. But the point is I can tie you to the impactor, and show that it was no accident that it hit Naiad. Skanda meant it to happen. And that makes it a crime, not some random accident of celestial mechanics. And also makes you an accomplice.”


  “Fine. Prepare a dossier for Authority. I’m sure they’ll be thrilled to hear from you.”


  “I could do just that. May well do so, in fact.” From across the square, on the other side of the ice-rink, an amateur band is rehearsing on the platform of a white pavilion. Their frostbitten fingers strike a series of duff notes. Ingvar raises her voice over the brassy discord. “Did you like your old line of work?”


  “It paid.”


  In fact it was good work, and I was better than good work. I used to shape ice for the bulk carriers. Take a splinter of comet a couple of kilometres across, chisel it with lasers and plasma and variable yield shaped charges until it had exactly the right profile, the right symmetry and centre of gravity, to be converted into a one-shot payload.


  Handing over a chunk of ice that I’d trimmed, watching as the pusher engines were fixed on at one end, a spiderlike control nexus at the other, witnessing the start of its long, long cruise to the hungry economies of the inner system, there was some satisfaction in that.


  “But then everything changed,” Ingvar said. “Not overnight, obviously, but harder and faster than you’d been expecting. New technologies, new ways of doing things. Decided by people who didn’t know you, didn’t care about you. Men like Skanda Abrud.”


  “I moved with the times.”


  The skaters execute lazy ellipses on the ice. Most of them aren’t very good, but on Triton even the clumsiest achieve a measure of elegance. It occurs to me that I’ve never come to the rink when there are skaters out. A girl launches herself into the air, tucks her arms and executes maybe twenty rotations before her skates touch ice again.


  Sometimes, high above the ecliptic, I’d turn Moonlighter’s main dish away from the system’s hum and bustle and tune in to the cosmic microwave background. The hiss of creation. That’s what the skaters sound like: an endless and spiralling cosmic hiss.


  Above the quadrangle, Neptune surveys proceedings with serene indifference. I’d sooner forget about Neptune and Naiad. But it’s not easy with that hanging overhead.


  “You just took to art? It was that easy?” Ingvar asks.


  I wonder why she cares. “That or starve. I guess I did all right. Made a living.” I watch an excursion craft slide across the bisected face of Neptune, lit up like a neon fish. “Was making a living, until you interrupted me.”


  “But you’ve had your share of disappointments. Dreams and ambitions that didn’t work out.” The way she says this, I can’t help but wonder if she isn’t, on some level, alluding to the private trajectory of her own career. Licensed investigator: hardly the most glamorous or remunerative profession in the system. Maybe Ingvar had higher hopes than that, a long time ago.


  Sympathy? Not exactly. But a flicker of recognition, nonetheless.


  “We all make the best of things,” I say. “Or try to.”


  “It’s not a bad life, is it? I mean, look at us. We’re on Triton, under Neptune. Watching ice-skating.” Ingvar shivers in her coat. “It’s cold, but we can get warm if want to. There’s food and company when we need it. And it’s like that everywhere. Lovely things to see, places to explore, people to meet. Hundreds of worlds, thousands of towns and cities. Why would anyone not find that enough? Why would anyone want more from life than the system can give them?”


  I can see where this is leading.


  “You mean, why would anyone ever want to leave?”


  “I just don’t understand. But I’ve been there. I’ve been to Jupiter, seen the skydocks, seen the voidships being built. There’s no end of them, no end of volunteers rich enough to buy a slot. Even after what happened.” Ingvar pumps her feet against the ground. From the white pagoda, the amateur band mangles another passage. “What’s wrong with those people?” she asks, and I can’t tell if she’s complaining about the band, or the voidship sleepers, or both.


  SO I TOOK Skanda out to meet his rock.


  The orbit was high-inclination, the rock a long way from the ecliptic. I’d seen the images, but the first up-close viewing was always special.


  “You like it?” I asked him.


  “It’s good. Better than good. It’ll do, won’t it?”


  “It’ll have to.”


  But it was much better than that. I’d swung Moonlighter around the rock a dozen times, mapping it down to thumbnail precision, and scanning deep into its heart. I’d dropped seismic probes to echo-map its core. None of these readings had given the slightest cause for real concern. I could see David’s head in my mind’s eye, visualise exactly where the first cuts would have to go.


  “I didn’t think it would seem so big,” Skanda said. “It’s one thing to see it as an image, another to be here, to feel the dead pull of all that mass. It’s a mountain, falling through space. Don’t you feel that?”


  “It’s a rock.”


  Skanda pushed a hair from my eyes. “You’ve no romanticism,” he chided gently.


  Honestly, I hadn’t meant it to happen this way. I don’t, as a rule, end up sleeping with my clients. When Skanda insisted on accompanying me out to the rock, I’d hit him with my usual terms and conditions. My ship, my rules. There wasn’t much privacy on Moonlighter, but it would be strictly business all the way out and all the way back home.


  So much for that. In truth, Skanda made it too easy. He was charming, effortlessly easy on the eye and knew exactly what he wanted. It was that last quality that I found most attractive of all.


  He’d already had a certain rock in mind. And he needed to be out here, witnessing. Who was I to quibble?


  Very soon the work was underway.


  Bots did my bidding. They peeled away from Moonlighter in eager droves. Some carried lasers and plasma cutters. Some were tunnelling machines, designed to sink boreholes, down which other bots would pack detonation charges. Meanwhile, as the bots toiled, huge cutting arms unfolded from Moonlighter’s flanks. The arms were tipped with various sampling and cutting instruments. Slaved to my telepresence rig, the bots let me work the rock as if it was clay beneath my fingers. That was the part I liked the best. Dirt under my nails.


  Sculpting like Michelangelo.


  If I’d been prepared to cut corners, the way Yinning and Tarabulus worked, I could have shaped that rock in weeks. But doing it the hard way meant months of patient work. Months of just the two of us, stuck in my ship hundreds of light-minutes from civilisation.


  I loved every second of it.


  Skanda had been as good as his word. He’d paid up front. With the money now in my account, I wouldn’t need to work for years. He’d even picked up the tab on Moonlighter’s repair bill.


  Did I dare wonder where all this wealth was coming from?


  Sort of. But then again I didn’t really care. Obviously, he was rich. But then there were millions of rich people in the system – who else was paying for the voidships?


  When I was working, deep into it, Skanda would retire to Moonlighter’s bridge and conduct long-range business. He didn’t seem to mind whether I listened in or not. Only slowly did I get any kind of inkling into the kind of work he was involved in, and what it meant for me.


  Meanwhile, layer by layer, the face of David unmasked itself. Even as the work progressed, I knew there was never a time when it couldn’t all end in ignominy. The best probes and surveys weren’t infallible, and nor were my tools and methods. The rock was riddled with the usual number of weaknesses, the scars and fractures of ancient collisions. Some of these were obligingly close to the planes and contours where I meant to cut anyway, as if the rock was trying to shed itself of everything that wasn’t the head of David. Others were at treacherous opposition to my plans. A slight misalignment of a shaped charge, a misdirected laser blast, and I could shatter David’s cheek or brow beyond repair.


  Sure, I could fix that kind of damage easily enough. But I’d never stoop so low. That was for hacks like Yinning and Tarabulus. And I doubted Skanda would settle for second best. If he was going to create the head of David, it had to be as flawless as Michelangelo’s original.


  And it would be. Gradually the scalp and face came free. David’s chin and jaw were as yet still entombed in rock; the effect was to give the youth an old man’s beard. That wouldn’t last. I was chipping the beard away in house-sized chunks, a curl at a time. Another month, I reckoned, and then we’d be done with this crude shaping. Three months, perhaps, to bring David to completion. Four or five at the longest.


  And it would be magnificent. No one had done such a thing as this. I imagined some future civilisation stumbling on this painstakingly shaped rock, a million or billion years from now, as it tumbled around the Sun. What would they make of the blank-eyed visage? Would they have the faintest inkling of the eager little creatures who had brought it into being?


  Even with the bots, the work took its toll. Between cutting stints, when I was too tired to supervise the machines, I’d float with Skanda in the observation bubble. We’d be goggled up, our naked bodies intertwined.


  I’d seen my share of the system, but Skanda had been places I’d only dreamed of visiting. I kept telling myself not to worry about the future, just to enjoy the moment, this time we had together. When the rock was done, there’d be nothing to keep Skanda with me. Even with the money in my account, I was just a rock cutter.


  But Skanda made me wonder. With the goggles on, he’d show me things. Industrial flows; streams of processed matter on their way from launcher to customer. “That one,” he’d say, directing my eye to a tagged procession of cargo pellets, shot out from a catapult on some iceteroid. “That’s on its way to Mars. Slower than shipping it bulk, but cheaper in the long run. No engines, no guidance – just celestial mechanics, taking it all the way home.”


  “You own that flow?”


  He’d kiss me, as if to say don’t trouble yourself with such matters. “In a tediously complicated sense, yes.”


  “People like you,” I said, “put people like me out of work.”


  Skanda smiled. My face bulged back in the mirrored globes of his goggles. “But I’m putting you in work now, aren’t I?”


  It wasn’t just industry and economics. Orbits lit up, coloured bands arcing away like the racetracks of the gods. Worlds flowered in the darkness. Not just the major planets, of course, but the minor ones: Ceres, Vesta, Hidalgo, Juno, Adonis, dozens more. In turn, each world had its gaggling court of fellow-travellers. We watched moons, habitats, stations, shuttles and ships. The goggles painted designations, civil registrations and cargo summaries.


  “I’ll take you to Venus Deep,” he said. “Or Ridgeback City on Iapetus. I know a great place there, and the views . . . have you ever seen the skimmers plunge through Jupiter’s spot, or the reef cities under Europa?”


  “I’ve never even been to Europa.”


  “There’s so much to see, Loti. More than one life could ever encompass. When we’re done with this . . . I hope you’ll let me show you more of the system. It would be my privilege.”


  “I’m just a rock cutter from Titan, Skanda.”


  “No,” he said, firmly enough that it was almost a reprimand. “You’re infinitely more than that. You’re a true artist, Loti. And you have a gift that people aren’t going to forget in a hurry. Take my word on that.”


  Stupid thing was, I did.


  BY THE TIME Ingvar steers me to another part of the quadrangle, the band has given up for the night. Most of the skaters have surrendered to the cold. There are only a couple left, perhaps the best of them, orbiting each other like a pair of binary pulsars.


  “They say they aren’t dynamically stable,” Ingvar comments, looking up through the dome. “Something to do with Triton’s influence, I think. The rings of Saturn aren’t stable either, not on timescales of hundreds of millions of years. But they’ll outlast these many times over. I’m not sure how I feel about that.”


  “You should be happy. Something wrong will be put right.”


  “Well, yes. But Naiad was destroyed to make this happen. And those people, too. Given their deaths, I’d rather the end result was a bit more permanent.”


  “It’ll outlast us. That’s probably all that matters.”


  Ingvar’s head bobs in the fur-lined hood of her coat. “Maybe by the time the rings start to dissipate, we’ll have decided we like them enough to want to preserve them. Sure we’d find a way, if we felt it mattered enough.”


  I look at them now. Try to see them through fresh eyes.


  The rings of Neptune.


  They bisect the face of the world like a knife slash, very nearly as magnificent as the rings of Saturn. There always were rings here, I tell myself, but they were little more than smoky threads, all but invisible under most conditions. The ghostly promise of rings yet to come.


  Not so now. The resonant effects of Triton, and its lesser siblings, conspire to divide and subdivide these infant rings into riverine bands. In turn, these concentric bands shimmer with a hundred splendid hues of the most ethereal blue-white or pastel green or jade. There’s a lot of ice and rubble in a moon, even one as small as Naiad, and enough subtle chemistry to provide beguiling variations in reflection and transmission.


  Skanda should have seen this, I think. He’d have known that the rings would be beautiful, a thing of wonder, commanding the awe of the entire system. But he couldn’t have begun to predict their dazzling complexity. The glory of it.


  But then who could?


  “Does it anger you, that he did this to your greatest work?” Ingvar asks. “Let you create the head of David, let you think this would be the thing that made your name, all the while knowing it was going to be destroyed?”


  “I did what I was paid to do. Once my part in it was over, I forgot about David.”


  “Or rather, you forced yourself not to dwell on it. For obvious reasons, in light of what happened. But you always believed it was still out there, didn’t you? Ticking its way round the Sun, waiting to be found. You clung to that.” Ingvar’s tone changes. “Would he have taken credit, do you think? Was that always his intention?”


  “He never said anything about it to me.”


  “But you knew him a little. When the voidship reached the Oort cloud, when he was scheduled to be woken . . . would he have declared himself responsible? Would he have basked in the fame, knowing he was untouchable, beyond the reach of solar law, or would he have preferred to leave the mystery unsolved?”


  “What do you think?” I ask snidely.


  “From what I’ve gathered of his profile,” Ingvar says, resuming her curious lopsided walk, “He doesn’t strike me as the kind to have settled for anonymity.”


  I’VE LIVED A good and full life since the day he left. I still cut rock. I’ve had many lovers, many friends, and I can’t say I’ve been unhappy. But there are days when the pain of his betrayal feels as raw as if it all happened yesterday. We were nearly done with David – just a couple more weeks of finishing-off, and then the head was complete. It already looked magnificent. It was the finest thing I’d ever touched.


  Then Skanda returned from the bridge, where he’d been conducting business dealings. Nothing about his manner suggested anything untoward.


  “I’ve got to go for a little while.”


  “Go?”


  “Back to the main system. Something’s come up. It’s complicated and it would be a lot easier to resolve without hours of timelag.”


  “We’re nearly done. I don’t usually abandon a piece when it’s this near to completion – it’s too hard to get back into the right frame of mind.”


  “You don’t have to abandon anything. My people . . . they’re sending out a ship to get me. In fact, it will be here very shortly. You can stay on station, finish the work.”


  He’d made it seem like some unscheduled crisis, something that had blown up at short notice, but deep down I knew that couldn’t be that case. Not if that little ship of his had already been on its way out here for what must have been days.


  I watched it arrive. It was a tiny thing, a beautiful jewelled toy of a spacecraft, porpoise-sleek and not much larger. “An extravagance,” Skanda said, as the craft docked. “It’s just that sometimes I need to be able to move around very quickly.”


  I bottled my qualms. “You don’t have to apologise for being rich. If you weren’t, you wouldn’t be paying for the head of David.”


  “I’m glad you see it that way.” He kissed me on the cheek, forestalling any objection. “I wish there was some alternative, but there isn’t. All I can promise is that I won’t be long. My ship can get me there and back very quickly. Two weeks, three at the most. Keep on working. Finish David for me, and I’ll be back to see the end result.”


  “Where are you going? You were so keen on being here. I understand timelag, but it hasn’t held you back until now. What’s so important that you have to go away?”


  He touched a finger to my lips. “Every second that I’m here is another that I’m not on my way, doing what has to be done. When I’m back, I’ll tell you everything you want to know – and I guarantee you’ll be bored within five minutes.” He kissed me again. “Keep on working. Do that for me. Remember what I said, Loti. You have a gift.”


  What was the point in arguing further? I believed him. All that talk of the places he’d show me, the things we’d share together – the glamour and spectacle of the entire system, ours for the taking. He’d fixed that idea so firmly in my head that it never once occurred to me that he’d been lying the entire time. I never thought that we’d have a life together; I wasn’t that naïve. But some good months, was that too much to ask for? Venus Deep and the reef cities of Europa. The two of us, the artist and her wealthy lover and sponsor. Who would turn that down?


  “Be fast,” I whispered.


  From the observation bubble, I watched his little ship drop away from Moonlighter. The drive was bright, and I tracked it until it was too faint to detect. By then, I had a handle on his vector. It didn’t mean much – he could easily have been heading to an intermediate stopover, unrelated to his true destination, or just travelling in a random direction to throw me off the scent.


  Both of those things were possible. But so was the third possibility, which was that the vector was reliable, and that Skanda had business around Jupiter.


  And even then I didn’t guess.


  “HOW LONG WAS it before you found out about the voidship?” Ingvar asks.


  “A while. Weeks, months. Does it really matter now?”


  “When he left Moonlighter . . . was that the last contact you had with him?”


  “No.” The admission is difficult, because it takes me back to the time when I was foolish enough to believe Skanda’s promises. “He called me from Jupiter. Even mentioned the voidship: said a relative of his was being frozen, put aboard for the voyage. That was the emergency. He wanted to be there, to give whoever it was a good send-off.”


  “Whereas the relative was really his wife, and Skanda would soon be joining her. They’d both paid for slots on the voidship. Off to establish a human bridgehead in the Oort cloud. But he hadn’t finished with the head of David, had he? He still had instructions for you. It was still important that the work be finished.”


  “I’d been paid, and I had no reason to doubt that he’d be back.”


  “Other than the completion of the head, what were the instructions?”


  “When his little ship docked, it came with a marker beacon. I was told to fix it onto the head.”


  “And the . . . function . . . of this beacon? You never questioned it?”


  I look down. I wish I had something to say.


  Ingvar continues. “The beacon was also a steering motor. Skanda had programmed it to make an adjustment to the rock’s orbit. An impulse, to kick into a collision course for Naiad. He’d calculated everything. The binding energy of the moon, the kinetic energy of the impactor. He knew it would work. He knew he could shatter that moon and turn it into a ring system around Neptune. The ultimate artistic statement, a piece of planetary resculpting to dwarf the ages.”


  I think things over for a moment. The conversation has been as lopsided as Ingvar’s walk. She’s been asking all the hard questions; now it’s my turn.


  “What’s in it for you? What made you decide that you had to solve this mystery? The entire system thinks the rings were made by accident. What made you think otherwise?”


  Against expectation, Ingvar seems pleased rather than annoyed. “I saw it.”


  “Saw what?”


  “The head of David. With my own eyes, just before it hit.”


  “You were there?


  All of a sudden, Ingvar looks tremendously old and weary, as if this is the end of some enormous and taxing enterprise, something that has swallowed decades of her life.


  “I was Authority. Pilot of one of the quick reaction ships we sent up to deflect the impactor, as soon as we saw it coming in. I got close enough to see your handiwork, Loti. Too close, as it happens. We were hitting the rock with weapons, trying to adjust its vector or shatter it to rubble. There was an impact, near David’s right eye. My ship was caught in the blast. I lost control; nearly died.” She takes a breath. “My ship was badly damaged. So was I.”


  “What happened to you?”


  “Oh, they patched me up well enough after my ship was recovered. More than they could do for my partner. Still, lucky as I’d been, I was never much good to Authority after that. Hence the change of profession.”


  “But you always knew about the head.”


  “So did everyone involved. That couldn’t come out, though. No one could know that people had died on Naiad, because that made us look bad. And no one could know that the impactor had been sculpted, because that made it a crime, not an accident – and if that had come out, it wouldn’t have been long before the rest of it was public as well. Our multiple screw-ups.”


  “Skanda never meant for people to die. He just wanted to do something outrageous.”


  “He succeeded. But as of now, only two people are aware of that. You and me. The question is, what do we do with our knowledge?”


  I wonder if there’s a trap I’m missing. “You’ve spent years putting this together, haven’t you? Tracking down the truth. Finding me, and establishing my involvement. Well, congratulations. You’re right; I was his accomplice. So what if I didn’t know what I was getting into? Authority won’t care about that. Especially as there isn’t anyone else left to blame. You could hand me over now.”


  “I could. But would that necessarily be the right thing to do?” Ingvar studies her boots. “My second career . . . it’s not as if it’s anything I need to be ashamed of. I’ve worked hard, had my share of successes. Minor cases, in the scheme of things. But I’ve not failed. So what if I’ve done nothing anyone will ever remember me for?”


  “Until now. Turn me in . . . it could make your reputation.”


  “And yours,” Ingvar nods. “Think of it, Loti. Everything you’ve done, every rock you’ve cut, the entirety of your art, it’s as nothing against the head of David. And the head of David is as nothing against the rings of Neptune. You created something marvellous, a thing of wonder. Beyond Yinning and Tarabulus or anyone else. It was the one time that your life was touched by greatness.” A sudden reverence enters Ingvar’s voice. “But you can’t tell anyone. All you’ll have is the rest of your art, in all its middling obscurity, until the day you die. No fame, no notoriety. And all I’ll have is a limp and the dog days of my second career. The question is: could either of us live with that?”


  “What if I chose not to?”


  “I’d make your name.”


  “As a convicted criminal, locked away in some Authority cell?”


  Ingvar’s shrug suggests that this is no more than a trifle. “Some would make the trade in an instant. Artists have killed themselves for a stab at immortality. No one’s asking that much of you.”


  “And you?”


  “I’d have solved the mystery of the Naiad event. Brought its last living perpetrator to justice. There’d be a measure of acclaim in it for me.”


  “Just a measure?”


  “Some trouble as well. As I said, not everyone would welcome the truth getting out.”


  I shake my head, almost disappointed with Ingvar, that she should give in now. “So you’re saying I have a choice?”


  “I’m saying we both have one. But we’d have to agree on it, I think. No good one of us pulling one way, the other resisting.”


  I look at Neptune again. The rings, the storms, the brooding blue vastness of it all. And think of that temporary star, shining for a few seconds in the constellation Fornax. The light of a voidship, dying in a soundless eruption of subatomic energy. They say they were pushing the engines, trying to outrun the other voidships. Trying to be the first to stake a claim in the Oort clouds. Going for victory.


  They also say no living thing saw that flash; that it was only machines that witnessed it, but that if anyone had been looking toward Fornax, at the right time . . .


  “It would be something, to be known for that,” I tell Ingvar.


  “It would.”


  “My name would ring down the ages. Like Michelangelo.”


  “That’s true,” she agrees. “But Michelangelo’s dead, and I doubt that it makes much difference to him now.” Ingvar claps her hands against her body. “I’m getting cold. I know a good bar near here, and there are no rock cutters. Let’s go inside and talk it over, shall we?”


  UHLANGA REGIO


  Glen R. Stripling


  “We’re about seven million kilometers from Neptune, Captain.”


  Captain Oliver Sutherland nonchalantly munched on a strawberry cube as he floated just inches below the ceiling of the Hornet. He looked at Lieutenant Baker. “Seven million. We’re closer to it than Nereid. We’re making good time.”


  “Yes, Sir. The planet’s gravity is pulling us in. We can’t stay on autopilot much longer.”


  Bruce Baker swam right to his commander. “There’s something I need to talk to you about. I’m a little concerned about our ship’s helmsman. Especially if he’s going to be the one landing us on Triton.”


  “Are you saying Murphy’s not qualified?”


  “I’m saying something’s not right about him. He’s been acting real loony.”


  “Are you talking about last night?”


  “You were there, Sir. We had the best beef and vegetable soup Cookie ever fixed and Murphy threw his bottle across the room and screamed, ‘I don’t eat meat.’ He’s acting crazy.”


  Sutherland interlocked his fingers. “This is very odd. Murphy is not a vegetarian. He ate plenty of beef back home.”


  “It’s not that. He’s just acting crazy. He’s always in a bad mood. He can’t pay attention to what he’s doing and he always wants to argue with everybody.”


  “We’ve been in space for two years now. We all get the jitters every now and then.”


  “Well I would not want to go down to that moon if he’s going to fly with the jitters.”


  “Alright. I’ll keep an eye on him. If I decide he’s not fit to fly, I’ll fly down to the surface myself.”


  When Baker went into the forward module, Alice Freemont, the ship’s physician, came into the midsection. In her warm gentle voice she said, “Excuse me, Sir. I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation with Lieutenant Baker. I’m concerned about Helmsman Murphy too.”


  Sutherland looked up at her. “Alright. Talk to me.”


  “Ever since I last examined him, his behavior has gotten more and more erratic. And I am concerned he could be a danger if he is allowed to pilot this ship.”


  Sutherland brushed his hair. “Professional opinion?”


  “Well psychiatry is not my forte. But I’ve observed intense mood swings, agitation and argumentative behavior. And last night I heard him talking in his sleep. He was having some kind of nightmare.”


  “Did he say anything interesting?”


  “He kept yelling, ‘Leave me alone. Leave me alone!’ He is going through some kind of stress, Sir.”


  Sutherland nodded. “Alright. I’ll talk to him.”


  *


  Peter Murphy “swam” into the central module of the Hornet. Sutherland studied his demeanor and saw he was anything but happy.


  “Come in Pete. Come over here.” They floated about two feet away from each other. Sutherland looked at Murphy. Murphy looked at the floor below him. After a few moments of awkward silence, Sutherland asked, “Pete, has anything been on your mind lately?”


  “No, Sir. Nothing in particular.”


  “You got upset at supper last night because we were having beef. Want to tell me about it?”


  “It’s just that I don’t eat meat. I guess I kind of . . . overreacted.”


  “Which explains why you ate a steak the night before we left Earth.”


  “I was trying to be polite. The steak made me ill.”


  Sutherland shrugged. “Murphy, this is the situation. We are billions of miles from Earth. We are on our own. If we screw up this mission, nobody can help us. I need to land a craft on Uhlanga Regio. That’s a part of Triton with rugged terrain, ice and snow. You can’t make any mistakes landing a craft down there.


  “What I need to know is this. If you got a problem that can affect your ability to land a pod down there, I need to know about it now. I’m going to make this a safe mission.”


  “I’m alright now,” Murphy answered calmly. “I’ve just been thinking about . . . a lot of things. I can land the pod, Sir.”


  “Good. Well I suggest you get in the cockpit, get us off autopilot and fly this ship to Triton.”


  *


  Murphy sat in his pilot’s seat smoothly handling the controls. He was hoping the crew noticed he had been flying for nine hours and not made a single error.


  Dr. Freemont floated up next to him, carrying a sealed bottle of coffee. It was hot but the plastic was thick enough to keep her fingers from being burned. “I’ve brought you some coffee, Pete,” she told him gently.


  Murphy took the bottle and noticed a wisp of hot vapor issuing out of the straw. What? In the little puff of vapor, he could see the slight glimmer of a face. In a faint voice, it said, “Come join us Pete.”


  Murphy shoved the bottle back at Freemont. “I don’t need any coffee,” he growled.


  *


  Lieutenant Baker looked at the gas giant through his binoculars. Neptune was a big blue silver dollar with three chalk white spiral storms amid the cloud tops. Beside the planet he could see the two rings and their sparkles of light reflecting off the trillions of chunks of gravel. The entire scene was beautiful. It was this he told himself, that made the voyage worthwhile.


  When he lowered his binoculars, he noticed Helmsman Murphy floating next to him. Baker handed him the binoculars and told him, “Take a look Murphy. We got three storms on Neptune that are moving at a thousand miles per hour.”


  Murphy looked through the binoculars at the three pinwheels of clouds. He brought them into sharper focus. And in the pinwheels he could see . . . faces. And in the slightest whisper, he could hear them say, “We’re waiting for you Pete. Come now!”


  Murphy handed the binoculars back to Baker and said awkwardly, “That’s real nice.” Without saying another word, he floated out of the module. Baker was puzzled a moment and resumed looking at the planet.


  *


  The following day the Hornet was in orbit around Triton. Lieutenant Baker floated to his captain and told him, “We started a visual scan of the moon, Sir. We’ll be able to record features about half a meter across.”


  “We’ll need it,” answered Sutherland as he looked out the window and beheld a world of craters, fissures and ridges. “It’s pretty rugged down there and we need to know where every pebble is.”


  “Are you still thinking of letting Murphy land the Lassell?


  Sutherland scratched his lip. “He didn’t do too bad at establishing orbit. So far I don’t see a really big problem.”


  “Something I need to tell you, Sir.”


  “Talk to me.”


  “During the war, Murphy was a pilot that raided a refinery seized by Islamic extremists. Several civilians were killed in that raid. Rumor has it he’s blaming himself for the deaths of innocent people.”


  Sutherland nodded slightly. “I see.” Then he gazed at the wall above him and said dryly, “Well Bruce, as you say, this is all rumor. It’s nothing I’ve observed. I know his behavior has gotten a bit bizarre, but I’ve seen nothing that makes me doubt he can land the pod.”


  *


  Late that afternoon Helmsman Murphy floated into the aft module of the Hornet where he met Sutherland. Sutherland had a global map of Triton on a small computer screen.


  “Mr. Murphy, that was a splendid job you did establishing orbit,” said Sutherland.


  “Thank you, Captain,” muttered Murphy.


  “Alright, this is what we got,” Sutherland began. “We’ve got a plume of ice and gas on the outer edge of the south polar icecap. We have an active geyser. So what we are going to do is start our descent here at fifteen degrees north latitude, head southeast to sixty degrees south and land just shy of the ice sheet. From there we’ll hike through the snow to the geyser.


  “We’ll take some samples and bring them up here. We’ll test them for precious metals and if we find anything we can mine, we’ll radio the news back to Earth.”


  It was then he noticed Murphy was slouching. His face was blank. His eyes were glassy. “Murphy?” he asked. “Are you listening to me?”


  “Yes Sir. We’ll test for precious metals and if we find anything we can mine, we’ll radio the news back to Earth.” He answered in monotone.


  “Yes but you’re not all here. I’m not letting you land the Lassell. There’s something not right about you.” He punched the ship’s intercom button and said, “Lieutenant Baker, I need to see you.”


  *


  “I don’t know what’s wrong with Murphy,” explained Sutherland. “But he is not himself and I can’t let him pilot the Lassell.”


  “I have to say I agree with you, Sir,” replied Bruce Baker.


  “Yeah. Well now the situation is this. I’m afraid I’m going to have to go down to the surface and pilot the pod myself. There is a possibility I may not make it back up here. If something happens to me, I will need you to command the Hornet back home to Earth.”


  Baker faced the wall below him. He calmly said, “Understood, Sir.”


  *


  The Lassell was a silver egg shaped craft supported by four jointed legs. It had only one engine with a large exhaust nozzle on the underside. The top of the egg was flat with a hatch so the craft could dock with the Hornet. It had one side door, which was two meters high.


  Sutherland and Dr. Freemont were putting on their spacesuits when Murphy floated up to them. “Captain,” he said, “may I be permitted to go down to the surface with you? That is . . . if you don’t feel I will be too much trouble.”


  Sutherland looked at him calmly. “No you won’t be any trouble. In fact we’re going to need you to help carry our equipment to the geyser.”


  “So instead of being your pilot,” Murphy said bitterly, “you want me to carry things for you. Like you’d throw a dog a bone.”


  Sutherland had no time to argue. “No. I want you to do a job that needs to be done. Suit up, Mister.”


  *


  The Lassell was five hundred meters above the surface of Triton. About half way to the horizon, Sutherland could see their target geyser, belching out a tall skinny plume of steamy icy nitrogen.


  Dr. Freemont was seated next to Sutherland and advised him, “The geyser is about nine kilometers from here, Sir.”


  Murphy was seated next to Freemont. “I would recommend landing in the plain to the left of it,” he told Sutherland.


  “It has a pretty long fissure next to it but I think it will do,” the captain answered. Then he added, “Thank you Murphy.”


  Sutherland flew over a couple of craters on the plain and touched down on a surface of methane ice. For several seconds, the Lassell slid across the ice and spun around. It finally came to a stop and Sutherland shut off the engine.


  “Is everyone alright?” he asked.


  “I’m fine,” said Freemont.


  “Great,” said Murphy.


  Sutherland noted his sarcasm. “Murphy,” he told him, “I do appreciate your help.” Murphy said nothing.


  *


  They stepped out of the landing pod and climbed onto an icy ground that was bathed by the dim sunlight, which was tinted slightly blue by Neptune’s reflection.


  They looked at the ice geyser. In the distance they saw it was a misty beam of vapor, lit up by the distant sun. Sutherland felt it was poetic to see the frigid nitrogen gas steam out of the vent at five hundred feet per second into the Tritonian sky.


  Murphy’s reaction was different. He not only saw the column of gasses. He felt a human presence within it.


  When they were about twenty meters from the geyser a thin fog of gasses drifted toward them, as if it were a mild salty breeze on a beach back at home. At that moment the eruption stopped and Murphy could hear a mournful sound that seemed to come out of the geyser along with the nitrogen mist. It was not a sound in his earphones. But it was in his mind. The sound grew louder and became the morbid chorus of human voices. He listened and began to pick up intelligible words.


  “Peter. Peter,” they said. “We are the souls of the people you killed on Earth. You have been in the world of the living for too long. Now is the time to join us.”


  “No! No!” shouted Murphy. “Leave me alone.”


  Dr. Freemont turned to him. “Murphy, are you alright?” she asked.


  “Murphy, what’s the matter?” asked Sutherland.


  “No! No!” Murphy shouted again. “Leave me alone.”


  “Murphy, what’s wrong?” asked Freemont. “Who are you talking to?”


  “No! Stop it!” said Murphy. But the voices continued calling his name. He threw down his bag of equipment and sprinted towards the geyser. Using the moon’s low gravity, he took giant strides.


  “Murphy stop!” shouted Sutherland.


  “Peter!” wailed Freemont.


  But at that moment he leapt into the geyser.


  *


  Sutherland knocked on the hard oak door and licked his lips. Moments later an elderly man opened the door and he was joined by his wife.


  “Mr. Murphy,” Sutherland began, “I’m Captain Oliver Sutherland. I was with your son on Triton when he died.”


  “Oh do come in,” said Mrs. Murphy. “We’re so glad you’ve come to see us.”


  Her husband did not seem to object, so he followed them inside and they sat down in the living room.


  “How did our son die?” asked Mr. Murphy in a laconic tone.


  “Well, Mr. Murphy,” Sutherland explained, “we noticed your son seemed to be having problems. Something was upsetting him. So out of concern for our safety I did not permit him to pilot our landing pod. But I allowed him to come down to the surface with us. Something made him panic so he jumped into the geyser.


  “I wanted to come see you because I feel responsible for us not getting him the help he needed.”


  Mrs. Murphy answered in a soft voice, “Peter was never the same after the war where he burned all those people in that bombing attack.


  “I know he had a big imagination, but he said he was certain he could smell the burning flesh of the people in that fire. He told me it smelled like meat cooking.


  “From then on, the sight or smell of anything that had to do with fire would upset him. It didn’t matter if it was steaks cooking on a grill, smoke, clouds or fog. Anything like that would drive him crazy. When he saw the vapor coming out of the geyser, he must have snapped.”


  Sutherland nodded. “Your son was one of the finest pilots who served under me. I was proud to have him with us. And I prefer to believe he is at peace now.”


  HOW TO FLY TO NEPTUNE


  Mary Soon Lee


  Do not taste his magnetosphere,


  his tilted manipulations


  of hapless particles.


  Do not behold his dusty rings,


  their shepherd moons,


  their dark arcs.


  Do not descend close enough


  to sense the inner heat


  beneath his storms.


  Remember the gravity of his crime,


  why the Sun sentenced him


  to this far orbit.


  Do not listen to his pleas.


  Stop up your ears.


  Be resolute.


  [image: ]


  INTO PLUTONIAN DEPTHS


  Stanton A. Coblentz


  THE discovery of the planet Pluto opens up to astronomers a new world for scientific investigation, and to science fiction authors a new outlet for their prophetic imaginations.


  As yet we know little about the sun’s distant child, and speculation as to its physical nature and conditions have arisen on all sides.


  Certainly Pluto presents a romantic aspect to us as the lone outpost of the solar system. At its distance from the sun, that proud globe would have shrunk to a barely perceptible disc, and a day on Pluto would mean no more than eternal twilight. Its surface would be intensely cold, tho its interior might be warm enough to support life such as we know it. But we have said enough to indicate that in that lonely sentinel-planet we have the source of endless adventure and drama, and our well-known author makes the most of his opportunity to give us a story that is not only exciting to the highest degree and filled with strangeness and mystery, but also possessed of that keen kiting humor of which he is a master.


  AS far back as I can remember, I have been fascinated by the mystery of the heavens and by a desire to reach and explore the other planets. It was as a small boy that I first learned that the stars are far-off worlds; and it was as a small boy, with a small boy’s sense of the adventurous, that I began to wonder how it would feel to go sailing across the skies and set foot on the shore of some other universe.


  Here, to my mind, was a feat beside which the exploration of a tropical jungle or of a polar wilderness was like a mere back-yard expedition; and here, accordingly, was the focus of my life’s attention.


  Encouraged first by the tales of Jules Verne and H.G. Wells and other romancers, and later by a prolonged and serious scientific study, I slowly came to the conclusion that interplanetary travel was not so remote a possibility as men were inclined to imagine. All through my college days, during which I specialized in mathematics and physics, I was secretly speculating and planning as to the possible ways and means of voyaging to Venus, Mars or the moon; and after receiving my Doctor’s degree, when I was fortunate enough to secure a position as Instructor in Astronomy, I took advantage of the well equipped library and observatory of Clayburn University to further my plans and investigations. For this reason, it is not surprising that, within three or four years, I began to come within sight of my goal.


  From the beginning, however, I must be sure to allow the greater part of the credit to my boon companion and, fellow worker, Andrew Lyman Stark. Despite all my years of study and research, of computation and experimentation, neither the conception nor the execution of the scheme would have been possible had it not been for Stark.


  From childhood he had been my friend; we had grown up together in the same little country town; he had shared my boyhood enthusiasms and delights; my dreams had been his dreams, and his dreams had been mine; he had been quick to take fire at every imaginative idea, and I can well remember how, at the ripe age of twelve, the two of us would sit together of a summer’s evening on some broken fence beside a cornfield and gravely plan the heroic deeds to be performed after our flight to some neighboring world.


  I must confess that, in this respect, I was the initiator and Stark the follower, and that all his early astronomical ideas were derived (doubtless in grossly distorted form) from my own studious lips: while from my superior eminence of seven months, I would set forth with professorial assurance the plans and opinions which he, my junior, had no choice but to accept.


  The strange part of it all is that our relationship did not weaken and vanish with the years. Instead, the passage of time only brought closer understanding. During our High School days, we were always partners in tennis and baseball no less than in our studies; at college we were nicknamed “Damon and Pythias” by our jesting companions, and not only did we share the same room but we attended the same classes, read the same books, thought the same thoughts and burnt with the same desires. Hence, when the time came for that experiment which was to mark the peak and dread climax of our lives, it was but fitting that Stark should be a sharer in all that I suffered, dared and achieved.


  His picture frames itself now before my imagination as vividly as his actual presence presented itself to me on that day when we exulted together at our first triumph. I see his round, sun-tanned face, dominated by two blue eyes that seemed to bubble from inexhaustible wells of laughter; I see a broad forehead surmounted by a shock of wavy light hair that never was and never could be in order; I see the thin lips which habitually took a humorous or satiric slant and yet did not belie the serious expression that dominated the face; I see the carelessly adjusted garments, always overlarge, always flung about the tall frame as loosely as old sacks; and yet, with it all, I see one of the most lovable figures it shall ever be given me to set eyes upon in this life.


  But let not friendship lead me into panegyric. I must return to the sober facts of my narrative, and report how it was that Stark and I came to make our great and terrible achievement. Even after our college days, our lives did not follow separate channels; it was as if we had a twin destiny, for no sooner did I become Instructor in Astronomy than Stark applied for and received an appointment as Instructor in Physics in the same University! And so once more we took rooms together, and were collaborators in our plans and experiments no less than in the common details of our lives.


  SEVERAL years now went by without bearing visible fruit; nor must I deny that a period of depression and discouragement preceded the eventual discovery. By the time of our graduation, Stark and I had agreed that the possibility of ever being able to leave the earth and travel to another planet depended upon one factor, and one alone—the force of gravity. Gravity at the earth’s surface, it will be recalled, is so powerful that a projectile, unless propelled by some continuous source of energy, would have to attain a speed of almost seven miles a second in order to be released into outer space.


  It was not inconceivable, we thought, that an explosive should yet be produced to give such a speed to a projectile; but what did seem inconceivable was that any container launched at such a velocity should carry living men away from the earth. To begin with, the shock of the departure would bring instant death even to creatures much more hardily organized than human beings; in the next place, the resistance of the atmosphere, if it did not destroy the projectile entirely, would raise the metallic walls to such a glaring temperature that the occupants would perish in a tomb of fire.


  It might be urged, of course, that it would be possible to accelerate the car gradually so as to avoid fatal effects; but, unfortunately, we could devise no way of producing such an acceleration. No! it was all very well for adventurers in a Jules Verne romance to go circling about the moon; but, in actual life, it seemed that they would have to be built of iron instead of flesh and blood.


  Does that mean that Stark and I despaired of achieving our goal? By no means! it was only that we did not minimize the difficulties of our task. Since an initial speed of seven miles a second, even if attainable, would be immediately fatal, we must leave this planet at a much slower rate; in other words, we much either reach the required velocity by gradual degrees, or else must rise in defiance of gravity. And it was the latter method that seemed to us the more promising.


  I must here give Stark credit for a brilliant theory, although one in which he was not alone; for something like it was announced a little later by no less an authority than Einstein.


  “I do not look upon gravitation as an isolated and unparalleled force,” I remember my friend remarking one evening, as he lounged across from me among the pillows of a disordered divan. “Rather, I believe it will be found some day to be linked to magnetism and electricity. Gravitation, magnetism, and electricity—think carefully about those three, Dan, for—who knows?—they may hold the secret of the universe.


  “Personally, I have a notion that gravity is not an absolute and unalterable force, which operates in all circumstances, and always operates in the same manner, according to the laws of Newton. No other such force is known in nature; heat, light, electricity, kinetic energy, are all subject to change and regulation according to the principles which we create for them; even radio-activity is to be found only under rare and restricted circumstances; while magnetism is limited in its operation to particular metals.


  “Why, therefore, should gravity alone not be susceptible of control? Why should there not be conditions under which its power could be reduced? Why should there not be substances over which it has little or no influence? True, no such substances have ever been discovered; but that thought should not deter us, for is it not the place of science to find the undiscovered?—yes, even to find a thing so strange as a gravity insulator?”


  “Gravity insulator?” I repeated, sitting up in my armchair with excited interest, and allowing the latest issue of a scientific journal to drop unnoticed to the floor. “Gravity insulator, did you say?”


  “Yes, gravity insulator,” he affirmed. “After all, is there anything really surprising in the idea? Is it not founded on familiar principles? You are pretty well acquainted with electric insulators, are you not? Does it never strike you as odd that a lineman, equipped with rubber gloves, may safely handle a wire charged with current enough to electrocute him?


  “We can only theorize why it is that electricity will dart through one solid substance practically without resistance, while another substance, no more solid to our eyes, will oppose it like a wall of adamant. But we do know that such things happen—and we continually take advantage of the fact. And so why not take advantage of similar facts with regard to gravity? If gravity is related to electricity in essence, we should be able to build an insulator against both alike.”


  “Heavens, Andrew,” I exclaimed, leaping to my feet in sudden jubilation, “once we have a gravity insulator, the highway to the stars will be open! There will no longer be anything to keep us on earth!”


  “Exactly! There will no longer be anything to keep us on earth.” repeated Stark, as he also leaped to his feet, and, seizing my hands, shook them as heartily as though our goal were already reached.


  A moment later, seated side by side on the couch, while his great eyes sparkled with a contagious joy, we plunged into an eager discussion of ways and means of finding the gravity annihilator.


  I have often wondered whether, had we foreseen the weirdness and terror and heartache and agony of the exploits that were to spring from our discussion, we would have planned and debated with such beaming eyes and enthusiastic gestures; or whether, with grimaces of repugnance and horror, we would not have decided to confine ourselves henceforward to the sober and unadventurous duties of college instructors.


  CHAPTER II


  The Discovery


  NOW that I look back upon our years of blundering experimentation, it seems extraordinary to me that we should ever have found a gravity insulator. Even though theoretically we were on the right track, in practice our difficulty was a little like that of him who would retrieve a lost pearl from a wilderness of brambles. Somewhere in the universe, we were convinced, there existed a substance—possibly many substances—through which gravity could not operate; yet neither Stark nor I had more than the vaguest idea where to find that substance.


  That it was rare was unquestionable; that it was beyond our reach was not impossible. Our only clue in the beginning was to follow the analogy of electricity: if gravity and electricity were related, then possibly some material which was an exceedingly poor conductor of the one would prove also immune to the other. And so, for more than two years, we experimented, testing every substance of high electrical resistance, and even originating numbers of new chemical compounds; but, for all the progress we made, we might have sat twiddling our fingers.


  We would have been less than human had we not been discouraged; and I am not ashamed to confess that there were moments when we debated abandoning the whole weary quest. Yet in us both there was some dogged quality that did not permit us to give up easily; and so, even when hope had all but left us, we persisted, and daily performed new computations, and stained our hands with new chemicals, and formulated new plans of attack. But doubtless we would ultimately have surrendered—had not the goddess of chance, or what we like to call chance, smiled upon us unexpectedly . . .


  I remember that one morning Stark was experimenting with a new asbestos compound, and had expressed his intention of subjecting it to the influence of the X-ray in the hope of getting what he called a “degravitating effect.” Why he hoped to get such an effect; or why he employed the X-ray at all, or employed it upon this particular substance, I have never been able to determine; nor has he himself ever given any explanation, other than that he was struck by a “happy intuition.”


  For my own part, I know that, when he announced his plans, I merely shrugged indifferently, convinced that he was but turning up another blind alley. What, therefore, was my surprise when, two or three hours later, I peeped in at the door of our little laboratory, and found Stark bent over a table and a pair of scales with trance-like absorption!


  It was some time before he became aware of my presence; and as I stood at the door silently watching, and observed how intently his eyes were concentrated upon the objects of his research, and how his fingers trembled and his whole frame quivered with excitement, I too began to grow excited, as though I already realized that something portentous was in store . . .


  “Andrew!” I at length murmured, no longer able to endure the suspense.


  He started toward me like a man who has been struck; or, rather, like one sharply awakened out of a dream. “Dan! Why, I—I didn’t know you were here!” he muttered apologetically. “You—you gave me such a shock!”


  Then, after a moment of silence, his eyes were animated by a flashing light; his whole face was swept by a wave of exultant joy. “You’re just in time, Dan!” he exclaimed, seizing my hand and almost dragging me into the laboratory. “I was just going to call you! There’s something to show you here! Come, and see!”


  Reaching toward the table, he thrust into my hand an iron bar weighing three or four pounds. “Just feel this!” he ejaculated.


  I did as commanded, and remarked that the iron bar seemed a most ordinary one.


  “Now lift the rod over here!” he ordered, pointing to the table, on which lay a grayish-green sheet of the asbestos compound.


  Wonderingly, I obeyed directions, and lo! what magic was this! what an eerie sensation overcame me! I shuddered, and trembled in every limb; a chill crept down my spine; I had the feeling of one who has seen a ghost. For, all at once, it was as if half the iron rod had been drawn from my hands; I was conscious of only half its former weight!


  “You see!” cried Stark, pacing rapidly back and forth, fairly beside himself with delight. “You see! It works! It works! At last we have our gravity insulator!”


  And forthwith he began expounding the principles of the new invention.


  I shall not weary the reader with a detailed account of the experiments of the next two or three months. That chance discovery of Stark’s—that the action of the X-ray would partly degravitize the asbestos compound—provided us with a working basis that made the consummation of our goal only a matter of weeks.


  It seemed highly unlikely to us that Stark, at that first lucky stroke had hit upon the ideal degravitizing compound; and further experiments showed us, indeed, that by varying the proportions, by introducing new ingredients, and by prolonging the action of the X-ray, it was possible to increase the resistance to gravity and to make any tested substance lose not merely one half, but two thirds, three quarters, or even nine tenths of its original weight! This, of course, was encouraging, but it was not sufficient; for so long as gravity acts at all, it would be difficult to surmount it . . .


  However, we already had the necessary key; it was now only a question of refining our gravity insulator, of removing those impurities through which the earth’s attraction still operated. And this task was only one of patient plodding and testing, of trying the compound successively without each of the original elements, and of rejecting those which seemed favorable to gravity. Thus, in the end, we were certain to have an insulator which, weightless itself, would render any object above it immune to the earth’s attraction.


  And so at last there came a day when, placing our hands above the screen of contragrav—as we had termed our invention—we were conscious of no weight whatever. It was as if our flesh and blood did not exist; we could hold our hands high in air as easily as we could rest them on the table; while any small object—whether a feather or a piece of lead—might remain uncannily floating above the contragrav, as though in defiance of the laws of Newton!


  Not wishing to leave any avenue of doubt untested, Stark and I now constructed an experimental suit of clothes, which we surrounded completely with contragrav. Though bulky and ponderous-looking as a medieval coat of mail, it could be lifted as easily as a bit of cheese cloth; while Stark, who was the first to wear it, performed antics that would have made any professional stage “wizard” green with envy.


  I recall that the suit, which was much too large even for my friend’s well developed frame, gave him the appearance of some monster out of a dragon book. To observe the huge, gray-green breastpiece and helmet, the immense shoulder-caps, the massive knee-pieces and monstrous contragrav boots, one would have thought Stark crushed beneath the weight of his own apparel.


  Hence it was all the more remarkable to observe the effortless lightness with which he walked. Literally, he was stepping upon air! Each time his foot swung forth, it glided upward gracefully to a height of more than a yard, and then, with graceful slowness, descended, so that; his movements resembled those of a prancing horse, except that they were infinitely less swift.


  But a still more extraordinary performance was to follow. Taking a sudden leap, he drifted lightly toward the ceiling, which he reached with a slow, easy motion. And then, waving his arms before him as though swimming in the atmosphere, he began agilely moving midway between the ceiling and the floor, traversing the room from end to end with legs dangling uselessly beneath him.


  Even though I had anticipated something of this nature, the actual sight was enough to take my breath away. I stood speechless, while Stark descended and slipped off the suit of contragrav and then what excitement and what a hearty shaking of hands there was!


  “It’s done! Done! Done!” I cried. “Our invention is a success! A marvelous success! We can fly to the stars at last!”


  We can fly to the stars!” he echoed; and, with my hands clasped in his, he began to do a wild dance about the room, while scarcely noticing how many books or scientific implements he upset . . .


  It was sheer exhaustion that bade him halt at last, and, panting and happy, fling himself into a chair across from me. How flushed was his face! How dishevelled his long, wild hair! How brilliant the light in his scintillant blue eyes! With his tie but half adjusted, with two buttons torn from his shirt, with his sleeves frayed at the edge and his whole suit in a state of ruffled disorder, one might have thought him a vagabond or a madman. And yet, sitting across from him and sharing the passion and jubilation of that moment, I knew that it was the flame of genius that shone from his glowing face.


  There’s no reason for delay now!” his rattling words came forth, when at length he had recovered his breath. “We will complete our plans at once! We will make our computations! We will build a car of contragrav! Within six months, Dan, if all goes well—within six months, you and I will set sail for some other planet!”


  “Yes, within six months!” I repeated, enthusiastically. “Within six months, Andrew!”


  Why was it that, despite the exultation with which these words were spoken, a momentary shudder came across me? Why was it that, now that the goal of my life was about to be attained, I trembled, and felt vaguely uneasy? Why did the phrase “some other planet” not have the same enchanted ring as of old? Why was it that, a term of six months having been definitely set, I experienced a frightened revulsion, an unreasoning repugnance, almost a flash of terror?


  Yet I knew that I was committed to the adventure, and that nothing short of sudden paralysis or death would bar me from the highway to the stars.


  CHAPTER III


  Plans and Preparations


  WHEN Stark predicted that our great adventure would have begun within six months, he was letting his enthusiasm run away with his sense of scientific possibility. Evidently he had not taken time to consider all the obstacles still in our path, all the computations to be made, all the indispensable preparations and precautions. Not six months but a year was the minimum of time that we found necessary; in fact, the interval lengthened into something considerably over a year, while our days were passed in nervous expectation, delirious planning, and slow plodding labor.


  How much there was to attend to! First, taking advantage of a not inconsiderable fortune which I had recently inherited, we contracted with a leading iron works to construct a spherical car of reinforced and tempered steel—a car about seventy feet in diameter and fitted out according to specifications that must have struck the makers as curious indeed.


  The metallic envelope was to be encased in a thick layer of contragrav; and this substance was to be provided in one hundred closely fitting although separable segments, all of which were to be under control by means of springs and wires, so that the occupant of the car could cause any of them to fold out of place or to return to place merely by pulling the proper switch.


  This, as will presently be seen, was of high importance, for our chief motive power during the flight was to be the gravitational pull of the planets and the sun, which could be regulated by exposing any particular part of the car to the attraction of any desired heavenly body, or else by withholding such an attraction at will.


  Second in importance to the screen of I rank two powerful gasoline engines (likewise enclosed in contragrav), which were to send us skyward at an initial velocity of several hundred miles an hour. Beyond the limits of the earth’s atmosphere, they would of course be useless until we struck the atmosphere of some neighboring planet; while the huge propeller blades, whose weight would provide no practical encumbrance so long as they were in operation, would have offered a serious obstacle in outer space had not Stark invented a little device compelling them to withdraw automatically behind layers of grav as soon as we reached the upper atmosphere. As for the engines themselves, they could be controlled from within the car, much as an automobile motor can be controlled from the driver’s seat. To aid our propulsion in space, rocket motors using the new and powerful Hygene fuel were utilized—thus permitting us to use at any moment the most efficient agent.


  I shall not list the provisions and scientific instruments which we held necessary for our flight: the case upon case of concentrated food, the barrels of distilled water, the oxygen generators, the space estimators, the thermometers, barometers, telescopes, and other paraphernalia; the medical apparatus and surgical implements, the electric storage batteries for producing light and heat, the radio apparatus to signal the earth, the gas-masks to provide us temporarily with oxygen in case that essential were lacking at our destination, the library of pocket-sized books for filling the many, many idle hours en route . . .


  Let me pass over all this, to turn to the thing upon which all this largely depended. For, before we could determine the details of our outfit, we had to decide upon our goal. And this, for a long time, provided a bone of contention.


  My original suggestion was that we make a modest beginning, and travel to the moon. Being less than a quarter of a million miles away, our satellite would provide the most convenient destination; a few days at most, and we would be there! and the prospects of returning would be far better than if we had sought the wilds of the outer universe. But Stark would have nothing of this idea.


  “What? Only go to the moon?” he cried, his big eyes darting indignation, as thought I had suggested something humiliating. “Why, that would be only like a trip to the suburbs! Once we’ve set out, we might as well make a real voyage of it! Sirius! Arcturus! the Nebula in Andromeda!”


  “Come, come, Andrew, you know you’re raving!” I shouted; and, indeed, a faint mischievous twinkle in his eyes showed that he was not wholly in earnest. “You realize as well as I do that the nearest fixed star, Alpha Centauri, is more than three light years away. Traveling at the rate of one hundred and eighty miles a second—which, you will admit, is fast enough for our purposes—it would take us more than three thousand years to arrive!”


  Stark gave a dry chuckle, and mopped his long hair thoughtfully. “Well, I suppose I would get a little impatient, waiting that long!” he muttered. “Guess, after all, we’d better try Venus, Mercury, or Mars. Or how about Uranus, Neptune, or the satellites of Jupiter? Any of those should offer interesting possibilities.”


  “Well, then, how about settling upon Mars, which is at least occasionally within reaching distance?”


  Stark grunted, and Mars would undoubtedly have been our destination—had it not been for a circumstance beyond our control.


  THE reader will recall how, in the spring of 1930, the scientific world was shaken by the announcement of the discovery of a trans-Neptunian planet, to which the name of Pluto was given. It was our misfortune that this announcement came at the very time when we were preparing for our flight; at a time, indeed, when our destination had been only tentatively chosen. And the effect upon Stark was overwhelming.


  Something in the very name of Pluto; something in the thought of this forlorn ninth member of the Solar System took an irresistible hold upon his imagination, and for days he seemed able to talk about little else.


  “Think of this strange, strange world!” he would exclaim, while slowly he would pace up and down the room and stroke his chin as though weighing some momentous problem.


  “Think of it a billion miles or so beyond Neptune, a globe perhaps no larger than the earth, lost in the blackness of the outer void, its years longer than our centuries, its seasons longer than our lives! What stories it would be able to tell! Are there any living creatures there? Were any living beings ever able to endure the terror of its sunless, frozen plains? Would we find the imprint of lost races upon its shores?—races that flourished while the planet was heated from within, but that have long ago fallen in the struggle with the cold?


  “Just consider, Dan!—consider the scientific value of exploring such a world. May not its geological strata hold the secret of evolution? yes, the secret of the evolution of the universe? May we not, after journeying there, be able to propound a new nebular hypothesis? May we not even have won the key to the Ultimate?”


  It seemed to me that Stark, in bursting into such rhapsodies, was guilty of the wildest, the most irrational extravagance. None the less, how could I listen to him and remain unaffected? Gradually, in spite of myself—in spite of the protests of my own. reason—I was coming to hear him with a gathering interest, with a heightened pleasure; gradually I began to draw pictures of the joy of descending upon that remote, shrivelled, sun-forsaken world. And by degrees, without exactly realizing it myself, I was capitulating, capitulating not so much before Stark’s arguments as before his emotional fervor . . .


  Nevertheless, the final concession was not made until after a long debate. Stemming the tides of our reckless enthusiasm, I had performed some sober calculations; and the results were not of a nature to make me shout with joy. On the basis of the probable distance of Pluto (its exact distance was not known at the time), it would take us nearly a year to arrive even if we were to travel at an average speed of one hundred and fifty miles a second!


  One hundred and fifty miles a second!—few of the heavenly bodies were known to attain such a velocity! And one year of travel!—one year locked in a tiny flying cage!—even my lifelong longing for interplanetary travel wavered before such an appalling prospect.


  And yet my intended fellow voyager, when I put the problem before him, seemed not at all disturbed. “Yes, I have considered all that,” he declared. “Have you entered into any precise computations as to the possibilities of our contragrav car? Well, I have. You realize that speeds of three hundred miles a second or over have been attributed to certain of the stars and nebulae; but the reason that twenty or thirty miles is seldom exceeded in the Solar System is that gravity acts by checks and balances; the pull of one planet counteracts that of another; the moon is drawn, for example, by the sun as well as by the earth; while no matter what the gravitational force in one direction, there are certain to be strong gravitational forces in the opposite direction. Now, in our contragrav car, all that will be changed. We will be subject to gravitational influence in the direction we choose, and in that direction only; there will be no checks and balances; accordingly, we may attain a speed vastly greater than anything reached by the flying comets and meteorites of the Solar System. With our ability to manipulate the forces of Solar gravitation as we will, and with our rockets working judiciously, we can attain previously impossible speeds.


  “But, on the other hand, the stars to our rear will be as if they did not exist. And thus, Dan, we may travel as rapidly as three hundred miles a second, and reach Pluto in a little more than seven months. It will be possible, as you know, to exist in our car for that length of time.”


  “Even so,” I objected, “I cannot see how that solves the problem. Traveling at three hundred miles a second, how would we be able to halt our flight? Would we not go flaming like a meteorite to the shores of our fellow world?”


  Stark stared at me as if wondering whether I could be serious.


  “Have you forgotten,” he demanded, “our arrangements for the use of contragrav? Suppose for the sake of argument, that we are within three hundred million miles of Pluto, which we are approaching at several hundred miles a second? All we will have to do then will be to close the contragrav windows on the side of Pluto, which will cut off the attraction of that planet; and to open the contragrav windows on the side of the sun, which will let in the sun’s attraction and reverse our ship to have our rockets retarding our flight.”


  True, all that will be possible,” I acknowledged, remembering our previous plans and discussions. “Possible, that is, if we don’t wait too long about opening the windows facing toward the sun.”


  Stark grunted, and the debate came to a close. But both of us knew that he had triumphed, and that, when at length the time came to say farewell to the earth, we would direct our course toward the dim, far-lying Pluto.


  CHAPTER IV


  “The Wanderer of the Skies”


  AS the date of our prospective flight approached, I was conscious of a growing uneasiness. It was not that I wavered in my intentions, or thought of withdrawing; it was only that I realized as never before the appalling nature of our undertaking, the hazards of thrusting ourselves out into the unknown void, the probability that we should never again have sight of this green, familiar earth.


  Plan and calculate as we might, guide ourselves by the most exact computations, secure the most delicately balanced instruments that science could devise—and there was still the chance that something unforeseen would intervene, that there would be some vital factor we had overlooked, that we would cry out when too late, “If only we had done this! If only we had done that! If only—if only . . .”


  Even though we tried our best to shut out such dreary reflections, and made our preparations in as composed a manner as we could, both Stark and I acted like men under sentence of death. We made our wills; we put our affairs in order; we secured indefinite leaves of absence from the University; we left instructions that if, five years from the date of our departure, we had not been seen or heard of, our property was to be devoted to certain institutions for the advancement of science.


  Luckily, neither of us had any close relatives dependent upon us; we were both unmarried, our parents were dead, our brothers and sisters well able to fend for themselves—therefore it seemed to us that our lives were our own to risk. True, at times I noticed a dimming of Stark’s eyes as I mentioned a certain lively, black-haired girl with whom I had often see him in conversation; but, if he was unable to keep a pained expression from his face, he would at least grit his teeth with grim-featured resolution.


  It was with mixed emotions that I occasionally visited the iron works which was building our interplanetary car. As I watched the progress of the seventy-foot sphere that was to be our home for many long perilous months; as I saw the metallic ribs being welded into place, observed the storage compartments and the living compartment in the process of construction, and witnessed the adjustment of the various scientific appliances, I was filled with exultation no less than with foreboding.


  It seemed to me that our car was being provided with every convenience and safeguard that science could offer; and though I shuddered as I contrasted the infinitesimal size of our vehicle with the cyclopean distances it must traverse, I imagined how it was to be the first of a fleet of interplanetary fliers, the pioneer of innumerable other-worldly expeditions; how cars of ten, fifty, or a hundred times its size were to be constructed for regular passenger service to Venus, Jupiter or Mars; how, outlandishly crude in comparison with the monster carriers that were to follow, it would some day be preserved in a museum for the edification of the curious, as the earliest railroad trains are preserved today . . .


  But in other moments when more gloomy thoughts overwhelmed me, I would see it drifting as a derelict through immensity, or crashing in fire on some rocky Plutonian peak. Then our friends on earth, knowing nothing of the end, would uneasily wait and wait, while unspoken questions would tremble on their lips, and dread anticipation would gradually give place to dread realization, and mute memorials would be raised in our honor—until at last, with the lengthening of time, all interest would be blotted out, all comment would die away, and it would scarcely be remembered that once two scatter-brained adventurers had vanished in an effort to penetrate the mysteries of space . . . Which of my visions was to be nearer the truth?


  Months in advance, the date of our departure had been set for the first of May; while the place of departure was to be a little field about five miles from the iron works—a field to which our car, despite its size, could be removed without difficulty because of its weightless condition. As for the date, it had been chosen after careful computations, for on the first of May, we found, the position of the heavenly bodies would be such as to permit us to set out for Pluto with a minimum of difficulty.


  Our particular point of departure, of course, was a matter of little moment; but the field of our choice had the advantage of being several miles from town, and hence of being unlikely to attract a crowd.


  When at length the fateful day arrived, Stark and I arose early after an almost sleepless night. We bathed and dressed in silence; we tossed down a cup or two of coffee that seemed strangely tasteless to our lips; then, leaving our toast and eggs untouched, we sent for our mail, which was featured by several warning letters from friends and acquaintances, who urged us in the name of the God of Reason to abandon the foolhardy undertaking while there still was time.


  One letter, I remember, brought a peculiar grimace into Stark’s face and made him dab at his eyes savagely; while the small handsome writing, of which I happened to get just a glimpse, brought me reminders of a certain animated, black-haired lady . . .


  WITH the letter clutched in his hand, Stark strode over to the window, and stood looking out at the budding groves yellowish green in the morning light, and whitened here and! there with the first blossoms of the dogwood. The sun was beaming vividly from a clear blue sky; the scent of blooming meadows was borne to our nostrils; our ears were enchanted by the chirping and carolling of happy birds. “It’s a wonderful world, Dan,” declared Stark, gloomily, after a long silence. “A wonderful beautiful world. I have never noticed before quite how lovely every tint and shade can be. The air seems so fragrant! The bird-song seems so sweet! Do you think we will ever, ever see the earth again, Dan?”


  And he heaved a long, long sigh, like that of a man over whose head hovers a sentence of doom.


  “Surely, surely, we will see it again!” I asserted; but I too sighed, and felt by no means certain.


  And I too, gazing out at the flowering woods and the clear skies and the low, distant blue ridge of a mountain, felt that this was a glorious, an enchanting world; and, for the first time, it occurred to me to ask why any one should seek for a fairer, more interesting planet.


  Probably I would have been plunged into a profound melancholy, had there not been so much to be done—and had not the first of our callers already begun to arrive. While we were busily at work over our baggage, our visitors came in an almost incessant stream. Most of them merely shook our hands, wished us good luck, and departed; but we could see how dolefully some of them drew up their lips, nodding as if to say, “Poor fellows! this is the last we shall ever see of them!”; and we heard how others, less restrained in their emotions, openly pleaded, “Well, Stark, have you finally made up your mind? . . . Well, Endicott, there’s still time to reconsider! Better late than never, you know!”


  The morning was almost done when my friend and I stepped into the automobile summoned by one of our colleagues. As the car sped across the fresh green fields and around the bends of blossoming hills, we thought how soon we were to make a vastly swifter flight through regions vastly stranger; and, at that reflection, a great sadness overcame us.


  It was a simple sight, an everyday sight, but a sight new seen with new eyes, that stabbed me with the sharpest and most lasting regret: a young man and a young woman strolling arm in arm down a flowered lane while we flashed by at racing speed. My fleeting glimpse of this pair made me realize all at once how much I was throwing away in order to go groping through the void; how probably no woman’s arms would ever be entwined in mine, and no voices of children and home, no comradeship in love and labor come to bless me through the long reaches of time. But I would go forth into the darkness, and even if I returned it would be after years, a man perhaps wrecked by hardship and suffering . . .


  Cursed by such thoughts, I at length caught my first glimpse of our destination. A spherical grayish green projection far in the distance informed me that the contragrav car was in readiness; and, as we drew near, I saw that an enormous crowd had gathered (no doubt attracted by recent newspaper articles); while motor cars were parked for half a mile on both sides of the road.


  So dense was the mob that all that we saw was a great black mass, reminding us of the swarms at a football game, and making it difficult for us to approach. When finally the throng was aware of our presence, however, tumultuous cheers burst forth; we were surrounded enthusiastically, lifted bodily from our seats in the automobile, and borne on the shoulders of the crowd toward the awaiting interplanetary vehicle.


  We could see how its gigantic frame was swaying and billowing in the breeze, tied by ropes like a balloon; we could see its name streaming from a pennant flung to the breeze, the Wanderer of the Skies; we could see the small windows, looking little larger than human eyes, which here and there served as spy-holes in the otherwise unbroken contragrav envelope; we could see the two huge gasoline engines which lay at the base of the sphere in readiness to supply the initial motive power. But this was all that we could see; the mob was so demonstrative that we could do little more than to return their greetings and to creep as speedily as possible through the little door at the base of the Wanderer of the Skies and close it upon the multitude.


  THE time of departure had been set for about three in the afternoon, but in the interval there was much to be done: we had to make our final tests of the apparatus, to determine that the air-tight compartments were all securely closed, to examine the oxygen tubes and the water tanks, and to ascertain that the straps fastening each cask and article of furniture to the floor were all properly in place. It was with a dizzy sensation, a feeling of being but half present, that I went through all these tasks; but finally they were all completed, and my watch showed that it still lacked twenty minutes of the eventful hour.


  Then it was that Stark and I returned to the door of our car, flung it open, and took our last thirsty glimpse of the world we were so soon to leave. The throng pressed about us with cheers and cries; Stark lifted wide his arms, and strove to speak, but I was conscious only of a confused shouting; while at the same time I saw a little trickling from one of his eyes, and felt my own eyes suddenly dimmed . . .


  When next I grew aware of my surroundings, I observed a familiar black-eyed girlish figure standing across from Stark; I heard a sob, and knew that the figure had withdrawn among the many; then excited arms were swung about my shoulders, and I felt pressed, pushed, pounded, shoved back through the door of the car, which closed upon me with a sudden sickening thud . . .


  “Time!” I heard Stark mutter, as, watch in hand, he stood before me, pale but composed.


  So saying, he pressed a little button labelled “Engines,” and almost instantly the whirring and thudding of motors came to our ears, and the car began to quiver and vibrate like a living thing. Another second, and Stark had pulled a lever which, I knew, released the ropes holding us to the earth; then slowly, gradually, and so easily that at first I did not realize that we were in motion, we began to rise.


  For a moment we slipped open one of the contragrav windows to its full width of six inches, giving us a clear view of the throng below. The thousands of spectators were writhing, and stamping about tumultuously, waving their arms and pointing to us in wide-mouthed agitation. But the sound of their clamoring no longer came to our ears, and after a minute they began to grow far-away, strange, like pygmy creatures. Then, unable to endure the sight of their rapid dwindling, we slammed the window and went about the business of celestial navigation. At last we had severed connection with the earth!


  CHAPTER V


  A Sudden Danger


  HAD any of our friends been able to peer through the walls of our car some time after our departure, they would have gasped in unbelieving astonishment. They would have seen men who seemed equipped with occult or magical powers, men able to walk in air as easily as on the earth, men who glided from end to end of a long compartment without once touching the floor! They would have gazed at human beings for whom gravity had ceased to operate, and whose bodies had come to be of a feathery lightness!—no, more than of a feathery lightness! of the impalpable fineness ascribed to disembodied spirits!


  Speaking as one of the only two persons who underwent the experience, I may say that no conceivable sensation is more eerie or more frightening; it was as if my physical bulk had ceased to be, so that I had become a wraith, a shade, a mere vapor. Not for hours could I overcome the sense of having been “emptied out”, of being only half present, or less than half present; yet when gradually I began to accustom myself to my new environment, I was conscious of an unimaginable freedom, a buoyancy and effortless ease of movement that was delicious as it was novel. Soon I began to wonder how other men were able to endure their slow and plodding frames, weighted by the constant tugging of gravity.


  It was not, of course, that we in our car were entirely free from gravity. The attraction of the earth had indeed been cut off by the contragrav envelope; but we relied upon other gravitational forces to draw us upon our way. The time of departure had been nicely calculated so that the moon would be almost directly overhead; and it was upon the lunar power that we relied to accelerate our speed during the first hours of the flight, in addition to the use of our rockets.


  Then, when we were so near our satellite that we would have crashed upon its surface had we continued, we closed the windows looking out upon the moon, and opened the windows in the direction of Mars, by whose attraction we were to be ruled for many days. The whole process involved computations that had engaged Stark and myself for weeks; but, thanks to those computations, we knew to the fraction of a second how much margin of safety we had, and how long to continue in each particular direction.


  Let me now picture the interior of the Wanderer of the Skies. Every cubic inch of space within its seventy-foot frame had been utilized: there was, first of all the main living compartment, which ran from end to end of the car in its central zone, and which, with its ten-foot ceiling, its couches, its dining table, its small case of books, its scientific implements, its gymnastic appliances, was as varied in content as a museum and yet as commodious as any world-to-world travelers could expect.


  Beneath this room, and above it—“beneath” and “above”, of course, were now only relative terms—were the storage rooms and the “oxygen laboratory”; the first laden with casks of water and with case upon case of provisions, the second filled with appliances for keeping the oxygen supply normal through the electrical decomposition of various oxides and bf water. In addition, there were compartments containing other contrivances, which I need not describe in detail: enormous airtight containers for waste products, which we had no safe way of emptying outside; cylinders of gasoline for driving our motors when we struck the atmosphere of Pluto; scores upon scores of electric storage batteries, as well as quantities of spare wiring and incandescent globes; charts and maps of the heavens, notebooks, pencils and ink, electric stoves for cooking and heating, fur coats and other Arctic apparel . . . All in all, it seemed to me that there was nothing which we had overlooked, and that the thoroughness of our preparations augured the success of our expedition.


  Propelled by the gasoline motors to the upper levels of the atmosphere, while above us the air retreated in a whirlwind, we were only a few minutes in attaining a velocity of three hundred and eighty miles an hour. Up, up, up we soared, at an ever-increasing rate, drawn by the attraction of the moon; while from time to time, glancing through one of the tiny slits or windows which we drew open by the pressure of a little lever, we could see the earth outflung far beneath us, its hills and fields gleaming in patches of green and blue and brown, its lakes and oceans shining in silvery, burnished sheets, its eastern expanses featureless and black beneath the sovereignty of night.


  It was only an hour or two before the whole great globe stood revealed, a huge mass rolling amid the blaze of sunlight, with polar caps frosty and magnificent, with seas and continents streaked and banded with snowy cloud . . . Was it here, on this fast-receding ball, this fantastic-looking lump in the heavens, that we had made our home, and that humanity suffered and fought, and toiled and dreamed and aspired?


  SWIFTER and swifter we soared; four hundred, five hundred, six hundred, seven hundred miles an hour was registered by the speed gauge; yet, had it not been for the instrument, our acceleration would not have been noticeable. Once we had reached the limits of the atmosphere and had shut off the gasoline engines and folded the propeller blades behind contragrav screens, our car showed no more vibration than if it had been chained to the everlasting rock; except for the changing aspect of the heavenly bodies, it was not at all apparent that we were moving.


  Yet for hours it was as if we were falling directly down upon the moon; so that in time it became a little frightening to see its huge grim craters drawing near as if to consume us, its pockmarked face broadening as if with a diabolical grin. Let me not deny that, while I had all confidence in the accuracy of our computations, I was a little relieved when the moment came for changing our course. What if, for some unforeseen reason, our contragrav screens had failed at a crucial time? It would have been a little disheartening, I am afraid, to have had to end our flight amid the wilderness of a minor world.


  But on and on and on we glided during the days that followed; on and on through the silence and emptiness, the earth now a planetary dot behind us, the ruddy orb of Mars looming ahead, while the sun’s disk was narrowing and its light and heat were growing visibly less. Then, when we were within a few million miles of our neighbor world (whose delicate tracery of “canals” had become apparent even to the naked eye, we rearranged the openings in the contragrav and adjusted ourselves to the attraction of Saturn for Jupiter was now on the opposite side of the sun. Our speed by this time was tremendous—well over a hundred miles a second, and constantly being accelerated—yet, to glance out into the surrounding vastness, one would not have known that we were in motion at all.


  Rapid as was our progress measured by earthly standards, more than six weeks were to pass before the ringed planet stared at us from a distance of twenty or thirty million miles and we shifted our course so as to be drawn forward by Uranus. During the interval, we had been occupied with our computations, with the adjustment of our scientific instruments, with telescopic observations, with our daily notes, and a detailed “log” of the cruise—and with sheer ennui.


  But it was the ennui, I believe, that came out first, since the problem of passing twenty-four hours a day in our cramped surroundings was becoming increasingly difficult to solve. There were our books, of course, but the earthly life they depicted seemed so remote from our present experience and needs! Again, there were the gymnastic appliances, with which we were wont to spend an hour or two a day—but our exercises were weird and fantastic affairs now that we were almost weightless!


  Then there were our attempts to signal the earth by radio, though we had no receiving apparatus of sufficient power and could not know whether our signals were heard; and, finally, there were the long, long talks we held, when Stark would sit across from me, neither of us smoking, since we must conserve our oxygen, but both of us engaging in interminable reminiscences, or else in ambitious plans for accomplishment and discovery on Pluto.


  Meanwhile the strain upon our nerves was harrowing beyond description. Even though our flight was progressing as favorably as we could have hoped, the long, monotonous pilgrimage might have proved fatal to any comradeship less strongly cemented than ours.


  Despite ourselves, and for no reason that we could afterwards explain, we would have fits of querulousness and Irritability; we would sulk, glower, and be ready to take fire at any chance action or remark; Stark’s ordinarily good-natured face would grow red with anger, and the sparks would flash in his ordinarily kindly blue eyes; while I would rave like a madman if a stray pin chanced to prick my fingers or a misplaced pencil did not turn up at the precise instant I desired.


  But it was not only the monotony and the solitude—it was something ominous and depressing in the very atmosphere about us, something inimical and deadly, as though in the sheer emptiness of our surroundings there brooded unseen demoniac forces.


  As human beings accustomed to a warm, blazing sun, we could not easily endure the grayness as of a wintry twilight, which overspread the space about us long before we had passed the orbit of Saturn; we could not reconcile ourselves to the sight of the diminishing solar orb, whose waning size and brightness spoke to us like the retreating fires of an irrecoverable home.


  Nor could we find comfort in the terrific cold of outer space, which seeped into our car despite all efforts to wall it out, so that we had to keep the electric heaters constantly burning, and yet had to dress in heavy woolens and be content with the temperature of a refrigerator. To illustrate the intensity of the cold, I need only say that the water casks in the remote compartment, to which the electric heat could reach only imperfectly, all simultaneously split open one day—from the pressure of the ice inside!


  And if such was our condition when our voyage was not one quarter done, what could we expect of the long, long remaining months?


  BUT let me pass over those months, except for the terrible culminating events. Somehow—since there was no choice—Stark and I endured the long-drawn-out ordeal; somehow we retained our sanity as we went gliding into the gray void beyond the orbit of Uranus; then as we swept onward for many, many more weeks, and beyond the orbit of Neptune, not long ago deemed the outpost of the Solar System; then further, further still, down into the terrible abyss, in a flight more dreadful than ever a Dante pictured for an imaginary Inferno.


  Far ahead, hundreds and hundreds of millions of miles in the distance, the vague form of Pluto was visible to our telescopes, though scarcely larger to the naked eye than a star of the sixth magnitude—and straight down toward this dim, elusive goal we went rushing at a speed that would have circumnavigated the earth in a little more than a minute.


  In spite of everything—in spite of our grumbling and groaning during those final weeks, in spite of the snail-like crawling of time, and our doubts as to whether a return flight would ever be possible through these unspeakable distances—Stark and I had every reason to rejoice. Our expedition was proceeding by schedule; no halt or impediment had come in our plans; no important oversight in our preparations had been revealed; hence nothing seemed more certain than that we should arrive on Pluto as we had contemplated.


  Little did we anticipate the hidden horror which, through no fault of ours, was to thrust itself upon us from outer space, as though the jealous heavens wished to announce that victory was not easily to be bought.


  By the time that we had come within close range of Pluto—which is to say, within a hundred million miles or so—our telescopes clearly showed us its disk, silvery gray and yet forlorn-looking amid the star-littered blackness. Its appearance may be compared to that of a second and paler moon; feebly illuminated by the far-off sunlight, it showed but indistinctly the dark markings that we took to be mountain ranges, and the lighter spaces that were perhaps frozen plains. All about us was a somberness as of late twilight; the sun, a brilliant point whole infinities behind us, seemed of less than the width of a pea; seemed, in fact, little more than an exceptionally bright star shining among the myriads of stars. Had it not been for the electric lights, we would have been unable to do more than fumble and grope about the darkness even had the walls of our car been of glass.


  It was when we were careening through the gloomy outer void—when we had been seven months on our way, and when only an eight days’ flight remained to us—that an event occurred which might easily have precluded the writing of these memoirs.


  Now that I consider all that happened in the sober light of reason, I realize that the peril was one we were constantly exposed to, one which no amount of planning would have availed against, one that might have ended our careers so swiftly that we would never have known of its existence. All in all, we were fortunate to have escaped even so long as we did.


  One evening—or, rather, what we called “evening,” for the sake of convenience—Stark and I were about to retire, when a peculiar sound—half thudding, and half hissing—attracted our attention. It was not very loud, but there was a dull, sickly quality about it that caused us to stop short in our footsteps, with rapidly pounding hearts. I can best compare it to the impact of a bullet, for it had the same startling suddenness and decisiveness. Yet was it not strange, was it not incredible that such a sound should reach us here in the seclusion of space?


  For a moment we stood staring at one another with apprehensive glances, wondering if the noise were to be repeated. Then, as instinctively we glanced in the direction whence it came, Stark gave a low moan of dismay. “Look! Look, Dan! Just look!” he cried, as he seized my shoulder in a faltering clutch.


  From my own lips, as I felt the floor staggering and reeling beneath me, there came a gasp of consternation. “Look!” I could only repeat, stupidly. “Just look! Why, it’s—it’s broken through!”


  “Broken through!” he groaned, and darted over to where, on the opposite compartment wall, a small, crater-like bulge had appeared.


  The steel about the bulge had been heated to incandescence, and to our ears came a low, sucking sound, as of air escaping.


  Even in that first agitated moment, the truth was evident. We had been struck—struck at a sharp angle by a meteorite perhaps smaller than a tiny bead—but the impact of the collision had been such as to perforate the thick steel envelope of our car. Our precious oxygen was rushing out into vacancy!


  CHAPTER VI


  At the Dread Border-Line


  TWO mariners navigating a small craft in midocean, who strike a sunken reef and find the water entering in torrents, could not be in a more precarious position than were we when the Wanderer of the Skies sprang its unexpected leak.


  Indeed, the plight of two such stricken sailors would admit of some hope, since there might be an island at hand, or another vessel might be sighted before too late; but our predicament, as we drifted through the gray-black abysses several billion miles from human aid, seemed at first to exclude every comforting gleam.


  The worst of all possible catastrophes had befallen us; we were losing our oxygen, the mainstay of our existence, the one prop without which human life cannot even temporarily endure. Half an hour, an hour, two hours at the most, and the greater part of our supply would be emptied into the hungry void, and we would gasp out our lives in an unavailing struggle.


  So, in that first moment of horrible realization, we both imagined; and our heated fancies, overwrought at the sight of a small hole through which the starlight was visible, found only too generous justification for dismal surmises.


  Second by second, as we stared transfixed with terror, the low sucking sound about the aperture seemed to become more pronounced. A faint, barely perceptible wind was blowing in the direction of the opening, where the air, we knew, must be whirling in a minature vortex. Stark’s face had grown ghastly white; his hands were violently trembling; while my hands, too, shook like leaves in a gale—but at first we could only stand rooted to the floor, gaping, and doing nothing.


  It was Stark who broke the spell. Wheeling suddenly about, while his teeth chattered, he addressed me, “Dan! There is only one way! Rush to the oxygen generators! Work them for all they are worth! Decompose the last cask of water if need be! I will get the welding materials! That hole must be sealed! Quick! Quick! Quick!”


  Now what a contrast to our inaction of the moment before! In an instant, the two of us were flying about the compartment like madmen. I plunged into an adjoining room; I dashed for the plugs of the oxygen generator; I made adjustments with one, two, three, four casks of water, turning out oxygen in ten times the quantity we had ever attempted before.


  But it was minutes before the instruments could operate; and meanwhile, in quaking impatience, I saw how the wild-mannered Stark was performing his task. He had secured the welding flame and metals—a flame which, alas! consumed still more of our oxygen; he was trying to overspread the aperture with a molten mass that would congeal and shut out all connection with outer space. But this process also required time—time, the thing we could least afford!


  When at last the welding metal was almost in readiness, the oxygen was so depleted that not enough remained for good combustion. The welding flame—our chief reliance—burned feebly and low; at first the metal would not melt properly; then, when it did melt, it was solidified too quickly because of the terrific cold of space, which was gradually penetrating our car.


  Shivering and faint-headed, we knew that we must not give up.


  Our eyes bulged; our breath came in gasping spurts; but we still labored frantically, though our backs were against the wall. It was with trembling relief that at last we found the fresh oxygen coming to our rescue; yet, while only too timely, it barely sufficed to keep us alive. The condition of the atmosphere did not improve; our heads ached unbearably, the flame still burned but poorly, the sucking sound about the aperture had not diminished; the welding metal, even when it did melt, still congealed prematurely, or else, being feather-light, was swept into the outer void by the rush of escaping air. And at last Stark, his brow covered with a cold perspiration, sank down in exhaustion, blew out the flame, and muttered, “It’s no use! No use, Dan! Let’s not burn our oxygen senselessly. We’ve got to try some other way.”[*]


  “What other way?” it was on my lips to mutter; but he had already sprung up and darted toward one of the storage rooms. In a moment he returned, with a large sheet of tin. “We’ve got to force this against the opening!” he exclaimed. “It won’t block it wholly—but it will help.”


  “Good!” I cried, glad to grasp even at a straw.


  Then I realized the value of the suggestion. Why had we not understood before, that any object placed against the wall would remain there and close the hole effectively until it could be welded? For the pressure of air in the cabin, 14.7 pounds per square inch in excess of that of vacuum of space, would create a force to hold the tin firmly in place.


  AT last the hole was covered. Were we saved or not? At first, panting and exhausted, sprawled on the floor with throbbing pulses and whirling brains, we could scarcely put the question. We were almost beyond knowing, beyond caring; we were conscious only of dizziness, cold, and pain; we were like men in delirium, and had only a delirious man’s fumbling clutch on reality; we did not even feel greatly concerned whether we should reach Pluto, or drift forever starward in an airless tomb.


  I believe it was Stark who first staggered to his feet again; at least, I have a recollection that it was his violent prodding that roused me out of my lethargy and prepared me once more for the struggle. “Come, Dan!” he seemed to be muttering. “Come! It’s not quite so bad now! We’ve got a fighting chance—yes, by heaven, a fighting chance!”


  Or was it but my imagination that murmured these words in some crazed dream?


  At all events, I knew that I found myself on my feet once more, uncertainly staring into the blanched face of my friend.


  “See, Dan!” he was reminding me. “See! The oxygen gauge! Have you looked into the gauge? Just see!”


  “The oxygen gauge! The oxygen gauge!” he kept repeating, in tones that were weak and sepulchral and yet revealed some hopefulness. “It’s at the same level as twenty minutes ago!”


  Still I stared at him with imbecilic lack of realization.


  “Don’t you understand?” he argued. “Don’t you understand?—that means we may still pull through! If we can keep on making oxygen as fast as it escapes, we may live till we reach Pluto.”


  A moment of silence ensued, while the fumes were gradually clearing from my brain.


  “But—but have we time?” I gasped, when comprehension had come to me at length. “We’re not to reach Pluto for eight days yet. We may not have water enough for so long. Or our electric power may give out.”


  “True, true,” he admitted, hastily. “We will have to hope for the best.”


  “Besides,” I contended, able to see only the darker side of things, “even if we do reach Pluto, we won’t have any water left for the return trip.”


  “True again!” acknowledged Stark, with an ill-concealed groan. “Let’s trust we can get some on that planet.”


  And then once more, without. waiting for further comments, he turned to the oxygen gauge with the eagerness of a drowning man.


  Now followed some of the most harassing, fear-stricken, torture-ridden hours and days of our career. The tin had been welded on the wall and over that same sheet steel. Now we were waging a life-or-death battle with suffocation, and seemed never more than a few inches in the lead; while at times, in our bleaker moods, we could almost imagine that we felt the stifling fingers at our throats, felt ourselves making the last piteous gasp for air. In every way possible, we were conserving the priceless water; we drank only so much as was necessary to moisten our parched lips; we hoarded each thimbleful like an elixir of the gods; and every stray drop that was spilled was painstakingly scooped up again. Even so, our calculations proved that we would have barely enough; while if our flight should take a few hours longer than we had anticipated, the probability was that we should never set foot on Pluto at all.


  Under such circumstances, it is not strange that we had reached an almost insane pitch of nervous tension, so that every unexpected movement and every slight unexpected noise would make us start or jump from end to end of the room. Night and day Stark and I remained busy with the oxygen generators; sleeping in relays; eating by hasty snatches; seeing that the highly charged electric wires were in constant contact with the water to be decomposed—or, rather, with the ice-cakes that held most of our water supply.


  Thus, as the days went by, we managed barely to hold our own in the struggle. The oxygen gauge did not fluctuate greatly; sometimes it went up a fraction of a degree, and sometimes down a fraction of a degree; while most of the time the oxygen stood at less than half normal enough to keep us alive, though not enough to leave us clear-minded or in good health.


  Yet now it was that we had most need of being clear-minded; for now we were faced with the necessity of making a safe landing. Guided by previous computations, we had to shut the contragrav windows on the side of Pluto at a specified hour and to throw open the windows on the side of the sun, thus subjecting ourselves to a gravitational brake while still hundreds of millions of miles from our destination; and we had to be sure not only that we were descending at a safe speed, but that we were gliding directly toward Pluto. At a predetermined moment we had also to turn our ship about to use retarding rocket shots.


  FROM time to time, as Pluto came within a few millions of miles, we would draw open one of the contragrav windows for a peep at its expanding features. But what we saw did not prove inviting. The broad round surface still shone with a silvery gray reflection of the sunlight, and still seemed covered with disordered, black-streaked mountain ranges and with lighter-hued plains.


  But it showed no sign of anything beyond desolation and death. Even with the field-glasses and hand telescopes, there was no mark of life upon its monotonous, bare expanses; no cloud moved in its atmosphere; no evidence of city or forest, river or sea greeted our eager eyes; but from extreme north to extreme south, from equator to pole and from pole to equator, the plains and mountains shone with something suspiciously white and sun-reflecting.


  Why, in the name of reason, had we two denizens of a warmer planet come to throw away our lives amid this frozen wilderness? Was it possible for any creature to live in that utter cold? Was there an atmosphere capable of supporting life? Even if we did at last reach the planet, would not our fate be that of many a lost Polar explorer—except that, unlike such explorers, we could not expect our bones ever to be found?


  While oppressed by such thoughts, we had to face a fresh peril. We were a little more than a day’s travel from our destination, when we noticed that the oxygen gauge was beginning to fall, to fall slowly and almost imperceptibly, and yet with a steadiness that was disquieting. I well remember with what a gray, worried face Stark set out to investigate; and how haggard, how woebegone was his expression when, after an hour, he hastened to me in the “oxygen laboratory” to announce his findings.


  “Dan! Listen, Dan!” he exclaimed, in a voice that shook though he tried to keep it composed. “The aperture seems to have opened again. Only a very little. But our air is escaping.


  I stared at him speechlessly, with wide-open mouth, almost upsetting a newly generated tube of oxygen in my consternation.


  Yes, the oxygen is escaping,” he continued, more rapidly. “I don’t know how to stop it. Haven’t we tried welding till our hearts are sick? Then what’s the use of burning more oxygen? Besides, we’ve hardly the time.”


  With the agitation of a madman, he glided back and forth across the small room. One hand was convulsively raking his long, flowing hair; the other hand was clutching distractedly at his heavy, recently grown beard.


  Meanwhile, I still regarded him in silence, not knowing what to say. But oh, how I inwardly cursed my youthful enthusiasm for interplanetary travel! Oh, how I wished to be back on the safe, sound earth, never even to glance again toward the skies!


  And now once more I heard a throbbing voice in my ears, as if in a mocking echo of my own dread. “Within a few hours, at the present rate, there won’t be oxygen enough left to breathe! There won’t be oxygen enough to breathe, do you hear? What are we going to do about it? What are we going to do? Come, what are we going to do?”


  Halting in his rapid preambulations across the room, Stark paused before me with fists violently shaking, as though to fling in my lap the responsibility for the whole disaster.


  I do not know how it was, but at that moment, despite my feverish state of mind, an idea came to me. And instantly I recognized it as the only possible saving idea. “How about the gasmasks?” I exclaimed.


  “The gas-masks!” echoed Stark, in tones of surprise; and immediately his face was brightened with a look of relief. “The gas-masks? Why, I hadn’t thought of them! They will help us for a few hours longer!”


  And impulsively he took both my hands, and pumped them up and down with joyous agitation.


  There was no need for further explanations. Both of us knew of the gas-masks, with connecting oxygen tanks, which we had provided lest, on arriving at Pluto, we should find the atmosphere unfit to breathe. We understood, also, how those masks would enable us to live for a while in the car even should the oxygen disappear; for could not the gas that we generated be emptied directly into the small storage tanks?


  Accordingly, without a moment’s delay, we rushed for the masks and hastened to adjust them. They might be no more than the proverbial straw flung to a drowning man—but even a straw was welcome. And so the two of us, encased in huge steel helmets and tanks, unable to eat, to drink, or even to talk, looking ungainly as dinosaurs arid feeling strange as men locked in a bottle, were able to stare about us with feelings of thankfulness and even of hope as we prepared for the crucial last twenty-four hours of our flight.


  CHAPTER VII


  The Last Lap


  THE last twenty-four hours seemed as long as the preceding twenty-four days. I often wonder now whether it had been possible for more concentrated discomfort to enter into any man’s life: sleepless, hungry, unable to perform most of the normal functions of life, we passed our moments in one endless ordeal of waiting. The steel confinement of the masks become increasingly irksome; the necessarily limited supply of oxygen made us feel like men stifling in an airtight room; the need of renewing that supply kept our hands busy at the same time as it filled our minds with anxiety.


  All the while, we were frequently glancing at the fast-approaching Pluto, which did not rotate visibly, but which seemed, like its brother Mercury, to keep one face always toward the sun.


  The dread of arriving too rapidly, of crashing down to ruins upon its surface, was constantly with us even though we had checked each step of our mathematics repeatedly. Hence we were relieved to notice that, thanks to the retarding rockets, we seemed to be moving relatively slowly by the time the planet was spread beneath us from horizon to horizon in an infinite, curving sheet.


  We had planned to come almost to a dead stop fifty or a hundred miles above the surface; after which, balancing a limited amount of its gravitational force against the gravitation of the sun, and aided by the full power of the rocket motors keeping us aloft, we were to descend at a leisurely rate. I rejoice to record that we actually did stop as we intended—although not until after the car had encountered a resisting influence proving that Pluto did have an atmosphere. What type of atmosphere we could not say; yet how we longed to fling off our masks and take a breath of the life-giving air!—if indeed the air were life-giving! But well knowing that, in these upper altitudes, it would be too rarefied to support life, we had to restrain our impatience.


  We now took but casual peeps at the approaching planet, which still showed the same features as before, with its wide silvery white plains and its broken and enormous mountain ranges, whose snowy summits were offset by sheer black escarpments and ravines as hideous to contemplate as the craters of the moon.


  As we descended, we would clearly have been able to make out the signs of civilized life had such existed; no great city, no considerable-sized settlement could have eluded our eyes, for while the only illumination was the gray twilight shed by the far-off sun and stars, still the frosty white of the surface considerably increased the visibility.


  Yet was it not possible that some struggling humans—perhaps just a little like the Eskimos—existed unseen by us even amid the ice-bitten desolation?


  During the last few hours of the flight, our problem was to guide ourselves to a favorable landing-place. We must descend somewhere near the Equator, where we might expect the least frigid reception; and we must be careful to avoid the mountains, with their terrible black gorges and crevasses.


  Fortunately, the plains were so wide that the second requirement was not difficult to meet; but to accomplish the first end was less easy, since we were headed for a point not far from the North Pole, and only by the most capable manipulation of the contragrav screens did we manage to avoid one of the coldest spots on Pluto.


  Yet no matter where we arrived, it would be cold enough. Hence, in spite of the encumbrance of the gas-masks, we managed to array ourselves in the heavy fur coats, leggings and boots we had provided for the purpose, until we were as thoroughly muffled as any Arctic traveler. Let the temperature be fifty degrees below zero, and we would now be prepared!


  But might the temperature not be even less than fifty below? Might it not be close to absolute zero? As I stared at the desolate frosty expanse beneath us, I was stabbed with misgivings; while, at the same time, it again seemed to my disordered fancy that unseen sinister forces were flitting through the gloom about us.


  “At last we have you!” I heard them muttering . . . “At last you have ventured out into our domain, whence you shall not return! At last! At last! . . .” And mingled with those eerie voices, which surely were the product of delirium, there came another voice, which cackled insanely in my ear, “Look now at dark, icy Pluto, the most forlorn planet in the universe! Look, and behold a prophecy! Read there the future of your own earth! A thousand million years—a mere epoch in the life of the worlds! and it will be as Pluto is today!”


  Of course, I struggled as best I could against such crazed thoughts. Of course, I realized cloudily that nervous tension and the lack of air had produced a fever, a raving madness in my brain. But it was useless to struggle, useless to resist. My head was in a whirl; I continued to hear voices, and to see visions; the most inconsequential sights and sounds would come to my mind: scenes from my childhood, scenes from a laboratory at college, scenes from the iron works where our contragrav car was being built; while always a black-wreathed girlish head would nod and nod before me . . .


  THUS, rambling in a dream-like chaos, I gradually lost sight of the real world; of the white plains of Pluto drawing near beneath us; of the electrically lighted car, with the grotesque, mask-laden Stark laboring over the oxygen generators; of the aching pain within my breast, where the overstrained heart had been panting and laboring; of the prod of a furred boot against my leg as my companion strove time after time to rouse me back to life.


  It was fortunate that Stark was able to hold out longer than I; was able to retain some command over his dizzy brain, and to perform the necessities of navigation in the last few miles of our trip. I personally had lost contact with outer events by the time we were within fifty miles of the planet’s surface; I was no longer in the car, but far, far away on earth.


  All that I know is that, after what seemed a long interval of aimless wandering, I had found myself back in my old home, the farm-house where I was born, and was just looking into the smiling eyes of my dear, long-lost mother, who, it appeared, was not dead after all—when all at once my nerves were jarred by the most terrific jolt it has even been my fortune to experience . . .


  I opened my eyes; the walls about me were vibrating as though in the arms of an earthquake. While I gasped and wondered, there came a second jolt, not quite so severe as the first; then horrible grating and crashing sounds dinned in my ears; and, almost at the same time, the walls quivered once more, though less convulsively than before; then instantly there came a third jolt . . . and by degrees all grew still.


  Stupidly I lay on the floor, fear-stricken, not comprehending what had happened. Before me was a fantastic mask-bearing figure, whom I recognized dimly as my companion. Yet when he made violent gestures in my direction, I gave no response; when he prodded me more energetically than ever with his boot, I moaned inaudibly but paid no other heed. Not until he had gone dashing across the room, had flung open the door, and had disappeared in the outer void, did it come to my delirious consciousness that we had reached Pluto!


  CHAPTER VIII


  Over the Blue-White Waste


  FOR a moment I remained prone on the floor, struggling to recover my wits. Then, with a tremendous effort, I forced myself once more to my feet, and, conscious of a great weight about my shoulders and of a gravitational pull equal to that of the earth, I stumbled through the open door and out to the surface of Pluto.


  In that first confused glimpse, my eyes did not take in the details of the landscape. Stretching out before me was a broken plain, fantastic and irregular at the floor of a glacier; huge bluish white masses, piled and tumbled together in crazy disorder, were varied by smooth glistening spaces as flat as a table; twenty-foot mounds and hummocks stood up here and there, and long twisted furrows or cracks spread a spidery black network across the scene; while the prevailing hue, in the wintry gray light of the far, far glittering point of a sun, was that eerie, spectral mixture of blue and white, reminding me of the cloud-filtered moonlight peeping down upon a lake of ice.


  But all this I was to notice subsequently; in the first bewildered moment of my escape, there was only one thought to dominate my mind. I must free myself from the gas-mask, whose weight burdened my shoulders, whose confinement had nearly asphyxiated me! I must unbare my nostrils to the open winds, must drink a reviving draught of actual air! True, this alien atmosphere might be poison to my lungs; true, the cold might freeze the very blood within my veins—yet I must take the risk; indeed, I was frantic to take the risk, and clutched at the fastenings of my mask with blind desperation. And within a few minutes, though at first my nervous fingers would not gain any hold, I saw the mask yielding, and felt the burning chill of the outer air against my cheeks.


  Colder than ice, the air was yet less cold than I had anticipated. It did not freeze my flesh, nor did it strike my lungs like a blast of poison; rather, it was the most delicious, life-giving breath I ever drew. It seemed to me that the atmosphere was lighter than on earth—light as on some high mountain peak; but it required no chemical analysis to show that it contained oxygen!


  No sooner had the mask slipped from about my shoulders; no sooner had I inhaled that first inexpressibly sweet breath and felt the fumes clearing from my brain, than I was startled to see a monstrous-looking gray form shambling from behind one of the tumbled icy projections. Certainly, my wits must still have been rambling! else I would not have jumped: nor would my heart have leapt so turbulently and a little half-muffled cry have forced itself to my lips. In a fraction of a second I knew that this surprising shape, whom my mad fancy had mistaken for some Plutonian native, was none other than Stark!


  “Oh, so you’re out too!” he exclaimed, coming over to me in a delighted manner, while his breath congealed in ice even as he spoke, and his huge fur mittens shielded his face from the cold. “I though I’d have trouble bringing you around!”


  “Oh, I’m all right,” I testified, although I was shivering, and the sensation of the frigid air against my ears and cheeks was beginning to be excruciating.


  “Better get in here, before your face freezes, he advised, as if reading my thoughts. And he pushed me through the open door of the Wanderer, in whose electrically heated interior we might enjoy relative comfort.


  “With our faces muffled in furs, we will be able to endure the out-of-doors. Thank heaven, the temperature isn’t as low as I expected,” continued Stark, displaying a small thermometer, “See, only twenty-one degrees below, Fahrenheit. Why, that would be called comfortable in the Arctic.”


  “Why do you think it isn’t lower still?” I started to ask, but checked my own words, for the answer had occurred to me. Since Pluto turned the same face always toward the sun, and since there were no clouds to interfere with the solar radiation, it enjoyed the continuous benefit of whatever sunlight was to be had at this great distance. Were similar conditions to prevail on earth, the temperature on the lighted side would be so high that no life at all would be possible—hence was it surprising that the Plutonian equator was as warm as our own Polar regions?


  “Now the thing that you and I need,” declared my companion, as the above explanation flitted through my mind, “is food, drink, and sleep. All about us, so far as I can see, there is nothing but ice—it is just as if we had landed in Greenland or the Antarctic Continent. But we can let all that rest for the time being. Suppose we gather a little of the ice and melt it to drink; then let’s have a good meal and lie down for a long, sound sleep. After that, there will be time enough for exploring.


  “The very thing!” I exclaimed, and thereupon helped to carry out these plans—with the result that, an hour or two later, after a hearty meal, Stark and I lay down amid our furs to the most pleasant slumber we had enjoyed in many and many a day.


  RISING greatly refreshed, and consuming an ample breakfast at our leisure, we never so much as thought of offering up thanks for our safe arrival or indulging in any form of celebration. Instead, our minds were with those we had left far, far behind. “If only the folks at home had some way of knowing we got here safely!” meditated Stark. “Too bad our radio wouldn’t carry from this distance—even if we could spare the power. Well, it will take a while longer to learn the good news, but our friends will be all the more surprised when we get back to earth. By the way, suppose we have a look at the earth right now!”


  Leading me to one of the windows, Stark took up a hand telescope, which each of us used in turn. “Behold there our cradle and home!” he cried, assuming an oratorical pose and pointing to where, not far from the glittering yellowish orb of the sun, a minute shining speck shone amid the vastness of the heavens.


  “Behold there the cradle and home of all our kind, a mere dot in the skies, a point amid nothingness! Would you believe it, my friend, the microbes crawling upon that telescopic mote are said to believe that all the immensity of space, the complexity of innumerable suns and planets and galaxies, has been made for their especial benefit!”


  With a loud guffaw, Stark slapped his knee; then, pointing once more toward the minute, barely visible particle that may have been the earth, he stood peering at me with a satiric twinkle in his eyes.


  “Come, Andrew, can’t you be serious?” I demanded, impatiently, for I was not in a mood to hear my native world disparaged. “Let’s forget the earth, and decide now how to explore this planet!”


  “Yes, but what is there to decide?” questioned my friend, flinging himself into a seat, and staring at me contemplatively, while his long legs were outstretched before him in the most ungainly manner imaginable. “We will simply have to plan for a jaunt of three or four hours, and take equipment enough to last that long—which is to say, our heaviest furs, a little food, ropes and axes to help us over the ice, and possibly matches, flashlights, and spy-glasses for an emergency. Also, I think we’d better provide our shoes with spikes, for I’ve found it mighty slippery manipulating over that ice.”


  “Good!” I acquiesced. “Very good!” Yet a sudden shuddery sensation overcame me as I thought of crossing those blue-white frosty reaches. “But don’t you believe—don’t you believe we’d better go armed?”


  “Why not?” he shrugged, reaching for a pair of revolvers that hung on the wall. “It’s unlikely that we’ll encounter any living things; still, the best motto in a strange country is to take no chances.”


  “Now there’s still another thing,” I asked, beset by a doubt that had troubled me ever since our arrival. “Judging from the looks of things around us, do you think we’ve come down on land? Or is it that we’ve descended on a frozen sea?”


  Stark twisted up his mouth into a peculiar wry grimace. “I hope not a frozen sea—for that would limit our opportunities for investigation. We’d have to go up in the Wanderer again, and come down somewhere else. On the other hand, there’s no way yet of telling what is what. We’ll simply “have to bide our time till we find out.”


  I nodded; and, without further ado, we went about our preparations. We fastened heavy spikes to our shoes; we inspected and loaded the revolvers; we provided ourselves with food, compass and other necessities; then, so thickly furred that only our eyes were visible amid the hairy folds of our garments, we passed through the door of our car, closed it behind us, and started out across the wintry plain.


  Now, of all times, we should have felt elated; for was not this the moment of dreams come true? Yet, for some reason that I cannot explain, neither of us exulted. Stark trudged silently at my side, absorbed in his own reflections, while his steaming breath hardened in frosty flakes upon his beard and clothes; while I, no less silent, was overcome with a violence of melancholy and nostalgia that made me bite fiercely into my lips in order to keep back the tears.


  Perhaps it was the blank desolation of the scene that overcame me, the interminable, tumbled wastes with their unreal, ghostly beauty; perhaps it was the solitude and the silence, the knowledge that no living thing moved in the stagnant air, or crawled or flitted across the ice-sheets, or called out shrilly or querulously to mate or young.


  Had there even been some goblin monster to animate the plain; had a polar bear crept out from behind some ice-block, or a pack of wolves skulked shadow-like to our rear, or some weird toothed or beaked thing scurried panic-stricken from our path, we might have shuddered, but we would have been reassured; for life would at least have been around us, and when is life so terrible as death? But the absolute stillness, the absolute emptiness, the absolute tomb-like solitude made the horror almost too great to be borne.


  Lost!


  GLANCING up at the gray, star-littered sky, with the remote gem-like sun set in one unchanging position, I again asked myself what insane choice it was that had taken us to this world of waste and silence. Was there anything to see here, anything to discover? should we find more than ice, and further ice, and further ice, with the pitiless stars gazing down upon emptiness, and the pitiless blue-white wilderness staring up at the desert sky?


  Now and then the swift streak of a meteorite gleamed from the heavens, bringing us remembrances of an earthly night; now and then the firmament was crossed by silken, wavering bands of light that reminded me of the aurora borealis; but, except for such flashes and glimmers, it seemed to me as if this world would roll on forever and forever without a change, without a movement, without even the sign or phantom of activity, meaning or life.


  Accordingly, it was a relief even to feel a faint pulsation in the atmosphere; to feel a weak wind arising as if to bear us thoughts of the earth. True, the breeze made the cold more difficult to bear; yet we could only welcome it, even though it gradually increased in force; and we plodded on our way with a greater assurance and cheerfulness.


  Nowhere, however, did the scene show any sign of a change; unending ice, varied by patches of clotted snow, made up the totality of our experience; carefully, but unavailingly, we looked for the footprint or relic of some living thing; while without expectation, and without success, we sought for the sign of some crude dwelling or hut.


  It was only after about an hour that we did make a discovery; that we came suddenly upon a great black projection with precipitous sides fifty feet high, and recognized in delight—a wall of rock!


  Simultaneously we stopped short, pointing to this telltale object. “Rock!” we exclaimed, in one breath. “We are on land!”


  “On land! Land! Land!” I repeated, as though there were magic in the sound. “So this isn’t a frozen ocean!”


  “No, not unless it’s an island projecting from the water!” exclaimed Stark. “But that isn’t probable. Come, let’s look more closely.”


  As well as we were able, we examined the cliff. Its beetling, weatherbeaten sides, overhung with icicles, showed a scarred, irregular surface proving it to be come form of granite; but further features seemed to be lacking, and we were about to turn away when Stark called my attention to some peculiar-looking markings near the base of the rock. With the aid of flashlights, we inspected them closely, much to our bewilderment—were they or were they not of natural origin?


  Of about the thickness of a man’s wrist, they were cut several inches into the stone in a series of jagged, perpendicular lines, giving an appearance remotely like that of hieroglyphics. Oddly enough, there was a regularity about them suggestive of human workmanship; yet, at the same time, they were unlike any man-made markings I had ever seen.


  Had they been caused merely by the scraping and tearing of the elements? So I would have liked to believe; for I shuddered at the thought that human beings may ever have been here, though in some distant, warmer age. A chill, not wholly from the cold air traveled down my spine; and before my excited fancy there glided the ghosts of the long-dead Plutonians, upon whose graves we might even now be treading.


  So long did Stark and I linger examining the rock-markings that we scarcely noticed the change in the atmosphere about us; scarcely noticed that the breeze of a few minutes before was rising to a gale. Only when the world resounded with the intermittent screeching of a storm-wind, which howled and hooted eerily from the far-off vacancies, did we have thought of possible danger or decide that it was time to return to the Wanderer of the Skies.


  Even so, we were not alarmed; at first Stark even found time for scientific speculations. “To come to think of it,” he pointed out, as we started off together, “isn’t this just what one would expect? Isn’t it inevitable that Pluto should be a world of violent storms? The cold air from the unlighted side must rush with terrific power to the areas of lower pressure on the warmer side; and this must give rise to tornadoes beside which those of the earth would seem mere tempests in a teapot.”


  “Yes, yes, undoubtedly!” I cried, realizing only too vividly the soundness of this contention.


  But it was becoming painfully hard to speak, and we hastened on our way without another word. Progress, we found, had suddenly grown much more difficult; the wind, sweeping about us with a surging, maniacal fury, bent our heavy, fur-laden garments, as beneath an iron weight, and the numbing cold penetrated to our skins.


  AT times, confronted with a particularly severe gust, we had to crouch low behind some mound of ice, and wait for minutes before we could proceed; at other times, on some exposed, slippery surface, we had to creep on hands and knees; and all the while the gale, as if possessed by some mocking demon, seemed to be growing louder and louder, fiercer and fiercer, and to eat and tear at us with shriller, more determined force.


  Amid the lunging fury of the elements, in which white particles of ice and snow were whirled about like sand-grains, it was difficult to find our way; indeed, we soon lost sight of our former tracks; and had it not been for the compass, which pointed toward the south, we would not have known how to retrace our course. But inwardly we thanked the gods for granting us this saving instrument; while, creeping, crawling, staggering across the blown and screaming waste, we forced ourselves onward and onward toward the haven of our car.


  I do not know whether there was some peculiar electrical force in the Plutonian atmosphere that played havoc with the magnetic needle; or whether we had miscalculated our course or direction, or the storm had made us lose our bearings. At all events, I know that after we had covered about a mile—which was as far as we had originally strayed—we began to look expectantly for our car, but no car appeared.


  The very features of the landscape were unfamiliar; it seemed to us that the piles of ice were higher than before; that the surface of the ice was more tumbled and irregular; that the fissures—which confronted us at frequent intervals—were wider and more dangerous, so that once or twice there was actual risk of slipping into them and being engulfed.


  But all these variations in the scenery, we told ourselves, were merely imagined; for we knew how different the same territory may appear when viewed from various vantage-points.


  And so on and on we pushed, the storm constantly growing more severe, our efforts constantly growing more difficult, our panting bodies drawing constantly nearer to exhaustion; while the cold Vas seeping more and more bitterly through our garments, and there appeared to be no way to keep it out. Not yet would we admit the peril to ourselves; but we began to look still more anxiously for a certain familiar gray sphere—a sphere whose seventy-foot form, when we had last left it, had loomed conspicuously above the surrounding country.


  Was it possible that the Wanderer of the Skies had vanished like a bubble? Was it possible that its enormous form, still more than half covered with contragrav and hence light as a balloon, had been blown away by the storm? We did not believe so, for we had not neglected to moor it with ropes; but, on the other hand, we had no way of estimating the ferocity of the elements that assailed it.


  At all events, we caught no sight of the great machine; though after a while, with excruciating difficulty, we had advanced a distance that made it futile to continue. And so, moving slowly and ever more slowly, we began to retrace our steps, while our eyes hopelessly searched and searched the landscape.


  The wind screeched and snarled more vehemently than ever, with many a gust of impish laughter; the blue-white waste spread out before us more desolate, more spectral than before, while the small flying particles beat into our eyes and impeded our progress. The dim, blinking stars and the puny, remote sun stared down at us from their same pitiless eminence, aloof and uncaring; and we, crouching from time to time in some dim recess or cranny in the ice while the gale whirled and battled past, still pressed on and on, we scarcely knew whither, across the limitless, hostile solitude.


  Each tried as best he could to keep his feelings from the other; but both of us, with sinking hearts and scarcely audible groans, were at last forced to admit that we were lost.


  CHAPTER IX


  Into the Depths


  IN the lives of most men, there comes a moment when unforeseen death suddenly confronts them. Some individuals, at such a crisis, will throw up their hands in bewilderment, and not even attempt a fight; others will struggle although in agony, and will not surrender until natural forces their capitulation. But in the case of Stark and myself, there was simply no choice; we simply had to press on among the gigantic ice-fields through the growing storm. For the conflict was wholly physical, and our minds set aloof and helpless; it was a battle between our own endurance and the strength of the elements; while in the background sat chance, grinning and unseen, the last court of appeal, the silent arbiter of our destinies.


  Amid the sweeping, whirling confusion of wind that beset us, beating down with a pummelling force, screeching more furiously and ever more furiously, and driving the tiny white particles in storms that grew thicker and thicker, progress was by yards and half yards, by inches and half inches. We crawled and we staggered, we slid and we stumbled, we crept around exposed boulders and wormed our way on all fours through icy caves and fissures.


  It came to us, in a confused fashion, that perhaps our best chance would be to make ourselves a rude snow hut, in Eskimo fashion; but alas! there was not enough free snow at hand, even if we had known how to build such a shelter; while we could not afford to pause, since only by keeping moving, and moving, and moving could we save ourselves from being frozen. Even as it was, we felt the cold seeping down our arms and legs, attacking our toes and fingers, nipping at our nostrils and ears, and spreading in shivery waves along our spines.


  By this time, half blinded by the vehement gusts, we had almost given up looking for our car. Within our breasts there was only numbness and misery; we were ruled only by the stark, groping instinct of self-preservation, and did not know or plan where we were going.


  Only one thing we were careful about: to keep always within sight, even within hand’s grasp of each other, for once either had lost touch with his companion, what would be the chances of a reunion in this wailing wilderness?


  Yet, in spite of the hungry eargerness with which we each clung to the other, I was to have the shock of seeing Stark disappear. Yes, disappear literally and wholly! vanish as if the earth had swallowed him! He had been plodding forward a yard or two ahead of me, crouching low like an ape in the effort to withstand a gale that seemed bent on blowing him away—when all at once his humped form was no longer visible.


  I thought that I heard a dull, crashing sound, accompanied by a scream; but such was the pandemonium of the elements that I could not be sure. All that I know is that he had slid out of sight!—and that I, stopping short and clutching at my heart, could not have been more startled had he evaporated.


  Yet the explanation came to me almost immediately; there was some sort of crevasse or depression in the ice. But that thought was scarcely a consolation—what if he had plunged a thousand feet below?


  It was therefore with intense relief that, having crept forward a few paces, I saw a large circular opening in the ice, and observed Stark in the act of picking himself up from a flat surface eight or ten feet beneath.


  Evidently his heavy fur garments had protected him from serious injury, although he was rubbing his shins in a pained manner. But, having descended, he apparently aid not intend to climb out again; he motioned me to join him, and this I did after some difficulty, for I realized that even such a rude shelter would offer us a relative protection.


  Even to this day, I do not know what possessed Stark and me to explore that depression in the ice. About a hundred feet in diameter, with straight circular walls, its very existence was a cause for wonder; though ±t might have been due to the impact of a gigantic meteorite. Why, then, did we feel an immediate, compelling desire to study it from end to end?


  Shivering and miserable as we were, could we not have made ourselves temporarily secure against one of its rocky walls, and so have outlived the blizzard? But no! it was as if some guiding spirit were at hand, protecting us, leading us on, assuring us of new and fantastic adventures, and providing that our voyage to Pluto should not be wholly in vain.


  WE had almost completed our circumnavigation of the depression, when suddenly we stopped short before a black, pit-like opening in the ice and rock. It was not more than seven feet across, and was partly blocked with an icy accumulation; but, despite this obstruction, we were immediately struck with its geometrical regularity of design. Even in the uncertain light, we could see that it formed a perfect circle; that the curves were much more exact than nature usually accomplishes. Was it possible that it was of artificial origin?


  Trembling at this thought, we turned our flashlights fully upon the opening. The cavity was black, black as the vacancy of starless space, and slanted down on an angle of forty-five degrees apparently into profound remoteness. But this was the least interesting of its features! Just beneath the rim, and as far down into the abyss as we could see, the rock had been cut out with mathematical regularity in a definite pattern! The floor of the pit was not unbroken!—it reached down in a long series of steps!


  Or, to be more exact, the rock had been chiselled out in blocks a foot thick, a foot wide, and nearly three feet long; while all the successive chisellings had been ordered by the same plan, and there was no perceptible difference in the proportions of the various steps. Who could doubt that they had been designed by intelligent beings?


  For a moment, Stark and I stood stockstill and speechless; then, of one accord, we began to examine the upper stairs in detail. They were encrusted in ice, which may have covered them for a year, a thousand years, or a thousand thousand years. Yet, from the thickness of the coating, we agreed that probably they were of ancient origin.


  “Perhaps made by the last survivors of the Plutonian race, before the cold exterminated them,” suggested Stark, whose teeth were chattering as he spoke. “Guess we’d better explore a bit.”


  I must confess that that dark, mysterious tunnel, sloping down into the bowels of the planet, did not look enticing to me. At the same time, our present position was little more enticing; we had found a partial shelter from the wind and cold, but it was far from all that we could desire. We were still swept by the frigid gusts; our numbed fingers were still stiff, and the chill had not left our spines; while the storm, instead of showing signs of abating, was whirling about us with a howling frenzy that seemed to be on the increase, and the showers of small white pellets which were shot down upon us were growing each moment more harassing.


  But if we descended a short distance in the tunnel, would we not be protected? Would we not be able to pass the hours in safety until the storm subsided?


  It was with this hope in mind that, after a final glance into the black depths, I nodded to Stark, and the two of us slowly began to descend.


  If we had any lingering doubt as to the skill of the tunnelmakers, that doubt was soon dissipated. Down, down, down, step by step, each of us guided by a flashlight, we made our way into the abyss. There was no break, turn or irregularity anywhere discernible; the walls above us were smooth as glass, and the ceiling rarely many inches above our heads; the steps were of a uniform depth, width and length, and the angle of our descent remained unvarying.


  For what purpose had the tunnel been designed? Who had designed it? and when? I could almost imagine that the shades of the makers hovered in air about us; that they were grinning or nodding malevolently; that they lifted filmy fists in menace, or opened fleshless jaws in mockery; that perhaps they were crowding about us thickly as gnats, and all the while were grinning, muttering, mumbling in some outlandish tongue.


  Stark too, I noticed, was proceeding as if beset with apprehensions; he spoke not a word; his breath came in short, heavy gasps; and his manner was groping and cautious and his eyes staring and questioning as they followed my motions by the rays of the flashlights.


  A Subterranean Mystery


  “COME, Andrew, let’s turn back!” I proposed, after we had gone many hundreds of yards and found no change or new sign of interest in the whole long gallery.


  He stopped short, and peered at me in a doubtful silence; then haltingly requested, “Just a little further, Dan. This tunnel must lead somewhere. Let’s find out where.”


  “Oh, very well,” I conceded, reluctantly. And as we silently started once more into the gloomy recesses, I felt for my revolver to make sure that it would be ready in case of need. But how guess what a tremendous difference that last decision of ours would make?


  Before we had gone a dozen paces, I felt Stark clutching at my arm in sudden excitement. “Look!” he exclaimed, sharply. “Look, Dan! See!—there ahead of us!—on the wall!”


  “What’s there ahead of us?” I demanded, with a start of fright; while to my mind came visions of gruesome subterranean creatures.


  The beams of the flashlight were now focused in a revealing circle upon a point almost within hand’s grasp. And instantly I saw! The wall was covered with markings!—deeply engraved markings in a series of jagged, perpendicular lines, similar to those we had observed above ground!


  “Well, what do you say to that?” cried Stark, grasping me about the shoulders in quaking agitation. “The writing of some intelligent people!”


  I stood staring at the hieroglyphics, too much astonished to reply. Were the makers of the markings still alive? Or had they all perished ages ago?


  But if they were still living, would it not be perilous to thrust ourselves upon them without formality? So I demanded of Stark, who only laughed at my misgivings. “What? Afraid of dead men?” he mocked. “Why, most likely there hasn’t been another living thing down here for a million years!”


  Even as he finished these words, his whole form shuddered convulsively; once more I felt him clutching violently at my arm. “Dan! Dan!” he ejaculated, hoarsely, while staring down the long passageway like one who has seen a ghost. “A light! A light!”


  “What light?” I demanded, while a wave of dread shot down my spine.


  “A light down there! Way down there!” he mumbled, pointing into the depths of the tunnel. “I saw it plainly!”


  For several seconds I gaped in the indicated direction. But only the deep, unyielding blackness met my eyes.


  “Don’t you think your imagination is running away with you?” I remonstrated. “Evidently the darkness is getting on your nerves. Didn’t you say only dead men—”


  “Why, there it is! There it is again!” he shrilled, in the same startled manner as before. “I saw it clearly—a low, dim light! It seemed to glide across my range of vision—and vanish. Like a lamp carried by a human hand!”


  “Strange that you saw it and I didn’t!” I protested, while struggling to keep up my own courage. “Come now, I’m sure there’s actually nothing there.” And then, after a momentary silence, “Well, ready to go back now?”


  “Go back?” he echoed. “Go back, just when things begin to get interesting? No, Dan, not me! I’m going to see what caused that light! I’m sure it was no hallucination!”


  Although it was my own private hope that it was indeed no hallucination, what could I do but agree to accompany Stark?


  But now until now had I been conscious of the full terror, the full uncertainty of our adventure. Here we were, the two of us, travelers from a far-off world, descending a tunnel of whose purpose or builders we knew nothing; descending into the depths of an unknown planet, perhaps into the very arms of merciless foes.


  The smooth, sloping stone walls, reaching through the darkness just above our heads and all about us, suddenly struck us as intolerably confiding; the still, musty air, permeated with the mouldy odors of centuries, seemed dismal and noxious as the air of a prison. The curious acoustics of the tunnel, in which every whisper sounded preternaturally loud and every muttering was magnified into a roar, had a tormenting effect upon one with overwrought nerves; while the heavy breathing of my companion as we cautiously stepped down and down, our flashlights wavering through the blackness, served only to accentuate my sense of something heavy bearing down upon us, something ominous, something foreboding, something eerie and unparalleled in human experience.


  I have no idea how long that descent continued. It may have been only minutes, but it seemed like hours; I have only the impression that we covered hundreds of steps without noticing any difference in the straight, sloping vastness of the gallery. All the while, however, I was aware that the air was growing denser and mustier; and that the temperature was rising, until our fur coats were becoming a burden. So profusely, indeed, were we perspiring, and so heavily were we breathing that at last it seemed a matter of a few paces at most before we would have to halt or turn back.


  MEANWHILE, though we both kept steady watch, the lights which Stark claimed to have seen did not reappear. I was becoming more and more confirmed in my opinion that they had been mere illusions—when all at once my own eyes beheld something which made me gasp and stop short. It was not exactly a light; rather, it was the suggestion of a light; the blackness ahead of us seemed not quite so black as before, seemed to have been softened to a blank, heavy gray, like that of skies at late twilight. So gradually had the change occurred that I had not noticed how or when it came about!


  “Well, what’s that?” demanded Stark, who had observed the phenomenon simultaneously. “Surely, there is light ahead!”


  “Better not be too sure,” I cautioned. “It may vanish—like those other lights you saw.”


  Stark grinned, and started energetically on his way again. And I, who had no course but to follow, jogged in his footsteps while my gaze still searched and searched the abysses beneath. To my astonishment, the deep gray circle below gradually grew a little less hazy of outline; gradually began to be penetrated by a dull illumination from some mysterious source. And at the same time, as if to add to our bewilderment, our cheeks were fanned all at once by a faint current of air,—faint, but unmistakable, and wonderfully refreshing to our nostrils!


  “Where under heaven can that breeze come from—here, hundreds of feet underground?” it was on my lips to ask. But I kept my thoughts to myself, while my eyes were fascinated by that dim luster ahead of us, a luster gradually expanding into a faint silvery whiteness, with something of a ghostly quality that made it seem like a lantern viewed in a dream.


  “Surely, surely, we are dreaming!” I told myself; and I bit my lip and prodded my own sides to make sure that I was awake. For how, in cold actuality, was it possible to find light here beneath the planet’s surface?


  “Radio-activity, perhaps. Yes, radio-activity. Or else some buried volcanic fire,” I was assuring myself—when of a sudden we made the most surprising discovery of all.


  Without warning, our tunnel had come to an end! Due to some deceptive arrangement in the faint silvery light, which presented the illusion of interminable distances still to be covered, we had reached the bottom while we imagined that we were still on the way! Not precisely the bottom, it is true!—but the bottom of our own tunnel, which emptied into a greater cavern whose existence we had not previously suspected.


  This second gallery, which extended in a horizontal direction as far as our eyes could follow, was the source of the mysterious silver illumination, which still remained mysterious, since it filled the corridor from no visible luminary. The gallery itself was of the most singular shape imaginable—its sides were patterned on the plan of an equilateral triangle, and the distance from the base to the apex was perhaps twenty feet.


  As for the floors and walls, they were hewn out of solid granite varied by the peculiar jagged markings we had already observed; while so even were the lines of the corridor, and so exact the proportions, that we murmured in surprise at the engineering skill of the excavators.


  From the bottom of our tunnel to the floor of the gallery there was a drop of about six or eight feet; but we observed no ladder, stairway or other easy means of descent. The question now arose whether or not to go down to the floor of the main gallery; for while it would be simple enough to climb back if we had the time, we were by no means certain of being able to return in an emergency—and we well knew that an emergency might arise.


  “Well, at least, we have our revolvers,” pointed out Stark, tapping significantly at his belt. “If the worst comes to the worst, we’ll have a fighting chance.”


  “Still, wouldn’t it be wiser to stay here for a while and see what happens?” I suggested. Personally, I prefer to look before I leap.”


  I do not know what it was that overcame me at that moment; whether it was merely by the irony of the fates that I lost my footing, or whether the sly hand of Stark helped the fates along. At all events, I do know that, an instant later, I had gone whirling through vacancy and found myself sprawled on the surface of the lower gallery.


  It was under the plea of coming to my rescue that Stark slipped down beside me, and laughingly ascertained that my worst injury was a skinned knee. But it seemed to me that there was a tinge of triumphant joy in his tone as he proposed, “Well, Dan, since we’re here, suppose we stay? I’m all ready, if you are. Shall we start out to the right—or the left?”


  And with these words our exploration of the triangular gallery began.


  CHAPTER X


  The Creatures of the Cavern


  IT was only a few minutes before our discoveries began to multiply. The triangular gallery, along whose interminable reaches we had begun to wander, was only one out of the many! Other galleries, not triangular in shape, but curved or rectangular, shot out in all directions like side-streets from a city’s central thoroughfare. Some of these were of smaller proportions; one or two were of equal size or larger; but all alike were cut with mathematical regularity through the solid rock; all were glowing with a faint radiance from some invisible source, and all were deserted as a tomb.


  As if these branching corridors were not sufficient cause for wonder, we came at length into a sort of court, octagonal in shape, and with a ceiling about fifty feet high. Its surprising features were not the smoothness or the evenness of the walls, but rather the designs that decorated them,—designs blended in every conceivable hue and shade—a veritable symphony of color!


  What they represented we could not say; all that we could make out was a confusion of strange, whirling, writhing, sinuous forms, in which creatures half human-shaped were doing a snake-like dance. But, surely, the evidences of human handiwork were accumulating to a disquieting extent!


  Leaving the multihued court, we were cautious to advance always in a straight line, lest we lose our way amid the labyrinth. But already we had gone too far; about a mile or a mile and a half from our point of descent, our gallery abruptly started downward, at an angle of twenty or twenty-five degrees. And Stark, advancing despite my protest, made two discoveries after going only a few yards; a large metallic screen-like arrangement on the upper walls of the corridor, through which the air was able to flow as through a ventilator; and an enormous opening, five or six feet across, which gaped from the floor of the tunnel, but was likewise covered with a metallic screen.


  Curiously the two of us bent down to examine this unexpected device. The metal, which seemed to be some sort of an iron or iron-and-nickel alloy, was fresh-looking and beautifully polished, almost as though placed here only yesterday. Could this appearance be deceptive? Even as this question flashed through our minds, it was answered from an unlooked-for source.


  All at once, our ears were startled by a loud rattling sound. Only a few yards away, where the gallery began its descent, a heavy sheet of metal, propelled by no visible power, was clattering from its hiding-place among the rocks, to cover the tunnel-entrance and cut off our path of retreat. Its movement was not rapid—but, alas! we observed it just a fraction of a second too late; in our terror-stricken dash for the entrance, we had just time to thrust our hands through the closing aperture, and then to withdraw them in haste lest they be crushed.


  Now, while we stood staring at one another with drawn white faces, a still more frightening demonstration met our ears. There was a roaring from the screen-covered hole in the floor; a tremendous gust of foul-smelling hot air, like a furnace blast, burst out upon us; we found ourselves in the midst of a perfect gale of heat and of evil, unimaginable odors, which blew upward from the floor with such violence that we had to struggle to retain our balance.


  How furiously we stormed now at the closed gateway! beating at the unimpressionable metal till our fists were bruised and bloody! crying out till our lungs were hoarse with insane screams and pleas! Over us both the idea had flashed that our presence had been discovered; that the builders of the galleries, seeing us although unseen by us, had devised a scheme to snare and asphyxiate us. Were we to be doomed like rats in a trap?—to be slain without even a chance for our lives? So we imagined, as we stood there clutching and beating at the wall, while over us both there rushed a mad, all-powerful desire for freedom, for fresh air, for the unhampered open spaces.


  Possibly our imprisonment lasted for many minutes; possibly it endured only a minute or two, as the clock records time. Yet whole worlds of suffering and terror were condensed into that period; whole worlds of screaming, tense-fisted fury; a dozen miserable deaths—the concentrated wretchedness of a lifetime! What then was our joy when the roaring in our ears suddenly subsided! When the wind of foul vapors ceased, and we found ourselves once more in silence! With manifest relief glowing on features that looked years older, we stared speechlessly at one another—after all, we were not to be asphyxiated!


  But now appeared a new source of alarm. What were those strange noises, those hoarse, gruff noises, which arose from beyond the closed gate? I can best liken them to the grunts of savage beasts, to the mutterings of enraged grizzlies—even to hear them was to shudder. Yet did they not have a variety, a persistency of utterance that was not quite beast-like?


  MINUTE after minute those sounds continued, sometimes barely audible, sometimes rising in a swift booming succession, sometimes subsiding to a sort of throaty drawling especially unpleasant to our ears. Oh, that we had had the eyes to see through that wall of metal!


  “Whatever they are, do they know we’re inside here?” whispered Stark, in tones almost too low for me to hear. “Shall I give them a reminder?”


  “Better not,” I cautioned, feeling for my revolver. But after a muttered, “Anything’s better than staying here!” my comrade let forth a yell at the top of his voice.


  The effect was instantaneous. The sounds from behind the wall rose in a swift, guttural chorus, as though many individuals wished to be heard all at once. There was a series of bellowings and shrill cries, mingled with lower-voiced ejaculations suggestive of surprise; then followed some confused gabblings, and some mutterings so low that we could scarcely hear them—then all at once, to our consternation, there came a clattering sound, and the metallic gate slowly drew open.


  We may have been prepared for some curious sights, but surely we had expected nothing like the strange reality. Here were not the beasts which the gruff voices had led us to expect! Yet hers were creatures only remotely human! Half a dozen shimmering forms, slender as children, but close to seven feet in height, stood before us in many-colored costumes of rainbow design. Their faces, doughy pallid, were each dominated by two enormous bulging greenish eyes; their long pole-like arms and legs were naked, their high foreheads were overlooked by pates innocent of hair, their many-jointed fingers were nearly a foot in length, and numbered seven on each hand.


  But what really distinguished the creatures—what gave them their singular, unearthly appearance, and set them off from humanity—was not their size or bulging eyes or the length or number of their fingers, but a glowing phosphorescent orb about three inches in diameter which grew in a socket at the top of the head of each of them—a lantern of flesh and blood, reminding me of the lights of deep-sea fishes!


  At the first glimpse, we could do little more than take in the general features of the strangers. Meanwhile they were performing a similar service for us; for a moment, they stared at us without moving, while their greenish, baby-small mouths slid open, and their greenish eyes burnt and glittered queerly, and the lanterns on their heads flashed more brightly and more brightly, changing weirdly, in hue, till they looked like golden searchlights.


  Then all at once—almost before we had recovered from our first gasp of surprise—a peculiar babbling arose simultaneously from all the creatures, their lamps took on a lavender tint, and their thin forms rocked back and forth in the throes of some uncontrollable convulsion. Not until this demonstration had lasted many seconds; not until they began tapping, tapping significantly at their heads, did we realize that they were laughing.


  Afterwards, we were to understand that the reason for their laughter was that we had no head-lamps—which made us seem as strange to them as a man without any head at all would seem to us. But this we did not realize at the time; hence we grew indignant to meet with such an unseemly reception. And, in our misapprehension, we made a serious blunder.


  Reaching into our revolver cases, we drew forth our weapons and brandished them high in air.


  Neither of us had any intention other than to make an impression; yet here again chance betrayed us, for it was not by design, but because of my heedless excitement, that my fingers inadvertently pressed the trigger.


  The ensuing flash of flames, the smoke, the noise, echoing down the closed corridor like the report of a cannon, had exactly the effect that we might have anticipated. Suppose that a native of Mars or Jupiter were to come to the earth, and that his greeting should be to hurl a bomb! Should we not look upon him in dread and hostility? Should we not hasten to put a distance between him and ourselves?


  So it is hardly surprising that the Plutonians, after their first terrified screams and yells, speedily made an end of our encounter. No one had been hit by the bullet; but no one seemed to desire to wait to be hit. With lightning swiftness, the strangers one and all whirled about, and, with the agility of antelopes, began racing away along the corridor. In a moment the last of them, gibbering with fright, had swept out of view, and Stark and I were once more free to pursue our explorations.


  CHAPTER XI


  Trapped


  “WELL, now I understand!” exclaimed Stark, in a self-congratulatory manner, as the last of the Plutonians whisked out of view. “Now I understand those lanterns I saw from the dark stairway. They were the head-lights of passing natives!”


  Being more interested in safety than in explanations, I attempted no answer to this statement, but suggested hastily, “Well, Andrew, don’t you suppose it’s time to be getting out of here? I’m afraid we’ve made ourselves unpopular enough already with those long-fingered devils.”


  Stark nodded; and, without a word, we began to retrace our footsteps. Finding the temperature unbearably warm, we halted long enough to divest ourselves of our fur coats; then, with these articles dangling from our arms, we pressed on our way as rapidly as our shaken and weary condition would permit.


  For a few minutes, our progress was unimpeded. The straight, triangular gallery, with its silvery illumination, stretched out before us silent and untenanted; once again there was nothing to show that we were not wandering through a land of the dead. At last we reached the court of the multi-hued decorations, and realized that the stairway to the outer world was not many hundreds of yards off; then, as we darted forward with exclamations of relief, an unforeseen obstacle intruded. All at once, the lights went out!


  I have no way of picturing the terrorizing suddenness of the effect. I can only say that we were plunged into blackness—blackness absolute and impenetrable. Not the flicker, not the suggestion of a light trembled about us from the thick emptiness; it was as though we had been hurled to the pitchy bottom of the sea. Andrew! Andrew!” I gasped; and, reaching out a swift arm to grasp my friend, I swung it with a crash against the cavern wall. “Andrew! Andrew!”


  At the same time, I heard him just beside me, muttering beneath his breath. “Damn the accident!” he mumbled. “Dash those lamp-headed demons—”


  But suddenly he broke short. What was that hoarse, throaty noise from somewhere in the darkness? Could it be the heavy speech of the Plutonians?


  For a second or two we remained tense and motionless, listening. Then all at once the sound was repeated, nearer and more threatening.


  Only now, in our terror, did it occur to us that we need not remain in utter darkness. Only now did we remember our flashlights, and fumble for them with uncertain, panic-stricken movements. It was a minute before we could extricate them from amid our masses of clothing; but at length, while Stark was still groping in the gloom, I found mine and switched it on.


  No sooner had the beams penetrated the darkness than there came, from just ahead of us, a shrill, startled cry. I thought I saw a shadowy form that shot across the gallery and vanished; I thought I heard a scampering as of swift feet, and made out a yellowish light crazily wavering. But that was all—in less than a second, sights and sounds alike had faded, and Stark and I were again in undisputed possession of the corridor.


  “Guess we’re safe enough for the time being!” muttered Stark, as he also found his flashlight. “Let’s go ahead!”


  Side by side we set out again through the darkness. Though our hearts were pounding like hammers, we still believed it possible to reach the stairway and safety.


  But we had reckoned without the opposing forces. Like the savage who disdains the prowess of the white man armed only with a little shining stick, we had underestimated the resources of the enemy. Literally, we were like flies in a spider’s web! When we had gone only a few yards, Stark and I began to be conscious of annoying little bands and streamers that entangled our feet and impeded our progress.


  At first we paid little heed, since the flashlights showed them only as the thinnest little silvery threads, too frail and slender-looking to be worth attention. We did not anticipate how they were to multiply as we advanced, nor how our arms and our whole bodies were to be obstructed, until it was as if our pathway were lined with tall, dense brush. Even so, we did not begin to suspect the nature of our antagonist; nor did either of us know the extremity of terror until suddenly, as by one accord, we stumbled, and in falling lost our grip upon the flashlights, which flickered and went out.


  OUR descent, although precipitate, had not been painful, for we were arrested by something soft and down-like. But never shall I forget my sensations as I strove to pick myself up again. Now at last I could appreciate the feelings of the deer crushed by the python! To my horror, I could not rise to my feet! It was as if unseen hands were holding me to the floor; as if unseen arms, yielding, insinuating, irresistible, were winding about my neck, about my shoulders, about my entire form! All that I could feel was those delicate, silken strands—and oh, how many of them there were, and how strong!


  It did not matter how many I evaded or broke; always there were others, and others, and others, others and others and others still; so that the more I struggled, the more speedily I was entangled. By the hundreds, perhaps by the thousands, the tiny threads were around me, caressing me like living things; soon my arms could only squirm convulsively; soon my legs could only kick weakly and unavailingly; soon my whole body, prone on the gallery floor, could only writhe like a fly stuck on the flypaper.


  Meanwhile close at hand, where another form threshed and struggled in the darkness, I knew that Stark also had been caught.


  In my battle with the unseen, I had no time for anything except mad terror. I had no time to reflect on the meaning of what had happened; to ask whether we could expect anything better than death at the hands of the Plutonians . . . Fortunately, we were spared the ordeal of long waiting and questioning. Of a sudden—so unexpectedly that we blinked, and were momentarily blinded—the gallery flashed once more into brightness; and our startled eyes, staring out from amid silvery meshes, made out the forms of several Plutonians gazing down upon us in silent speculation.


  For several minutes they remained staring at us without speech or motion; while their headlights, which evidently h.ad been switched off, were one by one re-illumined. Then at last the leader of the band—a giant, who must have approached eight feet in height—made a peculiar grunting sound, and four of his fellows slid down on the floor beside Stark and myself.


  Now suddenly we were to appreciate the advantage of having fourteen long, many-jointed fingers. No earthly hands could have worked with the dexterity displayed by the Plutonians; they manipulated like marvelous and infinitely adaptable machines, machines so swift of action that we could not follow them with our eyes. Almost before we realized it, they had reached among the entanglements of our garments, and removed every detachable article—matches, compass, foods, etc., all of which they examined with a curious attention.


  Then one of them drew forth my revolver, which he threw into a corner, and which immediately discharged, to every one’s loud-voiced terror, but with no other result except to make a black hole in the floor. Following this incident, the Plutonians handled us with a little more respect; but that did not prevent them eventually from wrapping their long fingers about us and lifting us bodily into a three-wheeled canoe-shaped cart; after which, with the silvery meshes wound about us so tightly that we had trouble to breathe, we were rolled away amid a gibbering escort.


  Within a few minutes we reached the end of a low, short gallery, from which a black hole about five feet across shot off into vacancy. Regardless of our howling protest, the cart we lay in was shoved toward this opening and slowly forced through it. It may be imagined that we twisted and struggled as furiously as our bound condition would permit; for we fancied we could read the mutterings of a malevolent glee in the excited speech of our captors; and we had visions of being flung into some tremendous chasm, to have our bones battered upon the rocks a thousand feet beneath. Yet our protests were like the cries of a child caught in an avalanche; down into the darkness we were pushed deliberately, remorselessly; we heard a door clatter to a close behind us; the throaty speech of the Plutonians grew faint in our ears, and there was a grinding of wheels and a roaring as we went whirling away through interminable space.


  But, at least, we had not been dropped into emptiness. The wind rushed past us in a torrent, while our car traveled, perhaps on rails, around long curves and windings, guided as if under intelligent direction. At first, in our bewildered state of mind, it did not occur to us that the controlling force was gravity; that the curves and grades of the tunnel had been calculated with mathematical precision; that we had been consigned to some particular destination, as certainly as a letter sent through a mail tube.


  All this we were not to realize until later; hence it was with intense relief that, after minutes and minutes of traveling, we finally felt the headlong speed of the car relaxing; felt the vehicle moving more and more slowly, like an automobile coasting to a stop, till ultimately it halted with a jerk as though it had struck some solid barrier.


  An Inspection


  FOR a moment the darkness ail about us was still impenetrable . . . Then, of a sudden, there came a blinding brilliance, a gate flashed open before us, and we heard a tumult of heavy voices. And immediately we were surrounded by loudmouthed bands of Plutonians, and carried out into a place of unimaginable weirdness and beauty.


  Nothing we had seen in the galleries above could have led us to expect the scene now opening out before us. Never in our maddest dreams had we conceived anything similar to this gigantic corridor, this world beneath a world, which darted before our astonished view. At the first glimpse, we could only gaze and gasp, wondering if our senses were not deceiving us; it was only by degrees that the full features of this buried universe began to make themselves plain.


  Picture a cavern large enough to contain a city; a cavern with arching, vaguely illuminated rocky roof five hundred feet high; a cavern a thousand feet across, and longer than the unaided eye can discover. Picture the walls patterned of fifty blending pastel shades, all of them ever-changing from some invisible source of radiance; picture niches containing intricate and tremendous carven figures, which likewise shift in color as though played upon by unseen lanterns; picture the whole vast gallery supported by no columns and yet shaped into a series of cyclopean domes, each fashioned with such precision and symmetry that one could stare and marvel never-endingly.


  But, in the beginning, Stark and I had little chance to stare and marvel. Dazzling, awe-inspiring as was the cavern, our attention was fastened more closely upon the mob that surrounded us. At the first glimpse, we could see that many of them were not like their fellows whom we had already observed. All were distinguished by lamps growing at the tops of their heads and frequently changing color, from purple to vermilion, and from vermilion to golden, and from golden to violet; all, again, had features pale as dough and great bulging greenish eyes; and all were fourteen-fingered, and so slender as to remind me of walking reeds.


  But, aside from this, they manifested a great variety of appearance: their height was most uneven, and ranged from three feet to eight; while the size of their heads was subject to a great diversity; here and there strode an individual with a head four times larger than the average, and such persons numbered possibly one out of every fifteen or twenty.


  But even more striking was the difference in the costumes of the Plutonians: some wore shimmering multi-hued garments such as we had first encountered, others displayed diaphanous white robes transparent as gauze, and still others, including most of the big-headed species, had dispensed entirely with artificial encumbrances, and walked in unashamed nakedness.


  Upon our arrival, Stark and I were lifted bodily out of the car by half a dozen of the tallest natives and carried to an elevated stone platform, about whose base the lamp-heads had gathered in a vociferous concourse. Then, greatly to our relief, the strands that bound us were untied, and we had the pleasure of being able to stand once more on our feet.


  Surrounded by a guard that made any attempt at escape unthinkable, we were allowed to flex and unbend our stiffened muscles, and meanwhile we noticed how agreeably warm was the atmosphere, and how fresh and sweet—quite unlike anything one would have expected underground.


  During the brief delay, while we were exercising and rubbing our arms and legs and restoring the checked circulation, I noticed that our fur coats lay spread on the floor of the platform, and that two lamp-heads were examining them through microscope-like tubes with the most ridiculous gravity. They would pass the lenses over each bit of the surface in turn, squint their green eyes, and allow their head-lamps to revolve in all directions; and after each stage of the inspection they would turn to one another, nod in a puzzled manner, utter an unintelligible something, hold a hair or patch of hairs to the light, and then return to the examination.


  MEANWHILE the members of the mob below were pointing to us excitedly; gibbering; and significantly tapping their heads; while from time to time we heard babbling explosions of laughter. It was only too evident that the spectators regarded us as some sort of a circus exhibition!


  What was more, they had not long to wait for the performance to begin. After a few minutes, an imposingly tall figure edged his way out of the multitude, which cleared a path respectfully before him. One of the great-headed type, whose upper extremity seemed vastly too big for his slender shoulders, he was the largest Plutonian we had yet seen, and towered to a height well in excess of eight feet.


  Like many of his brainy-looking brethren, he wore no clothes; yet we were puzzled as to the sex of the creature, and were unable to determine whether he were male or female. I can only say that the pallid stick of a body was hairless and unprepossessing, and seemed to us to display the charms neither of Apollo nor of Venus.


  None the less, it was evident that he was a person of distinction, for upon his arrival on the platform a silence fell across the assemblage, and all stood waiting with their greenish eyes blazing and their tiny open mouths upturned in expectation.


  Establishing himself in cautious proximity to a stairway about ten feet to our right, he launched into a series of grunts, hoots and mumblings evidently addressed to us. Every few seconds he would pause, stare at us as if he expected a reply, and then proceed with a different intonation. But although he must have made fifty or sixty tries, the results were always the same. Long before he had finished, the changes in his manner and accentuation had made it apparent that he was a linguist testing us in various languages—possibly even dead languages. Was it that our origin had not even been suspected?


  Finally, after exhausting his repertory, he seemed to come to the conclusion that we were either unfathomably stupid, or else were deaf and dumb. For he lifted his fourteen long fingers, and manipulated them as if motioning in the sign language; while, from the eager look in his jade-like eyes, it was clear that he expected a response.


  Our patience having been exhausted, Stark and I both opened our mouths at once to speak. “Come, we’re not dummies!” exclaimed he, forgetting that the Plutonians did not understand English. “No need to talk that way—” I started to protest . . . when hundreds of babbling voices broke out in a contagion of laughter that cut us rudely short.


  Even our interlocutor could not resist the general uproar, and for several minutes he rocked back and forth in gusty mirth.


  But after the tumult had subsided, he evidently felt that the examination had proceeded far enough. Without further delay he motioned to a group of shimmering-gowned individuals, who mounted the platform, formed themselves about Stark and me in the manner of a military escort, and marched away with us into the depths of the vast vaulted gallery.


  CHAPTER XII


  In the Hands of the Lamp-Heads


  IT was a long and tortuous journey that we made in the company of our rainbow-robed escort. It was a journey so strange and unexpected that Stark and I could only stare at the passing scenes in unbelieving confusion, somewhat as a Martian might stare if plunged into a railroad carriage on earth.


  Part of the distance we covered on foot, but the greater part was managed by means of a moving iron platform, which whirled us across space with the velocity of an express train. Owing to the rapidity of our motion, I cannot give a closer account of most of the things we saw.


  I can only report that we went shooting through long, unlighted tunnels, that we came out into high-roofed, brilliantly lighted caverns, where grew some grayish fungus-like vegetation; that we caught sight of huge revolving steely machines with wheels as wide as a city block; that we had a glimpse of an underground river or canal, whose waters rushed in a torrential, straight-banked course; and that everywhere we viewed swarms of natives, always distinguished by their head-lamps, and always of the same slender, stringy build.


  Finally, after winding through an especially long tunnel, our platform came to a halt in a many-branching gallery, whose tall fretted roof reminded me of some gorgeous cathedral. Along one of the innumerable passageways we were conducted on foot, meanwhile observing with interest that the pavement was of some yielding, rubber-like substance, and that long triangular openings, evidently doors, were to be seen at frequent intervals. But neither of us recognized this as a residential section, until at last we were ushered through one of the doors and into a series of enormous rooms with arching ceilings and windowless, tapestried walls.


  The light, we noticed, was melllow and even, and transfused the apartments from some invisible source; the air, likewise, was blowing in a current we knew not whence; the furniture was of the simplest, and consisted only of some marble chests on which our hosts squatted cross-legged, in the Oriental fashion; while the floors were multi-colored mosaics apparently commemorating some fabulous series of events.


  It was upon entering these rooms that Stark and I had one of the greatest shocks of our lives. Suddenly our ears were assaulted by the most terrific bellowing we had ever heard; and out of an inner chamber leapt a lanky black monster, big as a colt, and with six great sprawling legs. His cavernous greenish mouth, set with spiky teeth, was opened like a crocodile’s; a yellowish foam played about his curling lips; his long, donkey-like ears stood erect; a red lamp glowed on his head; and his little red eyes glared with a malicious fire.


  With a swift, lithe jump he was upon us; his foul breath was hot upon my cheeks; his deepvoiced howling dinned in my ears; I felt one of his great paws upon my breast as he reared upon his hind legs. In that terrified instant I was ready to give myself up for lost; I shrank back against the walls, and screamed in the paroxysms of my dread; nor did I notice the laughter that convulsed the lamp-heads.


  I only know that I did not feel the expected tearing claws; that the Plutonians uttered something sharp and rattling, and that the great beast instantly turned toward one of our guides.


  To my amazement, the Plutonian stroked the black hairless skin affectionately, and even received and fondled one of the terrible hooked paws. And the beast opened its ferocious-looking mouth in a yawn, and uttered a sound like a low contented purring.


  After our introduction to the Plutonian dog—as Stark and I named the brute, although it might equally well have been called the Plutonian tiger—the lamp-heads motioned us to squat upon one of the chests. This we did after a little hesitation, although not without an uncomfortable longing for chairs. Several of our escorts now retired, but in a moment returned, bearing metallic vessels containing water and various suspicious-smelling pasty substances, which they placed before us expectantly.


  It was as if they had read our thoughts, for we were both hungry and thirsty; but while we accepted the water gratefully, we regarded the various pasty concoctions with prolonged hesitation. All of them were most unappetizing to our nostrils as well as to our eyes; the most pleasant-looking reminded me of a form of blue glue, while the others ranged in appearance from mouldy flour to stewed sawdust.


  In addition, there were a few small white capsules, which, judging from the gestures of our hosts, we were particularly urged to partake of; but, suspecting that they might contain some sort of drug or poison, we avoided them in favor of the other articles.


  OBSERVING no knives, forks or spoons, we were about to plunge in with our fingers, when we were dissuaded by the laughter of our new friends, who pointed gleefully to long tubes sticking from the vessels and made significant sucking motions. Accordingly, each of us doubtfully applied our lips to the end of one of the tubes, and so sampled our first Plutonian food. The result, I am sorry to say, was not to our liking; Stark’s wry face was certainly matched by my own; our mouths were filled with a taste as of stale mush—with the cream and sugar omitted.


  Besides, there was a certain peculiar, vaguely chemical taste that added to our repugnance—so that, had we not been almost famished, we would surely not have partaken. By way of alternative, of course, we tried the other dishes; but the results had little to commend them, since each concoction seemed less savory than the last.


  However, let me not be so ungrateful as to speak ill of our hosts, who, as I later learned, had offered us of their best. And let me not say anything unkindly about the ordeal that followed, which doubtless also was intended for our good—the ordeal of making us into imitation Plutonians, by the simple method of a change in dress. Without so much as giving us warning or asking our leave, several of the lamp-heads began to fumble about among our clothes; and, almost before we were aware what was happening, we stood half disrobed.


  Apparently not understanding the principles of earthly apparel, they had ripped off the buttons in the act of removing each garment; but we found it useless to resist their marvelously dextrous seven-fingered hands, which seemed capable of ten motions while we were performing one. At last, despite our protests, we were wholly naked; and as we huddled before them in embarrassment, we had to submit to having our bodies examined in detail, while repeated exclamations suggestive of wonder or surprise arose from the gathering as each new wart, tuft of hair or carbuncle was inspected.


  Our beards and moustaches were particularly the subjects of attention, and were scrutinized and pulled again and again in a manner to evoke loud cries of resentment. Worst of all, just as the investigation began, there arrived one of those topheavy Plutonians with the extra-sized heads; and he it was who led in the inspection, and who, after each new finding, would turn to a small white object that we took for a notebook, and excitedly jot down some strange marks.


  For some time, even after the examination was over, it was apparently doubtful whether we would be given clothes at all. While we stood shivering, a heated debate arose, in which every one except Stark and I participated, and which the six-legged beast punctuated with occasional howls. But in the end, fortunately, the proclothes party emerged victorious; the hubbub died down, and two of the lamp-heads vanished, to return almost immediately with some shimmering, multi-hued costumes, such as we had observed on many of the Plutonians.


  Now began a battle royal. It was as if they had tried to fit a wild boar into the skin of a gazelle; for both Stark and I, while tall and fairly slender as men go on earth, were much too short and vastly too stout for the sinuous Plutonian garments. Even though the clothes were made of some substance that stretched like rubber, our limbs would not adjust themselves to their outlandish proportions; nor would their proportions adjust themselves to our limbs.


  The result was that our new apparel split in many places, leaving strips of our skin exposed; but this did not deter our persecutors, who ended by slicing off a foot or two of the costumes, leaving us in possession of the rest, splits and all. For footgear we were then presented with slender straw-like sandals; and thus, arrayed in the native fashion, with bursting clothes that shone and shimmered as we walked, we made a spectacle that our friends on earth would have found it hard to recognize.


  It may be imagined that, thanks to the unusual hardships of the day, Stark and I were now weary to the point of exhaustion. But here once again fortunately, the Plutonians seemed almost to have read our thoughts. After spreading mats and pillows of some bamboo-like substance across two of the chests, they motioned us to lie down; and this we did with the utmost willingness; following which they mumbled something unintelligible, and, accompanied by the bellowing beast, retreated from the room.


  At the same time, with welcome suddenness, the lights went out. The darkness about us was now absolute; the silence was complete; so that in another moment Stark and I, forgetting the scenes and adventures of the day, had left Pluto worlds and worlds behind us in dreams of a planet where men wore no lamps on their heads but laughed in the heartening light of the sun.


  CHAPTER XIII


  Enter the Third Sex


  I SHALL not weary the reader with an account of the monotonous days and weeks that followed. Stark and I were prisoners, although prisoners treated without severity; we were confined within a series of connecting rooms and corridors that seemed to comprise a small world within themselves; we were forced to devote our attention, during the greater part of our waking hours, to a study that proved fascinating even if irksome, but that we realized to be of the utmost importance. In a word, we were being taught Plutonian.


  Each day—or each period of about twenty-four hours, which constituted the native unit of time—several tutors would take turns for hours in giving us an elementary education. Their method in the beginning, of course, was wholly by means of signs; they would perform various actions, or would point to various objects and to the various parts of their bodies and make appropriate sounds, after which they would scribble the corresponding symbols on bits of parchment-like paper—and we would be required to repeat the performance after them, both as to the writing and as to the speaking.


  But evidently we did not make good pupils. From their disgusted gestures, I know that they regarded our progress as discouragingly slow. I writhe even in memory to think of the disdainful grimaces with which they heard our efforts to imitate their thick-mouthed speech; and I clench my fists in involuntary anger when I recall their condescending manner upon noting our attempts to string sentences together grammatically. “Grangrum! Grangrum!” they would repeatedly mutter to themselves—an expression which I later learned to be the equivalent of our word for dumbbell.


  Nevertheless, when I remember the difficulties of their speech, which would put the verbs first, nouns second, and adverbs, adjectives and prepositions last, I believe that both Stark and I made remarkable progress, and that we did very well in being able, within a few weeks, to combine words and phrases in an understandable if not a grammatical order, and so to hold our first conversations.


  It was only natural, of course, that our minds should be swarming with questions to put to the Plutonians; but it had hardly occurred to us that there might be an equal number of questions which they were eager to put to us, and that they had perhaps educated us for this very reason. At all events, when they finally decided that we were capable of exchanging views, there ensued a most interesting colloquy, in which fully as many queries were put by them as by us.


  Not less than eight or ten distinguished-looking Plutonians had been summoned for the occasion. All of them were of the huge-head variety, with brilliant top-lamps constantly changing in color, and with little or no clothing; and all of them carried pads of the parchment-like paper, upon which they wrote voluminously.


  Not until long afterwards did we learn how we were being honored—for that delegation, though we did not even suspect it, included the planet’s foremost anthropologist, a representive of its most influential newspaper, one of the heads of the Plutonian international State, and. two of the world’s leading zoologists.


  Perhaps, had we realized the eminence of these personages, we would have been awed into silence. But, as it was, we were only too eager to display our limited speaking abilities, and to put and answer as many questions as we could.


  After the party had arrived to the tune of a weird music wafted from some unseen radio, they all seated themselves crosslegged on mat-covered chests; and the most imposing-looking of them all—he who, we later learned, was prominent in the affairs of State—soberly began the interview.


  We could not catch more than half of his opening words; all that I can say is that his fellow investigators looked interested and applauded abundantly. But we did make out the drift of his concluding sentences, which were to the effect that our arrival had created a world-wide consternation, and that there were several theories as to our origin, but that none had been finally accepted.


  “So now we want you to decide for us,” he ended, speaking slowly and deliberately, and picking only the simplest words, as a grown man might do when addressing a four-year-old. “Tell us, where is it that you come from?”


  ALL the gathered lamp-heads leaned forward breathlessly; and there was a moment of tense silence before Stark replied:


  “It is as you have probably guessed. We do not come from this world. We come from far away in outer space.”


  A chorus of excited ejaculations filled the room. “Not from this world? From far away? From outer space? What does he mean? Preposterous! Preposterous!”


  Our interlocutor, the renowned statesman, alone preserved an unruffled gravity. “Comrades, do not be disturbed,” he counselled, lifting seven reassuring fingers. “This is just as I have suspected. We all know, of course, that there is no such thing as another world—the very idea is absurd. But what our friend means is that he comes from deep down in this world.”


  “No,” exclaimed Stark, “that is not what I mean!”


  Disregarding this outburst, the Plutonian continued, “Now you know, comrades, that not all the world has been explored. Far, far down, where the heat grows great, and where all things become lighter and will fall but slowly, we have not dug our galleries.


  “But there are legends that galleries have been dug even there, and that barbarian races, unlike our own, inhabit them. Perhaps some of these aborigines—” here he pointed significantly to his head—“have not advanced to our own high stage. Perhaps some of them are even lacking in the most important of bodily organs, the lamp. Now is it not possible that such unfortunates, if they exist, should from time to time send up scouts to explore the civilized lands?”


  The speaker ended impressively, and the other lamp-heads nodded agreement.


  Of course, Stark and I tried our best to convince them of their error. We assured them, as well as we were able, that we had not come from anywhere on their own planet; that we had originated on another sphere, a sphere so far away that it would take light several hours to cover the distance. With our limited knowledge of the native language—which seemed to have no words for “planet”, “Earth” or “sun”—we had great difficulty in making our ideas plain; in fact, the greater part of what we said passed completely over the heads of our auditors. They were, however, able to understand our references to the speed of light, and in particular to the time it would take light to traverse the distance from our own world—and their thin, pasty faces, at this information, were twisted into comical smirks, and they all were convulsed with babbling laughter.


  When their merriment had subsided, one of them—whom I subsequently came to know as a famous scientist—screwed his tiny mouth into an expression of almost ludicrous gravity, and stared at us reprovingly with his great greenish eyes.


  “I would have you understand,” he growled, “that we are serious investigators, who will stand for no flippancy. The truth, and the truth alone, is what we want. Now every one knows that, at the distance from us which you mention, there is nothing at all. Only blackness, and empty air. Or else but dead rock, without tunnels or galleries.


  “We have never been able to decide which, although tradition says that far above our galleries are open spaces, from which our ancestors retreated ages ago. But that was before history began, and the old legends have never been confirmed. We only know that no one, within remembered times, has been able to venture more than a certain distance upward without perishing in the cold. And yet you mean to tell us that you come from a million, a hundred million times as far?”


  New spasms of laughter convulsed the investigators. It was several minutes before they were able to relax into seriousness; and when they did so it was our turn to attempt a questionnaire. We inquired as to their knowledge of the sun, the stars, and the planets, but found that, as we had already surmised, the heavenly bodies were not only unknown but inconceivable to them.


  It appeared that there was indeed an ancient myth as to the existence of such luminaries, but no one now regarded it as anything more than a fabrication of the childhood of the race. From all that we could make out, it seemed to us that, in the beginning, the Plutonians had lived on their planet’s surface, but had been driven underground long, long ago when the growing cold had threatened them with extermination,—so long ago that the recollection hardly existed now even as a racial memory. Hence what possibility of making them understand about our own origin?


  An Exchange of History


  ALTHOUGH there were a thousand questions which Stark and I should have liked to ask regarding life underground, the production of food, and the regulation of the air supply, we had to restrain our impatience while we listened to views and queries regarding ourselves. What particularly seemed to interest the members of the committee was our lack of top-lamps; they all regarded our lightless heads with an irritating sympathy, and seemed to look upon us as we might look upon the blind; while one of them went so far as to ask how we managed to find our way in dark places, to read in the dark, or to enjoy life generally without these appendages.


  “Besides,” he added, in the most incomprehensible manner, while his head-lamp glowed from violent to a deep purple, “how do you contrive to convey your feelings?”


  We both stared at him in confusion. “Why, have we not tongues?” Stark at length managed to sputter.


  Immediate laughter was his response.


  “Your tongues may possibly convey your thoughts,” conceded our interviewer, after his mirth had subsided. “But how about your emotions—the real essence of your life?”


  “What have head-lamps to do with emotions?” demanded Stark.


  A fresh babbling of laughter echoed throughout the room. And some of the Plutonians, it seemed to us, nodded to one another as one might when a child asks some impossible question.


  But the explanation was quickly forthcoming. Upon being persuaded that we actually did not know what they were laughing about, one of the scientists went on to report:


  “Well, among our people, you see, head-lamps are the most valuable registers of emotions. They are flawlessly accurate, because we cannot control them except by covering them or deliberately letting them go out. Each subtle shade of feeling is represented by a different hue or color in the head-lamp; and there are so many hues and colors that I cannot begin to mention them all.


  “Thus, if one of our people is a little frightened, his head-lamp will turn a faint yellow. If he is more frightened, it will become a brighter yellow; if he is terrorized, it will glow to a brilliant yellow. Again, if he is annoyed or irritated, it will take on a pink shade; if he becomes slightly angry, it will turn light red; if he is enraged, it will leap to a vivid scarlet. And so with all the other colors. Each expresses a particular emotion, and there is no emotion which they cannot indicate. It is therefore impossible for any of us to conceal our feelings while our lamps are burning; one has only to glance at a neighbor’s head to know what is going on in his heart.”


  “So you see,” added another Plutonian, while he felt caressingly for his own luminary, “so you see what you miss by not possessing a lamp!”


  I smiled in acknowledgement; yet it seemed to me that I was not missing a great deal in being able to keep my feelings to myself.


  The Plutonians, however, were still profuse in their expressions of sympathy. One of them even suggested that, since we could not indicate our feelings by means of head-lamps, we had no feelings to indicate at all. And this view was accepted by most of the company.


  After commenting unfavorably on our red lips and five-fingered hands, the investigators now turned their attention to our beards and to our hair, which they examined with a solemn interest, inquiring how it came to be there and whether it was natural or had been planted.


  Their original impression was that it was a species of vegetation sown by means of spores or seeds; and it was only after the most exasperating argumentation that we could relieve them of this idea. Even so, some of them could not be convinced, for nothing like hair, they assured us, had ever been known to their people; the nearest thing to it in appearance was a certain grasslike weed which they grew to feed their domestic animals.


  Leaving the subject of hair still undecided, the Plutonians turned to an even more pertinent question. “What is your age?” they inquired, while several of them bent expectantly over their note-books.


  Since the gauge of Plutonian time is not the same as our own, we had to ponder before replying. Their year is equal to several of our centuries, and the common measurement of time is the sequon, which consists of four hundred of our twenty-four hour days, and is therefore equal to a little less than fourteen months. Accordingly, it appeared that Stark and I, who were approaching our twenty-ninth year, were each about twenty-four sequons of age.


  This face we conveyed to our interviewers as soon as we had performed the necessary process of mental arithmetic. But little did we expect the result.


  “Twenty-four sequons!” they all exclaimed, in chorus. “Impossible! Impossible!” And their head-lamps blazed to an orange that, we afterwards learned, was indicative of astonishment.


  “Impossible?” echoed Stark and I, in one voice, wondering if we had represented ourselves as Methuselahs. “Why, most men in our world live much longer than that!”


  A BABBLING of laughter, accompanied by lavender lights of amusement, was our only response.


  “I don’t see why you should doubt us!” protested Stark, a little indignantly. “Is twenty-four sequons so very long to live?”


  The renewed laughter that greeted this outburst was several minutes in dying down.


  “My friends, you have a peculiar humor,” stated one of the Plutonians as, regarding his gravity, he soberly addressed us. “But humor is out of place; we are looking for facts. Of course, we know that you must be more than twenty-four sequons of age, for in spite of your puerile ideas, you are plainly not children. Since the accepted age of maturity is fifty-four sequons—”


  “Fifty-four sequons!” muttered Stark. And then to me, on the side, “Why, that’s more than sixty years!”


  “As the accepted age of maturity is fifty-four sequons,” proceeded the Plutonian, a little annoyed at the interruption, “we must recognize that as your minimum age. Most likely you are three or four times as old. This stands to reason, since persons of less than a hundred or a hundred and fifty sequons are hardly to be regarded as having completed their education, much less as being released for the duties of adult life. From that age until six or eight hundred—”


  “By the sacred gods!” I burst out, unable to hold back these words in English. “Do you suppose we’re older than Christopher Columbus?” And then, checking myself and returning to the Plutonian speech, “Tell me, how old do people here get to be?”


  The Plutonian stroked his hairless face with seven meditative fingers. “Well, not so old as we should like—not by any means—though science, of recent ages, has added scores of sequons to our lives. The average person, I am sorry to say, does not live to be more than nine hundred or a thousand; while only in a few unusual cases fifteen hundred or even two thousand have been recorded—”


  “Two thousand! More than two thousand years!” I gasped, reverting again to English in my excitement.


  “How old do your own people get to be?” inquired one of the Plutonians, noting our amazement.


  We informed him that sixty or seventy sequons marked the usual limit—a statement which, I fear, was taken just a little skeptically.


  “Sixty or seventy sequons!” cried one of our hearers. “Why, that is barbarism! It is a criminal waste! To throw your lives away in the very bud! Is your science then so undeveloped that it cannot repair waste tissues, replace wornout organs, and renew the human frame for even a few hundred sequons?”


  Being forced to admit the charges, we were informed how, by a process of creative surgery, the Plutonians were able to remove every part of the body as soon as it showed signs of decay and to supplant it with new tissues developed in the laboratory. Thus, in the course of thousands of sequons, the average life had been prolonged to ten times the original length.


  When at last, to our relief, the Plutonians had abandoned the question of our age as another unsolved enigma, they turned to a subject that was to prove even more embarrassing.


  “Which of the three sexes do you belong to?” one of them startled us by asking.


  “Three sexes?” we gasped, uncomprehendingly.


  “Three sexes, of course. Which are you—male, female, or Neuter?”


  “Why, what—what do you mean by Neuter?” sputtered Stark reeling as if from a blow.


  The orange hue of surprise was apparent on the head-lamps of all the company.


  “By Neuter,” explained one of our visitors, shaking his head as if to say that really we were quite impossible, “by Neuter we mean just what we say. We mean, of course, neither male or female. Look at me—” here he pointed to his long unclothed body—“it is my pride to be a Neuter myself. And so, I need hardly add, are most of our other distinguished guests.”


  “Then a Neuter really has no sex?” demanded Stark, as a smile of faint comprehension shot across his face. “He has nothing to do with—with racial perpetuation?”


  “Not with physical perpetuation—not at all,” declared the Plutonian, whose lamp still showed an orange tint. “There are others whose place it is to attend to such menial duties. But we Neuters have everything to do with the mental perpetuation of the race. We are the transmitters of the arts and sciences, of poetry, music and philosophy. It is we who hand down everything that makes it worth while for the race to continue.”


  “Then you are a sort of superior caste?” I inquired. “An hereditary class—”


  “No, not hereditary! We are Neuters mainly by our own choice. Birth has nothing to do with our high estate.”


  “Have No Fear!”


  I AM afraid that Stark and I both wore the expression of a blank wall. We did not know whether to believe the speaker; we did not know what to reply; we could only assure him, in halting syllables, that no triple division of the sexes was known among our own people.


  Perceiving that our words were spoken sincerely, the Plutonians expressed their surprise by means of orange flashes; and one of them, after a suitable interval, made bold to explain:


  “Ages ago, before our people had learned how to cast off primitive restrictions, our race also had only two sexes. Every individual—the sages, the artists, the leaders of the State no less than the lowly—had then to take part in childbearing or rearing, and to waste many sequons under the proddings of passion or in the fruitless pursuit of love.


  “But, even at the dawn of civilization, we were able to perceive how irrational all this was. Could not the physical needs of the race be served by the commonplace majority, leaving the distinguished few to pursue their studies without distraction? Long investigation and research had proved that genius or even exceptional talent was rarely inherited; and so we realized that there could be no racial loss were the individuals of ability to escape the slavery of the sexes.


  “How to effect their release was of course the problem, and one that at first appeared insoluble; it was only after ten thousand sequons that the great Darevi, one of the most accomplished scientists known to history, devised a scheme whereby any male or female could voluntarily transform himself into a Neuter, diverting the sexual energy into channels conducive to the vast enlargement of the cranial cavity and accordingly of the brain.


  “I shall not describe the means whereby the change was brought about, except to say that it operated through a transfusion of the glandular energy, and involved a series of minute and delicate surgical incisions resulting in pronounced organic changes. But the plan has worked beneficently for scores of thousands of sequons, and today any male or female who, upon approaching maturity, is adjudged to show sufficient promise, is privileged to under go necessary treatment and to pursue the consecrated career of a Neuter.”


  “You mean, then, that they must pursue that career?” inquired Stark. “Or merely that they may?”


  “They may—there is no compulsion in the matter of a life-work. But it is considered an honor and an opportunity to be adjudged worthy of Neuterhood, and few are willing to let the chance go by. Of course, the chosen ones are allowed a little time—usually ten or twelve sequons—in which to make up their minds. But once the choice has been made, it is unalterable; the Neuter can never again become a male or female.”


  Following this explanation, a long silence fell, and it seemed that the meeting was about to break up. The lamp-heads were already picking up their notebooks, and several were rising from their squatting positions on the mat-covered chests.


  None the less, it occurred to Stark to put another query. “If you don’t mind,” he began, rather haltingly, and then paused as if not quite so sure of the proper expression to use, “if you don’t mind, I wonder if you wouldn’t tell me why so many of you Neuters go about without clothes?”


  Lavender lights of amusement again appeared in all corners of the room, and there was a faint babbling of laughter.


  “What a ridiculous question!” returned one of the lamp-heads. “Why should we need clothes? The air down here is warm; we will not freeze. And not being either males or females, we do not require garments for the sake of sexual allurement or concealment. Besides, are not the robes that nature gave us more handsome than anything we can make? It is true, here and there one does find a radical Neuter who prefers a man-made skin; but this usually occurs only with one who has some bodily defect to hide.”


  By this time most of the lamp-heads had gathered up their books, and some were already drifting out of the room. But that did not deter us from a final question: What was to be our lot after we had finished our education in the native language?


  It seemed to Stark and me that there was a strange hesitation about the reply. Several minutes passed in silence, while the lamps of all our visitors grew dull and murky and burnt with a sooty flame. We were still too inexperienced to know what this might mean; but our suspicions were not relieved when one of our interviewers assured us:


  “Have no fear, my friends. Wait and find out. Trust us—we are arranging everything for your own good. Have no fear at all.”


  “Have no fear at all!” echoed the others, while their lamps grew even duller of hue and threatened to go out. “No, no, you need have no fear at all.”


  I do not know why, but something in that repeated phrase aroused our alarm. I glanced at Stark in apprehension, and he glanced back at me with a perplexed and worried look; and then both of us, with unconcealed misgivings, let our eyes follow the Plutonians as the last of them vanished from the room. Their head-lamps, we noticed, were flickering and failing, and several were already quenched to a lifeless black.


  CHAPTER XIV


  
Zandaye


  WHATEVER Stark and I may have feared after our interview with the Plutonians, we found no justification during the weeks that followed. Our education continued, monotonously, uneventfully; gradually we were gaining skill in the native speech; gradually we were learning to read the native books, which, with their jagged script that reached down from the fop of the page in the Chinese fashion, were the most difficult of all our problems to master.


  But how well they repaid our efforts!—even the elementary text-books, designed for small children, offered information that made plain a thousand things. Thus we learned something about the Plutonian government, a democracy whose head was chosen by means of competitive examinations held every ten sequons among selected Neuters. We learned, at the same time, that there was only one government for the entire planet—and that it had ruled continuously, disturbed by no uprising, for more than a hundred thousand sequons.


  More important still, we were enlightened regarding the scientific management of Pluto—for it was only by virtue of their scientific attainments that the Plutonians had survived for ages in their unnatural environment.


  I shall not attempt to go into detail, particularly since I shall return to some phases of the subject later. I need only say that the secret of the success of the lamp-heads was to be found in radio-activity; they were fortunate enough to possess apparently inexhaustible supplies of the radio-active metals, and thanks to this abundant energy they heated the tremendous corridors and caverns that had been bored throughout the ages.


  They converted the power of radium into electricity, and lighted their galleries by means of globes concealed just beneath the surface in order to avoid needless glare; they employed the radio-active forces to excavate the corridors and to empty the by-products of the excavations into enormous subterranean fissures (probably the vents of extinct volcanoes). But most important of all was the use of radium in industry, and in particular in the state-owned “oxygen industry”—for it was necessary for the Plutonians to disintegrate various oxides constantly if they would keep the underground atmosphere fresh and pure.


  Correspondingly, it was important to relieve themselves of the used or polluted air; and this end they accomplished through gigantic pumps, which at stated intervals would discharge the foul air into the upper corridors by means of vents constructed long ago. Stark and I now realized that, shortly after our arrival upon the planet, it had been our misfortune to be caught in one of these vents just as the waste air was being pumped through; and this explained the sudden closing of the gates, which had entrapped us so unexpectedly.


  Another question answered for us by the books was one which had puzzled us for weeks—that of the food supply. The chemistry of foods, we learned, had been studied on Pluto to an extent not remotely approached on the earth; the process had extended not only to analysis but to synthesis, and the great bulk of the planet’s food supply was manufactured in the laboratory. Virtually all starches and sugars were produced under the influence of a strong sun-like illumination upon carbon and water; fats and oils were made by a more intricate process, whose formula I was never able to discover; while proteins alone remained beyond the power of scientists to imitate, and had to be extracted from plants grown in great caverns under the stimulation of a sort of artificial sunlight. Yet the flesh of animals—


  the chief source of proteins on the earth—appeared to be unknown as an article of diet.


  Since not more than five per cent of the planet’s food came from vegetables, there was a natural deficiency in certain organic salts and acids. Hence these too were produced in the laboratory, and were consumed at each meal in the form of small white capsules—which explains the pills that the lamp-heads had urged us to swallow along with our first meal.


  As for the various pasty, mush-like foods taken through tubes—we found that these were synthetic products which constituted the world-wide staple and were consumed day after day, year after year without change or variety by the five thousand million inhabitants of the planet.


  The idea that food might be taken for pleasure was a notion that seems never to have penetrated the Plutonian intellect; the lamp-heads regarded eating from the most coldly practical point of view, as a necessary evil. They ate just as they breathed, only in order that they might not die, and expected no more enjoyment than from the circulation of their blood or the functioning of their kidneys. Hence nothing seemed more natural to them than to live upon capsules and mush.


  TO Stark and myself, however, this diet did not seem inevitable. Now neither of us had ever been known as epicures; indeed, we had not complained at having to confine ourselves to dried and canned goods during our long flight on the Wanderer of the Skies; but there were limits even to our endurance—limits that were reached after we had dined not once but scores and hundreds i of times upon substances as uninviting as stale I bread soaked in water. Oh, how we longed now for a good old homely plate of beans! How our mouths watered at the thought of corned beef and cabbage! What fortunes we would have given for a dish of ham and eggs!


  But it would have been as sensible to ask for the sunlight itself as for these delicacies of the dead past! Nothing half so good; nothing even one hundredth part so good was to be had even by the most fortunate Plutonian; and the worst of it was that the natives merely stared blankly, without a glint of understanding, when we suggested a change in our menu.


  But even the most tractable nature, when sorely tried, will finally rise in revolt. And so it was to be with Stark and myself. Our longing for culinary variety was to cause us no end of trouble—as matters gastronomical have caused our kind for ages past. But before I describe that event, let me report one or two other happenings.


  As our education advanced, we had any number of tutors, most of whom seemed indistinguishable one from the other, for most of them acted as mechanically as though we were machines to be operated by means of switches and levers. But there was one who differed from all the rest. Shorter in build than most of her fellows, this individual (who went by the name of Zandaye) did not reach above the level of our shoulders, and at the same time was not nearly so slender as most Plutonians.


  Her proportions—I say “her”, since she timidly confessed to being neither a male nor a Neuter—were those of the most graceful, sylph-like woman; her eyes, which did not bulge like the eyes of her fellows, were not green but blue; her lips, likewise, were not green but red-tinged; so that altogether, had it not been for her headlamp and her seven-fingered hands, we might almost have imagined her one of our own people.


  Little did we realize at first how these advantages were regarded by her kin. For, when we congratulated her upon her form and the color of her eyes, she seemed almost ready for tears; her voice trembled, her head-lamp turned red, and she appeared to believe herself the butt of our jokes. It was only after long insistence that we learned the reason for her queer behavior: which was that she was regarded as a sort of freak; that her reddish lips were held to be unnatural; that her blue eyes were considered a mark of atavism, of degeneracy, since most of the lower animals on Pluto also had blue eyes; while her perfectly proportioned form was condemned as ludicrously obese.


  We assured Zandaye that she did not seem monstrously heavy to us; but she went on to say that her weight—which, translated into our scale of measurements, would be about a hundred pounds—was about the normal maximum for her height. “However,” she added—and now her face brightened, and her head-lamp took on the loveliest golden hue—“that does not keep me from advancing intellectually. Out of a class of more than a hundred last season, I was one of eleven judged worthy to become a Neuter.”


  “A Neuter?” I exclaimed, as much shocked as if she had said that she was to enter a nunnery. “Certainly, you are not going to let yourself be thrown away like that!”


  “But, by my lamp, it is not to be thrown away!” she flashed back. “It is to be consecrated! To be sure, I still have a few sequons left to decide in—but, after all, what is there to decide? I will not be one of those who prefer a career of love for who would ever love a misshapen creature like me?”


  Seeing Zandaye standing before us with a piteous, forlorn expression in her great blue eyes, Stark and I were almost ready to forget her headlamp and her fourteen long fingers. At least, I know that confession was trembling on my lips, and I fear that Stark was half ready to blot out the thought of a certain black-haired temptress several billions of miles away.


  But although we did not let our emotions master us, our intimacy with Zandaye ripened rapidly during the succeeding days. She did not neglect her task of teaching us Plutonian; but she had become far more to us than a tutor; she was a friend as well, and would never hesitate to linger with us overtime and to exchange views on all manner of subjects. And so we came to look forward to our hours with her as the only bright spots in a gray monotony.


  Yet it was because of her that Stark and I suffered the most serious misunderstandings of all our years of comradeship. It was because of the competition to shine in her eyes that we quarreled, and passed many long foolish hours together in a sulking silence. I shall not tell how dismal and forsaken I felt whenever she turned her smiles or her conversation upon him; or how moody and depressed he would grow whenever I appeared to be the favored party.


  Let me not say that we were actually falling in love—for on earth, certainly, we would have thought twice before nursing sentimental feelings for a lady who wore a lamp instead of hair, and had two fingers too many on each hand. But since this was not the earth, she was assuredly the most eligible candidate for our starved affections.


  Discovered!


  AND could it be that Zandaye reciprocated our feelings? If she had not been regarded as freakish by her own people; if her blue eyes had not been laughed at, and her form—to our notions, the form of an elf—had not been mocked as grotesque, it is unlikely that she would have been attracted to individuals of our preposterously lampless build. But no doubt it was a novel experience to her to feel herself admired; and no doubt, being somewhat lonely, she found our conduct less uncouth than our hairy, largemouthed faces might have led her to expect, and began to look forward to our meetings almost as eagerly as did we ourselves.


  At all events, we noticed that her voice, in our almost daily meetings, had taken on a soft and musical quality which it had not possessed at first; while her head-lamp now and then would glow to an ethereal blue, whose meaning we were only able to divine.


  But how little we could guess or imagine the strange future of our intimacy! Nothing could have been further from our anticipation than that sweep of events which for a while was to link our fates.


  Let me now return to the most prosaic question of our food supply, which was becoming increasingly a worry as the days went by; and let me tell how our eagerness to satisfy our palates was productive of many evil fruits, of which Zandaye was to receive more than her share . . .


  One day, turning in disgust from one of our regular meals of synthetic mush, Stark and I left our portions half completed, while dolefully wondering if our weight would in time sink to the Plutonian standard. We were relieving our feelings by expressing disapproval of the planet in general, and by lamenting the absence of the art of cooking in particular, when we heard a slight rustling sound, and observed a small grayish creature that had slipped forward to prey upon our unfinished food.


  Eight-legged, with beady eyes and head-lamp, it was of about the size of a rabbit, and, as we well knew, was one of the numerous varieties of Plutonian domestic animals. “Suppose it would be good to eat?” I whispered to Stark, seized by a sudden idea; and he, with a wicked gleam in his eyes, muttered, “Wait! We’ll find out,” and, seizing a long steel rod, made an instant end of the creature.


  While I had not been prepared for such precipitate action, I freely acknowledge an equal partnership in everything that followed. Clandestinely, like two criminals—as, indeed, we were to find that we were, according to Plutonian standards—we roasted our prey on the coils of an electric heater which automatically warmed our rooms, and which we managed to unbare with great difficulty. Then followed a banquet royal, in which we gorged upon the meat, which was tough and stringy but tasted more delicious to us than venison; and after everything was over and we had licked up the last morsel, we disposed of the remains as neatly as we could in one of the refuse boxes to be found in every corridor, and trusted to our good luck to keep the dead undiscovered.


  Nor was it, apparently, detected; time went by, and no one mentioned the subject to us. And so, as our fears gradually subsided, we were emboldened to repeat the performance, and then to repeat it once more, and once more. Not until we had sacrificed half a dozen household pets did we see any reason to suppose we had acted unwisely.


  Then, with the suddenness of a thundercrash, came disenchantment. One day, at an unexpected hour, Zandaye burst upon us in widemouthed excitement. Her blue eyes were almost staring out of her head; her fourteen long fingers were working all at once, in twenty different fluttering directions, her head-lamp shone with alternations of scarlet and yellow.


  So agitated was she that at first she seemed unable to speak; she merely sank down into a seat, gasping and exhausted; she panted out a few words that we could not understand, and then for a moment was unable to reply to our bewildered questions.


  “Friends—dear friends,” she at length managed to say, while her head-lamp glowed to a duller hue and her eyes took on a less terrified expression, “I have come to warn you. I have just overheard a conversation—and one that does not bode well. It is about you.”


  “What—what is about us?” we both demanded.


  A brief silence followed: then, with mournful eyes, Zandaye continued:


  “FRIENDS, I was passing an open council door of the Committee of Neuters chosen to decide your case. Until today, you may know, there has been doubt as to what was to be done. But I, as one who wished you well, saw no reason to fear. Yet now, it seems, an unjust charge has been brought against you—oh, a charge which I will never, never believe! By my headlamp! it is impossible that you, so kind and generous, could have fallen as your accusers say. It is claimed that you have killed animals—in order to eat them!”


  Stark and I attempted no reply. We merely stared guiltily at one another; while Zandaye, not catching the expression in our eyes, hastily proceeded:


  “It must be some enemy of yours who claims that the skin and bones of the victim were found in the refuse boxes in your corridor. How can they believe you would commit such a disgusting deed? Why would you, when you already had food enough? And anyhow, what an idea!—to eat dead animals! Well, it seems nevertheless that this foolish charge is being considered by the Committee of Neuters, and is urged as the excuse to perform an experiment which some of them have already been recommending.”


  “Experiment? What experiment?” we gasped, remembering how murky and dark the lights of the Neuters had become at the close of our recent interview.


  Zandaye hesitated, but still wore a frightened expression as she resumed, “They say that it is an experiment which will benefit you—if you survive. They have been wondering about your lack of head-lamps, without which, they claim, you are not fit for civilized life. Now they are urging that you show vicious traits—such as the desire to kill and eat animals—simply because so many things are dark for you and you have no lamps.


  “And so one of our famous surgeons, who is a member of the Committee, is asking his fellows to give him the right to perform some operations in order to restore your light. He says he believes that, by removing the lower half of each of your heads—”


  “The lower half of our heads?” we both interrupted, in one voice.


  “So, by my mother’s head-lamp, he says! He will then, he reports, be able to stimulate a certain gland, which regulates the growth of headlamps, and which he thinks to be atrophied in both your cases. By this means, after replacing the removed parts of your skulls—”


  “By heavens,” I exclaimed, “we will both be dead by that time!”


  “Not at all,” she declared, trying to smile. “Not if the operation is a success.”


  “But how could it succeed?” I raged. “It’s impossible!”


  “Impossible!” concurred Stark “Insane!”


  From her melancholy expression, it was clear that Zandaye agreed with us.


  “But tell me,” I demanded, “certainly, certainly this wild scheme hasn’t been approved?”


  “Yes, that’s what made me so excited,” she confessed, with drooping head and despondent eyes. “It was approved by the Committee of Neuters—just as I slipped away.”


  CHAPTER XV


  Flight!


  HAD we taken days to ponder our course, we could not have reached any other decision than came to us in our first minute after Zandaye’s revelation.


  “See here, Dan!” muttered Stark, lapsing into English in his excitement. “There’s only one thing to do. We’ve got to get out of this hole—and get out fast!”


  “The less time wasted the better!” I cried, in a voice that trembled.


  “What is that you are saying, friends?” inquired Zandaye, annoyed that we were speaking in a foreign tongue.


  “We were saying,” I informed her, in a broken Plutonian, “that we’ve spent time enough here. We’ve got to go—get away—escape!”


  “Get away? Escape?” she echoed, while her head-lamp registered a yellow-green flare of dismay. “But how? When? Where to?”


  “Right now! Any way we can! Where I don’t know!” I exclaimed.


  “Yes, yes, you do know! You must know!” insisted Stark. “There’s only one place! We must get back to the surface—regain our car—and fly away from this accursed world!”


  “Oh, if we only could!” I sighed.


  “But my friends, you would not leave me?” shrilled Zandaye. “By my seven fingers, you would not go where I could never see you again?”


  “We would not want to—not if we could help it!” I swore.


  “We would do anything sooner than stay here to be vivisected!” raged Stark.


  “But think, my friends, the Committee of Neuters may yet change its mind!”


  “While we still have ours, we won’t wait for that!” I growled.


  And with this sentiment Stark registered complete sympathy.


  “But how do you expect to escape?” inquired Zandaye, whose head-lamp seemed to be ranging through all the colors of the rainbow. “We are deep, deep down in the ground, do you not realize that? Do you not know how far it is, in a straight line, to the highest corridor?”


  I did not know, but asserted that we would cover the distance no matter how far it was. “Well, it is over thirty cerxes,” she stated. Stark and I performed a rapid mental calculation. “Fifty miles!” he computed, with a grim smile. “More than fifty miles underground!”


  “Nearly ten times the height of Mount Everest!” I groaned.


  We had not suspected that we were so far beneath the surface, and the information made us feel as if the weight of the entire planet were bearing upon our shoulders.


  “Well, no matter, it will have to be done,” decided Stark, gritting his teeth. “It’s our only chance.” And then, turning to Zandaye, “Will you—will you be our guide?”


  Zandaye hesitated. Her head-lamp flickered, and turned from a faint blue to the yellow of fear. “My friends,” she assured us, in words that wavered and almost broke, “my friends, for you I would do anything at all. But, by my father’s lamp! it is a horrible risk! There are grave penalties—if we should be caught. Perhaps graver penalties for me than for you. But we must not be caught. Yes, I will take the chance—for your sake!”


  Once more the blue light returned to Zandaye’s head-lamp; while her great eyes shone with an expression of mingled benignity and resignation.


  However, we could not let her sacrifice herself for our sake.


  “No, Zandaye,” I dissuaded—and I saw that Stark had already opened his mouth for a similar request, “no, after all, you must not. You must not take the risk. We will not permit it.”


  “You must permit it!” All at once the uncertainty had disappeared from her tone; there was the firmness of utter assurance. “You must permit it! How will you be able to find your way without me? How thread your path upward through the long mazes? Why, you have not even head-lamps to guide you. How long, do you suppose, before your feet would be entangled in the meshes your clever pursuers spread for you?”


  Stark and I were silent; all too vividly we remembered our recent experiences with the spidery webs in the dark.


  “No, friends,” she continued, “your only hope is to let me show the way. I have often traveled to the upper galleries; I know all the byways, the side corridors. I will take you where your pursuers would not think of coming. Do you not trust me?”


  E were quick to assure her of our confidence.


  “Then, by my right of Neuterhood!” was her ultimatum, “you must accept me as your guide! Otherwise, I shall not soon forgive the affront.”


  As it was far from our desire to affront Zandaye, we let her know that her services were gratefully accepted.


  But there were still many questions that tantalized and oppressed us. “How can we escape even from our own corridor?” I asked. “I have seen guards watching at the main entrance—and, even if there were no guards, we would be recognized and caught very soon—”


  “Have no fear!” she counselled. “Do you think I would lead you to the main entrance? Sacred head-lamps, but that would be too foolish! I know a small side-passage which is rarely used and where there are no guards, because no one would expect you to find it. Besides—” here Zandaye hesitated again, and assumed a meditative expression—“besides, I think you should disguise yourselves.


  “Not by all the powers that see in darkness! you can never be disguised from any one that looks at you closely! But you may not be noticed at a distance. First of all, you should cut off all that brown fuzzy weed on your heads and faces.”


  Stark and I both groaned. Still, when the choice was between our hair and our heads, there was little room for doubt.


  “Bring on the scissors!” we conceded, begrudgingly. And Zandaye slipped out of the room, and in a few minutes returned with a long scimitar-like blade of inconceivable sharpness.


  Now began an ordeal—truly, an ordeal I should never care to repeat. Any one who has tried to shave with a sword-blade will appreciate how we felt when Zandaye wielded her terrible implement. All in all, when I look back upon that shearing, I feel lucky that we suffered only minor injuries.


  It is true that I cursed and grumbled sufficiently when Zandaye, evidently poorly acquainted with our earthly anatomy, took off the tip of my chin along with my beard; while never have I heard a man howl more belligerently than did poor Stark at the loss of an upper segment of his right ear. Worst of all, Zandaye was frightened almost to death at the sight of our blood, which, as she observed to her consternation, was of a deep red hue; whereas on Pluto, she assured us, only the blood of animals was red, while that of human beings was of the purest blue. I am afraid that she had a passing fear that, after all, we were not human.


  Nevertheless, she was tenderly solicitous in treating our wounds . . . until finally, after an harassing hour, Stark and I stood completely shorn. Only a bare trace of stubble now remained upon our blood-smeared faces; while our denuded scalps showed but the baldest indication of ever having borne hair.


  “Now that’s better,” commented Zandaye, observing her handiwork critically, while she slipped the instrument of destruction back into its scabbard. “Yes, by the lamps of my ancestors, much better! How much more handsome you do look!”


  Stark and I, catching a glimpse of our shining pates in a hand-mirror passed to us by Zandaye, thought that we looked like convicted criminals. Hence we could only smile grimly when our helper suggested, “I believe you should really go about like that all the time. It’s so much more becoming! So much more man-like!”


  “There’s nothing else we need cut off, is there?” asked Stark, with just a tinge of sarcasm. “Our hands or our noses aren’t too long, are they?”


  “Well, your mouths are much too big,” she mused, regarding us with an appraising glance. “Then, also, your fingers are so short, and so very few! But let the eyes of all Neuters be my witness! we can’t overcome your natural handicaps. Your faces, to be sure, might be made a little whiter and more pasty of complexion—but that we may yet remedy. The most important thing to remember is about your lamps. I really must do something about that. Since you can’t have the genuine kind, I must give you imitation lamps . . . Wait for me just a minute.”


  Before we could imagine what she was about, Zandaye had slipped from the room again. Not one minute but many went by before she had returned; and meanwhile Stark and I did our best to soothe our still-aching wounds. We knew that Zandaye’s intentions were of the best, yet we wondered what new ordeal was in store, and accordingly were reassured when she returned with nothing more formidable-looking than two crystal globes.


  “Here,” she informed us, in tones of ringing satisfaction, “are some artificial head-lamps. They are the kind used by those of our people so unfortunate as to lose their natural lamps by accident. Of course, such crystals give no light of their own, and are worn only for the sake of appearances. But, at a distance, they may sometimes pass for the real thing.”


  THEREUPON, to our intense disgust, Stark and I were both equipped with the head-lamps.


  Let it not be supposed that the process was in any way pleasant; we had first to have some heavy glue smeared over our scalps; and by this means the crystal balls, which must have weighed three or four pounds each, were fastened so tightly that one might have thought they had grown there. It was long before I could accustom myself to the burden, and it is no wonder that my neck involuntarily drooped; while Stark, whose neck likewise hung, looked as freakish as a circus performer with the great gleaming transparent ball staring just above his hairless forehead.


  But Zandaye was well pleased with the results. Such was her enthusiasm that she leapt up and down for sheer joy, and clapped her long hands together uproariously, until we feared that the noise would bring some passing Neuter to investigate.


  “Now at last,” she exclaimed, “you look like real men! Yes, by the lights of all my family! just like real men! Oh, my friends, you ought to have done this long before! You ought always to wear head-lamps! You can’t imagine what an improvement it makes in your appearance!”


  Stark and I grunted, and then consented to having Zandaye put the final touches upon us by rubbing a chalky powder over our lips and faces—as a result of which we looked like walking ghosts.


  Now that our make-up was complete, all that remained was to escape. And since Zandaye warned us that any delay would be dangerous, it was only a few minutes before Stark and I had joined her on the way to one of those obscure, little-used galleries which, she declared, might eventually lead us to safety.


  CHAPTER XVI


  The Disappearance


  UNTIL the moment of that memorable flight with Zandaye, Stark and I had had no suspicion of the number and intricacy of the galleries that threaded the Plutonian underworld. Hitherto we had traveled mainly in the broad, central corridors, which corresponded to the leading streets of a city; now we were to wander through labyrinthine byways that were like the back-lanes and alleys pursued by criminals. To give more than the vaguest idea of the maze of passageways would be impossible, since my very memory stands bewildered at the thought.


  I recall only that we glided through trap-doors and half visible openings in the walls; that we slunk through dark, grimy spaces reminding me of coal-cellars; that we felt for our way in the winding recesses of tunnels barely wide enough to permit our passage; that we climbed interminable flights of stairs, and crawled up spiral ascents so steep that we had to progress on all fours. Most of the hollows were of a pitchy, unutterable blackness; and only the radiance of Zandaye’s head-lamp, which shone and glittered like a miniature sun, permitted us to find our way.


  Before we had been gone half an our, accordingly, I began to wonder as to our wisdom in fleeing with Zandaye—suppose that she were to lose her way? or, worse still, suppose that we lost touch with her, and were entombed here forever? But, even in the absence of such catastrophes, how long would it take us to climb fifty miles to safety?


  Yet all my fears, when put into words, only caused Zandaye’s lamp to glow to a lavender of amusement. “By the light of my head! do you imagine I have not thought of all that?” she demanded. “It may cost us a day or two to get out, but we will not starve; I have brought some food with me. Besides, I know of a pneumatic tube that will shoot us three quarters of the way upwards in less time than it takes to eat a meal.”


  Stark and I did not inquire into the details of the pneumatic tube, although we were told that it operated by means of compressed air. We could not speak much as we continued on our way, each within hand’s grasp of the others; our minds were sufficiently occupied merely in order to avoid the pitfalls of the darkness, to make sure that no tell-tale sound would betray us, and that the voice of no pursuer was muttering in the gloom behind. Amid the bewilderment of those crazy passageways, it was of course inevitable that some minor accidents should befall; and it is therefore not surprising that Stark should have bruised his knee against some concealed obstacle and ripped his already bursting Plutonian costume till one leg was half exposed; and much less is it surprising that, in bending low to pass through a barely visible doorway, I should have forgotten about my lamp, of which I was reminded by a sudden loud shattering sound, and by a shock that went through my entire spinal column.


  “Cracked! May the Neuters preserve us! your lamp is cracked!” I remember Zandaye exclaiming, mournfully, as she cast her illumination upon me. “Split right down the center! And we can’t stop to fix it! Lucky it’s made of specially tempered crystal; otherwise, it would have burst to bits!”


  I did not tell her that I wished it had burst to bits, since the weight was making my neck and shoulders ache unmercifully.


  But we said no more about the matter, and continued on our way in silence. Though the air of the galleries was musty and stagnant, and unbearably foul to our nostrils; though the darkness grew increasingly oppressive as the minutes wore into hours, and our fingers became sore from fumbling at the jagged rock-walls; though a great weariness overcame our muscles and our hearts panted warningly as we attempted the difficult ascents, still we felt that we had one great cause for thanksgiving—nowhere had we seen the sign of any foe, nowhere had we heard a suspicious footstep or beheld a suspicious light. Could it be that we had eluded pursuit? that we were actually to escape?


  “We are following galleries that are seldom used,” confided Zandaye, on one of those rare occasions when she let her voice rise above a whisper. “Most of them were built ages ago, before any of the modern thoroughfares. Some of them have been abandoned, and the others mostly lead to the storage vaults and the industrial plants, to which they are a sort of back-entrance. Every one of our people, however, is required to know all about them, in case of emergency—”


  With disconcerting abruptness, Zandaye stopped short. Her head-lamp had lost its sun-white glitter; a faint tinge of yellow was overspreading it.


  “Yes, what in case of emergency?” I demanded. And then suddenly I remembered what a yellow light signified.


  “In case of emergency—” she repeated, and once more fell into silence.


  THE yellow of her head-lamp was growing more pronounced; in a moment, it had burned to a brilliant saffron.


  “What is it,. Zandaye? What—what is it?” we gasped, rigid with dread. But still her lamp remained vividly saffron, and she stood stockstill and speechless.


  Probably her senses were keener than ours; were able to detect things that we missed. For it was at least a minute—a minute of lingering tenseless and staring-eyed suspense—before we observed, far, far beneath us, a sight that made us groan and shudder. Whole universes away it seemed, lost amid the profound blackness of the long, sloping corridor—but was it not unmistakable, that firefly flutter of a light? Was it not the head-lamp of an advancing enemy?


  “Come! Quick! Quick! We must fly!” Zandaye burst forth, while her head-lamp gave a series of yellow flashes. “Quick! Waste no time!”


  Hardly could one imagine a madder flight than our ensuing dash through the dark. Zandaye went first, her flickering lamp our guide, her footsteps swifter than ours to traverse the uncertain gloom; while behind her Stark and I panted as best we could, our hearts thumping fiercely as we scrambled up step after sharp-edged stone step. Still far to our rear, but growing closer, closer, glimmered that firefly light in the dark; and now all at once there was not one light, but three, four, half a dozen!


  How strangely, how fantastically rapid appeared their flight as they rose through the vacant spaces beneath us! At times they would vanish behind some turn in the gallery; then, like torches in a nightmare, they would reappear, nearer, more brilliant than before; and always their numbers appeared to be growing, growing! What chance to escape those relentless demonfires?


  At last the distance between us seemed to have dwindled to a few hundred yards. The lamp-bearers were advancing by great sweeps and curves, almost as if leaping through the air; they seemed to be making five steps to our one; already we could imagine we saw the baleful glitter of their greenish eyes. Then, just as we were about to sink down in surrender; just as we expected to feel the irresistible seven-fingered hands clutching at our arms, we reached a turn in the corridor, and Zandaye, with inconceivable swiftness, flung open a little barely visible door.


  She darted through; I crept through after her; my eyes caught a vision of fearful lights leaping within hand’s grasp; then came the clattering of the door upon its hinges—and darkness!


  “Follow me!” my guide whispered into my ear. “They will not find us now!”


  But as I crawled after her through a tunnel just large enough to permit my passage on hands and knees, a staggering thought came to me. Where was the third member of our party? Now for the first time, as my panic began to subside, I noticed that no Stark was at my side—no Stark was to be seen by the wavering light of Zandaye’s head-lamp!


  “Andrew! Andrew!” I cried in terror. But the rumbling cavern echoes were my only reply. “Andrew! Andrew!” I shrieked again, in growing dread. “Andrew! Andrew!” But there was no response except from Zandaye, who, turning sharply about, put up a warning hand. “Not so loud! Not so loud! If they hear you, we will be caught too!”


  Then, coming close to me, she whispered a sorrowful confession. “He is gone! We have lost him! I had to do it! He was too far behind! I had to close the door—or we would have been caught! By my lamp! How could I help myself? I had to!”


  “You had to?” I groaned. “Then Andrew is caught!” And, at that thought, I fear that the tears rolled down my cheeks to match those already in Zandaye’s eyes.


  “But no, no! It cannot be!. He cannot be caught!” I cried, with insane desperation. “We must go back to him! We must save him!”


  Such was my fury and grief that there was no restraining me. Though Zandaye protested that the attempt was madness; that I was throwing my freedom away all for nothing, I insisted on creeping back through the narrow tunnel on hands and knees; insisted that the door of our escape be flung open once more; insisted on scrambling out into the large passageway where we had beheld the pursuing lights.


  “Andrew!” I cried, hoarsely. “Andrew! Andrew! Where are you? Where are you?”


  But the rocky walls flung back that cry as if in mockery. And in all that hollow blackness there was no other answer. The dreaded lights had vanished, and with them Stark had disappeared as if the earth had swallowed him.


  CHAPTER XVII


  Among the Iron Cyclops


  IT was long before Zandaye could persuade me to leave that desolate spot and give a thought to my own safety. I moped through the gloom like a man demented; I scarcely cared how I bruised my hands and knees against the rock; I cried out again and again the name of Stark, to be answered only by the sneering echoes and the silence.


  “Come away! Come away, my friend! They will surely return! They will hear you! They will catch you!” cried Zandaye, whose headlamp blazed with a terrorized yellow. “You cannot help him now! By the love of all Neuters! you must save yourself! What gain for him if they catch you?”


  “What gain for me to escape if he is caught?” I groaned. “What will be the use? I do not want to get away without him! He has been my companion in all my adventures! I would not go back to earth without him!”


  “Take courage, my friend, you both will yet escape,” predicted Zandaye. But her words were uttered in the manner of one who speaks of a hope in which she does not believe.


  Then once more the heavy silence of those eerie depths fell upon us. I was as if paralyzed; I did not know which way to turn, I did not care which way I turned; it seemed useless to seek or strive now that Stark was no longer with us.


  Had it not been for Zandaye, I might have gone fumbling back through the darkness; fumbling crazily back in search of Stark, to fall into the hands of my enemies without benefiting my friend. But Zandaye managed to dissuade me. Even in this moment of despair, she exerted a strange influence; I felt her presence like a solace, like a caressing warmth; I seemed to know that her sympathy was quivering through the darkness; and her will, her desire for my safety, was in some inscrutable way a moving force.


  “Come, we must go!” she seemed to be saying to me, even when no words came from her lips; and her long, soft fingers, reaching for mine through the gloom and intertwining with them, sent a tremor through my veins even amid my grief, and acted upon me like a command.


  And so I had no longer any will, any power of my own. Where she led, I followed; followed unquestioningly, slavishly, like an infant guided by its mother’s hand. With one last disconsolate glance back into the black abysses where Stark had vanished, I retreated with her back into the narrow byway, and for a second time heard her slam the iron door, while the two of us, like conspirators, crawled on all fours through the remote, tunneled depths.


  “Where are you leading me, Zandaye?” I felt like asking. “What is to be the end of all this? How can the two of us, together in the darkness, expect to reach safety?”


  But I did not put these thoughts into words. My mind was still benumbed; my will was not my own. A strange magnetic power still seemed to vibrate from Zandaye, drawing me on as if to some foreordained destiny. And so for many minutes, with her long fingers wound about mine and her blue-white head-lamp serving as our only guide, we crept through that narrow tunnel. That we were bound for some known destination appeared certain enough; yet, as we crawled and crawled on our way, with cramped muscles and aching heads, it seemed to me that this dreary pit had no outlet, that we would labor never-endingly through the darkness, that perhaps at last we would be sealed up here like rats in a trap.


  I can hardly describe the extremity of my relief when at length a dim illumination became visible ahead of us. “There! There! I knew we were getting there!” Zandaye exclaimed; and, without another word, she hastened her pace, while every instant the light grew more pronounced. She did not seem to hear my repeated, “Where are we going? Where are we going, Zandaye?” her head-lamp only sparkled more vividly, and she did not reply . . . until all at once, while wonder contended within me with fear, we rounded a turn in the gallery; my nostrils drew in deep draughts of fresh, life-giving air; and we came face to face with one of the most astonishing scenes I had yet beheld even on this planet of marvels.


  So extraordinary was the spectacle that I stopped short like one who, winding through some narrow defile among the mountains, suddenly comes out upon a panorama of far-flung ranges, forest, valleys, and lakes. My lips opened in an involuntary gasp; my startled eyes were ready to stare from their sockets. Spread out beneath me was a cavern of Titanic proportions; like the one I had already seen, it was at least five hundred feet high and a thousand feet across at its narrowest part, while its walls glowed with radiance from some invisible source. But, in all other respects, how unlike anything we had seen before! Stretching ahead of us as far as the eyes could reach, and extending from the floor to the vaulting ceiling, were machines, and machines, and more machines!


  AND what machines! what profusion and variety and intricacy of operation! Uncannily noiseless, wheels as tall as ten-story buildings rotated with a slow, deliberate motion; mile-long chains revolved with only a low, rattling sound; levers longer than the masts of ships bent in and out, in and out with a frictionless efficiency; tubes and pipes as thick as the trunks of giant redwood were twisted and coiled like the entrails of monstrous beasts; wire wound in and out in a meshwork as of some colossal’s spider’s web, and springs as long as a ten-car railroad train were compressed and released with an automatic, mathematical regularity suggestive of incalculable power.


  Yet these sights, bewildering as they were, were not the most surprising features of the cavern. Placed at intervals among the wheels, springs and levers, I observed multitudes of what I at first mistook for Plutonian laborers. Each had a head dominated by a glaring light; each was slender of form and from six to eight feet tall and had long thin legs and seven-fingered hands, which flexed and unflexed with amazing rapidity, performing mechanical operations with more precision and dexterity than any man I had ever seen.


  Only after peering at them closely; only after observing that their movements were too orderly and perfect for mere flesh and blood, did I conclude that they were not living things at all, but cleverly constructed automatons!


  “Where—where under the sun can we be?” I muttered to myself, in English; while my gaping eyes stared hungrily across that incredible scene. And Zandaye, hearing me and gazing at me curiously, bade me repeat the question in Plutonian; after which she attempted to explain:


  “I thought you would have guessed what this is. The world’s chief ventilation factory.”


  “Ventilation factory?” I demanded. “What do you mean? The place where they manufacture oxygen?”


  “Not at all. That is far away. In this cavern, by means of engines which you can’t see even the hundredth part of, we start the planet’s air in circulation, forcing a breeze down all the chief corridors. Were it not for this factory, the air everywhere would become stagnant, and after a few days life would be impossible.”


  “Heavens!” I gasped, whistling in my astonishment. “I wouldn’t have guessed it was that important!” And then, as the thought of my vanished friend suggested itself to me, I was shaken with fresh grief, and murmured, “I do wish Stark could have seen this! Wouldn’t he have been interested! . . . By the way, what are those man-like machines with the moving arms and legs?”


  Zandaye glanced at me in surprise; her glittering eyes reproached me for asking the self-evident. “Why, you silly lampless thing! they are our workers, of course. The iron men employed in all industries for the last fifty thousand sequons.”


  “Fifty thousand sequons?” I echoed; whereupon Zandaye, realizing the extent of my ignorance, tolerantly went on to explain:


  “None of the world’s factories employ actual human beings any more, except as managers and inspectors. Why should they, when men of iron can perform the work so much more swiftly and efficiently? Iron men, you see, never tire; they never complain; they do not object to long hours; they do not go on strike; they do not disobey instructions; they are not known to meddle or blunder. All in all, it is estimated that one mechanical man is worth a hundred men of flesh and blood. And the men of flesh and blood, for their own part, have no reason to complain, since they are released for the more useful, less slavelike work . . . Now let’s be getting along into the factory.”


  “Just one minute, Zandaye!” I begged, glancing apprehensively toward that vibrating wilderness of machinery. “Really, it doesn’t look very safe to me out there. Don’t you think we’re likely to be seen—”


  There was a laughing decisiveness in her voice as she cut me short. “Seen? By my head-light! who is there to see us? Surely, the iron men won’t notice. No, my friend, this is the one place where we’re least likely to be observed, for no one ever comes here except to inspect or repair the machines—which doesn’t happen once a sequon, since they are controlled automatically from above. We shall be able to find some recess where we’re absolutely safe to talk over our plans. Come, my friend—don’t hesitate.”


  “I’m not hesitating,” I replied, with renewed courage; and for a while we spoke no more as we silently made our way amid the monster machines.


  We saw the tremendous wheels rotating and whirling above our heads and to all sides; the huge jointed rods, like the limbs of iron Cyclops, opened and withdrew with a precision beautiful to watch; bellows-like globes, bigger than balloons, were distended and deflated with a swiftness that the eye could hardly follow; screws as large as railroad ties revolved in iron sockets, steel belts twisted and bent about us, electric coils gave out sparks and flashes like the signals of a wireless system. And all the while, secure from contact with the great machines, we followed a little twisted trail of stone that wound in and out amid the metallic masses like a well-cleared path through a jungle.


  HAD we clung to that trail, everything would have gone smoothly. But apparently it had not occurred to Zandaye to warn me—otherwise, catastrophe would have been averted. Yet can I really be blamed for stepping aside?—can I really be blamed, when the object of attraction was something unparalleled in my experience? Picture a shining crystal ball about ten feet in height; picture its face like a mirror, in which are reflected all the multitudinous activities of the whole vast cavern: the speeding of the wheels, the turns and twisting of the vast chains and belts, the flexing and unflexing of the muscles of all the innumerable iron men. “Can it be that I am dreaming?” I asked myself. “Am I only imagining all this?” And with these questions in mind, I stepped forward impulsively to examine the crystal.


  So rapidly, so heedlessly did I act that Zandaye’s terrified “Look out! Look out!” came too late. I did not see the meshes of fine wire on the cavern floor; I did not see the long steer rod that reached ahead on a level with my ankles. All that I realized was that my feet, in their head-long dash, struck some unseen obstacle; that I lost my balance, and pitched precipitately to the floor; that a sharp snapping sound came to my ears, followed almost instantly by the most terrific crash I had ever heard . . .


  With a detonation as of thunder still resounding in my ears, I picked myself up, stunned, bewildered, but unhurt.


  “May the Neuters have mercy on us!” wailed Zandaye. “May they have mercy for what you have done!” But not for several seconds, in my confusion and fright, did I notice the change that had come over the cavern. And then, when I did notice, I was scarcely able to believe. Where all had been movement and activity only a minute before, all was now lifeless and dead. The machinery had come to a standstill! Not one wheel turned, not one belt or chain revolved, not one lever twisted, not one iron man stirred a limb in all that enormous gallery!


  With hands fluttering with fright, Zandaye stood open-mouthed before me. Her large eyes were bulging to double their usual size; she was uttering something that I took to be an oath or a curse, though I could not make out the words.


  Trembling like her, and with eyes also dilated, I stared at her in speechless confusion. And then slowly, mercilessly, in deliberate, incisive accents, like the tones of fate itself, her words were borne to me, “You have done an unthinkable thing! An unthinkable thing, my friend! You have switched off the power! You have turned off the ventilation supply! The whole world will be without air now! By the lamp of the Head Neuter himself! the whole world will be without air!”


  Her words ended in a gasp that was like a moan, and her head-lamp glowed with an alternate yellow and red; while I, gaping at her still half in a daze, was only beginning to realize the enormity of what I had done, was only beginning to understand that we had stumbled into difficulties compared with which our former woes would seem of no account.


  CHAPTER XVIII


  A Bit of Crystal


  LIKE creatures who realize too late that they have walked into a trap, Zandaye and I gave way to panic as our minds began to grasp the strangeness and peril of our plight. We were filled suddenly with the stampeding animal’s wild desire to escape; we had no thought but to flee from this gallery, where the great motionless machines everywhere stared down on us as if in mockery.


  “Hurry!” whispered Zandaye; and the very murmuring of her voice sounded ominously loud. Then, hardly taking time to be sure that I was at her heels, she set off at a sprint down the winding stone walk among the monstrous machines. I had difficulty in keeping up with her, for at every turn I was”in danger of colliding with some outstretched rod or some barely visible pipe or wire; indeed, so impetuous was my pace that I could not avoid one mishap, when I came face to face with a wall with such speed that my head-lamp gave a crash as of a hammer stroke and I saw a crystal fragment clattering to the floor.


  Stunned from the shock, I picked myself up hurriedly and was about to dash after Zandaye when an unexpected, familiar noise came to me with a flash of fear. It was still faint and remote, but how well I recognized the thick-voiced speech of the lamp-heads!


  Zandaye, too, had evidently heard the sound, for she came darting back to me, her head-lamp a glaring yellow. “The Neuters preserve us!” she muttered. “We are too late! They have come already! Quick! A hiding-place!”


  “But where? Where?” I flung back. And my eyes, searching the desert of wheels and coils, could find no likely-looking place.


  Zandaye meanwhile stood staring out across that same wasteland, and not a word came to her quivering lips.


  At the same time, at intervals, we heard the heavy-toned voices in the distance; and gradually they seemed to be growing nearer.


  “Here!” exclaimed my companion, with startling suddenness, just as I was about to own myself baffled. “Come here! Over here they won’t find us!”


  Slipping down on,all fours, she cleared a path amid a tangle of wires toward a great boiler-like iron device a few yards away. I followed her as best I could; but, being broader-limbed and not nearly so agile, I could pass through the wire barricade only after much scratching and tearing, which marked my face and hands with bloody lines and put many a fresh rent in my long-suffering clothes.


  Yet I had the best of inducements to make haste. The voices had burst forth again, in excited tones; and new voices were to be heard from all sides of us. And was that not a searching head-lamp which flashed for an instant through a distant gap among the machines?


  Reaching the boiler-like contrivance, Zandaye seized a small, barely visible knob and drew open a door leading to a yawning black hollow. Though I was still not within hand’s grasp, she slipped through the opening, and stood frantically gesturing; and when I came up, bruised and panting, she flung forth seven clutching fingers to hasten my entrance. In a moment, I had joined her, and the iron lid had come rattling down.


  The interior was not completely dark, for there was Zandaye’s head-lamp to illuminate it; and, besides, there were a number of air-holes, hardly large enough to see through, though sufficient to admit a small amount of light. Our new quarters, however, were none too commodious; Zandaye and I had barely room to crouch side by side on the iron floor; while if I lifted my head I would be in danger of striking the ceiling, and if either of us moved sideways we would be stopped by the wall.


  But our haven, such as it was, had come as a friend in need, for it seemed unlikely that the lamp-heads would find us here.


  Yet we had not reached the retreat any too soon. Within a few minutes, we heard the voices of party after passing party of Plutonians, as they moved in great agitation along the stone aisles all about us. At first, though we strained our ears, we could not make out what they were saying; yet it was manifest that they were bewildered, alarmed, and angry.


  We could hear an occasional metallic grating and clattering, as of the manipulation of tools; we could hear an occasional explosive exclamation that sounded like an oath or a command; we could hear the excitement of the passers-by growing from minute to minute, and realized that their numbers were increasing. But we knew nothing more definite until eventually a group of them paused to confer at a distance of only a few yards.


  “BY the head-light of my father’s father!” one of them was saying. “It’s the strangest thing in my experience! Such a complete tie-up hasn’t been known for a thousand sequons!”


  “And we don’t seem able to trace its source!” some one else returned, with a groan. “It’s just as if some stupid beast had interfered.”


  “Blessed Neuters, isn’t that what did happen once?” demanded a third. “You remember reading of the great tie-up of the Sequon 503, 181, in which the world was without ventilation for three days, and two million persons perished? Now what did they finally find the cause to be? Nothing but some little household pet, smaller than a man’s hand, which had strayed from here and got entangled in the machinery.”


  “Yes, by my fourteen fingers, but today the gallery is beast-proof!” another voice dolefully added; after which, for a while, there was silence.


  “It will be bad for us all at the final investigation,” the first speaker sorrowfully resumed. “The Head Neuter will send a committee, and some one will be demoted to the Frigid Corridors. The Head Neuter is particularly severe about such things. He always was a fanatic on efficiency.”


  “But by the glory of his lamp! there’s nothing to be done about it now!” came the mournful response. “By this time the whole world has noticed the lack of breezes. Why, already, before we came down here, radio messages were coming from a hundred stations complaining about the air supply. Mothers with babies were frantic, since it’s said the lack of a draft kills the very young.”


  A long-drawn sigh followed by a curse was the only answer; then ensued another silence, and it seemed to us that the party was withdrawing. But suddenly, as Zandaye and I whispered to one another that they were gone, there came an excited whoop, and half a dozen voices began to gibber all at once.


  “By my lamp! look at this!” some one was exclaiming, in astonishment mixed with jubilation. “Just look at this! If this isn’t a clue! A little broken piece of crystal! Where did it come from? It couldn’t have gotten here naturally!”


  “Let’s see it! Let’s see! Let’s see!” came several eager voices; and all of them echoed that disconcerting cry, “No, it couldn’t have gotten here naturally! It couldn’t have gotten here naturally!”


  With a sinking heart, I recalled the bit of crystal broken from my head-lamp.


  “There is no material of this glittering type used in the whole ventilation factory,” diagnosed one of the voices, soberly. “The texture is different—it must have been brought in by some person—some person who had no license here. Some person who probably caused all the trouble.”


  “Some person we will have no difficulty in finding, once the Inspection Service gets after him,” another added, with an evil chuckle. “By the murky light of his head! I wouldn’t like to change places with him!”


  “No, the Head Neuter is very stern about interference with the air. He considers it the worst offense, next to falsely impersonating a Neuter . . . Now be careful, don’t lose that crystal. It will furnish the best of clues.” There came another ominous-sounding chuckle, and the voices of the party gradually grew more remote. “If the cause of the trouble isn’t discovered soon,” I made out, just before they retreated beyond earshot, “isn’t it likely that the Head Neuter will come here himself to take charge? . . .”


  Meanwhile, huddled close against Zandaye in our sweaty iron container, I felt chill after icy chill creeping down my spine, and secretly prayed that it would not occur to any of the searchers to look in a certain boiler-shaped machine.


  Into the Depths


  BUT time went by, and we were not disturbed.


  Now and then we still heard some excited party passing, still heard the clattering and thudding of tools, but there was nothing to suggest that our presence had been suspected, or that the damage was likely soon to be repaired.


  And as we waited, Zandaye and I talked in occasional whispers. “What I have been wondering,” she meditated, “is what actually caused all the trouble. The rod your foot pushed against evidently controlled the power, and in your awkwardness you knocked the power-transmitters out of place and cut off the connections of the electro-radium waves, so leaving the plant without any energy supply.


  “The forces that bless all good Neuters must be with you! otherwise, you would have been burned to death. The damage will be fixed, however, as soon as they find what rod you disarranged—but who can say when that will be? There are thousands of similar rods in the factory. If we are not still here tomorrow, and the day after, and the day after that—”


  But this was as far as Zandaye could proceed. Suddenly, from without, there came a rushing, whirring sound, accompanied by a chorus of jubilant shouts. And from somewhere above us there issued a clattering noise, as of the rotation of machinery.


  Crouching flat against the iron floor of our retreat, I tried to peer out through one of the airholes; but the opening was so small that I could not be quite certain what I saw, and I may only have imagined that I caught a glimpse of great revolving belts and huge levers in motion. “The factory is working again!” I exclaimed, in tones that were incautiously loud. “It’s working! It’s working!”


  Before Zandaye had had time to reply, there occurred the most disconcerting event of all. All at once we felt a trembling as of an earthquake; the floor began to shake and shudder, and then slowly was withdrawn from beneath our feet! Is it possible to conceive a more terrorizing situation? At the rate of a few inches a second, our only support was sliding away like a folding door into some unseen recess!


  It was as if some invisible power were pulling the strings, while we, the victims, could only stare and await our doom. With frantic violence, Zandaye reached for the door of our prison, but perhaps her very excitement betrayed: her—the handle was stuck, and would not pull open! And all the while that she madly wrenched and tugged, the floor was gliding away, revealing an unfathomable black abyss.


  It was only a few seconds before Zandaye and I were huddled together on the remaining foot of our support, which also was withdrawing, steadily and mercilessly withdrawing. And the smooth metallic walls offered nothing to clutch at! . . .


  In that last horrible instant, each of us held instinctively to the other—two drowning persons grasping at the same straw! I felt Zandaye’s long fingers weaving themselves about my shoulders; my own arms were flung desperately about her neck; I could hear the violent heaving and straining of her breast as it panted against mine. And thus, clinging together, we fell.


  We fell, and in imagination lived through the swift, long drop in the darkness. Yet there were no tremendous abysses beneath; our plunge had hardly started when we were jarred to a stop. Not five feet below, we struck some hard object with a painful thud, and, still with arms intertwining, lay sprawled upon a sloping surface.


  All about us the blackness was impenetrable; even Zandaye’s head-lamp had been extinguished; it was as if we had fallen into Hades. Strangest of all, however, were the grating and grinding metallic noises that came from the gloom all about us; while the sloping surface was not still, but jerked and jolted like the floor of a railroad car.


  In that first startling moment, I was so relieved at alighting somewhere that my terror had almost left me. My head was aching; my sides were sore; one arm felt bruised and strained; a faint trickling as of blood was issuing from my nostrils—but that was all. These facts I scarcely noticed; I was more concerned about my companion. “Zandaye, are you—are you hurt?” I inquired, in a broken voice, as she slowly withdrew from my clasp.


  She was a moment in answering. “No—no—I I don’t think so,” was all she was able to say at first; and then, after a silence, mournfully added, “My head-lamp—I think my head-lamp was hurt. I don’t seem able to get it to shine.”


  But the damage turned out not to be serious; after a minute, a reassuring glitter illuminated the depths around us. By the light of the lamp, we could see that we were in a tunnel—a narrow tunnel, little further across than the distance between my outstretched hands; a tunnel whose walls were gliding past at prodigious speed!


  “OH! by the lower shades! Now I see what has happened!” proclaimed Zandaye, slowly, while she hovered close to me as if for protection. “We are on one of the moving freight platforms. One of the platforms used to carry merchandise far, far down into the depths of the world. You see how steep the grade is?”


  “Yes,” I groaned; for we were descending at an angle of ten or fifteen degrees.


  “Evidently our hiding-place was one of the containers for the factory refuse,” Zandaye solemnly continued. “As such, it opens automatically at regular intervals, discharging the waste materials on to this platform, which carries them away into the depths.”


  We were both silent for a moment, staring at the barely visible walls that slipped past us at the rate of an express train.


  “How long do you think we will keep going?” I finally asked.


  Zandaye groaned. “Maybe for hours and hours. These freight platforms are not very fast, you see. We will go deep, deep down. Down beneath the Favored Depths, where the cultured and honored citizens live. Down beneath the lowest of the Neuter Circles, straight into the world’s slums! Down, down, down, among the most wretched elements of the population! For that is where all freight platforms lead. You will be far, far lower, my friend, than you ever were before!”


  “That comes of trying to get to the surface!” I sighed, wondering if I should ever see the open air and the starlight again.


  Meanwhile, with terrific jolts and jars we went rattling on our way. I do not know how much time passed; I had no way of estimating time; I am sure, however, that Zandaye was right in suggesting that we would travel for hours. But amid all the strain and monotony of that long, dark ride, her presence cheered me in some indefinable way; her voice had a musical ring in my ears, her every gesture had for me a charm that made me feel not altogether unfortunate after all, though we were hurtling through a gloomy unknown cavern.


  By insensible degrees, my uninjured arm found its way about her form; my lips moved forward to meet hers, which did not respond, and yet did not withdraw; my words began to quaver with a sentiment they had rarely known before, and I pondered phrases that seemed wild, daring, and wonderfully sweet . . . And all the while her head-lamp was glowing with the most delicate, the loveliest blue one could imagine.


  “Zandaye, what does a blue light in a headlamp mean?” I inquired, although I had more than half guessed, the answer.


  Instantly the blue gave place to yellow. Her words came forth by gulps and spasms; she averted her head; had she been an earthly maiden, she might have blushed.


  “That—that, my friend, is a question you should not ask,” she stammered. “It means—it means I feel—what no one who is to become a Neuter should ever feel! Forgive me—if I feel what I should not feel. I cannot help it! Pay no heed! I cannot control my head-lamp!”


  “But, Zandaye, is it possible then—is it possible—” I exclaimed, swept by a new delirious hope. And my arm was reaching around her, and drawing her closer, closer—when all of a sudden I was interrupted by a tremendous jolt, which whirled us both forward against the floor. At the same time, the rattling and grating sounds in the tunnel ceased, and the movable platform quivered and grew still.


  “At last! The end of the road!” whispered Zandaye, as, a little unsteadily, we picked ourselves up. “Follow me. We will wait for the proper moment, and then will slip out. By the eyes of all benighted things! you will find that we are in a miserable district! But somehow we will escape.”


  I nodded approvingly; for I saw that Zandaye’s lamp had again glowed to a celestial blue, and that fact contented me.


  CHAPTER XIX


  The Afflicted Regions


  FOR many minutes we remained in silence on the dark, motionless platform. In the distance an occasional dim light shot up and vanished, but around us all things were lifeless and still. It was not until the platform began to quiver again, as though in readiness for renewed action, that Zandaye seized my hand, and whispered, “Now! Now we can get away without being seen. As you value your head-lamp, waste no time, lest we be carried off again!” Without another word, we crept forward on hands and knees through the low-roofed, sloping tunnel. The air, I noticed was oppressively close and heavy; foul odors, as of some dank basement, were assailing our nostrils. But, fortunately, it was not long before Zandaye’s keen eyes made out a tiny doorway in the tunnel wall. “This way,” she whispered; and, after throwing open the gate by means of a barely visible little button, she preceded me into a wider and more airy gallery.


  A flood of light burst upon us as we entered; we saw that the walls were illuminated by means of large glaring strips of metal strung at intervals. “Ah, now we can safely talk again!” Zandaye exclaimed. “We are out of the freight tunnel; no one will catch us here. But what I still fear is that we may get lost amid the rubbish heaps.”


  I don’t see any rubbish heaps,” said I; for, except for the dazzling lights, which were painful to my eyes, the gallery seemed pleasant enough.


  “Well, you will see them soon!” she promised. “We are in the slums, the Afflicted Regions—the vilest, most poverty-ridden part of the world. By my lamp! you will hold your nose, all right! But I beg you, do not judge our world by its poorest part. Most of our people are also repelled by these lower realms, and recognize them as a blot on civilization.”


  Naturally, after this introduction, I was prepared for something revolting. I do not know whether I actually expected to have to make my way amid garbage heaps; yet I did half anticipate seeing piles of old tin cans, broken glass and rusted iron; while I had no doubt but that we would encounter men and women of the most squalid and ragged type. However, my fears as to the outcome were quickly quenched. “You need not be afraid of being recognized,” Zandaye had insisted, in response to my apprehensive inquiry. “No one down here can see beyond his nose.”


  In view of my dark surmises, I was astonished at the ensuing discoveries; astonished to be led into a broad, vaulted corridor magnificent as the palace of a king. More magnificent, probably, than the palace of any earthly potentate!—gold and silver were flung about with a lavishness rivalling anything in the “Arabian Nights.” The walls were patterned of the precious yellow metal, which, varied by silver and platinum, occupied the entire visible surface; the ceiling was of gold studded with diamonds, emeralds and rubies; the very floor on which we walked was of gold interspersed with gems.


  “Can it be real?” I gasped, staring like one in a dream. “Can it be real?” And while Zandaye stood by gazing at me in perplexity and wonder, I remained as if paralyzed, letting my eyes feast upon that superb spectacle.


  “What is the matter with you, my friend?” she at length demanded, a little impatiently. “By the lamps of the sages! one would think you had never seen gold before! Of course it is real! Why shouldn’t it be? What reason could there be for using an imitation?”


  “Why, I—I’ve never seen anything like it!” was all I was able to blurt out. “Are those—are those diamonds? Are they real, too?”


  “Of course! Why not?” There was scorn in Zandaye’s voice, and her lamp was alternating between an orange of surprise, and a lavender of amusement. “May the light of my head go out, if you don’t seem to admire them! You seem to suffer from the same fever as the people of the slums!”


  “People of the slums?” I echoed.


  “Certainly! Can’t you see for yourself that this is the slum district? What else could it be, with so much refuse lying around?”


  Swinging her arms about her in a circle, Zandaye pointed to the gold and silver that glared and glittered in every direction.


  Weighed down by earthly prepossessions, I required a minute to grasp the situation. I could not believe the obvious; surely, I thought, Zandaye was only joking!


  BUT it was not in a joking manner that she continued, “This trash here, which is of no real use to any one, is valued for some queer reason by the natives of the slums. Anybody with a lamp on his head could see that ordinary rock is better for building purposes; while, as for beauty, who would not prefer marble? But the minds of the slum-dwellers seem to be congenitally clouded; it is an inherited disease, scientists say, handed down from those primitive days when the whole world placed value on trinkets. But alas! there seems to me no way of curing it; once a slum-dweller always a slum-dweller, appears to be the rule. Unfortunately, there is nothing that can be done for these unhappy hoarders of refuse.”


  While Zandaye was speaking, my eyes were fixed upon group of passing Plutonians. They were broader of build and bulkier, it seemed to me, than most of the natives; while their headlamps were burning with singular dullness, and, in fact, seemed to be hardly illuminated at all. But the really remarkable thing about them was their clothes, which were resplendent with bands and streamers of gold, with badges of burnished silver, and with precious gems that adorned them by the score and the hundred and were even visible on the upturned soles of their sandals.


  The most lavish care was apparent about their whole personal make-up; their lips were painted in green, moon-shaped curves; their hairless heads were covered with a bluish smudge of powder, and their cheeks were likewise blue-tinged; their ears were weighed down with strings of dangling rubies; and diamonds, sapphires and amethysts hung in chains about their necks.


  “Look, Zandaye!” I whispered, hardly able to contain my surprise. “Who are they? Who are those passing celebrities?”


  “Celebrities?” she exclaimed. And her headlamp flashed to a sudden lavender; while she rocked back and forth in babbling laughter. “Celebrities! Great shades of the Lower Depths! but my friend has a sense of humor!”


  “I do not mean it as humor,” I declared, a little resentfully.


  “But, by my lamp, it is delicious!” flung back Zandaye, still not quite recovered from her merriment. “So delicious I must tell it at home—really, I must! Why, those people are not celebrities! They are simply poor slum-dwellers!”


  As she made this announcement, Zandaye burst again into a babbling explosion, which left me still in doubt as to whether she were in earnest.


  But, after much difficulty, she made me realize the Plutonian point of view. The accumulation of gold or silver, she assured me, was regarded by most of her fellow men as a sign of poverty; for at best a person could possess only a certain amount, and if his hoardings were of a material nature, then they excluded those mental and spiritual acquisitions that constituted the true wealth.


  I could not quite follow the tortuous reasoning that led Zandaye to this conclusion; but I did understand that the disdain of most Plutonians for gold and silver was enormous, and that they flung it to their fellows in the nether regions somewhat as we fling garbage to swine.


  So far was I myself, however, from sharing Zandaye’s attitude that I regarded the riches on the walls and floors with a covetous eye, and missed many of my companion’s remarks in my eagerness to slip a few valuables into my pocket. It would be a fine thing, I told myself, if upon returning to earth—and for the moment I forgot that probably I never should return to earth I should have a few large emeralds or diamonds to show as the practical fruits of the expedition. I even began to wonder whether, after all, flights to Pluto might not be put on a paying basis; whether our expedition might not prove to be the forerunner of an interplanetary gold rush . . .


  Occupied with such thoughts, I actually had the daring, when Zandaye was not looking, to reach into a corner amid some debris, to snatch a ruby as large as a marble, and to secrete it in the folds of my garment. Assuredly, this would not be my only bit of booty were we to remain long in the slums!


  The Coming of the Poet


  AFTER a few minutes, we turned into a larger corridor, whose hundred-foot arching ceiling was a blaze of gold. This seemed to be a central thoroughfare; swarms of the natives were hurrying noisily in all directions—and not one of them but presented a glorious spectacle, with clothing of gold and silver, or with argent banners and streamers waving after them in the breeze. Even the children, I observed, were adorned with the precious metals, and wore diamonds as lavishly as earthly children wear glass beads.


  “By all the powers of darkness! It is pathetic, how poverty-stricken the people here all are!” murmured Zandaye. “It makes one feel like weeping. The worst of it is that none of them seem to realize their plight. Their perceptions have been dulled—you notice how poorly their head-lamps shine . . .”


  Only when Zandaye pointed it out did I observe how, amid the glitter of their surroundings, the head-lamps of the great majority seemed almost extinguished.


  “You see, very little of the illumination comes from within,” she continued. “Nearly all of it must issue from outside. That is why there is so much glare and bustle here. But what else could one expect, considering the menial occupations of the people?”


  “You don’t mean to say,” I demanded, “that these gorgeously robed persons are menials?”


  “I mean to say they have menial occupations,” she returned, with a melancholy nod. “Isn’t it deplorable! A blemish on our civilization!” While I was wondering what degrading work the passers-by must perform despite their majestic appearance, Zandaye suddenly halted, and pointed through a sumotuous-looking glass partition to a gilded suite of rooms that might have done service for a duke.


  “In there! In there they must toil!” she muttered, contemptuously. “In there they drudge half the hours of their lives! Adding figures! subtracting figures! reckoning profits and losses! speculating, gambling, lying, quarreling, planning trade-balances favorable to themselves! Pity them, the poor slaves! By all gracious light-givers, isn’t it unfortunate that such beings exist?”


  Passing a door leading into the splendid suite of rooms Zandaye had indicated, I was startled to see a sign, “Bankers and Stock Balancers.” And across the way, on a door connecting with an equally elegant-looking suite, there was a sign that read, “Investments. Legal service for hire.” Surely, I thought, Zandaye’s wits must be wandering!


  “The strange thing,” she continued, “is that many of these poor benighted creatures choose to remain benighted. Alas! there is no helping them! We send members of welfare organizations down here to convert them; we promise them all sorts of inducements, even suggesting that some of them, if they show sufficient talent, may be eligible to become Neuters. But it is all of no use. Not one person in a thousand in these lower depths ever rises above his origins; not one in a million is promoted to Neuterhood. There are, of course, always a few who aspire toward the light, but most of them are hopelessly submerged in their environment. No career is open to such wretches except to go on accumulating gold.”


  Not being able to share Zandaye’s point of view, I could only grunt a perfunctory reply; while my companion went on to explain, “Some people believe there is an hereditary curse upon these unfortunates. Others think they come of an inferior racial stock, being really cousins to the beasts. Still others hold that they are being punished for sins committed in previous lives. For myself, I cannot say. I only know they are unhappy, and so my heart goes out to them.”


  By this time we had reached a secluded platinum alcove, apart from the noise and confusion of the main gallery. Zandaye motioned me to sit down with her here, and after we had deposited ourselves cross-legged on the floor, she relieved her pockets of a number of capsules and! other articles of food, which, however, unpalatable, sufficed to allay our hunger.


  We had just completed our meal and washed it down with the water from a public tap, when we noticed an unusual tumult in the central gallery. With loud cries and gibberings, the people had withdrawn to the sides of the corridor, and were bobbing up and down and waving their hands beneath them in fantastic bows or salaams, while down the aisle walked a resplendent largeheaded figure clad only in the light shed by his own sun-brilliant lamp. Taking advantage of the momentary confusion, I seized a little lump of gold from a cranny in the wall and put it in a safe hiding place; so that, when I again turned to the spectacle in the gallery, the resplendent one had vanished, although a flock of shimmering-gowned individuals that followed him, in the manner of a military escort, were still trooping by in plain view.


  “Who is he?” I inquired of Zandaye, thinking him the most imposing-looking Plutonian I had yet seen. “The Head Neuter?”


  “Head Neuter?” she laughed. “By my lamp! what queer ideas you have! Tell me, what do you suppose the Head Neuter would be doing here in the Afflicted Regions?”


  NOT knowing how to answer, I remained silent.


  “No, of course, it was not the Head Neuter,” she went on. “But it was some one equally great, or perhaps greater.”


  “Greater?” I echoed.


  “By the radiance of his presence! that is likely. It was a poet.”


  Dumbfounded, I stared quizzically at Zandaye. But not even a ghost of a flicker of amusement illuminated her features. Her face was grave and solemn, and no trace of lavender had crept into her head-lamp.


  “It was a poet, doubtless coming here in search of atmosphere,” she continued. “You can see how his admirers follow him about.”


  “But why—why does every one bow?” I demanded, pointing to the crowd that still bobbed up and down with gestures of homage.


  “The Neuters bless you! didn’t I say he is a poet?” she repeated, as if that were explanation enough.


  But I must have looked the confusion that I felt, for after a moment she went on to declare, “Naturally, the poets are the most honored among us. Why should they not be? for do they not lead the world in a far deeper sense than any statesmen? And so an ancient custom prescribes that they be honored wherever they go.”


  “But surely down here—” I gasped, too bewildered to control my words—“down here poets are not—”


  “Yes, even here the old tradition rules, and men pay their respects to poets, as you can see—though it may be that the inner light is so dull that the worshippers act only out of habit and without any actual feeling of reverence.”


  I was just about to make some remark regarding the impractical standards of Zandaye’s people, when a large emerald, which I observed conveniently near at hand, interrupted my train of thought and turned my mind away from the poets. After a little skillful manipulation, I succeeded in gaining my prize; and at the same time Zandaye, who had observed a prize of quite a different nature, startled me by swooping down into the center of the gallery and picking up a small sheet of paper dropped by the last of the poet’s passing admirers.


  “By my head-light! Just look!” she exclaimed, coming to me and unfolding the paper, which was filled with the jagged-looking native printing. “Just look! A copy of the Daily Neuter! All the latest news! And I was just wondering what was happening in the world. Down here, you know, they hardly ever read newspapers. They are too busy with the stock reports.”


  Enthusiastically Zandaye let her eyes race along the contents; while I, having no interest in the news, watched her with a yawn and secretly wished for some good sleeping-place. Little did I realize how important that paper was to prove for me!


  Suddenly she stopped as if struck. Her mouth opened wide in a gasp; her head-lamp blazed through all the colors of the rainbow. “Why look—just, just look!” she stammered. “Read—read this!”


  BUT her eyes darted eagerly down the columns before she would permit me to take the paper. And, glancing over her shoulders, this is what I read:


  
    RUNAWAY SAVAGE CAPTURED


    One of Wild Men Gets Away in Break for Freedom


    The two savages who recently appeared unexpectedly in our midst, and who have given rise to world-wide discussions in scientific circles, have tried to outwit their captors and escape. These aborigines, whose lack of lamps and general low intelligence are only two among their many remarkable qualities, have been detained pending further investigation by a Committee of Neuters, some of whom maintain that, by means of proper surgical incisions, the less human qualities of our visitors may be eliminated and the secret of their origin determined.


    After an exciting chase, one of the runaways was captured late today in the Three Hundred and Eleventh Emergency Tunnel by the Inter-Gallery Rangers. The other, according to the Rangers, would also have been taken had it not been for the serious tieup of the Ventilation Factory, which, by a coincidence, occurred just as the pursuers were closing in on the fugitive.


    Owing to this interference, however, the escaped prisoner, who is believed to be also a dangerous lunatic, is still wandering at large; and citizens are urged to be on the outlook for him.


    He is described as of an extremely ugly and ungainly build; very short and fat; with small weak eyes of a beast-like blue; two fingers missing on each hand, and the other fingers grotesquely short; no head-lamp; an uncouth speech and manner; gigantic mouth of a monstrous red; and a blank but ferocious countenance. Honor awaits his captor dead or alive.


    As for the other member of the pair, he is being held in a strictly guarded cell, and is being subjected to the Ninth Rite of Coercion in order to make him divulge the whereabouts of his fellow, which he is believed to know, but steadily refuses to impart. It is held that, by this method, his resistance will be broken down within a day or two at most . . .

  


  “The Ninth Rite of Coercion!” exclaimed Zandaye, her voice shaking, her lamp by turns red. and yellow. “May their heads be stricken lightless, but that is terrible! How can they be so cruel? How can they?”


  Her long fingers clenching and unclenching, and her lamp blazing in angry spurts, she stamped all about me for several nerve-racking minutes.


  Then, in response to my excited query, she explained, “The Ninth Rite of Coercion is a survival from our primitive ancestors. It is an old form of torture, hardly ever used nowadays. The victim is left all alone in a small dark cell, forced to stand upright without food or drink, without any one to talk to, and without a thing to do. Two or three times a day he is asked whether he is willing to confess, and if he does not answer or answers falsely he is left to his misery for another blank, solitary period. A few days of such treatment is enough to break down a man’s spirit if not his mind.”


  “Heaven preserve us!” I cried. “So that is what is being done to Stark!”


  “Yes, by my lamp, that is what is being done to your friend!”


  I groaned, and a gloomy silence intervened. I pictured Stark in the throes of his lonely torment; I pictured him suffering, perishing in his loyal failure to divulge my whereabouts. And I remembered what a good friend he had been, and remembered also our long, harrowing adventures together, I groaned again, and a sudden resolve flashed over me.


  “Come!” said I, to Zandaye. “Come, we are going back! At once! I shall give myself up. There is no other way to save my friend.”


  Zandaye too groaned, and hung her head sorrowfully. But in her great blue eyes there was a gleam of approval.


  CHAPTER XX


  A New Servitude


  ON Pluto, no less than on the earth, it is sometimes easier to make a decision than to put it into execution. So, at least, Zandaye and I discovered following my resolve to surrender myself in order to save Stark. Although I continued to be profoundly agitated about my friend’s plight, and felt that only my speedy reappearance could rescue him for torments indescribable and possibly from death, I found it no simple matter to make known my whereabouts and identity.


  Had we been anywhere else on the planet, the problem might not have been difficult; but alas! the people of these golden galleries were little interested in me or my affairs. Judging from the attention they paid to me, I might not have existed at all; they were flitting through their blazing corridors with such haste that they took no notice when I called to them, when I motioned them with excited gestures, or even when I sought to seize them by the arm as they bustled past.


  After many minutes of exasperating efforts, during which I felt as if I were beckoning to ghosts, I abandoned the attempt in despair, and dismally turned to Zandaye for advice.


  “By the lamps of all Neuters!” she swore, shaking her head knowingly. “This is only what I expected! I told you the people down here can’t see further than their noses. What is more, they are deaf to all sounds except the clinking of metal.”


  “But isn’t there anything at all we can do?” She nodded, doubtfully. “Every one here is too much worried over business to care about any one else’s troubles. They have a motto that it pays no dividends to lend a helping hand. So, if you value your friend’s life, we’d better be looking elsewhere. I do not know how far we are from the end of the Afflicted Regions, but maybe if we commence climbing we will soon escape.”


  There being nothing else to do, I accepted Zandaye’s suggestion, and, with a reeling head, started with her through a succession of upward-leading galleries. But for a long while we noticed little change of environment. Everywhere the walls, floors and ceilings were lined with gold, silver and precious stones; everywhere the natives were rushing past at heedless haste.


  Some of them, we noticed, carried enormous gleaming burdens around their necks, which hung low as if in shame; others, borne down by no such weights, went gliding round and round in circles, their outstretched hands clutching at emptiness; here and there two or three were writhing and wrestling unnoticed on the floor, tearing at one another with long bloody fingers like the claws of beasts; while all, no matter what their occupation, seemed oblivious of our coming and paid no heed to our cries and gesticulations.


  Sheer worriness at last put a halt to our search. It was many, many hours since either of us had had more than a snatch of sleep; and, urgent as was our mission, we had to pause in a niche between two golden pillars, which, while too hard for comfort, at least did afford us some seclusion. There we both fell almost instantly into a deep slumber of sheer exhaustion, from which we awakened I do not know how much later, feeling sore all over but otherwise refreshed.


  And now it was that Zandaye, who usually made no lamentations on her own behalf, permitted herself a moment of dreary reflection: well, then it is even possible that the Maximum Penalty that I helped the two prisoners to escape—And if it becomes known I will probably be reprimanded by my Governing Superior for neglecting my Pre-Neuter studies. My absence will have been noted . . .


  “By my lamp! I do not know what will happen to me when we get back!”


  “But Zandaye, Zandaye,” I interrupted, noting the melancholy light in her eyes and the gloomy fading of her head-lamp, “I do not want you to undergo any more risks for my sake. If it is better for you, we must part at once. Then it will never be known that you aided me. Yes, Zandaye, I fear we must part at once.”


  The last words came forth with an effort; for I could not but shudder at the thought of separating from my beloved companion.


  But the brilliance came back into her head-lamp, and there was fresh energy in her voice as she replied, “By the honor of a Pre-Neuter! do you believe I would desert you? Do you think I would come all this distance with you, only to forsake you now? What! then you imagine our people have no sense of right and wrong? Forget the danger to myself! What does that count? I faced it willingly; yes, I faced it gladly—for did I not face it for you?”


  “For me?” I gasped; and, looking at her closely, I noticed how wistful, how tender was the light in those intense blue eyes of hers.


  “FOR me?” I repeated. “For me?” And I suddenly I was swept by the consciousness of something strange, something unbelievable. Her head-lamp had again flamed to a heavenly azure; and my intimation as to the meaning of that color was vividly confirmed.


  “Zandaye,” I murmured; and I allowed my hand to slide into hers, I allowed my fingers to intertwine with her long ones. For the moment I forgot that she was a Plutonian, and I a native of the earth; I forgot that she wore a head-lamp and no hair, that she had fourteen enormous fingers, and came from a race with manners and ideals alien to our own.


  All that I knew was that she was a fellow creature, a woman, and one who was infinitely kind and infinitely dear; and, at that knowledge, my heart beat fact, my breath came short and hard; the millions of miles between us were blown away in a flash, and nothing mattered except a kinship that seemed above time and space. And so my arms reached forth, and were about to enfold her, would have enfolded her—when all at once she leapt up, freed herself from me, and exclaimed, with resolution in her voice:


  “Come! We must not forget ourselves! We have a mission to fulfill! By the mother that gave me birth! how can I listen to you? I know the thoughts that leap in your brain, the floods that stir in your heart. But you must check them, calm them. I cannot listen. For I—I am to become a Neuter!”


  With panting breast and head-lamp beatifically blue, she stood facing me proudly, while tenderness tempered by determination spoke in her long, shapely face. And, as I stared at her, my heart sank within me, even while my admiration, my passion grew; for it was as if I already knew that-her resolve was irrevocable.


  “But, Zandaye,” I murmured, in faltering tones, “tell me at least, Zandaye, that I am something to you—that I am more than the stones beneath your feet!”


  “You are more to me than the eyes that give me vision! You are more than the lamp that shows me the way!” she swore, fervently, although without raising her voice. “Yet you cannot be more to me than my purpose in the world. For that belongs not to me, but to my race . . . Come now, we must not talk of that any more. Let us waste no time, since it still may not be too late to save your friend.”


  Resignedly I bowed my head; for I perceived the futility of protest. Only too well I realized the truth behind her final words—what right had I to be lingering here, talking of fond and foolish things, when every moment might bring fresh peril and agony to Stark?


  And so for many minutes we spoke no more, but plodded again along an upward-sloping gallery, and followed many a difficult winding and many a long flight of stairs in our efforts to escape the gold-littered mazes. I noticed that there was a thoughtful glitter in Zandaye’s eyes, and that the blue light had not left her headlamp; and I too was thoughtful, although I did not try to be communicative . . .


  But let me pass over all this difficult period, and tell how, after hours of walking, we observed a welcome change in our environment, and came out of the labyrinths of precious metals and gems into a still more remarkable district . . .


  Evidently we had been only in the upper levels of the Afflicted Regions; otherwise, we would not have been able to escape so soon. As it was, however, a series of vigorous climbs took us to a height that dwellers in the Afflicted Regions never attained.


  No longer was our route lined with gold and silver; no longer did hurrying throngs dart heedlessly past. The atmosphere, as if by some impalpable influence, seemed to grow lighter and easier to breathe; it was as if a weight, a pressure had all at once been removed; and our spirits rose by swift degrees at the sight of galleries that were wider and airier and less brightly but more tastefully illuminated.


  I should say, in fact, that never had I seen more exquisite taste displayed anywhere. We roamed through great columned aisles endlessly branching and interbranching, like those of some colossal cathedral; we gazed upward at gently curving ceilings glowing in a luminous haze; we stared at walls that seemed translucent, crystalline, as though the light, of the hue of moonbeams, seeped through at all points from invisible luminaries.


  Here and there was a painting, a bas-relief, a statute; and these decorations were neither so numerous as to be ornate, not so few as to be exceptional; but all had the most elegant and imposing simplicity, in which a consummate artistry of design was balanced by an equally consummate artistry of concealment.


  “Where are we now?” I inquired of Zandaye, while, transfixed with wonder, I roamed through those magnificent halls.


  “In the Studio Residential District,” she declared. “It extends for hundreds of miles, and it is all as beautiful as this. This is the region reserved for the most accomplished among the Neuters—the writers of poetry and music and drama, the sculptors and painters, the actors, the architects, the leaders in the dance. It is thought that great art can flower most splendidly only among surroundings of great art.”


  “I do not doubt that,” I declared, thinking that I myself might almost become artistic were I to remain here long. “But where are the dwellers in this superb section?”


  A Tribute to Art


  BEFORE Zandaye had had time to reply, the answer came from an unexpected source. Out of a small side-gallery, several gleaming figures emerged, evidently attracted by the sound of our voices. They were all exceptional in their slenderness and height, in the size of their heads and the brilliancy of their head-lamps; and all, being Neuters, walked unimpeded by any clothing.


  Upon seeing us, they burst into a low babbling of laughter, pointed to us with curious gestures, and immediately surrounded us; while from half a dozen unobserved entrances their fellows issued, until we found ourselves in the midst of a fair-sized crowd.


  About most of these creatures there was some thing so resplendent, so ethereal that I could almost have imagined myself in the presence of celestial beings. And in their voices, as they turned to one another with excited exclamations that I could not catch, there was a musical softness and resonance not to be found among most of the Plutonians. “Truly, they look like artists!” I reflected; and then, remembering the urgency of my mission among them, I attempted to speak, to tell them who I was, and to induce them to deliver me to the proper authorities.


  Most of my words, it appeared, were superfluous—how could these intelligent personages fail to know who I was? They were little interested, however, in what I had to say, and my requests bore no more weight than a child’s entreaties. After scores of them had examined me with inquiring eyes, and little groups had engaged in eager whispered conversations, one of them—evidently their self-constituted leader—turned to me with long hands uplifted, and announced:


  “My friend, you are to dwell among us for a while. It is true that the Head Neuter is looking for you; but he does not yet know you are here, and will be all the more pleased to find you when you are at last surrendered. Have no fear; we will treat you kindly.”


  “But I must be given up at once!” I cried, despairingly. “My friend must be saved from torment!”


  Peculiar smiles flickered across the faces of the artists.


  “Do not be alarmed,” one of them advised. “We are a humane people; we do not put any man to more torment than he can bear. When your friend reaches the limits of his endurance, the Ninth Rite of Coercion will be relaxed.”


  There was little enough consolation in this suggestion; yet it appeared useless for me to argue. I pleaded and pleaded until my voice was hoarse; then, as a last desperate measure, I reminded my new masters that a reward had been offered for my capture—but they only laughed at the announcement. “What,” they demanded, “are we then mere children, to be moved by the thought of reward? No! our only reward can be in the advancement of our art! It is for this reason that we are holding you here!”


  How I could advance their art was more than I could imagine; but before long I was enlightened. In the company of fifty or sixty of the artists, amid whom Zandaye walked unnoticed, I was conducted to a large colonnaded court, whose pillars were all of iridescent crystal, and against whose walls a hundred many-colored fountains were playing. A brief intermission occurred, during which Zandaye and I were offered food; and then began an ordeal of an unexpected nature.


  The artists crowded about me so closely that most of them had to stand on tiptoes in order to see; while a few, in the rear, elevated themselves upon pedestals or upon tall improvised platforms Some, to my surprise, produced palettes and a canvas-like cloth and began to paint; others began modelling out of a dough-like substance; still others made hasty sketches in black and white; while not a few displayed note-books and commenced to scribble enthusiastically.


  Yet I was not pleased as I watched the development of their work, and particularly of the paintings and busts, which, I was told, strove to bring out my “underlying spirit”, and which depicted me as all mouth and ears, with an expression as humane and enlightened as a gorilla’s. In such a manner, I was assured, I was to be “immortalized”.


  But not all the artists were trying to produce complete pictures. Some confided themselves to details; one devoted hours to perfecting an enormous likeness of my nose, not neglecting to bring out the detail of a pimple with photographic reality; another did nothing but represent my eyelashes, and still another portrayed my teeth, which, being much larger and more numerous than the native variety, were regarded as curiosities.


  But most remarkable of all was one who made pictures little larger than a postage stamp, to which, upon their completion, he applied a little buzzing electrical tube. “This magnifies the illustrations a hundred diameters, and makes it possible to flash them all over the world,” he explained. “Whenever I give the release signal, people in every far-off gallery will instantly see your eyes, your ears, your lips represented upon a screen . . .”


  IF this was fame, surely I should have enjoyed it. Yet never was I more bored than in those long hours when I served as an unwilling model. The worst of the matter was that one sitting did not suffice; I was forced to pose on several occasions; I was detained for days, and was so well guarded that there was no possibility of escape—and meanwhile what unbearable pests were harrying me!


  I think the most irritating were the novelists, who insisted on examining every hair of my body in order that they might omit no detail from their realistic stories; but the musical composers were nearly as bad, for they desired to represent my prevailing mood in symphonies which, while generally applauded, sounded to my inexperienced ears like the rattling of kitchen dishes. The poets, again, made my life a misery by their greed to celebrate in verse the “shades and nuances” of my thought; yet, for all that I could gather, they had more to say about the shape of my arms and feet than about anything that went on within me.


  As examples, let me quote, as nearly as I can translate them, some stray lines that come back to memory out of the many composed in my honor:


  
    
      
        
          	
            O creature of the blue-eyed, lampless head,

            Who breathes, yet walks in darkness like the dead,

            You come among us like a ghost to show

            How our wild forbears, age on age ago,

            With idiot faces, gaping and inane,

            Were monsters, gross of build and weak of brain.

          
        

      
    

  


  I freely confess that such lines did not fill me with any enthusiasm for Plutonian poetry, and that I failed to see either their beauty or their wisdom. But I dared not criticize, since I was told that I was no student of poetry; and so I merely grumbled a bit and kept my own counsel, while whole reams of similar effusions were being prepared for world-wide distribution.


  It will be believed, therefore, that my eagerness to reach Stark was not my only reason for rejoicing when at last I was informed that my incarceration among the artists was approaching its end; that the Ruling Neuters had been notified of my presence, and that, along with Zandaye, I should be sent for on the following day.


  CHAPTER XXI


  The Ninth Rite of Coercion


  AFTER bidding a none-too-regretful farewell to our artistic friends, Zandaye and I were placed upon another movable platform, and went whirling away for scores of miles through a darkness illuminated only by Zandaye’s head-lamp.


  “I do hope we’re not sent before the Head) Neuter! By my lamp! I do hope we’re not sent before the Head Neuter!” she kept repeating, as we dashed and clattered along our course. “How would I ever live down the disgrace?” And I, trying my best to console her, allowed my arm more than once to slip around her waist; though always she would gently disengage herself, and would remonstrate, “No, no, my friend, you must not! Were I not to become a Neuter—then it would be different. But now, of all times; now, I am under suspicion, and perhaps will soon be under trial, I must behave worthily. Embraces are not permitted to Pre-Neuters.” Even as she spoke, her head-lamp glowed to a beautiful blue that belied her words; and I still saw reason to believe that, with a favorable turn of fortune, my suit would not be hopeless.


  But then suddenly I recalled my own predicament; recalled that I was being summoned before I knew not what judges to answer for my flight and that I might undergo a brain operation from which there could be no recovery. At the same time, I thought of Stark, who, for all I knew, might have succumbed already to his tormentors; and, thinking of him and wondering in what condition if at all I should see him again, I was able for the time to forget Zandaye and my desire for her.


  Now once more I was filled with an overwhelming impatience to reach the end of my journey, to see my old friend, to know that all did not go so badly with him as I had imagined . . . And so the minutes seemed never-ending, the hours age-long before the termination of our rattling ride in the dark.


  But at last we did jerk to the long-awaited stop. A door was flung open, and a torrent of light flashed upon us; we heard a tumult of voices, and saw a wavering of head-lamps; then several long-armed individuals stepped forward, and, ranging themselves as captors about us, led Zandaye and me down miles and miles of dark, sloping corridors.


  I half believed we were now on our way to the Head Neuter; and so did Zandaye, to judge from the yellow glow of her head-lamp. The end of our journey, accordingly, was to be a welcome surprise. Passing a doorway guarded by one of the monstrous domestic animals, with the six long legs, the huge greenish mouth and the crocodilelike teeth, Zandaye and I both gave a exclamation of sudden joy. With a delightful cry, a well known figure rushed forward to greet us!


  It was Stark—Stark, alive and well! The first glimpse showed me that he was unusually thin and pale; but at least it was he!—at least he had survived! “Dan—Dan!—you back again? And Zandaye, too!” he cried, in a faltering voice, apparently even more surprised than I—and his hand shot out and seized mine in such a clasp as I had rarely felt before.


  “But, Dan,” he exclaimed, as 30on as he was able to speak halfway coherently, “Dan—I—I did not expect to see you. I—I thought you were being sentenced to the Ninth Rite—”


  “The Ninth Rite of Coercion?” I finished for him. “What do you mean to say—”


  “You mean to say you weren’t sentenced to it at all?” he interrupted, in a flustered way. “Why, they told me—”


  “They told me you were undergoing it yourself!” I broke in.


  “Then they told us both the same story!” he shrilled, and joined me in sudden, loud laughter.


  By this time our captors were passing from the room, leading the mournful-eyed Zandaye away with them. Stark had barely had time to press her hand, and I had barely had a chance to motion her a hasty farewell before she had glided out of sight.


  Sobered by her disappearance—for who could say when I should see her again—I listened in a solemn mood as Stark went on, “Why, I certainly am astonished. They have been telling me that you were captured and were being submitted to the Ninth Rite, which would not be relaxed until I told where we had come from.


  “Picture then my predicament, for at first I actually kept repeating the truth: that we had come from a far-off planet—which aroused the lamp-heads first to amusement, and then to anger. It was impossible to make them take my statements seriously; they insisted that we must have come up from the unexplored bowels of their own world; and I was racking my brains to think of some plausible falsehood to save you.”


  “And at the same time,” I cried, “I was giving myself up to save you!” Whereupon I mentioned the printed report that he was being tortured.


  UPON hearing this announcement, Stark looked puzzled for a moment; but it was not long before an explanation flashed over him. “Can’t you see, that was just a ruse?” he pointed out. “They thought you might read the newspaper article, and if so, you would be deceived, and give yourself up.”


  I could only nod dismally in reply.


  “Now tell me, Andrew, what has been happening to you all this time?” I demanded, after a moment. “Let me hear the whole story!”


  “Why, there isn’t so much of a story,” he declared, reflectively. “You know as well as I what happened in that dark tunnel when we were trying to escape with Zandaye. In our mad rush, I stumbled over some invisible object, and the few seconds I lost in that way made me lag far behind. I do not know whether you saw me fall, for you and Zandaye dashed on and on—”


  “No, this is the first I knew of it.”


  “Well, at any rate, the fact is that I thought I saw you creeping through a small hole in the tunnel wall ahead of me; but before I had reached the opening you were out of sight and our pursuers were all around me. In that terrible second, luckily, I did not lose my head; when they seized me and demanded where you had gone, it came to me to point straight ahead, so putting them on the wrong track.


  “Their top-lamps were flaring and gleaming in a way to show intense excitement; and evidently they were too much agitated to detect the false note in my voice, for they accepted my word without hesitation, and darted with me straight ahead through the long gallery. Of course, they did not find you, and their lamps became red-hot with rage, and they made all sorts of threats when they began to suspect that I had duped them. But I pleaded that I could not know what side-path you had taken—and this was true, was it not? At all events, they started back with oaths and growls, and, I believe, would still have found you—if at about this time they hadn’t heard some exciting news. The whole planet’s ventilation system was out of order! Then you should have seen the stir and commotion!


  “My captors seemed to lose their heads completely; they acted like men aboard a sinking ship; they shrieked and yelled that they were all going to be suffocated, and for a while seemed to forget about me altogether. This offered an opportunity, and I was planning how to escape again, and was already slipping away—when, as bad luck would have it, the ventilation started again, and I was caught sneaking off into a little side-gallery.”


  IN a cautious whisper, I informed Stark of the part I had played in interfering with the ventilation; and this pleased him so much that he enjoyed another long spasm of laughter.


  “Well now, having been captured,” I went on to inquire, “what have you been doing all these days since we parted? Evidently you haven’t been having a very bad time of it?”


  “No, not a very bad time,” he admitted, pointing with a shrug about the spacious, well illuminated room. “I’ve been right here pretty nearly all the time—and can’t complain about my treatment. The lamp-heads have lent me all the books I wanted, and would come in now and then to talk—but of course there wasn’t any hope of escape. You saw that enormous six-legged black brute at the entrance?”


  I acknowledged having seen the creature. “Well, he seems to be a sort of watch-dog. At any rate, he’s posted there at the door all the time—and never takes it into his great stupid head to desert his post. Once, when I had almost choked down my fears and tried to pass him, he made such a dash at me with those crocodile teeth that I broke all speed records getting back into the room. Since then, I’ve never tried to get away.”


  After I had heard Stark’s story, he wished to learn of my own adventures; and so I consumed the better part of an hour in telling of my experiences in the Ventilation Factory, the Afflicted Regions, and the artistic district. To all that I had to say, Stark listened with intense interest, but from time to time a wistful smile crossed his face, and it was clear that he envied me my long companionship with Zandaye, as well as my acquaintance with strange and far-off parts of the planet.


  He was particularly impressed when I described the lower levels, with their golden corridors; and I can still picture how his large blue eyes almost popped out of his head, and how enthusiastically he stroked his forehead with its artificial lamp, at the sight of the precious stones and the lumps of gold which I had secreted in my garments and displayed to him with sly and furtive gestures.


  “Now when we get back to earth,” he declared, as he carefully examined the gems, turning them over and over in his hands as if to make sure they were genuine, “we will have these as tangible evidences of our accomplishments. Aside from their value, they will be souvenirs—”


  But suddenly he broke short, a if remembering something. “However, will we ever get back to earth?” he lamented, shaking his head sorrowfully; and a low moan came from between his lips. “Will we ever, ever get back?”


  “Yes, will we ever get back?” I echoed. “Will we ever get back?” And for a moment we were both silent, absorbed in our own melancholy thoughts.


  “I do not know why they are holding us here,” Stark at length resumed, meditatively. “But, certainly, it is not on account of our beauty. We can thank our stars if we don’t face the very fate we tried to run away from.”


  “Yes, and what’s more, our record in running away won’t help us!” I mourned. “If only Zandaye too doesn’t suffer the consequences!”


  Before Stark had had time to reply, we heard a commotion of voices from without, and the door was flung abruptly open.


  “You will come this way, please!” bellowed a shimmering-robed individual, thrusting his head through the door. “The Committee of Neuters desires to see you!”


  CHAPTER XXII


  The Trial


  WAN-EYED and trembling, Stark and I arose, and exchanging dismal glances, hastened through our prison door and out into the corridor, where half a dozen attendants were waiting to receive us.


  In their company, we made a journey of many miles, partly on foot but mostly on traveling platforms, and at length were conducted into an enormous, high-ceilinged hall, in whose gleaming recesses hundreds of Plutonians were squatted or sprawled upon the floor. Upon our arrival, they all sat up as if at attention, and uttered low cries of pleasure; and many a seven-fingered hand was pointed at us in beckoning interest.


  But taking no heed of them, we passed on down the aisle to a wide elevated platform at one end, where we were bidden to be seated. We noted with surprise that the platform had only one solitary occupant—none other than Zandaye, whose head-lamp glared with a yellow of dread, and whose eyes were moist as if with weeping. We nodded to her, and she made mournful acknowledgement of our greeting; but since our captors took seats within hand’s grasp, there was little that we could say.


  Fortunately, we had only a few minutes to wait. Then a sudden commotion became manifest amid the audience. As if at some common signal, all of the waiting hundreds leapt to their feet; they flung their long arms enthusiastically ceiling-ward, and waved and gesticulated like madmen; their voices were lifted in an excited shouting, then became blended in the tones of a tumultuous song, of which all that I could catch was a line beginning:


  “The Neuters come, they come!”


  As these words dinned in my ears, I noticed a group of ten unclad dignitaries gliding through a doorway opposite with brilliantly sparkling head-lamps. Slowly and sedately they approached, while the chanting and the wild gesticulations continued; straight toward us they walked, and, mounting the platform, ranged themselves on the floor only a few yards from our attendants and ourselves.


  Now by degrees the uproar subsided, until at last the whole hall had lapsed into silence,—a silence that, contrasting with the pandemonium of the moment before, bore down upon us like something heavy, threatening, portentous. Nor was the evil spell relieved when the hush was broken by the most august-looking of the new arrivals.


  Designating Stark and myself with a sevenfingered hand, he demanded, in husky tones of terrible volume, “Let the business of the day begin! Bring the prisoners before us; let us hear the charges, that we may pass sentence, releasing the innocent and condemning the guilty!”


  So still, so silent had the audience become that, for a moment, had I closed my eyes, I could have believed myself alone in empty space.


  Then, ending the tenseness of the mood, there came the voice of one of our attendants, who spoke with head based as if in prayer:


  “O Lord Neuters, never for many sequons have we had any more important cases to be decided than today! Never, indeed, since that historic trial, which no man now living is old enough to recall, when a newly made Neuter broke the vows of his Order and sought, by surreptitious means, to find a chemical formula to restore him to malehood and the woman he loved.


  “Following the judgment in that classical case, when the penalty was such that no one has ever dared repeat the offense, it has not been given to any Committee to decide any matter so vital for the welfare of the ruling sex as that which is placed before you today. Shall I proceed, O eminent Lords?”


  “Proceed!” ordered the august-looking one, with a roar.


  The heads of all the audiences were craning forward eagerly; hundreds of lamps scintillated with white sparks and flashes. But Zandaye’s luminary was of a fluttering yellow, and my own luminary—had I possessed one—would probably have been more brightly yellow still.


  “We have today three persons to be tried,” continued the attendant, in oratorical tones, while poor Zandaye averted her eyes and hid her face for shame. “Two of them are not natives of our land, and I will not presume to say of what land they are natives, although they are sometimes known as the Half-Men, and sometimes as the Missing Links. The other is one of our own citizens, and one who has already risen to the honorable position of Pre-Neuter. Her name, in fact—”here the speaker paused long enough to glance at a bit of paper in his hand—“is Zandaye Zandippar, Pre-Neuter No. PX 285 AZ. She is charged with being a collaborator in the crimes of the two other defendants. Shall we consider her case first?”


  “By all means!” snapped the judge. “As one of our own citizens, she has the right to be sentenced first! Now, Pre-Neuter PX 285 AZ, will you take your place before us?”


  SLOWLY and falteringly, with head-lamp still a pitiable yellow, Zandaye arose and faced the ten dignitaries.


  “What are the specific charges?” bawled the leading Neuter.


  Another silence followed, while the headlights of the audience sparkled more brilliantly than ever. Then slowly and portentously the attendant opened a long roll of paper, and began to read:


  “Zandaye Zandippar, Pre-Neuter PX 285 AZ, of the class of the Sequon 996,433 D.F., is accused of facilitating and abetting the revolt of two prisoners known as the Lampless Ones, alias the Ten-Fingered Barbarians, alias the Big Mouths. She is charged with having neglected her Pre-Neuter studies for a period of eight or ten days, absenting herself even from the Bi-Sequonal examination on Neuter Ideals and Accomplishments. She is also alleged to have penetrated into the Afflicted Regions, where no Pre-Neuter is allowed without a special visitor’s blank; while it is claimed that subsequently she loitered without a permit in the Studio Section, where she was found in the company of the Lampless Ones, alias the Weedy-Headed. Aside from that—”


  “That will do!” interrupted the judge, severely. “It is needless to hear any further charges. What I have already heard is sufficient, if proved, to justify the maximum penalty. Well, PX 285, what have you to say?”


  Poor Zandaye, it appeared, had very little to say. Her head-lamp flickered and almost went out, then burst into an irregular series of yellow sparks; while her voice, faltering and unsteady, could barely utter, “I—I—my Lord Neuter—I know the charges are all true. But—but there are extenuating circumstances.”


  “What’s that?” bellowed the Lord Neuter.


  “Extenuating circumstances for violating your Pre-Neuterhood?”


  The audience leaned forward more breathlessly, more tensely than ever; while in the greenish eyes of the ten Neuters there was a hard, accusing light.


  “I—I wanted to help the other two prisoners,” stammered Zandaye. “They—they were strangers in our land—and I wanted to help them. I—I did not think it would harm any one—and they were so helpless, and so much in need of me!”


  “Is that all?” thundered the spokesman of the Neuters. “Was there no other reason?”


  “No, no other reason,” denied Zandaye.


  But as she spoke, unfortunately, a tinge of blue came into her head-lamp, to vanish almost instantly. It was only a flash, and many an eye would not have observed it at all; yet none of the Neuters seemed to miss it or its possible meaning.


  “PX 285, you need say no more!” howled the magistrate, while his fellow Neuters cast shocked glances at one another. “You have betrayed yourself! You have revealed a tender sentiment forbidden to all Pre-Neuterites! And so there can be but one possible decision! What do you say, colleagues?”


  All the assembled Neuters solemnly nodded, and their leader went on to decide, “I grieve to pass judgment, for it troubles me, my child, worse than it does you—particularly in view of your extreme youth, for you cannot be more than sixty or seventy sequons old. But the law is the law, and must be respected; though only twice before, in all my five hundred sequons of service, have I been obliged to perform a similar duty. Therefore listen carefully, PX 285! I prescribe the Maximum Penalty. You must give back your pledge of Pre-Neuterhood, and pass the rest of your days as a female!”


  The blood-curdling scream that followed these words was the most frightful I have ever heard. Even the hard greenish eyes of the judges seemed moved to pity; even the spectators were softened to tears as Zandaye uttered that terrible cry, and then, her whole form suddenly limp and lifeless, fell helplessly to the floor.


  But after a few minutes, during which the spectators crowded forward and there was much excited fluttering back and forth on the platform and restoratives were hastily applied by the Neuters, the stricken girl managed to open her eyes again, although in a wan, weak way, as though the sight of the world had suddenly become unbearable to her.


  “She will be all right again in a little while,” pronounced the chief of the Neuters, unconcernedly. “Let her be borne out and allowed to rest. Now we may resume the hearing.”


  Gradually the spectators settled back to their seats on the floor; gradually the Neuters glided again into their places; gradually order was restored while Zandaye, supported by two attendants, was led tottering from the room.


  But neither Stark nor I, as the moment of our own ordeal approached, cared very much about the results. For now, because of us, Zandaye had been condemned; and our own fate seemed a minor matter while we still saw the torment in her flooded blue eyes and heard her disconsolate cries ringing and ringing in our ears.


  CHAPTER XXIII


  Crushing Evidence


  FROM the long, portentous silence that followed Zandaye’s departure, and from the vivid manner in which the head-lamps of the spectators glittered as they turned to one another with eager glances, we could see that the curtain was only beginning to unroll on a long awaited scene.


  It was with an impressive slowness of manner and with an impressive drawl that one of the attendants arose, opened a long scribbled document, and commenced to read:


  “Now we come to the case of the Lampless Ones, alias the Brute-Faced, alias—”


  “Here, let us waste no more time!” thundered one of the Neuters, interrupting with a scowl. “The prisoners, I am told have no less than sixty-one aliases! Let them be designated instead by name or number!”


  From the audience there came a low approving murmur.


  “Illustrious Lords,” answered the attendant, apologetically, “among the many things which the prisoners lack are names. It is true that they have been asked to be called by some barbaric combination of sounds, which offend the ear and which of course we cannot heed. Their numbers, however, have been recorded. If you wait, I shall find them.”


  A long, tense minute passed, while the eyes of the attendant searched and searched the papers in his hand. “By my lamp! here we have it!” he exclaimed at last. “Unclassified GH 1987 XZ, and Unclassified GH 1987 A-XZ.”


  “Very good!” nodded several Neuters, in chorus. “Now proceed!”


  The attendant accordingly read:


  “The prisoners are accused on thirteen counts, of which the first is that they have come to the Neuter Corridors without legal permission, and have refused to explain their origin, other than to tell some story regarding different worlds, which would fail to deceive the intelligence of a child. The second count is that, for some strange reason, they have killed several of the small domestic animals known as Rattos, scorched the flesh and used it as food—”


  Gasps and murmurs of horror escaped from the audience in such a chorus that the reader had to pause.


  “What is that you say?” burst forth the husky voice of a Neuter. “Is it necessary to read all these revolting details? Can you not spare the sensibilities of your hearers, and pass over all examples of moral flagrancy and crimes against nature?”


  The reader bowed his head, and acknowledged, “It was written here on the paper, O distinguished Lords, but I should not have defiled my lips by mentioning such abominations. If you will not graciously accord me your pardon, I will willingly suffer the just penalty under the Anti-Ugliness Statute.”


  “Proceed!” pronounced one of the Neuters, magnanimously. “You are pardoned!”


  Meanwhile Stark and I, inwardly writhing, sat staring at one another with hopeless glances. If the lightest of our offenses had been received so sternly, what would be said of our more serious breaches?


  “Count Three!” The voice of the reader rang out with accusing severity; while the hundreds of spectators leaned forward with the relish of onlookers at a play. “Count Three! The prisoners, though well and courteously received, though housed and fed like our own citizens, and though about to be accorded medical attention which would have removed their natural deficiencies, are charged with having violated our hospitality and with entering the Inter-Gallery Depths by means of the Forbidden Tunnels, where one of them was arrested by the Inter-Gallery Rangers; while the other—Unclassified GH 1987 A-XZ—had not the good grace to yield to his pursuers, but escaped to commit even more gross violations. Shall I read the specific charges, O majestic Lords?”


  “Read them!” bawled one of the Neuters. “That is, if they be not unmentionable!”


  “They are nearly so,” testified the attendant. Yet I may have to continue, though my tongue recoils before the very monstrosities I must utter. Count Four! Unclassified GH 1987 A-XZ, having broken into the Ventilation Factory, where not even a Neuter is admitted except in cases of world-wide emergency or under a special permit from the Governing Council, repaid the good that had been done him by evil, and, by cleverly disarranging the ventilation machinery, cut off the world’s supply of fresh breezes and precipitated a crisis that might have cost millions of lives had the ventilation not soon been restored.”


  THE speaker halted, and an ominous silence fell. It seemed to me suddenly as if I were the target of a thousand hostile shafts; all eyes appeared to be pointed in my direction, and all eyes blazed with a green anger and malice.


  “Count Four,” proclaimed the spokesman of the Neuters, in slow, significant accents, “is by far the most serious of all. It is clear how depraved any individual must be before he would attack the young and helpless, and deprive millions of invalids and infants of their fresh draughts. I will not believe such a charge without evidence. Unclassified GH 1987 A-XZ, is it true that you deliberately planned to tie up the Ventilation Factory?


  Such was my bewildered state of mind that it was a minute before I could reply; and meanwhile the silence and the stares of the Neuters and the spectators bore down upon me like some mad terror in a nightmare. In my sudden sharp dismay, I could not believe that my presence in the Ventilation Factory had actually been discovered; could not think that my accusers were making more than a shrewd guess. At the same time, I was shaken with anger to feel how my intentions had been misconstrued.


  No, Honored Lords, it is not true that I planned to tie up the Ventilation Factory!” I surprised myself by exclaiming, as I shot to my feet.


  “Nothing could have been further from my desires! What would I, a stranger in your land, know of your Ventilation Plant? There is no evidence! I assure you, Honored Lords, there can be no evidence!”


  “No evidence?” The cry was flung at me like a challenge. “You say there is no evidence? By my lamp! let us see! Noble Lords, let us see!”


  Thereupon, springing abruptly to his feet, one of the attendants approached me with arms brandished as if in a threat; while between two of his outstretched fingers there glistened a little crystal object.


  “Look! Look here!” he screamed. “Let us make the test, and discover whether there is no evidence!”


  At first I had no conception of what he meant; but during his ensuing speech an illumination burst upon me.


  “Look! Look, august Lords!” he continued, while the eyes of the Neuters glistened with excitement, and agitated murmurs sounded from all points of the hall. “Here is a piece of crystal picked up in the Ventilation Factory just after the recent tie-up. It was evident, as soon as it was discovered, that it had been left by the intruder responsible for all the trouble; for no crystal of this glittering type is used in the Factory.


  “Moreover, it was found, upon microscopic examination, that it was the sort of material in use for artificial head-lamps, and for no other purpose. And since artificial head-lamps are very rare (not one person in a million being so injured as to need them), it was easy for the Tabulation Department of the government to trace all the wearers of such accessories in this part of the world. The search, I need hardly say, was swiftly conducted—but we found no person from whose head-lamp this fragment might have been broken.


  “Naturally, we were baffled, until, upon capturing the second of our two prisoners, GH 1987 A-XZ, we discovered that he not only had an artificial head-lamp, but one that had had a piece chipped off in an accident. All that now remains to be determined is whether the particle in our possession matches the fracture in his head-lamp.”


  “Good! Good!” exclaimed several of the Neuters, in chorus. “Very good! Excellent!” And their long hands fondled their chins in evident relish; while from the audience came mutterings of anticipation and delight.


  As for me, I prayed for nothing more fervently than to be able to sink through the floor. All too vividly I recalled the accident in the Ventilation Factory, which had deprived me of a portion of my head-lamp!


  And as this remembrance flashed through my mind, the attendant with the bit of crystal approached to within hand’s grasp. “Now for the test!” he announced. “Now for the final evidence!”


  Then, while I shivered and shrank from before him, and felt the hundreds of glittering pairs of eyes focused upon me like daggers, his hands reached down and I heard a clicking sound as the piece of crystal was adjusted to my headlamp.


  “Did I not tell you?” he exclaimed, triumphantly. And thereupon all the Neuters, forgetting their dignity, crowded forward to examine. “As you value your lamps! you will observe for yourselves! It fits like a key into a lock!”


  “Yes, like a key into a lock!” echoed several surprised voices. “Like a man into his own skin!”


  WHILE the Neuters were returning to their seats and the. excitement of the audience was gradually subsiding, it seemed to me that my last moment was at hand.


  It was in a grave, slow voice that the leading Neuter at length broke into speech; but I was relieved to observe that his head-lamp did not show a red flame, although there was something a little menacing in its alternate tinges of green and purple.


  “Prisoner Unclassified GH 1987 A-XZ,” he proclaimed, “has been proved guilty of an offense as rare as it is grave, and one that, in the case of one of our own citizens, would justify a penalty of two hundred and fifty sequons of menial labor in the Frigid Corridors. As a just court, however, we cannot sentence him as we would one of our own citizens. We must take into account mitigating circumstances, such as his lack of education and opportunities, the inferior brain with which nature has endowed him, and his natural inability to distinguish between right and wrong.


  “Above all, we must consider his lack of a head-lamp, without which he is unable to find his way in dark places. It is conceivable that his crime was committed not because of the viciousness of his nature, but because of an inborn mental and spiritual blindness. Now, as every one knows, the first maxim of jurisprudence is that we should never try to punish that which can be cured by medicine; hence the present case should perhaps be left to the physicians. So, at least, one of our colleagues contends, and I think we should hear his voice.”


  The speaker ended, and with a courteous gesture designated a particularly tall and slender Neuter seated just to his right.


  “Yes, that is true!” confirmed this individual, in a voice that reminded me of a radio receiver being given too much volume. And, while an icy wave seemed to sweep across the room and envelop me, he continued:


  “As a Neuter who has devoted six hundred sequons to the study of surgery, I have naturally developed my own theories; and the chief of these, with which most of my confreres will agree, is that all maladies, whether of the body or of the mind, can be cut out by means of the knife. Now let us consider the two prisoners. They both display an unhealthy not to say a badly diseased spiritual state, since both of them have shown a habit of killing and eating animals; while both have tried to escape our hospitality, and one has been guilty of impeding ventilation . . . But how can we remedy all this? Suppose that we condemn them to the Intolerable Corridors for a few hundred sequons—is it likely that they will be reformed? No! to the contrary; their brains will remain at their present low level; they will not have risen above their present evil ways of thought.


  “Let us therefore got to the roots of the matter, and try to remake the brains themselves. I will admit that at first sight the case will seem hopeless, but, as the records of medical science prove, imbecility is not immune to treatment. If we are able to stimulate the Superlampular Gland, which controls the head-lamps, we may yet be able to make their organs grow in a normal manner, so giving them the correct vision which they so badly need.


  The operation, I am glad to say, is a comparatively simple one. We need remove not more than about ten square inches from the lower left-hand corner of the skull, following which we will cut our way through perhaps two or three inches of the cerebral matter—”


  This was as much of the speech as I was able to hear. Stark had given a low gasp and fallen half lifeless at my side; and I occupied the next two or three minutes in the effort to revive him.


  But I myself was nearly in a swooning state by the time I had succeeded and could turn my attention again to proceedings in the hall.


  The first thing I now observed was that the Neuters were all nodding approval of the recommendations of the surgeon, who had just taken his seat. “Well, prisoners, before we pass judgment, have you anything to say?” demanded the High Chief Persecutor. “If you know of anything that is more for your good that the sentence we are about to impose, now is your time to speak!”


  DESPITE the faintness that had overwhelmed me the minute before, I managed to struggle to my feet.


  “O renowned Lords,” I found myself able to plead, “I do not doubt that your eminent surgeons are skilled in their profession, but in the land where I come from it is not considered wise—no, it is not even considered safe—to make incisions in the brain—”


  “Not wise? Not safe?” interrupted the physician. And he laughed a sly, mocking laugh; while his head-lamp glowed faintly red. “A lamentable superstition, dear friends! A relic of the Black Ages! But perhaps the prisoners themselves are still in the Black Ages! Why, we offer both of them, free of charge, an operation that most citizens would have to pay for with half a sequon’s labor! And yet they object! Was such ingratitude ever heard of before?”


  At this he laughed another sly, derisive laugh; and then, slapping his knees with his tendril-like fingers, lapsed into silence.


  But I, fighting down my indignation, proceeded with my appeal: “If you say that you are acting for our own good, O worthy Lords, why not let my friend and me go back to our own world? That would free you of our presence, and at the same time nothing could be more for our own good. If you wish, I will even take you up above your highest corridors, and show you the car we came down in—”


  The head-lamp of our Oppressor-in-Chief gave a crimson flare. “So you still persist in your story that you come from another world?” he demanded. “How often is it necessary to tell you that science has proved there is no other world?”


  Perceiving that nothing was to be gained from this line of appeal, I decided to take a different track.


  “Then even if we stay in your own land,” I entreated, “why cannot we remain as we are now? We would try our best to learn your laws, and to respect and obey—”


  “But, by the fullness of your heads, what occupation would you pursue?” thundered the Neuter. “How do you think that men without lamps would prosper? Is there any occupation that they could follow in all the million and one corridors of the universe? Could they be engaged in the mines, where head-lamps are necessary to show the way? or in the factories, which are often without light of their own? or in the offices of government, which are usually in darkness? No, there is nothing at all that they could do! They would remain unemployed! And you know what happens to unemployed men?”


  “No, great Lords, I do not know.”


  “Then let me inform you! There is an ancient statute, dating from remotest times—back from the Sequon 1931—which disposes of the unemployed in a simple and logical fashion. Fortunately, there have been no unemployed for ages; but the statute still exists. Since jobless persons are afflictions to themselves and burdens to society, our ancestors decided that, for humanitarian reasons, it would be well to order them all to report to the authorities, who would have them painlessly and inexpensively asphyxiated.


  Thus the problem was settled in a way to please economists as well as the more tender-hearted citizens. It is perfectly possible for you, therefore, if you should prefer that fate—”


  But, interrupting with an angry gesture, I hastily disclaimed any such preferences.


  “Well, at least I am glad you can see the way of reason,” approved the judge. “The surgical method is of course the best. You will thank us—yes, you will thank us some day when you are both useful citizens, with newly sprouting headlamps.”


  “Newly sprouting head-lamps?” I exclaimed. And, with a vehemence I had not expected of myself, I stepped in a paroxysm of anger toward our judges, and waved a threatening fist. “Newly sprouting head-lamps? Stop! by the holy powers above! I warn you—I warn you not to perform the operation! I will take vengeance—on my honor as an earth-man, I will take vengeance if you insist on this crime! Go ahead—go ahead, if you like!—but misfortune will come your way!”


  I do not know, nor did I know at the time, what impulse other than madness made me utter these words; nor did I anticipate, as I sank quivering into my seat, the subtle advantage the threat was to give me in days to come. For a babbling laughter sounded from the audience, and hundreds of head-lamps were lighted with an amused lavender; while the Neuters, regardless of my outburst, lost no time in deciding that, within fifteen days, Stark and I should undergo the brain operations.


  CHAPTER XXIV


  The Coming of the Scourge


  UPON the conclusion of the trial, Stark and I were returned to our prison, where we were guarded as before by the six-legged monster with the crocodile teeth. There being no possibility of escape, we could do little except to mope in our room with oaths and curses and in miserable meditation, trying to console one another, but faced all the while with the certainty of speedy execution.


  Meantime, as if to keep us from forgetting our impending fate, we received frequent visits from the surgeon who was to perform the operation, as well as from his assistants, all of whom were Neuters with exceptionally long fingers and with exceptionally cold green lights in their eyes. Almost like oxen being fattened for the slaughter, we received regular attention, and had our health tested by every device of Plutonian medicine, in order that we might be in condition for the ordeal.


  If any consolation came to us during those wretched hour, it was in the trouble we gave our captors: our heartbeat impressed them as abnormally fast, and they debated using injections to retard it (since twenty a minute was considered normal on their planet); our skin-temperature struck them as unbelievably high, and they had to consult their instruments time after time before being convinced—they thought we were suffering from a raging fever, for the normal temperature of a Plutonian, as registered by our thermometers, would be about eighty-eight degrees Fahrenheit. And so Stark and I had to argue for hours to convince the physicians that we did not require compresses of ice about our heads and chests.


  But this was not the worst of their difficulties. They would occupy themselves endlessly in making charts and maps of our heads; they would measure each curve and protuberance; they would take photographs with some machine resembling our X-ray but capable of representing the very convolutions of the brain. The numerous pictures produced by these instruments were searched eagerly for traces of our Super-lampular Glands, which, of course, could not be located.


  But did that deter the physicians from the contemplated operation? Far from it! “See how badly you need medical attention!” the Head Surgeon exclaimed, after his eleventh failure to detect any sign of our Superlampular Glands. “Your organs have actually become invisible through disuse! Fortunate for you that we will stimulate them before they disappear entirely!”


  Stark and I were now under a supervision like that of children controlled by arrogant adults. One day, for example, in the course of inspecting our clothes while we disrobed for the examinations, the surgeon chanced to catch sight of the gold and precious stones I had secured in the Afflicted Regions.


  “What are you doing with this trash?” he exclaimed, highly annoyed; and forthwith he flung all my treasures into a receptacle marked “Waste,” from which, alas! I was never able to recover them. On another occasion, when Stark and I had determined on a hunger strike, he frustrated our efforts by having us bound and by supplying us with nourishment through hypodermic injections; and, after this bit of unpleasantness, we decided that it was unwise to attempt to cross him. But most of all he angered us by his refusal to let us see Zandaye, whom we had not beheld since the time of her condemnation, and who was the only person on this planet whose presence could have brought us some consolation.


  Indeed, we did not even receive any word of Zandaye, other than the most definite assurances. “Have no fear; she is all right,” we were told. “She is being taken care of . . . It is part of her punishment not to be allowed to confer again with her partners in crime.”


  And so we were to pass out into the void, it seemed, without so much as another glimpse of her who, for us both, held all the gentleness and light that this world contained.


  And yet fate, whose method is to burrow underground like the mole, was already scheming to make our remaining days on Pluto quite different and somewhat more bright than we had anticipated.


  Slowly, slowly, yet with a speed that seemed ominously great, our hours of grace were slipping away. Already half of the allotted time, more than half of the allotted time had passed; less than a week, by earthly reckoning, was left to us—when fortune began to play antics that we had little expected, and a gleam of hope issued from an unlooked-for direction.


  ONE day, when the Head Surgeon came as usual to examine us, I noticed that from time to time his fingers would feel uneasily at his neck and throat, which seemed slightly swollen. But neither Stark nor I were particularly interested until, on the following day, we observed that three of the assistants likewise had slight swelling in the same region; while the Head Surgeon had suddenly become fantastic and grotesque of appearance. His neck, formerly of swan-like thinness, had expanded to four times its former size! His lower jaw, which had grown like a lump of dough, was a mere caricature of its original self! It was easy enough, of course, for us to see what was the matter; he had a bad case of the mumps!


  Stark and I, naturally, smiled a little at the plight of our arch-enemy; and I will not say that we did not feel a malicious glee. But not until we had heard the Surgeon and his assistants discussing the malady did we realize how ironic a blow fate had dealt.


  “I cannot imagine what it may be,” he said, while tenderly feeling the swollen parts. “By my lamp! but it is painful! I have consulted the books; nothing like it has ever been recorded before.”


  “No, nothing like it has ever been recorded,” acknowledged one of the others, with a puzzled scowl. “It is doubtless an abscess due to a dental infection. I should advise you to have some teeth pulled immediately.”


  “No, not by all my fingers!” opined a third, reflectively. “For my part, I should say it was due to some gastronomical condition. My own recommendation is that you be careful about your food for the next eight or ten days. Eat little or nothing, and preferably go on a liquid diet.”


  “By no means, by no means!” disagreed a third, sharply. “A sufficiency of food, according to all authorities, is the first necessity in such a case! It is clearly a nervous condition, brought on by overwork and fatigue, which have induced an irritation of the membro-spinal nerve. My suggestion is freedom from worry, and rest, accompanied, if possible, by a change of scenery.” Overhearing this conversation, Stark and I could not help laughing a little to ourselves. Nor could we refrain from laughing openly when by degrees we came to realize the situation. “Why, it seems they’ve never had any mumps before on Pluto!” my companion whispered to me, after the first second of bewilderment; and from this it was not difficult to come to the conclusion, “Heavens! they must have caught it from us! We must have brought the germ here with us, in our bodies or on our clothing!”


  “Lucky we’re immune to the disease ourselves! Remember, we both had it when we were ten-year-olds!” I exclaimed. “They must have taken it because of their close contact with us during the medical examinations!”


  As this thought came to us, we had our first really happy moment since our trial; for destiny, it seemed to us, was avenging us handsomely for the wrongs we had suffered.


  Yet the vengeance was only at its beginning. On the following day, the Head Surgeon did not present himself at all; but three of his assistants, who did appear, all had faces like balloons while three others displayed small swellings that seemed to us to hold excellent promise. The examination that morning was a very brief one; and from the way our visitors rubbed and rubbed their faces and occasionally sighed and groaned, it was apparent that none of them were in too comfortable a state . . .


  After another day, all of our attendants alike exhibited faces swollen to fantastic lumps. The chin of one was muffled in heavy bandages; a second was covered with long strips and bands of a substance like court plaster; a third had applied some oily unguent to the afflicted parts; a fourth had tried ice, and a fifth had attempted treatment by red-hot cloths; while all alike complained of their plight incessantly, asking each other what the disease might be and whether it were likely to prove fatal. Most of them, after a long consultation, seemed in favor of removing the trouble by operating; but their plans, apparently, came to nothing, for while all were willing to undertake incisions upon their fellows, none would consent to be the subject of the experiment.


  It amused Stark and me to observe that, while they did not hesitate to hold their debates in our presence, they paid no heed at all to us, and much less thought of consulting us—although we might have told them more than a little about the mysterious malady.


  The Game Begins


  IT is fortunate that we did not enlighten them, for we would then have lost a powerful weapon. But that is to anticipate; Stark and I still did not realize that destiny had done more than to take an irrelevant revenge upon our foes. As yet were not able to perceive any loophole of escape; we still expected that the knives of the operators would take their toll; for time still continued to slip past, and the fateful operation was scheduled to occur within sixty hours. And how little we anticipated the changes that those sixty hours were to bring!


  Being shut off from the world in our single guarded room, we of course knew nothing of the events agitating the rest of the planet. But after another day or two—when only twenty hours remained of our allotted span of life—sudden realization was to burst upon us. One of our attendants, perhaps rendered careless by a bad case of the mumps, chanced to leave a copy of the Daily Neuter in our prison; and Stark and I, as might have been expected, seized the paper and scanned the contents with as must interest as was possible for men who have only one day more to live.


  What was our surprise when we found the whole front page devoted to one subject!—a subject that peculiarly concerned us! “MYSTERIOUS PLAGUE SWEEPS THE WORLD” we read in headlines. “Scientists Still Unable to Check Ravages. And, following this announcement, we saw an article in large type:


  “The mysterious plague which has been sweeping the world for several days still rages unabated. It seems to be spreading in wide circles from a central focus, and each hour thousands of new sufferers are being listed by the Supervisor of Public Health. The symptoms, which are unparalleled in medical records, are featured by a violent and painful swelling in the region of the neck and chin, which in some instances grow to several times their normal size.


  “Worst of all, in severe cases, the head-lamps have frequently been affected, and have been unable to shed beams of normal brilliancy. It is not known how many of the sufferers will recover, but already more than three hundred deaths have occurred, of which over half have been among Neuters. Millions not yet stricken by the disease are fleeing in a panic from the affected regions, bringing business to a standstill and threatening a tie-up of scientific activity, of transportation, and of the Synthetic Food Factories. But, at the date of this writing, no method has been discovered for checking the epidemic.


  “The most singular feature of the pestilence is that it has occurred simultaneously among so many people, almost as though one had conveyed it to another—a method of transmission which, according to physicians, is impossible. In their efforts to explain the incredible, some persons say that the victims unconsciously set up vicious waves in the air, which impinge upon the bodies of their neighbors and affect them with the malady.


  “Still others claim that the sufferers throw off base humors, which, settling on the skins of their friends, cause the disease to sprout from funguslike spores. Others, again, being of a devout turn of mind, contend that our people have gone so far in the way of iniquity that the Creator is issuing a judgment upon them . . .


  “But a still more striking theory is rapidly gaining credence in some quarters. It is pointed out that the plague made its original appearance in the vicinity of the two man-like creatures, known as the Lampless Ones, who came no one can say where from, and whose ways are monstrous and inexplicable. It is pointed out, also, that one of these creatures, upon being promised an operation which would cause his lamp to grow, was so far from appreciating the proferred benefaction that he fell into a tit of anger, and made fiery promises of vengeance.


  “Of course, no one at first took such ravings seriously; but observers are now asking whether it was by a mere coincidence that the Head Surgeon, who was to have performed the operation, was the first to be stricken, while his assistants followed in short order. Is it not possible, investigators are asking, that the Lampless Ones deliberately infected the Head Surgeon with some secret poison which the victim would communicate unknowingly to whomever he might touch? In that case, would there be any way of preventing the spread of the pestilence without the aid of the Lampless Ones?”


  IT is hardly necessary to state that this article proved a revelation to Stark and myself. Breathlessly, with staring eyes, we re-read the account, wondering whether we could have misconstrued the meaning; then, while not yet realizing fully the possibilities before us, we turned to one another as exultantly as dying men who see an unexpected hope.


  “So!” exclaimed Stark. “It’s not only that the mumps were never known in this world before! It’s that no contagious disease was ever known!”


  “Apparently not!” I concurred. “Evidently bacteria have never been discovered here!”


  “Well, surely, it’s not up to us to educate the people,” he continued, brushing back the newly sprouting mat of hair that was overrunning his glass head-lamp. “Our best course will be to pretend we did it all deliberately.”


  “Let them think I carried out that threat of mine!” I took up the argument. “Let them believe we have some secret power! Let them imagine we can end the plague as easily as we started it! In that case, how can they risk killing us in an operation?”


  “Yes, how can they? But the trouble is, the operation is such a short distance away!” groaned Stark. “We’ll have to work fast—terribly fast!—if we’re still to be alive tomorrow at this time!”


  For the next hour, the two of us might have been observed in a sly, whispered conversation. Sometimes we would be absorbed with a seriousness that would bring the wrinkles to our brows; sometimes we might have been noticed to chuckle furtively; occasionally we would sit beaming at one another with radiant hopefulness . . . And the result of our conference was a plot which, at the first opportunity, we began to put into operation.


  That opportunity arrived with the entry of two attendants, equipped with machines for registering our blood-pressure and heart-beat for the last time before the operation. We observed that their faces were already swollen with incipient cases of the mumps; and we took advantage of that fact in executing our scheme.


  “Put down your instruments,” I surprised them by directing, in a calm but determined voice. “You are not to take any measurements today. We will not allow the operation to be performed. If you so much as touch us—yes, so much as let your hands rest on ours!—we will inject a venom into your veins. As a result, you will die in agony of the new disease, which is called—”


  “Which is called the Bloated Neck,” finished Stark for me, on an inspiration.


  The two attendants stared at us with headlamps of a sudden yellow. But neither of them made a motion to approach us.


  “It is we that have brought the disease into existence,” I proceeded. “It is we alone that can end it. Think of it as our protest against the operations which you propose to perform on us against our will. If you still attempt to perform those operations, then your world will never, never be able to deliver itself from the pestilence!”


  The two Plutonians stood peering at us with small mouths agape; while each second their head-lamps seemed to burn to a deeper yellow.


  “But, Lampless Ones—honored Lampless Ones,” faltered one of the attendants, with a respect he had never displayed before, “it is not we that are to blame. We are acting under orders from higher authority. The Head Surgeon has instructed us to—”


  “Then we must speak with the Head Surgeon!” I demanded. “Tell him to come here! Tell him we must see him at once!”


  “Very well—very well, honored Lampless Ones,” conceded the attendant. “But do you not know how hard it is for any one to get speech with the Head Surgeon?”


  Even as he uttered these words, he grasped the arm of his fellow, with whom he began to retreat from the room as rapidly as if it had been infested with serpents. As he vanished, I noticed that his head-lamp gave a particularly vivid yellow sparkle.


  Stark and I had not long to wait for the next act in the drama. It could not have been more than twenty minutes before we heard hasty footsteps from without, and several Neuters entered, among them the Head Surgeon.


  An Agreement


  HE was looking unusually pale and wan even for a Plutonian, and the bulges on his chin and neck showed that he was still far from having recovered from the mumps.


  “What is this nonsense I hear?” he burst forth, as he entered the room; and had his voice not indicated anger, the red glow on his head would have amply suggested it. “By my lamp! I am told you refuse to prepare for the operation!”


  “You are told correctly,” I said. “We propose to remain without head-lights.”


  The Surgeon uttered something that may have been a curse; but, not being sufficiently versed in Plutonian profanity, I cannot say positively.


  “And why, pray, this presumption?” he demanded, in tones tinged with irony. “Do you think you will make better citizens if you cannot find your way in the dark?”


  “Do you think you will make a better citizen if you go about with the Bloated Neck?” I retorted.


  Our adversary stared at us with eyes that were little more than two penetrating points of greenish fire. “I do not understand what that has to do with the proposed operations,” he declared, crisply.


  As briefly as I could, I explained what I had already explained to the attendant, as to the cause of the Bloated Neck and its probable duration.


  He listened with angry flames of his headlamp, but without any evidence of surprise. “Well, so that is what you say?” he challenged, when I had finished. “But am I to believe it?” What proof have you that you are really responsible for the disease?”


  “Did I not threaten to take vengeance if you insisted on the operation?” I flung back, fiercely.


  “And have you observed,” added Stark, “that either my friend or I have taken the Swollen Neck? How does that happen, when every one else around us has been stricken? Do you not suppose we know ways to protect ourselves?”


  A long silence followed this question, and I saw that we had scored. The Head Surgeon turned to his fellows, and they nodded to him significantly . . . apparently more than half convinced. “Yes, how does it happen that the Lampless Ones have not taken the disease?” they whispered. But he had no response to make.


  “You shall see that we never shall take the disease,” I proceeded. “You shall also see that, if you deal with us rightly, we can show you how to treat the trouble, so that in time it will disappear from your world. Otherwise, there will be no relief.”


  Another long silence followed. The Head Surgeon conferred in whispers with his companions, so that we could catch only occasional words and phrases, such as “Public danger,” “Wrong to take any chances,” “Peril to our lamps,” and one or two other expressions of similar import.


  At last the surgeon turned to us abruptly, and demanded, “Well, just what is it that you want us to do?”


  “Call off the operations!” returned Stark and I, in one voice.


  He screwed up his thin lips solemnly, and tenderly stroked the swollen parts of his neck.


  “That is impossible,” he announced. “It would require the sanction of the Head Neuter and the Governing Council, who control the world’s affairs, and who have been informed of the approaching operations and inscribed them on the Books of State. To be sure, if you should request it, we might make an appeal—”


  “How long would an appeal require?”


  THE Surgeon hesitated. “Well, with luck,” he finally ventured, “we might have our answer within three days.”


  Stark and I groaned. “But, by that time, the operations would be over!”


  “To be sure,” nodded the Surgeon. “But, at least, you would have the satisfaction of knowing whether they were legally justified.”


  “What if the operations were to be postponed?” my companion demanded. “Would that not be legal?”


  “No, by my lamp, strictly illegal!”


  “Strictly illegal!” repeated several decisive voices. “Absolutely unheard of!”


  “Then long may the Bloated Neck remain among you!” I flared.


  And this sentiment was echoed vigorously by Stark.


  Another long silence ensued, followed by a second whispered conference among the Neuters, whose head-lamps displayed many a telltale yellow spark.


  Then once more the Head Surgeon turned to us, and, with a brighter expression on his face, declared:


  “My assistants and I think we have found a way. While it is illegal and rightly punishable, as we have stated, to postpone an operation deliberately, it is not illegal or punishable in the least to postpone it unintentionally. Now what if my colleagues and I should decide to postpone it unintentionally? We could prove that we were too severely stricken by the new disease to be able to wield a knife. In that way we might delay the operation for several days, and in the meanwhile your appeal might be heard by the Head Neuter and his Council. Would that satisfy you?”


  “Perfectly,” acknowledged Stark and I, delighted that our prospective term of life had been lengthened for at least a day or two.


  “Then we shall try to act accordingly,” promised the Head Surgeon, gravely.


  But the next instant, when I stepped forward to seize his hand in token of appreciation, he started back as if I intended to strike him. And all his fellows shrank from contact with me as though I had been a leper; while the spectacle they made as they hastily retreated from the room reminded me of a fireworks exhibition in yellow.


  CHAPTER XXV


  The Hall of the Rose-Red Light


  INSTEAD of being taken to the operating room on the following morning, Stark and I received orders to appear before the Head Neuter.


  In the company of several attendants, all of whom displayed well developed cases of the Bloated Neck, and all of whom kept us at as great a distance as though we had belonged to some “untouchable” caste, we were escorted hundreds of miles on an expedition of several hours. During the course of our journey, we made some interesting observations, chiefly to the effect that the epidemic had spread far more thoroughly than we had guessed.


  Here and there we passed galleries crowded with lamp-heads, of whom the great majority exhibited bulging necks and chins, while many were bandaged with heavy cloths, and not a few were groaning and wailing in utmost distress. All ages alike were affected: tottering old Neuters, as well as children who reached but little above my knees; and all alike seemed to regard us as the source of their affliction, for they would point to us with angry jeers and cries, and in some cases, when their head-lamps were swollen and burned but poorly, they would indicate those organs with pitiful lamentations and deluge us with curses impossible to repeat.


  Now and then we were even threatened with physical violence, and were only saved by the popular dread of physical contact with us. But we were not so fortunate when a group of half-grown urchins conceived the idea of attacking us with stones. Despite the protests of our attendants, who, we could see, were secretly in sympathy with the assailants, we were the targets of a savage bombardment, and had a lively time dodging showers of rocks, some of them as big as our fists.


  Only when we proved ourselves capable of seizing the rocks in our turn and hurling them back with damaging force did the assault show any signs of relaxing; and, even so, we were lucky to escape without serious injury. Only one casualty was suffered on our side: a heavy stone, the last one flung by our enemies, chanced to catch me on what remained of my crystal headlamp, shattering it to fragments and momentarily stunning me. A moment later, we had escaped through a little door into a side-gallery; while behind us rang loud whoops of victory.


  Most of our trip, fortunately, was accomplished upon movable platforms that took us far from the rabble; and so the battle was not renewed, although we realized that henceforth—so long as we remained on Pluto—we would live only as aliens.


  Consequently, we were relieved when at last our journey was over. Passing through a great triangular doorway surmounted by the sign, “Head Neuter,” we were bidden to wait in an octagonal room with translucent walls of some substance like amber. “His Ruling Eminence is engaged in a conference just now,” we were informed. “But if you will wait in the anteroom, he will see you when he is at leisure.”


  Having no choice, we took seats on the floor, while our attendants ranged themselves near the doorway as if to preclude our escape. Minute after minute now went by, during which we did nothing but shift uneasily from place to place and beat time upon our knees. It seemed as if our turn never was to come; as if we had been ordered here only that we might be tantalized; for the minutes merged into hours, and still we had not been called.


  Then, when my impatience had become such that I had arisen and was pacing the floor like a watchman, I heard the sound of voices from an inner room, a door swung open, and a weeping woman with a yellow head-light and bandaged face emerged.


  At first, in my astonishment, I failed to recognize her. But it was only a moment before I had cried out, in tune with Stark, “Zandaye! Zandaye!”


  Startled at hearing her name, she looked up from swollen red-lidded eyes, and with an exclamation of surprise and joy ran to us, giving one hand impulsively to each.


  “Zandaye! Zandaye!” we ejaculated, together. “What—what are you doing here? What has happened to you?”


  She glanced about her furtively, as if to make sure that none of the attendants were overhearing; then, in whispers, confided, “Oh, my friends, my friends, I am in trouble! The Head Neuter has just called me to see him! By my lamp, but we have had a long conference! It was all about you! He—he threatens—terrible penalties—unless I tell him all I know! He thinks that I, having been with you so long, know how you caused this—this horrible neck disease. You see, I have been stricken with it myself. I told him you had not caused it at all, but he would not believe me!”


  “YOU should not have told him that, Zandaye,” I remonstrated; and then, seeing her bewildered look, stopped suddenly short.


  “Never mind, Zandaye,” promised Stark, while desperately she tried to dry away the last trace of her tears, “we will protect you. We will speak to the Head Neuter—”


  It was at this point that a booming voice thundered from the unseen—no doubt from some concealed radio receiver: “His Ruling Eminence, the Head Neuter, is in waiting, along with Their Distinguished Excellencies, the Governing Council. The two Lampless Ones will now step forward, following the green arrow into the Audience Chamber.”


  As these words died out, half of the wall to our right slid open, revealing a winding gallery whose existence we had not even suspected. Upon the floor a huge flaming green arrow was visible; and this we followed hastily, after bidding a hurried farewell to Zandaye, who watched us with dismal eyes as we nodded and vanished from view.


  After threading our way through numbers of intricate passages, in which we would certainly have been lost had it not been for the green arrow, Stark and I climbed a long flight of stairs and emerged trembling into a hall suffused with an eerie rose-red light. We were wondering whether, after all, we had not gone astray, when a voice from the invisible exclaimed, “You will now lift your left hands three times in token of respect for His Ruling Eminence, the Head Neuter, and Their Distinguished Excellencies, the Governing Council.”


  As we performed the required ceremony, we noticed a queer-looking pyramidal marble stand, about twelve or fifteen feet high, which towered near one end of the hall. At its apex sat an individual with a particularly brilliant head-lamp and with a head of three times the ordinary size; just beneath him stared several empty benches; while on seats ranged at different heights along the pyramid sat six or eight big-headed Neuters, who, I must admit, did not present a particularly dignified appearance. Indeed, several of them were nodding and tossing in the clasp of a sound sleep; while the faces of all alike displayed huge unsightly lumps and swellings.


  The individual on the highest seat, alone of all the group, had not contracted the Bloated Neck; and it impressed me at once that he looked like a ruler, as, suffused in a rosy glow, and clad only in the long, diaphanous, gauze streamers that hung from his head-lamp, he returned our salutation by raising his left hand twice, and then solemnly motioned us to approach.


  Was it surprising that our hearts leapt into our throats as we drew near this personage who held our fate in his hands? True, he was not strikingly different to the outer eye from hundreds of other Plutonians; but the inner eye, perceiving the power that he wielded, translated that power at once into magnificence, with which he was properly invested. And so we could not have shuddered more violently had we been summoned to the throne of great Jove himself.


  “Greetings, Lampless Ones!” he exclaimed, when at last we stood beneath him, staring up somewhat as a small dog stares at its master. “I have called you here today on a most serious matter. You may judge of its importance when I tell you that, in order to see you without delay, I had to postpone a meeting of the Inter-Neuter Political League, which is intrusted with the duty of choosing the candidates for both sides in our elections. What was even more regrettable, I had to miss the Three Hundredth Sequonal meeting of the Society to Reform the Afflicted Regions, of which I am one of the Honorary Vice Secretaries. Well, duty before pleasure is the Neuter motto; and so I have sent for you, since I find my subordinates too panic-stricken to perform a simple operation upon your heads. This was the proposed date of the operation, was it not?”


  We both nodded.


  “I thought so! Then, by my lamp, let us get to the point!”


  The Challenge!


  SUDDENLY his manner became brisk and business-like, and he sat up almost with military erectness; while his voice assumed such thunder and volume that several of his associates, aroused from their slumbers, sat up abruptly and rubbed their eyes sleepily before dozing off again.


  “As you say,” he continued, “the operation was to have been performed today. Assuredly, it should have been performed, for the crimes and blunders you have committed can only be explained by the emotional blankness and the mental derangements due to the lack of a lamp. But now comes the most serious charge of all. It is said you have deliberately spread a horrible scourge, which swells the neck and sometimes dims the head-lamp! If this be true, then it is doubtful whether an operation would cure you; indeed, whether it would not be best to submit you to the process of Fiery Annihilation—a punishment rarely applied, but never known to fail.


  “However, I do not believe you guilty of spreading the new disease. I attribute the charges to the ignorance, the credulity, the prejudice of the masses. Moreover, one of your friends, whom I have just interviewed, assures me that you are in no way responsible. But before dismissing the case and sending you back to the operating-room, I should like to hear from your own lips a denial of the accusations!”


  The Head Neuter brought seven long fingers down upon his bare knee with a slap that disturbed the Governing Council once more in their slumbers; then, folding his arms in an attitude of waiting, he sat peering down at us for several long embarrassing seconds, until Stark, in a wavering voice, made bold to speak:


  “I am sorry, Your Ruling Eminence, but who am I to deny the truth? My friend and I, being men of honor, will not combat the accusations.” The Head Neuter shot far forward in his seat, and his great greenish eyes flashed and sparkled with an angry fire.


  “What?” he roared. “You will not combat the accusations? By your lampless skulls! then you mean to say you have been guilty?—guilty of the most monstrous crimes?”


  “We have been guilty,” testified Stark, with increasing assurance, “of starting and spreading the disease known as the Bloated Neck.”


  Suddenly the seven fingers of the Neuter’s powerful right hand were clenched, and drove forward with the force of a battering-ram.


  “This is preposterous!” he bellowed. “You do not know what you say! Why, have you even considered the penalty? You lay yourselves open to the doom of Fiery Annihilation? And, by the holy head-lamp of my father, that is what you will suffer—yes, that is what you will suffer unless it be proved you are speaking mere windy words!”


  “I am not speaking mere windy words,” insisted Stark.


  “No, Your Ruling Eminence,” I verified, “he is not speaking mere windy words.”


  “Then Fiery Annihilation will be the reward of you both!”


  “I am sorry, but I do not think so,” Stark denied, while several members of the Governing Council, newly aroused, yawned and stared at him with their first show of interest. “Surely, you will not annihilate the only men who know how to deliver you from the Bloated Neck.”


  “How do I know you can deliver us from the Bloated Neck?”


  “If we spread the pestilence, we can also relieve it,” my friend asserted. “Without us, you will find no way to save yourselves.”


  “Besides,” I added, on an inspiration, “if you do not cure the disease, it will grow worse by its very nature. Some of your people, to be sure, will recover, but they will fall victims to it again and again. After a while, it will disfigure most of you, and also injure or destroy your headlamps.”


  The Head Neuter groaned. Several members of the Governing Council did likewise, and a yellow glitter came into their lamps. And as if by instinct their leader felt for his luminary before, in a wrathful voice, he continued:


  “What is that you say? What diabolical threat is this you make? Truly, Lampless Ones, as some of our scientists have testified, you cannot be even half human—otherwise, how could you dream of such criminal speech? Have you thought of the defenseless millions of Neuters and children? But no!—by the brilliance of my head-light! you cannot think at all! And everything that you say is an idle threat!”


  Into Stark’s eyes there had come a sudden ironic twinkling. “Idle threat?” he repeated, in low vibrant tones. “Perhaps you will say so when, for sequons and sequons to come, you will see millions groaning and distorted with the Bloated Neck. But maybe you would like a little proof? If you see that I can cause the Bloated Neck, will you be convinced that I can cure it?”


  “YES, by my lamp, I will be convinced!” thundered the Head Neuter, swinging his long lithe body so far forward that I feared he would topple out of his seat and come tumbling down upon us. “But how, in the name of all bright-shining heads, can you cause the disease?”


  “That I will gladly show,” Stark proceeded, while I wondered what on earth he could be planning. “It will, however, be necessary for you to perform a few simple acts that I will suggest, and after that you must wait a few days for the effects. If you will consent to this much—”


  “I will consent to anything reasonable!” vowed the Head Neuter; but his greenish eyes had an incredulous gleam. “What is it that you propose?”


  “First of all, summon a few of your people who have not been affected with the Bloated Neck. Five or six will be enough.”


  The Head Neuter scowled. “Five or six people who have not been affected with the Bloated Neck will be difficult to find,” he ruminated. “A hasty census has shown that not one in a thousand has escaped. I myself have been one of the fortunate few—which doubtless is because the Powers Above wish to protect me, whom the people need to lead them . . . However, since you desire to show that you can cause the disease, it seems reasonable to begin on those who have never had it. You will therefore retire for a while, and I will send out scouts to find some persons who have escaped. With luck, you will be called back within a few hours.”


  The Head Neuter lifted his left hand in token of our dismissal, and the members of the Governing Council yawned and settled back to sleep once more. And Stark and I, passing out through a door that opened automatically to receive us, followed a red arrow through a long passageway to the anteroom where we had waited before.


  At the first opportunity, I whispered a pertinent question into Stark’s ear; and he chuckled by way of reply, and whispered back something that made me also chuckle. “Do you think it will work?” he concluded, with an expressive gleam in his great blue eyes. “Personally, I don’t see how the scheme can fail.”


  “Neither can I,” I returned; and, chuckling once more, I congratulated my friend on what seemed to me to be an ingenious plan.


  It was only about two hours later when a voice from the invisible roared the announcement that His Ruling Eminence, the Head Neuter, again desired to see us.


  Accordingly, we wasted no time about following the green arrow in company of several attendants, and within a few minutes stood again in the rose-hued hall beneath the pyramidal throne.


  “Well, Lampless Ones,” bawled the Head Neuter, after we had performed the expected ceremony with our left hands, “I have secured six persons unaffected by the Bloated Neck. Shall I call them?”


  “If you please, Your Ruling Eminence,” acquiesced Stark. And thereupon the Head Neuter signalled to an attendant, who signalled to another attendant, who signalled to a third attendant; following which a door slipped open, and six ordinary-looking Plutonians, untouched by disease, entered the hall with head-lamps of an intense yellow.


  “Your Ruling Eminence, I found these individuals only after great difficulty,” testified an attendant. “None of them wished to come, but I assured them all that the welfare of the State may depend upon their presence.”


  “So it may!” acknowledged the Head Neuter.


  “And now, Lampless Ones, will you advise me what to do next?”


  “Certainly, Your Ruling Eminence,” assented Stark. “Will you now order a bowl of any kind of liquid food, with a tube to drink from?”


  The head-lamp of the Neuter showed a sudden crimson hue. His eyes burned with an intense, baleful green. “Lampless Ones,” he cried, bringing his great fist down angrily upon his knee, “I will not be made sport of! I have told you I will listen to any reasonable request! But this request, certainly, is not reasonable!”


  “If Your Ruling Eminence will only do as I say, he will find it to be most reasonable,” promised Stark. “What harm can there be in getting a small bowl of food?”


  “What harm, indeed?” echoed one of the members of the Governing Council, who, at the mention of food, showed the first real interest he had yet manifested.


  With a snarling reluctance, the Head Neuter assented, “Very well, then. It shall be as you say. But I warn you—as I value my lamp, Fiery Annihilation will not be the worst you have to fear if you are taking my good nature in vain!” A few minutes later, a bowl of a soup-like fluid was brought in, along with one of the tubes by means of which the Plutonians were accustomed to eating.


  AT the sight of these objects, the Governing Council sat up alertly; while the Head Neuter sarcastically barked, “All right, Lampless Ones! Here is your dinner! Now what do you propose to do? Eat it?”


  “By no means,” denied Stark. “Watch carefully, everyone.” And he reached down, muttered to me in English, “We’ve got to do this well—our last chance depends on it.”; then waved his hands before the bowl as if to hypnotize it, and blew upon it solemnly and ceremoniously three times; following which he ostentatiously took a sip of the food.


  A silence had fallen upon the assemblage; all looked on with head-lamps that had flashed to an orange of surprise; but no one uttered a word.


  “And now, Your Ruling Eminence,” added Stark, “I have one or two simple requests still to make. I wonder, will one of the Distinguished Excellencies be so good as to take a sip of this food?”


  “By my lamp, why not?” cried the Head Neuter, with a scowl of vast disapproval. “Why not? When did I ever dictate what the Distinguished Excellencies may eat?”


  “Personally, I think we should oblige the Lampless Ones,” volunteered one of the Governing Council, whose face was bulging from a particularly severe attack of the mumps. And, without further ceremony, he reached down, took the tube between his lips, and drained a long draught.


  “Now,” continued Stark, while the Head Neuter still scowled down upon us, will one of the persons without the Bloated Neck take a sip?” Since the Head Neuter did not positively forbid, the tube was passed to one of the newcomers, who, never suspecting our plot—since nothing was known on Pluto regarding contagious diseases or their transmission—took a sip without asking that the tube be washed or even wiped.


  Then once more a member of the Governing Council was asked to drink; then one of the persons without the Bloated Neck, and so again and again until the entire half dozen had had every chance to be infected.


  “Now if Your Ruling Eminence will wait about six or seven days,” declared Stark, after the ceremonies were all over, “you will find that all the individuals you have called here today have been taken with the Bloated Neck.”


  The reply of the Head Neuter was an incredulous smile, accompanied by a lavender flash.


  “Lampless Ones,” he mocked, “I thought you would try to show us a real trick. I thought you would not do something utterly silly. How can a man take Bloated Neck simply by tasting everyday food? Here! it is all so senseless I will show you how little there is to it! I will taste the food myself!”


  And, to our surprise, the Head Neuter ordered that the bowl be brought up to him; whereupon he tasted the food by means of the same tube that all the others had used.


  “Now, Lampless Ones,” he concluded, “this will prove how foolish you have been. I will wait seven days, as you ask; then, if the Bloated Neck be not found among those of us who did not have it before, there will be proof enough that you are impostors and did not cause the disease. In that case, I swear, by the brilliance of my lamp, I will order the physicians immediately to perform the operations to give you the light!”


  With these words, the Head Neuter once more laughed a skeptical laugh; and then, with lamp again lavender-hued, beckoned to the attendants to lead us back to prison.


  CHAPTER XXVI


  His Ruling Eminence Proclaims


  AFTER another week amid the monotony of our guarded room, Stark and I were again summoned before the Head Neuter.


  Our first glimpse of that official, as we entered the rose-hued hall, showed us that not all had gone well with him. He had lost much of his former majesty; his face was swathed in huge bandages that did not quite conceal the grotesque swellings of the chin and neck; while his headlamp had swollen to double its normal size and at the same time had been dimmed to half its normal brilliancy.


  It is not surprising, accordingly, that he was not in a very good humor; that he called out, “Greetings, Lampless Ones!” in a voice that was like a snarl, and glared at us with morose greenish eyes that looked as if they would like to devour us.


  The seats on the pyramidal throne, we observed, were now mostly vacant; only two or three members of the Governing Council were present; while, as if to replace the absent members of the Council, several persons were ranged in a semi-circle on the floor beneath the throne. And these we recognized with difficulty as the individuals on whom Stark had tried his experiment. But how changed they were!—one and all were nursing enormous bulging chins and cheeks!


  “You see, Lampless Ones,” growled the Head Neuter, when the two of us had come to a respectful halt beneath him, “you see now what you have done! Evil piled on evil! By the light of my head! what do you mean by infecting all these poor people with this loathsome disease? Yes, and what do you mean by giving it to me?—me, on whom the burden of the whole world rests? Do you not realize what you have done? One who attacks the person of the Head of the State is guilty of an attack on the State itself!—and an attack on the State is punished by a doom a thousand times worse than Fiery Annihilation!”


  Stark and I, exchanging meaningful glances, were beginning to lose the jubilation we had felt at the success of our plan.


  “The person of the Head of the State is sacred!” continued the Neuter, after pausing long enough to rub his swollen face tenderly. “You do not know how this accursed disease hurts! I have not decided what penalty to order, Lampless Ones, but you will not go free with a mere operation! No operation could cure depravity such as yours!”


  “Your Ruling Eminence,” pleaded Stark, “are you not forgetting the experiment you consented to have me perform? I promised to infect six persons with the Bloated Neck, and have I not done so? But I did not intend to include you. It was you yourself, remember, who drank from the common bowl without consulting me—”


  “Who are you, that I have to consult you?” shouted the Head Neuter, in a strained and husky voice.


  “But if Your Ruling Eminence had consulted me, you would not now have the Bloated Neck,” continued Stark, unperturbed. “And if you will still consult me, you will be cured of the disease, and all your people will be cured. Just as my friend and I have started the pestilence, so we can end it.”


  “How?” demanded the Head Neuter, poking his long thin body forward like a leaning tower. “By my lamp, how can you end it?”


  “That is what I want to show. After making the cure, I will explain my method. But first I must be free to act. I must have your word of honor as Head Neuter that my friend and I will not be operated on or punished.”


  “By all the powers of darkness, you have your impudence!” wailed the Head Neuter. “Not operated on or punished? After the crimes you have committed?”


  “You have our terms,” shrugged Stark.


  For a moment, the Head Neuter remained wrapped in a thoughtful silence. His headlamp, enfeebled by disease, showed a pale red tinged with yellow; his hand felt appraisingly for his swollen face, and he groaned involuntarily as he touched a tender part. Then, still glaring at us with those hostile green eyes, he grumbled:


  “Well, by rights, Lampless Ones, both of you should be left to hang in a pit of burning sulphur for a thousand sequons. Such a fate would be less than you deserve. Yet, for the sake of my people, I may forget my personal grievances and treat even with traitors. So you say that you can cure us all of the Bloated Neck, and that the disease will never return?”


  “That is what I say, Your Ruling Eminence.”


  “How long would this take?”


  Stark hesitated. “That depends, Your Ruling Eminence, on whether you will carry out a few necessary requests. If so, I can promise that, in seven days, the disease will begin to disappear throughout the land, while after twice seven days there will be no trace of it left.”


  “AND what are the requests that you make?” demanded the Head Neuter.


  “They are not many, Your Ruling Eminence, but they are very important. First I ask that, during the next seven days, my friend and I be free to roam anywhere in the world.”


  “Granted!” snapped the Head Neuter. “Naturally, you must be free to go where you will in order to end the disease. But, in that case, some one must be appointed to accompany you.”


  “Very well, Your Ruling Eminence,” assented Stark. “I ask that we travel in the company of one of our former tutors, a female named Zandaye—”


  “Zandaye!” interrupted the Head Neuter, with a scowl. “Zandaye Zandippar! Yes, I remember her! Very stout person, is she not, with the oddest red lips and blue eyes? She has already had training enough in Pre-Neuterhood to make an excellent guide—so, if you want her, I think she will serve as well as any.”


  With these words, the Head Neuter signalled to one of the attendants standing in the rear. “Send out a call for Demoted Pre-Neuter Zandaye Zandippar,” he shouted a husky command . . . “At once. Tell her it is my wish.”


  “Now one thing more, Your Ruling Eminence,” I requested, after the attendant had retired. “This Pre-Neuter, Zandaye, was unjustly dishonored not long ago. I therefore ask you to remove all shadow of disgrace from her and restore her to Pre-Neuterhood.”


  The scowl that darkened the face of the Head Neuter was terrible to see. One of his great seven-fingered hands reached out angrily, and waved before me in a savage demonstration. “Now Lampless One, what can all that have to do with you?” he demanded. “How can the honor or dishonor of this Zandaye help you to overcome the Bloated Neck?”


  “Your Ruling Eminence,” I pleaded, “do I need to explain that Zandaye can be of most use to us if she works with an untroubled mind? I assure you, this is indispensable . . . If you will not consent, we can do nothing about the Bloated Neck.”


  “Oh, very well then!” groaned the Head Neuter. And after a moment’s hesitation, during which he glowered at us as if to say that our last moment was at hand, he summoned another attendant, who procured a long sheet of parchment-like paper, on which several sentences were written with a flourish, to be followed by the signature of the Head Neuter.


  “We will give her this when she comes,” he declared . . . “And now, Lampless Ones, I suppose you have asked everything you wish?”


  “No, Your Ruling Eminence,” Stark surprised me by saying. “There is just one trifle more. When my friend and I came among your people, we had some clothes which were not as those worn here; and these clothes were taken from us, and we have not seen them since. Unfortunately, I had concealed in them some powders powerful against the Bloated Neck. Therefore if you will but send for these garments—”


  “Send for these garments?” interrupted the Head Neuter. “That will not be easy. After being shipped to our chemical laboratories for analysis, they have been placed behind glass cases in museums, where they are still on exhibition. The directors of the museums will not gladly consent to releasing such curiosities. Is it essential to have them?”


  “Absolutely essential!” averred Stark.


  “Absolutely!” I coincided, realizing what forethought my friend had been displaying. “But after the seven days, we will return them to you.”


  “Then, by my lamp, if it must be, I suppose it must!” sighed His Ruling Eminence. “But I am not anxious to antagonize the directors of the museums, who are all Neuters of high standing.”


  Without delay, however, he summoned another attendant, and muttered an order that had to do with “Strange clothes of the Lampless Ones” . . .


  At the same time, we were bidden to return to the anteroom; and there for several hours we could do nothing but wait. But, upon being called back into the presence of the Head Neuter, we found that our patience had not been in vain: two great fur coats lay on a rumpled heap on the floor just beneath the Neuter’s throne. The fur had been singed or clipped off in a few places, and parts of the collars had been slit into ribbons; yet apparently the garments had not lost their usefulness.


  “Greetings, Lampless Ones!” growled His Ruling Eminence, as we performed the required rites with our left hands. “Here are the costumes you asked for. Unsightly as they are, may they give you joy and length of sequons! I am afraid I have made enemies for life of the directors of the museums—but, by the sooty light of their heads, that can’t be helped!”


  HE had hardly finished examining the furcoats when an attendant approached to announce the arrival of Zandaye.


  “Tell her to come here at once!” directed the Head Neuter. And so, within a few minutes, we again saw our friend.. Her face, we were glad to observe, was no longer bandaged, and she seemed almost to have recovered from the mumps; but her eyes were downcast as she entered, and when she noticed us it was with a shock of surprise; while her head-lamp showed a deep yellow glow.


  “Greetings, Zandaye Zandippar!” cried the Head Neuter, after she had performed the salutations with her left hand. “Do not be disturbed at being summoned today. I have good news for you. Rare and undeserved good news. Attendants, will you show her the official proclamation?”


  The long parchment-like paper, with the signature of the Head Neuter, was accordingly placed in Zandaye’s hands. Her thin form reeled as her eyes raced along the contents; she gave a gasp of incredulous surprise, and might have fallen in a swoon to the floor had not two attendants rushed to her assistance.


  “Why, I—I—Ruling Eminence, what have I done to earn this?” she faltered, when finally she was in a condition to speak half coherently. “I—I—I am a Pre-Neuter again! The blessings of ten thousand sequons be upon you, Ruling Eminence!! The blessings of—”


  “Do not bless me,” the Head Neuter cut her short. “It was not done of my own desire. Bless your two friends, the Lampless Ones, who argued your case so well that I could refuse them nothing.”


  Zandaye turned toward us with a look of such gratitude in her flooded eyes that I felt that our sufferings on Pluto had not been in vain. Her head-lamp glowed to a lovely blue; her voice trembled as she exclaimed, “By my light! how am I ever to thank you, dear friends? You have saved my honor! You have saved my life! Now that the road to Neuterhood is open once more—”


  “Come, come,” broke in the Head Neuter, impatiently. “You can discuss all that after business hours! We must now get down to work again!”


  And thereupon he informed Zandaye that she was to be our guide for the next seven days, and was to take us wherever we wished to go.


  “Here,” he concluded, reaching for a pencil and scribbling a few lines upon a small red card, “this will serve as a passport for the three of you in any gallery or Traveling Platform you may care to use. It will also entitle you to food and shelter at any of the Neuter Hotels. But your rights will expire in seven days. After that time, I will expect you all back here again. And, by the power of my lamp! I will have you brought back forcibly if you do not come of your own will! Also, I will expect to find that this dread disease, which you call the Bloated Neck, is receding everywhere in the world.”


  “Yes, Your Ruling Eminence,” promised Stark, “that is what you will surely find!”


  “If not—by my fourteen fingers, remember!—Fiery Annihilation, or worse!” threatened the Head Neuter, in a voice of thunder.


  “We have no fear, Your Ruling Eminence,” Stark declared.


  “Then you had better make the best of your time now! Now be gone!”


  We thanked His Ruling Eminence; and after raising our left hands once more in token of respect, Stark and I hastily left in the company of Zandaye and an attendant.


  Our last glimpse of the Head Neuter, as we glided from the room, showed him tenderly feeling his swollen neck. “Well, colleagues,” he groaned, as he awakened a member of the Governing Council by prodding him with one foot, “suppose we say we’ve worked enough for today. By my lamp! I’m not feeling any too well, and I think I’ll be going home for some rest . . .”


  CHAPTER XXVII


  The End Of It All


  AS soon as Stark and I were alone with Zandaye, we began to explain our plans. Without unfolding our purpose fully, we asked to be escorted to the long ice-coated stairway by which we had descended into the planet. At first Zandaye did not know which stairway we meant, for she said that there were many narrow, deserted tunnels which led up from the Upper or Frigid Corridors; but none of them were used nowadays or had been used for ages because of the unbearable cold. It was only after we had explained that the stairs led into a triangular gallery near a hexagonal court, that Zandaye recognized the place; there was only one such gallery in the world, she said, and that was a very, very ancient one, of a style of construction long outmoded.


  As it was only a few hours’ journey away, we set out together at once, using a “Traveling Platform,” while both Stark and I exulted to think that escape was so near. There was only one thing to trouble us—what were we to do with Zandaye? Could we not take her with us to earth? To think what a sensation she would make!


  Besides, was there not still a chance that she would link her life to mine? So accustomed had I now become to the peculiarities of Plutonian anatomy that it did not even occur to me that it would seem grotesque to have a wife with a headlamp and fourteen fingers. Consequently, I looked for the first chance of speaking with her alone.


  The opportunity came when at last we had paused to eat at one of the “Neuter Hotels” and Stark had strolled off by himself to observe a peculiar crystalline gallery.


  Her head-lamp showed an orange of surprise when I hastily put the question. “Why, dear friend of mine,” she exclaimed, giving me the same answer as once before, “you know that is impossible. I—I am to become a Neuter.”


  “But, Zandaye, if you leave this world with me it will not matter whether you are to become a Neuter or not. Think, will it not be wonderful to go far away—”


  “No, no, it is impossible!” she cut me short, a wistful light in her glistening blue eyes. “Quite impossible! I am to become a Neuter; I cannot forsake my duties. Oh, my friend, if you wanted me to go with you, why did you have me restored to Pre-Neuterhood?”


  “Why? Because you were so unhappy, Zandaye!” And then, as a sudden light burst upon me, “Tell me—if your rank had not been restored—would you—would you then, maybe—” She hung her head, and her lamp showed a deep blue radiance. “Then—well then,” she murmured, “I would not have had a consecrated mission.”


  And, as realization came to me, I groaned to think that in my very zeal to win her I had lost her forever.


  Even so, I might still have pleaded—had it not been for the sudden return of Stark. In his company, we resumed our journey; yet it was only a few minutes before he had found a pretext to go roaming away with her down a side-corridor while I remained waiting alone. What transpired during the interval I do not know, but they were both gone for many minutes, and when they returned Stark looked exceedingly solemn, while Zandaye’s eyes were tearful and red . . .


  Only an hour later, we arrived at the triangular gallery that had been the scene of some of our first adventures on the planet. All was as on our previous visit: the long empty spaces, the branching side-corridors, and the all-suffusing radiance proceeding from no visible source in the granite walls. To find the point of our original descent was less easy, and several hours were occupied in the task, while we ranged back and forth for miles . . . until at last we found the hexagonal court, and, a few minutes later, made out a remembered circular opening in the roof.


  Now it was that we laid our plans completely before Zandaye; for, until this moment, she had not known that we were to escape at this particular point. Arid how her face was distorted with horror, how her head-lamp glared and flickered with yellow flashes when we adjusted our fur coats and told her that we expected to climb into the stairway above the triangular gallery!


  “By my father’s lamp! you can’t—you can’t do that!” she gasped, in a voice of terror. “You can’t! It’s forbidden! And what of me, left here alone—”


  “What of you?” I echoed, with a sudden sickening sensation. “Yes, what of you, Zandaye? How can we go, after all?”


  FOR all at once it had come to me that our escape was not practicable. Were we to get away, would Zandaye not have to bear the brunt? Would the Head Neuter not vent his wrath on her? No! We must remain, though it were to face Fiery Annihilation!


  The same thought must have come simultaneously to Stark. “Yes, it is as you say, Zandaye!” he cried. “We can’t go! We can’t leave you here alone! You must not suffer the consequences—”


  Her head-lamp flamed to a momentary orange. “Suffer the consequences?” she repeated. “By the faith of a Neuter! it is not I that would suffer! It is not myself I was thinking of! I was thinking of you. For I would only have to say you had entered the Desolate Tunnels, and who would there be to blame me? But you—you would pay the penalty!”


  “And you, Zandaye, would not suffer at all?” I demanded.


  “Only what I must feel at losing two good; friends! Only what I must feel at knowing they would perish! For the Desolate Tunnels are forbidden. They are forbidden because he who goes there can never return. They are cold—oh, so cold that a man will freeze to ice! You will not go there, my friend! Say you will not!”


  Even as she spoke, her face was flooded with sudden tears; and her head-lamp glowed to a tender blue; and she reached out her arms to us imploringly.


  But at that instant, from far down the gallery, we saw a cluster of wavering lights. Realizing how unwise it would be to be seen by any of the natives—for might they not detect and frustrate our plan?—we began to act with lightning rapidity. Each of us in turn flung out our arms and for one brief moment held the moist-cheeked Zandaye close against us; then, while she stood lamenting, “My friends, do not go! Do not go! You will be frozen!”, we hastily began to leave.


  Resorting to a plan that had often served us before, I bent down; while Stark, springing to my shoulders, gained a grip on the projecting rim of the upper tunnel. With a powerful tug, he hauled himself to the base of the stairway; then, seizing my hands as I sprang into the air and snatched at the gallery’s rocky edge, he pulled and strained mightily, until, in a few seconds, I stood panting in safety beside him.


  “Good-bye, Zandaye!” I cried, gazing down upon her sorrowful form.


  “Good-bye, good-bye, Zandaye!” cried Stark.


  “Good-bye, dear friends!” she mourned. “Good-bye! I will never, never forget you. But oh, to think you are going into the Desolate Tunnels—to be frozen!”


  The glimmering lights from down the corridor were now growing much brighter. And so, with a last glance back to Zandaye, who stood waving and waving to us while still lamenting, “Oh, my friends, you’ll be frozen! You’ll be frozen!” Stark and I reluctantly started up the long, dark stairway.


  *   *   *   *   *


  Since we no longer had our flash-lights, it was hours before we had felt our way to the top of that tremendous, icy flight of steps. Then, coming out into the open, we found to our joy that no storm was blowing, and that the stars and the remote, dim sun were shining peacefully through the deep twilight of the frozen plains. Exhilarated at the sight of the heavens and at our first breath of the outer air after the many months of confinement, we began searching for our contragrav car, which had disappeared long before during the tempest. To our relief, it was only a minute before we espied the well-known seventy-foot form looming like a blue-white specter amid the ice-fields a few hundred yards away. Evidently, bewildered by the blizzard, we had wandered in circles after losing the car, and had been within a stone’s throw of safety without realizing it!


  Although encrusted with ice, The Wanderer of the Skies was undamaged. Our food supplies were intact within the sealed interior; our scientific instruments and other equipment had not been harmed. All that we had to do was to scrape the ice from the car; to repair the small hole made by the meteorite; to gather a few tons of ice for the return trip—and then to enter the car, adjust the contragrav screens, and start the gasoline motors . . .


  But these preliminaries could not be completed for eight or ten days; and during the interval we were afraid that the Head Neuter, mastering his dread of the Desolate Tunnels, would send a searching party after us, to capture us and bring us back to justice . . . But nothing so tragic occurred, and finally we had the inexpressible pleasure of seeing ourselves rise above the planet’s surface . . .


  Seven months later, after an uneventful trip, we returned to the earth. But there was an unfortunate miscalculation about our landing, which took us far out of our course and brought us down on a peak of the Canadian Rockies instead of in the Eastern United States. The Wanderer of the Skies, in the violent descent, was smashed to fragments, and its remains are still to be found amid the snow and ice of that dismal eminence. But Stark and I were lucky enough to escape with only a few bruises, and eventually made our way back to civilization, although we had not so much as a scrap of paper or a bit of Plutonian clothing to display in testimony to our epoch-making flight. My only memento of the trip is a large bald spot just above the forehead, where my head-lamp checked the growth of the hair; while Stark retained a bit of the crystal from his lamp, which, however, was found upon chemical analysis not to differ very much from the crystal in use in our own world.


  None the less, we are not discouraged. We are planning to construct a large contragrav car and make a second flight to Pluto as soon as we can collect the two million dollars necessary to defray expenses. We believe that the cost of the expedition will be repaid by means of the gold and precious stones which we shall find in the Afflicted Regions; while at the same time we are drawn on by the thought of a certain blueeyed young lamp-head, who, we still hope, may be persuaded to break her vows of Pre-Neuterhood and travel with us to the earth.


  THE END


  [*] I can only attribute to the violent mental shock that the sight of the hole produced in us that did not lead us to think; immediately of the sensible solution.


  THE PLUTONIAN TERROR


  Jack Williamson


  The story of a gruesome horror on the planet Pluto, and a dread power that swept our Earth clear of human beings—a tale of interplanetary adventures and horrible death


  THE strange, dead silence of the ether was the first grim hint of unconceived catastrophe.


  Back to Earth the first explorers of space were slanting, returning from a perilous year on the barren moon, eager to feel again the poignant joys of human intercourse. Through the transparent ports of the Cosmobile’s steel-domed bridge, the two first adventurers of the void scanned with proud joy their native planet. They were nearing home!


  Earth swam before them, a swelling green-blue sphere, swathed indistinctly in the misty radiance of its atmosphere. Soft and warm and bright it shone, against the startling, frozen, eternal blackness of the star-set universal void.


  The foreboding sense of ruthlessly alien cosmic immensities was strong in them; and they yearned for the welcoming arms of Earth, with keenest nostalgia for the world that held all they owned and had known and loved.


  “Oh, Ellis,” little Keening whispered through the white bandages that masked his face, “aren’t we in radio range?”


  “Why, that’s right, we are!” cried the tall young engineer. “Try it. We had fair reception this far, on the outward trip.”


  So the smaller man withdrew his eyes from the supernal panorama of cosmic space, and donned the head-phones of the compact little set built in the top of the chart-table. Impatiently he manipulated the dials, and at last cast aside the headset in exasperation.


  “Not a thing,” he whispered. “Quiet as the grave.”


  “Queer,” Ellis muttered. “There should be something. This far out we got a dozen stations——”


  Keening’s dry, muffled whisper cut him short.


  “That! What is it?”


  The little man pointed out into the void, and Ellis saw the cube. A silvery cube, bright, sharp-edged, hung in the ebon depth of space. It looked small, and far off, so that it was not prominent among the still stars. Yet its sunward faces shimmered, and it crept across the firmament. Unmistakably cuboid it was, and relatively near.


  Ellis hastened to consult his star-charts, and Keening went to the little telescope. A little time they were busy, the technician whispering his readings through the bandages over his face, Ellis plotting the position and orbit of the strange body upon his charts.


  “Is there—danger?” Keening whispered, at last.


  “It’s a hundred miles away, and crossing in front of us. It will be no nearer. But what is the thing?”


  “It looks like a perfect cube, made of silvery metal. Could it be a ship, you suppose? Like our Cosmobile?”


  “I don’t think so. Couldn’t be. Why, at a hundred miles’ distance, it must be nearly a mile on a side! I suppose it’s an asteroid.”


  “But a cube?” protested Keening. “An artificial shape.”


  “An asteroid that size would be as likely to be a cube as any other shape—the gravitation of such small bodies isn’t sufficient to make them spherical. As for the color—it must be white rock.”


  “Could we get nearer,” whispered Keening, “see?”


  “No. It’s moving too fast. We couldn’t overtake it.”


  And the cube crept across the ebon sky, and dwindled to a silvery fleck among the white pin-points that were stars, and so was lost at last in the trackless and utter obscurity of the gulf.


  MUTELY wondering, troubled perhaps with some faint icy premonition of the unnamed horror that had ridden into their lives upon the cube, the two of them stood in the control room, beneath the curve of the Cosmobile’s steel hull, gazing after the mysterious object through the small, steel-shuttered ports of laminated glass.


  Ellis Drew. Robust, red-headed giant, with the big hands and the heavy jaw of a fighting-man. The dynamic, irresistible energy of his large-boned, steel-sinewed body was reflected in his piercingly blue, wide-set eyes. A man made for conquest, for defiance of the impossible. No other sort could have accomplished what he had done.


  In six years out of engineering school.


  his only resource at the beginning an idea, Ellis Drew had challenged accepted science, convinced skeptical financiers, met and conquered a hundred technological impossibilities. He had created the Cos mobile, and in it, with one companion, he had dared—victoriously—the uncharted perils of interplanetary space.


  Keening was the one companion. A martyr to science, offering, on this mad voyage, his life to the same jealous mistress who had already robbed him of face and voice. A slight, frail-looking figure, face always bandaged to conceal the horror that X-rays had written there.


  Toward western America the Cosmobile was dropping.


  “Where shall we land?” Keening whispered—the same incautious experiments, Ellis understood, had cost him his face and his vocal organs; he never spoke above that dry and muffled whisper. “Back in the Mare Island yard, I suppose, where we started?”


  “No, Keening,” Ellis said, slowly. “No, I want to land at a house in the foothills east of San Jose.”


  The white-bandaged face looked at him curiously.


  Ellis was a little while reflectively silent, and then he said:


  “You see, Keening, a friend of mine lives there. The first scientific man to recognize that my ether-screw was more than a dream. Doctor Fredric Durand.” Keening whispered, “I see.”


  But Ellis was not thinking of Doctor Durand. His thoughts were all of a girl, the daughter of his friend. Something of a scientist herself, thanks to her father’s training, she had been actually the first critic Ellis had convinced; and she had convinced her father.


  More, she had decided to go with Ellis to the moon.


  A picture of her came back to him, as she had looked when she asked to go. Slim and cleanly made, with the lithe elasticity of the disciplined athlete. Oval face flushed and eager, gray eyes burning.


  “Sorry,” Ellis had told her, disturbed and embarrassed. “I can’t consider it. Why, you don’t understand what you’re proposing. The two of us together alone, for a year!”


  “I think I could stand you, Ellis,” said Tempest Durand.


  “It isn’t that!” he floundered desperately. “You must understand, Tempest, I have no animus against you. Instead, I am deeply grateful, both to you and your father, for what you have done. In fact,” he stammered, “I like you.”


  “Then,” Tempest mocked him, “if it’s the conventions that worry you, why not marry me?”


  Going red, Ellis restrained himself from ignominious flight.


  “You must understand, Tempest,” he blundered on, “there’s no place in my life for women. And even if—if I—I loved you, do you think I’d be willing to take you out to the moon? To be smashed with a meteor, or asphyxiated, or frozen to death!”


  “You’ll find me stowed away on your old Cosmobile!” she had challenged him.


  And then she began stormily to cry. With a disquieting feeling that she was weeping just to see the effect upon him, Ellis had risen and snatched his hat and fled.


  It had not been easy to find a companion for the trip. Cranks in abundance had offered themselves, but none possessing the scientific training he required. He had come almost to regret his refusal of the girl’s companionship. Had she spoken of the matter again, he might have thrust his scruples aside. But she avoided him.


  Fortunately, just on the eve of the Cosmobile’s scheduled departure, Keening had come to offer himself. A trained technician, he possessed the skill that Ellis required. He was willing, he said, to take any risk in the service of science. Incurable burns, resulting from injudicious experimenting with “hard” or high-frequency X-rays, had eaten his face away, destroyed his voice. Life meant nothing to him.


  THE Cosmobile settled softly into the tangled shrubbery of the wide, Spanish-style patio of Doctor Fredric Durand’s stuccoed dwelling, secluded in the foothills of the lovely Santa Clara valley. Ellis’s heart was leaping. Many times, in the long year of exploration upon the lifeless moon, he had lived over this moment when he should see Tempest again. For in the loneliness of space he had seen life more clearly; he realized that women—or one woman—had gained a place in his being that could not be denied her.


  The Cosmobile was a hollow ball of three-inch steel, twenty-four feet in diameter, divided horizontally by two floors or decks. Beneath the lower deck were the banks of storage batteries, the cylinders of liquid oxygen to keep the air breathable, and the compact apparatus of the ether-screw, or, as Ellis termed it in his technical monograph, the “electrodynamic geodesic compensator.” Above the upper floor was the crowded control room. The space between decks was divided into sleeping-compartments, storerooms, and galley.


  Keening was still working impatiently with the radio.


  “Can’t get a thing,” he whispered, “or find anything wrong with the set. Static as usual. But not a human voice.” They descended from the bridge, and opened the circular valve in the side of the sphere. It was eight feet to the ground. Ellis dropped the folding metal ladder, and they climbed down into the patio.


  “Hamilton Penn has apparently taken a holiday,” Ellis observed when they stood beneath the bulging steel hull of the ether-car. He pointed at the dahlia-beds, neglected, weed-grown, wilted. “Penn,” he explained, “was my friend’s negro gardener.”


  He remembered Tempest Durand, as he had seen her standing among the fresh blooms, and looked hopefully toward the door. But she did not appear. Nor did any one else. The house was deserted, burdened with a heavy and ominous silence.


  Wondering, both chilled with fatal apprehension, thinking of all that can happen in a year, Ellis and Keening entered the house.


  The doors were open. Dust of months had settled upon the floors. The clock had stopped. In the dining-room a meal was on the table—but the food, half eaten, was dry, covered with white dust. The house had not been lived in for many days.


  Keening went to the radio set in the living-room, tried to tune it. Crackle and sputter of static came from the speaker, but never a note of music nor a whisper of human speech.


  Ominously, the ether was dead.


  Then Ellis thought of the telephone and hastened to call Central. Though he tried for minutes, there was no response. The wires were also dead!


  Together they ran out through the front door, and down the drive to the road. The valley below was empty of movement. Wind-smoothed, the road-dust revealed no mark of wheel. No traffic, obviously, had it known for many; weeks.


  “Something,” Ellis muttered, “is wrong.”


  And Keening’s whisper echoed, “Dreadfully wrong.”


  BACK in the steel ball of the Cosmobile, they floated slowly above the farms and orchards of the lovely Santa Clara valley. Fruit was unpicked, crops untended. Strangely lonely was the countryside, and they saw no human being.


  In minutes they were above the roofs of San Jose. Below, the streets were empty. The sphere settled into a deserted thoroughfare. Once more they lowered the metal ladder, and descended.


  The midday sun beat down upon dusty asphalt. As far as they could see, in either direction, pavement and sidewalks were bare. Neither vehicle nor pedestrian moved upon them.


  They walked together across the street, to a dry goods store. The door was open, and a table of dusty garments stood in front of it, with a fading sign that announced the fact of a cut-price sale. Ellis shouted hopefully back into the room—and dead echoes mocked him.


  Next door was a grocery and meat market. Impulsively, Ellis pushed open the unlocked door, thrust his head within. Stench of putrefying food greeted his nostrils.


  Keening led the way ahead to a news stand at the corner. Its wares, exposed to wind and weather, were yellow, faded, tattered. He found a legible newspaper, read aloud the date: “May 19.”


  “May?” echoed Ellis. “Why, that’s six months ago.”


  Anxiously they scanned the sheet in search of any item that might cast light upon this baffling, terrifying mystery of the city’s desertion. But the dingy columns contained nothing extraordinary; the front page was largely devoted to the brutal details of a club murder.


  “We have learned two things,” Ellis said at last. “We know that it happened on May 19. And we know there was no warning—none, at least, that attracted newspaper attention.”


  “Do you suppose,” Keening whispered—“do you suppose that something has happened to all humanity?”


  “Of course not,” Ellis said. “Just something frightened the people away from here. Earthquake? Epidemic? What could——”


  He remembered the silent ether, and stopped.


  Strange it was to feel that they might be alone—inexplicably alone—upon the Earth.


  Two alone . . .


  None to aid them or to criticize. None to applaud or jeer. None to welcome their return, or to listen to their story of adventure on the moon. None henceforward with whom to hold converse. It was terror and desolation.


  Flying again, northward, they came over San Francisco Bay. It was gray with rafts of crowded shipping. The fleets of all the world were gathered there. Long gray dreadnaughts, low slim destroyers, furtive submarines. Proudly splendid liners and red-rusted, salt-caked ocean tramps. Trim, white-sailed yachts, and ancient wind-jammers with yellow, rotting canvas. Rafts and rowboats, canoes and catamarans, junks and proas.


  From them flew tattered flags of every nation. The stars and stripes, the Union Jack, the tricolor of France. The red ball and the many-rayed sunburst of Japan. The German flag, with its swastika. Red, white and green of Italy. The dragon of new China, and the crosses of Scandinavia. The red flag of Russia, with its golden sickle, hammer and star. And many more.


  Fleets of death. No deck showed movement. No funnel belched smoke. No canvas was set nor signal hoisted.


  How came the ships of all the world in San Francisco Bay, Ellis and Keening demanded of each other, abandoned, derelict? Why the ships here, when the men were gone?


  Into Market Street the Cosmobile dropped. It was as San Jose had been. Eerily empty. Now it was late afternoon, the sun declining toward the sea beyond the lovely green Presidio and the Golden Gate. The hour when thousands were wont to throng the lower street, on their way to the Ferry Building and their homes across the bay.


  But Market Street was deathly still. No man was in view, nor any vehicle save an abandoned push-cart, yet laden with fruit long decayed.


  In the windows of a jeweler priceless gems blazed in vain allure. No purchaser to try their glow against satiny skin, nor salesman to offer them. No officer to guard them nor thief to snatch them.


  Dust lay on the pavement, and the trolley tracks were rusty.


  ELLIS and Keening went back aboard the iron globe, and drifted above the dead fleet upon the bay. Derelicts of many nations. Ferries of Charon abandoned on the Styx.


  Over Alameda they flew—and it was mortally quiet as San Jose and San Francisco had been.


  And then over Oakland. The streets of half that little city were black with motionless, crowded cars. Its railway tracks were lined unendingly with rolling stock. Its flying-field was thick with planes.


  The other half of Oakland was gone.


  Between Broadway and the bay, the city had been razed, leveled, annihilated. Where buildings once had stood was now an open plain, scattered with structures and machines of silver-white metal.


  The Cosmobile sank to earth once more, and the two men descended the ladder to bare and hard-packed soil. Before them lay the new-cleared field, stretching from Broadway to the bay, clustered with cumbrous mechanisms of unfamiliar aspect, all of some white metal, and all abandoned.


  In the center of the field was a flat forest of massive white girders, interminable ranks of braced uprights, which carried to Ellis a curious suggestion of incompleteness, as if they had been merely a foundation for something not erected, deserted unfinished.


  Walking close together and a little fearfully, Ellis Drew and little Keening left the foot of the ladder, and approached the nearest enigmatic mechanism. Its silver-blue metal, Ellis recognized, was aluminum. At one side of it, beneath two enormous claws of white metal, was a heap of red clay. Beyond its cumbrous, intricate bulk were stacks of aluminum ingots, new and bright.


  The machine was motionless, silent, abandoned.


  “A machine,” Ellis murmured in awed tones, “for refining aluminum from common clay. And, Keening, human beings did not design it. In a thousand ways it shows the stamp of something alien. No bolts, you see, or screws or rivets. It is fastened together with slotted plates.”


  They went on toward the maze of girders. A forest of aluminum uprights, braced and trussed, all rising to a uniform height of perhaps fifty feet. A framework of mighty metal beams, covering a square nearly a mile on a side.


  “Notice how thick those I-beams are?” muttered Ellis, wonderingly. “The thing must have been designed to support a prodigious weight. But why—a foundation like that? A mile square! And you can see it’s no human engineering. No rivets. The whole thing, except for the welding, is put together with U-staples and slotted disks.”


  “But human beings must have made it, Drew!” came the dry whisper of the man Keening, muffled in the bandages on his face. “People came here! The ships in the bay. The abandoned automobiles, the aircraft, the deserted trains. Couldn’t a series of great inventions account for it?


  And then a disaster of some sort——”


  “I tell you, Keening, those things weren’t designed by men—at least, not by men of our civilization. The slotted disks are no better than bolts and rivets—merely different. No, Keening, those things were built by an alien science. But why? Why? What was the reason for building a foundation like that, strong enough to hold up all the cities of the Earth, if they were piled on it? And then abandoning the thing, unused? As you say, men must have come here. But where have they gone? What has become of humanity?”


  “I think I know, Drew,” the little man whispered softly through his bandages. “I think the foundation was used.”


  Ellis faced him blankly. “What do you mean? What could——”


  “Drew,” Keening whispered, “you remember the cube?”


  “Cube? Oh, that cube?”


  “Yes, the cube we saw in space. It was nearly a mile on a side. About the right size to have rested on that trusswork. It was white—the color of aluminum. And we met it; it must have been flying away from the Earth!”


  “That’s it,” muttered Ellis. In a dazed voice he repeated, “That’s it!”


  And he swung upon the little man with incredulous awe in his eyes.


  “Yes, Keening, you’ve hit it. The human race congregated here while we were gone. Every man of it, perhaps; these ships and planes came from all over the Earth. They built that cube, and flew away into space.”


  “But why?” whispered Keening. “Why? Were they afraid? Some catastrophe foreseen? Was the cube a second ark?”


  “No, Keening. We know that couldn’t have been. There was no warning; you remember the papers we found. And no delay; they took no time to gather up their valuables, or to lock their houses, or even to finish their meals. No, Keening. They didn’t go willingly. They were carried away by something—nameless, alien. Remember the slotted disks. They didn’t design the cube. It was something else. Something, Keening, that called the human race away from the Earth as the Pied Piper called the rats from Hamelin town!”


  “And we are left alone!” whispered the little man. “Saved, because we were on the moon. Alive, because we had dared the most dangerous thing . . .”


  “Just think of it, Keening. All our friends, on that cube. All the people we ever knew. All we ever saw. Carried off . . .”


  The little man had turned; he was staring silently into the strange vistas of white metal pillars.


  “We’ve got to follow, Keening!” cried Ellis. “We have the Cosmobile. We must find what happened. And we might be able to save a few. Enough . . . so that men could have another chance . . .”


  The bandaged face turned slowly back. “Must we go, Drew? It seems so—so terrible. Any power that could carry off all humanity! . . . What chance would we have, against it? . . . And here we have all the world.”


  Ellis’s blue eyes blazed on him suddenly.


  “You want to stay? What would life mean to us, here? Growing old on a dead planet! Ghosts of the lost race all about us! Ghosts and dreams and memories! Surely, Keening, you aren’t going to be a——” He checked the harsh word, and said in its place, “—to be afraid?”


  The slight form stiffened, and the bandaged face looked at him quickly.


  “Very well, Drew. We follow.”


  Ellis was instantly regretful. “Sorry, Keening. I didn’t mean what I said. Guess all this is getting on my nerves.” He nodded at the grotesque, white machines. “Lord, to criticize your courage, after all we’ve been through together! Don’t mind it, Keening.”


  “That’s all right,” whispered the other. “I thought of staying. But I see now that we have to go.”


  By dusk they were back in the steel hull of the Cosmobile. Ellis went to the bridge and consulted upon the charts the notations he had made of the white cube’s positions and velocity. At last he came down to the galley, where Keening was preparing a meal.


  “You found out——” whispered the little man.


  “Yes, Keening. We had enough of the elements to plot its course.”


  The technician stopped, with a platter of smoking ham in his hands, stared expectantly.


  “Hard to believe it, Keening. But the cube is evidently bound for the ninth planet. For Pluto!”


  “Pluto? . . . We must follow, there?”


  “As soon as we can find supplies.”


  THE steel ball rose in the dawn, and crossed the bay again, to empty Market Street. For a week they were busy there. Canned food they discovered in abundance. In a machine shop, Ellis found cylinders of compressed oxygen. Keening visited a hardware store, and brought back sporting-rifles, revolvers, and ammunition.


  But they did not often separate. They were held together by instinctive dread of the lonely, lifeless Earth.


  Ellis had intended to find some small dynamo-generator, which he could run to re-charge the batteries of the ether-ship. But none came to his attention, and presently, with a better idea, he moved the Cosmobile to an electrical supply house, and there replaced the old cells with new ones.


  The cylinders of oxygen and the heavy batteries had not been easy to handle, and both were exhausted at the beginning of the long flight to Pluto—the outermost planet. Standing watch and watch beneath the steel dome of the hull, staring out endlessly into the black vacancies of the star-powdered void, they had ample time to rest.


  Four hours long were the watches—by the chronometer. They seemed four minutes, sometimes, or four thousand years. No sun rose and set; time hung motionless. Silently the chronometer ticked. Their hearts beat. They watched and sometimes ate and slept, and spoke only in infrequent monosyllables.


  And the ether-car drove out into dark infinity. Into void inconceivable. Earth and moon were two bright points, small and white, larger and green. Against endless night they dwindled, crept into one.


  The sun shrank. Argent Venus and Jupiter, red Mars and yellow Saturn drew toward it, and waned. The sun became dimensionless. A bright star, lost and futile in the void of universal night.


  Still they flew outward. To Pluto. The black planet. The border-world. The last outpost against night of void cosmos.


  Pluto, the ultimate planet—and the eldest. It must have cooled enough for life when Jupiter was still a second sun, when Earth was not yet flung molten from the central star. Evolution—planetary and organic—must there have run its course.


  Pluto, whose book of life should have been written to the end, sealed, forgotten. Star of darkness and death, was it yet undead? A vampire world, reaching from death across the void, to pluck from Earth the warm fresh fruit of the sun?


  THE voyage was done.


  A black landscape, beneath the Cosmobile, expanded into frozen, starlit desolation. Perilously, the iron ball settled upon a ragged ebon crag. All about, in pallid star-shine, tumbled bleak and elemental wilderness of barren stone.


  Dark planet. Livid, jagged mountains leaping with savage teeth at cruel, star-jeweled sky. Titanic peaks, gigantic buttresses of dark rock, cleft with colossal canyons that were wells of ominous obscurity. Jet, cyclopean ranges, plunging into gigantic gorges.


  Air there was none. The cold was unutterable; the sun merely a yellow star. Nothing lived or moved upon all this tangled, alpine desolation of darkness and doom.


  Yet to this world humanity had come—in a cube of aluminum. Why? To what evil end?


  The steel sphere rose from the peak, and circled above grim, cataclysm-born ranges—above titanic mountains reared in the last fierce convulsions of a dying planet. Above sheer and incredible twisted crags and black, fathomless abysms. A weary time slipped by, measured only by the restless, silent ticking of the chronometer. And then they looked into an illuminated pit.


  A volcanic shaft, rimmed with black and monstrous peaks. Miles it was across, and scores—or hundreds—of miles in depth, piercing to the very heart of the black planet. Blue the rocks glowed in its depths, with eldritch fire of radio-activity.


  In that ghostly phosphorescence, so dim that it looked a specter thing, they saw the cube. Tens on tens of miles below, upon the rugged, pallidly glowing floor of the azure abyss. Like a child’s building-block painted silver and carelessly dropped among jagged boulders.


  Did that cube, after all, contain the race of man?


  Ellis wondered. And he wondered if one girl was in it, Tempest Durand. Once she might have been his, with her lithe, athletic beauty, her wit, her gay vivacity. And he had left her, because his work was too important, because he had no thought to spend upon a woman, because she disturbed his delicate mental processes. Had he then lost her? For ever?


  The Cosmobile hung a long time over the rim of the pit.


  “Must we go down?” whispered little Keening, watching Ellis Drew from his bandaged face. “Down into that blue flame? What can we do? What—against a power that could reach across to Earth?”


  His whisper was frightened and pleading.


  After all, Ellis asked himself, what could they do? What, when they did not even know the nature of the power they must fight? But he remembered Tempest Durand.


  “Yes,” he told Keening. “We’re going down.”


  The Cosmobile fell into the well. Past smooth, fire-glazed walls of volcanic obsidian. Past jagged ledges like threatening teeth. Past mysterious cavern-mouths.


  The feeble gleam of starlight vanished from the rocks. And then the walls of the shaft were blue, glowing increasingly bright. Beneath was a field of boulders, cyclopean stones that had fallen from the sides of the chasm, a tumbled confusion of rugged masses, shimmering pallidly phosphorescent.


  The opening above, a patch of cold stars, narrowed disquietingly. The black walls closed above the ether-car like a swallowing throat. And the blue bottom of the pit seemed to expand as it dropped.


  At last the steel sphere was brought to rest upon the boulder-fields between two colossal masses of blue-glowing stone that offered it some concealment. Three miles away, perhaps, across ragged, luminescent rocks, rose the pale argent sides of the cube, smooth and unbroken. Beyond the cube, and in every direction, leapt up walls of shimmering rock, growing darker and narrowing at the top of this cyclopean well, about a tiny, star-flecked disk.


  “We are here,” whispered Keening.


  “Here,” repeated Ellis. “To do what we can. To find what has happened. And rescue a few—if we can. I had a friend . . .


  “There is air here,” he announced, consulting his instruments. “Breathable air, though thin and dry and cold. We won’t need the atmospheric armor.”


  They descended from the bridge, hurriedly donned heavy clothing, and each selected from their racks a heavy rifle and a revolver. And at last Ellis opened the valve and unrolled his metal ladder, and they climbed down upon rocks that shone dimly, with chill blue radiance.


  The air was scanty and bitterly cold. Both of them were panting a little, even from the exertion of climbing down the ladder. There was no wind; but the gelid chill of this dead and frozen world drove through their garments.


  Furtively, they slipped away from the steel sphere, along the floor of the rugged ravine in which it was hidden, following in the direction of the gigantic aluminum cube.


  THEY had gone perhaps a hundred yards, when Keening voiced through his bandages a muted, whispering scream. With an icy, shaking hand, he grasped Ellis Drew’s arm, and pointed. Then both men dropped to their knees, and began to fire.


  It is significant of their instinctive horror of the approaching things that they shot at once, without question or hesitation.


  The little group of beings that came running toward them along the bottom of the ravine, between frowning walls of blue-shining stone, wore the shape of men. Men they were in form, but less than human and more than human. Weird metamorphosis had overtaken them since they had been snatched from the Earth.


  Specters of elemental horror. Most of them were nude; a few wore foul and tattered scraps of garments. Like the rocks, their livid flesh glowed with pallid, bluish light. And it was translucent, so that their bones were visible.


  Skeletons animated, clad in lucent flesh of ghostly blue.


  They moved, though rapidly, with a curious stiffness, like inert and nerveless marionettes. Their faces were fixed, lifeless—dead, transparent masks in front of grinning skulls.


  They made no sound; they did not speak. Each seemed unconscious of his companions. Those who fell beneath the rifle bullets neither screamed nor groaned. They spun about and went down silently—and the others trampled inexorably over them.


  The things revealed no fear. Unarmed, they came on in the face of barking rifles, moving with stark and uncanny automatism. They were machines, bent ruthlessly upon one single end. Death alone stayed their stalking advance.


  The rifles were empty, and half a score of the things strode grimly on. Fumbling for cartridges, Ellis cried to Keening:


  “Back to the ship! I’ll stand them off!”


  Loading his own rifle, the little man laughed through his bandages with a curious dry sound, and moved closer to Ellis.


  The guns were empty again when the remnant of the band reached them—now reduced to four monstrous things, grappling at them with long-nailed, skeletal talons, clothed in blue light. Ellis had no time to load again, or even to find the revolver in his pocket.


  One went down beneath his clubbed rifle; the stock of the weapon splintered upon its ghastly skull. Then hands grasped him from behind. Icy hands, fiendishly strong, colder than living flesh could be, freezing with the eldrich chill of this black world of death.


  Ellis struggled savagely, vainly, in strange arms whose bones were visible through ghostly-blue flesh. Then Keening’s revolver cracked; the arms relaxed and slipped from him.


  The two then stood back to back.


  Again the rifle-barrel rose and fell in Ellis’s hands, and Keening’s revolver barked.


  The battle abruptly was done, and they stood over sprawling skeletons that were clothed in translucent, shimmering flesh. No blood seemed to flow from the things. Dead, they were no more silent than they had been, living. Tense, waiting quiet reigned.


  Ellis shuddered. “Sorry, Keening,” he muttered. “I got you into this.”


  He heard the little man’s whispered protest, “But we had to come, Drew. I understand that. Though I was afraid . . . . But why are these men like that?”


  “I don’t know, Keening.” He looked down at ghastly, shimmering faces. “They weren’t even alive. The one that touched me was cold.”


  “Let’s get back into the ship,” whispered Keening.


  Ellis retreated with him. “The luminescence of these rocks,” he muttered, “must be caused by radio-activity. And that is what makes them—transparent. A penetrating radiation.”


  “Must be,” assented Keening. “They do look as if they were under the X-ray. Bones surrounded with shadows of flesh.”


  “But that doesn’t explain what brought them here. Do you suppose——” and mute horror struggled in his voice, “Do you suppose all humanity is—like these?” Keening never replied, for then the music smote them.


  Music of madness!


  It beat upon their brains. High, swift, pizzicati notes, strumming upon taut nerves like a crystal hail of sound. Tinkling, exciting, calling. A challenge and a lure.


  Liquid, soothing rhythms, mellow sussurations, lulling, slumbrous.


  Deep and throbbing infra-bass, booming, commanding, dominating.


  Ellis realized from the first that he did not hear that music with his ears. It was not sound, but penetrating, all-pervading radiation. It pulsed through all his brain.


  Music of madness. It swept him, conquered him, thrust aside his mind. He was pushed aside. His body was surrendered to the music, moving freely to its wild rhythm.


  Keening was beside him. They had dropped the rifles; they were running. Running after the mystic music, the thought beat through his mind, as the rats and the children of Hamelin ran after the Piper—and in the contrast of the familiar legend with their own desperate plight, he found a peculiar horror.


  The physiological effect of music is undeniable. And this was more than music. It was not sound, but a vibration that thrummed through all their bodies, impinging upon every fiber of their nervous systems. It was hypnotic.


  Was it thus the human race had been drawn across the void? By mad music that had mastered their bodies, made them slaves of vibration?


  Along the ravine they ran, their minds sitting helplessly apart in bodies ruled by that weird and soundless music. Past the looming, titanic mass of the silver-walled cube. And on, across what must once have been a city.


  A level space, nearly circular, a mile wide. Surrounded with a curving ridge, it was scattered with heaps of crumbled stone. The piles, Ellis thought, were too regular to be anything save remains of buildings, but buildings that had been ruins five hundred thousand years, or a million. Where had the survivors gone—if there had been survivors?


  The question was answered without words.


  The silent music swept them on beyond the cube, and across the dead mounds, toward the cyanic-shining, vertical wall of the pit. It carried them out of the ruins, upon a worn and ancient road. And the road sloped downward, curved into a vast crevice whose jagged walls glowed with light of sapphires.


  From the crevice they passed into lofty and interminable vaulted caverns, whose smoothed walls yet bore the mark of tools. Dust of eons lay thick upon the floor, swirled up chokingly about them.


  The compelling, noiseless chords led them downward once more, and into a lower system of artificial caverns. Here the rock was brighter still, glowing with radiance softly electric-blue, shadowless and unearthly. The air was heavier here, and warmer, and the floor was clear of dust.


  They were drawn into a colossal space, blue-walled, domed and circular, and far out across its floor. The mad music abruptly ceased its throbbing in their brains. The journey was ended.


  FREE of the dread, hypnotic music, Ellis was yet strangely paralyzed. His body stood erect, stiff and oddly tingling. If took all the power of his will to turn his head, to survey this weird space into which the vibration had swept them.


  The place was titanic. Not less than two thousand feet across could the circular floor have been; the dome was fully half that high.


  Resting in the middle of the floor, and surrounded by colossal mechanisms, was a red, pulsating mountain. A monstrous, quivering mass, scarlet, cleft, convoluted, wrinkled, folded. A heap of red, palpitating flesh, a full hundred feet high, supported by frames and plates of metal.


  From the strange and intricate apparatus that surrounded it rose two tall, cylindrical tanks, of glass or other transparent substance, filled with luminously violet liquid. At the base of each cylinder was a throbbing pump, and a thick tube connected it with the mountain of flesh.


  Soft, crimson mass, surrounded by weird and complex mechanisms. About it stood scores of men—or of things such as Ellis and Keening had fought. Monsters, with shining flesh translucent and grim skeletons visible.


  Ellis, fighting that lingering paralysis, stared at the red mountain, and wondered. Then he saw the face of it, and understood.


  The face was grotesquely and incredibly tiny, situated just above the blue floor, with quivering, wrinkled red folds bulging out above it. A thin, sharp, chinless beak, and two hideously malevolent, amazingly ancient eyes.


  The eyes riveted his gaze. Two of them, protruding above the beak, at the corners of the tiny, triangular face. They were green. And compound, like the eyes of insects. Each had seven orbs. Age-old wisdom was writ cold in each septuple eye, and malign power, ruthlessly evil.


  The scarlet mountain was a brain. A living brain, hypertrophied to the ultimate degree. It answered Ellis Drew’s old question; it was the hideous consummation of organic evolution upon the oldest planet.


  Body it had none. Metal plates and girders formed its supporting pan. Its face was fantastically tiny, pressed down against the floor.


  Then he saw its arms.


  The virescent, septuple eyes rested with cold and unutterable malignancy upon Ellis, and then moved to Keening. And the little man ran stiffly forward from beside Ellis, like one in a dream, toward the dwarfed and hideous face beneath the crimson, palpitating mountain.


  Thin and eager tentacles reached out to meet him, from beneath the brain. The hands of the monster. They were four, white and whip-like and many yards long, writhing and twitching avidly.


  They grasped little Keening, twisted snake-like about his limbs, drew him toward the face. Abruptly he was struggling with fierce, futile energy. And Ellis heard him scream—a gasping and inchoate sound bursting through the bandages on his face, thick and clotted with horror.


  Just once he screamed. The twining white tentacles brought him up to the tiny face. And the thin black beak found his throat.


  Ellis tried to move.


  Tingling paralysis still held him. He surged forward vainly against it, in a terrible attempt to follow Keening. Lifeless muscles failed him, and he almost fell.


  Through cold, stark lips he gasped out futile curses. He felt as if the black and hideous beak of the brain were sinking into his own throat. He and Keening had been long together. The little man had proved a true comrade, staunch and daring.


  Must he stand and see his body drained by this red vampire-brain?


  Ellis forced himself forward once more, in a vain battle against the rigor of his strange paralysis. Then, belatedly, he remembered the heavy revolver in his pocket.


  His hands were numb and stiff and dead, tingling painfully. But at last they had grasped and lifted the weapon. Holding it clumsily in both hands, he shot into the mass of the red brain.


  The scarlet mountain heaved and trembled. The white tentacles released Keening, dropped him inertly supine before the tiny face. The septuple green orbs stared at Ellis with maleficent evil, with a fear that was terrible and a hate that was consuming.


  Fighting the tingling numbness of his stark body, Ellis stumbled forward, firing at the virescent eyes. One of them became a pendulous smear of green jelly, and then another.


  Then the revolver was empty. And the things that had been men were rushing at him. Skeletons swathed in ghostly blue, running with dumb and implacable automatism.


  Ellis realized that he had not time to load again. The things, in seconds, would be upon him. And bullets, after all, might do little great or immediate hurt to the mountainous brain. What could he do? His thoughts raced wildly, and one idea leapt into his mind.


  The body of the giant brain was the mechanism that surrounded it. The thick tubes were obviously its veins, the throbbing pumps its heart, the violet liquid in the tanks its blood. If the mechanism had some vulnerable part . . .


  If he could break the glass tanks . . .


  HIS body was still stiff with the icy, numbing deadness in which the soundless music had left him. And the stalking, mechanical, half-transparent men were near. He staggered toward the nearer tank, grasping the heavy revolver by the barrel.


  He stumbled against the side of the tank, hammered desperately upon it with the gun. Apparently it was glass, but very thick and tough. White cracks radiated from the points of impact, but it did not shatter.


  Then the monsters were clawing at him with gleaming, skeletal talons—shocking him with the contact of their death-cold bodies. They dragged him back.


  He saw little Keening, lying limp and helpless on the blue floor before that malign, black-beaked face, the white, ophidian tentacles writhing over his body.


  Ellis twisted in the cold, glowing hands that held him. Savagely he struck with the gun at grinning, blue-dad skulls. And once more, for a little time, he was free.


  The glass was unbreakable. He flung himself at the mechanism of the throbbing pump—the heart of the red brain. It looked delicate enough. A few blows upon the gears and gliding plungers . . .


  But he did not reach the pump.


  The music of madness once more struck him, beat through all his body with its soundless and hypnotic melody. A helpless tool of weird vibration, he dropped the revolver. And he was swept toward the tiny, malevolent face of the red brain.


  White, slender tentacles reached out, whipped around his body. With irresistible strength they tightened, contracted. Toward the shrunken, hideous face he was drawn. Toward the narrow black beak and the evilly green, seven-orbed eyes.


  He saw Keening struggling to his feet, gasped at him:


  “Run, Keening! I’ll make a fuss! You might——”


  A hard white coil wrapped around his neck, cut off his voice. He saw the little man running toward him, heard him cry out:


  “Oh! Ellis! My——”


  It was the first time Ellis had heard the whispering man speak aloud, or address him by his Christian name.


  Another white tentacle darted out, coiled about the technician’s body. The two were drawn helpless toward the black-beaked face.


  Then the brain rotted.


  It had none of the immunity to terrestrial bacteria that has been developed by the higher life of Earth. Its soft tissues must have formed an ideal culture for the micro-organisms of decay introduced into them by Ellis Drew’s pistol bullets.


  It collapsed. It sloughed into a heap of writhing ruin. It flowed in rivers of red corruption.


  The tentacles softened and broke. Ellis and Keening flung them off and staggered away.


  The translucent, glowing men died with the brain—if they had not been already dead, and merely animated by the supernal will of that colossal intelligence.


  Ellis and Keening ran out of the great room, pursued by the reeking stench of rapid dissolution.


  ONCE again, and slowly, they crossed the circular plain that must have been the site of the planet’s last city. Ellis whispered as they walked across it: “That brain must have been alive when this city was inhabited. It was that old. It clung to an unnatural existence after its world and its kind were dead, gathering evil power of science, until it was able to reach across space with that music. It must have been something like radio. Vibration in the ether. Hypnotic suggestion borne on a carrying wave. It mastered the human race. Made them build the cube, and brought them here. For slaves? For food?”


  “Now, Ellis, we can go back,” Keening whispered through his bandages.


  “I’m going,” said Ellis, “to look into that cube. I had a friend; I told you when we were coming back from the moon——”


  “Durand?”


  “Yes, Durand.”


  They approached the mile-high cube. Midway of its silvery wall they found a broad stage leading up to a small, square door. Side by side they walked up, and entered the cube.


  The interior was lit with cold, pallid, sourceless blue radiance. In it they saw infinite corridors of metal shelves, stretching to far distances, rising tier upon tier. The whole cube was filled with shelves.


  And upon the aluminum shelves, side by side, lay human beings, the uncounted millions who had been carried from the Earth. They were motionless, deathly quiet. They lay in heavy, utter silence. Their flesh shone translucent and blue, and skeletal frames were visible beneath it.


  Ellis stared at them, and touched the arm of one.


  “Dead,” he whispered. “All dead.”


  “Better that,” breathed Keening, “than to live as those others did.”


  THE Cosmobile lifted above the ghostly blue radiance of the pit, and came once more into the clean light of the stars. A bright yellow point, the sun shone across the void, warm and welcoming. Ellis and Keening remained together upon the bridge until the course was set, until the grim and cragged desolation of the black planet had dropped for ever behind.


  “We are left alone, of all humanity,” Keening whispered solemnly. “Think of it.”


  “There’s really no use in going back,” Ellis said. “We can only grow old and die, the last men on a dead planet.


  “I haven’t ever told you, Keening. But there was a girl who wanted to go with me to the moon. It was she I wanted to see, when we came back. If I had taken her——”


  “You mean Tempest Durand?”


  “Yes. But how did you know her name? I didn’t tell you!”


  Keening seemed to smile behind his bandages.


  “I know,” he whispered. “But do you mean you were looking for Tempest Durand—all the time?”


  “Yes, Keening. No good to say so now, but I’d give my life for one moment with her, I was a fool. I left her for fear she would take my attention from my cursed work.”


  “Then you would really like to see her?”


  “Yes, Keening!” Ellis spoke almost angrily. “But there’s no use thinking what might have been. . . . Yet, that’s all there is left for us to do.”


  “I’ll go find her, then,” whispered Keening. And he slipped away from the bridge, leaving Ellis puzzled at his words.


  Ellis was staring through the ports at the pale, tiny point of the sun, when a clear, melodious and well-remembered voice rang out behind him.


  “Ellis, won’t you even look at me?”


  He spun around, mouth sagging open in incredulous amazement.


  Tempest Durand was standing behind him, slim and beautiful as she had ever been. Her oval face was pale, but it bore a roguish smile.


  “Tempest!” he gasped. “Tempest?” He choked, and a strangling tension came into his throat. Two strides across the floor, and he seized her slight shoulders, stared into her mocking eyes.


  “Tempest, I’m not dreaming?” he cried, in poignant, dawning joy. “Speak to me, Tempest!”


  For a time she gazed silently at him. And then tears broke into her quizzical eyes. She slipped forward into his arms, laughing almost hysterically.


  “Oh, Ellis, I’m so glad!”


  “Tell me,” he demanded, holding her quivering body. “How did you get here? I don’t understand. Did Keening have you hidden?”


  “Lord, no!” she laughed, tearfully. “Don’t you see? There is Keening!”


  She held up the familiar mask of bandages.


  “You were Keening? Of course not! I’d have known you!”


  “But you didn’t!” She laughed, reminiscently. “When you wouldn’t let me go with you, I meant first to hide on board. Then I thought of the disguise. I had often played masculine parts in dramatics at college. The bandages hid my face, and the same story of the X-ray burns was the excuse for a different voice. Even then I gave myself away a hundred times, but you were so wrapped up in your science you hardly noticed poor Keening.”


  “But Tempest, why didn’t you tell me, when we got back to the Earth?”


  “I’d no way to know your—your attitude had changed. Anyhow, I was about to. And you called me a coward. Don’t you remember? I wanted to show you. Anyhow, we had to come.”


  And thus the Cosmobile drove back to Earth, carrying an Adam and Eve, an Epimetheus and a Pandora, to lift the curtain on another act of the infinite and varied drama of Man.


  THE BRAIN-EATERS OF PLUTO


  Kenneth Sterling


  l It is a distressing but guileless exposition—allez-vous-en our Einsteinian times, that contemporary authors are wont to use machicolative conceptions in the furtherance of their plots.


  They runcinate throstles, they use aromatic thyme, they runcinate their heroes in scrivener fashion, until the reader becomes mentally pyogenesed.


  These loxodromic mystagogues and lotophagi have too long played upon a longanimous public. It is not our purpose to turn lexicographical, nor commit lese-majeste on some of our levorotatory inspissant authors.


  But the present chef-d’oeuvre epistemologyses this idea very point-de-vice. And if in parts it may appear cucurbitaceous, this should be ascribed to Plutonian claustrophobia and its resulting aphaeresis during aphelion with Neptune.


  Caveat elector!


  l Ray Williamson straightened up and looked around him. He was completely surrounded by Martians who were closing in. Being patriotic, they were all singing their national anthem, “Martian Through Georgia.” Suddenly, Ray was struck with an idea. Quickly he took out his oofus-woofus machine[1] and shouted “Quick, Henry, the Flit!” Immediately, a flit gun appeared with which he sprayed the insect-men of Mars. The Martians being insects, perished. (No, I’m not an agent of the Flit Company.) But soon his ammunition was used up. (Why didn’t he get more Flit with his oofus-woofus thing? Oh, I suppose he forgot about it.) He backed away covering his retreat with ray guns. Soon he came to a steep cliff. With a leap that did credit to his earthly muscles, he scaled it. He knew that it would take many hours for the Martians to ascend the cliff (we wonder why?) and in this time he could escape. If he could only reach his space-ship, The Snail, in which was his pal, David, and his girlfriend, Mary, he would be saved. On the other hand, if he were recaptured, he would be sent to the Brain-eaters of Pluto (allies of the Martians) where his body would be sacrificed to the terrible Flaming God (pretty classy name, eh?) and his brain (if there was one) would be devoured by the spider-like Plutonians. How horrible!


  Finally, after what seemed an eternity (but which was really only two minutes and forty-one and a half seconds) he reached the ship.


  Mary was standing in the doorway (or was it air-lock?), and when she saw Williamson, she rushed forward and they clinched (time out). Suddenly he heard a shout of warning from Dave. He unclinched and looked up to see the Martians coming out from behind bushes. It was an ambushcade! He fought bravely with his two ray guns—the Chek and Dubl Chek rays, invented in nineteen hundred and clam chowder. But suddenly, the paralyzing ray of the Martians flashed out and Ray was delivered into merciful oblivion.


  He awoke to find himself chained to the wall in a gloomy cavern. Next to him was Mary who was still unconscious (as usual). As no one else was in the cave, he concluded that Dave had escaped with the rocket ship. (Such wisdom!) A guard came in with some food. Now Williamson noticed that the Plutonian was rather nervous, so when the food was served, he shouted, “What, no spinach[2]?” The guard fainted. He tried this on the new guard hoping to eliminate the Plutonian race, one by one, but it was unsuccessful. Then he thought that he could annihilate the race by hand-to-hand battle, if he could only get them to come into his den one at a time. “Why’ncha come up an’ simmee sometime?” he urged, but the Plutonians were stolid.


  Then one of them dragged Mary away. “You blasted Plutocrat!” he shouted. “Youse is a viper! Why you snake—I mean Plutonian—in the grass!” They paid him no attention.


  Then he began a plan of escape. First he broke the chains that fastened him. He took some granite from the wall and ground it into powder. (Whataman!) Now if he could get some hoochy-koochy acid in which to pour the powdered granite, the elasticity of the air would be increased and the cosmic rays could pass through more easily, causing a decrease in the intensity of the ultra-indigo rays. This would result in a bending of the infra-red and ultra-violet rays through the fourth dimension into space-time. The absence of these rays would change the frequency of the electro-magnetic waves causing a refraction of the remaining light waves, etc. After all that had been undergone, the Plutonians would become hypnotized and would remain in this condition until the hoochy-koochy acid evaporated and the elasticity of the air was un-increased, etc., etc., etc., and etc.


  But how could he get some hoochy-koochy powder? Ah!—that was the question—the powder or not the powder? Finally he was struck with another idea! (Strike two!) He poured the tomato juice (from his meal) into the Pluto water. This he dumped into the ice cream. He mixed this together with the powdered granite, and before his very nose, the elasticity of the air was increased, etc. (See preceding paragraph.) All the Plutonians in the vicinity were paralyzed—or was it hypnotized?


  Ray Williamson stole into the temple (the crook!). He saw Mary’s body on the alter with a cut in the head. Her brain had been removed! But, perhaps, if the Plutonians had not already devoured the brain (horror of horrors) some Earth doctor could replace it. He came to the pot of liquid where Mary’s brain should be. He took out his pocket microscope and the search began. Finally, he found the brain just as it was about to be swallowed by a protozoan (a Plutonian protozoan, mind you. No wonder it was a brain-eater) which was swimming in the liquid. He placed the brain in a capsule which he put into his vest pocket (or was it the east pocket?). Then he took the inert[3] body of Mary in his arms and scrammed. He left the cave (or was it a cavern?) and emerged into the frozen landscape of Pluto. Perhaps you wonder how he could stand the extreme cold of Pluto. Well, let me tell you, he could take it! You may also wonder how he could breathe on this airless world. Well, keep on wondering; how am I supposed to know? I’ve never been there. Anyhow, I’m only writing this story—I’ve got to leave something to your imagination. Well, as we were saying—we saying? No, that wouldn’t be correct, because I’M telling this yarn. Then, as I was saying, or rather writing—or still better, as you were reading (or is it youse?) Well, anyway, let us continue. Us? Let me continue. That’ll be enough of that!


  l Meanwhile, Ray was stumbling over lakes and rivers, climbing hills and valleys, etc. “I wonder when the Plutonians will become un-hypnotized?” he thought. “It’s terrible—I’m a fugitive from a brain gang!”


  As he strolled along, he met a Plutonian tiger. The tiger growled at him. He laid Mary down on the ground and yelled, “Hold that tiger!” Then, noticing the tiger’s animosity, he called out, “Y’wanna fight?”


  “Do you?” asked the tiger with a Boston accent.


  “Yer yeller,” said Ray.


  “Oh, yeah?” queried the tiger.


  “Yeah!”


  “Sez who?”


  “Sez me!”


  “Start somethin’—I dare ya!”


  “Why don’t you?”


  “Oh, yeah?”


  “Yeah!”


  After three hundred and forty-one more yeahs, the tiger yelled, “Knock this chip off my shoulder!”


  “Oh, yeah?”


  “G’wan, do it.”


  “There, I did it!”


  Then the fight began. The tiger charged Ray. Ray charged the tiger, but his credit wasn’t good, so he socked him in the bread-basket.


  “I was bread in old Kentucky, but in Boston, I was beans,” the tiger said, attempting to distract Ray’s attention. Then he butted Williamson with his horns (note: Plutonian tigers have horns) where people don’t like to be kicked. He kissed the canvas. The victorious lion (I mean tiger) stood above him and twisted his mustache. “Heh, heh!” it laughed with a wicked look in its eye. “I shall return you to the brain-eaters of Pluto.” Ray Williamson was desperate. He glanced at his watch. It was nine a. m., Earth time. An idea struck him. (Strike three! You’re out!) He did some rapid mental calculations. “I’m glad I studied my arithmetic as a kid,” he thought. His plan was this: Plutonian tigers, he knew, were awake only at night. In the day, they slept in coffins, like vampires. Now, if he could stall off the tiger until daylight (saving time), it would have to return to its coffin and he could escape.


  “Say,” he said addressing the tiger, “did I ever tell you the story about the traveling salesman who (censored).”


  After what seemed an eternity (but which was really only about two and a quarter shakes of a lamb’s tail) daylight arrived.


  “Curses!” shouted the tiger, “foiled again! Well, I’ll be seein’ ya,” it said as it disappeared. It vanished into the thin air! (No, it couldn’t have done that—there wasn’t any thin air to vanish in!)


  “Not if I see you first!” exclaimed Ray, as he gathered up the (dis)graceful Mary.


  Then he began another flight in which he again had to climb rivers and swim mountains. At last he reached a spot where he felt secure. Then he began the somewhat hopeless task of building a spaceship. He fashioned crude implements out of stone. He made himself a razor, for he had grown quite a beard. Even Unconscious (as he had learned to call the brainless Mary) was beginning to grow whiskers. He wouldn’t risk shaving her, however, as he had a vague hope that he could some day sell her to a circus as the bearded lady.


  After about a year of steady labor, he had constructed a set of rocket tubes made of hollowed branches and bamboo poles. One day this caught fire and burned up. Was Ray sore? You’re asking me! He cursed and swore for a week without stopping for meals or sleep. You can bet your life that he was careful of where he threw his cigarette butts after that.


  l Finally, after many years of impatient labor, he had built a space-ship. It was made mostly of stone except for the rocket tubes, which were wooden and bambooen. He found that by mixing certain juices from uncertain herbs with various kinds of earth, or rather pluto, and letting this dry, he would have an explosive so powerful that one tenth of a gram would annihilate fourteen solar systems in a split second, if misused (so HE says). He planned to wait until it rained before setting off, so when he went out into space, the water on the sides of the ship would freeze and the ship would become airtight. Everything worked swell and soon they were speeding on their way back to earth! On the way, he ran into the heads of twenty-one comets and the tails of four. Heads win!


  When they reached the earth, Ray learned that men no longer had tonsils or appendixes. (Now you know how long it took to build the ship!) He also learned that science had advanced greatly and that they would be able to replace Unconscious Mary’s brain.


  Professor Jameson J. Keller, MJX, D.Sc., X.Y.Z., B.V.D., P.D.Q., leading brain surgeon of the time, was to undertake the undertaking of replacing the brain. (He was an undertaker!) He made an incision in Unconscious Mary’s head and put in the brain. Then he placed her in an incubator to hatch.


  Ray Williamson was worried. Would the operation be successful? Dr. Keller suggested that he read a magazine. He opened the newest copy of Nonsensical Stories.


  In the middle of “The Shylock of Space,” he was interrupted by the buzzing of a buzzer. He went into the incubator room and came out with Unconscious Mary (no longer unconscious). She and Ray clinched (embraced).


  And so ends this story of the spiderlike brain-eaters of Pluto, the death-dealing insect-men of Mars, and the brainless homo-sapiens of Earth.


  THE END (Thank Goodness)


  [1] Matter is a form of energy. No; energy is a form of matter. Maybe I’M wrong. Well, anyway, this here oofus-woofus machine could produce anything you wanted.


  [2] Spinach—a green Earth food now extinct (thank goodness!)


  [3] Inertia is the condition of a body which has been submitted to an extreme state of re-instapulation. This produces exmultitemporaneous-constapulatory-superlativity-confuriolidosciousmes. (Where did I learn that?)


  THE PLUTONIAN DRUG


  Clark Ashton Smith


  “IT IS REMARKABLE.” said Dr. Manners, “how the scope of our pharmacopoeia has been widened by interplanetary exploration. In the past thirty years, hundreds of hitherto unknown substances, employable as drugs or medical agents, have been found in the other worlds of our own system. It will be interesting to see what the Allan Farquar expedition will bring back from the planets of Alpha Centauri when—or if—it succeeds in reaching then and returning to earth. I doubt, though, if anything more valuable than selenine will be discovered. Selenine, derived from a fossil lichen found by the first rocket-expedition to the moon in 1975, has, as you know, practically wiped out the old-time curse of cancer. In solution, it forms the base of an infallible serum, equally useful for cure or prevention.”


  “I fear I haven’t kept up on a lot of the new discoveries,” said Rupert Balcoth the sculptor, Manners’ guest, a little apologetically. “Of course, everyone has heard of selenine. And I’ve seen frequent mention, recently, of a mineral water from Ganymede whose effects are like those of the mythical Fountain of Youth.”


  “You mean clithni, as the stuff is called by the Ganymedians. It is a clear, emerald liquid, rising in lofty geysers from the craters of quiescent volcanoes. Scientists believe that the drinking of clithni is the secret of the almost fabulous longevity of the Ganymedians; and they think that it may prove to be a similar elixir for humanity.”


  “Some of the extraplanetary drugs haven’t been so beneficial to mankind, have they?” queried Balcoth. “I seem to have heard of a Martian poison that has greatly facilitated the gentle art of murder. And I am told that mnophka, the Venerian narcotic, is far worse, in its effects on the human system, than is any terrestrial alkaloid.”


  “Naturally,” observed the doctor with philosophic calm, many of these new chemical agents are capable of due abuse. They share that liability with any number of our native drugs. Man, as ever; has the choice of good and evil . . . I suppose that the Martian poison you speak of is akpaloli, the juice of a common russet-yellow weed that grows in the oases of Mars. It is colorless, and without taste or odor. It kills almost instantly, leaving no trace, and imitating closely the symptoms of heart-disease. Undoubtedly many people have been made away with by means of a surreptitious drop of akpaloli in their food or medicine. But even akpaloli, if used in infinitesimal doses, is a very powerful stimulant, useful in cases of syncope, and serving, not infrequently to re-animate victims of paralysis in a quite miraculous manner.


  “OF course,” he went on, “there is an infinite lot still to be learned about many of these ultra-terrene substances. Their virtues have often been discovered quite by accident—and in some cases, the virtue is still to be discovered.


  “For example, take mnophka, which you mentioned a little while ago. Though allied, in a way, to the earth-narcotics, such as opium and hashish, it is of little use for anaesthetic or anodyne purposes. Its chief effects are an extraordinary acceleration of the time-sense, and a heightening and telescoping of all sensations, whether pleasurable or painful. The user seems to be living and moving at a furious whirlwind rate—even though he may in reality be lying quiescent on a couch. He exists in a headlong torrent of sense-impressions, and seems, in a few minutes, to undergo the experiences of years. The physical result is lamentable—a profound exhaustion, and an actual aging of the tissues, such as would ordinarily require the period of real time which the addict has ‘lived’ through merely in his own illusion.


  “There are some other drugs, comparatively little known, whose effects, if possible, are even more curious than those of mnophka. I don’t suppose you have ever heard of plutonium?”


  “No, I haven’t,” admitted Balcoth. “Tell me about it.”


  “I can do even better than that—I can show you some of the stuff, though it isn’t much to look at—merely a fine white powder.”


  Dr. Manners rose from the pneumatic-cushioned chair in which he was facing his guest, and went to a large cabinet of synthetic ebony, whose shelves were crowded with flasks, bottles, tubes and cartons of various sizes and forms. Returning, he handed to Balcoth a squat and tiny vial, two-thirds filled with a starchy substance.


  “Plutonium,” explained Manners, “as its name would indicate, comes from forlorn, frozen Pluto, which only one terrestrial expedition has so far visited—the expedition led by the Cornell brothers, John and Augustine, which started in 1990 and did not return to earth till 1996, when nearly everyone had given it up as lost. John, as you may have heard, died during the return voyage, together with half the personnel of the expedition: and the others reached earth with only one reserve oxygen-tank remaining.


  “This vial contains about a tenth of the existing supply of plutonium. Augustine Cornell, who is an old school-friend of mine, gave it to me three years ago, just before he embarked with the Allan Farquar crowd. I count myself pretty lucky to own anything so rare.


  THE geologists of the party found the stuff when they began prying beneath the solidified gases that cover the surface of that dim, starlit planet, in an effort to learn a little about its composition and history. They couldn’t do much under the circumstances, with limited time and equipment; but they made some curious discoveries—of which plutonium was far from being the least.


  “Like selenine, the stuff is a bi-product of vegetable fossilization. Doubtless it is many billion years old, and dates back to the time when Pluto possessed enough internal heat to make possible the development of certain rudimentary plant-forms on its blind surface. It must have had an atmosphere then; though no evidence of former animal life was found by the Cornells.


  “Plutonium, in addition to carbon, hydrogen, nitrogen and oxygen, contains minute quantities of several unclassified elements. It was discovered in a crystalloid condition, but turned immediately to the fine powder that you see, as soon as it was exposed to air in the rocket-ship. It is readily soluble in water, forming a permanent colloid, without the least sign of deposit, no matter how long it remains in suspension.”


  “You say it is a drug?” queried Balcoth. “What does it do to you?”


  “I’ll come to that in a minute—though the effect is pretty hard to describe. The properties of the stuff were discovered only by chance: on the return journey from Pluto, a member of the expedition, half delirious with space-fever, got hold of the unmarked jar containing it and took a small dose, imagining that it was bromide of potassium. It served to complicate his delirium for a while—since it gave him some brand-new ideas about space and time.


  “Other people have experimented with it since then. The effects are quite brief (the influence never lasts more than half an hour) and they vary considerably with the individual. There is no bad aftermath, either neural, mental or physical, as far as anyone has been able to determine. I’ve taken it myself, once or twice, and can testify to that.


  “Just what it does to one, I am not sure. Perhaps it merely produces a derangement or metamorphosis of sensations, like hashish; or perhaps it serves to stimulate some rudimentary organ, some dormant sense of the human brain. At any rate there is, as clearly as I can put it, an altering of the perception of time—of actual duration—into a sort of space-perception. One sees the past, and also the future, in relation to one’s own physical self, like a landscape stretching away on either hand. You don’t see very far, it is true—merely the events of a few hours in each direction; but it’s a very curious experience; and it helps to give you a new slant on the mystery of time and space. It is altogether different from the delusions of mnophka.”


  “It sounds very interesting,” admitted Balcoth. “However, I’ve never tampered much with narcotics myself; though I did experiment once or twice, in my young, romantic days with cannabis Indica. I had been reading Gautier and Baudelaire, I suppose. Anyway, the result was rather disappointing.”


  “You didn’t take it long enough for your system to absorb a residuum of the drug, I imagine,” said Manners. “Thus the effects were negligible, from a visionary standpoint. But plutonium is altogether different—you get the maximum result from the very first dose. I think it would interest you greatly, Balcoth, since you are a sculptor by profession: you would see some unusual plastic images, not easy to render in terms of Euclidean planes and angles. I’ll gladly give you a pinch of it now, if you’d care to experiment.”


  “You’re pretty generous, aren’t you, since the stuff is so rare?”


  “I’M not being generous at all. For years, I’ve planned to write a monograph on ultra-terrestrial alkaloids; and you might give me some valuable data. With your type of brain and your highly developed artistic sense, the visions of plutonium should be uncommonly clear and significant. All I ask is, that you describe them to me as fully as you can afterwards.”


  “Very well,” agreed Balcoth. “I’ll try anything once.” His curiosity was somewhat inveigled, his imagination seduced, by Manners’ account of the remarkable drug.


  Manners brought out an antique whisky-glass, which he filled nearly to the rim with some golden-red liquid. Uncorking the vial of plutonium, he added to this fluid a small pinch of the fine white powder, which dissolved immediately and without effervescence.


  “The liquid is a wine made from a sweet Martian tuber known as owra,” he explained. “It is light and harmless, and will counteract the bitter taste of the plutonium. Drink it quickly and then lean back in your chair.”


  Balcoth hesitated, eyeing the golden-red fluid.


  “Are you quite sure the effects will wear off as promptly as you say?” he questioned. “It’s a quarter past nine now, and I’ll have to leave about ten to keep an appointment with one of my patrons at the Belvedere Club. It’s the billionaire, Gaud Wishhaven, who wants me to do a bas-relief in pseudo-jade and neo-jasper for the hall of his country mansion. He wants something really advanced and futuristic. We’re to talk it over to-night—decide on the motifs, etc.”


  “That gives you forty-five minutes,” assured the doctor—“and in thirty, at the most, your brain and senses will be perfectly normal again. I’ve never known it to fail. You’ll have fifteen minutes to spare, in which to tell me all about your sensations.”


  Balcoth emptied the little antique glass at a gulp and leaned back, as Manners had directed, on the deep pneumatic cushions of the chair. He seemed to be falling easily but endlessly into a mist that had gathered in the room with unexplainable rapidity; and through this mist he was dimly aware that Manners had taken the empty glass from his relaxing fingers. He saw the face of Manners far above him, small and blurred, as if in some tremendous perspective of alpine distance; and the doctor’s simple action seemed to be occurring in another world.


  He continued to fall and float through eternal mist, in which all things were dissolved as in the primordial nebulse of chaos. After a timeless interval, the mist, which had been uniformly grey and hueless at first, took on a flowing iridescence, never the same for two successive moments; and the sense of gentle falling turned to a giddy revolution, as if he were caught in an ever-accelerating vortex.


  Coincidentally with his movement in this whirlpool of prismatic splendor, he seemed to undergo an indescribable mutation of the senses. The whirling colors, by subtle, ceaseless gradations, became recognizable as solid forms. Emerging, as if by an act of creation, from the infinite chaos, they appeared to take their place in an equally infinite vista. The feeling of movement, through decrescent spirals, was resolved into absolute immobility. Balcoth was no longer conscious of himself as a living organic body: he was an abstract eye, a discorporate center of visual awareness, stationed alone in space, and yet having an intimate relationship with the frozen prospect on which he peered from his ineffable vantage.


  WITHOUT surprise, he found that he was gazing simultaneously in two directions. On either hand, for a vast distance that was wholly void of normal perspective, a weird and peculiar landscape stretched away, traversed by an unbroken frieze or bas-relief of human figures that ran like a straight undeviating wall.


  For awhile, the frieze was incomprehensible to Balcoth, and he could make nothing of its glacial, flowing outlines with their background of repeated masses and complicated angles and sections of other human friezes that approached or departed, often in a very abrupt manner, from an unseen world beyond. Then the vision seemed to resolve and clarify itself, and he began to understand.


  The bas-relief, he saw, was composed entirely of a repetition of his own figure, plainly distinct as the separate waves of a stream, and possessing a streamlike unity. Immediately before him, and for some distance on either hand, the figure was seated in a chair—the chair itself being subject to the same billowy repetition. The background was composed of the reduplicated figure of Dr. Manners, in another chair; and behind this, the manifold images of a medicine cabinet and a section of wallpanelling.


  Following the vista on what, for lack of any better name, might be termed the left hand, Balcoth saw himself in the act of draining the antique glass, with Manners standing before him. Then, still further, he saw himself previous to this, with a background in which Manners was presenting him the glass, was preparing the dose of plutonium, was going to the cabinet for the vial, was rising from his pneumatic chair. Every movement, every attitude of the doctor and himself during their past conversation, was visioned in a sort of reverse order, reaching away, unalterable as a wall of stone sculpture, into the weird, eternal landscape. There was no break in the continuity of his own figure; but Manners seemed to disappear at times, as if into a fourth dimension. These times, he remembered later, were the occasions when the doctor had not been in his line of vision. The perception was wholly visual; and though Balcoth saw his own lips and those of Manners parted in movements of speech, he could hear no word or other sound.


  Perhaps the most singular feature of the vision was the utter absence of foreshortening. Though Balcoth seemed to behold it all from a fixed, immovable point, the landscape and the intersecting frieze presented themselves to him without diminution, maintaining a frontal fullness and distinctness to a distance that might have been many miles.


  Continuing along the left-hand vista, he saw himself entering Manners’ apartments, and then encountered his image standing in the elevator that had borne him to the ninth floor of the hundred story hotel in which Manners lived. Then the frieze appeared to have an open street for background, with a confused, ever-changing multitude of other faces and forms, of vehicles and sections of buildings, all jumbled together as in some old-time futuristic painting. Some of these details were full and clear, and others were cryptically broken and blurred, so as to be scarcely recognizable. Everything, whatever its spatial position and relation, was re-arranged in the flowing frozen stream of this temporal pattern.


  BALCOTH retraced the three blocks from Manners’ hotel to his own studio, seeing all his past movements, whatever their direction in tri-dimensional space, as a straight line in the time-dimension. At last he was in his studio; and there the frieze of his own figure receded into the eerie prospect of space-transmuted time among other friezes formed of actual sculptures. He beheld himself giving the final touches with his chisel to a symbolic statue at the afternoon’s end, with a glare of ruddy sunset falling through an unseen window and flushing the pallid marble. Beyond this there was a reverse fading of the glow, a thickening and blurring of the half-chiselled features of the image, a female form to which he had given the tentative name of Oblivion. At length, among half-seen statuary, the left-hand vista became indistinct, and melted slowly in amorphous mist. He had seen his own life as a continuous glaciated stream, stretching for about five hours into the past.


  Reaching away on the right hand, he saw the vista of the future. Here there was a continuation of his seated figure under the influence of the drug, opposite the continued bas-relief of Dr. Manners and the repeated cabinet and wall-panels. After a considerable interval, he beheld himself in the act of rising from the chair. Standing erect, he seemed to be talking awhile, as in some silent antique film, to the listening doctor. After that, he was shaking hands with Manners, was leaving the apartment, was descending in the lift and following the open, brightly-lighted street toward the Belvedere Club where he was to keep his appointment with Claud Wishhaven.


  The Club was only three blocks away, on another street; and the shortest route, after the first block, was along a narrow alley between an office building and a warehouse. Balcoth had meant to take this alley; and in his vision, he saw the bas-relief of his future figure passing along the straight pavement with a background of deserted doorways and dim walls that towered from sight against the extinguished stars.


  He seemed to be alone: there were no passers—only the silent, glimmering endlessly repeated angles of arc-lit walls and windows that accompanied his repeated figure. He saw himself following the alley, like a stream in some profound canyon; and there, mid-way, the strange vision came to an abrupt, inexplicable end, without the gradual blurring into formless mist, that had marked his retrospective view of the past.


  The sculpture-like frieze with its architectural ground appeared to terminate, broken off clean and sharp, in a gulf of immeasurable blackness and nullity. The last wave-like duplication of his own person, the vague doorway beyond it, the glimmering alley-pavement, all were seen as if shorn asunder by a falling sword of darkness, leaving a vertical line of cleavage beyond which there was—nothing.


  Balcoth had a feeling of utter detachment from himself, an eloignment from the stream of time, from the shores of space, in some abstract dimension. The experience, in its full realization, might have lasted for an instant only—or for eternity. Without wonder, without curiosity or reflection, like a fourthdimensional Eye, he viewed simultaneously the unequal cross-sections of his own past and future.


  AFTER that timeless interval of complete perception, there began a reverse process of change. He, the all-seeing eye, aloof in super-space, was aware of movement, as if he were drawn back by some subtle thread of magnetism into the dungeon of time and from which he had momentarily departed. He seemed to be following the frieze of his own seated body toward the right, with a dimly felt rhythm or pulsation in his movement that corresponded to the merging duplications of the figure. With curious clearness, he realized that the time-unit, by which these duplications were determined, was the beating of his own heart.


  Now, with accelerative swiftness, the vision of petrific form and space was re-dissolving into a spiral swirl of multitudinous colors, through which he was drawn upward. Presently he came to himself, seated in the pneumatic chair, with Dr. Manners opposite. The room seemed to waver a little, as if with some lingering touch of the weird transmutation; and webs of spinning iris hung in the corners of his eyes. Apart from this, the effect of the drug had wholly vanished, leaving, however, a singularly clear and vivid memory of the almost ineffable experience.


  Dr. Manners began to question him at once, and Balcoth described his visionary sensations as fully and graphically as he could.


  “There is one thing I don’t understand,” said Manners at the end with a puzzled frown. “According to your account, you must have seen five or six hours of the past, running in a straight spatial line, as a sort of continuous landscape; but the vista of the future ended sharply after you had followed it for three-quarters of an hour, or less. I’ve never known the drug to act so unequally: the past and future perspectives have always been about the same in their extent for others who have used plutonium.”


  “Well,” observed Balcoth, “the real marvel is that I could see into the future at all. In a way, I can understand the vision of the past. It was clearly composed of physical memories—of all my recent movements; and the background was formed of all the impressions my optic nerves had received during that time. But how could I behold something that hasn’t yet happened?”


  “There’s the mystery, of course,” assented Manners. “I can think of only one explanation at all intelligible to our finite minds. This is, that all the events which compose the stream of time have already happened, are happening, and will continue to happen forever. In our ordinary state of consciousness, we perceive with the physical senses merely that moment which we call the present. Under the influence of plutonium, you were able to extend the moment of present cognition in both directions, and to behold simultaneously a certain portion of that which is normally beyond perception. Thus appeared the vision of yourself as a continuous, immobile body, extending through the time-vista.”


  Balcoth, who had been standing, now took his leave. “I must be going,” he said, “or I’ll be late for my appointment.”


  “I WON’T detain you any longer,” said Manners. He appeared to hesitate, and then added: “I’m still at a loss to comprehend the abrupt cleavage and termination of your prospect of the future. The alley in which it seemed to end was Falman Alley, I suppose—your shortest route to the Belvedere Club. If I were you, Balcoth, I’d take another route, even if it requires a few minutes extra.”


  “That sounds rather sinister,” laughed Balcoth. “Do you think that something may happen to me in Falman Alley?”


  “I hope not—but I can’t guarantee that it won’t.” Manners’ tone was oddly dry and severe. “You’d better do as I suggest.”


  Balcoth felt the touch of a momentary shadow as he left the hotel—a premonition brief and light as the passing of some night-bird on noiseless wings. What could it mean—that gulf of infinite blackness into which the weird freize of his future had appeared to plunge, like a frozen cataract? Was there a menace of some sort that awaited him in a particular place, at a particular moment?


  He had a curious feeling of repetition, of doing something that he had done before, as he followed the street. Reaching the entrance of Falman Alley, he took out his watch. By walking briskly and following the alley, he would reach the Belvedere Club punctually. But if he went on around the next block, he would be a little late. Balcoth knew that his prospective patron, Claud Wishhaven, was almost a martinet in demanding punctuality from himself and from others. So he took the alley.


  The place appeared to be entirely deserted, as in his vision. Midway, Balcoth approached the half-seen door—a rear entrance of the huge warehouse—which had formed the termination of the time prospect. The door was his last visual impression, for something descended on his head at that moment, and his consciousness was blotted out by the supervening night he had previsioned. He had been sandbagged, very quietly and efficiently, by a twenty-first century thug. The blow was fatal; and time, as far as Balcoth was concerned, had come to an end.


  THE END.


  THE THIEVES FROM ISOT


  Earl Binder and Otto Binder


  


  l Mr. Binder, who has become a regular contributor to Wonder Stories, presents here a brand new idea concerning visitors from space.


  Most authors believe that creatures of intelligence would visit our planet only for the purpose of taking the world away from us for their own dying race.


  Logically enough, Mr. Binder sees no reason why this should be. There ought to be other purposes for such visits than to annihilate or enslave a race.


  This interesting theme is developed in “The Thieves from Isot,” making a most absorbing story. There is dry wit and sly humor in the tale, along with an air of mystery and unexpected occurrences.


  Perhaps the most unusual part of the story is the author’s method of keeping you guessing. Is the whole thing a hoax, or were we really visited by creatures of another world? You will not know one way or the other until you read the last chapter.


  


  l Bill Nevers sauntered into the press-office of the Daily Tribune. His felt hat was cocked at a dangerous angle his hands in his pockets and his lips puckered up in a trilling whistle. As he strolled the avenue of desks, he nodded his greeting to the boys who looked up to give him a “good morning” or a “hello, Bill” and kept up the whistling as he made his way to his own desk at the further end of the huge office.


  He was happy. . . . extremely so. . . . for tomorrow he was leaving on a three weeks’ vacation!—up in the north woods. . . . a sylvan lake. . . . fresh air. . . . exercise. . . . and sleep until noon every day! A fellow earned it in this newspaper racket, he told himself. His alarm clock crashed his slumbers every day at six, then a constant rush from one end of the city to the other; hours didn’t mean a thing and he could not call his time his own.


  When he reached his destination he threw his hat at the rack on the wall. It fell to the floor. “Missed again,” he exclaimed and snapped his fingers in disgust as if that were the height of his ambition. Gracefully he slid into his swivel chair, spun once around, then lit a cigarette. Leaning far back in the chair with his feet stretched out upon one of the pulled-out drawers, he glanced lazily around as if his vacation had already begun. It had, as far as he felt; his ambition was lower than a tide at ebb.


  He watched with dreamy eyes, through clouds of smoke, the boys pounding away at their typewriters, hurrying back and forth, barking into telephones, and wondered if forthcoming vacations made all people as lazy, listless, and inactive as he felt at that moment. He felt a wave of sympathy (a tremendous exertion for him) for the “poor slaves” all about him, working as if their very lives depended upon the labors accomplished. His thoughts, bound in the present, did not reveal the fact that but yesterday he had been like that. He heaved a sigh of utter laziness, made himself more comfortable in his chair, and stretched out still farther.


  Hazily he saw “Cherub” Flynn, the office boy, turn the corner of Marimer’s desk and come down the aisle. Even he seemed to be in a hurry now. Did people always work so hard and industriously?—he wondered to himself.


  He raised a lax hand. “Hy’a, Cherub,” he called to the boy.


  With a disinterested glance, the office boy barked, “The boss wants to see you pronto, Lazy,” and he jerked a thumb over his shoulder in the direction of a private office marked clearly in big black letters on its glass door—EDWARD H. BROWN, EDITOR.


  “Who, me?” Bill queried disbelievingly as he swung forward in his chair and sat up.


  “Yes, you, Lazy, and get the lead outta your shoes.”


  “Ten cents says it’s a raise.”


  “Two-bits says you’re still a hoping fool,” laughed the office boy as he hurried away.


  The listlessness suddenly fell from him and Bill Nevers became thoughtful as he sauntered towards the editor’s office. The gag about the raise was just a standard joke. He was a good reporter, one of the best for his young years in the game, but he knew that he really needed to put over a scoop for another rung in the ladder. . . . and more pay. However, that was not what he thought of as he neared the office; he was trying hard to guess what “Old Man Brown” wanted to see him about on the day before his vacation. The closer he got to the office, the firmer became the conviction, and the more grew the dreaded thought that something would interfere with his precious vacation.


  Almost timidly he rapped on the door, at the same time opening it and then hesitating to enter. He knew or felt instinctively that he was walking into a doom of blasted hope for a vacation.


  “Come in, Bill,” the deep voice of the editor aroused him to the completion of the process of entering.


  At the big battered desk of oak sat “Old Man Brown.” His heavy-featured congenial face seemed for once serious, and the ever-present cigar went from one side to the other of his tobacco-stained lips continuously. His fat hand was tapping a pencil rapidly as he regarded the reporter through small eyes that flashed the internal fires of energy and keenness.


  Bill Nevers said good-bye to his vacation right then and there. He knew his boss and his actions. He felt the hopes of three weeks’ idleness explode in his mind. Something was in the wind; something of vast importance.


  “What’s up, chief?”


  “Bill, you’re going to the North Pole!”


  “Aw, chief, quit your kidding,” laughed the other, but it was a forced laugh. He knew Brown was serious.


  “Kidding, eh? Well, what’s more—you’re packing and leaving tonight!” The cigar traveled faster now.


  “How about my vacation?” Bill cried in a grieved tone. “I haven’t had one for two years!”


  “Out like a light.” The editor spoke with a tone of finality.


  “Hell,” stormed Nevers, “I never get a break. This racket’s beginning to get me in the pit of my stomach. One of these days I’m going to quit and quit flat!” He shook a threatening finger in the boss’s face.


  “Nevers never will,” exclaimed the editor with a harsh rumble which was the best he could do in the way of a laugh.


  “The devil I won’t. Say, I didn’t starve before I came into this game,” Bill answered.


  “Bill,” began the editor pompously, “this newspaper racket isn’t just skin deep; it goes right down into the blood. Look at me, I’ve been trying to quit for forty years and how far did I get? I’m as battered, overused, and as much in need of a change as this old desk here, but, here I am and here I stay just the same.” He brought down his fist with a crash.


  l Bill Nevers knew his editor was right—knew that this game had gone down into his blood so that he couldn’t quit whether he tried or not. There was an inexplicable something about it that tainted one’s blood like a fever, and, leaving its mark, could not be eradicated by any known means. Long hours, fatigue, discomfiture and disappointment—all meant nothing. Some have called it the daring of it, the eternally something new of it, the startling news and even the romance of it, but it was something far beyond all this; an intangible something that got into the blood.


  Bill shook himself. He was a newspaper man. The battle cry “Never quit until you get it” stirred his soul. He looked at the boss, eyes agleam.


  “All right, chief, what’s the lowdown?”


  “Atta boy, Bill; sit down here,” the editor ejaculated, pulling over a chair, “You remember, about three years ago, a strange airship was seen at different parts of the world and what a hubbub it stirred up?” The reporter nodded. “And you know that this airship never landed anywhere, but just bobbed up here and there, sent out a greenish light, played it on the ground below, and then vanished. It did no damage, made no attempt to disclose what it was, where it came from, or who its occupants were.


  “It vanished the same month it was first seen and since then, almost three years ago, nothing has been seen of it Who they were, what they had come for, and where they had gone, are still questions everybody asks everybody else today. The mysterious ness of this strange ship is an unfathomed secret.


  “Bill, you know that I have always played my hunches strong. Most of them, pardon the conceit, have resulted in scoops for the Daily Tribune. Now I’ve got a hunch again and that hunch is sending you to the North Pole.”


  “O.K., chief, but I’m still groping in the dark and getting as curious as a mouse around a trap.”


  “Old Man Brown” rested his elbows upon the desk, heaved his great bulk into a more comfortable position, and began to tell his young reporter the wherefores from which had sprung his hunch.


  “Reports have been coming in, as you know yourself, from the leading scientists and observatories in the past year that there has been a decided change of weather in the northern hemisphere, a change so different and of such magnitude that if it were to continue, worse yet to increase, neither life nor property will be safe in Europe, Asia, and North America. Terrific tornados have swept through states here in our country that were never afflicted with them before.


  They still report that if is some “phenomenon of nature taking place.” Point-blank I don’t want to gainsay the words of these eminent gentlemen; they know more of such things than we newspaper men, but I have my own opinion, call it my hunch, about the whole matter.


  “In the first place, try as I will to kill it, the conviction sticks in my head that the mysterious ship sighted three years ago has something to do with this. Its gigantic size, curious shape and construction, its silent way of moving and amazing speed are all marks of a big piece of news to me. Such a ship could have been secretly built by some obscure genius and used for some unimaginable purpose. . . . vengeance. . . . lust for power. . . . interplanetary travel. . . . I don’t know what, but anyway, it’s known to exist and. . . . well, I think it’s up at the North Pole! I’m playing my hunch. Are you interested?”


  “Say, chief, I’ve already forgotten that I had a vacation coming!”


  “I knew you’d feel that way about it,” the editor said confidently. “Now, then, the point around which my hunch centers is that the strange ship fits somewhere into this puzzle of climate. It flew to different parts of the world, harmed no one, and cared not a whit to make its identity known. It flashed a greenish ray upon the ground and then vanished from the spot. It popped up again in another part of the world and did the same thing all over. For three full weeks it kept doing this thing in hundreds of different places. It was reported in almost every corner of this world. And no doubt it went in many places where human eyes could not see it, in the wild mountainous regions and the desert wastes. From its antics, what would you say about the darn thing?”


  Bill Nevers screwed up his face as if thinking were a mighty effort for him. “Hm. . . . I’d say they were looking for something!”


  “Exactly!” enthusiastically exclaimed the editor, pounding a chubby fist upon the desk. “They were looking for something and they found it! Yes, they did! What—I can’t say, where—I’m only guessing, and its purpose—I don’t know. That is for you to find out, if my hunch is correct, up at the North Pole.”


  The reporter whistled softly. This was colossal! Here would be a scoop few reporters of his age ever had an opportunity to look at. Any one of them would give a right arm to put over something like that. He felt glad his boss had called him in. He’d give three consecutive vacations for a thing as big as this! Bill Nevers was a jovial, fun-loving young man, yet behind all his pranks and seeming foolishness, he took life seriously. He was a go-getter, and for his ceaseless activity, tireless ambition, and daring nerve, he was nicknamed “Lazy.” He could approach a big financier, a renowned scientist, an eccentric recluse, and interview him, coolly and nonchalantly, as if that person were an ordinary plebian. Nothing phased him; he had a great reputation. That was why Edward Brown had chosen him.


  The editor was speaking again. “My hunches have so often turned out successfully that I sometimes wonder if I wouldn’t have made a better detective than an editor. Of course, in this one I may be as far off as I have been with some others. It may be as the scientists put it, ‘a phenomenon of nature,’ but I still think it worth a play and that’s why I’m sending you up there.”


  Ed Brown could mix humor with earnestness in a way that no other man could. Boastful as he sounded at times, his men knew that he could back up his sayings with facts.


  “Bill, you remarked a short time ago that you never get a break. Now here is something that will put you in the big money if it goes over. A wage increase slip will be waiting for you right here on my desk and a higher berth to boot.”


  “You’re certainly staking your hunch high, chief. Is that a promise?”


  “Did Edward Brown ever go back on his word?”


  “It’s a bet,” cried Bill. “Chief, I’ll come back with the scoop or an Eskimo squaw can call me ‘papa.’ ”


  “Old Man Brown” believed him, too. He leaned forward and shook a finger in the grinning face. “Seriously, Bill, think of your name plastered on the front page: ‘Intrepid reporter defies danger and death in the bleak north to bring back a story; a hero of the tabloids; a . . .”


  “Or a fool reporter on a wild goose chase, freezing at sixty below and eating blubber with the Eskimos,” Bill broke in.


  “Probably just that, too,” the other chuckled, his heavy jowls shaking.


  “I’m game, though, chief. When and how do I leave?”


  “Can you make what preparations you need by midnight?”


  Bill Nevers nodded.


  “Good. Our aerial photographer and your old buddy, Sam Peters, is going to fly up there with you. You’re going to use the new ship, the speed demon we purchased the other week. It can make six hundred per, so you should lose no time getting there.”


  “Boy, that’s great,” joyfully cried Bill. “Sam and I will get a big kick out of this, results or no results.”


  “I hope you both will,” the editor added good-naturedly.


  “Where is Sam now?”


  “He’s at the airport getting everything in shape. I told him about an hour ago to prepare the ship for a flight to the North Pole. He was plenty surprised when I didn’t tell him what for, and more so when I said that you were going along. This may take longer than I think, so clear up your work and the rest of the time is your own. Buy whatever you think necessary and charge it. If I’m wrong in this, I won’t cry about it. How do you feel about your vacation now?”


  “To blazes with it. You’ve set my blood a-boiling!


  Edward Brown nodded knowingly. And don’t get into any mess that you can avoid. This is done on the q. t. and I shoulder all the responsibility. Another thing, Bill; if this should prove a fizzle, take a look around for Jack Berry or his remains. You remember he started out on a solo flight across the North Pole about a year ago and since then nothing has been heard from him. Most likely he crashed. If you find the spot, have Sam take some pictures and you can write up a nice story. Between that strange ship and Jack Berry you ought to get something for your trouble.”


  “O. K., chief, either I’ll find that mystery airship, find Jack Berry or his grave, or I’ll crash myself up there and then you can send up another aspiring reporter to look for all three things.”


  Despite the serious implication of these words, the editor could not help laughing in his heavy way at the assumed look of martyrdom on the reporter’s face. He arose. “Well, good luck, Bill.”


  They shook hands. Bill Nevers, who wondered a short while before how people could hustle and bustle so, rushed from the private office over to his desk and was soon neck deep in the work he had planned to devote the whole afternoon to before the conference set his blood “a-boil.”


  CHAPTER II


  A Master Pilot


  l “Hello, Sam, you old goat!” cried Bill as he slapped the back of his pal who was bending over a battery.


  “Hello, Bill.” Sam Peters straightened up.


  “The boss call you?”


  “Yup. But I’ll be damned if I know what it’s all about Are we going to take pictures of the Eskimos or just fly up there to freeze our tonsils?”


  “Bigger stuff than that, Sam. I’ll tell you all about it on the way. There’ll be plenty of time to talk then. How soon will the buggy be ready?”


  “Have to change the batteries, that’s all. What time is it now?”


  Bill Nevers looked at his watch. “Ten thirty-five.”


  “We’ll be in the air by eleven-thirty.”


  “Oke. While you’re puttering around here, I’ll go over to the restaurant and get a bite to eat and have them pack us some food for about four days. By the way, Sam, you had better take along the heaviest fleece-lined suits you have. We may have to step out up there, savvy?”


  “Say, I haven’t flown to every nook of this old world without knowing what to take along, shrimp,” Sam flung back.


  Sam Peters was a lanky giant. He stood six feet three and his spare frame seemed to heighten his stature even more than that. Whenever Bill irritated him he would call him “shrimp,” an epithet that Bill would gladly do murder to avenge. Ordinarily this would have resulted in a battle of sharp and semi-humorous witticism and sarcasm, but Bill at that moment was too full of the thoughts of the coming trip to indulge.


  “O.K., Sam,” was his mild reply. “I’ll leave that all to you, you big hambone.”


  “Hey, Bill,” Sam Peters called after his friend. “Come here a minute.”


  “Well, what’s up?”


  “Bill, I was just thinking if it wouldn’t be a good idea to take along my little invention. It might come in handy in a pinch.”


  “You’re a bear for punishment,” laughed Bill. “Didn’t the Radio Corporation tell you it was impractical because it needed so much juice?—and where, pray tell me, are you going to get that up at the North Pole? Squeeze it out of the seals?”


  “I’ll run it off the plane batteries.”


  “Yeah! Use up that juice and then be stranded up there to eat blubber for the rest of our short lives. Smart guy, you!”


  “I’m going to take it along anyway. I’ll call up the kid brother and have him bring it over,” Sam insisted.


  “Who am I to . . .?” and Bill walked away.


  Bill came back to the private hangar dragging a big box twenty minutes later. Sam laughed outright at him. “Say, what are you going to do, camp up there for a month? You’ve got enough groceries there to feed a small army!”


  “Never mind that chatter. There are more things in heaven and on earth than are dreamt of in your thick skull. Come here and give me a hand; this thing is heavy!”


  They put the box in the cabin. The motors were humming a smooth song as they warmed up. Everything was in readiness. Bill strapped himself in beside the pilot.


  “What are we waiting for?” shouted Bill above the low drum of the propellers.


  “The kid brother hasn’t come yet,” Sam shouted back.


  “Sam, I think that invention of yours is getting the best of you. Come on; let’s get started.”


  “No, I’ve made up my mind that I’m going to take it along. He’ll be here in a few minutes.”


  They sat in silence. The drumming of the motors made speech difficult. A quarter of an hour passed.


  “Come on, Sam; pull that throttle and let’s be on our way. Probably Al thinks the contraption isn’t worth his effort and wants to save you some embarrassment at the same time by not bringing it.” Bill was sarcastic.


  “Look here, Lazy, are you going to quit pestering me about that invention or do you want me to give you one on the chin like I did when we first met?” Sam glared at his companion.


  “Now don’t go getting so hard-boiled. You were drunk that night anyway. If you’d been sober I’d have hit you back.”


  “Hit me back? That’s a good one,” guffawed Sam. “Why, shrimp, you were laid out cold for ten minutes!”


  Bill turned a pair of baleful eyes on his big pal. “I’ll get even with you some day for that nasty laugh. . . . and for that sock, too.”


  “O.K., Little One,” answered Sam.


  Bill was on the verge of replying with something more scathing when the Tribune pilot gave a shout. Al Peters was hurrying up as fast as he could. He climbed into the cabin and handed his brother a small package. Sam took it almost reverently and put it into his pocket.


  “What took you so long?”


  “I couldn’t find it right away. You had it hidden in that old cabinet in your workshop,” answered the youngster.


  “O.K. Now listen, Al. I want you to keep my receiving set open all the time; you know, the one against the north wall, the low-wave set. I might try this thing out long distance. Understand?”


  “Sure, Sam.”


  “Fine; so long, Al.”


  The messenger shut the cabin door and rushed away from the propeller wash.


  With an ear-splitting roar, the two motors leaped into life. The ship taxied along, maneuvered into the wind, and in one last crescendo of noise, sped over the ground and rose into the air. Toward the bleak north the pilot turned its nose, the north of adventure, danger. . . . and mystery.


  l The “speed demon,” as Sam called it, flew through the air like some wild thing. It was the latest 1955 model. Over the Wisconsin woods, across the peaks of the Porcupines, out over Lake Superior and into the wilderness of Canada, it flew. Its throaty roar seemed to hurl a challenge to the elements as it hurtled northward.


  In the snug, warm cabin, the two young men gazed with strained eyes at the ever-changing panorama that flew beneath them. The mad, tumbling waters of the Saskatchewan could not be seen from their height but only its outline as it wound like some monstrous serpent through the wilderness.


  When Bill Nevers told his friend the reason for which they were flying north, he was incredulous. He even laughed at its seeming absurdity.


  “So Old Man Brown, for no earthly reason, thinks that mysterious ship is up at the North Pole! Ah, me! Men’s reason has turned to brutish beasts. . . . or something like that.”


  “Can the philosophical reflections. The idea is: we’re going where we’re going because we’re going because Old Man Brown sent us. What we find there is up to us.”


  “Well. . . . that may be. . . . but throw me down a hatch if I don’t think said sage editor has suffered a violent brain storm. The bad feature is that I was picked to pilot the ship of a midsummer night’s dream.” Sam shook his head resignedly. “Now, honestly, Bill, do you think we’re going to see anything besides ice and snow when and if we get there?”


  “Well, Sam, I hate to cast any pearls before a skeptic like you, but I’ve got a hunch that the Old Man’s hunch is more than just a leak in his brain pan. I’ve gotten to the point where I’ll think there’s something wrong if we don’t see some gold in them there Arctics, figuratively speaking.”


  Sam looked at his companion in sad dismay. “You, too? Well. . . . whatever betides, my friend, you’ve got me along, and trust your Uncle Sam to take care of you. Amen. I only hope the hallucinations don’t multiply the farther along we get. It’s bad enough now with you thinking of people at the North Pole.”


  “Peace, you knave,” retorted Bill. “I won’t try to argue with you. You’re one of the kind that won’t admit there’s a fire till your pants begin to burn.”


  Sam snorted derisively. “And you’re one of the tribe that looks for a publisher before the book is written.” As Bill’s mouth opened to continue the conversation, something he never gave up if he was in arrears, Sam cut him short with a sharp, “Storm coming up!”


  Tiny flakes began to dash against the windows. The mighty engines roared defiance and plunged the ship into a strong wind that accompanied the snow, and then it gave a lurch as they flew into the teeth of the gale. The snow became thicker constantly and blurred further sight from the cabin windows.


  They had flown into a blizzard. The ship was buffeted about like a cork on the surface of a stormy sea. Sam Peters, master pilot, had to fly blind now. He turned on the lights of his control board, and with his eyes glued upon the instruments, guided the ship through the storm. To land now meant certain death. The plane must be kept in the air. If it required skill, Sam was well qualified to do it. The only chance they were taking while in the air was that something might go wrong with the motors. If this happened, nothing could save them.


  Bill Nevers wished he could help. But there was nothing he could do. He was a licensed pilot himself, but to take the controls in a storm like this was beyond his ability. Bill watched Sam Peters through narrowed eyes. What a master pilot he was that night! Never a shadow of fear crossed those grim-set features; rather they showed a wild, determined spirit. He seemed to be defying the storm in all its fury. If only the plane would hold together! If it didn’t, there was nothing left that Sam Peters could do.


  “Bill, if this crate doesn’t fall to pieces, we’ll win out yet,” Sam shouted at one time. “This storm can’t last forever and at the speed and height we’ve got, we ought to out-fly it soon.”


  Bill Nevers wished that truer words had never been uttered. The strain was telling more on him. All he could do was sit tight and think. That made it so much worse. Could he have occupied himself like Sam, it would have been easier. He could forget the sickening thoughts of destruction that assailed him.


  Sam Peters’ prediction proved right. They could feel the tossing of the ship grow less as each minute passed. They were riding out the storm. The cold was growing intense. Even the heated cabin was chilled from the icy air, not enough to harm them, but enough to make them uncomfortable.


  As the cold became more intense and the storm was howling many miles behind them, Bill put on his fleece-lined suit and then took the controls to let Sam do likewise. Sam turned on the current that would heat up the windows and melt the snow and ice that had formed on them. It melted slowly but eventually cleared.


  Below them stretched the Arctic wastes. For miles about them were nothing but white crests of snow. Like a crown of some giant, the aurora borealis flashed in all its jeweled brilliance. Over the scene beneath them it infused everything with a silvery sheen. It was a marvelous, breathtaking sight and was not lost upon the two who gazed intently downward. It was hard to believe that such barren wastes of snow could present pictures so beautiful. In places, the drifted snow ran in symmetrical ripples and it seemed they were looking at a sea of glittering, dazzling jewels.


  They were getting close to their goal now. They had flown for six hours and if the editor’s hunch was correct, they would soon see something out of the ordinary. Reluctantly they tore their eyes from the scene below and intently peered ahead.


  The motors were still roaring lustily and the plane behaved perfectly, none the worse for the test it had received in the storm. Their speed was cut down some now because the wings were covered with an icy coating. It was added weight and yet they were making good speed.


  Bill hauled out a thermos bottle of steaming coffee. It did them a world of good. The storm far behind them, the plane performing as it should, everything so far ship-shape, their spirits began to rise from the shakedown they had gotten by the danger of the storm. They laughed and joked, kidding each other about which one had been the most afraid while riding the storm.


  “Bill, I was so scared that my hands couldn’t have been pried from the controls with a crowbar,” Sam chuckled.


  “That’s mild, Sam; that’s mild. Remember the ship tossing the way it did?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Well, that was me shivering!”


  CHAPTER III


  Indian Sign Language


  l Bill Nevers was the first one to see it.


  “Look, Sam, over to the right!” he shouted wildly.


  The pilot followed his gaze. “Well, I’ll be crashed!” he exclaimed in stark astonishment.


  “Why don’t you laugh now, you big ox? Did you ever expect to see anything like that up here? Old Man Brown certainly had a hunch.” He drew out the last word emphatically.


  They were both too surprised to say any more, particularly Sam. Their staring eyes never left what lay there below and ahead of them. More detailed and interesting became the sight as the plane drew nearer. To see something of such magnitude and seeming impossibility in the barren wastes of this eternal land of snow and ice was beyond their comprehension. Bill Nevers drew a shaking hand across his unbelieving eyes. He thought he was deluded by a mirage. It was beyond the ken of his mind.


  The plane was now flying over it. Sam circled and recircled as they stared downward. In all his surprise, Sam Peters, more from habit than consciousness of the act, clicked off several pictures from the stationary camera built into the bottom of the cabin.


  Below them upon a jagged and barren rock that thrust its cold, hard head of stone above the level expanse was built an immense tower of metal. Its strutted tripod rose two hundred feet into the air. At its top was a huge globular cabin. Through the transparent partitions, they could glimpse its occupants. They sat before control boards and seemed so immersed in their work that they did not notice the plane above them.


  From this globe extended three arm-like extensions. At their ends were attached great discs from which a beam of greenish light flooded downward. The globe revolved slowly, making an arc of light at its base with a radius of a mile from the foot of the tripod. In the limits of this huge circle of green light, not a speck of snow or ice was seen! The dull brown of the ground was trenched and small rivulets of water radiated through the green area to the main trench that carried the water outside the circle of light. At various places on this plateau were pits in the earth around which were clustered groups of men. Large conveyances filled with dirt were dashing about with startling rapidity.


  But these things, all of heroic dimensions, were yet superseded by the immensity of the airship that reposed in the green circle, close to the tripod. It lay like some dormant snail, such was its peculiar shape, on the ground, a monster creation of bluish metal. From it huge cables ran to the tripod’s globe-top, evidently furnishing it with the power it needed for its ray.


  All this they had seen within a few minutes as the ship circled three times. Suddenly they noticed that the men below had stopped working and were staring upwards. They were discovered!


  “Come on, Sam, put the old crate down and we’ll have a look around. This thing is big. I wonder what they’re digging?”


  Sam Peters was about to maneuver the plane for landing when the motors died and it fell into a sideslip.


  “What the hell is the matter, Sam?” cried Bill alarmed.


  “Look down below once. See anything?” Sam was busy in righting the ship.


  “Say, Sam. . . . it’s a ray. . . . it’s pointed at our engines!”


  “Uh huh. Killed our ignition. We’ve got to land.”


  Bill looked around. “We’re going to land in that circle of green light, I guess.”


  “No help for it, Bill.”


  The plane glided down. Sam brought her into the wind and landed her with barely a bump on the ground near the tripod. Immediately they began to feel extremely warm. The perspiration began to ooze from them. They both took off their fleece-lined suits. It was much too uncomfortable with them on.


  They stepped from the plane. A group of men was already surrounding them.


  Bill Nevers, with hands in his pockets, approached them. He was never slow about getting down to the point. He put his hand inside of his coat to draw out a pencil and pad when a surprising thing happened. As if someone hit him a terrific blow on his temple, he was bowled over. Yet none of the men had come any closer! He remained in his sitting position on the ground and looked up with surprise. “Aw, what’s the big idea? I wasn’t reaching for a gun, you lunkheads,” he spoke to the man who stood nearest him.


  “What happened, Bill?” asked Sam surprised. He had been staring around open-mouthed as Bill was knocked down and knew nothing about it till he saw him sitting there, cursing mildly. “How come you’re sitting on the ground?”


  “To get a better view of the sky, lummox,” cried Bill exasperated.


  “Say, Lazy, are these strangers getting threatening?” Sam asked unmindful of the other’s hot retort.


  “You don’t see any of them smiling, do you?” Bill was already in a bad humor over the rough treatment.


  “Come on, quit the kidding, Bill. I don’t like the way they look at us. I’ve got a couple of automatics in the plane. Shall we make a break for it?”


  “And get broken in two? Nosiree. Just keep a stiff upper lip and let me handle these babies. I’ve been in hot water before. They don’t seem to understand us. I can’t make them out right,” said Bill as he brushed his clothes. “By their maps, I’d say they were either Chinese or Japanese.” He was about to address them when a man shouldered his way through. By the manner in which the others stepped aside for him when they became aware of his presence, Bill surmised he was their leader.


  The newcomer started to speak.


  Bill held up a hand. “Sorry, stranger, but I can’t understand your lingo.” He turned to his companion. “Sam, you’ve been in the Orient; can you get a drift of this chatter?”


  “Never heard anything like it,” said Sam as he shook his head.


  The leader immediately recognized this. With a wave of his hand, the men went back to their work. Motioning Bill and Sam to follow, he made his way toward the monster ship which lay some hundred yards away.


  “This has got me stumped. Out there is the Arctic region,” he pointed outward, “and here the air is hotter than in the tropics,” Bill Nevers commented as he and Sam walked behind the man of authority.


  “I think we’ve put our foot into something,” Sam spoke with grave concern.


  “A mere trifle, my friend,” said Bill confidently. “Leave it to me to let them know we come from the United States„ and wherever they’re from, they’ll listen to reason then.”


  l When Bill and Sam drew near to the cylindrical, finned ship, they realized for the first time its mammoth size. It was larger than an ocean liner! From end to end it must have measured an easy sixteen hundred feet. Its width at the middle seemed about one hundred and fifty feet. In shape it was so peculiar to eyes used to conventional, symmetric lines as to seem almost distorted like a nightmare object. From a blunt nose it flowed in broken curves to a sort of keel of considerable width. Its two sides were really corners, running the length of the ship. Sam struck a happy expression while looking it over. It looked like nothing so much as a “very-squeezed-together three-cornered file!” Most of its surface was covered with a seemingly haphazard design of fins like those of an air-cooled gasoline engine. There were hundreds of portholes made of a transparent material with a reddish tinge. The material of the ship, fins and all, seemed to be aluminum, by its bluish color.


  Like some malformed creature of a disordered dream it appeared, glaring at them with its hundreds of evil red eyes. They stood and stared in awe. It seemed impossible to them that something of such vast proportions could ride the air above.


  The leader stopped and turned about to face them at the top of the metal stairs that led to an open hatchway. On his face was a look of superiority and a slight smile. He seemed to be enjoying the astonishment written on the visitors’ faces.


  With a polite gesture of his hand, he requested them to follow.


  Sam entered the ship with some trepidation, but not Bill Nevers. He was a true reporter. For him nothing was too strange to investigate. Here was something big! His roving eyes missed nothing. His keen mind was already typing the story indelibly on his memory. With interest and curiosity wreathing his face, he swaggered in. Sam cautiously followed.


  They went up a spiral flight of stairs to find themselves in a corridor that appeared as if it stretched the entire length of the ship. Spaced at regular intervals in the concave ceiling of metal there hung globes of cone-shape from which a daylight brilliance streamed. On both sides of the corridor walls were hundreds of closed doors. The interior arrangement was much more conventional than the bizarre outside. On their ears fell a constant hum of powerful forces.


  They stopped before a door at the extreme end of the corridor. The leader opened it, bowed slightly, and requested the two to enter. Bill and Sam gave him a swift glance, saw nothing in the other’s demeanor to arouse suspicion, and then walked in. The leader closed the door behind them.


  With a cursory glance, they saw immediately that this chamber was the ship commander’s office. Upon the walls hung intricate charts of all descriptions. In the center of the room was a large table of metal. Upon this was a square box of glass covering every inch of the table’s top. Its glass-covered top slanted downward at a forty-degree angle. Here at its lowest wall was a swivel seat. They looked in to this box affair. Eight inches below its top was a flat surface of shining silvery metal running parallel with the slant. Upon this surface, raised about an inch above it, was a circle of glass tubing about an eighth of an inch in diameter. It looked like nothing more than a flat chart of the earth with its latitude and longitude lines. In the four corners were numerated dials and small complicated instruments that were labeled with characters of hieroglyphic appearance.


  Against one wall was an apparatus, which, although foreign in some respects with its counterpart, they knew to be a radio. It was of such proportions that they thought it might be the largest in the world. Here and there were chairs and desks, instruments like typewriters and others they could not guess the use of. It was really a navigating room such as one would expect to find in a ship so strange and large as this one. Everything had the indelible stamp of strangeness on it such as made the eager observers wonder where they had come from.


  “Sam, it’s evident that these people don’t talk English. Can you think of any way that we might make this bird understand us?” Bill asked as they stood before the massive radio and had thoroughly looked over everything in the room.


  “Why not try the sign language the Indians used to use?”


  “That’s an idea!” gleefully cried the reporter. “Well, here goes.”


  They turned and faced the leader who had taken his seat at one of the desks and seemed busy with some papers upon it. Bill coughed slightly to attract his attention. When the other looked up, Bill went into action. He twisted his fingers and hands, swung his arms around, screwed up his face and jerked his head in gyrations that no one but himself could have understood. Having only heard of sign language by hearsay, that was his idea of its accomplishment. He resembled a rather rusty contortionist.


  The alien looked at him all the while he cavorted in front of him. His face gradually overspread with a smile that showed his evident pleasure at Bill’s antics. He watched until the reporter tired from his exertions.


  “Come over here, you two, and sit down!”


  l At these words there was a split second of silence, popping eyes, and open mouths. It was crashed by a guffawing that shook the walls. Sam Peters doubled up. He held his sides with his long arms as if trying to keep his body together, which might have flown apart with his roaring laughter. Tears ran from his eyes at the excess of emotion.


  Bill Nevers stood as if carved from stone. His face flushed a deep and painful red. His discomfiture went beyond even the embarrassing point. He had made a complete fool of himself. He turned wrathfully on the wildly guffawing Sam.


  “You big gorilla, this was your idea. The day is coming when I pay you back, and plenty, too,” Bill shouted heatedly.


  Between gusts of roaring laughter, Sam blurted, “I’d gladly have given my next year’s salary for something like this. Haw, haw, haw!” he entered a new gust of incapacitating laughter.


  Bill was irritated to the point of rage as Sam’s guffawing reverberated from the walls. He was angry at the leader, but contrived not to show it. A glance showed him that he enjoyed it almost as much as Sam.


  “Well, I made a fine jackass of myself,” he said bitterly as he approached the desk and sat down in one of the chairs. Sam brushed his wet eyes with the back of his hand and made his way to one of the chairs. Occasionally a chuckle shook his lanky frame after he had seated himself.


  “No kidding, Bill, I’ll never forget this as long as I live. Wait’ll the boys hear about it,” and Sam must needs roar again in abandon.


  “You’ll never live if they do!” threatened Bill. “Come now, you’ve had your fun, so let’s get down to business.” He faced the leader across the desk. “I’m Bill Nevers of the Daily Tribune of Chicago, and this is Sam Peters, aerial photographer.”


  The alien leaned over and shook hands. Bill gave a little start as he looked closely into the other’s face. There was not a vestige of hair! Upon the swarthy skin was no faintest sign of eyebrows or eyelashes. He wondered what accident this Mongolian had been in that had burned the hair from his face. Bill had accepted him in his mind as an Asiatic.


  “I am Gest Laro, Koor of this ship.”


  “What do you mean by Koor?” Bill asked reporter-like.


  “Commander.”


  “Oh,” Bill grinned. “And from what part of the Himalayas do you come, Koor Laro?” He pulled out his pencil and pad and prepared to write.


  “Himalayas?” the alien asked surprised. “I come from the planet you earth people have named Pluto!”


  Sam gasped aloud. The pencil in Bill’s hand stopped writing. His head jerked up. He stared into the other’s face. His face twisted into a grimace of plain disbelief.


  “Koor Laro, I’m past three times seven. My kidding days are gone. Of course, I don’t blame you. You have found something important here and you’re trying to shield it. That story, though, wouldn’t hold water with a man of my experience. You can’t fool me. Come on, give me the straight goods,”, he pleaded.


  Gest Laro shrugged his shoulders as if reluctant to argue the point. He was about to speak again when someone rapped on the door. Laro arose and spoke sharply in an unknown tongue. The door opened. A man stood framed in it. In appearance he was a prototype of the Koor. He babbled something in the same mysterious tongue. Gest Laro answered. The man saluted, closed the door, and was gone.


  Koor Laro then walked to the apparatus Bill and Sam had taken for a radio. He threw a small switch. There was a low whine of power. A square convex shield of glass above began to glow. Music filled the room and when it reached the correct pitch, a scene appeared on the glass screen.


  Bill and Sam were on their feet. A television radio! They gazed with wonder-filled eyes. Before them they saw the WIBO studio and Ray Summers with his orchestra.


  “I have something important to do outside. You two can enjoy this music while I’m gone. Please do not leave this room.” He turned on his heels and left.


  CHAPTER IV


  In a Quandary


  l When Bill and Sam found themselves alone, after the door closed behind Koor Laro, they sank back into their seats and just stared at each other for some time. Things were happening so fast and of such unexpected and surprising nature that it bereft them of speech. To begin with, they had witnessed a sight in the icefields of the Arctic that their wildest imaginings could not have pictured. Now they found themselves in a ship such as they, if not the whole world, had never seen the like of before. To top it all off, a man tells them that he comes from Pluto, billions of miles away! It was breath-taking!


  “Bill, is it possible that Laro told the truth?”


  “Huh, I should say not. Don’t fall so easy,” Bill answered vehemently. “Answer me a few questions. Where did he learn to speak English? Up on Pluto? How come he looks so much like a. . . . a human being? How come he tunes in a radio station on earth? I could think of a hundred questions like that. You see, it’s this way, Sam. This Koor Laro has something big. Maybe he’s working for some higher boss, maybe for himself. But anyway, he’s mining something. . . . radium is the best bet. When lie gets enough to become the richest man on earth, he’s going back to civilization and raise hell. Now why all the secrecy? It’s simple. He doesn’t want anybody else to come up here and dig radium after he’s left. He wants to be the one and only big shot when he goes back. See?”


  Sam looked dubious much to Bill’s exasperation. “That may and may not stand up, but did you ever see anything like this ship before?”


  “Of course not. Supposing you had never seen a zeppelin before and suddenly found yourself in one. Wouldn’t it look mighty queer and outlandish to you?”


  “I suppose it would. But it hardly explains this.” Sam waved an arm to take in the wonders of the room.


  “Most of it’s dummy stuff, I bet,” said Bill irreverently. “I tell you, this contraption has never been beyond the stratosphere.”


  “Maybe.”


  “Sam, you’re too soft. Next thing this Boor Karo. . . . er. . . . Koor Laro will be selling you some of this stuff. Maybe I can make a deal with you?”


  “You might if you used the Indian sign language.”


  “Why, you. . . .”


  They both turned to face the door after Bill had shot a poisoned glance at his tormentor. It was opening slowly. In its entrance stood a heavily-bearded man. Despite that dense growth that covered his face, he radiated youthfulness. He was slender and of medium height. He hesitated; he must have thought the room unoccupied.


  “Hall, Plutonian,” shouted Bill, reckless of consequences. He figured that as long as these people were practicing gross impositions on him, he wouldn’t have to treat them at all as respectfully as would ordinarily be proper to strangers.


  “Say, Bill, for what the other one lacked in hair, this baby certainly makes it up,” Sam whispered hoarsely.


  The stranger still hesitated. His eyes showed great surprise.


  “Come in, Plutonian, from the far reaches of space,” continued Bill in his reckless mood.


  “Say, are you two fellows. . . .? Well, flesh and blood humans! Plutonian? I’m Jack Berry of Seattle!” he spoke gravely, closed the door, and walked up to them.


  Their eyes swept him from head to foot. The swish of a fan could have knocked them both senseless. A hairless man tells them he’s a Plutonian, now a bearded one tells them he’s Jack Berry, the lone adventurer. There is tropic warmth in the Arctics, a ship is supposed to have traversed space, and a ray that kills airplane motors! Were they dreaming?


  Bill Nevers was the first to speak. “Look here, stranger, what credentials have you to prove yourself Jack Berry? HI be damned and toasted if HI take anything for granted around here!”


  The other pulled a wallet from his pocket and handed several letters to the reporter. Bill glanced through them. He looked up and extended his hand.


  “Pm Bill Nevers of the Daily Tribune, that is to the best of my knowledge. I may find out Pm a Martian in another moment. Anyway, this is Sam Peters. Came up on business and also to find you.”


  “For me?” laughed Jack Berry as he shook their hands.


  “Sure. My editor sent me up here either to report this ship or to find you. And of all places to find you! This is the North Pole and it’s warm outside; there are things around here that I hardly dare believe, green heat rays, Eiffel towers, funny-looking airship, and funny-looking men. . . . say, I think Pm going crazy!”


  Berry caught the undercurrent of humor and smiled. “It’s good to see you two humans,” he exclaimed. “These others, you know. . . .”


  “But how did you get in the ship?” burst in Sam.


  “Saw this layout on my way across. Circled it to get a better peek and then came down when my engines were killed by a ray from the tower.”


  “Same thing happened to us!” Sam said excitedly.


  Bill nodded. “But, Berry, that was nearly a year ago. Have you been here all that time?”


  “Yes.”


  “Voluntarily?”


  “Yes,” Berry answered unconcernedly. “You see, Bill, Pm going to Pluto with this ship!”


  “Say, Berry, are you trying to pull that one over on us, too?” Out of the corner of his mouth, Bill whispered to Sam, “In cahoots.”


  Jack Berry looked from one to the other. Plain disbelief showed in Bill’s eyes, a doubt in Sam’s.


  “Honest to goodness, Berry, as a fellow American, quit the spoofing and tell me the say. Pm going to cover this story from beginning to end. It’s my one big opportunity. I don’t want to be the big jackass of the newspapers. Give me the straight goods, will you?” Bill Nevers pleaded with all his heart.


  “So help me, Nevers, it’s one of these truths that’s stranger than fiction,” Berry said seriously.


  l Sam Peters had a look of indecision on his face; the slightest evidence one way or other could have changed it to disbelief or belief. Bill was writing again. Feverishly his hand flew over the notebook. He was taking down the words of Berry and Gest Laro on the chance that they might prove verifiable later on. He looked up.


  “Say, this is going to be the biggest thing since the flood,” he cried in delirious joy. “It’ll knock the cockeyed world flat—breathless.”


  “It was you then who taught Gest Laro to speak English?” Sam spoke up.


  “Yup. He’s a great chap, this Koor Laro. He hates Pluto. He told me all about it. It’s a gloomy world The people are like the weather, morose and taciturn. They work in the mines. They have little fun and few recreations. Of course, the upper classes lead a better life. Although Pluto has hardly any sunlight to speak of, the climate is very warm because of the heat from its radioactive ores in which it abounds. They eat but one thing, a synthetic food made from a woody plant. One of the essentials needed in its preparation is malachite, an ore of copper. Their mines have petered out of this. Their scientists knew of this long before it happened, so they had time to bend their efforts to a search for malachite on some other world of the solar system. They sent ships to the various planets. On Neptune and Uranus they could not get any because the temperature was too low for them to work in. Jupiter and Saturn are in a liquid state that made a landing impossible. Mars was such a hotbed of warlike races that it was certain death to stop there. Throughout the years that passed, they found some here and there among the numerous satellites, but not enough, and the search finally led this ship to Earth.”


  Bill Nevers was scribbling like mad.


  “They are a very clannish race and absolutely disinterested in other peoples. When the ship came here three years ago and searched the ground for malachite, they found it in other places besides here. But the other places were populated. So when their green ray signalled that malachite lay abundantly beneath the Arctic ice, the ship went back to Pluto. Its scientists got busy with the data it carried back. All this apparatus was built on Pluto and shipped crated, to be assembled here.


  “They have carted back thousands of tons in the twenty-six months in which they have been digging here. Laro told me that there were as many as three ships here at one time. The supply is running out. In fact, there is only enough left to fill the hold of the present and last ship. When this last ton or so of malachite is dug, the ship is going back never to return again.”


  “In other words, they are robbing us,” cried Sam.


  “That would be one way of putting it. You can hardly blame them, if our world were faced with such a predicament, what would the peoples of this world do? That is a question easily answered by reviewing past history. Were not the Aztecs, Mayans, and other Indians butchered and robbed for their gold? That was not even necessity. . . . just greed. Were not the American Indians robbed of their heritage? We can be thankful that the Plutonians, faced with starvation, are not blood-thirsty.” Jack Berry looked from one to the other. They nodded their heads at the logic of his words. “Here I started to tell you about Laro and I end up with Plutonian history.”


  “You can’t say too much for me, Berry; keep right on, please,” Bill urged anxiously. Down in his heart, Bill hoped that upon later investigation, this would not all turn out to be an elaborate hoax; it would make a rip-snorting story if only it were true. He hoped and prayed it would be.


  “All right, I’ll tell you something about this crate we’re in. This is not a rocket ship, but a gravity ship. In other words, it’s run by gravity distorters. I’m not a scientist at all, so I’ll say what there is about it in my own way. For instance, when this ship came to earth, they decreased the pull of Pluto’s gravity with their machines and increased the sun’s pull by the same means. You see, the earth is so near the sun to the Plutonians that, for most of the trip, they could use the sun’s pull which is more powerful and gives them much more speed. When they got near the earth, they increased Jupiter’s pull, which was directly back of them, and in that way slowed themselves up. The ship is a maze of intricate machinery. You can imagine for yourselves what a remarkable thing it is to juggle gravitation, speed through space by that force alone, and land a ship like this as lightly as a feather. When they came very near the earth, the most ticklish part of the whole trip had to be mastered. By using the magnified gravities of Mars, Venus, and the moon at proper times, they maneuvered the ship all around the earth looking for malachite and finally landed here at the North Pole. It certainly is beyond my comprehension. That’s why I’m going to see how the whole thing is done for myself.”


  “You’re really going to leave in this thing for Pluto?” Sam spluttered aghast.


  “I certainly am. Laro and I have become great friends. He has taken an immense liking for our world and my curiosity has been aroused about his. So I’m going back with him. I’m going to see all there is to see and if he can get his discharge from the mining business, we’re coming back here in a ship of our own some day,” Jack Berry ended proudly.


  Bill Nevers squinted his eyes and looked sharply at the other. Somewhere back in his mind there was still a doubt about this Pluto story. He wondered as he looked at Berry if he might not be unbalanced, or had been duped into believing this tall story. Somehow Bill believed and yet disbelieved. Was it the swiftly consecutive shocks that had overwhelmed him since they landed that had so jumbled his mind? He was about to say something when the door opened.


  Koor Laro stepped into the room. His face lit up with a congenial smile. He was rubbing his hands together in the anticipation of some good news or entertainment.


  “Hello, Jack,” he flung at his friend. “Have you been entertaining my guests?” The other nodded. “Good. In five more minutes we’ll hear the Cubs-Giants baseball game. Jack, my bet still stands that the Cubs will win, two to one.” Smiling, he made his way to the radio and began to turn the dials.


  As Gest Laro tuned in, Bill Nevers threw a dirty look at Jack Berry. A scornful, bitter smile turned the corners of his mouth which Berry did not see as he was watching the Koor. Bill was thinking to himself. A Mongolian trained in an American college might show such interest in this sport, but never an alien from far-away Pluto. Bill Nevers was mad. He had come to the North Pole to get a story and he was hampered at every hand by a group of foxy bedtime story tellers. They had made a jackass of him once, but by all the ice around him, not twice! He’d get to the bottom of this. He snapped shut his notebook and put it in his pocket, lit a cigarette, and slid down in his chair.


  CHAPTER V


  The Man from Pluto


  l How long Bill Nevers sat slouched down in his chair, he could not even guess. His mind was so occupied with far-away thoughts that he was completely unaware of the others, their enthusiasm over the ball game, their occasional shouting, and the drone of the announcer. A dozen cigarette stubs lay on the metal floor beside one of the chair legs and he had hardly been conscious of lighting that many. His thoughts were in a jumble. He was between the devil and the deep sea. One part of him believed the fantastic tale as firmly as another part of him scoffed at it. But one thing he had made up his mind to do; he would see the thing through.


  A lusty shout awoke him from his deep reverie. He pulled back his hat from the position it had, covering his face. He saw Gest Laro, the man from Pluto, fairly dancing for joy because the announcer had just droned, “And so the Cubs win their fourth straight from the Giants.”


  The reporter was thinking deeply. A plan suddenly flashed into his mind. Should he take a chance? There was enough to corroborate Berry’s story. As for Koor Laro. . . . even so there was something he could tell the world about that it knew not at all. He sat up with interest.


  “Koor Laro,” he spoke in an even tone, “can you broadcast with your radio?”


  “Yes, there is a broadcasting unit attached to it. Why?” The alien’s eyes perceptibly narrowed.


  “I would like to give my paper the story,” came blandly from Bill. With a look that somehow seemed hurt, the other replied, “Sorry, Bill, but that is strictly against my orders.”


  The reporter leaped to his feet. “Then we’re prisoners, is that it?”


  “I would rather call you my guests.”


  “A damned polite way of putting it,” snorted Bill.


  “As you wish, then,” Koor Laro shrugged his shoulders.


  “What are you going to do to us?” Sam asked in a strained voice.


  “Absolutely nothing, if you remain peaceful and return the courtesy I am trying to extend to you. Otherwise I shall be forced to lock you up.”


  “Well I’ll be. . . .” Bill started to say.


  Laro interrupted him. “In the near future, the ship leaves for Pluto.”


  “Aw, hell,” Bill broke in disgustedly, “are you still trying to put that one over on me?”


  For the first time, a look other than geniality came into the eyes of Gest Laro, a look of hardness and deadliness that made Bill and Sam freeze to immobility. The silence that followed was gravelike. Their eyes followed Koor Laro as, with hands behind his back, he walked up and down, giving neither of them a glance. Jack Berry, sitting by the radio, had his eyes on the floor.


  The Koor stopped his pacing. He faced them. “Look here, you two, you are making this hard for me. I have hardly what you might call an argumentative nature. Neither have I the nature or the art of telling lies. I am Koor of this ship. Although at my word two hundred and fifty men will jump to obey, I cannot very well command you to believe what you stubbornly won’t. So for the last time, I say to you that I am an alien from the planet Isot, or as you call it, Pluto.


  “I am what you might call. . . . different. . . . as a Plutonian. There is in me a distinct deviation from the gloomy nature characteristic of my race. Because of that I have taken an immense liking to your world. I have conceived a warm friendship for Jack here who taught me the English language. Ours is a dark world and it seems the darkness has imbued us Plutonians with the shadows of night in nature. Do not think, however, that we lack pride or self-respect. In fact, I think we exceed your race in both. That is why we are so aloof. We have our own pleasures and recreations. I am positive that of all my men, not one of them would exchange places with an earthman. They love their world; to them it is home. I am telling you this to show you how different I am from them. I love the bright sunshine of your world, the clear blue skies, the carelessness of your natures, the sportsmanship and the reckless humor. Our race, on the other hand, takes life too seriously. From childhood on we are trained with harsh discipline to be forever loyal to the royal and ruling families. You see, this early training is about the only thing that remains in me. I have been instructed to come here, look for malachite, have nothing to do with the peoples of this world, and to return as silently and secretly as we came.


  “Were I to allow you to call your paper and the consequent result of having hundreds of planes come up here to pry into our business, don’t you see that I would be failing miserably in my duty as Koor of this expedition? I would be a contemptible outcast forever. My early training, my own racial pride, shouts aloud against it. I cannot help myself.


  “In a short time, our ship leaves upon its last journey, homeward. When it lands on Pluto, I shall be free from the duties that now bind me. In the meantime, you can be my guests or prisoners, as your own actions warrant. I hope it will be the former. All this apparatus you see will be left behind. You can then take all the pictures you want to your hearts content. In the interim, anything you will wish to know I will with pleasure enlighten you about.


  “Still one more thing. If you should want to wander about camp, let me know. I will then detail a guard for you. Now that is just for appearances’ sake. It is a formality that I cannot neglect to save my face before my men. If you wish to be my guests, I will trust you implicitly. And now I have work to do, so I must leave you. Jack will show you your quarters and he can answer many questions, for in the past year, I have told him practically all there is to know.” He arose.


  “One thing, Koor Laro,” said Bill. “Just how soon do you expect to leave here?”


  “I am not sure. Anywhere from ten days to two months.”


  Koor Laro left the room while Sam and Bill looked at each other blankly. Then Bill hauled out his notebook and began writing.


  “Didn’t I tell you he was a great chap?” spoke up Berry some minutes later as they sat smoking.


  Bill Nevers looked up from his notebook. “Great? Say, that’s mild Berry, mild. Why, he’s the king of all Plutonians!” He continued writing.


  “You mean Isotians, don’t you?” Sam chirped up.


  “Listen, Lanky, argue the point with Jack. I got work to do. Besides, you’ve got nothing to do but think up wisecracks while Jack has as little to do except someday shave himself, so you’re a couple. Fight, talk, play pinochle, or jump off the tower, but for old Aunt Gussy’s sake, leave me alone, savvy?”


  “Sure, big Chief Sign-Talk,” Sam roared. He winked at Berry and motioned him over and the two whispered together.


  Bill gave Sam a deadly look but bent to his work.


  A moment later, a roar of laughter split the air.


  Bill Nevers winced but kept on writing.


  CHAPTER VI


  Power from the Sun


  l Five days passed, days in which Bill Nevers was busier than he had ever been before in all his life. Wonders were spread before his eyes that were hard to believe. He and Sam had plenty of time to inspect everything and Bill’s insatiable curiosity left nothing out. They were both enjoying themselves immensely.


  On the second day, they decided to take a look at the icefield generators where the enormous power was produced which was needed for the stupendous undertaking. Bill had often wondered that first day from where they derived the juice to run all the different machinery. Dressing warmly, they entered the speed demon. Jack Berry took the controls. There were three Plutonian guards, very silent and very morose, with shock guns along with them.


  It took them over an hour to get there, five hundred miles from the Plutonian camp. It was necessary to set up the icefield generators that far away because the Plutonian camp was in the night region. Daylight was necessary to run the generators.


  The cold was intense and all were glad they had dressed warmly against it. The plane’s heating plant was useless against this freezing temperature. As they looked behind at the rapidly dwindling circle of green light, they beheld a very pretty sight. The soft green and the glinting silvery tower looked like a precious gem resting in a setting of white agate. Soon it was lost to sight and all about them was the eternal ermine landscape of the Arctic.


  Jack Berry was most enthusiastic about the icefield generators and explained as well as he could their construction and operation. It certainly was a most unique and ingenious method of harnessing electricity. Below, in a vast level expanse in the day side of this region, they beheld a marvel.


  They saw what looked like huge tables with only one center leg. The table surfaces were gigantic plates of aluminum, turned at an angle so as to always face the low sun. Around the central leg, which was buried deep in the snow and ice, was wound a thick cable of bright white metal. There were about fifty of the units and from each led a cable all of which joined into a huge central cable which ran for a ways toward the Plutonian camp and then was lost beneath freshly fallen snow. The air above each of the generators was a brilliant dazzle of scintillating colors. The enormous current produced ionized the surrounding air and flashes of purple and violet continuously arose.


  Jack Berry began to speak. “Those plates of aluminum you see facing the sun are motored and clocked to turn with the sun so as to always get the maximum light from it. The central post is the counterplate and is sunk deep into the ice. The difference in temperature between the lighted end and the buried end induces a current in the surrounding beryllium coils. They had to make them big because they needed so much current. The current from here is sent back to the gravity ship by that big cable that you can see running toward the camp. In the gravity ship, the transformers step up the low voltages received to the high voltages that they need. Then the rectified current is dispensed as needed throughout the camp.”


  They landed on a strip of smooth ice that had been wind-blown and cleared of snow and stepped out into the wind. At Bill’s suggestion, they walked to the nearest generator to get a closer look at the structure. Standing beside it, they realised for the first time how really gigantic it was. For twenty feet upwards, the central post extended and the top plate was all of forty feet in diameter.


  Sam Peters, who was something of a dabbler in amateur science, suddenly exclaimed out loud in disbelief. “Say, fellows, I just happened to think of it. These cables that lead off from these generators and also that big main one that goes to camp. . . . they’re not insulated! What in the name of the one-eyed jacks keeps the current from leaking right into the ground?”


  Bill Nevers knew enough about things electrical to realize that the cables should be insulated by all the laws of nature. But there they were, as bare as you please!


  Jack Berry laughed as he spoke. “Looks are deceiving, Sam. They do look bare, I’ll admit, but actually they are coated with a thin layer of a special insulating material that the Plutonians have which is more effective than a foot of rubber, and is perfectly transparent. Once put on, it becomes as hard as diamond and sticks to the metal like glue, so there you have something that would make a fortune back in America.” Just to show his confidence, Berry stooped and touched his hand to the thick cable. Sam found it hard to believe that those hundreds—or was it thousands?—of amperes of current were so effectively screened off from grounding.


  “But Jack, come to think of it, up in the Arctic here, the length of the day depends on the position. The camp back there is due for several weeks of night and this spot can’t possibly get more than four or so hours of daylight,” Sam again spoke.


  “Three hours, to be exact, and twenty-one hours of night. You see, these icefield generators produce such an enormous current that three hours running out of twenty-four is enough for their purposes. The current is stored back at the gravity ship and distributed as required.”


  Bill Nevers looked at the three guards speculatively and wondered how any members of such a dumb—almost brutal—looking race could be the designers of such high-class work as these polished generators. He would have had his precious notebook and pencil out except that it was too cold to write. He could hardly wait to put these monstrous solenoids down in writing. Well protected by the invisible insulation, the coil was resting right on the snow and hard ice.


  “Say, Jack, how is it the coil doesn’t melt its way through the ice?”


  “For the simple reason there is no heat produced. That coil is made of beryllium, the best conductor of electricity known, and its size is enough so that it will handle the current with the production of a very little heat, so little that it is fully dissipated by the cold air and doesn’t give it a chance to melt the ice.”


  “Did they set up all these generators with the ice and snow all around, or did they use the green ray and work in warmth like back at the camp?” asked the Missouri-natured Sam.


  “All this work was done in the raw cold. They have cranes and derricks for use in snow. You see, Sam, the ice here is probably hundreds of feet thick. This is a sort of shallow sea, frozen hard. The camp back there is an island; that’s why they struck hard ground after they had gone down a few feet. We’re not at the North Pole, you know, not exactly. The Pole is actually two hundred miles on the other side of the camp and is in the middle of an ocean or sea which comprises all of the tip of the world except for a few islands here and there. If all this region could be melted down, it would look like the middle of the Pacific around the Hawaiian Islands.” Jeck Berry was in his element on that subject. He had spent-a lifetime exploring the frozen North.


  When Berry and Sam were finally driven back to the ship by the effects of continued exposure to the cold winds, after discussing various aspects of the icefield generators, they found Bill Nevers inside scribbling away as fast as his blue fingers would let him.


  “By the million hairs on a human head, but I’ve got a description that will slay ’em, positively slay ’em, so help me! Listen to this, Sam surrounding the top node is a halo of flashing color, scintillating like the rarest of diamonds, a medley of indescribable—”


  “That’s it,” cut in the heartless Sam, “indescribable. So why are you wasting your time trying to do it?”


  “Listen, funnybone, you haven’t got enough. . . . enough esthetic—that’s it—esthetic sense to appreciate the poetical beauty of a scene like that,” retaliated the reporter.


  “Oh, no? Well, neither are you a poet You better stick to your natural calling. . . . Indian sign language!”


  The roar of the starting motor at the hands of Berry cut off the flood of invective from the wounded Bill Nevers. He shot glance after glance of deadly venom at the smiling Sam on the trip back and mentally stored the quip up as another black mark against Sam’s future wellbeing. By the time they arrived back, however, his mood had changed to his natural state, one of intense energy again to observe and record.


  CHAPTER VII


  Still Incredulous


  l The Plutonians had struck pay dirt about a quarter of a mile down. The operation of a mine was forever a wonder to Sam and Bill. Mining methods on Pluto consisted of melting the ore, scooping it up molten, and molding it into uniform blocks to be stored on the gravity ship. Above the various mines (there were only three being operated when Bill and Sam arrived) were structures resembling the oil-well drillers of Texas, except that they supported also a box in which the operators of the melters and scoops worked. The melter was a cylinder twenty feet long and five feet in diameter, pierced all about by one-inch holes. It was suspended from the hut on the tower by cables which lowered and raised it into the shaft. From these holes shot the heat ray which brought the cold rock and mineral to a molten state in a very few seconds. From the bottom of the melter came the strongest of the heat rays so that the bottom of the shaft was a continuous pool of molten rock, into which the scoops dipped in regular order to draw up the fiery liquid. The scoops were automatically timed so that, as they passed the melter, the heat rays on that side would turn off till it was past. The scoops were suspended on cables and were simply lowered into the lake of molten rock and again raised with the fuming, hissing liquid. This was emptied into monorail cars which continuously ran from a shaft to the outer edge of the green circle, to dump their worthless rock into the snow and ice.


  A separate set of larger scoops also periodically sank into the deep pit and came up with molten material, but this was dumped into other monorail cars which disappeared into the gravity ship. That was the malachite from the side shafts. At certain points along the wall of the fifty-foot-in-diameter main shaft, there were made side shafts formed by concentrated blasts from the melter, into which was lowered, during a cessation of the activity of the melter, an affair resembling a war tank. In this tank sat three operators who handled the melter beams to bore deeper into the side wall, the scoops and buckets on flexible arms, and the various engines to run the tank and the other things.


  Each scoopful taken in by the tank was tested for malachite by a “flash” test, and then either stored in the back as waste or stored in the front as good pay dirt. Periodically, the tank made a trip to the edge of the central shaft and ejected a full load of waste matter, which was constantly kept in a molten condition for ease of handling. Periodically, the pay-ore, also kept molten, was delivered to the central shaft where waiting scoops picked it up and conveyed it to the surface. If a certain side shaft proved rich in ore, a system of monorails was installed to eliminate trips by the cumbersome tank back and forth between the central shaft and the point of mining pay-ore.


  And constantly, the central melter worked deeper and deeper till no further ore was found. Operation in the side shafts then continued till they petered out. Then the shaft was abandoned entirely and a new one started. As pit after pit was dug, exploited, and abandoned, the tripod had been moved on its motored legs to melt away the ice and snow to reveal new regions in which to dig.


  As Sam and Bill stood at a respectful distance from one of the three remaining shafts in use, they stared open-mouthed at the maze of cables, scoops, monorail cars, and cranes centered about the shaft. It seemed to them to be a senseless confusion like the first glance at the works of a clock, but everything proceeded smoothly and efficiently. Bill was all for running closer, but the watchful Plutonian guard caught his arm and motioned him back.


  “Hello, boys,” the cheery voice of Jack Berry greeted them. “Would you like to have a bird’s-eye view of the mining? Come on, I’ll take you up in that little bird-cage.”


  Berry, who had much authority, it seemed, with the glowering Plutonians, led them up the ladder to the operating room of the melter and scoops. Here ten Plutonians labored at the control boards of the various machines which activated the different mining units. They had a televisor whose large screen showed them the bottom of the pit as clearly as if one were down there.


  “How in the wide world do they televise a scene that has no broadcasting apparatus?” asked the puzzled Sam.


  “That’s one thing I can’t even begin to explain,” admitted Berry. “All I know is that radium is used in the process.”


  Bill was looking at the screen. The view, which was changed every few seconds by the operator to get perspective, showed the huge melter hanging like a dead, inanimate thing, but Bill realized that from its pitted surface was streaming a medley of hell-hot rays. The glowing sides of the shaft dripped steadily into the lake of liquid rock at the bottom.


  “Gosh, it seems hot in here,” he said.


  Sam burst out laughing. “Talk about imagination. Just because you’re looking at that shot of hell’s only twin, you get hot by remote control.”


  “I wouldn’t call it entirely imagination,” Berry put in. “You see, a lot of that heat streaming out of the mouth of that shaft below us gets up here to this little place.”


  Bill turned triumphantly to Sam. “And not only that, smarty, but you’ve got sweat rolling down your own sassy mug.”


  “AH right, Shrimp.”


  And then started one of those battles of caustic wit that continued all the way back to the ship and kept Berry in constant laughter.


  “Aha!” Bill had suddenly stopped and exclaimed.


  “What’s up?” asked Sam.


  “Just thought of something. Sam, this explains the temperature changes in the northern hemisphere. Don’t you see. . . . the hot air produced here by the tripod constantly rises, is replaced by cold air, and that’s the origin of the winds that sweep down on us back home. That’s one big mystery explained.”


  “You’re right,” agreed Berry. “There’s been a lot of hot air produced here in the past three years.”


  “Yes, and now that Bill’s here, there’s twice as much hot air,” interjected Sam who had come out somewhat the worse in the battle of words before and felt he ought to even it up.


  “Aw, nertz,” was all Bill replied. He was wondering if the only hot air Koor Laro made was that from the mines. He made a sudden decision to have another talk with him. But he had to wait two hours till the Koor was at leisure.


  “And now, my friends,” began Gest Laro, “I am at your service.”


  l Bill had his notebook out and pencil poised, “Koor Laro, malachite is just an ore of copper, I suppose it’s the copper that you’re looking for. How is it possible for your world to have so little of copper that you have completely run out of it?”


  “You forget that our world, or rather our civilization, is much older than yours and so we’ve had much more time to mine. But that isn’t the best reason why we went out in search of copper. You see, Bill, Pluto was first to be flung away from the sun in the dim past when the solar system was being formed and was composed of lighter materials than the later-formed planets as Earth here. By lighter, I mean lighter in atomic weight.


  “On Pluto all of the heavy metals which are more or less abundant on earth are rare. Copper, silver, gold, platinum, zinc, lead, tin, etc., are curiosities to most of my people. We have used aluminum, magnesium, and beryllium for most things you use the Others for.”


  “How about iron?” asked Sam.


  “Rare on Pluto. We use beryllium and its alloys with equal success.”


  “But you can’t get along without iron entirely, can you?” Sam persisted. He couldn’t see how iron could be left out when on earth it was such a universal necessity.


  “We’ve always managed to mine enough to get along with. Of course, lately, in the last fifty years, our mines have been depleted of a number of the important heavy metals. In the case of copper, it was dire necessity for us to go out and get some because it is used in our synthetic food processes. That came first; the other metals we could take our time about.”


  “Then I suppose you Plutonians will be back here from time to time to get certain metals?” Bill asked cautiously. He was trying hard to detect hesitancy or some other sign of prevarication in Laro’s tone. So far, he couldn’t say one way or another.


  “No, Bill. You can tell your fellow men that the people of Pluto will never again come to the earth as plunderers. Certain of our scientists have progressed in the field of transmutation of metals to the point where the goal is in sight. Before we again run out of needed metals, we will be able to manufacture them from the common materials of our world. Then Pluto will indeed be independent of the universe, which is a dream of every true son of Isot. . . . a dream I have renounced in my heart.”


  “Then you are really coming back to earth sometime?” asked Bill.


  “Yes. . . . sometime. But, as I say, this world need not fear further robbery from my people because transmutation will solve our problems of metal-shortage.”


  “By transmutation do you mean changing one element to another?” Sam asked almost skeptically.


  “Exactly,” replied Koor Laro evenly. “Our science, excuse my frankness, is far in advance of earthly science. We have things your scientists have never dreamed of. When transmutation is fully developed, we will be able to take our aluminum, beryllium, magnesium, silicon, calcium, lithium, and other abundant elements and transform them into iron, gold, mercury, radium, etc., by the controlled interchange of electrons and protons. When the time comes, I am afraid there will be a revolution of industry on my world. Suddenly flooded with metals we formerly had no use or source of, I wonder just what the reaction will be? It would be similar to conditions here on earth if suddenly gold, silver, platinum, radium, and actinium became plentiful.”


  “Yes, I can see what changes that would bring about,” Bill agreed. There was a moment of silence till he again spoke.


  “Koor Laro, how is it that you Plutonians, separated from us by billions of miles, are-so similar in physical form? How is it you can breathe our air and stand our climate?”


  “Bill, I know you find it hard to believe that I and my men are from another world. There is still doubt in your voice and eyes. In a way, I can hardly blame you. As it happens, conditions on my world are very similar to conditions here, except for sunlight. Up on Pluto we receive hundreds of times less light from the sun than you on earth. Perhaps Jack hasn’t told you that each of us Plutonians has fitted over each eyeball a thin formfitting film of a material which absorbs almost all light except the little we need for our super-sensitive eyes. Without these we would be stricken blind even in this so-called night-time of the Arctic. As for heat, our world has a high percentage of radioactive metals which give us a surface temperature equal to your tropics. Our atmosphere has about the same percentage of oxygen, but a much higher percentage of the rare gases, helium, argon, neon, krypton, and xenon, and consequently less nitrogen.


  “Now, as to our physical form, our history, reaching back some hundred thousand earth years, has it that our ancestors came originally from Mars. There must also be some connection between Mars and Earth in past ages, because the Martians are very similar to your race of Indians or Mongolians. So it seems that we people of the solar system are all of a common stock, however different in advancement or nature. We have all come from an original stock whose ultimate origin is a mystery; they may have come from outer space for all we know or can say.”


  At that moment, the door opened, and quick as a flash, the Koor wiped the look of geniality and friendliness from his face so that when the Plutonian entered, he looked very stern and haughty. The two newspaper men realized that this was necessary in view of the fact that Gest Laro had his reputation to guard against slander among his own men. Too friendly an attitude to the earthmen would brand the Koor as a traitor to Plutonian isolation. The Plutonian delivered his message and disappeared.


  “Your humble pardon, gentlemen, but I am called away on duty. I am at your service again whenever you say.”


  As Bill and Sam walked to their room, the latter spoke. “Well, Bill, what’s the verdict?”


  Bill shrugged his shoulders. “I guess Koor Laro is what he claims to be. He’s glib enough to convince anybody.”


  Sam shook his head deprecatingly. “Boy, oh boy, but you take the cake for a skeptic.”


  Bill merely grunted.


  CHAPTER VIII


  The Pocket Transmitter


  l The night of the fifth day had been out alone in the camp with a Plutonian guard always at his heels. He had wanted to check up some things for his story. Sam had excused himself and gone back to their room. Bill actually got writer’s cramp from his continuous scribbling. He swore softly for having forgotten his portable, but who would have thought of its need and all this happening here near the North Pole?


  When he returned to the ship, it was quite late. As he walked down the corridor, it was filled with the Plutonians changing shifts. The majority of them scarcely noticed him as he made his way to his room. The Plutonian guard left him at the door.


  Bill opened the door softly, thinking that Sam was in bed. He was surprised to see the lanky pilot bending over a small table with earphones on his head.


  “What are you doing, saying your prayers?”


  Sam Peters jumped up. He had not heard his companion enter. On his face was a sheepish look as if he had been caught in some misdeed.


  Bill noticed it. He squinted his eyes. “Say, what’s up?”


  “Bill, it worked!” cried Sam.


  “What worked, you big ox?”


  “My pocket transmitter!”


  Bill Nevers became all excited. He hastily locked the door and ran over to Sam.


  “D’ya mean it?” he whispered hoarsely.


  “Yes. Sit down and cool off. I was monkeying with it, and just for the devil of it, I put on the earphones, twisted the dials and pronto the kid brother barks, ‘hello, hello.’ ”


  “Where did you get the juice?” Bill was trembling now.


  “Well. . . . you see, before I came here, I thought I’d drop in on Gest Laro. He wasn’t in his room and I got to snooping around. I wasn’t really looking for a battery, but when I saw this one, I knew I could use it. I don’t know what kind of a battery it is, but believe me, it’s plenty powerful.”


  “Sam, this is great! Give me that thing. I’ve got a lot of talking to do.” Bill reached out feverishly for the earphones.


  “Oh, no you don’t!” The other drew the small apparatus back and clutched it firmly.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Because you’re going to do no chattering while I know about it. Laro trusts us and that settles it.”


  “Listen, listen! Be reasonable!” the reporter pleaded passionately. “This isn’t going to affect our good behavior. All I want to do is give Old Man Brown the scoop. I won’t give anything away by that! Can’t you be reasonable? Aw, Sam. . . .”


  Sam Peters thought carefully while Bill stood shaking like a leaf. Jack Berry had told them their location. The aliens were leaving in the near future. Even if he let Bill give the Old Man the story, he doubted if anybody could find them before the ship left. The only reason they had found the Plutonians was because of sheer luck. They had headed for the Pole and had struck the camp because it was in direct line with their course from where they had been blown off the regular route by the storm. Then came the thought of what this would mean to him, Sam Peters. It would be the biggest and freest advertisement his pet invention could ever get. Without a doubt, this would put it over Sam was swayed by this thought.


  “All right, go ahead; but remember!—not a word about our position! You can tell the Old Man everything else but that. We made a promise, and if you don’t stick by it, I will. Savvy?”


  “O.K., Sam. Now get the kid to call Old Man Brown over by the phone and let me know when he’s there.”


  The pilot put the apparatus to his mouth, manipulated the miniature dials for a moment, and then spoke to his brother.


  As they waited for the editor to come, Bill smoked incessantly. He was nervous and excited to fever pitch. The minutes dragged like hours. They were silent and Bill was almost afraid to breathe for fear of breaking the connection.


  Sam was talking low. “Hello! Yes. That you, chief? O. K. Bill wants to talk to you. Can you hear me all right?. . . . good!”


  Bill’s hands were actually shaking as he adjusted the earphones. This was his biggest moment! “Hello, chief! Bill talking. Got the biggest thing ever put over! Are you ready to take it?. . . . Listen, Brown, these people, that ship is from Pluto!. . . . Pluto!. . . . yes, that’s what I said and I’m not kidding! . . . Pluto!. . . . the planet Pluto, the one they just discovered here on earth a few decades ago. All right. . . . got that?. . . . then listen. . . .”


  Far into the night Bill Nevers talked and made history. He told Old Man Brown all of importance so that he could feature it—detail for detail, all the information he had gleaned about this epic event. His hair became tousled and sweat poured from his face. Never before had a young reporter put over something this big!


  Sam Peters dozed off occasionally as the hours dragged on. He had lighted cigarettes endlessly for Bill. He wondered if he’d ever finish. He shot glances at his companion. Never had he seen anyone before so engrossed in his work. He thought he saw a certain madness in the other’s tireless chatter and the wild look that was upon his features.


  Sam was drowsing again. Suddenly he jerked up his head.


  The hoarse whisper that was Bill’s voice was saying, “. . . . All right I’ll give you the location. . . . longitude. . . .”


  Bill never finished. In one mighty leap, Sam hurtled through the air, tore away the earphones, and then as Bill looked up in murderous rage, swung his powerful fist clean on his jaw. Without a sound, Bill Nevers fell from his seat to the floor.


  The lanky pilot stood above him and looked down at the huddled form of his companion. He was shaking and a hurt expression covered his face. No, it wasn’t Bill’s fault. He knew him better than that. It had just been the damned strain he had been under all night. He bent down, picked up the limp form, and carried him over to the bunk.


  Then he returned to the transmitter. The setting had been disturbed and it took five minutes to connect up again. The excited voice of the editor was yelling “Hello, are you there? What’s happened? Hello, hello for all he was worth.


  “Hello! Listen, Brown. . . . yeah, now listen. . . . Bill just collapsed from the strain and can’t talk any more . . . you’ve got all you need, anyway. . . . what?. . . . I don’t know the damned location. . . . good-bye.”


  Sam Peters was sorry that he had had to do it. Bill had a chance to make a name for himself and he was not going to let him spoil it by being a cheat. He was even a little sorry he had let Bill talk at all. He felt guilty. Laro, an alien from another world, and a prince of good fellows, had trusted them to withhold the story till his departure, and they had betrayed his trust. Sam Peters was somewhat bitter with himself as he crawled into his bunk. Later in the night, he awoke to hear Bill snoring evenly and breathed a sigh of relief. He had evidently fallen from his unconscious state into deep sleep in the exhausted condition he was in.”


  When Sam awoke late next morning, he heard Bill whistling like a lark. Then he burst into song, and interchanged that with little grunts of pleasure and satisfaction.


  Bill caught Sam’s eye. “Good morning, you rotten cheese!”


  Sam felt a load slip off his shoulders. When Bill greeted him like that, he knew that there was nothing between them.


  “Ditto yourself, Lazy.”


  “Boy, am I happy—am I joyful. . . . say, just think, Sambo, the papers will be out by now. Big headlines: PLUTONIANS PLUNDERING EARTH. COME BILLIONS OF MILES TO GET COPPER. HOLDING TWO REPORTERS CAPTIVE, etc., etc. Gosh, oh gee!”


  l Bill cavorted around the room while he tried to tie his necktie. Sam smiled indulgently. Bill could be such a kid at times like this, But it wasn’t conceit in Bill; it was justifiable pride in a great accomplishment. As he seemed to have forgotten all about the crack on the jaw, Sam wisely refrained from mentioning it as they left their room and headed for Koor Laro’s office.


  They found the Koor just ready to go out on duty. “Just one question, Koor Laro,” Bill said. “How long do you expect to be here on earth yet?”


  “I’m sorry, Bill, but it is as yet indefinite. All I can say is that it will be no longer than two weeks.” Then he left.


  Bill turned to Sam. “Two weeks! Wow! I told Brown no use to send up planes because they’d be gone in three days. Then he asked for location. I don’t remember. . . . say, Sam,” Bill’s voice became suddenly frightened. . . . “Sam, I didn’t tell him, did I? Good gosh. . . .!”


  “No, you didn’t, Bill,” Sam answered grimly.


  Bill sighed in relief. “Thank the Lord I didn’t. Say, what happened there? I remember Brown asked for location then. . . . all of a sudden you were standing there all blurred. . . . I could hardly see, I was so weary. . . . and then all of a sudden everything went blank. . . . I musta passed out. . . . is that what happened, Sam?”


  Sam saw that Bill really had no clear conception of that crucial moment. “Exactly, Bill, I saw you swaying, ran over, and caught you just in time. I told the Old Man that was all and we both went to bed.”


  “Well, that’s that. Say, I think you’d better sneak back that battery before Laro finds out it’s gone. We won’t need it again. I’ll wait till I get back for the rest of the story.”


  It was but a short distance from their room to the navigating room, and they returned the stolen battery without detection by any Plutonians. That done, Bill suggested finding Jack Berry. They met him as they were about to step out of the ship.


  “Hello, fellows. Just had a talk with Gest Laro and he said to ask you two if you’d like to look over the ship. What say?”


  “Dandy, Jack. Something I’ve wanted to do before. Let’s go,” answered Bill enthusiastically.


  The ship which had brought the aliens from another world was divided into five tiers running lengthwise. The navigating room and the newspaper men’s room were both on the first and lowest tier, as were all the living quarters of the Plutonians. The second tier was the storing place for food, water, and fuel for the engines. They traversed it hastily as it contained nothing of interest. Door after door down the central corridor was marked in hieroglyphics to designate the contents of each. Berry led them into one of the food rooms to show them the simple Plutonian bill of fare. In large metal friction-top cans was contained the gelatinous product from which the aliens derived sustenance.


  “When I first came here and tasted this mess,” confided Berry, “I knew I could never live on the stuff, so I received permission from Laro to go on a periodical hunt for bear, seals, and fish. I’ve got my own little stock of meat down below.”


  “Funny I never asked where that meat Laro fed us came from. Well, that explains it, Jack, and thanks a lot,” said Bill.


  “What are you going to do up on Pluto, Berry?—turn native?” asked Sam.


  “Oh, no. Laro tells me they have wild game up there that I can hunt.”


  The third and fourth tiers were the vast storerooms for the ores.


  “The malachite fills all of the third tier and some of the fourth,” said Jack. “Laro says he expects to make a stopover at Titan, satellite of Saturn, on the way back to pick up some iron, which they are in need of on Pluto at present,” explained Berry.


  But it was up on the fifth tier that they spent the most time. Here were the mighty engines that hurtled the monstrous ship through space, and the little pilot room, up at the front. They walked amongst a maze of vacuum tubes of gigantic size, heavy cables lining the walls and ceiling, large relays of shining beryllium, a conglomerate of switches, mostly automatic, condensers, transformers, motors, generators, and a host of unrecognizable, complicated machines. Bill and Sam realized for the first time what Gest Laro meant when he said their science was way beyond that of earth. This was a graphic illustration. It was like the operating room of a large broadcasting station multiplied a hundred times.


  “This gravity-distorting force is a sort of ray, from what I understand about it,” commented Jack Berry to the two dumbfounded visitors. “It is generated by a force derived from the atoms of silicon.”


  “Oho, atomic power!” ejaculated Sam.


  “No, Sam, not exactly. I said the same thing when Laro told me about it, but he says they don’t really use the ultimate power of the atom. That is still for future discovery, he says. This force that runs the ship is taken from the atom, all right, but it is only a small part of the total energy there. That is why they need so much fuel. If they could use the total energy of the silicon atom, a small block of it would run this ship from here to Pluto and back a hundred times. But they use something like a hundred tons of silicon for one trip. The residue, after they strip it of the energy available with these machines, is still silicon but of an atomic weight several points lower. They throw it away because no more energy can be obtained from it by their methods.”


  The pilot room was a nightmare of controls.


  “Say, I’m actually dizzy,” cried Bill as he swept a hand across his eyes and looked around again.


  There was a multitude of instruments with scales, dials with numbers, throw switches, buttons, and levers. The two newspapermen felt as ignorant savages might feel if suddenly placed in the cabin of a modern airplane.


  “Say, how many men does it take to run this boat?” asked Sam.


  “Five,” answered Jack Berry. “There are one main pilot and four assistants. The head pilot does nothing but read instruments and bark out orders. The others pull the switches and press the buttons.”


  At that moment, a red light flashed three times above them.


  Jack Berry snapped his fingers. “Sorry, boys, that’s my signal. It means that Laro wants to see me pronto. I’ll have to take you boys away from here; Laro has strict orders never to leave anybody not of authority in the pilot room, which is the heart of this big ship.”


  l As they both undressed for bed that night, Sam noticed a preoccupied look on Bill’s face. He seemed struggling with some problem. Finally he sat on the edge of his bunk, twirling his sock absently.


  “Bill,” said Sam softly, “something the matter?”


  “Damn it, yes,” cried Bill as he jumped up. He began to pace the room. “Sam, I wish I hadn’t sent that story to Brown yesterday.”


  Sam looked aghast. “Do you mean to tell me your conscience bothers you?—of all people. Haw, haw!” Sam burst out laughing.


  “Shut up, you scatter-brained jackass. It’s not my conscience. Listen, Sam, did you ever hear of the Fu Manchu of the North?”


  “Why, yes. Isn’t he the guy they called the second Fu Manchu? Played him up in the papers about five years ago; going to conquer the world; release the yellow hordes on the western world and all that rot?”


  “That’s it, Sam, that’s it. Why didn’t I think of it before?” He whirled on his mystified companion. “Don’t you see? This Koor Laro is the second Fu Manchu! I’ll bet on it. He’s concocted this Pluto story to throw us off the trail. He doesn’t want the world to know about his work till he’s ready for his invasion of the white races! Gosh. . . .”


  “Oh, yeah? What’s he doing mining copper?”


  “Mining copper? That’s what he tells us! Have you seen the so-called copper?”


  “Well, no, to tell the truth.”


  “Of course not! Notice that Jack Berry didn’t offer to show it to us either this afternoon! Oh, this is big! He’s out to conquer the world. Radium. . . . that’s what it is! I’ll bet on it—to run some diabolical machine of his that will mow down the enemy like wheat!”


  “Listen, Bill, listen,” thundered Sam as the excited reporter continued mumbling to himself as he paced the room with one sock off, one on, in his shirt and underwear. “Listen, you nut. If he’s the future conqueror, tell me why has he been so considerate to us? If he’s going to kill millions later, why doesn’t he kill us now and be done with it?”


  “Why? Why?” Bill looked pityingly at the pilot. “Because he realizes our death would mean investigation. . . . Lord, we’ve got the whole Daily Tribune back of us. . . . and he doesn’t want that till he’s ready for his grand invasion. That’s why!”


  “Do you mean to tell me you think he invented this ship and everything in it just to dig radium?” Sam’s tone was scornful.


  “No, not just for that one purpose. He’s probably going to use this same ship for the invasion—spray his death-dealing weapons from it to the victims below as he sails over them. He’s a genius of the first water. . . . or come to think of it, maybe Laro isn’t the big shot himself. Fu Manchu the Second is back in North China waiting for the radium! That’s more like it.” He whirled on the perplexed Sam. “Listen, Sam, we’ve got to find out for sure if that stuff is radium ore. Come on, you know something about chemistry. How can we find out?”


  “Bill, I tell you you’re as crazy as a bat!”


  “Never mind that. . . . the radium, man. . . . what’s the dope?”


  “Well, if you can find an electroscope, you know, two leaves of gold or aluminum in a flask, we can hold it over the ore and see if it discharges and charges like it would if it’s radium.”


  “Good.” Bill began dressing like mad. “Got to get the correct dope and call Old Man Brown again and ask for a couple of, armies.”


  Bill cautiously opened the door. He started back as a Plutonian held a shock-gun at his head. He slammed the door shut in rage.


  “You see, Sam? They’ve got a guard out there tonight. They think we’re getting wise. Not only that, there’s a million Plut. . . . aw. . . . Mongolians out there running up and down the corridor. Must be something big doing tonight.”


  Sam hadn’t even started to dress. He pulled off his shirt and crept under the covers. “Fu Manchu or no Fu Manchu, I’m going to sleep. You better go too. . . . and sleep off that hallucination.” This last was said under his breath.


  Bill tiptoed up and down the room, occasionally throwing up his head and squinting his eyes as he thought of other things that seemed to favor the idea of being in the camp of a power-mad Mongolian genius. Once more he opened the door, this time rapidly. He slammed it shut again in despair as he saw not one guard, but three guards with guns in their hands, facing him.


  Finally, in exasperation, he went to bed, fully resolved to do something about it? in the morning.


  l Sam was the first to awaken. He looked about in the semi-gloom and something seemed not just right. Things didn’t look right and there was a faint lingering odor that he instinctively disliked hovering about the room. He saw a patch of light on either side of him and wondered how that could be. There were no windows in their room in the gravity-ship. He jumped out of bed, as he thought, only to find he was fully dressed and on the floor.


  Suddenly it dawned on him in a flash. He shook the snoring Bill, beside him on the floor also fully dressed. “Bill, wake up! Bill! We’re in our plane!” He dashed to the window of the cabin. One glance verified his sudden suspicion. He turned to the bewildered reporter.


  “Bill,” he said slowly. “They’re gone!”


  With a curse, Bill sprang to the window. He saw the same thing Sam had seen. The gravity-ship was gone! The camp looked desolate. The bleak wind soughed through the framework of the tripod as if lamenting the departure of the aliens and their marvelous green my. They had made one warm spot in the cold Arctic. The machinery was dead; like grey ghosts, the skeletons of framework were already covered with frost and a light snow covered the bare ground around the inanimate tripod.


  “Well . . . I’ll be . . .!” was all Bill could say for the moment. Sam opened the door to get more light in the cabin. With this aid, he switched on the electric light. On the dashboard lay a white envelope. Bill grabbed it hastily and tore it open. He read aloud:


  “Dear Bill and Sam. This is being written for me by Jack. Accept my pardon for thus leaving you without saying a personal good-bye, but some of my higher officers got ugly at the last moment and insisted we depart in secrecy. They t couldn’t understand your actions last night, Bill, when you attempted to get out of your room and they took it as an indication of animosity. You will never understand the workings of a Plutonian mind; your contact with me gave you no clue, because, as I have said, I am a distinct departure from the typical Plutonian.


  I was powerless to resist their demands, Koor though I am, so we drugged you and carried you to your plane.


  “By the time you read this we will be well on our way to Pluto, that is, if you can believe that we really are Plutonians. Jack and I bid you au revoir, for we may meet again. By the way, Jack tells me that beryllium is rare on your world and is worth hundreds of dollars a pound. There is a fortune of beryllium outside your window if you can get the rights to it. Best of luck. Your friend, Gest Laro, Koor of Ship Eleven.”


  Bill stared a moment at the farewell message after finishing it. Then he turned to his companion. “Sam, are we just a couple of lunkheads, or do you really think they did come from Pluto?”


  Sam threw up his hands in despair.


  “Come outside, Bill,” he said a moment later.


  “See that tripod?”


  “Yes; what about it?” Bill was puzzled.


  “Well, I happen to know there isn’t enough beryllium on earth to make one-tenth of it!”


  Bill turned shining eyes on the pilot. “Sam, is it true that that metal is worth hundreds of dollars a pound?”


  “You’re dam right, and if we get a share of it after the legal squabble is over, it’ll be plenty of dough in our pockets.”


  Sam spent the next few hours taking pictures of what was left of the camp to supplement those he had snapped from time to time during their period of confinement. Inside Bill was again scribbling in his notebook, picking up the loose ends of the story and finishing it up in grand style. He felt that all future work would hardly interest him any more, because he was now writing a truth that was stranger than any fiction.


  After a long, silent survey of the deserted camp from outside the ship, they went back and closed the cabin. The twin motors roared into life. They had to carry hack this plane, for it held a priceless cargo of pictures—wonders and marvels that the earthbound race of man would yet have to learn.


  THE END


  RICHES FOR PLUTO


  Stanton A. Coblentz


  HAD THE WORLD only been ready to follow that good old-fashioned motto “Look before you leap!” we might have been spared the dread visitation which descended in the closing years of the twentieth century.


  The terror of the so-called coal maniacs from Pluto, who smote us like a volcanic blast, might not only have been avoided, but would not have threatened us at all if we had not deliberately invited it. There were, indeed, some who in a remote way foresaw the danger and sought to warn us; but the majority of men, filled with a spirit of adventure, were blinded to the peril by the glamour of a great scientific experiment.


  Now that the coal maniacs from Pluto had come and gone, we of the good year 2001 sit back in our chairs and dazedly rub our eyes; it is still hard for us to realize how appalling was the menace from the void. Only an occasional ruined town, a blackened city block, a ravaged engine house or factory, gives proof of the ordeal from which we have recovered.


  But let me describe events in their logical succession. As one of those chiefly responsible for the disaster, I have been closely in touch with inside affairs. It was I, Dr. Blandon T. Cragg, of Hoarpeak University, who developed the science of radio-cosmology to its present advanced stage; it was I who, back in 1983, after twenty years of experimentation, produced the now-celebrated ether-amplifying tubes, which magnify the almost inconceivably faint electrical waves from outer space so that they can be heard on an ordinary radio receiver.


  And it was I who, in 1986, after elaborate experiments, identified a series of pulsations issuing from remote space and bearing all the earmarks of an organized language. It was not until another two years that their meaning was even approximately ascertained and that they were recognized as issuing from the neighborhood of the planet Pluto; but from that time forth all things moved with astonishing rapidity.


  There is no need to recount by what elaborate processes of analysis we measured and interpreted the now-famous Romgen-Gartner rays, those peculiar Plutonic emanations—emanations which communicated themselves to a television screen, to form pictures and patterns, many of which were easily translatable. Since the facts are now available in any scientific textbook, I shall pass on to remind the reader what a storm was created by the first cautious revelation of the new knowledge.


  For a long while there were millions who could not believe that Pluto, that dark speck of a planet revolving far beyond the orbit of Neptune, was actually the abode of intelligent life. Yet such was the undeniable truth. We had not only received the television messages, but had transmitted messages of our own, which had been answered with pertinency and directness. And the burden of them all was that the natives of Pluto were a wise, venerable, and progressive folk, who had been cultured when our own forbears were hopping among the trees.


  Had we been content to remain merely on a plane of cordial interchange with the Plutonians, all would have been well. At the distance of several thousand million miles, they could have done us no damage, even if our curiosity had remained unsatisfied. But, alas, we listened with too open an ear, and our instinct of self-protection seemed to be in abeyance!


  How slow we were in sensing the danger when the Plutonians, having exchanged scores of messages with us and being on the best of good-neighborly terms, gingerly invited themselves to visit the Earth! Yes, visit the Earth. The first extramundane beings ever to alight on our planet. Here, certainly, was a proposition to bewilder, to dazzle, to allure.


  The peculiar part of the matter, however, was that our consent and cooperation were desired if the Plutonians were to reach the Earth. It was for us to decide if they were to come.


  LET IT NOT be supposed that they would have asked consent if they had known how to arrive unassisted. They were not—as we afterward learned—precisely sticklers over fine points of interplanetary etiquette. But, as they themselves frankly explained, our aid was necessary.


  Members of their race had been able, unassisted, to reach some of the nearer and larger planets, including Neptune, Uranus, and Saturn; but their most experienced space travelers, in several ill-fated attempts to make Mars and our own world, had missed their bearings and plunged headlong into the Sun. Hence it was believed that, in order to succeed on their first Earthly voyage, they must have the guidance of electrical signals from our planet. On later expeditions, doubtless, they would be able to find their way for themselves.


  To give the required help would be simple enough—but should we do so? There were very few who felt we should not. Personally, as a leading backer of the undertaking, I was vehemently enthusiastic; it seemed to me that here was an epoch-making scientific opportunity and that the arrival of the Plutonians would mark an anniversary in the annals of science. And it was clear that the vast majority shared my view.


  Due to unavoidable delays, it was not until September, ’93, that the historic acceptance proclamation was radioed to Pluto; the official announcement of our willingness to cooperate in the movements of a space car bearing twenty Plutonians Earthward.


  It must be admitted that, owing to certain defects in communication, we were still much in doubt as to the nature of the Plutonians. Their physical features were known to us, but only in part; the television screen had shown them as lean, human-shaped beings, with huge mouths, and bony, cone-shaped heads bearing eyes both in front and in the rear; but there was no way of determining their relative size, and we were long to be in doubt whether they were giants or pygmies, whether they were dark-skinned or light, whether they were personally puny or powerful.


  But such little mysteries only added pungency to the waiting. Could we have guessed the facts, we might have been less eager for their arrival.


  The delay was, indeed, much more prolonged than we could have desired; for the Plutonians, being in no hurry about completing their preparations, were not ready to leave until December ’96. Then it was that, amid world-wide acclaim, the news was flashed abroad that the interspacial travelers were on their way. Flying through the outer solar system at a speed often exceeding one hundred miles a second, they were journeying directly to Earth.


  Even so, it would be well over a year before they could arrive, and meanwhile we must curb our impatience while exchanging daily radio messages with the space car.


  WHO OF the survivors of the subsequent disturbances will ever forget the evening of the 18th of March, ’98? Then it was that the strangers, already visible for several days through powerful lenses, were to descend at a great airport near Washington—the official guests of the American government. Despite all edicts designed to restrain public enthusiasm, a crowd of several hundred thousand space fans had gathered in the fields and woods adjoining the airport; and vast was their excitement when, just after sunset, a shining ellipitical object was detected far off in the eastern heavens.


  “There they are! There they are! See them! Right on schedule!” cried the multitude, in irrepressible joy; and thousands grew hoarse with shouting as the object gradually drew nearer, descending in a series of long spirals at a speed equal to that of a crack transatlantic flier. Not much could be determined regarding the space car, except that it was larger than the largest airship and shimmered beautifully with a light like that of sun-reflecting silver clouds.


  But we were, of course, less interested in the vessel than in its occupants; and, as it gradually settled to Earth, we could hardly restrain our eagerness.


  Yet I must admit that I, as I sat in the special stand marked “Reception Committee,” felt just a shudder upon watching the great elliptical object twisting and maneuvering like a living thing as it made its way to Earth. I do not know why, but suddenly a dark veil descended before my eyes; I felt faint and cold, and an uncanny shivery sensation settled to the very pit of my spine.


  But doubtless this was due to my excitement. After a moment, the mood of strangeness passed away, and I was quite myself again as I arose, in company with the President of the United States, the Secretary of State, and the Speaker of the House, in order to extend an official welcome to the visitors.


  The time seemed never-ending, though actually but a few minutes had passed, before the space ship came to a halt in the center of the airport. Undeterred by a chilly wind from a long pipelike vent in the rear, the members of the committee all stepped forward unhesitatingly, while the air was filled with the yells and howls of innumerable onlookers.


  Solemnly we approached to within a hundred yards of the elliptical car, which rose enormous above us, tall as a five-story building; then, a little nervously, we stood at a designated spot and waited.


  And, while we waited, one of the walls of the space car seemed to move outward to meet us; a partition fully fifteen feet wide and thirty feet high swung toward us like a door, and in the opening we caught our first glimpse of a Plutonian.


  IT IS little wonder if we gaped and started back, seized by sudden fear. It is little wonder if the President lost his dignity and gave such a jerk that his high silk hat was knocked to the ground.


  For who of us ever pictured the Plutonians in their astonishing reality? To begin with, they were each as high as five men, piled one on top of another. But more unearthly still was the color of their skin; white, an absolute white, not pinkish like the skins of Nordics, but a bloodless snowy white that gave them a ghostly appearance.


  This, as was later explained, was due to the scantiness of the sunlight on their planet. But at the moment I did not pause to analyze the reason. Rather, I noted certain other facts with amazement—that the newcomers wore no clothes, but went stark-naked in their hairless albino skins; that their two pairs of eyes, dominating the back of their heads no less than the front, were covered with heavy bluish glasses, no doubt to protect them from the intense terrestrial sunlight; and that enormous rubberlike tubes, entering through slits in their chests, were connected with barrel-sized tanks slung about their shoulders. These, as we subsequently found, represented artificial breathing devices; but the first impression they gave was of something monstrous, something nightmare-terrible.


  It was astonishing how rapidly the crowds had melted away. Many hundreds, it was afterward learned, were hurt in the stampede to escape; not five minutes had passed before all that was left of the multitude was represented by an occasional wary watcher, peeping from behind a boulder or tree trunk.


  The reception committee, however, remained faithful to its allotted function. Though our President was trembling so violently that he had to lean upon the Secretary of State for support, all of us stanchly faced the Plutonians, hoping against hope that they might be less horrible than they looked.


  Our misgivings, indeed, did not seem to be justified. The first Plutonian, upon catching sight of us, instantly let forth a ringing howl that had in it more of surprise than of menace, and then bent double in a paroxysm of laughter.


  And several of his comrades, following him out of the car, took one glance at us, then laughed with equal abandon.


  Of course, the President, the Secretary of State, and the rest of us felt affronted; for we all, being clad in our official best, with full-dress suits, black silk hats, and canes, could not understand what these naked strangers considered amusing about us.


  However, suppressing our indignation, we did our best, by means of signs and gestures, to let them understand that they were welcome; and they, catching our meaning, replied amicably enough, although we still had the irritating sense that they were secretly laughing.


  IF WE HAD entertained any misgivings upon first seeing the Plutonians, our minds were quickly put at rest. After the embarrassment of the original meeting, the strangers showed themselves the height of friendliness; they expressed a sincere pleasure at being with us, and, despite their great size, did not show any inclination to treat us other than as equals.


  True, they did cause us many difficulties; there was the problem of feeding them, which was not helped by the fact that, weighing eight or nine tons each, they could consume an ox apiece daily; there was the question of housing them, which was only solved by removing the side of a huge warehouse and equipping it with specially made furniture of Brobdingnagian size.


  There was the matter of clothing them, which was never solved at all, since they were proud of their nakedness, and steadily refused to “humiliate themselves with our barbarian wrappings;” and there was the difficulty of walking safely in their presence, for every now and then they stepped upon some person inadvertently, crushing him as we might crush a beetle.


  Aside from these details, however, we managed exceedingly well. Before a month had gone by, the coming of the Plutonians was pronounced a huge success; it was generally agreed that never had we encountered a more highly cultured, civilized and likable folk.


  But alas! I am little inclined to dwell upon the accomplishments of the Plutonians. Let others devote space to such things as their artificial breathing system, which enabled them to exist in the atmosphere of any planet; their production of power from starlight; their synthetic creation of protoplasm; their invention of heatless light; and all the other marvels of their science.


  In my estimation, as in that of most men, all these marvels are overshadowed by their one great, their deplorable, their fatal failing—that failing which turned their visit here from a triumph to a catastrophe.


  Only about a month after their arrival, the eruption occurred. I well remember the occasion. I was walking with two of the strangers down Pennsylvania Avenue, in Washington, and a considerable crowd, attracted by the sight of the giants, had formed to our rear.


  All street traffic, naturally, had detoured to make room for us; and as we proceeded on our way, the Plutonians ambling at their most lazy pace while I panted in my haste to keep up with them, I reflected that perhaps after all there were disadvantages in having friends from other worlds. Then all at once I stopped short, noticing that a peculiar change had overcome my companions.


  Both of them had halted; and, with avid eyes glaring with peculiar greenish and violent fires, were regarding what seemed to me the most commonplace of sights—a heap of coal, piled in front of an apartment house.


  Then, in one voice, they both cried something that sounded like “Bobo, bobo!” and hurled themselves upon the coal.


  A moment later, they had come away with huge armfuls of the black mineral, which they hugged to themselves as mothers might hug their long-lost babes, while gibbering incomprehensibly “Bobo, bobo, bobo!”


  As ill luck would have it, half a dozen more Plutonians were promenading only a block away; and, hearing the commotion, they dashed to the scene with the speed of an airplane, not noticing that twenty lives were stamped out in their hurry.


  They, too, upon seeing the coal, uttered those excited cries of “Bobo, bobo, bobo!”, and plunging into what was left of the coal, seized it by great chunks, which they clutched with possessive fury.


  It was strange to see how the snowy-white skins of the Plutonians had been suddenly smudged with black. And stranger still it was to watch how two of the giants fought and wrestled, with a heaving of great muscles and a gnashing of teeth, as they strove to secure possession of a particularly large mass of coal.


  “Bobo, bobo, bobo!” the Plutonians still cried frenziedly, and it was easy to see that they had all gone mad.


  Yes, mad; stark, raving mad! That is my only explanation. They were like men who, sane in all things but one, are suddenly under the delusion that water is wine or sand is gold. And thenceforth we were treated to an unending round of criminal lunacy.


  In the Plutonians’ view, doubtless, it was not lunacy, nor was it criminal; for, as they explained during their calmer moments, coal is the most rare of minerals on their planet, only a few hundred tons of it having ever been discovered. Being rare, it is highly valued, and is used not only in the more costly types of jewelry, but as the universal medium of exchange.


  Imagine, then, the elation of our visitors! They were in the presence of inestimable riches! They might return home as multimillionaires.


  TO ME, I must admit, it was a saddening spectacle that a race otherwise so enlightened as the Plutonians should fall prey to so gross a superstition. But there was apparently no power on Earth that could check their rapacity. Their greed for coal was insatiable, and within a few days had become a menace to our planets.


  Evidently their sole object now was to pack their space ship to the brim with “bobo,” and, thus treasure-laden, to return to their own world. They would not listen to reason; they paused at nothing in their lust for the black fuel; they roamed our cities like fiends, looting coal yards, demolishing basements, smashing locomotive tenders, and snatching coal even from the furnaces of factories and ships.


  Worst of all, when they did not cause damage directly by their thievery, they caused it indirectly by their quarrels among themselves. By means of a crescent-shaped organ attached to their shoulders, they were able to flash tremendous green electrical bolts through the air, stunning one another in their bull-like encounters; while any unfortunate human struck by one of the bolts would be instantly electrocuted.


  As a result, the streets of many towns came to resemble a battle zone with their multitudes of unburied corpses, buildings everywhere were charred and blasted; and the citizens of our great Eastern cities, fearing for their lives, were driven underground like rats, groping in starvation and terror while the coal seekers mercilessly ranged the Earth.


  Then had the world done nothing to protect itself? Had we not sought to rid ourselves of our visitors? It is well-known that we had done all we could. With a spirit of rare self-sacrifice, thousands of our youth set out to combat the Plutonians, but as successfully could a minnow resist a shark.


  Equipped with superior sense organs, equipped with eyes that saw both forward and backward, equipped with death-dealing lightnings, which they could aim with fateful accuracy over distances of scores of miles, the Plutonians were impregnable against our weapons.


  They would demolish a gun before the bearer could lift it to his shoulder; they would dismantle a piece of field artillery by a lightning blast before even a shot could be fired; they would destroy airplanes sent to drop bombs and would discover and explode dynamite mines planted to trap them. Apparently they were unapproachable! And meantime their depredations continued unabated.


  Hence for a time it seemed as if they were to overwhelm and wreck civilization.


  “But wait a bit! Only wait!” some of the more optimistic of our number exclaimed. “The visitors will fill their space car with coal, they will depart for Pluto, and that will be the last we shall see or hear of them.”


  “Do not believe so!” others would point out. “When they return to Pluto, that planet will go wild with the news of the discovery. They will start a great coal rush to the Earth! Now that we have shown them the way here, they will be able to come without our aid. We shall be overrun by thousands of coal maniacs! There will be no defense against them—we shall be wiped from the face of the Earth!”


  Most of us, on hearing this prediction, merely nodded dismally.


  But what could we do to save ourselves? Once the Plutonians regained their own planet, we were doomed. And how prevent their return?


  Now, of course, our efforts centered about the space car. If this could be destroyed, our visitors would be trapped on Earth.


  But the Plutonians, as if surmising our intention, placed a guard of five about the shining elliptical space vessel. And thus all assaults upon it by airplane and siege gun were frustrated, and all the assailants slain; while our only reward was a mocking round of Plutonian laughter.


  IT WAS in January, 1999, that the red turmoil first seemed to be drawing to a close. Then it was that our visitors, as if regaining some measure of sanity, saw fit to send us their first message in months. By means of radio and television, we caught the following communication:


  “Friends of the Earth, we prepare to leave! We have stored away all the treasure our car will hold. But we shall be back! We shall be back, never fear, and bring others of our kind. If we have caused you any inconvenience or loss of life we are sorry, but what, after all, are a few lives compared with our great gain?”


  Then, after a pause, the message continued:


  “On our return voyage, we must take two members of your race, O Earthmen, to exhibit to our brothers as specimens of the hairy pygmies of your planet. You must select the fortunate individuals, O Earth-men, and on the third day from now you must convey them and their baggage to our space car.”


  Needless to say, it was with mixed emotions that we received this message. That the Plutonians were at last to depart was cause for rejoicing; but that they were to return, with others of their kind, was confirmation of our worst suspicions. And was there still nothing we could do to save ourselves?


  It must be admitted that at first no practicable idea occurred to any one. It was only after two days that a scheme, as forlorn and daring and heroic as any ever sprung of the mind of man, took form in the brains of two Kentucky youths. Arnold and Clayton Westfall they were called—names that will be honored as long as valiant deeds have any place in the memory of man.


  By special airplane, they rushed to see the government heads, who were in exile at Cincinnati; and, after a secret conference, it was proclaimed that they were to be the two delegates to Pluto. But little a listening world understood how much was implied by this announcement.


  What happened on the following day is well-known, and probably never will be forgotten so long as there are men to recall it. Looking pale and drawn, but with teeth set in grim determination, the Westfall brothers were officially driven to the doors of the Plutonian space car.


  Three of the white giants were in waiting to receive them, and expressed no suspicion at seeing the huge tanks which accompanied them as their “baggage.” The largest of these, it was freely admitted, contained oxygen, lest the breathing conditions on Pluto prove unsalubrious; while the smaller and heavier tanks were declared to be filled with distilled water for the voyage.


  Owing to the recent depopulation of the countryside, there were but few witnesses that evening when the car, with its twenty giants and two human occupants, slowly arose in air above the ruined towers of Washington. The first stage of the journey was accomplished by means of electrical motors, and it was not until after leaving the Earth’s atmosphere that the more powerful method of rocket propulsion was to be employed.


  Hence the machine moved with the graceful precision of a Zeppelin, and nearly half an hour had passed before its silvery elliptical shape had climbed five or six thousand feet.


  Then it was that, all at once, onlookers for scores of miles were treated to the sight of a blazing apparition. A tiny crimson glow, appearing suddenly at one comer of the elliptical object, grew with spectacular rapidity, until in a moment the space car was a lurid red mass which swayed on its upward course, writhed and tossed in space like an agonized living thing, and then precipitately began to fall.


  Down, down, down, larger and larger, glaring enormously amid darting draperies of orange-and-scarlet flame, the whole great mass shot Earthward like a ruined world, and, hissing its death screech, sank to rest in the waters of the Potomac.


  ON THE following day, while men still rubbed their eyes in a daze of astonished relief, the official explanation was made. Contrary to previous statements, Arnold and Clayton Westfall had not carried water in the heavier tanks; they had borne benzine—a liquid of whose nature the Plutonians were ignorant.


  This—assuming that they followed their prearranged plan—they had secretly spread over the stolen coal; then, after releasing the oxygen from the tanks, they had set a match to the entire mass, with the result that the Plutonians’ ill-gotten riches had become their own funeral pyre.


  The two volunteers, of course, were themselves destroyed in the conflagration; but the world, in honoring their memory, will long be grateful to them for the heroism that rescued our planet from the coal maniacs of Pluto.


  BLUE HAZE ON PLUTO


  Raymond Z. Gallun


  IT WASN’T TRUE. It couldn’t be true! Misfortunes came—yes—but never in such a damnable knot of coincidences. It was ghastly, unreal, unnatural. He must have imagined this.


  Terry Sommers touched his forehead with his one good hand, finding there, under the partovac mask he wore, the thick bruise that had stunned him. He glanced about, his eyes puzzled and vexed behind his goggles. Somewhere there must be a reassuring rift in the illusion.


  No, it was real all right. Here he was, in the cabin of the space liner, or rather, in what remained of the cabin. The evidence was before him, around him, beating undeniably into his senses. The coachlike interior was a shambles. He saw twisted girders, crumpled plush, and human bodies that would move no more. Beyond the ports stark ramparts loomed, for the ship had fallen into a deep crevasse where it might net be discovered for months, even though a party would, of course, be ordered out to search for it.


  Steep crags, part ice, part frozen atmosphere, reared up in the purple gloom that was daylight on Pluto. Ghoulish forms composed of the same substances, jagged, furry, somehow alive, shining with a phosphorescence of their own, were clustered on the floor and sides of the crevasse. The air of the cabin glittered with frost crystals, for the cold of this outermost child of the Sun was seeping into the battered hull. Terry Sommers could almost feel it nipping at his flesh, even through his partovac attire. The stillness mingled oppressively with the ache in his broken wrist, and the specks of color that danced before his vision.


  He watched the glow fade from an illuminator that hung askew from the warped wall. It was a pretty little thing of tooled bronze, fitted with a pink shade. That illuminator was a symbol, somehow, of the luxuries of civilization—luxuries that were only a step from death.


  He glanced dazedly down at the belt of stout webbing that had held him in his seat. He recalled the explosion in the machinery of the craft, and the eerie whine that had followed. Then the steward had announced calmly that the twelve passengers must prepare for a crash. They had scrambled into their partovacs, the thick fabric and vacuum compartments of which might at least be expected to shield them for a short time from the bitter Plutonian climate.


  The concussion of the fall, an instant before he had been stunned, still thudded gratingly in Terry’s mind. Yes, it had all happened! He was stranded without hope of succor in a frigid hell of which he knew almost nothing. In thirty minutes it would be night. Just a few hours more, and the cold that came with darkness would get him even here in the ship. That he had not perished in the accident was mockery.


  Nor was it his position alone that troubled him. There was something else that he remembered; something that perhaps wasn’t his business, since he was only a passenger. But it impressed him now as the crowning misfortune of a series of disastrous coincidences.


  An hour or two ago, the man who had occupied the seat just ahead had told him about a mission. In Pindar, the smaller of the two Terrestrial settlements of Pluto, a plague was raging. Sylfane, it was called, Ganymedean in origin. The disease was produced by a siliceous microorganism, entirely different from anything of the kind known on Earth. It absorbed the water from the system of any plant or animal it attacked. More than once Sylfane had been described as the deadliest pest in the Solar System.


  TERRY SOMMERS knew what the plague was like, for he had seen cases of it before, during his wanderings on a dozen spheres as a member of various itinerant vaudeville troupes. In five hours’ time a human being fairly withered up before one’s eyes! In his memory there was a picture of a girl who had succumbed to the dread affliction. With death around him now, it was easy for Terry to grasp the reality of death out there in that lonely settlement—so easy that, after a moment, a kind of blurred panic possessed him.


  Savagely he tore the fastenings of his safety belt loose, and stumbled erect. His sound hand, thick-gloved, moved forward, grasping the shoulder of the man in the seat ahead of him, who had told him about the epidemic in Pindar.


  “We’ve got to deliver the antitoxin!” he cried hoarsely, his words issuing in a muffled babble from the breath vent of his mask. “Doctor Cairns! Do you hear me? We’ve got to——” Terry did not finish his insistent plea. His arms dropped loosely to his sides. What he had known to be true was true beyond question; this was only a crushed corpse.


  Human courage is often sufficient to accept any challenge; but nerve alone, in this case, was not enough. Flesh has its limitations, however high the spirit that directs it. No creature of Terrestrial protoplasm could journey on foot all the way across ten miles of Plutonian country at night, when clad only in a partovac. To do so was a physical impossibility.


  There was no way to call for aid or to give the location of the ship so that it might be found here, concealed at the bottom of the crevasse. The radio was not only smashed; it was unreachable. The sketchy SOS, given during the first shock of the unexpected catastrophe, could hardly have stated the position of the crash adequately, even if the operator had been able to predict just where it was to take place. Nor could Terry think of any means of signaling to the several fliers who even now must be preparing to set out from Pindar in quest of the wreck. Unless they came near before dark, there was small possibility indeed that he would be able to indicate the place where the liner had fallen.


  However, Terry Sommers was both young and active. In youth, hope may flicker, but it seldom burns out. Terry’s attention came to rest on the baggage compartment above Cairns’s crumpled form. A hasty inspection enabled him to find the valise which contained tubes of white powder—the Sylfane antitoxin which Cairns had been taking to Pindar. The precious cargo was within reach, and undamaged. The fact seemed to act as a stimulus upon Sommers.


  With something definite to do, he felt more buoyant. First he groped through the wreckage, examining the several bodies that he was able to reach. All but one were corpses. A tiny Venusian still breathed shallowly, though he was unconscious, and, Terry believed, dying. His legs, tangled in the debris of the cabin, were broken. Gently Terry disengaged them; though to attempt to take the little fellow along with him toward Pindar he felt would be pointless.


  Gritting his teeth to suppress the pain in his shattered wrist, Terry prepared for the venture. The partovac, thick, insulated, and equipped with heating coils in its air-tight fabric, offered considerable protection against the cold, though a space suit would have been much better. He found three flasks of oxygen in an overhead compartment—enough to last perhaps five hours. These he attached clumsily to the respirator system of his mask. Then he fastened the valise filled with antitoxin to his belt. There was nothing else to do. He was ready.


  HE WAS struggling with the warped bolts of the door of the cabin, when a soft cry, querulous and low, like that of a bird lost in a storm, trilled behind him.


  He wheeled about. The Venusian had come to his senses and had raised himself weakly on his elbows.


  Sommers swore angrily. “I can’t be bothered with you, you crazy imp!” he hissed. “Why don’t you just quit? Why don’t you curl up like you should, and get it over with!”


  It was brutal. Maybe it had to be. But no, his tone at least could have been less ruthless.


  “Sorry,” he mumbled apologetically under his mask.


  Large eyes, covered by goggles, regarded him through the cavernous twilight. Terry couldn’t see much of the Venusian because of the partovac the tiny man wore, but he knew what Venusians were like—frail, fuzzy, with pink skin showing through the fuzz. Like a new-hatched bird. Hideous, pathetic. Tough though; they could take a lot of abuse.


  Whether this one could understand what he had said, he couldn’t be sure. Venus folk didn’t have the vocal equipment to master human speech and the sign language they used to communicate with Terrestrials Terry had never learned. He saw the elf’s fingers move in some kind of gesture, but its significance was beyond him. He thought, however, that he detected resignation in the great eyes. They appraised the valise of antitoxin intelligently. Could it be that this imp grasped the situation, and was accepting his fate to increase the chances of others? Yes, it seemed a bit like courage, and a bit like heroism. It impressed Terry Sommers.


  His sentiments established a grudging compromise. “I’m an idiot to do this,” he grumbled. “But the finish would be the same anyway.”


  He hoisted the Venusian to his back, and contrived to strap him in place. The tiny fellow gave a chirp of anguish, winced, shuddered, and went limp. The pain of movement had sent his mind back into oblivion. Terry bit his lip to suppress the savage throb in his own wrist.


  It took a minute to force an exit from the cabin. Air puffed past him as the door flew open, for the pressure inside had been greater than that of the planet’s half-congealed atmosphere. He strode forth into a domain that was never meant to be ruled by humans.


  From somewhere deep within him a burst of adventurous gayety surged up. He wasn’t an iron man, accustomed to battling the raw conditions of hostile worlds. He was a trouper, a clown, who, with tricks and jokes and song, had added a little leavening to the hard lives of colonists scattered throughout the Solar System. Even now, if the accident hadn’t happened, he would be approaching Nadir, the larger city of Pluto, to join up with six others of his profession. “Bits of tawdry tinsel,” an old explorer had once dubbed his kind deprecatingly. Remembering this, Terry Sommers gave a grim chuckle in which there was a note of defiance.


  Spiny cacti form crystals, shimmering with an inner luminescence of their own, were all about him, breast-high, covering the floor of the crevasse like a thicket of grotesque jewels. They broke with brittle, tinkling sounds as he forced his way through their ranks. Long, slender, furry parts of them groped through the gloom, and touched him in a way that was half hungry, half inquisitive. They were neither plant nor animal nor the inanimate creation of a purely physical process. They lived, and in a dim way they were intelligent! Yet they were not composed of protoplasm, but of ice, and of liquefied and frozen gases which on Earth would have been a permanent part of the atmosphere. Their vital processes were electrical. That much Terry Sommers remembered from the few sketchy accounts he had read of conditions on Pluto, a world which he had never before visited.


  It had seemed fantastic; but Terry realized now that it was not fantastic at all. It was natural. The outer planets beyond the orbit of Jupiter were too heatless to support fauna and flora whose protoplasm was similar to that of the fauna and flora of Earth. And so, life, ever adaptable to the conditions imposed by environment, bad taken the form of these frigid monstrosities, beautiful yet abhorrent.


  LIFE was a queer thing anyway, difficult to describe. You could say that it was something that grew and reproduced its kind and made use of some form of energy; but that was about as specific as you dared be in stating a definition. There were living things on Mercury, Venus, and Mars, quite like those of Earth.


  The moons of Jupiter, however, possessed a form of life that was unique, of which the microorganisms that produced Sylfane were an example. Crystalline, it was, hard, composed chiefly of siliceous minerals, indifferent to both heat and cold. And on worlds farther out in the heatless void, these frosty nightmares were dominant, though on at least one of the moons of Saturn, Terry knew that there was a vaporous form of life. There were some scientists who argued that even in the inconceivably hot photosphere of the Sun, a phenomenon might exist which was comparable in many ways to the process of life on lesser spheres!


  Awed at his ruminations, Terry Sommers directed his gaze upward. Above was a ragged ribbon of sky, between the crests of the deep trench that hemmed him in. Stars dotted its purple depths. Anaemic sunshine sparkled on the eastern lip of the crevasse.


  Terry selected what seemed a favorable place, and started to climb. It was two hundred feet to the top of the rampart and nearly vertical all the way. Hand and foot holds were plentiful but precarious and likely to break at any instant. With every upward surge, rime of frozen air showered down upon his partovac making him look like some fantastic frost imp. The feeble gravity was the trump which made the ascent possible. Burdened as he was, he still weighed much less than he would have on his native planet.


  More than a trifle dazed, he reached the top. Glowing through the tenuous, half-congealed atmosphere, was the Sun—a shrunken speck of incandescence billions of miles away. In a few minutes it would set. Then the unbelievable cold of the Plutonian night would begin to strike home, biting through his partovac.


  However, he scarcely considered this promise of death now. A kind of dull horror and a sense of inadequacy possessing his mind, he started eastward. Somewhere beyond the serrated jumble of crags and ice hills, rearing in stark denial ahead, Pindar lay. He was attempting to reach Pindar; he was attempting the impossible.


  Plod, plod, plod. His feet tramped through a semiliquid slush. It looked like snow, but it wasn’t. Up slope, down into hollow, up slope——And everywhere those frosty monsters reached for him, touched him, and snapped with the brittle jingle of shattered glass. The sound came in a muffled whisper through his helmet. His shadow, long, attenuated, grotesque, bobbed along before him. This was a fairyland of an incomparable bejeweled beauty—and a hell of ghastly grandeur.


  Above the crests of the hills, too far off to be examined in any detail, several blobs of haze hung, adding their touch of strangeness to the un-Earthly scene. They were bluish like steel, and semiopaque. They coiled and swirled, in a way that seemed too erratic to be ascribed to air currents alone. Within them was a suggestion of phosphorescence, and they produced a faint, crackling rustle, like an aurora. Terry Sommers wondered about them, conscious of an unease. Some desire for reassurance made him glance back at the Venusian, who had recovered his senses. The little fellow’s eyes clung intently, fearfully, to those masses of haze. Sommers decided that it was best to keep as far from them as possible.


  Plod, plod, plod. At first the going was fairly easy; then it became monotonous, then torturing. The torture of it grew and grew, slowly yet inexorably. Out of the purple eastern sky white flakes began to sift down as night approached. A thin breeze accompanied it. Terry’s body was becoming curiously numb and wooden.


  The light was failing. Dusk. Colder. A panicky terror warmed his flesh a trifle, and he-started to run. He stumbled once and fell. Powdery crystals showered around him. He arose and continued doggedly on.


  Night brought enchantments that eclipsed the glories of the day. Above, stars burned with sardonic splendor, faintly veiled by sifting flakes of congealed atmosphere. Plutonian life glimmered like serried hosts of huge gems in whose hearts icy fire of every hue throbbed and cascaded.


  Terry Sommers did not see their beauty—only their horror. Darkness seemed to increase their activity. Jagged spurs darted toward him, as if attempting to pierce his partovac. If they did——He tried not to think of that; he only sought to fight on. The blobs of haze were clearer now, yet still mysterious, glowing a frosty, translucent blue.


  AN HOUR went by. He must have covered several miles since the outset, running, jumping, plodding. Was he any nearer to Pindar? He thought he saw the red streak of a beacon fan ray sweeping the dark firmament far ahead, yet he couldn’t be sure. Above, and a mile to the left, a flier zigzagged, searching for the space ship that was supposed to bring antitoxin to the smitten city. Terry wanted to shout to it, to scream out that he was there. But to do so, he realized, would be a useless waste of effort.


  Drowsiness was conquering him, clouding his senses and his ability to reason. It wasn’t the effort that had depleted his energies; it was the cold, increasing every moment until at midnight it would almost reach the ultimate zero of space itself. It was sort of puzzling the way he felt. His feet moved as if they composed a being separate from his body. They acted apparently without his guidance, stumbling, recovering, climbing obstacles. They didn’t hurt him much; they ached dully, and felt stiff and awkward. He was angry at them for telling him that they ached and that they felt as they did. Why did they bother him? He had troubles of his own, hadn’t he? What were those troubles? It was becoming difficult to keep them fixed in his mind.


  Fear. Those blobs of blue haze, shimmering and shifting near the horizon, inspired fear in him even more than the jagged monsters that crowded around him opposing his passage. Something he remembered was responsible. On Tethys, third satellite of Saturn, there was a haze like that. It was gaseous, corrosive, alive; it ate through metal and glass and flesh, like an acid. This world was a worse hell even than Tethys. Might not there be a still more dreadful haze here, then? The idea made Terry’s pulses quicken with the dread of the unknown.


  Yet he was angry—angry at himself for his inexperience, angry at Pindar for being so elusive, angry that Pindar had ever been built, angry at the oppressive weight of his burden, angry at almost everything.


  What had Earthmen come to this God-forsaken piece of the universe for? Only because radium and actinium could be Obtained here in large quantities. Radium and actinium to feed their damned machines! Young Sommers cursed with the fogged vehemence of a drunken man. His lips pouted like a vexed child’s.


  Mingled with his resentments, fears were bright, fragmentary bits of his past, jumbled into a patternless medley: Some one named George. Some one called Ellane. Who was she? Oh yes, the girl who had danced at Vananis, the Earth settlement on Mars. Blond, sweet, really beautiful——Endless wanderings, here and there, on this planet and that——Rocket ships, baggage tags, costumes, jokes, jingles of music, gay, tragic Mars—the cultivated lands roofed with glass to keep them warm; machines to free the oxygen from the red ferric oxides of the soil. Silk tapestries, carved stone pillars, friendly shadows. And warmth—damn it!—warmth! Trouper, clown—bits of tawdry tinsel—hell!——Venus—terrifically hot and fiercely cold, but never as cold as the mildest day on Pluto. Io, Ganymede, Callisto. The Rings of Saturn——The domed Earth colonies everywhere. Why?


  A feeble movement in his burden aroused young Sommers a trifle and made him remember the Venusian he carried. Terry was angry because he was there. “Little fool!” he mumbled several times. “Little useless fool!”


  One of those clouds of blue haze was shifting closer in what seemed stealth. But it was all so indistinct and illusive. Terry stumbled on a crystal thing, recovered himself, and then kicked it with vengeful force. But he was reeling. A few steps more and he would be down.


  Again the Venusian moved. Then he voiced a piercing scream that even his mask could not muffle effectively. It sounded like the cry of a terror-stricken demon. Once more he sent that unEarthly yell of his echoing into the night.


  Terry was furious. “Stop that!” he growled dully. “Stop! Do you want us to be devoured? If you’re scared, keep still anyway!”


  However, if the tiny fellow understood his command, he did not obey. Again he screamed.


  Clumsily Sommers aimed a blow at him. His hand, numb and Wooden, felt glancingly; the Venusian strapped to his hip, crumpled.


  Then Terry tried to dodge up a gorge, inspired by some dim hope of eluding the haze. He saw that it was useless. The shrill vibrations of the yells had impinged upon some sensory faculty which those clouds of gaseous life possessed. They were sweeping toward him from all sides. And the fog of unconsciousness, produced by the cold, was thickening in his brain. He saw sinuous, fiery shapes of vapor squirm and wriggle in the air about him. And there were things that looked like the carved heads of devils, animated.


  With a last spurt of energy he fought through the thicket of frost monsters around him, and reached the summit of a knoll. His body swayed, sagged; he toppled in a heap amid glassy fragments.


  Was that Pindar he had glimpsed on a lofty plateau several miles ahead? Or had he only imagined that he had seen a great crystal dome ribbed with metal, glowing like the domes of all colonial cities? It didn’t matter now. The city was out of reach. It had always been out of reach. It was not worth bothering about. He was very comfortable here.


  The blue clouds converged upon him. Sinuous wisps of vapor touched him. He felt the first electrical tingle of their caress as they began to eat into his partovac. Corrosive death! Funny he wasn’t impressed. Mingling with the hiss of the oxygen valve in his mask was a hypnotic whisper and crackle like that of an aurora.


  Trouper—here, there, everywhere——Wirrah, Venus; Oktor, Callisto——Bits of tawdry tinsel—music—Lita——Those past impressions continued to swirl in the brain of Terry Sommers, till, at some indefinite moment, the process ceased.


  AWAKENING was a surprise. There was the smell of disinfectant about him. Bright lights and white walls. A pillow was beneath his head.


  His body ached a trifle, but not enough to be annoying. Bandages covered tender areas—frostbites mostly. A man was near by, busy with something. He was elderly, and wore a small Vandyke beard.


  Several moments passed while Terry sought to straighten matters out. Then, sure that he made no error, he greeted: “Hello, doc!”


  The physician wheeled, but before he could say anything, Terry flung a volley of questions at him.


  “We’ve been wanting to tell you, young man,” the doctor replied huskily. “We’ve been wanting to thank you. Yes, this is Pindar. The antitoxin you brought has saved us.”


  “But who found me, and how did they find me?” Terry insisted.


  “Addison’s fire,” said the doctor. “It collected above you in a huge mass. The patrol fliers were searching for the space ship, and naturally they investigated so huge a cloud of the fire, since it usually indicated the presence of something interesting.”


  “The blue haze, you mean?” Terry inquired. “I thought it was dangerous.”


  “The blue haze,” the physician answered. “And it is dangerous—the most dangerous thing on Pluto; next to the cold. See what it did to your partovac! A few minutes more——” He shrugged.


  Terry glanced at the worn garment flung limply over a chair and shuddered. It looked as though moths had been at it, though moths could scarcely have eaten into the composition-doped steel-and-asbestos texture of its fabric.


  “But it saved your life,” the doctor went on. “The fire is alive, electrical. It creates a small quantity of heat within itself—enough in your case to keep out the cold until you were rescued. But it was a terrific gamble. We wondered if you did it purposely, or if it was just a coincidence. The fire is sensitive to short sound waves. A high, shrill note will attract it, you know.”


  “I didn’t know!” Terry burst out with enthusiasm. “The Venusian did, though! It was he who attracted the haze, and I thought he was just scared! Where is he? Is he all right?” Sommers had raised himself on his elbow.


  His informer’s features brightened. “He’s all right, or will be when his legs heal,” he responded. “You are more frostbitten than he is. Look behind YOU!”


  Terry turned. In the bed beside his lay a fuzzy little man with great eyes. The eyes were watching him with a curious twinkle that had the quality of a smile, though smiles Venusian faces could not register. Terry felt awe, and a strange inner warmth.


  The doctor uttered an odd, whistling note, attempting a Venusian word. “That’s his name,” he explained. “He’s been here in Pindar quite often. Quite a character. Biology is his hobby, but he’s one of these show people. From your passport I gather you’re one, too.” Young Sommers was unaccountably speechless. Intently he watched, while the fuzzy little man drew something from under the bed covering. It glittered as a bandaged paw raised it to his lips. A harmonica!


  Then he began to play—a curious jingle, Earthly yet un-Earthly. It was the jingle of tinsel, and yet there was hard steel in it somewhere.


  Terry chuckled softly. Contrasts! It was funny to see a Venus elf blowing a mouth organ! There was lettering on the instrument. He couldn’t read it from where he was, but he suspected with a nostalgic twinge, that it spelled: “Made in U.S.A.”


  His hand went up in a sort of salute. “Hi, trouper!” he said.


  THE RED PERI


  Stanley G. Weinbaum


  THE DUTCH ROCKET Aardkin—out of Middleburg, passengers and freight—dropped gingerly toward the mist and cloud-girt Earth some twelve thousand miles below, underjets cushioning the fall. This last leg of the journey from Venus was the ticklish part of the trip; for the great cigar-shaped rockets, beautifully swift in space, were anything but maneuverable in a strong gravitational field; and Captain Peter Ten Eyck had no particular desire to descend in either central Europe or mid-Atlantic, to the resultant disgust of the home office. He wanted to hit Middleburg in Zeeland.


  Off to the right appeared a very curious shape, visible no more than a quarter of a mile away through the bridgeroom port. “Donder!” said Captain Ten Eyck feelingly.


  At the same moment the annunciator beside him remarked, “Cut your jets!”


  “Aasvogel!” rejoined the captain. “Vaarken!” His other epithets were somewhat too expressive for permanent record.


  The apparition against the black sky was swiftly drifting closer. It was distinguishable now as a glittering, metal rocket, but in no way like the tapering, cylindrical Aardkin, nor like any other rocket—save one.


  It was a tubular triangle, from each corner of which rose a strong girder to meet an apex above. In effect, its sides and girders outlined a skeleton tetrahedron, and from the apex of the girders, the blue atomic blast flared down to spread fanlike into the space below. As it approached, the strange vessel was dwarfed by the giant freighter; it was no more than a hundred feet on a side, not an eighth the length of the Aardkin.


  Again the annunciator uttered its metallic tones. It was responding, apparently, to a beam from the stranger. “Cut your jets!” it repeated. “Cut your jets, or we’ll top you!”


  Captain Ten Eyck ended his mutterings in a heavy sigh. He had no wish to have his vessel exposed to the withering blast of the pirate. He grumbled an order into the box beside him, and the roar of the jets ceased. Whatever maneuverability the lumbering freighter possessed was gone now; there was no longer any chance of ramming the agile attacker.


  With the cessation of the jets came also complete weightlessness, since they were in a free fall; but a twelve-thousand-mile fall takes considerable time to become serious. Ten Eyck sighed again, ordered the floor magnets on, and waited phlegmatically for further directions. After all, he reflected, his cargo was insured, and Boyd’s Marine could afford the indemnity. Besides, Boyd’s was an English concern, and he had no mind to risk a good Netherlands ship and—if he did say it himself—a good Netherlands captain to save an English insurance company from loss.


  The door to the bridge room opened. Hawkins, the first officer, clattered in. “What’s here?” he shrilled. “The jets are off——” He caught sight of the glistening shape beyond the port. “The Red Peri! The blasted pirate!”


  Captain Ten Eyck said nothing, but his pale-blue eyes stared moodily at the painted figure plainly visible on the attacker’s hull—the figure of a crimson, winged imp. He needed no sign to identify the pirate; the queer construction of the vessel was proof enough, for there wasn’t another such ship in the sky.


  The voice sounded again. “Open your air lock.” Ten Eyck gave the order and stalked grimly out to receive the boarding party. He heard the thud of the extending gangway as it struck, and the faint grind as the magnet bit to the freighter’s hull. There came a brisk pounding on the inner door of the lock. The captain gave the order to open, his voice curiously equable. He was thinking again of the insurance company.


  Most of the Aardkin’s score of passengers were crowded along the passage. The cutting of the jets, and perhaps the sound of Hawkins’ voice from the beam room as he called hopefully for assistance, had apprised all of them of the events, and the glittering triangle of the Red Peri indicated their nature.


  THE LOCK swung inward, opening upon the steel-ribbed, rubber-sheathed tunnel of the gangway. Figures in space suits, worn either for disguise or simply as precaution against the possible need of cutting their way in, filed through the circular doorway, automatics and gas guns menacingly visible.


  There were no words spoken; a dozen buccaneers clanked methodically away toward the aft hold, and one, a slighter figure, stood grimly guarding the lock. In five minutes they were filing back, dragging whatever loot they had found, with the queer movement of inertia without weight—much as if they floated the objects through water.


  Ten Eyck saw the cases of xixtchil pods, valuable as so many diamonds, disappear into the lock; and the seventeen crated ingots of Venusian silver followed. He swore under his breath as he recognized also the casket of emeralds from the mines in the Dutch Alps of Venus, and wondered blasphemously how they had managed to crack the Aardkin’s safe with neither torch nor explosive.


  Glancing into the purser’s office, he saw a queer, jagged hole in the big steel box, that looked more as if it had rusted or simply broken away than as if it had been cut. Then the freebooters were silently passing back to their vessel, having neither addressed nor molested officers, crew, or passengers.


  Except, perhaps, for one: among the group of watchers was young Frank Keene, American radiologist and physicist returning from the solar-analysis station on Patrick’s Peak in the Mountains of Eternity. He had edged close to the air lock, and now, as the departing marauders passed through, he suddenly leaned forward with narrowed eyes, and peered boldly into the cloudy visor of the guard.


  “Hah!” he said. “A redhead, eh?”


  The guard said nothing, but raised a steel-gauntleted hand. The metal thumb and forefinger bit viciously into Keene’s sun-tanned nose, and he was thrust violently back into the crowd, with two spots of blood welling from the abused organ.


  Keene grunted in pain. “O.K., fellow,” he said stolidly. “I’ll see you again some day.”


  The guard spoke at last in a voice that clinked out metallically from the helmet’s diaphragm. “When you do, there’d better be two of you.” Then this figure followed the rest; the outer lock clanged shut; the magnets released the gangway’s grip; and the Red Peri, agile as a swallow and swift as a comet at perihelion, flared into the black void.


  Beside Keene sounded the voice of Captain Ten Eyck. “What a ship! Mynheer Keene, is that not a ship—that Red Peri?”


  He was still exclaiming over it at intervals all during the laborious task of laying a new landing course; and when, an hour later, a blunt little League rocket appeared in answer to Hawkins’ call, he informed its officer flatly that the pirate was hopelessly beyond reach. “Even if your fat beeste of a boat could match its acceleration, which it couldn’t.”


  OVER A YEAR LATER Frank Keene had almost completely forgotten the Red Peri and the red-headed pirate, though occasionally, during the interval, mention of the famous marauder had brought his experience to mind. After all, when a freebooter has scoured the skyways for nearly fifteen years without capture, he becomes something of a legend, a figure of heroic proportions. Papers and broadcasts give daily references to him, and he is blamed for, or perhaps credited with, many a feat performed by some less-celebrated desperado.


  The lair of the Red Peri remained a mystery, though League ships scoured asteroids, the far side of the desolate Moon, and even the diminutive satellites of Mars. The swift pirate, striking invariably as his victim inched gingerly through some planet’s gravitational field, came and went untouched.


  But Frank Keene had little time at the moment for consideration of the famous freebooter. He and his companion, fifty-five-year-old Solomon Nestor of the Smithsonian, were out where few men had ever been, and in a predicament that was perhaps unique. They were dropping their rocket Limbo toward the rugged, black disk of Pluto, two billion miles from home, and they were not happy about it.


  “I tell you,” growled Keene, “we’ve got to land. Do you think I’m settling on this chunk of coal from choice? We’ve got to make repairs. We can’t navigate with one stern jet gone, unless you have a notion to fly in circles.”


  Old Solomon was a marvel on hard radiations, stellar chemistry, and astrophysics, but hardly an engineer. He said plaintively, “I don’t see why we can’t zigzag.”


  “Bah! I told you why. Didn’t I spend five hours figuring out the time it’d take to reach the nearest inhabited place? That’s Titan near Saturn, just one billion—one billion, I said—miles from here. And at the speed we could make zigzagging, because we couldn’t keep a constant acceleration, it would take us just exactly four years and three months. We’ve got food enough for three months, but what would we live on during the four years? Atomic energy?”


  “But what can we do on Pluto?” queried old Nestor. “And why didn’t we carry a spare jet?”


  “Jets aren’t supposed to melt off,” muttered Keene disgustedly. “As for what we can do, maybe we can find a virgin deposit of some refractory metal—platinum or iridium or tungsten, or any other with a high melting point—and build up a jet long enough to keep the blast from melting our stern away. Because that’s what it’ll do if we try running it this way.”


  “There’s tungsten here,” observed the older man hopefully, gazing down at the black expanse. “Hervey reported it, and so did Caspari. But there isn’t any atmosphere, or rather, what there is is liquid or solid, except about half a centimeter’s pressure of helium. Pluto has a diameter of about ten thousand miles, a surface gravity of about 1.2, and an albedo——”


  “Not interested,” grunted Keene, and then, relenting, “Listen, Solomon, I’m sorry. I guess I’m taking it out on you because we had a defective jet. But it’s a hell of a mess all the same, and somebody’s going to suffer for it when we get back. With all the money the institute has, you’d think they’d be able to afford respectable equipment.” He glared down through the floor port. “There she comes!”


  With a rasp and a jar, the Limbo came to rest. Outside, a mixed column of dust and smoke billowed around the glasses, rose and then settled as quickly as a burst of sand, in the near vacuum that surrounded the ship.


  Keene cut the blast. “Come on,” he said, turning to a space suit swaying on its hook. “No use wasting time. We’ll take a look around.” He clambered into the heavy garment, noting irritably its greater weight on the surface of the black planet. The Plutonian gravitation added thirty-six pounds to his terrestrial hundred and eighty.


  “No gun?” asked Nestor.


  “Gun? For what? This planet’s dead as the brain of whoever tested that jet. How can there be organic life in no air and ten degrees absolute?” He pulled open the inner door of the air lock. “Well,” he said, his voice sharply metallic through his helmet’s diaphragm, “here goes the Smithsonian Expedition for the Determination of the Intensity of Cosmic Radiation in Extraplanetary Space. We determined it all right; now the only problem of the expedition is to get home with our statistics.” He flung open the outer door and stepped out on the black surface of Pluto.


  SO FAR AS Keene knew, he was the fourth man and Nestor the fifth to set foot on the black planet. Atsuki, of course, was the first, if one credits his figures and photographs, the intrepid Hervey the second, and Caspari the third. Here on this lonely outpost of the solar system, high noon was hardly brighter than full moonlight on Earth, and the queer, black surface that gives Pluto its low albedo made it seem still darker.


  But Keene could distinguish the outlines of fantastic mountains beyond the hollow where the Limbo rested, and innumerable mysterious crags and hillocks, unweathered by wind or water, loomed closer. Directly to his right lay a patch of glistening, snowlike white; but he knew it wasn’t snow, but frozen air. One dared not step in such a drift; for the cold would bite through his insulated space suit, since frozen air was a far better conductor of heat than the rocky ground.


  Overhead glittered all the stars of the galaxy, as changeless as though he stood on a pleasant, green planet two billion miles sunward, for what was two billion miles to the infinite remoteness of the stars? The landscape was bleak, black, desolate, and cold. This was Pluto, the planet that circled at the very edge of the void.


  The two started heavily toward a ridge where something glowed faintly that might be virgin metal. Strangely, their own footsteps were audible, for the substance of their space suits conducted the sound; but all else was a vast and ominous silence. They did not speak, for their suits, designed only for emergency repairs in space, had no radio; and to communicate it was necessary to touch hand or arm to one’s companion; over such a material bridge, sound traveled easily enough.


  At the ridge Keene paused, glowering down at a vein of bright, starlighted fragments. He placed a hand against Nestor’s shoulder. “Pyritic,” he grunted. “We’ll have to look farther.”


  He turned right, treading heavily under nearly sixty pounds, suit included, more than his Earth weight. Surely, he mused, old Solomon Nestor wouldn’t be capable of an extended search in such circumstances. He frowned; Caspari had reported great quantities of heavy metals here, and they shouldn’t need such a lengthy search. He stopped sharply; a stone came sliding past him on the rocky surface. A signal.


  Off in the dusk Nestor was gesturing. Keene turned and hurried back, clambering along the uneven terrain with such haste that his breath shortened and his visor began to cloud. He clapped his hand on the old man’s arm. “What is it?” he asked. “Metal?”


  “Metal? Oh, no.” Nestor’s voice was triumphant. “What did you say about no organic life on Pluto, eh? Well, what about inorganic fife? Look there!”


  Keene looked. Out of a narrow chasm or cleft in the ridge something moved. For a moment Keene thought he saw a brook flowing, but a brook—liquid water—was an impossibility on Pluto. He squinted sharply. Crystals! Masses of crystals, gray-white in the dusk, crawling in a slow parade.


  “I’ll be damned!” he said. “Caspari didn’t say anything about this.”


  “Don’t forget,” said Nestor, “that Pluto has thirty-six per cent more surface than the whole Earth. Not a ten-thousandth part of it has been explored—probably never will be, because it’s such a task to get a rocket here. If Atsuki——”


  “I know. I know,” interrupted Keene impatiently. “But these things aren’t tungsten or platinum. Let’s move on.” But he still stared at the crawling, faintly radiant mass. In the silence he heard infinitely faint rustlings, cracklings, and susurrations, transmitted through the ground to his feet, and thence to his helmet. “What makes them move?” he asked. “Are they alive?”


  “Alive? I don’t know. Crystals are as close as inorganic matter comes to life. They feed; they grow.”


  “But they don’t live!”


  OLD SOLOMON NESTOR was in his element now. “Well,” he proceeded in professorial tones, “what is the criterion of life? Is it movement? No; for wind, water, and fire move, while many living forms do not. Is it growth? No; for fire grows, and so do crystals. Is it reproduction? Again no; for again fire and crystals reproduce themselves, if their proper food supply is present. Then just what differentiates dead matter from living?”


  “That’s what I’m asking you!” snapped Keene.


  “And I’m telling you. There’s just one, or perhaps two criteria. First, living things show irritation. And second, and more important, they show adaptation.”


  “Eh?”


  “Listen,” continued Nestor. “Fire moves, grows, feeds, and reproduces, doesn’t it? But it doesn’t run away from water. It doesn’t betray the irritation life shows in the presence of a poison, though water’s poison to it. Any living thing that encounters poison makes an attempt to throw it off; it develops antibodies or fever, or it ejects the poisonous matter. Sometimes it dies, of course, but it tries to survive. Fire doesn’t.


  “As for adaptation, does fire ever make a voluntary attempt to reach its food? Does it ever deliberately flee from its enemies? Even the lowest form of life known does that; even the miserable amoeba makes positive gestures of adaptation to its’environment.”


  Keene stared more closely at the sluggish crystalline stream, which was now impinging on the black plain at his feet. He bent over it, and suddenly perceived a fact that had hitherto escaped him.


  “Look here,” he said, touching old Solomon’s arm. “These things are organisms. They’re not loose crystals, but masses of them.”


  It was true. The rustling crystals moved in glittering chunks from thumbnail size to aggregations as large as dogs. They crackled and rustled along, apparently moving by a slow shifting of the lower crystals, much as a snake moves on its scaly belly, but far stiffer and slower. Abruptly Keene sent his metal boot crashing into one. It shattered with a blue flash of released static electricity, and the pieces passively resumed their progress.


  “They certainly don’t show irritation,” he remarked.


  “But look!” shrilled Nestor. “They do show adaptation. There’s one feeding!”


  He pulled Keene a few feet down the ridge. There was a small bluish deposit of something that looked like frozen clay, a product, perhaps, of the infinitely remote past when Pluto’s own heat had maintained liquid water and gaseous air to grind its rocks to powder. A crystalline mass had paused at the edge, and before their gaze it was growing, gray-white crystals springing out of it as frost spreads over a winter-chilled windowpane.


  “It’s an aluminium-eater!” shrieked Nestor. “The crystals are alums; it’s eating the clay!”


  Keene was far less excited than old Solomon, perhaps because he was considerably more practical. “Well,” he said decisively, “we can’t waste any more time here. We need refractory metal, and we need it bad. You try along the ridge, and I’ll cross over.” He broke off suddenly, staring appalled at the foot with which he had shattered the moving crystals. On its surface glittered a spreading mass of tiny, sparkling points!


  A break in the surface of his space suit meant death, for the oxygen generator could certainly never maintain its pressure against any appreciable leakage. He bent over, scraping desperately at the aluminium feeders, and then realized that the infection would spread—had spread to his gauntlets. While Nestor babbled futilely and inaudibly behind his visor, Keene rubbed his hands in the gritty, pyritic soil on which he stood.


  That seemed to work. The rough substance scoured away the growing crystals, and with frantic vigor he rasped a handful along his shoe. If only no hole, no tiniest pin prick had opened! He scoured furiously, and at last the metal surface showed scratched and pitted, but free of the growths. He stood up unsteadily, and placed his hand against the gesturing Nestor’s side.


  “Keep away from them!” he gasped. “They eat——”


  Keene never finished his sentence. Something hard jarred against the back of his armor. A metallic voice clicked, “Stand still—both of you!”


  II.


  “WHAT the devil!” gulped Keene. He twisted his head within his immovable helmet, peering through the rear visor glasses. Five—no, six figures in blue metal space suits were ranged behind him; they must have approached in the inaudibility of a vacuum while he had been scouring his suit free of the crystals. For a moment he had an eerie sensation of wonder, fearful that he faced some grotesque denizens of the mysterious black planet, but a glance revealed that the forms were human. So were the faces dim in the dusk behind the visors; so had been the voice he had heard.


  It sounded again. “Turn around and walk.”


  Keene hesitated. “Listen,” he said. “We’re not interfering with you. All we want is some tungsten in order to fix——”


  “Move!” snapped the voice, whose tones traveled through the weapon hard against Keene’s back. “And remember that I’m two thirds inclined to kill you anyway. Now move!”


  Keene moved. There was little else he could do, considering the appearance of the threatening automatics in the hands of their captors. He tramped heavily along, feeling the thrust of the muzzle against his back, and beside him Solomon Nestor trudged with paces already showing the drag of weariness. The old man touched his arm.


  “What’s this about?” he quavered.


  “How do I know?” snorted Keene.


  “Shut up!” admonished the voice behind him.


  They walked past the looming shape of the Limbo—five hundred feet past it, a thousand. Directly ahead was the other rim of the cup-shaped depression in which they had landed, high, black cliffs in fantastic shapes. Suddenly Keene started; what had seemed but a smaller cliff showed now as a skeleton, tetrahedral frame of metal, three webbed shafts rising to a point from a tubular triangle below.


  “The Red Peri!” he gasped. “The Red Peri!”


  “Yeah. Why the surprise?” queried the sardonic voice. “You found what you were looking for, didn’t you?”


  Keene said nothing. The appearance of the pirate ship had amazed him. No one had ever dreamed that the swift marauder could operate from a base as infinitely remote as the black planet. How could even that agile vessel scour the traffic lanes of the minor planets from dusky Pluto, two billion miles out in the empty cosmos?


  To his knowledge only two ships—three, if Atsuki hadn’t lied—had ever reached those vast depths before their own Limbo, and he knew what endless travail and painful labor each of those journeys had cost. In his mind echoed Captain Ten Eyck’s words of a year and a half before. “What a ship!” he muttered. “Lord, what a ship!”


  There was an opening in the cliff wall as they rounded the bulk of the Red Peri. Yellow light streamed out, and he glimpsed an ordinary fluorolux bulb in the roof of the cavern. He was shoved forward into the opening, and suddenly his visor was clouded with moisture. That meant air and warmth, though he had seen no air lock, nor heard one operate. He suppressed the impulse to brush a metal-sheathed hand across the glass, knowing that he couldn’t wipe the condensation away in that fashion.


  The voice again, still queerly sardonic, yet somehow soft. “You can open your helmets. There’s air.”


  Keene did so. He stared at the figures surrounding himself and Nestor, some still helmeted, others already removing the uncomfortable space suits. Before him stood a figure shorter than the rest, and he recalled the red-headed pirate on the Aardkin. The short one was twisting the cumbersome helmet.


  IT CAME OFF. Keene gulped again at the face revealed, for it was that of a woman. A woman? A girl, rather, for she seemed no more than seventeen. But Keene’s gasp was not entirely surprise; mostly, it was sheer admiration.


  Her hair was red, true enough, if one could call red a lovely and subtle shade between copper and mahogany. Her eyes were bright green, and her skin was the silken, soft, and pale skin of one whose flesh is but seldom exposed to the sunlight, yet gently tanned by the violet-rich rays of the fluorolux.


  She let the cumbrous metal suit clank away from her, and stepped out in the quite civilized garb of shirt, shorts, and dainty, laced buskins, such as one had to wear in a space suit. Her figure—well, Keene was only twenty-six, but even old Nestor’s pallid eyes were fixed on her as she turned toward them. She was slim, curved, firm; despite her slimness, there was a litheness and sturdiness to her limbs, the result, perhaps, of a lifetime under the supernormal gravitation of Pluto.


  “Take off your suits,” she ordered coldly, and as they complied, “Marco, lock these up with the rest.”


  A tall, dark individual gathered up the clanking garments. “Yes, commander,” he said, taking a key she held out and moving away into the cavern.


  “Commander, eh?” said Keene. “So you’re the Red Peri!”


  Her green eyes flickered over him. She surveyed his own figure, which was still hard and brown and powerful from his swimming days at the university. “You,” she said impassively. “I’ve seen you before.”


  “You have a good memory,” he grunted. “I was on the Aardkin.”


  She gave him a momentary smile of amused remembrance. “Yes. Did your nose scar?” She glanced at the organ. “I’m afraid, not.”


  People—two or three of them—came hurrying up the long corridor of the cave to stand staring curiously at Keene and Nestor. Two were men; the third was a pale, pretty, flaxen-haired girl. The Red Peri glanced briefly at them and seated herself on a boulder against the rocky wall.


  “Cigarette, Elza,” she said, and took one from the pale girl.


  The scent of tobacco tantalized Keene, for such indulgences were impossible in the precious air of a space ship. It had been four months since he had smoked, in the frigid little town of Nivia, the city of snow on Titan.


  “May I have one?” he asked.


  The green eyes turned an icy glance on him. “No,” said the Red Peri briefly.


  “Well, I’ll be——Why not?” He was angered.


  “I don’t think you’ll live long enough to finish it,” responded the girl coolly, “and our supply is limited here.”


  “Yeah, limited to what you find on looted freighters!” he snapped.


  “Yes,” she agreed. She blew a tormenting plume of smoke toward him.


  “I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I’ll trade you a cigarette for the information as to how you managed to trace us here.”


  “Trace you?” he echoed, puzzled. “That’s what I said. It’s a generous offer, too, because I’m quite capable of torturing the knowledge out of you.” Staring into her lovely, glittering green eyes, Keene was not disposed to doubt her capability. He said mildly, “But we didn’t trace you here.”


  “I suppose,” she retorted, “that you came to Pluto looking for a good business corner. Or perhaps on a little camping trip. Is that your story?”


  HE FLUSHED under her cool insolence. “We came here by accident,” he growled. “One of our afterjets melted off, and if you don’t believe it, go look at it.”


  “Jets don’t melt unless they’re planned to,” said the Red Peri coldly. “And what were you doing in the neighborhood of Pluto anyway? And I suppose that out of all the millions of square miles of surface, you just accidentally picked this valley as a landing place. Well, it won’t do you any good to lie, because you’re going to die regardless, but you might die a little less painfully if you tell the truth.”


  “It just happens that I’m telling the truth!” he blazed. “Whether you believe it or not, we landed in this valley by pure chance. We’re the Smithsonian’s expedition to study cosmic rays in outer space, and you can verify that by our clearance papers from Nivia.”


  “A good disguise for the secret service,” she sneered. “You could get any sort of government papers you want, couldn’t you?”


  “Disguise! Listen, if we were hunting the Red Peri, do you think we’d come armed with cameras, interferometers, electroscopes, polariscopes, and fly-wing bolometers? Search our ship; you’ll find one gun in it—one measly automatic. I’ll tell you where it is It’s in the upper right-hand drawer of the navigation table. And we landed here because Pluto was the nearest solid place to where we burned off our jet—and that’s the truth!”


  The Red Peri’s glance was faintly speculative. “I don’t see,” she said thoughtfully, “that it makes much difference. If you’re telling the truth, it simply means that you’re a very unlucky expedition, because I certainly can’t let you go, and I haven’t any particular desire to keep you here. In other words, it still looks very much as if you were destined to die.” She paused. “What are your names?”


  “This is Smithsonian’s Professor Solomon Nestor,” he said, “and I’m Frank Keene, radiation engineer.”


  Her green eyes shifted to the old man. “I’ve heard of Solomon Nestor,” she observed slowly. “I really shouldn’t like to kill him, but I don’t see exactly what other course is open.” She flashed her gaze back to Keene. “Do you?” she asked coolly.


  “You could take our words not to give out any information,” he grunted.


  She laughed. “The Red Peri trusts very little to promises,” she retorted. “Anyway, would you give your word to that?”


  For a full half minute he stared into her mocking eyes. “I wouldn’t,” he said at last. “When I entered the Smithsonian’s service I took their usual oath to uphold the law in the far places. Maybe many of their explorers consider that oath just so many words; I know some of them have found wealth at the expense of the institute. But I keep my oaths.”


  The Red Peri laughed again. “No matter,” she said indifferently. “I wouldn’t trust my safety to any one’s word. But the question of your disposal still remains.” She smiled with a faint hint of malice. “Would you prefer to die instantly, or do you think you can stand the torture of suspense while I check your story and think it over? Because frankly, I think it will be necessary to kill you anyway. I see no alternative.”


  “We’ll wait,” said Keene stolidly.


  “Very well.” She flipped away the stub of her cigarette, crossed her dainty legs, and said, “Another, Elza.”


  Keene looked sharply at the yellowhaired girl as she held a light to the cigarette. There was something dimly inimical in her manner, as if she were struggling to suppress a hatred, a hidden enmity. She withdrew the flame with an abrupt, irritable gesture.


  “That’s all,” said the green-eyed leader. “I’ll lock you up somewhere until I’m ready.”


  “WAIT A MINUTE,” said Keene. “Now will you answer a few of my questions?”


  She shrugged. “Perhaps.”


  “Are you the only Red Peri?”


  “The one and only,” she smiled. “Why?”


  “Because you must have been born like Lao-tse at the age of eighty, then. These raids have been going on for fifteen years, and you’re not a day over seventeen. Or did you start your career of piracy at the age of two?”


  “I’m nineteen,” she said coolly.


  “Oh. You began at four, I suppose.”


  “Never mind. Any further questions?”


  “Yes. Who designed your ship, the Red Peri?”


  “A very clever designer,” she said, and then murmured softly, “A very clever one.”


  “He must have been!” snapped Keene angrily.


  “He was. Have you anything else to ask?”


  “You haven’t answered one question so far,” he growled. “But here’s another. What do you think will happen when the Limbo doesn’t arrive in Nivia when due? Don’t you know that the next government rocket will be out to look for us? And don’t you realize that they’ll look for us first on Pluto? Your base here is bound to be discovered, and if you murder us it’ll go just that much harder with you.”


  The Red Peri laughed. “That isn’t even a good bluff,” she said. “Titan isn’t a quarter of the way between the Earth and Pluto, and it’s getting farther from us every day. The next conjunction of Saturn and Pluto is fifty years in the future, and about the only time your clumsy rockets can make the jump is at conjunction. You ought to know that.


  “And what’s more, by the time you’re missed, there won’t be a thing to do but give you up as lost, and you’ll not be the first Smithsonian expedition to be lost. And finally, if they did send out a searching party, how would they expect to find you? By blind reckoning?”


  “By radio!” grunted Keene.


  “Oh. And have you a radio on the Limbo?” she asked gently.


  He groaned and subsided. Of course there was no radio on the little expeditionary rocket; all its precious space was occupied by fuel, food, and necessary equipment, and besides, what possible use could a radio be to explorers out in the lonely vastness of extraplanetary space? The nearest settlement, Nivia on Titan, was hundreds of millions of miles beyond range of the most powerful beam yet developed.


  The Red Peri knew as welt as he how utterly hopeless was the expectation of any search for himself and Nestor. They’d be simply given up, called martyrs to science, regretted by the few experimenters who were interested in their results, and then forgotten.


  “Any more questions?” asked the flaming-haired one mockingly.


  Keene shrugged, but suddenly and unexpectedly old Solomon Nestor spoke. “That entrance,” he squeaked irrelevantly, pointing to the arch of the cave.


  “How do you keep the air here from rushing out?”


  Keene whirled and stared in amazement. It was true; the cave was open to the frigid, airless outdoors; he could see the dusky Plutonian twilight through an unglassed, unblocked archway.


  “At least that question is sensible,” said the Red Peri. “We do it with a field.”


  “A field!” echoed Keene. “What sort——”


  “You’ve asked enough questions,” she cut in tartly. “I answer no more.” She turned. “Elza, take these two into any unoccupied room with a metal door. If they’re hungry, send them food. That’s all.”


  SHE ROSE without a glance at the prisoners. Keene’s eyes followed the exquisite grace of her figure as she trod as lightly as if she walked an Earthly corridor, followed by the five men who remained. Her radiant hair glowed far down the length of the passage until she turned aside and vanished.


  He and Nestor followed the flaxenhaired Elza, and behind them, grimly silent, came the two men who had first appeared with her. She led them past a number of niches, side aisles, and several obviously artificial chambers. The cavern seemed to stretch indefinitely into the depths of the Plutonian mountain, and was indubitably a natural cave, though here and there the floor or walls showed signs of human workmanship. At last the girl indicated a chamber to the right, and they entered a small room, furnished comfortably enough with an aluminium chair, a table, and two couches. These last were covered with deep and gloriously beautiful brocades, beyond doubt plunder from some freighter’s cargo.


  “This is yours,” said Elza, and turned toward the door. She paused. “Are you hungry?” she asked.


  “No,” said Keene. He saw the two men standing in the corridor, and lowered his voice. “But will you talk to us a while, Elza? Alone?”


  “Why?”


  “I’d like to ask you something.”


  “What is it?”


  He dropped his voice to a whisper. “You hate the Red Peri, don’t you, Elza? As much as we do?”


  She turned abruptly to the door. “Father,” she said evenly, “will you and Basil bring something to eat? I’ll stay here; you can bolt the door on us.” There was a murmur without. “Hush!” she said. “You heard. These two are gentlemen.” The door closed and she faced them. “Well?”


  “Can we be heard here?” asked Keene, glancing around the rock-walled chamber.


  “Of course not. The Peri has no need to spy on her followers. She’s clever enough to read men’s feelings in their glances and the tone of their voices.”


  “Then she must know you hate her, Elza.”


  “I haven’t said that I hate her.”


  “But you do. Does she know it?”


  “I hope not.”


  “But you just said that she could read——”


  “I said men,” cut in the flaxen-haired girl.


  Keene chuckled. “Why do you hate her, Elza?”


  Her blue eyes hardened. “I will not say.”


  “Well, it doesn’t matter, I suppose.” He shrugged. “Elza, is there any chance of our escaping? Would you help us to—say, to steal the Red Peri? Our own ship’s useless.”


  “They’ve gone to repair it. As for the Red Peri, I don’t think you could operate it. It doesn’t control like your rocket. I don’t know how to run it.”


  “I could make a good try at it,” said Keene grimly. “It would have to be the Red Peri anyway. They could run the Limbo down in three hours and blast it.” A thought struck him. “Unless we could cripple the Red Peri first.”


  “I don’t see how you could,” said Elza. “She has the key to it hidden somewhere. And how could you even reach it? The space suits are locked up, too. You can’t even step beyond the entrance.”


  That brought a new thought. “How do they seal the air at the entrance, Elza?”


  “I don’t understand how.”


  SOLOMON NESTOR spoke. “I know that. She said they used a field. She meant——”


  “Never mind now,” said Keene. “Elza, are there any others here that might—well, side with us against the Peri?”


  “No men. All of them worship her and”—her face darkened—“half of them love her.”


  “For which you can hardly blame them,” muttered Keene. “She’s about as lovely a female devil as you’d find this side of hell. Still, one would think she’d have some enemies, if only because of her cruel nature.”


  “She isn’t cruel,” said Elza reluctantly. “She’s ruthless and arrogant and proud, but she isn’t cruel—not exactly. I don’t think she really enjoys torture.”


  “Well, her green eyes look cruel enough. Say, Elza, that dark fellow she called Marco. What of him?”


  The girl flushed. “He’s Marco Grandi. Why do you ask me about him?”


  “Because he looks like a sly, calculating, shrewd customer, and there’s a big reward for the Peri. I thought we might work on him.”


  Elza’s flush darkened to anger. “He’s—he’s wonderful!” she blazed. “And if you think money would tempt him—or any of us—you’re wrong. Each of us has a dozen times the amount of the reward.”


  Keene saw his error. “I’m sorry,” he said hastily. “After all, I just caught a glimpse of him.” He paused. “Does he, by any chance, love the Red Peri?” She winced. “He’s no different in that way than the rest.”


  “I see. But you—perhaps—wish that he were different—in that way?”


  Elza brushed a white hand across her face. “All right,” she said sullenly. “I love him. I admit it. That’s why I hate her. He’s dazzled; he thinks she’ll learn to care for him; he can’t see how utterly heartless and indifferent she is. That’s why I’ll do whatever I can to hurt her, but nothing to endanger him. If I help you, you must swear to protect him. If you escape, you must swear to that.”


  “I’ll swear to it, but—can you help us?”


  “I don’t know. I’ll try. I don’t think she really wants to kill you, or she’d have blasted you there in the corridor. It isn’t her way to hesitate and temporize and think things over. But you are a problem to her.”


  “That’s good news,” said Keene. “Say, how many residents are there in this pirate’s paradise?”


  “A hundred and five, including the children.”


  “A hundred and Lord! This must be a pretty well established colony. How old is it?”


  “Sixteen years. Her father built it, and it’s almost self-supporting. There are gardens off on the side passages.” She frowned. “I’ve lived here since I was four. I’m twenty now.”


  “And have you never seen the Earth?” Keene saw a chance now to offer more tangible inducement for aid. “Elza, you’ve missed the most glorious planet in the system—green fields and white snow, great cities and rolling, blue oceans, life, people, gayety——”


  “I went to school there for five years, at Gratia,” she interposed coolly.


  “Don’t you suppose we all visit there? Only of late the Peri has refused to let me go. I—I suppose she suspects.”


  “If we escape,” said Keene softly, “you’ll be free to live there forever. There will be life and happiness for you, Elza, once this pirate queen is taken and her band destroyed.”


  “Destroyed?” Her face paled again. “Not Marco. Not my father or my brother Basil. You promise me that. Promise it!”


  “I’ll promise. All I want is to bring the Red Peri to justice. I don’t care about the rest, but”—he rubbed his nose—“I’ve a little score to settle with her. Just the Red Peri herself.”


  A knock sounded. “Elza!” came a voice.


  “Yes, father. Unlock the door and I’ll take the tray.” She turned.


  “But you’ll help?” whispered Keene. “With the Red Peri gone, you and Marco—do you understand, Elza? Will you help—just against her?”


  “To my last breath!” she whispered.


  III.


  KEENE woke with a sense of unaccustomed luxury, and for a moment was at a loss to account for it. Then he realized that it was the sweetness of the air, strange to his nostrils after so many months of an atmosphere that, despite the hard-working rectifiers of the Limbo, was anything but sweet. He wondered casually where the Red Peri secured her colony’s supply of oxygen.


  The Red Peri! He sat up sharply at the memory of the fantastically lovely pirate princess, for despite the reassurance of the girl Elza, he mistrusted the intentions behind the Peri’s mocking, green eyes. He rose, fumbled for the tight switch, and glanced at his wrist watch. Though night and day were one in the cavern, he perceived that Pluto’s ten-hour night was past, and that whatever daylight the black planet enjoyed! was trickling over it.


  Old Nestor still slept. Keene pulled a hanging aside and found water in a tiny pool; he bathed and pulled on the shirt, shorts, and shoes that were the only clothing he possessed. He ran his hand over his sandy, one-day beard, but his razor was inaccessably remote on the Limbo. Then he turned to see old Solomon’s pale-blue eyes blinking at him.


  “Morning,” he grunted. “Glad to see we weren’t murdered in our sleep by our pleasant hostess.”


  Solomon Nestor nodded. “I haven’t slept so well since we left Nivia,” he quavered. “Fresh air is a blessing.”


  “Yes. Wonder where she gets it.”


  “Mines it, I don’t doubt,” said Nestor. “There are millions of tons of it frozen out on the surface.”


  “That’s true.”


  “And,” continued the old man, “did you notice anything queer about it?”


  “No, except that it smells good and fresh.”


  “I did. When that yellow-haired girl—Elza—lighted the Peri’s cigarettes, did you notice the cast of the flame? Purple, distinctly purple.”


  “So what?”


  “Why, it means neon. Nitrogen is scarce here; Hervey and Caspari both said that, and so they use neon as their filler. No one can breathe pure oxygen, and neon is a good substitute for nitrogen, nearly the same density, and absolutely inert and nonpoisonous. That’s important to remember. It may help us.”


  “Help us?”


  The old man waggled his head. “You’ll see.”


  “Say,” asked Keene suddenly, “what is the explanation of the cave entrance? We walked right through it—vacuum on one side, air on the other. She said they did it with a field—remember?”


  “I remember. She meant an electrostatic field You know that like charges repel, and the molecules of air, battering against the field, acquire the same charge. They’re repelled; they can’t cross the field. It’s like the electric wind from a static discharge, but here the kind that tries to blow in just balances the wind that tries to go out. Result, no wind either way.”


  “But we walked through it. Motion through a field produces a current. I didn’t feel any.”


  “Of course not. You didn’t walk through at a mile per second like a gas molecule, did you? Whatever current your motion produced was instantly grounded through your body and space suit, which are conductors. Air at normal pressure is a very poor conductor, so it retains its charge. Gases do retain static charges, as witness ball lightning.”


  “I see,” muttered Keene. “Clever. Better than an air lock as far as convenience goes, though heat must radiate away through the field. But if they use atomic heat, they can afford a little waste.”


  “There’d be less loss there,” said Nestor, “than to the rock walls. Heat could radiate, true enough, but it couldn’t escape by conduction. A vacuum is the best heat insulator there is; look at our thermos containers on the Limbo. Radiation at temperatures below red heat is a very slow process. And remember that, too.”


  “I will,” grunted Keene, “but right now I’m remembering that we have had no breakfast. Do you suppose her method of execution is slow starvation?” He strode over to the door and pounded vigorously on it. “Hey! Hey, out there!”


  THERE WAS no response. Irritably, he seized the knob and rattled it, and almost fell backward as the door swung smoothly open. It was unbarred!


  “I’ll be hanged!” he exploded. He peered into the deserted corridor. “Do you suppose this is Elza’s doing?”


  “If it is, it’s not much help,” said old Solomon.


  “No. All the same, I’m going to take a look around. Come on; perhaps we can find some space suits.”


  “You’d need the key to the Red Peri, too, or at least the key to the Limbo, if they’ve locked it. I think”—old Nestor’s brow wrinkled—“I’ll sit right here and figure out something I’ve been thinking of. Even old heads sometimes get ideas.”


  “Suit yourself,” grunted Keene, with very little faith in the potential ideas of the impractical old scientist. He strode boldly into the passageway.


  There was no one visible. He turned left and proceeded toward the entrance to the cavern. Ahead of him a figure came suddenly out of an aisle—a feminine figure. He recognized the girl Elza, carrying a bright aluminium spade, and called her name softly.


  She turned. “Hello,” she said briefly, as he fell into step beside her.


  “Been burying some pirate treasure, Elza?”


  “No. Just some seeds in the garden.”


  “Did you unlock our door?” he asked.


  “I? Yes. The Peri ordered it unlocked—”


  “Ordered it! Why?”


  “Why not? Can you escape from here?” She gestured at a massive metal door as they passed. “Behind that is her room, and behind another within it are the space suits and the keys to both ships. You’re as much a prisoner as ever.”


  “I know, but isn’t she afraid—well, of violence? We could kill her.”


  “She isn’t afraid of anything,” said Elza. “Anyway, what good would killing her do? It would be simply committing suicide.”


  “That’s true,” said Keene. They were approaching the entrance with its invisible electrostatic seal; now they stood staring out over the dismal, black, airless Plutonian valley, where a thousand feet away was the dark cylinder of the Limbo. Suddenly a flare of light appeared beside it, flashed a moment, then vanished.


  “What’s that?” he asked sharply.


  “Father’s out there welding your jet. She thinks she may have a use for your ship.”


  “For what?”


  “I don’t know. It has exactly the lines of a League guard rocket. Perhaps she plans to use it as a decoy.”


  “And perhaps,” said a cool voice behind them, “as a flying mausoleum with you two among the occupants.”


  They whirled. The Red Peri was approaching with her steps muffled by the soft buskins on her feet; beside her stalked Marco Grandi. Keene did not fail to note Elza’s flush as she met the gaze of the dark man, but he felt a surge of anger at himself as he realized that his own face was reddening under the green eyes and mocking smile of the red-haired girl. He spat angrily, “You’re a pleasant player when you hold all the cards!”


  She said only, “Have you eaten breakfast?”


  “No!”


  “Well, perhaps that explains your ill temper. Elza, go order a tray for two sent to my room, and one to Professor Nestor. And you, Marco—suppose you leave me.”


  “Here with him?”


  SHE LAUGHED and tapped an automatic at her belt. “I can take care of myself. Do you doubt it? You can go, Marco.”


  He muttered, “Yes, commander,” and backed reluctantly away. The Red Peri turned her glorious, taunting eyes on Keene, smiled again, and said, “I’ve checked over your ship. Your story’s straight enough.”


  “Well? What about us, then?”


  “Oh, I haven’t decided. You may have to die; it’s more than likely that you will, but with no malice on my part. Purely as a matter of convenience, you understand.”


  He grunted. “Why’d you have our door unlocked?”


  “Why not? I’m sure you can’t escape. Look here.” She took the bright aluminium spade Elza had placed against the wall, and thrust it half through the field into the airless outdoors beyond. He stared at it; except for a slight change in color as its crystals rearranged under the slow radiation of its heat, it seemed unaltered. When the knuckles of her dainty hand began to whiten with the cold of the metal, she tossed the implement on the floor at his feet.


  Now it changed. Instantly white frost formed on the part that had been exposed; glittering crystals grew an inch thick, fuzzy covering, and began to spread along the handle. They sprang out as swift as the second hand on a watch, an inch—two inches deep.


  The Peri laughed. “Would you like to stroll outside?” she gibed. “It’s not cold—just ten above zero. Above absolute zero, I mean. Cold enough to liquefy and freeze all gases but hydrogen and helium. How long do you think it would take to freeze that hot blood and hotter head of yours?”


  “Bah!” he said. “What’s to keep me now from overpowering you, dragging you into some room, and using you as hostage to bargain for our safety?”


  “If you could,” she retorted coolly. “Even then it would be a poor idea; if you killed me your own death would follow very soon and very painfully; if you didn’t, I’d never be bound to any promises you wrung from the others. Your wisest course is to leave things as they are until I decide what to do with you. And incidentally,” she added, with a narrowing of her green eyes, “don’t pin your faith on Elza.”


  “On—Elza?”


  He was startled.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Oh, I know she hates me. She’s in love with Marco, or fancies so. I amuse myself by tormenting her, and I suspect that she’d go to some lengths for revenge, but she’s quite as helpless as you. As a matter of fact, I’m doing her a good turn, for Marco is not particularly honorable. So I save her and insure his loyalty to me, all with one stroke.”


  “You—devil!” Keene gasped. “If there’s one thing I’d like above all else, it’s to drag you to justice. Ever since that day on the Aardkin——”


  “When I pinched your nose?” she queried sweetly. “Here, then.” With a rapid snap of her hand she twisted the same member with painful violence, laughed into his exasperated face, and turned away. “Come on,” she ordered. “Here’s breakfast.”


  “I’ll be damned if I’ll eat with you!” he snarled.


  She shrugged. “As you like. This is all the breakfast you’ll get, I promise you.”


  After all, breakfast was breakfast—he growled and followed her to the massive metal door; as it swung open he forgot a part of his anger in sheer amazement at the luxury of her chamber. She had, apparently, culled the prize plunder of a score of raids to furnish this room. There were deep, silken rugs on the floor, rich tapestries, paintings from the salon of some luxurious Venusian liner, delicately worked aluminium furniture, even a carved mirror whose utter perfection must have originated in the incomparable lost art of Mars.


  THE MAN who bore the breakfast tray placed it silently on a table and withdrew. Here was another surprise. Eggs! And fresh ones, too, judging by the smell.


  “Oh, we have a few chickens,” said the Red Peri, reading his glance. “Enough to supply me, at least. Feeding them is rather a problem, you see.”


  Keene remembered his anger in time a reply with an irritable “humph!” For a moment he wondered why the exquisite presence of the Peri should affect him so violently, for he realized that much of his irritation was directed at himself. But of one thing he was certain, and that was that his most ardent desire was to humble the arrogant, self-sufficient, proud, and mocking pirate princess, to see her pay the assigned penalty for her crimes.


  Then he frowned. Was he anxious to see her punished? What he really wanted was simply to see her arrogance and insolence humbled, to see her—well, frightened, or pleading with him, as a sort of recompense for the contemptuous way in which she treated him.


  She spoke. “You’re a silent table partner,” she observed, “and yet I’m rather glad you two blundered in. I was getting frightfully tired and bored; I was considering paying a little visit to civilization.”


  “I suppose you realize,” he growled, “that if we ever get back to Earth, your little visits are over. I’d be very glad to furnish a full description of the Red Peri.”


  “And do you think I’m the only redhead alive?”


  “You’re probably the most beautiful, and you know it.”


  She laughed contemptuously. “Keene, if you think you can play the sophisticated giver of compliments to my innocence, think again. I’ve been around. I’ve spent enough time in London, Paris and New York to know the social game. In fact, I have a carefully built-up identity there; my terrestrial friends think I live on Venus. So don’t try what the New Yorkers call a fish net on me.”


  Her words gave him an idea. “Fish net?” he echoed with a deliberate air of sadness. “No. It’s just that I have the misfortune to be about half in love with you, while the other half is pure hatred.”


  Suddenly he wondered how much of a He that really was.


  She laughed again. “I half believe you.”


  “Which half?”


  “Never mind. But,” she added derisively, “whichever half it is, remember that it takes a better man than you to win the Red Peri’s love.”


  “I didn’t say I wanted it!” he snapped. “All you are to me is a vicious law breaker, and all I want is the chance to see you taken.”


  “Which you’ll never have,” she returned coolly. She leaned back in her chair and slipped a cigarette from a box. “Smoke?” she asked.


  It was in the nature of a peace offering. He accepted both the truce and the cigarette, and puffed with thorough enjoyment.


  “Keene,” said the Peri, “would you like to see our establishment?”


  He nodded. If the girl were proffering friendship, or at least tolerance, he was in no position to refuse it while she held the upper hand. But he would not accept it under false colors.


  “Listen,” he said, “there are lots of things I like about you. You’ve plenty of courage, and you’ve the devil’s own beauty. But get this. If I see any chance to escape or any chance to capture you, I’m taking it. Is that plain?”


  She nodded. “Keene, if you ever outwit the Red Peri, you’re welcome to your winnings. But you never will.”


  She rose, and he followed her into the stone-walled corridor, glancing briefly at the mysterious archway with its invisible electrostatic seal.


  “If your power ever failed,” he said, “what would happen to your air here?”


  “It won’t fail. It’s generated directly from disintegration. No moving parts at all. But if it should”—she gestured to the cavern roof—“there’s an emergency air door. It will close instantly if there’s any appreciable outward current. There’s plenty of power to retain our atmosphere; we only keep a pressure of eleven to twelve pounds.”


  “About the same as the altitude of Denver,” he muttered as he followed her. “Prepared for anything, aren’t you?”


  HE WAS really impressed by the neat little gardens in the side aisles, raised on Plutonian soil carefully selected from the proper elements. “But nitrogen is a troublesome job,” she explained. “There’s little of it to be had, and what there is is all mixed with frozen argon. We fractionate it, and then form ammonia, and so finally get it into usable form.”


  “I know the process,” he said.


  They penetrated deeper into the series of caverns that pierced the black Plutonian mountain. The fluorolux lights were fewer now, and there were long stretches of dim side passages with no lights at all.


  “They’re sealed off,” said the Peri. “We’re approaching the seal of the main cavern now. Do you see where it narrows ahead there? That’s an electrostatic seal, but the side passages are blocked with concrete to keep out the crystal crawlers.”


  “The crystal crawlers!” echoed Keene. He had almost forgotten those curious creatures of the Plutonian valley. “Why don’t they come through the electrostatic seal?”


  “They do, but they seldom get far. You’ll see why.”


  “What are the things?” he asked. “Are they alive? No one—Atsuki or Hervey or Caspari—ever reported them.”


  “I think they originated in these caverns. This whole region is honeycombed, and those in the valley are just strays. Explorers wouldn’t be apt to encounter them.”


  “But are they alive?” he persisted.


  “No-o-o,” said the Red Peri slowly. “Not exactly alive. They’re—well—on the borderline. They’re chemical-crystalline growths, and their movement is purely mechanical. There are half a dozen varieties—aluminium feeders and iron and silicon and sulphur feeders, and others.” She smiled impishly. “I have a use for at least one sort. Do you remember, or did you notice, the safe of the Aardkin? An iron feeder comes in very handy at times.”


  He grunted; somehow it pained him to hear the girl refer to her piratical activities. Before he could make any other reply they came suddenly into a large, natural cavern beyond which showed the narrow opening which the Peri had indicated as the place of the electrostatic seal. A single light shed a dim radiance from far above, and in the faint luminosity he perceived a narrow, deep gash, a gorge or pit, that crossed the chamber from wall to wall and even split the walls in dark tunnels to right and left.


  “Here is our crawler trap,” said the girl. She indicated a curious span across the chasm, a single heavy girder of metal that bridged the twenty-foot gap in four sharp zigzags. A precariously narrow bridge; the girder was no more than twelve inches in width.


  “Copper!” he said.


  “Yes. Apparently there are no such things as copper feeders to destroy our bridge. Do you see how the trap works? The crystal crawlers have no eyes nor sense of touch; they just crawl. The chances are infinitely against any of them moving at the proper angles to cross the gap. They go crashing down and crawl away below; although one blundered across once.


  “Most of them aren’t dangerous except to whatever they feed on.” She gestured. “Beyond the seal is our air supply. There’s a regular frozen subterranean sea of neon, argon, and oxygen, and we can draw on it almost forever. Don’t you want to cross over and look at it?”


  Keene stepped to the brink of the chasm and peered down. It was deep; the light from above trickled away into a mysterious darkness where only a few faint sparkles responded—crystals, doubtless, for a slow flicker of movement showed. He scowled at the precarious slenderness of the copper zigzag, and then, cautiously, he abandoned dignity, dropped to his knees, and crept slowly across oft all fours.


  It was only when he reached the far side and stood erect that he became conscious of the Peri’s contemptuous sniff of laughter, and turned to see her walk casually and steadily across the angling span, balancing as easily as if she trod a wide roadway. He flushed a slow red; the girl had nerves of steel, true enough, but he realized she had done this as a deliberate taunt.


  She strode to the narrow opening, where he now perceived the ring of copper points whence issued the electrostatic field, and above, on the roof, a suspended emergency lock like that at the outer arch.


  “There,” she said, pointing. “You can see it.”


  He squinted into the darkness. A dozen feet away, the passage seemed to widen again, but into such a vast hollow that the light from behind him failed utterly to show its bounds. But dimly and faintly as a sea of ectoplasm, he made out a shimmering, illimitable expanse of white, a vast subterranean drift of Pluto’s fossil air.


  “There goes the pipe to it,” said the Peri. “We can get all we need by the simple process of heat, but now and then we have to lengthen the pipe. That’s why this end of our colony is sealed by electrostatic. Oh! O-o-oh!”


  She broke off in a startled scream. Keene whirled; the cave floor between the two of them and the bridge was covered with a rustling, irregular parade of blackish crystals!


  “What’s the matter!” he gasped.


  “We can kick them aside.” He moved as if to do so.


  “No!” cried the Peri. She seized his arm, dragging him back. “They’re carbon feeders! Don’t you understand? They’re carbon feeders! Your body has carbon. They’re——Look out!”


  IV.


  KEENE started back, realizing that a gray-black, flat-crystalled, dully shining lump was almost at his feet. He stared at the crawling masses; they had come, apparently, from beyond a jutting wall of rock to his right. The floor was speckled everywhere with them, and now and again one slipped with a faint tinkle over the edge of the central pit. But there were hundreds more; one couldn’t wait here until the floor had cleared. He skipped aside; another had silently approached almost to his feet.


  He acted. Suddenly he seized the Peri, raised her bodily in his arms, and dashed in an angling, irregular course for the bridge. The girl squirmed and said, “Put me——” Then she lay very still as he picked his way as delicately as a dancer, sidestepping, skipping, twisting, to the copper span—and over it. Half running, he took the four sharp angles, and at last, breathless, he set the Peri on the rock of the far side.


  She looked coolly up at him. “Well!” she said calmly. “Why did you do that?”


  “That’s pretty thanks for it!” he snapped.


  “Don’t you think I could have done as well?” she retorted. “I asked you why you did it.”


  “Because——” He paused. Why had he done it? He suddenly realized that he had no desire to see the exquisite Peri die. To see her humbled, yes. Even to see her punished—but not to see her die. “It was pure impulse,” he finished grimly. “If I’d thought a second or two, I’d have left you to die.”


  “Liar!” she said, but smiled. “Well, I thank you for your intentions, though I could have done quite as well alone. But you’re very strong, and—Frank!” Her voice rose. “Your foot! Your shoe! Quickly!”


  He blinked down. Scarcely visible on the leather, a grayish-black coating of crystals was spreading, and almost immediately came a prickling pain in his toe. With a growling oath he kicked violently. The skin buskin went sailing in an arc over the pit, to fall squarely among the crawlers. Instantly it was a fuzzy mass of needlelike crystals.


  The Peri was on her knees. “Your toe!” she wailed. Swift as a serpent she planted her own dainty foot firmly upon the arch of his. From somewhere she snatched a tiny, jeweled penknife, its blade flashing sharp as a razor. Still resting her full weight on his foot, she cut.


  Despite his bellow of pain and surprise, she sliced away half his toenail and a goodly strip of skin beneath, kicked the bloody strip into the pit, examined her own pink toes for a moment, and faced Keene. For the first time in their acquaintance she seemed shaken; her wild, green eyes were wide with concern.


  But it passed instantly. “Fool!” she snapped. “Fool!”


  He was staring aghast at his bleeding toe. “Good Lord!” he muttered. “That was a narrow escape. Well—I’m not so sparing in my thanks as you. I say thanks for it.”


  “Bah! Do you think I want carbon feeders on this side of the pit? That’s why I did it!”


  “You could have pushed me into the pit, then,” he retorted.


  “And I wish I had!” she snapped. She turned abruptly, and padded, barefooted, up the cavern toward the colony.


  Keene shifted his remaining buskin to his injured foot and limped after. He was in a turmoil of emotions. There was something splendid about this pirate princess, something more than the simple fact of her exquisite and fantastic beauty. He swore angrily to himself for even admitting it, but limped hastily until he caught her.


  “What’s your name?” he asked abruptly.


  “If you need a name to address me,” she said coldly, “let it be commander.”


  “The only person I’ll call commander is one I’m willing to serve, and that’ll never be the Red Peri.”


  SHE GLANCED sidewise at him. “What’s a name, anyway?” she asked in altered tones. “See here. You’re Frank Keene, but you’re neither keen enough to outwit me nor frank enough to admit you love me.”


  “Love you!” he snorted. “Love you!


  Why——” He broke off suddenly.


  “Even if it were true,” he went on, “do you think I’d have anything to do with a pirate, a murderess? However I felt, I’d still exert every effort to bring you to justice. How many deaths have you caused? How much suffering?”


  “I don’t know,” she said. “But—murder? I never killed anybody except in sheer self-defense.”


  “So you say. What about the atrocities on the Hermes?”


  She looked up at him. “Frank,” she said softly, “I had nothing to do with the Hermes. Don’t you realize that people blame everything on the Red Peri? Every captain who suffers from some sneaking little freebooter blames me for it. Why, I’d need a hundred ships to commit all the crimes they’ve pinned on me.”


  “But you’re a pirate, nevertheless.”


  “Yes, but I have my reasons. I have, Frank. And——Oh, why should I justify myself to you, anyway? I don’t care what you think of me.”


  “All the same,” he growled, “I’ll tell you what I think. I think your parents should have given you a series of good lickings. You’re nothing but a spoiled, reckless, dangerous child.”


  “My parents,” she echoed.


  “Yes. Do you think they’d be proud of you now?”


  “I hope,” she said slowly, “that one of them would.” She paused at the door of her chamber, unlocking it. “Come in here,” she ordered sharply.


  He followed her into the lavish interior. She disappeared into an adjacent room, returning in a moment with a bottle and a strip of gauze. “Here,” she said. “Dress your toe.”


  “It’s nothing. It needs no dressing.”


  “Dress it!” she snapped. “I want no cases of infection here.”


  “I might”—he observed as he took the bottle—“die of the infection and thus save you a murder.”


  Her green eyes seemed to soften. “Remember this, Frank,” she said in a low voice. “I could have let you die back there at the edge of the pit. I could have, but I didn’t.”


  He had no answer. For a moment he gazed thoughtfully at the exquisite delicacy of her face, and then, irrelevantly, he asked again, “What it your name?”


  She smiled. “Peri,” she said. “Really? Peri what? That’s a strange name.”


  “Yes. It’s the Persian word for imp or elf.”


  “I know. I’ve worked! in Iraq. But it means more than just that; it’s the name given to the child of a disobedient angel, waiting to be admitted into paradise.”


  Her features grew suddenly wistful. “Yes,” she murmured. “Waiting to be admitted into paradise.”


  “But Peri what?” he repeated.


  She hesitated. “If I told you,” she said slowly, “you might understand. I think I will tell you, Frank. Did you ever hear of Perry Maclane?”


  He frowned. “Perry Maclane,” he muttered. “I—think so. Wait a minute. Do you mean Red Perry Maclane, the inventor who had the famous legal battle with Interplanetary? But that was years ago, years and years. I was a child of seven or eight; you must scarcely have been born.”


  “I was just born. Perry Maclane was my father.”


  “RED PERRY your father? And—the ship! I see—Red Peri, named after him.”


  “Named by him, after me. He built it. He built it purposely to be a pirate craft, and you can’t blame him!”


  “Can’t blame him! Why not?”


  “Listen to me, Frank.” Her glorious eyes were intense and serious. “Perry Maclane was robbed by Interplanetary and their associates. Do you know how dangerous space travel used to be, twenty-five or thirty years ago? Even fifty years after the first colonies were founded on Venus, it was a gamble with death to travel there.


  “Trade was all but impossible; because the rocket blasts kept failing, and ships kept crashing in trying to land, or even plunged into the Sun. And then the thermoid expansion chamber was developed; the blasts became steady, safe, usable. Trade was possible, and Interplanetary became an enormous, wealthy corporation. But do you know who invented the expansion chamber? Do you?”


  “Why——”


  “Perry Maclane did! He invented it and patented it. But Interplanetary wouldn’t let a little thing like honor stand in their way. They copied the patent; they claimed one of their engineers had developed the chamber first; they fought the case through every court, and at last they fought Perry Maclane out of money, and won. It took four years to do it; and in the last year I was born and my mother died; and Perry Maclane was ruined.


  “But he didn’t give up. He worked at anything he could find—he, the greatest rocket engineer in the world! He dug sewers and planned drainage systems; he did any sort of work, but meanwhile, all the time, he was carrying the idea of revenge.


  “Evenings he worked on the plans of such a ship as no one had dreamed of, a rocket with inherent stability, one that could flash through gravitational fields as easily as through interplanetary space, instead of teetering down on its jets, wabbling and compensating and inching lower. And when he had it—I was three then—he found those who supplied money to build it.


  “He wasn’t the only man Interplanetary had ruined; others hated the corporation, too. So he built the Red Peri, and began raiding corporation ships. He had no trouble manning his ship; he could have had a thousand men; but he picked and chose among the best for his crew.


  “At first he worked out of the Australian desert as a base, but that became dangerous. He thought of the Moon, and of an asteroid; but at last, because he had a ship to which planetary distances meant nothing, he came here to build his colony. Save for the years I spent at school, I’ve lived here ever since.”


  “But what of Red Perry Maclane?” asked Keene.


  “He was killed three years ago. Do you remember when Interplanetary’s Captain Thorsen of the Lucrece shot one of the pirates? That was my father; he died and was buried as he wanted to be—in space. It was I who killed Thorsen, with my own hand as he shot at me.”


  He stared at her. Those were certainly tears in the glorious, emerald eyes. “Peri,” he said softly, “but what will be the end of it? Are you going on all your life pursuing revenge for your father? You’re not really hurting Interplanetary, you know; they carry insurance. But you are slowing down the development of the planets. It’s come to a point where people are actually afraid to travel.”


  “Good!” she flashed. “Then it’s less trade and fewer fares to swell the coffers of Interplanetary.”


  “But—good heavens, Peri! With a design like that of your ship you could make millions legitimately!”


  “Oh, of course!” she retorted sarcastically. “Just as my father did from the thermoid expansion chamber.”


  There was no answer to that. He shook his head sadly. “Then do you intend to live out your life as a pirate until you’re finally captured, or until you die out here on this miserable black planet?”


  “I DO NOT. I intend to carry out the plans of Red Perry Maclane. He wasn’t fighting out of blind passion, you know. He built up his organization, here and on Earth, for a single purpose. Little by little, the plunder we take from Interplanetary goes back to Earth, to be turned into cash and securities, in banks in New York, London, Berlin, Paris, Tokyo. When I have enoughs—and a hundred million dollars will be enough—do you know what I’ll do?”


  “I don’t, Peri.” His eyes were glued to her tense, lovely face.


  “Then listen!” she said fiercely. “I’ll open a competing line to Interplanetary. I’ll build ships like the Red Peri, and I’ll drive the corporation to ruin! I’ll have them groveling and begging, but this time I’ll have money enough so they can’t fight with crooked lawyers and bribed judges. I’ll annihilate them!”


  For a long time he stared at her strange loveliness, her wild, green eyes and flaming hair. “Oh, Peri!” he said at last, in tones of sadness. “Don’t you see how insane such a plan is? Don’t you know that once you produce the design of this ship, you’ll be known as the pirate? No one else knows of it.”


  “I don’t care!” she blazed. “The law can’t touch any one with a hundred million dollars. My father learned that from Interplanetary.” And at his continued silence, she snapped, “Your advice would be to take it lying down, I suppose. I prefer to fight.”


  “But you don’t have to declare war on the whole Earth on account of an injury done your father.”


  “War on the Earth? I haven’t. But”—her green eyes glowed fiercely—“if I ever should, I could give them such a war as they never dreamed of!”


  “What do you mean, Peri?”


  “I’ll tell you! Suppose I were to take one of those carbon feeders, like the ones that nipped your toe. Suppose I took just one tiny crystal and dropped it in the jungles of Africa or in Middle Europe or in the wheat belt of America. All life has carbon in it. What would happen to the pretty, green Earth, Frank? What would happen to the crooked lawyers and the bribed judges, and all the rest, honest and dishonest, right up to the heads of Interplanetary itself?”


  “My Lord!” he said.


  “Can’t you see the crystal crawlers rustling their way along?” she cried. “Wheat fields, houses, horses, humans!”


  “Listen!” he said huskily. “Do you know what I ought to do? I know what my duty is. It’s to kill you, right now and here, while I’ve got you alone. Otherwise that mad and reckless spirit of yours may some day drive you to do just that. I ought to strangle you now, but—by heavens—I can’t!”


  All the passion drained suddenly from her face, leaving it alluringly wistful. “I’m glad you said those last two words, Frank,” she murmured. “Look.” She raised her arm; he saw her hand resting firmly on the butt of her revolver. “Would it please you,” she asked softly, “if I promised you never to think again of that particular revenge?”


  “You know it would!”


  “Then I promise. And now, tell me if you still blame me for being—the Red Peri. Do you?”


  “I don’t know. I think—perhaps—you are justified for feeling as you do, but, Peri, it’s madness.”


  “What would you want me to do?”


  “Why—the sane course, the honorable course, would be to make restitution, to return everything you’ve stolen; and then to give yourself up, to expiate the wrongs you’ve done, and so be free to live without the need of burying yourself out here at the edge of nothingness. I don’t say you could do all of that, but at least you could return what you’ve taken and live as you were meant to live—honorably and happily.”


  “Honorably and happily!” she echoed bitterly. “Yes, except for the realization that I had failed my father.”


  “Your father was wrong, Peri.”


  SHE blazed in sudden anger. “Oh, you’re too smug and self-righteous to live! I was going to offer you your freedom; I thought you’d understand and protect me, but now do you think I dare trust you to return to Earth? Now you’ll stay as my prisoner!”


  “Some day,” he said evenly, “I’ll drag you back to justice, Peri, and after you’re free you’ll thank me for it.”


  “Get out!” she cried. “You’re stupid! I hate stupidity!”


  He looked quietly at her angry, exquisite face, rose, and stalked out of the door. For a moment he stood irresolute in the corridor; then he strode toward the room he shared with Solomon Nestor, ignoring the glances of a number of residents as he went. And as he opened the door, the first person he saw was the girl Elza, in close conversation with the old man.


  They looked up as he entered, and the flaxen-haired girl drew away, staring at him with a curious expression in her blue eyes.


  “Oh, bosh!” said the old man. “Elza, you’re simply letting your imagination make you nervous. Listen, Frank—this girl came running here to tell me that you’ve been spending hours in the Red Peri’s company, and that you were probably falling under her magic charms; and now Elza’s afraid you’re going to betray her to the Peri. Ridiculous, isn’t it?”


  “Utterly!” snapped Keene, wondering how much of it was ridiculous. He felt himself reddening, and repeated hastily, “Utterly ridiculous!”


  “You see?” said old Nestor triumphantly. “All right, Elza, let’s get on with this. You say you’re sure you can’t smuggle space suits to us?”


  “I’m sure I can’t. They’re kept locked up by the Red Peri, and I can’t get to them.”


  “But your father and brother wear them when they go to either ship, don’t they?”


  “Yes, but I wouldn’t dare ask them. They’d tell the Peri. I know that.”


  “Well,” said old Solomon thoughtfully, “if we can’t get space suits, we’ll have to do without. But you can get the key to one of the ships, can’t you?”


  “Not to the Red Peri,” said Elza. “To your ship, perhaps, because my father has that while he’s working on it. I could steal it away from him, I think. He just keeps it in a desk.”


  “What good would the Limbo do us?” grunted Keene. “They could run us down with the other. They could blast us to bits.”


  “They could, but they won’t,” retorted the old man. “You leave this to old Solomon. Now, Elza, when will your father have the jet repaired?”


  “I think he’s finishing it now.”


  “And could you smuggle the key to us to-night?”


  “I think so. I’ll try. To-night or tomorrow.”


  “Good!” said Solomon Nestor. “You run along now, Elza. You’ll have your revenge on the Red Peri—if you’re a good girl.”


  The yellow-haired girl vanished. Old Nestor turned quizzical eyes on Keene and said mockingly, “Ridiculous, eh! Utterly ridiculous!”


  “What?”


  “That you should be impressed by the Red Peri. How could so unattractive a being effect the redoubtable Frank Keene? Very ridiculous!”


  “Oh, shut up!” growled Keene. “I admit she’s beautiful, and I admit that what she told me has changed my opinion of her. All the same, I think she’s arrogant and overbearing. I’m just as anxious as ever to see her take a fall, and if I can trip her, that’s fine. But I don’t see how the key to the Limbo helps.”


  “You will. Tell me what the Peri said to you.”


  KEENE recounted the story of “Red” Perry Maclane. Despite himself, he told it with a tinge of sympathy, and when, after concluding it, he described the events at the copper bridge, he was uncomfortably aware of old Nestor’s steady gaze. He finished his tale and stared defiantly back.


  “Well!” said the old man. “I suppose you realize that she risked her life for you—or at least the chance of having to cut off a finger or two. What if she’d touched the carbon feeders on your toe?”


  “I—I hadn’t thought of it.”


  “And now that you do think of it, are you still so bitterly determined to humble her?”


  Keene considered. “Yes!” he snapped. “I am. I don’t want to hurt her, but I do want to get back at her for the way she’s insulted, browbeaten, and mocked me. I want to see her take a fall.”


  “Even though it means capture for her?”


  Keene groaned. “Listen, Solomon. Right now I’m so puzzled that I’m not sure. But I do know that I want to see the Red Peri paid back for the way she’s acted toward me.”


  “All right. I think you’re in love with her, Frank, though it’s none of my business.”


  “Damn right it isn’t!”


  “But,” proceeded Nestor, “just how badly do you want to do this?”


  “With all my heart!”


  “Would you risk your life and hers to do it?”


  “My life,” said Keene grimly, “but not hers.”


  “Good enough. Now, the first thing to do is talk you out of a few superstitions.”


  “I haven’t any.”


  “You have, but you don’t know it. Listen, now.” The old man bent closer and began to talk in a low, earnest voice. At his first words Keene paled and started; then he sat very still and very intent. After five minutes of listening, he drew a deep breath, expanding his mighty chest to the full.


  “I used to plunge at the university,” he said exultantly. “I could hold my breath for four minutes. I can still do three and a half!”


  “That’s plenty,” said Nestor.


  “Yes, if it works. If it works!”


  “If I were you,” said the old man, “I’d find out—now!”


  For a full minute Keene stared at him. Suddenly he nodded, turned swiftly away, and darted out into the corridor. In five minutes he was back again, but sadly changed, for his lips were swollen, his eyes red, and his breath a rasping gurgle. But he was smiling.


  “It works!” he gasped triumphantly. “It’s unadulterated hell—but it works!”


  V.


  ELZA did not appear that night, although Keene tossed and twisted wakefully for miserable hours. In the darkness the thing he had to do appeared grotesque, fantastic, impossible; and this despite the fact that he had already tested the truth of old Solomon Nestor’s reasoning. His toe ached and his lips and eyes burned, but more painful than all else was the idea of inflicting harm on the courageous and proud Red Peri.


  When, well toward the end of the ten-hour Plutonian night, he finally fell into troubled slumber, it was but for a brief while, and he rose sullen and morose to pace the floor of the chamber.


  The fluorolux light awakened old Nestor. For a few moments he watched the pacing Keene, and then asked, “Did Elza come?”


  “No, and I hope she doesn’t,” snarled Keene. “I hope she couldn’t get the key—and if she does get it, I’m not going through with this!”


  “It’s your business,” said Nestor indifferently. “It doesn’t mean anything to me, because I’d never live through it, not at my age. I have to stay here anyway, and I don’t mind, because Elza said they’d moved my instruments into the cave; and I can work here almost as well as farther out in space. But if you love the girl so intently, why don’t you act like a human being and tell her so?”


  “Love her!” yelled Keene. “Just because I feel like a dirty dog at the thought of this, doesn’t mean I love her! She’s a girl, isn’t she?”


  “And a very beautiful one.”


  “Bah! She’s a girl, and I hate to fight women!”


  “Well, don’t then,” suggested old Solomon.


  “Yet I want like the very devil to get back at her.”


  “Then do.”


  “And yet, in a way I can’t blame her.”


  “Then don’t.”


  Keene resumed his pacing. In another minute he stopped, faced the old man, and said defiantly, “Solomon, I can’t do it. I know she’s a pirate and a menace to trade and civilization, but I can’t do it.”


  Before the other could reply, a knock sounded on the door. Keene whirled. “I hope,” he muttered, “that it’s breakfast—just breakfast.”


  It was. Elza brought it in silently, placed it on the table, and retired; and Keene felt a vast surge of relief. She hadn’t managed to get the key! He was almost ready to sing until he picked up his cup of coffee and there it was—the familiar key to the outer door of the Limbo’s air lock.


  He met old Nestor’s amused, blue eyes with a cold glare, and it was hardly softened by the other’s murmur of “After all, Frank, you don’t have to use it.”


  “I know I don’t!” he snarled. “I have a fine choice, haven’t I? I can stay here the rest of my life, if our hostess doesn’t take a notion to kill me, or I can escape by following your scatterbrained plan of doing a thing I hate. I can’t escape alone, for they’d simply run me down with their pirate ship.”


  “Or you could turn pirate,” suggested Solomon Nestor.


  “Gr-r-r!” said Keene amiably.


  He was unaccustomed to this sort of agonized indecision. He had never encountered a situation that pulled so many ways at once; for in all his experience right had been right and wrong had been wrong—yet now he was not at all sure but that the laws of relativity operated in the moral field as in the physical. Certainly the Red Peri was not entirely in the wrong, yet equally certainly she was a pirate, a menace to progress, an antisocial being, and therefore a criminal. If she would only give up this mad purpose of hers; if she would make restitution; if she——


  He swore bitterly and strode out of the door, scarcely realizing that the Limbo’s key was in his pocket.


  He turned at random toward the outer arch of the cave. Figures in space suits were passing in and out through the electrostatic seal, and he noticed that the outgoing men were laden with cases, boxes, cans, and bundles. He stood at the very edge of the seal and stared out into the dim, nightlike morning of the black planet. Beside him a row of metal-clad figures clanked outward, their footsteps dropping to sudden silence the instant they trod into the airless outdoors. He watched them carry their burdens to the Red Peri, where an air lock swung open to admit them. They were lading the ship.


  KEENE stared disinterestedly, without comprehension. Then, abruptly, the meaning dawned on him. He stiffened, peered closely through narrowed eyes, and spun to accost a metal-sheathed figure that approached, Marco Grandi, for he could see the dark, aquiline features behind the visor.


  “What’s this?” Keene snapped. “You’re cargoing the Peri. For what?”


  Grandi made no answer, and Keene planted himself squarely in the other’s way. “For what?” he blazed.


  The metallic voice of the diaphragm clicked. “Stand aside. We’re busy.”


  “I’ll keep you busy!” he roared. “I’ll—I’ll——”


  “You’ll what?” queried the cool tones of the Peri.


  Keene whirled. The girl stood at his side, clad in an all-enveloping, clinging robe of bright green that echoed the infinitely more brilliant emerald of her eyes.


  “They’re stocking the Red Peri!” he shouted.


  “I know it.”


  “Why? For what purpose?”


  “For purposes of business.”


  “Business! You mean for purposes of piracy!”


  “Piracy,” she said coldly, “is my business.”


  “It was your business, you mean!” With a great effort he controlled himself and faced the mocking green eyes. “Peri,” he said more calmly, “I want to talk to you.”


  “It isn’t mutual.”


  “I want to talk to you,” he repeated stubbornly, “alone.” He glanced at the hostile eyes of Marco Grandi.


  The Peri shrugged. “Go on out, Marco,” she ordered, and then to Keene, “Well? What is it?”


  “Listen,” he said. “I want you to quit this business. I want you to be fair to yourself. You’re capable of infinitely greater things than piracy.”


  “I know it. When I’m ready, I’ll achieve those greater things.”


  “Oh, revenge!” he snapped. “Suppose you succeed. Do you think you’ll be any happier?”


  “And if I’m not,” she countered, “what is it to you?”


  He drew a deep breath. “It’s a lot to me,” he said soberly, “because you see, Peri, I happen to love you.”


  Her green eyes did not change. “What you call love,” she said contemptuously, “isn’t my conception. If you loved me you’d take me exactly as I am.”


  “I was brought up to believe in honesty, Peri.”


  “And I,” she retorted, “was brought up to believe in honor. Red Perry Maclane’s honor needs avenging, and there’s none but his daughter to see to it.” Keene pounded his fist impatiently against the wall. “Peri,” he said at last, “do you love me?”


  She made no immediate reply. From somewhere in her heavy silken gown she produced a cigarette, lighted it, and blew a gray plume of smoke toward the seal. “No,” she said.


  “Why did you risk your life for me back there at the pit? What if you had touched the carbon feeders?”


  She glanced out into the cold, black valley. “I may have thought I loved you then,” she murmured, eyes still averted. “That was before I knew how little you could understand my feelings. We’re just—not the same sort.”


  “I think we are,” said Keene. “We’ve simply learned different moral codes, but—Peri—my code’s the right one. Even you can see that.”


  “It’s not for me. What my father wanted is the thing I want and the thing I’m going to do.”


  He groaned and abandoned that line of attack. “What do you expect to do with Solomon Nestor and me?”


  She made a helpless little gesture. “What can I do? I have to leave you here.” She turned her green eyes back to him. “Frank, if you’d promise to keep this place and my identity a secret, I think I’d be willing to release you.”


  “I can’t promise that.”


  Her voice hardened. “Then here you stay.”


  “So you’ve given up the idea of killing us?”


  “Oh,” she said indifferently, “I’m always indulgent to those who claim to be in love with me.”


  Her attitude angered him. “You’re pretty confident, aren’t you? If you leave us here while you’re off pirating, you know damn well we’ll be doing our best to overcome you.”


  “And I know damn well that you’ll never outwit me,” she retorted.


  Keene’s hand suddenly encountered the Limbo’s key in his pocket. “I won’t, eh?” he muttered. “See here, Peri. Are you determined once and for all to stick to this scheme of yours?”


  “Once and for all, I am.”


  “And it makes no difference that I tell you I love you?”


  She turned abruptly and faced the grim outdoors, staring over the dead, cold, black Plutonian landscape. “It makes no difference, Frank.”


  “And nothing I can say will make a difference?”


  She gestured impatiently, still staring far away. “Oh, what’s the use of arguing? No, Frank.”


  He looked silently at her, seeing her, seeing her glorious hair flaming against the cold background of black mountains. He peered thoughtfully down the deserted corridor, and then at the Red Peri. The valley was lifeless; the men were within the vessel and the air lock was closed. Dim across the plain was the dull bulk of the Limbo, whose key was clutched in his hand.


  “Well,” he muttered sadly, “you’ve asked for it, Peri.”


  She did not turn. “For what, Frank?”


  “For this!” he cried, and with a sudden lunge he sent her and himself staggering, unarmored, into the airless Plutonian plain, and into a temperature of ten degrees above absolute zero!


  VI.


  INSTANTLY he was in hell. The breath rushed out of his lungs in a faint expansion mist that dissipated at once, the blood pounded in his aching ear drums, his eyes seemed to bulge, and a thin stream of blood squirted darkly from his nose. His whole body felt terribly, painfully bloated as he passed from a pressure of twelve pounds per square inch to one of nearly zero. He fought his agony grimly; he had to hold consciousness as long as he could. But old Nestor had been right; he was living.


  He had a momentary impression of the Peri’s green gown billowing up from her glorious body like a balloon, to settle back instantly as the bound air escaped. Then she whirled, eyes wide, mouth open and straining for air that simply was not there, hands clutching frantically at her gasping throat. She was in full command of her own agile mind, and she sprang convulsively for the archway and the seal. Grimly he thrust her back.


  She was trying to scream. Her breast rose and fell in futile, soundless, panting gasps; moisture formed on her forehead and vanished instantly. Swift as a deer she darted again for the archway; and again he controlled his agony to smash her back.


  For once in her life the Peri knew sheer panic. No longer had she the coordination of mind and muscle that might yet have encompassed escape. Fierce pain and utter fright had robbed her of it; and for a few seconds she could only thrust aimlessly against Keene’s braced body, her hands fluttering frantically, her legs pushing convulsively, her lovely, pain-racked, wild, green eyes but inches from his own.


  He had a double task now; he had to hold her back from the entrance and at the same time keep any part of her twisting body save her shod feet from contact with the searing cold of the rocky ground. He clutched her violently against him. Suddenly her struggles grew weaker, her hands went vainly to her tortured throat, her hands closed, and she collapsed.


  They were almost at the air lock of the Red Peri. He saw it fly open, he glimpsed Marco Grandi’s appalled face behind his visor, but he had no fraction of a second to lose. He swung the Peri across his shoulder and set off on a staggering run for the Limbo, more than nine hundred feet away across a vacuum and a cold only less than those of space itself. Grandi could never catch him; no one could run in a space suit.


  The Peri was not light; on Earth she might have weighed a hundred and fifteen pounds, but here it was more like a hundred and forty. His own weight was greater too, but he felt none of that; the excruciating torment that racked his body erased all lesser tortures.


  He crashed unseeing through a parade of aluminium feeders, and blood spurted wildly from a tiny scratch on his ankle, and then—then he was fumbling at the Limbo’s lock.


  The door flew open from its inner pressure; he bundled himself and the Peri within, pulled it to, and collapsed as the hissing of the automatic valve sent a heavenly stream of air against his face. He had crossed a thousand feet of vacuum and still lived!


  The air pressure reached normal. He fought to his knees, opened the inner door, and dragged the girl through it. She lay with her magnificent hair streaming on the steel floor; blood trickled from her nose—but she breathed.


  Keene had work to do. He thrust wide the feed to the underjets, and the ship roared, rising shakily as he peered through the floor port at Marco Grandi plodding desperately across the plain. He let the Limbo rise aimlessly; later he could set a course.


  HE DRAGGED the limp Peri to a chair. About her slim waist he twisted the iron chain from the aft ventilator, and locked it with the padlock of Nestor’s empty bolometer case. The other end he locked carefully to a hand hold on the wall, and only then, laboring and gasping, did he turn his attention to the medicine kit.


  He poured a half tumbler of whisky and forced a good portion of it between the Peri’s lips. Still pain-tortured, it was yet agony to him to see the lines of anguish on her unconscious face, and to hear the choking of her breath. She coughed weakly from the liquor, and moved convulsively as he sprang back to the controls and set the Limbo nosing Sunward. That was close enough for the present; later he could lay a course for Titan.


  The Peri stirred. Her uncomprehending green eyes looked vaguely toward him, and then about the chamber. She spoke. “Frank! Frank! Where am I?”


  “On the Limbo.”


  “On the——” She glanced down; her hand had encountered the chain about her waist. “Oh!” she murmured, and stared at it a full half minute. When she looked up again her eyes were quite clear and conscious. “You—you’ve got me, Frank, haven’t you?”


  “Right where I want you,” he said grimly. Strangely, there was no satisfaction in it. He had wanted to see her humbled, but now it was pure pain.


  “Why—aren’t we dead, Frank?” she asked slowly. “We were—in the airless valley, weren’t we? How is it that we still live?”


  “I’ll tell you, Peri. It was old Solomon’s idea. Everybody’s been believing a lot of superstitions about space, but he figured out the truth. It isn’t the vacuum that’s dangerous, and it isn’t the cold; it’s the lack of air. We couldn’t freeze, because a vacuum is the best heat insulator there is; we aren’t like that aluminium spade of yours, because our bodies actually produced heat faster than we radiate it away. In fact, it really felt warm to me—as far as I could be conscious of any feeling in that hell.


  “And as for all the gruesome stories of lungs collapsing and all that, every high school physics student sees the experiment of the mouse under the bell jar. An air pump exhausts the jar to the highest vacuum it can attain, the mouse loses consciousness—just as you did, Peri—but when the air returns, it recovers.


  “Its lungs don’t collapse because there’s no outer pressure to crush them, and its body doesn’t burst because the tissues are strong enough to maintain that much internal pressure. And if a mouse can stand it, why not a human being? And I knew I could stand lack of air longer than you.”


  “It seems you could,” she admitted ruefully. “But still, Frank, that terrible drop in pressure! I see that we didn’t explode from it, though it felt as though we should; but I still don’t see why.”


  “I tell you because our tissues are too tough. Look here, Peri. The pressure at sea level on Earth is 14.7 pounds per square inch. The pressure on top of Mount Everest is four pounds per square inch. That’s about six miles above sea level.


  “A hundred and fifty years ago, way back in 1930, open airplanes flew over Mount Everest. The pilots didn’t suffer much from lack of pressure; just as long as they had oxygen to breathe, they could live. Yet from sea level to 29.000 feet altitude is a drop of eleven pounds per square inch—almost exactly the drop from the pressure in your cave to the pressure outside.


  “The human body can stand that much of a drop; all it really does is cause altitude sickness. As a matter of fact, a pearl diver going down in four or five fathoms of water meets a greater variation than that. Plenty of South Sea skin divers work in that depth, utterly unprotected. What might have happened to us is the bends, but your own air system thoughtfully prevented that danger.”


  “M-my own air system?”


  “YES, PERI. The bends are the result of decreasing pressure, which ordinarily causes the blood to give up its dissolved nitrogen as bubbles. It’s the bubbles that cause the disease. But your air doesn’t contain nitrogen; it’s made of oxygen and neon, and neon doesn’t dissolve! So—no dissolved gases, no bubbles and no bends.”


  “But—it’s fantastic! It’s impossible!”


  “We did it. What do you think of that?”


  “Why”—her voice was meek—“I think you’re very courageous, Frank. You’re the only man ever to see the Red Peri frightened, and you’ve seen that—twice.”


  “Twice? When was the other time?”


  “When—when I saw the carbon feeders on your foot.”


  “Peri!” he groaned. “This whole thing has hurt me enough, but now if you mean——”


  “Of course I mean it,” she said, looking steadily at him. “I love you, Frank.”


  “If I dared believe you, Peri—you know I love you, don’t you?”


  A faint trace of her old mockery glistened green in her eyes. “Oh, of course,” she said. “I could tell it because you’ve been so kind to me.”


  Her sarcasm tortured him. “I had to do it. I have to bring you over to my side of the fence, Peri—the honest side.”


  “And you think you can?”


  “I can try.”


  “Really?” she taunted. “Frank, don’t you know my ship will be alongside in a matter of minutes? You can’t outrun the Red Peri in this tub. You have me helpless now, but I won’t be so for long.”


  “Indeed? Well, tub or not, the Limbo’s solid. They don’t dare blast the ship with you aboard, and if they try to tie up and cut their way in”—he turned narrowed eyes on her—“I’ll ram the Peri! As I said, this ship is solid, far more solid than your triangular speedster. I’ll smash it!”


  The faint color that had returned to the Peri’s face drained out of it. After a moment she said in very low tones, “What are you going to do with me, Frank?”


  “Peri, I’m going to take you back to trial. After you’ve expiated your crimes—and with your beauty in an American court the sentence will be light—I’m going to marry you.”


  “Marry? Yes, I’d marry you, Frank, but don’t you realize piracy is tried under maritime law? The penalty is—death!”


  “Not for such a woman as you. Three years—no more.”


  “But I’m wanted in every country on Earth, Frank. They’ll extradite me. What if I’m tried for murder in an English court?”


  “Murder?” he echoed blankly. “I—I hadn’t thought of that. My Lord, Peri! What can we do?”


  “What we do is in your hands,” she said dully. He saw tears in her green eyes.


  “I—don’t know. I swore a solemn oath to uphold the law, I—can’t break an oath. Peri,” he cried fiercely, “I have money. I’ll fight through every court in the country to prevent your extradition. You’ll return all you’ve taken. They’ll be lenient; they have to be!”


  “Perhaps,” she said tonelessly. “Well, I don’t care. You’ve won, Frank. I love you for it.”


  Impulsively he dropped the controls, strode over to the chained girl, and kissed her. He had to make it brief, for his own eyes were suddenly misty. At the controls again, he swore bitterly to himself, for he realized now that he could never risk bringing the Red Peri to trial. He thought somberly of his broken oath; that meant nothing if keeping it endangered the girl he loved.


  HE FORMED A PLAN. At Nivia on Titan there’d be an inspection of the ship. He’d hide the Peri—in a cool jet, perhaps—and tell his story without mention of, her capture. He’d disclose the location of the pirate base and let the government rockets rescue old Solomon and destroy the colony. And then he——


  Then? Well, he’d land the Limbo in Iraq. He had friends there who’d keep the Peri safe. He’d fly home and resign his damned official position, and so be free to marry pirate or murderess or any one he chose—and no one would ever know that the lovely Mrs. Keene had once been the dreaded Red Peri.


  For the present he’d let the girl believe he was taking her back to punishment; at least that might frighten her into a respectable life. He smiled, and looked up to find the luminous green eyes fixed steadily and unhappily on his fare, before he could speak the buzzer of the static field sounded the signal that warned of meteors. But meteors were rare indeed out here beyond the orbit of Jupiter. He stared back at the vast black disk of Pluto, and true enough, there was a little flare of light against the blackness that could mean only a rocket blast. Second by second the flame approached, and the Red Peri rushed toward him as if his own blast were silent.


  The pirate ship paralleled his course. Suddenly the annunciator above him spoke; they had trained an inductive beam on it. “Cut your jets!” came the words in a cold metallic voice that was still recognizable as Marco Grandi’s.


  He had no means of reply, so he bored grimly on. The Red Peri slipped close beside him. “Cut your jets,” came the order, “or we’ll blast you!”


  Keene thought suddenly of the communication system from the pilot room to the stern. If he spoke into that, and if their tubes were sensitive enough, it was possible that their receiver might pick up the induced current. He switched it on full.


  “Red Peri!” he called. “Can you hear me? Can you hear me?”


  Reply was immediate. “We hear you. Cut your jets!”


  “I won’t,” said Keene. “If you come a single yard closer I’ll ram you. The Peri’s aboard, and if you blast this ship you’ll kill her as well as me.”


  There was a silence. “How do we know she’s alive?” asked Grandi’s voice “Watch the forward port,” said Keene. He unlocked the chain at the hand hold. The girl made no resistance as he led her to the port, following as meekly as a puppy on a leash.


  “I’ll have to make this look serious,” he said. “I’m sorry, Peri.” He twisted his hand roughly in her glorious hair and thrust her close against the port. After a moment he released her, led her back to her chair, and relocked the chain “Red Peri,” he called, “move away or I’ll ram you. Keep a quarter mile distance.”


  There was no reply, but the pirate ship slanted silently away. Like a child’s model it hung in the void, tenaciously paralleling his course. But he knew it was helpless; Grandi dared not risk the Peri’s safety.


  Nearly an hour passed before the Peri spoke. “I don’t understand you, Frank,” she said miserably. “When your life was in danger I risked mine to save you, but you risk your life to destroy me. Is that what you mean by love?”


  “I risked mine, not to destroy you, but to save you,” he muttered. “Peri, I couldn’t bear the thought of your living such a life as you have been living. I want you to be happy.”


  “Happy,” she echoed mournfully. “If this is your idea of happiness——” She left the sentence unfinished.


  HOUR AFTER HOUR the pirate clung grimly beside them. After a long time Keene slept, trusting to the buzzer to rouse him if Grandi should attempt to cut through. The last thing he saw was the luminescent eyes of the Peri, and they were the first thing he saw on awakening. She sat as if she had not moved.


  Another day passed. Pluto was a pallid, tiny disk far behind them, Neptune and Uranus were beyond the Sun; but Saturn gleamed brightly. All day the Peri was mournfully silent, and when he kissed her before sleeping, she clung to him almost as if in panic. He remembered that later, for when he awoke she was—gone.


  Gone! The chain was missing, and only a square of paper—a star chart—lay on her chair. She wasn’t on the Limbo, and the Red Peri no longer hung silent on the left. He seized the note in a frantic clutch. He read.


  
    Frank—dearest Frank—this is farewell. I love you; and the proof of it is that I could have escaped before this while you slept; but I wanted to stay. I was all but willing to suffer before the law if it meant having you—but I can’t. Not even three years, because I’d die without freedom.


    I had an iron feeder in my pocket, for I always carry them on raids, as you remember from the Aardkin. It’s eating the chain now, but it won’t attack chrome steel; your floors and walls are safe.


    Frank, if you had weakened, if you had promised me safety, I think I should have stayed, but—perhaps—then I should have loved you less than I do now.


    Good-by.

  


  The note was unsigned. She had taken a red chart pencil and drawn a creditable picture of a tiny, winged elf—a red peri.


  Keene knew what she had done. There were no space suits on the Limbo, for he and Solomon had worn them to the pirate cave. She had signaled her ship, opened the air lock, and braved once more the vacuum of space to fling herself across.


  When he had finally exhausted his vocabulary of expletives and blasphemies, when he had at last called himself all the varieties of fool he knew, Keene realized what he had to do. He couldn’t find her on Pluto, since the Peri would certainly move her base elsewhere for fear he’d direct a government rocket there. But what he could do, what he had to do, was to get a job on an Interplanetary freighter, and then wait. Sooner or later—sooner or later, he repeated grimly—he’d meet the Red Peri again.


  EN ROUTE TO PLUTO


  Wallace West


  “WHY do we keep spinning around like this?” sang Yahna plaintively as she stared out of a porthole and watched the stars chasing each other madly across the black sky. Then once more she flapped her great red wings until they stirred up every speck of dust in the control cabin.


  “I’ve told you a thousand times before”—I tried to keep the irritation out of my voice and stifle a sneeze at the same time—“that the gyroscopic stabilizer is broken and that it’s a two-man job to fix it while we’re in flight. You’ll just have to get accustomed to seeing the galaxies shoot past until we arrive on Pluto.”


  “Why can’t I help you repair the gyroscope, dearest?” She struck a perfect high C on the last word; so perfect a note, in fact, that I had to resist the impulse to pick up a monkey wrench and brain her. Why, oh, why had I ever yielded to that temptation to elope with a Martian bird woman?


  It had all seemed so perfectly logical that night three months ago, when I had sat in the Agan Cafe at Crotan, the underground capital city of Mars, and imbibed six pipes of gurlack one after the other. Here was I, Jack Harkness, outward bound from the Earth to Pluto on the first journey of exploration to that outermost of the planets.


  And there was Yahna, tired of exhibiting her feathered charms, and ready to chuck it all—she had had six pipes of gurlack, too—and escape the responsibilities of one who could trace her ancestry back through ten thousand generations of entertainers, and, if she had to die, do so in the cold, clean depths of interstellar space.


  It had all seemed to smack of ancient knight errantry—ladies in distress and so forth. I muffled my new-found friend in furs so that her wings wouldn’t be so noticeable, slipped her past the guards, who naturally wouldn’t have been at all anxious to lose one of Mars’ few thousand remaining bird people, and sneaked her through endless dim passageways to the airport.


  There I forced the amazed commandant to marry us at the point of a heat gun—after all, I had no desire to create a scandal which might lead to interstellar complications—and high-tailed it out into space with most of Crotan’s patrol fleet at our heels.


  For several weeks thereafter life had been one grand sweet song. Yahna was charming, well-educated and beautiful, although so fragile that I sometimes feared she would break if I touched her. She talked—or rather sang—English like a Metropolitan Opera star. The bird people are unable to talk in monotones, but accompany the words with the loveliest harmonies which greatly enhance their meaning.


  At first her naïveté about things Earthian intrigued and amused me. But finally the confinement and those eternal wide-eyed questions began to get on my nerves. I tried to ignore this irritation at first. Then I fought it bitterly. But by the time we were nearing Pluto, Yahna’s mere presence was on the verge of driving me insane.


  I really believe that it was our difference of outlook rather than our physical differences which caused the trouble—that plus the fact that long space journeys are nerve racking in themselves. I’ve been co-pilot with a Martian on plenty of hard trips, and managed beautifully. However, this was something different.


  THE AVERAGE MARTIAN, such as one sees so often in New York these days, is hardly to be distinguished from an Earthian—a trifle taller and more slightly built—except for his massive, somewhat humped shoulders, queer, fiery-red hair and downy face and hands.


  But the primitive Martian of, say, one hundred thousand years ago, was quite a different creature. His body was covered with bright-red feathers as protection from the cold, while, due to the lesser gravitation of the planet, he had developed a pair of splendid wings.


  Then, as Mars’ atmosphere became more and more rarified through the millenia, these wings were unable to sustain its inhabitants any longer. The structures naturally atrophied, as did those of our own penguins, for example. To-day the puny stumps are amputated at birth.


  Even in those times, however, the Martians were highly civilized, and when they were forced underground by the growing cold and lack of air, they strove to preserve their former ability to fly in one special class of the population.


  In the course of time the latter became the entertainers of the planet—dancers, singers, actors, etc. In order that their wings might not atrophy, great gymnasiums with artificially high air pressure were constructed, where those of the entertaining class could exercise each day. In addition to this their every want was cared for. The result is that after all these centuries they still can fly as well as their ancestors could, and are almost objects of veneration for the average Martian.


  I was jerked out of my reverie by the melting music of Yahna’s voice.


  “I said, dearest, why can’t I help you repair the gyroscope?” she chanted as she slipped a caressing wing over my shoulders. It was then that I noticed that the long confinement without her usual exercise was doing Yahna’s plumage no good. In fact—perish the thought!—she showed signs of molting.


  “Look, sweetheart,” I pleaded as gently as I was able. “You wouldn’t know a gyroscope if you saw one. Why don’t you read a book or something? I couldn’t think of you getting your pretty self all covered with grease, fixing machinery. You’re made for singing and dancing and flying. Now run along like a good girl. I’ve got all I can do keeping the course.”


  “But why are we going on this crazy trip, after all?” She sat down on the floor near the control seat and wrapped her wings around her until only her piquant, snub-nosed face showed amidst the shimmering plumage. “I thought that space travel was exciting. But I find it very dull.”


  “We’re out here because Earth needs a new supply of cheap raw materials,” I answered doggedly, after shifting a quadrant which gave the starboard rocket more juice. “If Earth can find a source of radioactive minerals on Pluto she can claim it for herself and sell it to Mars and Venus. That will put some of the unemployed to work and prevent any more attempts at revolution.”


  “Why won’t Mars and Venus get the same idea?”


  “But that’s impossible. They don’t know the secret of our heat guns.” I nodded toward the cabin wall, where I always kept the ugly little weapon hanging ready in case of emergencies. “Your scientists were using that same idea to produce great extremes of cold. We stole the invention, turned it upside down, so to speak, and produced the heat-ray transformer, and still they can’t figure out how we did it. Those foreigners——” I stopped, embarrassed by my own enthusiasm.


  “But I still don’t see why you’re spending most of your life shut up in a stupid little box spinning through space when you could be dancing in the sunshine and singing with the birds,” she persisted. “I suppose you’ll say it’s to make money. All you Earthians do.” Her large green eyes became troubled. “What is this money you’re so fond of?”


  “Well,” I began, “money is—well—you buy things with money. Now if I have five apples——”


  Suddenly an unreasoning rage seized me as I realized that this girl had no conception of the unlimited power which wealth could give or the tragedy a lack of it could bring. She had never had to buy or sell—to fight for her very existence, to see her friends starve.


  “Oh, for Heaven’s sake, shut up,” I yelled. “Why? Why? Why? Nothing but fool questions. What are you trying to do? Make a groundling out of me? Listen! A space pilot is the luckiest man alive. If he’s ambitious there are no heights he may not climb to. With the inside information he picks up on his journeys he may become banker, captain of industry, even dictator. Oh, you don’t understand. You’re just a throwback—a myth—a fairy tale. There’s no place for you in modern life. Why on Earth did I ever hook up with you! Go on—read your book!”


  Her wings drooping forlornly, and tears trembling on her long lashes, Yahna wandered over to the window seat under one of the portholes and picked up a volume of the “Rubaiyat” which I had given her.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “A book of verses underneath the bough,

            A jug of wine, a loaf of bread—and thou——”

          
        

      
    

  


  She sang the words, giving them a beauty which I had never imagined, and causing my face to burn with shame.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “Beside me singing in the wilderness

            Oh, wilderness were paradise enow!

          
        

      
    

  


  “What’s a wilderness, Jack?” she murmured pathetically. “It—it sounds nice.”


  For answer I hooked the controls, went over and took her quivering little body in my arms. Poor kid! Of course she was perfectly useless out here. But it was all my fault. As I kissed her I made another of my vows never again to hurt her feelings.


  LANDING a rocket plane is a ticklish job under the best of conditions. You have to coast down on the fading forward beams with enough momentum to keep the ship from tipping sidewise, yet not so much that she splits her seams when she hits. Bad judgment either way is bound to have unpleasant results, especially on a strange planet.


  If we weren’t killed on a smash landing, we still didn’t have the equipment necessary to repair any leaking seams. On the other hand, if we fell over, the ship would be as helpless as a fish out of water, until we built some kind of a scaffolding and hoisted her upright—another impossible job.


  Multiply those difficulties about a thousand times and maybe you’ll realize the spot I was in, with my vessel spinning around on her nose about once every two seconds. How I wished for good old Bob Filgus, my engineer, whom I had deserted so gaily at Crotan so that I might elope with Yahna. The two of us could have fixed that gyroscope in an hour. However——


  I squinted through the porthole at the forsaken surface of Pluto, which now was rushing upward at the rate of several hundred miles an hour, despite the fact that I was braking with every ounce of power. It made my head swim to watch the dizzy spectacle, and the dazzling white beams of the four forward torps made my eyes water.


  Although the Sun was only a pin point behind us, it still lighted up the planet about 200 times brighter than the Moon does the Earth when it is full. Under this illumination I finally managed to determine that the terrain ahead consisted of saw-toothed mountains of tremendous height, pushing themselves upward through an otherwise solid sheet of ice or snow.


  Snow meant plenty of atmosphere. Air would cushion us to a great degree and make avoidance of a crash landing much easier. Pluto’s temperature, I must explain, is so low during half of its circle around the Sun that its air congeals. But when it dips inside the orbit of Neptune for the other half of its slow swing, the surface becomes only about 100 degrees below zero, Fahrenheit; the air gasifies and life is theoretically possible for human beings.


  The fact that I might be able to make a blind landing without a crack-up reassured me somewhat. But what about tipping over and becoming stranded? Even the most delicate altimeters Wouldn’t help me there. I needed my eyes and stable ground at which to look.


  “This reminds me of the time when I was a little girl and we used to play with those funny Earth toys called tops,” chimed Yahna, who was peering through the window over my shoulder. “Why do they stand on end, Jack? I suppose I’m being awfully stupid again, but I never could understand why they didn’t fall over——”


  “You wouldn’t!” I grunted before I could stop myself. Then I let out a whoop of astonishment and delight. Why, of course! Why hadn’t I thought of it before? A ship couldn’t possibly tip over while spinning. No matter how softly I brought her down, she’d stay upright if I landed on a fairly level surface. The nose probably would drill itself into the ground for a yard or so, and the rocket ports would be clogged, but I could fix that easily.


  I grabbed Yahna by the shoulders and kissed her enthusiastically—on the nose, it so happened—then made a dash for the controls. We’d make it yet!


  WE CAME DOWN soft as a feather, blasting the snow beneath us into nothingness and drilling into the frozen earth beneath it. As I had anticipated, the sudden stoppage of our spin sent both of us sliding round and round the floor of the control room until we jammed under the chart table, out of breath, but with no other injuries than a few bruises!


  I staggered to my feet only to fall on my nose, so dizzy that I could hardly see. Yahna did the same thing, after which we sat and laughed helplessly at each other until the vertigo wore off.


  When we could navigate once more we started exploring the ship, and found that no appreciable damage had been done. The forward ports were, of Course, buried in the ground, and it was not until we reached the rocket firing chamber in the stern that we saw daylight. The snowdrift into which we had dived had fallen in on the ship and almost buried it.


  “Now what do we explore?” chanted the girl as she stared through the rear porthole at the forbidding gray landscape. “Those raw materials you spoke about certainly look raw enough to satisfy anybody.”


  “Well”—I hesitated after studying various meters—“the air pressure is about the same as that on Earth and its composition seems breathable. Gravity about that of Mars. Temperature 172 below zero. I think we could chance going outside in space suits——”


  “Space suits.” She laughed, rumpling her feathers. “Well, you can wear one of the ugly things if you want to, but I’m going out this way. After all, the temperature back home often drops about as low as this during the night. And, oh! I want so to fly again!”


  “You’ll freeze your feathers off.” I grunted as I wriggled into my suit and adjusted the helmet. “I’ll take some blankets outside, anyway, in case you get a chill.”


  “Aren’t you going to take your heat gun along, too?” Yahna trilled as I threw my weight on the levers which opened the outer port.


  “What for?” I grunted as I heaved and twisted. As usual, the cursed door had been slightly calcined during our passage through the atmosphere, and didn’t want to budge. “There’s no life on Pluto at this temperature.”


  “Why not?”


  “Well, because——” I groaned; then, in order to stop a further flood of senseless questions, yanked the holster out of the rack and buckled it around my waist.


  The port swung open at last, letting in a thin blast of air so deathly cold that I snapped the glass front of my helmet shut at once.


  But Yahna didn’t seem to mind in the least. She threw her arms wide and took in great gasps of air.


  “Oh, how lovely,” she chanted as I again marveled at the ability of Martians to withstand great extremes of temperature. “It’s like the wine your ‘Rubaiyat’ talks about after all these weeks of synthetic atmosphere. I’m going out.”


  Springing gracefully through the porthole, she landed on the snow outside, spreading her gleaming ten-foot wings, beat them together exactly as a bird does, and fairly screamed with delight. A moment later she left the ground and went swooping up into the gray twilight.


  I paused a moment to toss out a roll of blankets and to close the port. I was afraid the batteries in the engine room might freeze otherwise. Then I, too climbed out on the snow bank surrounding the ship.


  AFTER WATCHING YAHNA swoop and glide like a swallow until I began to get dizzy, I turned my attention to the surrounding landscape. The first thing which puzzled me was the snow. Under ordinary circumstance, if a space ship, its surface heated by passage through an atmosphere, should land in a snow bank, it would melt a great hole in the drift. In this case, however, although the snow was slowly receding from about the vessel, there was no sign of melting.


  The next thing I noticed was that the vent from my helmet was not surrounded by a cloud of vapor as it should have been, but that my breath, upon reaching the outer air, formed a sort of miniature snowstorm, which eddied around me and finally fell to the ground.


  Frowning, I picked up a double handful of snow in my electrically heated mittens and stared at it in bewilderment. It vanished almost at once; but when it was all gone the gloves were not wet. The snow really seemed to evaporate rather than melt. For a moment the thing baffled me. Then I remembered the temperature reading I had made in the cabin. Of course! At 172 below zero, Fahrenheit, carbon dioxide would congeal. The stuff which covered the surface of Pluto was not snow, but solidified gas!


  My curiosity satisfied on this point, I began examining the outcroppings of shiny gray rock which pierced the drifts. I broke off a chunk and hefted it. Queer stuff! It had scarcely any weight at all. Could it be? After some difficulty I fished out a match from one of my pockets, lighted it and touched it to the rock. There was a blaze of light as the stuff ignited. I dropped it just in time to avoid a bad burn, then was almost knocked over as the heat gasified part of the snow bank on which it had fallen.


  “Good Lord,” I gasped as I watched the flame burrow deeper and deeper into the drift. “If the whole plain is covered with magnesium and this sets it off, I’ll go up in a cloud of smoke in about thirty seconds.” Luckily, the specimen I had dropped was so small that it burned itself out before it melted its way through to the bottom of the drift.


  When the great flare died out I blinked helplessly, until my eyes became reaccustomed to the surrounding twilight. Then, as I was recovering from this shock, I heard Yahna screaming high above me. A moment later I located her. Wings thrown back and red hair streaming stiffly, she was falling like a plummet!


  Just as it seemed certain that she would crash, the girl swung her wings forward and landed, light as a feather, not ten feet from me.


  “The flare? What was it, Jack?” she crescendoed.


  “Nothing important,” I lied. “Just a little magnesium I touched off accidentally.”


  “And those clouds,” she continued, pointing upward breathlessly.


  “Clouds!” I jeered. “If it’s cold enough to freeze carbon dioxide there can’t be any clouds. Even you ought to know that!” To humor her I glanced at the sky; then, despite the cold, I opened the visor of my helmet to look again. Yahna was right! The sky was full of little puffy white clouds. What was more, they didn’t act like human clouds should. Instead of drifting with the wind, they seemed to be drifting toward us from all directions, as though attracted by the recent flare.


  “I’m—I’m cold.” Yahna shivered.


  “I should think you would be, gallivanting around up there like that. Let’s get back to the ship.”


  It did seem cold, even inside my suit, as we hurried back to the hole in the snow above which projected the stern of the rocket.


  “Could it be the clouds causing it?” chattered my companion as she stumbled along beside me. “They seemed unfriendly, somehow—up there.”


  “Of course not,” I answered, but I could not resist an apprehensive glance over my shoulder at those queer, diaphanous puffs of white. There were hundreds of them now, not only behind us, but also closing in in front. “Maybe you’re right,” I muttered grudgingly at last. “Come on. Let’s run.”


  “I—I can’t,” she quavered. “My legs—feel funny.”


  For answer I picked her up bodily and dashed for the ship, those red wings brushing the snow into strange whispers behind me.


  BUT when we reached the Pluto another shock awaited us. Due to the radiation of the still-warm hull, the walls of carbon-dioxide snow had evaporated so that they now stood all of ten feet away from the ship. There was no way of reaching the stem port. The forward port, down at the ground level, was, of course, still locked from the inside.


  “Could I help, Jack?” quavered Yahna, struggling out of my arms.


  “Well, I guess maybe you could at that,” I conceded. “If you would fly to the door, pull it open and go inside and throw me a rope, I might make it.” She sprang forward lightly, reached the handholds on the port, braced herself against the side of the ship and tugged with all her strength, wings fluttering wildly. Nothing happened.


  “It’s stuck, Jack,” she called at last. “I’m not strong enough.”


  “Come on back then, and get under these blankets,” I directed. “We’ll have to try something else.”


  “I’m sorry,” she whimpered as she fluttered back and nestled under the pile of blankets I had prepared. “I never was so cold in all my——Oh! Jack! Look at those clouds now!”


  I glanced up, then ducked instinctively. There was no doubt about it. Those clouds were alive, and they meant us no good. From all directions they were closing in upon us, until they resembled a great, fleecy blanket which dimmed the light of the Sun. And as they came closer the cold steadily increased.


  “I’ve worked in a space suit in open space,” I groaned as I beat my arms against my chest to restore circulation, “but I never felt cold like this. It must be close to 250 below zero. What on earth’s causing it, do you think?”


  “Could they be alive—some sort of frost people?” she whispered. “Look, they move as though under some central command! On Mars there are legends——” She moaned as the cold bit deeper, even under the thick pile of blankets.


  I started to say “Nonsense!” then bit my lips as I recalled that Yahna had been right on a number of occasions recently.


  “Well,” I amended, “if they’re some sort of frost demons, my heat gun should stop them.” My hands were clumsy and slow as I struggled with the holster, but the gun finally came loose. I pressed the trigger and sent a pencil of flame sweeping back and forth across the cloud blanket, which now hung only a few hundred feet above our heads.


  Again nothing happened! The ray was absorbed as though by a mass of cotton. This gun, which could stop a yaggoth or a walk at 500 paces, was as useless as a cap pistol against these devils.


  “I can hardly breathe,” whimpered Yahna. “They’re doing something to the air, Jack.” She buried her head under the blankets.


  And once more she was right. The very air around us seemed congealing into a snowstorm. Undoubtedly the oxygen and other gases were beginning to behave as the carbon dioxide already had done. I switched on my artificial air supply and got some relief, but could not avoid the gnawing cold. The temperature was undoubtedly hovering at the unbelievable level of 275 below, much lower than that of outer space. To make it worse, a hurricane, caused no doubt by the vacuum created through the air’s solidification, began raging about me and threatened to sweep me off my feet.


  THROUGH IT ALL the clouds looked down, soullessly, calculatingly, it seemed, to my dimming senses, but unquestionably alive in some alien fashion. I laced them frantically with my heat gun, but produced not the slightest retreat. We were slowly being frozen. A few moments now and we would become specimens for some un-Earthly laboratory.


  “Yahna,” I wheezed painfully, “can you hear me? Those devils have beaten us. Good-by sweetheart. You’re a swell egg. I’m sorry I’ve been so rotten.”


  “Good-by, Jack,” she sang hysterically as she flung off the blankets, staggered to her feet and crept onto my arms. “I’m sorry, too—that I’ve been so—useless. But I thought you humans said you could always fight—devil—with—fire.”


  “What’s that you said?” I yelled.


  “Getting—warmer—now,” she gasped as she crumpled in a forlorn little heap at my feet.


  “Yahna,” I pleaded wildly as I heaped the blankets over her again.


  “Guess—have fight frost devils—with——” Her voice trailed off into a discord and stopped.


  “With what?” I screamed, shaking her frantically. “Don’t give up, Yahna. With what?” In my hysterical fright I was suddenly convinced that if only she would say the right word we could be saved.


  “Go ’way,” she whimpered. “Wanna go sleep. Cold!”


  “Cold!” I sprang upright and shook my fist madly at the hovering cloud people. “Cold!” I beat my hands against my chest until some vestige of circulation returned to them, then searched my pockets for a screw driver. What a fool I had been!


  Crouching down on the snow, I worked desperately on the heat gun. Of course, you are familiar with the way those weapons work—just the opposite of the old-style electric refrigerator—building up heat by a sort of transformer until it emerges as pure vibration.


  Could I do it in the few minutes of life yet remaining to me? Again and again I dropped the screw driver into the snow and scratched frantically to retrieve it. But at last I succeeded in reversing the circuits.


  Too weak to stand now, I lifted my leaden arm, aimed at the living cloud banks, pressed the trigger and prayed.


  The gun snarled, louder than the storm. A narrow column of snowflakes formed between the muzzle and the drifting mists above. Then a strange, agonized ululation tore through the darkness. The gun bucked and jumped as I swung it back and forth. Was it my imagination, or were the clouds thinning, breaking up, drifting away? Was it possible that these frost beings, although impervious to flame, could be fought in their own medium?


  Things grew black around me. A pleasant lethargy stole over my body. But I clung doggedly to the gun with both hands as my thoughts raced like those of a drowning man. Let’s see—gun has amplification to the fortieth power. That means close to—460 degrees below zero—absolute zero—nothing. Absolutely nothing living could exist—that temperature——Poor, dear Yahna—smart girl, after all——If——


  “JACK! Jack!” Somebody was shaking me fiercely. “Are you alive, Jack? They’re all gone. Why don’t you speak to me?”


  “Another of your fool questions. How can an icicle speak!” I groaned as I forced open my eyes. Then I blinked in astonishment. Yahna was bending over me as I lay in the cabin of the Pluto.


  “After the frost devils ran away I went back to the ship, managed to pry the door open, tied a rope around you, hitched the other end to a windlass and pulled you across,” she trilled, looking as proud as a peacock—if peacocks were feminine and had red feathers.


  “Well, you little devil!” Even had I tried I would not have been able to restrain my admiration—and I did not try.


  “I’m glad you took my suggestion about the frost people,” continued this new Yahna. “Now, as soon as you feel better I’ll help you fix the gyroscope. I’m tired of being treated like some sort of doll.”


  Several hours later—I was not really much the worse for wear if you discount frostbitten ears, nose and fingers—we finished the job on the gyroscope.


  “Do you think I could ever become a space pilot, Jack?” asked the grease-smeared, weary girl, as she crawled out from under the big machine and sat down beside me on the floor. “This has been fun.”


  “Well”—I grinned judicially as I kissed the only clean spot on her face—“if you feel like that I’ll let you help pilot the Pluto home after we finish our explorations. And I’ll coach you for the quizz, too. But I don’t think,” I added as I surveyed her thoughtfully, “that you ought to face the examiners until I have you dry-cleaned.”


  BLUE BEAM OF PESTILENCE


  Earl Binder and Otto Binder


  The author, Eando Binder, gives us a story from the astronomical viewpoint, carrying his characters to the most interesting cosmos. We know that this story will be very warmly received by our readers.


  CHAPTER I


  WAR DECLARED!


  IT was in the Sikka 444[1] that the inhabitants of the various worlds of the solar system suddenly became aware of the Blue Beam from outer space which threatened to depopulate that thriving community of worlds. Like a sword from Heaven an arrowing beam of visible blue light shot from the void and lighted upon Pluto, the outermost of the planets. The Plutonians, small, sensitive-eyed rational creatures that looked like Earthly spiders, were greatly annoyed by that bright light which shone in their delicate eyes unremittingly, every hour of the day. They sent in a complaint to the Solar Council on Earth to ask that the matter be investigated, as it was seriously disturbing their industry and ability.


  Two Earth-days later the alarming news came in from distant Pluto that the Blue Beam was not merely bothersome but insidiously dangerous, for already the inhabitants were beginning to die off, gripped in the throes of a mysterious malady that came with the Blue Beam. Then the Solar Council, which had been ponderously deliberating its first move, sprang into action under the impetus of that new fatal development.


  From Earth and from all the other worlds, the mystifying light from the void could be seen as a solid-looking blue shaft, extending from Pluto (which was itself invisible to the eye of anyone on the minor planets) out into space till it was lost for distance in the region of alpha-Centauri. That it was not ordinary light was quickly apparent, for then it would have been invisible to any except the Plutonians. It must be some new and astounding type of radiation that could so affect the ether as to make it a reflecting medium as well as a carrier.


  As soon as the Blue Beam came and the different worlds saw it in their night skies, a general feeling of unrest overwhelmed the solar system. Its very sight struck a nameless terror in the minds of everyone from Pluto to little Mercury. Its uncanny visibility, its persistent duration, and its mysterious origin sounded a note of dire calamity throughout the Solarian Empire. And it stuck to Pluto like glue, bathing it in a ghastly blue glow.


  The Solar Council’s first move was to send a delegation of renowned scientists to Pluto to investigate the terrifying phenomenon. These men, astronomers and physicists, traced the beam back into space and found it coming from a star in the regions near alpha-Centauri, but much farther away. This brought a sigh of relief to the citizens of the Solarian Empire, for it absolved the Centaurians from the blame; which was well, in view of the fact that these people had attacked the solar system only a hundred Sikka before. They had been repulsed and the two empires had made a peace treaty. Everyone felt glad that after all the Centaurians had not broken their promise.


  The star from which the beam originated, the delegation found, was 188 light years away (Earth measurements). It was a small sun as suns go, being but twice the volume of Sol. It was known to astronomers as CX-88.


  In two more Earth days the public news-broadcasts blared forth a paralyzing tale of woe that centered on luckless Pluto. Half the Plutonians had died miserably and wantonly from the Blue Beam. A storm of rage swept over the Solarian Empire. Each of the worlds sent in a pointed message to the Solar Council that that body must act, and act soon and decisively. Accordingly, the Council, somewhat slothful after many Sikkas of quiet and peaceful times, shook itself free from lethargy, and drafted a group of the most eminent scientists from every world. These savants were sent to join the initial body of investigators. Their purpose was to save the rest of the Plutonians and to solve the mystery of the Blue Beam.


  They fell to with a will and found out certain things about the Blue Beam, but they were powerless to save the Plutonians. The inhabitants of Pluto died, billions upon billions of them. Only those who had been on other planets at the time, or had left their homes the first day the beam appeared, lived to carry on the race. Strangely, none of the other peoples, whether Martians, Tellurians, Venerians, or any others, were affected by the Blue Beam. They who were left on Pluto, what few there were on the planet at the time, were to bury the masses of dead.


  Then, as if the senders of the ray knew exactly what had happened, the beam flicked lightly away from grieving Pluto and darted accurately on Neptune, like a striking snake. At first the Neptunians were panic stricken. Then they were reminded that the Blue. Beam could affect only Plutonians and thereupon they breathed in relief. But a short-lived respite that was!


  IN two more Earth days the Neptunians began to die off with the same symptoms that had marked the perishing Plutonians. Then it was that the Blue Beam was seen to be a little darker, to have a little more color to it. It now was fatal only to Neptunians, leaving untouched all other races, even the few surviving Plutonians that had migrated to Neptune to escape the beam, when it had bathed their world in its baleful glow.


  All through the Solarian Empire echoed the terrifying naked truth about the Blue Beam. Its purpose was no longer a mystery. Some alien intelligence on CX-88 was systematically wiping out all life in the solar system, starting from the outermost planet, Pluto, and working inward. It staggered the mind to understand how a beam of energy of some sort, traversing 188 light years of space, could unfalteringly light on a tiny mote in fathomless space and destroy its rational life in some six or eight Earth days.


  Rapidly the dormant fighting instincts of the peaceful Solarian Empire were aroused. Then it was war of a sort! A remote control invasion sure to be followed by actual invasion once the Empire had been almost completely depopulated!


  The war-cry rang through the ether, spreading from planet to planet like a fire-brand, until a great and united system of planets shouted in one stentorian voice: “Retaliation! Vengeance! Death to CX-88!”


  The Solar Council heeded the call and met on Earth eighteen days after the appearance of the devastating Blue Beam, for a war program.


  Siglo Albermarle, Supreme Head of the Solar Council, an Earthman, called the meeting to order. He swung his keen blue eyes about the array of television screens, in each of which was framed the face of one of the Solar Council members. Beside him sat Toom V-3-X-44 of Jupiter and Uaaii-23 of Venus, who had chosen to attend the War Council in person.


  The progress of the War Council would be carried to every nook and corner of the Solarian System by super-radio and television[2] so that every citizen of each world would know exactly what was to be done in this crucial matter.


  “Fellow Councilors and citizens of the great Solarian Empire of Sikka One to 444!” began Albermarle. “We are threatened with utter and absolute extinction by the Blue Beam from CX-88. Thrice before have we been attacked from outer space and thrice have we been victorious. But those other attackers came in space vehicles, so that we had something tangible to battle. Here we have but a Blue Beam! That will call for new methods, new ways to protect our glorious Empire. We will hear first the report of the scientists who have been to stricken Pluto and Neptune.”


  The spokesman of the scientists, a pudgy, kangeroo-Iike creature of Mars, reported as follows:


  “The Blue Beam, to leave out all technical terms, is a new type of ether vibration travelling, according to our measurements, instantaneously. We have attempted to shield it off, but it penetrates all materials of any reasonable thickness. Only diamond will stop it, but that does not help us a bit, as no planet could be entirely shielded with that material, which is rare in nature and not very easy to manufacture in large quantities.


  “The effect of the Blue Beam is to coagulate the colloids of the brain so that the victim first loses sanity and then is brought by paralysis to complete incapacity. Death follows rapidly. As the colloids of the brain-structures of each planetary people are markedly different chemically, the Blue Beam can affect only one race at a time.


  “In behalf of my collaborators, I state here and now that we can do nothing more than we have done already to circumvent the diabolical Blue Beam. We have busied ourselves in the last week of Earth-time in promoting the migrations of the Uranians to other planets in an attempt to save them from annihilation, for they will be the next in the path of the Blue Beam. That is all.”


  There was a hushed stillness. The report of the scientists had suddenly revealed the complete helplessness of the Solarian Empire. Science had as good as admitted defeat. What could the People do?


  “You have heard the report of the scientists,” said Albermarle slowly. “It is obvious then that we are doomed to virtual extinction if that Blue Beam continues to stab from the dark void as it has for eighteen Earth days already. Pluto and Neptune are practically lifeless worlds. Uranus will next succumb.


  “But we will forestall the Blue Beam. Already half the Uranians have moved to other worlds and been replaced by other races. When the beam strikes Saturn in the near future, we hope to have all the Saturnians safely away from their native world. We will continue to do this shuffling of people, despite the hardships and inconveniences entailed, till further plans can be made.”


  BUT even as Albermarle finished a new voice burst into the air. It was the Planet Radio Station of Mercury.


  “Councilors of the Solarian Empire and Peoples of the Nine Planets! But a short time ago the Blue Beam swung away from Neptune, but instead of lighting on Uranus as we all thought, it has engulfed our world, Mercury! Already my people are screaming in fear and insanity. We are unprepared, thinking we would be the last to be attacked by the Blue Beam. My people will die almost en masse!”


  A series of television images looked at each other in horror. Audible gasps arose from several throats. The Mercurian Councilor fainted dead away, and his screen became blank.


  “Master Albermarle!” rang out a deep, resonant voice. Eyes one and all turned to Toom V-3-X-44, Councilor from Jupiter. Twelve feet high he towered, a thin, stalk-like creature with three legs arranged like a tripod, and four long blade-like arms.


  “Master Albermarle and Fellow Councilors!” he boomed like a cannon. “It is useless for us to attempt to circumvent the Blue Beam by shiftings of populations. That the instigators of the beam know our every move is evidenced by this last news we heard—that Mercury and not Uranus, became the next victim. Even if we shuffle our populations a thousand times, and mix them up on every planet, the senders of the Blue Beam will flash their lethal ray on each planet in turn, attuning it to the different races alternately, thus accomplishing their original aim.”


  The Councilors looked from one to the other in despair. The words of Toom were only too true!


  The Jovian’s reverberating voice went on:


  “No, fellow citizens of the great Solarian Empire. We cannot hope to survive by fleeing from one planet to another and hiding behind one another’s bodies. There is only one way to save the Empire. We must send our warships to CX-88 and fight the menace in his lair!”


  There was a moment of awed silence. Then a unanimous shout arose from the Councilors. “Toom is right! We must go to the lair of the Blue Beam!”


  Toom wrapped his arms around the post which stood before his television cell, in the typical Jovian way of “sitting down,” and nodded to Albermarle to resume the command.


  “Then it is decided,” said the Earth Councilor, “that we will attack CX-88. With the armament developed in the last invasion, the War of the Binary Sun, we are well prepared to launch such an attack. One major problem arises immediately, however. CX-88 is 188 light years Earth-time away. With our present space warships, it will take so long to get there that perhaps the Blue Beam will finish its deadly work before we can demolish the projector!”


  There was a deep, painful silence following these words.


  Then Uaaii-23, Councilor of Venus, stirred from his immovable position and spoke. He was a semi-crystalline, creature built up in series of protoplasmic sinews and silicic hexahedrons, but three feet long in greater length—a transition product between the crystalline silicon people of Mercury and the amorphous carbon people of Earth. Having no vocal chords, he spoke by means of an intricate mechanical contrivance operated by his thoughts.


  “Master Albermarle and Fellow Councilors. I wish to report that the scientists of Venus have perfected a new type of space-engine which can develop a top speed of ten thousand times the speed of light! It has not yet been presented to the Interworld Traffic Council because the inventors wished to experiment with it first. However, in this time of need, the new engine will be immediately placed at the disposal of this Council.”


  A murmur of approval echoed from the television screens as the metallic voice of the Venerian ceased.


  “Good,” said Albermarle. “With this new engine we will yet be able to save the peoples of the Solarian Empire. However, we must put through our plans and launch our war-fleet as quickly as possible, for every extra delay means many more millions of lives lost.


  “Whom will we invest with the commandership of the expedition?” A piping, whistling voice came from one of the screens.


  “Fellow Councilors, whom better can we find to lead us in war than the one who leads us in peace? I mean none other than Siglo Albermarle!”


  “Siglo Albermarle!” rose the unanimous shout from the Councilors.


  “And for second and third commands went on the piping voice, “the sagacious Toom of Jupiter and the magnanimous Uaaii of Venus!” Another unanimous shout signified assent. Invested with supreme command, Albermarle quickly outlined a program, helped at times by Toom and Uaaii. The Solar Council adjourned after a full Earth day of discussion with a complete war-program worked out.


  CHAPTER II


  THE ENEMY APPEARS


  EIGHT Earth days after the meeting of the Solar Council to initiate a war-program against CX-88, the warships of the Solarian Empire were ready to leave. In that time the pestilential Blue Beam had destroyed the Mercurians in vast numbers, leaving only the pitiful few of the crystalline silicon people, who had managed to escape from their planet. The Venerians, fearful of being the next victims, left their planet in legions, swarming all over the Solar System. Surplus populations, guided by the hastily authorized Migration Commission, were transferred to stricken Pluto and Neptune.


  “Citizens of the great Solarian Empire!” said Commander Albermarle in his farewell address. “Your burden is mighty, but in seven Earth days our ships will be within striking distance of the enemy. Be of good cheer and remember that the powers of the Empire will blast upon the senders of the Blue Beam, if your tribulations seem more than you can bear. We go, people of Sol—to avenge our murdered brethren!”


  A mighty cheer rose from the trillions of throats, a cheer that Albermarle could not hear as he stepped into the near-by warship. But he knew without asking that on him and his followers depended the future continuance and welfare of the Empire.


  Two gleaming, sparkling warships arose from Earth and shot into the void. They composed the “fleet” of the Solarian Empire. Side by side, like two inseparable parts of one object, the gigantic spheres leaped away from the solar system. Their hulls were pure diamond as protection against the Blue Beam should it be directed against them. Evenly distributed over the surface of the sparkling hulls were alternate rows of short metal tubes, small copper globes, and steel-blue funnelled apertures. A highly-advanced, cooperative group of scientists had put forth every bit of knowledge at their command in the making of the two ships. They were storehouses of almost invincible power.


  As the Venus engines, utilizing atomic energy, drove the warships into the void, Commander Albermarle contacted the sister ship, whose command had been entrusted to Toom and Uaaii jointly.


  “I have here first hand information of the planetary system of CX-88, as compiled by the astronomers of Titan, sixth moon of Saturn. The star CX-88 has three separate groups of planets, each in a different plane in space. The planets total fifty-six. On one of them must be the projector of the Blue Beam. It shall be our task to determine which of the satellites of CX-88 carries that projector.”


  Toom’s flower-like face swayed slightly in the television screen. “In other words, Commander Albermarle, no easy job.”


  “I am afraid not,” agreed Albermarle. “However, we can do nothing as yet. We must await further developments.”


  “We can await them in full confidence though,” came the mechanical voice of Uaaii from beside Toom. “For whatever betide, these two ships of ours will carry us through victors. There are only two types of energy that can affect us at all. It is doubtful if the enemy has either of them.”


  “I am not sure of that point,” said Albermarle, shaking his head. “A race of intelligent creatures that can project a colloid coagulating beam 188 light-years in our Earth measurement through space might conceivably have one or both of those energies available.”


  The two ships careened by Alpha-Centauri four hours after their departure from Earth. A message of cheer shot to them from that sun. The Alpha-Centaurians expressed regret that under the circumstances they could not offer any material help to their allies, but that should the enemy come out victor and continue their diabolical Blue Beam exploits in the Solarian Empire, they, the Alpha-Centaurians, would take steps to save the Empire from absolute extinction.


  Albermarle sent back a message of thanks, but there was a curl of scorn on his lips. He knew that the Alpha-Centaurians would lift no finger to help the Solarian Empire, unless in the act they themselves would be benefited.


  The trip through space settled down to monotonous routine. While Commander Albermarle slept, his second in command, one of the queer squat, creaking Mercurians, Xixxus by name, attended to the light duties of head man. Composed of interlocking silicic ligaments of crystalline texture, he was a slow-moving, tireless creature who required no sleep. His ten mirrorlike eyes burned with a fierce fighting lust against the people of CX-88, for the memory of his fellows dying in the throes of insanity and paralysis had burned deep into his rock-like brain.


  It was on the second Earth day out that the first test of strength with the enemy occurred. Commander Albermarle had been gazing moodily out at the vista of blazing stars set in a pool of soft purple-black, when his chest-phone buzzed and burst into words.


  “Commander Albermarle. Pilot room speaking. The Blue Beam has left Mercury but instead of lighting upon some other planet, it is now centered upon our two ships out here in space!”


  Almost immediately Toom’s face appeared in the television screen. There was the suggestion of a smile on his slit-like lips.


  “The enemy thinks to bring insanity and death upon us, not knowing we are well protected behind diamond hulls.”


  “I only hope,” answered Albermarle, “that they keep the Blue Beam centering on us whom it cannot harm, rather than on the worlds of the Empire.”


  HOWEVER, after six long Earth hours of this strategy on the part of the enemy, during which time the ray changed from dark blue to purple blue and finally to sky blue, the Blue Beam left the warships and swung majestically, threateningly, back to the Solar System.


  The message came from the Empire almost immediately that Jupiter was now being bathed in its eery, fatal glow.


  Toom’s face appeared suddenly in the screen, contorted in a vast rage.


  “Oh, that we could close the distance between us in a trice,” he boomed vehemently. “That we might sooner come to grips with that hellish race of CX-88! MY people—now they are to feel the poisoned effect of the insidious Blue Beam!”


  “It will not be so bad with your people,” said Albermarle consolingly. “A large number of them were moved to other planets by the Migration Commission in preparation for such an occurrence.”


  Uaaii’s metallic voice tolled bell-like as Toom bowed his leafy head in resignation and stepped aside.


  “We have come to grips with the enemy. Let us hope that we shall emerge as unscathed in future tussles as in this first affair.”


  Space was a queer sight to the warriors who dashed through the ether at the furious rate of ten thousand times the speed of light. In back nothing could be seen, for the light rays were left far behind. It was the vast chilling emptiness of a bottomless pit. To the side and up ahead the stars shone with colorful intensity, subtly altered from their appearance when seen from a planet. There were also blinding flashes straight ahead as the probing disintegrator beams puffed into atoms the wandering stones of the void to prevent them from colliding with the ships. At times a star grew to a disc and then a ball, sending its bright rays to the twin spheres, lighting them up like two scintillating jewels.


  Inside the ships there was a deathly silence, for the engines were silent in operation. Queer figures stalked about, each astoundingly different from the other in outward form, yet all burning with the same purpose. Citizens they all were of the great Solarian Empire and they had but one aim. One hundred creatures there were in each ship; two hundred souls altogether from some twenty-two different worlds[3] of the Empire. Many of them, whose life spans measured all of 500 Earthly years, were veterans of the War of the Binary Suns, when the people of Sol had successfully resisted invasion from outer space. Once again they were fighting for their glorious Empire; they spent much time peering ahead, waiting for the enemy to appear.


  Four Earth days out, which was half way to CX-88, Albermarle gave the order to build up the protective screens. As the skillful operators manipulated the controls, the mists of bound electronic forces swirled around the two ships. A low hum came into being inside the craft, a song of power. Then the protective screens took form as vague shimmering shadows and locked about the ships like the mothering wings of some gigantic benign being.


  It was well that this was done for at the end of the fourth day a soft yellow ray shot viciously from CX-88 toward the avengers. It splashed liquidlike on the electronic screen, sent probing fingers of yellow all around for an opening, then flickered out, destroyed by the screen forces. Again and again the enemy sent that yellow ray at the two speeding globes and each time it came it splashed more and more thickly on the screen.


  Toom’s figure appeared in Albermarle’s television screen. There was unmistakable sardonic glee on his face.


  “The enemy is beginning to tremble, I think. We have warded off two of their most powerful forces already.”


  “If they tremble now,” came Xixxus’ voice, mechanically produced like a Venerian’s, “they will shake violently later when they come within range of our own armament.”


  “Could that be but now!” exclaimed Toom fiercely, bitterly. “The Blue Beam has played upon my world now for two Earth days. Already reports have come in from the Empire that my people are dying by the millions!” Not many hours after, the yellow ray vanished to be replaced by a pale green beam, that hurtled against the screens and sent up a shower of blinding sparks. For many Earth hours this green ray battered the screens, dissolving into fountains of impotent electrical discharges. Albermarle smiled to himself. The enemy would gradually learn that Solarian science was no mean development, being a composite product of many different kinds of intelligent races. They would learn, as Toom put it, that well-nigh invincible forces, in almost indestructible ships, were descending upon them in a mighty wrath at their cosmic misdemeanors.


  The green ray was withdrawn after some time and there was peace for a while.


  Then Commander Albermarle called for target practice. Each of the ships tossed out small metal balls and the gunners of the other ship whiffed them into nothingness or otherwise sent them away from the “field of action.”


  FROM the funnel-shaped apertures shot powerful repulsion rays which knocked the targets away as a child bats away a stone with a stick. From the copper globes shot streaks of super-high-voltage lightning, fusing the targets, so that they dripped molten in the absolute zero of space. Dim, vaguely-defined disintegrator rays spouted from the metal tubes of the ships’ hulls to touch the target balls into scattering atoms and molecules.


  The targets were released in a variety of ways, undulating, circling, speeding like bullets, or merely floating, and seldom did the trained gunners let one of them tarry long unmolested. Toom himself took over one of the lightning guns, and Uaaii, who stood beside him, could see the prophetic sparkle in his saucer eyes as he expertly flicked target after target. He was imagining that each of them was a ship of the enemy. Uaaii sympathised with him, for every minute the reports came in from the Empire that Toom’s people, the Jovians, were being decimated in legions.


  But now there occurred something that immediately stopped the target practice. A shock ran through both ships and the velocity indicators showed a decided drop in speed. Albermarle, suspecting it to be caused by the enemy, set the scientists to determine what it was that had so slowed them. They reported soon after that an invisible force, powerfully repulsive, was resisting their flight forward. Right after this the pilot reported that despite his efforts, the ship was being turned aside from its course, slowly and inexorably. A moment later Toom’s voice burst in and reported the same thing occurring to his ship. The enemy, with a repulsive force, was shoving them aside and at the same time reducing their velocity.


  “We must do something, Commander Albermarle,” said Toom. “At this rate we will never see CX-88!”


  “We cannot get any more out of the engines,” returned Albermarle thoughtfully. “They are already working at their top limit. Let us try changing direction so that the beam will lose us.”


  Accordingly, with the two pilots of the twin ships working as one, the war craft suddenly swung sideward. After a time Albermarle gave the order to straighten out again. With a surge of power the ships leaped ahead at full velocity in the right direction.


  “Slipped out of their hands!” boomed the Jovian.


  But Albermarle was less optimistic. He stood waiting expectantly. Then it came again—a pounding shock and the velocity needle dipped.


  “Can’t escape them that way,” said Albermarle. “They have an eye on us.”


  His chest-phone buzzed and the head scientist, a Martian, spoke:


  “I have a suggestion, Commander Albermarle. If we can split the beam and make it flow beside us, the drag will be eliminated.”


  “Good. Have your staff work on that.”


  In their completely equipped laboratory, the scientists analyzed the beam, plotted its make-up, and rapidly constructed a cone of force to split it. This cone was built up and enlarged until it engulfed both the ships. Immediately the craft darted ahead and the velocity needles climbed to top speed.


  With the uncanny ability the enemy seemed to have of knowing everything that occurred, the repulsive beam was withdrawn as the splitting cone nullified its effect.


  The enemy made no further move during the sixth and seventh Earth days of the voyage. At the beginning of the seventh, CX-88 emerged from the Heavens as a slowly growing disc. Excitement reigned aboard as the lair of the senders of the abominable Blue Beam loomed closer and closer. One and all they eagerly awaited the grand moment when they could descend upon the cowardly enemy like a bolt from God.


  As the two ships drew nearer to the sun, the protective screens which had shimmered ghost-like in the starlight of space, faded into invisibility in the strong sunlight, so that the craft sparkled bare and distinct. Pitifully insignificant they seemed as the giant planetary system of CX-88 became recognizable.


  It was when the planets had grown to pea-size that the enemy ships appeared. In a vast horde, like bees swarming to a new hive, the bullet craft hurtled up from their sun, their black hulls shining like armor in the sunlight.


  Commander Albermarle called a halt when the enemy was sighted.


  Toom’s excited features appeared in the television screen.


  “Look at them. They come in countless numbers, cowards that they are. But they will see what two lone ships can do to them.”


  The enemy horde came to a stop some distance away as if mocking the two ships that dared to face their numberless might. They had no formation but crowded densely in a black mass. Then they leaped forward.


  Now Commander Albermarle barked sharply into his mouthpiece:


  “Attention! Battle Formation! At the enemy!”


  CHAPTER III


  THE RED BEAMS


  THE two diamond hulled ships of the Solarian Empire swung in a line parallel to the swiftly approaching enemy and separated till there were five miles of space between them. Then, at Albermarle’s signal, a livid stream of translucence flowed from each ship to meet in the middle of the space between them. The two ends of the discharges fused into one another to make an intangible rope linking one ship to another. Then the billowing material began to pulsate and glow brightly like a writhing snake.


  It was a source of vast energy. From the very ether of space this undulating rod of energy extracted titanic forces to be used in battle. It flowed into the ships and pooled into giant accumulators, ready to be loosed in any of a number of ways.


  From the nearing enemy fleet darted a kaleidoscope of visible rays. They hurtled to the motionless globes, with the quivering line of white incandescence between them, and licked eagerly around the electronic screens, seeking an entrance. Yellow rays splashed like soft mud and crept octopus-like around the screen. Green rays showered in glowing sparks that never touched the diamond hulls. Violet rays struck like a gimlet only to flick out suddenly. Large, blunt metallic objects streamed crazily up to burst into electric dust on the screen. Smaller objects that looked like cubes of sugar sprang up and pounded at the screens, dissolving into white puffs of vapor.


  But the electronic screens remained adamant, completely shielding off the hulls from contact with any of the rays or bombs.


  Then the Solarians struck. The powerful energies of the ether were loosed from the accumulators. From the copper globes sparkled a steady stream of lightning bolts which fused the black ships like so much butter. From the funnel-apertures sprang repulsion rays, which dashed black ships backward so forcefully as to cause them to ram and smash dozens of others. From the ray tubes issued invisible disintegrator beams, which flicked the black ships into puffs of vapor that diffused instantaneously in space.


  In less time than it takes to tell it, there were gaping holes in the mass of black ships where they had been fused, disintegrated, or smashed to jagged bits. But they came on undaunted and completely surrounded the two Solarian ships, sending their rays and bombs at them in furious abandon. So unorganized were they and so demoralized by the steady bite of the diamond ships’ armament, that the black ships often destroyed each other in their wild attack. The carnage was still further increased by black ships that inadvertently touched the rod of pulsating energy connecting the Solarian ships, for they would violently burst into fragments, piercing near-by craft with meteoric lumps moving at frightful velocity. Many of these pieces of exploded ships pelted on the diamond hulls of the Solarian ships, affecting them not in the least.


  The repulsion-ray gunners, connected by radio, quickly worked out and put into effect a particularly devastating strategem. At a signal all the gunners on the same side of the ships as the rod of etheric energy, would direct their rays straight into the mass of black ships between them. Pushed by the repulsion rays from both sides, the unlucky enemy craft would be crushed together like a mass of egg-shells. Then a concerted oblique push would send this interlocking mass swirling like a tiny planet into the melee of black ships above and below, to smash further dozens to bits.


  “They can’t last much longer,” said Albermarle, speaking to the other ship.


  “Surely not. Half their number is gone already,” came the metallic voice of Uaaii.


  “Where is Toom?”


  “He is seated at one of the repulsion guns, Commander Albermarle. He could not stand by merely issuing commands, so he left me in charge and took over a gun.”


  Albermarle smiled momentarily, then barked several orders, having seen a group of black ships dashing full tilt at his ship in an attempt to ram it. The watchful disintegrator gunners puffed them to tenuous vapor.


  QUITE suddenly space became clear; the pyrotechnics of colored rays faded, and the remnant of the enemy fleet fled precipitately.


  “Shall we give chase?” asked Uaaii. “We could follow them to their base and destroy it.”


  “No,” commanded Albermarle. “We have a more important task to do for the present.”


  Toom’s face appeared in the television screen. His large eyes sparkled with grim joy.


  “I feel much better now, Commander Albermarle. I can safely estimate I destroyed a hundred ships myself! And yet that is but a tithe of the numbers I would wish to send to oblivion!”


  “Yes, but we have a bigger score than that to settle, Toom. They have killed citizens of the Solarian Empire numbering many billions. We will pay back that heavy debt soon, but first we must find the source of the Blue Beam and destroy the projector once and for all. Every added second it continues to radiate its beam adds thousands to the death list back home.”


  Albermarle connected with the pilots.


  “Send the ships down to the Blue Beam.”


  A moment later a piping voice answered: “The Blue Beam, Commander Albermarle, is invisible. It is nowhere to be seen!”


  Toom and Albermarle looked at each other puzzled.


  “Could they have stopped it for the very reason we are here?”


  “Then back!” cried Albermarle. “Back some two Earth hours in space where I last remember seeing it. That is the only way we will know whether it is off or not.”


  “There it is!” cried Toom two hours later during which time they had partially retraced their trip in the void. “Just below us.”


  “Lower ships and follow the Blue Beam!” ordered Albermarle.


  Obediently, the two globular craft sank to a position just above the ghostly Blue Beam and trailed it toward CX-88.


  “It’s gone!” said Uaaii puzzled suddenly.


  Albermarle ordered the ships backward and then forward paralleling the ray. At a certain point it became invisible and could not be seen up ahead in the direction of CX-88, although it stabbed as viciously as ever to the back.


  “What cunning people,” commented Xixxus. “They have made the Blue Beam invisible as it comes from their projector so that it will be untraceable.”


  Albermarle spent a moment in thought. Then he called the scientists.


  “See if you can trace the Blue Beam by instruments.”


  The report of the scientists came back an hour later as the two ships yet hovered over the breaking point of the colored and invisible parts of the Blue Beam.


  “There is no instrument that will follow the Blue Beam, Commander Albermarle. It seems to be charged with some static force that scatters all effort to measure its direction of flow. We have tried sighting also in a line parallel to the beam, but, oddly enough, this line runs through space in between the planets of CX-88, never once nearing one of them!”


  Toom shook his head angrily.


  “And every moment we delay, my people die!”


  Commander Albermarle sucked in his breath slowly and whistled it out, puckering his brow in thought. Then he contacted the radio room.


  “Call the astronomical station on Titan moon of Saturn and ask if they can trace the beam to a certain planet of CX-88.”


  “In the meantime,” he continued, speaking to Toom, “we will scout around CX-88 and perhaps we may find out something.”


  But while the two ships were yet streaming toward their destination, a report came from the radio room.


  “The Titan Astronomers will attempt that difficult task, Commander Albermarle, and will report in a few Earth hours. But I have here another report. The Blue Beam has left Jupiter and is now centered on Earth!”


  Only in one way did Commander Albermarle show how that tore his heart. His teeth clicked suddenly shut like a vise.


  “We will not delay any longer,” he said grimly. “Full speed ahead! We will raze every planet to the ground till they cry for mercy!”


  “Good!” echoed Toom enthusiastically.


  Like gigantic thunderbolts, the two spheres leaped toward CX-88. Inside were ten score determined, grimly eager warriors. The last report from the Empire had crystallized their resolve into mighty anger, for Earth had long been recognized as the keynote, the very heart of the Solarian Empire. They must strike and strike quickly lest the Empire become a shambles of crazed, ungoverned peoples; lest the cooperation of the planets of Sol become shattered by the scourge of the Blue Beam.


  UNERRINGLY, the globular vehicles sped to the outermost of the planets and hovered above it like a vulture. Then the pulsating rod of energy came into being between them and they began to circle the planet. Utilizing the mighty power of the ether energies, the craft extended invisible tentacles of attraction to the planet. Once this force firmly anchored them some fifty miles above ground, they increased their revolution more and more till they spanned the planet’s circumference in a short five minutes. Centrifugal force was offset by the firm anchorage of the tentacular gravitation fields.


  “Now!” shouted Albermarle.


  As one, all the disintegrators that could point downward poured forth their rays, fed by the rod of etheric energy. Where the broad concentrated rays touched the ground, a trail of white puffs arose. Cities, people, anything on the surface of the planet were whiffed into flying motes.


  The maneuver had been planned to the last item. The two interlocked ships, circling like super-fast satellites, changed their plane of operation every revolution so that new area was constantly bared to the titanic, blended disintegrator ray. To the inhabitants of the planet it must have seemed a visitation from a god, for to them the two diamond-hulled ships would be invisible because of their rapid motion across the sky.


  The Solarian Empire had begun its retaliation. It was making its first payment of the heavy debt it owed to the people of CX-88.


  Three Earth hours later Commander Albermarle called a halt and looked downward through a telescope, as they drifted lazily over the planet. Toom’s deep voice burst into the air. “That will teach them a lesson. But there are many more planets. Let us get to the next one.”


  “That is all we can do, Toom—kill them off as fast as we can to make up for the wholesale murdering of the Blue Beam. They will yet come to their knees before us.”


  As they sped vengefully to the next planet, a call came from the Titan Astronomers.


  “We are unable to trace the Blue Beam definitely to any one planet of CX-88. Our instruments are not delicate enough to reach across the 188 light-years of space accurately.” Commander Albermarle sighed in resignation.


  “Then we will continue destroying the enemy civilization. Sooner or later they must come to terms.”


  “Only then it may be too late,” added Xixxus softly, bitterly, thinking of his decimated people.


  Four more planets were striped with the devastation of the disintegrator rays in the same way as the first. The gunners almost fought over the privilege of handling the projectors, they were wild as news began to come in from the Empire that Tellurians were already feeling the effects of the Blue Beam, and that the Empire was tottering from its high seat of unity. A message that tore the heart-strings of the warriors came from the Solar Council:


  “The Blue Beam, pressing its poisoned finger on Earth, the brain of the Empire, is rapidly bringing about complete collapse. Already half-crazed citizens are storming the subposts of the Council and asking that something be done, although, as a Higher Spirit knows, there is nothing we can do further than we have done. Ships are leaving the Solar System, bound for other stars, bearing hundreds, sometimes thousands of fear-crazed people. The Empire can yet be saved, Commander Albermarle, but the Blue Beam must be stopped before many more Earth days pass or it is the end!”


  Commander Albermarle, suddenly old and weary, sent a message back:


  “Courage, members of the Solar Council. We are systematically razing each planet of CX-88 to the ground. They will surrender soon.”


  Then with terse commands, Albermarle sent the ships to the sixth planet to continue the destruction. But here they met opposition.


  A vast fleet of the black ships of the enemy, far larger than the other fleet that had been routed, came to meet them. Unhesitatingly, the Solarian ships plowed through them hurling lightning bolts, disintegrator rays, and repulsion rays in a steady stream. In the face of their wall-like front, the Solarian pilots out-maneuvered them and took up the rapid revolution about the doomed planet, cutting a wide swath of destruction across its face. As soon as they slowed up, the black ships again darted at them.


  “We will bring them to their knees!” exclaimed Albermarle. “To the next planet!”


  But here something untoward happened. The Solarian ships had worked from the outermost planet to one of its three planetary systems. Accordingly, they were now quite close to the central sun and were almost completely surrounded by other planets further out.


  As the two spherical ships began to build up speed around the seventh planet, a soft red beam shot upward from it. Then simultaneously, two other red beams stabbed to them from planets that formed the angles of a triangle with the seventh planet. Immediately their velocity dropped to zero and they became locked into space, held by the three red beams.


  Uaaii’s metallic voice resounded in Albermarle’s ears.


  “They have it! That is one of the two forms of energy that can affect our ships! Commander Albermarle, if we stay here we are doomed, for they will lock us tightly into space here and bombard us at their leisure. I think we can break away from three red beams, but if another is aligned on us, we may be completely stalled!”


  Albermarle spoke into his chest-phone.


  “Pilot room! Break away with full power and head for outer space!”


  There came a jerk, and tremors ran through the ship. For a moment there was no motion as the powerful engines strained against the binding force of the three red beams.


  Then Toom’s voice resounded anxiously.


  “There is a fourth red beam just flicked on! They are swinging it about, trying to center it on us! We are lost—here it comes!”


  CHAPTER IV


  STRATEGY AND MARTYRDOM


  BUT at the same moment that the fourth red beam neared the two straining ships, the tug of war ended. With a last wrench the Solarian ships broke away from the three red beams and dashed to safety away from the sun, CX-88.


  “Just in time,” boomed the Jovian’s voice from the other ship. His hair had been standing up straight in excitement. Now it began to fall to normal.


  “Now that we knew they have the binding energy of the two rays that these ships are not insulated against,” said Uaaii, “perhaps they have also the other force which can break down our screens and leave us open prey to their rays.”


  “It is a fearful possibility,” returned Albermarle. “We shall have to watch our step more carefully from now on. It is dangerous to let our ships be surrounded by several planets. These people are past masters of long range beams of all sorts.”


  “And now,” he continued, “we must debate our next move. We can out-battle and out-maneuver their ships, but they have the added advantage of ground projectors on their planets. If we continue the work of destruction we began, sooner or later they will lock us with their red beams, and hold us there for all eternity if they cannot destroy us.”


  “I think it advisable to attempt to arbitrate with them,” said Uaaii.


  “Surely with the utter ferocity they show in battle, and the abominable use of the Blue Beam, we cannot expect them to listen to peace talk,” boomed the Jovian from beside Uaaii.


  “Nevertheless,” said Albermarle. “We shall try.”


  An hour later the radio room succeeded in contacting the enemy by the use of a thought translator on a powerful wave.


  “Who calls?” came the mechanical tones of the thought translator.


  “Siglo Albermarle, Commander of the Warships of the Solarian Empire, which you have devastated with your Blue Beam.”


  “You are suing for peace?”


  “We will arbitrate for peace,” corrected Albermarle.


  “Know this then, Solarians. We are the rulers of six planetary systems which we have subjugated by means of our Blue Beam. We saw your system and coveted it, for it is very like our own, sun, planets and all. You have dared to resist, sending ships to attempt to destroy us. You have been successful in a small way, but know this—that we are arising in our might. We will soon crush you to dust. Take the better course. Surrender your ships and we will let you live, only as slaves however. What is your answer?”


  “Our answer is that we will continue to raze your planets till there is not a soul living. Beware, senders of the Blue Beam. You are doomed.”


  Hardly had Albermarle finished than another voice broke in. It was the head scientist.


  “Commander Albermarle! We traced that wave. It came from the nearest planet to the sun of the largest system of twenty-three planets. We notice also that due to its peculiar rotation and revolution, it always presents the same face to our Empire! It is highly probable that the Blue Beam is therefore projected from that planet for the sake of convenience!”


  Toom and Uaaii, in the television screen, looked at Albermarle and Xixxus in dawning hope.


  “If that is so, then we can accomplish our aim in one stroke,” said Toom.


  “But remember,” cautioned Uaaii, “that the planet mentioned is nearest the sun so that we would be going into the thick of the enemy. Those red beams are to be reckoned with.”


  After further discussion, which was clipped short by a poignant message of woe from home, it was decided to stake their lives on the chance of getting to the projector.


  Back into space went the two ships to gather momentum for a mad dash to the heart of the planetary system of CX-88. Then at lightning speed they dashed full tilt toward the sun. Planet after planet was passed and red beams flickered all about them, chilling their hearts. If ever four of them simultaneously touched the two ships, it would be the end. Fleets of black ships leaped after them only to be sadly outdistanced. Nearer and nearer loomed the first planet, a gigantic body larger than Jupiter.


  THEN Albermarle drew in his breath. Before them, as far as the eye could reach, loomed a myriad legion of black ships, so close to each other as to be touching. No ray came from them, they moved not a bit. They had but one purpose—to act as a wall between the planet and the invaders.


  Albermarle knew he could not crash through. They were perhaps ten or twenty deep. His diamond hulls would not stand such a terrific smash. He gave the order to swing to the other side.


  But in order to do this, the ships had to slow up considerably. Immediately a dozen searching red beams followed them, lighting their hulls momentarily as they flickered on and oft. It was a race between the Solarian ships seeking to break the blockade and the red beams aligning on them.


  Suddenly there was a terrific jolt.


  Commander Albermarle wasted no time.


  “Break away to outer space!”


  Valiantly the engines strained, fighting the red beams’ locking effect.


  Then Toom’s horrified voice boomed:


  “The screens! They have the destroying force for the screens! They are weakening and breaking fast!”


  Commander Albermarle gave an order then that startled the engineers in the engine room.


  “Feed some of the etheric energy into the engines!”


  “It may burn them out,” the response came back anxiously.


  “We’ll have to take that chance,” said Albermarle.


  A sudden tremor ran through the two ships. Then they broke away from the red beams just as a few of the yellow rays worked through the weakened screens and fused little dabs of the hull.


  Once again out in open space, the two warships came to a halt.


  Albermarle presented a grave face to Uaaii and Toom.


  “We know now definitely that on that first planet rests the projector, because they protected it so completely.”


  “Our task becomes infinitely greater now that they have found the two energies that can destroy our ships,” said Uaaii. His mechanical voice betrayed no emotion, but his curious semi-crystalline face showed a perturbed state of mind.


  A message from the Empire, yet further depressed them. It stated that Earth people were dying by the millions and that the Solar Council had but the sheerest thread of control over the formerly united worlds. They had become belligerent and intractable, each trying to save its own people, even at the expense of others.


  But these dissensions of the Empire had no counterpart in the warships. Here Martian and Venerian, Uranian and Mercurian, had but one common goal—one aim—to vanquish the enemy. It tore their hearts to hear of those things from home, but it altered not one whit their cooperation and fellowship.


  Commander Albermarle called a Council of War in which all participated. The facts were gone over relative to the enemy and the projector and suggestions were asked for. After much unproductive discussion, Toom raised his great voice:


  “There is yet one way to destroy the projector on planet one. If once a gap in the enemy ships that wall off the planet from us can be made, our ships could get through. Commander Albermarle, there is one way to do that. I will smash this ship directly upon them, thus opening the way for your ship!”


  A murmur ran through the room, alike from those present and from television images.


  “But that will mean your death and the death of your companions,” said Albermarle slowly.


  “That it will,” agreed Toom. “But I am willing to die for the Empire!”


  He turned to face the rest of his crew.


  “As for the rest, they can be transferred to the other ship. I will guide it myself.”


  But a thunderous shout came from his crew.


  “We will follow you, Toom, for the glory and safety of the Empire!”


  Uaaii’s mechanical voice was heard above the others.


  The two ships hovered in space for an hour, filling their accumulators to capacity with the etheric energy. Then they leaped downward to the first planet, Toom’s ship in the lead.


  WITH frightful velocity they streamed past the planets, mocking the beams of red and yellow that lamely tried to center on them. Once again they neared the massed ships that hid the face of the planet from the invaders. Velocity unabated, the foremost of the Solarian craft shot downward, while the second ship slowed somewhat to await the crash.


  A flaming jewel of brilliant scintillation, Toom’s ship smashed into the ranks of the enemy and plowed through them invincibly and irresistibly, opening a gaping hole.


  Albermarle put a hand over his eyes as he saw the glowing hot ship dip groundward, a jagged edged, broken shell. Then he sprang into action. At his orders the remaining Solarian ship streamed through the hole before the enemy could fill the gap, and raced madly to the portion of the planet facing the distant Solarian Empire. From high above it they commanded an extended view of the planet’s surface. “There it is!” cried Xixxus.


  The housing for the projector was a truly gigantic structure, immensely high and wide. From its roof through a hole extended a titanic metal tube. All around it the atmosphere sparkled and glinted from the by-products of its terrific energies. The Blue Beam was invisible here but one and all the Solarians hurled curses upon it.


  But Albermarle knew that they must act fast. Already red and yellow beams were flicking about them as they neared the structure. And the fleets of black ships above descended upon them with a shower of rays and bombs.


  Using the stored etheric energies, the disintegrators poured down their withering breath. With a grinding and crashing that echoed even through the diamond hull of the warship, the projector housing collapsed.


  “Vengeance!” screamed Albermarle flinging his arms aloft. “We have done our work. The Blue Beam of Pestilence is no more! Now, my faithful warriors, let us fight to the end, for there is no escape from the fleets above us!”


  But a mechanical voice startled him by saying:


  “There is no death for us, Commander Albermarle. Look—the black ships are falling! That building evidently housed not only the Blue Beam projector but also the power which runs their ships!”


  True it was. As if the sky were falling, all the black ships gyrated downward, completely unpowered, to smash on the ground, piling up in great heaps. A number of the falling ships struck the hull of the Solarian ship, but with slight effect.


  The gunners, lacking anything to do, now that the enemy ships were gone, crowded to the different ports and gazed at the picture of heaped up debris that covered the ground almost completely. Of the projector there remained nothing. It had been disintegrated to a mist that yet swirled in the air.


  One and all they looked to Albermarle as he spoke:


  “Let us silently honor the heroism of our fellow warriors, who gave their lives gladly, that we and our peoples might live on!”


  For a long minute there was silence in homage to the martyrs.


  Then a murmur of joy ran through the Solarians. The blight of the Blue Beam was gone! Heartening news came from the distant Empire. Already the people had quieted down coincident with the disappearance of the beam, and the Council was already taking steps to rebuild the unity of the Empire which had been badly shaken.


  Then Xixxus spoke to Albermarle:


  “Now that we have the opportunity, I suggest wiping out the enemy altogether. Every vestige of their civilization should be destroyed for did they not boast that they held in thralldom six other planetary systems? They are tyrants. They deserve death and extinction.”


  But before Albermarle could answer, the radio room burst in excitedly.


  “Commander Albermarle! There is a call here from some unknown party!”


  “Who is calling?” asked Albermarle as he was connected to the voice.


  “We are the Gulgian Empire, subject to the Star of Fifty-Six Planets. We have followed the progress of your battle with them through our instruments. We are now instituting a revolt against our tyrannical masters who conquered us with the Blue Beam long ago. They enslaved us but now we are revolting and killing them here in our planetary system. You have completely destroyed the Blue Beam projector?”


  “Every vestige of it,” assured Albermarle.


  “Then all is well,” came from the ether. “You see, we never dared revolt before because of that constant threat of the Blue Beam. Now that it is gone we will finally lift the heavy yoke!”


  After that a series of calls came from each of the other five subjugated empires, expressing the same joy that the Gulgian had.


  “We will go back to our own sun,” said Albermarle to Xixxus. “I think we can safely leave the rest in the hands of these other peoples who have been under the subjugation of CX-88 for ages, the Higher Spirit alone knows how many Sikka.”


  When the lone warship reached Earth, a tremendous ovation was given to Albermarle, but he waved a hand and said:


  “Citizens of the Solarian Empire. You owe everything to the crew of the other ship and to Toom V-3-X-44 of Jupiter and Uaaii-23 of Venus. Honor them as unselfish martyrs for the rest of your days.”


  And Siglo Albermarle was Supreme Head of the Solar Council for many Sikka after that.


  THE END


  [1] NOTE—the Sikka, time standard of the solar system, was eleven years and three months of earth time. The new time system replaced all local systems of the different worlds in 2556 A.D. Therefore the first eleven years and three months of time after 2556 A.D. became the Sikka One of the solar system. However, each of the worlds still retained and often used their own time-hallowed systems of computing the passage of time. The Sikka was based on the sun-spot cycle of the central luminary.


  [2] NOTE—Super-radio and television operated by speeded up etheric vibrations which travelled at a million times the speed of light, thus eliminating the time drag that would accompany radio communication between planets with ordinary vibrations of the speed of light.


  [3] Note—Many of the moons of the planets carried distinct races of rational beings, especially those of Saturn and Jupiter.


  DOOM WORLD


  Henry Kuttner


  Deep Within the Sub-Lunar Caverns of Hollywood on the Moon, the Most Glamorous City in the Solar System, a Horde of Radio-Controlled Robots Menace the Movie-Makers of an Ultra-Modern Era!


  CHAPTER I


  INTERIOR: The offices of Nine Planets Films, Inc., Hollywood on the Moon. Close shot—Day.


  “YOU can’t film Doom World,” Tony Quade said emphatically. “It just isn’t possible. I’ve read the shooting script, and all I’ve got to say is that you made a big mistake in buying the movie rights, even if you are the president of Nine Planets Films, Inc.”


  Von Zorn’s small, simian face was puckered with anxiety. He scratched his toothbrush mustache and murmured, “It was a best-seller, Tony. We paid the author plenty, but if we can screen the book we’ll clean up. Otherwise we’ll drop a lot—too much.” Tony Quade settled his large, bigboned body more comfortably in the glass-and-leather chair and shrugged.


  “My tears will mingle with yours, Chief.”


  “But you can film Doom World! You got those Jupiter explosion shots last year, and the comet sequences for Space Devils. There isn’t a special effect in the System you can’t handle.”


  “Exploration on Pluto, though,” Quade said, frowning. “Do you know how many expeditions have died there? You can’t live on a radioactive planet.”


  “The characters in Doom World did.”


  “Can I help it if the author’s vacuum-minded?” Quade’s voice grew ironic. “Some dizzy scientist exposed ’em to negative radio-magnetic rays, whatever they are, and neutralized the effect of the Pluto radiations. That may sound good on paper, and it help make the book a best-seller, but you know dam well it’s sheer fantasy. Pseudo-science—rats! It’s a fairy tale.”


  “So you refuse the assignment, eh?” Von Zorn said suavely, his snappy black eyes glinting. “I’d certainly; hate to blacklist you in the System.”


  Quade smiled thinly.


  “You couldn’t blacklist me for turning down an assignment like Doom World, and you know it. How could we possibly film the picture on Pluto?”


  “You wouldn’t have to,” Von Zorn said. “That’s why we own some of the sub-lunar caverns. All you have to do is build a set in one of ’em duplicating the Pluto scene. There’s no danger from radioactivity, for there won’t be any.”


  “And what about the livestock? The book’s full of Plutonian animals, and they can’t live without. radioactivity. Do you want me to film Doom World without the beasts?”


  “Robots,” Von Zorn urged. “We’ve used artificial monsters before. You can handle ’em by radio control.”


  “It must be nice to sit at a desk all day and not know anything about picture making,” Quade said impolitely. “Do you realize how complex the neural and muscular structure of Plutonian animals is? An ordinary radio control unit couldn’t handle ’em. They’d look like animated papier-mâché.”


  THAT, unfortunately, was quite true, even when less complex animals were used. However, the artificial monsters, radio controlled, could easily be created by the biological laboratories, and were much less dangerous to handle than the authentic life-forms. Moreover, the expense involved in locating, transporting, and keeping alive such creatures as a Venusian “whip” or one of the double-headed, apelike Hyclops of Ganymede would have been prohibitive.


  The public often shunned the films of Nine Planets because the life-forms used were so obviously-artificial. Von Zorn was unfortunately reminded of this by Quade’s words. His face turned slightly green.


  “And another thing,” he snapped. “I just got word that Gerry Carlyle’s coming back from Venus with a shipload of monsters in that blasted Ark of hers.”


  Quade grinned.


  “The catch-’em-alive dame?”


  “Yeah. Right after we finished shooting Venus Adventure. Know what’ll happen now?”


  “Sure,” Quade said, but Von Zorn kept on bitterly.


  “The picture won’t draw flies! Because we used laboratory monsters, and now Gerry Carlyle’s brought back the real thing.”


  “Why don’t you buy her cargo?” Quade asked.


  A low, grating sound was heard as Von Zorn gritted his teeth. Eventually he found words.


  “Do you think I haven’t tried? I offered her a fortune to forget her contract with the London Interplanetary Zoo and sell me the animals. Told her I could, use ’em in films. Here’s her answer.” He thrust a crumpled sheet of blue paper at Quade, who smoothed it out and read it aloud with interest.


  Dear Von Zorn:


  Nuts.


  Gerry Carlyle.


  With an effort Quade kept his face sober as he handed back the message to Von Zorn.


  “You don’t deserve this, Chief,” he said solicitously. “So that’s why you want Doom World filmed, eh?. The most-popular book in ten years, with the strangest life-forms in the System. Thought it’d draw better than Gerry’s animals?”


  “Exactly! We can’t lose on this. You’ve got to take it on, Tony.”


  “It’s too big a job,” Quade said seriously. “And it’s plenty dangerous. I hear some of your biggest stars have been offered the lead roles, and said no.”


  Von Zorn grunted.


  “Neal Baker’s got the romantic lead. The heroine—is Kathleen Gregg.”


  Quade whistled under his breath.


  “A star role for her, eh?”


  “Thought you’d be interested. I had a sneaking hunch you’d like to see Kathleen get ahead, so I gave her the part.”


  “I catch on,” Quade said. “If I turn down the job, what happens to Kathleen?”


  VON ZORN tried to register regret, but succeeded only in looking like a monkey with the colic.


  “Why, I’m afraid we’ll have to let her go. It’s the only part I’ve got for her just now, and if you won’t take on the picture, Kathleen’s—out!”


  Quade knew what that would mean to Kathleen Gregg. She had come to Hollywood on the Moon as a stow-away, and had been fascinated by the lunar metropolis ever since. Just lately Von Zorn had given her a contract.


  “I hope a meteor hits you,” Quade told his employer. “You’d blow the Earth” to bits to get a hit picture. Okay, you win. I’ll film Doom World for you if it kills me—and it probably will.”


  Von Zorn smirked. “Nothing pleases me as much as a spirit of willing cooperation,” he said smoothly, lighting a cigar made from greenish, aromatic lunar tobacco. “You will be well paid, Tony.”


  “You’re darned right I will,” Quade observed from the door. “Wait’ll you get my expense account. I’ll put in everything from drinks to an engagement ring for Kathleen.”


  “Always the joker,” Von Zorn chuckled. His grin widened as Quade, with a snort of disgust; slammed the door behind him.


  The President of Nine Planets Films, Inc., pressed a button and spoke into a dictograph on his desk. Presently he said, “Thurman? Doom World’s going into immediate production. Tony Quade’s in charge. See that he gets full cooperation. He’ll need it!”


  CHAPTER II


  INTERIOR: The Silver Spacesuit—Quade and Kathleen seated at a table. Night, a month later.


  WHEN you first saw Kathleen Gregg you immediately noticed her chin, then her eyes. She had a pointed little chin and snapping brown eyes, not yet tattooed to the popular tint of violet. Despite the fact that the Silver Spacesuit was the swankiest nightclub-restaurant in Hollywood on the Moon, Kathleen was wearing stained jodhpurs and eating scrambled eggs.


  “There’s egg on your nose,” Quade pointed out helpfully.


  “Go chase a meteor,” Kathleen said, and made a hasty dab with her napkin. Chuckling, Quade turned to the window beside him.


  The great lunar metropolis stretched for miles beneath their vantage point. It was a city of domes and towers and gardens, blazing with vari-colored brilliance beneath stars which were pale by comparison. Far to the north could be seen the Cyclopean rampart of the Great Rim, the walls of the crater that held Hollywood on the Moon. Aircraft drove past incessantly, and a low murmur of traffic trickled up from the streets far below.


  “It’s a great little city,” Kathleen said softly. “We’ll be beneath it tomorrow, Tony.”


  “Yeah. The set’s built, and we’re ready to start shooting. I’ve had a biologist helping me who’s a wizard—Kenilworth. He’s created Plutonian life-forms that’ll make your hair stand up. Somehow he’s managed to overcome stiffness.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “Well, the radio control unit, naturally can’t handle all the muscular and neural organization, and as a rule a robot animal’s body doesn’t work in coordination with itself. Too stiff, you know. But Kenilworth’s got something entirely new. Trouble is, he wouldn’t let me in on it. Said he’d be ready to show me the whole thing tomorrow. Some new invention—but Von Zorn ought to pay plenty for it.” Kathleen touched the dial of the radio at their side, and a throaty voice began to croon:


  Where the Martian moons ride over,


  Where the flame-flowers blossom and burn.


  Till the Sun grows cold, and the planets grow old,


  I’ll be waiting for you to return;


  You brought me—


  Quade gave a low, muffled howl and turned it off. Kathleen’s chin lifted. “What’s that for?”


  “You—uh, you like it?”


  “That was a Neal Baker recording!”


  “It still smells.”


  “Just because you don’t like it—”


  “My dear friends,” said a pleasant, well-modulated voice, with a faint trace of some indefinable accent. “I’ve found you at last!”


  “You lucky fellow,” Quade said. “Hello, Neal. Kathleen, I’m afraid you know Neal Baker already.”


  She flashed him a deadly glance and moved over, offering Baker her-seat and squeezing Quade uncomfortably against the window.


  “Thanks,” Baker said, sitting down. He looked exactly like what he was—the handsomest and most popular crooner in pictures. He was always being featured in romantic adventure films, and possessed a daredevil, swashbuckling air that was infinitely impressive.


  “Tomorrow—the great adventure,” he said, looking into Kathleen’s eyes. “I’ll be very glad to work with you—may I call you Kathleen?”


  “By all means,” Quade broke in genially. “She also answers to the name of Fathead, a sort of affectionate nickname, you know. I hate to mention it, Miss Gregg, but if you push me again I’ll fall out the window.”


  “I hope you do,” Kathleen said meaningly.


  BAKER laughed politely, and Quade turned to face him. “Neal,” Quade began, “I’ve been wanting to talk to you about this job. It isn’t an ordinary location flicker. I don’t know if you realize just how different it is.”


  Baker raised an eyebrow.


  “You’ve simply duplicated Plutonian conditions in a cave set. Eh?”


  “Even fake Plutonian settings are bad stuff. And we’re not using regular robots. You’ll see what I mean tomorrow. Here’s the point; there’s danger in this job. Von Zorn put me in charge, and you’ll obey my orders. No publicity stunts. If you try anything like going off on a hunting trip, like you did last year on Phobos, there’s going to be trouble. These robots are muy malo.”


  Baker smiled.


  “I see. If there’s any publicity, you want it.”


  Quade didn’t answer, but his lips tightened. Kathleen said, “Oh, don’t try to show your authority, Tony. Just because you don’t like Neal—”


  “I see,” Quade grunted. “Might have expected this. They all do it, the minute they get a contract.”


  Kathleen’s gaze was not pleasant. She said softly, “What?”


  “Go Hollywood,” Quade told her, and got up to leave. The others made no move to restrain him. Going down in the elevator, he shoved his hands in his pockets and frowned into space. There was trouble ahead. He could sense it. Years of knocking about the System, grinding cameras from Mercury to the giant planets, had given Quade plenty of experience. He knew, somehow, that before Doom World was canned there would be complications.


  Quade swore under his breath as he stepped out into the roaring, white-lit expanse of Lunar-Boulevard. Far beneath him was the cavern where the Plutonian set had been erected. And, though he did not know, it, his hunch was right. Kenilworth’s biological experiment was in the process of going haywire.


  THE road cut through the jungle like the slash of a ray-gun’s beam. Over its surface raced the autocar, and on every side towered the fantastic scenery that duplicated the terrain of the System’s only radioactive planet. It was a glittering mirage of blinding color, gigantic vegetation, leafless, but covered with a glowing, many-hued coating of metallic scales.


  Four men and a girl were in the car. Quade, Kathleen, Baker, and two others. One was thin-faced, a stooped oldster who peered, near-sightedly through the hollow shells of optical glass that overlapped his eyeballs. That was Kenilworth, the biologist.


  The face of the other man had, eight years before, been familiar to every youngster in the System. At that time Interplanetaries had held the place that, in the Twentieth century; Westerns had occupied. At every matinee the giant figure of Blaze Argyle had fought his way through hordes of inhuman beings, with gun, blade and fist. His jutting jaw and famous grin had provoked a storm of applause from youthful audiences at every appearance.


  He was working in a hash joint when Quade found him. His hair was iron gray, and there were wrinkles in the tanned, strong face. That was the way in Hollywood on the Moon. A vogue passes quickly. There were many onetime stars who had been supplanted by younger men as the years rolled by.


  But Quade had remembered the man who had since been his hero, his boyhood ideal of courage and strength. So, despite Von Zorn’s objections, he had signed on Blaze Argyle in a supporting role in Doom World.


  Somehow the wrinkles were fewer now on Argyle’s scarred, weathered face. The old war-horse smelled again the smoke of battle. His role was that of a veteran pilot of a tramp space ship, and it was tailored to fit him. Neal Baker, who preferred to have the only heroic part himself, was not pleased.


  Subdued crashings in the gleaming forest spoke of life. Quade turned to Kenilworth.


  “I still don’t see how you’ve done it,” he said. “You say the radioactivity isn’t dangerous?”


  “Uh? No, no, of course not. Haven’t you learned elemental physics? I didn’t use a radium basis; I used an isotope of radium, one of the newly-discovered ones. Same charge, but different masses.” Kenilworth’s thing face wore a scowl. “I’m paid to work at biology, not to give lectures to jackasses.”


  Blaze Argyle chuckled deep in his throat. Abruptly his huge hand shot forward, closed over the control lever. The car jerked to a halt.


  Immediately the reason for his action became clear. Something was charging along the road toward them, a creature that might have emerged from a nightmare.


  “Plutonian devil,” Kenilworth said, snatching up a small, portable instrument board from the floor. “Watch, now.”


  The thing had the grotesque, plated head of a sea-horse towering from a thick, serpentine body that flowed along effortlessly on a dozen stumpy legs. Its muzzle was tubular, surmounted by a single unwinking eye. It was about ten feet long, and thick as a man’s torso.


  ARGYLE’S hand flashed to his belt, but the gun he carried was loaded with blanks; he realized this and cursed softly. Kenilworth’s fingers were dancing over the instrument board. The Plutonian devil stopped.


  It stood quiescent a moment, and then slowly moved aside. The car slid forward, raced on.


  “You want to watch out for the thing’s spray,” Kenilworth said. “It spouts a toxin that has rather peculiar effects.”


  “If you think I’m going to work with those things, you’re crazy,” Neal Baker said, his face very white.


  “There’s no danger,” Kenilworth told him. “They’re handled with the usual robot control.”


  “Never used robots in my day,” Argyle observed. “When we went on location, we took guns and plenty of ammunition. I remember one time we ran into a whip on Venus—”


  Baker interrupted sharply.


  “Quade, it’s up to you to take every precaution. Understand?”


  “There’s no danger, I tell you,” Kenilworth snapped irritably. “The power generator’s in my laboratory, and you’ll have plenty of portable control units to handle the robots.”


  “Just how does that work?” Quade asked. “Haven’t you built up a wider range than usual?”


  “Yes, from forty meters down to seventy millionths of a centimeter. The robots are handled by remote control, of course, but I’ve got a key wave which is continually hitting the receiving apparatus in each robot. I’ve used that to make the receivers automatically compensating, so they’ll adjust themselves to get any wave length I send out within the limits of my transmitter. For some reason there’s a lot of interference down here and I don’t want any trouble.”


  “What I can’t understand,” Kathleen said, “is how you’ve made the robots—alive. They—”


  “They are alive. Those Plutonian creatures are so complex that if you used a straight robot system they’d look like walking dummies. I duplicated the physiology of the things all right, and created artificial brains, as any competent biologist can do today. Remember those specimens of Plutonian life we trapped?”


  Quade nodded. A dozen space ships had hovered above the range of Pluto’s deadly radiations, and had let down on cables gigantic traps, in which, a number of curious life-forms had been captured.


  “Well, I grafted the cerebrum—.the part of the brain that handles the motor nerves—on to my artificial brains, as well as certain other important parts. The instinct-control, for instance, was necessary. I couldn’t transplant the entire brains, because they’d die without radioactivity. But the creatures are impregnated with a radium isotope that has proved quite satisfactory.” Kenilworth grinned and bobbed, while everybody except Quade looked slightly dazed. Blaze Argyle said, “I see,” and scratched his head.


  THEY came in sight of a hut. An electrified fence guarded it from marauding beasts. All around it stretched the glittering rainbow blaze of the forest. As the car halted Quade had an inexplicable feeling of danger and menace that lurked between the shining columns of the trees. Light beat down strongly from the gigantic arcs far above in the cavern roof. He had a momentary sense of actually being on a far, alien world, instead of in an artificial set only a mile beneath ultra-modern Hollywood on the. Moon.


  “I’m going back to the laboratory,” the voice of Kenilworth said creakingly. “You’ll find another car in the shed over there.”


  Quade nodded. The rest of the cast—a very small one—and the crew would be along soon, piloted by Kenilworth’s assistant. They could begin shooting within an hour. Probably the picture would be safely in cans within a week, for the sequences which did not deal with Pluto had already been filmed. The meager figure of the biologist dwindled; the car faded to a speck and vanished. From the shining forest some creature bellowed angrily.


  Again Quade felt that queer sense of foreboding. But he could not know what was happening all about him, the slow growth of living tissue that was to have a cataclysmic effect on the wireless receivers buried deep within the brains of the Plutonian robots.


  CHAPTER III


  INTERIOR: Kenilworth’s laboratory. One week later. Close, shot.


  KATHLEEN and Neal Baker strolled between tables of working equipment—microscopes, electrical stimulators, intricately twisted apparatus, masses of flesh; in their glass containers. A heavy odor of formaldehyde, ozone, and less pleasant things made the girl use her scent bottle often. Behind the two Blaze Argyle wandered disconsolately.


  The old-timer was unhappy. Films had changed since his day. Too much faking. Ten years ago a man had to have backbone to star in Interplanetaries. But now, with double exposures, montage, telephoto lenses and robots, any ham could be a hero.


  But Argyle wasn’t feeling sorry for himself. He sympathized with Quade, who had been having a hard time of it. Especially the way Kathleen and Baker had been treating him.


  Characteristically, Argyle ignored the innumerable petty annoyances to which he had been subjected by Baker. The crooner never let Argyle forget that the oldster was playing a minor role, and that he, Neal Baker, was co-star of Doom World. The one-time headliner, used to the easy camaraderie of a bygone day, was hurt, but never showed it.


  The worst of it was, Argyle thought savagely, the crooner was infecting Kathleen. The girl had gone Hollywood with a vengeance. A big star might get away with it, but not a youngster in her first flicker. When Kathleen had acquired a languid slouch, Quade had chewed his pipe in bitter silence. He swore under his breath for ten minutes the day she high-hatted a cameraman. Finally, when she made use of a studied drawl and became temperamental during a crucial shot, Quade erupted and made the air sizzle with pointed remarks. For a day Kathleen was subdued, but Neal Baker’s fascination soon reestablished its sway.


  There was only a day’s shooting left, but this comprised only backgrounds which Quade handled himself, with one assistant. The others had gone back to Kenilworth’s laboratory.


  Not one of the three saw the door slowly open, nor did they know that slowly approaching them was a healthy, full-grown specimen of Plutonis flagellum—a “gliding lash.” The thing was slate-gray in color, with no trace of sensory organs. Its conical, squidlike body was supported by a dozen very slender tentacles, serpentine and covered with saw-toothed, ridged scales. Between these appendages dangled a grayish, ragged membrane like a cape.


  Kathleen saw it first, and instinctively she looked around for the robot’s controlling operator. But neither Baker nor Argyle had a keyboard, and there was no one else in sight. The gliding lash tottered forward unsteadily on its slender, coiling legs.


  “Somebody’s playing a practical joke,” Baker chuckled. “Probably our friend Quade’s back. Pretend we don’t see it.”


  Blaze Argyle was watching the creature which, half as tall as his body, was slowly coming closer. Now he could see a cluster of threadlike filaments waving above the conical “head” of the thing—sensory organs, ultra-sensitive to vibrations.


  THE lash halted, crouched down, coiling its slender legs beneath it. Suddenly Argyle shouted, “Look out!” Simultaneously the creature sprang.


  The uncoiling legs shot it up like a streamlined projectile until it hovered a dozen feet above the floor. Now the purpose of the filmy membrane became plain. The lash slowly dropped down like a parachute, guiding its flight by manipulating the tentacles. It drifted, slipped sideward, and swept straight for Kathleen.


  She heard Argyle’s shout and leaped back in time. The creature seemed to pause in midair, then settled neatly over Neal Baker’s head. His frantic yelp was smothered suddenly.


  The slender tentacles swept into terrible action. They flailed viciously at Baker’s torso in a blinding whirlwind of motion. The thing was well named, and in a moment the saw-toothed scales of the lashes had ripped Baker’s coat into ribbons. Beneath it he wore a thin but very tough membraneous shirt, and this. Saved his life. The lashes could not reach the great arteries of his throat, but they swished down again and again at the man’s body.


  Kathleen cried out, made a frantic clutch at a tentacle. A crimson line sprang out on her bare arm. She was sent staggering by Blaze Argyle, who gripped a jagged fragment of glass he had salvaged from the wreckage of a retort.


  One hand before his face, fingers spread, he threw himself into the battle. Baker went down under the impact, but the deadly whips flailed with unimpaired vigor. Argyle ripped the point of his weapon into the monster’s pulpy, conical body.


  Pale, whitish blood spurted. Argyle slashed at the thing viciously the tentacles swung toward him. The tip of one brought blood from his hand as it ripped past his eyes. He aimed a desperate sweep at the threadlike filaments that made up the creature’s sensory organs, and managed to slice them off. Immediately the lashes dropped to hang limp and flaccid.


  Hastily Argyle pulled Baker free. His face was covered with a musky, thick slime, but save for a few minor cuts and bruises he was uninjured.


  Kathleen was on her knees beside him, wiping the grease from his features. Baker spat, made a wry face, and scrambled to his feet, putting a table between him and the dead lash.


  The door burst open. Mackay, one of Kenilworth’s assistants, caihe hurrying toward him, his youthful face white under bristling red hair. In his hand was a gun. Relief sprang into his eyes as he saw the writhing body of the mutilated monster.


  “Dead, eh?” he said. “Anybody hurt?”


  Kathleen shook her head.


  “What the devil are you trying to do?” Neal Baker gasped. “That thing nearly killed me!”


  Mackay’s mouth was a thin white line. “Not our fault, Mr. Baker. The robots have gone crazy. They—I can’t stop now! One of ’em’s wrecking the power generator.”


  He hurried away. After a moment the others accompanied him.


  KENILWORTH’S laboratory was a great gray fortress near one side of the cavern. The power unit was housed in a barnlike structure of stone, and a gaping hole in the wall told of some monster that had crashed through it. From within came shouts, warning cries, and the creaking voice of Kenilworth yelling orders. The four paused at the gap in the wall, staring.


  The thing that was lumbering about the power room looked like a whale. A small whale, but quite big enough to cause havoc. Its huge body was plated with dully-glistening shields, like the armor of a rhino. Four columnar, stumpy legs carried it slowly forward. A dozen transparent bubbles shimmered on its back, and within these spheres slender things like eels, each half as long as a man, were coiling and writhing angrily.


  Already the monster had turned the room into a mass of wreckage. A dozen men, armed, scurried about purposelessly. The gaunt figure of the biologist was dancing near the monster, gripping a large hypodermic syringe in one hand, occasionally leaping to one side to avoid the sweep of the reptile’s tail.


  “What’s he trying to do?” Argyle asked. “He’ll kill himself. What’s wrong with the radio control?”


  “It doesn’t Work,” the red-haired assistant gulped. “Anyway, there’s no power now. The Juggernaut’s smashed the generator.”


  Argyle had faced Juggernauts before, during the filming of Doom World, but then the monsters had been under the power of the wireless units. He gripped Kenilworth’s arm as the biologist raced by.


  “You can’t get close enough to use that hypo,” he said. “A gun—”


  “Can’t risk it,” Kenilworth snapped. “The thing would tear the place to pieces before it died.”


  “Hypodermic bullets?” Argyle suggested.


  The biologist hesitated, nodded. He gave a harsh command, and in a moment Mackay had returned with a clumsy, long-barreled rifle. Argyle examined the weapon, lifted it.


  “Aim for the eye,” Kenilworth said softly, “The armor’s too thick everywhere else.”


  The Juggernaut lifted its great head, staring, as Argyle shouted a warning to the men. A calloused finger squeezed the trigger. Suddenly one of the monster’s eyes vanished. The reptile bellowed, slid down gently and lay motionless on the floor.


  Before the armored tail had stopped its twitching Kenilworth was beside it, examining his wrecked machines. The others followed. Kathleen was staring at the strange, transparent bubbles on the Juggernaut’s back, and the serpentine creatures that still coiled and writhed within them. With singular inappropriateness the red-headed Mackay, pale and shaken, began a lecture.


  “L-like the Surinam toad,” he informed Kathleen. “Develops its young in eggs on its back. Parasitic creatures, the embryos. They live on the parent’s blood, and by the time they hatch the mother’s a walking skeleton. She has to find four times as much food as usual to supply the eggs with nutriment. After the embryos hatch the parent Juggernaut usually dies—”


  “YOU blasted fool!” Kenilworth A snarled. “Get to work! Want me to serve tea while you chat? Look at that—it’ll take nearly a day to repair the damage, and there’ll be no power until that’s done.”


  “Haven’t you any emergency power?” Kathleen asked. An unpleasant realization had come to her.


  “That’s smashed, too. I’ll—” Argyle put into words what had been worrying the girl.


  “What about Quade?”


  Kenilworth’s face was a twisted mask.


  “Ha! He’s probably dead by now, even though the electrified fence around his. camp’s charged by storage batteries. Those damned robots—they’re working on their brains now. He can’t handle them by the control units, for there’s no power. Besides, something’s wrong. Metabolism—tissue growth—I’m not sure, but I think the transplanted brains are getting too strong for the robot controls. For the last two weeks they’ve been growing, getting more and more in command of the neural systems of the creatures. Even after the generator’s fixed, I’m not sure it’ll work any more.”


  “But—can’t we help—” Kathleen’s eyes were wide.


  “How? I tell you, there’s no power! I’ve already sent a man to the surface, but it’ll take him hours to get there. Quade’s unarmed. If he can reach the laboratory in his car, he’ll be reasonably safe. If he had an airship—but you can’t bring a ship down here.”


  “I’m going after Tony,” Argyle said determinedly. “He won’t realize there’s anything wrong until it’s too late. I can reach him in an autocar.”


  The biologist nodded slowly.


  “It’s suicide, Argyle. But all right. You’ll need weapons—and other things. Come along; I’ll fix you up.”


  The two disappeared through the gaping hole in the wall. Kathleen and Baker were left to eye each other.


  “I’m going, too, Neal,” the girl said.


  “Don’t be a fool,” Baker advised. “It’s hopeless.”


  “Will you come?” She persisted.


  Baker gulped, and noticed that several of the biologist’s assistants were watching. Kathleen put her hand on his arm.


  “Please, Neal!”


  “Think of the publicity!” Mackay said ironically. “I’ll go with you, Miss Gregg.”


  “Publicity has nothing to do with it,” Baker said with dignity, suppressing the expression that had come into his face at mention of the word. “You’re needed here. Of course, I’ll go.” He gulped again, and shot Kathleen a glance of utter loathing.


  She was worshipping him with her eyes.


  THE car flashed along the roadway, Blaze Argyle at the controls, two guns hanging ready at his thighs. His gray hair was bristling, and there was a happy grin on the scarred, weathered face. Perhaps he was thinking of other days, long past, when he had fought similar perils.


  The poisonous splendor of the shining forest was all around them. Now the distant noises of life were louder, more menacing. Uncontrolled life, alien and—hungry.


  Hope was beginning to grow within Kathleen when the catastrophe occurred. A serpentine body flowed into view from the jungle, and the equine head of a Plutonian devil towered above them. Argyle wrenched at the controls, sent the car whirling sideward in a desperate endeavor to pass the monster. But the backlash of the thing’s tail crashed against the side of the vehicle. The three were hurtled out of the car, sent rolling over and over along the road, bruised but unhurt. Neal Baker arose and departed hastily into the forest.


  Argyle helped the girl to her feet, eying the Plutonian devil sharply. The creature was investigating the car, prodding it, with its tubular muzzle.


  Abruptly it drew back, sent a spray of glistening liquid at the unfamiliar object. Argyle snatched up a knapsack that had fallen near by, and, gripping Kathleen’s arm, hurried after Baker.


  “Car’s no good now,” he grunted. “Those damn toxins! Kenilworth told me he left out the poisons when he built the animated robots, but I guess they developed ’em themselves from their food. He told me nobody could analyze the toxic qualities, anyway—like snake venom.”


  Breathless, Kathleen could not answer. A short distance away they came upon Baker standing at the edge of a small clearing, eying a tree uncertainly.


  “Better not climb it,” Argyle told him, and the star jumped guiltily. “The devil can climb, too. If it comes after us we’ll just have to shoot our way out. See if your gun’s loaded.”


  A low rustling told them that the monster had finished with the car and was in pursuit of more palatable food. It’s horselike head was poked into view, and the single eye gleamed dully as it saw the three.


  Argyle sent a bullet at it which glanced off the armorlike scales and tore down a tree.


  “One way to kill it,” he said. “Kenilworth told me—keep dodging it, Kathleen. Once it charges, it has to complete the charge. Can’t swerve. Look out for the tail, though.”


  There was no time for more. The stumpy legs sprang into action, and the ten-foot monster sprang forward.


  Kathleen leaped aside, but Baker was apparently frozen with terror. Only Argyle’s push saved him from the devil. The creature flowed past, drew to a halt at the edge of the clearing, and turned slowly, its eye questing.


  Argyle sent another useless bullet at it.


  “If it stays still for a while, watch its eye,” he called. Kenilworth had told him the almost incredible habit that made the Plutonian devil so terrible, but Argyle had no time to tell the others what he knew. The monster charged again, and for a little time they were kept busy dodging, watching the deadly backlash of the creature’s armored tail.


  LUCKILY the creature was not invulnerable, though none of Argyle’s dozen shots had pierced the scales, each of them nearly six inches in diameter. But there were charred spots on the armored hide, and presently the devil hesitated, paused, and glared at the three humans. A little shudder ran through its sinuous body, and it sank lower until all its length touched the ground.


  “Watch it!” Argyle said. But he was not looking at the monster. His quick stare was covering all the clearing, looking for the disturbance of earth he knew was coming.


  Yet he almost missed it. The devil charged again, and simultaneously, almost at Kathleen’s side, the ground heaved and split, and out of it came a white, wormlike, horrible thing that spat venom from its tubular muzzle.


  The girl sprang back, was sent spinning by the sweep of the Plutonian devil’s tail. She hit a tree, folded up and lay there unmoving. Argyle got in front of her, sent bullet after bullet smashing into the white worm. It spouted poison at him, and the next minute disintegrated into a chaos of twitching, bleeding flesh.


  The armor-plated creature, its charge spent, lay on the ground, spasmodically quivering. Curiously its belly seemed to be split open, and nothing was visible within.


  Argyle caught up the girl and carried her staggering, to a safe distance. Baker came out from behind a tree, looking pale and sick.


  “Is it—are they dead?” he asked.


  Argyle collapsed on the ground beside the girl.


  “My knapsack,” he said hoarsely. “Get it—quick!”


  Baker found the pack and brought it to Argyle, who hastily dug out a syringe and injected a greenish solution into Kathleen’s arm. That done, he repeated the operation with himself and lay back, breathing harshly.”


  “What’s the matter? Can I—”


  “Keep guard,” Argyle told Baker. “I’ll be all right in a minute. That damn poison—it breaks down the blood vessels, destroys the blood’s coagulability. Kenilworth gave me this—” He touched the syringe. “Formula based on calcium chloride. Builds up the blood cells with calcium—”


  Apparently Kenilworth’s treatment was effective, for within five minutes the three were examining the dead monsters. The white creature looked like an undeveloped specimen of a Plutonian devil. The devil itself was now nothing but a skin.


  “Sheds its skin, like a snake,” Argyle said. “When the hide’s badly damaged, it simply splits down the belly and digs into the ground. Every scale acts like a little shovel. Then it can come up behind its victim and kill it with the poison. The nerves in the skin automatically make it charge, though it dies right afterward. The devil itself—that white thing—gradually grows into its former shape.”


  Argyle shouldered the knapsack.


  “Feel okay now, Kathleen?”


  The girl nodded. “We’re not far from the camp, are we? Good. Let’s get started.”


  They turned back toward the road.


  CHAPTER IV


  EXTERIOR: Quade’s camp in the Plutonian set. Long shot. Noon.


  THE creature sat on the ground and looked at them with interest. Quade and Peters, the gaunt, hollowcheeked cameraman, returned the gaze. “It’s a frog,” Peters said.


  “Frogs don’t sing,” Quade objected. “They come pretty near it.”


  “But—words!” Quade said. “Listen.” He caroled untunefully, “Where the Martian moons ride over—” and completed the first verse.


  No, it wasn’t a frog. It looked like one, although it was covered with curly ringlets of silvery hair. Its forelimbs were curiously anthropoid, with tiny little hands at the end. Its face was a frog’s, though its mouth was mobile for all its size. Under its throat a pouch swelled, and as Quade paused the creature clasped its hands, sat up on its hind legs, and started to sing.


  Quade’s voice came out of the thing’s mouth. It sang like a phonograph record, exactly duplicating Quade’s tones, even to the off-key quaver at the end of the third line. When it had finished, it deflated the pouch, bobbing a little, and sat watching. “It even bows,” Peters said in amazement.


  “It’s a mutation,” Quade said. “Maybe. Parrots can do it, but—I’ve a hunch this is a bit different. Looks like a conditioned reflex to me.”


  “That clears up everything.”


  “Well—look. Suppose this little jigger simply imitates the cries of animals. Maybe it eats—Plutonian snakes. It hears a Plutonian shake hissing, or whatever it is they do, and imitates the cry. The snake hears it, thinks he’s listening to a rival, or maybe a girl friend, and comes in a hurry, right down Caruso’s throat.”


  “Sounds plausible,” Peters admitted. “Is his name Caruso, though?”


  “Name it and you can have it,” Quade said, chuckling. The froglike Caruso chuckled with him, but broke off to scratch among its curls with a limber hind leg.


  “I think we’ll take it back with us,” Quade went on. “The film’s finished.” He patted a disc-shaped metal container on a nearby table. “Wonder what’s wrong with the televisor, though? Those things don’t usually get out of whack.”


  Peters didn’t answer, but turned to gather together the equipment. In a few minutes they were ready, and the car, carrying the two men and Caruso, glided out on the road.


  They stopped very soon because a large animal sat up in the middle of the road and glared at them. Quade and Peters started to laugh. The creature looked like a turtle, but its head was flat and snakelike. The appearance of ferocity was entirely spoiled by the fact that the thing’s tongue stuck out for almost a foot.


  “I can’t help laughing at those Tanks,” Quade grinned, reaching for a control keyboard, “I know they use their tongues as a sensory organ, but they look so darned silly!” Caruso joined in the laughter. The monster got up and aimed a blow at the car with one stumpy forefoot. Quade pressed a button.


  NOTHING happened. Quade and Peters stopped laughing, but the inane chuckles of Caruso kept on. The creature’s foot continued to descend.


  Quade and Peters got out of the car just in time. They took a keyboard and the precious can of film with them, and Caruso hopped after them, still giggling. The gigantic foot came down on the car and crushed it into a twisted wreck of metal.


  “Oh, Lord!” Quade muttered, fingering the keyboard desperately. “What’s wrong? Is—” A startling thought struck him. “Maybe Kenilworth’s generator’s stopped! That means—”


  “It means we’ve got a comet by the tail,” Peters said, looking sick. The Tank turned to them, very slowly, and its tongue quivered, picking up the vibrations that told it where its prey were. The snaky head moved down with slow deliberation.


  “No danger,” Quade said. “We can dodge it.” He stepped back; the head continued its sweep until it bumped against a tree trunk. For several seconds the creature remained unmoving, apparently amazed at the disappearance of its lunch. Then the head lifted again, and once more began to descend.


  “Let’s get back to camp,” Quade said. “We’ll be safe there. The power’s sure to come on pretty soon.”


  They departed, while the monster remained still staring at the spot where they had been. Some minutes later it realized that it was looking at nothing but trees, and vainly began to explore the air with its delicate tongue. But Quade and Peters, accompanied by Caruso, were already far away.


  Muffled roars and crashings came from the forest. As they passed by a boulder half embedded in the ground Caruso paused to investigate. There was a hole in the rock, and just above it dangled a round, pinkish object that sent forth an enticing odor. The curly frog hopped closer, interested.


  He put a tentative paw up toward the pink thing. It was apparently a fruit of some kind. It smelled good; probably it would taste better. Caruso licked his lips with an expectant tongue.


  Quade turned around just in time to see the hole in the rock close with a vicious snap, while Caruso bounded back yelping in horror. The stone suddenly arose on six legs and pounced forward, but the woolly frog was already disappearing in the distance.


  Quade and Peters watched alertly until the thing settled back and resumed the appearance of a boulder. Again the fruitlike object dangled temptingly.


  “That’s not new,” Peters said. “The angler fish does it on Earth. Funny how much similarity there is on all the planets.”


  “Very,” Quade agreed drily. “I’ll feel safer at camp. Let’s hurry.”


  Tragedy struck before they reached safety. A whiplike, slim form flashed down from a tree, struck at Peters, and darted away. The gaunt cameraman was left staring at a tiny puncture in his forearm.


  “Just a scratch,” he began—and suddenly collapsed. Quade caught him as he fell. Hastily he improvised a tourniquet, carried Peters the few remaining steps to camp, and found a suction pump. But his first-aid methods were useless.


  THE form of Peters, prone on a cot, began to twitch and jerk. The man’s eyes opened wide, blind and unseeing. A spasm of muscular contortion jerked him to the ground, and Quade tried in vain to save him.


  Peters’ head jerked and rolled grotesquely. He seemed to have lost all control of his neck muscles. There was a sudden ghastly contortion, a brittle cracking sound—and the man went limp. He was dead.


  Quade’s lips were tight as he looked down at his friend. He was remembering an experience in Honduras, on Earth, with Ciotalus durissus—a rattlesnake whose poison, apparently, was similar in its effect to that of the creature which had attacked Peters. The venom is a neurotoxin, which possesses a selective quality that affects only the muscles of the neck. Sometimes, in the spasmodic contortions of the victim, the spinal column is snapped.


  Not for the first time Quade cursed Von Zorn’s ruthlessness. The Chief would risk dozens of lives if he saw a chance of getting a hit picture. Yet, somehow, few objected. Something of the old theatrical tradition, “the show must go on!” had survived in a queer, wry fashion in the film industry. Hollywood on the Moon laughed at duty—outwardly. But a subconscious traditional loyalty and pride made men go uncomplaining to almost certain death, because the Titan film industry is rooted in the great days of the theatre—the days of Booth and Drew and Barrymore—and such a heritage is not easily forgotten.


  Knowing this, Quade smiled a little, but not happily. Peters had died with his boots on. And the audiences viewing Doom World would neither know nor care.


  A cry came from the left. Quade glanced up, turned toward the gate in the electrified barrier. He flung it open and started to run in the direction from which Kathleen’s voice had come.


  CHAPTER V


  EXTERIOR: The Plutonian set, near Quade’s camp. Afternoon.


  CARUSO was pleased with himself.


  The singing frog sat in the middle of the road, the pouch in his throat pulsing rhythmically. He was eying Kathleen and Argyle and Baker. Here were more of these hideous but kind-hearted two-legged monsters. The other two-legged things had given him food and jabbered at him. Perhaps these new ones would do the same. True, they were very ugly—much too elongated and whitish, and bald in the wrong places—but they couldn’t help that.


  Caruso bowed, clasped his hands and sat up on his hind legs. Through some quirk of memory—perhaps the conditioned reflex Quade had suggested—he began to sing. Kathleen gave a soft little cry as the furry frog caroled cheerfully.


  “Where the Martian moons ride over—”


  Ignoring the girl’s laughter and the chuckles of Argyle, Caruso continued on to the bitter end. Then he opened his mouth to its widest expanse and chuckled companionably.


  “Somebody stealing your thunder,” Argyle said to Baker, who was not pleased. “Wonder what it is?”


  “Lord knows,” Kathleen said for him. She knelt and gingerly stroked Caruso’s head. He looked puzzled, nibbled at the girl’s fingers, and giggled in an inane fashion. With great haste he began to wash Kathleen’s hand with his mobile tongue.


  “Likes the salt,” Argyle said. “All animals do, even radioactive ones, I suppose. Let’s get going, Kath. The sooner we reach Quade—”


  She got up hastily, her face shadowed.


  “Yes. Let’s hurry!”


  They kept on, trailed by Caruso, who occasionally made frantic leaps in an attempt to reach Kathleen’s hand with, his tongue. It was not long before they rounded a curve in the road and found themselves facing the gigantic snake-headed, turtlelike creature that Quade had encountered. It was still wondering what had happened to Quade, and pondering over the advisability of searching for him.


  “Look out,” Argyle said softly. “That’s a Tank—dunno the Latin name, but it’s bad medicine. Kenilworth told me it has—uh—variable metabolism.”


  Caruso gazed at the Tank with undisguised horror, and rapidly departed through the shining trees. Baker turned white and looked around quickly. Kathleen said, “Variable—what?”


  The monster’s dangling tongue lifted as the Tank tested the air for sensory vibrations. The snaky eyes focused on the three. It moved forward ponderously.


  “Metabolism,” Argyle told the girl. “I don’t remember just what Kenilworth said, but it’s like the terrestrial sloth—sometimes. Moves very slowly—low metabolism. But it isn’t constant. Sometimes the metabolism gets speeded up for while when one or two of its glands get into action. Same principle as the human adrenal glands—peps us up for a little while. Food stimulates the—”


  HE had been edging the girl from the road. “Kathleen,” he said quickly, with a side glance at the Tank. “See that hollow tree? It can’t reach you in there. If the thing comes to life, duck for that hole. I’ll lead it away.” He didn’t mention what Kenilworth had told him of the Tank’s phenomenal speed when its metabolism was increased by the secretions of certain of its glands.


  Luckily, the exciting hormones that were pouring into the; Tank’s blood stream automatically released chalones—a depressive internal secretion which had just the opposite effect. This made the monster look sillier than ever, but provided one of nature’s check-and-balance systems. Otherwise the Tank would have eaten up every other form of life on Pluto.


  The snaky head suddenly moved faster. Without warning it flashed down for a few feet—and as abruptly stopped, continue its slow descent toward the humans. The chalones were momentarily stronger than the hormones.


  “In you go,” Argyle snapped, and pushed Kathleen toward the hollow tree. She was sent sprawling as Neal Baker, white-faced, shouldered her aside and made for the refuge. Argyle snarled, “Cut it out, Baker!” He tried to pull the film star back.


  Baker turned, threw a vicious punch at Argyle’s chin. The old-timer wasn’t expecting that, and went down with a thud. Meanwhile the Tank was swinging into action; hormones flooded into its blood stream.


  Kathleen shrank back against a tree, watching with wide eyes as Argyle got up, a grim smile on his scared face, and gripped Baker’s collar as the star tried to crawl into the hollow tree. Baker, writhed, twisted free; sent another blow at his opponent’s face. But Argyle’s head jerked aside, and the punch slid past harmlessly.


  The two men grappled. The Tank’s snaky head flashed down, dug up a fountain of dirt where the fighters had been a moment before. The monster remained unmoving for a space, though its eyes rolled sideward to examine its prey.


  The knapsack on Argyle’s back handicapped him, and he was no longer a young man. But experience had toughened him, so the struggle was fairly even. Kathleen had no weapon. She hovered above the two men, waiting for an opportunity to snatch a gun from its holster:


  The Tank turned; once more its gaping jaws moved down toward Argyle and Baker. Kathleen screamed warning just in time. They rolled aside, still fighting; the huge jaws ripped cloth from Argyle’s back. The monster froze, glaring. Its lolling tongue writhed grotesquely.


  Just then Tony Quade came running along the road and saw what was happening. With an angry curse he tore the two men apart, snatched a gun from Baker’s belt. The familiar touch of the cold metal was heartening.


  With two well-placed bullets he blew off the Tank’s head.


  The monster did not seem discommoded. It stood quietly for a time, the bleeding, raw stump erect, and then turned to wander blindly off, knocking down trees as it proceeded. Luckily it headed in the opposite direction from the camp.


  LOUD, hungry noises spoke of the approach of other creatures. Quade gripped Kathleen’s arm, snapped a curt command at the two men. Quickly they raced along the road. Not until they were safely within the electrified barrier did Quade speak again. Then it was only to swear at Kathleen.


  “What the devil are you doing here? You ought to have more sense! These creatures—”


  Ignoring his anger, Kathleen swiftly explained what had happened. Quade whistled.


  “That’s nice! You say Kenilworth’s trying to fix the generator? Let’s—see!”


  He hurried to the televisor, spun the dials experimentally. For a moment there was no sound. Then a low humming came, and a face, blurred and wavering, swam into view. They saw Kenilworth’s face, strained and smeared with dirt.


  “Quade!” the biologist yelped. “For God’s sake! I’ve been trying to reach you for ten minutes! Are you okay?” Kathleen broke in. “We just got here—Blaze and Neal and I. I told Tony what’s happened. Is the power on?”


  “Yes. Try a keyboard. The power’s on full.”


  Quade found a control board, pressed several keys. He said into the televisor, “It’d better work. Something’s coming this way—in a hurry!”


  In fact, several things were coming. To be exact, there were two Plutonian devils, about a dozen of the vicious, tentacled flying lashes, and a number of the deadly snakes. They advanced to the electrified fence, hesitated, apparently sensing its menace—perhaps through some obscure vibration—and waited. Argyle got out his guns. Neal Baker rushed into the hut and remained there.


  “What’s wrong?” On the televisor screen Kenilworth’s thin lips were white.


  “As near as I can figure out,” Quade said slowly, “you’ve made the monsters too damn real. Their brains are in complete control. The receiving apparatus in the brains isn’t strong enough to overcome the creatures’ natural neural impluses. All it does is irritate them—and they’ve located the source of that irritation. They’re heading this way—lots of them.”


  Loud bellows and crashings in the shining forest spoke of the advance of a horde.” Several more monsters came toward the barrier and halted—waiting. They scattered, and from the trees marched a gigantic, headless thing that rolled forward brainlessly, insensitive alike to the electric shock of the fence and the bullets that Argyle sent at it. It was the Tank, full of hormones and rushing forward with insane purposelessness.


  It smashed down the fence, crushed a lash under one stumpy foreleg, and hurried on, demolishing the hut as it passed. Almost torn to bits by Argyle’s bullets, it went through the other side of the fence and disappeared into the forest. Through the gap in the barrier surged a horde of monsters.


  The snakes were deadliest. Argyle blasted them out of existence, but they poured from the forest in a never-ending stream. The lashes leaped and sprang to meet destruction. The huger monsters came forward to death, heedless of all but the irritation within their brains that drew them toward its source.


  QUADE was frantically working on an instrument board.


  “Kenilworth,” he said breathlessly, “haven’t you any more power? I can t—”


  “Wish I had a ray-gun,” Argyle flung over his shoulder. “I’d bum ’em to—”


  Quade’s eyes widened. He sent a swift glance at the monsters, pouring through the gap in the fence to be blasted to nothingness by Argyle’s bullets. One of the guns clicked on an empty magazine, was flung aside.


  “Kenilworth!” Quade cried. “What’s the range of your waves? You told me—”


  “Forty meters to seventy millionths of a centimeter. I’m using ten meters—


  “Get it down!” Quade’s fingers were playing over the keyboard. “Down! Below three-hundredths of a centimeter. Heat waves, Kenilworth—heat waves!”


  The televisor screen went blank. Nothing happened for a second A lash got past Argyle, bounded toward Kathleen. Quade blew it to bits.


  Then, quite suddenly, the monsters died. It was unspectacular. All of them hesitated, made a few brief, tentative motions of retreat—and died. The lashes collapsed in a wormy huddle of tentacles. The monstrous Plutonian devils simply lay down and stayed there. The serpents coiled and twisted and stopped moving.


  All over the Plutonian forest set the bellow and roar of life died. Two minutes after the first lash had collapsed a great hush brooded over the cavern. The robots were dead.


  “Whew!” Argyle exclaimed. “Are they—finished?” He was gasping for breath, blood-smeared.


  “Yeah,” Quade said. “Heat did it. Kenilworth broadcast heat waves, the receivers simply got red-hot—and fried their brains to a crisp. Lucky the receivers were adjusted to a wide range!”


  A muffled groan came from the wreckage of the hut. Neal Baker crawled out, unhurt but vociferous.


  After a frantic glance around he suddenly realized that the monsters were no longer a menace. He listened while Quade spoke briefly on the televisor to Kenilworth.


  “Send but a car right away,” Quade finished. “We’ll—”


  Baker peered over his shoulder. “Send a photographer, too,” he suggested.


  Then he found. Argyle’s discarded gun and practiced various, poses with the dead monsters until the car arrived. The others left him there, arguing with a cameraman who wanted a few pictures of the robots without Baker brandishing his pistol in the foreground.


  CHAPTER VI


  INTERIOR: Fronton’s Mercurian Theatre. Night.


  THE System’s greatest theatre was a blaze of van-colored brilliance. Doom World was having its premiere, after several sneak previews from which the cast had been rigorously excluded. Neal Baker was there, resplendent and aloof in a box. Von Zorn was there, his toothbrush mustache carefully waxed.


  Blaze Argyle and Kathleen and Quade were there, and on Kathleen’s lap was Caruso, bright-eyed and interested. Apparently the singing frog had not been a robot; he had been a genuine mutation born to one of the monsters. So he had escaped the general holocaust in the Plutonian set, and Kathleen had discovered him the next day wandering forlornly about the cavern.


  Somebody made a speech. Somebody else sang, and Caruso vigorously joined in the chorus with such gusto that an usher hastily removed him.


  Blaze Argyle was rather happy. Since his decline in films he had never expected to see his own face on the screen again, and now a little thrill of expectation went through him. Of course he wouldn’t get screen credit. Neal Baker had promised to see to that, for Argyle had made a lifelong enemy of the crooner.


  It didn’t matter. Naturally Baker was co-star, and his word was law, even though he ordered the cutting crew to slice out all Argyle’s good scenes. That was the way it had been done in the old days. When Kathleen had learned what Baker intended, she had gone off to quarrel with Von Zorn, but she hadn’t told Argyle the result of that interview. Well, he could guess.


  Kathleen moved closer to Quade and squeezed his arm, and he returned the pressure.


  “Hi, Fathead,” he said.


  She made a horrible face at him.


  “Hi,” she returned.


  Quade quirked up one eyebrow.


  “So you turned down an invitation from the great Neal Baker and came to the premiere with me instead, eh? Afraid you’d get your block knocked off if you hadn’t?”


  “Go chase a meteor,” Kathleen said, and feeling somehow that the words were inadequate, she pinched her companion heartily. Quade merely chuckled. Kathleen was herself again.


  VON ZORN twisted in his seat to stare at Argyle. Then he glanced up at Baker’s box, and a malicious little smile dwelt on the film magnate’s simian face. Baker saw the look and, misunderstanding, bowed and grinned genially.


  With a fanfare of trumpets the curtains parted. The screen lit up with the credit title:


  NINE PLANETS FILMS, INC.,


  Presents


  BLAZE ARGYLE


  and


  KATHLEEN GREGG


  in


  DOOM WORLD


  with Neal Baker


  PLANET OF ETERNAL LIGHT


  John W. Campbell, Jr.


  Stranded on a desolate globe, two scientists probe the unknown and harness the super-forces of nature!


  CHAPTER I


  The Missing Space Ships


  DEAN NORDEN turned restlessly and looked out of the thermalite window, out over Tarragoon. There was an unaccustomed, tense hush over the city, a hush made up of shuffling feet, murmuring voices, and the low, muffling reverberation from the Dome.


  And over all, through all, pierced the keen, high shriek of the wind. The shrieking, dancing, wind, that ruffled the intensely blue Lake Tarragoon and whirled the misty spume from Tarragoon Falls in whipped spray. The Falls that were a tiny trickle now, as every last, available bit was sucked from the tiny stream, the only practicable source of power on the whole planet of Pluto.


  Norden looked at the tiny bright star that was the setting sun, and shivered. It was cold. So cold out there, that the whole System used it as the expression of ultimate cold. Cold as Pluto.


  The murmuring voices of the men in the room interrupted his thoughts. Pilot Commander Horensen was speaking in his heavy, stolid voice, flapping the thick leather gauntlets in his right hand rhythmically against the back of his left.


  “I am not so sure it’s a good idea,” he said. “I’d hate to leave.” He shook his head, dark with the sun the Minor planets knew.


  “We should send word,” said President Bankill. “Earth must know what has happened—or what has not happened.”


  Horensen looked at him thoughtfully. “Yes. But why send a ship? How do you know anything is wrong, anyway?”


  Bankill gestured despairingly.


  “We know that—know it altogether too well Five weeks ago, Miller’s ship was supposed to have arrived. Three weeks ago, Grant Barlom’s ship was due. He isn’t here yet. One week ago, Dave Garner was due.


  And he isn’t here yet! Three supply ships missing. On Earth trains can be late, freight planes can be late. But in interplanetary schedules they just don’t arrive late. They arrive on time or—they don’t arrive. You know that better than I.


  “Pluto has missed three, power-supply ships,” Bankill repeated. “There’s no sense waiting; we must send word to Earth. It will do no real good, to most of us, of course.”


  Norden grunted.


  “About one thousand of our two and a half million people could be supported here in Tarragoon Dome by the power from Tarragoon Falls. But we must have power for two and a half million people—for three months. It would take two years for Horensen to reach Earth. He’d have to race some three billion miles at sixty miles a second. Then, four years from, now—a ship might get out here!”


  Bankill stood up and looked at Horensen with genuine pain in his eyes.


  “It is our duty, Horensen, to send you and your men back in the rocket. We belong here. We picked this place. We can’t ask you to remain here.”


  “Damned cold place, this,” said Horensen amiably. “It’s like Norway in the winter. I like it. You Devil’s are a game bunch. We’re not walking out—if you don’t mind.”


  “You and your men belong to Interplanetary Service,” Bankill pursued. “We have no right to planet you here, rob you of your chance. And, if you stay longer, we will not be able to let you go. Your reserve power will be too valuable to us.”


  “Chief Mate Garrison is pretty good,” said Horensen. “He can take my ship back. I’ll stay here.”


  “You have every right to make your choice, Pilot Horensen,” sighed Bankill. “But I fear we can offer you little hospitality. Pluto is rich in human character, but more poverty-stricken in resources than even you can know, Pilot.”


  Horensen’s gloves flapped dismally as he nodded slowly. “Ja. Ja. Pluto is not so rich in some things. But she has damned good men—real men. I like them.”


  BANKILL looked at the big-framed Norseman. Slowly a smile spread over his tired face.


  “I thank you, Pilot Horensen. We need such men as you here, in times like these. But even your type can do little when such things as the fixed radiation of the sun and the laws of celestial mechanics decree simply and finally that there cannot be but a trickle of heat on this frozen planet.”


  Bankill bit his lips, went on.


  “I wonder if you fully realize that however we may fool ourselves, we are inevitably doomed. Life is an impossibility when food, air, and warmth are absolutely dependent on the arrival of no-longer-existent supply ships.”


  The Norseman nodded sagely.


  “I still stick with you, if you don’t mind.”


  “Yes. I suppose we have a reputation on the Minors for toughness in hanging on to life. But we can’t do miracles. Three supply ships gone. Only three months power reserve, with every factory and plant shut down. The supply is cut off, and without it—the Lord of this planet of Outer Darkness must claim us. Inevitably. If you can get around that—we can’t.”


  “Have you any good rivers?” Horensen asked.


  “Rivers I Rivers of liquid nitrogen. That Tarragoon River is the biggest in all equatorial Pluto. The biggest on the planet is the New Yukon, and even little Caesmatite City can’t get enough power out of that flat-country stream to light the dome. You know yourself we’ve tried. Good Lord, we don’t enjoy paying the terrific freight bill for having those thousands of tons of accumulator stacks hauled clear from the Minor planets—Earth, Venus, and Mars out to here.


  “There simply isn’t another source on Pluto. In the polar regions there aren’t even little streams, for the temperature there is so low that nitrogen freezes, even now, when it is summer. Dean Norden, our foremost engineer-physicist, has just been reporting his findings.”


  “The thing is utterly hopeless,” said Norden. “This is truly the planet of the Lord of Outer Darkness, Horensen.”


  “Yes,” grinned the Norseman, “but you’re all his little ‘Devils.’ Look. That wind out there looks strong enough for something.” The wind was ruffling the lake into little, white-capped waves of liquid nitrogen. Norden looked at it sourly.


  “No luck, old man. The atmosphere is mostly hydrogen, nitrogen in slight amount, about like water vapor on Earth, helium and neon. Its pressure is only seven pounds—any wind machine would have to be too big. We can’t build machinery now.”


  “Yes, I thought so. You’re all a bunch of fools to live out here. But I’ll stay here. Mighty interesting to an old Norseman.” Norden laughed in a strained voice.


  “I wish I had your confidence. I’m afraid it—”


  An official entered.


  “Toggarty, at Number Seven lock, reports a machine from Farnworth, With fifty-seven women and children. They want to enter the Dome,” he reported. “Shall we give them permission to bring their men along, too? They want to know.”


  Bankill shivered, and put his face in his hands.


  “Good God, I would have to be president right now. Is that all they said?”


  “There are fifteen more women coming in the next machine. They say seven of the older women wouldn’t leave Farnworth.”


  “What’ll we do, Norden?”


  “Passamock is the next largest dome. Big domes are more efficient. You’d better send out orders to all small domes to ship everybody and all food and power stacks to Passamock or here.”


  “Why the big domes? They take a lot of power to heat, too.”


  “Big domes have less radiating area for cubic content,” replied Norden. “The thermalite domes’ material is practically opaque to heat transmission, practically a non-conductor of heat, though transparent to light. But it still radiates. That’s my advice, based on radiation physics.”


  “Let them in, Martell, and tell them to send for their men. Thank you, Dr. Norden.”


  PRESIDENT BANKILL clenched his fists.


  “Horensen, what in God’s name has happened to those ships?” he cried.


  “I told you, Mr. President, I don’t know. We don’t ever know in space. The sun-static doesn’t let us. Traveling sixty miles a second two weeks apart, we can’t communicate very well. Then, it’s the sun-spots. Maybe the ships hit an asteroid. Maybe they got wrecked only a few days out from Earth. Maybe it happened two years ago. Maybe a few weeks ago.”


  “I father think it must have been nearly a year ago, or even more,” said Norden. “There isn’t much after you get past Jupiter. At that time Jupiter was well around in his orbit, too, as he is now. Saturn—Uranus—Neptune. They are nothing—so very far apart. All Majors, too. It happened near the Minors, I think.”


  “Then the shadow of Death has been hanging over us for more than a year,” said Bankill. “What is the shadow, Norden?”


  “I don’t know, Mr. Bankill. I will guess.


  I think it is conscious, intelligent, whatever it is. Pirates, even. Though I can’t conceive of pirates so utterly inhuman as to condemn a planet to death in this way. They would certainly let some ships through.”


  “Pirates. Why? What would they pirate beyond a quantity of energy having value only here, because of our location?”


  “Pirates attacking the rich Earth-Mars lines, perhaps,” offered Norden. “They would require energy to operate, which energy, they, as outlaws, could not get on any planet. Parts, machines, all those things.”


  “Not all that,” objected Bankill.


  “It is a guess. But I think it intelligent because otherwise one of those ships would have got through.”


  “Perhaps the next has. We can only wait and see. And we must try to find energy, where energy is not. How much chemical energy have we?”


  “About the equivalent of one accumulator bank,” answered Norden. “One-tenth of that is stored in the rocket ship Horensen has put at our disposal, it will all be available energy, however, because it is nearly all in the caesium metal stock. Some in rubidium, though that is practically the same, and rather unimportant. Some energy is in the concentrate of plutium. That’s the same as caesium, except that it’s slightly more active, slightly heavier, slightly radioactive. We can use it, though, in Passapipck Dome. The heat released in getting electric energy will be used also.”


  “The Dark. God of this planet must object to our robbing him of his treasures,” sighed Bankill. “We are helpless.”


  Probably,” agreed Norden, “but not certainly. We can still, try. Men who braved the hardships of this utterly desolate world for the scanty return the rare metals yield will at least make helpful, courageous workers, if a way shows itself.”


  “Way! Sirius is nearly as hot as the sun is here.”


  “We can still try,” replied Norden. “I think I will return to my lab now. I am available any time I am needed. Horensen, can I put you up?”


  “Swell. That would be fine.” Horensen rose to his feet, a towering giant. “Maybe I am more of a nuisance than a help here. I use a lot of air.” He grinned.


  * * * * *


  DEAN NORDEN walked along the street silently. Horensen had returned to his ship from the Government House; he missed the Norseman now. The street was silent; silent people walked along it, thinking deeply, nodding slowly to friends. The little, thin, metal-walled houses were silent, the laughter and voices of normal times were missing.


  The usual deep throb and roar of the metal plants were gone, too. The works were shut down. They took energy. For the first time Norden heard the thin whine of the ineffably cold wind about the dome, keening mournfully the dirge of a dead planet. He looked up. He was near the edge of the dome here. The up-flung crystal wall sparkled faintly in the beat-fights of the buildings, and a thousand shining droplets trickled down it.


  It was raining outside, raining liquid nitrogen. Beyond the wind-whipped wisps that were Pluto’s rain clouds scarcely dimmed the stars that twinkled and danced in the wildly whipped air. This was a violent storm. But it wouldn’t work a one-horsepower wind-generator. The atmosphere was too light.


  He turned down the street, then left and went to his own home, set hard against the thermalite dome, with a private, experimental lock in its rear wall. In his laboratory he paused to look about him. There were a thousand pieces of apparatus be didn’t dare use, now. Field generators that took a thousand horsepower hours. Current density apparatus, that took even more.


  He’d been working on nuclear bombardment, hoping to get a bombardment process more than one hundred percent efficient. He needed it now—and the best he’d ever done was one ten-thousandth of, one percent efficiency. There was the tantalizing knowledge that the infinitesimal fragment of his bombardment; that was striking true, was yielding something like ten million percent efficiency.


  Atomic power. He could release if all right—when he could ring the bell with his shots. But only one in several thousand billion was doing that. And it was hopeless to try that now.


  Transmutation would be more to the point. Transmutation of anything gold, for instance, to oxygen. For, with a supply of oxygen, the free hydrogen of this atmosphere would yield them power.


  Norden walked outside and studied the dim, white expanses, cleft gashes in the dead white flesh of the planet under eternal, winking stars, and a now-rising sun, tiny, lightless, heatless. The eternal mystery of space looked out of that blank, cold sky, mocking him with the mystery of missing ships, a broken chain of supplies that should have reached Pluto. The broken chain that stretched, at intervals, across the more than three billion miles to the Minor planets, where warmth and heat were natural, not cold and desolation.


  Once each two weeks, for fifteen years, the ships had come, before that once a month, bearing their thousands of tons of supplies across the infinite void. Now—the chain was broken. The power-line that led to Earth—and life. There was no escape, no help, save what they could wrest from the dead world. Power. Power that synthesized their foods, power that warmed them, power that wrested oxygen from the frozen glaciers of ice, that separated the rare elements that paid for that power. Without it there was no food, no water, no air, no heat and—no life.


  CHAPTER II


  The Man Who Couldn’t Sleep


  DOME one hundred and four weeks before, No. 376, the Tarragoon City, took off from Earth in a wash of flame, roared out to the Moon in a leisurely way, restocked a bit, and swept on out into space. Her trip had begun. She reacted slowly, her great bellyful of fuel-mass and gigantic accumulator stacks charged. Her power accumulators were feeding intense energy to her rocket chambers that exploded the water to gas instantaneously, and rocketed her ahead.


  Chief Pilot Graham Barren looked sourly out of the port, while Chief Assistant Tom Dugan prepared to turn over to him.


  “She’s all set, Gray—don’t go to sleep on watch,” Dugan said solicitously.


  Graham Barren looked at him with increased acidity.


  “I hope to hell I do. I’d just love to wrap that grinning mug of yours around an asteroid. I’d love that even more than going to sleep.”


  Dugan laughed.


  “Well, I won’t really worry. You’re a handy sort of freak, and I wouldn’t mind so much myself being that way. Why, just think of your ‘meteoric rise’ in the Service. Without your ‘rare and interesting’ affliction, you wouldn’t be half the man you are. Why, I wouldn’t know you if I saw you asleep.”


  Gray Barren looked at his chief assistant dourly.


  “I wish you’d get it, too. Or bugs in your bunk. You at least get a rest and a chance to forget inhere you are.”


  “Hm-m-m—maybe so. But think of all the work such a man you accomplishes in a lifetime. Why, while I waste a third of my young and useful life, you work on endlessly, always alert—always vigorous.”


  Gray snorted.


  Dugan laughed, as he swung, himself, daftly toward his bunk. The ship was still decelerating toward the sixty-mile-a-second speed she would maintain on her two-year trip to Pluto. Gray Barren settled himself in his bucket seat more comfortably, with wide-open eyes straight ahead. They were still in the Earth’s gravity, still in danger from meteors deflected toward Earth by its far-flung attraction. They had to round the sun, a slight, and unimportant increase in the three billion mile trip to Pluto, and presently the sun’s pull exceeded Earth’s.


  The speed mounted swiftly as the ship fell toward the primary. The rockets roared steadily, softly, droning a message that was a snoring lullaby to the cook, the mechanic, the engineer, and the chief assistant, after eighteen hours of steady duty. To Barren, it was simply another sound. He had been on steady duty for thirty-two years. In all his life, Gray Barren had never slept. At three he had been a curiosity of the medical world. At four, when they had learned how to make selective stains for X-ray work, they found the secret. A very minor portion of his brain was missing. The sleep center. He never had slept. He never would sleep.


  Naturally, he had drifted into the transport business, taking two men’s jobs that he might find occupation always. Naturally he had been shifted to space-duty, where constant alertness is the price of safety.


  To Barren there was no tiredness, no sleepiness. He made a wonderful space pilot. He rested, when he felt he could spare the time, but he never slept. He could not, and the dreary two-year run to Pluto, the dreary two-year run back, were an eternity of wakeful emptiness to him.


  THE seventh day they passed the sun, at some one-hundred and forty miles a second, with all screens up, rocketing by in a parabolic orbit that swept them out toward Pluto. Gradually they slowed under the sun’s drag as day after day drifted into weeks and then months. Mars they passed coming slowly around in its orbit, Jupiter one-third of the way around the sun was ahead, and “below” in the plane of the ecliptic. They had swerved up and out of the plane to pass the asteroid belt at a safe distance.


  The Minor Planets were behind now, the asteroids below, and far ahead, the domain of the Majors, the space of mighty distances. The Minor Planets, huddling near the sun, gave way to the majestic Majors spread at enormous distances. Half a billion miles to Jupiter, it was. Their trip would be one-fifth completed, for their speed was higher here, before the drag of the sun slowed them to their base speed.


  Dugan was on duty, Gray Barren sitting beside him, talking and watching with him as they swung far and high toward the orbit of Jupiter. This orbit was as unsafe as the asteroids, for chasing Jupiter round and round eternally, in the same orbit, came the Trojan Planets, centering at sixty and one hundred and twenty degrees from Jupiter. In the orbit, spread out in diminishing numbers all about. The sixty degree Trojans were near now, tiny worlds following in imitation of the giant, in his very footsteps, three years behind him.


  “Funny little worlds. Are any of the other planets tailed that way?” asked Dugan speculatively.


  “Probably riot. Jupiter grabbed those himself from the asteroids, and no other planet could have done it.”


  “Hm-m—grabbed ’em how? I wouldn’t say he had ’em.”


  “You know the why of the breaks in Saturn’s Ring System?” asked Barren.


  “You mean why it’s striped, instead of a single band? Periodic tidal influence of Saturn’s major moons, isn’t it?”


  “Yes. The asteroids are the sun’s Rings, Jupiter his major moon. The asteroids occur in three main belts, and several minor ones. An asteroid that revolved in exactly one-third the time Jupiter did would get three kicks a year from Jupiter’s pull. In exactly half the time, two kicks, two-thirds the time, two kicks every three years. That makes bands where no orbit is stable, and so there aren’t any planetoids.


  “These Trojan planets were once in unstable orbits perhaps seven-eighths, and finally got kicked hard enough so that they were forced into an orbit that was stable—here in Jupiter’s own, where he has no influence on them. The Major Planets helped, of course, to make it stable here by their influence on them, and Jupiter still ruled them a bit, so they fell into the sixty and one hundred and twenty positions.”


  Dugan scratched his head.


  “Couldn’t Saturn collect some that way, too?”


  “Jupiter would grab them and pull them back on the way out. If they went beyond Jupiter, Jupiter’s pull would tend to pull them back. Inside, his tidal action pulls them out.”


  “Hm-m. Too bad Earth hasn’t some. They’d make handy starting stations for Pluto—wouldn’t have to—duck—down—” Dugan sounded like a phonograph running down. Gray Barren started up instantly, staring at him. Dugan, wide awake, new on his shift, had fallen asleep in the space between three words!


  “Mac!” roared Barren. Simultaneously, as he called for his engineer, he pulled Dugan out of the seat, and slid into his place. “Mac—come here, Dugan’s passed out!” And then Barren listened. There was not a sound in the ship. It seemed a ship of the dead, until suddenly a soft ripping sound from behind made His face tense even more. That was the utterly unique “cloth-saw” snore of MacMurdy, the engineer! And Mac had just come on shift, too!


  BARREN reached over to Dugan suddenly, pulling him easily across the floor of the nearly weightless ship. He shook him until his head seemed about to snap off his neck. He slapped him vigorously, then listened tensely for his heartbeat. His heart was beating strongly, with the deep, regular, easy beat of sleeping man.


  Gray Barren looked at the man sourly. “Methinks something’s all-fired wrong,” he muttered. He looked out of the great thermalite port, and swung the ship on its gyros through a complete circle, so it was traveling backward, and he could see what had been behind him.


  There was nothing whatsoever to be seen outside. Gray sniffed deeply, testing the air with his nostrils.


  There was no unfamiliar odor.


  And then he noticed the radio-frequency ozonizer. It was shooting a soundless discharge four feet long into the room, washing its insulated pedestal with an eerie, blue light that was quite unfamiliar.


  Barren reached for a tumbler instantly—and even more rapidly snapped his arm back as a snapping discharge ran up his arm, almost paralyzing it.


  “And that proves my contention,” he said aloud. “It isn’t in the ship, by Pluto!” Again he swung, the ship about its gyros, avoiding the ozonizer tumbler. The flame discharge died momentarily as the ship swung, to increase again as it pointed head on once more. Barren swung the ship back, very slowly, until the flame reached a minimum. He noted the gyro settings, and swung the ship the other way. One hundred and eighty degrees away, the flame reached another, equal minimum. At ninety degrees it reached a maximum. Barren set it on the maximum, and looked dead ahead. Only blank space showed, and the unwinking stars of space, and, the tiny Trojan Planets.


  Then he saw it! A moving dot of light down there! Another ship in space! And at the same moment, weight, a faint acceleration not produced by rockets, came.


  As quick as thought, Barren’s hand darted to the rocket control. The ship leaped straight forward with a roar of the emergency rocket drive. Ten Earth gravities slapped Barren flat in his seat, consciousness nearly gone. Abruptly, the acceleration of the ship dropped, yet the rockets thundered on, loud and harsh!


  Again his hand streaked out, as it was released of the crushing weight by the interfering force. His face went white and tense, and behind the set lines of his lips, his mind was working at lightning speed.


  “Jupiter it is, by the Gods of space! Jupiter, with two and a half Earth gravities as normal. Speed is nothing, nor acceleration!” His hands moved again, with a slower, surer motion. The ship pitched and tossed, rocked to the drive and counter-drive of emergency flaming rockets. He was shaken in his seat, back and forth, while the strange counter-force again and again partially neutralized his accelerations.


  Still he persisted, working with a grim, slow determination. His mind calculated constantly, thinking with untiring, swift precision, while the carefully used acceleration thrust the ship first one way, and then another. Each blast sent him slightly ahead; slowly his speed was stepping up.


  It was hard work. Only a freak could have done it.


  CHAPTER III


  The Sleep Ray


  DUGAN woke to a ship that was quiet. Every trace of rocket rumble was gone. He was lying on a temporary bunk in the control room, held down by the rubber restraining sheet that made it possible to lie in a bunk in a weightless ship. Immediately he became aware of two things. Barren was standing over him with a hypodermic needle in one hand, a small tube in the other.


  Dugan was very sorry he had awakened. He ached from head to foot, as though from a terrible beating. His left arm, he realized, was very, very painful, and seemed peculiarly stiff. He groaned, and looked at it. It was neatly splinted and bandaged.


  “Who got mad at me?” he asked, looking out through his left eye at Barren. He realized it wasn’t a very good eye, but the right was worse, and sorer.


  “I don’t know exactly,” replied Barren. “I couldn’t catch the name, but that’s all right. He didn’t catch us. But I think it was either Priam or Hector. Anyway, he came from the Trojan Planets at sixty, fought like a hero, and held on like grim death. He’s probably a hell of a good scout when you know him, but I don’t want to, so I left.”


  “Where’s Mac?”


  “Not so lucky,” said Barren grimly. “Trailing along behind about half a mile off. He’s got company, though. Brady and John are both with him.”


  “Dead?” gasped Dugan softly. “What—”


  “I stopped to wedge you down between the pilot seat and the wall with my feet after you had taken only a few tumbles. I couldn’t leave to strap them down, and, anyway, I think Mac socked his head on the rocket-tube head on the first jump. It’s rather messy back there. John was working in the galley, and a cleaver fell off on him under ten g’s. It flopped around back there with assorted pans and cutlery for nearly seventy-two hours. It took me several hours to get used to that place. Brady was in the rear end of the ship, got wedged pretty quickly, evidently. So I dropped ’em all out in space.”


  Dugan looked at him for a minute, and his face went white, then greenish. When he was through being sick he lay back weakly.


  “What in God’s name was it?”


  “A ship from the Trojan Planets.” His voice became professorial, reflective. “I’ve always held that a paralysis ray was impossible because if it acted on muscles it would paralyze the heart, which is another muscle just like the voluntary muscles, and if it acted on nerves, it couldn’t find any distinction for the voluntary and involuntary muscles. My error. The gentleman back there had a beautiful solution. It acted on the sleep-center of the brain.


  “Unfortunately, I haven’t one. I’m a permanent insomniac, and even the sleep-ray apparently offers no hope. You went out like a light in the space of three words, never knowing what hit you. I didn’t either, because I wasn’t affected at all. I found out, though.


  “Somebody wanted our ship. I got kind of worried toward the end, because we haven’t enough fuel left how to slow for a proper landing at Pluto. We have an excellent chance of seeing Alpha Centauri at close hand if we don’t hit right. Plenty of energy, but no water to throw off.”


  “You burned all the water?” gasped Dugan. “There was water enough to stop us—one and a half times.”


  “I used emergency acceleration for nearly seventy-five hours running.”


  “God, man, you’re not human. No human-being could stand that for seventy-five hours!”


  “That’s what I figured. So did Hector. He stopped hectoring me after a while.”


  “BUT what happened—what was it?”


  “A ship from the Trojan Planets. He had a tractor beam of some sort, with a pull like a ten-inch steel hawser. And a sleep ray. He put you out, and I began acting up. Evidently he figured everybody was out cold, the way he was approaching a strange ship, so I tried running. He slapped that beam on me, and came at me so fast I couldn’t believe it. Then I remembered he must have come from old Jup originally, and been used to real accelerations. Evidently he was. My ten g’s didn’t phase him.


  “He pulled up to about a hundred miles of me, and looked me over while I was cavorting. I decided the only hope was to make him think the mechanism had gone wrong, so I played it for all it was worth. And he played the fish at the end of the line for all it was worth. He wanted this ship. I’ll bet he wanted the energy we’re carrying, and about that time I wondered if it was such a strange ship.


  “Right now I wonder if there are any other ships like this between here and Pluto. Maybe Hector’s been making a collection. If so, they’ll all be dead out beyond there, from cold and lack of power. The last news we got from them, remember, was two years old. Hector may have been at work for three years or so, now. In which case it won’t matter if we miss Pluto.


  “Anyway, I kept trying to shake loose for seventy hours or so, and Hector must have been getting tired by that time. He, too, must have figured no man could stand it that long; it must be crazy machinery. And then came a little blessing. A nice meteor, making about forty miles a second toward a rendezvous with the sun, and going about one hundred miles per with respect to us. I spotted it on the detectors, and started some tricky angling. We’re shy the last ten feet of the ship, by the way.


  “That seemed to convince Hector, and I turned a bit of power loose in the leads back there. We’ve got an awful lot of power on board and I thought it was a good cause. Evidently Some of the leads were shorted, as I had hoped. Anyway, the whole rear end started shining. I turned on the rockets for straight acceleration at two gravities and made it wobble. Hector let me go. Most remarkably persistent cuss, though.


  “I had to rest for several Hours after that before I set about cleaning up. Your arm ought to be about healed. You’ve been out a heck of a time. I thought it might be a good idea to start you going again. Those bruises you collected are almost healed now. You should have seen yourself about ten days ago.


  “Great God, man. Attacked in space—is there some pirate race in this System? One we’ve never suspected?


  “I know it. Hector didn’t seem the friendly kind. Maybe he didn’t want to be suspected, and we never did poke into Jupiter far, you know. Whatever Hector’s made of, it’s tough stuff, to live on that place.


  “All our fuel’s gone. There’s no way to warn Earth. Pluto is probably dead. And—two weeks behind us those other fellows are following blindly into that trap!”


  BARREN looked at his companion with a hard eye.


  “You think that I haven’t thought of that? Haven’t been thinking of it for days, while you slept, thinking of it twenty-four hours every day? There isn’t one blessed thing we can do. Radio doesn’t work here, where there’s no Heaviside Layer to protect it from the sun’s radiations. Searchlights can’t carry the distance from here to the next ship. We can’t turn back, for two reasons.


  “They may, however, have started that collection only recently, and the devils out there on Pluto may be dying for lack of power, the billions of kilowatt hours we carry. I figured that, with no machinery running, they could heat three domes for nearly a year on the power we carry, and feed their people and heat the place for three months—if we had all our power. As it is, we carry two months’ life for them, if we land intact.”


  “Yeah—but how can we, with nothing to discharge, nothing to repel us?”


  “We have something to discharge. Not a lot, about enough to slow us by fifteen miles a second. Sun-drag and all will leave us only about twenty miles a second, then. But I’m not going to use it that way. Pluto has some air, and it’s awfully cold air. I think we may be able to use that for a brake; if we have some maneuvering power.”


  “What! Brake a ship—air-brake it? From twenty miles a second?”


  “No, from thirty. We won’t use that fifteen miles a second fuel. We’ll need something else than braking—we need maneuverability.”


  “It’s impossible,” said Dugan wearily, settling back.


  “But we may as well try. It’ll take us nearly eighteen months now. That’s a lot of time to figure.”


  Dugan only stared at him.


  CHAPTER IV


  Emergency Landing


  THEY had time to figure. Gray Barren had twenty-four hours a day for eighteen months, and Dugan had eighteen a day for an equal time. First they checked the ship very thoroughly, then they calculated stresses, accelerations, a thousand things. They calculated and discussed very leisurely for six months, with lots of time and nothing to do in the end—but die. And then they rigged up sortie weird apparatus.


  They put a large bathtub, big enough for the two of them, squarely in front of the control board. Then they insulated the controls extraordinarily, after three months of work and thought, so that they wouldn’t get any back-kick from the electric circuits, while trying to control. And they rigged up pulley-controls, so they could control while lying flat in water, the little water left.


  Then they sawed free the broken beryllium plates from the tail of the ship, where the meteor had slapped it, and spot-welded them on very securely as huge fins’. They added control surfaces, which made the whole ship look like some madman’s dream of an airplane, with fifty stubby wings at wrong angles.


  The wings, they hoped, would hold the ship, the crazy, broken ship, in a cockeyed parabola around Pluto, and through Pluto’s atmosphere, when it reached that planet.


  They had lots of time. And they had space suits to work in, so they worked slowly, calculating much, and they didn’t know the viscosity of Pluto’s upper atmosphere because nobody had ever thought to measure it, and they didn’t know the aerodynamic resistance of that smashed tail, because nobody had ever expected to measure a thing as crazy as that. And, of course, they didn’t have fuel enough to make any real corrections, and still land in one piece.


  Gray Barren made some wonderful and fearful extrapolations. He calculated that their crazy ark would ride the thin, cold air of Pluto at an elevation of 15 miles, and at a speed of half a mile a second, on the wings.


  Toni Dugan laughed.


  “If this rolling-pin will float in anything less dense than mercury at less speed than ten miles a second, I’ll drink it.”


  “You can make a parachute, and jump out, if you wish,” suggested Barren.


  “In that air? Parachute descent on Earth—sixteen feet a second. With a half-acre parachute on Pluto you drop forty a second. I’ll stick to this old space-hog.”


  “Hm-m-m—it’s highly probable you’ll stick so tight they’ll scrape yon up with putty knives,” agreed Barren. “We can but try, though. I’d rather go out in a nice blaze of glory than starve to death en route to the Lesser Magellanic Cloud.”


  “Maybe the guy you land on, on Pluto, wouldn’t,” ventured Dugan. “What shall we aim for? That’s one thing we haven’t decided.”


  Barren stared at him in mock distaste.


  “These finicky people! We’ll aim for Pluto, of course. If we hit it at all, we’re damned good. If we happen to hit a city, there’s nothing I can do about it. But, remember, the cities don’t really cover much territory on the planet.”


  “They might not welcome us very heartily if we landed on Tarragoon. That’s the only power source on the planet, which same must be the dearly beloved darling of the people right now.”


  “If we land this can successfully, we will be darlings, too. Go on to bed, you lazy hound. You’ve been rubbing your eyes in a disgusting fashion for two hours. I keep forgetting you have to sleep.”


  BARREN and Dugan had programmed their work well. It was finished a month out from Pluto, and for a month they had nothing to do but recheck calculations and the crazy patchwork they’d slapped on the outside of the hull. Meanwhile, slowly, slowly Pluto enlarged in the void ahead.


  FOUR hours previous to the test, Gray Barren, lay down, and rested. Dugan slept the clock around in preparation’. They were approaching Pluto at thirty-one point seven miles a second. Months of work had prepared elaborate charts and tables for every conceivable speed and angle.


  When Dugan woke up Barren was already at the controls; carefully checking tiny bursts of the precious rockets, directing them more accurately at the exact angle he wanted. Pluto was a dim, white giant in utter darkness ahead. Already tiny light flecks indicated well-known places. Tarragoon shone dimly, as did Ranatook and Passamock. And, at the point of a triangle from Tarragoon and Ranatook, they saw a new spot. Dugan looked at it silently.


  “They aren’t dead yet, thank God,” he said at length.


  “I wonder how many ships got nabbed before us,” mused Barren. “These may be the last living people down there. They would stay in Passamock and Tarragoon—the biggest cities. Ranatook and that new one I don’t understand. Caesmatite City is dark, so are some of the others.”


  “There are some, anyway.”


  “Yeah. This is Saturday night. Get ready for your bath.”


  Dugan stripped off his uniform, ending with a tight-fitting elastic undersuit. He settled himself beside Barren, who was already prepared.


  “I hope you heated that water,” Dugan granted.


  “I did,” replied Barren. He turned the faucet. “Look out, here it comes.”


  The ship accelerated gently under a droning rocket push, and suddenly, a four-inch pipe spouted water into the “bathtub.” Both gasped simultaneously. Barren hadn’t exactly heated the water. It was ice-cold. He shut off the stream, shivering.


  “Hell, if your calculations are all that bad, I’m going to walk home,” sputtered Dugan. “Turn on some heat.” Dripping, he got out of the pool of icy water hurriedly and stood before the big heater, shaking. Barren was busy. Presently he turned the water on again, and yelped. Now it was a bit too warm.


  “Why didn’t we put a bath thermometer in here?” growled Barren. “Come on, Tom, it’s getting right now.”


  Presently their dotation tank was three-quarters full, and Barren relinquished the controls to Dugan while he put on the oxygen mask he had prepared. Then he took over while Dugan did the same.


  “Our periscope thing is fairly decent, at that,” commented Dugan, looking up to the mirror that reflected the scene outside the pilot window. Pluto was growing rapidly, with terrifying speed. The instruments on the control bank registered clearly in a second mirror.


  “Hm-m. But we’ve got work to do. Look out!” The ship lurched slightly, and the water and men rolled to one side of the tub. Dugan grunted.


  “If you hit any air pockets you’re apt to find yourself swimming along the ceiling, and drowning the instrument board.”


  “That would be tough,” agreed Barren. “Any suggestions?” He worked busily for a moment. “We’re headed right. We’re going to smack that air like a solid wall, though. Take a deep breath and count—”


  They hit the air. The fringes of Pluto’s faint, thin air. Instantly the ship screamed, her whole 200,000 ton mass shrieking in violent protest, and the men sank like leaden masses through the water, water that crushed suddenly on their chests.


  HALF conscious, Barren saw a faint glow appearing in the outer wall. The ship was almost red-hot! Then, in an instant, the acceleration was gone. The ship creaked in every giant strut as she resumed equilibrium, and the two men floated upward like corks.


  “The gravitometer’s broken,” said Barren painfully. “And that was just the first shock. The seventh is the worst!” In the mirror Dugan, could see the gravitometer needle twisted around the “Stop” pin at twenty-two gravities.


  “The flotation method saved us,” he said at length. “Normally, the gravity would have made us grease spots without the water. I must have weighed two and a half tons. God—what’s the seventh going to be like? You said we’d get only twenty gravities that time!”


  “Huh—I said we’d be going thirty-one miles a second, too. My error. Look out, we’re turning.”


  The ship pivoted around, twisted, then the rockets droned emergency acceleration as the ship swung back in a vast circle, to dive through the atmosphere again. The rockets were not being used to stop the ship, only to deflect her, and Pluto was helping, had helped already.


  But it was a day later when they dived into the planet’s air again, to be loaded now with nearly three tons of weight, while the ship’s weight became nearly six million tons. Only the hundreds of small fins, distributed over all the ship, and the utterly frigid air, thin as the average man-made “perfect vacuum,” made it possible.


  But the speed dropped under that harsh treatment. It dropped so they turned back in three-quarters of a day this time, and a third of a day the third time. And each time they underwent the terrific stress of those loads, each one greater than the last. But they were learning, becoming accustomed to impossible accelerations.


  And—the ship was shedding fins like a bird under a cat’s claws. It was shedding fins, and plates, and even great, structural members, members that shrieked like meteors through Pluto’s thin air, alarming and warning the millions on the planet.


  ON PLUTO, five million eyes were watching that mad ship, watching with hearts in throats. Something was wrong, horribly, horribly wrong. But whatever tins mad messenger might mean, it had meaning, it had information. As each shattered fin screamed to the planet, the people groaned. Each time as it shot, unchecked, out into space again, they groaned. Each time it returned, mad rockets flaming, they groaned.


  And in it Barren and Dugan groaned under the load. At last the fatal seventh trip came—and passed. Behind them, a third of the fins lay broken, wrested free. But Barren sighed in relief.


  “She’s under what you might call control, now, if the rest of the fins stick on. I’d like to plaster on a few more, but I can’t now. We’ll hit again in half an hour, I guess, and I have to hold her in this time, if I’m going to land without wrecking it. I’ve just about enough rockets. I’d like to make Desolation Plain.”


  “You’ve eight miles a second to handle; orbital speed is five,” said Dugan.


  “Yeah—but at this speed, even with the fins I have left, I have a hell of a lot of lift to hold me down and brake with. Most of the fins that tore off seemed to have been brake-fins rather than lift-fins. They got more strain. Here, take this pump lead, and when I say ‘dump,’ you pull that. That’ll let the water out. If you don’t, we’ll have that control board swimming, and be minus control altogether.”


  “This bathtub would be inconvenient in the switchboard,” nodded Dugan. “I never did like taking baths, but this has been the queerest bath I ever took. I’ll be glad to get out of it.”


  Air shrieked outside. The ship heeled again, the great members groaning under terrific loads. Abruptly the rending cry of tom metal echoed, the pop of exploding rivets and broken welds, the long-drawn howl of stretching members. That didn’t bother them any more. They were used, to that. They labored in the water, their breathing a terrible torture. Barren’s face was white and set with intense concentration and pain.


  “Damn—lift—fin. I’m—afraid we’re—slipping,” he labored. An unusually loud shriek of parting metal was followed by an abrupt smack and thud throughout the ship, then a sudden increase in weight. Barren moved instantly, laboriously. The weight decreased, and a tortured smile appeared. “Main—member thirty—seven. Five of the brake—fins. Lots—of—lift.”


  The ship howled and shuddered, and the thin, cold air shrieked in torment for half an hour. But the ship was completely under control. Twelve times they circled the planet, biting deeper and deeper into the air, before Barren called “Dump,” and the water sucked out of the flotation tank.


  The ship was slowing far more swiftly now. Gray Barren was looking at his charts and tables, calculating swiftly, mentally.


  “We’re just about going to make Desolation Plain. Near Tarragoon. Be there in a minute.”


  DUGAN made no answer. Barren looked at him and grinned.


  “The lazy dog—he’s gone to sleep!”


  Dugan woke, heavy-eyed, his mouth thick, and tasting like the inside of an old shoe, wakened by the silence.


  Barren was rising, stretching, rubbing incredibly stiff, muscles. He looked down at Dugan. “Hello. You are a help. We’re here!”


  “You landed this impossible can?”


  “Well, it isn’t falling any more, and it seems to be standing still. I took a look back-side. The skin’s gone hallway, which must have been a big help; it certainly increased air resistance. Landing wasn’t bad. I even have three-quarters of a ton of water left.”


  Dugan snorted. “Three-quarters of a ton! One gravity for seven hundred seconds!”


  “There’s a procession of sortie kind coming out from Tarragoon. They’re comin’ hell fop leather, too. I used the telescope, and it looked like old Horensen Was riding in the first one with Doc Norden.”


  “Old Horensen! The old boy would get through. I wonder if Hector tangled with him at all?”


  “Don’t know. But I hope they get here soon. The air tanks went out with that thirty-seven member, and we haven’t arty air left. I guess they will, though.”


  CHAPTER V


  Norden’s Experiments


  BARREN looked info Pilot-Commander Horensen’s eyes and smiled.


  “And,” he finished, “it wasn’t much of a trick to land after that. But do you mind my saying that I think the driver of this snow-car is either a homicidal maniac or has no respect for his neck? I worked awfully hard for mine, and I wish he’d either stay at least six inches from the edge of that canyon, or drive slower than seventy miles an hour.”


  Horensen chuckled deep in his throat.


  “Don’t tell me you’re nervous. I saw you land your ship. You were scattering mainframe members all over Pluto. I didn’t think there would be so much left.”


  “The main question, still unsettled,” broke in Norden, “is the amount of energy you have left.”


  “Main accumulator banks one through twenty-seven are untouched,” Barren answered. “We drained twenty-nine, and thirty, and twenty-eight is about three quarters gone. In other words, about ninety percent delivery left. The same applies to the machinery we were delivering. That was pretty well tied down, and only a few things seem to have broken loose. We have some junk for you, I think.”


  Norden shrugged his head. “I wonder what it would be. Oh—I know. And, by Pluto, I can use it, if it’s what: I think. Hard to remember—I ordered it four years and more ago.”


  “I hope it’s what you want, then. Because I rather think you won’t be getting any more shipments for another four years or so—if at all. What I hate to think of,” complained Barren, “is that flock of good guys I know who are plowing blindly into that damned trap one after another, I have an uncomfortable feeling Hector’s pals won’t know the difference between the larder and the passengers any better than they know the difference between ‘meum’ and ‘teum’.”


  Horensen growled deep, in his throat and looked away.


  “Barney O’Malley was following you,” he stated gutturally.


  “He isn’t any more,” replied Barren concisely. “We were better than twenty miles, under speed for the last two months. He would have passed us.”


  “I think I must learn, how to be without sleep,” said Horensen, “You’ve got to now to survive in space.”


  “If,” said Norden practically, “we started a ship back now, it would get there in two years. In three years enough of a fleet could be started to do a little investigating. In four years a supply fleet could have been started put toward us, perhaps. That makes six years before effective help could reach us. We aren’t a bit better off—because our supplies can’t last even one-twelfth that time. I don’t, think, you saved your neck to much purpose, Gray.”


  “Well, maybe not, but anyway I’ll have someone to bury me here. I hate floating in space. Mac and Brady and John followed us in sight for six weeks, and I don’t like floating like that forever.”


  The whine of the air prop and the soft scrunch of the snow under the ski-caterpillar treads were the only sounds for long minutes. Tarragoon Falls was a bare cliff, now. There were no falls to the left of the winding trail; all the power was being used.


  “We haven’t made any progress,” sighed Norden. Slowly grim determination came into his face. “Gray, where did you study?”


  Gray Barren looked at him speculatively. “I majored in physics at Cal Tech. But I’m a rotten mathematician. I got hooked into Transport and shifted to Interplanetary because I didn’t sleep. I’ve kept up on the Journal pretty steadily, except those four-year blanks I hit taking these trips, but you can do a lot of studying when you’re alone on watch in space, and never sleep.”


  “I thought you took physics,” said Norden quietly. “There isn’t a ghost of a show for us Devil’s, here, and I guess you’re a Devil perforce for the duration of the emergency as they used to say, in any known thing. Do you reason the way I do?”


  “I did an awful lot of reasoning in eighteen months. Dean. I started thinking about this about sixteen months before you did, and while I had a few other things to worry about, I sort of reached some conclusions, too. I don’t want to be discouraging, exactly, but old Pluto can support about one—no, three thousand people, now. And there were two and a third millions here, the last I knew!”


  “And a half, now,” said Norden. “Life follows its usual course, even here, displays its characteristic of multiplication.”


  “Well, there’s nothing known that’ll help you. That leaves a lot, though.


  Dean Norden answered sourly.


  “Yes. The strange things we don’t know about. They’re lots bigger than the known, but harder to use, I fear.”


  “Oh, well,” grinned Barren, “necessity always was fruitful.”


  GRAY BARREN’S and Tom Dugan’s luggage had already been transported to Norden’s house when they, returned from the Government House. Norden looked tired and drawn. Dugan immediately went to bed. Gray looked at Norden quizzically.


  “Ah, there, lazy-bones. Rim along to bed. I want to rest a bit myself. I suppose you sat up and watched us cavorting overhead.”


  Norden smiled.


  “All Pluto did for the last four days. They knew you were probably bringing power—and news. The people silently hoped the power chain had reknit.”


  “Go on and sleep,” ordered Barren. “I’m appropriating this couch here.”


  Norden followed Dugan into retirement while Barren made himself comfortable on the couch. Half an hour later the musical moans and snorts from Norden’s room amused and disturbed him, and he raised his lank form from the couch and started rummaging slowly through the house. Presently he found Norden’s library, and ran through, it rapidly. The newest books were two years old; he had newer ones on the ship, and he’d read all these. There were no new reports.


  He walked slowly about, out into the laboratory, snooping, looking, trying. Presently he found Norden’s note-cabinet, and started in on it. The sounds from outside disturbed him, the unfamiliar-sounds of life after two years of eternal silence. The people were noisy tonight, noisier than they had been for weeks, noisy over the landing of the ship from Earth.


  Barren turned back to the file cabinet, skip-reading through pages and pages of notes, analyses; test runs. He grunted softly.


  “This bird Norden man must work day and night to turn out all that stuff. He must have analyzed for every prospector on the planet. The census takers could save a lot of work just using this file. But he doesn’t seem to have done—ah, there it is! Good Lord, how did that man get time for all this?”


  Barren had found Norden’s private, experimental file. It consisted of two drawers full of carefully typed sheets of experimental data, largely characterized by an ending, “N.G., damn.” Gray smiled. He took out both drapers and went back, seating himself comfortably on the couch. Presently he whistled, rose, and returned with two more drawers filled with pages of calculations.


  Barren’s respect for Norden grew by leaps and bounds, as he vainly tried to follow the analyses and derivations the man had run off. He got along, fairly well with integrals and differentials, recognized matrix processes, and tensors well enough to follow, though he’d never been able to lead, but he finally ran up against something that stranded him hopelessly. It was a seventeen-page solution of an equation of the order of x9. He looked at the solution, and tested the values by substitution with interest. It rather surprised him to see that they fitted.


  Then Barren tried again to follow the calculations. Half an Hour later he gave up in despair.


  “For the life of me, I can’t figure out what he’s doing,” he muttered, “or what he’s doing it for—”


  A CHUCKLE startled him. Norden was up again, looking at the sheets Barren had just laid down.


  “Solution of that noventic in Group Theory? You’re not alone in that. I didn’t know what I was doing or what I was doing it to, either.”


  “Well, it’s all beyond me,” sighed Barren. “What sort of stuff do you eat for breakfast here?”


  Norden’s face became grimmer. “We eat as little as we can live on, and we don’t cook it. That takes power unnecessarily. Mostly synthite foods, anyway.”


  Barren laughed good-naturedly.


  “That’s no change for me. I’ve been at it for two years. But I still find it a useful habit. Let’s go.”


  “I think I’ll try that, too,” came Dugan’s heavy voice. “Have a nice nap. Gray?” he asked chuckling.


  “No, wise guy, while you lazed away the hours, I, with my eternal, springing energy, tried to follow this man’s math. He has a trick He calls mathematics. He does something he. doesn’t know what to something he doesn’t know what, mathematically. The only trouble is, he gets the right answer. I still don’t believe him, but he’s got the answer to an equation he certainly couldn’t get any other way.”


  Dugan grinned.


  “Well, my stomach is shouting an equation to me—and I’d like to solve it!” he said. “Let’s eat!”


  The food was simple enough, artificially flavored solids, artificially compacted jelly-like proteins held in a mesh-work of woven threads of digestible carbohydrates. Their artificiality was blatant, but they filled lean stomachs, and supplied vital energy in almost totally digestible form. For drinking they had a slightly stimulating, clear-colored liquid, flavored with citric acid, synthetic orange oil and sweetened with glucose.


  CHAPTER VI


  Power for Pluto


  BARREN seemed thoughtful as he ate. Finally he spoke.


  “I raided your files, Dean, and—by the way, I don’t see how you got time to do all that analysis work and experiments, too.”


  Norden laughed.


  “I fool ’em. Did you notice that battery of spectroscopes? Most of the analysts here go after the stuff chemically. I put a hunk in an arc, and get a complete analysis record in an hour.”


  “You can’t read a spectrogram that fast.”


  “No—which is why the others don’t use that method. I have one of those spectro-analyzers.”


  Barren whistled.


  “I didn’t know you had that much wealth, Norden. You’re a bloated plutocrat, as they used to say. Those things cost about twenty thousand dollars, don’t they?”


  Norden nodded.


  “I sank every penny I could gather in that machine,” he answered. “Bought it back on Earth before I came out. It has paid me well, because the men like my quick analyses. For a while they questioned thy accuracy, but I offered the sum of one thousand dollars to any one that found my analyses wrong.”


  “I thought you had put all you had in that gadget,” Barren said, puzzled. “How would you have paid up?”


  Norden smiled.


  “I never make mistakes. They never found out I was broke.”


  Gray Barren smiled in admiration.


  “To get back to your notes,” he said, “I see you have been playing around with atomic structure, and evidently, from some of your matrix mechanics there, thinking of atomic energy.”


  “Yes—condensation of hydrogen to heavier elements. Helium particularly. This world has more hydrogen than needed to balance the oxygen, and no energy. Atomic energy is our only chance.”


  Barren nodded. “Yes. That would be very convenient. Solve all our problems. But the most practical stunt would be to use the energy already freed by the sun. We’d have to perfect a solar energy collector.”


  Norden snorted.


  “Where are you going to do that—on Mercury? It is a bit dilute out this way, you know. I don’t really see how you could.”


  “I’ve been playing with that problem for the last eighteen months,” continued Barren. “Do you know how much energy is available here? It’s dilute, all right. But—Pluto has a good bit of collecting surface.”


  “Heat-energy you mean? I never stopped to calculate the exact power Pluto does absorb from the sun, because that energy is at such a low level of availability. It’s only about seventy degrees above absolute zero.”


  “Not very hot. But there’s more heat in a ton of liquid air than in an ounce of liquid steel. And there’s an awful lot of tonnage here.”


  NORDEN shrugged.


  “You’ve got a sort of worm’s-eye view of heat, though,” he said. “You would have to crawl down awfully low to have that heat fall down on you very effectively. To get the energy loose, you’d have to work from an even lower temperature, and, God knows, this place has low temperatures to start with.”


  “There’s still about one hundred and, fifty billion horsepower available, though,” Barren persisted.


  “That’s not a heck of a lot, even so. But do you really think heat energy is the best bet? That’s actually the energy received from the sun constantly. But how much sun power does this planet receive?”


  “Astronomically speaking, it’s a drop in the bucket, but astronomical drops in astronomical buckets are so terrifically big,” Barren pointed out.


  Norden shrugged his head negatively. “I’m afraid it’s even more hopeless than atomic energy. At least the sun does it with atomic energy, but nothing can use this energy of such low availability as this way we have.”


  “My good man, your reasoning is pie-eyed,” Barren snapped. “What’s holding this city now?” he asked.


  “Tarragoon Falls. You’re right, by Pluto! That is an indirect means of making heat energy available. The vapor is lifted and carried by heat, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, I thought so. But we need something better than that. Look here, when you put an atom in a powerful magnetic field, the electrons rotating about the nucleus act like current-conveying wires in a coil. They’re susceptible to action by a magnetic field. If they are lined up right, you can make the electrons move out by the impressed magnetic field, or, if they are going the other way, they move in. Right?”


  “So they told me in school,” replied Norden.


  “Well, you’re lifting the electrons out in their orbits. That takes energy—heat energy, for instance. Now, if you could make them do that violently enough you might get a real heat absorber. Then, when the magnetic field was released, they’d collapse to normal, and release the energy they absorbed—but at a higher potential!”


  Norden laughed.


  “I give up,” he said. “Let’s go play with your idea.”


  HORENSEN walked into the laboratory slowly, a few weeks later. “I just came from Government House. That makes three ships that haven’t come after yours, Gray,” he reported.


  Barren looked up from his work with a savage face.


  “I know it,” he said grimly, his eyes blazing. “And Earth is probably sending those fellows out there—out to that death trap. Three months of it now. For three months Hector’s pals have been sniping off those ships like one-two-three, with never a chance for them to fight back, and never a chance for us out here to live.”


  “Have you learned anything? Any chance of discovering some new type of energy?” Horensen said hopefully.


  “Yes. We’ve learned seven hundred and ninety-three new, blind alleys in mathematics. We’ve learned seven hundred and ninety-four new, useless experiments in physics. We’re even about ready to try some of Norden’s craziest mathematical madness. And we’ve used power enough to feed ten men doing it. That is the worst.” Horensen shook his big head slowly. “Don’t get mad, Gray. That won’t do any good. That power isn’t wasted. It all comes out as heat, anyway, doesn’t it?”


  Barren pushed back his hair with one hand, and his taut face relaxed.


  “Attaboy, squarehead. I wish I could sleep once in a while, just so I could forget it. Remember that I have been working at this for nine weeks, steadily, never a minute off for my mind. Norden’s done all the math, of course, the real things. I’m just the help, but he does get sleep. And I haven’t your calmness. You Norsemen must pick it up opt of the ice you are born on.”


  Horensen’s race broke into a slow smile.


  “I hope you win out, Gray,” he, said, as he left the room.


  Barren waved good-by, turned, back to his work. He was trying to get spectrograms of hydrogen atoms in peculiar magnetic fields, and the usual multiple difficulties beset him, Half an hour’s trying convinced him, and he decided to try a stroboscopic effect Two hour’s work got a slotted disc on a motor arranged in front of his spectroscope slit. Two seconds’ Operation heaved the Plotted disc in fragments all over the room. The slots weakened it so it wouldn’t hold together at the speeds he needed.


  Then he tried putting an interrupter in a gas discharge, so that the gas discharge itself was stroboscopic. It took two hours to get a plate, develop.it, and run an analysis on it. The analyzer, instead of giving him, as it should, a series of spectrum-line numbers with a wavy line representing line intensity, turned out a motion picture film of a counter in action, with a gray haze overcasting the scene. The discharge in the tube built up so slowly that the magnetic field simply shifted it progressively across the field, changing its character slowly and uniformly.


  WHEN Norden returned, Barren was patiently trying the analyzer on a final result. He’d got a clean plate finally. By scurrying all over Tarragoon, he’d found a polarimeter in the synthite food mills, borrowed it, and by rotating the polarizer head on a motor, had gotten a fairly decent stroboscope—and lost half the data he wanted because the light was polarized. That was half the problem, anyway.


  Norden looked at the results silently for a moment.


  “Interesting, but unimportant, I fear,” he announced.


  “You’re right, Dean,” agreed Barren. “But it took me three days to find that out, though. Well, I’ll know how to do it next time, anyway. What do we do next?”


  “I think I’ll just go completely nuts,” replied Norden, “and set up that apparatus for trying the hydrogen atom expansion.”


  Barren looked at him, “You’ll blow your fool head off if it works. Though I think you’re still a pretty good risk.”


  “I’m going to work outside the Dome anyway,” Norden said. “It can’t do any damage out there.”


  Barren laughed. “There was a fellow at Cal Tech, Smitty Andrews, working on perchlorates. Somebody in the analytical department asked him what the solubility of lead perchlorate in methyl alcohol was, and the fool decided to try it out for them. He sort of felt it might explode, so he took his mess out in the courtyard. Where it could blow up in the open air.


  “He knew his chemistry. It did. It broke every Window facing on that, courtyard. About a hundred and fifty of us got down there in a hurry to take the remains over to the infirmary or the morgue, as indicated.


  But Smitty was sitting on a rock, working like fury on hid slide rule.”


  “I take it you mean I ought to go a long way off,” laughed Norden.


  “Or use your head and leave it alone,” Barren said coldly. “Smitty knew pretty well the stuff would blow up, and if it was that explosive, what good would it do the analytical department to know it anyway? They couldn’t use it.”


  Norden ignored the ominous warning. “You’ll help me set up the apparatus, won’t you?” he asked blithely.


  CHAPTER VII


  Norden’s Machine


  THOUGHTFULLY, Barren surveyed Norden’s machine, days later. Pilot Commander Horensen, on a chair in the corner, eyed them curiously.


  “I wish you’d give up this crazy search for a new power, Dean,” Barren pleaded. “I hate picking up the scattered fragments of men. And I got all of that I wanted on the way out here, after Hector got through with us.”


  “I’ll bet this machine won’t blow up,” said Norden grimly.


  Barren laughed, bent over a lathe.


  “Ha—are you telling me? You’re betting your—uh—anatomy on it. I’ll bet it won’t, too. It probably won’t do one blasted thing. You can check that math of yours all you want to, but inasmuch as you’re the one who did it in the first place, and there’s no one else on the planet that can follow it, that doesn’t mean a thing. I’ve checked my own work too many times to think a man’s own check means anything. That’s why we have assistant navigators.


  “Personally I, th—whoa! Hey—come and take it, Dean!”


  Barren left his machine in a hurry, running for an extinguisher and Dean Norden dropped what he was doing and ran. The slender magnesium bar Gray Barren had been machining was burning, burning with the intense brilliant flame of magnesium-metal. Horensen moved with an agility unsuspected from his seat in the corner, bringing into play a liquid carbon dioxide extinguisher. He had.it playing on the thing in an instant, filling the area with the CO2.


  “Out of the Way, squarehead,” called Barren cheerfully, staggering up with a massive cylinder of argon. “It takes he-man stuff to put that out.” He set the tank down with a thunk, and opened the valve. Instantly the gas roared out, gushing in a thick, almost visible stream over the flaming magnesium torch. The lathe chuck was melting now in the incredible heat of the magnesium’s oxidation, the carbon dioxide having had only the slightest damping effect on it, and producing thick clouds of smoke. Norden arrived with a bucket of water and stood waiting tensely.


  “I’m getting it out, I think,” Barren cried out. “This stuff is cold. Ouch.” A square inch of Barren’s skin stuck to the bitterly cold nozzle of the argon tank, frozen on by the swift expansion of the gas. “Turn off that carbon tank, Horensen. It’s just feeding it.”


  Horensen backed away, looking on in wonder. In about twenty seconds the fire was over, and several large holes had appeared in the lathe bed, fused through. Barren maintained the stream of gas on the still white-hot metal, as Norden splashed cold water over it. Clouds of steam shot up, hissing furiously. For an instant the magnesium flamed angrily again, then died down as more argon and water cooled it.


  “That makes some fire,” commented Horensen, moving back with the carbon tank. “Why don’t you use sand?”


  “That, my lad, is nasty stuff,” Barren replied sourly. “Three hours’ work gone do in—well, not smoke, call it powder.”


  “What happened?” asked Horensen. “Tungsten carbide, hot, will attack magnesium, also hot, in the presence of air and the blasted cement they use. The result is a bit of flame, and when the magnesium starts, it takes a lot of stopping.”


  “Ja—that carbon dioxide didn’t put it out at all.”


  Norden shrugged his shoulders, went back to work as Barren set up his machine again.


  IT TOOK a week and a half to finish setting up a new apparatus. Barren looked at it doubtfully, and retired to the couch. Norden and Horensen went to bed. Dugan was already sleeping, as usual.


  About three hours later Barren got up and went out. Tarragoon was a silent city of the dying. People went about in silent groups, or sat, silent, on benches. Barren walked steadily to the South Lock. He returned presently with a truckman and his truck.


  By the time Norden and the others got up, the truck was loaded, and in the lock waiting for them. They ate a hurried meal, and settled themselves in the truck. For half an hour they wound down through the Tarragoon heights, then down and across the Desolation Plains. Forty miles or so out, Norden and Barren set up the delicate apparatus, while Horensen and Dugan unloaded the heavy stuff. Finally Norden ordered the truck away, with Horensen, Barren, Dugan and the truckman.


  As the truck drove away, Barren walked back from the far side, where he had remained hidden.


  “You can’t handle all that junk yourself, you asteroid,” he announced quietly. “Get down there and take the accumulator controls. I’ll take the magnetics.”


  “What did you do, get out the other side of the truck?” asked Norden in faint surprise.


  Barren nodded.


  “I know as much about this machine as you do. Get started. If, there’s any fireworks, I want to be in on it!”


  Norden started making final adjustments, then closed the master control with a faint hesitation. Nothing happened. He closed the subsidiary controls, and a brilliant glow of ionized neon and nitrogen appeared around it.


  “If that’s the best you can do, I can tell you easier ways of doing it,” said Barren sourly. “Do you really think this junk can produce any power?”


  “I’ll have to try a bit higher values, maybe, but something ought to happen, anyway,” Barren said optimistically. He advanced the controllers, and for a moment the ionization died away, abruptly into darkness. Eagerly Norden halted, reading his instruments, watching. The output instruments remained peaceably at zero, the input instruments reading very high.


  But as the controls advanced, no change was manifest, save the steady climb of the input. Ionization remained dead, until the very limit was reached. But nothing happened.


  “I’m afraid it doesn’t work, Dean. Sorry,” said Barren more seriously. “Any idea what it might be?”


  Slowly, thoughtfully, Norden shook his head.


  “Not the slightest. You know I checked it, Gray. Well—” he sighed, “that’s another for the record. Go call the truck. I’ll shut it off.”


  He looked once more at the instruments as Gray Barren started foot-slogging up the slope over which the truck had disappeared far safety.


  “I guess the unknown’s going to stay unknown, for all of us, Gray. We’ve only got about a month to work in now, before the real pinch comes. Hector’s winning his fight without a struggle. That’s what I hate most. That leech, cutting out our main arteries without anybody even slapping him.”


  “Well, we’ll go back,” said Barren disappointingly.


  BARREN started off, tramping through the loose drift-snow, toward the little rise, beyond which the truck had been parked, safe in case of an explosion. The winking stars gave faint light, brighter perhaps than the tiny sun, two and a half billion miles distant even now, at its closest.


  His mind was working steadily over the difficulty. Norden’s theory had seemed fairly sensible, so far as it went, but the mathematical process that lay between theory and analysis of factors was so vague. It made it—


  Suddenly a colossal hand slapped Barren in the back, boosted him over the ridge, and landed him spinning head over heels in the drift-pack on the other side. He rolled halfway down to the truck. There was a thunderous roar that, continued for perhaps half a second, while a frightful blast of energy-light illuminated the scene for miles. The little valley behind him was suddenly smoking, and a wind, hot for this world, was eating holes in the snow so fast he could see it melt. When he reached the ridge, the truck was whining up behind him, slowed, and let him swing on.


  The valley was now miraculously free of snow. Barren looked with half-blinded eyes into the star-lit dimness below, beyond the range of the truck’s lights. The truck swept down. Abruptly their machine stood stark in its glare. The main-frame of the machine was standing at a crooked angle against a pile of accumulator cases, knocked askew and upset. The control panel where Norden had been standing was riven, completely split, apparently by some kind of discharge. And there was no sign of Norden himself.


  “Where is that man?” demanded Dugan hoarsely.


  “Strumming a harp on a golden cloud,” snapped Barren. “Let’s look for the rest of him. Something hit that control panel like a retrograde asteroid, and he was standing right there. He caught a bear in his mousetrap, and it got mad when he let go, I guess. And—curse it—he was the only man on the planet who could have tamed it.”


  The track ground to a halt on bare, naked rock, freed of the over-drift of snow that had hidden them for countless ages. Horensen, Dugan and Barren were out instantly. Barren ran to the control panel at full speed, and wondered dimly as Horensen passed him on the way with a peculiar loping bound that left him standing. Abruptly he slowed as he saw Horensen look at something on the far side of the accumulator stack, and freeze abruptly motionless.


  Barren walked slowly tip beside him and looked over.


  Slowly the blond giant shook his head.


  “Them Devils are tough people,” said Horensen slowly.


  Dean Norden, very much alive, looked up from his seat on an accumulator case, raising his head from his hands, and a slow, broad grin spread across his face.


  “I rather envy that fellow Smitty his slide rule. You don’t have one with you, Gray, do you?” he asked.


  CHAPTER VIII


  Preparing for Hector


  VERY slowly, very carefully they unloaded the wrecked apparatus at Norden’s lab! A murmuring crowd of the Devils had collected, and made room for them as they carried it in.


  “I haven’t the faintest idea what happened,” repeated Norden, “The junk just blew up on me after it was supposed to be shut off. A short-circuit probably.”


  Norden sat down inside the track and let Barren apply antiseptic to various scratches.


  “I always said,” Barren granted, “that that math of yours multiplied both sides by something that didn’t belong. From the way it looked, I thought it was zero. My mistake. Must have been infinity.”


  “The whole thing was wrong. I still don’t see where, don’t know just what happened. I want to look at the apparatus.”


  “I’ve already looked,” said Horensen, coming in from the other room. “It looks like Swiss Cheese.”


  Barren laughed.


  “Full of holes?”


  “Ja—funny holes, and all yellow.”


  “Yellow,” exclaimed Norden. “That was steel!”


  “Ja. I know. It was,” replied Horensen calmly. “It ain’t now.”


  The two men made a concerted rush for the apparatus. Horensen had swung aside the heavy breech-block. The inside wall was yellow, yellow as cheese, and shot full of little and big holes.


  “Now hydrogen,” said Barren softly, “being expanded as you suggested, should absorb a lot of energy, and then give it off when it contracts. But heat doesn’t do things like that.”


  “And heat doesn’t send a big purple-red ball of lighting floating up the power leads to a switchboard,” added Norden. “And heat just isn’t that plentiful—out there. There were thousands and thousands of horsepower in that kick. Most of it was released as radiant energy, and pure heat, in non-explosive forms.”


  “My God,” said Norden softly, “we’re crazy! An expanding hydrogen atom doesn’t absorb energy. It releases it! I never thought! We should have seen that. It’s a contracting atom that absorbs. Wait a minute. I’ll look it up.”


  From his filing cabinet Norden yanked two drawers full of data and calculations. He brought four standard tables and books from the library, and settled down to the lab bench. Barren left him and moved the apparatus into the other room for study.


  Hour after hour passed sluggishly. Sometimes Norden called Barren in, gave him big concentrated lumps of pure brain-fatigue in the form of equations that needed solving, while he plowed on through the main derivations.


  But Norden felt elated. For gradually the thing was clarifying in his mind. It was a day and a half later, though, before he comprehended in some major portion the operation he had performed out there the forces he had released.


  THEN Barren was hard at work again, machining, cutting. Norden himself started work on hook-ups of oscillators that seemed impossible. It was the collapse, the first hint of collapse, that started the release, he decided. The complete collapse completed the contraction, and acted to absorb a tremendous amount of energy.


  That was the-safety-valve, the brake that would stop the engine. What he needed was an oscillation that would build up his fields to the required value, break a little, and build, up again, making an almost steady release of power.


  A week and a half was needed to finish the new apparatus, and even then it was not truly completed.


  “That thing will eat holes in that lining, just as it did in the steel lining,” Norden explained. “I’ve got something that will stop it though, I believe. But I have to ruin one, to make another. That’s why I asked you to make them in triplicate.”


  “I wondered how you were going to hold it in.”


  “Watch and learn.”


  “Are you sure it’s safe in here now?”


  “Pretty much so,” Norden replied. “I have fairly good factors, on it now.”


  “Go to it,” said Barren. “I’m taking the magnetics again.” Norden took the accumulator stacks.


  For three seconds the field built up. Then Norden started his oscillator. Instantly the mechanism glowed with a soft blue light, and the room echoed to a tiny crystalline scraping and ringing, like the sound of crystal hammers beating out silver bells. The apparatus seemed to grow translucent; in its heart they could see a softly glowing wash of red-violet flame that flushed and waned at enormous speeds.


  Abruptly the soft, blue light changed to a garish green—and died with a crash of brittle sound. A flash of blue-violet leaped along the cables that strung from, it to the second machine, glowed intensely in the heart of the second machine for a hundredth of a second—and died. A biting, reaching cold seemed to radiate from the dark machine they had been operating; it grew more intense. Liquid condensed, froze, then dissolved in more liquid that trickled down the side, to the floor.


  “Relapsed atoms absorb,” said Barren softly. “What an ice box that would make!”


  Norden was opening the breech on the second machine. Barren looked with interest, for the inside was Coated with something metallically lustrous, intensely, almost radiantly blue, like the wings of tropical butterflies. Barren looked at it silently.


  “Where in blazes did that come from, and what is it?”


  “The other machine. It’s the changed lining. It’s contracted beryllium. It plated out.”


  “Plated out? How in heck did beryllium atoms travel through a wire?”


  “Contracted atoms. I reversed the polarities at the end, feeding on the previously released energies, and the protons and electrons were contracted instead of expanded. Contracted to—neutrons, maybe. At any rate, something incredibly minute, and incredibly dense. The electrons are massive as protons in that, and small as protons. Theoretically I should be able to get pure, safe power from it. Power that we need to save Pluto. I’m going to try.”


  “How much?”


  MORDEN shrugged.


  “I couldn’t tell. But I’ve got an automatic relay system hooked in to cut it down when the first accumulator bank there is charged, to what should be idling, mere maintenance power. If it is still turning out power, and fills the second bank, it will be shut off. If the relays are slow, it has the third and fourth banks to fill up before anything happens. An oscillograph with a cathode ray working on a megacycle note will time it to a millionth of a second.”


  “Hm-m-m,” said Barren doubtfully. “How about those leads? All right, go ahead.”


  Norden was starting already. The fields built up, and the oscillator cut in. The oscillator relay thudded, and, it seemed, simultaneously a wave of heat, a smell of burning rubber, and a thunking of a pair of relays followed. The machine stopped almost as soon as it started.


  Norden drew back sharply.


  “Your relays are as slow as hell,” Barren observed. “The fourth bank’s half full,” he said drily, turning the carbon dioxide extinguisher on the burning rubber of the cable insulation. “These things are red hot, by the way.”


  Norden wasn’t paying any attention. He was developing the cathode ray plate. The instant it cleared in the solution, he held it up, unfixed.


  “The first bank filled in seven and a quarter seconds, pal.”


  “You mean,” corrected Barren, “millionths of a second, I believe. If it filled the banks at the rate of one every second, that meant three hundred and fifty-two horsepower in a tenth of a second. He looked at the little thing in awe. “I wonder why it didn’t blow up those cables?”


  “Their heat was taken up in the process,” Norden pointed out. “That’s one of the things about it. While they were carrying the greatest current, they were automatically at absolute zero—super-conductors. It was only the residual currents, after the process was stopped, that heated them. And now, let’s move down to the Central Plants. I’m beginning to see how we can battle Hector.”


  CHAPTER IX


  Take-Off


  BARREN mopped his brow. The Dome was altogether too hot. Also, too noisy. Every light in the place was burning, every machine in Tarragoon seemed going. The air, which had been a bit thin because of the lowered oxygen content, was overly rich now, with a heady, exhilarating effect.


  Dugan wore a broad grin.


  “The people here are happy now, eh!”


  “To hell with that,” retorted Barren. “They’re still sending the boys out from Earth,” said Barren grimly. He turned to Horensen. “What I want to know is, will your ship take that stress?”


  “Oh, ja. That’s emergency acceleration, and we won’t be loaded.”


  “How soon are they going to have more of those machines ready, Dean?” Barren asked abruptly.


  “Oh—the machines,” Norden repeated, looking up from his work. “Two a day. They’re putting four in Horensen’s ship for drive, and two more for power. They’ll have to make another one for the projector. Those guys in space, whoever they are, will find plenty to wrestle with if they try to stop us!”


  “Did you melt that contracted beryllium?”


  “No. I think it’s a gaseous form now, held by pure gravitational attraction so it appears, solid. In that case it wouldn’t have a melting point. It will just volatilize slowly at about 75,000 degrees centigrade.”


  “Then that other thing will work?”


  “Oh, beautifully.”


  “Ah,” said Barren delightedly. “Hector’s about to catch himself a wooden horse. Come on, Horensen. They’re putting in those tubes, and I want to see them do it. Coming, Dean and Tom?”


  HORENSEN’S ship was surrounded by a crew of lean, tough hill-devils, working at it with a grimness curiously foreign to the atmosphere of Tarragoon now. Tarragoon was rejoicing, and with her rejoiced all Pluto, save these men, and those who relieved them when they tired. Technicians were obeying blindly the orders Norden had given them in the placing of strange engines, engines they knew nothing about.


  The rocket tubes that had been made of tungsten alloy were being converted now, by a slightly different process, to the contracted state. One after another they glowed intensely blue, fearfully cold then relapsed info the new state, impregnable to the vicious assaults the tremendous energy released through the new rockets would subject them to.


  Barren busied himself balancing strange circuits, wiring new controls. He watched with interest while a new type of welding torch flamed viciously blue and fused stubborn beryllium plates and beams instantly, welding a new device to the nose of the ship. It was, something blue and lustrous, with a greenish, scintillating transparency that seemed like a lens at the front of it, an egg-shaped thing two feet in diameter, three feet long.


  But even Barren, tireless giant that he was, had to rest finally. He returned to the laboratory and lay down, closing his mind to thought and action as he had learned to do. But not entirely to thought.


  He thought anxiously of the people on the Trojan Worlds capturing Horensen’s ship, dragging home the Wooden Horse in deadly triumph. Well, they would find a surprise waiting for them!


  The ship was quiet when he returned, after seven hours. Only a few things remained to be done. Tons of water were being pumped into the great mass-fuel tanks. In the tail power room, four of the new generators idled in readiness, glowing softly, silently. In the nose rocket room, three generators stood ready, one for the new projector, one for the field projector, one for the nose rockets. The ship blazed with light.


  Horensen saw him poking about the ship, investigating.


  “Gray, I think you should take her home. You know better. You don’t sleep.”


  Gray Barren shook his head.


  “No, skipper. You’re pilot of this ash-can, Horensen. I’ll join under you as Chief Assistant, since my own ship is wrecked. But the Line made you pilot, and I can’t take that over.”


  “Ja. You be Chief Assistant. You’ll take that ship home—starting in four hours. Norden and Dugan will come with us.”


  “Four hours? Right!”


  IT WAS a new kind of take-off. The rocket gases came out invisibly, soundlessly, only forming red flame a thousand feet behind. The shrill scream of the gases did not sound at the ship, but a quarter of a mile behind her. And the ship leaped into the air and out into space as no ship had ever left Pluto before. The discharge gases were leaving the rocket-nozzles at an average velocity of 10,000 miles a second, as hydrogen and oxygen ions, not molecules.


  Barren, plastered into his seat by an unexpectedly violent acceleration, retarded the controller a fraction of an inch and felt the drive ease perhaps two gravities.


  “Don’t be impatient, baby,” he murmured, “we have a. long way to go yet.”


  He turned to Horensen.


  “We’re free of Pluto now. I’m going to put it on two gravities and just let it roll.


  No danger of the fuel giving out?” Barren ended.


  “Emphatically, no! The fuel tanks are full, and designed for a mile a second discharge rate, and we’ve boosted that ten thousand times.”


  “All right. She stays there then. How long will it take us?”


  “At two gravities? It’s 2,800,000,000 miles to the sun, less about 500,000,000 for Jupiter’s orbit;—approximately 550 hours if you accelerated positively all the way—”


  Dugan jerked upright.


  “What? What did you say? Five hundred and fifty hours! It would take two years at sixty miles a second! How is such speed possible?”


  “Right! But, Tom, you’d wind up making about six thousand miles a second this way, when you reached Jupiter’s orbit. You’d sail past Jupiter so fast you’d have to start using the past tense about it before you really saw it. We’ll have to make half the trip—say twelve hundred million miles, accelerating. The other half we’ll have to decelerate. That means”—the slide rule worked overtime—“three hundred and ninety hours to mid-point, and another three hundred ninety slowing.


  “Call it eight hundred hours. I’ll have to figure it accurately on the charts, but that gives you an approximation,” he said airily.


  Horensen whistled in amazement at the miraculous figures.


  A month would see this trip done! A month, where two years had been needed before. A corps of men worked still inside the ship, and the men practiced their new duties. Furiously Norden spent his time calculating, and some few new minor devices were incorporated in the ship in flight. So many things this promised!


  Barren flung his ship on, faster and faster. For fifteen days, he hurtled the ship through the void at a pace no man had achieved before. The rocket-tubes glowed an incandescent violet, so hot only the weird, contracted tungsten could endure it. Steadily they whispered with a dry, crystalline rustling, like a lizard army on desert sand. Never the full-throated bellow of the baying ships of space of old. This was a ship of the new era, a ship of silence broken only by the crystalline tinklings and dry rustling of inconceivably hot elements in the maws of unnatural element tubes.


  For fifteen days they braked, while the sun expanded “below” them, and the Minors rushed nearer, and Jupiter’s orbit grew close. High “above” it, far over the orbital plane, they flung over it, and beyond the asteroid belt. They reached a stop, well inside, out of range of any instruments the Trojans might have. Then they reversed, and the rockets whispered as the ship leaped through space, headed now in the regular rocket route to Pluto, going slowly, as a regular rocket might.


  And the gently operated rockets were flaming now with ordinary hydro-oxygen flames.


  The Wooden Horse was ready, drawn up in line, and waiting to be hauled within the gates of Troy!


  CHAPTER X


  Battle in Space


  HORENSEN, Norden, Dugan, and all the others stripped themselves into bunks. Grimly Barren watched his controls, and the little tell-tale apparatus they had rigged that would announce an attack. The Trojan Worlds appeared dim flecks of dust on an infinity of black velvet flecked with silver and gold of stars.


  Hour after hour Barren sat, quiet and tense. Most of the men had fallen into natural sleep; only Norden and Dugan had stayed awake, talking to him, his living indicators. For when they would fall asleep, suddenly, he would know—


  “Do you suppose they’ve stopped collecting ships?” asked Norden at length.


  “No, I don’t see why they would. For that matter, why should they?”


  “They might have thought of event—u—al—”


  Barren looked at Norden, closed his left eye, elevated his right eyebrow, and said softly: “Oh, yes?” He looked at the instrument board. The radio-frequency ionizer, was flaming now, long violet, flames that made no sound, gave no heat.


  The ship coasted free, inert. Keenly alive, Barren watched. For minutes nothing whatsoever happened. Then a faint, gentle acceleration gripped him, pressed him lightly to his seat. Evidently, the puller was behind him. Cautiously he set the gyroscopes to turning the ship very slowly, very very slowly, so that it might appear to be an accident of mass distribution.


  Far away, dimly visible as minute specks of light, Barren saw two little ships. The acceleration grew, became pronounced. Soon it was a powerful stress throughout the ship, and the speed was falling rapidly. It was nearly a two gravity pull now. It held constant at that, and slowly the two ships drew nearer, expanded from points of light to two sets of multiple lights, expanded further to dimly visible ships pulling the interplanetary freighter nearer, slowing it for a landing on the Trojan worlds.


  For hours Barren sat grimly motionless, letting his ship be pulled toward the worlds, toward the ships. They came no nearer than a half mile, two two-hundred foot spheres with rockets dimly visible now. They were pounding heavily now; the tremendous tractor beams carried the throb of their rockets to him.


  The Trojan worlds began to approach now, drawing nearer and nearer. It was some time before Gray Barren made out the few dim lights visible on the worlds, toward which they were headed now. They were miniature worlds, from a hundred to one hundred and fifty miles in diameter, rotating slowly about each other. They were nothing but bare, oversized rocks in the void, only vaguely spherical.


  The two towing ships separated, letting the lifeless transport sink down between them, toward the tiny world they approached. Gray Barren sat motionless. Tow beams gripped his ship again, more gently, and very gingerly lowered the vessel down, down to the surface of the tiny planet.


  It landed with scarcely a jar, perhaps half a mile from a dull-gray metal dome set with half a dozen small lighted windows in an expanse that must have covered three square miles. A huge lock faced the ship as it lay inert on the ground, and, from it, a tractor machine advanced silently, into the vacuum of space.


  The tractor beams of the space ships had ceased now. Eagerly, grimly intent, Gray Barren looked at the tractor as it came nearer. There was a housing that evidently concealed its operator, but even that cab was sheathed in dull metal, with a tiny shining window that offered only a trace of vision.


  THE Wooden Horse was being moved, moved within the physical gates of this Trojan city, as in the mythological legend. The great lock-doors opened in orange-peel sections. Like an ant lifting some great lump of dead food the little tractor clamped a powerful magnetic grapple to the hull of the ship, heaved mightily, and the two hundred thousand ton mass rode on the twenty ton tractor. Slowly it moved toward the lock, through the gates. Barren watched in his periscope, as the orange peel Sections swung to and locked behind him. Still he had seen no member of this race whatever they might be.


  The inner lock, a small door, opened, and a score of machines came in, each a tiny rocket ship in itself, moving easily in this light gravity to a position on the hull of the giant ship. One made directly for the ship’s lock as the tractor put the ship down on the dull-gray metal floor with a dull, heavy clang!


  For the first time in hours, Barren shifted. He wondered if Norden or the others had wakened, now that the sleep-beams must be off. He called sharply. The men slumbered heavily, drugged with sleep.


  “The time has come, the walrus said—” quoted Barren from Lewis Carrol. His hand touched a stud, flicked over. A low crystalline murmur started, a control moved under his fingers. There was a sudden fluttering, scurrying of the tiny rockets outside, and a swift general retreat. Barren heard a heavy grinding at the lock portal, and at the same time pulled down the release of his weapons.


  Red lenses in his goggles protected his eyes. A beam of pure green light, a beam of unimaginable energy, lashed out at the small lock door down there. In an instant the door was smoking, in half a second it glowed red-hot. In two seconds the white-hot metal melted.


  The beam impinged on the further lock door. Something organic flashed in a sudden flare of intense white, then vanished. The inner door hesitated, heated to whiteness, and puffed inward. A roaring of air set up, a roaring as of a mighty organ pipe, and Barren moved his projector. The dense atmosphere of Jupiter was inside there.


  A beam, two feet across, tore at the metal of the outer lock door, to be joined an instant later by a rocket blast from the stern rockets that nosed the ship abruptly against the forward lock wall. The flying ions roared at the lock door, and in three seconds it exploded outward. Barren opened the nose rockets a bit. The enemy’s dome was rising to hectic life. A flashing of moving lights, dimly seen through the murky air within, told of frantic haste.


  The Wooden Horse backed out of the lock, out into open space. A half mile from the lock, two space ships roared down at it, their rockets flaring, and Barren’s radio ionizer flamed again with high violet flares. Grimly Barren turned the great ship on its gyros, lined it carefully on the nearest of the ships darting toward him, and pulled back the main release of the field projector.


  SUDDENLY the attacking ship exploded in a wash of unbearable flame. The great dome below felt the savage blast of heat. Barren threw his hands across a face seared by vicious ultra-light, flipping a control to “Emergency.” The ship leaped up, away from the miniature world. Far faster the desperate Trojan ship leaped after it.


  Barren swung his ship on its axis. Racing backward now, he released the energy of the projector. Dimly he could see the incandescent glow of the contracted-beryllium egg. He saw the enemy ship brilliantly flaming in its heat. Like a dancing mosquito it dodged, swung erratically, wavering away. Presently it came back under control, and little gouts of flame appeared on its sides. Barren grimaced, and turned his field projector to maximum, the wide-spreading cone like a shield between him and the Trojan guns.


  The Trojan ship seemed diseased. It was wandering erratically, and, as he watched, Barren saw great masses of the dull-gray metal slough away, like the rotting-flesh of a leper. Bare bones appeared, and white lights that winked once and vanished.


  The derelict rolled trundling on toward the sun as Barren maneuvered his own ship to one side. It was a short-lived derelict, for, far below, Sol’s quarter-million mile tongues of flame reached out to it.


  Gray Barren’s mouth had a curiously set grin on it as, the last of his major enemies removed, he started circling back toward the dim domes on the Trojan Worlds.


  CHAPTER XI


  The Chain Is Welded


  NORDEN muttered sleepily, groggily at Barren’s face.


  “Come on, Rip. Breakfast time I think,” came Gray’s chaffing voice, dimly heard through the cotton of sleep, “How about some ham and eggs? Or sausage and hot-cakes?”


  “Eh?” snapped Norden sitting up abruptly. “What? Sausage?”


  Barren roared.


  “Yes, my love. Sausage. Sausage and hot-cakes with maple syrup, and hot coffee. And maybe a thick piece of apple pie. We’ll hit Denver Field in about an hour, and I want your help. I can’t run this ash-can and pound brass at the same time. Turn to on Horensen and Dugan while I go back to the board. We’re moving a bit fast.”


  Norden looked out of the window. Blank space. But the periscope screen showed Earth, great and greenish, streaked, with clouds. A vast smooth plain of greenish water, a vast rough-corrugated roof of land, it was a heartening sight.


  “Earth!” he gasped. “I haven’t seen it in twenty years!”


  “Seems like twenty centuries since I’ve seen it last,” said Barren. “I’m maintaining a half g for ten minutes. Haul Horensen into the wash room, and dump him in the tub. The water will probably bring him to. Then do the same with Dugan. You had six days, to sleep it off.”


  “Six days!” gasped Norden. “I—I just went to sleep.”


  “Ask Hector about it. He’d say different. And I ought to know too, for all of that. By the way, I met Glenn Purdy on the way in. He’s turning back, and ought to land in about three weeks.”


  Norden hauled Horensen out of his bunk, and walked to the rear with him. Presently there was an explosive splash, and much explosive language. A. minute later a dripping Horensen came in, muttering. But he picked up Dugan with a peculiar look of satisfaction and went back with him.


  “What happened, Gray?” Norden asked. “The last I remember we were talking to you. I said they might have stopped collecting ships; fearing eventual attack.”


  “So you were. That was some seven days ago, Dean.”


  “It was thirty seconds ago in my mind.”


  “They hadn’t, needless to say. They collected us, took us right into one of their domes on a Trojan world. I think they originally came from Jupiter. They certainly had thick enough air.”


  “What do they look like? Anything like us at all?” questioned Norden.


  Gray Barren shrugged.


  “They don’t display themselves. I never saw one of them. They stayed behind metal except when I took the metal away. That’s one thing about those toys you gave me. When they remove something, it stays removed, and takes most of the background with it. When I cut open a ship, every creature in it vanished in the cutting process. It’s like trying to open an oyster with a two-pound stick of dynamite. It opens the oyster fine, but it’s hard to find the oyster afterward. I’m afraid we’ll never know what they looked like. Maybe—some day—some year—we’ll find out!”


  “How many ships were there?” asked Horensen.


  “Two,” answered Barren. “Say, Horensen, suppose you start pounding the wireless over there, You know about what to tell ’em on Earth.”


  “Ja,” But they won’t believe it’s me. I’m not supposed to come back for a year and a half yet,” he chuckled. Then, more seriously, “Did you ruin those Trojans, boy?”


  “Somewhat. They’re tamed for a while. I met Glenn Purdy on the way in, and sent him back home.”


  “Glenn Purdy. Let’s see. That’s one—two—three—ach, an unlucky number. Thirteen!”


  “Yes. Unlucky. For them. They got those others though, Horensen. But they’re through now. They had domes on seven of those Trojan Planets, string along the sixty degree group. I haven’t gone after the other group yet; I’m saving that. Some of the other boys may want to come along.”


  “You’re the only one that can do the job, though, Gray,” said Norden.


  Barren shook his head and grinned.


  “Snap that lever there, Dean.”


  Norden looked from his friend to the little blue stud. He flipped it over for an instant—and slumped heavily in his chair. Barren reached over and snapped it back. He shook Norden vigorously for a moment. The physicist opened his eyes.


  “Whew—it hit me like a sand-bag,” he said softly.


  “It’s easy now,” Barren told him. “I got quite an analysis run on it while one of the domes was trying to lullaby me. Unfortunately I never could tell a lullaby from a waltz, but I did figure out some characteristics. I spent three nights—need I say—sleepless nights?—figuring out what it meant, though. They fix those waves beautifully, and they do funny things. One type had me vomiting for fifteen minutes straight. It attacked the olfactory centers in a most ghastly manner. They have some interesting tricks.”


  “But what happened?”


  “Plenty, you ought to see that cone of yours in action, Dean. It gives the grandest sort of protection against any type of explosive torpedo, shell or bomb, and at the same time it will give a whole world or a ship leprosy. Those planets got sick and died, and their skin sloughed off and they rotted before my eyes. Disgusting sight. But the Trojans didn’t like it, nor the Wooden Horse they’d dragged home. I spent two days trying to find energy releases around there, locating domes and ships and hideaways. They don’t like us any more.”


  “Did you kill them all?” asked Horensen.


  “All I could find on those planets. Jupiter’s pretty big though, and I fear it’s crawling with them.”


  “Did they try to parley with you?” asked Norden slowly.


  Barren shook his head.


  “That surprised me. They attacked me steadily as long as their planets and their machines held together. They have little, individual rocket ships, and they tried to drive them through the ship. I think they know only one law—might. Force. Battle. They probably feel themselves quite justified in taking those ships, because they could. They probably don’t feel annoyed greatly that we wiped out those domes.


  “But I came back to Earth to prevent more men running into that trap, and to have Earth make a fleet of these Wooden Horses. Might may make right—but they won’t easily convinced they still haven’t might. Jupiter’s the mightiest planet of the system.


  “SO we must send several ships like this, and remove the Trojan Planets and send some experts who can confab with them, and show them sense. I think a few of their beams, modified to affect different nerve centers, might help us.


  “But we have power, and we know they want power. So we must have the Might now, thanks to you, Dean.”


  “Ja, I think we take them for a ride,” Horensen said slowly, quite pleasantly. Horensen’s sunny blue eyes somehow, without changing in the least, had become as blue as sapphires.


  “And incidentally, you saved Earth a bit of trouble, as well as Pluto, I suspect, Dean,” Barren said sincerely. “They wouldn’t have been satisfied with robbing supply ships indefinitely. They’d want the mother lode, eventually, but Pluto will know better what your work meant, for if they saw the sun very far away, and Jupiter very, very close, those last few months. Now they have the sun at home, on Pluto itself, in neat, little boxes that will warm them forever and power them forever.”


  Norden sighed.


  “They won’t love me long. You can transmute with these things—and the Earth won’t pay Pluto for its caesium long or its plutonium, or other heavy elements, and Pluto won’t be a harsh frontier. Those hill-devils are frontiersmen. They won’t appreciate the easement of the last frontier.”


  “You’re wrong. He who said a prophet is not without honor save in his own country, may or may not have been a god, but he was a psychologist. Those hill-devils are my friends, and I know them. Society has no place for them, save on the frontier. They’re useless misfits now.”


  Barren cocked an eye at Norden.


  “Yes?” he said slowly. “The last frontier is gone, you say. You don’t understand human nature as well as you think. The last frontier is never gone. It’s always, by definition, one step farther than society has gone. This ship could operate at two, full gravities’ acceleration for two years. How far, Norden, would that take you?”


  “Why—nowhere,” Norden said casually. “Out of the Solar—” Norden stopped suddenly, and his eyes seemed to gleam to the tiny lights of far-off, challenging stars. For men like Gray Barren and himself would never rest until science had charted the last outpost in the cosmos.


  EXPEDITION TO PLUTO


  Laurence Mannning


  Within the Goddard’s hurtling hall Captain “Steel-Wall” McCausland, hero of the space fleets, nursed his secret plan for an Earth reborn. Renter the scientist cuddled his treacherous test-tubes. And Air Mate Longworth grappled an unseen horror that menaced a billion lives!


  “NOW passing Phobos, the second moon of Mars. From this point to the orbit of Jupiter we are in the planetoid belt, the most dangerous portion of our voyage. This ship’s armor of twenty-inch beryll-steel may be perfectly adequate to keep meteorites out, but let just one of those planetoids, little worlds, hit us and this broadcast would end right now. Here we are! Phobos at our left and down, if there is any up or down out here in empty space. It’s a little red moon, cracked and seamed, all rock; it has no atmosphere and no weather. The rocks stand up, jagged and sharp. There she goes! Good-bye Phobos—we’re making 9,250 miles an hour past Phobos, according to a message from Captain McCausland which has just been handed to me. The Captain doesn’t look well this morning. He seems depressed and the difficulties of this expedition are weighing on him. That’s all for today. This is 7-LOP, the interplanetary expedition ship Goddard, on the exploring expedition to Pluto. Your reporter, Paulette de Vries speaking. Interplanetary time O-six-O-O, May 24, 2432.”


  The girl snapped the key of her microphone off and turned angrily to the young man who had tapped her on the shoulder. “What do you mean by interrupting my broadcast, Adam Longworth?”


  The tall young man was frowning at her. “You know the crew listens in on these broadcasts, don’t you?”


  “Well, what am I supposed to do about that? Give three cheers?”


  “Listen, Paulette. On an expedition as dangerous as this, is it right to let the crew know the Captain is feeling depressed or doubtful? I didn’t mean to make you sign off, though.”


  “I signed off because I was through. Don’t flatter yourself! Trouble with you is you try to run everybody’s business. .1 thought you might have got over that in the ten years since I knew you in school, but you haven’t. Trying to keep me out of the control room so I wouldn’t hurt myself! Wake up, Mr. Longworth, this is 2432; you’re still living back in the nineteen-hundreds when woman’s place was in the home.”


  Longworth glanced at a bandage around the girl’s left wrist. Paulette reddened.


  “All right, I slipped and sprained my wrist. So what? So you have my things moved to another cabin, where I’ll be more comfortable. You’re an interfering old woman, Mr. Longworth. You’re hopeless!”


  Longworth reddened uncomfortably.


  “Very well, Paulette, I’ll stop interfering as you call it. But really, you ought to stop referring to the Captain in such a manner as to break down the morale of the expedition.”


  The girl glared at him. “I’ll take orders about that kind of thing from Captain McCausland and nobody else. And I don’t think the man I’m going to marry will censor what I have to say.”


  Adam Longworth’s face set as he stood for a moment irresolute. Then, as Paulette said nothing more, he turned and left the cabin. Outside he paused, gazing down the long main corridor of the space ship toward the open fo’castle lock, where the crew lolled in the month-long idleness of space-voyaging. He frowned, strode off to find Captain McCausland.


  CAPTAIN MCcAUSLAND—“Old Steel-Wall” as he was known in the League of Planets Space Service—was poring over the course plotted on the chart table. The handsome, saturnine face and straight back were those of a youth; but he was forty-five and had twenty years of service behind him and had won the honor medals of three planets. He was so absorbed that he did not notice the Mate till Longworth touched his arm.


  “Yes?” he said, turning round with a pair of dividers in his hand.


  “It can wait sir, if you’re busy.”


  McCausland looked at him out of cold, efficient eyes. “Speak up.”


  “It’s the crew, sir. You know how these long runs are. Months with nothing to do, nothing to see.”


  There was a flicker around the Captain’s mouth that might have been amusement. “Trouble?”


  Adam looked startled. “Oh, no, nothing yet. I just wanted to head off trouble before it started, sir. You heard Miss de Vries broadcast just now?”


  Captain McCausland nodded, and this time the smile of amusement was definitely present. “I think the word was ‘depressed’ wasn’t it? And you’re afraid it will throw the crew into a panic, and they’ll turn the ship around on us and head for home. Is that it, Mr. Longworth?”


  Adam, wishing he were anywhere but just there, and wilting visibly under the sarcastic gaze of the Captain, plunged desperately ahead. “Well, sir, I took the liberty of asking her not to do it again . . . She said she was taking orders only from you . . . that is . . . I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t know you were going to . . .”


  “To be married, you mean? Well, why not?” He smiled again. “The ceremony will take place as soon as we come back from this expedition. That gives her a certain amount of privilege you understand.” His face turned suddenly grave and his voice a trifle sharp. “Moreover, Miss deVries is here as radio reporter for the Interplanetary broadcasting. I want you to understand, Mr. Mate, that I’ll have no interference with her. Instead of chasing bugaboos, suppose you check the course through the planetoid belt. I’ll leave you with it; that will give you something real to worry about for a change.”


  Adam stared hopelessly after his retreating back. Damnation! Everything had seemed to go wrong since the beginning of this voyage. The harder he tried to prove himself worthy of the appointment as second-in-command to “Old Steel-Wall” the worse things went. With a shrug he turned doggedly to the chart work.


  Two hours later he stepped over to the chart-room port and gazed out into the velvet blue-black of space where the thousand suns of the Milky Way burned across the horizon. It was no use. He was going to have to make a fool of himself again.


  But could he help it? Captain McCausland had certainly asked him to check the course through the planetoid belt. Perhaps he would forget now, and not ask about the checking operation. But if he did? Certainly Walter McCausland couldn’t have been wrong. Yet the figures—? Adam studied his work sheet again, shaking his head.


  “Finished the checking, Longworth?” The voice startled him so that he jumped.


  “Yes, sir. Shall I take over the watch, sir?”


  “Little early, aren’t you? What do you think of the course, Mister?”


  Adam hesitated.


  “It seems . . . likely to get us there, sir.”


  McCausland’s eyes became points. “Are you by any chance evading my question? I’ll repeat it. It was—what do you think of the course? What is your opinion?”


  Adam gulped. Here it was.


  “There seems to be a fault in it, sir. I’m sorry.”


  “Indeed?” The tone was sarcastic. “Elucidate, Mister Mate.”


  “It takes us up out of the plane of the ecliptic, then back again beyond the planetoid belt. That’s very good, sir, and quite safe, but didn’t you omit the fuel consumption factor? The course as plotted gives two shifts of forty-five degrees each, or half a complete stop, as far as fuel is concerned. It would cut down the amount of fuel available for exploration on Pluto to—well, here are the figures as. I’ve worked them out. We’d have about enough for two or three landings. But if we went right through the danger belt of the planetoids as originally planned, we would save enough fuel to really explore the planet. We have to explore thoroughly if we’re going to find beryllium there. It won’t lie on the surface. Why, it’s hardly worth going on at all if we can’t do any more exploring than that . . . That’s my opinion, sir, and I didn’t volunteer it, and I ask your pardon in advance.”


  THE great space captain smiled easily.


  “No need to beg my pardon at all. At first glance one would think you had the right of it, but I just happen to have gone into the matter a little deeper. You understand the reasons behind this voyage? Well, suppose that after having been away for two years we come back right on schedule, but without a load of beryllium, without having found any trace of it. What will happen? The League of Planets simply orders out another expedition, better equipped, and we go down as having failed.”


  “But Captain! In two years there may not be enough light alloys left on the three planets to build another ship as big as this! The service to Mars will have to be stopped long before that. The lithium mines there can’t operate unless the water supply from Venus is maintained.”


  “Well, what of it? Nobody likes to work in that Martian colony.”


  Adam caught his breath.


  “But how are the atomic motors that do all the work going to operate without the lithium from Mars?”


  “And what of that, even? It would be temporary. Just a few months or years till another expedition could be sent out. You take things too seriously. What is there to prove that some other method of armoring space-ships won’t be found? Beryllium may not be necessary after all.”


  “Perhaps you’re right.” Adam was still skeptical. “But is it likely, sir? You’ve been on the space run so long you haven’t kept up with chemistry. The armor against meteorites now is so thick that any metal but beryllium would double the weight of the vessel, and even with these seven million horsepower Buvier-Manleys we couldn’t make the run from. Venus to Mars. Why, sir, it would mean the end of the lithium mines, it would mean the end of atomic power, and we’d have to go back to the barbarism of the twentieth century, when they ran everything by electricity from waterfalls!”


  Captain McCausland raised ah athletic hand. “Spare me that, Mister Mate! I have heard it at approximately a hundred banquets before starting out on this expedition. Yes, we carry the fate of the world and all that. We have to find beryllium or else the Mars mines can’t be run and the atomic motors stop. I could sing it in my sleep. But suppose we do take chances and get this ship wrecked. Won’t the world have to go back to ‘barbarous’ electric power after all? For my part, I think some of those people in the twentieth century probably had a good time.”


  Adam was silent. There was something in the Captain’s reasoning, he felt. Yet he, Adam Longworth, could not but feel that the issue was a desperately serious one for every inhabitant of the three worlds—Earth, Venus and Mars—belonging to the planetary league. The entire known supply of beryllium, the precious light, strong metal that was alone suitable for the armor of space ships, had been exhausted. All that remained was in the hulls of the few dozen ships carrying water from Venus to Mars, and from the arid deserts of Mars, bringing to earth the equally precious lithium which was the only material with which atomic motors could be powered.


  Every year, in spite of the best of care, one or two space ships would be wrecked—caught in the sun’s gravitational field, or lost through some small error of navigation. Soon there would be no more space ships; and no more could be built. Each of the outer planets had been explored in turn—each but the last, the outermost and most distant; Pluto. They were on their way there now; if they could not make it—


  “Very well, sir,” he said aloud. “I see your point. Will you take over the controls at the change of course?”


  “I’ll take over now. Report in two hours . . . One more thing, Longworth. You’re young, damn young, to be first mate on this expedition. You know you were a last-minute choice, because of an accident to a much more experienced, and from what I’ve seen so far, a much better man. Make the most of your chance, but don’t forget I’m captain here. I can’t go into my reasons for everything I do. That’s all, Mister Mate.”


  “HELLO, EARTH! This is Paulette de Vries speaking, aboard 7-LOP, space-ship Goddard. For the last two days we have been running along the first leg of the angle that will lift us over the dangerous belt of tiny planets thirty million miles beyond Mars. In a few minutes; the ship’s motors will be started to turn our course again—straight for Pluto. I’m going to turn you over to the microphone in the motor compartment and let you listen as the seven-million-horsepower atomics take hold. Jake Burchall is in charge down there at the motors . . . Ready, Jake? Take it away!


  . . . “That’s all, folks. We’re on the new course, with the engines shut off, and we’ll coast along for eight months at a speed of two miles a second, 120 miles a minute, 7,200 miles an hour toward Pluto. Nothing for anyone to do—a nice vacation for eight months. We’re giving a costume ball, folks; it’s all we can think of. It won’t be much of a ball, though, as I’m the only woman aboard. I’m going to lend some of the space-men some of my dresses—” (CRASH!)


  “What was that, quick—!”


  She got the answer, and went on.


  “It’s all right, just one of the incidents of interplanetary navigation. Hit by a meteorite. Out here above the planetoid zone and close to Jupiter meteorites arc more common. Here’s Mr. Wayland, one of the junior officers, with a report. What’s the damage, Mr. Wayland? It is! Folks back on earth, we surely got it that time! The meteorite penetrated! Right through the twenty-inch beryll-steel armor of our hull into compartment eighteen. The whole wall of the hull is crushed in there, we’ve lost a few hundred cubic feet of air, but the doors are closed and our air supply is safe. Here’s First Mate Longworth, just back from compartment eighteen. He says they’ll leave the compartment as it is, and build a tunnel of thin metal through it to reach the five compartments toward the stern.


  “Folks, can you imagine the shock of that meteorite? It’s only a foot through and weighs five hundred pounds. If it had been one of the planetoids our whole hull would be crushed now. Captain McCausland turned our course to avoid the planetoid zone entirely and does that prove he was right? It does, and how! Well, folks, it’s been a long day and an exciting one. This is 7-LOP, space-ship Goddard, signing off. Paulette deVries speaking. 0-nine-two-seven, May 27, 2432.”


  ADAM had returned from the damaged compartment in time to catch the close of the broadcast as he was stripping off the space-suit in which he was making the examination. Dog-tired, he had just switched off the light preparatory to turning in when the light and buzzer flashed at the door.


  “It’s me, Jake,” came a voice.


  The First Mate switched on the light, and called: “Come in.”


  A small man, his face seamed by a thousand wrinkles, slipped through the door almost furtively and stood, twisting his hands in the audition helmet which enabled him to hear in the engine room above the noise of the motors.


  “Didn’t think you’d be in bed so soon, Mr. Adam, he apologized. But you always was an early retirer. I remember when I had you on the training ship—he—he—he.” He ended on a kind of nervous little giggle, and Adam looked at him sharply.


  “Yes, I remember. I couldn’t cork off for a minute without hearing someone pounding on the door and you yelling, ‘It’s Jake Burchall! Time to get up’ ” His face sobered. “You didn’t come here to talk about old times, Jake. What’s on your mind?”


  “Well, you know how one thing and another gets around on a long run like this. I didn’t know but maybe there was something I could help you about, sort of, he—he—he.”


  “Afraid not, Jake. Everything on hand is up to me. You can tell me one thing, though. I was just in from the Mars run when I found my name posted for this expedition, and I never did hear whose place I got as First Mate on this trip. Do you know who it was?”


  “Didn’t nobody tell you that? It was Blagovitch.”


  “Why, he’s one of the most cautious men in the service! What happened to him?”


  “Bruk his foot. He-he-he. There was some said he did it on purpose.”


  “But what could Old Steel-Wall—that is, why did the Captain pick him in the first place?”


  “Well, Mr. Adam, there’s a lot of things about this trip ain’t the same as an ordinary run. I wonder myself sometimes. The Cap’n, he picks a course way out of the ecliptic to dodge planetoids he didn’t stand one chance in a million of hitting anyhow; and he picks him a mighty cautious mate, and then he picks him a young mate when the other one can’t go. What’s he ‘fraid of?”


  “He’s afraid of failing, that’s all, Jake.”


  “He-he-he. Well, maybe I’m a old fool. I’d say it was more like he was ‘fraid of succeeding.”


  “HELLO, EARTH! This is your radio gal, Paulette deVries, speaking from 7-LOP, space-ship Goddard. Interplanetary time two-two-0-three, or just three seconds behind schedule for entering the atmosphere of Pluto. We’re falling rapidly toward the planet. I can only see half of it, filling the entire horizon. The color is almost exactly that of a pearl in moonlight, white with blue lights and absolutely featureless. Sunlight out here is indescribably weak. Our spectroscope, handled by Professor Reuter, shows the atmosphere is high in fluorine, with traces of argon, and outside that a thin belt, a very thin belt of helium and hydrogen. I told you all that the other day. We have accurate temperature readings now, folks, and what they say is 200 degrees below zero, which is plenty chilly. You could drive a nail with a butter hammer at that temperature, folks, and it means we will have to do our exploring by diving, since the whole surface of the planet will be covered, perhaps miles deep, by liquid gases. Can’t tell till we get there. Once we do get in, however, these talks will temporarily cease, folks. I’ll be sorry, because I’ve enjoyed them, and I’ve enjoyed hearing from all of you back on earth, so many million miles away. But I’ll be back, and so will all the crew and its heroic captain. You may remember—Stand by! We’re in the hydrogen layer now. It’s misty, streaming past the ports, so I can hardly see anything. I must sign off now. This is 7-LOP, space-ship Goddard.”


  Adam Longworth crouched motionless. The muscles bulged along his arms, shoulder and neck quivered with tension, and perspiration stood in tickling beads on his skin. His eyes were fixed on the control panel before him; on either side was a quartermaster at a set of controls and behind the three stood Captain McCausland, calm and watchful.


  Adam’s hand moved rapidly and a quivering needle stood still on a dial.


  “Three gravities insufficient.”


  The Captain’s finger found a red button on the portable signal panel that made a three-inch medallion on the left breast of his uniform. Throughout the ship there was a flash of red lights; loudspeakers echoed his “Stand by for five gravities.”


  THE quartermasters flung long levers; the motors boomed, braking the speed of the Goddard’s fall toward the surface.


  Captain McCausland slumped to the acceleration and recovered; the air-speed indicator crept toward the bottom of the dial, and had almost reached it, when a loudspeaker twanged nasally. “Visibility fifty feet, liquid surface. Forty feet—going down—afloat, sir.”


  Adam killed the motor with a plunge of his finger and his ears rang in the sudden stillness.


  “Thank you, gentlemen,” said the Captain. “Perfect landing, Mister Longworth. Relieve the navigation watch and report to the chart-room in ten minutes.”


  Adam saluted, said a few words to the quartermasters and went out with them to the fo’castle. The men off watch were just unstrapping themselves from their bunks. Jake Burchall stepped up.


  “Do I take up the new watch, Mr. Adam?”


  “Two hours from now. Look here, Jake, there’s something I wish you’d do.”


  “Yes sir.”


  Adam lowered his voice.


  “Did you hear the report? Fluorine all through this planet. Our ports are glass, and fluorine acts on glass. They’re thick, of course, and have layers of plastic, but it will wear them through eventually. We’ve got to think of something to do about it, and I think I have the answer. Remember compartment eighteen? She’ll be flooded. Suppose when you’re posting that watch you get into a space suit and slide in there. Don’t go outside, but cut loose some of the mica lining around the break. When you get it, you can make some mica sheets for the helmet viewports of your space suit. Then get into compartment eighteen again, and try it out. I’m no chemical expert, but mica should insulate the view-ports on the helmet, and if it’ll do that, it will insulate the viewports of the whole ship. Report to me privately. I don’t want to make a fool of myself if Professor Reuter already has some other scheme worked out.”


  Jake grinned in understanding.


  “Yes sir. He-he-he. Hope he hasn’t.”


  In the chart room, when Adam arrived, he found a small gathering. Perkins, the chemists, was there; so was Professor Reuter, the astronomical man, a couple of assistants, and Captain McCausland, looking extremely grave, thoughtful, but ruffled.


  “Well, Longworth,” he said. “You’re just in time to order out the navigation watch and set the course back to earth.”


  Adam was aghast. “Not really?”


  “Ask these gentlemen.” He indicated the scientists.


  Professor Reuter cleared his throat, but it was Perkins who spoke. “At least we cannot remain here. The fluorine here will gradually, but certainly, cut through the glass in this ship.”


  ADAM flushed. He burst out: “But you knew there was fluorine a month ago! Didn’t anyone—?”


  Captain McCausland raised his hand. “Please.”


  Professor Reuter explained. “To tell the truth there was some discussion at that time. I am afraid I must confess myself considerably at fault. Dr. Perkins at that time urged that the expedition return and install quartz ports on the Goddard. At that time I judged the temperature would be about what it is, minus 200, and at that figure fluorine would not be present in the liquid portion of the atmosphere, but would exist as a gas, and therefore would not make contact with our ports while diving.”


  “I warned you it would be in solution,” remarked Dr. Perkins.


  “Yes.” Professor Reuter, a big man, with folds of fat hanging from his cheeks, pursed his lips and blew through them. “At the time, I must confess, I really must confess, that I failed to consider the fact that the enveloping upper atmosphere of the planet would cause the surface temperature to be lower than that in the atmosphere itself. As a result, it is just cold enough to hold a certain amount of fluorine in solution in this cold ocean—”


  “And, in a nut-shell, we must turn back,” said Adam. He appealed to Captain McCausland. “Isn’t there anything aboard ship with which we could insulate the ports?” Scientists always made difficulties, he thought; an old space captain like McCausland would not be so hard to down.


  “We can try putting divers in space-suits with double-thickness glass in the ports. That would last a couple of hours at all events. I don’t doubt but we could get volunteers in this crew.”


  Reuter blew through his thick lips again. “Dangerous. As scientific head of the expedition I will permit nothing of the kind. Naturally, Captain, we are under your orders, but if you take such a step it will be without my authority.”


  McCausland made a gesture of hopelessness. “Have you any other ideas to suggest, Mister Longworth?”


  Was “Old Steel-Wall” giving up this easily? Adam’s thoughts wheeled, but he schooled himself to inquire mildly, “Have you thought of trying mica windows, sir?”


  “That would do it!” cried Dr. Perkins excitedly. “Fluorine doesn’t attack mica—at least at earth temperatures. I don’t know about these sub-zero atmospheres, but it ought to work. Have we the mica?”


  “The ship is lined with it,” remarked McCausland. “But we can’t very well take the ship apart.”


  “Compartment eighteen, sir!” Adam burst out.


  “Try it by all means: Hurry though, for we’ll have to shutter the ship’s ports within an hour or get out of here. I congratulate you, Mister Longworth. That was well thought of.”


  Was there a touch of irony in the voice? As Adam saluted and withdrew, he wondered. Nobody else appeared to have noticed it, to have noticed that there was something in the Captain’s voice that didn’t somehow sound quite right.


  THREE men were grouped around the air lock at eighteen, and they looked up as the First Mate approached. “He’s coming out now, sir,” said one of them. “Been in already once, and Bjornsen fitted a mica shield over one of his helmet ports. He’s trying that and the straight glass shield in comparison.”


  Adam nodded wordlessly, watching the lock handle. Presently it turned and out stumbled a figure like a gnome, cased in hairy hoar-frost. “Pretty cold out there,” said one of the men, as with gloved fingers he labored deftly at Burchall’s helmet.


  The little wizened face came out of it, grinning like a, monkey’s. “It works, sir! I was in a good five minutes. Look here—the glass lens is all pitted and scored, but the mica isn’t touched. Something funny out there in that ocean, though.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Something with legs, only they weren’t exactly legs, either—”


  “Careful with that space suit there, Jake. Material’s brittle after that cold.”


  Adam raised his voice. “Look here men. We have a job on our hands. We must make and install port covers for every port on the ship. You know, the regular collision covers—beryll-steel. Jake, go up forward and get a dozen men, while you, Bjornsen, fix those mica covers on a dozen space-suit helmets. Make it snappy, for Heaven’s sake. We have just one hour to work in.”


  “Beg pardon, sir, but wouldn’t it be easier to do it outside this atmosphere?”


  “Haven’t the fuel. Hurry!” The ship rang with orderly disorder, as man after man of the off-duty watch reported, received the space-suit with the new mica windows, and passed out through the air-lock in compartment eighteen to join the others who were adjusting protective collision-shutters over the big ship’s ports. The last man through, Adam embarked on an inspection tour of the ship. Compartment 23 checked—all ports shuttered; compartment 22—


  A bell rang violently, and the loudspeaker system shouted: “First Mate Longworth wanted in the Captain’s cabin at once. First Mate Longworth wanted—” “First Mate Longworth reporting,” Adam remarked into his chest phone, and hurried along the corridor.


  Captain McCausland was seated at his desk, drumming on it with his fingers. “Mister Mate,” he burst out, as Adam entered, “do you know what time it is?”


  “No, sir.”


  The Captain indicated the space-chronometer set in the wall. “Your hour is up. Call your men in. We’re leaving.”


  “But, sir, they’re nearly finished—”


  “Mister Mate, I have taken the trouble to explain my orders to you once before. I’ll do it once more, so there will be no possible mistake. I’m responsible for the safety of this expedition and the lives of the people aboard. In the present case it’s my responsibility to see that this cold fluorine ocean doesn’t eat through the ports and put everyone to a horrible death, corroding as it freezes them—including Miss de Vries. Call in your men. That’s an order!”


  Adam’s mind filled suddenly with the picture of Paulette struggling vainly to beat back the hideous icy wave of acid at a temperature lower than anything on earth, of . . . He lifted his chest phone and spoke slowly. “Working party outside; abandon work and return at once. Enter by lock in compartment eighteen.”


  THE sound of hammers and the grind of wrenches on the outer hull went on uninterrupted. An expression of surprise spread across Adam’s face; Captain McCausland’s darkened with anger. “First Mate Longworth speaking! Did you hear me? Burchall, answer at once!”


  Again that pause, punctuated only by the sound of tools. McCausland lifted his own phone. “Burchall! Heinstatt! Captain McCausland speaking! Answer at once.” Again no reply but the mocking tap of hammers. The Captain’s face flushed darkly.


  “Longworth, if this is more of your officiousness, I’ll have your badges! Mister Longworth, you will get into a space suit at once and bring those men in. Knock them out if necessary.”


  Adam ran down the corridor toward the compartment eighteen air lock thinking to himself that if this was a mutiny it came at the most fortunate time for the success of the expedition. He took his time donning the space suit, his time about entering the air lock and turning on the pressure jets that would clear the way before him into the icy ocean outside. Just as he was about to throw open the outer door of the lock, the indicator on it moved, it was flung open from the outside, and the first of the divers stumbled in, accompanied by a rush of the icy sea that began immediately to vaporize in the warmer space of the compartment. The clang of hammers outside sank to a tap, then ceased altogether. The work was done! They could float on that Plutonian sea for as long as necessary without danger.


  When they were out of compartment eighteen’s air lock again, with the helmets off, Adam turned to Jake Burchall.


  “Why didn’t you answer me or Captain McCausland just now? Didn’t you know you could be sent to the mines on Mars for disobedience?”


  “Didn’t hear you, sir. You see, we was in such a hurry to get out that we kind of forgot to put our radiophones on the helmets.”


  Before Adam could put another question the bell clamored for lunch.


  ABOARD the space-ship Goddard the fiction of keeping up the normal twenty-four-hour early day was maintained, and it was not till after the meal called, by courtesy, lunch that Adam again faced Captain McCausland across the desk of his cabin. Paulette deVries was on the Captain’s other side as Adam entered and saluted stiffly.


  “Your report, Mister Mate? I am anxious to learn why my orders weren’t obeyed.”


  “No radiophones on the suits, sir.”


  The Captain stared, taken aback. At last he nodded his acceptance of the wholly reasonable explanation.


  “Very well . . . Glad you got the shutters installed in time. As matters stand, then, we can remain here for some time. Professor Reuter reports we are near one of the poles of this planet. We might as well start exploring here as anywhere. Will you take the detail?”


  Adam’s face lighted. He hadn’t expected a chance like this. “I’d be delighted, sir,” he began, and then, catching sight of Paulette’s slightly disdainful smile, broke off short.


  “Very good. Take at least one good man with you. Professor Reuter says the depth here is about sixty feet, which is the equivalent of thirty feet on earth, due to the difference in gravity. That is, the pressure ought not to bother anyone in a space suit provided the depth is constant. I’m sending you because you made good on that mica stunt. Now here’s your chance to do something bigger. You’ll have complete charge of whatever party you take.”


  “Mr. Longworth will enjoy that very much,” remarked Paulette. “He likes to take complete charge of things.”


  “I’ve noticed that,” said McCausland, drawing down the corner of his mouth. He reached into a drawer, and producing one of the ugly, ungainly rocket-pistols, shoved it across the desk. “This thing fires the new atomic shells. Pretty dangerous, as you probably know, but it’s about the only thing that will work in these liquid densities, and you can’t tell what you’ll run into out there. Good luck!”


  Adam saluted, and was just turning away when out of the corner of his eye he caught sight of Paulette’s face. It had gone suddenly rather white, and her lips were slightly parted. He turned back to speak, but the moment had passed, and contenting himself with an awkward repetition of the salute he made his way out of the cabin.


  JAKE BURCHALL, responding to a call over the loud speaker system, found him changing into the electrically warmed clothes used in the depths of outer space.


  “Want to come with me, Jake? An hour or so scouting along the ocean floor. We’ll be the first men to land on Pluto.”


  To his surprise, the wizened little man, instead of bursting into his habitual giggle, looked thoughtful.


  “What’s the matter, Jake?”


  “Nothin’, Mr. Adam. I was just wonderin’, that’s all, if maybe you volunteered for this, but I don’t s’pose you’d care to tell.”


  “I don’t mind telling you. Captain McCausland assigned me.”


  Burchall scratched his head, evidently seeking to choose his words.


  “You think a mighty lot of him, don’t you, Mr. Adam?”


  Adam stopped dressing with a zipper half closed, his mouth open. “Why sure! Ever since I was a kid—I remember being brought up on the story of how Steel-Wall McCausland saved the Venus mail rocket, the time—”


  “Yes, I know, Mr. Adam. But looky here, I’m goin’ to tell you for your own good, there some folks think Old Steel-Wall is a little bit too smooth outside and too hard inside, and I ain’t satisfied. There’s some mighty funny things goin’ on. I don’t like the way he called us in from that port detail—and that there navigation around the planetoids—and this here exploring trip—I’m just maybe a old fool, but I got my ideas.”


  “Bunk, Jake. Captain McCausland has other people to think of, too . . .” Adam’s sentence trailed off as he remembered the Captain’s willingness to give up the expedition when they had landed on the wet surface of Pluto. Could it be possible that the hero of his boyhood, the man Paulette was going to marry—?


  “What have you got there?” Jake Burchall’s voice interrupted his chain of thought “I s’pose the Captain gave you that, too?” inquired the old engineer, picking up the rocket pistol, and when Adam nodded. “Not for mine, Mr. Adam. Them things is twice as dangerous to you as to whatever you shoot ’em at. Come back there with me to the engine room. I got some of those marble bombs stuck on long rods back there. When you poke something with them, you know the explosion isn’t going to blow you into the middle of next week.”


  Cased like lobsters in their space suits the pair waddled clumsily up the spiral ramp to the main outlet lock. The pair of duty men at the lock swung the handles in a bored manner, and just as he was entering Adam thought he caught another glimpse of Paulette around the corner of the corridor, and raised one sheathed arm to wave her farewell, but she did not answer.


  “All right, Jake?” called Adam through the chest phone. There was a series of clicks. “All right, Mr. Adam.”


  Adam swung the lock control and felt the grip of the pale ocean, colder than anything on earth, sliding up around his legs, to his waist. Another spin of the handle, and side by side the two were settling gently through the opalescent depths toward the surface of Pluto.


  INSIDE the ship, the lock attendants had gone off duty and the corridor was for the moment empty. Paulette glanced at the pressure gauge, saw that it registered a blank, which meant that the two had left the lock, and then turned swiftly to look along the corridor. No one in sight.


  “At least,” Walter had said to her, “wait till those two come back. You don’t know what may be in that ocean out there—an ocean of liquid air and fluorine. Dr. Perkins says we don’t know a thing about the climates of these extreme cold planets, and what forms of life may exist. Think of those horrible quick-acting fungi that destroyed the explorers of the first Uranus expedition.”


  “But you practically ordered Mate Longworth to go,” she had retorted.


  “That’s different. Danger is his business.”


  There was no point in arguing. She left it at that, and promising Walter to rejoin him later, strolled down the corridor and up the ramp to the outer airlock. But danger was her business, too, she told herself, as she swung back the door to the compartment in which the space suits were kept, and hastily took down the smallest on the rack. Yes, the eye-pieces were mica-covered.


  Danger was her business, she told herself again, as she turned on the pressure jets to dear the lock; she was Paulette de Vries, the radio gal, chosen for her part in this expedition out of all the radio recorders of three planets for her utter fearlessness. And besides, that snip of a First Mate, Adam Longworth, had intimated that she needed protection. The lock snapped to behind her, and as it did so, she thought exultantly that Captain Walter McCausland might as well learn now as any other time that he couldn’t order his prospective wife around, even if he could make everyone else aboard the Goddard jump.


  THE water was very dark, the color of bottle glass, splotched here and there with darker, purplish shadows. Far above her, Paulette could see the faint shimmering line of light that marked the space ship. It looked to be hundreds of feet above her. Five steps in any direction, she knew, would blot it out completely. She had no great fear of getting lost, as the compass guide at her belt was tuned to the ship’s control compass and would always point to it. Somewhere down here in the dark around her Adam and Jake were also exploring the bottom. Although she couldn’t see them, the thought gave her courage. She stepped tentatively forward. One—two—three—four—five—at each step floating a little before she came down. She could no longer see the faint, comfortable lights of the ship somewhere above her, and for a brief moment, panic tore at her throat. She fought it down. Silly! She peered around her, as though the thought of Jake and Adam Would make them materialize. There! There they were. She could see them dimly, like shadows, to her left. She turned and walked as swiftly as she could in the direction. How Adam would laugh at her for her fears. What a little coward—. She stopped suddenly, and cold, clammy fingers of fear rippled along her spine. The dark shadow before her wasn’t Adam or Jake! It was something tall and thin. Something that seemed alive, weaving back and forth, and about the same color as the water. It seemed about ten feet high and six inches through, and was made up of sections like a string of sausages. Then over to the right she saw more of them—a regular forest.


  Like the snapping of a brittle icicle, the tension broke. They were plants. Some form of natural flora, swaying to and fro in the icy currents of that dark sea. She laughed hysterically, and relief flooded her, bathing her in perspiration. But the experience had nevertheless unnerved her. Coward or not, she decided she had had enough, and turned to find her way back to the ship. Then she saw it! Behind and a little above her. Something big, whiter than the color of the water, hovering, drifting. She tried to hurry. Tried to tell herself it was just another surprising but inanimate form of life to be found in this strange planet, but as she glanced back and up, she saw the thing was keeping perfect pace with her. Horrified, she watched as it settled slowly toward her. Huge. White. Hideously opaque. She couldn’t move. She could only stand, rooted as in some frightful nightmare, staring with bursting eyes as the thing drifted gently toward her. Then panic took her. She opened her mouth to scream, but no sound came from her strangling throat, and her tongue clove tightly to the roof of her mouth. She put her arms up, like a child trying to push aside a horrible dream. Her hands touched a soft, white pulpy body. Touched it, then to her utter horror passed through into the body itself! They were gripped in that opaque substance. And still the thing settled lower, like a great hideous, white cloak. It would cover her completely. Absorb her. As it had absorbed her hands. As it Was even now absorbing her wrists—her arms . . .


  ADAM and Jake Burchall had set out with the idea of tracing a circle of some 300 yards around the ship. In spite of the weak gravity, the pressure was against them, and at each long, floating step they paused while Adam probed into the silt of the ocean floor with a long rod. Rock surface was only inches down; what kind of rock he could not tell. At each step they encountered the same sausage-like chain-weeds Paulette had met, and twice Adam attempted to pull up one of the singular Plutonian plants, only to find it breaking into sections at a touch.


  “I suspect,” said Adam through his phone, “that these are some very low form of life. Look how they break along the joint, Jake. They probably reproduce in that fashion, breaking off to form an entirely new plant.”


  “Funny we haven’t seen any other form of life.”


  “Yes. It would be more usual to find a couple of hundred on an ocean floor like this.”


  A surge in the water round them nearly swept the explorers from their feet. Adam looked up. Scarcely ten feet above him, a huge brownish globe shot past, twice his own height, its smooth surface studded with countless tiny arms that beat the water in unison. As he gazed at it, a paler, whitish mass soared through the twilight to leap on the brown globe, and twisting in each other’s grip, they passed from sight.


  Jake’s gasp came through the earphones and then his giggle, “He—he—he, Mr. Adam, there’s two more forms of life and we make another one, if we stay alive till we get back.”


  Another three steps, and they halted again at the sight of a shapeless, almost white mass looming through the fog of green ahead. It was alive; it moved, but flowing, rather than swimming, and as nearly as they could make out in the dimness was without eyes, mouth or visible organs of any kind, a huge, shapeless jelly. Adam reached for the rocket pistol at his belt, but Jake’s eye had caught the motion and his voice came through the earphones, “Don’t use that thing, Mr. Adam. It ain’t—Holy catfish!”


  The huge colorless jelly had sidled toward them through the water, then sheered off, revealing as it did so, a core of some darker color through its translucent sides and three shapeless legs whose motion propelled it. As it made the turn away from the explorers it bumped one of the curious segmented weeds and Jake had cried out.


  FOR where the animal had bumped the weed a huge dent appeared in its rounded forward end, growing rapidly till it was a cavern, a cavern which engulfed the chainweed. Instantly the lips of the cavern closed; Adam could see that the surface had become as smooth as before, while inside the translucent structure of the animal the outline of the weed was faintly visible.


  “I’ve seen things like that before,” said Adam softly, as though fearful of attracting the monster’s attention.


  “Where? I ain’t never seen nothing like that. And I’m telling you, Mr. Adam, I been around a lot. Even in those dinosaur swamps on Venus.”


  “Ever look through a microscope, Jake?”


  “Can’t say as I have very often, Mr. Adam.”


  “That’s just what you see in a microscope, Jake. That brown thing was just like a rotifer. Those big white lumps, that can turn themselves into mouths anywhere they want to and then close up and turn themselves into stomachs, they’re amoebas. Amoebas as big as whales! They’re the most savage animals in the whole created kingdom—and just about the most dangerous for their size.”


  The engineer’s voice was doubtful. “You mean we’re sort of in a microscope?”


  Adam grunted.


  “Microscope my left foot! Those things are real! They’re dangerous! They’re the lowest form of life, but what happened is probably that they couldn’t develop into any higher forms on this cold planet, so they simply grew to gigantic size. Let’s get out of here.”


  He took off in a long soaring step that carried him jerkily six feet through the water, Jake following. They had progressed perhaps three leaps, when the engineer’s voice was suddenly loud inside Adam’s helmet—“Look! On the left there!”


  Adam checked himself in mid-leap and saw a dark figure in the green gloom of the undersea world, with one of the giant amoebas swooping toward it. “A man!” came Jake’s voice. “It’s attacking one of the crew. Stand still you, we’re coming!”


  THERE was no answer; the other diver only put up his arms to ward the thing off, and they saw his hands were empty, weaponless. Another leaping step carried them almost within reach of the hideous thing that at the first touch of the other diver’s hands had suddenly formed itself into the huge ingestion funnel. Adam swung his arm back to stab the amoeba with his explosive spear, but Jake’s voice came through the earphones.


  “Too close, Mr. Adam. He’s right on top of that man; you’ll blow him to pieces. Let me try to attract him away.”


  Jake was holding out the harmless end of the spear. He prodded the giant amoeba briskly, and he did so, the jellylike creature again opened a huge funnel and swooped with a speed surprising for so large and formless an object. Jake dodged and flattened to the sea-bottom, shouting “Give it to him!”


  Adam jabbed, pressing the button of his spear as he did so. There was a violent shock; Adam himself went down from the impact of the compressed water and as he fell saw the diver they had rescued tumbling also. Above them a cloud of milky silt boiled up, then whipped away in long ribbons as some obscure current of that strange sea caught it. The giant amoeba loomed through the murk, with a great ragged hole in its side—but the hole was closing, healing before their very eyes!


  As he tried to rise and draw the rocket-pistol again, Adam’s ears caught Jake’s growl of fury, and he saw the engineer lunge with another of the bomb-spears. Again there was the violent shock and murky cloud, half clearing to show Adam the strange diver, who took two staggering steps toward him and then collapsed against his supporting arm. At their feet the giant amoeba lay, a whitish, shapeless mass, injured beyond the power of a second restoration—but no! As he watched, a foot long bud suddenly projected from the side of the mass, swelled, detached itself, and then slithered off into the dimness.


  “Holy catfish!” ejaculated Jake. “You can’t kill the thing!


  “Who is it you got there?”


  “Don’t know. Hello there, hello! Doesn’t answer.”


  “Better get him inside. I’ll help.”


  Together they half dragged, half lifted the diver toward the air-lock, leaped, caught it, and in a few minutes more were in. The lights in the corridor were blinding bright; Jake and Adam snatched off their own helmets, and worked feverishly on the gears of the stranger, to reveal the pale, half-unconscious face of Paulette deVries.


  SHE grinned feebly and licked pale lips.


  “Hello, Adam! Oh, boy was I glad to see you a few minutes ago! I thought that thing had me. It was like a bad dream.”


  “Are you all right? How did you get there?”


  “I’m all right now, thanks . . . I walked.” She got up, a tottering step, and slipped out of her space suit. “I don’t need help—excuse me, I’m being ungrateful. What was it?”


  “Giant amoeba, I think. He might have found that space suit of yours a little hard to digest, but you would have smothered, waiting for him to discover that. What ever persuaded you to go out there without your headphones connected up or any weapons?”


  “Adam Longworth, are you going to lecture me again?” she began, then her face broke into a smile. “Oh, I suppose you’re right this time, though. The main reason was really to show Walter that I could do my own thinking, to be honest. And—thank you again.”


  She held out her hand in gratitude. It lay cool in his for a minute, returning the friendly pressure, and then she was gone.


  “I think,” said Captain McCausland, “that we can evade any more incidents with these animals of yours by having the digging parties work in an air-lock attached to the ship’s entry lock. Diving suits won’t be necessary in that case.”


  “Of course, sir, that would be safer. Won’t it use up a good deal of fuel to move the ship for each separate dig, though, sir? We’re very low on fuel. May I suggest we pump into storage the amount necessary to make the return voyage? Whatever is left over we can use for exploration from a special tank. When that tank’s empty, we’re through and we have to go.”


  “Good suggestion. Give orders accordingly, Mister Mate.”


  “What would you think of sampling parties, sir, say three well-armed men, chipping off the surface rock wherever they can find it?”


  “Waste of time. Beryllium will have to be dug for.”


  “Where shall we dig, sir? Right here? I understand that beryllium would be closer to the surface near the planet’s equator—if there is any.”


  “You understand? What gave you to understand anything of the kind? Are you the geologist? We’ll dig right here. Professor Reuter has made a very exhaustive study of the question and he thinks the pole is much the likeliest spot.”


  Adam stared. “Professor Reuter! I thought he was an astronomer.”


  “Reuter is an eminent scientist—which is more than you’ll ever be, Mister Mate. You have your work to attend to, and if you do it you’ll have no time for doing mine or Professor Reuter’s. Now detail an engine-room party to pump fuel for the return trip. Allow ten per cent margin for safety . . . What are you staring at me like that for? Do you realize you are impudent! Allow ten per cent. Then report to me how much is left for exploration. Next watch, have the mechanics begin work on the digging lock. By the way—may I have my rocket pistol back?”


  Adam remembered that he had handed the pistol to Jake Burchall and had seen it disappear in his capacious pocket. At another time he might have said as much; but in his new-born suspicion of the Captain he merely replied:


  “Sorry, sir! Must have dropped it in that fight with the giant amoeba—”


  He stopped. For just an instant there had flashed across Walter McCausland’s face an expression of fierce, snarling hatred. Then a smooth mask seemed to be drawn across it, and the Captain’s voice was serene. “Of course. If it turns up, return it to me. That’s all.”


  “BUT Adam! That’s absurd. What possible reason could he have for wishing to make the expedition fail?” Paulette looked anxiously from Jake Burchall’s face to Adam’s and back as the three sat in the girl’s cabin.


  “I know,” said Adam. “I don’t understand myself, Paulette. Why, he’s been a hero of mine ever since I was big enough to know what a space ship looked like! But—”


  Jake’s wrinkled visage contracted in a frown. “I don’t know much about the rest, Miss, but I do know I could have navigated through that planetoid belt myself, and I’m only an engineer. But he certainly used up an awful lot of fuel jumping over it.”


  “Yes,” Adam broke in excitedly, “and he knew there was fluorine in the atmosphere here, but he landed right into it without making any preparation to shutter the ports, though he knew very well fluorine eats into glass like water into sugar. Then he wants to turn back. Then he gives us an impossibly short time to shutter the ports and tries to call in the men and leave before they get it finished. I won’t mention—”


  The girl burst in on him. “Adam, you’re frightfully unfair. There’s a perfectly sensible explanation of everything you’ve mentioned.” She held out one hand. “Really, you saved my life down there and I don’t want you to think I’m ungrateful, but you’re letting things get you. You mustn’t think you’re running the whole expedition.”


  Adam’s face flushed. He swallowed twice as though about to speak, but before he could say anything, Jake Burchall slowly produced from his pocket the rocket-pistol and laid it on the table before the three.


  “Look here, Miss,” he said. “I don’t want to say nothin’, but when I got into my own bunk, I took one of the shells out of this thing. The others are in the magazine. Now I want you to look at this.”


  He snapped back the catch at the side of the pistol, and two atomic-power shells dropped out—the most powerful and terrible weapons yet invented by the scientists of three planets, ugly little things in their gleaming metal cases. Jake picked up one of them and handed it to Paulette, indicating a spot on the side of the shell with his finger-tip. The girl bent and gazed; there was a tiny pin-prick, a puncture entering the side of the shell.


  “Do you see that little hole there?” said Jake. “Do you know what would happen when the trigger was pulled with that shell in the gun? Instead of firing the bullet toward the giant amoeba that hole means the whole force of the charge would have gone off in the gun itself. And that’s the gun Captain McCausland gave Adam . . . I’m sorry, Miss, I didn’t mean to—hurt your feelings.”


  Paulette had collapsed suddenly across the table, her shoulders shaking with sobs, her face buried in her hands. “Go away, please go away,” she cried, as Adam touched her shoulder.


  “HELLO, EARTH! This is Paulette deVries reporting progress aboard the Goddard by recording for later broadcast. The first dig ended in a failure this morning. Fifty feet down, and Dr. Perkins reports the composition of the rock strata remarkably uniform in character, but no sign of beryllium in them, nor any formation that looks as though it might contain beryllium. We’re on our way from the North Pole of Pluto to the South Pole, where Professor Reuter thinks we stand the best chance of finding the metal we need. Just reached the half way mark . . . Hello, the motors have stopped! I’ll find out what the reason is for you in just a minute. What’s going on, Rossiter? . . .


  Hello, Earth! Our motors have stopped, the fuel in the special tank we had set aside for exploration purposes is exhausted. We seem to be somewhere near the equator of Pluto . . . No, the fuel didn’t run out, they’ve found a leak, a leak in the fuel tank. It’s all right, folks, we’ve set aside enough fuel to ride home to earth on, but we’ll have to dig here instead of at the South Pole. I’m going to ask—”


  “Isn’t it a curious coincidence, Mister Mate, that this leak should bring us down over the equator—just where you wanted to dig all along?” Captain McCausland’s voice was biting.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Curious coincidence, too, wasn’t it, that when those shutters were being put on the workmen’s radiophones went out of order? Listen here, Mr. Mate, there have been too damned many coincidences around here to suit me. A few more and you’re going to find yourself working in the engine room. That’s all. Get out of here and get the digging lock rigged.”


  Adam saluted mechanically and left the cabin. He knew with sickening precision what the captain meant. Demotion to the engine room would mark him forever in the space service as an inefficient mate. He could never hope to obtain a command of his own, and throughout the rest of his life, wherever he went the record of it would follow him. Even now, the unfavorable report McCausland was sure to turn in when they returned to earth would block his way to any higher command, any other rating. He felt sick at heart as he joined the group at the main lock, helmet in hand, as they were about to launch themselves into the green ocean below—six men, armed with the bomb-spears Jake Burchall had provided.


  He was surprised to note that Paulette deVries was standing waiting with the others, helmet in hand and her face deathly pale.


  “Paulette,” he begged, “do you really think you should go? Remember what happened last time. Does McCausland—”


  “He knows I’m going.”


  “All right. But keep with the men please. For my peace of mind if not for your own sake. All ready? Close lock!”


  The green waters rose about them in the lock and they swung off. Adam’s voice came clearly through the earphones of the party.


  “Be careful everyone! This is a regular jungle of those chain-weeds.”


  Paulette’s voice answered. “Look, Adam! Where I’m pointing. There’s something different over there, little round things, dark red, with a few yellow ones.”


  “I see them, Paulette. I don’t think . . . Jake, I don’t like this. Let’s test that bottom and get back as soon as we can.”


  The men stooped and scraped in the silt with their metal tools, reporting results. “Not over six inches to rock here.”


  “Eight inches here.”


  “Just about as shallow here as before.”


  “Take a few samples, then. Make it as quick as you can. As soon as you get your samples move back, be ready to ascend to the main lock.”


  ADAM could see nothing but the cloudy liquid around him, stirred to green milk as the sampling of the silt raised a murk around him. “Paulette,” he called, “what’s your compass reading?”


  “Nineteen-O-thirty south. Sixty-three—seven, west.”


  “I can’t see you. Move due east two long steps and stand still. I’ll reach for you.”


  She complied and called out to him.


  “What’s your reading now?” he asked, and she thought his voice sounded strange as she replied, “Same south reading. Sixty-three—six, west.”


  “Jake! Where are you and what’s your reading?”


  “I’m right here, Mr. Adam. Can’t see you? This silt doesn’t seem to settle down. There’s a current of some kind carrying it; I can just stand against it. My reading’s eighteen-forty—forty-two south; sixty-two—fifteen west.”


  “Bjornsen, Rossiter! Report and extend hands. If you don’t touch anyone, reach out with the safe ends of your bomb-spears and swing them in a circle till you do . . . Ah, who’s that who just touched me?”


  “Rossiter, sir.”


  “That makes three of—”


  The words were suddenly cut off by the shock of an explosion that nearly tore them from their feet and a heavier cloud of the milky silt came eddying past, fragments of chain-weed moving through it. Burchall’s voice came through the earphones. “Attacked! New kind of animal! Eighteen-forty—twenty-one south. Twenty—thirty-two west!”


  “Never mind the bearings!” cried Aclam. “Rossiter, Paulette! Hang on to the ends of these spears, and take three steps with me, don’t lose contact!”


  The three leaped as one, then again and again, through the murk in which everything was invisible. As they touched bottom at the end of the last leap, Adam saw a long writhing arm, with a barbed tip at the end of it, swing past his helmet viewports, caught a gasp from Jake through his earphones, and then felt Paulette at his side pull free from his gripping hand and reach up with the bomb-spear.


  There was the shock of another explosion. Down he went, and saw something murky with whirling arms fly past the view-ports. Then Paulette’s voice came through, clear and triumphant.


  “I got rid of it, Adam, and here’s Jake. He’s all right, I guess.”


  “Everyone attention,” said Adam, picking himself up. “Make toward the direction where that explosion came from. Then join hands and get back into the ship, quick!”


  A few moments later, when the space suits had been put away, and the men were dispersing along the corridors to their cabins, Paulette touched Adam’s arm.


  “What was the idea of keeping asking for those compass bearings?” she said. “We found the main lock all right, didn’t we?”


  “Yes,” replied Adam shortly, “thanks to your compass. And thanks to you, too, Jake’s life was saved. But didn’t you hear the reports from those others? Every one of those compasses was wrong, sometimes wrong by a whole degree, and every one was different.”


  “I don’t understand,” replied the girl. “Didn’t you have the compasses checked before you started?”


  “That’s just the point. I did have them checked and adjusted. And Professor Reuter was the man who adjusted them. If you hadn’t been with us—”


  “HELLO, EARTH! This is Paulette de Vries, speaking to you from Pluto. In about an hour or more we’ll be through, one way or another. The digging has gone down to a depth of fifty feet, sheathed in its steel casing, and there’s no sign of beryllium yet. We haven’t enough fuel to try another dig. I’ve just been down in the well the men have sunk, looking it over. They’re working at the bottom with the new atomic power diggers, that compress the material taken out of the well into a fused, rocklike substance with which the walls of the well itself are lined as they go down, making it safer the deeper they get. One strange thing about the digging so far is that the temperature has advanced sharply as we go down. The ocean from which we’re working is two hundred below zero as you know. Down there they struck rock colder than any ice on earth at the start and had to work in warm air supplied from the ship. Now the temperature has gone up at least a hundred degrees, and its rising faster with every foot. Just a minute. People are hurrying past me, there’s been some kind of an accident at the dig. I’ll have the details for you . . .”


  The girl snapped off her key and hurried down the corridor to the open lock. Above her the loudspeaker system was booming: “All watches. Summon all watches. Second Mate Wayland report to Captain McCausland. Diggers have broken through into a cavern. Seven men have fallen. All watches.”


  Two or three men were standing at the edge of the air-lock, gazing down the spiral staircase that wound its way into the digging.


  “Who’s down there?” asked Paulette.


  The man saluted. “First Mate Longworth,” he replied. “Six men with him. We’re trying communication by radio, but haven’t got in touch with him yet.”


  An icy hand gripped tightly at Paulette’s heart.


  “Adam!” she cried and was surprised to discover there were tears in her eyes, as a touch fell on her shoulder, and she looked around to see the face of Captain Walter McCausland.


  “What’s the matter, my dear?” he asked.


  “Your dear!” she half shrieked. “I’m not your dear, and I wouldn’t marry you if you were the last man on earth! You did this!”


  The captain’s mouth curled in a sneer. “So that’s it, is it? He’s persuaded you he can run you as well as the expedition. Well, I hope he can run things down where he is as well as he can everything else.” He turned on his heel and walked away without another word.


  IT seemed useless to go any deeper, but Adam, driving the digging machines hard at the bottom of the excavation, was determined not to give up till he was called back. There would be no more excavations; there was no more fuel to take the Goddard to another spot. The lights, led down from the ship, flared about them, the tongues of the atomic power rasps worked against the rocks with an annoying, grating sound, discharging their take of powdered rock into the machine that fused it, and worked slowly around the circular wall of the excavation behind them, plastering it with white-hot material that cooled rapidly into the smooth, stony cylinder that towered far above to join with the ship.


  Suddenly, one of the diggers took on a new, high-pitched note. Adam turned; and as he turned felt himself slipping, clutched at something, and the next minute was sliding down, down, a long slant it seemed into total darkness. A weight gripped him around the chest; he rolled over, but his hands caught only loose stones, and when the slide came to a stop as abrupt as its beginning, he found himself lying on his back, the weight across his legs, looking up, far up toward where a speck of light from the ship seemed miles away.


  He reached out one hand and touched something as smooth as though it were polished and gently warm. “Mr. Adam!” said a voice suddenly, and he recognized it as Jake’s. “Are you all right, Mr. Adam?”


  “I think so, but my legs are caught.”


  “I’ll get you free in a minute. Anybody else?”


  “I got hit in the belly,” came a voice. “Where’s Flack?”


  The engineer was lifting something. “Can you get out there now, Mr. Adam? We’ll be all right in a minute.” Adam gave a heave, felt his entangled legs slide free and pulled himself onto a pile of debris just as a light glared on like a star from one of the other men.


  “Are we all here? Where’s Flack?” There was a counting of noses and a general feeling of bodies for bruises. Above them, where the wall of the cylinder stopped, they could make out that the sudden break through had carried them down some twenty feet. “Here he is. Just an arm sticking out. I’m afraid he’s done for. Come here, everyone.”


  One of the digging machines was brought into play and they labored to get the prisoned man free, but as they cleared the broken stone and rubble from around his face, it became evident that the effort was useless. The eyes were glazed, the head hung limp. Adam stepped back against the wall of the cave-in around them, and as he did so his hand touched it. Once more he noticed it was both smooth and warm. He turned, and in the light of the atomic lamps now blazing across the top of the cave-in examined it. It was not only smooth and warm, but polished; and just over his head he could see where the rock stopped and metal began—a clean-fitted job, a manufactured wall!


  “Jake!” he called excitedly, “bring that digging machine over here for a second. The one with the cutting head.”


  The little engineer turned, and bounded over in a couple of steps, digging machine in hand. “Why, that’s a metal wall,” he cried, and applied the head for a moment in a brief surge of power. The bit cut out an inch-deep circle of metal, dropping it on some of the rubble with a tinny clang. Jake bent to pick it up.


  “It’s light enough to be beryllium,” he said, handing the disc to Adam, and turning back to the wall, drove his cutter into it with renewed energy.


  “What are you doing?” demanded the mate, hefting the disc of metal.


  “This wall sounds hollow. Here goes!” He had driven the machine deep in, and stepping back, pulled the handle marked “Split.” There was a sudden rending clang; a crash and a six-foot section of the wall fell inwards. The two men stared into the hole it had left, heedless of the fact that the other members of the excavating crew were crowding up behind them.


  They were looking into a low square room, perhaps twenty feet across. At the far side was a doorway, and in the doorway stood a man!


  To be sure he was such a man as none of them had ever before seen. He was not over four and a half feet tall, yet with arms as long as an earthling’s hanging down below his knees, tremendously broad shoulders, and a head that seemed permanently pushed forward and downward above them. Below that head the creature was wrapped from neck to toe in some shimmering blue material with a metallic luster, banded around the arms and legs with red metal.


  As they gazed in astonishment, the man took two steps forward, his head bobbing on his neck at each step, opened his lips, and uttered “Wahwahroo!” in a voice thick with gutturals.


  ADAM glanced around at his own men, then once more at the Plutonian dwarf, whose face, as far as he could judge, bore an expression of intense interest rather than of fear or anger. The remark, he judged, would be a greeting.


  “Wahwahroo!” he replied amiably, but the Plutonian continued to stare in a manner that indicated Adam’s first lesson in this unknown tongue was far from a success.


  “Stand by,” he remarked to the crew. “I’m going in and try to talk to this bird. May be trouble.” Catching the sides of the split in the wall, he jumped down in a small cascade of pebbles that rang on the floor below in a manner which assured him this also was metal.


  “I don’t understand what you’re saying, old man,” he remarked to the Plutonian, who had remained standing in the doorway, and touching a finger to lips and ears to emphasize the point. “I don’t understand, but maybe you’ll be able to get it from a picture.”


  From one of his pockets he produced a piece of paper, and with one of the new print-pencils that had just been developed, sketched rapidly at a crude drawing of a rocket-ship with little men issuing from beneath it into the waves of an ocean.


  The Plutonian accepted it from his hand, looked at it with a puzzled expression, then returned it, nodding violently, but with an expression on his face that bespoke complete lack of comprehension.


  “Mr. Adam!” It was Jake’s voice from the door. “I’m sending the others back with Flack to get some weapons.”


  “All right. Just stay there to keep up communication, Jake,” Adam called back. “I’m trying to get over the idea to this guy that we’re civilized.”


  He stepped over to the wall of the room and with his print-pencil tapped on the metal “Ping!” then twice “Ping-Ping” and then three times, “Ping-Ping-Ping.”


  The Plutonian watched him attentively, grimaced with thick lips, and then catching Adam’s eye, tapped with his foot, once, then twice, then three times in quick succession. Adam smiled approval; the Plutonian reached out, took the drawing again and studied it gravely for a moment, then pointed at one of the little figures, at Adam, and smiled.


  Adam did his best to signify that the Plutonian had grasped the point. The dwarf held up one hand, palm out toward Adam, then turned to the door behind him. Adam watched without moving, and a frown spread across the Plutonian’s face.


  “I got it, Mr. Adam,” called Jake from the rent in the wall, “all the signals are different here. He holds up his hand to stop you because he wants you to come along.”


  It might be. Adam took an experimental step toward the Plutonian, and saw the latter’s face clear. They reached the door together, and Adam noticed it did not open on hinges, but slid. The Plutonian touched some kind of lever or contact in the frame, uttered something in his deep voice, and stood waiting. Beyond the door, Adam noticed, was another room, perfectly dark, but as the Plutonian stopped speaking, there was a rustle of feet within and a file of half a dozen dwarfs emerged, each an exact duplicate of the first as nearly as Adam could judge. They formed a circle, staring at Adam and at the torn wall with Jake gazing through. Each in turn stepped forward, examined Adam from head to foot and having emitted a few expressive grunts took his place in the circle again. All seemed friendly, but after the last one had looked over Adam, one of the Plutonians produced some kind of weapon with a hammer-like head and a handle set crosswise, and waved the earth-man back toward the tear in the wall.


  Adam looked around at Jake, saw that he had one of the digging machines in his hand, and decided that retreat toward this protection was the best policy. But it was not the Plutonians intention to dismiss him, evidently. One of them, whose metallic armbands were more numerous than the rest, stepped forward, reached for Adam’s print-pencil, and when Adam added to it his piece of paper, was busy for a moment.


  ON the paper, when he handed it to the earth-man, were seven groups of dots, one in the first, two in the second, three in the third, regularly up to seven dots in the seventh group.


  The dwarf pointed to himself, then to the single dot; and followed by indicating each of the other six Plutonians, in turn with one of the lines of dots.


  When this effort at communication had been executed, he pointed to the single dot again, then to Adam, and finally to the wall.


  “What does he want?” asked Jake. “What’s he trying to get at?”


  “I think I know,” replied Adam. “See these numbers of dots? He’s trying to tell me he’s the number one man here, and he wants to talk to our number one man.”


  He turned to the Plutonian, saluting, and laughed to see the dwarf returning him a carbon copy of the movement.


  “I’ll stay here,” he said to Jake. “As soon as they get that emergency ladder in position report to Captain McCausland and ask him whether he can come down. You might take along those metal samples you routed out. Ask Dr. Perkins to test them for beryllium. They’re light and strong enough to be the stuff.”


  “GENERAL staff assembly in the mess room! Time one-two-four-five. General staff assembly in the mess room! Time, one-two-four-five. General—”


  The ship’s loudspeakers were carrying the message all through the big hull, and even down into the base of the tunnel where the spiral stair of alloy had now been carried to the spot of the cave-in, and Second Mate Wayland was superintending the job of fusing some of the debris into place to strengthen and lengthen the cylinder.


  Coming down the corridor toward the mess room, Adam almost ran into Paulette. She took his hand impulsively. “I’m so glad for you, Adam,” she said. “You wanted this expedition to succeed so much, and you’ve worked so hard on it.”


  He smiled wryly. “Lot of good it’ll do me now. The captain’s going to turn in an unfavorable report and he’s even now threatening to demote me to the engine room.”


  The girl’s eyes flashed. “Never mind. You forget that I’m the power of the press. When Paulette deVries, the radio gal, lets go, Captain Walter McCausland is going to be good and sorry for some of the things he’s done.”


  Adam stopped and stared at her in amazement. “Why, I thought you were going to marry him!”


  “Him! I wouldn’t marry him if he were the last man on—on Pluto.” She gave a laugh that was half a sob.


  “Then—then, there’s a chance—”


  “Sssh. Here we are.”


  The scientific staff, Dr. Perkins, Professor Reuter, three assistants, the medical staff and a geographer, were at the front of the room, with the second and third mates, and the other officers of the expedition, Captain McCausland in their midst. As Adam and Paulette, the last to enter, came in, McCausland glanced at them sharply under lowered brows. Adam realized suddenly that he was holding the girl’s hand and dropped it; someone laughed, and McCausland’s hard, thin face was etched in a sneer.


  “Miss deVries,” he said. “I called the entire staff together to listen to this report on the sample of metal brought from below, because it is very important. Would you be good enough to open your key and make a record of this report?”


  The girl obediently snapped the switch on the device that hung at her chest, and spoke briefly into it. “Hello, earth! Paulette deVries speaking. We are about to hear the report on the metal found in the digging on Pluto. Dr. Perkins, our chemist, will speak first . . .”


  Perkins’ report was brief. “I have made spectroscopic tests on the metal brought from the digging, and which is used by the inhabitants of the interior of Pluto. It registers as certainly beryllium.”


  PAULETTE was about to speak again, when McCausland held up his hand. “I would like to hear from Professor Reuter,” he said. “He conducted the chemical and physical analyses of the metal after Dr. Perkins had finished his spectroscopic tests.”


  Professor Reuter’s oily voice boomed out. “I regret to say that although this metal responds to the spectroscopic tests for beryllium, it will not do for our purpose. It is, in fact, an isotope of beryllium, a metal which resembles it spectroscopically but not physically. The weight is wrong; the metal is much too heavy and will not do for making armor for space ships.”


  “But—but—” babbled Adam. “I didn’t weigh it, of course, but it seemed very light to me.”


  “And to me also,” remarked Dr. Perkins. There was a frown of puzzlement if not of suspicion between his brows.


  “Miss de Vries, you will not make a record of this useless argument,” snapped McCausland. “Professor Reuter will explain—”


  “I will explain that the sample in its original form was full of air particles, like a fine sponge,” remarked the professor easily, but with his mouth working. “The Plutonians evidently have some process of lightening in this fashion.”


  “Isn’t there any way of treating it?”


  McCausland turned to Dr. Perkins. “Will you explain to our young but over-enthusiastic friend about that?”


  Dr. Perkins shook his head. The frown still persisted. “Not if it’s a true isotope. That would be the same thing as transmuting elements. But I still confess I do not entirely understand.”


  McCausland took up the word swiftly. “Meanwhile, since it is certain that the metal used by these Plutonians will not do for our purpose, I think it important that we at least look into the composition of their civilization to some extent,” he remarked. “I propose to investigate them with Professor Reuter’s co-operation. Mister Longworth, you will take charge of the ship guard.”


  Paulette spoke up suddenly. “Captain McCausland, I think it is important that I go with you on making this contact with the Plutonians. Certainly everyone on the three planets will want to know about them.”


  The captain’s mouth writhed a moment, and Adam noticed the glance he shot at Professor Reuter, but his voice was smooth. “To be sure, Miss de Vries. I think, then, this is all that comes before the present meeting. Dismiss.”


  THE space in front of the metal wall that shut off the Plutonian domain had been cleared. As Paulette, accompanied by Professor Reuter, McCausland, and Bjornsen of the engine-room staff, reached the bottom of the dig and stepped over to it, they noted that although the wall still showed part of the jagged break, a door had been fitted to fill most of the gap.


  The four stepped over to it, and McCausland tapped at the door. There was no answer at first, then from the other side there came an answering tapping—one tap, then two, then three, as though for a signal. McCausland answered in the same fashion, and after a moment the door slid back, revealing one of the strange ape men of Pluto. He saluted in a strange copy of the movement Adam had made at the time of their first contact, and McCausland, returning the salute, stepped through the door, and producing a piece of paper from his pocket began to make sketches, while the dwarf watched with interest, his face working rapidly to indicate comprehension.


  After a moment the captain beckoned to Reuter and both stepped down into the Plutonian room, leaving Paulette and Bjornsen on the heap of rubble at the base of the digging. The girl looked round, then in a low voice, said to the engineer:


  “Will you do me a favor?”


  “Sure. What is it?”


  “I’d like a souvenir. See where that part of the wall is torn? Could you break me off a little sliver of that metal to take back with me?”


  “Simple.” The giant mechanic stepped over to the wall and twisted at a rag of metal. It tore loose with a little ping! The other two were absorbed in their pencil-and-paper conversation with the Plutonian and did not appear to notice as Paulette slipped the fragment into the pocket of her skirt.


  Bjornsen’s eye looked along the crack and the fitting of the door, and he was shaking his head, clucking despondently. “These people,” he said. “They are bad mechanics. Look at that joint. I’ll fix it for them.”


  He bent and picked up one of the atomic power drills that had been left at the foot of the dig, and applying it to the wall, turned on the power. As he did so, there was a commotion; a dozen or more of the Plutonians, all dressed in the same wrappings, but with varying numbers of metal bands, came pouring through the back door of the room. McCausland turned fiercely. “Drop that!” he shouted. “Do you want to bring them all down on us?”


  “I was just repairing this break for them,” replied the engineer.


  “Don’t touch anything that doesn’t belong to you,” replied the captain, and turning, began to draw rapidly on his paper.


  THE crowding Plutonians, gabbling in their guttural language, were examining the work that Bjornsen had done, gazing at him admiringly and then at the power drill he had used. Three or four of them attached themselves to him, while another picked up the machine, and pulled him along as though to lead him through the rear door of the room, while their chief made a rapid drawing for McCausland.


  “They want you to go with them and work for them,” explained Reuter, peering over the Plutonian’s shoulder as he sketched. “Just disengage their hands, gently, Bjornsen. We’ll explain.”


  “Yes,” said McCausland, “and go back up to the ship. You and Miss deVries both. I don’t care how important this is for purposes of record. That’s an order. Go!”


  Adam was on duty at the head of the spiral stair when they arrived. “Did you get it?” he asked.


  Paulette put a finger on her lips and glanced at Bjornsen, then as though referring to some previous arrangement, said easily, “Do you suppose Dr. Perkins will explain the matter now?”


  “I think so,” he replied, catching on quickly. “I’ll leave Burchall in charge of the watch and we can go up and see him at all events.”


  A few moments later they had reached the top of the ship where the scientific laboratories were located in a series of outer compartments. Dr. Perkins looked up from his desk as the pair entered.


  “Hello, Miss deVries,” he said. “Glad to see you, Longworth. What’s on your mind?”


  Adam spoke. “I just wanted to ask you two questions.”


  “Go ahead.”


  “Well, the first is—what did you think of that isotope business?”


  The chemist’s face gathered in a frown.


  “I think it was rather a tragedy. After so much effort and such high hopes! The world can go back to barbarism again now, and it will be barbarism, too. All the machinery will have to be built to use crude electric power, the standard of living will have to be reduced, and only a few people will profit—the people who own the electric plants. . . .” He glanced at Paulette. “Is this an interview for the press?”


  “No,” replied Adam slowly, “and that wasn’t exactly the answer I wanted. But perhaps you’ll understand from the second question. Why did Professor Reuter make the test on that beryllium instead of you? I understood you were the chemist of the expedition.”


  PERKINS glanced at him sharply. “I might say that you take a good deal of interest in a good many things, young man. Captain McCausland remarked about that already. But for your information, Professor Reuter is the head of the scientific staff, and is perfectly adequate to conduct so simple an examination. You aren’t insinuating he isn’t capable, by any chance?”


  An irritated retort rose to Adam’s Hps, but before he could make it Paulette laid her hand on his arm and broke in: “Mr. Longworth, of course, doesn’t mean to insinuate anything, Dr. Perkins. He came with me, because as press representative I felt that we ought to be perfectly sure in a matter that so vitally affects the future of the world. There are going to be quite a number of questions asked when we return and I thought we ought to have a confirming test made by you.”


  A curious expression flashed across Perkins’ face. “Reuter should have allowed me to make one in any case, I think,” he said. “Where can I get a sample?”


  “I have one here.” The girl produced the fragment Bjornsen had wrenched loose for her.


  “You needn’t mention this to anyone till we get back to the earth,” said Dr. Perkins, sawing the sample in two. “I wouldn’t want to appear insubordinate. Now, let’s see, we’ll leave the spectroscope test out—that was made on the other sample.” He sliced off a shaving, set it on the viewing table and adjusted the light. “That’s odd,” he remarked after a moment. “There’s no sign of the air bubbles Reuter found in the other sample.”


  One of the other fragments he dropped into a crucible, set the dial at 900 degrees and flicked on the little motor that would melt it by atomic power heat.


  Adam watched breathlessly as the oven was opened, the little molten globe of silvery metal quenched in acid, then dropped into an open-ended pipette and the container filled with liquid.


  “The difference between what that pipette held and what it should hold,” explained Dr. Perkins as he adjusted a scale to weigh the liquid, which had been poured off, “will be the displacement of the sample. See—2.4 cubic centimeters. Now the weight. We read it directly by putting the displaced weight in water on one arm of the scale and the sample of metal on the other. Now, when they balance the pointer—my God! Longworth!”


  There was a ghost of a smile around Adam’s mouth; Paulette gripped his arm. “Yes?”


  “Longworth, the specific gravity is 1.93! This is more than important, it’s vital! I’m going to call in my assistant and make that test over again, spectroscope and all. This is no isotope. This is perfectly genuine beryllium. How could Reuter have made such an error!”


  Adam and Paulette left the chemist feverishly ringing for his assistant.


  “I TELL you, Walter, I don’t like it. We’ve got to get out of here.” Professor Reuter’s usually smooth voice had an edge of worry and his fat face was haggard.


  “What’s the matter, losing your nerve?” taunted Captain McCausland.


  The professor slapped the table of the cabin to which they had returned from their visit to the subsoil of Pluto. “I tell you, Walter, I’m risking everything by going on. My own men are wondering about that fluorine fiasco, and Perkins was just able to swallow my analysis of the beryllium and no more. I have a scientific reputation to keep up, you want to remember; it won’t do me any good to succeed if I go back with my reputation for accuracy in tatters.”


  “Reputation!” McCausland’s voice was mocking. “Just like a school girl, afraid to be caught out with the boys. Why, you old goat, if anything went wrong now, do you suppose anyone would blame me? No, they wouldn’t. I only acted on the advice of my head of science. You’re in this right up to the neck, Reuter, reputation or no reputation, and now you’re going to see it through—on the lines I mark out for you.”


  The professor’s weak anger collapsed. “Now, now, Walter, don’t be angry. I had no intention of falling down on you. But it seems to me that I’m taking a good deal of the risk, while you—


  “While I’m going to get all the profit, I suppose? Now, listen; you have as many shares as I have. Anyway, we can settle such details at a later date. What we’ve got to work out now is details. That young Longworth suspects, I’m sure, and he’s got the girl onto his side.’ ”


  The professor’s voice became smooth and unctuous again. “It was too bad about that rocket-pistol. You’re sure they didn’t suspect anything about that?”


  “Wouldn’t Longworth have mentioned it? He’s just the sort of hot-headed young busybody who would burst out with the whole story. No, he lost it all right. The main thing now is to keep any of the rest of them from getting a sample of that unalloyed beryllium wall down there.”


  “In which you are fortunately aided by the Plutonians’ interest in Bjornsen. You can give orders now that the thing isn’t to be touched for fear of provoking them. They’re amazingly strong, physically, by the way.”


  “We might—” What it was that McCausland was going to suggest they might do was never finished. The buzzer at the door sounded at that moment, and as the captain said, “Come in,” the pair of conspirators looked up to see a little procession, composed of Dr. Perkins, his two assistants, Adam and Paulette coming in. The face of the chemist was alight.


  “Gentlemen!” he exclaimed. “I am glad to say that our expedition is a success after all. I have found another sample of beryllium and tested it. There is no indication of isotope; the weight is correct, and it has been checked by these two gentlemen. We’re saved.”


  There was a rasping sound from Professor Reuter’s throat, but McCausland’s saturnine face never altered.


  “And where did this other sample come from?”


  “From a different portion of the wall,” replied Paulette. “I found it.”


  “Probably beryllium exists in both forms here,” remarked the captain easily. “But in any case, I hardly see how that affects our problem. What do you propose to do?”


  “Do! Load up with beryllium and head for home,” cried Adam.


  “Unfortunately the beryllium belongs to the Plutonians. They use it in these partitioned compartments to keep out the intensely cold ocean that surrounds their planet. I do not well see how we can deprive them of it, especially over their opposition.” He gathered a sheaf of papers from his desk. “Here are the notes of a picture-conversation I have had with them. They naturally decline to part with their metal. I had the idea of taking some of this isotope beryllium back with us.”


  There was a moment’s silence in the cabin, through which came the wheezing sound of Professor Reuter’s breath, heavily indrawn.


  “I know that,” said Adam after a moment. “Because I have just been down to the bottom of the dig, and held a picture conversation with the Plutonians. Would you be good enough to look at these, sir? The Plutonians say that they are only anxious to have these compartments built against the entrance of the ocean. When I offered to replace any beryllium we took with walls of our stronger steel alloy, they agreed at once to give us all we wanted. We can use the steel from compartment eighteen.”


  “Why . . . that’s fine, Mister Mate.” Captain McCausland seemed to be drawing his breath in with some difficulty. “I congratulate you. You may start work at once.”


  “Oh, my Lord!” said Reuter softly.


  “HELLO, Earth! This is Paulette deVries, recording for later broadcast. This, folks, is our last day on the planet Pluto—our last day by earth time, though the Plutonians wouldn’t recognize it. They seem to have no sense of time or time-telling instruments. I told you in our last record how the ship has been loaded with beryllium. We have her full now of as much of the metal as we can carry. Compartment eighteen has been cut away, and the ship neatly joined together along the line of the cut, the metal that armored the compartment has been worked over into partitions to replace the beryllium from Pluto.


  “The entire crew has been given shore leave for this last day. Only Captain McCausland and Professor Reuter will remain aboard the ship, with your radio gal, Paulette de Vries herself. I have to work up my description of the interior of Pluto, gathered on my trip a few days ago.


  “Just for the present I’ll tell you it’s a wonderful world down there—four thousand miles in the center of a planet, filled with streets and houses, plants grown by artificial chemical fertilization. Never any bad weather. The Plutonians who live here have told us in their picture language that this planet was the center of life in the solar system. Millions of years ago, when the sun was much larger, they sent out expeditions to the other planets, of which earth was one. We may be descendants of theirs . . . Just a moment, there’s someone at my door. Signing off.”


  She flicked off the key and opened the door to reveal Captain Walter McCausland.


  “Oh, hello,” she said.


  “Paulette—Miss de Vries,” he said earnestly, “can you come to my cabin for a few minutes? I want to say something very important to you where we won’t be interrupted.”


  “If it’s important.”


  “It is.” He stood aside for her to pass and they moved silently down the empty corridor to his cabin. When they were seated he looked at her seriously for a moment.


  “I never asked you why you took it upon yourself to break off our engagement in so dramatic a manner.


  “The reason was sufficient for me. It doesn’t matter otherwise.”


  His lips drew back. “I suppose it has something to do with that young puppy of a mate.”


  “That, Captain McCausland, is none of your business.”


  He leaned forward. “Paulette, stop fencing with me. I’ll be frank. You know that not everything has gone smoothly on this expedition. You may think you know the reason; perhaps you do. And then again, perhaps I know a lot more about it than you do. You think that the expedition is a great success so far, but I want to remind you that we’re not home yet. We haven’t even left Pluto and those queer people down there. I think—that is—if you really want to be certain that we will get back to earth with our load of beryllium, it might be an extremely good idea if you reconsidered your breaking the engagement.”


  She spoke with acidity.


  “Captain McCausland, I still wouldn’t marry you if you were the last man on earth. Anything else—”


  The buzzer whirred and a voice spoke through the loudspeaker system. “Professor Reuter requests Captain McCausland’s presence in the laboratory. Professor Reuter requests—”


  The captain snapped his key, said, “Coming,” and then turned to Paulette. “Wait here. I haven’t finished. There’s something more important—” and was gone, leaving her there.


  IT was a chance for which she had long hoped. Perhaps she could discover why he seemed to be intent on wrecking his own expedition. She glanced about her noting every possible location for hidden things. There was the chart rack, full of rolled maps. Not likely. Then the bookcase, rows of neat bound volumes. There remained the desk and the safe. Methodically she examined drawer after drawer, feeling sure that nothing very important would have been left so loosely about. There was nothing—but what was this? A slip of paper on which were written four numbers and the words, “Changed 4/14/2432.”


  She pocketed it quickly.


  Hastily she went to the safe and tried out the simple number locks—to find the handle swing instantly open! Its contents were two bundles of papers. The first consisted of ancient stock certificates. Her eye glanced at the name on one, one thousand shares of Niagara Hydro to Walter McCausland. Worthless old things . . . but kept in the safe! Then the light broke. She pieced together a dozen slight references from remembered conversations—Walter’s warm liking for the ancient days of electricity and steam, his hatred of modern things. He had plotted to turn the world back four centuries; to destroy the whole system that had been built on atomic power. And, she realized as she explored the thick pile of stocks that he would be the richest man in that restored world. It was a wild dream, an insane one, yet she shuddered as she thought how nearly he had succeeded.


  Idly she glanced at the other slab of paper—the drawn conversations with the Plutonians. Nothing else. But why were they also kept in the safe? She glanced hurriedly through them, frowned at one, and then gasped in sheer horror as she understood it. It was an incredible drawing of dwarf men who thrust taller humans into a tank of water, while other dwarfs bowed in a strange ritual. But the horror was for the vague thing drawn inside the tank—it was impossible, yet what mistake could there be? . . . She must hurry . . . hurry . . . yet she banged the safe shut and locked it, before leaving and rushing down the corridor with the bundle of drawings hugged to her gasping breast.


  McCAUSLAND’S face was drawn with some nameless thought, but his eyes narrowed shrewdly enough when he saw the girl had left. Hastily he tried the safe and found it locked. Reuter came in and asked, “Where’s the girl?”


  “Gone back to her cabin, most likely.”


  The professor’s eyes glanced idly over the floor and grew large. McCausland looked where he pointed. There between desk and safe lay a stock certificate!


  Reuter was the first to recover his speech. “Left her alone here, eh? Try the safe. . . .” But McCausland was already opening it and together they stared at the empty space where the Plutonian drawings should have been.


  “Search the ship!” snapped the captain. Then, “Well, Reuter, why are you looking like that?”


  “You don’t think she’s,” he licked his lips furtively, “gone down there with the others . . . trying to save them. . . .”


  Captain McCausland, gray in the face, was shouting into the loudspeaker, “Paulette! Paulette!”


  “She won’t answer you, if she’s seen those drawings,” reminded Reuter.


  Cursing, he rushed down the corridor to the open lock that connected with the Plutonian world below. Far down on the bottom he glimpsed a familiar tiny figure as it vanished from sight.


  “Paulette! Come back.” His voice was a hoarse scream. He leaned against the side of the lock and groaned.


  “Walter,” Reuter arrived panting, “she’s gone. We can’t help it. She turned you down anyway, didn’t she? Let’s get the ship out of here quick.”


  Walter’s face was ghastly pale, but he straightened his back. “Do you think I’d leave her! Those other fools, yes! But not my girl, you old goat. She’s mine, I tell you.”


  Reuter groaned.


  “But they’ll get you, too . . . you can’t leave me alone here!”


  The captain turned back, snarling. “That’s right. I won’t leave you. You’d start the ship and leave us all, wouldn’t you! Very well; you’re coming, too!”


  A heavy hand dragged the screaming, protesting professor into the lock-door and pushed him savagely down on the rungs of the ladder.


  ADAM herded the forty-six sight-seers from the Goddard into the room. He was a little puzzled. The Plutonians now, on the last day, not only permitted but actually suggested that the crew visit their sacred temple. He looked hastily around the ante-room, trying to keep the men in order. The half dozen scientists were everywhere, poking about into things with cries of excitement. Two strangely dressed guards began throwing open the temple door and everyone surged forward. Inside, they gazed open-mouthed. The huge room was three times as high as the usual low Plutonian ceiling, on which the earthmen frequently bumped their heads. At one end was a large gallery, ten feet off the floor, and here, tier on tier, were hundreds of the dwarfs. They rose at the moment and began reciting a sonorous chant.


  In the center of the room, twenty feet square, milky blue, lit from unknown depths below, was a glass tank. Adam saw, with a gasp of horror and dread, the thing that floated in it—it was a huge Amoeba. He looked shrewdly about and noted the reverent attitude of the gallery. Could this horror be the Plutonians’ deity? The Great God Amoeba? Nervous now, he glanced behind and shouted. The temple doors were closing!


  “Wayland! Jake!” he cried, leaping to the doors. A dozen men turned and came on the run, but they pushed and battered in vain on the smooth metal as the doors clanged shut.


  “We’re prisoners!” snapped Adam. “Anyone bring a weapon . . . anything at all? Even a spanner, Bjornsen? A bomb-spear, Rossiter? Don’t use it, fool, you’ll kill us all! Well, we’re in a hell of a fix! Our bare fists! Let’s get at those dam’ dwarfs on the balcony, anyway. Each fellow boost his neighbor up. Ready?”


  They rushed in a mob, and though the ten-foot wall meant incredible height to the dwarf Plutonians, their front ranks drew back nervously, and the rearmost made for the exits. When they saw these earthmen climb on each other’s shoulders and actually drawing themselves over into the gallery they broke in a panic and milled about the exits. Great Bjornsen was among the first and while the others turned to aid their companions, he charged roaring. But a dozen of the dwarfs, dangerous as trapped rats, threw themselves on him. Three went down with pile-driver blows, skulls cracked like egg-shells, but the giant was pulled down by sheer numbers and would have been killed on the spot had not a cry from the rear of the balcony saved him. The Plutonians were through the doors, which were held open until the engineer’s assailants rushed through, whereupon they closed shut. The earthmen charged and raged against them five minutes before Adam called them back.


  “Save your strength, men. This is a good place to keep together and wait. It’s all we can do . . . they’ll have to come at us some time.”


  MINUTES passed, slowly, watchfully.


  Nerves were tense to the breaking point. Then, on the ceiling low over their heads at the back of the gallery the familiar whining snarl of one of their own atomic drills broke out. Adam crouched, muscles ready for whatever might offer. The drill droned on and the point showed through. There was a pause and with a clang a great section of the ceiling was wrenched up and fell over on the floor above. And the opening framed the face of Paulette de Vries!


  “Come up!” she cried softly. “Oh hurry, hurry!” and into Adam’s ear she poured her story, as soon as he had crawled on Bjornsen’s shoulders to her side. Adam’s voice immediately broke into action, urging the men to greater speed. He lay on his stomach reaching down to aid the climbers from below. Bjornsen was the last man, and as the strain of his weight fell on Adam’s muscles he saw the door of the temple open and a vast mob of Plutonian guards rush in. Bjornsen was up now and Paulette tugging at Adam to come, too, but Adam had seen something—could it be! Yes, no mistake. There were two humans, still struggling, being carried across the temple floor to the great tank. A dozen dwarfs bore the leading man to its brink and with a great heave and a shout from the mob, he fell into the milky water. “It’s the captain,” groaned Adam, half-lowering himself as though to attempt a rescue. But Bjornsen’s great arm gripped his leg. “The dirty rat,” growled that giant, “he’s gettin’ what he planned for us. Anyway, it’s hopeless, sir.”


  And as he dragged Adam away from the hole in the ceiling, he caught one last glimpse of Walter McCausland, frantic staring eyes pressed to the glass under water, as the great white Amoeba closed its flesh around him and the man’s form became cloudy and, after a moment, ceased struggling.


  “Oh Adam, hurry!” moaned Paulette.


  They were in a low space, which extended in all directions, supported by squat pillars. “It’s a sort of bulk-head-space above their hollow world—separates them from the water above,” explained the girl. “I broke into it from the dig-tunnel and if we hurry. . . .”


  “Mr. Longworth, sir,” a member of the crew broke in excitedly. “I’ve still got this bomb-spear. I can set it and time it to go off. Why not leave it here behind us, and blow this damn bulk-head to pieces. Wipe out that lousy nest of murderers.” He gripped the missile in his hands, and bent over to place it against the bulk-head wall. Adam turned to him flashingly, “None of that, Rossiter. These people are only protecting themselves. And if we flood their world, we can never come back to it for more beryllium, Come along, we’ve got to move. . . . Did you hear me, Rossiter? I said to pick up that bomb and come along.”


  Rossiter looked at Adam with red, fury-filled eyes. “To hell with what you said,” he screamed. “These lousy freaks killed Captain McCausland. They’re not going to kill me! Do you hear? They’re not going to kill me! I’ll blow them all to hell first. Yes, and us, too. Let me go! They’ll kill me, you fool! Let me go! Ah—a-a-a-ah!” He collapsed inertly to the floor of the tunnel.


  Adam sucked his bruised knuckles, his eyes like bits of flint. His gaze stabbed at the silent circle of men around him. “Anyone else feel the same way?” he asked quietly. “No? All right, we’ll go on. Petersen, pick him up and carry him along. He’ll be all right. He cracked, poor devil.”


  They raced along the bulk-head, crouching in the confined space. After what seemed ages, Paulette gasped. “Just ahead of us . . . see it . . . there!”


  The jagged hole in the wall appeared before them, but even as they tore madly toward it, it filled with a horde of seamed, wrinkled faces, and squat, ugly bodies. Adam knew there could be no hesitating. If they stopped now, they were lost. “Don’t stop,” he shouted. “Keep going. Right through ’em!” With a thudding shock the earthmen met the dwarfs. Bare fists rose and fell, flailing like sledge-hammers. The brown horde fell back before the onslaught. Countless numbers were down, skulls crushed like egg shells. Then suddenly the crunch of Bjornsen’s fists cleared a gap, and the desperate crew plunged into it. Ahead of them was the dig-tunnel, with its ladder leading upward to the precious safety of the space-ship. The way was clear, for the astounded Plutonians had not had time to rally their scattered forces.


  But Adam knew it would not be long before they did. Across the intervening space the little party dashed, straight for the opening of the dig-tunnel. Fifty feet. Just fifty feet above them was safety. But climbing the ladder with an unconscious man among them was torturingly slow work. Adam was the last to go up. As he passed the quarter mark, he heard the enraged shouts of the dwarfs behind him. He risked one quick look over his shoulder. They were already pouring into the tunnel, and the first ranks had started to swarm the ladder. “Hurry,” he gasped. “They’re coming up!” Like a snail he climbed. Rung by slow rung. Time stood still. There was no sound except the panting of the earthmen above, and the ever-nearing swish of small slippered feet below. Then Adam saw that the first of his crew had reached the ship, and were clambering through the port. He saw Paulette enter, and hands reached down to help Petersen and his unconscious burden. They could go up faster now. Another moment or two and they would be safe. Adam gasped in relief as he saw the open port close above him. Three more rungs. Two! One!


  Something gripped his foot. Something that pulled, and clung like a vise in spite of his frantic kicking. He looked down. Two of the Plutonians had grabbed him, and bracing themselves were pulling frantically. Helplessly he watched while long, powerful arms went out, closed about his other foot. He felt it pulled from the rung, and now he hung there, held only by his arms that grasped the rung above him. Arms that creaked in their sockets, until darting streaks of pain shot across his eyes. Hands that were wet with sweat, slipping . . . slipping . . .


  “Quick sir. Here!” Adam’s staring eyes saw the huge figure of Bjornsen leaning from the port above him. But so far above him. The man could never reach him. Then he felt strong huge hands that gripped him by the arm-pits and pulled. Pulled until he thought his body must tear in two. But he was going up! With the last of his strength he kicked his feet viciously, trying to dislodge those straining, sinewy hands that gripped his legs. Then suddenly, they let go. Like a limp bag of sand he was hauled through the port, and lay gasping on the flooring. “Quick!” he croaked. “The door. Close it.” With the clang of metal against metal he heard it shut, and lay back, drawing in great lungfuls of cool, refreshing air. After a moment he clambered rockily to his feet. His eyes met those of Bjornsen. His hand went out, and was clasped in the Norwegian’s great paw. “Thanks,” he said quietly. “I shall never forget that.” He shook his head, and passed an aching arm across his eyes. Some measure of strength returned to him, and with it the realization that as officer in command, there was much to be done. “To your stations, men. Prepare to ascend immediately. Close the inner hatch. We’re not safe yet. They have our atomic drills, and if they start to use them on the ship, we’re lost. Mr. Wayland, come with me. Jake, to your engines.”


  With Paulette at their heels, Adam and Wayland hurried along the passages of the great ship until they reached the control room. “Engines ready, Jake?” he asked into the radiophone. “Stand by. Very well, Mr. Wayland. Six ascensions please.”


  Wayland gasped. “Six, sir! Why that’ll tear the ship to pieces. She won’t stand it, sir!”


  Adam fixed him with cool eyes. “I said six ascensions, Mr. Wayland.”


  Wayland opened his mouth to protest further, then closed it with a snap. “Very good, sir. Six ascensions, sir.” He seized a lever to the left of the control board, moved it to neutral, then shoved it hard over. Six red lights glowed suddenly on the board. For a moment nothing happened, then deep in the bowels of the great ship a low, almost inaudible whine started. Like a siren it rose in pitch and tone, until it sounded like a hundred banshees screaming and wailing. A great shudder passed through the ship from stem to stern. Like a wounded beast struggling to rise she strained upward from the bottom of the icy ocean until it seemed she must tear herself to flying, screaming fragments. Wayland’s eyes were filled with fear. Paulette stared unblinkingly, breathless, at Adam. Little beads of sweat stole out on his forehead, but with a calm he didn’t feel he forced himself to keep his eyes on the panel before him. “Let me know the moment we’re clear,” he ordered. For a long minute no one spoke. Then from the control board a voice: “We’re clear, sir.”


  Wayland’s eyes lost their wild look. A great sigh heaved from his lips, and he slumped to trembling relaxation. Paulette uttered a single, glad cry, then sank gently to the floor, while great sobs racked her bowed head and trembling shoulders. “Reduce to two ascensions, Mr. Wayland.” Adam’s voice was hoarsely unsteady. “In two minutes plot your course and shift your engines. We’re heading home.” Then in two steps be was beside Paulette, was bending over to pick up the sobbing girl. He held her close, with her arms curved tightly around his neck, and her head buried in his broad shoulder.


  IT was a quiet group that gathered some two hours later in the main cabin of the Goddard. Every member of the crew was there. Deep within the great hull the engines were running smoothly. Outside the glassed ports the dark blue heavens stretched away on all sides. Like the shimmer of a thousand diamonds against a velvet backdrop the suns of the Milky Way danced and glowed. At Adam’s side sat „Wayland and Paulette. Adam looked at those before him. “At ease, gentlemen. With the grace of good fortune we are on our way home. The expedition is a success. A success, that is, materially. As you all know, we have lost Captain McCausland and Dr. Reuter. If I am correct, you all know also the reason, and the manner in which we lost them. Perhaps Captain McCausland is not entirely to blame. Perhaps it is given to every great man to fail once. Whatever the reason, he has always been—up to this trip—a hero to all of us, and to the world. I must of course make a complete report of his death. That report will be: ‘Killed by the Plutonians in defense of his ship and his crew.’ ”


  For a long moment no one spoke. Then Paulette, with tears of happiness dimming her eyes, turned and gripped Adam’s hand in her own. “My dear,” she smiled, “thank you.” As Adam turned to her, he felt Wayland gripping his other hand tightly. “I understand, sir. Nothing will be said.” Adam smiled tenderly at Paulette, then his eyes turned anxiously to search those of his crew. On every face was a commending grin of approval. In every pair of eyes was a promise that had been given, and would be kept. With a suspicious huskiness in his voice, Adam drew himself erect. “Thank you gentlemen,” he said softly. The crew filed out.


  With his arm around Paulette, he drew her gently to the starboard port, and pointed to a dim, fast-receding, silver-green orb. “There it is, darling. I don’t know whether to curse it or bless it.” He grinned at her quizzically. She came close to him, and her arms stole gently about him. “I’ll bless it as long as I live,” she breathed.


  He held her close. His head bowed to meet her soft, red lips.


  “Beg pardon, sir.” Wayland’s voice sounded far away.


  “Yes?” Adam did not turn his head.


  “The course it set, sir. Any further orders, sir?”


  “Yes, Mr. Wayland. One.”


  “Yes, sir?”


  “Get out, Mr. Wayland.”


  LIFE ON PLUTO


  Henry Gade


  On our back cover this month we present the artist’s conception of the inhabitants of the planet Pluto, deduced in imagination from scientific facts about that world as astronomers know them


  OF ALL the worlds of the solar system, perhaps the strangest is Pluto. The outermost world of the system, the ninth planet, and last to be discovered, very little is really known-of her that can be definitely put down on paper as fact. Some of the observations that have been made reveal the following.


  Her distance from the earth is now forty-one astronomical units. Add that all up and the figure is 3,813*000,000 miles, which, although in interstellar space a puny distance, is a lot of miles for a planet to be from its parent.


  Pluto’s mass is now known to be smaller than at first believed, and scientists have tentatively placed it at about that of Earth., In many respects, the planet is like Earth. But only in mass, size, diameter; etc. Her distance from the sun makes her an utterly different world otherwise. Her orbit is elliptical, its plane inclined to that of the major planets at about 31 degrees, 21 minutes. The size of her orbit, is? roughly, 433 astronomical units, or 433 times 93 million miles. We are referring to the long diameter here. The time required to travel around this tremendous orbit is staggering to imagine: It takes 3,200 years. Imagine a year 32 centuries long!


  We will be able to view her through telescopes for only one hundred years more, when she will pass beyond sight, in empty space at the far end of her orbit. For 3000 years she will be gone, and then she will return.


  All that time, it will be very cold, even colder than it is now, on Pluto. Her people will be forced to adopt more and more strenuous measures to remain alive until the centuries pass and the sun grows nearer once more. But even so, there is little heat from the sun. Below zero temperatures are the rule. The planet is undoubtedly a frozen world, and if any heat exists, it must come from an inner core, or from radioactive materials in its makeup.


  Let us try to image the kind of people we might find on a world like Pluto.


  First, we will assume that the world is very cold. And we will be safe in that. Also, we know that the world is a dark one, illuminated only by starlight. We say only starlight because the sun itself appears only as a bright star. Its distance is too great to appear as an appreciable, disc.


  Thus, we must have a creature, capable of living in cold and dark. The dark infers a bat-like creature. The cold points to heavy fur. Thus, we have a winged people, capable of flitting about in the dark, crawling blindly over the ground with convenient claws, and protected against the cold by fur. Membrane wings will be impervious to cold., The people of Pluto will not be large. Perhaps the tallest will be between three and four feet tall. They will be capable of swift travel on their wings, gliding from point to point, and climbing to high places to launch themselves in glides.


  They will live mostly in caves, and natural habitats, since their appendages will not be sufficiently developed to enable them to construct any sort of dwelling. Whatever they do build will be constructed of stone, or of metal.


  It is possible that they will be a decadent race, a race already old and declining. Their world must be an old world, and perhaps the planet is covered by ancient ruins of greater faces, incredibly long-dead. And yet, the perished .people of a world that has covered the whole scale of a planet’s evolution, might leave mechanical marvels still in working condition. Thus we might find the Plutonian bat-people still operating automatic wells that pump water from the planet’s depths, and warmth-producing machines bringing heat from the planet’s core.


  But as each of. these machines wears out, they will not be replaced. The Plutonians have lost the knowledge and the initiative to repair them. They are a dying race, near to death, perhaps so near that this is the last time their planet will go into outer space, to return with living beings.


  The intelligence of the Plutonian may be high, but it is possible it may be idiotic* or mad. The ultimate result of over-development of the brain, and retrogression of the body, to combat an increasingly brutal environment.


  The earthman, reaching this world, would need to wear a suit to protect him from extreme cold. He would need to carry oxygen. The air would be too thin for him to breathe. It would also intoxicate him since there would be little else than oxygen. Hydrogen and nitrogen would be almost absent.


  He would be unable to establish friendship with the Plutonian, who would attack him. It would be a mad attack, and perhaps fostered only by curiosity. A swoop down from above, then away again, to return, fluttering, squeaking, just as bats do in a barn when disturbed.


  But the earthman would really have to fight for his life if he attempted to inspect the ancient machines. They are all that remain between the Plutonian and death, and he would protect them desperately. Life on Pluto is a hard, cruel thing, and the only source of water and heat would be the object of all Plutonians’ constant defense.


  The Plutonian would eat tiny rodents, arctic-like mosses, and might even digest certain types of earths.


  The bat-people would be an extremely clannish tribe. They would remain together in closely knit groups, as a flock or swarm. They would huddle together during sleep periods for mutual warmth.


  The extreme economy made necessary by their precarious existence would make such a thing as burial of the dead an unknown thing. Any member of the race who died, would be perfectly preserved by the cold, and would be eaten by his companions, perhaps after a process of dehydration and preservation. No Plutonian would have a big appetite, but would be capable of subsisting on very small amounts of food each day.


  All in all, the Plutonian would be an unhappy creature, facing an early extinction, and living only by grace of an adaptive nature, and a long dead civilization. The future of Pluto can only be death and barrenness.


  TRANS-PLUTONIAN TRAP


  Ross Rocklynne


  What was the object which held the Explorer in this strangest of all traps? It couldn’t be a planet, because the ship fell right through it. Captain Raney learned the answer—and the one way to escape!


  CHAPTER ONE


  Beyond Pluto


  THE Terrestrial Planetary Exploration Bureau ship Explorer nosed through the void beyond Pluto at a crawling speed. Her proton blasts were invisible tendrils of energy, pushing her lightly along into the unknown.


  A voice, young in timbre, crackled through the starboard engine room annunciator.


  “We’re well beyond Pluto’s gravitational influence, now, Brassin. Shut off the Wittenbergs.”


  The annunciator clicked off.


  Chief Engineer Brassin pushed his almost-white cap back from a grease stained forehead, and looked insultingly at the annunciator, and then bulged out his thick lips and expectorated a thick stream of yellow juice into a waste chute.


  “Him!” he said, staring around at the crew. Of course, they couldn’t hear him, the ear-piercing howl of the Wittenberg lead disrupters being a sound which destroyed all others. But the Explorer’s crew, living a good many hours of the day within earshot of that penetrating scream, had learned long before, the art of lip-reading.


  “Him!” said Chief Engineer Brassin’s lips insultingly. “Him, that thinks he can go orderin’ us around like he was old Captain Janzen. Damn young squirt, that’s what he is. Why, I wouldn’t be surprised if we wasn’t beyond Pluto’s gravity. What the hell does he know about space navigation? I ask you!”


  His immediate assistant frowned at him nervously. “I don’t know about that,” he said uncertainly. “Doesn’t look like they’d put somebody in charge of the ship if they didn’t think he could handle it, would they?”


  Brassin burst into a short laugh. “In sympathy with ’im, eh! Or else too lily-livered to get off the fence!” He thrust his face dose to that of his assistant.


  His assistant laughed nervously. “You’re supposed to shut off the Wittenbergs, chief.”


  “Why should I shut ’em off?” growled Brassin. Other men in the engine room, perched on high chairs before dials and gauges, making notes for later entry in the log, looked up. Brassin put his massive, hairy fists on his hips and looked around. “How do we know that papa’s boy hasn’t miscalculated the distance from Pluto?”


  The other men knew well enough what Brassin’s pet peeve was; and it was their own, too. Old Captain Janzen had commanded the Explorer for some ten odd years, and when he had retired there had been only two logical successors to the captain’s berth—Duncan, first mate; and Brassin, chief engineer. Thus, when a new man, fresh out of the Marto-Tellurian Spacial Navigation Academy, had been chosen for the post, and all too obviously because he was the son of one of the directors of Terrestrial Planetary Exploration Bureau, Brassin had gone up in smoke.


  Brassin expectorated again, onto the clean, scrubbed, metal floor. He looked around at the crew. “How long,” he demanded in an ugly tone, “are we gonna bow an’ scrape in front of teacher’s pet, I ask you? How long you gonna let him assign you clean-up jobs? Scrubbin’ and moppin’ and polishin’ ? I ask you!” His oil-stained face became grieved. “Me, that’s been part and parcel of this ship ever since she came out of the docks, and him, that don’t know port-packin’ from the cotton in his mattress. I’ll be damned if I’m gonna take orders from him one second longer!”


  He looked around challengingly.


  One of the accumulator men, older, greyer, more patient, looked up from a rewiring job. “Maybe we agree with you,” his lips said slowly. “But I’d advise you to watch your step. Captain John Raney hasn’t cracked yet, except for what you think are screwy orders now and then. Of course, we all know he’s incompetent. If he is—well, wait until you get a good excuse before you start any rough stuff.” He smiled at Brassin. “Just because you had to carry his high-speed camera equipment aboard, and because it looks like he’s one of these here dandified faddists, don’t make any excuse, Brassy. You better shut off the Wittenbergs.”


  Brassin, big, rough, looked at him angrily. Then his stubborn eyes shifted, and, grumbling, he signalled the Holloway vacuum feeder man. The man pressed a button, and the lead cable stopped uncoiling. Brassin threw a knife switch, and the Wittenberg howl crescendoed down to nothing, leaving an’ aching, abnormal silence.


  CAPTAIN JOHN RANEY, hovering before the mirror in his cabin, once more set his white, gold-braided cap at the correct angle on his well-shaped head, and then pulled white kids gloves on over strong, blunt fingers. He straightened out his coat once more, and then, his pleasant, almost blank face set in a slight frown, he opened the door, and stepped into the corridor. He walked briskly down it toward the control room.


  “Mornin’, captain,” said a crew member who passed him. The man’s voice had been mechanical, and his salute had no enthusiasm in it.


  Raney frowned even more, and felt a sinking sensation in his stomach.


  He opened the transparent door leading into the main control room, stepped in and closed it after him. Duncan, first mate, remained bending over his spacial charts, apparently not having heard Raney’s entrance.


  Raney slid into the swivel chair before his shiny console, and snapped on the vision plate. The utter black of what was now interstellar space, sprinkled with cold-white stars, leaped into clear sight. With a series of mechanical movements, Raney spoke into various communication tubes, and received the spoken reports of the air refiner, humidity regulator, and water distiller men.


  In turn, he spoke to the electrician and cook and airlock tender. The reports from a half dozen other varied posts added up to make the Explorer a perfectly functioning craft.


  Raney twisted his lean, blue and gold clad figure toward Duncan. His young, pleasant lips managed a slight smile, though he did not feel like smiling, in view of the unpleasantness to which he had been subjected almost daily, since he had taken over.


  “How’s our orbit, Duncan?” he asked lightly.


  Duncan hunched closer over his chart. He was an older man, with a stomach beginning to show with more than normal prominence, and gray hair showing beneath his firmly placed officer’s cap. “It ain’t an orbit—sir,” he said gruffly. “It’s a straight-line trajectory. At least, that’s what we always called ’em.”


  Raney felt a dull red flush creeping up around a neck that was tanned from long days spent on the Martian equator. He said stiffly, his gloved fist clenching, “Very good. Hereafter, we’ll refer to our path beyond Pluto as a straight-line trajectory—although we both know that the two terms are interchangeable.”


  Duncan still remained hunched over his charts. “Seven degrees out of the ecliptic,” he muttered. “North. About seven million miles out from Pluto.” He clamped his lips, and Raney’s lips began to clamp dangerously.


  He turned in his swivel chair and faced Duncan full. His eyes were hard steel points. “You think,” he said slowly, “that we’re on a wild goose chase, don’t you?”


  Duncan looked up slowly, met Raney’s eyes with ill-concealed contempt. “No, sir,” he said briefly.


  There was storm in Raney’s eyes. His white gloved hands roved slowly over the flanged edge of the console. He gritted his teeth.


  “I happen to know,” he said, with a too-casual tone, “that you think we are on a wild-goose chase.”


  Duncan picked up his slide rule with a groping hand. “All right, then, I do,” he growled, his eyes challenging.


  “What’s causing the perturbations in the orbit of Pluto then?”


  “I don’t know where the fool notion came from,” Duncan growled, and Raney could tell that he was keeping the disrespect out of his voice only by an effort.


  “But it happens,” he said slowly, “that it’s true.”


  “All right,” Duncan almost snapped. “What of it? Probably the astronomers were wrong. They could be, couldn’t they?”


  “No, they couldn’t. They know exactly where to put the blame for the perturbation of all the other major planets. They can even account for part of Pluto’s wabble. But the other part, they can’t! There’s another disturbance, coming from an outside force—a force outside Pluto.”


  Duncan slammed his slide rule down hard. “Bunk!” he snapped, his face suddenly flaming. He pointed a finger at Raney. “You’re young! I might say you’re green! If old Captain Janzen, the man that should be on this boat, had your assignment, he’d thumb his nose at the authorities, because he’d have sense enough to know there wasn’t anything out here. I hope,” he said, leaning back suddenly and staring at Raney out of fierce blue eyes, “I hope you pardon my disrespect.”


  Raney felt the red creeping into his face. With a deliberate effort of the will, he sent it back, and forced his face into a pleasant, expressionless blankness.


  “I do—for the moment,” he said coldly. “But if it isn’t justified, you’ll find yourself in irons before the hour is out. Now, if you’ve got something to say, go ahead.”


  “The men don’t like you,” Duncan continued brutally. “And I don’t like you. The men think you’re a dandified fop, dressing up on a ship that never did and never should have formality such as you insist on. Look at you! White gloves.! As far as I’m concerned, you’re a young squirt that was shoved into this berth by a proud papa—who didn’t give a damn that there were men, experienced men, who deserved the job when Tanzen retired.”


  RANEY had half-slid to his feet. “You were one of them,” he nodded coolly.


  “Right! And what’s more, I think I’m justified when I say that I was the man for the job. You can’t blame us—everybody that’s been here the last years—for getting sore when they bring somebody from higher up, and a young squirt, at that.


  All right, let that go. A couple of screwy astronomers suddenly notice that Pluto is wobbling. Are they too damn dumb to know that even the 100-inchers on Pluto doesn’t show any sign of anything outside Pluto that might cause the trouble?”


  “It doesn’t. But the two screwy astronomers know it’s out here.”


  Duncan snorted. “That shows your common sense. It’s all any of us could expect of you. Old Janzen would have cruised around here for a month or two—but you have to look for it, as if it might actually be out here!” He subsided for a moment. Raney’s face was still composed, and Duncan, lashed to a fury, plunged. “Besides, that,” he snapped, thrusting his grizzled chin forward, “it turns out you’re everything none of us are. A dandy—and a high-speed camera addict into the bargain. What you going to do with that—take pictures of the innards of a Wittenberg, and send it to some kid’s magazine and win a first prize.”


  Raney’s face suddenly went white, and he slid to his feet. “That’s enough,” he blazed, and clenched his fists at his sides. Duncan laughed harshly, and without a moment’s warning came to his own feet, and lunged out at Raney furiously. He missed, and Raney brought his own fist up blindly. Crack! Duncan staggered slightly, then clamped his lips. He came in slowly, with ponderous menace, and then stepped forward, quickly, light on his feet in spite of his years. His huge, pile-driver fist lashed out, landed square on Raney’s chin. Raney fell back, stumbling, blindly knew he was falling. The world went black. He did not see Duncan step forward and catch him. Duncan’s face was screwed up with chagrin and remorse as he eased Raney to the floor. Several of the junior officers came in, but Duncan waved them violently back to their posts.


  When Raney came to, he knew that Duncan was slapping life into him. He shoved Duncan aside, and staggered to his feet, his first thought for his ship. He made a hurried check-up, and then turned, stood straight as he could, facing Duncan. Two spots of red burned on his high cheek-bones.


  “You are to be put in irons,” he said in a coldly civil tone, “and you are to remain there for the duration of the voyage. Then, possibly, courtmartialed! Charge to be endangering the safety of your ship in the pursuit of a personal grudge.”


  Duncan stared at him in unbelief. “You’re going to put me in the clinker?” he whispered incredulously.


  “For endangering the safety of the ship.”


  Duncan’s shoulders slumped, and then straightened again. He laughed harshly. “Bunk!” He snapped. “As if there was anything out here that could endanger it! Oh, I’ll go!” and his shoulders thrown back, Duncan followed the two uneasy officers who appeared at Raney’s summons.


  Captain John Raney went back to his controls. “The damn fool,” he said bitterly. “The damned old fool!” He forced a lump back into his throat, and watched the heavens as the Explorer coasted slowly through the void, ever outward into interstellar space, looking for the planet that could not exist.


  CHAPTER TWO


  Mutiny!


  BRASSIN came tumbling down the starboard companionway, his yellow-stained teeth showing in a grimace of rage. His bull voice brought every man in the crew on his toes. Brassin took the center of the stage, and smashed one greasy hand into the other.


  “He done it!” he panted wildly. “He done it!”


  “Did what?” asked one of the older men patiently.


  “He put Duncan in irons! Good old Duncan,” almost sobbed Brassin, “what’s been on this ship ten years if a day.”


  “He must have had a reason, Brassy.” Brassin shoved out his battle-scarred jaw. “He didn’t, I tell you!” he panted. “Duncan just told him there wasn’t nothin’ out here, that he was just wasting his time! We all know that’s the truth, don’t we? Sure we do. You there,” he shouted at what looked like the single disbeliever, “that’s true, ain’t it? Well, that’s better. Now look.” He extended a rigid forefinger. “He swung at Duncan and missed him, and Duncan, an older man too, wiped up the floor with ’im! Ask anybody. Then he jails poor Duncan, and him that swung at first! Is that right now? I ask you!”


  “Listen, Brassy. You’re going off half-cocked. Maybe Duncan said something that was just as good as a first blow on his part. How about it?”


  Brassin jumped off the stairs, and strode up to the other man. He rapped against the man’s chest with a stiff finger, a menacing, glint in his eye. “He swung first, see?” he growled. “And we ain’t gonna stand for it! What about it, gang? Are we gonna stand by and see poor Duncan treated bad, him that should have been cap’n of the Explorer? You bet we ain’t!”


  The man who was being so disagreeably jabbed fell back with a sigh, while the others, with oaths and exclamations of rage fell in behind Brassin.


  Brassin was triumphant. He waved a hand and bounded up the stairs. “Come on, gang!” They were after him with a will. Thus it was that Duncan’s own resentment was the excuse which brought to boiling point a mutiny which had been simmering ever since young Captain John Raney had taken over the ill-fated Explorer.


  For it was ill-fated. Even now, less than fifty miles off the quarter-beam, a strange influence, from an invisible source, was making itself felt, though not yet did instruments appraise the fact.


  CAPTAIN JOHN RANEY looked briefly at his acceleration dials. He frowned. The needles were on zero, except that one which registered in centimeters. It was quivering slightly. Raney bent over it, looking more sharply.


  Then he sat down at his console, pushed on his photo-amplifiers. Except that the number of stars in the plate diminished, there was nothing he could see that was out of the way.


  But why did that acceleration gauge tremble. Was there some force, entirely unexpected, acting on the Explorer? He felt a slight chill creep up his spine, and then tightened his lips. Of course, the gauge must simply be out of order, but, in view of the strange object which the Explorer was in quest of, it would be a good idea to send the Explorer directly away from whatever force might be pulling it.


  He spoke into the engine room tube. There was no answering reply. He spoke again, sharply; and then came to his feet, whitening.


  “They’ve done it,” he gasped. He swung around, leaning back against the flanged edge of the console, his high cheek bones suddenly going devoid of color. A slow boiling started in his stomach.


  He could see all the way down the corridor, through the transparent door of the control room, all the way down to the starboard engine room companionway. Along the corridor, Brassin in the lead, his long, ape-like arms swinging as he swaggered ahead of a crowd of determined looking men, came what looked like the worst trouble that Raney had ever faced.


  He looked around wildly. No fear for himself here, but a deathly fear that this mutiny, and mutiny it must be, had come at the worst time possible. For even now, as he turned his head, he saw the centimeter gauge swing violently over against the checks. Saw the meter dial do the same. And even the kilometer needle was beginning to register.


  He took one more look at Brassin, at his jutting, purposeful, entirely merciless jaw, and then turned frantically.


  He snatched the general communications tube out of its socket, started to speak.


  “Attention all!” he barked. “The Explorer is falling! Falling—” The door opened behind him. With a snarl he turned. Brassin came forward implacably, his heavy, grease-stained face leering.


  “Come on and fight, papa’s boy!” he said softly. “I’ll give you something a little bit worse than what poor old Duncan did.” He deliberately took Raney’s night on his granite chin, and then lashed out gently with his own three pound paw. Raney’s world rocked. “Failin’, is she?” he heard Brassin’s soft mockery. “When they ain’t nowhere to fall! That’s a laugh!”


  Raney lunged out, blindly clinched with Brassin. “She’s falling,” he whispered. “Falling, I tell you. Save her, you fools!”


  But Brassin only pushed him away, almost playfully pushed out his fist again—and Raney himself was falling, into a deep blackness that knew no end.


  RANEY must have come to long after. He choked and groaned, and his hand fumbled up toward his aching head. He felt a dull pain in his jaw, that throbbed painfully and without let-up. He drew his eyes open, was conscious that he was lying prone on a hard metal floor. He saw, above him, three squares of yellow light, and his mind lanced back to what had taken place in the control room. Mutiny! And the ship falling to what must be a swift crack-up!


  He staggered to his feet, and moved toward the door of his cell. For he knew now they had freed Duncan, and put him, Raney, in his place. He placed two hands against the bars, and looked out into the corridor. From somewhere, he heard the shouts of terror-stricken men. Once a member of the muttering crew ran at full speed down the corridor, but Raney refused to lower himself by calling after him. Let the fools go to their hell, since they had picked it out!


  Suddenly, beginning as a low whine, the Wittenberg howl commenced. It grew upward from a whine to a roar, to a throbbing, aching, shrieking howl, and flowed through the ship, and set the floor vibrating beneath Raney’s feet. He felt a surge of relief, though he knew, now, that his own hard-won position as captain of a famous ship was lost, forever. The ship would escape whatever force was acting on it, the same force that wobbled Pluto, and would go back to Earth; and no amount of talking would convince anybody against the crew’s word. He was incompetent, he didn’t know how to handle men. He slowly fell back away from the door, and sank back on his haunches. He stared dully, blankly, at his hands, without seeing them.


  Not more than two minutes could have passed, when Raney heard swift, purposeful steps in the corridor. He heard a key grate in the lock, and sprang to his feet as the door was thrown open. Duncan was outlined in the door-way, pulling at his grizzled beard.


  “All right, cap’n,” he said gruffly. “Come on out, if you want to. You might as well watch this, too.”


  “What happened?” asked Raney, slowly coming forward.


  Duncan’s voice was strange. “I don’t know. I don’t know!” he jerked out, staring at Raney. “Look—it hasn’t been more than ten minutes since they took me out of here, and put you in. During that time—something’s happened. And I don’t know what to make of it. Nobody does.”


  “Are we falling?” Raney demanded. “Y-Yes.”


  “Who’s acting captain?”


  Duncan’s eyes avoided his. “I am,” he said huskily. “There’s nothing I can do. I don’t even know what’s happening. But it’s something strange. Just by luck I happened to look at the acceleration gauges. Brassin and the rest of them didn’t pay any attention when you said the ship was falling—they thought it was a gag! But I looked at ’em, and I saw we were falling! Even I didn’t believe it. But I looked at the vision plates—and I saw an atmosphere!”


  “An—atmosphere?”


  “Without a planet,” said Duncan, his voice unnatural. “An atmosphere without a planet. And inside the atmosphere, there were—I calculated it—five gravities! And we hit the atmosphere before I could even movw . . .”


  The Wittenbergs didn’t do any good. Brassin’s still got ’em on, but they’re useless. Listen to that wind!” Raney listened, and above the Wittenberg howl caught the higher pitched, more violent scream of a rushing wind, as the Explorer plowed through it. So eyen the proton blasts didn’t help—and no wonder! Five gravities was a man’s job to get away from!


  He started hurriedly toward the control room, pulling at Duncan. “We’re bound to crack up soon!” he snapped.


  “That’s just it,” said Duncan, pulling him to a stop. His face paled. “We ain’t going to crack up, it looks like.”


  Raney studied him closely. “What do you mean?” he said slowly.


  Duncan went toward the control room again, his shoulders slumped as if the mystery of the universe had fastened itself on him.


  IN THE control room, with officers standing about in nervous idleness, Raney sat down before the console, peered into the vision plate. He could see stars, dim, wavering, distorted, which proved well enough the existence of an atmosphere about the ship.


  “Whatever is pulling us should show up in that plate,” Duncan said huskily. Then his gnarled finger pointed at the acceleration and velocity gauges. “Watch them,” he said insinuatingly.


  The needles were crawling down toward the zero mark. They hit. The Explorer was now motionless. Then the needles began crawling up again, the acceleration growing greater by the second. Raney could feel the speed of the ship in the tremble of his chair. And that speed was building. Now it suddenly rushed higher, as if something had hurled it into motion. Then—


  “It’s decelerating again,” Raney said blankly.


  He watched the needle as it again went to zero. Again the ship fell back, reached another moment of motionlessness.


  Raney sank back, his chin supported by his gloved hand.


  “What is it?” Duncan demanded apprehensively. “What the hell does it mean?”


  “I don’t know . . . Damn! Maybe I do!” His eyes sparkled. “Let me do some figuring here, for a minute.”


  He made a few hurried calculations. He verified Duncan’s calculation of five gravities, and also, by what was purely guesswork, managed to put the diameter of this planetless atmosphere at about twelve or thirteen thousand feet. That figure almost sent the breath soughing out of his lungs. Five gravities hidden in the heart of that thirteen thousand foot mass of churning atmosphere? It was incredible.


  Yet, he thought he held a vague solution. He said to Duncan: “This idea ties in with what I thought might be the case before I ever took over the ship.” He rubbed at his jaw, where a stubble of beard was beginning to show. Suddenly he levered himself to his feet, stood over the gauge, two tiny wrinkles forming between his eye-brows. “It should go to zero,” he muttered. “Then it should start building up again, as we fell back.”


  He watched the gauge closely, and when it seemed about to hit the zero mark, indicating that the ship was motionless, he snatched the engine room communications tube from its socket.


  “Brassin!” he snapped. “The ship is motionless now. Suppose you throw in every ounce of power you can!”


  “Ye gods!” Brassin almost screamed. “I’m throwing in lead cable as fast as the feeder will shove it into the Wittenbergs. Even the damned anatherm tubes are gettin’ hot!”


  “Then,” said Raney, firmly, “you might as well shut off the Wittenbergs. They’re not helping, and they’re only wasting power which we’ll need when we figure a way out of this mess. And—Brassin.” Raney smiled briefly to himself, as Brassin groaned, “Yeah!”


  “Go to my cabin on the double and bring my camera up here. You know, the highspeed affair. You know where it is: you put it there.”


  Brassin was apoplectically silent for a full thirty seconds. Then he said, in a voice which had equal quantities of snarl and heartbreak in it, “Yes—sir.” He groaned and broke connection with the control room.


  RANEY turned to Duncan, and studied the grim stubborn face. He had freed Raney, had plainly asked him if he could do anything to help. And now that he hadn’t helped, the old resentment was showing in his eyes.


  “Do you understand what’s happening?” he demanded.


  “I’ve got only a vague suspicion, that I couldn’t even put into words,” Raney admitted calmly. “Now look here,” he said, choosing his words carefully, “you’ve told me that I’m nothing but a young squirt, that doesn’t know a damn thing about navigation in space. Does that still stand?”


  Duncan stared at him, thunderstruck. “Of course!” he snapped. “It sticks. Do you think old Janzen would have stood for me criticizing him? He’d have hit me over the head with a crowbar, if his fists weren’t big enough—which they were.”


  “Yet,” pointed out Raney, “I told you definitely, there was something out here. You, an old spacer, didn’t believe it and said I was crazy.”


  “That’s still your fault,” charged Duncan. “Brassin and me are used to being treated rough. Of course, with your Academy training,” he sneered, “you don’t believe in them things.”


  “Of course not,” Raney agreed coolly. “You’re supposed to know things, and even if it ain’t true your fist should be able to convince us it is. That’s the kind of captain the Explorer’s always had.” Raney’s eyebrows lifted quizzically. “I’m afraid,” he said gravely, “that there’s a new order of things.”


  “Bah!” Duncan turned to the plate and pointed a finger. “But what is that? There ain’t nothin’ like it in the whole universe.”


  “It’s there.”


  “Then it’s invisible, is it? That’s stretching things too far!”


  Raney said pointedly, “It’s all according to what you call invisible. What’s your definition of the term?”


  “Well—something that light passes through, or around—or something you just can’t see. Hell!” Duncan looked disgusted.


  Raney smiled briefly. “Or,” he suggested, “something that moves so fast the eye isn’t able to catch sight of it?”


  “That’s crazy, Raney! No matter how fast the planet was rotating, you’d still see it, all right.”


  “Of course.” Raney shrugged. “But this doesn’t happen to be a planet.”


  “Then what is it, you fool! Ugh!” Duncan pressed his hands to his aching head.


  Brassin came in then, with the heavy camera in his arms. He put it on the console and eyed Raney distastefully. “What good is that?” he demanded, in a disgruntled tone which he strove not to make too curious.


  “I’ll let you know,” said Raney, “in a few minutes.”


  He placed the camera on the console, inserted a roll of micro-film, and then spent several minutes carefully focussing the lens. He plugged in the power, and then touched the shutter-release as the Explorer reached the top of her swing and started down. A high pitched whirring resulted.


  “Five thousand separate pictures a second,” said Raney softly.


  At the end of a minute and a half, at the central point of the swing, he touched a button on the console, and the stars in the vision plate, changed pattern.


  “What’s that for?” Brassin demanded, staring.


  “Camera’s focussed so it takes in the range of the vision given us by the forward vision plate. When we reach the middle, then, I think, what we want to see on the film is happening behind the ship. So now we’re looking at a stern view. The camera keeps on taking pictures, and that’ll give us an almost continuous picture of what’s taking place.”


  IN THE next few minutes, Raney and Duncan and Brassin watched the acceleration dials as they registered a truly marvelous occurrence.


  For some untoward reason, the Explorer was shifting back and forth through space like the bob of a gigantic pendulum. Like a pendulum, the time of each swing was exactly the same—three minutes and some seconds; unlike a pendulum, the length of the swing remained constant—only a few feet on the plus or minus side of three thousand feet. At the apex of each swing, the Explorer would be motionless momentarily, then back she would fall, accelerating. Her top speed, invariably at the half-way point, came with a rush. At that point, she seemed literally to be forced outward again, in the same line of direction, for the latter half of the swing.


  And outside? Only the screaming of an ungodly atmosphere which apparently had no planet!


  During this time, Raney had changed views, every minute and a half. At the end of fifteen minutes he stopped the camera and extracted the film. He patted it. “This is going to tell us a lot.”


  “Little sense I see to it,” said Duncan grudgingly, though his eyes were alight with interest.


  Raney turned to Brassin, said carelessly, “Get my projector, will you, Brassin? You know where it is. You—”


  “—put it there!” Brassin finished acidly, and departed.


  Raney called after him, “And oh yes. Take it to the main salon, and take the curtains away from the motion picture screen.” He turned to Duncan. “Come on. We’ll go across to my cabin and give this film a bath.”


  CHAPTER THREE


  The Twin Worlds


  IN THE main salon, with only the three of them present, Raney set up the projector, focussed it, and then said carefully to Duncan and Brassin.


  “We started out on this trip with the intentions of discovering a planet whose gravitation was causing perturbations in the orbit of Pluto. The most powerful telescopes available were trained on that sector of space which, mathematically figured, should contain the disturbing influence. No telescopes could pick it out—for two reasons.


  “The astronomers thought they were looking for something immense. Something with, possibly, even a greater diameter than Jupiter, because there were a number of gravities involved. So, looking for a great object, they would not have sighted a smaller one. And—second reason—even if they had looked for something smaller than normal, their telescopes were not powerful enough to define it, or even photograph it.


  “For the influence is small, in size. I really don’t know any more than you two do at present, Duncan—Brassin. But I suspect a hell of a lot. Why we keep on shuttling back and forth somewhat like the bob of a pendulum, I don’t know. But I do know this: Where our speed is greatest, there is where the planet should be—if there were a planet.”


  Brassin rubbed his head desperately, and made choking noises.


  “What is it, then?” he blurted. “If it ain’t a planet, what is it?”


  “It might,” said Raney, breaking into a slow grin, “be two planets.”


  And immediately, as if in answer, the screen lighted up.


  At first it was blank as the whirling projector rolled off a few feet of blank film. Then something startling leaped into sight.


  In the very center of the screen were two dead black, circular objects. They completed a quarter circle around each other, and then seemed to be whipped, slowly, away from each other, and disappeared, as the three men watched, into opposite sides and corners of the screen, beyond which, apparently, the camera had not been able to reach. They grew visibly larger as they disappeared, and this was obviously arising from the fact that the Explorer had been falling toward them.


  Then, the Explorer still nearing them, they swept back from slightly different directions, approached each other in ever steepening curves. They became larger in apparent size as they moved, and suddenly were filling a large portion of the screen. They started to curve around each other, and now so filled the screen that the only blank space remaining was in the shape of a double concave lens, extending from top to bottom of the screen.


  There was a moment of rushing swirling blankness, and then, as the camera reeled off the stern view, the objects were visible again. They had evidently whipped around each other at frightful velocity, and as the Explorer had reached the peak of her upswing, and started to fall back again, the planets had disappeared, and then appeared again, moving toward each other from opposite corners of the screen, had curved swiftly around each other and departed again, much larger in size as the Explorer fell toward them. Then back they came again, still growing larger, and finally filled the whole screen again save for the double-concave space—between which, every evidently, the Explorer rushed, at immense, accelerating velocity. But the camera could not photograph that, because, in that rushing instant, there was a planet to each side of the Explorer. And as the Explorer rose, the planets again were snapped away from each other, each into the same general direction from which it had appeared.


  The whirring of the projector sounded higher. Suddenly the two circling planets were rushing together, snapping around each other, disappearing, coming back, snapping around, disappearing. Raney increased the speed even more, to such an extent that the screen was—blank. The planets disappeared into the pure invisibility which was their natural state.


  “Too fast to see with the naked eye,” said Raney. He snapped off the projector. “Now you know about as much as I do.”


  Duncan and Brassin were silent for a long moment, and then slowly released pent-up breaths.


  Duncan shook himself. “Phew! And to think we’re shuttling back and forth through that! What if those damned things should crash, and us between ’em.” He paled and stammered, “How fast do they—do they revolve around each other?”


  “Well, you saw it. The ship makes one swing across in three minutes. The planets make two complete revolutions every time we make a swing. Therefore, time of revolution is one and a half minutes.”


  “Once in one and a half minutes,” said Duncan in an awed tone. “For God’s sake, Raney, how big are they? Are they, you think—neutronium?” The word barely passed his lips.


  “You can draw your own conclusions, Duncan,” Raney shrugged. “I suppose they are neutronium. Protons packed together so tightly the matter is practically continuous. And since I know they can’t be more than a thousand feet in diameter—and together, exerting five gravities—I guess they have to be something like neutronium, anyway.


  “Now,” he murmured, folding up the tripod legs of the projector, “we’ve solved that mystery at least—why we don’t hit. But exactly why we keep on shuttling back and forth, through the space formed by the planets where they always intersect each other’s orbits, and perpendicular to the plane of revolution, there’s mystery that will take some solving.”


  Brassin mechanically picked up the projector in his brawny arms. “And if the proton blasts won’t take us out,” he said blankly, “it looks like we keep on shuttling back and forth the rest of our lives, don’t it?”


  RANEY, in succeeding days, worked on the problem. He made more high speed studies, and discovered a few facts which he thought might have a bearing on the case, but eventually proved otherwise. The planets were about the same size—something like 1000 feet. Evidently they revolved as quickly as they did because they themselves had such a terrific attraction for each other; any other speed would have caused them to crash into each other, though, with their low friction, they would likely have bounced away on new orbits. The major axes of revolution were in the nature of five thousand feet. Great wind currents whipped viciously through the atmosphere, but Raney never made an attempt to plot the wind system, though he knew it was caused entirely by the frightfully rapid motion of the planets.


  But one day slipped into two, and two into three; and the third was almost over when Raney got the clue he was looking for, and it was so staggering that it was past belief.


  Duncan was a grim, stubborn man. “Technically,” he growled at Raney, “you’re not captain of the Explorer, in spite of what you’ve done.”


  “But technically I am,” expostulated Raney.


  “Listen,” said Duncan, “the only authority for a captain of the Explorer lies vested in her crew. And the authorities at home realize that, too, but of course it isn’t in their silly rule books. You still aren’t the man this crew wants, not by a damn sight. Look at you—” he gestured scornfully “—white gloves, nice white pants. What the hell do you think you look like to a bunch that’s always had a roarin’ tootin’, tobacco-spittin’ son-of-a-gun for a captain?”


  Raney looked at his spotless gloves, pulled them tighter on his fingers. “I expect,” he said, grimly, “that I’ll always be wearing these gloves, and I haven’t got the temperament to go around in baggy pants. And I’ll be damned if I go around chewing tobacco.” He grinned.


  Duncan made a disgusted sound. “You ain’t long for the Explorer,” he prophesied, and stuffed a pinch of rough-cut into his mouth. “Tobacco’s the thing for a man, Raney,” he growled. “Chewin’ tobacco, too. Cigarettes are effeminate. How do ya think it looks to puff smoke in, puff it out, puff it in, puff it—”


  “—out,” finished Raney, holding up a protesting hand. In the same second, his eyes widened, and his hand stayed up as if he had caught a thought in that position and dared not move lest it go forever.


  “Say that again,” he said softly. “No, I’ll say it. Puff it in, puff it out. Exhalation. inhalation. What happens in a lung when that happens, Duncan? Never mind. The walls of the lung contract and expand. I wonder.” He turned around, moved past Duncan, almost pushing him off his feet as he bumped into him, but not noticing it. He sat down at the chart table, and picked up a pencil. The pencil moved slowly at first, and then more swiftly, and then so energetically it became almost a blur to Duncan, who watched curiously.


  Raney finally turned around, smiling one-sidedly. “This is the damnedest thing.” he said in a conversational tone. “I’ve finally found something, and it’s probably the most beautiful thing I’ve ever run into. It’s a classic in mechanics. I wonder if we’ll ever have the chance to tell people about it.”


  DUNCAN’S jaws barely moved as he chewed, for he was meticulous. “You’ll have the chance to tell me about it,” he said menacingly, and smiled slightly. Raney hopped to his feet, and began pacing up and down the control room, his hands behind his back.


  Then he stopped. “It’s the only explanation,” he announced. “I wonder if you can take it, Duncan.”


  “What is it?” Duncan was phlegmatic, but curious just the same.


  “It’s the damnedest thing. It’s all about a giant lung.”


  The first mate’s eyes squinted. Then he drew back. “You’re loony,” he snapped. “Crazy!”


  Raney grabbed his gnarled arm and shouted with sudden laughter. “This is good!” he chuckled, and then was abruptly intense. “Listen! Can you imagine the Explorer as a small piece of—of dust, say? A fleck of dust, being drawn into a bellows, and then expelled?”


  Duncan was shaking his head very slowly, and drawing away from Raney. “You’re crazy,” he gasped. “I can see it coming.”


  Raney jabbed a finger against his chest. “Instead of being drawn in and forced out of one end,” he continued, his eyes sparkling, “imagine it’s being drawn in one end and forced out the other.”


  “I knew it!” groaned Duncan, still backing up as Raney pecked him insistently on the chest. “You’re going to say the Explorer is that fleck of dust.”


  “And the planets are the bellows! Or the giant lung, you might say. It’s got an atmosphere—and what’s going to happen when those two planets rush together, curve around each other and then rush away?”


  Duncan’s face abruptly stopped chewing. He gulped. “Rarefaction and compression,” he snapped.


  “Or suction and ejection,” Raney added. “Look here, Duncan! Those planets are moving fast, and when I say fast, I mean fast. They have to, in order to keep from falling into each other—though even if they hit each other a glancing blow, I don’t think it would make any difference, because the material they’re made of is so tight pressed together there’s no irregularities and depressions—in other words, they’ve probably got low friction coefficients; so they’d just bounce away from each other, and take up new orbits. But the point I’m making is that they make a complete orbital circuit in something like one and a half minutes; and it so happens that every swing we complete—one way, that is—takes three minutes. With our highest speed taking place at the center of gravity, with our lowest at the end of each swing. All right, Duncan, that should prove that our motion is a result, indirectly, of the motion of the planets themselves. Now when the planets approach each other, what will happen to the air between them?”


  Duncan began chewing again. “Compression of the air.”


  “And what a compression!” Raney said fervently. “So intense that it would throw any object entering it out into the lower pressures surrounding it—and at terrific speed, too. Now,” he extended his glove-clad hand at Duncan again, “what happens when the planets pull away from each other?”


  “Expansion of the air,” said Duncan, and added eloquently, “and what an expansion! Then the greatest pressure, it looks like, would be outside the center of gravity, and the Explorer would be forced back—wouldn’t it?” he added, as he saw Raney shaking his head.


  RANEY sat down, his long legs stretched out, his eyes looking upward to Duncan’s.


  “I doubt if that’s exactly the case. Here’s what happens: it’s not a wind current that causes our motion—though it may help, I don’t know. For the most part, it’s pneumatic pressure—air pressure of an entirely extraordinary sort. Gravitation and pneumatic pressure. It’s gravitation that stops us when we reached a certain point. It’s gravitation that pulls us back; wind currents, sucked toward the center of gravity, have the tendency to keep our path constantly on a line with the center of gravity. But it’s only when gravitation pulls us to a certain point that pneumatic pressure outside forces us into the—the hole, you might say. And forces us in at terrific speed. And just at that time—exactly—the planets intersect each other’s orbits again and cause the truly immense pneumatic pressure that squeezes us out again almost the way you’d flip a watermelon seed held between thumb and forefinger.


  “You’ve felt that terrific burst of speed, even while we’ve been talking here—approximately every three minutes. It throws us out, but—” Raney made a hopeless gesture “—gravitation catches us before we can get to a point in space where our proton blasts can overcome it. So we fall back, and repeat the performance over again.”


  He lit a cigarette, drew the smoke in appreciatively, and puffed it out. “It’s just like a giant lung,” he said softly. “And I don’t know how or if we’ll ever get out of it.”


  He sat there thinking, the cigarette burning in his hand. Finally, his forehead wrinkled in concentration, he turned, again used pencil and pad, briefly. “We’d need,” he said, as if to himself, “a little bit more of this pneumatic pressure to squeeze us out far enough so the gravitation wouldn’t be so intense. The pressure is such now that it throws us a certain distance—say to four gravities—and our proton blasts aren’t built to overcome four gravities. The Explorer is a small-planet ship, never made to navigate anything much over two gravities. Let’s see. If the pressure were such that it could throw us out to the two gravity mark—you know, gravitation decreases as the square of the distance from the center of the source—then we’d make it.”


  Duncan frowned at him. “You’re crazy, boy,” he said, shaking his grizzled head. “There isn’t any way you could increase that pressure inside there, and you know it.”


  Raney jumped to his feet suddenly, grinning. He clapped Duncan’s broad back. “Wrong!” he yelled. “Listen. Remember the guy in Jules Verne’s story Tour of the World in Eighty Days? Phineas Fogg, whose ship ran out of fuel and there was no apparent way to reach Liverpool? He bought the ship, and then gave this famous order: ‘Cut away the inside arrangements and fire up with the debris.’ Get the idea?”


  “No,” said Duncan bluntly.


  “Well, you will.” Raney stood back from him, his hands on his hips. “I repeat the order—slightly varied. Burn everything on the ship that’s burnable; let the fumes and smoke escape by the proton blasts, and after that scatter the ashes after it.”


  The grizzled first mate studied him deliberately, and then shook his head sadly. “I’m with you, son, from now on, in anything you might do. But you can’t give orders like that, not to—your crew. No, you can’t. There isn’t any sense to it.”


  “I think there is.” Raney whirled, again labored with the pencil. His head came up and he stared straight ahead. He nodded sharply. “That’ll do it. That’s the way it’s going to be done. If we can increase the length of our swing by only four or five hundred feet our proton blasts will work.” He turned around to Duncan again, smiled briefly. “You’ll agree with me, Duncan. The idea is this: decrease the mass and the velocity will increase proportionately.”


  Duncan’s eyes flashed, and instant comprehension swept over his face. “You’ve got it,” he said softly. And then his shoulders fell. “The men won’t like the idea at all. Because they love this old ship—and it looks like we’ll have to mutilate her.”


  CHAPTER FOUR


  Raney Takes Command


  BRASSIN came charging up the companionway, raced wildly down the corridor and burst into the control room. His lips were drawn back menacingly from his teeth. He went up to Raney, and shook a massive fist under Raney’s face.


  “I won’t have it,” he panted wildly. “You hear me? Me and the crew won’t have it! You givin’ an order like that! Who in hell do you think you are, anyway, you fop, you! Trying to tear the poor old Explorer apart right under our noses!” He almost sobbed. “Me, what’s been part an’ parcel of this ship ever since she came white an’ gleamin’ out of the docks. You ain’t gonna do it! I see the whole thing now, damn you! It’s a scheme—” his eyes blazed as the idea grew in his head “—it’s a damned onery scheme to collect insurance, on her, that’s what it is!” He stood back, and placed his hands on his hip. “Now, papa’s boy,” he blazed, “what you gonna do about it? You gonna countermand that order?”


  Raney frowned, and slowly lit a cigarette. He leaned back casually against the console board. “Look, Brassin. What other way have we? You tell me.”


  “I don’t give a damn if there ain’t no other way,” Brassin panted wildly, smashing his fists together. “Why, you fool, you think for one minute my crew is gonna stand for something like that? I ask you!” Raney nodded slowly. He flicked ashes from his cigarette. He said thoughtfully, “No, your crew wouldn’t. Not while they’ve got you to fill their heads with damn fool ideas. I’ll tell you what I’ll do.” He walked in a slow circle with his head lowered in thought. He slowly met Brassin’s eyes, and as he did so, dropped his hand below his hip. He bent his left leg a little, the way a man will do when standing at rest.


  Then—Brassin knew nothing of this until he woke up some ten minutes later—his balled fist swept up from his hip with express velocity, contacted Brassin’s pugnacious chin with a crack that made officers in the adjoining compartments snap around toward the sound.


  Raney watched Brassin tumble, crumbling first at the knees. He hit on the floor, and then straightened out, his eyes closed, his breath gurgling, his limbs twitching. Then he was still.


  Raney looked with misgivings at Brassin’s relaxed fists, and wondered to himself what would have happened if Brassin had got in one of his playful blows. He shuddered, and went quickly toward the door. Two minutes later, he had descended into the oily atmosphere of the control room.


  MEN were grouped together in the center of the room. Slowly, as Raney paused three steps from the bottom, they turned around and faced him, their unshaved faces hostile.


  Raney’s eyes slowly took them in. He waited until their muttering stopped.


  “I want you men,” said Raney quietly, his eyes hard steel points, “to go through the ship, arid rip off everything that’ll burn. Curtains. Door jambs, if they happen to be made of wood. Chairs from the salon and from all the staterooms. Beds. Sheets, all the linen you can find. Paper. Floor boards. Books, if they aren’t too valuable. Extra shoes. We’ve got two thousand gallons of water aboard. Pour it out the air-locks. We’ve got excess food—canned goods—aboard. Open up the cans, pour it all into a trough, and let the excess liquid seep off. Then pour it out. If you’ve got any refreshments aboard—and I don’t doubt you have—get rid of that too. You understand?”


  One of the men stepped forward and said sullenly. “We ain’t gonna do it—see? This is our ship. What do you care about the Explorer, you that had a daddy to get you the job?”


  The ridge of bone along Raney’s cleanshaven jaw whitened. “I slaved through four years of the Academy for the one and only object of someday captaining the Explorer,” he said coldly. “Anybody would have given his eye-teeth for the job. It happens that I got the highest mark on the test. My father had little to do with it.” He slowly descended the few remaining steps to the metal floor, his lips thin, his eyes narrowed. He stopped a few feet from his agressor. “Brassin,” he said, “is the man that gives you orders, isn’t he? What would you say if I told you Brassin agreed with me—that this was the only way to save ourselves?”


  “Brassin wouldn’t say that! You’re lyin’.”


  “Brassin’s jaw agreed with my fist,” said Raney coldly. “If you want to see him, he’s lying upstairs. Out cold. Dead to the world. That’s agreement, as far as I’m concerned.”


  The man wiped his lips with his tongue. His eyes flickered.


  “You,” he said, staring at Raney, “knocked Brassin out?”


  Raney nodded coolly.


  “Nobody ever knocked Brassin out,” the man said, and then straightened, and was aggressive again. “It don’t mean nothin’,” he stated.


  Raney felt a burst of fury run through him, sudden, overwhelming in its intensity. These fools! Without intention, he leaped forward, snarling. The other thrust up an arm, blinking his eyes. Something landed with world-crushing effect on Raney’s fist. For the second time in ten minutes, he saw a man slowly crumble up in front of him. For a second of amazement he looked at the fallen crew member, then collected himself and raised his head.


  “Any other takers?” he blazed.


  They were frowning at him now., and suddenly a man grinned. Without saying a word he turned, jerked a hand in a commanding gesture, and then started toward the companionway, still grinning. The others followed after him now, and within seconds, the control room was clear.


  Raney looked after them dazedly, and then at his aching hands. “How did that happen?” he gasped. He had never before struck a man without first thinking about it.


  He helped the fallen man to his feet, and they stood looking at each other for a moment.


  Then the man slowly caressed his jaw, and smiled one-sidedly. “Okay, cap’n,” he said. “I guess you mean it.”


  And he was gone after the others.


  THIS job that Raney had projected took something like three days. It involved an enormous amount of work, ripping up floor-boards and prying off door-jambs. But the men went at it with a will. There is the urge of destruction in every man, but seldom does one get the opportunity to obey that atavistic impulse to the limit. These men had such an opportunity, and made use of it.


  They built crude furnaces, and fed them continuously; they stretched make-shift pipes from the furnaces through the airlock doors, and let the pipes project beyond the line of the body of the Explorer. The atmosphere of this planet system contained no oxygen, but none could force its way back through the pipes, for the very rush of the atmosphere past the pipe openings constituted the power which sucked the smoke from the furnaces.


  At the end of those three days, Raney estimated that something like forty tons of interior fixtures had thus been burned. The forty tons had gone up in smoke, and the ashes, a mere, fine powder, was sent after the smoke. Not yet had the water supply been done away with, nor had the canned food been opened and drained. Personal belongings of the men still remained intact. Raney decided it was time to try to get the Explorer free before any more work was done in the line of destruction.


  The Explorer was truly a gaunt, denuded ship, now, her ribs showing plainly at places, her very corridors and cabin floors merely gratings of steel. Rugs had been rolled up and burned; and chairs also. The piano in the main salon had been hacked apart, and all that remained was the strings, and the string-frame, and a host of screws and bolts. Mattresses were gone, and men spread clothing on the springs and slept that way. But it was a happy, grinning crew that had done the work, for they were burning their bridges behind them, and not an eye on board—save for Brassin—that did not cock itself at some burnable item with a gleam of anticipation, and a whole hearted attack with hammer and chisel.


  Raney woke that morning with a peculiarly thumping heart. He did not have the slightest certainty that the plan was working. He dressed, as usual taking care with his wardrobe, and pulling freshly cleaned gloves on over his fingers. Then he departed hastily for the control room.


  Duncan met him with a shake of the head. He pointed at the acceleration gauges, as they first crept upward, and then down to zero again, repeatedly.


  “First day,” he announced, “we gained about seventy feet on the swing. Second day, fifty more. Yesterday, cap’n, we worked like blazes and it went up to something like hundred and twenty. That makes two hundred and forty feet, don’t it?”


  Raney nodded. “I don’t think that’s enough. But we’ll try it out.”


  He went down to the control room. He found Brassin sulking around his precious Wittenbergs.


  “Got ’em tuned?” Raney asked.


  Brassin nodded his head shortly, and ran a scornful eye up and down Raney’s trimly clad figure.


  “Sure,” he said. “What of it?”


  “We’re going to try to break loose. When I give the word give her all you’ve got.”


  Brassin turned, giving Raney a final contemptuous look. Raney heard him growl beneath his breath, “Sissy,” but Raney only shrugged his shoulders and went back to the control room.


  The Wittenbergs tried. That was all that could be said. They tore protons from lead molecules to the limit of their power. The proton blasts blazed out almost incandescently at the limit of swing. The Explorer creaked and shifted and groaned throughout her whole denuded length. She held her position at the end of swing for but a fractional instant. And then slowly, inexorably began the drop back.


  IT WAS quite useless. Two hundred and forty feet was not enough. Raney estimated they needed, at the minimum, one hundred sixty feet more. He ordered the Wittenbergs shut off.


  Solid objects could not be considered. Gases, smoke and fine ashes would disperse through the atmosphere, but solid metal fixtures would follow the same path as the Explorer, and thus not only hinder her, but might create holes in the hull.


  “We’ll drain the canned goods next,” said Raney firmly, and gave those orders. Men got to work, and by a relay system got a huge stack of canned goods down into the engine room, next to the main airlock. Two men made a trough of metal slabs, set in on a platform. Others sliced at can goods with hatchets, dumped the contents into the trough. A watery, brown liquid resulted from a series of strainings. This was pumped out into the atmosphere with oil-primed pumps. The pile of sundered cans on the floor grew.


  “Out with all except a few drums of water,” said Raney next; and out they went, the water caught in the violence of the atmosphere, torn apart into fine particles, and dispersed through the atmosphere.


  “We’ll try again,” said Raney.


  The Explorer fell back, was sucked with building velocity into the suddenly forming area of pneumatic pressure. Now, that high-pressure air had a lighter mass to deal with, but the same volume. It would exert the same force against the lower mass as it did the higher, but it could give the lower mass a greater speed. Which it did. This time the kinetic energy of the ship was such, under its increased velocity, that it gained another hundred feet. The proton blasts desperately strove to hold the ship against the three gravities now occasioned by the ship’s distance from the center of gravity. Almost Raney could swear they were breaking away. But his exultation died when the gauge registered zero velocity again. The ship fell.


  Raney was not done yet. “Clothing, belts, shoes,” he commanded. “Your personal belongings, if you don’t think too much of them to sacrifice them. You there,” he said, his lips breaking into a smile, “maybe if you’d get rid of your beard you’d help a lot.”


  THE men dispersed and soon reappeared before the furnaces with stacks of clothing, tooth brushes, shaving brushes, magazines. Raney himself rummaged around, and ended up by throwing all his own clothing in. The fire roared, and smoke streamed in a solid column behind the ship as she plunged.


  Brassin edged in beside Raney and threw something into the fire. Raney looked at him, and saw that the man’s hairy, giant chest was bare. He caught Brassin’s eye, and the giant looked at him meaningly.


  Raney frowned, and turned away. Up to the controls once more, for what must certainly be a desperate final attempt.


  Duncan grinned at him as he came in. “What’s wrong?” demanded Raney.


  “Look at you.”


  Raney studied himself in the reflection a blank vision plate afforded. He grinned. His face was black with soot and smoke, as were his clothes. He shrugged, got to work. The Wittenberg howl commenced again as the ship was hurled out of the ‘hole.’


  Duncan and Raney watched the dials fiercely, their teeth biting into their lips.


  “She’s going up!” cried Duncan delightedly. “She’s going up! She ain’t going to stop!”


  “Wait,” promised Raney, sweat breaking out on his forehead. In agony, he saw the signs in the dials. Slowly, surely, the needles wavered, stopped, and then, with a rush, swung back.


  Raney dropped against the back of his chair, and laughed shortly, harshly. “She’ll fall now, he said through clenched teeth.


  “And I could have sworn we didn’t need more’n ten or fifteen more,” Duncan said. He groaned.


  And the Explorer fell, monotonously continued to swing—always falling those few feet short of the goal necessary to enable her to escape for good.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  Escape


  RANEY paced the floor slowly, biting his lips. “The rest of the water goes,” he said suddenly.


  Duncan came across the room toward him. “You can’t do that,” he stammered. “Without water, we’re really sunk.”


  “We’re sunk with it.” He went toward the door, pulled it open, then paused, as another thought struck him. He turned.


  “Duncan,” he said, “you’d better come down to the furnaces with me.”


  The grizzled man’s mouth fell open.


  “What d’you mean?” he gasped.


  Raney grinned. “Hell, I’m not going to feed you to the fires!”


  Duncan followed dubiously.


  Twenty minutes later, men had rolled the few remaining drums of water into the engine room, had opened them, and pumped them dry. There was not a drop of water aboard the Explorer.


  Then Raney stood in the middle of the floor, his clothes blackened with smoke, his face sweating away part of its dirt, his cap pushed back at an unseemly angle on his head, his black hair falling in sweat-dampened strands over his forehead.


  “Brassin gave me the clue to what is really the last thing we can burn up. I trust you fellows won’t mind.”


  And he took off his captain’s cap and threw it into the fire, and with a continuation of the motion stripped off his coat, his shirt and his undershirt.


  “Off with ’em now!” he barked, and suddenly they got into the spirit of the thing, and with joyous shouts began stripping. Duncan scratched his head, grinned wryly, and went to work. Forty men, all the officers and crew of the ship, began to strip.


  “Here’s a damn good pair of shoes,” said a voice aggrievedly.


  “In with ’em!” Raney looked up and saw it was Brassin. “In with ’em,” he repeated. Raney stripped down to the bare skin, and stood looking over the disrobing mob. He was laughing to himself. Dignity was a thing of the past.


  “All right, that does it,” he finally said, as the last item of clothing was thrown into the roaring flame.


  Brassin was a powerful, naked figure in the light of the flames. He expectorated into the fire, and stood looking at Raney with gruff good-humor in his eyes.


  “Cap’n,” he said “them things must be part o’ you.”


  “What things?” demanded Raney innocently.


  “Them gloves o’ yours. Them white gloves.”


  Raney chuckled and held up his hands. “Right,” he said, suddenly sober. He looked sharply into each face. “What do I do,” he said softly, “leave them on or take them off?”


  And everyone saw the inference. Brassin shifted from one foot to the other, nervously. Then he met Raney’s eyes squarely. “Them are pretty sooty,” he said critically. “Should be white. But I guess you better keep ’em until you can get a new pair, cap’n.”


  He grinned and stuck out his hand, and Raney grabbed it, and shook it wholeheartedly, grinning, too.


  Then Brassin stepped back. “All right, gang,” he shouted. “Let’s give ’em hell!”


  Raney and Duncan, stark naked, ran up the companionway, down the stripped corridor, and into the control room. Raney threw himself down before the controls.


  “We’re on the down swing now,” he said tensely. “Half minute now.”


  THE Explorer fell, her fall synchronized with the revolutions of the planet system which had trapped her. Down she roared, still trailing smoke from her furnace pipes. Pressures suddenly stepped up her speed, hurled her at an ever increasing rate toward the ‘hole’ the two planets formed when they swung about each other. Into the hole she went as the atmosphere contracted to such an extent that its pressure caught hold of the Explorer, squeezed it, flung it outward at furious velocity, a velocity greater yet than any it had imparted. Hurled it outward and upward, perpendicular to the plane of the planet’s revolutions.


  And so great its kinetic energy, which squared with the increase of velocity, that friction of the atmosphere itself was a thing of no moment.


  She went past her first mark, past the second, and third, and now had to set a new record—a record which would enable her to break free at last.


  The Wittenbergs were screaming full blast now, and the old Explorer trembled and groaned in every beam, and her metal girders sang audibly.


  Raney’s fist was clenched, his face white. “Up, now, damn you!” he whispered. “Up.”


  The Explorer was trying, valiantly. She had already exceeded her first swing by four hundred feet.


  “She’s still fighting against two and a half gravities,” Duncan grated. “If she can get to two, she’s all right.”


  “She’s still going,” Raney whispered, and twisted his body as if to lend his own strength to that battle. Then he leaped to his feet, his naked body gleaming with perspiration. “And she’s going to make it,” he snapped in awe. She’s going to make it. Look at those gauges!”


  The kilometer dial needle was beginning to move over and suddenly it swung. Abruptly, in the vision plate the stars lost their distorted appearance, and became specks of cold-white brilliance unaffected by the light-twisting abilities of a churning atmosphere.


  “We’re out of the atmosphere,” Duncan breathed. “And what’s more, we’re under two gravities. We’re free, safe!”


  His grizzled old face broke into a beatific smile, and a laugh of pure relief escaped from Raney’s lips.


  He grabbed the engine room tube. “Brassin!” he snapped. “Keep her blasting away. We’re setting our course for Pluto. We’re picking up water, food, and some clothes. I never did feel natural without ’em.”


  “That’s what you think, cap’n,” Brassin spoke back, and grinned as he stuffed a wad of rough-cut into his capacious mouth.


  THE END


  VAGABONDS OF THE VOID


  David V. Reed


  The Tuckies might have known that there was something fishy about being given a paradise like this—but dreams seem real sometimes . . .


  “TUCKIES! ’Way out here on Pluto, too!”


  The voice like a hinge grating came from a few feet away. Hill Stuart raised his head from the ignition box of the old spaceboat. Even before he turned, the young engineer sensed that the speaker was a lady tourist.


  Hill Stuart had been wandering with the Tuckies for the year since he got out of Engineering School. He had seen many objectionable specimens of all kinds. But lady tourists! He shook his head in resignation.


  There were two now. The mannish-clad females were standing, arms akimbo like Buddhas, glaring at the Tuckie camp. The space migrants had just gathered the lecci crop, Pluto’s medical weed. And now they were getting ready to move to another planet.


  The stout tourist lady, who Stuart thought looked remarkably like a space-buoy, sniffed disapprovingly.


  “How do we know, Edith,” she demanded of her middle-aged companion, “that these—these gypsies should be allowed to bring up children? Perhaps they have never even been examined for eugenic purposes.[1] Yet here they are running around loose in the solar system. The laxity of the Planetary Hygiene Board with these people is positively criminal!”


  Her companion nodded vigorously. Together, the two lady tourists glared, as if they hoped to disintegrate the Tuckie[2] camp by will power alone.


  The faded tents that lay on Pluto’s black soil were coming down swiftly, one after another. The tall, raw-boned Tuckies folded them expertly but gently, for the crazy-quilt patchwork on the worn canvases might give at any moment.


  Sturdy Tuckie women collected their kitchen utensils and stowed them in their old-fashioned chemical stoves. Others rounded up the half-clad Tuckie children, who were running about and yelping in the excitement of going away.


  Hill Stuart turned to look again at the self-appointed critics. The Tuckie camp was certainly no Venusian summer resort—but neither was it something for smug Earth schoolmarms to sneer at. The space migrants were as hard-working and respectable as anyone else. Down on their luck, that was all.


  At that moment the eyes of the stout tourist lady came to rest on Stuart. Her haughty gaze took in his six-foot length, his tawny shock of hair and lean face. Hill Stuart returned her stare good-naturedly; and just for a good measure he made a face like a Mercury monkey-man.


  The female space-buoy exploded in a gasp, and seized her companion’s arm. Together they moved off quickly, muttering something about “notifying the authorities.”


  Hill Stuart sighed. Tourist ladies always were notifying some authority or other. There was nowhere in the universe to escape them.


  A low chuckle sounded. Stuart turned to find Art Bismer, the grizzled leader of the Tuckies, at his side. Bismer had obviously taken in the little sideplay and enjoyed it. His strong wide mouth chewed on the long Earth straw with relish.


  “You oughta come with us, Hill,” Bismer drawled. “We’re fixin’ to burn touring women for witches on Luxor.”


  STUART grinned. It was good to see Bismer so jovial. After years of wandering, the Tuckies were going to settle down. They had been promised land on the little planetoid of Luxor, two days out of Pluto. Land! It meant more to the former Kentuckians than gold.


  “Not me, Art,” Stuart’s blue eyes twinkled as he replied. “You know what they say—a meteor gathers no cosmic dust. I figure on seeing a lot more of the universe before I take root.”


  Bismer smiled wryly. “We’re gonna miss you, Hill,” he said simply.


  Stuart was silent. The migrants were real people. They had been real friends to him, had taken him in when he was alone in the world. But hell, a fellow of twenty-three couldn’t take roots! Not yet. To cover his emotions, the young engineer bent over the ignition box of Bismer’s space flivver.


  In a moment he stood up again. “Art,” he said, “your jallopy’s okay. She could take you to hell and back again. They made ships years ago! Not like the modern hunks of aluminum you gotta trade in every year.”


  Bismer grinned and patted the unpainted, cracked fuselage of the fliver.


  “She flies,” he said dryly. “Once she’s in the air—she flies. But what gets me is, I never know if she’s gonna get in the air—or just naturally explode.”


  The two men laughed and looked at the Tuckie camp. All was ready for the journey. The Tuckies were standing near their space jallopies, waiting for Bismer to give the signal. The children had been rounded up in the ships, and the brown faces of the Tuckie women showed through the cracked portholes.


  Bismer turned to Stuart and stuck out his gnarled hand. The two shook wordlessly. Bismer opened the door of his ship and jumped in. Then he turned briefly, and called back:


  “Good-by, Hill. The address is Luxor—we’ll always be glad to see you.”


  With that, the old migrant disappeared into his flivver. A chorus of “good-bys” rang out from the camp as the Tuckies bid farewell to Stuart. The women waved from the portholes and Hill Stuart waved back. The friendliness of the band made the young engineer feel all warm inside.


  Suddenly he noticed a Ground Patrol car coming toward the camp. Trouble.


  . . . the Tuckies might be held in Pluto. Stuart caught Bismer’s eye through the porthole, and motioned for him to take off at once. The old migrant nodded understandingly.


  The Patrol car was closer now, but moving slowly. Stuart could see indistinctly the three occupants. With a start he recognized two of them—the tourist ladies!


  There was a low rumbling sound. Stuart moved out of the way as Bismer’s space jallopy began to rock from side to side jerkily. It seemed as if it might fall apart any instant. Then suddenly the old flivver seemed to explode, and a torrent of black smoke gushed from its vents. There was a great crackling sound, and when the air cleared Bismer’s ship was streaking skyward. The rest of the space jallopies groaned, shivered and exploded in turn, as they followed their leader upward.


  Stuart saw that the three people from the Patrol car were hurrying toward him. The third member of the trio was Pat O’Connell, a huge sergeant whom he had seen once or twice in Pluto City. He had a very weary expression on his big red face. The stout lady tourist was calling him down in most unladylike tones.


  AS the three came up to him, Stuart could make out what she was saying.


  “—and you didn’t hurry at all! You took your time and let them get away. If a plague breaks out in the solar system now, you’ll be to blame!”


  The big Patrol Sergeant eyed the female space-buoy in wonder. He had seen many tourist ladies—but this one beat them all.


  “Now, madam,” he began soothingly, “you shouldn’t become so—”


  “Don’t ‘madam’ me,” she retorted. “You’re going to be held strictly responsible for this. I’m going to see that your superiors hear about it!”


  The sergeant took a deep breath and shook his head.


  “Lady,” he said slowly, “if you don’t shut up, I’ll have to arrest you for creating a disturbance. I wouldn’t like to do that, but I’ll sure have to!”


  The face of the stout tourist lady took on an incredulous look.


  “Now run along,” the big sergeant continued, not unkindly, “before you and your girl friend land in the jug for the night.”


  For a moment, Hill Stuart thought the space-buoy was going to pass out. But she simply blinked, swallowed weakly once or twice, and then allowed her companion to lead her away. It was a complete route. Stuart grinned and looked at the sergeant.


  “Sure, she’s a terror,” the officer muttered, wiping his brow. “But I got a wife who can give her aces and spades, so she didn’t scare me much.” He winked at Stuart and wiped his brow again.


  Stuart said: “I’m glad you didn’t try to stop the Tuckies, Sergeant. There would have been a rumpus—they’ve been promised land of their own this time. And they wouldn’t have liked to be kept away.”


  The sergeant looked hurt. “Me stop them?” He shook his head. “I know Bismer and the rest pretty well—they’re fine people. Of course, there’s a law here on Pluto about living without proper sanitary facilities—but it ain’t much of a law.”


  Stuart smiled. The sergeant put his cap back on and scanned the sky. Faint streamers of black smoke far off on the azure horizon indicated Bismer’s direction.


  “Whereabouts are they heading for?”


  “Luxor. A planetoid. About three days away, I think.”


  A frown suddenly creased the sergeant’s big brow.


  “Luxor,” he repeated, and passed his hand over his chin troubledly.


  “What’s the matter?” Stuart asked wonderingly. “Is there anything wrong there?”


  The sergeant kept rubbing his chin. “You say the Tuckies are getting land on Luxor?”


  Stuart nodded. The officer shook his head worriedly.


  “There ain’t any land on Luxor,” he said. Stuart stared at him uncomprehendingly. The sergeant went on:


  “I mean, there ain’t any land they can work. You see there’s been a lot of illegal lethe-tveed[3] flooding the market around here. Some of our men went out to Luxor on a routine search. The ground out there is ideal for growing lethe—it’s all rocky and mountainous. They didn’t find anything suspicious—but they brought back a complete report on the terrain. I happened to see it. There ain’t any tillable land on Luxor.”


  “Then why were they invited to come out there?” Stuart asked.


  “Your guess is as good as mine,” the sergeant told him.


  SILENTLY, the two men walked back to the Patrol car. The sergeant indicated for Stuart to climb in, and they started back to Pluto City.


  As they rode, Stuart said, “I don’t like it. If I had a ship I’d go after the Tuckies. The whole thing sounded too good, anyway.”


  They drove along awhile and the officer said slowly:


  “There’s a flivver lying on my lot, young feller. If you can fix it up to fly. why, you can have the loan of it.”


  “Thanks,” Stuart said warmly, “I’ll get to work on it right away.”


  “If anybody does any harm to Art Bismer and the rest,” the sergeant scowled grimly, “we’ll blow that planetoid right out of the sky!”


  CHAPTER II


  Leader of Luxor


  HILL STUART cut his rockets when he heard that peculiar dull roaring that meant his ship was entering atmosphere. He was arriving on Luxor about two days after the Tuckies, he figured. The sergeant’s ship had really needed some fixing. But once it got in the air, it went along fine.


  He loosed the forward jets as he made out the terrain far below. All jagged rocks, gorges and twisting crevices, as the sergeant had said. But there must be a landing field, Stuart thought. He brought the ship to an even keel and cruised along.


  After about ten miles of unbroken rocky terrain, he suddenly saw the spaceport. It was small but it looked adequate. Stuart brought the ship down carefully, and stepped out on the graveled soil.


  So far he hadn’t seen a single being, Plutonian or human, on the planetoid. There were several brick buildings on the edge of the field. He picked out the biggest one and walked toward it. Everything looked innocent enough, but on the way he made sure his reaction pistols were primed.


  It was late afternoon. The dim rays of sunlight, spent after their long journey, cast a dull, faded glow over the planetoid. To the right of the buildings, Stuart spied a big new space ship. It was a beauty—whoever owned it had plenty of money.


  There was no sign of the Tuckies’ jallopies—or of the Tuckies themselves, for that matter. Stuart frowned a little and tried to shake off the feeling of impending evil that had suddenly settled on him.


  As he approached the house, he sensed that he was being watched. He glanced upward quickly. A dead-white face was framed in one of the windows—a Plutonian. Even as he looked, it disappeared.


  Well, Stuart shrugged, if this was going to be a case of hide and seek. . . . He was about to try the metal door of the building when it swung open. A man, an Earthman, small and thin, stood on the threshold.


  “Come in,” he said gruffly. “We’ve been expecting you for an hour.”


  Rocket indicators had detected his approach, of course. Hill Stuart walked past the little man warily. The Earthman led him into a large room with two windows fronting on the landing field. There was a desk in the corner near the windows. The little man sat down behind it and motioned for Stuart to sit also.


  “My name is Stromb,” he announced in a thin weary voice. “What can I do for you?” He did not offer to shake hands.


  Stromb—that was the name of the man who had offered Art Bismer land on Luxor. Stuart hadn’t seen the agent, but from Bismer’s description of “a measly runt”, he recognized the Earthman only too well.


  “A party of migrants, friends of mine, landed here two days ago,” Stuart began. “I’d like to join them.” His tone was artless. The young engineer had no intention of letting Stromb know of his suspicions.


  The little Earthman’s eyes were red and watery. As he looked at Stuart, he blinked continually.


  “No migrants have come here for months.”


  Stuart remained quiet for a moment. Then he said, “Well, anyway, I need work. I’m down and out, Stromb. How about it?”


  A FAINT sneering smile flickered across Stromb’s weak mouth. His watery gaze went past the window and out onto the landing field. It came to rest on Stuart’s ship.


  Of course! The young engineer felt like kicking himself. Stromb thought he was an Interplanetary man. The sergeant’s ship had formerly been an official one. It still retained some of the original paint.


  “Listen, Stromb,” Stuart spoke casually, “that isn’t my ship—and I’m not a Service man. If I were, do you think I’d be dumb enough to use an official space boat?”


  Stromb smiled in his sickly fashion. “Whoever you are, there’s no work here. This is private property. And if you don’t get off right away—and stay off, you’ll run into trouble.”


  There wasn’t even an attempt to be diplomatic about it. Stuart was convinced now that there was something wrong on Luxor. And he had no intention of leaving without finding what it was.


  Stromb was staring at him, watching him. Stuart took a long breath, calculated his chances and decided he’d better work fast. He ungrooved his pistol and pointed it at Stromb in one smooth motion.


  “Don’t make a sound or try to give any signals, Stromb. Get up very quietly and lead me to where the Tuckies are.”


  The little Earthman made no move. He rubbed his red eyes and grinned wearily. Stuart’s jaw hardened and he leveled the pistol at Stromb’s head. But at the same moment, the young engineer felt two hard objects poke into his spine. He had gambled too soon!


  Stuart smiled dryly as Stromb took away his pistol. Turning, he saw that he was being covered by two Plutonians. Their deadly white faces were complete blanks—robot-like. Stuart had seen many human albinos, but Plutonians always handed him a shiver. Every part of their bodies, from the hair on their heads to their fingernails, was in varying shades of pallid, toneless white.


  With a grimace, Stuart turned to Stromb. “You’re directing the program now,” he said. “What’s next?”


  The little Earthman ignored him. He was about to say something to the Plutonians when the door across the room opened and a tall figure strode through.


  Stuart saw that the newcomer was a Plutonian. The dead white of his face and hands revealed that. But, by some odd freak of chance, his eyeballs and the locks of hair that covered his head were a gleaming black! The effect was startling.


  Stromb blinked nervously, as the newcomer stood poised in the doorway surveying the room. The little Earthman said jerkily,


  “This fellow’s looking for work. I told him we didn’t have any on Luxor. That’s right, isn’t it, Kale?”


  Kale did not even look at the little Earthman. The Plutonian’s step was soft and slinking as a serpent’s as he came up to Stuart.


  “Please,” he said, his black eyeballs fixed on the young engineer, “I do not know who you are. Your stupid countryman has forgotten to introduce us.”


  Out of the corner of his eye, Stuart saw Stromb wince.


  “My name’s Stuart—Hill Stuart,” he said briefly.


  The Plutonian inclined his head in acknowledgment.


  “And my name, as you heard, is Kale. We Plutonians have but a surname. There are still so few of us that patronymics would be absurd.”


  THE Plutonian ended his sentence with a simple upward gesture of his ivory fingers. His delicately curved lips were fashioned in a smile.


  Stuart stared at the Plutonian curiously. Despite himself, the young engineer felt his interest aroused. Kale was certainly no ordinary inhabitant of Pluto. The natives of the dim planet were notoriously close to savagery, whereas Kale’s manner was reminiscent of ancient royalty.


  His voice was low and cultured; his diction flawless, and his dress immaculate. Intelligence and willpower radiated from his erect frame in almost tangible waves. Yet an unmistakable aura of evil surrounded the man. Stuart could not explain his feeling, but he would have staked his life that the Plutonian was a consummate scoundrel.


  “Am I to understand that you wish employment on Luxor, Hill Stuart?”


  There was a fleeting mockery in the Plutonian’s voice. A subtle, almost undetectable challenge. Hill Stuart felt an involuntary shudder run the length of his frame. But he stared straight at the Plutonian, and even managed a smile of his own.


  “Yeah, and if it’s not too much trouble, I’d like to join some friends of mine who landed here two days ago.” Stromb coughed, his fingers rubbing his loose lips.


  “I don’t think, Kale, that—”


  Kale’s knifelife glance cut him short. “Even assuming that your brain were equal to the task, Stromb—I do not employ you to think.”


  The little man squirmed in his seat. A quick hatred flared in his reddish eyes. But his gaze fell without struggle before the imperious, contemptuous stare of the Plutonian, and he sat silent.


  Kale turned back to Stuart, smiling faintly as if in apology for his underling. His voice was cordial, even pleasant again as he said:


  “There are several conditions which you must be willing to fulfill, Hill Stuart, before you can work on Luxor. The first is to give your word that you will not leave in less than three months. Are you willing to do that?”


  “I would prefer to find out what the life here is like before I make such a promise.”


  Kale smiled. “I assure you that life on Luxor is quite idyllic. Ah—it will equal your fondest dreams.”


  “In that case, I give my word.”


  “Good. And now, since you are doubtless fatigued after your arduous journey, Hill Stuart, I will see that you are taken at once to your quarters. I trust that you will find them comfortable.”


  If there weren’t something intangibly diabolic about the Plutonian’s stilted manner, it would all be quite funny, Hill Stuart thought. But he felt no desire to laugh, as he looked into the mocking black eyeballs of the other.


  “If you will permit me—Kale was holding a small dark band made out of silk that he had taken from his pocket. Stuart stared at him questioningly.


  “The other condition,” Kale explained, and apologized with a deprecatory gesture. “This blindfold is a minor precaution. You see, the location of this promised land is a secret—even on Luxor.”


  THE plot was thickening. It was not too late to back out and return to Pluto for the Interplanetary squad, but Hill Stuart saw the challenge in the other’s eyes and decided to take it up.


  “Blindfold away,” he shrugged. If Kale wanted to get rid of him, the Plutonian wouldn’t have to resort to such devices. No, it was obvious that Kale had something more devious on his mind—


  Kale blindfolded him and then led him to the door. One of the Plutonian guards took his arm.


  “Good night,” Kale said, “and pleasant dreams, Hill Stuart.”


  Again Stuart caught that note of mockery and of challenge in the Plutonian’s voice. He did not answer. The guard who held his arm guided him out of the house. He could hear the other Plutonian walking a few feet behind.


  They walked for what Stuart judged to be about half an hour. During that time, the texture of the soil underfoot never changed. It was always hard-packed gravel and not hilly. And Stuart noticed that several times the light wind came about to blow directly against him.


  Was he walking in wide circles? Was Kale giving him every opportunity to pierce the secret of Luxor? The questions were strong in Stuart’s mind as the Plutonian guard suddenly brought him to a stop. He was led up a few steps, heard a door open and felt himself guided into a room. The Plutonian took his blindfold off, joined the other guard at the door, and the two left woodenly, locking the door behind them.


  Stuart looked around him. His apartment had apparently only one room. But it was comfortably furnished, with a wide bed, a chest of drawers, several chairs, lamps and a table. There were no windows, and ventilation seemed to come from slits in the apexed ceiling.


  He sat down on the bed and tried to gather his thoughts. Kale was a scoundrel, and the best thing for the Tuckies was to get off Luxor. But first he had to find them. . . .


  Hill Stuart found himself getting very sleepy. His eyes began to close and he stretched out on the bed to rest. But a deep languor descended on him and he sank into a heavy sleep.


  CHAPTER III


  Troubled Vision


  AS Hill Stuart stood on the steps of his cottage and looked about him, he could hardly believe his eyes. The young engineer had awakened a few moments before and found the door unlocked. The scene that now met his gaze made him blink hard and rub the sleepiness from his eyes.


  It was morning. The slanting rays of an early sun illuminated a wide level expanse stretching horizonward like a great fan. On Stuart’s left were endless acres of rich moist fields that bore a heavy burden of tall yellow Earth corn, billowing golden wheat and thick bushes of black and green grapes. Next to these were neat rows of tilled brown soil, covered with a bursting harvest of potatoes, cabbages and other Earth crops.


  Stuart could see Tuckies in the fields: planting, reaping, tilling. Their bodies swayed softly as they worked the rich earth. The young engineer’s mouth hung open. With a gulp, he closed it.


  The promised land—with a vengeance!


  Stuart turned. To his right were many trim white cottages, such as the one he had just come out of. The cheerful dwellings bordered on a green park, a large oval covered by lush grass. He could see Tuckie children romping and playing there.


  Stuart’s brow wrinkled, as the first shock of the wondrous sight began to wear off. He had passed over a good deal of the planetoid before landing yesterday, and nothing remotely resembling this village of plenty had met his eye.


  Had Kale transported him while he slept to another planet? It was hardly conceivable. Pluto, the nearest habitable space body, was two days off by the fastest ship.


  Stuart half smiled. He was beginning to appreciate that meaningful look in the black eyeballs of the Plutonian. He had seen similar expressions on the faces of polished magicians just before they pulled their white bunnies out of a top hat. But in this case, Stuart felt, the magician wasn’t entertaining. Not by a long shot.


  Was he expected to go right to work in the fields? Not on the first morning, he told himself. The correct thing was to pay a neighborly call, and then find Bismer and have a talk with him.


  The nearest cottage was twenty feet away. He walked up to it and saw that the door was open. Inside, a Tuckie woman was busy before a shiny atomic stove.


  “Good morning,” he called cheerfully.


  The Tuckie woman looked up and walked to the door. As the sunlight fell upon her, Stuart saw that she was hardly a woman at all. Just a girl. A slip of a girl with hair the color of burnished autumn leaves. She looked at him questioningly, without a smile.


  “Er—it is morning, isn’t it?” Stuart grinned.


  The girl nodded. An intangible sadness hovered over her pale oval face. Her clear brown eyes were troubled as she regarded the young engineer.


  “I just arrived,” Stuart explained, shifting from one foot to another like a school boy. “I’m looking for a friend of mine named Art Bismer.”


  “Art Bismer—” she repeated in a full throaty voice. “Yes, he’s here. He’ll be in from the fields soon.”


  The haunting sorrow that marked the girl’s lovely face disturbed Stuart. He indicated the village around them and watched her as he said:


  “The Garden of Eden must have really been here on Luxor. You people should be very happy here.”


  A strange expression came over the girl’s face, and Stuart felt that she was going to say something he wanted to hear. But at that moment something over his shoulder caught her glance. A glow of affection suddenly lit up her features, and she waved her hand.


  STUART turned and saw that several Tuckies were returning from the fields. In their midst was a youth—hardly nineteen, Stuart judged—and very pale and thin. The arm he was waving at the girl was no thicker than a willow twig.


  “That’s my brother, Paul Holden,” the girl said. “I’m Ellie Holden.” Stuart murmured a greeting and bespoke his name. He was about to ask the girl pointblank to explain the sorrow in her eyes, when he saw an expression of alarm appear on her face. She uttered a small cry and darted past him. He wheeled and saw that her brother lay outstretched on the ground.


  Before he could reach the boy, other Tuckies had picked Paul Holden up from the earth and were carrying him toward the cottage. The girl supported his frail head gently, her eyes never leaving the boy’s pale face.


  The Tuckies came out of the cottage in a few moments. Stuart saw with surprise that they were all thin and weak-looking. And there was a sort of haziness about their eyes that puzzled him. They nodded to him in a polite manner, and walked away without speaking.


  Stuart frowned grimly and set out to find Art Bismer. He did not have to search long. The Tuckies were coming in from the fields now, and several from Bismer’s band recognized him and greeted him warmly. It seemed to Stuart that they looked much healthier and huskier than the rest. And their eyes reflected none of the dullness he had seen on the other Tuckies.


  Suddenly he saw Bismer coming toward him, brown coveralls soiled with lush earth. The grizzled old man beamed with pleasure when he sighted Stuart.


  “So,” Bismer chuckled as he pumped Stuart’s hand, “you’ve decided to settle down already, son.”


  Stuart made no reply. Bismer led him to his cottage. The old migrant insisted that Stuart stay with him.


  After they had eaten, Bismer stuck a long straw in his mouth and began to chew on it.


  “I got a feelin’ you got somethin’ special on yore mind, Hill,” he said at last. “Let’s hear it.”


  Stuart drummed on the tabletop with his fingers. “Was everyone blindfolded and brought here, Art?”


  Bismer nodded. “They sure aim to keep this place a secret,” he said dryly.


  “And Kale made you promise to stay at least three months?”


  Bismer squinted. “Kale?” He shook his head. “We promised, but we didn’t see nobody but a feller named Stromb.” Stuart hesitated. “Art,” he said, “I didn’t come to Luxor to settle down. I came here to take you and the rest of the Tuckies away.”


  The straw between Bismer’s teeth stopped moving. “Take us away?” he echoed. “What for, Hill?”


  Stuart repeated what the Patrol sergeant in Pluto had told him about Luxor’s terrain.


  “But they must have made a mistake,” Bismer objected.


  “It’s possible,” Stuart admitted. “But there’s no mistake about Kale—the man you’re working for.”


  He described Kale to the migrant, emphasizing the indescribable aura of evil that surrounded the Plutonian, and Stromb’s obvious fear of him.


  BISMER stared at Stuart thoughtfully. “I know you ain’t one to get excited about beans, Hill,” he said, “but I still don’t see what we got to worry about. This Kale sure sounds like a scoundrel, but his farmland can’t be beat. If anything goes wrong, why, we can always leave.”


  “Things are going wrong now, Art,” Stuart said earnestly. “Those other Tuckies—why are they so thin, and why do they act so quiet-like? I’m sure it’s because they’ve been here longer. They have, haven’t they?” Bismer nodded. “But I figured that was on account of overworkin’.”


  Stuart shook his head. “Art, I’m convinced there’s something queer about Luxor. Something we don’t know anything about.”


  Bismer was silent for a moment as he regarded the young engineer . . .


  “You know, it just struck me,” he drawled, “that we ain’t had a camp-meetin’ here on Luxor yet. Mebbe we’ll have one right this afternoon. And”—he peered at Stuart—“mebbe you’ll be wantin’ to say somethin’ to the men, Hill.”


  The sun waned over the yellow cornfields, as the Tuckies gathered in front of Bismer’s cottage. The men squatted in the foreground, and the women and children sat in the rear as they always did. There was little talking. Even the children were quiet. A “camp-meetin’ ” was never called unless something pretty important was up.


  Stuart sat on the steps of Bismer’s cottage. The grizzled leader stood beside him facing the assembled Tuckies.


  “Most of us know Hill Stuart,” Bismer began. “We know he don’t usually talk to hear himself blow off steam. I’m not gonna say any more, because I called this camp-meetin’ so you all could hear Hill speak his mind.”


  The long brown faces of the Tuckies turned curiously to Stuart as the young engineer rose. He hesitated briefly as he looked past the squatting Tuckies and out toward the fields of blond wheat that bent gently in the breeze.


  “I know what land means to all of you. I know that this place is what you’ve been looking for all your lives. It means steady work and a chance to build your own homes and raise your children in comfort. It means you can stop wandering around the universe, knocking about from planet to planet, going many days without a decent meal.”


  A murmur of approval ran through the assemblage. Stuart’s face was grim as he continued.


  “But it also may mean a lot you aren’t bargaining for. Sergeant O’Connell of Pluto, whom some of you know, told me before I left that expert topographers had reported that there wasn’t an acre of workable land on Luxor.”


  The Tuckies stared incredulously at the young engineer. One of them shouted out:


  “Did you say expert topographers?” Loud guffaws resounded.


  “Maybe they did make a mistake,” Stuart replied. “But there are other things. None of you has seen Kale, the man who owns Luxor. He’s a Plutonian, the sneakiest one I ever saw. He’s been suspected of running lethe-weed to Earth and other planets. Kale isn’t giving you this land for nothing. I don’t know what the price is yet—but I’m sure it’s higher than you want to pay.”


  A GRUMBLE ran through the crowd.


  A tall gnarled Tuckie stood up. Mat Higgins, one of Bismer’s band.


  “What are ye tryin’ to do? Frighten us with a Plutonian bogeyman!” Higgins demanded. “We ain’t children, Stuart. If there’s anything underhanded going on around here, I say wait and find out what it is before we start bawlin’ !”


  The others voiced their agreement.


  “How about those Tuckies who have been here longer, two or three months? How do they feel about it?” Stuart asked.


  There was a silence. Several of the thin, hazy-eyed Tuckies shifted uneaseasily but did not speak. Stuart nodded.


  “They’re not so enthusiastic. I didn’t think they would be. Whatever the poison is in this place, it works slowly—but surely. Maybe when you do want to get away you haven’t the strength to do it. I think we all ought to pack up and get off Luxor before that happens!”


  An angry murmur ran through the crowd. Mat Higgins jumped up again.


  “I don’t care if I’m working for Satan himself!” he shouted. “I ain’t gonna get off this land just because somebody’s got a lot of hare-brained ideas!”


  The Tuckies nodded their approval.


  “Maybe Hill Stuart would like to see us leave,” Mat Higgins added craftily. “Maybe someone’s payin’ him to get us off!”


  An angry murmur arose and the Tuckies glared at Stuart suspiciously.


  Stuart’s jaw tightened and his fists clenched, but he held himself in check.


  Bismer rose. “You got no call to say a thing like that, Mat Higgins,” he said. Higgins mumbled something under his breath and sat down.


  “Well, folks,” Bismer drawled, “let’s not be in a rush about decidin’ this. I reckon one or two days more can’t really harm us. Meanwhile we’ll keep our eyes wide open. I guess that’ll be about all, folks.”


  The Tuckies rose and departed, their long faces drawn troubledly. The little village was quiet. Alone Stuart walked away from Bismer’s cottage toward the cornfields.


  Near the edge of the fields he stopped. It was queer that he couldn’t see Kale’s house from the village. He had hardly walked a mile while he was blindfolded. Yet the brick buildings and the landing field were nowhere in sight. He ran his hand through his hair wonderingly, and watched the sun, a small ball of orange, go down among the cornstalks.


  A soft footfall behind him interrupted his reverie. He turned to find Ellie Holden standing before him. Her clear brown eyes regarded him evenly.


  “I want you to know, Hill Stuart,” she said simply, “that I think everything you said about this place was right.”


  She shivered a little, and Stuart saw the sorrow leap into her eyes again.


  “Something is bothering you very much,” he said gently.


  She nodded slowly. “I haven’t told anyone except my brother Paul. And he didn’t understand—he laughed at me.”


  STUART regarded her without speaking, and finally she went on.


  “It may sound very foolish,” she explained in a low voice, “but I have found that I am the only one in camp who dreams


  “You mean that no one else in camp has dreams?” Stuart asked puzzledly.


  She shook her head.


  “What do you dream about?”


  “The vision is always the same—or nearly the same. Each night a man comes to me and tries to take me away with him. I struggle and plead with him, and after a while he goes away.”


  A shudder ran through her and her eyes narrowed as if in pain. But she fought off the tremor and continued.


  “Each night it seems that the dream lasts longer, and he grows more persistent. I cannot describe the loathing I feel when he is near me. His voice is so soft, so horribly pleasant. Sometimes I feel he will make me go with him against my will.”


  She closed her eyes for a moment, then looked up at Stuart and tried to smile.


  “It is silly to let a dream upset me so, isn’t it?”


  But Stuart did not answer. There was a strange expression on his face as he said:


  “This man in your dream—what does he look like?”


  “He looks like a Plutonian,” Ellie said. “Except that his hair is jet black—and his eyeballs are like gleaming coals.”


  CHAPTER IV


  Stuart’s Discovery


  HOW Ellie could dream of Kale—for Hill Stuart was convinced that her nightly visitor was the Plutonian—without ever having seen him, remained an unsolved mystery. But it was not the only inexplicable occurrence in the “idyllic” little village. Far from it.


  Three days had passed since Ellie Holden revealed her secret to Stuart. And each morning, the young engineer had felt a little more of his strength slipping away. It was as if a night’s sleep drained his energies instead of replenishing them. He awoke tried, languorous.


  The Tuckies were noticeably thinner, and Stuart was sure that they felt weaker. But the sight of the bursting harvest in their fields seemed to fascinate them and close their eyes to everything else. They spent long hours among the crops, and had nothing for the young engineer but sullen, angry looks.


  Their eyes already held that queer haziness that Stuart had detected earlier in the other Tuckies. A peculiar blurredness seemed to mark their vision. Once or twice Stuart felt he was on the verge of recognizing the defect. But it always slipped through his fingers.


  However, it was Ellie Holden who worried Stuart most. The gnawing terror she had tried to hide was becoming more apparent daily on the girl’s lovely face. The evil being of her nightmare was growing more persistent, more diabolically compelling. No night passed in which the cold, repulsive presence did not appear to her.


  One morning, Stuart waited until the Tuckies had gone to the fields. Then, without telling anyone, he struck out toward the land behind the cottages, where ground swells brought the horizon much closer than in any other direction. Kale’s house could not be very far away.


  He had covered hardly a hundred yards when he heard Elbe’s voice behind him, calling his name. He turned and waited for the girl to come up to him.


  “I want to go with you,” she said. Her pale beautiful face was set bravely.


  Stuart smiled grimly at her. “I don’t know if I’m going anywhere,” he said. “But come on.”


  As the white cottages receded behind them, the terrain took on a strangely unreal aspect. A whispy grayness seemed to dissolve all the colors of the earth, the sun and the sky into a drab landscape. There was no wind, yet something seemed to impede their progress. Elbe’s steps grew slower and she had to struggle to keep up.


  Stuart gripped her by the arm, and the two of them fought doggedly against the mysterious force that was holding them back. The cottages behind them had disappeared. The blue horizon and the bright sun had vanished. All about them was a filmy clinging gray mist that swirled and twisted as if it were alive.


  Stuart felt as if he were moving through some heavy fluid, like mercury. Each forward movement cost him a high toll of vital energy. He was moving so slowly that five yards seemed to consume hours.


  Suddenly Elbe went limp. Stuart placed her gently on the ground.


  “You go on,” she whispered. “I’ll be all right.”


  Stuart shook his head. “I can use a rest myself,” he said, and sat down beside her.


  THE atmosphere seemed to be animated with a diabolic ferocity. It beat upon Stuart like massive ocean waves, oppressing his body, dulling his mind. He feared that to sit any longer would be fatal.


  “Come,” he said. Elbe struggled to her feet. Through his stifled brain, Stuart felt a thrill of admiration for the simple courage of this slip of a girl.


  “A little ways longer,” he jerked out, and they started forward.


  What happened next Stuart perceived as if he were under an anesthetic. All the sounds were shrilly distorted, all the visions grotesquely exaggerated.


  First Elbe screamed. It was a thin scream and seemed to come from far away. It was followed by a rasping sound that was more a low rattling throat noise than a human laugh. Stuart raised his eyes.


  Kale stood before them!


  The Plutonian seemed much taller than the two humans. His thin curved lips were arched in amusement. A deadly glitter shone from his ebony eyeballs. His haughty, contemptuous gaze rested on Stuart for a moment, then turned on Elbe.


  “Please,” Kale’s voice was soft as heavy velvet, “please, I do not think that I have met this young lady.”


  Elbe’s gaze was wide with fascinated horror. “. . . the dream—” she gasped. And Stuart felt her frail body go limp in his arms.


  He let her slip to the ground. Kale’s face became grotesquely large as he came very close to the young engineer.


  “You promised you would not try to leave,” he was saying, evil protruding through his thin mask of cordiality. “You have broken your word, Hill Stuart.”


  Stuart wasted no time on words. With the last bit of strength left in him, he drew the reaction-pistol from its holster. Kale’s white face twisted in a ghastly grin as he watched the young engineer raise the gun.


  Stuart pressed the trigger. Once, twice, three times the pistol spouted its flaming harbingers of death at the smiling Plutonian. Stuart saw the discharges strike Kale, twice in the heart and once in the throat. But the satanic Plutonian seemed unaffected. His skulllike face contorted in a horrible chuckle, and he advanced menacingly on Stuart.


  The young engineer felt the gray mist suffocating him. Kale’s figure became a blurred flickering of black and white. Day became night, black as an abyss. . . .


  When Hill Stuart opened his eyes, the gray mist was as thick as ever. How long had he lain here? A few minutes? An hour? He had no way of telling.


  He turned to rouse Ellie. She was gone! Stuart felt sudden grief well up into his heart. He hadn’t realized how much Ellie had come to mean to him, until this moment. The Plutonian fiend had taken her. Where? Stuart struggled to his feet and tried to batter his way further into the invisible gray wall.


  It was useless. He could hardly move inches. The young engineer’s jaw went hard as granite. There would be another way. There must be another way!


  HE wheeled and marched grimly back to the village. In the Holden cottage, he told young Paul about his sister’s disappearance. The lad took the news without undue emotion, but Stuart could see the anguish he was stifling.


  “We’ve all got to get out of here,” Stuart said, “before it’s too late. I’m sure that Kale doesn’t mean for any of us to leave here alive.”


  “But why?” Paul asked in wonderment. The boy was very thin and weak. He had hardly ventured from his cottage for days.


  Stuart shook his head. “I don’t know why. I don’t even know how we’re going to get out. But it’s got to be done!”


  Paul had just risen from his bed. He was washing, and the wall light shone directly upon his wan face. Stuart watched him absently, his brain occupied elsewhere with Ellie—and Kale—Suddenly a curious expression came over the young engineer’s face. He rose with a bound and seized Paul by the shoulder. The lad looked up at him, startled.


  “Wait!” Stuart shot out. “Don’t move.”


  The startled boy stood still. Stuart brought the movable wall light close to Paul’s eyes. Then he slowly moved it away, watching the boy’s pupils closely. Frowning, the young engineer did the same for himself—swinging the light close to his face, and moving it away, watching his own eyes in the mirror that hung from the wall.


  After awhile, he seemed satisfied and replaced the light in its holder. Paul regarded him wonderingly.


  “Our eyes have no pupillary reflex,” Stuart said thoughtfully. “It must be true of the entire village. I noticed a queer haziness in the eyes of the people here on the first day, but the reason for it escaped me until now.”


  The young engineer ran his hand through his blond hair and continued, half to himself:


  “Changes of light have no effect now on the pupils of our eyes—”


  “What does that mean?”


  “I don’t know yet. It might mean that the muscles of our irises were paralyzed, or”—Stuart stopped short—“it might mean that we are asleep!”


  “Asleep!” Paul echoed.


  Stuart nodded. “Look, Paul,” he said. “I know this will sound completely fantastic—but there are so many fantastic things on this planetoid, one more won’t matter. I want you to lie down and breathe normally. I’m going to count your respiration rate.”


  Paul looked at Stuart incredulously as he complied.


  After two minutes, Stuart raised his eyes from his watch.


  “Yes,” he said. “Your respiration rate is about ten under normal. That’s average—for a sleeping person!”


  Paul rose. “Does that mean that everyone—all of us here in the village—are asleep!”


  “I don’t say that, Paul. But I do say that our bodies are reacting as if we were asleep, which may not be the same thing.”


  Paul stared at him without comprehension.


  “But how—”


  STUART shook his head. “I can’t say, Paul. I’m just as much in the dark as you are. But I know that every hour we stay here decreases our chances of getting out alive. Go out and start rounding up the Tuckies. I’m going to find Bismer and tell him what we found!”


  Paul nodded quickly The excitement brought a faint flush to his pale cheeks. Together, the two left the cottage.


  Once again the Tuckies gathered on the brown earth before Bismer’s cottage. Their leader’s face was gaunt with worry as, without speaking, he motioned for Stuart to begin. The young engineer wasted no words.


  “Ellie Holden has disappeared,” he said grimly. “Kale has taken her.”


  There was a stunned silence among the Tuckies. Then one of the men jumped up.


  “Well, what are we waiting for?” he asked shortly. “Let’s go get him!”


  Others rose. Angry sounds issued from many throats. Stuart held up his hand.


  “Wait!” The Tuckies paused, turning toward the speaker.


  “You can take my word, or you can all find out for yourselves quickly enough—we’re prisoners here!”


  The Tuckies stared incredulously. Stuart told them how he and Ellie had tried to get out, and how the gray wall had held them.


  “Unless I greatly underestimate Kale,” he said, “we’ll find the same thing in every direction from the village. Trying would only use up whatever strength we have left.”


  In the silence that followed, several of the children began to whimper. The Tuckie women gathered them in their arms and soothed them.


  “Well, what are we going to do?” someone cried. “Just squat here doin’ nothing?”


  “It’s a long shot,” Stuart told them, “and I can’t explain now why I think it will do any good. But, first of all, everyone must stay out of the fields—keep away from the crops and forget about them, if you can. Second, when night comes you must try not to sleep.


  “We’ve all noticed how quick and heavy sleep comes once we get in our cottages at night. Well, we’ve got to stay out of the cottages and fight off sleep. The lives of all of us may depend on doing these things!”


  There was a bewildered silence. Mat Higgins rose. The brawny Tuckie had become visibly thinner in the past few days. His raw-boned frame stooped like a drawn birch bow, and his fierce head stuck out almost at right angles to his body.


  “No one can say Mat Higgins don’t admit when he’s wrong,” he said. “I’m in favor of following out Hill Stuart’s orders and not askin’ any questions about ’em, either.”


  A low chorus of “ayes” seconded the speaker. Stuart nodded to Bismer.


  The old Tuckie got to his feet. “I reckon that’s all, folks. We’ll bunk out here on the ground tonight. And everyone’ll keep out o’ the cottages and stay away from the crops.”


  The rays of the sinking sun struck golden sparks from the tasseled heads of wheat that swayed in the breeze. Stuart walked to the edge of the fields, and stood there taking in the scene. Paul Holden was helping Bismer supervise the preparations for camping in the open. There was nothing further for the young engineer to do.


  HE watched the gaudy-hued Luxor sunset. Heavy crimsons and vivid purples in the sky provided a dramatic setting for the yellow corn, the blue grape clusters and the golden brown earth. Each hue was brilliantly distinct, yet inexplicably merged with those around it. Stuart had never witnessed such a display of pure color pyrotechnics. It was a bizarre sight—an unreal sight.


  As he stood there, it seemed to the young engineer that the brilliant landscape began suddenly to waver before his eyes. The colors seemed to swirl madly around each other, and at the same time the earth seemed to shake violently. The vibration reached his brain, blurring his vision, dazing him. The earth seemed to sink from under his feet, and he felt himself losing consciousness. . . .


  CHAPTER V


  To the Rescue!


  STUART felt that someone was shaking him roughly by the shoulder. He opened his eyes and found that he was in partial darkness. He was lying flat on his back on some sort of bed. Shadowy figures stood around him.


  The hand on his shoulder relaxed its grip. Stuart looked up and made out Kale’s face. The Plutonian was watching him intently, a satisfied smile on his ivory countenance.


  “You will get up now and come with me, Hill Stuart,” he said. “And please come quietly.” He half gestured to indicate three Plutonian guards who stood, rifles in hand, at the foot of the bed.


  Stuart rose, shaking his head to clear the cobwebs from his brain. He was in some sort of natural cavern. The walls and the floor seemed to be of solid rock. As his eyes became more accustomed to the dimness, the young engineer made out other small cots such as the one he had been on. There were dozens of them, for as far as his eye could see. And on each cot lay a recumbent Tuckie—asleep!


  “Yes,” Kale murmured softly, “they are all asleep. You see how well I care for my guests on Luxor!”


  Stuart’s fists clenched and he stepped toward the mocking Plutonian. The guards raised their rifles and stopped him.


  Kale merely smiled. “Come,” he said.


  Stuart followed in silence, the armed Plutonians bringing up the rear. Light showed ahead of them. As they approached it, Stuart saw other Plutonian guards lined against the wall on both sides, perhaps two dozen of them—Kale’s private army.


  Kale led the young engineer out of the cavern’s mouth and through a patch of dense foliage. In a few moments, Stuart emerged into daylight. The familiar landing field was directly before him. Kale’s house was scarcely a hundred yards away.


  In the room that looked out on the landing field, Kale regarded the young engineer with something akin to admiration. The two were facing each other across the metal desk. The everpresent guards watched mutely from across the room.


  “I have found,” the Plutonian was saying, “that you are really not an Interplanetary man, Hill Stuart. But I pay you the tribute of informing you that no Interplanetary man ever troubled me as much as you did.” Stuart eyed the Plutonian stonily. His brain was intent on seizing the first chance to make a break.


  “Please notice,” Kale said almost affably, “that I use the past tense—did. I do so intentionally. For after this day, you will find it most difficult to trouble anyone.”


  “Where is Ellie Holden?” Stuart asked in a low voice.


  Kale smiled. “I’m sure you will be happy to know that she is quite safe—and well. And it also might interest you to find that Ellie Holden has promised to be my wife. As a matter of fact, only your—shall I say ‘liquidation’ is preventing us from starting immediately on our honeymoon trip!”


  “You couldn’t do that!” Stuart burst out. “The girl loathes you!”


  Kale’s affability suddenly dropped like a cloak. His black eyeballs glared malevolently at the young engineer.


  “That’s a lie,” he hissed. “Ellie Holden loves me!”


  This time it was Stuart’s mouth that curved in a mocking smile.


  “Then why,” he asked softly, “does she faint at the sight of you?”


  KALE’S face worked insanely. For a moment, Stuart thought the dapper Plutonian was going to spring upon him. But instead he wheeled and uttered a sharp command to the guards.


  The two minions came forward and motioned with their rifles for Stuart to walk ahead of them to the door. The young engineer rose. His jaw was set, but his hands swung loosely, ready for action, at his side. If he was going to be shot down anyway, he might as well make a contest out of it.


  Suddenly Kale addressed him. The Plutonian had regained his composure rapidly. The gaze which rested on Stuart was half contemptuous, half amused.


  “One thing piques my curiosity, Hill Stuart. Before we part, perhaps you will be sporting enough to inform me. By what reasoning did you tell the migrants to fight off sleep?”


  Stuart played for time, edging imperceptibly toward the nearest guard.


  “Why, it was simple, Kale,” he said easily. “Once I discovered that our bodies were reacting as if we were asleep, the logical conclusion was that something was happening at night—when we thought we were asleep—that was weakening us. Ellie gave me the first clue when she dreamt of you without ever having seen you. That was a bad mistake, Kale.”


  Stuart’s right hand was under the guard’s elbow now. His chance of getting away alive was slim, but he was all ready to take it, when a familiar sound came to him. From out in the sky, there came a series of explosions that heralded the arrival of a space ship.


  Kale heard it, too. The Plutonian whipped out a command to the guards and they brought Stuart back from the threshold.


  There was a crescendo of blasting sounds outside, a loud grating noise, and then silence. The ship had landed.


  Kale turned to Stuart with a mocking grin. “This, my young friend, means merely a postponement—not a pardon. You will be kind enough to remain seated at the desk while I get rid of these stupid visitors, whoever they are. If you are not quiet, my guards have orders to shoot you down at once.”


  The Plutonian straightened his immaculate tunic, brushed an invisible speck from his shoulder and walked out.


  From his seat near the window, Stuart saw that the ship was an ordinary pleasure cruiser—not an Interplanetary spaceboat as he had hoped. The side door had opened, steps were lowered, and a man who looked like the pilot descended to the ground.


  Kale advanced to meet him. The Plutonian bowed in his dandified manner and shook the pilot’s hand. The pilot seemed to be asking some questions. Kale listened politely. Then he began to talk, using his graceful fluid gestures.


  At length, the pilot nodded and mounted the steps again. Stuart’s heart sank as he watched him disappear into the ship. Kale waved his hand as if in good-by to those within.


  But the door of the space ship did not swing closed. Instead, the figure of a stout woman appeared in the doorway. She was mannishly dressed, but even from fifty feet away her sex was undeniable. As she descended to the ground, another mannish figure appeared and started down. She was followed by a third, and a fourth, until a dozen women stood on the ground confronting Kale.


  THE first had her hands planted firmly on her hips and her legs were wide apart. The strange eyes of the Plutonian did not appear to bother her in the least.


  “What do you mean,” she demanded in a voice loud enough for Stuart to hear, “by not properly equipping your landing field with radio directors? You almost succeeded in killing all of us. I don’t know who you are, but rest assured this will be reported to the proper authorities!”


  The proper authorities! Tourist ladies, by all that was holy!


  Stuart watched the encounter eagerly. Kale seemed to be explaining something that the young engineer could not catch. The Plutonian had donned his suavest manner, his gestures were worthy of a great actor. But his efforts were lost on the stout woman leader. She cut him short with a fierce glare.


  “Why, of course you have accommodations! It’s perfectly ridiculous to say you have none! We don’t intend to travel a mile further today!”


  Kale again tried to explain. He was moving backward step by step under the pressure of the dozen robust ladies. At length, the stout leader waved him aside with her hand.


  “That’s all nonsense!” she cried. “We’re used to roughing it. Let us see whatever you have here.”


  And the whole entourage moved past Kale like a huge wave, coming toward Stuart. The young engineer felt like kissing each and every one of the sturdy females.


  “God bless all lady tourists!” his heart was singing.


  Then suddenly he noticed that Kale had disappeared. A moment later, the Plutonian emerged from one of the smaller buildings, carrying the inert body of Ellie Holden. He walked rapidly to the side of his shiny space ship and, opening the hatch, placed Ellie inside.


  At that instant, Stuart noticed the two Plutonian guards waver. It was obvious even to these dumb brutes that their leader intended to desert them.


  Stuart’s sideward motion and dive was poetry in movement. He knocked the first guard off his feet, his rifle going off harmlessly in the air. From the ground, Stuart kicked the gun out of the other guard’s hands before he could shoot. Then he rose, delivered a short right uppercut to the man’s square jaw, and was halfway through the window when the fellow folded up.


  As Stuart scrambled through the window, several shots rang out on the landing field. Stuart saw that Stromb, Kale’s agent, was shooting at the Plutonian leader, who stood near the space ship. As Stuart ran forward, Kale coolly raised his pistol, took careful aim at Stromb and dropped the little man in his tracks.


  Then the Plutonian turned and began to climb quickly into the space ship. Stuart put on an extra burst of speed, but he was still thirty yards away. It looked like Kale would get away with Ellie Holden in spite of everything. But suddenly the pilot of the pleasure cruiser appeared behind the Plutonian and grappled with the cynical leader.


  The fight was short and ended with the pilot on the ground, another victim of Kale’s pistol. But it gave Stuart just enough time to reach the Plutonian before Kale could close the hatch of his ship behind him.


  As Stuart vaulted into the ship, he heard Kale’s pistol go off and felt the heat singe his temple. Before the Plutonian could fire again, Stuart smashed the pistol from his hand.


  From that point on the fight was as unequal as it was short. It consisted very largely of a single round-house right, very unscientific but very effective, that exploded on the point of Kale’s delicate jaw. The Plutonian went down like a wilted leaf.


  CHAPTER VI


  The Last Act


  AN hour later, Kale was securely bound and packed on the cruiser for transshipment to a Plutonian prison.


  The cruise pilot informed Stuart that he was really an Interplanetary man—though this hadn’t been an official trip exactly.


  “You see,” he said to Stuart as the two walked back to Kale’s house, “Sergeant O’Connell got kind of worried about you and the Tuckies. We couldn’t send a man out here, because Kale had got out an injunction against searches. But O’Connell told the tourist ladies about you and asked them to take a trip here, just to look around. They jumped at the chance to iron out some trouble—that’s the way tourist ladies are.”


  Stuart grinned. “I never thought I would be so glad to see those rambunctious females. But, man, when they piled out of that ship and rode right over Kale!” The pilot chuckled in understanding.


  In the house, Stromb sat near the metal desk. The little man’s head had been grazed by Kale’s pistol but he was otherwise unharmed. Stuart learned that some of the tourist ladies had gone, under Stromb’s direction, to awaken the sleeping Tuckies. The rest were in an upstairs room taking care of Ellie Holden. All in all, they had Luxor pretty well in hand.


  Stuart and the pilot were sitting next to Stromb.


  “I think I can promise you leniency, Stromb,” the space ship pilot said, “if you’ll cooperate with us and tell everything you know about this place.”


  “There isn’t very much to tell,” the little man said. “Kale has been running lethe for three years. You couldn’t find it before, because the weed grows in underground caverns on Luxor. And these caverns are pretty hard to find unless you know where to look.


  “Lately, Kale had a lot of trouble getting men to work in the caverns. Many got sick and others just quit. That Plutonian devil had learned a lot of science somewhere. I never learned much about him, but I know he traveled a lot before he came to Luxor.


  “He invented a kind of television machine that transmitted dreams. It didn’t transmit the whole dream—just provided the setting. The wishes of the people dreaming did the rest. They believed in the dream because they wanted to believe in it. But they only slept four or five hours, actually. The rest of the time, they were picking lethe, drugged by a certain mixture of the weed that Kale discovered.”


  Stuart gritted his teeth. “That’s why we became so weak!”


  Stromb nodded. “That and the lethe-vapor. After six months here, I was sick of the whole business and I wanted to quit. But Kale wouldn’t let me go—he would have killed me without batting an eyelash! I’ll never rest easy until he’s safe behind bars.”


  “He will be very soon,” the pilot said grimly. “Lethe running, forced labor, and an attempted kidnaping. He’ll have to live as long as Methuselah to outlast the sentence he’s going to get!”


  The door opened and Art Bismer entered. The old Tuckie was obviously puzzled by what had just occurred. Stuart explained everything to him briefly.


  Bismer rubbed his chin reflectively. For once, he had no straw in his mouth.


  “Well,” he said, “I guess it’s the open skies for us Tuckies again. You know, I hate to be near the rest of my folks when they find out the village was nothin’ but a dream!”


  THE cruise pilot looked at Bismer.


  “Maybe the dream’ll come true this time,” he said. “There’s a lot of tillable land on the other side of Luxor that Kale never touched. He wasn’t interested in land, as you were. I don’t think it’s ever been farmed—but you can try.”


  “Who owns it?”


  “Well, Kale did, but he don’t any more. I guess it’ll belong to the first parties that get there.”


  Bismer’s lean face broke into a broad grin. “Well, I’ll be damned!” he said. “Wait’ll the rest hear about this!”


  The door across the room opened, and this time it was Ellie Holden who entered. Behind her loomed the formidable figure of the stout tourist lady.


  “This girl,” the respectable Amazon boomed at Stuart, “kept calling your name while she was unconscious. What are you going to do about it?”


  Ellie was very close to him now, her limpid brown eyes looking deep into his. Stuart hardly hesitated before “doing something about it.” What he did was to ignore the fact that the room was full of people, and gather Ellie Holden hungrily to him.


  After a moment, the space ship pilot coughed politely.


  “I guess we’ll be starting back to Pluto,” he said, “before Sergeant O’Connell sends the whole force out here!”


  He looked at Stuart. “Can I give you a lift?”


  Stuart shook his head. “No, thanks. There’s land here—and a lot of other things I know I’m going to like.”


  Bismer said in mock surprise, “Why, Hill, you know what you always used to say—‘a meteor gathers no cosmic dust’ !”


  “Well,” Hill Stuart smiled, gazing down on Ellie, “I got an idea I’m going to like cosmic dust now.”


  And once again the young engineer acted as if he and Ellie were alone in the room. As a matter of fact, in a very few moments they were.


  [1] The science of eugenics—the method of improving the human race through more selective marriages among men and women—will most probably be a matter of law in the years to come. The object is to prevent the wrong people from raising children who will be a liability on the community. Through more careful selection of marriage mates, it is hoped in the future to breed out idiots, imbeciles and below normal persons, in addition to people of bad physical stock.—Ed.


  [2] A popular best-selling novel has been John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath, which tells of the plight of midwestern “dust bowl” farmers migrating to California in search of jobs. Steinbeck calls his people “Okies,” since many come from Oklahoma, severely ravaged in recent years by dust storms. Although many people objected to the type of language in this book, the conditions portrayed are regarded by many authorities as substantially true. A motion picture version of The Grapes of Wrath will be released this year.—Ed.


  [3] This lethe-weed on Luxor is no doubt the same thing as its counterpart on Earth—marihuana, or loco weed, which grows wild in the southwestern section of the country and in Mexico. Illegal cigarettes are made from this weed, and smoked by people who want to go on a jag. Annually many peddlers are arrested and given stiff prison sentences for selling this illicit cigarette to high school students, and a movement is now under way to make the manufacture and selling of marihuana a Federal offense under the narcotics act. On Luxor, lethe weed is apparently cultivated. At any rate, lethe-weed or loco weed, marihuana is a vicious drug which should be avoided at all costs.—Ed.


  THE WORLDS OF TOMORROW


  THE SOLAR SYSTEM’S COLDEST PLANET


  PLUTO, the outermost, coldest planet of the Solar System, was first visited in the year 2002 by Jan Wenzi, whose name has since been given to the planet’s great north polar sea.


  Wenzi was the third of that great triumvirate of space-pioneers, the other two of whom were the immortal Gorham Johnson and Mark Carew. These three first trail-blazers of space were men of widely different type.
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  The lanky, somber-eyed Gorham Johnson, who made the initial space-flight to the moon in 1971, and who led the 1979 expedition to Venus and Mercury and the 1988 expedition to Mars and Jupiter, is of course the most famous of that great trio. Johnson was a dreamer—the greatest our race has ever known. It was the dream of mankind expanding without limit into the vast universe which spurred him on, even after his frail body collapsed and he walked on artificial limbs.


  Mark Carew, second in command of the Mars-Jupiter expedition, took the leadership after Johnson’s tragic death on Callisto. He was basically a scientist. Thirst for knowledge was the driving motive of Carew. It led him to organize the 1991 expedition which first visited Saturn, Uranus and Neptune. And it led him, a few years later, on that last vain attempt to reach Pluto from which Carew never returned.


  Mutiny in Space


  But Jan Wenzi, to whom was reserved the glory of reaching the farthest planet, was neither dreamer nor scientist. He was of the age-old explorer type that is obsessed by an unceasing desire to push beyond all known frontiers, and to look upon places never before seen by man.


  Wenzi in his book (My Story, 2005), tells how as a boy of fourteen he was in the crowd that watched Gorham Johnson take off on his first epochal flight to the moon.


  “The crowd there on the Colorado plateau was making skeptical jokes as Johnson entered the little rocket-ship,” writes Wenzi, “and when the craft roared up and vanished there was much comment to the effect that a crazy man had found a unique method of committing suicide. But I knew, as I looked up into the sky after the vanished ship, that some day I too was going to go out there and look on worlds never seen before by Earthmen.”


  When Gorham Johnson returned from the moon, and was greeted by such a wild reception as no hero had ever before been accorded, Wenzi tried frantically to enlist in the coming Venus-Mercury expedition. But his youth, and lack of technical training, prevented this.
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  Nothing daunted, the intrepid pioneer applied himself to technical studies and succeeded in joining the Mars-Jupiter expedition of 1988. He was one of the few of the crew who remained loyal to Johnson and Carew when the crew threatened mutiny at going beyond Mars. After Johnson’s death on Callisto, when the expedition landed on Jupiter, Wenzi was one of the first Earthmen to step onto that mighty world. And there, rashly, venturing alone into the jungle, he was attacked by a Jovian “crawler,” and so seriously injured that he almost died on the way back to Earth.


  Expedition to Pluto


  Wenzi’s injuries did not prevent him from joining Mark Carew in the historic 1991 expedition to Saturn, Uranus and Neptune. But a fall while exploring on Uranus so aggravated his old hurts that for four years he lay in an Earth hospital, apparently hopelessly crippled, and sending innumerable pitiful messages to his idol. Thus, when Carew rocketed away again in 1994 in an attempt to reach Pluto, Wenzi could not go and was forced to lie on a hospital cot in utter misery at not being able to be along.


  By 1999, Carew had been given up for lost, since he had not returned nor sent back any word. The general belief was that Pluto was too far to be reachable as yet, and public attention turned toward the more easily accessible worlds of Mars and Venus and Jupiter, where Earthmen were beginning to stream out to build colonial cities and trade with the native races. In this great fever of colonization, Pluto was more or less forgotten.


  But Jan Wenzi had not forgotten. The old fever of space-exploration gripped him as strongly as ever. He had been released from hospital by that year, but he was badly crippled, unable to walk more than a few steps at a time, his hair graying even at the age of forty-two from long hardship and suffering. Yet he had determined to reach Pluto.
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  There was general criticism when Wenzi began forming his Pluto Expedition, because of his physical disabilities and the enormous difficulties of the project Armchair space-travelers pointed out the impossibility of the whole attempt. Scientists weightily listed the tremendous obstacles to success in such an undertaking, and the public as a whole had no belief whatever in its soundness. Wenzi was mocked and satirized in cartoons and on the theatrical stage.


  But a few believed in Wenzi. They were old spacemen like himself, men who had rocketed with him in past years and knew his indomitable spirit better than the public. They came in answer to his call. With eleven men, in the ship he had called the Johnson, Wenzi blasted off for Pluto on January 12, 2000.


  The Mysterious Island


  The brave explorer refueled and restocked supplies at the new post on Saturn. From there he vanished out into the vast empty outer spaces of the System. Not one person in a million expected him ever to return. But return he did—four years later the crippled commander and four surviving men came roaring back to the inner planets in their battered ship. He had achieved his great ambition—he had been first on Pluto.


  Wenzi lived only a year after his return to Earth. The government had decorated him, but refused to permit him to leave the hospital in which he was a virtual invalid, chafing at the inaction, he wasted away and soon died. The last words muttered by the indomitable explorer were, “Blast off!”


  Wenzi’s expedition had found Pluto a frigid, icy world, but one where hardy Earthmen could live. Ice-fields covered almost the whole planet except a narrow equatorial region of frozen plains, and the great seas whose salt-content was so high that they remained unfrozen.


  Wenzi had also been the first to discover the Marching Mountains, those amazing, titanic glaciers that move around the planet in a regular path. He had penetrated as far southwest as the shores of the Lethe Ocean, and as far southeast as the curious Ring Sea, whose whirling tide circled a great central, mountainous island that has never been successfully explored. None to this day have visited that mysterious island and returned.


  Ice-Cities of a Frozen World


  Wenzi had also found the strange ice-cities of the native Plutonians and had established friendly contact with that hairy race. He brought back tales of the enormous animals that rove the ice-fields, or biburs and ice-bears and ice-cats and other huge furred beasts. Also, he brought back samples of minerals and precious stones blasted from the frozen plains, which were badly needed on Earth.


  The lure of furs and gems and precious minerals led further explorers to Pluto, and in 2008 an attempt was made to establish a colony there. The attempt failed, the little colony—men, women, and two infants—being wiped out by one of the ferocious equatorial blizzards. It was seen that an Earthman colony would need elaborate protection against the cold and storms of the icy planet.


  So, in 2011, a more ambitious colonizing attempt was made. A large glassite dome was set up and air-conditioned by atomic machinery, and inside this dome was built the city appropriately named Tartarus. The domed cities of Elysia and Newton were built nearby soon after, and other Earthmen cities arose shortly on the other side of the planet.


  Cerberus, until then rarely visited, was designated by the System Government as the site of an Interplanetary Prison, in 2012. Charon was even less often visited, because of the nightmare ferocity of its animal life. Styx, the third moon, had been ignored from the first because it was plain to be seen it was completely water-covered.


  Earth’s New Colony


  The Earthman colony on Pluto has flourished, but growth has not been fast. The vast distance from the inner planets has necessitated design of a wholly new type of spaceship with great cruising-radius. Also, distance from the sun so weakens the ultraviolet and other necessary solar radiation that Earthmen find it necessary to resort to periodical exposure to artificial therapeutic vibrations to counteract this lack. Temperament and character also, on the outer planets, suffers curious alterations.


  Chief exports from Pluto, beside the furs that are famous through the whole System, are such valuable metals as cadmium, vanadium, tungsten and others. There are small radium mines north of Lethe Ocean but they produce but little compared to the great uranium and radium industry of Jupiter. There is a certain demand from planetary zoos for the bizarre Plutonian animals, which must, of course, be kept in refrigerated cages.


  It is probable that when more of Pluto’s icy surface is explored, new sources of valuable exports will be found. One curious feature that must be mentioned in connection with this distant planet is the strange mental affliction which the System psychiatrists call “Plutomania.” Earthmen and other people of the inner planets who stay long on the icy world are liable to develop a queer psychosis that is manifested as an hysterical craving for light.


  This malady arises, of course, from the eternal dusk of this world. Venusians, accustomed to more light than Earthmen, are affected more quickly. Mercurians are so strongly affected that few of that race have ever visited the planet.


  EXILES OF THE THREE RED MOONS


  Carl Selwyn


  Slowly, horribly, men died in that outer-space Devil’s Island. Carter already could feel the slow-gnawing, Emerald Death. What had he to lose, even on a crazy-wild, 100-to-1 shot Pluto prison-break?


  FAINT and distant, the sun fell swiftly behind the close horizon and three warm moons of Pluto climbed from the jagged rocks. Their pale, green light spread upon the rearing crags of dusty silica in a scintillating blanket of emerald, and gleamed richly upon the patches of white lichen.


  As Rusty Carter strode down the winding frail from his cave, he gave no thought to the prismatic scene. Even his analytical eyes, veteran of ten years with the Telenews, were not concerned. He had seen it in daylight, when the freezing winds swept across the glaring monotony of crystal sand, when men fought and killed for sheer sport, and when the Bugs came. The cold horror of day paled the beauty of night. And Rusty Carter was weary of both, after these Plutonian months. His heart quickened as he remembered this was his last evening.


  Rounding a bend, he approached the squat, transparent target building gleaming above the restless crowd of men. They stood about in small groups, talking noisily.


  Rusty glanced at his watch. It was twenty revs before the monthly ship was due. And this time it would not merely hover to drop drift-tubes containing more doomed men and newsprints from a ruthless Y. M. P. A. This time it would land—take him back to Earth. His heart sang at the thought. Lord, but it would be good to have real soil underfoot again, even the impassive pavement of New York!


  As he pushed his way through the motley mob, Rusty’s mind flashed far across space to his desk in the great New York Tele-news plant. He remembered Skipper Russell, his city editor, coming over, the twinkle in his sagacious eyes as he told him to go out and rob a bank. Then the eyes had changed to cool efficiency as he outlined his plan. Rusty was to enter the Planetary National, armed with a vib-ray gun. He was to menace the employees, then be trapped by pre-informed police. In feigned terror, he was to turn the gun upon the crowd, fire. Actors had been hired for the part. The vib-ray loaded with a harmless vibration, they were to fall before him. He would be captured, and with the best lawyers against him, sent to Pluto for life. Stories about this dread penal colony were dreadful, but mostly speculative. Forbidden entrance by the Interplanetary Control, Tele-news agencies had few facts. A first-hand story would be worth millions. It was Rusty’s job to get it.


  And here he was, the job done. The false arrest and its purpose was known only to Skipper and himself. Even the actors whose “bodies” were immediately claimed by their families, knew nothing of their work’s significance. After two months, the city editor would confess to the hoax, pay whatever fine was imposed, and Rusty would be released—with a priceless story.


  The two months were over, and the story was priceless. Dealing intimately with the primitive simplicity of souls without hope and their degenerate abandon of all that civilization had bestowed, his tale would weave a pattern of remorse that such conditions should exist anywhere in the universe. Pluto and its four moons were billions of miles from home, anybody’s home. Three of its satellites, of about equal sire and in close juxtaposition, were the planet’s only source of warmth for the sun of the life line planets was dim, far away.


  THE flat emergency field was crowded with hulking forms from every planet; talking, gesticulating excitedly, curious vultures awaiting the new broken spirits, black-souled as themselves.


  Rusty neared the low target building, saw his dim reflection in a glassy wall; tall and thin despite the cumbersome furs. He had lost weight, he observed. His bronzed seventy-five inches of slender, handsome youth had shed the surplus flesh that he had accumulated in Earthian cities. His body was now trimmed to bare muscle, sinews of steel. One fought to live here. One fought the cold, the Bugs, crazed men—but the hopelessness of the struggle could not be fought, and one died and was glad to die. One of their number in every other respect, Rusty had hope—and he had been forced to keep this thought ever before him as the contagion of omnipresent despair clutched at him also.


  He ran a long hand through his leonine hair; badly in need of cutting, it swirled, dark sorrel, about his hawk-like features.


  The huge Vulcanian, Lothar, approached. Massive head bent, he leaned toward Rusty as he passed.


  “We leave at noon,” he muttered. “Meet at White Giff, if you go!”


  Familiarity had bred disinterest in the strange forms from other worlds but the nearness of his departure gave new light to the things about him. Lothar, the Vulcanian! Rusty looked at the great creature, and thought of the excitement Vulcan’s discovery had occasioned. In the orbit of Mercury, behind the sun, making it ever invisible to Earth, it was the first planet to be found by interstellar exploration. Occurring long before Rusty was born, it was another Stanley-Livingston affair in the annals of feature news. Of course, Vulcan’s existence had been calculated by its effect on Mercury’s perhelion as early as the nineteenth century by—what was his name?—Leverrier! Who had been disproved by Einstein, twentieth century, who was himself later disproved. Rusty smiled. Get the facts! Soon he would be back at the old job again. . . .


  He watched Lothar’s monstrous bulk shuffle away into the crowd; suddenly he remembered the secret plan for escape that night. There would be five of them: Lothar, two Martians, a Venusian and Spike.


  Spike was from his own planet and his only friend here, if he might be called that. The short, chunky Earthian owed his life to Rusty. He had saved him from the Bugs a few days after his arrival, an exploit unheard of here where everyone saw to his own brief existence. But Spike had never forgotten. And when the little boat had been constructed from salvaged drift-tubes, he had inveigled the others into agreeing to take Rusty along.


  Rusty Carter felt a twinge of conscience at not confiding his now propinquent departure. He had tactfully avoided a direct refusal, knowing if word of his pardon got around his life would be worthless. A jealous horde would have made short work of him. The others didn’t matter; but, whatever heartless creature Spike was, Rusty hoped he got away.


  THERE came a shout from the upturned faces of the grisly crowd and Rusty saw a red dot, high in the dim sky. It was the jet-blast of the coming ship. It was coming for him!


  His heart leaped as he watched the crimson point grow, a line of flame, a dazzling comet upon the tinted moon glow. The light lengthened and a dark hulk appeared at its head. Then, with a roar, a burst of sparks, the ship entered the Plutonian atmosphere, floated gently downward on idling jets.


  The crowd of wretches clamored, jostled one another. Rusty stood apart, tingling with excitement. He planned his journey, his homecoming, with a child-like joy. First he would radio Skipper. Then he would take a long luxurious bath—he could feel the warm water now—then go to sleep, with no nightmare of yellow insects crawling unseen toward him. Then he would.


  The ship lowered, drifted to a stop high above them. The smile slowly left Rusty’s face and his eyes widened.


  Glistening in the dim light, the ship remained motionless. Three long objects came into view, gliding slowly from its underside—drift-tubes.


  Rusty started forward, eyes fixed to the shining hull, panic leaping into his heart.


  In a burst of flame, the ship zoomed upward. There was a faint tingle of ozone in the air, as it ascended, grew smaller in the glowing sky.


  Rusty wanted to scream at the disappearing light. He leaned weakly against the wall and a sickness within him was cold and numb, a deadening blow. Then he grinned faintly. Of course! They were sending a special plane—maybe Skipper was coming himself. Of course.


  The drift-tubes had landed and the crowd was gathered about them, encircling the newcomers, shouting questions about the outside worlds, inspecting the less formidable for chance possessions. Rusty pushed his way through the mass of foul bodies. At the edge of the group was a smaller, unopened tube—the Tele-news can.


  Rusty opened the container, pulled out the roll of thin, printed sheets. It was like Skipper to send a special plane. Sure he would—this was a big story.


  Idly glancing through the pages, weeks old, he was surprised to catch the familiar name. Then Rusty tensed, color gone from his face, as the full meaning of the headline came to him.


  
    “PROMINENT EDITOR PASSES: S.K. Russell, Editor of the New York Tele-news for over thirty years, died at his home today, the victim of a heart attack. Russell, called ‘Skipper’ by all that knew him, was stricken—”

  


  Rusty dropped the page from his hand. He stared, unseeing, into the night, his mind following a torturing logic to its inescapable conclusion. Skipper was dead—Skipper was the only one that knew—no one else would know of his innocence. . . .


  He snatched up the paper, read the column, his warrant of doom. Skipper had died three weeks ago, suddenly, before he could even make a will. His wife was sole heir to the Tele-news plant.


  Rusty sank down to a rock.


  A sense of wild terror gripped him as he realized he was trapped here, for the rest of his life—he had been legally convicted of robbery, murder. Skipper was the only person who could save him. But Skipper was dead!


  Men howled, laughed as they passed him. And Rusty Carter knew he was now one of them. No more was there the glow of a secret thought, that soon he could leave—he was to stay until he died just as these others died, screaming or with a voiceless stare in the cold glare of Pluto.


  Their laughter faded away and he was alone.


  WALKING aimlessly, Rusty left the deserted clearing, plodded up a sparkling path. He wandered amid the ghastly spangled crags, neither knowing nor caring where he went. It did not matter and nothing mattered, for he was dead inside. The three moons of Pluto hung low in the east and the enormous Great Moon, the nearby satellite of the planet, arose beside their departing light, a darker green.


  Soon, another day. The cold wind. The Bugs. Haunted, restless sleep. The scream of a lonely soul in dreaming delirium. But what matter the cold and the Bugs? They could bring death. Was it not better so?


  Rusty came to a long declivity, the rocks sloping down to a wide crater. In the center was a pale wall of lichen, smoothly white on the side of a towering peak. It was White Cliff. Largest landmark on the narrow-horizoned planet, it reared for hundreds of feet into the thin air. Upon its vast sides was a thick blanket of the plants, giving the cliff an unbroken, white distinctiveness and its name. Never visited by day because of the Bugs, it was rarely approached even at night. The reflecting vegetation surrounding it in a dim glow, the Bugs lingered even then. Foot-long obscenities of fuzzy yellow, razor-tipped tendrils before formless maws, by day they swarmed from every crevice of the distorted terrain. Subsisting chiefly upon the rabbit-like veedles, they would also eat a man.


  Rusty stared at the ghostly scene, suddenly remembering the words of Lothar, the Vulcanian. Preferring the Bugs to curious eyes, it was here that the drift-tubes had been stored, the escape ship built. Escape! Why hadn’t he thought of it before? As criminal as they now, he must take a criminal’s chance—the odds were all against their survival—a swift death in the suffocating void of space, the sudden burn of a patrol’s flame-gun. But each was a feeble fear. Death here was slow, gnawing for years at a weakening brain. Any chance was worth taking.


  He glanced over his shoulder at the rising shape of the Great Moon, and sped across the quartz dust to the cliff.


  Rounding the rise, Rusty came upon a dark form in a little clearing. It was the ship. Startled figures whirled as he burst upon them, relaxed as he was recognized. The great bulk of Lothar was stark against the dim light.


  “Hello!” came a husky Earthian voice, and Rusty was relieved to see the barrel shape of Spike appear, his mop of black hair haloed in the green glow.


  Rusty looked at the squat hull of the oddly constructed boat. The others gathered around him.


  “Crude but crafty,” admired Spike.


  Rusty glanced at the others. The tall Martians stood at the side, slender silhouettes. The Vulcanian towered above him, long incisors gleaming between drooping lips.


  “I think you know the rest,” said Spike. “Here’s Fish.”


  Rusty noticed for the first time the frail form of a Venusian in the shadows. He moved silently to Rusty, extended a finny hand in the Earthian clasp adopted by the Universe.


  Venusians were an eternal surprise to Rusty. Half the height of an average man, limbs thin and tipped with prehensile spines, they were covered with fish-like scales, a delicate lavender in color. A single eye in the middle of the forehead, throughout the Universe they carried optional misnomers, “Cyclops” or “Fish.”


  Rusty shook the cold hand and for a moment forgot his plight, as he felt his usual presentiments. These weird creatures from the cloud-hidden planet never failed to arouse unreasoning tingles of distrust.


  “When do we leave?” asked Rusty. He must have action. The thought of his abandonment here would soon drive him raving mad.


  “All ready,” said Spike. “Waiting for the moon to get in position.”


  Lothar tapped Rusty on the shoulder, his huge, four-fingered hand almost knocking him down.


  “Make words,” he boomed in his throat. “You go. must be one with us—steal moon ship—pirates.”


  “He means we head for the Great Moon, steal a plane there and see what we can pick up in the Earthian traffic lanes,” Spike translated. “It took me a long time to persuade them that you were okey, so be nice!”


  “Sure,” said Rusty. He had barely heard the words. “Sure.”


  Lothar stared at him with his slanting, narrow eyes. He finally nodded, moved away.


  THE little ship was crudely made, Rusty noticed, of cans in which the prisoners had been dropped. It was held down by ropes stretching over the hull. The thick, insulated drift-tubes were simple antigravitic units of low power. With the engineering skill of the Martians, six of these had been fixed together, forming a squat hull, blunt at one end. Powered by fuel salvaged from countless near-dry tubes, it was planned, he was told, to wait till the nearby satellite was directly overhead, then release the ship, allowing it to drift upward. After a few miles—with an overload of fuel they would drift fast—they would be caught by the pull of the larger planet, sucked into it. The gravity of the Great Moon would overcome their diminished power and they would drift down. There was, of course, no oxygen equipment and they would doubtless lose consciousness. But it would be only a few moments in space and they should revive in the dense atmosphere of the moon. It was a chance they would have to take. Creeping comets! thought Rusty. Wouldn’t he have a story if he ever reached the Tele-news plant again! But would he ever see Earth again?


  He felt little optimism when he looked up at the planet slowly swinging toward them. Gigantic, almost as large as Pluto, its rugged land and dark seas were quite visible across the few thousand miles. The triplet-moons were dead, of their own radiations, but the Great Moon, in a separate orbit, was eternally tropical. A regular transit to the eccentric orbit of the warming spheres, it received a degree of heat that Pluto’s greater distance denied. Its atmosphere was thin, tinged with ozone, but breatheable. It rotated slowly, a perceptible movement. A smooth patch came into view upon its green surface and Rusty remembered it was the only inhabitable portion of the planet. The rest was insect-infested jungle, shallow oceans. If they waited till it was overhead, they could not miss the moon. But they must hit that little spot upon its surface.


  “We’re waiting till the Plain comes around again,” Spike answered Rusty’s thoughts. “Have to leave navigation to the Martians. They have an uncanny sense of precision.”


  “What—” began Rusty.


  He heard a slithering in the plants behind them.


  They turned. Rusty saw three Bugs crawl into the dim light. Yellow horrors, they moved swiftly. Sharp feelers waving, they advanced like giant cockroaches. Others came behind them. They swarmed into the clearing.


  He turned to run. There was no fighting them. There was no running away—Bugs poured from all sides. Lord! must he die now? When a chance was so near? They were surrounded. He stood staring, the others behind him, weaponless.


  Rusty remembered one man he had seen after their work. He sickened at the picture. Blood was what they smelled, what they sought. Those feelers chopped at one’s legs, severed the feet, hovered with sucking mouths about the face of the victim, still alive.


  The Bugs came on.


  One neared Rusty. A tendril knifed at him. He kicked madly into the yellow mass, felt the pulpy insect crush under the blow. The ground was a blanket of writhing yellow, spreading toward them. He hoped it would be quick. But it never was. One died slowly. The life sucked from him. Rusty kicked at another. The others were stamping wildly.


  “Into the ship!” yelled Spike.


  The tubes! They would be safe there. Rusty leaped a slashing wave as there was a rush for the ship. He went into the ochre, crawling things with one bound, into a drift-can with another. He clanged the port over him, heard the others slam shut.


  Rusty lay in the silent darkness, unable to move in the cramped cylinder. They would have to wait for the Bugs to leave. It might be days! The air was slowly becoming bad. He would have to open the port soon. He might be able to open it just a fraction, but those tendrils were thin, they might whip in. The place was stifling.


  His throat ached. There was bursting panic in his lungs.


  Suddenly he was pressed against the bottom of the tube by an invisible force. They were moving.


  But why? How? The Great Moon was not in position yet! They would miss it! He raised a hand to the port-lock. It would be better to jump. And the air—he could not breathe. He fumbled with the lock, could not open it. Weakly he clawed at the port. They would—drift—into—space. . . .


  Slowly, his mind relaxed into unconsciousness.


  RUSTY opened his eyes and breathed deeply of exquisite air. He saw green foliage above him. He was lying upon a verdant substance, soft and moist. It was very hot. His furs had been removed.


  “It’s time you came to!” said a voice, and Rusty sat up, saw the rotund Earthian approaching. He glanced around, saw the drift-tube nearby, half-buried in the mud. The others were standing beside it, their odd appearance increased by the removal of their heavy clothing.


  They had made it. They had escaped! He was free!


  “What happened?” he asked, head dizzy. “Fool Bugs cut the ropes,” said Spike. “We floated off Pluto. Several of them must have held on the rope-ends for a while. Their weight slowed us down till the moon came over, but we hit in the jungle—an ocean, either way, between us and the Plain.”


  “Lord!” said Rusty. “No man ever crossed this part of the planet on foot!”


  “Nobody ever escaped from Pluto either,” said Spike. “Until ten minutes ago.” He yanked Rusty to his feet.


  Rusty looked at the dense wall of plants about them. There was barely room for a man to pass between the twisted trunks and vines. Overhead was the same thick mass of green. Faint light seeped through. But here was a single, tangible thing—something one could grasp with the hands, fight for life—a goal at the end. There was a hope! It was better than Pluto. The others came up.


  “What now?” said one of the Martians in his toneless voice.


  “Cross jungle, cross sea,” said Lothar.


  “Let’s get going,” said Spike. He turned to the seemingly impenetrable growths surrounding them.


  Rusty followed. His heart stopped.


  A great white thing fell slowly in front of them. It dangled in mid-air. It was a spider—bigger than an Earthian cow. Green, checked eyes bulging, it hung from a thick strand of translucent material.


  Spike sprang back as the monstrosity reached out a hairy tendril. Rusty stood hypnotized by the pale hideousness of the creature.


  With a quick movement it swung toward them.


  Rusty broke his trance. He leaped aside. A tentacle slapped across his face as he sprawled into the mire.


  He started up, saw the insect crouched upon the writhing form of a Martian. Shrill, animal screams cut the air as the red man struggled frantically to escape the tightening white claws. The gaping man drew close.


  “Get him, Lothar!” shouted Spike from the edge of the jungle.


  The eight-foot Uranian plodded to the thing, short legs working rapidly. With a massive hand, he caught one stalk-like feeler, and wrenched and twisted it from the globose body.


  Holding the wriggling Martian, the spider flung itself upon Lothar. It landed upon him with all its pulpy weight. The Martian quit screaming, lay still. His eyes protruded and Rusty saw that his face, normally light red, was slowly darkening.


  The ghastly pale insect lay upon the Uranian body, covering his chest and arms. It did not move. The eyes glazed. Then slowly the creature rolled over upon crumpled legs. It twitched feebly.


  Lothar arose, his upper body a mass of pink, gelatinous fluid. Rusty revolted at the gory figure.


  The Martian was dead. His fellow red man searched his pockets, shrugged and did not look at him again.


  Lothar returned from a pool where he had washed away the “blood.”


  “Poke hands in soft middle,” he grinned. “Pull insides out!”


  Spike laughed uproariously. He stepped toward the plants.


  They laugh, thought Rusty, and one of us is dead! They’ll laugh when the next one dies. Who will it be? All? He looked into the green walls and the question arose from fact, not pessimism. He had thought those two Plutonian months had hardened him. Could he stand this new world of new terrors?


  Warily moving around the body of the shuddering insect, Rusty followed them into the jungle.


  THE great moon’s vast vegetal areas were a monotony of green. Pools of water, matted plants, glaucous mire underfoot, even the atmosphere was a virescent mist, tinted by an unknown gas. But the life there had not the monotony of the scene.


  Pluto was a dying world; the moon, still upon its first step along the timeless path of evolution. Every mile brought new terrors. Carnivorous beetles. The purple Gux dragon, twenty feet long, daggered with venomous fangs. And the white spiders. The little gnats, slightly smaller than an Earthian hornet, followed constantly, raised deep sores upon bare faces and arms.


  Slow against the resisting foliage, Rusty followed the maddening pace and considered every step his last. Snatching at strange fruit, pausing at shallow pools for unrefreshing sleep, they lost all conception of time. There was no distinct night and day, no restful blackness, only a change of hue in the tinted air and painted sky; a green which deepened to a phosphoric glow, then faded again as the strange sun burned redly over the jungle. Weary to falling, sick of mind with the heat and the moist air, Rusty plodded along at Spike’s side, marveled at his fellow Earthian’s endurance. But pirating about every planet of the system, had hardened Spike to anything the Universe could inflict. The little Venusian was not affected at all, but rather thrived in the dank heat which was little different from his native world. And immuned on a world that spun ceaselessly from hot to cold, his native Vulcan, nothing fazed the mighty Lothar.


  The Martian, however, fared worse than the rest. His body, covered with thick, red hair, was matted with a viscous perspiration. His large ears drooped as he struggled along, spindling form bent as he slid one weary, primate foot after the other.


  Rusty wondered how they knew the right direction. Dizzy with the heat, he did not realize he had even asked the question.


  “Depend on Lothar,” said Spike, wiping a streaming brow. “Vulcanites can find their way out of hell.”


  Hearing his name, the giant dropped back beside them.


  “Any idea how much farther?”


  As Lothar answered, a long, green coil fell silently upon the Venusian at Rusty’s side, yanked him swiftly up into the thick plants.


  It happened fast. Rusty doubted his eyes. It must be the heat—but the little green man was gone.


  Spiked yelled.


  The Martian staggered up. They peered into the dense growth above and there was only the heavy leaves. The Venusian had vanished, as if spirited away by the Wisps of Jupiter.


  “Another one,” said Spike. He stepped on into the jungle.


  “Wait!” cried Rusty. They couldn’t just leave—without even looking. To what depths had these men sunk? Was there no spark of humanity left?


  He grabbed a limb, swung up into the matted roof.


  It was a stifling mass of green. He could see nothing. He probed about, futilely. There was not even a trace where the Venusian’s body might have been dragged.


  Spike was climbing up when he came down.


  “There’s nothing there! I—!”


  Spike shrugged. “Let’s go,” he said impassively. He kicked aside the plants, struck of? into the vegetation.


  Rusty tarried, gazing up into the foliage. There was nothing he could do. There was nothing up there. That made two. Men had never survived this place. How long before it would be his turn?


  He followed the three disappearing figures.


  The heat closed in and the world swam, a green daze, before his eyes. His body moved by sheer will. His mind was far away, a cub reporter on his first assignment. He shook his head savagely as the Tele-news office appeared before him, a wavering hallucination.


  IT was several miles before they noticed that the Martian was gone.


  Rusty looked back and there was only the dark jungle, quiet and ominous, green with a mirage-like beauty of fresh life, but a beauty of silent death. What things watched unseen from those thick masses? Watched their every move, ready to spring upon them? First the Martian killed by a spider. Then the little Venusian. Now another—to what death? God, if a man must die let him die seeing, not a swift vanishing to unknown terrors.


  “Let him go,” said Spike. “I never did like Martians.”


  Rusty wearily started to turn back. He tried to persuade the others. Spike and the Uranian laughed at his “girlish” exhortations. Every man for himself—they were probably right. He had a story to tell on Earth, one which he must live to tell. But Earth was far away.


  They trudged on.


  This time Rusty saw it happen. Or thought he did.


  Spike was walking a short distance ahead. A thick, slender something fell slightly over his head.


  Rusty screamed to him.


  Long acquainted with danger, the man fell flat.


  And the rope-like thing whipped back, vanished into the plants above. It had been long and green, a slick, menacing danger of no name.


  After that, the three walked side by side. And the jungle stopped abruptly. Before them was the purple sea.


  The tinted ocean lay smooth as glass, not a ripple upon its dull surface. Directly ahead, rising from the vast expanse of still water, was a dim, distant island, mountains gently rolling.


  “It’s the Plain!” cried Spike.


  It was faint on the horizon, a hazy undulation darker than the mist of distance.


  “Looks like mountains,” said Rusty wearily. He despaired of finding anything right in this irrational world.


  “It’s the Plain,” said Spike again. “You can’t see it. They’re the cliffs behind it.” He stepped to the water, waded in. Lothar followed.


  “Hey!” yelled Rusty. “Why not built a raft? We can’t swim that distance!”


  “Build a raft from what? Those trees won’t float. And the water’s only five feet at the deepest.”


  Rusty gingerly waded in. The liquid, thicker than water but of similar elements, according to Spike, was covered with a thin film of vegetable oil. It was sticky, hot.


  Making slow progress in the heavy stuff, Rusty splashed along in the wake of the ponderous Lothar. The water slowly deepened to his chest.


  A scaly head popped up beside him. Water snake!


  Impulsively, Rusty struck out with his fist.


  The head disappeared, came to the surface again a short distance away.


  It was not a snake. It was a Venusian—the Venusian.


  He looked at Rusty and scowled, if a fish can scowl. Rusty stared, unbelieving. He had appeared so quietly the others had not turned. Where could he have come from? How could he have escaped the thing in the jungle?


  “How did you get here!”


  “Why do you strike at me, Earthman!”


  Rusty uselessly attempted to explain. They could never understand Earthian reactions. Rusty hated the green creatures.


  The Venusian sneered, swam silently to the others.


  “Well!” said Spike, with his usual calm. “We didn’t expect to see you again! What happened?”


  “Tree vwark.”


  “Oh,” said Spike. He turned and waded on.


  Rusty stared, aghast. These men weren’t human.


  “Hey!” he called. “What the hell’s a ‘Tree vwark?’ ”


  Spike turned and smiled.


  “Vwark that lives in trees,” he answered, turned back to the water.


  And Rusty knew he could expect nothing more. The Venusians were strange of body, had stranger ways. They never spoke of their activities. It was an instilled custom of their kind. And he knew why Spike had not interrogated further, uselessly.


  SCATTERED and splashing, the four waded toward the distant hills. Earthmen, Venusian, Vulcanian.


  The Venusian swam easily ahead, often disappearing for long periods beneath the surface, absorbing oxygen from the water as adequately as from the air.


  Rusty, succumbing to his innate get-the-facts complex, asked if the seas contained life, was answered in the negative. But he questioned the statement when they passed a half-submerged creature that weighed well over five tons, heavy clawed limbs rearing stiffly. The air about it was a nausea.


  “Mud animal,” explained Spike. “Life here came from the mire instead of the sea. With the exception of the Plain, the whole planet is covered with soft mud, thousands of miles deep. It is there that most of the life exists. This one probably got wounded, came blindly up and died.”


  As the Earthian spoke, he halted, his face suddenly darkened.


  Rusty, advancing to him, felt a strong suction beneath his feet. Go back! But he could not turn back, nor go forward.


  “Lothar!” yelled Spike, but the mighty Vulcanian was also caught fast in the grim pull.


  The mire under the water had softened, like quicksand. It tugged at his feet and legs, pulling him slowly down into the green ooze. He splashed with powerful strokes. He sank deeper.


  “Fish!” cried Spike. The lithe Venusian idly tread water beside them, showed little interest. “Get us out of here!”


  The water slowly climbed up Rusty’s fear-tingling body. He could feel the liquid creeping up, as he was pulled down, into the slime. He strained with all the power of his legs. Seized them with his hands and pulled. He sank deeper, slowly. He could feel the bottomless suction. Like a nightmare in which one falls slowly. It was no nightmare. It was stark reality. Thick water, green ooze. He splashed wildly.


  Fish stared from one to the other, curiously.


  “Get you out?” he asked.


  This was madness. It could not happen to him. He was Rusty Carter, an ordinary Tele-newsman. He could not die here. The water was beneath his chin. Rusty remembered no aid could be expected from the Venusian. His nature, utterly individualistic, could barely conceive of anyone needing, much less asking for help. Damn Venusians.


  “Damn you, I’ll twist your scaly neck!” cried Spike. “Help us out of here!”


  Rusty sank lower. Neck muscles strained to hold his head above the surface. He remembered once on Mars seeing six Venusians killed separately by a lizard, when together they could have easily tom it to pieces. He choked as water entered his mouth, swallowed. Must keep mouth closed. It had a sour taste.


  Spike’s tone changed. “Pull us out and I will give you much whirl-water when we reach Earth!”


  Whisky was the one temptation of the bright star’s people, something they coveted, could not understand. Rusty’s eyes were filming, the water upon his face, straining back and upward. Interplanetary Control had long forbidden the sale of liquor to Venusians. The water was at his nose, burning, bubbling. He gasped. It entered his nose, his throat, tickled in his chest. He wanted to cough. The water covered his mouth. This was 511. This was drowning. Wild fear, insane rage surged through him. His head went under. He tugged mightily at the water above him, felt hands in air. His lungs screamed for air, his chest bursting. He opened his mouth, and took a deep, gasping breath. . . .


  Coughing, he was carried a safe distance, dropped unceremoniously into the water again. His eyes were blurred and he was sick. He wanted to kill that Venusian. They were all that way.


  Sputtering, Rusty rubbed his eyes, saw Spike and Lothar watching from shallow water. The Venusian swam ahead.


  They turned and waded on.


  IT was night when they reached the Plain. Then it was pitch black, like fingers against his eyes. They had passed the balanced zone. Here there was a kilo-rev of darkness, they said. Rusty was told to get in line—the Uranian, cat-like, would lead the way.


  With Spike before him and the cold fin of the Venusian to the rear, they were led for hours into the darkness.


  Rusty’s head vaguely ached. He walked with closed eyes, almost slept.


  He bumped into something—Spike. Had be slept?


  Lothar grunted, “Settlement.”


  Rusty strained his tired eyes, could see nothing. They marched on.


  A faint glow appeared in the distance, slowly widened, became dots of light. It was one of the smaller moon settlements, Spike said; chiefly populated by rich farmers who raised the delicious cavote, luscious fruit cultivated for the interplanetary trade.


  They halted on the outskirts of the city.


  The city was dark. There were few lights but Rusty looked at the shadowed windows and knew people were asleep there, peacefully in a commonplace existence. For a moment he revered their simple lives, and the ordinary held no memory of monotony but a yearning for its rest as his heart went into the city and softly cried for admission. But there was no response to his pleas, only the black windows, and his longings were but a hollow mockery of his weary soul. He was a fugitive, a convicted murderer in the eyes of all he might meet—he was as these with whom he had fled just punishment. Trapped by a laughing fate, he felt little hope for peace ever again. His loneliness flamed to rage.


  “Where’s the space port?” asked Spike.


  “I take,” said Lothar, who had been there before.


  He led them around the cluster of dimly lighted buildings, past the mud-flats of cavote plants. The city was voiceless, the streets were vacant. As they turned a corner, a great clearing spread before them, a landing field dotted with the shadowed shapes of space liners, and smaller craft. The field was sparsely lighted.


  They paused.


  “Spread out. See what’s about,” Spike whispered. “Meet here in ten revs.”


  The men slowly faded into the darkness.


  Rusty saw a flat, lighted building at a near corner of the field.


  Moving stealthily to a glowing window, he peeped over the sill. The walls were filled with space-station equipment. In the center of the room was a table around which nine men were seated, Martian pilots and a native watchman. As Rusty looked, the watchman arose, strapped a gun about him and left the room.


  Rusty heard an outside door open and close, fled silently.


  He returned, found the Venusian and Lothar. Spike had not come back.


  THEY waited, staring into the darkness.


  The night was suddenly torn by the staccato hiss of a vib-ray.


  Spike appeared, breathless. “Watchman saw me!” he panted. “Found a ship. Come on!”


  He sped again into the shadows, led them to a big space liner which nestled in the darkness of a hangar. The door was open. Spike motioned for them to enter.


  A form materialized at the stern of the ship. A vib-ray spat.


  Rusty, following the Venusian in the small door, saw Spike leap at the man. He could not make them out in the darkness. As he jumped down, he heard a quickly throttled groan.


  Spike appeared again. “Get in! Quick!” Shouts and the sound of running feet came toward them.


  Lothar was already inside. Rusty climbed in. Spike slammed the heavy door.


  No sound came through the insulated walls but as they paused for breath the room grew rapidly warm—hot.


  “They’re raying the door!” cried Rusty. He had seen it done in many a police raid.


  The plate glowed to a red heat, melted to a puddle. They sprang aside.


  “Come out!” commanded a toneless voice. “We’ve got you!”


  Rusty ran to the left, the others to the right. He tried the door to the next room. It was locked. The others had disappeared into the forward compartments, the door closed behind them. Rusty no longer felt fear nor panic. He was an animal now, fighting to live. He silently crept to the side of the seared hole in the hull. A dim glow of light entered from the field.


  A sleek vib-ray poked its long nose in the doorway. Rusty waited. The gun was followed by an arm. A man came into view! His skin was red, Martian. He climbed into the ship, followed by six more.


  Rusty crouched in the darkness, holding his breath.


  They stood in the dim light, peering warily about. There had been nine at the station, Rusty remembered. Spike had gotten one. Where was the other? But they would discover him in a moment.


  Rusty moved swiftly. He snatched a rifle from the nearest man. With the same movement, brought the stock upward, smashed it into the crimson face.


  The others whirled.


  Rusty leveled the vib-ray at them. They stared and their guns clattered to the floor. Slowly, their hands raised.


  “Spike!” yelled Rusty.


  The door opened and the Earthian peered out. Lothar and the Venusian crowded behind him.


  “What’s the best ship here?” Rusty demanded of the tight-lipped Martians. There was no answer. What did one do when one had a gun, wanted a man to speak and he wouldn’t?


  Spike entered the room. “I’ll make ’em talk!” he said. He picked up a fallen gun, and before Rusty could stop him had fired into the group.


  Four men died to show Rusty what one did.


  The answers of the remaining three were as specific as they were hasty.


  “Shall I finish ’em off?” asked Spike, amused. Rusty moved to stop him.


  “Shall I finish you off?” said a voice at the door. “Don’t turn around! Stay where you are!”


  The missing man, thought Rusty. His heart did not leap at the sudden voice. He had grown to expect these things. Would he soon laugh at death as did Spike?


  The Martians inside smirked, bent for their guns.


  Rusty was looking at Spike. What would he do? And Spike was not slow in acting. His gun was still leveled at the stooping men. His face did not change as flame shot from the barrel. In utter bravado, Spike rayed them down. Darted swiftly back against the wall out of the line of fire.


  The gun hissed outside, missed and struck into the bodies of his own fellows. He would fire again.


  Before he could turn the gun, Rusty was upon him.


  They crashed to the ground. Rusty’s spring carried him over the man, who was on his feet instantly, gun poised.


  The gun was silent. Rusty rolled cautiously over.


  He saw the bulk of the Vulcanian looming behind the crimson man. A huge hand had crushed his shoulder.


  Lothar raised the Martian, bashed him against the side of the ship. He fell limply, did not move.


  Rusty got up. There were seven dead men in the plane. One was before him, broken and bleeding. Another lay somewhere in the shadows. The nine men he had seen at the table in the station were dead. Was it his fault? He had killed none of them. No? They had been protecting their rights, their property. They had died doing so.


  Fish climbed down from the ship. He kicked aside the body on the ground. Lothar laughed deep in his chest.


  “We’re wasting time,” said Spike with a grin. He turned to the designated ship.


  Rusty wondered if he could write of these things. The Tele-news seemed but a hazy memory.


  THE plane was a light cruiser, swift and well-armed. Probably the property of a wealthy merchant, it was luxuriously furnished.


  Rusty gave the ship no more than a tired glance, waited for the take-off.


  Jets roared in a steep ascension, then hushed to a restful drone. They passed out of the moon’s heavy atmosphere. Rusty saw the stars cease to twinkle, change to a steady, burning light.


  They were in space, dim and shadowy—headed home.


  Rusty, Spike and the Vulcanian fell into berths as the ship was set on its course. Navigation was left to the Venusian. He did not sleep, gave no sign of fatigue. It was part of his nature.


  Rusty slept dreamlessly and when he awoke, he found almost two days load passed. Mars glowed redly behind them and the star of Earth was bright before the view Plates.


  Earth. Home. New York. He stared at the pin point of light, tried to locate the city. Millions of people there, at this distance—nothing. The Tele-news! A simple joy tingled within Rusty as he gazed at the distant planet. He was coming home. He had been far, he had a story to tell—one that had long outgrown its intended bounds. He saddened, however, as he remembered there would be no Skipper to hear his tale.


  Spike came in.


  “Gosh,” said Rusty. “Is there anything to eat?”


  “Not much,” he answered. “We’ll have to catch another liner before long.”


  “Buy food?” asked Rusty, sleepily.


  “Buy it!” Spike roared with laughter. “What do you think we got this ship for? Buy it! We take it—and anything else they happen to have aboard. We scuttled one liner off Saturn while you slept.”


  “Lord!” thought Rusty. This was what Lothar had mentioned on Pluto. They had turned pirate. And he was considered one of them. They knew nothing of the scheme that had landed him on the stellar prison. They thought he was as they—another rat driven from the law-respecting Universe.


  Rusty could rationalize the dead men whose ship they had taken. The ship had been available in no other way. It had been a fair fight. But now it could go no further. Earth gleamed in the distance. His part must change here; he had fought against Earth’s laws, that he might regain them. He must stand for them now.


  “Spike,” began Rusty, “there is something I never told you. I must tell you now.” And he told of the false crime that had brought him to Pluto, how he was to have been released and his sudden abandonment. He war a fugitive, yes, in a way; but he must get to Earth—somehow vindicate himself. It would be impossible if he added real crimes to the pretension that had put him here. Spike must understand.


  The chunky Earthian’s face changed from surprise to rage. Then to a deadly calm. “We better not let the others know of this,” he said.


  The Venusian entered. He must have been just outside the door.


  Rusty saw his eye, the cruel glint there, knew here would be. a climax to his adventure. And he knew the result, while strength remained in his body, would be well. He could not lose now—Earth was too near, the end of his journey was at hand.


  THE Venusian stared at them with his single, beady eye. “Secrets!” he sneered. “I heard. An Earthian informer! I’ll fix that!” He drew a short vib-pistol from his belt, leveled it in Rusty’s face. His fishy eye gleamed.


  Rusty met the gaze. “Put away the gun,” he said. Rusty was experiencing a new sensation. He could kill this green thing without a twinge of conscience.


  “Put up the gun,” said Spike.


  “Ah, so you’re with him, too! I’ll get you both.” The pistol veered to Spike.


  Rusty saw the bulk of Lothar squeeze the door behind the Venusian.


  “Lothar is behind you, Fish,” said Spike calmly.


  The little green man slithered into a corner beside the door.


  The Vulcanian stood there dumbly.


  “Lothar,” said Fish silkily, “these Earthians have turned against us—will sell us to the Patrol—send us back to Pluto. The red-haired one was a spy since the first!”


  The huge Vulcanian stood silently, looking at Spike. His tremendous arms dangled at his sides.


  “Don’t believe him, Lothar,” said Spike.


  “Shut up, Earthman!” snapped the Venusian.


  Spike ignored him. “We aren’t—” He never finished.


  The gun spit at him.


  Spike stared at Fish in astonishment. Then lie fell forward upon his face.


  Lothar looked on foolishly.


  The Venusian hissed softly between his teeth. The gun covered them both.


  Rusty stared unbelieving. Spike was dead. He suddenly felt very alone. Spike had been merciless, cruel, little different from the others of his kind on Pluto. But he had been a man—an Earthian—a friend. . . .


  Lothar swung. Before the green man could squeeze the trigger. Fast A heavy arm struck the scaly hand, snapped the gun from a broken wrist. The vib-ray fell to the floor.


  Rusty watched him, motionless. Lothar grasped the green neck with one hand, placed iron fingers deftly over the squirming head and—as a man would pick up a marble—he plucked out the single eye. Rusty cringed.


  Fish screamed. His reptilian arms flailed the air. Lothar slowly dismembered him, tore off his limbs one by one. He yanked the head from the twitching body—hurled the gory thing across the room.


  Rusty stared with a strange fascination at the ghastly vengeance. He was still staring blankly when Lothar came toward him.


  “You Earthman! I thought spy I You die, too.”


  The trance left Rusty. The giant Vulcanian loomed over him.


  “No,” Rusty said. “No! Lothar, listen—!” He suddenly realized just what was happening. He would be helpless in those powerful hands.


  The creature reached for him. Rusty remembered covering a match between Earthman and Vulcanian once for the Tele-news sport section. The Earthian, champion of three worlds, hadn’t had a chance.


  He retreated slowly as the brute came on, bumped sharply against the wall.


  The giant stopped before him, little eyes squinting at him. The stark deadliness of the face filled Rusty with an eery fright. Silently, a massive hand grabbed his arm.


  With all the strength of his 170 pounds, Rusty swung at the jutting chin.


  His hand smashed. The Vulcanian did not even blink.


  He lifted Rusty, swung him around. His hold slipped and Rusty was flung against the opposite wall.


  Arising dazed, he saw the Vulcanian lumbering over.


  Rusty had seen what had happened to Fish. It would be the same with him. How could he fight a man he couldn’t hurt? He went ill as his foot slid upon one of the Venusian’s severed arms. The star of Earth gleamed brightly in the window and Rusty died a little death of sorrow.


  The great Lothar plodded forward.


  Rusty glanced wildly about, heart trembling. His shirt was growing wet. There was nothing—he almost fainted at what he saw. Beneath his feet was the weapon dropped by the Venusian.


  Rusty snatched at the pistol as the Vulcanian swept upon him. He fired into the hairy chest. The mighty arm came on, knocked Rusty from his feet. Rusty fired again as he fell.


  The monster’s body fell across him, dead.


  AS he crawled madly from under the heavy body, Rusty saw the side viewplates filled with a gleaming hull. And printed on the sleek metal was a familiar insignia.


  It was a space-plane alongside—the Stellar Patrol. Hope leaped like a flame. His long journey was ended.


  As he got to his feet, a voice thundered in the room. “Coming aboard for inspection!” The sound came through the walls by radio. “Open space-lock or we blast!” Rusty ran to the adjoining room, swung the lever opening the outside trap.


  It was barely opened when three men in space outfits entered. They slammed the trap behind them, doffed their helmets, entered the ship. Rusty could have embraced them. Earthmen, shaven and clean. . . .


  The men came in, guns drawn. “Keep your hands in the air!” cautioned one with a captain’s stripe He searched Rusty, pistol against his chest. The others went forward.


  “Wait!” cried Rusty. “You don’t understand. . . .” His words died away. A stolen ship—four escaped Plutonian prisoners, three dead. How could they understand?


  “What a mess,” said one, glancing into the other compartment. “Looks like this fellow saved us trouble—killed off his chums before we came!”


  How should he begin? How could he explain the stolen ship? They would never believe his story. And nine men had been killed in the ship’s theft. He had done his part in their death.


  They searched the ship thoroughly, Rusty closely guarded by the officer.


  “I am Rusty Carter! I—”


  “Shut up. We don’t care who you are.” The patrolmen returned.


  “No one else aboard,” one reported. “Three bodies, two rayed by the same gun. A Venusian pulled apart—he must have been pretty annoyed with him!”


  Rusty was pushed into a chair.


  “Okay,” said the captain. “Talk! We know you got this boat from the Great Moon near Pluto. We know you’ve been terrorizing the terrestrial traffic lanes for days. You killed nine men at the Great Moon space port. Where you come from?” As calmly as possible, Rusty told his complete story, from the beginning of his mission in New York to his awakening presence in the ship. Hearing the story, he knew himself it was no good.


  When he finished the patrolmen laughed.


  “A good story anyway,” said the officer, “but with its flaws. Editor Russell’s dead and you can prove nothing. You lie! You could not have escaped Pluto, even in the fantastic way you said. And you might have waded the sea but no man could survive the jungle of the Great Moon. Then, of course, you and your bloody crew have been preying upon the commerce lines for two days, destroyed one liner. Even the bodies in there could convict you of murder. Give up, lad. You’re a goner!”


  Rusty sought vainly for belief. They must believe him! He could not return to Pluto again.


  Without further ceremony, he was forced into a space suit.


  “You know the law concerning piracy or murder in the space lanes, of course,” said the Captain, adjusting his helmet. “Interplanetary law authorizes death at apprehension.”


  It could not be.


  But he was carried to the patrol ship, locked in a guarded cell.


  HE sat upon the metal bunk, head heavy upon his hands. It was all over now. He had pled and sworn to no avail. His execution order had been filed. After the customary forty revs of grace, he would die. They would not even let him radio the Tele-news. Give up, his weary mind cried. At least death was better than Pluto. But he was so near home, his job completed. A priceless story would die with him. He felt fear no longer and his unreasoning rage had passed. There was only a great sadness, that he had come this far—to meet defeat. And at the hands of those whom he had sought.


  The man before his cell moved away. The guard was probably changing.


  Another patrolman approached, stared intently into the cage. “So you’re Rusty Carter,” he said. Rusty said nothing. No verbal torment could touch him. “I knew Carter once. He was a fine fellow then.” Rusty looked up. He had never seen the man before.


  “Yeah,” the guard continued, “Carter saved my reputation once—when I was caught in a bribery charge ten years ago, when I was on the ground force in New York.”


  Rusty searched his mind. He remembered a civil bribery scandal the Tele-news had uncovered many years ago. Several of the accused had been released by his activities. But the man before him struck no chord of recognition.


  He was smiling. “You never knew me,” he said, “but I knew you. I helped send you a medal when we were cleared, by your efforts. It’s too bad you went wrong. Is there anything you want, in your last moments?”


  Rusty almost burst with joy. Was there anything he wanted! “Can you get a message through to Earth?”


  “If this is a trick, you won’t live to see it done. I suppose I could—I know the radio operator.”


  “Send this. Quick! To the New York Tele-news office. Tell them what’s happened. Tell them to do something!”


  He waited for what seemed hours.


  The man returned, sent the other guard away, shoved a printed message through the bars.


  Rusty read with outward calm. His heart fell within him.


  “Carter legally convicted attempted robbery, murder. Appealed to President, no avail. Nothing we can do. He was a good Tele-news man. Sorry.”


  He sank down to the bunk, the paper falling from his fingers.


  Absently he heard the sound of marching feet in the corridor outside, looked up blankly, saw uniformed men before his cell.


  The door opened and he was led out.


  Rusty shook hands with the guard, was marched down the hall to the stern of the ship. It didn’t matter now.


  The older method of execution had been repealed, Rusty remembered idly. Instead of merely dropping the man out of the space lock, he was now placed in a disintegration Chamber.


  The lethal box stood before him, a small, compact cylinder of metal, levers upon its side.


  The door was opened.


  “Anything you wish to say?”


  A man was speaking to him. Did he have anything to say? What could he say? But one should die with a flourish, a purple passage. Oddly none came. He merely wished the business over. He could rest then. Did he have anything to say?


  “No, but you’re wrong.”


  “Stubborn pirate. They all die innocent!”


  The officer slammed the door.


  Machinery whirred. It was very dark. Boy! wouldn’t the public eat this story up I But in a few moments, before his mind could know it, he would be gone—body and mind—disintegrated into their component elements. He would be a wisp of gas, floating out when the door opened.


  The humming stopped abruptly It was dark and silent. It flashed to Rusty that this must be death.


  Then the door opened. Would he float out? He sat there blinking in the sudden light.


  “Message for you,” said a voice.


  Rusty stared. A hand reached in, gently helped him out. A paper was thrust into his hand.


  He took it, read it again and again, but somehow his mind didn’t take it in.


  “You have the apologies of the Interplanetary Patrol!” someone said.


  Rusty read the message again.


  “Evidence brought by Mrs. S.K. Russell throws new light. Record just discovered in private papers of “Skipper” Russell. Carter granted full pardon.”


  Signed: THE PRESIDENT.


  Someone touched his arm. “The Commander requests your company for dinner.


  Then a blinding light suddenly flashed in Rusty Carter’s mind. “Dinner, hell!” he yelled. “Take me to the radio. I’ve got a story for the New York Tele-news!”


  KING COLE OF PLUTO


  C.M. Kornbluth


  This Old King Cole wasn’t especially merry, and his hideously-seamed, grey face inspired no merriment in those with whom he came in contact. Especially if they were the victims of his lawless career of space-piracy.


  CHAPTER ONE


  Leigh Salvage, Incorporated


  SUNLIGHT gleamed on the squat, stubby spaceship. Its rocket exhaust flared once; then paled into nothing. It was drifting through the meteor zone though not the undirected object it seemed to be. Captain Jerry Leigh had his scow under control; the control of a man who was born in the space-lanes, and knew them like his own face.


  Captain Jerry was in the cramped cabin of the ship, scribbling at endless computations. “Allowing for Black’s constant,” he muttered, “plus drift, plus impetus, less inertia . . .” He turned to a calculator, stabbed at its keys, and read the result. He yanked a bell pull and a clangor sounded through the ship. Men filed in—a full crew meeting. Jerry rose.


  “As I estimate it,” he said, “the Argol lies in quadrant III of the meteor belt. Its coordinates are alpha—point oh oh four; beta—seven point three oh two; gamma—zero!” There was a shocked pause, and a big man stepped out of the crew. “Will we go through with it, Captain? Gamma—zero is a small margin of profit, to say nothing of safety.” He spoke slowly and precisely; the flat “a” of his English indicated that his tongue had once been more used to the Scandinavian languages.


  Jerry smiled: “Sven, caution is caution, and maybe the salvage money isn’t worth the risk.” His face hardened. “But I’m not working for money alone, and I hope that none of you others are.”


  A voice spoke from the floor, “Glory’s glory, but space-bloat is a damned nasty way to die!”


  Jerry frowned. There were troublemakers everywhere and all the time. “Wylie,” he said, “if you’ve ever seen a wrecked liner you’ll know what we’re here for, and what our job is. We salvage and tow the ships wrecked by meteors or mechanical flaws, and we get paid for it. But—and it’s a big but—if we didn’t do our job, those ships would run wild. With no crew, tearing through space at the whim of the governor, plowing through the shipping lanes, never twice in the same place, and finally coming to rest as permanent menaces to trade and life—that’s our job! They carry water condensers to Mars; they carry radium to Earth. Para-morphium from Venus, and iridium from Neptune. Without us salvagers there would be no shipping; without shipping the structure of the interplanetary union would topple and fall. This isn’t a job or even a career—it’s a sacred duty that we do for each and all of the nine worlds of the solar system!


  “Coordinates, I said, are alpha—point oh oh four; beta—seven point three oh two; gamma—zero. Carry on; full speed ahead.”


  The exhausts flamed; the stubby, rusted prow turned once more—into the meteor zone!


  Jerry droned figures to the helmsman with his eyes glued at the vision plate of pure fused quartz. “Meteor in our third quadrant—distance about five hundred kilos. Deflect into first . . . back on course.


  “Cloud of aerolites ahead. Carry through.” Ahead loomed a blotch of darkness. “Unknown particle in second quadrant. Our coordinates, helmsman.”


  Sven, at the tiller, read off, “Alpha—point oh oh four; beta—seven point four oh oh; gamma—point oh oh two.”


  “Hulk Argol ahead. Carry through into gamma—zero.” The big man wet his lips and deflected the steering bar. “Carried through, sir,” he said. Jerry, his eyes never leaving the plate, whispered tensely, “Cut steering to master’s board.” Sven snapped a switch. “Cut, sir.” Delicately Jerry fingered the firing switch. A blocky black mass boomed down on the ship from the east; violently the little scow looped over and down, clearing the path of the particle. This was just one of the reasons that men were prejudiced against gamma—zero. Too much loose junk zipping around for comfort.


  THE Argol was squarely on the cross-hairs of the vision plate. Captain Jerry studied the battered piece of wreckage. It had been a supertransport once—loaded to the observation blister with para-morphium from Venus to Earth. She had encountered an unexpected cloud of meteorites, probably too big to run away from, and so had been riddled and gone under. From then on her career had been a terrible one of shooting wildly through space on almost full fuel tanks; demolishing a refueling station a million kilos off Mars; smashing into a squadron of police rockets and shattering them into bits—and finding rest at last in the meteor zone to upset orbits and hurl cosmic rubbish into the trade lanes. He examined this corpse of a ship, estimating its size and Martian weight. He thought he could handle it. Through the annunciator he said, “Make fast with magnet plates.” And to Sven, “Take the master’s board for emergencies. I’m going over to supervise.”


  Jerry crawled into his spacesuit, a terrible cumbersome thing of steel alloy and artificial membrane, and dropped lightly down the shaft of the ship to the big space lock that characterizes the salvage vessel.


  “Wylie,” he ordered, “take Martin and Dooley with a cutting torch to open their sides and then look at their fuel tanks. If they have any left we can use it. I don’t believe they’re empty, from the lie of her.


  “Macy, take Collins and Pearl. Secure grapples, and allow as much slack for towage as you can get. If you allow too little, you’ll never know it, by the way—we’d be smashed like an eggshell on the first turn bigger than thirty degrees.


  “Dehring and Hiller, come with me. You need supervision. Take cameras and film.”


  The boarding parry bolted their helmets on and swung open the space lock. Wylie, unrecognizable in his swathing overall, braced the cutting torch against his middle and turned on the juice. The powerful arc bit through the wall of the Argol as if it had been cheese, and the men filed through. They had cut one of the cargo rooms, piled high with metal cylinders of para-morphium, the priceless Venerian drug of sleep and healing. A few of the containers were sprung open and the contents spoiled; still, seventy percent of the remaining cargo went to the salvager, and eighty percent of the hulk.


  Jerry took his crew of two to the steering blister that bulged from the top of the ship, picking his way between damaged bodies. In the blister he found the captain, staring permanently at a hole in the observation plate where a meteorite—one of many—had pierced the armor of his vessel. With a crowbar Jerry pried off the top of the recorder and photographed the tracing needles on the graph that charted the course of the ship with all its crazy tacks and swerves through space.


  “Dehring,” he ordered, “take up that corpse. We’re going to stack them and see that they get decent burial when we reach a planet.” And with the callousness of years of space travel and the coldness that the hard life of the salvager instills, the man obeyed.


  Jerry wandered at random through the ship. It had carried some passengers. One of the cabin doors was open, and the figure of an old woman, face mercifully down, was sprawled over the threshold. She had heard the alarm in her little room as the air drained out of the ship; unthinkingly she had flung open her door—gasped for breath when there was nothing to breathe—and fallen as she was.


  He picked up her tiny frame, and carried it to the stern of the ship. He wondered who she was why she was returning to Earth from Venus at her age. Perhaps she had wanted to pass her last years among the green and brown fields and again see a mountain. Perhaps—he thought he knew how she felt, for he, too, had once been homesick.


  MARS—red hell of sand and cloudless sky. Home of “wanted” men and women, where the uncautious were burned in the flaming bonfires of the Martian underworld. Haven of every swindler and cutthroat in the system, it was but a dull gem in Sol’s diadem. Some day they would clean it up—raid the sickening warrens that snaked through and under its cities; fill them in with dynamite. That day would be a good one . . .


  Gently he deposited the body among others; brushed away his random thoughts and called, “Macy! Grapples fixed?” Macy’s thin voice trickled through his earphones, “Yes, sir. I gave them twelve hundred meters.”


  “OK!” he snapped. “Return to the ship, all except Wylie. You’ll stay aboard, Kurt, to stow displaced cargo.”


  “Yes, sir,” said Wylie, in a growl. “And shall I comb the corpses’ hair, sir?”


  Jerry grinned. “Why not? And see that it’s done or I’ll fire you and bust your rating on every scow out of Mars.” Discipline, after all, was the thing.


  Jerry resumed his place at the firing board. “Stations all,” he called sharply over the annunciator. “Brace for seven Mars gravities in seventeen seconds. One—”


  His hands flew over the board, setting up the combinations of rocket discharges that would be able to stir the huge Argol out of its inertia and snap it after the scow of Leigh Salvage, Incorporated, like a stone on a string, at the end of a ponderous osmiridium cable.


  “Nine!” The men were strapping themselves into hammocks.


  “Eleven . . .


  “Fourteen!” He tensed himself, sucking in his stomach muscles against the terrible drag. “Sixteen!


  “Fire!”


  And the ship roared sharply up and out of the asteroid belt, its powerful rocket engines—designed to move twenty times the weight of the scow alone—straining to drag the ponderous cargo hulk behind it. Soon the initial speed lessened, and they were roaring along at an easy thousand K.P.S. The captain rose and set the automatics; tried to shake some of the blood from his legs into his head. He could rest now.


  Assembled, Jerry and the men drank a toast to the trade in ethyl alcohol—“To salvaging: the greatest game of all!” They drained their cups. The big Sven rose, some of his Norse reticence vanished in the universal solvent. “My brothers in labor,” he began. “We have gone far on this trip, and there is no one here who will not agree with me when I say that we could not have done it without Captain Jerry. I give you our boss and the best of them all, Jerry Leigh, of Leigh Salvage, Incorporated!”


  The flask went the rounds, and when it was emptied there was another and yet another. In just a few hours Jerry was standing alone in the middle of the room, looking owlishly about him at the collapsed forms of the crew. There was a cup in his hands—a full cup. He spurned a nearby body with his foot.


  “S-s-sissies!” he said derisively, and drained his drink. Slowly he deflated onto the floor.


  An alarm bell smashed the silence into bits; men dragged themselves to their feet. “Mars,” said one, absently.


  “Don’t land easy, Captain,” another urged Jerry. “Smear us all over the field. It’s about the only thing that’ll do this head of mine any good.”


  Jerry winced. “That’s the way I feel, but I’d like to get that hulk in before I die. Landing stations, all men.”


  Their ship and its huge running mate hovered over the red planet. Irritably Jerry dove it near the atmosphere and blearily searched its surface for the landing field. “Damn!” he muttered. “I’m in the wrong hemisphere.”


  The ship roared over the face of Mars, and slowed above the Kalonin desert. Jerry found Salvage Field beneath him, and cut the rockets sharply to one side, swinging the Argol like the lash of a whip. They swooped down, and Jerry, drunk or sober, shifted his salvage neatly above the ponderous pneumatic cargo-table and cut it loose. It fell the thousand feet with a terrible crash, landing comparatively easy. At any rate he had not missed it. “So much for Wylie,” he muttered.


  The exhaust sputtered and died; the ship dove to within a hundred feet of the surface. On rockets! And down she drifted, landing without a jar. Jerry held his head and groaned.


  CHAPTER TWO


  An Unexpected Rival


  THE owner, manager and founder of Leigh Salvage, Incorporated, was only human. In turn he visited the offices of the other salvage companies and said, in effect, “Ya-a-ah!” Or that was the plan.


  Burke was first on his list: a sullen, red-headed man with a grudge against everybody. He threw Jerry out of his office before half the “Ya-a-ah” was out. The captain was too happy at the moment to start or finish a fight, so he brushed himself off for a call on Rusty Adams, of the Bluebell Salvage Company.


  He entered their office and what appeared to be a secretary or receptionist or something said to him, “Can I help you?”


  “Yes,” he said absently, looking for Adams. “What are you doing tonight?” She scowled prettily. He noticed her hair, blonde. He noticed her eyes, blue-grey. He noticed, moreover, her face and figure, very neat—but this was business. “Is the proprietor of this ramshackle space-tuggery in?”


  “Yes,” she said, “the proprietor is in.”


  “Then drag the old dog out; I would have words with him.”


  “I,” she said, “am the proprietor.”


  Jerry smiled gently. “Enough of this,” he said. “I refer to the illustrious Francis X. Adams, alias the Rusty Nut, alias the Creaking Screw—”


  He paused. Her eyes were full of tears. She looked up. “He was my father,” she said, “You’re Leigh, aren’t you? They told me of your ways. Father died while you were in space. I’ve come from Earth to take care of his business.” She blew her nose on a silly little handkerchief, and said, “If there’s anything I can do for you—”


  Jerry felt lower than a snake’s belly. He stammered an apology of some sort and went on, “As a matter of fact I did have a deal to talk over. I want to buy out your concern.” As a matter of fact he had wanted to do nothing of the sort, but he thought it out quickly. The expense would cripple him for a while, but he’d be able to dispose of the Bluebell at a loss and get some operating capital, and one more job like that Argol and he’d be right back where he was now with only a little time wasted and she did have blue-grey eyes and what did a woman know about salvage anyway—


  “Not for sale, Mr. Leigh,” she said coolly.


  That shocked him—he had thought that he was doing her a favor. He decided to be a big brother. “Miss Adams, I think you ought to accept. Not for my sake, but for yours. You have had no experience at the work; you’ll be at the mercy of your employees, and salvage men are the toughest mob in space. Your father could handle the company, but—”


  She set her pretty jaw. “Just that,” she said. “My father could handle them and so can I.”


  What was a man to do in the face of such madness? Perhaps—“What about a shipmaster, Miss Adams? Your profits will all run into his salary.”


  “No, Mr. Leigh—my father did it and I can do it. I’m going to pilot my own ship.”


  With that he exploded—no woman had ever piloted a rocket ship, he said; and also he said that no woman ever would pilot a rocket ship, and that if she thought she was going to learn to pilot a ship she was just plain crazy to try and learn on a salvage scow; and further he said that the salvage scow is notorious throughout all space as the crankiest, most perverted, perverse and persnickety brand of vessel that flies; that to run a scow you had to be born in the space-lanes and weaned on rocket-juice—


  “I don’t know about the rocket-juice,” she said, “but I was born on the Jupiter-Earth liner.” Jerry gasped for breath.


  “Is there anything else?” she said. “Because if there isn’t I’d like to get some work done on my father’s accounts.”


  “No,” said Jerry thickly. He was dangerously near apoplexy. “Nothing else.” And he walked out of the office muttering, “Accounts . . . get some work done on my father’s . . .” Dammit! A woman couldn’t fly a scow, and she wouldn’t believe that very obvious fact until she was smeared over half of the landing field.


  Like a man in a dream he found himself at the offices of the Salvage Field Commission, paying his field dues. An official, dazed, asked if anything was wrong. Did he expect to die, or something?


  “No,” said Jerry thickly, “but I expect to get potted in about twenty-five minutes. Would you mind coming along?”


  “Not at all,” said the official. In fact he felt the need of a drink after having beheld the ungodly spectacle of the Leigh Salvage Company paying up on time.


  MANY hours later all that was left of the two was a very small noise in the corner of a saloon on Broadway, at the corner of Le Bourse. Half of the small—very small—noise was saying to the other half at intervals, “Wimmin can’t never fly . . . Wimmin can’ never fly . . . Wimmin can’ never fly . . .” And the second half of the very small noise was replying to the first, “Yeh . . . they cer’nly don’t . . .” At length the proprietor told a hackie to please take them away, and what happened to the official nobody ever found out, but Jerry awoke next morning in his hotel room with a pair of blue eyes wavering in front of his face. They weren’t real, though—vanished with the first draught of bicarb.


  His phone rang, and he winced. It was the Salvage Field Commission, and they wanted to know what he had done with Sweeny. Sweeny? Oh, yeah—no; he didn’t remember a thing. To hell with Sweeny. Were there any jobs to be done? He wanted to get off Mars before he got drunk again. There was a long pause while the commission looked up today’s sheet. Yes—one bullion ship wrecked between Mercury and Venus. Carrying iridium. Speed was essential; therefore the agreement was on a strictly competitive basis; any or all salvage companies registered could try for it simultaneously. The owner of the ship agreed to buy back the cargo falling to the salvager at market quotations out of hand. First scow to get a grapple on, had her. Laufer and Burke had filed intention claims, and were starting off in a couple of hours; so had Bluebell.


  “Who? What master?”


  “Er . . . Adams. Holy smokes! Alice Adams!”


  Jerry swore. “You’ll have to stop that kid. She doesn’t know how to fly.”


  “You’d better come down, then. You seem to know more about this mess than I do. Hurry up if you want a crack at the Carpathia—that’s the bullion ship.”


  “Expect me in twenty minutes or less.” Hastily he dressed, his hangover forgotten, muttering to himself things about slap-happy blondes. Schopenhauer, he decided, had approximately the right idea.


  For the second or third time in his life he was not late for an appointment; twenty minutes saw him bursting through to the office of the commissioner.


  “Well?” he demanded violently. “Are you going to let her fly? In a race like this is going to be, she’ll not only smash up herself and her crew but any of the rest of us who get in what she seems to think is her way.”


  The body wrapped around the telephone voice answered heavily, “There’s nothing to be done about it. For some obscure reason the ‘sons or other issue of the deceased licensee shall retain the towage and salvage permits of the deceased, and all appurtenances thereof,’ according to regulations.


  “The license for towage, etc., includes an operator’s card; therefore we discovered that a crack-brained female who has never flown before inherits a flying permit without physical examination or experience. I’m going to write my congressman; that seems to be all that anyone can do about it just now. Shall I fill out an intention for you on that Carpathia?”


  “Yeah. I won’t be back,” he snapped, half way through the door.


  HE FOUND Sven in a cheap rooming-house near the port.


  “You round up the rest of the crew!” he yelled, “and be at the field by twelve noon or you’re all fired and busted.” He tore away and jumped into a taxi. “To the salvage field, buddy, in a helluva rush!”


  He was oiling the space lock when the others arrived, led by Big Sven. He stared at them. “Often,” he said, “I have wondered what happens to space lice when they crawl off the ship. I now perceive that I should have known.” Each and every man of them had at least one black eye; each had cuts and bruises about the temples. “Well—forget the good times. There’s iridium drifting free between Mercury and Venus, and we’re going to snag it. And if we don’t sink our grapples into that hulk before any other space-tramp, you worms go hungry. Clear? Now get to stations; in ninety seconds we take off. I said ninety!’


  The men filed into the stubby ship holding their heads. A hangover is nothing to take with you on a spaceflight. If they could have left their heads behind they would have done it. With creakings of abused muscles and battered bones, they strapped themselves into hammocks and pads.


  The crew of Leigh Salvage, Incorporated was in a bad way.


  The takeoff was uneventful as such things go; Jerry mentally noted that he had blown away a small corner of the salvage-table, just another item to subtract from the profit, if any.


  Once again in space, the captain was at the look-out plate, eyes and hands and brain bent five hundred kilos out into the vacuum. “Particle sighted ahead,” he droned, “in our third quadrant. Salvage scow Bluebell. Full speed ahead to pass her.” His fingers played over the master’s board, and the blunt ship roared ahead. They were near—dangerously near—the Bluebell. A blast from the steering fins and the scow jolted into a new course. Jerry never took chances—hardly ever. They slowed acceleration far in advance of the other vessel; that was another contract tied up and in the bag. The captain relaxed—That Adams girl . . . of course she couldn’t handle a ship. Anybody could make a not too disastrous takeoff, but she’d smear hell for leather when she tried to land.


  A signal light flashed on his board, and he snapped on his communication beam. There was a long pause while the power built up, then a voice from the grid, “Scow Bluebell calling scow Leigh Salvage, Incorporated. Give way. We’re going to pass you in your first quadrant. That’s all.”


  Jerry gaped. Unheard of? “Scow Leigh to Bluebell!’ he snapped. “Listen, insane female; you’re not driving a French taxi. There are ethics and rules in this game we’re playing. Do you want to be blackballed and become an outlaw tug?” There was another reason than need of that cargo for his anger—maybe, just maybe, she could get back onto the field without busting herself wide open if she were alone, but with a cargo as big as the Carpathia she wouldn’t have a chance in a million. He thought of what a short towing line could do, and grimaced.


  “We’re passing, Scow Leigh. That’s all.” The light on his board died. That was all. Well for her sake . . . and for his own—


  “Full speed ahead, and then some more, Sven. It’s a race.”


  But it wasn’t much of a race; the Bluebells port fin exploded, and her acceleration stopped. Jerry grinned. “We’ll pick her up on the way back and leave her ship there. The farther apart those two are, the safer for both of them . . . Hey! Stations! Hulk Carpathia ahead!” And the salvage ship jockeyed for position, drew alongside of the bullion transport and clamped on with a clash of metal against metal. The crew prepared to board.


  CHAPTER THREE


  Crime in Space


  JERRY reached for the phone, his brow grooved. “Broadway three thousand,” he said. The voice with the smile answered, “One moment, please,” giving him time to reflect on the superfluity of machinery. Less efficient than a dial-phone, maybe, but that touch of warmth and humanity—“Here’s your party, sir.”


  “Central Office, Interplanetary Police.”


  “This is Captain Leigh, of Leigh Salvage, Incorporated. I wanted to see you about—”


  “About the peculiar state of the Carpathia. Come on up.”


  “Yeah,” said Jerry, baffled. “That’s what I wanted to see you about.” How did they know? And maybe they had a lead on the vanished Miss Alice Adams? He hoped so.


  He was received in the offices of the Interplanetary Police by a very old man who introduced himself as Major Skeane. Jerry took a seat and opened the valise he had brought. “I don’t know how much you know about the business of the Carpathia,” he said, “so I’ll begin at the beginning. Please examine these—exhibit A.”


  “These” were the contents of his valise—small, heavy chunks of metal. Skeane grunted. “Once spheres,” he said, “apparently cast in a shot tower; then sandblasted to suggest natural formations. Some filed by hand, even. These, I take it, were the particles that wrecked the bullion ship?”


  Jerry wet his lips. “Yes,” he said. “It looks like a put-up job for sure. And Alice—that’s Master Adams, of the scow Bluebell—she’s disappeared. We were racing her for the Carpathia and she broke down about half a million kilos from the hulk. I meant to pick her up on the way out to Mars and maybe tow her ship in, too, but when we got grapples on her we found her scow deserted—not a man left on her! Have you people got any dope on that business?”


  Major Skeane scratched his head. “Captain,” he said, “I’m sorry to inform you that while you do not jump to false conclusions, neither do you shine in the formulation of true ones. Do you see no logical relationship between the two events?”


  Jerry considered, and paled. “None,” he said angrily. “And instead of antilogising, you might be out hunting down the swine that would try to profit by the deaths of two score men.”


  “The rebuke is undeserved,” smiled the old man. “We have the wrecker of the bullion ship—or a least we know who did it, and how.”


  “Anybody I know?” asked Jerry.


  “I believe so. The saboteur is Miss Adams, of Bluebell.”


  The younger man stiffened in his chair. “No!” he cried. And then persuasively, “she might be crazy as a flea, but wrecking—never!”


  “You do us an injustice. We were warned to watch her the moment she landed on Mars. Our agents assured us that she was a girl with ambitions; they kept track of her, reporting to us for the customary considerations. One man in particular—LeMouchard—has kept us posted, and he’s as much to be trusted as anyone these days. To my mind—and I am the officer in charge of this case—the alleged disappearance of Miss Adams is conclusive proof of her guilt. She failed to cash in on the particularly rich opportunity that she created for herself and thus destroy the evidence, and so was picked up by a confederate, with her presumably equally guilty crew. I expect her now to continue her career from another base; possibly another planet, until she makes a slip. Then we shall trace her and deliver her to the execution cell.”


  “I see,” said Jerry, fighting to keep calm. But he didn’t see and somewhere there was a horrible mistake which had cost the lives of a score of men and would yet cost the life of that girl with the blue-grey eyes who had tried to pass him and had nearly wrecked her ship and his own, he thought.


  Skeane broke in. “Will you leave that valise of junk here? We need some material evidence. And I want you to swear to a description of the girl.”


  “Sure,” said Jerry vaguely. “Anything you say.”


  “Right. Hair, blonde; shade thirty-three plus on the I.P. scale. Eyes, blue-grey—shade nine. Weight—Captain! Come—”


  Jerry was walking slowly through the outer office, his mind in a state of terrible confusion. He didn’t know what to do for himself or her. Attack it with logic, he decided fuzzily. For effects there are causes. Assuming flaws in the line of Skeane’s logic, discover the points of specific strain and test them. Hah—he had mentioned “agents”—those, he supposed, were informers. And—what was his name?—LeMouchard. Weak link number one: now to test it. He walked into a store. “A bottle of olive oil, please. A big one.” That was the first step.


  IN MARS there are many hidden ways. For every city there is a shadow-city twisting its tunnels and warrens beneath the sunlight and air. It was through these dark passages that Jerry wandered—to check, as he thought, on official deduction, of course.


  Reeking with oil and dressed in the rags of an outlaw space-tug’s crew, he passed into the dismal underworld as one of its own creatures. In not many hours he was to be found in a low dive swilling the needled ethyl that passes as potable among the scum of a solar system. It was easy to make friends of a sort there—the price of a drink took care of it.


  Jerry wasn’t drunk, in spite of the terrible cargo of rot-gut he had been stowing away, but he was just a bit ill, for his stomach was well lined with olive oil, sovereign remedy and anti-intoxicant. He was buying liquor for a slimy little man through no altruistic motives; for this was LeMouchard, informer to the police. Gently he questioned him. Of course, he was strictly on the legit, but he hadn’t always been, no? And those camels of the gendarmerie that made themselves the great ones, a good man—like our comrade here, yes?—could wrap them around his finger, no?


  And surely he was not such a fool as to play with only one master when the pay from two was twice as great? He thought not. Oh, yes—that clever business of the Bluebell girl! He, Jerry, would give a pretty penny to know in whose dazzling intellect that task had been conceived and brought to fruition. Was it—could it be—that he; Jerry, was standing in the presence of the man? But no! But yes! Then surely that was worth another drink of the so gentle ethyl. And so the great LeMouchard was in the pay of the police and one other. Might he, Jerry, be permitted to inquire as to who had availed himself of the services of so great a man? LeMouchard looked owlishly over a drink. “Oui,” he croaked. “It is permitted.” His face flushed abnormally, and he shook his head like a dazed fighter. “The English, I forget how you call him . . . Le bon petit roi d’Yvetot—the king with the little orchestra. It is . . .” he bowed forward, his eyes bulging. “Carbon?” he said. “Sa Majesty’ Carbon.” His ratty face hit the tabletop. Out cold.


  King Carbon—coal. King—Cole? Old King Cole? That seemed to be the idea. But what was a merry old soul with a small orchestra doing on Mars with a stool-pigeon? He returned to his hotel room and phoned the Interplanetary Police.


  “Major? What do you know about Old King Cole?”


  There was a pause. “I believe,” said the thin grey voice of Major Skeane, “that he died just fifteen years ago. A bit before your time.”


  “As I understand it he never lived. What are you talking about?”


  “Early space pirate. Good man, too. Crashed on Pluto two days after I was assigned to his case. I was a terror in those days; he must have been afraid of my rep. They all were, then. Did I ever tell you about Ironface Finkle, the Mercurian Menace? I brought him down . . .”


  “Very interesting; very—this King Cole—I want to know more about him. I suppose you found his remains?”


  “On Pluto? Don’t be silly. When they crash there they stay crashed. This Ironface had had a better position than I did, naturally; I made it a point never to be unfair to the men I was assigned to, since my name alone struck terror—”


  “Naturally, Major. How did King Cole work?”


  “The usual way: ramming and boarding. Now Finkle had a tricky twist to his technique and had me baffled for a time—”


  “That’s too bad,” said Jerry tiredly. “How old was Old King Cole when he—ah—crashed?”


  “Rather young. In fact, he had just graduated from a tech school on Venus when he took up his career and ended it in about a year. But the Mercurian Menace was older and more experienced. He knew how to handle a ship. I was hard-pressed, but soon—”


  Jerry hung up. It was fantastic! How many men had been to Pluto and returned? If his hunch was right—and it sometimes was—at least one more than the records showed. He phoned room service for the Marsport Herald.


  “Yes, sir. Morning or afternoon edition?”


  “Both. Oh, yes—I want them as of this date fifteen years ago. Better get me the year’s file.”


  Room service turned to linen and said, “That man is mad as a hatter.” Then hastened to the Herald building for the files.


  In due course the files reached Jerry, who had been calculating the location of the Bluebell.


  He flipped the pages to January and read a report of the King’s first appearance. He had struck like a demon at an excursion ship, gassing it and gutting it with thermite bombs, leaving a message pinned on the chest of the mutilated captain:


  Old King Cole was a merry old soul,


  And a pirate, too was he;


  He wiggled his toes, and he thumbed his nose,


  And said: ‘You can’t catch me!’


  From that and subsequent clues his identity had been traced. He had been Chester Cole, honors student at Venusport Tech and had led his class at the Academy of Astronavigationbut was just a little cracked, it seemed. He had, as a student, fought a “duel” with another boy, crippling him. All that had saved him from prison then had been the loyal lies of his classmates. His crew, in the days of his career of crime, seemed also to have been made up of like contemporaries. It was a strange and striking picture, this mad boy roaming space in a ship of his own, striking out at will at women and children.


  Now to the end of the files, to investigate his death.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  Pursuit Between the Planets


  APPROXIMATELY on the line which Jerry had calculated, a ship of strange design was speeding for Pluto. Like every spaceship, it was highly specialized. The super-powerful motors and grapples of the salvage scows were not hers, nor the size and luxury of the passenger liners. This was no huge freighter, jammed to the blister and built for a maximum of space to store to a minimum of crew. Yet she had a purpose, and that purpose screamed from every line. This rocket was a killer, from bow to stern. Her prow was a great, solid mass of metal toughened and triply re-enforced for ramming; a terrible beak of death. Above her rear rockets protruded a stern-chaser that scattered explosive pellets behind her in an open pattern of destruction.


  But this very efficient machine was not entirely lacking in comfort, for Alice Adams rested easily in a chamber that might have graced—and once, perhaps did—the costliest luxury liner. She had awakened there after that peculiar odor through the Bluebell had laid her out and her crew. Then a courteous knock sounded on her door. “Come in,” she said, baffled by the anomalous situation.


  A man entered. “I welcome you,” he said, “to my vessel. I trust that you will find—” Alice looked at his face, and screamed.


  THE man recoiled and muffled his features in a scarf. “I can hardly blame you,” he said savagely. “It is the wind of Pluto. You will find that my entire crew is like that, I warn you. Skin grey and dead, the scars of the Plutonian sleet over all the face. For five years we lived unsheltered in that hell—five years that might have been a thousand. Can you know what that means?”


  “But who are you?” asked the girl. “And I’m—I’m sorry about . . .”


  “I was once known,” said the man, “as King Cole. Bright boy of the space-lanes; pirate par excellence. The whimsical butcher—that was me. Fifteen years ago I died on Pluto, they think. Maybe I did; it’s hard to say for sure these days. We lived in the broken open hull of our ship where it fell, breathing in helmets, feeding from crates and cans of food. One kid thought he could melt the snow outside and drink it. He was very thirsty, and he went mad when he saw the snow boil up into yellow-green gas. It was chlorine. It’s cold out there where we’re going.


  “Many years it was, and then another ship crashed, and we took off our helmets and lived in that and sang songs with the men of it who survived. They were technicians, and tried to fix their rocket, but one of my boys killed them. He thought he liked it there; he must have been crazy.


  “A long time later a first class pirate ship landed. We crawled across the snow to her—two hundred kilos. They took us in because they hadn’t a mechanic worth the name, and all of us were fine tech men. I said I could fix her, and I could. Then one night my men killed all the crew of this new ship and I patched it with stuff from the other two rockets so we took off and sneaked into Mars.


  “I had been a fool once, and that was enough, so I meant to do it the right way this time. You don’t strike without warning if you want to be a success; you give plenty of warning through agents and policemen you’ve hired, and steer them just a bit the wrong way so that they suspect nothing and honestly believe that they’ll get you the next time.


  “I met a lot of friends I knew on Mars, and made some new ones when I’d disposed of the ship’s cargo. The boys and I have been cruising around for some time now, doing nothing spectacular—it doesn’t pay. We’ve been knocking off a ship here and there, laying the blame square onto a rival or somebody. Our home is still Pluto—we don’t like it, in a way, for what it did to us, but in a way we do because nobody else does, and it’s so damn far away from anything half the time.


  “I’m sorry that you didn’t get the Carpathia. I thought that with a father like yours you could fly sideways and beat any other scow in the ether to a contract.”


  She stared at the madman. “What did you know about my father?”


  “He was my instructor on Venus. He got me out of a piece of trouble when I killed a man that swore at me. He was a good instructor, and I’m pleased that I have the chance to do him a favor through you. You see, I wrecked that bullion ship for you. Then I was going to pick you up and the junk, but I see I’ve only got you. Well—perhaps that’s enough. You can’t return to Mars even if you want to. I suppose the police have their cruisers out looking for you and your crew. I buttered the crime onto you for both our advantages. I hope you don’t mind?”


  “No,” she said, “and you wanted to do my father a favor by permitting me to join your—band?”


  “Exactly,” came from the muffled features. “And you will?”


  The girl sobbed, “Never! Space is clean and cold; why must you make it a thing of Terror? Isn’t that pain enough without you and your kind?”


  The pirate laughed. “The whimsical butcher is not displeased,” he said. “You will have your uses anyhow. It will be a long time before a soul suspects King Cole—the late King Cole—of the atrocities perpetrated by Miss Alice Adams and her cutthroat crew. I know how the police mind works. That’s my business, now. Good day—you may ring for food.” He left, and the door closed behind him.


  Vainly the girl sprang to the door and tried the knob. It was locked firm. She returned to the bed and shut her eyes, trying to blot out the memory of that grey, horribly seamed face.


  ON MARSPORT Jerry had not been idle. He had been to see the major again, and tried to convince him of the truth so self-evident to the younger man’s mind, but the placid old idiot listened blandly and blankly. When Jerry was finished he said, “Through an accident, I believe, we were cut off in our telephone conversation a while ago. I was about to describe the position in which Ironface and I found ourselves—”


  But Jerry was gone with great curses on his lips. Patiently Skeane sighed. It had been six years since he had been able to finish that story; the last man to hear it complete had been a convict extradited to Venus from Jupiter. Skeane had strapped him down in the little two-man rocket and whiled away the long hours of space travel with the tale in its gruesome entirety. He thought, now, that it would be nice if he could find somebody else to strap down and tell the story to. He was even a bit afraid that he was forgetting the details himself . . .


  A taxi was driving through the muddy streets of Marsport; Jerry snapped a bill under the hackie’s nose. “This for you if you step on it,” he said. They pulled up, brakes squealing horribly, before a battered, weatherbeaten tenement. Jerry took four stairs at a time and burst into the close, dirty room. He shook the sleeping figure. “Sven! Sven, dammit! Wake up, you loose-brained lump of soggy Norwegian caviar! We have the biggest job we’ve tackled yet!”


  The helmsman rolled over, and dizzily asked, “We tow, Captain?”


  “Yeah, we tow—a full-armed battleship that doesn’t want to be towed. Get the men to the field in twenty minutes—fare is on Leigh Salvage, Incorporated.”


  As the big man struggled into his clothes Jerry was down the stairs and into a taxi. “Salvage Field,” he snapped, “in a helluva rush.”


  He had often boasted that the engines of scow Leigh were the most powerful things in the ether. Well—he would see how powerful they could be—shifting feed lines and adjusting nozzles to move the traction power, terrific as it was, into a different channel. The scow was to haul nothing but her own weight this trip, but it was essential, to put it mildly, that she haul it fast. The men lined up before her as the job neared completion. Briefly but clearly Jerry outlined the dangers and invited men to drop out.


  “Wylie,” he said, “since I shipped you we’ve been getting complaints from your quarter about work. This is going to be work the like of which you never dreamed. You can take out that pistol of yours; sure as leather you’re going to us it this trip, unless somebody gets you first.


  “Anybody leaving? No? Then pile in and strap tight. In ninety seconds we take off under fifteen Mars gravities acceleration.”


  There was a little glow in his chest. These were men—his men! Comrades of flight and wreck, he’d stood by them and they were making good this day. And for a crazy woman? That was the part that baffled him—why? He had had practically no respect for her father; his ethics, or lack of ethics was notorious on the field. But she couldn’t fly a ship! That, he said to himself, was what had convinced him of her innocence of the highly technical charge of piracy.


  “Strapped in?


  “Eighty-nine . . .


  “Fire!”


  With a roar they took off. Such acceleration was unheard of, even on this field, where rules of astronavigation were scrapped daily and the laws of the space-lanes broken as a matter of course.


  In a moment they had vanished from the sight of observers on the field; a moment more and they were into space, beyond air and warmth.


  “All hands,” rang out over the Leigh Salvage annunciator. “These will be battle stations when so ordered. Sven, be ready to take the tiller if anything happens to me; Wylie, choose and arm eight men to form a boarding party. Two others stand by with repair-paste in the event that our periphery is punctured. One man stand by the manual controls in case the electric board is blown by anything they have in their bag of tricks. That is all—flight stations!”


  A long silence followed, Sven’s hand white on the helm. “Deflect into first for particle in third,” said Jerry, at length. “Meteorite.” The ship shifted. “Good God, Sven—did you see that thing?” cried Jerry.


  The helmsman said, puzzled, “Yes, Captain.”


  “But Sven—we passed it—going in the same direction! The first time I’ve known that to happen. Swede, we’re traveling plenty fast.”


  CHAPTER FIVE


  Contact off Pluto


  OUT in space time depends most of all on the man concerned, but for all those on the speeding little scow, the days flashed past. They saw Jupiter pale behind them, and Saturn, and Neptune; then, one day—


  “Helmsman,” said Jerry tensely, “turn control to master’s board. I think I see them.” Uneasily the big man surrendered the guiding of the vessel; he was the sort who likes to know what is going to happen next. Jerry’s fingers touched the panel, his eyes never leaving the glinting speck far ahead of him; the speck that grew as he overhauled it with dizzying speed. His own exhausts glared less bright; he was slowing down that there might be no mistake. A telescope brought to bear on the point screened out the rocket’s dazzle and enlarged the features of the vessel. And there was something about it—he was almost sure.


  He was sure. That tube astern was a chaser, meant for him and his scow. He turned on the annunciator, his jaw clenched. “Attention all hands,” he said. “To battle stations. Check on your paste, repair crew; check on your weapons, boarding party. Pirate ship—” he squinted through the telescope—“Pirate Ship King Cole in sight. That is all.”


  He snapped on a beam of communication to the pirate ship, closing up the distance between them, and sent a call along it.


  “Scow Leigh Salvage calling unregistered King Cole. Scow Leigh Salvage calling unregistered King Cole. Answer if you hear me, unregistered Cole. Scow Leigh to unregistered Cole.”


  There were etheric cracklings, then a dry voice. “Answering, scow Leigh Salvage. If you know who we are, what do you want with us?”


  Jerry was close enough to see their chaser turn into his quarter and extend for firing.


  “Heave to, King Cole,” he said. “We’re commissioned as a converted warship of the Interplanetary Police.” This was neither strictly true nor untrue. As a matter of fact Skeane had said, “Go on and make a fool of yourself if you plan to. You and your ship have my full permission.”


  “Captain,” said the voice from the pirate ship, “your letter of marque won’t take us. I advise you to turn your garbage can back to where it and you belong before we rake you just once.”


  “Second of three warnings,” said Jerry, wetting his lips. “Heave to in the name of the Interplanetary Police.”


  There was a long chuckle from the beam-grid.


  “Third and last warning: heave to!” With the words Jerry tore the ship up and over into a great, ragged loop as the pirate gun belched pellets of destruction. He had thought he would be well outside the scattering pattern, but the scow trembled as a fragment exploded against its side. “Repair crew to larboard!” he shouted into the annunciator plate, his eye on the air-pressure gage. Its needle dipped once; then rose to normal. “Plate blown in and patched, sir,” came Hiller’s voice. “All clear.”


  “Stand by, all,” said Jerry. “We’re going to attack.” This ship rose, under his sensitive fingers, above its foe. “Prepare to swing grapples,” Jerry warned. “Check magnetic plates. OK?”


  “Magnetic plates OK,” answered Wylie.


  “Then hold on!” The ship swooped and fluttered, at times seemingly inviting the fire of the pirates, at times seeming disabled, and darting away as the killer vessel swung itself to deliver a coup de grace.


  THE scow’s grapples swung free—ponderous curved plates at the end of long osmiridium chains. Then down she darted, the grapples clanging against the sides of the pirate and sticking like plaster, and magnetized plates in the ship herself adhering to the other.


  Jerry turned to the annunciator. “Wylie, cut through take over the board, Sven. I’m going down for the fun.”


  “Yes, Captain,” said the big man.


  Again in Wylie’s skilled hands the burning paste oozed from his tool and ate through the metal of the pirate’s hull as the crew bolted on their space helmets. Guns clicked in readiness; the oval of weakened metal was closed. The salvagers stood back as Jerry kicked down the section. Gun ready, he and his men stepped through. They were in an empty storage room, it seemed—one that would never again be crammed with loot.


  Through his head-set Jerry ordered, “All out of the scow. Come through and bring sealing material.” The rest of the crew filed through the ragged opening, stepping cautiously. “Seal that,” said Jerry. “Either we fly the pirates’ ship to Marsport or we don’t fly at all.”


  The breech was sealed, and the crew stripped off their spacesuits. Grimly, weapons poised, they moved in a solid line for the bulkhead that sealed them off from the rest of the ship. They heard running feet through the wall. There would be a corridor on the other side. Jerry flung open the bulkhead and stepped through, guns blazing. Before him was a mass of men, their faces grey, horribly seamed things. Three fell under his fire; others struggled vainly to raise a semi-portable gun against him and the men who came trooping through, their weapons hammering madly in their hands.


  Tactics were discarded, and the two groups sprang together, locking in combat. Muffled groans and the thud of fists were heard; gunbutts rose and fell on skulls and faces. Finally the salvagers stood above their foes, bloody and victorious.


  “Neat work,” said Jerry, wiping blood from his face. “Now let’s get up this cannon of theirs. That wasn’t a quarter of their crew.” Wylie spread the tripod of the gun and locked its barrel into place. “I think,” he said, “it’s in working order. Shall I try a squirt?”


  Jerry nodded and the gun cut loose, hammering shells down the corridor, battering through the steel door.


  “Enough,” he said. “The plan from now on is to stay in a lump and keep moving systematically. If we begin at one end and work towards the other we may get there. Otherwise . . .” He left the words unsaid. “Wylie, go ahead of us, carrying the barrel. Collins, carry the stand.”


  CHAPTER SIX


  Return from Battle


  SLOWLY they advanced through the shattered door. They were in an engine room. “Wait,” said Jerry. He turned to the complicated maze of pipelines and tore one loose; he twisted valves and shut-offs. The trembling drone of the exhaust died slowly. The pirate ship was free in space.


  “We go on from here,” he said. “Give me the gun-barrel.” Wylie surrendered it and his captain fired a short burst at the lock of the door. It sprung open and silently the men stepped through. It led to an ambush; a score of the grey-faced horrors sprang to the attack as his gun cut loose with violent, stuttering squirts of destruction. Men fell on both sides, and Jerry dropped the clumsy weapon to use his fists and pistol-butt.


  He was grappling with a huge man, smashing blows into his middle, twisted over his back. He struggled vainly as he felt his tendons about to give, then—a club rose and fell on the head of his foe, and he slid to the floor saved by Sven. “Thanks,” he said hastily, scrambling to his feet and sailing into another pirate. A kick to the groin disposed of the man; this was small season for the niceties of combat. He turned as an arm snaked about his neck, and jerked out his pistol, pressing it into the belly of the strangler. He pulled the trigger, his jaw set, and the pressure relaxed suddenly.


  From knot of men to struggling knot he swung, firing till his gun was empty, and not daring to stop for a reload. In a few short minutes all was silent save for the panting of the bloody victors—Jerry’s men. Two had fallen forever. Gently Jerry straightened their twisted bodies and turned his back on them.


  Gruffly he said, “I believe that we are in a position to make an attack on their main forces, which would be concentrated in the control room. Follow me.”


  And grimly, without a backward glance at the carnage behind them, they followed stealthily down a corridor to pause before a door triply sealed against them. Jerry pounded on it with a pistol. “This is the fourth call to surrender,” he shouted through the steel.


  There was a mocking laugh. “Come and get us, garbage man,” answered a voice dry as dust. “We’re ready for you.”


  Jerry’s face hardened. “Give me the torch,” he said. They passed the tube to him, and primed it.


  He braced himself and touched it to the door, opening the torch to its widest capacity. The arc sprung out; he swung it in a great oval over the steel. The door glowed a fiery white; then the slab of metal fell inward with a clang. Through the opening they saw a score of men, guns poised. There was a pause, then their own semi-portable cut loose and tore through a half dozen of the pirates before Dehring, who was feeding ammunition, fell twisting to the floor.


  GUNS blazing, then the battle-mad crew of the scow leaped to the attack. Men paired off and swung fists and boots; only Jerry stood aside—Jerry and one other. His face a grey ruin, one of the pirates stood aside and watched, taking no hand and seeking none in the destruction. Jerry walked up to him. Again the strange, knightly drama of conflict in space was to be enacted.


  “You, sir,” said Jerry, “are the captain?”


  The dry, bleak voice that he knew answered from the head without features. “Captain Cole, at your disposal, Captain Leigh. Shall we withdraw?” No insults now—the archaic code of the space-pirates demanded this rigidly formal procedure on the meeting of the two enemy captains in battle. Jerry nodded, and the pirate chief led the way into a luxurious room.


  Alice sat up. “Jerry!” she cried. “Has he taken your ship?” He smiled. “No—just the opposite. Our men are fighting it out in the control room; Captain Cole has been so kind as to offer me individual combat.”


  The pirate chuckled richly, “Pray speak no more of it. I thought you would be pleased to see your Alice again—she is an extraordinarily high-principled young lady. She has refused to join my little band. Well; perhaps she was right—we shall soon see.


  “I believe the choice of weapon is mine?”


  “Certainly, Captain,” answered Jerry according to formula. “And they will be—?”


  “Boarding pikes,” said the pirate succinctly. “There is a pair here, if you will excuse me.” He opened a locker in a corner of the room and withdrew two of the vicious five-foot pole-arms from it. Jerry accepted his weapon with a murmur of thanks and examined it briefly. He struck its shaft over his knee and smiled at its satisfactory weight. “Shall we fight free or formal?” he asked Cole.


  “Formal, if Miss Adams will be good enough to referee.” The girl nodded, her face white. “The line of combat is not to be departed from,” she began in the traditional phrasing, “and will extend along the center of the room from the door to the bed.


  “The first figure will be low-crossed; challenger, Captain Leigh, attacking. The defender, Captain Cole, will attempt to disarm the challenger within three disengagements.” She poised her handkerchief. “At the drop of the scarf,” she said, “the challenger will attack.”


  It fell to the floor, and Jerry hooked a tine of his weapon into the pirate’s guard and swung upward, then darted at the chest of his enemy. There was a clash of steel, and—his hands were stinging and empty. He had been disarmed. Cole stood smiling, his pike held easily, waiting for the next figure, as Jerry’s mind raced furiously back to the days of his school training. He remembered another such disarming at the hands of an old, quick instructor. He had been padded then, and the blades of the pike could not, dulled, penetrate his quartz practice helmet.


  Faintly he heard or seemed to hear the instructor’s voice say, “Counter once conventionally; then engage, and rocking from the heels twist and thrust at once to disarm.” Grimly Jerry smiled. He would not forget again.


  “Second figure,” said Alice faintly. “The defender will attack high,-cross; the challenger will attempt to disarm within three engagements.” Again the handkerchief—“scarf” in the language of the pike—fell, and again the steel clashed.


  For many minutes they battled through twelve figures; Leigh had again parried Cole’s blade, and they turned to Alice. But she was in no condition to continue, having fainted when the pirate’s blade had swooped past Jerry’s cheek a moment ago.


  “Since the referee is incapacitated,” said the pirate, after a moment of thought, “shall we continue fighting—free?”


  “Challenger agrees,” said Jerry. “On guard!” And again the vicious pikes glistened in the light, swinging madly. Jerry abandoned the formal line of combat and cut fiercely at Cole’s head, who grinned and swung at his enemy’s chest with a practiced flick of his wrists. Jerry sprang back, blood pouring from his side and shortened his grip by three feet of the haft, leaped through an opening, and stretched his body into one terrible blow that sent his blade through the belly of the pirate and out the other side.


  The salvage man fell to the floor, and the transfixed body of Cole remained erect, propped on the pole of the weapon.


  Jerry’s own eyes closed quietly; his hands sought his side, and were wet with blood.


  JERRY awoke in a very soft bed with those eyes swimming before his face and a sense of pressure on his lips. “What happened?” he asked, dizzily.


  “I kissed you,” said the eyes.


  He considered. “What did you want to do a thing like that for?” he said.


  “Just a hunch. It worked on the Sleeping Beauty, you know.”


  “Yeah, I guess so. Thanks. Where am I?”


  “Marsport County Hospital,” said the eyes. “Officially you are Gerald DePugh Leigh, master of the salvage scow Leigh Salvage, Incorporated, if there’s anything else you want to know. That DePugh nearly changed my mind about you, but I decided that you could bury it as a crossroad with a stake through its heart and maybe it wouldn’t bother us.”


  “This us business,” he said reflectively. “Just what does it mean?”


  “Why, Jerry!’ said the eyes, deeply pained. “Don’t you remember?”


  “No,” he said, “but whatever it was it seems to have been a good idea. Did I propose to you?”


  “Yes,” she said, crossing her fingers. “And I accepted in good faith and here I find myself jilted practically at the—”


  “Oh, all right,” said Jerry irritably. “Will you marry me?”


  “Yes,” said the eyes.


  There was a pause. “I wonder if you would know how I got here,” he sleepily asked.


  “I flew the ship back after you ran that Mother Goose murderer through and got your own appendix clipped. You’ll be out of here soon—”


  “Who flew the ship?”


  “I did.”


  “A woman can’t fly a—”


  “This one did.


  “Well . . . I suppose so—I feel myself getting drowsy. Do you think the Sleeping Beauty technique will work twice?”


  “I’ll try—” Jerry heard footsteps, and the eyes retreated. A thin, grey voice spoke up, “Ah, Leigh, I thought I’d call. As you no doubt remember I was telling you of my space-battle with the Mercurian Menace. We were jockeying for position when—”


  “Alice, darling,” said Jerry.


  “Yes, dear?”


  “Will you kick that man very hard, please?” He closed his eyes, heard a yelp of pain, and the slam of a door. He smiled sweetly in his sleep.


  THE END


  CRYSTAL WORLD


  John L. Chapman


  Beware of Uranians when bearing gifts!


  “BETA,” said Martin Payne calmly, “belongs to me now. I thought you’d like to know.”


  The cabin of the little ship was as silent as a tomb. Nothing moved, save the changing panorama of rugged Pluto on the screens.


  Dr. Henry Osborn looked at his assistant. “You stole Beta?”


  “Yes. I couldn’t think of a better time for it. Pluto—no cops—no nothing. I wanted Beta, so I took it. You forget, doctor, that it’s not rightfully yours, either. You stole it from that Uranian prince—”


  “Lies! It was given to me—”


  “I won’t quibble, doctor. I have Beta now.” He held it before the doctor’s astonished eyes. It glittered brightly. “One of the rarest of outer-terrestrial jewels,” murmured Martin Payne.


  Osborn yelled insanely and leaped at his assistant. Payne dodged, and the scientist sprawled over the ship’s control board. There was a sudden lurch.


  The cruiser plunged toward the irregular crust of Pluto, spinning. . . .


  THE SNOW whirled in crystalline eddies about the old observatory’s windows. Bleak, silent, the sharply-etched Plutonian landscape stretched away, its soft, white blanket lifting to meet the cold night sky. The crystals stood here and there, rising like pyramids from the wintry terrain.


  Lance Griffith turned from the scene and paced the floor. His footsteps re-echoed across the huge observatory.


  Gray-haired Lance Griffith, Sr. lifted his head from the eye-piece of the one-hundred and fifty inch reflector. “You’re getting restless, Lance.”


  “Yes, I know. The place gives me the creeps. We’re all alone here, Dad. The only other sign of civilization on Pluto is at Muir, and that’s two hundred miles away. I don’t like the silence—it’s nerve-racking.”


  “I understand. I was like that too, when the Commission first stationed me here twenty years ago. But I overcame it. Since then, I’ve found Pluto quite enjoyable.”


  Lance stopped pacing and looked out the window again. “But if I had a little action—something to do besides being cooped up in the observatory—”


  His father chuckled softly. “There’ll be action, Lance. Pluto isn’t always like this. And besides, the Commission is looking upon you as my successor.”


  “I know,” said Lance, forcing a laugh. “I’ll have to like the place, won’t I?”


  Lance Griffith, Sr. nodded. “Sleep is what you need. I could use a little myself.”


  He made an effort to rise from the portable chair. All of a sudden he dropped back, a quick expression of pain crossing his face.


  “Dad—” young Lance started forward.


  His father recovered, waving him away. “Nothing Lance. I’m a little weak, I guess.”


  “Overwork,” said Lance. “You’d better let me take over the telescope duties for a few days.” He helped his father up from the chair and guided him into the living quarters at the back of the observatory.


  The old man reclined on a couch. “Remember, Lance—awaken me if anything happens.”


  Lance laughed outright. “Nothing’s happened on this world for years, Dad. Just go to sleep and forget all about it.”


  “Forget it? When I’ve lived here twenty years? Why, Lance—all right—I’ll sleep.”


  A YEAR. One whole year. That was how long Lance had been on Pluto. He knew he would become accustomed to the bleak little world sooner or later, though at times he felt the loneliness would be maddening. It might not be as bad as he thought. Lance, Sr., had lived there for two decades. So could Lance, Jr.


  Funny things, those crystals. Lance moved to the window and looked out at the landscape again. The crystals were there, vast, rugged chunks of iciness that protruded from the sea of snow. They served as Pluto’s landmark.


  The observatory was a link to outer-galactic regions. It had been erected some twenty years ago by an interplanetary corporation of earth, since then being a determining factor in astronomical progress. Lance Griffith, Sr., had been its guardian. A year ago young Lance had been sent to the outpost to act as his father’s assistant. In case the elder Griffith chose to retire, the Commission would appoint Lance his successor.


  As Lance idly watched the scene outside, he detected a movement among the stars. There was a spark, a feeble red glow, moving slowly across the sky, dropping toward the distant horizon. A space ship!


  It fell farther, crossed Neptune’s face and began to increase in size. Its downward movement slowed as it swept about in circles and leveled over the Plutonian landscape a few miles away. Lance caught a glint of metal, silvery metal that constituted the hull-plates of earth ships.


  The spark took a sudden dip, wobbled a moment, and streaked downward swiftly. A minute later it disappeared, lost in the vast expanse of snow.


  Lance searched a moment in a cabinet and secured a pair of binoculars. They aided him somewhat, bringing to view the tip of the disabled ship. Lance watched for a few minutes, but saw no signs of life.


  Someone had chanced the regions beyond Neptune, and had failed. Someone had made an unsuccessful attempt at a landing on Pluto. Grimly, Lance lowered the binoculars.


  He could walk that far—it would take some time, but he could make it, providing a storm didn’t rise. But the return trip—what if the ship was beyond repair? He’d have to walk back then, and if anyone was injured—


  “Dad!” called Lance, forgetting for the moment that his father might be asleep. A bit excited, he hastened across the observatory and opened the door to the living quarters. He stopped still. Something stabbed at his heart. He ran to the couch, but before he reached it he knew that his father was no longer breathing. . . .


  THE Plutonian night was cold and blue. But Lance didn’t feel the cold as he stepped from the observatory airlock in his bulbous space-suit. He was warm, though he knew that the stinging bite of the planet’s atmosphere would penetrate the metal covering before long.


  He looked back after he had descended the little knoll on which the observatory rested. The building stood massive and silent. For the first time since its erection it was uninhabited.


  Lance turned and struck out across the snow. The crust was hard and did not yield under foot. But it was slippery, and Lance found it difficult to keep his balance.


  He set his mark at a point directly between two crystals, where he had last seen the fallen space ship. He plodded on, his head lowered.


  For two hours he walked. The two crystals loomed ahead. They were gigantic things—like great icebergs. The starlight made them sparkle.


  Lance passed between them and traversed the crest of a long hill. Ahead, approximately a half-mile away, a dark object could be seen. After a brief rest, Lance moved on toward it.


  He sighted something that he hadn’t noticed before. The dark object was the ship, all right, but it had landed directly in front of a rugged hundred-foot cliff. Not just an ordinary cliff. This one consisted of nothing but snow, loosely packed snow that could be jarred free by the slightest vibration. For example—the falling of the space ship. Lance knew what that meant. He had witnessed such things before on Pluto. And an avalanche on this little world was something to think about.


  Lance ran forward, despite the bulky suit. Presently, he drew up before the ship’s airlock.


  The vessel had plowed its way through the snow for some distance, and rested at a slight angle, the nose obscured by a huge drift. Fifty yards beyond towered the cliff.


  Before Lance could advance any further, the circular airlock snapped open and a bulky figure leaped to the snow. Quickly Lance turned on his intermittent phones.


  The figure bounded toward him, and through the helmet’s face-plate Lance saw a color-drained, haggard face. A heavy voice said: “Better run—the cliff looks weak.”


  “Anyone else?” asked Lance.


  “Just a dead man.” The figure passed him. Lance took a last glance at the little ship, and followed.


  They stopped to rest a few hundred yards beyond.


  “You’re young Griffith. Right? Your father’s guardian of the observatory.”


  Lance nodded. “I’m guardian now . . . temporarily anyway. My father was stricken with heart attack five hours ago. They’re coming for him now—from Muir.”


  The two stood in silence.


  “Everything,” said the stranger, “happens at once on Pluto. I’m sorry about Griffith. Osborn’s my name—Dr. Henry Osborn.”


  “I’ve heard of you. The other fellow?”


  “Martin Payne, my aid. He was the cause of the accident. Stole a jewel from me. We fought and the ship went out of control. The crash killed him.”


  “You’re not hurt?”


  “No.”


  “Good. You’ve a long walk ahead of you, and from the looks of things, a storm’s brewing. On Pluto that’s bad news.”


  They hadn’t walked ten paces before a cataclysmic tearing rent their earphones. They turned and the cliff seemed to explode before their eyes. It thundered for a moment, smothered the ship and raised a thin cloud of glittering snow. The noise gradually died away in the crisp atmosphere.


  THE WIND was rising steadily.


  Lance had seen windstorms on Pluto before. He knew what they were like. And it was getting cold—his fingers were numb. He slapped his hands against the metal legs of his space-suit.


  Osborn plodded along behind him, stepping in the tracks he made. They said very little, only remarking about the deep snow and the sharpness of the biting cold.


  The hill lay far behind them. Ahead, the two crystals stood hugely to either side.


  Snow flurries whipped about them as the wind rose to a dull moan. The sky became dark; a few stars peeped through the snowy veil. The wind struck them from an angle, making it difficult to maintain balance where the snow was crust-like.


  The walking became more and more unsteady as the snow swirled about them and the cold numbed their limbs. They moved on, slowly, bent forward against the drive of the wind.


  Then the gale increased, suddenly. A screaming, relentless torrent of wind struck them with intense ferocity and penetrating cold. It stopped them in their tracks, forbade them to move.


  “Stuck!” said Osborn. “Now what?”


  “We’ll have to make for a crystal,” said Lance. “It’s out of our way, but it’s shelter. We’ll never make it if we keep on.”


  They turned off to the right. The wind was partly at their backs now, so walking was easier. Vision was cut off beyond ten yards. The tracks they made in the snow were filled again almost instantly.


  The vast hulk of the crystal loomed out of the storm after they had travelled a few hundred yards. They were still a good distance from it, however, due to the illusion provided by its colossal size.


  They stumbled along through the mounting drifts. Sheets of snow dashed away at their metal figures, swept upward from the wind-eroded ground, streaked away in mad whirlpools. The sky turned black.


  When Lance looked up once more, the immense crystal towered directly before them. They struggled on for another minute, falling exhaustedly on the leeward side of the crystal. Overhead, the arching mountain of iciness protected them from the gale.


  Presently Lance got to his feet. “There’s one thing we can do,” he said. “Give me your heat-gun.”


  Osborn complied. Lance lifted his own gun, aimed both at the crystal wall, and pressed the triggers. Amid a loud hissing, two fiery beams lashed forth. A vast portion of the wall melted away. Lance fired away. The hole increased.


  A third blast left a huge crevice in the wall extending some five yards into the base of the crystal. Lance and Osborn entered.


  The terrific heat of the guns left a lingering warmth in the hole. It lasted for only a few minutes, but it was sufficient to remove some of the numbness in their limbs.


  Outside, the incessant wind tore furiously around the crystal, its moan reaching a fierce, ear-splitting din. Blankets of snow swept about in angry gusts.


  They sat there for several minutes, resting. Then Osborn asked: “The crystals—what are they made of?”


  “Could be a lot of things,” answered Lance. “No one ever bothered to analyze the stuff.”


  “It looks, and feels like glass,” observed Osborn.


  “Possible. Yet it melts—like ice. Its commercial value has never been determined.” After a moment, “You mentioned this Payne fellow—stole a jewel, you say?”


  The other nodded. “Payne turned crook when we reached Pluto. I had obtained the jewel on Uranus—he robbed me as we entered Pluto’s atmosphere. I managed to save myself from the crash. Payne was crushed.”


  He lifted a metal hand and exposed the palm. Lance saw a tiny leather packet—it had been clutched by Osborn’s hand all this time.


  Osborn removed the jewel carefully, held it before Lance’s faceplate.


  “Beta,” said Osborn.


  Lance studied it closely. “Strange,” he murmured.


  “Why?” Osborn looked at him suspiciously.


  “I don’t know. Haven’t seen anything like it before.”


  Osborn put it back in the packet, closed his fingers about it tightly.


  “The storm’s letting up,” he said. “We can start out again.”


  “We’ll have to. The gap I made is closing in on us.”


  They crawled through the narrowing hole into the open again. It was easier to walk now. The wind was not so strong and the snow flurries were no longer piling up in huge drifts.


  They made their way around the crystal and set out in the general direction of the observatory. The snow was quite deep, and they sank to their knees with each step. But it wasn’t the snow that bothered them. It was the cold—the sharp, stinging cold. The numbness set in once more.


  Gradually, the sky cleared. The wind changed, suddenly, and pressed on their backs.


  Vision returned. The darkness that had veiled the sky drifted away to unfold a swarm of icy stars. The cold increased as the wind receded somewhat.


  Ahead, the observatory was a tiny knob in the distance, silhouetted against the night sky along with a row of rugged crystals.


  “It’s getting colder,” remarked Lance, “like it does after every storm here. The wind blows for two or three earth days following. And it’s the coldest wind in the system.”


  They came across the trail Lance had made on his way to the ship. It was barely visible—a path of light footprints leading toward the observatory.


  Soon they emerged from the soft snow and came upon the hard, crustlike surface. They walked faster.


  Lance’s hands stung painfully. His body was numb, his legs stiff and heavy-like. Osborn trailed in silence, his arms folded, clutching Beta to him.


  A sudden gust of wind, sharp, biting wind, sent them tumbling across the hard snow. Lance stuck out his hand and caught Osborn by the arm. They stopped skidding, lay there in the snow as the wind howled over their heads.


  Osborn pulled away and got to his feet, glancing at his hand self-assuringly.


  NEAR exhaustion, they continued. The observatory was a little closer now, though Lance doubted the possibility of reaching it in such hellish weather. He prayed that the ship from Muir had already arrived. It meant a chance of rescue in case they fell before they reached the observatory.


  The stars glittered and danced. The old observatory became a weaving patch of black on the horizon.


  Lance moved along doggedly, the wind’s icy needles penetrating his space-suit, chilling his legs until he felt he could scarcely move them.


  Osborn went down suddenly. Lance walked back to him, lifted him erect.


  “We’ll never make it, Griffith.”


  “You’re crazy,” muttered Lance. “We’re almost there. No time to give up.”


  He turned abruptly and walked on. He didn’t need to look back to see if Osborn was following him.


  Minutes dragged by. The observatory swam before Lance’s eyes. He was certain now—there wasn’t a chance in the world. His strength was gone and he’d soon fall just as Osborn had. A couple of times, and he wouldn’t get up again.


  He struggled farther, bent against the howling wind. He would have sworn an hour passed. He looked up finally, and the observatory seemed within his aim’s reach. Enlightened, he continued.


  He heard a cry from Osborn. He turned and the wind swept him from his feet, sent him rolling back. He clawed at the snow, stopping beside Osborn. The fellow was down for good this time—Lance saw that in just a glance.


  There was nothing he could do but carry Osborn. This he tried, tramping only a few yards before the wind switched again and knocked him to the ground. He was asleep in a matter of seconds.


  “HE’S coming around.” The blackness before Lance’s eyes was lifting.


  “He’ll be okay. The dark fellow’s still out.”


  Lance opened his eyes. He saw a ship’s cabin, felt the ship’s swift upward motion. He turned and saw Blane and Foster, the two he had summoned from Muir. Instantly he remembered.


  “Foster was getting impatient,” said Blane. “Didn’t like waiting around the observatory. Besides, you were past due, so we looked into things.”


  Lance tried to say something, but fell back. He rested, then managed to reply. “Thanks . . . in the nick of time. How about . . . other fellow?”


  “Doing all right. Can’t pry that thing loose from his hand. What is it?”


  “Jewel. Don’t bother . . . not worth . . . a nickel. Everything else okay?”


  “Sure,” said Blane. “We brought a little good news too.”


  Lance turned his head and looked at Blane’s red face. “Yeah?”


  “They’re going to move the telescope to Muir next week. The observatory there is completed, you know.”


  Lance looked startled. “No—I didn’t know.”


  “Old Lance knew,” said Foster. “Guess he wanted to surprise you. Anyway, you won’t be out here alone—not another minute.”


  Lance was too shocked to say anything.


  Foster went on. “What’s more—you won’t be working alone in Muir. The Commission is sending more men in an effort to further your astronomical exploration. They’ll be arriving anytime now. Among them is Dr. Osborn—famous earth astronomer, they say—”


  Lance sat up quickly. “Osborn, did you say? This is him—he was aboard the ship that crashed—”


  Blane chuckled. “You crazy? We’ve seen his picture. This fellow’s not Osborn.”


  Lance got up from the cot and crossed to where the stranger was lying. Ignoring the fatigue and cold that was within him, he bent forward and studied the dark, immobile face.


  “—not Osborn,” muttered Blane.


  “Then who is he?”


  “Search me. Maybe—”


  The dark fellow’s eyelids fluttered. The hand that held the tiny jewel clasped and unclasped mechanically.


  Lance stepped back as the other opened his eyes and looked about the cabin.


  “A mere case,” said Lance, “of mistaken identity. It’s Payne—Martin Payne. He’s really Osborn’s assistant. Osborn is out in the wrecked ship, dead. Payne was posing as him.”


  “And all for what?” asked Blane.


  “The jewel, I suppose. That right, Payne?”


  The dark eyebrows knotted. “Clever, Mr. Griffith.” The hand closed over Beta.


  “The jewel’s no good,” said Lance. “You robbed Osborn of something that wasn’t worth half the trouble it caused you. I noticed that when you showed Beta to me in the crystal. It’s funny you didn’t notice it yourself.”


  “You’re out of your mind,” snapped Payne, leaping erect. “Osborn got this on Uranus, and it’s genuine. . . . I know it is!”


  “Then you admit the crime? Don’t bother, Payne. It’s three against one. Besides, I’d like to have you know about Beta. It’s become a habit of outer-terrestrial rulers to make priceless-looking stones out of a very common material. Strange how earthmen fall for it, and pay eye-filling sums for a little something that can be had by the ton if one looks far enough for it. I mean the crystals you see all over Pluto. They’ve supplied the crooks of Uranus and Neptune for a number of years. They’ve been the origin of thousands of little Betas just like the one you’re holding. It has a speck of value, Payne—it’s no more than a chunk of some Plutonian crystal, and Pluto is covered with the things—”


  “Catch him!” yelled Blane.


  But they were too late. Martin Payne had hurled himself against the ship’s airlock. There was a loud hiss and the lock snapped open, snapped shut. Payne grinned evilly through the glass portal. He waved his clenched fist, the one that held Beta, then turned and thrust open the outer lock.


  He fell outward, silhouetted against rugged Pluto for a moment, and dropped.


  When they dug him out of the snow a day later, he was still clutching the valueless little jewel.


  A PRINCE OF PLUTO


  C.M. Kornbluth


  The daft little man’s gratitude knew no bounds. He would get Vernon Etsel that Job—even if it landed them both in jail for life!


  “BUT Mister Etsel,” gasped the mussed-up young man, “I haven’t tasted food in a week!”


  “Your own fault,” replied Vernon Etsel coolly. “Why don’t you apply for the dole?”


  The young man squared his shoulders. “That,” he said, “is a thing no gentleman would do.”


  Etsel glanced at the application blank on the desk, then skimmed it back across the polished mahogany surface into the young man’s fingers. “I shall be pleased to offer you a word of advice, Andreson,” he stated in measured tones.


  “And that is?”


  “First, I assure you that you are either a fool or—no, I can’t think of any alternative: you are a fool. What you have to learn is that you must fit yourself to our requirements; Intercontinental Rocketransit Corporation does not desire to fit itself to yours. I am but a salaried minion—officially Second Assistant Manager—and yet I speak for the corporation when I assure you that we are not impressed by a studiously haggard expression, belladonna or something equally silly in the eyes, cheeks wan with a week’s conscientious fasting—and all the rest of your elaborate outfit. We will not be blackmailed—morally, of course—into accepting an inferior employee.”


  The young man folded the application card between twitching fingers. Etsel looked at the next card and said, without raising his eyes, “Leave through the blue door, please.”


  When he had heard the door close, and saw the tiny flasher on his desk indicate that the young man was on his way out of the building, he spoke into a little mike. “Send in the next man—” looking at the card—“a Mr. Van Buren.”


  He rattled his fingernails against the wood of the desk, and finally Mr. Van Buren entered—a pale, shrunken young man, wearing contact lenses so heavy that his eyes bulged as if with a record case of exophthalmia. He had a brief case under his arm and glanced at Etsel’s name-plate. “Good morning, Mr. Etsel,” he said agreeably, with a touch of self-confidence.


  Etsel waved him to a chair. “How’s your finger dexterity, Mr. Van Buren?” he asked.


  “Very high indeed,” said the young man proudly. “I practiced for a week before I took your test.”


  “Indeed?” Etsel raised his eyebrows. “Do you think that was strictly ethical?”


  “Why not? Some of the others were sure to have done it,” replied the aged youth with a touch of surprise.


  “So you think two wrongs make a right?”


  “That is current opinion. And besides I want the job for personal reasons.”


  Etsel was shocked at the thought of this creature having a private life. Momentarily he pictured a Mrs. Van Buren, goggle-eyed as the candidate, and thousands of children, all bulging-browed and scrawny, crawling up and down the walls of a flat like roaches. He rubbed his eyes and stared fiercely at the five-thousand-year calendar on his desk. “All this was unnecessary, you know,” he said absently. “We decided long ago that you were to get the job.” He studied the young man, looking for signs of elation; there were none, except for a shifting in the chair and a prissy smile of righteousness. Etsel went on: “You’ve won this job over about two hundred other applicants, not because of finger dexterity, but because our psychologists have decided that you represent the type—the ideal type—of minor employee. It is their determination to replace all other minor employees with men and women of your type as fast as they can be found—or bred. I thought you might be interested in knowing. Go out the pink door, please.”


  When the light flashed, he turned to his mike. “Anne,” he said to his secretary, “how many more are there?”


  “Thirty-seven,” came her voice back over the wire.


  “Will you please dismiss them for me? I feel sick.”


  “About that last one?” Her voice, he noticed, was several points off the liquid tones she usually struck. “He made my stomach turn, too.”


  She switched out. He rose. Now, by the Sacred Supercharger, he was going to march right smack in to Mr. Badabar Baily’s office and ask for that promotion. He’d been doing dirty work like this around this dump, euphemistically known as Central Offices, for six years; it was time he moved up. Yes, by the Deluvial Dipper, he would! Straightening his tie and radiating magnetism, he walked through the purple door where waited Mr. Badabar Baily.


  ABOUT three hours later he walked out again, with the smile on his face turning into a sour leer the moment he was through the door. Mr. Baily had been kind; Mr. Baily had been polite, but Mr. Baily had been negative as well—as thoroughly negative as any human being could be. It seemed that Etsel didn’t have the contacts necessary for the post of First Assistant Manager. You needed friends and influence to throw trade the way of Intercontinental Rocketransit or you stayed Second Assistant to the end of your days.


  “And, furthermore,” Mr. Baily had said, in a kindly voice, “you are not a gentleman. And that, sir, must conclude our discussion.”


  Etsel was boiling. He should have told Mr. Badabar Baily off and made it stick—told him that he knew the business backward and with a feather in its cap, and that he didn’t want a diplomatic post but a job as an efficient manager for a big concern. Well—the flasher flashed. It was three o’clock already—the end of the working day for the office staff. Glumly Etsel closed the glass top of his desk, stepped into a private elevator. Once out in the open garage he took his private rocket as high as it would go—and that was plenty high.


  Staring down through the glass floor-plate he studied the crawling specks that were trucks and cars on the main highways. Vernon Etsel took a flask from a private compartment, and drank long and deep. He shuddered and spat out crumbs of tongue and lips—Venerian hoopoe juice did that to a man.


  With a new determination in his eyes he swung the rocket’s nose south—to Coney Island, the nearest recreation center.


  In practically the twinkling of an eye he was over the Island Landing Station and easing his craft down on the super-pneumatic table which protruded from the maze of ships and cars. He accepted a check from an attendant and walked away from the rocket—then hastily dove back into its recesses and retrieved the flask. He was going to make a night of it.


  Strolling glumly down Surf Avenue, he ignored the barkers whooping out over mikes and PA systems the virtues of their wares—consisting of strange and wonderful games of chance with enormous prizes, “Life Shows” hinting delicately of strangely constructed but delectable extraterrestrials to be found inside, and fourth-dimensional rides that would twist you out of the continuum and back in three seconds flat—all risk assumed by the patron.


  Etsel ignored them all, breezing past the most lurid and tempting signflashes. Ahead he saw a delectable sort of creature strolling arm-in-arm with a short, pudgy male. Licking his lips, quickening his pace, he drew even with them. The girl was a perfect blonde—the kind he fell for with practically no effort—and her escort—if it came to a scrap, he could knock the guy galley-west seven different ways. The fat little man was wearing some kind of naval uniform; Etsel wondered what navy would accept anyone in as rotten condition as this person obviously was. A clerk of some kind, he thought, who would melt away as soon as Etsel made his wishes known.


  He tapped the little man on the shoulder. “Mind if I cut in?” he asked with a genial smile. The blonde looked at him appraisingly and smiled back. The little man stared fishily, then peeled off his coat. Etsel blinked in horror at the bulging muscles that were exposed. It was a Jovian!


  ETSEL picked himself out of the gutter and looked at the blonde and the little man vanishing in the distance. He winced and worked his jaw. Convincing himself that he could still drink, he dragged himself to a bar nearby.


  “Beer,” he mumbled through a split lip. And when his throat had been sufficiently lubricated by the brew, he settled down to serious drinking. Disdaining the tabu against mixing drinks, he ordered in rapid succession peanut brandy, tobacco wine, Venerian-Dutch Teufelnwasser, and, for a chaser, a pint of Bourbon. Then everything went black.


  Along about that time Iuppeter Nutente had forged a cloud into a hammer strangely inscribed “Moxon” and was beating him violently about the head with it, explaining carefully the point of a joke dealing with King Caracatus and a lobster, but somebody shook Etsel by the shoulder and woke him up. He looked over the rim of the table. “Stevie,” he said in a voice choked with emotion, “good old Stevie.”


  “Yeah!” said the bartender. “But it’s pretty late, Mr. Etsel. You’d better go home and sleep it off.”


  Etsel looked at his watch and agreed, indicating as much with a determined nod which nearly wrenched his head from its moorings. “Right,” he said, staggering to his feet.


  Somehow he found his way to the parking field where he had left his rocket, presented his token. He shot the rocket high and opened a small port, reveling in the clean air which filled his lungs. Then his ship was slammed from beneath. He looked up, saw an example of that twenty-seventh century unmanageable miracle, the Beam Car.


  This device is operated by a ray of uni-directional force. The beam has no recoil, but is directed down against the ground; it bounces back, through some engineering wizardry, always at the right angle, and strikes the bottom of the car, thus sustaining it in its flight.


  What Etsel had done was to break the beam which struck his rocket’s bottom, thus bashing said beam up and cutting support from under the car, sending it tumbling down. He swerved the rocket violently, had the satisfaction of seeing the Beam Car turn over and disgorge its occupant. Etsel grinned as the man floundered and fell free through space, then stared in horror. The man didn’t have a parachute!


  Etsel looped violently under the falling man, felt his rocket shiver as the victim struck a wing and clung there to the braces. “Hold on!” Etsel yelled through a port. But the man didn’t hold; with suicidal bravery he inched his way along the wing, forced open the outer door to the fuselage. In another second he had tumbled into the rocket, grinning broadly.


  HE WAS a small man. Etsel groaned as he noted this; he had had a bellyful of small men. But this one was slender and weedy, with a curiously luminous complexion and a daft air about him that carried a certain charm. In an unfamiliar accent he addressed Etsel, “You will pardon my intrusion?”


  “Certainly,” said Etsel, appalled at the callousness with which the man took his near-tragedy. “After all, I was responsible for the accident.”


  “All for the best,” replied the little man, lighting a cigarette. “I was afraid to land the thing anyway—it was the first time I’ve ever been in a Beam Car.”


  Etsel brought down the rocket in a suburban landing field.


  “That was very well done,” commented the little man reflectively. “Very well done, indeed. You are an admirable pilot—I owe my life to that. Is there not something I can do for you in return?”


  “You can buy me a drink,” said Etsel grinning.


  “No—nothing so trivial. My people are marked for their sense of gratitude. Anything for you within my power I will gladly do—otherwise I should break with tradition, and that would be an evil accomplishment.” Etsel couldn’t place him as a being from any planet he knew, yet didn’t consider it polite to ask. Instead, he began to tell the little man about his troubles; not that he thought it would do either of them any good, but to clarify his own ideas and get them off his chest.


  “You may be able to buy me a drink,” he said, “but I don’t think you can do anything else to help me. For my problem is a complicated one. To begin with, I am second assistant manager to the central branch of Intercontinental Rocketransit Incorporated.”


  “Ah—sso!” hissed the little man with a show of interest. “Continue from these very interesting facts. Already I see clear the way.”


  Etsel looked at him curiously. “My immediate superior,” he went on, “Mr. Badabar Baily, is a—well, you probably wouldn’t grasp the symbology of the idiom I was about to use. Suffice it to say that he is an objectionable individual. And, which is most important of all, he stands foursquare in the way of my promotion to First Assistant Manager, which is about the culmination of my ambitions.”


  The little man whipped out a notebook and pen. “This objectionable individual’s name is Baily, you say?” He jotted something down. “Please continue.”


  “That’s about all,” said Etsel. “Except that the reason Mr. Baily presents for keeping me down is that I’m no gentleman.”


  “Gentleman—explain, please.”


  “By definition,” said Etsel good-humoredly, “a gentleman is an individual who lives off the work of others. This definition is extended to include those who have influential friends, and who will be able to play on those friendships so as to throw business in a desired way. Thus, even though I earn my own living, had I influential contacts which would result in more business coming through to Intercontinental Rocketransit, then I would be accredited as a gentleman, and, as such, entitled to promotion. Mere ability is of secondary importance—were my index of gentlemanness high enough, it would make no difference whether I knew anything about the position at all—in such a case, they would hire efficient secretaries and sub-assistants to do the work required, yet maintain me on a munificent salary.


  “I, unfortunately, being a self-made man, am not only entirely capable of holding down such a post without more than nominal secretarial assistance, but have no influential contacts whatsoever. And that is the tragedy of Vernon Etsel.”


  The little man grinned broadly. “Could be,” he said amiably, “that tragedy will degenerate into screwball farce. We shall see. Now I go to subway station. Have no fear, my friend; the gratitude of a Plutonian knows no bounds. For you I will lie, cheat, and steal if necessary. I go now; goodnight.” He climbed from the plane and popped into a nearby terminal. Etsel watched the slender man disappear from sight, then locked his rocket and called a taxi.


  ETSEL sneaked into the office, and was about to ease himself into his chair when Mr. Baily popped through the purple door.


  “So!” snorted the General Manager. “Not only late to work but in a disgraceful condition!”


  “You mean the mouse?” asked Etsel, caressing a black eye. “I bumped into a door. And I’m sorry I’m late—went to a doctor for treatment and had to wait for him to get rid of an emergency case—”


  “Enough,” said Baily coldly. “What was the doctor’s name?” Etsel was silent. “As I suspected,” remarked Baily. “You’ve been brawling in some low dive. Right?”


  “In a way,” replied Etsel dispiritedly.


  “And you, a nobody, want to be assistant manager.” The man’s smile was half contemptuous. “I’ll forgive your lateness—I’ll have to credit you with the fact that, despite your low pleasures you rarely come in late or perform your duties the poorer for them—but we’ll have no more talk about promotions, I think. You understand?”


  “Yes, sir,” said Etsel wearily.


  The man’s tones relaxed, became more friendly. “Be particularly on guard today—I’m expecting an exceedingly important visitor.” He hesitated a moment.


  “Perhaps, if you make the effort, you can make a halfway decent impression. I’m always ready to be convinced, Etsel, if you change your ways.”


  Soft soap, thought Etsel. “Who may this important visitor be?” he asked.


  Baily pursed his lips and took a deep breath. “A prince,” he said. “The Prince Gapatak Heig Itziz Heig Mamarat Heig Heig Heig Nenlyok Heig Itz-Killikut of Pluto.”


  The flasher on Etsel’s desk flared green. “Ah!” he exclaimed. “Here comes the prince now. It’s been three years since I got green, and it was a Martian dictator then. Good luck.”


  The prince swept into the office. “Etsel, my dear boy,” he cried effusively. Etsel blinked and looked again at the prince. It was the same man—the same weedy little excrescence whom he had first nearly killed, then rescued, last night.


  “Hello,” he said faintly, then cast a look from the corner of his eyes to see how Baily was taking it. Bravely, certainly, for he was straightening his pin-striped morning-coat and presenting his hand. “I am the Manager, Mr. Baily,” said Badabar, introducing himself.


  The prince looked puzzled. “I thought,” he said, “that my old friend Mr. Etsel was the manager of this company. Otherwise I should never have considered investing my father’s fortune so heavily.”


  Baily’s face wrinkled with the unaccustomed agony of quick thinking. “Mr. Etsel is our First Assistant Manager, your Highness,” he mendaciously explained. “Though not for long.”


  “No?” asked Mamarat, lighting a cigarette.


  “No,” replied Baily. “We are about to promote him to the position which I now—ah—dignify,” he chuckled, and the prince was obliging enough to laugh gently in appreciation.


  “Then,” replied Mamarat, “let us proceed to the business matters which are the subject of my visit.”


  “No,” exclaimed Baily benevolently. “I wouldn’t wish to hurry you into as important and—ah—brilliant a decision as you are contemplating. Despite the short notice which your call this morning has given us, I have arranged for a banquet in your honor. I trust your Highness will be able to attend.”


  His Highness looked doubtful. “Vernon and I had planned to make a night of it,” he said thoughtfully. Then, turning to Etsel, “But you don’t mind if we postpone it, do you?”


  “Certainly not,” said Etsel dazedly, “not at all.”


  “And, of course, Etsel, you’ll sit at the right hand of our honored guest,” broke in Baily, almost playfully.


  “Of course,” replied Etsel. “Nothing would afford me greater pleasure.” He felt sick, positively. This thing was getting beyond the confines of a harmless joke prompted by the gratitude of the nondescript Plutonian he had rescued. He felt an impulse to explain it all to Baily as a friendly hoax, avoid the more unpleasant consequences which would follow a full discovery later. But he admired the principle of the little man; the nameless Plutonian had sworn to help Etsel out, and here he was, keeping his promise with a vengeance.


  “Then I’ll see you tonight, Vernon?” asked “Prince Mamarat.”


  “I’ll be there,” he grinned. He wouldn’t fail the little man—and it would be such a colossal rib. The thought came to him that, unless a public exposure were made, Baily would gladly accept apologies and forget the matter, rather than risk his discomfiture attaining widespread knowledge. Yes, if he played his cards rightly, it was almost a sure win.


  As Baily and the Plutonian left the office, Etsel dove hastily into the recess of his mahogany desk and fished out a flask and a cup. He needed reinforcement if he were going to see this gorgeous farce through. And see it through he would, come what may!


  THE banquet was as elaborate as any Etsel had ever attended, from the melons that opened the repast to the ices that closed it. The liquors were of the finest; matters were running smoothly, but Etsel, sipping his brandy, was almost trembling with fear. The fine elation of the afternoon had worn off; he was nearly ready to account for the outrage that was being perpetrated on Intercontinental Rocketransit in the name of the Royal Family of Pluto.


  Throughout the course of the feast he had spoken hardly a word to the honored guest at his left, rather staring frozenly at the nightmarish expanse of faces that stretched into the far recesses of the dining hall, appropriately decorated with the planetary bunting of Pluto and its Emperor.


  Baily had made small talk at the prince’s left, subtly insinuating the extraordinary virtues of Rocketransit’s common and preferred stock; Etsel had confined himself to occasional assents and refusals in the right place. Finally Baily excused himself and bustled off, without finishing his liquors, on some errand or other, and Etsel turned full on his guest.


  “This is a pretty spot,” he began mildly.


  “Indeed,” agreed the “prince” blandly. “Reminds me quite of an imperial banquet on my dear native planet.”


  “Yeah,” said Etsel bitterly. “You can cut out that junk for my benefit. I admire your sense of gratitude—”


  “It is one of our Plutonian proverbs,” interrupted the little man sententiously, “that even a slarp is less than a slarp has it not gratitude. A slarp, I might explain, is something like a rye-bread on wheels, and is considered the lowest form of Plutonian animal life.”


  “Very true, no doubt,” replied Etsel impatiently. “But I don’t like the idea. What could have prompted you to it?”


  “I reasoned thus,” said the little man proudly. “Behold—a Prince of Pluto comes to Earth with a pocketful of that silly stuff—gold, you call it?—to buy stock in a large corporation. Perhaps he decides to buy; perhaps he does not.”


  “In this case, not, I assume,” replied Etsel.


  “Perhaps,” returned the “prince” enigmatically. “At any rate, during the course of my stay you are, to all intents, First Assistant Manager—the post to which you aspire—and if you comport yourself well Mid truly as First Assistant, I see no reason why the ‘prince’ should not leave without purchasing and without suspicion. Such is the inertia of authority that you will probably remain First Assistant as long as you so desire.”


  “Yes,” Etsel whispered, “but aren’t you taking an awful chance impersonating royalty like this?” He paused and shook his head—his last words had sounded strange. With a chill of horror he realized what had happened. In one ghastly moment, the mikes, tying scattered about for the after-dinner speaking, had been connected—Baity’s errand—and his last words had been roared out for all the thousands present to hear!


  IF disaster comes, can Baity be far behind? Etsel thought confusedly as the Manager bore down upon them. “Etsel!” he was roaring inarticulately, “I’ll drink your blood for this!” Etsel snatched up a table knife; Baity had already done so. Then the General Manager thought better of it and began to bawl “Police!”


  In an incredibly short time, officers had seized Etsel and the “prince.” The officers, Etsel noted bitterly, were originally part of the little man’s guard of honor.


  “You see!” he exclaimed to his companion. “That’s where your overwhelming gratitude has gotten both of us.”


  “Is not too late,” replied the little man. “Yet may the tide of fortune turn once taken at the flood.” Which was a remarkably optimistic prospect, considering that they were out in the street by then, being hustled toward a dark, utilitarian-looking rocket.


  “That,” replied Etsel, “is what we call the Black Maria. It’s going to cart us straight to the local court where we will be tried and convicted of fraud, arson, vagrancy and anything else they think of. Rocketransit, Inc., owns this town, as you will soon find to your sorrow.”


  “May be,” said the little man. “Yet, note my eyes.”


  Etsel noted nothing in particular. “What’s wrong now?”


  “Behold!” exclaimed the “prince”: “I now turn on juice for benefit of captors.”


  Etsel scratched his head as well as he could considering the restraining influences of the guard. Then he heard a weird humming sound emanating from nowhere in particular. This, however, wasn’t too true of the sparkling lights which played around the six individuals about to enter, or to be forced to enter, according to their capacities, the Black Maria. The lights emanated, very clearly, from the eyes of the little man. His two guards looked into his face, then fell to the pavement very simply and weakly. Etsel’s guards put up a show of protest. “Hey!” they began, looking into the eyes of the Plutonian. And that was all they said, for, an instant later, they slumped beside their companions.


  Abruptly the noise came to an end and the lights died out. “Was the juice,” explained the Plutonian complacently. “Like all of my species, I am full of juice which will overflow at the slightest provocation.”


  “Interesting,” murmured Etsel, averting his eyes from the other’s face. “But let’s pile into the rocket while we can.” Adroitly he went through the pockets of the collapsed gendarmerie and fished out the operating keys. Together they bolted the door of the rocket from inside and blasted off—heading North.


  “WHAT I don’t understand, chum,” said Etsel confusedly, “is how you got that appointment with Baily in the first place.”


  “Very simple,” answered the little Plutonian complacently, finishing his tin cup of black coffee. “I just telephoned him and announced that Prince Mamarat was in town incognito.”


  They had been travelling by rocket as long as the fuel was above the halfway mark; when it fell below that, Etsel made a hasty landing in what had proved to be the most Northern of the North Woods—an inaccessible country, rich with game and out of fashion as a resort spot. So it was almost without difficulty that Etsel and his companion claimed a deserted hunting lodge, dispossessing several families of squirrels in the process. There had been emergency rations in the rocket and staple stores in the cabin; that, with the game in which the country abounded, seemed to offer as pretty a hideout as two criminals could hope for in a possum’s age.


  Their method of rustling game was unusual to say the least, and, to say the most—as many sportsmen would—positively indecent. Etsel would stalk game to the best of his ability, while Mamarat—as he had tacitly agreed to call the little fakir—would rest on a cot and conserve his strange Plutonian energy. When Etsel was fairly confident that he had spotted a covey of snipe or deer, Mamarat would come close, aim in the proper direction, and let off a squirt of his hypnotic essence with flashing lights and sound-effects in order. Then together they would collect the snipe, which would be lying dazedly on the ground, and pop them into the soup-kettle. Deer and other large animals they usually let go; they could never bring themselves to cutting the beasts’ throats.


  They had virtually lost trace of the days, luxuriating thusly, when, one morning, there was a creaking in the bushes far away. At once Etsel sprang to the alert. “What’s that?” he snapped.


  “Deer?” suggested Mamarat lazily.


  “They never come this close. It may be a grizzly bear—or some other equally undesirable member of that family.”


  “I’ll fix him,” yawned Mamarat. “Wait until he comes close—I’ll give him the eye.”


  “What if it’s two bears—one after the other?”


  “I can do it if I have to. Remember the cops?”


  “Oh,” said Etsel relievedly. Then he sat up. “But suppose,” he said anxiously, “it’s three bears?”


  Mamarat rolled over. “In that case;” he meditated, “we put papa and mama out of commission, and keep baby for a pet.”


  The crashing in the bushes grew closer; Mamarat aimed himself at the noises. “Hello!” yelled Etsel tremulously.


  A Western Union boy popped out of the bushes. “Harya,” he greeted them. “Canya wait a minute? Me bike’s stuck.” He tugged violently for a moment, while Etsel watched speechlessly and finally emerged trundling a muddy bicycle. “You Voinan Etsel?” he asked Mamarat.


  “No,” replied the Plutonian, indicating his horrified companion. “Same is yonder.”


  “Okay. Sign dis please,” said the youth, handing over a receipt blank.


  “What for?”


  “Da telegram of course.” He presented a yellow envelope and Etsel signed.


  “May I ask you how you found us?” he inquired.


  “Nuttin to it. We knew you’d gone up dis way, so da rocket flew around until we sighted a cabin wit smoke comin’ outa it. We figgered dat was youse. So dey landed me down da way a bit, in one a da outposts and I made da resta it on me bike. Nuttin to it; I make trips like dis every day inda week.”


  Etsel stood speechless before this revelation, then, mechanically, handed the boy a quarter. “Tanks, mister,” was the reply and the boy mounted his bicycle and rode off whistling. Etsel remained staring after him until the squeakings and crashings had vanished in the distance, then handed the telegram to Mamarat. “Open it, will you?” he said.


  Mamarat did so. “Your name figures the blank,” he said quietly. “You read.”


  Etsel’s eyes wobbled over the yellow slip, then he sank to the cot, limply handing the telegram to Mamarat. “Do you mind reading it to me? I think my eyes have gone bad on me.”


  Mamarat read aloud: “Return immediately Bring Mamarat All is straightened out repeat Return. The signature is Baily.”


  ROARING happily through the clouds Etsel and Mamarat were not so happy in the realization that they had been hunted down with such ease. Now, thought Etsel, they were about to be brought to trial. Mamarat, however, was as cheerful as usual, recounting details of his life on Pluto as a strolling minstrel.


  “Never a penny in my pockets,” he explained, “but living from the corpulence of the community, as you say it. I had a charanga—one of our musical instruments—and I would enter the city square of the various towns and begin my serenade.”


  “We’re landing now,” broke in Etsel. He looked at the ground. “Lord,” he groaned, “what a collection of dignitaries and cops. Something special, I guess. If only Baily didn’t have to hold himself down to ten words so as to get a special rate for his telegram!”


  Viciously he skidded the rocket over the heads of those waiting for them. “I bet that’ll give the constabulary some new gray heads,” he gloated. Then he brought the ship down with a thud.


  Through the port he could see a throng swarming over to their rocket. “That looks like the mayor,” he said, baffled. “This looks like a gilt-edged arrest.”


  The port swung open, and the mayor stepped in. “Welcome!” that dignitary chortled. “Welcome, your Highness, to our city. I trust the cause of interplanetary amity has not been injured by your jest.” Mamarat smiled. “Has my honored father been sending threatening notes to Earth?”


  “Indeed he has!” replied the Mayor, wiping sweat from his brow. “War would have been declared in two days if you had not returned.”


  “Wait a moment,” said Etsel. You aren’t the prince; you’re just an unprincipled little faker!”


  “I never said I wasn’t the prince!” snapped Mamarat. Then he smiled. “On Pluto, Etsel, it isn’t considered mannerly to contradict a friend.”


  “Oh!” Etsel was stopped. Then Baily pushed his way through the crowd into the little cabin. “Your Highness,” he puffed, “I trust our little misunderstanding has in no way affected the plans for the purchase of outstanding stock in Intercontinental Rocketransit—?”


  “Not at all,” smiled Mamarat. “I never meant to get into your concern anyway. My purpose is to start a corporation of a similar nature on Pluto and have my old friend Vernon Etsel manage it from top to bottom. And the plan still goes.


  “Mr. Etsel, you see, has one qualification you lack—he is a gentleman!”


  THE CASTLE ON OUTERPLANET


  C.M. Kornbluth


  What was that call for help that drew the patrolman from Pluto out to where no planet ought to be?


  UNDING bent closer over the transmitter grid of his spacephone; unmistakably it was a distress signal that he heard. Without moving from his seat, he plugged in the jack that would connect him with Home Base. The distance tubes glowed faintly as a needle quivered toward a red line on the dial that registered power-buildup. Needle and line met; he switched in audio frequency.


  “Tain Unding, Patrol,” he said.


  A long pause, broken only by the etheric cracklings and snappings followed. Then the thin voice of a phone receiver announced: “Home Base. What’s up, Unding?”


  “Carl? Connect me with Commander Morley.”


  “He’s busy. Can your call wait?”


  “Don’t think so. I just received a distress signal.”


  “Okay,” came the voice of the Home Base operator. “Stand by.” Unding held down the contact as sputtering noises informed him that, across millions of miles, an officer was being contacted.


  A brusk voice came through. “Unding? I hear you have a distress signal.”


  “Check, Commander. It’s very faint. Seems to be from outside the Plutonian sector.”


  “How far?”


  “I haven’t traced it yet, sir.” He paused a second. “It’s like this—I’m on Coldspore duty, covering a sector of Pluto in a one-man ship. I know I shouldn’t ditch my post, but I’m the only one even relatively near the source of this signal; so I thought that you could send a relief to take over my post while I triangulate to get location. By the time relief arrives, I’ll be gone to the rescue.”


  “Sounds all right,” commented Morley. “But we’d be taking a large risk. If any Earth-ships get down to Pluto they’re out permanently. What do you think?”


  “I know the chances involved, sir. But the distress call is urgent.”


  “What do they say?”


  “It isn’t on audio, sir. They’re sending in peak-and-valley code. I’m not very well up on that, sir, but it seems to read: ‘Attacked—send help.’ This is followed by words I can’t make out and the transmitter doesn’t help any. Then the message begins again. I just picked it up twenty minutes ago; it’s been continuous ever since. How long it may have been going before I picked it up I don’t know.”


  “Do you think it’s a record?”


  “Couldn’t say. It might be—there aren’t many variations in the sending and those that there are might be etherics.”


  The line was silent for a moment, then Morley snapped: “Okay, Unding. I’ll send a relief ship to your sector. Official orders: proceed with all possible speed to locate origin of the distress signals; when that is accomplished, investigate that origin and render any help you can. Report to me any extraordinary occurrences; a clear wire will be kept for you. You are authorized to use arms against any person or group which may attempt to impede your executing these instructions.” There was another pause, then, “Good luck, Unding. I know you’ll do the best you can against whatever it is.” A sharp click, and the phone official spoke again. “That goes for me, too, Unding.”


  “Thanks, Carl. I’ll have to switch off now and get to calculations.’By.” He turned to his instruments, studying the jagged lines of the code message that was unrolling across an endless strip of parchment.


  TAIN UNDING STARED through the vision plate of his little ship and rubbed his eyes. For three days he had been driving at steady full-speed toward the direction whence came endless signals for help. Beyond Pluto, past a tiny comet and countless vagrant, hurtling masses of cosmic rubbish, was its source. But he could see nothing, could detect no source—no liner, wrecked and drifting out of course; no transport crammed with ores and plant-matter breached at the seams.


  Half unbelieving, he turned again to the spacephones, started the clockwork mechanism of the recorder. Again there crept across the strip of white the peaks and valleys of the code, now in heavier bands. He fitted a transcriber blank over the message; through the intricately spaced windows in the sheet of metal appeared unmistakable figures that reduced, in the code printed before his eyes, to the same cryptic message.


  Bewilderedly, he snapped off the mechanism; there could be no mistake. His calculations as to distance and direction had been correct; his course checked to a minimum with the growing intensity of the code signals. Now they were at maximum—yet, where was the ship?


  Unding glanced at his power gauges. Needles quivered at nearly full capacity; he had started at a full load, permitting inertia to do the work of driving the ship except for occasional acceleration when impatience struggled with prudence.


  His fingers stole to a small stud on the board, a stud whose engraved symbols read Lv—9, the name for its particular function. This stud governed the far-flung zone of energy which infallibly detected any foreign matter aspace within a pre-determined distance—but at a terrific expenditure of fuel, one which few tanks could bear at the end of a long journey. He pressed that stud, knowing that it was a matter to report. Normally no pilot or captain would resort to Lv—9 without the approval of, at the very least, an immediate superior. But no message could go through from this sector of space while the mysterious signals were emanating from some unseen source to the complete distortion and negation of any other sender.


  Invisibly the zone of energy shot forth from the focus of the ship and Unding bent eagerly over its detector panel, a dull grey square of metal. Almost at once a green spark gleamed forth from that background—a pulsating little thing that moved in a slow elliptical orbit, seemingly unaffected by any outside influence. Unding drew in his breath sharply; that was it. He stabbed two buttons and in glowing letters the coordinates of the green spot flashed on the screen.


  He snapped off the zone, flung his control drivers into action. In a moment he was beside the spot which the detector had revealed. Unding shook his head in amazement. Was this the powerful sender that had been functioning for more than three days on full power? It seemed to be no larger than a man! Constructed after the pattern of a conventional spaceship, yet no more than twenty-four cubic feet in size, it drifted in a slow ellipse until Unding slipped a noose of cable disproportionately heavy for its task about a projection and drew it in through a lock.


  THE LITTLE THING lay on the floor of Unding’s control cabin humming faintly to itself with a colossal storage of power. “Whoever planned this dingus,” Unding said to himself slowly, “had lots of juice to waste.” He attacked its lid with a jimmy and pried loose the shell, already relaxing from the cold of space. But there was nothing inside—nothing at all.


  He turned an extermination-beam on the device on the offchance that it was the product of some malignant microscopic race, or perhaps infected by the Coldspores of Pluto. The metal tube, heavy and pulsing, that was the only mechanism inside the apparatus, was unaffected Curiously he laid his hand on the metal of the tube, recoiled as he felt a slight shock. “Connected with a power lead,” he muttered nursing his stinging fingers. But when he sought to measure the current he found that this was wrong; it was the metal that gave off electricity in an uninterrupted stream, as a lodestone emits lines of magnetic stress.


  There was no doubt in his mind but that this metal was something unknown to Earthly science. As he investigated further, he found its weight—only as he estimated, for he could not penetrate that shell—was small. In fact, it was negligible, as heavy stuff goes. Compact, it bore some relation to the silver-platinum-iridium series, to judge by its color and electrophone qualities; but it was hardened and tempered beyond anything known to man.


  “How,” he brooded, “can a metal which ought to be ductile as all git-out become fabulously resistant to tools of any description?” The answer was simple and somewhat terrifying: a people, or an individual, had progressed technologically far beyond man. And when that happens, thought Unding, there may be difficulties brewing; something, he thought, he ought to report.


  He turned to the spacephone, but heard nothing save the sputter of interference; tried code but obtained no more satisfactory result. Obviously he could not use his phone so long as he was near this little dynamo. The best course, then, was to scram back to Home Base where they had tools that would crack anything—saws of pure energy, drills that bit through asteroids. Unless—


  Unding prepared to decelerate, turn the ship for home. Then a bell rang. With the instinct of the spaceman whose reactions have been sharpened and tuned by gruelling courses of treatment, then refined again, he snapped to the control board and slammed on switches that sent great roaring gouts of flame into space, bringing the ship to a stomach-wrenching halt.


  And only when the ship was no longer in motion did Unding look through his vision plate. There was a planet ahead. He had known that, really, for nothing smaller than a planet would set the alarms ringing as they had. Yes, he had known it, but not until his eyes checked that knowledge had the import of it seeped into his consciousness. “Planet Ten,” he whispered to himself.


  Outside the known solar system, long suspected and sought by Terrestrial astronomers. Before the first observation-post had been built on Luna, they had known that the probabilities of a planet beyond Pluto were high; from then on, observations and calculations had narrowed the probabilities against such a planet down practically to zero—but the planet still had never actually been seen, either by human eye or photographic plate. Not until now.


  He stared at the dim globe beneath him. Albedo was low—it reflected practically no sunlight. About the size of Mercury, he estimated, and seemingly barren. No air or atmosphere of any sort; not even the vestiges of a hydrosphere. No ice or frozen gases; he shuddered as he thought of what a rocky hell it must be.


  DETERMINEDLY TAIN UNDING prepared to land. This would bear investigation. Who knows—it might be named after him some day, he thought.


  The ship began to drop free as it slowly came under the influence of the planet’s weak gravitation. He turned to the little-used instrument, gasped as he read its dial. From somewhere on this planet was emanating a wave of force such as only could come from functioning machinery of the highest order. And from somewhere near, Unding noted, as he set a direction-finder on the influence. He sent the ship roaring toward the setting sun, here no more than a dazzling, frosty star in the distance.


  At that moment a mass on the horizon broke the view, blanked the sun from his sight. Tain Unding was not a fanciful man, but he was hard put not to swear that here he saw a Norman keep plucked from the soil of England and transported to this desolate planet.


  He slowed the ship and inspected the building as it drifted beneath the viewplate. His conclusion had been superficial, the product of overwrought nerves and a tired body. It was no castle of stone but a utilitarian spire built dymaxion fashion. Seemingly it struck roots deep into the rock of the planet, spiring far down to cling precariously to a dying or already dead world. And it was from this spot that the vibrations emanated.


  Unding dropped the ship abruptly, cut loose with landing jets as he eased to the planet’s floor; landing here was simple. There was no water-bearing atmosphere to cause the gushing clouds of steam that confused a pilot returning to Earth. He broke out a spacesuit from a locker, donned the cumbersome garment and sealed it securely against the space-cold that prevailed without.


  Of one thing he was certain: there was sentient activity going on inside that castle, either friendly or unfriendly to the human culture; even if, at the moment, the activity might be indifferent to, or unaware of, human culture, ultimately it must take one course or the other. If friendly, there was no harm done in his excursion from ship; if otherwise, then he might escape with valuable information.


  Smiling wryly, Tain Unding stepped through the outer lock of the ship onto the metallic rock of Outerplanet. And at that moment, a wave of thought hit on his mind like a blow.


  At first there was naught save the indefinable sense of impact: it was as if a hand were caressing his skull with fingers that sank through the bone to the very surface of his brain. Unding glanced about himself bewilderedly; there was nothing to be seen.


  He had the frantic desire to scratch—impossible always in a spacesuit—and how much more so when the counter-irritant must be applied to deep-buried tissues within the skull. Then the fingers seemed to sink deeper beneath the surface, touch on sensatory ganglia, for at once he became aware of odors both foul and sweet, and his tongue was flooded with all manner of tastes. For an instant he feared blindness as roaring gouts of light flashed before his eyes and sounds thundered through his ear-drums.


  Then all was quiet.


  He felt no untoward stimuli of any nature now; instinct, however, told him that the activity had plumbed beneath his senses, was seeking and probing for the scattered molecules of grey matter that controlled his very will and individuality. Forgetfulness began to rise about him, a quieting, soothing amnesia. About him the scene began to dim, the way a cinema scene fades into another sequence. Stunned, he stood on the darkened plain of rock, behind him his ship, before him the castle, all wisping away into twilight that pervaded his being.


  Even as he felt himself sinking into the quiet abyss, his mind was invaded by a thing obscurely different—a thing of hope rather than the despair that pervaded the other searching. But before the nature of this became clear his consciousness had drifted away.


  UNDING SAT UP and yawned, then looked about himself in astonishment. He lay on a slab, still in his suit, in a chamber open to the bleak sky of Outerplanet. As he stared at the bleak walls, a rich voice spoke to him.


  “Welcome,” it said simply.


  “Where are you?” he asked. He could not feel alarmed; there was the consciousness of having been subjected to a grueling therapy of some sort and of having emerged the better for it.


  “You cannot see me, nor do you hear me through normal channels,” explained the voice. “I have been chosen to explain to you what has happened to your mind.”


  “I know something has happened,” he mused. “But tell me first whether I am to consider you as a friend or an enemy.”


  “As a friend by all means,” responded the voice with a burst of what sounded like hearty laughter. “Now I shall tell you what I can.”


  “This world—Outerplanet as you call it—is no child of your sun. This is evident from its composition and from the alien turn life has taken on its surface. We do not know whether it was captured by this sun, or whether it was already here when the other planets were formed. This last is not wholly impossible, for we know that ours is an ancient race which has passed through many cycles of advancement and degeneracy before attaining a relatively stable civilization.”


  “How long has this been?” interrupted Unding.


  “Long—many millions of your years. More recent has been the division into two opposing camps of thinkers in rivalry. Now I must tell you what manner of entities we are; you cannot see me for I have no atomic structure. I am built of waves in harmony, or in balanced discord, as are all of us. You think you hear me speak? How could you when there is no air on all the surface of this planet save for that which your spacesuit contains? No. I have a certain control over your brain—enough to stimulate your aural nerves in the patterns which form words in the tongue you speak.”


  “But wait,” Unding objected. “You say I am to regard you as friendly. What was this—hostile—impression I received when I first emerged from the ship?”


  “I know. That was the work of those of whom I spoke—our enemies. This division of us into two camps is the result of a difference over ethical practices. Fully advanced as our camp, they flout the ethical principles which we consider basic for all conscious beings. In line with their motives and aims they attempted to seize upon your mind and make you their instrument for some purpose which I cannot guess. Which camp is cosmically correct, I cannot say—nor, I suspect, can you. Only time can tell that; enough it is that both camps consider themselves correct and act accordingly; eventually one will prevail over the other. You, and your species, I can see, are basically attuned to the ethical concepts to which we adhere.”


  “But what happened to me?” asked Unding.


  “Alone, you were helpless and confused before their unfamiliar mode of attack. Possibly now that you have experienced the technique you could withstand them if another encounter came. As it was then, however, I was forced to come to your help and do what I could to repel them. You succumbed to the shock of battle; it was better so; otherwise you might have become insane had you been conscious, fully, of the struggle that went on within your mind.


  “It is enough to say that I won, Unding. I propelled your body to this place, which is our home, and caused your subconscious to forget all that had taken place after your collapse; otherwise there would have been permanent scars left on your mind.”


  UNDING THOUGHT HAZILY of what he had been told. “Did you,” he asked hesitantly, “explore——”


  “I found it necessary,” replied the voice, “to learn your language and something of your way of thinking to avoid confusion and strain on your awakening. However I have not invaded the privacy of your conscious mind.”


  “I wish you would,” stated Unding. “You can probably make more out of certain events than I can. Poke around—however you do it—until you come on the reasons for a self-powered little radio job being elaborately prepared to broadcast a disaster call till hell freezes over. I don’t understand it myself.”


  “I shall do that,” agreed the voice. And again Unding felt the fingers at his brain, probing through his memory and conscious mind. They withdrew and the voice came again. “There is no doubt but that this peculiar affair has been engineered by our enemies.” There was a note of alarm in the voice’s tones.


  “But why?” snapped Unding. “Was it just to get me in their clutches? Or to get my ship? Or what?”.


  “Deeper in your brain than you know, I found the answer which you had worked out. It would occur to you ‘intuitively’ under the right circumstances, but there is not time to wait for them. You assembled facts unconsciously and came to the correct conclusion that our enemies’ desire was to draw you away from Pluto so that they might land and obtain cultures of Coldspore.


  “With these cultures they plan to infect the mammalian planets of the Solar System and render life on them impossible for all except beings constituted as we.”


  “Lord!” whispered Unding, his face drawn and suddenly haggard.


  “This must not be,” said the voice firmly. “It is a violation of inoffensive individualities. We are best qualified to halt these operations of our enemies. We shall do that.”


  “How?” asked Unding. “Surely they must have spaceships—that signal set proved it. Have you ships also?”


  “We have neither spaceships nor the time to construct them,” replied the voice thoughtfully, “so therefore we must use yours. Now I must introduce you to another facet of my existence—the material body with which I do building and other works. Do not be alarmed at its appearance; it has no mind of its own. It is purely a synthetic creation whose actions I control. It has been bred over many of our years and feeds on the rocky surface of this Outerplanet.” A door opened slowly in the wall of the room and there stumped in a grotesque little creature. Its surface was black and leathery and it had no face to speak of, yet there was an unmistakable touch of humanity to its lines. For it stood and walked—rather waddled—on two legs, and its long arms reached to the ground. The fingers and hands were of a contrasting color, seemingly much more developed than the crude remainder of the body. They were long and sinewy, full of capacity for great construction work.


  “This body may not come in contact with air,” warned the voice. “It has already constructed a metal tube in which will be secured for the voyage. Let us set out now.”


  UNDING CAUTIOUSLY HEAVED on the radio set, working it into the space-lock of his ship. He slammed the door, stabbed at the buttons which would release the outer door, and saw the little, coffin-like object catapulted far out into space by the released air-pressure.


  “As soon as we get far enough away from that,” he commented, “we’ll be able to signal and warn the other patrols.” He relaxed his mind, attempting to tune in with his invisible friend.


  “Looking out of the window,” he declared triumphantly. In the four days of intimate association he had grown to sense the psychic displacement effected by the entity with which he travelled.


  “Right,” said the voice. “This Pluto of yours is a bleak place. Suppose you try to signal now.”


  Unding sat at the spacephone and built up power. “Carl?” he asked.


  Dimly the voice of the ’phone official came in, somewhat scrambled by the code-sender, now half a million miles away. “Who’s this?”


  “Tain Unding, reporting from special orders.”


  “I’ll get you Morley—hold on.” The brusk voice of the commander spoke. “Ready for your report, Unding. Go ahead.”


  “I’ve uncovered something big, commander,” said the patroller. “All I can say now is be on the lookout for a strange vessel. It will be dangerous to approach it, so give orders to blast on sight.”


  “I’ll take your word for it, Unding,” replied the commander. “But if harm comes of it, you’ll find yourself in acid up to your neck.”


  “Sorry, sir,” said the Patrol, “but I can’t do anything more than warn you and hope that it will do some good. Meanwhile, I’ll scout around. I’ve encountered a friendly force which is in full co-operation.”


  “You’re giving me grey hair, Unding,” came back the voice of the Commander, “but it’s obvious that all we can do here is sit tight; ships will be instructed as you suggested.” There was a slight pause, then: “I’m going to give you full authority to do whatever you consider expedient and to commandeer any forces available. If it works out oke, then you’ll be in pretty; if it doesn’t—well, from what you intimate you won’t be the only one on the spot. Good luck, Unding.”


  The Patrol switched off the phone and spoke to his invisible friend. “A fat lot of good any ship will do,” he remarked.


  “Very true,” said the voice thoughtfully. “If your other men find the ship of our enemies, before they can compute the distance and range to turn on blasts they’ll be thought out of existence. Or perhaps their minds will be seized and they will be forced to turn on each other. Yet—they feared you.”


  “How’s that?” snapped Unding. “Consider this: they were forced to lure you out of position before they could get to Pluto and obtain the Coldspore. When you had landed on Outerplanet and were out of your ship, they seized on your mind with almost foolish ease until I intervened.”


  “What does that add up to?”


  “It seems,” meditated the voice “that you have a weapon which our enemies fear. And also that this weapon is no complicated thing, requiring devices and endless charts for its successful operation.”


  “But if I had such a weapon,” protested Unding, “wouldn’t I be the first to know about it?”


  “Not necessarily. Under the right circumstances—such as these—you would appear to be the last.


  “It must be something concerned with the operation of your ship, and probably is not regarded by you as any weapon at all. Remember that we are a peculiarly constituted people, of reactions strange to your ways of thought.”


  “Then,” asked Unding, “how do we find out what instrument they’re afraid of?”


  “You must concentrate,” said the voice. “Exploration of your mind directly will do no good, for your lack of experience with my type of life has not equipped you with the faculty of setting up relations which involve variables of that nature.


  “Now go through your every piece of equipment, one by one, reporting mentally all its features and suggested qualities. We shall see what that will do.”


  FOR HOURS UNDING had been concentrating with desperate intensity on the demands of the voice. They had covered all the items of war on the ship, first of attack, then of defense.


  “It’s no use,” he said. “It can’t be.”


  “Nevertheless,” replied the voice, “we shall continue. Enumerate the navigation devices you employ.”


  The man wiped perspiration from his brow. “There are my landing lights,” he began, wondering why he picked on them first.


  “And their qualities are—?”


  “Especially designed to pierce steam, fog, dust, what have you. For this purpose they are fluorescent—electrically activated gases. Their color is what you might call a reddish orange.”


  “I cannot see color,” said the voice with a tense note; “describe it otherwise.”


  “Toward the lower end of the spectrum,” said the man. “The longer end, that is. The rays of the lamps are within the range of visible light, but approach heat rays and are noticeably warmer than a blue or green light, though no heat is incidental to their production.”


  There was a long pause. “Tell me more about them,” commanded the voice in interested tones.


  “They’re focused by a parabolic reflector, and have an attachment which lets them ride pick-a-back over-distances too long for them to keep their concentration. For use when you have to sight a meteor or something.”


  “That, then, is what we have been seeking,” declared the voice.


  “How so?”


  “As you said, the landing lights are but little removed from heat-rays in the scale, and I know that our enemies cannot stand heat in certain forms.


  “Now you must put on your spacesuit and drain all air from the inside of the ship. I wish to use my ‘body’ to construct some apparatus necessary to our purpose.”


  “Can’t I do it for you?” he asked.


  “No,” replied the voice firmly. “I do not wish you to learn the nature of the device. I hope you trust me—?” There was half a question in the words.


  “Of course,” snapped Unding hastily, donning his suit. “But what shall I do meanwhile?”


  “Head for Pluto. I can sense that already our enemies have landed there; we must arrive before they have obtained their cultures of Coldspore and departed.”


  Unding let the air in his ship hiss out into space then released the dwarf-like “body” of the voice from its airless tank. He began to realize the purpose of those powerful hands as he saw them pick tubes and condensers from his compact repair bench and begin to assemble them, at dazzling speed, into a strange device which was like nothing ever seen before by Earthmen.


  THE SHIP FELL LIGHTLY to the frozen gases that blanketed Pluto with eternal snows.


  “Well?” asked Unding. The dwarflike creature was still; with sudden, jerky movements it went back into its tank and closed the lid. “They are there across the snow,” remarked the voice quietly.


  Unding shielded his eyes, saw tiny moving flecks of black. “Sure it’ll work—whatever it is?” he asked.


  “Quite sure. And there is a thing I must tell you now. That is that soon I will no longer be able to help you. But the machine will still be here. You are to have it analyzed by your own experts, thus work out a stratagem which will enable it to be used without ill effects to—certain individuals. Now there will be some accidental happenings which are unavoidable because of the brief time I have had to utilize the facts which you told me.”


  “What are you driving at?” Unding snapped.


  “This machine,” replied the voice emotionlessly, “is a broadcaster of X-rays. These rays act only as a carrier principle for other radiations which will do—the work they must. Note the fourth phase of the tube set-up.”


  Unding inspected the device. “Red light,” he said, baffled; “what’s the idea of that?”


  “Red light: yes. And carried a phase lower yet, which reduces it to heat—radiant heat in its most deadly exterminating form. You will have to throw the black lever when I give you the signal. And that will be soon—I can sense our enemies and they are about to go into action.”


  Unding began to feel it too—again the crawling sensation on the surface of his brain.


  “I’ll hold them off and explain,” said the voice, “for as long as I can.”


  Unding concentrated, felt a bewilderingly vast battle going on. It was all quite silent and unhurried; on the part of the foe, their small “bodies” spread across miles of frozen gases, a steady driving attack against the psyche of his friend and protector; and here in the ship, a forceful repulse of the beating surges of thought that sought to destroy him.


  In the midst of that, a small section of the protector’s mind spoke to Unding. “We cannot compromise now,” it whispered. “And I shall tell you what I did not wish you to know until this moment. That is: when you throw that switch, I shall perish as will our enemies. There is no other way; I can only ask that great caution be taken in hunting down the remainder of their people so that none of mine will come to harm.


  “And now—farewell.”


  With the words, Unding flung back the handle of the switch as far down as it would go. There was a dazzling surge of light in the tubes, and, for a moment, the man saw a vision of glory. It was the vibratory body of the voice, momentarily visible in death.


  Like a tower of flame weirdly spinning, it hovered over the patrol, its eddying currents contorted in agony. Then it vanished. As Tain Unding looked through the port and saw the distant dwarfs fall to the snow, he knew that the enemy had not survived.


  He could sense the absence. There was no longer the pressure of mind on mind that he had so casually come to accept. He turned to the spacephones.


  “Morley,” he called.


  A moment, then the voice of the commander. “Speaking.”


  “The mission has been successfully accomplished, sir. A full report will be ready when I return—I must request immediate transfer Home Base.”


  “Granted, Unding. What happened to the friend you spoke of?”


  “Gone, sir,” whispered Unding. In his mind echoed a phrase which he had seen somewhere in a history book, or perhaps one of the telecinema romances based on life in olden times. “Dead on the field of honor.”


  A CITY ON PLUTO


  Henry Gade


  Here is the story of Profundo, the city on Pluto pictured in full color on the back cover by Paul. It is an underground city, peopled by bat-like men


  I guess every youngster gets a hankering to visit. Pluto at one time or another while he’s in the romancing age. Pluto’s a heck of a long ways from the sun, and it’s always been a sort of mysterious place, full of legends, and wild, fantastic stories that spacemen bring back with ’em from long outward voyages. I know it hit me that way, and since I always was adventuresome, I grabbed the chance when it came along.’Twasn’t hard in my youthful days to get a job aboard an “outerworld” freighter. The work was hard, and the outer fringes of the solar system were mighty dangerous. But I liked danger, and I went.


  Pluto’s a mighty depressing sight the first time you see her up close. She’s old, and even further advanced toward death than Mars. There’s ruins on the surface that would make you gasp if you could see them. Cities a hundred miles across, as old, and ruined, as Time itself.


  But that isn’t where the present-day Plutonian city is. They’re underground, a long ways down, and there’s only three of ’em. Profundo, the main one, is the one I visited. Y’see, life is impossible on the surface. Cold as all get-out, and outside of oxygen, which is intoxicatin’ when breathed alone, the atmosphere is almost absent—no hydrogen or nitrogen.


  Through the ages the Plutonians, who are batlike creatures covered with heavy fur and standing only about three-four feet tall, have been forced below ground, until now they never come to the surface, except for grave emergency.


  Space ships never land there, except for salvage purposes, picking up metals from the ruined cities. That’s what the ship I signed up on was doing, and it was just as a lark that I and a couple others of the crew decided to go down to Profundo and take a look-see.


  We went down in an old elevator, using some sort of anti-gravity power that still operated, for about two miles. Then it got stuck, and we had to go the rest of the way on the ancient stairway down the side of the well. Boy, were we tired. And getting up again was something we didn’t dare think about.


  But we forgot that worry when we reached the city. What a place! The city was a whole row of connected caves, circular in form, and startlingly like a huge subway system. In each cave was a round pit, from which rose a tapering tower, oddly like a bee-hive. It had hundreds of openings all around it, and we figured out later it was where the high society lived.


  All along the edges of the subway city walls were other towers, all housing thousands of the bat-men. And on top of each was a glowing globe of energy that gave off heat.


  It was only the central one, however, that was connected with the surface, and the oxygen up there. So in a way, the bat-men in the central tower hold all the aces, and they rule because of their control of the oxygen.


  These Plutonians are a decadent race. All this machinery and science has been inherited, and they just use it without knowing why or how it works. That’s why there’s only three cities left. The machines failed in the others, and the inhabitants simply froze to death.


  Well, we were looking down at all this when suddenly we were discovered. Immediately there was a heck of a ruckus, and before we knew what was happening, a whole swarm of bat-men were swoopin’ around us, and in a few seconds they had us prisoner.


  I figured we were goners, because these bat-people are really batty; nuts, if you get what I mean. I guess hyper-developed races get that way—their minds crack.


  But I wasn’t exactly right. Not that they didn’t intend to kill us, but they had a tribal way of doing it. Naturally we had our space suits on, and their claws didn’t hurt us. But they hustled us to the central cone and we were soon before a sort of judge. A lot of squeaking went on, and we were hustled away again.


  Man, the machinery in that central cone! I wish I knew what it was all for. Mostly air mixing plants, energy rays, and so on, I guess. Well, whatever it was, it sure was fancy.


  However, when they took us to the base of a long, curving thing that led up in a vast sweep, we found out it was a sort of pneumatic tube. It led to the surface, we suspected. So, we wondered at it when they dumped us into it and dosed the breech. We’d thought we were to be executed. And so did the Plutonians! Y’see, being shot to the surface means death! But we had space suits . . .


  A good joke on them . . . an’ lucky for us, eh? You can bet we didn’t try it again!


  ESPIONAGE IN SPACE


  Alan Connell


  The black armadas of Pluto were massing for battle. And Earth spun her unwarned, unsuspecting way; duped by a lovely Mata Hari of the Dark Planet.


  BENEATH Ransome yawned the black pits of the outer courtyards. He shivered in the icy winds, and his breath, already accelerated by the thinness of Pluto’s atmosphere, came in desperate gulps as he darted along the narrow top of a connecting wall. He knew that if he was detected in these suspicious circumstances, his disguise would soon be penetrated; and death—the penalty for espionage on most planets of the System—would be his reward.


  Ahead of him loomed the vast bulge of the palace-center of Tragarath, Emperor and god of all Pluto. Ransome paused in a sheltered comer and took a parchment from his belt. He studied the complicated drawing carefully. Already he knew it by heart, but he could not take a chance.


  Arnold Ransome, Kra-55 of Spacial Espionage Service, turned the pencil beam on his own body, examining it microscopically from chest to feet. Over his own powerful muscles he wore a smooth, tight-fitting artificial skin, jet black in color and porous to permit the true skin to breathe. The disguise was of vital importance, for to aliens Ythrald was a forbidden city.


  Satisfied with his inspection, he adjusted the high collar about his neck. This feature of the Plutonian costume hid all except the upper half of his face and his shaven skull.


  From his belt he uncoiled a length of fine but incredibly strong wire, spaced with half a dozen metal pegs. He tossed an end of the wire upward and twin hooks caught on the lower stonework of the window. He climbed swiftly upward and clung outside the window, inspecting the interior.


  Soundlessly he slid the window aside and stepped into the room. A Plutonian, engaged in adjusting his collar before a long mirror, turned and inspected Ransome with glittering green eyes, “I did not hear you enter,” he said. “You are late.”


  Ransome’s own eyes stared back from behind their tiny shields of green glass, and his voice intoned the hoarse syllables.


  “We are both late,” he said peremptorily.


  “True,” the other agreed. “Come.”


  The two black, statuesque figures, naked except for belted kirtles and flaring collars, passed the guards of the inner doorway and paused on the rim of the hall.


  Amber lights flickered on the ceiling, illuminating with fantastic radiance the concourse of Councillors and Overlords where they reclined on cushioned blocks.


  “There are two vacant places over there,” said Ransome’s companion.


  As he sank into the cushions Kra-55’s gaze went instantly to the central dais at the heart of the semi-circles of blocks. There lay Tragarath, Emperor of the city-state Ythrald and all the dependent city-states of Pluto, traditionally descended directly from the world-creating gods of the dawn ages. Physically he was not imposing, being emaciated and possessing even less of nose and chin than was characteristic of Plutonians; but his eyes were large and piercing, restless and glittering, as compelling as hypnotic mirrors. At his side lay his daughter Allegra, whose figure conformed closely to Earthly standards but whose face was utterly repulsive.


  Tragarath’s eyes roamed back and forth across the gathering. “Most of you know why you are here,” he declared, in high-pitched tones. “Another hour is at hand, another day, another dawn. Earth is the ycran-beast of the System. Once she repulsed our forces, inflicting hardship and destruction on us under the name of reprisal. Now the ycran-beast will face a force renewed, replenished, amplified, strengthened, irresistible. This time she will crumble before us, be ground to dust over which our victorious feet shall pass.


  That much I tell you immediately, Councillors: that the waiting is over—this time we take Earth for ourselves.”


  KRA-55’S eyes hardened. S.E.S. had sent him here to confirm just such a suspicion: that a Second War was about to be launched from Pluto. This news would not cause much surprise on Earth; more important was the need to know what form the Plutonian offensive would take.


  An elderly Councillor, whom Ransome recognized as Orchen—at one time an ambassador on Earth—rose from his block.


  “Tragarath,” Orchen said slowly, “this is madness. How often have I told you of the futility of it? Twenty years ago, against the better judgment of many, you attacked Earth. What did it bring you? Death for thousands of our warriors, destruction to vast areas of our property, degradation to all.”


  Tragarath’s eyes blazed. “Degradation? How dare you use that word before one who is a god? Do not try my patience too far!”


  Orchen shook his head sadly. “If you proceed with this new war, you will bring more misery on your people. Earth is even more heavily armed than before, and help may come to her from Mars and Venus if your ships enter the Inner Circle. You cannot conquer Earth!”


  “Silence, Councillor!” cried Allegra. “My father has spoken and none may dispute him.”


  “Earth will pay for her arrogance,” Tragarath continued, “for the injuries she inflicted on us, for the deaths of our warriors in the First War. We are ready again. Earth will be ours. The divine race of Pluto must be free to expand. Shackles of compression must be thrown off!”


  Intense disgust was written on Orchen’s face. This talk of racial divinity, while adequate for deluding and inspiring the masses, was ill-fitted to such a scientific and intellectual gathering. More than ever was Orchen convinced that Tragarath was crazed by his ambitions and that Allegra had been blinded by her father’s visions of universal power and worship.


  “I must ask,” he said stubbornly, “that the plan be abandoned and other methods of expansion be sought.”


  “Traitor!” Tragarath said hysterically. “You are expelled from the hall. Go!”


  Orchen strode to the doorway. “I leave with regret,” he said. “The destruction of the first piece of Earth property will precipitate reprisals that can only end in Pluto’s doom—for Earth cannot be expected to forgive a second time.”


  “Go!” screamed Tragarath. “Go before I order your banishment!”


  The Emperor settled back in his cushions, eyes burning in his black skull. “I have a plan,” he stated, “by which Earth will not be able to counter our attack. The last of our battle units are being completed, and as each is ready for service it will proceed to Europa. From there—”


  Kra-55’s keen eyes detected a signal pass from Allegra to the Emperor. Tragarath stopped speaking while his daughter leaned forward to whisper to him.


  Allegra turned to the assembly. “Before revealing the method and time of attack,” she said, “we will hold a second check and count of those present in the room. Earth is known to have developed its espionage system to a high degree. We cannot take the chance that some carefully disguised spy has found his way among us.”


  A whisper of indignation went up from the Councillors.


  “We were checked and identified before entering the palace,” one declared.


  “A second check will be made,” Allegra decreed coldly.


  Ransome’s veins were like conduits of ice. His mind raced. Seconds remained before discovery. A count of the Councillors, a check of those who should be present or absent, an inspection of features or identification papers—any of these would soon expose him as a spy. And he was not in doubt as to the swift fate that would greet him.


  From a hidden compartment of his belt he drew a tiny needle and plunger. He leaned toward the Plutonian who had accompanied him into the hall.


  “Listen, friend,” he said confidentially.


  The man came closer to hear what he had to say.


  Ransome pressed the needle into the black skin, drove down the plunger until the tiny compartment was empty of the powerful narcotic.


  A dazed expression passed over the Plutonian’s face as the fluid entered his blood stream. He swayed, collapsed down his supporting elbow and rolled from the couch.


  Ransome sprang to his feet. “He has fainted!” he cried.


  Confusion swept over the hall. Several dozen Councillors darted forward to help the stricken man. For a time the Emperor and his daughter were forgotten as men crowded about Ransome and his victim.


  “Air!” Ransome cried. “Stand aside while I carry him outside.”


  Assisted by several of the Councillors, he bore the rigid body from the hall, through the outer rooms and on to an exposed balcony. Here the shadows were deep, and little attention was paid to Ransome as he drew back from the circle, gradually merging his body with the darkness.


  He laughed quietly, sprang agilely to an ornamental scroll that adorned the side wall, swung himself upward and in a moment had vanished.


  ON Earth Ransome was sometimes known in the Service as The Cat. The name was well given. As sleek and graceful as a cat he was now as, clad in the artificial skin that revealed every muscle and sinew, he sped lightly over the roofs and walls and ramparts of the Plutonian metropolis. His padded shoes made no sound as they contacted the stonework, and despite the all-enveloping gloom he seemed to sense instinctively when to leap, when to climb and when to slide downward into the dark cavities of the courtyards. This agility was part of the training of those who entered S.E.S., but Kra-55 had brought it to a peak attained by few others. No soul in that vast city knew that an Earthman traversed the four miles from the palace to the outer wall.


  He paused now in the shadow of the city-encircling wall. Again he brought into play the device of hooks and wire and ascended thus to the summit. Lying flat lest watchful eyes should be turned his belt two discs, which he strapped to the palms of his hands. Thus equipped, that way, he took from another section of he lowered himself over the edge of the wall, and held up by the Service’s friction discs, slid slowly and easily down the hundred foot face of that man-made cliff.


  Presently he was running swiftly over the unstable soil of the plains outside the city. A bright star shone in the sky above him. That was the sun, the central star whose mighty bands of gravitation leashed this remote planet in a vast, wavering orbit. The heat it shed on Pluto was negligible, but Kra-55 sweated profusely, for internal fires in the heart of the planet penetrated to and warmed even the lower atmospheric layers.


  He glanced back. Ythrald the stone metropolis, built, as were all the city-states, in one of the more stable areas of the volcanic planet, bulked immense against the everlasting starlight. He turned his face forward again. Ahead he could dimly discern the place where his camoulflaged cruiser lay; and despite his long inurement to danger, he felt a glow of relief in his chest.


  Two minutes later he was shedding the artificial black hide from his own tanned body and turning his attention to the cruiser’s controls. In free space, just beyond the last tenuous atmospheric belt, he put a direct beam on Earth and transmitted the information that he would deliver personally twenty days later to S.E.S. headquarters.


  GREGORI LOCKE, chief of Spacial Espionage Service, opened a slide in a cabinet of his office, revealing a glass plate. He beckoned to Ransome and together, by transmitted image, they viewed the interior of the Service’s laboratory, situated in another quarter of the building.


  Blue-white lights illuminated ten thousand square yards of tiled floor and mechrome-plated instruments. Accompanied by two guards, uniformed in the night-black of the Service, a girl entered through one of the doorways. She was darkhaired and of heroic build that hinted of physical powers and mental capabilities beyond the ordinary need. An expression of distaste formed on her lips as she viewed the laboratory, but her features remained immobile.


  A laboratory assistant hurried forward and spoke to her. She nodded resignedly and they moved forward to a bank of instruments. A row of technicians took up their places before a board strewn with dials and switches. Cards filled with information were passed to them and they began to tap keys and adjust pointers.


  The girl took her place on a dais and inserted her arms, as far as the shoulders, into long glass cylinders, where they lay pallid and motionless in the blue radiance.


  A dazzling phosphorescence engulfed the cylinders, a searing brilliance from which the girl’s only protection was a facial shield. Instantly rows of lights began to drift in complicated patterns above the technicians. Across the surfaces of grey screens wavering lines formed, shimmered and halted. Others moved across them, overlapping, merging, and ultimately synchronizing.


  The light beating on the girl’s glass-encased arms changed to a dull crimson. The technicians tapped at a fresh set of keys, shuffled cards swiftly in their alert hands, and depressed another set of switches. Behind them a master technician moved along the platform, tabulating results on a slate.


  A hundred square yards of the laboratory were now alive with purring machines and winking lights, and a multitude of tests and analyses streamed to the technicians. A dozen patterns moved across the screens, were matched and passed on.


  Five minutes later the last light had died out, the technicians had discarded the last card, and the master technician had checked the final line on his slate.


  Gregori Locke closed the shutter of the viewing screen and returned to his desk. “Rejecting the aspects that can readily be faked,” he said, “that is the completest identification test that the Service can devise. I know my own operatives, or think I do; but the senses of sight and hearing can be deceived, whereas those technicians, testing by machinery, can’t be victimized.”


  A chute opened and the master technician’s card fell on the desk. Locke picked it up.


  “Operative Ecka-39 has been properly identified,” he said. “Identification 98%. Full percentage is impossible because of the slight physical changes that occur in the human body from time to time. You see, we check by the operative’s arms—skin markings and imperfections, the whorls of all ten fingers, the lines of the palms, the vein and muscle formation and location, hair growth, bone structure, nail patterns and a full half dozen other features. It would be impossible for a stranger’s arms to check more than 3% with the operatives’ cards in our posses.


  “I’ve had sufficient check-ups to know that,” Ransome said with a smile.


  Locke nodded. “And now to our serious business. Since we received your beam message from Pluto and during the seven days you have been on Earth, war forces have mobilized. Most of the patrolling fleet has been recalled and the production of new units speeded up. I must say the War Department has cooperated with me well in this instance, but now they’re clamouring for more information. Your report that Tragarath has a plan is worrying the Department; they suspect all sorts of things from invisible attacks to new and deadly armaments. I suppose you received no hint of that ‘plan’ ?”


  “None. I left too abruptly.”


  “It’s the duty of S.E.S. to get the information somehow, because the Department can’t start an offensive until Tragarath makes the first move. I’m sending you to Europa immediately, Ransome, to learn the nature and time of the Emperor’s attack. You’ll need assistance, so I’ve sent for one whose knowledge of beam transmission and general intelligence quota will be of utmost value to you. In brief, I refer to Jetta Gondila.”


  “Jetta Gondila!” Ransome breathed.


  KNOWN in the records of S.E.S. as Ecka-39, Gondila was Earth’s most famous female spy. Like so many of his co-workers, she had previously been only a name to Ransome; but he knew of her amazing record of service, and forgetting his own eminence and achievements, he could not suppress a surge of excitement at the prospect of meeting and working with so distinguished an operative.


  The door opened quietly. The Service guards stood aside courteously to admit the girl, then departed. Jetta Gondila moved across to the desk, slim body bending gracefuly.


  Gregori Locke shook hands with her. “Please excuse the identification,” he apologized. “But you know it’s a necessary and emphatic rule that identification must be made each and every time that I communicate with an operative.”


  “I’m accustomed to it now,” the girl said. “Please lower the lights.” She dropped a couple of books in her lap as she sank back into a chair wearily. “I’ve been studying the records of the First War and the print has strained my eyes.”


  “Then you knew that I sent for you in connection with the Plutonian uprising?” Jetta’s immobile features relaxed in a faint smile.


  “I should be a poor operative, Captain Locke, if I didn’t know what my own chief had in mind.”


  The men laughed cordially and Locke introduced Ransome.


  “I’m honored,” the girl said quietly. “Your record is unexcelled.”


  Ransome’s protests were curtailed by Gregori Locke’s emphatic tones. The three sat back for a formal discussion of the impending war. Points of the First War were considered, and old reports from S.E.S. operatives still on Pluto were read.


  “There’s nothing new here,” Locke said, tapping the sheets. “If Tragarath has some super armament, he has kept it well hidden.”


  “Is there any prospect of help from Venus if we need it?” Jetta asked.


  “None. Relations are too strained. Venus won’t take sides. Only yesterday her ambassador characterized us as ‘a bloody, warring people.’ ”


  “From Mars?”


  “I think not. The Martian Overlords are annoyed because Earth insisted on a priority claim over the radioactive ores on Mercury.”


  “Then we stand alone?”


  “I’m afraid so. If Tragarath’s confidence is not hopelessly misplaced, the fate of Earth may rest on what you two can discover on Europa.”


  THE three-hundred foot cruiser blazed an embered trail out across the orbital lanes, seeking to intercept Jupiter, the racing colossus of the Outer Circle.


  Quartered in the nose cabins of the mechrome hull, Ransome and Jetta Gondila saw much of each other. Jetta abandoned a preliminary tendency to hold herself aloof and engaged freely in conversation. The two exchanged stories of their exploits, and though they did not consciously set out to boast, the feats they told of capped all fictional tales in peaks of daring and adventure. Jetta told of a penetration of the citadels of the Martian Overlords at the command of S.E.S. Ransome outlined his experiences on the asteroid fortress of the outlaws, where he uncovered the weaknesses that enabled the Earth fleet to blast the fortress into incandescence. Jetta recalled a ninety-hour vigil in the subterranean depths of the Drifting Plains, where the Venusian diplomats held their secret conclaves. Ransome related the discomforts of the week he spent in a tiny aerated chamber in the heart of a synthetic robot that simulated the monstrous shapes of the Jovian rulers.


  Time passed swiftly and pleasantly during the recounting of these exploits, and it was with reluctance that Ransome beheld the glowing sphere of Jupiter swim ever larger out of the walls of blackness.


  The atomic blast, already decreased to a negligible glow, was completely cut off; and the cruiser approached soundlessly and invisibly into the orbit of Europa.


  “The Plutonian forces should be here already,” Ransome declared. “Their ships may be distributed over the surface of the satellite or, more probably, grouped about a central fortress waiting for the last units to arrive.”


  His skilled hands wandered over the controls and set the cruiser in a retrograde path about the orbit. Soon Europa emerged from behind the shining bulk of Jupiter and raced in a glorious arc to meet the tiny ship. Again Ransome put the cruiser through a complicated set of maneuvers that dropped it into the thin belt of atmosphere that cloaked the rocky surface and gave it a circling velocity high above the bleak landscape.


  Together he and Jetta inspected the ground below. A scrutiny of the entire equatorial strip revealed nothing, and they were compelled to move north and circle again. This time they were rewarded by a fleeting glimpse of a nest of pale lights at the base of a rocky range.


  “The ships and the fortress!” Jetta cried.


  Ransome lowered the ship to within twenty feet of the surface, for should Plutonian eyes be turned their way and notice the thin stream of their tube discharge, swift disaster would over take their expedition. Curtained by the towering ramparts of the range, the cruiser slipped lower until it settled on a level plateau and compressed air braked the extended wheels to a standstill.


  A faint sunlight, no more intense than reflected from a full moon on Earth, illuminated the scene. Jupiter was invisible, and strange patterns of stars pitted the sky. The territory was of the dominating rock, with here and there a pale vegetation expanding from patches of crushed pumice.


  A faint wind keened across the hull, whispering of desolation and loneliness, for no intelligent life inhabited this globe.


  Ransome stared into the gulfs of shadow, seeking landmarks that he had noted from the air.


  “That ravine over there,” he said, “will take me through the range and directly above the fortress. What light there is will be gone completely in another two hours and I should have no trouble entering secretly.”


  “You are going alone?”


  “Your work is here.”


  Jetta nodded.


  Ransome retired to his cabin and donned the artificial skin and other items of his disguise. Back in the control room he subjected himself to a close inspection, so that no wrinkles or tears would reveal the nature of his covering. Finally he donned the high collar and the fur cloak of the Plutonian expeditionary forces. Beneath the cloak he strapped a tiny transmitter.


  He paused at the air-lock, sniffing the rust-tainted atmosphere, then he sprang down and darted nimbly across the splintered terrain.


  The Cat was abroad again!


  The gorges sprang open before his leaping passage; slices of starlight vanished and re-opened above him. His passage was unimpeded by the uneven surface: he took ravines in his stride, outcroppings served as platforms for high leaps to other boulders. His nimble feet did not fail him: his eyes were attuned to select the level surfaces and his muscles obeyed all signals implicitly.


  Despite the exertion that sent the blood racing through his veins, the bitter cold began to chill his bones. He switched on the tiny heating unit, and instantly an aura of warmth encircled him. His head ached from the effects of the tainted atmosphere that he drew into his lungs, but he did not regret not using a helmet and covering, for progress in space suits was cumbersome and slow.


  Steadily he sped through the mountainpiercing gorge, a wraith fleeing through a shattered world. The sensitive prongs of rock-clinging plants stirred faintly in the wake of his passage, vaguely detecting him, yet finally deceived by his speed and silence. Dark caverns and shadowed hollows streamed by him, but he had no fear of what they might hold, for exploration and survey of Europa had long ago proven that it was empty of any high or inimical form of life. The worst he could expect was a fall and a broken limb, but he had sufficient confidence in his eyesight and agility to dismiss that possibility.


  An hour later he emerged from the gorge.


  Below him shone the lights of the Plutian encampment!


  A GLEAMING array of cruisers lay on a level space, light reflected dimly from their curving backs. They were gathered in squadrons of a hundred each, and far out on the plain were squadrons as yet incomplete. Ransome calculated that another three hundred incoming ships would complete Tragarath’s armada. Fifty squadrons awaiting the Emperor’s word! Five thousand heavily armed flying fortresess! It was the duty of S.E.S. to see that those ships did not drive into the atmosphere of Earth!


  In the shadow of the cliff-like range was an officers’ encampment, a series of metal domes clustered about a direct-beam transmitting station, which also served as a central fortress.


  Kra-55 descended from his high perch with feline grace. Slowly he trod toward the encampment, confident that his black attire would hide him from watchful eyes.


  A hundred yards from the first hut he paused, a sixth sense apparently warning him of danger. He hovered on the spot, for a moment unsure of himself. Then a smile crossed his features and he stepped forward to inspect the ground ahead. He knew now what had caused him to hesitate. Set in the rock surface and imitating its color was a forty-feet wide strip of metal that threw off a dull gleam only perceptible to the keenest eyes. The strip curved completely about the encampment, and Kra-55 was not long in doubt as to its purpose.


  It was an alarm signal to trap intruders, a sensitized ribbon of metal that would transmit an instantaneous warning if an uninsulated foot touched it!


  Kra-55 strode back a hundred paces, ran and sprang.


  He knew the chance he took. Should he fall short, death would erupt from the domed huts, a thousand warriors would close about him.


  The metal surface streamed beneath him. His heart stood still. Had he overestimated the power of his muscles under decreased gravitation?


  His foot touched rock beyond the alarm strip. A convulsion of his muscles threw his upper body forward. He went down on his knees, stood erect in the Plutonian encampment!


  He adjusted his cloak and strode forward. A hut loomed before him, and from within he heard the sound of voices. He did not pause to listen, for the inflections told him that the matters under discussion had little to do with planetary conquest and more to do with the conquest of women.


  The transmitting station was his goal. There, he guessed, would gather the most important officers. There would be exchanged vital messages, cryptic sentences.


  A Plutonian emerged from the dimly-lighted interior of a hut. He approached Ransome, gave the clawed finger salute, made as though to pass, then paused.


  Blood pumped feverishly to Ransome’s pulses. He switched off his heating unit. Plutonians, inured to cold, used no artificial warming devices, and the presence of one on Ransome’s body would be sure to arouse suspicion if it were noted.


  “Duties!” said the Plutonian conversationally. “I was hoping for a few hours’ sleep, but of course something turned up for me to do. Ten units are coming in later and I have to assign them to their squadrons. . . .” He peered closer at Ransome’s face. “I don’t recognize you. . . . Well, they’re coming in so fast I can’t expect to know everybody. I hope you have better luck with your sleep periods than I do. Duties!”


  Still grumbling he headed outwards toward the alarm ribbon.


  Presently Ransome stood before the beam station. A steady stream of Plutonians passed in and out the doorway, some bearing papers, some muttering indignantly of interrupted sleep.


  Kra-55 joined the ingoing stream. His eyes searched ahead. To his relief he perceived that no one was challenged.


  The main body of Plutonians passed into the central transmitting room, but several broke the line to enter side corridors. At the first opportunity Kra-55 stepped into a deserted passageway. Behind the doors that lined the metal walls were quartered officers of the fleet. Kra-55 knew that he could not expect to invade the transmitting room unchallenged, but here he might go unnoticed for hours.


  AS he patrolled the corridor he pressed his ear against the doors, senses keened for vital words that would give him a clue to the information he sought. Behind most doors he heard the heavy breathing of sleepers and sometimes the sound of men eating. Scraps of conversation came to him, but all valueless until good fortune caused him to halt outside a room at the far end of the corridor. Two men were talking.


  “. . . shells are ready. He told me. They’re already moving toward the Inner Circle.”


  “What are they for? They can’t do any damage.”


  “It’s supposed to be a secret plan, but anybody who has seen the shells can guess what they’re for. The Emperor ordered the construction of three thousand shells of thin metal. They resemble space-ships at a distance, but of course there are no men or armaments available to man them, so they’re completely empty except for radio control units. Three thousand empty shells, and one cruiser to guide the whole of that number by radio remote control. They’re already moving slowly toward the Inner Circle. Earth’s telescopes and outposts will think it’s our armada approaching and send their entire fleet to intercept them. Meanwhile we’ll be leaving tomorrow with the fifty squadrons. Full speed will take us out of the Ecliptic-plane. We’ll be almost in Earth’s atmosphere before we’re noticed. With the Earth fleet hopelessly out of reach we’ll have the planet at our mercy. When the fleet discovers its error and returns, we’ll be in possession of the planet and the ships will have to hold off for fear of destroying their own people.”


  “It sounds all right—if it works. I can’t help thinking that we need more than strategy to subjugate Earth people for any length of time. I was in the First War. I know what they’re like.”


  “It’s just as well the Emperor can’t hear those remarks. It’s well to keep such pessimistic ideas to yourself.”


  As the hoarse syllables ceased, Kra-55 slipped away, joined the outgoing line and moved away from the transmitting station. In the deeper shadows he linked up the batteries of his tiny direct-beam broadcaster. The invisible beam drove out, searching through the night in the direction where the hidden cruiser lay. Presently the clicking of the intake speaker told of contact and synchronization.


  Jetta Gondila’s voice, faint and remote, echoed in his ears: “Here, Ransome. Have you got it?”


  Carefully and accurately he transmitted what he had learned, then listened while she read back what he had sent.


  “Correct.”


  “Are you coming back now?”


  “Coming.”


  He unfastened the complete transmitter from his body, severing all communication with Ecka-39. He lifted a large boulder, dropped the apparatus into the opening and replaced the stone. There the transmitter might lie undiscovered until the end of time.


  As he approached the alarm ribbon, he almost collided with a group of Plutonians who emerged unexpectedly from the pervading gloom. He stepped aside for them to pass, which they did with words of greeting.


  “Wait!”


  Every nerve in Kra-55’s body tensed. His muscles seemed to be robbed of all activity.


  THE officers had returned to his side.


  One of them stood at his elbow, staring into his face. Before Ransome could make a move to forestall it, his cloak was snatched aside, revealing the heating unit, which was functioning again.


  “A heater!” cried the officer. “I thought I felt it as I passed!”


  A cry went up like a death-signal: “Earthman! Spy!”


  A jostling throng surrounded Ransome. He would have died there and then if there had been sufficient room for any officer to turn a weapon on him; but by their very numbers the Plutonians defeated their own purpose.


  “Spy!”


  Kra-55 struck right and left and two of the black-skins went down before his closed fists. His cloak was ripped from him.


  Confronted by death he felt one consolation. His concealment of the transmitter had been a wise move. The Plutonians would have no reason to suspect that he had uncovered and transmitted vital information which would make it necessary for them to change their plans. His death would satisfy them that the spy menace had been removed.


  Yet he would not die if he could help it. His struggles took him to the edge of the throng. With a last desperate contraction of his muscles, he slipped from the grasp of those who held him.


  He was running. The alarm ribbon loomed before him. He sprang, cleared it with a superhuman effort. Behind him he heard the patter of pursuing feet, and the shells of vibratory guns began to crumble the ground about him. He dived into a hollow. With a single movement he dropped into a crevice and drew a boulder over him to seal the opening. He waited for the holocaust.


  It came. The giant projectors from the fortress were trained into the hollow. The light vibratory shells poured in. Rock and vegetation began to disintegrate to the accompaniment of intense heat.


  A hissing roar filtered through to Ransome. Hot dust poured down on him and his body sweated in the ever-increasing warmth. At the point where he knew he could no longer expect protection from his crumbling hiding-place, the projectors were shut off and the wan light of search-beams flickered briefly over the shattered area.


  Voices drifted down from the rim of the hollow: “He carried no transmitter. Anything he learned has died with him. A dangerous and seldom successful trade, this espionage. We’ll have to arrange a check and inspection throughout the fleet.”


  Silence and darkness settled once more.


  Kra-55 threw off the boulder that covered him. It was a thin wafer of stone now, pitted and cracked. Inch by inch he crept over the desiccated hollow, almost buried in hot dust. He was out of the hollow, running with catlike agility back through the gorge!


  Jetta Gondila was waiting at the airlock.


  “You sent the message?” he asked as she closed the inner door.


  She nodded. “It took all the batteries in the ship and ten minutes of calculating before I could get a beam on Earth, but Captain Locke was waiting. He sent back an acknowledgment.”


  Ransome went to rid himself of the disguise and clinging dust. When he returned to the control cabin, Jetta was transcribing to a sheet of paper.


  “There’s a further message from Captain Locke,” she announced. “We are to proceed by Route K6-KE49R in Zee Sector.”


  Ransome calculated quickly. “That will take us into the Superior-plane, somewhere above Venus-orbit. I wonder why Locke wants us to leave Ecliptic?”


  “That’s all that came through. I suppose we’re to await further instructions.”


  The cruiser lifted from the spectral landscape, cleared the thinning atmosphere and unleashed its full power in outer space. Her nose turned inward toward the central flames of the solar orb; each hour miles per second were added to her velocity. Her path would take her above Earth-orbit and millions of miles from the planet itself.


  Alone in the control cabin, Ransome re-adjusted the direct-beam for communications with Earth. The cruiser’s rate of acceleration decreased appreciably as power was stolen to drive the beam off at a tangent.


  Ransome bent over the microphone.


  Behind him the door swung open.


  “What are you doing?” Jetta asked curiously.


  “You know that all A-rank messages must be transmitted in entirety by each operative engaged on a case. Locke will be waiting for my check.”


  “Of course,” Jetta said. “It’s a wise precaution.”


  She turned away, quitted the cabin.


  Again Ransome bent over the microphone, but before he could commence transmission he was startled by a scuffling sound in the outer corridor. He sprang up. Jetta’s voice rang out, calling to him. He sensed that she must be in great danger, for the code of S.E.S. held no place for weaklings.


  Again the girl’s voice was raised in anguish and distress. Ransome swung open the door.


  As he did so a stunning blow descended on him, so swiftly that he did not have time to see the weapon before it was withdrawn. As the veils of unconsciousness blinded him, he dimly beheld the snout of a viki-gun appear through the half-opened door. He tried to move but could not. The weapon hissed.


  A pellet of vikiryth, the poison that brought death in less than thirty seconds, shattered in Kra-55’s flesh.


  A WHITE disc wavered in an encompassing greyness. It contracted, condensed, took on sharp outlines.


  Ransome’s blurred gaze focused on the face of the cruiser’s chronometer. Even while he was struggling to rise his mind automatically calculated that he had lain unconscious for seven hours. Grimly he fingered the clotted bruise on his skull, then gazed about him. The cabin was empty.


  He stepped into the corridor, paused, then called Jetta’s name several times. There was no response. A swift search of the entire cruiser revealed that she was not on board.


  He hovered in the storage compartment, prey to doubts and fears. How Jetta’s disappearance could be linked with the Plutonian uprising, he could not think, but instinctively he felt that there was a connection. For a while he stood beside one of the transparent plates of the hull, half expectant, half afraid that he might see her body circling through the airless void. The stars blazed back at him. No dark shape occulted their prismed brilliance.


  As he returned to the control cabin he noticed a fragment of paper lying near the corridor wall. He retrieved it, read the hastily scrawled words:


  AM IN HANDS OF RAIDING PARTY OF PLUTONIANS. THEY KILLED KRA-55 WITH VIKI-GUN BUT KEPT ME ALIVE IN HOPE OF EXTRACTING INFORMATION. I WRITE THIS AS THEY PREPARE ONE OF CRUISER’S LIFEBOATS TO TAKE ME TO PLUTO WHILE THEY GO ON—


  The note ended with ominous abruptness, as if shadows had fallen across the page as Jetta dropped it.


  “Killed me?” Ransome said aloud, and laughed quietly. Since the recent discovery of the vikiryth antidote, all espionage operative had had blood-stream innoculation against the poison and were now immune to its deadly molecular virus. The pellet that had entered his body had caused nothing more than a superficial wound.


  Jetta, too, was still alive. A frown crossed Ransome’s forehead as understanding of what was happening formed a clear pattern in his mind. It was of vital importance to Earth’s safety that he contact Captain Locke at once.


  A fresh problem confronted him when he seated himself before the direct-beam transmitter. Skilled hands had removed essential and irreplaceable parts from the mechanism. It was as inert as a block of stone.


  The only alternative was to break down the cruiser’s velocity and set a course for Earth. Ransome took his place at the control board, computed rapidly and set his fingers working rapidly over the keys. Preliminary shocks shook the ship; hour by hour it began a steady deceleration from the course that was driving it out of the Solar-plane and into the black gulfs of Superior-space.


  Two days later Ransome was submitting with ill-concealed impatience to the comprehensive identification check-up in the laboratory of S.E.S. Montonously the lights wavered and coincided on the screens; the indifferent technicians proceeded remorselessly with their task to the final card.


  “Good God!” Ransome gasped as he entered Locke’s office. “To think that I have to spend twenty minutes in the laboratory when I have news that may concern the fate of Earth’s fleet!”


  Captain Gregori Locke held up a restraining hand. “I was beginning to think you were dead. Where have you been?”


  Swiftly Ransome recounted his experiences, then tossed the note from Jetta Gondila on to the desk. Locke read it, let it fall from idle fingers.


  “Yes, you would have been dead but for the antidote. Congratulations on a narrow escape, Ransome. But I’m sorry we’ve lost Ecka-39. Frankly, she has been invaluable to the Service, and I’m afraid she’ll receive small mercy from Tragarath when she refuses to divulge information. . . .”


  “Captain,” Ransome said tensely, “you must let me see Ecka-39’s transmission from Europa.”


  Locke searched unhurriedly through his files. “Here’s a copy of the message,” he said, studying Ransome intently.


  CONSCIOUS of his chief’s keen inspection, puzzled by something underlying it, Ransome read the printed card. His heart sank as what he had feared was confirmed. The information in no way matched that which he had learned in the Plutonian encampment.


  He said dully: “This message is incorrect—a fake. . . .” He groaned. “The Earth fleet has fallen into a trap. . . . Earth is unprotected, our forces millions of miles away!”


  Captain Locke’s eyes cleared. He stood up, reached across his desk and shook Ransome’s hand warmly.


  “There was a fear lingering in my mind,” he said, “that you might be responsible for this message. Forgive me for doubting you. I realize now that you didn’t betray us. You see, I’ve suspected for almost forty-eight hours that the message was fraudulent.”


  “You knew? But how?”


  “First doubts were raised when your personal duplication of the message was not received. Still, presuming that you had been captured or killed, we’d have proceeded on the information received had not a second message come through.”


  “A second message!” Ransome gasped. “From whom?”


  “From Orchen on Pluto, one of the few Councillors of the Emperor who have been friendly to Earth. A true patriot, Orchen swore that he was betraying Tragarath to save Pluto. Rather than see his world destroyed by the enraged forces of Earth and Venus (he feared a union that didn’t exist), he revealed the entire plan of campaign, including the route and departure of Tragarath’s true armada. He was willing that the armada should be destroyed and thus end the warlike trends of the Emperor—trends that could only bring doom to all Pluto.


  “Our fleet has proceeded to an intermediate point. There it waits in the hope of receiving a message from me. It’s for you to say, Ransome. Here are the messages from Europa and from Orchen. If the first is false, what of Orchen’s? Has he tried to deceive us too with an air of sincerity which, I confess, I found hard to disbelieve?”


  Ransome inspected the verbatim report of the Plutonian’s communication.


  “This information,” he said, “coincides exactly with what I learned on Europa. The visible, approaching armada is a fleet of dummies. Orchen has given the correct details of the real fleet’s maneuvers from Inferior-plane.”


  “Good!” cried Locke. He summoned an orderly, scribbled quickly on Orchen’s message. Transmit this at once by direct-beam to our fleet. Admiral Sonthi can then proceed as he wishes.” He turned back to Ransome. “Tragarath will pay dearly for this folly. Orchen will have his wish: no single warship will remain to Pluto at the end of another fifty hours. “And now, from what you’ve told me, I judge we’re up against a powerful spy organization working for the Emperor. Ecka-39’s record and identification are unimpeachable. So are yours. Someone must have cancelled Gondila’s transmission and substituted the one I received. Don’t ask me how! The same person or persons arranged the raid on your ship, your ‘death’ and Gondila’s capture, to cover up the matter of the faked message.”


  “I suppose you can guess what comes next?” Ransome asked hesitantly.


  “Certainly. You’re ‘dead.’ One other must be silenced if that spy is to continue his work unsuspected on this planet—as he undoubtedly desires to do. That one is myself. I think we can expect a visitor before the night’s over.”


  IN kay-sector of space, emerging from Inferior-plane, the squadrons of Earth met the vast armada of the god-Emperor, Tragarath. Through a thousand miles of emptiness raged the holocaustic beams of destruction with which each unit of the mighty fleets was armed. A tremendous radiance as of awakening suns lit the darkness, and through this, dark flecks in the mesh of light, sped the warring vessels, pursuing, engaging, destroying. No quarter was given or desired; no raider attempted to evade the encirclement; no Earth ship withdrew for recuperation. Now and for all time the issue must be resolved. One race only, black or white, could survive this unleashed fury.


  On Earth Ransome and Captain Locke met again in the latter’s offices. Sixteen hours had elapsed since their last conversation. Already news was filtering through that the war in space had begun.


  Locke was calm and untroubled. He went about his routine work as though no death threat hung over him. Ransome, accustomed as he was to subjecting himself to dangerous missions, was forced to admire his chief’s composure. At any instant death might strike from some unknown quarter.


  Sensing some of the operative’s suspense, Locke looked up and smiled. “Have you forgotten,” he asked, “that S.E.S. headquarters is a fortress in its own right?”


  Ransome shook his head grimly. “Your visitor is later than you expected, but you’re gambling with your life. I know that you’ve given instructions to the guards for all intruders to be passed without question. Practically anyone could reach this office at this moment.”


  “It’s the only way. I’m the bait in the trap. We can’t expect to catch our man if we don’t leave the trap open for him—”


  Sharp and unexpected came a knock at the door.


  “Enter,” said Locke, and Ransome’s needle-gun sprang into his hand.


  In the doorway stood Jetta Gondila!


  Her eyes passed from Locke to Ransome.


  “Arnold Ransome! I thought you were dead!”


  “And we thought you were in the hands of the Plutonians,” Locke said, relaxing in his seat.


  “I was—but I escaped and came here immediately after I landed on Earth. I—”


  “Before you proceed any further,” Captain Locke interrupted her, “how do you account for the fraudulent and misleading message which you broadcast from Europa?”


  Jetta’s eyes widened in puzzlement. “Fraudulent and misleading? I don’t understand. I transmitted only what Ransome sent me.”


  Locke bit his lip in perplexity. “I don’t propose to doubt you, Ecka-39. The fact is we’re faced with a clever spy ring which somehow blocked out your message and made a substitution. Fortunately a correction was made in time.”


  “I don’t understand,” Jetta repeated, then her eyes caught again on Ransome’s face and she frowned. “Why do you look at me in that way?” she demanded.


  “Because,” Ransome said distinctly, “you are not Ecka-39. You are not Jetta Gondila!”


  The girl wavered in the doorway, her mouth opened angrily, then she swung back on Captain Locke.


  “What is the meaning of this?” she cried. “Is this some childish joke?”


  Locke too was thunderstruck. “Explain yourself!” he demanded, half-doubtful of whether he had heard Ransome’s words correctly.


  “This isn’t Jetta Gondila,” Ransome reiterated, and his clasp on the needle-gun was very conspicuous. “Ask her why she crept into your office in this fashion—without proper identification. She’s here to kill you, Captain!”


  The girl relaxed and a faint smile passed over her lips. She looked at captain Locke expectantly.


  Locke was fingering the card that had just dropped on to his desk.


  “I’m afraid you’ve made a distressing blunder, Ransome,” he declared. “Ecka-39 didn’t ‘creep’ into my office. She came by way of the laboratory, where she was properly checked and identified. Even if I were to doubt my own powers of recognition, I couldn’t ignore the evidence of this card. The check was perfect. This is Jetta Gondila.”


  “EXACTLY,” said the girl, “and because I knew you would wish to see me immediately, I insisted that a laboratory guard should bring me straight to your office without waiting for a summons.”


  Locke’s eyes rested on Ransome questioningly. “No doubt you want to explain and apologize for this blunder?”


  “No,” said Ransome coolly. “You see, I made no blunder. I repeat: this is not Jetta Gondila, Ecka-39.”


  The girl’s eyes glittered. “Take me to the laboratory yourself, Captain Locke, and test me in the presence of an armed guard. I’m perfectly willing to be identified for a second time. And I suggest that it might be well to submit Ransome to the check-up too!”


  “Still,” said Ransome, “you aren’t Jetta Gondila. You deceived Locke and me. You accompanied me to Europa. There you ignored my message and sent a false one. Later, when I proposed to re-transmit the information to Earth, ruining your scheme to decoy our fleet, you lured me from the radio with screams, so that I wouldn’t have time to send any story in the thirty seconds which you thought remained to me after you fired a viki-pellet into me. You left a false message to cover your trail—took a lifeboat and came to Earth. You believed that your subterfuges had successfully sent our fleet on a false trail and you could be of further service on Earth while Tragarath’s ships were attacking. So you planned to kill Captain Locke, the only other one who knew you’d been on Europa and would ask questions, and carry on your espionage as Jetta Gondila.”


  “A foolish tissue of lies,” the girl said with a gesture of disgust. “The identification test is infallible. Please dismiss this man, Captain Locke. I’m tired of insults and wish to speak to you on important matters.”


  “I suppose,” Ransome resumed, “you’ve only just arrived on Earth because lifeboats are slower than cruisers. You came straight here to kill Captain Locke and to wait and see how you could help the Plutonian fleet when it arrived. You may be interested to know that Tragarath’s forces are being destroyed at this very moment.”


  Before Locke could come to a decision on the confusing matter confronting him, Ransome strode across the room and closed the door, placing himself between it and the girl.


  “Now for proof of all I’ve said,” he announced.


  Before she could guess his intention, he seized the girl and tossed her guns across the room. She struggled with sinewy strength and called loudly to Gregori Locke for assistance.


  Grimly Ransome proceeded with his task.


  Abruptly there was a tearing sound under his grasping fingers. A white tissue of artificial skin tore reluctantly from the girl’s neck and across her shoulders. Ransome’s hand sought her face, closed over it and pulled strongly. A thin layer of plastic features came away, revealing a true face of entirely different contours.


  And everything exposed by the removal of the artificial skin was coal black in color!


  Something about the broad nose, the set of the lips and pointed chin, was familiar to Ransome. Methodically, while the girl no longer struggled, he removed the wig from the shaven skull and the blue glasses from the eye-sockets.


  At his first glimpse of the cold green eyes, he knew.


  “Allegra—Tragarath’s daughter!” he gasped. “That should convince you, Captain. This one who masqueraded as Ecka-39 is a Plutonian of the highest position, the daughter of the Emperor, sent here to spy on S.E.S. and disrupt our plans. She wears an artificial white skin over built-up features and her entire body—except—except—”


  He was staring in horror at Allegra’s shoulders, exposed by a torn tunic, for at that point the artificial skin had ended and black skin merged hideously—with pure white arms!


  “Except for what?” Locke demanded.


  “Except for her arms,” Ransome continued in a low voice. “They must be the arms of Jetta Gondila. Jetta was captured and destroyed, except for her arms. They were transplanted to Allegra by advanced surgery that united bone, nerve, arteries, veins and muscles. Thus was the infallible identification of Ecka-39, vested in Allegra . . .


  Both men stared in stunned silence at the last living reminders of Ecka-39 who had died in the name of S.E.S.


  Abruptly Captain Locke shook himself as if casting off a heavy weight.


  “In this trade,” he said, “even a princess can’t hope for preferential treatment.”


  Allegra nodded calmly.


  Locke called a guard. “Take this prisoner. Accord her the treatment customarily meted out to those detected in espionage. The papers will be ready in a minute. The sentence is—death.”


  Allegra’s gaze swept round and round the room, as though her eyes, soon to be veiled by eternal darkness, sought to drink in vast reservoirs of the things that make up existence, a last and all-absorbing memory.


  “Goodbye, Captain Locke—and you, Kra-55,” she said, and walked out under the guard’s surveillance.


  They did not see her again. They learned that she never reached the lethal chamber but died in the corridors, victim of a self-administered poison.


  AN hour later Locke and Ransome were walking in the tiny sanctuary to which Locke had the only key. It was an inner hall of S.E.S.’s vast building, a garden, dimly lighted, soft underfoot with flowering grass, trees whispering in cool air currents.


  Locke said: “You haven’t told me why you were so sure that Allegra wasn’t the true Gondila, or how you suspected she was a Plutonian.”


  “It was simple. I’m surprised you didn’t notice what I did. Re-read this note that Allegra left in my cruiser: ‘. . . killed Kra-55 with viki-gun.’ All S.E.S. operatives know that they are immune to vikiryth since the injections of the antidote. Allegra didn’t know—therefore she must be fraudulent. And knowing that she wasn’t Ecka-39, it wasn’t hard to put little things together to guess that she was a Plutonian;—little things like her reluctance to appear in strong light when we first met in your office (Plutonians aren’t accustomed to a great deal of light); her ignorance of the rule on check-messages by operatives; her impassive face—a necessary precaution to excuse the immobility of the built-up features. . . .”


  “In this sanctuary,” Locke said slowly, “unknown to all but a chosen few, I have gathered many mementoes of exploits that have made S.E.S. the glorious but unknown service. Glorious to us—unknown to Earth’s millions. Some of the mementoes you have noticed: little monuments, fragments from sundered ships, urns that hold the ashes of valiant operatives.” He paused before a white casket on a marble base. “We come now to the latest and one of the most distinguished of relics. This casket contains a memento of one whom we may well remember with pride: I refer to the only discoverable remains of Ecka-39, Jetta Gondila—her white, efficient arms, taken back from the one who stole them.” His voice quickened. “Beside the last relics of one who paid with her dearest possession in the name of the Service, let me make a wish—that our calm skies shall not soon flame again with conflict, that even now the news of the ultimate destruction of the Emperor’s armada is speeding to Earth!”


  They turned quietly away.


  GIANTS BEYOND PLUTO


  E.K. Jarvis


  “Earth does not answer!” When Otis Ludlow spoke those words, terror strode the void!


  “OATS, damn it, hurry up!” Fred Vanray said impatiently.


  The chemist was in a hurry to get back to earth.


  The little light of the distant sun squirmed through the thick glass of the observation port and, as if weary from its long journey, sprawled across the littered table. It touched the long-nosed pliers, the thin screw-driver, with which Otis Ludlow was working. It touched the tubes and coils which he was rapidly replacing in the dismantled radio receiver. His fingers, the long, supple fingers of an expert technician, were incredibly deft. They lost none of their deftness by the fact that he was in a hurry.


  He worked silently, and Fred Vanray, the chemist, and Elton Ahrm, the navigator, watched in growing impatience. There was silence in all the little ship. It hung in the silence of the outer void, beyond the orbit of the planets, beyond Pluto. The ship, and its occupants, were waiting for Ludlow to finish repairing the radio receiver, which had squealed into indignant silence when a condenser shorted.


  “Yeah, get a move on,” Elton Ahrm added. “I want to know if that snatch we got before the set went blooie was some super thriller or whether the announcer back on earth was giving out with the truth.”


  “It couldn’t have been an honest newscast,” Fred Vanray said quickly. “We tuned into the middle of some adventure story broadcast. That’s the only possible explanation. That part about thousands of people committing suicide, because of some new disease—” Abruptly the chemist lit a cigarette. “It’s not possible,” he ended, choking over a mouthful of smoke.


  Ahrm flicked a glance at him, then looked away. “I hope not,” he said. The navigator was somewhat phlegmatic. On the surface, he didn’t scare easily. Vanray was inclined to be impulsive, and showed it.


  “If you two will only shut up while I put this triply-damned receiver back together, I’d appreciate it,” Otis—“Oats”—Ludlow snapped. “Ah—” he said, his voice going from irritation to satisfaction as he slipped the last tube back into place. “This will settle it. She’s ready to roll.” He snapped a switch, leaned back in his chair, and mopped the perspiration from his forehead.


  Vanray and Ahrm leaned forward.


  There was a soft hum from the speaker as the rectifier tubes warmed. Then the voice came.


  “Flash! Health service reports outbreak of insanity continuing. Physicians admit they are unable to establish what is causing this disease. The first outbreak came suddenly, without warning, and the health service was caught totally unprepared. However, resources are being mobilized as rapidly as possible and every effort is being made to cope with the malignant microbe—if a microbe is responsible.”


  The voice was coming from earth. The announcer seemed to choke, then came again.


  “However, ladies and gentlemen, you can be certain of one thing: The health service is on the job one hundred per cent. Every physician and every nurse available have been called to duty. Specialists in microscopy, working with the electron microscope, are already seeking the germ that has caused this sudden outbreak of nervous prostrations. And they’ll find it. You can bet they’ll find it. They haven’t failed yet. With a tradition of hundreds of years of service behind them, they won’t fail now. Their suggestion to you is, above everything else, be calm. Lie down if possible. Don’t indulge in violent physical exertion. And don’t worry.”


  The announcer got his voice under control.


  “That’s it, folks. Don’t worry. Remember the keenest minds on earth are working on this problem. They’re working for you, with you. And they ask that you work with them. You can do this by remaining calm and going about your duties just as if nothing was happening. If you feel an attack of hysteria coming on, lie down and rest. Remember, also, that you are being told the facts as they develop. Good or bad, whatever the facts are, you get them. We’ll have more news for you in just a—”


  Click!


  THE voice of the announcer went into sudden silence. A hum came from the loudspeaker.


  “Damn this receiving set! It’s on the blink again.” Oats Ludlow brought, his chair forward with a bang. Profanely he began to dig into the depths of the radio set.


  Fred Vanray’s face had whitened. “IPs—it’s not true,” he whispered.


  Ahrm took a slow drag on his cigarette. He didn’t say anything.


  “It’s an adventure story, a thriller,” Vanray said.


  Ahrm smoked in silence.


  “It has to be that,” the chemist insisted. He looked fiercely at Ahrm.


  “I’m not arguing with you,” the navigator said. “But—”


  “But what?”


  “But they don’t put commercials on the beam that is radiated to space,” Ahrm said tonelessly. “Not enough people out in space to make advertising pay profits. Hence, no commercials. Hence, no thrillers. News, music, yes. We’re listening to the special space beam. The ordinary broadcasts, radiated to be heard on earth, don’t get through the Heaviside layers. So—”


  “Maybe they’ve changed things,” Vanray said. “We’ve been out here beyond Pluto for seven months, exploring the trans-Plutonian bodies. Maybe—Oats,” fretfully, the chemist turned to Ludlow. “Haven’t you got that damned receiver fixed yet?”


  Oats Ludlow was young, but he was boss of this little expedition sent out from earth to make explorations beyond Pluto. His face was lean and brown. Thoughtful now. Very thoughtful. He had quit working on the receiver. He was frowning as he stared at the radio. A soft hum was coming from the speaker.


  “What’s the matter?” Vanray questioned. “Can’t you repair it?”


  “Nope,” said Ludlow. “Not anything wrong with it.”


  “Huh?”


  Ludlow flicked ashes at the radio.


  “It’s working,” he said.


  “But—”


  “No beam. No radiations. Nothing to come in over the radio, so nothing is coming in.”


  “Hey, wait a minute,” Ahrm protested.


  Ludlow swung his chair around. “The transmitter on earth is not working,” he said slowly. “It’s off the ether.”


  Vanray said nothing. Ahrm blinked. “But that transmitter never goes off the ether,” he protested. “It’s in operation twenty-four hours a day. It has to be. Space ships take directional readings on it and ride the beam back to earth. If it quits working, ships will be left stranded all over the solar system.”


  THE navigator had lost some of his imperturbability. Worry showed on his face. He knew how the radio beam was used. It not only carried news, music, entertainment, to ships in space, but provided a never-failing compass pointing the way back home. Ships going from Mars to Earth, from Venus to Earth, from the asteroid belt to Earth, rode the beam home. Otherwise they could—and before the beam was put into operation—had, got themselves thoroughly lost. Out in space you could see a million, million stars. You had to pick out earth from all those blazing points of light. And, if the earth was between you and the sun, you couldn’t see it at all. Under such conditions, navigation was by grunt and guess, and navigators were important people.


  Because it was a sign-board of space, the beam operated every hour of every day and every minute of every hour.


  “I know all about it,” Ludlow said, staring at Ahrm. “The beam can’t quit. But the beam has quit. It also happens that we are just starting back home and the beam has gone off the ether before we have a directional reading on earth.”


  Vanray started to say something and choked it off. He jerked himself to his feet, strode to the port, and looked out. Ludlow pointed questioning eyes at Ahrm.


  “Sure,” the navigator said. “I can get us back. That’s why I’m here, because I know navigation. I’ll have to take a sight on the sun and a sight on a couple of fixed stars. Then I’ll have to dig out my charts and see where the earth is and in what direction it’s moving relative to us. Also I’ll have to check where the other planets are and how they’re moving. Then I’ll establish a tentative line and we’ll run down it for a while. Then I’ll check again and establish another line, and—Hell, I can get us back. It may take weeks, but we’re in no immediate danger, and we’ll get home sometime. The thing that bothers me, Oats—”


  “Is two things,” Ludlow interrupted. “The fact that the beam is gone is one of them. The other is that damned newscast. Ahrm, what the hell is happening to the folks back home?”


  “I don’t know,” the navigator said thoughtfully. “Look, Oats, why don’t we call the base on Pluto? They may have some dope.”


  “I’ll do that,” said Ludlow emphatically. He snapped the switch that fed current into the transmitter, picked up the microphone.


  “Calling Pluto Base,” his voice droned into the mike. “Calling Pluto Base. Ship Cyclops, returning from exploring trans-Plutonian bodies, calling Pluto Base. The earth beam is off. Have you any news? Cyclops, calling Pluto Base. Go ahead, Pluto.”


  He cut out the transmitter, tuned the receiver, waited for an answer. Over the sub-ether radio beam, used exclusively in space ship communication because the sub-ether radiations traveled about eighteen times faster than standard radio waves, the answer should come almost instantly.


  No answer came.


  LUDLOW waited, and the seconds ticked into minutes. The frown on his face become more intense. Out of the corner of his eyes, he could see Fred Vanray staring from the port. Vanray’s hands were balled into fists. Beside him, he could hear Elton Ahrm trying to breathe softly, and not succeeding.


  Ludlow kicked current into the transmitter. Urgently he spoke into the microphone. “Calling Pluto Base. Cyclops, calling Pluto Base. Go ahead, Pluto Base.”


  He waited for an answer.


  It didn’t come.


  Ludlow turned to the navigator. “We can’t be very far from Pluto,” he said quietly. “Will you plot a course that will take us there?”


  Ahrm nodded, ducked out of the radio room. Ludlow heard the navigator’s feet thud as he ran toward the control room in the nose. He glanced once at Vanray, then rose and followed.


  When he entered the control room, Ahrm was already buried in a mass of charts. From the control chair, Thad Vaughn, the fourth member of this small exploratory expedition, looked up.


  “What’s up, Oats?” he asked. “I’ve been waiting for a line so I could get this crate moving.”


  “No beam,” said Ludlow. Succinctly, he told Vaughn what had happened.


  Thad Vaughn was a brawny young man. Over six feet tall and muscled like a Hercules. Good natured and careless, nothing ever mattered very much to Thad.


  “What the heck is going on?” Vaughn questioned.


  Ludlow shrugged.


  “We’re lucky,” Ahrm spoke from the midst of his charts. “Pluto is almost in our lap. We’ll be there in an hour.”


  He came across the room, silently handed a set of co-ordinators to Ludlow, who passed them on to Vaughn.


  “Here’s a line on Pluto,” Ludlow said. “Burn the drivers off this buggy getting us there.”


  “Done.”


  Vaughn shoved the power bar gently home. In the rear of the little ship, a giant began to growl. Droning, the driving engines began to pick up speed.


  II


  LESS than an hour later, the drivers were groaning, as reversed, they braked the ship. Pluto was a cold shadow rising up out of the void.


  The radio was still silent.


  Fred Vanray came into the control room, started to ask a question, and changed his mind.


  “Here’s Pluto,” said Vaughn, from the control chair. “I assume we will land at the base?” Ludlow nodded and Vaughn flattened out the course of the ship, sent it hurtling high above the frozen surface toward the experimental base station that had been established here on this lifeless little world.


  Ludlow picked up a pair of binoculars and walked to the port. He watched the tom, frozen terrain hurtling by below the ship. Off there on a flat plain, like a tiny turtle humped up on a rock, was the concrete, steel, and glass dome of the base. Ludlow put the glasses to his eyes, thumbed the focusing screw.


  He took one look, jerked the glasses away, turned startled eyes at his companions.


  “What is it?” Ahrm said quickly.


  Ludlow didn’t answer. He looked again, to make sure. Thad Vaughn grunted, dipped the flier down toward the base, and abruptly sheered off.


  “Cripes!” Vaughn shouted. “What the hell has happened down there?”


  Through the glasses, Ludlow could clearly see the concrete, glass, and steel that had formed the dome. Had formed it! There was a hole in the dome big enough to drive their flier through. The heavy glass was shattered, the steel twisted and sheared.


  Ahrm and Vanray were at the port with him. The ship was close enough for them to see with the unaided eye.


  Ludlow saw the tangled mass of torn wreckage. When that hole had opened in the dome, the air had rushed out into the near vacuum of Pluto’s atmosphere. The men inside. . . . Well, within minutes the temperature had dropped to absolute zero. The men had clawed at their chests, fought for air, had not found it, had found the cold instead, had died. No wonder Pluto Base didn’t answer radio calls!


  Refocusing the glasses, Ludlow peered through the hole into the interior of the dome. He could see two men . . . both dead. And both in space suits.


  “An explosion inside the dome?” Elton Ahrm’s voice was a question.


  Ludlow studied the rift in the hemisphere. It was a huge round hole, with cracks radiating out from it. “No,” he said. “No explosion. That hole was blown in the dome from the outside, not from the inside.”


  Ahrm swallowed suddenly. “Hell, Oats,” he said. “Hell—”


  “Shall I land?” Thad Vaughn asked.


  “Yes,” Ludlow answered. “There may be somebody still alive inside the dome. We may be able to help. But before we land, lift her up high.”


  VAUGHN set the little ship on her tail, shoved her high into the sky. Ludlow swept his glasses in a circle. Out there was space, lit by the light of twice ten thousand suns. Black space with balls of fire caught somehow in its fabric. Space, cold and grim and full of hate for all forms of life. Life ventured here on threat of instant death. Space hated life, was always waiting to snuff it out. How space must hate human beings, that, from the protection of their fragile shells of steel and quartz, thumbed their noses at it! How it must plot to wipe them out, all of them!


  Out across space, Ludlow swept his glasses in a slow circle.


  “Looking for someone?” Ahrm queried huskily.


  “Yeah,” the commander answered. “Someone who might have done that!” He jerked an expressive thumb down toward the shattered dome.


  “That’s impossible!” Vanray blurted. “There was an explosion. It couldn’t have been anything else. There’s nothing in the solar system that would deliberately attack a base and kill all the occupants?”


  “There’s not supposed to be,” Ludlow answered. “But down there they’re dead.”


  He was shaken, startled, and although he would never admit it, scared half to death. So were the others. He completed his inspection of the sky. “Set her down, Thad,” he said. “I don’t see anything.”


  Vaughn set the ship on the ground outside the blasted dome.


  “Vanray, you stay here,” Ludlow ordered, pulling on a heavy space suit. “Handle the lock for us. After we get out, you get on the transmitter and see if you can raise earth. Report what happened here, if you can get through. Keep in touch with us through the auxiliary set and keep on the lookout.” Vaughn and Ahrm following, he clumped into the air lock.


  The inner door closed behind them. Through the heavy glass, they could see Vanray’s pale face as he manipulated the controls.


  “Turn on the oxygen,” Ludlow said.


  The outer door opened. Their suits, released from the effects of the restraining pressure, puffed out as they stepped down to the frozen surface of Pluto.


  The entrance to the dome was closed, but at the ground level was a huge crack in the concrete. It was wide enough to squeeze through. Ludlow stared at it, let his eyes run up the dome. Fifty feet up the crack suddenly widened. Ahrm pointed, spoke.


  “Golly, Oats. That hole. Somebody from the outside drove a beam through the dome. When the beam hit, the pressure inside the base exploded the dome. But what—” Over the radio in their suits his voice trailed off as he tried to imagine what had driven a beam through the dome of Pluto base.


  “I don’t know what,” Ludlow answered. “But hell is loose in this system. Come on. Let’s go inside. We may be able to discover what happened.”


  They squeezed through the crack in the wall. Just inside was a man, in a space suit.


  HE had been a man. Sprawled on the floor, he was frozen as stiff as an icicle. There was a long gash in his space suit. A sharp instrument had sliced through the tough, rubberized fabric and had cut the man half in two.


  “Cripes!” Thad Vaughn gasped. “Something cut him half in two! What—”


  He didn’t get an answer.


  They went on through the dome. They were the only living men in it.


  There had been others. Ahrm pointed to their ineffectual attempt to man a long unused defense beam. The men at the beam did not have on space suits.


  “Something attacked them,” Ahrm choked. “They saw it coming, tried to line up a beam. Before they could get into action, a hole was blown in the dome. The air went. Those who were trying to get the beam into action died. Those who had enough time to get into space suits lived a little longer . . . long enough to face a landing party. What in heaven did this, Oats?”


  “I don’t know,” Ludlow answered. “It’s—it’s impossible. The system is at peace. There are no pirates, no outlaws. The Martians forgot all about war thousands of years before the first space ship landed. The Venusians fight all right, but they’re primitives, fighting each other. They don’t have space ships. . . . All I know is we’ve got to get this information back to earth, fast. If we can’t get through by radio, we’ve got to take it ourselves. Something may be happening back there.”


  Ludlow caught his breath. Something had been happening back on earth. Not an attack. A new disease. Madly he wondered if there was any connection between the disease on earth and the attack on Pluto base. He decided it was preposterous.


  A new voice sounded in his earphones. The voice of Fred Vanray, back in their flier. Vanray was incoherent. “The earth beam is back on. I’ll cut you in so you can listen.”


  A different voice started speaking, the voice of the announcer at a transmitter back on earth. Vanray was relaying it to them on the auxiliary radio of the ship. The voice was that of a man who is fighting to control himself.


  “All ships in space be on the lookout. The health service reports that the epidemic of nervous prostrations is not due to a new microbe. It is not caused by a germ at all, but by the concentration of a ray of infinitely high frequency upon earth. The origin of this ray is not known and scientists are unable to trace it as yet. . . . All ships be on the lookout for a strange ship, or fleet of ships, anywhere in the solar system. Report immediately if you discover a strange vessel. Scientists suggest the beam may be originating from a ship in space. . . . The effect of the beam is to cause a rapid disintegration of nervous tissue, resulting in disorganization not only of the brain but of the secondary nervous system. . . . We were off the air because one of our technicians, driven to madness by this beam, destroyed our transmitter. We are operating now with auxiliary equipment. . . . The beam is striking a little less than half the earth. . . . There is chaos here. Suicides, wrecks, fires. All ships have been grounded to keep the crews from going mad and wrecking them. This order resulted from the wreck of the Green Star, of the line of the same name. The Green Star, crack passenger liner of the fleet, was inbound from Mars. Apparently this hellish beam struck the ship, the crew going insane. In attempting to land, the Green Star crashed. All passengers and the crew were instantly killed. . . . A terrible catastrophe. . . . All ships be on the lookout—”


  Crash!


  The voice of the announcer went into abrupt silence.


  THROUGH his helmet, Oats Ludlow could see Elton Ahrm’s face. It was the color of paste. A choked curse sounded from Thad Vaughn.


  “That crash didn’t come over the beam from earth!” Ludlow gasped. “It came from the ship. Our flier’s mike picked it up! Vanray!” he shouted into the transmitter in his space suit. “Fred!”


  Vanray didn’t answer.


  “Something has happened to Fred!” he said. “Come on.”


  His heart was trying to break his ribs as he raced from the dome. Ahrm and Vaughn were right behind him. They squeezed through the crack.


  “What in the hell is that?” Vaughn shouted.


  A long, dark shadow was lying on the ground beside their ship. A hundred feet long, it looked like a fat cigar. A solid shadow.


  And as they stared, a second shadow seemed to puff into existence beside the first one. One instant it was not there. The next second, there it was.


  It seemed to puff out of nowhere. Once it had appeared, it looked solid. It nosed to the ground. An opening appeared in its side.


  “VANRAY, look out!” Ludlow shouted into the microphone built into his suit.


  Those two fat, cigar-shaped shadows were space ships. Small fliers, probably very fast. How they had appeared so suddenly Ludlow did not know. But he did know Vanray should have been on the alert. The second these ships appeared he should have lifted their flier into the air, blasted it from the ground. Later, if he escaped, Vanray could have returned for them.


  Vanray was asleep at the switch.


  Then Ludlow saw that the outer door of the lock on their ship was open. They had left it closed. At the same time something peered at them from the control room.


  The second shadow, puffing out of nothingness, touched the ground, a door opened in its side. Out of that opening there came—


  Giants! They were human in form, but in their space suits, they were at least ten feet tall. Giants! Six of them tumbled out of the second ship as soon as it touched the ground. They looked big and clumsy but they charged the three humans with the nimbleness of trained athletes.


  Each carried a shield and a long sword!


  Ludlow could scarcely believe his eyes. The sight was paralyzing. Giants! If they had charged with belching heat guns, with splashing disintegration pistols, Ludlow might conceivably have understood them. But they came with round shields and broadswords.


  Once, such weapons had been used on earth. King Arthur’s men, the forces under Charlemagne, the brawny warriors of Charles Martel, had used broadswords. But that was thousands of years in the past. In the thirty-first century, to use such weapons would be to commit suicide.


  Giants with broadswords!


  Built into each space suit manufactured on earth, for use in an emergency, was a holster carrying a small pistol. The little gun was a heat pistol, hurling a radio frequency beam that turned to heat on contact with a target.


  Thad Vaughn took one look at the charging giants and went for his gun.


  “Don’t!” Ludlow shouted. “We don’t have a chance—”


  Too late. Vaughn pulled the gun. Thad Vaughn never went looking for a fight, he never hunted trouble. He was a happy, careless youngster, as good-natured as the day was long, but when he saw trouble coming he didn’t stop to think.


  The gun throbbed in his hand.


  The first giant was almost on top of Vaughn. He saw the gun drawn, lifted his shield. The beam splashed against the metal, spluttered in harmless fury. A shield, even in a fight involving modern weapons, was a handy thing. The warrior caught the beam on his shield.


  His long sword flicked out.


  THE sword was a good eight feet long. A human would have lifted it with difficulty. Lifting it even against the lighter gravity of Pluto, a man would never have been able to use it effectively. In the hands of the giant who owned it, the sword seemed to be as light as a toothpick.


  Thad Vaughn saw it coming. He tried to squirm aside, to dodge. It caught him, went through the tough fabric of his space suit, went through him.


  Ludlow choked in helpless fury. He went for his own gun, saw a sword coming toward him, and barely had time to raise his hands over his head. To attempt to resist would be to commit suicide.


  It was all over in an instant. Before Thad Vaughn could fall, three swords went through him. He screamed once, then his voice gurgled quickly into silence.


  Oats Ludlow and Elton Ahrm, hands above their heads, were looking at the sharp points of swords. The points gestured for them to move. Gloved hands jerked the pistols from their holsters, shoved them toward their ship.


  Inside their flier were two giants. They had gone through the air lock. Fred Vanray, an ugly bruise on the side of his head, was just recovering consciousness. “Oats . . .” he muttered dazedly. “That broadcast . . . The Green Star crashed . . . Oats, it crashed . . .” For the first time, he seemed to see the giants. “What—what happened? Where did these things come from? Who are they?”


  “They came while you were listening to the radio,” Ludlow said. There was more he could have said, but he checked himself, suddenly remembering that the Green Star had gone down. There was pain in his eyes as he looked at Fred Vanray. And he had no heart to give Vanray hell for being so dazed at what he had heard over the radio that he forgot to keep alert . . . Ludlow turned to the giants.


  “What the hell is this?” he demanded.


  He got no answer.


  Using magnetic grapples, the two ships lifted the Cyclops from the frozen surface of Pluto, headed into space.


  “Where are they taking us?” Vanray asked. The chemist was still in a daze. He seemed not to comprehend what had happened, or not to care.


  Ludlow didn’t answer. He went to the port, looked out. The giants guarding him watched every move but did not attempt to stop him. He could see Pluto far below them. The two ships were lifting the Cyclops with perfect ease, heading into the vastness of empty space.


  It was this same emptiness that Ludlow had surveyed before he landed on Pluto. He hadn’t seen the two ships. But they must have been somewhere near and they must have seen the Cyclops.


  Suddenly space was no longer empty. Suddenly it seemed to be filled with a vast bulk that obscured the stars. “Look!” Ludlow gasped.


  Ahrm came to the port.


  “A ship two miles long!” he whispered.


  SHE was lying at rest in the void, a vast construction, at least two miles in length. The ships were lugging the Cyclops straight toward her and an opening was yawning in her side to receive them.


  “How did we happen to miss seeing that thing?” Ahrm demanded.


  “Invisible,” Ludlow answered. “She seemed to puff into existence, just as the two ships that got us puffed into existence. They were holding her invisible—bending light rays around her will account for that—so we didn’t see her. Great grief, Ahrm! She’s so big she carries ships the size of the Cyclops as life boats!”


  Big, bigger than anything ever built on earth, bigger than anything ever built in the solar system, the huge ship lay in the void. Now that they had approached near it, they were inside the screen of invisibility, and it could be clearly seen. Like a huge cigar it lay in lifeless space. Rows of lighted ports twinkled away along its vast sides.


  Abreast, the three ships went through the gaping port in the side of the space monster, eased down into what looked like a landing field. Cradled on one side, each in its own stall, were dozens of fliers of the size that had carried the Cyclops here.


  “It’s a flying fleet!” Ahrm gasped.


  The lock opened. A giant looked in. He spoke rapidly to the ones in the flier. They turned, gestured to the humans.


  “I think they want to talk to one of us,” Ludlow said, interpreting the gestures. “I’ll go.”


  Head up, he stepped into the lock. It closed behind him.


  Watching through the port, Ahrm saw him striding off, surrounded by giants.


  IV


  FRED VANRAY was pacing restlessly inside the radio room. Vanray’s face had a faintly yellowish tinge. His eyes were open but he did not seem to see.


  Elton Ahrm huddled dispiritedly in a chair. The ash tray at his elbow was full of cigarette stubs but he was not smoking. Tobacco had lost its taste. He waited, and tried to think, and then tried not to think.


  Over two hours had passed and Oats Ludlow had not yet returned.


  The giants had quitted the Cyclops. They had searched it carefully first, peering and prying into every locker, into every hidden corner, removing every weapon. Then they had left the Cyclops, leaving Vanray and Ahrm alone, like trapped rats in a cage.


  Outside the ship a careless guard paced back and forth. He wasn’t much interested in the humans. Seemed to consider them beneath his notice, to despise them.


  Vanray tried the radio again. No sound came from the speaker.


  “It won’t work, Fred,” Ahrm said dispiritedly. “The metal hull of the big ship serves as a shield. Radio waves can’t get through it.”


  Vanray sighed.


  What are they, Ahrm thought. Slavers? A warrior race ranging space? Where did they come from?


  The navigator swore at himself. He was thinking again. He mustn’t let himself think.


  “I wish to hell they’d bring Oats back,” he muttered. Without Ludlow, he felt lost.


  Vanray started pacing again. Ahrm looked at him, then looked away, looked through the port, saw the careless guard out there. He didn’t want to see that, either. He shut his eyes.


  When he shut his eyes, he started thinking, which was worse than looking. His mind kept trying to reason about this race of giants that had spawned miraculously within the system. Perhaps they hadn’t come from within the solar system. Perhaps they belonged to a planet circling another sun, lost somewhere in the void of space? No. That was foolish. It would take too long for them to cross the void. True, humans had ships that would cross it, given time, but they had not crossed it yet. That was for the future. Lack of speed held them back. Earth ships could not approach the speed of light and a speed greater than light was necessary to cross the void. It was impossible. No object could travel faster than light.


  He wished to hell Oats would come back.


  Oats knew a hell of a lot. Oats was a physicist.


  Would Oats ever come back?


  AHRM doubted it. To this race of giants, humans were little more than bugs. Perhaps, somewhere within this vast ship, they were dissecting Oats, cutting a muscle here, and watching what happened, slicing a nerve there.


  Perhaps, after they finished with Oats, they would come for Vanray and him. Pie wondered which they would choose first. Vanray looked like he wouldn’t give a damn.


  There was a clang from the lock. Ahrm jumped to his feet. Oats Ludlow was leaning against the inner door of the lock. They had brought him back.


  Ahrm helped him through the lock, led him to a chair. Oats sprawled into the seat. His face was purple, his heart pounding so hard that Ahrm could hear it.


  “I’m all right,” Oats whispered. “Or I will be—in a few minutes. The air the Gorlii breathe is—heavy with oxygen. . . . It burns up a man. Give me a cigarette.”


  “Gorlii?” Ahrm whispered, grabbing cigarette and lighter at the same time.


  “Yes,” Ludlow answered, sucking gratefully at the smoke. “That’s what they call themselves. A pleasant people—to be in hell!”


  “What did they do to you, Oats?”


  “To me? Nothing. Just asked me questions. That was why they took us alive, so they could ask questions. They attacked the base on Pluto, to get a prisoner for questioning, but the landing party got too enthusiastic. . . . Then we came along and they took us. They want to know about the solar system, and about earth.”


  “About earth? Don’t they know anything about it?”


  “Not much. Only what they’ve been able to discover through high power telescopes. How far is it to 61 Cygni?”


  “61 Cygni?” Ahrm was rattled. “That’s a star. It’s about seven light years away.”


  “That’s where the Gorlii came from,” Ludlow said.


  “Oh, hell, no,” Ahrm protested. “They couldn’t have come from there. It’s too far, take too long. Oats, you’re off—”


  “My nut? No. They came from a planet circling 61 Cygni. I talked to the high panjandrum, to the big shot, the Boss—You ought to see him! He sits on a throne, with guards standing at attention all around him. His chest is covered with metals and his face is covered with—scars. I thought I’ve seen some tough people, but he is far and way the toughest I’ve ever seen. . . . Yes, they came from 61 Cygni. The Boss told me so. The trip took about three months. They move faster than light, I know. . . . I know. . . . It can’t be done. But the Gorlii do it. They’re starting accelerating now, moving in on earth.”


  Ahrm’s face was a mass of wrinkles. As a navigator, he knew astronomy, and astronomical distances. “All right,” he said. “If you tell me they move faster than light, I’ll believe it. I’m almost ready to believe anything. But what do they want? What are they? Slavers? Traders? A warrior race?”


  Ludlow grunted. “They’re slavers, if they can use a conquered race. They’re warriors, if they can find somebody to fight. But they’re so damned powerful they can’t find a race that will give them a fight. In consequence, they’re hunters. They’re looking for a new hunting ground right now. All their old hunting grounds, the planets of their own system, are worn out. No game left.”


  “Game?” There was horror in Ahrm’s voice.


  “Big game,” Ludlow answered stolidly. “Back on earth, game refuges are still maintained, in the heart of Africa. Sportsmen go there, make safari, hunt under the same conditions as our ancestors centuries ago. The Gorlii are hunters too . . . of human game.


  LUDLOW choked over his cigarette, coughed. “This is a sporting expedition, a safari across space. Hunters coming down the sky. Earth will be good hunting, as long as the game lasts. . . . When they sent me away, they were excited no end. Even the Boss was excited. They had found a whole solar system swarming with game.”


  For minutes, Ahrm was stunned. That another race might find good sport hunting humans had not occurred to him. Then he burst out.


  “The damned fools! They’ll find they’re taken the tiger by the tail! Do they think we are defenseless? Don’t they know that we’ve got space ships too? When they tackle earth, they’ll run into something worse than a hornet’s nest. They’ll find the sky full of fighters. Not little ships like this one we were using. Battleships, cruisers, destroyers. Nothing as big as the ship of the Gorlii, but a thousand times more numerous.”


  His face lit at the thought. He hated war, but he came of a warrior race. For centuries there had been peace in the Solar system. But the tradition of war was not forgotten. There were ships, and men to fly them. Fighting ships and fighting men!


  “They’ll find a hot reception!” Ahrm said.


  Slowly Ludlow shook his head. “No,” he said.


  “What do you mean? We’ve got plenty of fighters!”


  “But no men fit to fly them,” Ludlow said. “You seem to have forgotten. Earth is being bathed in a beam of high frequency radiation, which causes insanity. We’ve got the ships—but there will be no crews to man them!”


  There was sudden silence in the flier.


  “Is that beam coming from this ship?” Vanray spoke for the first time.


  “Yes,” said Ludlow. “They decided the human race would be plenty tough, so they sent along ahead of them a beam designed to soften us up. Only organized opposition can defeat the Gorlii. And you can’t organize fighting forces if half the planet is suffering from nervous prostration.”


  Vanray stared at Ludlow. He shook his head. His lips suddenly narrowed into a knife line. Burning lights appeared in his eyes. His hands balled into fists.


  From far-off in the vast ship came a mighty drone, a deep-throated bass roar. Engines warming up, building up energy. In some vortex seething forces were surging to life, forces strong enough to move unguessed tons of steel across space. Perceptibly, the ship began to move.


  Vanray turned on his heel. Ludlow saw a little trickle of blood from the corner of his mouth, and he knew the chemist had bitten his lips until they were bleeding. His sympathy went out to the chemist. But there wasn’t anything that could be done about it.


  “But isn’t there anything—” Ahrm gulped.


  Oats Ludlow shrugged tired shoulders. “I tried to convince them that peace was better than war, that there was nothing to gain by attacking, conquering, destroying. . . . They laughed at me. Sport is what they want, sport with the long sword. They have power beams and other powerful weapons, to use if they meet a strong enemy, but what they want is sport. They use their beams to reduce the outer defenses—if there are any—then go in with the sword. They don’t mind dying, if they can die fighting, and they don’t see why any other race should mind. If people don’t want to fight, they’re slugs to be trampled under foot. . . . Work? A Gorlii never conceived the idea, unless it was in the building or the manning of a fighting ship. . . . Work? Worlds of slaves for that!—”


  LUDLOW came to his feet, fist smacking into his open palm with a sharp cracking sound. “If we had time to devise a defense, we’d give them the fight they want. We are a peaceful people, but there would be merry hell in this part of the universe if we had a chance to man our fleets!”


  His voice changed as he spoke. It had grown stronger, and there were rumbling undertones in it. Defiance mingled with helplessness. If only he could do something! But what could he do? Three humans against the massed might of the Gorlii!


  Far away in the vast liner the engines roared louder, pushing the ship toward earth at constantly increasing speed. How long would it be before the Gorlii reached earth? At a speed faster than light, it would take perhaps five or six hours, counting the time consumed in building up speed and in losing it when they wished to halt. Five or six hours—faster than light—


  How in the hell did they manage to travel faster than light, Ludlow wondered.


  As though in answer to his question, the note of a giant harp flooded through the ship, a long held boom that echoed and then boomed again. It was a signal of some kind.


  Ahrm looked up questioningly. At the port, Vanray turned. Outside the ship Ludlow saw the guard. At the sound of the gong, he had left off his pacing and was standing rigidly at attention, as though waiting.


  Like a flash of light, an attack of dizziness struck Oats Ludlow. A million different pains tore at him. He felt as if every atom in his body was suddenly trying to turn over. A vertigo struck him. Nausea twisted his stomach. Blindness like a blanket folded over his eyes.


  As suddenly as it had come, the vertigo passed. Ludlow grasped at the radio bench for support. At the port, he saw Vanray holding on. Ahrm was picking himself up from the floor. They had felt it too.


  “What—what the hell happened?” Ahrm gasped.


  “A Wallachian field,” Ludlow answered. “The Gorlii set up a Wallachian field. That’s why the gong was sounded, to warn everybody that the field was being set up.”


  “A what?” Ahrm rasped.


  “A Wallachian field,” Ludlow answered. Seeing the look on Ahrm’s face, he quickly explained. “Sorry. I forgot you hadn’t specialized in physics. A Wallachian field is—You know that an electro-magnet, when current is set flowing through its coils, sets up a magnetic field around its poles. Well, that magnetic field is a rough analogy to a Wallachian field. It takes its name from Wallach, who discovered it. It’s a force field. When it is being set up, the rays of force flowing out from the center of generation, distort and slightly compress all matter within the field. If a human being is within range, it makes him sick as the devil for a few moments. Then the effect passes, but the distortion remains as long as the field is being generated. Holy cats!” Ludlow gasped. “That’s the answer!”


  “The answer to what?” Ahrm demanded.


  “The answer to how the Gorlii travel faster than light,” Ludlow answered.


  THE tired droop had gone from his shoulders, the hopelessness from his eyes. “We have known for centuries that matter cannot travel faster than light. Einstein, I think, developed the first equations on the subject. Later researches showed that the reason matter could not travel faster than light, was because the instant it did attain that speed, it ceased to be matter, as we know it, but slipped into the negative energy levels. In other words, matter can go faster than light, but if it does, it isn’t matter any longer. The Gorlii have overcome that difficulty. They establish a Wallachian field around their ship, and the pressure of this field holds them and their ship out of the negative energy levels—”


  “So what?” Ahrm asked, bewildered. “This Wallachian field enables them to go faster than light. What is there about that to make you so excited, Oats?”


  Ludlow was excited. He was breathing rapidly, his face flushed. He looked through the port at the guard, then whispered. “A Wallachian field is an unstable space condition. It can be collapsed. If, when this ship is traveling faster than light, the protective field is collapsed—”


  Ludlow stopped, stared at Ahrm. There were new, hard lines on his face.


  Off in the vast construction, the mighty engines howled anew, hurling the ship and its hunting horde toward new fields of game.


  V


  ELTON AHRM watched. Two hours had passed and Oats Ludlow was still working. Oats had torn the guts from the radio transmitter, he had ripped coils from the receiver, he had raided the supply chest for all the silver and copper wire in the ship.


  On the bench from which the radio had been removed, an instrument was taking shape. Ludlow was building it, fitting the parts together with incredibly deft fingers.


  “Oats—” Ahrm ventured.


  “Shut up!” Ludlow answered.


  He went on working. He had no time to talk.


  In the vast liner, the driving engines had ceased howling, and had settled down to a resonant hum. The ship had reached its speed. It was flying faster than light.


  Outside their little flier, a guard lolled. The three humans were scarcely worth the compliment of a guard.


  Uneasy apprehension in his eyes, Ahrm watched Ludlow. As did every earthling, he had a groundwork in all sciences, including physics. He was beginning to be afraid that he knew what Oats was building.


  Ludlow suddenly quit working.


  “It’s finished,” he said.


  Neither Ahrm nor Vanray said anything. Ludlow’s face was grim.


  “This is a generator,” Ludlow said, pointing to the device he had constructed. “It sets up oscillations that will collapse a Wallachian field.” Deeper lines appeared on his face as he spoke. “You might call it a bomb,” he said. “It will have the effect of one—the biggest bomb that was ever built. To set it off, all you have to do is close this switch.”


  For an instant, he hesitated, then his voice was strong. “There is a guard outside this ship. I am going to lead that guard a merry chase away from here. While he is gone I want you to take our flier through the main lock.” He looked at Ahrm and Vanray.


  “I get it,” said Ahrm slowly. “You want us to take our flier and scat. Meanwhile, what will you be doing, Oats?”


  “I’ll be busy,” Ludlow said evasively. “Um,” said Ahrm thoughtfully. “You know, we do have an excellent chance to escape. The Gorlii think we are so unimportant they don’t even bother to watch us closely. Yes, we have a chance to escape—all three of us.”


  “Just escaping won’t help the folks back home,” Ludlow said slowly. “The Gorlii don’t care if we escape, because they know we can’t do anything if we do get away. In fact, they would probably like to have us escape—more game to hunt. The point is: you and Fred have a job to do. When you get back to earth, you are to make a full report on everything that happened. Especially you are to tell our scientists about the Wallachian field, so they can investigate it more thoroughly. That is very important. And that is why you have to escape.”


  LUDLOW paused, his eyes drilling into Ahrm.


  “What about you?” said Ahrm.


  “I’ll be busy,” Ludlow said.


  Ahrm shook his head.


  “This is an order,” Ludlow said.


  “I don’t care if it is an order!” Ahrm blazed. “You damned fool, don’t you think I know what you’re going to do? You’re fixing it so Fred and I will escape. You’ll stay here. You’ll set off the bomb. You and this whole damned ship—” Ahrm shivered. “I don’t know what will happen but I know you’re not staying here. I’m the one who will do that. And don’t go chucking your rank around. I don’t give a damn if you’re the grand admiral of the whole earth fleet!”


  Ahrm spoke fiercely, angrily.


  Ludlow’s face was grimmer than ever. “You’ll do as I say—”


  “You’re both wrong,” Fred Vanray interrupted. “I’ll do the staying.”


  The chemist had taken no part in the argument. He had been in a daze ever since the Gorlii appeared. Now he walked over to the instrument Ludlow had built. “Is this the switch, Oats?” he asked. “Is this the switch that sets it off?”


  In the heavy silence that followed there came from the distance the bull bellow-of a mighty engine, an engine tuning up in preparation for braking the ship. The sound drove Ludlow almost to distraction. He knew what it meant. The Gorlii were coming in to earth. The ship was beginning to slow in preparation for a landing.


  “You two listen to me!” he snarled. “I’ll do the staying.”


  “Nope,” said Elton Ahrm.


  “Oh no,” said Fred Vanray.


  Ludlow stared at them. They were both defiant. “No time to argue,” he decided. “I’ll cut a piece of wire into three lengths. We’ll draw. The short piece stays.”


  From the table he snatched a length of silver wire, cut three lengths from it, rolled them in his hands.


  “Draw!” he said, thrusting toward the chemist his closed fist with three pieces of wire sticking out from it.


  Vanray drew. He turned his back to look at the length.


  Ludlow thrust his hand toward Ahrm. “Draw,” he said. “I’ll take what’s left.”


  Fascinated, Ahrm’s hand went out. He looked at what he had drawn, gasped, quickly closed his hand.


  “I have the short one,” said Ludlow, quickly inspecting the remaining piece of wire.


  “Do you?” said Vanray, turning. “If it’s any shorter than the one I have, I’ll eat it. There. Look for yourself.” On the radio bench he threw a piece of wire. It was less than half an inch in length.


  It was the short straw.


  “Damn it, Fred—” Ludlow gasped.


  THERE was the ghost of a smile on Vanray’s face. “It’s the right answer,” he said. “I should be the one who stays. If you two should escape, Ahrm will be needed for navigation. You, Oats, will be needed to tell the physicists about the Wallachian field. Me, I won’t be needed at all—”


  There was such a smile on Vanray’s face as goes through dreams.


  He picked up the generator, strode to the lock, went through it. Fascinated, Ludlow watched. He saw Vanray leap out and start running. He ran toward the stalls that housed the fliers.


  The guard saw him. For an instant, the fellow looked startled. Then he grinned. This was going to be fun. Drawing his long sword, he ran after Vanray.


  “To the controls, Ahrm,” Ludlow shouted. “Lift her toward the lock.


  It’s now or never.”


  While Ahrm lifted the flier, Ludlow leaped from the port. He ran to the massive gate set in the side of the vast ship. The controls were simple. He shoved the lever that opened the inner door. The huge mass of steel began to slide aside. Ahrm jerked the Cyclops into the lock. Only the outer door remained to be opened. It would open when the inner door closed. Ludlow shoved the bar that closed the inner door, jerked the one that opened the outer door.


  He looked back.


  “Goodbye, Fred,” he called.


  He looked for Vanray. But the chemist was out of sight among the fliers. The guard was running around them looking for him.


  Suddenly the doors that led to the heart of the liner opened. Rank after rank of Gorlii appeared in them, wearing space suits and full fighting equipment. Landing parties coming to man the small fliers for the descent to earth.


  Hunters going forth for game.


  They saw the Cyclops in the lock.


  For an instant they stared, then a quick command rapped out. Wheeling with the precision of perfectly trained soldiers, the Gorlii ran to man their fliers.


  Oats Ludlow jammed himself through the lock into the Cyclops, leaped to the control room. “I’ll take over,” he shouted. Ahrm jumped out of the control chair. Ludlow’s hands closed over the controls that fed power into the drivers.


  The outer door, tire gateway to space outside, was opening. Slowly it was sliding aside.


  Would it open in time? Would the Gorlii succeed in closing it before it opened wide enough for the Cyclops to pass through? It seemed to move an inch at a time. Ludlow cursed it.


  Would it never open?


  Another thirty seconds—less than that—it would be open.


  IT STOPPED moving! It started in the other direction, began to close.


  The Gorlii had reached the levers that controlled it. The door was closing.


  Ludlow jammed the power bar. With a roar the drivers took hold. The Cyclops seemed to leap ahead. The opening was not quite wide enough. The slim little ship smashed into it, widened it. There was a screech of tortured metal as the sides of the Cyclops scraped against the closing door.


  The flier stopped moving. It was caught in the door.


  The groaning drivers bucked, jerked. Steel screamed. The Cyclops leaped forward. It had torn its way out. Like a crazy bronco, it bucked its way free of the ship.


  “Give her the gun!” Ahrm screamed.


  She already had the gun. She had spurs in her side and was running wild. The drivers were raging with the load they carried. Ludlow fought the careening ship. He had to counteract the speed of the liner before they left the protection of its field. He jerked the nose of the Cyclops around. The power bars were heavy in his hands as he fought for control of the ship. He had to win. Had to!


  He won. The Cyclops righted, began to respond to the controls.


  “There’s a flier coming out of the lock!” Ahrm shouted, looking back. “They’ve got a ship out.”


  “Let him come,” said Ludlow grimly. “He’ll have a hell of a time catching us.”


  He yanked the Cyclops away from the Gorlii liner, set it in mad flight through open space. Looking back, he could see the fat cigar that was the flier, nosing out from the vast bulk of the liner.


  “Watch the big ship!” he shouted at Ahrm. “Unless Vanray fails, it ought to happen any second.”


  The great bulk of the space monster was dwindling rapidly in the distance. Off to one side, but in the direction it was traveling, was a huge green ball. Earth! Wreathed in clouds and showers, sapphired with seas, green with spring on the plains, earth lay there in space, her polar ice cap glistening in the sun light. Home for earthlings. Hunting grounds for the Gorlii.


  “God!” Ahrm gasped. “Look!”


  The Gorlii ship was gone. Off yonder, where it had been, was a vast puff of mushrooming light. It was as if some gigantic bomb had exploded there, a bomb weighing millions of tons. As if a nova had suddenly come into existence. Puffing, boiling smoke riding streamers of white, bursting light.


  “It worked!” Ludlow gasped. “Fred turned on the generator, collapsing the Wallachian field. The ship was traveling faster than light. With no protection, it dived headfirst into negative energy, exploding in a burst of gamma rays—”


  THE puff of light was still mushrooming out, still flaring, still puffing. Incredible energies were being released there, seething vortices of flame and limitless fury were leaping into existence. For hours it would continue to expand there in space. Then it would die down.


  The pursuing flier suddenly veered. Like a startled horse, it raced back toward the puffing flame, veered up to circle it, veered abruptly away, raced out across space, running like a dog with its tail between its legs.


  Ludlow was dropping the Cyclops to earth, an hour later. Ahrm came from the radio room in the control nook. Ahrm’s face was green. He held an open palm toward Ludlow. “Look there,” he said.


  Ludlow looked. He saw a short piece of silver wire.


  “It’s—it’s the piece Fred drew,” Ahrm choked. “Oats, you remember he turned his back on us after he drew. Oats, you can see tooth marks on that piece of wire. Oats, Fred bit that piece of wire in two, so he could get the shortest piece!”


  “Oh, Lord,” Ludlow gasped. It was silver wire. It was easy to bite in two. He could see the tooth marks on it.


  “Why did he do it?” Ahrm asked.


  “I didn’t know he did it,” Ludlow whispered. “But now I know why. He had a girl back on earth. He was in a hurry to get home to her. They were going to be married as soon as he returned. She was coming home too, coming from Mars, to meet him. She was on the Green Star, Ahrm, the ship that crashed when the Gorlii beam hit it.”


  There was pain in Ludlow’s eyes. “The Gorlii killed Fred’s girl, in the crash of the Green Star. He had just heard the news when the Gorlii attacked us, back on Pluto. That was why he wasn’t watching, wasn’t keeping lookout. That was why he fooled us, why he died. So he could get a shot at the slugs who killed her.”


  Out in space flame was still puffing from what had been the Gorlii ship. Ludlow shook his fist at it.


  “Hunt in hell, you dogs,” he said. “Hunt in hell.”


  FLYING WING OF PLUTO


  Henry Gade


  Like electrically charged foil, the wings of this plane of Pluto enable it to skim an airless world.


  THE outermost of the solar system’s planets is Pluto, only recently discovered. It is so far from the sun that it is almost entirely a dark world, and certainly a frozen, airless one. What portions of its atmosphere are not frozen, and drifted on its bleak surface as “snow” are very rare, and found only in deep depressions and in underground caves, where the bat-people of Pluto live.


  However, Pluto was once a warm world, and had a great civilization. Its mechanical wonders still exist, in working order, creating fresh atmosphere for its underground peoples by recovering it from its frozen state.


  There still exist marvelous bat-wing planes constructed on the electrical principle of “like repels like.” The electro-magnetic charge of the planet itself is equalled and combatted by the electromagnetic charges induced in the angular, flat, wings of the flying wing plane. Thus, it can be made to float at any desired height above the surface of the planet.


  This ship has no “motors” in the sense that there are moving parts. Electric coils induce alternate polarity in great magnets, which enable the ship to plane its way either “north” or “south” (depending on the magnetic poles of Pluto) or on a “tack” in any other direction. Thus the principle of navigation of this super-scientific ship would be the old, simple one of the Earth sailboat. Many of the aero-glider principles of glider flight on Earth would also be utilized, despite the absence of air currents on which to ride.


  Steering this ship would be accomplished by means of rudders and tail-flaps also capable of reversible polarity of electro-magnetic forces. There is still sufficient extremely rare gas in the atmosphere of Pluto to enable the ship to gain sufficient steerage, especially in rising and descending, notably near the ground.


  Plutonians, venturing above ground, coming up through tunnels to the surface, and then by enclosed pneumatic elevators up the mountain-sides, to flying wing depots (little air-tight structures atop the mountains) could transfer to the hovering plane and be whisked to another portion of the planet in a very short time.


  Great speed is possible with these flying wings, and the magnet motors would be able to “anchor” themselves to the powerful pull of the planet’s self-magnet, and stop the headlong speed of the ship with the most powerful brakes known to science, the pull of a whole planet.


  Theoretically, these ships of Pluto are also a form of space ship, and could venture out into the void perhaps as much as ten thousand miles from the surface. From heights such as these, long trips to the other side of the world would be made, because the force of gravity could then be added to the power driving the ship down and forward. However, there would be a limit beyond which the ships would not dare go, lest they get beyond the effective field of the planet’s magnetism, which surrounds it in great loops and spirals of energy.


  The farther away from the planet, the greater reduction in this force, due to the law of inverse squares; the force will decrease inversely with the square of the distance away from the source.


  The flying wing of Pluto would be a medium sized ship, perhaps no more than 120 to ISO feet long, and perhaps 100 to 130 feet wide at the tips of its triangular wings.


  The cargo and passenger cabin would be slung below the wing itself, in the center of gravity, and would be, in effect, itself the “motor” of the ship, great amounts of wire being coiled into its construction. The “belly” and tail of this section of the ship would be made of a specially elcctro-magnetically powerful metal and the energy reversing elements would be located in the central part of this cabin, controlled by a simple set of navigational buttons. A flight compass would be so “hooked up” to the electro-magnetic coils as to automatically set the ship on a desired course when directionally fixed on its destination.


  Almost foolproof, these ships encounter only one danger during flight; the possibility of an electric storm, (such as causes exceptional outbreaks of aurora borealis on Earth) both near the surface, and out in space, where strange forces are known to exist.


  THUNDER IN THE VOID


  Henry Kuttner


  “I keep my promises, my friend. I’m taking this boat to Pluto, and I’ll kill a lot of them before they finally get me. But—even though you have won, you have lost as well. Because you’re going with me too!”


  FOREWORD


  LATE in the Twentieth Century Man, for the first time, burst through the invisible barrier that had always kept him chained to his planet. A new and almost uncharted ocean lay before him, its vastness illimitable, its mysteries as yet unexplored. Magellan, Columbus, Leif Ericsson—these primitives expected great wonders as the sea-roads opened before the prows of their ships. But the first spacemen thought—mistakenly, as it proved—that the airless void between the worlds could hold little unknown to them.


  They did not foresee that actual experience of a thing is far different from abstract knowledge of it. They did not foresee the death that leaped upon them from the outer dark, the strange, enigmatic horror that killed men without leaving trace or clue. The ships came back, crews decimated. Out there lay a menace that slew with blind, ravening fury.


  For a time space held its secret. And then the Varra spoke to us, warned us, told us why space was forbidden.


  The Varra—glowing balls of light that hung in the void, vortices of electro-magnetic energy, alive and intelligent. For generations, they said, they had tried to communicate with us. But they could not exist except in airless space, or under specialized conditions. They were not protoplasmic in nature; they were beings of pure energy. But they were intelligent and friendly.


  From them we learned the nature of the menace. A race of beings dwelt on Pluto, so different from both humanity and the Varra that they were almost inconceivable. This race had never mastered space travel; it had no need to leave its dark world. Only the immense power of the Plutonians’ minds reached out through the void, vampiric, draining the life-energy from living organisms over incredible distances. Like medieval robber-barons they laired on their planet, and the tentacles of their minds reached impalpably out for prey. Vampires of energy.


  Vampires of life.


  But the Varra they could not touch or harm. The peculiar physical structure of the Varra rendered them safe from the Plutonian creatures.


  A World Fleet was sent out to subdue Pluto, against the advice of the Varra. It did not return.


  In the end we made a pact with the Varra. They conveyed us through space, protecting us, as far as they were able, from the Plutonian vampires, though they did not always succeed. Each man who ventured into the void was guarded and guided by a Varra, and therefore many lived who would otherwise have died. No ship went beyond the orbit of Neptune; even that was dangerous. No ship ever landed on Pluto.


  Only those guarded by the Varra were permitted to leave Earth. For the rest—space was forbidden.


  CHAPTER ONE


  Hijacker from Hell


  THE Arctic blizzard swept needles of stinging ice against Saul Duncan’s face. Doggedly he plowed on, head lowered, heavy shoulders hunched against the fury of the winds. Once he heard the drone of a heliplane overhead, and flung himself flat till the sound had been swallowed by the gale. Then for a few moments his body refused to obey the grim demands of his mind. Deceptive warmth was stealing over him, inviting him to rest. But that, he knew, meant death then and there.


  If he kept going, there was a chance of safety and freedom—not much of a chance, though, for few men ever escaped alive from the Transpolar Penitentiary. Situated within the Arctic Circle, the grim, guarded fortress of stone and metal and tough plastics was safer than Alcatraz had been a century and a half ago. Yet Duncan had escaped. . . .


  His bitter lips twisted in a harsh smile. Escape! Into a polar blizzard—but that was the only possible time when a prisoner could evade the guard planes that patrolled the frigid waste. And Duncan could not have made his escape without aid from outside.


  With stiff fingers he fumbled out a compass-like instrument that had been smuggled to him in the penitentiary. The needle held motionless, pointing directly into the teeth of the gale. If he kept on in that direction, sooner or later he would reach Olcott’s plane. But how long it would take he did not know.


  Still, even dying in the blizzard was better than another five years in Transpolar—five years that had ravaged and embittered Saul Duncan, hardening his no-longer-youthful face, putting ice into his glance and hatred in his heart. But physically he had thrived. If a prisoner survived the first year at Transpolar, he grew tougher, harder—and more dangerous.


  Duncan trudged on, shaking with cold. Ten years for murder—second degree murder. Well, he hadn’t been framed. He’d wanted to kill Moriarty. And he had succeeded, in a moment of blind, crimson rage that had flooded his brain and sent his fist smashing into Moriarty’s face with the impact of a pile-driver. The man had put his filthy hands on Andrea. . . .


  Damn him! Even now Duncan’s muscles grew tight at the memory. He recalled how he and Andrea had fought their way up, slum-bred, facing a future of poverty and crime, and how they had seized a chance of escaping from that dark future. It meant arduous work, years of training, for learning to pilot a spaceship is no easy task. But he had done it, and Andrea had been willing to wait, scraping along on just a little more than nothing, in preparation for the day when Duncan could draw the pay of a first-rate pilot.


  But Moriarty had been Duncan’s superior officer. And there had been no witnesses except Andrea and Duncan. The verdict was murder, with extenuating circumstances. A recommendation for mercy.


  Mercy—ten years in Transpolar, of which Duncan had already served five! Five years of knowing that Andrea, ticketed as a jailbird’s wife, could scarcely earn enough to keep alive. Five years, and there were patches of iron gray along Saul Duncan’s temples.


  He had grown bitter. He hated the society that had sent him to a living hell, and when Olcott offered escape. . . .


  At a price, of course. But Duncan was ready to pay that price. His gray eyes were savage as he marched on, staggering sometimes, snow crusting on his lashes so that he could scarcely see.


  SO WELL was the plane camouflaged that he almost lurched into the white hull before he realized that he had reached the end of the march. Sudden weakness overtook Duncan, and he found it difficult to move the few steps to the cabin’s door. He pounded on the alloy with fists that had no feeling.


  There was a click, and the panel slid open, letting a gust of warm air play about Duncan’s cheeks.


  Brent Olcott stood there, tall, darkhaired and arrogantly handsome. He was a big man, like Duncan, but so well proportioned that his movements were tigerishly graceful. His teeth flashed under a well-kept mustache as he extended a hand.


  It was impossible to speak above the gale’s shriek. Not till the panel had been shut, cutting off the uproar, did Olcott say tersely, “Glad you made it, Duncan. I didn’t count on a storm like this.”


  “I made it. That’s the important part.” It was difficult to articulate with almost frozen lips. Olcott looked at him sharply.


  “Frost-bite? Can’t have that. Strip down and rub yourself with that.” He nodded toward an auto-refrigerated bucket of chopped ice on a shelf. “If we’re ordered down, I’ve a secret compartment you can slide into. Crowded quarters, but you won’t be found there. Now—” He turned to the controls as Duncan, shivering, peeled off his wet garments.


  It was a difficult take-off, despite the triple-powered motor. Only a gyro-equipped plane could have made it. The ship lurched and rocked dangerously in the blast.


  Duncan fought his way beside Olcott. “Got rockets?”


  “Auxiliaries, yes. But—”


  “They won’t be seen in this storm.” Olcott spread his hands in a meaning gesture. Few atmosphere pilots could handle the tricky manipulations of rocket-tubes. They were for emergency only, but this, Duncan thought, was an emergency. He thrust Olcott away and slid into the cushioned cradle-chair. His fingers, still stiff, poised over the keys.


  Then his old-time skill came back, the intricate series of what were really conditioned reflexes that made a pilot capable of handling a bank of tube keys. Split-second thinking wasn’t quite enough. Reactions had to be almost without thought. The ship spun down, and Duncan’s hands flashed into swift movement on the studs.


  The sudden acceleration hit him in the pit of the stomach. Olcott had braced himself, but was almost torn loose from his grip. For a moment the plane bucked and jolted madly, rocket fighting rocket, both fighting the gale. Then, without warning, they were above the storm, in air almost too thin for the prop, leveling off at an easy keel.


  DUNCAN set the course due south and turned to Olcott for instructions. The latter was at another keyboard, carefully studying a visiplate before him. It showed the sky, dark blue and empty. After a moment Olcott made a few adjustments and came back to take over the controls.


  “Nice work. You’re a better pilot than I’d hoped. But you’ll need to be—” Olcott didn’t finish.


  Duncan was rubbing his skin with ice. “I know rockets. Say, isn’t this dangerous? We may be spotted from below.”


  “We won’t. This plane’s a chameleon. The man we’re going to see invented the trick for me. We’ve a double hull, and the outer skin’s transparent plastic. The space between the skins can be filled with certain colored gases—I’ve a wide range of colors. On the snowfield I used white, to blend with surroundings. Here it’s a blue gas. From below we’re invisible against the sky.” Olcott rose to make an adjustment. “I’d better lighten the color a bit. We’re going south fast, and the sky’s not so dark now.”


  Duncan nodded appreciatively. He had heard stories about Brent Olcott, few of them savory, but all hinting at the man’s intelligence and power. He was one of those who, in the Twenty-first Century, made money without being too scrupulous about his methods. Technically Olcott owned a firm named “Enterprises, Ltd.” Unlimited would have been more suitable. His finger was in plenty of pies, but he had always managed to pull out plums without getting his hands soiled. Legally his record was clean.


  But he was dangerous. When Duncan had accepted Olcott’s offer of help, he had known what that meant—a job, and a dirty one. Nevertheless, it would pay plenty—and it would mean freedom from Transpolar, and being with Andrea again.


  Duncan dressed in the clothes Olcott had provided, an unobtrusive dark fabricoid blouse and trousers, gathered at the ankles in the conventional fashion. In the heated cabin no more clothing was necessary.


  “There’s a bottle over there,” Olcott suggested.


  Duncan gulped whiskey, feeling the hot tingling of the liquid spread out from his stomach. He felt better, though there was a curious air of unreality about the whole thing. A port, showed him the storm cloud, below and behind now. Somewhere in that troubled darkness lay the grim fortress of Transpolar Penitentiary, the hell that had swallowed five years of Duncan’s life, and drained him of hope and ideals.


  There was hope again. But ideals—


  He up-ended the bottle.


  Olcott looked up from the controls. The air was clear, and the tremendous power of the engines hurled them southward at fantastic speed.


  “Sit over here, Duncan,” he invited. “I want to talk to you.”


  “Okay. Let’s have it. You’ve got a job lined up for me, I know that. The question is—why me?”


  Olcott picked his words carefully. “There aren’t many qualified space pilots in the system. And those are well paid; I couldn’t get at any of ’em. I tried, I’ll admit—but not after I heard about you. Would you like to make half a million credits?”


  “Keep talking.”


  “With that many credits, you’d never need to work again. I know a good surgeon who’d remold your face and graft new fingers on your hands, so you wouldn’t have to worry about prints. You probably couldn’t be convicted even if they arrested you—not without complete identification.”


  Duncan didn’t answer, but his lips had gone pale and thin. One is seldom transported instantly from hell to heaven. Yet Olcott’s offer was—well, it meant everything, including Andrea.


  “Go on,” Duncan said hoarsely. “What d’you want me to do?”


  Olcott’s cool, watchful eyes met his own.


  “Go into space,” he said, “without a Varra Helmet.”


  The plane thundered on, and miles had been left behind before Duncan spoke again.


  “Suicide.”


  “No. There’s a way.”


  “When I was piloting, no one was allowed to space-travel without a Helmet. Even with the Varra convoys, people were sometimes killed by the Plutonians. I remember a few screwballs tried to slip out without the Varra, but they didn’t live.”


  OLCOTT said, “I’ve found a way of leaving Earth without a Helmet, and without being detected by the Plutonians. It isn’t sure-fire, but all the chances are in your favor. Shall I go on?”


  “Yeah,” Duncan said tonelessly.


  “I need money. I need it bad, just now. And there’s a ship heading for Earth now that’s got a pound of Martian radium aboard.”


  “A pound!”


  “A hell of a lot, even considering the big radium deposits on Mars. With my connections, I can sell the stuff. You’re going to hijack the Maid of Mercury, Duncan, and get that radium.”


  “Hijacking a spaceship? It’s crazy.”


  “It’s never been done, sure. Nobody’s dared go into space without a Helmet.


  And the government issues the Helmets. But look at the other side of it. We’ve got a few patrol boats—the Interplanetary Police. Which is a loud, raucous laugh. Rickety tubs with no real armament. You won’t have to worry about them.”


  Duncan took another drink. “It still sounds like suicide.”


  “Hartman will explain—the man we’re going to see now. Take my word for it that you can go into space without a Helmet and be safe. Fairly safe.”


  “Half a million credits—”


  “The only danger,” Olcott said carefully, “is that the Maid might send out an S.O S. The I.P. ships are rickety, but they’re fast, and they might stay on your trail. We can’t have that. So we’ve planted somebody on the Maid who’ll smash the radio apparatus just before you make contact. You can pick her up with the radium and head back to Earth.”


  “Her?”


  “You know her, I think,” Olcott said quietly, his eyes impassive. “Andrea Duncan.”


  Duncan moved fast, but there was a gun in Olcott’s hand covering him.


  The latter said, “Take it easy. You killed one man with your fists. I’m taking no chances.”


  A tiny scar on Duncan’s forehead flamed red. “You rotten—”


  “Don’t be a fool. She’s wearing a Varra Helmet. Of course she’ll take it off when she joins you, or she’d have a Varra en rapport with her, one who’d spill the beans completely.”


  “Andrea wouldn’t—”


  “She doesn’t know all of my plans. And she was willing to help me—as the price of your freedom. Listen!” Olcott spoke persuasively. “The girl’s already on the ship. She’s got her instructions. Tomorrow, at three p. m., she’ll smash the radio. If you’re not on hand to pick her up—and the radium—she’ll get into trouble. Destroying communications in space is a penal offense. She might go to Transpolar.”


  Duncan snarled deep in his throat. His face was savage.


  Olcott kept the gun steady. “Everything’s planned. Be smart, and in a couple of days you’ll be back on Earth, with Andrea and half a million credits. If you want to be a damned fool—” the pistol jutted—“it’s a long drop. And it’ll be tough on the girl.”


  “Yeah,” Duncan whispered. “I get it.” His big fists clenched. “I’ll play it your way, Olcott. I have to. But if anything happens to Andrea, God help you!”


  Olcott only smiled.


  CHAPTER TWO


  Invisible Pirate


  RUDY HARTMAN was drunk. An overtured bottle of khlar, the fiery Martian brew, lay beside his cot, and he stumbled over it and cursed thickly as he blinked at tropical sunlight. The gross, shapeless body, dad in filthy singlet and dungarees, lumbered over to a crude laboratory bench, and Hartman, blinking and grunting, fumbled for a syringe. He shot thiamin chloride into his arm, and simultaneously heard the roar of a plane’s motor.


  Hastily Hartman left the godown and headed for the island’s beach near by. The camouflaged amphibian was gliding across the lagoon—a quick flight, that had been, from the Polar Circle to the South Pacific! Hartman’s eyes focused blearily on the plane as it slid toward the rough dock. Two men got out—Olcott and Duncan. “Everything’s ready,” Hartman said. His tongue was thick, and he steadied himself with an effort.


  “Good!” Olcott glanced at his wrist-chronometer. “There’s no time to waste.”


  “When do I take off?”


  “Immediately. You’ll pick up the Maid this side of the Moon, but it’s a long distance.”


  Hartman was blinking at the convict. “You’re Saul Duncan. Hope you’re a good pilot. This is—um—ticklish work.”


  “I can handle it,” Duncan said shortly. Olcott was already moving toward a trail that led inland from the beach. The other two followed for perhaps half a mile, till they reached the dead-black hull of a small cruiser-type spaceship, camouflaged from above with vines and pandanus leaves. The boat showed signs of hard usage. Duncan walked around to the stern tubes and carefully examined the jointures.


  “Crack-up, eh?” he said.


  Olcott nodded. “How do you suppose we got our hands on the crate? It was wrecked south of here, near a little islet. There weren’t any survivors. It cost me plenty to have the ship brought here secretly, where Hartman could work on it.


  But it has been put in good shape now.”


  “She—um—runs,” the scientist said doubtfully, blinking. “And she has strong motors. Unless they’re too strong. I spot-welded the hull, but there is—um—a certain amount of danger.”


  Olcott made an impatient gesture. “Let’s go in.”


  THE control cabin showed signs of careful work; Duncan decided that Hartman knew his job. He moved to the controls and examined them with interest.


  “Made any test-runs?”


  “Without a pilot?” Olcott chuckled. “Hartman says it’ll fly, and that’s enough for me.”


  “Uh-huh. Well, I see you’ve painted the ship black. That’ll make it difficult to spot. I’ll have only occlusion to worry about, and a fast course with this little boat will take care of that.” Duncan pulled at his lower lip. “I noticed you put rocket-screens on, too.”


  “Naturally.” Rocket-screens, like gun-silencers, were illegal, and for a similar reason. The flare of the jets are visible across vast distances in space, but a dead-black ship, tubes screened, would be practically invisible.


  “Okay,” Duncan said. “What about the Plutonians.”


  It was Hartman who spoke this time. “Just what do you know about the Plutonians?”


  “No more than anyone else. No ship’s ever landed on Pluto. The creatures are mental vampires. They can reach out, somehow, across space and suck the energy out of the brain.”


  Hartman’s ravaged face twisted in a grin. “So. But their power can’t break through the Heaviside Layer. That’s why Earth hasn’t been harmed. Only space travelers, unprotected by a Varra convoy, are vulnerable. Even with Varra Helmets, men are sometimes killed. All right. How do you suppose the Plutonians find their victims?”


  “Nobody knows that,” Duncan said. “Mental vibrations, maybe.”


  Hartman snorted. “Space is big! The electrical impulses of a brain are microscopic compared to interplanetary distances. But the ships—there’s the answer. A spaceship is visible for thousands of miles—reflection, and the rocket-jets. It’d be easy for the Plutonians to locate our ships, if they have any sort of telescopes at all. So, we have here a ship they cannot find. Therefore, we do not need a Varra escort to protect us from the Plutonians.”


  “It would have been safer if we could have hired a Varra,” Olcott said. “Still, that was impossible. They’re hand in glove with the government.”


  “I know. They’ve convoyed me, in the old days,” Duncan grunted. “Let me go over it again. I take this ship out, pick up the Maid, Earthside of Luna, and get the radium—and Andrea.”


  “Right,” Olcott nodded. “Then back here, and I hand over half a million credits.”


  “Going into space without a Helmet is risky.”


  “You will not be near Pluto,” Hartman put in. “There is danger, yes, but it is minimized.”


  “But there is danger. I’m thinking of Andrea. When I pick her up, she’s got to leave her Helmet in the Maid.”


  “Naturally,” Olcott snapped, his lips thinning. “If she continues to wear it, she brings a Varra back to Earth with her—a spy.”


  Duncan looked at Hartman. “What armament are we carrying?”


  “Six four-inch blaster cannons, fully charged.”


  “Okay.” Duncan turned again to the controls, slipping into the cushioned basket-seat. “Everything oiled and clean, eh? Doors?” He touched a stud; the valve of the door closed silently.


  “Everything is ready,” Hartman said. “Air-conditioning?” Duncan tried it. “Good. Course?” He checked the space-chart before him. His back to the others, he said quietly, “You’re asking Andrea to take a big risk, Olcott. You too, Hartman, going into space without a Helmet.” Olcott moved uneasily; Duncan could see him in the mirror above the instrument panel. “Hell! It was her own choice—”


  “You blackmailed her into it.”


  Olcott’s lips thinned. “Backing out? If you are, say-so.”


  “No,” Duncan said, “I’m not backing out. I’m going into space. But you two are going with me—right now!”


  His poised fingers shot down on the instrument board. Olcott’s oath and Hartman’s startled yell were both drowned in a sudden raging fury of rockets. In the mirror Duncan could see the gun that flashed into Olcott’s hand, but at the same instant terrific acceleration clamped hold of the little ship.


  OLCOTT’S gun was never fired. The three men’s senses blacked out instantly, mercifully, as the stress of abnormal gravities lifted the cruiser bullet-fast from the islet. Three figures lay motionless on the plasticoid floor, while the rockets’ bellow mingled with the shrieking of the atmosphere. The insulated hull scarcely had time to heat before the ship was in free space, shuddering through all its repaired beams and joists, the dull, heavy thunder of the screened tubes vibrating like a tocsin of doom in every inch of the cruiser.


  The hull was dead black, the jets screened. No eye detected the swift flight of the ship. Toward the Moon it plunged, rockets bellowing with insensate fury. . . .


  Duncan was first to awaken. Space flight was nothing new to him, and his body had been hardened and toughened by five years at Transpolar. Nevertheless, his muscles throbbed with pain, and he had a blinding headache as he dragged his eyelids up and tried to remember what had happened.


  Realization came back. Spaceman’s instinct made Duncan look first at the controls. The chronometer on the board told him that he had been unconscious for many hours. Watching the star-map, he figured swiftly. Fair enough. They were off their course, but the cruiser had been traveling at breakneck speed. It was still possible to keep the rendezvous with the Maid, Duncan readjusted the controls.


  After that, he turned to Olcott and the scientist. Neither was seriously injured. Duncan relieved Olcott of his gun; Hartman was unarmed. Then he took a drink and sat down to wait.


  Presently Olcott stirred slightly. His lashes did not move, but without warning his hand streaked toward his pocket.


  “I’ve got your gun,” Duncan said gently. “Stop playing possum and get up.”


  Olcott obeyed. There was a streak of blood on his cheek, and he swayed a little as he stood, straddle-legged, facing the pilot.


  “What’s the idea?”


  Duncan grinned. “I’m carrying out your orders. I just thought I’d like company.”


  Olcott fingered his mustache. “You’re the first man who ever played a trick like that on me.”


  For answer Duncan stood up and waved negligently at the controls. “Take over, if you like. Head the ship back to Earth.”


  The irony was evident. In free space, almost anyone could pilot a cruiser. But emergencies and landings were different matters. Years of training in split-second, conditioned reactions were necessary to make a pilot—and only Duncan had had that training. Olcott could easily turn the ship around, but he probably could not control it in atmosphere, and he certainly could not make a safe landing. Olcott was in a prison, and Duncan held the only key.


  “What do you want?”


  “Not a thing. I’m going through with the job. I’ll get the radium for you, and pick up Andrea. But if the Plutonians harm her, without a Helmet, she won’t die alone. We’re all in the same boat now.”


  Olcott came to a decision. “All right. You’ve got aces. Later, we can settle things—not now.”


  Duncan turned to the star-map. “Fair enough.”


  In the mirror he watched Olcott kneel beside the unconscious Hartman and break an ammonia capsule under the scientist’s nose. Yes, fair enough. He had Olcott in a trap. Dangerous as the man was—and Duncan made no mistake about that—he would scarcely be fool enough to cause trouble till his own safety was assured.


  It wouldn’t be assured till the cruiser was back on Earth. Meanwhile, they were in free space—without Varra Helmets. Duncan shivered a little. His eyes sought the enigmatic blackness where Pluto swung in its orbit, invisible and menacing. The Plutonian mind-vampires. Apparently Hartman’s trick had worked. The creatures had not yet discovered the blacked-out cruiser.


  Not yet. But the scope of their powers was unknown. After all, the Plutonians were the reason why space was forbidden.


  Instinctively Duncan’s teeth showed in a snarl of savage defiance.


  THERE was hilarious excitement aboard the Maid of Mercury. The big passenger-cargo ship had just crossed the Line—Luna’s orbit—and that entailed a ceremony involving those who had never crossed before. An officer, grotesquely costumed as the Man in the Moon, presided from a makeshift throne in the main salon, and Andrea Duncan, smiling a little, watched the victims each get their dose of crazy-gas. She’d already had her initiation, and the effects of the mildly intoxicating gas were wearing off.


  It was difficult to believe that outside the hull lay empty space, dark and limitless. Andrea turned her mind away from the thought. But another came—Saul—and she bit her lip and caught her breath in a tiny gasp. Saul! Had Olcott managed the escape? Was Saul Duncan free from Transpolar?


  He must be. Olcott wouldn’t fail. That meant that in a few hours Andrea must destroy the communication system. Olcott had told her the best way. Yes, she was ready. It would mean freedom for Saul.


  If she failed, Olcott had said, her husband would be sent back to Transpolar, with an additional heavy sentence—ten more years, perhaps. Well, she wouldn’t fail.


  A man brushed past her. “Your hair’s mussed up—”


  Instinctively Andrea lifted a hand, only to be checked by the hard plastic curve of her Helmet. It was an old gag, but she forced herself to smile. The necessity of wearing Helmets in space had become a joke to most of the passengers. Probably only the officers realized the true danger of the Plutonian mind-vampires.


  Everyone in the salon, of course, wore a Helmet—even the Man in the Moon, under his disguise. Cumbersome as they looked, they rested lightly on the wearers’ shoulders, and were actually so light that one easily became accustomed to them. Andrea studied her reflection in a nearby mirror. Her small, heart-shaped face seemed dwarfed by the Helmet. Experimentally, like an interested child, she pressed a stud and saw the transparent, air-tight shield slide into place an inch from her nose. Within the ship the shields were not necessary, nor were complete space-suits. But the Helmets were vital.


  ANDREA knew little or nothing of the technical details. The secret of the Helmets lay in the luminous, intertron knob atop each one. It was this that provided a two-way hook-up with the Varra. She remembered what an officer had told her, when she had first donned a Helmet at the Atlantic Spaceport.


  “Never done it before, eh, miss? Well, don’t be frightened. Let me help you.” He had adjusted the bulky Helmet. “The power won’t be turned on till we hit the Heaviside Layer. The Varra can’t safely enter our atmosphere, you know.”


  “I didn’t know. It seems so strange—” The officer chuckled. “Not really. It’s like being in radio communication with somebody. You see, when the juice is turned on, a Varra instantly hooks itself up to your Helmet. You can even talk to him—it—if you like. They’re intelligent; nice people, in fact.”


  “Can they read thoughts?”


  “Everybody asks me that. No, they can’t. The idea is that without a Helmet, you’d be exposed to the Plutonian mind-vampires. As it is, the Varra throws up a mental shield that protects you.” Andrea hesitated. “It doesn’t always work, though, does it?”


  “Almost always. You were warned of that—” His manner became officially rigid. “You signed a release blank, in case of accident. But there’s no danger to speak of. Space flight is exhausting; you’ll feel pretty bad by the time we hit Mars. Somehow there’s an energy drain that even the Varra can’t neutralize.”


  “The Plutonians?”


  “We think so. But without the Helmets—” He grinned in a comforting fashion. “You’ll be okay, miss.”


  Later, at the Heaviside Layer, the power had been turned on in each Helmet. There was no apparent change, except for the sudden luminosity of the intertron knobs. But a voice, friendly despite its curious alienage, had spoken wordlessly inside Andrea’s brain.


  “I’m taking over now. Don’t remove your Helmet or turn off the power till you’re in atmosphere again.”


  “Atmosphere—” Andrea had spoken aloud without realizing it. The Varra answered her.


  “Each planet has a Heaviside Layer, an electronic barrage that disrupts mental-energy vibrations. We find it dangerous to pass that Layer, but so do the Plutonians.”


  Another passenger had told Andrea somewhat more—that the Varra, even before space travel, were not unknown to science. Charles Fort had been one of the first to collect data about them—inexplicable balls of fire appearing on Earth, with their life-forces warped and harmed by the Heaviside Layer, moving at random out of their native element.


  Two hours after crossing the Lunar Line Andrea slipped noiselessly into the radio room. The long space trip had told on her; like all the others, she was conscious of exhaustion and mental drain. Glancing at her chronometer, she realized that in a few minutes Saul would make contact with the Maid.


  She clicked off the power in her Helmet. She wanted no Varra spying on her now.


  The radio operator did not turn. He had not seen her or heard her silent approach. Andrea’s hand poised over an intricate array of wires and tore the cables free.


  A lance of cold fire plunged into her brain. It was too quick for pain. Her terrified thought, The Plutonians! was cut off instantly. Her mind drowned, as in dark water, chill and horrible.


  The radio operator whirled, startled, at the thud of Andrea’s falling body.


  CHAPTER THREE


  Destination—Death!


  “CQX! CQX! Calling Maid of Mercury!”


  Saul Duncan looked up from the mike. “No answer. Their radio’s dead.”


  “Your wife did her job,” Olcott grunted, fingering his mustache. He had regained his usual impassivity, though Hartman, in the background, had not. The scientist, without his daily quart of khlar, was a nervous wreck, puffing cigarette after cigarette in a vain attempt to calm himself.


  “There she is.” Duncan nodded at the visiplate, where the bulk of the Maid lay, occulting stars. “We’ll use visual signals. First, though, we’ll have to—” His fingers moved swiftly. A four-inch blaster cannon sent its bolt of electronic energy ravening through space, across the Maid’s bow. Lights on the cruiser’s hull blinked into rainbow colors.


  Paralleling the Maid, steadily drawing closer, the smaller ship kept on its course.


  Duncan said, “They noticed that. They’ll be watching the visiplate—”


  “What are you telling them?”


  “To send over the radium, or we’ll blast ’em to hell.”


  “Good!”


  But Duncan’s lips were tight. He was bluffing, of course. Blasting an unarmed ship full of passengers—well, if it came to a showdown, he could not do it, even if Andrea had not been on board. However, the Maid’s captain couldn’t know that. He wouldn’t dare take the risk.


  Answering lights flashed on the larger ship’s hull. Duncan read them aloud with the ease of long practice.


  “No radium aboard. Is this a joke?”


  “Send another blast,” Olcott suggested. Duncan’s response was to fire a bolt that melted two of the Maid’s stern tubes into slag. That didn’t harm anyone in the passenger ship, but it showed that he was presumably in earnest. And he had to get Andrea aboard now. She had smashed the radio, and probably was already under arrest. Well—


  “Sending radium. Don’t fire again.”


  “Send one of your passengers also. Jane Horton.” Andrea was booked under that alias, Olcott had said.


  There was a pause. Then—“Jane Horton victim of Plutonians. Must have turned off power in Helmet. Found dead in radio room just before you made contact.”


  Saul Duncan’s fingers didn’t move on the keys. Deep within him, something turned into ice. He was hearing a voice, seeing a face, both phantoms, for Andrea was dead.


  Andrea was dead.


  The words were meaningless.


  He became conscious of Olcott at his side, talking angrily.


  “What’s wrong? What did they say?”


  Duncan looked at Olcott. The dead, frozen fury in the pilot’s eyes halted Olcott in mid-sentence.


  Automatically Duncan’s hand moved over the keyboard.


  “Send the body to me.”


  Then he waited.


  On the visiplate was movement. A port gaped in the Maid’s hull, the escape-hatch with which all ships were provided. Based on torpedo-tube principle, powered by magnetic energy, the projector was built to hurl crew or passengers out of the ship’s sphere of attraction. Sometimes the rockets would fail, in which case the vessel would crash on any nearby body. If that danger threatened, a man in a spacesuit, equipped with auxiliary rockets, could survive for days in the void, provided he was not dragged down with the ship. The projector took care of that.


  Now, tuned to minimum power, it thrust a bulky object out into space, pushing it toward the cruiser. Gravitation did the rest. The spacesuit dropped toward the smaller vessel, thudded against the hull. Duncan threw a series of hull magnets, one after another, till the suit was at an escape valve.


  Five minutes later the space coffin lay at Duncan’s feet.


  THROUGH the bars that protected the transparent face-plate he could see Andrea, her long lashes motionless on her cheeks. Duncan’s face was suddenly haggard. Olcott’s voice jarred on his taut nerves.


  “What happened? Did they—”


  “The Plutonians killed her,” Duncan said. “She turned off her Helmet, and they killed her.”


  Hartman was staring at a lead box attached to the spacesuit. “They sent the radium!”


  Duncan’s lips twisted in a bitter smile. With a quick movement he went to the controls’ and turned the cruiser into a new course. On the visiplate, the Maid began to draw away.


  Olcott said, “How long will it take us to get back to Earth?”


  “We’re not going back.” Duncan’s voice held no emotion.


  “What?”


  “Andrea’s dead. The Plutonians killed her. You and Hartman helped.”


  Olcott’s big body seemed to tense. “Don’t be a fool. What good will it do to murder us? What’s done is done. You—”


  “I’m not going to murder you,” Duncan said. “The Plutonians will take care of that.”


  “You’re crazy!”


  Briefly a flash of murderous fury showed in Duncan’s eyes. He repressed it.


  “I’m taking this boat to Pluto. I’m going to blast hell out of the Plutonians. They’ll get us eventually, all of us. That’ll be swell. I don’t want to live very long now. But before I die, I’m going to smash as many of the Plutonians as I can, because they killed Andrea. And you two are going with me, because you got Andrea into this mess.”


  Hartman said shakily, “It’s suicide. No ship can. get within a million miles of Pluto!”


  “This ship can. It’s dead black, with rocket screens. And the Plutonians haven’t found us yet—which proves something. Hold it!” The gun flashed into Duncan’s hand as Olcott jerked forward. “I’ll kill you myself if I have to, but I’d rather let the Plutonians do it.” He motioned the others to the back of the cabin as a light flashed on the board. After a moment Duncan nodded.


  “That was the Maid. They managed to repair their radio. Andrea didn’t have time to smash it thoroughly before. They’re talking to a patrol boat.”


  Olcott’s teeth showed. “Well?”


  “We don’t want to be stopped—now.” Duncan fingered the controls. The bellow of rockets grew louder. A shuddering vibration rocked the little cruiser.


  “Not too fast!” Hartman said warningly. “This ship crashed once. It’s still weak.”


  For answer Duncan only increased the power. The thunder of the tubes grew deafening. Already they had crossed the Lunar Line, heading outward in the plane of the ecliptic.


  Duncan rose and went to the spacesuit that held Andrea’s body. He wrenched the intertron knob free from the Helmet.


  “We want no Varra spy here.” The knob was not glowing, and, without power, the Varra was not en rapport with the Helmet, but Duncan was taking no chances.


  Grimly he went back to the controls. Hartman and Olcott watched him, vainly trying to fight back their fear.


  The heavy, crashing roar of the rockets mounted to a deafening crescendo.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  The Destroying Avenger


  NAMED after the Greek god of the underworld, desolate, lifeless and forbidding as Hell itself, Pluto revolved in its tremendous orbit, between thirty-seven hundred million and four thousand million miles from the Sun. Such distances are staggeringly inconceivable when we attempt to use human yardsticks. Men cannot stand the strain of such voyages without special precautions. Suspended animation is usual on the long hops, and Duncan had made use of the cataleptic drug he found at hand in the cruiser’s emergency supply locker.


  For a long time the three men had been unconscious as the ship, with increasing acceleration, hurled itself toward Pluto. Duncan had carefully measured the Sherman units of the drug, calculating so that he would awaken hours before the others. But he forgot one thing—the terrific resistance khlar builds up within the human body.


  So it was Rudy Hartman who first opened his eyes, groaned, and stared uncomprehendingly about him. He was strapped in a bunk, Duncan and Olcott near by. Memory came back.


  Sick and weak from the long period of catalepsy, Hartman nevertheless forced his aching limbs into motion. Staggering, he presently reached Duncan and took the latter’s gun. That done, he searched for a means of binding his captive securely.


  The bunk-straps were of flexible metal—not long enough, but they might serve a purpose. Hartman, scarcely conscious of his actions, fumbled at a panel and slid it back. Within the cubicle spacesuits were stacked, each with its Varra Helmet. Olcott had ordered them removed when Hartman was repairing the vessel, but the scientist had not obeyed. He had not felt entirely certain that the cruiser would not be detected by the Plutonians, and perhaps he had felt a twinge of compunction at the thought of sending a helpless man to possible suicide, if his theory proved wrong. So he had concealed the Helmets behind a panel. Now he blessed the lucky chance that had made him do so.


  Duncan was still unconscious. Hartman rolled him out of the bunk and dressed him in a suit, fitting the Varra Helmet in place. With the flexible straps he bound Duncan’s arms to his side; a makeshift job, but it would serve. Finally he pried the intertron knob from the Helmet and sighed with relief.


  Hesitantly he went to the controls. The star-map told him little, except that they were approaching Pluto. Should they begin deceleration? Hartman’s fingers hovered over the studs—Damn! He dared not alter the course. He wasn’t a pilot, and it took trained hands to control a spaceship.


  Well, that didn’t matter. There was another way—with the Varra Helmets.


  HE BROKE an ammonia capsule under Olcott’s nose and applied artificial respiration. After a time Olcott stirred.


  “Hartman?” His tongue was thick. “Where—what’s happened?”


  “A great deal. Lie still and get back your strength. I’ll tell you—”


  But Olcott struggled to rise. “Duncan!”


  “He’s safe.” Hartman nodded toward the bound figure. Then he sucked in his breath and sprang up. Duncan’s eyes were open.


  “Stay where you are,” Hartman said, showing the gun. “I won’t hesitate to kill you, you know.”


  Duncan grinned. “Go ahead. You can’t pilot this ship. I can wait.”


  Olcott got up unsteadily. “You’ll pilot it—back to Earth. Damn you, Duncan—”


  “I’ll pilot it to Pluto. Nowhere else.” Hartman intervened. “Wait. Listen, Duncan. We have several Varra Helmets aboard. You didn’t know that.”


  “So what?”


  “We do not need you as a pilot. If we make connections with the Varra, we can chart a course back to Earth by letting them instruct us.”


  Duncan’s eyes changed.


  He said, “You’re crazy.” But his voice lacked conviction.


  “The Varra!” Olcott scowled. “But—” Hartman whirled on him. “I know! It will mean giving up the radium. But there’s no other way. We’re near Pluto. The Plutonians may detect us at any moment. If they do—” He shrugged. “We can keep the radium and die here. Or we can use the Helmets, summon the Varra, and have them guide us back to Earth.”


  “Can they do that?”


  “Easily. If they had tangible bodies, they could pilot spaceships as well as Duncan, or anyone else. As it is, they can tell us how to handle the controls.”


  “We’ll lose the radium. It’ll mean prison too.”


  “Not necessarily. Our lives are worth more than the radium—eh? And the Varra can’t read minds. Suppose we have a convincing story to tell? We planned this space-flight as a scientific expedition, nothing more. We didn’t know Duncan was an escaped convict. We didn’t know he planned to hi-jack the Maid—”


  Olcott rubbed his mustache. “Plenty of holes in that. But you’re right. We can fix up some sort of story. And there’ll be no legal proof—”


  He looked toward the helpless Duncan. “Except him. We don’t want him talking.”


  Hartman touched the gun, but Olcott shook his head. “No. Listen. Duncan. You’re licked. We can get back to Earth, with you or without you. But if we get the Varra to help, we lose the radium. Why not be smart? Play along with us, and you’ll still get your half a million credits.”


  “Go to hell!” Duncan suggested.


  Hartman said, “We’ve no time to waste. We’re not far from Pluto—” He didn’t finish, but there was a suggestion of panic fear in his voice.


  “Right. This ship’s got an escape hatch, hasn’t it? Good.” Olcott hurriedly began to don spacesuit and Varra Helmet. At a gesture, Hartman followed his example.


  “Don’t use the power yet. Help me.” Olcott picked up Duncan by the shoulders. Grunting and straining, the two men carried their captive into the airtight bow chamber, sealing the valve behind them. The magnetic projector, looking like an oversized cannon, faced the circular transparent port through which they could see the starry darkness of empty space.


  “Know how to work one of these?”


  “They’re simple,” Hartman said. “This switch—” He indicated it. “Obviously it closes the circuit. Yes, I can operate this.”


  DUNCAN remained silent as he was roughly thrust into the projector’s gaping muzzle, feet-first. Olcott bent over him.


  “You’ve got auxiliary-suit rockets and enough oxygen. And you can untie yourself, if you work fast, before you hit Pluto. You can make a safe landing—till the Plutonians find you. Well?”


  Duncan didn’t answer.


  Olcott said, “Don’t be a fool! You’ll die rather unpleasantly on Pluto. You know that. Will you take us back to Earth?”


  There was a long silence. Abruptly, with a muffled curse, Olcott snapped Duncan’s faceplate shut, and then his own. Hartman did the same, and, with a wry face, touched the power-button on his Helmet that would summon the Varra.


  In a moment the intertron knob began to glow, with a cold, unearthly brilliance. Olcott hastily turned the power on in his own Helmet. Now there was no time to waste. Soon the Varra would come. . . .


  Cold eyes dark with fury, Olcott gestured. Hartman, in response, swung the projector’s muzzle into position; both men closed their faceplates. The transparent shield of the bow port slid aside, and the air within the escape hatch blasted out into space.


  Hartman moved a lever. Electro-magnetic energy blasted out from the projector, blindingly brilliant. One flashing glimpse the men had of Duncan’s bound, spacesuited body hurtling into the void—and then it was gone, racing toward Pluto at breakneck speed.


  Hartman closed the port and pumped air back into the tiny chamber. Abruptly a voice spoke within his brain.


  “Who are you? Why do you summon the Varra? And why are you so near to Pluto?”


  Olcott had heard the message too. He framed the thought: “You are a Varra? We need help.”


  “We are Varra. What help do you require?”


  Olcott explained.


  HE HAD fallen for many minutes. Beneath him the jagged darkness of Pluto lay, cryptic and forbidding. It was time to use the rockets, but still Duncan hesitated, though he had freed himself from his bonds. The flares would certainly attract the attention of the Plutonian mind-vampires, and then—


  A shadow occulted the stars. For a moment Duncan thought it was a meteor; then he recognized the cruiser. Jets screened, almost invisible, it was still driving on its course toward Pluto!


  He did not stop to ponder the reason. Instinct sent his gloved fingers to the studs built into his suit. The tiny emergency rockets burned white in the darkness of space. Duncan was hurled toward the cruiser. Involuntarily he held his breath, looking downward at the vast circle of Pluto. Would he die now?


  The rockets had flared only briefly; perhaps they had not been noticed. He did not use them again. Instead, he waited, moving steadily onward with no atmosphere to slow him down by its friction. The gravitation of Pluto pulled at both man and ship, but each fell at the same rate—no! The cruiser was pulling away! That meant its masked tubes were still on.


  Duncan risked another jet. This time his space-boots thumped solidly on the hull. He levered himself toward the side port, which could be opened from without, unless it had been locked. True, when the valve slid aside, the ship’s air would be lost in space, and anyone within the cruiser would die. Duncan grinned savagely. Bracing himself awkwardly, he tugged at levers.


  The port opened. Duncan was almost flung away from the ship by the blast of air that gusted out. He recovered his balance, swung himself across the threshold—


  At his feet lay two space-suited bodies, Olcott and Hartman. The faceplates of their Varra Helmets were open, but they had not died of lack of oxygen. That was evident. The frozen, strained whiteness of their features told a different story that Duncan read instantly. The Plutonians had brought death to Hartman and Olcott; they had died in the same manner as Andrea.


  Duncan closed the port behind him, his face expressionless. Inwardly he was tense as wire, in momentary expectation of cold fury striking at his brain. He stood waiting.


  The star-map on the instrument panel flared. That meant atmosphere ahead. Duncan was at the controls in two strides. His number might be up, but he had no intention of dying in a crash—not while there was still a possibility of revenging himself on the Plutonian creatures.


  He checked the ship’s course, decelerating as much as he dared. So keyed-up were his nerves that he jumped sharply when a voice spoke inside his brain.


  “Who are you, Earthman? Why are you here?”


  Before Duncan could frame a response, he felt a thrill of sudden urgency flame through him. Something, cold and deadly as space itself, reached into his mind. There was an instant of sickening giddiness—


  It was gone. The sky-screen flamed crimson. The cruiser was within Pluto’s atmosphere blanket.


  DUNCAN gasped for breath. He was scarcely conscious of manipulating the cruiser, leveling off into a long, swooping glide. Death had touched him very nearly—and had been avoided miraculously by a fantastically small margin. The implications of what had happened turned Duncan white with incredulous shock.


  For the thing that had been en rapport with his mind had tried to kill him. And that thing had been not a Plutonian, but a Varra! Duncan was certain of that. In his space-piloting days he had been in close touch with the Varra, and had learned the distinctive feel of the creatures—there was no other word—within his mind.


  But the Varra were friendly to Earthmen!


  The rough terrain of Pluto lay below. A cold, bluish radiance, almost invisible, seemed to flicker here and there. Duncan set the ship down with trained skill, landing on a broad plateau at the base of a high range of alps.


  He was on Pluto, shunned and feared by Earthmen for a hundred and fifty years. He was in the very lair of the mind-vampires.


  And nothing happened.


  Slowly Duncan rose and turned the valves on the oxygen tanks. He divested himself of his spacesuit and made a careful examination of the two bodies. Both Olcott and Hartman had been killed, apparently, by the Plutonians. They had the stigmata.


  But Duncan was thinking a rather impossible thought—that there were no Plutonians.


  With half of his mind he made tests. There was atmosphere, almost pure chlorine. Nor was it unduly cold. An electroscope gave him the answer. Pluto was a radioactive planet, warmed from within by the powerful radiations of the ore.


  Duncan took the dead Olcott’s helmet and adjusted it upon himself. Turning on the power made the intertron knob glow, but there was no other result. The Varra, of course, could not safely venture within the Heaviside Layer of any planet, and Pluto had a Layer, since it had an atmosphere. Chlorine—radium—Duncan shook his head, trying to fit the puzzle together.


  There were no Plutonians. Why, then, had the Varra fostered the legend of the mind-vampires? Creatures composed of pure energy could not exist on a radioactive planet; the radiations would be fatal to their complicated electronic structures.


  Duncan thought for a long time. At last he had the answer, so astoundingly simple that he found it difficult to believe. But it checked. And that meant—


  He rose and went slowly to where Andrea’s body lay, still in the spacesuit, her face composed and lovely in death. Duncan’s lips twisted. He knelt.


  “Andrea—”


  She was trying to tell him something, he thought. What?


  “Tell Earth what I’ve found out? Is that it?”


  He hesitated. “It’s no use. We’re forty thousand million miles from the Sun. The radio won’t carry that far, even if it’d get through the Heaviside Layer on Pluto. There’s no way to send a message back.”


  There was no way. Nor could the cruiser retrace its course. There was not enough fuel left. The jets would be exhausted before Saturn’s orbit was reached, and the speed would increase as the ship plunged Sunward, increase to a point where deceleration would be impossible.


  “There’s no way, Andrea. I can’t send the message—”


  Duncan stopped. There was a way, after all, though it meant death.


  HE SEATED himself before the radio-recorder and adjusted it to automatic-repeat. His message would be imprinted on metal wire-tape, and continue to be sent out into the void till the ship itself was destroyed.


  Duncan pulled the microphone toward him. His voice was coldly emotionless.


  “CQX. CQX. Recorded on Pluto. All ships copy. Relay to proper authorities. Pluto is uninhabited. Its atmosphere is pure chlorine. No life-form known to science can exist in a chlorine atmosphere or on a radioactive world. The Plutonian mind-vampires do not exist. The legend was created by the Varra for their own purposes. The actual mind-vampires are the Varra themselves.”


  Now it would be theorizing, but Duncan was certain that his guess was correct.


  “The Varra live on life energy. When man conquered space, they foresaw danger to themselves. They are vulnerable, and if Earth suspected their motives, they’d be relentlessly destroyed. So—as I see it—they pretended to be friendly, and blamed the mind-vampirism on imaginary creatures living on Pluto. The Varra can communicate with us without the need for Helmets. They can kill too. But they seldom do that. Instead, pretending to protect space-travelers from the Plutonians, they drain a certain amount of life-energy from each person wearing a Helmet. We’re like cattle to them. We think they’re friendly, and so far we haven’t suspected the truth. As long as we didn’t suspect, the Varra were safe, and could keep on vampirizing us, without our knowledge. Once in a while a Varra badly in need of energy would drain too much, which would kill its host.”


  That was what had happened to Andrea. The Varra had tried to stop her from wrecking the Maid’s radio, and—Duncan’s teeth showed.


  He went on telling his story, explaining what had happened. He made no excuses; there was no need for them now.


  Finally he said: “The Varra can be destroyed. And we can protect ourselves against them. That’ll be up to the scientists. If this ship gets through, it will mean that the Varra couldn’t stop me. I’ve got radium aboard. So I’ll put a Heaviside Layer around the cruiser—and blast off Sunward.”


  Duncan clicked the switch. No need to say more. Earth would understand, would believe.


  But now—


  He opened the port, after donning a suit and Helmet, and let the ship fill with the chlorine atmosphere. It would be better than oxygen, for his purposes. Iodine vapor would be even more effective, but he could not create that. If only he were a scientist, a technician, he could probably discover some other way of creating an artificial Heaviside Layer.


  But it didn’t matter. This way was surest and quickest, and there would be no machinery to fail him.


  Sealed within the ship once more, Duncan found the shipment of Martian radium, hi-jacked from the Maid, and removed it from its thick leaden container. He left it exposed, and went to the controls.


  The cruiser lifted from the surface of the plateau. It slanted up through the chlorine atmosphere, rockets bellowing.


  There was no need for split-second timing or unusual accuracy—within certain limits. He was heading Sunward. Nothing more was necessary. Except power—


  THE tubes thundered with ravening fury. The cruiser blasted up, acceleration jamming Duncan back into his seat. Then they were out of the air-envelope, in free space, controls locked. There was nothing more to do now but to drive on. The rockets would blast their fury into the void till the fuel was exhausted. Even then, the ship would speed on, into the tracks of commerce and the orbits of the inhabited planets.


  On the visiplate specks of light glimmered, resolving themselves into a nebulous cloud—the Varra.


  It was the final proof. Duncan was the first man who had ever landed on Pluto. The Varra intended to destroy him, giving him no opportunity of telling what he knew to Earth.


  Duncan checked the radio. It was repeating his message, sending it steadily into space. At this distance from the Sun there was no chance that it would be picked up. But later—


  He clicked the power on in his Helmet. There was no response. The Varra, as he had thought, could not penetrate his artificial barrier, his pseudo-Heaviside Layer.


  It was nothing, actually, but a blanket of ionization. But the Varra could not break through it. Duncan glanced at the exposed radium on the floor. A pound of it, sending out its powerful emanations, gamma, beta and electrons, ionizing the chlorine even more effectively than it would have affected oxygen—invisible armor, protecting Duncan from the Varra.


  They were massing ahead, determined to stop him. Thoughts began to penetrate his mind, furtive, random, but indications that the group power of the Varra was stronger than he had expected.


  Duncan seated himself at a panel, the one controlling the blaster cannons. His face, haggard and strained, twisted in a bitter smile.


  “Okay, Andrea,” he whispered. “I’m taking the message back for you. But I’m doing this—for myself! Because they killed you, damn them—”


  The chill tentacles probed deeper into Duncan’s brain. He swung a cannon into position, pressed a stud, and watched a streak of electronic energy go blasting across space, silent thunder in the void, smashing relentlessly at the Varra. It struck in a maelstrom of flame.


  “Vulnerable!” Duncan said. “Yeah, they’re vulnerable as all hell!”


  The Varra closed in. Through their massed ranks the camion blazed and pounded, till space seemed afire. The rocking recoil of the blasts, mingled with the booming of the rockets, thudded in Duncan’s ears even through the Helmet.


  And he fought them. There were no witnesses to that battle, none to see the black cruiser plunging on through the cloud of attackers, belching Jove’s lightning, shaking with the vibrations of its murder-madness. For the spaceship was mad, Duncan thought, a relentless, destroying avenger, a dark angel bringing the terror of Armageddon to the Varra. And the energy-beings never paused; their life and their future was in the scales. If Duncan broke through, they were doomed. He must be stopped.


  THEY could not stop him! Almost blind with the agony burning within his brain, Saul Duncan nevertheless hunched over the controls, while the cannons thundered their demoniac message into space. By dozens and hundreds the Varra died, their energy-matrices wrenched and broken by the electronic bolts. Duncan and the ship were one—and both were mad.


  He got through. He had to. Nothing could have stopped Saul Duncan, not even the Varra. In the end, the black cruiser raced Sunward, cannons silent, for the Varra were scattered.


  Duncan got up wearily. He stood above Andrea’s body, watching the still features, the long lashes that would never rise.


  “It’s done,” he said. “Finished. Earth will get the message—”


  Earth would get the message. The Varra could not stop the cruiser now, and the radio would continue to send out its signal till the fires of the Sun swallowed the black ship.


  Duncan knelt. His legs were weak. The radium, of course. His suit could not protect him from the fatal radiations of a pound of the pure ore. But the stuff had served its purpose. It had kept the Varra at a distance till Duncan could fulfill his vengeance.


  And now it would kill him—unless he replaced it in the leaden casket. But even that might not work now.


  Duncan shrugged. It was better to die of radium burns than by the power of the Varra.


  He would be dead long before then.


  But the Varra would be hunted down, ruthlessly slain, their power broken forever. Earth-science would destroy them, as they themselves had slain so many, as they had killed Andrea.


  The bellow of the rockets died. The ship held true to its course, plunging on faster and faster toward the sunlit worlds where men knew joy and laughter and happiness. It would go on, to the funeral pyre of the Sun.


  But it would leave a message in its wake.


  THE KEY TO THE DARK PLANET


  Donald Wollheim


  Out of the night of space and brooding time came the object from distant Pluto, a strange object which defied analysis, and for which no purpose could be found. The answer to the riddle came to a man and a girl lost in the planet’s eerie depths, surrounded by the titanic hulks of age-old machines!


  CHAPTER I


  PURPLE and yellow light bathed Locke’s face as he lowered himself into a chair. Though there were four other people present in Academician Mallinson’s study, Technician Locke was fascinated by the weird object that rested in a red plush lined metal box on the desk in the center of the room. It looked like a dumbbell, a dull black metal dumbbell whose knob ends were one a vivid yellow jewel, the other an equally luminescent purple globe.


  Weirdly the thing glowed, never had the heavily built pinkcheeked spacial engineer ever seen the like. He had been on all the inner planets in his time, he had even worked on the Coldside Dam on Mercury for a year and still he could not place the object It was unearthly but it was not Martian, it was not Venusian, neither Northern nor Southern. And it was too finely done to be from any of the slow-people of the Jovian moons. That was the lot. Still it was unearthly.


  Gradually he recognized the other persons present. Grey-haired rugged Mallinson was there, behind the desk, his hands resting lightly on a mass of papers; sturdy Meeker, astrophysicist-astronomer-navigator, in his thirties, quiet, solid, capable; Tyson, darkhaired, slender, with a slight mustache, gleaming brooding dark eyes, Locke’s close friend of many years; and the girl. He recognized her from the pictures. Carlyn Landor of the auburn hair, telestar complexion, and spectacular achievements. The yellow and purple rays did strange things to her hair, put odd glints in her green eyes, now fixed on the light’s source.


  For a brief instant there was silence. Locke squirmed, wondering who would break the ice and when. Mallinson stretched forth his hand, snapped down the cover of the metal box. The light was cut off as the thing was lost to view. Darkness. Then the. glow of which light as Mallinson flicked on the ceiling bulbs.


  “What is that thing?” Locke burst out. “Where’d it come from?”


  The others relaxed, leaned back. Tyson flashed Locke a nod of recognition. The girl took out a cigarette case, extracted one, offered it around. Then she lit up and exhaled a puff of smoke.


  “Suppose we let Mallinson tell us what this is all about?”


  The Academician smiled at her.


  “Thank you, I shall.” He glanced briefly around.


  Although they all knew each other by reputation at least, he nevertheless made introductions.


  “And now to get down to the matters of interest. You were all told before you came that the Academy had a project for you. You all had expressed interest in outerplanet work, had asked for such assignments.”


  His hands reached out and patted the surface of the metal box an instant.


  “You are aware of the return of Gardin’s ship to the Earth?”


  They all looked sober for an instant; They had read about it, heard about it, seen the smoking mass in the screens. Gardin’s expedition to the outermost boundary of the solar system, his two-year flight to the planet Pluto had keyed up the interest of all the Earth and all the space-flying profession for all that time on the unsurpassed attempt. And then with success in his grasp, with the return journey completed, Gardin had crashed to Earth with the vision screens of three planets upon him.


  A BILLION people at least must have witnessed that flaming climax. The silver ship growing into the plates, the onrushing flames of its mighty jets pushing back against it, slowing it down for a final landing. The roar and smoke as it entered the atmosphere and then that terrible flare and buckling as the craft snapped suddenly like tinderwood and hurtled down to a blazing grave on Earth.


  “Gardin reached Pluto, we all know,” the old man said. “Evidence found amidst the ashes and wreckage testify to that. What he found on Pluto we do not know save for two things. One of them was this.”


  He patted the box and for an instant lifted its cover. The gold and violet rays flickered out for an instant and then the lid dropped again.


  “Evidently Gardin found it on the ninth planet. What it is we do not know. The two globes of light are mysteries. The light rays are harmless, apparently purposeless. Their source is unknown—possibly something concealed in the connecting handle. They seem to have negative and positive magnetic charges, a pole at each end.”


  “What was the other thing Gardin brought back?” Tyson asked in his low somewhat husky voice.


  “A sheet of paper, evidently a memorandum jotted from his note book. It was in the box with the Plutonian object. It reads—” Here the Academician picked up a scrap of paper from his desk.


  ” ‘Remember to tell Mallinson this object should be returned to Pluto with next visit for further use.’ ”


  The slip of paper fell from the scientist’s hand and dropped slowly to the desk. Mallinson leaned forward.


  “The second expedition to Pluto is all prepared. The ship has been constructed, it is fueled and ready. It is superior to Gardin’s, far faster, and it should make the trip in not more than three months each way.


  “The ship is planned for a crew of four. They include a navigator, an engineer, an explorer and a recorder-cook-doctor-general assistant. The Academy has called you here to request that you four take this assignment. It will call for your patience and endurance. It may strain you to the limit, on the other hand it may prove less strenuous than some of the things you have done in the past. You may never return.”


  There was sucking in of breath as each of the four heard the statement. Then Locke jumped up.


  “When do we leave?”


  Meeker smiled and said, “I think I’ll take the job.”


  Landor blew out a puff of smoke. “At least the Academy thinks I can cook.”


  Tyson was silent. He sat back in his chair and smoked quietly. The others turned towards him. The girl opened her eyes wide and arched her brows. “Aren’t you coming with us, Tyson?”


  He glanced at her for an instant, an odd smile flickered over his face.


  “Of course,” he drawled.


  THREE days and the ship slid down the last link of the loop over the asteroids. Meeker flicked the automatic control as he saw that the time left before the main haul began was short. The asteroid crossing was the first lap, and only the first lap—and yet already it was farther out than the average space-flyer ever goes. When Jupiter is a monstrous mass of unusable material surrounded by a cutting horde of satellites and meteors, there is little purpose for outerplanet flights. But Jupiter was nowhere near. Though they were approaching its orbit, the big planet was on the other side of the sun. Saturn was in sight but far away. Beyond that the naked eye could see only the endless reaches of the stars. Pluto was there somewhere but only hours of calculation could spot it.


  Meeker turned from his seat. Tyson was standing by a port with Carlyn. They were staring out at the moving lights of the asteroid belt behind them.


  Meeker pressed a button, spoke into the engine-room phone.


  “Locke, can you spare us a few minutes?”


  “Oh sure,” the voice came back. “You aren’t going to shift over for a while yet, I expect. I’ll be right up.”


  The vessel shot onwards through the emptiness of space. Long it was, far longer than anything any of them had ever handled. They had spent some time acquainting themselves with it before leaving. The store of fuel, atomic though it was, was tremendous. The water supply alone was great even though they constantly repurified it, still a large reserve was necessary. Food was concentrated but occupied another large section.


  Out on this trip it was permanent half rations for everyone. They could survive. They would sleep as much as they could. And possibly lose from twenty to forty pounds each. But they were used to that also; it was routine in space; where every pound of food means more pounds of machinery and fuel.


  Locke threaded his way up the various ladders from chamber to chamber. Past the storerooms, past the sleeping quarters and air-locks and finally up into the forward control chamber.


  “Well, what’s up?” He waved a grease-stained hand at Meeker, bowed with an exaggerated air to Landor and sniffed at Tyson. The navigator caught the interplay and did not lose its significance. Old friends the two other men might be, but already they were working their way into serious rivalry for the attention of Carlyn. As for her, she seemed to be amused by it.


  “As you know,” Meeker started, “we are now dear of the asteroids and about to angle down into the plane of the ecliptic again. From here on we start our main drive.”


  Landor disengaged Tyson’s arm. “As I understand it,” she said, “we simply accelerate now to our arranged speed, turn off the engines and slide the rest of the way on inertia, as is always the case.”


  TYSON glared as Locke offered the girl a wad of chewing gum. Smoking was strictly forbidden, they had to find simpler vices. Locke was a fast worker, the explorer knew; he had to work overtime to make up for Locke’s devastating attacks on femininity.


  “Not as easy as all that, Carlyn,” said Meeker glaring at the two men. They desisted their attentions and listened.


  “Pluto is three billion miles from the sun. It is something like thirty times the distance of the Earth from the sun. Think that over and you will realize that it is a terribly great distance to travel. It is a tremendous hop which makes anything you may have ever done before child’s play.


  “And the special feature of this trip is that we must take into account something which we have not had to regard before. Hitherto you have always mentally regarded your Sights to Mars and Venus as if laid out on a flat plane and requiring nothing further than gliding along fixed orbits with silent engines. But on a trip to Pluto we must deal with the sun’s gravity.”


  “The sun’s gravity!” Tyson stared. “Why?”


  “At the distance that Pluto lies, the sun’s hold is weak. The sun’s hold on Mars and Earth is much the same, it is not of such a difference as to alter anything. But on this trip to Pluto we are partly breaking the sun’s grip.


  “That means that we must regard the flight as not one laid out on the plane surface of the ecliptic in a quiet orbit, but as a constant battle upwards, up a long endless incline away from the sun.”


  Locke smiled. “I guessed as much from the extra supply of fuel.” He looked at Carlyn to see if she appreciated his wisdom but she was paying attention to Meeker’s words.


  “Yes,” the navigator said. “The engines will be shut off until we are past the orbit of Uranus. And then we shall be past the peak of our incline. But from here on it will be an endless acceleration, fighting against the backward drag of the sun.”


  Tyson was about to say something when there came a slight buzzing noise. Everyone stared at the radio panel.


  The girl ran to it, sat down in the operator’s chair, flicked it on and ran over the meters. Someone was trying to contact them.


  Static rolled out of the sender. Roaring static, crackling waves, sharp yelps and squeals. The asteroids were a damnable wall between them and the Earth. Yet someone on Earth was trying to get through to them.


  “I’ll get it if it comes through at all,” murmured Landor, carefully turning the dials. She threw in a switch.


  “Space-ship Lowell calling Earth. Spaceship Lowell calling Earth. Come in Earth.”


  And again the ether crackled as she strove to pick up the message that was being sent.


  For a moment they seemed to hear a voice, dimly incomprehensible through the static. They gathered around listening with desperate intensity.


  “Come in Earth,” called Carlyn again.


  More static. Now the voice in the background, speaking slowly. They heard suddenly the words “Pluto bound” cleat for an instant then the voice faded again into indistinguishability.


  Locke swore but there was nothing they could do. It was tuned in right; to get reception with the asteroids in their way was a miracle anyway. The voice became clear again. They heard suddenly the name of Tyson, and again fade-out. The explorer paled and bent closer.


  Then suddenly the radio cleared again. “Don’t take,” if said clearly and was drowned in a sudden squeal of static. Then it was off and the signal showed that the broadcast had ended.


  “But what?” asked Landor. “Don’t take what?”


  “He mentioned Tyson,” said Meeker. “It sounded like Mallinson’s voice.”


  Tyson shrugged. “Who knows what it means? It couldn’t have mattered much anyway.”


  Locke grabbed Meeker. “It might have been very important Maybe something’s happened or something’s been found.”


  Meeker drummed his hands on the arms of the navigator’s chair a second. “There’s nothing we can do anyway. Let us carry on as before. Get ready for the new acceleration in ten minutes.”


  CHAPTER II


  SLOWLY the ship circled the dim starlit sphere. All eyes were glued on the surface of the farthermost world. In the control room, Meeker stared at it in puzzlement and concern. Carlyn, from the commissary, watched it in wonder. Tyson and Locke together in the auxiliary low-speed engine room watched it, each silent. They were together because the work of landing the ship demanded two men at the engines but had they their own way they would have been at opposite ends of the ship. After three months, the former friends were scarcely talking to each other.


  Locke had contended that Landor was not interested in Tyson and wished him to stop paying her attention. Tyson told Locke to mind his own business and that Carlyn regarded Locke as an amusing buffoon. Carlyn herself was in the position of having to keep them apart and she rather liked it.


  But now all thoughts were on the face of Pluto now seen by them for the first time.


  For days Pluto had been in sight as a tiny dim star—not even visible as a disc. Meeker had started worrying then, and now as he gazed down at the dull disc of the world below, his thoughts felt the need for expression. He opened the general communications panel and buzzed for attention.


  “Tyson,” he said, “would you say that the surface of Pluto as we now see it could possibly reflect enough light to make it visible from Earth even as the tiniest dimmest star?”


  In the engine room, Tyson wrinkled his brow in thought. He turned and cast a glance through the opposite window at the sun. It was visible as a brighter star. Visible about as bright as Jupiter or perhaps Sirius on a moonless night on Earth. Out here, three billion miles away, the sun was almost as cold as any other star of the sky.


  “I was wondering about that myself, Meeker,” the explorer’s soft voice came. “I can’t see how Pluto could be visible from Earth even in the best telescope. It can’t receive enough light from the sun.”


  “Exactly,” said Meeker, “and yet we can see it.”


  Carlyn gazed down at the surface. She could imagine that it was as bright as a clear starlit night down there. Starlit but without the aid of the moon. She could make out vaguely in the faint blue glow, the dark peaks of mountains and sections which glared a dull white—frozen seas, frozen airs, she thought.


  “Stand by to land,” said the navigator. Tyson and Locke leaped to their various jet controls and made ready. Landor got into the hammock in the commissary and strapped herself in. Meeker pressed several buttons.


  The ship started to incline, then slowly it swept down towards the surface.


  STEADILY the disc grew in immensity.


  Now it filled the vision plates. Then as they drew closer and the dim features of the night landscape began to loom upwards in relief instead of as flat shadows, a thin whistling became manifest.


  “An atmosphere!” muttered Locke.


  “Probably inert gases and maybe free hydrogen,” answered Meeker from the control room. “This planet is the oddest place in the system. We must expect strange things.”


  Closer and closer to the surface they came and then, with a fillip that betrayed the master pilot, Meeker brought the ship around, stood it up on end, and slid it down backwards on its jets. There was a sudden hissing and a swirling of white clouds about them, a soft thump and the ship came to rest.


  It stood, buried almost halfway in a white crystalline mass, a small lake of frozen air. The nose and living quarters stood out of it upright, a strange metal tower from another world.


  The four made their way to the control room. The voyage was over. Technically, at that instant, Meeker’s command had vanished and given way to the command of Tyson, the explorer.


  Tyson stood with his back to them, staring out the window. The edge of the airlake was close at hand. He could see solid rock shining faintly under the sun-star and its companions. Farther a line of black shadows denoted mountainous masses in the distance. All else was night.


  Finally Tyson turned. He gave each member of the crew a careful scrutiny. He smiled at Carlyn and gazed at the others impassively.


  “We shall have an exploring party. Our time is limited and we must not allow ourselves to waste it. I shall go and Carlyn. Meeker and Locke will stay in the ship.”


  Locke protested the naming of the girl. Tyson frowned at him and reminded him that Landor was general assistant and besides an expert planetographer in her own right. Meeker looked worried but said nothing.


  Landor and Tyson got into their spacesuits. The gravity of Pluto was much the same as that of Earth for it was the same size and the same density. “Warm living Earth and frozen dead Piute—twins!” remarked Meeker as he helped tighten the girl’s equipment.


  “Twins,” said Carlyn adjusting her helmet. “But perhaps Pluto is not dead. Remember the thing Gardin brought back?”


  Locke went over and opened a cabinet. He took down the little metal box, set it on a shelf. He opened it and the eerie yellow and purple rays mingled with the light of the ship’s bulbs.


  “Pluto must be dead,” snapped Tyson, strangely irritated. “It is close to absolute zero out there. Life could not possibly exist!”


  “But nevertheless,” Locke remarked and pointed significantly at the double-gemmed object.


  “It is possible that Pluto was not originally a planet of our sun,” said Meeker. “It may have been tom away from some other star to wander through space until Sol captured it. In that earlier period it may have had life. Today surely it can have none.”


  Carlyn Landor shrugged impatiently. Her suit was on and her heating unit already in action. She was growing uncomfortable.


  “Why did Gardin say we should bring it back to Pluto? We don’t know. So let’s stop talking and go out and find out for ourselves.”


  TYSON nodded and entered the inner air lock. The girl stepped in after him, the door screwed shut, there was a brief hissing as the outer door opened. From the window Meeker and Locke saw a little shower of white specks as the air from the lock froze and fell as snow, then the two cloaked figures stepped out.


  They wore wide snowshoes strapped clumsily on their boots and they clumped across the surface of lake of solid gas to make their way out onto the shore of barren rock. The lights from the ship’s ports cast a faint glow out there.


  The two men in the ship saw the explorers take off their snowshoes and sling them on their backs. Then they saw the flicker of Tyson’s flashlight. There seemed to be a conference going on out there between the two figures.


  Locke watched them impatiently. “What are they doing?” he said to Meeker. The navigator just watched.


  Tyson turned towards the ship and began to flick his flashlight rhythmically. Morse code. Locke spelled it out.


  “R-O-A-D,” he spelled. Tyson swung his light down and shot it along the surface. Then he and Landor started off towards the dark mountains and into the starlit night of Pluto’s day.


  “Road?” asked Locke. “Road!” he then shouted. “They’ve found a road! But where does it go? I don’t like this, Meeker, I don’t like this at all!”


  “Neither do I,” stated Meeker slowly. “What did Gardin mean? What is that thing in the box?”


  “What was Mallinson trying to tell us about Tyson?” added Locke as they stared out into the now still darkness of Pluto.


  CHAPTER III


  TYSON and Landor started up the road towards the mysterious mountains. The road was totally unexpected, it had been a great shock. There might possibly have been signs of life once, they had each thought, but to find it immediately upon reaching land . . . it jarred them.


  The road was narrow, smooth and hard. It shone in the light of Tyson’s flash a jetty polished black, it pointed straight ahead, laid out without a break or turn. Out into the unknowable gloom of darkness.


  About them the dim light of the stars shone down—faint blue. Rocks and boulders loomed up darkly. Carlyn shuddered inwardly. Who was to know what might lurk behind such things? She had felt something of the same sensation on the dark side of Mercury or occasionally on the Moon when neither sun nor Earth was up. Here it assumed a doubly sinister aspect for the sun was up and the Earth was invisible—almost three billion miles away.


  Tyson unhooked a coil of wire from his belt, passed the end of it to the girl. She hooked it on to her suit and immediately telephonic communication was established between them.


  “Do you think we will encounter anything—still living?” Carlyn asked.


  “No,” said Tyson after a bit. “I can’t imagine it surviving. This road. It may have been here for longer than there has been life on Earth. This world is dead, deader even than Luna.


  He swung his flash about. On all sides of them huge boulders loomed. Patches of frozen white air, a bit of ice hanging in some weird icicle form, a yellow patch of some gas now solid in the terrible all-enveloping cold.


  Ahead the road seemed to pass through a narrow canyon in cliff-like mountains. The light shone for a way on a straight black path between monstrous high walls.


  “That thing of Gardin’s. Where could he have gotten it?” Carlyn asked again the question which had been bothering all the party from the start.


  They had entered the defile in the range. Above them hung steep precipices of the mountain—towering many hundreds of feet up.


  “We may find out at the end of this road,” Tyson said, flashing his light along the smooth walls. “It must lead somewhere, you know.”


  They walked on a pace, came to the end of the defile. Tyson stopped.


  “Did you realize that this cut in the cliffs was artificial? It must have been made when the road was built.”


  The girl looked back. The thought overwhelmed her. What sort of civilization had Pluto evolved?


  Tyson remarked slowly. “I think we are at the end of the road now.” Carlyn turned back. She unhooked her own flash and it joined the man’s in swinging about.


  The road ended a few feet ahead. Shadows loomed before them. The flashes shone from smooth surfaces grouped about. Before them seemed a forest of shadows.


  They started forward slowly. Two thin dark columns rose at the end of the road. As they passed them, they heard a dick in the thin inert air. Instantly a faint glow began to gather about the scene. The two explorers stopped dead and stood waiting.


  The glow grew. It seemed as a faint luminescent fog rolling up from the surface. It was strictly limited in its field for it did not extend to the road. It stopped where the path began. It seemed to extend upwards the height of the highest column and then to dwindle out. It hung in the air like a mist.


  The scene before them was visible now as on a cloudy winter day.


  The dark columns, the strange shapes stood now revealed. Black shining jet was their substance, like the road. But their shapes were those of machines. Great masses of wheels and cogs, levers, rods, axles, walking-beams. Each unit seemed ponderous and powerful. They stood in order, row on row and their shapes were incomprehensible and their purposes unknown.


  The two stared at them in wonder not daring to move. But there was no sign of action of life.


  “We must have passed some invisible beam between those columns,” said Carlyn.


  Tyson stood silently as in thought. Finally he waved a hand and started forward. Carlyn followed, a little behind him.


  Past several of the metal masses they walked, then past two more columns. Another click sounded in the thin air. They both turned. No new light had been added, nothing had changed. Tyson shrugged and started forward again. Carlyn followed, wondering what had happened.


  On they went past innumerable masses of machinery. A great many, Carlyn noted with a shudder, seemed to be on the order of small movable units, standing motionless on a dozen wheels and possessed of several small crane-like arms.


  “Did you notice that there are no seats or places for controls on any of these machines?” she remarked to Tyson. The man gave no evidence of having heard her. He simply walked freely onwards.


  Carlyn stared at Tyson’s back as she followed after him. Suddenly she noted that the light seemed to alter slightly as he moved. This luminous fog had not allowed any shadows or highlights previously. She watched him carefully and now noted what the cause of this was. She drew in her breath in shock.


  Two faint pencils of light were focussed on the explorer’s head and followed him as he moved!


  LANDOR turned, traced them to the tops of the columns which had last clicked. There were apparently no beams directed on her, only upon the first to break through.


  “Tyson!” she cried. “Stop and look!”


  But he seemed not to hear her. He continued to stride forward towards the center of the silent army of machinery. The girl ran up to him, grasped his arm. He shook her off, muttered something, walked on.


  Carlyn walked alongside of him. She did not know what had happened. So long as nothing affected her, she would watch and see. It might be that Tyson would shake loose from the strange influence or it might be that he was learning something and did not dare risk the contact by speaking to her.


  Onward they went past more mechanisms and then they came to what seemed a central place. It was perfectly circular and cleared of machinery. They walked across it and then both stopped as they saw the thing that was on the opposite side of the circle.


  It was a great black statue, a statue of a huge being, manlike in shape, sitting upon a massive throne and staring emptily ahead. Its face bore four eyes set in two pairs, its mouth was small and proper but nose it had none. The figure was broad-shouldered, it had four arms. The uppermost pair were brawny and powerful, the lower two were tiny and puny and folded meekly in its lap. Its leg seemed to melt together until only one blocky leg rested on the pedestal upon which the whole statue sat.


  Its two large arms were each flexed outwards. The fingers and hands were upwards, curved as if to hold something. In its left hand there rested an object shaped like a dumbbell.


  Landor gasped as she recognized it. It was a replica of the thing Gardin had found save that it emanated no light. It was a dead jetty black even as was the statue. She glanced at the right hand but where there should have been another object, there was none. The right hand was empty.


  Had Gardin’s object been taken from the hand of this incredibly ancient memorial of a forgotten race? And why?


  Tyson stopped with Carlyn and stared at the statue also. He said nothing. The girl looked and noted suddenly that the rays from the columns had vanished.


  “Tyson,” she cried, “are you all right? Those rays are gone. Did they do anything to you?”


  Tyson heard her for he turned and stared at her long. His dark eyes pierced her through from behind the transparency of his helmet.


  “Carlyn,” he said slowly, “you do care for me, don’t you?”


  The girl was stunned. Why did he choose now to start talking love? She repeated the first question:


  “Tyson, are you all right?”


  “But you must care for me,” he said as if not. hearing her. “You followed me to my throne. You attend me.”


  “To—to your throne?” Carlyn gasped in horror. “Tyson what has happened to you? What are you talking about?”


  Tyson suddenly thrust out a gloved hand, grasped her arm. “You will stay with me. I feel the power. This is to be my throne, I know it, I feel it. Is that not my statue that sits there? You will stay. We shall control all the planet and the worlds of the cosmos shall bow to us. This I know. The lights told it to me. I believe them.”


  “Tyson,” she cried again, “you’ve been hypnotized! Snap out of it. Wake up, Tyson, this is madness!”


  She tried to wrench her arm free but his grip tightened. He started forward, dragging her with him, oblivious to her appeals and struggles.


  “The time has come again. I shall take it all.”


  He ascended the incline to the foot of the statue. He reached over to the right hand of the figure and seemed to snatch futilely just above its open palm. But there was nothing there. He seemed confused. For an instant his grip wavered.


  Carlyn wrenched herself free, ran down the incline to surface facing the statue. She turned and stared in horror at Tyson, wavering up there, standing before the seated figure as if in confusion and illness. She thought he was going to fall but he suddenly snatched forward again and picked up the black object from the image’s left hand.


  There was a sudden flash and then the fog vanished. Darkness had suddenly fallen again upon the scene. Carlyn recovered from the shock of the plunge into night and readied for her flashlight.


  But before she could put it on, a faint glow again commenced. It was a red glow, the glow of fire or blood. A faint luminous ruddy mist waved and moved amongst the columns of black machines. And in the crimson light she saw the figure of Tyson standing at the foot of the statue holding the black object in his hand high above his head. He seemed mouthing something but she could not hear for the cord of the communications had been snapped. There was a sudden jarring noise. Carlyn saw a slight tremor pass through the ranks of machinery and she knew that somehow the taking of the black dumbbell had activated the vast field of engines.


  SHE turned and fled wildly the way they had come. All about her the machines flexed and quivered. Power surged through their coils again; after an aeon of aeons, the works of Pluto were operating. And in the control of an obsessed man!


  Carlyn reached the edge of the road through the escarpment. And as she raced along it, the red fog flowed past her and the ranks of the machines began to roll slowly behind her. And Tyson ran in their lead holding the black object high above his head.


  CHAPTER IV


  LOCKE had fidgeted ever since the explorers had left. He spent most of his time wandering back and forth from the air-lock to the controls staring out of the ports. Outside the scene remained, the same. Meeker was reclining in a hammock and watching him with an amused smile.


  “Why all the restlessness? Your prowling about here isn’t going to do them any good or make them come back any sooner.”


  “Yeh, but I don’t like the thought of Carlyn being out there alone with that Tyson. The man’s a wolf, I tell you. I’ve seen him chasing girls in Nuiorck and Venusity and he’s dangerous,” Locke yelped at Meeker.


  “Don’t get worried. Carlyn can take care of herself. And from what I hear, you’re a bit of a wolf yourself. You and Tyson have chased many a girl together and I hear this always happens. Why don’t you get wise?”


  Locke stood by the window and fumed. “This time it’s different. And anyway Tyson always loses his head with a girl.”


  “You probably say that to all the girls,” laughed Meeker rolling over. He was the only one who had known Landor before this trip and he had confidence in her ability to out-fox any wolf.


  Locke shrugged it off and stared towards the dark horizon where the mountains cut off the view. Outside only the faint starlight illumined the scene.


  Locke mused on the planet after a while. A road was out there according to the flashed message. That might lead to all sorts of things. He stood at the port a long time staring into the darkness.


  How long he stared he did not know but suddenly his thoughts were interrupted. Something had changed out there. He stared and realized that a faint white glow was emanating from behind the mountains.


  He called Meeker and when the navigator had joined him, pointed it out. Meeker whistled and stared. He could not figure it Out.


  “That was the direction Tyson and Landor took,” he remarked. “Towards the mountains.”


  “It must have been there the road leads,” the technician added. “I don’t like this.”


  “Neither do I but there’s no cause for excitement.” Meeker remained calm.


  “How do we know? What does it mean? It may mean something awful, it might mean a fire or disaster.” Locke became excited.


  “A fire? On this world?” laughed Meeker. “Never! But we have no right to go after them unless we are certain something’s wrong.”


  “Ah, then you think something may be wrong!” shouted Locke.


  Meeker frowned an instant. “Still we shouldn’t leave the ship.”


  Locke paced back and forth. He argued with Meeker about letting him go after them. Meeker refused to allow him to go alone.


  “What good could you do alone if they had trouble?” he argued.


  Finally his own anxiety got the better of him. He sought a compromise. He agreed that they should both get into space-suits and be ready to rush out the instant they were sure something was wrong.


  They did this. Then they stood by the air-lock door and stared out towards the. white glow.


  Suddenly it snapped out.


  “It’s gone!” shouted Locke.


  “Look!” yelled Meeker immediately afterwards and pointed with his gloved hand.


  The sky behind the mountains was now glowing a sinister dull red.


  Without further talk they opened the outer door and leaped down onto the surface of the lake of frozen gas. Their snowshoes caught them and they stomped across it.


  A line of red was now cleaving the mountains. They eyed it anxiously as they reached the shore and found the strange road. Meeker bent down and laid his hand on the road just before removing his snowshoes. His hand in contact with the ground, he felt a sudden vibration.


  It was a steady rumbling, still far away, but there. As if a fleet of trucks were rolling slowly along that road.


  Locke flashed his light ahead. Then miraculously from way off in the darkness there came an answering flicker.


  “Someone!” shouted Meeker. “Someone’s coming this way!”


  Almost immediately afterwards the faint red glow that had cut the mountains began to gather on their side. They saw the slopes light up a dull red. They saw the red glow bring out the shapes of the boulders and rocks about them.


  And outlined against the red background of the horizon they saw the dark silhouette of Carlyn Landor running towards them and behind her the dark shadows of moving monsters!


  The two men ran towards her pulling their guns. Soon Carlyn came down the road. She was shouting to them to run but they could not hear her.


  She reached them, stumbling into Meeker’s arms. Meeker held her up and fired into the pursuing mass. Locke blazed away.


  Great explosions shook the ranks of their pursuers. The guns the two men used were of the explosive variety, firing small pellets of activated osmium. For an instant the machines behind them retained their file and order and then all was chaos. Parts flew about and great spurts of vapor and gas whirled as the suddenly released heat affected the frozen matter of Pluto.


  Then the three made their way back to the bank of the gas lake, Meeker fastened the girl’s snowshoes and the two men, holding her between them, got back to the ship.


  Once inside and divested of their space garments, Carlyn recovered most of her equilibrium. She sat now on Meeker’s hammock and told the two what had happened.


  Meeker strode back and forth trying to work out the problem.


  “Somehow or other those rays from the columns must have sent a fixation message into Tyson’s mind. Waves directed along the wavelength of thought could do it. And if the long-dead inhabitants of Pluto had set an automatic trap that would snap it on the brain of the first living thing to cross into the machine park, it would have the effect that you describe. You say Tyson saw the statue on the throne as that of himself. That proves it. The hypnosis made him believe he was one of the ancient Plutonians. Yet he still associated himself with his past as well. It’s odd.”


  “It’s ghastly,” said Locke. “Now he has control of all the machines. And until he starves to death inside his space-suit he can stop us from saving him.”


  “Worse still,” added Landor. “Before he will starve to death, he will try to capture the space-ship and get the food supply.”


  As if to illustrate her words, there came a thud on the outer hull and then another.


  THEY dashed to the view-ports. Outside, separated only by the surface of the lake of gas, was arrayed a mass of machines, the ones with the dozen wheels and the crane-like arms. And Tyson in his space-suit, still holding the black dumbbell, waving. The red glow was all about and everything was bathed in it


  The three in the ship stared out. Tyson had called their attention by throwing rocks. But that could not harm the ship. How could Tyson get at them?


  “Only he can cross the gas,” Meeker stated. “The machines would sink.”


  “Then he can’t get at us?” asked Locke.


  “Look, he’s going to signal,” and the girl pointed.


  Sure enough, Tyson was unhooking his flashlight. Then he flickered it.


  “Surrender,” Locke read.


  “Never,” answered Meeker for them all. “We’ll wait and see what he does next.”


  Tyson evidently did not waste time. He waved the black dumbbell and one of the machines rolled forward. It reached the surface of the lake of frozen gas and pushed on to it. For an instant the solidified surface held it and then, with a crack, opened, and the machine sank down into it, waving its cranes futilely until the gases closed over it again.


  Tyson leaped up and down in fury. Again he waved his dumbbell object. Now the smaller machines cleared a path and a longer machine rolled up to the lake shore. From a long slung base, it extended a long telescopic arm out across the treacherous surface and rested it against the rim of the air-lock door.


  Another machine like it came up to it and repeated the process. Now there were two neat tracks stretching across the frozen surface to the metal tower that was the ship.


  Tyson mounted one of the crane-armed things and rode across his improvised bridge to the air-lock.


  The three inside could hear him fumbling with the outer controls. They dashed down to the lock’s inner entrance.


  “Don’t use your guns,” shouted Meeker. “They’ll wreck the ship! Use sticks, clubs, throw things at them if they get though. I don’t think Tyson will kill us if we don’t kill him!”


  They heard the outer air-lock door open. They heard the rumble of wheels as the small machine rolled in and they saw the indicators point to the outer door as shut and the air as entering the lock.


  In a few seconds, the inner door handle turned. They had piled everything they could against it. The door pushed and stopped.


  They heard Tyson’s voice. “Don’t try to stop me. I am the ruler of the machines.”


  A little rumble and the door began to unscrew in spite of the barriers. It slowly opened and the machine forced its way in. Behind it Tyson stepped over the barriers.


  Locke hurled something at him. It broke over his helmet. Tyson frowned and directed his machine towards Locke with a wave of tire black dumbbell.


  Locke ran as the machine started after him. Meeker dashed in and tried to batter the thing with the legs of a chair. His efforts were of no avail


  As the Plutonian machine turned after him, he too fled and Carlyn after him. Up into the control room, up at the top of the vessel.


  They tried to bar the entrance to that but it had the same lack of effect against the strength of the machine as the air-lock door. The entrance was forced and Tyson entered, followed by his servant, the wheeled mechanism.


  Tyson again demanded they surrender and he would protect them. Locke shouted:


  “Never! You’re crazy! We might as well die now as die here later!”


  Tyson started after him, then caught sight of Carlyn backed up against the shelves at one wall of the chamber.


  “Carlyn,” he said, “You will rule Pluto with me. You must not oppose me!”


  “No!” cried the girl. “Tyson, you must come out of it. This is madness!”


  Tyson scowled. “You too?” he said as if aware for the first time that she was also against him.


  HE waved a hand in fury. The Plutonian machine turned and started towards Carlyn waving its crane-like arms wildly.


  The girl screamed and picked up a book from the shelf and threw it. It bounced harmlessly off the monster and it continued towards her. She grabbed other things, then suddenly her hand fell on Gardin’s metal box.


  She knocked it over. It opened and the gemmed dumbbell fell out. She swung it over her head to throw it . . .


  For an instant everything in the room was still as if frozen. All eyes were on the two spheres of light now pulsing in her hand.


  The machine had stopped, had turned, had seized Tyson and was pinning him against a wall.


  Tyson, too, had a look of utter astonishment. As if he did not know where he was or what had happened. And he had dropped the black dumbbell.


  “Stop!” shouted Meeker suddenly. “Carlyn, lower your arm!”


  The girl dropped her arm but did not let go of Gardin’s object.


  The machine backed up, let go of Tyson and folded its arms.


  The explorer staggered, regained his balance.


  “Where am I? What’s all this?” he gasped, trying to brush his hand against his brow and being thwarted by the visor of his helmet.


  “Carlyn! The thing you hold controls the machines! You have the key to all Pluto!” Meeker ran over to the girl who was leaning against the wall overcome with the strain.


  Locke ran to Tyson and helped him take off his helmet. Then he explained briefly what had happened.


  The machine remained quiet in the center of the room.


  Carlyn recovered her balance. She stared at the window. Suddenly she walked over to it and all the rest went with her.


  Outside, the red glow had vanished. A clear white glow was over all the scene. Everything glowed, rocks, ground, grouped silent machines, mountains, road. The planet was lighted, lighted almost as bright as a cloudy day on Earth.


  “This explains why we can see Pluto from Earth,” Meeker said suddenly. “It must be like this when the dumbbell you hold, Carlyn dear, is activated.”


  “Yes,” Tyson added. “I seem to remember now. The black object controls the machines and the desire and fact of power. The other controls light and balance. That must be why Gardin meant for it to be brought back. It is the key to this planet. The inhabitants who built all this must have been very great before their world grew cold.”


  Locke nudged Tyson. They both looked at Meeker and Landor who were arm in arm and staring out at the scene.


  “And he was calling me a wolf,” he remarked bitterly to Tyson.


  Carlyn overheard him, turned, laughed.


  “Why we were engaged before the trip began.” She kissed the astronomer-navigator.


  Locke stared. He held out his hand to Tyson.


  “Never again. Never again!” he said. The explorer shook.


  “There’s only one more thing that’s a puzzle,” said Locke afterwards. “What was Mallinson trying to tell us?”


  They found out when they returned to Earth after one of the most successful expeditions of all time. Mallinson laughed long and heartily when they told him of their hours of concern over his words. The mention of Tyson was among the list of all their names read out to them. What he had read was a formal farewell message from the Academy. His closing line, which he had thrown in as an afterthought, the enigmatic warning which started with “Don’t take,” he admitted sheepishly should have ended with “any wooden nickels.”


  CIRCLE OF CONFUSION


  Wesley Long


  A new author introduces something new in central heating—for a frozen planet. Fine system—till a girl with an inferiority complex and a fast ship scored a bull’s-eye on the Circle of Confusion.


  Pluto is a strange planet in many ways. Perhaps it may even be classed as a “man-made” planet, since if it were not for man and his works, Pluto might as well have never been. But Pluto was found abundant in uranium, and then came man to change the ultra-frigidity of Pluto’s surface, and to endow Pluto with a breathable atmosphere by transporting great shiploads of the frozen gases found on Umbriel. Then man set up cities, and since the face of Pluto had never been scarred by any kind of intelligent life, the planners had a free and open hand.


  So uranium was mined near the region known on the Plutonian maps as The Styx Valley, but which, with characteristic lack of foresight, was across the Devil’s Mountains from the River Styx. Across the Devil’s Range went the uranium to Mephisto, where it was smelted down into pigs. It was then put on barges and floated down the River Styx to Hell, which lies across the River Styx from Sharon; both cities quartering on the Sulphur Sea.


  It was loaded onto the ships of space at Hell, and then raced across the void, sunward to the Inner System where it was used.


  But the names are but locationally appropriate. Hell is no fuming, torrid city. It is temperate with a perfect climate. Mephisto’s only claim to the nether regions was the dancing flames of her smelting mills that danced on the night sky. The Devil’s Range was a small ridge of less than fifteen thousand feet and it was more than amply supplied with passes and near-sea-level breaches.


  And the cities at the mouth of the River Styx lived in cheerful rivalry, their main source of jealousy being the lush produce that came from the hinterland behind each. And the River Styx itself was a garden-spot for yachting clubs; bathing beaches lined the mouth for fifteen miles inward and they were clear-watered and pearly sanded.


  Pluto had been a man-made paradise for a number of years, only because Man, the Adaptable, found it economically expedient to make it so.


  No, it was not done with mirrors.


  It was done with a lens!


  The sun should have been a piddling little disk of ineffective yellow. Its warmth should have been negligible, just as it had been for a million years before the coming of man. Pluto had been ordained to be cold and forbidding, but it was not.


  The sun was a huge, irregular disk of flaming yellow that had peculiar, symmetrical streamers flowing off; twelve of the main ones and a constantly opening and closing twenty-four minor streamers that flowed outward from the duodecagonal pattern of Sol. These streamers rotated, and looked for all the world like the pattern made by rotating two gratings above one another.


  Sol, from Pluto, was as big as a washtub, because of a series of man-made stations in space halfway between Sol and Pluto. These stations warped space by the maintenance of subelectronic charges that produced a subetheric gradient which bent the usable radiations of Sol into a focus. The fact that they were points in space instead of mighty, million mile rings of metal to carry the spacewarping charge made the focus of Sol irregular instead of circular, but it served its purpose and men grew used to the scintillating sun.


  Certainly, it cost like the very devil, but uranium is not plentiful anywhere else, and men found it economically sound—


  John McBride cocked his feet on his desk at Station 1, and began to read his mail. At the fifth memo, he jumped, startled by what was on the page before him, and his feet hit tire floor with a resounding crash. Angrily, he punched a buzzer, and a younger man entered.


  “Yes sir?” he asked. “What’s wrong, Mr. McBride?” he finished noting McBride’s startled expression.


  “Tommy, take a ’gram and slam it out of here on the rush. Some fool dame is going to try to fly through the lens!”


  “Oh, no!”


  “Yes! Can’t get Terra on the phone, confound it, so fire a ’gram, but quick! Tell her that the restrictions are stilt in force, and that we aren’t fooling! Also that it is illegal, dangerous, and foolhardy and that we absolutely forbid her to try!”


  “Yes sir!” answered Tommy and left immediately. The ticking of the teletype machine in the outer office came faintly to John’s ears, but the knowledge of the message’s departure did not ease the tension.


  Ten minutes later an answer came back:


  HAVE RECEIVED PERMISSION FROM TRIPLANET COUNCIL TO FLY FROM TERRA TO PLUTO THROUGH AXIS OF LENS. PERMISSION GRANTED BECAUSE OF STATEMENT OF NO DANGER EXPRESSED BY DOCTOR HOLMANN OF THE DEPARTMENT OF ELECTRO-GRAVITIC PHENOMENA. SAVE YOUR ELECTRICITY, I LEFT TERRA ON TUESDAY MORNING!


  SANDRA DRAKE


  “Holy St. Peter!” exploded McBride. Tommy winced in sympathy, because he knew what was coming. “Doc Holmann! My father studied electro-gravities under him. He was an old fuddy-duddy then. The old drip owns that university, that’s why he’s still in the E. G. chair. I’ll bet you a hunk of the lens itself that the old goat doesn’t even know that we are now using magneto-gravities in the, front lens element. That’s the stinker!”


  “Is it so dangerous?” asked Tommy. “If she uses the usual methods of coming to Pluto, she’ll be going well towards ten thousand miles per second by the time she passes the front surface.”


  “That’s the trouble,” groaned McBride. “Like all other space crates, her hull will be made of cuprolum alloy, which is as paramagnetic as alnico is diamagnetic. She’ll hit that magneto-gravitic warp that makes up the fore element, with that antimagnetic hull and it will be like a pane of glass being struck by a minute pellet of steel. She’ll cause the collapse of the front element, and with the load-loss, the electro-gravitic elements of the aft element will fall out of alignment. Heaven only knows what’ll happen. Well, we’ll all know soon enough!”


  “How long?” asked Tommy. “Well, she left Terra Tuesday morning. She didn’t say what time, but there’s little sense in finding out right now. That hop would take sixty-eight hours at a standard 5-G from Sol. Say sixty-something, and let’s see, this is about Thursday evening—Greenwich Time, but that screwball might give zonal time and have taken off from Hawaii or Sevastopol as the fancy hit her. I’d say sit tight and expect anything from attar of roses to total extinction within the next couple of hours. Also get on the lens network and tell the gang to oil up their trouble-wagons. Everything from spacesuits to hand generators. Oh Peter! I’m going to quit this ding-busted job and take up truck farming!”


  “Ever hear of Sandra Drake before?” asked Tommy.


  “Yeah, she’s one of those fool females that isn’t content with being equal to any man—she’s got to prove she’s better! And she doesn’t care how many people she hurts doing it. If Sandra Drake gets through the lens to Pluto, she’ll get her ears toasted right.”


  “O.K., John. I’ll get on the lens network and warn the boys to prepare for trouble.”


  Messages began to fly around the periphery of the great lens, and the station attendants swore and began to collect tools that would be necessary to make any conceivable repairs. Small flitters were powered and made ready, and everything that carried manual controls was inspected and cleaned for action.


  But Sandra Drake did not wait for the completion of the preparatory work. It was three hours after the first message flew around the lens that Sandra’s ship, the Lady Luck, came roaring out of space and slid its nose into the magneto-gravitic warp of the front surface.


  The Lady Luck came to a stop within five thousand miles, which was remarkable, since she was hitting almost eight thousand miles per second. If it were not for the fact that space itself was warped behind the front surface, the Lady Luck and Sandra Drake might both have been reduced to a flaming mass; but no one really knows what goes on behind the surface of a magneto-gravitic warp, and the laws that rule mass, velocity, and inertia must operate under a new principle. Sandra Drake, the ship no longer capable of any but minor operation, limped aimlessly, and Sandra, semiconscious did not direct the Lady Luck.


  In the twelve stations that made up the periphery of the fore element, the electrical equipment went crazy. Fuses blew, and circuit breakers crashed open. The magneto-gravitic warp collapsed, and the power regulation of the generating equipment could not hold the power to a safe level. Excesses went into the operating equipment and raised the operating levels to overload values. Relays welded shut; relay coils blew. Switches arced across their open contacts, and closed switches took the overload until their contact points melted: the melting stub ends made sputtering arcs of copper-green hue until the gap was too wide. The pungent smell of burning insulation filled the stations, and the personnel covered themselves with the spacesuit helmets and breathed canned air.


  The careful positioning of the stations that held the warp of the collapsed fore element was lost as the tractor-pressor beam system took the unleashed overload current. The regular duodecagon pattern warped into a space pattern as the alignment lost not only its regularity of distance-between-stations, but its perfection of flatness.


  Then as the raging current was stopped by open circuits, burned or broken, the internal damage stopped also. The stations that held the magneto-gravitic warp began to drift aimlessly, pulled at cross-purposes by the undirected tractor-pressor system.


  The electro-gravitic warp of the second element thickened as the fore surface moved into the space formerly occupied by the fractured lens. The effect was similar to that of restraining a spring and then releasing it. The rear element went into a damped cycle of expansion and contraction, alternately shortening and lengthening the focal length. The series of stations that held the rear element were shaken in long, sickening swells as the electro-gravitic warp oscillated back and forth along the axis of the lens.


  Here, in the stations that held this warp, there was no danger from electrical failure. But the long swells of back and forth movement shook the mechanical equipment until the bearings of rotating machinery began to rattle. An occasional relay would snap shut for the briefest of instants and make instantaneous circuits that caused minor imperfections of the lens.


  The cycle damped to zero in ten minutes, and then the men in the second element stations surveyed their bruises and began to pick up the mess; from every cabinet, from every bench, from every shelf, tools, supplies, and instruments had been thrown. They lay in profusion throughout the stations and must be replaced before the men could make a move toward repair.


  On Pluto, all was serene. Light that had passed through the distorted lens had not readied the far planet yet, and so they did not know.


  Men toiled in the uranium mines in the Styx Valley and men fought the low passes of the Devil’s Range to bring the ore to Mephisto, and in Mephisto, children were just getting out of school. Women ware shopping, and chatting with their friends and haggling with the shopkeepers over the prices and quality of their proposed dinners. Two hundred miles down the River Styx, at the twin dries of Hell and Sharon, men and women lolled in the warm river and played on the perfect miles of beach. The Sulphur Sea, which was as misnamed as any of the other places on Pluto, was dotted with the white sails of pleasure craft, and the occasional white wake of a power speedboat.


  A foresome on the fifth green at the Tantalus Country Club was arguing about a handicap, since one of their number was ten strokes better than the rest. A big league baseball game was in progress at Imps Park in Hell, and the home team was beating the Red Devils by a score of 9 to 8. It cannot be recorded that Satan was pitching, though that would have been a nice touch. The pitcher’s name was a staid and simple Jones.


  And there were the sordid sides, too. Three men and a woman had been hit by automobiles during the course of the afternoon between the twin cities. A burglar had plied his trade to the tune of thirty-three hundred dollars from Faust’s Playhouse, and was later apprehended trying to make a getaway along the Road to Hell, which connected the twin cities and was always spoken of as being named “The Road To Hell” because it permitted the citizens of either city, to go across the bridge to the opposite side. The planned name of Bifrost Bridge now appeared only on maps and formal writings since the informal name was by far the more popular.


  Then without warning, the scintillating sun went out, and left Pluto once more the God of Darkness. It came on again, as the rear element extended and shortened the focal length once more to a degree slightly less than the length of the complex lens. It oscillated, and it wavered, and it danced from spot to spot on Pluto. Where it touched with perfect focus, it seared the ground and sent up huge gouts of flame and tortured earth as the whole output of the sun bore down upon a small circle. It hit the Sulphur Sea, and sent great steaming clouds of vapor floating across the twin cities. It cut a sear across the center of Bifrost Bridge, and cut the famed bridge in the middle of the span. Bifrost broke and fell into the River Styx—and like the famed tale of Ragnarok, the falling of Bifrost Bridge preceded a period of terror.


  The dancing spot of pure solar hell settled down, and with the characteristic perversity of uncontrolled things, it came to a perfect focal point of some six hundred feet in diameter, under which spot everything went molten.


  Without waiting for any further information, the astronomers at the Pluto Observatory made rapid and precise calculations, and issued orders to the effect that all people must evacuate along the expected trail of destruction.


  It was their quick work that stopped the casualty list short.


  And Pluto, writhing in one tiny spot from terrific heat, began to cool everywhere else. Men looked at one another in fear as the cooling breezes began to sweep across the face of Pluto.


  The production of uranium stopped, as did everything but the overworked communications system.


  John McBride glared at the telephone. “They should know by now,” he snapped, “that we can’t take time to use the phone with all of this devilment going on.”


  Tommy handed him a spacegram. “Someone knows,” he said cryptically.


  McBride tore the ’gram open. “Oh, great ache! Tommy, pass the word on the lens network. Tell ’em to cut the electro-gravitic warp, too. The thing is focused right on the middle of Pluto and is cutting a six-hundred-foot swath across the face of Pluto like an oxy-atomic torch cuts butter.”


  “Can’t we refocus it?” asked Tommy anxiously.


  “Not without moving the stations. Or playing hob with the warp-generators. Either way would take a week to adjust. Tell Adkins to pull tire big switch and hope for the best. Oh yes! Tell every mother’s son not to tinker with the P-T network. When we get this mess cleaned up, we’re going to need the placement again and there’s little sense in letting the stations run free. Thank the Lord the warp will tend to align them again, once it goes on, or we’d have a six-month’s space surveying job to do.”


  The lens-network phone rang, and McBride answered.


  “John? This is Fuller on 9. We just found Carlson under the alphatron. He’s knocked colder than last week’s wash and he’s got a bad alpha burn.”


  “Better get him into an interstation flitter and bring him over. Or is Doc Caldwell there?”


  “No, he isn’t!”


  “Bring him over anyway. I’ll broadcast a call for the doc.”


  “What’ll we do without him?” asked Fuller in a helpless tone.


  “What’ll you do with him in an unconscious condition?” asked McBride unsympathetically. “Before Carlson can do anything, we’ve got to bring him into the open. Besides, we won’t be ready for Carlson until we get the mess cleared up.”


  “O.K.,” said Fuller in an abashed tone. He hung up, and McBride snapped the button that sent a loud-speaker call through the entire system.


  “Is Doc Caldwell within hearing? Call McBride.”


  Automatic tapes took up the call and repeated it at intervals until the doctor heard and put in a call to McBride.


  “Yes, John?”


  “Doc, where are you?”


  “Station 27.”


  “What’s doing?”


  “Few minor cuts and a fractured skull.”


  “What does that mean in time?”


  “Half hour.”


  “Then take it, and then get to 1 as soon as you can. Carlson needs attention.”


  “Right-o!”


  McBride called Station 9 again. “Fuller? Look, Bob, how’s 9?”


  “Not good,” said Fuller glumly. “Only one thing outbalances the rest. The alphatron went up with the rest of the stuff or Carlson would have been burned to a crisp by now. That means we’ll have to run over to 1 and get a new alphatron.”


  “Can you repair it?”


  “Nope. The field coils are melted right down into a copper ring and the insulation, which was vaporized, is now deposited all over the walls of the station in about two hundred atomic thicknesses. The latter is the worst, I think. That means that every single relay contact in the place has got to be gone over with trichlorethylene and a five-hundred-point file.”


  “O.K., Bob. Send Tiny Hanson over with Carlson and we’ll send him back with the alphatron. Need anything else?”


  “Might send something that’ll either precipitate or absorb the smell of insulation. The whole joint stinks.”


  “Cheer up,” said McBride. “Think of how it would stink if we were using rubber like the old boys did. That, Bob, would really make your eyes water! No, I haven’t anything here that you haven’t there. It’ll go away as the atmosphere clarifier takes up the impurities. Better keep a close watch on the filter screens, though, or you’ll get the system fouled and the atmosphere will not be cleared.”


  “O.K. We’re about to start right now. Tiny will be over in just as long as it takes to go around the lens.”


  “Wait a minute! Cut across, Bob. After all, the lens is down, and we needn’t worry about crossing direct.”


  The phone rang again. McBride picked it up and bellowed: “Hello!”


  “Dr. McBride? This is Charles Holloway.”


  McBride swallowed. Holloway was the planet governor at Pluto. “Yes?” he said in a quieter tone.


  “You are aware that Pluto is without his artificial sun?”


  “We are also aware that the lens system is without power for some stations, without space-warping equipment for others, and without personnel for still others. There may even be a few in which any combination of the three vital factors in mathematical permutation may be applied. If you’re looking for encouragement, grasp this straw: We’re working like a pack of fools to re-instate the lens. And if you care for my advice, I’d suggest that you issue orders that the lens-to-planet telephone be restricted to calls made from Station 1. We might need something in a tearing hurry.”


  “I shall issue such orders,” promised Holloway. “I have also been informed by the astrophysicists that Pluto will lose about two degrees per hour until the lens is re-instated. There is still a lot of very cold material down in the interior of the planet, they say, and it will tend to draw heat from the surface. You know how the heat gradient is from midnight to noon.”


  “I understand,” said McBride. “But we’re not sitting around contemplating the temperature on Pluto, or calculating how soon it will be before you can go ice skating on the River Styx. Good-by!”


  John’s sense of humor asserted itself, and he picked up a cryptic little card that said: “Do Not Disturb” and hung it over the telephone. He picked up the other phone, and called Station 6.


  The telephone rang endlessly at the other end, and McBride cursed. After ten minutes of solid ringing, McBride hung up in futility. “Tommy,” he yelled, and a young man came running. “Tommy,” he said, get the number two flitter hot. You and I are going to go over to 6!”


  Tommy left, and McBride called Station 8. The answer was prompt. “Look, Jimmy, 6 doesn’t answer. You send a couple of your men over—not your best, but a couple that you can spare. I’m going to call 4 and get Jud to send a couple of his assistant specialists over, too. I’ll be over myself as soon as I can get there; but it will be a long haul for me. It’s near the full diameter of the lens, and twenty-two million miles is no stone’s-throw.”


  “O.K.,” said Jimmy Allen. “Too bad about this charge business or you could call 5 and 7.”


  “I know. It’s bad enough that I have to change charge to get from 1 to 6, but I’ll have enough time to do it, coming from here. Are you on?”


  “Sure. We’re not in too bad a shape. Mostly ruined wiring and welded relays. The alphatron is still in fine shape, and the spacewarp generator can still do a job. As soon as we get cooking again, I’d suggest a replacement, but the darned thing will hold up fine for a few weeks until we have time and a breathing spell.”


  “O.K., on the way!”


  “Right, boss!”


  McBride’s next call was to 4. “Jud,” he said.


  “Jud’s nursing a set of busted arms,” came the disconsolate answer. “This is Pete Jackson.”


  “How bad is Jud?”


  “Conscious, and madder than the devil. He can’t even hold the phone, you know, and so I’m acting as his mouthpiece.”


  “How’s the station?”


  “Mostly a mess of secondary damage, but it is pretty widespread. Everything in the place caught hell, including the typewriter in the office, which fell off the desk. Got a space-warp generator?”


  “Yup, but can you repair yours?”


  “I think so.”


  “Then take a stab at it. I’ve only got three replacements, and there may be more than that blown out completely. All the results aren’t in yet.”


  “O.K., and we’ll make repair right up to the point where we need the generator anyway, whether we can repair ours or not. Then if we need it, all we have to do is to hand it in and hook it up.”


  “Fine, Pete. Now look, 6 doesn’t answer. Send Timkins out there with Joyce. Must be pretty bad.”


  “O.K., boss. We’re on our way.”


  At Tommy’s call, McBride went to the big air lock and the flitter took off for 6. As they went, McBride operated the generator that reversed their charge so that they could land on 6 without difficulty. Halfway across the lens, the telephone in the flitter rang, and McBride dropped the generator controls and picked up the instrument. “John,” came the voice, “this is Hastings, on 10. A space ship just came limping into the station, falling free. We slung B4 out a line and caught it. We cut her open and found the dame that was the cause of all this. What shall I do now?”


  “My better instincts say to slug her. The stuff I was taught at my mother’s knee says to spare the violence. Keep her there until I get finished at 6.”


  “She insists on going to the main office.”


  “Y’might let her,” said McBride thoughtfully, his voice slightly sour with distaste.


  “Gosh, boss, you can’t do that.”


  “I know. Well, she can’t get out of the lock without your assistance. Unless I’m mistaken, all of you are far too busy to bother with a headstrong female.”


  The phone was silent for a few seconds, and the sounds of a light scuffle came over the line. Then a cool contralto came.


  “I’m Sandra Drake,” it said with a world of impertinence. “No man is going to tell me where I can’t go!”


  “Sister,” snapped McBride, “you keep that up and we’ll jolly well tell you where you can go!” McBride hung up and redoubled his efforts on the charge-reversal generator. “Women,” he snarled, twisting the generator controls as though he had the Drake woman by the throat.


  Ten minutes before they landed at 6, McBride picked up the phone and called 1. He spoke to his apartment. “Hello Enid,” he said.


  “John! What’s all the-shouting about?”


  “La Drake tried to run her crate through the lens. She broke it.”


  “Who’s la Drake?”


  “Some dame. Look, Enid, what do you do to handle a headstrong female? Besides giving her enough rope to commit self-destruction?”


  “What’s her purpose in life?” asked Enid McBride.


  “Proving that men are inferior animals.”


  “I won’t answer that one,” chuckled McBride’s wife. “Look, Tohn, where is this man-killer?”


  “At 10.”


  “That’s negative, isn’t it?”


  “Bright woman, yes,” laughed McBride.


  “Well, I’m no space-warp expert. How would I know?”


  “Look, dear,” said McBride patiently, “you divide them by two, as I’ve said before a million times, and if they come out with nothing left over, they’re negative.”


  “But we’re on 1—and you can’t even divide one by two—”


  “I know. One’s positive anyway, Enid. Look, kiddo, leave things like screwdrivers and voltmeters and calipers to me and you continue with the can opener as your only tool. What are we going to do to Drake?”


  “You stop on your way back and pick her up. I’ll take care of Drake. What did you say her first name was?”


  “I didn’t, but it’s Sandra.”


  “Oh! You mean Sandra Drake, the novelist-adventuress?”


  “I mean Sandra Drake, the she, space-barnacle on the hull of progress.”


  “Oh, I’ve heard of her. And, John, I’ll take care of her!”


  “O.K., Enid. I’ll see you when I get there.”


  “ ‘By.”


  Six was as silent as the proverbial tomb. They breached the lock from the outside and went in slowly, to find the station a shambles. Fred Atlock, the superintendent of 6, they found after some search. He was unconscious, suffering from superficial shock, and he had a four-inch cut on his shoulder which was slowly seeping blood from a large clot. Dan Wilkins, the only other man on that station, they discovered in the generator room, clinging speechlessly to the output terminals of the alphatronic power supply. McBride cut the switch, which was one of the few that hadn’t welded shut, and the generator stopped immediately, permitting Wilkins to free himself. “Great Lord,” he gasped. “I’ve been sitting there for nine years!”


  “By actual count, it’s been one hour and twenty-three minutes,” McBride told him. “How do you feel?”


  “O.K.,” said Wilkins in a matter-of-fact tone, and with a slight eyebrow-raising look of surprise on his face that anyone should ask. “After all, anything under twelve hundred alphons merely paralyzes all of the voluntary muscles. The involuntary muscles are as good as gold up to that figure. I just feel a little stiff, like I’d been sitting in one position for an hour and better—which I have. I did everything but explode when that phone rang, but I couldn’t will myself loose. When you’re across one of those things, you can’t even wink an eye at will, but must wait until the involuntary nervous system winks it for you. And, funny thing, you can’t even stop your own breath; you just go on breathing automatically, since that’s what the involuntary system demands.”


  “O.K. Where’s the gang from 4 and 8?”


  “I dunno. Are they coming?”


  “Coming? I thought they were here by now.”


  McBride found the telephone and called 8. “Jimmy? Where is that gang you were going to send to 6?”


  “Sorry, Mac,” answered Jimmy. “They were needed here to do a heavy job, and so I kept them for a bit. They’re on their way now.”


  “O.K., as long as they’re on their way.”


  McBride’s call to 4 was less productive. “Pete? Where is your crowd for 6?”


  “Can’t send more than one,” returned Pete. “Still want him?”


  “Why didn’t you contact me?”


  “Line was busy.”


  “O.K., send one man. The gang at 6 was indisposed, that’s all, and Dan can work now. Fred is going to Ire out of commission for the duration, but he can still direct as soon as we get him patched.”


  To Wilkins, he said: “Dan, we’re going to trot. There’ll be help out here soon. Tommy and I are needed on 10.”


  The flitter took off again and began to cross the lens for 10.


  Allison, at 2, called and said: “McBride? Good news. Two and 3 are ready for service.”


  “Swell,” said McBride. “Now look, call the stations and ask who needs help. You and Fellowes go out and assist.”


  “Right.”


  McBride hung up the phone, and it rang almost immediately.


  “Mac? This is Caldwell.”


  “Yes, Doc?”


  “Look, Carlson is in bad shape.”


  “Can you jack him up? Not now, but say in three hours?”


  “Probably, but not more than a few minutes. He’d be better in twenty-four hours.”


  “Gad, Doc, Pluto’ll be forty-eight degrees colder in that time! Knock forty-eight degrees off of the temperature on any planet, and you’ll probably knock the whole thing for a loop. Better patch him up, Doc, because he’s one of the mainsprings that’ll be needed when we’re about to restore the lens.”


  “O.K.—and say, John, you don’t mind my making a hospital out of your lab?”


  “Go ahead. How’s the casualty situation?”


  “Nothing fatal. Mostly an assortment of cuts, bruises, fractures, and shock. I’ve been checking the stations, and we’ve been calling all bad injuries in here for treatment. Takes a little longer, but I can keep my eye on more men if they come than I could if I went traveling. Never can tell what’ll happen.”


  “Have you contacted the after stations? They got a shaking up, but I don’t believe that it was anything compared to the fore element stations.”


  “No, most of the trouble in the back was due to being hit by slowly moving objects of high inertia. They’re mostly annoyed, back there. The front system got it, though, what with flying spots of molten metal, electrical discharges that convulsed muscles, and bums from the alphatrons when they went load-free. A few of the boys got hurt when the mechano-gravitic generators collected the full load of the power sources and let them have anything from 10 to 15-G until the gravity-switches cut out. That did more than haul the men to the floor; it also hauled a lot of what would have been light stuff down on top of them at weights from ten to fifteen times normal. That’s what hurt the most of them.”


  “What fell, mostly?”


  “Light fixtures, and ceiling equipment. The busbar hangers on 7 gave way and dropped a bus line on one fellow, breaking both legs. Eleven’s mechano-gravitic generator misfocused and hauled everything slaunchwise into a corner of every room. The men picked themselves out of a pile of material; everything from loose generators to odds and ends of wire. The latter didn’t hurt, but the heavy machinery did.”


  “Fine business, Doc. Keep ’em patched!”


  “That’s my business,” said Caldwell. McBride could hear him muttering as the doctor hung up.


  McBride’s flitter landed at 10. and inside of the lock, he was met by a picturesque red-headed woman of extreme beauty. There was green fire in her eyes, and her anger possibly made her more beautiful. McBride took everything from her expensively-shod feet to her exquisitely coiffed hair in one sweeping glance and decided immediately that it was a shame that a woman like Sandra Drake should have been a stinker.


  “Mr. McBride, I assume?” she said in that contralto voice.


  “Dr. McBride,” he corrected, standing upon his dignity for the first time in seven years.


  “Doctor?” said Sandra scornfully. “Doctor of what?”


  “Doctor of Philosophy, major in sublevel energies including the gravitic spectrums; electro, magnetic, and mechanical. Master of Mathematics, Bachelor of Arts, and Doctor of Language and Literature Honorary. Is that sufficient weight to gain me a modicum of respect?”


  “I have no respect for someone who stands in my way!”


  “I see that. Nor anything, either. Do you know what stopped you?”


  “No, but—”


  “Your precious Dr. Holmann is an old goat who is still living in the past. But even he should have known that you can’t ram a spaceship made of cupralum alloy through a magneto-gravitic space warp. Permalloy, or alnico, or anything diamagnetic will zip through such a warp and pick up velocity on the way—probably enough in this case to crush you flat against the bottom of your ship. But a paramagnetic alloy such as cupralum has about as much penetrative power as a forty-five caliber slug of wet soap against tungsten-carballoy. But at your velocity, not only did you stop in something short of nothing flat—God knows what your deceleration added up to—but you fractured the space warp, too.”


  “A man will do anything to prove his point,” snapped Sandra. “And I have no doubt that you would do anything, too. What did you use on the Lady Luck?”


  “Nothing.”


  “I don’t believe you.”


  “I don’t give a care! You want to go to Station 1? Then come along!”


  “You lead in your ship, I’ll drive the Lady Luck,” said Sandra.


  “Not on your life. You’re going to leave the Lady Luck right here.”


  “I don’t see why—or do you intend to steal my ship?”


  McBride gritted his teeth. “Look, beautiful and senseless. This is Station 10. It is electronegative. One is electropositive. You haven’t got a charge-reversal generator in that crate of yours, because I know darned well that the only place where they have ’em is right here in the lens itself. It’s the only place they’re needed. Now, Miss Drake, the lens is twenty-two million miles in diameter. It is that size because a disk of that diameter subtends the same arc as the sun does when viewed from Terra. Since the lens is situated halfway between Sol and Pluto, the magnification amounts to the projection of the sun on Pluto equal to the sun on Terra. Or don’t you understand the simpler mathematics of optical systems?


  “Now, out across six and a half million miles of space, from here, are Stations 9 and 1, both electropositive. It so happens, Miss Sandra Drake, that if the density of matter in space were as high as the atmosphere of Terra at twenty thousand feet, the difference in charge between Station 9 and this one, 10, would be high enough to cause an ionisation discharge! Now put that in that jade cigarette holder and choke on it! Can you possibly—is that microscopic mind of yours large enough—conceive of the effect upon contact? Sister, you’d not only be electrocuted, but you’d light up the sky with the electronic explosion to a degree that would make some Sirian astronomer think that there was a supernova right in his back yard. Now quit acting like the spoiled brat you are, and come along.”


  “Nice, high-sounding, technical words,” sniffed the red-headed girl. “I presume that you have such a thing in that little can of yours? I mean something that will change the charge on it while in flight?”


  “I wouldn’t have survived the first crossing if I hadn’t,” snapped McBride.


  “And pray tell, how do you detect the change in the electronic charge from within?”


  “The electronic charge is so great that a heavy active atom such as bromine will, under the positive charge, lose enough of the outer ring electrons as to inhibit the formation of the more complex atoms, while under the negative charge there will be such an excess of electrons that a heavy element of the zero group, such as xenon will actually be forced to accept an additional planetary electron and will then combine with some of the more active elements. So when xenon bromide forms, we know we’re highly electronegative, while the chemical dissolution of tetrachlorodibromomethane indicates a hellishly high positive charge. When we approach the station, we use a little gadget known as an electrostatic gradient indicator which is useful over short distances, and with which we adjust our charge-difference to a sane value. Pluto and the solar system in general can thank their stars that the carbon-chain molecules that go into the human system are stable enough to resist dissolution. We are able to maintain the lens on less than enough charge to kill us all, though the boys in the odd-numbered stations report a lower metabolism than those in the even numbered ones.”


  McBride paused. “And if you’re worried about that space-warp-wrecked can of yours, I’ll be more than glad to give you a receipt for it. Coming? I’ve got to go.”


  Sandra Drake was still skeptical, but she followed in spite of it.


  John McBride was met at the space lock of Station 1 by one of the lesser casualties from 3, Douglas Whitlock. McBride said: “How’s the arm, Doug?”


  “Broken, but on the mend. Doc will put a stader on it in a couple of days and I’ll be able to use it again.”


  “How’s 3?”


  “Not too bad. Rut, brother, there’s a million miles of loose wire floating around the place. Tonk and Harry are rewinding the alphatron leader-coils which developed a shorted turn down near the core.”


  “How are they doing that?” asked McBride.


  “It was tricky, all right. And this’ll slay you. They’re using the nine-inch lathe!”


  “Huh?” McBride was thunderstruck.


  “Well, as Tonky said, it was an emergency. So they used the acetylene torch to cut the lathe bed off right before the headstock. They moved the rest of the bed back about twelve feet and welded it to one wall of the room. Now, there’s room to get that big core in the lathe. The lathe is ruined, of course, or rather the bed is, but the alphatron will be ticking them off in another couple of hours.” Whitlock looked at the girl and asked McBride: “Where did you find her?”


  “This,” said McBride, “is Miss Sandra Drake.”


  “Oh yes,” said Whitlock brightly, “Drake, the human cannon ball . . . or is it screwball?”


  “And what happened to you?”


  asked Sandra caustically. “Did you step into an open port in the dark?”


  “Frankly, I was hit by a falling busbar—”


  “Probably the real cause of this whole failure.”


  There was fire and blood in Whitlock’s eye as he looked at Sandra Drake. Actual bloodshed was averted by a very scant margin when Enid McBride entered and stepped before Sandra, cutting off any attempt of Whitlock’s to advance upon the red-headed female with intent to inflict damage.


  Enid McBride was three or four years older than the other woman, and it must be reluctantly admitted that she was not the four-alarm all-out beauty that was capable of matching looks with Sandra. On the other—and most important—hand, Enid had the ability to make men and women like her; in her less boistrous way, Enid’s charm and personality made itself felt even before she spoke to Sandra.


  “You’re needed,” she told Sandra quietly.


  “For what?” asked the Drake girl, and her cool contralto sounded scratchy in contrast.


  “We’ve a number of hurt men here and we need help. You’re elected.”


  “Eve never helped a man in my life.”


  “You are getting no younger,” said Enid with a short laugh. “I’d say it was about time you started.”


  “Oh men!”


  Enid looked at McBride, and with that almost telepathy that seems to exist between husband and wife, John understood that he was to leave this to Enid. He thought with a smile: Enid’s smaller, but I’ll bet she packs a better wallop! Then he motioned to Whitlock, and they left as Enid said: “You’re a complete washout, my dear, and your not knowing that makes you even more complete. Why don’t you get smart?”


  “Are you trying to tell me how to manage my life?”


  “It’s time someone did. Obviously you aren’t capable of managing it.”


  “I do all right.”


  “Nuts. If this is a sample of your brilliance, I say, ‘bring back the good old days!’ Look, Sandra, what are you trying to prove?”


  “That I’m as good as any man.”


  “Spinach. Ask any man and he’ll probably admit it. What you’re trying to prove is that you’re better than all men, isn’t that it?”


  “Well—”


  “And since you are superior to men, no doubt you’d prefer legal protection for them—marriage laws designed to assist and protect the weaker and inferior male; labor restrictions so that grasping women may not take advantage of them; protection so that avaricious women will not be able to take advantage of his lesser experience?”


  “Why that’s ridiculous!”


  “Is it? A few hundred years ago, men set up such laws to protect women because they realized that there were among their own sex, men who would think nothing of taking advantage of an unwary woman. As soon as the women decided that they. were equals, men reluctantly removed that protection. Now, Sandra, if you are equal or superior to men, you should be civic-minded enough to want to protect the weaker.”


  “Bah! You talk like a man!”


  “Nonsense. I’d scream like a stuck pig if any man decided that I couldn’t take care of myself. But I have enough sense to realize that all of the courtesies that men offer me are tokens of their affection and not gestures toward someone who cannot get in out of the rain without help. As for the weak, what would you say to a man who slugged a woman and then ran off and left her to suffer?”


  “He’s a rat!”


  “How about the dame who does the same to a man?”


  “That’s—”


  “Be careful, Sandra Drake. The girl I’m speaking of is you!”


  “Well—” Sandra let the sentence die in midstream.


  “Think it over, lady wrestler. And when you make up your mind, come on in and help.”


  Enid left Sandra standing in the room. She went to the improvised hospital and began to work. Her touch was gentle, but within her, Enid burned. To Enid, Sandra Drake was as representative of the female sex as poison ivy is representative of the plant family.


  John McBride faced the men in his office. “Give it to me in rotation,” he said. “Starting with Station 1.”


  “We’re down to the ruined relays and a few hundred feet of burned cable. A half hour with help.”


  “Two is running O.K. on test power. She can stand a little sprucing, but that can wait.”


  “Three is ready for test power, or will be within the next ten minutes or so.”


  “Four will be O.K. as soon as we get the space-warp generator tuned. We managed to repair the input circuits.”


  “Five is running on test power.”


  “Six is ditto.”


  “Seven is still cleaning up some of the mess, but can go on test power as soon as the time is ripe.”


  “Eight is O.K. except for some burned cable and some messiness. We never were in really bad shape.”


  “We’re still cleaning relay contacts with files. Take another hour at least, and we’ve got so much help that the boys on the upper panels are standing on the shoulders of the men working on the lower panels. Also, they’re so close together that they need a hortator to beat time so their elbows won’t clash. That’s how we stand on 9.”


  “Ten’s in shape for test.”


  “Eleven needs a new alphatron, which is being hooked into place right now.”


  “Twelve is ready to go on test, according to Ben, who called just before you came.”


  McBride smiled wearily. “That’s the fore element,” he said. They tell me that the rear element is all ready and waiting. So all we need now is Carlson. Give orders to have the propulsion operators start aligning their stations. And get me Doc Caldwell.”


  The phone rang and McBride picked it up. “This is Doc,” said the man on the other end. “Look, Mac, can you come over to my office?”


  “Sure,” answered McBride. To the men in the room, he said: “Fight it out among you. Give help to any station that still needs it. We’re going back in service as soon as we can—in an hour, I’d estimate. That’s if Carlson is capable of handling his end.”


  McBride went to Doc’s office. Caldwell smiled bleakly. “He’s conscious. He insists on talking to you.”


  “Is he O.K.?”


  “He’s weak, but he’ll be all right for a few minutes.”


  “Look, Doc, I don’t want to kill anybody by making him work when he’s likely to keel over, but we need Carlson if we ever needed any man. Darn it, why are there so very few men with supersensitive balance?”


  “It’s hereditary, and the human race is still mongrel by its own law,” said Doc with a smile. “By which I mean that it is illegal to marry your own brother—or sister.”


  McBride laughed, and then went in to see Carlson.


  “Carl,” said McBride, “how do you feel?”


  “Wobbly.”


  “How wobbly?”


  “Not too bad. How’re things?”


  “We’ve been running around like waltzing mice for tire past few hours, but we’ll be ready for business in a few hours.”


  “I’ll be needed.”


  “In an hour.”


  “I’ll be up.”


  “He’ll be up,” said Doc. “How long will he be needed.”


  “Perhaps an hour.”


  “He won’t be up that long.”


  “What can we do?”


  “Get everything ready. If he can hold out, or if you can set things so that the warp can be established in a shorter time, we’re in. You couldn’t hold a partial warp for any length of time?”


  “Not a chance. It’s one of those yes or no things. You can’t stand still while building a space warp. You must either build up or let fall.”


  “If you could use something less than perfect, supersensitive balance, I could buck him up with a bit of dope and he’d last longer.”


  “Why not stand by with the needle? Or could you give him something that will wear off in a half hour and sort of increase that balance as the time passes—giving him the buck-up at the first and saving that strength for later?”


  “Might work, but I sort of hate to take finely-cut chances like that,” said Caldwell. “We’ll try it!”


  The last report was in, and all stations were ready and operating on test power. McBride spoke into the broadcast communicator, so that the superintendents of all stations could hear him simultaneously.


  “Rear element, fore stations, set up primary warp.”


  Generators whined up the musical scale in the twelve stations that circled the junction between the fore and aft elements. Slowly and ponderously, the stations began to fall into a true plane, and as they began to align, the electro-gravitic generators began to work more efficiently.


  Before the warp had started to form, McBride called: “Rear element, rear stations, set up secondary warp!”


  The rearmost twelve began to fling their power across the circle, and the space between the two regular polygons began to take lenticular shape. As it formed, it thickened, and the massiveness of the space between the warps set the stations more firmly in place. They oscillated gently back and forth, in a damped cycle and would be moving in gentler and smaller excursions for days before they came to total rest.


  “Fore ring, set up magneto-gravitic warp!”


  The heavy alphatrons began to till the space between the fore stations with alpha particles. Circling in ever-decreasing spirals, the particles set up a super-powerful magnetic field parallel to the axis of the lens. As they reached the center of the lens, the alpha particles lost velocity and with their lost speed, they also lost their effect. They died out, and to all effects, disappeared.


  The space between the electro-gravitic warp and the magneto-gravitic warp decreased as the fore warp thickened, and then with a sickening swell on the part of the stations themselves, the center of the fore warp touched the center of the aft warp.


  Cohesion took place, and the fore warp, not completely formed, snapped back against the electro-gravitic warp, drawing the fore stations back a few miles with it. Their mass made them pass the point of balance, and then the overly-convex surface exerted pressure against the stations, and they moved forward into damped oscillation. The oscillation continued for four long, slow swings, and then McBride decided that they were stable enough for continued action.


  “Doc,” he yelled. “Get Carlson, take the surface flitter, and keep an eye on him while he keeps an eye on the lens!”


  Out across the fore surface of the magneto-gravitic warp went the surface flitter. Out across the firm surface of warped space went the flitter, running on the way of magnetic power where pseudo-gravity was made at will. It ran across the lens to the center, and Carlson seated himself in a stiff chair and put his head against a niche in the hard back. Before his mouth a microphone was placed, and every bit of motion was stopped in the flitter. Even the doctor sat quiet in order that he would not disturb Carlson’s perfect balance.


  “We’re thick on the 5 edge,” he said, and McBride turned and spoke to Station 5.


  “Decrease alphatron output,” he said.


  “Now about one quarter that amount on 6.”


  The adjustments were made, and Carlson’s perfect balance told him whether or not the optical axis of the lens was correct by its pull upon the semicircular canals of his inner ear. A half hour passed, during which the power output of the various stations were adjusted, and after each adjustment, there was a period of waiting as the new output demanded a new positioning of the station to meet the curve of the lens. Then Carlson said, in a tired voice: “Mac, they’re O.K., I think. Circle ’em!”


  “How’s he, Doc?” asked McBride.


  “O.K., but weak. He’ll last another fifteen minutes.”


  “Make him rest for that time. We’ll need him then.”


  McBride gave the signal, and the three rings began to rotate; the fore and aft rings going clockwise and the center ring moving in the opposite direction.


  Then, fifteen minutes later, when the rings had gained their orbital velocity, Carlson resumed his post.


  For ten minutes he sat stiffly in the chair, his eyes closed and his every nerve straining to catch imperfections in the thickness of the gravitic warps. He was the key to success, and he had no equal. For the strength of the pseudo-gravities and the power of the magnetic field that coupled with the fore element prevented any of the more intricate machinery from functioning. Only man, whose nervous system was not interrupted by magnetic fields, and whose chemistry and physical attributes were not overly disturbed by electronic charges, could have established the correction of the lens.


  Carlson and Dr. Caldwell sat out in the center of a magneto-gravitic field that would have destroyed the finest of balance-mechanism, and above an electro-gravitic field that would have prevented the operation of an instrument sensitive enough to detect imperfections in gravitic alignment.


  Always there would be men with Carlson’s gift of super-perfect balance, and they would find their life work in maintaining the life-giving lenticular warp in space.


  Carlson slumped wearily in his chair and smiled tiredly. “O.K.,” he said. Caldwell started the crude drive and the surface flitter started to cross the lens to Station 1.


  On Pluto, the first sign of renewed life was a flash of light in the sky. It started as an expanding pinpoint and burst out over a quarter of the sky before it diminished to a safe value. The scintillating fingers that darted from the twelve-scalloped sun were still. Then, as the magneto-gravitic warp was established, the color of the sun changed slightly, as the compounded lens removed harmful radiations by controlled chromatic aberration. The size of pseudo-sol expanded and contracted, and then settled down to a familiar size. The long fingers of light, that were leakages through the interstices between the stations, began to change as the stations took up their orbital movement. Then the streamers began to spread outward from the sun, detaching themselves as they reached maximum length and dying as their inner ends crept out to meet the far extension of the streamer. Between them, other streamers started to grow.


  The pattern became familiar, and the men and women of Pluto ceased to look at the wonder of their returned sun.


  Then they returned to their everyday lives!


  THE END.


  VICTORY DRUMS


  Ross Rocklynne


  Broken-down Actor Rumstedder Suddenly Finds Himself Battling a Horde of Ruthless Invaders on Pluto!


  WITH a yell the bartender turned to the blond young man who sat at a rear table of the smoke-infested, roaring Venusian Jim-Jam bar.


  “Hey, Rum,” he bellowed. “A couple of gents outside want a look-see. Pronto!”


  “Rum” looked up, scowling. Who would want him at this hour, and what about? He returned his attention to his fourth drink, gulped it down. He inhaled from his stogie, puffed out a voluminous smoke-ring. The ring encircled a buzzing fly and threw it off course. Rum laughed nastily. He had been thrown off course, too.


  He grabbed unsteadily at the table, and staggered tipsily into the little anteroom outside the barroom. In a dark corner, a tall figure was standing. Rum pointed a finger in drunken belligerency.


  “Whatcha want? Whyn’t you come inside instead of making me, Eugene Rumstedder, greatest tragedian of the ages, come outside to see you?”


  “Remain ka-wite still,” said the tall dark figure.


  Rumstedder stiffened as he saw the accurately held pyrogun. A holdup? Well, he might be a vaudeville ham, but he was not good enough to let someone get away with this.


  “Hah!” he yelled as he jumped.


  But something solid shaped itself around the back of his uncut hairline. He fell. Consciousness blanked out. And that—conclusively—was that . . .


  A space-ship! Through his halfstupor, Rum heard the tell-tale rumble of rocket blasts. He groaned in self-pity, suddenly remembering the bitter years at the orphanage where he had been left as a baby, the name “Eugene” safety-pinned to his diapers; the orphanage from which he had run away, subsequently becoming a child-actor.


  At eleven he was hailed as the wonder of the stage. At twenty-three he played his greatest role. At twenty-six—


  At twenty-six he was a vaudeville ham billing himself as the Smoke Ring King. Drink and dissipation taking him further down the scale. A theater-rat whose bad blood was beginning to tell.


  Rumstedder groggily opened his eyes. Two men, their trappings a blaze of criss-crossing leather and jewels, stood over him. He gasped.


  “We do naught speak the English well,” the foremost of the men began haltingly, his fine blue eyes somewhat worried. “But we thought it well to kidnap you.”


  RUMSTEDDER now saw he was fastened to a silk-covered bed with silver chains.


  “Kidnap me?” he yelled. “Why—why, you—Don’t you know that when the police hear that the great Eugene Rumstedder—”


  He stopped, wanly. He was no longer drunk.


  “That is the point,” the other said nervously. “You are so ga-reat. We are so sorry we felt it necessary to kidnap you. We come from that pa-lanet you would call Pa-luto, Mis-tar Rumstedder. As you know, men of your race know nothing of our pa-lanet, for they have not been able to build ships that would take them there. We of Pa-luto, however, secretly visit Earth now and then. It was some years ago that I and my companion saw you in ‘The Vagabond King’—as Fran-saw Villyah. It was wonderful. This time, when we finally found you, we thought we would not be able to persuade you. We thought that your duty to your ga-reat public would not allow you to accept a part we wish you to pa-lay—”


  “Wait a minute,” Rumstedder was giddy. “You mean you want to hire me for a part in a real, honest-to-gosh play? You thought I wasn’t—ah—at liberty?”


  “That,” said the other, his face lighting, “is it. Except that we wish you to play a real-life part. We have been sent by our Pa-rime Minister to find a great actor, one who could impersonate our poor King Arako.” He dropped his eyes sadly.


  Impersonate a king. A real-life part. Until now Rum had forgotten the applause of thousands on which he had been fed. These two were applauding him differently—but tangibly.


  “Let’s talk this over with a bottle of wine,” he suggested hoarsely. “You have some, I hope?”


  While they talked, Rumstedder proceeded to get rosily drunk. A sky-full of stars showed through the port of the lounge. The ship was driving at full speed through space. Rumstedder listened and drank.


  And afterwards, when they led him back to luxuriously appointed quarters, he felt like a new man. He was to be a king indefinitely. The present king, staggering under the burdens of royalty, had become insane. And Rumstedder because with make-up skillfully applied he would pass as the king’s own double, and because he was a great actor, had been honored with the job.


  The transformation, he was told, would be simple. He would be given a knowledge of the Plutonian language, the king’s mannerisms, his associates, his personality by means of a machine which, Rumstedder decided, was the same as the hypnobioscope discovered in the Twentieth Century.


  The trip across the frightful emptiness between Pluto and Venus took two weeks. An hour out from the planet, Rumstedder stood in front of a mirror, and approvingly surveyed a strikingly handsome man with blond hair, blond mustache, dressed in handtooled, jeweled leather harness. But he was frowning.


  No changes had been made in his appearance save clipping his hair, and the addition of a mustache. It did not seem as if he could look like the king. But Rumstedder had long since learned that he was to ask no questions. He shrugged. Who was he to look a gift horse in the mouth?


  Not much later, the ship was plowing through Pluto’s cold atmosphere. Below were frozen lands. Ahead, a sparkling city shone through the night.


  On the roof-top of a towering edifice, the small ship landed. And muffled with a heavy cloak, “King Arako” was taken into the interior of the building, shown into the royal suite, and left to himself.


  “We shall send the Prime Minister in the morning,” his two captors promised, and departed; which was the last Rumstedder ever saw of them.


  Rumstedder looked around the suite. He could not find the bed, the suite was so big. But he did find a bottle of wine. He lapsed into a vaguely discontented sleep on a pillow-covered davenport.


  When he awoke, he knew someone had come into the room. His senses swam when he found himself staring up into the face of a girl.


  “Huh!” he exploded, at which the girl started back. Her midnight hair was piled in great waves back from her forehead. She was dressed in a lustrous green gown.


  HER full lips parted in a delicious “o” of surprise as he lurched to his feet.


  She thrust a sheaf of papers at him. “Y-your morning mail, your majesty!” she stammered.


  Rumstedder took an unconscious step toward her. His intentions were to kiss her, and she knew it. But he stopped. Here he was, forgetting himself and his role already. This was the Lady Iya, his private secretary.


  “Ah, yes, Iya!” he managed. He extended a well-kept hand. But before he could take the mail, there was the jingle of tiny bells behind him.


  “Your majesty will hardly find anything of interest in the mail,” a subtly insulting voice spoke. “Iya, return to your office.”


  Rumstedder turned and was face to face with the Prime Minister. He knew it was he by the sharp nose, the smoke-film eyes, the shoulder-scraping hair, the black, bell-hemmed cape. Rumstedder disconsolately felt his kingship slip away from him, at least in part.


  But he had to play his role.


  “Good day, Pintor,” he said. “Ah, yes, Iya, best to let the Prime Minister handle the mail today. Then leave us alone.”


  The Lady Iya dipped in a curtsy. She thrust the mail into Pintor’s hands and with a strange look at Rumstedder hurried from the room.


  Pintor’s eyes lidded. He made no pretense at friendship. “You are to remember that you are no king, merely an actor,” he said. “Furthermore, please understand that the Lady Iya can be none of your concern, particularly since after this crisis, we are to marry.” His smoky eyes flicked sardonically. “Please to sit down, your majesty.”


  Rumstedder sat down without saying a word.


  Pintor stood over him, cold contempt in his expression.


  “There is no time to be lost, your majesty,” he said. “Please let me explain the complete situation. You already know the general structure of civilization on this planet. Pluto is no lush, fertile world. It doesn’t support a great population. We have no appreciable day and night. The Sun is too far away to make much difference. The whole population of Pluto is gathered in two great cities—Dargantala to the north, our traditional enemies; and this city, Presmotigo, of which you are—ah—the king. You know of our vast farmlands, electrically heated under the soil. Also, you understand the contention that has existed between the two cities over these vast areas.


  “Now,” and he pointed a jeweled finger at Rumstedder, “it is your job to save Presmotigo.”


  “My job to save Presmotigo,” Rumstedder echoed faintly.


  “And not to save it from Dargantala, but from itself. Presmotigoans are now imbued with a patriotic war fever. General Kanig had impressed upon the people the insane desire to acquire Dargantala’s farmlands. I have been unable to counteract General Kanig’s war fever, and the—man you have succeeded was mentally incompetent to do so. Therefore, your first act as king will be to address the people from the balcony of your palace. It has been circulated that you have recovered from a siege of illness.”


  “What do I tell ’em?”


  “The speech will be prepared. In the morning, you will learn it. In the afternoon, you will deliver it as only a great actor can deliver it.”


  Rumstedder felt a warm glow of pride.


  “I’ll have them throwing down their arms after the first ten minutes,” he said confidently.


  “See that they do.” Pintor’s narrowed eyes surveyed him for a moment. He turned sharply toward the door. “In the meantime you will remain in your suite. Your meals will be served here. You will ask questions of nobody.”


  The door closed with a click. Rumstedder scowled. What kind of a king was it that did not have the run of his own country?


  But the next afternoon came along to bolster him. Pintor had come in the morning, handing him his speech. And now, outside the balcony, wave upon wave of cheers were sounding. Pintor ushered Rumstedder onto the balcony. Rumstedder was stricken with stage-fright. There were thousands of Presmotigoans going mad at the sight of him. He trembled. He gagged, but then, as always before the bright lights, he recovered. He raised his hands for silence.


  SOMETHING happened to him during that speech. He started as an actor. He ended up a king!


  He spoke with emotion, with fine histrionic shadings. “The Dargantalans are friendly. In a personal talk with the Dargantalan minister, we, your king, were assured of friendliness. We in turn promised our everlasting friendship to the Dargantalans. And yet, rumor has reached our ears that as the result of an unscrupulous man’s activities, as a result of his lying propaganda, the people are being inflamed with a ravaging war fever.


  “Subjects, it is our wish—”


  The change from actor to king was subtle. He merely forgot that he was acting. From his subconscious came a consciousness of true royalty. He was talking to his people. They were wrong to make war on the friendly Dargantalans.


  The applause was beyond anything he had been accorded in his acting days. His pulse did not thrum with the pride of that applause, but with the certainty that he had convinced them to lay down their arms.


  He stumbled back from the balcony. Pintor regarded him with awe.


  “You were magnificent. You have shown them the futility of remaining armed. Whatever we do now, the Presmotigoans will be behind us.”


  And such Rumstedder discovered was the truth. The next day, Pintor rushed in waving sheafs of papers. These were petitions demanding that the army be disbanded, the anti-aircraft positron guns be deprived of power, and that General Kanig be jailed.


  All of Pintor’s cold dignity was forgotten. Excitement glittered in his smoky eyes.


  “Do you see what it means?” he cried. “The people have empowered you, their king, to turn off the power of the positron guns. That will be your next job. In the meantime, General Kanig has already been thrown into the palace dungeons.”


  There was a faraway look in Rumstedder’s eyes. He jerked himself back to the present.


  “Turn off the power of the positron guns?” he repeated, staring at Pintor.


  Pintor was impatient. “Certainly. The positron guns, a full thousand of them, are spotted throughout the city. But they receive their power broadcast from a central station. By tradition, and by an innate ability, you only, the king, can turn off the power.”


  “How?” demanded Rumstedder.


  Pintor’s eyes were hostile. “By a telepathic command which you alone possess.” He added softly, “Remember. You have done a magnificent job of saving Presmotigo from its folly, but only by following my directions. I’m producing the show, in a manner of speaking—you’ll recite the lines. The ceremony takes place tomorrow.”


  He launched into a torrent of instructions and left abruptly.


  Rumstedder stood where he was, shaken with his own thoughts. A strong feeling of royalty pulsed through his mind. Where had it come from? Had Pintor hypnotically inducted it into him?—hypnotically given him the telepathic power to turn off the power station? Such must be the truth.


  For the first time since the speech, Rumstedder’s erect shoulders fell. One could not feel himself a king and at the same time know the humiliation of ignominous beginnings. . . .


  Contrary to Pintor’s instructions, and from a grim sense of rebellion, Rumstedder made plans to explore the city. The lackey who brought his steaming meal that evening disrobed at Rumstedder’s stern command. Rumstedder put the cured leather clothing over his own regal harness. As a lackey, he passed from his suite, out the rear of the palace. A vagabond king!


  He strode along the street with shoulders squared. The night was chill. The Sun was down. The stars were snow on the sky. Vehicles with one wheel moved magically along narrow streets. Store windows blinked. Citizens brushed by without realization of who he was.


  He turned a corner, ran full tilt into a heavily veiled figure. A woman. He heard her slight gasp. Then she was on her knees before him. It was the Lady Iya.


  “Your majesty!” Her great blue eyes were fastened on his in amazement.


  “Iya,” he exclaimed.


  He acted quickly, and drew her down a dark side street. He managed a smile, though that was hard when his heart was beating so unaccountably fast.


  “Iya, what are you doing here on the streets?” he inquired.


  “I might ask the same of you, your majesty,” was her awed answer.


  THEN she bit her lips, realizing the full extent of her impudence. Timidly she placed a hand on his arm. “Today—the speech, sire—you were magnificent,” she ventured. “I also was caught up in General Kanig’s propaganda. I, too, had been led to believe the Dargantalans were anxious to enslave us. But how wrong we have been. To think that General Kanig made us believe his story of the hundred winged craft the Dargantalans have prepared to level our city to the ground. Had it not been for you, we might soon be engaged in another bloody war.”


  “Our people have been told the truth,” Rumstedder said graciously.


  She then told him she often walked alone in the deep night. She stood motionless, wordless, then, as if awaiting his command.


  “You are beautiful, Iya,” said Rumstedder.


  She curtsied quickly. “Thank you, your majesty.”


  “You may take your walk with me.”


  “Oh, thank you, your majesty,” she said gladly.


  She fell into step, walking lightly but without conversation. Rumstedder contrived for her to lead the way, though she did not know it.


  By covert questioning, he discovered that the city was three miles in diameter, that it supported a fleet of thirty airplanes which were constructed of extremely light and fragile vegetable substances. There was little metal on Pluto. Since the gravitation was small, their method of locomotion, flapping wings, was entirely feasible.


  What interested him more than anything else were giant “bass drums” set on pedestals at various points through the City. Cautiously, he questioned Iya, as they halted beside the mounting of one.


  “But your majesty,” she cried, in surprise. “Was it not you who condemned them as obsolete in warfare?”


  Rumstedder colored. “At the advice of the prime minister, however. But how they work—”


  “It is quite simple, your majesty. The tank next to the drum contains a terrible phosporescent poison gas. The operator swings the drum on its giant screw, fills the drum with gas, and spews it out of a nozzle at attacking planes.”


  Both drum faces were made of a vegetable substance which boomed when Rumstedder struck them. He saw a detachable nozzle in the front drum face.


  “They have not yet emptied the tanks nor dismantled the projectors,” Iya explained. “There are about a hundred. They are useless because wind resistance turns the streams of gas into great clouds which drop back to the city streets and kill our own people.”


  Rumstedder smiled. “I could bring a plane down with one of these,” he mused.


  Iya’s eyes were big. “Could you really? But the gas would not go high enough. Well, it does not matter. Now that we are at peace, we will need no weapons at all.”


  When Rumstedder took his leave of her near the palace, she looked at him strangely.


  “Sometimes—it is so queer—I feel you are not Arako at all, your majesty. But that is silly. Your illness may have changed you.”


  She was standing close to him. There was something about Iya, her slim, royal carriage, that awoke in him a hunger. But he dare not ask if she were in love with Pintor. He took his leave of her with a gruff, kindly word, and was gone.


  Back in his suite, he released the lackey, and then sat in the dark, trying to untangle his thoughts.


  What was it about this whole situation that struck the wrong note? Why did he look so much like King Arako that even Iya couldn’t tell the difference?


  Rumstedder remembered little of the ceremony of the following day, but he was destined to remember vividly the events that occurred afterward. Pintor arrived, laboring under a taut, unexplained excitement. He gave Rumstedder last minute instructions.


  Glittering robes were draped on Rumstedder’s shoulders. He was led from the palace in a series of parades. Then into a carriage, riding between roaring thousands of waving Presmotigoans. Music sounded, as Rumstedder ascended in grandeur the great, milk-white stairs of a mighty, colonnaded building. He walked between rows of nobles, his eyes resting with unkingly interest on those of the Lady Iya at the end of the line. She flushed and lowered her eyes.


  WHAT he considered a quite impossible moment had come. Here were doors, buttressed, physically impregnable, and by mere mental command, by a power which he alone possessed, they were to swing open.


  Rumstedder gulped and hoped that the show would not be spoiled at the last minute. He whispered the command.


  “Doors, open!”


  And so the doors opened. And the crowd cheered and roared. Other impossible things happened. Other doors opened and Rumstedder found himself facing the mighty complex of machinery which automatically supplied power to the positron guns. He walked between banks of softy glowing tubes. He hurled his mental command. The tubes went out.


  He turned and left the building. The doors were left open. Only a corps of technicians could start that mighty atomic-power plant to working again.


  The great peace-gesture was finished.


  Back in his suite, Rumstedder expected to see the prime minister waiting for him. There was no one. Rumstedder waited—and waited. He began to walk up and down, biting at his nether lip. Something was troubling him.


  He was uneasy. A vast quiet had settled on the palace. An ominous quiet. Rumstedder knew his imagination was getting him. He was worried simply because his duties were done and Pintor would now send him back where he came from. He would never see the Lady Iya again.


  And yet was he worrying about that? He found himself listening, waiting, for something. His spirits drooped lower and lower, as an hour, two hours passed, and still Pinton did not show up. He gave a savage curse. Thoughts of his former existence, his shadowed beginnings, the humiliation of being a nobody, came back to plague him. He sank into a chair, lost in utter dejection.


  And then came the smell of smoke.


  Rumstedder sprang up in alarm. He whirled. A blood-red sheet of flame shot up past the windows. Choking smoke bellowed in. Then there were cries in the hall, running feet. Came a tremendous clattering at the door. It burst inward. A guard stood on the threshold, framed in smoke.


  “Your majesty,” he shouted. “The palace is in flames. Shall I lead the way for your escape?”


  Rumstedder’s first thought was Iya. He stood as if frozen. His lips finally moved.


  “Save yourself, guard,” he said. “Your king will work his own salvation.”


  The guard disappeared. Rumstedder leaped for the door, only to see Iya come running through. Her face was tear-stained. She was choking from the smoke.


  “Your majesty, I have discovered a plot,” she said. “Pintor forced me into the plane on the palace roof. He told me that Presmotigo was doomed. The entire enemy air fleet is about to attack us.”


  Rumstedder grabbed her.


  “You don’t know what you’re saying,” he cried.


  But even as he denied it, the truth was smashing at his brain with blinding clarity. The sight of Pintor, standing in the doorway with a pyrogun, completed Rumstedder’s education.


  The truth, as Rumstedder saw it then, was sickening. So he was an actor. They had hired him because he was an actor. Hah! Rumstedder gagged at his own thoughts, and on his own opinion of himself. They had hired him because he was a gullible fool.


  He knew he would squirm in self-disgust at the truth, until the moment of his death, which, probably, was not far distant.


  He took the only chance that remained open to him, though. He thrust Iya to one side, and with the same motion picked up and threw an empty wine bottle. The wine bottle struck Pintor’s arm, and the pyrogun flew from his hand.


  Rumstedder leaped toward Pintor. He wrapped his long fingers around the man’s neck. Pintor made a gurgling sound. His knee came up with agonizing forces. Rumstedder sailed back, landed against the wall in a sitting position. By the time he was cognizant of events, he saw the wine bottle coming back at him. It ricocheted off his head. His muscles turned into wet, sodden ropes as needles of pain shot through his head. He went down remembering with clarity the flames that licked in from the open corridor.


  A racking cough shook him back to consciousness. He crawled to hands and knees, choking in smoky blackness. His eyes opened, and flames rolled around him.


  THE doorway was blocked. He looked toward the window and in another half dozen seconds, had reached it and was squirming along the ledge outside. Soon he managed to dart into another window, beyond which no flame showed. He pounded down a stairs.


  Flame gushed. He hugged the wall as he descended. He reached the floor below, and screamed as the whole floor gave way beneath his feet. Miraculously, he found himself erect, beating at smouldering places on his clothing. Three more flights to go.


  He took advantage of every break in the flames.


  But when he reached ground level and easy escape, he went in another direction, toward the rear of the palace, where he knew the dungeons were located. He pounded down the steep, musty stairs, one thought uppermost in his mind—General Kanig. He was in the dungeons, the one man who could wield the power to help Rumstedder with the plan that had occurred to him. An enemy airfleet was on its way. The positron guns were useless. There was only one way to repair that inconceivable blunder.


  Rumstedder grabbed up the heavy pike a guard had left behind, smashed at the massive lock on the door to the cell block. The lock cracked in two. The door’s own weight swung it open.


  Rumstedder plunged into the river of smoke that came rolling out.


  A voice blasted from the tunnel, roaring. Kanig, perhaps, the only man who could gather men for Rumstedder’s plan? Rumstedder roared back.


  “Ho, there.” Rumstedder stopped in his tracks as the weary, amused voice spoke from a near cell. “We think you had best take time out to free your own king, shouter,” said the voice.


  Rumstedder stumbled forward, stupidly.


  “King Arako,” he cried.


  A bearded face looked from the cell, swept Rumstedder’s face with sharp eyes.


  “Well,” Arako said unsteadily. “Perhaps we both but look into a mirror? Or are we both mad?”


  The mad king, Rumstedder thought. Mad? No, this was another facet of Pinto’s treachery. Refusing to close down the power station, Arako had been thrown into a cell, and Pintor had looked around for a substitute.


  “We do look alike,” said Rumstedder.


  He brought the pike down crushingly. Arako stepped out, bearded, his lips tense. His hand grasped Rumstedder’s shoulder, his blue eyes held a piercing light.


  “ ‘Look alike’ is inadequate to describe the situation,” he muttered. “However, the time for explanations could be best used to keep our general calmed down.” He smiled gravely at Rumstedder, then turned and went loping down a leftward tunnel. General Kanig was shaking the dungeon with his howls.


  They found his cell, and Rumstedder used his pike again. Kanig came bursting out, his granite-bearded jaws moving in outraged profanity. He stopped stock-still when he saw the two rescuers. His heavy face went pale as death.


  “What does this mean?” he began in a strangled voice.


  “We look alike,” said Arako, gravely.


  Rumstedder was too excited to appreciate the grim humor. “I’m an imposter. To blazes with it though. There’s bigger battles to fight. We have a city to save.”


  He rushed through a resume of the story. Kanig made a motion toward him.


  “You fool,” he howled. “You’re not a double. The explanation is different.”


  Rumstedder howled back at him.


  “There’s an air fleet on the way. We have to beat them off.”


  Kanig was panting in a tempest of rage. “And how will we beat them off? Even in my cell I heard about this mad policy to reduce the city to helplessness.


  There are no defenses. We might as well die here as perish in the ruins of a toppling city.”


  “Says you,” a voice dripped with scorn. “If you’ll listen to me—”


  He began to talk.


  ARAKO laughed shortly when he had finished.


  “I doubt whether the plan is workable,” was his objections.


  “Workable?” Rumstedder blew up. “I’ve done it myself on a smaller scale. You must give this thing at least a try.” He stopped in a rage. Arako and Kanig looked at each other.


  As they fought their way out of that raging furnace, Rumstedder thought miserably of the Lady Iya. It was an apparent fact that Pintor intended to take her with him to Dargantala in the royal airplane on the palace roof. Pintor, he or his henchman, had set fire to the palace, hoping thus to get rid of Rumstedder, King Arako, and General Kanig. Rumstedder groaned.


  They made ground level, and dashed their way into a panic-stricken crowd, the general beating at his flaming beard. When Rumstedder looked around, he saw that Kanig had left. He had gone to gather his men together. The projectors, the whole kit and kaboodle of them, should soon be at work.


  All thought of kingly distinction was gone as Rumstedder and Arako ran through cold, windless streets, the burning palace bathed the city in a crimson glare. They reached the first of the poison gas projectors.


  Together, the two men detached the nozzle from the front face of the giant drum. There was now only a dark, eight-inch hole, with an opening and closing valve operable from the control chair.


  “The drum stick, now,” Rumstedder panted. He and Arako tore most of the clothing from their bodies. Rumstedder wrapped this around the spear-point of the pike, securing it with his sandal thongs. He thrust the long “drumstick” at Arako.


  Arako grinned and swung the stick in practice.


  Boooom!


  Rumstedder bounded into the control chair, wincing at the metal on his bare flesh. He put his eye to the periscopic eye-piece. When a plane was centered on the cross-hairs. . . .


  The control board was complex. Arako shouted instructions. Within minutes Rumstedder had the drum under control, swinging it in all conceivable upward angles. A horizonal plunger controlled the entrance of the phosphorescent poison gas into the drum. He pushed in the power, and then slumped back with a sigh.


  “Ready,” he told Arako. Arako nodded grimly, his eyes fixed to the dark east.


  Rumstedder looked around. Citizens were running toward the site of the burning palace. He guessed they didn’t even know of the air attack about to take place.


  Arako yelled suddenly. He was pointing into the star-frosted sky.


  “They come!”


  And come they did. Rumstedder’s stomach turned over as he heard the full-throated thunder of the approaching fleet—the crescent shaped armada of Dargantala, flickering like so many stars as their mobile wings beat against air. Soon they would drop atomic bombs.


  But no bombs dropped as the fleet came sweeping along.


  “The curs think to terrify us first,” Arako shouted angrily. “They think us defenseless. Give the word! Give the word!”


  The fleet broke, dipping and diving like gnats over carrion. One plane now flapped along in a line that would put it in range of Rumstedder’s projector. He felt nerveless. Had Kanig succeeded? Had he gathered men together? Were they at their posts, preparations made?


  And what if the plan did not work. It could not work. The whole thing was madly fantastic. And yet those planes were light, fragile, slow-moving . . . So ran Rumstedder’s sickening thoughts as he caught the approaching plane on the cross-hairs of the eye-piece. He swung open the intake valve. The drum was filling with gas. Another instrument opened the ejection valve. He held his breath, then blasted out a single word.


  “Swing!”


  In the immeasurable moment which lay between the command and Arako’s answering stroke.


  Boooom!


  The sheer absurdity of the plan came to Rumstedder. It was well to play tricks before an audience as the Smoke Ring King. Feasible to knock a man off balance at a distance of forty feet. But to hope to bring an entire air-fleet down in the same way was but an indicator of insanity.


  HOWEVER, the die was cast. He watched leadenly. Arako pounded once at the drum face opposite the ejection hole face, and at a velocity of more than a hundred feet a second—


  A phosphorescent ring of gas hurtled into the air for two hundred and fifty feet and coiled itself around the plane.


  Rumstedder yelled hysterically, his withheld feelings released. The gas ring, in its slow, equalized expansion, was a diabolically beautiful sight, billowing like floss glowing with brilliant sheen against the sky.


  What actually happened was more devilishly satisfying to Rumstedder’s soul. The ring retained its shape until the moment of impact. Then the plane literally staggered under the force of the blow. The ring broke up, softly curled around the plane, reached inside with many-fingered tentacles.


  The plane, an insect fatally wounded, tipped over on its side, its wings missing a half-dozen beats. The nose pointed downward. It screamed in ifs flight. It disappeared behind a tiered building. The sound of its point-blank crash was audible.


  “It worked,” Arako howled gleefully at the sky. “Quick, now—another, before they collect their wits.”


  The second ring went home, forced the nose of the ship up. It went into a tail-spin. Two planes down, forerunner of the disaster which shortly was to befall the whole Dargantalan fleet.


  “The other projectors,” Arako called to Rum. “General Kanik has his men at work.”


  It was true. Scores of brilliant rings were puffing up over the city of Presmotigo. And scores of planes, in the first three minutes of action, came crashing. Most of the rings missed their mark. Other rings, even though they missed, were drawn to the planes by the planes’ motion through the air—a suction effect. Poison gas did its work.


  Arako worked like mad, sweat streaming from his near-naked body. Seven-eights of the Dargantalan planes came down before any of the pilots understood enough of what was happening to activate and then drop their atomic bombs. But bombs finally did fall, and where he sat Rum could see the livid bursts of the explosions. Fragments flew.


  With a mere dozen of the enemy planes in the sky, the air-fleet of Presmotigo was at last manned. They buzzed upward, ludicrously slow-moving in contrast to the heavier, more powerful craft of Earth.


  Rumstedder sent out concentric rings of gas, now. They were more effective than a single ring. In this manner, he emptied the gas tank. No more rings came forth. Arako, fatigue eating at his bones, hunkered down on his haunches, gleaming with perspiration, chuckling to himself in glee.


  The other projectors were still working, now and then crippling another hostile plane. Once in a while, the enemy sent a Presmotigoan plane leafing down in flames. From numerous points in the city, fires were in competition with the flaming spire of the palace.


  The last Dargantalan plane dropped. Rumstedder felt his muscles relaxing in sheer relief. Then Arako was on his feet, pointing, his face clouded.


  “Off to your left,” he shouted. “My own private plane. There—and it must be Pintor. We must bring it down.”


  Rumstedder saw the plane alluded to.


  It was truly the royal plane, the double-sun insignia showing plainly on the fuselage.


  Pintor—and the Lady Iya.


  Arako made a strong, savage gesture.


  “Come on,” he cried. “There’s a projector in the next block that was working until the last enemy plane went down. The victory is no victory if the traitor escapes.”


  Rumstedder was swung half-way around in the metal chair, his heart a stone in his breast. Arako had started away—to send a poison gas ring against Iya as well.


  “Wait a minute,” Rumstedder called. Arako turned, one foot on the dais steps, his face impatient.


  “An air ring,” Rumstedder snapped.


  “An air ring?” repeated Arako, looking at Rumstedder without comprehension.


  “You don’t have to have smoke or gas,” Rumstedder explained. Excitement and dread took hold of him.


  “Come on!” he yelled.


  ARAKO reacted to what was nothing less than a command, though he was plainly angry at what he thought a fool’s plan.


  The royal plane was moving slowly. It was zigzagging painfully, making little headway. It was keeping itself in the air only by a miracle. Almost the entire tail was burned away. Rumstedder grinned tautly. So Pintor, thinking to make an easy escape, had permitted the palace fire to turn against him. All this while, he had been fighting the fire that had virtually ruined his steering mechanism.


  Rumstedder caught the plane on the hair-line. He forced himself to give Arako the word, for he could not know what would happen to Iya when the plane crashed.


  Arako swung. Apparently, nothing emerged from the drum. But something did. The flapping wings stopped momentarily. The plane sagged down. Arako swung again and again as Rumstedder moved the drum to keep the plane on the hair-line. The plane, buffeted by an amazing storm, turned over and then fluttered down. At the last second it plunged.


  Arako was off the dais then, speeding toward the site of the crack-up. Rumstedder raced after him, and outdistanced him. He went charging around a corner. The plane was crumpled on the cobbled street like a tattered moth.


  A figure rose from the tangle of wreckage as Rumstedder came up, a figure that held a pyrogun. Pintor’s sharp face was white and coldly impassive. As Rumstedder shot toward him, the pyrogun went off. A red-hot needle jabbed through his shoulder. It did not stop Rumstedder.


  He grappled with Pintor and bore the man backward. Pintor’s lips twisted in a snarl. He clawed and screamed as Rumstedder forced the pyrogun around so that it pointed at Pintor’s chest. The man’s breath was hot in Rumstedder’s face. They stood like statues, straining for victory, each determined to conquer.


  “Traitor,” said Rumstedder. The pyrogun went off. Pintor sagged. There was an unpleasant burning odor on the air. Rumstedder made a convulsive motion with his hands, and Pintor, quite dead, dropped and rolled.


  Rumstedder stood there panting, blood pounding in his pulses. He turned then, in time to see Arako stooping over Iya, whom he had taken from the wreckage. He went over and dropped to his knees beside her. He took one of her hands in his. Her eyes were open.


  She smiled bemusedly.


  “I don’t know which one to call your majesty,” she said.


  Rumstedder helped her to a sitting position.


  Arako’s lips were crooked in a puzzled smile. “That you should have forgotten me, Iya,” he mourned.


  Rumstedder told him the story, including every detail. She caught her breath. Her eyes moved to Pintor, on the ground. No emotion save of relief crossed her face. With Rumstedder’s assistance she arose to her feet. She stood close to him, holding onto his arm, still looking at Pintor, who was dead.


  “It is good,” she said at last. “It was but a political marriage, arranged between our families.” She shuddered. Then she gave a little frightened gasp as she saw Rumstedder’s burned shoulder. He winced as she touched it, with gentle pity.


  A howl split the Plutonian night. General Kanig came swinging into sight, followed by a half dozen of his solders.


  “So,” he cried as he saw Rumstedder. “The impostor king!”


  Rumstedder’s jaw came out.


  “I’m here,” he said. “And I’ll take my medicine.”


  “He’ll take his medicine?” The great man was thunderstruck. “And where did you learn of the weapon that saved our city?”


  Rumstedder explained wearily. “I used the same kind of projector in my act, only on a smaller scale. It could put out a match at the back of the auditorium. Or blow a late-comer’s silk hat from his head. Or knock a man off balance at forty feet—all according to the force used. Sometimes I used just air—no smoke. lit just happened that the poison gas projectors were fitted to the task. The planes were too light and too slow.


  “It’s quite scientific. Gaseous surface tension holds the rings together. I was able to shoot small streams of the gas upward. It eliminated the difficulty caused by solid streams of the gas dropping back over the city. It’s an old idea. Back in the twentieth century on my planet, they were talking about throwing smoke rings from smokestacks to eliminate dirt. Such rings could be shot clear up to the stratosphere.”


  HE added as an afterthought: “The fact that there’s no day or night here helped. Some of my acts were ruined in drafty theatres.”


  Kanig nodded, his lips working with emotion.


  “Have you ever wondered why you were given the name Eugene?” he asked.


  Rumstedder did know, now. Old John Rumstedder, his tutor, had told him what the name meant.


  “I didn’t think it was literally true, though,” he said.


  “The story begins a quarter of a century ago,” said Kanig. “I was present when the late queen gave birth to her twin sons.”


  Arako started. His bearded face paled.


  “Arako was born some hours before the other,” Kanig continued grimly. “It was feared there would be political differences later on over the throne. The former king gave me the task of taking the unwanted twin to Earth. As was the tradition, however, the king first gave to each of the twins, by means of the hypnobioscope, the subconscious telepathic ability to will the machinery of the central power station to stop. Pintor, too, knew the secret of the twin sons.


  “It is true,” he said gruffly. “Pintor, however, kept track of the twin son. Pintor’s father was Dargantalan. His loyalties to that city remained, though he was born in Presmotigo.”


  Rumstedder felt Iya’s small hand nestling in his.


  “And the name Eugene?” he asked.


  Kanig fondled at his scorched beard.


  “I gave you into the hands of our scouts on Earth. It was they who suggested the name Eugene—”


  Rum broke in, crossing glances with Arako.


  “Now the problem our father sought to prevent arises after all, you think?” he persisted.


  Arako’s fine eyes were pained, helpless. “I would not have it so.”


  “And I wouldn’t, either. There’s only one king in Presmotigo. It isn’t I. You see, I’m still an actor—the Smoke Ring King. Up until now, I’ve been ashamed of that, but—well, the Dargantalan fleet no longer flies. I thought I had sunk as low as I could, but the name Eugene—well, I’m going back to my profession—” he swung toward Iya, flushing painfully—“if Iya will go with me?”


  “Your majesty—!” She caught herself and smiled gladly. She curtsied to Arako. “I do not know if my king will permit.”


  Arako’s glance was kindly. “Your king so permits.”


  “I will go with—with Eugene then,” said Iya.


  Rumstedder found his arms around her, unaware and uncaring that Kanig and Arako were withdrawing, smiling their pleasure. Rumstedder thought then of the hours of despair, of selfloathing, of loneliness in which he had submerged himself. Strange how much the true meaning of a name could have made—if he had known the implications behind it!


  He kissed Iya tenderly.


  Eu-gene . . . well born!


  MIND STEALERS OF PLUTO


  Joseph Farrell


  Ron Barnard had stack his nose into one news story too many. It had started with a lovely girl, a wily Chinese and a drag ring that circled the System. Now it was ending for him in a rogue spaceship—his epitaph a rocket’s red stream across the starways.


  RON BARNARD leaned unhappily on Quong Kee’s bar and looked over the worst dive on Mars. This hell hole of Quong Kee’s was no fit place even for a newspaperman looking for a story on the dope ring that was haunting the outer planets. The habitues were cutthroats, fugitives from Earth and the space police. To say nothing of the neoin fiends.


  The two unshaven men hunched at a corner table, for instance. He eyed them in contempt. They were far gone in their addiction to the drug, and he would put no crime past them. They probably would murder their grandmothers for a gram of neoin.


  The two persons in question straightened as if a gun had been fired. They faced the bar, and their questing eyes found Barnard. One of them, teeth bared and hands bent into claws, started to move toward the reporter.


  “What did you think?” the man demanded.


  Barnard dropped a coin on the bar and tried to walk carelessly to the door. He wanted no fights with a neoin-filled madman. Silently he cursed himself for forgetting the extra sensory powers imparted by the drug. But the men had seemed too far gone to use their ESP.


  The man charged across the room. Barnard saw that escape was out and resigned himself to a fight. He waited for the wild lunge, sidestepped and shot in a right that sent the addict reeling back. A few customers watched with mild interest. But this was routine at Quong Kee’s—nobody would interfere.


  Sullenly, the man glared at him, as if gathering courage for another charge. Barnard knew that actually the irresponsible creature was working himself up to a murderous pitch. Now he felt the waves of fury beating at his mind.


  He waited, tense and ready. From the comer of his vision he saw the drapes that cut off the back room come apart, and a figure hurrying out. A slender figure in faded coveralls. Then he looked again.


  It was a woman—a slender pale girl who clicked somehow in his memory. He had seen her around Kainor, this port city of Mars, several times in the past few days.


  Watching her, he almost missed the onslaught of the neoin fiend. The fury of the charge backed him to the wall and he lashed out desperately against the claws and knees of the man. His head jammed against the wall and crimson streaks exploded before him. He jabbed with aching arms, trying to push the madman off. Dimly, he saw the girl trying to whisper something in the fiend’s ear.


  The man broke off clawing suddenly, a look of surprise on his twisted face. Barnard watched weakly as he backed off a few steps to listen to what the girl was whispering. Then the man glared with sullen respect at Barnard for a few seconds and went back to his friend.


  The girl turned swiftly and started back for the drapes. Barnard caught her arm.


  “Miss—” He stared at her. It was his first good look, and he wondered where she had found the courage to interfere with a raging neoin fiend. If that man had turned on her—!


  She wasn’t beautiful—she looked as if she hadn’t slept much lately. If somebody could put a few pounds on her in the right places—and a smile on her face—“Thanks,” he said, puffing. “I was in a spot—you can’t hurt those lads when they’re hopped. What did you tell him, anyway?”


  She shrank back a little. Strangely, he felt that the fear in her eyes was more of him than of the cutthroats in Quong Kee’s. Her face acquired a faint touch of color.


  “I told him,”-she said, “that I’d take away his neoin ration card.”


  She pulled loose and disappeared into the other room.


  BARNARD stared at the drapes and grinned a little at the evasive answer. What had she told the fiend? If he knew, it might help him to get some news. And what was she doing here in this dive—he’d swear she wasn’t the type!


  He thought of the boss back on Earth thundering through the news room as Barnard’s meager despatches dribbled through. But Hell! He’d done all any human could possibly do! He’d spoken with officials and spacemen and scientists, poked his skinny nose into dens like this where a man risked his life if he so much as thought out of line. He’d even bought some of the drug from the peddlers who operated almost openly, and he’d cultivated them, but they were only tools.


  The higher-ups might have been invisible for all anybody knew about them. Nobody even knew where the drug came from. But wherever it originated, it was swiftly corrupting Mars and Venus, as well as the Jovian system and the asteroid belt.


  When small quantities appeared on Earth, the powers-that-be of the System News Service smelled news. Ron Barnard, star reporter who had unveiled many a scandal in gay twenty-third century New York, was sent to investigate. And Ron Barnard stood in Mars’ wildest dive, scratching his head and staring after a frightened, pretty girl.


  “That’s my sister,” said a childish voice beside him.


  Barnard stared at the big man beside him. The man was a splendid physical specimen, but his face—


  It was the face of a mindless idiot. Barnard felt repelled. The man’s features were not idiotic; they should have been those of an intelligent person. But the eyes changed everything. They were blank and somehow—soulless. Barnard shrank automatically away from the apelike creature.


  Then he understood what the idiot had said.


  “Your sister!” He stared unbelievingly.


  The gray haired shambling being gurgled, childlike. “My sister—Gail.”


  Barnard felt a curious shame in finding a human being in such a state, talking like a baby. But maybe he could learn something. He dug into his pocket, thrust a coin into the idiot’s palm.


  “What does your sister do? Does she maybe sell little packages of gray powder to people?”


  The creature looked naively at him. “Gail don’t like the gray powder. She says I must never eat the gray powder. Do you want some? Lots of mans here sells some.”


  Barnard thought. He had seen that girl before. A hunch began to grow in him.


  “What’s your name?” he asked.


  “George Melvin,” the idiot said.


  “George!”


  It was Gail Melvin’s voice. Barnard saw her in the doorway of Quong Kee’s back room. George went dutifully to her, clutching the coin Barnard had handed him. The girl took his hand and pulled him inside.


  Barnard regarded the doorway sourly. He looked around Quong Kee’s, caught the glance of the maniac who had attacked him. He took his coat and airpac and left hastily.


  AT THE communications center he sent another despatch. Nothing much to report, and he knew the boss wouldn’t like it. The System News Service firmly believed that scoops grew on Martian trees and Ron Barnard was expected to pick out a nice one to feed the hungry public.


  Jingling the change in his pocket, he sensed something wrong, and pulled out the coins for a look. His lucky coin was missing—a rare twentieth century Buffalo nickel. He had given it to the half wit.


  He fingered the bruises the neoin fiend had made on his face and grinned humorlessly. The coin hadn’t brought him much luck.


  He was going into his hotel when he sighted George Melvin shambling down the street. He paused, waiting for the halfwit to reach him. It was cold, and he wanted to get inside, but leads were scarce. He fell into step beside George.


  “Hello, George,” he said. “Where do you and Gail live?”


  The half wit looked innocently at him. His airpac was strapped around the collar of his coat. Evidently Gail did not consider him intelligent enough even to breathe properly on Mars! Barnard squeezed his own airpac in an automatic motion. Oxygen on Mars was just short of enough for humans. A man would sooner be minus his pants than his airpac, though Martian-born humans needed them only at time of exertion.


  “We live in Chicago.”


  “Yes—that’s on Earth. But where do you stay on Mars?”


  “In Chicago on Mars, too.”


  Barnard looked suspiciously at him. But the vacuous expression certainly was not feigned; George Melvin’s eyes were less intelligent than a fish’s.


  “Do you stay at Quong Kee’s?” the reporter tried.


  “Sometimes. At night we go back to Chicago. Where do you stay?”


  “In the fog, most of the time.” Barnard tried another line. “Where’s Gail now?”


  “In jail.” George Melvin said it without changing his tone or his expression.


  Barnard seized his coat front and stared into the dull eyes. “In jail? George, what happened? Who arrested her? Why?”


  “A man came. A man with a star on his hat—”


  “The Space Police!”


  Barnard released the half-wit. He stared happily toward the gray building of the Space Police. This was something—he felt the hunch too strongly to have any doubt. The story was going to break!


  The Space Police were relatively new, and it behooved them to be good to the press, for there was still much opposition to their existence. He hesitated a moment, thinking of the lack of enthusiasm with which Commander John Lansfer had received him. But Lansfer would let him in on the story, or there’d be some hot articles in the newspapers of the System News Service.


  He pushed another coin into George Melvin’s paw. “George, go back to Quong Kee’s and wait until I come. Do you understand? I’m going to find out about Gail.”


  Watching the half-wit disappear, he felt a pang where his conscience should have been. Somehow he didn’t like the idea of Gail Melvin as a part of this neoin ring.


  “Hell,” he growled to himself. “I can’t afford to be human. I have a job to do—and the System News Service comes first.”


  He pushed into a thin cold Martian wind and hurried toward the warmth of the police building.


  II


  BARNARD looked through narrowed eyes at Commander Lansfer of the Space Police, and he knew the man was lying. All his newsman’s instinct told him that the dark-haired, sharp-featured police officer knew more than he was telling. He leaned across the desk.


  “Commander, I came all the way from Earth to get the inside on this dope ring. Who’s behind it? Where does it come from?”


  Lansfer shrugged slightly. His face was expressionless, as always. “We are working on the problem,” he said.


  Barnard made a disgusted gesture. “We know that the outer planets are being flooded with neoin. Mars is full of human wrecks, and half the asterites are using the stuff. If it ever gets loose on Earth, the human race will have a worse enemy than the black plague.”


  “We will cooperate with the press,” said Lansfer, “as far as it’s practical to do so. In the meantime, you may be sure we’re not sleeping.”


  “I hope not.” Barnard glared at the policeman and made a mental note to pan the Space Police in his next despatch. “And how does Gail Melvin fit in?”


  “Gail Melvin is a minor peddler. We’ve nothing on her—just took her in for questioning, to be sure she knew nothing important.” A trace of annoyance shaded his eyes for a moment. “But we took her in quietly. How did you find out about it?”


  “From my special secret service,” said Barnard dryly.


  “Then,” said Lansfer, “your secret service can tell you the rest of the story. If you’re quite through—”


  They stood and for a second faced each other across the desk. Lansfer, six hard feet of spaceman, hard jawed and poker faced. Barnard, six lean flexible feet of newsman, crowding his thermostats. Then Barnard whirled and went out.


  Standing before the building, he reflected. No news meant the boss would be sending more spacegrams threatening to fire him—and meaning it. His hunch was still solid on Lansfer’s knowing something. There was something behind the secrecy with which the space police worked, but—


  There was more than one way to find out. If Lansfer wouldn’t talk, other policemen might. He looked around, found the nearest saloon. Some of the space police had just finished their day’s work. Thoughtfully jingling the platinum coins in his pocket, he went into the saloon.


  Alone at one end of the bar was a patrolman. Barnard took a place beside him and ordered a drink.


  “H’lo, Remish,” he said. “What’s the news on Gail Melvin?”


  Remish grinned and shook his head. Barnard felt a slight distaste for what he was about to do. It didn’t seem right.


  He took a balled fist from his pocket and opened it slowly, holding it between himself and the patrolman so that it was not visible to anybody else in the room. He opened it just enough for Remish to see the five Martian platins.


  Remish turned and faced the row of bottles behind the bar. His face was blank. For a long minute he said nothing. Then: “I don’t like that, Barnard. I could use that as well as anybody. But there’s something I like better.”


  Barnard hadn’t liked it either. But hell—after some of the police he’d met on the outer planets, he couldn’t help but be cynical. He raised his glass and threw down the drink.


  “It’s everyday stuff, of course,” Remish conceded. “But I’m going to be one cop who’s different. There’s talk enough now about the Space Patrol—that we’re fronting for pirates and transporting neoin. And some funny things have been going on.”


  He fingered his glass thoughtfully. “Nothing I can put a definite finger on,” he mused. “But maybe you’re the man who can do it. With the System News Service behind you—”


  “I don’t know much,” he went on. “But I’ll play along with you—and I hope I’m doing the right thing. Gail Melvin—the chief had her under a Sokolsky lie detector. Greatest thing in lie detectors yet. She was clear—has no connection with the dope ring.”


  Barnard caught his breath. Gail Melvin had no connection with the neoin gang? But Lansfer had said she was a minor peddler?


  The patrolman stared into his glass of boorsha for a moment, hesitating. He turned again to Barnard. “Another thing. That George Melvin is faking. He’s no more of a half-wit than I am—I hope. When I last saw him, he was on Venus running the swankiest gin mill in Lidice. He and his partner—Quong Kee!” Barnard stared incredulously at the patrolman. “George Melvin faking! Not a chance—he’s just what he seems to be, and I wouldn’t bet any more on a royal flush!”


  “I know,” Remish shrugged. “And do you want to know something else? I haven’t been able to find a person who’s seen Quong Kee since he came to Mars!” Barnard slowly put down his drink and left the saloon.


  HE SAILED into Quong Kee’s, paused cautiously to see that the fiend who had attacked him was sleeping with his head on the table, and plunged through the drapes into the back room. There was an answer to this and he was bound he’d find it.


  A gray, tired Chinese looked up from behind a desk. His right hand had darted to the edge of the desk when Barnard entered. Thoughtfully, he studied the reporter and folded his hands.


  Barnard faced him. “Quong Kee. You and George Barnard were partners at one time.”


  Quong Kee gazed back coolly, and Barnard saw that he’d learn only what the man decided he should know. After a while Quong Kee nodded.


  “Yes—Mr. Barnard. George Melvin was—and is—my partner.”


  “How did you know me?” Barnard demanded. “You never leave this room.”


  A tired smile flickered over the thin lips. “Earlier this evening I watched Miss Melvin extricate you from a difficult position. Until she informed me that you were seeking news, I never realized that journalism involved such jeopardy.”


  Barnard grinned involuntarily. He was beginning to like this Oriental who spoke in cultured tones. Since he realized that threats or bribes would do no good, he gave in to the impulsive liking.


  “Mind telling me something about Gail Melvin?” he asked. “And about things in general?”


  Quong Kee peered narrowly at Barnard through half-closed eyes. The reporter wondered uncomfortably if the man used neoin and was studying him with extra sensory faculties, but he swiftly rejected the thought. There was no trace of the drug in Quong Kee’s appearance. Maybe it was natural ESP—or just an old-fashioned sizing-up.


  “You are very anxious to secure this—scoop, aren’t you, Mr. Barnard?”


  Barnard thrust his face closer. “Quong Kee,” he said slowly, “I would give my right arm to break this story. I would cut every throat on Mars if it would help me to find out where neoin comes from.”


  He meant it—almost, anyway. Somehow the thought of cutting Gail Melvin’s throat persisted. He forced the thought back. No price was too high!


  “I, too, would give much to destroy the drug traffic,” Quong Kee said softly. “George Melvin and I operated an establishment in Lidice, Venus—until neoin appeared. We were doing excellently. But then George became involved in a crusade against the drug peddlers. He found out some things—I do not know exactly what.


  “But he disappeared. And things began to happen to our establishment. Things like bombs, bullets, poison in the food—I was forced to close and barely escaped with my life.”


  He picked up the mounted photograph that Barnard had vaguely noticed on the desk and turned it for the reporter to see. Barnard recognized Quong Kee and—George Melvin! But a George Melvin whose eyes were young and intelligent and flashing with the joy of living!


  “Gail located him,” said Quong Kee, “through the Missing Persons Division. He was here in Kainor, in the condition in which you saw him tonight. Gail and I packed what we could into George’s space ship, the Chicago, and we came here, where I opened this—ah—place of refreshment.”


  “Chicago,” Barnard mused. “I should have guessed that.”


  “Gail recognized you standing out there this evening,” said Quong Kee. Again the haunted smile crept over his lips. “I can’t understand her motivation for intervening in your quarrel. She told me you were a great reporter who might expose the criminals and she had to save you.”


  “Isn’t that reason enough?” Barnard demanded suspiciously. “What did she say to him?”


  “She told him you were a higher-up in the neoin organization and would see that his supply was stopped if he harmed you. A clever girl—but foolish.”


  Barnard didn’t ask why. “Where is George Melvin now?” he demanded.


  Before Quong Kee could answer, the pound of heavy feet sounded in the doorway. Barnard whirled and watched the three local policemen march in.


  “Where’s the body?” asked the leader.


  Quong Kee’s eyes flickered briefly toward Barnard, and he gestured toward something the newsman hadn’t noticed. In a corner of the room was a bed. With something on it. The policeman yanked a sheet off the something. Barnard felt the hairs on the back of his neck beginning to rise.


  He stared at the body of George Melvin.


  “I HAD my men detain everybody,” Quong Kee told the police. “But the body was discovered close to the door, indicating that the murderer escaped. Several fights were in progress at the time, and it is possible that he was struck by a stray knife, but I doubt it.”


  “No,” the policeman grunted. “The knife struck upwards and his pockets have been searched.”


  “Evidently he was enticed into the hallway for that purpose,” said Quong Kee.


  Barnard frowned, watching the police examine the knife that protruded from George Melvin’s chest. Then the dope ring, fearing that he would divulge something, had finished him off.


  But that didn’t make sense. They had seemed pleased to let him run loose before, probably as an example—why the sudden fear of his talking? He thought suddenly of the new lie detector mentioned by Remish, and wondered if that instrument could reach even into the mind that George Melvin did not have.


  He stayed close to the police as they made a brief examination, asking a few questions and then closing up their notebooks and leaving. It was clear that they didn’t expect to solve the murder. To them it was routine—another derelict knifed by a neoin fiend.


  The whole thing made Barnard a little sick. He gazed uncomfortably at the corpse. The man had hardly known that he lived, yet—


  His lucky nickel hadn’t brought much luck lately. It seemed to have turned into a Jonah.


  He said nothing until the police had departed and the body had been removed. When he and Quong Kee were alone, he asked:


  “Does Gail know this yet?”


  “No.”


  “She’s the only lead now.” A thought made him uncomfortable. “Quong Kee—do you think she’s in danger.”


  The Chinese shrugged. He looked suddenly ancient, tired. His weary eyes met Barnard’s.


  “Since I’ve been on Mars, I’ve never left this room. Call it cowardice or intelligence, but I dare not expose myself. They haven’t molested me here—my current clientele wouldn’t be disturbed by a few bombs, anyway. And here I am protected—you narrowly escaped death when you entered this room.”


  He ran his hand along the side of his desk. “I could fill this room with the deadliest rays known to military science. I mention this by way of reminding you that you are not in a friendly game. You stand an excellent chance of being killed, or of losing your mind.”


  That shocked Barnard for about one second. But he had no time to be bothered with danger. And the System News Service was all-important.


  “I’ll take the chance,” he said grimly. “Where’s Gail?”


  Quong Kee’s haunted eyes closed momentarily. “She is on the Chicago. She needs somebody now, Ron Barnard. Go to her. I can’t help; I’m an old man and afraid for my life. You are young and strong. There is danger, but go to her. Even if only for your scoop.”


  Something in the old man’s voice was hypnotic. Barnard stared at him. “Where is this Chicago?” he asked.


  “It’s at Main Spaceport, in the public field. If she is not there, use this key and wait for her.”


  Barnard rose slowly. He tried to shake a lump out of his throat, cursing himself for going soft. Sitting here listening to an old man mouth sentiment—he shook his head angrily and glared at Quong Kee.


  “I’ll go,” he said. “But only for the scoop.”


  III


  QUONG KEE’S faintly cynical smile didn’t make him feel any better. Leaving the place, he glared belligerently at the maniac he had fought with. Marching to the spaceport, his feelings intensified so that he forgot to walk slowly, the first rule on Mars, and had to hold his airpac to his nostrils all the way. By the time he found the Chicago, his fingers were stiff from holding the instrument.


  “Damn that living relic of a Quong Kee,” he muttered, changing hands. “Damn everything!”


  So the girl needed him. He growled at the idea of the Chinese putting the girl ahead of the System News Service.


  His sense of humor came through then, and he laughed at himself. Ron Barnard, the hardest hearted reporter in the Solar System, was developing a crush on a girl he hardly knew! He chuckled at his emotions as if they were somebody else’s.


  “If the boys in the city room ever hear of this,” he thought, “they’ll laugh me right off Earth. I’ll have to become a space-beacon keeper.”


  He stood for a minute sizing up the Chicago. Odd, he reflected, how the human mind before space travel had pictured space craft as wingless and cigar shaped. This rugged model, of an almost forgotten vintage, was short and stubby and wide winged. It scarcely looked spaceworthy, but the skies were filled with old craft like this one.


  He used the key Quong Kee had given him and found the ship deserted. The interior was better. He was pleased to find a three-inch layer of Selene between the hulls. The artificial spider silk, closely woven and specially processed, was as tough as any material in existence and it’s insulating qualities couldn’t be matched.


  In the spotless control cabin he found that the instruments were fully modern. The cabin was globular; gyroscopes kept the gravity—if any—under its floor. A glance into other compartments brought a whistle to his lips—the Chicago was crammed with fuel and food. Gail Melvin must have prepared this as a permanent home.


  Two tiny sections were the sleeping quarters of Gail and George Melvin. He poked around them until a feeling of guilt made him stop. He sank into a spongy, bolted-down chair, damning his new-found ethics. He’d straighten out a few things when that female showed up.


  SHE DIDN’T seem surprised to see him.


  She glanced his way casually and started tugging off her heavy coat. A gentlemanly impulse almost had him out of his seat to help her, but he stifled it.


  Her nose was red from the mild summer weather of Mars, and he thought briefly that if his cheeks were a little fuller, she would probably be more or less good looking. As a matter of plain fact, she was too damned skinny. She must spend most of her time worrying about her brother.


  She was taller than he had thought, but still looked slight and helpless. And hopeless as well. Her shoulders drooped a little as she faced him.


  “I saw Quong Kee,” she said.


  “Oh—I’m sorry about your brother.” He hesitated. “Have you any idea who did it?”


  He almost squirmed when she looked at him. The expression in her eyes was not entirely friendly.


  “I have ideas,” she said. “And they’re not nice.”


  Her eyes were dark and smoldering now.


  “They questioned George with a new type of lie detector—Skolssolky or some such name. I wasn’t supposed to know—”


  Barnard’s eyebrows went up. “The police questioned George? Somebody must have found out!”


  Gail dropped her coat over the back of another chair and sat on the chair. She was pale and her eyes were haggard.


  “When I found the police had picked him up,” she said, “I took an espine pill and became en rapport with him.”


  She pressed her slender fingers against her temples. “I’m tired . . . espine isn’t as bad as neoin, of course, but it has a strong reaction. They found out some things from George that I’d never been able to find out.


  “This instrument reaches deeper into the subconscious than anything ever used before. Even so, everything was vague. But George had been on Pluto. Somehow he’d followed the neoin trail there; how, I don’t know.


  “But on Pluto, they did something to him. They took his mind and made him like a new-born child. His brain was perfectly blank. I’ve been teaching him as I’d teach an infant—but he was so slow learning.”


  “Pluto—” Barnard stared. “Then neoin comes from Pluto. Lansfer knows this—”


  He looked at the girl and damned his conscience again. There was a first aid box set into the wall, and he found a bottle of brandy in it. A small black bottle was there. He noted the label—Espine, another outlawed drug the authorities tolerated for emergency purposes. Not habit-forming, but continued use of it would soften the brain and wreck the nerve centers.


  He slammed the cabinet door on the black bottle. She had reason to be tired.


  He made her drink the brandy. She spoke softly, between sips. “When I heard that, I determined to go to Pluto. If something there could take my brother’s intelligence away, we might be able to reverse the process.”


  “Or lose your own,” Barnard murmured.


  “When Quong Kee told me about the—George, it changed all that, of course. There was no need to go to Pluto.”


  “You’ve got your nerve,” Barnard growled. “You speak very calmly about invading Pluto single handed.”


  Definitely, Pluto was no place for her. But he had to be in on the kill. Would Lansfer cooperate?


  “Miss Melvin,” he said, “I’ll have to see the Space Police, find out if they’ll take me with them. I suspect they won’t. So I’m going to cable my boss for money, and if it’s all right with you, I’ll charter this ship—”


  “I’ll be very happy,” she said, “to take you with me to Pluto—so you can get your story.”


  He stared. “But—you mean you still intend to go to Pluto? What possible reason could you have now?”


  SHE REACHED for her coat and dug into the sleeve. Barnard blinked when three of her fingers came out at the shoulder.


  “That hole,” she said, “was made by a bullet. Somebody took a shot at me on the way over here, and I’ve been followed. Evidently they’ve decided I know too much. I’ll never step out that door alive.”


  She indicated a red pane of glass on the instrument panel. “If that glows, they’re approaching the ship. Be ready to give them a warning blast from the rockets.”


  Barnard thought wistfully of the gun he had left in his hotel room. “That means I’m here for keeps, too. But you can’t go to Pluto. I’ll drop you off at another Martian city—or on some other planet that’s on our route.”


  “Did you ever operate a space ship?” she asked.


  “No, but—”


  She shook her head. “Besides, they have agents everywhere. My life isn’t worth a counterfeit milliplatin. So I might just as well go to Pluto.”


  Barnard sprang to life as the detector signal glowed deep red. He leaped to the handles of the rocket jets, prepared to throw out a warning blast.


  There was a pounding on the hull. “Open up, in there! It’s the Space Police!”


  “That’s Lansfer’s voice.” Barnard hesitated at the lock. “That means we’re safe—or does it? Is this ship ready to take off?”


  “Yes—”


  “Then—just on a hunch—get at the control board—”


  He closed the inner door of the lock behind him before he opened the outer. No use silhouetting himself against the lighted interior.


  Lansfer almost lost his poker face. “You! You’ll get into trouble, Barnard, if you’re not careful. What are you doing here?”


  “Guest of Miss Melvin, commander. And you?”


  The officer indicated a paper. Barnard noted that his other hand remained close to his holster.


  “We’re impounding this ship. The Space Police can’t be responsible for old wrecks endangering human life and limb on the spaceways.”


  “Very thoughtful of the Space Police all of a sudden,” said Barnard.


  There were two other patrolmen with Lansfer, he saw. Remish and a red-haired man he knew to be named Grady. His searching eyes picked out several shadowy figures lurking at corners of the field. He looked again at Lansfer.


  “You have our word,” he said, “that this ship is to be used only as living quarters by Miss Melvin.”


  Lansfer stared coolly up at him. “This court order calls for the Chicago to be delivered immediately into the custody of the sheriff and auctioned for scrap. You and Miss Melvin will leave it immediately.”


  Barnard nodded agreeably. “All right, commander. We’ll leave—right now.”


  Lansfer relaxed. He was about two feet below Barnard, the platform being that high from the ground. Barnard reached out carefully with his foot and shoved. The spaceman flew backwards into Grady, and the two of them crashed to the frozen ground.


  Barnard pulled the door swiftly. Lansfer was clawing for his gun and shouting for Remish to stop them. Remish’s gloved fingers fumbled as he drew and the outer door was closed before he fired. Barnard grinned as the bullets bounced off the door. That hull was more than tough enough to handle all the bullets the Space Police could throw at it.


  “Get off the ground, Gail,” he shouted.


  He slammed the inner door of the lock and swayed with the control room globe as the rockets went into action. The ship jumped forward a few feet, balked for a moment. Gail threw a lever that opened the shutters. They saw the three policemen scrambling madly to both sides as the Chicago started roaring down the field.


  They blasted away and left the ground, the police still firing after them. Barnard clung to a bolted-down chair as they lurched wildly. Gail pointed the nose up until the ship would have been hanging from its props, if it had any.


  “That’s all we needed,” said Barnard, sourly. “We’re both outlaws now—fair game for anybody. Our only hope is to break the dope ring. And Lansfer, if we can.”


  She looked distastefully at him. “That would make a good story, wouldn’t it? Daring reporter defies police; smashes neoin ring. Of course, there might be some opposition.”


  “Which way is Pluto?” he asked, changing the subject.


  “I haven’t the faintest idea. Hand me that book—the big one—”


  IV


  BARNARD found that space navigation was more complex than he had thought. He watched in grudging admiration as the girl rejected course after course. Finally she looked up at him and frowned.


  “We have to go sunward—the sun is almost directly between us and Pluto. We can get there fast, and speed is our best bet to evade the Space Police. But it’ll be dangerous.”


  “I’ll take the chance,” said Barnard. “But don’t be reckless with your own life. How many months will it take?”


  “About four days.”


  He stared suspiciously at her. “It took me fourteen days from Earth to Mars. What’s this crate got that the Inner Planets Line hasn’t?”


  She smiled. “For a great reporter, you don’t know much. They could make the Earth-Mars run in a day—but that’s where the danger comes in. If a rock gets in their path, they have to be traveling slow enough for the detectors to find it and change the course. That’s done automatically, but we haven’t powerful enough detectors yet to handle high speeds.”


  “Oh, a job for the instrument makers?” Barnard was beginning to realize his ignorance.


  “You could put it that way. The chance of hitting anything big enough to hurt a space ship is small, of course, but with hundreds of ships in space, there would be a lot of wrecks if they all went as fast as we’re going to go!”


  THEY plunged almost directly into the sun, nose forward to cut down the radiant energy. Gail sat in a sea of charts and tables, calling out instructions to Barnard, who was learning to handle the controls. She kept the rockets blazing, and before many hours had passed they could almost see the sun growing in size.


  In the growing warmth, the reporter dozed off to a restless, nightmarish sleep. He awoke with a start to find himself soggy with perspiration, his bones aching. Gail, hunched over her figures, looked up and grinned impishly.


  “Warm?” she asked. “The cooling units are going full blast. The vision plates are all shuttered, but if you want to look, I’ve swung dark glass into place.”


  She gestured to one of the darkened vision plates, and her fingers slid to a button that opened the shutters. Barnard looked and closed his eyes when he saw the monstrous body that was the sun.


  “I’ve seen enough,” he assured her. “Where are we?”


  “Inside the orbit of Mercury. We’ll be closer before we’re farther away.”


  Barnard studied her. At the most dangerous part of their journey, where space was filled with cosmic debris plunging into the sun, she had lost her hunted look and worked with a graceful nonchalance. She seemed actually to be enjoying the whole thing.


  The murderous forces of radiant energy pounded at and through the heavily insulated hulls. Barnard mopped his sweat-soaked face and waited for the metal of the space ship to ignite. He stared at the girl and wondered how she could be so happy and poised, though she was as bedraggled as he was. Was her mind gone, too?


  He decided so when she told him, much later:


  “Congratulations, Mr. Barnard. Right now you and I are closer to the sun than any other human beings ever have been—” He studied her face.


  She stared through the darkened glass into the inferno. “Except,” she said thoughtfully, “for a few unfortunate expeditions that fell into it.”


  THEN they were starting to recede.


  The Chicago was inside the eccentric orbit of Vulcan, and starting to plunge away from the sun. The tremendous velocity they had been building up was far more powerful than the titanic pull of the sun’s gravitational field. Gradually, the temperature went down to a cool 100 degrees, and the two humans, limp and worn, took turns catnapping.


  Barnard lugged can after can of fuel for the tanks. The motors pounded constantly, building up greater and greater velocity. At timed intervals, Gail took sights of the visible planets to check their speed.


  Their course curved far above the plane of the ecliptic. No passage through the asteroid belt at this speed!


  That was Gail’s main worry. “We’re veering out of the crowded belt, but there’re stray asteroids far from the ecliptic plane. If we pass that region, we’ll be in fairly empty space, and more or less safe, except for the Space Police.”


  Barnard raised his eyebrows. “Space Police? How could they trace us at this speed?”


  “We’re as obvious as a green spaced Venusian in New York,” she told him. “It’s the speed—we’re actually tearing up space. Lanfer’s instruments could pick us out from a hundred million miles. But that’s a lot of room.” She glanced slyly at him. “Now you can write science articles for the Sunday supplements.”


  “Lay off me,” he begged. His questing fingers found a cigarette as the clock ticked over to the hour. Smokes were rationed in space. He lit up and drew smoke into his hungry lungs, then passed the cigarette to Gail.


  “At least,” he said, “I have a job to do on Pluto, which is more than you can say. What are you going there for?”


  She passed the cigarette back.


  “It seemed like a good idea at the time,” she said.


  Barnard stared silently at her. She looked strangely happy, plunging toward God-knew-what evils on far Pluto! He felt suddenly disgusted with the whole affair. They were two fools, defying the Space Police for the right to seek certain death.


  “Gail,” he said, “don’t go through with it. Slow the ship down and get off at the nearest human settlement—one of the Jovian moons, or Titan. I can handle this ship now. My syndicate will pay—”


  The entire universe exploded then. He pounded brutally into the concave walls, whirling end over end as the ship spun madly out of control. His head crashed as the spherical control room escaped its gyroscopes and he fought desperately against crushing blackness. Gail—was she mangled, killed? There was a senseless spinning, and then it was dark . . . dark . . .


  HE FOUGHT his way out of the blackness. Something was searing his throat . . . he coughed in agony and the shock brought him partly to his senses.


  Gail was pouring brandy into him. He saw her by the hard glare of the battery-run light. She was bruised and her coveralls were torn, but she was alive.


  He came to his feet and gripped her arms. “Gail?”


  Then he stopped. Her eyes were pained and misting. She swayed and collapsed in his arms.


  For a moment he was frantic. What to do? He carried her to her room, made her comfortable. Fervently, he hoped no bones were broken. But after a few minutes she opened her eyes and made a face at him.


  “I’m not hurt,” she said dreamily. “Just a sissy. Go and see what happened.” Gratefully, he watched her relax. He rubbed his hands thoughtfully and studied the damage in the control room. The meteor couldn’t have hit very hard—they would have been killed without knowing it. A mere graze!


  He reached out fearfully and cut off the blazing rockets. The vision plates were blackened—no way of knowing which way they were going.


  That was his first job, then—to unshutter the vision plates. He reviewed his knowledge of the mechanism. Evidently the master switch that controlled them all had been short-circuited. The switch was in the very tail of the ship. He crawled through the hold and into the tiny compartment in the tail.


  His pocket flash picked out the switch, > and he made with the screw driver. A few seconds later he looked proudly through the opened plate, feeling like a master mechanic.


  But he didn’t feel so happy when he saw a swifter-moving point of light in the star-filled sky.


  A spaceship was closing in on the Chicago. And goose pimples rose on his arms when he recognized it as the police ship of Commander Lansfer.


  He had to get back to the control room.


  The police ship was coming in at a half mile a second, relative to them. What both ships were doing relative to the system he didn’t know, or care. On his hands and knees in the close cubby, he scrambled around to get back to the control room. But already it was too late.


  Invisible beams of magnetic force leaped into life between the two vessels, as the law ship clamped down with its Duvals. Barnard was pitched heavily forward as the beams seized the Chicago. His head crashed into something hard, and he fell into a relaxed bundle.


  V


  IT WAS COLD, and he was beating his way out of a frozen death. He fought his way up from the floor, a sluggish chill in the marrow of his bones. Frigid . . . and he was sinking back.


  Remembrance shocked him into wakefulness. He stared from the port before his face. The police ship was there, clamped by invisible forces to the Chicago. Dully, he watched the fore rockets blasting for deceleration.


  Deceleration—?


  That brought him to frantic life. Were they nearing Pluto? How long had he been out? And—why was it so cold?


  His teeth and knees still chattering, he wriggled down the narrow passage, pushed his light before him into the room where he had left Gail. He stared wildly.


  She was gone.


  Then the police had come aboard while he was unconscious and taken her aboard their vessel.


  Back in the control room, he stood helplessly for a few seconds, his mind starting to black out again. No power—the ship was leaking its heat into space. His numbed fingers found the right switches. Heat started to seep into the room, and life seemed to flow back into his body.


  But Gail—what of her? His distrust of the solemn-faced Lansfer became suddenly more intense. He had to find out—and he was separated from the police ship by fifty feet that might as well have been miles.


  There was another way. He fumbled in the medicine kit, snatched the black bottle labeled “Espine.” He’d take a pill, even if it killed him in his weakened condition, and use ESP to find out what went on aboard the other vessel. He tore the stopper from the container and turned it upside down over his palm.


  Nothing came out.


  He cursed the empty bottle fervently, because already the only other answer was coming to his mind. He almost tried not to think of it. But this was emergency.


  In one of his pockets he found the tiny packages of neoin he had bought while cultivating the peddlers on Mars.


  There was a tiny pinch of gray powder in the paper he tore open. One gram—a normal dose. Full strength, he was sure—the stuff was seldom cut.


  He hesitated. Even one dose of the drug created a craving for more. He vowed grimly that this first taste would be his last.


  But this made his fight personal. He must destroy the source of neoin in sheer self-defense!


  Before the gray powder was past his tonsils, he knew he had taken too much for a beginner. A fantastic lift, a great self-confidence almost sent his mind out of the world. Grimly he fought to keep down the giddy exhilaration, and let his thoughts search for Lansfer’s ship.


  He had trouble coordinating his thoughts, because of the tendency of his drugged mind to stray. But he caught the control room of the police ship.


  Carefully, he kept away from the minds of the four people there. There was an added lift when he perceived Gail, small and defiant, facing Commander Lansfer.


  It was Barnard’s first experience in extra-sensory perception. With all the power of his will, he focussed his thoughts on the scene. Gail was speaking.


  “I tell you,” she said, “the reporter is on Earth. He said something about having a big lead. I took the ship into Earth’s atmosphere and he bailed out in a parachute. I was glad to be rid of him.”


  BARNARD hoped that what she said was entirely untrue.


  “You say—” Lansfer’s face was without expression—“that he forced you to do this?”


  “I said no such thing,” Gail told him. “And if you’re going to twist my statements, I’ll say nothing more.”


  Lansfer’s palm flicked out and Gail’s head reeled. A vivid patch of red appeared on her cheek. Barnard’s fingers tightened around the spongy arms of his chair.


  The commander turned swiftly to Remish and Grady. None of the officers noticed—but Barnard did—that Gail’s fingers were sliding along the control board.


  “Barnard is aboard that ship,” Lansfer snapped. “You two couldn’t have searched very thoroughly. This girl is lying—she couldn’t possibly have slowed down enough to let Barnard ’chute to Earth, and still have come this far.”


  Remish looked uncertain. “Commander—you’re the boss here, but—”


  “But what?” Lansfer barked.


  Remish’s eyes darted briefly to where the red welts stood out on Gail’s cheek. He licked his lips and for a second his gaze met Grady’s. For a moment he hesitated, then faced Lansfer again. He shrugged briefly.


  “Never mind,” he said. “We’ll talk it over at headquarters later.”


  Lansfer lost some of his poise. He glared at the two patrolmen. “You two get back to the Chicago. Find Barnard and bring him to me!”


  Barnard saw Gail’s hand hovering over the tiny bar. Suddenly he was shocked, he realized that the bar controlled the Duvals—the magnetic beams that pinned the two ships together. Then she had felt his presence and was waiting for a signal from him. He shouted the thought:


  “No!”


  Swiftly she disobeyed him, and twisted the bar. In almost the same instant she snatched the gun from Lansfer’s holster. She backed away a step and leveled it at the officer.


  “Turn this ship around,” she ordered. “We’re going back to Mars.”


  Lansfer’s narrowed eyes peered at the control board where she had disconnected the grapples. He turned to the girl. His voice was flat, sullen.


  “Give me that gun.”


  “No.” She backed away another step and he followed, hand reaching. Her face became paler. Lansfer stopped and stared into her eyes. His eyes were compelling, hypnotic. She stood motionless and tried to shake the effect. Lansfer moved a step closer.


  Remish’s hand gently removed the gun from her fingers.


  Barnard swore disgustedly. Why had Gail cut the grapples? She must have some fool idea that he could beat the police to Pluto, win out on his own.


  Maybe he could. There were only two little difficulties involved. First, he didn’t know where Pluto was, or how to find it. Second—the planet was Earth-size, and where on its millions of square miles of surface was whatever he wanted?


  The second problem was partly solved. From Lansfer’s mind he had a vague picture of a vast white sea, trapped in a ring of white mountains that knifed into a black sky.


  From Lansfer’s mind—!


  Even in his neoin jag, a jolt came to him. How did Lansfer know that? Frantically, his thoughts speared back to the police ship. But it was too far now—only confused fragments came.


  But one image brought him to his feet, sobered and fearful for Gail’s safety. Wildly he searched space for the magenta blasts of the police ship’s rockets.


  Because his extra-sensory perception brought one clear image. In Lansfer’s pocket he had perceived the ancient twentieth century coin he had given to George Melvin.


  VI


  HIS FEVERED eyes studied the vision plate. Pluto—since they had been pointing toward it, must be ahead. He held his hand over a button, and cross hairs appeared on the plate. At the junction of the hairs was nothing.


  But he found a grayish blob larger than the others at the edge of the plate. Experimentally, he turned in the rockets and headed for it. It moved steadily to the right, so it must be the planet.


  Several hours later he was circling Pluto, searching grimly for the landmarks. A coating of frozen air covered everything—Pluto’s last snow. Luck was with him, for he had only half-circled the globe when he saw what he wanted. There was no mistaking the scene. His pulse leaped as he dived inexpertly down.


  Down past the snow sheathed peaks, into a great snow filled valley. He leveled off over the plain and brought his vessel to the surface in the thin solar illumination. He didn’t know that landing on an airless planet was a feat for an expert pilot; neither did he realize that he was landing with blazing rocket jets on frozen air. But the luck of beginners was with him. He plowed a mile through the icy crust and jolted to a stop.


  In his wake vast masses of freshly vaporized air clouded the valley and started to freeze again. Barnard’s eyebrows lifted when he looked out.


  “A snowstorm,” he marveled.


  He glared at the mountain wall a hundred yards distant. There was a structure there, of human origin. A squat building from around which the snow had been cleared.


  George Melvin’s space suit was too short for him, but he worked into it. Over the boots he fitted snow shoes. There was no sign of life from the shack, so he went out the lock and started trudging the hundred yards.


  Inside the space suit, his footsteps were distant crunchings—eerie misfits in this noiseless dead world! Still there was no indication of life from the building ahead. He noted that it was flush against the cliff wall. Was there a cave behind?


  A sudden craving for neoin filled him. He cursed and went forward more grimly. If this was the source of the drug, he must destroy it.


  The door was unlocked. He hesitated, then stepped inside cautiously. He glanced back once. The snow was still falling.


  His light revealed a small room. It was bare, except for a few tins of food and some motor parts. He frowned, wondering. Had he stumbled onto an innocent government post?


  There was a door leading back. Then his guess was right—this was a cave. He tried the door. It opened smoothly; and he followed his light in.


  There was a corridor. He paused for a moment, an instinctive fear bringing cold goose pimples. Something was here—something terribly alien, and terribly deadly. He waited, his heart pounding viciously.


  But nothing happened. Slowly he moved forward. On his right was a door. He reached to open it, but a strange reluctance made him leave it for the time being and continue on. The corridor ended in stairs, going down.


  He started down, his knees weak. Before he reached the bottom, he saw what was below, the floor of the great underground room was covered with a gray powder.


  Neoin!


  VII


  KNEE DEEP in it, he stared at the tons of the deathly drug piled around him. This was it! The cache from which misery and nightmare death was dispensed to the human race! But what was its origin?


  One huge heap of the gray dust rose half way to the twenty-foot ceiling of the crypt. His eyes caught the tiny disturbance at the peak of the pile, and followed a thin stream of the falling dust to the ceiling.


  The neoin came from above, then. And the door he had passed in the corridor above must lead to the place where the drug was formed. He plodded back up the stairs.


  Before the door he stopped, that chill fear again speeding his pulse. A racial fear of something not human, not of Earth, palsied him. He wanted a dose of neoin—His curse broke the spell and he flung the door open. He was inside, poking his flash into the distant corners of the huge cave. It must be two hundred yards to the far wall. The roof was fifty feet above. On the sloping floor was a film of neoin dust.


  In a corner was a rocket motor, turning senselessly. It served no apparent purpose. But he backed away.


  “Nothing here,” he murmured. Still the feel of alien life persisted. Suddenly in an unreasoning panic, he whirled for the door.


  And felt himself hurled back.


  Cold, slimy fingers seemed to be feeling inside his brain. He struck out at empty space, his involuntary scream pounding in his ears. The questing feeler went deeper into him and he staggered helplessly back until he rested against the cave wall.


  A chaotic jumble of thoughts whirled in his semi-consciousness. He felt that he was George Melvin, who had stowed aboard a ship belonging to a hard faced police officer.


  Ron Barnard fought back with a defiant blast of his will and for a moment the creeping things stopped. He was suddenly sober, for he knew that this was where George Melvin had lost his mind. These creatures—whatever they were—possessed all of George’s thoughts.


  And those thoughts included Lansfer. Lansfer was the man behind the neoin organization.


  The things were back. He stiffened his knees, made himself rigid against the wall. Sharp pain lanced through his temples as the weird struggle continued. Desperately he fought the hungry tentacles that wiggled into his thought centers.


  One after another, he forced back the alien thrusts. But each time, the creatures took something with them . . . some part of him.


  He was losing. Soon he would be another George Melvin . . . a drooling idiot. Already he was slipping. The feelers pushed themselves inexorably in. He noticed vaguely that his light was gone—somehow he knew that they had drained the juice from his battery. In the dark he stood swaying, waiting for the end.


  Suddenly he was aware that it was light. He gazed dully toward its source, saw that a silver-helmeted figure was approaching.


  Lansfer. The officer’s hard face relaxed a little in a short chuckle.


  “So you’ve found my secret, Ron Barnard. And you’re wishing you hadn’t—if you still have the wits to wish.”


  His eyes behind the faceplate were mocking. “My little friends were hungry. They aren’t of this solar system, Barnard—they’re true energy creatures, barely visible if you have good eyes. I was attacked by them while alone in a patrol ship—fortunate for me that I found out in time that silver renders them inert.”


  Barnard’s slow moving mind noted the silver covering over Lansfer’s helmet. He found himself on his knees, clutching unintelligently at the neoin dust on the floor. The struggle in his mind had died out, as if the creatures had retreated unwillingly before the silver.


  “I brought them to this cave,” Lansfer went on. “You see the rocket motor in the corner—they live on energy and for the cost of a little fuel I get neoin by the ton! Neoin is the waste product of their life cycle! Matter from energy—with living machines!”


  The officer motioned toward the door. His stubby gun was in his hand. “You’ll come back here, Barnard. A human mind is a rare treat for my helpers. But get out now and let your girl friend see what’s happened to you. The two of you forced my hand. Now I’ll have to get rid of Remish and Grady. It’s time for action—my days as a policeman are over.”


  His eyes were hungry. “I have gold here, Barnard. And platinum and radium. Neoin has made me rich. The next step is power—I have enough to buy Mars and Venus, and next I’ll bring neoin to Earth. In a few years I’ll be running the solar system. Wouldn’t you like to print that?”


  Dully, Barnard preceded him out. His brain was slow responding, as if he were drugged. Permanently drugged. But his will seemed left, as if the energy creatures had been eating away the pillars of his driving force when they could not beat it down directly.


  “Silver in the door,” said Lansfer, closing it behind him. “They can’t escape. Keep moving.”


  Back in the shack, Lansfer motioned him to a corner and peered out. More snow was falling and three space suited figures were coming through it. Lansfer touched a switch and machinery began to throb. The room filled swiftly with air and warmth, and Lansfer removed his helmet and struggled out of his space suit. Gun in hand, he stood facing the double doors.


  Barnard’s gloved fingers were clenched. He gazed dully at his right palm, saw it filled with neoin he had unwittingly scooped up when he had clawed wildly in the cave of the energy creatures. He felt the craving coming back as he stared at it.


  Gail came through the lock, followed closely by Remish and Grady. They stopped when they saw the gun in Lansfer’s hand.


  “What happens, chief?” demanded Remish. His hand was near his own holster. “And what is this place?”


  “First, drop your guns,” Lansfer instructed. “Then take off your space gear.”


  The two patrolmen unbuckled their belts. Gail stared at Barnard.


  “Ron—they’ve done it to you!” There was a sob in her voice. “I should never have got you into this—”


  Barnard’s eyes focussed stupidly on the girl. His thoughts came slowly. But the energy creatures had not finished their work—he was marshaling the mind power he had left, and a sullen anger was growing in him. With the slyness that often belongs to simple minded people, his gaze went to the handful of neoin, then to Lansfer, measuring the distance. Eight . . . ten feet. He pretended to stagger, came a little closer.


  Lansfer chuckled contemptfully.


  Gail was at his side. He reached out as if to push her away, and the same motion his hand shot out, releasing the neoin squarely into Lansfer’s face.


  IN THAT split second, Lansfer’s eyes widened in horror. His hands streaked to his face to keep the gray death from his lips and nostrils. Remish was across the room, batting the gun from his hands.


  While Lansfer still dashed the neoin away from him, Remish and Grady had guns trained on him.


  “Now,” said Grady, grimly, “what’s this all about, Barnard?”


  Barnard told them haltingly. He still had sense enough to realize that his I. Q. was down about fifty per cent. His career as the top reporter of the system was done . . . all he had left was a grim determination.


  He picked up the silver helmet, fitted it over his head.


  “Ron—?” Gail’s eyes were shocked. “What are you going to do?”


  He turned silently, and they followed him to the door of the cave. He turned to Remish.


  “I’m going back in there,” he said.


  “No!” Gail clutched at his arms. “Don’t, Ron——you’ll be George all over again, and I couldn’t stand that—”


  He bent down and kissed her, then pushed her gently aside. He looked at Remish.


  The policeman hesitated.


  “You owe me this much,” said Barnard.


  “You’re putting me on a spot,” Remish growled. “But go ahead, if you must.”


  As Barnard started to close the door behind him, he was thrown to the floor by Lansfer’s sudden rush. The hard faced policeman threw a bolt over the door, then dived on Barnard, clutching for the helmet.


  The reporter fought back instinctively. His feet went into Lansfer as the other dived on him. He rose as far as his knees and delivered short solid punches to the body as Lansfer clawed desperately for the silver band.


  Suddenly Lansfer stiffened with an expression of utter horror and fell away.


  For a minute Barnard watched, building up his own strength. Then he tore the helmet from his head, hurled it far from him.


  “Come on, you devils,” he growled. “I want my mind back.”


  When Barnard dragged Lansfer out of the cave, his eyes were bright, and a happy grin was on his face. The first thing he saw was Gail, utterly miserable against a wall of the corridor. The first thing he did was kiss her amazed face.


  “You’re the boss now,” he told the equally amazed Remish. “If you’ll take a suggestion, let’s find Lansfer’s hoard and throw all the silver coins into that cave. That should put an end to the energy creatures.”


  Remish looked distastefully at the drooling thing that had been Lansfer and holstered his gun. He nodded.


  “And we’ll bring the rest of his treasure back to civilization. We can use it to rehabilitate neoin addicts.”


  He looked hopefully at Barnard. “When you print this, you won’t be too hard on the Space Police? We could use some favorable publicity—”


  Barnard was whispering to Gail. Both were grinning widely. Barnard turned his grin to Remish.


  “We love the Space Police,” he assured the officer. “Now, as the highest official on this planet, you have the power to marry people. If you’ll hurry up, we’ll be starting back to Earth on our honeymoon.”


  He was suddenly thoughtful. “And maybe to do a column or two for the System News Service!”


  PIPELINE TO PLUTO


  Murray Leinster


  It was true that freight was put in the Pipeline’s ships on Earth and practically simultaneously freight was taken out on Pluto. But—a fact many dupes didn’t understand—it didn’t make an instantaneous trip.


  Far, far out on Pluto, where the sun is only a very bright star and a frozen, airless globe circles in emptiness; far out on Pluto, there was motion. The perpetual faint starlight was abruptly broken. Yellow lights shone suddenly in a circle, and men in spacesuits waddled to a space tug—absurdly marked Betsy-Anne in huge white letters. They climbed up its side and went in the airlock. Presently a faint, jetting glow appeared below its drivetubes. It flared suddenly and the tug lifted, to hover expertly a brief distance above what seemed an unmarred held of frozen atmosphere. But that field heaved and broke. The nose of a Pipeline carrier appeared in the center of a cruciform opening. It thrust through. It stood half its length above the surface of the dead and lifeless planet. The tug drifted above it. Its grapnel dropped down, jetted minute flames, and engaged in the monster towring at the carrier’s bow.


  The tug’s drivetubes flared luridly. The carrier heaved abruptly up out of its hidingplace and plunged for the heavens behind the tug. It had a huge classmark and number painted on its side, which was barely visible as it whisked out of sight. It went on up at four gravities acceleration, while the spacetug lined out on the most precise of courses and drove fiercely for emptiness.


  A long, long time later, when Pluto was barely a pallid disk behind, the tug cast off. The carrier went on, sunward. Its ringed nose pointed unwaveringly to the sun toward which it would drift for years. It was one of a long, long line of carriers drifting through space, a day apart in time but millions of miles apart in distance. They would go on until a tug from Earth came out and grappled them, and towed them in to their actual home planet.


  But the Betsy-Anne, of Pluto, did not pause for contemplation of the two-billion-mile-long line of orecarriers taking the metal of Pluto back to Earth. It darted off from the line its late tow now followed. Its radio-locator beam flickered invisibly in emptiness. Presently its course changed. It turned about. It braked violently, going up to six gravities deceleration for as long as half a minute at a time. Presently it came to rest and there floated toward it an object from Earth, a carrier with great white numerals on its sides. It had been hauled off Earth and flung into an orbit which would fetch it out to Pluto. The Betsy-Anne’s grapnel floated toward it and jetted tiny sparks until the towring was engaged. Then the tug and its new tow from Earth started back to Pluto.


  There were two long lines of white-numbered carriers floating sedately through space. One line drifted tranquilly in to Earth. One drifted no less tranquilly out past the orbits of six planets to reach the closed-in, underground colony of the mines on Pluto.


  Together they made up the Pipeline.


  The evening Moon-rocket took off over to the north and went straight up to the zenith. Its blue-white rocket-flare changed color as it fell behind, until the tail-end was a deep, rich crimson. The Pipeline docks were silent, now, but opposite the yard the row of flimsy eating and drinking-places rattled and thuttered to themselves from the lower-than-sound vibrations of the Moon-ship.


  There was a youngish, battered man named Hill in the Pluto Bar, opposite the docks. He paid no attention to the Moon-rocket, but he looked up sharply as a man came out of the Pipeline gate and came across the street toward the bar. But Hill was staring at his drink when the door opened and the man from the dock looked the small dive over. Besides Hill—who looked definitely tough, and as if he had but recently recovered from a ravaging illness—there was only the bartender, a catawheel-truck driver and his girl having a drink together, and another man at a table by himself and fidgeting nervously as if he were waiting for someone. Hill’s eyes flickered again to the man in the door. He looked suspicious. But then he looked back at his glass.


  The other man came in and went to the bar.


  “Evenin’, Mr. Crowder,” said the bartender.


  Hill’s eyes darted up, and down again. The bartender reached below the bar, filled a glass, and slid it across the mahogany.


  “Evenin’,” said Crowder curtly. He looked deliberately at the fidgety man. He seemed to note that the fidgety man was alone. He gave no sign of recognition, but his features pinched a little, as some men’s do when they feel a little, crawling unease. But there was nothing wrong except that the fidgety man seemed to be upset because he was waiting for someone who hadn’t come.


  Crowder sat down in a booth, alone. Hill waited a moment, looked sharply about him, and then stood up. He crossed purposefully to the booth in which Crowder sat.


  “I’m lookin’ for a fella named Crowder,” he said huskily. “That’s you, ain’t it?”


  Crowder looked at him, his face instantly masklike. Hill’s looks matched his voice. There was a scar under one eye. He had a cauliflower ear. He looked battered, and hard-boiled—and as if he had just recovered from some serious injury or illness. His skin was reddened in odd patches.


  “My name is Crowder,” said Crowder suspiciously. “What is it?”


  Hill sat down opposite him.


  “My name’s Hill,” he said in the same husky voice. “There was a guy who was gonna come here tonight. He’d fixed it up to be stowed away on a Pipeline carrier to Pluto. I bought ’im off. I bought his chance. I came here to take his place.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Crowder coldly.


  But he did. Hill could see that he did. His stomach-muscles knotted. He was uneasy. Hill’s gaze grew scornful.


  “You’re the night super of th’ Pipeline yards, ain’t you?” he demanded truculently.


  Crowder’s face stayed masklike. Hill looked tough. He looked like the sort of yegg who’d get into trouble with the police because he’d never think things out ahead. He knew it, and he didn’t care. Because he had gotten in trouble—often—because he didn’t think things out ahead. But he wasn’t that way tonight. He’d planned tonight in detail.


  “Sure I’m the night-superintendent of the Pipeline yards,” said Crowder shortly. “I came over for a drink. I’m going back. But I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  Hill’s eyes grew hard.


  “Listen, fella,” he said truculently—but he had been really ill, and the signs of it were plain—“they’re payin’ five hundred credits a day in the mines out on Pluto, ain’t they? A guy works a year out there, he comes.back rich, don’t he?”


  “Sure!” said Crowder. “The wages got set by law when it cost a lot to ship supplies out. Before the Pipeline got going.”


  “An’ they ain’t got enough guys to work, have they?”


  “There’s a shortage,” agreed Crowder coldly. “Everybody knows it. The liners get fifty thousand credits for a one-way passage, and it takes six months for the trip.”


  Hill nodded, truculently, “I wanna get out to Pluto,” he said huskily. “See? They don’t ask too many questions about a guy when he turns up out there. But the spaceliners, they do, an’ they want too many credits. So I wanna go out in a carrier by Pipeline. See?”


  Hill downed his drink and stood up.


  “There’s a law,” he said uncompromisingly, “that says the Pipeline can’t carry passengers or mail. The spacelines jammed that through. Politics.”


  “Maybe,” said Hill pugnaciously, “but you promised to let a guy stow away on the carrier tonight. He told me about it. I paid him off. He sold me his place. I’m takin’ it, See?”


  “I’m night superintendent at the yards,” Crowder told him. “If there are arrangements for stowaways, I don’t know about them. You’re talking to the wrong man.”


  He abruptly left the table. He walked across the room to the fidgety man, who seemed more and more uneasy because somebody hadn’t turned up. Crowder’s eyes were viciously angry when he bent over the fidgety man.


  “Look here, Moore!” he said savagely, in a low tone. “That guy is on! He says he paid your passenger to let him take his place. That’s why your man hasn’t showed up. You picked him out and he sold his place to this guy. So I’m leaving it right in your lap! I can lie myself clear. They couldn’t get any evidence back, anyhow. Not for years yet. But what he told me is straight, he’s got to go or he’ll shoot off his mouth! So it’s in your lap!”


  The eyes of Moore—the fidgety man—had a hunted look in them. He swallowed as if his mouth were dry. But he nodded.


  Crowder went out. Hill scowled after him. After a moment he came over to Moore.


  “Lookahere,” he said huskily. “I wanna know somethin’. That guy’s night super for Pipeline, ain’t he?”


  Moore nodded. He licked his lips.


  “Lissen!” said Hill angrily. “there’s a Pipeline carrier leaves here every day for Pluto, an’ one comes in from Pluto every day. It’s just like gettin’ on a ’copter an’ goin’ from one town to another on the Pipeline, ain’t it?”


  Moore nodded again—this time almost unnoticeably.


  “That’s what a guy told me,” said Hill pugnaciously. “He said he’d got it all fixed up to stow away on a carrier-load of grub. He said he’d paid fifteen hundred credits to have it fixed up. He was gonna leave tonight. I paid him off to let me take his place. Now this guy Crowder tells me I’m crazy!”


  “I . . . wouldn’t know anything about it,” said Moore, hesitantly. “I know Crowder, but that’s all.” Hill growled to himself. He doubled up his fist and looked at it. It was a capable fist. There were scars on it as proof that things had been hit with it.


  “O.K.!” said Hill. “I guess that guy kidded me. He done me outta plenty credits. I know where to find him. He’s goin’ to a hospital!” He stirred, scowling.


  “W-wait a minute,” said Moore. “It seems to me I heard something, once—”


  Carriers drifted on through space. They were motorless, save for the tiny drives for the gyros in their noses. They were a hundred feet long, and twenty feet thick, and some of them contained foodstuffs in air-sealed containers—because everything will freeze, in space, but even ice will evaporate in a vacuum. Some carried drums of rocket fuel for the tugs and heaters and the generators for the mines on Pluto. Some contained tools and books and visiphone records and caviar and explosives and glue and cosmetics for the women on Pluto. But all of them drifted slowly, leisurely, unhurriedly, upon their two-billion-mile journey.


  They were the Pipeline. You put a carrier into the line at Earth, headed out to Pluto. The same day you took a carrier out of space at the end of the line, at Pluto. You put one into the Earth-bound line, on Pluto. You took one out of space the same day, on Earth. There was continuous traffic between the two planets, with daily arrivals and departures from each. But passenger-traffic between Earth and Pluto went by space liners, at a fare of fifty thousand credits for the trip. Because even the liners took six months for the journey, and the Pipeline carriers—well, there were over twelve hundred of them in each line going each way, a day apart in time and millions of miles apart in space. They were very lonely, those long cylinders with their white-painted numbers on their sides. The stars were the only eyes to look upon the while they traveled, and it took three years to drift from one end of the pipeline to the other.


  But nevertheless there were daily arrivals and departures on the Pipeline, and there was continuous traffic between the two planets.


  Moore turned away from the pay-visiphone, into which he had talked in a confidential murmur while the screen remained blank. The pugnacious, battered Hill scowled impatiently behind him.


  “I’m not sure,” said Moore uneasily. “I talked to somebody I thought might know something, but they’re cagey. They’d lose their jobs and maybe get in worse trouble if anybody finds out they’re smuggling stowaways to Pluto. Y’see, the space lines have a big pull in politics. They’ve got it fixed so the Pipeline can’t haul anything but freight. If people could travel by Pipeline, the space liners ’ud go broke. So they watch close.” He looked uneasy as he spoke. His eyes watched Hill almost alarmedly. But Hill said sourly: “O.K.! I’m gonna find the guy that sold me his place, an’ I’m gonna write a message on him with a blowtorch. The docs’ll have fun readin’ him, an’ why lie’s in the hospital!”


  Moore swallowed.


  “Who was it? I’ve heard something—”


  Hill bit off the name. Moore swallowed again—as if the name meant something. As if it were right.


  “I . . . I’ll tell you, guy,” said Moore. “It’s none of my business, but I . . . well . . . I might be able to fix things up for you. It’s risky, though, butting in on something that ain’t my business—”


  “How much?” said Hill shortly. “Oh . . . f-five hundred,” said Moore uneasily.


  Hill stared at him. Hard. Then he pulled a roll out of his pocket. He displayed it.


  “I got credits,” he said huskily. “But I’m givin’ you just one hundred of ’em. I’ll give you nine hundred more when I’m all set. That’s twice what you asked for. But that’s all, see? I got a reason to get off Earth, an’ tonight, I’ll pay to manage it. But if I’m double-crossed, somebody gets hurt!” Moore grinned nervously.


  “No double-crossing in this,” he said quickly. “Just . . . well . . . it is ticklish.”


  “Yeah,” said Hill. He waved a battered-knuckled hand. “Get goin’. Tell those guys I’m willin’ to pay. But I get stowed away, or I’ll fix that guy who sold me his place so he’ll tell all he knows! I’m goin’ to Pluto, or else!”


  Moore said cautiously: “M-maybe you’ll have to pay out a little more . . . but not much! But you’ll get there! I’ve heard . . . just heard, you understand . . . that the gang here smuggles a fella into the Pipeline yard and up into the nose of a carrier. They pick out a carrier loaded with grub. Champagne and all that. He can live high on the way, and not worry because out on Pluto they’re so anxious to get a man to work that they’ll square things. They need men bad, out on Pluto! They pay five hundred credits a day!”


  “Yeah,” said Hill grimly. “They need ’em so bad there ain’t no extradition either. I’m int’rested in that, too. Now get goin’ an’ fix me up!”


  The Pipeline was actually a two-billion-mile arrangement of specks in infinity. Each of the specks was a carrier. Each of the carriers was motorless and inert. Each was unlighted. Each was lifeless. But—some of them had contained life when they started.


  The last carrier out from Earth, to be sure, contained nothing but its proper cargo of novelties, rocket fuel, canned goods and plastic base. But in the one beyond that, there was what had been a hopeful stowaway. A man, with his possessions neatly piled about him. He’d been placed up in the nose of the carrier, and he’d waited, mousy-still, until the space tug connected with the tow ring and heaved the carrier out to the beginning of the Pipeline. As a stowaway, he hadn’t wanted to be discovered. The carrier ahead of that—many millions of miles farther out—contained two girls, who had heard that stenographers were highly paid on Pluto, and that there were so few women that a girl might take her pick of husbands. The one just before that had a man and woman in it. There were four men in the carrier beyond them.


  The hundred-foot cylinders drifting out and out and out toward Pluto contained many stowaways. The newest of them still looked quite human. They looked quite tranquil. After all, when a carrier is hauled aloft at four gravities acceleration the air flows out of the bilge-valves very quickly, but the cold comes in more quickly still. None of the stowaways had actually suffocated. They’d frozen so suddenly they probably did not realize what was happening. At sixty thousand feet the temperature is around seventy degrees below zero. At a hundred and twenty thousand feet it’s so cold that figures simply haven’t any meaning. And at four gravities acceleration you reach a hundred and twenty thousand feet before you’ve really grasped the fact that you paid all your money to be flung unprotected into space. So you never quite realize that you’re going on out into a vacuum which will gradually draw every atom of moisture from every tissue of your body.


  But, though there were many stowaways, not one had yet reached Pluto. They would do so in time, of course. But the practice of smuggling stowaways to Pluto had only been in operation for a year and a half. The first of the deluded ones had not quite passed the halfway mark. So the stowaway business should be safe and profitable for at least a year and a half more. Then it would be true that a passenger entered the Pipeline from Earth and a passenger reached Pluto on the same day. But it would not be the same passenger, and there would be other differences. Even then, though, the racket would simply stop being profitable, because there was no extradition either to or from Pluto.


  So the carriers drifting out through emptiness with their stowaways were rather ironic, in a way. There were tragedies within them, and nothing could be done about them. It was ironic that the carriers gave no sign of the freight they bore. They moved quite sedately, quite placidly, with a vast leisure among the stars.


  The battered youngish man said coldly:


  “Well? You fixed it?”


  Moore grinned nervously.


  “Yeah. It’s all fixed. At first they thought you might be an undercover man for the passenger lines,’ trying to catch the Pipeline smuggling passengers so they could get its charter canceled. But they called up the man whose place you took, and it’s straight. He said he gave you his place and told you to see Crowder.”


  Hill said angrily:


  “But he stalled me!”


  Moore licked his lips.


  “You’ll get the picture in a minute. We cross the street and go in the Pipeline yard. You have to slip the guard something. A hundred credits for looking the other way.”


  Hill growled:


  “No more stalling!”


  “No more stalling,” promised Moore. “You go out to Pluto in the next carrier.”


  They went out of the Pluto Bar. They crossed the street, which was thin, black, churned-up mud from the catawheel trucks which hauled away each day’s arrival of freight from Pluto. They moved directly and openly for the gateway. The guard strolled toward them.


  “Slim,” said Moore, grinning nervously, “meet my friend Hill.”


  “Sure!” said the guard.


  He extended his hand, palm up.


  Hull put a hundred-credit note in it.


  “O.K.,” said the guard. “Luck on Pluto, fella.”


  He turned his back. Moore snickered almost hysterically and led the way into the dark recesses of the yard. There was the landing field for the space tugs. There were six empty carriers off to one side. There was one in a loading pit, sunk down on a hydraulic platform until only its nose now showed above-ground. It could be loaded in its accelerating position, that way, and would not need to be upended after reaching maximum weight.


  “Take-off is half an hour before sunrise today,” said Moore jerkily. “You’ll know when it’s coming because the hydraulic platform shoves the carrier up out of the pit. Then you’ll hear the grapnel catching in the tow ring. Then you start. The tug puts you in the Pipeline and hangs around and picks up the other carrier coming back.”


  “That’s speed!” said Hill. “Them scientists are great stuff, huh? I start off in that, an’ before I know it I’m on Pluto!”


  “Yeah,” said Moore. He smirked with a twitching, ghastly effect. “Before you know it. Here’s the door where you go in.”


  Crowder came around the other side of the carrier’s cone-shaped nose. He scowled at Hill, and Hill scowled back.


  “You sounded phony to me,” said Crowder ungraciously. “I wasn’t going to take any chances by admitting anything. Moore told you it’s going to cost you extra?”


  “For what?” demanded Hill, bristling.


  “Because you’ve got to get away fast,” said Crowder evenly. “Because there’s no extradition from Pluto. We’re not in this for our health. Two thousand credits more.”


  Hill snarled:


  “Thief—” Then he said sullenly. “O.K.”


  “And my nine hundred,” said Moore eagerly.


  “Sure,” said Hill, sardonically. He paid. “O.K. now? Whadda I do now?”


  “Go in the door here,” said Crowder. “The cargo’s grub. Get comfortable and lay flat on your back when you feel the carrier coming up to be hitched on for towing. After the acceleration’s over and you’re in the Pipeline, do as you please.”


  “Yeah!” said Moore, giggling nervously. “Do just as you please.” Hill said tonelessly:


  “Right. I’ll start now.”


  He moved with a savage, infuriated swiftness. There was a queer, muffled cracking sound. Then a startled gasp from Moore, a moment’s struggle, and another sharp crack.


  Hill went into the nose of the carrier. He dragged them in. He stayed inside for minutes. He came out and listened, swinging a leather blackjack meditatively. Then he went over to the gate. He called cautiously to the guard.


  “You! Slim! Crowder says come quick—an’ quiet! Somethin’s happened an’ him an’ Moore got their hands full.”


  The guard blinked, and then came quickly. Hill hurried behind him to the loading pit. As the guard called tensely:


  “Hey, Crowder, what’s the matter—”


  Hill swung the blackjack again, with a certain deft precision. The guard collapsed.


  A little later Hill had finished his work. The three men were bound with infinite science. They not only could not escape, they could not even kick. That’s quite a trick—but it can be done if you study the art. And they were not only gagged, but there was tape over their mouths beyond the gag, so that they could not even make a respectable groaning noise. And Hill surveyed the three of them by the light of a candle he had taken from his pocket—as he had taken the rope from about his waist—and said in husky satisfaction:


  “O.K. O.K.! I’m givin’ you fellas some bad news. You’re headin’ out to Pluto.”


  Terror close to madness shone in the three pairs of eyes which fixed frantically upon him. The eyes seemed to threaten to start from their sockets.


  “It ain’t so bad,” said Hill grimly. “Not like you think it is. You’ll get there before you know it. No kidding! You’ll go snakin’ up at four gravities, an’ the air’ll go out. But you won’t die of that. Before you strangle, you’ll freeze—an’.


  SIX TUESDAYS


  Ross Rocklynne


  Not six Tuesdays in as many weeks, but the same Tuesday, repeating itself over and over! Ivan wondered what he’d gotten the universe into—with this crazy time-machine of his!


  I, YOUNG PROFESSOR Ivan Friedman of Barton University, had no particular feeling about Tuesday. I did not love it. I did not hate it. I was totally indifferent to it. It had no virtues that Thursday, or Wednesday, or Sunday, or any other day of the week didn’t have.


  Therefore, why should there have been five Tuesdays that week? Why? Why, I asked myself, as I awoke and fumbled for the phone which had for the fifth consecutive time awakened me at exactly the same minute with the same dissonant jangle?


  It was my friend Sam Yarbrough. For the fifth time in a row, in exactly the same words and tone, he casually asked me what was new.


  “Nothing’s new,” I wanted to scream in his ear. “Sam, you big, blond, grinning, lazy oaf, nothing’s new! That’s the trouble! This is the fifth Tuesday. The phonograph is stuck on Tuesday, and it’s playing us over and over and over and over again!”


  But I didn’t say that. I couldn’t. I yawned instead. I playfully bawled hell out of him for waking me up at 8:00 in the morning. I accused him of being up with the telescope all night, and he admitted it.


  “Got results this time though.” His voice was lazily casual, but I couldn’t fail to detect the undercurrent of excitement. “Guess what, Ivan, boy? I’ve discovered evidence of life on Pluto.”


  “You what?”


  “And,” he added happily, “I want to borrow your time-machine. I’ll be over for breakfast and tell you what’s cookin’.”


  As if I don’t know what’s cookin’, I thought, aghast. I know every word you’re going to say, Sam. Every word, every expression. I know everything I’m going to say. And I can’t change it!


  I hopped out of bed, tripping for the fifth time on my loose pajamas and cussing, and knowing all the while I was living Tuesday over again and somehow it must be the time-machine that had done it. But it couldn’t be the time-machine. It couldn’t. I had invented the time-machine in my spare moments, but it froze my blood even to think of traveling into the future and I hadn’t used it. I’d left time-travel to big Sam Yarbrough. Last week, Sam had gone one hour into the future and then come right back. And the first four of these repeating Tuesdays he had used the time-machine, too, probably moving tens of thousands of years into the future. But certainly that couldn’t affect me. Certainly it couldn’t be the time-machine that had created five identical Tuesdays.


  Identical, I thought? No. No! The first Tuesday, Sam had told me he’d discovered evidences of life on Pluto. The second Tuesday, it had been Neptune. The third, Pluto. The fourth, Neptune. And today, the fifth Tuesday, Pluto again! The Tuesdays alternated between Pluto and Neptune. Why? Why? Crazily, I asked myself the same questions five times in a row, and I came up with not even one-fifth of an answer!


  SAM CAME while I was starting on bacon and eggs. He was a lazy, wryly smiling big man with yellow hair spilling over his head. He was an advertising man during the day and an amateur astronomer at night whenever I could get him permission to use the University’s 100-inch reflector. He stuttered when he was excited, but he seldom let himself get excited, and therefore picked his words slowly.


  The story finally came out. It was an amazing story. It was front-page stuff. But Sam said, “Isn’t much to it, Ivan. Early this morning I saw signals shooting across Pluto. Flashes of light, like code. Sounds like life there, eh? And that’s the reason I want to borrow the time-machine.”


  As if I didn’t know, I thought starkly. Sam, this is the fifth Tuesday. Do you know it’s the fifth Tuesday? Are you caught in the same trap and can’t tell me about it? Is all the rest of the world caught in a circular Tuesday, and are they unable to do anything about it?


  But I couldn’t say that out loud. I had to say what I’d said five times before. “It’s wonderful, Sam! But what has the time-machine to do with it?”


  “Well, it’s because we don’t have spaceships, Ivan. You know what a one-rut mind I’ve got. What to do is find out who—or what—made those signals. Best method is to go into the future where they’ve got interplanetary travel, steal a space-ship, go out to Pluto and then send space-ship and all back to the exact time I saw those flashes. Making allowances for the speed of light, naturally.”


  His blue eyes began to kindle with a growing excitement when I gave him the go-ahead. But he didn’t let it get hold of him. He finished his meal by taking his time. He was a slow thinker and slow talker. Slow—but once he got his mind set, and once his big, muscular body got into motion, he kept on going. He intended to smash right into the future, beg, borrow or steal a space-ship, and find out by hook or crook what was making on Pluto. So we went down to my basement laboratory, and walked into the metal-and-plastic six-foot cubic box which was the time-machine.


  Horribly, I tried to break the circle, to make one move or utter one word which would act like a wedge which would pry open my prison. Unless. I was in the grip of a circular Tuesday. I was going round and round, unmusically. It would never, never stop. My thoughts and my physical actions were discords. My mind couldn’t dictate to my body. I said things and did things I didn’t want to.


  Sam looked around the interior of the time-machine. He rubbed his hands in a slow gesture. “Swell,” he said softly. “Got the new telechron coils in.”


  I added, “And a triple bank of storage cells. Good for several million miles into the future.”


  Sam walked around in the small cabin, touching the shiny machinery. I thought, he’s going to ask me to go with him. He did. And I am going to refuse. I did—but more than anything else I wanted to tell him I would go. No matter that I was deathly scared of the time-machine, although I had invented it. No matter that the very thought of trusting myself to the contraption gave me the shudders. I wanted to go, just to break the circle—and I couldn’t tell him I wanted to go.


  Sam smiled mischievously. “You don’t have to be afraid of this baby, Ivan. But if that’s the way you want it—” He stuck out his hand and I shook it. He smiled lopsidedly. “I’ll probably be back a few seconds after I start—as far as you’re concerned, Ivan. But in case I’m not—” He shrugged. “So long till then, anyway.”


  “So long,” I said hurriedly, and turned to the door of the time-machine. Inwardly I was thinking, Sam, don’t go. This is my fifth Tuesday this week, and there’ll be a trillion more!


  How could I break it? How? Prodded on by the horror of my predicament, not even knowing whether Sam and the rest of humanity shared the predicament, my mind got into motion like a sprinter, taking the hurdles with an amazing, abnormal swiftness. Well, my mind at least was a free agent. How could I free my body?


  And suddenly I had it.


  I was in the time-machine. Sam was already sitting down at the controls, clicking in the master-switch and several graduation tabs. The psycho-board was ready—


  One moment I was standing there, about to shove the door open. The next moment the cosmo burst apart. I was lifted, stretched all out of shape, and then I disintegrated.


  I heard a voice. “Ivan!” Sam was bemusedly slopping a wet cloth in my face. I spluttered. Sam said chidingly, “Crazy! I thought you didn’t want to go. Now you have to go. We’re on the way.”


  I LAY on the floor, gasping. I said, “I didn’t want to. But I had to. I sent the mental command that started the machine ahead.”


  “I suspected that,” said Sam.


  “It was the only thing I could do,” I babbled. Just to hear myself talk, to realize to the full that I wasn’t caught in the Tuesday circle any more, I started to tell him the story. I started way back, telling him things he already knew. How the time-machine had grown out of my discoveries in the field of telesthesia in my parapsychological laboratory at Barton.


  “I know all that,” he said gently. “Telesthesia is the mental force which, as scientifically proved by Dr. Rhine of Duke University, gives some people the clairvoyant power to look into the future—or, better, to use extra-sensory perception. I know all that. The telechron coils amplify the telesthesiac force of the human mind in such a manner that the ship is pushed forward into time by mental command.”


  “But you don’t know—” I said, starting to shake and shiver.


  “Ivan,” he said, “shut up. Hysteria is supposedly a feminine disease . . . That’s better. Now go ahead and tell me what this is all about. Tell me the part I don’t know.” He sat back on his haunches, playing absently with the sloppy rag while I came to a sitting position and told the story—all of it.


  Sam said, “No kiddin’.”


  “It’s true. First you saw flashes of light on Pluto, then Neptune, then Pluto, then Neptune, and today Pluto.”


  Sam said again, shaking a little and paling, “No kiddin’, Ivan.”


  He got up, walked around the little cabin in a daze, looked at the dial that was spinning off the years, pressed his nose to the ports, beyond which a grey obscurity showed, then came back.


  “You must be joking, Ivan,” he said. “You must be kiddin’ the life out of me. It’s a hell of a bad joke.” He waited, but I clamped my lips grimly. He spoke again, and this time it had really hit him. He stuttered, “I n-never saw any fl-flashes on Neptune, Ivan. I don’t remember s-seeing any fl-flashes on Neptune. I only rem-m-m-member one Tuesday! Gee, Ivan, you don’t suppose we’re—” He drew a deep breath and got mad.’“I know they didn’t come from Neptune! Oh, I was observing Neptune, too. But that’s because Neptune and Pluto happen to be on a line with Earth at this time of year. And when I saw the flashes on Pluto I took a look at Neptune to make sure it wasn’t an optical illusion. That’s all.”


  “That’s enough,” I said hollowly. “Every other Tuesday you saw the flashes coming from Neptune and not Pluto. You simply don’t remember the other four Tuesdays. I did remember them . . . Think of it, Sam. The universe has stopped on Tuesday. It won’t move into Wednesday. Everybody on Earth has lived through five Tuesdays. Tomorrow they’ll probably start off another Tuesday. And the day after that—”


  Sam saw the way I was getting and so he offered me a cigarette. We smoked, and Sam stood there calming himself down. His face grew more and more thoughtful. He turned, looked at the dials again. He came back. He shoved me into one of the bolted-down chairs.


  He said grimly, “We’ll polish the various questions off one at a time, at our leisure. For instance, the reason you remember the Tuesdays and I don’t is because you’ve got a telesthesiac mind. You were one of Dr. Rhine’s prize pupils before you came to Barton to open a parapsychological lab. It’s been proved your mind can look into the past and future to some degree. To your subconcious mind, past, present and future are all one. Your subconcious was simply powerful enough to let you remember the other four Tuesdays. And mine wasn’t.”


  “I guess so,” I said weakly.


  “Well, then, buck up. You look sloppy scared. I guess we’ll have to realize time-travel is rotten with paradoxes.”


  “You didn’t look like Superman yourself for awhile,” I muttered. “You were scared yourself . . . Anyway, it isn’t the time-traveling that scares me now. It’s the thought of the universe stuck on one Tuesday.”


  He grabbed me by the arm and dragged me over to the time dial. “Don’t be silly,” he said. “We’re five thousand years into the future. It isn’t the universe that’s stuck on Tuesday, because we’re in the future. It’s us we have to worry about, really. We might not be able to get back to our own time—or if we do go back, we’ll have to land in Tuesday, the fifth Tuesday. And we might wake up in the morning we think is Wednesday, and you’ll reach for the telephone when it rings and—”


  “Auk,” I said, and turned away. Sam hovered over me concernedly, afraid I was going to be sick, and I finally gasped, “No more of that for awhile, Sam.”


  “Okay,” said Sam. But he stubbornly added, “We both have to realize what our problem is. Each of the five Tuesdays calls the Tuesdays in front and back of it a liar. So for us the Tuesdays have to be played over and over again. You and I are really the only ones concerned. So we’ve got to fix it so two Tuesdays in a row tell the same story. Next day will be Wednesday.”


  “Oh, is that all!” I said in mock relief. His lips stretched in a slow grin. “I guess it is easy to say. How to do it is another problem. Meantime, what do you say we swipe us a space-ship—if there are any space-ships to be had?”


  A LITTLE over two hours later, shiptime, Sam and I were flattening our faces against the ports. We were looking out on the spaceship field over which the time-machine hovered.


  “Some city over there,” said Sam, judicially. “Big.”


  I shuddered. “And ugly people.”


  It was now the year 1,100,911 A. D. We had found interplanetary travel at last. It was somewhat discouraging to realize that man of the future would be short, neckless, flat-headed. But let evolution worry about that. We had our own problems, namely how to keep our personal Tuesdays from sticking their evening tails into their morning mouths, like the mythical hoop-snake rolling down hill.


  The people of the future were now looking up at a descending space-ship. They couldn’t see us, of course, since we were extra-dimensional to them.


  We were watching the space-ship greedily. It was a two hundred foot cylinder. It turned longitudinally on its axis as it came down. Amidships, disappearing and returning as the ship revolved, it was a great circular mirror-like spot. It threw out a ranging, tempestuous brilliance. Something to do with the propulsion, we guessed.


  The ship landed. Men, women and children disembarked. Later came some officers with bright blue sequin-studded stars on their squat shoulders.


  We were moving forward slowly in time, which meant Earth was revolving under us. Sam said, “Here goes, Ivan.”


  He hurriedly sat at the controls. Our time-ship changed its direction slightly, and melted straight through the walls of the space-ship. We moved on until the time-machine was enclosed by a glowingly-furnished cabin. My heart bounced once up and once down as Sam pushed the master switch closed. The time-machine dropped two inches to the spongy floor, and we were once more in the normal time-stream.


  We opened the door of the machine, then of the cabin and stuck our heads out into the corridor like second-rate villains. Empty and gloomy, the corridor was. Up ahead was a brilliance. Might be the control room, we thought. We started up the corridor, but nervously.


  We passed a branching corridor, and I almost froze with fright when we heard footsteps and saw three of the men of the future. They stood stock still. Sam didn’t freeze. He dived at them, grabbed two of them with a fierce shout and banged their heads together. The other one burst into a shrill, piping cry and I threw my arms around him in a bear-hug, reached down, grabbed his ankles, turned him upside down and banged his head on the floor several times. Then I dropped him.


  “Can’t leave ’em on the floor,” Sam panted. He turned the little men over, grabbed a couple strange-looking guns from their hips and tossed me one. “I’ll beat it up to the control room—if it is the control room. You tie these babies up, stow ’em in a cabin, and look through the ship to see if there’re anymore.”


  He went loping away, and I went in the other direction. I found a plastic material that looked like it might serve the purpose of adhesive tape and tied the little men up. I went through the rest of the ship, found everything clear, and started back. I discovered the airlock of the ship was still open, played around with the controls until it went soundlessly shut. I felt wonderful. I was a young college professor who hadn’t had an ounce of adventure in his life, and though I suspected I wouldn’t get back from this one alive, it was still good. And I didn’t much care if we didn’t get back alive if we had to go back Tuesday.


  I started back down the corridor, humming crazily, when the ship suddenly shook down its length. It leaped. I was thrown flat on my face. I felt a sensation of tremendous speed, and, groggily, a splinter of terror in my heart, I slogged up the companionway toward the control room.


  But when I got there, Sam was grinning and he was standing behind a little man in a bucket-shaped chair, pressing one of the little tube-like weapons to the back of his flattened down head.


  “Okay!” Sam said engagingly. “We’re all set. This little monkey is the pilot. He tried to pull a fast one by starting the ship off sudden-like, thinking he’d be able to jump me. No go. Ivan, boy, we’re on the way!”


  THE PILOT’S flat eyes glittered at us in humiliated hate. It was a half-hour later. The ship was moving fast, how fast we had no idea. But I’d looked through the rear ports and Earth and Moon were merely indistinguishable points of light in the heavens. We were probably moving thousands of miles a second. Yet we no longer had a sensation of motion, and Sam figured we had an inertialess drive.


  Sam at first had tried to communicate where we wanted to go by means of sounds. He gave that up. Finally he drew a rough, non-scale chart of the Solar System—the Sun surrounded by nine circles. Sam pointed threateningly at the ninth circle. The pilot shrugged his abnormally broad, sequin-studded shoulders, and began to punch tabs. He closely eyed a complex instrument which seemed to consist of innumerable counteracting gyroscopes swinging in strange orbits in a cracking haze.


  He watched a moving dial and when the dial hovered at a certain point, threw a switch. The star-pattern, as seen through the view-plate, changed slightly and the pilot leaned back, folding his arms across his chest disdainfully.


  Sam’s blue eyes glowed. “Ship’s essentially automatic Ivan. They probably don’t even need a crew unless there’re passengers aboard. The gyroscope thing looks like a mass-detector. Each planet has its own individual mass. He simply communicates the desired destination to the ship’s machinery, and off it goes.”


  “He’ll take the first chance he can to trick us, though,” I muttered doubtfully. “If he hasn’t already.”


  It took us two hours to reach the ninth planet. Fast, that ship was! Sam stood fork-legged, entirely lost in the startling beauty of the huge, streaked oblate-spheroid bowling up toward us. “Two hours to Pluto,” he said dazedly. “Four billion miles from the Sun.”


  I was worried. “It doesn’t look like Pluto, Sam.”


  He scoffed. “But who knows what Pluto looks like. It’s too distant. It may be bigger than Earth or smaller. All we know in our time is that it takes about 250 years to go around the Sun and that its orbit is highly elliptical.” He sucked in his breath. A wry smile twisted his face. “Are my eyes deceiving me, Ivan, boy? The darned planet’s got a satellite!”


  A satellite it had, a dark, cold lump of matter swinging on the gravitational arm of the planet. Sam began to stutter. “B-but Pluto hasn’t g-got a satellite, damnit! Look at those red and orange stripes on the equator. The planet looks like Neptune. Not the ninth planet—the eighth! B-but it can’t be!”


  I said cynically, “Pluto, Neptune, Pluto, Neptune, Pluto. Remember? Five Tuesdays, all the same—only different.”


  “How could I forget?” he groaned. “But we have to check. Why would the pilot take us up to the eighth planet instead of the ninth? Suppose you go on back and send the space-ship back to, Tuesday night—our time.”


  I did that. I went back to the cabin where the time-machine was parked, sat down in front of the psycho-board thinking at it. The balloon temporizers thrust out a growing sphere of telesthesia-force from the telechron-coils until it enclosed the ship. I set the pointers, locked the controls, and went forward again.


  The planet below us was spinning like mad. Its gorgeous colors had turned into a brown muddiness. It was turning backward in time at an enormous rate, toward the night of June 2. It took three hours, and then, as the time-machinery clicked off, the planet was suddenly normal again. We instructed the amazed pilot to drop toward the surface.


  By our time, it was the night and the exact time that Sam had seen the flashes of light—the “signals.”


  The ship was bowling leisurely along just above the turgid cloud-banks of the planet. Sam and I were looking tensely down, striving to see the outline of a possible continent. But no, this was undoubtedly Neptune, with an atmosphere thousands of miles thick.


  Sam and I turned our heads toward each other at the same moment. We both knew we were thinking of the same thing, had we come to the same rather insane conclusion.


  Sam said with a wonderful calmness, considering his statement, “Well, Ivan, looks like this is the sixth Tuesday. I’m back on Earth now, looking through a telescope. I’m seeing flashes of light coming from Neptune.”


  “Is that so? Neptune this time, eh?”


  “Un-huh. You see, we’re crossing the Earthward side of this planet now. This ship is turning on its axis at the same time. There’s a big brilliant mirror-like thing on one side of this ship. Probably an energy-exhaust or something. The ‘mirror’ is brilliant enough to be seen on Earth. As the ship turns, the light is cut off momentarily. Then it reappears again. Looks just like coded signals. S-so, I-Ivan, I’m d-down there on Earth loo-looking at the s-s-s-signals this ship we’re in is making!”


  I wobbled and had to sit down. He sat down, too, looking drained. “H-how do you I like that?” he gasped. “I caused the flashes of light, but it was seeing the flashes that caused me to cause them, which caused me—Ouch! That’s one person I don’t want to meet—me, on the sixth Tuesday. I wouldn’t like him.”


  We sat there and looked at each other, speechless. It was the sixth Tuesday. Sam was two places at the same time. He had caused the flashes. What now? Try to explain the inexplicable paradoxes time-travel leads you into? No, thanks.


  I said shakily, “Well, Sam, the sixth Tuesday is calling the fifth Tuesday a liar. Now’s your chance. Remember? It’s up to us.”


  Sam got up and padded softly back and forth, one eye on the pilot. He stopped short, brushing his yellow hair back with worried fingers. Suddenly he whirled, jerked out a finger as if he were nailing an idea down.


  “I think I’ve got it,” he said huskily. “This is the sixth Tuesday. If we let things go on as they are, I—me down on Earth—will give you a ring and tell you I’ve seen signals on Neptune. Then there’ll be a seventh Tuesday. See? Ivan, we’ve got to stop it—now! And it’s simple. We’ll fix it so I see signals come from both planets—on one Tuesday. Now we’ll really go to Pluto!”


  THE ONLY TROUBLE with that decision was that we couldn’t get the pilot to agree that the planet below wasn’t Pluto!


  Naturally, we’d thought he’d tricked us or made a mistake. But his flat, dollar-size eyes matched Sam’s in stubbornness. Whenever Sam pointed at the ninth circle on the chart, the pilot as insistently pointed at the streaked bulk of the planet above whose poisonous atmosphere we were flying.


  “Listen here, you futurian monkey,” Sam said with restraint. “Are you trying to tell me I don’t know my astronomy? Don’t you think I know which is the eighth planet and which is the ninth? I’d wring your neck if you had a neck.”


  I disapproved. “You won’t get anywhere that way. Have you considered that maybe Neptune and Pluto are twin planets? Even the best telescopes don’t give a good view of Pluto. This may actually be Pluto, satellite and all. So tell him we’ll go to Neptune.”


  Sam made a disgusted sound in his throat, jabbed his finger at the eighth circle.


  “It’s no good, though,” he growled. “Something’s screwy. Ten to one we wind up on Pluto anyway.”


  We did, a half-hour later, that same early Tuesday morning. There was no mistaking it. It definitely was Pluto. Neptune has a satellite—Triton. This cold grey barren world had no satellite at all.


  We just looked at it, then at each other, then back at the planet again. There was no comment we could make. When we asked for one planet we were taken to the other. Something was wrong. Something was horribly wrong. But we went ahead with our plan, skimmed the ship a few miles over the surface of the planet, the “signals” automatically flashing out as the ship turned on its axis.


  Down on Earth, Sam would see those signals, and with any luck at all, we’d have created a simple, truthful Tuesday which at midnight would slip right into Wednesday without any fuss. We hoped.


  In our hearts, we knew the mix-up in planets had not been explained, and that, too, we might have left something undone in our efforts to create a Tuesday which would fit into the scheme of things. But we knew of no other solution, and so Sam pointed to the third circle on the chart—Earth—and we went zipping back across the billions of miles.


  I was standing absently behind the pilot’s chair when it happened. Sam and I were careful to keep our tube-weapons handy, because we were both apprehensive of the pilot. We felt he was awaiting his chance. We weren’t wrong. And we would have used our weapons on the little man if we had a chance. We didn’t have that chance. Something seemed to strike the spaceship a violent blow. We staggered back, completely off balance, and slammed against the bulkheads. The pilot must have sent a signal—and the police had jumped us.


  The little man from the future was apparently ready for just that. He whipped out of his seat, used the ship’s motion to throw himself clear across the room at us. Before Sam knew what was going on, the neckless man had wrenched the tube from his hand and pointed it squarely at his heart. I was frozen with horror.


  But frozen not for long. The ship wallowed abruptly, sharply, in the other direction. I plummeted through the air, in the last fraction of a second took advantage of my momentum. I reached, swinging one arm around the little man’s head as I went past. We somersaulted, smashed into the instrument board, then came down in a tangle. I got on top. My fist came down. The little man relaxed with a grunt and was still.


  Sam yelled gleefully, “Socko! Ivan, my boy, I didn’t know you had it in you!” He hauled me to my feet with one mighty motion of his arms. “Let’s s-s-scram!”


  No need to tell me where we should scram to. We burst out of the control room, hurled ourselves down the tipsy corridor. We heard sounds, piping, urgent voices. Far down the corridor a rectangle of light suddenly appeared in the overheads. Through that rectangle a half-dozen green-clad little men of the future dropped, and they saw us first thing. They began running our way, with a quiet certainty that sent chills up my spine.


  It was touch and go. But our legs got us to the door of the cabin where the time-machine was parked a few seconds ahead of them. By the time Sam kicked the door open, though, the advantage was lost. I yelled, fired, missed—and I saw snapping purple fire emanate from one weapon held in a tiny white hand. The purple fire hit me, coiled around me like a rope. A stifling paralysis gripped me.


  Sam picked me up by my belt and literally threw me into the time-machine. My mind hazed. Sank. Blackness enclosed it.


  MY EYES OPENED. I was lying full-length on the cold cement floor of my basement laboratory. Through two small windows I saw the black of night, and a couple stars. To my left was the time-machine. To my right was the open door of the laboratory, and I could see the first steps of the stairs leading up to the hall. I heard Sam dialing the telephone in the hall.


  Suddenly, “Morning News!” said Sam. “I want the time. And the date. And the day . . . I’m sorry, I realize that but—Thanks! . . . June 2nd! Tuesday! But—it’s midnight? Almost midnight—?”


  I was on my feet. I was up the stairs. Sweat was rolling down Sam’s face. He said hoarsely, “Then hold on just a few seconds more. I’ll do anything. I’ll subscribe to your paper, I’ll deliver ’em—You see, it’s this way—It is? IT IS!”


  He fumbled the receiver onto the hook, sat down on the first stair, grinning crookedly.


  I yelled, “Well? What is it!”


  “It’s a little past midnight,” said Sam. “It’s all over. It’s Wednesday. Tuesday just changed into Wednesday. Tuesday is no more. I-Ivan, W-Wednesday w-will always be my favorite d-d-day!”


  Well, it was over. Sam had landed in Tuesday, which had changed over to Wednesday in a natural, normal way. But the main mystery remained. Why had those Tuesdays, metaphorically speaking, had a squabble about Pluto and Neptune at all?


  “We can explain part of it,” I decided. “The first Tuesday you borrowed my time-machine and went into the future—alone—and went through the same run of events you and I later went through together. The pilot took you to Neptune instead of Pluto. Therefore the second you on Earth saw those so-called ‘signals’ coming from Neptune. So you came and borrowed my time-machine on the second Tuesday, went into the future, etcetera, etcetera, and the pilot took you to the wrong planet again. And so on, except that on the fifth Tuesday I accompanied you. It was that pilot’s fault.”


  “Here it comes,” Sam said. “But how did the pilot get Pluto and Neptune mixed up when we definitely asked for them? . . . Say! Wait a minute!” Sam jumped up as if he’d been shot. He clapped his hands over his head and rolled his eyes to heaven. “Oh, man! I’m plumb idiotic. The answer was staring us in the face all the time. Don’t you get it, Ivan? We never did ask for those planets by name. We designated orbits!”


  “But what difference—?”


  “Plenty! It makes plenty of difference. After all, Ivan, that was the future. At the exact time in the future, Neptune was the ninth planet—and Pluto was the eighth.” I said feebly, “It doesn’t make sense. Why should they get mixed up that way?”


  “Mixed up from your viewpoint,” Sam chortled, “but not from the pilot’s. Remember I told you Pluto has a highly elliptical orbit? Well, it’s so elliptical that every few hundred years Pluto dips inside Neptune’s orbit, and it becomes the eighth planet while Neptune becomes the ninth. Pluto had probably been the eighth planet so long the pilot had forgotten it was ever the ninth. Or never knew it!”


  We sat there, breathing deep. The air was Wednesday’s. It tasted good.


  ESCAPE FROM PLUTO


  William Oberfield


  Exiled to Pluto’s harsh wastes, Marcius Kemble listened eagerly to the evil voices planning his triumphant return. But even the Plutonians underestimated the flaming glory to which they sent him.


  MARCIUS KEMBLE STOOD UPON the frozen surface of Pluto and swore aloud. He knew there were none to hear him but, just the same, he shouted into his plastic space helmet until his ears were ringing, cursing all the planets and their diverse inhabitants in order, most of all Earth.


  You see, Marcius Kemble was an example. He was an example to any others, in the year of twenty-two hundred A.D., who would strive to rule the solar system. The planets were independent states and they were to remain that way. For trying to change this, Kemble had been exiled to unexplored Pluto.


  Marcius raised his mailed fist toward the mighty stars and ground out curses against Earth and all those upon it, wishing that he could call upon it the wrath of Heaven and Hell, for it had been the men of Earth who had brought about his ultimate downfall.


  It had been the age-old story of a power-mad tyrant finding out the secret grudges of his subjects and working on them to inspire a frenzy of hate, to maneuver them into a war against unsuspecting neighboring nations. He had gained control of the whole of Mars in this way and had been reaching out for the moon-system of Saturn, when the full force of the Planetary Combine had come against him, scattering his forces.


  The counter offensive had been led by; Earth, and it had been an Earth ship which, after his short-lived escape, had parachuted him to the cold surface of Pluto. Is it any wonder that he should hate them?


  Marcius Kemble looked fearfully around at the bleak, frozen landscape of Pluto, a cold Hell, hardly reached by the light of the sun. Then he began to laugh.


  Marcius laughed into the little plastic world of his helmet and the sound roared back into his own ears, and he laughed louder. Tears streamed down over the contact lenses in his eyes and caused the white mountains to gesticulate and beckon to him.


  He was beginning to see it all very clearly now. It wasn’t his own laughter in his helmet. The white mountains were laughing at him, the stars and sun were laughing, and all the people of all the planets. It was all concentrated into his ears by the curve of his helmet.


  They were spying on him to see what he would do, laughing because he could do nothing, their voices filling his head, asking who he was, what he was going to do now, mocking him. He would show them! Run to the laughing white mountains, cast them into an ocean, crush them beneath his feet! That would put them in their places! Do it now!


  Marcius pulled himself to his feet. He knew that he had been running and had fallen, striking his helmet upon something hard, and that he had been laughing, crying and cursing at the same time. The reverberating blow had shocked him into silence. And he was remembering the words of the doctor who had cared for him, back on Mars.


  The doctor had said, “You have a great mind, Sire, and a very strong will, but there are some flaws, as in all men. If you should know defeat, your only hope will be death. Living, your mind would refuse to give up, beating itself into insanity against a blank wall.”


  Now, Marcius knew what the doctor had meant. There were still the voices in his mind repeating over and over, “Who are you?—Who are you?” almost as if they were mocking the beating of his heart.


  There was something strange about the voices, Marcius thought. It was as if there were some alien intelligence behind them There were two of them, and they seemed to require an answer from him. It was with no great hope that he answered the voices by concentrating upon his name and present predicament.


  THE thoughts of Marcius Kemble did not go unheard. Unknown to the rest of the solar system, Pluto had its inhabitants. To Earth men, these would be very strange beings, not alone in appearance but in composition. Their heads were roughly triangular, widening upward from a pointed chin and resting on thin, yet strong, necks above equally strong and spindly man-like bodies. They were mainly composed of elements which became solid only at very low temperatures.


  Thus it was that one of these beings sat before a radio-like device and perspired in the extreme cold of the room. His long pointed ears were depressed by the weight of a shiny metal cap and his too-large eyes held a look of worried consternation. The reason for his consternation was the thoughts of the ex-dictator of Mars.


  The wearer of the cap shot a series of rapid sounds at the other occupant of the room.


  He said, in effect, “I have received thought emanations from the direction of the great plain, rather garbled. The being is probably a giant from some other world, for his thoughts are alien and he evidently considers it within his power to crush the mountains which house us!”


  The other made a negative gesture with a slender hand. “Don’t you think it is more likely that it is a trick of the enemy to frighten us, Gor? They have tried such things before, you know.”


  Gor was quiet while he peered into the eyepiece of an instrument; then he replied, “We will soon know. Tower Three has made contact, giving us the exact location, and the inquisitors have now gone to work on him.”


  For a while, the two Plutonians busied themselves with their various machines, then Gor spoke again. “You are radiating sorrow, Bakar. What troubles you?” Bakar sighed. “I was thinking of the ancient pictures of Ahndee in the days when its orbit was much nearer the sun.


  and we, the inhabitants of Ahndee, were happy in our beautiful cities.


  “Now, the two remaining great nations hide, one from the other, beneath the mountains, and neither can break the defenses of the other, but still we try. What is the use of it?”


  “Careful, Bakar,” Gor looked sternly at the other. “The Four may have you in the thought beam. You know that The Four lead us along this path because it is the only choice, the path shown in the future machine.


  “In the time you speak of,” Gor went on, “the people were no better off than we of today. Because they did not have the future machine, they had failures. They wandered from the way and their failures turned them back to the course provided by the natural law. Now we know for what we are bound and, if we work toward that end, can know no failures.”


  A strange light came into Bakar’s eyes, but he said nothing.


  Shortly thereafter, a voice drifted into the room. It was a mild voice, but it was also old and wise.


  The voice said, “This is Nel, one of The Four. The being on the plain has been probed and analyzed and has been found to be a creature of the carbon class from the inner worlds. He has sought to deceive us in the manner in which he has deceived his own, but we have seen all.


  “The being is of a race called man and is named Mah Shuss Kem Bil. He is clothed in a type of space armour which embodies an air purifier, good for a period of time long enough to transport him to the fourth planet at half the speed of light, and is protected against cold by electric and tonic stimulants which do not produce heat, but only suspend the sensation of cold. Therefore we may come in contact with him without fear of burns.


  “Since the future machine indicates that he must be sent back into space, and since there is no place for him in our world, he will be disposed of at once. Tower Two will dispatch two ships. The man will be instructed in the operation of one of the ships and sent on his way. The pilots will return in the other ship. That is all.”


  For a long moment, quiet filled the room.


  Gor was uneasy as he said, “Well, Bakar, have you not heard? It is your duty to dispatch the ships. Why do you hesitate?”


  Bakar sprung to his feet, a small weapon clutched in his claw-like hand. “No!” he hissed, “I will not obey the machine. I am going to prove to you, and to all, that it can be wrong. You know of the soft places in the plain, Gor. It is a wonder that the man did not land in one of these, considering that there are more of these than solid ground. But he will weary of waiting for the ships, which he has been informed of, and begin to wander. He cannot go far before he is swallowed up, sinking deeper and deeper. Then we shall see if the future machine is always right!”


  Gor said nothing, but a slight smile came to his lips, a rather ironic one.


  It was much later when Gor again spoke. He turned from his position at the thought receiver and said, “News for you, Bakar. I have just received thought that the man is on his way.”


  Bakar visibly started, and Gor continued, “How many times have you complied with an order from The Four and pressed the button that informs second in command that you had done so? Force of habit caused you to perform it this time, Bakar. The order went on, through second in command.”


  He added softly, “The future machine never lies!”


  MARCIUS KEMBLE stood upon the frozen plain and waited. A satanic smile lighted his face and the cry for revenge was in his heart. He somehow felt that the thoughts had not lied, that they would send the promised ship. Then he would be free again, blasting back to quench his thirst for revenge against the Combine. His face became flushed and the temperature within his suit became perceptibly greater, as he formed his fanatical plans. While he waited, the leaders of the Combine, in his mind, suffered and died a thousand times.


  The coming of the ships was swift. One moment there was nothing; the next, they rested upon the plain before him. Marcius was surprised to note that they were very small, as compared to others he had seen. So much the better, he thought, to elude the space patrol.


  He also marveled at the fact that the creatures coming toward him from the ships were lightly clothed, and that they could speak to him through his mind.


  “Do not fear us,” came the thought. “You must come with us into one of the Craft, to learn of the controls.”


  Inside the ship, Marcius found that “learning of the controls” was much simpler than he had thought it would be.


  He sat in the pilot’s seat, hands on the controls and eyes closed. A thousand times more effective than words, thoughts came to him, and he flew the Plutonian ship through every condition and position that could ever be encountered, even though he never left the place at which the ship had come to rest on the plain. Mental instruction.


  It all ended with Marcius Kemble, condemned dictator of Mars, soaring away from Pluto forever, still enclosed in his space suit because the air within the ship was never meant for the lungs of men, and heading toward earth, toward the fulfillment of his evil plans.


  As the atmosphere of Pluto fell away behind him, Marcius wondered that he felt no acceleration. Then he remembered a faint something which he had detected in the thoughts of his instructor, something about increased momentum being induced into each individual atom, so that each retained its normal position to that of every other.


  But Marcius was not the kind to spend much time on thinking of such complicated matters. Instead, he lapsed into an ecstasy of evil dreams, dreams in which he was again the mighty monarch, this time of Earth.


  AS THE little ship drove on through space, Marcius pictured himself walking in on the members of the Council—he would have gained his rightful place as ruler by then, of course—and chuckled at the expressions he imagined on their faces, mouths hanging open, eyes many times too large, and their heads hanging nearly to their belts.


  Someone was kneeling before him. It was the Martian member and his eyes were tightly closed against the stinging tears while his thin hands were clasped before him, praying to Marcius to have mercy.


  Marcius was about to order them strung end to end and dangled, for the rest of their lives from an over-hanging cliff, when he became aware of his present surroundings with a start. Time to start decelerating.


  Sighing, he reached for the proper lever and pulled it back.


  For a moment, nothing happened. Then the ship seemed to shake itself and Marcius was half lifted from his seat. It couldn’t be! The decelerating force should act equally on his body and the ship. How, then, could he be thrown forward?


  Something bumped lightly against his helmet and drifted on by. Only for a moment did he stare blankly at the little silvery sphere, then the nose of the ship came away with a weird plopping hiss, and he was jerked through the opening by the force of the escaping air.


  In confusion, he tried to swing his body around so that he could see what had happened. He twisted his shoulders around, but his hips turned equally in an opposite direction. To halt one meant to halt the other. He tried kicking his legs back hard, but only succeeded in arching his body and wrenching his back. Desperately, he began kicking and squirming like a mad dancer. Each motion depended upon an equal and opposite motion of his body.


  In the midst of his struggles, his heel struck on something and started him spinning, head over heels. It was the ship. The combined gravities of the ship and his own body had brought them together again, and he was revolving about the heavier object in a close orbit, and he was turning end for end, now.


  Marcius could not feel the motion. It seemed as if the universe were turning about his stationary body, rising at his head and setting at his feet.


  He saw the ship then, but it was no longer a ship. It dawned on him why the Plutonians had never ventured much nearer the sun, and why, after they had known all about him, they had let him go.


  Receding from him, was a perfect sphere of liquid mercury, once the hard hull of a space ship, covered with a thin layer of water that had once been windows, with small pieces of solid material floating on the surface. It was only a natural law that it should revert to this form when deprived of the sub-temperatures of Pluto.


  Yes, Marcius Kemble saw it all now, but too late. He remembered a demonstration he had seen when a child. A man had poured mercury into a mold and cooled it to near absolute zero. When withdrawn from the mold, it had been a little bell that gave a clear tone.


  Why hadn’t he thought of it before? The cold bodies of the Plutonians enabled them to handle such metals as he would handle steel! They made their ships and machines of such things as mercury and ice, and perhaps a few materials unknown to man, but all of a low melting point. Why should they do otherwise, when the extreme cold of Pluto made those things as hard as steel? It was even doubtful if they could produce enough heat to melt steel or even glass, or if they could produce a substance able to retain such fires.


  A hot rage began to boil within him. The Plutonians had known it all along! With their science they could have kept him alive until they had learned how to build a ship that would not melt from the heat of the sun.


  Now, Marcius Kemble’s unretarded speed carried him through the orbit of the earth while it was still many thousands of miles distant. He began to feel the boiling heat of the sun and realized what it would be like when the insulation of his space suit gave way to that awful heat, but he decided that he would never live to suffer it. Better to let the vacuum of space draw his life from him quickly and painlessly.


  Slowly, he reached up to unscrew his helmet. He gave it a slight tug, then twisted with all his might. The helmet did not budge. For a moment he could not think clearly. Then it came to him. The air pressure within the suit was so great, in relation to the vacuum of space, that it bound the threads together with a friction that he could never hope to overcome!


  With fear-filled eyes, he watched the hot disk of the sun expand around him as he fell toward it.


  The system would soon be rid of Marcius Kemble.


  THE RUNNING OF THE ZAR


  Vaseleos Garson


  Big Joe Stevens asked only two things of Rick Briggs—guts and loyalty. But a man planning to rob the tree-folk of Pluto is in no position to demand anything.


  A MAN,” BIG JOE STEVENS said, “needs two things to lick this planet. Guts and a friend.” He put his big hands on Rick Briggs’ shoulders, staring down at the smaller man, his soft brown eyes searching.


  “I know you’ve got guts. But can you be my friend?”


  Rick Briggs’ dark eyes narrowed. They swept the big man from his thick zar-leather boots to the tip of his red-thatched head.


  Stevens had come to him, drawn by the many stories of the slim dark spaceman’s lightning reflexes.


  “I need your speed,” Stevens said. “It’ll pay well if you will come in with me. Half the take oh 200 pounds of almost pure resilium—and you know the quoted price. A hundred thousand credits per ounce.”


  Two hundred pounds of resilium at a hundred thousand credits per ounce!


  Rick Briggs’ stared at the big man. “For that much I’d share my bed with the devil.”


  Stevens grinned then, and held out a huge hand, clasping Briggs’ small lean one, setting the agreement.


  That had happened three months ago.


  Now, Stevens lay sprawled in a gully, his body crushed and mashed to a pulp by the atmosphere of the outermost planet, Pluto.


  He was dead because Briggs had used his heat-ray pistol to burn a hole in Stevens’ armor to let in the pressure while the big man trudged ahead of him, carrying the resilium on his broad back.


  Now Briggs lay in his own sweat-drenched armor, the big block of ore beside him. He stared across another gully at Stevens’ ship.


  Only forty feet straight across to safety and wealth. But the gully was fifty feet deep with almost sheer sides.


  STEVENS spared no expense in equipping his ship for the jump from Neptune to Pluto. It was a sleek fifty-foot job, overpowered with an atomic engine built for the swift two-hundred foot four-man space patrols.


  “That’s a big power plant for such a little ship,” Briggs said when Stevens showed him through the little vessel.


  Stevens unleashed one of his frequent grins. “I like speed and power to spare when I hit the space lanes. I’ve dodged meteors with the Princess just because she had that reserve of power.


  “I picked you, Rick, because I figured you were like the Princess. She’s little, but she’s got more snap and guts than ships four times her size.”


  Briggs shrugged. You almost had to like a guy like Stevens, even if he was so clumsy he was always barging into things and smashing them up.


  Stevens had personality plus, and the mechanics and merchants in Neptune City jumped to help him in servicing the ship. Yes, Briggs decided, you could almost fall in love with a guy like Stevens—if you didn’t think that two hundred pounds of resilium was just twice as much as one hundred pounds.


  It was Briggs’ luck and just too bad for Stevens that the big blond had selected him for his partner in the undertaking. With the pay for one hundred pounds of resilium, you could buy almost anything in the universe. But, with twice that, you could buy anything.


  While Stevens worked, Briggs dreamed of the things two hundred pounds of resilium could buy.


  Stevens told nothing to Briggs of where the resilium was located, but Briggs bided his time. He’d know sometime and then he could go ahead with his plans.


  Finally, the Princess was ready.


  Trailing her bright tail, the Princess leaped upwards from the bright lights of Neptune City’s spaceport into space.


  After the squeezing shock of the takeoff, Briggs unbuckled himself from the hydraulic chair and said, “Here we go, Joe. But where?”


  Big Joe Stevens grinned. “Pluto, of course, where else can you find resilium?”


  Briggs had known that Pluto was the planet of resilium, but the answer was too obvious.


  “Yes,” he said, and his dark eyes were thoughtful, “but where are you going to find two hundred pounds of the stuff when the System’s Mining Department is sitting on top of all the mines?”


  Stevens grinned. “We’re not going mining, Rick. We’re going hunting, ostensibly for zar. That’s what our permits call for.”


  “But the resilium?”


  “The resilium,” Stevens said quickly, “already has been mined, smelted into almost pure shape. I couldn’t get it before. I was alone and I move too slow.


  “A man needs two things to lick this planet,” he added. “Guts and a friend—a swift-moving friend.”


  Rick Briggs held back his next question. It wasn’t time yet to get too nosy. Give Stevens a chance to see what Briggs is the friend he needs.


  Briggs moved over to the spacegraph and checked their position against the stars. He figured with half his mind. With the other, he thought about resilium, the. magic metal which gave other metals a resiliency beyond belief.


  One pinch of resilium in a hundredweight of duralloy gave that tough metal tremendously added strength. It would bend against severe pressure, but when the pressure was removed the resilium-treated duralloy gradually would work back to its original shape.


  Spaceship companies were desperate for it. It saved innumerable repair bills—saved ship after ship from asteroid damage and loss.


  AT FIRST, Pluto was a tiny dot above them, but as they roared closer, it brightened and grew larger until it covered all space above them. Then the Princess, automatically adjusting herself to the pull of the planet, spiraled over and the planet lay below them.


  “We check in at No. 2 mine,” Stevens said. “That’s where the Pluto agent is stationed.”


  “Then,” he added, and his grin was bigger than ever, “we go hunting zar.”


  Diggers, the planet agent, was cordial. “Back again, Stevens?” he asked. “You must have run out of zar money faster than usual this time.”


  “Just put in some improvements in the Princess, and I didn’t realize they cost so much.” He handed their permits to Diggers for his stamp.


  “Don’t forget to stop back,” Diggers added. “Pluto has to collect her bounty of one zar in ten.”


  “Have I ever?” Stevens laughed.


  Briggs bit his lips. Here was a problem. He’d forgotten the tax on zar. But he shrugged. He’d leap that hurdle when the time came. He’d have to stop back, or be the prey of every space patrol ship and lose the two hundred pounds of resilium.


  “Zar still running in Cerebus valley?” Stevens asked casually.


  “Better than ever,” Diggers replied, “So you should have good hunting.”


  Cerebus Valley was dark and forbidding, slashed by deep gullies. Stevens dropped the Princess lightly between two of the gullies.


  “We’ll hunt first,” Stevens decided. “Then we can try for the resilium, and I hope your reflexes are in tiptop shape. I wouldn’t want you to lose an arm.”


  Briggs had heard vaguely of zar-hunting, but he never had tried his own prowess at it. All he knew was that the hides of the beasts tanned to a soft shade of green, that the leather was so tough that it resisted the sharpest blade. He’d seen nothing of the real beasts. Three-dimension pictures in plenty of course, but they hardly counted.


  Stevens and Briggs stepped out of the Princess into the crushing pressure of Pluto, unrelieved by the pressure dome over No. 2 mine. But their sturdy duralloy armor suits didn’t even groan at the pressure.


  Through the intercom phone, Briggs inquired, “Well, where do we find the zar?”


  Stevens chuckled. “Follow me.”


  The blond’s bulky figure started slowly down the almost sheer sides of the nearest gully. Briggs waited before he started down.


  “You better snap into it,” Stevens urged. “We’re lucky. I can feel them coming.”


  Briggs’ descent was quick and easy. He was puzzled about Stevens’ “feeling” the approach of the zar.


  He said as much when he hit the bottom of the gully. Stevens chuckled, “Well, how do you feel?”


  “I itch,” he said matter-of-factly.


  “That’s the zar,” Stevens said. “Nobody has explained it satisfactorily, but the zar send some sort of emanation ahead of them when they begin to run. The closer they come, the stronger it gets. When your body begins to feel as if it’s burning, then the zar are just around a bend in the gully.”


  Briggs’ body was already beginning to feel warm, and the itching sensation became more uncomfortable.


  Briggs, following Stevens’ example, drew his heat ray gun, found himself a slight niche in the rock a few feet above the gully across from Stevens and waited quietly.


  The heat sensation grew immeasurably stronger as he waited.


  Briggs watched down the trail for the familiar green of Stevens’ boots.


  So he was somewhat startled when he saw the rush of red, like a river of blood, sweeping down the gully at them.


  But when Stevens snapped, “Knock down the leaders!” Briggs methodically began to press the stud of his heat gun, slicing the sharp, pointed heads off the multilegged little beasts hardly larger than a brown squirrel back on Earth.


  What the hell, he thought, red or green, they’re still zar. The quicker we get the limit, the quicker I can get my hands on that resilium.


  HE FIRED slowly and methodically, and his thin lips lifted in a grin as the pile of dead sar began to fill up the gully, holding back the animals behind. Some of the little red beasts swept over the barricade formed by their dead comrades, only to lose their heads and tumble, kicking and squirming, to the floor of the gully, as Stevens and Briggs dammed the flood.


  “The ones behind will shift to a new gully pretty soon. Then we can count our catch,” Stevens grunted through the intercom.


  Briggs was sweating profusely, but he was getting sick of the slaughter. The sar just didn’t have a chance in their blind running.


  Then he grinned and chuckled inside his armor.


  “What’s the matter?” Stevens asked. “Nothing,” said Briggs. But he thought lightly, Stevens’ll have about the same chance as the sars.


  Briggs slid down from his niche to the floor of the gully.


  Stevens suddenly started cursing. “Get out of there, you fool. It’s sudden death, Briggs!”


  Briggs glared nervously at the dead pile of sar. He started to kick contemptuously at one of the dead bodies, which gradually was losing its flaming color.


  “Don’t!” barked Stevens.


  Briggs pulled his foot back in time before it touched the animal, disturbed by the urgency in Stevens’ voice.


  He kept on shooting, knocking off the sar as they plunged over the top of the pile. Four of them came over suddenly. He managed to slice the heads off neatly from two but the others came flashing at him.


  Briggs snapshot at one, heard Stevens grunting.


  Then the second spilled over on its side, its body cut in half.


  Briggs grunted as something heavy slammed against him, drove him toward the side of the gully. He whirled to see Stevens’ armored suit, and heard the big blond growling.


  “You fool, those things are sure death, even when they’re dead. Wait till they turn green before going down there.”


  They clung side by side on the gully wall, shooting until the last trickle of the sar stopped.


  As they waited Stevens explained, “A running sar can cut you to pieces with those clawed feet of his. They dig out iron ore to get at the oxides. How long do you think your armor could stand up? A dead sar gives off a corrosive acid gas for hours after it’s killed. You can’t touch them without danger until they turn green.”


  Briggs said simply, “I didn’t know.”


  “I should have told you,” Stevens added. “It’s not common knowledge among other than rar-hunters.”


  They waited, and while they did Briggs polished his plans.


  He’d not have to worry about explaining why Stevens wouldn’t come back now. Get him in a gully just before the sar run, and the sar would take care of him, erasing all signs of murder.


  Then there would be no division of two hundred pounds of resilium.


  HOURS LATER, after hot and bloody work skinning the huge pile of sar with their heat ray guns and packing the light skins into the hold, Stevens announced he was ready to try for the resilium.


  He slammed the locking door of the hold and said, “There’s ten thousand credits worth of sar. It’s the biggest haul I’ve ever carried. It’ll pay expenses for the trip. The resilium will be all profit.”


  All profit, echoed Briggs, his mind nervous with excitement. All profit . . . for me.


  Following Stevens downside and upside crosswise through the gullies, Briggs had his first chance to study the planet he was seeing for the first time.


  So far out in the sun’s planetary system, it hardly looked as if it belonged there. The surface of the planet was riven by the gullies, as if it had been subjected to a terrible heat that had cracked its crust like a dried up puddle of mud.


  Pluto was barren of vegetation, its few species of fauna obtaining their sustenance from the multiplicity of metal ores that made up the planet’s outer coat. Its rocky ground cropped up regularly with lava-like formations that had cooled.


  But Briggs’ study was only casual and temporary. He was too busy with his mind, worrying out a variety of possibilities for use of his take from the two hundred pounds of resilium.


  Stevens lumbered on ahead of him, and though the way was tiresome and travel awkward in the cumbersome armor, Briggs was buoyed up by his anticipation.


  Stevens turned several times, glanced back. The silver sheen of the Princess still was visible against the black rock of the planet.


  “It isn’t too far now,” he said casually through the intercom.


  But it was a dozen gullies later before he halted and held up one hand. He waited until Briggs came up.


  They stood on the brink of another gully, but this was of a Jupiter scale. It dropped away beneath their feet to lose itself in blackness.


  “Some gully, huh?” Stevens asked, laughter in his voice.


  “Does it go clean through Pluto?” Briggs asked, almost serious, for he thought he saw a faroff glimmer of light deep in the chasm.


  “No,” Stevens answered. “That light is a gas flare which guards the entrance to the natives’ shrine. That’s where the resilium is kept, and that’s where your speed will win.”


  “Natives?” Briggs snorted. “You know as well as I do, there are no intelligent natives on Pluto. Man was the first intelligent creature to set foot here.”


  “That’s what I thought, Rick. That’s what I thought, too. But you’ll see.”


  He turned to Briggs, his eyes searching Briggs’ face through the duroplast helmet. “Afraid to go down and meet something unknown?”


  Briggs’ answer was immediate. “If that’s where the resilium is, let’s go.”


  They started down, the pointed tips of their armor boots digging toeholds in the sides of the chasm.


  Both were almost sobbing with fatigue when they finally reached bottom. It had been tricky and hard work coming down, Briggs admitted. What would it be like going up that sheer wall with the resilium?


  It was like twilight on Earth in this chasm, but the light was coming from a towering column of fire which burned steadily and unwinking nearly a mile down the chasm from where they stood.


  They leaned against the chasm wall, slowing the gasping sound of their breath and the thud of their hard-worked hearts.


  Before they started, Stevens asked, “Your oxygen supply replenishing all right?” Briggs glanced at the glowing dial of the meter on the armor neck rim just below his chin. The needle was at three-quarters green. “Almost peak efficiency,” he said.


  “Good. That purifier will take a beating before we get through.”


  The chasm floor was studded with croppings of lava and loose rock, impeding their progress toward the column of fire.


  IT WAS a curious light. At first glance it looked pure white. But the longer Briggs stared at it, the more he saw in it.


  It was a column lifted from a pastel rainbow. Wavering through it were shades of pink and blue and orange and yellow so faint. Their hues whispered against the shouting colors he knew so well.


  Briggs drew his eyes from the column of soft, almost vanishing colors when Stevens said triumphantly, “May I introduce the natives of Pluto?”


  His armored right arm pointed to the darkness behind the column. Briggs stared.


  At first he saw only the black maw of a cavelike entrance in the wall of the chasm behind the column of light as it reached up a half mile.


  Then he saw blobs of lighter darkness ranked across the cave mouth. It was hard to see what the blobs were with the column of light blinding him.


  “Those blobs?” he asked.


  Stevens laughed. He unhooked the power lamp from his belt, sent its beam searching into the shadows.


  Briggs stared.


  The bright beam of Stevens’ lamp outlined one of the blobs sharply.


  It looked like a stunted, twisted caricature of a tree back on Earth. There were huge misshapen roots snuffling at the ground. A thick twisted bole from which scores of tendrils, some as thin as a finger, others as thick as Stevens’ neck, crawled. The tendrils moved as if alive.


  “They are alive,” Stevens answered in response to Briggs’ muttered query. “They are the natives, the metal-sucking natives. They stopped me the last time I was here. This is where your speed will count.” Stevens bent down and picked up a lump of ore. “Watch,” he ordered.


  Stevens drew back his arm and threw the ore with a swift snap of his wrist. He threw so fast Briggs had trouble keeping up with it.


  But the “natives” didn’t. When Briggs’ eyes caught up with it, the piece of ore was disappearing into one of the smaller tendrils. The tendril grew up and around it and in a moment, the bit of ore was hidden, leaving only a lump in the tendril.


  Then the lump disappeared.


  “I just barely got out of the cave,” Stevens said.


  “Out?” asked Briggs. “How did you get in?”


  “They weren’t there when I went in. But I heard them snuffling quick enough when I started dragging one of those blocks of resilium out.”


  Briggs snorted in disbelief. “They’re rooted there. They can’t move. What did they do? Grow up out of the ground?”


  “They can move,” Stevens said simply. “Take a look at that little one.” He turned his light away from the one that had caught the bit of ore.


  The “little one” was about three feet high, but half of its misshapen roots were free of the soil. They groped, like elongated fingers, reaching out farther. One of the roots found a likely spot, and the other free ones joined it.


  The “little one” unloosed its other roots, and the newly anchored tendrils began to glide into the soil, pulling the bole and the other roots to a spot twenty feet from its old anchorage.


  “That’s rather slow,” observed Briggs.


  “I was in the cave a long time,” Stevens retorted.


  Rick Briggs picked up a piece of ore himself, tossed it toward the cave entrance. One of the tendrils moved so fast it was just a blur. And the ore was gone.


  “I’ll have to move fast to get through, but won’t they follow?” Briggs said finally.


  “Right. You’ll have to move very fast, but I’ll help you with my heat-ray, and they won’t follow you. They know you’ll have to come out again.”


  Briggs shrugged. “Where do I go when I get inside?”


  Stevens told him briefly.


  BRIGGS turned his purifying unit up to the top notch and unsnapped his heat ray pistol.


  “Jets on,” he said laconically, and began moving slowly toward the waving tendrils. He saw the tendrils begin moving toward the cave entrance, interlocking to make a lattice-work wall. Stevens was right—this was intelligence.


  The heat-ray pistol sizzled in his hand. It carved an opening in the tendrils. Suddenly, he began running at full speed. Though the heavy, bulky armor handicapped him, he still was moving very fast, the heat ray probing ahead of him.


  Briggs hit the smoking opening in the tendrils with tremendous force. He was stopped dead.


  But only for a moment. The touch of the tendrils which made the metal on his suit blisteringly hot dropped away, and his heavy boots were digging into the metallic ground, shoving him toward the cave entrance. Abruptly, he was free of the tangle of tendrils.


  Stevens was chuckling. “That’s what I mean about a man needing two things to lick this planet—guts and a friend. It takes two men to lick it.”


  Briggs just snorted, moving deeper into the cave.


  Straight ahead, Stevens had said, until you bump into a knobbly wall. Then go right. You can’t miss the shrine.


  Stumbling through the darkness of the cave, Briggs hit a wall with a metallic clang. His ears rang with the echoes inside his armor. But he turned right then.


  The way underfoot was rough, pockmarked with all sizes of holes. Briggs moved gingerly. The pockmarks must be the holes of the “natives” roots, Briggs decided.


  Would the shrine be guarded? he wondered. Then he shrugged and went onward in the darkness. A sudden light to his right lit up a rocky wall ahead of him, keeping him from smashing head on into it.


  He turned right again, drawn by the light.


  The passage was narrow for about fifty feet, then debouched into a huge cave. Beneath the vaulted roof which reached breathtakingly above Briggs there burned another column of the strange pastel light. But it was only twenty-five feet high, compared with its huger brother outside.


  “Are you in the cave?” Stevens’ voice asked quietly through the intercom.


  Rick Briggs grunted an affirmative. “But I don’t see the blocks of resilium.”


  “Go behind the fire column and you’ll find an altar of sorts,” Stevens directed. “The resilium blocks make up the first platform.”


  Looking carefully about him, Briggs moved toward the flame, stared at it for a moment before passing around behind it.


  There was an “altar”. Built of square and oblong blocks veined with metal streaks, it towered as high as the light column. It was simply built. Rough hewn blocks sat side by side and atop one another. No mortar held them tight.


  It looked like an oversize reproduction of an Earth child’s pile of building blocks. But Briggs had little patience with the altar itself. The blocks of resilium glowed with their golden light there at the foot of the altar.


  His flexible armored fingers ran lightly across one of the blocks. Two hundred pounds of resilium, a fortune in a rectangle two feet long, a half-foot deep and a foot wide.


  For a moment, Briggs drifted away from the job at hand. What he couldn’t do with two hundred pounds of resilium?


  It wouldn’t be long now and Stevens would be dead. This block and this secret cave would be Briggs’. He chuckled as he lifted the heavy block, cradling it against his chest.


  Briggs sweated and strained the block back along the passage. When a glow indicated he was near the opening, he called to Stevens.


  “I’m near the entrance. What happens now? I won’t be able to move fast.”


  “Rest,” Stevens suggested. “Then get as close to the entrance as possible. Let me know when you’re ready to come out, and I’ll burn as many of the roots as I can.”


  While he rested, Briggs tried to figure an easier way to carry the heavy ore. He didn’t like the idea of binding it to him. If the roots caught him, the weight would be too much of a handicap. They’d get him and then he’d never enjoy the fruits of his labor.


  He decided finally to carry it as he had from the cave, cradled on his chest.


  “Jets on,” he said at last.


  Stevens’ voice cracked back. “Start coming when I say, ‘Now.’ I won’t be able to help you until you get through. I might burn you by mistake.”


  Briggs eased himself to the entrance of the cave and watched the tree-like natives. He turned the purifier up to the top notch, took several deep breaths of the rich ozone. Then Stevens snapped, “Now!”


  BRIGGS burst out of the cave, running low, the heavy weight cradled against his chest. Stevens had burned an enormous hole in the intertangled tendrils, but already it was closing.


  But Briggs hit the hole while it was still partially open, stumbling and staggering. He was through, when a tendril twined around his leg, spilling him and sending the resilium block skidding before him.


  Briggs snatched for his heat gun, only to have the arm caught in another tendril. Then he heard the usually jovial Stevens cursing. Stevens’ armored figure loomed over him, wielding the heat-gun at close range. The grips on his leg and arm loosened and Briggs scrambled free.


  Stevens was fighting for his life. It was Stevens’ trap instead of Briggs. Briggs scrambled to his feet and watched.


  Stevens gasped into the intercom, “Drag that resilium away from here as fast as you can. I’ll get free.”


  But Briggs, though thinking that this would be a good time to let Stevens die, decided that an investigation of his death here might reveal the rich cave. He turned back, his heatgun stabbing at the base of the roots until Stevens could stagger free.


  Then Briggs and Stevens seized the block of resilium and they went staggering away from the natives. They were following at their slow speed, pulling out their roots and advancing.


  But the Earthmen, though encumbered by their heavy armor and the two hundred pounds of ore, easily outdistanced them.


  “Thanks,” Stevens gasped briefly as they stood at the foot of the cliff where they had entered the gully of the light. “For a while, I thought I’d misjudged you. But you proved to be a friend when you forgot about the resilium and helped me.”


  Briggs just grunted as he strapped the heavy ore to Stevens’ back as the big blond ordered.


  The climb back up was rugged enough for Briggs, but the work was lightened by the ironic knowledge that Stevens had burdened himself with a two hundred pound weight which was to be the death of him.


  After a brief rest at the summit, the pair started back to the Princess, Stevens trudging ahead, the resilium on his back.


  Stevens was in high good spirits. “Guts and a friend,” he chuckled into the intercom. “When I decided on you to help me, I was the luckiest spacehound alive.”


  But luck won’t help you when you’re dead, Briggs amended, biding his time.


  The Princess was less than a quarter-mile away, its silver sheen like a promise of wealth to come when Briggs executed the first step in his plan.


  Stevens stood at the top of a gully, looking down when Briggs loosened the heat gun in his holster.


  But he didn’t draw it. Stevens said, “We’d better hurry, I feel the zar coming.”


  They slid down the side of the gully, raced across and started up the other side. They were halfway up when the blood-red flood of zar coursed through the gully they just had crossed.


  Stevens trudged ahead. “They shouldn’t be gunning in the next gully yet,” he observed.


  Briggs drew the heatray pistol and turned it on the armor in the middle of Stevens’ back, just below the block of resilium. He had it on low power, so Stevens wouldn’t immediately feel the heat of it.


  Suddenly Stevens said, “My back stings.” He turned around abruptly and saw the heat gun in Briggs’ hand. “Blast you, Briggs, I thought you were my friend.”


  He staggered toward Briggs, but it was too late.


  The heat-softened metal ruptured under the pressure. Briggs watched closely as the enrushing pressure forced Stevens body up into the duraplast helmet. Then blood, bursting from ruptured veins and arteries, blotted out the sight with a red curtain over the duraplast.


  Calmly, Briggs waited until the flopping armor stilled.


  Then he unstrapped the resilium and carried it to the edge of the gully. Then he rolled Stevens’ pulped and armored body to the edge and let it tumble down.


  The zar would take care of it when they ran through the gully again, and it wouldn’t be long. He could feel his skin tingling.


  Shouldering the resilium, he slipped down the side of the gully, passed Stevens’ armored body without a glance and started up the other side. He was near the top when the zar swept around the bend. Hurriedly, he clambered up, cradling the resilium in his arms, watching the red flood sweep toward Stevens’ body.


  BRIGGS turned away when the red flood hit. Then turned back again. Still looking at the flood, he started to walk away from the edge.


  His armored foot hit an outcropping of rock. He lost his balance and tried to fling the resilium from him only to be thrown farther off balance.


  He fell heavily, one foot catching in a hole. The resilium struck the armored knee of the trapped right leg, and agony danced through Briggs’ mind.


  When Briggs tried to sit up, he knew the leg was broken. What Pluto pressure had been unable to do, the combination of hole and resilium had accomplished. The armor from knee to ankle had bent . . . The leg hadn’t; it had snapped instead.


  But Briggs shrugged and dragged his broken leg out of the hole. It wasn’t far to the ship. He’d crawl there, pushing the block of resilium along beside him.


  Sweating from exertion and pain from the fractured leg, Briggs made it to the next gully.


  Then Briggs lay there in his sweat-drenched armor, the big block of ore beside him. He stared across the gully at Stevens’ ship. Only forty feet straight across to safety and wealth.


  “A man,” Big Joe Stevens had said, “needs two things to lick this planet. Guts and a friend.”


  But Stevens lay dead in his armor, back in that last gully.


  Only forty feet straight across to safety and wealth. But the gully was fifty feet deep with almost sheer sides.


  Briggs didn’t have a friend. But he did have a broken leg.


  Briggs glanced at the shining silver ship, and began to laugh though there was no one to hear him . . .


  THE ROBOT MEN OF BUBBLE CITY


  Rog Phillips


  Colonizing Pluto was the next step man had planned—but the robot men had similar ideas . . .


  TURLOGH Hogan pressed the stud that raised the parabolic projector but of its recess in the hull of his ship. The second the light on the panel flashed on, signalling the projector was in operating position, he flicked the relay button that sent the ultra high frequency current through its opposing coils.


  The wave of nightmare figures that were rushing toward the ship seemed to melt. Their guns exploded, sending fragments of metal in all directions. Then all was quiet.


  Slowly a red flag appeared above a large rock. Turlogh frowned. Then he smiled. Red must be the emblem of surrender to these creatures. White was the emblem on earth.


  The scene vanished. Turlogh turned over in his sleep and began to snore gently.


  The scene reappeared; but this time instead of waves of the creatures, a battery of high frequency projectors rose above the edge of the gulley two hundred feet away. Turlogh laughed. They were harmless. The hull of his space ship was cushioned from the interior by sound absorbent layers. The ship was designed to nullify the lethal effects of ultra high frequency.


  Again the scene vanished. This time it was gone for some time. Turlogh woke up and listened to the quiet hum of the air conditioner. No other sound was audible. He tried to remember what he had been dreaming about. Finally he gave up. A soft snoring signalled his return to unconsciousness.


  Finally the scene, came back. This time the most beautiful woman he had ever seen climbed over the edge of the gully and walked slowly toward the ship. In her arms she carried a regulation atom grenade of the type that attaches to the hull and explodes in ten minutes.


  He fingered the relay button, and then changed his mind. He could not kill this woman. He pressed another stud that shot anesthetizing gas toward her. She stumbled and fell, and the grenade rolled along the ground, its pin still in place. He watched the gulley, waiting for some other form of attack.


  The scene vanished. After awhile Turlogh dreamed again. This time he was standing behind a large boulder. He had heard a noise and his new “memory” told him a man was creeping up on him on the other side. A sound as of a pebble moving told him the man was just on the other side of the boulder. Taking a chance, Turlogh jumped out in the open and fired. The bullet caught the man in the chest and he went down.


  THE TWIN of the dead man appeared, walking down the path. He was carrying a white flag on a short stick, so Turlogh withheld his fire. When the man came to a stop by his fallen twin he looked at him as if puzzled. Then he asked, “Why did you shoot me?”


  “I didn’t shoot YOU,” Turlogh answered.


  “Yes you did,” the man insisted. Then pointing at the corpse, “That was me until you killed it. I can’t understand. Why do you kill?”


  “I kill because I don’t want to get killed myself,” Turlogh replied.


  “Why should that bother you?” asked the man. “Don’t you have other bodies?”


  Turlogh woke up with a start. The memory of the dream was vague, but the words, “Don’t you have other bodies?” was vivid in his memory.


  He lay there in the darkness, listening, and trying to recall the dream. The elusive wisps of thought slowly fell into place, until every detail of the dreams returned.


  Then he tried to rationalize the dreams, but no scheme he knew of seemed to fit. Possibility of outside origin? He shrugged off the thought, but it returned. The ship was in a closed orbit, circling Pluto and about three hundred miles above its surface. It had been in this closed orbit for three weeks, earth time, while topographical maps were being made of the surface of Pluto and the planet’s solar constants were being measured.


  Pluto was rough. With a mean diameter only two hundred miles greater than that of the earth and a period of rotation only one minute and twenty seconds longer than that of earth, and acceleration of gravity at the surface almost exactly the same as that of earth, its mountain ranges dwarfed even the Everests of the home planet. The highest peak so far measured sent its granite spikes sixty-three thousand four hundred and twenty feet above the mean surface.


  And in contrast there were tremendous depths that seemed almost bottomless. Great yawning chasms that were miles in depth. No oceans could have ever covered this world or the chasms would have been levelled off, filled with ice.


  Solidified gas covered most of the surface to a depth of several feet; but in three areas the rocky surface was free of this covering, and around the edges of these three areas the snowy deposit gave off steamy tendrils that proved the cause of the bareness to be internal heat.


  Large deposits of radioactives had been the verdict of the solar survey ship that had first come here in 1987, ten years before. They ought to know since they were equipped to identify any type of radiation.


  In fact, that was why Turlogh and his partner, Gar Nichols, had come this far. In fifteen years of space prospecting they had amassed enough wealth to take the big gamble, as they called it. Radioactives were found only on planets of large size. The asteroids had been kind to them, or perhaps the gods-of chance. Three million tons of pure copper, a million and a half tons of pure silver, and one fifty ton diamond had been their haul from the asteroids. All had been neatly dropped into the Arizona desert country except the diamond, which they had taken aboard through the cargo hatch and brought down easy.


  NOW, WITH fifty billion dollars to their credit in the world bank, and a new ship around them, they were making a try for the radioactives of Pluto.


  Turlogh reviewed all this in his mind as he lay quietly in his bunk. Life on Pluto was impossible, so the dreams could not have had an outside origin. He decided to say nothing to Gar lest his partner think he was getting space wacky.


  The alarm clock began to buzz in its niche just over his head. He shut it off and climbed out of the bunk. Today was to be the big day. They had decided to land on a level stretch in the center of the largest warm area. The rocks there were only fifty degrees below zero, Centigrade.


  In three more hours the instant would arrive when the landing trajectory would be started. Meanwhile, there was breakfast to occupy the time. Gar was already in the dining compartment, two no. 7 breakfast containers from the cold storage room warming in the heaters designed for them. His huge frame was sprawled out on one of the built in benches, and he was busy rechecking the figures for their landing recoil charges.


  He looked up, a friendly smile on his overly wide face, at Turlogh’s entrance.


  Then, taking in Turlogh’s expression, he asked, “What’s the matter? You look like you had a tough night.”


  “I did,” Turlogh answered. “Did you have any dreams last night?”


  “Not a one,” Gar said. “Why?


  Wait a minute. I’ll bet you had some sort of remarkable dream that you can’t explain, and you are wondering if I did, too. If I did, then you could explain yours as the result of ‘something we et, no doubt’. Am I right?”


  “Partly,” Turlough admitted. He gave a full account of his dreams during the course of the meal. At the end, Gar had to admit that it might be wise to take every precaution after landing. It was just possible that they might be running into something out of the ordinary.


  So it was with high pitched excitement that they pressed the stud that released the measured blast from the forward rockets which would slow them down and start the ship on its downward journey.


  Strapped in their seats they were safe against sudden velocity change’s up to eighty miles an hour. The springs that held these seats were of the ratchet release kind. That is, any sudden compression or stretching of the springs was held by a ratchet “mechanism and slowly released by shock absorbers. The chairs were held in suspension in the center of the pilot room, the control panel rigidly connected in front of them.


  The landing trajectory was started long before the landing spot could come into view, but when it did come into sight the visual control mechanism could be operated. This was a development based on the same principles as the Norden Bomb Sight. Split images of the landing spot were kept in line in the eyepiece. The automatic mechanism did the rest, bringing the ship to a stop almost without a jar.


  The ship came to rest in the center of a table of flat rock that was perhaps a hundred yards wide and twice that long. As the last echo of vibration died to inaudibility the two men unstrapped themselves and climbed out of their seats. Then they went close to the viewports to get their first good look at the surface.


  The tableland outside was sharp and jagged. The lava, perhaps millions of years ago, had cooled without the tender care of atmosphere, with its convection currents and constant pressure. Huge lava bubbles had formed, solidified, and broke, leaving almost razor sharp edges of the broken bubbles which gave the whole a chicken wire effect. This was spoiled somewhat by the many fine cracks that spread in all directions, cracks caused by the rapid cooling of the upper few inches of lava while that underneath cooled more slowly.


  No erosion had ever been possible. The scene had no doubt remained unchanged for unknown centuries.


  TURLOGH looked out the port, his eyes fixed in staring intensity. Gar, turning to his companion to make some casual remark, noticed this and asked, “What’s the matter, Turlogh? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


  “I have,” remarked Turlogh, “This is the spot where the ship was in the dream, down to the last detail!”


  A grim look appeared on Gar’s face. “Then it was no dream,” he said. “Suppose there is some super intelligent race on or in this area. We coasted around this planet for three weeks. They would know about it. Now suppose they contacted you mentally and posed several problems to you. In your dream state you would solve them just as you would if they were real. That way they could find out what we have in the way of. weapons and also our ways of doing things. Then they would figure out how to take care of us when we land without making any mistakes.”


  “That’s the way I have it figured myself,” Turlogh answered slowly. “What’ll we do?”


  Gar didn’t answer at once. Finally he said, “Suppose we just squat here for twenty-four hours and see what happens, all ready to blast off if we have to?”


  Turlogh shook his head. “No,” he said with a note of finality, “There are only two things to do. We either get away now and report evidence of life on Pluto and try to get an expedition to come here, or we assume that whatever form of civilization probed my mind will be friendly, and go ahead and explore. The last is foolish, but we got rich being foolish, and I am inclined to carry our luck this one last mile.”


  “So am I,” agreed Gar. “Let’s go.” The two men donned vacuum suits with oxygen tanks good for twenty-four hours and, with the latest type of sub-machine guns under their arms, stepped onto the planet. Turlogh kept his eyes warily on the lip of the tablerock, but nothing appeared.


  Gar’s voice came through Turlogh’s earphones. “I feel foolish. Here’s a planet that could not possibly support life of any kind, and we are acting like we were in the middle of an alien city, expecting some creature that can live in a perfect vacuum to be hiding behind every boulder.” Turlogh chuckled and added, “All on the strength of a dream, too.”


  The tension somewhat relieved, the two men walked over to the edge of the table and inspected the slope that dropped down at an easy angle for almost a mile, to bring up at the base of a cliff.


  The cliff was honeycombed with large openings which might be shallow or deep. It was impossible to tell because the few rays reflected from the surface under direct sunlight into the round openings were not enough to bring out details.


  Turlogh, who had been carefully scanning the slope, pointed to a large boulder half way down. “That’s the boulder in the dream,” he said.


  “Well,” Gar replied, “we haven’t met anything yet. Evidently they have rejected everything they tried in the dream and have something new up their sleeves. Should we go on down?”


  Turlogh’s answer was to start down the slope. The two men carefully picked their way. One slip and they might puncture their suits, letting the air out. They had each had the space bends in their years of adventure at some time or another, and felt the terrible sensation of the air in their lungs spreading and pushing against their ribs, the prickly feeling of thousands of tiny blood vessels bursting over the skin, and the two to three weeks of constant itching as they healed. Anyone who has experienced this once will forever after go to great lengths to avoid the possibility of it happening again.


  THE TINY SUN, now directly overhead, sent knife sharp pencils of light over the slope. Shadows were black patterns woven into the scenery. Visibility was really worse for details in direct sunlight than it would be later when the starlight would not have to compete with it. After the sun went down the iris would open up full, letting in the faint reflections from cavities in the uneven terrain.


  Gar and Turlogh rounded the huge boulder half way down the slope and kept on. After almost an hour of careful stepping they neared the base of the cliff. And directly in front of them was a perfectly round, flat, metallic cover, obviously artificial, held in place by two heavy hinges on the right side and a clamp on the left that was very similar to those which hold cold storage doors in place.


  They paused and looked at it.-There it was. Set in the face of the cliff, silent, somewhat sinister. The utter silence of space suddenly became a living thing, impressing on them the fact that home was millions of miles away, and that here was the entrance to something alien. Something that knew they were there.


  Gar turned and looked up the slope as if estimating their chances of climbing back up unmolested. Then he faced the door once more and spoke into his microphone. “You open the door, Turlogh. I’ll be ready to blast anything inside. Stand to one side so that if there is air inside, the door won’t hit you.”


  Turlogh stepped carefully forward and pulled down on the door clamp until it cleared the door. The door remained motionless, so he pulled it open. Inside was a chamber lit by an overhead globe of the cold light variety. Ten feet in was a similar door.


  The two men stepped inside and closed the outer door behind them, clamping it shut. Almost instantly, their vacuum suits started to collapse as air of some soft began to fill the chamber.


  The inner door swung open slowly, revealing a well lit tube station with one almost conventional looking car standing on the rubbery looking road surface.


  “Should we take a chance on the air?” asked Gar.


  “I’ll do it first,” Turlogh replied, taking the front cover off his helmet. He breathed deeply several times and then nodded.


  Gar took off his-face plate and sampled the air. It had a slight tang to it, evidence of fair ozone content.


  “I think we might as well leave our vacuum suits and one of the guns here in the airlock,” Turlogh said. “Undoubtedly it’s known we are here. We’re being handled at the end of a ten foot pole so far. They must think we are as dangerous as a bag full of wild cats or they would have met us up here. If we run into trouble it would be better to have our suits safe.”


  When the suits and the gun were in the lock, Gar closed the door and started studying its details, hoping to find some way to prevent it from being opened.


  Turlogh joined him in the examination. The lever that locked the door in position also closed a valve that let air into the lock. When the door was locked closed a motor started somewhere in the wall, and ran for several minutes. This probably, pumped the air out of the lock, back into, the cavern, so that little of it would be lost. That which was inevitably lost could be easily replenished by scraping up frozen air from the surface of the planet and bringing it in through the lock.


  Gar unhooked the valve lever and hid it on the upper edge of the door. “That ought to do it,” he exclaimed with relief. “Now the pressure against the door will keep it closed. Anyone who tries to open it will have to go back and get a new lever arm for the valve unless they think to look above the door.”.


  To prove his point he tried to open the door. It resisted all efforts.


  NOW that their suits were safe they turned their attention to the car. Instead of a steering wheel it had a stick, like the stick in a plane. Cautious experiment demonstrated that moving the stick forward caused the wheels to turn to the right, backward caused the wheels to turn to the left, moving the stick to the right, caused the car to move forward, and moving it to the left caused the car to back up. The motive force was impossible to determine. The hood was locked. There was no perceptible vibration that might give some hint as to what powered the car.


  Finally, with a fatalistic shrug of his shoulders, Gar swung the lever to the right and said, “Well, Turlogh, here we go. If we’ll come out, nobody knows.”


  The roadway spiralled steeply downward, and the car gathered speed quickly, settling at a constant that was regulated by the stick.


  Both men kept their eyes fixed on the tunnel ahead, ready for any sudden change in the monotony of the smooth, curving walls. After half an hour the road straightened out and levelled off. Gar slowed the car to a crawl. In the distance could be seen the end where the ribbon of roadway left the tunnel.


  “Slow down,” muttered Turlogh. “Let’s see what we’-ire getting into.”


  At the mouth of the tunnel they came to a stop and got out of the car. Turlogh kept the sub-machine gun ready for instant use, but as the scene outside the tunnel came into view he dropped it to his side in amazed awe.


  As far as the eye could reach spread the fairy towers of a city that beggared description. Buildings so tall they seemed like swaying stems of some giant plant. Spiderwebs of roads that wove in and out among the buildings. And everywhere there was movement as millions of cars and moving figures went about their business, apparently oblivious of the two earth men.


  It was at once evident that the gigantic city was built in a huge bubble, perhaps twenty miles in diameter. The stem-like buildings that stretched upward to impossible heights also stretched downward to the bottom of the bubble, miles below; and the roadway on which they stood struck out toward the nearest building, almost half a mile away.


  Gar grinned at Turlogh. “You might as well stop packing that toy around,” he said, pointing at the submachine gun. “It won’t do anything but get us into trouble. We’re either living on borrowed time already or there is probably a welcoming committee, just around the corner someplace, waiting for us to lay down this gun and show signs of being good.”


  “You may be right,” Turlogh admitted. “We stand about as much chance of doing some good with this gun as a gangster would have against the whole United States Government. The sensible thing for us to do is turn right around and get out of here until we can bring enough people with us to stand a chance. I think we could make it if we jammed that airlock by wedging the outer door open as we left.”


  “I’ll bet you a hundred to one our ship is swarming with these foreigners right now,” Gar said.


  “Maybe so,” Turlogh answered. “They probably have several airlocks to the surface.”


  THEY climbed back into the car and moved slowly out into the bubble, watching the road ahead for signs of the welcoming committee they were sure was ahead.


  “Do you think it possible for a bubble like this to form in solid rock,” Gar asked thoughtfully, “with the gas that caused the bubble being made up of breathable air, evolve life that eventually produces a civilization like this one, keeping normal temperatures over millions of years? Or do you think this race moved into the bubble and made it over, including the atmosphere, and imported atomic power from someplace?”


  “It’s certain they moved in,” Turlogh replied. “The metals for their machinery, the water necessary to produce life, and the power necessary to keep this thing running, all have to be imported. The question in MY mind is whether this race originated on Pluto, or came from some other planet. I’m wondering if it is possible that deep down in Pluto there might be huge caverns where life originated and evolved into an intelligent race.


  “Take those airlocks, for example. Could a race evolved here conceive of the vacuum of outer space? Or would they open a shaft to the surface and let their air escape? I think this race must have come from some other planet and picked this bubble for a colony. No doubt the other warm spots are also over similar colonies.”


  “No doubt about that now, “Gar commented. Then, spying a figure standing in the middle of the road far ahead, “Look! At last we contact the enemy. Don’t shoot till you see the mottled red of their eyes.”


  He speeded up the car slightly, and both men kept their eyes fixed on the figure ahead, intensely curious as to what the appearance of these unknown creatures would be like.


  The figure as they, drew closer turned out to be that of an ordinary man, arm raised in a signal for them to stop. Gar brought the car to a stop about ten feet in front of the man. He was dressed in the same kind of clothes as were Gar and Turlogh. His face was conventional, with a welcoming smile on it.


  Behind him the road branched off to disappear through the wall of one of the buildings. After the car came to a stop the man lowered his arm and walked forward to meet them. His voice, normal and friendly, called out, “Hello, there. Welcome to Bubble City.”


  “Hello yourself,”. Gar answered. “I didn’t know that the United States had a colony on Pluto. When did all this take place?”


  The man reached the side of the car and extended his hand saying, “My name is Gar Hogan.”


  “Gar Hogan!” exclaimed Gan “My name is Gar Nickols and my partner’s is Turlogh Hogan. Don’t tell me your first name is mine and your last name is Turlogh’s!”


  “By a strange coincidence,” the stranger said, smiling, “it is.” Then, stepping on the running board of the car and pointing toward the opening in the building, he added, “Won’t you step into my parlor?”


  Gar gave him a quizical look and started the car. Then casually he asked, “Don’t you have a sister back in New Jersey named Doris?”


  “Sister?” the stranger asked, puzzled. “What’s a sister?”


  Gar stopped the car. “Look,” he said resignedly. “I don’t know who or what you are, but I know you are not a human being.”


  The stranger who called himself Gar Hogan stepped down from the running board, the welcoming smile still painted on his face, as though he knew no other expression.


  “But I am human,” he said earnestly. “Perhaps not human like you two are;, but human just the same.”


  “What do you mean by that?” Turlogh asked. He now had the gun pointed at the chest of the stranger, ready to pull the trigger.


  THE STRANGER shrugged his shoulders. “You have machines and various robot forms to do work for you. So do we. In your minds I have seen huge ships that sail on vast pools of liquid, long strings of track-riding carriers, and all the other signs of intelligence. It is a different kind of world than this in our bubble, and so great that you cannot fill it completely.”


  “Go on,” Gar said. His mind was in a strange turmoil of suspicions which he could not pin down, fears as from some danger only instinctively felt, and puzzlement.


  The stranger smiled vaguely now, but continued. “With all these similarities we are still far apart. In your mind is a queer set of vague, amoeba-like, fears and instincts. Illogical thought processes fill your thinking. The urge to destroy as a means of perpetuating the robot figures you are now inhabiting leads me to suspect they are the only ones you have. Yet that would be the height of foolishness,—to go on an interplanetary voyage such as you have, without spares and specialized bodies for different tasks.”


  The stranger frowned for the first time. His frown was clumsy and appeared slowly in a disconnected pattern, one face muscle after another moving exploratively until it settled into the pattern of a frown. Gar and Turlogh watched this transition of expression with horrified fascination. It seemed almost as if the stranger’s face were being molded into a new shape by some unseen sculptor. Then he spoke again.


  “Every sign, points to something so strange and startling that I can’t trust my conclusion. All the evidence points to your minds being entirely contained within the compass of your present bodies. I read in your minds the conviction that if your present bodies are destroyed you yourselves are destroyed! Am I right?”


  “Not exactly,” Turlogh answered him.


  The stranger looked at him intently for a moment. “Oh, I see,” he said. “You believe that the thinking entity that is you will be preserved after the destruction of this machine it lives in, but without recourse to other such machines. No? Oh. You have different theories about it. Hmm. Very interesting. But at the foundation of each theory is the assumption,—the conviction, I should say, that this psyche, or soul, resides IN the body it directs. I wonder if that can be true in your case?”


  “What makes that sound so unbelievable?” asked Gar.


  “Perhaps just the newness of it,” the stranger replied. “With me it is different. And I wonder if you might not be mistaken about your nature? I inhabit thousands of bodies at the same time, or rather, I don’t inhabit them, but am aware THROUGH them. To be sure, they are strictly mechanical, while yours seems to be organic in structure. That is new to me also. Each of my units of awareness and action has its own sets of reflexes, and its own focus of awareness. Yet I am able to concentrate my over-all awareness in just one of them as I am doing now, as well as spread it out over all of them and carry on thousands of independent trains of thought simultaneously. I was just wondering. Suppose I myself were without awareness, but my thought processes continued just as always, but would be ignorant of my true functioning in relation to them. Hmm—.”


  “Then,” Turlogh exclaimed, “You are in effect a mass consciousness!”


  “No,” he answered. “Not a mass consciousness. My vehicle of existence is not the bodies I direct, but independent of them. If every body I have in action, and all those in reserve, were to be destroyed, I would continue to exist. And I am wondering if perhaps you are not, or could not be made to be the same!”


  “You. mean you are a spirit, or a disembodied intelligence?” asked Gar.


  “No. I see what you mean. But my vehicle of existence is quite material.” He became silent.


  STRANGE thoughts began to run through Turlogh’s mind. Each of the tall, reed-like buildings housed a gigantic brain. Each was an individual entity, and the millions of moving figures that swarmed the ribbon-like roads that swung from building to building were just the arms, eyes, feelers, and instruments of the. vast, unmoving brains in these buildings!


  The same thoughts were coursing through Gar’s mind.


  The two men looked at the buildings with new interest.


  “How did. all this begin?” asked Gar.


  The stranger put his foot on the running board of the car in a purely human gesture. “We don’t know,” he answered simply. “Logic tells us that if we had no moving units we could not make them. Logic tells us that at one time we must have been different. But, as a matter of fact, none of us can remember when we first began. Our minds, as they grew an awareness, found the robot units already in existence, and machines for their manufacture already operating.


  We could like it to be. For example, change the type of robot that was made merely by imagining what we would like it to be. For example, the figure standing before you is an imitation of your own figures.”


  “Has it ever occured to you that you might have yourself been built by humans such as we are?” asked Turlogh.


  “No,” he answered slowly. “As a matter of fact you are a new concept to us. It has never occurred to us that there might be living creatures able to reproduce, that were each moving beings with self-contained thinking powers.”


  “How long do you know you have existed?” asked Gar.


  “We don’t know that, either,” he replied. “We had awareness for perhaps a million of your earth years before we finally knew our own nature. As a matter of fact, we passed through much the same stages in our thinking as you seem to be going through. At one time we each thought the seat of intelligence was in the body and kept on after the destruction of the body. It took us a million years to realize we were the buildings and what they contain. Even then your planet was still glowing with its own-self light.”


  “That’s interesting,” Turlogh said. “You say that you at one time had the same theories about reincarnation, immortality, and so forth, that we. now have?”


  “Not exactly,” the stranger replied. “You see, we always had complete memory of our former lives. Also, our consciousness extended to many robots at the same time. We did have a theory that we were the mass awareness of several individuals, a sort of spiritual fluid that flowed from one mind to another. In fact, we had mental battles for possession of all the robots for thousands of years of your time until we turned our thoughts inward and studied the details of our structure and discovered that such struggles were meaningless, since we could get any number of robot bodies we wished by a simple act of will, from our own selves.


  “You have no memory extending beyond your present body, nor does your awareness extend to other bodies. Yet that may be due to your incomplete development.


  “We of the bubble would like to conduct tests to determine your nature. We would like to do that because it might reveal our own origin.”


  “What kind of tests?” asked Turlogh suspiciously.


  “Tests in shielding,” the stranger replied. “If your entity is completely self-contained they will have no effect. If they are still back on earth, then complete shielding will cut off their contact with the body so that it ceases to think.”


  GAR AND Turlogh looked at each other. There was uncertainty and lingering suspicion of this stranger in their glance, and a dawning interest in the whole bizarre mystery of this strange bubble civilization.


  “What do you think?” Gar asked Turlogh.


  “I’m wondering if we shouldn’t conduct a few tests of our own first,” Turlogh replied.


  “For example?” Gar queried.


  “Blasting this fellow out of existance as I did in my dream.” Turlogh grinned. “If that doesn’t make him mad, then he is all he claims.”


  “How would it be if we just made a break for it and got away from this place?” Gar suggested a trifle wistfully.


  “I doubt if we could,” Turlogh answered. “This car is probably one of their robot bodies. I can see now that they made it in imitation of our memories of surface cars on earth. They sucked us in neatly just like in the old tale of the wolf that put on a sheep skin to wander into the flock and pick out a victim.”


  “This place gives me the creeps,” Gar said. “Maybe even the road is intelligent, and would curl up in front of us if we tried to get away. Suppose we make a deal with them.”


  “What kind of a deal?” asked Turlogh.


  “One of us go back to the ship and the other stay for the tests. Then if something happens, whichever one of us is in the ship can blast a hole in this bubble and at least get revenge.”


  Turlogh thought this over for a moment. “O.K.,” he said.


  “That is O.K. with me, too,” the stranger put in “I’m. convinced you are rational enough to not be a threat to our existence so long as we do not destroy either of you.”


  Turlogh pulled a coin out of his pocket and said hastily, “I’ll take heads.”


  Gar quickly grabbed the coin and looked at it. Just as he suspected, it was the double-headed nickle that Turlogh carried around for a good luck piece.


  “O.K., O.K.” Turlogh chuckled. “We’ll make it honest.”


  Gar gave him back the nickle and reached in his own pocket, looking questioningly at his partner.


  “I’ll still take heads,” Turlogh said.


  With a quiet grin which he tried to hide, Gar flipped a coin in the air. It landed on the roadway outside the car. The two men leaned over to look at it.


  “Tails!” Gar exclaimed triumphantly, and climbed out to retrieve his coin. Straightening up, he slipped the coin back into his pocket and said softly, “So long, Turlogh.”


  The car, now of its own volition, turned and sped back into the tunnel. Gar watched it go, the hand in his pocket idly fingering two coins; one, a quarter with two heads, the other a half dollar with two tails. When the car vanished from sight he turned and walked toward the entrance to the tall building, the stranger following.


  Inside, about twenty feet from the outside wall, were several pillars six or seven feet in diameter, placed in an orderly row. One of these had a section of its side swung back, exposing a smooth borer and a fiat surfaced disc of a floor, even with the floor outside.


  The stranger stepped inside, followed by Gar. Noiselessly the opening closed. At the same time Gar suddenly felt, weightless. This weightlessness lasted for almost a full minute. Then it was replaced by tremendous weight that seemed to bear every atom of his body toward the floor.


  As he fought the pressure his mind put the evidence of his senses together. This must be an elevator. It had at first been sinking in almost free fall. Now it was coming to a gradual stop at an acceleration of about three gees. To verify his conclusion the walls of the cylinder, which had been perfectly smooth with the blurred smoothness of terrific speed, began to show irregularities which rose from the floor and disappeared far up the shaft.


  The piston came to a stop and the wall swung out again to reveal a scene which was the exact duplicate of the one above that they had left. Already Gar knew he was lost. The floors were not numbered in any way and there were thousands of them.


  Now Gar followed the stranger along the inside wall of the building, passed through a swinging door with him. and entered a vast laboratory. Strange transparent monstrosities were all about him. Huge vats with bubbling liquids, almost familiar looking tangles of wires and vacuum tubes, and long rows of instrument panels.


  Several queer looking robots were wheeling a large square box into the room from the other end. The man motioned Gar to enter through the small door in its front. Gar did so, with him following. Inside was a desk and a chair. On the desk was a writing pad and a pencil.


  “You will start writing,” the stranger said. “It doesn’t matter what you write just so long as you keep on writing steadily. We will soon be completely insulated from the out-, side. I will cease to be conscious of what goes on in here. If you are self-contained you will not lose consciousness. The evidence of what you have written will be proof.”


  Gar sat down and started to write.


  TURLOGH reached, the airlock without mishap. It was just as they had left it. He hooked up the valve lever again and entered the lock, donning his vacuum suit before closing the inner door.


  As the outer door swung open he stepped out, and with a single backward glance climbed up the slope to the space ship. It, too, had been untouched since they left it.


  Inside once-again he took off his vacuum suit and hastily made the rounds on an inspection tour. Everything was just as they had left it.


  Now doubts began to assail him. This bubble city seemed too pat and too advanced. Building a creature, a robot that looked human and talked the language they themselves used, took the workings of a very superior mentality. One so superior that they could not hope to outguess it.


  On the spur of the moment he decided to blast off from the surface and resume the old orbit around the planet. Then it would be possible to escape and notify the earth of this strange race if something sinister developed. At most it would mean a delay of only a few hours in picking up Gar, and Gar would approve of his precautions.


  Long ago he and Gar had considered the possibility of a situation similar to the present one, and decided that the safety of future explorers was of more importance than the life of one of them. And Gar could contact the ship by radio once he put his vacuum suit on again.


  The next eight hours was spent in the takeoff and the almost dainty spurts from the rockets that put him back in the original orbit. By the time the tablerock in the center of the warm spot again came into sight, the ship was an inert, swiftly moving satellite of Pluto once more.


  Turlogh had put the ship into orbits around nearly every planet in the system, and each time he had the same thought. If he were to die the ship would circle endlessly forever unless some body collided with it.


  As the tablerock flashed by below he examined it through the ship telescope. Gar had not come up yet It would be another eight hours, thirty seven minutes, and ten seconds, before the spot would be visible from the ship again.


  Turlogh yawned. Turning the radio receiver on to the suit wavelength, so that it would wake him up if Gar should try to contact him, he undressed and stretched out in his bunk. Soon he slept. This time his sleep was dreamless.


  GAR KEPT on writing even after the stranger slumped to the floor unconscious. He wrote whatever came into his head, Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, nursery rhymes, and whatever came to mind. After half an hour the stranger stirred, then rose to his feet.


  He read closely what Gar had written. Then he opened the small door and stepped outside, motioning Gar to follow him.


  “One more test,” he said in a matter of fact tone, “and then we will be satisfied.”


  Another machine had been wheeled into the room. It was a chair with a hood for the head, something like those in beauty parlors back on earth.


  Confidently Gar sat down and allowed the stranger to lower the hood over his head. Almost the next instant, it seemed, the hood was lifted.


  He stood up and swayed dizzily. The stranger caught him, and supported him until the wave of dizziness passed. After that one spell his mind cleared like magic. His senses seemed much sharper than they ever had been before.


  “We are completely satisfied,” the stranger said smiling. “You may now return to your friend in his ship. I believe he is circling the planet in your original exploration orbit. It is now just fifty minutes before he will reach the plateau again so that you can contact him.”


  “Thanks,” Gar said vaguely. “I’d better get up there right away then where I can talk to him and let him know I’m O.K.”


  The, stranger led him to the elevator, back up to the roadway, and waved a friendly farewell as a car bore Gar toward the surface lock. There Gar found his vacuum suit and was soon climbing the slope back to the tablerock.


  He turned on the suit radio and tried to contact Turlogh. When he was halfway up the slope the ship appeared over the horizon as a slowly moving star. Almost immediately Turlogh’s voice sounded.


  “Hello. Am I glad to see you down there! Better take a nap in the airlock to the bubble, because I have to go around again to land,” Turlogh said.


  Gar stopped his climb. “Guess you’re right,” he answered. It’ll be almost nine hours before you land. I don’t feel sleepy, but I can’t stand out here-that long.”


  “How did everything go?” asked Turlogh anxiously.


  “O.K., I guess.” Gar said. “I’m a little lost mentally. They seem only interested in determining that I am completely self-contained. They seem satisfied on that now, so they have lost interest in us.”


  “That’s funny,” Turlogh said slowly. “It would seem that they would be anxious to get better acquainted with us. But I’d just as soon scram out of here if it is O.K. with you, Gar. We can’t get any radioactives here, and that’s what we came for. Maybe we’d just better hand in a report on earth and forget the whole thing. Huh?”


  “Maybe so,” Gar replied, turning and starting back toward the airlock.


  Once there, he opened the front plate on his suit and relaxed. Almost instantly he was asleep.


  And almost instantly he began to dream . . .


  He felt queer and helpless. He was sprawled out on a smooth floor. The images of his surroundings seemed queerly distorted. Gradually they came into focus and became sensible.


  He tried to get up. A queer, thrashing feeling shook his. body. He turned his head to see what caused it and saw that his body was a long thing with several legs. Horror made him wake up. He did not move, but quietly felt of the comforting closeness of his vacuum suit, and let his eyes wander around the airlock to reassure his mind of his surroundings.


  THEN HE went back to sleep and the dream continued, it seemed all right for his dream body to have many legs. As if playing a game he moved them experimentally and found that if he concentrated on just the front legs the others always followed suit in a definite rhythm.


  Having so many legs made him remember the old joke about the thousand legged worm and the beetle. The beetle asks the worm how he can keep so many legs moving without getting mixed up, and the worm says, “It’s easy. I’ll show you.” So he concentrates on his legs and gets all mixed up. Forever after he stumbles. Gar chuckled in his dream, and walked around the room quite expertly by forgetting all about the back legs and concentrating only on the front ones.


  In front of him was a mirror. He stopped in front of it and looked at his dream body. Its reflection in the mirror seemed real. He thought, “As long as I’m having such a screwy dream I might as well try something. I’ll transfer my consciousness to the image in the mirror and see how I actually look.” Instantly he was looking at another figure; that of a spiderlike creature.


  But he could still see the many legged one too. He seemed to be seeing with the eyes of both creatures at once, and the sensation of looking at himself from two bodies, and BEING in those two bodies, gave his mind a jerk, as though his personality were splitting and his brain with it. He woke up and climbed to his feet.


  “If I go back to sleep I’ll go nuts,” he muttered drowsily, clamping the face plate of his suit back in place. His wrist watch showed he had been asleep four hours. Stepping out of the air lock he began a leisurely climb up the long slope toward the tablerock, resolved not to sleep again until this crazy planet was just a dot in the sky, and good old earth was on the nose of the ship.


  A seemingly black cloud shooting up from the horizon to occult a large area of the star blanketed sky, signaled the arrival of the space ship before it appeared. Gar stayed in the protection of the large boulder near the top of the slope until the ship landed, then finished his climb to the ship.


  Inside he hastily took off his vacuum suit and strapped himself in a recoil chair beside his partner, who then blasted off. The ship had rested on the planet just eleven minutes.


  With the gyro stabilizers keeping the nose of the ship pointed away from the planet, and the stern rockets spurting a constant blast of four gees, the ship spiraled outward until Pluto became a vanishing dot in the heavens.


  While this was going on Gar told the details of his strange dream to Turlogh, whose only comment was, “If we ever come here again we will both go nuts. To hell with space travel. When we get home I’m going to find a nice quiet spot and spend the rest of my life fishing.”


  He said it as if he meant it.


  While Turlogh was correcting the ship’s course so that its free flight orbit woud intersect the earth’s bit at the right spot, Gar typed out a complete report on their visit to Pluto. Then both men turned in.


  Turlogh lay in his bunk thinking of Gar’s dream for a. long time after he heard Gar’s quiet snoring. A worried frown creased his forehead.


  Gar went to sleep the moment he stretched out in his bunk. And again he dreamt. In the dream he seemed to reverse things. His recent wakefulness, the takeoff from Pluto, Turlogh,—all seemed like something he had dreamed while asleep, and his awareness through the two strange bodies in the large room seemed the reality.


  HIS UNCONSCIOUSNESS seemed to split quite naturally into two separate and independent parts, one in the many legged worm, and the other in the spiderlike body. Almost like two separate individuals he. sent each body on an exploring trip around the room, the worm found a door and pushed it open to reveal another large room in which several other bodies were parked, each different in shape, and obviously designed for different duties. A third focus of consciousness seemed to split off in his mind, and suddenly he could see this room from the position a humanoid body with flexible arms and many fingered hands occupied. He turned the head downward, and sure enough he was seeing that body as if it were his own, while at the same time he could see it from the eyes of the many legged worm.


  “This is interesting work,” he thought to himself.


  He began to play a game. First he would concentrate all his consciousness in one of the bodies. Then he would concentrate it in another, exploring the capabilities of each.


  Finally he tried to see how many of these bodies he could control and be aware through at once. There seemed no limit. A simple act of will created a whole new focus of consciousness, complete with visual, auditory, and reasoning centers.


  From a great distance he heard a soft jangling that had a vague familiarity about it. One part of his mind puzzled over it while he was gazing with rapt attention on one of his bodies through the eyes of several of the others, and coordinating all, the images into completely three dimensional image in his consciousness. It was fascinating to have a solid object seem to actually exist in its entirety in his mind.


  That part of his mind that was puzzling over the bell suddenly remembered that it was the alarm in his bunk. He opened his eyes to the familiar surroundings of the ship. THE DREAM DID NOT STOP.


  His mind had split again, and the part that was Gar was on the ship, while the dozens of other foci of consciousness in the various dream bodies continued without interruption!


  He lay in the bunk thinking with one part of his mind. It was all clear now. He was no longer just Gar Nichols. Under that machine on Pluto he had become one of the Bubble men. How, he didn’t know.


  The part of him that was Gar stretched lazily and climbed out of the bunk. Turlogh was already up, so he dressed slowly, trying to decide whether he should tell his partner or not.


  He decided not to until he found out more. First he must find out whether his brain had been taken out of his skull and set in some vat in one of the buildings in Bubble City, or if there had merely been some change made in his brain so that it could direct and be aware through robot bodies on Pluto while still occupying his own body.


  That would make all the difference in the world, for if the latter were the case he could forget about the bodies on Pluto and remain just Gar Nichols; but if the former were the case he was sunk. Or was he? Could he go on being Gar in one small part of his mind until his earth body died of old age, while at the same time he lived a fuller, many faceted life as a Plutonian? If that were what was in store for him it wouldn’t 2 half bad.


  A new angle occurred to him. If his brain were on Pluto his reflexes should slow down, because it would take time for impulses to travel from Pluto to the ship as it got farther and farther away.


  “How far are we from Pluto now?” he asked Turlogh casually between bites of ham and eggs at breakfast.


  Instantly Turlogh replied, “About a million and a half.”


  There was no time lag perceptible above the norm. Gar performed a little mental arithmetic. About nine seconds for light to reach them from Pluto. That should mean a time lag of eighteen seconds. It wasn’t there, so—.


  Other parts of his multiple consciousness took up the problem; There was no time lag for his bodies on Pluto either! The part of his mind that was aware through the spider robot set out to find a robot of one of the other Bubble creatures.


  HE FOUND a door that opened out onto one of the suspended roadways and made his way to the nearest building. Halfway there a robot left that building and came to meet him.


  Speaking in English it said, “I see that you have finally found out about yourself. Are you mad at us?”


  “I don’t know,” Gar replied. “Where’s my brain? In my body on the space ship, or in the building I just left?”


  “In the building,” was the answer. “That is, part of it is. The bulk of the Gar personality and the seat of consciousness were removed, leaving only the sections necessary to the functioning of your old body. When it dies you will still retain all your memories of your life as Gar Nichols, and while it lives you will be able to continue as Gar Nichols without any trouble.”


  “But how about time lag?” asked Gar.


  “Time lag?” the robot asked. “Oh, I see what you mean. There is no appreciable time lag. Telepathy takes place by means of waves in the ether, which travel at the speed of about two hundred billion miles a second.”


  “Huh?” Gar exclaimed.


  “It’s like this,” the robot explained. “Suppose you have an electron and a proton stuck together. In a line directed outward from the pair, in a direction such that the proton completely hides the electron, the field is positive. In the opposite direction it is completely negative. Give the pair a spinning motion, and every time it goes completely around, the electrical field in one direction has gone through one change from positive to negative to positive. If there is an electron somewhere it will be attracted, repelled, and again attracted, so that its movement will be slightly oscilating.”


  “Hmm,” Said Gar thoughtfully, his eyes idly watching a column of moving figures on a road below.


  “These alternating waves of attraction and repulsion,” the robot figure before him went on, “travel through the ether at the square root of the mean square velocity of the ether particles, which is about two hundred billion miles a second. Light travels at a hundred and eighty-six thousand miles a second because it is electron-proton in structure, and travels because of the unbalanced ether pressures against the electrons and the protons. An entirely different thing.”


  “Then I’ll have no difficulty being myself when the ship lands on earth?” asked Gar.


  “We can’t guarantee anything,” the robot replied, “but we think you will have no trouble at all.”


  “How is it possible for one mind to be aware through several bodies without getting everything mixed up?” asked Gar.


  “In ONE body you have visual centers, auditory centers, etc.,” the robot explained. “All of these operate without interfering with one another. You can be aware of what you see, hear, feel, taste, and smell, all at the same time. Creatures such as the reptiles and fowls on earth, who have independently functioning eyes, have two independent visual centers. It’s just an extension of the same thing to have many bodies.”


  The robot hesitated for a minute, then said, “We have found out many things about ourselves by this experiment on you. Undoubtedly we were once living creatures just as you were. The parts of our makeup that were mysteries to us before are no longer that.”


  DURING the long journey back to earth Gar had plenty of time to relax, as Gar, and concentrate most of his mental energies on expanding his abilities in Bubble City.


  Turlogh suspected nothing, and as the days wore on and Gar seemed to have no more dreams, or at least did not mention having any more, the strangeness of their experiences on Pluto dimmed. It took him by surprise when Gar awoke from a day dream two days out from earth and casually remarked that he had decided to retire from space travel and get a place in the country where he could work on a few gadgets he had been thinking about.


  All the suspicions he had had for the first few days on their journey outward from Pluto returned, but he shrugged his shoulders and remarked that it was a good idea. “I think I’ll retire myself,” he added. Then, grinning, “I think with Pluto we’ve seen about everything.”


  “Ah,—Turlogh,” Gar said after several minutes of silence.


  “Yeah?” Turlogh prompted.


  “Ah,—about the report on Bubble City,” Gar hesitated. “Suppose we don’t hand that in. I just want to retire and live in peace, and if we turned that loose we would be on the front pages of every paper in the world and pestered to death to lead an expedition back there.”


  “Sure, sure,” Turlogh said soothingly. “I agree with you. We’re rich now and can do what we want. Fame would spoil it.”


  Out of the corner of his eye he saw Gar sigh with relief. He got up and went forward to peer through the forward telescope at the swiftly growing earth. A gong sounded, and he hastened to the shock seats with Gar. Almost as soon as they had strapped themselves in, the first deceleration blast shook the ship.


  Twenty hours later the ship settled in its berth at the Arizona space, port. As the two men stepped to the ground a decrepit taxi wheezed up.


  Gar climbed in, but Turlogh shook his head. “You go on into Denver, Gar. I’ll fill out the trip sheet in the office.” He winked at Gar to let him know he had not forgotten about keeping silent about Bubble City. Gar winked back and nodded his agreement.


  Turlogh’s stride was determined and resolute as he made his way across the field to the office buildings. The job ahead would be a disagreeable one to him.


  He made a long distance phone call and then relaxed over a huge steak in the cafe. An hour and a half later a slim jet plane dipped out of the sky and came-to a stop outside. Turlogh went out to meet its passenger, a skinny man six feet tall with a grey tweed suit. They shook hands.


  “I’m Mr. Foster,” the skinny man introduced himself. “The office assigned me to the case. They said you have a story to tell that is so fantastic it won’t be believed.”


  “That’s right,” Turlogh said. “And I may not have another chance to repeat it, so I’d better tell it where it will go on a spool for future reference.”


  AN HOUR later he was bringing his account to an end. Leaning back in a swivel chair, his feet on a desk, he held a microphone to his lips while Mr. Foster sat across the desk and made occasional notes in a little book.


  “There are several things that make me think Gar has become a robot of those creatures on Pluto,” Turlogh was summing up his story. “First, Gar never used to go right to sleep. Now he is asleep the second his head hits the pillow. Second, he has always kept busy on other trips, making various gadgets, reading, and hounding me to death to play chess with him. On our trip from Pluto he did none of these things. He kept to himself, spent most of his time napping or just staring at nothing, and seldom spoke except to answer me.


  “And now he plans to retire and make a few gadgets he has in mind. What are they? We have never had any secrets before! He wants to keep it secret that there are intelligent beings of some kind on Pluto. Why? Why all these changes in character of a man I have known for years? Why his secrecy? Why the polite hints that after this trip I was to go my own way and let him go his alone?


  “I think he should be watched carefully-all the time,” he went on. “My theory is that he is now a robot instrument of the Plutonians. They plan to conquer the earth. If that’s correct, then Gar will set up a laboratory to make more robots, or make robots out of men. And he will build machines to rule the world with.”


  He laid down the microphone and sat up. Mr. Foster looked back over his notes for a few minutes in silence.


  “He didn’t make anything oh the ship or bring anything with him from Pluto did he?” he finally asked.


  “No,” Turlogh replied. “Unless it was so small he could conceal it in his clothing. Anyway, he was still the old Gar when I picked him up and blasted off, except for the strange dream he had had in the airlock on Pluto.”


  “Well,” Mr. Foster said, rising to his feet, “We will keep a constant watch on him and examine everything he buys in the way of materials. He won’t be able to build anything that will be a threat to us. Meanwhile, keep in touch with me. Just call the number on that card I gave you and ask for me.”


  “O.K.,” Turlogh answered. The two men shook hands gravely and parted.


  GAR WAS worried, and whenever he was worried he found something to keep him busy. Two days out from Earth he had relaxed in his bunk, closed his eyes, and left his body to itself, while he concentrated all his mental faculties on mastery of his dozens of robots in Bubble City, confident that when the alarm clock went off he would be able to regain awareness through his old body as usual.


  Yet after several hours when he tried to contact his old body he couldn’t get the slightest response. Immediately he had sent one of his robots out to get the robot of the stranger, the “Gar Hogan” who seemed to have no name of his own.


  They met on the roadway again, and Gar burst out with the information that he had lost contact with his body on the ship.


  “That’s too bad,” the stranger sympathized. “But there is nothing we can do about it now. If Turlogh senses the nature of the trouble he may turn back. If he doesn’t, your body will go on living, but without any guiding intelligence it may run into trouble.”


  “What’ll I do?” asked Gar frantically.


  “Just forget about it,” the stranger advised. “You are here. You have millions of years ahead of you. You will soon forget about your earth body.”


  “I don’t want to forget about it,” Gar cried. “Don’t you realize that without my earth body I don’t give a damn about all this?”


  “But there is nothing you can do about it,” the stranger spoke sadly.


  “I’ll go mad,” Gar said wildly. “I don’t want to spend a million years playing with grotesque bodies like a child with paper dolls.”


  “I’ll make you a promise,” the stranger said sympathetically. “We will try to re-establish contact with your body. If we can’t, in not over a year you will see Earth again in a body that looks and acts exactly like your original one. We will help you build a ship, under your direction, to take it to Earth. Will that satisfy you?”


  “I guess it’ll have to,” Gar answered despondently.


  The stranger looked at him speculatively for a moment and then turned around and went back to his own building.


  Gar watched him go, and then did the same, feeling like a turtle drawing its head into its shell.


  Back in his building again he built a worm body a city block long with two thousand legs. All he had to do was think of the details and his robot machinery turned it out. When it was finished he started out on a journey of exploration of the bubble, gliding along on the roadways, swinging over the edge and dropping to lower roadways.


  After one got used to it the city was monotonous in its regularity. The buildings were evenly spaced, and all of the same architecture. They were all tied together by the networks of suspended roadways at every fifty foot level, from the bottom of the bubble to the top-; and the foundations, of each building were as solidly imbedded in the native rock at the top as at the bottom, so that the entire bubble was more or less an architectural and structural-unit.


  GAR, IN his bizarre robot body, was left strictly alone. Although he passed hundreds of robots they passed him without pausing. Even when he finally spoke to one he was ignored. In a fit of anger he pushed the robot he had spoken to over the edge of the roadway and watched it turn slowly over and over as it dropped to the bottom of the bubble.


  He fully expected this act to bring out some sort of response from the impassive minds of the city; but so far as he could see, no one paid the slightest attention to his warlike act.


  He followed a group of robot’s in an attempt to learn what there was to do around the city. They wandered ant like from level to level, apparently having no definite purpose in their wanderings.


  At last he gave up in disgust and returned to his own building. “It’s like being the last guest at a summer resort after the first snowfall,” he muttered to himself.


  Turlogh caught a taxi into Denver after watching the secret service man’s jet plane disappear toward the east. He and Gar were part owners of the Stratford Hotel, and kept one suite of rooms for themselves.


  Turlogh stopped at the desk and asked if Gar had come in yet. The clerk said he had gone up half an hour before, so Turlogh stepped into the waiting elevator and rode to the fifth floor.


  The door to the apartment, was unlocked. Turlogh pushed it open and walked in. Gar was sitting at the desk phoning.


  His side of the conversation was noncommittal, consisting mostly of “I see’s” and “O.K.’s.” With a last “O. K.” he hung up.


  “Get through all the red tape?” he asked.


  “Yeah,” Turlogh grunted.


  There was a discreet knock at the door, and Gar rose to let in the boy with a tray and several newspapers.


  “Want-some?” asked Gar.


  “I’ll have a pot of coffee,” Turlogh said, picking up one of the newspapers. He retired to a window corner and left Gar to himself. Gar began his meal with perfect composure, as if Turlogh ignoring him were the most natural thing in the world.


  He finished his meal just as the boy returned with Turlogh’s coffee. With a muttered, “Guess I’ll go out for awhile,” he followed the boy out into the hall, closing the door without a backward glance.


  Turlogh stepped hastily to the phone and dialed a number the secret service man had given him. Almost at once the other end answered. Turlogh told them that Gar had just left the room and was probably in the lobby by now. Then he hung up.


  It was shortly after that that Gar disappeared. Turlogh was told all about it that evening. Gar had been followed from the hotel. He went directly to a luggage store where he bought a small suitcase. From there he went directly to the First National Bank to the safety deposit vault. When Turlogh heard of this he felt sick. He and Gar kept a cash fund of over twenty million dollars in. their safety deposit box.


  From the bank he had gone to the surgical supply house in the medical and dental building, leaving there with a package which inquiry later on disclosed to have contained most of the instruments necessary for a brain surgery.


  WHEN he left the surgical supply company he hopped into a cruising cab, and was out of sight before the secret service man following him could get one. He noted the number of the cab, though, and found out later that it had taken Gar to a downtown corner. He had paid his fare and vanished in the crowd of afternoon shoppers. There the trail vanished.


  An emergency dragnet was put around the city, but Gar had had over two hours to pick up a car and leave before every car was being stopped. The Denver police were called in to help. Every car dealer in the city was shown Gar’s picture before the day was over, but none of them had seen him.


  The-picture was run on the front page of the morning paper with a five hundred dollar reward for information of any kind.


  Turlogh went with the secret service man to the bank the next morning and opened the deposit box. It was empty.


  “Do you have any record of the numbers of the bills?” asked Fred Ginther, the secret service man.


  “No,” Turlogh replied. “We kept that money as a sort of emergency fund.


  “I see,” Fred Ginther said dryly. “That accounts for almost two percent of all the money that has been kept out of circulation for the past ten years.”


  “You never know when you’ll need large sums of money in a hurry. That’s why we kept it,” Turlogh replied uncomfortably.


  Two weeks went by. Then one day Gar was picked up in the loop in Chicago. He was picked up because he didn’t know who he was or where he was, and because he was standing in the middle of the street looking around blankly at the stalled cars.


  The traffic cop led him to the curb and called the wagon. At police headquarters he was unable to answer any question rationally.


  Only then did the police look into it more closely and find that they had picked up Gar Nichols. They sent a wire to the Denver police who had put out the reward notice.


  Turlogh and Fred Ginther caught the next plane to Chicago. When they entered the room where Gar was being detained he was sitting on a bench, staring blankly across the room at the opposite wall. He turned his head at their entrance, but showed no sign of recognition when he looked at Turlogh.


  “This him?” Fred asked tersely.


  Turlogh nodded wordlessly. Then he turned and left the room. Fred asked Gar a few questions. Getting no response he followed Turlogh who was at the desk asking questions.


  Gar had had no suitcase on him when picked up. There were no papers in his pocket of any kind. He had on the clothes he left Denver in. That was all.


  “What do you think has happened,” Fred asked Turlogh.


  “I hate to say what I think has happened,” Turlogh replied. “I think you’d better get your boss here.”


  Fred lifted the nearest phone from its cradle and asked for long, distance.


  Turlogh was pacing angrily up and down in his hotel room on the twenty-third floor of the Palmer house. Fred Ginther and the skinny man were slouched calmly in the two armchairs the hotel provided each tenant.


  “Take it easy, Turlogh,” Fred said soothingly.


  “Take it easy!” Turlogh exclaimed. “We’ve got to go back to Pluto and drop a couple of bombs on that bubble before something happens so we can’t:”


  “What can happen?” the skinny man asked.


  “What can happen?” Turlogh echoed. “Why, lots can happen. Don’t you see what’s happened already?”


  “Sure. Your partner has lost his memory. You say that these things in the bubble on Pluto operated on him and took over.” The skinny man paused speculatively. “Let’s assume that’s the case. Then one of the things was here on earth. He evidently lost control or else gave it up as a bad job after finding our civilization much bigger than he had thought; What could he do as one man that would threaten the whole world?”


  “It’s perfectly obvious what he did. He got those surgical instruments didn’t he?” Turlogh exclaimed.


  “So what?” Fred Ginther said. “That thing that was controlling Gar’s body operated on somebody else to make a robot out of him.” Turlogh emphasized each word. “Right now somebody we don’t know and have no way of finding out is a robot body of these things on Pluto. If it were friendly it wouldn’t resort to such means and take such pains to cover up. And don’t forget, THOSE THINGS ARE MILLIONS OF YEARS OLD. Our science is puny compared to what they probably know. If we don’t destroy them right away it may be too late.”


  THE PHONE rang. The skinny man picked it up and said, “Foster speaking.” He listened for a minute, and then hung up. His eyes held a thoughtful look as he absently dropped the phone in its cradle.


  “You may be right at that,” he finally murmured. “An x-ray shows a small metal object of complex outline at the base of Gar’s skull, imbedded in the brain.”


  “Is the brain all there?” asked Turlogh hastily.


  “No,” Mr. Foster said slowly. “The frontal lobe is missing. The space it should occupy is filled with a parafin substance. Also a few cubic centimeters of the back part of the brain is out, where that metal object is located.”


  He stared moodily at the carpet for several minutes. Then he gave a disgruntled snort. “At any rate,” he said, “We can no longer doubt your story, no matter how unbelievable it sounds.”


  “What are we going to do?” asked Turlogh.


  “It looks like we’ll have to make a few atom bombs, but that’ll take time. At least a month. Meanwhile we’ll alert the whole police system, both local and government.”


  He pulled out a cigar and bit the end off savagely. “We have the best electronic experts in the world on the way to Chicago now. They’re going to examine that gadget in your partner’s skull to see if they can find out what it is. And the best surgeons in the country are going to examine that—He hesitated for a word. “That brain-ectomy to see how it was done and how much skill it took.”


  He pointed his cigar at Turlogh. “You’re going to have to be ready to lead an expedition to Pluto and show them where this Bubble City is.”


  “What about Gar?” asked Turlogh.


  “His body will probably die under the examination he will be given. If not, and his brain is on Pluto, I doubt if the Plutonians will talk enough sense to enable us to risk saving him. For my money he’s a goner.” Mr. Foster saw the look on Turlogh’s face and added, “I’m sorry.”


  Turlogh pulled himself together with a visible effort and shrugged his shoulders resignedly. “Well,” he remarked, “Gar and I long ago talked it over and decided that if the time ever came when it was a choice between the safety of the earth and our own lives, the earth would come first.”


  He watched mutely as the two government men closed the door behind them. Then he called the airport to make reservations for the next plane back to Denver.


  FOSTER quietly went to work when he got back to Washington, D.C. Even before he arrived he was busy getting things started via the plane’s radio.


  He had the report on the gadget in Gar’s skull, and the experts’ opinions on where the materials for more of the things could be bought. It was quite likely that Gar had brought several of those things concealed in his clothing, so that he would not have to depend on the resources of the Earth for more of them.


  But investigation of everyone who had bought such materials in the past few days, and continued investigation of all who could buy them in the next few months would have to be made.


  In addition there was the movements of Gar as he made his way from Denver to Chicago. They would have to be tracked down. He could have gone anyplace in the world on the way. His picture would have to be broadcast to every police station in the country and millions of officers would have to conduct almost a house to house inquiry. Many millions of people would look blankly at that picture and shake their heads and mutter, “No, I’ve never seen that guy before, or—wait a minute. No. No, that couldn’t have been him.”


  It was almost a hopeless search. If they found any robots they could make sure by an x-ray. But by now there might be hundreds of them. It was entirely possible that the President might become a robot instrument of these beings on Pluto! His own men! Maybe even he might be made a robot. Foster shuddered at the thought. No one would know the difference.


  The whole picture of a race of sinister, diabolical intelligences, squatting in a hole on a planet millions of miles away while they quietly and patiently took over the Earth by a means that would be almost impossible to stop, was terrible to contemplate.


  The ONLY answer was to get at the core of the danger. Wipe them out! And he couldn’t start the manufacture of atom bombs with just a phone call. Even the President couldn’t start it. There would have to be a meeting of the world powers. All the evidence would have to be presented to them. There would be one or two stupid representatives who would suspect this as a subtle plan of the United States to get permission to make atom bombs so they could conquor the world! These men would have to be treated politely and their stupid arguments listened to while the whole planet was being threatened.


  It could be that by the time the bombs were made the creatures on Pluto would be entrenched so strongly that they could prevent the takeoff of ships with atom bombs to Pluto! It would be. impossible to subject every key figure in the world to daily x-rays to determine whether he had been made a robot or not.


  Foster sighed wearily and wished that space travel had never come. The human race was just asking for trouble and had finally got it.


  When the wheels of his plane touched the landing strip at the capitol he impatiently loosened the crash belt and was dropping off the wing of the plane almost before it came to a stop. A car was waiting to take him directly to the President. He had radioed ahead for the appointment so that not a minute would be lost.


  And as he sank back in the rear seat of the car, he felt of the gun in the armpit. holster under his coat. From now on he would not be able to trust anybody. At the least hint of danger he would have to shoot to kill. Even if the danger came from one of his own men!


  GAR MOVED several of his robots to every side of his building so that he could keep an eye, or rather, a dozen eyes, on whatever might go on in Bubble City, and did some heavy thinking.


  “There are two ways to look at this thing,” he thought to himself. “Either Bubble City is so old that time means nothing, and every creature here spends most of his time doing nothing, or something is going on that probably smells.”


  Whatever might be going on, Gar decided he had better improve his position somewhat. He thought of a body exactly like his own as it had been, and willed it to be made. The machinery which occupied a good part of his building turned it out in a few hours.


  Then he strutted around, feeling his old self again, while he watched himself through the eyes of his robot units. The novelty of seeing from many different positions at once had worn off. The marvel of the adaptability of the brain would never fade. His brain now had over two hundred independent visual centers which could work without interference with one another, or co-ordinate into a solid image in his mind when their visual ranges overlapped. He could do one thing with one body and another with another body, just as a man can read a book while walking, his legs doing work entirely unrelated to the work his eyes and hands are concentrated on.


  Next he took one of his robots apart. It seemed to be made mostly of some soft of a plastic. The muscular system was interesting, but what he was most concerned with was the visual unit and the power unit.


  The visual unit was complete by itself as he found out by taking it out of the robot and laying it on a bench, and still being able to see through the eyes.


  The power unit worked something like the human heart, and was probably atom powered, since there seemed no source of power present. In the robots it pumped some fluid that probably was an alcohol, which powered the muscular system.


  When taken out of the robot the fluid pumped out of it. Then the heart’s rhythm increased until it shot a steady stream of air out of its exhaust port. It weighed perhaps three or four ounces.


  The whole plan of the robot factory connected to his brain became clear. With most of the essential features of the robot bodies standardized, only the shape of a new robot, and the numbers of appendages would be variables in a new robot. The rest was standard just like the parts of machinery on earth.


  Gar wanted weapons of some sort. None of the parts of the robot looked promising, but they were all he had to work with. So he went to work.


  In three days he had a thing about the size of a football that could move through the air, hover, turn, all at his mental command; that had eyes, ears, and a sharp heavy nose. It was powered by two robot hearts that sucked in the air in front and shot it out to the rear. Fins like those on fish did the steering.


  As soon as he had perfected what he wanted he set his machinery to work and for the next few days it hummed steadily until he had thousands of his football robots stacked on the floors of the building.


  Then he went on a real trip of exploration in half a dozen of them. None of the residents of Bubble City seemed to notice the small, oblong balls that glided among the buildings, so he explored everywhere, inside of the other buildings, and even the wall of the bubble.


  Finally he stumbled across the tunnel at the bottom of the bubble. It was a smooth bore dropping at an angle of almost thirty degrees, perfectly straight as far as the eye could penetrate.


  He sent the seeing eye balls, as he called them, speeding through the tunnel about a block apart. For hours they sped along. Finally, although there had been no change in the direction of the tube, it seemed to be going upward.


  Gar puzzled over this and finally figured it out. On earth, for example, if a tube could be bored from San Francisco to London in a perfectly straight line, a person entering it at San Francisco would coast downhill until he was half way through. The last half, beginning miles below the surface, would be all uphill. If the trip used up no energy in friction he would coast to a stop just at the surface in London.


  “So this bore goes to one of the other warm areas!” Gar exclaimed to himself.


  HIS DEDUCTION proved to be right. As the foremost ball reached the opening to the next bubble its eyes took in a sight even more awe inspiring than the first view of Bubble City itself.


  There were no buildings here. It was a huge workshop. Thousands of atom powered motor generators were lined up on steps carved in the bottom half of the bubble. Thick copper bars led along these rows of. generators, their ends leading finally to a gigantic unit in the center.


  A floor that covered acres was crowded with huge cranes and machines, and an assembly line had been formed, on which rested over a hundred space ships partly completed.


  Sub assembly lines were all over the place. Gar recognized many of the parts being made. What should he do?


  He decided just to watch for the present. Up near the roof of the Bubble the wall seemed smooth. From vantage points up there he could take in all that went on below. He shot his floating balls out of the tunnel and upward. Then he backed them against the bubble roof where they stayed, held by the suction of the robot heart through its stern intake.


  From half a dozen vantage points he studied what was going on. The huge thing in the middle of the floor of the cavern was an atom smasher. Through an opening on one side a thin but steady trickle of molten metal cascaded into a box of ingot molds. When one section filled, the box moved until the stream fell into the next mold.


  No doubt by changing the raw material they could produce any element they had need for.


  Where did the source of power come from? All this activity could not be the result of perpetual motion. There were millions of horsepower of energy flowing in the activity below. There must be some source of radioactive elements to provide such vast quantities of power.


  Gar noticed that here and there were openings that led below the floor of the bubble. He determined to get below and see what there was. Over on one side of the floor there was a storage area where no one seemed to be moving.


  He cut one of his seeing eyes loose from its position on the cavern roof and sailed toward this area. As he drew closer he saw that it was covered with piles of grey ingots of some kind of metal. He stopped and looked at one closely. The oxide coating on it was quite thick, indication that the ingots had probably lain untouched for a long time.


  He wished he could pick one up, and regretted that he had not put small arms and hands on these floating robots so that he could get a sample of these ingots.


  A hole gaped in the floor between two rows of ingots. He sank cautiously through it, ready to draw back at the first sign of movement below.


  Underneath were more piles of the grey ingots. He floated cautiously along a corridor formed by two tiers of the ingots until he reached an open area.


  Here he paused; looking around. Squat, muscular robots were monotonously picking up the ingots and sliding them through openings in a thing that looked like a gigantic furnace.


  On the opposite side of the machine things that looked for all the world like bombs were emerging, and being carted to an elevator that led to the floor above. Atom bombs? The shape of the things indicated they were designed to drop through the atmosphere. The tail fins were shaped to produce a spin.


  And the ships being built up above, coupled with these bombs, could spell only one word,—war against Earth!


  Gar knew the ban against atom bombs on Earth. He knew that even if Turlogh knew the truth about what had been taking place in Pluto he would not be able to convince the United Nations that they should get ready for an interplanetary war. And if the war were carried to Earth itself it would mean the end.


  What were the Plutonians planning? Extermination of the Earthlings to keep any more from coming? Or conquest to enslave the race and rule the planet?


  It didn’t make much difference in the long run. From the number of bombs being turned out, the Earth would be blown to bits.


  “I’ve got to stop this,” he thought to himself. “I can’t contact Earth. Or can I?”


  The ships under construction up above! If he could steal one of those he might be able to get to Earth in time to warn them.


  He let the floating ball come to rest on one of the piles of ingots, so that he could keep watching the production of the bombs, and concentrate his thoughts on the problem of bringing a robot into this bubble that could run a space ship. A floating robot with arms and legs might do the trick.


  THE MAN stood in semi darkness staring at a white panel. Whenever he puffed on the cigarette hanging from his slack lips the flame at its end sent highlights of shadow over his features.


  His eyes remained fixed on the white panel, and across. it bobbed skulls complete with necks and part of the rib sections.


  The man chuckled mirthlessly as one skull paused, its jaw moving up and down with a regular rhythm, then bobbed on until it disappeared to the right of the panel.


  The next skull to enter the panel from the left had a strange dark area at the base of the skull. The man with the cigarette hastily pressed a button under his finger.


  A loud voice suddenly began to shout somewhere. The sound entered the place where the man with the cigarette stood, but it was too muffled to make out words. The tone, however, was angry.


  He grinned, but his eyes held a sick look. This was the third.


  Near the other side of the panel several pairs of eyes also held a sick look. The eyes belonged to international police officers. And their hands held snub nosed automatics trained on the distinguished figure of Aaron Comstock, Canadian representative to the United Nations Court.


  Mr. Comstock’s naturally florid countenance was almost livid, and a steady stream of unquotable language was spilling from his thin lips, his hooked nose accenting the words by stabbing violently in whatever direction his head happened to point.


  It pointed mostly at the two tight lipped men who were wrestling with his arms, trying to pin his wrists together with a pair of handcuffs. They finally succeeded in their efforts, and the distinguished Aran Comstock was led through a door into a side room. A representative from the Soviet Union and one from France were seated on chairs against the wall, handcuffs adorning their wrists also.


  In the middle of the room Foster was standing, nervously puffing on a black cigar, and gazing at the handcuffed men. Several men in the uniform of the international police stood about. Service automatics were prominently displayed on their left hips in shiny, brown leather holsters.


  Behind a walnut desk at the far end of the room sat a heavy featured man, his short arms resting on the desk top. This was I.P. chief, Vladimir Dubrovski. His small eyes stared blankly across the room. His whole demeanor was that of a man patiently waiting.


  “Five votes can kill the bill requesting permission to make atom bombs,” Foster said suddenly. “There should be at least two more.”


  Dubrovski grunted, but said nothing.


  During the next ten minutes three more figures were led into the room, handcuffed arms held by grim, uniformed men.


  There were now sixty-seven robotized humans under custody altogether. The decision of the world court would without a doubt be in favor of making the bombs. There were plenty of space ships to carry them. But every day the personnel connected with every phase of the projected attack against Pluto would have to be viewed through a fluoroscope, and the “guards themselves would also have to be examined.


  The thing that was going on was too insidious. One of Foster’s own men had left the headquarters building in Washington to go to the capitol building. He had arrived only ten minutes later than he should have. The fluoroscope showed the metal gadget at the base of his brain.


  Attempts to remove the things by surgery had so far proven fatal. The attempt had only been made twice. And there just weren’t enough fluoroscopes to do a complete job of surveillance. They were being taken by court order wherever they could be found, and factories were turning them out as fast as they could be made; but an unknown number of robotized humans were undoubtedly running around loose. Enough to be a real threat. And no doubt their numbers were growing steadily.


  Experts were working on the two gadgets taken from their unfortunate victims. So far they had not been able to learn the least thing about them.


  FOSTER GLANCED at his watch.


  Two o’clock. The meeting would be starting. The desk phone rang. Dubrovski lifted it from its cradle and grunted He listened for a few seconds and hung up. His small eyes held a humorous glint as his thick voice slurred out the words. “Quick work. They granted permission in twenty seconds by the stop, watch of one of the reporters.”


  More developments came in later. The materials for the bombs were already stockpiled in various countries. Each nation would make its quota of bombs and load its own space ships. Guns from the International patrol fleet would be transferred to the space ships in the various factories under international surveillance. Once the work started it would only be a matter of a few days until the fleet could take off.


  *    *    *


  Turlogh gazed anxiously at the unconscious figure of Gar strapped to the bunk in his space ship. A middle aged doctor stood beside him.


  “You think he’ll be all right?” Turlogh asked.


  “As right as he can be under the circumstances,” the doctor reassured him. “It was Foster’s idea to drug him and take him along. As soon as the drug wears off now we’ll see how he is. You say he was rational and himself up. to. two days before you landed on Earth?”


  “He seemed to be,” Turlogh answered. He turned suddenly and went forward to the pilot room. Gazing through the side viewports he watched the rest of the fleet. The long, silver ships seemed to hang motionless in space. Rocket gasses shot from their stern tubes and vanished almost instantly behind them. Now and then a quick puff at the side of one of the ships would indicate the action of the steering rockets, correcting the course of a ship. Another day of the acceleration and their orbit for Pluto would be made. Then only the steering rockets would indicate that the fleet was anything more than a V shaped formation of asteroids.


  Turlogh relaxed the grim compression of his lips and lit a cigarette. He was more used to the long days of inactivity of space travel than the international police pilot at the controls. Years among the asteroids had given him the patience that only an interstellar traveller can attain.


  Puffing contentedly on the cigarette, Turlogh looked through the. eye piece of the ship telescope, changing its direction constantly and pressing studs that dropped or lifted filters that cut down the excessive light until the sky looked something like it did on earth where the miles of atmosphere absorbed part of the rays.


  His body swayed slightly as the automatic radar devices detected some small object ahead, plotted its course and altered the course of the ship just enough to avoid a collision. It swayed again as the course corrected itself, the object having flashed past too quickly for the eye to see.


  The days wore on. The fleet passed the orbit of Mars before Gar regained consciousness. His mind was still a blank, but it might be possible that the alien beings on Pluto were passively spying through Gar’s blankly staring eyes, and listening through his apparently deaf ears; so he was kept confined to his bunk, his wrists fastened to the bed with steel chains.


  Turlogh spent most of his time at the telescope, peering ahead. Pluto became large enough to see. Imperceptibly it grew larger until it was a fair sized disc in the telescope.


  GAR SET TO work designing a floating robot with arms and legs. After it was finished it would take hours to send it through the tunnel to the other bubble and it might be detected and all his careful spying brought to an immature end. If this happened he had his thousands of floating balls with hard noses kept in reserve. He would use these to do as much damage as he could.


  What the Bubble City residents had in the way of counter measures he couldn’t even begin to guess. The only one that he and Turlogh had ever talked with mentioned a period when they had fought over possession of the robots. No mention had been made of the kind of warfare they had engaged in, so there was no clue as to what they might do; or could do.


  If he could get a few floating robots into the other bubble that could pick up things he could at least short out their banks of generators and perhaps burn up a few of them.


  If he could wreck all their space ships except one, and get that for himself, he could force these beings to some sort of terms or destroy them, himself included.


  Through the eyes of the floating balls in the other bubble he watched the progress of the work of making the space ships. A lull in the work on several of them enabled him to slip aboard and conceal himself in the shape of one of his seeing eye footballs over the instrument panel in the pilot room.


  It amazed him how nearly like the ship he and Turlogh had come to Pluto in, these ships were. They might have been turned out by the same company back on Earth!


  Finally the floating robot with arms and legs was finished. Gar sent it ahead at the same time putting his automatic machinery to work making dozens more of them. Powered with three hearts it shot into the tunnel and gained in speed until the cold light bulbs, spaced about fifty feet apart, became a blurred line of light.


  It passed a long line of human shaped robots marching in single file through the tunnel. These were evidently to be the pilots of the ships! And surely they must have seen and heard him as he passed so closely over their heads. But if they did they gave no sign of it; and as the end of the tunnel came, and the eyes of this new robot sent to his brain the scene of activity and preparation for war, there was still no sign that any of the alien creatures whose brains rested in the tall, reed-like buildings in the other bubble were aware that he knew of their schemes.


  Evidently they were quite human in that they could not see something they didn’t expect. They had no robots that could sail through the air. They never looked up. And they seemed to be serenely ignoring him, thinking that since he had no more than they to work with he could be no threat to their plans.


  Gar mentally shrugged his now almost forgotten shoulders. Perhaps he could be no threat to them. Perhaps they knew of everything he didn’t just as people idly watch the antics of a kitten which grimly attacks a shoe, determined to bring the wearer of the shoe to the floor and claw him to bits. And perhaps they were just as amused at the things he was doing.


  If that were the case,—what difference did it make, so long as he could be free to put in the last lick? If they were underestimating him it would be their hard luck!


  BUT GAR had a hunch that-these beings, so incredibly old that all their mental habits were firmly fixed, had one track minds in spite of their thousands of focal centers of consciousness. He felt that once they had decided he could do no harm they had dismissed him from their thoughts. And since they were many, each one who saw his floating robots probably thought they were the work of one of themselves!


  One thing that gave him this feeling was the fact that they did not seem to think of themselves as individuals. The one they had talked with had always said “we”, never “I.”


  And in his own brief experience he had found that the focus of consciousness set up in his mind to direct and be aware through a single robot had a tendency to isolate itself from the rest of his mind completely, and communicate with other parts of his mind almost as a separate individual. Perhaps in time such focal centers would become individual minds, all within a single brain, each with its own individuality and desires.


  He chuckled to himself. Goodness knows that the mind of an ordinary human often struggles with itself, trying to reach decisions between opposing desires. Suppose each desire of the mind could. be carried out by a separate body!


  As a result of all this thinking, Gar decided to be a little bolder. He now had floating robots the size of footballs, with two short arms and two telescoping legs, being completed at the rate of one every twenty minutes. As soon as one was finished he took control of it and sent it speeding through the tunnel to the other bubble. And as each one emerged at the other end it sped openly to one of the space ships and concealed itself above the instrument panel.


  He even sent one into the ship that already had an armless and legless robot, and, since the ship was vacant at that moment, he greeted himself warmly.


  “Hello, short, squat and ugly,” he said with gay contempt through the new robot to the old one.


  “Hello yourself,” came from the seeing eye football. “I think you’re cute with your football body, pointed nose, eyes and mouth like a goldfish, and arms and legs not much bigger around than straws in a soda fountain. I think if you ever get to Earth you could get a contract with the Disney Studios.”


  “Thenk yo,” came the reply.


  A moment later the pilot entered, followed by several robot mechanics. Then the ship began to move.


  From his vantage points through the floating balls at the top of the bubble Gar watched the ships move slowly and one after another vanish into an opening in a side wall. Each ship had been built on a wheeled truck which could carry it to the surface for the takeoff.


  The bore of this tunnel sloped upward at an angle of about ten degrees. At the top was a long airlock, freshly made, through which the ships passed, one at a time. On the outer surface of the planet the. ships moved down a long roadway for a half a mile, then made a right angle turn and blasted off.


  While this was going on Gar was in a mental quandary. He might have tried to gum up the works by taking over the first ship to enter the tunnel and somehow causing one of the bombs to explode, sealing the bubble. This might only have delayed the takeoff of the others. He might now take over one of the ships and bomb both bubbles, and if he succeeded he could destroy the Plutonian race completely.


  Or he might take, over all the ships at once and control the fleet. BUT, COULD THE PLUTONIANS BLOCK OUT HIS CONTROL AND SUBSTITUTE THEIR OWN IN HIS ROBOTS? On the answer to that question hinged the success of anything he might try to do. AND HE DID NOT DARE TO TAKE THAT RISK. Whatever he did must be final and irrevocable, and done without warning, so that any last minute attempts by the Plutonians to nullify his work would be impossible under any circumstances.


  PLUTO HAD increased in size in the telescope until it was as large as the moon is to the naked eye on Earth when Turlogh saw the Plutonian ships take off. He radioed the commander of the fleet only to find that every ship was watching that takeoff.


  But Turlogh could give information the other observers could not. He informed the commander that the ships were taking off from the second largest warm area on Pluto, while the Bubble City was under the largest of the three warm areas.


  “Then no doubt both warm areas cover bubble cities,” was the commander’s conclusion.


  “Perhaps the third one does, too,” Turlogh added.


  “Thank God we brought plenty of bombs,” the commander said before signing off.


  One after another of the sleek ships turned lazily on its axis and then spit gasses out of its stern tubes, to vanish in the distance. In two hours the ships were in battle formation, each a hundred miles from its nearest neighbor. Then, at a command from the flagship, the automatic fire switch on each ship was unlocked and pushed home.


  Now anything that approached to within a hundred miles of any ship would be detected by the radar that ordinarily served merely to avoid collision with other objects. Its course would be plotted automatically just as before, but a small explosive bullet fired from one of the many guns, aimed automatically, would intercept the path of the object and hit it.


  It was for that reason that each ship had to move out of the range of the others, and it was for that reason that the automatic fire switch was kept under lock, for if the switch were closed while the fleet was in close formation it might mean the end of the fleet. Each of the other ships would be detected and fired upon within six seconds after the switch, was closed!


  Such was the strength of the Earth fleet. Could the Plutonian fleet match it?


  The commander in his flagship, asked Turlogh that question over the radio.


  “I don’t know,” answered Turlogh.


  “I only saw Bubble City, hot the other place. There was no way that I could see that space ships could come from Bubble City. For all I know these Plutonians are old hands at space travel. If they are they probably have a few tricks up their sleeve that we don’t know anything about. If they learned all they know from Gar they should be a cinch, because he never did know the first thing about radar. For that matter I couldn’t tell how to build a completely automatic fire control mechanism.”


  “But they might have other tricks up their sleeves?” the commander persisted.


  “They might,” Turlogh replied. “Don’t forget these ships ahead will be manned by robots. Self preservation don’t mean a thing to them. They may have robot torpedoes that can twist and turn on unpredictable paths that can see where they’re going and track us down. They undoubtedly can stand more accelleration than we can, and may be able to out maneuver us. In fact, they undoubtedly can! I would advise—,” Turlogh hesitated.


  “I see,” the commander answered thoughtfully. “I realize your hesitancy, but the lives of all the men on just one ship are worth more than the live of a single man whose life is probably already forfeit.”


  “Yes, sir,” Turlogh said dumbly.


  At a radioed command the ships strung out and began a long arc out of the plane of the ecliptic to avoid the oncoming Plutonian fleet. The Plutonians guessed their maneuver and proved they were faster. Their ships spread out and went into a complex system of orbits around the planet which protected it nearly from any form of attack.


  A bomb was launched experimentally by one of the earth ships. When it reached the vicinity of the Plutonian net one of their ships emitted a cloud of white smoke. A few seconds later the heavens were lit up fiercely by the blast of the bomb. It had exploded harmlessly at least eight hundred miles from the surface of Pluto.


  Half hour later six ships detached themselves from the Earth fleet and dived toward Pluto in close Indian file,-“their fire switches opened so that they could hold close together.


  Turlogh watched, tightlipped, knowing that the men, in the lead ship at least, were committing deliberate suicide. Perhaps all of them would die in a vain effort to destroy the Plutonians.


  He watched through the telescope as the six ships drew closer to the network of enemy space ships. The fate of two worlds hung in the balance.


  Someone tapped him on the shoulder. It was the doctor.


  “Gar has regained consciousness,” the doctor said. “He is asking for you.”


  WHILE THE space ships were taking off from Pluto, Gar, through the eyes of the “cute” little football robots with legs and arms, perched above the instrument panels in the pilot rooms of the ships, watched what went on. He guessed from the actions of the crews and the movements of the ships that the Earth fleet had arrived.


  He knew enough about the theory of space battle to guess that there would be feints on each side before the actual battle begun. So, keeping one corner of his mind turned on the ships, he directed most of his efforts toward trying something he had never dared to try before; “taking over” a robot of one of the Bubble City beings by force of will.


  He didn’t know quite how to go about it, but he had been studying the problem with what he had to go on. He had no trouble with his own robots. There was some subconscious “key” to each robot, so that his mind would contact it or sever connections with it at will.


  “If I can isolate and bring to my conscious mind the factors that go into the problem of contacting a robot,” he reasoned, “I should have it. It will be like a series of Yale locks, only instead of tumblers there will be thoughts. A series of thoughts that can take on a large number of combinations.”


  He thought that over and then went a step further. “If the thought necessary to contact any robot were mechanically induced by some external stimulus, and this stimulus were created by a thought, the whole thing would be simple. Each time a robot was turned out by my machinery, the key to contacting it would be hooked onto my brain, so that the association of the stimulus to the contact with the robot would be made automatically.”


  “Then,” he exclaimed in triumph, “unless the series of keys in my makeup were known to the others they could not take over my robots or prevent me from holding my contact with them!”


  He had another brilliant inspiration. Through the hundreds of football robots he had in reserve he began to search his building. In ten minutes he had located a room that held what he was looking for. Row upon row of small glass tubes were held in racks.


  From each tube two fine wires led to a heavy conduit that went through the wall. The floating robot drifted along down the row. At the far end was a tube with its two fine wires broken! While the robot was looking along the row Gar had started a robot with flexible, delicate fingers toward the room. When it entered he lost no time in reconnecting the wires.


  A thrill of exultation flashed through his brain. He was looking at the familiar hands of his earth body. They were held in chains, but no matter. They were HIS. He lifted his eyes and saw a man he had never seen before. A thousand familiar feelings were crowding into his consciousness. He knew he was on a space ship. He looked carefully at the room and recognized a scratch on the frame of the hatchway. It was HIS ship.


  The strange man was looking at him intently and his eyes held a look of fascination and fear.


  “Is Turlogh on the ship?” Gar asked.


  At the man’s mute nod he said, “Get him. Get him at once. There’s not a minute to lose.”


  THE MAN turned and fled from the room. A few seconds later Turlogh dashed through the opening. He took one look at Gar and saw the light of intelligence in his eyes. Then he exclaimed, “Gar! Is it really YOU?”


  “Yes,” Gar replied. “Forget the homecoming and tell me just what is happening now.”


  Turlogh told him in a few clipped sentences. He told him of the robotized humans on Earth, also, and started to tell him the details of the events leading up to the takeoff of the fleet when Gar stopped him.


  “There’s no time for that now,” he said. “I’ve got to act fast.” He lay back on the bunk to which he was chained and appeared to go to sleep. Turlogh spoke to him once and got no answer, so he sat down and waited. After a minute he stood up again and went back to the control room telescope to watch the drama going on.


  The string of earth ships was now within a few hundred miles of the range of the Plutonian ships. The telescope brought them up so that they seemed only a few city blocks distant.


  A steering rocket on one of the Plutonian ships suddenly shot out hot gasses. The ship veered slightly. A ship to the right of it fired a shot.


  The shot took the ship in the midsection, throwing out an eye searing flash of light. The two halves of the ship rolled over crazily as they, fell away from each other.


  The next minute the string of Earth ships shot through the area, that had been covered by the wrecked ship. Their crews took no chances. Each ship, as it made sure it was through the net, dumped its load. They had aimed their thrust at such a point that if they got through they could do just that; dump their loads and be reasonably sure that they would hit the two largest warm spots. Then if they didn’t get back they would not have died in vain.


  When the lead ship dropped its load its radio. technician yelled into the microphone. “Hurrah for Patrick Henry!” It later turned out that he was r. t. l-c Henry Wong, called Sing Song by his buddies.


  Each ship, as it dropped its load, braked into an orbit only a few miles above the surface of Piute where the radar detectors from the enemy space ships could not pick them out easily.


  The bombs, aggregating over six tons of the most efficient type of radioactive power, dropped lazily downward. They had split into two groups that separated farther and farther as they neared the planet.


  A few minutes of careful measurement showed that they would make direct hits in the centers of the two largest warm areas the largest would be hit in twenty-seven minutes, and the other in thirty-two.


  Turlogh left the pilot room and went back to Gar. As he stepped through the doorway Gar looked up, a wan smile on his lips.


  “Well, I did it,” he said. His voice was calm. It sounded almost as if he welcomed what would come in less than half an hour.


  “Yes,” Turlogh’s voice was vibrant with the hurt of the moment. He pulled two cigarettes out of a crumbled pack and stuck one in Gar’s mouth. After he had lit both of them he sat on the edge of the bunk to which Gar was chained, wishing fervently that the keys to those chains were on board so that Gar could die a free man.


  Both men were silent. Their eyes held a faraway look. Finally Gar said softly, “Remember that time in San Francisco, Turlogh?”


  “Yeah,” Turlogh answered gruffly. Then he grinned. “You never did tell me how you got your head stuck in the spittoon in the beer parlor.”


  GAR’S FACE turned red. “Believe it or not,” he said, “I dropped a quarter in it and was trying to see where it was.”


  “Well I’ll be damned,” Turlogh murmured. “That’s almost as bad as—” he stopped, his own face turning red.


  “You mean the time you hid your money in a trash can in an alley so that no one could steal it from you while you were drunk, and then forgot which alley?” Gar asked.


  “Yeah. Yeah.” Turlogh grinned. “We were always a couple of dumb dodos. But I always thought I was the dumbest until now. Sticking your head in a spittoon to look for a quarter!” He snorted disgustedly.


  “Well it wasn’t just an ordinary quarter,” Gar said. “I spent a lot of work on that one.”


  “Work?” Turlogh said. “What do you mean, work?”


  “That quarter had two heads on it,” Gar said with a knowing grin.


  “Huh?” Turlogh exclaimed. A picture flashed into his mind of a quarter lying on a rubberized pavement by the side of a car in Bubble City, head side up, and Gar climbing out of the car to pick it up.


  “Why you dirty—.” He glared at Gar, then stopped. A muscle under his left eye twitched, and his jaw dropped downward in an agonized expression.


  He wiped the expression off his face with the palm of his hand, leaving grief. A tear glistened in his eye as he turned his back on the figure of Gar, which lay quietly, its eyes staring blankly at the roof of the bunk.


  At the door he turned and looked back. A pitying smile for that living body of a dead man softened his features. He muttered, “Son of a,” as he left the room and went to the telescope.


  He knew what he would see. And as he trained the telescope on what had been Bubble City he muttered softly to himself.


  “What did you say, sir?” asked the officer who had relinquished the telescope to him.


  “Huh?” asked Turlogh, taking his eye from the telescope to look at the officer. “Oh. I said, nuts.”


  “Oh,” the officer said vaguely.


  TURLOGH slopped beer on his shirt sleeve and on the bar as he angrily slapped his glass on the counter. “Go away,” he said, “Don’t bother me.”


  “Is your name Turlogh?” a feminine voice asked at his back.


  “What’s it to you,” he growled. “Leave me alone.”


  “I ask you,” she insisted, “Is your name Turlogh Hogan?”


  “So what!” he said turning to face her.


  “We have been looking for you for six months,” she explained. “We want to make an expedition to Pluto and we’ve got to have you along.”


  “What do you want to go to Pluto for?” Turlogh said. “There’s nothing there. Gar’s dead.


  “Just the same,” she answered, “the government is forming an expedition to go to Pluto to explore the third warm area, and we need you along because you’re the only one who has been on the surface.”


  “What do you need me for? I’ve never been in the third warm area, and the other two are destroyed along with my old pal Gar. Leave me alone. All I want to do is drink and forget it.”


  The girl didn’t answer but turned and nodded imperceptibly to two men standing near the doorway of the beer parlor. These two men stepped forward, one on each side of Turlogh and lifted him forcibly from the stool.


  “I’m afraid you’ll have to go whether you want to or not,” she said with a note of finality in her voice.


  Turlogh’s protests did not avail him as the two men pushed him along out of the beer parlor. Outside they shoved him into a car and followed him in, to sit on either side of him. The girl climbed in the front seat by the driver. In fifteen minutes Turlogh was standing in front of the desk of Port Commander Jensen of the North American Space Port just outside of Denver.


  “I absolutely refuse to take any part in an expedition to Pluto,” Turlogh said forcibly. He drove his fist toward the surface of the desk intending to put emphasis on his remark. His fist missed the desk by a foot and his chin followed it to land with a resounding thump on the edge of the desk. The Port Commander and the girl smiled quietly while Turlogh regained his feet and a certain amount of drunken composure.


  “Maybe you don’t understand why we are making this, expedition,” Commander Jensen said smoothly. “We have evidence which leads us to believe that Gar may still be alive. That’s the reason we’re forming this expedition.”


  “Gar! Alive!” exclaimed Turlogh.


  “Oh, it’s by no means certain,” Jensen said, “but we believe it’s entirely possible that he may still be alive in spite of the explosion, and whether he is or not, until I can know what is underneath that third warm area, we can never feel safe about Pluto.”


  The thought that Gar might still be alive sobered Turlogh instantly.


  “I’ll go,” he said.


  The girl and the Port Commander looked at each other and sighed with relief. “OK, get sobered up and pack,” Jensen said, his voice now full of business and crisp. “The ships leave in twenty-four hours. If you need any money say so now because you have to be ready in twenty-four hours.”


  TURLOGH left the Port Commander’s office his mind full of hope and anticipation of once more being out in space. He signaled a taxi, and when it pulled to a stop at the curb he climbed in.


  When he turned to close the door the girl was crowding, in after him, a mischievous smile on her face.


  “Hello,” Turlogh exclaimed. “What are you tagging along for?”


  “Just to make sure you don’t go back to that beer parlor,” she said.


  “Oh,” Turlogh grunted. He sat in silence while the taxi covered blocks. Occasionally his eyes stole in the direction, of the girl. They turned stonily forward again when he saw that she was still watching him. Finally he said, “What’s your name?”


  “Frances Nichols,” she said simply.


  “Pleased ta meetcha,” Turlogh grunted. Then he did a double take. “Are you any relation to Gar, my old partner?”


  “I’m his baby sister,” she said, the mischievous smile on her face again.


  “Well I’ll be damned,” Turlogh said softly. “Gar never told me he had a sister. For that matter he never said anything about any of his folks. I guess maybe it was because I never asked him. Are you going along with us?”


  “Yes,” Frances replied. “As a matter of fact I’m the one who is responsible for this whole expedition. I can’t believe that Gar is dead.”


  “What good would it do if he was still alive,” Turlogh said hopelessly. “They’ve probably incinerated his body by now.”


  “No they haven’t,” Frances said eagerly. “It’s still alive and we are taking it along on this expedition.”


  “Oh,” Turlogh grunted.


  “Well, I don’t think it will be much use,” he went on. “I don’t see how he could have survived that atom blast and if he survived the blast I don’t see how he could survive the vacuum cold of space in the months since then. But if you think he’s still alive that’s good enough for me.”


  Suddenly he held out his hand, a warm grin on his space tanned face. Frances took it and they shook hands solemnly.


  TURLOGH stood looking through the forward viewscreen at the enlarged disc of Pluto. To the right and to the left as far as the eye could reach an occasional silver flash showed the position of the other ships of the fleet. Similar flashes showed above the surface of Pluto indicating that the compact net of Plutonian ships still circled the planet.


  “How are you going to get through those?” Turlogh asked the Captain who was intent on reports at his desk nearby.


  “Our ships have picked up several thousand asteroids during the journey out here,” he replied without looking up. “We are going to drop those in their screen and see if we can’t exhaust their ammunition. At the same time we’re going to try to bring a few of them down. Most of the fleet will remain out here. If we can get our ship and three or four others through their defense screen—that’s all we want.”


  Turlogh’s eyes again returned to the disc of Pluto and he watched it enlarge until it covered two-thirds of the forward screen.


  Suddenly the right arm of the fleet phalanx began to move ahead. It swept majestically in a large circle in front of the rest of the fleet and from each of the ships several flashing objects broke loose to dive toward Pluto. They all reached the range of the Plutonian fleet’s detectors at about the same time. The disc of Pluto lit up with thousands of flashes as the defense fleet went into action. Not a single asteroid of the thousands dropped by the earth fleet got through. No sooner had the right wing of the fleet resumed its position than the left wing followed through in the same kind of maneuver. Once more the Plutonian defense destroyed the barrage.


  “What now?” Turlogh asked the Captain.


  “Oh, that was just a feint,” the Captain replied. I wanted to see if their ships were still in working order without any directing intelligence to keep them going. To get through is really a matter of figuring out the mathematics of their defensive maneuvers.”


  Several hours later the warning gong sounded and the ship Turlogh. was on suddenly accelerated in a full power dive toward the surface of Pluto. Almost before the power dive had begun the ship was straightening out a few thousand feet above Pluto’s surface and the landscape was beginning to slow its mad flight across the view screen. They were through!


  The landscape below sped by at the rate of 3,000 miles an hour. Bleak mountain crags were succeeded by black, bottomless abysses in rapid succession. The huge hole which had once been Bubble City loomed briefly and was left behind.


  A few spurts from the steering rockets set the course of the ship toward the only remaining warm area. This area flashed by underneath the ship an hour later.


  Then began the routine work of stabilizing the ship’s orbit and feeding data to the landing robot which would set them safely on the surface when they once again circled the planet.


  Turlogh remembered the strange dreams he had had that first time while his and Gar’s ship circled the planet while they were surveying it. He wondered if there were any intelligences left in Bubble City which could reach out and probe their minds.


  The ship lashed abruptly into the night side of the airless planet. A few moments later the Captain rose.


  “Well,” he explained, “there’s nothing to do now but wait. Let’s have a little something to eat, and then, maybe we can have a bridge game afterwards if you feel like it.


  TEN HOURS later, after an uneventful night, the ship ground to a stop and Turlogh unstrapped himself from his shock seat. He had to help Frances into her space suit.


  She confessed excitedly that she had never been to any of the other planets before. Her aloofness at the beginning of the trip was disappearing rapidly.


  By the time he and Frances were ready to leave the ship, several of the crew had passed through the airlock and could be seen standing in the frozen snow of solidified atmosphere that covered the surface outside.


  “Is that really frozen air?” Frances asked excitedly. “Or is it just snow?”


  “That’s air,” Turlogh said. “Before Bubble City was exploded, the dwellers used to send robots out to shovel it into cars where it was taken inside Bubble City to replenish their atmosphere. The sun is so far away from Pluto that even the full force of its rays isn’t sufficient to melt the frozen atmosphere that covers most of its surface.”


  “Won’t we freeze to death standing in it?” Frances asked.


  “You won’t even feel it,” Turlogh replied, “Your suit has an automatic heating system which keeps its inner surface at just the right heat for you to be comfortable regardless of what it is outside.”


  The bloated arm of Turlogh’s suit motioned toward the airlock inviting Frances to precede him. She hung back.


  “I—I’m scared,” she said nervously.


  “Go ahead,” Turlogh replied, “There’s nothing to be afraid of.”


  Soon they were standing on the surface outside with those of the crew who had gone out before. The Captain’s voice sounded in Turlogh’s ear phones.


  “Would you have any idea,” it said, “where we might find an entrance to this bubble?”


  “No, I don’t,” Turlogh answered. “We’ll just have to hunt around and see if we can find an entrance. There should be several if this bubble is like the other two were., If we can’t find an entrance we’ll have to go to the other two bubbles and try to find an underground connection that leads to this one.”


  “We’d better all spread out and look then,” the Captain’s voice said.


  “Everybody be careful,” Turlogh warned. “The rock surface under this frozen snow is sharp and brittle. If you fall your suit is liable to be cut open on the sharp edges, and you all know what that means.”


  “Yes,” the Captain’s voice cut in. “I don’t want any casualties through carelessness.”


  TWO HOURS later the bloated figures of the explorers dragged back toward the ship. One by one they advanced through the airlock until all were gathered once more inside the ship.


  As each one discarded his suit he shook his head indicating that he had found nothing. As the last figure climbed in and reported his failure the Captain shrugged his shoulders resignedly.


  “I guess we’ll have to go to Bubble City and try to find a subterranean tunnel leading toward this section.”


  “Does that mean that we’ll have to climb over mountains and travel on foot to Bubble City?” Frances asked.


  “Certainly not,” the Captain replied. “We’ll just takeoff, establish an orbit, and go through the same process we did to land here, but land near Bubble City instead. Everyone to your station. We takeoff at once.”


  *    *    *


  Turlogh sat on the edge of the gapping hole in Pluto that exposed what had once been Bubble City. His eyes swept downward taking in the wreckage of the reed-like skyscrapers that had once climbed thousands of feet from the floor of the bubble to its ceiling.


  These buildings were now broken and twisted, the roof of the bubble fallen. Huge boulders perched on the wreckage of the skyscrapers below.


  Turlogh’s eyes held a hopeless look. How could they find Gar in all that wreckage when every building had looked like every other building. Unless there were some way Gar’s brain could communicate with them it would be a hopeless task. Gar’s body in the space ship had shown no response,—no indication as to whether Gar still lived or not.


  Frances crept up to stand silently by Turlogh and look with awe at the wreckage left by the atom bombs which had been dropped to destroy the threat to civilization embodied in those intelligent skyscrapers whose multifaceted minds could direct any number of robot creatures of all descriptions. The voice of the Captain sounded in Turlogh’s earphones.


  “Where can we get down into the bubble?” he asked.


  “I’ll show you,” Turlogh said, turning.


  He led the way to the doorway through which he and Gar had gone,—what seemed centuries ago. Inside things were just the way he had left them. Even the car still sat silently on the plastic road bed.


  With Turlogh leading the way and Frances marching by his side the bloated figures in space suits walked down the spiraling incline which wound through solid rock to the bottom of the bubble.


  When they came to the exit of the tunnel Turlogh pulled up in despair. The fragile roadway which had once spanned the gulf from the wall of the bubble to the nearest skyscraper was gone. Where it had been was only empty space which dropped abruptly to the depths, below.


  The Captain strode forward-and took in the situation at a glance.


  “Is this the only entrance you know to the bubble?” he asked, turning to Turlogh.


  “Yes,” Turlogh answered, hopelessly.


  “Well,” the Captain replied, “that means we have to figure out some way to get down to the bottom from here.” Turlogh surveyed the wreckage that spread out below. The reed-like skyscrapers were jammed together like broken match sticks.


  Looking through his powerful Army binoculars he studied detail after detail, hoping to find some evidence that life still existed in these ruins.


  SUDDENLY a startled exclamation broke from his lips. His binoculars settled on one spot near the far edge of the bubble. He had seen a movement there. As he brought the spot into sharp focus he saw a strange creature which stood, statue-like, its head turned toward the party of earthmen.


  Then, as if sensing it had been discovered, it turned and. disappeared from sight behind a broken piece of masonry.


  “Hey,” Turlogh exclaimed, “I just saw something.”


  “What was it?” Frances asked. “Did it move?” asked the Captain. “I don’t know what it was,” Turlogh said. “It disappeared before I could take in its details, but it didn’t look like any kind of animal I’ve ever seen before. Whatever it was it wasn’t wearing a space suit, so it must have been a mechanical robot.”


  “That means we had better be careful,” the Captain said. “If there Is any kind of intelligence left in these ruins it will probably be out to get revenge for what we did when we were here before.”


  He turned to his men and issued a few brief orders.


  Two hours later the men returned from the ship with two portable space cannon and a winch. The cannon and winch were set up on the lip of the cliff and soon the winch was dropping space-suited figures to the floor of the bubble below.


  “From here on you’re the boss,” the Captain said to Turlogh. “You know more of the layout of Bubble City and. where we might find a tunnel leading to the third warm area than we do, and also, you know more of what we might be getting into. We’ll follow your orders without question.”


  “I think what we better do first,” Turlogh said, “is try to get through the wreckage to the spot where I saw that creature just now.”


  “That’s a good idea,” the Captain said, “let’s go.”


  The floor of Bubble City was fairly free of wreckage. The buildings in falling had jammed tightly together far above the lower levels and formed a barrier which stopped the plunging rocks from the shattered top of the bubble. Here and there lay bits of smashed machinery and unearthly figures which had once been the mechanical robots controlled by the minds in the skyscrapers. Now they lay motionless where they had been when the atom bomb plunged through the roof of the bubble to destroy the civilization that had lain hidden there for millions of years.


  Frances stayed close to Turlogh asking innumerable questions about everything they passed. A line of robot street sweepers stood untouched by the fallen debris which had miraculously missed them. A spider legged creature whose function could not be determined from its appearance lay crumpled, a huge boulder having landed a direct hit. Here and there white tinges of frozen air covered the street and the objects they passed as they made their way slowly across the ruined city.


  “The tunnel to the second bubble,” Turlogh explained to the Captain, “left this bubble on the side that is in direct line with that bubble, so I think that we stand our best chance of finding a tunnel to the third bubble by going to the side of the city facing in that direction.”


  “That’s the direction in which you saw the thing that vanished when we were standing up on the cliff, isn’t it?” the Captain asked.


  “Yes,” Turlogh exclaimed, “I have a hunch he came from the third bubble.”


  “You say he didn’t have a space suit on?” Frances asked.


  “It didn’t look like a space suit,” Turlogh replied, “but with such fantastic creatures around it could just as well have been the space suit I saw with something unknown inside it.”


  AFTER TWO hours of slow trudging, the far wall of the bubble could be seen down the length of the street they were on. The Captain ordered the men to be on the alert. Electron guns were drawn and the men imperceptibly formed a protective circle around the Captain, Frances, and Turlogh.


  Without warning, bodies began to rain down on the group, bowling the men over before they could bring their electron guns into play. Turlogh rolled in his fall, landing on his feet in time to blast one of the creatures which swarmed among them.


  As swiftly as they had come, the creatures bounded into the air and vanished in the wreckage above.


  To Turlogh’s dazed ears came the cry of Frances calling for help. Desperately he looked around. Frances was gone!


  A swift count showed that no one else was missing and no one had been hurt in the attack except the creature that Turlogh had shot. The swift, desperate attempt at pursuit ended in futility. There was no trace of the attackers nor sign of which way they had fled.


  Turlogh and the Captain examined curiously the body of the strange creature. It was shaped something like a strange insect.


  Its short, squat body was held up by eight, pipe-stem legs, the rear four of which were much longer than the front four, evidently for the purposes of jumping.


  At the front end of the body a smaller body rose straight up. To this were attached eight fragile looking arms which ended in long, flexible, finger-like tendrils. This smaller body was topped by a head that looked more like the bud of a giant astor than anything else. The skin of the creature was hard and woody, a dark blue green in color.


  “Let’s get going,” Turlogh ground out impatiently. “We’ve got to get to the tunnel entrance before they do or there’s no telling what we’ll get into before we can rescue Frances.”


  Without waiting to see what the others would do, Turlogh broke into a clumsy trot cursing the space suit which held him back.


  He reached the wall of the bubble and saw a dark opening looming a hundred feet to his right. As he looked, several bounding figures dashed into the opening. Two of them were carrying the space-suited figure of Frances between them.


  With his breath tearing at his lungs in agonized sobs, Turlogh dashed after them, hesitating at the mouth of the tunnel only long enough to be sure the Captain and his men had seen him go into it. The tunnel slanted sharply downward.


  Turlogh braked to a stop. If this tunnel led to the. third bubble and continued in a straight line through the planet, there would be a long hard climb at the other end. If they could find some kind of a car which could coast along the smooth floor of the tunnel, its momentum would carry it most of the way so that any time lost in looking for a conveyance would be more than made up by the speed with which they could travel.


  He spoke through his microphone telling the Captain of this plan. At once the Captain and the men spread out to look for the nearest of the several cars they had seen setting idly along the roadway.


  While Turlogh waited he tried desperately to contact Frances through his radio but got no answer.


  One of the men discovered a shed a short distance from the mouth of the tunnel in which were cars designed to travel through the tunnel. He called for help and soon a car was poised at the tunnel’s mouth ready for the journey into the heart of the planet which Turlogh fervently hoped would lead safely to the third bubble.


  AS THE car gathered momentum it seemed to threaten to pull the men loose from their precarious perches on its surface. Darkness was absolute. The car bounced from one side of the tunnel to another, rider wheels on its sides fending the car off from the walls which rushed madly by. Hour after hour the car gained in speed until finally an imperceptible shift in acceleration told the men that the long upward path toward the. surface had begun.


  Turlogh peered ahead through the stygian gloom fearful that the car would overtake the fleeing creatures and plow into them, killing Frances along with them. As the car began to gradually slow down on its upward climb Turlogh began to wonder if they had taken Frances along this tunnel. Unless they had had a car hidden a short ways down in the tunnel they should have been overtaken long ago.


  There was no way of stopping, however, and if there had been, the momentum gained on the long downward trip would, have to be supplanted by slow and tedious muscular exertion. It would be better to let the car coast to a stop and explore. If no trace of Frances and her captors could be found, then they could come back the same way they had gone in less time than it would take for them to walk. Finally the Captain broke the long silence.


  “In our haste,” he said, “we forgot about air. We don’t have enough oxygen left in our tanks to get back to the ship even if we could turn around right this minute and go back as fast as we have come.”


  A desperate gloom settled over the company of men. Whether they found Frances or not there was no hope.


  Suddenly the car gave a slight lurch forward and a faint vibration could be felt through its floor.


  “There must be power at this end anyway,” Turlogh exclaimed.


  “Everybody ready for combat,” the Captain ordered. The grim-faced men clung to the handholds on the car ready to spring off at a moment’s notice of an airlock directly ahead. The car slid sickenly to a stop just beyond the airlock. Turlogh leaped to the ground, his electron gun held ready to blast anything that moved.


  AHEAD loomed the vastness of the gigantic interior of the third bubble. No skyscrapers reared their stem-like structures toward the ceiling of this hollow sphere. Instead, acre upon acre of dense vegetation covered the floor. Above, a dazzling glow seemed to emanate from the roof with light that might have come from the sun.


  Here and there through the vegetation could be seen creatures similar to that that Turlogh had blasted with his electron gun, scurrying ant-like in purposeless haste. None of them seemed to be aware of the arrival of the men. One near at hand paused before a leafy bush. Buds protruded from the bush in all directions, exactly the same in appearance as the buds that topped the insect-like bodies of the creatures. The creature who had paused bent forward, its bud-like head opening, the petals spreading out as if it were about to bloom. A bud on the plant opened in the same fashion. The two opened buds came together and closed to form a tight knot. Creature and plant remained motionless.


  Full of curiosity, the men advanced until they stood behind this strange union of plant and animal. The knot that joined the two was vibrating rapidly.


  “What goes on?” one of. the men exclaimed. No one answered him.


  A noise sounded at the back of the group. The men turned.


  Hundreds of the creatures had crept up on them from behind. They were now advancing slowly, their flower-like heads open and fluctuating hostiley. As a unit the men pressed the studs on their electron guns and cursed desperately when no lethal beam of electrons blasted forth.


  “Atmosphere,” groaned Turlogh.


  The men reached for their automatics. These blasted forth with deafening sound moving down the first wave of attackers. They were replaced instantly by others who rushed forward, blindly oblivious of the destruction that met them.


  Turlogh unloosed the catch on his plexi-glass helmet and pushed it back so that it rested on the back of his suit, leaving his head free. He gulped refreshing drafts of cool, flower-scented air.


  The waves of creatures were getting closer and closer before they were mowed down. They were now attacking from all directions, and the men formed a compact circle.


  It couldn’t last. There was no time to reload. With alien bodies piled four deep in front of them, the men were engulfed by a wave of the sweetsmelling insect-like monstrosities.


  Turlogh felt something cloyingly sweet spread over his face. He opened his mouth to breathe. The syrupy stuff choked him. His senses swirled and he. lost consciousness.


  WHEN Frances felt herself borne into the air she cried out in alarm. Her senses reeled as broken spires and fragments of the bubble buildings rushed by her in insane lurches. Little by little she became aware of the creatures who were carrying her.


  A few moments later she saw the dark opening of a tunnel in the bubble wall loom briefly before her. Then darkness swept past her and her only awareness was of her sickening rise and fall from the grasshopper-like leaps of her captors.


  After what seemed like centuries this stopped. She was laying on the floor and throughout her suit. she felt the vibration of something approaching. The vibration rose in rapid crescendo to a peak and then descended the scale once more. She sensed that some rapidly moving object had passed in the tunnel.


  The monotonous, jumping advance was again taken up. The rhythm of the slow leaps lulled her weary senses until at last she fell asleep.


  How long she remained asleep she had no way of knowing. She. was awakened by a blinding glare that hurt her eyes. She opened them to see a vast expanse of space which ended against a curving wall miles away over the top of a forest of dense vegetation.


  The creatures that carried her did not stop. She saw the empty car just outside the tunnel opening and stared uncomprehendingly at the pile of bodies of creatures similar to her captors.


  Something fumbled at the throat of her suit and her transparent helmet was thrown back. The sweet scented air entered her lungs with refreshing exhilaration. It was not until then that she realized the oxygen in her tanks was nearly exhausted.


  She glanced curiously at her nearest captor. He looked to her like a giant katydid with a flower bud for a head. His grasshopper-like leaps had ceased and he was now trotting smoothly toward the fringe of the forest of vegetation.


  Frances breathed deeply, preparing herself for an attempt at freedom. Her captors entered the forest and the blazing ceiling of the bubble was lost to view above the overhead limbs and leaves.


  The plants seemed to be all of the same kind; thick, trunk-like stalks rising briefly to merge into gigantic, foot thick leaves that spread their huge surfaces to catch every ray from the blazing, radioactive light above.


  Short spikes radiated out from a bulbous mass at the heart of each plant. At the end of each spike was a bud that looked about to burst into bloom.


  Frances was carried along deeper and deeper into this forest of strange plants. At last her captors came to a stop and circled one of the growths that seemed larger than the others. The buds on the radiating stalks of this plant opened wide, exposing bright red maws with honey-combed surfaces. One of the creatures stepped forward for the first time. Frances noticed that the bud that topped its body had also opened. The two buds came together and their membraneous coverings intertwined to form them into a single ball. To all appearances the insect-like animal was now part and parcel of the plant itself.


  Breathless with amazement Frances could do nothing more than watch as one after another of the group that had captured her joined itself to the plant. Plant and animals seemed to have forgotten her. Clumsily she ran away through the gloomy corridors, her space suit retarding her progress until the nightmarish scene was lost to view.


  She had no idea where she might go to escape. She was completely lost. The landscape gave no clue as to which way she should turn to retrace her steps back to the tunnel. Panic clutched at her brain sending its nightmarish tendrils to her pounding heart. She wanted to scream and cry for help.


  One of the strange creatures dashed by immediately in front of her taking no notice of her. She plunged madly forward not daring to stop, not knowing where she was going, until, completely exhausted, she dropped into the sandy loam and gave way to despair.


  TURLOGH’S senses returned slowly. He tried to move but could feel not the slightest sensation from his body. He felt as if he were a disembodied mind aware of his surroundings but with no material vehicle to obey his will. His eyes blinked every few seconds but he knew this only because of the momentary blotting out of his vision, not from any feeling the movement of his eyelids imparted to his brain. There was not even a numb sensation, not the slightest feeling of any kind came from his body.


  Strange thoughts seemed to impinge themselves upon his consciousness as his interest in his efforts to make contact with his body waned. His attention turned to these thoughts.


  They seemed to be strange,—alien, but as he concentrated they began to take on meaning. They seemed to be the thoughts of dozens of creatures around him, invisible to his eyes. His eyes could see nothing but the sandy loam that formed the floor of this vast forest, and the monstrous plants with their huge bulbous growth, their trunk-like stems topped by thick meaty looking leaves and their short flower stalks, radiating like spokes from the bulbous mass. Turlough’s now alert consciousness began to piece together connected fragments of thoughts.


  Except for their strangeness he might have believed them his own thoughts. There seemed to be a general discussion going on concerning the arrival of the earthmen. There was a pause. Then the thought came, “Turlough is awake.”


  “Who are you?” Turlogh asked in his mind.


  “I, or we, are the mind of Pluto.”


  “Where are you?” Turlogh asked.


  “We are everyplace and no place,” came the reply. “Physically we are embodied in the plants of this forest and the creatures, but actually we are not because the death of any of them does not alter our thoughts nor can any of them think as an independent entity. We are one and yet several.”


  “Are, you the mind of the skyscrapers?” Turlogh asked.


  “No,” came the emphatic denial, “that was separate.”


  “What are you going to do to us now that you’ve got us?” asked Turlogh.


  “That remains to be seen,” came the reply. “If you come in peace you can go in peace. If you come to destroy as you did once before you will be destroyed.”


  “I suppose that you’ve got my brain out like you have Gar’s,” Turlogh said. “I can’t feel anything. All I can do is think.”


  “No we haven’t,”-came the reply. “In a short while now all your faculties will return. You’re just under the influence of a drug whose effects will wear off.”


  Turlogh thought this over. “Why did you kidnap Frances?” he asked.


  “We wanted you to come here,” was the reply, “and reading your mind we knew that you would be certain to follow if we brought her forcibly.”


  “Where is she now?” Turlogh demanded.


  “She’s here,” came the enigmatical reply.


  Turlogh grunted. Then startled realization came that he had actually grunted; His senses were returning. He could hear physical sounds now. The slither-slither of the bubble creatures dashing over the ground in their senseless pursuits and an almost imperceptible rustle of the foliage-of the plants around him.


  “Is Gar still alive?” he said.


  “The one you call Gar,” came the reply, “is one of the few still alive in Bubble City. He is helpless but kept alive by the radioactive heat of his protective case.”


  NOW TURLOGH could feel the blood forcing through his veins and the sharp particles of sand against the palms of his hands where they dug into the soil.


  He opened his eyes and stood up weakly. After a few staggering steps he felt his strength return.


  The others of the party lay in various positions around him still unconscious. While he waited for consciousness to return to them he examined one of the strange plants.


  A half dozen of the Plutonian creatures were attached to it. With a whistle of amazement he noticed that there were numerous small shoots growing out from the central mass to which were attached miniature additions of the full grown Plutonians. On its smaller stalks were round pods which from their translucent appearance seemed to be fresh growths. This then was the way the Plutonians came into existence. The plants of this forest were a curious combination of plant and animal life. The Plutonians were the animal fruit of the plant. Turlogh could now see the natural evolution of this animal-plant race as it developed into a skyscraper civilization of multifaceted minds controlling mechanical robots in the same manner that they controlled the naturally grown animal creatures.


  Somewhere along the line of the past a mechanical civilization had begun which eventually broke off from the parent mind and became a separate entity. Turlogh examined one of the full-grown animals attached to the nearest plant.


  “Why does it have to attach itself?” he asked.


  “For nourishment and to impart information,” came the reply.


  As if in response to his unspoken request the entwined wrappings of the connection between the creature and the plant rolled back and the connection broke with a soft sucking sound. Turlogh looked into the red maw of the creature and saw that it was moist. Droplets of a greenish fluid were forming on its red surface.


  Evidently the fluid passed from plant to animal and back again through the thin walls by osmotic pressure. The Plutonians were neither plant nor animal but a mixture of both.


  The creature again joined itself to the plant. It reminded Turlogh of a. calf nursing. He chuckled mirthlessly to himself.


  The other men were now stirring. One by one they opened their eyes and stood up swaying until they regained their strength. The effects of the drug seemed to wear off as quickly as it had taken hold and there were no after effects. The Captain rubbed his forehead dazedly. “That’s funny,” he said, “I could have sworn I was talking to somebody just before I woke up.”


  “You were,” Turlogh said with a grin, “you were talking to this,” and he made a motion with his hand to include the forest around them.


  “You mean that?” the Captain asked in amazement.


  “Yes,” Turlogh said cripsly. “This forest has an intelligent mind just like the one we destroyed in Bubble City except that it has no mechanical civilization. This mass mind is embodied in those bulbous growths that form the hearts of the plants.”


  The Captain opened his mouth.


  “Careful what you say,” Turlogh said sharply, “the mass mind of this forest can read your thoughts.” Then he closed his eyes and thought, “Take us to Frances.”


  “No,” came the reply. “If we take you to Frances you will leave, and you must stay until we are sure what you intend doing.”


  TURLOGH told the Captain and the men what the Plutonian mind had just said. The Captain compressed his lips grimly.


  “You say the brains of this mind are embodied in the bulbous centers of these plants?” he asked Turlogh. Turlogh closed his eyes and relayed the question.


  “Yes,” came the answer.


  “Very well then,” the Captain said, “tell this creature we’ll start putting slugs in every bulbous mass around here until it consents to lead us to Frances.”


  Nothing but silence met this challenge. The Captain waited belligerently with his gun drawn.


  Finally he pointed it at the heart of one of the plants and pulled the trigger. The plant shuddered convulsively and the creatures attached to it loosed themselves and ran off in panic. The Captain let his gun drop half ashamed of his act.


  “I wonder what they’ll do? he whispered.


  As if in reply, Frances appeared stumbling as she walked toward them.


  Her eyes, reddened from weeping, showed their relief at her having found them.


  Turlogh rushed forward to meet her. As he put his hands forward to embrace her she vanished.


  A soft laughter swept around the men and the rustling of the plants increased. “There’s our reply,” came a voice in the mind of Turlogh.


  The Captain cursed under his breath and sent shots into three more of the plants. The first plant was curiously shriveling up. The thick fluid was flowing from the gapping bullet hole on to the sandy loam.


  “Stop,” the voice cried in Turlogh’s mind. He signaled the Captain to stop firing. Then the voice went on.


  “You cannot possibly, destroy all of me. If just one of the plants remains alive I will still exist. If you agree to leave Pluto and never come back I will return Frances to you and allow you to go unharmed. If you don’t I will send my creatures against you once more.”


  “How do we know,” Turlogh asked, “that you won’t try the same thing that Bubble City did? After all we are a civilization too, and as long as we think you are a threat we will try to destroy you. If you kill us the fleet will blow up your bubble and destroy you before they go back to earth.”


  “We have no desire for conquest,” came the reply. “We are the ones who chose to remain aloof from a mechanical development.”


  “What’s the use of arguing with it,” one of the men said despairingly, “we haven’t got enough oxygen to get back to the ship anyway. Let’s start a fire and burn down the whole shootin’ match.”


  A wave of terror blasted onto Turlogh’s mind from the plants.


  “Ha,” the Captain exclaimed, “so it’s afraid of fire.” A familiar voice swept into Turlogh’s mind.


  “Is that you Turlough?” it asked.


  “Gar!” Turlogh exclaimed with a glad cry.


  “Yes, Turlogh,” came Gar’s reply.


  “Where are you? Turlogh asked.


  “I don’t know,” Gar replied, “but don’t do any more damage. The mind of the forest is not like the mind of Bubble City. It’s honest and peaceful. It knows where I am but can’t do anything to help me, but if you agree not to destroy the forest they will show you where I am and will help you get me off the planet.”


  “Can you contact your body in the space ship?” asked Turlogh.


  “No,” Gar replied. “The physical connections are broken, but they can be restored.”


  “If you will agree to leave in peace,” came the thoughts of the forest, “we will return Frances to you and show you where Gar is.”


  “What do you think?” Turlogh asked the Captain.


  “Well,” said the Captain, “I guess we can take precautions to keep the forest from ever being a threat to the earth. We can set up our own screen around Pluto to blast anything that leaves Pluto’s surface.”


  “Do we agree then?” Turlogh asked.


  “Sure, go ahead,” the Captain said.


  “One of my creatures will lead you to Frances,” came the voice of. the forest.


  ONE of the Plutonians detached himself from a nearby plant and started off through the forest. The men followed. After half an hour of wandering they saw Frances ahead.


  She saw them at the same time and broke into a trot running toward them. Turlogh dashed to meet her and threw his arms around her bloated space suit, kissing her before she had time to protest. This time she didn’t vanish. She was real.


  The creature that had led them to Frances turned and started off in a different direction. They followed him. Soon they came to the edge of the forest where it grew up almost to the. wall of the bubble. A spring of steaming fluid trickled from a small opening in the wall. Before, it reached the ground it evaporated. A blast of frigid air seemed to come from this spring.


  “This is liquid air,” came the voice of the forest. “You may replenish your oxygen, tanks here.”


  “Oh, boy,” one of the men exclaimed, “maybe we’ll live through this yet.”


  The men began unstrapping one another’s oxygen tanks. The suit connection to the tank was a short elbow which reached the tank at right angles. One after another the tanks were held under the stream of liquid air until they were full.


  When the last tank had been strapped back into place the Plutonian started off following the curvature of the bubble wall at the fringe of the forest. Half an hour later the car upon which the men had ridden from Bubble City came into sight. The men piled on to the car, with Turlogh and the Captain lifting Frances to a safe position on it. The Plutonian also hopped on and then the car started with a slight hum. The long journey back to Bubble City had begun.


  Several hours later in the blackness of the tunnel the car drifted to a stop, its momentum exhausted. Quickly the men leaped off before it began its return to the third bubble.


  The Plutonian stoically started up the steep incline. They followed. Before they had gone very far, a white disk of light appeared in the distance ahead of them It was the end of the tunnel.


  The Plutonian reached it ahead of them and stood waiting until they could, catch up, then he started off through the wreckage.


  At last he stopped before an entrance in the base of what had once been one of the giant skyscrapers. Then he led the group to this building and to a doorway which led into an inner room. He stepped aside. Turlogh pushed past him into a small square room with a low ceiling.


  On a pedestal in the exact center of this room was a transparent sphere in which a cloudy vapor swirled lazily. Floating in this vapor or liquid was a human brain, a flexible tube leading from down to the pedestal upon which the sphere rested.


  “So you got here at last,” Turlogh heard Gar’s voice in his mind.


  “My, how you’ve changed since the last time I saw you,” Turlogh said, grinning.


  “Oh it’s not so bad,” Gar replied. “I’m used to it now.”


  “Can you see us?” Turlogh asked.


  “Vaguely,” Gar replied.


  “How the heck are we going to get him out of here?” the Captain burst in.


  “There’s only one way you could do it,” Gar’s voice sounded in Turlogh’s brain. “It would be impossible to take my brain out of this sphere without killing it. You will have to take me, sphere and all, or leave me where I am.”


  “Turlogh,” Gar’s mind continued, “the robot control room is just above this. The connections from my brain down through this pedestal hook on to a cable which leads to that room.


  Either there’s a break someplace or, what is more likely, the power source is gone. If you can find the trouble I have a robot on each of those space ships circling the planet. With my robot controls restored I can make all of those ships destroy each other.”


  Turlogh relayed the information to the Captain. “That means we’ll have to get a technician down from the ship,” the Captain said. “Maybe he can find the power source and restore it.”


  TWO WEEKS later the winch on the edge of the cliff, now transformed into a full fledged derrick, slowly lifted a, large packing case from the floor of Bubble City. It swung lazily as it rose higher and higher. Perched on the top of the case were space-suited figures with long poles to fend the box away from the sides of the cliff.


  When it came even with the winch it was pulled carefully inward and dropped on to a car. Three jeeps hooked to the car pulled the packing case up the steep spiraling incline to the surface and out into the snow of frozen air crystals, to the cargo port of the spaceship. In this packing box was the brain of Gar in its transparent sphere, and the robot control banks. Frances and Turlogh fol lowed the truck anxiously. At last the packing case was slid over through the port into the ship’s storeroom. When the port cover clanged shut, Frances heaved a sigh of relief.


  “That’s over,” she exclaimed, “I was so afraid the cable would break when they lifted him, or the truck would tip over. Now everything’s all right and we can take him back to earth where he can live a normal life again,—I hope.”


  One by one the space-suited figures entered the ship and climbed out of their suits. An hour later with a blast of rocket jets that sent steamy clouds shooting for miles behind them, the space ship took off, followed in rapid succession by the other ships. Faster and faster until the curvature of Pluto’s surface could be seen through the view ports.


  Far above, the silver flashes of Pluto’s defense screen of space ships could be seen. They were no threat from below as they were set to fire only on approaching objects from above. Soon these were left behind and the rising space ships approached a cluster which was the main earth fleet.


  Slowly the procession of ships headed inward toward the sun. Pluto grew smaller and smaller as the hours passed until finally it was lost in the blanket of stars that formed an almost uninterrupted screen of light out in space.


  Technicians were at work on the robot control bank attached to Gar’s brain. One day, when the earth had begun to loom largely in the firmament ahead, Turlogh and Frances were standing side by side looking out the forward view port. Suddenly they were startled by a familiar voice behind them. They turned in surprise. There stood Gar!


  “Gar,” Frances cried rushing into his arms.


  There were tears in Gar’s eyes, as he folded his arms about his sister but there was a smile of happiness on his face as he looked over her head at Turlogh. Finally Frances stood back and looked up to her brother.


  “Do you feel all right?” she asked.


  “Fit as a fiddle,” he said.


  Frances turned to Turlogh. “Well, come on. Say something,” she said to him. “Don’t just stand there like an idiot.”


  “Hello sucker,” Turlogh said with a grin. “I hope you will enjoy staying out in space because you can’t ever go to earth.


  “Why not,” Frances asked in surprise.


  “He wouldn’t dare to,” Turlogh said; It was Gar’s turn to look puzzled.


  “What do you mean?” he asked.


  “Well,” Turlogh said with a grin, “here you are and your brain is in the storeroom. You know what they do on earth to guys that are out of their head, don’t you?”


  It was several months later back on earth that Gar, Turlogh, and Frances sat side by side in the rear of a taxi speeding along Michigan Boulevard in Chicago.


  “Just like old times, eh?” Turlogh said. Then he added, “Only nicer, now that I. know you’ve got a sister. To think that all these years we’ve bummed all over the system together you never once mentioned that you had a sister!”


  “Well,” Gar replied, “you never asked me. Anyway I felt it my duty to protect her from you.”


  ““What does the government say about your brain?” Frances asked.


  “There’re fixing it up in a sort of a portable motor car,” Gar answered. “I don’t need it with me because the contact is good over almost any distance, but one of these days soon we will be going back up into space and naturally I’ll have to take my brain along.”


  “Did. you say ‘we’ ?” Frances asked.


  “Of course he said ‘we’,” Turlogh broke in. “You don’t think we would leave Gar behind do you?”


  THE TAXI sped on through the night, with its three passengers silent, each intent on his own thoughts; Frances’ anticipating the evening’s entertainment before them.


  and Gar’s and Turlogh’s by coincidence dwelling on the same things.


  Out in space, so far away that the sun became only a dim star, competing with others that were light years away, a fleet of ships circled Pluto endlessly. On them were robots which Gar could control through his now repaired control bank. There were weapons and instruments on these ships which would yield secrets that the earth could use to advantage.


  The two men were not thinking of these, however. They were thinking of what these ships could mean to them. A fleet of their own! Atom powered and powerful.


  Adventure! With these ships they could travel the spaceways to their hearts’ desire. With Gar’s mind operating through robots, he could explore the sun, Jupiter, Neptune, and places where living flesh would die instantly.


  Gar’s thoughts turned to the Mind of Pluto. He missed it here on earth. After the destruction of Bubble City, Gar had made his first contact with the giant intellect housed in the forest of fantastic growth in the third bubble. Before long he had merged with it and become One with it, almost forgetting his own individuality, and he had learned much and experienced thoughts and feelings beyond the comprehension of ordinary mortals.


  Godlike thoughts that could only come from a mind that had lived for millions of centuries as an active, forever young mentality.


  As the taxi sped smoothly along, his mind reached out across the vast abyss of space that separated the two worlds and touched briefly that vast Mind, and felt its wisdom and. strength flow into him.


  The contact comforted him. No matter where he roamed he could always reach out to it and enlist its aid. He could always reach across the void and join it,—become One with it.


  The mind is a peculiar thing. It is a Unity and yet an infinity. It can set up local centers of awareness that act as separate entities; and these can function as One or as many.


  In the normal man the vision centers, the auditory centers, the reasoning centers, and all others, act independently and without interfering with one another. Yet their activity can be joined in higher and ever higher centers so that they become the parts of one mind and person.


  With telepathy that is as sure and swift as thought itself, individuals can merge their individual consciousnesses into greater and higher units, so that the many become one, vast Mind that is the functioning of the Whole, as it is with the Forest Mind of Pluto.


  The taxi sped on, and only the click of the meter and the little clucking sounds of the tires on the pavement disturbed the silence.


  SALVAGE


  Cleve Cartmill


  Jake Murchison throws his life into the scales of fate when confronted by a derelict with a cargo of riches!


  “DECCELERATE,” I said to the pilot. He turned his face towards me. It was like an oval of baked mud with tiny cracks running every which way, a lump of red sandstone for a nose and great big emeralds for eyes. Pat was an old-timer, and he had taught me all I know about flinging a ship through space.


  “You know,” he said dryly, “what that’s gonna get you. Amos T. Grubb will be stabbing you with question marks. You sure you know what you’re doing, Jake?”


  “No,” I said, looking at the image on the screen. “But that ship’s a derelict, and I’ve got a troublesome memory.” Pat shrugged and kicked in the nose jets. The Dolphin slowed and I began to weigh my normal 180. It slowed more and I got really heavy.


  “It’s your funeral,” Pat said.


  How almost right he was.


  Amos T. Grubb clambered into the control room, leaning back against the forward pull, his thin pink face a bristling exclamation point. Cap was right behind him, unhurried as usual, his square face showing only a mild curiosity.


  “What are you—” Grubb began in his double-edged voice, glaring at Pat.


  “I’m responsible,” I broke in. “Don’t pick on Pat.”


  He transferred the glare to me. “Jake Murchison, have you gone mad?” he asked as if he really wanted to know.


  I waved at the screen. The drifting hulk almost filled it now. You couldn’t see anything but the silhouette but my memory supplied a gaping hole in her side. That hole had a name I couldn’t quite remember but I knew where to look. I pushed past Grubb and Cap, clawing my way along the passage.


  “Be right back,” I said. “If I’m right we’re rich.”


  I made it to the circular recreation room and found the book—Space Pirate, by Clem Gardener. I took it back to the control room, fighting against the deceleration.


  “If any of you guys could read,” I said, “you might remember. Unless I’m mistaken that’s the long-lost Astralot drifting out there, with one hundred and eighty-five tons of herculium aboard. Whether you can read or not you know what herculium is—or was. There’s a photo in here somewhere.”


  I flipped the pages, found it. Yep, she had the high tail fin popular a hundred years ago. The silhouette matched the pulsating image on our screen. I showed it to Cap and Grubb.


  “As soon as we get alongside,” I said, “we can verify her name. But I don’t think there’s any question. This is it. Her cargo could buy a planet—any planet.”


  Pat turned his wrinkled face to me. “Her—what?”


  “Herculium. Time was when it was dime a dozen but Hercules Phamign died without revealing his process. Now there ain’t no more. That, friends, is it. One hundred and eighty-five tons of that alloy will construct—oh, I don’t know how many—warships which can’t be—how do you say?—penetrated. I guess I mean invulnerable. Anyway, however you look at it, this, my friends, is it.” Amos T. Grubb looked at me like I was a piece of wet clay he wanted to strike a match on. “If,” he said.


  “If what?”


  “If it’s there.”


  “It’s a gamble,” I agreed. “Nonsense,” Grubb said. “We have a job to do that doesn’t have any ifs in it. I’ve invested a great deal of money in this salvage venture. I mean to get it back. Throw in the drive,” he said to Pat.


  Cap caught his breath. “I give the orders here, Mr. Grubb—or Jake. Let’s hear more what this is about. Then we’ll decide.”


  I FOUND the place. I read aloud, “On November twenty-ninth we spoke the Astralot. We maneuvered to bring our port broadside battery into play and blasted a tremendous hole in the treasure ship. All aboard must have died instantly.


  “I led the boarding party that found the treasure vault. Its massive door yielded readily enough and we stared at the greatest treasure ever assembled in history.


  “At that instant orders came to return aboard. Our detectors had picked up a space patrol. We made a careful fix on the derelict’s position, estimated her rate of drift, direction and so on and fled to our asteroid base.


  “We waited, straining with eagerness and dreaming of vast riches, until the space patrol was sure to be gone. Then we returned cautiously to the scene. “We never found the Astralot again. “She must have fallen into an uncalculated orbit. We searched that area of deep space for two years. We robbed and murdered for funds to continue that tremendously expensive operation. We were caught by the space patrol in the early part of the third year.


  “But now, as I sit in my cell writing this, I feel once more the deep thrill when I think of the Astralot, yours for the finding, drifting helplessly in—”


  “And so on,” I said. “We’ll be close enough in five minutes to make sure. That treasure is something! I want it.” Cap looked thoughtfully at me. “We have no equipment to work in space, Jake. All our stuff is for the mine on Pluto, high-pressure stuff for working at eight thousand feet underground.”


  “I’ll find a way,” I said.


  “Meanwhile,” Amos T. Grubb said in his abrasive voice, “we void our contract on Pluto. Space Salvage, Incorporated, will then be out of business. And I’ll be ruined. I won’t stand for it. A bird in the hand, I always say—”


  “Always is right,” I said. “I know, Mr. Grubb. You’ve got a stake, all right. If you hadn’t stepped in with dough we couldn’t have accepted this Pluto salvage contract. And we’re fixed to fulfill it. That’ll get us out of the red.


  “But this Astralot job will put us on Venusberg’s main drag for life. Captain Lane and I can retire and live the life of lecherous ease we want. We can pay you back with a tremendous bonus, junk the Dolphin and have fun.”


  Grubb turned to Pat, the temporary glow in his eyes fading. “Throw in the drive,” he ordered once more. “I’m paying for this trip, and I have a right to decide what—”


  I grabbed him by a shoulder. “I’m bigger and younger than you,” I said. “If you try to give one more order I, personally, will fling you in the brig.” What happened was certainly unexpected. I didn’t even see it happen. First thing I knew, I was flat on the deck and if my jaw wasn’t broken it was a miracle. Quite a number of constellations were flickering behind my eyeballs. I recognized Orion as it flashed past.


  It developed later that he had hit me with his fist. I didn’t believe it at first but then I tried to explain it by the fact that I was forward of him and his blow was aided by the pull of deceleration. But that didn’t help my pride much. I was just plain old smacked in the kisser and it nearly killed me. That little man was a sockeroo.


  I started to get up but when I saw it wasn’t necessary I dropped back against the bulkhead. Cap Lane had Grubb in his arms, lifted off the deck, and the little guy was yelling and kicking. Pat turned away from the control board long enough to sap Grubb with a rocklike fist and Cap laid the still form on the deck. I got up.


  Grubb was out about half an hour, and in that time a number of things happened, none of them helping my aching jaw.


  Cap looked down at the unconscious body. “Well,” he said reflectively, “I’ve always wondered what it would feel like to be an outlaw. Looks like we’re going to find out. You know what inflicting bodily harm on a passenger gets you.”


  “He hit me first,” I said, defending Pat. That’s what I meant to say anyway but it came out sort of scrambled.


  Cap rubbed the corners of his chin with a hand that was almost as weathered and large as Pat’s. He pulled his heavy white eyebrows together over his startling blue eyes. His motions were slow and measured, as were his words. Cap never hurried.


  “You laid hands on him, Jake. That’s the phrase he’ll use in court. He could make a self-defense plea stick. And that means loss of license, a fine and, if he sues for damages, he can take everything we’ve got.”


  “Leave him to me,” Pat said, peering through the starboard port. “I’ll fix him. There she is.”


  WE followed his gaze and saw the dark hulk of the Astralot, looming five hundred yards off the starboard bow. Pat maneuvered alongside, matched the derelict’s drift and cut off the power.


  The hole was there, a great tear that punctured the ship to her vitals for almost all of her mile-long hull. Jagged points of metal along her port beam looked like a mouthful of filed teeth.


  “That certainly rules out getting her into operation,” I said. “We’ve got to salvage her here.”


  “There’s the name,” Pat said. “She’s the one, all right.”


  Cap said, “More than a hundred years. Suppose somebody else has looted her and not reported it?”


  “I shrugged. “It’s a chance. Not a big one, I think. If herculium had showed up in any quantity the whole Solar System would know about it.”


  “Here’s another thing,” Cap said. “Just how do you propose to get aboard her? We’ve got no space equipment.”


  “Nobody would listen to me,” I said bitterly. “I wanted to load a complete outfit.”


  “I-told-you-so’s don’t do any good, Jake. We had to choose between that and the Valadian drill. There isn’t room on on this ship for even a runt mouse to stow away.”


  “Yeah, I know. Well, I propose to call Jenkins in on this. He’s a clever boy.”


  “How’ll you get him awake?”


  “We’ve got some Somnol antidote in the medicine chest. He’s been out long enough for it to act.”


  “And then,” Cap went on deliberately, “we drift along here while you try to figure out something. Meanwhile we do stand to void the Pluto contract. You know our deadline for beginning operations.”


  “If I can do it in twenty-four hours,” I said, “we can still make it. Though if we get that herculium aboard, I don’t give a hoot if we never see Pluto. Except it would make Junior happy.” I gestured at Grubb.


  “There’s another problem,” Cap said. “What’ll we do with him? He’s going to be more trouble than a tank full of Venusian rock sharks.”


  “Leave him to me,” Pat suggested again.


  “I think not, Pat,” Cap said. “If we don’t show up with Grubb in good shape we’re really in trouble. And if we do,” he said wryly, “we’re in a mess. Well, Jake, it’s been nice being your partner.”


  “I got us into this,” I said. “I’ll get us out.”


  “I hope so. I truly hope so. My mother never raised me to be an outlaw. That’s what she always said. ‘Son, be a good citizen and nothing bad will ever happen to you. If she could only see me, now,’ ” he concluded mournfully.


  “I’ll get Jenkins,” I said, “and one of those mudders—that giant, what’s his name, Carroll?—to stand guard over Junior. Then we’ll get moving, fast.” Jenkins was near the door of the dormitory, lashed to his bunk like the other two dozen salvage men. I think each man snored at a different frequency. I injected the antidote and stood back. His hands were free, and I didn’t want him to bust me one when he got the preliminary delirium that always accompanies artificial awakening.


  He threshed around some, cursing in back-country Mercurian dialect, but when he focussed he gave me his slow grin framed in freckles.


  “There already, Jake?”


  “Nope.” I showed him the needle. “This is special. Come and help me with Carroll.”


  This mudder, Carroll, was nearer seven feet than anything else but a seven-foot pole and he was built like one except for his shoulders, which are what a mudder needs. They were a couple of persecs wide and his arms were like towing hawsers. I needled him and the snapping of his lashings were like the popping of the Valadian drill.


  The next thing I knew Carroll was holding me in his arms like I was a baby, saying soothing things in a singsong voice. If his face hadn’t looked like the dark side of the Moon, you’d have thought he was a mother.


  “I’m so damned sorry, Jake,” he crooned. “I didn’t know, I couldn’t know.”


  I rubbed my jaw. “The next guy that socks me,” I said, “will feel the full fury of my wrath—as soon as I wake up.”


  CARROLL wouldn’t let me walk. He carried me into the control room and put me carefully in the pilot’s seat. He blinked at Grubb’s unconscious body and I told him what to do. He went out with the little man under one arm.


  I briefed Jenkins and he stared thoughtfully at the Astralot, running a freckled hand through his straw-colored hair.


  “Just how do you propose to board her?”


  “I thought maybe you’d come up with a brainstorm,” I said.


  Jenkins wagged his head. “All the stuff we’ve got is designed for opposite conditions, to work deep underground under high pressure.”


  “We’ve been over that,” I said impatiently.


  “We could take a fix on her, run back to base and get some space outfits.”


  I showed him the book. “Captain Stag lost her and you can bet he had a better navigator than we have. Besides, we lose the Pluto contract for sure if we go back and we wouldn’t even know if the treasure was aboard, assuming we could find the ship again.”


  Jenkins read the passage. “That Captain Stag was quite a boy. Well, if Gardener can be believed”—he tapped the book—“the stuff was aboard. Our first step is to see if it still is. In what, though?”


  “The Look-See?” I suggested.


  He stared at me. He formed a “no,” with his mouth but the intercom furiously cut him off.


  “Captain Lane!” the voice of Amos T. Grubb said angrily. “I demand to know what my status is. Am I under arrest? If so, on what charge?”


  “Well, not exactly, Mr. Grubb,” Cap answered slowly into the grille. “I just want to keep you safe.”


  “From what? That idiotic first mate partner of yours? I can handle him. I did when he laid hands on me.”


  I felt my jaw.


  Cap muttered, “I told you so,” to me, then spoke into the intercom. “I think it would be better if you stay where you are,” he soothed.


  Grubb would have none of this. “I demand freedom from this big ape. I want my legal rights or I’ll have you up before the Board. I mean it.”


  “You could,” Cap admitted. “Well, all we want you to do is stay out of our hair till we discuss our problem.”


  “I promise nothing! Nothing but trouble, that is, if I am not instantly allowed the freedom of the ship. I am concerned in that problem, as well as you. I have a voice in the final decision.”


  “Okay,” Cap surrendered. “Let him go, Carroll.” Cap wagged his silvery head. “Something none of us thought of, Jake. You waked two extra mouths to feed. Going to be awful short rations before we reach any port.”


  “HI put ’em back to sleep,” I said, “and hope I can guess the right amount. Looks like neither one is going to be any use.”


  “Keep your shirt on, Jake.” Jenkins grinned at me. “I started to say the Look-See wouldn’t do but I have figured out a gadget. Can I tear up that Valadian drill r


  Grubb bustled in to hear that. His mouth dropped open and his thin face turned red as a cooling star. “Do my ears play me false?” he asked in a gentle voice full of cracked ice. “Do you,” he said to Jenkins, “whoever you are—”


  “Jenkins,” I broke in. “Field technician—Grubb, financial backer.” Grubb nodded curtly. Jenkins said, “Likewise.”


  “Do you seriously intend to use the most valuable piece of machinery on board for this hare-brained scheme?”


  “We’ll pay you for it,” I said.


  “With what?” he asked nastily. “High-vacuum doughnut holes?”


  “Somebody’s got to decide,” Jenkins said. “I can make the Look-See maneuverable if I can have that compressed air assembly.”


  We all looked at Cap, even Grubb. Cap stared out the port at the millions of stars off our bow. It was a long time before he spoke and nobody broke the silence. “It definitely means,” Cap finally said, “losing the Pluto job if we tear up the drill. It’s a long gamble.


  “If the treasure is there, we have to devise a way of getting it out. If it’s in crates or boxes we might snake it out with a grapple—if we can get a grapple into the cargo hold. But, once we go into this, it’s goodbye Space Salvage, Inc. Of course, it might be goodbye anyway.” He looked at Grubb. “Are you going to bring charges?”


  “For assault?” Grubb’s voice had its normal rasp again. “Not if we proceed at once to Pluto. There is certain money to be made from that operation. This”—he gestured at the Astralot “—may be a fairy tale, written by a jailbird trying to recall high adventure. I never heard of that ship before.”


  “I have,” Carroll rumbled gently in his deep voice.


  NONE of us had heard the giant enter. We gave him our ears. He could have had my shirt if he’d asked.


  “Clem Gardener,” Carroll said softly, “was my grandfather on my mother’s side. The Astralot was really lost and she had the stuff aboard. I looked up the old records.”


  “As far as I’m concerned that settles it,” I said.


  Cap nodded. “Goodbye, salvage company,” he said.


  “And a lot of other things,” Grubb snapped. “I see I’m outvoted but when we reach port I’ll have your licenses, your ship and maybe your treasure too. Jake, you’re a young man with a fine future if you use your head. Don’t do this thing. If you do, so help me, I’ll ruin you.”


  I tried to tell him to go to blazes. I got the words all set in my mind and pushed them into my throat. But they stuck there. He meant what he was saying. And, I thought, suppose the treasure isn’t aboard and suppose if it is we can’t get it out.


  I gulped the words back and stuck my hand out to Cap. We didn’t say anything. We didn’t need to. I motioned Jenkins and Carroll to follow me.


  JENKINS, as usual was right. The big observation shell didn’t blow up. It was a tubular gimmick about fifteen feet long, three feet in diameter, with inlets for oxygenated air and a place to peer through. It was made of chilled steel and quartz. It had a lifting eye on the head for lowering it down a shaft but we shifted this to the tail end for a hauling line.


  It wasn’t designed for working in a vacuum but it sprang no leaks as I slid gently out of the airlock toward the Astralot and the full blinding glory of the sides poured through the observation head from all points.


  I was cramped for space, what with the control panel plus the compressed air tank. We’d finally installed it inside for fear it might snag if we welded it to the surface of the shell. The air hoses, jury-rigged “jets,” we fastened to the outside at calculated angles.


  I fingered the stern assembly button and the shell leaped forward. The career of Jake Murchison, recently a salvage man, almost ended there and then. I barely had time to blast with the nose jets and stop the Look-See from smashing the observation head against the Astralot. The head was a half globe of six-inch quartz but even so that blow would have smashed it.


  In spite of the growing cold I sweated as the shell became motionless. Carroll’s gentle voice came out of my talker.


  “I told you,” he said. “Touch those buttons easy, like they were cobras, say. You were lucky this time.”


  “Are the cables okay?”


  “Yeah. We gave you plenty of slack. Jenkins figured your first blast might be a little too juicy.”


  “Jenkins thinks of everything. Give me some tension on the line. I’m heading for the port. Good thing your pirate grandfather left it open.”


  I jiggled the starboard bow jet and the Look-See’s nose swung slowly. I let it drift, stopped it with the port jet when the opening was dead ahead. I was feeling the cold now.


  I looked at the control panel, fixing it in my mind. I wished I’d had a little time for practice, to learn where each button was, so I could find each of them with my eyes shut. Inside that vast ship I was going to have myself a job where a sure, quick touch might be necessary to keep me out of the obits.


  I jogged the stern jets and in a couple of seconds I was inside, the big headlamp knifing through the complete blackness.


  I slid gently ahead to where the entrance ramp intersected the main corridor. I estimated the space, and thought maybe I could turn the fifteen-foot hull without fouling the drill assembly mounted on the stern.


  I got the hang of the buttons and played the keyboard like a piano—but plenty pianissimo. Inch by inch she advanced, swung, scraped the walls, drifted free, swung.


  Then I was looking down the main corridor. But only for half a second. I clenched my eyes and yelled.


  “Haul in!”


  “What’s the matter?” Carroll asked instantly.


  I gulped back my nausea. “Never mind! Haul handsomely!”


  They inched me out, with the hull scraping and complaining. I opened my eyes, panting.


  “What happened, Jake?” That was Cap’s voice, full of deep concern.


  “Bodies,” I said, gagging over the memory. “I can’t go down that corridor. They’re bobbing around everywhere. Even if I could get through, I wouldn’t try it. Did you ever see a hundred bodies suddenly exposed to deep space?”


  “No,” Cap said. “And I don’t want to.”


  “Carroll’s grandfather must have had a steel stomach.”


  “But look, Jake. We’ve staked the works. If you don’t get in there we’re sunk.”


  “Bring me aboard. I’m cold.”


  THEY looked at me with disappointment—and disapproval. Cap put it into words.


  “Perhaps one of us should try. I don’t have a squeamish stomach.”


  “I’m not ashamed of the way I fed,” I said. “And I don’t even want to talk about that corridor. It would have to be cleared before the Look-See could make it, anyway and that would take a month with the equipment we’ve got. I’ll have to go through the side.” Jenkins added a frown to his freckles. “Is there a hole big enough? If there is it’ll be dangerous. Those jagged edges would slice your hauling line.”


  “Any other suggestions?” I was still cold and all this talk put an edge on my voice.


  “No,” Jenkins said shortly.


  We had a look at the Astralot. “There,” I said, pointing. “I can get through that opening. Put our port in line with it, Pat, so we’ll have a straight haul. Also I’ve got to have some heat in there.”


  We rigged up a suit of heavy underwear, wrapped with resistance wire with a rheostat in series. I experimented with it, found it satisfactory and got back into the Look-See. We tied my underwear circuit in with the headlamp and I was off again.


  Getting inside was simple enough. I turned the headlamp from side to side, examining a mess of broken machinery and collapsed bulkheads. “Put Carroll on,” I said to the talker.


  “Yeah, Jake,” he said.


  “This seems to be an auxiliary engine room of some sort. Did you ever see a blueprint of the ship?”


  “Yes. I know my way around pretty well.”


  “If you weren’t so big you could do this job yourself. Well, where do I go? There’s a blasted door off a corridor leading aft and a busted bulkhead leading forward.”


  “Aft,” he said. “And not far. Keep a sharp lookout to starboard. You ought to see an open door.”


  “Okay. A little tension on the line.”


  Jenkins broke in. “We don’t dare, Jake. Once you’re at an angle to us, we’ll have to slacken off and hope the line doesn’t get fouled on the ragged edges.”


  “Just how,” I asked, “do you expect to get the stuff out, then? Everything’s all broken to bits in here. If you can’t pull a hauling line taut you’ll sure have trouble snaking a grapple through.”


  “Maybe it’s sentimental,” Jenkins said, “but I have a little more regard for your safety than that gimmick magnetically attached to the Look-See’s hull. We’ll have to snake it through even if we have to clear out the broken machinery. But I don’t want to take a chance on the hauling line right now. Anyway, go on in and have a look.”


  “Sheer sentimentality,” I said. “But thanks.”


  I played my keyboard, negotiated the turn and floated down an empty corridor. I saw an open door. I angled the headlamp inside.


  And there it was.


  Herculium. Stuff of the lost process. Nothing known could penetrate it—neither disintegration rays nor the impulses from the cumbersome Atomic Reintegrator.


  That little man with the club foot, Phamign, once processed himself a process and said, “The devil with everybody!” when they tried to find out how he did it. He was offered. Oh, yes, he was offered and offered. And then he died. But before he kicked off he foundried a secret shipload for the third planet of Arcton.


  And sent it off on the Astralot. So the histories say.


  I was looking at the greatest fortune perhaps ever assembled in one place. I yelped once.


  “It’s here. We’re in, kids!”


  I could hear them cheer. Carroll said, “Start sending it out.”


  That’s when my heart sank. The fortune was in pigs, slick and gray, with beveled edges. My grapple was a tong affair, designed to pick up large rough objects such as crates. It could never hold even one of these pigs. And if it could it could only take one at a time, which meant a round trip each time for me, to drop it, return to the ship and attach it again.


  “I guess we’re whipped,” I said. I told them what I saw and thought. I could hear a concerted groan. “I’m coming aboard. I’m dropping the grapple. Haul it in.”


  I released the grapple and began the delicate job of negotiating the corridor backwards, by feel, guesswork and memory. I had a bad time at the turn, but scraped free and let them take over with the winch.


  We were a sad quartet on board. Amos T. Grubb put in his two cents.


  “If you had listened to me,” he began. He stopped, leaving the obvious unsaid.


  We were so low nobody even snapped at him. Finally Carroll made a despondent suggestion. “Does anybody know if herculium responds to a magnetic field?”


  We leaped at that like hungry hounds. We took the library apart, book by book, and found nothing on it.


  “Let’s try it, anyway,” Jenkins said. “If it doesn’t work we’re whipped.”


  I hated to say it, but I had to. “That’s no good, boys. I can’t get the Look-See inside the treasure room. The corridor’s too narrow for a right-angle turn. I can barely squeeze through from that engine room.”


  That threw everybody into another spin but Jenkins came up with the answer. “The arm on that drill,” he said. “We can mount it on the nose on a hinge arrangement. Well fold it against the shell so it doesn’t add to your length, and stick a control inside.”


  “More equipment,” I said. “There’s barely room enough to breathe now. Okay, I’ll scrunch a little.”


  SO, a couple of hours later, I was inside the derelict again. I jetted gently to the corridor, swung the nose starboard, eased forward—and stuck. I kicked the nose jets. Nothing happened. I kicked full blast. Metal groaned. I stopped. If I tore the hull I would cease to have any interest in—anything. I thought of those bodies and gagged.


  “I’m stuck,” I said. That big magnet is fouled overhead. Haul away handsomely.”


  I could feel the gentle tugs, then a sharp spang!


  “Oh, cord!” Jenkins’ voice whispered. The line had parted. Well, this seemed to be it. I was wedged firmly, couldn’t blast loose without wrecking my only protection. And the worst of it was I was going to have plenty of time to think about it. There wasn’t going to be anything quick about it. It would be a toss-up which ran out first, my air or my heat. I would either suffocate or freeze or both. And even if I’d had a knife there wasn’t room enough for me to get my arm free and cut my throat.


  I cut off the headlight. “Any suggestions,” I said and if my voice shook, so what, “will be gratefully received.”


  “Give me the picture,” Carroll said. “I can’t see what the trouble is but it feels like the magnet is hooked on some projection.”


  “Can you swing either way?”


  I tried it, port and starboard. Nothing but groaning metal. “I’ve got enough power, maybe, to break loose but I’ll tear a hole in her. You know what that means.”


  I could almost fed his shudder. Then he said sharply, “Idiot! I mean me, Jake, when I threw the juice to that magnet, I might have left the switch on. Try it.” I did and instantly the Look-See swung free. “Saved by the bell,” I said and I was almost crying. “Here we go again.”


  “Thank heavens!” Carroll stammered and I was sure he was blinking. That big gentle giant, that dope.


  “If you hadn’t thought of that—” I said. “Well, I owe you a drink, fella. Now on my left, ladies and gentlemen, we have that colossal treasure of the ages, millions and millions in little gray pigs. Watch closely, now. See how I lower the arm of the magnet. Ah, contact. Now see how I—”


  I broke off. I was afraid to flip the switch. What if the magnet wouldn’t pick it up?


  “Well?” Cap demanded.


  “All right. I got scared. This is it.”


  I flipped the switch. Nothing changed. The magnet was in contact with about six pigs. I lifted it.


  I couldn’t believe it even though I saw it. Almost a hundred bars—ninety-five, we counted later—clung to may magnet. Of course, they were weightless here and that accounted for it. But it was startling.


  I felt wrung out. I was sweating all over. “It’s—it’s okay,” I whispered.


  The rest was routine. Under pneumatic power I backed and filled and I dodged the overhead magnetic trap by extending the arm ahead of me. There was a tendency for the load to slip to one side or the other, responding to the call of magnetism, but I got so I could almost play tunes on my buttons, nudging the nose each time the magnetic field drew it toward one wall or the other.


  I refused to think about Grubb and his threats. He had us by the short hair and maybe he could even take our treasure. We had broken the contract and in this business, where fulfilling contracts often means saving lives and valuable property, penalties are fantastic. And rightly so.


  We finally got the whole load aboard, distributed so the weight wouldn’t be concentrated in a small space and maybe drop through the hull when we hit gravity. Cap, Jenkins, Carroll and I each held onto one pig. For sentiment. We went into conference.


  Pat got us under way and we looked at Grubb.


  “What are we going to do with him?”


  Jenkins queried.


  “Are you still planning to sue?” I asked.


  “Of course not,” he said sweetly. It sounded strange, coming from him.


  I looked at him sharply and saw the joker. That sweetness was a mask, a very thin mask for what lay underneath. You could see it smouldering in his eyes.


  “Just what do you mean by that?” I asked.


  “It’s very simple,” he said happily. “I put up the money for this trip. I bought equipment you didn’t have and couldn’t buy. If it hadn’t been for me you wouldn’t be here and you wouldn’t have a treasure aboard. Am I correct?”


  “Mmm, yes,” Cap admitted. “But I see what you’re getting at, and it won’t work.”


  “But it will,” Grubb chortled. “By interstellar law monetary gains of a chartered ship—aside from purely contractual gains—belong to the charter holder. Any accidental increase in the expedition accrues to me.”


  I looked at Cap and I guess the same thing was in my eyes as in his—deep, bleak despair. The joker—and what a joker. I had darned near killed myself for this.


  NOBODY spoke for a long time. Not that we had complete silence. Grubb’s chuckles broke that.


  Pat turned away from the board. “I asked you before—let me handle the little rat.”


  “Wait,” Cap said. “Let me think.”


  “Why?” Jenkins asked. “We’ve got to kill him. We have no choice.”


  “And how would we explain it?” Cap asked.


  Grubb seemed more amused than anything else. “Yes, how?” he asked pleasantly. “The story will help pass the time until I come into my—ah, inheritance.”


  “I know,” Jenkins said suddenly. “It’s no problem. We put him in the Astralot. What’s one more body among others? We simply shove him through the lock, and then nudge his body aboard with the Look-See.”


  “Somebody else, not me,” I said. “I’ve seen bodies that—”


  “That doesn’t explain his absence,” Cap objected.


  Grubb’s grin got a trifle uncertain. His eyes flickered between Jenkins and Cap.


  “It’s simple,” Jenkins went on. “We did find a derelict. We did salvage her cargo with make-shift equipment. Poor Mr. Grubb, whom we loved like a brother, got too anxious and exposed himself to space.


  “He went aboard first, see, and tried to get out of the Look-See. When we hauled it back aboard his body snagged on something, and we were unable to recover it.” He addressed an imaginary board of inquiry.


  “And, gentlemen, we shall be happy to prove this—if we can find the derelict.” His voice became its normal biting self again. “And, of course, if anybody insisted on that, well, the Astralot would simply have vanished again. We’ll phony up the data on our log about the location of the derelict and nobody would ever be able to find her.”


  Grubb wasn’t grinning at all now. He was kind of white.


  “I won’t phony up my log,” Cap said. “No need to, anyway. We can actually stick him on a snag. You’ve got something, Jenkins.”


  “Good Lord, men!” Grubb quavered. “You can’t.”


  “Shut up!” Pat snarled. “Want I should put him in the airlock, Cap?”


  Cap began to grin. “No. No need. Look, Grubb, your status on board is as a passenger. You didn’t need to come along and in a sense you paid your way. The Board might award you an interest in the treasure but I don’t think it would be very big after we tell how you tried to thwart us and described your sweet disposition. Passengers, you well know, have no interest in accidental gains, as you call them.”


  Grubb had listened to the first part of Cap’s speech but I don’t think he heard a word after the first “passenger.” He gazed wonderingly at Cap and his eyes were glazed.


  “You—you could have done it,” he whispered. “You could have got away with it.” He was silent for a moment, then shuddered. His voice had its natural rasp when he spoke again. “I suppose an apology is in order?”


  “From whom?” Cap growled.


  “Me, of course,” Grubb snapped. “For being greedy. I—I do apologize, gentlemen. And I thank you, Captain Lane, for—I know it sounds melodramatic, but it’s true—for saving my life.”


  “Whatever that’s worth,” Jenkins said in distrust.


  “Thank you,” Grubb said acidly. “But I am going to sue you, nonetheless, as a matter of principle.”


  We were shocked, all right, but not surprised. It was typical Grubb. And you kind of had to hand it to the little guy. He had courage, to stick to his principles when he knew we could dispose of him neatly.


  “But on what grounds?” Jenkins asked in a puzzled voice.


  “Breach of the Pluto contract!”


  “Ain’t we headed for Pluto now?” Jenkins asked. “All I have to do is put that drill back together.”


  “You can’t,” Grubb said, as if he were talking to a three-year-old, “that is a secret known only to Valadian engineers. Didn’t you ever hear of the Valadian monopoly?”


  “Yeah, but my grandfather invented the Valadian drill,” Jenkins drawled. Grubb was neither pleased nor displeased. “Very well,” he rasped. “I—” he looked helplessly at us and, for the first time, sadly—“I cannot prosecute.”


  I felt sorry for him. He was so determined to be nasty and it meant an awful lot to him. You could see that just by his expression. Then, too, I like a fighter. The others were now looking at him with more admiration than amusement.


  “Mr. Grubb,” I said, “A guy who goes all out like you do really deserves something for a tough battle. Here, I’m going to give you this pig. Booby prize.” I pushed it toward him.


  “No, Jake,” he said with a faint grin. “I’m just a passenger, remember? And”—he rasped in his old manner, “—I’m not a booby!”


  He pushed the pig back at me, hard. It had no weight but it had plenty of momentum. I tried to duck and the last I remember was Pat’s, “Oh, Lord! Right on the button again!”


  MYSTERY ON PLUTO


  Ward Fleming


  Frank Grove’s mining business on Pluto was in danger of being ruined. And it was up to Nick Anders to find out the reason why


  SOMEONE among you here is stealing faltronium!” Old Frank Grove looked slowly from one to the other of the fourteen men gathered before him in the brightly-lit dining room of Interstellar Mining Company’s plant on Pluto. His wrinkled face, usually wearing an expression of humor, was twisted with bitterness. A deep hurt had replaced the twinkle in his eyes.


  From the group of men arose exclamations of astonishment, and each looked at his neighbor in shocked incredulity. They had known that something was wrong when the grey-haired superintendent summoned them to this meeting. But none had guessed that anything so serious would be in the offing.


  Grove raised a hand for silence. Almost wearily he continued: “It’s true. During the last few months our production of the element has been falling off. Since I am in charge of operations here, and therefore responsible for maximum production, I found it necessary to determine the exact cause of this deficiency. After a thorough check-up of every step of the process through which the element goes, I found nothing wrong. But somehow or other, small quantities of the element have been disappearing. This can only mean that it has been stolen. One of you men here—someone I trusted—is responsible!”


  Grove swept the faces before him with pain-filled accusing eyes.


  Nick Anders shook his head slowly, a puzzled frown upon his clean-lined face. It was hard to believe that one of the men present was a thief. And even more difficult to believe was the fact that faltronium had been stolen steadily over a two-month period. Why, it was impossible! Every bit of the element was accounted for from the time it was wrested from Pluto’s frozen interior to the time it was refined in the laboratory.


  Nick covertly surveyed the men standing about him. There were his fellow laboratory technicians, Rod Boldt, and Guglo Atska. Boldt was leaning against the back of a chair, his dark face sober for once. With a feeling of disgust, Nick noticed that his eyes were fixed upon the face of Ann Grove, the old superintendent’s pretty daughter.


  Boldt’s immobility suddenly gave way to a wracking cough. Nick eyed him wonderingly. He had spoken to Boldt about that cough, advised him to see the doctor when the supply ship came in. But Boldt had laughed his counsel off, and Nick in resentment had not mentioned it again.


  Wizened little Guglo Atska, the Martian who comprised the third member of the laboratory staff—the test-tube trio, as Ann laughingly called them—was staring intently at the floor, while he pulled at his thin, black beard. The eight miners who braved Pluto’s interstellar cold to mine the precious faltronium ore were huddled together in a stolid, patient group. Their two foremen—one for each shift—stood near them, eyeing their respective men calculatingly. Hans, the fat Europian cook, tried to appear unconcerned, but he twisted his plump hands and blinked his eyes as if the cold finger of suspicion were surely levelled at him. In spite of the gravity of the moment, Nick could not help grinning.


  “These thefts,” Grove resumed grimly, “must stop! You all know how rare the metal is and how badly our government needs it now in the war. Only the lowest of men would steal faltronium for private gain, knowing the urgency of this need. The future progress of the Solar System depends upon keeping the unscrupulous Venerian monarchy from coming back into power.


  “All I’m going to ask is that these thefts cease. There will be no investigation. I’ll try to double our output to cover the loss. If the thief has a spark of decency left in him, he’ll make full restitution. But if the thefts continue, I’ll turn this plant inside out to find the culprit and bring him to Justice!” Grove paused to let the force of his words sink in. Then he turned and walked swiftly from the room.


  The old superintendent’s words seemed to leave a black cloud of distrust hanging over the room behind them. The men stood about in silent unease. But the common desire to air opinions at last drew them together, and slowly small groups gathered to discuss the situation.


  Nick started toward Ann Grove, but Boldt had already reached her side and was speaking gesturing animatedly. Nick glared at the other, muttered under his breath, and stalked to his room. Under his breath he cursed the day Rod Boldt was born. If it wasn’t for that pest, he thought bitterly, he’d have more of a chance with the girl. Boldt’s rivalry was keen.


  Thought of Ann always made Nick go soft inside. She was gay and charming, yet serious, and desperately loyal to anyone she loved. She was content to spend her days on desolate Pluto, gladly shouldering an innumerable assortment of minor tasks just to be with her father. Like faltronium, she was a rarity, the kind of girl that would make a splended wife.


  IN HIS tiny room Nick undressed and stretched out upon the bed. He mentally reviewed the events of the last several minutes. Some unknown person was stealing faltronium—stealing it so cleverly that more than two months had passed before the loss was discovered. Who, Nick wondered, was that person?


  The miners were clearly out, for they lacked the ingenuity which the thefts demanded. Besides, their foreman kept an eagle eye upon them while they worked, and they would have very little opportunity to hide any of the ore they mined. Even if they did, they would have to hide away tons, since it took approximately a ton of ore to make a bar of faltronium.


  The two foremen were out for exactly the same reason. Frank Grove’s honesty was not to be doubted. As superintendent of the plant, he would be hurting himself by stealing the element. Ann, too, was in the clear, for she seldom if ever came near faltronium, either in the laboratory or in the mines. And Hans? Nick smiled in the darkness. The fat little Europian would give himself away immediately even if he had stolen so much as a speck of faltronium.


  There remained only the men who refined the ore in the laboratory—Atska, Boldt, and Nick himself. The technicians were the only ones who came near faltronium in its pure form. Atska was a furtive, queer old gnome who spoke only when absolutely necessary. If anyone was the thief, Nick felt that the little Martian would be the most likely.


  But again there remained the fact that it would be difficult if not impossible for Atska to steal any faltronium. His task was to operate the massive pulverizing machine which crushed the ore as it came from the mines. The element was closely mingled in the resulting gravel, and was therefore very difficult to extract. Atska, naturally, could not spend all his time picking minute grains of faltronium from the gravel.


  Boldt? Almost fervently Nick wished that Boldt were the thief. Then, he thought wistfully, he’d have Ann all for himself. But Boldt couldn’t be, for like Atska he came near faltronium only in gravel form. His job was to spread the gravel upon a long metal pan, which was inserted into a sealed electric oven and heated. Faltronium became a heavy vapor at fifty-four degrees Centigrade, thus allowing it to be easily separated from its rock and silica composite.


  Nick operated the condensation unit Which cooled the vapor and formed it into small rectangular bars. Grove then tested the bars for purity, weighed them, and locked them in a safe. Thus, from the first to the last steps of its production, faltronium was practically impossible to steal.


  Nick shook his head. Could Grove be mistaken? But the old man knew his business—if he said faltronium was being stolen, it was being stolen. But how? How?


  Faltronium, as he knew, was used primarily as a catalyst to accelerate the reaction in the Gerelli-Stevenson, rocket engines, which were the most economical and powerful yet devised. No other element was as effective. It had originally been discovered on Titan and after some experimentation, had been added to the list of known elements. Succeeding search had unearthed it on a few other out-lying planets and their moons. But the largest deposits yet discovered were on Pluto. These were owned by the famous Interstellar Mining Company.


  Because of Faltronium’s scarcity it was easy to understand why stealing even the smallest quantity of it was a serious crime. Only radium of the last century had been as valuable and as rare.


  Use of the element was now under subsidy to the United Earth government in its war to prevent a resumption of the Ziractyul regime which had been one of the most blood-thirsty and tyrannical ever known. If such a government came back into power the future welfare of the entire Solar System would be menaced. Consequently, every tiniest bit of faltronium was needed now more than ever before.


  THE WEEKS following old Grove’s startling declaration were ones of unnaturalness and strain. Black suspicion had permeated the little group of cubical metal buildings on Pluto. There was watching, sly and incessant watching.


  Nick, who felt positive that faltronium could only be stolen from the laboratory, kept a close, though apparently casual, eye upon the activities of his fellow technicians, Atska and Boldt. But everything went on as usual, and nothing of any special significance took place. Boldt’s cough seemed to have improved.


  At the end of one dinner period the old superintendent stood up to address the men. There were new lines in his face, and his manner was cold and grim.


  “I have just received a special radio message from America on Earth,” he announced. “We are being asked to double cur output. From reading between the lines of the message, I gather that the war is swinging in the favor of the Venerians. America is entirely alone in her fight, for the United States of Europe are still smarting over her decision in the partition of the Martian redlands. The other countries are busy with troubles in their own colonies.


  “Therefore I want to ask that a full return of the stolen faltronium be made. Our ships and guns need it badly to win the war. The safety of every colonist and miner in the Solar System depends upon bringing the Venerians to submission, though none but America realized this at present.”


  While the old man spoke Nick glanced swiftly around the men to gather in their reactions. All were apparently intent upon Grove’s words, but Nick knew that one of them was pretending. Would that person be impressed enough to give up what he had stolen? Nick doubted it.


  “Full restitution must be made by the time the supply ship arrives to relieve us of our quarterly production of faltronium. How the restitution is made does not matter, but it must be made or drastic means to recover the stolen element will be resorted to.”


  As soon as he finished speaking Nick made a rush for Ann. This time he reached her without interruption, and it became Boldt’s turn to glare and stalk away.


  “Look here,” said Nick, “we’ve practically become strangers. I’ve seen you only twice during the last few weeks. Boldt seems to be pretty effective at snaring pretty girls and keeping them occupied.”


  Ann smiled. “And aren’t you?” she asked.


  “You know darn well that Boldt doesn’t give me a chance.”


  “Well, first come, first served, you know.”


  “That means you aren’t very particular.”


  The girl wrinkled her nose. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean that you don’t seem to care one way or the other.”


  “Maybe I do, Nick.”


  Nick was puzzled this time. “You do?” he queried. “Who?”


  “Maybe I haven’t made up my mind yet,” she teased. “Now I simply have to get rid of these dishes. If you can run faster than Rod, you might see me later on.”


  “It’s a deal,” agreed Nick. “I’ll start training right away.” He watched her go, his heart beating a little faster at the meaning he had made of her words. Perhaps she didn’t care for Boldt as much as he had thought she did. There was some hope after all.


  NICK DID manage to see Ann later on. Though it did not amount to much as a race, he beat Boldt in reaching her. Boldt retired sullenly, for he did not take these minor affairs as philosophically as Nick did. He sourly watched them don spacesuits and leave the airlock to take a stroll over Pluto’s barren surface.


  “You know, some guys never realize when they’re licked,” remarked Boldt to Atska in the laboratory the following work period. “They keep hanging onto something even when they know it’s not theirs any more. “It’s funny.” He coughed a little, and glanced at Atska for approbation, but the little Martian remained silent. Anger flared up in Nick. He knew very well that Boldt’s words were addressed to him. And he knew what Boldt meant. But he kept his anger tightly in check.


  He casually held up a bar of faltronium to the light and inspected it critically. “No,” he drawled, “I wouldn’t say that. Maybe the guy knows that the thing he’s hanging onto is his just as much as anyone else’s. If he keeps hanging on long enough, he may even get it.”


  Boldt looked around with a tight grin. He spoke directly to Nick. “It may be that the thing in question doesn’t want the guy to hang on.”


  “Oh, it wants him to hang on, all right. In fact, it wants him to hang on more than it wants to be grappled in by a woman-pirate.”


  “What did you call me?” cried Boldt, abandoning a subterfuge.


  Nick was grimly exultant at having shifted the taunts to the other. “I said,” he repeated, “that Ann does not want to be taken in by a—”


  He never completed the sentence, for Boldt had leaped at him with swinging fists, his dark face twisted in rage.


  NICK WAS crowded against the laboratory bench by the suddenness of the attack. Tools and instruments fell to the floor with a ringing clatter. Warding off a storm of blows with up-raised hands, Nick braced himself against the bench and pushed with all his strength. Boldt went reeling backwards, his balance momentarily lost. Before he could regain it, Nick’s fast-travelling right fist had broken through his faltering guard. It made a loud pop on Boldt’s chin and sent him swaying against the pulverizing machine with glassy eyes.


  Panting a little, Nick watched him. “You started it!” he snapped. “Now come on and finish it!”


  Atska was startled out of his customary silence. With popping eyes and mouth agape, he looked like a frightened gnome. “Boys. . . . boys!” he admonished anxiously.


  “Come on!” repeated Nick.


  While leaning against the pulverizing machine, Boldt’s hand had come into contact with a long, heavy wrench. He gripped it hard, the red gleam of murder, in his eyes. Bringing it suddenly from behind his back, he once again charged at Nick.


  Though Nick had been expecting some sort of action from his adversary, the wrench was a complete surprise. He whirled to one side—but his move was not quick enough to escape its whistling descent. Searing pain lanced through his left shoulder and exploded in his brain.


  Mad fury flamed through him, and with total disregard of the weapon, he flung himself forward. He smashed into Boldt hard, knocked him against the pulverizer, and drove in swift powerful blows. As the wrench lifted for another deadly stroke, he ripped it from the other’s hand, brought it up with murderous intent.


  “Nick!”


  The horrified cry penetrated his conciousness, and sanity immediately returned to him. He felt hands pulling him away from Boldt. Only then did he become fully aware of the pain which throbbed within him. He stumbled back weakly, focussing his eyes on Ann’s pale face.


  “You ought to be ashamed of yourself!” cried the girl. “Only a coward would use a weapon on a helpless man! And I—oh, get out! Get out, you unspeakable brute!”


  Nick stared at her. She thought—“Ann,” he tried to explain, “I—”


  “Did you hear me? Get out!”


  Nick’s face went a shade whiter, and it was not from the pain in his body. He shrugged, turned abruptly, and left the laboratory. He gritted his teeth as he recalled the triumph he had seen in Boldt’s eyes.


  AFTER THE fight in the laboratory Ann avoided Nick as if he were a Martian vampire-bird. Nick was too proud to force his presence upon her and plead his case. About all he could do was stalk about the debris of his tumbled dream castles, and watch bitterly as Boldt and the girl smiled at each other and went for long walks in the darkness that cloaked Pluto’s desolation.


  Boldt seemed not to be aware of the fact that Ann’s favors were a direct result of his own cowardice. He went about his work with a superior smugness, and often he would boast to taciturn old Atska of his plans to build a little home upon one of Jupiter’s warm moons, knowing that Nick would hear. At these times there would be a mocking glint in his sidelong glances.


  At length Nick could no longer bear the taunts which were so obviously directed at him. His armor of silence had been worn thin by constant battering.


  “Boldt,” he said, in a voice of cold rage, “either stop making those remarks, or find yourself another wrench and start fighting!”


  Boldt opened his mouth to reply, but after taking in Nick’s blazing eyes and taut fists, thought better of it. Sullenly, he returned to his work.


  Unknown to both of them, Ann stood in the laboratory entrance, one hand at her white throat. She stared from Nick’s grim back to Boldt’s. Then she slowly turned and thoughtfully walked away.


  Nick was not prepared for what happened soon after that. It was in the first few hours of the next working period that Grove came into the laboratory. Nick almost dropped the pan he was holding when he looked at him. The old man’s mouth was a sprung steel trap, and his eyes were as cold as the ammonia banks on Uranus.


  “I want to see you in my office—immediately!” he snapped at Nick. He stalked out.


  NICK STARED after him in bewilderment. Something was wrong—seriously wrong. He glanced at Boldt and Atska as if they might be able to offer some explanation. But Atska was intent upon his work, and Boldt was coughing a little as he spread gravel upon a pan. Nick shrugged, and went swiftly to Grove’s office.


  Grove looked at him coldly as he entered.


  “What’s this all about?” asked Nick.


  “Plenty!” snapped the superintendent. He handed Nick a small irregular object. “Do you know what this is?”


  Puzzled at the old man’s hostile manner, Nick peered at the little lump. “Why. . . . why, it’s faltronium!” he gasped out. “Where did you find it?”


  “In your room, hidden in the bed,” replied Grove grimly. “You’re a thief!”


  Nick flinched under the shock of it. “I’m afraid not,” he said quietly. “I’ve never seen that piece of metal before, and I’d rather have my right hand cut off than to have taken it.”


  “The indisputable fact that it was found in your room shoulders aside all alibis,” stated Grove. “I knew very well that the man who had stolen the element would not give it up, so I decided to search for it myself. All right, where have you hidden the rest of it?”


  “There isn’t any more. The guy who planted that in my room wanted to leave some for himself.”


  Grove sighed. “I’m sorry that you have to take this attitude. If you told me everything, it would be easier for you. The government needs faltronium badly, and when it learns that you have something like six bars of it hidden way, it’ll go through any lengths to learn where the element is——”


  “You’re taking too much for granted,” said Nick. “I haven’t stolen any faltronium, and therefore I don’t know where it can be.”


  “Look here, under the articles of Interstellar any miner convicted of the theft of a rare element will receive one-third of his imposed sentence if he makes full restitution. But if he refuses to do so, he’ll receive the full sentence, without any chance for a pardon. Now, Nick, if you refuse to give up the stolen metal you’ll get the full sentence. You know what that means—life!”


  “How in the world can I give up something I haven’t got?” cried Nick, becoming angry. “I’ve never so much as taken a smell of faltronium!”


  Grove rose to his feet. “You’re making this hard for me—and for Ann. She loves you, in case you don’t know it. Now come with me peaceably, for I’ll have to lock you in your room until the supply ship comes to take you to Earth. I hope you’ll change your mind before then.”


  Nick raged inwardly at the old man’s blunt hastiness. But he realized that he’d have to submit. He would be able to think things out more calmly later on.


  IN THE TINY room—a cell now—Nick lay down upon the bed and swore. It was clear, all too clear! He had been framed by the real thief, who no doubt wished to divert suspicion from himself. Who could that person be?


  But it just wasn’t reasonable, for there was no possible way in which faltronium could be stolen, and the finger of suspicion had never been pointed at any special person in the plant. Yet, where had that little lump of the element which Grove had showed him come from? And why had it been hidden in his room?


  One of the miners might have found the lump, but why should he have planted it on Nick? Nick could find no credible motive for this. It had to be by someone who hated him—Boldt or Atska, but Boldt especially.


  If it was Boldt, then where had he obtained that nugget of faltronium? He could have stolen it, of course. But how? How could he have stolen it without being discovered by Nick or Atska, without leaving any clue whatsoever?


  Nick groaned. Hell, the whole setup was crazy from start to finish. Here he was, accused of something he hadn’t done, and as good as bound for one of the more savage of the Jovian or Saturnian satellite penal colonies already. And Ann—Ann loved him. But she probably hated him now.


  But he must not give up! He had to think—think! There must be some loophole to enable a thief to steal the precious element! He had to find that loophole before the supply ship came. . . .


  Faltronium vaporized at fifty-four degrees Centigrade—that was little warmer than pipe or cigarette smoke. . . . Suddenly he remembered something he had said to Grove while in the office—something about smelling. And then he thought of Boldt’s cough. In a flash of realization, the whole puzzle clicked into place!


  He knew how faltronium had been stolen! And he knew who the thief was!


  BUT HE couldn’t go shouting his discovery around the plant. After all, just what evidence did he have? He had to have proof, and the only way to get that was to determine where Boldt would hide the stolen element.


  Nick put himself into Boldt’s place. He’d have to hide the element in his room, of course, for that was the only place one could visit many times a day without arousing suspicion. But the hiding place would have to be good. The first requisite was that it be cold. . . . Nick had several ideas about that.


  Quickly he mapped out a plan of action. He’d have to get into Boldt’s room—but first he’d have to get out of his. Though that would require violence, it had to be done, for he had more to gain than he had to lose.


  Nick’s face went grim. If he was wrong. . . . Why, it would mean a penal colony for the rest of his life! Interstellar was harsh where infringement of its rules were concerned—and especially those regarding the precious faltronium.


  Nick waited impatiently until the gong for the lunch period sounded. Then he swung off the bed and crossed to the door, taking a position just to the left of it where the opening panel would conceal him from anyone who entered. He tensed his muscles and began another wait.


  A half hour crawled by.


  And then a key rattled in the lock. Hans the fat Europian cook entered the room carrying a tray of food. Nick pushed the door shut, grabbed the tray with one hand, and socked Hans with a fist made of the other.


  Hans sunk to the floor, a look of surprise and reproach upon his round face. Nick placed the tray upon a chair, and began ripping the bed covers into strips. With these he bound the cook.


  Then he opened the door and looked out into the hall. There was no one there, for all were in the dining room having lunch, and Grove had probably thought it unnecessary to post a guard over him. He slipped out and went swiftly to Boldt’s room.


  Nick looked around the little cubicle, which was an exact duplicate of his own. He had to find some cold place where Boldt would hide the element. That place would logically be along the walls, for they were next to the almost absolute-zero cold of Pluto’s exterior. Grove had already searched the room, of course, but he hadn’t looked in the right places.


  NICK SCANNED the walls. Upon one was a picture, and with leaping heart, he crossed over to it. He tore the picture aside. But nothing more than a series of bolts with which the inner and outer walls were held together met his eyes. He carefully searched all the remaining walls, and finding nothing out of the ordinary, was ready to give up in despair.


  That picture—it just had to have some purpose. Boldt was not the kind to use a picture for its mere esthetic value.


  Nick went back to where the picture had hung, and at a sudden idea closely scrutinized the bolts which it had hidden. His eyes glittered in triumph—for some of them projected a bit more from the wall than the others!


  At that moment a shot rang out.


  Hans the cook had recovered and had loosened his bindings to give the alarm.


  Nick tightened his lips—there was no time to lose now! Quickly, he inserted a fingernail beneath a suspicious-looking bolt and pried. A thrill of utter joy shot through him, for it gave, slid out! He was looking into a narrow hole which penetrated the inner wall and the insulation behind it—right up to the outer wall. By peering very closely he could just make out the tiny, dull lump that lay at the furthermost end of the hold—faltronium!


  Just then he became aware of the clatter of footsteps. He whirled around just in time to see Boldt come catapulting into the room!


  “Damn you!” rasped Boldt. “I thought so! Well, you’ll never live to tell anyone about this. You’re an escaped prisoner, see? I shot you in self-defense!” He grinned wolfishly and gestured with the small automatic that he held.


  Nick took the only chance that was left to him—he flung himself at Boldt’s legs. While he was still in midair the gun roared. He felt a dull blow in one shoulder. And then he and Boldt were in a writhing tangle upon the floor.


  Nick grasped at Boldt’s wildly-flailing arms, got a grip on his gun-hand. Using both hands, he savagely bent Boldt’s arm backward. The other screamed in pain, but did not relinquish his hold on the weapon. He smashed at Nick’s face and head with his free hand. Doggedly, Nick held on, exerting more effort.


  The gun dropped to the floor.


  Boldt went mad. Face contorted with rage, fear, and pain, he lashed out with kicking legs and flying fists, sobbing and cursing at the same time. Nick rolled aside and got to his feet. As Boldt followed the move and scrambled upright, Nick hit him a swift, powerful blow that started from his knees and contacted Boldt’s chin with a loud smack. Boldt folded up limply and sprawled back to the floor.


  Nick straightened up and turned. In the doorway crowded the entire personnel of the plant.


  “What a fight!” cried the miners.


  “You hitted me!” accused Hans.


  “Nick, oh, Nick!” sobbed Ann.


  “Easy there,” said old Grove from behind a huge heat gun. “I’ve got you covered.”


  Nick swayed and clutched at his wounded shoulder where daggers of pain were stabbing. “Wait!” he gasped. “Look there. . . . That’s where Boldt hid the metal he stole. . . . He tried to kill me just now to keep from telling you—”


  “THERE!” said Ann, as she patted the bandage about Nick’s shoulder. “How’s that?”


  Nick grinned up at her from where he lay in bed. It was some time later. “Fine!” he replied.


  “All right,” growled Grove impatiently. “Spill everything. How did you know it was Boldt? How did he steal the metal I found in that hole?”


  “Well, it’s like this,” began Nick. “Faltronium becomes vapor at fifty-four degrees Centigrade, and at that temperature it’s not so very hot. It can be inhaled without much pain, but it irritates the membranes of the throat and lungs. That’s why Boldt coughed, and that’s what gave him away.


  “I never thought it unusual before, but each day when the lunch or the end of the working period gong rang, Boldt would raise the cover of his heating unit, presumably to see how much gravel remained in the pan. But what he really did was to take a big breath of faltronium vapor into his lungs!


  “Then he’d go quickly to his room, move that picture aside, pull out the bolt which he had previously loosened, and exhale the vapor into the hole revealed. Naturally, contact of the vapor with the extreme cold of the outer wall caused it to condense and form a tiny lump like you showed me.


  “Whenever he took a stroll, Boldt would extract the solidified lumps and hide them somewhere out on the surface. I suppose he didn’t have any more in the hole when he wanted to get me away from Ann by framing me, so he had to inhale and condense more vapor. If he hadn’t done that, he wouldn’t have gotten back his cough, and I’d never have guessed that he was the thief.”


  “I must be getting old,” said Grove, shaking his head. “I know everything that happens to the element, but I never thought of that before. And—er—I’m sorry about my hastiness in accusing you. You see, I was getting calls from the home office and the government so many times of the day that I was ready to go space-crazy. Of course, the element being found in your room. . . . well, you know how it is.”


  “I understand,” said Nick.


  “Anyway, the government will have six more bars in addition to what we have produced by our increased output. It ought to have enough to run a thousand ships. Those Venerians are as good as licked right now.”


  “And now you go on out,” ordered Ann firmly. “Nick is badly hurt and needs rest.”


  Grove looked from his daughter to Nick. Suddenly, his face was jolly again. The old twinkle was back in his eyes. “And to think I nearly jailed my future son-in-law!” he chuckled as he obediently left.


  THE END


  PLUTONIAN FOUNDRY


  Milton Matthew


  THE SPACEMEN’S BAR has been the witness of many strange tales and weird experiences. It is sometimes regarded as a sort of explorer’s club and the management does everything to encourage this. If you’re looking for an entertaining evening drop down sometime and talk with the men who do the dirty work in deep space. It’s fascinating . . .


  “I just got back from a Plutonian hop,” the bronzed muscular man said, “and I’m still freezing.” He slapped his hands to his sides as if to warm them.


  “Have another hooker of zinth,” John Clondon said laughing, “That’ll take the chill out of your bones, Frame.”


  Frame laughed too: “Thanks, I can use it.”


  The two men were at the Spacemen’s Bar exchanging stories of their latest activities.


  “What was up on the Pluto skip?” Clondon asked.


  “Usual cargo trip,” Frame shrugged, “medicinals and so forth. But I wanted to see what the amoeboids really lived like. Believe me, the Videos don’t lie. Those crystalline monstrosities are slow and sluggish and they look exactly like amoebas, but I guess they get along all right. But try to imagine a trip to one of their foundries! I did it—I mean, I was there!”


  “Yes,” Clondon observed, “that must be odd—theirs is a water crystal metabolism, right?”


  “You said it,” Frame answered. “Just think—to them water is intensely hot! And as for us humans—we’re simply radiant portions of a sun almost. Well, what I started to say was that I spent some time in their foundries.


  “I wore a regulation space-suit of course—plus about eight hundred pounds of insulation so that I didn’t burn up the Plutonians. Walking into the foundry was the equivalent of going into a refrigerator. The Plutonians were working around, pouring water into plastic molds and in general carrying on just as you would expect in any foundry—except the molten material was water!


  “I gave them quite a jolt when I stuck a hand in the water. To them it was as if someone had thrust his hand into a ravenous cylinder of molten radiance.


  “I spent about two hours watching the operations which were conventional. But they asked me to leave shortly afterwards; it seems my body temperature was making the foundry uncomfortable for the regular workers!”


  Clondon laughed. “What an experience,” he said, “I can just imagine how the Plutonians must have felt. Can you imagine us encountering people whose body temperature is that of the sun?”


  Frame looked at him steadily. “Yes,” he said, “I can—and it wouldn’t surprise me a bit if eventually we ran into such a race. Is it any more fantastic than the Plutonians . . .”


  TRANS-PLUTONIAN


  Milton Lesser


  A new planet, a new Earth-girl, and nothing to disturb Conklin’s spatial paradise—so long, that is, as its hideous inhabitants stayed petrified!


  CONKLIN’S discovery of the tenth planet could have made him a great scientist. But he wasn’t thinking of that. He had blasted out beyond the edge of the flat spatial disc which is the solar system, only because there was no place else to go. Pluto, actually, was more than eight billion miles away, on the other side of the sun, and the police had followed Conklin’s battered Triton out beyond Neptune’s orbit.


  There was no place else to go. Up and down—north and south of the solar equator—were meaningless concepts applied to great sweeps of empty space, and the notices for Conklin’s capture were posted on every world from Mercury to the Neptunian satellite.


  If Conklin did not go outward Conklin could go nowhere, and so he simply continued on the plane of the ecliptic, beyond the Plutonian orbit. He had enough canned air, water, and food for months—for years if necessary, and he could blast out beyond Pluto and get lost for a while. The furor would not last forever, and when it died down, Conklin could come back into the system.


  But his stowaway posed a problem. Robbery of the Ganymede earth freighter was one thing, and murder was quite another. After a time, when he ventured back into the system, there always was the possibility that he would be caught. He hardly considered it seriously, until now—but he had to, here beyond Neptune. He had to ever since he had refueled on Ariel, and blasted off again and found the girl arearships.


  At other times, Conklin could have admired her. She was an earth-girl on Ariel and she was beautiful. Conklin did not know why she was running away, and he had no time to find out. Four days ago he had accelerated beyond Neptune, and he’d hardly had time to sleep since then. The girl could wait. . . .


  The Triton screamed straight for the tenth planet, and it was the cube of a million-to-one shot. One moment space was empty in front of the ship, frighteningly empty, with the infinite parsecs beckoning Conklin. The next, a haze globe swam into view in the foreport, then slipped away beyond the left edge of the plastiglass.


  “Hey!” Conklin blurted. “Did you see that? Kid, did you see that?”


  The girl nodded. “It was a planet. It couldn’t have been anything but a planet . . .”


  Conklin gritted his teeth. “I know it. This could change everything. Run? The devil, what do I have to run for? We can hole up on this globe for as long as we want. If it’s cold, there’ll be solid oxygen, and we can melt it—no sir, we don’t have to run.”


  And then Conklin was busy with the controls, swinging the Triton in a tight arc which threw the girl back, whimpering, against the bulkheads. Conklin could feel the five-grav battering ram against his chest and constricting his guts, but he smiled grimly. What did a. little pain now matter? Soon he would be safe—he could hide away as long as he wanted, on a planet which the solar system did not know existed. For a moment he pictured the dismay with which the police would view his disappearance, and then he chuckled, despite the pain. In a while, they would think he had met with an accident someplace in space. It was true that Conklin couldn’t land on any known world: there the vigil was unending—but out in space anything could happen, and they would think Conklin were dead.


  His eyes were slits against the pain when he saw the planet swim slowly back into view. It hovered there in the port, and gradually. Conklin lined it up on the cross-hairs. Then it grew larger, and soon it covered the entire port. Conklin blasted the fore-tubes once and then again, and the pressure slapped him back hard in his chair.


  Slowly, he brought the ship in. They landed with hardly a bump, and Conklin reached into a cabinet, took out a bottle of liquor, and poured himself a big drink. His hands were trembling. If those gravs had piled up a little more, he knew he would have blacked out, and the ship would have plowed a burning furrow half way across the planet. He was lucky.


  THE GIRL wasn’t so lucky. She lay stretched out Behind Conklin, unconscious. He bent and examined her swiftly. Satisfied, he stood up. She was merely unconscious. She’d be up and around in an hour or two, but Conklin was in no hurry. He had all the time in the world. Time was his friend—and here on the tenth planet, nothing could go wrong. He watched the easy rise and fall of the girl’s breasts beneath the tight metallic blouse, and he grunted. Time was definitely on his side, and he was in no hurry to get back to the system.


  He leaned back and stretched, and then he lit a cigarette. Slowly, he walked to the instrument panel and examined the dials. He whistled.


  This tenth planet was weird. There was plenty of oxygen outside, and inert gasses. The temperature was thirty degrees Centrigrade, and the gravity registered at point-seven-five earth norm. Conklin smiled.


  Everything was perfect. Conklin did not know how this could be, six billion miles from the sun—but the planet could have been a second earth, a little smaller, but with earth-norm temperature and an atmosphere that almost matched earth’s atom for atom. Conklin did not know what caused the warmth—very probably the planet was a young one and youth-fires still burned within its crust. He did not care, and he would not worry his head about it.


  But of one thing he was glad. They would have no need to stay inside the battered Triton. They could live outside, on the surface of the planet itself, and it would be pleasant waiting until the solar system forgot all about him. He looked at the girl again, there on the floor, and he drew his breath in sharply. With a setup like this, and with that girl—he almost wouldn’t mind staying here forever.


  Conklin buckled the blaster to his belt and stepped to the airlock. The lock-mechanism would respond to his touch from either side, and thus the girl could not lock him out. It was true that she could open the lock from the inside, but she probably would be too afraid to do anything about it when she regained consciousness. And meanwhile, Conklin wanted to see what their new home was like.


  When he opened the outer door the first thing he thought of was a museum. A natural history museum with stuffed animals and models of plants, with everything perfectly realistic, except for one thing. There was no motion, no life.


  Conklin was gazing on a world of statues.


  He reached for his blaster and gripped it tightly in his hand. The place was a dead place and he could, have no fear of creatures which did not move, but they were hideous creatures. He had read someplace of a petrified forest-r-he knew that a great section of the Martian desert had become petrified overnight before history’s dawn, knew that the creatures of that long-dead Martian world were perfectly preserved for the world to see.


  This tenth planet was like that. They were in a forest of great fernlike plants, but nothing stirred. And Conklin could see the denizens of that forest, weird unearthly beasts, beasts out of some impossible nightmare. Huge creatures not unlike the dinosaurs of earth’s dawn—perhaps more like the dragons of primitive mythology.


  But then Conklin returned the blaster to his belt. They were dead. He did not know why they stood about in the eternal forest in a wild tableau of unmoving action, but they were dead. Petrified. And he need not fear them.


  Off to the left, a great-jawed monster stood above a serpentine thing, the massive head poised a yard above a coil of the serpent, two great fore-legs holding the serpent down. The great jaw was open, and it seemed ready to close about the serpent, to tear the serpentine body in half. But the jaws were motionless and the serpent did not move. It could have been a picture.


  FASCINATED, Conklin came closer. There was a syrupy blue wetness on the serpent’s coils. It was blood, but, of course, it could not be wet—it merely looked wet. Conklin reached out with his hand and touched it. He recoiled quickly and stared in horror at his fingers.


  They were sticky.


  He wanted to run back to the spaceship. He did not know why, but he wanted to run back. The blueish goo clung to his fingers and it was blood, and he knew that could not be. This was a strange world, a fantastic world of statues, but it could not hurt him. He had nothing to fear. The wetness could be explained. He did not know how, but there had to be an explanation somewhere. He must not get panicky.


  He looked again, and what he saw was impossible. A big drop of saliva was poised on the lower jaw of the monster, gleaming in the strange light which must have come from subterranean sources. The head was bent low over the coils of the serpent, and, afraid now but too grimly fascinated to resist, Conklin reached up and touched the drop. He touched it—and it rolled off the jaw to the ground!


  His hand had touched the creature’s jaw—and the flesh was soft and warm. The creature was alive!


  It stood there, unmoving, poised for the death blow, but it was alive!


  Conklin ran. Ahead of him now was the Triton, and Conklin had to reach it. He had to—.


  His foot caught on a vine and he stumbled. He went down and he rolled over, dazed. He sat up, gingerly rubbing a spot on his head, facing around again toward the tableau of the two monsters fighting. He heard the sound then. It was a scream, a wild, horrible scream, and it took a while before he realized it came from his own throat.


  The teeth of the dragon were buried in the coils of the serpent—still unmoving, it seemed to Conklin, but they were buried there.


  A slight wind fanned the sweat on his cheek. There had been no wind before.


  The jaws of the monster began to open—slowly, so slowly that at first Conklin could not see it. It was like a moving picture cut down to an impossibly slow speed, without the individual pictures becoming apparent. Conklin sat rooted to the spot, watching.


  A coil of the serpentine body lifted, so ponderously that Conklin had to stare hard to see any motion at all. But it was moving, and now the dragon’s jaw hung open, and Conklin could see the sluggish flow of blood from a new wound in the serpent’s coils—a wound which had not been there before, a fresh wound, with a slow rivulet of blood, like lava moving up a hillside.


  Conklin tore his eyes away and stood up. Everything was moving faster now—still impossibly slow, but fast enough for him to see the motions for what they were. The dragon-jaw began to close again—


  A pair of horrible eyes stared up at Conklin from the matted vines at his feet, and a sloth-like creature extended two hairy arms with a slowness that would have made the earthly tortoise appear fleet.


  He ran. Twice he tripped again but he got up and ran. All about him the tempo began to speed up—and he turned once when he reached the Triton’s lock and saw the dying serpent writhing on the ground. It writhed furiously and the monster-jaws closed on it again and again until it lay still. Then the dragon-creature began to eat, and Conklin’s hands trembled so much that he hardly could manipulate the lock.


  Something was slithering toward him through the undergrowth, and he screamed. His breath came in burning gasps and he wanted to scream again, but no sound came. Then the door sprung in and he plunged into the airlock, panting. For a moment he stood against the inner door, too weak to open it. And then he lifted his hands and worked on the lock . . .


  HE SAT DOWN in the control cabin, aware that he could see the girl nowhere. He had looked through the ship hurriedly, but he could not find her. Now he sat there, panting, and he reached for the liquor, but his hands were trembling too much and he let them fall in his lap. He was so tired—


  When he awoke, the girl sat cross-legged on the floor in front of him.


  “Hello,” she said.


  “Hello? Where the devil did you come from. You weren’t in the ship when I returned.”


  “Of course I was. I was right here. I saw you come in.”


  “Then why didn’t I see you? Huh, tell me that?”


  The girl frowned. “I think I know, but look, Mr. Conklin—”


  “Eh? You know my name?”


  “Of course I know your name. The reward posters are up on Ariel, like anyplace else. You’re running away from the law, Mr. Conklin . . .” He gaped at her in mock horror. “Izatso? So I’m running, but you can talk. Sure, you can talk. Sister, you’re running away from something too, or you wouldn’t have stowed away on the Triton. Then, abruptly, Conklin remembered the outside. He ran to the foreport and looked out. There was the statue world again—everything poised for action, but nothing moving. Everything motionless, as he had first seen it. He ran to the side-port and looked out. The dragon-creature had half a serpent protruding from its mouth, but it was not moving.


  “I’m going nuts,” Conklin said. “Nuts . . .”


  The girl shrugged, but Conklin thought he saw her grinning a little. “No one asked you to run away, Mr. Conklin—and now that you have, no one is responsible for what happens to you.”


  Conklin brightened. “Okay, you just remember that. You ran away, too, and no one is responsible.”


  “That was different. I didn’t run from the law. I simply left Ariel to elope with my fiance on Mars. Dad didn’t approve, but we wanted to get married. I thought your ship was heading Marsward—obviously a mistake. Now I’m here with you—”


  “Yeah,” said Conklin. “Yeah.” They could stay in the ship and he could forget all about that weird nightmare outside. He reached out and grabbed the girl’s arm, lifting her up off the floor and pulling her toward him.


  She struck out with her opened palm and hit him hard across the cheek, and he let go of her hand. “Just don’t you do that again, Mr. Conklin—”


  “No—?” And then Conklin tensed. In her other hand the girl held his blaster, and it pointed, unwavering, at his chest.


  “No,” she said.


  Conklin leaned back and smiled. He had time. Plenty of time. If the girl wanted to play hard to get, what was the difference? “Okay,” he said. “I’m sorry. Very very sorry. We’re all alone out here, a couple of billion miles from the nearest human, but I shouldn’t have touched you.”


  “Don’t be funny.”


  “Hell, I ain’t being funny. But I don’t like a gun staring at me like that. Want to put it down like a good girl?”


  She smiled. “Okay, but just don’t try anything.” Then she placed the gun on an open shelf of the cabinet, near the bottle of liquor.


  He’d let her take the lead from now on. He’d be nice and friendly, but for a while, at least, she’d do the leading. He thought if would be better that way.


  “You know,” he said, “we’ve discovered a planet. You and me, kid, we discovered a planet. That’s pretty good.”


  “Sure. Only it was an accident. One chance in a trillion.” Then she spoke, half to herself, “As early as the twentieth century, they thought there might be a tenth planet. Certain aberrations in the orbit of Pluto just didn’t make sense, and Neptune couldn’t account for it. The tenth planet . . .”


  CONKLIN found here an opening wedge for conversation. Every time he thought of what lay outside, he trembled, but he pushed it from his mind, and now, safely within the ship, the girl was more important. “Hey, how’d you know about all that?”


  “Oh. That’s easy. Dad is chief astronomer on the Ariel observatory staff, and he talks all the time about his work.”


  “You know what he talks about?”


  The girl nodded. “I guess I’m something of a scientist myself. It must run in the family.”


  “Yeah,” Conklin muttered. “Then maybe you can explain what in blazes is going on outside. Can you, eh?”


  “Well, yes and no. Maybe I can. Maybe not. I think I know . . .”


  “Honey, if you can tell me what is going on out there, I’ll love you for life.”


  She laughed, and Conklin liked the sound. He wanted to reach out and take her in his arms, but he would wait. Let her get lonely first.


  “I’d hardly like that,” she said. “But if you promise not to do it, I’ll try to tell you.”


  Conklin chuckled and raised three fingers in an age-old salute. “On my boy scout honor,” he said.


  “Well, then, Conklin, how long do you think you were out there, outside the ship?”


  She had dropped the Mr. She was getting friendly. “Oh, about ten minutes, maybe twenty.”


  “You were outside for a week.”


  “Ha, ha, ha. Very funny.”


  “I’m not trying to be funny. You were outside for a week. You can check the food cabinet if you want. You’d know I wouldn’t want to throw any food away.”


  “Well, what do you know—” She wasn’t lying, Conklin could see that. But he did not understand.


  “I saw you out there, after I awoke. First you walked around normal, among all those statues, but then you began to slow down. You became sluggish, incredibly sluggish—and it took me hours, days, to see you move at all. Just like the animals. I couldn’t believe my eyes, Conklin, but I saw it. You were almost a statue, and you came back to the ship like the hour-hand of a clock. That slow. Slower.”


  “Well, I don’t get it. What’s going on?”


  “Don’t you see, Conklin, don’t you see? Hmm, no, you wouldn’t. If my Dad were here—what a field day . . .”


  “Maybe I ain’t so dumb,” said Conklin. “Maybe you could tell me.” He was serious now—he knew he had come close to being killed out there, arid he wanted to know why.


  HE GOT UP and walked to the port, looking at the world of statues. Nothing moved. Nothing moved in a way which he could see. “Tell me—”


  “It’s a foreign world, Conklin; not native to the solar system. I don’t know where it comes from, but that isn’t important. It was free in space and the sun caught it and gave it an orbit out here. It’s a totally foreign, alien world.


  “There’s no law that all metabolisms are the same. They are the same, or approximately the same in the solar system, but they don’t have to be.”


  “Met—”


  “Metabolism. The rate of bodily function. Growth and decay. Production and destruction. In short, life. Here, on this world, the whole setup is different. Vastly slower. We have no instruments and we can’t tell, but there’s an incredible difference. Everything is slow, so slow that to our eyes, with our different metabolic rate, this looks like a world of statues. See?”


  “Yeah. I think so. So what happened when I went outside?”


  “That part is easy. First, you saw everything the way we see it now, from the port. Statues. But then, gradually—in a few minutes—your functioning slowed down. Every part of your functioning slowed down, and you were not aware of the change. You became attuned to this world outside—and everything began to move. They were moving all the time, too slow for you to see—and when you slowed down in every way, your perceptions—everything, you became part of the world. Everything out there was normal to you because you were functioning at a rate thousands of times below your normal one. Now do you see?”


  Conklin nodded and said that he did.


  “Then, after a week, you got back in through the doors, and—”


  “Yeah? Why wasn’t I hungry?”


  “You wouldn’t be. Everything was slower, your whole manner of living. To you, only ten or twenty minutes had passed, riot a week.”


  “Okay. But why didn’t I see you?”


  “You couldn’t. I never stood still long enough. Your eyes couldn’t see that rapidly. Nothing registered. Then you fainted, and you gradually sped up to the normal metabolic rate. Then you got up.”


  Conklin thought he understood it now. What the girl said made sense and while it was a little hazy around the edges, he thought he could understand it. And now he saw that she was really involved in this science stuff—she liked it and her eyes shone like she had been kissed or something. Or maybe like she wanted to be kissed.


  He reached out and touched her hand, and she did not pull it away. She sat there and stared straight ahead, thinking, Conklin bent forward and kissed her.


  The opened palm struck him across his cheek again, and the girl stood up. “Cut that out, Conklin. I’m warning you. That’s a danger, and I know it—I almost go off into a funk when I think: almost, but not quite. So you just cut it out, Conklin—”


  “Listen, kid—”


  Suddenly, the girl reached for the blaster. Conklin grabbed her shoulders and shoved her backwards roughly, and she went tumbling against the bulkhead, crumbling to the floor.


  She sat up slowly and Conklin had the blaster in his hand. “Now, don’t you—be funny!” If this fool kid didn’t know there was more to life than a lot of cockeyed science, he would teach her.


  He moved forward slowly, the blaster in his hand. The girl stood up and edged along the wall until she stood at the lock. Then she played with it for a moment and the door swung open.


  “Stop!” Conklin cried. “What do you think you’re doing?”


  “Why, I’m going outside—so you stop bothering me.”


  “Stop, stop or I’ll blast you.”


  The girl laughed. “Are you kidding? You wouldn’t want to do that, Conklin. If you did you’d be all alone, but you want me for company. Don’t you, Conklin?”


  Of course, the girl was right. It had just been an empty threat. But she couldn’t go outside. She’d slow down, like those animals, and then they’d get her. “Stop—” he called, and he ran for the door.


  It slammed in his face, and the girl called back:


  “Come and get me!”


  IT TOOK Conklin less than a minute to make up his mind. He knew he would not have much more time than that—the girl would begin to slow down, and when she did, the animals would get her. As easy as that. They were terrible beasts, impossible creatures, and she would be helpless before them.


  Conklin remembered what he had seen last time, and what had almost happened, and he did not want to go outside. Not again. On the other hand, he wanted the girl. That was more important—and, anyway, if he ran right outside and got her, then returned quickly, nothing would happen. It would be perfectly safe.


  He ran into the airlock and paused. One of the spacesuits was missing from its rack. Fool girl—scientific as hell, but she didn’t even realize that she would not need a spacesuit out there. That was a woman for you. He shrugged and stepped outside.


  It was the same as last time—a world of statues. Now Conklin was afraid, because he knew that unless he got back to the Triton soon, the statues would start to move, and he did not want that.


  He walked now among the creatures which did not move—and although his eyes did not support this, he knew they were alive, and moving, living their primitive existence at a rate too slow for him to perceive. It was maddening, but he accepted it as fact. The beasts of this jungle were alive—alive now, and they would be deadly when his own metabolic rate slowed down sufficiently for them to cope with him. He must get the girl and retreat to the ship before that had a chance to happen.


  Off in the distance he could see the girl, her spacesuited figure big and bulky. He called out to her, and the fishbowl head of the spacesuit swung around halfway, and even at this distance, he could see her smiling.


  He ran, and a hundred yards away, she began to run, too.


  Because he was not encumbered with a spacesuit, he could move faster, and presently the distance between them was halved—but that was all, after that he could not gain. The girl stopped running, but he could not gain an inch. She stood and she watched him, bulky gloved hands on bulky hips, smiling. Then she took a step back toward him—and she shimmered!


  She shimmered and faded, became a phantom—less than a phantom. Now he saw only the barest shadow, right next to him, moving slowly in a circle. He heard what might have been laughter, but he could not tell. It was just one short, musical sound—the girl laughing, at her normal rate. He was slowing. His rate was decreasing . . .


  Around him, sluggishly, the life of the jungle began to stir. It all seemed so unreal—this possibly slow movement. And then it began to quicken. Something reached down toward him from above—a great column of flesh, with two hideously unhinged jaws and a gaping maw of a mouth . . .


  He screamed and he tried to run. It felt as if he were running with his usual speed, but this time he knew he wasn’t. He was moving slowly—still faster than the beast, but slowly—and he was getting slower all the time.


  He screamed again, and then he cried: “Save me. Please, please—”


  He was down on the ground. He didn’t know how. He could not see anything, but something had bowled him over and he was on the ground and it felt as if he were being dragged, but he could not tell. The ground became blurry, hazy. Everything faded behind a mist, and he heard the whimpering voice again, his own!


  “Get me out of here! Please! Back to the ship—”


  HE SAT in the control cabin and the girl started the rockets. He heard the engine booming and felt the ship accelerate, and the pressure would have stopped him from moving, but he could not move anyway. His hands and his feet were tied firmly to the chair.


  “How did you do it?” he said. “How?”


  Soon the acceleration slackened, and he saw the girl get up and stretch leisurely, the metallic blouse and skirt tight against her breasts and thighs. Now he had lost more than the girl—he had lost his freedom.


  “It was the spacesuit,” she said. “I wore the spacesuit, with canned air from the ship, and my metabolism was untouched. But you—slowed. Again, like last time, you looked just like a statue. I threw you over and dragged you back to the ship. Then I tied you up before your metabolic rate came back to normal.


  “Then, out there, you saved my life . . .”


  “Sure, sure I did. I didn’t want you to die out here, where no one would know it. The police want you—”


  “Not the police,” Conklin pleaded. “You wouldn’t take me to the police.” He squirmed around and watched the tenth planet disappearing beyond the range of the rear port.


  The girl smiled. “Well, not yet. They’re looking for you all over the system, and I guess it doesn’t matter where I take you. First thing I’m going to do is land this ship on Mars and find my fiance. There’s a marriage which is kind of overdue . . .”


  Conklin was hopeful. Then she wouldn’t take him to the police—


  “And then,” she said, “there will be plenty of time to hand you over to the authorities on Mars. First you can watch the wedding if you’d like.”


  Conklin knew he wouldn’t like it.


  FROZEN IN HELL


  John Jakes


  Their task was to bring back the remains of the heroic explorer from the frozen wastes of Pluto. But the ice-thing they found was beyond posthumous honors . . . beyond the ken of man.


  STRICKLAND found the formation on the second day after the landing. He and Rogers had struck out from the ship in opposite directions, armed with ice torches and heavy electric clothing. They comprised only one team of the great search party combing the frozen face of Pluto for the body of the man who had explored the outer planets nearly a century before.


  The formation was an almost transparent wall of ice, lying at one end of a small frozen canyon. The snow filtered down from the constantly dark purplish sky, and even though the heating unit in his suit buzzed faintly, generating warmth, Strickland felt a cold wave pass down his back. He shined his torch at the wall and peered through the snow, vague expectation filling him. Far back, behind perhaps ten feet of ice, he could see the outline of a figure, vaguely human.


  Milgrim? he wondered. Clyde Starr Milgrim, the first explorer beyond Venus in the early days of the tin ships and the rickety chemical drives? Milgrim had disappeared on the surface of Pluto, with no locations received over the scrambled waves on the Communications Sets back on Earth.


  Now, nearly a century later, the Milgrim Scientific Foundation had raised enough money to send out search parties in an attempt to find some remains of the man or his ship and carry them home to Earth for fitting burial. Strickland felt a peculiarly acute kinship with the cause. His grandfather had ridden Milgrim’s first ship, The Black Star, out into the uncharted darkness beyond Venus.


  But it could not be Milgrim locked within the ice, Strickland reasoned. The figure outlined in frozen patterns of blue shadows was huge and grotesque and misshapen, nearly a dozen feet tall with a head that appeared bulbous and lopsided. Strickland could not make out the face.


  He debated the idea of cutting into the ice with his torch. Even if it wasn’t Milgrim, it was a human shape, and that was certainly worth something. He approached the ice wall and chipped away a chunk, peering at it in the twilight.


  The ice was not perfectly crystalline as he had first thought. Black irregular masses, three or four inches in diameter, were scattered through it. They presented a new problem. He tucked the ice into the sealed pouch at his hip and headed back to the rocket.


  ROGERS sat in the lab room waiting for him. He looked up morosely when Strickland entered. “Find anything?” he asked. His tone made it apparent that he had not.


  Strickland threw off his insulated hood, nodding. He jabbed a cigarette into his mouth, drew the warming smoke into his lungs and put the pouch on the table.


  “I think so,” he said. “About a mile from here in a canyon. There’s something frozen in a wall of ice. The shape’s human.”


  Rogers jumped up. “My God, Harry! Is it Milgrim’s body?”


  Strickland shook his head. “It can’t be. The thing’s all out of proportion. Big head and body. Looks like some kind of freak. I was going to cut into the ice but the stuff didn’t look quite right. I brought back a piece for you to take a look at. It’s in the pouch.”


  Eagerly, Rogers pulled the pouch open and removed the ice.


  “The black things are what got me,” Strickland said. He sat down tiredly while Rogers flipped on the fluorescents over his lab bench and began melting the ice.


  They sat in silence for long minutes while Rogers worked steadily. Strickland smoked, listening to the whine of the wind on the hull plates. They were alone in the wasteland, miles from another search team. And the shape . . . that was all he could call it . . . the shape mocked their hunt. The people of Earth wanted Milgrim’s remains for a memorial. That was only fitting.


  Strickland had hoped that they would be the ones to find the great man’s body. The chance had been small, of course, and identification after a hundred years would have been almost impossible. The only lasting thing about the remains would have been the three artificial metal fingers on the left hand. Milgrim had lost the real ones tinkering with the chemical motors of one of his ships.


  Rogers worked for almost forty minutes. When he finally turned away from the bench, his face showed a troubled frown. “Harry, this is crazy stuff.”


  “What’s wrong?” Strickland bent over the table.


  Rogers pointed at one of the small black bodies, rubbery-looking, with a slimy outer coating. “I took this thing out of the ice. You know what it is?”


  “No.”


  “Well . . .” Rogers shook his head. “Honest to God, Harry, you’ve got to believe me. I’d stake every hour of biochemistry I ever took on it . . .”


  “Tell me!” Strickland said irritably.


  “It’s a gland, an endocrine gland, almost like the ones in human bodies, right there in the middle of the ice. And it was secreting stuff through these little pores in the ice. I got a look at them before the stuff melted.”


  “Secreting?” Strickland said amazedly. “Are you sure?”


  “I’m sure.”


  “But how?”


  Rogers shrugged. “Don’t ask me. Nobody’s looked at the ice on Pluto before. The thing probably isn’t exactly identical with the human gland but it’s damned close. And you know what it’s secreting?” Strickland waited.


  Rogers said very quietly, “A hormone resembling the Growth Hormone in the human pituitary. It regulates growth, and if there’s too little of it or too much it can turn people into dwarfs or . . .” He stared hard at Strickland, “. . . giants.”


  Strickland swallowed, his mouth dry and flat-tasting. He closed his eyes and steadied himself against the bench. His voice whispered thinly in the bright sterile room. “Maybe . . . maybe he got caught in there . . . frozen . . . and the stuff . . . changed him . . .”


  “Milgrim?”


  Strickland swallowed again. “Yes.”


  Without a word they bundled themselves into their heavy suits and set out for the canyon. Strickland felt sickness rising in him. That the quest for a man who had been almost a god to the civilized worlds should end in the finding of a deformed monster caught in a block of chemically functioning ice was unendurable. But they had their orders.


  It took them three hours, working carefully with the torches, to cut the body out of the ice in the form of a rough block. Every so often they encountered bits of metal ribbing, fragments of machinery, embedded through the ice.


  Apparently Milgrim’s ship had fallen from the sky and broken apart when the canyon was less glacial. The ice had moved down and covered the body, somehow miraculously unbroken. The body had been preserved intact and surrounded by the strange glacial ice that moved over the face of this cold twilight world.


  THEY loaded the block onto an electric dolly and took it back to the ship. Rogers rigged a set of pulleys and they hoisted it into the freeze locker. Finally Strickland mustered enough nerve to turn on the lights.


  The two men stood in the eerie brilliance coming from the ceiling and stared down at the figure imbedded in the black-spotted ice. It was Milgrim. There was no mistaking that. The features were pulled out of shape, monstrously contorted, but they were still recognizable. The elongated misshapen limbs carried an alien air about them, but Strickland and Rogers both caught the dull gleam of three metal fingers on a left hand. Finally Strickland turned away, retching. After a minute he said, “Let’s get out of here.”


  They sat in the control cabin for a few minutes, letting the sick feeling work its way free of their bodies. At last Rogers said, “We’ve got to take it back. I . . . just can’t say he. Milgrim was such a damned great man . . . I . . .” He choked again.


  Strickland stirred himself reluctantly and began adjusting the fuel controls regulating the atomic pile unit in the rear of the ship. He talked as he worked in an empty disillusioned voice.


  “I just don’t want to take that thing back to Earth. Milgrim was an ideal. You can’t throw an ideal in people’s faces and say, look, this is what happened to him. They’ll lose everything that ever had meaning where he’s concerned. They’ll lose everything that was really good in what he did.”


  “We’ve got our orders . . .” Rogers began dully.


  “I know, I know. That’s what makes me so damned sick.”


  “Are we going to contact any of the other teams and tell them?”


  “No,” said Strickland. “We’ll head out of here on our own.”


  He jerked a series of levers with quick, nervous motions and the tiny rocket shuddered as the jets sprang to life. A moment later, the ship lifted from the snow and Strickland watched the icy landscape fall away.


  Milgrim was a man of the ships, Strickland kept thinking. A great man. A man who was drawn to the ships and what they represented during his whole life. The ship and the engine made man capable of reaching out, of searching for something new. The ship, the engine. They made the dream possible. The ship, the engine. They were carrying the monster home to shatter forever the ideals the great man created.


  The ship kept rising through the snow and the dark. Strickland sat at the controls, head buried on his arms. Rogers watched the dials for him. Neither man spoke.


  Strickland began to sweat. He had not taken off his heavy suit, and the atomic heat had begun to penetrate the metal walls. The insulation, while adequate, could not completely prevent a temperature change. The perspiration rolled down under his arms, cold and clammy. But he did not move.


  Thirty minutes later they heard the first sound.


  Rogers turned suddenly, staring at the wall in the direction of the rear of the ship. He swallowed loudly. “What . . . what the hell was that?”


  “I don’t know,” Strickland breathed. “Maybe we’d better go see. It sounded . . .” He did not finish.


  Rogers ran down the hall in the direction of the freeze locker. Strickland jerked open a wall cabinet and pulled out one of the large-barreled magnesium rifles just as Rogers threw back the door of the freeze locker.


  Rogers vanished around the edge of the door. Strickland ran forward a few steps, the hairs on the back of his neck itching with fear. The scream tore through the ship, wild and raw-edged and insane, the scream of a man looking into the open face of complete and mind-shattering horror.


  Strickland leaned against the wall, breathing hard. Clyde Starr Milgrim, the misshapen giant frozen in the ice, had begun to live again. The atomic heating systems of the ship, warming the walls, had melted ice even in the freeze locker as they often did. The sluggish life processes shut off a hundred years before were beginning once more. The wheels of life were turning in new mad patterns.


  Rogers staggered out of the door, staring wildly at Strickland although his eyes were bloody red pockets and he could not see from them. His clothes were torn and shredded and a great wound was on his shoulder.


  Rogers tottered in the hall. Strickland gaped at him, hearing only the faint whine of the atomics. Rogers opened his mouth and screamed once more. Then he murmured pitifully, took one step forward and collapsed on his face.


  Strickland doubted that the magnesium rifle would kill the monster. There was only one safe refuge. His eyes frantically swung to the red door at the end of the hall.


  The Pile Room.


  HE BEGAN to run, and terror was in every nerve and fiber of his body. He did not look into the freeze locker as he ran past. But something touched his shoulder. He cried out, stumbling and running on with renewed energy. He slammed into the door at the end of the hall, backed off and jerked it open. In another moment he was inside on the catwalk hanging above the bulky Kermit Pile Unit.


  Hastily he turned to the wall and threw a lever. Two plates on the top of the pile slid back and chunks of metallic stuff slid down a feed chute into the gaping atomic maw. The fires, red-orange and blue, danced on the ceiling and the walls, hurting his eyes.


  He looked around the door and down the hall. He was too frightened now to even think. Every action was one of instinct aimed to protect himself from the thing that even now staggered down the hall toward him.


  The smell sickened his nostrils as the twisted thing that had once been the great Milgrim humped toward him, its mouth wide open, emitting childish whimpers, its monstrous knobby hands opening and closing.


  It smells the pile, Strickland thought wildly. It’s Milgrim, finding the heart of the ship, knowing where his power lies. It’s Milgrim going to the engine. The frozen brain still remembers after a hundred years.


  The monster staggered into the pile room. Strickland crouched against the wall, holding the magnesium rifle ready. Milgrim shambled to the rail and stood peering down at the molten mouth of the pile.


  Strickland fired the rifle.


  The fire charge struck its back and it whirled, staring.


  Strickland screamed.


  For one brief moment the eyes were human, lucidly clear and full of understanding, mixed with vague sorrowful wonder. Another human had tried to kill it. The purplish lips hung open, the nostrils dilated, the hands quivered.


  “Milgrim,” Strickland shouted, “Milgrim. . . .”


  The grotesque mouth opened and a sound came forth in a horrible travesty of human speech.


  . .“Yes. . . .”


  Strickland fired again. The creature put its hands on its chest, trying to shield itself from the pain. Strickland kept firing. Finally, the force of the charges hurled the thing backwards over the rail and it fell straight down into the mouth of the pile.


  Strickland stared at the huge shape, writhing, screaming while the fiery brilliance licked over its body. He stumbled to the wall and shoved the lever, leaning weakly against the metal panels. He heard the plates slide back into place, closing the pile.


  He walked slowly back down the hall. He stopped to put the corpse of Rogers in the freeze locker. Then he returned to the main control cabin. Beyond the windows the snow still fell, although it was thinning, as the ship neared outer space.


  Strickland knew what he had to do. He could not return to Earth, he was certain of that. Above all, Clyde Starr Milgrim had to live in the memory of Earthmen as he did now. The monster whose ashes were being scattered through the snow and darkness from the pile jets would not be a thing to carry home to Earth.


  Calmly now, feeling certain of himself, he fed the new direction tapes into the control panel. The course was set for Northern Mars. A wild frontier of civilization, with few Earthmen ever travelling that way. In a year or so the names of Rogers and Strickland would be stricken from the list of the living.


  As the ship broke through the last fringes of snow into space, Strickland sank into the acceleration chair and leaned back wearily. He watched the mist break into pieces and shred away, and the black starred pattern of space formed before him.


  It was right, he knew, utterly and finally right. Clyde Starr Milgrim’s memorial would be in two places.


  The first, in the minds of Earthmen.


  The second, Strickland thought, was even more fitting. Even now Milgrim’s ashes were scattering behind the ship, falling in a soft gray rain to drift forever in the dark space lanes which he has charted. Strickland knew that the memory of the creature from the ice would eventually wipe itself from his mind.


  Space loomed before him. He eased himself deeper into the chair, thinking of the forgetfulness awaiting him on Mars.


  DAUGHTERS OF EARTH


  Judith Merril


  I


  MARTHA BEGAT JOAN, and Joan begat Ariadne. Ariadne lived and died at home on Pluto, but her daughter, Emma, took the long trip out to a distant planet of an alien sun.


  Emma begat Leah, and Leah begat Carla, who was the first to make her bridal voyage through sub-space, a long journey faster than the speed of light itself.


  Six women in direct descent—some brave, some beautiful, some brilliant: smug or simple, wilful or compliant, all different, all daughters of Earth, though half of them never set foot on the Old Planet.


  This story could have started anywhere. It began with unspoken prayer, before there were words, when an unnamed man and woman looked upward to a point of distant light, and wondered. Started again with a pointing pyramid; once more with the naming of a constellation; and once again with the casting of a horoscope.


  One of its beginnings was in the squalid centuries of churchly darkness, when Brahe and Bruno, Kepler, Copernicus, and Galileo ripped off the veils of godly ignorance so men could see the stars again. Then in another age of madness, a scant two centuries ago, it began with the pioneer cranks, Goddard and Tsiolkovsky, and the compulsive evangelism of Ley and Gernsback and Clarke. It is beginning again now, here on Uller. But in this narrative, it starts with Martha:


  Martha was born on Earth, in the worst of the black decades of the 20th century, in the year 1941. She lived out her time, and died of miserable old age at less than eighty years at home on Earth. Once in her life, she went to the Moon.


  She had two children. Her son, Richard, was a good and dutiful young man, a loving son, and a sober husband when he married. He watched his mother age and weaken with worry and fear after the Pluto expedition left, and could never bring himself to hurt her again as his sister had done.


  Joan was the one who got away.


  II
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  “It’s—beautiful!”


  Martha nodded automatically, but she heard the catch in the boy’s voice, the sudden sharp inhalation of awe and envy, and she shivered and reached for his hand.


  Beautiful, yes: beautiful, brazen, deadly, and triumphant. Martha stared at the wickedly gleaming flanks of the great rocket resting majestically on its bed of steel, and hated it with all the stored and unspent venom of her life.


  She had not planned to come. She had produced a headache, claimed illness, ignored the amused understanding in her husband’s eyes.


  Even more, she dreaded having Richard go. But his father voiced one rarely-used impatient word, and she knew there was no arguing about the boy.


  In the end she had to do it too: go and be witness at disaster for herself. The three of them took their places in the Moon rocket—suddenly safe-seeming and familiar—and now they stood together in the shadow of that rocket’s monstrous spawn, under the clear plastic skin of Moondome.
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  The silvery span of runway that would send it off today stretched out of sight up the crater wall, the diminishing curve beyond the bloated belly already lost in the distance, it was made to mule. Cameras ground steadily; TV commentators, perched on platforms stilted high like lifeguard chairs, filled in a chattering counterpoint against the drone from the loudspeakers of the well-worn words that had launched the first Moondome expedition, how long back?


  Sixteen years? Impossible. Much longer. How many children had painfully memorized those tired words since? But here was George, listening as though he’d never heard a word of it before, and Richard between them, his face shimmering with reflections of some private glory, and the adolescent fervour of his voice—“It’s beautiful!”–drawing a baritone-to-tremolo screech across the hypnosoporific of the loudspeakers’ drone.


  She shivered. “Yes, dear, it is,” and took his hand, held it too tightly and had to feel him pull away. A camera pointed at them and she tried to fix her face to look the way the commentator would be saying all these mothers here today were feeling.


  She looked for the first time at the woman next to her and caught an echo of her own effort at transformation. All around her, she saw with gratitude and dismay, were the faint strained lines at lips and eyes, the same tensed fingers grasping for a hand, or just at air.


  Back on Earth, perhaps among the millions crowded around TV sets, there could be honest pride and pleasure at this spectacle. But here—?


  The cameras stopped roaming, and a man stood up on the raised central dais.


  “The President of United Earth,” the speakers boomed sepulchrally.


  An instant’s hush, then:


  “Today we are sending forth two hundred of our sons and daughters to the last outpost of the solar world—the far room from which we hope they may open an exit to the vistas of space itself. Before they go, it is proper that we pause . . .”


  She stopped listening. The words were different, but it was still the same. No doubt the children would have to memorize this one too.


  Did they feel this way?


  It was a frightening, and then a cooling thought. There was no other way they could have felt, the other mothers who watched that first Moondome rocket leaving Earth.


  “. . . for their children’s children, who will reach to the unknown stars.” Silence. That was the end, then.


  The silence was broken by the rolling syllables of the two hundred names, as each straight neat white uniform went up to take the hand of the President, and complete the ritual. Then it was over and Joan was standing before her: her daughter, a stranger behind a mask of glory. Seven months ago—seven short and stormy months—a schoolgirl still. Now—what did the President say?—an “emissary to the farthest new frontiers.”


  Martha reached out a hand, but George was before her, folding the slender girl in a wide embrace, laughing proudly into her eyes, chucking her inanely under the chin. Then Richard, still too young not to spurn sentimentality, shaking Joan’s hand, suffering her kiss on his forehead, saying thickly: “You show ’em, sis!”


  It was her turn now. Martha leaned forward, coolly kissed the smiling face above the white jacket, and felt the untamed tears press up behind her eyes.


  “Joan,” she cried wildly. “Joan, baby, aren’t you afraid?”


  What a stupid thing to say! She wiped hastily at her eyes, and saw that the shine in Joan’s eyes was moisture, too.


  Joan took her mother’s hands, and held them tight.


  “I’m petrified,” she said, slowly, gravely, and very low. No one else heard it. Then she turned with her brave smile to Alex, standing at her side.


  “Pluto or bust!” she giggled.


  Martha kissed Alex, and George shook his hand. Then the two of them went off, in their white uniforms, to join the other couples, all in line.


  Martha felt proud.


  (Parenthesis to Carla: i)


  Josetown, Uller, 3/9/52


  Dear Carla . . .


  Forgive me my somewhat dramatic opening. Both the sections that preceded this were written years ago, at rather widely separated times and of course the one about Martha’s farewell to Joan involved a good bit of imaginative assumption—though less of it than you may think at this point.


  Frankly, I hesitated for some time before I decided it was proper to include such bits in what is primarily intended to be an informational account. But information is not to be confused with statistics, and when I found myself uncertain, later, whether it was all right to include these explanatory asides, I made up my mind that if I were to write the story at all, it would have to be done my own way, with whatever idiosyncratic eccentricities, or godlike presumptions of comprehension might be involved.


  As you already know if you are reading this, I am putting this together for you as a sort of good-bye present for your trip. There is little you will be able to take with you, and when you leave, there will be no way to foresee the likelihood of our ever meeting again: even if your trip is entirely successful and you return from it safely, we both know how uncertain the time-transformation equations are. You may be back, twenty years older, five minutes after you leave; more probably, it may be many years after my own death that you return—perhaps only a year or two older than you are now.


  But however we learn to juggle our bodies through space or time, we live our lives on a subjective time scale. Thus, though I was born in 2o26, and the Newhope landed on Uller in 2091,I was then, roughly, 27 years old—including two subjective years, overall, for the trip. And although the sixty-one years I have lived here would be counted as closer to sixty-seven on Earth, or on Pluto, I think that the body—and I know that the mind—pays more attention to the rhythm of planetary seasons, the alternations of heat and cold and radiation intensities, than to the ticking of some cosmic metronome counting off whatever Absolute Time might be. So I call myself 88 years old—and I digress, but not as far as it may seem.


  I said, for instance, that Martha died “of miserable old age” at less than eighty, and this would seem to contradict my talk of seasons-and-subjectivity here. I am not exactly senile, and can look forward to another forty years, in all likelihood, of moderately useful life. We do learn something as we go along: a hundred years before Martha’s time (indeed, even at her time, on some parts of Earth) few people lived to see sixty. (You, at twenty-eight, would have been entering middle-age.) Yet the essential rhythms of their lives were remarkably similar to our own. The advances of biophysics have enlarged our scope: we have more time for learning and living both; but we have correspondingly more to learn and live. We still progress through adolescence and education (which once ended at 14, then 18, 21, 25 . . .) to youth, marriage, procreation, maturity, middle age, senescence and death. And in a similar way, I think, there are certain rhythms of human history which recur in (widening, perhaps enriched, but increasingly discernible) moderately predictable patterns of motion and emotion both.


  A recognition of this sort of rhythm is implicit, I think, in the joke that would not go away, which finally made the official name of the—ship?—in which you will depart The Ark (for Archaic?). In any case, this story is, on its most basic levels, an exposition of such rhythms: among them is the curious business of the generations, and their alternations: at least it was that thought (or rationale) that finally permitted me to indulge myself with my dramatic opening.


  On an equally important, though more superficial, level, my purpose in putting this together is to provide you with—this is embarrassing—a ‘heritage’. I had something of this sort from Joan Thurman, and found it valuable; whether this will be equally so for you, I do not know. I do know I have only two months left in which to put this together and that is little enough for an inexperienced storyteller like myself. (And glory-be! there is something I am inexperienced at. Many things, actually—but the writing of this is the first reminder I have had in a while. It feels good to be doing something new and difficult.)


  My parenthesis seems to be full of parentheses. Well, I never was what you’d call a straight-line thinker: the side-trails are often more productive, anyhow . . .


  And there I go again. What I set out to tell you here, Carla, is that this story was lived over many years, and written over a shorter period, but still a long one. There are the odd bits (like the one about Martha preceding this) which I did a long time ago, as a sort of “therapy-writing” and kept, till now, to myself. Other parts, like what follows here, are adapted from Joan Thurman’s papers. Some parts are new. And then there is this matter of rhythms again.


  Some things in life remain vivid in minute detail till the day you die; others are of interest only as background. Some things are very personal and immediate, no matter how remote in time; others seem almost to be happening to another person, even as they occur. Thus, you will find this narrative full of sudden changes of pace and style. I find, for instance, that it is almost impossible in some sections to write about myself as “Emma” in the third person; and other places equally difficult to say ‘I’ and ‘me’, but I do not think you will have too much trouble following.


  III


  I WAS BORN on Pluto, in the Earth-year 2026, and I grew up there. I was twenty-two years old when we boarded the Newhope to come to Uller. But that was such a long time ago, and so much has happened since, that the words themselves have lost all personal meaning to me. They are statistics. I am Emma Tarbell now, and have been for many years. My home is on Uller. A little girl named Emma Malook grew up on Pluto. Her mother’s name was Ariadne, and her father’s name was Bob. Her grandmother, Joan Thurman, was a famous pioneer, one of the first-ship colonists.


  In the normal course of events, Joan would have taken her degree that spring, and gone to work as a biophysicist until she found a husband. The prospect appalled her. Nineteen months earlier she’d started the accelerated studies, without mentioning it at home; her mother thought she was busy with the usual run of extra-curricular self-expression at school. She’d had a year of avid learning before she passed the prelims, and was ready for advanced special training. That meant a different school, and the beginning of the psych conferences and background inquiries. She had to tell her family then.


  The school was too near home for her to live in the already crowded dorms. She had to stick it out at home for six months of battle and persuasion, sleepless nights and stormy mornings. And all the time studying to be done.


  She wasn’t the only one. Even the dorm residents got it; letters and telegrams and phone calls, and frantic unannounced visitations. Two thousand of them entered final training together; less than seven hundred lasted the full six months, and most of those who left did so of their own accord.


  Joan stuck it out, and she met Alex, and added to her fears and doubts: if one of them was chosen, and not the other . . .?


  Cautiously, they held back from commitments till the end. And then, in spite of any heaven or earth Martha could move, the decision was made. Joan had her one last month on Earth of joy and triumph: graduation, marriage, four weeks of honeymoon and fame; the planning, the packing, the round of farewells.


  Now with her hand in Alex’s, she followed the others, all in their gleaming white uniforms, up the ramp to the airlock, and into the third of a waiting line of moon buggies. Ten buggies, ten passengers to each, two trips apiece, and the gaping hole in the side of the giant rocket had swallowed them all.


  The rocket was not really large, not from the inside. So much fuel, so much freight, so many passengers; the proportions were flexible only within narrow limits. Each couple passed through the airlock hand in hand, and edged along the corridor, crabwise, to their own cubicle.


  Inside, they stripped off the white snowy uniforms, folded them neatly, and piled them in the doorway for collection. Stripped to the skin, they checked their equipment for the last time, and settled themselves side by side, in the grooves and contours carefully moulded to their bodies.


  In perfect drilled co-ordination, almost ritualistically, they closed down the compartmented upper sections, starting at the feet, and leaned across each other to latch the complex fastenings. When they were enclosed up to the armpits, they laid their heads into the fitted hollow facing each other at one-quarter view, and strapped down the forehead bands and chin pads. Alex pushed the button that brought down the glassine air-dome over their upper bodies, and both of them set to work testing the supplier tubes and nozzles inside, making certain for one last extra time, that everything reached as far as it should. Then, in perfect unison, as if this too were part of the ritual they had learned, each one extended a hand for a last touch; grasped and held tight, and let loose in haste.


  Someone came down the hall—they could still see through the open doorway—collecting the uniforms to be dumped before take-off.


  They wriggled their arms down into the cushioned spaces along their sides; later, the arms could be freed again, to manipulate the supplier tubes, but during acceleration, every part of the body was enwombed, protected from shock and pressure, cold and heat, nauseous fear and killing radiations.


  A gong went off inside the head-dome; that meant they were sealed in now. The loudspeaker began to tick off seconds. Frantically, foolishly, Joan tried to move her hips, suddenly certain that a necessary opening in the nest had been misplaced. She never remembered to feel glorious. There was a rending blast of soundless vibration, and a pushing, squeezing pain within the flesh, and brief relief about the placing of the opening, before the blackout came.


  IV


  PLUTO, PLANET OF MYSTERY . . . frozen dark wastes, forever uninhabitable to man? Or will our pioneering sons and daughters find a new world to live upon? No one can foretell what they will find. Our best astronomers are in dispute. Our largest and most piercing telescopes give us daily—or nightly—new information, which only contradicts the hypotheses of the night before . . .


  “We literally do not know, even today—and it is now three quarters of a century since Clyde Tombaugh confirmed the existence of the planet—what the size, the mass, or the true temperature of Pluto are . . . whether it has a frozen atmosphere or none . . . what composes its dark surface . . . or whether it is a native of our solar system at all!”


  The newspapers and broadcasters of the time speculated loudly on the likelihood that the bright remote planet was a visitor from the stars, a wandering planet caught at the very fringe of the sun’s gravitation, or even a watchful outpost of some alien race, a conscious visitant, swinging in distant orbit around this star against the day when men propelled themselves beyond the boundaries of their own system.


  They even mentioned, but less often, the great likelihood that the confusing data on the planet merely meant it was composed entirely of very heavy metals. Uranium, for instance . . .


  But for the far-sighted, for the world planners, the politicians and promoters who had made the trip possible, the near-certainty of heavy metals was second only to one other goal: a starship.


  The basic design of the Newhope was even then under government lock and key, a full forty years before the first step was taken in its construction. The fuel was in development. Astronomers, sociologists, metallurgists, psychologists, thousands of technicians and researchers on Earth and Mars and the Moon were tackling the thousand and one problems of development. And the entire line of work hinged on one combination: there had to be a source of heavy metals near the building site: and the building site had to be at the outer edges of the System.


  But Pluto was on the way out: a step to the stars.


  They lived in the rocket at first; it was specially designed for that. The fuel tanks had been built for conversion to living quarters, because nobody knew for sure when they set out whether they’d ever be able to live on the surface. So they swung the ship into a steady orbit around the planet, and got to work on conversion. The designs were good; it was only a short time before the living quarters were set up, and they could turn their attention to their new world.


  What they found is by now so obvious and so familiar it is hard to conceive of the excitement of the discovery to them. But the simple discoveries of that first month could never have been made from Earth, or from Mars. For years astronomers had puzzled over the discrepancy between Pluto’s reflective powers and its otherwise extrapolated size and mass. There had never been a valid planetary theory to account for its unique inclination to the ecliptic or the eccentricities of its orbit. Two years of observation by the Ganymede Expedition had added barely enough to what was already known to weigh the balance in favor the completion of Project Pluto.


  But from the vantage point of an orbit around the planet itself, the facts became self-evident. A whole new theory of planetary formation come into being almost overnight—and with it the final justification for the construction of the Newhope. There was no longer any doubt that other planetary systems existed; and in a surprisingly short time, the techniques for determining the nature of such planets were worked out as well.


  Three months after arrival, the Pluto colonists began ferrying down the material for construction of a dome. Altogether, they lived in the rocket for thirteen Earth-months, before their surface settlement was habitable. But long before that, every one of them had at one time or another been down to the planet, and mining operations had begun.


  Message rockets carried the progress reports back to Earth, and financial gears shifted everywhere. The government of the world poured all its power into the energizing of space-travel industries. A new ship was built in a tenth the time the first had taken, and a crew of three piloted urgently-needed supplies to the colonists.


  Still, it was a one-way trip. Still, and for years to come, the supply rockets were designed for dismantling on arrival. Every part of a rocket-ship, after all, has an equivalent use on the ground; by building the ships themselves out of needed materials, the effective cargo space could be quadrupled.


  From the beginning, every plan was made with one objective in view: the starhop. Nobody knew at first where the ship would go; no one understood why it had to go. But go it must, and Pluto was a waystation.


  Joan Thurman died young; she was barely sixty-seven when the accumulated strains of the early Pluto years wore her out: at that, she outlasted all but three of her fellow-passengers on that first Pluto rocket; and she outlived her husband, Alex, by 28 years.


  Alex Thurman died in ’06 in the Dome Collapse at what was to have been Threetown. Joan had been working before that on the theory for open-air cities; but it was after the crash that she turned her whole being to a concentrated effort. The result was TAP: the Thurman Atmosphere Process. Or that was one of the results.


  When Alex died, Joan had three small children: Ariadne was ten years old, one of the very first Pluto babies; just exactly old enough to be able to take on most of the care of Thomas and John who were four and three respectively.


  Adne was born into pioneer hardship and pioneer cheerfulness. Then at the age of ten, the cheerfulness abruptly departed. Her father’s seemingly indestructible strength betrayed her; her mother’s watchful care was turned elsewhere. From the premature beginnings of her adolescence through its duration, she was effectively mother and housekeeper and wielder of authority to two growing vigorous boys.


  When she was nineteen the first “passenger ships” were established between Pluto and Earth—round-trip transports—and a new kind of colonist began to arrive. The Malooks, who landed in ’17, were typical and Robert, their son-and-heir, was Ariadne’s romantic ideal. When she was twenty they were married, despite everything that was done in either family to avert the expected disaster. For her, it was paradise . . . for a while. She read Bob’s Earth-microfilms, and learned to imitate his Earth-accent. She never had to do a day’s hard work from that time on, and still she had the handling of a charming irresponsible boy-child—as well as his money—until he grew up.


  Bob was a year younger, you see . . . and till he did grow up, he loved having Adne’s sweetly feminine domination exerted on his behalf. She showed him how to spend his money, how to live comfortably under dome conditions, how to adapt his Earth-education to Pluto’s circumstances.


  The disaster Joan and the Malooks had anticipated did not occur. Adne and Bob simply drifted apart, eventually after a few assertive acts on his part and several unpleasant quarrels. My birth may have precipitated things somewhat: they had managed well enough for ten years before colonial social pressures pushed Ariadne into pregnancy. Perhaps, once I was born, she found an infant daughter more interesting than a full-grown son. I don’t know. I knew surprisingly little about either of them at the time; it is only in retrospect—in parallel perhaps I should say—that I understand Ariadne at all. (If there had been any relatives on hand when Leah was growing up, I expect they’d have said she “took after” her grandmother.)


  As for Bob, I hardly knew him at all until after they separated, when I was five or six; after that, he took me out on holidays and excursions, and he was beyond a doubt the most charming, exciting, fascinating man who ever lived—until I got old enough to be awkward for him. I never knew for sure, but I think he was some sort of professional gambler, or high-class con man, later on.


  One way and another, I can see why Joe Prell looked good to Ariadne after Bob. I was nine, then.


  V


  JOE PRELL WAS a brash newcomer, as social standing went on Pluto: a passenger, not a pioneer. But he was energetic and smart. Two years after he landed, he and Ariadne were married.


  It made very little difference to Em at first. If anything she was happier after the divorce, because when she saw Bob, she had him all to herself. Anyhow, Joan was still alive then; her death, a year later, was a more serious matter.


  By that time, though, Emma had begun to find a life of her own. She already knew that she wanted to be a doctor. She had learned chemistry and biology from her grandmother as easily and inevitably as she’d learned to eat with a spoon or later, to do a picture puzzle. She was still too young to start specializing in school, but she had Joan’s library to work with. Joan’s personal effects came to Emma, too, but the box of papers and letter-tapes didn’t begin to interest her till much later. She spent most of her time, the next few years, bent over a micro-reader unrolling reel after reel of fascinating fact and speculation, absorbing all of it, and understanding little; just letting it accumulate in her mind for later use.


  Adne disapproved. She thought Emma should play more, and spend more time with other children. But Adne was too busy to disapprove very forcibly. Joe Prell was not a tyrannical man; he was a demanding one. And somewhere in there the twins came along: two baby sisters called Teenie and Tess. Emma was briefly interested in the phenomena of birth and baby-care, but her “coldblooded” and “unnatural” experimental attitudes succeeded in horrifying Ariadne so thoroughly that she returned without much regret, and no further restraint, to the library.


  By that time, too, Pluto was becoming a pleasant place to live. The first open-air city, built on the TAP principles, was completed when Emma was fourteen. Of course, only the richest people could afford it. The Prells could. Joe was a man who knew how to make the most out of a growing planet.


  His financial operations were typical of his personality: he had a finger in real estate, and a finger in transport, but of course the big thing on Pluto was mining, and he had the other eight fingers firmly clamped into that.


  Until they started building the Newhope. Or really, when they started talking seriously about it. Prell wised up fast. He let the real estate go and cut down on mining, and wound up with Pluto Transport neatly tied up in a bundle just right for his left hand. From that time on, Prell’s right hand sold his left everything that was needed to build the starship Prell was publicly promoting.


  It was a really big deal to him. To Emma it was a dream, a goal, the meaning of everything. Joe didn’t understand any part of the significance of that ship . . . but with his uncanny feel for such things, he was right in the middle of all the important projects. He was in on the actual construction job; he knew about the new designs, and the fuel specs . . . knew at least as much as Emma did, or most of the others actually in the expedition. But he and Emma had very different notions of what that fuel meant, and they argued about it right up to the last minute.


  Or, rather, she argued. Joe Prell never argued with anybody. If he couldn’t find a basis for agreement, he just turned the discussion into a joke.


  Nothing could have been better calculated to infuriate Emma. She was twenty-four then, and very intense. Life was exciting, but more than that, life was terribly important. (As indeed it is, Carla; though I think you now see—or feel—the importance more clearly than I.) Prell wouldn’t—couldn’t—understand that; he never understood why anyone was willing to make the trip at all . . . to take a dangerous voyage to a distant unknown star!


  Oh, he could see part of it: the challenge, the adventure. These are common enough stimuli, and the response to them not so different in nature from his own kind of adventurousness. It wasn’t just wealth and power Joe was after; it was the getting of them, and he played the game as an artist. Patiently, over and over again (quite clearly feeling his responsibility in loco) he explained to Emma, and later to Ken, how little chance there was that the ship would ever reach Uller . . . how the voyagers were almost certainly doomed from the start . . . and how many other ways there were for restless, bright young people to satisfy their craving for excitement.


  Emma sputtered and stammered trying to make him understand, but she succeeded only in making herself ludicrous. Actually, she didn’t believe any more than he did that the ship had much chance of getting here. There were so many hazards, so many unknown factors; it was almost certain that somewhere in the plans some vital defence, some basic need, had been overlooked.


  But the Project itself was important, whatever happened to those who were engaged in it. Just building the starship was what mattered: new problems to conquer, new knowledge to gain, new skills to acquire. And beyond that, the dream itself: “Centuries gone, man looked to the stars and prayed . . . He made them his gods, then his garden of thought, then his goals . . .”


  Emma quoted the speech of a long-dead man, and thought Joe Prell would understand. She even brought him, hesitantly, Joan Thurman’s diary to read; that, if anything, should have made him understand.


  Prell was amazed, but unconvinced. He expressed at some length, and with considerable wit, his astonishment that the girl who wrote that diary could later have done the painstaking practical work that developed TAP. He couldn’t see that all of it was part of the same dream.


  He listened a little more respectfully when Ken tried to explain. Curiously enough, the two men got along. Prell liked Tarbell, and Ken at least could understand the other man. (I think, too, Joe was much impressed by Ken’s audacity in marrying me; it had been firmly concluded at home some time before that I was doomed to single bliss. Too direct, too determined, too intellectual, too strong; no man would feel up to it, said Ariadne, and her husband agreed.) Ken spoke more calmly than Emma had, with fewer words, and much less argument, but what he said amounted to the same thing, and Joe Prell couldn’t see it. He was too busy making money.


  And he made it. He made enough, among other things, to fulfil Ariadne’s greatest dream: before she died, she had her trip to Earth; she saw the sights and institutions and museums, made all the tourist stops, brought home souvenirs enough to keep her content for her remaining years.


  But before that, she saw her daughter Emma off for Uller.


  Ariadne was present when the tender took off from Pluto Port to deliver the lambs to the slaughter, carry them off to the starship that had hovered for months like a giant moon around the planet.


  “It’s . . . beautiful,” someone standing beside her said, looking up, and Ariadne nodded automatically. It was beautiful; the most beautiful, most dangerous, most triumphant enemy she’d ever known, and she hated it with all the stored-up passion of her life.


  “Emma!” she cried involuntarily in her farewell, “Emmy, aren’t you afraid?”


  I tried to look at her, to let her look into me, but there was as unexpected veil of moisture on my eyes.


  “I’m scared stiff,” I said, and it was true, and then I smiled to let her know it didn’t matter.


  Then Ken had come up from somewhere, and was right beside me: He hadn’t heard; at least I hoped he hadn’t. I flashed the same smile up at him, and looked away quickly, blinking the tear-mist out of my eyes, and trying to send a wordless warning to my mother. If she said anything now . . .


  She didn’t have a chance.


  “Come on, kid,” Ken said. “They’re waiting.” He took my hand in one of his while he was still shaking hands with Joe Prell, and I blew a last kiss each to Tess and Teenie; then we turned and ran to the tender. I can remember being very conscious of our importance at the moment, how we must look to all the people there: two tall slim citizens of the universe, shining symbols of glamour and excitement.


  Then we were in the tender, the whole bunch of us on our way up to the giant ship. All the familiar faces looked just a bit more formal and self-conscious than usual, in spite of being jammed into the inadequate space, and doubled up on the seats.


  Somewhere in a corner, a group started singing, but no one else took it up, and it faded out. There wasn’t much talk. We just sat there two by two . . . men and women, boys and girls really—and tried to visualize what lay ahead.


  Somewhere out there, beyond the spatial comprehension of a system-bound being, was a star. They called it Beta Hydri; and a group of strange men in a learned university said it had a planet. They called the planet Uller, and credited it with mass and gravity and atmosphere tolerable to humans.


  They could be wrong, of course. In thirty years of star-searching from the Pluto Observatory, it was the only one so credited. The professors weren’t sure, but . . .


  But someone had to go find out, and we were lucky. Out of the thousands upon thousands who applied for the privilege, we had been chosen. And even before we knew we were both to go, we’d found and chosen each other. We weren’t cautious and careful the way Joan and Alex had been . . . the way most of the others in training were. The first time we met, we knew how it had to be for us. And though we worried, sometimes, that one of us would be picked, and the other left behind, it never seemed very likely; it just wouldn’t happen that way.


  But now we had chosen and been chosen in turn, and we had come to the end of the choosing.


  When we left the tender, we knew what to do. We’d all done it dozens of times before in practice drill. We filed behind the couple in front to the ice trays, and took our places, lying down. We got our shots. When the crane lowered us into the hold, we still had our hands firmly intertwined. I know I shivered once, and thought I felt a tremor in Ken’s hand and . . .


  VI


  AND WOKE UP slowly, still shivering, tingling in her toes and fingertips and nose and ears, as her body warmed. Her hand was still in Ken’s, and he was grinning at her.


  “We made it, kid.”


  “So far,” she said.


  Somebody handed her a bowl of soup. That seemed outlandish, for some reason, and then she realized why. They weren’t back on Pluto now; they were in space . . . far out . . . how far? Her hand shook, and the spoon with it, spilling hot soup on her leg, and there was no reason after all why they shouldn’t have soup on a spaceship. How far?


  She managed to get a spoonful to her mouth, and became curious. Somebody had given it to her; who? She looked up.


  Thad Levine was leaning over her, slipping a tray under the bowl for balance. He looked anxious. Em remembered him, and now consciously remembered everything.


  “Where’s Sally?” she asked, and found her voice sounded normal.


  “Instrument check,” Thad said. The phrase was meaningful within seconds after she heard it, and then, as if a key had been turned in her mind, a whole set of meaning and concepts fell into place, and she was oriented.


  Thad was looking down at her, smiling. “Feels funny, doesn’t it?” he said. “Coming out, I mean.” Of course; he’d been through it all already.


  “A lot better than it felt going down!” Ken said explosively.


  Em nodded. “Only I didn’t really feel anything then,” she said, “Did you? I was just . . .”


  “Scared!” Ken picked up promptly on her hesitation. “You and me, and all the rest of ’em too, baby.”


  “The freeze is too fast for you to feel . . .” Thad started mechanically, and grinned and let it drop. They’d all heard it over and over, said it to each other again and again, during the months of training. They’d had their practice-freeze periods, and come out to reassure each other once more. “It’s too fast to feel anything.” The phrase was drummed into all of them before they went aboard for the last time. They all knew it.


  But cold was not the only way it might make you feel; they all knew that by now. Scared was a feeling, too.


  In training, you went into a room, and lay down in the tray, and you came to again in the same room, with the same people standing around, just a few hours, or even minutes, later. This time . . .


  This time, they’d all gone under not knowing: not knowing whether they’d ever come out of it alive . . . whether their bodies could withstand year after year of frozen suspension, instead of the brief testing period . . . whether they’d wake up in the ship, or wind up as floating particles in space, or smashed on the surface of some unknown planet.


  The Tarbells, Em and Ken, were just about half-way down the list, their shift of duty was timed for the twenty-fourth year of the voyage. And no one knew for sure that day they left whether the ship would really still be on its way in a quarter of a century.


  Sally came in, bustling a little, as always. She was so familiar, she made Em realize for the first time how long it was. On Pluto we’d be past forty now!


  “Em!” Sally rushed over to kiss her, and Ken must have realized at the same time Emma did that they’d hardly touched each other.


  “Hey, she’s mine,” he said. And with his arms around her, everything was perfectly normal again.


  (Parenthesis to Carla: ii)


  27/9/52


  It is a curious phenomenon of the human mind—or at least of mine—that past pain is painless in recall, but pleasure past and lost is excruciating to remember. I have found that for the purposes of telling this story I can readily undergo Recall Process for almost any desired period. The “Pluto Planet of Mystery” article came up intact from a batch of Joan Thurman’s papers that I looked at more than a hundred years ago. And I went back to remember what Joe Prell looked like, and how he laughed at me. That didn’t hurt in memory: it made me angry, both at his stupidity and at his unkindness, but it didn’t hurt.


  Carla, I tried to do Recall on the eighteen months I spent in space with Ken, and with the four other couples who at one time or other were shift-partners. I know it was the happiest time I ever spent, but the one little part I remembered in detail, the section you have already read, was so packed with poignant pleasure that it almost stopped this work entirely.


  I shall not attempt again to recall my days and nights with Ken. As much as I remember, through a rosy blur, is all I feel competent to talk of. It took years after his death to adjust to the loss. I do not know that I could make that adjustment again, and will not subject myself to it.


  As for the details of the trip . . . they are interesting, but I’m afraid they’re all laid over with the sentimental mist that emanates from my happiness. It must have been vastly uncomfortable in the tiny cubicle we had as home. Certainly, we fought claustrophobia every minute of the time. We worked very hard, I know, and we were never quite without fear.


  The starship Newhope had accommodation for five hundred passengers in the deep freeze, but only six in the living quarters. Three tiny cubicles surrounded three beds, and the walls were lined with overarm storage space.


  The ship had been carefully designed to be run in routine circumstances by a crew of six, and a cautious and foresighted psychologist had arranged for overlapping shifts. When we woke up, the Levines were ending their shift: it was their last night out. We shared the first six months with Ray and Veda Toglio, and the Gorevitches. Six months later, another couple replaced the Toelios and six months after that it rotated again. Shift-change nights were big events. Later, the new couple would read the Log, and catch up on everything, but that first night everything would come out in a jumble of incident and anecdote, gossip and laughter: the no-doubt grossly exaggerated story of the error Jommy Bacon made three shifts back, before the Levines came out . . . a joke written into the log by Tom Kielty, fourteen years ago, but still fresh and funny . . . the harrowing account of a meeting with a comet in the third year out.


  It is difficult to picture the situation. Next month you are going to a planet infinitely farther away than Uller was from Earth, and yet you know with great exactness what you will find there. We had no such instruments in our day as now exist. All we knew when we set out was that this star appeared to have planets composed of terrestrial elements in quantities and proportions similar to those of the habitable solar planets.


  We did not know whether we would find a place with breathable atmosphere, or bearable gravity, or water, or . . . or whether we’d find a planet at all. When our shift ended, and we went back into the freeze, it would be with almost as much uncertainty as the first time.


  There was nothing to be certain of except the difficulties we had yet to face: if everything else worked out, if we completed the trip, and found a suitable planet, we would still be presented with almost insuperable obstacles. It was atomic fuel, after all, that made the starhop possible; it also made unthinkable any such doubling in space as had been designed for the Pluto ship. Our fuel tanks would be too hot for human habitation twenty years after we landed.


  We weren’t going to be able to live in an orbit; we were going to have to land and establish ourselves—wherever we were going—as quickly as we could.


  VII


  I DIDN’T GET out of the ship at all in the first thirty-six hours. There were twelve of us medics specially trained for the job of defrosting, and we had equipment to do only three couples at a time. Three medics to a unit, we worked over the humming machinery and the still bodies, testing, checking, adjusting, and checking again. You don’t save seconds when the use of a limb or the functioning of an organ is involved.


  Every delicate part of the human beings we worked over had to receive the same minute attentions: quick-thaw, circulator, oiler, hydrator . . . and then, when they began to come out of it, some familiar face to watch over them, to say the right things, to bring food at the right time.


  But that part wasn’t our job. Jose Cabrini was in charge in the awakening room. They came into our section frozen and motionless; they went out thawed, still motionless. It was weird and unreal and disheartening. We kept doing it because it was the thing to do, six hours on, three hours off to catnap in one of the cubicles, and back again to the waxen-stiff shapes of human bodies.


  Ken was outside all that time. He was in the first batch of defrosts: a construction expert, he was also a third-generation Marsman. He was born in Taptown on Mars—the first TAP settlement—and had grown up under primitive open-air frontier conditions: a big-chested hawk-nosed man, wiry-muscled, steel-boned and almost literally leather-skinned. All the Marsmen we had were sent out in the first groups.


  There were fifteen men altogether in his construction gang. In haste and near-total silence, still orienting to consciousness, they ate their bowls of fortified soup, drew their tools from Supply, and filed into the air space between the flimsy backwall of the tanks and the alumalloy sheets of the inner hull.


  There was just space enough to stand and work while they pried the first plates loose. After that, they had more space: another twelve inches to the mid-plates.


  Here they could begin to see space damage, the dents and warps of imploding matter from outside—even an occasional rent in the metal fabric.


  Five of the big plates to make a shelter. Each one went a little more quickly. In twenty minutes they were ready to go Outside. They knew it was safe. Other people were Out there already.


  But each of them had lived through eighteen months of that voyage, consciously: eighteen months of smooth plates under-foot and glowing indirect lighting, of cramped quarters enclosed by walls, and cutting corners to save space—eighteen months closed in from Space . . .


  They stood in the lock, and hesitated. Eyes met, and looked away.


  Then somebody said:


  “What the hell are we waiting for?”


  “Sure, let’s go out and take a walk.”


  “Come on out, the air is fine,” someone else said shrilly.


  Ken was Mars-born, and tough; he couldn’t remember ever feeling this way before. He noticed it was an Earther who finally laid hand on the lever to open the door.


  They left the plates in the lock while they got their footing on the terrain, and blinked back the light of the sun.


  Some of the others were cold, but Ken had chased sand devils on Mars at to below. He let the strange sun hit his head, drew the strange breath into his lungs, and exultation exploded inside him.


  He wanted to shout; he wanted to run; he wanted to kiss the ground beneath his feet, embrace the man next to him. He wanted to get Emma and pull her out of the ship. He turned to the others.


  “Come on!” he shouted. “Let’s go!”


  They dragged the heavy plates over the ground to a spot already marked out, and started building.


  It was almost too easy.


  Everything went according to schedule. The plans for re-use of the inner plates turned out to be sound. The temporary shelters were up and ready for use before the sun went down, and by the next day they were even moderately comfortable inside. Every bit of material that had gone into the construction of the starship, save the fuel areas and the outer hull, had been designed to serve a double purpose, and almost every design was satisfactory and practicable.


  Oh, it wasn’t easy in terms of work. Every man and woman of the five hundred worked till they dropped, those first two days. It wasn’t just construction and renovation. There was an infinite amount of testing and retesting to be done, checking and rechecking. Round-the-clock shifts were stationed in the labs and at the instruments, for the accumulation of data about the new planet, its star and system, its chemistry and geology and biology.


  And through all the furious activity, data continued to accumulate. Almost-continuous broadcasts over the loudspeaker system relayed information to workers in and out of ship.


  We heard the story of the landing: how the crew had tested the planets, one by one, with routine spectroscopy and boomer-rocket samplers: the tenth at a distance vastly greater than Pluto’s from the sun; the eighth, fifth, fourth (the missing ones were on the other side of the sun); and each time found rock-ribbed wastes, without air, without warmth, without hope of hospitality.


  The third could have been made habitable, if necessary. To create an atmosphere is possible, when you have a base from which to work. But to have moved out of our ship into domes would have been difficult. We didn’t have to. The second planet was Uller.


  To those of us who were still in ship, the reports were probably more impressive than to those outside. If you could see the earth and feel it underfoot, if you were actually breathing the air, and lifting and carrying against the pull of gravity, the facts and figures wouldn’t mean so much.


  To me, each new item of information was overwhelming. Atmosphere almost Earth-normal (closer than Mars’; as good as the best open-air city on Pluto).


  Gravity almost Earth-normal (closer than any other solar planet).


  Temperature outside, 8 degrees C. at the equator, where we’d landed. (Warmer than Mars; infinitely warmer than Pluto. Liveable!)


  First chemical analyses showed a scarcity of calcium, a scarcity of chlorine, an abundance of silicon.


  Water: drinkable!


  That floored me completely. To travel across the void, to an unknown planet, and find good drinking water! Well, not really good: the water here is actually a dilute solution of what we used to call “water glass” back on Pluto. It didn’t taste right, but it wasn’t harmful. (And in the early days in Josetown I got used to the taste, too. We didn’t take the trouble to Precipitate it half the time.)


  Uller was simply, unbelievably, Earthlike. With the single exception of the silicon change in chemistry, it might almost have been Earth.


  These things are easy to remember and record. Speeches and announcements, and the impact of thoughts and words . . . but I find it almost impossible to visualize again the way Uller looked to me when I first saw it. It all seems natural and familiar now; I know how strange and beautiful and frightening it was then, but I cannot quite place what was strange, or what was terrifying, or what seemed so lovely. What was a foreign place has become home.


  And if I could remember clearly, how could I describe it to people who have grown here?


  I can only describe it as it looked to Emma, who grew up on Pluto, when it was her turn at last to stand with a group of medics in the airlock, and hesitate.


  Sound, sight, smell, sensation . . . a whole new world, a strange world, a fairyland fantasy world of gem-encrusted trees and opalescent plants, of granular smooth ground laid out in shimmering changeable striae of colour . . .


  And all of it the stranger for the incredibly Earth-like sunset. She’d seen that sunset thirty times on Earth, and marvelled every time. Here it was again, the same in every way, except for the sparkling reflections it struck from the impossible tree-trunks and flowers.


  Around it all the smell of growing things, subtly familiar, tangy, hard to identify, but undeniably the scent of life.


  The double row of alumalloy structures looked dull and ugly in this stage-setting of iridescence.


  And it was cool . . . cold even, but that didn’t matter.


  Where’s Ken?


  For thirty-six hours she had been awake, and she had not yet touched him or talked with him.


  She stood there, feeling the gritty granular earth beneath her feet, through her boots, not really looking at things not trying to see or hear or taste or smell, but letting everything impinge on her, soak in as it would, while her eyes moved urgently, seeking one person in the weaving patterns around the street of houses, listening for just one voice in the murmuring welter of sound. Thirty-six hours one way, but literally years, in another sense . . .


  “Em!”


  He charged across the open space, big and bony and beautiful, grimy, unshaven, hollow-eyed, his coveralls flapping around his legs, his arms reaching out for her long before he got there.


  “Em!”


  His arms went around her, pulling her against him, lifting her clear off the ground. The bristly hair on his face scratched her cheek and the dirt of the new planet rubbed off his coveralls on to her spotless white jacket, and she smiled and opened her lips to his.


  “You’re cold,” he said, after a while.


  “Cold?” They found each other again, with hands, with eyes, with lips, and they stood close in a warmth of their own while the wind went around them.


  Cold?


  She laughed against his shoulder, opened her eyes sidewise to a flash of brilliant colour, and backed off to look at him instead. “Break it u-u-p!”


  Someone was shouting at them, teasing, and someone else took her arm, and there was a whole crowd of people talking at once; she never remembered who they were, but friends, all of them, familiar faces. Hands to shake and cheeks to kiss, and excited words and gestures. And then more work to do.


  Ten couples to a household; that was the plan for the temporary settlement. The outer walls and roofs were finished, but inside partitioning was still going on. Everyone helped; they all wanted their own rooms finished for the night.


  Someone came around distributing mattress sacks, and Ken went off with Thad Levine to find an air pump. There was wild hilarity and a strange admixture of hysteria with relief, as one couple after another finished off their partitions, and joined the others in the central hall.


  Ken and Em stood a little apart from the others, watching, very much aware of the special and extraordinary quality of their own happiness.


  Out of a picked group of five hundred healthy eager young men and women, it is not difficult to select two hundred and fifty well-matched couples. Yet, when it is necessary to couple off, and all five hundred know it, a true marriage is the exception. Ken and Em were lucky, and they knew it. Em, watching the others, with Ken’s arm around her, wanted somehow to share with all of them the flood of emotion in which she herself was caught up. They were all so impoverished by comparison . . .


  The one unbearable thought ran fleeting across her mind, and left with it a chill track of envy for those other poor ones: If anything happens to him . . .


  Her hand tightened on his, and he looked down to her, not smiling, knowing what she felt. Together, they moved away from the group. They went into their empty room, and closed the new-hung door behind them.


  A body is a solitary thing. You live with it, live in it, use its parts as best you can. But always it is alone, a thing apart, your own unique and individual portion of space.


  It stands alone while the mind flicks out to make contact with the surrounding world; while the brain receives images from the eyes, the nose, the ears; while the mouth tastes and the fingers touch: and even while food is swallowed and ingested. All this time the body, as a whole, is lonely.


  At points in time, infinitely far apart from the viewpoint of the cell-components of this body, two people may find unity, complete and perfect, with each other. In the act of procreation confluence occurs—or more often in the mimicry of the act.


  Many bodies never know anything but solitude. The motions of procreation are gone through again and yet again, without awareness. But Kenneth and Emma Tarbell were fortunate in their bodies. Loneliness called to desperate isolation, and they came together from the first with ease and understanding.


  They kissed. That was all, for the time being: mouth to mouth, sealed together, while the breath sweetened between them, his hand on her shoulder, hers against his back, merged to a single entity. They kissed, endlessly, and without reserve.


  Then they lay back on the floor together, close and content, relaxed and knowledgeable in their unity with each other.


  After a while Ken moved. He lifted himself on an elbow, looked down on her peaceful face, and traced her smile with a fingertip. Her eyes opened, welcoming his touch, and she stretched luxuriously, with great contentment, then turned to meet his hunger with her own.


  When Sally came banging on the door, yelling about dinner, they realized they were both starved. They went out and sat in a circle with the others, in the central hall, eating the landing meal of roast beef and corn and fruit that had left with them, and travelled with them in the freezer across the years. And with it they drank, most ceremoniously, coffee made from Uller-water. The vinegar-precipitation gave it an odd taste, but from that day on the taste of vinegar was good to all of them.


  Little by little, the realization was sinking in. They were, thus, easily, and without obstacles, established on a planet twenty-one light years from home!


  None of them stayed long after dinner. Two by two, they went off to their small separate cubicles, dragging their mattresses with them.


  Leah Tarbell was not the only baby conceived that night.


  VIII


  THEY WOKE up to brilliant sunlight, chill still air, and a hubbub of human activity. The big project now was exploration. The observations made by the landing crew indicated that the near-equatorial spot where they had landed was probably the most favourable location for a settlement. But we wanted closer ground observation before any further effort was made to establish the colony on a permanent basis.


  Conditions over the surface of the planet varied widely—wildly would be a better word, from the point of view of a solar meteorologist. This was the first human contact with a planet whose axis of rotation lay in the plane of its orbit of revolution. All the solar planets have axes more or less perpendicular to their orbits. On Earth, for instance, there is a short winter-night and corresponding summer-day at either pole: but only at the poles. It took a good deal of readjustment in thinking habits to calculate Uller conditions with any degree of realistic accuracy.


  The most obvious activity that day was the beginning of the construction of light aircraft for exploratory trips. Ken, of course, stayed on construction work, salvaging parts from the bowels of the big ship to build the smaller ones.


  Meantime, scouting parties were being briefed and trained for their work, absorbing new information about what they were likely to find just as fast as it came out of the labs, still operating in ship around the clock. And everyone not directly concerned with the big project, or working in the labs, was assigned to one of the local scouting groups or specimen-collecting squads. Em found herself safety-monitoring a batch of wide-eyed collectors under the direction of a botanist, Eric Karga.


  There were seven of them in the party, the others loaded down with sample cases and preservatives, Emma with a battery of micro-instruments strapped about her waist, a radiphone suspended in front of her face; and a kit of testing tongs and chemical reactors flapping against her leg. Nothing was to be touched bare-handed, smelled, or sampled, until the monitor’s instruments had analysed it, and a verbal report on procedure had been made to the ship. With these provisions, it became evident almost as soon as they entered the forest that there were too many collectors, and not enough instruments. Karga himself would have thrown all discretion to the winds . . . if there had been any wind, that is.


  That was the first thing Emma became aware of, when they were out of range of the bustling activity of the settlement: the literally unearthly silence. Emma had grown up in this kind of background-silence, under domes. Later, she’d lived in a TAP open-air city filled with “natural” noises: leaves rustling in a made-breeze; birds singing; small animals squeaking and creeping; an uninterrupted and infinitely inventive symphony of sound, behind and around the machines and voices and activities of men.


  Here, in a natural open-air world, there was nothing to hear but the excited busy-ness of the small group of people: Karga rushing recklessly from horny-tipped plants to opalescent trees; the monitor-instruments clicking off their messages; the steady murmur of my own voice into the radiphone; and the awed exclamation of the collectors as novelty after unexpected novelty was uncovered in the fairyland fantasy of a forest.


  The first two-hour period went by almost before they realized it. None of them wanted to go back, and the prearranged return for a complete checkup in medicentre seemed foolish even to Em, considering how careful on-the-spot precautions had been. But they really needed another monitor, or at least, another phone. And even more to the point: the rule had been established; therefore it must be obeyed. Regularity and conformity are the materials of which caution is formed, and caution was the order of the day.


  Five hundred people seemed like a lot when they were all crowded into the tender that took them up to the Newhope orbit around Pluto; or when they were being processed through defrost, the first two days on Uller; or when shelter had to be provided, and fast, for all of them. Now, looking outward from a double row of thin metal-walled huts at an unknown planet, five hundred humans seemed very few indeed. One death would leave a hole that could not be filled.


  They griped about unnecessary precautions all the way back but back they went, and through the careful psychophysical that Jose Cabrini and Basil Dooley had worked out together.


  Over a quick cup of coffee, they picked up some fresh data on the morning’s discoveries. Evidence so far showed no signs of a dominant civilized, or even intelligent, natural species. Some small carapaced insect-like creatures had been found, one or two varieties in abundance. And the river from which they had drawn and purified their water was teeming with microscopic life. But nothing larger than a healthy Earth-type cockroach had turned up yet, and nothing any more dangerous either.


  The small fauna, like the plant life, appeared to be almost entirely constructed along the lines of the silicate exoskeleton, cat-bon metabolism variety. Some of the smallest amoebae lacked the skeleton, but everything larger had it, and it seemed doubtful, therefore, that any larger form of mobile life would exist. The beautiful brittle tree-trunks had rigidity against the weather, but little flexibility. The arrangement would hardly be suitable for a large-size animal of any kind. Jose still seemed to be determinedly hopeful of finding intelligent life—but in the total absence of any such indications emphasis was being placed temporarily on the investigation of plant life.


  When they came back from the second shift, they found tables and benches set up in the street between the huts, with a defrosting selector at one end. Emma hurried through her checkup, and went out to look for Ken. He wasn’t at any of the tables, or anywhere in sight. Finally she picked out a lunch, and walked down the row of tables to where a group of medics were gathered. Most of them had been out on monitor duty that morning; all of them were engaged in eager debate; and Cabrini and Dooley seemed to be the opposing centres.


  Jose was talking as she sat down. “Lab says all the fauna so far are vulnerable to vibration. Those quartz shells are brittle,” he expounded earnestly. “So suppose there was an intelligent species? Wouldn’t it stay the hell away from a spot where a rocket came down?”


  “And then all the building and tramping around,” someone else put in thoughtfully.


  It fitted with the silence of the forest. “It’s hard to imagine a civilization without any noise,” she put in. “I know it could happen, but it just doesn’t fit my conditioning about what constitutes intelligence.” She grinned, and waved an arm pointedly around the table. “What good is it if you can’t have three people talking at once?”


  “They’re too small, anyhow,” Basil Dooley insisted. “They’d shake themselves to pieces if they got big enough to do anything.”


  “You can have intelligence without artifacts,” Jo said stubbornly, “and without noise, too. Even without vocal noise.” He gulped at some coffee, and went on before anyone else could get fairly started: “Or suppose they’re so small we just haven’t noticed? Why do they have to be big? Maybe something we think is a plant is really a termite-tower, like the ones on Earth? Or a hill out there somewhere is full of things the size of ants that are just smart enough not to want to show their faces? On a planet this size, a small species could have a completely material civilization, if that’s what you’re looking for—they could even make noise, by their own standards—and we’d have a hell of a time finding out about it.”


  “Well, they’d have some kind of effect on the ecology of the planet, wouldn’t they?”


  “We wouldn’t know that yet, either,” Emma said slowly. She was excited now, turning over the possibilities Jo was suggesting, but she knew better than to display her excitement in the discussion. People always seemed to mistrust enthusiasm. “TAP is honest ecology,” she pointed out. “An alien coming to Pluto would have a rough time finding out that the open-air cities are all artificial.”


  Intelligent life! Non-human, non-solar intelligent life! And it was possible! This world had every prerequisite for it.


  “Well, if they’re that small, you’re going to have some trouble talking to them.”


  “Might never find out,” someone else suggested, “if they didn’t find some way to communicate with humans. That’s your real problem, Jo. Suppose you find these critters? How are you going to talk to them? And turn it around: if they live in what looks like natural circumstances to us, how will we know which ones to try and talk to?”


  “Which sums up neatly,” Jo answered him, “the problems to which I shall probably devote the rest of my life.”


  There was an intensity in his tone that silenced the table for a moment.


  “Then whatever they are, let’s hope you don’t find ’em. We can’t afford to lose your services, Jo.” It was Ken. He slid his long legs over the bench next to Emma, and squeezed her hand. “What goes on?”


  Everybody began talking at once again; everyone except Emma, who was surprised at the irritation she felt. He had no business stepping on Jo that way, she thought; and she didn’t want to talk about it any more. “Aren’t you eating?” she asked.


  “Ate before; they said you were getting a checkup, so I had lunch and left my coffee to have with you.”


  He smiled at her, and reached for her hand again, and the irritation vanished. Even when the argument resumed, and she found that the two of them were tending to opposite extremes of attitude, she wasn’t annoyed any more. They didn’t have to agree about everything, after all. They had disagreed before. But this was such an important thing—the way you’d feel about an alien creature.


  Still, she could understand it better in Ken than in Basil. Ken was a constructions man. His work was in materials; in parts and pieces to fit together. He didn’t think in terms of the living organism, or the subtle and marvellous interplay of functions between organs, organism, individuals, species. Basil was a medic, and a good one; he should have understood.


  Karga was at her shoulder, politely restraining himself from urging her, but too anxious to keep himself from a silent display of impatience. She stood up, and threw off the whole foolish mood. Ken would understand when they had more time to talk. And there would be plenty of time later . . .


  IX


  IT MIGHT HAVE been a segment of petrified log. But it had legs, and the tapered bulbous end was a head. It might have been a cross between a pig and a dachshund, painted in streaky silver, and speckled with sequins. But it had six legs, and the head was too shapeless; there was no visible mouth and there were no ears at all.


  And when you looked more closely, it wasn’t actually walking. It was skating; six-legged tandem skating, with the sharp-runnered feet never lifting out of the ground, leaving an even double row of lines incised in the granular ground behind it. And the squat barrel body glided forward with unexpected grace.


  It moved into the street of huts, its head set rigidly right in front of its body, while the bulging dull black eyes darted and danced in all directions.


  The first man who saw it shouted, and it froze in mid-glide. Then the man’s comrade silenced him, and the creature started forward again. A crowd began to gather and after the manner of a crowd, a murmuring noise grew from it. The creature froze once more, and veered off in another direction.


  Someone in the crowd had a gun. He raised it, and took careful aim, but someone else reached out to lower the barrel before the fool could shoot.


  “It hasn’t hurt anything!”


  “Why wait till it does?”


  “How do you know . . .?”


  “Here’s Jose.”


  “Hey, Jo, here’s your native. Look smart to you?”


  Laughter. Comments and wonder and more and more uncontrollable laughter, while the creature skated directly away from the crowd and edged up against an alumalloy hut.


  “Think we can catch it?”


  “The projector . . . are they getting it?”


  Jose sent a whisper running back, and it only increased the volume of the sound. Better one noise than the hubbub, he thought, and spoke sharply above the crowd.


  “Quiet!” Then in the momentary silence spoke more softly. “I don’t think it likes noise.”


  After that, he left the group, and stepped forward steadily, slowly, towards the shadow of the hut where the creature stood.


  He tried to curb his own eagerness, and make his advance without hurry and without menace. He tried, too, to ignore the slowly swelling hum of the crowd behind him. All his thoughts were on the animal, all his attention focused.


  If it had intelligence, there had to be a way, some way, to make contact with it.


  He was close enough now to touch it if he would, but he held back. It was looking at him, and from that moment on, he never once doubted that the animal was rational, impressionable, capable of communication. It was there in the eyes, in the way the eyes studied him, in something he felt in his own mind, hazily and without comprehension, examination-and-greeting was exchanged between them.


  The creature turned to the hut, and there was a questioning feeling in Jose’s mind. He did not want to speak aloud. Telepathy? Something of the sort. He thought the idea of a dwelling place, a shelter; all animals understood the concept. He thought it hard as he could, and knew he had failed, because the animal’s next act was one of deliberate destruction.


  Jose was the only one close enough to see exactly what was happening, but by that time they had cameras running from three different angles. Everybody saw the details, blown up, later: the people in the crowd, and those who, like Ken, were in ship, or like Em, out of the settlement.


  It glided forward smoothly once again, edging towards the house, and gradually its body tilted sideways at an angle to the ground, without bending except at a concealed joint between the barrel-trunk and the right-hand set of legs.


  The left-hand set described a perfect clean curve up the side of the building and down to the ground again. Then it reversed, and moving backwards, once more standing upright, edged the left-hand front runner slightly sideways and sheared a neat chord out of the wall.


  The crowd saw the piece of metal fall away, and gasped, in unison, and then, for the first time, fell completely silent. What had just happened was virtually impossible. Alumalloy was tough. An oxy torch would cut it . . . in a matter of hours. This creature had sliced it like a piece of meat.


  The man with the gun took aim again, and nobody stopped him, but he couldn’t fire. Jose was too close to the beast.


  “Jo!” he called, and then a woman’s voice said loudly, “Shhh!” as the animal froze again. Jose looked around and smiled and waved another silencing motion at them.


  He looked back just in time to see the tuskongs coming out. Two parallel needle-edged blades, curved like a set of parentheses, they descended slowly from underneath the head, and went through the metal like tongues of fire through straw. The creature glided forward, and a long thin strip was sliced from the centre of the chord. The blades were hinged, somehow, and they seemed to be sticky inside. The needle edges met under the strip of metal, and the strip was carried up inside the tusks—or tones—as they retracted slowly into whatever opening (a mouth?) they came from.


  “Jo, get outa there! I’m gonna shoot!”


  There was no doubting that tone of voice. Jose held up a pleading hand, and stepping softly, walked backwards towards the crowd. Until he turned around, he knew, the man would hold fire. He waited till he was too close for his turned back to matter any more, then asked quietly, with all the command he could put into a low tone. “Wait.”


  “Why?” The man whispered in reply; then he would wait to shoot.


  “We might as well see what it’s going to do.”


  “Ruined a wall already. Why wait for more?”


  The words were passed back through the crowd, and the murmuring swelled again. The creature seemed to have adjusted to the noise. Calmly, it sliced another strip of the virtually impregnable alloy, and drew the metal into its interior.


  Then, while they watched, it turned again to the wall, and, folding its front legs under it, slanted forward to edge its snub-ended snout inside.


  The gun came up once more, and Jose knew he couldn’t stop it: the beast had poked its head inside a sacrosanct human habitation. But: “Higher!” he whispered piercingly, “Over its head!” The barrel jerked upward imperceptibly just as the gun fired.


  It couldn’t have hit; Jose was sure of that. But a sunburst of cracks appeared on the surface of the animal’s hide, for all the world like the impact of a projectile on bullet-proof glass. And at the same instant a jagged lightning-streak arced from the centre of the “wound” to the side of the hut.


  The gunner drew his breath in sharply. “It’s a goddam walkin’ dynamo!”


  And the crowd-talk started up once more.


  “Quartz . . . crystals . . . piezo-electric . . . generates!”


  It’s scared, Jose thought—but now the animal had shown what power it had, so was the man. The gun came up again.


  “Stop!” Jose shouted. “Can’t you see it’s scared?”


  It worked: not on the man, but as Jose had hoped, on the beast, and the man hesitated. The creature backed away from the wall, and started forward past the hut, away from the crowd and the street. It was leaning to one side, the good side, and lurching a little, going very slowly. Now its trail was a deep indentation on one side, and a barely marked line on the other, and in between a greyish ooze of something that didn’t seem to be coming from the injured side. Perhaps from the “mouth” or whatever those tusks went into? It was hard to tell.


  The gunner still stood with his weapon half-raised.


  “The field projector,” Jose whispered to him, and the man handed his gun to his neighbour, and ran for the rocket.


  The Ullern animal had progressed perhaps fifty metres when he came out of the airlock again, a dozen others tumbling after him, with bulky pieces of equipment that took rapid shape on the ground.


  There was grim speed in the way they worked. Jose, watching them, understood their fear, and could not share it; felt the pain of the hurt animal and grieved for it; fervently hoped the creature’s piezo-electric properties would not make it unduly vulnerable to the projector.


  There was a crackling, blinding flash of electricity as the field hit it.


  Ken Tarbell answered the alarm bell reflexively, absorbed the data, and fell into drilled pattern responses with the projector team, getting it out of the airlock, setting it up, aiming, firing.


  It should have trapped the animal in an invisible miniature dome through which no physical object could pass. Instead there was a small-scale electric storm over the creature, and when the glare was gone, it was lurching along just as slowly as before, with an odd look of urgency, but apparently none the worse for wear.


  There was total silence in the camp, and then a shot shattered the quiet. Ken saw it hit; he saw the bullet bounce off the creature’s hide, and saw the ragged black cracks radiate from the point of impact on the glittering surface of the skin. And he saw the thing keep moving, a little slower maybe, but still making progress. It was heading out of the camp, in the direction Karga’s team had taken. It was heading towards the forest where Emma was.


  Had anyone warned them?


  Em had a radiphone; Ken turned and raced back to the ship, fear moving his feet while completely separate thoughts went through his head. The thing could fight off an electromagnetic field, but it was vulnerable to shock; he knew how to stop it.


  In ship, he clambered up the ladder to Supply, grabbed the two things he needed, and leaped down again ignoring the footholds. Outside, he realized the others were on the same track, but their weapon was not strong enough. The crowd had separated into three groups, surrounding the thing, and they were shouting at it, screaming, singing, yelling, stomping, first from one side, then the other.


  Each time it responded more feebly than before, moving away from the new source of noise. Someone ran past Ken, headed for the ship, and he caught from somewhere else a few words of questioning conversation. They thought they could head it into a trap; but what kind of trap would hold it?


  Ken had the phone ready at his mouth, and his weapon in his hand. His eyes were on the beast, and he saw that each time the direction of the noises changed, it seemed a little less frightened, a little less anxious to change its path. Any animal learns what to fear, and what is safe. The shouting wouldn’t hold it long, he thought, and as he thought it, saw the creature head straight for the group that stood between it and the forest-edge, undeterred by stamping, screaming cacophony.


  “Emma! Em!” He spoke urgently, low-voiced, into the phone. “There’s an animal here. Headed your way, Watch out!”


  He didn’t realize for the first instant what had happened. The Ullern wasn’t limping out towards the forest any more. It was moving fast now, as if something had galvanized it into action, somehow summoned its last resources of strength and speed. It was gliding fast and smooth and with a purpose in its direction . . . back into camp, back towards the rocket, straight at Ken.


  It was coming too fast to stop or fight or escape. There was only one thing to do, and Ken did it. He threw the hand grenade he’d brought from the ship.


  Let me through now, everybody out of the way, I’m a doctor,let me get through. There’s a man hurt in there, I’m a doctor. Ken, oh Ken . . .


  Come on now, everybody out of the way, this door is in the way. Oh, Ken!


  “I’m sorry, Emma. You know we can’t let you in. We’re doing everything we can.


  “Oh, Basil, don’t be silly. I have a right to help.”


  “Em, I think we can manage better than you could. He’s . . . he’s pretty badly cut up. You’d be bound to . . .”


  “What do you think I am, Dooley? Somebody’s snivelling wife? I’m a doctor!”


  And this is how they feel when we tell them they have to wait, now I’m not a doctor, he’s right, I’m a snivelling wife, I’m even snivelling, I can hear it. But I’m a doctor, if I act like one they’ll have to let me in . . .


  “What . . . what do you . . . What are his chances, Doctor?”


  “They’ll be better if we let Basil get back in there, Em.”


  “Oh, it’s you, is it? The nice careful semantic psychologist, the happy little word-weigher, the fellow who wanted to see some native life!


  “Leave me alone, Jose. Please, go away! Basil . . .”


  Basil is gone, he went back to Ken, you can’t go to Ken, they won’t let you, they’re going to let him die, and they won’t let you help, they’ve got the door locked too, you tried that before, and they’re all in there and they’ll let him die.


  “Em . . .”


  “I said go away. Leave me alone, won’t you?”


  “Em . . . it’s me, Thad.”


  And she collapsed gratefully, childishly, in familiar, friendly arms, abandoning the effort to be calm, to be convincing, to be reasonable and professional. They weren’t going to let her into that room, whatever she did, so she sobbed in Thad’s arms, until he said:


  “Go on, Emmy, cry all you want to.” And then she stopped.


  The door opened and closed again, and she looked up at Thad, and saw the news there, and all the confused emotion was gone. Now she was calm enough, and tired.


  “He’s . . .


  “Dead,” Thad said the word out loud; one of them had to. “They never let me say good-bye.”


  “He wasn’t conscious, Em.”


  “He would have known!”


  Thad didn’t try to answer.


  X


  TWO DAYS LATER, the entire settlement was fenced in with a vibration-field. No other animals showed up in the time it took to get the fence operating; and the occasional creature that came in sight afterwards turned quickly away. We knew, from that first experience, that vibration was not necessarily fatal to the beasts, but that they could be frightened and/or hurt by anything along the line, in or out of the human sonic range.


  I think now that most of us rather overestimated, at the time, the danger that vibration represented to them; it was natural enough, because we were all attributing the creature’s obvious difficulty when it left the hut to the cracks the first shot had left on its surface. Actually, it took a shock as severe as the bomb that was finally exploded almost underneath it, to damage the brittle armour enough to stop it in its tracks.


  It was interesting, too, that when they tested the bullets in the ballistics lab, it turned out the first hadn’t touched the animal, and the second had hit squarely, been flattened by the impact of the super-hard hide, and bounced off. Yet the cracks from the second had been hardly more severe than from the first. It was difficult to visualize a living creature, a mobile animal, going about with a skin as brittle as glass, as easily shattered by shock-waves and vibration as by actual impact; yet that was obviously the case.


  The bullet cracks, we decided during the autopsy, were just about as serious, and as painful, as whip-welts might be to a human. That is, there was no loss of “blood” and no real impairment of function; there was, instead, a state of potential damage, in which any ill-considered motion might result in a serious tissue-break. However, if you cover a man’s entire body with welts, no matter how carefully you place them so as not to break the skin, you can incapacitate him completely and possibly even kill him, by reducing skin-function. This was, apparently, the net effect of the bomb: simply to destroy the animal’s exterior mechanism for reacting to stimulus.


  There was some doubt, too, as to whether the bomb had actually killed the thing. Possibly it wasn’t entirely dead at first, but just immobilized. We didn’t get close enough the first few hours to know for sure whether it was still breathing. We did, with instruments, check on temperature and response to various stimuli, and all the results, in human terms, indicated an absence of life. But it appears that the creature may have continued to ooze out that curious gel for some time after it fell. At least, when it was moved, there was a largish puddle underneath it; this might, of course, have been ejected at the time of the fall.


  It took several days of fine and fancy improvisation at dissection (we had only the one sample, and we didn’t want to spoil it) to find out just what that ooze was. Of course, we got a chemanalysis right away, but that only gave us an idea. The stuff was a mixture of alumalloy compounds and body fluids of a high Ph, containing shortchain silicones and some quartz. The analysis presented a variety of interesting possibilities, but it needed the completion of the dissection to be certain.


  When we knew, it was funny, in a way. The visiting beastie had got itself a bellyache from eating our house. All we could figure was that it ordinarily subsisted on the native plant life, hard-shelled and soft-interiored, silicone outside the silicarb inside. It had identified, with whatever sense organs it used for the purpose, the discernible trace of silicate in the alumalloy, and the presence of carbon in the interior, and had mistaken the house for an extra-large new variety of plant life. The aluminium, in compound with more tidbits of this and that than I can now remember, had reacted to the additional jolt of silicones in the animal’s stomach by turning into a mess of indigestible (even for it) gelatinous-metallic stuff. The oozing trail it left behind as it tried to leave the settlement was nothing more or less than the trickling regurgitation of an animal with an inflexible outer hide, and an extreme vulnerability to the shock of sudden motion.


  This much we knew after we had traced the thing’s alimentary canal, with an oxy-torch, a hacksaw, and (when we got inside) more ordinary surgical implements. The inner tissues were more familiar-looking than the outside, of about the same composition and consistency one would find in an earth-animal, differing only in the replacement of the carbon chain compounds by silicon chains. Perhaps the most curious and interesting phenomenon, from a medical viewpoint, was the way the soft inner tissues changed gradually to tough fibrous stuff, somewhat similar to silicon-rubber, and then, still gradually, so that it was almost impossible to determine at what point the actual “skin” began, to the pure amorphous quartz of the hide-armour. The vicious-looking tuskongs were a natural enough adaptation for a creature that had to chomp up horny-hard surfaces with a minimum of vibration.


  All this, and a good deal more of no especial interest except to a medic, we learned in the dissecting room and in reports from the chem lab during the two days it took to get the fence operating. Meantime, all exploration was stopped; a guard was maintained around the camp at all times until the field was in force, and a smaller lookout-guard afterwards. Work on the light aircraft went on, and construction of freight transport planes began immediately. We had already determined that we would move the settlement, if any habitable part of the planet could be found where these creatures did not exist. And all further investigation, as well as transport, would proceed by air.


  The move was made exactly forty days after the Ullern came into the camp. If you’ve read the old Bible, there’s a certain quaint symbolism in that figure. The date, of course, was 12/7—Firstown Day. And it is curious to note, in passing the odd sentimentalities that were applied to this business of dates and calendars.


  One of the most impressive similarities between Earth and Uller was in the matter of time. An Earth-hour is a few minutes shorter than an hour here; the Uller-day, according to the Earth-setting of the chronos when we arrived, was about 26 hours long. And the year on Earth—the actual period of revolution around the sun—is slightly more than 365 days, instead of our 400.


  Logically, when we arrived, we should have established a new metrical calendar and time-scale. Ten months of forty days, or forty weeks of ten days each—either one—would have been simple and efficient. A day divided into ten or twenty hours would have been sensible. But either one would have had the same effect: to make us stop and think when we spoke of time.


  Humans—set apart from all other indigenous species of Earth by their ability to think—have a long-bred habit of avoiding mental strain. And the similarities to Earth-time were too notice-able and too tempting. We simply fixed our clocks and chronos to run slower and so saved ourselves from adjustment to the difference. The day here is still twenty-four hours, and the year has twelve months still. It didn’t bother us to have 36 days each month; that part of the calendar had always been flexible. And the interim Fourday at year’s end was an old Earth custom, too, I’ve since found out. Our only real departure was the six-day week.


  (Parenthesis to Carla: iii)


  2/10/52


  I’M AFRAID I have been, in these last pages, rather drily concerned with facts as familiar to you as to anyone who has grown up side by side with the Ullerns. This was partly in an effort to get across to you some of the feeling we had then: how new all this information was to us and how difficult to assimilate. Also, the jump out of emotion into preoccupation with data was typical of my own reactions at the time.


  I had one emotion that I was willing to identify, and that was hate. I worked in the dissection lab whenever I was awake, and took my meals there too, watching the work as it proceeded, and enjoying every slice and sliver that was carved out of that beast. That much I felt; for the rest I had ceased to be aware of any feelings at all. I had an overwhelming thirst for knowledge about the animal that had killed Ken; but Ken himself, and what his death meant to me . . . this I refused to think about at all.


  When I realized I was pregnant, I was still sleepwalking as the true love of a dead man. I was gloriously happy, and terribly depressed. Ken’s baby would be Ken-continuing, and so not-quite-dead. But Ken was dead! I had no husband, and my child would have no father to grow up with.


  Most of the time, the first few months, I just forgot I was pregnant. I meant that, literally. Someone would say something about it, and I’d have to collect my wits and remember, consciously, what they were talking about. Maybe I didn’t want to have the baby, and was trying to lose it by behaving as if I weren’t pregnant, working long hours at tough jobs . . . but I don’t think so. I think I was determined not to be happy about anything, and afraid of being depressed. I was, in short, determined not to feel anything.


  You can’t grow a child inside you without feeling it: feeling it physically, as your body changes, and feeling the subtle complex of emotions that accompanies the changes. But I tried, and for a short time I succeeded.


  I remember that Jose fell into step with me one time, as I was going from my room to the lab, and tried to talk to me; it didn’t occur to me that he was taking a professional interest. I thought I had myself completely under control, and was rather proud of the way I was behaving. I didn’t even listen to what he said, but took for granted that he still considered me his ally in the stupid argument of the first day of exploration.


  “How are you feeling, Emma?” I guess he said . . . some such thing, because it gave me an opening to turn on him and demand:


  “How do you feel? Now you’ve got your intelligent life, how do you like it?”


  I can remember thinking I’d said something witty as I stalked away. The unforgivable thing that Jose had done to me, you see, was not that he had convinced me of an erroneous attitude, but that he had convinced me of something about which I argued with Ken the last time I saw him . . . and that I had continued to question Ken, and to cling to Jo’s attitude, right up to the moment Ken proved his point with his own death.


  I do not now apologize for these reactions, or even comment on them, but simply state them here as honestly as possible. Perhaps it was healthy, after all, that I reacted as I did. Hate kept me going where grief would have, literally, prostrated me. And I did not mourn Ken, then; I just hated: everything and everyone that contributed in any way to his death.


  It occurs to me only now that perhaps that curious business of our time-reckoning system, as well as many other apparently irrational things we did, were done in part to save our faculties of adaptation for necessities. I still don’t know whether it was inherent weakness or instinctive wisdom. It doesn’t matter, really, and I see I’m digressing again. I am getting older. But I can still remember being very scornful of the same sentimental clinging to a calendar, when I was a child on Pluto—and there they’d had more excuse. Pluto doesn’t rotate at all; it has no natural day. And its year is hundreds of Earth-years long. So for a system of time-reckoning that applied to human values, the old one was as good as any other there, except in terms of arithmetical efficiency.


  Here it was another matter altogether: we forced an old system to fit new circumstance; why? Because we were human, and each of us had grown up somewhere. Because we had been children back there, and some part of each of us was still a child there, and needed a safe familiar handle of some sort to cling to. In space, we were completely set apart from ‘home’. Time was our handle.


  XI


  THE NIGHTS WERE already long when the colony moved south. Firstown was located just below the 17th parallel, close enough to the pole so that few of the Ullern animals cared to brave the scorching summers, or freezing winters; still far enough so that humans could hope to survive them.


  They had just about nine weeks of steadily shortening days in which to prepare for the winter-night; and at that latitude, it would be fourteen weeks after the last sunset before it would rise again for a few minutes of semi-daylight. The temperature, in Fourmouth, was already below freezing, and Meteorology predicted cheerfully that the winter-night low would be somewhere about—50 deg.


  To some of the others, the long stretch of cold and darkness was frightening. To the Plutonians and Marsmen the cold meant nothing, and for the former, artificial light was as natural as sun. Emma, had she stopped to think about it, would have been grateful for even the few months each year of Earth-normal temperate weather and sunlight.


  She didn’t think about it. She worked, with grim preoccupation, all through those early months. When she no longer had the body of the beast to cut up, she threw herself into the conquest of the planet that had killed Ken . . . which was, too, the fulfilment of their joint dream. She was alone now, but somehow if she worked twice as hard, she could still make the dream come true for both of them.


  She was lucky, too, because throughout that fall and winter there was always more work to be done than there were hands to do it. When her own shift at Medicentre was done each day, she went out and found more work; filled in on the auxiliary power-plant construction when people were sick; helped build the nursery and furnish it; spent long hours in the library, as she had done in her youth. Now she was studying chemistry, silicon chemistry. Organic silicon chemistry, working it out where it didn’t exist, from what little the films recorded of solar knowledge.


  She worked alongside other people, but made little contact with any of them, and she was happiest in the hours she spent alone, studying. She did not join the others in the big social hall, when they met on I8/5 to spend the last full hour of sunlight under the U.V. glass dome; she barely noticed when the long night set in. Almost, she might have been Emma Malook again, living under the Pluto dome, moving through artificial light and air, such as she’d known since birth, between Joan Thurman’s library and Joe Prell’s home, living all the time, wherever she was, in a fantasy of being grown-up, and a doctor. Only now she was a doctor, and the fantasy was being Emma Malook. She was Emma Tarbell, and she was going to have a baby, by which she knew indisputably that she was full grown now.


  The days went by, one like the last, and all of them almost painless. In her sleep, she would reach out across the bed to emptiness, and withdraw her hand before she woke to know her own loneliness. But once awake, she followed the pattern of work and study rigorously, tended her body and the new body growing inside it, and when she was tired enough not to lie awake, went back to bed again.


  The single event that stirred her immediate interest that winter was the Ullern they caught. One of the regular weekly scouting parties brought it back, along with their charts and statistics on conditions outside. They’d thought it was dead at first, then they discovered it was living, but too weak to resist capture. In the lab, they found out quickly enough that the animal was simply half starved. They fed it on specimens of local flora, and it flourished.


  Then why, outside, surrounded by the same plants in abundance, had it almost died of starvation? That took a little longer to find out. Cabrini tried a specimen from outside on it when the next scouting squad returned and found it refused the frozen food. After that, they tried a range of temperatures, and discovered it would eat nothing below the freezing point of carbon dioxide. That made sense, too, when you thought about the problem of eliminating solid CO2.


  Jo was tremendously excited. “If they had fire, they could use the whole planet!” he pointed out, and met a circle of questioning eyes.


  Planning to teach this one?” Basil asked, too quietly. Jose joined the general laughter, and let the matter slide. It was encouraging to know that at least half the year the colony was completely safe from the beasts . . . and to have some kind of clue to a method of attack.


  They kept the animal in a sort of one-man zoo, an island of Uller-earth and Uller-plants surrounded by a five-foot moat of gluey fluid through which its runners could not penetrate. And Jo, apparently through sheer stubborn conviction that it was possible to do so, actually managed to make “friends” with the creature, at least, he was the only one who could approach it when it regained its strength, without some display of hostility.


  The first sun rose again on 6/8, and by the beginning of Nine-month, the days were already nine hours long. By then, too, Emma was far enough along to have to slow her pace; she had just twelve more weeks—two months—to term.


  It was a sad and lovely springtime: In the last weeks of waiting, Emma gave up everything except her regular work at Medicentre. Studying no longer interested her; instead she would go out and sit for hours in the crisp fresh air and Tenmonth sunshine, intensely conscious of the life within her, impatient for its birth, and yet somehow fearful of letting it loose. It would be a boy, of course, it had to be a boy, and she would name it Kenneth.


  Leah was born on 36/0, right in the middle of Medicentre’s first and biggest baby-room. There were twenty-three new infants in the colony in two weeks’ time.


  Inevitably, Emma spent much of her time the next month with the other young mothers, all of them learning and sharing the care of their babies. After the first—not disappointment, but surprise—she didn’t mind Lee’s being a girl; and she was surprised, too, to discover how much pleasure she could find in the simple routine of feeding and cleaning a tiny infant. Her own infant.


  She was busy and useful again, because the other mothers came to her for advice and opinions at every turn. She was a medic, after all, and had some kind of previous experience with babies.


  Under the best of circumstances, it is likely to be eight or ten weeks after birth before the mother is once again quite convinced of her own existence as a separate and individual person. Emma had little desire to return to that conviction. She was stirred by occasional questioning curiosities about the details of the refrigerating system, as the heat outside mounted through the summer-day. She began to pick up some of the chemistry films a little more often, and went, from time to time, to the zoo-in-a-lab where the Ullern was still kept, to find out what they had learned about it. But on the whole, she was more than content with the narrow slice of reality in which she found herself. Even her work at Medicentre, as she resumed it, somehow concerned itself primarily with babies: those already born, and those that were still expected.


  The first New Year’s Eve on Uller came in midsummer, just long enough after Lee’s birth for Em to have gone to the celebration comfortably if she wished. She preferred to stay in the nursery, and let the other mothers go, with their husbands. Two months later, when the early fall nights were beginning to be long enough to cool the air a little, she found her first real pleasure in contact with the new environment.


  In the hour before dawn, it was possible to go outside without frig-suits; and every day, from that time, Em adjusted her sleeping so that she would be awake at that time of day. First, when the nights were still short, she would leave the sleeping baby in the nursery; later, when dawn began to coincide with the chronomorning, she would take Lee with her.


  Alone, or with the baby at her side in a basket on the ground, she would sit by the edge of the dry river-bed, and watch the world wake up. The first sun’s rays, felt before they were seen, brought a swarm of near microscopic life out of the moist earth of the river bed, and started an almost imperceptible stirring in the trees. Emma would sit and watch while the budded branches snaked up and out of the sparkling columns of their trunks, turned their tender new greenery up to the sun for a brief time, and then melted back into the safety of the cool trunk shells.


  Day after day, she tried to remember why the flexible tree-trunks were so fondly familiar. It was silly, somehow; and then at last the memory came. A little ball of stuff that bounced, and broke off clean when you stretched it . . . that moulded to any shape, and dropped back slowly to a formless mass again when you left it alone . . . a childhood toy, that someone had called silly putty. Some kind of silicon compound, she supposed, and told little Lee, who did not understand: “See? See the silly-putty trees?”


  On another level of interest, the phenomenon of twice-yearly budding fascinated her, as well as the marvellous apparatus offered by the flexible branches to protect the leaves against too much sun as well as against the winter cold. Each day, too, as the sun rose farther in the north, the branches turned their budded sides to catch its rays aslant: like the sunflower on Earth, but these trees turned to face the source of life throughout the year, instead of by the day.


  When the tree-trunks began to crawl back in their shells, it was time to go inside. Minutes later, the sun would be too hot to take. But for the hour before that, it was a cool and peaceful world on the river bank.


  By the time Lee was six months old, the weather outside had passed its brief month of perfection, and was once again too cold for pleasure. By that time, too, the first epidemic of parenthood was dying down. Emma was back at general medic work; the world was achieving a sort of normalcy. She had her baby. She had her work. And she was beginning to be aware of the fact that she was terribly lonely.


  By that time, too, there were some unattached men. A good many of those early marriages broke up in the first year. In spite of the growing emphasis on typically frontier-puritan monogamous family patterns, divorce was, of necessity, kept easy: simply a matter of mutual decision, and registration. For that matter, the morality in the early years was more that of the huddled commune than of the pioneer farmland.


  Emma saw a lot of men that winter. Lee was a convenient age . . . old enough not to need hovering attention, young enough still to be asleep a large part of the time. Emma was a romantic figure, too, by virtue of her widowhood; her long grief for Ken established her as a better marriage risk than those who had made an error the first time, and had had to admit it. The dawning recognition of these facts provided her at first with amusement, and later with a certain degree of satisfaction. She had been an intellectual adolescent, after all. Now, for the first time, she found out what it was like to be a popular girl. She discovered a new kind of pleasure in human relationships: the casual contact.


  She found out that friends could be loved without being the beloved; that men could be friends without intensity; that affection came in varying degrees, and that she could have many different kinds of affection from many different people . . . even though Ken was dead.


  Yes, she found out too that Ken was dead. Perhaps it was fortunate that Lee was a girl; a boy named Kenneth might have helped her keep the truth from herself a while longer. And the inescapable violence of the seasonal changes made a difference. Life was determined to continue, and to do so it was constantly in a state of change. Even the silly-putty trees told her that much.


  There was an impulse towards gaiety throughout the colony generally during the second winter-night. The first one had been too full of work and worry. Now, they felt established and moderately secure. They had survived a full year of what troubles the planet could offer, and Ken’s death was still their only loss. A new science of chemistry and physics in the labs and a new technology was beginning to appear. Perhaps a new biology as well: Jo now had two Ullerns in his zoo, and there was some reason to believe that the creatures were capable of mating.


  There was a warm sense of security in the colony, and when they had to take to the underground corridors again to keep their warmth, it added a womb-like complacency. It was a winter of parties and celebrations and increasing complexities of human relations. It merged into a springtime of renewed activity and interest for everyone, and most of all for Emma.


  Now, when she went to the river-bank at dusk, instead of dawn, she had to watch the toddling one-year-old baby, and keep her from the rushing waters of the river. Everything, all around, was full of motion and excitement, even the intellectual life that was hesitantly picking up once more.


  There was so much to learn: she started going to the library again, after Lee was in bed for the night, and scanning the recorded knowledge there for clues to the new facts of life. She spent hours, sometimes, in the zoo-lab, watching the two Ullerns, and in spite of her open amusement at Jo’s undiminished belief in their intelligence as a species, she listened eagerly while he talked about their habits. He had been watching them for months. She did not have to accept his interpretation on the data he’d acquired, but the observations themselves were fascinating.


  The zoo became something of a centre of debate throughout the colony. It was now firmly established that one of the creatures was, in human terms, female. Medicentre wanted the male for dissection now that a new generation was assured. Jose wouldn’t hear of it. There was a good deal of humour at his expense, and an increasing amount of discussion and argument too, on both sides. Emma couldn’t take it too seriously; the birth of her child had given her a new attitude towards time. There were years ahead of them. If Joe wanted his pet alive, why kill it? They’d catch more . . .


  The days were constantly longer and fuller. Now sunset came too late to take Lee with her when she went down to the river bank, and the water was beginning to move more thinly and slowly, low between the sides. The half-hour out there before bed was the only part of the day now that was quiet and unoccupied. It was a time for feeling, instead of thinking or doing, for a renewal of the loneliness she refused, quite, to surrender.


  Refused, that is, until the evening Bart Heimrich met her there, and in the cool of twilight, just as the sun went down, took her in his arms. It shouldn’t have made that much difference; they were two grown people, and one kiss by the side of the slow moving water could hardly have mattered so much.


  Emma was frightened. For two weeks after that, she stayed away from the river, and she wouldn’t see Ban either. She’d been in love once, and once was enough. There were plenty of men around. This kind of thing was more than she wanted. As she had done a year ago, she threw herself into study and work.


  There was still plenty to do. As unofficial specialist in obstetrics, she had been somehow selected to watch over the Ullern creature’s pregnancy. She spent more time at the zoo, now, trying to weed out the facts and theories Jo threw at her. He was so sure of his conclusions about the Ullerns that it was almost impossible for him to separate observations from hypotheses, and Emma was alternately amused and infuriated by the problem of working with him. He was a first-rate psychologist, after all, and a careful semanticist . . . where other people’s attitudes were concerned. Even about himself, she decided on reflection—except in this one area of most intense belief.


  Was that true for everyone? Was there, for each person, a space where one’s own judgment could not be trusted? How about herself, and Bart?


  Jo was a good psychologist, almost all the time. They were talking for the thousandth time, about the fate of the male Ullern. Jo had achieved a reprieve for the beast, till after the young ones were born, with the argument that they should at least wait and make sure they had another male to replace it. Emma approved the argument; it suited her tendency to temporize.


  “Emmy,” Jo asked in a sudden silence: “Has it occurred to you yet that you have a long time to live too?”


  Her first impulse was to laugh. “Never thought about it much,” she said lightly.


  “Well, why don’t you?”


  “I don’t know.” She was decidedly uncomfortable. “What’s that got to do with the price of baby Ullerns?”


  “Nothing at all. I was just wondering, most intrusively, about you and Bart.”


  “Me and . . . what are you talking about?”


  “I told you I was being intrusive. It’s none of my business. Would you rather not talk about it?”


  “I’d much rather..? She changed her sentence half-way through; “much rather talk about it, I guess.”


  “All right then. What’s the matter, Emmy? Don’t you like him?”


  “Like him? I . . .” Then she saw he was smiling, and grinned ruefully herself. “All right, so I’m wild about him. But . . .” There was no way to explain it.


  “But what?”


  “Well . . . it’s not the same. I can’t feel the same way about him that I did about . . . Ken. I don’t think I’ll ever feel that way about anybody again. It wouldn’t be fair . . .”


  “Come off it, Emmy. What are you afraid of? If you’re sure you’ll never feel the same way, what’s there to worry about?”


  She looked up, startled, and waited a moment to answer, while she admitted to herself that it wasn’t Bart she was afraid of hurting at all.


  “I don’t know. Look, things are all right the way they are. I don’t need him; he doesn’t need me. Why should we get all tangled up so we do need each other? What for? Oh, Jo, don’t you see I can’t take a chance on anything like that again? I . . . this is a crazy thing to say, but I think if he was married, I’d be more willing to . . . that’s not very nice, is it?”


  “Nice?” He shrugged. “It’s pretty normal. Understandable, anyhow. And just what was I talking about. You’ve got a long time to live yet, Emmy. You going to stick it out alone?”


  She nodded slowly. “Yes,” she said. “I am.” And with the words spoken aloud, the impossible loneliness of the future struck her for the first time fully. She hadn’t cried since the day Ken died; now a slow tear came to one eye, and she didn’t try to stop it. There was another, and another, and she was sobbing, great gasping sobs, against Jo’s comforting shoulder.


  He was a good psychologist. He didn’t tell her it was all right to cry; he didn’t tell her anything, except to murmur an occasional word of sympathy and affection. He stroked her hair and patted her shoulder, and waited till she was done. Then he grinned and said: “You look like hell. Better wash up here before you go see him.”


  For a year and more, Bart and Emma spent most of what free time they had together. They had fun, and they had tender happy moments. They understood and enjoyed each other. They might have married, but marriage was a sacred cow still; no matter how much she loved Bart, or liked being with him, Emma steadfastly refused to sign the vows. It wasn’t the same as it had been with Ken; she was both relieved and disappointed to discover that. But if she married him, it might get to be the same—or it might not. Which prospect was the worse she hardly knew.


  When, occasionally, she still felt frightened about caring as much as she did, there was always Jose to talk it over with, and talking to him always made her feel better. She might have resolved the ambivalence entirely through therapy. Jose hinted at the notion from time to time, but she didn’t want to, and he knew better than to push it.


  More and more, too, Emma and Jo were working so closely together in the zoo-lab that a therapy relationship between them would have been hard to establish. And Jo was the only really qualified therapist in the colony. The techniques were familiar to all the people in Medicentre, but psychotherapy is not a skill to be acquired in rapid training. Jo had a natural aptitude for it, that was all.


  Jo was good to work with as Bart was to love. The important factor in each case was enthusiasm, the ability to participate completely. Emma’s interest in the Ullerns differed from Jo’s in all respects but one, and that was intensity. She listened to his theories both patiently and painstakingly, believing little and using much to further her own knowledge of the weird biology of the creatures. She was quite content to discard the largest part of what he said, and select the most workable of his ideas for follow-up. By the end of that year, she had begun to recognize, reluctantly, that she was getting good results surprisingly often when she worked along the lines suggested by his thinking. But it took a major incident to make her look back and count the trials and errors, before she would admit how consistent the pattern of predictability had been.


  The Ullern babies had been born in the fall of ’92. There were three of them, but it wasn’t until early spring that it was possible to determine with any degree of certainty that two of them were female and one a male. Perhaps it could have been determined a little sooner; Jose had managed to get a postponement of the father-Ullern’s death sentence once again, until the sex of the young ones was known, and there was some feeling that he, at least, knew for quite a while before he told anyone.


  Once the announcement was made, however, there was no further question of delaying the opportunity for an autopsy. The only question now was whether it might not be best to take the older female, and gain some additional information about the reproductive system.


  Discussion and debate went round and about for some ten days. It was terminated by the incredible information that the adult male had escaped.


  The talk stopped then, because nobody wanted to say out loud what everybody was thinking. You see, it was simply not possible for the creature to make his way unaided through that gluey moat.


  If there was any doubt at all in the public mind about what had happened, there was none in Emma’s. She was shocked and angry and she saw to it that she had no further talks with Jo in which he might be tempted to confide anything she didn’t want to know.


  XII


  THE ANNOUNCEMENT, POSTED two days after the Ullern’s escape, said simply:


  LECTURE


  In the Small Hall, 19/5/93, at 20.00 hours.


  A report by Jose Cabrini on


  the possibilities for direct communication


  with the native inhabitants of Uller.


  I read it, and couldn’t help feeling relieved on Jo’s behalf. I might have known he wouldn’t risk anything so unpopular as letting that animal get away unless he had something else up his sleeve. What it was, I didn’t know; Jose had never discussed with me any clues he had to the problem of direct communication.


  He should have known the Small Hall wouldn’t hold the crowd that turned out. Maybe he did know; if so, it was effective staging, when the early arrivals had to move to the Main Hall, and latecomers found a sign directing them there.


  Jose began his speech very informally, joking about the size of his audience, with some hoary gags about being unaccustomed to such very public speaking. Then his tone changed.


  “I’m afraid the news I have for you tonight is more dramatic than it is useful . . . so far. I think what has already been learned will eventually enable us to communicate directly with the natives of this planet, and perhaps—if my estimate of their capacities is accurate—to live on a co-operative basis with them. For the present time, however, my information does little more than answer a question that has baffled a good many of us.”


  I had no idea what was coming.


  “If you will all think back to our first contact with an Ullern,” he said slowly and distinctly, “You may recall that there was one particularly puzzling piece of behaviour on the part of the animal—one question that was never answered in the autopsy.”


  Thinking back was still too vivid. I shuddered in the warm room, and missed the next few words.


  “. . . attack Ken Tarbell? What gave it the renewed energy to make such a fierce charge, when it was already badly hurt, and was seeking nothing but escape? My own theory at the time was that the Ullern was reacting with what would be, in the human metabolism, an adrenal release, to the telepathically-received information that Tarbell had found a means of attacking it fatally.


  “That theory was inadequate. If you think of telepathy as a mystic or metaphysical power, my analysis was entirely incorrect. But if you will try to think of it, for the moment as an emanation similar in nature to radio or electromagnetic waves, I was close to the truth.


  “You are all familiar with the piezo-electric properties of the Ullern physiology. You can see it for yourselves in the zoo, even the babies react electrically to certain irritations. Analogizing pretty broadly, one might say that the electrical reaction to stimulus in an Ullern is similar to the adrenal reaction in humans: that is, it is produced by just such irritations as might reasonably be expected to provoke the emotion of fear or anger.


  “Now: in a human, the application of such a stimulus can have differing results. An unkind word, the semi-serious threat of a blow, anything on that order, will produce enough of an adrenal release so that the person affected may express his reaction rapidly in expletive, or door-slamming, or some similarly mild expenditure of energy. A slightly greater threat will produce a cocked fist; a little more will make a man strike out. But a really strong stimulus, ordinarily, will not produce a direct counter-action. If a man threatens your life by holding a gun at your head . . . or if you are knocked over by a blow to the belly . . . you will conserve the extra energy of the resulting adrenal release for an all-out effort against the attacker.


  “This is, essentially, what the Ullern did. The many irritations to which it was subjected produced a variety of reactions, most of them in the fear-spectrum. The first shot, which failed to hit it, but shattered a part of its armour with shock-vibrations, angered it only within the fast-reaction range, and it responded, without conscious “planning”, by an emission of “lightning”. Apparently it was unable to place the source of the shot, and believed the shock to have come from the building; so the electrical “punch” was aimed at the wall.


  “Subsequent irritations made it aware of some consciousness on the part of large lumps of carbon which it had previously ignored as being, in all past experience, most likely inorganic, or at least inedible, entities. The idea was devastatingly new and at least as frightening as the actual vibrations the carbon creatures then commenced to “hit” it with . . .?


  There was a murmur of noise through the hall; some laughter, some coughing, much shuffling.


  “All right,” Jo said smiling, “I’ll get to the point now. So far it’s all been theorizing and analogy. Briefly, my information is this: the Ullerns contain, in their quartz-hide armour, crystals capable of sending and receiving radio waves . . . by which I mean specifically that they can exchange information on the same frequency bands on which our radiphones operate.”


  The sentence was delivered so quietly, it took a moment to penetrate. Then the hall was in an uproar. Jose couldn’t go on with the speech until he had answered a hailstorm of questions from the audience.


  “What’s that got to do with Tarbell?” somebody wanted to know first.


  “Emma,” Jo said from the stand, “maybe you can explain that best?”


  I was a little confused myself. I got to my feet, and said hesitantly, “Ken tried to warn me . . . he phoned me about the Ullern heading our way . . . that’s why we came back . . .”


  “I suppose the gooks understand English!” somebody roared from the back of the room, and someone else added:


  “Suppose they did? Wouldn’t even an Uller-beast give a man the right to warn his wife?”


  Laughter, and foot-stamping, and gradual quiet as I continued to stand in my place. “Maybe it’s funny to the rest of you,” I said, “but I’d like to know just what Jo meant. So far, what he’s said has made sense. If anybody who isn’t interested will leave, perhaps the rest of us can learn something.”


  I was just angry enough, and just intense enough, I guess, to get an effect. There was prompt and total silence. Jo went on.


  There is no point in reproducing the rest of the speech here. It was, like most important discoveries, only very briefly incredible. After even the smallest amount of reflection, we could all see how logical the explanation was. The wonder was that we hadn’t thought of it before. The same explanation can be found, almost word for word, in the basic biology text on Ullerns. Cabrini said simply, that when Ken used the phone, on a frequency just a little off the personal-broadcast wave-length that particular Ullern was tuned to, the heterodyning effect was the equivalent to it, in pain, of the belly-punch he’d mentioned earlier. It was immobilized momentarily, and the next immediate reaction was to utilize the energy thus generated in a life-and-death charge at the source of the intolerable pain. This time it had no trouble locating the source; a radio beam is easier to track than a bullet, if your senses happen to include a direction-finder.


  I didn’t listen to most of the discussion that followed the speech. I was busy readjusting, or admitting to readjustments. I had stopped hating the Ullerns a long time back, and now at last I had a rationale on which to hang what had seemed like a betrayal.


  The attack on Ken was not irrational or unprovoked. In Ullern terms, Ken had attacked first. A silly difference, a piece of nonsense, really, but important to me at the time. It was no longer necessary to keep hating, even on a conscious verbal level.


  As soon as I got that much clear in my mind, I wanted to leave.


  “You stay if you want to,” I told Bart. “I just want to get out of here and do some thinking.”


  “Would you rather be alone?” He was a very sweet guy. I knew he meant just that; he’d let me go alone if I preferred it, or come along if I wanted him to.


  I shook my head. “No, I wouldn’t. If you don’t mind missing this, I’d like to have someone to talk to, a little bit.”


  He took my arm, and saw to it that we got out without interference; stopped people who wanted to question me, and pushed through the knots of conversationalists who were too absorbed or excited to notice us.


  Outside, it was hot. So close to summer-time it was always hot, but the sun was down when we left the hall, and it was possible to stay outdoors.


  We walked down to the river bank in silence, and stood there and I looked around me and let myself know, for the first time, fully, how much I loved this place. It was mine; I had paid for it with the greatest loss I was ever likely to know. And now the loss was complete, because I understood it.


  Bart saw the tears in my eyes.


  “That son-of-a-bitch!” he said. “Didn’t he even warn you?”


  “Who?” I didn’t know what he was talking about.


  “Cabrini. He had no business . . . look, darling, never mind about him. The big thing is, we’ve got the knowhow now. We’ve got a way to fight them! We can . . .”


  “What?” I was sure I still didn’t understand. “What are you talking about Bart?”


  “Don’t you see, dear? Naturally, Cabrini didn’t put it that way, but this thing is a weapon . . . a real weapon! We can live anyplace on the planet now. If radio waves hurt the things that much, they’ll kill ’em too. We can . . .”


  “Bart,” I begged. “Don’t you understand? Can’t you see what it means? They’re intelligent! We can learn to talk to them. We can make friends with them.”


  I searched his face for some signs of comprehension, and found only indulgence there. “Emma, you are just too good to be true,” he said. “And you need some sleep. Come on, I’ll take you back now, and we can talk about it tomorrow.” He put his arm around me.


  He meant well. I have no doubt at all that he meant well.


  “Will you please get the hell out of here?” I said, as quietly as possible. I would have said much more but he went.


  When he was gone, I lay down on the river bank and pressed my face against the dirt of my planet and cried. That was the third time I cried, and now it was for the loss of Bart as well as Ken.


  (Parenthesis to Carla: iv)


  Josetown, Uller, 1/1


  Dear Child:


  I am, frankly, annoyed. This story was supposed to be about the generations of women who came before you, and about the early years on Uller. Looking back, I find it is almost entirely about one small portion of my own life.


  I think I know what happened. Somewhat earlier in this narrative, I made a statement about the oddity of reversed pain and pleasure in Recall. I suspect that I enjoyed the reliving of those early months on Uller far more in the telling than I ever did in the experience. From the day Ken died till the day when I wept out my sorrows on the river bank, I was never entirely happy. There was much isolated pleasure during that period: delight in my baby, and fun with Bart, and satisfaction in my work . . . and certainly much more pleasure in knowing Jose than I realized. But all through those two years, life had no meaning beyond the moment. I did not, would not, believe in any kind of future, without Ken.


  In the years that followed, there were many hardships and moments of unhappiness and despair, but from that time on, I had a growing purpose in existence. Apparently, I have less need to re-experience the productive years than the others. And of course, there is really very little more that I can tell you. Thad Levine wrote the story of the bitter three years’ quarrel in the colony, and wrote it far better than I could. You have heard from me, and probably from a dozen others too, the woe-filled history of the establishment of Josetown. Jo himself wrote a painstaking account of the tortuous methodology by which the Ullern code was worked out, and I know you have read that too.


  (I am sternly repressing the inclination to excuse my many omissions by pointing to the date above, and referring to the page number. Time is short now, and the story too long. But neither of these is an honest reason for my failure to do what I planned . . . no more than are my excuses in the paragraph immediately above.)


  I had hoped, when I started this, to give you some clue to my own mistakes, so that you might avoid them. There are such striking similarities, Carla dear, between Joan Thurman and myself, between me and you! And on the other side, there is such a pattern of identity between Martha and Adne and Lee. It seems to me there should be some way of braking the pendulum swing . . . of producing, sometime, a child who is neither rebelliously “idealistic” nor possessively demanding of security in its most obvious forms.


  It was at least partly in the hope that the history of those who went before you might teach you how to achieve this goal of impossible perfection with your children, when you have them, that I undertook this journal. I hope I have managed to include more helpful information in it than it now seems to me I have done.


  In any case, I see little purpose in carrying the story further. I have mulled over it for weeks now, and have written several chapters about what came after the day of Jo’s lecture, and have decided, each time, to leave them out.


  There are many things I wanted to say that I’ve left out . . . little things, mostly, for which I could not find a proper spot in the narration. I could ramble on here, filling them in, but again there is no real purpose in it, except to satisfy myself.


  But, reading what I have just written, I realize that there is still much unresolved conflict in my own attitudes. Yes (I tell myself), I should like to see you rear your children to be perfect little happy mediums—and yet I am so pleased, Carla, to see you playing out the role I know so well myself.


  Perhaps the “others’—Leah and Ariadne and Martha—perhaps they knew some happiness I never understood; but I am certain that they never knew the kind of total purpose in living that has been my great joy. I had a dream . . . I learned it from Joan Thurman. That dream is yours, too, and I’m quite irrationally pleased to think that you acquired it, in part, from me.


  Tomorrow you will leave, Carla, and I will give you this film totake with you. When you leave, it will be as a part of the first great experiment with time . . . and like the fuel for the Newhope, which has made over the whole life of man, the mastery of time has come as an adjunct to a commercial venture. Joe Prell, if he were here today, would laugh at the implications I see in your voyage . . . but not at the possible profits. I . . . I think it is more risk than merited to go to Nifleheim for new and more uranium. But to go in profitable comradeship with the Ullerns—this is the fulfilment of my own life’s dream. And to go as the advance guard of a whole new science—this is the beginning of yours.


  If it takes uranium to make the Prells pay for a time machine (did you know that’s what you have?—at least the beginnings of one), why let us have enough of the stuff to blow us all sky-high!


  (Epilogue)


  I HAVE JUST come back from the ceremonies of the take-off, and I am more annoyed than ever. Now that I have handed over my imperfect gift, I have found out what it was lacking. There is no way of knowing, as I write, whether Carla has reached . . . will reach . . . her destination safely, or whether, if she does, she will arrive (has arrived?) there in a time-conjunction through which she can communicate with us. I can only wait, and hope there is some word.


  But I shall assume, as I must, that she is safe, and that some time these words will reach her. The story is yet to be finished, and I found out today why I was unable to finish it before. (I suppose I thought I was too old and too objective to carry any more scars of hurt or hatred from Lee!)


  Leah Tarbell was born on Uller, and grew up there. She was too young to understand the fury of the debate that preceded her mother’s move from Firstown to Josetown; but she was not too young at all to resent the loss of her Uncle Bart’s company a scant few weeks after she had learned to pronounce his name.


  Over the next three years, she understood well enough that her mother was somehow in disrepute with the parents of most of her playmates. And at five years of age, she was quite old enough to blame her mother for the almost complete loss of those play-mates. Only four other children accompanied the group of sixty-seven “Josites” when they betook themselves, their pet Ullerns, their special knowledge, and their apportioned share of the human colony’s possessions to the new location on the loth parallel that became known as Josetown.


  Only one of the other children was near her own age; that was Hannah Levine, and she was only four, really. The two little girls, of necessity, became friends. They played and ate and often slept together. At bedtime, they were lonely together too, while their parents went off to conferences and lab sessions. And late at night, sometimes, they would wake up and be frightened together, remembering the stories they’d heard in the nursery at home about the Ullerns who lived at the foot of the hill.


  She tried to cry about leaving her mother when she was sent back to Firstown a year and a half later, with Alice Cabrini and the two Cabrini children, to go to school. But she didn’t really expect to miss Emma; Em was always working, anyhow. Back home, the grown-ups had more time to pay attention to kids.


  From that time till she was fourteen, she lived with Alice in Firstown, and she was happy there. When Alice decided it was safe to rejoin Jose in the smaller settlement, Leah desperately did not want to go. She tried every device an adolescent mind could contrive to keep Alice at home. But when it came down to a choice of going with them, or being left behind, she couldn’t quite face the desertion of the family she loved as her own.


  She went along, and her adolescent imagination seized on a whisper here and a word there to find real cause to hate her mother. She was not blind, as the adults seemed to be, to the fact that Emma and Jo had worked together day after day through the years, while Alice endured long nights of loneliness for the sake of the three children who needed her care.


  Lee watched the three grown-ups closely. She heard the in-flexion of every word they spoke to each other, and noticed each small gesture that passed between them. In the end, she satisfied herself that Emma and Jose were not lovers (as indeed we had not been since Alice’s return). Then she felt something amounting almost to compassion for her mother. She had not failed to observe the flush of enthusiasm with which Emma listened to Jo’s ideas, and poured out ideas of her own to command his attention. At the same time she saw how Alice, sitting quietly in the background, pretending interest in nothing but Jo himself, and his home and the children, succeeded in drawing his attention.


  She did not understand how her mother could be so stupid as to try to attract a man by being bright. She did not even begin to understand the further fact that she could not help observing: Emma seemed to be perfectly happy sharing Jo’s work, and letting Alice share his home and his bed. As long as it was true, however, Lee was willing to let Emma go her own strange way.


  She was less willing to accept any of the belated affection her mother tried to give her. And Emma’s ludicrous attempts to convince her of the importance of the work they were doing in Josetown did not succeed even in antagonizing her. Lee had lived long enough in Firstown to know how little it mattered whether the code was ever completed. She knew the plans the other colony had already laid down for an equatorial settlement—a settlement which was to follow the extinction of the Ullerns. The agreement between the larger group and the small one had given Jose ten years to make a go of his project. Eight of those years had passed now, and he could hardly claim that making friends with a local group of Ullerns constituted proof of their intelligence. Any animal may be domesticated by one means or another.


  All these things Lee knew, and she was not interested in learning any part of the foolishness in which her mother was engaged. After a while, Emma stopped trying to interest her in the work at Josetown, and for a while they got along together.


  Lee never thought of the Josetown period as anything more than an enforced hiatus in her life. If by some miracle the settlement continued after the ten years were up, she for one had no intention of remaining in it. When she was seventeen, she knew, she would have the right to live by herself if she chose and she had already chosen. She would live in Firstown, where her friends and loyalties were.


  She stuck to her resolve, even after the message from Earth. Not even the dramatic opening of subspace communication between Uller and the mother system disturbed her tight little plans. Nor did her private opinion of the foolishness of the Josetown project change when popular opinion shifted to favour it. Earth’s problems were no concern of hers, and she saw no reason to give up her hopes or hatreds either one, just because Jose Cabrini had somehow turned out to be right.


  Her strongest reaction to the news from Earth was irritation, because it meant that Josetown would continue beyond the ten-year period after all, and that she herself would have to spend a full year more there than she had expected.


  She made use of the time. She started learning the code, and even studied a little Ullern biology. She helped Jo prepare his lab notes for printing in the form in which they are now available, and learned the history of the project while she did it. By the time she was old enough to go back to Firstown and take up residence in the single girls’ dorm, she knew enough about the Josetown work to take a really intelligent part in discussions with the men back home.


  As it turned out, Lee was our best ambassador. She had picked up, from Jo’s notes, one item of information we had not intended to release just yet. Fortunately, as it turned out, she felt no ties of loyalty to us. That was how the news got out that Jose actually had taught Ullerns the use of fire, and it was that news that led to the Conference of 2108.


  Fifteen of us went back to Firstown for the Conference, armed with notes and speeches and films to document our defence. We were somewhat taken aback to find that no defence was necessary; Firstown was way ahead of us in recognizing the implications of the Ullerns’ use of fire. I suppose we had grown so accustomed to defensiveness by then, we simply couldn’t see beyond the necessity of protecting next year’s work. The people at Firstown were used to thinking in terms of expansion and utilization of knowledge; they had the engineering minds to put our research to use.


  Lee was only seventeen, but her greatest ability, even then, was the tactful manipulation of other people. It was her carefully developed friendship with Louis Dooley that made it possible for Basil and Jose to meet privately before the Conference started, and hash out their ideas. And it was in that private meeting that the mutual advantages of humans—Ullern co-operation in the Nifleheim venture were recognized.


  When we went back to Josetown, it was with the long-range plan already worked out: the further development of the code to the point where we could communicate with Ullerns in the abstractions we were certain they were capable of understanding; they continued work on Ullern biochemistry to determine whether the quartz-to-teflon adaptation would actually take place, as we believed, in the atmosphere of Nifleheim; and the long, long process of persuading the Ullerns that other humans besides our own small group now wanted friendship with them.


  That was our part of the job. Back in Firstown, they worked, in communication with Earth, on the other end of the problem: the improvement of sub-space transport to eliminate the mishaps, and make it safe for live freight.


  (P.S. to Carla)


  IT IS TWO weeks now since I went to the take-off of the Nifleheim Ark and stood beside my daughter Lee, watching the whole show through her eyes, and gaining some of the understanding that made it possible for me to finish this story.


  We were all together, Lee and Louis and the three youngsters. Carla, of course, was participating in the ceremonies.


  Johnny, my youngest grandson, looked at the domed building in the centre of the field, and was disappointed.


  “Just like any other building,” he grumbled.


  Lee nodded automatically. “Yes, dear, it is,” she said, but some-thing made her shiver as she said it. It was ordinary-looking, far more like a house than a spaceship. Nothing frightening at all . . . to look at. Yet it stood there, triumphant and menacing, the most impregnable enemy she had ever met. She hadn’t even been able to stay away from the take-off as she’d planned. She had to come: she was Louis Dooley’s wife and Carla’s mother, and Emma Tarbell’s daughter, and they wouldn’t let her stay home. She had to bring her other children, too, and any minute now, she’d have to watch the plain domed structure disappear.


  “Centuries gone, man looked to the stars and prayed,” the worn tape intoned. “He made them his gods, then his garden . . .”


  Leah shuddered, and reached for her young son’s hand, but he never felt her touch. The magic of the old, old words was wrapping itself around him.


  “. . . of thought, and at last his goal. We have not . . .”


  Inside the dome was all the equipment for separating and storing the uranium that could be had, for the simple extraction, from the atmosphere of Nifleheim. Inside, too, were quarters for humans and Ullerns to live side by side together. Inside was Carla’s bridal home, and beyond the wall that held her bed was the dread machinery of sub-space itself.


  “. . . reached that goal. This is not a beginning nor an end; neither the first step nor the last . . .”


  Lee looked around at all the others, the mothers who were supposed to be proud and pleased today, and saw the tense fists clenching, the tired eyes squinting, the hands reaching for a younger child’s touch. She felt better then, knowing they shared the mockery of the moment.


  She stood patiently, listening to Jo’s speech, hearing him explain once more how Ullerns could venture forth on the surface of Nifleheim, and actually benefit by the change . . . how changing shifts of Ullern workers could spend an adaptation period on the alien planet, expose themselves to the fluorine that would change their brittle skins to flexible teflon hides, while human hands inside worked the machinery that would process the desperately-needed uranium for transport back to Earth. Lee stood and listened to it all, but it meant no more than it had meant last year, or forty years before, when they started work on it.


  Then at last, Carla was standing before her, with all the speeches and display finished, and nothing left to do but say good-bye. She reached out a hand, but Louis was there first, holding the slender girl in a wide embrace, laughing proudly into her eyes . . . Then Johnny, and Avis and Tim, they all had to have their turns. And finally Carla turned to her.


  Lee leaned forward, kissed the smooth young cheek, and said, before she knew herself what words were coming:


  “Carla . . . Carlie, darling, aren’t you afraid?”


  Carla took both her mother’s hands and held them tight. I’m terrified!” she said. And turned and left.


  WHAT INHABITS ME?


  Robert Moore Williams


  What vast secrets would it hold? What startling discoveries . . . what dire news would it bring back after twenty lost years out in deep space? Fearfully men watched the awesome Andromeda glide into the Plutonian spaceport.


  HERE the universe was so quiet you could hear space creaking and groaning from its internal stresses. Here even the far-off stars seemed to roar like blow torches.


  Craig Randall, shivering from the cold of the observatory dome, snapped shut the holders on the exposed plates, pulled them out and quickly replaced them with new ones, opened the shutters on the 20-inch scope. Out here on Pluto a 20-inch telescope did a much better job than a 200-inch scope did on Earth. This was one reason why Earth Government maintained this station here on a wandering chunk of space-frozen rock.


  Plates in hand, he fled into the semiwarmth of the development lab. Here he developed them, compared them with previous plates, saw there was no change, and quickly filed them. Then he fled again, this time to the warmth of human companionship in the big lounge of Pluto Station.


  Music from Earth came to him as he entered the room, warm and throbbing, smells, tobacco smoke, the rattle of a pinball machine, the riffle of a deck of cards being shuffled. In the lounge, devices to combat boredom were in operation. As he entered the lounge old Adam March looked up at him, hope suddenly gleaming in faded blue eyes, to ask again the same eternal question.


  “Anything new on the plates, Craig?” Every time an astronomer came out of the observatory, old Adam March asked this question, always with renewed hope sounding in his voice.


  Craig shook his head. “Sorry, Adam Nothing.”


  At his words, hope began to go out of the faded blue eyes. “Not a sign of the Andromeda?” the old man persisted.


  “Not a sign. Why don’t you ever ask about the Perseus or the Hercules? They went out into deep space too, you know.”


  “I know,” Adam March nodded. “But the Andromeda was the first one to go out, she was the first deep-space ship. It seems logical that she might be the first one back. That’s why I always ask about her.”


  “She went out twenty years ago,” Craig said, then caught himself. Whatever it was that the old man sought in the Andromeda, there was no point in reminding him that the ship had unquestionably smashed up long ago. Let hope remain! “Sorry, Adam. Nothing, yet.”


  “They might not catch her until she was real close in,” Adam March persisted. “She wouldn’t be using her drive until she got in real close and you probably wouldn’t catch her until the drive was turned on. Let me know, will you, if you catch anything?” The last was said quickly as Craig Randall began to move away.


  “Sure thing, Adam, you’ll be the first to know,” Craig answered. Across the room, Mary Kirkman was trying to catch his eye, a needless effort in this case. If she was in sight, she always had his eye. She also had the eye of every other male in her vicinity, a quality which occasionally gave Craig the impulse to destroy half the unmarried men at the station. She was a bio-physicist, and a good one. She was assigned to the biophysical research laboratories that were a part of the station. Mary pulled him down to the sofa beside her.


  “Craig, we’re going to get a whole new bio-physics lab here.” Excitement danced in her voice and glinted in her eyes.


  “That’s fine,” Craig said. He knew how much this meant to her. “How do you know?”


  “The chief just got the news from Mr. Nuoy,” Mary Kirkman answered.


  “NUOY. Oh.” Craig’s voice dropped a notch as Nuoy’s name came into the conversation. He felt his mood shift. “If Nuoy has approved it, of course it will go through. He’s got enough pull to get special quarters constructed for him here, at the expense of Earth Government, so he can have the advantages of living under a light gravity. But he never considers that two billion humans scattered through the Solar System have kicked in with taxes so that he can enjoy life.” Bitterness crept into his voice as he spoke. “What are you going to do in your new bio-physics lab—find a way to make Nuoy virile?”


  “Craig!” She was hurt at what he said. “You’re spreading rumor!”


  “Of course,” he agreed. What he had said was rumor, without substantiation and without proof. If anyone had been careless enough to try to prove such rumors, the results would have been unpleasant for the investigator. Officially there was no connection between Nuoy and Pluto Station, or between Nuoy and Earth Government. But at high official levels, in wire pulling that went on so far above the heads of the average man as to be beyond his comprehension, there was little doubt that Nuoy owned Pluto Station, and a big chunk of the Solar System as well.


  “I hope you’re wrong, Craig,” the girl said, seriously. “I would hate to think we have such monsters as that riding on the back of all of us.”


  “I hope I’m wrong too. But Tm afraid I’m not.”


  Randall!” the public address system broke in. “Craig Randall. Come to the main observation dome at once, please.”


  The military calls,” Craig said, rising. “Us lesser mortals must obey.”


  The military ran Pluto Station, manned it, supplied it, armed it, and used it as a base for keeping watch for mythical intruders who might come wandering into the system from the far-off seas of space. There was not a scientist in the station who did not feel deep in his bones that the military could be dispensed with, that they wasted much money and time keeping watch for non-existent pirates from the depths of space. But the military insisted that this watch was important. Sure, there was peace now, but there might not always be peace. Who knew what monsters might come in from the sea that had no other shore? If space was infinite, the danger might be infinite also. So argued the military. Earth Government backed them up to the extent of manning its planet station with armed forces. On Mars and Venus, they were needed. But here on Pluto what was needed was a way to keep from freezing.


  “Probably one of the lieutenants has spotted me down here with you and is trying to get me up to the main dome to look at a meteor while he sneaks down here and makes passes at you.”


  “Darling, I believe you’re jealous. In that case I’ll go with you.”


  “Good,” Craig said, vastly pleased.


  They used the elevator to the top of the big building. A lieutenant, his face serious, was waiting for them at the landing. He led them into the top dome.


  Above them, through the plastic cover, a million stars sparkled. Seen through airless space, the stars were so brilliant they seemed to be just outside the dome. Pluto Station itself was set in the middle of a vast valley, with low hills surrounding it. On the left, were frozen runways extending the length of the valley. Then ended in the vast hump of the huge dome that served as a hangar for the space ships landing on Pluto. The hangar itself was part of the cluster of buildings that made up the station.


  Up above the rocky surface of Pluto, slanting downward toward the runways, was a pale blue glow.


  “Hell, that’s not a meteor!” Craig gasped. “That’s a ship coming in from deep space for a landing here.”


  “That’s what I thought,” the lieutenant answered. “But I wanted one of you astronomy boys to make a positive identification for me before I aroused the whole station.” With one hand, the lieutenant pushed the button marked Call to Action Stations. With his other hand, he snapped open the inter-communication line that led directly to the office of Cyrus Stanley, commnading general of Pluto Station.


  The long watch of the military was finally paying off. Life was coming in from the void to them. The entire station awakened to the sudden violent jangle of alarm bells.


  The military had everything prepared for a situation such as this. Plan A went into operation at once. This plan called for the manning of the powerful Z beams mounted not only in the station but in the low hills surrounding the vast valley. The same power that had made possible the conquest of space had also made possible the building of weapons strong enough to annihilate the targets against which they were directed.


  Guided by radar, the Z beams began tracking the incoming ship.


  However, Plan A called for the peaceful reception of the visiting ship, if that were possible. Life coming in from the vast void of space was too important to be destroyed if there was any way to make contact with it and to establish peaceful relations. A race that could come across deep space itself probably had enough power at its disposal to warrant cautious and careful handling.


  As the alarm bells went into action, radio beams leaped out, attempting contact with the ship. No reply was expected for any reply that came would be a meaningless jumble of sounds. No one knew what a deep-space tongue would sound like. But the attempt was a part of Plan A, and it was made.


  With the jangle of the alarm, a sudden flurry of anticipation ran through the whole station. Deep in his heart every man here hoped that some day life might come in from across the void, ending the utter loneliness of the Solar System. Sol and his attendant planets might encompass a fairly large area of space, but this area was microscopically small in comparison to the vastness of the universe. The human race was hungry for contact with another life form.


  In his quarters General Stanley hastily donned his jacket.


  In his private suite of rooms Meyer Nuoy heard the alarm. Here, the jangle of the bells was a thin whisper of pleasant sound, suited to his sensitive ears. He stirred restlessly in the padded contour chair that had been specially made to fit his body. Irritation rose in him. He hadn’t given permission for an alarm to be sounded. He picked up the private phone beside his chair.


  “Stanley?” His voice was a growl.


  “Why, yes, Mr. Nuoy,” the general hastily answered.


  “What’s all this clatter about?”


  “A ship is coming in, Mr. Nuoy.”


  “What of it? Ships land regularly, don’t they? Is this any reason to disturb us with alarm bells?”


  “But this ship is not coming in from Earth. It’s coming in from deep space.”


  “Oh!” Nuoy was so startled by this news that he dropped the cigar he was smoking. As he slapped at the coal, the general took the opportunity to hang up. When he got the cigar slapped out and discovered that the general had hung up, Nuoy was infuriated.


  “I’ll have that stupid fool transferred to Venus!” he thundered.


  The general had had good reason for hanging up. Suddenly, an aide had entered with the astonishing news that this ship was responding to radio contact, and that the ship’s operator was speaking English.


  “Hell on wheels, do they know English in deep space?” the general gasped.


  UP IN the dome, Craig Randall and Mary Kirkham watched the glows move through the sky as the ship approached. They could hear the clatter of voices coming from the radio room as contact was attempted. Suddenly a new voice came from the loud speaker in the radio room.


  “Calling Pluto Station? Calling Pluto Station? Go ahead, please.”


  They heard the startled operator gasp as he caught his breath. “Holy cats, the ship is talking back to me! This boat is not coming in from deep space, not unless they speak English out there too!”


  “Correction, please,” the loud speaker answered. “This ship is coming from deep space.”


  “But—but—but—”


  “This is the Andromeda returning to the Solar System after twenty years in space. Contact your commanding officer immediately and advise him that we are preparing to land.”


  “Whoops!” Craig Randall shouted. The Andromeda!”


  The Solar System, like a vast ark riding the flood of infinity, had sent doves into deep space. After twenty years, after all hope had been given up, one of the doves was returning.


  The jangling of the alarm bells went into quick silence as the startled station prepared itself to welcome the wanderer home. Home, after years between the stars, home after wandering the vastness of deep space itself.


  The Z-weapons in their hidden emplacements left off their tracking of this visitor and the whole station turned itself from an armed camp into a jubilant reception committee.


  The Andromeda came down to the runway, the vast outer doors of the hangar swung ponderously open, and the Andromeda came to a halt at Pluto Station. From the waiting humans came the sound of a tremendous cheer. A sloping runway was run up to the main lock of the Andromeda. The lock opened. A tall man, dressed in light shorts and a shirt, appeared in the lock. He was bronzed and lean and he looked thoroughly fit. The only mark of authority on him was on the tattered cap that he wore. The stars of a captain glittered there.


  His voice was deep, like a bell. “I am Captain Martin of the Andromeda,” he said.


  As he spoke, the cheer grew to a thunderous volume of sound.


  General Stanley advanced. He and Captain Martin shook hands. Still shaking hands they moved down the runway and disappeared in the direction of Nuoy’s quarters.


  In the throng, Craig caught a glimpse of Adam March. The old man had been in the very first line had been cheering himself hoarse. When Captain Martin had emerged, old Adam had stopped cheering. The old man had stared at the captain as if he did not believe his eyes, then he had seemed to shrink in upon himself, to become small and unimportant.


  Then the crew came out of the lock. They were lean and bronzed, they looked to be in perfect physical and mental health. As the last one emerged, the lock swung ponderously shut behind them. The cheering grew to a volume of sound that shook the I-beams of the vast hangar. The members of the crew were taken immediately to the big lounge of the station. Beer began to flow in vast quantities.


  “I am sure Mr. Nuoy will want to hear what you have to say,” General Stanley said, over and over again, as he and Captain Martin moved away from the ship. The general was a little uneasy because he had hung up on Nuoy. Unless amends were made, he anticipated possible retaliation. To the general’s surprise, they were admitted instantly to Nuoy’s quarters. Nuoy seemed not to remember that the general had hung up on him. When Captain Martin was introduced, Nuoy’s face showed great pleasure. Nuoy had a kind of compelling magnetism about him. When he chose, he could be a completely gracious host. All of his personal magnetism was turned on now. He ordered fine wines and foods to be brought immediately. Servants hurried to obey him. Soft music began to pour from speakers in the walls. Hidden jets began to blow pleasant perfumes into the room.


  Stanley had rarely been here, mere generals did not often get a chance to enter Nuoy’s private quarters. He was always surprised at the pleasure dome vastly more heavenly than any ever decreed by Kubla Khan in Asia existing here on the ice world of Pluto. Captain Martin gasped in frank surprise. He gingerly tasted the wines and the foods, his manner indicating that he was not quite certain that he was supposed to consume such delicacies. Under Nuoy’s urging, he tasted everything, apparently with growing enjoyment.


  “Now tell us what you discovered among the stars,” Nuoy said.


  “We made first landfall on a planet which we named Star Goal,” Captain Martin said. Leaning back in his chair, he began to talk. General Stanley and Nuoy listened first in surprise, then in growing amazement, then in startled bewilderment.


  IN THE big lounge, every man who could be spared from duty or who could manage to sneak away from his assigned post, welcomed the crew of the Andromeda. Beer flowed by the gallons. Vast quantities of pretzels and hamburgers were consumed, largely by the staff of the station. The crew of the Andromeda tasted food and drink cautiously, in the manner of men long unaccustomed to the modest comforts of civilized life.


  “Poor creatures, they probably haven’t had a decent meal in years,” Mary Kirkham said, indignantly.


  “Nor a chance to bury their snoots in a can of beer,” Craig added. “But when are we going to get the story of what they found out, what they discovered, and what happened to them. Hey, George!” he spoke to the nearest Andromeda man. “Where did you land?”


  “Sorry, Craig,” the man answered, smiling. “You’ll have to get your information from Captain Martin.”


  “Damn the captain!” Craig said. “We want to know.”


  “I understand that,” George answered. “But we got orders not to talk. Wait until we’ve been cleared. We’ll give you the whole story.”


  “But that means you’ll have to go to Earth first and we’ll get all the information second hand,” Mary protested.


  The man spread his hand. “Sorry, I didn’t make the rules.”


  The staff of the station became quite indignant when it became obvious that they wore not going to get any information from the crew.


  “You might try making love to one of them,” Craig said, in exasperation, to Mary.


  “I might at that,” she answered. “They all look kind of cute to me.”


  “Then try making love to all of them,” Craig said bitterly. “They’d probably like it. It’s been twenty years since they saw a woman. You’d have the time of your life.”


  “Kindly restrict your allusions,” Mary snapped, coloring.


  Craig grinned. “You’re a bio-physicist. None of the facts of life are supposed to be allusions to a bio-physicist.”


  “I’ll think it over,” March said, darkly. “Where’s old Adam March?” Craig said suddenly. “Have you seen him?”


  “Not since the ship landed,” Mary answered. “He was up in the front line cheering himself hoarse. Why?”


  “For years he has been asking about the Andromeda. From the interest he took in the ship you would think he owned it. Now the ship has arrived, but he’s not here taking part in the celebration.” Mild concern rose in him as he sensed something wrong in the old man’s absence. “I’m going to find him.” Asking questions, he discovered no one had seen Adam March. He went directly to the old man’s quarters. The door was closed. He rapped. There was no answer. He tried the knob.


  The door was locked.


  “Who is it?” a voice quavered from inside.


  “Craig Randall. Open up.”


  There was a moment’s hesitation, then the door opened a crack. March peered through the opening. It seemed to Craig that the old man had aged years in hours. He had a heavy monkey wrench in one hand.


  “What’s wrong?” Craig said. “The Andromeda is in?”


  The old man opened the door. “Come in,” he said. “Yes, the Andromeda is in. That’s what’s wrong.”


  “What?”


  March gestured in the direction of the hangar. “There’s something wrong in that ship.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  “I have my reasons.”


  “But what makes you think so? What proof? If you know what you are talking about—”


  March recoiled at the words. “I knew you would think I did not know what I was talking about.”


  “I’m sorry, Adam, I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. But you’ve got to have some proof.” He hesitated, as a sudden thought struck him. “Or . . . maybe you ought to drop in on one of the station doctors in the morning. Maybe you’ve got a touch of space sickness. You’ve been here on Pluto pretty long.”


  The old man recoiled even more. He clutched the wrench. “Leave me alone, Craig,” he said harshly. “Go away from me. I don’t want to talk to you.”


  Craig had no choice except to leave. The lock clicked in the door. He hunted up Mary. “I’m going to take a look at the Andromeda. Want to come along?”


  The expression on his face must have revealed what he was thinking. Her answer was quick. “Of course. But what’s wrong?”


  “I don’t know. Adam thinks something is wrong but he won’t talk.” He explained what the old man had said.


  Her face fell. “I’m afraid you’re right. It does sound an awful lot like space sickness. I’m so sorry. He’s such a nice old man.”


  “Maybe I’m wrong. We’ll go check.”


  IN THE dimly lighted hangar the ship dwarfed them, made them pygmies in comparison to its huge bulk. No guard over the ship had been established by the station. No guard was ever established over the ships that landed here. None was needed. They went slowly around the ship. The stout metal of the hull showed the pitting of meteoric dust that had gotten through the screens. On the bow, pitted and faded but still easily readable, was the word—Andromeda.


  “Were you questioning that this is actually the Andromeda?” Mary asked.


  “Not questioning, just checking.” He moved to the slanting ramp that led upward to the lock from which the crew had emerged, stared at it. “It’s odd that the lock should be closed.”


  Usually ships in the hangar opened all locks, exchanging their many-times-used air for the cleaner air of the station. They went up the ramp. “If they left a guard, maybe he will open up for us,” Craig said. There was no opening in the lock but he knew that an observer inside could detect their presence there.


  “Open up,” he said.


  “What for?” a voice answered.


  Craig jumped. The voice seemed to speak from the empty air beside him.


  “Don’t be startled,” the voice said. “This is a simple communication mechanism for transmitting voice tones. All space ships have them.”


  “All—” Craig caught himself. He had started to say that no space ship had such a device, that he had never heard of a method of transmitting a voice through a steel hull.


  “What do you want?” the voice said.


  “We want to talk.”


  “Talk to Captain Martin.”


  “This is hardly a matter for the captain. There’s a party inside. We thought perhaps you would like to join it. Your friends are having themselves a whale of a time. We came to take over the duties of anyone who remained in the ship so you can join them,” Craig said, hastily improvising.


  “And while you are on duty, you would explore the ship! Is that your plan?”


  “What?” Craig gasped. His first dazed thought was that his mind was being read.


  “Well, of all things!” Mary said, her voice hot. “Is there something to hide inside the ship?”


  “Of course not!” For an instant, the voice sounded startled. Then it quickly became the voice of a book salesman, suavely peddling holy literature. “Your commanding officer will have an opportunity to examine the ship, if he wishes!”


  “Then why did you say we would explore the ship?” Mary continued. “If there is nothing to hide, what difference does it make whether or not we explore it?”


  “Captain Martin would have my head if I let you take my place without orders. Sorry. I can be relieved only on orders from him.” The voice lost its suavity and became stiff and hard.


  “Okay,” Craig said. “Come on, Mary. Let’s go back and join the party.”


  Her face indicated she was inclined to continue this discussion but she followed him down the ramp. At the bottom, she spoke quickly, “Craig, you’re scared. What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing that I can put my finger on. It’s mostly Adam March. He saw something that he didn’t like but he wouldn’t talk about it. Now, we run into a closed lock, and a guard with a gimmick that he can use to talk through the wall of the ship. Space ships never post a guard here, they never keep the locks closed. Why is the Andromeda doing it?”


  “I don’t know,” Mary answered, hesitantly. “I don’t like it either. I keep getting a feeling that something is wrong but I don’t know what.”


  “Walk back up the ramp!” the voice spoke from the air.


  Both jumped. “What kind of a pick-up system are you using that can detect our voices at this distance?” Craig demanded.


  “A very efficient one. Walk up the ramp. And don’t try running! You’ll run straight into a dead man if you do.”


  “Where’s a dead man?” Craig gasped.


  “You’ll be the dead man!” the voice answered. “Walk up the ramp!”


  They walked up the inclined runway. Ahead of them, the lock opened. They entered. It swung shut behind them. Ahead, the inner door opened.


  For the first time, they saw the source of the voice that had spoken to them. Craig felt every muscle in his body contract. Mary uttered a scream that was pure panic.


  IN NUOY’S quarters Captain Martin was finishing with his story of what they had found on Star Goal. General Stanley was almost falling out of his chair as he leaned forward to listen. Nuoy’s lips were opening and closing and he was breathing in panting gasps. A slobbering sound was coming from within his throat.


  “There is no doubt but that the inhabitants of Star Goal are immortal,” Captain Martin finished.


  Nuoy swallowed. He swallowed again and again. A gleam came into his eyes.


  “Can you prove that statement, Martin?” he demanded.


  “Of course!” the captain calmly answered.


  Nuoy almost fell out of his chair at the words. He had expected argument, hedging, perhaps compromise. In the world he knew, men told lies to each other, then told other lies to get out of the first ones they had told. As golden as Captain Martin’s statement was, Nuoy had thought it was a lie, that there was a catch in it somewhere. He had expected the captain to try to lie out of it. He hardly knew what to do when the captain did not try to lie.


  “I would like to see your proof,” Nuoy finally spoke.


  “You’re looking at some of it,” Captain Martin answered.


  “Eh? You? What kind of proof is that?”


  “If you will check the records, you will discover that I was 32 years old when the Andromeda left the Solar System. I am now 52 years of age. If you doubt what your own eyes tell you about my physical condition, I suggest you have your doctors examine me.


  “They have worked on you. They have made you immortal?”


  “They have worked on the whole crew.”


  “They did?” Nuoy gasped. “How much did they charge?”


  “Nothing,” Captain Martin answered.


  “What? No charge?” Nuoy sounded as if he did not believe his ears.


  “No charge,” the captain repeated.


  “Uh—uh!” Nuoy opened his mouth, closed it, made up his mind, opened his mouth again. “We’ll have to change that,” he said.


  It was Captain Martin’s turn to be surprised. “I don’t understand you.”


  Nuoy was on his feet, making plans. “You and your ship will return to Star Goal immediately. I will accompany you.” The slurping sounds in his throat were plainly audible.


  “Eli?” the captain said.


  Nuoy nodded firmly. “We will leave within two hours, as quickly as you can stock the ship and as soon as my servants can transfer my things to the vessel.”


  Captain Martin glanced out of the corner of his eyes at General Stanley. The general looked in the other direction. “What about Earth Government?”


  “The government will authorize your return to Star Goal,” Nuoy said, his voice sharp. “They’re in my vest pocket.”


  Again Martin glanced at Stanley. This time the general did not look away. Pain showed on his face but he made no attempt to deny Nuoy’s statement.


  “But why are we going back to Star Goal in such a rush?” Martin spoke.


  “Don’t be stupid, Martin,” Nuoy answered. “If there is immortality to be had anywhere in the universe, I intend to have it. Later, we will establish a regular traffic between the Solar System and Star Goal. I know a great many men around the system who will pay handsomely for the privilege of visiting this planet you have discovered. We won’t be such fools as to give immortality away.”


  General Stanley managed to find his voice. “Perhaps Captain Martin does not wish to return immediately. After all, he and his men have been gone twenty years. They may have old friends they wish to see—”


  “Captain Martin will take orders,” Nuoy said crisply. “Just like you do, Stanley.” The general was silent.


  THE creature facing Craig and Mary was seated behind an elaborate control panel that was set in an alcove in the wall of the corridor leading into the ship. Craig Randall knew enough about space ships to know that no such alcove belonged here. He did not need to know anything about space ships to know that the creature in the alcove did not belong there. Nor did it belong anywhere in the Solar System.


  His first dazed impression was that the creature was made of metal; it had a metallic sheen about it. His second impression was that the creature was composed of many kinds of crystals of a color varying all the ways from infra red to ultra violet. The crystals seemed to be in rapid vibration. A glow like an aura came from it and the colors changed very rapidly.


  The creature was round, two feet in diameter. Appendages of linked crystals extended to the controls on the panel. Apparently these appendages could be extruded and withdrawn at will. As Craig stared, an appendage was withdrawn from the control panel and another was extended from the circular body. If it had eyes, they were not visible, it if had ears, he could not see them. There was no mouth, no nose, there was only this globe of shining pulsing crystals.


  “Where—where is the man we were talking to?” Craig whispered. In his mind was still the lingering thought that they had spoken to a man.


  “You were talking to me. A slight orange pulsation passed over the crystals as the voice came.


  “Who—who—”


  “I am Filo of the Sorodromes,” the voice answered. The crystals glowed with a deep red color as if being Filo of the Sorodromes was a great thing. “Why did you think something was wrong in the ship?”


  “Well—”


  “Speak the facts. Have you humans grown suspicious?”


  “Suspicious of what?”


  “Of the existence of the Sorodromes. Has some member of the crew revealed our existence?” The globe showed a violent green at the question.


  “No,” Craig answered. “Not so far as I know.”


  “Then why did you think something was wrong?”


  “It wasn’t that we knew something was wrong.”


  “You are in a position where lying will do you no good. What is happening inside the station? Are our controls failing?”


  “What controls? Do you mean that you can control the crew of the Andromeda from here?”


  “What do you think?” Filo answered. “If there had been any important loss of control, I would have known about it. But there may have been hints, attempts to convey information, which I did not catch. Have there been such attempts?”


  Before Craig could answer another voice was whispering in the air, calling urgently, “Great Filo? Please contact me immediately.” The voice was a thin whisper of sound, as if somewhere a man was thinking and his thoughts were being built up to audible volume.


  “Yes,” Filo answered. “What is it?”


  “Nuoy insists on coming aboard the ship. Please instruct me.”


  “Who is Nuoy?”


  “He seems to think he is the top dog in the System.”


  “What does he want?”


  “I have told him a part of the story of Star Goal and that the race which lives on Star Goal possesses immortality. He insists on returning immediately to Star Goal to obtain immortality for himself. After that he plans to establish a regular traffic between Star Goal and the Solar System to peddle immortality to those rich enough to pay for it.” A faint repugnance sounded in the whisper.


  Filo digested this information. The color coming from his was almost pure white. He seemed to be vibrating at a tremendously high frequency.


  “I await your orders,” the whisper came again. “Shall I bring him aboard the ship?”


  “I am considering the matter.”


  “He is very impatient. Please instruct me immediately.”


  “I must confer with my fellows,” Filo answered. “I will have an answer for you in minutes.”


  “Yes, Great Filo,” the voice whispered. Filo was silent behind the control panel. Craig had the impression that some wordless conference was taking place with other Sorodromes located elsewhere. He stared at Mary in growing horror.


  “That whisper was coming from Captain Martin,” the girl whispered. “He is the only person from the Andromeda who is with Mr. Nuoy. And that means—”


  “It means that Captain Martin and the crew are not in charge of this ship.”


  “And that means—”


  “That something latched on to the crew of the Andromeda on this planet they call Star Goal. It means that the ship’s landing here was a ruse to get into Pluto Station, maybe from here on into the whole Solar System!” His voice grew grim. “It means that the fate the military was always afraid of has finally come in upon us, and has gotten under our guard. It means we have welcomed a race of monsters into Pluto Station. It means that Adam—How did Adam know that something was wrong?”


  “Who is Adam?” Filo spoke.


  “Just a man,” Craig faltered.


  “Ah—” Filo was apparently going to ask more questions but he was interrupted by the arrival of three other Sorodromes. Balls of glowing crystals, they came floating down the corridor from the interior of the ship. Energy seemed to flow from them. Craig felt his skin begin to itch and burn. The three conferred with Filo in a weird, wordless flow of communication between them. From the way their colors changed Craig had the impression that they were laughing at some secret joke of their own.


  “Yes?” Captain Martin’s voice whispered. “Bring this human to us,” Filo answered. “We will accommodate him in his desire to return to Star Goal. We will also assist him to set up traffic between our planet and his system.” Again the colors changed as laughter seemed to ripple through them. “What if others want to come too?”


  “Bring them to the number of twenty. Do they seem suspicious?”


  “Not so far as I can tell. Nuoy is burning with impatience to be away. He insists we start loading the ship immediately.”


  “Then we must cooperate with him,” Filo answered. Again the surge of color that was laughter surged through the Sorodromes. “Summon the crew to load and operate the ship. We will be ready when you arrive.”


  Filo extruded a tentacle, touched a control on the panel in front of him. A section of metal wail that had been folded back slid across the alcove, hiding it from sight.


  “My three comrades will direct you,” Filo’s voice spoke from the empty air.


  CRAIG and Mary found themselves being herded down the corridor. They turned a corner. A door leading into a storeroom was open. They were herded through the door. It closed behind them, leaving them in total darkness.


  In that darkness was the soft sound of stealthy movement.


  Captain Martin and Meyer Nuoy came through the lock. Nuoy was glowing with eagerness.


  As they passed through the lock Captain Martin glanced in the direction of an alcove that he knew was hidden there. The expression on his face was momentarily grim, but he said nothing.


  “I’ll take over your quarters, Captain Martin,” Nuoy said. “Show me to them so I can have my servants bring my belongings to them and make the necessary changes as quickly as possible. Of course, I will want to bring my own wines and foods, and I will bring my own staff of servants with me, so I can have proper service on the trip. I understand the accommodations on the deep-space ships are not elaborate.”


  “Of course, Mr. Nuoy,” Captain Martin answered.


  If he resented Nuoy’s words or actions, no trace of it showed on his face.


  In the dark storeroom a voice hissed, “Who is it?”


  “Adam!” Craig gasped. “It’s us, Craig and Mary.”


  “Oh!” Craig heard Adam March breathe a sigh of relief. “It’s a darned good thing you spoke up. I almost let you have it.”


  “How—how did you get into the ship?”


  “Through one of the discharge locks. I was coming along the passage when I spotted you two coming. I didn’t quite recognize you. What—what was them danged things floating through the air behind you?”


  Craig explained about the Sorodromes.


  “I knew it was something like that, or worse, though I don’t know what the hell could be any worse! What are we going to do, Craig?”


  “What can we do?” Craig answered, desperation in his voice. “We’ve got a military force here that is supposed to take care of creatures like these—”


  “Only, sometimes, it turns out that the ordinary citizens have got to do the job the military was supposed to do, but didn’t!” Bitterness sounded in March’s voice. “This is A deck, isn’t it, the lowest deck in the ship?”


  “I suppose so. I don’t know how many decks the Andromeda has.”


  “Hmmm. And this storage room they’ve got us caught in is just inside the main lock, isn’t it. You come in through the main lock and go straight down the passage and turn to the left and you’re here. Isn’t that right?”


  “I—I hardly noticed,” Craig answered. He didn’t add that he had too many other things to think about to notice where they were being taken.


  “That’s right,” Mary answered.


  “If this is A deck—” the old man muttered. They heard him move away. In the darkness he stumbled over a box and apologized to Mary for the profanity. “Swear all you please, Adam,” the girl said. “I’ll swear with you, if that will help. What are you trying to do?”


  A light flared as the old man struck a match. He was down on his knees against the far bulkhead. The match went out. Adam grunted, Metal scraped in the darkness, thudded on the floor. A square opening was revealed. Dim light came through it. Grunting with satisfaction, Adam crawled through, it. “Come on, you two,” his voice came from the other side.


  They crawled through the opening and found themselves in what was obviously one of the main holds. Adam March, the monkey wrench gripped firmly in his hand, grinned at them.


  “How did you know that opening was there?” Craig demanded.


  “I kind of sensed it would be there.”


  “Sensed, hell! It strikes me that you know a devil of a lot about the Andromeda. You knew how to get through a discharge port. You knew where this opening was.”


  The old man blinked guileless eyes at him. “Do I? I’m just lucky, I guess. We’ve got to figure out what we’re going to do next.”


  “We’ll get out of the ship and go straight to General Stanton,” Mary said.


  “And what will we do when we get to the general?” Craig asked. “Tell him about Filo and the Sorodromes? We’ll get our heads examined by the station doctors. By the time they have finished with us, the ship will be gone. If anything is to be done, it has to be done right now.”


  “Why not let the ship go?” Mary argued. “All they’ve got is Nuoy and we can sure stand to part with him?”


  “And have the Sorodromes come back at us, later, with all his power on their side? Think again, Mary.”


  “But surely the general—”


  “I’m afraid Craig’s about right, Mary,” old Adam interposed. “The general is not a bad guy and he’s not thick-headed, but he would need some kind of evidence, something in the way of proof, before he would believe any story we told him.”


  “The evidence is in an alcove just inside. the main lock. I can point it out to him.”


  “Yes, but who’s going to pry Filo out of there?” Craig answered. “I’ve got a hunch that Filo is not exactly helpless. If we break in on him, all hell may break loose.”


  THE door of the hold opened. A voice ordered, “Dump those boxes in here, men.”


  They moved as if they had one mind, taking refuge behind the remnants of stores that were still in the hold. Directed by a member of the crew, a file of men entered, dumped their loads and trotted out.


  “Grab a box,” Craig whispered. “We’ll walk out of here. If anybody questions us, we’re stowing cargo.”


  Each carrying a box, no one challenged them.


  “I want to go to the main control room,” Adam whispered. “I’ve got an idea.”


  “Do you know the way?”


  “Sure. Follow the ramps up.” The old man moved with a sure stride toward an inclined runway. They followed. Again Craig was struck with the realization that Adam was very familiar with the ship. He led them upward as if he knew exactly where he was going.


  The crew moved along the corridors, preparing the ship for flight. They seemed unperturbed by this sudden order to return to deep space. They paid no attention to the three Pluto Station people who were carrying boxes up the ramps.


  No Sorodromes were in sight.


  “They’re all in their hidey-holes,” Adam March muttered.


  As they reached the landing on C deck, Captain Martin was coming out of the quarters directly across from them. “I’m sure everything will be all right,” Captain Martin said to someone inside the quarters.


  “It had better be,” Nuoy’s voice came from inside.


  Martin came directly toward them. Craig had the impression that Adam tried to turn his face toward the wall. Captain Martin glanced at the old man. A startled expression flitted across his features. His mouth opened, he started to speak. Then he seemed to change his mind very quickly. He went past them as if he had never seen them.


  As if a ghost were after him, Adam went up the last inclined ramp to D deck.


  The main control room was before them. They entered it, found it empty. Above them, through the tough plastic of the observation dome, they could see the girders of the hangar. All around them were the controls by which the ship was directed in flight. In the middle of the room, with all controls in easy reach, was a single huge chair. It was the control center of the ship. Off in small rooms around the control room were plotting centers where the position of the ship in space was mapped. In one small room was a large three-dimensional globe of the heavens.


  The crew had not yet arrived in the control room.


  Adam dropped his box, went quickly around the control, stopped in front of the big chair, touched it, touched the controls with gentle fingers. He seemed almost entranced by what he was seeing here.


  “This is the heart of the whole ship,” he mused. “Everything is controlled from here. Power generation, power routing and supply, the auxiliary drives, the main drives, the steering drives—”


  “Are you interested in the control room?” a voice spoke behind them.


  Adam spun, his hand grabbing for the wrench in his pocket. Captain Martin stood just inside the doorway. There was a smile on his face but his eyes were fathomless.


  “Uh, dang it, where did you come from?”


  “I’ll be glad to show it to you,” the captain continued. “Of course, we don’t have much time at the moment. Are you going to take the long hop with us?” Polite interest sounded in the voice but under the interest Craig sensed a seething emotional state.


  “Why, uh, hadn’t thought about it. Yes, we’ll take the long hop if we get the chance,” Adam answered. He looked like a man in a fog groping desperately for some familiar landmark.


  Smiling, Captain Martin moved to him. “This is the control chair, sir. The operator of the ship sits here. Information is relayed to him—” Swiftly he explained the use of all of the controls. Then his voice dropped to a whisper. “You haven’t a chance to lick the Sorodromes. I’ve tried for years, all of us have tried, and we have failed! Forget it!” His voice rose again to normal tones. Politely he continued his explanations of the operation of the controls. “I’ll have plenty of time to explain everything to you on the long hop,” he ended.


  “But—lad—” the old man’s voice was a pleading whisper.


  “You’ll just get yourself killed,” Captain Martin whispered. “Believe me. I know what I am talking about.”


  “Well—uh—Adam March seemed to choke up.


  “What chance have we got on the long hop?” he whispered.


  “Probably none,” Captain Martin answered.


  Adam’s face worked. It twisted into a grimace as some inward torture passed through him. “Well . . . well, could . . .” His face lit up as if the inner turmoil had suddenly been resolved by some deep insight. “Could I stay here while the ship is taking off? Could I, Captain? I’ve always dreamed of being on the bridge of one of the deep-space ships like the Andromeda while she went free . . . It’ll be all right, won’t it, Captain?” A pleading note crept into the voice. “I won’t be in the way at all.”


  Martin frowned, then shrugged. “Well, all right. You understand that the crew will be busy with their duties?”


  “Of course, Captain. I won’t be in the way at all. You go on and take care of your duties. Have you got clearance papers from the general yet? Then you had better get them. Craig, you and Mary keep on lugging freight.”


  “Clearance papers?” Martin said, exasperation in his voice. “It’s been so long since I’ve taken off from a Solar System port that—”


  “The captain of the clearing ship has to apply in person for clearance papers,” Adam said. “I mention it, because you might have forgot. That’s the regulation.”


  “Damn!” Captain Martin said. “Well, if I must, I must.”


  MARY KIRKHAM and Craig Randall, the latter tremendously puzzled, were already leaving the control room. “I don’t understand it,” Craig was thinking, over and over again. “He knows too much—and seems to know too little—there’s a play going on here that is over my head—” He shook his head, but he kept his thoughts to himself.


  “What are we supposed to do, just go get more boxes?” Mary questioned.


  “I don’t know. Play along and wait for your cue. Something is going to happen.”


  “But I don’t want to make the big hop. I don’t want to go—” Her voice went into silence as Captain Martin fell into step beside them. The Captain’s face was utterly blank. He walked like a man in a deep daze, like a zombie, like a man in a trance. Once his eyes flicked toward the wall. Following the direction in which the captain had glanced, Craig caught the vague outline of a door covering an alcove. Craig shuddered. Now he understood one reason why Captain Martin might be walking like a man in a trance. But were there other reasons?


  It was obvious that the Sorodromes had almost perfect control over the captain and the crew.


  They moved down the ramps. Members of the crew met them, saluted, continued with their duties. Men from the station were carrying supplies into the huge ship. They approached the main lock.


  Craig Randall felt his flesh crawl as he saw the section of the wall that hid Filo of the Sorodromes. What if Filo was watching them? Craig kept his eyes fixed on the opposite wall. He was walking like a man in a trance himself, and he knew it. He held his breath, waiting for the challenge of the voice from the air. It did not come. They passed the hidden alcove; they passed through the lock; they were on the ramp outside. Craig’s suddenly furious breathing shook his lean frame to the bones.


  The bustle of the hangar was around them.


  “Where will I get clearance?” Captain Martin muttered.


  “Over there,” Craig said, pointing.


  They moved down the ramp. Craig stopped breathing again as a voice from the ship’s inter-com system shouted from the lock behind them.


  “ATTENTION, ALL HANDS.”


  The voice was an excellent imitation of Captain Martin. It spoke with crisp authority and with sureness. It was a commanding voice. It caught the attention of its hearers.


  Captain Martin seemed to freeze on the ramp. Suddenly sensing what was about to happen, Craig Randall also froze. The voice came again.


  “Attention, all hands! Attention, all Pluto Station men on board the Andromeda: A dangerous situation has been discovered in the drive room of the ship. You are hereby directed to clear the Andromeda instantly. A delay of a few seconds may mean the difference between life and death.”


  The voice gained in volume, became more commanding.


  “ALL HANDS CLEAR THE SHIP INSTANTLY!”


  IN THE seconds that elapsed while the voice was rolling from the ship’s communication system, Craig grasped what was going to happen next, and what he was going to have to do about it.


  Captain Martin spun back toward the open lock.


  With all his strength, Craig slugged the captain on the side of the jaw. The blow knocked Martin sideways and down to the ramp.


  But it did not knock him out. Snarling, he came to his feet. Craig he ignored, the man who had slugged him was not important to him at this moment. Cursing, he started toward the open lock. Craig tackled him around the legs. The captain fell heavily. Craig rolled with him to the edge of the ramp, forced him over it. Both foil to the hard floor of the vast hangar.


  In obedience to the voice that had come over the intercom system, and which had sounded very much like the voice of Captain Martin, men were already pouring from the lock.


  Beside the ramp, Craig and Captain Martin fought viciously.


  In the captain’s cabin, Nuoy heard the voice. He snapped open the communication line between this cabin and the control room.


  “What nonsense is this?” he shouted into the mike. “There is no way a dangerous condition can develop in the drive of these ships!” He was speaking the truth. Deep-space ships, all space ships, were hazard proof so far as the drive was concerned. He expected an evasive denial.


  “Of course no dangerous condition can develop,” the voice from the control room answered.


  “Then what do you mean by making so stupid an announcement as this? What are you trying to do, delay my departure? I’ll have you stripped of your rank for this piece of nonsense!”


  Wrath was in his voice. Before this wrath captains, generals, even the president of Earth Government, trembled.


  The voice coming from the control room did not tremble. “Aw, go buy a muzzle for your ugly face,” it said, crisply. “Who in the hell do you think you’re giving orders to, Dog-face?”


  Nuoy was utterly speechless. White with fury, he headed for the control room. He’d teach Captain Martin proper respect for his betters. Charging through the door of the control room, he found there a doddering old man whom he vaguely recognized as having seen around Pluto Station. The old man was sitting in the control chair, a monkey wrench in his hand.


  “Who the devil was that who was just speaking to me?” Nuoy demanded.


  “Why, I don’t know, Mr. Nuoy. No one was speaking from here.”


  Nuoy glared at him. His suspicions were aroused. “I believe you are lying to me. I believe you were the one who was talking to me like that. I’ll have you know—” Nuoy advanced. While he explained what he was going to do, he thrust his head down until it was within a foot of the old man’s face.


  Adam March slugged him with the monkey wrench. Nuoy went down without a sound. “That’s why we call ’em monkey wrenches,” March said, satisfaction in his voice. “They’re made especially for use on monkeys like you!” Laying the wrench back on the arm of the chair, he ran his fingers over the complex system of controls in front of him.


  “Clear the ship, all hands!” his voice went out over the ship. Flipping over to listening, he caught the sound of fleeing footsteps. He smiled to himself. His orders were being obeyed.


  “Are all hands clear?” he shouted. “Anyone who is still in the ship, answer at once.”


  There was no answer. No running footsteps sounded. The ship was clear.


  As if his neck had suddenly developed a will of its own, he felt it turn on his shoulders as something entered the control room.


  Coming through the open door was a glowing, vibrating, angry ball of flowing crystal light.


  Adam did what he had planned to do—what had to be done.


  Beside the ramp, Craig knew he was losing the battle with Captain Martin. The captain was tough, hard, strong. He fought like a wild man. Using knees and elbows, he fought as if he was taking orders from someone else and his life was of no consequence.


  Kicking Craig in the head, he scrambled to his feet.


  The last of the crew were rushing from the ship.


  “Yes, Filo,” Captain Martin was screaming. “Yes, yes, I know. A horrible mistake has been made. I will correct it.”


  “See that you correct it immediately!” Filo’s angry voice whispered in the air.


  Captain Martin leaped up the runway. “Back into the ship!” he shouted at the crew. He ran up the ramp toward the open lock.


  Ponderously, the lock swung shut in front of him.


  He stopped, dazedly stared at it. The lock could be opened or closed from the control room. He suspected he knew what had happened.


  Filo’s voice raged at him. “Get into this ship instantly.”


  “But, I can’t! Open the lock for me.”


  “I can’t open it, you fool! Someone has jammed the controls!”


  “Ah—” Captain Martin said. The single sound had all the overtones of a prayer.


  Craig got to his feet, wobbled up the gangway in time to hear the last of the conversation. He caught Captain Martin’s arm. “We’ve got to get out of the hangar,” he whispered. “If we don’t—” He whispered what was going to happen next.


  The captain stared at him from bewildered eyes.


  A vast throb came from the ship.


  “He’s warming up the drive!” the captain said. “You’re right. Where’s the general?”


  THE Andromeda went out of the hangar without waiting for the vast doors to be opened. There was no time to wait for that, nor would the request to open the doors have been obeyed even if it could have been transmitted. There was a tremendous, thundering screech of tortured metal as she tore the doors down. Then, with Adam March at the controls, she mounted to the sky.


  The thing in the air behind him was thrown completely off-balance by the unexpected takeoff. It did not know what to do, consultation with its comrades was necessary before action could be taken. The Sorodrome spun back out of the control room.


  Only minutes, perhaps less than minutes, were needed for the Sorodromes to agree on what had to be done.


  Filo made the decision. “Destroy that human in the control room!”


  Adam March had dreamed all of his life of being at the control of a deep-space ship. Now he had the privilege, now his dream had come true. He felt the surge of vast power at the control of his finger tips as the ship moved out of the hangar. He did not hear the crashing of the big doors. The slight bumps they made in falling was not transmitted through the ship to him. Before him were the bright clear skies of deep space. He pointed the ship upward.


  In the long run, he knew what the answer would be. The Sorodromes would certainly conquer him. If they didn’t do that, they would clamp down over him the same strange control they had exercised over the men of the Andromeda.


  He did not anticipate that the long run would ever come into being. No! There were men on Pluto who knew what to do and who would do it.


  But, even so, he could savor this moment, when a ship of deep space was under his fingers, taking him upward in a blaze of rising glory.


  She was still taking him upward when the tracking Z beams struck her. She exploded in a blaze of light that was visible over most of the Solar System.


  THE screens in the command center of the station revealed the flare of light that marked the passing of the Andromeda. The room was silent. General Stanley turned back to Craig and Mary, asking them to repeat again the story that had moved him to take this action.


  Dazed, the general listened. When they had finished, he turned again to Captain Martin.


  “But this immortality you talked about on Star Goal?” he questioned.


  “The immortality is there all right,” Captain Martin answered. “It is both real and unreal. There is no question that the Sorodromes can slow changes in body cells which produces immortality. But the process they use to do this gives them almost complete control over you. And the immortality and the control go together. Once the control is broken, the increased life span goes too. Also, if the control is broken, you begin to age very rapidly, until you come up to your actual age. Thus within the next year every man who flew with the Andromeda will find his body processes catching up with his chronological age.”


  The captain’s face had become etched with lines during the past few minutes, mute evidence of the process now beginning in him. But he did not seem to mind the immortality he had lost, the price he had paid for it had been too high.


  “There’s one blessing anyhow,” the general said. “Nuoy went with the ship.” His eyes glowed at the thought of that. The Solar System would be a better place to live for many men because Nuoy was no longer in k.


  “But I still don’t understand about Adam March,” Craig persisted. “He knew too much about the Andromeda.”


  “Not too much,” Captain Martin said. “He designed and built her.”


  “What?” Craig gasped.


  The captain nodded. “In those days he was a deep-space ship designer. His life’s dream was to fly one of them, a dream he was too old to realize. But he designed and built the Andromeda. The next best thing to flying her, for him, was to have me fly her.”


  The general’s face showed sudden interest.


  “I see,” Craig said. “If he designed the Andromeda, then he would know about her.” His brows wrinkled as a new thought came into his mind. “But he was working here as a janitor. How—”


  “Maybe several reasons,” the captain answered. “His real life was the Andromeda. He probably came here and took any job he could get, because this would be her first landing if she ever returned to the system. If she ever came back, he wanted to be on hand to welcome her.”


  “Oh,” Craig said. In that brief explanation, most of the puzzle of Adam March’s actions became clear. “But how did he know that something was wrong on the ship?” Captain Martin’s face grew grim. “I didn’t see him when I came off the ship, but I think he saw me. At the sight of me, he knew something was wrong, knew it in a way that made it impossible for him to be mistaken. He took her off alone, not only to save the station, but to save me.”


  “What?” Craig gasped. “He knew you, twenty years ago, before the Andromeda jumped into deep space?”


  “Slightly,” Captain Martin answered. “His name wasn’t March then, it was Martin. He was my father.”


  COSMIC CASTAWAY


  Stanley Mullen


  “You aren’t human, Bell. And you’re not a robot. What are you?” Bell pondered the query slowly, cautiously, with his semi-mechanical superbrain . . . a brain that Plutonians dubbed the most deadly and dangerous in the universe.


  ATMOSPHERE in the ticket agent’s office seemed thicker and warmer than usual, but the disturbing factors were supercharged emotions, not jammed pressure-gauges or thermal adjustors. Not all the emotions were human; but they were real enough, both to Bell and to the ticket agent.


  “I know all about you, Bell,” the agent said, looking over the half-man curiously, with a hint of vicious resentment. Like many minor functionaries, the ticket agent took the troubles of his employers personally, and Mines, Inc. on Pluto was a subsidiary of the Power and Transport Trust. “Sure, you think you have return passage coming to you. Hasn’t the company been more than generous? Actually, it must have cost a fortune to patch you up.”


  “It did,” Bell admitted. “But that’s not the problem. I’m not claiming free passage. I have money to pay.”


  Bell was half-man, half-robot, the result of one of those hideous accidents never mentioned in the Company’s much-vaunted Public Reports. Technologically, even aesthetically, he was a work of art, but his own mother would not have known him. Item by item, his appearance was curiously humanoid, but no elasticity of definition could make him human. Every vital organ was partly or wholly artificial, 64% of his body being either reclaimed or synthetic tissue. The face was a mask of stainless steel, washed to flesh color by aluminum bronze tinted toward copper, and the brain behind it was not the one he was born with.


  Closing his ledger with a bang the agent snorted. “So what? I don’t care if you own half of Pluto. You’re still out of luck for passage home. We’re booked solid . . . six months ahead.”


  “You’re a liar,” Bell stated flatly, “and even if you were a good one, I know better. There’ve been four cancellations by miners who couldn’t pass physical for space. What’s the gag?”


  Underground Pluto is an interesting place, but it would be pleasant only for a race of troglodytes. Heated and pressurized air is uncomfortably dense; light is artificial and there is a sense of constant vibration from distant atomic boring. No one ever quite gets used to the endless maze of galleries in subsurface cities, or to the jarring quiver of vibrations in octaves above and below audible sound. Worst of all is the deadly isolation from civilized mankind, and even hardy miners accustomed to the black pits of Luna and Ganymede require weeks of readjustment before they can work. For himself, Bell had never objected to the working and living conditions, but he no longer worked, and Pluto was no place to spend his life.


  “Are you sure you could pass the physical?” The ticket agent shrugged. “Don’t bother me about it.” With a type of insolence not uncommon in his breed, he attempted to turn away. Bell reached, got the man’s collar into a strangling tourniquet around his throat. Pawing frantically, the agent tried to release himself but Bell applied force and waited until the plump face purpled artistically.


  “Now that we understand each other, do I get my ticket?” Bell demanded without heat, easing pressure to permit reply.


  “No!” gasped his victim, signalling wildly as the pressure of twisted cloth tightened again. “Wait! I can’t sell you a ticket. Even if I did, no space-skipper would dare honor it. We have orders. You aren’t going back to Earth, Bell. You can’t go anywhere! . . .” Bell dropped his prey as a terrier discards a dead rat.


  “Why not? Orders from whom?” Glaring, warily resentful, the clerk spat an unprintable reply. “I wouldn’t know,” he added. Then anticipating further violence of discussion, he dived into a fat sheaf of papers and came up waving a red flimsy. “Go on. Read it yourself. No ticket for you, now or ever. Nobody tells me why. If anyone had, I wouldn’t tell you. Try the Psycho Lab. That’s where the order came from. Maybe they’ll give you a reason. Maybe they’ll explain. I hope they do—”


  There was no good will in the expression that followed Bell from the ticket office.


  HASTINGS, in Psycho, dreaded the interview with Bell. He was warned by the visiscreen that Bell was on his way, so he braced himself and wondered how best to word an explanation that would not explain. A buzzer sounded and Hastings pressed the button-release to admit Bell to the office.


  It was impossible not to stare. Hastings wanted to be kind. As a scientist he was naturally interested; as a man he recognized tragedy. Hastings did Bell the courtesy of not attempting to hide his curiosity.


  From a distance, or to casual observation, illusion was both startling and complete. No functional flaws had shown up under the most exhaustive tests. Eyes looked like eyes, facial planes bore remarkable resemblance to human features, new limbs and extremities looked and worked at least as well as the originals. Design and workmanship was skillful enough to fool a layman, though a specialist might catch minute, observable differences, especially in the smooth flow of motor impulses. Synthetic muscles responded swiftly and in completed curves, rather than in the stiff, jointed, jerky effects of human locomotion. Walking became a sinuous, liquid glide; there was superhuman precision, and a sense of restrained power and agility beyond the human norm.


  Bell stopped before the doctor’s desk. Even the gesture of instantaneous repose jarred slightly, with its hint of high-order efficiency awaiting stimuli. Hastings catalogued Bell’s visible features, and memory supplied a working picture of the rest. For an icy moment Hastings was gripped by the craftsman’s awareness of his own work as a masterpiece, but in the tragic motif.


  Bell laughed, the sound flat and metallic, but not unpleasant. “Take a good look, doc. I know how you feel. When I get up in the morning I always wonder if I need a shave. It’s still a shock to look in a mirror. It’s not shaving I miss, but not having to gripe about it jars me.”


  “Is it as bad as that?” Hastings asked sympathetically.


  “Bad enough.”


  In a basically imperfect world, there are various kinds and degrees of greatness. Interviewing Bell was not Hastings’ job or even moral obligation. Explanation would be difficult, probably impossible. Hastings officiated at his own request.


  “You know why I’m here,” Bell went on. The robot voice held curious overtones, not harshly metallic, but murmurous like an echo of low-tuned bells. “I want to go home. Back to Earth. I have a wife there. While I had a real job here it was all right, but I’ve been relieved since the accident. My contract is voided, they tell me. I could sign another contract but I didn’t like the fine print. It said PERMANENT. No contract, no job, nor reason to stay. Now I’d like some straight answers.”


  Hastings sighed. His alert ears caught belligerence in the tone as well as the “They refused your ticket?”


  Bell nodded quickly. Light glanced from the rounded angles of his face-plate. “Right on the nose. No mistake, either. Orders. From here. Do I get my answers from you or wait until somebody slips? There could be a good reason. If so, I have a right to know about it.”


  “You do, Bell,” Hastings admitted. He hesitated. “I had hoped this wouldn’t come up just yet. What’s deadly important about going back to Earth? Anything immediate? Your contract still had three years to run . . . before the accident.”


  Bell glanced swiftly around the office, eyeplates questing for concealed microphones, alarm scanners. Attention settled upon Hastings, the plates fixed with mechanical intentness. The man-robot was shrewd, intelligent, possessed of odd quirks of humor and wayward caprices of thought beyond that of either electronic or human brains. A new and oddly terrifying factor had entered the equation of man versus machine.


  “Before the accident,” Bell chimed in. The incomplete thought seemed to satisfy him. “I have two good reasons. First, my wife. Second, I want to get back among normal people and learn what kind of adjustments I will have to make. I still have my life to live somewhere. This is not the place.”


  “Straight answers, both of them,” Hastings said. “Now I’ll try to answer your questions. I’d rather give you arguments first, then the answers. Simple answers are rarely as simple as they seem. You had a wife, Bell. She hasn’t seen you. She doesn’t know what has happened. In words, perhaps. She knows you were hurt and that drastic repairs were made. Can you expect her to visualize you, as you are now? Be honest with her, Bell. Get a divorce, or ask her to get one. You aren’t the man she married. Legally, you may have a touchy point to argue, but legally or not, you aren’t married to the woman. It’s the kindest way, believe me. That’s professional advice from a doctor. A lawyer would tell you the same.”


  “I’d rather she told me,” Bell protested. “All right. About the other item. Getting to know people and learning what adjustments you must make to live among them. Forget it. You aren’t going back, Bell. Not now and maybe never.”


  BELL took the blow without a quiver.


  Hastings would have given much for any hint of reaction but dealing with a metal mask and translucent eyeplates put him at a disadvantage.


  “We’ll go into that later,” Bell said. “I’m not convinced, but we’ll waive discussion of that point. Your statements lead back to the jackpot question: What’s wrong with me?”


  “Does something have to be wrong with you?” The answer came too quickly, as if Hastings had readied the parry in advance.


  “I don’t know of anything. Do you, doc? Don’t fence with me. There has to be something wrong with me. Otherwise I’d be on the Earth-Express ship briefing for space right now. I’ll ask you once more, doc. Do you know something about me that I don’t? What is wrong with me?”


  Hastings dived reluctantly into the icy waters. “All right, Bell. But remember you asked for this. I know of nothing wrong with you. Any tests we could devise showed you without mechanical flaws. Except for a few minor irregularities that will straighten out under normal conditions, you are perfect. Your body is the best Lavery ever turned out, and the only parts he won’t vouch for are those you were born with. Your brain is good, I think. I should know since I designed it. The trouble is: I don’t know. What I think and hope is not evidence. Neither are our tests, for we have no yardstick to judge you by. You aren’t human, Bell. And you aren’t a robot. What are you?”


  Bell reacted suddenly, in a manner that caused Hastings a bad moment. The chuckle was like bearings rattling in a loose casing.


  “Since you designed my brain, I have a complaint for you, doc. You did too good a job, if that’s an objection.”


  “I don’t follow you.”


  “Let’s face it. I’m not exotic enough. Neither man nor robot, as you point out. I look different to myself and feel different up to a point.


  “But I don’t feel different enough. Like shaving. Why do I worry about it? It’s past, no longer a function. And it’s only, one item. I have all the same old habits and confusions, same old fears and maladjustments. Even the same loves and hatreds. There are some too silly to mention, and others vital. A few are fading, but others are part of my daily ritual. Why should the gadgets you and Lavery fudged up to replace my burned parts still fly off on the same old tangents?” Hastings groaned. “I don’t know, Bell. That’s the terrible part of this whole business. The brain, human or robot, cannot be wholly charted or pigeonholed. The robots have built-in stops to short-circuit dangerous electronic relays. But the synthetic or reclaimed tissue is a different story. There are no stops. None of us can predict what will go on in your brain. It is partly original tissue, partly something utterly unknown and challenging. It may be the most deadly and dangerous combination in our universe. You don’t know yourself, Bell. And we don’t know you. We can’t take the risk of sending you back to Earth. Not till we know. If we ever do.”


  “Go on,” urged Bell flatly.


  “That is only half the problem. Here society is restricted. We are all used to an unreal and largely artificial environment. We are carefully selected and screened by hypnotic machines and the Psychographs. Even here life will be difficult enough for you. On Earth it is probably impossible. We are not half as worried by your possible reactions to humanity as we are by their reactions to you. They will fear and resent you. Doubtless you have been aware that something of the sort goes on even here. People fear you.


  “Either man or robot can be described in familiar terms. We are accustomed to both and understand the functions of either. But you are something new. Totally different. Unpredictable, terribly unfamiliar, possibly a serious menace. You are disturbed by memory and habit patterns. These will alter gradually as you overlay the old patterns with new ones, new memories, instincts and habit impulses. We can’t replace intangibles. The old groove helps you for a time but you’ll outgrow jt. And the new grooves may take curious directions before you’re through. You may even be immortal.”


  Synthetic flesh puckered Bell’s mouth into a curious effect as if his emotions caricatured a human grin.


  “So I am the jackpot question?” he queried. “I expected such outlandish ideas from my second-hand thinkbox but you’ve really pulled up a dilly. What happens if I don’t accept your fantastic diagnosis? Suppose I go back to Earth anyhow?”


  Hastings shrugged. “I hoped you were too intelligent to insist, Bell. The people on Earth aren’t prepared for you. There were other experiments, you know. Previous attempts to reconstruct a functioning being from damaged and spare parts. Their history makes it tougher for you. They were failures but pretty hard on mankind. Some went insane. Most of them destroyed themselves. Potentially your brain is a superbrain. You’re the first successful experiment. But you’re new in the saddle and it’s a mighty strange horse. You could trample a lot of innocent people, get thrown and perhaps badly hurt yourself. People will make it difficult enough for you here. Don’t push your luck.”


  “I’ve listened,” said Bell oddly. “I believe you’re reasonably honest. But there’s something you haven’t told me. What is it?”


  Hastings shook his head. “I wanted to make this easy for you, Bell. I asked for your interview. I was curious, true. Not only in the scientific sense but snoopy-curious, human-curious. That’s the decent motive, curiosity combined with a desire to help. But there was another reason. You’ll run into it from here on so I’ll tell you straight: I’m afraid of you. Not just your interesting possibilities. I’m afraid of what you are now. You’re different, you and I are civilized enough to know and accept it. But even we don’t dare face how different. My chief emotion toward you is panic terror. Just how do you think other people will feel?”


  “I don’t have to guess,” Bell admitted. “I’m wondering how my wife will feel. You’re afraid of what you don’t see in me. And I’m afraid of what I will see in her. But I have to see it myself. I still want to go home.”


  Hastings’ gesture was hopeless. “And you won’t be satisfied till you have a try at stowing away on the spaceship? Is that it?”


  Bell refused audible comment. Hastings made a last try. “You can’t do it, Bell. Ticket or no ticket. No captain or crew would dare trust you on a spaceship. Try it if you must. But don’t hurt anyone. You know what that would mean.”


  Bell’s reply was a mechanical grating. “I want people to like me. I don’t want to hurt them. I’m not convinced but I’ll think it over . . .”


  “Be sure, Bell.”


  “I will be. But I haven’t decided yet . . .” In silent glide, the man-robot was gone. Half an hour later, alarms blared . . .


  FROWNING, Hastings dialed security police headquarters. Yes, an alarm had come in. Yes, from Spaceport No. 4. But it was only a headfire temporarily out of hand; the jetmen were clearing a fused jet in the booster rockets, a reserve fuel bin ignited.


  A blunt, reassuringly human face grinned from the visiscreen.


  “Stop worrying, Hastings. Two men are watching Bell every minute. There’s no chance of his getting aboardship. Only one spacer in the cradles at the moment: 11-9334. That’s the ship he expected to take but there’s not a chance for him. Passengers are all checked aboard, briefed for space and put to bed. However, if you’ll feel any better about it, go over and recheck. If you’ve any doubts I’ll put through emergency priority and you can go along with the ship to Earth. The staff here can take care of Bell and destroy him if necessary. Yes, I know the Company wants us to take no chance with him. Seems a waste after all the trouble you took putting him back together, but nobody argues with the Company.”


  Hastings shrugged unhappily. No, nobody ever argued with the Company. Regretfully he punched keys and Bell’s card snapped from the electronically coded files. He stamped it with the properly impregnated ink and fed the pasteboard into a pneumatic chute.


  “Better pick him up for protective custody,” he said. “I’ve put the order through. Don’t take chances with him but try to avoid rough stuff unless he forces it. You’d better get clearance from the population board if you do destroy him. I’m not sure the Company has authority for that. After all, he’s not a beast.”


  “What is he, then?” The blunt face laughed unpleasantly.


  “I don’t know. My nerves are like fiddle strings and my leave’s overdue. Clear my passage and I’ll go along . . . just in case.” Hastings reached Space Terminal No. 4 just after the police alarms went into convulsions. He checked with headquarters and the news was not reassuring. Bell had been picked up, asked to come along for questioning and agreed whimsically. Somewhere en route he had simply vanished, which is not as simple as it sounds in security arrest. Baffled police and company guards were still searching and a cordon had been thrown around the terminal area. It took a special order to pass Hastings through.


  Escape from Pluto is a practical impossibility; a man would be mad to attempt the gamble. But Bell was not a man. The cargo holds were airless and scarcely insulated against the temperatures of space. Leakage from, atomic fuel batteries was possible. Crew and passenger accommodations were so limited that scarcely a mouse could find hiding place. Rigorous inspection at the airlocks and hatches offered a problem beyond the powers of a magician, even a real one, not a mere trick artist.


  Time passed and Bell did not appear near the spaceport. No attempt was made to crash through the cordon of guards. Nerves grew strained and the approaching deadline forced decision on Hastings. He dialed headquarters.


  “I’m going with the ship,” he told embarrassed officialdom. “If Bell is aboard, I’d better be along. Someone who understands the situation.”


  Officialdom nodded, no longer amused by the threat of Bell.


  “Tell the captain to take no chances with him . . .”


  Hastings shrugged unhappily.


  Take-off was unspectacular. Pluto is a freak planet of nearly Earth-size; but denser, and with the standard peculiarities of the outer planets. Gravity provides additional problems of reaching escape velocity, but these are not complicated by atmospheric friction. All gases, even the lightest, are liquid of solid, and concentrated in thin layers on the surface.


  A booster sequence of ring magnets operated automatically to raise the ship from the subsurface spaceport and catapult it past the planetary skin. Leaving the tube like a projectile, the spacer was carried beyond the immediate field of Plutonian gravity by triple-stage rockets which cut loose and dropped back to the surface for pickup. Afterward, orbit was trimmed just as for a free-flight to Earth, but the ship itself put in readiness for the hyperdimensional drive. Such immense distances are involved that no free-flight nor even steady-power atomic propulsion could solve the problem satisfactorily. Time and money are important outside Buddhist monasteries.


  During most of the month-long journey from Pluto all occupants of the spaceship are either blacked-out from acceleration or existing in the dream-world of hyperdimensions. Building to the extremes of velocity required for the hyperdimensional translation is painful, dreary and dangerous. Once terminal velocity is reached and translation occurs, normal space is warped into a tight elliptical cocoon around the ship, all inertial forces partially damped out, and drugs or mechanical trickery must be resorted to while human minds skirt the dark, ravelled edges of the Unknown.


  In that eerie, hour-long interval between primary acceleration and the prolonged nightmare of the pocket universe, Hastings and two crewmen turned out the living quarters and all accessible holds of the ship. Even the outer cargo holds were examined by scanner and it was obvious that Bell was not hiding out aboard. Rows of neatly racked crates, parcels, bins of ore, mail cans, and semi-activated fuel left neither space nor safety for a stowaway. All passengers and crewmen were double checked by the officers and by Hastings.


  Afterwards, while alarm howlers vibrated hideously through the cabin-decks, service passageways and control rooms, Hastings lowered himself into the shock-block of molded plastic and tried to relax.


  The process was one familiar to him from previous voyages to and from Pluto. Subconsciously he. was aware of sound and movement about him but it was fading rapidly. From here on every internal function of the ship, even to the care and feeding of its human element, would perforce be relegated to robots and the automatic machinery. Grimly, Hastings recalled one part-machine . . .


  Machines . . .


  QUIVERING grayness surrounded him, claimed him as its own. A hard, bright core of identity remained alive, but the immaterial suspension of grayness seemed of infinite extension in all dimensions of time and space. Time perception and space perception meant little in themselves, became mere illusions which would pass away for a time and then return painfully. There had been few accidents, Hastings remembered, and he clung desperately to this last fading memory of consciousness.


  Coming out was not necessarily as painful as rebirth but it could have awkward moments. Needle-bite was not the worst, and the tingling frost-fires spread through veins and nerves communicating Inquisitional tortures to the awakening body.


  “Bad time, doc,” said Bell’s voice. “Hurry it up. I need you.”


  Idly, oddly, Hastings was not surprised to see the curiously humanoid figure bending over him. Hypo in hand, balanced in those tentacular fingers, Bell jabbed again, deftly. Awakening senses screamed with agony from the harmless, revivifying drug. Hastings did not question the urgency of command. Jangled universes came together in his tingling brain, became shimmering chaos, resolved as reality in three familiar dimensions came into sharp focus, as his disciplined body made habitual response.


  “What is it?” he asked.


  “Trouble, doc. Your department, not mine. Black Virus, I’d say . . .!”


  “Oh, Lord! No . . .”


  Hyperdimensional travel has its penalties. Among them, black virus infection, which is not black, not virus, not infection. One of the penalties. An alien protein native to those dark dimensions beyond dimension. A protein to which all mankind, most animals and plants, and even a few types of robots, were fatally allergic.


  Strong fingers dosed on Hastings’ arm and hustled him along. Exertion cleared his mind and fear roused his senses to action. Now thoroughly awake, resistance to Bell did not occur to him. He permitted Bell to drag-lead him through the passenger compartments into the crew’s quarters. One glance was sufficient. Half the crewmen were already dead. Hideously dead. Others writhed in convulsions, wrenched out of their shockblocks, their faces blotched with dark weals, chest and abdomens bloated and bursting with agony.


  “Chiefly the crew, so far,” Bell explained. “Only one of the passengers had contact with it. Or with them. They must have got it on the out voyage, before reaching Pluto.”


  Hastings nodded, numb with horror.


  “Can we help them?” Bell asked calmly.


  “Not much. Drugs by injection to kill the pain. A few may survive, the stronger ones, and they may wish they hadn’t. We’ll try to keep it from spreading to the other passengers. There are treatments, but not here. If we could reach the hospital at Luna City—”


  Hastings’ voice sounded hopeless.


  “It’s not too far,” Bell commented. “We’re well inside the orbit of Mars. A week of deceleration and orbit trimming. Plenty of fuel.”


  “But who’ll handle the ship?”


  “They can’t?”


  “None of them—ever. Even if they live to reach Luna City.”


  “Then I’ll have to,” Bell said confidently.


  Hastings stared as if the robot-man had suddenly gone mad. “No one man could handle the ship,” he gasped. “Even if you knew all about space ships and how to land them. Trimming orbit is a full-crew job. And landing is ticklish enough for old hands. You don’t know a thing—”


  “No,” agreed Bell. “But I’ll manage. No man could, but I’m not a man, as you pointed out. More or less. We’ll find out now which it is. I can do it. I’ll have the robots and the automatic machinery. We understand each other.”


  Hastings wasted no time in futilities. “That’s your department. Do whatever you can. Send a warning to Luna City for relay to Earth and Pluto. Then get me a couple of the more intelligent passengers. I’ll need help.”


  “They won’t come,” Bell said, with the nearest a grunt of disgust he could manage. “They’re human enough to be scared. Not that I blame them. I can remember being that human myself. You’ll have to settle for whatever help I can give . . . between errands.”


  Hastings swore and accepted the inevitable.


  NINE days of nightmare. Four of the remaining crewmen died and were promptly incinerated. Bell attended to this gruesome task, and others too ugly for print. He ate rarely and slept not at all. He took over completely when Hastings collapsed from sheer exhaustion, rousing him again only when the vital necessities of ship management demanded attention. Apparently immune to contact with the alien protein, he handled living and dead without precautions. During the intervals when Hastings could manage the clinical requirements of his patients, Bell’s brain went to work.


  Feeding mountains of figures into himself, he became a living calculator, resolving the mathematical mountains into the twinned equations of orbit and objective. By tricky gearing and fantastic jumbles of wiring he increased the efficiency of both automatic machinery and the non-humanoid robots. Simple devices accomplished prodigies of result.


  Passengers were herded, into a confined space near the nose of the ship, and kept strictly quarantined. Two of the passengers showed unmistakable signs of exposure and were segregated. All the routine tasks of the ship went into the hands of the machines, functioning under the direction of Bell, half-man, half-machine.


  “I still don’t understand how you managed to get aboard,” said Hastings, half-angrily. “But I’m damned glad you did. Even if you don’t make the landing and set us down like a panful of scrambled eggs, it’s still been interesting to know you. We searched every place in the ship that a stowaway could possibly have hidden.”


  It was the last day out from Luna.


  “You tried too hard, doc.” Bell laughed, his sharp, metallic clattering laughter. “I didn’t stow away. I was one of the crewmen who helped you search the holds. Nobody ever notices a man in uniform, and I helped them overlook me. These eyeplates are the secret, for people look too hard at them, and it’s easy to hypnotize them. Then I will them to see whatever they expected to see. You made everything too easy for me.”


  “That’s what I wanted,” said Hastings, flushing, “to make things easy for you. But not exactly as you mean it. Never trust a robot any further than you can throw him.”


  Bell replied thoughtfully. “No one really trusts a machine. Man instinctively fears and distrusts his own creations. We try to reassure ourselves by repeating the time-dishonored formula. The automobile will never replace the horse, nor the airplane the car, the rocket the airplane. And on down the line. For myself, I’m still fainthearted about the hyperdimensional drive in spaceships. A new invention scares hell out of the stay-put mentality of the human race. We try desperately to convince ourselves that it isn’t so, that these inventions won’t really work.”


  “People will eventually outgrow childish fears,” protested Hastings.


  “To some extent. But never completely. People accept the new inventions, but only after they have proved themselves. When they become commonplace, comfortable, they are taken for granted. Often too much so. But machines do every job better than their masters and creators. And civilization goes wherever the machines wish to take mankind; machines feed man, wake him up, put him to sleep, wipe his nose, change his didy when necessary. So mankind returns to the nursery stage—with machines as the new version of benevolent nursery despots. Machines do the thinking; they are kind masters and eager, tireless servants.


  “But inside, there is always the hate, the fear, the natural distrust that flesh always feels for the new, the alien. People learn to accept, under duress, just as children accept the despotism of the nursery. But machines are the real rulers. Mankind is at the mercy of machinery. Machines check progress, pass on the sanity and utility of every development. They are gruesome guardian angels but until mankind grows up, they are needed. Theirs is the problem of all guardian angels . . . to make themselves trusted and accepted. That’s my problem. I’m half-machine, even though I am still more flesh than anything else.”


  Mars would have been a glowing, pink-orange coal behind the ship had it not chanced to be elsewhere in its orbit. Earth and Luna were a pair of faint crescents, one vivid blue, the other pale and ghostly gray-yellow, so far to the side that one unversed in astrogation would have feared a clean miss. However, by the time calculated, the ship would reach Earth’s orbit and the planet and satellite would be there, in proper position and moving at nearly the exact speed to make landing possible.


  There was hope now for those still living. If Bell could only cap his miracle with another.


  “What are your plans now?” Hastings asked. “Going on to Earth after we’re cleared from Luna?”


  Bell studied the psychiatrist wistfully. “Is it safe to tell you?”


  “Why not? I’m on your side now,” admitted Hastings. “You’ve proved yourself. If the population board gives you any trouble about landing, or going to Earth, refer them to me. I’m your man, your doctor and your friend. You don’t have to worry about me, and I’ve stopped worrying about you. I can even believe you’ll set down this crate in one piece. I’m awed. What do you want? Earth?”


  Bell’s voice was uneasy. “Not right away. I’ve sent word on to Jane. She’ll take the E-L shuttle and meet me here. After I’ve talked to her, there are things to do. I’m afraid of people, doc. Honestly afraid. And I don’t want to go back empty-handed.”


  IT WAS not a good-landing, technically.


  But there have been worse with a full-crew ship. Considering the emergency, and all of his handicaps, Bell worked the equivalent of a miracle. Bell saw to the transfer of the still-living crewmen to the Lunar Base hospital, then submitted himself along with the doctor and the well passengers to the thorough examinations of space quarantine. He enjoyed the discomfiture caused the staff by his unorthodox anatomy.


  Fortunately the signs of deadly reactions to the misnamed protein are easily distinguished. Bell and Hastings were cleared in record time. And the shuttle from Earth was not due for a full hour when they reached the landing stages.


  “You haven’t answered my question, Bell!” Hastings probed. “I asked what you wanted. What are your plans?”


  Bell hesitated. “I don’t know exactly. It depends on what Jane wants. I have an idea about proving myself. But it will take money, a lot of money.”


  “You’ll have a lot, Bell. Claim salvage for the ship and cargo. Stick the Company. They owe you something for that accident that should never have happened. Even according to law they’re at fault for not providing safeties. Nobody ever argues with the Company but you have that fat, greedy octopus over a barrel. You’ll be rich and they’ll have to let you go and come as you please. On Earth or anywhere.”


  Bell grinned. “I know they’d like to box me up and keep me buried alive on Pluto, just to keep my mouth shut. But you don’t sound like a Company man, doc. Aren’t you?”


  Hastings snorted savagely. “They strangle business, suppress initiative, gobble all valuable inventions, and generally dictate subsistence terms to owners and workers alike. D’you think I went to Pluto to work under P. & T. terms because I liked it? I had to go or starve, and I thought I could do something for the men in the mines. They’ll put meters on our breathing next. The P. & T. empire controls all sources of power, from water wheels to fuel and atomic generators. . . .”


  “But. not sunlight or the cosmic rays, do they?”


  “Wait a minute!” Hastings was pale but interested. “You’re not thinking of wrecking the trust.”


  i might. It would be fun to short-circuit that power. I could do it in a week. A guardian angel has to prove himself. Free power to everyone could be my gift. About that salvage money. Would P. & T. settle for half the legal amount?”


  “They’ll settle and be glad for such a comfortable deal.”


  “Will you handle that part for me? Save embarrassment. How’s your nerve, doc?”


  “Never better. Sure, I’ll arrange the salvage deal. Why not? I’ll even nick them for a fat cut of commission. But you can’t get rid of me so easily. This is one fight I want a share of. And I’m sticking like a burr.”


  They watched the shuttle ship through the giant airlocks. Like a falling leaf it maneuvered, settling through the dense, hothouse atmosphere of subsurface Luna. Airlock doors in the hull slid open.


  “About this free power. It’s a simple matter of gratings to step down the frequency—”


  “Skip it,” said Hastings absently. “I wouldn’t understand the technology anyhow. That doesn’t matter. After all, I built your superbrain. Anyone who can do what you’ve done, bringing in the spaceship and setting it dawn in one piece, not to mention saving all our lives and preventing the spread of Black Virus, is my man. If you say you can do it, you can.”


  Bell’s metallic eyeplates selected one tiny figure among the many disembarking. He groaned.


  “I guess this is it.” The doctor gripped his arm, then left him alone to meet his fate.


  She was a trim figure in a simple gray suit. Not beautiful, not extraordinary nor spectacular except in that individual way every human being is extraordinary and different from all others. She was in her middle thirties, even plain by some standards. But she was Jane, which was somehow important to Bell.


  “It’s all right,” she said calmly, standing straight and firm, unafraid of the things time and change can do to love, or to other human relations.


  “Don’t hurry it,” Bell advised. “Just remember that whatever you want is all that really matters.”


  “You’re changed,” she said rapidly. “Different in ways that I can’t understand. Maybe I’ll never understand. It may be pretty difficult but we’ll worry about details later. You’re still you, I think. Welcome home.”


  Much later Hastings joined the pair and was introduced. He made no comment worthy of record but while Jane attended to some formalities of disembarking on Luna the men were left alone.


  Bell fixed his robot stare on Hastings. “Tomorrow we start Project Power,” he promised. “Still with me?”


  “All the way,” Hastings agreed. “I guess that settles everything but the Jackpot Question.”


  For once, Bell’s face-plate achieved the miracle of a completely human expression. Puzzlement.


  “Is there another?”


  “I think so. What are you going to do with Humanity?”


  Bell laughed, the sound full of murmurous, metallic overtones.


  “I haven’t quite decided . . .”


  SKY LIFT


  Robert A. Heinlein


  A sudden epidemic on Pluto threatened to destroy the Earth colonists unless medical aid arrived. Rocketships were too slow; this was a job for two Torch Pilots who were expendable!


  “All torch pilots! Report to the Commodore!” The call echoed through Earth Satellite Station.


  Joe Appleby flipped off the shower to listen. “You don’t mean me,” he said happily, “I’m on leave—but I’d better shove before you change your mind.”


  He dressed and hurried along a passageway. He was in the outer ring of the Station; its slow revolution, a giant wheel in the sky, produced gravity-like force against his feet. As he reached his room the loudspeakers repeated, “All torch pilots, report to the Commodore,” then added, “Lieutenant Appleby, report to the Commodore.” Appleby uttered a rude monosyllable.


  The Commodore’s office was crowded. All present wore the torch, except a flight surgeon and Commodore Berrio himself, who wore the jets of a rocketship pilot. Berrio glanced up and went on talking: “—the situation. If we are to save Proserpina Station, an emergency run must be made out to Pluto. Any questions?”


  No one spoke. Appleby wanted to, but did not wish to remind Berrio that he had been late. “Very well,” Berrio went on. “Gentlemen, it’s a job for torch pilots. I must ask for volunteers.”


  Good! thought Appleby. Let the eager lads volunteer and then adjourn. He decided that he might still catch the next shuttle to Earth. The Commodore continued, “Volunteers please remain. The rest are dismissed.”


  Excellent, Appleby decided. Don’t rush for the door, me lad. Be dignified—sneak out between two taller men.


  No one left. Joe Appleby felt swindled but lacked the nerve to start the exodus. The Commodore said soberly, “Thank you, gentlemen. Will you wait in the wardroom, please?” Muttering, Appleby left with the crowd. He wanted to go out to Pluto someday—sure!—but not now, not with Earthside leave papers in his pocket.


  He held a torcher’s contempt for the vast distance itself. Older pilots thought of interplanetary trips with a rocket-man’s bias, in terms of years—trips that a torch ship with steady acceleration covered in days. By the orbits that a rocketship must use the round trip to Jupiter takes over five years; Saturn is twice as far, Uranus twice again, Neptune still farther. No rocketship ever attempted Pluto; a round trip would take more than ninety years. But torch ships had won a foothold even there: Proserpina Station—cryology laboratory, cosmic radiation station, parallax observatory, physics laboratory, all in one quintuple dome against the unspeakable cold.


  Nearly four billion miles from Proserpina Station Appleby followed a classmate into the wardroom. “Hey, Jerry,” he said, “tell me what it is I seem to have volunteered for?”


  Jerry Price looked around. “Oh, it’s late Joe Appleby. Okay, buy me a drink.”


  A radiogram had come from Proserpina, Jerry told him, reporting an epidemic: “Larkin’s disease.” Appleby whistled. Larkin’s disease was a mutated virus, possibly of Martian origin; a victim’s red-cell count fell rapidly, soon he was dead. The only treatment was massive transfusions while the disease ran its course. “So, m’boy, somebody has to trot out to Pluto with a blood bank.”


  Appleby frowned. “My pappy warned me. ‘Joe,’ he said, ‘keep your mouth shut and never volunteer.’ ”


  Jerry grinned. “We didn’t exactly volunteer.”


  “How long is the boost? Eighteen days or so? I’ve got social obligations Earthside.”


  “Eighteen days at one-g—but this will be higher. They are running out of blood donors.”


  “How high? A g-and-a-half?” Price shook his head. “I’d guess two gravities.”


  “Two g’s!”


  “What’s hard about that? Men have lived through a lot more.”


  “Sure, for a short pullout—not for days on end. Two g’s strains your heart if you stand up.”


  “Don’t moan, they won’t pick you—I’m more the hero type. While you’re on leave, think of me out in those lonely wastes, a grim-jawed angel of mercy. Buy me another drink.”


  Appleby decided that Jerry was right; with only two pilots needed he stood a good chance of catching the next Earth shuttle. He got out his little black book and was picking phone numbers when a messenger arrived. “Lieutenant Appleby, sir?” Joe admitted it.


  “The-Commodore’s-compliments-and-will-you-report-at-once-sir?”


  “On my way.” Joe caught Jerry’s eye. “Who is what type?”


  Jerry said, “Shall I take care of your social obligations?”


  “Not likely!”


  “I was afraid not. Good luck, boy.”


  WITH Commodore Berrio was the flight surgeon and an older lieutenant. Berrio said, “Sit down, Appleby. You know Lieutenant Kleuger? He’s your skipper. You will be copilot.”


  “Very good, sir.”


  “Appleby, Mr. Kleuger is the most experienced torch pilot available. You were picked because medical records show you have exceptional tolerance for acceleration. This is a high-boost trip.”


  “How high, sir?”


  Berrio hesitated. “Three and one-half gravities.” Three and a half g’s! That wasn’t a boost—that was a pullout. Joe heard the surgeon protest, “I’m sorry, sir, but three gravities is all I can approve.”


  Berrio frowned. “Legally, it’s up to the captain. But three hundred lives depend on it.”


  Kleuger said, “Doctor, let’s see that curve.” The surgeon slid a paper across the desk; Kleuger moved it so that Joe could see it. “Here’s the scoop, Appleby—”


  A curve started high, dropped very slowly, made a sudden “knee” and dropped rapidly. The surgeon put his finger on the “knee.”


  “Here,” he said soberly, “is where the donors are suffering from loss of blood as much as the patients. After that it’s hopeless, without a new source of blood.”


  “How did you get this curve?” Joe asked.


  “It’s the empirical equation of Larkin’s disease applied to two hundred eighty-nine people.”


  Appleby noted vertical lines each marked with an acceleration and a time. Far to the right was one marked: “1 g—18 days” That was the standard trip; it would arrive after the epidemic had burned out. Two gravities cut it to twelve days seventeen hours; even so, half the colony would be dead. Three g’s was better but still bad. He could see why the Commodore wanted them to risk three-and-a-half kicks; that line touched the “knee,” at nine days fifteen hours. That way they could save almost everybody, but, oh, brother!


  The time advantage dropped off by inverse squares. Eighteen days required one gravity, so nine days took four, ‘while four-and-a-half days required a fantastic sixteen gravities. But someone had drawn a line at “16 g—4.5 days.”


  “Hey! This plot must be for a robot-torch—that’s the ticket! Is there one available?”


  Berrio said gently, “Yes. But what are its chances?”


  Joe shut up. Even between the inner planets robots often went astray. In four-billion-odd miles the chance that one could hit close enough to be caught by radio control was slim. “We’ll try,” Berrio promised. “If it succeeds, I’ll call you at once.” He looked at Kleuger. “Captain, time is short. I must have your decision.”


  Kleuger turned to the surgeon. “Doctor, why not another half gravity? I recall a report on a chimpanzee who was centrifuged at high g for an amazingly long time.”


  “A chimpanzee is not a man.”


  Joe blurted out, “How much did this chimp stand, Surgeon?”


  “Three and a quarter gravities for twenty-seven days.”


  “He did? What shape was he in when the test ended?”


  “He wasn’t,” the doctor grunted.


  Kleuger looked at the graph, glanced at Joe, then said to the Commodore, “The boost will be at three and one-half gravities, sir.”


  Berrio merely said, “Very well, sir. Hurry over to sick bay. You haven’t much time.”


  FORTY-SEVEN minutes later they were being packed into the scout torchship Salamander. She was in orbit close by; Joe, Kleuger, and their handlers came by tube linking the hub of the Station to her airlock Joe was weak and dopy from a thorough washing-out plus a dozen treatments and injections. A good thing, he thought, that light-off would be automatic.


  The ship was built for high boost; controls were over the pilots’ tanks, where they could be fingered without lifting a hand. The flight surgeon and an assistant fitted Kleuger into one tank while two medical technicians arranged Joe in his. One of them asked, “Underwear smooth? No wrinkles?”


  “I guess.”


  “I’ll check.” He did so, then arranged fittings necessary to a man who must remain in one position for days. “The nipple left of your mouth is water; the two on your right are glucose and bouillon.”


  “No solids?”


  The surgeon turned in the air and answered, “You don’t need any, you won’t want any, and you mustn’t have any. And be careful in swallowing.”


  “I’ve boosted before.”


  “Sure, sure. But be careful.”


  Each tank was like an oversized bathtub filled with a liquid denser than water. The top was covered by a rubbery sheet, gasketed at the edges; during boost each man would float with the sheet conforming to his body. The Salamander being still in free orbit, everything was weightless and the sheet now served to keep the fluid from floating out. The attendants centered Appleby against the sheet and fastened him with sticky tape, then placed his own acceleration collar, tailored to him, behind his head. The surgeon came over and inspected. “You okay?”


  “Sure.”


  “Mind that swallowing.” He added, “Okay, Captain. Permission to leave your ship, sir?”


  “Certainly. Thank you, Surgeon.”


  “Good luck.” He left with the technicians.


  The room had no ports and needed none. The area in front of Joe’s face was filled with screens, instruments, radar, and data displays; near his forehead was his eyepiece for the coelostat. A light blinked green as the passenger tube broke its anchors; Kleuger caught Joe’s eye in a mirror mounted opposite them. “Report, Mister.”


  “Minus seven’ minutes oh four. Tracking. Torch warm and idle. Green for light-off.”


  “Stand by while I check orientation.” Kleuger’s eyes disappeared into his coelostat eyepiece. Presently he said, “Check me, Joe.”


  “Aye aye, sir.” Joe twisted a knob and his eyepiece swung down. He found three star images brought together perfectly in the cross hairs. “Couldn’t be better, Skipper.”


  “Ask for clearance.”


  “Salamander to Control—clearance requested to Proserpina. Automatic light-off on tape. All green.”


  “Control to Salamander. You are cleared. Good luck!”


  “Cleared, Skipper. Minus three. Double oh!” Joe thought morosely that he should be half way to Earth now. Why the hell did the military always get stuck with these succor-&-rescue jobs?


  When the counter flashed the last thirty seconds he forgot his foregone leave. The lust to travel possessed him. To go, no matter where, anywhere go! He smiled as the torch lit off.


  Then weight hit him.


  AT three and one-half gravities he weighed six hundred and thirty pounds. It felt as if a load of sand had landed on him, squeezing his chest, making him helpless, forcing his head against his collar. He strove to relax, to let the supporting liquid hold him together. It was all right to tighten up for a pullout, but for a long boost one must relax. He breathed shallowly and slowly; the air was pure oxygen, little lung action was needed. But he labored just to breathe. He could feel his heart struggling to pump blood grown heavy through squeezed vessels. This is awful! he admitted. I’m not sure I can take it. He had once had four g for nine minutes but he had forgotten how bad it was.


  “Joe! Joe!”


  He opened his eyes and tried to shake his head. “Yes, Skipper.” He looked for Kleuger in the mirror; the pilot’s face was sagging and drawn, pulled into the mirthless grin of high acceleration.


  “Check orientation!”


  Joe let his arms float as he worked controls with leaden fingers. “Dead on, Skipper.”


  “Very well. Call Luna.”


  Earth Station was blanketed by their torch but the Moon was on their bow. Appleby called Luna tracking center and received their data on the departure plus data relayed from Earth Station. He called figures and times to Kleuger, who fed them into the computer. Joe then found that he had forgotten, while working, his unbearable weight. It felt worse than ever. His neck ached and he suspected that there was a wrinkle under his left calf. He wiggled in the tank to smooth it, but it made it worse. “How’s she look, Skipper?”


  “Okay. You’re relieved, Joe. I’ll take first watch.”


  “Right, Skipper.” He tried to rest—as if a man could when buried under sandbags. His bones ached and the wrinkle became a nagging nuisance. The pain in his neck got worse; apparently he had wrenched it at light-off. He turned his head, but there were just two positions—bad and worse. Closing his eyes, he attempted to sleep. Ten minutes later he was wider awake than ever, his mind on three things, the lump in his neck, the irritation under his leg, and the squeezing weight.


  Look, bud, he told himself, this is a long boost. Take it easy, or adrenalin exhaustion will get you. As the book says, “The ideal pilot is relaxed and unworried. Sanguine in temperament, he never borrows trouble.” Why, you chairwarming so-and-so! Were you at three and a half g’s when you wrote that twaddle?


  Cut it out, boy! He turned his mind to his favorite subject—girls, bless their hearts. Such self-hypnosis he had used to pass many a lonely million miles. Presently he realized wryly that his phantom harem had failed him. He could not conjure them up, so he banished them and spent his time being miserable.


  He awoke in a sweat. His last dream had been a nightmare that he was headed out to Pluto at an impossibly high boost.


  My God! So he was!


  The pressure seemed worse. When he moved his head there was a stabbing pain down his side. He was panting and sweat was pouring off. It ran into his eyes; he tried to wipe them, found that his arm did not respond and that his fingertips were numb. He inched his arm across his body and dabbed at his eyes; it did not help.


  He stared at the elapsed time dial of the integrating ancelerograph and tried to remember when he was due on watch. It took a while to understand that six and a half hours had passed since light-off. He then realized with a jerk that it was long past time to relieve the watch. Kleuger’s face in the mirror was still split in the grin of high g; his eyes were closed. “Skipper!” Joe shouted. Kleuger did not stir. Joe felt for the alarm button, thought better of it. Let the poor goop sleep!


  But somebody had to feed the hogs—better get the clouds out of his brain. The accelerometer showed three and a half exactly; the torch dials were all in operating range; the radiometer showed leakage less than ten percent of danger level.


  THE integrating accelerograph displayed elapsed time, velocity, and distance, in deadreckoning for empty space. Under these windows were three more which showed the same by the precomputed tape controlling the torch; by comparing, Joe could tell how results matched predictions. The torch had been lit off for less than seven hours, speed was nearly two million miles per hour and they were over six million miles out. A third display corrected these figures for the Sun’s field, but Joe ignored this; near Earth’s orbit the Sun pulls only one two-thousandth of a gravity—a gnat’s whisker, allowed for in precomputation. Joe merely noted that tape and D.R. agreed; he wanted an outside check.


  Both Earth and Moon now being blanketed by the same cone of disturbance, he. twisted knobs until their radar beacon beamed toward Mars and let it pulse the signal meaning “Where am I?” He did not wait for answer; Mars was eighteen minutes away by radio. He turned instead to the coelostat. The triple image had wandered slightly but the error was too small to correct.


  He dictated what he had done into the log, whereupon he felt worse. His ribs hurt, each breath carried the stab of pleurisy. His hands and feet felt “pins-and-needles” from scanty circulation. He wiggled them, which produced crawling sensations and wearied him. So he held still and watched the speed soar. It increased seventy-seven miles per hour every second, more than a quarter million miles per hour every hour. For once he envied rocketship pilots; they took forever to get anywhere but they got there in comfort.


  Without the torch, men would never have ventured much past Mars. E=Mc2, mass is energy, and a pound of sand equals fifteen billion horsepower-hours. An atomic rocketship uses but a fraction of one percent of that energy, whereas the new torchers used better than eighty percent. The conversion chamber of a torch was a tiny sun; particles expelled from it approached the speed of light.


  Appleby was proud to be a torcher, but not at the moment. The crick had grown into a splitting headache, he wanted to bend his knees and could not, and he was nauseated from the load on his stomach. Kleuger seemed able to sleep through it, damn his eyes! How did they expect a man to stand this? Only eight hours and already he felt done in, bushed—how could he last nine days?


  Later—time was beginning to be uncertain—some indefinite time later he heard his name called. “Joe! Joe!”


  Couldn’t a man die in peace? His eyes wandered around, found the mirror; he struggled to focus. “Joe! You’ve got to relieve me—I’m groggy.”


  “Aye aye, sir.”


  “Make a check, Joe. I’m too goofed up to do it.”


  “I already did, sir.”


  “Huh? When?”


  Joe’s eyes swam around to the elapsed-time dial. He closed one eye to read it. “Uh, about six hours ago.”


  “What? What time is it?”


  Joe didn’t answer. He wished peevishly that Kleuger would go away. Kleuger added soberly, “I must have blacked out, kid. What’s the situation?” Presently he insisted, “Answer me, Mister.”


  “Huh? Oh, we’re all right—down the groove. Skipper, is my left leg twisted? I can’t see it.”


  “Eh? Oh, never mind your leg! What were the figures?”


  “What figures?”


  “ ‘What figures?’ Snap out of it, Mister! You’re on duty.”


  A fine one to talk, Joe thought fretfully. If that’s how he’s going to act, I’ll just close my eyes and ignore him.


  Kleuger repeated, “The figures, Mister.”


  “Huh? Oh, play ’em off the log if you’re so damned eager!” He expected a blast at that, but none came. When next he opened his eyes Kleuger’s eyes were closed. He couldn’t recall whether the Skipper had played his figures back or not—nor whether he had logged them. He decided that it was time for another check but he was dreadfully thirsty; he needed a drink first. He drank carefully but still got a drop down his windpipe. A coughing spasm hurt him all over and left him so weak that he had to rest.


  HE pulled himself together and scanned the dials. Twelve hours and—No, wait a minute! One day and twelve hours—that couldn’t be right. But their speed was over ten million miles per hour and their distance more than ninety million miles from Earth;, they were beyond the orbit of Mars. “Skipper! Hey! Lieutenant Kleuger!”


  Kleuger’s face was a grinning mask. In dull panic Joe tried to find their situation. The coelostat showed them balanced; either the ship had wobbled back, or Kleuger had corrected it. Or had he himself? He decided to run over the log and see. Fumbling among buttons he found the one to rewind the log.


  Since he didn’t remember to stop it the wire ran all the way back to light-off, then played back, zipping through silent stretches and slowing for speech. He listened to his record of the first check, then found that Phobos Station, Mars, had answered with a favorable report—to which a voice added, “Where’s the fire?”


  Yes, Kleuger had corrected balance hours earlier. The wire hurried through a blank spot, slowed again—Kleuger had dictated a letter to someone; it was unfinished and incoherent. Once Kleuger had stopped to shout, “Joe! Joe!” and Joe heard himself answer, “Oh shut up!” He had no memory of it.


  There was something he should do but he was too tired to think and he hurt all over—except his legs, he couldn’t feel them. He shut his eyes and tried not to think. When he opened them the elapsed time was turning three days; he closed them and leaked tears.


  A bell rang endlessly; he became aware that it was the general alarm, but he felt no interest other than a need to stop it. It was hard to find the switch, his fingers were numb. But he managed it and was about to rest from the effort, when he heard Kleuger call him. “Joe!”


  “Huh?”


  “Joe—don’t go back to sleep or I’ll turn the alarm on again. You hear me?”


  “Yeah—” So Kleuger had done that—why, damn him!


  “Joe, I’ve got to talk to you. I can’t stand any more.”


  “Any more what?”


  “High boost. I can’t take any more—it’s killing me.”


  “Oh, rats!” Turn on that loud bell, would he?


  “I’m dying, Joe. I can’t see—my eyes are shot. Joe, I’ve got to shut down the boost. I’ve got to.”


  “Well, what’s stopping you?” Joe answered irritably.


  “Don’t you see, Joe? You’ve got to back me up. We tried-and we couldn’t. We’ll both log it. Then it’ll be all right.”


  “Log what?”


  “Eh? Dammit, Joe, pay attention. I can’t talk much. You’ve got to say—to say that the strain became unendurable and you advised me to shut down. I’ll confirm it and it will be all right.” His labored whisper was barely audible.


  Joe couldn’t figure out what Kleuger meant. He couldn’t remember why Kleuger had put them in high boost anyhow. “Hurry, Joe.”


  There he went, nagging him! Wake him up and then nag him—to hell with him. “Oh, go back to sleep!” He dozed off and was again jerked awake by the alarm. This time he knew where the switch was and flipped it quickly. Kleuger switched it on again, Joe turned it off. Kleuger quit trying and Joe passed out.


  He came awake in free fall. He was still realizing the ecstasy of being weightless when he managed to reorient; he was in the Salamander, headed for Pluto. Had they reached the end of the run? No, the dial said four days and some hours. Had the tape broken? The autopilot gone haywire? He then recalled the last time he had been awake.


  Kleuger had shut off the torch!


  THE stretched grin was gone from Kleuger’s face, the features seemed slack and old. Joe called out, “Captain! Captain Kleuger!” Kleuger’s eyes fluttered and lips moved but Joe heard nothing. He slithered out of the tank, moved in front of Kleuger, floated there. “Captain, can you hear me?”


  The lips whispered, “I had to, boy. I saved us. Can you get us back, Joe?” His eyes opened but did not track.


  “Captain, listen to me. I’ve got to light off again.”


  “Huh? No, Joe, no!”


  “I’ve got to.”


  “No! That’s an order, Mister.”


  Appleby stared, then with a judo chop caught the sick man on the jaw. Kleuger’s head bobbed loosely. Joe pulled himself between the tanks, located a three-position switch, turned it from “Pilot & CoPilot” to “CoPilot Only”; Kleuger’s controls were now dead. He glanced at Kleuger, saw that his head was not square in his collar, so he taped him properly into place, then got back in his tank. He settled his head and fumbled for the switch that would put the autopilot back on tape. There was some reason why they must finish this run—but for, the life of him he could not remember why. He squeezed the switch and, weight pinned him down.


  He was awakened by a dizzy feeling added to the pressure. It went on for seconds, he retched futilely. When the motion stopped he peered at the dials. The Salamander had just completed the somersault from acceleration to deceleration. They had come half way, about, eighteen hundred million miles; their speed was over three million miles per hour and beginning to drop. Joe felt that he should report it to the skipper—he had no recollection of any trouble with him. “Skipper! Hey!” Kleuger did not move. Joe called again, then resorted to the alarm.


  The clangor woke, not Kleuger, but Joe’s memory. He shut it off, feeling soul sick. Topping his physical misery was shame and loss and panic as he recalled the shabby facts. He felt that he ought to log it but could not decide what to say. Beaten and ever lower in mind he gave up and tried to rest.


  He woke later with something gnawing at his mind . . . something he should do for the Captain . . . something about a cargo robot—


  That was it! If the robot-torch had reached Pluto, they could quit! Let’s see—elapsed-time from light-off was over five days. Yes, if it ever got there, then—He ran the wire back, listened for a recorded message. It was there: “Earth Station to Salamander—Extremely sorry to report that robot failed rendezvous. We are depending on you.—Berrio.”


  Tears of weakness and disappointment sped down his cheeks, pulled along by three and one-half gravities.


  IT was on the eighth day that Joe realized that Kleuger was dead. It was not the stench—he was unable to tell that from his own ripe body odors. Nor was it that the Captain had not roused since flip-over; Joe’s time sense was so fogged that he did not realize this. But he had dreamt that Kleuger was shouting for him to get up, to stand up—”Hurry up, Joe!” But the weight pressed him down.


  So sharp was the dream that Joe tried to answer after he woke up. Then he looked for Kleuger in the mirror. Kleuger’s face was much the same, but he knew with sick horror that the captain was dead. Nevertheless he tried to arouse him with the alarm. Presently he gave up; his fingers were purple and he could feel nothing below his waist; he wondered if be were dying and hoped that he was. He slipped into that lethargy which had become his normal state.


  He did not become conscious when, after more than nine days, the autopilot quenched the torch. Awareness found him floating in midroom, having somehow squirmed out of his station. He felt deliciously lazy and quite hungry; the latter eventually brought him awake.


  His surroundings put past events somewhat into place. He pulled himself to hii tank and examined the dials. Good grief!—it had been two hours since the ship had gone into free fall. The plan called for approach to be computed before the tape ran out, corrected on entering free fall, a new tape cut and fed in without delay, then let the autopilot make the approach. He had done nothing and wasted two hours.


  He slid between tank and controls, discovering then that his legs were paralyzed. No matter—legs weren’t needed in free fall, nor in the tank. His hands did not behave well, but he could use them. He was stunned when he found Kleuger’s body, but steadied down and got to work. He had no idea where he was; Pluto might be millions of miles away, or almost in his lap—perhaps they had spotted him and were already sending approach data. He decided to check the wire.


  He found their messages at once:


  “Proserpina to Salamander—Thank God you are coming. Here are your elements at quench out—”: followed by time reference, range-and-bearing figures, and doppler data.


  And again: “Here are later and better figures, Salamander—hurry!”


  And finally, only a few minutes ‘before: “Salamander, why the delay in light-off? Is your computer broken down? Shall we compute a ballistic for you?”


  The idea that anyone but a torcher could work a torch ballistic did not sink in. He tried to work fast, but his hands bothered him—he punched wrong numbers and had to correct them. It took him a half hour to realize that the trouble was not just his fingers. Ballistics, a subject as easy for him as checkers, was confused in his mind.


  He could not work the ballistic.


  “Salamander to Proserpino—Request ballistic for approach into parking orbit around Pluto.”


  The answer came so quickly that he knew that they had not waited for his okay. With ponderous care he cut the tape and fed it into the autopilot. It was then that he noticed the boost . . . four point oh three.


  Four gravities for the approach—He had assumed that the approach would be a normal one—and so it might have been if he had not wasted three hours. But it wasn’t fair! It was too much to expect. He cursed childishly as he settled himself, fitted the collar, and squeezed the button that turned control to the autopilot. He had a few minutes of waiting time; he spent it muttering peevishly. They could have figured him a better ballistic—hell, he should have figured it. They were always pushing him around. Good old Joe, anybody’s punching bag! That so-and-so Kleuger over there, grinning like a fool and leaving the work for him—if Kleuger hadn’t been so confounded eager—Acceleration hit him and he blacked out.


  When the shuttle came up to meet him, they found one man dead, one nearly dead, and the cargo of whole blood.


  THE supply ship brought pilots for the Salamander and fetched Appleby home. He stayed in sick bay until ordered to Luna for treatment; on being detached he reported to Berrio, escorted by the flight surgeon. The Commodore let him know brusquely that he had done a fine job, a damn’ fine job! The interview ended and the surgeon helped Joe to stand; instead of leaving Joe said, “Uh, Commodore?”


  “Yes, son?”


  “Oh, there’s one thing I don’t understand, uh, what I don’t understand is, uh, this: why do I have to go, uh, to the geriatrics clinic at Luna City? That’s for old people, uh? That’s what I’ve always understood—the way I understand it. Sir?”


  The surgeon cut in, “I told you, Joe. They have the very best physiotherapy. We got special permission for you.”


  Joe looked perplexed. “Is that right, sir? I feel funny, going to an old folks’, uh, hospital?”


  “That’s right, son.”


  Joe grinned sheepishly. “Okay, sir, uh, if you say so.”


  They started to leave. “Doctor—stay a moment. Messenger, help Mr. Appleby.”


  “Joe, can you make it?”


  “Uh, sure! My legs are lots better—see?” He went out, leaning on the messenger.


  Berrio said, “Doctor, tell me straight: will Joe get well?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Will he get better?”


  “Some, perhaps. Lunar gravity makes it easy to get the most out of what a man has left.”


  “But will his mind clear up?”


  The doctor hesitated. “It’s this way, sir. Heavy acceleration is a speeded-up aging process. Tissues break down, capillaries rupture, the heart does many times its proper work. And there is hypoxia, from failure to deliver enough oxygen to the brain.”


  The Commodore struck his desk an angry blow. The surgeon said gently, “Don’t take it so hard, sir.”


  “Damn it, man—think of the way he was. Just a kid, all bounce and vinegar—now look at him! He’s an old man-senile.”


  “Look at it this way,” urged the surgeon, “you expended one man, but you saved two hundred and seventy.”


  “ ‘Expended one man’ ? If you mean Kleuger, he gets a medal and his wife gets a pension. That’s the best, any of us can expect. I wasn’t thinking of Kleuger.”


  “Neither was I,” answered the surgeon.


  INTRUDER ON THE RIM


  Milton Lesser


  IT’S HARD TO FERRET OUT SECRETS ON THE RIM OF THE SOLAR SYSTEM . . . BUT IT CAN BE DONE.


  STYX, like Earth’s own Luna, always turns one side toward Pluto. Because of this, half of each month on the ninth planet’s only satellite sees the thermometer dip as close to absolute zero as it does in deep space itself. Even the thermometer on Styx is a tricky affair, measuring as it does absolute molecular activity in an environment where molecular activity is almost imperceptible.


  “Stop it,” said Trudy Adams, spinning around to frown prettily at her husband, while her long chestnut hair behaved like a miniature billowing cloak. “Tell me one more thing wrong with Styx—just one, and that’s a promise—we’ll turn around and rocket back to Earth.”


  Craig puffed his pipe with a completely exasperating confidence. “Not if I know my wife, we won’t. The chance to cover Operation Zero for every teleo in Interplanetary Telliance won’t be missed by Mrs. Trudy Adams, especially since this is the first time civilians ever got close enough to look, let alone teleo the whole operation all over the Solar System.”


  The beginnings of a smile threatened to unseat Trudy’s frown. “Still as cocksure as the day you—well, never mind. What gets me is the sudden relaxation of security restrictions. Anybody know why?”


  “That’s the intriguing thing about it. One year no one’s permitted beyond Neptune’s orbit—though what they planned on doing some time in the future when Pluto’s lop-sided ostrich-egg of an orbit swung her in closer than Neptune, I don’t know—anyway, the next year they gave the whole mysterious operation more publicity than the Interplanetary Olympics. As a result, we got the Telliance option to do this thing up brown.”


  “Styx still doesn’t sound like a honeymooner’s paradise . . .”


  “So we’re not honeymooners.”


  “But you said we’d always—”


  “I was drunk or lying,” Craig told her. “But don’t feel sorry for yourself, honey. Feel sorry for Telliance. If Operation Zero turns out to be a big brass bust, Telliance will have laid the biggest egg in Interplanetary Telio history. They spent ten million dollars on publicity alone.”


  “Maybe Telliance has some inside info telling them Zero’s as big as it’s cracked up to be.”


  Craig shook his head, forming the thumb and forefinger of his right hand into a large nothing. “That’s, exactly what Telliance knows, at least according to Avery. They’re taking a chance that all this security the past twenty years adds up to something big.”


  “Oh yeah? Then why forget about the security all of a sudden?”


  “That, my pet, I don’t know. That’s why we’re here. I can guess, though. With elections coming up, maybe someone’s lobbying himself a return trip to Capitol Crater by cracking the security barrier. Anyway, security’s been lifted, so maybe we’ll find out why.”


  “Well—” But Trudy stopped in mid-sentence when a blinker flashed red-green, red-green on the panel to her left. “Now why do you suppose anyone should be radioing us?” Flicking a toggle, she faced the panel and spoke: “Adams, Spaceship Or Bust. Identify yourself.”


  The voice came in crystal clear, resonant, quite military. “Better identify yourself, young lady. You are in security space.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” said Trudy. “This isn’t security space any longer. We’re Adams and Adams of Interplanetary Telio Alliance, here to cover Operation Zero.”


  “Now who’s ridiculous?” Incredulity had removed some of the crisp formality from the voice. “This has always been security space, still is security space and as far as I know always will be security space. If coming out here was some kind of gag, I’m afraid you are in serious trouble.”


  “See here—” Trudy began indignantly, but Craig prodded her away from the panel receiver and sat down in her place.


  “Craig Adams,” he said. “Who are you?”


  “Colonel Tansley, Assistant Security Officer, Operation Zero. Was the woman serious about Interplanetary Telio Alliance? They asked for partial relaxation of security, were turned down.”


  Trudy was furious. “That isn’t what they told us. If you think we came barrelling out here three and a half billion miles to be sent home, Colonel, you’ve got another guess coming.”


  “Shut up!” Craig hissed in a stage whisper. “This guy’s a big fish. We’ll be free-lancing on the Martian Syrtis if we get Telliance into any trouble.”


  “But they said—”


  “Shh! Uh, Colonel, we have clearance from Tycho Station as well as our credentials from Telliance, of course. Shall we land and present them?”


  “Yes,” the Colonel agreed. “Since you’re here, ride the radar into Styx. But I’ll tell you in advance: if you have clearance of any kind, it’s counterfeit.”


  And the radio light blinked off.


  “When I get my hands on that stuffed shirt. Trudy wailed.


  But Craig was too busy seeking and holding the radar beam to offer any answer. Tight-lipped and pensive, he spiralled the Or Bust down toward frozen Styx in narrowing concentric loops.


  “Landing always gets me dizzy,” Trudy finally said to break the silence.


  “Your imagination. Because you know we circle a moon, slowing down below the speed of escape and finally spiralling to planetfall, you get dizzy. But the circle’s too large; your equilibrium is too concerned with the ship and not the satellite to make you dizzy. As I said, your imagination.”


  “So, people get seasick and—never mind. Craig?”


  “Umm?”


  “Craig, I can’t figure this thing out. I mean, if everything got squared away though Telliance and now this Colonel what’s-his-name tells us there’s no such animal. . . .”


  Craig shrugged, but not indifferently. “We know absolutely nothing about Operation Zero, so we can’t be expected to know about the things which make it tick. Let’s wait till after planetfall.”


  “Who doesn’t know anything about Operation Zero? I read in the Martian Monthly—”


  “Sure, and in the Zurich Zephyr—”


  “There’s no such paper!”


  “I know, but you get the idea. All lurid scandal sheets afflicted with sensation-itis. They don’t know any more about Zero than Telliance does—and take it from me and Avery, Telliance knows nothing.”


  “At least we’ll soon find out for them, sweet.”


  “Don’t forget Colonel Tansley. I wouldn’t be too sure.”


  A few moments later the Or Bust belied its name by settling down without a quiver on the bleak, frozen methane-ammonia surface of Styx.


  No brass bands greeted them. Nor top brass with warm handshakes, nor speechmaking on the occasion of the first civilian craft to planetfall on home base for Operation Zero—nor anything of the sort, for the matter.


  At least they did not have to wear the clumsy, cumbersome spacesuits of five years ago. In a sense, the passing of the spacesuit marked the end of an era: spelling finish as it did for the age of space pioneering, of swashbuckling from planet to planet when each new world challenged brave men with the unknown. Gone was the bulky insulating equipment, the necessity for moving about like a third-rate robot, the need for electrical power to supplement over-burdened muscles. In its place: the almost-ubiquitous forcefield, a mili-inch of perfect insulation, complete protection—invisible, weightless, allowing absolute freedom of movement. Except for a rather light oxygen tank with hose and mask, the forcefield sufficed for space gear.


  Garbed in field and mask now, Craig and Trudy left the lock of the Or Bust. Trudy wore the briefest of halter and shorts, pale ice-blue and iridescent ash of rose. Women affected the scantiest of garments on the outworlds not because they had gone exhibitionist, Craig realized, but because it was a natural reaction to the shapeless spacesuit era. Not all women naturally: for some the long skirt, the kirtled bathing suit, the inflated undergarments were an understandable necessity. But Trudy’s fine young figure curved petitely and alluringly in the right places, leaving a wake of loud whistles and staring eyes on the outworlds.


  “Adams and Adams?” A burly provost marshal sergeant demanded, attempting with some success to maintain his military dignity while ogling Trudy.


  “Right,” said Craig, his voice carrying clearly over the tiny microphone imbedded by plastisurgery in his palate. “I believe Colonel Tansley wants to see us about—”


  “About some mistake his office made!” Trudy finished indignantly.


  “Yes, Ma’am,” the sergeant assured her. “A mistake on someone’s part. Won’t you follow me, please?” Craig led the way, followed by Trudy. The sergeant must have changed his mind, for he brought up the rear, making a careful and apparently happy scrutiny of the swing-hinged arrangement of Trudy’s hips and pelvic bones.


  Styx’s glass-smooth surface offered absolutely no traction. And since no one had yet figured out how to sandpaper a force field, Craig and Trudy felt they were on ice skates. The sergeant had grown accustomed to the situation; he chafed at their slow, tightrope progress. He seemed relieved when they entered an air-lock, leaving the faintly purple atomic flares which lit Styx’s frozen surface behind them. However, his eyes still lingered on a derriere view of Trudy’s anatomy.


  Air hissed into the lock, a quartz-enclosed sign blinked on and off with the words “Earth Normal.” Craig clenched his fist, fingering the flat disc surfaced in his palm. He shed his force field merely by dispersing the interatomic binding forces of which it was composed into air. When the inner door opened, revealing a well-lighted hallway, they all filed through.


  “Someday they’ll figure out a way to wrap a force field around an entire building,” predicted Trudy. “Or a city, or a planet.” She frowned petulantly. “But first they’ll have to straighten out men like Colonel Tansley; his type have a way of making civilization walk a treadmill.”


  “Hey, you’re bitter,” Craig smiled. “Haven’t even met the man yet.”


  “You’re about to, sir,” the sergeant informed them, gesturing toward a door on which appeared the words:


  HEADQUARTERS COMMANDANT


  OPERATION ZERO


  OFFICE OF THE


  SECURITY OFFICE


  A chunky enlisted woman, approaching middle age too rapidly to adjust herself, snickered slightly at Trudy’s wisps of ice-blue and rose-ash garments, then conferred impersonally with the sergeant.


  “This way, please,” said the sergeant, opening still another door and saluting smartly the figure seated behind a huge desk in the otherwise bare and windowless room.


  Makes you feel uneasy just walking in here, Craig thought. Perhaps that was the idea. Bare of anything but the great quasi-oak desk the long coffin-shaped room offered a feeling of no warmth whatsoever. Stark gray walls rose grimly from obsidian black floor to slate-colored ceiling. The room’s great, unbroken length—thirty-five feet of empty black floor Craig guessed—gave a tapering impression. It appeared as if you were looking at the figure behind the desk through the wide end of a funnel with reversed binoculars.


  Colonel Tansley aided the impression. Barely tall enough not to be accused of dwarfism, he had a pale, gaunt, square-boned face with big, nervous eyes, an Apache shock of white hair, a huge hyper-thyroid Adam’s apple. He jumped up nervously after returning the sergeant’s salute, offering his small chair behind the large desk to Trudy. When she declined it, he sat down again, settling himself with a series of graceless jerks until only that part of him from the big Adam’s apple up appeared over the desk top.


  “I am Colonel Tansley,” he said unnecessarily, his voice almost making up for what his face and dwarfish body lacked. A deep resonance surrounded his words with the suggestion of an echo. He enunciated every syllable crisply, clearly, with a natural ease that precluded affectation. He looked the smallest of small men, yet he spoke like an empire builder.


  “Sergeant,” he said. The sergeant left. “Now then,” he said.


  Trudy extracted a cigarette from some miraculously concealed pocket. “I hope you’ve checked on your mistake and cleared things for us, Colonel.”


  “There was no need to check, young woman. I know. I know. The area beyond Neptune’s orbit is still security space. You have violated it.”


  “That’s fantastic,” Trudy said in spite of Craig’s warning look.


  To amend her cold assertion, Craig told the Colonel, “We have our papers. Everything’s in order as far as I can see.”


  “Umm,” said the colonel, taking the sheaf of papers Craig offered. The colonel had a way of making even a curt, wordless syllable seem meaningful. Craig could picture how he climbed to his eagle’s wings in his voice, while the rest of him stood as a barrier keeping the coveted general’s star out of reach.


  “The first one is our contract with Telliance,” Craig explained. “The second is clearance from a Major Whiting out here.”


  “Never heard of him,” said Colonel Tansley, pressing a stud on his desk and speaking into the panel receiver. “Personnel? Tansley. What do you have on a Major Whiting? Of course . . . Yes. Uh, I thought so.”


  “Well?” Trudy demanded.


  “There never was a Major Whiting at this Headquarters. Let me see the other one. Um. Charles Avery, eh?” There was an awkward silence while Colonel Tansley placed a sub-ether call through to Telliance on the moon. Finally: “I’d like to speak with a Mr. Charles Avery, Military Liaison Section . . . You are sure? Very well, thank you.”


  “Well?” Trudy asked again, pleading more than demanding this time.


  “See here,” said Tansley, “we don’t have a Major Whiting. I knew that but I checked with Personnel to make sure. As for Telliance, they never heard of Charles Avery. What kind of a hoax do you think you’re pulling with your clever forgeries, Mr. Adams?”


  Craig bristled. He had to take the colonel’s word on Major Whiting, but Charles Avery he had known for years. Moving up through the editorial-executive hierarchy of Telliance, Avery had been, for the past three years, chief of the important Liaison Section, a man everyone at Telliance knew. A hoax was in the making all right, but Craig had no part in it.


  Tact often vents itself in ridiculous cliché. “There must be some mistake,” said Craig.


  When the colonel laughed without vocalizing, the power of his voice was forgotten. If you closed your eyes when he spoke, you heard authority. If you looked at him when he was silent, you saw a mean, petty old man. All of this Craig thought in a split second, sufficient time for him to lose his temper under the circumstances.


  “If you just stopped laughing and started trying to do something about it, this business might still make sense. Three billion miles is too far to come on a wild-goose chase.”


  “Attaboy!” Trudy cheered him.


  “No one asked you to come,” the colonel reminded him coldly.


  “Charles Avery and Major Whiting asked us.”


  “As far as I can ascertain, they have no existence. But all this is quite pointless. Styx lies deep within security space. You have violated security by coming here and because you are civilians you do not fall under the jurisdiction of a military court. Under Solar System Law 174, however, you can be tried in a civilian court. There remains but one thing, first: we will have to erase all convolutions from your brains for the past thirty days.”


  “Never,” Trudy said firmly, the suggestion making her feel somehow unclean.


  “You can’t leave Styx until we do. That’s the law.”


  With a device which stemmed from the twentieth century’s electroencephalogram, specified synapses in the brain could be short-circuited, Craig knew, causing no injury beyond a complete lapse of memory for the specified period of time. But if that happened, they’d be trundled back toward Earth. Not only would they fail to cover Zero for Telliance, they’d wind up on trial as well. The consequences could be serious under the specifications of the law.


  “What you say is true, Colonel,” Craig agreed. “We can’t leave Styx unless we undergo your brain treatment.”


  “I’m glad you’re sensible, Mr. Adams.”


  “On the other hand,” Craig went on, enjoying himself, “it is against the law for you to force us to undergo the treatment.”


  “And we refuse!” Trudy cried.


  “That’s right. We refuse. You can’t out-space us without the treatment; you can’t force the treatment on us; looks like we’ll stay here on Styx forever—or until this mess is cleared up.”


  “To our satisfaction,” Trudy added. “Have someone arrange quarters for us, please.”


  The colonel’s spare-featured face contorted briefly. But the ugly scowl vanished in a fraction of a second, sweeping his features so quickly that all but a careful observer would have missed it entirely. “I will call Billeting,” he told them. “Whenever you change your mind, I’ll make a car available to take you to the spacefield.”


  “Watch our ship,” Trudy told him. “The Or Bust has some mighty expensive equipment in it.”


  “I’ll call Billeting,” said Colonel Tansley, looking stony-faced at a spot on the wall midway between Craig and Trudy.


  Assigned a large room in an unused wing of Bachelor Officers’ Quarters, Craig and Trudy began their wait. Three days later, they were still waiting. They slept in officers’ quarters, ate at officers’ mess, passed the day’s civilities with the junior and senior officers they encountered at mealtime. But they never pierced the barrier of social amenities. It was as if they were a species of animal distinct: to be catered to, tolerated, provided for, possibly humored.


  “We could spend a hundred years here like this and learn nothing about Operation Zero,” Trudy told her husband.


  “Don’t I know it. Best vacation we had in years, though.”


  “Ooo, Craig! How could you? Interplanetary Telliance isn’t paying us to take any vacation—if sitting around on your rump and doing nothing is what you call a vacation.”


  “Far as I know,” Craig told her dryly, “they’re not paying us for anything. Avery doesn’t exist, remember.”


  “Well, I’ve had exactly all of this I can take. Sit around if you want, I’m going outside to find out what’s going on.”


  “Why don’t you just wait, honey, and—”


  “You wait. I’m going.”


  “Well, okay. I don’t think you’ll get very far, or I’d go with you. Be careful.”


  She looked at him scornfully, he thought, then left. Craig shrugged. If he had thought Trudy would get very far he either would have accompanied her or made her stay. But he’d seen the provost marshal men everywhere; he suspected strongly he and his wife were under some sort of house arrest. If Trudy had to take a look see—and knowing Trudy, he knew she had to—he could at least remain behind over a period of time convincing the p. m. men they didn’t have to worry about him. That way, should the occasion arise, he’d disappear more readily.


  Trudy returned in five minutes, under escort. It was the same burly sergeant who had conducted them to Colonel Tansley’s office, and Craig wondered briefly if the man had wangled this new assignment to be where he could see Trudy in this woman-starved world.


  “I’m sorry, sir,” the sergeant said. “Please tell your wife she has the run of this wing of the BOQ, the Mess Hall and the Exchange. You’re both forbidden to go outside or into any of the other wings of the building.”


  “Forbidden?” Trudy snapped. “By whom? By what authority?”


  “By Colonel Tansley, Ma’am. I wouldn’t know about the authority; I take my orders from the colonel. But he said to tell you, you could space out any time you decided to take the treatment.”


  “Well, you can tell him—no, I’m a lady. Don’t tell him anything.”


  “It won’t happen again,” Craig said blandly.


  Trudy looked at him, colored. “You . . . mouse! “she squealed.


  Someone’s got to play the straight man, Craig thought, hoping he’d at least remain on speaking terms with his wife until whatever happened happened.


  Granting them the polite suggestion of a salute, the burly sergeant about-faced and departed, his eyes on Trudy until the door slid shut. “Well,” said Trudy.


  “Well, what?”


  “Do you plan to retire out here or something? We’ve got to do something, but I can’t carry the ball all by myself.”


  “You’re missing the boat on giving it a pretty good whirl.”


  “You can talk! Well, how do you mean?”


  Craig gestured toward the door. “Our friend the sergeant.”


  “I’m listening.”


  “The guy’s got a crush on you big enough to squash a dinosaur.”


  “I know. Cute too, in a way.”


  “Huh?”


  “I can’t help it if he finds me . . . attractive,” Trudy smiled demurely.


  “Well, anyway—now, I don’t know . . .”


  “What were you going to say?”


  “That you should cultivate it, that’s all. Maybe the sergeant could do us some favors when the time comes.”


  “What?” Trudy gasped. “Sell myself? Sell myself—for a story?”


  “Yeah. There are limits, honey, and I was thinking—”


  “I’ll put my own boundaries around this operation, thank you,” said Trudy tartly. “It was your idea.”


  Craig regretted his idea almost at once. Having to put up with the antics of a sergeant, whose former civilian occupation could be listed as infant, wasn’t exactly stimulating. But Trudy managed it somehow, for the sergeant visited every day both officially and unofficially. And it wasn’t long before Trudy would disappear with him for hours on end, always at night, always bundled in cloak and hood he provided for the purpose. She remained secretive about where they went. She smiled coquettishly and when Craig could no longer keep the torrent of questions back, she told him to stop nagging.


  “Okay,” he said wearily one night after she had returned. “At least tell me this: are you getting any place?”


  “That’s a good question. The answer is according to what you mean.”


  “You know what I mean. Are you learning anything about Zero?”


  “It’s like pulling teeth,” Trudy admitted. “You see, the sergeant and I have different objectives. His amuses me.”


  “I don’t find it so funny.”


  “Neither does Herman.”


  “Herman!”


  “Herman is deadly serious about it. But I found out something, hon. Did you know why they call this Operation Zero?”


  “Umm-no. I never thought about it.”


  “Because they’re playing around with absolute zero, that’s why. Herman took me on a guided tour of a big place with a device in it that looked like the biggest centrifuge I ever saw. But Herman said it was no centrifuge. It was a machine for slowing down molecular activity.”


  “That’s funny,” said Craig. “If the average layman thought about it, he’d say produce the cold first, then slow down your molecules—or let the cold do it for you. According to what you could glean from what’s-his-name, here they worry about molecular activity first.”


  “Right. If they can slow it to a standstill, they’d have absolute zero. Herman heard some technicians talking, he said. The reason they could never get absolute zero before was they were tackling the thing backwards. So, it looks like we’re getting somewhere.”


  “Except that we don’t know why they’re so interested in absolute zero. I always thought it was a laboratory problem, nothing more. But twenty years of top secrecy on a hush-hush problem doesn’t sound like a laboratory exercise to me. Does Herman know anything about it?”


  “I wouldn’t bet on it, Craig. Trouble is, Herman’s reached the point where he wants to trade information for . . . well—”


  “Listen,” Craig said. “Go with him again tomorrow. I’ll follow you, so if you want to let Herman get frisky, go ahead. I’ll be right there.”


  “My hero. Thank you. How do you know I want to let Herman get frisky?”


  “Don’t worry. I’ll be there.”


  “Is that so? How do you know I don’t want Herman to get frisky?” Women, thought Craig. Females. “You go with him. Now, shut up. I’ll be there. Good night.”


  And Craig stretched, turned over, fell asleep and had a nightmare about Herman. They were engaged in a death struggle on the mirror-smooth surface of Styx. Every time Craig got the upper hand he slipped on what was worse than a world of banana peels, stumbled to his knees and froze there while Trudy’s voice floated to him from some offstage part of the dream, laughing and saying “absolute zero” over and over again.


  The next night, Craig waited thirty seconds, squeezed his force field into place and followed Trudy and the sergeant outside. No sound carried across the airless surface of Styx, and with only the aid of purple nightlamps on their tall, wraith-thin poles, one could not see very far. Once or twice Craig melted back into the shadows of the long one-story BOQ when officers hurrying on one errand or another approached him. But doggedly he managed to keep Trudy and the sergeant in view.


  After a time, they cut away from the BOQ’s sheltering darkness and went out across a broad, night-purple tract of Styx’s smoother-than-glass surface. Cursing softly to himself, Craig followed. Discovery might bring serious consequences. Still the sergeant’s leisurely gait instilled confidence. Breathing more easily, Craig concluded the way lead along a little-used path.


  Soon a low cluster of buildings loomed up out of the purple dusk. They were squat and as completely graceless, Craig observed, as most military structures. Trudy and the sergeant were lost in the gloom and Craig began running. He reached the first building in time to see its door sliding shut. Fuming, he tugged at the opening lever, in vain realizing that a snap lock held the door fast from inside. He braced his feet against one side of the casing and his back against the other. Craig was on the point of trying to force the door along its runners despite the lock when a voice purred in his receiver.


  “Hold it, please.” There was no hair-pulling, no ranting, no jumping lip and down. But calm authority in just three words can set a person’s heart to pounding all the harder.


  Craig released the handle, slumped. His feet slid from the door casing to Styx’s tractionless surface. He lost his balance, skidded, fell flat on his stomach and slid along, losing virtually none of his inertia, until his groping hands encountered a pair of boots. Calm authority surrendered before a stream of invective; someone tumbled on top of Craig arid they skidded together, finally coming to a stop fifteen yards from the doorway.


  Boots served about the same function under a force field as long underwear in the Venusian swamplands, but the provost marshal lieutenant who untangled himself from Craig and tried to stand up wore boots.


  “My foot,” he groaned, more in confusion than pain. “I can’t stand.”


  Craig squinted in the dim light. Despite the boot, he could see the man’s misshapen lower leg. From the looks of it, the man had suffered a compound fracture. “Call for help,” the man told Craig. “Incidentally, you are under arrest.” He fingered clumsily the holster at his left side.


  He was kneeling, Craig was sitting. Craig came up at him in a motion as quick as Styx’s surface would support. They rolled over again, the officer moaning, and when Craig tumbled clear he had the compact weapon in his hand.


  “You can’t do that,” the lieutenant said a few times, his voice now a childish treble. “I know all about you, Mr. Adams. Thought you had us where it hurt; but now you attacked me, you’re subject to military justice.”


  “Shut up,” said Craig, “and listen to me. First, do you have the key to this place?”


  The lieutenant screwed up his face and made a lewd gesture.


  Unfortunately, Craig knew, the man knew what he was talking about. After this, Tansley would have him cold. Thanks to the Army’s refusal to accept the tiny, plasti-surged radios in place of standard gear, he might have a few hours in which to act. After that—he didn’t know.


  Deftly, Craig jerked the lieutenant’s radio transmitter away from the fallen man’s head. He dropped it, then stepped on it, grinding his heel until a small mound of black and silver debris lay at his feet. “Now, listen to me. You can hear, but you can’t talk back. Do you good for a change, I’ll bet.”


  The lieutenant’s response, necessarily mute, made up for what it lacked in sound by the wealth of hatred in facial expression.


  “I want that key if you’ve got it.


  If you make me starch you, I’m going to play rough, starting with your broken leg.” It was all a bluff. Craig had nothing against the lieutenant, was feeling sorrier for the man and his badly fractured leg every moment.


  Doing everything but sticking out his tongue, the lieutenant reached into a pocket, withdrew a ring of keys, threw it on the ground.


  Craig retrieved it and said, “It should take you a good long time to crawl away for help. If they want to get me they’ll have to come in after me.” Craig tried one key after another from the ring until he found the right one. As he entered the airlock he glanced back at the lieutenant, who was dragging himself away, foot by painful foot, trailing the injured leg behind him.


  Fidgeting while he waited for normal pressure and atmosphere, Craig had time to wonder how Trudy was faring with her would-be swain. It suddenly occurred to him he might extricate himself from any serious trouble by claiming the whole thing as an affair of the heart. Which would probably leave the poor sergeant with more bad time to serve than he had years left in military service. Well . . .


  And then the “Earth Normal” sign blinked on, admitting Craig to the building proper.


  The voice he heard when he shed his force field was decidedly feminine, but the words were as unladylike as any he’d ever heard. The voice was shouting and it belonged to Trudy.


  Craig sprinted down a corridor, guided by his wife’s voice. He found an unlocked door, slid it open, rushed through. Something met him head on, charging in the other direction. Craig tumbled over backwards, his head striking the floor with sufficient force to stun him.


  He blinked his eyes, shook his head. In a daze, Trudy was just scrambling off him, nursing her own head. “Craig, for God’s sake—”


  “Stay where you are, both of you.” It was the provost marshal sergeant, standing in the doorway, the twin of Craig’s weapon in his hand. Hair disheveled, scratches on his cheek, uniform in disarray, face flushed—he wasn’t fooling.


  Craig shrugged, sat where he was. “What happened?”


  Trudy grinned, after fighting down a half-pucker. “You decided to come in just when I was going out. We were both in a hurry, that’s all.”


  “I’ve been played for a sucker long enough,” said the sergeant, whose name, Craig remembered, was Herman.


  “I’m a married woman,” Trudy protested.


  “That didn’t seem to bother you till tonight.”


  “You didn’t try anything to make it bother me till tonight.”


  “Yeah, well now I know what you were after—what you really wanted.”


  “Amazing,” said Trudy.


  “You’re married, all right. You and your husband both—to a mess of trouble.”


  “Is that so?” Craig demanded, getting to his feet.


  “I warned you to sit still.”


  “Come off it, Herman. Put that sticker away. If you think we’re in trouble, you’re crazy. Anything you try to convict us with will implicate you so deeply they’d have to dig clear through to the other side of Styx to find you.”


  “You are trespassing,” Herman said desperately.


  Craig nodded. “Sure. And just what were you doing?”


  Herman’s already crimson face purpled.


  Craig drove his point home. “First,-you were seen in the company of a woman, confined to quarters, outside her quarters. You were escorting her.”


  “Yeah? Y-yeah . . . Well, who saw me?”


  “I did, if you’re going to press charges. Second, you . . . but why don’t we let Mrs. Adams tell it?”


  “He assaulted me,” said Trudy. “He tried to—”


  “Yeah . . .” sad Herman, doubtlessly viewing himself in a prisoner’s uniform, doing a tour of forced prospecting on one of the asteroid stockades.


  “That’s number two,” Craig told him cheerfully. “Number three, if Trudy wanted to see the inside of this building, I suspect it’s off limits—to you as well as us.”


  “Darling, how right you are,” said Trudy.


  “Yeah,” said Herman in horror.


  “And finally,” Craig broke the sergeant’s spirit with every word, “I had a little run-in with an officer outside. He’s disabled, but not so much he can’t fetch help. He’ll be here soon, with every military cop. on Styx. Is that clear?”


  The sergeant gaped.


  “Yeah,” Trudy said for him.


  “Sixteen years of service shot to hell,” groaned Herman. “Sixteen years.”


  “Don’t just stand there!” Trudy cried. “You’re doomed, if you do. Get out; go on—beat it. You forget everything, we’ll forget everything. Right, Craig?”


  “Right,” said Craig.


  Herman looked at them, moved past them slowly, in a daze. By the time he was a dozen feet away, he’d broken into a run.


  Trudy stared at Craig. Craig stared back. It was Trudy who smiled first. Presently, they started to laugh and kept right on laughing for a good three minutes, until tears ran down their cheeks, until they sat there, feeling weak.


  Finally, Trudy managed to say, “You didn’t mean what you said about that officer bringing help.”


  “Unfortunately, I did.”


  “Umm. How much time have we?”


  “Very little, I’m afraid. Is there another way out of this place?”


  “I wouldn’t know, Craig. We came in this way, Herman and I—I saw what we’re after, I think, and then Herman got scared. The first thing he did was, well—he demanded payment. Poor boy.”


  “Poor boy,” said Craig. “What did you see?”


  “Craig, it’s fantastic. You probably think you know what Operation Zero is about.”


  “Sure, we discussed it before. They’re trying to produce absolute zero, the temperature at which all molecular activity ceases.”


  “They’ve already produced it.”


  “What?”


  “That’s right. Years ago. They’re after something much bigger than that—although absolute zero makes it possible.”


  “Weapon?” Craig demanded.


  “Hold that for later. Transportation. How to go further than we’ve ever traveled before. Thousands of times further.”


  “Thousands . . . interstellar?”


  “Interstellar.”


  The idea left you breathless. If you spoke to a man about interplanetary travel forty or fifty years after the first airplane shuddered a few yards through the air, he might feel that way. A way to bridge the abyss—it might as well have been infinity—between the stars.


  “Interstellar,” said Trudy again. “You see—”


  “No, I don’t. I don’t see a lot of things. I wish I did, bur not now. Now isn’t the time. This isn’t the place. They’ll be flocking here any minute. We’ve got to get away and—”


  “And what, honey? This is Styx. We’d never reach the Or Bust or any other ship. What good would running away do? They’d find us inside of hours.”


  “They’ll find us inside of minutes if we stay here. But what’s on your mind?”


  “I think we ought to stay—until we can get the proof we need.”


  “Proof?”


  “The military’s botching things something awful. This could be the greatest stride science has taken in decades. But it won’t be—if the military has anything to do with it.”


  “But you said they were interested in interstellar travel.”


  “They? You mean the military? No, not really. There are some scientists here—”


  “Civilians?”


  “Yes.”


  “But I thought—”


  ““That no civilians were permitted beyond Neptune’s orbit. Me too, but that’s wrong. Scientists working on the project are permitted, a couple of hundred of them from what I could find out. You should see those scientists, Craig. I met three of them tonight. They want to travel between the stars so bad it almost makes them cry.”


  “You saw them tonight?”


  “Yes, here in this building. They live down below.”


  “Why didn’t you say so? Maybe they can hide us. Maybe—”


  “Hold on,” said Trudy. “We’ll cross that bridge if we have to. So, these physicists, chemists, biologists—cream of the solar system crop, no doubt—are working on interstellar travel. That’s what they think! Oh, Craig, it isn’t hard to pull the wool over someone’s eyes when he’s concentrating so hard on one thing he hasn’t got time for anything else. The military—”


  “You sure have grown a healthy dislike for the military!”


  “It isn’t all of them, Craig. Just that group in charge here. You wouldn’t believe me if I tell you what the scientists think—and also, incidentally, that’s why they wouldn’t do us much good hiding us. They’re about in the same boat. Under house arrest, you might say.”


  “Okay, what do the scientists think?”


  “That Colonel Tansley and his crowd are planning some kind of coup. They might do it, too, given enough time and provided what they have the scientists working on is a success.”


  Craig’s head was swimming. He almost felt like an audience of one, viewing a play which unfolded something new and startling every time the scene shifted. And he wished passionately that he hadn’t let Trudy go on her Herman-sponsored outings without him, for getting this information second hand was in some ways worse than not getting it at all.


  “What kind of coup do you have in mind?” Craig wanted to know. “Surely they wouldn’t dare try to take over the colonial government on Pluto. There aren’t many dome-cities, I know, but the colonial government represents the Solar System Federation.”


  “I didn’t have the Pluto government in mind, Craig. I was thinking as these boys are thinking—of the entire solar system.”


  “You’re joking.” Ring down the curtain, he thought. Ten minute intermission while the audience sweats it out. A crummy little colonel with a big man’s voice taking over the solar system.


  “I wish I were. You asked about a weapon. They’ll have a weapon all right.”


  “I don’t see where interstellar travel—”


  “That’s to mollify the scientists. At the same time, they’re working on something else for Tansley and his boys. Incidentally, Tansley figures to be third in command if the coup works though. From what I’ve heard, he wouldn’t be beyond killing off the other two.”


  “How I wish I were young and pretty and Sergeant Herman Whosiz had a crush on me!”


  “Craig, what happens at absolute zero?”


  “Why, all molecular motion ceases.”


  “Correct. Let me ask you two more questions. What’s the deadliest weapon we’ve ever produced?”


  “The Hydrogen Bomb. But it’s too damned costly, the materials too damned rare. Only a few of them exist.”


  “Good. What’s number two on the hell parade of weapons?”


  “The atom bomb, naturally. Relatively inexpensive, but comparatively limited in power because you can go right on building a hydrogen bomb to any size, but you can’t keep on adding to an atom bomb. It contains two pieces of fission material. When they reach critical mass—ka-bloom! So they have to be pretty small.”


  “Well, what would happen if your atom bomb were built and stored at absolute zero?”


  “So that’s it!” Craig laughed easily. The growing tension within him relaxed. “Don’t worry, Trudy. Their theory is all wet. Sure molecule action ceases at absolute zero, but subatomic action doesn’t. When the atom bomb material reaches critical mass, as I said: ka-bloom.”


  “Wrong, at least in practice, if not in theory. There should be an explosion, but there wouldn’t be—because an explosion is concerned with molecular movement. Doesn’t matter what the source of the explosion is, it’s still molecular movement. Maybe an explosion would exist, in limbo. The blow up would come if your bomb got itself warmed.


  “See what that means, Craig? No limit on the size or power of atomic weapons. Keep on building and building and building. Make the equivalent of cheap hydrogen bombs, in quantity. Craig, I’m scared.”


  “What’s all this got to do with interstellar travel?” Craig asked weakly. He was no scientist—but if the boys with the gray matter here said it was so, it was so.


  “Not a blessed thing. The Tansley group gets one for the other. And the scientists here are a pathetic lot. Every time they waiver, Tansley dangles the stars in front of their myopic eyes. You can’t blame them.”


  “I suppose so.” If Tansley held Trudy and told Craig to finish some work or else, Craig would finish it. It wouldn’t be stretching a point to say the stars were the scientists’ Trudy. “Then Tansley can demonstrate his weapon, prove it functions, convince the world it can be produced in quantity at a cost which isn’t prohibitive, start demanding more and more—and wind up with the solar system in the palm of his hand.”


  “That’s what I was thinking.”


  “Well,” mumbled Craig.


  “Don’t just sit there saying ‘well.’ I’ve got you up to date. Do something. Think of something. Anything. Please.”


  “How far have they got?”


  “Too far. Almost finished. Maybe another year until it’s too late for everything.”


  “Hey!” Craig cried, rising from lethargic acceptance of what might be pending horror. “We’re not completely alone.”


  “The scientists are stuck here, just like us.”


  “I’m not talking about them. There’s Charlie Avery—and Major Whiting, whatever happened to him. Apparently, some people wanted to expose this thing, and maybe they thought if a couple of reporters with a nose for news smelled this thing out and could somehow get it across to the solar system . . .”


  “You’re whistling in the dark. Tansley called Telliance. They never heard of Avery. Major Whiting doesn’t exist.”


  “We’ve been a couple of fools! How do we know Major Whiting doesn’t exist? Tansley appeared to call Personnel. Tansley said so. How do we know Telliance disavowed Avery? Same reason. Tansley said so. Damn it, Trudy, he took us for a couple of yokels—and that’s what we were. I’ll bet Major Whiting’s sitting around here someplace either wondering what happened to us or trying to contact us. And Charlie Avery must be frantic. If only we could get through to Charlie—”


  “If only we could don Icarus’ wings and fly from here, careful not to approach the sun too closely because Icarus—”


  “Cut it out; I’m serious. All the equipment we need is in the Or Bust. We could get in touch with Charlie, maybe even broadcast a warning, maybe let the system know what’s going on.”


  “Sure, but the Or Bust might as well be sitting on Neptune. We’d never get out of this building, let alone reach it. Shh!”


  “I didn’t say anything.”


  “No, I thought I heard something. There, listen!”


  From far away came the sound of footsteps: many feet, running briskly.


  “That would be the broken-legged lieutenant’s reinforcements.”


  “Craig, what can we do?”


  “Start conjuring up your scientists.”


  “Huh?”


  “Hurry up. Lead the way to them.”


  “All right, but—”


  “We’ll discuss the pros and cons later. Move.”


  They got up, Trudy leading the way across the threshold into a large bare room, the walls of which were one great, continuous filing cabinet. “I’ve seen some of those records,” Trudy said. “You’d be amazed—”


  “Later. Move.”


  She moved. The footsteps approached them rapidly. Voices shouted. She moved faster.


  Trudy led the way in anxious silence through the great empty room, out through an archway beyond it, down a flight of stairs. For a while at least, the voices and pounding feet behind them receded. Craig realized it was a temporary reprieve, for Tansley’s men probably had stria orders to take them.


  Hardly pausing at the bottom of the stairs, which stood at the apex of a v-shaped forked corridor, Trudy set off down the left passage at a fast trot. In a matter of minutes they reached a heavy metal door. She knocked impatiently and abruptly the door swung in away from them.


  Sleeves rolled up, a two-day stubble of beard on his face, myopic eyes squinting from behind thick spectacles ludicrously askew on the bridge of his nose, a plump middle-aged man stood in the doorway.


  “Ah,” he said, “the reporter woman. Perhaps we can continue our conversation now.”


  “Well—” began Trudy.


  “You see, not too many people would think to connct absolute zero with interstellar travel, but it’s merely a question of cooling a living organism to absolute zero in the right space of time—then preserving it indefinitely that way. A man can remain in suspended animation that way indefinitely, and since interstellar flight is completely automatic except for the taking off and the actual planetfall, a live crew isn’t a necessity. It might take us twenty years to reach Alpha Centauri, young woman, but we can reach it.”


  “You told me all that,” said Trudy, “but we’re here to see—”


  “Strange that they don’t forget this other thing, this bomb-freezing, at least long enough for us to continue our experiments. We’ve been promised some experimental animals to work with but we’re always being put off. Every day it’s something else, I don’t know what. Who’s your friend?”


  “My husband, Dr. Lusker. Craig Adams, Dr. Lusker.”


  “How do you do, young man?” The scientist adjusted his spectacles to see more clearly. “Are you a reporter too?”


  “Damned right,” Craig told him. “We can blow the lid off this whole phony set-up, too, with your help.”


  “Blow the lid—?”


  “What he means,” Trudy explained, “is that the military establishment out here doesn’t give two hoots and a holler for your work with interstellar travel, and—”


  “That’s just what Dr. Rankow has been saying, but Rankow is young and prone to irritability.”


  “Rankow’s right,” Craig declared. “All Colonel Tansley and his men want is a bigger atomic bomb. You’re giving it to them, too.”


  “I know, I know. And then we’ll have military cooperation and government expenditures to build the first interstellar spaceship.”


  “We went through all that before with Dr. Rankow,” Trudy told him. “It’s incredible you can’t see the wool being pulled over your eyes, Doctor.”


  “Well, now, I don’t know. I’m a bio-physicist, not a politician. But if you can prove what you say—”


  “Right now,” Craig almost shouted, “Tansley’s men are out gunning for us. They’d like to take us alive because there’d be a pretty big stink otherwise, but I think they’ll take us however they can, one way or the other.”


  “Why? What are you talking about?”


  “Because we know too much. Because we came here to get a story and Tansley reneged. Did you ever hear of a Major Whiting?”


  “Whiting? Whiting? Why, yes, nice chap. Very interested in our work, the most cooperative of them all. Surely if Major Whiting is representative of the military men behind Operation Zero, you’re all mixed up, Mr. Adams.”


  “That’s just it. Whiting’s disappeared. Tansley claims he doesn’t exist. You see, it was Whiting who gave us permission to come here.”


  “Peculiar, if true.”


  Exasperation mounted in Craig. They couldn’t even broach the subject of protection, let alone help, until Dr. Lusker saw at least part of the situation for what it was. By the time he climbed down from his ivory tower, it might be too late.


  Suddenly, Craig heard the sound of many feet on the stairs. Tansley’s men were on the way down.


  “Get inside!” he cried, and Trudy tugged at Dr. Lusker’s arm.


  “My dear child, please. I’ll stay and see what all this is about.”


  Their orders would be to take the prisoners alive, Craig thought. Yet if a demonstration of violence could make Dr. Lusker act, trickery might prove excusable, especially since a lot more than their own hides might depend on what happened here on Styx. Dr. Lusker was in earnest conversation with Trudy when Craig saw the vanguard of the military policemen turn up the corridor, weapons drawn. Craig fingered his own paramatic clumsily, then raised it, deliberately aiming over the heads of the onrushing soldiers and firing. Several return volleys hissed harmlessly off the wall on all sides of them, a little too close for comfort.


  “See?” Craig roared. “They’re firing at us in cold blood. Get inside before you get killed!”


  “Hmm. Dr. Rankow’s thesis certainly has been fortified.”


  “Get going.”


  Another volley hissed closer. Craig almost flung Dr. Lusker bodily within the room, banging the door shut behind them.


  “I must find Dr. Rankow and tell him about this,” said the unabashed Dr. Lusker.


  Trudy still had hold of his arm. “How strong is that door?”


  “Stronger than the wall it is embedded in. You see, in seeking an alloy for the rocket tubes of the interstellar ship we discovered an amazing thing. Steel, when smelted with mol—”


  “Never mind,” Craig cut him short while locking the door. “Is there any other way out of this place?”


  Someone was banging on the door, but according to the scientist, nothing short of a major explosion could jar it loose, so Craig happily ignored the noise.


  “Certainly. We have another exit opening out behind the Administration building, I believe. We don’t use it much.”


  “Administration!” Trudy cried in delight. “That’s adjacent to the spacefield, as I remember. Craig, are you thinking what I’m—”


  “I’m way ahead of you. Lead on, Dr. Lusker.”


  “Eh? On to where?”


  “That other exit of yours.”


  “I do want to find Dr. Rankow and—”


  From someplace high on the wall of what Craig now saw was a large ante-room, a loudspeaker blared. “Dr. Lusker! Calling Dr. Lusker.”


  “Lusker, please,” said the scientist, shouting unnecessarily since the receiver was extremely sensitive.


  “This is the Security Office calling,” said the voice in strident, resonant tones: Colonel Tansley. “A radio report indicates you are harboring two people here on Styx illegally, who have broken their confinement, ruthlessly attacked one of my officers and have made accessible to themselves top secret material concerning the Operation. Unless they’re marched outside within five minutes, you are an accessory after the fact, Lusker. If you remain one, you have never been further from the realization of interstellar travel.”


  Colonel Tansley was most effective that way, when you couldn’t see him. Automatically your mind would draw pictures of one of Michelangelo’s paintings of Zeus or at the very least one of El Greco’s tall, grave demigods.


  “You’ll have to go,” said Dr. Lusker. “I’m sorry.”


  “We’ll go, all right, through the other exit,” said Craig. “They’ll kill us if we set foot in the corridor.” It was a lie, of course, since Tansley would take them alive if he possibly could. Craig spoke in a whisper, for the receiver might pick up anything louder.


  “That makes it difficult for me. Uh, just a moment, Colonel. Dr. Rankow, calling Dr. Rankow,” he shouted at a grid on the wall. “This is Lusker. Come here quickly.”


  “Five minutes,” said Colonel Tansley’s voice. “Why don’t you give up, Adams? We’ll erase your mind and send you back with a recommendation you don’t stand trial.”


  “Thanks,” Trudy said bitterly.


  A tall young man, freckle-faced and long-nosed, entered the room from the other side. “Lusker? And the reporters. Thank God.”


  “You look as if you’ve seen a ghost,” Dr. Lusker exclaimed.


  The tall young man—Dr. Rankow—wore a coat of freckles on his face, and they stood out sharply against his pale skin. He was trembling slightly. “Not a ghost, a corpse. Major Whiting is dead.”


  “Oh, no,” Trudy moaned.


  “ ’Fraid so, Miss. I found him quite by accident, out near the spacefield. I had to visit Administration on a routine errand and a big crowd had gathered there, near the reporter’s ship. A parabeam got Whiting—at full intensity.”


  “Now Tansley’s a killer,” Craig told the young scientist, “along with everything else. Whiting probably realized he couldn’t get through to us, tried to send some kind of warning himself by using our equipment. Or maybe he just wanted to contact Avery and tell him what was going on. Dr. Rankow . . .”


  “Yes?”


  “Keep it down to a whisper, please. Tansley’s probably listening.”


  “You have two minutes to make up your mind,” said Tansley’s clear voice.


  “Dr. Rankow, you’re on to all of this, aren’t you?”


  “I’m not sure, but as far as I can see Tansley and his men want to build bigger and better bombs and ride with them into power. As of today, I stopped working for him, but there isn’t much I can do except of a passive nature.”


  “The devil there isn’t!” Trudy hissed in an almost shrieking whisper.


  “Just lead us to the Or Bust,” Craig told him. “Give us ten minutes. In a pinch, make it five. Every Congressional Committee in Tycho Crater will be breathing down Tansley’s neck.”


  “Well, I could take you to your ship, I think. But if there isn’t anyone alive to prove what you claim, Tansley will have sufficient time to hide things. All the scientists here could meet with an accident, since we play with some terribly lethal stuff, I’m afraid.”


  “I see your point. But not if Tansley thinks you’re all on his side, Doc.”


  “Eh?” said the now bewildered Dr. Lusker.


  Rankow shrugged, “What do you mean?”


  “Just follow my lead and start shouting,” Craig whispered, then said, “Is that so, Dr. Rankow? Well, let me tell you something, wise guy. This paramatic in my hand says you’re going to do exactly what I say. Yeah, that’s right, barricade that door—”


  “You’ll never get away with it!” Dr. Rankow said, just a shade too theatrically. Realizing this, he grinned and toned down his approach. “How long do you think you can keep us here as prisoners?”


  “I’ll hold you as hostages, you mean. Let Tansley try to get us then.”


  Tansley’s voice boomed: “Good man, Dr. Rankow. But don’t let him intimidate you.”


  “Shut that guy’s voice off!” Craig shouted, then slapped his palms together twice.


  “Ow!” Dr. Rankow moaned. “Please, it won’t shut off. It can’t shut off. You’re hurting me.”


  “Now really,” Dr. Lusker began, but Trudy clapped her hand to his mouth and whispered, “You keep out of this before you wind up never getting that Nobel Prize.”


  “We’re sending reinforcements,” Tansley’s voice came almost cheerily. “We’ll have the laboratories hemmed in from both sides, so you need not worry.”


  “Now!” Craig hissed. “Lead us out of here.”


  Dr. Rankow nodded, wheeled about, motioned them to follow him. Lusker threw his arms up almost convulsively and followed them.


  With reinforcements coming by way of the Administration building, they had but moments to act. Perhaps even now it was too late. Craig and Trudy, who had literally chased down a hundred stories on a hundred worlds, could run tirelessly, but the two scientists began to wheeze and pant as they hurtled through the laboratories.


  “Wasn’t cut . . . out . . . for . . . this! “Dr. Rankow grinned ruefully.


  “No comment!” gasped Dr. Lusker. “Let’s . . . just . . . get this . . . marathon over . . . with, shall . . . we?”


  Craig’s heart pounded, not from exertion, when they reached a flight of stair. If Tansley’s men had made good time, they might already be trapped. If that were the case—with both exits covered—Craig knew he and Trudy could do nothing but throw in the towel. They’d find themselves in a mess of hot water, but somehow it did not seem important, with the whole solar system possibly at stake. Maybe we’ll be heroes, unless we’re killed in the process, Craig thought with grim amusement which surprised him. He could almost feel the pages of history beckoning on the one hand and a burial in deep space on the other.


  Up the stairs they darted, Dr. Rankow shoving the door open. They stood briefly in an airlock, squeezing on their force fields while the lock adjusted. They plunged outside.


  Someone shouted. A parabeam zipped through air, almost fanning Craig’s cheek. When they’re close and they sting, he remembered reading somewhere, they’re at low intensity. If they feel numb and cold, brother, start praying.


  Notching his own gun down to its low beam, Craig turned half around and fired. A dozen military police, charging toward them from the spacefield, were shouting and waving their arms. One of them fell like a stone, was trampled and left behind.


  Trudy yelped.


  Craig saw her falling, applied a quick brake to his own fast-pumping legs and almost tumbled headfirst himself. He caught her up and she was like a sack of grain, not rigid as some of the adventure writers mistakenly claim. Shouldering his burden, Craig raison, turning to fire upon their pursuers only occasionally.


  Dr. Lusker giggled in childish satisfaction. “It’s like . . . the telios!” he cried. “Whatever have . . . I . . . been missing?”


  The gap had closed considerably, but they’d also halved the distance between themselves and the Or Bust, which Craig could see far out across the field, caught in the glare of a battery of floodlights. Two more of the police went down; Dr. Rankow struggled under the burden of the now inert Dr. Lusker.


  “Don’t go on!” Craig cried. “We were taking you with us as hostages, see? Fall, damn it!” The scientists left behind wouldn’t fare too well if Rankow and Lusker went with them, Craig suspected. “Go ahead, and thanks . . .”


  It wasn’t necessary. A parabeam caught Dr. Rankow, pole-axing him to the ground. He fell heavily, Lusker atop him, and Craig hardly had time to wonder if any bones had been broken. He plunged ahead with Trudy across his shoulder, not looking back at all now. Instead, he ran in a zig-zag path toward the Or Bust, darting, when someone thought to flash a floodlight on him, like a drunken firefly.


  The Or Bust loomed up suddenly large. A uniformed figure bellowed and came at Craig, arms swinging. He fell before the paramatic and then Craig had flung the airlock of the ship open and leaped inside. He deposited Trudy unceremoniously, had to fire outside and drop some of the police—it was that close—before he could lock it. I didn’t slip once, Craig congratulated himself. All that slippery stuff out there, and. . . . He tripped over Trudy’s still form, reached out wildly, and began to fall. His head struck the instrument panel and he sprawled atop Trudy, trying to get up once and then fainting.


  “Hey, now! Do I have to do all the work? Get up.”


  It was Trudy’s voice and Trudy’s face, caressed by all that fog which was barely beginning to disperse. “Quick!” Craig cried. “Out space the ship or—”


  “We are now one hundred thousand miles off Styx, rocketing for Neptune’s orbit as fast as the Or Bust can carry us. Any questions?”


  “Yeah. Are they chasing us?”


  “Sure, but so what? Charlie Avery fitted this ship out to get us to Styx in the shortest possible time. They’ll never catch us.”


  Craig got up dizzily, stumbled to the radar screen and watched briefly the angry little pips which hovered way off in one corner of it. While he watched they worked themselves clear off the close-range screen and he had to focus for fifty thousand plus.


  “Satisfied?”


  “I’ll say. Now I’ll have to call Avery and—”


  “I already have him for you. He’s holding the line and busting a gut at the same time.”


  Swearing, Craig made his way to the radio. “Charlie, Charlie, that you?”


  “You’re double-damned right it’s me. Where did you disappear to, you lame-brained excuse for a reporter? We’ve had the hook-up waiting. We called and called till we were blue in the face, but a Colonel Tansley or Tannhauser or—”


  “Tansley.”


  “Yes, a Colonel Tansley said he never heard of you and were we sure we had a clearance for you, so I told him that—”


  “Charlie, never mind. Charlie, listen.”


  “You listen to me. That’s what I get for giving my friend an assignment. Keep it strictly business, the wife always tells me. By George, Craig, you’ve ruined me. Oh, yes, the new contract is cancelled. Good-by.”


  “Wait! Listen, darn it. You got a taper handy?”


  “Well . . . yeah, okay. Shoot.”


  “People sleep on all the worlds of the solar system tonight,” said Craig, “unaware that they very nearly lost the freedom they cherish so much. This is Craig Adams of Interplanetary Telliance reporting to you from Pluto’s only moon, the satellite Styx. Well, almost, because I’m leaving Styx now—with half the Solar Army in pursuit.


  “They found something on Styx which can make bigger and better atomic bombs, if that’s what you happen to want out of life. Oh, they could make really big ones and blow up whole minor planets at one time. Before you get any wrong ideas, don’t blame the Army. What we’ve seen of Styx indicates the Army was the unsuspecting tool of a few power-mad men. But maybe there’s a warning in it after all: don’t give too much power to any organization which holds a monopoly on arms and armament—it could be tragic.


  “If all this is confusing to you, let’s put it this way: the military’s top secret Operation Zero turned out to be the gravest threat to man’s freedom and security since World War III. Armed with a secret weapon you’ll be hearing a lot about once Congress starts investigating Styx, a few power-crazy officers decided they could take over the Solar System or at least make the try. One man was murdered in the attempt and others might be before Congress has a chance to act.


  “That might be the price we pay for too much secrecy. There is nothing the military does—short of actual tactical maneuvers in an actual tactical war—that is so secret civilian agencies can’t be informed of it. That’s something to remember, all of you, because if something has a chance to go in the wrong direction too long, we might not find ourselves so lucky the next time.”


  Trudy smiled at him, lit a cigarette, placed it in his mouth.


  “I have a hunch you who are hearing my voice aren’t as interested in atomic bombs, hydrogen bombs, the whole gummy alphabet soup of destruction, as certain people believe. And I’ll tell you this: there was something else developed on Styx, despite the worst efforts of a paranoid little would-be dictator to stop it, which could revolutionize our entire outlook on the Universe. It’s the sort of thing mankind is really after, if he ever stops to think about it. It’s the sort of thing which typifies the spirit which took humanity from the first damp, cold cave to the outside world, to tree houses and dugduts, to huts and towns, and ox-carts and automobiles and copters and jets and rockets and, well, you name it.


  “But I’ll let you hear it from Trudy Adams, who knows a lot more about Operation Interstellar than I do.” Craig leaned back, satisfied, puffing contentedly at his cigarette. There would be a lot more to do later, hard work, incredulous brass hats to convince, lobbies and ornery congressmen and lawsuits and the works. And maybe more talking than he’d ever done in his life. But Congress would investigate. Telliance was big enough to force that, and an investigation, launched soon enough—Avery could swing it—would catch Tansley, if not with Major Whiting’s corpse on his hands, then with a bunch of scared, angry, fed-up scientists who could be mighty convincing in their professional wrath.


  “What’s all this about?” Avery barked. “If half of what you say is true—”


  “Did I ever let you down?”


  “Umm. No.”


  “You have the biggest story that ever broke since Telliance got into business. Wait till I reach Earth.”


  “Craig, boy! Knew I could count on—”


  “Shut up, son, and switch that taper on. Trudy’ll break the good news.”


  “You mean there’s something good in all that?”


  “You listen to Trudy, but I tell you what, if you need a couple of crack reporters to cover the landing on one of the Centaurian planets, Trudy and I could use a long sleep after this thing anyway.”


  THE PLUTO LAMP


  Charles A. Stearns


  It was the most outrageous kind of irony that fate, and the Commission of Galactic Astrography, should select such a prime misfit as Knucklebone Smith to light the lamp of Pluto.


  THIS is really two stories. The first is solar history; the second, the mostly true legend of a misfit called Knucklebone Smith.


  Knucklebone, so far as anyone could ever determine, was his real name—the sin of prankish, or perhaps disillusioned parents. He was exactly six feet eight inches tall from the insulated soles of his engineering boots to the top of his planeteer’s helmet. He never in his life weighed more than one hundred sixty-five pounds. His face was angular and horse-like, and it had never, within the memory of anyone who knew him, contained the slightest vestige of a smile.


  He was not nature’s first error, nor her last, but he differed from the unexceptional many in that he believed in Destiny . . . with a capital ‘L.’ Throughout a lifetime of unfortunate ventures he remained firm in the conviction that sooner or later he would find his own metier and become famous. At last he did, and that is the story of Knucklebone Smith.


  The Pluto Lamp, a relic of the pioneering days of interstellar flight, is harder to explain, but easier to believe. It was once as well known to spacemen as Rafferty Shoals to the ancient China clippers.


  The gulf between the stars was vast and uncharted in those days; still a thing of superstitious dread for the planet-bound. But it was no more unknown than the solitary planet which tails all the others in its dark, millennial path about our own sun. The planetary freighters went as far as Uranus and no farther. For the black little planet whose very namesake is Hell had nothing to attract them that could not be gotten at more conveniently.


  The starships passed it by warily, giving it a wide berth, for it had an evil reputation. The old scanners were unreliable at best, what with the confusing debris that fills space, and more than one ship, through miscalculation, swerved from its course, brushing through the magnetic field of the unillumined wasteland, and crashed on the hard frozen surface of Pluto.


  It was inevitable that someone would give birth to the idea of the Lamp. It was to be a permanent, unmanned beacon, strategically placed on the Dead Planet to warn ships that should have passed in the night, but didn’t always make it.


  A magnificent idea, everyone thought. Everyone, that is, excepting Knucklebone Smith.


  The very idea of Pluto made him ill. He had set his number twelve size feet on all the inner planets at one time or another in the disillusioning search for fortune. He had starved and thirsted, baked and bled for his dream. But he had always hated and avoided cold. He had, in fact, the look of a man born cold, and never entirety warmed.


  It was the most outrageous kind of irony, therefore, that fate, and the Commission of Galactic Astrography, should select him to light the Lamp.


  The latter, at least, was innocent of paradoxical motive. They needed a man like Smith. A man planet-wise enough to do the job, and not intelligent enough to decline it. There would be another man along, of course, to direct, but he presented no problem, for he was Professor Salvor-Jones, who had invented the Light, and insisted upon being along when it was installed. He was a dedicated man.


  Knucklebone Smith, however, was dedicated to something else, and it was only his pressing need for money that prodded him into acceptance of the offer. He didn’t care a fig for the safety of starships. This would be a dangerous job at best, decidedly unpleasant at worst. Smith didn’t mind the danger; he had seen much of it in his wanderings; but of unpleasantness he had experienced even more, and being a sybarite by nature, in spite of his hard life, he preferred real (but painless) peril. He was sure that he would be cold on Pluto. He was right.


  THE lamp was not really a light, of course, nor did it faintly resemble one. What it did, in fact, resemble, was a sleek space cruiser. This was wholly misleading, for though it was designed for interplanetary travel, it was to be a one-way voyage. Once in the orbit of Pluto it would nose down, smash a few feet into the crystalline surface of frozen ammonia, and remain there forever, standing on end like a lighthouse. It was at this point that it would cease to be a spaceship and become a beacon.


  At least that was what Professor Salvor-Jones said.


  The beacon was three hundred feet long, white in color, for some mysterious reason, and had cost the government of Earth something less than seventeen million dollars. It was packed with expensive robotic equipment, and was designed to be completely self-sustaining, once its controls were properly set. It did everything for passing starships that could possibly be expected of a well-reared beacon. It cheered them on the outward passage, making them feel less lonely. It greeted them, like a remote, cold Statue of Liberty upon their return, warned them of lurking meteorite storms within the vicinity of their course, and advised them of their position with relation to their destination when they contacted its sensitive radio. But most important, it warned them to steer clear of Pluto.


  It very nearly failed before it had begun all this show of monkish wayside hospitality, however. It would have failed if it hadn’t been for Knucklebone Smith.


  They cut the beaconsihp loose from its convoy five hundred miles out, which was sufficient for it to spiral in on the minimum of power it carried and land safely.


  Salvor-Jones and Smith had only to lie in their safety hammocks in the cramped temporary passenger cubicle. The ship would land by itself. Their duties began once it had established itself firmly on the bleak expanse of dark planet below them. They were to adjust the automatic controls, make tests, and generally see that the thing was as it should be for the lonely vigil that lay ahead.


  Three weeks, Salvor-Jones indicated, should be plenty of time for all this. When it was finished, they could send a patrol cruiser from Ganymede to pick them up.


  That was what he said but he was a very zealous man, and doted on thoroughness.


  The fact was that they were finished with the tests in seven and a half hours, and there was nothing to do, unhappily, for the remaining twenty days except to entertain themselves as best they could, and wait. It might be said that things went too smoothly.


  Professor Salvor-Jones was a smallish man with a square mustache of regulation black, and a lock of jet hair that hung at times over his left eye. He had a perpetual motion machine built into him, and a profound contempt for the normal pace of life.


  But worst of all, in view of his predicament, he had Knucklebone Smith.


  Salvor-Jones finished his checking at 1800 star time and came into the living compartment from the chill outer ship, or beacon, as it had now become. He blew on his hands, put away his check-sheet board, and stood uncertainly, gnawing his thumb and gazing at the spectacle of Smith hunkered silently in front of a portable radiant heater. Knucklebone was, as usual, the picture of contemplative suicide.


  “Well, well,” said Salvor-Jones briskly.


  Smith made no answer. He swallowed thoughtfully, his Adam’s apple convulsing, and continued to stare into the glowing sun of the heater.


  “We’ve not much to do from now on, I’m afraid,” Salvor-Jones said, “until a starship passes within range. Then we’ll be able to see how well it works.”


  Smith nodded glumly. He was sulking. He had been assigned to assist, but this little man insisted on doing everything himself. Didn’t trust a damn soul but himself. Pick up a tool and like as not he’d snatch it from your hand and leave you standing there watching him. Smith hated people like that.


  “Play chess?” Salvor-Jones asked.


  “I never played chess,” Knucklebone Smith said.


  “Quite an assortment of games on board,” Salvor-Jones said. “Checkers. Maybe you’d rather play checkers.”


  “Never tried it.”


  “Poker?”


  “No.”


  Salvor-Jones sighed. He got out the animated slide pictures, set up the screen, and amused himself at length. The slides were mostly those of lightly clad females in warm climates, doing pleasantly idle things.


  After the second slide, Knucklebone switched his chair around so that his back was to the screen. The girls made him feel too sentimental. The blue skies and golden beaches made him homesick.


  ON THE fifth day Knucklebone Smith was fiddling with a power switch and blew out a safety fuse. It required some three hours for Professor Salvor-Jones to repair it, but he was glad for the diversion.


  On the eighth day Smith was pottering in the pile room with an electric torch, making himself a wire bookrack. A lubrication reservoir caught on fire and a minor generator was ruined.


  On the eleventh day he dropped a hammer from the fidley of the power room to the floor, a hundred feet below. A gas line was smashed. Salvor-Jones put on a gas mask and went down to fix it. It took quite a long while.


  On the fourteenth day, without the slightest pretext, Salvor-Jones called Knucklebone Smith a meddling fool. Smith hit him once and that was that. They didn’t speak to each other for four days.


  The meteor storm came only three days before their exile was to end. On Pluto, where the frozen atmosphere lies inert on the surface, there was nothing to stop the rain of debris from space. It sounded like sporadic hail on the tough metal hull of the beacon, and their scopes showed the mass to be more than a million miles in width, streaming in from the direction of Orion. Salvor-Jones was worried. There was a tiny blip in the lower corner of the solar coordinate on the radar screen; a blip that occulted with alternating brightness and dimness, in a pattern of unnatural regularity. A ship!


  Her radio came in an hour later. She announced her name, Luna Star, and destination, Alpha Centauri. The hail of stones from space was getting worse. The beacon was built to stand such stress, but a starship, meeting them head on—!


  It was a dangerous situation.


  Within the Pluto Lamp a hundred relays clicked and buzzed. Automatic switches closed. The power pack, deep in the body of the beacon hummed with sudden power. Even Knucklebone Smith seemed slightly interested. But nothing happened.


  The ship’s signal came in loud and clear once more. “This is Luna Star. Come in, robot station Pluto Lamp. Come in Pluto Lamp.”


  Salvor-Jones sprang for the manual switch and flicked it on. “Luna Star,” he screamed, “Do you read me? This is Pluto Lamp. Do you read me?”


  “This is Luna Star. We understand the robot station is now in operation, but manned. Come in if you are there.”


  “Luna Star, do you read me?” They waited a long, tense minute. There was no answer. “We’re not getting through,” Salvor-Jones said.


  Knucklebone cleared his throat. “There’s a red light on over at the emergency panel. Would that have anything to do with it?”


  “You imbecile!” Salvor-Jones said, “Why didn’t you say so. It’s the antenna. I knew it. I knew there’d be trouble with the antenna! A meteorite must have damaged it.”


  “I guess this thing ain’t going to work,” Knucklebone said. “We’ve been here only a couple of weeks, and look what happens. I never thought it would be any good anyway.”


  Salvor-Jones bared his teeth. “There isn’t a storm like this one every twenty-five years,” he growled. “Don’t sit there; we’ve got to go up on the dome. No! Stay where you are. I don’t want this job botched.” He began to struggle into his exposure suit.


  “If the Star hits it head-on there’ll be hell to pay,” Knucklebone said diffidently. “I was in one of these storms once before on an old crate out in the Belt.” He got up and stretched his spidery frame languidly. Then he went over and took down his impossibly long exposure suit from its hook.


  “What are you doing?” Salvor-Jones said.


  “Guess I’ll go with you.”


  “You’re going to play hell,” Professor Salvor-Jones said in an unscholarly manner. “What good could you possibly be?”


  There was a steely glint in Knucklebone Smith’s eyes. Later on, at the inquiry, Salvor-Jones testified concerning that glint. “Listen,” Smith said, “I guess I’m sick and tired of you trying to play the big hero all alone on this here tub. A body would think I was a moron. They picked me out of millions, didn’t they? That’s Destiny. I guess you haven’t thought about it, but everybody’s got a Destiny—something they can do better than anybody else. Everybody’s good at something.” It was a long speech for Knucklebone Smith. There were two red spots of anger on his sallow cheeks.


  “So I’ve heard,” Salvor-Jones said wryly. “Well, come along, but don’t say I didn’t warn you. It may be the end of us, you know.”


  Knucklebone snorted. He had walked in the shadow of death before. A man had his destiny. Something worthwhile to perform before he kicked off. And if he had ever done anything worthwhile he couldn’t remember it He zipped up his suit and reached for his helmet.


  The roof hatch, massively armored, opened noiselessly on its hydraulic supports. The coldness rushed at them, and could not be entirely shut out by the suits. Smith shivered throughout his long, skinny body.


  Clambering out on the roof of the beacon they became aware of what seemed like a strong wind, but what was, in reality, microscopic interstellar dust from the storm, traveling at supersonic speed, flattening their suits against them.


  Here and there a pea-sized pebble clanged against the metal hull like a bullet. Crouching in the shelter of the antenna tower, they scanned its naked ribs of steel alloy fox a break.


  At last Salvor-Jones, who knew what he was looking for, found it, six feet up, where a meteorite had smashed into the coaxial and shorted it against the frame. He climbed up and went to work, cursing to himself in his helmet as the death missiles hurtled about him.


  It seemed to Salvor-Jones that he had been up there forever, with one leg draped over a brace, clumsily working with his heavy gloves. The cold was seeping in more and more in spite of the fact that it could not have been more than half an hour from the time of his ascent.


  He clambered down at last, beating his hands together to restore circulation.


  Knucklebone Smith, who had done nothing, leaned against the tower on the storm side. He was staring fixedly at something out in that perpetual night. But there was nothing to see. Only the faint glow of the bluish-white-methane crystals, swirling through the frozen gullies of the rugged terrain; sweeping around the dark ridges as they were agitated by the driving stellar dust.


  “You’ll be killed out there,” Salvor-Jones said into his mike. “Get behind something, quick!”


  Smith said nothing. He just stood there, with his back to Salvor-Jones, contemplating the horizon as the storm rippled his uniform. His position had not shifted a fraction of an inch. It was this fact that frightened Salvor-Jones suddenly. He caught his breath, and crept around the edge of the shelter. He reached out and shook his assistant’s arm.


  Knucklebone Smith did not move. There was a gaping hole in the side of his helmet where a rock had struck. He had frozen to death, standing up.


  A SUDDEN flurry of unseen particles buffeted Salvor-Jones and bowled him over. Something big smashed against the roof hatch with such force that the entire beacon shuddered. The lid of the hatch, its braces torn from under it, clanged shut. Then the sudden gust abated.


  Salvor-Jones crawled over to the escape hatch and looked at it. It was slightly askew; there was plenty of room to get his hands under the edge of it. He tugged manfully in an effort to slide it aside enough to admit him, but in vain. It weighed more than half a ton.


  He pried at it with his adjustable wrench but it wouldn’t budge. He looked around for something longer. There was nothing.


  Professor Salvor-Jones realized that he was going to die on Pluto. He wished that he believed in prayer.


  He read the gage of his heating unit. Not much longer.


  He sat down on the hatch, heedless of the silent flak about him. He envied Knucklebons Smith over there; the man had never known what hit him.


  Knucklebone was still standing there, tall against the night, rigidly leaning against the superstructure, an impossible caricature of death.


  Something clicked in Salvor-Jones’s brain. One faint, mad hope. He crawled over and tugged at Smith’s legs. The tall corpse came crashing down on top of him.


  He seized one unyielding foot, a big, all-important, boot-clad foot that stuck out at just the right angle, and began to drag Knucklebone across the width of the dome.


  The Lunar Star got through safely. It was turned aside by a last minute warning from the Pluto Lamp beacon. This impressed the importance of the Lamp in the minds of the authorities, as is attested to by history, for it was in service well over one hundred years after Salvor-Jones’s ordeal.


  In Selena City there is a small monument, equally dedicated to the two heroes, Salvor-Jones and Smith. For the professor declared that Smith had been as much responsible for the success of the Lamp as he, himself. Hadn’t he saved the day, there at the very last?


  As for Knucklebone Smith, his frozen body still lies in simple state on Pluto. There is a faint, fixed smile on his face; or presumably there is, for Salvor-Jones attests that it was there that night. And it can hardly have escaped him now.


  For it was just as Knucklebone had always said. Every man is good for something.


  Even if it is only to be used for a lever.


  THE HOUSE AT THE END OF THE STREET


  Robert F. Young


  The woman you’ll never find is the woman you’ll love eternally—If you’re one of the lonely men on the barren slopes of Earth.


  


  When we first read Robert F. Young’s MISS KATY THREE all of the visions of beauty which had haunted us from boyhood seemed to tremble again in (evanescent splendor before our eyes. It was a little like dipping into Keats for the first time and reading of “magic casements opening on the foam of perilous seas in faery lands forlorn.” We hoped right then and there that Robert Young’s muse would flame again in the same unexpected and lyrically breathtaking fashion. It has, and in this brand-new yarn.


  


  THERE IS A search which has endured through generations out of mind. It is a search in which you have participated if you are a man, and the extent to which you have participated is commensurate with the degree of your idealism.


  It is a search for a being who is at once the incarnation of our memories and the embodiment of our expectations; of a being who is flesh and blood and yet not at all; who is simultaneously earthly and ethereal.


  It is a search, for all we know, for a non-existent being. To my knowledge she has never yet been found. But the brief moments when we think we have found her are certainly the best moments that we know, and if our goddesses invariably turn out to have feet of clay, it is not to their discredit so much as it is to ours, for we, not they, have predicated their goddess hood.


  Most men accept the non-existence of that which they cannot And settle for baser metal. Somewhere in their late twenties or early thirties they cease to believe in goddesses and marry the daughter of the butcher, the baker or the candlestick maker.


  They, I suspect, are the complacent gray men we see about us every day, in crowded streets and crowded bars, in offices and commuter-copters. Yes, and in suburban living-rooms reading their eternal papers, or staring, like pallid ghosts, through the tinselly windows of their 3-D screens into the public lives of goddess-pretenders and pitchmen. In their way, I suppose, they are contented. Contentment is not a bad substitute for happiness any more than the daughter of the candlestick maker is a bad substitute for a goddess.


  But there are a few of us who never stop looking. We staunchly continue to believe that some day we shall turn a springtime corner and see our goddess approaching us down the street, the wind in her hair and golden flecks of the sun in her eyes.


  And though the years slip slyly by and we never do quite And her, the hope never diminishes, and some of us assuage our need by reading romantic novels, and others of us just wander about parks on summer nights, or along beaches in moonlight, the need never assuaged at all, but always there, waiting, waiting . . .


  That which follows is the story of a goddess—and an apology. If at first it seems to be a dissertation on loneliness, be patient, for goddesses and apologies and loneliness, as you will see, sometimes go hand in hand. And if it is not the kind of story you expected the first Plutonian to write, I can only say that that is because you have lived all your life in the third house from the corner and have never visited the house at the end of the street.


  Unlike temperature, loneliness cannot be computed in degrees; but if there were a device to gauge its intensity it would hit its absolute low on the ice plains of Pluto.


  The ice plains of Pluto are blue; not the blue with which you are acquainted; but a glinting malevolent blue, a hard uncompromising blue, an endless, hating blue. And on their horizon the sun is a little naked eye, pale and cold, hardly larger than the disdainful stars that surround it.


  They go on and on, glinting and hating, unrelieved by the slightest shadow of a ridge, unsoftened by the faintest contour of a hill. Around them stretch the abysmal deeps of space—not the ordinary space that encompasses the inner planets, but the demoralizing darkness that confronts you when you reach the end of the street and turn your back on the pitiful radiance of the distant streetlight on the corner.


  I got to know the ice plains very well. Eventually I came to accept them. But that was long after the second ship had come; long after the thirty-six hours I spent alone in the house at the end of the street.


  The Stardream I landed itself. Such a modus operands is probably frustrating to romantics who remember the early days of space travel when pilots had to know how to operate their own ships. But romantics are invariably afflicted with temporal nostalgia. The old way, to them, is always the best way. I suspect that their ancestral counterparts were around a century ago, deprecating the advent of the first thoroughly automatic ford.


  I constituted the ship’s complement of one: Captain Stephen Carver—Point of Departure: Triton; Destination Pluto. A passenger rather than a pilot, though a very carefully selected passenger. But not selected because of any technological aptitude. The problems that arise in space and on unexplored planets are of a psychological, not a technological, nature, and the men who ultimately reach the stars will differ diametrically from the gimmick-minded swashbucklers who overran the moon and Mars.


  After planetfall the first thing I did was to activate the locator beam. The Stardream II showed like a tiny blur on the detector screen, still some two million miles out. In a day and a half, if nothing went wrong, it would, follow the beam in and come down to rest by the Stardream L And if something did go wrong, Captain Speller, passenger on the Stardream II, could return with me to Triton in the Stardream I, provided, of course, that he survived planetfall. The two ship system is based on the noble proposition that ships are more dispensable than men.


  The next thing I did was to don my suit, pass through the airlocks and descend the little Jacob’s ladder to the surface. I needn’t have done so. My orders did not include any extra-ship reconnoitering prior to Speller’s arrival, and I already had seen the Plutonian landscape through the viewports during planetfall.


  But man is a tradition-bound creature, and there is a deep-bedded symbolical significance in the minds of all of us concerning the contact of our feet with alien soil, especially when our particular feet are the first to make the contact. As the first Plutonian I simply had to stand, however briefly, on Plutonian soil.


  Or rather, Plutonian ice.


  So I stood there at the base of the ship, in the relative center of that Brobdingnagian plain, awaiting the exaltation that was my rightful reward for being the first man ever to set foot on the doorstep of Number 9 Solar Drive.


  But it wasn’t exaltation that I experienced.


  Standing there I gradually became aware of a quality that the excitement of planetfall had crowded out of my initial receptivity. Standing there I really saw, for the first time, the immensity all around me. I saw the ice flats glinting bluely away to the inward horizon above which the travesty of the sun hovered; and away and away and away to the dark dull outward horizon that wasn’t an horizon at all bat an awesome place where the changeless terrain left off and the outer darkness began—the darkness that separates the house at the end of the street from the first house of the next town, four miles, or four light years away.


  I had visited the other houses and I knew what aloneness, in its ordinary sense, was like. I was even cognizant, in a vague way, that the farther down the street you progressed, the more acute the aloneness became. But I was totally unprepared for the aloneness that crept in. from those abysmal outer deeps and touched my marrow.


  There is nothing I can compare it to; there is nothing in my experience that even approximates it. Try to visualize a vast silent plain compounded of ice and shattered starlight, then try to project yourself into the middle of it. Now imagine a bleak cold star above one horizon and let the information that that star is Sol sink into your mind; the same Sol that turns Earth skies blue, that creates the seasons, that is behind all sweet dawns and is an integral part of every sublime twilight. The Sol that is the sole progenitor of Day, that is responsible for every single blade of grass and every single patterned leaf—That little star on the horizon, that shoddy twinkle of lifeless light, that futile pentagram on the Cimmerian face of space; that remote streetlight on the corner that so warmly illumines the first three houses—


  That star is Sol.


  Imagine it if you can, and then try to imagine the emptiness that begins on the opposite horizon, an emptiness so illimitable, so prodigious, that it overextends its bounds between systems and creeps inexorably in over the Plutonian plains, a great dark mesmeric entity that suffuses you, that inundates you, that overwhelms you . . .


  When I got back into the ship I headed straight for the medicinal locker. There was whiskey there—a generous allotment. There was no reason why there shouldn’t have been. Men do not set foot into space ships until they have been pronounced psychologically sound, and psychologically sound men do not abuse alcohol allotments. But it is possible to be psychologically sound amid a predictable set of circumstances and psychologically unsound amid an unpredictable set of circumstances.


  I got thoroughly drunk . . .


  When I came out of it I was lying on the small lounge in the passenger compartment (it would be both romantic and inaccurate to call it a navigation room). My mouth was parched and there was an insistent throbbing going on in my brain. I got up miserably and stumbled in the general direction of the medicinal locker.


  I would have been all right if it hadn’t been for one thing. I would have washed down an anti-al tablet and in a matter of minutes my hangover would have been little more than an unpleasant memory, then I would have returned to the cozy compartment and taken my seat before the transmitter and the moment the Stardream II picked up the locator beam I would have established radio contact with Speller. I would have talked to him unremittingly about anything under the sun until the Stardream II came down to rest beside the Stardream I and there were two men on Pluto instead of only one.


  I would have done all that and this story would not differ radically from the stories most spacemen tell, despite its portentous beginning—


  If I had remembered to close the viewports.


  As it was I got as far as the first one, and without thinking at all, with that same absence of conscious volition typical of all men when they pass windows of any kind, I looked out at the Plutonian plain.


  There was a village lying there, where nothing had been before; the loveliest, the sweetest, the warmest village that I had ever seen. There were white houses and green lawns, and immaculate streets lined with elms and maples. In the center there was a park so green it hurt your eyes to look at it.


  I stood frozen before the viewport. I did not believe in what I saw, yet I could not take my eyes away. Gradually I began to make out details. All of the houses had rose-trellised verandahs, in each front yard there was a French lilac tree in bloom, and in every back yard there was an apple tree in blossom.


  The streets were deserted. So, apparently, were the houses.


  Presently my eyes touched the outskirts. Impossibly, the green lawns and the immaculate streets left off and the ice flats began. The bright sunlight ceased to be, and in its stead the ice glinted, malevolently, hatefully, endlessly.


  I brought my eyes back quickly and locked them on the charming houses, the exquisite yards; the hedges and the picket fences; the rambling, shaded streets. And suddenly such a poignant sense of need swept over me that I could not endure the lonely ship for another second, and I ran wildly from the compartment, down the companionway to the locks. At the threshold of the inner door I paused.


  There was a remnant of reason still remaining in my mind. My suit, I thought. My suit! I got into it feverishly. I forced myself to check the oxygen intake dial, the pressure indicator and the thermometer, not because there was any likelihood that any of the built-in units were malfunctioning, but to reassure myself of my sanity.


  I remembered that I had been drinking, and while it was improbable that a single bout with a bottle would bring about an hallucination of the proportions of the one I had just witnessed, it was equally improbable that the village could be real. But real or not, I had to investigate it.


  I stepped into the closet-sized chamber and sealed the inner door.


  I depressed the stud that controlled the ponderous outer door.


  There was a hiss, then a whoosh! of air, and there before me on the 350 degrees Fahrenheit plain was the summer village. If anything, it was more vivid and more real than it had been when I had seen it through the viewport.


  The nearest street began perhaps a hundred yards from the ship, and I stumbled toward it. The moment I stepped upon its flagstone sidewalk, dazzling sunlight was all about me. Startled, I glanced up at the sky, and the sky was blue! A summer blue, a June blue, a morning blue . . . and a sweet haze-softened sun was rising above the red rooftops.


  I stared at the nearest house. There was something strikingly familiar about it, its Martian Colonial lines, its nostalgic rose-trellised verandah—Suddenly I recognized it, and I was stunned.


  For it was my boyhood home, the house I had been born in, the house I had lived in before I went away to school; and it was just exactly the way it had been when I was a small boy stalking Martians in the back yard and treeing Venerian sphugi in the apple trees. And next door to it was its identical twin, and across the street, its identical triplet.


  I realized then that every house on the street was the same, every house in the entire village.


  As I stood there, gawking like a schoolboy, a tall handsome man came down the walk, opened the gate of the picket fence and started down the street toward the center of the village. He was wearing a light pastel business suit and he was carrying a brief case. He looked right at me when he opened the gate but he did not see me.


  But I saw him. His wide apart gray eyes, his slender nose and firm mouth; the unforgettable cleft on his chin. And I recognized him instantly.


  Why shouldn’t I have? He was my father.


  I don’t know how long I stood there—It is doubtful anyway if time could have been computed by orthodox standards in so unorthodox a situation—but presently I started moving down the street, cumbersomely, grotesquely, like some blundering deep sea diver in the midst of a delicate Atlantis. I received my second shock when I reached the gate. My mother came out of the house, descended the verandah steps and began to cut a bouquet of lilacs from the tree in the front yard.


  The scene was so starkly vivid, so intensely distinct that it transcended reality. There was the blue summer sky showing above the red shingles of the roof; the white clapboard siding, the shutter-embellished windows, the open verandah (so popular then after its century of ostracism), the deep greenness of the lawn, my mother’s scissors twinkling in the sun as she snipped the mauve blooms; my beautiful dark-haired mother herself—


  Just as I remembered her.


  Just as she had been all those absconded years ago . . .


  Presently she glanced up, but though she looked right at me she did not see me. There were particles of the sun in her blue eyes, but nothing else, and after awhile she returned them to her work. She snipped another lilac, added it to her bouquet, then went back into the house.


  The oxygen intake dial, inset at eye level in my helmet, registered “Normal”. But my chest was tight and I could hardly get my breath.


  After a long while I moved on. When I reached the second house, a tall handsome man came down the walk, opened the gate and started down the street. He was wearing a light pastel business suit and he was carrying a briefcase. He had wide apart gray eyes, a slender nose and a firm mouth, and there was an unforgettable cleft on his chin . . .


  When I came opposite the gate, a lovely dark-haired woman came out of the house, descended the verandah steps and began to cut a bouquet of lilacs from the tree in the front yard. Her scissors twinkled in the sunlight.


  And the next house. And the next, and so on down the street.


  An entire village of my boyhood homes, peopled by facsimiles of my mother and my father just as they had looked when I was ten years old.


  Regression? What else? How else does the mind react when confronted with a situation it cannot possibly cope with? Even in normal crises it is prone to return to a pleasanter situation, a situation that affords protection, that reassures. In an extreme crisis—absolute loneliness for instance—might it not multiply that happier milieu? Might it not only multiply it, but subjectively create it?


  But regression is merely one phase of the mind’s protective mechanism. There are many others, among them romantic invention.


  The dream girl device . . .


  Quite unsuspectingly I came to the village park. White walks wound in and out of the sunlight, arabesqued with shade when they passed beneath the trees. There were polychromatic parterres, and white benches ensconced in shrubbery. Stately elms shouldered the summer sky.


  But soft you now! The fair Ophelia!


  Goddesses are many things to many men. Your goddess to me might seem too short, and mine, to you, too tall. Your goddess may have gray eyes, while mine has blue. Goddesses are strictly subjective phenomena.


  I had started down one of the enchanting walks when I saw her. She was coming toward me out of sun and shadow. She was tall, and her hair was dark and short. She was wearing a mist-blue dress.


  She was too far away at first for me to see her face, but I felt that I knew her, knew her from somewhere. As she neared me, the details around her subtly faded—trees, grass, shadows—and at the same time the sun seemed to increase its brightness, until finally there was utterly nothing in my perspective but this tall sun-burnished girl walking. It was like staring at a single object in a picture and having everything else in the picture become blurred and meaningless.


  Presently, as the distance between us shrank, I began to see her face. It was a wide face, flawlessly molded. There were light blue eyes flashing beneath thin dark bird wings of brows, a firm line of nose, a generous mouth, warm with the beginning of a radiant smile. It was a country girl’s face and quite utterly beautiful, and though I had never seen it before I knew it very well.


  How did I know it?


  I knew it because I knew the memories and the associations that had shaped it.


  I knew the tranquil evenings, and I knew the green hills that rise into the serene blueness of summer skies; I knew the quiet country roads. I knew the mists that accompany summer mornings and I knew the fields new-turned in spring. I knew meadow flowers and quiet laughter, and brooks bubbling in violet shade.


  I knew the sweet smell of October vineyards and I knew the invigorating sharpness of November winds. I knew the creaking sound of snow on January nights, and I knew the first fresh breath of spring . . .


  She was a composite, a montage, a blend of all the moments when I had known beauty. She was the image that had shone unseen, deep in my mind, whenever I had looked at a pretty girl and turned disappointedly away. She was my hitherto unknown criterion.


  She was more than that.


  She was my own personal goddess; my Muse. And I had had to journey all the way to the house at the end of the street to find her. For the house at the end of the street is loneliness itself, and goddesses and loneliness, as I have said, sometimes go hand in hand.


  She had almost reached me when the Stardream II arrived. It was an incongruous falling star, shattering the blue illusion of the sky. It settled down on dwindling geysers of jets and proudly took its place in the sun beside the Stardream I.


  And suddenly my goddess began to fade away. Her face blurred, that lovely face, that goddess-face of memories and associations; and then her body, that tall goddess-body of Grecian symmetry and breasts in blossom—the whole exquisite creation of her shimmered, diffused, paled into transparency . . .


  And where the park had been, where the nostalgic village had stood, the ice plain reasserted itself, glinting malevolently away to the immensities, to the pale orb of the objective sun.


  Confront the mind with absolute loneliness and it will create. It will create because it must create, because creation is its last resort against insanity, its ultimate defense mechanism.


  But its creation is limited and it is conditioned. It is limited by the a posteriori factors of our individual existences, and it is conditioned by the habitual devices we employ to meet the lesser forms of loneliness. Regression and romantic invention.


  When I stood for the first time on the ice plains of Pluto I knew that here was a loneliness I was unprepared to meet, that I could not endure. My conscious reaction was to drink myself into insensibility. My subconscious reaction was more complex.


  Subconsciously, I came to a decision. Subconsciously, I decided that the next time I looked at those ice flats there was going to be a reassuring quality added to them through which their loneliness could not possibly penetrate. And when my transcendental logic processed my next retinal image of them, that reassuring quality had to be there.


  And what is more reassuring to any man than his boyhood home? Than his mother and father? Than his goddess . . .


  The only time the mind will create is when it has to, and the length of time it will sustain its creation is as long., and no longer, than it has to.


  Two men on Pluto can never be as lonely as one man on Pluto. Neither of them can experience absolute loneliness.


  When I saw the second ship come down I knew that I was no longer alone. And my creation turned to dust.


  I have said that in addition to being the story of a goddess that this is also an apology.


  It is an apology to potential goddesses. To almost-goddesses. To my real goddess, if or when I ever find her.


  For it is one thing to search for a goddess and not know what she is going to look like, and it is quite another thing to search for one and know exactly what she is going to look like. In the first instance you look subconsciously; in the second you look subconsciously and consciously.


  I look for my goddess every day. I stroll morning streets and afternoon avenues. I have a penchant for parks, and you may have seen me sitting by some quiet lake, or wandering down some maple-arbored lane.


  Searching.


  Searching for my goddess—


  Have you seen her?


  PERFECT DISCIPLINE


  R.R. Winterbotham


  The way Captain Storm figured it, two men were needed for the expedition—but only one set of brains. His, of course!


  ALWAYS it had been human failure, rather than mechanical failure, that bad prevented earthmen from reaching Pluto. No matter how perfect the spaceships and the atomic power that propelled them, man had not quite measured up to the standard of his machinery.


  But in Captain David Storm was nerve of iron, a will of steel and a heart of diamond. If any man could make the voyage successfully, he could do it. “But what about the crew?” the Director of Interplanetary Exploration asked the captain.


  “I’ll need only one man,” said the captain.


  “Ah,” said the director, whose name was Fairchild, “that’s the weakness. Where will we find another man who has the determination to reach Pluto at all costs and return safely? Where can we find the intelligence to cooperate fully, to obey blindly, and to trust every decision you make?”


  “You’re talking about two different men,” said Captain Storm. He was a big man, bulky muscular and broad shouldered. There was not an ounce of fat on him. His eyes blazed and they seemed so hot that people wondered why they did not scorch his cheeks.


  “Two men?”


  “I have the determination to reach Pluto at all costs and return safely,” said the captain. “All I ask of a crew is perfect discipline; a man who will obey orders, and trust my decisions, and who will ask no questions.”


  The director shook his head. “Such a man would be quite stupid.”


  “I want a stupid man. That’s where we have failed before; we’ve tried to pick intellectuals. Only one brain is needed.”


  “But one brain might be wrong.”


  “One brain might be right. There is twice as much chance of making a mistake with two humans aboard a ship, both of whom are capable of independent thought. To err is human. The more humans you have, the more error.”


  “You want an imbecile to accompany you to Pluto?”


  “I want a man who trusts and obeys. His grade of intelligence doesn’t matter.”


  And so a search ensued. Every physically-fit male listed by the draft boards of a nation was screened and tested. It was a long, dull and uninteresting process, but at length one candidate, one man in millions, was found who seemed to be able to do what he was told, without questions, without fail. The man was hardly a man—just a skinny, dull-eyed youth who had spent ten of his twenty-three years in reform schools. He was not mentally retarded, but neither was he mentally alert. He had always been led by others; he was weak-willed, wishy-washy and spineless. But when he was told to do something he did it, without question.


  And strangely enough, for a lad who had spent almost half of his life in penal institutions, he was honest, in a twisted, thwarted way. There was no spark of rebellion that sometimes breeds dishonesty. His life of crime had been sparked by others. When they told him to steal, he stole; when he was told to lie and cheat, he lied and cheated. He had no moral fiber to do otherwise. Had he been told to be honest and upright, he would have become a useful citizen; his environment had been against him.


  And his name was Donald Tinge.


  Captain Storm tested Donald. He gave him a pistol and pointed to a policeman. “Shoot him!” he said.


  Donald raised the pistol and pulled the trigger. The gun was not loaded, but Donald hadn’t known this; he had obeyed without question.


  Donald was taken to a penthouse on top of a 20-story building and told to jump. Donald walked to the edge of the building and jumped. Nets placed below caught him, but Donald had not known the nets were there. He had simply obeyed a command. He hadn’t thought of the consequences to himself; Donald was the perfectly disciplined man.


  “The voyage cannot fail,” said Captain Storm.


  And so with civic pomp, patriotic fervor, speeches, flag waving and band music, Captain David Storm and his one-man crew took off for Pluto.


  THE SHIP functioned perfectly. Donald behaved better than the machinery; Donald obeyed orders. He did not become moody and mutinous, as men are inclined to become in space. He worked at his tasks, he did what he was told to do, and he never asked questions. And Captain Storm, with his determination at high pitch, sat in his cabin with every fiber of his iron will bent toward reaching the objective.


  Months passed and Pluto was reached. Captain Storm landed, explored, took samples of soil and atmosphere, which lay frozen on the ground. Donald Tinge assisted; he performed the chores that Captain Storm designated.


  And the captain glowed inwardly. Perfect planning had made the voyage perfect. If he could have the same luck on the homeward leg, it would be an easier trip than the short flight to Mars.


  But the odds against a perfect voyage even to the moon are too great for such a hope to materialize.


  Centuries before Captain Storm’s voyage, a scientist had made a mistake of three seconds in calculating the time of Pluto’s rotation on its axis. Every figure that Captain Storm used in calculating his journey had been checked and double-checked, but somehow this small error had escaped detection. Or, if it was detected, it had never been corrected.


  And when Captain Storm took off on his trip homeward he was three seconds off. A small error indeed, and one hardly likely to make much difference on a short journey through space. But Pluto was well over four billion miles off and in that distance a three-second error was enough to throw the entire orbit of the spaceship awry.


  The three-second error had made no difference on the outgoing voyage, since Pluto’s rotation on its axis had nothing to do with the spaceship which had started from the earth, and whose movements had to be corrected in respect to the earth and the sun. But on the return trip, Captain Storm’s spacecraft was for all practical purposes a native of Pluto and it was entirely governed by that planet until it reached a spot near the gravitational field of the earth.


  Captain Storm sat in the control room, watching the stars and keeping his will inflexible when he noticed that something was wrong.


  A huge black object seemed to blot out the stars ahead. A second later a rock, larger than a mountain missed the spacecraft by inches. And far off to the right a moving light twinkled.


  “Asteroids!” the captain blurted. “How in Lord’s name did we get into the asteroid belt?”


  His route had been carefully planned to avoid this dangerous area in planetary travel, but within minutes it became apparent that his spaceship was plowing right through it. Before days had elapsed, a collision would be inevitable.


  There was nothing to do but to extend the orbit, and then correct it for a new path toward the earth. The spaceship had to be lifted above the asteroid belt at all costs. It would take fuel, but there was a little to spare and the captain hoped it would be enough. Otherwise, this trip would fail, like all the others.


  GRASPING the controls, the captain fired the rockets. The ship trembled silently as it accelerated through space. Black rocks sped by and flashed their sunlit sides after the spaceship passed. The ship moved upward and outward till it seemed to form the apex of a triangle with its base as a line between Jupiter and the earth.


  Then Captain Storm cut the rockets. “Donald,” he called, “fetch me the charts.”


  Donald had been preparing a meal, but as the order came, he put this aside and slipped silently into the chart room. A moment later he brought several bulky volumes to the control room and placed them on Captain Storm’s desk.


  “That will do,” said the captain; “go back to your work.”


  “Yes, sir,” said Donald. And he went away.


  For hours Captain Storm labored, sighting Jupiter, the earth and then computing the speed of his ship. A large correction would be needed to reach the earth, for the error in Pluto’s rotation already had thrown them days off their course. Added to this was the acceleration that had taken them out of the asteroid belt.


  Captain Storm computed his fuel supply and the amount of energy needed. By God, he could make it; but there wouldn’t be much to spare. Even then he’d have to jettison every bit of excess weight.


  The bunks would have to go; they could sleep on the bare floor. Much of the food could be dumped. They could live on half rations. Some of the water, too, would be thrown out.


  There were personal items such as books, phonograph records and a record player that had been used to entertain the captain and Donald on the long voyage. These could be spared.


  Donald brought in the meal. He placed it on a tray in front of the captain.


  “Bring your own meal in here, Donald,” said the captain. “Join me today.”


  Heretofore, in the interest of strict discipline, the captain had never fraternized with Donald; but this was an unusual event. Donald did not ask questions. He brought his own tray and set it on the desk, opposite the captain.


  “Eat hearty,” said Captain Storm. “This may be the last square meal we’ll have in many a day.”


  “Yes, sir,” said Donald. Although he was not hungry, he ate a hearty meal.


  “Drink your fill of water too,” said the captain.


  Donald obeyed, as he always did.


  “Now,” said the captain, “I have something to tell you.” Slowly the captain outlined the situation. Every item aboard the spaceship that was not needed for the successful completion of the voyage must go overboard. The one exception was the samples and the records they had gathered and made on Pluto.


  “Everything goes,” said the captain. “Understand?”


  Donald nodded. “Yes, sir. I understand.”


  “You have four hours to complete the task. I’ve set the automatic controls for acceleration four hours from now. I don’t trust human hands for such a delicate task of putting the ship back on an orbit that will take it to the earth. The acceleration and Brennschluss will be automatic. Understand?”


  “Yes, sir,” said Donald.


  “Food and water will be cut to the absolute minimum to preserve life. You will not like it, but you must accept it as necessary.”


  “Yes, sir,” said Donald.


  “You may not like it, but I don’t think it will kill you. After reaching the earth, you will be famous, and you can eat and drink anything you want.”


  “Yes, sir,” said Donald.


  “I have foreseen everything,” said the captain. “Even the fact that by the time the ship reaches the earth, lack of food and water may make it impossible to operate the landing controls properly. And so I have computed the time of arrival, and set robot mechanisms to take over.”


  “Yes, sir,” said Donald.


  “Now get to work; remember, everything that is not needed, goes overboard.”


  “Me too, sir?” asked Donald.


  “Great Jupiter,” said Captain Storm. “This is no time to ask questions! Did I say you were to jump out?”


  “No, sir,” said Donald.


  “Okay, then; get started.”


  The first thing Donald did was to throw Captain Storm overboard.


  SEA CHANGE


  Thomas N. Scortia


  Of course everybody knows what “being human” means—it’s just that they can’t define it, but of course they know what it means . . .


  
    
      
        
          	
            Full fathom five thy father lies;

            Of his bones are coral made;

            Those are pearls that were his eyes:

            Nothing of him that doth fade

            But doth suffer a sea change

            Into something rich and strange.


            Ariel’s Song”


            —The Tempest

          
        

      
    

  


  Gleaming . . . like a needle of fire—


  Whose voice? He didn’t know. The interstellar . . . two of them


  They were talking at once then, all the voices blending chaotically.


  They’re moving one out beyond Pluto for the test, someone said. Beautiful—We’re waiting . . . waiting. That was her voice. He felt coldness within his chest.


  That was the terrible part of his isolation, he thought. He could still hear everything.


  Not just in the Superintendent’s office in Marsopolis where he sat.


  But everywhere.


  All the whispers of sound, spanning the system on pulses of c-cube radio. All the half-words, halfthoughts from the inner planets to the space stations far beyond Pluto.


  And the loneliness was a sudden agonizing thing, sobbing in his ear. The loneliness and the loss of two worlds.


  Not that he couldn’t shut out the voices if he wished, the distant voices that webbed space with the cubed speed of light but—


  Might as well shut out all thought of living and seek the mindless, foetal state of merely being.


  There was the voice, droning cargo numbers. He made the small mental change and the tight mass of transistors, buried deep in his metal and plastic body, brought the voice in clear and sharp. It was a Triplanet Line ship in the Twilight Belt of Mercury.


  And he had a fleeting image of flame-shriveled plains under a blinding monster sun.


  Then there was the voice, saying, O.K. . . . bearing three-ought-six and count down ten to free fall—


  That one was beyond Saturn—Remembered vision of bright ribbons of light, lacing a startling blue sky.


  He thought: I’ll never see that again.


  And: Space beacon three to MRX two two—Space Beacon Three—Bishop to queen’s rook four—


  And there was the soft voice, the different voice: Bart . . . Bart . . . where are you? Bart, come in—Oh, Bart—


  But he ignored that one.


  Instead he looked at the receptionist and watched her fingers dance intricate patterns over the keyboard of her electric typewriter.


  Bart . . . Bart—


  No, no more, he thought. There was nothing there for him but bitterness. The isolation of being apart from humanity. The loneliness. Love? Affection? The words had no meaning in that existence.


  Slender fingers flicked over plastic keys and white paper bloomed endless stalks of words.


  It had become a ritual with him, he realized, this trip the first Tuesday of every month down through the silent Martian town to the Triplanet Port. A formalized tribute to something that was quite dead—an empty ritual, weak, ineffectual gesture.


  He had known that morning that there would be nothing.


  “No, nothing,” the girl in the Super’s office had said. “Nothing at all.”


  Nothing for him in his gray robot world of no-touch, no-taste.


  She looked at him the way they all did, the ones who saw past the clever human disguise of plastic face and muted eyes.


  He waited—listening.


  When the Super came in, he smiled and said, “Hello, Bart,” and then, with, a gesture of his head, “Come on in.”


  The girl frowned her silent disapproval.


  After they found seats, the Super said, “Why don’t you go home?”


  “Home?”


  “Back to Earth.”


  “Is that home?”


  The voices whispered in his ear while the Super frowned and puffed a black cigar alight.


  And: Bart . . . Bart—Knight your to . . . three down . . . two down—Out past Deimos, the sun blazing on its sides—Bart—“What are you trying to do?” the Super demanded. “Cut yourself off from the world completely?”


  “That’s been done already,” he said. “Very effectively.”


  “Look, let’s be brutal about it. We don’t owe you anything.”


  “No,” he said.


  “You’d be dead now,” the Super said.


  “I suppose so,” he said.


  “You could go back tomorrow. To Earth. A new life. No one has to know unless you insist on telling them.”


  He looked down at his hands, the carefully veined, very human hands. And the hard-muscled thighs where the cellotherm trousers hugged his legs.


  “Your technicians did a fine job,” he agreed. “Actually it’s better than my old body. Stronger. And it’ll last longer. But—”


  He flexed his hands sensuously, watching the way the smooth bands of contractile plastic articulated his fingers.


  “But the masquerade won’t work. You know that. We were made for one thing.”


  “I can’t change Company policy,” the Super said. “Oh, I know the experiment didn’t work. It was a bad compromise anyway, We needed something a little faster, more than human to pilot those first ships. Human reactions, the speed of a nerve impulse, they were too slow and electronic equipment too bulky. But we weren’t willing to face facts. We tried to compromise—keep the human form.”


  “We gave you what you needed,” he said. “We gave you the pilots for your ships. You do owe us something in return. Do you think Ed have signed your contract, knowing that when I finally died, you’d put my brain in something that wasn’t human?”


  “Well, we lived up to the contract. We saved you from that crack-up, you and a hundred like you. All in exchange for the ability only you had. It was a fair trade.”


  “All right. Give me a ship then. That’s all I want.”


  “I told you before. Direct hookup.”


  “No.”


  “Look, one of the interstellar’s being tested right this minute. And there are the stations beyond Pluto.”


  “The stations? Why should I let myself be sealed in one of those? Completely immobile. What kind of a useless life is that, existing as a self-contained unit for years on end without the least contact with humanity?”


  “The stations are not useless,” the Super said. He leaned forward and slapped his palm on the surface of the desk. “You know the Bechtoldt Drive can’t be installed within the system’s heavy gravitational fields. The Bechtoldt field collapses explosively under those conditions. That’s why we need the stations. They’re set up to install the drive after the ship leaves the system proper, using its atomic motors.”


  “You still haven’t answered my question.”


  “Stargazer I is outbound for one of the trans-Plutonian stations. Stargazer II will follow in a few days.”


  “So?”


  “You can have one of them if you want it. Oh, don’t get the idea that this is a hand-out. We don’t play that way. The last two ships blew up because the pilots couldn’t handle the hook-up. We need the best and that’s you.”


  He paused for a long second.


  “You may as well know,” the Super said. “We’ve put all our eggs in those two baskets. If either one fails, it’ll be a century before anyone tries again. We’re tired of being tied to nine planets. We’re going to the stars now and you can be a part of that.”


  “That used to mean something to me but—” He spread his hands fluidly. “After a time you start losing your identification with humanity and its drives.”


  When he started to rise, the Super said, “You know you can’t operate a modern ship or station tied down to a humanoid body. It’s too inefficient. You’ve got to become part of the set-up.”


  “I’ve t-old you before. That won’t do.”


  “What are you afraid of? The loneliness?”


  “I’ve been lonely before,” he said.


  “What then?”


  “What am I afraid of?” He smiled his mechanical smile. “I’m afraid of what’s happened to me already.”


  The Super was silent.


  “When you start losing the basic emotions, the basic ways of thinking that make you human, well—What am I afraid of? I’m afraid of becoming more of a machine,” he said.


  And before the Super could say more, he left.


  Outside, he zipped up the cellotherm jacket and adjusted his respirator. Then he advanced the setting of the rheostat on the chest of the jacket until the small jewel light above the rheostat glowed softly in the morning’s half-dusk. He had no need for the heat that the clothing furnished, of course, but the masquerade, the pretending to be wholly human would have been incomplete without this vital touch.


  All the way back through the pearl gray light, he listened to the many voices flashing back and forth across the ship lanes. He heard the snatches of commerce from a hundred separate ports and he followed in his mind’s eye the swift progress of Stargazer I out past the orbit of Uranus to her rendezvous with the station that would fit her with the Bechtoldt Drive.


  And he thought, Lord, if I could make the jump with her, and then: But not at that price . . . not for what it’s cost the others, Jim and Martha and Walt and . . . Beth.


  The city had turned to full life in the interval he had spent in the Super’s office and he passed numerous hurrying figures, bearlike in cellotherm clothing and transparent respirators. They ignored him completely and for a moment he had an insane impulse to tear the respirator from his face and stand waiting.


  Waiting, savagely, defiantly, for someone to look at him.


  The tortured writhings of neon signs glowed along the wide streets and occasionally an electric runabout, balanced lightly on two wheels, passed him with a soft whirr, its headlights cutting bright swaths across his path. He had never become fully accustomed to the twilight of the Martian day. But that was the fault of the technicians who had built his body. In their pathetic desire to ape the human body, they had often built in human limitations as well as human strengths.


  He stopped for a moment before a shop, idly inspecting the window display of small things, fragile and alien, from the dead Martian towns to the north. The shop window, he realized, was as much out of place here as the street and the individual pressurized buildings that lined it. It would have been better, as someone had once suggested, to house the entire city under ope pressurized unit. But this was how the Martian settlements had started and men still held to the diffuse habits more suited to another world.


  Well, that was a common trait that he shared with his race. The Super was right, of course. He was as much of a compromise as was the town. The old habits of thought prevailing, molding the new forms.


  He thought perhaps that he should get something to eat. He hadn’t had breakfast before setting out for the port. They’d managed to give him a sense of hunger, though taste had been too elusive for them to capture.


  But the thought of food was somehow unpleasant.


  And then he thought perhaps he should get drunk.


  But even that didn’t seem too satisfying.


  But he walked on for a distance and found a bar that was open and walked in. He shed his respirator in the air lock and, under the half-watchful eyes of a small, fat man, fumbling with his wallet, he pretended to turn off the rheostat of his suit.


  Then he went inside, nodded vaguely at the bored bartender and sat at a corner table. After the bartender had brought him a whiskey and water, he sat and listened.


  Six and seven . . . and twenty-ought-three—


  Read you—


  And out there you see nothing, absolutely nothing. It’s like—


  Bart . . . Bart—


  To king’s knight four—Check in three—


  Bart—


  And the rocks glint like a million diamonds. It depends on the way the sun comes up with—


  Bart—


  And for the first time in weeks, he made the change. He could talk without making an audible sound, which was fortunate. A matter of sub-verbalizing. He said silently, Come on in.


  Bart, where are you?


  In a bar.


  I’m far out . . . very far out. The sun’s like a pinhole in a black sheet. Did you ever train in one of the old McKeever trainers? With the black hood? I did once and there was a tiny hole in the hood and the light came through. It’s like that—


  I think I’m going to get very drunk.


  Why?


  Because I want to. Isn’t that reason enough? Because it’s the one wholly, completely human thing that I can do well.


  I’ve missed you.


  Missed me? My voice, maybe. You’ve never seen me . . . or you—


  The thought hit him that this was quite true. He should have, at least, a mental image of her. He tried to conjure one, but nothing came. She had never been, she never would be anything but a voice, someone intangible like the silent people speaking from the pages of a book.”


  That isn’t important, is it?


  Important? Perhaps not.


  You should be out here with us, she said breathlessly. They’re beginning to come out noiv. The big ships. They’re beautiful. Bigger and faster than anything you and I ever rode.


  They’re bringing Stargazer I out for her tests, he told her.


  I know. My station has one of the drives. Station three is handling Stargazer I right now.


  He swallowed savagely, thinking of what the Super had said.


  Oh, I wish I were one of them, Beth said.


  His hand tensed on the glass and for a moment he thought it would shatter in his fingers. She hadn’t said on. Were . . . were . . . I wish I were one.


  Do you? he said. That’s fine.


  Oh, that’s fine, starry eyes. I love you and the sky and the stars and the sense of being—I am the ship . . . I am the station . . . I am anything but human—


  What’s wrong Bart?


  I’m going to get drunk.


  There’s a ship coming in. Signaling.


  The bartender, he saw, was looking at him oddly. He realized that he had been nursing the same drink for the last fifteen minutes. He raised the drink and very deliberately drank and swallowed.


  I’ve got to leave for a minute, she said.


  Do that, he said.


  Then, I’m sorry, Beth. I didn’t mean to take it out on you.


  I’ll he back, she said.


  He sat, looking out over the room, for the first time really noticing his surroundings. There were two tourists at the bar, a fat, weak-chinned man in a plaid, one-piece business suit and a woman, probably his wife, thin, thyroid-looking. They were talking animatedly, the man gesturing heatedly. He wondered what had brought them out so early in the morning.


  It was funny, he thought, the image of the fat man, chattering like a nervous magpie, his pudgy hands making weaving motions in the air before him.


  He saw that his glass was empty and he rose and went over to the bar. He found a stool and ordered another whiskey.


  “I’ll break him,” the little man was saying in a high, thin voice. “Consolidation or no consolidation—”


  “George,” the woman said gratingly, “you shouldn’t drink in the morning.”


  “You know very well that—”


  “George, I want to go to the ruins today.”


  Bart . . . Bart—


  “They’ve got the cutest pottery down in the shop on the corner.


  From the ruins. Those little dwarf figures—You know, the Martians.”


  Only she pronounced it “Marchans” with a spitting “ch” sound.


  It’s the big one, Bart. The Stargazer. It’s coming in. Maybe I’ll see it warp. Beautiful—You should see the way the sides catch the light from the station’s beacon. Like a big ball of pure silver—


  “Pardon me,” the woman said, turning on the stool to him. “Do you know what time the tours to the mins start?”


  He tried to smile. He told her and she said, “Thank you.”


  “I suppose you people get tired of tourists,” she said, large eyes questioning.


  “Don’t be silly,” George said. “Got to be practical. Lots of money from tourists.”


  “That’s true,” he said.


  Bart—


  “Well,” the woman said, “when you don’t get away from Earth too often, you have to crowd everything in.”


  Bart—Uneasy.


  “That’s true,” he told the woman aloud and tried to sip his drink and say silently, What’s wrong?


  Bart, there’s something the matter with the ship. The field . . . flickering—


  She started to fade.


  Come back, he shouted silently.


  Silence.


  “I’m in the Manta business back home,” George said.


  “Manta?” he asked. He raised a mechanical eyebrow carefully.


  “You know, the jet airfoil planes. That’s our model name. Manta, ’cause they look like a ray, the fish. The jets squirt a stream of air directly over the airfoil. They’ll hover just like a ’copter. But speed? You’ve never seen that kind of speed from a ’copter.”


  “I’’ve never seen one,” he said.


  Beth . . . Beth—his silent voice shouted. For a moment he felt like shouting aloud, but an iron control stopped his voice.


  “Oh, I tell you,” George said, “we’ll really be crowding the market in another five years. The air’s getting too crowded for ’copters. They are not safe any longer. Why, the turbulence over Rochester is something—”


  “We’re from Rochester,” the thyroid woman explained.


  Bart, listen. It’s the Bechtoldt generator, I think. The radiation—I think it’s killed the pilot. I can’t raise him. And there’s no one else. Just instruments.


  How far from the station?


  Half a mile—


  My God, if the thing goes—


  I go with it! He could feel the flicker of fear in her words.


  “So we decided that now was the time, before the new merger. George would never find the time after—”


  Try to raise the pilot.


  Bart . . . Bart . . . I’m afraid.


  Try—


  “Is something wrong?” the thyroid woman said.


  He shook his head.


  “You need a drink,” George said.


  He noticed that the glass before him was empty as George signaled the bartender.


  Beth, what’s the count?


  Oh, Bart, I’m scared.


  The count—


  “Good whiskey,” George said.


  Getting high . . . I can’t raise the pilot.


  “Lousiest whiskey on the ship coming in. Those things give me the creeps.”


  “George, shut up.”


  Beth, where are you?


  What do you mean?


  Where are you positioned. Central or to one side?


  I’m five hundred yards off station center.


  “I told you not to drink in the morning,” the woman said.


  Any secondary movers? Robot handlers?


  Yes, I have to handle cargo sometimes.


  All right, tear your auxiliary power pile down.


  But—


  Take the bricks and stack them against the. far wall of the station. You’re shielded enough against their radiation. Then you’ll have to rotate the bulk of the station between you and the ship.


  But how—?


  Uranium’s dense. It’ll shield you from the radiation when the ship goes. And break orbit. Get as far away as possible.


  Bart, I can’t. The station’s not powered.


  If you don’t—


  I can’t—


  Then silence.


  The woman and George looked at him expectantly. He raised his drink to his lips, marveling at the steadiness of his hands.


  “I’m sorry,” he said aloud. “I didn’t catch what you said.”


  Beth, the drive units for the Bechtoldt.


  Yes?


  Can you activate them?


  They’ll have to be jury-rigged into place. Quick-welded.


  How long?


  Five, maybe ten minutes. But the field. It’ll collapse the way the one on the ship’s doing.


  Not if you keep your attention on it. Anyway, you’ll have to chance it. Otherwise—


  “I said,” George said thickly, “have you ever ridden one of those robot ships?”


  “Robot ships?”


  “Oh, I know, they’re not robots exactly.”


  “I’ve ridden one,” he said. “After all, I wouldn’t be on Mars if I hadn’t.”


  George looked confused.


  “George is a little dull sometimes,” the woman said.


  Beth—


  Almost finished. The count’s mounting.


  Hurry—


  If the. field collapses—


  Don’t think about it.


  “They give me the creeps,” George said. “Like riding a ship that’s haunted.”


  “The pilot is very much alive,” he said. “And very human.”


  Bart, the pile bricks are in place. A few more minutes and—


  Hurry . . . hurry . . . hurry. “George talks too much,” the woman said.


  “Oh, hell,” George said. “It’s just that . . . well, those things aren’t actually human any more.”


  Bart, I’m ready . . . I’m scared. Can you control your thrust?


  With the remote control units, just as if I were the Stargazer.


  Her voice was chill—frightened. All right then—


  Count’s climbing fast . . . I’ll>—Bart! It’s blinding . . . a ball of fire—It’s—


  Beth—


  Silence.


  “I don’t give a damn,” George told the woman petulantly. “A man’s got a right to say what he feels.”


  Beth—


  “George, will you shut up and let’s go.”


  Beth—


  He looked out at the bar and thought of flame blossoming in utter blackness and—


  “They aren’t men any more,” he told George. “And perhaps not even quite human. But they’re not machines.”


  Beth—


  “George didn’t mean—”


  “I know,” he said. “George is right in a way. But they’ve got something normal men will never have. They’ve found a part in the biggest dream that man ever dared dream. And that takes courage—courage to be what they are. Not men and yet a part of the greatest thing that men have ever reached for.”


  Beth—


  Silence.


  George rose from his stool.


  “Maybe,” he said. “But, well—” He thrust out his hand.


  “We’ll see you around.”


  He winced when Bart’s hand closed on his and, for a moment, sudden awareness shone in his eyes. He mumbled something in a confused voice and headed for the door.


  Bart—


  Beth, are you all right?


  The woman stayed behind for a moment.


  Yes, I’m all right. But the ship, the Stargazer—


  Forget it.


  But will there be another. Will they dare try again?


  You’re safe. That’s all that counts.


  The woman was saying, “George hardly ever sees past his own nose.” She smiled, her thin lips embarrassed. “Maybe that’s why he married me.”


  Bart—just hang on. They’ll get to you.


  No, I don’t need help. The acceleration just knocked me out for a few minutes. But don’t you see?


  See?


  I have the drive installed. I’m a self-contained system.


  No, you can’t do that. Get it out of your mind.


  Someone has to prove it can be done. Otherwise they’ll never build another.


  It’ll take you years. You can’t make it back.


  “I knew right away,” the woman was saying. “About you, I mean.”


  “I didn’t mean to embarrass you,” he said.


  Beth, come back. Beth—


  Going out . . . faster each minute—Bart, I’ll be there before anyone else. The first. But you’ll have to come after me. I won’t have enough power in the station to come back—


  “You didn’t embarrass me,” the thyroid woman said.


  Her eyes were large and filmed.


  “It’s something new,” she said. “To find someone with an object in living.”


  Beth, come back.


  Far out now . . . accelerating all the while—Come for me, Bart. I’ll wait for you out there . . . circling Centaur us—


  He stared at the woman by the bar, his eyes scarcely seeing her.


  “You know,” the woman said. “I think I could be very much in love with you.”


  “No,” he told her. “No, you wouldn’t like that.”


  “Perhaps,” she said. “But you were right. In what you told George, I mean. It does take a lot of courage to be what you are.”


  Then she turned and followed her husband through the door.


  Before the door closed, she looked back. Her eyes were filled with wonder.


  Don’t worry, Beth. I’ll come. As fast as I can.


  And then he felt the sounds of the others, the worried sounds that filtered through the space blackness from the burned plains of Mercury to the nitrogen oceans of dark Pluto.


  And he told them what she was doing.


  For moments his inner hearing rustled with their wonder of it.


  There was a oneness then. He knew then what he must do, the next step he must take.


  We’re all with you, he told her, wondering if she could still hear his voice. We always will be.


  And he reached out, feeling himself unite in a silent wish with those hundreds of minds, stretching in a brotherhood of metal across the endless spaces.


  Stretching in a tight band of metal, a single organism reaching.


  Reaching for the stars.


  THE END


  OUTSIDE POSITION


  William F. Temple


  The lady liked cold and had a very strong will. Did this make her a potential menace?


  In the cities, the snow met with brusque treatment. The blasts of warm air leapt from their secret hiding places along the streets—even from the curbs themselves—and melted it almost before one flake could settle on another. And the self-sluicing drains washed the evidence away.


  As compensation, man indulgently let nature have the countryside for a playground. She had romped there wildly this February. The fields, lanes, ponds, and hedges had disappeared under a desert of snow. A smooth hump here and there marked a haystack—or a house. The drifts in places were over thirty feet deep.


  But the level threads of the monorails were at no point less than fifty feet above the ground, and the monotrains sped disdainfully along them to and from London. One of these long steel caterpillars, a London-bound express, was just entering the serpentine Merefield Valley. The monorail wound round bend after bend, and the train swept after it, its line of single wheels spinning busily, its gyroscopes minimizing the sway.


  Nevertheless, for safety it had slowed to fifty miles an hour, and that gave an outside chance to the man who was racing it in a jet-sledge across the snow. He came like a comet down the valley side, trailing a long plume of blown snow. So was the train.


  But the sledge got there first. The driver cut the jet and sent the sledge into a magnificent broadside skid, slowing it by the buffer of snow its runners piled up increasingly before them.


  Suddenly the pile fell like an avalanche into the little station yard. The driver leaped from the sledge after it and struggled knee-deep to the station door. The station-master looked out disapprovingly.


  “Really, Sir Lawrence, it’s taken me days to dig out that yard, foot by foot.”


  “Sorry, Stan,” said Sir Lawrence Bailey, breathing hard. “Stop the London train, will you? Hurry—she’s nearly here.”


  “There’s no hurry at all, Sir Lawrence. I put the distant signal against her when I heard you coming this way. That jet of yours sounds for miles, and it’s the only one in the district. There isn’t another train for three hours. So I guessed you wanted this one stopped.”


  “You’re positively uncanny, Holmes,” said Bailey, stepping into the lift.


  “You have to use your head in my job, Sir Lawrence—same as you do in yours.”


  The station-master pulled the door and imprisoned them both in the lift. As the little cell rose between the girders to where the station proper stood on stilts, Bailey reflected that the perennial drawback of living in the country was that everybody knew too much about everybody else’s business.


  “I’m going to town, Stan,” he said, aloud. “I don’t know for how long. I may be back tonight. If I am, I’ll take the sledge back. If not, my handyman will pick it up in the morning.”


  “Right, Sir.”


  They walked out on to the platform. The station-master called in at the signal-box and cleared the distant signal but left the station one at red. Presently the monotrain came humming along the line, dawdling deliberately, it seemed, as though it wasn’t even going to try to hurry now. The motorman gave them a sour look as he drifted by in his glass cabin. He had been well on time before this unexpected check. It would be hard to make up the loss now.


  Bailey climbed aboard, and the train started with an irritable jerk that made him stumble in the corridor. It was the only way the disgruntled motorman could hit back.


  The train was pretty full. Bailey peered into compartment after compartment, and saw no gap he could squeeze into comfortably: he was a big man.


  Then he came to the blonde. She was queening it in a compartment empty save for herself. She sat regalled with her back to the engine reading The Times.


  Through the centuries feminine hair-styles and dress-styles had come, gone and returned again in endlessly recurring cycles. The blonde was well abreast of current fashion. Her shimmering black dress was ankle-length, but pressed itself to her narrow waist and generous hips as though it were elastic. The sleeves were voluminous and there were lace ruffles at her wrists. She wore gloves. Her sable coat lay neatly folded on the opposite seat.


  Bailey could see enough of her hair to note it was in the sleek, long-bob, page-boy style, which again was the latest thing—pro tem. But, typically, The Times hadn’t changed its format in generations, and the large sheets hid her face and the rest of her down to the waist.


  Bailey slid open the door of the compartment, entered—and shivered. It was like a refrigerator in there. The window was half open and, as the train was picking up speed again now, a chill blast from across the snowfields was driving in.


  “Pretty cold in here,” he remarked conversationally.


  “If you don’t like it, you’d better go somewhere else,” said the blonde softly but also coldly. She had a slight lisp and a lifting drawl.


  Bailey stared at the type-crowded Times, which still screened her.


  “I’ll bet you say that to all the boys. No wonder you’ve a compartment to yourself.”


  She lowered the screen, laid it on her lap. The first noticeable fact was that she was wearing sunglasses. The second, that her bust matched her hips. But her face was rather narrow. It was also pale, and on it her mouth looked like a fresh wound.


  “By your accent, Harrow and Cambridge?”


  Bailey nodded. “Good shooting.”


  “In short, an English gentleman. I’ve always been told your class has a Spartan upbringing, breaking the ice for the morning bath—that sort of thing. You’re still young—thirty? Thirty-five? And you complain about a draught, like an old lady.”


  Bailey grinned. “We endure the necessary. But the unnecessary . . . D’you mind if I close the window?”


  “Yes. I do.” The lisp was pronounced.


  Bailey shrugged, and settled himself in the diagonally opposite comer. The icy air streamed in, slid along the wall to nip at him. He tried to be Spartan about it. The blonde resumed her Times, holding it firm against the swirling air flows.


  Pretty soon, Bailey began to tire of being a Spartan. He looked thoughtfully at the Pykon knob on the window.


  Pykon was a unique substance, yet plentiful enough in this world, and even more plentiful on Venus, whence it originated. Under the Venusian clouds lay whole swamps of it, like white mud, kept moist by the humid heat. But once dried out and compressed into solid farm, it took on a most remarkable property: it responded to psychokinetic influence like a magic charm.


  The PK effect—firstly noted by Dr Rhine—was now, of course, an accepted fact. That was inevitable from the moment the first specimen of hardened Pykon was brought to Earth. For all that, Pykon was limited in its application. For one thing (the reason wasn’t yet properly understood) it could be made to move, by mind control alone, along only one line of force. That was the perpendicular dropped through its centre of gravity: the line of gravity itself.


  By concentrated will, you could move Pykon directly up or directly down. But never sideways or obliquely.


  There was a further limit. The effect weakened rapidly in ratio to distance above ground level. Above a height of some two hundred feet it faded out altogether. The physicists talked cryptically of the widening gaps between the lines of Earth’s magnetic field, as if that had something to do with it. Perhaps it had. Nobody knew.


  At first there was a lot of excited talk about a revolution in industry, especially as the PK lifting of a ton of Pykon called for no more will power than the raising of an ounce: size and weight seemed immaterial. But in the upshot it didn’t come to much. The trouble was that physical sight of the Pykon was necessary during each operation. You had to watch the stuff or it hardly moved at all.


  That was time-wasting. After a few dismal experiments, industry swung back to automation, which could be trusted to look after itself and move anything anywhere—not just up or down.


  “It’ll make a nice yo-yo,” scorned one magnate, which very nearly became its epitaph, and may have done if it weren’t for the parking problem.


  There were a few Pykon passenger lifts, in low buildings. But they were little more than a novelty, and were seldom reliable because the wills of passengers and would-be passengers too often clashed.


  So, apart from its solution of the parking problem, Pykon was used mainly for the little things of life; like sliding windows up or down without troubling to get up from your chair.


  Lying back in his seat, eyes half closed but nevertheless focussed on the white Pykon knob, Bailey—imperceptibly, he hoped—began to edge the compartment window up.


  He succeeded in closing it quietly. The air in the compartment at last became still. A heady perfume tickled Bailey’s nostrils. He recognised it; Syrtis—so called because the juice of certain plants gathered in the Syrtis Major area on Mars was an important constituent of it. But he knew there was another important constituent, too, and felt heartened.


  Suddenly, the blonde slapped the paper down on her lap, frowned at him and then at the window. As if yanked down by an impatient but invisible hand, the window shot down with a thump, wide open.


  The renewal of the polar blast made Bailey gasp. Then he set his jaw and willed the window shut again. It slid halfway up and stopped. The blonde had become very tense and was throwing in some mighty counter-willing.


  Then, gradually, the window began to move again—upwards.


  The blonde hissed with exasperation, then snatched off her dark glasses, presumably because they were impeding her view of the knob. The clearer one saw Pykon, the more sure the PK effect.


  Bailey transferred his attention for a moment to her eyes. They were warm brown and heavily lashed and looked beautiful. He was distracted altogether, and the window slammed full open again with what sounded like a triumphant bang.


  She smiled at him, and her teeth were white and perfect.


  He frowned. “Don’t you think you’re being rather childish and wilful?”


  “Wilful—or strong-willed?”


  “Wilful,” grunted Bailey, and seized the white knob and heaved the window shut.


  “That’s cheating!” cried the blonde, indignantly. “Mere brute strength. And you call yourself a gentleman!”


  “In point of fact, that was what you called me.”


  “Then I was wrong.” The blonde reached for the Pykon knob.


  Purposefully, Bailey reached for it too. The blonde hesitated, then snatched her gloved hand back as his big, strong fingers were about to close over it.


  “Where I come from,” the blonde said, acidly, “I’ve seen men horsewhipped for such behaviour to a woman.”


  “Indeed? One of the southern states of America, I presume?”


  Kentucky. Where all real men are gentlemen.”


  “That explains the attractive accent,” nodded Bailey. “Have you been in this country long?”


  “Too long, I’m beginning to think. About an hour, in fact.”


  “Of course, this is the boat-train. You disembarked at Southampton?”


  “That’s so.”


  Bailey glanced up at the empty luggage rack. “No luggage?”


  She raised her eyebrows. “What’s that?”


  “Baggage, you would call it.”


  “You don’t imagine I carry trunks on my back, do you? They’re in the baggage car. Why should it concern you, anyhow? Just who are you?”


  “My name, dear lady, is Bob Crachit. I come from a long line of poor but honest clerks . . .”


  By the time the train slid into New Victoria, he was “Bob” to her and he was calling her Louisa, and they were laughing. She had quite a. sense of humour, after all. She had an attractive walk, too, with short, mincing steps and a provocative sway of the hips. He watched her as she oscillated down the corridor ahead of him.


  On the platform, he said: “I’ll get you a porter, Louisa.”


  “Don’t trouble yourself, Bob. My baggage is being picked up later.”


  “I’ll get you a taxi, then.”


  “Thanks, no. I have a car waiting. It’s been nice knowing you, Bob. Goodbye now.”


  “Goodbye, Louisa. I hope you enjoy your stay here.”


  “Thanks again.” She swayed away into the crowd. Bailey followed slowly, keeping his distance and never entirely losing sight of her. She was greeted by a small, white-faced man waiting by a car, who at once drove her off. Bailey crooked a finger, and another waiting car started across the street to him.


  “Follow that blue coupe,” directed Bailey, and the driver nodded. They spun out of the station yard into the busy streets of London, where Pykon had come into its own.


  Even back in the mid-years of the century, car parking in the big cities had been a major headache. Floods of new cars were being poured on to the roads which couldn’t expand to accommodate them. Ground space in New York and central London was worth a fortune per square yard. The only way to cover its cost was to build on it—as high as possible. Little of it could be spared for car parks. The narrow streets were hemmed in by massive buildings which couldn’t be moved.


  Parking along one side of a street made that street even narrower, and eventually street parking was fobidden altogether. The result: streets choked with cars, half of which were only there because they were cruising around with the slender hope of finding a vacant place in a car park. Towards the end of the century London, New York, and other world cities were little more than enormous traffic jams.


  Then one morning a wealthy eccentric, by name Jeffrey Tubbs, waved a wand and set them free.


  His car was in a funeral procession in Oxford Street. He stopped it altogether outside a big store and jumped out. Before anyone had time to hoot a protest, Tubbs frowned at his own car, which at once rose straight up in the air to a height of twenty feet—and stayed there.


  The broad white band encircling it, which his friends had thought was a characteristically Tubbsian freak decoration, was Pykon.


  Tubbs vanished into the store to buy a new pair of suspenders.


  Mid-air parking had been born. Within a week it was general, for Pykon was cheap and abundant.


  The streets along which Bailey’s car discreetly followed the blue coupe would have looked like scenes from a mad dream to a pre-Tubbs Londoner. As if hanging from invisible threads, whole lines of motionless cars were poised fifteen or twenty feet above the curbs, displaying their axles and shafts as one drove beneath them.


  Oil drips on one’s clothes from the fluid had become a new hazard of the streets. But penalties for such leaks were severe. Also, only a single line of air-parked vehicles was permitted on either side of the street. Nobody wished the streets roofed over by solid phalanxes of cars, shutting out the daylight.


  As the blue coupe stopped outside the entrance to a tall block of flats, the winter dusk was falling. So was the snow, though it was allowed no rest on the ground.


  Louisa, curvaceous even in her long thick coat, minced on high heels to the entrance and vanished through it. The blue coupe pulled away up the street.


  Bailey told his driver: “Drop me here. Then tail that little fellow. Call out a squad car and get him. Never mind the girl—I’ll run her to earth.”


  Again the driver nodded silently. He picked up a radio microphone and was speaking into it as he drove off leaving Bailey standing on the pavement. He didn’t stand there long. Within a minute he was in the hall beyond the entrance, cursing because the porter he expected to find on duty wasn’t there. Neither was Louisa. There were four automatic lifts and she might have taken any one of them.


  He stared blankly down the long corridor, realizing that there were perhaps another twenty above it, all with rows of side branches and endless doors. Hundreds of private flats. He could, of course, inspect the name slip upon each and every door. But he felt pretty sure that he would never see one inscribed “Louisa Alcott,” because that was no more her name than his was Bob Crachit.


  He went out into the street again and gazed up at the facade of the block. Snow flakes spun down into his eyes and made them water. Many of the windows were fit now, for it was almost dark. As he looked, another window was suddenly illuminated. It was about fifty feet up, one of the bigger ones with a wide balcony. He wondered if that was her flat. The timing was about right—she would have just arrived there now.


  But it might as easily be someone who’d been indoors for hours and only just noticed it was getting dark.


  Then both french windows leading on to the balcony were pushed wide open—from this angle he couldn’t see by whom—and left that way. He smiled. He could imagine only one person doing that On an evening as bitter as this. All the same, better to make sure.


  He had an idea. An unlawful one, but it appealed to him. Someone had left a car air-parked a short way from the entrance. He willed it down to street level, climbed in, and drove twenty yards until he was directly below the window which interested him. Then he willed the car to rise slowly for fifty feet—and he remained in it at the wheel.


  He stopped it when he could peep just over the flat ledge of the balcony into the lighted room.


  It was the right window, all right. Louisa came straight out on to the balcony almost before he realized it really was her. Oddly, she was still wearing sunglasses. But she removed them as she called:


  “Why, Bob, what an odd way to drop in on me!”


  He smiled, feeling foolish. “Good heavens, it’s Louisa! I had no idea you lived here.”


  She smiled, too. “Probably not—until you followed me.”


  “Louisa, I was only parking my car——”


  “But you forgot to get out first?”


  “Yes—aren’t I stupid? I’ve parked myself like this before. You know how it is when you’ve got something else on your mind.”


  “I’m afraid I don’t, Bob. I always think what I’m doing. You’re parked about twice the regulation height, too.


  He glanced down. “Good Lord, yes! I better get down again before the police get my number.”


  “L it your number?” she lisped in her slow drawl. “I thought that car belonged to a tenant here.”


  Bailey sighed. “Okay, then, I followed you and borrowed this car. I fell pretty hard, Louisa. It was you I had on my mind. I just had to find out where you lived. I wanted to see you again.”


  “And serenade me—in the snow? I’m flattered—and thrilled to bite. You’d better come in and have a drink.”


  “Thanks, I will. I’ll just take this car back——”


  “No, you won’t,” she said, sharply, and her gloved hands tightened on the balastrade. He stared at her, then at the Pykon band on the car. He felt her will opposing his strongly, holding the car there in mid-air.


  “You see?” she said quietly. “Now Romeo, let me see you perform the balcony scene properly. You can make this balcony in one leap from the running board—why, it’s not six feet!”


  “Six feet that way—but fifty feet that way,” he said, mournfully, pointing down.


  Her lip curled. “So, once more the gallant English gentleman who isn’t so very gallant.”


  “All right,” said Bailey, resignedly. “For the honour of the old school.” He opened the door, balanced on the narrow running board, leaped, and caught the balcony. His hands slipped on the thin layer of snow and he almost fell. She made no move to help him. A look passed between them. Then he heaved himself over the balustrade without a word.


  Down in the street there was a witness—a woman who perhaps had seen too many strange things. Her eyes remained expressionless as she turned away and resumed walking—up and down, slowly.


  The apartment was ice-cold, and could have been cosy. The carpet was warm and thick, there were deep armchairs, and a cocktail cabinet. There was also a writing bureau which Bailey surveyed from the comers of his eyes.


  “Whisky?” lisped Louisa.


  Bailey started. “Er, no, thanks, Louisa. I don’t feel like a drink, after all.”


  “Cigar, then?” She held out a carved ivory box.


  “That’s an idea. Thanks.” He took the box.


  “You know,” she said, “I’m surprised that you follow girls. You don’t look the wolf type. Are you?”


  He regarded her oddly. “I’m a terrible wolf—the worst in the pack,” he said, solemnly, and lifted the lid of the cigar box.


  It was as though a black cloud leaped up into his face. Ammonial fumes burned in his nostrils. He choked, dropped the box to the carpet, then sank slowly on top of it. Vaguely, he was aware of the carpet’s thick pile pressing against his cheek, yet he felt, too, that he was falling through it, through the floor into a black ocean that lay beneath it. And he was drowning in the darkness . . .


  He came round gradually to a condition of discomfort. His arms were trussed tightly behind him, and rope bound him painfully at the knees and ankles. He lay in the depths of one of the armchairs like a parcel waiting to be picked up.


  The Ammoniacal smell was gone but another hung heavy in the room: Syrtis. The windows were shut and the thick curtains drawn.


  Louisa sat in the opposite chair. His open wallet lay on her lap. She glanced up from the contents which she was examining.


  “Would you like that whisky now, Sir Lawrence? I guess you refused it before in case it was drugged. It wasn’t. The trick cigar box is more reliable.”


  He stared cloudily at her. When he was out on a job—even a rush one like this—he carried nothing to connect him with Intelligence. How, then, had she learned his name? Had she been fooling him from the very first?


  She smiled as if she had read his thought.


  “It seemed to me in the train that your face was familiar—at least, that we’d met before. But it wasn’t till I got back here that I remembered where. It was long ago and far away. Over three and a half thousand million miles away, in fact. When you brought your company of spies to our planet.”


  “Spies be damned,” he said, wearily. “It was a purely scientific expedition, as we informed you at the time, to measure stellar distances by the parallax method.”


  “Why couldn’t you do that from here on Earth?”


  “We can and do. But the longest base-line we can get—the diameter of Earth’s orbit—is only a hundred and eighty-six million miles long. The subtended angle is far too small for accurate measurements of stars over seven hundred light-years away. But Pluto’s orbit gives a base-line forty times as long as Earth’s. And that’s really something. So—we went to Pluto.”


  “You have the figures nice and pat, Sir Lawrence. I didn’t know you were an astronomer.”


  “I’m not.”


  “That’s right. You’re not—and never were. You’re second in command of the Intelligence Service, or Espionage Group as it’s also called. And what was the Espionage Group doing on Pluto if it wasn’t spying?”


  “I was only an Intelligence Officer in those days. I accompanied the scientific party as a matter of routine—you Plutonians were never very co-operative, you know. In fact, damned hostile most of the time.”


  “With reason, Sir Lawrence. We had the misfortune to be born on the outermost planet, out in the dark and the cold. Where the sun is no bigger than the other stars. A smaller planet than yours, poor in minerals and food, where we have to fight without rest just to maintain survival balanced on a knife-edge. While you spoilt children of the solar system hug this big, rich planet to your selfish selves and deny us even limited immigration. You shut us right out. But we want a place in the sun, too.”


  “Now, where have I heard that phrase before?” murmured Bailey.


  “You’re afraid of us.”


  “You’re so right there,” said Bailey. “We’re afraid of locusts, too, and for the same reason. You’re as hungry, energetic, and ruthless as they. You understand compromise to just the same degree. Give you an inch and you’ll take a parsec. Your place in the sun would have no comer for us.”


  “True enough, my dear Old Harrovian. We’ve chosen our place in the sun. It’s Earth. And we’ll push you back into the seas from which you came. All of you.”


  Bailey struggled to sit upright, and failed. “Confound you, and your fancy rhetoric, and your silly idea of playing this like a cliff-hanger serial on T.V. Unties me, Louisa, and let’s act sensibly.”


  “I’m being perfectly sensible. My will is stronger than yours but my muscles are not. That little game we played with the train window held its lesson for me.”


  “You’re wasting time,” said Bailey, impatiently. “You’re finished, Louisa. You’re waiting for your driver friend—and your co-conspirator—to return, aren’t you? Well, forget him. I’ve had him picked up. In fact, the whole of your gang is in custody now. You might just as well come along with me.”


  There was a short silence. “Bluff,” she said.


  “It is?” said Bailey, grimly. “I’ll disillusion you.” He went on to tell her that Intelligence had discovered months ago that a group of Plutonians was active in Britain, preparing the island as a beach-head for invasion by the Plutonian space-fleet. And that they were planting H-bombs in every key city, space-port and sea-port.


  It was known that the whole stack were to be fired simultaneously by radio remote control in the near future. And then the Plutonian fleet, already assembling behind the giant bulk of Jupiter, would swoop. “Like a wolf-pack,” added Bailey, deliberately.


  As the saboteurs moved from town to town, so Intelligence followed them, quietly dismantling the bombs, and just as silently gathering up the stragglers. Southampton was the last nerve-centre on the list. There Intelligence hoped to rope in the remaining members of the pre-assault party.


  But when the net had closed, it was found that two key members were missing. One—a male—was believed to be in London. The other—a female—had just left Southampton for London, presumably on the boattrain. Both of them were unaware as yet of the fate of their fellows.


  Bailey’s men at Southampton had radioed him the news at his country house, which happened to be only three miles from the Southampton-London monorail. Bailey told them: “Leave it to me—I’ll intercept the train. I’ll let the female lead me to the other fellow—and their London hideout, too, I hope. I reckon that’ll be the G.H.Q. and there should be some interesting documents tucked away there. We’ve got to be sure we’re stamping out every ramification of the plan.”


  His underling replied: “As you say, Sir Lawrence. But the train is pretty crowded. How will you pick her out? She must be well disguised—of course, she’d have to be. But we’ve no idea what she looks like.”


  “I’ll spot her, all right, never fear. Now, look, if I’m going to find that London H.Q. I shan’t want an obvious reception committee waiting at New Victoria. She’s pretty smart and she might notice it and lead us on a wild-goose chase. So just have one man waiting, with a car, in radio contact with our H.Q.”


  “Right, Sir.”


  “I’ve got to rush now if I’m going to catch that train . . .”


  And Sir Lawrence Bailey rushed—in his jet-sledge.


  “Louisa”—whose real name was all but unpronounceable by a non-Plutonian tongue—sat immobile listening to Bailey verbally shredding her dreams. Her narrow face was hard and expressionless.


  In the street below, another hard-faced female walked up and down faster to keep her circulation going. Two policemen came pacing along. The taller of them said good-humouredly: “Hello, Suzy. You oughtn’t to hang about the streets on a night like this, you know—you’ll catch pneumonia. Better go home.”


  “You trying to tell me to move on?” Her voice was harsh and husky.


  “That’s it, Suzy—for your own good.”


  “Coppers! You’re so busy chiving the likes of us, who aren’t criminals, you let cat-burglars play hopscotch on your beat.”


  “What’s that?” said the shorter, elder policeman sharply.


  Suzy said: “I saw a fellow—big chap, he was—take that car up there.” She pointed, and the policemen stared at the dim shape fifty feet in the air. “Not his car, either, ’cos I’ve seen the real owner hundreds of times. This big fellow climbed in that window up there and hasn’t come out yet Not this way, anyhow. I’ll bet he’s still filling his pockets.”


  The taller policeman said: “Why didn’t you call us?”


  “Coppers’.” Suzy jeered.


  The other policeman said: “Fifth floor, third front flat on the left from the centre stairway. Let’s go.”


  “All right,” said “Louisa.”


  “You’ve won the first round. But it’s also the last round so far as you personally are concerned.”


  She opened a drawer of the bureau and extracted a thick-barrelled pistol.


  “This, too squirts gas at one, Sir Lawrence. Home-made Plutonian gas. But this kind is lethal.”


  “Don’t be foolish, Louisa. My Department knows where I am.”


  “Only roughly. They know you’re somewhere in the block—that’s all. When they find you dead on the stairway from natural causes—for this gas produces a quite ordinary sort of coronary thrombosis—there will be nothing to connect you with this flat. Or with me. Anyhow, I’ll be gone.”


  “They’ll catch up with you. They’ll spot you as easily as I did.”


  “That’s an interesting point. Just how did you spot me, Sir Lawrence?”


  “It stuck out a mile. You’re a creature from the cold and the dark. It’s too warm and light for you here, even in winter. So you wear sunglasses and keep the windows wide open—in midwinter. It makes one wonder how uncomfortable your race would be here in summer.”


  “We’d get acclimatized. Go on.”


  “Then there were the gloves—never removed. The lisp—because the teeth are false and the insides of the cheeks are padded. The accent—it was smart of you to imply it was Kentucky, for it sounds very like that. But I’ve been to Pluto—I know that Plutonian lilt. Anyhow, the Kentucky story fell down because it was obvious you had no luggage—sorry ‘baggage.’ The eyes shook me for a moment, I admit. Then I cottoned on: brown-irised contact lenses. Beautifully made—most realistic.”


  “Anything else?”


  “One other point—rather an indelicate one, I fear. The Syrtis scent. Martian plant juice—and lots of musk. It takes lots of musk to drown out the peculiarly sharp Plutonian body odour, which to an Earthman is reminiscent of the wolves’ run at the Zoo. Frankly, Louisa—I hate to say it—you smell.”


  She raised the pistol and pointed it straight down at his face.


  She said in a low voice: “I shan’t offend you any more.”


  She hooked a gloved finger round the trigger and began to press. Two other fingers on that hand stood out stiffly at odd angles.


  There came a polite knocking on the door.


  “Come in,” called Bailey. “Louisa” moved like lighting. She tossed the pistol into the settee and caught up the scarf which lay there beside her coat. In the same flowing movement she whipped the scarf between Bailey’s lips, rolled him over, and gagged him efficiently.


  Someone turned the door handle and tried to push the door open. But it was held by a single vertical bolt, sunk into its socket in the floor. The knob of the bolt was just in line with Bailey’s eyes now. It looked like a small white china ball. But Bailey guessed it was Pykon—else the bolt would have been of the common horizontal kind.


  The knocking came again, less politely. “Open up there, now.


  We’re the police.”


  Bailey willed the bolt to rise. Slowly it began to do so. But it was stiff and squeaked in the socket. The sound brought “Louisa’s” attention to it. She began to counter-will at once. The bolt stopped, then jigged gently up and down, registering the fortunes of the invisible tug of war.


  Bailey was half suffocated by the gag and the blood seemed to be trying to burst out of the veins in his head. He became dizzy and his attention wandered a little. He kept Pykon in his mind but he began to think of the base uses to which it had been put. This bolt, for instance, to save the inmate from having to walk those few yards to the door. The absurd-Pykon beer-mug with which soaks performed in the bar, pretending it saved them from getting “beer-swiller’s elbow” . . .


  The bolt dropped back into place.


  The knocking became a hammering. “Open up there!”


  Somehow Bailey mustered his attention again. “Louisa” fought every inch of the way. It was like trying to raise the bolt against a strong spiral spring. But he pressed it up relentlessly. The bottom end rose clear of the floor. The door slammed open and two policemen stumbled into the room.


  “Louisa” darted and retrieved the gun from the settee. The taller policeman lurched into her and seized her in an armlock. He tore the pistol from her hand. The glove came away with it; also, apparently, two fingers within the glove.


  The three fingers which remained more resembled claws, on a thin little hand which was backed with a fuzz of grey fur. It was like the paw of a beast.


  The young policeman stared at it in shocked surprise, but held on.


  The other policeman came across to Bailey, getting out his jackknife, and cut the ropes and untied the gag.


  Bailey took the scarf and mopped his face. “I’m Lawrence Bailey, two i/c Intelligence.”


  “I know, Sir,” said the elder policeman, respectfully. “I’ve seen you before.”


  “Good. This—er—woman is a Plutonian saboteur. I’m taking her to my H.Q. Keep an eye on her for a bit. I’ll get a Squad car round.”


  Bailey picked up the ’phone and dialled a number. The elder policeman shut the door and bolted it. The other policeman still held “Louisa” firmly, but she didn’t struggle.


  Bailey told his Department to send a car, and hung up. He met the brown eyes of “Louisa.” Now they seemed stony and unreal.


  “You overruled me.” Her voice was shaking. There was a fleck of foam on her heavily carmined lips.


  He nodded.


  “Your will was the stronger all the time. You could have shut that train window. You could have taken that car down. Why didn’t you?”


  He shrugged.


  Her lips curled almost into a snarl and more foam appeared at the comers. The lisp was more a hiss as she spat out: “Because you’re a gentleman? Because it’s in the code that you should never humiliate a woman? Great heavens, d’you think it’s a compliment to class me with those weak, watery creatures who are the females of your species?”


  She tried to wrench herself free. She almost succeeded, and the other policeman had to come to the aid Of his young companion. In the struggle her hair had become awry.


  The elder policeman frowned. “I think she’s wearing a wig, Sir.” He raised a hand to remove it.


  “No, leave it,” said Bailey. “Let go of her. One of you stand by the window, the other by the door. She can’t get away.”


  The policemen did as they were ordered.


  “Louisa” stood in the centre of the room, panting. Bailey tried not to look at her claw hand, and in avoiding it he found himself looking at her feet, which peeped below the long black dress. And made himself look away again. All along he’d known her swaying walk was a ghastly mockery, because of the difficulty of balancing in those shoes. He’d known, too, of the thick padding behind the striking curves.


  “Go on,” she jeered, snatching off her other glove and revealing that claw hand. “Tell them my feet are like it, too. Tell them I’m an animal—and I smell. Go on—don’t keep acting the perfect gentleman. You can’t humiliate me. I’m a Plutonian and not in the least ashamed of it.”


  She tore off her wig and flung it down. Her skull was covered with short grey fur, and her ears were small and pointed—and furry. She clawed at her face, and the mortician’s wax peeled away, and her nose was squat and wide-nostrilled. She wrenched out the dental plate and the cheek pads, and her face became narrower still, with high cheek-bones.


  Sickeningly, she seemed to scratch out her eyes, and the contact lenses rolled briefly on the carpet.


  The young policeman at the door coughed and began to study his shining toecaps. The one at the window turned and stared down between the curtains as though he were watching for the Squad car.


  “Louisa,” crouched and snarling, glared round at them each in turn. Her eyes were red and small and through them flared all the hate and fury inherited from her wolfish ancestors. Her teeth were canine, small and sharp and glistening with saliva.


  Bailey felt sorry for her: the she-wolf at bay, cornered, alone, helpless.


  “So none of you will look at me! Not even that boy. You’re all fine gentlemen, eh?”


  Her voice was indistinct now, a sibilant whine, thick with hate.


  Bailey thought, but did not say: “In all modesty, yes. And that’s the difference between your race and ours.” He wondered whether the Plutonians would ever realize that they hadn’t a chance of mastering Earth before they had learnt to master themselves.


  “Poor devils!” he thought. “It was all in the luck of the draw. The outside position is always the worst.”


  And he looked at “Louisa” with a pity he was too well-bred to show.


  THE SHORES OF NIGHT


  Thomas N. Scortia


  “Beyond the shores of night


  The molten stars flame bright


  In endless conflagration . . .”


  . . . Artur R. Kurz


  PROLOGUE


  Omniscient!


  Like Argus, he thought, like the giant with a thousand eyes.


  Looking out upon a thousand sights, upon a thousand worlds of cold and light and gleaming rock and . . .


  And Centaurus.


  Centaurus that was a ball of flame wrapped in the tissue of his brain.


  He had never felt so intoxicated, so suddenly filled with such an exultation that it seemed his essential self must surely overflow the finite boundaries of flesh and metal in which his ego lived.


  All this is ours now, she said.


  Like the kingdoms of the earth, he said.


  No, that’s wrong, she said. Remember?
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  You, above all, should know that, she said.


  For an instant there were only the two of them, two great spheres of gleaming metal, circling the blazing star.


  Silent while a thousand silences joined them.


  This is the end of reality, he thought. To live forever, not as a name, not even as a man but . . .


  Well, that was what he had wanted, wasn’t it?


  And the endless longing, the passion, the desire that had driven him through life to this end?


  To the stars.


  That’s what he had wanted, he and the rest of them.


  But why?


  Secretly he had known he must answer that question. Before it hadn’t been really important but now . . .


  Why?


  He must have voiced the thought for her voice echoed:


  Why?


  I don’t know, he said. How do you put something like that into words? The question is unanswerable. Why go to the stars?


  And he heard the murmur of all the far voices that thought with them and spoke with them and felt with them, a distance-spanning empathy that said,


  Don’t you know?


  He could follow the gestation of the idea, the evolution of the desire, but there was no logic to it. It was a kind of madness, completely apart from every fundamental drive of the race. An endless paranoia, like the affliction of moths for flames or the desire of lemmings for the ocean.


  No, he said, there has to be another answer.


  There is, she said.


  What?


  You can find it, she said.


  If you’ll just look for it, she said.


  BELLEROPHON


  “That finishes us,” General Freck said hoarsely.


  The words cut the throbbing silence of the Commo Room like a knife. The Commo Sergeant and his radar man stood poised like marionettes with taut strings. At the far end of the banked computors, the programming technician froze, his fingers brushing the intricate keyboard of his instrument.


  The quiet was an aching thing.


  “Finishes us completely,” Freck said again. The words felt like a hot poker in his throat.


  He stared at the still-glowing oscilloscope of the transceiver while the radio operator before him made silent embarrassed movements with the key under his fingers.


  Behind him, Beth Bechtoldt sighed.


  Young Art Sommers said, ‘They can’t end it all . . . not like this.”


  His red uniformed shoulders hunched impatiently, the tiny silver bars in his shoulder loops catching points of light from the glow tubes overhead.


  “Not with a bang?” Freck said. He was conscious of the way the lean flesh hugged his cheeks, conscious of the heavy flush of anger under his swarthy skin.


  “No,” Beth said, “not with a bang. In real life things seldom end with a bang.”


  He stared at the woman, seeing the tired lines in the corners of her eyes, the sudden bitterness that twisted her mouth.


  “This isn’t the end,” he said. “We’ll try again. We have to . . . someday.”


  “Someday?”


  Freck looked at his hands, the broad flat hands with the thin knobby fingers. He saw that the bristles on the backs of his fingers were all a muddy grey and sudden panic seized him.


  “But we’re too old, you and me,” Beth said. “Perhaps Art will see it, but this is our last chance.”


  Maybe, he thought, but we know that’s a lie. This is the start of retrenchment, of the withdrawal from space. Cut expenses here, destroy the station, the project, but it won’t end here. The tide is at its crest and now . . .


  He shivered, feeling a new kind of chill. He looked at the silver star and comet insignia on his sleeve and the metal seemed all at once blackened and lusterless.


  Behind him he felt the twenty inch circle of frosted insulglas radiate cold into the room. It was a drab room, as all of the rooms of his life had been drab, drab in a way that only lonely military bases can be drab. From the fused rock walls to the hard plastic floors, the cluttered Commo Room and the levels beneath that bit into the native rock of the mountain reflected the starkness of his life, all the long empty years that had led up to this moment.


  His moment of triumph.


  His moment of defeat.


  “Just a few more weeks,” he said. “Just a lousy month more.”


  He walked to the insulglas port and with one hand scrubbed at the frost that covered all but a coin-sized area.


  Outside, it was still snowing.


  It had been snowing for years now, ever since the end of Pluto’s long icy summer. It was a chilling, unearthly kind of snow—crystals of frozen nitrogen falling like plummets from a dead sky. When they had built the base ten years before, there had been winds, monster gales that heaped the frozen gases about the fused walls of the base. As autumn had lengthened into the centuries-long winter and the atmosphere had crystallized on the ground, the winds had dwindled to mere breezes that ruffled the ubiquitous white into patterns reminiscent of corduroyed sands on the beaches of an Earth millions of miles sunward.


  It was like a block print, Freck thought, struck in the severest style imaginable. There was the white of the unnatural snow covering the ground and mounded against the jagged mountains that ringed the far end of the valley. Then, without any intermediate tone, there was the dead blackness of the sky and in the blackness, the countless hard points of light that were the stars with Sol lost somewhere among them.


  And joining white with black, wedding them into a whole that only then gained meaning, was the bright shaft of the Pegasus.


  The ship grew from the white plain and cleaved the blackness above like a gleaming dagger. There were five bright beams of light, painting her length so that her metal sides threw back a diamond brilliance that was dazzling.


  She had rested there for a year now while small men in metal suits tended her and readied her for the supreme moment. They still worked making last minute modifications to her servo-mechanisms, testing her commo circuits, calibrating her pile monitors, performing a thousand complex rituals in her titanium belly before the intricate mass that was the Bechtoldt Drive.


  And the world, his world, Beth Bechtoldt’s world had come to an end . . . not with a bang but with the casual flick of a wave pattern on the oscilloscope of the c-cube radio receiver, a brief coded message that said:


  “Stop! That’s all. Put up your toys and come home . . . forever.”


  “Tell them to stop it,” he said. “Tell them it’s over and we’re going home.”


  Sommers walked through the hatch leading to the metal stairs that spiraled down into the base. They waited for silent moments, watching the men at work on the Pegasus.


  After a while the men stopped. They stood, listening to the voice in their earphones. Then slowly they began to gather their tools and file back toward the airlock below.


  Hell, I’m getting old, Freck thought. This isn’t the end of the world. Then he thought: But it is . . . My God, it is.


  “Look,” he told Beth, “no damned economy-minded appropriation committee can stop us that easily.”


  “They have,” she said.


  He looked at the woman, thinking, Why, she was pretty once. Now she’s just a small grey woman, empty and alone.


  “It’s just that there’s an election coming up back home. The Economic Immediacy Party is just using the project as a lever to force a vote of confidence.”


  She shook her head.


  “It’s more than that,” she said. “For the last half century we’ve explored our system from Mercury out and what have we got to show for it?”


  “I never expected that from you,” he said angrily.


  “Oh, I know what you mean,” she said. “There’s the Martian colony but it’s not self-supporting. A collection of pressurized buildings that takes endless money in upkeep. And Triplanet and the other spacetrade companies . . . how far do you think they’d get without heavy government subsidy? Sure, they bring in the fissionables we need, but the breeder piles on Earth would take care of the world’s needs if it weren’t for space travel. We aren’t paying our way and the people of Earth are tired of footing the bill.”


  “You talk like one of those blind budget-shaving senators,” he said hotly.


  “No,” she said. “We always knew that the consolidation of the system was just a preliminary to the big push to the stars, that we couldn’t hope to pay our way for a century. But don’t damn the senators. It’s the little man in the street who can’t see where all this is heading. He can’t realize the tremendous wealth that space travel will eventually put in his pocket. He needs something big, something dramatic to fire his imagination.”


  “Like the Pegasus?”


  “Like the Pegasus.”


  “Well, they haven’t done her in yet,” he said fiercely.


  “It’s not good,” she said. “Once we leave, we’ll never be back. You know that.”


  He stood, his thin lips compressed in thought.


  “I’ll see you in the mess in a few minutes,” he told her.


  She nodded silently and turned to go. At the hatch she stopped for a moment and looked at him silently.


  As soon as she was out of sight, he turned to the radio operator and said, “Raise Earth. I want a direct key to Marshal Jenks. And don’t let them put you off.”


  The heavy pulse of anger still beat in his throat as he descended the spiral stairs from the Commo Room. His lungs ached with the redness of the rage that held him.


  God, the number of men who had sacrificed their years and their lives . . . and now for nothing.


  Because, suddenly, after the billions of the past half century, it was costing too much money and too many lives . . .


  The lives of unnamed scores and . . .


  Ron Pyle with the radiation-withered arm. (How could he forget that?)


  And Mario Vincenti who . . .


  Don’t think of him. It wasn’t your fault.


  In the tiny officer’s mess, he found Beth and Art Sommers and the base physician, Doc Dean, drinking coffee. He sat down beside the white-jacketed medic and waited while the mess steward brought him a plastic mug of the steaming brew. The others didn’t look up. They sat, staring into their coffee.


  He thought, Why so glum, Doc? You’re just a civilian hired hand. Then: Well, you have an investment here too. After all, you named the Pegasus.


  Classics-loving Doc, the man who could give up a quarter of his meager weight allowance to a projector and a microreel library of The Aeneid and The Song of Roland and The Divine Comedy.


  He wondered, a man who could be thrilled by the Odyssey or a trip to hell . . . what would he think of going to the stars?


  And young Sommers? He’d certainly never felt the driving need to see the project a success, not the way the two before him, Pyle and Vincenti, had felt that need.


  He looked at the young man, remembering the way Pyle had looked after the hang-fire had shriveled his arm. Well, maybe it was better. It might have happened again. They still weren’t sure of how a gravitational field and the drive vortex interacted and . . .


  “Have you ever heard what happened to Ron Pyle?” he asked.


  Dean looked up from his coffee.


  “No,” he said. “I suppose they gave him a prosthetic unless he found a donor.”


  “Donor?” Sommers said.


  “That’s right. Someone to give him an arm to replace the one he lost. You know, almost any organ can be grafted to a new body . . . arms, legs, eyes, new balance organs . . . if you secure them from a living donor before the nerve endings degenerate. It’s a simple operation and with the chemical growth factors we use in surgery, the graft will take in less than twelve hours. Failing that, well, there’s the prosthetics that work by direct nerve impulse.”


  “The machine joining the flesh?” Beth said.


  “You might say that. Actually, it’s quite possible to transfer a complete nervous system to a mechanical environment. They’ve already used organic nervous systems in cybernetic machines to act as memory units. There’s the Director, for instance, the big cybernetics machine in the capitol at New Rhodes.”


  Beth shivered.


  “That sounds horrible.”


  “Maybe. Anyway, I’m a country doctor at heart. I’ve never tried other than organic transplants and I never want to.”


  Well, Freck thought, perhaps the loss of an arm wasn’t so bad. But there was Mario and there was no saving the spark of life that had blazed out.


  He gulped a mouthful of scalding coffee.


  But Vincenti wouldn’t have cared, not if they went on. But to know that he had died to no purpose, that humankind was withdrawing back into its little foetal world . . .


  He looked up in sudden decision.


  “I want to talk to Beth alone,” he said.


  “Sure,” Sommers said.


  Dean finished his coffee, eyed them searchingly and followed the young man from the mess.


  As soon as they had left, Freck said, “We’re going through with it.”


  “What do you mean?” Beth said.


  “We’re going ahead with the Drive test.”


  “But you can’t do that. You’ll be court-martialed.”


  “Uh, uh,” he shook his head. “I had a hell of a time talking ‘Skinn.’ Jenks into it . . . You know, Space Marshal Jenks . . . He and I were classmates at the Academy.”


  “He can’t give you that kind of permission,” she protested.


  “Shut up and listen,” he said. “He didn’t give any permission. He just said he’d look the other way, that he’d try to give us a couple of extra weeks, see that the relief ship is delayed administratively.”


  “But two weeks isn’t enough,” she said. “We need more time to run preliminary tests on the new hook-up, to make sure that . . .”


  “Time is the one thing we do not have,” he said. “The relief ship is on its way. It’ll be delayed at Uranus Station for one week. That’s the best he could promise.”


  She sat silently for a moment, her fingers plucking at the lapel of the work jumper that she wore.


  “No,” she said. “We owe Art every chance we can give him.”


  “Art takes his chances like any soldier.”


  “He’s got to know at least.”


  “No!”


  He spit the word with such violence that she drew back, her eyes wide with surprise.


  “All right,” he said. “It’s got to be that way, Beth. We can’t take the chance he’ll back out.”


  She started to get up, but his arm restrained her.


  “Beth,” he said, “we’ve worked too hard, you and me, poured too much of our lives into this thing to let hair-splitting interfere now. This is the sort of risk Art volunteered for. It’s his job.”


  “What kind of a person are you?” she said. “I thought I knew up to this moment.”


  “Look,” he said, “is it important, what we’re doing here?”


  “Yes, but . . .”


  “And it’ll be more important to the generations after.”


  She sank slowly to the mess bench. Her face was cold, emotionless. After a moment she nodded silently.


  “ ‘D’ Day is ten days from now,” he said.


  “All right,” she said wearily. “I’ll try to be ready.”


  “Don’t worry,” he said. “It’ll come off all right.”


  “Yes,” she said. “It’ll come off.”


  But her eyes were frightened.


  He sat woodenly, chewing his lip, wondering how he could tell her . . . tell her that there was no one he would not sacrifice for this . . . himself, her . . . No, even under the cold mask of the physicist, she was still a woman, weak with a woman’s weakness and he could never . . . “Fifteen days,” he said. “Fifteen days at the most.”


  She said nothing.


  A man can die a hundred times in fifteen days, he thought.


  It was impossible to sleep. He spent long hours, tossing through the artificial period designated as “night,” feeling the tautness build up within himself.


  When morning came, he dressed slowly in the tiny cubicle of his room, breathing the faintly stale air that filled the place, and he wondered at the heavy feeling in the pit of his stomach.


  It was silly, he told himself. Someone had to take the chance . . . But Sommers?


  Who else was there? he asked himself.


  He ate breakfast silently with Dean and the boy. Beth was nowhere in evidence. All through the meal he found himself avoiding Sommers’ eyes. Once he tried to engage in a discussion of Crito with Dean, but his mind kept returning to the ship on the frozen plain outside.


  Strong, he thought. Someone has to find the strength to go on.


  But he knew that he was afraid. For the first time in his life he was afraid.


  While he was having his second cup of coffee, Sommers rose, excused himself, and left.


  Doc Dean looked at Freck speculatively.


  “I suppose,” the medic said at last, “you know I don’t go along with this?”


  Freck said nothing.


  “Oh, I know,” Dean said. “It’s none of my business.”


  “I didn’t say that,” Freck said.


  “Look, what chance is there of this thing succeeding?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Just what I said. I’ve watched Beth since yesterday. It’s written all over her face. Yours too, for that matter. You’re not sure.”


  “No,” Freck said. “It’ll work. It has to.”


  “That isn’t what I asked you. I asked if it would work.”


  Freck stared at him silently.


  “You’ve had trouble before,” the man continued. “Even with all the time in the world to prepare. I know about the problem Beth has had with the effect of a gravitational field on the drive vortex. What makes you think you’ve solved that problem?”


  Freck sipped his coffee, feeling angry at the medic for putting the doubt into words.


  “All right,” he said finally, “we’re not sure. Given more time, Beth could iron out the wrinkles, but we don’t have the time.”


  “Does Sommers know that?”


  “I think so.”


  “You’re a poor liar,” Dean said. The contempt showed quite plainly in his eyes.


  “All right, I’m lying. Do you think I like it? But we’ve got to run the test before the relief ship arrives. If we don’t, it means the end of everything we’ve worked for and sacrificed for in the last twenty years. This isn’t just a pretty technical problem for us any more. Beth and I have poured our whole lives into this.”


  “For the greater glory of humanity?” Dean mocked. “Or for the greater glory of Major General Matthew Freck?”


  “You’ve got no right to say that.”


  “As much right as you have to send that boy out without telling him what he’s up against. It’s his life you’re risking, not your own precious neck.”


  Freck pulled himself to his feet and towered over the medic.


  “I could kill you for that,” he said.


  “Don’t fool yourself,” the medic said contemptuously. ‘Take a look in the mirror. Then tell me whom you want to kill.”


  As he walked from the mess, there was a part of him that marveled at his rage. It had been years since such a passion had seized him. He felt like lashing out at the insensate walls. He wanted something to strike at and, as the first fury subsided, the sickness of too much adrenalin clutched at his stomach.


  He walked to his room and dimmed the lights. Then he sat in the single chair, staring at the shadowed walls opposite.


  He knew that Dean was right. He couldn’t go through with it. Sommers had to be told that there was a distinct possibility that the ship would go, that the test was being rushed past the margin of safety.


  And that would be the end of it.


  The boy didn’t care if man got to the stars. This was the glory ride for him, the chance to get his name in all the history books.


  But dead heroes don’t enjoy seeing their name in print.


  He would never have given what Freck had given to this idea. The long past stretched out before him, the way he had robbed himself of everything that had made life worthwhile, everything for this final chance. There was the thought of Catherine, now dead, who had loved him and whom he had loved . . . but not enough.


  And the thought of what their lives might have been together, the strong sons they might have had.


  Like Pyle and Vincenti . . . and Art.


  That was the hardest part of all the years. That one agonizing period of his life. The long hours with the single obsessing idea while she stood silently by and tried to understand. The uneasiness, the accusation in her eyes, the announcement of the coming child. Well, that had almost made a difference, but he couldn’t stop then.


  And at last the final, very quiet statement that she was leaving. All the timeless memories flooded back in the instant.


  And the thought of the boy David whom he had never seen.


  The aching thought of Somewhere, my son . . .


  David and his children who would someday go to the stars.


  No, he couldn’t see that destroyed. The one inheritance he could give to his son and the ones who came after.


  Not after what he had given up.


  And it had been worth it.


  Hadn’t it?


  He spent the afternoon conferring with Beth Bechtoldt and the chiefs of the installation sections. There was actually little left for him to do now that the decision to go ahead had been made.


  The basic unit of the drive had been installed almost a month before and each section separately tested. The final assembly of the diverse units would take place in space away from the strong surface gravity of Pluto.


  Four units had exploded before they had discovered the unstabilizing effect of the sun’s gravitational field on the negative entropy vortex that the Bechtoldt field generated.


  That was why they had moved the tests to Pluto, even at the enormous expense of establishing this lonely base. But even that move had not completely solved the problem. It had taken a disastrous explosion to show that even the field near the surface of a planet was strong enough to introduce that dangerous instability.


  A disastrous explosion and the life of Mario Vincenti.


  As the meeting of the section heads broke up, he motioned for Beth to stay. Her eyes were dull and masked as she looked at him.


  “What do you want?” she said.


  There was suddenly the horrible pressing need to justify himself in her eves.


  “We’ve been very close for a long time,” he said.


  “Yes,” she said. “We’ve worked together for a long time.”


  “I had hoped that we understood each other.”


  She said nothing.


  “Beth, it’s got to be this way.”


  “Has it?” she said.


  A trace of moistness gleamed in her eyes and she turned toward the door. He made no move to stop her. It seemed as if the things most precious in his life were suddenly evanescent and unsubstantial. Even the long comfortable association with Beth was bitterness and distrust.


  Dean was right, he thought. The man he hated was himself and he knew that he couldn’t continue to live with that consuming hatred if the boy died.


  But to give up all those years, to betray all the men who had given their lives to this challenge . . .


  No, there was only one course.


  Consistent to the end, he thought bitterly.


  After dinner, he returned to his office in the operations section and stared moodily at the fused rock walls. When the intercom on his desk buzzed, he ignored it for long moments.


  Somehow, he knew what it would be even before he finally answered its summons.


  He told the sergeant to send him in.


  When Sommers had saluted, he motioned him to a chair and waited for him to speak.


  “Look,” the boy said finally, “I hope you’ll understand what I’m trying to say. All this doesn’t mean quite the same thing to me that it does to you. I’m a career officer. I volunteered for this assignment strictly to further that career.”


  He paused. Then the words poured out in a flood.


  “Oh, I know, ‘courageous young men, braving unknown dangers for the stars.’ I read the Sunday supplements. But I honestly don’t feel it. Maybe there’s a lack in me. Maybe I’m a cold fish. But the most immediate concern with me is getting ahead . . . and staying alive.”


  So that was it, Freck thought. He had known that she couldn’t go through with it . . . that eventually she would tell him.


  A man might have found the necessary courage for the big lie, but not a woman, not Beth.


  “You understand,” he said slowly. “The test is dangerous, nothing more. There are uncertainties. We should have more time.”


  “Dr. Bechtoldt is afraid,” Sommers said.


  “The chances are still good. She’ll tell you that.”


  He leaned toward and keyed the intercom.


  “Send Dr. Bechtoldt down here,” he told the speaker.


  Sommers shook his head.


  “It’s no use,” he said. “I want better odds than you can give me.”


  Freck looked at him and felt his body tense.


  “I could order you,” he said.


  “Perhaps. I’d appeal through channels though. You wouldn’t like that.”


  “Now, look here,” Freck said, leaning across the desk. “You volunteered for this duty. You’re the only one we have.”


  “I didn’t volunteer for certain death.”


  “You say you’re a career officer. Let me tell you something. It doesn’t pay to have powerful enemies in the service.”


  The young man’s eyes widened.


  “All right,” Freck said, “that’s laying it on the line. You can never prove what happens in this office. But I’ll tell you flatly, if you back out of this, you may as well resign your commission and get out of the service.”


  The boy’s face was suddenly red.


  “I’ve heard about you,” he said through pale lips. “I’ve heard about the way you’ve angled for what you wanted, the people you’ve stepped on. I knew you played dirty, but not this dirty.”


  “Call it what you want,” Freck said. “No excuses. But you’ll go through with this or I’ll see that your career is finished.”


  He sat back, weak with the realization of what he had done. There was a deep feeling of loss. For the first time he realized how, up until this moment of the open break, he had hoped against all reason that the boy might suddenly come to share in his dream.


  Foolish impractical fantasy.


  And so, there it was. The open break.


  “You dirty black-mailing coward,” the boy spit the words. He pushed from his chair, the hate glittering in his eyes.


  “You rotten coward,” he said and turned to the door.


  As he opened the door, Beth Bechtoldt stepped in.


  “What’s wrong?” she asked, seeing the boy’s face.


  “Ask him,” Sommers said, gesturing at Freck. He pushed past her and slammed the door.


  “What did you do to him?” Beth demanded.


  Freck told her.


  She looked at him in horror.


  “That’s the long and the short of it,” he said fiercely, springing to his feet. “Blackmail, if you want to call it that.”


  “I won’t be a party to this.”


  “You’re not a party to anything. You mind your technical personnel and I’ll handle the military complement of this base.”


  He leaned forward, his clenched fists supporting his weight on the desk.


  “So, I’m not a nice person,” he said. “So in minutes, I’ve become scum in your book.”


  “Spare me the one about cracking eggs to make an omelet.”


  “I’ll spare you that and anything else you want. But the drive gets tested. Do you think I’ll let a punk kid write finis to the greatest thing men have ever tried? You don’t know the people I’ve stepped on, the juggling of efficiency reports, the way I’ve debased myself for this one big chance.”


  “Don’t I?” she said. “How could I help knowing about you after working with you for these years? But I fooled myself into thinking you were a man of courage, that you were deliberately crucifying yourself for some misty ideal. I didn’t think you’d deliberately commit murder.”


  He sank back into the chair, his limbs leaden weights.


  “Matt, you can’t do this,” she protested. “Even Marshal Jenks’ shuffling of papers won’t protect you on this.”


  “That’s a laugh,” he said. “I had no promises from Jenks. His orders were to suspend all operations immediately. My career is finished anyway when he hears what I’ve done to date.”


  “You’ll be court-martialed.”


  “Do you think that matters now?”


  His face felt limp and numb as though it were made of melting wax.


  “Nothing is going to stop me in this,” he said. “Nothing, Beth, not even you.”


  They watched from the Commo Room as the group of men in heavy space suits escorted Sommers across the frozen plain to the Pegasus. They watched him climb into the safety capsule and they saw it lifted into its slot on the gleaming side of the ship.


  Then the men moved back toward the base.


  “All right,” Freck ordered. “Try to raise him.”


  The radio operator began to repeat the Pegasus’s call sign into the microphone.


  Freck breathed deeply, trying to ignore the hidden voice that chanted in his mind: Stop him. Stop him. While there’s still time, stop him.


  No, he thought, it’s too late to turn back. It was too late years ago.


  “All secure,” Sommers’ voice rasped from the speaker.


  Freck said, “Tell him to take off easy and orbit for position before he activates the drive.”


  They felt the shock as the motors started and the white light sprayed through the small port, flooding the room. A moment later as the light died, Freck watched Beth Bechtoldt sink into a chair beside the c-cube transmitter.


  “Now,” he said, “we can only wait.”


  The radar operator began to call off soundings in a low voice.


  “You can still call it off,” Dean said hoarsely.


  Freck looked at his watch. Then he shook his head.


  “I’m orbiting now,” Sommers’ voice said. “About twenty thousand miles out.”


  “Give us a count when you’re ready,” Freck said.


  They waited silently for ten minutes and then:


  “Stop him/’ Beth said suddenly. “Stop him.”


  “It’s your baby,” Freck said into the mike.


  Sommers began to count.


  “. . . eight . . . seven . . . six . . .”


  Out there, swimming in blackness, he thought. Pray God, everything is all right.


  “. . . four . . . three . . . two . . .”


  It’s got to be all right . . .


  “. . . one . . . zero . . .”


  Silence.


  Then: “It’s like a shell of blue fire . . . expanding around the ship. As soon as it stabilizes, I’ll apply thrust and . . .”


  It’s going to be all right.


  “. . . flickering . . . something’s wrong . . . field’s turning red . . . radiation’s up and . . .”


  “Dump the capsule,” Beth sobbed.


  “Art,” Freck yelled, thrusting his head at the microphone, “Art, get out quick.”


  There was silence then.


  But only for an instant.


  Then someone gasped as white light splashed blindingly on the snow outside.


  “I hope that satisfies you,” Dean said bitterly.


  They waited for long moments.


  “You killed him, you know,” Dean said.


  Freck shook his head dazedly.


  Then the speaker crackled briefly and they heard coarse breathing. “Sommers.” Freck clutched at the microphone. “Answer me, boy. Are you all right?”


  “Yes, yes,” his voice was half sobbing. “Only . . .”


  “Only what?”


  “Only . . . only . . . I can’t see.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Don’t you understand? I can’t see, I can’t see.”


  “It was the radiation, of course,” Dean said. “It seared the surface of the retina. He was looking directly at the ship when it went.”


  They were sitting in the small base dispensary, Freck shifting uncomfortably on the hardness of a white metal chair.


  “Any hope?” he asked slowly.


  Dean shook his head.


  “I’ve run biopsies every day since the test a week ago. The nerve is still deteriorating. We might give him his sight back with a donor but . . .” He shrugged.


  “By the time we get back to Earth to a tissue bank, it’ll be too late.” The medic’s voice was cold, impersonal.


  “The relief ship made planetfall two hours ago,” Freck said slowly. “Maybe . . .”


  “The Cincinnati? I know. Forget it. With the delay of the test, we’ll be a week late in leaving. Anyway, we’d never make it back in time.” Dean’s eyes were cold and unforgiving.


  “I didn’t realize how appropriately we’d named the ship,” he said at last.


  “Pegasus? The winged horse? How so?”


  “Well, there’s more to the legend than most people remember.”


  “What was the name of the boy, the one who captured him? Bellerophon, wasn’t it?”


  “That’s right.”


  “And the rest of the legend?”


  “Well, much later in life, he tried to fly to heaven on Pegasus, but the gods sent a gadfly to sting the horse. Pegasus threw his rider and after that Bellerophon wandered the earth until his death lame and blind.”


  “Yes,” Freck said bitterly, “it was a prophetic name.”


  He sat, watching a tiny muscle tic in Dean’s jaw.


  “I didn’t think you were capable of that kind of hate,” he said at last. “Hate?” Dean said. “I don’t hate you. I feel a little sorry for you if anything.”


  “I suppose I deserved that. I should keep my mouth shut.”


  “No, I mean it. I don’t understand you at all. When a man is a dope addict, they say he has a monkey on his back. I’ve been wondering about the monkey on your back.”


  As Freck started to say something, the medic waved his hand.


  “For God’s sake,” Dean demanded. “Is it that important?”


  “You shouldn’t have to ask that.”


  “I mean, important enough to outweigh every human moral value?”


  “I’d do the same thing again, if that’s what you mean.”


  “Well, I’m not the one you have to answer to.”


  “No, that’s right.”


  “I don’t mean your superiors either. I mean that boy in there.”


  “How’s he taking it?”


  “He’s going through hell now, if . . . Look, I’m not trying to rub your nose in it, but I think you should see him.”


  “That’s out.”


  “Afraid?”


  “Perhaps, but that’s out.”


  “You’ll never live with yourself if you don’t.”


  “You’re pretty good at twisting the knife.”


  “Believe me, I’d do a hell of a lot more knife twisting if I could,” the medic said angrily. “This is something you can’t run away from.”


  Iii the end he agreed. He had hoped to avoid this 6nal symbol of his failure.


  But it was no good.


  He would always know, he realized, that somewhere the boy still lived and that thought would be like an open wound. Better to face it in the immediate present.


  He owed Art that much courage.


  He followed Dean through the dispensary and the small emergency room behind it to the tiny four-bed hospital in the rear. They paused at the door and Dean said softly, “I’ll wait here.”


  Freck turned pleading eyes to the man, then breathed deeply and said, “All right.”


  It had to be that way. He knew that.


  The white hospital bed had been elevated so that Sommers reclined half erect, his empty eyes staring at the junction of the ceiling and wall across the room.


  He looked very thin and very young.


  “That you, Doc?” he said.


  “No, Art,” Freck said. “No, it’s not.”


  “Oh,” Sommers said, “I wondered when you’d come.”


  When, Freck thought. He said, “When” . . . not “If.” He found a seat on the edge of the bed and stared at the boy silently.


  “Oh, come on,” the boy said, “it’s not as bad as all that. It’s not as if I had been killed.”


  “No,” Freck said. “Thank God for that.”


  “I didn’t have to do it, you know.”


  “Didn’t you?” Freck said tiredly.


  “I mean it. Sure, you pressured me. But later . . . after I had cooled down . . . I knew I could have backed out in spite of that. You couldn’t have carried out any threats . . . not with Dean and Beth Bechtoldt knowing the whole story.”


  Freck looked at the boy in wonder.


  “Why did you do it then?”


  “Why? I suppose I wanted someone to force me into it. Actually I was afraid.”


  “You had good right to be.”


  “No, not that kind of fear. Sort of . . . well, you know . . . the thoughts of what-might-have-been later on. I knew I had to do it. I couldn’t tum down the chance and live with it. But I was afraid for my own skin.”


  “Nobody would have blamed you.”


  “Nobody?” Sommers’ eyebrows raised questioningly.


  “Damn it,” he said, “I’m not trying to go pretty and noble on you. I hated your guts after that stunt. But that kind of hate doesn’t last when . . .”


  His blind hand gestured at the white sheets, the aseptic walls.


  “You can’t let this stop you,” he said finally.


  “I’m afraid we’re stopped already. The relief ship made planetfall this morning. We’re already pulling up stakes.”


  “God, if I had two good eyes,” the boy said.


  “Well, there’s a chance of a graft when we get back.”


  “Don’t give me fairy tales. Doc Dean has already told me that the nerves will have degenerated too far for that.”


  “You know,” Sommers said after a silent moment, “I used to think I’d gone into the service for the security . . . the career advantages. We’re taught to be tough these days. Ideals are for suckers but . . .”


  He smiled sorrowfully.


  “That attitude leaves your life a vacuum. You begin to want something to fill it, to give it meaning. You had something, you and Beth . . . this business of giving yourself to something that’s bigger . . . that can swallow you in its immensity . . .”


  “No,” Freck said. “No, that’s no good either.”


  “Isn’t it? Look, I’m stuck now. Blind and no possible use to anyone. I’ve left nothing behind, not even a gesture of greatness. The one big thing in my life I was afraid to grasp. I had to be forced into it.”


  “You’re still young.”


  “What can you do without eyes?” Sommers demanded.


  Freck left the hospital and walked through the dispensary to the corridors. Dean was nowhere in sight and he was quite glad that he would not have to meet the demands of conversation with the medic.


  He felt a dark depression settling in his mind and he could think only of the blind boy . . . no, the man . . . who lay in the white bed behind him . . . the man who had found himself too late.


  And the horror of his own wasted life pressed in upon him.


  The tragedy of it all was like a leaden weight, pulling him down into an emotional darkness from which there was no rescue.


  Not in this life.


  The commander of the Cincinnati was waiting for him with Beth when he returned to the Operations Office.


  He took the officer’s report and motioned him to a seat as he found his own chair behind his desk.


  “We’re happy to have you with us, Major Terse,” he said. “I suppose you have orders, relieving me of this command?”


  The young man raised his eyebrows.


  “Why, no sir,” he said. “Should I?”


  Freck glanced at Beth quickly, wondering what went on behind those sad eyes.


  “Never mind,” he said. “Apparently that won’t come until later. Matter of rank and privilege to the end, I guess.”


  He laughed drily.


  “We’re short on air and supplies. So I’m afraid your men will have to remain bunked on the Cincinnati.”


  “That’s all right,” the major said. “There are just the two of us.”


  “Two?”


  “That’s right. Me and my exec.”


  “That’s the beautiful irony of it,” Beth said. “The Cincinnati is almost completely automatic.”


  “I don’t understand,” he said. “An automatic ship is impossible. The electronic equipment alone would weigh tons, not to mention the impossibility of designing a memory unit to handle the complex operations of a modern ship.”


  “We’ve been out of touch too long,” Beth said. “Remember what Dean said about organic memory units and the cybernetic machine, the Director, that operates the physical plant at the Capitol?”


  “Yes, but . . .”


  “They’ve applied the same principle here. The new ships are built around a cybernetic unit using nervous tissue as a memory bank. It’s compact enough so that they even have similar units installed in the Cincinnati’s life craft. After all, it’s a logical development. We always knew that the human brain was a lot more efficient in storing associations than any machine could ever hope to be, even with such modem devices as the micro-transistor banks.”


  He felt quite sick when he saw the implications.


  The conversation seemed to pass completely around him. He was aware of answering and he felt himself return the salute of Major Terse as he excused himself.


  Then he merely sat for a long while, staring at the floor. Finally, Beth crossed behind the desk and laid a soft hand on his shoulder.


  “You’ve got to get over this,” she said.


  “Don’t you realize what this means?” he said.


  “It’s not what you think,” she said. “You’d still need a pilot. The controls aren’t that automatic yet.”


  “I know, but given a few years to refine the system . . . We would never have needed to risk a life. Only now, we don’t dare try again. I’ve muffed the last chance. The EIP party back home will be screaming for my scalp and the taxpayers will never back another project after this.”


  He felt as if the last prop of his life had been removed. The one faint hope that he had held to was that, somehow, in some fashion the project might continue. But he had been deluding himself. It was all a lie, he knew, and the arrival of the Cincinnati had crystallized the knowledge that was there all along.


  He didn’t go to dinner. Instead, he went to his room and locked the door behind him.


  Then he sat without lights for what seemed hours, feeling the darkness solidify around him like black gelatin until he felt as if he were being smothered in a deep viscous pool of lightlessness.


  Finally he lay down and tried to sleep.


  But he could only think of Art and Beth and the past week and the end of everything he had dreamed of, an end that was rushing upon him with every pulse beat.


  He felt bone weary and he wanted to rest and forget.


  Perhaps, he thought, he’d go back to the house he and Catherine had owned in the Philippines or perhaps the farm of his own father after this was over. (How many years since he’d been in Iowa?)


  He used to go there quite often when he and Catherine were married, and he had been stationed in Chicago as liaison officer.


  Stay away from that subject, he thought. No use to open old scars.


  But the scars were there, scars of old wounds and new ones.


  And David?


  He wondered where he must be.


  He thought of Art and he hoped that his own unknown son were like that. Proud and strong and . . .


  Through the heavy pressure of sleep on his darkened lids, he saw Sommers’ face.


  And he heard someone say: Blind!


  No, he hadn’t meant that.


  And there was the distant image of endless blackness like a deep river and the farthest bank was alive with the glow of a million stars.


  Only the waters were black and cold and sapped the warmth from his flesh.


  And he knew that they were death.


  I was right, his mind said. Someone had to make a stand, no matter who was hurt.


  Someone had to recognize that once man had withdrawn from the way to the stars, he would never return . . .


  And the black waters would bound his tiny universe, sapping the strength from him, condemning him to the kind of death that comes only when you grow in upon yourself.


  And Freck, General Freck who had suppressed every single human feeling for years to this end . . .


  Why? something said.


  I’ve destroyed myself too, he said.


  Is this courage? . . . Or madness?


  I can’t answer that.


  You won’t . . . You’re afraid . . .


  Afraid?


  What are you afraid of?


  I don’t know . . .


  Panic!


  Why do you want to go to the stars?


  The night is cold . . . and dark . . .


  The kind of night Art Sommers knows?


  God, let me alone . . .


  Why do you want to go to the stars?


  Because . . . because . . .


  Why?


  I’m alone . . . so very much alone . . .


  All men are alone . . .


  And I don’t want to die . . .


  And he was suddenly awake and sitting in the blackness with the terror dancing in his mind.


  He sat gripping the edge of the bed as though he were about to fall into the deepest shaft imaginable . . .


  After a while he rose to his feet and wiped the sleep from his eyes. It seemed as if he were a dispassionate observer, somewhere outside his body, watching himself dress.


  There was a hard tension pulling his muscles taut as he walked into the corridor and made for the Operations Office.


  The Charge of Quarters looked up sleepily as he entered.


  “Get me the Adjutant,” he told him. Then he went into his office.


  When the Adjutant’s drowsy voice reported through the intercom, he gave detailed instructions on what he wanted done.


  He ordered one of the spare Bechtoldt units moved up from the basement warehouse. He ordered the installation teams alerted. Then he gave the necessary orders for placing Major Terse and his exec under quarters arrest.


  The Adjutant was a good soldier. His voice was startled but he said, “Yes, sir,” and signed off.


  Then Freck sat down to wait.


  It was twenty minutes before Dean and Beth Bechtoldt pushed into the office.


  “I’ve been expecting you,” he said.


  Dean’s face mirrored his disbelief.


  Freck looked at Beth. There was something quite strange shining in her eyes . . . not amazement exactly, but rather as though she were seeing something quite alien in him for the first time.


  “Have you gone completely mad?” Dean blurted.


  “I didn’t expect you to understand,” Freck said. “I thought Beth might.”


  “I’ll find a way to stop you if I can.”


  “This is a military base, Doctor,” Freck said. “The men still obey me. If necessary I can put you under quarters arrest.”


  “Matt,” Beth said softly. “Whatever you’ve done before . . . well, I can understand why. I’ve had a lot of time to think about it. But you’re not gambling with just one life now. You’re risking the complement of the whole station. If you destroy the Cincinnati, we won’t have enough air to hold out until another ship arrives.”


  “And you can’t delay anyway,” Dean said, “because the Cincinnati expected to use the air supply of the base to supplement its own. There’s barely enough air left if we leave tomorrow.”


  “Don’t you think I know that?” he said. “Don’t you think I haven’t already ripped my guts out about that? But it’s a gamble that has to be taken.”


  “Beth,” he said, his voice pleading, “I need your help for this.”


  She shook her head.


  “No,” she said. “I can’t let you do this.”


  “Then we’ll go ahead without you,” he said. “We have the spare unit topside. It can be installed in twenty-four hours.”


  “The same thing will happen again,” Dean said. “Use your head, man. This time it won’t be just Sommers.”


  Freck ignored him.


  “Beth,” he said, “we can’t do it without your help.”


  Please, God, he thought. I can’t go through with it alone.


  “Are you trying to blackmail me too?” she said.


  Then she paused.


  “No,” she said. “You won’t do it without my help . . . You’re trying to give me an out, take all the responsibility on yourself. But you won’t do it without me.”


  “What difference does that make?” he demanded.


  “Matt, Matt,” she said. “How can you be so completely blind.”


  She nodded her head slowly.


  “You’re both out of your minds,” Dean said.


  “All right,” Beth said. “But without threats. You don’t need them. And we’ll do it my way.”


  “Your way,” he said. “That’s the way it has to be.”


  “We’ll use the lifeboat of the Cincinnati. It’s big enough.”


  “That doesn’t solve the problem,” Dean said. “All of the men in the base are still breathing, burning oxygen. You can’t solve that one.”


  “We’ll load everyone on the Cincinnati,” Beth said. “Drain all the air from the station but what we need to condition the Commo Room and start the Cincinnati back.”


  “One of my men can handle the cybernetic pilot,” Freck said excitedly. “We can’t trust Terse.”


  “You’re both signing your own death warrants,” Dean said.


  “No,” Freck said. “A relief ship can reach us in time.”


  “And the drive will work,” Beth said. “With the autopilot in the life-craft and a human pilot to direct it. That was the trouble before. Art’s reactions just weren’t fast enough to compensate for the field being out of phase.”


  “You’re both out of your minds,” Dean said.


  Then he stopped and smiled triumphantly.


  “But you don’t have a pilot. There’s no one on the base who can do it. No one young enough, no one trained for the job.”


  “He’s right,” Beth said.


  “There’s Sommers,” Freck said.


  “And he’s blind,” Dean said.


  “But there you can help us.”


  “No!”


  “You will, though,” Beth said. “If Art wants it that way. You can’t deny him this.”


  “No!” Dean almost shouted the word.


  “No,” he said again, but his voice was uncertain.


  He looked quickly from Freck to Beth and his eyes seemed to fill with the wonder of what he saw for the first time.


  “I won’t do it,” he said.


  But his eyes didn’t say it.


  The vigil in the Commo Room had lasted for almost thirty-six hours. Beth was dozing at the radar post now that the ship had passed beyond its range. Except for such occasional short naps, she and Freck had been awake the whole time.


  Freck stood by the radio, the microphone clutched in his hand, waiting.


  When the speaker finally crackled and came alive, he didn’t move.


  “Pluto Base, Pluto Base,” Sommers’ voice called metallically.


  Freck nodded and Beth, who had crossed to him, took the microphone from his hands.


  “Art,” she said, “are you all right?”


  “Everything’s fine. Worked to perfection.”


  “How about vortex instability?”


  “Some trouble. We’ll have to move further out with the bigger ships. Maybe even mount the units on orbital stations beyond Pluto. Assemble the units on the ships after they come from sunside. They’ll really be star ships then. They’ll never be able to land on a planet.”


  Freck nodded, feeling calm, unexcited.


  “Tell him to orbit the ship and dump the unit,” he said. “Then he can come in.”


  “Right,” Sommers said when Beth told him.


  She started to cut the transmitter.


  “General . . . Matt . . .”


  He took the mike.


  “What is it, son?” he said, savoring the words.


  “I . . . you should see the system . . . from far out, I mean . . “You were looking in the wrong direction,” Freck told him.


  “But . . . Oh, I see . . .”


  “You should have been looking the other way,” he said. “Never look back. Always look where you’re going.”


  “I’ll remember that.”


  Freck felt for the power switch and cut the transmitter.


  Then he stood, thinking that it was worth it all . . . all the years, just for this moment.


  “Congratulations, Beth,” he said softly. “It’s your victory.”


  “Mine?” she said.


  Just for an instant he felt the faint brush of soft fingers on his cheek. “Not my victory, Matt,” she said.


  He wished he could see her face, but that was impossible. His eyes were somewhere else.


  Looking at stars that man had never seen before.


  “Now,” he said, “we’ll wait until they come for us.”


  “And we will tell them what we have done,” she said.


  I feel warm, he thought.


  Warm and . . . complete.


  INTERLUDE


  There are others coming now, she said.


  Not here?


  No, further out. Always further out.


  And the men will come then.


  Across space . . .


  And we’ll be waiting for them . . .


  He was conscious of the heat of the alien sun, of the way the warmth penetrated the great silver sphere that was his body. He basked in it, feeling the heat penetrate his very being. (The heat was an illusion, of course. He could be conscious of it through the sensitive thermocouples in his metal integument, but he could not really feel it as feeling is understood by organic creatures.)


  And the answer to it was that simple?


  You mean, why should anyone want to leave the earth, to cross space, to walk upon unknown worlds light years away?


  No, she said, that might be part of a personal answer. To be afraid of death is one thing. To want a kind of personal immortality . . . well, all men look for that in their children or in the knowledge that they have some memory of themselves behind.


  Well, there must be more . . . an answer for all men.


  There was a certain amount of madness in his, she said.


  But that doesn’t answer the whole question. For one man a fear of death might be a driving passion, but what about all the others?


  There was no sense to it he saw. Why. man was little more than the most casual mite on a ball of dirt and the whole universe about him was hostile and cold, and life was ever at war with death.


  And always death was the winner.


  You spoke of lemmings, someone said.


  Well, that’s not analogous, he said. The lemming instinct is anti-survival.


  Yet lemmings survive. The race of lemmings survives.


  A kind of racial suicide impulse? No. I can’t believe that. Only a desire to live can meet the challenge of space.


  Perhaps you’re leaking at it the wrong way, she said.


  But . . .


  Look at it another way, she said. Are they trying to drown themselves in the ocean or . . .


  He poised in space, feeling the beat of light on his silver body while his mind saw great hordes of the small rodents pushing into the sea and sinking into its black depths.


  Or, she said, are there trying to cross the ocean?


  IF SPRING COME NEVER


  He had been walking for hours, feeling the strong pulse of leg muscles under doth, conscious of the tiny somesthetic signals of movement.


  The sun was hot on his face with a tropical heat but his mind was on mere immediate things . . . the knowledge that he had been searching for some time and that surely this would be the end of searching.


  The street along which he walked was paved with day bricks, the sort of street that he had not seen in years. A vague haze of yellow dost colored the air. He couldn’t quite identify the place. It were as if he had just this moment arrived and was not sure of his destination.


  He stopped for a moment, feeling disoriented. The street was bordered by few buildings, most of them of pastel stucco. There was a definite flavor of age about them and for an instant he felt that in some fashion he had journeyed through time and space to a point a century before.


  The people on the street were dressed in colorful brief costumes. They were dark of skin with black glisten big hair. The men were small with fine regular features and startling white teeth and, as two passed him, he heard one laugh lightly while the other spoke rapidly in some light, vowel-buoyant language.


  He knew that he was looking for something, but he couldn’t remember for what . . . or for whom. And, startling thought, he could not remember who he was.


  Along the street he saw signs with strange names like “Quirano” and “Cammilo” and at last he came to a metal post on a comer on which there was a metal sign that said: “Tarlac—15 K.”


  He stopped by the sign and looked quickly up and down the street. For what he had no idea. He stared down at his body, at the stiff blue trousers that encased his legs. His hands, he saw, were deeply tanned and very smooth without hair.


  As he was standing, he heard someone speak behind him and he turned. Two uniformed men were approaching him warily.


  “Where am I?” he demanded.


  They ignored him. One spoke quickly and the other placed a hand on his chest. He struck it away and grabbed the man. The second began to shout something unintelligible.


  “Where am I?” he demanded again.


  “English,” the first man said, his face frightened.


  “Where am I?”


  “Luzon,” the man said. He began to speak rapidly in the other language. Suddenly he twisted away, his eyes wide with fright.


  He felt the weight of the other man on his shoulders as the first grabbed for him. He felt his shirt tear away in the first man’s hands as he threw the second from his back.


  The first man suddenly had a heavy caliber needle gun in his hand. The weapon gave a low hiss and he felt the impact of the projectile in his chest.


  But there was no pain.


  He looked down at his exposed chest where the projectile had struck him. There was no blood. The flesh had been tom by the violence of the impact, but there was no blood.


  Just the gleam of exposed metal.


  Then he was no longer in the strange body. His muscles were alive with fire. He was conscious of an awful flash of blue light and his brain was awash with a thousand images. And multiplied a hundred-fold, he saw the body of a small man crisp and char while his hands clutched spasmodically at the open circuit box from which blue fire poured.


  For an instant he was almost mad with the welter of sense impressions that flooded him. It was like seeing through the eyes of a wasp with every facet reflecting some new, dissimilar scene, with the cacophony of a million sounds tearing his ears.


  He screamed and screamed.


  But there was no sound of screaming.


  His arm moved convulsively and in one of the worlds of sight, some great engine raised massive man-like arms and crushed the steel beams before it like butter.


  And he saw towering spillgates opening and water foaming madly down sluiceways.


  And a dizzying panorama of a glittering white city sprawling under his gaze far below.


  And tired men, sitting in tiers under a vast ceiling supported by two towering close-set columns while a voice, his voice, droned monotonously from some machine on the edge of the rostrum in the center of the huge room.


  And in one of the front seats, erect in the hard chair, his face tired . . .


  Jenks . . . Marshal Jenks . . .


  In his agony, he screamed, “Jenks, for God’s sake, help me.”


  And he saw the tired men suddenly on their feet, shouting as the echoing sound of arcing circuit breakers dissolved the vision into . . .


  The sight of the little man, burning and charring into a shriveled mass of charcoal.


  Then he was alone in utter blackness.


  He drifted in the darkness, completely exhausted. Then full consciousness returned.


  My God, where am I?


  There was no sound, no feeling in any part of his body. He tried to move his arms. Something in his brain told him that there was movement and he felt the illusion of change. But the signal of position, the constant feedback of the organs that tells of movement was missing.


  I’m paralyzed, he thought, fighting the panic.


  He tried to turn his head and nothing happened.


  Then he realized that he was not breathing.


  For seconds, panic again threatened to overwhelm him.


  What’s happened . . . happened . . . happened? His mind echoed with the words.


  He felt a flicker of light and then blackness again.


  Light? But there should be none. He should not be able to see.


  And then he felt the return of memory, of what had happened . . . Pluto Base and the long days of waiting for the relief ship to come while the air dwindled and the long walk into the cold valley, his blinded feet moving with automaton regularity.


  The sudden flood of memory should have been terrifying. Yet, somehow, his mind accepted the returning knowledge with a dull exhaustion.


  The knowledge that he must be dead.


  They had waited, he and Beth and Art, for the relief ship. They’d bled away most of the station’s air to supply the Cincinnati and sealed themselves in the Commo Room with the remaining supply. But the margin had been too fine.


  With the relief ship still a week away, they had finally realized that they could not hold out. From the still distant ship had come the suggestion, the final desperate gamble. If the body froze quickly enough before ice crystals could burst the cell walls of the tissues, there was a chance that they could be revived. It was a well-known laboratory phenomenon but . . .


  But there was no alternative.


  So they had donned suits and walked into the hideous cold of Pluto’s surface. Then they had turned off the heating units of the suits.


  He remembered the last moment of consciousness before the paralyzing cold overwhelmed him. The numbness of death dulling his brain.


  But he was alive, conscious, feeling.


  And in some unimaginable fashion . . . lost.


  “Seems to be all right now,” someone said.


  “I don’t know. Check the relays.”


  Click!


  He felt a tingling where his arms should have been. He looked out over a wide expanse of concrete from an elevated position. His arms were moving, lifting, positioning a massive steel girder. Only . . . his arms were long sleeves of metal from which smaller pistons of metal, terminating in heavy claws that gripped the beam, moved fluidly.


  His viewpoint shifted and he looked out over the wide plaza and past the low buildings surrounding the area. In the near distance he saw a towering pylon of white marble, thin and graceful.


  And suddenly he knew where he was.


  And, as if to confirm his thought, his sight swept out over the city, itemizing the confusion of pastel structures with their broad expanses of glass and austere lines, and finally fastened upon the colossal figure of a man towering above the city. The statue was black and glistening, its great obsidian muscles gleaming in the afternoon sun with glints of hidden gold.


  Its head bore two faces.


  The sudden recognition flooded his being with a terrible nostalgia and then a new terror. The Watcher. The towering Janus figure that stood astride the seawall in the harbor of New Rhodes, one face looking down into the capitol city, the other looking outward toward the sea and beyond.


  And with the knowledge of where he was slowly came the realization of what he must be.


  Click!


  He felt the sharp pain of disorientation.


  The deserted hall with its tiered seats now empty of tired men and . . .


  Click!


  He was in the machine in the plaza again and he was lowering a new beam into place. All about him he saw other machines, some like him, some with unguessed functions. They were building something—a steel framework. Once when the machine inclined, he saw stretching below him an expanse of steel, some of it already sheathed in thin slabs of pink stone.


  Then his vision flashed and he was below, looking up at the machines working on the structure while a part of him delivered an endless stream of mortar through a tongued pipe and another part of him unreeled lead-sheathed cable and another part of him positioned a slab of marble near the base of the structure.


  The split of identity was dizzying. A part of him was involved in each operation and yet a part was distant, seeing. He was working on some kind of monument, he realized, and the slab of stone he was positioning near the base bore an inscription:


  “In Memory of . . .”


  But the rest didn’t register for an instant as he was suddenly plunged into darkness.


  From a distance he saw a long hall filled with intricate instrument panels that hummed and flashed colored lights. He saw two men standing before one of the sections with a wheeled box which bore a confusion of dancing meters.


  “Seems to be all right now,” one of the men said.


  “Maybe we should turn off this section,” the other said.


  “Not with the Senate in full session. We’ll need every unit.”


  “Damned fool. Who was he? What was he doing here?”


  “Who knows? He was burned to a crisp.”


  “Well, this unit had better behave itself,” the first man said while the snap of relays punctuated his words.


  “Or we’ll have to turn off the brain.”


  Then blackness as the words weaved into the afterimage of the earlier scene, the lingering sight of the inscription that read:


  “In Memory of . . .”


  Turn off the brain.


  “Matthew Freck, Elizabeth Bechtoldt, Arthur Sommers . .


  We’ll have to turn off . . .


  “Who Lost Their Lives . . .”


  Turn off the . . .


  “. . . In The Conquest Of Interstellar Space.”


  Turn off the brain . . .


  He watched the two men wheel the test instrument down the long corridor of glowing lights and snapping relays, his sight leaping from vantage point to vantage point.


  And then he was alone.


  More alone than he had ever been in his life. For the moment he rested, his mind swimming in vast silences, his thoughts fragmented in a thousand small fears and tremblings.


  The life of the man who had called himself Matthew Freck seemed immeasurably distant. He had only the memory of the thoughts and emotions of that person. Even his body seemed a remote memory. And his desires, his search for the meaning of his life seemed to have evaporated with that life.


  There was no doubt in his mind now as to where he was. The sight of the small man burning in a blue aura of electrical fire, the hall and its intricate switchboards, the kaleidoscope of sight and sound that had assaulted his senses. And the sight of The Watcher and beyond the great statue the vast panorama of New Rhodes . . . all of these combined to reaffirm the horror of his position.


  New Rhodes, the city planned for the single purpose of housing the most complex political system man had ever conceived. They’d chosen an island in the Marianas group and built the city the way one builds a house, paying attention to every possible comfort and convenience of the occupants.


  And they’d planned well, those builders. The city was a giant body, ruled by a giant brain, the cybernetic machine in the central pylon in Government Plaza. The machine, the Director, ordered the thousand functions of the city: building, repair, the growing of food, the storing of records.


  But in the years since it had been built, the Director had grown. It had become the central storage agency of all the massive records of system government and in the last years it had assumed information gathering functions of its own. Throughout the world from a million stationary eyes and from a hundred thousand mobile bodies, some humanoid, some completely unmanlike, it gathered billions of bits of information from which it processed a dynamic pattern of the political, social and economic activities of man on his planet Earth.


  But no engineer could ever have built the memory banks needed for this mass of infonnation. The simple matter of storage would have required a thousand cubic miles of microtransistors and circuits. But even had such a mass of information been filed, such a complex of operating instructions etched in billions of crystal strains, the problem of calling forth data, of eliciting the proper response for a particular stimulus would have been insoluble.


  They had solved the problem in an unorthodox fashion. They had learned to rely on the fantastic capabilities of organic nervous systems to make the endless billions of associations and to find the needed reference in an infinite file of information bits.


  No one knew exactly how the organic memory units related to the machine that bound them. The Director had been constructed largely by empirical data. And in the Director, fed by an unending stream of surrogate, nourished and kept alive by all the fantastic resources of an advanced biochemistry, were the central nervous systems of hundreds of men, doing the work, physical, clerical, investigative, of the world capitol and to a larger extent of the world.


  The nervous systems of hundreds of men, cultures without consciousness, without ego awareness, so it seemed. Only . . .


  He knew differently.


  In some fantastic fashion he had been lost. The essential he that contained the tiny spark called Matthew Freck. And now he was trapped in the eternity of mechanical immortality that was the Director.


  Not trapped, he realized, for there was a certain freedom he had experienced already. He remembered the first instant of half-consciousness when he had found himself on a small dusty street somewhere in the tropics. Surely, not on this island, he thought, for he had never heard of villages that old in the Marianas. Perhaps in this hemisphere since it had been daylight there also. And he remembered the feeling that he had been searching for something . . . or was it someone?


  And the men who had attacked him? Police, probably. Certainly, they must have recognized the body he wore for what it was and had realized that it was behaving erratically. One of them had said “Luzon” when he asked where he was. Luzon . . . that was in the Philippine Commonwealth. He remembered the period after his sendee on Mars when he and Catherine had lived briefly in the Philippines during his Earthside tour as an attaché with the local consul. It was strange that he should have returned there after all these years when there was nothing more to draw him there.


  He was aware of something drifting on the periphery of his consciousness. He tensed, waiting for the sudden change that would hurl himself into one of those nightmare worlds and . . .


  Click!


  “Matt, can you hear me?”


  It was a moment before he dared recognize the voice.


  “Beth!” He tried to shout but no words came.


  Then there was sight and he was viewing a small room from some point about waist high. A platform of some sort stretched out from his’ sight. The platform was covered with lined paper which extended across his vision to rolls on either side. It was several seconds before he identified the complicated lever arrangement resting on the paper as a mechanical stylus and then he knew where he was. He was in the integrator in the Interplanetary Bureau, looking out from the sensor unit of the machine.


  His gaze swept past the platform and he saw them: Beth, Art, and Marshal Jenks. Somehow, he wasn’t particularly surprised that they were alive. He had not really accepted their death, even after the inscription on the monument. They were staring at the machine, waiting for some sign.


  “It’s no use, Beth,” he heard Jenks say. He tried to shout again.


  Don’t panic, he thought, or they’ll come and turn off your brain. The thought brought a moment of sick horror and then his mind was cold and searching.


  He made a thought of movement and the stylus before his eye jerked violently.


  “Look,” Sommers said and they were all crowding around the platform, staring at the stylus.


  “Can you hear me?” Jenks demanded.


  He made the stylus jump.


  He tried to control it to form a word on the paper but only a confused scrawl resulted. The stylus vibrated wildly with his anger.


  “Listen to me,” Jenks said. “We know where you are. I heard your voice in the Senate today—on the voder the machine uses to deliver information to the Senate in session. We’ve been trying to contact you ever since. Do you understand? Move once for yes, twice for no.”


  He moved the stylus.


  “Do you know where you are?”


  Move. Yes.


  “And why?”


  Move. Move. No.


  He listened as Jenks talked, scarcely willing to believe what he was hearing.


  “There was no way,” Jenks said. “The body was dead and there was only the brain to save. We needed you badly. The Economic Immediacy’ Party’ is forcing a vote of confidence on the new Planetary Development Budget.”


  And the rest of the story. The EIP played dirty. They spread the rumor that he and Art and Beth had died and that the drive had failed. Then they bribed a surgeon to steal the part of him that had survived.


  “But they weren’t sure they might not still need you. After all, they knew what had happened on Pluto and an open court-martial for your part could have embarrassed the administration badly. So they hid you where we would never think of looking.”


  The terribleness of the story overwhelmed Freck. The days, the months of unconsciousness in the machine, the loss of thought, of individuality . . .


  “We know what happened today,” Beth said. “They decided they don’t need you any more. They sent a man to destroy your section. Only, something went wrong.”


  Went wrong? No, not that way. Subconsciously he must have known that he was in danger. They wouldn’t have sent a man who did not know his business. He remembered the feeling of purpose, of action. No, it had been no accident that at the instant of murder, the small man had been burned down by an arcing short circuit.


  “You must get to us,” Jenks said.


  “Can you control your movements?” Beth asked.


  Move . . . yes. Move, move . . . no.


  “You must try,” Jenks said. “The final debate is tomorrow night. They’re trying to ram a weakened budget through just before closure. Half of the senators are up for re-election and they want to get back to their constituency. If you can gain control of the machine, assume one of the humanoid bodies in the city, perhaps you’ll be able to testify.”


  “But be careful,” Beth said as the image before him faded.


  And he was in blackness again.


  He spent the night in the metal body of a caretaker, working on the banks of the mountain reservoir that served New Rhodes. The darkness and the sound of water moving lazily over the distant spillway lulled him into a reverie of thoughtless action. Occasionally, as the machine worked its way along the bank of the lake, straining debris from the water and clipping the grass along the water’s edge, he caught sight of the clear sky overhead with its brilliant tropic stars.


  He felt an old pain at the sight and he knew that he would never again travel those dark spaces that stretched far above him.


  But there was still Art and Beth to carry on the work, to tell of the triumph in which the three of them shared. He felt a fleeting bitterness that, of the three, those two had survived the long cold and that he had been condemned to this mechanical existence.


  There was no further hope for him, he knew. If they finally rescued him, at best he would find himself imprisoned in some semi-mobile device to nourish the half-alive fragment of tissue in which he existed.


  But no more any of the dreams that had been a part of his life.


  But there was still the coming debate in the Senate and there at least he might serve in one final way. If he could learn to control this thing in which he lived.


  Tentatively, his mind reached out, testing.


  And there was a wild feeling of disorientation and a confusion of sights and sounds. In a single instant his vision spanned the globe. He saw with a thousand eyes, and he wielded a thousand arms.


  He saw people moving on strange streets and a boy and a girl walking in a towering forest under white moonlight and a thin dark man working on some complicated machine under a noon sun and . . .


  He was walking along a broad band of sterile concrete that stretched through the remnants of jungle. He knew that he had been walking in this manner for some time and he knew that he was in the Philippines again and on the superhighway to Tarlac.


  But why Tarlac?


  He had the distinct feeling once more that he was looking for someone or something, but the information was lost to him. He was quite sure, however, that he was on no mission for the Director.


  He stayed with the body for an hour as it wandered through the darkened streets of the village. He had no conscious control as it entered a bright metal and glass building whose sign said “Police.” He watched at a distance as the body talked at some length in Tagalog with the sleepy-looking officer on duty.


  He heard himself ask for a man named David Carrswold, but the name meant nothing to him. The man, the officer told him, had moved. Two years ago. North of Dagupan. On the gulf.


  The body turned and left the station. With an effort he pulled himself from the body and he was again hanging in the blackness of the Director.


  But only for an instant.


  He was looking out over a huddled group of three men, crouched over a machine which slowly unreeled a yellow sheet of paper.


  “Damn,” said the short man with the fringe of dirty white hair.


  “The machine is never wrong,” the tall emaciated one said.


  “With him in it?” demanded the third. He was squat and Oriental looking.


  “Well, that was his fault.” The short man gestured at the tall thin man.


  “That he should be able to protect himself?” the thin man demanded. “The decision to do away with him was sound.”


  “No one is to blame,” the Oriental said. “Tire facts are these. The attack has somehow made him aware of himself again. And the machine says that the vote will go against us if he testifies.”


  The short man shuddered.


  “I don’t like it,” he said. “He could be anywhere.”


  He stared at the integrator. For an instant Freck felt like a thief suddenly caught in the act. He started to withdraw and something moved in his mind. The stylus, tracing coded lines on the yellow paper, jumped violently and there was the sound of tearing paper.


  The three men looked at each other in alarm.


  “Oh, my God, my God,” the short man said.


  The thin man grabbed a chair near him and turned toward the machine.


  “Damn you,” he yelled, “why don’t you stay dead?”


  He brought the chair down on the visual pickup with a shattering crash.


  He had to protect himself.


  And to do this he must control the Director.


  Tentatively he extended his consciousness outward, exploring the strange half-mind of which he was a part. At first the bodiless feeling of motion was frightening and he felt a faint vertigo. He imagined that his personality were an expanding sphere which thrust out psuedopods before him.


  It seemed then as if he were walking and the mind of the Director became a web of endless corridors, twisting and branching in fantastic complexity.


  Some of the corridors down which he moved ended in obstructions beyond which he could not proceed and in each instance he was forced to retrace his steps to the spot where the corridor had branched. Others seemed quite open and some were faintly familiar.


  He was not sure exactly of what he was seeking, but he sent a voiceless call speeding ahead of him, wondering if perhaps among the countless minds that fused to form the consciousness of the Director, there might not be those who still thought separately and felt pain and were aware.


  All at once he was in a vast hall that stretched to the limits of his vision. And they were crowding around him, the hundreds of faceless men with their lips moving and their speech a vague rustling in his ears.


  There’s no such place, his terrified thoughts shouted.


  The shadowed hall flickered for an instant. Its distant walls became ragged and a sudden wind whistled overhead.


  Listen he said.


  The faceless men rustled in the stillness. He felt the mist of resignation that enveloped them. Vainly he turned, looking for a face, for one single sign of individuality.


  Listen to me he said. There’s a way out if you’ll help.


  His words echoed from the vastness overhead. A distant murmur swelled through the hall.


  No . . . no . . . no more.


  Yes, he shouted, but you’ve got to help me.


  It was a terrible thing, he thought, their utter sameness. Why, they were as bleached and as featureless as those animals that lived in lightless subterranean caves.


  You’ve got to help me, he said again.


  How? the rustling question sounded. Why?


  He was suddenly angry and he was striking out, raining heavy blows upon the pale men, cursing them, damning them while the terrible thought that this might be his fate filled him with a frenzied horror.


  The faceless men fell back before him, their bodies livid with the marks of his blows.


  Now, he said, his voice still shaking, now, you will do what I say.


  They stood silently, waiting.


  Exactly as I say.


  They rustled softly, agreeing.


  He realized that they were afraid of him and he felt very strong.


  Afterwards, feeling a new sense of power, he looked out over the city from the eyes of The Watcher. He saw the countless ant-like figures scurrying in the streets below and the scuttling vehicles that seemed like so many beetles from his height.


  He realized then that this was the city over which he watched and that, with the mastery of the Director, he governed its fate as surely as if he held the fragile thing in his giant’s fist. For in the city were his arms and his powerful fingers that could crush and in the city and throughout the world were his eyes that saw and were not seen.


  He looked through the eyes in the other face of The Watcher, hoping to see the floating hydrophonic islands far to sea which grew the food of his city. Everything connected with New Rhodes was suddenly of vast importance to him. The head of the statue, however, had been inclined by the sculptor and the seaward eyes rested only on featureless blue.


  From afar the pale men whom he had set to watching the three men he had seen before the integrator whispered their doings. He smiled, thinking that no one, not even they, could escape the omniscience of the Director . . . of him.


  It was a mark of how completely the people of the city accepted the creatures of the Director that no one halted the vaguely humanoid body that he chose as it walked through the city to the Interplanetary Building. There was no feeling in the metal body, but he was conscious of the cold emotionlessness of his face, of the inhuman beauty of the steel features that he wore, of the pulsing strength of his iron sinews.


  He entered the building and chose the escalator to the third floor. He found the office that he wanted and pushed through without knocking.


  Jenks and Beth and Art Sommers turned to face him.


  When they didn’t speak, he said, “Even Lazarus had a better reception than this.”


  “Matt,” Beth said breathlessly. She looked at the cold mask that he wore.


  “Is it really you?” she said wonderingly.


  “Sit down,” he said, “and let us talk.”


  “The final debate is tonight,” Jenks said, “and you three must be there or we’ve lost everything.”


  “Why should they want to withdraw the colonies?” he asked.


  “The official version,” Art said, “is that the resources we’re wasting on space travel are needed here to take care of the increasing world population.”


  “But the men involved,” Jenks said, “will profit from the government subsidies to develop their land holdings.”


  “And there’s Sung of the Asian Combine,” Beth said. “He’s in this strictly for power. He wants to be the next World Executor and he can’t do that unless he topples the present administration.”


  Freck described the Oriental whom he had seen before the integrator. Jenks identified him easily.


  “Don’t worry about them,” he said. “They won’t bother us any more.” He told them what he had done.


  “And the others in the Director?” Beth said. “They still remember?”


  “In a way,” he said.


  “Then we must do something about them after we’ve settled this other,” Jenks said.


  “What?” he asked.


  “Well, a return to a humanoid body like the one you’re wearing. We can do that. Actually, make it more perfect than any organic body . . . nearly immortal.”


  He shook his head.


  “What kind of a life would that be? A useless ward of the state?”


  “It wouldn’t be like that,” Sommers said. “You’ll all be needed.”


  Freck shook his head again.


  “Look,” Jenks said, “in the year since Pluto, we’ve built bigger and faster ships. Triplanet and the other combines have ships that can make the Pluto run in four days. Only they’re too fast. Human pilots can’t handle them at top speed. Human reactions aren’t fast enough.”


  “Matt,” Beth said, “yours would be.”


  For a moment the idea was quite exciting. To pilot a ship again. He’d never thought that possible after he had been retired from pilot status because of his age. He remembered the surge of acceleration and the heady feel of having all that power at his fingers, the sort of thrill no pilot had really felt in the last ten years.


  “I wish I could believe you,” he said.


  He left them and made his way back to the pylon of the Director. Only after his body had closed the glass door of the storage case in which it rested did he make the change to the lightlessness of his other existence.


  The pale men came to him and reported the doings of the three men who had gathered in a tiny room on the edge of the city and planned new ways to meet the threat of his consciousness.


  He gave thorough directions on guarding the nutrient pumps and the power house of the Director and he set a screening guard on the great relay room where the small man had once tried to kill him.


  Then he flashed for an instant to the massive machine that labored tirelessly on the memorial to the three who had been lost. There was an exciting strength in the sure movements of the machine. The heavy clawlike appendages and the ungainly grasping legs along the base of the machine coordinated in a mindless wonder that amazed him. He watched the arms slide smoothly up and down their cylinder sleeves, sometimes extending to a giant reach of over twenty feet.


  For a long time he let himself be lulled by the endless mechanical movement. Finally he switched to the seaward face of The Watcher. The endless cobalt sky with its faint wisps of clouds rolled without end above him and he thought of what Beth had said about the new ships. The prospect was exciting and yet, there was a definite emptiness to it also.


  For, he wondered, what did it really mean to him, this new attack on space. An extension of that painful life that had come to an end on the cold wastes before Pluto Base. There had been some reason to the struggle then, the feeling that what he did was a part of what all men were striving for.


  But he wasn’t like Art and Beth now, governed by the mortal limitations of flesh. It would be too easy to forget the chemical surges of anger and hate and love that ruled an organic body, to become cold and other than human and . . . perfect.


  Well, there had been some reason for the struggle, some investment in this race of organic men for which he worked.


  There was the memory of the highway through the Luzon jungle and of the metal and plastic body standing silently in a grove of trees, waiting for him to renew the search for which he had no name.


  Only, he had always known in the depths of his mind for what he was searching and now the recognition was all the more painful.


  The name of David Carrswold. How long since he had heard that name? It had been Catherine’s maiden name, of course, and it was achingly symbolic of how completely even his son had withdrawn from him that he had assumed that name.


  His son—strange words—and the imagined image of the young man with strong young features and a lean body, muscled and brown with jet black hair and eyes that sparkled with the humor that Catherine’s eyes had once held.


  He let himself slide effortlessly across the intervening ocean and into the body that stood waiting. Then he found the gravel path leading up to the sprawling house.


  The veranda creaked under the heaviness of his body. He found a button and keyed a set of muffled chimes.


  He waited, thinking that it was like coming home again.


  To a home he’d never really had.


  And his thoughts echoed with the phrase he had not voiced in twenty years.


  Catherine, he thought . . . Kate . . . I’ve come home.


  He stood in the darkness of the veranda, waiting for an answer to his ring. All about him were the night sounds of birds and insects and he felt a light breeze from the nearby ocean. If he listened closely, he found he could hear the roar of breakers.


  There was a subdued light from the living room streaming through the glass of the door, but there was no other sign of occupancy. After a moment he sounded the chimes again but there was still no evidence of anyone inside.


  The house must be at least seventy years old, he thought, inspecting the sprawling veranda. The architecture was timeless in this rear area, but there was a feel of a more distant age about the house.


  He was about to turn and leave when he heard a soft movement behind him and he turned. Someone was coming up the gravel path, someone with a light airy step that scattered the gravel with an abandon that told him, even before he saw her, that the walker must be very young.


  She stopped and said, “Oh, you scared me.”


  She was quite small and very thin. Her feet were bare and the long thin dress she wore held to her body in the breeze. Her hair was limp and glistened wetly in the moonlight. She carried a heavy beach towel in her hand and, as she stood looking at him, she scrubbed her hair vigorously.


  “I was swimming,” she said.


  “I’m Diane,” she added, “Diane Carrswold, I mean.”


  “That’s a nice name,” he said clumsily. “Is your father home?”


  “No,” she said. “Do you always come visiting this late?”


  Then she laughed a light trilling laugh.


  “That wasn’t nice at all, was it?” she said.


  “That’s all right,” he said. “It’s just that I had to see him tonight.”


  “He’s away,” she said.


  “That’s too bad,” he said. “How about your mother?”


  She stood silently for a moment, toweling her arms.


  “She’s away too,” she said. “With him.”


  “Oh,” he said. She must have read the disappointment in his voice. “You can come in if you want to,” she said.


  “Well,” he said, “it’s after dark and . . .”


  “That’s all right,” she said. “They’ll be back soon.”


  She mounted the steps and brushed past him. He followed her into a living room that was a nondescript blend of free form furniture and native rattan. Strangely enough, the pieces didn’t seem at all incongruous together. The wall panels glowed softly as she activated them. He lowered himself carefully into a strong-looking teak chair and stared moodily at the room.


  When she saw that he was looking at the long Chinese scroll with the flat-perspective landscape in blacks and browns, she said, “I like that too.” She found a seat on the edge of a hassock and said,


  “My, you look very serious. Don’t you smile?”


  “Sometimes,” he said. “When do you expect them back?”


  “Oh, soon,” she said.


  “How old are you?” he asked.


  “Eight,” she said.


  Then there was an awkward pause.


  “Do you know my father?” she asked.


  “Well, not exactly,” he said. “I’m a friend of his father.”


  “Oh,” she said, “I’m not sure he will like that.”


  “Why?”


  “I don’t know,” she said. “But he would never let anyone mention him . . . his father, I mean.”


  Could he have hated him that much? Freck thought. Or Catherine. Could the years have brought such bitterness to her that she had raised her son to despise his father’s memory? It seemed for a moment as if she had reached out of the dead years deliberately to inflict this final hurt. If she could have understood, could have felt the way he did. Well, he could understand her reaction in a way. But his own son . . .


  “I can’t stay,” he said, getting to his feet.


  “Oh, that’s them now,” she said as he heard the faint whirr of helicopter blades above the house.


  “I have to leave,” he said, feeling a sudden panic.


  “No,” she said. “Stay just a minute.”


  He stood silently, feeling awkward in his unnatural body as there was a sound from the rear of the house and the murmur of speech. He turned as the man and the woman entered from the rear.


  For a moment he was startled. They were both old.


  “Hello,” the grey-haired man said in a deep voice. “Who’s this?”


  “This is Mr. . . .” Diane laughed. “I don’t know his name.”


  “Fre . . . Fretter,” he said, suddenly confused.


  “What can I do for you?” the man said. “I’m Diane’s grandfather, Peter Buehrle, and this is my wife.”


  Mrs. Buehrle smiled uncertainly.


  “I was waiting to see Mr. Carrswold,” he said.


  “Business?” the older man asked.


  “No,” he said. “I’m . . . well, you might say, a friend of the family. Diane said he would be back soon.”


  “Yes,” Mrs. Buehrle said, “she would say that.”


  He looked at her questioningly.


  “Diane,” Mr. Buehrle said, “go see if there’s something cold in the refrigerator.”


  As the girl ran from the room, Buehrle said, “It must have been very important for you to make the trip out here.”


  “The police in Dagupan told me he had moved here.”


  “Yes,” Mrs. Buehrle said. “He and our daughter Anne were stationed here as marine biologists for the World Resource Board.”


  “Were?” he said.


  “Diane . . . well,” Mr. Buehrle paused. “She still thinks that someday they’ll come back. She saw them take the boat out that day.”


  “It was a small storm, really,” Mrs. Buehrle said, “and they were both quite familiar with boats. I don’t understand how it happened.”


  He listened as the story unfolded. There was suddenly a feeling of emptiness in him, a sense of terrible loss.


  He hadn’t realized until this moment how important the simple knowledge of his son’s existence had become to him. The knowledge that even before his son’s death, his own name had died had been a bitter discovery, but now even the single thread that bound him by ties of flesh to unborn generations had died as surely.


  When Diane returned, the Buehrles changed the subject quickly. He wondered how long they would keep to the pretense. To encourage her in such a delusion seemed needlessly cruel.


  He saw that it was well after eight o’clock and he knew that he must be far from the house before he abandoned this body for the last time. It was enough that he had maintained the masquerade as long as he had.


  When the Buehrles invited him to spend the night, he at first refused. Finally at their polite insistence, he agreed. He realized that by remaining in the house that night, he could abandon his body that much quicker and return to New Rhodes.


  They talked for a short while longer and then Mrs. Buehrle showed him to a large room paneled in some mottled straited wood. As soon as she had left, he tried the bed, but the frame creaked alarmingly under his weight. He found a seat on a heavy chest near sliding glass panels that opened onto a stone patio. He could see the beach through the glass and he sat for long minutes, lost in mindless contemplation of the moonlighted breakers foaming onto the sands.


  Finally he made the change that returned him to New Rhodes.


  He activated the quasi-humanoid body in the pylon and walked through the brightly lighted streets toward the Interplanetary Building. He knew that he was already late and that the Senate night session on the appropriation bill must have already begun.


  Beth and Sommers were waiting for him in Jenks’ office.


  “It’s no use,” Beth said tiredly.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Haven’t you been to the Senate building yet?”


  “No.”


  “Security guards are posted at all the entrances.”


  “With metal detectors and weapons,” Sommers said.


  “Sung has spread the rumor that the Director is behaving erratically,” Beth said.


  “You can’t get in,” Sommers said. “Not in that body.”


  “And that’s the trump card,” Beth said tiredly.


  “No it isn’t,” he said.


  Swiftly he flashed to the Senate chambers. The great room was filled with men, sitting boredly while one of the members on the rostrum spoke in a monotone. He tried to activate the voder, to call out to Jenks who had assumed his position in the front row.


  But no sound came and he realized that here too Sung had anticipated him.


  He returned to the body in Jenks’ office and told them of his failure.


  “Then it’s no use,” Sommers said.


  “What about you?” he demanded. “You two can certainly give the testimony that Jenks needs.”


  “We could,” Beth said, “if we weren’t blocked as effectively as you.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Don’t you know?” Sommers asked.


  He walked to the boy and stared closely at him. Even the knowledge of his son’s death hadn’t been as shocking as this for he had never really known his son. And, through the sudden fury at being cheated once again, he saw that in Sommers he had in an impossible fashion seen a sort of vicarious continuation of this flesh of his in the struggle he had waged all his life.


  The hate he felt then was unreasoning.


  “Robot,” he said, feeling the sick horror of the word.


  Sommers’ face twisted in pain and anger. His voice was quiet and deadly.


  “What the hell do you think you are?” he said.


  And in his hate and sudden fear, he flashed to the blackness of the Director. Almost instantly, his mind was bathed in fire and a cold methodical fury raced through his thoughts.


  There was a knife-like thought of . . .


  Destruction and death!


  He found the source and flashed to it. The pale men were there, calling him. From the pickup high on the atomic pile that fueled the Director, he saw the machine that served as prime mover in the power house, its jet black body a dark streak of frenzy.


  The machine had been designed to handle the radioactive ingots of the pile. Its massive hands, half the size of a man’s body, had never been intended for the hysteria of destruction, but they were crushing instruments now, pulping the raw flesh of the tall thin man and the short bald man into red jelly.


  His mind closed with the blood lust of the pale men and then he was with them.


  In an insanity of fury, his great metal fists battered the red-stained concrete, driving the bloody flesh into stone.


  The aftermath of fury was hate . . .


  Hate and an unbelievable sense of power.


  He looked out over the light-specked blackness of the city and felt the hidden surge of energy in the thousand mechanical members that were his world-girdling body.


  The pale men were all about him, sharing in his eyes that from the great obsidian statue looked out over the weak organic life that infested the city below.


  And there was the thought, rustling in his ears: “How easy they are to kill.”


  There was still a part of him that felt the loss of that other life, the death of hope in his son, in Art and Beth, the knowledge that the blackness far above was the final victor.


  But death was far and distant and he was deathless.


  Unhuman.


  Godlike, the pale men whispered.


  With no kinship to the little animals below, no comradeship with their small sweaty lives, no understanding of their endless dirty little rites of eating, sleeping, procreating.


  For like the pale men, he too had become timeless, perfect, complete in himself with the final divorcement from all that bound him to the soft imperfect flesh.


  But then he realized that the divorcement was not complete, that there remained one action to sever the bonds that tied him to the perspiring little creatures, wallowing in the dusty city below.


  And he found it easy to flow across city and ocean and jungles, steaming in the night’s heat, to the tiny room where his body sat rigidly in the moonlight streaming from the patio.


  He felt a tense exhilaration as he slid the glass panel aside and stepped onto the patio. The night was warm with a faint chill moistness drifting in from the jungle.


  For the first time, he was aware of the perfection of this body he had taken, of the easy fluidity of synthetic muscles as they flexed sensuously under his trousers. He pulled the light shirt from his body and walked toward the sound of the ocean.


  He looked down at himself as he walked. It was a young body with full swelling chest, with tight ridges of muscles lacing the belly and sharply accented biceps that rippled under the plastic skin.


  He was on the beach then. He stopped to roll up his trousers, feeling the sheer animalness of this synthetic flesh he wore.


  And what better way to complete the separation from this painful humanity, he thought, than with this body of ageless youth which for an instant he wore in the winter of his human existence?


  In the winter of humanity.


  And spring would come never again.


  He looked out over the moon-bright water as the slow steady beat of the surf filled his ears. A night bird cried in the distance, its shrill call cutting cleanly across the water. He smiled with his cold mouth, remembering the restless nights long ago on another Lingaycn beach when he had walked with Catherine under the same moon, his young body glistening wetly from the water, the cold night breezes on his back.


  He looked out, testing the water with his eyes. Across the bay a low freighter moved silent and ghostlike, outlined against the glow of the horizon, poised for an instant like a cardboard toy on the fingernail-thin edge of a cardboard sea.


  To his right there was a weathered stone that glowed chalk-white in the moonlight and past it a group of iron-thewed piles sinking with a quiet age into the devouring waters. He waded out to the nearest pile, a massive cylinder of ragged wood, and fastened his arms about it. It had decayed below the water line and when he applied pressure, it snapped in a flood of floating splinters.


  The log floated high in the water and by grasping it with his arms, he was able to draw up his legs and float, his body rocking in the swells from the beach.


  He looked toward the beach and felt a sudden annoyance at the white shape that was moving down from the house. Then he saw that it was the girl, Diane, her white feet flickering along the ruffled sand.


  She stopped at the edge of the water and called out.


  “Hello.”


  He did not answer.


  After a moment she began to pull the thin dress she wore over her head. She draped it carefully on the white rock and waded into the water. Her small nude figure was white in the moonlight.


  In a moment she was beside him, holding onto the log and breathing lightly.


  “I saw you leave from my window,” she said.


  “You shouldn’t be up,” he said.


  “I swim at night a lot,” she said. “I like to.”


  He said nothing.


  She looked at him in an odd fashion and pushed from the log. He watched her move gracefully through the water, seeing the light foam of her wake fade into the darker water.


  Then she was back, holding to the log.


  “Why don’t you swim?” she asked.


  “Presently,” he said.


  The low waves washed over his arms. He watched them glide toward him, each bearing on its tip a glistening diamond. He let his heavy body hang flaccid in the water, arms and legs dangling, head back, feeling the lazy rock of the ancient ocean.


  He was annoyed that she had intruded. This was a silent personal thing that he planned and she had made it less satisfying by her intrusion.


  But his final death had to be experienced and there was no returning.


  He felt his arms lose their grip on the log and then he was dropping swiftly below the surface and all sounds were muffled and distant.


  The water had a pale green transparency that seemed to seep into his being. It was like being reborn to sink into the green depths, to feel the water close distantly over his head like an all-enfolding womb.


  He heard the distant vibrations of her splashing and then the slim white body darted down into the green depths. He saw her eyes, wide with fright, as she closed on him. Vainly she began to struggle with his impossibly heavy body.


  For a moment he didn’t realize what was happening. Then he saw that she thought he must be drowning and that with all the pathetically small strength of her body, she was trying to save him.


  It was quite futile, of course, and her movements began to show fatigue. He saw her mouth open as if to shout and a great gout of bubbles spurted toward the surface.


  She was suddenly struggling violently as her mouth gave up more air. The small eyes became wide with terror.


  Quite without thinking he grasped her struggling figure and tried to rise, but there was no buoyancy in his body. He began to move quickly through the water toward the shore, holding her limp body high above his head. He felt the water part around his arms and he knew that she was once again in the open air. He rose from the ocean, the cold water rushing slickly from his body. He held her lightly in his arms as he walked toward the shore.


  He checked her respiration briefly, positioned her head on her arm, and began to give her artificial respiration. As soon as the reflex pattern was established, he set the body he wore to continue the action.


  His consciousness flashed to The Watcher in an instant.


  He was filled with a new excitement. The thought of what he had almost done repelled him.


  Then he was in the Senate chambers. The little Oriental he knew as Sung was speaking from the rostrum and glaring triumphantly at Jenks who sat unattended in the first row. He tried again to speak but the voder was still mute.


  His eyes flashed around the chamber, cataloging the bored faces, the vastness of the room, the two slim pillars supporting the high ceiling.


  Then he knew the answer.


  He was in the great machine on the plaza as it moved from the towering memorial and set its heavy metal feet upon the pavement. He moved ponderously toward the Senate building. His ears scarcely registered the cries of alarm as he reached the broad steps and clumsily began to mount them.


  He swept the guards before the great bronze doors aside and saw them pick themselves up. One ran down the stairs while the other drew his sidearm and began to fire. The needle pellets spattered harmlessly against the metal sides of the machine.


  He aimed a blow at the bronze doors and saw them fold inward as if they were made of foil.


  Then he was pushing down the center aisle, his massive body making a shambles of the seats on either side.


  He stopped between the tall pillars and pointed a massive arm at Jenks. The man leaped to his feet. All around him the Senators stood frozen in their places. A few started to move toward the door.


  In that instant Jenks must have realized what was happening. He ran from his place and mounted the dais. Sung held out a hand to stop him and he sent the little man sprawling. Then he was before the voder and working with the switches on its face.


  Freck in his metal body extended the pistoned arms. They found purchase on the slim columns and he stood, like a giant metal Samson as his voice came to him.


  “Stop,” he shouted. The word echoed from the vaulted ceiling.


  The Senators looked at him in horror while . . .


  While a part of him walked up from that distant Lingayen beach with the small girl who was part of his flesh and who would bear some living part of him through the ages.


  And she said, “I’m sorry.”


  “You helped,” he said. “Much more than you know.”


  “Oh, I’m glad,” she said.


  “I’ll walk you back to the house,” he said, taking her hand.


  She laughed lightly and looked up at the sky.


  “It’s too nice to go to sleep. Isn’t the moon bright.”


  He followed her gaze.


  “Father used to say it was another world,” she said, “and that there were men there.”


  “That’s right,” he said, “and there are men much farther away than that, and men are going still farther out.”


  “Isn’t that wonderful?” she said.


  She looked up at the moon.


  “Another world,” she said. “Wouldn’t you like to go there?”


  And for an instant he looked from the eyes of The Watcher, not out over the city below, but into the clear tropic night with its wealth of blazing stars, gleaming like a million jewels on crumpled velvet.


  And his voice thundered in the Senate Chambers.


  “Take your seats or I’ll bring the roof down on us all.”


  He stood in the great metal body with his arms braced against the tall pillars while the frightened men resumed their seats.


  “You have been lied to,” he said, his voice filling the chamber with its resonance. “The stars belong to us now.”


  “We need only,” he said, “reach out and take them.”


  INTERLUDE


  Yes, he agreed, there was a kind of madness about it.


  But you have to separate the motives, she said. There’s the desire for personal immortality and the desire for the immortality of the race.


  Well, in a way there was both in the group mind of the Director.


  No, she said, that was the barest kind of life, an unnatural thing. Men were never meant for that sort of thing.


  Unnatural?


  Unnatural because the pale men would newer have wanted the stars.


  He looked out on the blazing star they circled, thinking of the flood of small ships scattering throughout the near galaxies.


  And the men who are going?


  Remember the lemmings?


  Well, the answer there is easy. Population pressure. They breed to the limits of their environment.


  And, she said, that’s a basic drive of all animals.


  No, he said, I won’t believe that. There’s something more to man’s drive for the stars than that.


  Is that so horrible? she asked. The greatness of this animal called man is that he can fulfill his purpose so completely.


  And in his loneliness, he creates others equally lonely?


  Well, he’s still seeking, she said.


  For what?


  Why do men have sons? Personal immortality, vicariously at least. We’ve said that.


  Identification with the race, he offered.


  But there’s one step further, she said.


  And this, she said, is what all men search for in their secret hearts.


  SEA CHANGE


  Gleaming . . . like a needle of fire . . .


  Whose voice? He didn’t know.


  The interstellar . . . two of them . . .


  They were talking all at once then, their voices blending chaotically. They’re moving one out beyond Pluto for the test, someone said. Beautiful . . . We’re waiting . . . waiting.


  That was her voice. He felt coldness within his chest.


  That was the terrible part of his isolation, he thought. He could still hear everything. Not just in the Superintendent’s office in Marsopolis where he sat.


  But everywhere.


  All the whispers of sound, spanning the system on pulses of e-cube radio. All the half-words, half-thoughts from the inner planets to the space stations far beyond Pluto.


  And the loneliness was a sudden agonizing thing, sobbing in his ear. The loneliness and the loss of two worlds.


  Not that he couldn’t shut out the voices if he wished, the distant voices that webbed space with the cubed speed of light but . . . might as well shut out all thought of living and seek the mindless foetal state of merely being.


  There was the voice droning cargo numbers. He made the small mental change and the tight mass of transistors, buried deep in his metal and plastic body, brought the voice in clear and sharp. It was a Triplanet ship in the twilight belt of Mercury.


  And he had a fleeting image of flame-shriveled plains under a blinding monster sun.


  Then there was the voice, saying, Okay . . . bearing three-ought-six and count down ten to free fall . . .


  That one was beyond Saturn . . . Remembered vision of bright ribbons of light, lacing a startling blue sky.


  He thought, I’ll never see that again.


  And: Space Beacon Three to MRX two two . . . Space Beacon Three . . . Bishop to queens rook four . . .


  And there was the soft voice, the different voice: Matt . . . Matt . . . Where are you? . . . Matt, come in . . . Oh, Matt . . .


  But he ignored that one.


  Instead he looked at the receptionist and watched her fingers dance intricate patterns over the keyboard of her electric typewriter.


  Matt . . . Matt . . .


  No, no more, he thought. There was nothing there for him but bitterness. The isolation of being apart from humanity. The loneliness. Love? Affection? The words had no meaning in that existence.


  It had become a ritual with him, he realized, this trip the first Tuesday of every month down through the silent Martian town to the Triplanet Port. A formalized tribute to something that was quite dead. An empty ritual, weak ineffectual gesture.


  He had known that morning that there would be nothing.


  “No, nothing,” the girl in the Super’s office had said. “Nothing at all.”


  Nothing for him in his grey robot world of no-touch, no-taste.


  She looked at him the way they all did, the ones who saw past the clever human disguise of plastic face and muted eyes.


  He waited . . . listening.


  When the Super came in, he smiled and said, “Hello, Matt,” and then, with a gesture of his head, “Come on in.”


  The girl frowned her silent disapproval.


  After they found seats, the Super said, “Why don’t you go home?”


  “Home?”


  “Back to Earth.”


  “Is that home?”


  The voices whispered in his ear while the Super frowned and puffed a black cigar alight.


  And: . . . Matt . . . Matt . . . Knight four to . . . three down . . . two down . . . Out past Deimos, the sun blazing on its sides . . . Matt . . .


  “What are you trying to do?” the Super demanded. “Cut yourself off from the world completely?”


  “That’s been done already,” he said. “Very effectively.”


  “Look, let’s be brutal about it. We don’t owe you anything.”


  “No,” he said.


  “It was a business arrangement purely,” the Super said. “And if this hadn’t been done,” he gestured at the body Freck wore, “Matthew Freck would have been little more than a page in some dusty official records.”


  “Or worse,” he added.


  “I suppose so,” Freck said.


  “You could go back tomorrow. To Earth. To a new life. No one has to know who you are or what you are unless you tell them.”


  Freck looked down at his hands, the carefully veined, very human hands and the hard muscled thighs where the cellotherm trousers hugged his legs.


  “The technicians did a fine job,” he said. “Actually, it’s better than my old body. Younger and stronger. And it’ll last longer. But . . .”


  He flexed his hands sensuously, watching the way the smooth bands of contractile plastic articulated his fingers.


  “But the masquerade won’t work. We were made for one thing.”


  “I can’t change Company policy,” the Super said. “Oh, I know the experiment didn’t work. Actually technology is moving too fast. It was A bad compromise anyway. We needed something a little faster, more than human to pilot the new ships. Human reactions, the speed of a nerve impulse wasn’t sufficient, electronic equipment was too bulky, and the organic memory units we built for our first cybernetic pilots didn’t have enough initiative. That’s why we jumped at the chance to use your people when Marshal Jenks first came to us. But we weren’t willing to face facts. We tried to compromise . . . keep the human form.”


  “Well, we gave you what you needed then. You do owe us something in return,” he said.


  “We lived up to our contract,” the Super said. “With you and a hundred like you whom we could save. All in exchange for the ability only you had. It was a fair trade.”


  “All right, give me a ship then. That’s all I want.”


  “I told you before. Direct hook-up.”


  “No. If you knew what you were asking . . .”


  “Look, one of the interstellars is being tested right this minute. And there are the stations beyond Pluto.”


  “The stations? That’s like the Director all over again. Completely immobile. What kind of a life would that be, existing as a self-contained unit for years on end without the least contact with humanity?”


  “The stations are not useless,” the Super said. He leaned forward and slapped his palm on the surface of his desk.


  “You of all people should know the Bechtoldt Drive can’t be installed within the system’s heavy gravitational fields. That’s why we need the stations. They’re set up to install the drive after the ship leaves the system proper on its atomic motors.”


  “You still haven’t answered my question.”


  “Stargazer I is outbound for one of the trans-Plutonian stations now. Stargazer II will follow in a few days.”


  “So?”


  “You can have one of them if you want it. Oh, don’t get the idea that this is a handout. We don’t play that way. The last two ships blew up because the pilots weren’t skilled enough to handle the hook-up. We need the best and from past performance, that’s you.”


  He paused for a long second.


  “You may as well know,” the Super said. “We’ve put all our eggs in those two baskets. We’ve been losing political strength in the past three years and, if either one fails, Triplanet and the other combines stand to lose their subsidies from the government. Then it’ll be a century before anyone tries again, if they ever do. We’re tired of being tied to a petty nine planets. We’re doing the thing you worked for all your life. We’re going to the stars now . . . and you can still be a part of that.”


  “That used to mean something to me,” he said, “but after a time, you start losing your identification with humanity and its drives.”


  When he started to rise, the Super said, “You know you can’t operate a modem ship or station, tied down to a humanoid body. It’s too inefficient. You’ve got to become a part of the setup.”


  “I’ve told you before. I can’t do that.”


  “What are you afraid of? The loneliness?”


  “I’ve been lonely before,” he said.


  “What then?”


  “What am I afraid of?” He smiled his mechanical smile. “Something you could never understand. I’m afraid of what’s happened to me already.”


  The Super was silent.


  “When you start losing the basic emotions, the basic ways of thinking that make you human, well . . . What am I afraid of?”


  “I’m afraid of becoming more of a machine,” he said.


  And before the Super could say more, he left.


  Outside he zipped up the cellotherm jacket and adjusted his respirator. Then he advanced the setting of the rheostat on the chest of his jacket until the small jewel light above the mechanism glowed in the morning’s half-dusk. He had no need for the heat that the clothing furnished, of course, but the masquerade, the pretending to be wholly human would have been incomplete without this vital touch.


  All the way back through the pearl grey light, he listened to the many voices flashing back and forth across the ship lanes. He heard the snatches of commerce from a hundred separate ports and he followed in his mind’s eye the swift progress of Stargazer I out past the orbit of Uranus to her rendezvous with the station that would fit her with the Bechtoldt Drive.


  And he thought, Lord, if I could make the jump with her, and then, But not at that price, not for what it’s cost the others, Jim and Martha and Art and . . . Beth. (Forget the name . . . forget the name . . . lost from you like all the others . . .)


  The city had turned to full life in the interval he had spent in the Super’s office and he passed numerous hurrying figures, bear-like in cellotherm clothing and transparent respirators. They ignored him completely and for a moment he had an insane impulse to tear the respirator from his face and stand waiting . . .


  Waiting savagely, defiantly for someone to notice him.


  The tortured writhings of neon signs glowed along the wide streets and occasionally an electric run-about, balanced lightly on two wheels, passed him with a soft whirr, its headlights cutting a bright swath across his path. He had never become fully accustomed to the twilight of the Martian day. But that was the fault of the technicians who had built his body. In their pathetic desire to ape the human body, they had often built in human limitations as well as human strengths.


  He stopped a moment before a shop, idly inspecting the window display of small things, fragile and alien, from the dead Martian towns to the north. The shop window, he realized, was as much out of place here as the street and the individual pressurized buildings that lined it. It would have been better, as someone had suggested, to house the entire city under one pressurized unit. But this was how the Martian settlements had started and men still held to the diffuse habits more suited to another world.


  Well, that was a common trait that he shared with his race. The Super w’as right, of course. He w’as as much of a compromise as was the town. The old habits of thought prevailing, molding the new forms.


  He thought that he should get something to eat. He hadn’t had breakfast before setting out for the port. They’d managed to give him a sense of hunger, though taste had been too elusive for them to capture.


  But the thought of food was somehow unpleasant.


  And then he thought perhaps he should get drunk.


  But even that didn’t seem too satisfying.


  But he walked on for a distance and found a bar that was open and he walked in. He shed his respirator in the airlock and, under the halfwatchful eyes of a small fat man, fumbling with his wallet, he pretended to turn off the rheostat of his suit.


  Then he went inside, nodded vaguely at the bored bartender and sat at a comer table. After the bartender had brought him a whiskey and water, he sat and listened.


  Six and seven . . . and twenty-ought-three . . .


  . . . read you . . .


  . . . and out there you see nothing, absolutely nothing. It’s like . . .


  Matt . . . Matt . . .


  . . . to king’s knight four . . . check in three . . .


  Matt . . .


  And for the first time in weeks, he made the change. He could talk without making an audible sound, which was fortunate. A matter of subverbalizing.


  He said, silently, Come on in.


  Matt, where are you?


  In a bar.


  I’m far out . . . very far out. The sun’s like a pinhole in a black sheet.


  I think I’m going to get very drunk.


  Why?


  Because I want to. Isn’t that reason enough? Because it’s the one wholly, completely human thing that I can do well.


  I’ve missed you.


  Missed me? My voice perhaps. There’s little else.


  You should be out here with us . . . with me and Art . . . , she said breathlessly. They’re bringing the new ones out. The big ships. They’re beautiful. Bigger and faster than anything you and I ever rode.


  They’re bringing Stargazer I out for her tests, he told her.


  I know. My station has one of the drives. Station three is handling Stargazer I now.


  He swallowed savagely, thinking of what the Super had said.


  Oh, I wish I were one of them, Beth said.


  His hand tensed on the glass and for a moment he thought it would shatter in his fingers. She hadn’t said “on.”


  Were . . . were . . . I wish I were one of them.


  Do you, he said. That’s fine.


  Oh, that’s fine, starry eyes, he thought, I love you and the ship and the


  stars and the sense of being . . . I am the ship . . . I am the station . . .


  I am anything but human . . .


  What’s wrong, Matt?


  I’m going to get drunk.


  There’s a ship coming in. Signaling.


  The bartender, he saw, was looking at him oddly. He realized that he had been nursing the same drink for the last fifteen minutes. He raised the glass and very deliberately drank and swallowed.


  I’ve got to leave for a minute, she said.


  Do that, he said.


  Then: I’m sorry, Beth. I didn’t mean to take it out on you.


  I’ll be back, she said.


  And he was alone, wrapped in the isolation he had come so well to know. He wondered if such loneliness would eventually drive him to the change that . . . No, that would never be . . . The memory of what that had been like still haunted him.


  He would rather have died in that distant cold Plutonian valley, he told himself, than to have ever come to this day. He thought of Jenks and Catherine and David and he envied them the final unthinking blackness that they shared. Even death was better than again facing that frightening loss of humanity he had once suffered.


  He sat, looking out over the room, for the first time really noticing his surroundings. There were two tourists at the bar—a fat, weak-chinned man in a plaid, one-piece business suit and a woman, probably his wife, thin, thyroid-looking. They were talking animatedly, the man gesturing heatedly. He wondered what had brought them out so early in the morning.


  It was funny, he thought, the image of the fat man, chattering like a nervous magpie, his pudgy hands making weaving motions in the air before him.


  He saw that his glass was empty and he rose and went over to the bar. He found a stool and ordered another whiskey.


  “I’ll break him,” the little man was saying in a high, thin voice. “Consolidation or no consolidation . . .”


  “George,” the woman said gratingly, “you shouldn’t drink in the morning.”


  “You know very well that . . .”


  “George, I want to go to the ruins today.”


  Matt . . . Matt . . .


  “They’ve got the cutest pottery down in the shop on the corner. From the ruins. Those little dwarf figures . . . You know, the Martians.”


  Only she pronounced it “Mar-chans” with a spitting “eh” sound.


  It’s the big one, Matt. The Stargazer. It’s coming in. Maybe I’ll see it warp. Beautiful . . . You should see the way the sides catch the light from the station’s beacon. Like a big needle of pure silver.


  “Pardon me/’ the woman said, turning on the stool to him. “Do you know what time the tours to the ruins start?”


  He tried to smile. He told her and she said, “Thank you.”


  “I suppose you people get tired of tourists,” she said, large eyes questioning.


  “Don’t be silly,” George said. “Got to be practical. Lots of money from tourists.”


  “That’s true,” he said.


  Matt . . .


  “Well,” the woman said, “when you don’t get away from Earth too often, you’ve got to crowd everything in.”


  Matt . . . Uneasy.


  “That’s true,” he told the woman aloud and tried to sip his drink and say silently, What’s wrong?


  Matt, there’s something wrong with the ship. The way Art described it that time . . . The field . . . flickering . . .


  She started to fade.


  Come back, he shouted silently.


  Silence.


  “I’m in the Manta business back home,” George said.


  “Manta?” He raised a mechanical eyebrow carefully.


  “You know, the jet airfoil planes. That’s our model name. Manta.’Cause they look like a ray, the fish. The jets squirt a stream of air directly over the airfoil. They hover just like a ’copter. But speed? You’ve never seen that kind of speed from a ’copter.”


  “I’ve never seen one,” he said.


  Beth . . . Beth . . . , his silent voice shouted. For a moment he felt like shouting aloud, but an iron control stopped his voice.


  “Oh, I tell you,” George said, “we’ll really be crowding the market in another five years. The air’s getting too crowded for ’copters. They’re not safe any longer. Why, the turbulence over Rochester is something . . .”


  “We’re from Rochester,” the thyroid woman explained.


  Matt, listen. It’s the field generator, I think . . . The radiation must have jammed the pilot’s synapses. I can’t raise him. And there’s no one else aboard. Only instruments.


  How far from the station?


  Half a mile.


  My God, if the thing goes . . .


  I go with it! He could feel the fear in her words.


  “So we decided now was the time, before the new merger. George would never find the time after . . .”


  Try to raise the pilot.


  Matt . . . I’m afraid.


  Try!


  “Is something wrong?” The thyroid woman asked.


  He shook his head.


  “You need a drink,” George said as he signaled the bartender.


  Beth, what’s the count?


  Oh, Matt, I’m scared.


  The count . . .


  “Good whiskey,” George said.


  Getting higher . . . I can’t raise the pilot.


  “Lousiest whiskey on the ship coming in. Those things give me the creeps.”


  “George, shut up.”


  Beth, where are you?


  What do you mean?


  Where are you positioned? Central or to one side?


  I’m five hundred yards off station center.


  “I told you not to drink in the morning,” the woman said.


  Any secondary movers? Robot handlers?


  Yes, I have to handle the drive units.


  All right, tear your auxiliary power pile down.


  But . . .


  Take the bricks and stack them against the far wall of the station. You’re shielded enough against their radiation. Then you’ll have to rotate the bulk of the station between you and the ship.


  But how . . .?


  Uranium’s dense. It’ll shield you from the radiation when the ship goes. And break orbit. Get as far away as possible.


  I can’t. The station’s not powered.


  If you don’t . . .


  I can’t . . .


  Then silence.


  The woman and George looked at him expectantly. He raised his drink to his lips, marveling at the steadiness of his hands.


  “I’m sorry,” he said aloud. “I didn’t catch what you said.”


  Beth, the drive units . . .


  Yes?


  Can you activate them?


  They’ll have to be jury-rigged in place. Quick welded.


  How long?


  Five, maybe ten minutes. But the field. It’ll collapse the way the one on the ship’s doing.


  If you, of all people, can’t handle it . . . Anyway, you’ll have to chance it. Otherwise . . .


  “I said,” George said thickly, “have you ever ridden one of those robot ships?”


  “Robot ships?”


  “Oh, I know, they’re not robots exactly.”


  “I’ve ridden one,” he said. “After all, I wouldn’t be on Mars if I hadn’t.” George looked confused.


  “George is a little dull sometimes,” the woman said.


  Beth . . .


  Almost finished. The count’s mounting.


  Hurry . . .


  If the field collapses . . .


  Don’t think about it.


  “They give me the creeps,” George said. “Like riding a ship that’s haunted.”


  “The pilot is very much alive,” he said. “And very human.”


  Matt, the pile bricks are in place. A few more minutes . . .


  Hurry . . . hurry . . . hurry . . .


  “George talks too much,” the woman said.


  “Oh, hell,” George said, “it’s just that . . . well, those things aren’t actually human any more.”


  Matt, I’m ready . . . Scared . . .


  Can you control your thrust?


  With the remote control units. Just as if I were the Stargazer.


  Her voice was chill . . . frightened.


  All right, then . . .


  Count’s climbing fast . . . I’ll . . . Matt! It’s blinding . . . a ball of fire . . . it’s . . .


  Beth . . .


  Silence.


  “I don’t give a damn,” George told the woman petulantly. “A man’s got a right to say what he feels.”


  Beth . . .


  “George, will you shut up and let’s go.”


  Beth . . .


  He looked out at the bar and thought of flame blossoming in utter blackness and . . .


  “They aren’t men any more,” he told George. “And perhaps not even quite human. But they’re not machines.”


  Beth . . .


  “George didn’t mean . . .”


  “I know,” he said. “George is right in a way. But they’ve got something normal men will never have. They’ve found a part in the biggest dream that man has ever dared dream. And that takes courage . . . courage to be what they are. Not men and yet a part of the greatest thing that men have ever reached for.”


  Beth . . .


  Silence.


  George rose from his stool.


  “Maybe,” he said. “But . . . well . . .” He thrust out his hand. “We’ll see you around,” he said.


  He winced when Freck’s hand closed on his and, for a moment, sudden awareness shone in his eyes. He mumbled something in a confused voice and headed for the door.


  Matt . . .


  Beth, are you all right?


  The woman stayed behind for a moment.


  Yes, I’m all right, but the ship . . . the Stargazer . . .


  Forget it.


  But will there be another? Will they dare try again?


  You’re safe. That’s all that counts.


  The woman was saying, “George hardly ever sees past his own nose.” She smiled, her thin lips embarrassed. “Maybe, that’s why he married me.”


  Matt . . .


  Just hang on. They’ll get to you.


  No, I don’t need help. The acceleration just knocked me out for a minute. But don’t you see?


  See?


  I have the drive installed. I’m a self-contained system.


  No, you can’t do that. Get it out of your mind.


  Someone has to prove it can be done. Otherwise they’ll never build another.


  It’ll take you years. You can’t make it back.


  “I knew right away,” the woman was saying. “About you, I mean.”


  “I didn’t mean to embarrass you,” he said.


  Beth, come back . . . Beth.


  Going out . . . faster each minute. Matt, I’ll be there before anyone else. The first. But you’ll have to come after me. I won’t have enough power in the station to come back.


  “You didn’t embarrass me,” the thyroid woman said.


  Her eyes were large and filmed.


  “It’s something new,” she said, “to meet someone with an object in living.”


  Beth, come back.


  Far out now . . . accelerating all the while . . . Come for me, Matt. I’ll wait for you out there . . . circling Centaurus.


  He stared at the woman by the bar, his eyes scarcely seeing her.


  “You know,” the woman said, “I think I could be very much in love with you.”


  “No,” he told her. “No, you wouldn’t like that.”


  “Perhaps,” she said, “but you were right. In what you told George, I mean. It does take a lot of courage to be what you are.”


  Then she turned and followed her husband through the door. Before the door closed, she looked back longingly.


  Don’t worry, Beth. I’ll come. As fast as I can.


  And then he felt the sounds of the others, the worried sounds that filtered through the space blackness from the burned plains of Mercury to the nitrogen oceans of dark Pluto.


  And he told them what she was doing.


  For moments his inner hearing rustled with their wonder of it.


  There was a oneness then. He knew what he must do, the next step he must take.


  We’re all with you, he told her, wondering if she could still hear his voice. From now on, we always will be.


  And he reached out, feeling himself unite in a silent wish with all those other hundreds of minds, stretching in a brotherhood of metal across the endless spaces.


  Stretching in a tight band of metal, a single organism reaching.


  Reaching for the stars.


  EPILOGUE


  Matt, don’t you see? she said.


  It’s all there, the other voices echoed.


  And young Sommers’ voice was saying: Remember? To give yourself to something that’s bigger . . . that can swallow you in its immensity . . .


  And isn’t that what all men have wanted from the beginning? she asked.


  And what about the rest of them, all the men sweeping out from the Earth? he asked.


  Well, they too are finding their answer in knowing that their sons will inherit all space to the farthest limits, that while they die, the flesh that sprang from them will endure forever.


  Humanity, he said, a single organism investing the universe? I’d never thought of it that way.


  To find, she said, what we have . . . eventually.


  While we are here to guard and watch, the voices said.


  And he felt that these answers were enough, that his search for the stars had not been a mindless thing, that it was a part of some great pattern seeking fulfillment.


  For him and Art and Beth, there was the union with all those others into something galaxy-spanning, something eternal.


  And for man, fecund man, strewing his seed with an irresistible lavishness throughout the stars, the proud knowledge that he had become the inheritor of all creation.


  It was enough to know that in each he had a share.


  He could look out over the blackness of night to the Earth that they had left.


  He felt himself merging with those other watchers, seeing the slim silver needles that his people built as they cleaved the blackness that would have been death for his race and was now the avenue to the far shores, to life.


  And he wasn’t sure that he had thought it.


  Or Beth.


  Or Art.


  Or the swelling tide of other minds that said:


  My sons, my sons.


  EXPEDITION PLUTO


  Richard Elam


  “The lieutenant doesn’t think you’ve got your mind on navigation, Rob,” Duff Ford was saying, as he and Rob Allison stood before a port of the rocket ship Rigel looking out over the sea of space.


  “Does it show that much?” the lean young spaceman answered.


  “We’ll find him, Rob,” the redhead answered. “Stop eating your heart out.”


  “You never knew Jim Hawley, did you, Duff?” Rob asked.


  “No, but from what I’ve heard of him, he’s quite a guy. Always smiling and bursting with friendliness.”


  “That’s Jim,” Rob said, a tightness in his throat. “I sure would like to know what happened to him and the others on Pluto.”


  “How come you didn’t get to go along on the first Pluto expedition?” Duff asked. “I thought you and Jim Hawley always went together.”


  “I’ve been working with my brother in the States,” Rob replied. “As the new president of Interplanet Exploration, he’s been awfully busy.”


  “There’s a real guy,” Duff said with admiration, “your brother Grant. I guess he’s the greatest spaceman who’s been born. And judging by your own record around the solar system, Rob, you’re not far behind him.”


  “Thanks for the flattery,” Rob said, grinning.


  It felt good to smile again. He hadn’t smiled since he’d learned about the break in communication from the Pluto expedition ship Capella. The breakoff had come suddenly after landing, and the source of the trouble was unknown. As soon as Rob had heard that the Rigel was going in search of the missing explorers, he had signed up for the trip as assistant to the navigator. He’d been grateful for the companionship of young Duff Ford, a likeable fellow he’d met in space school. Duff was a regular crewman, an air purifier, on the Rigel.


  Duff was speaking again. “Think we’ll get by the big boy there with the halo?”


  Rob looked at the giant, glowing pearl of Saturn, which had been growing before their eyes for the past couple of days. Though placid and beautiful against the velvet sky, the ringed planet was a real menace to the Rigel.


  “Lieutenant Stone said it’s going to be a tight squeeze,” Rob answered. “We hope we’ve got enough rocket power to fight off the terrific gravity pull of Saturn and his moons.”


  “I can’t understand why we couldn’t go on a beeline to Pluto without even coming close to the other planets,” Duff said. “Pluto is a long ways off the plane of the outer planets, isn’t it?”


  “We could,” Rob answered, “if it weren’t for floating clouds of explosive hydrogen which have been found to exist outside of the plane of the ecliptic. That’s why we have to stay in close until we’re past Neptune.”


  “Won’t Uranus and Neptune give us trouble?” Duff asked. “They’re pretty big too.”


  “Uranus is far around on his orbit, and Neptune is heading away from us. However, we’ll see Neptune at a distance.”


  Hours later Rob was in the navigation compartment with Lieutenant Stone, his immediate superior. They were leaning over a level ground-glass screen upon which were a projected television image and a panel of dials. In the middle of the scene was poised the oblate sphere of Saturn and its spinning necklace of millions of meteoric particles. Scattered about were globes of varying sizes, which were Saturn’s moons. The screen surface was roughened to take pencil marks. A tiny dot represented the Rigel, and arcs were drawn to show the motions of all the objects.


  “Our closest approach to the planet will be here at point ‘X’,” spoke the navigator. Glancing at his watch, he added, “We’ve got about five minutes to go.”


  As they waited, Rob went over to the side port where he could watch the luminous planet directly. He thought he had never seen a sight so beautiful. Saturn was banded with color layers something in the manner of Jupiter, only in softer tints. Riotous masses seethed and tossed in the cauldron of fury beneath the apparently paper-thin girdle of shaded bands.


  “It’s gorgeous—but deadly too,” Lieutenant Stone commented.


  “Yes, sir,” Rob murmured, “and I’m in no mood for a bath of methane and ammonia. We’ve got to get to Pluto; that’s the only thing that’s important!”


  At zero hour, all rockets were blowing at full capacity. Rob could feel the Rigel bending to the implacable will of the big world. As the ship’s nose was pulled inward, the young spaceman could see the anxiety on his superior’s face.


  “I hope we’ve calculated this thing correctly, Rob,” the lieutenant said tightly. “The ship should begin to turn tail on Saturn in a little while.”


  But the Rigel still had not turned after twenty, nor even forty, minutes.


  “We’re losing ground!” Lieutenant Stone said, checking a dial on the screen. “Something’s wrong! But that can’t be!”


  Rob went over to the screen, where the spectroscope dial showed that the globe was growing closer, although it was not visibly so. If the Rigel were not checked within a short time, the space ship would plunge into Saturn’s poisonous atmosphere! Rob picked up a clipboard of papers and began studying it.


  “I’d give anything if we were on the Procyon which took you and your brother to Jupiter!” Lieutenant Stone complained. “The Rigel’s built primarily for distance and hasn’t a fraction of the Procyon’s rocket thrust!”


  “There seems to be something wrong in the figures for Titan!” Rob suddenly spoke.


  Lieutenant Stone looked over his shoulder. Silently the two went through the figures, inspecting every equation where the numbers appeared relating to Saturn’s largest satellite.


  “The figures are wrong in two places!” the officer exclaimed. “No wonder we miscalculated the total gravity pull! Whoever prepared these notes back at the base will surely catch it! I guess we can’t blame him too much, though. These figures were worked up on extra short notice for us.”


  “What’re we going to do, lieutenant?” Rob asked. “The ship’s on top power drive now!”


  Lieutenant Stone explained the new development over the intercom phone to Spacemaster O’Leary. The skipper verified the fact that the Rigel was on full thrust. He said that there was no other alternative but to abandon ship and make for the moon Japetus in the two space boats and hope to be picked up later from there.


  “We can’t abandon the ship!” Rob burst out uncontrollably.


  “And why not, Allison?” came the skipper’s retort over the intercom.


  “I beg your pardon, sir, but I was thinking of the Capella and her crew!” Rob said. “What will happen to them?”


  “That can’t be helped I’m afraid,” the skipper replied. “My first duty is to my ship and men. Both of you prepare to abandon ship.”


  When Spacemaster O’Leary had cut off, Lieutenant Stone said, “I’m sorry, Rob. I know how much you thought of Spaceman Hawley, but there’s nothing more to be done. Better get together what stuff you want to take along.”


  However, as the officer began getting up his things, Rob remained at the screen, poring over it and a little mathematical machine called an electronic computer.


  “Ready to go, Rob?” Lieutenant Stone asked sometime later.


  “I think I’ve found something, sir!” Rob said, holding a place on the screen with his finger.


  “A die-hard, if I ever saw one,” murmured his superior, with an admiring grin. He came over to see.


  “Scylla is known to have a slightly unpredictable orbit,” Rob said. “During the past few minutes I’ve traced it cutting inward toward the planet. I’ve checked the moon’s gravity-and-distance ratio on the computer, and I believe if we delay the abandon-ship for several more minutes we can pull free of Saturn and its family!”


  “Let me see,” the lieutenant said. They checked the slight movement of Saturn’s tenth satellite, which had been discovered in 1963. Scylla was tiny, a dense ball of rock only three miles in diameter. But its diminishing gravity pull as it moved away could be enough to swing the balance in favor of the Rigel.


  Lieutenant Stone agreed with Rob’s finding in general, although in the brief time available there was no opportunity to make a positive measurement. He phoned the skipper, who was ready to send out the first space boat. Lieutenant Stone reported to him Rob’s find.


  “If you agree it’s worth a chance, lieutenant, I’ll play ball,” the skipper replied.


  As Rob stared apprehensively at the big planet from the side port, he tormented himself about whether he had done the right thing in suggesting what he did. Had the Rigel been abandoned, as was planned, all hands would have been saved. As things stood now, however, the entire crew might perish. Still, Rob could not really regret taking the responsibility. Times before, when there had been lives at stake, he had stuck by his convictions and had never failed to accept danger when that seemed the best move for all concerned.


  Rob and Lieutenant Stone kept their eyes glued on the TV screen, particularly the speck that was Scylla and the slight motion it was describing. Rob felt shudders rock the space ship as great powers locked in combat.


  Some minutes later, Lieutenant Stone checked the dials and said with a deep sigh of relief, “I think we’ve done it! Thanks, Rob!”


  They had done it. The balance was swung in favor of the Rigel as Saturn’s tiny companion continued to move away, giving up the fight. From now on the planet would appear to diminish in size, but it would be many hours before its commanding sphere would be lost among the other millions of lights in the heavens.


  For days and days, nothing seemed to change in the endless depths of black space as the Rigel sped toward Pluto. There were the same monotonous patterns of stardust and the eternally broad sweep of the Milky Way and other remote galaxies. Only the distant planets grew and shrank in size. As the space ship neared Neptune, the big green world enlarged importantly. Rob and Duff, in an off-duty hour, watched the frigid, lonely planet.


  “Neptune reminds me a little of Earth,” Rob said.


  Duff’s brows raised questioningly. “I can’t see any similarity. Why, Neptune is four times Earth’s diameter!”


  “But Neptune’s mean surface gravity is the same as Earth’s because of its low density,” Rob replied. “Like Saturn, another big puffball, Neptune has a small rocky core surrounded by huge layers of ice and atmosphere. Both Neptune and Earth have a greenish cast, and each has a satellite of about the same size and at about the same distance away.”


  “There’s one big difference, though, Rob,” Duff said. “Neptune’s a zillion times colder.”


  “It’s still not as cold as we’re going to find Pluto,” Rob reminded him, “near absolute zero!”


  The redhead made a wry face. “Why did you have to say that? It’s so warm and comfortable in here!”


  As the Rigel drove onward, thousands of miles a minute, day upon day, Rob grew impatient to reach Pluto. He was thinking of Jim Hawley and the Capella crew undergoing unknown hardship and peril. The radio circuit with the ill-fated space ship had been left open in case she was able to get a message through. But none had come during all this time, and Rob was beginning to doubt that he would ever see his fun-loving friend again.


  The day finally came when the Rigel hovered over the little planet, which was not quite as large a world as Mars. Rob and Duff, with some of the other crewmen in the pilots’ compartment, stared down upon trackless wastes of incredible frozen beauty. Ever since the ship had dropped low enough to reveal the dazzling surface features of the solar system’s most distant planet, no one had spoken. The bizarre landscape seemed to have awed everyone into a state of silent fascination.


  Suddenly Duff broke the quiet. “Look, what a pretty blue lake!”


  Rob saw the small body of water partly surrounded by a canyon of towering ice cliffs. In the twilight glow of stars and the weak sun, the lake and peaks sparkled with a clarity that reminded Rob of great jewels.


  “It’s a lake rightly enough,” Spacemaster O’Leary said. “You can see the ripples, but that’s no water.” He checked the thermocouple. “It’s 348 degrees below zero Fahrenheit down there! That’s a lake of liquid oxygen. I’ve seen them on the dark side of Mercury.”


  Rob gasped in astonishment. He had visited most of the planets, but there was nothing to compare with a wonder such as this.


  Lieutenant Stone then spoke. “Those ice cliffs don’t look to be frozen water. Do you think they might be chunks of dry ice, sir?”


  “That’s my opinion,” the spacemaster replied, “—solid carbon dioxide. Notice those other crystal peaks off to the right. They are probably ammonia. I’ve seen them on Mercury, too.”


  There was a scant, dense atmosphere close to the ground—that had been known. It was a strange-looking substance, Rob thought. It lay like a blanket of gray-blue mist between the space ship, which was several thousands of feet up, and the ground below. The compressed atmosphere was filled with small clouds of icelike particles which floated lazily near the surface like tiny fish in a cosmic ocean. Everything about the scene suggested a terrible coldness almost beyond human realization.


  “Our bearings indicate this is approximately the area where the Capella was last heard from,” the skipper declared. “But I see nothing of the ship. Do any of you?”


  With the others, Rob strained his eyes to pick out a shiny cigar shape in the bleak stretches below. It seemed an impossible task, and he was reminded of an old analogy of the elusive needle in the haystack. There were broad areas of dark rock between the icebergs, filmed over lightly with rime. Such dark expanses could account for Pluto’s weak solar reflection, Rob decided.


  The Rigel cut its power to a low cruising speed and began making a detailed search. Scanning scopes were used to magnify the view, but the job promised to be a long and painstaking one.


  Perhaps it would even take too long to be of any service to the Capella, Rob thought gloomily, as his scope swept the ground. His speculations then took an even grimmer turn. Perhaps the lake of oxygen had swallowed up the space ship! Or maybe the craft lay buried under layers of frost.


  The hours of search, many of them, dragged by. At last the skipper called his crewmen together and make a pronouncement that shocked Rob.


  “There’s no purpose in keeping up the search any longer,” he said decisively. “Even if we should find the ship now, we don’t have enough fuel to land and blast off again. I’m afraid the elements have claimed the Capella and that the first expedition to Pluto will have to be written off the books.”


  “But, sir, . . .!” Rob burst out.


  The spacemaster looked at him levelly.


  “I’m sorry, Rob. I realize you’ve got a more personal interest in the Capella than the rest of us. But we’re simply licked.”


  Rob turned away from him in abject despair and stared unseeingly out of the port. Filling his inner eye, to the oblivion of all else, was the sight of a grinning young spaceman, with a perpetually rumpled shock of blond hair. He’d never see Jim Hawley again. Knowing this, it was as though a part of himself had suddenly died.


  As the Rigel headed away from the area over which it had cruised unsuccessfully for so long a time, a burst of static came over the long-silent, open circuit of the space ship’s radio. Rob’s heart thrilled with hope. Could it really be the Capella trying to make contact?


  More static followed, then a muffled voice, barely audible, saying: “Capella to space ship. Can you hear?”


  Spacemaster O’Leary scooped up the radio mike, eager as a child. “Yes! Yes! Give your location!”


  The communication came over badly, but O’Leary found out that he was speaking to the Capella’s skipper, Spacemaster Nielson. Port telescopes were pointed to the spot given as the location of the downed rocket. Rob focused his on the upright craft, which was buried in hoarfrost and situated on the top of a slope leading down into the blue oxygen lake. Rob realized that only the luckiest of glances could have picked up the camouflaged ship.


  On the mike again, Spacemaster O’Leary asked, “Are all aboard the ship well?”


  “We’re all suffering from the cold,” was the reply. “Remember we’ve been here for weeks, although it seems like years! We had to draw from the atomic reactor to make a heater, but that isn’t adequate. Some of the men have frostbite. The ship is under a foot of frozen matter as you can see. The truth of the matter is we came woefully unprepared to tackle such an icebox!”


  “How did you get marooned?” asked O’Leary.


  “As soon as we landed, the frost began piling up,” Nielson replied. “It clogged our jets and our aerial, which is the reason we lost contact with Earth. The hull defrosters were a complete failure. We just now got the antenna partially repaired after all these weeks. One of the crewmen, Jim Hawley, had to work outside on it. He’s taken an especially rough beating from the cold.”


  “I hate to tell you this,” O’Leary said somberly, “but I don’t know how we can save you.” He explained about the lowered fuel supply. Then he reminded Spacemaster Nielson of the fact that even should the Rigel enter Pluto’s atmosphere, she would most certainly be overcome by the same fate that had been the Capella’s.


  Rob, hearing this, made a suggestion to Spacemaster O’Leary. “The two space boats may be able to go down there and back before the frost gets them, sir.”


  The Rigel’s commander looked at him gravely, “I can’t ask a crewman to take a chance like that.”


  Rob looked at him steadily. “I’ll pilot one of the boats myself, sir.”


  “You Allisons have more courage than sense,” O’Leary retorted gruffly. “But you can try it.”


  Lieutenant Stone spoke up. “I’ll take the other boat down, sir. Lieutenant Myers can fill in as navigator if I fail to get back.”


  Shortly later, as Rob climbed into one of the rescue craft, Duff Ford followed him, similarly clothed in a cumbersome space suit. “You may need some help, Rob,” he said.


  Rob smiled at him. “Thanks, Duff. I guess I would like some company.”


  Both youths carried heat guns, as did Lieutenant Stone, for blasting ice. The escape locks of the Rigel opened, and the boats slipped out into the vacuum of space. The life crafts were propelled by jets of compressed air and could seat nine men comfortably. Both boats would thus easily accommodate the sixteen crew members of the Capella. The suits worn by Rob and Duff were like those carried by the Capella’s crew on the expedition. They were heavily insulated, electrically heated, and contained air spaces for additional prevention of heat loss.


  Rob dove quickly toward the planet’s surface. Time was the important element in this venture. He saw the capsule shape of Lieutenant Stone’s boat, which had gotten a head start, just below. Rob felt a steady battering against the hull as he neared the ground. This was caused by the suspended frozen particles in the atmosphere.


  Rob opened the forward braking jets, which poured against the big flat area of dry ice beneath. A dense cloud enveloped the craft as the surface of the carbon dioxide was warmed and evaporated into gas.


  The landing, therefore, had to be made more through judgment than through vision. When Rob felt a gentle bump under him, he felt immeasurably better.


  “That was close!” Duff remarked over his helmet radio.


  “I see the lieutenant landed safely too,” Rob said. “He’s getting out.”


  “He left his jets idling,” Duff said. “Maybe we ought to do the same.”


  “Right,” Rob agreed. Cutting down the engine power, he then jumped out with his heat gun, followed by Duff.


  The Capella stood about forty feet away. The flat of dry ice was free of the cloud now, and visibility was good under the glow of the stars and the sun, which resembled a bright arc light. As Lieutenant Stone came over with his gun in hand, Rob was shocked to see a coating of frost growing over the officer’s suit just like a fur covering! The same thing was happening to him and Duff, of course. Rob was grateful for the antifreeze compound which had been rubbed onto the facepiece of his helmet to keep vision clear.


  “Let’s get over there,” the lieutenant said over his helmet radio.


  Rob could already feel the insidious cold getting in to him, seemingly to the very marrow of his bones. The grimness of the situation was relieved to some extent as he saw Lieutenant Stone crunching along in front of him, clouds of vaporizing dry ice swirling comically upward with every step he took. It looked as though his boots were smoking!


  The Capella was an awesome, frigid sight. Its prow jutted upward into the twilight sky like a gigantic icicle. It seemed unbelievable that anyone could still be alive inside such a desolate, arctic tomb. Rob and his companions made a quick search about the ship to see which place had the thinnest coating of ice on it.


  “I believe the jet chambers are the easiest escape openings,” Rob suggested. “There’s less ice on them than anywhere else.”


  Lieutenant Stone nodded. “Let’s start blasting.”


  Dense white vapors poured over them from the generated heat as they fired upward into the jet cylinders. There were small, rocking explosions, and balls of fire burst before their eyes. Duff was knocked off his feet, and Rob and the officer were shaken. Duff rose again and valiantly went back to work with his companions.


  “We must have ignited small amounts of explosive gases in the atmosphere,” Lieutenant Stone said.


  The explosions began to be fewer, but the white vapors persisted. At last holes were opened in three of the large cylinders. Rob looked up, and presently space-suited figures appeared overhead in the opening he had blasted out. The men quickly hooked ladders, used for cleaning the jet chambers, over the side and started down—clumsily after the bitter ordeal they had gone through.


  Some were so overcome by the raw cold they could scarcely walk when they were outside. One of the research scientists complained mournfully about having to leave his equipment behind. Each man was assisted across the ice to the waiting space boats. Spacemaster Nielson, who appeared in somewhat better shape than most of his men, helped in this.


  “The engines have gone dead!” Duff noticed.


  “I sure hope we can get them started up again,” the lieutenant groaned, helping the last crewman he was to take into his rocket.


  Rob told Lieutenant Stone to go on, that he had only one more crewman to help out of the Capella. Lieutenant Stone got in, closed the door, and started up the stalled jets. They sputtered reluctantly, then began firing evenly. Rob was grateful to see the capsule shape lift safely into the sky a moment later.


  Rob and Duff returned to the doomed ship and motioned for the last crewman at the top of the rocket shaft to come down. The space-suited figure was about to start when he suddenly collapsed and fell over on the floor up above!


  “Give me a boost into the chamber,” Rob asked Duff.


  Duff assisted him, and he caught hold of the lower rung of the ladder and pulled himself inside. It was an exhausting climb up the ladder in his bulky suit, and for a moment or two he thought he could not make it except for the man’s pressing need.


  Finally he reached the floor level and leaned over the crewman who had collapsed. It was Jim Hawley, his face ashy gray with cold! Rob hastily propped him over his shoulders. In Pluto’s light gravity pull it was not too much of a load.


  Carefully Rob started down the ladder. The icy glaze that encrusted the metal rungs was treacherous. A fall might easily be fatal, for a torn suit would bring quick death from the temperature.


  Rob found Duff jumping up and down to keep warm. He looked like a frolicking polar bear in his frost-whitened suit. Gently Rob handed the limp body of Jim Hawley down to Duff. Then Rob leaped to the ground. Together they started off, supporting Jim between them. Suddenly Duff halted, jerking Rob backward. Rob turned and saw Duff pointing upward at the Capella, which was tottering on its base fins! The fire blasts had obviously upset the ship’s balance.


  Rob motioned for them to hurry. Just as they reached the space boat they felt the ground tremble. They turned and saw the space ship topple over with a ground-shaking crash and begin to roll down the slope toward the lake of liquid oxygen.


  Rob gave a cry of fear.


  “What’s the matter?” Duff asked.


  His voice came muffled over Rob’s helmet. It seemed that the freeze was going to destroy their means of communication too. “When the ship reaches that lake, there’s going to be a fierce explosion!” Rob replied.


  “Why?” Duff inquired.


  “Our heat guns warmed up the ship and when it hits the lake,” Rob told him, “the liquid oxygen will reach its boiling point and vaporize with terrific force!”


  Duff’s steps quickened at this, and finally the two, with their burden, were at the craft. They blasted at the frozen seams of the door with their guns. Even in the few minutes’ time, layers of frost covered the small rocket. White clouds and small explosions accompanied his and Duff’s efforts.


  The door had had to be closed in order to keep the crewmen inside from suffering even more from the bone-chilling temperature. Through the frosted window Rob could see the men pushing against the door with their feeble strength, trying to help.


  Rob felt panicky. It appeared that the few minutes’ delay in rescuing Jim might cost them their lives. He glanced down at the huddle on the ground that was Jim Hawley. If Jim didn’t get out of this biting freeze in another minute, he would probably never survive it.


  Suddenly remembering the terrible danger from the Capella, Rob glanced in its direction through an opening in the clouds. “There’s a break!” he said hopefully over his radio. “An ice boulder has blocked the ship temporarily!”


  In reply, Rob heard only a muffled squawk over his receiver. Their radios had succumbed to the freeze.


  When it appeared that the door seams were free enough, Rob and Duff dropped their guns and began tugging on the door. Those inside pushed at the same time. With a tearing sound the door swung open. Rob and Duff helped Jim in swiftly.


  “Keep him on his feet and moving!” Rob told them, forgetting for a moment that his radio was dead. He then made motions to show what he wanted them to do.


  He jerked the door partially closed, took his pilot’s seat, and started the jets. They choked and gave fitful bursts. Then they died. Rob grabbed up his heat gun and hopped outside. He crunched over dry ice to the rear of the space boat and began blasting into the jet tubes.


  The numbing glacial cold seeped through his insulated boots and space dress. He stamped his feet as he worked. Now and then he cast a glance at the Capella, which was working free of the ice boulder and slipping downhill again. The instantaneous freezing nature of the climate was causing friction and helping to delay the huge craft to some extent.


  A moment later, when Rob decided that the jet tubes were opened, a strange feeling came over him. It was a mixture of giddiness and sleepy lethargy.


  “You’re freezing to death!” his subconscious warned. “Get moving! Get moving!” He shook himself and staggered back on numb legs to the door of the space boat. His head cleared as he forced open the door with the help of Duff from inside. He crawled in and slumped into his seat, panting heavily and drinking in gulps of sweet oxygen.


  He dared not even think what would happen if the jets should not fire this time. He switched on the power and slammed his foot against the choking pedal. The jets sputtered, then quickened, then purred with regularity! Rob heaved a mighty sigh and opened the throttle. The space boat lifted into the sky with a jolt that caused the weary passengers to tumble against each other.


  When they were well above the ground, Rob motioned for Duff to keep his eyes on the Capella, which was nearing its destruction. A moment later they saw it plunge into the oxygen lake, and Rob flinched. There followed a ghastly flash and roar, a detonation that was as fierce as Rob had predicted. The two young spacemen felt some of the shock currents even at their height. But they were safely above the danger, and that was all that really mattered.


  Some hours later the Rigel was heading earthward again. As soon as he was permitted, Rob paid a visit to the infirmary where most of the crew of the Capella lay for treatment. In one of the beds Rob saw a familiar smiling face and touseled sandy head that warmed his heart.


  “Hi, hero!” Jim Hawley greeted. He had a comical appearance with his cold-reddened ears and nose.


  “How are you doing, Jim?” Rob asked, pressing his shoulder gently.


  “Fine. I’ve got some frostbitten appendages, but the doc says I won’t lose any of them, thanks to you.”


  “Thanks to you, your whole crew was saved,” Rob countered. “If you hadn’t fixed that antenna. . . .”


  Jim looked thoughtful for a moment. “I guess it’s thanks to everybody on this trip, Rob.”


  Thinking of the heroic work of Lieutenant Stone and Duff on Pluto and the other crewmen who had trusted their lives to his doubtful theory in the Saturn crisis, Rob had to agree with him. “You’re right, Jim,” he murmured. “This trip it’s ‘thanks to everybody.’ And I can’t say it too much.”


  COSMIC KILL


  Robert Silverberg


  “Empire of Evil” (Jan. 1951) was one of the most popular novelettes ever published in Amazing Stories. Mr. Arnette has done a sequel, featuring the same fabulous characters, and charged with the same suspense and furious action.


  LON ARCHMAN waited tensely for the Martian to come nearer: Around him, the ancient world’s hell-winds whined piercingly. Archman shivered involuntarily and squeezed tighter on the butt of the zam-gun.


  One shot. He had one shot left. And if the Martian were to fire before he did—


  The wind picked up the red sand and tossed it at him as he crouched behind the twisted gabron-weed. The Martian advanced steadily, its heavy body swung forward in a low crouch. It was still out of range of the zam-gun. Archman didn’t dare fire yet, not with only one charge left.


  A gust of devilish wind blew more sand in the Earthman’s face. He spat and dug at his eyes. A little undercurrent of fear beat in the back of his mind. He shoved the emotion away. Fear and Lon Archman didn’t mix.


  But where the blazes was that Martian?


  Ah—there. Stooping now behind the clump of gabron-weed. Inching forward on his belly toward Archman now. Archman could almost see the hill-creature’s tusks glinting in the dim light. His finger wavered on the zam-gun’s trigger. Again a gust of wind tossed sand in his eyes.


  That was the Martian’s big advantage, he thought. The Martian had a transparent eyelid that kept the damned sand out; Archman was blinded by the stinging red stuff more often than not.


  Well, I’ve got an advantage too. I’m an agent of Universal Intelligence, and that’s just a dumb Martian hillman out there trying to kill me.


  A torrent of sand swept down over them again. Archman fumbled on the desert floor for a moment and grabbed a heavy lichen-encrusted rock. He heaved it as far as he could—forty feet, in Mars’ low grav. It kicked up a cloud of sand.


  The Martian squealed in triumph and fired. Archman grinned, cupped his hands, threw his voice forty feet. The rock seemed to scream in mortal agony, ending in a choking gasp of death.


  The Martian rose confidently from his hiding-place to survey the smoking remains of Archman. The Earthman waited until the Martian’s tusked head and shoulders were visible, then jammed down on the zam-gun’s firing stud.


  It was his last shot—but his aim was good. The Martian gasped as the force-beam hit him, and slowly toppled to his native soil, his massive body burned to a hard black crust. Archman kept the beam on him until it flickered out, then thrust the now-useless zam-gun in his beltsash and stood up.


  He had won.


  He took three steps forward on the crunching sand—and suddenly bleak Mars dissolved and he was back in the secret offices of Universal Intelligence, on Earth. He heard the wry voice of Blake Wentworth, Chief of Intelligence, saying, “The next time you fight on Mars, Archman, it’ll be for keeps.”


  The shock of transition numbed Archman for a second, but he bounced out of his freeze lightning-fast. Eyeing Wentworth he said, “You mean I passed your test?”


  The Intelligence Chief toyed with his double chin, scowled, referred to the sheet of paper he held in his hand. “You did. You passed this test. But that doesn’t mean you would have survived the same situation on Mars.”


  “How so?”


  “After killing the Martian you rose without looking behind you. How did you know there wasn’t another Martian back there waiting to pot you the second you stood up?”


  “Well, I—” Archman reddened, realizing he had no excuse. He had committed an inexcusable blunder. “I didn’t know, Chief. I fouled up. I guess you’ll have to look for someone else for the job of killing Darrien.”


  He started to leave the office.


  “Like hell I will,” Wentworth snapped. “You’re the man I want!”


  “But—”


  “You went through the series of test conflicts with 97.003 percent of success. The next best man in Intelligence scored 89.62. That’s not good enough. We figured 95% would be the kind of score a man would need in order to get to Mars, find Darrien, and kill him. You exceeded that mark by better than two percent. As for your blunder at the end—well, it doesn’t change things. It simply means you may not come back alive after the conclusion of your mission. But we don’t worry about that in Intelligence. Do we, Archman?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Good. Let’s get out of this testing lab, then, and into my office. I want to fill you in on the details of the job before I let you go.”


  Wentworth led the way to an inner office and dropped down behind a desk specially contoured to admit his vast bulk. He mopped away sweat and stared levelly at the waiting Archman.


  “How much do you know about Darrien, Lon?”


  “That he’s an Earthman who hates Earth. That he’s one of the System’s most brilliant men—and its most brilliant criminal as well. He tried to overthrow the government twice, and the public screamed for his execution—but instead the High Council sent him to the penal colony on Venusia, in deference to his extraordinary mind.”


  “Yes,” wheezed Wentworth. “The most disastrous move so far this century. I did my best to have that reptile executed, but the Council ignored me. So they sent him to Venusia—and in that cesspool he gathered a network of criminals around him and established his empire. An Empire we succeeded in destroying thanks to the heroic work of Tanton.”


  Archman nodded solemnly. Everyone in Intelligence knew of Tanton, the semi-legendary blue Mercurian who had given his life to destroy Darrien’s vile empire. “But Darrien escaped, sir. Even as Space Fleet Three was bombarding Venusia, he and his closest henchmen got away on gravplates and escaped to Mars.”


  “Yes,” said Wentworth, “To Mars. Where in the past five years he’s proceeded to establish a new empire twice as deadly and vicious as the one on Venus. We know he’s gathering strength for an attack on Earth—for an attack on the planet that cast him out, on the planet he hates more than anything in the cosmos.”


  “Why don’t we just send a fleet up there and blast him out the way we did the last time?” Archman asked.


  “Three reasons. One is the Clanton Space Mine, the umbrella of force-rays that surrounds his den on Mars and makes it invulnerable to attack—”


  “But Davison has worked out a nullifier to the Clanton Mine, sir! That’s no reason—”


  “Two,” continued Wentworth inexorably, “Even though we can break down his barrier, our hands are tied. We can’t come down to the level of worms, Archman. Darrien hasn’t done anything—yet. We know he’s going to attack Earth with all he’s got, any day or week or month now—as soon as he’s ready. But until he does so, we’re helpless against him. Earth doesn’t fight preventive wars. We’d have a black eye with the whole galaxy if we declared war on Darrien after all our high-toned declarations.


  “And Three, Intelligence doesn’t like to make the same mistake a second time. We bombed Darrien once, and he got away. This time, we’re going to make sure we get him.”


  “By sending me, you mean?”


  “Yes. Your job is to infiltrate into Darrien’s city, find him, and kill him. It won’t be easy. We know Darrien has several doubles, orthysynthetic duplicate robots. You’ll have to watch out for those. You won’t got two chances to kill the real Darrien.”


  “I understand, sir.”


  “And one other thing—this whole expedition of yours is strictly unofficial and illegal.”


  “Sir?”


  “You heard me. You won’t be on Mars as a representative of Universal Intelligence. You’re there on your own, as Lon Archman, Killer. Your job is to get Darrien without implicating Earth. Knock him off and the whole empire collapses. But you’re on your own, Archman. And you probably won’t come back.”


  “I understand, sir. I understood that when I volunteered for this job.”


  “Good. You leave for Mars tonight.”


  A pair of black-tailed Venusians were sitting at the bar with a white-skinned Earth girl between them, as Hendrin the Mercurian entered. He had been on Mars only an hour, and wanted a drink to warm his gullet before he went any further. This was a cold planet; despite his thick shell-like hide, Hendrin didn’t overmuch care for the Martian weather.


  “I’ll have a double bizant,” he snapped, spinning a silver three-creda piece on the shining counter. One of the Venusians looked up at that. The whip-like black tail twitched.


  “You must have a powerful thirst, Mercurian!”


  Hendrin glanced at him scornfully. “I’m just warming up for some serious drinking, friend. Bizant sets the blood flowing; it’s just a starter.”


  The drink arrived, and he downed it in a quick gulp. That was good, he thought. “I’ll have another . . . and after it, a shot of dolbrouk as a chaser.”


  “That’s more like it,” said the Venusian appreciatively. “You’re a man after my own heart.” To prove it, he downed his own drink—a mug of fiery brez. Roaring, he slapped his companion’s back and pinched the arm of the silent Earth-girl huddled between them.


  Ideas started to form in Hendrin’s head. He was alone on a strange planet, and a big job faced him. These two Venusians were well along in their cups—and they wore the tight gray britches and red tunic of Darrien’s brigades. That was good.


  As for the girl—well, she might help in the plan too. She was young and frightened-looking; probably she’d been caught in a recent raiding-party. Her clothes hung in tatters. Hendrin appreciatively observed the occasional bare patch of white thigh, the soft curve of breast, visible through the rents. Yes, she might do too. It depended on how drunk these Venusians were.


  The Mercurian left his place at the bar and walked over to the carousing Venusians. “You sound like my type of men,” he told them. “Got some time?”


  “All the time in the universe!”


  “Good enough. Let’s take a booth in the back and see how much good brew we can pour into ourselves.” Hendrin jingled his pocket.“There’s plenty of cash here—cash I might part with for the company of two such as you!”


  The Venusians exchanged glances, which Hendrin did not miss. They thought he was a sucker ready to be exploited. Well, the Mercurian thought, we’ll see who gets exploited. And as for the money—that was his master’s. He had an unlimited expense account for this mission. And he intended to use it to the utmost.


  “Come, wench,” said one Venusian thickly. “Let’s join this gentleman at a booth.”


  Hendrin jammed his bulk into one corner of the booth, and one of the Venusians sat by his side. Across from him sat the other Venusian and the girl. Her eyes were red and raw, and her throat showed the mark of a recent rope.


  Chuckling, Hendrin said, “Where’d you get the girl?”


  “Planetoid Eleven,” one of the Venusians told him. “We were on a raiding party for Darrien, and found her in one of the colonies. A nice one, is she not?”


  “I’ve seen better,” remarked Hendrin casually. “She looks sullen and angry.”


  “They all do. But they warm up, once they see they’ve no alternative. How about some drinks?”


  Hendrin ordered a round of brez for all three, and tossed the barkeep another three-creda coin. The drinks arrived. The Venusian nearest him reached clumsily for his and spilled three or four drops.


  “Oopsh . . . waste of good liquor. Sorry.”


  “Don’t shed tears,” Hendrin said. “There’s more where that came from.”


  “Sure thing. Well, here’s to us all—Darrien too, damn his ugly skin!”


  They drank. Then they drank some more. Hendrin matched them drink for drink, and paid for most—but his hard-shelled body quickly converted the alcohol to energy, while the Venusians grew less and less sure of their speech, wobblier and wobblier in coordination.


  Plans took rapid shape in the Mercurian’s mind. He was here on a dangerous mission, and he knew the moment he ceased to think fast would be the moment he ceased to think.


  Krodrang, Overlord of Mercury, had sent him here—Krodrang who had been content to rule the tiny planet without territorial ambitions for decades, but who suddenly had been consumed by the ambition to rule the universe as well. He had summoned Hendrin, his best agent, to the throne-room.


  “Hendrin, I want you to go to Mars. Join Darrien’s army. Get close to Darrien. And when you get the chance, steal his secrets. The Clanton Mine, the orthysynthetic duplicate robots, anything else. Bribe his henchmen. Steal his mistress. Do whatever you can—but I must have Darrien’s secrets! And when you have them—kill him. Then I shall rule the system supreme.”


  “Yes, Majesty.”


  In Hendrin’s personal opinion the Overlord was taken with the madness of extreme age. But it was not Hendrin’s place to question. He was loyal—and so he accepted the job without demur.


  Now he was here. He needed some means of access to Darrien.


  Pointing at the girl, he said, “What do you plan to do with her? She looks weak for a slave.”


  “Weak! Nonsense. She’s as strong as an Earthman. They come that way, out in those colonies. We plan to bring her to Dorvis Graal, Darrien’s Viceroy. Dorvis Graal will buy her and make her a slave to Darrien—or possibly a mistress.”


  Hendrin’s black eyes narrowed. “How much will Dorvis Graal pay?”


  “A hundred credas platinum, if we’re lucky.”


  The Mercurian surveyed the girl out of one eye. She was undeniably lovely, and there was something else—a smoking defiance, perhaps—that might make her an appealing challenge for a jaded tyrant. “Will ye take a hundred fifty from me?”


  “From you, Mercurian?”


  “A hundred-eighty, then.”


  The girl looked up scornfully. Her breasts heaved as she said, “You alien pigs buy and sell us as if we’re cattle. But just wait! Wait until—”


  One Venusian reached out and slapped her. She sank back into silence. “A hundred-eighty, you say?”


  Hendrin nodded. “She might keep me pleasant company on the cold nights of this accursed planet.”


  “I doubt it,” said the soberer of the two Venusians. “She looks mean. But we’d never get a hundred-eighty from Dorvis Graal. You can have her. Got the cash?”


  Hendrin dropped four coins into the Venusian’s leathery palm.


  “Done!” the Venusian cried. “The girl is yours!”


  The Mercurian nodded approvingly. The first step on the road to Darrien’s chambers had been paved. He reached across the table and imprisoned the girl’s wrist in one of his huge paws, and smiled coldly as defiance flared on her face. The girl had spirit. Darrien might be interested.


  Lon Archman shivered as the bitter Martian winds swept around him. It was just as it had been in the drug-induced tests Wentworth had run back in the Universal Intelligence office, with one little difference.


  This was no dream. This was the real thing.


  All he could see of Mars was the wide, flat, far-ranging plain of red sand, broken here and there by a rock outcrop or a twisted gabron-weed. In the distance he could see Canalopolis, the city Darrien had taken over and made the headquarters for his empire.


  He started to walk.


  After about fifteen minutes he saw his first sign of life—a guard, in the grey-and-red uniform of Darrien’s men, pacing back and forth in the sand outside Canalopolis. He was an Earthman. He wore the leather harness that marked the renegade. Archman’s lips pursed coldly as he watched the Earthman pace to and fro. Cautiously the Intelligence agent edged up on the renegade. He couldn’t use his zam-gun; he needed the renegade’s uniform. It would have to be a surprise attack.


  Remembering what had happened in the final test on Earth, Archman glanced in all directions. Then he sprang forward, running full tilt at the unseeing renegade.


  The man grunted and staggered forward as Archman cracked into him. Lon snatched the renegade’s zam-gun and tossed it to one side. Then he grabbed the man by the scruff of his tunic and yanked him around.


  He was a scrawny, hard-eyed fellow with fleshless cheeks and thin lips—probably a cheap crook who thought he stood better pickings serving Darrien than making a go of it on Earth. Archman hit him.. The renegade doubled in pain, and Archman hit him again—hard. The man crumpled like a wet paper doll.


  Again the Intelligence man glanced warily around. He was a quick learner, and he wanted to improve that 97.003% score to 100%. 100% meant survival on this mission, and Archman wasn’t particularly anxious to die.


  No one was in sight. He stripped off the unconscious guard’s clothing, then peeled out of his own. The chill Martian winds whipped against his nakedness. Hastily he donned the guard’s uniform. Now he was wearing the uniform of Darrien’s brigade of filthy renegades.


  Drawing his zam-gun, he incinerated his own clothing. The wind carried the particles away, and there was no trace. Then he glanced at the naked, unconscious renegade, already turning blue, frozen cold. Without remorse Archman killed him, lifted the headless body, carried it fifty feet to a sand dune, shoved it out of sight.


  Within minutes the man would be buried by tons of sand. Archman had considered this first step carefully, had originally planned to exchange clothing with the guard and assume his identity. But that was risky. This was safer. Men often got lost in the Martian desert and vanished in the sand. When the time came for changing of the guard, that would be what they would report of this man.


  So far, so good. Archman tightened the uniform at the waist until it was a convincing fit. Then he began to trot over the shifting sand toward the city ahead.


  About ten minutes later he was inside Canalopolis. The guards at the gate, seeing him in Darrien’s uniform, passed him without question.


  The city was old—old and filthy, like all of Mars. Crowded streets loomed before him, streets thick with shops and bars and dark alleys, lurking strangers ready to rob or gamble or sell women. It wasn’t a pleasant place. Archman smiled grimly. This was a fitting planet for Darrien to have set up his empire. Dirty and dark, justice-hating like Darrien himself.


  Well, Archman thought, I’ve got to begin somewhere. Getting to Darrien would be a slow process—especially if he wanted to live through it.


  The city’s streets were thronged with aliens of all sorts: bushy-tailed Venusians, swaggering boldly with their deadly stingers at the end of their black tails; blue Mercurians, almost impregnable inside their thick shells; occasionally a Plutonian, looking like a fish with legs with their finned hands; and, of course, the vicious, powerful Martians, all of them showing their sneering tusks.


  Here and there there was an Earthman, like Darrien himself a renegade. Archman hated those worst of all, for they were betraying their home world.


  He stood still and looked around. Far ahead of him, in the middle of the city, rose a vaulting palace sculptured from shimmering Martian quartz. That was undoubtedly Darrien’s headquarters. Surrounding it were smaller buildings, barracks-like—and then the rest of the city sprawled around it. Darrien had built himself a neat little fortress, thought Archman.


  He wasn’t at all sure how he was going to reach Darrien. But that would come in time. The first action, he thought, would be to get a couple of drinks under his belt and to have a look around the town.


  A sign in three languages beckoned to him: BAR.


  He cut his way through the milling traffic and entered. It was a long, low-ceilinged room which stank of five planets’ liquor. A Martian bartender stood before a formidable array of exotic drinks; along the bar, men of five worlds slumped in varying degrees of drunkenness. Farther back, lit by a couple of dusty, sputtering levon-tubes, there were some secluded booths.


  Archman stiffened suddenly. In one of the booths was a sight that brought quick anger to him—anger that he just as quickly forced to subside.


  A blue Mercurian was leaning over, pawing a near-nude, sobbing Earth-girl. There were two Venusians in the booth with them, both slumped over the table, lying in utter stupor face-down in little pools of slops.


  An Earth-girl? Here? And what the hell was that hardshell doing pawing her?


  Archman’s first thoughts were murderous. But then he realized such a situation gave him a chance to make a few contacts on this unfriendly planet. He shouldered past a couple of drozky-winos at the bar, choking back his disgust, and moved toward the booth in the back.


  The levon-tube was sputtering noisily, going griz-griz every few seconds. Energy leakage, thought Archman. He reached the booth, and the Mercurian left the girl alone and looked up inquisitively at him.


  “Hello, Mercurian. Nice bit of flesh you’ve got there.”


  “Isn’t she, though? I just bought her off these sots you see before you.” The Mercurian indicated the drunken Venusians, and laughed. “We ought to cut their tails off before they wake!”


  Archman eyed the alien stonily. “Drunk they may be, but they wear Darrien’s uniform—which is more than you can say, stranger.”


  “I’m here to join up, though. Don’t leap to conclusions. I’m as loyal to Darrien as you are, maybe more so.”


  “Sorry,” Archman apologized. “Mind if I sit down?”


  “Go right ahead. Dump one of the tailed ones on the floor. They’re so drunk they’ll never feel it.”


  Casually Archman shoved one of the Venusians by the shoulder. The alien stirred, moaned, and without complaining slid into a little heap on the floor. Archman took his seat, feeling the girl’s warmness next to him.


  “My name’s Archman,” he said. “Yours?”


  “Hendrin. Just arrived from Mercury. A fine wench, isn’t she?”


  Archman studied the girl appreciatively. Her face was set in sullen defiance, and despite her near-nudity she had a firm dignity about her that the Earthman liked. She seemed to be staring right through the Mercurian rather than at him, and the fact that her breasts were nearly bare and her lovely legs unclad hardly disturbed her.


  “Where are you from, lass?”


  “Is it your business—traitor?”


  Archman recoiled. “Harsh words, pretty one. But perhaps we’ve met somewhere on Earth. I’m curious.”


  “I’m not from Earth. I was a colonist on Planetoid Eleven until—until—”


  “An attractive bit of property,” Archman told the Mercurian. “You capture her yourself?”


  Hendrin shook his domed head. “No. I bought her from these Venusians here. I mean to sell her to our lord Darrien, for use as a plaything.”


  Archman smiled casually. “I could almost use one like her myself. Would you take a hundred credas for her?”


  “I paid a hundred-eighty.”


  “Two hundred, then?”


  “Not for a thousand,” said the Mercurian firmly. “This girl is for Darrien himself.”


  “Beasts,” the girl muttered.


  The Mercurian slapped her with a clawed fist. A little trickle of blood seeped from the corner of her mouth, and Archman had to force himself to watch coldly.


  “You won’t sell, eh?” Archman said. That was unfortunate, he thought. Having merchandise such as this to offer might conceivably get him close to Darrien quickly. And the girl was just that—merchandise. As an Intelligence agent went, Archman knew that all lives including his own were expendable in the struggle to assassinate Darrien.


  “I sure won’t,” said the Mercurian exultantly. “Why, Darrien will go wild when he sees this one! What do I need your money for, against the power he can offer for her?”


  “What if he simply takes her away from you?”


  “Darrien wouldn’t do that. Darrien’s smart; he knows how to keep the loyalty of his men.” The Mercurian rose, clutching the girl’s wrist. “Come, lovely. We go to seek Darrien now, before anything might happen to her. And as for you, Earthman, it was good to make your acquaintance—and perhaps we shall meet again some day.”


  “Perhaps,” Archman said tightly. He sat back and watched as the Mercurian, gloating, led his prize away. A flash of thighs, the bright warmness of a breast, and then girl and captor were gone.


  This is a filthy business, Archman thought bitterly.


  But the Mercurian was on his way to Darrien. It would be useful, reflected the Earthman, to follow along and find out just what happened. At this stage of the enterprise, any trail could be taken.


  Hendrin the Mercurian moved at a steady rate through the streets of Canalopolis, dragging the sobbing girl roughly along.


  “You don’t have to pull me,” she said icily, struggling with her free hand to pull together the tatters of her clothing. “I don’t want my arm yanked out. I’ll come willingly.”


  “Then walk faster,” Hendrin grunted. He peered ahead, toward the rosy bulk of Darrien’s palace, as a structure of intrigue began to form in his mind. Using the girl as a pawn, he could gain access to Darrien.


  That alone wouldn’t help. In all probability he’d see not the real Darrien, but an orthysynthetic duplicate of the shrewd leader. One false move and Hendrin would find himself brainburned and tossed out as carrion for the sandwolves.


  This had to be done carefully, very carefully. But Hendrin felt no fear. Overlord Krodrang had hand-picked him from the ranks of his secret operatives, and Hendrin was confident he could fulfill his monarch’s commands.


  “Why do you have to do this to me?” the girl asked suddenly. “Why couldn’t I have been left on Planetoid Eleven with my parents, in peace, instead of being dragged here, to be paraded nude through the streets of this awful city and—” She gasped for breath.


  “Easy, girl, easy. That’s a great many words for your soft throat to spew out so quickly.”


  “I don’t want your lying gentleness!” she snapped. “Why am I being sold to Darrien? And what will he do to me?”


  “As for the former, I’m afraid I’ll have to beg off. I’m selling you for money—”


  “But those Venusians said you bid more for me than Darrien would have paid!”


  “They were drunk. They didn’t recognize a prize specimen when they see one.”


  “Prize specimen!” She spat the words back at him. “To you aliens I’m just a prize specimen, is that it?”


  “I’m afraid so,” Hendrin said lightly. “As for what Darrien will do to you—come now, milady, that ought to be obvious!”


  “It is,” she said glumly. “But why does life have to be this way? That Earthman, back in the bar—doesn’t he have any loyalty to someone of his own world?”


  “Apparently not. But enough of this talk; what’s your name?”


  “Elissa Hall.”


  “A pretty name, though a trifle too smooth for my taste. How old are you, Elissa?”


  “Nineteen.”


  “Umm. Darrien will be interested, I’m sure.”


  “You’re the most cold-blooded creature I’ve ever met,” she said.


  Hendrin chuckled dryly. “I doubt it. I’m a kindly old saint compared with Darrien. I’m just doing my job, lady; don’t make it hard for me.”


  She didn’t answer. Hendrin rotated one eye until he had a good view of her. She had blonde hair cut in bangs, blue eyes, a pert nose, warm-looking lips. Her figure was excellent. Some other time, perhaps, Hendrin might have had some sport with her first and scarcely found it dull. But not now. Like all his people, the Mercurian was cold and businesslike when it came to a job. And—much as he would have liked the idea—it didn’t fit into the strategy.


  “Halt and state name,” snapped a guard suddenly, presenting a zam-gun. He was a Martian, grinning ferociously.


  “Hendrin’s my name. I’m a member of Darrien’s raiders, and I’m bringing this girl to sell to him.”


  The Martian studied Elissa brazenly, then said, “Very well. You can pass. Take her to Dorvis Graal’s office, and he’ll talk to you.”


  Hendrin nodded and moved ahead past the guard and into the compound of buildings surrounding Darrien’s lofty palace.


  Dorvis Graal, Darrien’s Viceroy and the Chief of Canalopolis’ Security Police, was a Venusian. He looked up from a cluttered desk as Hendrin and the girl entered. There was a bleak, crafty glint in his faceted eyes; his beak of a nose seemed to jab forward at the Mercurian, and the deadly stinging-tail went flick-flick ominously.


  “Who are you, Mercurian?”


  “The name is Hendrin. I’ve recently joined Darrien’s forces.”


  “Odd. I don’t remember seeing a dossier on you.”


  Hendrin shrugged. “This red tape is beyond me. All I know is I signed on to fight for Darrien, and I have something I think might interest him.”


  “You mean the girl?” Dorvis Graal said. He squinted at her. “She’s an Earth colonist, isn’t she?”


  “From Planetoid Eleven. I think our lord Darrien might be interested in her.”


  Dorvis Graal chuckled harshly. “Possibly he will—but if he is, there’ll be the devil to pay when Meryola, Darrien’s mistress, finds out!”


  “That’s Darrien’s problem,” the blue Mercurian said. “But I’m in need of cash. How can I get to see Darrien?”


  “Darrien wouldn’t bother with you. But let me think about this for a moment. What would you consider a fair price for the wench?”


  “Two hundred credas and a captaincy in Darrien’s forces.”


  The Venusian smiled derisively. “Mars has two moons, as well. Why not ask for one of those?”


  “I’ve named my price,” said Hendrin.


  “Let me look at the girl,” Dorvis Graal rose, flicking his bushy tail from side to side, and stepped forward. “These rags obscure the view,” he said, ripping away what remained of Elissa’s clothing. Her body, thus revealed, was pure white for a moment—until suffused by a bright pink blush. She started to cover herself with her hands, but Dorvis Graal calmly slapped her wrists away from her body. “I can’t see if you do that,” he said.


  After a lengthy appraisal he looked up. “A fair wench,” he remarked. “Perhaps Darrien will expend a hundred credas or so. Certainly no more.”


  “And the captaincy?”


  “I can always ask,” said the Venusian mockingly.


  Hendrin frowned. “What do you mean, you can ask? Don’t I get to talk to Darrien?”


  “I’ll handle the transaction,” said Dorvis Graal. “Darrien doesn’t care to be bothered by every Mercurian who wanders by with a bare-bottomed beauty he’s picked up in a raid. You wait here, and I’ll show him the girl.”


  “Sorry,” Hendrin said quickly. He threw his cloak over the girl’s shoulders. “Either I see Darrien myself or it’s no deal. I’ll keep the girl myself rather than let myself be cheated out of her.”


  Dorvis Graal’s whip-like tail went rigid with anger for an instant—but then, as he saw Hendrin apparently meant what he said, he relaxed. “Just a minute, there.”


  Hendrin and the girl were nearly at the door. “What?”


  “I’ll let you in,” he said. “I’ll let you see Darrien and take him the girl. It’s rare to let a common soldier in, but in this case perhaps it can be done.”


  “And how much do I bribe you?”


  “Crudely put,” said the Venusian. “But I ask no money of you. Simply that—if Darrien, for some reason, should not care to buy the girl, I get her. Free.”


  Hendrin scowled, but he’d expected that. It was too bad for the girl, of course, but what of that? At least he’d definitely get to see Darrien this way—which was his whole plan. And the chance of Darrien’s turning down the girl was slim. “How do I reach Darrien?”


  “I’ll give you a pass to the tunnel leading to the throneroom. The rest is up to you. But remember this: you won’t live long if you try to cheat me.”


  “I’m a man of my word,” Hendrin said, meaning it. He accepted the pass from Dorvis Graal, grinned wolfishly, and seized the girl’s arm. “Which way do I go?”


  “The tunnel entrance is down there,” Dorvis Graal said, pointing. “And here’s hoping Darrien isn’t in a buying mood today.” He leered suggestively as Hendrin led the girl away. Either way the girl could hardly win.


  Lon Archman had watched the Mercurian and the girl disappear into Dorvis Graal’s office. He had followed them this far without difficulty but the opportunity for action seemed to have passed him by. It was too late to overpower the Mercurian and take the girl from the Planetoids to Darrien himself.


  Or was it?


  The door of Dorvis Graal’s office opened and Hendrin and the girl stepped out into the street again. Archman saw that the girl no longer wore her tattered clothes; she had evidently been stripped bare in the Viceroy’s office. Now she wore the Mercurian’s cloak loosely around her shoulders, but it concealed little.


  And Hendrin was clutching some sort of paper in his hand. A pass? It had to be. A pass to see Darrien!


  Archman broke from the shadows and ran toward Dorvis Graal’s office just as girl and Mercurian disappeared through another doorway.


  But a figure loomed to intercept him before he traveled more than a dozen paces. A stiff-armed fist hurled him back, and he stared into the barrel of a cocked zam-gun.


  “Where are you heading so fast?” The speaker was a Martian guard.


  “I have to see Dorvis Graal. It’s on a matter of high treason! Darrien’s in danger of an assassin!”


  The Martian’s expression shifted from one of hostility to keen interest. “Are you lying?”


  “Of course not, you fool. Get out of my way and let me get to the Viceroy before it’s too late!”


  The zam-gun was holstered and Archman burst past. He reached Dorvis Graal’s office, flung open the door, and bowed humbly to the glitteringeyed Venusian who looked up in some astonishment.


  “Who are you? What’s the meaning of this?”


  “I’m Lon Archman of Darrien’s brigade. Quick! Have a Mercurian and a girl been through here in the last minute or so?”


  “Yes. What business is it of yours?”


  “That Mercurian’s an assassin!” Archman got as much excitement into his voice as he could manage. “I’ve been following him all morning. He intends to kill Darrien!”


  A mixture of emotions played suddenly over the Viceroy’s face—greed, fear, curiosity, disbelief. “Indeed? Well, that can easily be stopped. He’s in the tunnel, on the way to Darrien. I’ll have the tunnel guards intercept him and send him up to Froljak the Interrogator. Thanks for your information.”


  “I’d like to go after him myself.”


  “What?”


  “I want to kill that Mercurian! I don’t want your tunnel guards to do it.”


  “They’re not going to kill him,” Dorvis Graal said impatiently. “They’ll hold him for questioning. If you’re telling the truth that he’s an assassin—”


  Archman scowled. This wasn’t getting him into the tunnel, where he wanted to go. “Let me go after him, sir,” he pleaded. “As a reward. A reward for telling you. I want to be in on the capture.”


  Dorvis Graal seemed to relent. It was pretty flimsy, Archman thought, but maybe—


  “All right. Here’s a pass, the Viceroy said. “Get going, now—and report back to me when it’s all over.”


  Archman seized the pass and streaked for the tunnel.


  After he had left, Dorvis Graal lifted the speaking-tube. “Holgo?”


  “Yes, sir?”


  “Has a Mercurian passed through the tunnels yet? He’s got a naked wench with him.”


  “Yes, sir. He and the girl came by this way two minutes ago. He had a pass, so I let him through. Is there anything wrong?”


  “No—no, not at all,” Dorvis Graal said. If the Mercurian reached Darrien safely, which he seemed likely to do, he’d probably not be facing the leader himself but only an expendable orthysynthetic duplicate. There was always time to catch him, if he really were the assassin.


  And as for the Earthman—well, just to be safe Dorvis Graal decided to pick him up. He had seemed a little too eager to get into the tunnel.


  Dorvis Graal spoke again into the tube. “There’s an Earthman coming into the tunnel now. He’s got a pass, but I want you to pick him up and hold him for questioning.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Dorvis Graal broke the contact and sat back. He wondered which one was lying, the Mercurian or the Earthman—or both. And just what would happen if an assassin reached Darrien.


  Perhaps, Dorvis Graal thought, it might mean I’d reach power. Perhaps.


  He smiled and contemplated the possibilities.


  Hendrin reached the end of the long corridor and folded Dorvis Graal’s pass in his pocket. He would probably need it to get out again.


  He turned to the girl. “Pull the cloak tight around you.


  I don’t want Darrien to see your nakedness until the proper moment. And try to brighten up and look more desirable.”


  “Why should I care what I look like?”


  Patiently the Mercurian said, “Because if Darrien doesn’t buy you I have to give you to that Venusian out there. And, believe me, you’ll be a lot better off with Darrien than in the arms of that foul-smelling tailed one. So cheer up; it’s the lesser of the two evils.” He closed the cloak around her and together they advanced toward Darrien’s throneroom.


  A stony-faced Martian guard stood outside the throneroom. “What would you with Darrien?”


  “I bring him a girl.” Hendrin pointed to Elissa, then showed the guard Dorvis Graal’s pass. “The Viceroy himself sent me to Darrien.”


  The Martian grunted. He opened the door and Hendrin stepped in.


  It was a scene of utter magnificence. The vast room was lined from wall to wall with a fantastically costly yangskin rug, except in the very center, where a depression had been scooped out and a small pool created. In the pool two nude Earthgirls swam, writhing sinuously for Darrien’s delight.


  Darrien. Hendrin’s eyes slowly turned toward the throne at the side of the vast room. It was a bright platinum pedestal upon which Darrien and his mistress sat. Hendrin studied them while waiting to be noticed.


  So that’s Darrien—or his double. The galaxy’s most brilliant and most evil man sat tensely on his throne, beady eyes darting here and there, radiating an unmistakably malevolent intelligence. Darrien was a small, shrunken man, his face a complex network of wrinkles and valleys. Darrien or his double, Hendrin reminded himself again. The possibility was slim that Darrien himself was here; more likely he was elsewhere in the palace, operating the dummy on the throne by a remote-control device he himself had conceived.


  And at Darrien’s side, the lovely Meryola, Darrien’s mistress. She was clad in filmy vizosheen that revealed more than it hid, and the Mercurian was startled at the beauty revealed. It was known that Meryola’s beauty was enhanced by drugs from Darrien’s secret laboratories, but even so she was ravishing in her own right.


  Hendrin had to admire Darrien. After the destruction of Venusia five years ago, a lesser man might have drifted into despair—but not Darrien. Goaded by the fierce rage and desire for vengeance he had simply moved on to Mars and established here a kingdom twice as magnificent as that the Earthmen had destroyed on Venus.


  He was talking now to a pair of bushy-tailed Venusians who stood before the throne. Lieutenants, obviously, receiving some sort of instructions. Finally Darrien was through. The tyrant looked up and fixed Hendrin in his piercing gaze.


  “Who are you, Mercurian, and what do you want here?”


  Darrien’s voice was astonishingly deep and forceful. For a moment Hendrin was shaken by the man’s commanding tones.


  Then he said, “I be Hendrin, sire, of your majesty’s legions. I bring with me a girl whom perhaps—”


  “I might purchase,” snapped Darrien. “That fool Dorvis Graal! He knows well that I can’t be troubled with such petty things.”


  “Begging your pardon, sire,” Hendrin said with glib humility, “but the Viceroy said that this girl was of such surpassing beauty that he couldn’t set a proper price himself, and sent me to you with her.”


  Hendrin saw an interesting series of reactions taking place on the face of the tyrant’s mistress. Meryola had been staring curiously at the girl, who stood slumped beneath the shapeless cloak. As Hendrin spoke, Meryola seemed to stiffen as if fearing a rival; her breasts, half-visible through her gauzy garment, rose and fell faster, and her eyes flashed. Hendrin smiled inwardly. There were possibilities here.


  Darrien was frowning, bringing even more wrinkles to his face. Finally he said, “Well, then, let’s see this paragon of yours. Unveil her. But if she’s not all you say, both of you shall die, and Dorvis Graal in the bargain!” Hendrin approached the girl. “Three lives depend on your beauty, now—including your own.”


  “Why should I want to live?” she murmured.


  Hendrin ignored it and ripped away the cloak. Elissa stood before Darrien totally nude. She stood tall and proud, her breasts outthrust, her pale body quivering as if with desire. Darrien stared at her for a long moment. Meryola, by his side, seemed ready to explode.


  At length Darrien said, “You may live. She is a lovely creature. Cover her again.” Hendrin obediently tossed the cloak over her shoulders and bowed to Darrien. “Name your price.”


  “Two hundred credas—and a captaincy in your forces.” He held his breath. Darrien turned to Elissa.


  “How old are you, girl?”


  “Nineteen.”


  “Has this Mercurian laid lustful hands on you?”


  “I’ve never been with any man, sire,” the girl said, blushing.


  “Umm.” To Hendrin Darrien said, “The captaincy is yours, and hundred credas. Come, girl; let me show you where your quarters will be.”


  Darrien rose from the throne, and Hendrin was surprised to see the man was a dwarf, no more than four feet high. He strode rapidly down the pedestal to Elissa’s side. She was more than a foot taller than he.


  He led her away. Hendrin, his head bowed, glanced up slowly and saw Meryola fuming on the throne. Now was the time to act, he thought. Now.


  “Your highness!” he whispered.


  She looked down at him. “I should have you flayed,” she said harshly. “Do you know what you’ve done?”


  “I fear I’ve brought your Highness a rival,” Hendrin said. “For this I beg your pardon; I had no way of knowing Darrien sought concubines for himself. And I sorely needed the money.”


  “Enough,” Meryola said. Her face was black with anger, but still radiant. “Out of my sight, and let me deal with the problem you’ve brought me.”


  “A moment, milady. May I speak?”


  “Speak,” she said impatiently.


  He stared at her smouldering gray-flecked eyes. “Milady, I wish to undo the damage I’ve caused you this day.”


  “How could you do that?” Hendrin thought quickly. “If you’ll go to my lord Darrien and occupy his attention for the next hour, I’ll slip within and find the girl. You need only sign an order testifying that she’s a traitor to Darrien, and I’ll convey her to the dungeons—where she’ll die before Darrien knows she’s missing.”


  Meryola glanced at him curiously. “You’re a strange one. First you bring this ravishing creature to Darrien—then, when his back is turned, you offer to remove her again. Odd loyalty, Mercurian!” Hendrin saw that he had blundered. “I but meant, milady, that I had no idea my act would have such consequences. I want the chance to redeem myself—for to bring a shadow between Darrien and Meryola would be to weaken all of our hopes.”


  “Nicely spoken,” Meryola said, and Hendrin realized he had recovered control. He looked at her bluntly now, saw tiny crows’ feet beginning to show at the edges of her eyes. She was a lovely creature, but an aging one. He knew that she would be ultimately of great use to him.


  “Very well,” she said. “I’ll endeavor to separate Darrien from his new plaything—and while I’m amusing our lord, get you inside and take the girl away. I’ll double his five hundred credas if he never sees her again.”


  “I thank you,” Hendrin said. The Mercurian offered her his arm as she dismounted from the throne. He felt a current of anticipation tingling in him. He was on his way, now. Already he had won Darrien’s approval—and, if he could only manage to convey the girl to the dungeons without Darrien’s discovering who had done it, he would be in the favor of the tyrant’s mistress as well.


  Legend had it that only Meryola knew when Darrien himself sat on the throne and when a duplicate. He would need her help.


  Quietly he slipped from the throneroom in search of Elissa.


  The entrance to the tunnel was guarded by two Venusians and a fin-handed Plutonian. Lon Archman approached and said, “Is this the way to Darrien’s throneroom?”


  “It is. What would you want there?”


  Archman flashed the Viceroy’s pass. “This is all the explanation you should need.”


  They stepped aside and allowed him through. The corridor was long and winding and lit by the bright glow of levon-tubes. There was no sign of the Mercurian or the girl up ahead.


  That was all right, Archman thought. He had no particular interest in them. His ruse had worked. Here he was, with a pass to the throneroom.


  He rounded a bend in the corridor and halted suddenly. Three Martians blocked his way, forming a solid bar across the tunnel.


  “Stay right there, Earthman.”


  “I’ve got a pass from Dorvis Graal,” he snapped impatiently. “Let me go.” He smelled the foul musk of the Martians as they clustered around him.


  “Hand over the pass.”


  Suspiciously Archman gave up the slip. The Martian read it, nodded complacently, and ripped the pass into a dozen pieces, which he scattered in the air.


  “You can’t do that! Dorvis Graal—”


  “Dorvis Graal himself has just phoned me to revoke your pass,” the Martian informed him. “You’re to be held for questioning as a possible assassin.”


  Grimly Archman saw what had happened. His 97.003% rating had fooled him into thinking he was some sort of superman. Naturally, the Viceroy had been suspicious of the strange-faced, over-eager Earthman with the wild story, and had ordered his pickup. Possibly the Mercurian and the girl were safely inside. Or else they had been picked up too. It didn’t make any difference. The wily Viceroy was taking no chances.


  Archman’s zam-gun was in his hand, and a second later the Martian’s tusked face was a blossoming nightmare, the features disappearing in a crackle of atomized dust. The man sagged to the floor. Archman turned on the other two, but they had moved into action. A club descended with stunning force on his arm and the zam-gun dropped from his fist. He struck out feeling a stiff jolt of pain run through him as he connected.


  “Dorvis Graal said not to kill him,” one of the Martians cautioned.


  Archman whirled, trying to keep eyes on both of them at once. It was impossible. As one rocked back from the force of the Earthman’s blow, the other drew near. Archman felt hot breath behind him, turned—


  A copperwood club crashed against the side of his head. He fought desperately for consciousness. The club hit him again and a searing tide of pain swept up around him, blotting out tunnel and Martians and everything.


  Hendrin confronted the shivering Elissa. She stood before a mirror clad only in a single sheer garment Darrien had given her.


  “Come with me,” he whispered. “Now, before Darrien comes back!”


  “Where will you take me?”


  “Away from here. I’ll hide you in the dungeons until it’s safe to get you out. Now that I’ve been paid, I don’t feel any need to give you to Darrien—and the tyrant’s mistress will pay me double to get you out.”


  “I suppose I’ll then be subject to your tender mercies again—until the next time you decide to sell me. Sorry, but I’m not going. I’ll take my chances here. Darrien probably takes good care of his women.”


  “Meryola will kill you!”


  “Possibly. But how long could I live with you outside? No, I’ll stay here, now that you’ve sold me.”


  Hendrin cursed and pulled her to him. He hit her once, carefully, on the chin. She shuddered and went sprawling backward; he caught her—she was surprisingly light—and tossed her over his shoulder. Footsteps were audible at the door.


  He glanced around, found a rear exit, slipped through, and saw a staircase. The Mercurian, bearing his unconscious burden, ran. Darrien’s men followed them.


  Through a dim haze of pain Lon Archman heard voices. Someone was speaking in a Martian’s guttural tones, “Put this one in a cell, will you?”


  Another voice, with a Plutonian’s liquid accents. “Strange the dungeons should be so busy at this hour. A few moments ago a Mercurian brought an Earthgirl here to be kept safe—a would-be assassin, I’m told.”


  “As is this one. Here, lock him up. Dorvis Graal will be here to interrogate him later.”


  “That means two executions tomorrow,” said the Plutonian gleefully.


  “Two?”


  “Yes. The Lady Meryola sent me instructions just before you came that the Earthgirl is to die in the morning. The jailer chuckled. “I think I’ll put ’em in the same cell.”


  Archman felt himself being thrown roughly into a cold room, heard a door clang shut behind him. He opened one eye painfully. Someone was sobbing elsewhere in the cell.


  He looked. It was the Earthgirl, the one the Mercurian had been with. She lay in a crumpled, pathetic little heap in the far corner of the cell. After a moment she looked up.


  “It’s you—the Earthman!”


  He nodded.


  A spasm of sobbing shook her.


  “Ease up,” Archman said. He winced at the pain that flashed up and down his own battered body. “Stop crying!”


  “Stop crying! Why? They are going to kill us both tomorrow?”


  (To be continued)
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  LON ARCHMAN of Universal Intelligence has been sent to Mars to assassinate DARRIEN, the shrewd madman who threatens Earth. Darrien had established an empire on Venus, destroyed five years earlier by Earth spaceships—but Darrien had fled to Mars and built an empire of even greater strength. It is Archman’s job to find Darrien and kill him—a job complicated by the fact that Darrien is known to utilize several orthysynthetic duplicate robots indistinguishable from himself.


  At the same time, HENDRIN, a blue Mercurian in the pay of Krodrang, Overlord of Mercury, has arrived on Mars for similar reasons: to kill Darrien and transfer his secret weapons to Mercury. When Archman first encounters the Mercurian, Hendrin is with a captive Earthgirl, ELISSA HALL, whom he has purchased from a pair of drunken Venusian soldiers. Hendrin means to sell the girl to Darrien and thus gain access to the palace. Archman decides to follow Hendrin.


  The Mercurian persuades DORVIS GRAAL, Darrien’s Viceroy, to give him a pass to Darrien. Archman, using the device of accusing Hendrin of being an assassin, likewise gets past the Viceroy—but this time Dorvis Graal has doubts, and orders pickup of both Hendrin and Archman for questioning.


  Arch man is caught in the tunnel that leads to Darrien’s palace. Hendrin and Elissa get through and the Mercurian shows the girl to Darrien, who is immediately taken by her beauty and buys her.


  However, MERYOLA, Darrien’s mistress, is jealous of the newcomer. She bribes Hendrin to spirit Elissa away from Darrien and hide her in the dungeons of the palace.


  Archman and Elissa, who had met briefly before, now meet again—in the same cell. And all signs point to their executions the following morning.


  IN THE darkness of the cell, Archman eyed the shadow-etched figure of the girl uneasily. He was twenty-three; he had spent six years in Universal Intelligence, including his training period. That made him capable of handling tusked Martians and finny Plutonians with ease, but a sobbing Earthgirl—? There were no rules in the book for that.


  Suddenly the girl sat up, and Archman saw her wipe her eyes. “Why am I crying?” she asked. “I should be happy. Tomorrow they’re going to kill me—and that’s the greatest favor I could wish for.”


  “Don’t talk like that!”


  “Why not? Ever since Darrien’s raiders grabbed me on Planetoid Eleven, I’ve just been bought and sold over and over, bargained for, used as a pawn in one maneuver after another. Do you think I care if they kill me now?” Archman was silent. Flickering rays of light from somewhere outside bobbed at random in the cell, illuminating the girl’s almost bare form from time to time. He wanted to talk gently to her, to take her in his arms, to comfort her—


  But he couldn’t. He was a trained assassin, not a smooth-talking romancer. The words wouldn’t come, and he crouched back on his heels, feeling the throbbing pain from his beating heart and the even sharper pain of not being able to speak.


  It was the girl who broke the silence. She said, “And what of you? You’re a renegade, a traitor to your home world. How will you feel when you die tomorrow? Clean?”


  “You don’t understand,” Archman said tightly. “I’m not—” He paused. He didn’t dare to reveal the true nature of his mission.


  Or did he? What difference did it make? In an hour or so, he would be taken to the Interrogator—and most assuredly they would pry from his unwilling subconscious the truth. Why not tell the girl now and at least go to death without her hating him? The conflict within him was brief and searing.


  “You’re not what?” she asked sarcastically.


  “I’m not a renegade,” he said, his voice leaden. “You don’t understand me. You don’t know me.”


  “I know that you’re a coldblooded calculating murderer. Do I need to know anything else, Archman?”


  He drew close to her and stared evenly at her. In a harsh whisper he said, “I’m an Intelligence agent. I’m here to assassinate Darden.” There, he thought. He’d made his confession to her. It didn’t matter if the cell were tapped, though he doubted it—the Interrogator would dredge the information from him soon enough.


  She met his gaze. “Oh,” she said simply.


  “That changes things, doesn’t it? I mean—you don’t hate me any more, do you?” She laughed—a cold tinkle of a sound. “Hate you? Do you expect me to love you, simply because you’re on the same side I am? You’re still cold-blooded. You’re still a killer. And I hate killers!”


  “But—” He let his voice die away, realizing it was hopeless. The girl was embittered; he’d never convince her that he was anything but a killing machine, and it didn’t matter which side he was on. He rose and walked to the far corner of the cell. He remained silent.


  After a few moments he said, “I don’t even know your name.”


  “Do you care?”


  “You’re my cellmate on the last night of my life. I’d like to know.”


  “Elissa. Elissa Hall.”


  He wanted to say, it’s a pretty name, but his tongue was tied by shame and anger. Bitterly he stared at the blank wall of the cell, reflecting that this was an ironic situation. Here he was, locked in a cell with a practically nude girl, and—


  He stiffened. “Do you hear something?”


  “No.”


  “I do. Listen.”


  “Yes,” she said a moment later. “I hear it!”


  Footsteps. The footsteps of the Interrogator.


  Cautiously, the blue Mercurian touched the stud of the door-communicator just outside Meryola’s suite.


  “Who’s there?” The voice was languid, vibrant.


  “Hendrin. The Mercurian.”


  “Come in, won’t you?”


  The door slid aside and Hendrin entered. Meryola’s chamber was as luxuriously-appointed a suite as he had ever seen. Clinging damasks, woven with elaborate designs and figures, draped themselves artistically over the windows; a subtle fragrance lingered in the air, and, from above, warm jampulla-rays glowed, heating and sterilizing the air, preserving Meryola’s beauty.


  As for Meryola herself, she lay nude on a plush yangskin rug, bronzing herself beneath a raylamp. As Hendrin entered, she rose coyly, stretched, and without sign of embarrassment casually donned a filmy robe. She approached Hendrin, and the usually unemotional Mercurian found himself strangely moved by her beauty.


  “Well?” Her tone was business-like now.


  “You ask of the girl?”


  “Of what else?”


  Hendrin smiled. “The girl has been disposed of. She lies in the dungeon below.”


  “Has anyone seen you take her there? The mistress of the wardrobe, perhaps? That one’s loyal to Darrien, and hates me; I suspect she was once Darrien’s woman, before she aged.” A shadow of anger passed over Meryola’s lovely face, as if she were contemplating a fate in store for herself.


  “No one saw me, your highness. I induced her to leave the wardrobe-room and took her there by the back stairs. I handed her over to the jailer with orders to keep her imprisoned indefinitely. I gave him a hundred credas.”


  Meryola nodded approvingly. She crossed the room, moving with the grace of a Mercurian sun-tiger, and snatched a speaking-tube from the wall.


  “Dungeons,” she ordered.


  A moment later Hendrin heard a voice respond, and Meryola said, “Was an Earthgirl brought to you just now by a large Mercurian? Good. The girl is to die at once; these are my orders. No, fool, no written confirmation is needed. The girl’s a traitor to Darrien; what more do you need but my word? Very well.”


  She broke the contact and turned back to Hendrin. “She dies at once, Mercurian. You’ve been faithful. Faithful, and shrewd—for Darrien pays you to bring the girl here, and Meryola pays you to take her away.”


  She opened a drawer, took out a small leather pouch, handed it to Hendrin. Tactfully he accepted it without opening it and slipped it into his sash.


  “Your servant, milady.” Inwardly he felt mildly regretful; the girl had come in for raw treatment. But soon she’d be out of her misery. In a way, it was unfortunate; with the girl alive he might have had further power over Meryola. Still, he had gained access to the palace, which was a basic objective, and he had won the gratitude of Darrien’s mistress, which was the second step. As for the third—


  “Lord Darrien will be angry when he finds the girl is missing, milady. There’s no chance he’ll accuse me—”


  “Of course not. He’ll be angry for a moment or two, but I think I’ll be able to console him.” She yawned delicately, and for an instant her gown fluttered open. She did not hurry to close it. Hendrin wondered if, perhaps, she longed for some variety after five, years of Darrien’s embraces.


  “Our master must be pleased to have one so fair as you,” the blue Mercurian said. He moved a little closer to Meryola, and she did not seem to object. “Legend has it that he trusts you with his inmost secrets—such as the identity of his robot duplicates.”


  Meryola chuckled archly. “So the galaxy knows of the orthysynthetics, eh? Darrien’s Achilles heel, so to speak. I thought it was a secret.”


  “It is as widely known as your loveliness,” Hendrin said. He was nearly touching Meryola by now.


  Frowning curiously, she reached out and touched his bare shoulder. She rubbed her forefinger over the Mercurian’s hard shell and commented, “You blue ones are far from thin-skinned, I see.”


  “Our planet’s climate is a rigorous one, milady. The shell is needed.”


  “So I would imagine. Rough-feeling stuff, isn’t it? I wonder what the feel of it against my whole body would be like . . .”


  Smiling, Hendrin said, “If milady would know—”


  She edged closer to him. He felt a quiver of triumph; through Meryola, he could learn the secret of Darrien’s robot duplicates. He extended his massive arms and gently caressed her shoulders.


  She seemed to melt into him. The Mercurian started to fold her in his arms. Then his hypersensitive ears picked up the sound of relays clicking in the door.


  In one quick motion he had pushed her away and bent stiffly, kneeling in an attitude of utter devotion. It was none too soon. Before she had a chance to register surprise, the door opened.


  Darrien entered.


  Lon Archman crouched in the far corner of the cell, listening to the talk going on outside.


  A cold Martian voice was saying, “There’s an Earthman here. Dorvis Graal wants him brought to Froljak the Interrogator for some questions.”


  “Certainly.” It was the Plutonian jailer who spoke. “And how about the girl? Do you want her too?”


  “Girl? What girl? My orders say only to get the Earthman. I don’t know anything about a girl.”


  “Very well. I’ll give you the man only.” The Plutonian giggled thickly. “And when Froljak’s through with him, I guess you can bring the shattered shell back to me and I’ll put it out of its misery. Froljak is very thorough.”


  “Yes,” the Martian said ominously. “Take me to the cell.”


  Suddenly Archman was conscious of the girl’s warmth against him, of her breasts and thighs clinging to him.


  “They’re going to take you away!” she said. “They’re going to leave me here alone.”


  “A moment ago you said you hated me,” Archman reminded her bluntly.


  She ignored him. “I don’t want to die,” she sobbed. “Don’t let them kill me.”


  “You’ll be on your own now. I’m going to be Interrogated.” He shuddered slightly. The capital “I” on “Interrogated” was all too meaningful. It was an inquisition he would never survive.


  “Is this the cell?” the Martian asked, outside.


  “That’s right. They’re both in there.”


  The cell-door began to open. Elissa huddled sobbing on the floor. Archman realized he had been a fool to give up so easily, to even allow the thought of death to enter his mind while he still lived.


  “When the Martian comes in,” he whispered, “throw yourself at his feet. Beg for mercy; do anything. Just distract him.”


  Her sobbing stopped, and she nodded.


  Archman flattened himself against the wall. The Martian, a burly, broad-shouldered, heavy-tusked specimen, entered the cell.


  “Come, Earthman. Time for some questions.”


  Elissa rose and leaped forward. She threw herself at the Martian, groveling before him, clasping his ankles appealingly.


  “What? Who are you?”


  “Don’t let them kill me! Please—I don’t want to die! I’ll do anything! Just get me out of here!”


  The Martian frowned. “This must be the Earthgirl,” he muttered. To Elissa he said, “I’m not here for you. I want the Earthman. Is he here?”


  “Don’t let them kill me!” Elissa wailed again, wrapping herself around the Martian’s legs.


  Archman sprang.


  He hit the Martian squarely amidships, and the evilsmelling breath left the alien in one grunted gust. At the same moment Elissa’s supplication turned into an attack; with all her strength she tugged at the surprised Martian, knocked him off balance.


  The zam-gun flared and ashed a chunk of the wall. Archman drove a fist into the Martian’s corded belly, and the alien staggered. Archman hit him again, and smashed upward from the floor to shatter a tusk. A gout of Martian blood spurted.


  The Martian thrashed about wildly; Archman saw a blow catch Elissa and hurl her heavily against the wall. He redoubled his own efforts and within moments had efficiently reduced the Martian to a sagging mass of semi-conscious flesh, nothing more. He. seized the zam-gun.


  “Elissa! Come on!”


  But the girl was slumped unconscious on the floor. He took a hesitant step toward her, then whirled as a voice behind him cried, “What’s all the noise around here?”


  It was the Plutonian jailer. And the door was beginning to close.


  Nimbly Archman leaped through, as the micronite door clanged shut on the girl and the unconscious Martian. The Plutonian had done whatever had to be done to close the cell door. Now he was fumbling for a weapon.


  The fish-man’s wide mouth bobbed in astonishment as Archman sprang toward him.


  “The Earthman! How—who—?”


  Viciously Archman jabbed the zam-gun between the spread lips and fired. The Plutonian died without a whimper, his head incinerated instantly.


  Archman turned back to the door. He heard Elissa’s faint cries within.


  But there was no sign of a lever. How did the door open? He ran up and down the length of the cell block, looking for some control that would release the girl.


  There was none.


  “Step back from the door. I’m going to try to blast it open.”


  He turned the zam-gun to full force and cut loose. The micronite door glowed briefly, but that was all. A mere zam-gun wouldn’t break through.


  Angrily Archman kicked at the door, and a hollow boom resounded. Time was running short, and the girl was irretrievably locked in. The door obviously worked on some secret principle known only to the jailers, and there was no chance for him to discover the secret now.


  “Elissa—can you hear me?”


  “Yes.” Faintly.


  “There’s no way I can get you out. I can’t stay here; there’s certain to be someone here before long.”


  “Go, then. Leave me here. There’s no sense in both of us being trapped.”


  He smiled. There seemed to be a warmth in her voice that had been absent before. “Good girl,” he said. “Sorry—but—”


  “That’s all right. You’d better hurry!”


  Archman turned, stepped over the fallen form of the Plutonian jailer, and dashed the length of the dungeon, toward the winding stairs that led upward. He had no idea where he was heading, only knew he had to escape.


  The stairs were dark; visibility was poor. He ran at top speed, zam-gun holstered but ready to fly into action at instant’s notice.


  He rounded a curve in the staircase and started on the next flight. Suddenly a massive figure stepped out of the shadows on the landing, and before Archman could do anything he felt himself enmeshed in a giant’s grip.


  Hendrin froze in the kneeling position, waiting for Darrien to enter the room.


  The diminutive tyrant wore a loose saffron robe, and he was frowning grimly. Hendrin wondered if this were the real Darrien, or the duplicate he had seen before—or perhaps another duplicate entirely.


  “You keep strange company, Meryola,” Darrien said icily. “I thought to find you alone.”


  Hendrin rose and faced Darrien. “Sire—”


  “Oh! The Mercurian who brought me the fair wench! I’m glad to see you here too. I have a question for the two of you.”


  “Which is?” Meryola asked.


  Instead of answering, Darrien paced jerkily around the chamber, peering here and there. Finally he looked up.


  “The girl,” he boomed. “Elissa. What have you done with her?”


  Hendrin stared blankly at Darrien, grateful for the hard mask of a Mercurian’s face that kept him from betraying his emotions. As for Meryola, she merely sneered.


  “Your new plaything, Darrien? I haven’t seen her since this Mercurian unveiled her before you.”


  “Hmm. Hendrin, what were you doing here, anyway?”


  The Mercurian tensed.


  “Milady wished to speak to me,” he said, throwing the ball to her. In a situation like this it didn’t pay to be a gentleman. “I was about to receive her commands when you entered, sire.”


  “Well, Meryola?”


  She favored Hendrin with a black look and said, “I was about to send the Mercurian on an errand to the perfumers’ shop. My stocks are running low.”


  Darrien chuckled. “Clever, but you’ve done better, I fear. There are plenty of wenches around who’ll run your errands—and your supply of perfumes was replenished but yesterday.” The little man’s eyes burnt brightly with the flame of his malevolent intelligence. “I don’t know why you try to fool me, Meryola, but I’ll be charitable and accept your word for more than it’s worth.”


  He fixed both of them with a cold stare. “I suspect you two of a conspiracy against Elissa—and you, Mercurian, are particularly suspect. Meryola, you’ll pay if the girl’s been harmed. And, Hendrin—I want the girl back.”


  “Sire, I—”


  “No discussion! Mercurian, bring back the girl before nightfall, or you’ll die!” Darrien scowled blackly at both of them, then turned sharply on his heel and stalked out. Despite his four feet of height, he seemed an awesome, commanding figure.


  The door closed loudly.


  “I didn’t expect that,” Meryola said. “But I should have. Darrien is almost impossible to deceive.”


  “What do we do now?” Hendrin said. “The girl, milady—”


  “The girl is in the dungeons, awaiting execution. She’ll be dead before Darrien discovers where she is.”


  Hendrin rubbed his domelike head. “You heard what Darrien said, though. Either I produce the girl or I die. Do you think he’ll go through with it?”


  “Darrien always means what he says. Unfortunately for you, so do I.” She stared coldly at him. “The girl is in the dungeons. Leave her there. If you do produce the girl alive—I’ll have you killed!”


  Hendrin nodded unhappily.


  “Milady—”


  “No more, now. Get away from me before Darrien returns. I want to take his mind off Elissa until the execution’s past. Then it will be too late for him to complain. Leave me.”


  Baffled, Hendrin turned away and passed through the door into the hallway, which was dimly lit with levon-tubes. He leaned against the wall for a moment, brooding and thinking it over.


  Events had taken a deadly turn. He had interposed himself between Darrien and Meryola, and now he was doomed either way. If he failed to restore Elissa to Darrien, the tyrant would kill him—but if he did bring back the Earthgirl, Meryola would have him executed. He was caught either way.


  For once his nimble mind was snared. He shook his head moodily.


  The girl was in the dungeon. The shadow of a plan began to form in his mind—a plan that might carry him on to success. He would need help, though. He would need an accomplice for this; it was too risky a maneuver to attempt to carry off himself.


  The first step, he thought, would be to free the girl. That was all-important. With her dead, there was no chance for success.


  Quickly he found the hall that led toward the stairs, and entered the gloomy, dark stairwell. He started downward, downward, around the winding metal staircase, heading for the dungeons where he had left the girl imprisoned.


  There was a sound as of distant thunder coming from below. Someone running up the stairs, Hendrin wondered? He paused, listening.


  The noise grew louder. Yes. Someone was coming.


  Cautiously he stepped back into the shadows of the landing and peered downward, waiting to see who was coming.


  He could see, on the winding levels below, the figure—the figure of an Earthman.


  By Hargo, he thought, the one who tried to buy the girl from me—Archman! What’s he doing here?


  Then the Mercurian thought: he’s shifty. Perhaps I can use him.


  He ducked back into the shadows and waited. A moment later Archman, breathless, came racing up the stairs. Hendrin let him round the bend, then stepped out of the darkness and seized the Earthman firmly.


  Lon Archman stiffened tensely as the unknown attacker’s arms tightened about his chest. He struggled to free his hands, to get at the zam-gun, but it was impossible. The assailant held his arms pinioned in an unbreakable hold.


  He squirmed and kicked backward; his foot encountered a hard surface.


  A deep voice said, “Hold still, Archman! I don’t mean to hurt you.”


  “Who are you?”


  “Hendrin. The Mercurian. Where are you heading?”


  “None of your business,” Archman said. “Let go of me.”


  To his surprise, the blue alien said, “All right.” Archman found himself free. He stepped away and turned, one hand on his zam-gun.


  The Mercurian was making no attempt at an attack. “I want to talk to you,” Hendrin said.


  “Talk away,” Archman snapped.


  “Where are you coming from? What are you doing in the palace, anyway?”


  “I’m coming from the dungeons, where I was tossed by some of Darrien’s tunnel guards. I’m escaping. Understand that? And as soon as I’m through telling you this, I’m going to blast a hole in you so you don’t carry the word back to your master Darrien.”


  Surprise and shock were evident on the Mercurian’s face. “Escaping? From Darrien?”


  “Yes.”


  “Strange. From our brief meeting I thought you were loyal. Who are you, Archman?”


  “That doesn’t much concern you.” He gestured impatiently with the zam-gun, but he was reluctant to blast the Mercurian down. It seemed that the blue man was concealing something that could be important.


  There was a curious expression on the Mercurian’s hard-shelled face, as well. Archman looked warily around; no one was in sight. He wondered just how loyal to Darrien the Mercurian was . . . and if Hendrin could be used to further his own ends.


  “I’ve just been talking to that girl you brought in here,” he said. “What’s she doing in the dungeons? I thought you were going to sell her to Darrien.”


  “I did. Darrien’s mistress Meryola had a fit of jealousy and ordered the girl killed, while Darien’s back was turned.”


  “I see!” Archman now understood a number of things. “All’s not well between Darrien and his mistress, then?” He grinned. “And you’re the cause of the trouble, I’ll bet.”


  “Exactly,” said the Mercurian. “You say the girl’s still in the dungeons alive?”


  Archman nodded. “For the time being. She’s locked in, but the jailer’s dead. I killed him when I escaped.”


  “Hmm. I’m in a funny fix—Darrien wants me to get the girl back for him, or else he’ll kill me—but if I return the girl Meryola kills me. It’s a tight squeeze for me. I’m caught either way.”


  “I’ll say.” Plans were forming rapidly in Archman’s mind. If he could get the girl out of the dungeon, and somehow manipulate her and this Mercurian, who was undeniably in a bad situation—“Earthman, can I trust you to keep your tongue quiet?” Hendrin asked in sudden desperation.


  “Maybe. Maybe not.”


  “I’ll have to take my chances then. But you’re a renegade; I’ll assume your highest loyalty isn’t to Darrien but to yourself. Am I right?”


  “You could be,” Archman admitted.


  “Okay. How would you like to have that girl for yourself, plus half a million credas? It can be arranged, if you’ll play along with me.”


  Archman allowed a crafty glint of greediness to shine in his eyes, and said, “Is this a joke?”


  “Mercurians generally play for keeps. I’m telling the truth. Are you interested? The girl, arid half a million platinum credas.”


  “Who foots the bill?”


  There was a long pause. Then Hendrin said, “Krodrang. The Overlord of Mercury. I’m in his pay.”


  A tremor of astonishment rocked Archman, nearly throwing him off guard. He mastered himself and said, “I thought you were one of Darrien’s men. What’s this about Krodrang?”


  Lowering his voice and peering cautiously around the stairs, the Mercurian said: “Krodrang is one who would usurp the power of Darrien. I’m on Mars for the purpose of killing Darrien and stealing his power. If you’ll play along with me, I’ll see to it that you get the girl—and Krodrang is not a poor man.” Arch man was totally amazed. So there were assassins out for Darrien’s neck! Well, he thought, between us we ought to get him.


  But as he stared at the Mercurian, he knew that killing Darrien would not end the job. Hendrin would have to go, too—or else he’d get back to Krodrang with the plans for the Clanton Mine, the orthysynthetic robots, and other of Darrien’s secrets, and Earth would face attack from Mercury.


  It would take delicate handling. But for the moment Archman had an ally working toward the same end he was.


  “Well?” Hendrin asked. “What do you say?”


  “Kill Darrien and collect from Krodrang, eh? It sounds good to me. Only—how are you going to get at Darrien?


  Those orthysynthetic robots—”


  “Meryola knows which of the Darriens is real and which a robot. And she’s scared stiff that the Earthgirl’s going to replace her in Darrien’s affections. I’ve got an idea,” Hendrin said. “We can play Darrien and Meryola off against each other and get everything we want from them. It’s tricky, but I think you’re a good man, Earthman—and I know I am.”


  He had the Mercurian’s characteristic lack of modesty, Archman thought. The Earthman wondered how far he could trust the blueskin.


  It looked good. As long as the Mercurian thought that Archman was simply a mercenary selling out to the highest bidder and not a dedicated Earthman with a stake of his own in killing Darrien, all would be well.


  “Where do we begin?” Archman asked.


  “We begin by shaking hands. From now on we’re in league to assassinate the tyrant Darrien, you and I.”


  “Done!” Archman gripped the Mercurian’s rough paw tightly.


  “All right,” Hendrin said. “Let’s get down to the dungeon and free Elissa. Then I’ll explain the plan I’ve got in mind.”


  In the musty, dank darkness of the dungeon level, Archman said, “She’s in that cell—the third one from the left. But I don’t know how to open it. There’s a Martian in there with her.”


  “How did that happen?”


  “They came to get me—Dorvis Graal wanted to question me on some silly matter, which is why I was being held here. I decided to make a break for it. The door was closing as I ran out. The girl and the Martian were trapped inside.”


  “And you couldn’t get them out?”


  “No,” Archman said. “I couldn’t figure out how to open the door again. I tried, but it was no go, so I started up the stairs. Then you caught me.”


  The Mercurian nodded. Suddenly he stumbled and grunted a sharp Mercurian curse.


  “What happened?”


  “Tripped on something.” He looked down and said, “By the fins I’d say it’s a Plutonian. His head’s been blown off with a zam-gun.”


  “That’s the jailer,” Archman said. “I killed him when I escaped.”


  “He would have known how to open this damned lock, too. Well, I guess it couldn’t be helped. Did you try blasting the door open with your gun?”


  “Wouldn’t work. The door heated up, but that was all.”


  Again the Mercurian grunted. He began to grope along the wall, feeling his way, looking for a switch. Archman joined him, even though in the murky darkness he could scarcely see. The Mercurian’s eyes were much sharper. A Mercurian needed extraordinary eyes: they had to filter out the fantastic glare of the sun in one hemisphere, and yet be able to see in the inky gloom of Mercury’s nightside.


  “These doors work by concealed relays,” Archman said. “There ought to be a switch that trips the works and pulls back the door. That Plutonian knew where it was.”


  “And so do I,” Hendrin exclaimed. He extended a clawed hand into one of the darkest corners of the cell block and said, “There are four controls here. I guess it’s one for each of these cells. I’m going to pull the third from the left, and you get ready in case that Martian makes trouble.”


  “Right.”


  Archman drew his zam-gun and stood guard. No sound came from within; he hoped Elissa was all right. She’d been left alone with that Martian for nearly twenty minutes now. Quite possibly the tusked creature had recovered consciousness by now. Archman hoped not.


  “Here goes,” Hendrin said.


  He yanked the switch. The relays clicked and the door slid open.


  Archman half expected the Martian to come charging out as soon as the door opened. He expected to be fighting for his life. He expected almost anything but what he actually saw.


  The Martian was lying where he had left him, sprawled in the middle of the cell. Elissa, clad only in her single filmy garment, was squatting by the Martian’s head.


  As the door opened, the Martian stirred. Elissa coolly reached out, grabbed a handful of the alien’s wiry skull-hair, and cracked the Martian’s head soundly against the concrete floor of the cell. The Martian subsided.


  Elissa looked up, saw Archman. “Oh—it’s you.”


  “Yes. I came back to free you,” he said. “I see you’ve been having no trouble with your friend here.”


  She laughed a little hysterically. “No. Every time he started to wake up, I banged his head against the floor. But I didn’t know how Jong I could keep on doing it.”


  “You don’t need to do any more,” said Hendrin, appearing suddenly. “Archman, you’d better tie the Martian up so he doesn’t give us any more difficulties.”


  At the sight of the hulking Mercurian, Elissa uttered a little gasp. “You—!”


  “What am I going to tie him in?” Archman asked.


  “You might tear my robe up into strips,” Elissa suggested, bitter sarcasm in her voice. “I’ve been wearing clothing for almost an hour anyway.”


  “That’s an idea,” said the Mercurian coolly. “Yes—use her robe, Archman.”


  The Earthman chuckled. “I don’t think she intended you to take her seriously, Hendrin. I’ll use my shirt instead.”


  “As you please,” the Mercurian said.


  Elissa glared defiantly at both of them. “Who are you going to sell me to now?” she asked. “You, Hendrin—you’ve parlayed me into quite a fortune by now, haven’t you?”


  Archman realized that he had told the girl his true identity. Cold sweat covered him at the recollection. If she should give him away—


  To prevent that he said quickly, “Say, Hendrin, the girl’s had a raw deal. I suggest we tell her what part she plays in this enterprise right now.”


  “Very well. I’m sorry for the mistreatment I’ve given you,” Hendrin told her. “Unfortunately you became part of a plan. I’m on Mars for the purpose of assassinating Darrien. I’m in the pay of Krodrang of Mercury.”


  “And I’m assisting him,” Archman said hastily, nudging Elissa to warn her not to ask any questions. “We’re both working to assassinate Darrien. You can help us, Elissa.”


  “How?”


  “Hendrin will explain,” Archman said.


  “I’ll help you only on one condition—that you free me once whatever plan you have is carried out.”


  Hendrin glanced at Archman, who nodded. “Very well,” Hendrin lied. “You receive your freedom once the job is done.” He smiled surreptitiously at Archman as if to tell him, The girl will be yours. His name was hardly trustworthy.


  Archman rose. “There. He’s tied. All right, Hendrin: explain this plan of yours, and then let’s get out of here.”


  He faced the Mercurian eagerly, wondering just what the blue man had devised. Archman was a shrewd opportunist; he had to be, to handle his job. Right now he was willing to pose as Hendrin’s stooge or as anything else, for the sake of killing Darrien. Afterward, he knew he could settle the score with Krodrang’s minion.


  “Here’s what I have in mind,” Hendrin said. “Darrien and Meryola are at odds over this girl, right? Very well, then. I’ll take Elissa back to Darrien and tell him that—”


  “No!” This from the girl.


  “Just for a few minutes, Elissa. To continue: I’ll take the girl to Darrien, and tell him that Meryola ordered her killed, and I’ll make up enough other stories so Darrien will send out an order to execute Meryola. I think he’s sufficiently smitten by Elissa to do that.


  “Meanwhile, you, Archman—you go to Meryola and tell her what I’ve done. Tell her Darrien is going to have her killed, and suggest to her that if she wants to stay alive she’d better get to Darrien first. After that, it’s simple. She’ll tell you how to kill Darrien; you do it, we rescue Elissa, get Meryola out of the way somehow, and the job is done. Neat?”


  “I couldn’t have planned it better myself,” Archman said admiringly. It was so: this was exactly as he would have handled the situation. He felt a moment of regret that he and Hendrin were working for opposite masters; what a valuable man the Mercurian would be in Intelligence!


  But Hendrin would have to die too, for Earth’s sake. He was a clever man. But so was Darrien, Archman thought. And Darrien would have to die.


  “What about me?” Elissa asked. “Are you sure you’ll get me out of this all right?”


  Archman took her hand in his, and was gratified that she didn’t pull away. “Elissa, we’re asking you to be a pawn one last time. One more sale—and then we’ll rid the universe of Darrien. Will you cooperate?”


  She hesitated for a moment. Then she smiled wanly. “I’m with you,” she said in a resigned tone.


  Hendrin waited nervously outside the throneroom with the girl. “You say Darrien’s in there, but not Meryola?” he asked the unsmiling guard.


  “Just Darrien,” the guard replied.


  “The stars are with us,” Hendrin muttered. He took the girl’s arm and they went in.


  Together they dropped on their knees. “Sire!”


  Darrien rose from the throne, and an expression of joy lit his warped little face. “Well, Mercurian! You’ve brought the girl—and saved your life.”


  “I did it not to save my life but my honor,” Hendrin said unctuously. “Your Majesty had accused me of acting in bad faith—but I’ve proved my loyalty by recovering the girl for you.”


  Darrien came waddling toward them on his absurdly tiny legs and looked Elissa up and down. “You’ve been in the dungeons, my dear. I can tell by the soot clinging to your fair skin. But by whose order were you sent there?”


  Hendrin glanced at the courtiers, who maintained a discreet distance but still were within hearing. “Sire, may I talk to you a moment privately?”


  “About what?”


  “About the girl . . . and Meryola.”


  Darrien’s sharp eyes flashed. “Come with me, then. Your words may be of value to me.”


  The dwarfish tyrant led Hendrin into a smaller but equally luxurious room that adjoined the throneroom. Hendrin stared down at the tiny Darrien, nearly half his height. Within that swollen skull, the Mercurian thought, lay the galaxy’s keenest and most fiendish mind. Could Darrien be manipulated? That was yet to be seen.


  One thing was certain: this was not the real Darrien before him. The tyrant would not be so foolish as to invite a massive Mercurian into a small closed room like this; it would amount to an invitation to assassinate him.


  “Sire, the girl Elissa was in the dungeons at the direct order of the lady Meryola.”


  “I suspected as much,” Darrien muttered.


  “And when I arrived there, I found that the jailer was about to carry out an order of execution on Elissa, also at your lady’s behest.”


  “What!”


  Hendrin nodded. “So strong was the order that I was forced to kill the jailer, a worthless Plutonian, to prevent him from carrying out the execution.”


  “This is very interesting,” Darrien mused. “Meryola rightly senses a rival—and has taken steps to eliminate her. Steps which you have circumvented, Hendrin.” Gratitude shone in Darrien’s crafty eyes.


  “I have further news for you, Sire. When you came upon me in Meryola’s chambers earlier today—it was not an errand of perfumery that brought me there.”


  “I hardly thought it might be.”


  “On the contrary—your lady was pleading with me—to assassinate you!”


  Darrien—or the Darrien-robot—turned several shades paler. Hendrin reflected that the robot, if this were one, was an extraordinarily sensitive device.


  “She said this to you?” Darrien asked. “She threatened my life?”


  “She offered me five thousand credas. Naturally, I refused. Then she offered me her body as well—and at this point, you entered the room.” Darrien scowled. “My life is worth only five thousand credas to her, eh? But tell me—had I not entered the room, Mercurian, would you have accepted her second offer?”


  “I was sorely tempted,” Hendrin said, grinning. “But pretty women are easily come by—while you are unique.”


  “Mere flattery. But you’re right; Meryola has outlived her worth to me, and I see now that I’ll have to dispose of her quickly.” Darrien reached for the speaking-tube at his elbow. “I’ll order her execution at once—and many thanks to you for this information, friend Hendrin.”


  Archman paused for a moment outside the door of Meryola’s private chamber, preparing his plan of attack and reviewing the whole operation so far.


  He’d been in and out of trouble—but Darrien was going to die. The mission would be accomplished. And Lon Archman would survive it.


  He had a double motive for survival now. One was the simple one of wanting to stay alive; two was the fact that he now thought he had someone to stay alive for. Perhaps.


  He knocked gently at the door.


  “Who’s there?”


  “You don’t know me, but I’m a friend. I’ve come to warn you.”


  A panel in the door opened and Archman found himself staring at a dark-hued eye. “Who are you from, Earthman? What do you want?”


  “Please let me in. Your life depends on my seeing you.”


  A moment passed—then, the door opened.


  “Are you the lady Meryola?”


  “I am.”


  She was breathtakingly lovely. She wore but the merest of wraps, and firm breasts, white thighs, were partially visible. There was a soft, clinging sexuality about her, and yet also a streak of hardness, of coldness, that Archman was able to appreciate. He also saw she was no longer very young.


  She was holding a zam-gun squarely before his navel. “Come in, Earthman, and tell me what you will.”


  Archman stepped inside her chambers. She was nearly as tall as he, and her beauty temporarily stunned him.


  “Well?”


  “Do you know Hendrin the Mercurian, milady?”


  “Indeed. Are you from him?”


  “Not at all. But I know Hendrin well. He’s a cheating rogue willing to sell out to any bidder.”


  “This is hardly news,” Meryola said. “What of Hendrin?”


  He eyed her almost insultingly before answering. Meryola was indeed a desirable creature, he thought—but for one night only. Archman mentally compared her with Elissa Hall, who was nearly as beautiful, though not half so flashy. It wasn’t difficult to see why Darrien preferred Elissa’s innocence to this aging, shrewd beauty.


  He smiled. “At this very moment,” he said, “Hendrin is with our master Darrien. He has brought him the girl Elissa, and they are together now.”


  “It’s a lie! Elissa’s in the dungeons!”


  “Would you care to call your jailer, milady?”


  She stared suspiciously at him and picked up the speaking-tube. After nearly a minute had passed, she looked back at Archman. “The line’s dead, Earthman.”


  “As is your jailer. Hendrin freed the girl and took her to Darrien. And one other fact might interest you: Darrien has tired of you. He has made out the order for your death.”


  “Lies!”


  Archman shrugged. “Lies, then. But within the hour the knife will be at your throat. He vastly prefers the younger girl. Believe me or riot, at your peril. But if you choose to believe me, I can save your life.”


  “How, schemer?”


  At least she would listen.


  He moved closer to her, until he was almost dizzied by her subtle perfume. “You hold the secret of Darrien’s robots. Reveal it to me, and I’ll destroy Darrien. Then, perhaps, another Earthman will claim your favors. Surely you would not object to ruling with me.”


  She laughed, a harsh, indrawn laugh, and it seemed to Archman that the cat’s claws had left their furry sheath. “You? So that’s your motive—you ask me to yield Darrien’s secret in order to place yourself on the throne. Sorry, but I’m not that foolish. You’re an enterprising rascal, whoever you are, but—”


  Suddenly the door burst open. Three Martians, their tusks gleaming, their thick lips drawn back in anticipation of murder, came rushing in.


  “Darrien’s assassins!” Archman cried. He had his zam-gun drawn in an instant.


  The first Martian died a second later, complete astonishment on his face. A bolt from Meryola’s gun did away with the second, while a third spurt finished the remaining one. Archman leaped nimbly over the bodies and fastened the bolt on the door.


  Then he stooped and snatched a sheet of paper from the sash of one of the fallen Martians. He read it out loud: “To Grojrakh, Chief of the Guards: My displeasure has fallen upon the lady Meryola, and you are to despatch her at once by any means of execution that seems convenient. D.”


  “Let me see that!”


  He handed her the paper. She read it, then cursed and crumpled the sheet. “The pig! The pig!” To Archman she said, “You told the truth, then. Pardon me for mistrusting you—”


  “It was only to be expected. But time grows short.”


  “Right.” Her eyes flashed with the fury of vengeance. “Listen, then: none of the Darriens you have seen is the real one. There are three orthysynthetics which he uses in turn. Darrien himself spends nearly all his time in a secluded chamber on the Fifth Level.”


  “Is the room guarded heavily?”


  “It’s guarded not at all. Only I know how to reach it, and so he sees no reason to post a guard. Well, we’ll give him cause to regret that. Come!”


  “Down this hallway and to the left,” Meryola said.


  This was the moment, Archman thought. It was the culmination of his plan, and the ending of a phase of history that traced its roots to a politician’s pompous words years ago—“Let Venus be our penal colony—”


  So they had planted the seeds of evil on Venus, and they had banished Darrien there to reap them. And with the destruction of Darrien’s empire on Venus, they had permitted Darrien to escape and found yet another den of evil.


  The end was near, now. With Darrien dead the mightiest enemy of justice in the galaxy would have been blotted out. And Darrien would die—betrayed by his own mistress.


  They reached the door.


  It was a plain door, without the baroque ornamentation that characterized the rest of the palace. And behind that door—Darrien.


  “Ready?” Meryola asked.


  Archman nodded. He gripped the zam-gun tightly in one hand, pressed gently against the door with the other, and heaved.


  The door opened.


  “There’s Darrien!” Meryola cried. She raised her zam-gun—but Archman caught her arm.


  Darrien was there, all right, crouching in a corner of the room, his wrinkled face pale with shock. He wore a strange headset, evidently the means with which he controlled the orthysynthetics.


  And he held as a shield before him—


  Elissa.


  This was one pleasure the tyrant had not been willing to experience vicariously through his robots, evidently. Tears streaked the girl’s eyes; she struggled to escape Darrien’s grasp, without success. Her flesh was bloodless where his fingers held her. There was no sign of Hendrin.


  “Let me shoot them,” Meryola said, striving to pull her arm free of Archman’s grip.


  “The girl hasn’t done anything. She’s just a pawn.”


  “Go ahead, Archman,” Darrien taunted. “Shoot us. Or let dear Meryola do it.” Meryola wrenched violently; Archman performed the difficult maneuver of keeping his own gun trained on Darrien while yanking Meryola’s away from her. With two guns, now, he confronted the struggling pair at the far end of the little room.


  “Shoot, Archman!” Elissa cried desperately. “I don’t matter! Kill Darrien while you have the chance.”


  Sweat beaded Aschman’s face. Meryola flailed at him, trying to recover her weapon and put an end to her lord and her rival at once.


  The Earthman held his ground while indecision rocked him. His code up to now had been, the ends justify the means. But could he shoot Elissa in cold blood for the sake of blotting out Darrien?


  His finger shook on the triggers. Kill them, the Intelligence Agent in him urged. But he couldn’t.


  “The Earthman has gone cowardly at the finish,” Darrien said mockingly. “He holds fire for the sake of this lovely wench.”


  “Damn you, Darrien. I—”


  Meryola screamed. The door burst open, and Hendrin rushed in. Right behind the Mercurian, coming from the opposite direction, came one of Darrien’s orthysynthetic duplicates—Darrien’s identical twin in all respects, probably summoned by Darrien by remote control.


  And the orthysynthetic carried a drawn zam-gun.


  What happened next took but a moment—a fraction of a moment, or even less.


  Meryola took advantage of Archman’s astonishment to seize one of his two zam-guns. But instead of firing at Darrien, she gunned down Hendrin!


  The Mercurian looked incredulous as the zam-gun’s full charge seared into his thick hide, crashing through vital organs with unstoppable fury.


  Meryola laughed as the blue Mercurian fell. “Traitor! Double-dealer! Now—”


  The sentence was never finished. The zam-gun in the hand of Darrien’s double spoke, and Meryola pitched forward atop Hendrin, her beauty replaced by charred black crust.


  Archman snapped from his moment of shock, and his gun concluded the fast-action exchange. He put a bolt of force squarely between the orthysynthetic’s eyes, and a third body dropped to the floor.


  From behind him came a cry. “Archman! Now! Now!”


  He whirled and saw, to his astonishment, that Elissa had succeeded in breaking partially loose from Darrien. Archman’s thoughts went back to that moment in Blake Wentworth’s office when, in a drug-induced illusion, he had won the right to participate in this mission by gunning down a Martian across the vast distances of the red desert. His marksmanship now would count in reality.


  His finger tightened on the zam-gun.


  “You wouldn’t dare shoot, Earthman!” Darrien said sneeringly. “You’ll kill the girl!”


  “For once you’re wrong, Darrien,” Archman said. He sucked in his breath and fired.


  A half-inch to the right and his bolt would have killed Elissa Hall. But Archman’s aim was true. Darrien screamed harshly. Archman fired again, and the tyrant fell.


  He found himself quivering all over from the strain and tension of the last few moments. He looked around at the grisly interior of the room. There lay Hendrin, the shrewd Mercurian, who had played one side too many and would never live to collect his pay from Krodrang. There, Meryola, whose beauty had faded. There, the Darrien-robot. And there, Darrien himself, his foul career cut short at last.


  “It’s over,” he said tiredly. He looked at Elissa Hall, whose lovely face was pale with fear. “It’s all over. Darrien’s dead, and the mop-up can begin.”


  “Your aim was good, Archman. But you could have fired at Darrien before. My life doesn’t matter, does it?”


  His eyes met hers. “It does—but you won’t believe that, will you? You think I’m just a killer. All right. That’s all I am. Let’s get out of here.”


  “No—wait.” Suddenly she was clinging to him. “I—I’ve been cruel to you, Archman—but I saw just then that I was wrong. You’re not just the murderer I thought you were. You—you were doing your job, that’s all.”


  He pulled her close, and smiled. He was thinking of Intelligence Chief Wentworth, back on Earth. Wentworth had rated Archman’s capabilities at 97.00.3%. But Wentworth had been wrong.


  Archman had done the job. That was 100% efficiency. But he had Elissa now too. Score another 100%. He gently drew her lips to his, knowing now that this mission had been successful beyond all expectation.


  THE END


  ROCK AND ROLL ON PLUTO


  Stephen Bond


  Some of the older people got upset the other day. They thought something was happening up on Mount Karakorum. Some even thought the volcano was going to erupt, and all because “great clouds of smoke” were reported over the mountain.


  It was all so silly of course, because this is what really did happen.


  We’ve strayed a good deal from the old ways out here on Pluto. They banned dancing the second year the colony was here—some character convinced the Board of Governors that it interfered with a “fuller dedication to the high aims and purposes of the settlers. They banned popular music soon afterwards. Somebody had discovered that the energy spent in playing could be channeled into “more constructive” pursuits.


  Bless them. But they could not keep the young ones down of course.


  My father told me once how he and Hank’s father, Harry Davis’ father and some of the others, used to go up on top of the mountain and play the forbidden instruments, loud and clear, stomping their feet in time to the music and shouting their defiance to the winds. When they got older, they sort of drifted away of course, but the idea lived on.


  A bunch of us, both boys and girls, had gone up there that night. George had brought his trumpet—a real Museum piece—and Hank had taken his father’s sax with him, a great big golden thing that must have worked overtime in great-grandfather’s day but had laid for years, gathering dust, up in the Harris attic, until we’d discovered it.


  Yes, as I said, we were up there that night. And dancing. We were stomping and we were stamping and perhaps the music was getting a little hot at times.


  Every now and then we’d play some of the old tunes that had survived, from generation to generation. There’d be slow, stately melodies for when the musicians would get tired, and then, we’d swing back into the good old “hot” rhythms.


  I remember noticing the snow was flying at one point—but we didn’t care.


  We were laughing and we were rocking. . . .


  THE DE TATUM EFFECT


  Robert Moore Williams


  “Could I see you in private for a few minutes, Dr. De Tatum?” Ross Neville asked. He had asked this question twice before and each time the tall man with the faint trace of yellow on his face, Jay Ekko, had intervened and asked another question before the famous scientist could answer. Neville wondered what would happen the third time he asked it. This time it was the young woman, Mary Blythe, who interfered.


  “Your space creatures will make a wonderful story, Dr. De Tatum. Do tell us more about them.”


  The girl had violet eyes and a very good figure. She was a feature writer employed by the Planet Syndicate. Or so she had said. There was such a firm, Neville knew. It was engaged in making films of the various planets, sound recordings, and in producing and selling a general run of feature material designed to whet the jaded appetites of readers back on the home planet. Neville smiled and stepped unobtrusively away. “I’ll let this situation Work itself along to a boil,” he thought. He moved to the nearest plastic window. From this position, he could watch the girl, De Tatum, and Ekko, out of the corners of his eyes. He was quite sure the man with the faint trace of yellow on his face was watching him also although Ekko’s bland countenance did not indicate that he was even aware of Ross Neville’s existence. His gaze strayed through the plastic window of the big laboratory to what was beyond it, Pluto, space, and the cold. A shudder passed through him at the sight.


  Men new to Pluto curse the cold, at first. Then they learn better than to risk cursing so potent a force and eventually they include in their prayers a plea to be protected, beyond all other things, from that frigidity which goes down toward absolute zero. He could hear De Tatum talking to the girl.


  “My dear, there is no question that space is inhabited,” the scientist was saying. He smiled at her, then glanced upward and his voice changed. “No, no, Ariel. Not now.”


  “I beg your pardon.” the astonished girl said. “Were you speaking to me?”


  “No, no,” De Tatum answered. “To Ariel. From Shakespeare, you know. Ariel is very sensitive to contamination and asked permission to leave when Mr. Ekko came to see me. I told him there was no danger. Then when you arrived within a few minutes, and Mr. Neville came just a little later, Ariel was almost frantic. I just told him that none of you would be here very long and that he need not leave.”


  “I see,” the girl said. The violet eyes widened, then closed. Whatever she was thinking, she was keeping it to herself. At the window, Ross Neville sighed silently and shifted his weight from one foot to the other. The movement produced a crinkling sound from his pocket, reminding him of what was there. He did not need to take the spacegram from his pocket to remind himself of its contents. He remembered them, even though they were in code.


  HAVE INFORMATION THAT DE TATUM HAS MADE DISCOVERY OF UTMOST IMPORTANCE. ALSO HAVE INFORMATION SUNG AGENT IS TRYING TO CONTACT HIM. CONTACT DE TATUM AND OBTAIN DATA FROM HIM AT ONCE. REPEAT AT ONCE. OF URGENT IMPORTANCE.


  The name signed to the spacegram was that of chief of staff of the military forces of the Union of Western Democracies.


  “Sung agent?” Ross Neville thought. His eyes went from the face of Jay Ekko to that of the girl. He shook his head and resumed his scrutiny of the landscape outside. From this spot, he could see the big dome of Pluto Station, housing the large corps of research specialists that the Union of Western Democracies maintained here. The big dome was entirely separate from De Tatum’s place and was about half a mile away. To go from one to the other, you had to put on a space suit and walk. This seemed to be one of the reasons why De Tatum had erected his own private dome. Certainly, with this arrangement, he would have few visitors. Three visitors at the same time must have startled him, but he was maintaining his composure. He was a tall man, with the narrow face of a dreamer, and a great shock of white hair.


  “I think having an Ariel all your own is perfectly wonderful, Dr. De Tatum!” the girl said. “Do tell us more.”


  Was the enthusiasm in her voice real or was she putting on an act for purposes of her own? Neville did not know the answer to this question, yet he knew he might have to decide which it was, very quickly, and that the lives of several people might depend on the correctness of his decision. Several hundreds, several thousands, several millions? He did not know the answer to this, either. The number depended on what was real and what wasn’t. How was a man to know which was which?


  “Ariel doesn’t belong to me,” De Tatum answered, smiling. “He is just one of the smaller space creatures that I have succeeded in taming. They are very shy, you know. I’m sorry you can’t see him without artificial aid but long training of the optic nerves is necessary to see Ariel with ordinary vision. Even after years of practice, I’m still not sure that I’m seeing him with some inner eye, some eye of the eye, as it were, instead of with my regular optics.”


  The girl seemed to drink this all in. “Then you really do believe that space is inhabited?”


  “Believe it? My dear, I know it. This, among other reasons, induced me to set up my laboratory here on Pluto. I came here so I could be as near the vastness of space as possible and also so I could be as far away from the contamination of the planets as a human can get. The Vast Space out there,” he gestured toward the roof of the dome, “—is thronged with uncounted millions of living creatures.” The smile on his face was almost a glow.


  At the window which looked out on this Vast Space, in which even the brilliant suns seemed to burn with a cold light, Ross Neville was silent. It was hard to remember that this was the man who, years before, had discovered what was called the De Tatum Effect and had invented what became known as the De Tatum gun.


  Back on Earth, or in that part of it under the legal jurisdiction of the Union of Western Democracies, both the De Tatum Effect and the weapon built around it were outlawed for private use. Nobody but a bare half dozen of the world’s top scientists had ever pretended they understood how the Effect operated. If you took a telescope and looked at a wall, you would see the wall. If you used the telescope built into the De Tatum Effect, you would not see the wall at all, but would see what was on the other side of it.


  Along this path to the other side of the wall, it was possible to project a beam of negative energy. Thus a soldier in a foxhole could not only see his enemy hidden out of sight in another foxhole but could also destroy him. A gunner in a submarine could locate and destroy the crew or operating equipment of an enemy submarine. A spy outside a vital government building could stay there in perfect safety until he had located key officials inside the building.


  No device as yet discovered could detect the effect and no shield could deflect or stop it.


  In offering the effect and the weapon to the world, De Tatum had expressed the sincere hope that it would make warfare too hideous to be conceived by a civilized mind. His invention had not worked out that way. Warfare had become a devious and desperate skirmishing for position in which no nation and no combination of nations dared risk precipitating an open struggle until it was certain it held all the key cards and could destroy the enemy in one sudden, unexpected blow. Otherwise, the enemy would certainly retaliate.


  Another result had been a tremendous increase in the number of secret service agents, each engaged in trying to find out what key cards the enemy actually held. Between these agents a deadly, though completely secret, warfare existed. This had come about largely through the rising to power of a man named Sung, who had succeeded in rallying and uniting the vast populations of Asia and had brought a little nearer the old nightmare of the West, that of being overrun by hordes out of the East.


  “We should have shot Sung when he was a pup!” Ross Neville thought bitterly. It seemed a good solution, only unfortunately it could no longer be adopted. The trouble with people like Sung was that nobody ever recognized them for what they were until they were too powerful and too well protected to be shot. Also, if you shot a potential dictator when he was only a young upstart, you would have to reckon with the Peace At Any Price Party, a strong political power in the Union of Western Democracies. At the thought of this party, Ross Neville cursed silently. He did not know which he despised most, Sung and his spies, or the Peace Party and their secret agents. If Sung was a danger, the Peace Party were blind fools who lived in an unreal Solar System.


  Listening to De Tatum talk to Mary Blythe of creatures that lived in space, Ross Neville found it very hard to realize that this man had once possessed one of the most capable brains on Earth. Yet royalties from his inventions had built this private space dome here, in a place where such structures cost a fortune, and had paid for the marvelous equipment in this laboratory.


  Or had he made another discovery as important as the De Tatum Effect but was concealing it behind this talk of the creatures of space?


  “In the economy of the Universe, nothing is lost and nothing is wasted,” De Tatum was saying to the girl. “Considering this economy, it would be inconceivable to think that the area of space—and the planetary area is almost nothing in comparison to it—would not be utilized by life forms.”


  “In this universal scheme in which space is all-important, what do you consider the planets to be, Dr. De Tatum?” Neville asked.


  The question got him a blank look from the girl and a vigorous answer from the scientist.


  “I consider the planets to be a sort of space dung, actual excretia of the higher life forms,” De Tatum answered.


  “I see,” Neville answered. He wished he had kept his mouth shut. On the subject of life in space, De Tatum was as touchy as a Peace Party member on the subject of war. There was no point in alienating the man.


  “I would like to see these creatures,” the girl gushed. “I’m sure a man of your genius must have devised ways of making them visible to people with ordinary eyes.”


  “A walking man trap!” Neville thought. He watched De Tatum bite at the oldest bait known to the human race. Or was De Tatum actually hungry for human companionship? The scientist had shut himself up for years here in this laboratory, living on dreams and delusions.


  “I can show you a light pattern on an instrument but you will have to take my word for it that this pattern represents a living, thinking creature. Come with me into the next room.”


  He moved across the big lab, with Mary Blythe following. Ross Neville and Jay Ekko brought up the rear. They walked side by side as if neither wanted the other to have a chance to get behind him. A large piece of equipment was on their right. Neville passed it over with a glance but the girl’s eye caught it. “What is that, Dr. De Tatum?”


  “Oh, that,” the scientist spoke with reluctance. “I—I had hoped to develop the De Tatum Effect and use it to make the space creatures visible. Unfortunately, the effort failed. It is of no consequence. Come, my dear.” Taking the girl by the arm, he led her into the adjoining room.


  Beside him, Neville caught the hiss of Jay Ekko’s indrawn breath. The device the girl had pointed out was actually a model of the De Tatum gun. The original lines of the weapon had been radically changed but enough remained for the similarity to be clear.


  Had De Tatum developed the Effect and the gun still further? Was this the discovery hinted at in the spacegram?


  Neville and Ekko followed the scientist and the girl into the next room. There De Tatum was already setting in operation a device that resembled an oscilloscope except that the screen was much larger than that of the commercial models. He made motions with his hands as if he were directing an invisible creature somewhere above him. A pattern of shifting lights showed on the screen, then went away.


  “That was Ariel!” De Tatum’s voice was that of a child, with a child’s vast enthusiasm for a new toy in it.


  “How very wonderful!” the girl said.


  Ross Neville was silent. Jay Ekko turned away. Glancing at the bulky chronometer he wore on his wrist, he made a slight adjustment on it.


  Neville moved very quickly. He got his back to the wall and the flat little weapon out of his side pocket. “Hands up, all of you!” His words were harsh and loud in the still laboratory.


  Their eyes came wonderingly to him. De Tatum seemed bewildered. He stared at the gun as if he did not know what it was but did not raise his hands. The violet eyes of the girl’s expressed shock, then daze, then something that was close to an awakening. Ekko put his hands on his hips and did it deliberately. The pale lemon color of his face was more clearly visible now but determination was under the color.


  “If you want to have a leg shot out from under you, just keep your hands on your hips,” Neville said.


  Some of the determination went out of Ekko’s face. He glanced appealingly at De Tatum, saw that he could expect no help there, and raised his hands. “Now turn around,” Neville said. The man obeyed.


  Neville’s search was swift but thorough. He went over the man twice to make certain there was no weapon. The fact that he found none surprised him. He would have bet this man was a Sung agent.


  “What are you looking for?” Ekko asked.


  “You stand over there against the wall,” Neville said. When Ekko obeyed, he spoke to the girl. “You’re next. You can start by giving me your purse.”


  “Are you a purse snatcher?” the girl asked, extending the bag. He ignored her question and tried to ignore the fact that there was no weapon in the bag. She did not flinch when his fingers went over her body. No weapon was hidden there. “Do you usually have to go to all this trouble just to feel a girl?” she asked.


  He turned to the scientist. “I must apologize, Dr. De Tatum. I am an agent of the Union of Western Democracies—”


  “I’ve long held the opinion that the Union’s spies worked best with a gun in their hand,” the girl said.


  Again Neville ignored her. With Ekko and the girl posing no threat for the moment, he could afford to keep his attention on De Tatum. “Even though neither of these people is armed, I assure you that one of them is a Sung agent. I am taking this step to protect you.”


  “Eh?” De Tatum’s confusion seemed to become greater.


  “I assure you the man is a liar so far as I am concerned,” Jay Ekko spoke, from his position against the wall. “I am a representative of the Peace Party of the Union.”


  Ekko spoke with calm confidence. At the words, Ross Neville felt a wind as cold as outer space blow up his spine. He had anticipated anything but this. A Sung spy he could handle, but a representative of the Peace Party—


  “Ekko is a liar!” Mary Blythe squealed, indignation in her voice. “I am a representative of the Peace Party.”


  Neville took a deep breath and thanked the special fate that looked out for the interests of all honest Union men. “Thank you, my dear. I don’t know how I would have gotten out of this hole except for you.”


  “I—I don’t understand.”


  “With both of you claiming to represent the Peace Party, obviously one and maybe both of you are lying. I can shoot both of you and claim that the urgencies of action did not leave me time to decide which was telling the truth, if either of you are. The military will back me up.” He spoke very firmly.


  Ekko blinked startled eyes at him. But the man with the trace of yellow on his face did not question his statement. The girl did. “Well, of all things. You shoot us first and then find out later who we are! Or who I am, anyhow.”


  “I thought you said you were employed by Planet Syndicate.”


  “I am. But many people who work for the Peace Party hold two jobs. As an employee of Planet Syndicate, I came here to get a story from Dr. De Tatum. As a representative of the Peace Party and of the World Peace Movement, I came here to urge him not to make available his latest discoveries to either the Union of Western Democracies or the Sung people, for certainly both will misuse them!” She spat the words at Ross Neville as if they were bullets.


  “All of this is very interesting,” De Tatum said. “All the more so in view of the fact that I have made no discoveries except the space creatures.”


  “Somebody thinks otherwise,” Neville answered. His eyes went from Ekko to the girl. “These two people are not here by accident. My purpose here is to make certain that any discoveries you may have made do not fall into the wrong hands—”


  “Whose hands are the right ones?” the girl demanded.


  “I am not trying to argue the point. The question is not so much how many millions will be killed, if Dr. De Tatum’s discoveries should fall into the wrong hands, but whose side the dead will be on. Personally, I don’t want them to be on either side, but if they have to come, then let them be on the side of the Sung. They breed faster and can afford them better.”


  “Let the bandit talk!” Ekko said. “There will come a time of reckoning. My party will see that this matter receives world wide publicity.”


  “Your weapon is a dangerous one,” Neville answered. “But how can your party use it with you dead and unable to supply details?” He watched the lemon color on the man’s face slowly turn white. Ekko kept his hands high.


  “There is still me to be considered,” the girl said. “Would you shoot me too?”


  Ross’ Neville shook his head and wished he dared wipe the sweat from his face. “Not unless I have to.”


  “Presuming I have made some important discovery, how do you propose to get it from me, Mr. Neville?” De Tatum questioned.


  “He will try to use force,” Ekko said, from the wall.


  “It would do him no good. The details of all discoveries I make are kept here.” De Tatum tapped his forehead. “I would like to see anyone take them from me by force.”


  “I assure you no force—” Neville broke off speaking. Through a plastic window, he caught a glimpse of an object moving against the glare of the suns of space—a self-powered life boat from a space ship. The mother ship was probably lying off in space somewhere but the life-boat was coming down. As he first glimpsed it, Neville thought it was heading toward the main dome of Pluto Base. A split second later, he realized it was heading straight for De Tatum’s dome. Deep inside of him a hunch as to the meaning of this life boat came up.


  Ekko’s hands came down, in a sweeping motion. Neville caught a glimpse of an object flashing from the man’s right hand—a knife. As he tried to turn and shoot, the knife struck. His motion had thrown off Ekko’s aim. The knife missed his throat. It caught him in the wrist of his gun hand. The point penetrated between the two wrist bones, sinking all the way through the flesh and coming out the other side. The gun dropped from a suddenly nerveless hand.


  Neville tried to catch the falling weapon with his left hand, but Jay Ekko, hands outstretched, was upon him in a diving lunge. He dropped flat, letting his body go limp. Ekko went over him, falling heavily. Neville looked desperately for his gun. It had vanished. He only had a second. Ekko scrambled to his feet and kicked him in the throat. Pain such as Neville had never known, lanced through him, a jolt of it that seemed to hit every nerve ending in his body with a flash of lightning.


  He tried to catch the foot in one hand and upset the man. but he had no strength. Ekko kicked him again and again. He went unconscious with the sound of Mary Blythe’s screams ringing in his ears.


  Consciousness came back to the sound of the girl crying. Pain was still in Neville, red waves of it. He opened his eyes. The girl was sitting on the floor. A bruise showed on one cheek, a broad red blotch that formed the rough outline of a man’s fist. Ekko, red gashes on his face that were the marks of her finger nails, was standing over her. He had Neville’s gun in his hand.


  “Try to shoot me, would you?” he was saying.


  “I should have blown your head off!” Mary Blythe answered, between sobs. “I would have done it too, if I had known how to release the safety on his darned gun!”


  As he heard the words, Ross Neville decided he liked this girl.


  Ekko turned to De Tatum. He pulled a smile over the anger on his face that was like pulling down a window shade to hide the soiled and dirty contents of some laundry room. “Please do not let this disturb you in the least, Dr. De Tatum. You will be adequately protected, I assure you.”


  The scientist was standing with his back to a lab work bench. His hands, resting on the edge of the bench, showed white at the knuckles. Bewilderment was on his face and the expression in his eyes was that of a child that has been slapped when it has done no wrong.


  “What is wrong, Dr. De Tatum?” Real concern sounded in the voice of the Sung agent. “Surely you don’t mind my protecting you from these fools?” A wave of his hand indicated Mary Blythe and Ross Neville.


  De Tatum did not seem to hear him. “You have frightened Ariel. He has gone.” Pain was in his voice and the hurt bewilderment of a child was on his face.


  Ekko looked bewildered too, then the smile that was like a shutter hiding the dirty linen beneath came back. “As soon as my people arrive, I will have them catch him for you.”


  “That is your life boat I saw coming?” Neville asked, from the floor.


  “Naturally. I have had it lying a few miles off Pluto. I sent for it when I judged the time was right. A midget microwave transmitter is here.” He tapped the bulky chronometer on his wrist.


  “Why are you bringing your thugs here?” Mary Blythe asked.


  The smile became a beam. “We are going to take Dr. De Tatum back to Earth with us. There he will have the world’s best laboratories at his disposal, to develop his newest discovery, and he will also be adequately protected.”


  “What about us?” the girl said. She nodded toward Ross Neville.


  “Ah!” Jay Ekko answered.


  “You want me to leave Pluto and my space friends?” De Tatum spoke. “Never.”


  “I am sure we can arrange things so you can take some of your—ah—space friends with you,” Ekko said, suavely.


  “They wouldn’t go with me. They almost never come in close to a planetary mass as great as that of Earth. The gravity fields harm them in some way. No! I am not going!” He spoke with conviction.


  “I am afraid you do not have much choice in the matter, Dr. De Tatum.”


  “Eh? Are you threatening me?”


  “Of course not. You will have the best of everything, servants, the finest of foods and of wines. Entertainment, if you wish it. We will protect you and take very good care of you—”


  “And in return you will give Sung your latest discoveries,” Neville said. He wondered why Ekko did not shoot him but decided that the Sung man did not want De Tatum to witness the killing.


  “I will give nothing to Sung!” De Tatum said.


  “Oh, yes, you will,” Neville persisted. “Did you ever hear of brain washing?”


  “Propaganda!” Ekko shouted. His voice grew shrill. “If you open your mouth again, I will put a bullet in it. Dr. De Tatum, I beg you not to believe this—this—”


  A clang sounded in the main air lock of the big laboratory. The smile broadened on Ekko’s face. “Ah! My people. Walk ahead of me, all three of you, into the big lab, and if you make a move while I am opening the lock, it will be bad for you.”


  In the big central room, Ekko forced them to stand against the wall while he went to open the main lock. Neville did not see De Tatum move and did not know he had moved until a clang came from the opposite side of the room. As he turned his head to see what was happening, he realized the sound had come from the small air lock there. Horror came up in him at the sight.


  “De Tatum!” Neville hardly recognized his own voice rising in a shout. “You fool! You utter hopeless fool!” He ran to the small air lock, too late. The plastic window in the wall beside it revealed the scientist fleeing across the barren waste of Pluto.


  “Come back!” Even though he knew De Tatum could not hear him, Neville screamed the words.


  How far could a man run in the frigid cold of a land that approached absolute zero? How long could a human being live without an atmosphere?


  Ekko shoved him to one side and cursed as he saw De Tatum fleeing. The Sung man’s knife was still in Neville’s right arm. He had not dared remove it because this would start the blood flowing. He hit Ekko with his left fist, a blow that had all of the Union man’s weight behind it and which went home on the jaw just under the ear. Ekko reeled and went down. Neville bent over and jerked the gun from his hand. He straightened up just in time to find Mary Blythe coming toward him. A three foot long piece of steel tube clasped in two very capable hands, she was moving toward Ekko.


  “Get out of my way!” she said to Neville.


  “For a peace party member, you look very warlike,” he said.


  “There can be such a thing as making peace with the wrong people.” Her face was scarlet and she looked quite capable of hitting Ekko with the steel pipe. Again, Ross Neville decided he liked this girl.


  “Never mind about Ekko. He’s out. De Tatum is the one who needs help. Also, we may need it ourselves!” He gestured toward the main air lock, which Ekko had been starting to open. Through the plastic window of the lock, two men could be seen. Beyond them, connected to the lock via a plastic tube, loomed the bulk of the life-boat.


  As Neville moved toward the lock, the two men in it retreated into the life-boat. They had seen what had happened inside and they knew that the man they wanted, De Tatum, was no longer in the dome. The plastic tube was withdrawn into the life boat and the small craft began to rise.


  “They’re going to try to pick up Dr. De Tatum,” the girl exclaimed. “If we get into our space suits real fast, maybe we can bring him back here before they can find him.” Neville shook his head. “They don’t need to go looking for De Tatum and we don’t have to be in a hurry about finding him. Hand me that roll of plastic tape that’s on the work bench.”


  Wonderingly, the girl handed it to him. He jerked the knife blade from his arm, swiftly wrapped tape around the wrist to stop the blood flow. “We’ll get into our suits all right—and go pick up the body.”


  “W—what?”


  Neville moved to the unconscious Ekko. Quickly he taped the man’s hands behind his back, then taped his ankles together. He gestured toward the plastic window.


  “Out there, you don’t stay alive,” he said. “Space hates human life.” Her face went gray, then white, and her mouth formed a soundless “O” They helped each other into the space suits they had worn in walking here from the main dome of Pluto Base.


  “But why did he run away?” she whispered over the radio, after their helmets were on. “He knew it was death. Why—”


  “Probably the most charitable thing we can say is that in a momentary lapse of intelligence, he thought he could run to the main dome for help,” Neville said. “We can say this, if we wish. But probably we would be closer to the truth if we said that he deliberately suicided to keep from going back to Earth to serve Sung.”


  Far above them, the life-boat was circling in the airless sky. It was making no effort to descend. “Probably the man in charge is radioing back to the mother ship for instructions,” Neville said. “Sung underlings have no authority to act as the situation requires. We can find De Tatum before they decide what to do.”


  They found the scientist within a hundred yards. He was lying face down in a little depression, his head cuddled on one arm. He looked like a small boy who has been playing very hard and has grown tired and has laid down for a little rest. In contrast, the white hair was a halo which seemed to glow with a dim light. As Neville went down to pick him up, he had the vague impression that De Tatum’s whole body was covered with this dim light.


  In his arms, the scientist’s body was as limp as a rag doll. “He isn’t frozen yet,” Neville whispered. “Maybe if we can get him into the dome, we can revive him.” With oxygen from the tank at his back hissing comfortingly in his helmet, he raced across the surface of this barren world.


  There was such a thing as quick freezing, he knew. Sometimes, in quick freezing, seeming miracles happened. So far as he knew a human body had never been quick-frozen, then revived, but maybe here on Pluto a combination of utter cold and a human being who had deliberately thrust himself into this frigidity might result in a miracle. Desperately, Neville hoped that this might happen.


  Inside the dome, he laid the frail body on the floor, then began to tear off his helmet and the heavy gloves. Before he had finished, De Tatum took a sudden deep breath, sighed, and opened his eyes.


  “I shouldn’t have run,” De Tatum muttered. “Running used up the oxygen in my lungs too quickly—”


  Mary Blythe looked from De Tatum to Ross Neville. He saw the wonder in her eyes. She started to speak but he held up his hand for silence.


  “How do you feel, Dr. De Tatum?”


  “Fine.” The scientist rose to a sitting position. “I was so careless as to try to run to the main dome and I used up all of my oxygen. The result was anoxia.” He saw Jay Ekko, unconscious on the floor. “I see you took care of him. Good.” He started to get to his feet.


  “Please lie down a little longer, Dr. De Tatum,” Neville said.


  The scientist stared at him. “You’re concerned about me! You’re actually worried!”


  “Well—”


  De Tatum burst into hearty laughter. “You need not be concerned about me. If I had not been so careless as to run, I was in no danger out there.” He gestured toward what lay beyond the dome.


  “No—danger?” Neville said. His words were halting and slow as he groped for understanding. “But Dr. De Tatum, that—is—space.” His voice tones carried the fear that all humans know, of the vastness where there is no air and no warmth, of the void where only light and radiation goes safely.


  “Do you not understand? My friends protected me. They formed a shield around me which kept out the cold and kept in the warmth.”


  “Your friends?”


  “Yes. The space creatures. I have often walked in that space out there, on that barren surface, for as long as half an hour, wearing nothing except ordinary clothing.” He rose to his feet and stood erect, frail but apparently in good condition.


  “I see you still do not believe me?” De Tatum sounded incredulous. “How much proof do you want?”


  “I—proof—”


  “Anyone who tries to harm me win find that I am well protected here.” De Tatum moved to the window, searched the vastness above, then gestured to them. “Here! Come and look and see if I am not well protected.” He pointed outward.


  In the void, the life boat was still visible. It seemed to be surrounded by a halo or a net of light. As Neville watched, the life-boat began to move erratically as if it were being jerked from its course and being pulled in one direction, then in another.


  “That net of light, that halo you see, is the greater creatures of space. They came at Ariel’s call, and protected me. Then they turned their attention to the life-boat.”


  “Ah,” Neville said. “Is this—” De Tatum nodded. “This is my great discovery. I have made no other since I have been here. I was telling you the truth all the time, even when you thought that the attempted further development of the De Tatum Effect was another weapon, I was telling the truth.”


  The scientist smiled. “I will tee very pleased to give full details of this discovery to your government, that space is inhabited.” His voice was very gentle but the tones of truth sounded in every word he said.


  Ross Neville’s gaze came down to the wondering eyes of the girl, then went to the face of the watching scientist, then went back to the lifeboat that was pursuing such an erratic course out there.


  As he watched, the life-boat came apart at the seams. From its interior, it spewed a cluster of men and of machines out into the void. Knowing what was happening there, he caught his breath. For an instant, De Tatum was also sad.


  After the machines and men had been spewed forth, the light net that seemed to surround the life boat disappeared. Only a tiny fragment remained. It moved directly toward the watching humans.


  “Ariel, coming back to me,” De Tatum said. The sadness was going away from his voice and a happiness was replacing it. He sounded like a, child recovering a beloved toy that has been thought lost, or a scientist announcing a great discovery to a doubting world, or a lonely human being who had found in space the friends he had never knew on Earth.


  THE END


  THE UNDISCOVERED COUNTRY


  William F. Temple


  On distant Pluto, sluggish outrider of the Solar System, the natives will surely have their own methods of defence


  It seemed to me I was taking part in some futuristic ballet, slow and symbolic, paradoxically based on a lightning incident of the legendary past: a Scottish border raid.


  The chieftain’s young daughter stood with her back to us, alone, unsuspecting, half a mile from her village: Phillips and I converged gradually on her from behind, silent as the near-opaque mist which surrounded us all.


  We weren’t moving in slow motion because we feared her detecting us: there was no chance of that. In fact, we were making all possible speed, but our alloy space-suits were heavy even under the lesser gravity of Pluto. The alloy had to be really thick, for the dense atmosphere encompassing us was more than half composed of an acid gas which ate away metal as fast as sulphuric acid dissolves zinc.


  Moreover, we had to be thoroughly insulated against the intense cold of this sunless place.


  It was one of those mad miracles of Nature that the girl needed no protection at all against either the cold or the corrosive atmosphere. Stark naked, she was at ease in her own element.


  It was another miracle that, however different her internal structure, and with the certainty that her body cells were of a type beyond the knowledge, almost beyond the credence, of modern biochemistry, her shape was humanoid. And very feminine. Her skin was smooth and white. She might have been a marble Greek goddess.


  We reached her together and lifted her gently, trying not to hurt her with our metallic fingers. She was hard and rigid and it was indeed as though we were carrying a marble statue back to the ship.


  We followed the narrowing beam of the searchlight to its source on the hull of the Icarus, and waited at the door of Lock Two. There was a disturbance in the chemical-thick atmosphere around the ship. In the dim reflected light, it was streaming like inhaled smoke through an orifice in the hull: the pump’s sucking mouth.


  We examined our captive. This unknown Plutonian girl, whom we’d playfully styled “the chieftain’s daughter, Pocahontas”, had slightly changed her position. Her elbows, which had been pressed against her sides, were now a couple of inches from them.


  Her hair was long and black, and she certainly had two human-seeming eyes, a nose and a mouth, but it was hard to discern details out of the direct shaft of light.


  Then the pump ceased, its orifice closed like an iris lens, the atmosphere slowed in its swirling. The glass-lined storage tank was full to capacity with compressed Plutonian atmosphere.


  In the ship, Captain Shervington pulled a lever, and the circular, safe-like door of Lock Two swung open. Like the rest of the hull, it was already deeply scarred with erosion. Whole patches were blistering and bubbling like paint under a blow-torch. We slid the stiff body through into the receptacle behind. It was like loading a frozen carcass into the refrigerator of a meat van.


  The door closed on it and we made our entry through the other lock, into our own atmosphere. The air-lock door had scarce shut behind us when the Icarus began to take off, the Captain having left the pump and lock controls for the pilot’s seat.


  We had come some 3,600 million miles to Pluto to spend ten minutes there, get what we’d come for—and get out.


  Two ships had been here before us. They had lingered too long. Neither returned.


  The first reported the startling news that bleak Pluto was inhabited. It had landed on the outskirts; of a community of some kind. The ship’s searchlights, enfeebled by the dark mist, just revealed the rough shapes of a group of smallish houses but nothing of their structure. They could have been the primitive huts of savages—or the ultra-modern dwellings of a highly-civilised race.


  The natives, humanoid and naked, did not come running. They seemed either unperturbed or petrified. They stood around almost like statues. But not quite. The statues were moving, with infinitesimal speed, towards the ship.


  So reported the captain after watching them for half an hour. It was his last report. His radio went dead. In the light of later knowledge it was presumed that the acid atmosphere had eaten through the antenna and probably also fatally holed the hull.


  The second ship didn’t wait around so long. It sampled the atmosphere, got a rough idea of iss nature and what it was doing to the ship, and took off again in a. hurry. The skipper’s last interference-distorted words were: “Main jets erratic, ship difficult to control. That terrible atmosphere seems to have eaten chunks out of the vents. Side squirts pushing us off balance. I’m afraid——”


  The rest was silence.


  Plainly the skipper’s fears were realised and the ship crashed.


  We, the crew of the third ship, Icarus, were at least forewarned. We knew we’d have no time to stop and exchange pleasantries with the Plutonians, especially as it was apparent that the tempo of a Plutonian’s life compared with a human’s was like a snail’s compared with a fruit-fly’s.


  The only way for humans to contact Plutonian life was to capture a specimen of it and take it home to study at leisure . . . if it could be kept alive long enough. And that was our mission.


  We stewed in our suits as the Icarus fought to climb out of the Plutonian gravity pit, trying not to wonder too much about the condition of our vents. But they held out. We reached the required speed and began the long coast home. It was a relief to shed both weight and the suits.


  Phillips, biologist, biochemist, and medico, was now the most responsible man of the trio, as he had always been the most accomplished. The bigwigs of the Institute of Planetary Biology, in the faraway Cromwell Road, wanted to examine a living, functioning Plutonian, not merely to dissect a corpse.


  Captain Shervington, his own highest hurdle successfully jumped, could afford indulgence when he saw anxiety creasing Phillips’ sweaty brow.


  “Don’t panic, Phillips, we’ll all muck in and keep her in good shape . . . It is a woman?”


  Phillips nodded so nearly imperceptibly that I felt confirmation necessary. I said: “It’s a woman, all right, skipper, and she’s certainly in good shape.”


  “So I thought,” said Shervington. “I’ve got an eye for that sort of thing, even at forty paces on a dark Plutonian night. Let’s have a closer peep.”


  He moved, but the conscience-taut Phillips anticipated him, hauling himself down the rungs, hand under hand, to the lower deck where the girl floated weightlessly in the clearplast container, Lock Two. Her outline was faintly blurred by the misty atmosphere which had entered with her.


  Phillips glanced at her, then busied himself with the pumps regulating the flow of fresh atmosphere from the supply stored under pressure in the big tank. Considering her extremely slow rate of respiration, there should be more than a sufficient supply to keep her alive during the six weeks voyage home. The big problem was that nobody knew what Plutonians ate or drank—or even if they did.


  The Captain and I looked Pocahontas over carefully. With her long hair afloat, her eyes staring wide, she looked like Ophelia drowning.


  Now that we could see her features properly, there was nothing really unhuman about them. The pupils of her eyes were unusually large, as though dilated by digitalis, but that was necessary for lightgathering on darksome Pluto.


  After long seconds, the skipper said quietly: “She’s beautiful.”


  “I wonder if she has a sister?” I said.


  Captain Shervington mused: “I wonder what’s in hen mind and whether we’ll ever contact it.”


  There was no more time for wondering: we had our immediate jobs to do. I, navigator and signaller, had to report to Earth via the moon-base link and take our bearings. Shervington had to check the ship’s space-worthiness after its acid bath. Phillips had to study his charge.


  The cosmic interference was bad, and Earth sounded like an ancient Edison phonograph. But I managed to get the report over, and later the faint cracked voice of Shepherd, boss of the project, filtered through: “Well done, Icarus!”


  I looked through a porthole at the dusky receding bulk of Pluto. At about this distance, on the approach, we had regarded it apprehensively, and the Captain had quoted wryly: “The undiscovered country from whose bourne no traveller returns.”


  But now we were returning and the fear which had accumulated through long anticipation was fast dissolving. My spirit felt almost as airy as my body, and Shervington’s report that the ship had escaped with negligible damage made relief complete.


  Fame and a knighthood were the prospects now.


  We returned to Pocahontas. Phillips was having a field-day with the various remotely controlled clinical gadgets with which the clearplast container had been fitted by long-sighted scientists. He’d successfully clamped the pulse meter on her wrist and its indicator was registering a full swing every half-minute.


  “That appears to mean she’s living about forty times slower than we are,” said Phillips. “At least, organically. It doesn’t necessarily mean her thought processes are correspondingly slower, although, of course, they must be slower than ours.”


  Men had long known that in sub-zero temperatures life processes were incredibly sluggish. How the Plutonians and ourselves were ever to get mentally in step was another problem, but obviously the initiative rested with us, the quicker-witted. If only a Plutonian could be kept alive under laboratory conditions on Earth, a way could surely be found.


  Plutonian speech must be so slow as to be unintelligible to a human ear, each syllable perhaps minutes long. But if it were tape-recorded, and the playback speeded up to suit the comprehension of our lingual experts, and if their efforts at response were accordingly slowed down . . . there remained possibilities.


  Phillips was currently fiddling with the blood-sampler. It was like an outsize hypodermic syringe swivelling freely on a bearing set in the clearplast. He was directing the needle-sharp point at Pocahontas’ upper arm. An inch from where he was probing, on the white flesh, was a yellowish blob, like pus.


  I indicated it. “What’s that?”


  Phillips replied irritably: “A pinprick—I missed the main vein. It doesn’t follow because her pulse is in the normal place her whole artery system corresponds to ours. Damn it, give me a chance—I haven’t even located her heart yet.”


  “Her blood is yellow?” asked the Captain, eyebrows raised.


  “What colour did you expect it to be—blue?” snapped Phillips, still having trouble manipulating the sampler.


  Tactfully, the skipper let it pass. In silence Phillips found his mark, and drew off a tubeful of amber fluid—apparently it turned bright yellow only after congealment. He set it aside, then hauled himself across to the atmospheric tank, carrying a flask with a screw top. Just where the pipe left the tank for the container, there was a manually-controlled valve with an open outlet. Phillips screwed the flask into the outlet and turned the valve’s handwheel.


  The flask filled with the foggy atmosphere of Pluto. Phillips shut off the valve, stoppering the flask adroitly, and said: “These two samples will keep me busy for a bit. I’ll see you later. Keep an eye on Pocahontas.”


  “Right,” said Shervington. Phillips retired to his “stinks corner” up above. If he could successfully analyse the atmosphere, I would radio the formula to the Institute and they’d synthesize volumes of it in readiness for Pocahontas’s arrival. He didn’t expect to get far with die blood, working alone under no-gravity conditions, but he hoped at least to make a start in understanding Plutonian metabolism. A team could carry on from there, much faster, on Earth.


  Six weeks without sustenance could kill a human. But that was the equivalent of only one day for a Plutonian. Perhaps in less than another Plutonian day, some satisfactory food could be prepared.


  “Nevertheless,” said Captain Shervington, after voicing this, “kidnapping a girl and starving her for two days is a bit rough. I hope we learn enough Plutonian to say we’re sorry. Just her bad luck she happened to be out for a walk on her own when we landed.”


  “Good luck for us,” I said. “The Institute wanted a female preferably, to get a fuller idea of the reproductive system.”


  “Maybe she just lays eggs, Graham.”


  “Maybe. You know, until I saw that yellow blood . . .” I trailed off.


  The skipper looked at me quizzically. “You thought she wasn’t so very different from us? You fancied, perhaps, some kind of Edgar Rice Burroughs romantic affair with her if she could be stepped up to our tempo?”


  I grinned, and veered away. “I’d better test the radio link again.”


  He grinned after me. The link was all right: the usual mixture of words, crackles, and repeat requests. I came back later, and we spent some time just watching the figure in the container. Pocahontas gradually changed her position to a more reposeful one, though her hands were beginning to clench. Pier eyes became half closed and she seemed nearly asleep.


  “Her old man’s going to wonder what the devil’s happened to her,” commented Shervington, and yawned. I yawned, too. I was beginning to feel pretty tired and surmised it was the unwinding after the peak of nervous tension. I rubbed my eyes: they were smarting a bit.


  “I think . . .” began Shervington, relaxedly, then broke suddenly into a fit of coughing.


  “Got a silly tickle in my throat,” he said, hoarsely, afterwards. I felt a similar irritation, began to cough, and my eyes streamed tears.


  “Something’s got into the atmosphere here,” said the skipper, looking around. Then: “Look at that valve! The damn fool!”


  I looked at the valve on the tank of Plutonian atmosphere. It looked vaguely swimmy and it wasn’t just because of my watering eyes: there was a faint mist, hovering round the thing. The skipper cursed and dived at it, holding his nose. He spun the handwheel a turn or two and blundered back.


  I felt a sort of heat prickle on my face, which might have been the sweat of fright or the touch of the escaped acid gas.


  Phillips drifted down the ladder, carrying a notebook. “I’ve got this far, anyway. Shove it through the ether, Graham. . . . What’s that queer smell in here?”


  The skipper controlled his anger. “You didn’t shut that valve properly. Some of the poisonous stuff leaked out.”


  Phillips stared at the valve. “I did shut it—tight.”


  Shervington shrugged and said nothing. I said: “Is that the atmospheric formula, Phil—you analysed it all right?”


  “Eh? Oh, yes. It’s deadly stuff. Can’t understand how Pocahontas can flourish in it. A real lungful of it would kill any man—unpleasantly. Just this page, Graham—get it right.”


  I took the notebook to my signals niche on the upper deck. I looked at the page of chemical symbols and knew it would be a headache to “get it right” via the current ion-blasted reception. I felt even more tired.


  However, I was spared that particular headache. The moment I pressed the mike button, the set went dead. No transmission, no reception. Obviously no power. I examined the leads from the power unit: they were in order. I removed the top of the set, peered into the ordered multitude of transistors. Down below them, in a near-inaccessible comer, a screw terminal had somehow worked loose and the end of the relevant power lead had become disconnected and drifted away.


  I said something violent and idiotic, and hunted out a long, thin screwdriver. It had the tough razor edge necessary to deal with that slotted terminal; I fished again in the tool-chest, and then: “Graham!” A double-voiced shout, urgent with alarm, came from below. I dropped everything and thrust myself down the rungs, clumsily, because my muscles seemed to have lost strength. The tang of the acid gas hit me like smelling salts. Shervington and Phillips were both fiercely gripping the handwheel of the valve which was obviously leaking again.


  “Get the big wrench,” panted the skipper, red-faced with strain.


  I got it. He and Phillips thrust it between the handwheel spokes and jammed the head under a wall bracket.


  “That’ll hold it,” said Shervington, jerkily.


  “What on earth’s going on?” I asked.


  The skipper mopped his forehead. “We’ve caught a Tartar. Pocahontas is trying to kill us, that’s all.”


  “What?” I stared at him, then at Pocahontas. Her eyes were quite closed now; so also were her hands, clenched into little fists.


  Phillips said strainedly but with eyes alive with interest: “It must be psycho-kinesis—what else? The handwheel can’t be turning itself—there’s no reason why it should: no vibration or anything. It undoes itself slowly but with tremendous power. It took two of us all our time to shut the valve again and keep it that way.”


  “It’s taken a lot out of me,” said die skipper. “I feel as weak as hell.”


  “So do I,” said Phillips.


  “And I,” I said. “And I haven’t been exerting myself. Do you think she could be tapping our strength in some peculiar way?”


  The skipper shrugged and said: “Frankly, I don’t know what to think.”


  Phillips said: “I believe you’re right, Graham. In some mediumistic way she’s drawing off some of our energy and using it against us. Judging from her physique, unaided she wouldn’t be able to turn that wheel against the resistance of any one of us.”


  “I’ve been in some peculiar situations in my time,” said the skipper, “but nothing to match this. Seems we’ve to fight ourselves in order to stop ourselves from killing ourselves. Put the know-alls at the Institute in the picture, Graham—perhaps they can come up with a few helpful suggestions: they talk as if they know all the answers.”


  “The radio is out of order, pro tem.” I told Shervington why.


  “Bad maintenance,” he grunted.


  “Or psychokinesis,” I joked, with a feeble grin, which became feebler when I and the others suddenly realised it might be no joke, at that.


  “Get it fixed, anyhow,” said Captain Shervington.


  I started to go, then impelled myself to the handwheel and hammered with my fist at the wrench. I’d spotted that it was being slowly withdrawn by an invisible hand. The other two had to help me before we could force it back in place.


  Breathing heavily, the skipper said: “This is becoming impossible. This damn valve’s got to be watched every minute. How the devil are we ever going to get any sleep? How can anyone go to sleep, anyway, knowing that someone’s trying to flood the ship with poison gas? Phillips, can’t you do something to make her unconscious? Drug her or something?”


  Phillips scratched his head. “From the look of her she might be unconscious right now—maybe only asleep, maybe in a state of trance. Psycho-kinesis is subconscious force. She mightn’t even be aware of what her mind is doing. It may be just the natural sense of self-preservation functioning automatically.”


  “Nonsense!” said Shervington, emphatically. “She’s not merely trying to save herself—she’s deliberately trying to murder us.”


  “Let’s be fair,” I said. “She didn’t ask to be snatched away from her home, her people, her planet, never to see them again, condemned probably to die—for I think the odds are against our being able to keep her alive for very long.”


  Nobody had an opportunity to comment on that view. For, at that moment, the side jets of the ship began firing, swinging her round so that the sudden radial force pressed us tightly against one wall. Then the balancing jets steadied her and we were coasting along tail-first.


  “Who the——” began the skipper, and then the main drive jets began blasting, decelerating Icarus, making the ceiling our floor and pinning us to it under several g’s. The ship gradually lost impetus. Presently, we were able to crawl, painfully and with swimming senses, towards the upper deck—which seemed like the lower deck at first, but became lesseningly so—and towards the control console.


  Before we could reach it, the deceleration was completed and acceleration in the reverse direction had begun. The upper deck was again “above” us, and the ship was hurtling nose-foremost back towards Pluto.


  When we got to the console, we could do nothing effective to change the situation. We had six hands between us, and still couldn’t regain control of the ship. Admittedly, we had been weakened and were slow and our brains were spinning, and only the captain was an expert on the console. But even if we had been properly fit, defeat would have been difficult to avoid when switches, levers, and stud buttons wouldn’t retain their position for more than two seconds after we’d taken our fingers off them.


  A mind employing many streamers of force, the captain’s own technical know-how, and our stolen strength, brushed our combined residual effort aside.


  The tables had been turned. We were now the kidnapped, Pluto-bound.


  We gave up and looked at each other’s white faces.


  “I’ll pump her full of morphia,” said Phillips, unsteadily.


  “It’s too late for experiments,” said Shervington, rather shrill with nerve-strain. “This P.K. effect seems to be working at the speed of thought, and thought works a hell of a sight faster than organic processes. The morphia may take days to do its job—that’s if it affects her at all. By then we’ll all be dead. We must kill her first.”


  “No!” I exclaimed, shocked.


  “By heaven, no!” exclaimed Phillips. “The Institute——”


  “Blast the Institute! Their skins are safe.”


  “She’s my responsibility,” said Phillips, excitedly. “I want a living specimen——”


  “Face the facts, you fool!” shouted the skipper. “We’re not taking her back now—she’s taking us back. To our deaths. It’s her life or ours.”


  Phillips was leaning with his back against my signals desk. His knees were bent slightly under the steady Acceleration. He clasped his head and muttered distractedly: “Give me time.”


  But his fate allowed him no time. Concurrently with the skipper’s gasp of exasperation, Phillips also gasped. And with mouth and eyes wide open, he pitched forward, face down on the deck. The handle of my long thin screwdriver protruded from under his left shoulder-blade. The rest of the tool had skewered his heart.


  As we gazed in horror, the screwdriver slowly began to pull itself from the wound. Shervington and I scrambled madly to the lower deck. As we reached it, the main drive cut out and free fall returned to confuse us further.


  I saw the wrench disengage itself from the handwheel and float loosely around. The handwheel resumed its slow, inexorable unwinding. I fought my way to it and clung to it, but my feet failed to find purchase and the wheel began to turn me with it.


  The skipper had made for the lever operating the door of Lock Two. Surprisingly meeting no opposition, he yanked it over. The circular door at the end of the container swung open and the Plutonian atmosphere, under pressure, squirted out into the vacuum of space, carrying the drifting, weightless alien girl with it. Feet first, the beautiful body passed from our sight, and Shervington closed the door behind it.


  The handwheel began to slow in its turning until at last I could stop it. No part of Phillips’ strength could be used against me, and the girl must be using her own strength to fight asphyxiation.


  Shervington hung on to his lever, afraid that she might try to force the door of Lock Two open again. But she made no measureable attempt. Possibly she knew, drifting and dying in space, that even if the door were re-opened, there could be no way back for her.


  My grip on the handwheel was like having my finger on her pulse. I could feel the opposition gradually weakening. It must have taken her over ten minutes to die, for it was that long before I forced the wheel to a complete standstill.


  The last few minutes were pure terror, for the bloodstained screwdriver came floating slowly down from the upper deck. It hung before my eyes like Lady Macbeth’s vision of the dagger. Then it levelled itself and came at me, point foremost.


  Luckily, it came so slowly that I was able to grasp the sticky and horrible thing and hold it off till Shervington came to my aid.


  If the Plutonian girl hadn’t divided her ebbing strength, I might easily have shared the fate of Phillips. I still have nightmares about that little predicament.


  I said, shakily: “Thanks, skipper. . . . Objection withdrawn. You were perfectly right to kill her.”


  He made no reply, and directly it was clear that Pocahontas was dead he went to the upper deck. I followed reluctantly.


  Poor Phillips was drifting a few inches above the floor. Between us we strapped his body to his bunk. Later he would have to leave us via Lock Two: there was no option.


  Then Shervington stared expressionlessly through a port at the shadowy bulk of Pluto, to which we were still coasting.


  I heard him mutter: “The undiscovered country. . . . So it will remain. Perhaps for ever.”


  He turned Icarus about, and we defied augury and returned.


  WORLD BEYOND PLUTO


  Milton Lesser


  Johnny Mayhem, one of the most popular series characters ever to appear in AMAZING, has been absent too long. So here’s good news for Mayhem fans; another great adventure of the Man of Many Bodies.


  THEY loaded the over-age spaceship at night because Triton’s one spaceport was too busy with the oreships from Neptune during the day to handle it.


  “Symphonies!” Pitchblend Hardesty groaned. Pitchblend Hardesty was the stevedore foreman and he had supervised upwards of a thousand loadings on Triton’s crowded blastways, everything from the standard mining equipment to the innards of a new tavern for Triton City’s so-called Street of Sin to special anti-riot weapons for the Interstellar Penitentiary not 54 miles from Triton City, but never a symphony orchestra. And most assuredly never, never an all-girl symphony orchestra.


  “Symphonies!” Pitchblend Hardesty groaned again as several stevedores came out on the blastway lugging a harp, a base fiddle and a kettle drum.


  “Come off it, Pitchblend,” one of the stevedores said with a grin. “I didn’t see you staying away from the music hall.”


  That was true enough, Pitchblend Hardesty had to admit. He was a small, wiry man with amazing strength in his slim body and the lore of a solar system which had been bypassed by thirtieth century civilization for the lures of interstellar exploration in his brain. While the symphony—the all-girl symphony—had been playing its engagement at Triton’s makeshift music hall, Hardesty had visited the place three times.


  “Well, it wasn’t the music, sure as heck,” he told his critic now. “Who ever saw a hundred girls in one place at one time on Triton?”


  The stevedore rolled his eyes and offered Pitchblend a suggestive whistle. Hardesty booted him in the rump, and the stevedore had all he could do to stop from falling into the kettle drum.


  Just then a loud bell set up a lonely tolling and Pitchblend Hardesty exclaimed: “Prison break!”


  The bell could be heard all over the two-hundred square miles of inhabitable Triton, under the glassite dome which enclosed the small city, the spaceport, the immigration station for nearby Neptune and the Interstellar Penitentiary. The bell hadn’t tolled for ten years; the last time it had tolled, Pitchblend Hardesty had been a newcomer on Neptune’s big moon. That wasn’t surprising, for Interstellar Penitentiary was as close to escape-proof as a prison could be.


  “All right, all right,” Pitchblend snapped. “Hurry up and get her loaded.”


  “What’s the rush?” one of the stevedores asked. “The gals ain’t even arrived from the hotel yet.”


  “I’ll tell you what the rush is,” Pitchblend declared as the bell tolled again. “If you were an escaped prisoner on Triton, just where would you head?”


  “Why, I don’t know for sure, Pitchblend.”


  “Then I’ll tell you where. You’d head for the spaceport, fast as your legs could carry you. You’d head for an outgoing spaceship, because it would be your only hope. And how many outgoing spaceships are there tonight?”


  “Why, just two or three.”


  “Because all our business is in the daytime. So if the convict was smart enough to get out, he’ll be smart enough to come here.”


  “We got no weapons,” the stevedore said. “We ain’t even got a pea-shooter.”


  “Weapons on Triton? You kidding? A frontier moon like this, the place would be blasted apart every night. Interstelpen couldn’t hold all the disturbers of the peace if we had us some guns.”


  “But the convict—”


  “Yeah,” Pitchblend said grimly. “He’ll be armed, all right.”


  Pitchblend rushed back to the manifest shed as the bell tolled a third time. He got on the phone and called the desk of the Hotel Triton.


  “Hardesty over at the spaceport,” he said. “Loading foreman.”


  “Loading foreman?” The mild, antiseptic voice at the other end of the connection said it as you would say talking dinosaur.


  “Yeah, loading foreman. At night I’m in charge here. Listen, you the manager?”


  “The manager—” haughtily—“is asleep. I am the night clerk.”


  “O.K., then. You tell those hundred girls of yours to hurry. Don’t scare them, but have you heard about the prison break?”


  “Heard about it? It’s all I’ve been hearing. They—they want to stay and see what happens.”


  “Don’t let ’em!” roared Pitchblend. “Use any excuse you have to. Tell ’em we got centrifigalupigal and perihelion-peritonitus over here at the spaceport, or any darn thing. Tell ’em if they want to blast off tonight, they’ll have to get down here quick. You got it?”


  “Yes, but—”


  “Then do it.” Pitchblend hung up.


  The escape bell tolled a fourth time.


  His name was House Bartock, he had killed two guards in his escape, and he was as desperate as a man could be. He had been sentenced to Interstelpen for killing a man on Mars in this enlightened age when capital punishment had been abolished. Recapture thus wouldn’t mean death, but the prison authorities at Interstelpen could make their own interpretations of what life-in-prison meant. If House Bartock allowed himself to be retaken, he would probably spend the remaining years of his life in solitary confinement.


  He walked quickly now, but he did not run. He had had an impulse to run when the first escape bell had tolled, but that would have been foolish. Already he was on the outskirts of Triton City because they had not discovered his escape for two precious hours. He could hole up in the city, lose himself somewhere. But that would only be temporary.


  They would find him eventually.


  Or, he could make his way to the spaceport. He had money in his pocket—the dead guard’s. He had a guardsman’s uniform on, but stripped of its insignia it looked like the jumper and top-boots of any spaceman. He had false identification papers, if needed, which he had worked on for two years in the prison printshop where the prison newspaper was published. He had . . .


  Suddenly he flattened himself on the ground to one side of the road, hugging the gravel and hardly daring to breathe. He’d heard a vehicle coming from the direction of Interstelpen. It roared up, making the ground vibrate; its lights flashed; it streaked by trailing a jet of fire.


  House Bartock didn’t move until the afterglow had faded. Then he got up and walked steadily along the road which led from Interstelpen to Triton City.


  “Girls! Hurry with your packing! Girls!”


  Sighing, Matilda Moriarity subsided. The girls, obviously, were in no hurry. That would have been out of character.


  Matilda Moriarity sighed again. She was short, stocky, fifty-two years old and the widow of a fabulously wealthy interstellar investment broker.


  She had a passion for classical music and, now that her husband had been dead three years, she had decided to exercise that passion. But for Matilda Moriarity, a very out-going fifty-two, exercising it had meant passing it on. The outworlds, Matilda had told her friends, lacked culture. The highest form of culture, for Matilda, was classical music. Very well. She would bring culture to the outworlds.


  Triton was her first try and even now sometimes she had to pinch herself so she’d know the initial attempt had been a smashing success. She didn’t delude herself completely. It had been a brainstorm selecting only girls—and pretty young things, at that—for the Interstellar Symphony. On a world like Triton, a world which played host to very few women and then usually to the hard types who turned up on any frontier in any century, a symphony of a hundred pretty girls was bound to be a success.


  But the music, Matilda Moriarity told herself. They had listened to the music. If they wanted to see the girls in their latest Earth-style evening gowns, they had to listen to the music. And they had listened quietly, earnestly, apparently enjoying it. The symphony had remained on Triton longer than planned, playing every night to a full house. Matilda had had the devil’s own time chaperoning her girls, but that was to be expected. It was their first taste of the outworlds; it was the outworlds’ first taste of them. The widow Moriarity had had her hands full, all right. But secretly, she had enjoyed every minute of it.


  “They say the bell means a prison break!” First Violin squealed excitedly. First Violin was twenty-two, an Earth girl named Jane Cummings and a student at the conservatory on Sirtus Major on Mars, but to the widow Moriarity she was, and would remain, First Violin. That way, calling the girls after their instruments, the widow Moriarity could convince herself that her symphonic music had been of prime importance on Triton, and her lovely young charges of secondary importance.


  “How many times do I have to tell you to hurry?”


  “But these gowns—”


  “Will need a pressing when you return to Mars anyway.”


  “And a prison break. I never saw a prison break before. It’s so exciting.”


  “You’re not going to see it. You’re just going to hear about it. Come on, come on, all of you.”


  At that moment the room phone rang.


  “Hello?” the widow Moriarity said.


  “This is Jenkins, ma’am, desk. The spaceport called a few minutes ago. I’m not supposed to frighten you, but, well, they’re rather worried about the prison break. The escaped convict, they figure, will head for the spaceport. Disguised, he could—”


  “Let him try masquerading as a member of my group!” the widow Moriarity said with a smile.


  “All the same, if you could hurry—”


  “We are hurrying, young man.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  The widow Moriarity hung up. “Gi-irls!”


  The girls squealed and laughed and dawdled.


  House Bartock felt like laughing.


  He’d just had his first big break, and it might turn out to be the only one he needed. On an impulse, he had decided to strike out directly for the spaceport. He had done so, and now stood on the dark tarmac between the manifest shed and the pilot-barracks. And, not ten minutes after he had reached the spacefield a cordon of guards rushed there from Interstelpen had been stationed around the field. Had Bartock arrived just a few minutes later, he, would have been too late, his capture only a matter of time. As it was now, though, he had a very good chance of getting away. Circumstances were in his favor.


  He could get so far away that they would never find him.


  It was simple. Get off Triton on a spaceship. Go anyplace that had a big spaceport, and manage to tranship out in secret. Then all the police would have to search would be a few quadrillion square miles of space!


  But first he had to leave Triton.


  From the activity at the port, he could see that three ships were being made ready for blastoff. Two of them were purely cargo-carriers, but the third—Bartock could tell because he saw hand-luggage being loaded—would carry passengers. His instinct for survival must have been working overtime: he knew that the third ship would be his best bet, for if he were discovered and pursued, hostages might make the difference between recapture and freedom.


  Bartock waited patiently in the darkness outside the pilot-barracks. The only problem was, how to discover which pilot belonged to which ship?


  The cordon of police from Interstelpen had set up several score arclights on the perimeter of the field. The spaces between the lights were patrolled by guards armed, as Bartock was, with blasters. Bartock could never have made it through that cordon now. But it wasn’t necessary. He was already inside.


  The barracks door opened, and a pilot came out. Tensing, ready, Bartock watched him.


  The three ships were scattered widely on the field, Venus Bell to the north, Star of Hercules to the south, Mozart’s Lady to the east. Venus Bell and Star of Hercules were straight cargo carriers. Mozart’s Lady—what a queer name for a spaceship.


  Bar took couldn’t help thinking—had taken in hand luggage. So if the pilot who had just left the barracks headed east, Bartock would take him. The pilot paused outside, lit a cigarette, hummed a tune. The scent of tobacco drifted over to Bartock. He waited.


  The pilot walked east toward Mozart’s Lady.


  “Ready, girls?”


  “Ready, Mrs. Moriarity. But couldn’t we—well—sort of hang around until we see what happens?”


  “You mean the escaped convict?”


  “Yes, ma’am.” Hopefully.


  “They’ll catch him. They always catch them.”


  “But—”


  “Come on.”


  “Aw, gosh, Mrs. Moriarity.”


  “I said, come on.”


  Reluctantly, the hundred girls trooped with their chaperone from the hotel.


  Bartock struck swiftly and without mercy.


  The blaster would make too much noise. He turned it around, held it by the barrel, and broke the pilot’s skull with it. In the darkness he changed clothing for the second time that night, quickly, confidently, his hands steady. In the darkness he could barely make out the pilot’s manifest. The man’s ship was Mozart’s Lady, all right. Outbound from Triton City for Mars. Well, Bartock thought, he wouldn’t go to Mars. Assuming they learned what ship he had boarded, they would be guarding the inner orbits too closely.


  He would take Mozart’s Lady daringly outward, beyond Neptune’s orbit. Naturally, the ship wouldn’t have interstellar drive, but as yet Bartock wasn’t going interstellar. You couldn’t have everything. You couldn’t expect a starship on Triton, could you? So Bartock would take Mozart’s Lady outward to Pluto’s orbit—and wait. From the amount of hand luggage taken aboard, Mozart’s Lady would be carrying quite a number of passengers. If that number were reduced—drastically reduced—the food, water and air aboard would last for many months. Until the fuss died down. Until Bartock could bring Mozart’s Lady, long since given up for lost, in for a landing on one of the inner planets . . .


  Now he dragged the dead pilot’s body into the complete darkness on the south side of the pilot-barracks, wishing he could hide it better but knowing he didn’t have the time or the means.


  Then he walked boldly across the tarmac, wearing a pilot’s uniform, toward Mozart’s Lady.


  Fifteen minutes later, House Bartock watched with amazement while a hundred pretty young women boarded the ship. Of all the things that had happened since his escape, this came closest to unnerving him, for it was the totally unexpected. Bartock shrugged, chain-smoked three cigarettes while the women boarded slowly, taking last-minute looks at dark Triton, the spaceport, the cordon of guards, the arclights. Bartock cursed impotently. Seconds were precious now. The pilot’s body might be found. If it were . . .


  At last the port clanged shut and the ground-crew tromped away. Since even an over-age ship like Mozart’s Lady was close to ninety percent automatic, there was no crew. Only the pilot—who was Bartock—and the passengers.


  Bartock was about to set the controls for blastoff when he heard footsteps clomp-clomping down the companionway. He toyed with the idea of locking the door, then realized that would arouse suspicion.


  A square woman’s face over a plump middle-aged figure.


  “I’m Mrs. Moriarity, pilot. I have a hundred young girls aboard. We’ll have no nonsense.”


  “No, sir. I mean, no ma’am.”


  “Well, make sure.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “And I want an easy trip, without fuss or incidents. For half of our girls it’s the second time in space—the first being when they came out here. You understand?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “What happened to the pilot who took us out?”


  “Uh, pressed into service last week on a Mercury run. I’m surprised the control board didn’t tell you.”


  “They didn’t. It doesn’t matter. You do your job, and that’s all.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” House Bartock said. “Just my job.”


  A few moments later, Mozart’s Lady blasted off.


  “Stop! Hey, wait!” Pitchblend Hardesty bawled at the top of his voice. But it didn’t do any good. The police rushed up behind Pitchblend, not daring to fire.


  Moments before, they had found the dead pilot’s body.


  They knew at once what it meant, of course. They had been not more than a minute too late.


  “Call Central Control on Neptune,” a police officer said. “We’ll send a cruiser after them.”


  “Won’t do any good,” Pitchblend Hardesty groaned.


  “What are you talking about, fellow?”


  “Unless the cruiser’s brand new.”


  “On Neptune? Don’t be silly. Newest one we’ve got is ten years old.”


  “Like I said, won’t do any good. I worked that ship over, mister. I know what she’s like inside. She may look like an overage tub on the outside, but don’t let that fool you. She’s got power, mister. She’s probably the fastest thing this side of the Jovian moons, except for those experimental one-man rocket-bombs down at Neptune Station. But chasing a big tub in a one-man space-bound coffin—” here Pitchblend used the vernacular for the tiny one-man experimental ships—“ain’t going to do anybody any good. Best thing you can do is track Mozart’s Lady by radar and hope she’ll head sunward. Then they could intercept her closer in.”


  But Mozart’s Lady did not head sunward. Radar tracking confirmed this moments later. Mozart’s Lady was outward bound for Pluto’s orbit. And, with Pluto and Neptune currently in conjunction, that could even mean a landing, although, the police decided, that wasn’t likely. There were no settlements on Pluto. Pluto was too weird. For the strangest reason in a solar system and a galaxy of wonders, Pluto was quite uninhabitable. More likely, Mozart’s Lady would follow Pluto’s orbit around, then make a dash sunward . . .


  The radar officer threw up his hands. “I give up,” he said. “She’s heading for Pluto’s orb all right. Call Neptune Station.”


  “Neptune Station, sir?”


  “You bet. This job’s too big for me. The brass will want to handle it.”


  Seconds later, sub-space crackled with energy as the call was put through from Triton City to Neptune Station.


  Whatever else history would write about him, it would certainly call Johnny Mayhem the strangest—and literally most death-defying—test-pilot in history. Of course, testing the sleek experimental beauties out of Neptune Station and elsewhere wasn’t Mayhem’s chief occupation. He was, in a phrase, a trouble-shooter for the Galactic League. Whenever he had a spare few weeks, having completed an assignment ahead of schedule in his latest of bodies, he was likely to turn up at some testing station or other and volunteer for work. He was never turned down, although the Galactic League didn’t approve. Mayhem was probably the galaxy’s best pilot, with incredible reflexes and an utter indifference toward death.


  For the past two weeks, having completed what turned out to be an easier-than-expected assignment on Neptune, he had been piloting the space-bound coffins out of Neptune Station, and with very satisfactory experimental results.


  A few minutes ago he had been called into the station director’s office, but when he entered he was surprised to see the Galactic League Firstman of Neptune waiting for him.


  “Surprised, eh?” the Firstman demanded.


  “I’ll bet you want me to quit test-flying,” Mayhem said with a smile which, clearer than words, told the Firstman his advice would be rejected.


  The Firstman smiled too. “Why, no, Mayhem. As a matter of fact, I want you to take one of the coffins into deep space.”


  “Maybe something’s wrong with my hearing,” Mayhem said.


  “No. You heard it right. Of course, it’s up to you. Everything you do, you volunteer.”


  “Let’s hear it, Firstman.”


  So the Firstman of Neptune told Johnny Mayhem about Mozart’s Lady which, six hours ago, had left Triton for Pluto’s orbit with an eccentric wealthy widow, a hundred girls, and a desperate escaped killer.


  “The only thing we have out here fast enough to overtake them, Mayhem, is the one-man coffins. The only man we have who can fly them is you. What do you say?”


  Mayhem’s answer was a question, but the question didn’t really require an answer. Mayhem asked: “What are we waiting for?”


  The Firstman grinned. He had expected such an answer, of course. The whole galaxy, let alone the solar system, knew the Mayhem legend. Every world which had an Earthman population and a Galactic League post, however small, had a body in cold storage, waiting for Johnny Mayhem if his services were required. But of course no one knew precisely when Mayhem’s services might be required. No one knew exactly under what circumstances the Galactic League Council, operating from the hub of the Galaxy, might summon Mayhem. And only a very few people, including those at the Hub and the Galactic League Firstmen on civilized worlds and Observers on primitive worlds, knew the precise mechanics of Mayhem’s coming.


  Johnny Mayhem, a bodiless sentience. Mayhem—Johnny Marlow, then—who had been chased from Earth, a pariah and a criminal, eight years ago, who had been mortally wounded on a wild planet deep within the Saggitarian Swarm, whose life had been saved—after a fashion—by the white magic of that planet. Mayhem, doomed now to possible immortality as a bodiless sentience, an elan, which could occupy and activate a corpse if it had been frozen properly . . . an elan doomed to wander eternally because it could not remain in one body for more than a month without body and elan perishing. Mayhem, who had dedicated his strange, lonely life to the service of the Galactic League because a normal life and normal social relations were not possible for him . . .


  “One thing, Mayhem,” the Firstman said, now, on Neptune. “How much longer you have in that body of yours?”


  “Five days. Possibly six.”


  “That doesn’t give you much time. If you’re caught out there when your month is up—”


  “I won’t be. We’re wasting time talking about it.”


  “—it would mean your death.”


  “Then let’s get started.”


  The Firstman stared at him levelly. “You’re a brave man, Mayhem.”


  “Let’s say I’m not afraid to die. I’ve been a living dead man for eight years. Come on.”


  One of the so-called coffins, a tiny one-man ship barely big enough for a prone man, food concentrates and water, was already waiting at the station spacefield.


  Ten minutes after hearing about Mozart’s Lady, without fanfare, Mayhem blasted off in pursuit.


  Maintaining top speed all the way, House Bartock brought Mozart’s Lady across almost two billion miles of space from Neptune’s to Pluto’s orbit in three days. He was delighted with the speed. It would have taken the average space-tub ten days to two weeks and, since as far as Bartock knew there were nothing but average space-tubs on Neptune, that gave him a considerable head-start.


  It was Jane Cummings-First Violin who discovered Bartock’s identity. Bartock was studying the star-map at the time and considered himself safe from discovery because he kept the control door of Mozart’s Lady locked. However, Jane Cummings had established something of a liaison with the pilot outward bound from Earth and Mars, so she had been given a spare key which she’d kept, secretly, all the time the symphony was on Triton. Now, curious about the new pilot for the same reason that the miners on Triton had been curious about the symphony, Jane made her way forward, inserted her key in the lock, and pushed open the control door.


  “Hello there,” she said.


  House Bartock whirled. The turning of a key in the lock had so unnerved him—it was the last thing he expected—that he forgot to shut off the star-map. Its tell-tale evidence glowed on the wall over his head.


  “What do you want?” he managed to ask politely.


  “Oh, just to say hello.”


  “You already said it.”


  Jane Cummings pouted. “You needn’t bite my head off. What’s your name? Mine’s Jane, and I play the violin. It wouldn’t hurt you to be polite.”


  Bartock nodded, deciding that a little small talk wouldn’t hurt if he could keep the girl from becoming suspicious. That was suddenly important. If this girl had a key to the control room, for all he knew there could be others.


  “My, you have been hurrying,” Jane said. “I could tell by the acceleration. You must be trying to break the speed records or something. I’ll bet we’re almost to Earth—”


  Her voice trailed off and her mouth hung open. At first Bartock didn’t know what was the matter. Then he saw where she was staring.


  The star-map.


  “We’re not heading for Earth!” she cried.


  Bartock walked toward her. “Give me that key,” he said. “You’re going to have to stay here with me. Give me that key.”


  Jane backed away. “You—you couldn’t be our pilot. If you were—”


  “The key. I don’t want to hurt you.”


  Bartock lunged. Jane turned and ran, slamming the door behind her. It clanged, and echoed. The echo didn’t stop. Bartock, on the point of opening the door and sprinting down the companionway after her, stopped.


  It wasn’t the echo of metal slamming against metal. It was the radar warning.


  Either Mozart’s Lady was within dangerous proximity of a meteor, or a ship was following them.


  Bartock ran to the radar screen.


  The pip was unmistakable. A ship was following them.


  A ship as fast—or faster—than Mozart’s Lady.


  Cursing, Bartock did things with the controls. Mozart’s Lady, already straining, increased its speed. Acceleration flung Bartock back in the pilot’s chair. Pluto loomed dead ahead.


  Johnny Mayhem knew at what precise moment he had been discovered, for suddenly the speed of Mozart’s Lady increased. Since this had occurred an hour and a half after Mayhem had first got a clear pip of the bigger ship on his radar, it meant he’d been spotted.


  Prone with his hands stretched forward in the coffin-like experimental ship, Mayhem worked the controls, exactly matching speed with Mozart’s Lady.


  He tried to put himself in the position of the escaped convict. What would he do? His best bet would be to swing in close around Pluto, as close as he dared. Then, on the dark side of the planet, to change his orbit abruptly and come loose of its gravitational field in a new direction. It was a dangerous maneuver, but since the escaped convict now knew for sure that the tiny ship could match the speed of Mozart’s Lady, it was his only hope. The danger was grave: even a first-rate pilot would try it only as a last resort, for the gravitational pull of Pluto might upset Mozart’s Lady’s orbit. If that happened, the best the convict could hope for was an emergency landing. More likely, a death-crash would result.


  Seconds later, Mayhem’s thinking was confirmed. Mozart’s Lady executed a sharp turn in space and disappeared behind the white bulk of Pluto.


  Mayhem swore and followed.


  “He’s trying to kill us all!”


  “He doesn’t know how to pilot a ship! We’re helpless, helpless!”


  “Do something, Mrs. Moriarity!”


  “Now girls, whatever happens, you must keep calm. We can only assume that Jane was right about what she saw, but since none of us can pilot a spaceship, we’ll have to bide our time . . .”


  “Bide our time!”


  “We’re all as good as dead!”


  One of the girls began screaming.


  Mrs. Moriarity slapped her. “I’m sorry, dear. I had to hit you. Your behavior bordered on the hysterical. And if we become hysterical we are lost, lost, do you understand?”


  “Yes’m.”


  “Good. Then we wait and see what happens.”


  What was happening was an attempt at what test-pilots term planet-swinging. Moving in the direction of Pluto’s orbit, Mozart’s Lady swung in very close behind the planet. Then, as the rotation of Pluto on its axis hurled it forth again, as a slingshot hurls a pellet, Mozart’s Lady’s rockets would alter the expected direction of flight. Unless a pursuing ship followed exactly the same maneuver, it would be flung off into space at top-speed in the wrong direction. It might be hours before the first ship’s trail could be picked up again—if ever.


  House Bartock, aware of all this—and one other factor—sat sweating it out at the controls.


  The one other factor was closeness to Pluto. For if you got too close, and the difference was only a matter of miles covered in an elapsed time of mili-seconds, Pluto might drag you into a landing orbit. If that happened, traveling at tremendous speed, there’d be the double danger of overheating in the planet’s atmosphere and coming down too hard. Either way the results could be fatal.


  His hands sweating, Bartock struggled with the controls. Now already he could see Pluto bulking, its night-side black and mysterious, in the viewport. Now he could hear the faint shrill scream of its atmosphere. Now . . .


  Trying to time it perfectly, he slammed on full power.


  A fraction of a mili-second too late.


  Mozart’s Lady stood for an instant on its tail, shuddering as if it were going to come apart and rain meteoric dust over Pluto’s surface. That had happened too in such a maneuver, but it didn’t happen now.


  Instead, Mozart’s Lady went into a landing orbit.


  But its speed was still terrific and, lowering, it whizzed twice around Pluto’s fifteen thousand mile circumference in twenty minutes. Atmosphere screamed, the heat siren shrilled, and a cursing House Bartock applied the braking rockets as fast as he could.


  Pluto’s surface blurred in the viewport, coming closer at dizzying speed. Bartock stood Mozart’s Lady on its tail a second time, this time on purpose.


  The ship shuddered, and struck Pluto.


  Bartock blacked out.


  When Mayhem’s radar screen informed him that Mozart’s Lady had failed to break free of Pluto’s field of gravity, Mayhem immediately went to work. First he allowed the tiny scout-ship to complete its planet-swing successfully, then he slowed down, turned around in deep space, and came back, scanning Pluto with radar scopes and telescope until he located the bigger ship. That might have taken hours or days ordinarily, but having seen Mozart’s Lady go in, and having recorded its position via radar, Mayhem had a pretty good idea as to the landing orbit it would follow.


  It took him three-quarters of an hour to locate the bigger ship. When he finally had located it, he brought it into close-up with the more powerful of the two telescopes aboard the scout.


  Mozart’s Lady lay on its side in a snow-tundra. It had been damaged, but not severely. Part of the visible side was caved in, but the ship had not fallen apart. Still, chances were that without extensive repairs it would not be able to leave Pluto.


  There was no way, Mayhem knew, of making extensive repairs on Pluto. ‘Mozart’s Lady was there to stay.


  The safe thing to do would be to inform Neptune and wait in space until the police cruisers came for House Bartock. The alternative was to planetfall near Mozart’s Lady, take the convict into custody, and then notify Neptune.


  If Bartock were alone the choice would have been an easy one. But Bartock was not alone.


  He had a hundred girls with him. He was desperate. He might try anything.


  Mayhem had to go down after him.


  The trouble was, though, that of all the worlds in the galaxy—not merely in Sol System—Pluto was the one most dangerous to Johnny Mayhem. He had been pursuing House Bartock for three days. Which meant he had two days left before it was imperative that he leave his current body. This would mean notifying toe hub of the Galaxy by sub-space radio to pull out his elan, but Pluto’s heavyside layer was the strongest in the solar system, so strong that sub-space radio couldn’t penetrate it.


  And that was not the only thing wrong with Pluto. It was, in fact, an incredible anomaly of a world. Almost four billion miles from the sun at its widest swing, it still was not too cold to support life. Apparently radioactive heat in its core kept it warm. It even had an Earth-type atmosphere, although the oxygen-content was somewhat too rich and apt to make you giddy. And it was a slow world.


  Time moved slowly on Pluto. Too slowly. When you first landed, according to the few explorers who had attempted it, toe native fauna seemed like statues. Their movement was too slow for toe eye to register. That was lucky, for the fauna tended to be enormous and deadly. But after a while—how long a while Mayhem didn’t know—the fauna, subjectively, seemed to speed up. The animals commenced moving slowly, then a bit faster, then normally. That, Mayhem knew, was entirely subjective. The animals of Pluto were not changing their rate of living: the visitor to Pluto was slowing down to match their laggard pace.


  Two days, thought Mayhem. That was all he had. And, hours after he landed, he’d start to slow down. There was absolutely no way of telling how much time elapsed once that happened, for the only clocks that did not go haywire on Pluto were spring-wind clocks, and there hadn’t been a spring-wind clock in the solar system for a hundred and fifty years.


  Result? On Pluto Mayhem would slow down. Once he reached Pluto’s normal time rate it might take him, say, ten minutes to run—top-speed—from point A to point B, fifteen yards apart. Subjectively, a split-second of time would have gone by in that period.


  Two days would seem like less than an hour, and Mayhem would have no way of judging how much less.


  If he didn’t get off Pluto in two days he would die.


  If he didn’t land, House Bartock, growing desperate and trying to scare him off or trying to keep control of the hundred girls while he made a desperate and probably futile attempt to repair the damaged Mozart’s Lady, might become violent.


  Mayhem called Neptune, and said: “Bartock crash-landed on Pluto, geographical coordinates north latitude thirty-three degrees four minutes, west longitude eighteen degrees even. I’m going down. That’s all.”


  He didn’t wait for an answer.


  He brought the space-bound coffin down a scant three miles from Mozart’s Lady. Here, though, the tundra of Pluto was buckled and convoluted, so that two low jagged ranges of snow-clad hills separated the ships.


  Again Mayhem didn’t wait. He went outside, took a breath of near-freezing air, and stalked up the first range of hills. He carried a blaster buckled to his belt.


  When he saw the scout-ship come down, Bartock didn’t wait either. He might have waited had he known anything about what Pluto did to the time-sense. But he did not know. He only knew, after a quick inspection, that the controls of Mozart’s Lady had been so badly damaged that repair was impossible.


  He knew too that the scout-ship had reported his whereabouts. He had, on regaining consciousness, been in time to intercept the radio message. True, it would take any other Neptune-stationed ship close to two weeks to reach Pluto, so Bartock had some temporal leeway. But obviously whoever was pursuing him in the one-man ship had not come down just to sit and wait. He was out there in the snow somewhere. Well, Bartock would go out too, would somehow manage to elude his pursuer, to get behind him, reach the scout-ship and blast off in it. And, in the event that anything went wrong, he would have a hostage.


  He went arearships to select one.


  Went with his desperation shackled by an iron nerve.


  And a blaster in his hand.


  “. . . very lucky,” Matilda Moriarity was saying, trying to keep the despair from her voice. “We have some cuts and bruises, but no serious casualties. Why, we might have all been killed.”


  “Lucky, she says! We’re marooned here. Marooned—with a killer.”


  Before the widow Moriarity could defend her choice of words, if she was going to defend them, House Bartock came into the rear lounge, where the entire symphony and its chaperone was located. They would have locked the door, of course; they had locked it ever since they had learned who Bartock was. But the door, buckled and broken, had been one of the casualties of the crash-landing.


  “You,” Bartock said.


  He meant Jane Cummings.


  “Me?”


  “Yes, you. We’re going outside.”


  “Out—side?”


  “That’s what I said. Let’s get a move on.”


  Jane Cummings didn’t move.


  The widow Moriarity came between her and Bartock. “If you must take anyone, take me,” she said bravely.


  “The girl.”


  Still the widow Moriarity didn’t move.


  House Bartock balled his fist and hit her. Three of the girls caught her as she fell. None of them tried to do anything about Bartock, who had levelled his blaster at Jane Cummings.


  Trembling, she went down the companionway with him.


  A fierce cold wind blew as they opened the airlock door.


  It looked like a sea-serpent floundering in the snow.


  Only, it was caught in the act of floundering, like an excellent candid shot of a sea-serpent floundering in snow.


  Its movements were too slow for Mayhem’s eyes to register.


  Which meant, he realized gratefully, that he hadn’t begun to slow down yet.


  He had to be careful, though. If he were Bartock he would make immediately for the scout-ship. It would be his only hope.


  Realizing this, Mayhem had gone through deep snow for what he judged to be fifteen minutes, until he had reached a spine of rock protruding from the snow. Then he had doubled back, now leaving no footprints, along the spine. He was waiting in the first low range of hills not four hundred yards from the scout-ship, his blaster ready. When Bartock prowled into view, Mayhem would shout a warning. If Bartock didn’t heed it, Mayhem would shoot him dead.


  It seemed like an airtight plan.


  And it would have been, except for two things. First, Bartock had a hostage. And second, Pluto-time was beginning to act on Mayhem.


  He realized this when he looked at the sea-serpent again. The long neck moved with agonizing slowness, the great gray green bulk of the monster, sixty feet long, shifted slowly, barely perceptibly, in the snow. Mountains of powdery snow moved and settled. The spade-shaped head pointed at Mayhem. The tongue protruded slowly, hung suspended, forked and hideous, then slowly withdrew.


  The neck moved again, ten feet long, sinuous. And faster.


  Faster? Not really.


  Mayhem was slowing down.


  Then he saw Bartock and the girl.


  They were close together. Bartock held her arm. Walking toward the scout-ship, they were too far away and too close together for Mayhem to fire. Bartock would know this and wouldn’t heed any warning.


  So Mayhem didn’t give any warning. He left the spine of rock and rushed down through the snow toward the space-bound coffin.


  A low rumble of sound broke the absolute stillness.


  It was the monster, and now that his own hearing had slowed down, Mayhem was able to hear the slower cycles of sound. How much time had really passed? He didn’t know. How much time did he have left before death came swiftly and suddenly because he had been too long in his temporary body? He didn’t know that either. He sprinted toward the scout-ship. At least it felt like he was sprinting. He didn’t know how fast he was really moving. But the sea-serpent creature was coming up behind him, faster. No place near what would have been its normal apparent speed, but faster. Mayhem, his breath coming raggedly through his mouth, ran as fast as was feasible.


  So did Bartock and the girl.


  It was Bartock, spotting Mayhem on the run, who fired first. Mayhem fell prone as the raw zing of energy ripped past. The sea-serpent-like-creature behind him bellowed.


  And reared.


  It didn’t look like a sea-serpent any longer. It looked like a dinosaur, with huge solid rear limbs, small forelimbs, a great head with an enormous jaw—and speed.


  Now it could really move.


  Subjectively, time seemed normal to Mayhem. Your only basis was subjective: time always seemed normal. But Mayhem knew, as he got up and ran again, that he was now moving slower than the minute hand on a clock. Slower . . . as objective time, as measured in the solar system at large, sped by.


  He tripped as the creature came behind him. The only thing he could do was prop up an elbow in the snow and fire. Raw energy ripped off the two tiny forelimbs, but the creature didn’t falter. It rushed by Mayhem, almost crushing him with the hind limbs, each of which must have weighed a couple of tons. It lumbered toward Bartock and Jane Cummings.


  Turning and starting to get up, Mayhem fired again.


  His blaster jammed.


  Then the bulk of the monster cut off his view of Bartock, the girl and the scout-ship. He heard the girl scream. He ran toward them.


  Jane Cummings had never been so close to death. She wanted to scream. She thought all at once, hysterically, she was a little girl again. If she screamed maybe the terrible apparition would go away. But it did not go away. It reared up high, as high as a very tall tree, and its fangs were hideous.


  Bartock, who was also frightened, raised his blaster, fired, and missed.


  Then, for an instant, Jane thought she saw someone running behind the monster. He had a blaster too, and he lifted it. When he fired, there was only a clicking sound. Then he fired again.


  Half the monster’s bulk disappeared and it collapsed in the snow.


  That was when Bartock shot the other man.


  Mayhem felt the stab of raw energy in his shoulder. He spun around and fell down, his senses whirling in a vortex of pain. Dimly he was aware of Bartock’s boots crunching on the snow.


  They fired simultaneously. Bartock missed.


  And collapsed with a searing hole in his chest. He was dead before he hit the snow.


  The girl went to Mayhem. “Who—who are you?”


  “Got to get you back to the ship. No time to talk. Hurry.”


  “But you can’t walk like that. You’re badly hurt. I’ll bring help.”


  “. . . dangerous. I’ll take you.”


  He’d take her, flirting with death. Because, for all he knew, his time on Pluto, objectively, had already totalled forty-eight hours. If it did, he would never live to get off Pluto. Once his thirty days were up, he would die. Still, there might be danger from other animals between the scout-ship and Mozart’s Lady, and he couldn’t let the girl go back alone. It was almost ludicrous, since she had to help him to his feet.


  He staggered along with her, knowing he would never make it to Mozart’s Lady and back in time. But if he left her, she was probably doomed too. He’d sacrifice his life for hers . . .


  They went a hundred yards, Mayhem gripping the blaster and advancing by sheer effort of will. Then he smiled, and began to laugh. Jane thought he was hysterical with pain. But he said: “We’re a pair of bright ones. The scout-ship.”


  Inside, it was very small. They had to lie very close to each other, but they made it. They reached Mozart’s Lady.


  Mayhem didn’t wait to say good-bye. With what strength remained to him, he almost flung the girl from the scout-ship. The pain in his shoulder was very bad, but that wasn’t what worried him. What worried him was the roaring in his ears, the vertigo, the mental confusion as his elan drifted, its thirty days up, toward death.


  He saw the girl enter Mozart’s Lady. He blasted off, and when the space-bound coffin pierced Pluto’s heavyside layer, he called the Hub.


  The voice answered him as if it were mere miles away, and not halfway across a galaxy: “Good Lord, man. You had us worried! You have about ten seconds. Ten seconds more and you would have been dead.”


  Mayhem was too tired to care. Then he felt a wrenching pain, and all at once his elan floated, serene, peaceful, in limbo. He had been plucked from the dying body barely in time, to fight mankind’s lone battle against the stars again, wherever he was needed . . . out beyond Pluto.


  Forever? It wasn’t impossible.


  THE END


  HALF AROUND PLUTO


  Many Wade Wellman


  Pluto was a coffin world, airless, utterly cold. And. they had ten days to reach Base Camp, ten thousand miles away.


  THEIR glassite space helmets fogged, and their metal glove joints stiffened in the incredible surface cold; but the two men who could work finished their job. In the black sky glistered the little arclight of the sun, a sixteen-hundredth of the blaze that fell on Earth. Around them sulked Pluto’s crags and gullies, sheathed with the hard-frozen pallor that had been Pluto’s atmosphere, cons ago.


  From the wrecked cylinder of the scout rocket they had dragged two interior girders, ready-curved at the ends. These, clamped side by side with transverse brackets and decked with bulkhead metal, managed to look like a. sled.


  At the rear they set a salvaged engine unit. For steering, they rigged a boom shaft to warp the runners right or left. For cargo, they piled the sled with full containers, ration boxes, the foil tent, what instruments they could detach and carry, armfuls of heat-tools, a crowbar, a hatchet, a few other items.


  Moving back from the finished work, one of them stumbled against the other. Instantly the two puffy, soot-black shapes were crouched, gloved fists up, fierce in the system’s duskiest corner.


  Then the moment passed. Warily, helmets turned toward each other, they went back lo the halfstripped wreck.


  In the still airtight control room, lighted by one bulb, their officer stirred on his bedstrip. His tunic had been pulled off, his broken left arm and collarbone set and splinted. Under a fillet of bandage, his gaunt young face looked pale, but he had his wits back.


  “The appropriate question,” he said, “is ‘What happened?’ ”


  The two men were removing their helmets. “Conked and crashed, sir,” said Jenks, the smaller one, uncovering a sallow, hollowcheeked face.


  Lieutenant Wofforth sat up, supporting himself on his sound arm. “How long have I been out?”


  “Maybe forty hours, sir. Delirious. Corbett and me did the best we could. Take it easy, sir,” he said as Wofforth began to get up. “Lie back. We’ve done what Emergency Plan Six says—bolted a sled together and coupled on a sound engine unit for power.”


  “Quite a haul back to base,” said Wofforth, almost cheerfully. His eyes were bright, as though he savored the idea. “About halfway around Pluto. We’d better start now, or they’ll get tired of waiting.”


  “They’ve gone, sir,” Corbett growled before Jenks could gesture him to silence. He was beefy, sliteyed. “We saw the jets going sunward this morning.”


  Wofforth winced. “Gone,” he said. “That’s right, I didn’t stop to think. You said forty hours. . . . They couldn’t wait that long. We’re past opposition already, getting farther away all the time. They had to go, or they wouldn’t have made it.”


  He stood up uncertainly and reached for his ripped tunic. Corbett stepped over and helped him slide his uninjured arm into the right sleeve, then to fasten and drape the tunic over his splinted left arm and shoulder.


  “We’ll just have to get back to Base Camp and wait,” said Wofford, grimly.


  “Sir,” said Jenks, “our radio is gone, I tried to patch it up, but it was gone. When they didn’t get a signal, they must have thought—”


  “Nonsense!” Wofforth broke in. “They’ll have left us supplies. They couldn’t wait, signal or none. Our job is to get back, and stick it out then until they come for us.”


  He sat at the control and began to write in the log book. Corbett and Jenks drifted together at the other end of the room.


  “You meat-head.” snarled Jenks under his breath. “You knew he took the berth to Pluto because the first mate was a lady—Lya Stromminger.”


  “He had to know they were gone,” protested Corbett, equally fierce.


  “Not flat like you gave it. He came here to be with her. Now she’s jetted away without him. How does a man feel when a woman’s done that—”


  “Stop blathering, you two, and help me into my suit,” called Wofforth, rising again. “We’re going to rev up that sled engine and get out of here!”


  Outside, the sled lay ready under the frigid sky. Wofforth tramped around it, leaned over and poked the load.


  “Too much,” said his voice in their radios. “Keep the synthesizer, the tent, these two ration boxes. Wait, keep the crowbar and the hatchet. Dump the rest.”


  “We travel that light, sir?” said Jenks doubtfully.


  “I’ve been figuring,” said Wofforth. “We’re on the far side of Pluto from Base Camp. That makes ten thousand miles, more or less. Pluto’s day is nineteen hours and a minute or so, Earth time. We can travel only by what they humorously call daylight. And we’d better get there in ten days—a thousand miles every nine and a half hours—or maybe we won’t get there at all.”


  “How’s that, sir?” asked Corbett.


  “The heaters in these suits,” Wofforth reminded him. “Two hundred and forty hours of efficiency, and that’s all. Well, it’s noon. Let’s take off.”


  His voice shook. He was still weak. Jenks helped him sit on the two lashed ration boxes, and slung a mooring strap across his knees. Then Jenks took the steering boom, and Corbett bent to start the engine.


  When the arclight sun set in the west, they had traveled more than four hours over country not too rugged to slow them much. Darkness closed in fast while Jenks and Corbett pitched the pyramidal tent of metal foil and clamped it down solidly. They spread and zipped in the ground fabric, set up lights and heater inside, and began to pipe in thawed gases from the drifts outside.


  After their scanty meal, Corbett and Jenks sought their bedstrips, on opposite sides of the tent. Wofforth tended the atomic heater for minutes, until the sound of deep breathing told him that his companions were asleep.


  Then he put on his spacesuit, clumsy with his single hand to close seams. Ho picked up sextant and telescope, and slipped out into the Plutonian night.


  It was as utterly black as the bottom of a pond of ink. But above Wofforth shone the faithful stars, in the constellations mapped by the first star-gazers of long ago. He made observations, checked for time and position. He chuckled inside his helmet, as though congratulating himself. Back in the tent, he opened the log book and wrote:


  
    First day: Course due west.


    Run 410 mi. To go 9590 mi. approx. Supplies adeq. Spirits good.

  


  Wriggling out of his space gear, he lay down, asleep almost before his weary limbs relaxed.


  EVERYONE was awake before dawn. They made coffee on the heater, and broke out protein biscuits for breakfast.


  As the tiny sun winked into view over the horizon, they loaded the sled. Corbett slouched toward the idling engine at the tail of the sled.


  “No, get on amidships,” said Wofforth. “I’ll take over engine.”


  “My job—” began Corbett. “You’re relieved. Strap yourself on the ration boxes. That’s right. Jenks, steer again. Make for the level ahead.”


  With his right hand Wofforth ran a length of pliable cable around his waist and through a ring-bolt on the decking. He touched the engine controls, and they pulled away from camp.


  The sled coursed over great knoll-like swellings of the terrain, coated with the dull-pale frozen atmosphere. Beyond, it gained speed on a vast flat plain, almost as smooth as a desert of glass.


  “What’s this big rink. Lieutenant?” asked Jenks.


  “Maybe a sea, or maybe just a sunken area, full of solid gases. Stand by the helm, I’m going to gun a few more M.P.H. out of her.”


  “No wind,” grunted Corbett. “Nothing moving except us. The floor of hell.”


  “If you was in hell, the rest of us would be better off,” said Jenks sourly.


  Wofforth began to sing, though he did not feel like it:


  
    
      
        
          	
            Trim your nails and scrape your face,

            They’re all on the Other Side of space!

            Tokyo—Baltimore, Maryland—

            Hong Kong—Paris—Samarkand—

            Tokyo—London—Troy—Fort Worth—

            The happy towns of the Planet Earth . . .

          
        

      
    

  


  At camp that night he wrote in the log book:


  
    Second Day: Course due west. Run 1014 mi. To go 8576 mi. approx. Supplies adeq. Spirits fair. . . .

  


  “What’s for supper?” bawled Corbett, entering. “I could eat a horse.”


  “That’d be cannibalism,” said Jenks at once.


  “Yah. you splinter! Don’t cat any lizards, then.”


  Spirits good, Wofforth corrected his entry, and closed the log book, he thought of Lya Stromminger. She was a most efficient officer. Her hair was black as night on Pluto, and her eyes as blight as the faraway sun.


  Wofforth wrote in his log book:


  
    Fifth day: Course north, west, then southwest. Curving thru mountainous territory. Run 1066 mi. but direct progress toward, base camp not exceeding 950. To go, 6260 mi. approx. Supplies short. Spirits fair.

  


  He wrote in his log book:


  
    Seventh day: Course west, southwest, west, northwest, west. Run 1108 mi. To go 4090 mi. approx. Supplies low. Spirits fair.

  


  He wrote in his log book:


  
    Ninth day: Course northwest by west, west. Run 1108 mi. To go 2030 mi. approx. Supplies low. Spirits low. . . . “Lieutenant,” said Jenks from across the tent, as Wofforth closed the book.

  


  “Well?”


  “We know you’re in command. This party and all of Pluto. But we ask permission to state our case.”


  “What case is your case?” demanded Wofforth, rising. “I’m doing my best to get you back to Base Camp.”


  “Sure,” said Corbett. “Sure. But why Base Camp?”


  “You know why.”


  “That’s right, we know why,” agreed Jenks, and Corbett grinned in his ten days’ tussock of beard.


  “They’ll have left supplies for us,” Wofforth went on. “Shelter and food and fuel and instruments. They’ll expect us to reach Base Camp and hold it down for the next attempt to reach Pluto.”


  “We know why,” repeated Jenks. “And that’s not why, lieutenant. Let me talk, sir. It’s a dead man talking.”


  “You won’t die,” snapped Wofforth. “I’ll get you both there alive.”


  He stepped to where, in one corner, he had managed a bath—a hollow in the frozen ground, lined by pushing the floor fabric into it.


  From the heater he ran tepid, clean waiter into it. He clipped a mirror to the tent foil, searched out an automatic razor, and began to shave his own dark young thatch of beard.


  “You’re proving my point, lieutenant,” said Jenks. “Policing up your face to look pretty.”


  “Why not?” growled Wofforth, mowing another swath of whiskers.


  “No reason why not. Ten, twenty years from now they’ll find your body—whenever the inner orbits get to where they can boom off another expedition. You’ll look young and clean-shaved. You know who’ll weep.”


  Wofforth lowered the razor in his good hand and glared at the two. They grinned in the bright light opposite him. They looked as if they hoped he’d see the joke.


  “I said it’s a dying man that’s talking,” said Jenks again. “Won’t you let me say my dying say, lieutenant? Let’s all die honest.”


  “I’m going to get you there,” Wofforth insisted.


  “Ah, now,” said Corbett, as though persuading a naughty child. “You think they’ve left twenty years’ worth of supplies to keep us going? The ship didn’t carry that much, even if they left it all.” He grinned mirthlessly. “I can figure what you’re figuring, lieutenant,” he went on, with a touch of Jenks’ sly manner. “You die, young and brave. You’ll shave up again before you lie down and let go. And when the next shipload arrives there’ll be you, lying like a statue of your good-looking young self, frozen stiff. Am I right?”


  Corbett was right, Wofforth admitted to himself. The man was more than a great meaty lump, after all, to see another man’s unspoken thought so clearly.


  “Then,” Jenks look it up, “First Mate Lya Slroinniinger will have a look. She may command the new expedition. She’ll be promoted away up to Admiral or higher—twenty years of brilliant service—gone gray around the edges, but still a lovely lady. There you’ll lie before her eyes, young and brave as you was when she deserted you. She’ll cry, won’t she? And hot tears can’t thaw you out or wake you up—”


  “Shut your heads, both of you!” shouted Wofforth, so fierce and loud that the foil tent wall vibrated as with a gale in the airless night.


  But they had guessed true. He’d wanted to be found at Base Camp. He’d wanted Lya Stromminger to know, some day, that she’d blasted off and left behind the man most worthy of all men on all worlds. . . .


  “Everybody takes a hot bath tonight,” said Wofforth. “We’ll all sleep better for it. Tomorrow’s our last day on the trail.”


  “To do two thousand miles?” said Jenks.


  “To do all of that. The expedition mapped an area at least that wide around Base Camp, and it’s slick and smooth. We can almost slide in.”


  “All slick and smooth but just this side of Base Camp, lieutenant,” said Jenks.


  “How do you mean?”


  “That string of craters. Don’t you remember? It’s just this side—east of Base Camp. This sled’ll never go over that, sir.”


  “Nor around,” Corbett put in. “We’d have to detour maybe three thousand miles. And the heaters in our suits won’t last.”


  “I know about the craters,” said Wofforth. “We’ll take care of them when we reach them.”


  Stripping, he lowered his body into the makeshift tub and began to scrub himself one-handed.


  HE WAKENED in the morning to the sound of furious argument.


  Corbett and Jenks, of course. A trifle—division of the breakfast ration, or of the breakfast chores—had set off their nerves like trains of explosive. Even as Wofforth rose from his beds trip, Corbett swung a cobble-like fist at Jenks’ gaunt, grimacing face. The nimbler, smaller man ducked and sidled away. Corbett took a lumbering step to close in on his enemy, and Jenks darted a hand to his belt behind, then brought it forward again with an electro-automatic pistol.


  “I’ve been keeping this for you!” Jenks shrilled. “I’ll just diminish the population of Pluto by thirty-three and one-third percent!”


  “Hold it!” bellowed Wofforth.


  He was too late. A stream of bullets chattered through Corbett’s body, folding him over and ripping through the paper-thin wall of the lent. Air whistled out; the tent began to collapse.


  Jenks, pinned under Corbett’s body, was squealing like a pig. “Lieutenant, help me—!”


  Wofforth saw in an instant that the wall could not be patched in time; the bullets had tom loose an irregular strip, pressure had done the rest: even now, the tent was only a few seconds away from complete collapse. As he stumbled across the floor toward the spacesuits, his heart was laboring and his chest straining for breath. Spots swam in front of his eyes. He found the topmost spacesuit by touch, and fumbled for the helmet. The tent drifted down on his head in soft, murderous folds. He opened the valve, shoved his face into the helmet, and gulped precious oxygen. His dulled awareness brightened again, momentarily; but he knew he was still a dead man unless he could get into the suit before pressure fell completely. Numbed fingers plucked at the suit opening. Somehow he got the awkward garment over his legs, closed and locked the torso, pulled down the helmet. . . .


  He was lying in darkness, with a low, steady hiss of oxygen in his ears. He rolled over weakly, got to his feet. He turned on his helmet light. He was propping up a gray cave of metal foil, that fell in stiff creases all around him. At his feet were the bodies of Jenks and Corbett. Both were dead.


  After a while, clumsily, painfully, he dragged the two corpses free of the tent. He found the heater and thawed a hole in the frozen surface, big enough for both. He tumbled them in, then undercut the edges of the hole with the heater, so that chunks fell in and covered them. While he watched, the cloud of vapor he had made began to settle, slowly congealing on the broken surface and blurring it over again. In a year, there would be no mark here to show that the surface had been disturbed. In a thousand years, it would still be the same.


  In the first ray of dawn he flung all supplies from the sled except the fuel containers. He checked the engine, and started it.


  Into his belt-bag he thrust the log book. Nothing else went aboard the sled—no food, no water container, no tools, instruments or oxygen tanks. The tent he left lying there, with all that had been carried inside the night before.


  As the sun rose clear of the distant rim of the plain to eastward, he rigged a line to the steering boom, then lashed himself securely within reach of the engine. Steering by the taut line, he started westward, slowly at first, then faster. It was as he had hoped. The lightened sled attained and held a greater speed than on any previous day.


  “I’ll make it,” he said aloud, with nobody else to listen on all Pluto. “I’ll make it!”


  Faster he urged the engine’s rhythm, and faster. He clocked its speed by the indicators on the housing. A hundred and fifty miles an hour. A hundred and sixty; not enough. Whipping the boom line tight around his waist to hold his course steady, he sighted between the upcurve of the runner forward. There was level, smooth-frozen country, mile upon mile. He speeded up to one hundred and seventy-five miles an hour. More. The sled hummed at every joining.


  At noon, he had done a good thousand miles. At mid-afternoon, sixteen hundred. Two and a half hours of visibility lelt, and more than four hundred miles to go.


  “I can do those on my head,” muttered Wofforth to himself, and then, far in die distance, the flat rim of the horizon was flat no longer.


  It had sprung up jagged, full of points and bulges. Speeding toward it, he steered by the line around his waist while he cut his engine. He came close at fifty miles an hour, almost a crawl.


  Some ancient volcanic action had thrown up those mountains, like a rank of close-drawn sentries. The sled could not cross them anywhere. Still reducing speed, Wofforth drew close to a notch, but die notch gave into a crater, a great shallow saucer two miles in diameter and filled with shadows below, so that Wofforth could not gauge its depth. Opposite, another notch—perhaps once the crater had been a lake, with water running in and out. If he had come there at noon, he could have seen the bottom, and perhaps—


  “But it isn’t noon.” Wofforth was talking to himself again. His voice sounded thin and petulant in his own ears. “By noon tomorrow, the heat will he out of this suit.”


  He stopped the sled, unlashed himself and trudged to the notch. He stood in it, looking down, then across.


  The little bright jewel of the sun, sagging toward the horizon, showed him the upper reaches of the crater’s interior, pitched at an angle of perhaps fifty degrees.


  Even if it had been noon, it would have been no use. The sled could never climb a slope like that.


  Then he looked again, this way and that. He nodded inside his helmet.


  He might as well try.


  Returning to the sled, he started the engine and lashed himself fast again. He steered away from the crater, and around. He made a great looping journey of twenty miles or so across the plain, building speed all the time.


  As he rounded the rear curve of his course, he was driving along at two hundred and sixty miles an hour, and he had to apply pressure to the boom with both hand and knees to point the sled back straight for the notch. Straightening his humming vehicle into a headlong course, he leaned forward and sighted between the upcurved runners.


  “Now!” he urged himself, and watched the break in the crater wall rush toward him.


  It greatened, yawned. He leaped through, and with a groaning gasp of prayer he dragged the boom over to steer the sled right.


  IT WORKED, as he had not dared hope. The runners bounced, bit. Then he was racing around the inside of the great cup’s rim, like a hurtling bubble on the inner surface of a whirlpool’s funnel. Two miles across, three miles and more on the half diameter—the engine laboring up to three hundred miles an hour, centrifugal force holding it there—


  Little more than thirty seconds raced by when he knew he had won. He saw the far notch growing near. He came to it in a last booming rush, and hurled his whole weight against the boom to face the runners into the notch.


  Under the low-dropping sun, he and his sled shot into open country beyond the range.


  His right arm felt dead from shoulder to fingertip. His head roared and drummed with the racing of his blood. His face had tired spots in it, where muscles he had never used before had locked into an agonized grimace.


  On he sped, straight west, gasping and gurgling and mumbling in crazy triumph.


  An hour, an anticlimactic hour wherein the sled almost steered itself over the smoothest of plain, and up ahead he spied the black outline of Base Camp.


  It was a sprawling, low structure, prefabricated metal and plastic and insulation, black outside to gather what heat might come from outer space. It held aloof on the dull frozen plain from the irregular stain where the expedition ship had braked off with one set of rockets and had soared away with another set. Larger, more familiar, grew Base Camp with each second of approach. Shakily Wofforth cut his engine, slowed from high speed to medium, to a hundred miles an hour, to sixty, to fifty. He made a final circle around Base Camp, and let it coast in with the engine off, to within twenty yards of the main lock panel.


  He got up, on legs that shook inside his boots. He felt his heart still racing, his head still ringing. He sighed once, and walked close, his gauntlet fumbling at the release button on the lock panel.


  But the button did not respond.


  “Jammed,” he said. “No—locked.”


  He couldn’t get in. He had reached Base Camp, but he could not get in. They hadn’t counted on his return. They’d gone off and left Base Camp locked up.


  He sagged against the lock panel, and cursed once, with an utter and furious resignation.


  He felt himself slipping. He was going to faint. His legs would not hold him up. He was slipping forward—seemed to be sinking into the massive and unyielding outer surface of Base Camp. It was a dream. Or it was death.


  He did not lose all hold on his awareness. He had a sense of lying at full length, and blinding light flashes that made his eyelids jump. And a tug somewhere, as though his helmet was corning off. He would have put out a hand to see, but his left arm was broken, and his right arm limp from weariness.


  “You’re back,” said a voice he knew, a voice strained with wonder. “You managed. I knew you would.”


  “Now,” said Wofforth, “I know it’s a dream. We dream after we die.”


  A hand was cupped behind his neck, lifting him to a sitting position. He felt warm fluid at his lips. “It’s no dream,” said the voice beseechingly. “Look at me.”


  “I don’t dare. The dream will go away.”


  But he opened his eyes and looked at her hair like Plutonian night, her eyes like bright stars. “Lya,” he said. “I’m going to call you Lya.”


  “Please call me Lya.”


  “I’d be bound to dream about you. I’ve dreamed about you so much . . . Owww!”


  He got his right hand up to cherish his tingling cheek.


  “So you felt that,” she said. “Now you know you’re awake. Or must I slap you again?”


  “I’m sorry, Madame.”


  “You called me Lya. Can you stand up? I’ll help you.”


  She helped him. He stood up, there in the admission chamber of Base Camp. Lya Stromminger was smiling, and she was crying, too.


  “You didn’t go away,” he said. “You’re still here.” The weight of his odyssey, half around Pluto, was beginning to stagger him.


  “No, I stayed. I knew you’d come back. I knew Pluto couldn’t kill you or keep you from coming back.”


  He drank more from the cup she held to his lips.


  “We’ll wait together for them to come with the next expedition,” she promised him.


  “Twenty years? Supplies—”


  “There’ll be plenty. Don’t you know about Pluto? Didn’t those craters, those old volcanoes, tell you?”


  Thinking of how he had crossed the crater, Wofforth shuddered.


  “Pluto is colder than anybody even guessed—outside. But inside are the internal fires—like all the solid planets. We made our tests and we can tap them. I kept the instruments for that. It incans we’ll have power, and can make our synthetic foods and so on for as long as we need them. You are I are the inhabitants here—”


  He stumbled to a chair and sat. “Twenty years—” he said.


  Her arm was still around him. Her hair brushed his cheek. “It won’t be long. We have so much to say to each other.”       END


  BACKWARD, TURN BACKWARD


  Randall Garrett


  (Upon learning that Pluto is due to cross inside Neptune’s orbit in 1979, following which Neptune will be the outermost planet.)


  Now, see here, you! For long decades we’ve used you as a base


  For starting on our great crusades to interstellar space.


  Your gravity is low; you’re small; on you, a man could stand;


  On Neptune we could scarcely crawl, or even lift a hand!


  It’s quite unfair to leave your slot! Your loss leaves awful scars!


  Without you for a jump-off spot, we’ll never reach the stars!


  ARTERY OF FIRE


  Thomas Scortia


  It was the greatest engineering feat ever accomplished, the Artery that piped power from Pluto to impoverished Earth, and it was life itself to Norman Bayerd. And now politicians and scientists who had opposed him all along were here to needle him yet again. But worse than that was the sabotage which threw off the beam . . .


  “YOU’RE a liar!” The pent violence of the voice hissed in Norman Bayerd’s ears, jarring him from his reverie. He stood on the edge of the precipice, feeling a sudden vertigo, a sense of disorientation, so that the star-flecked sky of Pluto into which he had been staring seemed to writhe and pulse like the black surface of something alive.


  Then he was over it and filled with a quick anger. Just for an instant he had felt somehow divorced from the reality that stretched out before him. You could lose yourself in the blackness of that sky, he told himself.


  Standing on the very brink of creation . . . Looking out through the infinite distances and knowing that there was nothing between you and the nearest point of light but endless emptiness. Nothing, not even the tiniest speck of rock—nothing but the sheer impassable loneliness of interstellar space.


  “I’ll break your swinish head,” a second voice said.


  Bayerd moved to the edge of the precipice, his heavy forelegs raising puffs of volcanic dust—which arced in low parabolic sheets back to the corduroyed rock, rock which still showed the flow patterns of ancient lava. He looked out over the vast polar tableland that stretched from this one prominence to the horizon,” searching for the two figures near the southern tip of the great smelters. He adjusted his vision to infra-red to take advantage of the heat radiating from the smelters and the ionization chambers and stepped up the magnification. The two men were near the far end of one of the massive conveyor belts that brought the pulverized uranium hydride from the great beds to the south. The image of four-legged massive bodies danced before his eyes, wavering in the schlieren distortion of hot hydrogen spewing from the decomposing ore in the smelters.


  “NO BOCHE speaks to me so,” the first voice. One of them raised a mallet-like fist.


  “Amazonian grave-robber!” the second voice sneered, and both figures moved in for contact.


  “Stop it,” Bayerd yelled. For an instant both figures froze motionless amid the glowing towers and throbbing chambers of the plain.


  “Trubner, Sanchez,” Bayerd demanded, “what’s got into you two?”


  “This smelling pig has a tongue that wags at both ends,” Trubner said.


  “Cut it out. Another crack like that and I’ll put you on report.”


  “Whose tongue wags too much now?”


  “You too, Sanchez. We’re cutting our deadline too close without any private wars.”


  “Sanchez is to blame,” Trubner said thickly. “He and his lies about the Lichtenstein robbery, and . . .”


  “You heathen Germans would steal food from your mother’s grave,” Sanchez cut in hotly.


  “I said that’s enough,” Bayerd snapped. “We’ve no time to fight among ourselves. Every minute the Artery is out of action means the power shortage Earthside becomes more critical. The Lichtenstein census trouble is just a taste of what’s to come.”


  HE PAUSED for a moment, thinking of home and the darkened cities and the building tension. It was only a matter of time until the situation blew up in their faces unless . . .


  He cut to the command net and said, “All right, can all of you hear me? Check in.” Trubner and Sanchez acknowledged immediately with Chang, Girard and Muletti coming in seconds later.


  “Gentlemen,” Bayerd said, “we’re two thirds through our count-off. That gives us barely four hours to beam time. The power shortage back home is now a class ‘A’ emergency. That means power rationing to private homes and to all but critical functions. We’ve run into delays here that we didn’t anticipate.”


  He paused listening to the murmur of agreement.


  “We can’t afford the luxury of quarreling among ourselves,” Bayerd said. “Chang, you’re senior here. I want a report on the next man who shoots off his mouth. You’re all under military jurisdiction here, and I’ll use every bit of that authority—up to and including court martial proceedings—if there’s any more of this bickering of the last two days. That’s a promise, and I’ll make it stick.”


  HE CUT from the circuit and snorted in disgust. Complete glibbering idiots, he thought. He switched to the ‘A’ net and said, “Elliott, did you get all of that?”


  “They’re all pretty jumpy with the power shortage and the political situation Earthside,” Elliott said quietly. He sighed and for a moment Norman Bayerd had the odd illusion that the man was standing beside him, rather than being nearly three and a half billion miles away in the Black Field Station orbiting nearly a million kilometers from Terra. But, Bayerd thought wryly, even that wasn’t true. Actually Elliott was perhaps fifty feet away if he were on the station’s metering bridge, less if he were in the Commo room. The paradox made for some confusion in thinking, unless . . .


  “I’ve got some news that should take your mind off your troubles,” Elliott said dryly.


  “That sounds ominous.” Bayerd adjusted his sight to watch Girard and Muletti far inside the accelerator area as they stripped a foot-thick shield from one of the towering resonators of the accelerator. The chambers of the accelerator itself stretched far beyond his vision like a fantastic metal Midgard serpent encircling Pluto’s artic circle.


  “Our guests are coming a day early,” Elliott said.


  “Mendoza and Gilchrist? Mendoza promised me he’d keep that rabble-rouser out of our hair until after beam time.”


  “Apparently the good Councilman from Greenland has found some new ammunition.


  He’s bringing a friend of yours.”


  “Who?”


  “Patel,” Elliott said.


  FOR A SILENT moment, Bayerd considered the implications of the statement. Patel! He’d rather have ten Gilchrists on hand rather than the Indian. He’d counted on Mendoza’s presence to act as a counterbalance to Gilchrist, but Patel’s presence more than tipped the balance. The political atmosphere could get tense.


  “How long have I got?”


  “Barely an hour.”


  “What are they trying to do?” he demanded angrily. “Catch us with our house dirty?”


  “Looks like it. We wouldn’t have this much warning if Mendoza’s secretary hadn’t radioed us from the Antilles Shuttle Field just after they took off.”


  “After fifteen years, that little bastard comes back to haunt me.”


  “Patel? You think this is a personal attack brewing?”


  “What else?” Bayerd asked. “He’s been after me ever since the Fissionable Resources Committee hearings fifteen years ago. Don’t worry, though. I clipped his wings once and I can do it again.”


  BAYERD thought for a moment and then he said, “I want a news blackout on what’s happening Earthside until I tell you otherwise. We can’t have any more trouble with the crew.” As if that would solve the major problem, Bayerd thought. After five years of jockeying for a bigger slice of the very finite power pie, national tempers at home were at the breaking point. The problem among the engineering crew was only a pallid reflection—like the accusations last week that the census reports of the Lichtenstein district had been falsified. If only they could have delayed the Artery change-over a year . . . No, the situation would only have worsened with the delay.


  “Look,” he told Elliott, “I’ve got another hour’s work just checking the calibration on the remote metering circuits. Can you keep the firemen amused until I get back?”


  “There’s the planetarium.”


  “Good. Take care of it, will you?” Bayerd said and cut from the circuit.


  For seconds he stood, feeling the tensions of his body. Patel. This was the end. As if there wasn’t enough pressure on him. It would be so good, he thought, just to lie down and rest; he should never have allowed them to talk him into coming back on duty to handle the change-over.


  But he realized that he would have insisted, had they not made the offer. That some other hand should touch this creation of his was unthinkable. Norman Bayerd had worked and fought for the Artery until it was the very core of his life.


  HE LOOKED back over the plateau on which he stood. The control station, built on the truncated top of the “Needle,” a massive volcanic splinter thrust up from the polar plain, was an organized confusion of cables buried in fused rock, complex instrument banks and control consoles. Actually, once count-down had started, the station functioned strictly as a monitor. Automatic units in a control capsule buried in a pit on the plain initiated the transmission. This directed the stream of plasmoids that was the Artery upward at the proper angle; it controlled the density and orientation of the magnetic lens generated by the orbiting lens stations two and a half million miles sunward in Pluto’s warped orbital plane.


  He turned his eyes downward, scanning the polar plain from the base of the jagged stone tower of the control station outward, pausing on the bottomless crevice that ringed the stone outcropping like a ragged moat, moving outward through the jet shadows that striped the irregular plain toward the sprawling units of the Artery. His gaze took in the vast curve of the accelerator itself; the glowing stokers, storage towers for their product; the great ionization towers—all the vitals of the Artery that rose like a vast creature from the dead rock. It stretched its octopoidal arms over the polar region and far south via the great conveyors to suck the very substance of the planet out of the continental beds of uranium hydride and turn it into the pulsing blue beam that would hurl sunward in a few short hours.


  THE WHOLE panorama with its eerie half-lights and strange brilliances was like something compounded of the fire and brimstone of the Christian hell of his childhood. Pluto, with its endless stretches of centuries—old snow and blackness that filled the vacuum plains and airless mountains like some yeasty dough in colorless ferment when they first came—had changed from a Norse hell to a Christian hell. It was a place of energies where a creature of flesh and blood could not survive an instant, where the very space was laced with surging magnetic fields that would magnetolyze a man’s body fluids to their component gases in seconds. Where the alpha and beta particals from the power pile, accelerated to near light speeds where their vectors coincided with the accelerator fields, would blast a fatal path of ionization through animal tissue regardless of the shielding.


  Yes, he thought, they had indeed turned it into a Christian hell, a thing built on the pattern of warped images from some medieval heretic, shivering in anticipation of fire and brimstone. Not that it made too much difference, he thought. No man could live-an instant here. Were there any part of him that owned the weakness of flesh and blood, or carried a deadly dependence on protein and body fluid, he would cease to exist in an instant.


  Metal, he thought, looking down at his thick metal torso and seeing the radiation from the generator making power in his vitals, to live in hell you have to be a man of steel.


  For a moment he looked up into the black sky, seeing the stars, and wondering how much more one must be to go there.


  II


  BAYERD completed the final check on the monitoring board for the orbital lens stations. He checked to see that the tape which recorded each reading and adjustment against a time scale on its edge was threaded and properly positioned, and closed the base of the console. Then he got to his feet, pausing for a moment to rest. God, but he was tired—So fatigued that he had trouble keeping his attention on his work.


  Just a few more hours, he thought. He felt a warm hand on his shoulder then and in an instant his whole orientation changed. He was a flesh and blood man, enclosed intimately in the pantographic harness of a Schrenk transmitter, again existing in a small cubicle on the “S” level of the Black Field Station, millions of miles sunward from Pluto.


  The transition had been near-instantaneous with the speed of a c-cube radio impulse. He drew his face from the vision mask, cut the power that left his puppet body cold and lifeless atop the Needle, halted the recording tape within the unit, and started to remove his arms from the sleeves that enclosed them.


  “Everything check out?” Elliott asked as Bayerd stepped from the seat of the unit.


  “Everything so far,” he said, rubbing his hand across his forehead. “Why aren’t you with our guests?”


  “They’re below at station center. I wanted to catch you before we started the circus.” He handed Bayerd a message flimsy.


  “What’s this?”


  “I CHECKED Commo just before our guests arrived. You know, the usual routine of checking the log against the morning transmissions. This one wasn’t entered.”


  “Looks like a communication code,” Bayerd said, scanning the sheet.


  “It’s not one of our routine codes. Can’t make it out. If I hadn’t been running a spot check, it would probably have been erased from the tape automatically at the watch change.”


  “I don’t like this coming on the heels of Patel and Gilchrist’s arrival,” Bayerd said slowly.


  “Do you think Gilchrist might have an agent planted in the station personnel?”


  “You know these men better than I do. What’s your idea?”


  “Doc Beckworth, Chang, Girard, Muletti, Trubner, Sanchez,” Elliott said, checking them off slowly. “No—I can’t see any of them working for Gilchrist. Maybe one of the group we had here during the major operation, but they’ve all gone back.”


  “Whoever sent this message,” Bayerd said tiredly, “probably knows there are only the eight of us left on the station. That’s fairly common knowledge. If there’s a plant, he’s still here. Otherwise the message wouldn’t have been sent.”


  He folded the message and placed it in the pocket of his tunic. “You get back to our visiting firemen,” he told Elliott. “I have a few things to do before I join you.”


  “Right,” Elliott said and left.


  AS SOON as the door closed, Bayerd found a seat on the low case of the Schrenk unit’s oscillator and sat breathing heavily. Thank heavens, he thought, Elliott had left when he did. He felt the throbbing in his temples and the pain at the base of his skull from the old injury. He found the vial of capsules the doctor back home had given him and took one. Without water, the capsule made a hard lump in his throat; he sat for several minutes after the lump had faded, waiting for the lax calm to steal over him, waiting for strength to ooze back into his tired muscles. Finally he left the cubicle, walked down the long corridor line with Schrenk unit cubicles—most of them now unused—and found a tube, leading downward toward the center of the station.


  The center of the Black Field Station was a hollow sphere, nearly five hundred meters in diameter, laced with silver cables like the traceries of a careless monster spider. It was cut by fragile catwalks, thrown up with no apparent regard for “up” until one realized that “up” was away from the center of the hollow sphere. Quite apart from the hollow interior’s function as an auxiliary station in the Black Field, it served a somewhat more frivolous purpose needing darkness.


  BAYERD pushed from the personnel tube and made his way over one of the cat-walks in the darkness. He was still feeling faintly nauseated and he anchored himself to one of the cables in the darkness without a sound. He could hear a murmur of voices and saw vague, man-size blobs of darkness floating near the center of the sphere, their forms outlined by the light from the projection on the walls that enclosed them.


  For a moment he felt a secret thrill at the vast panorama spread across the darkness. Not even death, he thought, could be frightening with such a thing to leave behind him. For the first time in the last hour he felt better, more secure. To hell with the Patels and the Gilchrists, he thought. A hundred years from now, when the Artery still blazed across Earth’s night sky, who would remember them?


  Even after years of familiarity, the illusion was breathtaking. It were as if he were floating in space with a blazing wealth of stars surrounding him. Then the sense of disproportion grew as he saw that he was viewing the solar system out of scale from a vantage point above the plane of the ecliptic. The sun was unnaturally small; far out, he could see the exaggerated point of light that was Pluto.


  From Pluto’s displacement in relation to the ecliptic, Bayerd decided that the time was just past perihelion but before Pluto had crossed Neptune’s orbit. That marked the time as just before the turn of the millenium. He could understand Elliott’s reasons for picking this period rather than one more recent.


  HE WATCHED as Pluto enlarged for the instant that Artery transmission began. A brilliant ribbon of blue, swirling with sub-tones of pulsing green, darted from the point of light upward at an angle and then bent sharply to parallel the ecliptic as it touched the field of the Alpha Orbital Lens inside Pluto’s eccentric orbit. The lens was microscopic on this scale, but the image enlarged for an instant to show the five lens stations revolving around a common center, while the incredibly dense magnetic field that they generated within their mutual circle warped the beaded beam of the Artery from its original path.


  The ribbon of cobalt light traced its path slowly toward the sun, curving in opposition to the planetary motions of Pluto and the Earth, its velocity a pedestrian quarter the speed of light. The increasing radiation-pressure of the sun was making itself felt as the beam passed the orbits of Jupiter and Mars, introducing a new distorting influence upon the beam.


  The tiny image of the Earth-Moon system enlarged now; the Moon trailed by the tiny nodal plane lens station in its meta-stable orbit. The beam, almost at Earth’s orbit but well displaced above the ecliptic, touched something in its path and disappeared. Whatever the interfering object was, it did not scatter the beam; but the blue streamer emerged from the area at a snail’s crawl, as though in some fashion it had shed most of its quarter light velocity.


  “AT THIS point,” Elliott’s voice cut the darkness, “the major portion of the beam’s kinetic energy has been absorbed by the Black Field. It then passes through the Earth-Oribital Lens, and is deflected downward through the Nodal Plane Lens that trails Luna to the plating surfaces on the Moon.”


  “Humph,” a harsh voice rumbled, “why get rid of all that energy? Needless waste.”


  “If we didn’t, Councilman, we’d probably melt down a good hunk of the Moon during the course of operations, not to mention losing most of the transmitted metal by reflection-.”


  The glowing beam, scarcely moving, intersected the Earth Orbital Lens and turned sharply down toward the ecliptic. It was showing a tendency to spread now as it slowly approached and touched the Nodal Plane Lens. There was a moment of suspense as the lens redirected the beam perpendicularly to Luna’s surface and it crept slowly toward contact. The blue radiance touched the surface of the Moon; it flared faintly, and contact was made. The two worlds, Pluto and Luna, were joined in a thin band of glowing U-235 plasmoids, a pulsing umbilical cord of ions.


  “Marvelous,” Councilman Mendoza’s voice said from the darkness. “Like Archimedes and his lever.”


  “Marvelous?” the harsh voice grated. “So was the dinosaur.”


  “Lights,” Elliott said and the interior of the station was suddenly flooded with brilliance.


  BAYERD freed his line and pulled himself across the intervening distance to the five men who were floating in random orientations in the center of the station. Beckworth, the station’s M.D., was holding the small control box from whose side a thin cable snaked up to the projector positioned on one of the catwalks.


  “The dinosaur was a necessary evolutionary step, Mr. Gilchrist,” Bayerd said.


  “You know Commander Norman Bayerd?” Mendoza asked, his nervous white smile punctuating his dark skin.


  “We’ve met,” Gilchrist replied in a rumbling, voice. He was short and beefy with a ragged fringe of yellow-gray hair circling his otherwise bald scalp. “At the committee hearings fifteen years ago,” he added. “Patel, come here and say ‘Hello’ nicely to the man.” He turned and beckoned at the small, olive-skinned man who had stayed somewhat apart during the exchange.


  “Hello, Norman,” Patel said, his large liquid eyes glistening.


  “It’s good to see you again.”


  Bayerd nodded without speaking, feeling the quick warmth on his face.


  Bayerd checked his watch and said, “We have ninety minutes to beam time. Elliott will assign you Schrenk units and you can observe our final check-out. There’ll be alternate robots for each of you on the Needle and below on the plain.”


  “Good,” Gilchrist said. “I want a good look at this dinosaur of yours.”


  ELLIOTT turned and led the way for one of the personnel tubes. Bayerd remained in the same position as the group moved out. As soon as they were out of earshot, Patel, who had remained to the last, said, “It is good to see you again, Norm.”


  “No doubt,” Bayerd replied.


  “I had hoped we might talk.”


  “I have nothing to talk about.”


  “After this was over, Diane thought you might like to spend a week or so with us and the children.”


  “Do you think you can change all that with a few pretty wards?” Bayerd demanded.


  “It’s not right,” Patel said, “for a daughter and . . .”


  “I thought it was quite clear,” Bayerd said, moving away, “I have no daughter.”


  Mendoza was waiting for him at the entrance of the personnel tube. As soon as Patel had pushed silently past them, Mendoza said, “Norm, watch your step, will you. Those two are up to something.”


  “When did Patel climb on Gilchrist’s bandwagon?”


  “HE’S BEEN around Council Hill for the last year or so. Some private committee. He and Gilchrist got together when the power crisis started giving the Council headaches.”


  “That political hack,” Bayerd said softly.


  “No—he’s bull-headed and about as single-minded as they come, but give the devil his due. He wants a way out as badly as we do and he can be dangerous if he’s crossed.”


  “What’s keeping you two,” Gilchrist yelled from the tube at that moment.


  “Right with you,” Mendoza called.


  “Before you go,” Bayerd said, “I want to know something. Do you have anyone spotted on my crew?”


  “What do you mean?”


  Bayerd told him about the message in the unauthorized code.


  “I don’t know,” Mendoza said. “It might be an agent planted by either Gilchrist or one of the individual countries involved in the Lichtenstein affair. Trying to dig up something to embarrass the administration.”


  “Whatever the explanation,” Bayerd said, “I don’t like it one damned bit.”


  III


  IN THE last half-hour before count-down, Norman Bayerd ignored the visiting party. He could not, however, completely dismiss them from his mind. Their presence was an ill-perceived mass, hanging over his head. He wished again that they might have delayed the change-over another year, but he knew that he was only running away from the problem to be solved.


  Anyway, there was another factor. Sixty wasn’t so old, he thought; but every time he returned from this strong metal self to the flesh and blood shell in the station, he felt as if he had crossed from the living to the other than living. This vicarious existence was something that breathed new life into him, knowing that the world on far Pluto was a world he’d built—complete, an intimate part of his life. A part that would collapse into the rubble of history and be forgotten if Patel and Gilchrist prevailed.


  Ever since Pluto had passed out of Neptune’s orbit, after perigee in 1989, it had moved in a path more and more displaced below the ecliptic. The eccentricity and inclination of the orbit had changed Pluto’s orientation to the ecliptic all the while its distance from the Earth had increased. The problem of control had grown greater and greater as the beam, originally parallel to and displaced above the ecliptic, now cut through the plane of the ecliptic for its contact with the Black Field and Earth Orbital Lens.


  THE CHANGE-OVER had become imperative after the turn of the millenium. It had taken the engineering team six months to change the positions of the two lenses and the Black Field, jockeying the fragile stations in a broad path perpendicular to the ecliptic while still maintaining their proper motions. During the period, of course, the Artery could not transmit; the Earth’s fissionable reserves had steadily dwindled, forcing an even tighter rationing than that which prevailed when the beam was in operation.


  Fortunately, the rationing system was already well established. Terrestrial power demands had caught up with the new supply of fissionables from the Artery scarcely five years after the beam was in operation. Rationing on a complicated formula, weighing both population and industrial development had been the only answer. The political situation had been tense before the change-over. Now tempers had flared again and again in the World Council, and threatened to explode in open violence over the week-old scandal following the discovery of the attempt to falsify the count in the Lichtenstein district during the current census.


  IN THE LAST minutes before final check-out, Bayerd remained on the plain, away from the group on the control point. After he had checked the vapor tower of the main smelter, and the grid temperatures of the first bank of ionization chambers, he moved across the plane and out of the accelerator to the control capsule. The ceramic shield which covered the electric winch which would lower the capsule, into its hundred-foot pit in the rock, had been stripped half-away; the face-plate and remote visual pick-up that scanned the capsule instruments had been moved back on their gimbals to facilitate the final adjustment of the capsule mechanism. Once the controls had been set and locked on the capsule, it controlled the wide-spread functioning of the units within the accelerator circle by a dozen coaxial cables buried deep in the rock, as well as the orientation and density of the Plutonian lens.


  A signal from the Needle could override the capsule and cut the beam; but the capsule and the massive computors buried beneath the plain handled the actual transmission at speeds impossible to an organic nervous system. Once the Artery was in operation, only the capsule site was accessible. The raging magnetic fields near the accelerator would completely destroy control of a Schrenk robot. The capsule would transmit an initial calibrating segment of the beam. Then, twenty hours later, it would make any necessary adjustments from data fed back to it by the Earth Orbital Lens Stations, and begin continuous transmission.


  HE PAUSED by the capsule and looked out over the plain, feeling his inner self fill with pride. What a magnificent concept. Without the Artery they would still be chasing the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow as Patel had wanted. Patel and his single-minded search for a new power source! You couldn’t harness the hydrogen reaction—that had been proven—and what else was there but the old standbys, uranium and plutonium fission? With the twenty percent conversion you got with the Black Field, that meant a lot.


  When the vast beds of U-23S rich ore had been found on Pluto, the power famine on Earth had been critical. It was commercially impractical to bring the metal back by ship. The drain on world resources of merely building the ships would have been fantastic. The Artery had been a heaven-sent solution to the dilemma.


  Who cared how much energy you burned at the source? So . . . so smelt the ore on Pluto; vaporize it, raise the vapor to an ionizing temperature and squirt out the cloud of ions and electrons. You shape them with electromagnetic pulses; bite them into small chunks of plasma with internal particles rotating fast enough to organize it into those almost-living cohesive clouds of particles called plasmoids; accelerate them endlessly in a giant accelerator until they reach nearly a quarter the speed of light and hurl them sunward. Twenty hours later, you plate out precious metal on the Lunar plains.


  THAT WAS the concept, ready made, a mere matter of engineering—complex engineering to be sure, but the technology already existed. No striking into terra incognita. They couldn’t wait for the vain hopes of a new power source; nor was there enough to back that expensive phase of research and still build the Artery. A choice had to be made. They built the Artery.


  If there had been any sense at home, Bayerd thought, the power would have been enough for centuries. It wasn’t his fault that industry and power usage had expanded so rapidly to meet the new supply. The point was he’d given them what they wanted, and in the process built the greatest structure that man had ever conceived.


  He checked the time quickly and called “Check in!”


  “Trubner. Ionization chamber full potential.”


  “Girard, how about smelters?” Bayerd asked.


  “Intake full idle. Reservoirs at ninety percent.”


  “Field stability?”


  “Sanchez here. Accelerator field oh point oh oh five variation at reserve.”


  Quickly he took the reports from Muletti at the far side of the accelerator below the horizon, and Chang who was running a final remote check on the computers far below. He checked the settings on the capsule once more, made sure the screws were tight on the verniers and said, “Trubner, grab Girard and get the capsule sealed and seated . . . Gentlemen, ten minutes to count-down.”


  HE WATCHED two figures detach themselves from the shadows about the blue-hazed ionization chambers and move toward him. For an instant the scene seemed unreal, as though he were displaced miles from the site. He shook away the sensation, stepped back a pace and deactivated the robot. A brief adjustment, and he was in the alternate robot atop the Needle, feeling somehow vaguely depressed after the surging emotions of the plain.


  There were three active robot bodies and, when he switched to the normally unused ‘B’ net, he heard Elliott explaining the functioning of the metering stations, while Mendoza and Gilchrist occasionally made comment. He started to break in on the conversation when one of the three inactive bodies standing on the far edge of the area straightened and moved toward him.


  Bayerd, turned to look out over the table land below, trying to ignore the robot which he knew must be Patel. He switched to the ‘A’ net to rid himself of the three-way conversation between Elliott and the Councilmen. Below him, the whole plain was aglow with energy except for the deep fossa ringing the base of the needle as a moat rings a castle, cutting it from menace.


  “It is magnificent,” Patel said quietly.


  “The culmination of every engineering technique since the pyramids,” Bayerd said.


  “With something of the attributes of them,” Patel said.


  When Bayerd did not answer, Patel asked at last, “Have you ever read Shelley’s Ozymandias?”


  FOR SECONDS, Norman Bayerd struggled with the anger surging within him. Elliott’s voice cut into his thoughts “Norm! Three minutes.”


  He switched to the command net and moved quickly to his station at the accelerator monitor, where flickering meters told of the varying potentials below and the prognosticated azimuth of the beam on transmission. Elliott took his position at the console that monitored feedback information from the Plutonian Lens as the others withdrew and waited silently. Elliott keyed the warning signal, waited thirty seconds, and then checked to see that the team below had withdrawn.


  “Thirty seconds,” Bayerd announced as the timing light on his board glowed. “We are now on automatic.”


  The twenty-second light glowed on Bayerd’s board as Elliott took up the count down. Impatiently Bayerd lowered the volume and thought. A minute from now and it’s ended. Only Patel and Gilchrist left and their fangs are pulled.


  Like, mice nibbling at the feet of a steel colossus.


  “Fifteen seconds,” Elliott announced tensely.


  “Lens check-out.”


  “Computor reading forty-five two three two.”


  “Orbital lens?”


  “One thirty four . . . thirty six . . . fifty eight.”


  “Check.” Bayerd released the override switch. The countdown began as a taped voice said, “Ten, nine, eight . . .”


  HE CHECKED his own readings again. Right on the nose. The beam would strike the lens at just the right angle, and arrow its way sunward. The Artery would be whole again in just twenty hours.


  “Three . . . two . . . one . . . zero!”


  “Look, look!” There was a quick intake of breath from someone on the net as the three visitors peered upward at the band of pale blue springing from below the horizon and piercing the sky. Bayerd switched to ultra-violet vision and the beam blazed as though a giant brush, dipped in liquid fire, had been raked across the sky. Below it, the space above the smelters was a riot of swirling color like a phosphorescent oil slick on black water as secondary radiation excited the escaping hydrogen and painted the sky with Geissler colors.


  The group was lost in the sudden wonder of it and he could only stand and drink in the beauty spread across the sky. Only in the last instant did he hear Elliot shout, “My God, cut it!”


  AUTOMATICALLY, his hand lashed out for the override switch. Something arched within the console and sudden brilliance bloomed on the plain below. An invisible sponge wiped the colors from the sky.


  “Something happened,” Elliott said. “The angle was wrong at the lens.”


  “Did you stop it?” Bayerd demanded.


  “I managed to reorient the lens before the board went dead.”


  “Did you stop the whole transmission?” Bayerd demanded.


  “Almost all,” Elliott said. “All but about a thousand-meter segment.”


  “Will somebody explain what happened,” Gilchrist demanded.


  “The transmission was wild,” Bayerd said. “There’s a thousand meter segment of the beam heading sunward.”


  “Heading for where? The lens . . . dead space . . . what?”


  “Councilman,” Bayerd said, feeling a constriction in his throat, “I wish I knew.”


  IV


  “HOW COULD it happen?” Elliott asked quietly. “What could have gone wrong?”


  Bayerd looked out over the deserted metering bridge of the Black Field Station and shook his head. “I don’t know. The monitoring board was calibrated just the hour before. Something went wrong badly enough to cause arcing and fusion of the cable to the capsule.”


  “Any word from the crew yet?”


  “No,” Bayerd said. “The shield was damaged. They have to cut through it before they can raise the capsule. What I’m interested in now is the results from the Earthside computers.”


  “They’ve had the data for two hours now,” Elliott said.


  “I know it,” Bayerd snapped. “And we can’t do a damned thing until we know. Chances are the beam will cut through the system and head into interstellar space, but . . .” He moved along the bridge to one of the monitoring screens. Idly he taped a combination on the console and the screen flickered and came alive. The view was from one of the lens stations. Against the blackness of space the points of light that were the other five lens stations were a new constellation moving slowly in concert as they revolved around a common center.


  TO THE PICKUP, the stations were perfectly stationary. It was the star-flecked backdrop of space that seemed to revolve counterclockwise about the fixed constellations. Separated somewhat and at a greater distance, Norman Bayerd could see the five subsidiary stations that generated the Black Field forming a second circle of points. The slightly brighter, sixth point of light was the Black Field Control Station from which the field was propagated. It gave him an odd sensation, watching the point of light that was his present position, rather like the old illusion of the picture of a man looking at a picture and so on down into the infinitely small.


  “You know,” Bayerd said, “this seems pretty coincidental, the arrival of Gilchrist and Patel, the beam failure, and that coded message.”


  “Take it easy,” Elliott said. “Don’t start chasing shadows.”


  “I guess you’re right, Bayerd replied with a faint shrug.


  BAYERD watched Elliott as he mounted a light ladder and disappeared through a ceiling port. He debated going below himself for a nap. Then he smiled to himself at the use of the word “below” in his thinking. “Below” to a planet dweller meant toward the center of gravity. Automatically you began to think of “below” in a station as toward the center of the station, forgetting that the “gravity” you worked under in a station was actually centrifugal force from the spin of the station—and that as you traveled toward the center of the spherical station, the force of this pseudo-gravity dropped until at the exact center of rotation, you were completely weightless.


  But you didn’t revise your thinking on such basic terms. You still held to the old patterns of thought, mostly because it was easier, because you didn’t want to stop each time you used a direction oriented to a gravity field and decide the correct term. “Below” and “down” were always toward the center of the station but in exactly the opposite direction, toward the outer shell when you were talking in terms other than that of movement between levels. It did make, he thought, for some odd contradictions.


  HE DIDN’T hear Patel until he stepped from the ladder to the deck. The small scuffing sound of a foot on metal broke him from his reverie and he turned as the Indian placed his other foot on the deck.


  “What do you want?” he demanded.


  “Have you got the beam path yet?”


  “No,” Bayerd said. “We transmitted the data Earthside. Our analogue machines can’t handle such a wide variation.”


  “Too bad,” Patel said. “As time goes on, they’ll have to.”


  “I was never very good at innuendo,” Bayerd snapped, “so cut it out. You’re not playing to an audience now.”


  Patel sighed. “Do you have to interpret everything I say in terms of innuendo?”


  “I’ve got good reason, I think.”


  “Look,” Patel said, “the last thing in the world I want to do is hurt you. I’d give my right arm to be able to stand on your side of the fence, but I think you’re wrong—terribly wrong.”


  “As has. been demonstrated.”


  “Yes,” Patel said, “as has been demonstrated.”


  “WITHOUT the Artery,” Bayerd said, turning back to the metering board, “there’ll be no fissionables today. You know what that means. We’d have slipped back to a level of technology that could never have supported space travel or the world’s population.”


  “Perhaps,” Patel said, “but you haven’t done the world any favor. I remember when we first met and you had stars in your eyes when you talked about an interstellar drive. Well, you’ve shoved the human race into a straight-jacket now, restricted him to this one second-rate sun simply because further growth is limited by the present supply of fissionables. We’re spending a major portion of the world budget for operating the Artery in just maintaining the status quo. What happens if the Artery can’t supply us with even the present fissionables? What happens if we have to fall back on some other resource?”


  “Don’t try to pretend that this accident threatens the existence of the Artery in any way,” Bayerd snapped, turning to face the man. “You’d like to believe that with this little malfunction, the Artery is through.”


  “If you believe that . . .”


  “What I believe is not important,” Norman Bayerd said. “The Artery is my justification.”


  “And your monument.”


  “And my monument.”


  “To endure through the years,” Patel said. “Only it won’t endure through the years. The existence of the Artery is already practically at an end. Today is just a symptom of troubles to come.”


  “Today’s accident was just that, an accident. Our control of the beam is normally damned good.”


  “Yes, your control is good—but will it always be?”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “JUST THINK about this for a moment,” Patel said. “Pluto is outside Neptune’s orbit now and moving away from perigee. With an eccentricity of point two six, that means that its distance from Earth will increase radically in the next decades. By the time it reaches apogee, it will be well over one and a half times as far from its conjunction with Earth as at perigee in 1989.”


  “Do you think you’re telling me something I don’t know?”


  “Perhaps you just haven’t been willing to consider the implications. What’s your feedback oscillation in initial transmission?”


  “Less than one ten-thousandth of a second.”


  “What happens when the target subtends an angle less than that?”


  “An undamped oscillation, but . . .”


  “Go on,” Patel challenged. “Calculate the probabilities. How many situations like today are going to arise in the next two decades? How long can you continue to operate under those conditions?”


  “You can’t convince anybody of that.”


  “Can’t I? I can convince you if you’ll think about it.”


  “ANYTHING to destroy the Artery. It’s a personal crusade with you. I wouldn’t trust any calculations of yours to navigate across a deserted street.”


  “Because you distrust me? Or because you can’t face the destruction of this massive symbol of ego.”


  “Even if there were an element of truth in this, we’re constantly improving our equipment,” Bayerd said.


  Patel shook his head.


  “No, Norm, it won’t work. You’ve put all of our eggs in this one basket. Our growth is geared to and limited by the fissionables from the Artery. In forty years, you’ll have reached the point where you can’t deliver. Even if you refine your equipment, there’s a limit—and after that you can’t hope to meet the control problem.”


  The intercom on the duty officer’s desk chimed; Bayerd turned on his heel and walked to the instrument. The screen mirrored Elliott’s worried face. Bayerd could see he was calling from Commo.


  “Norm,” Elliott said, “are you alone?”


  “Patel’s here.”


  “We’ve got the results from Earthside.”


  “Bring them to the bridge, will you?”


  ELLIOTT nodded as his image faded from the screen. Bayerd waited silently, avoiding Patel’s eyes. He rose and walked to the hatch when he heard Elliott ascending.


  “Here,” Elliott said, breathing heavily. He handed Bayerd the flimsy pages with their dark brown markings.


  “Never mind,” Bayerd said. “What’s the verdict?”


  Elliott pointed silently at the last page.


  “Are they sure?” Bayerd asked after a moment.


  “I checked with Kepling, the mathematician who ran the problem on the Pelembang Computer. He’s sure.”


  “A one-in-a-million chance,” Bayerd said, slapping the papers against his thigh.


  “It could be a lot worse.”


  “Or a lot better.”


  “What’s the answer?” Patel asked.


  Bayerd walked over and handed him the sheets. Elliott motioned to him and walked back to the hatch. “Trubner’s just reported on the capsule. They’ve got the shielding off. The cable suspending the capsule was severed by the arc. The capsule’s still at the bottom of the well, with a hundred pounds of melted metal debris from the short circuit on top. It may take two days to cut down to it.”


  “My God,” Bayerd said, “and that thing is set to start transmitting the continuous beam twenty hours after the calibration pulse.”


  “Unless it’s overridden.”


  “But the control circuits from the lookout are gone.”


  “But not the metering circuits.”


  “What good do they do?” Bayerd asked disgustedly.


  “NONE, BUT they gave us a picture of the capsule settings. The angular settings were way off. The set screws that lock the verniers were all loose.”


  “Norm,” Patel asked behind them, “are they sure of these figures?” He pointed to the flimsies in his hand.


  “They’re sure,” Bayerd said.


  “Then the beam will tangent the Earth’s upper atmosphere?”


  Bayerd nodded silently. He turned to Elliott and said, “Get down to Commo and contact Lunar relay. Get data on every ship in space along the beam path. Also any available magnetic field generators that we might get shipborne within the next fifteen hours. Anything else that you can think of. We’ve got seventeen hours to either intercept or deflect that beam.”


  “What about the Pluto installation?” Patel asked.


  “Get on it,” Bayerd said and Elliott headed for the hatch. Then he whirled on Patel. “Don’t worry. We’ll get to the capsule before too late.”


  “If you don’t, what then?”


  “Perhaps you’d like to blow up the accelerator?”


  “You may have to.”


  “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”


  “No,” Patel said. “I would not like that. We’re too dependent upon the Artery . . . all of us.”


  “I’m surprised to hear you admit it.”


  “Why? It’s obvious . . . but you know what happens when you cut an artery?”


  “Huh?”


  “When you cut an artery, Norma n,” Patel said with a worried frown, “you bleed to death.”


  V


  “I’VE RADIOED Earth I for complete information on all ships in space within the beam area or about to take off into the area,” Bayerd said, scanning the faces of the men on the bridge. Only Chang’s face was emotionless. His black eyes were lidded in thought his face completely composed. The other men—Elliott, Patel, Beckworth, the two councilmen—showed varied expressions of worry and anger.


  “Damn it,” Gilchrist said, “we can’t be worrying about ships in its path. We’ve got to divert that beam.”


  “Councilman,” Bayerd snapped, “that’s exactly what we’re trying to do. But you need ships to move any equipment into the beam’s path.”


  “What about the Black Field?” Gilchrist demanded. “Can you move the generating stations into its path?”


  “Impossible,” Chang said slowly. “It would take months.”


  “The drive units are still orbiting around Terra,” Mendoza said. “Can we interpose one of the stations?”


  “As a last resort . . . perhaps. But that knocks the Artery out of business for a year.”


  “We can’t have that,” Mendoza said. “We can’t survive even six more months without the Artery’s fissionables.”


  “What if we don’t stop the beam?” Beckworth asked.


  “IF JUST the fringes of the atmosphere are involved,” Bayerd said, “the beam will lose only a fraction of its kinetic energy. There’ll be heat generated, but not so much that it won’t be dissipated without danger.”


  “And if it penetrates more deeply?” Gilchrist asked.


  “A great deal more heat, secondary radiation from the high speed of the beam; ionization; shock waves from the localized heating.”


  “And what does that mean in terms of damage?” Gilchrist demanded.


  “I’m afraid,” Patel said slowly, “that it might mean a great deal. The radiation can probably be discounted. Mostly short half-lives. The shock wave could be disasterous. The effect of so much heat generated in the path of the beam would be equivalent to a giant meteor penetrating the atmosphere.”


  “Chang,” Bayerd said, “what’s the situation at the capsule?”


  “This is not easy,” Chang said slowly. “We have lowered four robot units to the bottom of the shaft and are sending down cutting tools.”


  “Any chance of blasting?”


  “Through the metal? I do not think it advisable.”


  “Give me an estimate of how quickly you can get to the capsule.”


  “That I will have in another hour.”


  “My God,” Bayerd said, “an hour? We’ve got only sixteen before that damned thing is keyed to start spraying plasma all over the system.”


  “THIS HAD to happen,” Gilchrist said. “You can’t stake the whole future of a world on a gamble like this.”


  “Councilman,” Norman Bayerd said, “Terra won’t have a future if you don’t stop pushing the panic button.”


  “You forget yourself,” Gilchrist said, jumping to his feet. Mendoza half-rose, trying to restrain him.


  Gilchrist seemed to swell for an instant in his fury. Then he turned without speaking and stalked from the room. Mendoza said, “Damn it, Norm, watch your temper. You can do both of us a lot of harm,” and followed Gilchrist from the room.


  “You know how most of the commercial space drives operate?” Bayerd asked Patel.


  “A combination chemical plasma system?”


  “That’s right. They throw colloidal aluminum into an arc chamber to increase the arc temperature by a magnetoconstriction effect, accelerate the metal vapor jet to supersonic by an eddy-current funnel and then get the last bit of juice out of the fuel by injecting water to oxidize the aluminum. The point is they throw out a wake of colloidal aluminum oxide, and each particle is charged. What would happen if the beam penetrated a large enough cross section of that stuff?”


  “Something as tenuous as that?” Patel asked. “It can’t possibly stop the beam.”


  “NOT STOP,” Bayerd said. “Just deflect. Each one of those colloidal particles of aluminum oxide is charged. How large a cross section do we need to deflect each individual plasmoid of the beam just the bit necessary to make sure it misses Terra?”


  “I can run it on the Station computer,” Patel said, moving toward the hatch. “It might work.”


  “That leaves me pretty much dead weight,” Beckworth said when only he, Elliott and Bayard were left on the bridge.


  “How’s your supply of pep-pills?”


  “Stimulants? Well, I’ve a fair supply of PALA—para-amino-lacto-amphetamine—but I don’t like to use the stuff except in an emergency.”


  “This is an emergency in spades,” Bayerd said. “Look, we’re going to have to keep driving these men for the next sixteen hours at least, probably longer. They’ll be dead for sleep and we need everyone. At top alertness, top efficiency.”


  “All right,” Beckworth said, “but you’d better radio for replacements. I want those men off their feet and in bed for at least forty-eight hours afterwards.”


  He paused, looked expectantly at Bayerd, then said, “And I won’t go over a hundred fifty milligrams on any man, regardless of what you say.”


  BAYERD turned to Elliott.


  “Give them the situation down below. I want a complete new crew up here in twenty-four hours with another standing by Earthside. And goose them on that ship data. I want cargoes as well.”


  “Cargoes?” Elliott asked. Bayerd passed his hand over his head and sighed tiredly. “Playing to a blind hand. Still, you never know what one might be carrying that would prove useful.”


  “Right,” Elliott said and started for the hatch.


  As soon as Elliott was out of earshot, Beckworth said, “All right, Norm, sit down a minute.”


  “Haven’t got time.”


  “You’ll take time. I want to take a look at you.”


  “There’s nothing wrong with me,” Norman Bayerd said.


  “That’s for me to say,” Beckworth said, pushing him into a chair. He felt for Bayard’s pulse, paused as he checked the count, and then produced a small pencil light from his pocket. After. a moment looking at each eye and pursing his lips, he said, “What are you taking?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Don’t give me that.”


  BAYERD shifted uncomfortably in his seat, and said nothing.


  “Tranquilizer?” Beckworth asked.


  Bayerd started, then tried to speak. Finally he nodded.


  “What for?” Beckworth demanded.


  “I’ve been a little jumpy lately,” Bayerd said. “Nothing serious. Got these from my doctor Earthside. He patted the vial of capsules in his breast pocket.


  “I think you should be in bed,” Beckworth said. “You look like a man who’s gone through a concrete mixer.”


  “Don’t talk to me about resting at a time like this,” Bayerd snapped, getting to his feet impatiently. “I can’t even think in those terms for the next twenty-four hours.”


  “All right, all right,” Beckworth said. “Kill yourself. That’s your privilege, but watch your step each minute. Those things, coupled with fatigue, can affect your judgement and your reaction time. And I want a detailed physical on you as soon as this mess is cleared up.”


  Bayerd shifted his weight uncomfortably, feeling like a small boy who has been caught stealing cookies. “I’ll have it done Earthside.”


  “Huh uh,” Beckworth objected. “That’s my department. I want an official record on anyone connected with the project. I haven’t received one for you from below, and I want to run a few tests.”


  “Don’t be so damned persistent,” Bayerd said tiredly.


  “That’s what I get paid for.”


  MENDOZA, who had apparently followed Bayerd after he left the bridge, stopped him on “S” deck as he was about to enter the Schrenk Cubicle assigned to him.


  “Look,” Mendoza said, “give it to me straight. What are the chances of stopping the beam?”


  “I don’t know. I told you everything I knew at the briefing.”


  “You don’t understand. I’ve got to know. Things are pretty touchy down below. You don’t have the complete picture of the political situation. This could give the Eastern Power Combine a lever in its bid for a bigger ration slice. Up to now, the ration has been on the basis of pre-Artery power usage—modified by population growth. Europe and Asia have always had high birth rates. We’ve had to do some juggling.”


  Bayerd rubbed his chin wearily. “I don’t see how this ties in with the present situation.”


  “Well . . .” Mendoza paused for a second, then seemed to come to a decision, “. . . you may as well know. All hell will break loose at the next session. We forced this Lichtenstein scandal, accused them of falsifying the census records to up their power. allotment. It was easy to do. Small district and not too many people to get to. The idea was to throw doubt on the larger census areas.”


  “No wonder they blew a valve,” Bayerd said. “I wish you hadn’t told me that.”


  “POLITICS is a dirty business when national survival is at stake,” Mendoza said. “Don’t you see, the West . . . Amazonia, the American States . . . are the best hope of pulling us out of this mess. We’re the technological leaders, the countries needing the most power . . .”


  “I’m sorry,” Bayerd said, shaking his head. “I appreciate all you’ve done for the project—but I don’t want to be a party to anything like this, regardless of what you want from me.”


  “Damn it, Norm, I’m not asking you to be a party to anything. I’m trying to be honest with you so you’ll understand why you can’t allow Gilchrist to involve you in any personal issues. Shifting attention from an issue to a personality conflict is the oldest trick in the book. Don’t give him the chance.”


  Bayerd thought for a moment and then eyed the councilman. Mendoza’s olive face was shining with perspiration, and his black eyes dropped to the floor when Bayerd looked at him.


  “Oh, I know, damn it,” Mendoza said. “I get a little sick of the mess myself sometimes. I fight for what I believe in, Norm, just as you do. And dirty if I have to. We’re alike in that respect.”


  BAYERD ignored the thrust and said, “Look, just how dirty will their side fight?”


  “Hard to say, what’s on your mind?”


  Bayerd told him about the changed settings on the capsule.


  “My good Lord,” Mendoza said. “Whoever would do such a thing? He must be insane.”


  “Not necessarily. He could have intended the beam to go out into space. The chances were all in favor of that.”


  “But the capsule . . .”


  “Someone wants the beam shut down for a time. What he didn’t anticipate was that the mechanisms in the capsule would continue to transmit the beam, and that we would not be able to get to the capsule in time.”


  “What are our chances there?”


  “That’s what I’m trying to find out,” Bayerd said, gesturing toward the Schrenk cubicles. “I want to check on the spot and see how Chang’s crew is coming.”


  “Is it possible at all to get to the accelerator?”


  “The magnetic fields would disrupt robot control.”


  “Can’t you just cut off the ore supply to the smelters?”


  “We’ve done that,” Bayerd said, “but there’s about a ten-minute reserve within the accelerator area.”


  MENDOZA sighed. “Then if you have not cut down to the capsule in the next fifteen hours, you must stop transmission some other way.”


  “No one’s touching that installation,” Bayerd said angrily.


  “What do you want? Do you want your equipment intact and that uncontrolled beam running through the system? You said there’s enough reserve metal within the system for four days of transmission and what may not happen in that time?”


  “You can’t touch the accelerator,” Bayerd said angrily.


  “When the time comes, if you can’t give the order . . .” Mendoza replied, and then didn’t finish the statement.


  “Oh, go to Hell, all of you!” Bayerd turned away from the man.


  HE FELT the door of the Schrenk cubicle slide close behind him and he leaned back, feeling its magnaluminum solidity through the cloth of his tunic. He felt, emotionally drained, as though he had been laughing or crying for hours. A part of him churned with rage at Mendoza’s betrayal.


  He seated himself in the webbing of the Schrenk suit and buckled the mesh about his legs. The chest harness felt cold and constricting as he moved the facepiece toward him.


  He felt tension stealing over him, the thin quivering of thighs and the tightness of jaw muscles. If he could just hold off until the mess was finished. He freed his hand and fumbled for the medicine in his pocket, thinking of how they symbolized the thin distance between him and the end—not only of his personal existence, but in a larger sense the end of the existence of this entity he had created out of his life and his brain and his body.


  He thrust his left arm into the glove, activated the controls for the robot atop the lookout point, and thrust his head into the facepiece. The image of the two cathode tubes reflected in the angled mirrors of the face-piece lightened for a second, flared and . . .


  AND HE WAS looking out over the deserted rock, seeing the dead control consoles, the empty robot bodies standing apart where they had been thoughtlessly abandoned. He made walking motions in the harness and moved to the console he had occupied just before the transmission. He activated the metering circuits and checked the board. One meter registering grid potentials on the self-contained amplifier flicked, but the rest were dead. He touched the remote-register and a dim picture flickered on the tube, transmitted from the face of the capsule, buried in the rock.


  He saw the loose locking screws and the fatal setting on the face of the capsule. There could be no doubt about it; the settings were quite different than the ones he had placed on the capsule the day before. Norman Bayerd tried to think back. Could he have possibly made a mistake changed one of the settings while he was adjusting the automatic timing device? No, to make such an error, he would have to have changed three settings from those the Earthside computors at Pelambang had given them. The change was deliberate. No doubt of it.


  Then the thought hit him. Whoever had changed the settings might conceivably have trapped himself without knowing it. He stooped and slid back the panel in the base of the console. Inside, a series of coils of tape recorded the readings of the meters above from moment to moment. Normally they were erased after every twenty-four hours unless they were needed to compute some slight adjustment of the beam inherently undetectable by the beam’s own mechanisms.


  HE EXTRACTED the two tapes that recorded deflection and elevation of the transmitted beam and laid them on the surface of the console. After a moment of searching, he found the spot on one where the capsule setting had been changed, and then he found the similar change on the other spool. He noted the time on each and rewound the tapes. Then he found a small wrench in a nearby kit and carefully unseated the oscilloscope from the upper right-hand corner of the console panel. He wedged the two spools into the space beside the tapering tube and reseated it. Then he threaded two new spools onto the recording devices. Now, he thought, should anyone else have the same idea, they would think that the spools had been erased.


  Then he rose and walked to the edge of the precipice. Below, he could see the capsule installation, its ceramic shield peeled away like the husk of a walnut. There were two Schrenk robots on the near side, struggling with a heavy mass which he finally identified as a generator for a monatomic hydrogen cutting torch.


  “This is Bayerd,” he said. “How much progress are you making?”


  “Trubner, here,” the voice came back. “The other generator broke down. We had to bring this one up from the mining installations.”


  “Hold it a minute,” Bayerd said. He withdrew from the facepiece and for a moment the confusion of the transition startled him. He touched the switch that activated the robot unit on the plain and suddenly, as he returned to the facepiece, he was standing a hundred yards from the group with the generator. He walked over and said,


  “Here, I’ll handle the rear.”


  “THANKS,” replied a voice that he identified as Muletti’s. He had a mental image of the small wiry Italian, his normally-curly black hair clipped short in a matted crew-cut. Carefully he moved the generator toward the capsule shield and then slowly set it on the rock.


  “HI get it hooked up,” Muletti volunteered.


  “Good,” Bayerd said, turning to look out over the plain. The accelerator installations still glowed with the bright radiance of infra-red near the smelters. The scene reminded him of something out of a surrealist painting, with the inverted highlights seemingly twisting the familiar shapes into alien forms. Strange to think that this great thing of metals and energies might soon end.


  It would be so easy, though, he thought. There were three cargo ships based to the south near the ore pits. One need only man a ship, take it up, and crash-dive it into the installation. No necessity of using explosives. Only . . .


  That would be killing the artery. And the man piloting the ship would die a kind of death, though vicariously.


  If it had to be done, Bayerd promised himself, it would be done at his hand. He would ride the ship down, die flaming in the wreckage and walk the Black Field Station afterward to go at last back to Terra to die another kind of death.


  WHEN TRUBNER responded over the new channel, Bayerd said, “How soon after I gave the order did you seat the capsule?”


  “Three . . . four minutes, I suppose.”


  “Did you log it on your tape?”


  “Yes,” Trubner said.


  “Check it, will you?”


  Trubner’s robot became immobile. Bayerd waited impatiently for seconds, then turned to watch Muletti lowering the generator through the shielding into the capsule pit. They had improvised a second winch to replace the one damaged by the arcing, welding the drum to the interior metal frame of the shield.


  “Who’s down below?” Bayerd asked.


  “Sanchez, Chang, and Girard,” Muletti said.


  “How are they coming?”


  “Very hard working. The metal spattered, however, so that it’s somewhat porous and we occasionally cut into a series of vapor pockets which helps.”


  “Good,” Bayerd said as Trubner’s body came erect.


  “The time was 9:02,” Trubner said.


  “Are you sure? I have to have this pinpointed.”


  “Yes. I was recording from the command net. I dictated the time as I started to lower the capsule. It checks with the time index on the tape.”


  “That would mean about 9:01 for your time of arrival at the capsule site itself.”


  “I should think so.”


  “THANKS,” Bayerd said.


  As Trubner returned to work, he deactivated the body and he was again in the station, leaning tiredly into the Schrenk harness. He freed himself and debated his next move. The obvious one was to check the tapes on each Schrenk unit. Find the one showing a break in control a minute or so before 9:01.”


  Overhead, an intercom speaker crackled and Elliott’s voice said, “Norm, can you come up to Commo? I’ve got your shipping information.”


  He made his way up to Commo to find Elliott and Patel seated at the transceiver. Elliott sprang to his feet and held out a pad. “There’s the story,” he said.


  Bayerd scanned the sheet, noting orbital figures, velocities. “Never mind. You’ve screened these already. What can we use?”


  “Here,” Elliott said, “we’ve made a sketch.” He unfolded a sheet of five foot square graph paper and fastened the sheet to the bulkhead with gummed tape. He had sketched in the orbits of the Earth and the planets past her out to Pluto. The distances were not to scale, Bayerd saw, the trans-Jovian distances being much foreshortened. Beside each orbital circle, Elliott had noted figures in hours and minutes, denoting, Bayerd decided, the anticipated progress of the beam front.


  “This is all approximate,” Elliott said. “You’ll notice that Terra is ‘zero’ and ‘Pluto’ is 20 hours. The beam front is approximately at this point.” He touched a spot just outside of the orbit of Uranus and made a small “x” with his pencil, labeling it “11 Hours.”


  “All right,” Bayerd said, “give me the ships.”


  “FIVE OF various size including the Ingrid, a cruiser assigned to the Norwegian Astronomical Society, and a ‘drifter’, the SAU-62, carrying air to the Callisto Experimental Ecological Station. All in this general sector.” He pointed at the area past Jupiter and near Saturn. At this point he penciled the inscription: “Approx. 4 Hours.”


  “Then,” Elliott said, consulting the sheet, “there’s another drifter, the CX-248, here just above the asteroid belt. Cargo is an orbital radar lens for the radio telescope the Council is building in the Trojans—you know, one of those big inflatable polyparalene balloons plated with a layer of sodium metal. There are also four plasma drive ships and one chemical ballistic freighter in the same region. It’s only an hour and forty minutes to ‘zero’ at that point though.”


  Bayerd looked at the sketch. The drifter near Saturn might be promising. Drifters were huge cargo vessels operating on a direct caesium ion drive. They were capable of an acceleration of perhaps one-thousandth of a gravity. The trip to Saturn, if he recalled correctly, took almost seven months with a hundred days or so of acceleration and an equal period for deceleration. That meant that the drifter was barely moving at this point so close to its destination.


  HE CHECKED the sheet for the data on the second drifter above the asteroid belt. The ship, he saw, had been out of Terra orbit sixty-seven days and now had a velocity of 200 miles per hour. That was not exceptionally high, he realized, but the fragile construction of the vessels, which were never meant to withstand strong acceleration, made maneuvering the things a touchy proposition.


  “Patel,” Bayerd asked, “what about the exhaust trick?”


  “I ran the calculations on it,” Patel said. “The theory is pretty, of course. You can build up quite a few statcoulombs on the particle cloud but they’re moving pretty fast at that temperature, and the particles are all charged alike—which means they repel each other. A ten mile cross-section might give you the three-tenths of a second deflection you need at Saturn’s orbit—but you couldn’t hold the cloud together even if you had the fuel for the density I calculated. No good, I’m afraid.”


  “It was a wild idea, anyway.”


  “If we can set up an electrostatic point source close enough to the beam path, we might deflect it,” Patel said. “It would deform the plasmoids, but the later impulse might be sufficient to deflect the beam enough.”


  “All right—we’ll play both our cards. Let’s see if we can move the SAU-62 into the beam path with the ships in the area and build up a skin charge using its motors and those of the other ships in the area. We can cut out the charge dissipators and throw out every bit of ionizable mass. That should build up a pretty good charge.”


  “What about the drifter in the asteroid belt?”


  “The CX-248? We’ll do the same with it. We’ll have to have close observations on the path of the beam. Can that Norwegian ship give it to us?”


  “WAIT,” PATEL said, “that second drifter with the radar lens—why not unship it and inflate it in space? With so much of a metallic surface, we could accumulate an enormous charge.”


  “It won’t work,” Elliott said.


  “We’ve got to try.”


  “That’s not what I mean. Look, drifters are fairly fragile. They’re not intended for high accelerations. The CX-248 might take one ‘g’ but not much more without breaking up. At one ‘g’ deceleration, it will take ten hours to decelerate the CX-248 and we don’t have that long.”


  Bayerd rubbed his hand tiredly across his eyes and said, “Then we’ll just have to do without it.”


  “No,” Patel said, “it’s the polyparalene lens we want. We can decelerate the ship, even if it does buckle. Just so long as the lens is intact.”


  “All right,” Bayerd said. “How much time does the first group have?”


  “Six and a half hours. Nine and a half for the second.”


  He moved past the two men and said, “Raise Luna Station and give me a line to the president of the Council. We’ll need his weight behind us before we can start tearing up somebody else’s property.


  As Elliott began to call Luna Station, Norman Bayerd was thinking of what he had discovered at the accelerator site. Then he remembered the conversation with Muletti. He had, he realized, forgotten to change back to the command net after talking with Trubner. Yet Muletti had answered him immediately when he spoke.


  Why, Bayerd wondered, had the man been eavesdropping on his conversation with Trubner?


  VIII


  “THIS DAMNED I business of waiting,” Elliott said, his voice husky with fatigue. “You feel so completely helpless.”


  “There’s nothing we can do now but wait,” Bayerd replied.


  “Look,” Elliott said, “You look bushed. Why don’t you grab some sleep?”


  Bayerd shook his head. “No, I want to check with Chang’s group.” He started for the door and then turned. “Do me a favor and keep your eye on Patel, will you?”


  “You think he’s the one?”


  “I wish I knew. This whole business is completely insane. I don’t know who to trust.”


  All the way down to the Schrenk cubicles, Norman Bayerd could feel the growing tenseness of his body. He was afraid as he had not been in years. He remembered the last time it had hit him—the horrible tensing of the muscles, the uncontrollable desire to scream, and the complete inability to . . .


  “Take it easy,” the doctors had told him. “Don’t fatigue yourself, keep up the medication, and there’s no reason why you should ever worry about an attack again. We’ve gone pretty far in treating this sort of thing.”


  As though this were a nice simple recipe, he thought, that one could follow at one’s ease. Well, they’d never found out about his illness, the ones who might have taken him away from the project. But carrying this seed in your body, waiting for another descent into darkness . . . It was like carrying death as a sable shadow on the rim of your consciousness for the rest of your years.


  HE THOUGHT of Elliott’s advice, but he knew he could not rest—not as long as the man who had tampered with the Artery was free and undiscovered. Who was it? Trubner? Muletti? Or even Elliott? No, he couldn’t believe that. Elliott was devoted to the project. It was more than a mere job to him. Why, he remembered when Elliott had first been assigned to his staff.


  When Elliott had joined the beam project, fifteen years before, Bayerd had said, “Operating the Artery will be like standing back a hundred yards and stoking a furnace by throwing capped blocks of TNT at the open door. As long as your aim is good, the TNT lands inside and burns quietly. But if you miss, chances are the block will land on its fulminate cap. Now, that won’t do a great deal of damage, but suppose the furnace supplies the only heat there is in one of the polar cities and suppose there’s a tank of chlorine stored in the same room. Now, if you miss the door and the TNT explodes, the tank goes up, too—and you poison the whole block, perhaps the whole city. But you’ve got to keep the fire going, or the whole city freezes.


  “So,” Elliott had said, “you keep the game going because the city can’t survive otherwise and you pray your aim is good.”


  “Which is why you’re part of the project.”


  “Because I’m to be trusted with TNT?”


  “Because,” Bayerd said, “we think your aim is good.”


  AND SO far, Bayerd thought, so far their aim had been good. When they first built the Artery, he had held doubts, secret doubts he would never have admitted. How do you concede a possibility to an antagonist without his seizing it, emphasizing it in terms of black or white, beating it out of shape with endless argument until a possibility became a probability and then a certainty? That’s what would have happened with the Artery had Norman Bayerd agreed that the possibility of misdirection, of loss of control, existed at all.


  He remembered the bitter ex-. changes in the newspapers, the parade of innuendo with a single fact overriding all others . . . the growing power-starvation of the world. The opposition had centered around Patel, the young physicist with visions of new power sources, of eventually doing what two generations had already failed to do: harness the hydrogen fusion reaction for power. Young, starry-eyed, all of them, conveniently forgetting the disasterous explosion that had leveled the British Experimental Station on the Isle of Man in the first instant of operation, vaporizing the tons of rock and dirt and scattering radioactive ash abroad on the winds. After that one, there had to be an end. Not even the need for power could justify the danger of annihilating the whole race.


  PECULIARLY enough, the arguments of both sides hinged on the Black Field effect—that strange, accidental by-product of binding energy research that promised up to twenty percent conversion of matter in the fission reaction by its ability to contain the incredible forces of even an atomic explosion. Actually, “contain” wasn’t the proper term. The Black Field partitioned energy within its influence in a most complex fashion. Particles with a given kinetic energy within the field crossed its boundaries and emerged with that energy much reduced. This was controllable. The density of the field would yield reductions of energy of from eighty to almost 100 percent. Coincidently, a certain number of particles in any group disappeared utterly. Statistically, the mass loss could be related to the reciprocal of the energy loss. The effect was essentially linear.


  A German physicist by the name of Kulz found that reversing the polarity of the field under certain conditions resulted in a failure to contain the energy of the nuclear reaction. Had he not communicated his intended experiment to a colleague in Pakistan, no one would have known what happened. One thing developed from the disasterous experiment. Even if you calculated the energy release from total conversion of the contained mass, you came out with less energy than actually released. Something for nothing. Energy out of nowhere. Perpetual motion.


  Only it wasn’t so.


  A TEAM financed by the World Council finally came up with a theory that fit the facts. There was . . . incredibly . . . complete conversion within the normally-operating field, or very nearly. complete conversion of mass into energy. Not just binding energy, the inconsequential residue of splitting into simpler atoms, but complete annihilation of matter.


  The initial stage was simple fission, but the Black Field’s energy partitioning effect came into operation. A small portion of the enclosed matter gained the major portion of energy within the field, and achieved velocities exceeding that of light in fractions of a microsecond. The stuff disappeared, but not before shedding a phantom particle: a positron where an electron had been; an anti-proton where a proton had been; a gamma-neutron where an ordinary neutron had been. The anti-particles destroyed more of the contained matter, producing more energy, more particles accelerating to the speed of light and disappearing. The creation of the phantom particles? All a matter of topology. Where were the accelerated particles going?


  Imagine another . . . call it dimension, universe, continuum, what you will. Whatever it was, it was smaller than this one of ours, smaller not in terms of dimensions for that concept had no meaning. Smaller, say, in terms of the amount of available free energy it could contain. A young universe, perhaps, a continuum with a point-for-point congruency with the real universe—if you accepted the postulated geometry for this other place—with an inverse entropy, so far as we were concerned.


  The available free energy of that micro-universe could increase; that’s what was happening to the partitioned energy. The particles, traveling faster than light, were carrying it elsewhere and dropping back into the real continuum turned inside out, the way you turn a glove inside out. The available free energy of that micro-universe was greater than that of ours for a given . . . could you say . . . volume of space. There was an energy incline. If you reversed the field as the unfortunate German had, well . . .


  UNDERSTAND, though, you weren’t creating energy. You had already, through a decade of experimenting, poured energy into this other place and the reversal of the field merely released it. Just a matter of two continuua seeking equilibrium. (Perhaps, as someone pointed out, the very operation of the first Black Field had created this other place. No matter. It was there, and the effect could be used.)


  The Black Field offered two possibilities. Controlled fusion or the Artery. A long-term gamble with the certain price of failure a collapsing technology—if you were willing to invest the money and the massive labor of building the Artery. The deposits of U-235, as the hydride, had been discovered on Pluto; but it wasn’t commercially feasible to bring the metal back by ship. The fleet of freighters needed alone would have severely taxed the metal resources of three worlds—not to mention that the energy requirements for such a commercial flight were such that you’d be lucky to achieve a ten percent payload.


  GAMBLE on the development of controlled fusion? With the world starving for power; with space flight itself hanging in the balance; with the populations of one quarter of the world on a minimum subsistence diet after the past two decades’ debauch of using Terra’s fissionable resources at a drunken rate? The nice thing about the Artery was that there was a near-inexhaustible supply of power to run the accelerator and the other equipment right on the site. Why worry about how much U-235 you consumed, just so long as you didn’t have to burn the stuff in a ship?


  End result? Hearings following hearings, Bayerd leading them along, explaining, cajoling, meeting the attacks of the Patel faction, seeing always the massive vision of a band of metal stretching from far Pluto to the Earth, pumping in new life. Patel had called the concept a “Goldberg”. The solution Bayerd was proposing, he said, was so complex that the expenditure of effort in another direction could find a simpler solution. Only he wasn’t sure of just what that solution would be.


  Norman Bayerd had seen a great deal of Patel during that period. At first they had been friendly rivals, sane men who had disagreed. Only Patel’s people had gone on to attempt to discredit Bayerd. Bayerd’s own backers in the Council had rushed to the attack, and the whole affair had been pretty nasty.


  What really hurt, of course, was that during the summer when he was in Toronto testifying before the special commission of the World Resources Board, he had brought Diane with him as his secretary. Bayerd should have realized that something was going on, but he had been too busy, putting his final testimony into shape.


  That she should have found something in Patel to attract her was unthinkable; she knew how he felt about the man at that time. Actually, Bayerd had fallen into the habit of thinking of Patel as being his own age, forgetting that the man was actually only in his mid-twenties.


  He still remembered the anguish he felt when she came to him and said that she and Patel were planning to be married. She was the only person Norman Bayerd had any real feeling for since his wife’s death, and in many ways she was the living embodiement of his wife as he remembered her: young, vibrant, alert with a ready sense of humor, flavored with a bit of sugar and a dash of vinegar.


  BAYERD had moved into one of the vacant Schrenk cubicles and he stood, staring into the half-gloom of the room, remembering her face with the skin so smooth that it had an almost transparent paleness. And that little swine, Patel, who had never intended any real interest in the girl. It was his way of striking back after Bayerd had crushed him and almost ruined him professionally.


  The cubicle he was in was, he saw, the one assigned to Gilchrist. He found the monitoring tapes with their time codes and carefully ran the last one back to the hour of transmission, searching for the telltale hiatus in the impulse which would indicate a shift to another Schrenk robot. He searched on either side of the spot that marked 9:00 but failed to find any indication of a jump. As nearly as he could determine, the councilman had occupied the robot on the Needle for the entire period after the tour which Elliott had shepherded through the plain installations.


  He moved from the room and entered the next one. In quick succession he checked the cubicles belonging to Mendoza, Beck worth (who had not used his in days, since he had no direct concern with operations), and finally Elliott’s.


  He paused outside of the vacant cubicle assigned to Patel. All at once he knew that he would find the solution here. It had to be here. Who else had a better motive for destroying him? He felt the rage buried within him beginning to stir again.


  And he remembered that Patel had not been on the Needle when he had returned. Patel had been wandering somewhere below, completely out of sight of the members of the Needle group, out of sight of the crew below on the plain. How simple, when he saw Bayerd’s robot go lax, to switch to the abandoned body, make the changes in the capsule in seconds, and leave?


  HE PUSHED open the door, feeling his heart pounding at what he knew must be here. The room was clothed in darkness, except for a glow-panel on the ceiling, shedding a residual light. He moved to the monitor unit, found the tape and began to rewind it to the spot which had recorded the instant when the hate and resentment of years had proved too much, when Patel with a quick movement of a switch had usurped the body by the capsule and condemned millions to disaster . . . to death.


  In the dim light he inspected the tape. It was there! The tiny hiatus where the Schrenk unit had been switched to another robot body. And the time was 9:00.


  For a second, he felt somehow depressed; the reaction was completely anticlimactic. This was the evidence he had been seeking. Yes, the index along the edge clearly established the time. The taped record would show which robot on Pluto he had activated. Bayerd need only run the tape back on the reel and play back the coded data. He leaned forward to inspect the sound track running parallel to the data track, wondering what sounds Patel must have unconsciously voiced in that instant of betrayal. In the next instant intense pain lanced through his temples.


  It felt as if someone had hit him with a steel bar. There was a suffocating something over his mouth, cutting off air. Swirls of color raced before his eyes as his body tensed. He felt his muscles snapping with the effort, trying to fight upward to consciousness.


  He felt something crushing his lips inward, smothering him and he tasted the warm taste of blood before he fell into the smothering darkness . . .


  VIII


  HE WAS wrapped in pale light while a part of him stood apart and watched the endless drifting of his body. There was something at the farthest range of Norman Bayerd’s vision, separated from his living self by great distance, by light years even, that was approaching him with fantastic speed.


  It would be only a matter of minutes . . . seconds . . . days . . . years . . . time until it were upon him and all thinking, all feeling would cease.


  Drifting in an eternity of soft light and warmth with the touch of chill on his back . . . Soft light and formlessness . . . And he knew that he could not leave in this manner with no form, no substance on which he might pin some memory of his past existence.


  Drifting, he searched the light in which he moved and saw that he was enclosed in a fragile sphere whose boundaries were sharp and well-defined . . . that beyond this sphere of light, the endless black, flecked with bright stars, stretched to infinity and there was nothing that would carry him outward from his sphere of radiance to those other far spheres of light. There was only hereness and nowness and that soon to be dissolved . . . By something moving toward him with incredible speed, something cold and stifling and smothering and . . .


  SOMEWHERE dimly he heard a voice and he felt something drawing him upward. Bayerd fought against the pull, seeking only to drift silently in his tiny universe of light for the thing rushing down upon him. He looked far out and then he saw it.


  Like a great sable curtain sweeping through space, blotting out the stars. A vast mass of utter lightlessness that swallowed his universe. But there was a speck of light that grew in a long parabola racing across his pool of brightness, and he knew that it was a thing upon which he might fasten and which would bear him ever outward to those distant universes before the endless black curtain would enfold him in its stifling substance.


  He sent his consciousness outward in all directions, seeking for something. For a stone, a twig, a shard of metal with which he could mark the place where he had been . . . where in the night that would quickly fall, someone finding it might know that he had been there and had afterwards gone hence . . .


  But there was the pull, something binding him to the spot and pulling him upward . . . upward into greater light . . .


  Into brilliance and . . .


  “Norm,” someone said. “Norm, what’s happened?”


  And there was a warm arm supporting him, buoying him up and away from the bright radiance, away from the on-sweeping blackness to . . .


  Light as his lids faltered open.


  THE ROOM was a mass of shifting shadows. He felt a deep throbbing pain behind his eyes and the blood pulsing frantically in his temples. There was a tight, burning sensation in the pit of his stomach and his muscles felt lax and drained of energy. He struggled into a sitting position as Elliott said, “Are you all right?”


  He shook his head, trying to speak, but his throat was tight and his mouth dry. For seconds he couldn’t manage a sound. He wet his lips and swallowed. He felt the astringent taste of blood in his mouth and his exploring tongue told him that in his struggles he must have lacerated his own cheek lining with his teeth.


  “I think so,” he said at last. “It all happened so fast.”


  He tried to get to his feet and fell back against the metal bulkhead. For an instant, sharp pain shot through his temples. His exploring hand found a throbbing area at the back of his head.


  “You were gone almost two hours,” Elliott said quietly. “I began to wonder and came down to find you.”


  “Where’s Patel?” Bayerd asked.


  “Up in Commo. He’s been handling the message traffic on the operations we set up.”


  “Has he been there all the time?”


  “Why, yes,” Elliott said. Then his brow wrinkled in thought and he said, “That is, I suppose so. I’ve been busy on the metering bridge. He’s been in Commo every time I came down, though. Why? You don’t think . . .?”


  “I don’t know what to think,” Bayerd said, getting unsteadily to his feet with Elliott’s help. “I know one thing though.”


  HE MADE his way unsteadily to the monitoring tape unit and removed the spool.


  “Hit the lights, will you?” he said.


  Elliott touched the induction plate by the door and the walls and ceiling glowed a soft radiance. Carefully, Bayerd rolled the tape from one spool to the other, searching again for. the significant area of the tape. After a few minutes he realized that something was wrong. The break was there, but the time code was not the same. The break, was now coded at 9:05.


  “This isn’t the same tape,” he said. “Someone’s switched it for the original.”


  “What’s so important about the tape?” Elliott asked.


  Bayerd told him. Elliott whistled. “Are you sure?”


  “Damn it, of course I’m sure. I was hunting for just such evidence when I started checking the monitor tapes. It isn’t likely that I would make a mistake.”


  “But this means that Patel was the one who changed the capsule settings.”


  “It looks that way.”


  “I find that a little hard to believe.”


  “Don’t be a fool,” Bayerd said impatiently. “It’s hard to believe about anyone, but Patel is one of the most likely. Only I can’t prove it now.”


  He passed a hand over his eyes. The hand, he noticed, was shaking, the tips of the fingers vibrating with tiny, tremors. His jaw muscles ached as though he had been holding his teeth clenched for a long time.


  “You’d better get Doc Beckworth to check you over,” Elliott said, reaching out a hand to steady him. “Give me the tape I might be able to find something in the coded data.”


  “You’re welcome to it,” Bayerd said. “It’s probably pretty crude. He didn’t have time to do a good job of faking.”


  “Let’s go,” Elliott said.


  “All right—but the story is that I fell and banged my head. No one’s to know about this for the present.”


  Elliott shrugged. “Any way you want it.”


  THEY FOUND Beckworth in the Dispensary down the corridor from the Commo room.


  “What happened to you?” he demanded as Bayerd seated himself.


  “Never mind. I fell over my own feet. Just, patch up this bump and take a look at the cut inside my mouth.” He turned to Elliott and said, “Go on to Commo and see if you can help Patel. You might look into that other matter as soon as you find time.”


  “Right,” Elliott said, checking his watch.


  “How much time?”


  “Less than two hours to first contact.”


  After Elliott left, Beckworth examined the wound on Bayerd’s scalp, carefully clipping away a small circle of hair with a pair of surgical scissors.


  “That’s a nasty bump,” he said. “Looks like somebody clouted you one.”


  “Maybe someone did,” Bayerd said wryly and then, “Ouch, take it easy, will you.” He felt moistness as Beckworth followed the antiseptic with a thin layer of topical antibiotic ointment over the wound. He sealed the wound with a thin sheet of porous protein film which would eventually be absorbed into the open tissue and touched the button which rotated Bayerd’s chair backwards.


  “Open your mouth,” he said. He took a small pencil light from an instrument tray and examined the wound on the inside of Bayerd’s right cheek.


  “How the blazes did you do this?”


  “I told you, I slipped and fell.”


  “You’ve chewed a hunk of flesh the size of a dime out of the lining,” Beckworth said, “The edge of the tongue is lacerated, too. Could give you a nasty infection.”


  HE EYED Bayerd speculatively. “You didn’t do that in a single fall. Want to tell me about it?”


  “Damn it, Doc,” Bayerd said, “it’s none of your business. Get the damage patched up and don’t ask so many questions.”


  “And you can go to blazes, too,” Beckworth muttered under his breath as he secured a swab from a sterilizer. After he painted the interior wound and affixed two tiny plastic clamps with a forceps, he handed Bayerd two yellow capsules and a glass of water. “Tetracycline,” he said. “We’ll try to keep the bugs away from that fevered brain.”


  “Thanks,” Bayerd said tiredly. “Look, I’m sorry about snapping your head off. I’ve been working under a lot of tension.”


  “Are you sure that’s all?” Beckworth asked.


  “What other explanation should there be?”


  “Wait a while. There are a few checks I’d like to run through.”


  “Save it,” Bayerd said. “I haven’t got the time.”


  “You’d better take the time,” Beckworth said. “From the looks of you, if you don’t, we’ll be taking you back Earthside on a stretcher.”


  At the door to the dispensary he said, “I’m sending you back anyway by the first shuttle after this mess is cleaned up. I want a complete check-up on you and this is one time I’m going to get my way.”


  “Your privilege,” Bayerd said.


  I LEFT Beckworth, and went down the corridor to Commo. Elliott was working in a corner of the room with a tape data processor. When Bayerd entered, he removed the button earphone and touched the cut-off switch at the base of the mechanism. The jagged patterns on the scanning screen dissolved into a point of blue light which died. Patel was seated at the Commo desk, speaking quietly with Mendoza, and Gilchrist. He looked up as Norman Bayerd entered and said, “We were wondering what happened to you.”


  “How are the two intercept groups coming?” Bayerd asked, ignoring the statement.


  “The Ingrid has a pick-up mounted to give us a picture of the operations,” Patel said. He touched a plate before him on the desk and the wall screen flickered. The image of the drifter, the SAU-62, slowly formed. It was a sphere of two hundred feet diameter with a thick tubular leg, and two smaller open girder frames extending rearward to support the broad radiating units which contained the thrust surfaces from which the accelerated anions of the drive were expelled.


  FOUR SMALLER points had clustered about the SAU-62, which was drifting slowly away from the screen. The ships were all of the corvette class, Bayerd saw.


  “IPs a touchy job,” Patel said. “The drifter shape is a clumsy one to handle, and they don’t dare try for more than half a gee acceleration.”


  “Can they get into position in time.”


  “I think so, but then they’ve got to build up the skin charge. We’ll position the corvettes nose-to-nose in a cross to balance their thrusts, cut out their charge dissipators, and build up a skin charge on each ship by throwing out as much ionizable mass as fast as possible. Then we’ll bleed the charge away through a cable to the inner surface of the SAU-62’s hull. The charge will migrate to the outside surface immediately, of course, which will allow us to build up quite a charge density without worrying about electrostatic repulsion too much.”


  “What about beam data?”


  “The Ingrid will be standing off with a bank of ultra-violet-sensitive ‘strob’ units. She should catch the beam angle with an error of perhaps five per cent. Certainly no more.”


  “What about the group at the belt? The CX-248?”


  “I can’t get a picture on them yet,” Patel said. “The captain of the Cruiser Orion is handling that end. They’re decelerating the CX-248 but she’s buckling badly.”


  “Let’s hope they get that polyparalene bag out intact. Can you give me the details on the charge density they can develop with that thing?”


  “I’ll check on it,” Patel said.


  ELLIOTT had approached them and he leaned over now and said, “Norm, the news is out Earthside.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “We’ve just received a telecast. There’s rioting in New Delhi, Stuttgart, and Boston.”


  “I radioed back,” Gilchrist said belligerently. “No reason to hide the fact. If I hadn’t, you wouldn’t have taken any measures to minimize the disaster.”


  “Councilman,” Norman Bayerd said slowly, “it’s difficult for me to tell you just how many varieties of a blow-hard idiot you are. There’s absolutely nothing that can minimize the potential disaster in the short time we have, and your little political maneuver has probably cost thousand of lives just from the resulting panic.”


  “I don’t take that sort of talk from anyone,” Gilchrist snapped.


  “You’ll take it from me, mister. I’m damned tired of having you underfoot.” He turned to Elliott and said, “All right, we’ll be very proper now and declare this a military emergency. Elliott, escort Councilman Gilchrist down to his quarters under arrest.”


  “By God, that’s just about enough,” Gilchrist roared.


  “It is indeed,” Bayerd said. “Now get below quietly or . . .”


  MENDOZA placed a hand on Gilchrist’s shoulder.


  “Let’s go,” he said softly. Gilchrist glared at Bayerd and then bowed slightly, his face twisted in a crooked smile.


  “In a textbook situation,” he said, “the little martinets always win. This isn’t the end of it though.” He withdrew with Mendoza as Elliott said, “He did that deliberately.”


  “Of course. He wants a panic to dramatise the issue in the Council.” Bayerd turned to Patel. “Why didn’t you stop that idiot?”


  “I’m sorry,” Patel said. “He must have got to the radio while I was away from Commo.”


  Bayerd drew Elliott aside as Beckworth entered and walked over to Patel. “Check that tape thoroughly,” he told Elliott, “and get at the message tapes here in Commo.”


  “Why?” Elliott asked. “The message has gone out already.”


  “Yes, and it was sent while Patel was away from Commo. If we can get a time on the message, and it coincides with the time I tripped over my feet downstairs, well . . .”


  Elliott nodded in understanding.


  “Right now,” Bayerd said, “I want to check on the work at the capsule.”


  “Anything else,” Elliott asked, looking at Beckworth and Patel. Beckworth was handing Patel a message flimsy and explaining something to him in low tones.


  “No,” Bayerd said slowly, watching the other two men. He wondered what Beckworth was sending. It was probably in med administration code, and he couldn’t find out by checking the tapes later. He had a strong suspicion of what the message was about. Why, he thought, didn’t the meddling fool leave things alone?


  ON THE way down to “S” level, Bayerd moved with a feeling of numbness and fatigue weighting his body. He was going to have to grab some rest shortly, he knew. He was pressing himself close to the limit of his endurance. As he entered his cubicle, he thought: Please, God, just let me finish this last piece of work. Just this last watch and then it doesn’t matter what happens.


  He thought of the vast chaos sweeping whole continents. Of the cities crumbling under the shock wave—the vast, unheard sound toppling bridges, shattering the steel and concrete of buildings and the screams of the millions who would die in the short instant the beam penetrated the atmosphere and shed its energy in the fantastic compression wave that would grow from the livid wound in the air.


  He pressed the thought down with quick panic and lowered himself into the Schrenk harness. He sat for long seconds, trying to gain control of his body which was suddenly wracked with a thousand small quiverings of fear.


  At last he activated the unit and made the movements which hurled him in an instant across over five light hours to stand on that dark Plutonian plain.


  HE HAD lost all track of time in the subdued frenzy of the work about the capsule site when Elliott’s voice cut into his consciousness with: “Norm, fifteen minutes.”


  “Right,” he said. He gave a few last-minute instructions to Chang, who was down in the pit, and then turned away. For an instant he stared at the Needle, thrusting up from the pool of shadow that was the fissure circling the outcropping. It seemed almost as if the lookout point was floating on a sea of blackness, with the stars blazing intensely about it. He had not realized until this instant how completely isolated, physically and symbolically, the Needle was from the immediacy of the Artery and its installations on the plain.


  He withdrew to the Schrenk cubicle in the Black Field Station and made his way up to Commo. Patel met him at the door and said, “They’re cutting it awfully close. They’ve got barely ten minutes to bring skin charge up to strength.”


  Bayerd brushed past Elliott and Mendoza who were silently staring at the screen. The huge drifter took up a quarter of the image the Ingrid was transmitting. The four corvettes were grouped in a tight cluster, their exhausts flaming green and blue, while at some distance a faint gleaming haze expanded like a cloud of fog. The haze, he decided, was colloidal aluminum from the drive and the ships had cut off their water injection so that the metal was being ejected in its elemental form.


  “Three minutes,”” Mendoza said, consulting the wall chronometer.


  Norman Bayerd held his breath and then let it out explosively. How long would it take to build up the skin charge? Would it be enough? Just a tiny deflection at this distance, that was all they needed.


  IN THE screen one of the corvette motors flared brightly and in the next instant died.


  “What’s happening,” Elliott said.


  “The thrust is unbalanced,” Bayerd said as the mass of ships began to move slowly towing the drifter with them. The four corvettes, now with a slight side velocity, began to move out of the screen. In the next moment, the Ingrid changed her orientation, bringing the group of ships back into the center of the screen.


  “Five seconds,” Elliott said.


  “They’ve got to get back in position.”


  “They’ve moved in closer to predicted path,” Patel said. “Perhaps it is not . . .”


  He did not finish the statement. The beam passed at that point. No one in the room saw it, of course, but the effect of its passage was obvious.


  The drifter bloomed in a fraction of a second into an expanding flower of brilliance, engulfing the lesser ships as it soared to an intensity the pickup could not register. An instant later, the pickup ceased to exist as the Ingrid was engulfed by the shell of hot gases.


  The screen went blank.


  “MERCIFUL saints—what happened?” Mendoza asked.


  “The ship’s pile?” Elliott ventured.


  “No,” Patel said. “It was something we did not consider. The ship’s cargo was air for the Callisto Experimental Station. Oxygen, nitrogen, helium, hydrogen, the normal spectrum of gases. The heat from the beam.


  “A carbon-nitrogen reaction,” Bayerd gasped.


  “Yes, it appears so.”


  “But,” Elliott said, “that means the same thing will happen if the beam touches the Earth’s atmosphere.”


  “I’m afraid you’re right,” Bayerd said sickly.


  IX


  “WHAT HAPPENED out there?” Mendoza demanded.


  “The motor of one of the corvettes failed,” Elliott said. “Don’t ask me why, but the resulting imbalance started the whole group drifting into the path of the beam.”


  “How much chance do we have now of stopping the beam?”


  “Councilman,” Bayerd said, “our only hope now is the CX-248 and its group of ships near the asteroid belt.”


  “We’ll need a greater deflection,” Patel said. “Perhaps a quarter of a mile might do it if they build up a high enough charge.”


  “Well, if our beam data is correct,” Bayerd said, “we can get that close.”


  “I dislike saying this,” Mendoza said, “but even if you do deflect the beam, there’s still the problem on Pluto. I think the time has come for some drastic action there.”


  “What about it, Norm?” Patel asked. “Do you think they stand a chance of getting down to the capsule before transmission time?”


  “I don’t know. They’re trying, but the work is slow.”


  “I think we should try explosives,” Mendoza said.


  “No, we can’t risk damaging the accelerator. We’ve been all over this before.”


  “Nevertheless,” Patel said slowly, “it doesn’t look as if Chang’s group is making any appreciable progress.”


  “IF THE accelerator is destroyed,” Bayers said tiredly, “it’s doubtful that we can hold out long enough to build another one.”


  “I’m afraid it’s the only solution,” Elliott said.


  “I hate to say it, but there is now no other choice.” Mendoza turned to Elliott. “You’d better give the order.”


  “Now just a minute,” Bayerd put in. “This is my command and I’ll give any orders that have to be given.”


  “This is on my own responsibility,” Mendoza said.


  “I’m not in the habit of shifting responsibility to anyone else when it belongs to me,” Bayerd said. “All right, this seems to be the general opinion and I frankly can’t argue against it.” He turned to Elliott. “Give the order he said.” He turned on his heel and walked from the room.


  He felt as if he were living a dream. His head ached from the scalp wound, and his exploring tongue found the inside of his cheek raw and tender to the touch. The weight of the last few hours pressed heavily on him and he knew now that he could not go on without some rest.


  There wasn’t much he could do, Norman Bayerd thought as he entered his small sleeping chamber on “R” level. He lay down on the web hammock, drew the counter webbing over him, and secured it to insure that, in this low weight area, a chance movement would not throw him out of bed while he slept. Then he lay for a long time, staring into the darkness and savoring the cool breeze that blew over his face from the air-conditioning duct above his head.


  WHAT DIFFERENCE did it make, he thought, if Patel had been the one who changed the capsule settings? It was too late now for recriminations, too late for accusations or revenge or . . .


  No. Patel had tried to destroy the Artery, rob him of the product of his life, destroy the place he had built for himself in the advance of man to the stars.


  Only . . . Only Patel had said that Norman Bayerd had pressed mankind into a strait-jacket with the Artery; that humanity had entered upon a period of stasis, of arrested development simply because it took every bit of its energy to survive at the present level.


  Never get beyond this system, never go to the stars? He couldn’t believe it. The drive was too strong.


  Only what had been done in that direction in ten years? Had there been any major advances toward a stellar drive? There had been a thousand and one refinements of existing technique, but the significant breakthrough . . .


  That wasn’t right. The Artery represented the life of Earth. Without it she would never have come the distance she had. Nothing . . . disgrace, death . . . nothing could stop him before he proved that to Patel. Least of all death, he thought. Not even this thing . . .


  He remembered that it was the summer after the hearings, after Patel and Diane . . .


  Don’t think about that . . . hateful . . . tragic betrayal . . .


  HE HAD GONE back to the empty house in the mountains just above Colorado Springs, back to the silent green hills and the bite of cool morning air. He had taken to riding in the morning and evening, taking his path up the side of Pike’s Peak along some of the old trains and abandoned roadways. The old concrete roads were crumbling, and footing upon them sometimes uncertain. The decayed roadbed had given way under his mare and the poor animal had fallen to its death.


  Bayerd had been more fortunate. A washout had indented the side of the slope perhaps ten feet down, and his body had lodged in the space behind a boulder. He had been unconscious for at least an hour. He remembered waking in the late morning sun with dried blood matting his scalp and caking on the side of his face. Somehow, he’d made it back to one of the traveled roads where a passing driver had found him and taken him down into the valley to a hospital.


  Why couldn’t it have been a quick death? he thought. Better than this waiting, this secret knowledge of the seeds of death lodged within him . . . better to . . .


  No, every hour, every tiny instant was important to secure this thing he had built from the assaults of people like Patel . . . What had Patel said on the Needle those long hours ago, something about the Artery and pyramids?


  Well, the Artery was a monument those ancient pharaohs might well envy in place of their useless masses of ritual stone.


  I met a traveler from an antique land who said . . .


  What was that? Shelly? Patel had asked him if he knew Ozymandias. “My name, is Ozymandias, king of kings . . .” Small, egotistic man who thought of the world as that tiny speck of .sand about a muddy river and died, thinking that the stars were bits of fire set in a bowl over his head if he bothered to think about them at all. “ ‘Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair.’ Round the decay of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare . . .”


  THAT WAS the whole clue to Patel’s thinking. Destroy the Artery because the Artery was the symbol of his life, how he had risen above the little Indian, and . . .


  “Norm!” Someone was shaking him, and Bayerd opened his eyes to find that Patel had switched on the lights. He was staring at the glowing ceiling, trying to orient himself. Then he checked his watch.


  “Why didn’t you call me earlier.”


  “You needed the sleep,” Patel said. “The Orion just radioed in. They’ve finished their installation.”


  He pulled himself from the hammock and they went up to the Commo room. “How’s charge build-up?” he asked.


  “They’re still building,” Patel said. “They’re twenty per cent above what we calculated we needed.”


  “How much time?”


  “Two minutes,” Elliott said.


  “The Orion’s equipped with a ‘strob’ pick-up,” Patel said. “They’ve modified it to give us an azimuth reading on the beam after deflection if the thing triggers properly.”


  “Thirty seconds,” Elliott said.


  “Now we can only pray,” Mendoza said from his seat in the corner of the room.


  ELLIOTT began to speak into the microphone before him as a dim image horn the Orion built up on the screen. It was apparent that the Orion was part of the group of ships building up the charge on the inflated lens, for only the sterns of two of the ships showed in the screen at close range. The huge curve of the plastic sphere covered half of the screen, its metallic-plated sides gleaming in crescent. They had inflated the sphere and then cut a hole in its side to position the cable. The sphere once inflated, of course, had maintained its shape.


  “Five seconds!” Elliott said.


  Bayerd realized that he was not breathing and forced himself to inhale. Pray God this will end it, he thought.


  “Zero,” Elliott said with a sigh.


  “Get their readings.” Bayerd said. The overhead speaker crackled suddenly as Elliott cut it in for them to hear.


  “B.F. Station,” a voice said, “this is the Orion.”


  “B.F. Station to Orion. Did you get a reading?”


  “We got one all right.”


  “How much deflection?”


  “We couldn’t measure it.”


  “What do you mean? What’s the accuracy of your sighting?”


  “You don’t get me,” the voice said. “We clocked the beam right on schedule. The only trouble was that it passed five miles outside of the volume you calculated for it.”


  BAYERD walked over and grabbed the microphone. “What’s that again?”


  The intercom on the far side of the desk was buzzing insistently. “Patel,” Bayerd said, “get that thing.”


  “You were way off, mister,” the Orion voice said.


  “This is Commander Bayerd. Explain yourself.”


  “Norm,” Patel was saying. “Shut up,” Bayerd snapped. “It’s Gilchrist,” Patel insisted. “He’s on “S” level . . . down by the Schrenk cubicles.”


  “I said,” the Orion’s man repeated, “You were way off. We didn’t jog that, beam a whisker.”


  “Gilchrist says Chang’s team has collapsed the capsule tube. The capsule is buried under a ton of rock.”


  “What difference does it make now?” Bayerd said, sinking to a chair.


  “You don’t understand. Gilchrist has barricaded himself on “S” level. He’s warning us not to come down.”


  “What’s got into him,” Mendoza demanded.


  “He’s given the men orders to blow up the accelerator,” Patel said.


  X


  “WHAT HAPPENED?” Mendoza demanded. “I thought you had the beam path pinned down?”


  “We did,” Bayerd said. “Where did we make the mistake?” Patel asked softly.


  “That doesn’t matter There must be some way of stopping the beam,” Mendoza said.


  “And stopping that idiot Gilchrist from wrecking the accelerator,” Bayerd snapped. “I’m going down there and try to reason with him.”


  “Wait a minute,” Patel said suddenly, “we must have had the path of the beam calculated fairly well or it would never have struck the SAU-62. The small distance She traveled was just enough to bring her into the path.”


  “That was apparent enough,” Bayerd said. Then he slapped his fist into the palm of the other hand and said excitedly, “The explosion! We weren’t expecting that.”


  “I don’t see,” Patel began.


  “Radiant energy. Lots of it.”


  “The light pressure,” Patel said.


  “Of course. The radiant energy of the explosion overtook the beam in a fraction of a microsecond. The light pressure was enough to distort the beam course slightly.”


  “But not enough.”


  PATEL SEATED himself at the desk and began to calculate, occasionally referring to the sheaf of flimsies with the Earthside computer data. After a few moments, he looked up.


  “This might do it. If we try for a hundred kilometer displacement of The beam above the Earth’s atmosphere, we’re probably safe. So . . .” he touched the last sheet of his calculations, “. . . if we touch off a reaction at . . . say the distance of the Black Field Station . . . a million miles from Terra, we need a deflection of about twenty seconds to each plasmoid segment of the beam.”


  He continued to write rapidly and finally leaned back. “Under those conditions,” he said, “it figures out to a hundred and twenty kilos of U-23S at twenty per cent conversion.”


  “Listen,” Bayerd told Elliott, “get Luna Station and get a ship—any ship loaded with enough fissionables. They can load a Black Field and set it up on the way out. Better make it two hundred kilos just to be safe.”


  “Can you do it in an hour and a half?” Mendoza asked.


  “We can try,” Patel said.


  “Just pray Luna can give us what we want,” Bayerd said. “Now I’ve got to stop that idiot Gilchrist.”


  “I’m coming with you,” Mendoza said.


  They emerged from the personnel tube into the corridor leading toward the Schrenk cubicles. The pressure hatch, sealing the compartment from the rest of the station was partly closed, blocking their view of the passage.


  THEY WERE within twenty feet of the hatch when Gilchrist’s voice said, “Don’t come any closer. I have a gun and I’ll use it if you try to force your way in.”


  “Come out of there,” Bayerd said. “We’ve got to talk.”


  “You think I’m a fool? You do your talking from there.”


  “You’ve got to call off the men,” Bayerd said. “If you destroy the accelerator, we’ll never be able to rebuild it.”


  “Don’t you think I know that? But the consequences of destroying the Artery are a hell of a lot more attractive than the consequences of that transmission starting again.”


  “Wait,” Mendoza said, “what about the lens stations?”


  “Lens stations?” Bayerd asked.


  “Yes, the orbital magnetic lens that warps the beam above Pluto?”


  “No chance,” Bayerd said. “They’re self-powered and keyed by c-cube radio to the control capsule. We can’t change its position and we can’t get a Schrenk body near one to turn off the field. Same problem as with the accelerator. The magnetic fields are too dense.”


  “There’s another way,” Mendoza said. “You can replace a lens station a lot easier than the Artery.”


  “Ram one with a ship?”


  “Of course. Then the beam will head into space. It doesn’t make any difference if every bit of the reserve metal within the accelerator area goes out. It won’t strike anything.”


  “All right,” Bayerd said. “Gilchrist, I’ll make a deal with you. Let us through to Chang and I’ll take one of the lens stations out of action. We can’t let them touch the accelerator.”


  FOR LONG moments, there was silence. Finally, the hatch door moved aside and Gilchrist stepped out. “You’ll have to get out there immediately,” he said. “They’ve already fueled one of the old supply ships. They’re going to ram the accelerator with it.”


  “Thanks a lot, Councilman,” Bayerd said savagely, stepping in and hitting the man with all of his strength. Gilchrist slid to the floor without a sound. Bayerd reached down, fumbled with the man’s tunic until he found the revolver which he placed in a pocket of his tunic.


  “Why did you do that?” Mendoza demanded.


  “He had it coming. Now don’t bother me.”


  In scarcely a minute he was in the Schrenk harness and on Pluto. He made his way across the plain at a low run toward the field where the ships were berthed. He could see the men gathered around one of the ships as he approached They were finishing the fueling, he saw. Two of the men whirled to face him as he came abreast of them.


  “It’s Bayerd,” he said.


  “Don’t try to stop us, Commander,” Trubner said. “This is the only solution left to us.”


  “I’m not trying to stop you,” he said. “I’m just offering another target.”


  He explained the plan and Sanchez said, “All right, we’ll try it. Chang was taking the ship out.”


  “That’s right,” Chang said.


  “I’ll take over that end,” Bayerd said.


  “No,” Chang said, I would rather . . .”


  “That’s an order,” Bayerd said. “This is something that I have to do. I won’t have anyone else touching the Artery.”


  “Of course,” Chang said softly.


  MINUTES later, Pluto was a fast-receding speck of light in the ship’s viewplate.


  Norman Bayerd was crowding the ship to the limit of its nine gravities acceleration but the Schrenk body gave no sensation of weight. Hurriedly he checked the time. An hour and ten minutes left.


  He switched the viewplate to the forward pickup and saw at a distance the points of light that were the lens stations, revolving ceaselessly around a common center. Carefully he corrected his course and locked the controls. Then he waited, checking the collision course at intervals.


  He knew when the magnetic field from the stations began to build up. The legs of the robot became imbued with a life of their own. They quivered and one lashed out against the bulkhead. He was losing his balance, falling . . . and in the next instant all sight and sound faded and he was an ordinary flesh-and-blood man, embraced in a tight womb of blackness. He waited for long moments for control to return. All at once he was again in the Schrenk body.


  He was wallowing in space, his metal body turning slowly like some dancer in a dream ballet. Around him the debris of the ship moved in complex patterns, colliding and bouncing away, still sharing his velocity and path. He thrashed his arms about, trying to stabilize his motion. In one slow turn he saw the lens.


  The station he had destroyed was flaring brightly as its power piles erupted. It was falling into the center of the lens, he saw, and in the next turn he saw that the other stations were moving.


  In the instant before he cut control of the body, he realized what he had done. The lens stations were falling in on each other, destroying each other as the equilibrium of then system was destroyed.


  He was sick with the sight as he pulled from the restraining harness. Mendoza was waiting outside the cubicle and he pushed past him without speaking.


  IN THE COMMO room he sank into a chair and lowered his body until his head was between his legs, trying to fight off the sudden wave of dizziness.


  “Norm,” Beckworth said, “are you all right?”


  “I’ll be O.K. in a minute,” he said.


  “We’re finished anyway,” Elliott said quietly.


  “Leave him alone for a minute,” Beckworth said.


  “What do you mean, we’re finished?” Bayerd demanded, raising his head.


  “He means there’s not a ship within flight distance,” Mendoza said.


  “It was a pretty idea,” Elliott said, “but we’ll never get to see if it works.”


  Norman Bayerd shook his head, feeling a sudden roar in his ears.


  “Unless . . .” he heard Patel say.


  “Unless what?” Elliott said.


  “If we can reverse the polarity of the Black Field.”


  “Here? This station?”


  “It’s the only solution left.”


  BAYERD pushed Beckworth away and rose unsteadily to his feet. “That’s what you’ve wanted all along,” he said. “You’ve rigged this whole thing to destroy the Artery.”


  “You act as if I were responsible for this situation,” Patel said.


  “Norm, you’d better sit down,” Beckworth said, placing a restraining hand on his shoulder. Bayerd shook it off savagely.


  “Keep away from me,” he said hoarsely. “Don’t think I haven’t found out what you’ve done,” he yelled at Patel. “I’ve found out the whole rotten mess.”


  “Stop it,” Elliott said. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”


  “Don’t I? I have all the evidence I need. Patel was the one who changed the capsule settings. The monitoring tapes would have proven that but he got those when he found me in his cubicle checking on him.”


  “Patel wasn’t the one who attacked you,” Elliott said.


  “Norm,” Beckworth said, “there’s something . . .”


  “Shut up, all of you,” he shouted.


  “You didn’t find any incriminating tape in Patel’s cubicle,” Elliott persisted. Bayerd scarcely heard him in the sudden overwhelming hate that seemed to shake his body.


  “You’ve tried to destroy the Artery and me ever since we first met,” he shouted. “Now your little underhanded trick has turned on you.” He pulled the coded message flimsy, from his pocket. “The whole pattern gets pretty clear, this message to one of your plants on my crew, your sabotaging the capsule . . .”


  PATEL rose slowly and took the flimsy from Bayerd’s hand. He glanced at it and looked up. “This isn’t mine,” he said. “You, of all people, should know who this one was sent to.”


  “And you know there’s no evidence on that monitoring tape from Patel’s cubicle,” Elliott said. “It’s the original tape. He couldn’t have faked it in that detail.”


  Bayerd felt the blood roaring in his ears. The room was suddenly dark with shadows crouching in every corner.


  “This is the administrative code the computor sections use,” Patel was saying. “Only top brass has the code and you’re the only top brass here.”


  “No,” Bayerd said. “It’s all a part of the plot. Destroy the Artery. Discredit me.”


  “I didn’t stop with Patel’s tape,” Elliott said. “I checked the one from your cubicle. You were still in control of the robot at the capsule site up until the moment the crew arrived to seat the capsule.”


  The room was awash with blackness. A horrible quivering had seized the muscles of his thighs.


  “And there was nothing wrong with the calibration of your instruments on the console at the Needle,” Elliott was saying.


  “Damn it, cut it out,” Bayerd yelled.


  “It was Bayerd,” Elliott said. “He was the one who received the code message. He was the one who changed the vernier settings on the capsule at the last moment.”


  ALL SUPPORT seemed to disappear from Norman’s Bayerd’s body. He was falling. He felt the hard floor strike him and nausea washed over him as his body jerked convulsively. From far above hands reached down to him and an echoing voice that might have been Beckworth’s said, “Get me a pencil from the desk . . .


  Quick! . . . Pry open his jaws before he does any damage to his tongue . . .”


  XI


  FROM A GREAT distance, Norman Bayerd heard Elliott say, “My God, what brought it on?”


  “Originally? A riding accident. I sent for his medical records after I treated his scalp wound. I suspected something like this from the lacerated tongue and cheek lining. There was no mention of epilepsy in the medical records, of course, but one of the encephalograph runs looked significant.”


  “And the change in the beam setting, all of the other things . . .”


  “Petit mal, I suppose. It can pass unnoticed as only a slight lapse of memory. The psychological reasons for doing what he did are another matter. You’ll have to look elsewhere for the motivation for that.”


  “Perhaps the code message is the clue?”


  “There has to be a reason. The Artery is his whole life.” Yes, Bayerd thought, wading through darkness, my whole life. There was nothing that could force him to damage the Artery. It was the single thing he must leave behind after . . .


  And then the memory came back.


  The weeks of work over the new idea, the sudden realization that what he had found spelled the death of the Artery. How had he forgotten . . . The feeling of loss when he realized that it had all been for nothing, the sacrifice, the work . . . That the Artery was a useless toy, a vast clumsy makeshift answer, when the simpler solution had been before them all the time . . .


  Who wouldn’t have fled from the knowledge that his life had been useless?


  ONLY . . . ONLY there was always a part of a man which demanded that he act in truth and honesty . . . and if he did not, that inner self would find a way . . .


  He opened his eyes and sat up. He was in the dispensary, he saw, and Elliott and Beckworth had withdrawn somewhat from his bed. They hadn’t removed his clothing, he saw.


  “How long have I been out,” he demanded?


  “Fifteen minutes,” Beckworth said, moving toward him. “Now lie down until it’s time.”


  “Time for what?”


  “We’re evacuating the station in another ten minutes or so. Patel is going to reverse the Black Field. He has the engineering crew below making the modifications now.”


  Bayerd threw back the sheet they had draped over him and dropped to the floor.


  “Get back in bed,” Beckworth said.


  “I’ve got to see Patel.”


  “No, absolutely not. You can’t stop him anyway.”


  “No,” Bayerd said, “I don’t want to stop him.”


  “You’re in no condition . . .”


  “Please, Doc. This is important.”


  HE PUSHED past the medic and into the corridor. As he made his way to the metering bridge, he felt a kind of nervous strength flowing into his muscles. He found Patel on the bridge in the midst of confusion.


  Patel had unbolted several of the control panels on the bridge consoles, ripping wire from the back and inserting hasty cross connections. He looked up as Bayerd entered and said, “Norm, get below. There’s not much time.”


  “How are you going to keep the five stations phased until the last moment?” Bayerd demanded.


  “It’ll be done.”


  “How?”


  “Manually. How else?”


  “I thought so. Now, listen closely. You were right about the code message. It was from the computor section at Pelembang. I had it coded for the simple reason that I didn’t want anyone at the station to know what I was working on.”


  “It makes no difference now.”


  “Yes it does,” Bayerd said. “The problem had to do with the basic nature of the Black Field. The idea came to me and I was checking on whether it was workable.”


  “What problem?”


  THE SOLUTION was there all the time,” Bayerd said. “We had the reverse field effect, releasing all that energy. We knew all about the micro-continuum the physicists had postulated, and how the energy that came from the reversed field was the energy that had been poured earlier into the micro-continuum. Don’t you see? The micro-universe had a point-for-point congruency with our own universe. You can put energy into it and later take that energy out . . . and you don’t have to perform the operation at the same point.”


  Patel was suddenly laughing, his small frame shaking with mirth. “It was there all along,” he said. “We’ve never needed the Artery.”


  “No,” Bayerd said. “We can generate the power light on Pluto, shunt it via the Black Field into the micro-continuum, and draw on that power any place in the system.”


  “No—any place in the universe.”


  “Now,” Bayerd said, “we’ve got the problem of the beam. Are you through up here?”


  “Yes,” Patel said. “The fields will have to be balanced manually on all of the stations in the Black Field up to the moment of reversal. I’ve wired the circuits into the controls in one of the Schrenk cubicles so we can use the c-cube transmitter on “S” level.”


  He looked at Bayerd and said, “My cubicle, Norm.”


  “No, this is my job.”


  “You’ve got your hands full, converting to the new system.”


  “That’s a young man’s job,” Bayerd said, stepping close to him.


  “Get out of here,” Patel said. “There’s only a few minutes.” He turned and began to activate the board before him. As soon as the board was operating, Norman Bayerd reached into his pocket and found the revolver he had taken from Gilchrist. He reversed it and brought it down on Patel’s head. He collapsed silently.


  HE GRABBED the man by the shoulders and dragged him toward the hatch in the floor of the bridge. He was about to enter the hatch and pull Patel after him when he heard a noise below.


  “Norm,” he heard Beckworth yell, “come on. We’ve got to get away from the station within the next five minutes.”


  “Here,” he yelled through the hatch and started to lower Patel’s body. He felt Beckworth relieve him of the weight and he stuck his head through the opening.


  “Get him to the lifeshuttle,” he said. “This is my party.” Before Beckworth could answer, he closed the hatch. Then he went to the console and finished the check that Patel had started. After a moment a light glowed on a far panel and he knew that the shuttle with the men had left the station.


  He flicked the switch that cut in the transmitter relay on the bridge and said, “This is Bayerd, calling the shuttle.” The speaker crackled and Patel’s voice said, “Norm, why did you do it?”


  “Sorry about the bump on the head,” Bayerd said. “It’s better this way though. Now give me the details on this setup just to make sure I’ve figured it out correctly.”


  AFTER PATEL finished speaking, Bayerd said, “All right. So we need some light. So we’ll now burn the place down.” He laughed half hysterically.


  Then he said, “You’ll be getting out of this system now, going to the stars.”


  “That’s what we wanted all along.”


  “Now go home and have some more kids,” Bayerd said. “Only don’t name any of them after me. Name a planet for me.”


  And he cut the transmission. At five minutes to calculated contact time with the beam, he abandoned the bridge and hurried down to the Shrenk cubicle which Patel had modified. He laced himself into the harness and made the changes on the improvised board at its side which initiated the change ing polarity and the building instability of the Black Field. Then, as the bridge chronometer signaled two minutes to the board, he threw in the automatic system, keyed to the “strob” units on the skin of the station.


  “There,” he said at fifty seconds before ‘zero’, “the rest is up to you.”


  He pushed his head into the Schrenk facepiece. “Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair,” he whispered, keying the unit.


  FOR AN INSTANT he was in the body on far Pluto, poised on the edge of the Needle, looking down the precipice into the chasm far below.


  He would fall into the great fissure, he saw, fall like a stone into the far depths at the instant the Artery ceased to exist.


  Which was as it should be. The final irony.


  He thought of the Artery, its vain glory, and those ancient kings of Egypt whose time-dusted eyes had looked upon their magnificent tombs.


  Then he quickly switched to the body beyond the Plutonian Magnetic Lens, still holding static control of the body on Pluto.


  He was surrounded with the debris of the wrecked ship but he was still moving at an incredible velocity. The last flare of energy from the colliding lens stations must have accelerated him, he thought.


  It was then that he realized he was probably moving at a velocity greater than the escape velocity of the system.


  That he was moving out to the stars.


  While the Artery would signal his going in a blaze of light.


  “A damned magnificent tomb,” he shouted.


  And the cold Plutonian rock of the Needle with that one fraction of his consciousness, and the other part of him that was moving out to the stars . . . All this dissolved in fire as the thing that was Norman Bayerd’s life spark expanded in a wave of radiance until it seemed to encompass the universe in searing light and ceased to be.


  NIKITA EISENHOWER JONES


  Robert F. Young


  Robert F. Young has written of the out-sized before—remember “Goddess in Granite” and “To Fell a Tree” ? This time, he goes back a bit, and tells a moving tale of how a particular Brobdingnagian manifestation came into being. It casts, too, another light on a subject looked into by Theodore Sturgeon in last years F&SF story, “The Man Who Lost the Sea.” (Incidentally, if you missed that particularly rewarding example of Sturgeon’s work both here and in our annual anthology, THE BEST FROM F&SF, ninth series, you will find it in this years Martha Foley collection, THE BEST AMERICAN SHORT STORIES 1960.) In short, Mr. Young writes both sensitively, and big.


  NEAR THE SOUTHERN FRINGE of Pluto’s Great Ice Plain there is a range of mountains which resembles a Brobdingnagian man lying upon his back, staring eternally up at the stars. It begins with a lofty mesa, the prominences of which, when seen against the brooding star-specked sky, suggest a silhouetted profile. A brief ridge, comparable to a massive neck, leads to the range proper, the first great swell of which is easily identifiable as the upper section of a vast chest; then the range proper levels off for a hundred miles, drops gradually into a stomachlike plateau, and bifurcates finally into two thigh-like ridges, both of which terminate, some two hundred miles farther on, into almost identical foot-like tors.


  When the range is viewed from above—say from a height of about three hundred miles—the illusion is even stronger. Looking down you see an anthropomorphic formation of peaks and crevices and chimneys, of rocks and snow and ice. Two relatively smaller ranges, stretching out at near right-angles on either side of the mother-range, bring to mind outflung arms, and at the extremity of each is a deposit of moraine startlingly suggestive of a human hand. The face is an elusive pattern of shadows that changes subtly with each fitful play of starlight.


  Now Pluto, as every schoolboy knows, is not a mountainous planet. It has, to be sure, interminable stretches of ice-clad hills that conceivably could have been mountains—a hundred thousand Plutonian years ago. There are even, in the polar regions, eminences high enough to pass for frustrated foothills. In the region of the Great Ice Plain, however—with the glaring exception of the mountains in question—there is nothing but an endless succession of eroded ice-ridges, souvenirs, no doubt, of the long-ago age when the wind still blew and the snow still fell. So it is odd to a degree that makes even mentioning the fact redundant that on a planet where the geology was not generally conducive to mountains that mountains should exist in a region where it was not conducive to them at all.


  What planetary stress created the Brobdingnagian Mountains, or whatever they really are (if they are anything besides a massive upheaval of rocks and ice) constitutes a mystery that will probably never be resolved. But any mystery that can foster stories—be they legends or fairy tales, or both—has not endured in vain. The Brobdingnagian Mountains have fostered at least a hundred such stories, and you have merely to choose the one you think throws the most light upon their true origin. I am a romantic myself, and I prefer the romantic version—the one retired spacemen tell over their drinks-too-many in every spaceport bar from Alpha Centauri 4 to Betelgeuse 29. It is a true story, up to a point; whether it is true or not beyond that point is a question I am not qualified to answer.


  You can judge best for yourself.


  He had corkscrew hair and he was as black as space and his smile was as wide as the world. At the age of twelve he was five feet one—and five feet one was all he was ever going to be. He had the broad nose and the sloping forehead usually associated with his race; but in the almost feminine line of his lips there was a hint of sensitivity, and deep in his dark-brown eyes the latent tinder of intelligence awaited the right combination of flint and steel to bring it to life. His name was Nikita Eisenhower Jones.


  Malaita, the island of his birth, had been the last of the Solomons to accept the white man’s civilization. Now his people raised cucumbers and beans as well as yams and kumara, and collected comicbooks instead of heads. They still lived in the bush, but they gave their children white men’s names and sent them to the British mission schools along the coast and wore dresses and slacks instead of lava-lavas and spoke English instead of bêche-de-mer.


  In the schools the children learned among other things that the world was round, that it was one of nine planets orbiting the sun, that the sun was a star and that there were a zillion others roughly similar to it in the cosmos; that God had created the whole works and that old Kuvi-Kavi, who lived back in the bush and preached a different version of Genesis, was a liar of the first magnitude. But the children went right on listening to old Kuvi-Kavi’s version anyway. Not that they had anything against the white man’s version: it was just that old Kuvi-Kavi’s packed a harder punch.


  It went something like this:


  In the beginning the world was water and the sky was without light. There were two gods—Kamikau, the rain god, and Murabongu, the sea god—and they hated each other cordially. Finally Kamikau got sick of riding around in the dark sky on his lonely rain cloud and caused land to emerge from the sea and caused cocoanut trees and yams and sweet-potatoes to grow upon the land. From an armful of darkness and two cat’s-eye shells he created the First Mary and brought her to life by blowing his breath into her mouth. Then he built the First Fire, and there was light and warmth.


  Meanwhile, Murabongu, the sea god, had become angry over the invasion of his domain, and now he emerged from the deeps to do battle with Kamikau. For ages the two gods battled in the light of the First Fire, while the First Mary watched from the scrub. At last the sea god tired and Kamikau was able to subdue him. He cut off Murabongu’s head and cooked the rest of him over the First Fire, and he and the First Mary sat down to the First Feast. When they finished eating, Kamikau picked up the head and flung it high into the sky where it became the moon. Next he picked up the heart of the First Fire and flung it even higher into the sky where it became the sun. Finally he scattered the members throughout the heavens where they became the stars. Not long afterward the first man was born of god and woman, and nineteenth and twentieth-century ambassadors of civilization were assured of a good crop of native laborers, and twenty-first century exponents of western culture were provided with an excellent market for used comicbooks.


  Nikita Eisenhower Jones was thirteen years old when a space-comic first swam into his ken. It was like Keats first looking into Chapman’s Homer. The round gaily-colored planets and the sleek ships plying the immensities between them did something to his Melanesian soul that had never been done to it before, and he knew that henceforth he would never be the same again. Marrying a Mary and settling down in a vine-covered grass-hut in the bush and raising yams and sweet potatoes and pickaninnies and working forty hours a week in the copra factory might be enough for his fellows, but it was not enough for him. He wanted the stars.


  The space-comic was the first of many. Obtaining them was no problem—by this time there were more comic-books on the island than there were cocoanuts—and as the mission schools had long since given up assigning homework to their lackadaisical pupils, he had plenty of time to read. Space-comics, however, were far from being ideal nourishment for a burgeoning young mind such as Nick’s, and the time came when they failed utterly either to satisfy his curiosity or to titillate his imagination, whereupon he began visiting the mission-school library and availing himself of its limited supply of space-books. Most of them were outdated and did not go beyond the first satellite-launchings, but one of them dealt with the first Russian expedition to the moon, and reading it, his ambition was kindled anew. Once upon a time, Malaita had represented the whole universe in his mind: now it shrank beneath his feet to a mere speck of land, and planets of every size and color whirled dizzily round his head.


  The mission-schools covered only the elementary grades, and most of the islanders dropped out before completing them. But not Nick. The books he had read had done more than ignite his imagination: they had ignited the latent intellectual tinder, too, and the blaze that ensued greedily consumed every branch of knowledge he could lay his hands on. He shone forth like a nova among his schoolmates in every endeavor save one: like them, he was utterly incapable of pronouncing the letter “X” and whenever he said words such as “six” and “fix,” they came out “sikkis” and “fikkis.”


  Noting his enthusiasm, and his marks, the headmaster urged him to take advantage of the British Solomon Islands Protectorate’s new educational program, under which any eligible Solomon Islander could pursue his studies, expenses paid, in either the United States or Great Britain. Nick did so, and passed the eligibility examination without trouble. He chose the United States because of its more active role in the space race, and a few months later found himself in the Big Rock Candy Country.


  By the time he graduated from high school he had managed to become a citizen. This automatically disqualified him for any further aid from the BSIP, but he had decided that being a permanent resident of the United States would be to his advantage in carrying out his plans. His next step was to apply for admittance to the Von Braun Space Academy. His size had already caused him considerable discomfiture in high school—the average American male now stood six feet two in his stocking feet—but he had not dreamed it would be a detriment to his becoming a spaceman. On the contrary, he had thought it would stand him in good stead. Theoretically, he was right; practically, he was not. The public wanted heroes for its tax dollars, and the public’s conception of a hero had not deviated one iota from the moment Matt Dillon had first stalked down the cathodic streets of Dodge and shot up the first of a long line of drunks, card sharps, gunmen, ne’er-do-wells and sadomasochists. To be a hero, you had to be tall. You had to be big. You had to be handsome. Above all, you had to be a father-figure. Small wonder, then, that when Nikita Eisenhower Jones applied for admission to the Academy, he was laughed out the door.


  But there are more ways of getting into space than becoming a pilot or an astronaut. This was not true in the beginning, of course, but by this time there were U.S. bases on Ganymede, the third moon of Jupiter, and on Miranda, the fifth moon of Uranus, and bases require personnel. In his Melanesian heart Nick knew that next to a well-filled wallet, the one thing white men cherish most is a well-filled stomach. So he became a cook. Not a good cook. Not even an excellent cook. But a superb cook. When he put in his application at the Planet Exploratory Agency—the joint civilian-military project that had superseded the Civilian Space Agency—and gave a demonstration of his prowess, he was laughed at, but he wasn’t laughed out the door, and some months later PEA assigned him to the Miranda base where, it was rumored, the most significant leap of all was about to take place—i.e. the Pluto shot.


  According to section 20 of the Interplanetary Code set up by the U.N. in the latter part of the twentieth century, the first nation to plant its flag on a planet (said operation to be performed by human, rather than robotic, hands) could automatically claim that planet and all its satellites. In the case of a satellite, tire entire planetary system could be claimed—with the exception, of course, of the Earth-moon system. The Soviet Union had long since planted its flag on the moon, and had followed the planting with the establishment of a huge moon base. After the code was set up, the United States pulled a coup by bypassing the moon, Mars and the asteroid belt, and planting its flag and setting up a base on Ganymede, thereby gaining title to the Jovian system. A Russian planting and base on Enceladus, the second moon of Saturn, soon followed, and was followed in turn by a U.S. planting and base on Miranda. Strategically speaking, the Miranda base was the most valuable one of all, because the Uranian system, while it was the seventh from the sun, marked the approximate halfway point between Earth and Pluto—or would, when opposition took place—and while Pluto, owing to the plane of the ecliptic, did not bring the nearer stars appreciably closer, the nation that reached it first would be the psychological winner of the solar-system race.


  The Miranda base, Nikita Eisenhower Jones decided, was not precisely what he had had in mind on that distant day when he had laid aside the space-comic and gazed up through the foliage of a banyan tree at a suddenly expanded sky. It was enclosed by a huge transparent pressure dome, and consisted of the oxygen-producing plant, the machine shop, the living quarters, the kitchen-dining-room-bar and the supply building. At one point on the perimeter of the dome stood the air-tight tower, and several hundred yards from the tower, the Starhope pointed its proud nose at the brooding star-specked sky.


  But the base was only partially responsible for his lack of enthusiasm. Most of it accrued from the sense of frustration that overcame him whenever he gazed through the roof of the dome at the stars. He had experienced the sense first when he had seen the huge mass of Jupiter in the viewport of the shuttle-ship, and he had experienced it again—more poignantly this time—when he had glimpsed be-ringed Saturn, silvery and magnificent, against the black backdrop of the immensities. And whenever Miranda’s rotation brought awesome Uranus into view, the sense was so overwhelming that he had to turn his eyes away. He did not understand the reason for his frustration, but one thing he did understand: being a part of the conquest of space was not enough—


  He had to be the conqueror.


  His day began at 0300 hours when he arose to prepare the morning meal. At 0600 hours, when his work in the kitchen was caught up, he joined the maintenance crew in the Starhope in the unofficial capacity of water boy, handing and fetching them tools and materials, good-naturedly smiling at their constant jokes about his height, and religiously watching every move they made. At 1100 hours he returned to the kitchen and prepared the noon meal, and at 1400 hours he rejoined the maintenance crew and handed, fetched, smiled and watched till 1700 hours. The evening meal was at 1830 hours. Generally it took him an hour to clean up afterwards, and you’d have thought by then that his day would be done. But it wasn’t. There were still his duties as bartender to be fulfilled.


  The bar was strictly a morale item. The base was supplied with enough whiskey to permit each member of the crew to have two shots per night; but even if there had been no liquor available, the bar would have been a popular gathering place in view of the fact that the next nearest one was over a billion and a half miles away. To bring it into being, Nick simply folded up the aluminum chairs and piled them in one corner of the dining room, then he elevated the eating table to a height of three feet and aligned it with the nearest wall, leaving enough space behind it for him to walk back and forth. Finally he went out to the kitchen, unlocked the liquor chest and brought in the evening’s ration.


  In addition to Nick, there were fourteen men stationed at the base: Colonel Dennison, the commanding officer; the eight-man base maintenance crew; the four-man ship’s maintenance crew; and Captain Cohill, the pilot of the Starhope. Two of the men—Blake and Barnaby—were teetotalers, and enjoyed a phenomenal popularity with the others, especially Captain Cohill. The way everybody hung around them and did them favors, you’d have thought they were a pair of pretty girls instead of a pair of burly grease-monkeys. It was obvious from the start, though, that Captain Cohill had the inside track so far as their affections were concerned, and when, not long before the Great Event was scheduled to take place, he promised them souvenirs from Pluto’s landscape if and when he came back, the others didn’t stand a chance, and dropped out one by one.


  Colonel Dennison usually spent the evening standing at the end of the bar, and Captain Cohill had a system all worked out for his benefit. First he would hang around Blake, his back to the colonel, and Blake would order his two shots in a double-shot glass. Not long afterwards, the two of them would leave, and the double-shot glass would be sitting there on the bar, drained to the last drop. Half an hour or so later, Captain Cohill would come in with Barnaby, and the procedure would be repeated. Finally Cohill would come in just before closing time—usually after everyone else had left—and order his own ration. By the time he finished drinking it he was ready—if not willing—to go to bed.


  He struck up a warm friendship with Nick right from the start, calling him Keeper of the Golden Keys, Noble Bushman with the Heart of Gold, and King Solomon of the Spaceways, as the mood suited him, cautioning Nick never to reveal his duplicity to Colonel Dennison. Nick had a warm smile reserved just for him, and the two of them had many a pleasant conversation on the Captain’s third visitation each evening. They were never at a loss for something to talk about: Captain Cohill’s reminiscences about his various girl friends would have sufficed in themselves to keep the barroom bright with conversational cheer, and in addition to his reminiscences there were Nikita’s endless questions about the Starhope, the physique of which Captain Cohill knew almost as thoroughly as he did the physiques of his girl friends.


  Nick’s curiosity about the ship was insatiable. “Big fella ship belong you,” he said one night—he invariably employed bêche-de-mer when conversing with the men because he knew instinctively that it would be nothing in his favor for them to know he could speak English—with the exception of pronouncing his “X’s”—better than they could. “Big fella ship,” he said, “you push’m up how?”


  Cohill swirled—or tried to swirl—the final dram of rye filming the bottom of his shot glass. “You don’t push’m up no how,” he said. “You just go along for the ride.” When Nick looked at him uncomprehendingly, he went on, “All they need the pilot for is to plant the flag. The ship operates itself.”


  “You no push’m on?”


  “Oh, sure, you have to start it. That is,” he amended, “you have to tell it what you want it to do. There’s a little perforated card you feed into its brain-box before you blast off and another one that you feed into it when you’re ready to come back. They’re all ready—hanging on the Christmas tree, so to speak, just waiting for you to use them.” He signed. “A kid could do it. Even you could do it.”


  Nick smiled. He went into the kitchen, returned several minutes later with a quart can of whiskey. He set it on the bar, opened it. Disbelievingly, Cohill watched while he filled his shot glass to the brim. “Drink’m up,” Nick said.


  Cohill’s big fingers plucked the glass from the bar; he raised it to his lips. “Noble Keeper of the Golden Keys, I salute you,” he said, and downed the shot.


  Nick poured him another. “Head belong you he savvee little bit too much,” he said. “Head belong you he savvee ration belong Blake and he savvee ration belong Barnaby. He no sawee ration belong Nikita.”


  Cohill smote the center of his forehead with the palm of his hand. “Well I’ll be damned!” he said. “You would rate a ration at that, seeing as how you’re a member of the crew. And you’ve been saving it all this time. Saving it—for me!” His face grew radiant, especially his nose. “King Solomon of the Spaceways, I salute you!” he said, and downed the second.


  Nick poured him one more and took the can back to the kitchen and locked it in the chest. “Sun he come up many times,” he said, returning.


  Cohill shook his head ruefully. “Not so many times,” he said. “Not for me, anyway.” When Nick looked at him questioningly, he let the cat out of the bag, hoping it would obtain him another drink: “I’m blasting off day after tomorrow,” he said. “At 0430, to be exact.” In view of the fact that Colonel Dennison was going to release the information the next day and in view of the fact that it would come as no surprise to most of the men, the breach of security was but a minor one.


  It came as no surprise to Nick either, but he didn’t let on. He didn’t go back to the kitchen and get the can of whiskey either. Cohill sighed. “And I thought you were my friend,” he said.


  “Nikita good fella friend belong you,” Nick said. “Come along bar sun he go down long time little bit, you see.”


  Cohill beamed. “King Sholomon, I shalute you,” he said, and staggered out into the night.


  Nick’s smile did not diminish. If anything, it grew wider. Before he turned in that night (he slept in a small room off the kitchen), he stepped outside and looked at the stars. Pluto was a smidgin of light no larger than a flyspeck, hanging low on the horizon; but to him it was diamond-bright and beautiful—the cynosure of the heavens. After a while he went back inside and lay down on his bunk and closed his eyes and tried to sleep.


  Next night the bar was full all evening. Everyone wanted to toast Captain Cohill and wish him Godspeed, and during the course of the evening, everyone, including Colonel Dennison, did. Unfortunately for Cohill, however, the colonel never once left his side, and he was limited to his own ration, the two shots of which he dispatched in the first live seconds. Throughout the remainder of the proceedings he kept glancing at the clock and licking his lips.


  Colonel Dennison lingered till after everyone else had gone. Just before he left he came over and shook Cohill’s hand, placing his other hand on Cohill’s shoulder. “Yours is a mission fraught with peril,” he said sententiously. “But know that we here at the base who only stand and wait are with you in the spirit if not the flesh, and that when you plant the flag, our hands as well as yours will be upon the staff. Farewell, Captain. Godspeed!”


  After he had gone, Nick dimmed the lights. Cohill was standing at the end of the bar, staring into a glass that had been empty hours ago. When he raised his eyes, Nick saw the naked fear in them, and his smile grew even wider than the world. He hurried into the kitchen, and this time when he returned, he bore two quart cans of whiskey.


  Cohill’s hand trembled as he tossed off the first three shots; after that, though, it steadied, and some of the fear faded from his eyes. He seemed inordinately eager to talk about his girl friends, and Nick, far from objecting, encouraged him. He dwelt longest on the red-headed nurse he had met on his last furlough. “Stacked, by God!” he said. “Stacked like a starship! And beautiful as space. Hair the color of Mars-light; eyes as blue as the belt of Orion; skin as golden as the sun . . . Afterward, though, she was the same as all the others.” He stared at his empty glass. Nick filled it again.


  “ ’s funny,” Cohill went on. “The minute that happens, they change. They’re not any good any more.” He downed the shot. “It was the same way with Iphigenia.”


  Nick made no comment, but puzzlement must have shown in his brown eyes; either that, or Cohill wanted to talk about Iphigenia. “She was the starship I made my first solo in,” he explained. “Tall, graceful, delicate—far loverlier than a real woman. A thousand times nobler. And yet when she gave me what I wanted I found out I didn’t really want it after all. I wanted something else, I don’t know what, and I hated her for not giving it to me ’s funny,” he repeated.


  Nick looked at him keenly, filled his glass again. Still he said nothing. “I hate ’em all,” Cohill said, tossing off the shot. “They’re all alike, everyone of them!” He raised his eyes to the thick-paned window behind the bar and gazed at the distant silhouette of the Starhope. “I hate you too!” he shouted suddenly, and flung his glass at the panes.


  The glass shattered, fell to the floor. Imperturbably, Nick produced another, set it on the bar and filled it. Cohill’s action had been more revelatory than a thousand words. He did not drink because he feared death—he drank because he wanted it and couldn’t get it. He had become a pilot because he wanted it, and had pretended to himself that what he really wanted was the stars—


  Abruptly Nick wondered why he really wanted the stars . . .


  Cohill’s outburst seemed to have calmed him. He raised the new glass to his lips, “Keeper of the Golden Keesh, I shalute you,” he said, and downed the whiskey.


  Nick smiled and filled the glass again. “Big fella marster colonel,” he said. “He say’m good-by sun he come up?”


  Cohill shook his head. “No more good-by’s. Tomorrow morning I go straight to the ship when the CQ wakes me. The colonel and all the off-duty pershonnel will be in the tower for the countdown.”


  “Big fella marster colonel, he say’m good-by over talk-talk?”


  Cohill looked at him blankly for a moment. Then: “Oh, you mean the radio.” He shook his head again. “No. I repeat the last ten seconds of the countdown so they’ll know I’m all right. Thash all.”


  Nick relaxed, not visibly, but inside him where the tight knot of worry was. It was a point that had bothered him: a spacesuit concealed your physical characteristics, but a radio did not do the same for your voice. Carrying on even a brief conversation might have betrayed him, but counting from ten to zero on the heels of someone else’s words should give him no trouble.


  He poured Cohill another shot. “Good old King Sholomon,” Cohill said, downing it.


  Nick continued to pour, Cohill to drink. The man had an alcoholic threshold as high as the moon. “Did I tell you about Iphigenia?” he asked presently. When Nick continued to smile warmly at him without answering, he went on: “Stacked, by God! Beautiful’s space. Hair the color Marsh-light; eyes blue’s Orion’s belt; skin’s golden as the shun.” He stared into the glass which Nick had just filled. “I tell you, Nick, she wash a woman!—but she washn’t any good.” He drank the whiskey. When he lowered his arm, his elbow missed the bar and he nearly went down. He righted himself with difficulty. “We went on a trip together, you know.”


  Half a can later, it was all over, and the captain was slumbering peacefully on the floor. Nick trussed him expertly, stuffed a bar rag in his mouth, secured it and dragged him into the kitchen. Doubled up, he fitted nicely into the flour bin. Avoiding the sentry, Nick made his way across the grounds to Cohill’s private quarters and let himself inside. Cohill’s spacesuit was hanging on the wall. He checked its gauges and connections, then tried it on for size. He found that by stuffing the feet with several odds and ends of Cohill’s clothing he could manage it quite nicely. Finally he took off the suit, laid it on the bed, and armed with a length of rope, squatted down by the door to await the coming of the CQ.


  “There he is now,” Colonel Dennison said. “Right on time.”


  The other men in the tower room followed his eyes. 0430 represented dawn, Earth time, but dawn was an unknown quality on Miranda, and the spacesuited figure walking slowly toward the locks was hardly more than a ghostly blur. “Looks kind of insignificant, doesn’t he, sir,” Barnaby said.


  “Man is an insignificant creature when you use only his stature for a criterion,” said the colonel. “But when you use his imagination as well, he is bigger than the cosmos.” The colonel still believed that civilization was on the level.


  “Yes sir, that’s true,” Barnaby said.


  The spacesuited figure was obscured by the locks now. When it emerged a moment later at the tower’s base, it waved one arm in an awkward farewell to the men gazing down from above. Then it started walking slowly across the ice-clad plain toward the Starhope.


  Colonel Dennison began to fidget. He knew of course that you had to walk slowly with only Miranda’s tenuous gravity to hold you down, but it seemed to him that Cohill was overdoing it. It began to look as though the spacesuited figure would never reach the ship, but finally it did. Slowly, it started up the metal Jacob’s ladder—


  The officer in charge of countdown raised the mike to his lips. “Zero plus ten minutes.”


  Cohill should have been in the ship by now, strapping himself into the pilot’s seat, but the spacesuited figure was only halfway up the ladder. The colonel resisted an impulse to grab the mike out of the countdown officer’s hand and shout, “Hurry up, for God’s sake hurry up!” There was plenty of time, he reassured himself: countdown schedules always allowed for unanticipated delays. Still and all, though—


  He was relieved when the figure finally disappeared through the Starhope’s locks. “Zero plus five minutes,” the countdown-officer said.


  Plenty of time, the colonel reassured himself again. After all, Cohill was a seasoned pilot and ought to know what he was doing if anybody did. A good dependable man, if ever there was one. He drank, sure, but lots of pilots drank. Cohill kind of overdid it sometimes, though—


  “Zero plus four minutes—”


  —Take that business of his drinking Barnaby’s and Blake’s rations. The colonel had been hep to what was going on, but he had overlooked it because he figured that a man with Cohill’s responsibilities needed an extra drop or two—


  “Zero plus three minutes—”—to relax. The colonel had been careful not to let on he knew. That was the kind of a commanding officer he was. Understanding. Kind. Mag—


  “Zero plus two minutes—”


  —Magnanimous. Most commanding officers would have lowered the boom. But not him. He, Colonel Dennison, understood men. He knew when to look the other way and when not to. He knew—


  “Zero plus one minute . . . fifty-nine seconds—”


  —He knew that the two main pursuits of off-duty spacemen were women and whiskey, and that when you deprived them of both you were asking for trouble. The colonel stood up a little straighter—


  “Zero plus ten seconds—”


  He listened eagerly for the next voice. It followed promptly on the heels of the countdown-officer’s: “Ten seconds.” For some reason it sounded strained and unnatural. “Nine.”


  “Nine.”


  (Slightly guttural, too.)


  “Eight.”


  “Eight.”


  (Had Cohill been drinking?) “Seven.”


  “Seven.”


  (Impossible!)


  “Six.”


  “Sikkis.”


  (Sikkis?)


  “Five.”


  “Five.”


  (Where had he heard that atrocious mispronunciation before?) “Four.”


  “Four.”


  (Wildly, the colonel searched his mind.)


  “Three.”


  “Three.”


  (Suddenly he remembered: the other night he had asked the mess-boy how much coffee there was left—)


  “Two.”


  “Two.”


  (—and the mess-boy had replied, “Sikkis bokkises,”—)


  “One.”


  “One.”


  (Good Lord!)


  “Zero.”


  “Zero.”


  “Wait!” the colonel shouted, but he was too late. The Starhope had already become a star.


  In trajectory, a spaceship is like a painted ship upon a painted ocean. There is no perceptible movement anywhere. The stars and the immensities between them comprise the inner surface of a gigantic sphere, and in the precise center of the sphere the ship hangs poised like a shining needle, its wake a bright thin thread trailing behind it.


  In the heart of the ship, if it is a manned one, sits the pilot. Day after day he sits there. Week after week. Fie has no function. He is a passenger, really. A flag man. The inverted bowl of the viewscope rims his head at eye-level, and on its transparent inner surface he can see infinity, but he can do nothing about it, save look at it. The viewscope is a dunce cap, really, a dunce cap several sizes too big for his head which has slipped down over his eyes and which he lacks the inclination to raise. And the pilot’s seat is the dunce stool on which he sits while the mechanical pupils carry out their tasks under the guidance of the mechanical teacher.


  The man in this case was a small black one who had read a comic-book underneath a banyan tree one day and had never been the same since. His name was Nikita Eisenhower Jones . . .


  After leaving Miranda, Nick activated tire radio long enough to inform the base that they would find Captain Cohill in the flour bin and the CQ in the closet of Cohill’s room, then he turned it off in the middle of a furious outburst by Colonel Dennison and sat back to enjoy the ride.


  Pluto was a pale yellow at first, but as the weeks passed, it transmuted gradually to a glinting blue. Neptune, far away on its orbit, did not enter into the picture at all, and Nick would have had no eyes for it if it had. Pluto, and Pluto alone, had reality.


  Eagerly he watched it grow on the inner surface of the dunce cap. It was not a large planet—indeed, it was only a refugee-moon—but with nothing save the distant stars to compare it to, it seemed larger than Saturn, larger even than Jupiter. True, it had no shining rings, no glowing red streak; but it was beautiful in its own right, and as he watched, its beauty grew and grew, and the sense of frustration he had known for so long gave way before a sense of pride.


  Why pride? he wondered—and again he wondered why he really wanted the stars. To Cohill, they spelled death. What did they spell to him, deep in his unconscious where his true self lurked?


  He shook his head. He did not know.


  Turnover took him completely by surprise when it finally came. He had been expecting it momentarily in one part of his mind, but the rest of his mind had been so absorbed with the blue-glinting sphere snowballing toward him that his awareness was blunted. For a moment he could not understand where the planet had disappeared to, and panic touched him; then, remembering, he pulled down the viewscope mirror and looked through it at the opposite hemisphere of the scope. He saw the incandescent rapiers of the braking rockets lancing down, and the gouts of half-melted ice exploding from the surface. Again, absorption with his destination usurped him, and he did not notice the red flashes of the alarm signal, nor become aware of the insistent ringing of the bell, till it was too late. Possibly he wouldn’t have had time to lower the third foot, which had failed to obey the impulse of the Starhope’s brain, in any case.


  As crashes go, it was not a spectacular one. But it was an effective one insofar as his hopes of ever returning to Miranda were concerned. The Starhope fell on its side, the impact springing both the inner and the outer locks. Hearing the crescendoing hiss of escaping air, he wriggled quickly into Cohill’s spacesuit. He barely had time to seal the helmet before the interior of the ship became a vacuum with a mean temperature of—350 degrees Fahrenheit.


  He tried the radio first, found it dead. Then for a long while he could not think. Finally he got the flag and managed to squeeze through the locks with it. Some distance from the ship he held the base of its staff to the ice and turned on the tiny motor that activated the roots. The steel roots penetrated deeply into the ice and spread out, and the steel staff and its flexible-foil flag became a new feature of the Plutonian landscape.


  Nick raised his eyes then—and saw the plain. He turned—and saw the plain. He turned again, and again, and every time he turned he saw the vast glinting emptiness rolling away in wave after frozen wave to the dark star-flecked edge of space.


  He dropped his eyes and went back to the ship, intending to reenter it. But during his absence, it had settled still further, and the sprung locks had closed. He tried to open them, but the re-entry switch was dead—as dead as he was shortly going to be.


  He turned away and started walking out over the plain. He did not intend to go far, but he was not thinking clearly, and he must have covered a quarter of a mile before he stopped and turned around. His shocked eyes took in nothingness. Blue-glinting nothingness. Both the ship and the flag had blended into the ice-bejeweled landscape.


  He started back in the direction from which he thought he had come. A half hour passed, and the blue-glinting plain remained unchanged. He reversed his direction. To no avail. The ship and the flag were lost. Or perhaps it was he who was lost. He shrugged his shoulders. It did not matter. He would never see Miranda again anyway. Miranda or Malaita.


  He went on walking. His heating unit was not functioning properly, and he could feel the in-creeping cold in his hands and feet. That did not matter either: there was only about a two-hour supply of oxygen left in his tanks, and if the cold didn’t get him, asphyxiation would. After a while he began thinking that perhaps Pluto was inhabited. There might even be cities. Perhaps if he looked long enough he might find one. He looked and he looked. He was surprised when he came to the jungle. It was a Malaitan jungle—no question about that—though what it was doing on Pluto he could not fathom. He plunged into it eagerly and the familiar trees rose reassuringly around him. He was overjoyed when he came to the yam patch, and he dropped down on his hands and knees and began digging in the rich dark soil with his hands.


  After a while his fingers began to hurt, and raising them before his eyes he saw to his surprise that they were encased in thick unwieldy gloves. The yam patch faded away then, and the trees, and the plain came back, blue-glinting and malevolent, with the cold stars glittering above it.


  He lay down upon his hack and looked up at the stars. He was very tired. One of the stars was the sun, perhaps, but he had no idea which one it was. The heart of the First Fire that Kamikau, millennia before, had thrown into the sky. He smiled wanly. Old Kuvi-Kavi’s cosmogony was badly in need of revision. It accounted for the moon and the sun and the stars, but how about the planets? Whose heads were they?


  And suddenly Nikita Eisenhower Jones understood—in the last lucid moment ever to be granted to him—why he had wanted the stars.


  He could have laughed if he had had the strength. It was ironic really. And it proved once and forever that the essential nature of man—regardless of his creed or color—had not changed since the first primate had climbed down from the trees and taken up residence in a cave; that, while man’s goals might seem noble on the surface, they were basically no different from the selfish goals of his ancestors.


  But perhaps the time might come when he would rise above himself and act out of nobler motives. And again that time, his primitive yearning for the stars would stand him in good stead. The conquest of the solar system was a part of a bridge that would eventually connect it with other systems; perhaps when the bridge was a finished product, man would be a finished product too . . .


  He felt quite comfortable now—and warm, too, if you could call numbness warmth. But the lucid moment had passed. What name you gammon along me, big fella marster God? he said. What name you gammon along me? Big fella sun he long way too much. Kai-kai, he stop no more . . . Around him, the plain stretched away to the dark and soundless sea of space, and above him the stars shone coldly down. He raised his arms with the last residue of his strength and tried to touch them . . . and as he did so he felt the ground stir beneath his back. Slowly, the plain, the ice, the very bedrock, became a cold integral part of him. He saw the blue-glinting mountains of his shoulders spreading massively away into the pale distances and he became aware of the cold, crushing weight of his vast blue-glinting body. He felt the awesome breath of absolute-zero reach out and touch his Brobdingnagian face. Lying there, he became mankind—mankind straining agonizingly outward, his attenuated body light years long, reaching hungrily for the stars, and brushing their cold cruel light with his tense yearning fingertips.


  SPECIAL EFFECT


  J.F. Bone


  Martinelli’s passion was music. And before it was slaked men—and other beings—suffered, thrilled and died in the search for the eldritch sounds of the System.


  “YOU’VE heard the ‘Odalisque’, I expect,” Martinelli asked.


  “Who hasn’t?” I said.


  “Raposnikov at his best,” he said, “and his best is very good indeed.”


  “There’s no one like him, past or present,” I enthused. “Nicolai Ilarionovitch Raposnikov was the finest composer who ever lived, his handling of special effects alone would make him great but his intimate understanding of music, his feeling for balance and harmony, his exquisite employment of modern technology and ancient art to produce music that can be felt and sensed, as well as heard, why—there’s never been a composer who could compare—” I sputtered, losing my eulogy in my enthusiasm.


  You might gather from this outburst that I like music—and you’d be right—although to look at me you’d hardly figure it. Spacemen look like what they are—Muscle Beach boys with a prison pallor. We’re an anachronism on an Earth welded to the twenty-hour week and balanced caloric diets. Compared to the slim bronzed groundlings, we sailors stand out like Charolais bulls in a herd of Angus heifers. Some of us try Mantan to blend in with the general background but we never manage to make it. Our eyes give us away. You can’t spend months on end looking for trouble without developing a certain restlessness of the eyeballs that refuses to let one’s vision linger too long upon any one object; “Dancing Eyes” the groundlings call us. They give us our character and part of our reputation. We’re the last of the pioneers, our direct ancestors are the sailors, the conquistadores and the mountain men who opened up the western hemisphere back in the Dark Ages. In short, we’re romantic hellers.


  The only trouble, as far as I’m concerned, is that I don’t want to be a romantic heller. Sure—I like women—but I’d rather spend an evening at Berlino’s eating a good steak than taking a two-minute break at a Calorie Counter. I’d rather sit in Carnegie Hall listening to good music than sweating at Roseland dancing to squirm. And while it’s fun to kiss a girl goodnight, I have no desire to have her cluttering up my apartment until the following morning. As far as I’m concerned, I’d rather live back in those quiet days of the middle Twentieth Century than in these hectic ones of the middle Twenty-second.


  I sighed and let my gaze flicker over the dark man who sat across the table from me. His name was Olaf Martinelli and he was a conductor. He’d been on the podium at Carnegie several times when I was in the audience. He wasn’t bad—at times he was even great, but he had a poor reputation in music circles. He was a glory-grabber, a tyrant, a disciplinarian of the old Toscanini school, and about as trustworthy as a Venerian swamp sucker on a hot day. I didn’t like him by reputation, and his personality wasn’t much better. He was too dark, too tall, too smooth and too well informed about my habits. He had looked me up, run me down, and cornered me in Eddie’s Bar where I occasionally stop for a drink. He’d been thoroughly briefed, except that he didn’t know I distrusted tall, smooth characters, and that I have no faith in artists as businessmen, Any day I’d rather take a chance with a hard-headed contractor than an artist. Painters, actors, musicians—they’re all alike, people who usually have their feet firmly planted on a cloud. Once I was soft enough to freight an entire musical comedy group to Mars which was a mistake since the company went broke and I couldn’t sell their contracts for beans. Bad artists are a glut on the Martian market, and I wasn’t about to get in another jam like that. By sticking to regular business I manage to run a fairly profitable operation. I own the “Virgin Queen” and I intend to keep on owning her. I’m not eager to take on speculation charters or cargo. Let the guys who are riding high do that! Small operators like me have to stick to hard cash and let the big chances go by. We never make millions but we stay alive and do what we like to do—which is travelling the spacelanes.


  MARTINELLI, however, had a proposition. He leaned forward across the table and tried to hold my shifting blue eyes with his protuberant brown ones. “You’re just the man I’ve been looking for,” he said. “A spaceman who appreciates good music. You’re a rarity, my friend, a rarity.”


  “What’s so odd about liking music?”


  His eyebrows rose. “Have you ever considered the statistical improbability of finding an independent spacer who understands and appreciates Beethoven, Tchaikowsky, Dvorak, Moussorgsky, Sibelius, Taylor, Shostakovich, Callendar, and Rostanzo?”


  “Not to mention a few others,” I added helpfully.


  He nodded. “Actually, Captain Lundfors, you’re unique. And you’re precisely the man I have been looking for.”


  “How’s that?”


  “Would you like to charter your ship for a year’s cruise?” I gulped. A year’s charter would get my pint-sized operation solidly on its feet. I could buy some needed tube liners and insulation. I could have the “Virgin Queen” drydocked and thoroughly overhauled. I could clean up the back-pay accounts of my crew. I could buy myself a new uniform to replace the threadbare grays I was now wearing. A year’s charter would be a dream.


  “It would cost you plenty,” I said.


  “How much?”


  “Two million credits.” Martinelli winced. “What does that rocket of yours run on—gold?” he asked.


  “Plutonium. It’s more expensive.”


  “I didn’t realize these things cost so much,” Martinelli’s voice was flat. “I don’t think I can afford it.”


  “I might be able to shave the costs a little,” I said dubiously, “but a year’s cruise can be damned expensive. It depends on where you want to go. Incidentally, where do you want to go?”


  “Hmm—let’s see—Mercury, Venus, Mars, Titan, Io, Callisto, Ganymede, and—oh yes—Pluto.”


  “All the inhabited worlds in the system!” I said. “Why?”


  “I’ll tell you that if we can come to terms,” Martinelli said. “Until then, that’s my secret.”


  “We can dicker,” I said, “but it won’t be much less than two million—not with an itinerary like that. Or do you realize that it will take you nine months of that year just to travel to those places? Pluto’s a long way out, and Mercury’s pretty close to the sun. Frankly, it’s a cheap price.” He shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said. “I’m not a poor man but that’s pretty steep.”


  “Tell you what we can do,” I offered helpfully. “After we check your credit rating, we can go down to Uni vac Center and put the problem up to the computers.” Actually I’d do that anyway before I ever made a smoothie like Martinelli a firm offer. “We’ll figure it as cost of operation plus ten percent. That ought to be fair enough. You lay out the itinerary and I’ll insert the Queen’s latest operating data. We add ten percent to that, and if you’re willing to go on from there, I’m your man.”


  “That sounds fair enough,” Martinelli said.


  “Of course,” I added, “there’ll be the usual demurrage, port charges, change of destination clauses, and an Act of God clause included in the contract.”


  Martinelli looked at me with a faint light of respect in his bulging brown eyes. “You don’t miss a bet, do you?” he asked.


  “I’ve been dealing with contractors for twenty years,” I said drily.


  He laughed, and I chuckled with him.


  “I’ll file our contract in Public Archives,” he said, “providing we agree on one. Some day it’ll be a historical document.”


  It was my turn to laugh. “Do you think they’ll accept it?” I asked. “What sort of business would make a freighter’s contract a public record?”


  “Wait,” Martinelli said.


  I shrugged.


  THE basic figure Univac gave us was two million, one hundred and thirty thousand, five hundred and twenty-seven credits. Martinelli whistled with dismay. “I should have taken your original offer.”


  “It wasn’t firm,” I reminded him, thinking as I did that computers were almost as easy to fool as conductors. With new tube liners in the “Queen” I could shave half a million off that figure. But Univac didn’t know that. It had to work upon the data I had given it, and new high performance tube liners weren’t included in that data. For two hundred thousand I could have the “Queen” docked, relined and refitted. I would be getting the equivalent of a new ship and nearly three hundred kilocredits to boot.


  “The other figures I’ve checked were all about the same as yours,” Martinelli said glumly, “except for IPG, That bunch wanted three million.”


  “Interplanetary has newer and faster ships,” I said. “And, besides, they’re a big outfit.”


  “I don’t need a big outfit,” Martinelli replied. “Yours will do nicely. Now let’s go up to my office. We’ll have a law firm make up the contract. And then I’ll tell you what I want you to do.”


  “You won’t mind if I select the lawyers?” I asked.


  He shook his head. “You can hire the Attorney General if you wish.” He sounded indifferent.


  “Akers, Callahan, Weintraub, and Kabele’ll do well enough,” I said. “They’ve handled my freight contracts for the past decade.”


  “They’re a good firm,” he agreed. “I’ve done business with them once or twice on tour contracts.”


  I looked at my copy of the contract and nodded. As far as I could see it was fair enough. It had the usual penalty clauses for nonperformance, but essentially it was a standard freight contract. I agreed to deliver Brother Martinelli and such equipment as he would bring with him to the eight inhabited worlds of the Solar Union. The order in which the worlds were to be visited was at my discretion. The only bad feature was the time element. One year was all I had to complete the trip. And that wasn’t too much time. One minor accident, one bad touchdown, could ruin me. But I had fulfilled worse contracts than this one and I had no cause for complaint. I knew the “Queen” inside out and was perfectly aware of what she could and could not do. This job she could handle.


  “All right,” I said. “Now what are we making this trip for?”


  “To collect sounds,” Martinelli said.


  “Sounds?”


  “Remember we were talking about Raposnikov?”


  I nodded.


  “You’d really have to know the man to appreciate this, but Nicolai Ilarionovitch was a Unionist all his adult life—and when the Solar Union was established, he decided to write a symphony honoring it. He finished it just before he died last year. It is his master work, his greatest production, the piece toward which his entire life was directed. It’s called the “Nine Worlds Symphony” and is dedicated to the Solar Union.” Martinelli looked at me, his brown eyes glittering. “It’s probably the most valuable single piece of property in existence today,” he said. “And I own it on condition that I present the entire score exactly as it was written in its debut on the tenth anniversary of the Union. And that date is a year and a half away.”


  “Then why are you hiring a space ship?” I asked. “It seems to me that you’d be hiring a symphony orchestra.”


  “It’s not that easy,” Martinelli said. “You see, Raposnikov took a leaf out of Tchaikovski’s book, only he went one step farther.”


  “Tchaikovski?”


  “Remember the 1812 Festival Overture?”


  I nodded. “The one with the special effects?” I asked. “The cannon, the Moscow bells, and the brass band?”


  “That’s the one. Well—Raposnikov out-Tchaikovskied Tchaikovski. His piece calls for a steam hammer working a steel ingot, a Dixieland Jazz Band, a spaceship taking off, the sound of the lava flows on Mercury’s twilight zone, the bellow of a Venerean swamp sucker, the temple bells at K’vasteh, the Corens’ warcry, the nesting call of a flock of Ionion Kalliks, Callistan whistlers, a hegemon, and a Plutonian ice fall. Oh, yes, and the sound of a hulled spaceship.”


  “That’s quite a mess of sound,” I said. “I’ve been on the spacelanes for twenty years, and I’ve yet to hear a Callistan whistler or a Kallik’s nesting call. Never was on any of the outer worlds except Ganymede, but you should have no trouble there. A hegemon’s easy to dicker with. For that matter, I’ve only heard a swampsucker just once—and, frankly, I don’t want to hear one again. Those subsonics play hell with the nervous system.”


  “I tried to get the sounds from the Solar Union Academy,” Martinelli went on, “but they’re not recorded. You’d think they would be,” he added aggrievedly. “It just goes to show that when you want something out of a museum you can’t get it. They’ve got plenty of stuffed Kalliks, and whistlers, and even a stuffed swamp sucker, but not a single sound.” He shrugged. “And since the contract states that original sounds must be furnished, I’m stuck with an exploring job.”


  “How much is the Academy offering for a copy of your soundtrack?” I asked.


  Martinelli smiled wryly. “Not much, just the technicians, professional guides, and the recording apparatus.”


  “That should be quite a saving.”


  “It would be except for one thing. I have to pay them for every soundtrack over five, and I’m not sure they’ll record the proper key and pitch I’ll need to fit into the symphony.”


  I shook my head. Martinelli had a job ahead. I wondered why he took it, and said so.


  “You haven’t heard the “Nine Worlds,” Martinelli said, “otherwise you wouldn’t ask. You want to hear it?”


  I nodded. Raposnikov is one of my favorite composers.


  MARTINELLI opened his desk safe and took out a roll of recording tape. “I had this made in sections,” he said, “so no one would be able to copy the theme. Some of the sounds are in already—the first movement is complete; so you can get an idea what the finished piece will be like.” He pressed a button and a panel on top of his desk slid aside to reveal a modern stereo—one of those fancy jobs with acoustical depth. He threaded the tape and placed his finger on the starter button.


  “The first movement,” Martinelli said quietly, “deals with man’s conquest of space. Unlike Dvorak’s “New World” the shape of the main subject is introduced directly. There is no hinting, no intimation of things to come. It is more like Beethoven’s Fifth—a direct, demanding introduction that draws the listener bodily into the vigorous Allegro molto with its hypnotic repetitive rhythm. The theme is advanced by a transition that is actually a subsidiary theme in F-minor played first by the flutes and oboes and picked up by the other woodwinds and strings. The second main theme is carried by the brasses in G-major, starting with a muted trumpet playing an unmistakeable derivation of Rosinski’s “Space and the Atom”. The harsh, almost militaristic note is augmented by the brasses, modified by the woodwinds and swept to a glittering crescendo by the strings and kettle drums, culminating in the hissing roar of a space-ship’s jet with their supersonic overtones that are almost painful—listen!” He pressed the button.


  I was relaxed, soothed by Martinelli’s summation, and utterly unprepared for the violent opening as the full orchestration of over two hundred pieces hammered at my eardrums. It was a blockbuster opening, something that would have made Beethoven turn green with envy. It was Raposnikov all right, but a Raposnikov I had never heard nor dreamed of hearing. The music picked me up, hurled me into a world of sound and fury, of men and metal and dreams turned into steel and atomics. It was pure sensation—music that made me want to laugh and weep, to swell with pride, to suffer the heartbreak of failure and to feel the grim determination that next time—next time we would succeed. For a few minutes, I was a part of all mankind who ever dreamed of the stars. My chest hurt, my brain throbbed, and cold involuntary chills ran down my spine. My legs trembled, and tears actually came to my eyes at the termination when man finally achieved his ancient dream and left earth for those glittering witch lights in the heavens. The sounds, as Martinelli called them, were an integral part of the theme. Their presence was essential. From steam hammer to jetblast, the sounds were a part of the music, complementing it, augmenting it, making the whole movement the vital, living, striving thing it had to be.


  Martinelli stopped the tape, and I relaxed, shivering with reaction.


  “My God!” I said weakly. “I thought I had heard them all, but this is incredible!”


  “See what I mean,” Martinelli said. “This is the greatest thing that man has done in music. Ownership of this score is literally worth millions. And I own it if I can reproduce it precisely as Raposnikov wrote it. Do you wonder why I am willing to spend over two million chartering your ship?”


  “No,” I said. “And if the rest of that symphony is like the beginning, I’d almost be willing to donate the ‘Queen’ to help you pull it off.” I was drunk with sensation. Never in my life had I heard such music.


  “Almost,” Martinelli chuckled, “but not quite—eh?”


  I sighed, shrugged, and stood up. “A man must live,” I said, “and space is my life and the ‘Queen’ my home. There are things like fuel, repairs, wages and dockage charges. Those cost money and, unfortunately, I’m not a rich man.”


  “But you love music,” Martinelli said, “so you will be eager to help me.”


  “That’s about it,” I said. “And that is all I will need to make this debut a success,” Martinelli said. “I thank you, Captain Lundfors.” He held out his hand.


  I gripped it. It was I who should be thanking him, I thought. He had given me a taste of glory.


  A WEEK later the “Virgin Queen” was ready for blastoff. Port Maintenance had completed a man-killing crash program in record time, and the “Queen” was as tight and true as the day she left the ways. For the first time in years everything aboard the old girl worked as it should. I collected my crew from the fleshpots of New York and Westchester, herding the grumbling spacemen aboard like a father loading his children into the family car at the end of vacation. Three weeks liberty on full pay and the men still complained. They hadn’t had it so good in years but they wanted more. Of course they didn’t get it, since a contract is a contract, and a spaceship captain is God Almighty as far as his crew is concerned.


  About the only man who looked happy about coming back was Egon Bernstein, my executive officer. Bernie was old enough to appreciate space. The rest—mostly four-year men—were hardly dry behind the ears. I wasn’t too happy with them, but with the major spacelines giving two year contracts and bonuses to experienced men with six or more years of service, an independent freighter has to take what’s left and be thankful it is no worse.


  The Solar Union boys—five of them—arrived with a truckload of sound equipment which they supervised like mother hens guarding chicks. They stored their equipment with meticulous care, took their shockcouch assignments, and fitted into the ship’s routine with the ease of professional space travellers.


  Martinelli and two heavyshouldered men showed up with another pile of gear which we stowed. We took on last minute supplies, extra fuel slugs for our reactor, and topped off the chemical tanks with nitric and hydrazine. I checked the stations from the control chair, got the all clear signal from the tower, and blasted off.


  Outside the atmosphere shell of Earth I cut the chemicals and switched on the atomics. A pale blue glow spurted from the drive tubes as we began to pile on velocity for the long trip to Pluto. I had checked our possible courses at Port Astrogation and had finally decided that the relative positions of the planets were such that the outer worlds offered the best positional relationships—and when we had finished with them, the inner worlds would be in good juxtaposition if we could keep to the schedule I had planned.


  The outward trip was fortunate. We picked up a thumbsized meteorite as we crossed the asteroid belt and the crash and hiss of escaping air were satisfactorily recorded by the Solar Union men. I gave them plenty of warning to get set up and although I could have used the screens to deflect the tiny chunk of metal, I figured that if we could get a meteor strike recording this early in the game we were all to the good.


  Damage control quickly repaired the leak as the sound men checked their tapes with Martinelli.


  “Did you know your hull rings in F-sharp?” Martinelli asked me as he came into the control room during the first watch after the collision. He had gotten over his space sickness quickly and was continuously active—nosing through the ship, asking questions of the crew, Bernie, and myself, and behaving like a rubber-necking tourist. In a way it was laughable, but somehow I couldn’t laugh at Martinelli. The man was too intense, too serious to be a comic figure.


  “Is that good?” I asked. “It’s perfect. That passage was written in F-sharp. We won’t need to try again or make tonal adjustments. We have a recording that’ll turn the public’s hair when we use it. It’s great! And that young crewman yelling “Meteor strike!”—that was the convincing touch.”


  “You mean Nalton?” I asked. “Yes, that’s his name.”


  “He’s young,” I said, “young and pretty green. Making a planet out of an asteroid. He should have kept his mouth shut. But maybe its a good omen. When a goofur turns out all right that’s a good sign.”


  “I never thought you were superstitious,” Martinelli said.


  “All spacemen are superstitious,” I replied. “I guess it’s because space is so big and we’re so small.”


  “When are we due to hit Pluto?” he asked.


  “If we’ve laid the course right—in about two months.”


  “Long time.”


  “Long distance—Pluto isn’t just next door.”


  “I realized that, but I didn’t realize what it’d be like cooped up in here with only a thin metal skin between us and space. Frankly, that meteorite scared me.”


  I grinned. “I didn’t feel so good either—and we almost took it in the screen control which would really have made things sticky. Without screens we’d be in bad shape.”


  “Would it be that serious?” he asked worriedly.


  I smiled without humor. “We finished one run from Mars to Earth without screens,” I said, “and we ran out of patches. There were one hundred and thirty-seven holes in the ‘Queen’s” skin. We looked like a sieve, finished the trip in space suits, and had two casualties.” He shuddered. “I hope the screens hold this time.”


  “They will,” I assured him. “The generators have been completely rebuilt.”


  I WISH Nicolai Ilarionovitch had a better understanding of the technical details of sound transmission,” Martinelli said bitterly as we stood on Pluto’s icy surface and surveyed the frozen desolation about us. “Just how are we going to record an ice fall on a world without atmosphere?”


  “There’s plenty of atmosphere,” I replied as I scuffed the blue-white dust underfoot with an insulated space boot. “The only trouble is that it’s all frozen,—liquid helium, solid oxygen, nitrogen and carbon dioxide. What would you expect on a world three and a half billion miles from the sun?” I was angry with myself. I should have realized that Pluto’s solid and semi-solid atmosphere was incapable of transmitting audible sound. We had our two and a half month trip for nothing.


  All about us were the giant glaciers that covered Pluto’s surface, knife sharp jagged blocks of ice rising hundreds of feet into the air, cold and black under the faint light of the stars and the tiny disc of the sun low on the horizon. The radome of Pluto Station bulged darkly behind us and a little to one side were the clustered spikes of the station spaceships and the bulkier mass of the “Queen” standing on her landing pads.


  Far below our feet in tunnels and corridors carved from the endless ice, the men and women of Pluto Station went about their daily tasks—adaptable as only humans can be—carving a life and living out of the frozen crust of the iceworld.


  “Obviously Raposnikov was thinking of the icefall of ’98,” I said. “The one in the main lateral of the old station. There was air down there—and there was undoubtedly sound.”


  “That could be it,” Martinelli agreed. “Let’s go below. It’s getting cold up here.”


  I had to agree with him. Despite the insulation and heating elements of our spacesuits the frightful cold of Pluto was seeping through my boots and the joints of my armor. I turned toward the station’s airlock, the chilled joints of my armor somewhat stiffer than normal, and as I turned I cast one flickering glance around the horizon. It was purely habit—the trained eye reflex of a spaceman, but in that brief glance my vision caught an abnormality. One of the tall ice spires above us was distinctly wrong. No longer vertical the tall black tower was leaning outward, toppling with silent ponderous deliberation.


  “Icefall!” I yelled. “Run!”


  Martinelli’s reflexes were as fast as my own. He cast one lightning glance upward and then broke into a clumsy run for the steel and cryoplastic revetment that guarded the station entrance. I pounded along behind him. In Pluto’s light gravity we made surprisingly good time despite the armor that encased us. As we dove for the shelter of the revetment, the airless sky of Pluto was filled with hurtling shards of ice as the pinnacle struck and shattered. One small piece struck me in the ribs while another ricocheted off Martinelli’s helmet. Two years ago he’d have been a dead man breathing space through a shattered helmet, but the ice shard merely glanced off the tough cryoplastic without doing any harm.


  Well—almost no harm. Martinelli was scared to death, but that was all. Apparently he had read some of the old stories about what happened when something hit a helmet.


  “You’re O.K.” I assured him as I lifted him to his feet.


  “My helmet?”


  “New model,” I grunted. “They don’t shatter nowadays.”


  “Thank God! For a minute I thought I’d had it,” Martinelli said. His voice was unsteady. “I don’t want to die—at least not until I’ve produced the ‘Nine Worlds’.”


  “My personal opinion is that all conductors are born to be hung, so you’re safe until you get back to Earth.”


  “Not funny,” Martinelli said, but he chuckled just the same. Occasionally it takes a bit of graveyard humor to draw the iron out of hiding. He was all right now. “You know, it’s too bad that Pluto has no free air. That could have been a wonderful sound.”


  “The only sound I want to hear right now is the bubbling of a coffee pot,” I replied.


  “You have a point there,” he said, as he helped me open the small airlock.


  WE CHECKED with Herb Hallowell, the station superintendent, about the possibility of air remaining in the old station.


  “The Old Station?—Hmm. I don’t know. We abandoned that place nearly fifty years ago. Why do you want to go there?”


  “I don’t,” I said, “but Mr. Martinelli does.”


  “I want to record an ice fall,” Martinelli said. “And since there’s no atmosphere outside—”


  “There’s no sound,” Hallowed interrupted. “But why do you want to record an icefall?”


  “I think I’d better explain,” Martinelli said. “In a year and a quarter, Earth time, the Solar Union centennial is going to occur and we’re going all out to make it one of the greatest shows Earth has ever seen. Part of the program is a sound recording of typical noises of the nine inhabited worlds, and an icefall is typical of Pluto.”


  Hallowed grimaced. “It’s typical all right. Wed—you can visit the Old Station if you wish but I won’t be responsible for your safety.”


  “Is there an atmosphere?” Martinelli asked.


  “There was the last time anyone visited the place.”


  “When was that?”


  “Five years ago.”


  “Hmm—that means there’s probably some left.”


  “There should be. Ice is pretty good insulation.”


  We left for the Old Station the next day. Five of us,—Martinelli, myself, Nalton, and the two heavy-shouldered apelike men Martinelli had brought along from Earth. Their names were Anderson and Bellini—which had become shortened naturally to Mr. A. and Mr. B., and finally to Able and Baker, during the long trip out to Pluto. Although most of the crew understood the inference, I’m sure that neither Able nor Baker did. It was one of those sly spacemen insults that often resulted in broken skulls when the victim realized what it meant, but in this case I doubted if it would. The simian resemblance of Able and Baker extended to their mental capacity if not to their sex. They were a pair of good-natured brutes, capable of shaking your hand or cutting your throat with the same friendly smile on their face. Martinelli called them guides, but goons would probably have been more accurate. Able had prospected on Titan and Baker was a Venerean swamprat, but neither of them had any experience on Pluto. Still, their muscles were handy for lugging heavy equipment, and we could use them.


  We took along some of the high-priced recording equipment to get the sound of an icefall if an audible one could be made available, and a few explosive charges to make one available if nature wouldn’t cooperate.


  The Solar Union men-refused to come unless Martinelli paid them, and Martinelli refused to pay for such a simple thing as this sort of recording. They were within their rights. Pluto wasn’t included on their agenda but I couldn’t blame Martinelli. After all, a technician’s pay on a hazardous mission isn’t peanuts and Martinelli had already laid out quite a bit of change for this trip. So we left them behind to enjoy the warm comfort of Pluto Station while we did the work.


  The station rolligon carried us to the old airlock of Station One. The antique double lock was still functioning, and the dials on our spacesuits indicated a two-thirds Earth normal atmosphere inside. They didn’t indicate that the air was breathable, and we weren’t about to take any chances since we had twenty hours’ supply in our tanks. I had brought Nalton along to help us. The youngster was the only one of us who had morte than a speaking acquaintance with explosives. He had taken a course in field demolitions and derelict removal at the Space Academy and planned to start his own business as a spacelane contractor in the asteroid belt as soon as he finished his course in practical spacemanship on the “Queen”. Nalton was a nice kid—the cleancut Academy type that look as though they had been stamped out of a mold labelled “Made in Alamogordo”. But some of that Academy veneer was wearing off. He had a sense of humor, a quick wit, and a quick tongue. He learned fast and was well liked. Some day he’d be a first class spaceman. But it was his knowledge of explosives that made him a member of the party.


  Inside, the supports holding the ice roof were warped and twisted from the slow flowing of the ice, and the broad tunnel into the depths that had once been straight was now crooked and bent. Our lights cast beams of brightness ahead of us as we cautiously made our way downward to what had once been the entrance hall from which passages had radiated outward to the various working and living levels. The hall was barely two-thirds its former size, its walls oddly twisted and warped. It looked fragile and unstable. Many of the supporting girders were buckled and useless. A great pile of broken ice lay on the floor, evidence of an icefall that could have happened years—or minutes—ago.


  Martinelli looked up at the jagged ceiling some ten meters overhead. “This will do,” he said. “There’s plenty of free drop here to get the crash and rattle that will be necessary. We can plant the microphone in the entrance and bury a couple of small charges under that bent pillar in the center of the room and see what happens when we touch them off.”


  “Nalton,” I said.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You’re the demolitions man. What’ll happen if we crack that pillar?”


  Nalton looked upward. “It’ll probably bring the whole roof down,” he said. “That hunk of duralloy is supporting about half the load on the center of the ceiling.”


  “How much plastic do you figure’s necessary for the job?”


  “About four hundred grams, sir. I wouldn’t care to use any less.”


  “Well—get about it,” I said, “and be careful. In air as cold as this, plastic’s tricky stuff so I’ve been told.”


  “I know, sir,” the youngster said. “That’s why I’ve been keeping it in a thermo bag. It should be hot enough to mold easily.”


  “Okay, it’s your baby. Get the charge placed. I’ll run the detonator wires back to the entrance. When you’re through, come up and join us. Then we’ll set it off. Martinelli and his two monkeys’ll handle the sound recording.”


  Nalton grinned, and I hoped that Able and Baker didn’t get the drift—but it was hardly probable that they would. I dropped the end of the wire beside Nalton and slowly climbed the long corridor to the surface, paying out carefully and doing my best to avoid the leads Martinelli had run from his microphones. When I arrived at the airlock, the three of them had already set up the recorder and had the tape running.


  MARTINELLI looked up at me. “Thought I’d better get this going just in case,” he announced cheerfully.


  “Just in case of what?”


  “You never know. That hall looked pretty fragile to me. That ceiling could come down any minute.”


  “Nice cheerful guy, aren’t you?” I asked. “Or do you know Nalton’s down there?”


  “I know and it worries me, but this is the only place we’ll get an audible icefall on this crazy world. There’s no sense in missing anything.”


  As though in answer the needles on the recorder jumped clear across the dial faces and a shudder rippled upward through the ice.


  “Icefall!” Martinelli yelped. “Nalton!” I shouted—and started down the passageway. A blast of frigid air swept up out of the depths and a whole section of passage in front of me buckled, twisted, and with horrid deliberation broke into huge blocks and shards that filled the passage with flying daggers! I stumbled back. There was sound this time, rumbling, grinding sound as millions of tons of ice shuddered, shifted, and crushed together. The shockwave from the icequake knocked me to my knees. Blind with panic I turned and crawled back to the airlock as shock after shock rippled through the cracked and shattered ice. Martinelli and the others were already standing outside, numbed by the violence of the quake, uncertain whether to run or stand still. The rolligon had been tossed nearly two meters from where we had parked it, and stood rocking back and forth on its flotons as the tremors passed with steadily decreasing intensity as the shifting ice obliterated the last trace of Old Station—and spaceman second class Tamashiro Nalton.


  I felt numb. Five minutes ago Nalton was alive—a nice kid with a sense of humor and a future. Now—my mind recoiled from the thought of what those millions of tons of shifting ice had done to him.


  Martinelli, Able and Baker looked at me. Martinelli’s face was frozen in horror—the two goons merely looked stupid. But one thing I was thankful for, they weren’t grinning. If they had so much as showed a tooth I think I’d have killed them. I liked Nalton. The boy was a morale lifter. We were all going to suffer from his loss.


  “I hope you got your damned sound,” I gritted as I faced Martinelli.


  He shivered and a measure of sanity came back to his eyes. “Oh God!” he said. Sweat stood out on his high forehead. “Oh God!—I’ve never heard anything so horrible—and Nalton’s screams!” He retched—something that no one should ever do in a spacesuit—and I could no longer see his face.


  SOMEHOW I managed to get Able and Baker moving. We packed the recording apparatus, led Martinelli back to the rolligon and headed back to Pluto Station across the ice hills that separated the old from the new base. I let Martinelli stew in his own digestive juices. At the moment I could do nothing else—and perhaps even if I could I wouldn’t. I couldn’t help blaming him for Nalton’s death, and every time I thought of that grinning cheerful kid I felt sick and angry—angry as much at myself as at Martinelli. I should never have let a man of mine go down into that death trap. Getting the sounds was Martinelli’s business, not mine or my crew’s. Next time—and all the rest of the times, he could damn well kill his own sloats.


  WE BLASTED off Pluto in a somber mood. Martinelli with his burned face, me with my guilt and resentment, the crew with their anger at the Solar Union technicians, and the technicians with their righteous air that was all the more sickening because it was right. They didn’t have to go on that trip that killed Nalton. The “Queen” wasn’t a happy ship as we hurtled sunward to intercept Saturn. Not even the fact that the recording of the icefall was better than Raposnikov could have wished helped very much. I couldn’t listen to it. The scream torn from Nalton’s throat just at the beginning was all I could take.


  We orbited Saturn on schedule, and the sight of the great-ringed world spinning below us was as heartening to the crew as a shot of euphoral. You could feel their spirits rise as we drove in toward the rings, killing our speed to make a landing on Titan.


  Like Pluto, Titan was an iceworld. Its surface temperature of minus 245 degrees centigrade was far too low to support unprotected human life, but it wasn’t too low to support the Corens, those peculiar amorphous entities with their silicon-based organic structure and their incredible capacity to withstand cold. Like most of the sun’s natural children that man had visited, the largest moon of Saturn supported life. Pluto, the captive planet with the eccentric orbit did not. Nor did Iapetus or the smaller airless satellites of Jupiter and Neptune. But Titan, with its atmosphere, was inhabited long before man came to share the world and plunder it of its natural resources of heavy metals. The Corens, semi-intelligent, partly civilized, and thoroughly unpleasant, had done their best to discourage immigration, and had succeeded remarkably well until the First Punitive Expedition reduced them to relative harmlessness.


  They still attacked isolated prospectors now and then, but they stayed away from the domes where Earthmen worked and were present in numbers. They had learned their lesson and were no longer a menace. A nuisance, perhaps, but mankind was big enough to stand nuisances, and we had no intention of committing genocide upon the original inhabitants. We had no use for the frigid surface of their world. Our interests lay in what was under the surface—the uranium, the thorium, and the other heavy elements that powered Earth’s atomic civilization. So there were probably as many Corens today as there were when the first prospectors arrived and they were still the wild, warlike, death-defying savages who would willingly sacrifice a hundred of their number to kill one human. The only difference between the modern Coren and his ancestors is that he doesn’t care to commit fruitless suicide attacking domes and spaceships.


  “Just how,” I asked Martinelli, “do you expect to get a recording of a Coren warcry? They avoid us.”


  “Simple,” Martinelli said. “We use a decoy.”


  “Who? Not one of my crew!”


  “Certainly not. We use Anderson. He prospected out here and knows the ropes. We put him down in a prospect hole, furnish him with an electronic fence, a communicator and an automatic rifle and await developments.”


  “Does he know what you’re planning for him?” I asked.


  “Naturally. I hired him on contract for this job.”


  “But that’s sending a man out to be murdered!”


  “He did it before, with less hope of reward.”


  “But”—I shrugged and shut up. Anderson knew what he was doing—what chances he took.


  “The greatest concentration of Corens, so I understand, is in the South Polar region,” Martinelli said. “We’ll land near there and break out one of the lifeboats. Anderson’ll set out and find some Corens. He’ll land about a day’s march away and set up camp, using the lifeboat as a base, and when the Corens come he’ll invite attack, record their warcry, and then come back here in the lifeboat. It’s simple.”


  Yeah—simple. But Martinelli didn’t know the Corens. He had no experience with their uncanny ability to camouflage themselves to look like natural rocks or siliceous vegetation. He didn’t know their incredible ferocity or tenacity of life, or their equally incredible patience. Probably Anderson did, but the man was hardly more intelligent than a Coren. It would be all too easy for him to become a second casualty, and I wanted no more. One death on this voyage was enough. As captain, I was responsible for both crew and passengers and I had no desire to explain to an Admiralty Court why I allowed a passenger to expose himself to possible death. Actually, I couldn’t stop him. Once on a planet my authority over passengers was nil, but I’d be the target of some pretty hard questioning if anything happened.


  “We’re going to tape this insane idea of yours into the ship’s log,” I said. “I want it on record that I’m opposed to this sort of thing and that it is your responsibility.”


  Martinelli shrugged. “As you wish,” he said indifferently. “I’ll have Anderson make a statement, too.”


  I sighed.


  ANDERSON took off in the lifeboat shortly after we landed and completed the usual security precautions. After searing a hundred-yard wide area around the base of the ship with the rockets on idling, we strung an electronic fence and hooked it to one of the auxiliary generators. The gun turrets were opened and our heavy weapons were checked to see that they were in operating condition. After that, two groups of crewmen covered every square foot of the seared area blasting any suspicious bump or bulge on the ground. Then, and only then, did we break out a lifeboat, provision and equip it, and send Anderson on his way. As he disappeared southward, I had the feeling we would never see him again.


  Half an hour later he reported in over the communicator. “Spotted about two hundred of the jellies—am circling them. Get a position fix.”


  Wagner, our astrogator, obligingly pinpointed him and gave him the data on his position.


  “Will now fly about thirty miles away and find a landing site,” Anderson said.


  “Some navigator,” Wagner said. “He doesn’t even know his position.” He flipped the transmitter switch. “Queen to Anderson. Will track you. Fly over your landing area until I pinpoint you.”


  “Okay, Queen.” The transmitter stayed on as Anderson circled.


  “You can set down now,” Wagner said. “I have a fix.”


  “Thanks.” Anderson’s heavy voice was flat. “I’ll contact you again as soon as I get my security up.”


  Regularly on the hour, Anderson reported. For the first 48-hour-period nothing happened. Then Anderson came on ahead of schedule.


  “They’re here!” Anderson’s voice crackled over the phone. “I have about 20 new rocks in my front yard that weren’t here yesterday. Looks like I’m going to have visitors.” His voice was almost happy.


  “Increase the charge on your fence,” I ordered. “There’s no sense in asking for trouble.”


  “I already have,” Anderson said. “I know these jellies as well as you do.”


  “And keep your communicator open,” I added. “You may not have an opportunity to open communication again. We’ll stand by here.”


  “I’ll do that—but there’s no need to worry.”


  “Don’t bet on that. The Corens are smart.”


  “Okay—but—” A wild eldritch cry came faintly over the communicator.


  “Well—that’s it,” Anderson said calmly. “They’ve decided to pay me a call. I’ll blast a couple of them to get things stirred up. Tell Martinelli he’ll probably get his warcry any minute now.”


  “Was that a Coren warcry?” Martinelli asked. He was leaning over my shoulder listening to our conversation.


  “No,” I said. “But keep your ear glued to this speaker and you’ll hear one. That was just their way of talking to one another. They have a tonal language, not an inflected one. They make sounds by forcing air from their air bladders through their breathing tubes. The principle is something like that of a horn. When you hear their warcry, you’ll recognize it.” I grinned thinly. “You can’t help it. It sounds like a traffic jam of homicidal maniacs on the Midcontinent Skyway.”


  Martinelli chuckled nervously.


  I turned to the ship’s annunciator. “Now hear this,” I ordered. “Prepare for blastoff.”


  “Why?” Martinelli asked.


  “We may have to help Anderson,” I said. “He just might not have firepower enough to get out of there.”


  Sound erupted from the communicator. It wasn’t exactly discord, but it had a nerve grating quality that made the short hairs on the back of one’s neck stand erect and icy prickles chase one another down one’s spine. There were harsh undertones of menace, overtones of shrill hate, and a full-bodied middle range of detestation. I’d heard it before, but never so loud. It had the volume and some of the tonal quality of the brasses in an orchestra—a metallic diapason of rage and hatred. The sound swelled and throbbed inside the “Queen’s” control room—and was suddenly punctuated by Anderson’s horrified voice. “My God! There’s thousands of them!”


  “Get out of there!” I ordered. “That fence won’t hold.”


  “I know,” Anderson said, “they’re all over the boat. They broke through the fence just like it wasn’t there.” His voice had become oddly calm. “I can’t take off—they’re weighting me down.”


  “Open the jets to full,” I said. “Spin the ship. Shake them off!”


  “I’ll try—but you’d better get here quick. I don’t think it’ll work and this boat won’t take much of that treatment.”


  “To hell with the boat,” I said as I hit the emergency blastoff alarm. “It’s your life I’m worried about.”


  “You’re worried,” Anderson said. “What do you think I am?”


  Fifteen seconds later we were airborne—heading for the fix Wagner had taken on Anderson’s position.


  “If you can get here in another 20 minutes, I think I can hold out,” Anderson’s tight voice came over the communicator. The background noises of his jets and the grinding of metal against rock indicated that he was taking my advice. “I don’t dare try to roll the boat over, but the jets are scorching enough of them to keep the pressure off. The hull’s bulging a bit but I think it’ll hold.”


  “We’re on the way,” I said. “Hang on.”


  “I haven’t any—” the communicator went dead. One of the Corens had probably ripped off the antenna.


  WE flashed across Titan’s surface, travelling low and fast. I don’t know how the crew felt, but I wanted to get to Anderson while he was still alive. The Corens were incredibly strong, and a lifeboat isn’t too ruggedly built. All they had to do was spring one plate and Anderson was dead.


  “He’s just over that next range of hills, skipper,” Wagner’s voice came into my earphones.


  I threw the “Queen” into a vertical attitude, balancing her on the jets as momentum carried us forward. It was a dangerous maneuver, but I needed the jetblast. It was the best weapon we had. Sweat poured off me as I balanced the ship on her drives, using the jet to kill our speed as we swept over the hills and into the valley beyond.


  The entire floor of the bowl-shaped valley was crawling with Corens. The lifeboat was covered with them. As they sensed the “Queen” the gray blue blobs began splitting up and moving away with startling speed as they extruded limbs from their amorphous bodies and ran for safety. They had no desire to face a full-sized ship.


  But those covering the lifeboat didn’t run. They clung like limpets as we plowed stern first toward the seething mass of siliceous flesh, our tubes blasting fiery paths across the ground. Some of them died in the jetblast as I set the “Queen” down heavily in what was an arrival rather than a landing. Shock raced through the ship, slamming passengers and crew against safety webs and shock couches. For a moment we teetered dangerously as I stabbed at the steering jets, trying to keep us upright Below me the automatics in the three turrets that could be brought to bear began pouring low order solid and vibratory destruction into the Corens still covering the lifeboat while the fourth turret speeded the departure of those who were still within range in the valley.


  The “Queen” shuddered and steadied in a vertical attitude as Bernstein, acting without orders, opened the engine room hatch and dropped to the ground followed by five men carrying flamethrowers. At the sight of this easier prey, the Corens swarming over Anderson’s boat, dropped to the icy ground and came scuttling forward on their pseudolegs, trumpeting their warcry as they ran.


  Bernie and his men met them with a wall of flame that crisped the foremost dozen into cinders. But the others came on. There weren’t so many now, only twenty or so, but a Coren is twice the physical match of any human, and if one of those beasts got to close quarters it would be curtains. I swore insanely as I watched Bernie through the scanners, cold sweat running down my face. He had no business risking his life out there. Nor did those other five fools. He let them come to pointblank range and fired again. I yelled hoarsely as the yellow flames enveloped the front rank of the nearest jellies, and yelled again as the others turned and fled. They had enough. Fully two hundred of them were dead, and that price was too high even to their blood-soaked minds.


  The lifeboat was apparently intact as Bernie and his party walked cautiously toward it. I noticed for the first time that the men he was leading were the Solar Union people—and whatever feelings I had for their actions on Pluto vanished in admiration of their courage here on Titan. It took guts of the highest order to face a charging Coren.


  Bernie opened the emergency airlock on the lifeboat and slammed it shut again as a thick grayish blue pseudolimb extruded sluggishly from the opening. The closing steel sliced through the jelly-like mass which dropped to the ground, extruded a half dozen pseudolimbs of its own and scuttled off across the gray landscape. I felt sick. We were too late. The Corens had managed to crack the lifeboat’s hull.


  We had a little trouble getting the Corens out of the boat without destroying the recording apparatus, but the exhaust fumes of a small gasoline engine finally did the trick. Oxygen breathers like ourselves, the Corens were equally susceptible to carbon monoxide.


  We hooked them out of the interior, two three-foot pieplates of gray-blue meat, with a humped central area that held dozens of flat razor-edged siliceous spicules.


  “They look like jellyfish,” Martinelli observed as we flopped the limp amorphous masses onto the icy rocks.


  “Maybe they do to you,” I said, “but to me they represent something else.”


  “What?”


  “Vampires.”


  Martinelli’s eyebrows rose, but they didn’t stay that way. Two of the Solar Union men came out of the lifeboat carrying something horribly slashed and deflated that had once been Anderson. The knifelike silicon spicules had reduced his space armor to ribbons at every flexible joint, and inside the armor, a shrunken mass of bones and slashed skin was all that was left. Virtually all the soft tissues of his body had been absorbed. And the greatest horror of all was that there was no blood.


  “They’re fond of men,” I said bitterly, nudging one of the dead masses with an armored foot. “We’re a delicacy.”


  Martinelli’s face turned a pale green, but he didn’t get sick. Experience on Pluto had taught him to keep better control over his stomach.


  “Load the boat,” I ordered. “We can repair her on the way. There’s no use staying here—and there’s no use bringing Anderson,” I added.


  We buried him under a cairn of ice and melted it into a solid mass with our needle beams, while Martinelli went back to the ship with the sound tapes and his weak stomach, and the crew connected the hoist cables to rings welded in the lifeboat’s hull.


  It didn’t make me any happier to know that this recording was also perfect. Two lives for two noises seemed a pretty high price. Nor was Martinelli joyful.


  “At this rate,” he said bitterly, “we’ll be landing on Earth with half our personnel missing.”


  “I know,” I said, “and there’s worse to come.”


  I was thinking of the swampsucker. That thing is almost legendary in stories of the exploration of the Solar Union. Of all creatures dreamed up by an insane Nature in a moment of homicidal madness, the Venerian swampsucker is the worst. That animal fitted into no known category of solar life. It was even a stranger to its equally weird fellows on the Cloudy Planet. They, at least, had some similarity to Terran and Martian phylogeny. But not the swampsucker. It was a survivor of an older and fiercer age. I didn’t relish the thought of meeting it.


  “But let’s look on the brighter side,” Martinelli said, interrupting my unpleasant thoughts, “There’s Ganymede, Io, Callisto, and Mars.”


  “I’ll try to be happy about it,” I replied.


  He smiled without humor. “Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof,” he said.


  IO WAS our next stop. The run was made smoothly and without trouble. Oddly enough, the loss of Anderson didn’t seem to disturb the ship as much as I expected. There’s a difference between dying fighting and being crushed by an impersonal Nature. Anderson had known what his chances were. The fact that he had accepted them made his death easier to take. Why, I don’t know.


  The Kalliks—big, birdlike animals with downy jet plumage—thoroughly adapted to frigid, nearly airless Io, were an easy assignment. The human colony raised them by the thousands and harvested their feathers for insulation. Our best synthetics couldn’t compare with them either in weight or efficiency. Light as thistledown, the black plumage was fireproof, heat transmitting, and cold proof. Each feather possessed the peculiar property of directional transfer of heat. Turn it one way and every local erg of ambient temperature could be channelled inward. Turn it the other and heat would be channeled outward. The Kallik feathers had long ago done away with complex and cumbersome refrigeration and heating units. They lined the double hulls of ships, furnished insulation and temperature control for spacesuits, heated and cooled every dome city in the System, and most of the better houses on Earth. As a trade item they were almost priceless and the demand far outstripped the supply. And, since the birds couldn’t live away from Io, the moon had a corner on the System’s temperature control business. Kalliks were easy to find, and in the hundreds of Kallik brooders dotting the area around the spaceport, it was easy to find nesting Kalliks. The Solar Union-crew collected the necessary recordings inside of four hours—and Martinelli found several chitterings of the right tonal quality.


  I was almost happy as we took on more chemical fuel and blasted off for Callisto and the whistlers. The whistler is a solitary beast with sufficient antisocial traits to make it a problem to figure out how the species reproduces itself. Their call, a peculiar double-toned ululating whistle, is one of the oddest sounds in the System, It makes the listener want to laugh hysterically—and early explorers often did—with occasional fatal results. The effect on Earthmen is bad enough that the uninitiated are required to wear earplugs.


  We set down at the lone spaceport on Callisto, checked in with the Wildlife Conservation Division, who were all too happy to cooperate with us when they learned of our mission. One of the field agents turned out to be a sound bug and had made several recordings of the whistlers, which he was happy to give to the Solar Union men for use in the Natural History Archives.


  “See,” Martinelli said happily, “things are working out all right now.”


  I nodded, unconvinced. This was what I’d figured to be the easiest part of the journey. The life forms on Jupiter’s moons were singularly friendly and inoffensive. I hadn’t expected trouble here and I wasn’t disappointed. We stayed only long enough to record our log, visit the officials at the station, and compute a course for Ganymede now on the opposite side of Jupiter.


  I WAS glad to get off Callisto—the great, red bulk of Jupiter hanging overhead made me uneasy. I always have the feeling that the Big Boy’s satellites are falling into that hell of methane storms raging on the surface. It’s not a particularly secure feeling since it leaves me with the same sort of vertigo that grips some people who peer over the edge of earth’s skyscrapers. Aboard ship it’s different, but on a planetary surface I don’t like feeling like a cliff hanger.


  WE MET Ganymede about ten hours out, overtook her and made the third landing in as many days. This business of satellite jumping was almost pleasant after the long runs from Pluto and Saturn.


  “So you want to record the song of a Hegemon?” the Port Captain asked. He eyed us with amusement—one of those trim, darkly efficient young men who are taking over the Space Service. His voice soothed my jangled Norse nerves like a buzz saw cutting through a steel plate. I’ve never cared for Civil Servants who eye spacemen with amusement. We may be anachronisms, but we’ve done more to make the Solar Union work than a regiment of these neatly polished products of the Academy. “I’m afraid you’re in for a disappointment, gentlemen,” the Port Captain continued. “There probably isn’t a hegemon on this world that would sing for you. We humans aren’t liked too well.”


  Small wonder, I thought. If this character is representative of the earthmen on Ganymede, the hegemons would probably be only too happy to see our retreating backsides rather than our faces. I glowered at the captain who returned the glare.


  “Have you ever tried cooperating with them?” I asked.


  “Why? We have no need for them—and they have none for us. We leave each other alone.”


  “Oh—great!” I exploded.


  “Easy, skipper,” Martinelli said. “There’s no need to antagonize him.”


  “Why not? The poor fool obviously knows nothing about Ganymede.”


  The Port Captain stiffened. Dislike flashed from his brown eyes to my blue ones, and was returned with interest. “Since you are obviously an authority on Ganymedan life, Captain Lundfors,” he said, “I would appreciate your views on the matter. They might help us.”


  “They might at that,” I said.


  “And what would you suggest?” he asked icily.


  “Skipper!” Martinelli said, pleadingly.


  I ignored him. “What is your job here?” I asked the Captain.


  “To speed the work of the spaceport and improve efficiency, of course.”


  “Why?”


  “So trade can move freely.”


  “What sort of trade?”


  “Machinery, textiles, food, and living equipment from Earth—industrial bort, gem stones, and isotopes from here.”


  “No wonder the hegemons dislike you!” I said.


  “Eh?”


  “Do you know what you’re doing?”


  “Certainly—we’re helping to keep the Solar Union’s economy in balance.”


  “And you’re taking without giving. Sure, I’ll admit most of the stuff you’re using is valueless to the hegemons, and they’re perfectly content to let you have it, but after all, it’s their property—a part of their world and you take without asking—and conduct a closed trade system—leaving them out They’re intelligent and sensitive in the mass, and they obviously resent being treated like country cousins.”


  “We have nothing they want,” the captain said. “They’re the most completely self-sufficient form of life in the Union. We’ve thought of a thousand things to trade, but they neither want them nor need them. We’ve been on this world officially for the past ten years, and the traders and prospectors were here nearly a hundred more. No one, except for one man, has in all that time even roused the slightest interest in a hegemon. They tolerate us, but they’ve never shown any interest in our activities except when we built this spaceport and trading station.”


  “For trade between Earth and her colonists,” I added.


  “For Solar Union trade,” he corrected.


  I GRINNED at him. “I was here in ‘08,” I said. “One of the Old Timers, had hegemons doing his work for him. He shipped out with us with over ten million credits in his account.”


  “You knew Isaac Miller?” the Captain asked. There was a faint note of respect in his voice.


  “Sure,” I said. “That’s the man I was talking about. What about him?”


  “He was the only “one who ever could work with the hegemons.”


  “Well—why don’t you do what he did?”


  “What did he do?”


  “What? Don’t you know? Why—he told me he was going to turn his secret over to your people.”


  The Port Captain nodded. “He was,” he said, “but he was killed in a groundcar accident less than a week after he returned to Earth. And he left no records.”


  “Oh—I didn’t know.”


  “And you know Isaac’s secret.”


  “I think so.”


  “And you’ll give it to us?”


  “Why?” I asked.


  “What’s this?” Martinelli broke in.


  “Remember me telling you that we’d have no trouble with the hegemons?” I asked.


  He nodded. “But you were wrong.”


  I shook my head. “I don’t think so. It’s just that these Solar Union lads don’t use their heads. They’ve been ignoring the natives.”


  “And what’s wrong with that?” the Port Captain asked. “Just how do you trade with an entity that has no need for goods—which draws its sustenance out of the rocks—and who has such a completely different standard of behavior that it cannot even recognize that you’re intelligent except when you’re working in a group? The hegemons neither need nor want goods or money, and since they have neither sex nor sight, nor the ability to taste or smell, there’s virtually no way to contact them. The things which appeal to us do not appeal to them. We have no common basics, no meeting grounds. So we go our way and they go theirs. There’s one just outside the port—probably a million unit cluster. It’s been there ever since we phased in, and it ignores us. Once in awhile it shows a color change, but not often. It just sits there! For ten years it’s been sitting there ignoring us. We’ve tried everything.” The captain’s young voice sounded human and a little desperate. “And nothing works. Why it stays around is a mystery. Maybe it likes to observe us—with whatever it uses in place of vision.”


  “No,” I said, “it’s hoping. That’s why it stays.”


  “Hoping for what?” he asked.


  “Hoping that you’ll some day get some sense and give it what it wants.”


  “And what do we have that it could possibly want?”


  “Music,” I said.


  “Music?” his voice was incredulous. “What would a thing like that want with music?”


  “Possibly the same thing we do—emotional satisfaction.”


  “This I’ll believe when I see it,” the Port Captain said.


  “Well, come along and learn something. We old-timers aren’t quite as stupid as you youngsters think.”


  He didn’t laugh, but his smile was condescending, like that an indulgent father gives a child. It made me writhe. “I’ll come,” he said. “I wouldn’t miss this for worlds. We’ve tried sound on it. We know it’s sensitive to vibrations, but it never displayed the slightest interest.”


  “Why should it?” I asked. “Let’s suppose you were a music lover and someone kept jarring your ears with an oscillator. Would you pay him any attention?”


  The Port Captain grinned, “I guess not—except maybe to hit him over the head if he annoyed me too much.”


  “Now consider the patience and forbearance of the hegemon.”


  “Hmm—I see—but we did try music. Arlo Jelke brought out a whole album of dance music—progressive squirm. He didn’t get a nibble.


  “Why should he? The hegemon is logical and rational. It wouldn’t go for that stuff.”


  “Maybe you’re right,” the Port Captain said grudgingly, “but until you prove it I’m not buying.”


  We wore armor, of course. Not to protect us against the lack of air because there was plenty of that, but to keep the bitter cold from freezing us solid.


  THE hegemon, an enormous one, was nestled against the base of one of the low hills just outside the Spaceport Dome. It was an impressive sight, gleaming a rosy pink in the red light of Jupiter hanging above us. A tremendous structure of hexahedral crystals, it spread over nearly half an acre of Ganymede’s barren terrain, and as we watched, it moved sluggishly, rearranging the individual crystals of its mass into odd shapes and angularities and geometric patterns of startling beauty. I plucked a crystal from the branch of a surrealist tree that towered beside us. The tiny living entity scarcely two centimeters long, a perfect hexahedron with fine tendrils protruding from either end, was one of the millions of units that composed this monstrous structure of crystalline life. It glowed, first pink and then an angry red, as its life substance realized that it was separated from its fellows. Individually it was nothing—merely a unit in the mass—but collectively a hegemon was a thing of incalculable strength and power. The energies contained in this giant could devastate half of Ganymede if they were released all at once.


  I looked at the crystal curiously and replaced it in the mass. Instantly its tendrils entwined with the others’ and its crystal shape blended into the growth around us.


  The Port Captain looked at me with horror in his eyes. “You were lucky,” he said. “I’ve seen men incinerated for meddling with a hegemon.”


  “Not for one crystal,” I said. “It’s too small compared to the total mass. But a dozen of them could burn your hand off.” I turned to the Solar Union men who were setting up the recording apparatus from the ship. “You about ready, boys?” I asked.


  Their chief, a grizzled veteran named Vance M’bonga, nodded—his white teeth gleaming in the darkness of his face. “Ready, skipper,” he said.


  “Did you bring that ‘Nine Worlds’ tape?” I asked Martinelli.


  “I did—but can’t we use something else?”


  “We could, but it would have to be something this fellow hasn’t experienced, and I don’t know whether this is one of old Isaac’s boys. It’s big enough to be, and the fact that it’s been hanging around here for ten years makes me think it might have had some dose contacts with humanity. So why take chances. We won’t miss with this one—and I’d like to show that young fellow something.” I jerked my thumb at the Port Captain. “Besides, I figure that patience like this hegemon has shown should be rewarded.”


  “All right, but I hope you’re not barking at the moon,” Martinelli threaded the tape on the stereo player and Vance turned the volume on full.


  “There’s always that chance,” I said as I looked past him at Vance. “Okay—let her go,” I said “loud and clear.”


  The opening bars of Raposnikov’s “Nine Worlds Symphony” crashed from the speakers.


  Instantly the vast mass of the hegemon rippled. Its crystals tinkled like fairy bells, turned a deep red, and shifted with a dazzling rapidity. Before we could move we were encased in a throbbing mass of pulsating ruby crystals that soared over us and around us to form a gigantic million faceted, acoustically perfect dome that changed shades of color to match each change in tempo of the music. Two hundred of Earth’s best musicians had poured their talents onto that tape and two million units of an utterly alien, life form absorbed that sound with an intensity no human audience could match. Bursts of scintillating colors flashed and rippled over the crystalline mass around us, and. the mass itself moved and rippled, approaching the stereo to catch the fainter parts, retreating from the full-throated crescendos, quivering to the glissades, and swaying with the rhythms of the melody. We were standing in the middle of a fantastic concert hall, a hall that lived with the music that filled it—that drank in greedily every note, every nuance of the contrapuntal passages, every chord and harmony.


  The Port Captain, the sound specialists from the Solar Union, Martinelli and myself were stunned. I hadn’t expected such a response even though I had known in a rough sort of way what would happen. The others, utterly unprepared, were struck dumb by the glittering fairyland that encased them.


  Finally it was over. The last notes died, and slowly, reluctantly; the hegemon withdrew to form a gigantic mass, a tower of piled crystals that pulsed with ruby color. And from the glowing crystals came a pure clean note of music, so sweet and piercing that our bodies shook to its vibration.


  “Record!” I snapped.


  Vance moved, snapping the switch of the recorder as the note augmented, strengthened, and grew as the whole hegemon combined its millions of vibrating crystals into a wave of gratitude. We stood there, quivering, as the sound went through us and slowly faded into silence. The crystals nearest our feet drew back and before us, on the dark ground, lay a mass of black glittering crystals.


  THE Port Captain took one stunned unbelieving look at the crystals and slowly sank to his knees. “Bort!” he gasped. “Industrial diamonds! Why, there must be fifty kilograms of them!”


  “The audience,” I said, “always pays for the concert. It appears that our music was appreciated.”


  “How much is that pile worth?” Martinelli asked.


  “About two and a half million credits,” I said, “figuring bort at ten credits a carat. That’s earthside prices of course. Your music has just shown its first profit.”


  “My God!” Martinelli’s voice was as shaken as the Port Captain’s.


  “Of course,” I continued, “there’s the ship’s share, the crew’s share, the Union’s share for taxes, and my share for showing you the secret. Figuring it out fairly, you’ll come out about a half million ahead, which isn’t too bad for fifteen minutes work.”


  “Look!” the Port Captain said. “The hegemon’s breaking up.”


  Masses of red-tinged crystals, humming with power, were darting up and away from the central mass which shrank visibly as we watched. Finally, the hegemon vanished.


  “What does it mean?” the Captain asked.


  “Simple,” I said. “The word’s going out. There’s a new day coming to Ganymede. You won’t find the hegemons ignoring you any more.”


  “I wonder if that’s an unmixed blessing.”


  “You never can tell. Maybe—maybe not. And incidentally, Isaac said that they like Bach best, although most symphonic music will do well until they tire of it. Bach, however, seems to have the best lasting qualities.”


  “Thanks,” the Port Captain said, “but it won’t do me any good. By the time the word gets out everybody will be milking this golden cow.”


  “Of course, they’ll never pay like that again,” I added, nodding at the heap of bort, “but a few classical tapes can be a profitable investment.”


  “But there isn’t a classical tape in the whole port! We haven’t a longhair in the station complement.”


  “Too bad,” I said, “but maybe you and I can do business. I have a pretty fair library aboard the “Queen.” For twenty-five percent I’ll let you have enough to make us both rich.”


  “You’re a profiteer and a pi-, rate,” Martinelli said. “The only thing that gripes me is that I didn’t bring any music besides the ‘Nine Worlds’, and I can’t part with that. There’s too much tied up in it.”


  “More than a few megacredits?” I asked.


  He nodded.


  “You can keep sole Ganymedan rights,” I suggested, “as soon as you’ve produced the whole symphony. You can license it—or even work Ganymede yourself.”


  His face cleared. “Of course!” he said. “I’ll license it for this planet.”


  We went back to the ship and negotiated a contract with the Port Captain who was happily contemplating retiring and becoming a prospector. I didn’t tell him that he’d find it a lot harder than today’s stint. After all, a hegemon that’s waited for ten years would probably be more grateful than an ordinary native. And besides, it was probably paralyzed by the “Nine Worlds”. Its sense of values might have been distorted. But the young man would do all right—and I’d make a decent profit before Ganymede was glutted with music, and the hegemons raised their prices for helping humans make a profit.


  WE braked down into a respectful orbit around Mars. The Red Planet was still the same suspicious place. Martians were never noted for their trusting nature, and with modern technology their distrust extended as far out as the orbit of Deimos. They had never forgotten how the exploration parties had nearly wrecked their culture with the exotic diseases the first humans had brought with them, and they were determined that such things would never happen again.


  The Customs and Sanitation boat that came out to intercept us was filled with the typically fussbudget officials that have made Mars a trader’s nightmare for the past two centuries. We were examined, poked, prodded, fluoroscoped, X-rayed, tracered and decontaminated until we and the “Queen” were as sterile as an autoclaved forcep. And only then were we permitted to land. I couldn’t blame the Martians. In their place I’d act the same way. We were too much alike in structure and metabolism for anything less. Human and Martian diseases flourished equally well in either race.


  But this took time, and Martinelli was getting impatient. “We have less than six months left,” he protested. “This stay in quarantine hasn’t helped things any.”


  “It’s the rule,” I said. “It does no good to buck it. The whole thing is designed for mutual safety.”


  “But why do they have to move so slowly?”


  “That’s the Martian way.”


  “Ah, yes—the Martian Movement is called the largo. I wondered why.”


  “Your friend Raposnikov must have been a frustrated spaceman,” I said.


  “He could talk about the planets of the solar system for hours,” Martinelli said, “and though he’d never been off Earth except for one tour of the System, he probably knew more about it than most men. He was a shrewd and careful observer.”


  “So it seems. Well, I hope he was right about his Martian sound effects. The thin air of Mars might make a difference.”


  “I’m sure he took that into consideration. He hasn’t missed so far, has he?”


  I shook my head.


  We landed at Marsport—the domed Earth town on the outskirts of K’vasteh. Nobody paid us more than casual attention since spaceships were constantly leaving and taking off, and the “Queen” was neither large nor otherwise extraordinary. The Martians had been hearing the sound of jets for so many years that they were used to them, and the absence of the sound would have been more disturbing than its presence. We checked in at Customs, stated our business to a politely incredulous customs officer, drew our billet assignments and settled down to planetside life.


  The crew went off to stretch their muscles in the nearest bar. I sat in the port administrative offices cleaning up the inevitable paper work that goes with a Mars touchdown, and Martinelli went off to K’vasteh looking happier than I’d seen him in months. The closer he got to the sun, the lighter his spirits became. He was, I reflected, a true son of Mother Earth. The spacelanes and other worlds didn’t interest him. His principal desire was to get through and get home to the familiar sensations of Earth. Mars, to him, was merely the third from the last stop in a trip that was already much too long. The temple bells at K’vasteh were just another sound that had to be obtained, and he intended to obtain them with the least possible trouble.


  I COULD have told him something about those bells, but I didn’t have a chance. He was gone before it occurred to me that he might not know. I learned about the Algunite monks a good many years ago and the information was so much an integral part of my background that it was second nature. Algun was the nearest thing the Martians had to a Supreme Deity. Properly translated, the name means “infinite intelligence” and the bells are only rung for a candidate who succeeds in passing the examinations for the priesthood and on the annual Festival of Algun which occurs in the summer on a date fixed by a complicated astronomical calculation performed by the Grand Ecclesiastical Council. Since the Martian year is over twice as long as ours, if we had missed the annual festival our only chance of hearing the bells would be to find a priestly candidate willing to take the examination and capable of passing it.


  Finding a candidate would be no trouble, but finding one who would risk the examination was another matter. Since a suitable penalty was provided for failure, few acolytes were willing to take the examination, which was how the priests of Algun managed to keep a large number of acolytes to serve them. In my book priests were the only truly privileged class on Mars. Anything they wanted they had merely to ask and it was given them. The people, I suppose, figured that if the priests were on their side they could receive the benefits of infinite intelligence. And after all, there was some justice in the belief, because a priest did wield some awesome powers.


  Oh yes—the penalty. It wouldn’t be too much to an Earthman but a Martian’s ears are much larger. A losing candidate lost his ears, and was driven from the temple. Most failures became hermits and hid their shame in the desert. The rest committed suicide. You see, a Martian’s ears are not like ours. They’re bigger, more brilliantly colored, and serve as a focussing device for psi-potential. Loss of his ears deprives a Martian of one of his six senses and impairs another. It was a high price for failure.


  Martinelli came back looking downcast. “The spring Festival is three months away,” he said, “and they won’t ring the bells prior to that time.”


  “Unless a candidate passes the examination for the priesthood,” I added.


  “Candidate? Priesthood? What’s this?”


  I explained.


  Martinelli’s face lightened. “Then it’s easy,” he said with relief. “All we have to do is find a candidate who wants to be a priest—and make sure that he passes.”


  “Easy,” I said without conviction. “Ha! Remember the ears?”


  “What could be so hard about it?” Martinelli asked. “There shouldn’t be anything we can’t answer for him. We can surgically implant a two-way communicator and rig it into the Solar Union branch library here on a direct beam. With all that information to draw upon, a Martian couldn’t help but pass any test.” I shook my head doubtfully. “The priests know every trick of cheating in the book. In fact, since most of them pass their examinations by some form of dishonesty, you might say that they are experienced experts in academic cheating.”


  “Do they know about microminiaturization?”


  “I suppose so.”


  “But can you prove it?”


  “No.”


  “Well, then—”


  “If you can persuade an acolyte to go along with your scheme, I won’t object,” I said. “Where would we find one?”


  “Probably in one of the downtown bars in K’vasteh. They live it up during off-duty hours.”


  “Isn’t that an odd sort of activity for a holy man?”


  I shrugged. “Different worlds, different customs.”


  “Want to go with me and help find a volunteer?” he asked.


  “Why not? The sooner we get this done, the sooner we get home, and the sooner I get paid.” Martinelli looked at me oddly—an enigmatic expression on his dark face. He nodded.


  WE found our acolyte in the Garden of the Seven Delights, one of K’vasteh’s plushier night spots. From observation and experience I had long ago deduced that six of the seven delights involved alcohol, narcotics, audio, visual, olfactory, and sexual stimulation, but I never did discover what the seventh was. It involved something peculiarly Martian—about which the natives never talked. When asked they would respond with the irritating Martian cackle that can roughly be translated “find out for yourself if you’re so curious.” I’ll admit I was curious but in a quarter of a century of riding the spacelanes, I had never found out. I figured it had something to do with their peculiar ears, but that was as far as I could go. And not having Martian ears, I would probably never learn anything more than I already knew.


  Lor T’shonke was our lad’s name, a Senior Acolyte of about fifteen years standing, a typical Martian, small, lean, pigeonchested, and oddly human in conformation. Only his crest of feathers and scaly legs betrayed his avian ancestry. He reminded me of Commander Kelthorn’s wry comment to the reporters after the first successful landing and return. “There’s a bunch of queer birds on that world,” Kelthorn had said—and the description was as good today as it was two centuries ago. Martians are queer birds.


  T’shonke was in the middle of the First Delight—alcohol. A large amphora of Ko-fruit wine stood on the floor beside his booth and the peculiar narrowmouthed sipping glass in his hand was half empty. He looked at us fuzzily, his eyes half filmed by the translucent membranes of his third eyelids. He blinked at us, and I was somehow reminded of an earthly chicken. The lower lids of Martians are movable, while the uppers, encrusted in a mass of brilliant red pigmented tissue are more ornamental than useful. A Martian’s eyes constantly give an earthman the impression that all Martians are recovering from a three-day binge—but T’shonke was sober enough.


  “Greetings, Earthmen, what brings you to this poor table?” he said.


  Martinelli looked at me.


  “Tell him,” I said, “straight out. There’s no ceremony. Just get the idea across fast and clean.”


  “How would you like to be a priest?” Martinelli asked.


  T’shonke ran his long, bony fingers over the gorgeous earlobes that drooped in multicolored splendor from the sides of his head. “I would like to very much—but the penalty for failure is too great.”


  “And if we could fix it so failure was an impossibility?” Martinelli asked.


  T’shonke’s third eyelids snapped back and his yellow eyes were suddenly alert. “How?” he asked.


  “Just a minute,” Martinelli said. “What is your answer?”


  “If you could guarantee that I would not fail,” T’shonke said slowly, “I would pledge anything within reason.”


  Martinelli glanced at me.


  “That’s a top offer,” I said. “You can go ahead.”


  “Would the contents of the Solar Union library be sufficient information for your purpose?”


  “More than enough,” T’shonke said, “except for the mysteries—and I’m well grounded there.” His glass floated off the table, the amphora tipped, poured and the glass floated back full. “I can handle up to fifty kilograms—which is twice as good as most priests can do.”


  “Amazing!” Martinelli said. “Are all of you Martians telekinetics?”


  “No—just a certain percentage—like your telepaths—only better trained and better developed. We recognized ESP long before you did and made it part of our culture.” He sighed. “If only our brains were designed for telepathy.”


  “That’s where we can help,” Martinelli said. “We can give you access to the Solar Union library even while you are taking the examination. In effect, you will be a telepath.”


  “How?”


  “We surgically implant a fourth order communicator in your ear—back of the cochlea—and another behind your syrinx. This will allow you to talk to our agents in the library and they’ll research any data you want. With the electronic coders in the library this can be done in seconds.”


  “They give five minutes for thinking,” T’shonke mused. “That would be plenty.”


  The Martian shook his head. “But it wouldn’t work,” he said. “It’s been tried before.” His eyes filmed over. “Two years ago an acolyte tried this technique. He was discovered. His ears are nailed to Algun’s altar.”


  “Why was he discovered?”


  “We go before Algun naked as we came into the world and are examined for evidence of cheating. Under X-ray the mechanisms showed.”


  “That’s no problem—the communicator could be made of radio-transparent material.”


  “The size?—displacement of tissues?”


  Martinelli held his fingers a centimeter apart. “That too large?” he asked.


  T’shonke shook his head. “If you can do as you say,” he said, “I will try to take—but wait—what do you gain from this?”


  “The temple bells which will be rung in your honor,” Martinelli said. “I wish to record their music.”


  “But can’t you wait until the Festival?” T’shonke’s voice was suddenly suspicious.


  “You don’t understand,” Martinelli said, and then he told T’shonke about the “Nine Worlds” symphony.


  “Hmm—I see. Now it makes sense. But before I agree, I must be sure that you are telling the truth. Can I hear this music?”


  “Part of the first movement,” I said. “Enough to give you an idea. No more.”


  T’shonke cackled. “You know Mars, eh, Earthman?”


  I cackled back at him. “I do—a little,” I said, “enough to know that Martians can’t be trusted with uncopyrighted works of art, literature, or music. You’re the biggest cultural thieves in the system.”


  “Not too much of an honor, considering the other inhabitants,” T’shonke said easily.


  “If you come to the ship,” I said, “we can arrange an audition—a limited one—enough to give you an idea.”


  “That is acceptable,” T’shonke agreed. “If I am convinced that the work of art is as great as you say, I will agree.”


  Martinelli shrugged. “But how will he know?” he asked me.


  “I’d trust him,” I said. “Mars has been a tremendous customer for classical music. I learned to appreciate it here. I had a month’s layover between trips, and used to visit town pretty often. One of the Algun priests took a liking to me and educated my ears to appreciate great music. You can trust the musical judgment of a priest or most acolytes as much as you can trust anyone’s. T’shonke’Il give you an honest answer.”


  IT TOOK only half of the first movement to do it. I kept watching T’shonke and gave Martinelli the high sign as soon as the Martian was softened up.


  “May I hear the rest?” T’shonke’s voice was pleading. “It is the most magnificent music I have ever heard.”


  “You can hear it all—with the temple bells—the Corens—the hegemon—everything—once it’s played in full and the copyright established,” I said.


  T’shonke’s head drooped. “You are a cruel man, Captain Lundfors. You give one a sip of ecstasy and then hide the amphora.


  I could hate you if I did not know that you are right. There is no sense in jeopardizing such a valuable property. And so you are answered. I will help you. I could do no less—and though my ears may hang on Algun’s holy altar, I will still help you. It will be recompense enough to know that I have done something for the greatest music I have ever heard.”


  “The priesthood should be some reward,” Martinelli said.


  “It is—but it alone is not enough to justify the risk,” T’shonke said. “I’m doing this for the music—the sixth delight—not for the honor and power of the priesthood.”


  I had never seen a Martian so moved. It amazed me. I had always thought of them as coldly intellectual and thoroughly sensual, but not emotional. Perhaps it took something as superlative as Raposnikov’s music to move them and any lesser thing was not enough. Whatever it was, T’shonke was our Martian as much as though he had thumb-printed an oath of service.


  It was no effort to install the tiny transmitter-receiver units and within half an hour T’shonke was connected to us by electronic bonds that worked perfectly well inside the temple and out. We tested the hookup thoroughly for nearly a week, under every conceivable situation. It worked perfectly, and finally, satisfied, Martinelli passed the word to T’shonke that everything was ready. We hadn’t seen the Martian since that one night when we had recruited him but that wasn’t necessary. Since we were in electronic contact personal visits were needless—and they would have done nothing to help matters. Acolytes who apply for examination for the priesthood are watched closely and suspiciously. T’shonke, we hoped, because of his long service, was not suspect enough to warrant being tailed prior to our meeting. Now, however, he was watched night and day.


  We had already moved our recording equipment into an empty apartment opposite Temple Square and the Solar Union technicians were on watch day and night for the first sound of the bells.


  And while we waited T’shonke entered the inner sanctum of the temple to take his examination. I passed the word and our whole complex linkage between T’shonke and the Solar Union Library in K’vasteh was alerted. We waited eagerly as the minutes dragged into hours. But there wasn’t a sound over the hookup. Not once did T’shonke press the activator button. Night fell, and day brightened without a single call for help.


  And then the bells rang out!


  A thunderous chorus pealing through the thin Martian air. From the two hundred ton monster in the lower course to the tiny silver klingers in the uppermost tower, the great bell concourse rang out with a tone and brilliance unknown to the thick air of earth. And then, with a final shimmer of sound that slowly sank to silence, it stopped.


  The cessation was so abrupt, so unexpected, that a thrill of fear shot through me. I had never heard the bells cease so abruptly before. There was something final about it, as though a period had been placed behind an interlude. Worried, I called the sound crew.


  “We’ve got it. They’re all on tape,” Vance said. “But all hell’s popping down below us in the temple square!”


  “What’s the matter?”


  “Seems like a lynching party. Migod! They’re tearing some poor native limb from limb!” Vance gasped.


  I didn’t need the letter that came half an hour later by messenger to tell me what had happened. “Honored Sir”, it began. “I failed. The first time I tried the communicator and saw the High Priest smile I knew I was discovered. And when I could not contact you, I knew, as neither you nor I did before, that Algun is truly Infinite Wisdom and His priests know about fourth order radiation. They took me from the place of examination, cut my ears from my head, nailed them to the holy altar—and drove me from the temple. I am disgraced and maimed as no living Martian should be. The sixth and seventh delights are barred to me who enjoyed them more than all the rest. I have no will to live, yet ere I die, I will perform one act for memory of the ultimate in music. I still have a set of keys to the temple. I know the stations of the guard. And for once the bells of Algun will ring for something greater than either priest or festival.—Farewell.” The letter was unsigned, but I didn’t need the signature.


  “What happened?” Martinelli asked.


  Wordlessly I handed him the letter. He looked at it, puzzled. “I can’t read Martian,” he said.


  I told him what T’shonke had done.


  His reaction didn’t surprise me. He looked sick. He loathed violence. “So we have the bells,” he said in a dull voice. “Fine, now let’s get going. We have only five months left.”


  “Four and a half,” I corrected.


  WE WERE standing on the shadow rim of Mercury. Behind us was darkness and bitter cold, and the lifeboard which had brought us here. Ahead was the blazing corona of the sun and temperatures hot enough to melt lead. The sunward side of Mercury was an inferno, with soft crusts of semi-solid magma, spouting volcanoes and a ghastly brimstone atmosphere that corroded metal and ate through rubber and plastic as though the refractory substances were so much paper. It was no world for human beings, yet humans lived and worked here, extracting the heavy metals from the sizzling surface of the Sunward side and processing them for the use of the Solar Union’s expanding economy. There were native lifeforms, the dominant one a grisly armored creature roughly resembling a lobster in size and shape. They were primarily vegetarian, and offered no trouble except for their numbers and the fact that they tended to congregate around Earth settlements or lumber painfully after exploring parties. Since they were neither good to look upon nor to eat, men tolerated them as another unpleasant fact of existence on Mercury and tried their best to ignore them. There were about twenty of them following us, appearing abruptly from holes in the rugged surface, waving their long-jointed antennae solemnly as they scuttled over the rocky soil. Before us the flaming glory of the corona leaped and flickered above the knife black edge of the escarpment which separated us from the shimmering hell of the sunward zone.


  In many areas the transition from darkness to light was not nearly so abrupt, but we had selected this one because of the relative protection the escarpment offered. Ahead of us Vance and his crew were pushing on toward the rimrock with the little remote controlled track layers that carried the sound equipment. In some respects this was an unnecessary journey since the sounds could be perfectly simulated by boiling a pot of thick gelatin over a low flame. But the contract specified actual sounds and so we had come to Mercury at the risk of life and limb to complete the next to last part of our mission.


  Martinelli’s Voice came to me over my headset mixed with the roar and crackle of the solar wind as streams of electrons hurtled outward from the sun toward the farthest reaches of space. The static was inconceivable to anyone who hasn’t experienced it, and here on the edge of the sunny side communication was virtually non-existent. Through the snap, crackle, pop and hiss, I managed to decipher Martinelli’s words.


  “Think,” he said, “have gone—enough—up here and get out as——as possible. This place——on my nerves——.”


  “Me too,” I said, and then repeated it a couple of times to make sure he got it. “Vance’ll take the records—and then we’ll blow.”


  “Good!”


  Conversation was exhausting so we gave it up by mutual consent and watched the sound crew up ahead. They approached the edge gingerly and sent the equipment carriers ahead on their control lines. Electronic communication was hopeless up there. The track layers disappeared over the crest, guided by Vance and the four men of the crew crouched behind the rimrock with their recording instruments.


  Time passed until Vance finally gave us the high sign and began to reel the tractors in. Two of the men, Tayler and O’Banion, packed up their equipment and moved back down the hill toward us while Vance and the fourth, a man named Stanley, his first and last name incidentally, brought the carriers back. The two recording techs were halfway down to us when the Merc-quake struck.


  The ground beneath our feet shifted and rolled as we fought to keep our balance. The two techs were knocked off their feet and came rolling down the slope together with dust, rocks and boulders. The Mercurians following us scuttled back towards level ground, their antennae waving wildly. I had the odd impression that they were communicating with each other, that their intelligence was greater than we thought—and then the whole scene dissolved into a kaleidoscope of chaos. I had the confused impression of a hundred things happening at once, that a giant rift had appeared in the wall of the escarpment into which tumbled the doll-like figures of Vance M’bonga and Stanley followed by the child’s-toy shapes of the track layers. I was frightened beyond any fear I had ever experienced in my life.


  I wanted to run—I was running, stumbling, staggering, staying erect by some miracle, leaping across cracks crisscrossing the tortured crust, dodging giant boulders and fumaroles that leaped hell hot and hissing from the torn earth. I was helpless and alone—more so than I had ever been in my life. The awesome power of the quake stunned and confused me—and it was nearly a minute before my reason took control and shook my fight or flight mechanism into some sort of sanity. Shivering with reaction and adrenalin I turned to face the direction from which I had come.


  Behind me was shambles!


  The quake had distorted the whole area, and through the dust and steam, landing across the rise to the cleft in the escarpment the intolerable glow of Sol’s corona cut with brilliant light. Our lifeboat was miraculously intact.


  Vance and Stanley were gone, but sprawled grotesquely on the torn and steaming rock were the two green-suited bodies of the sound crew, and bending over them was the yellow-suited figure of Martinelli.


  “Hang on!” I yapped into my communicator. “I’m coming.”


  “Hurry!” Martinelli’s voice came back over a roar of static. “Tayler’s in bad shape!”


  I CAME back almost as swiftly as I left. Tayler was still breathing, but he didn’t look too good. A two-inch gash was ripped through the belly of his suit and there was red blood visible on the green armor, Martinelli was futiley trying to hold the gap closed with his armored hands and making a poor job of it. I tore open my emergency kit, pushed him aside, slapped a wet patch on the tear, turned Tayler’s oxygen to full, flushed the suit, and turned to O’Banion. He was apparently all right—paralyzed with fear but otherwise unharmed. Martinelli was supporting him with one arm while the other cradled two flat canisters of sound tape that he had picked up from beside the men.


  “You get it all on tape?” he asked as he shook O’Banion’s shoulder. He wasn’t gentle about it but he produced results. The man’s eyes focussed.


  “Not the earthquake,” he said.


  “Merc-quake,” I corrected absently as I arranged his companion to a more comfortable position. Tayler was breathing easier now but his face was contorted with pain. Mercury’s corrosive atmosphere had cooked a large patch of his chest and shoulder, and he was suffering the indescribable agony of_ first degree burns.


  “I don’t give a damn about the earthquake,” Martinelli snapped. “Did you get those sounds of Mercury’s boiling surface?”


  O’Banion nodded. “They’re in those cans,” he said indicating the two canisters Martinelli held. “Vance sent us back with them. Said he thought they’d be safer—say—where is Vance?—and Stanley?”


  “Gone,” Martinelli said. “They fell into that crack in the escarpment.” He gestured upward at the lance of light flashing through the torn rimrock.


  “Oh God!—poor Vance.”


  “We’ll have to get out of here,” I said to Martinelli. “I’ll carry Tayler and you take care of O’Banion.”


  “Why?” Martinelli asked.


  “Because he needs help,” I said. “And because I said so.”


  Olaf Martinelli looked at me with something like contempt in his brown eyes. “I don’t need you to give me orders. After that fancy bit of running—”


  “Sure—I was scared.” I said. “I panicked—and I’m ashamed of it—but I’m still captain.”


  “Very well—captain.” He made the title sound like obscenity.


  I winced. It did me no good to reflect that I had come back. I shouldn’t have run in the first place. A captain should never run—but the quake had done something to me that I hadn’t realized was possible. It had made me afraid. All I wanted now was to get back into the familiar surroundings of the “Queen” and nurse my injured psyche.


  But there was something else to do first. “You two get going,” I said to Martinelli and O’Banion. “I’ll be along later.”


  “Where are you going?”


  “Up there.” I gestured at the rimrock. “Mercury’s gravity is lighter than Earth’s. The fall may not have killed Vance and Stanley.”


  “What about Tayler? I can’t carry him,” Martinelli said.


  “You won’t have to. On second thought he may be safer here. Get back to the boat and try to contact the “Queen”. Have them send out a rescue party.”


  “But you’re the only one who can pilot the lifeboat.”


  “Who said anything about piloting the boat,” I snapped. “You can work the communicator as well as I can.”


  “But we don’t dare stay here.”


  “We can dare anything until I find out whether Vance and Stanley are alive or not.” I turned my back on the protesting Martinelli and moved up the slope toward the crack in the rimrock.


  There is no point in recounting the difficulty of the climb, or the difficulty of the descent into the crack. I did it somehow and found the mangled body of Stanley quickly enough—but Vance was nowhere in sight. With frantic speed I checked the shattered rock, looking for something—anything—that would give me an indication of Vance’s fate. I was about ready to give up when I saw a tiny spot of fluorescent orange gleaming from beneath a pile of rocks and debris. I clawed the covering away—and found Vance alive but unconscious. A rock had smashed his air intake, and in a few more moments he would be dead. I ripped my hoses loose and forced them into the helmet nozzle and gave him a stiff jolt of oxygen. Working as rapidly as I dared, I bent the crumpled intake back into an approximation of normal, connected his airlines and dug him out of the debris.


  He was horribly battered, but he would continue to live if he were gotten to medical attention quickly. Gently I lifted him, my big space-trained muscles easily supporting him under Mercury’s low gravity, and picked my way back to where I had left Tayler. He was still there, but so was the “Queen’s” second lifeboat. I was never so happy to see anyone as I was to see Egon Bernstein, and judging from the grin on his ugly face the feeling was mutual.


  “Bernie,” I said, “thank God you came!”


  “Do you think I’d trust anyone else?” he replied.


  I didn’t say anything for a moment. Just stood and enjoyed the feeling of mutual trust and friendship that flowed between us. We’d been bucketing around the Solar System together for quite a few years and words weren’t necessary.


  “Get those two to the Mercury Station hospital,” I said. “I’ll take Martinelli back to the ship.”


  “How about Stanley?”


  I shook my head. “He isn’t very pretty. We can take care of him later.”


  Bernie nodded. “Well—there’s worse places to die than on Mercury.” He didn’t say where and frankly I doubted if he knew a worse place, but he was a perennial optimist.


  WE BLASTED off without Vance and Tayler. They would recover—modern medicine being what it was—but it would be weeks before either of them was fit to travel. We went back for Stanley, but the Mercurians had been there first—and I learned why they followed us around. Sooner or later, they hoped, I suppose, that something would happen to us. You see, they saw something in us that was important. Our skeletons were virtual treasure troves of calcium and phosphorous. And so they had salvaged Stanley. There was nothing left of him but meat. Every bone had been dissected from his body by the sharp chelae of the natives. The stories were right. Mercurians weren’t carnivorous, but like all organic life, they needed minerals—particularly light minerals, and these weren’t too common on the sunworld. We buried what was left of Stanley and erected a stone cairn over the spot.


  Venus City was the same as ever—a dome town anchored near the north polar cap of the cloudy planet. Looking around me at the steaming swampland environment, I wondered how the old-time planetographers had ever come to the conclusion that Venus was lifeless. The formaldehyde and carbon dioxide in the upper atmosphere probably fooled them as did the thermal layer a hundred kilometers up. But the ground level was just about like the old-time writers had predicted, hot, humid, and swampy. Venus was going through another Carboniferous period. Plants and animals of huge size covered the surface everywhere except the equator where it was too hot even for their adaptability. On Venus a high degree of specialization and relatively quick geologic changes probably explained why there was no intelligent life. The eras, periods, and epochs followed swiftly upon each other’s heels and the geologic climatic and environmental changes were incredibly brief when compared to the other habitable worlds of the solar system. An epoch lasting scarcely a million years is insufficient time in which to develop intelligence, particularly when a million years on Venus were only two-thirds as long in duration as a similar period on Earth.


  But there was life—plenty of it—and the biggest, deadliest and most indestructible form was the swampsucker. Imagine, if you can, a hundred meter length of suction hose, two meters in diameter, armored with ten centimeter thick chitin plates, and possessing a rudimentary intelligence and highly developed sense organs that can detect disturbances in water pressure up to a half kilometer away. Now endow that hose with a voracious appetite and a digestive system that can handle anything from leaves to animal protein and you have the swampsucker. Its toothless maw, fully a meter and a half in diameter, is ringed with hairlike stinging cells whose long processes, tipped with barbs containing a potent cytotoxin can reach out a full ten meters in any direction. Behind the mouth are two large collapsible muscular sacs set along the gullet. These can be dilated with extreme rapidity causing a violent suction that engulfs any prey paralyzed by the stinging cells. Food and water are forced down the gullet and the excess water removed through a sievelike valve in the stomach. The food remains to be digested, absorbed and excreted through the long gut filling most of the posterior two-thirds of the animal. The nervous system consists of a series of ganglia connected by a doral nerve trunk. Each ganglion supports a number of sense organs roughly comparable to eyes and ears—and pressure receptors like those along the sides of earthly fishes. It is a formidable beast, that like the fabled Choggemugger, doesn’t die all at once, and until men came to Venus was the undisputed lord and master of the entire planet. It isn’t now. It had met a smarter, more voracious, more greedy life form and was rapidly being exterminated. If it only had brains it might have held its world, but ganglia are no match for a functioning cerebrum—and Venus was rapidly becoming man’s world.


  TO FIND a swampsucker and record its voice would take a full-fledged expedition, since the giant wormlike creatures had been driven from the polar and temperate regions to a thin strip of the subtropics girdling the planet where the temperature was too high for humans. Venerean life existed there in relative comfort, but even air conditioning and insulation couldn’t make it comfortable for man.


  It would require an expedition which Martinelli reluctantly agreed to finance. It took a considerable amount of his share of the industrial diamonds to procure the necessary swampcats, men, and materiel. And since Venerean colonists are by nature dilatory and haggling, it took considerably more time. I didn’t like this latter aspect since we had little better than two months to complete the contract and return to Earth, and time was running short. So I spent some of my own share of the bort to speed things along. At that, it took better than a week to accumulate the necessary gear—a task that could have been done on Earth or Mars in less than a day.


  For some reason, Martinelli had become morose and unapproachable. He kept to himself and discouraged conversation and company. At best he hadn’t been too gregarious. After nearly nine months in the close confinement of a spaceship, men normally get to know each other pretty well, but none of us really knew Martinelli. He was an island to himself, a closed system that none of us could enter. Not even I, who was closer to him than any other man on the “Queen” could figure out precisely what made him operate. Lately he had taken to chumming with Bellini, the survivor of the two “experts” he had brought aboard, and pointedly ignored me.


  I suppose I had it coming after that exhibition on Mercury—but why he should choose Bellini as a companion was beyond me. The fellow knew his way around Venus all right, but from an intellectual point of view he simply wasn’t. He was a cultural cipher, his conversation limited to women and occasional monosyllabic grunts. The crew had milked him dry in less than four months, and while they tolerated him, they didn’t exactly encourage his company. Possibly, I speculated wryly, it was a case of two misogynists getting together.


  We set out in two swampcats—combination boats and track layers twenty meters long, armored and gunned heavily enough to discourage even the most ferocious life on this ferocious planet. A Venerean colonist named Riley, a big red bearded brute of a man, commanded one boat, and Bellini had charge of the other. And for the first time Martinelli didn’t come with me. He went with Riley and I with Bellini. We kept to the waterways, watching the dank yellowish green vegetation slip by, and listening to the pounding rain that clattered intermittently on our metal roof and the peaceful hum of the nuclear engine in its safety well amidships.


  Five days found us well in the subtropic zone and the temperature was rapidly becoming uncomfortable. We pushed on more slowly—separated about two miles apart, twisting our way through the tortuous waterways, looking for swampsuckers. We saw one on the second day of our search, a young male, scarcely twenty meters long. The little fellow had guts if not good sense for he came at us with every intent of swallowing us, paused as he sensed that our size was somewhat larger than his own, and vanished in a pall of greasy black smoke as Bellini incinerated him with the semi-portable in the turret on the roof.


  “They grow up,” Bellini said coldly as he safetied the guns.


  WE KEPT in close radio contact since we couldn’t see each other, and continued to head southward. The ambient temperature rose steadily. Our Kallik feather insulation was set nearly at full negative. It kept the temperature bearable, but even so, it was miserable since the feathers did nothing about the humidity. Only Bellini seemed to be able to keep control of his temper. The remaining three of us, myself, Ward O’Banion—the Solar Union man—and Karl Albertini our native engineer, snapped and snarled at each other as the misty silence chewed at our nerves.


  “We’re getting into the area where the big ones hang out,” Bellini said as our swamp cat churned slowly through a weed-choked waterway. “They don’t come into these shallows—can’t push their weight through them—which is why we have the weeds. They need enough water to support them. But when we reach a clear channel—look out. There’ll be one in the area.”


  We went forward slowly, partially on our tracks and partly on propellors, leaving a broad trail of dirty gray mud and torn vegetation behind us. The sunlight, filtered and diffused by the hazy atmosphere and the impenetrable cloud blanket overhead, turned the whole area into a misty nightmare where one direction was the same as another. A man outside would have no chance of finding his way back to Venus City. Even if he managed to avoid the deadly life in the swamps, the heat and humidity would quickly boil the life from him. It takes a trip to Equatorial Venus for one to realize how dependent man is on temperature and humidity. Our protective mechanisms of sweat glands and evaporation would be no help at all in this enormous steam bath.


  I looked at the outside temperature indicator. A hundred and fifty—nearly at the boiling point of water on Venus. Farther south the water did boil—contributing clouds of steam to the hothouse effect that made Venus habitable only at the Polar regions. Men were at work terra-forming Venus. They had been at work for nearly two hundred years, but their labors had shown precious small result. The scientists figured that perhaps another century would see the breakpoint, when the carbon dioxide content of the atmosphere was reduced to the point where the hothouse cycle could be broken. Earth plants, bred for Venerean conditions were doing their bit to absorb the excess gas in the air, and were doing it well—but the effects weren’t apparent yet—nor would they be until the critical point was reached. The rains would come then. Enormous rains like those once seen on Earth in the days of her youth. And there would likely be floods—enormous floods that would put the stories of Noah’s Ark to shame. And when it was all over, Venus would have a climate approximating that of Earth, and on the island continents rising above the shallow seas, Earthmen could live in relative comfort and build a new future. But that was centuries away and now men clung here rather than stood, and existed rather than lived.


  I didn’t like Venus. I hated its heat, its heavy oxygen-starved air, its swamps and insensately ferocious life. I would be happy when this trip was over and we were again in the clean blackness of space with the stars gleaming in unwinking splendor about us and the sun dazzling with its prominences and corona. And I would be more happy back on Earth with this Odyssey completed and Martinelli’s fee in my pocket. A year was a long time to be on the flit, and like all sailors from time immemorial I would be glad to see the home port again.


  Our vehicle tipped forward into a broad scoured channel of black water.


  “Here’s a lair,” Bellini said. “Check the ports and see if we’re buttoned up. A sucker can get his stingers through an open port as easily as you can walk through a door. Check the ventilator screens, and see that every hole and opening is sealed.”


  I spread the word and the two crewmen and I checked the craft and satisfied ourselves that she was as tight as a spacer.


  “All secure,” I reported.


  “Good!” Bellini said. “I’ll start the oscillator now.”


  “Eh?”


  “It’s just an ordinary oscillator,” Bellini explained. “The vibrating diaphragm is under water. We found out that it’s the best gadget to attract them when we cleaned out the temperate zones.” He flipped a switch arid slowly turned the knob of the rheostat back and forth, listening intently as he did so.


  I HEARD it almost as soon as he did. Or rather, I felt it. You don’t hear most of the sounds an adult sucker makes. You feel them. They start in the subsonic range and rise to a ululating shriek that practically lifts the top off your head. O’Banion snapped on his recording apparatus and bent over his dials, fiddling with them for a moment until he got the mix right. He pushed back his headset and looked at me.


  “Weird, isn’t it?” he asked. “It gets you,” I admitted. And frankly I was understating. Subsonics depress me. Some people are terrified by them. Others become morbid, and still others can be shocked into unconsciousness. There are a whole range of responses that can be triggered by low frequency sound. Personally, I don’t like them.


  “Cut the engines,” Bellini ordered. “Quiet. Don’t move. Don’t make a sound. There’s two of them out there.”


  The whole vehicle was vibrating as two fat smooth waves came toward us from each end of the weedless channel. We crouched near the portholes watching the waves approach. From each of them came crimson glints as the dull light struck the upper edges of the giant mouth orifices.


  “If those two are males,” Bellini whispered, “you’ll see something that you can tell your grandchildren. If one of them is a female, you’ll see something you can’t tell anyone.” He chuckled, the sound a harsh whisper in the damp stillness that surrounded us.


  Sweat broke out on my face as the two waves rushed together—and the water exploded!


  A giant geyser erupted beside the boat and from the center of the boiling foam we could catch glimpses of the gargantuan snakelike armored bodies writhing and twisting beside us.


  “Males!” Bellini said in a tone of satisfaction a3 the water boiled and heaved. An armored body crashed against the side of our vehicle, hurling us sideways through the water. The shock knocked me from my feet and as I scrambled to get up I saw Bellini slide into the gunner’s seat and grasp the controls of the semi-portable in the turret on the roof.


  “Don’t!” I yelled, but Bellini was past hearing. His heavy features were convulsed with hate as he twisted the twin blasters to bear on the boiling water beside us. And the guns added their din to the roaring and bellowing outside.


  Gouts of black smoke leaped from the nearest body mixed with puffs of steam as the bolts struck and incinerated whole sectiuxis of the monster. It was dead at the first blast, but its decentralized rudimentary nervous system didn’t realize the fact. But it did realize we were present from the vibrations of our guns. A score of filaments leaped from the water and snapped around the turret as the severed mouth parts of the monster attempted to seize and paralyze the half inch armor plate of the turret.


  Bellini twisted the gun controls, his face a mixture of rage and fear. Overloaded servos whined and a thin curl of smoke came from beneath the seat, and then the safety relays clicked as the overload became too great.


  In that instant we were disarmed.


  I LOOKED outside at the thick bundle of filaments and the ghastly nacreous pink of the two meter wide, roughly circular mouth orifice hanging from our topside, and as I watched the filaments tightened convulsively as the front end of the monster died.


  “Where’s the other one?” I snapped at Bellini.


  He looked past me. He hadn’t heard a word I’d said. His eyes were fixed on the mass of protoplasm hanging from our topside. We were listing dangerously, our upper deck perilously near the muddy water as the weight of the front parts of the sucker dragged us down.


  “Bellini!” I shouted, putting every ounce of authority I possessed into my voice.


  He looked at me, his glazed eyes focussing slowly. “Yeah—what’s the matter?” he said thickly. “What’s going on?”


  “You damned fool!” I raved. “What in hell were you trying to do—kill us? Where’s the other sucker?”


  “What other sucker?” His voice was thick with shock.


  “The one you weren’t shooting at—” I stopped. He wasn’t getting it. Something had snapped inside his mind. For the moment, at least, he was merely an automaton. I clambered painfully to my feet. O’Banion was lying on the deck, bleeding from a gash over his temple. He was out cold. I looked down the engine room well. Albertini was sitting on the deck next to the reactor, his leg twisted oddly beneath him.


  “You all right?” I asked.


  “I think it’s broken,” Albertini said, gesturing at his leg. “I fell down the hatch when the sucker hit us. What happened up there?”


  “Bellini blasted one of the suckers,” I said. “Its front parts are wrapped around the turret. Bellini’s in shock. O’Banion’s knocked cold, and we’re damn near capsized.”


  “That’s no news,” the engineer said, gesturing at the slanted deck beneath him. Point is—what are you going to do about it. We can’t travel like this.”


  “First, maybe I’d better set your leg.”


  “That can wait. We’d better get straightened up and get out of here. Without guns we haven’t a chance. You’ll have to free that turret.”


  “Me and who else?” I asked “I’m not going out there alone.”


  “Me,” a voice said above me. I looked up. Bellini was standing in the hatchway. “I got us into this, and I’ll get us out.” His leathery face wore its usual normal stupid expression and his eyes were clear.


  “What happened to the other sucker?” I asked.


  “It’s busy. It won’t bother us. It’s eating the one I killed. Oughta keep it busy for days.” He grimaced. “Guess I sorta made a fool of myself up there, but I hate those critters. One of them ate my brother.”


  “Oh,” I said. Actually there wasn’t anything more to say. “Well—what do we do about the piece that’s hanging on us?”


  “We cut it off. Careful. Those stingers are still loaded. They’ll stiffen anyone who touches them.”


  “What’ll they do to a man?”


  “I don’t know. Nobody that’s had anything to do with them ever came back to tell about it.”


  “Oh fine,” I said. “You do the cutting. I’ll hold.”


  He grinned at me. “We’ll both cut,” he said. “You may be skipper on the ‘Queen’, but you’re crew here. This is my show.”


  I had to admit that he was right. We went back topside and I checked O’Banion. He was all right, but still dazed. In an hour or so he’d probably be as good as ever except for a headache.


  WE TOOK brush axes, big broad-bladed things with razor edges, made for hacking through the tough rubbery growth on Venus’ surface, and cautiously made our way out the after hatch to the slanting deck.


  Filaments were everywhere, tipped with rows of fat, spindle-shaped excrescences armed with needle-like prongs.


  “Stay away from those,” Bellini said. “Chop ’em loose and rake ’em overboard. Once we get rid of those stingers we can start on the rest of the mess. He looked over the side at the gaping, corrugated, six-foot funnel of rubbery flesh. Dead, it was gray. Its nacreous red color had vanished but it was, if possible, even more horrible than it had been alive. I looked down at the fringe of wrist-thick cilia surrounding its outer rim and shivered.


  We worked slowly and carefully, cutting our way through the mass of interlacing filaments covering the deck, working slowly forward to the dense mesh-work of pallid strands that virtually hid the turret.


  “God! What a beast!” I muttered as my axe sliced through the rubbery flesh.


  “You don’t know the half of it,” Bellini panted beside me as his axe sliced through two thick filaments. The gaping mouth below us sagged a little and the swampcat rolled sluggishly in the water. “Another four or five and I think we’ll be able to clear the turret.” He drove his axe into the nearest fiber.


  “Yeah—looks like we’re going to make it all right,” I said.


  “You never can tell—we just might be attracting another with all the noise we’re making,” Bellini said.


  Involuntarily I turned to look up the waterway behind me, and the head of Bellini’s axe whizzed through the spot where I’d been.


  “What’s the big idea?” I yelped.


  “The idea is that Mr. Martinelli told me to get you out of the way,” Bellini grunted. “And since you’re no use to me now—” he swung the axe again.


  I stumbled backward as the curved razor-edge split the air in front of me. I was numbed. I had expected almost anything except this. But the next time Bellini drew his axe back for a swing I was ready for him. I jabbed with the axe head, catching him in the chest. His feet slipped on the slimy deck and he slid backward into the nest of filaments still covering the turret. He screamed once as the stinging cells bit into his flesh and struck the deck as stiffly rigid as though someone had short-circuited his nervous system.


  I felt for his pulse. His heart was still beating, so I dragged him back to the after deck. I felt like pushing him over the side, but there would be no profit in that. After all, he was the one who knew the way out of this swamp. I was no surface navigator.


  Quickly I cut the remaining strands and dragged Bellini inside. Hardly had I fastened the hatch when the water boiled alongside us, and a great net of filaments shot out to enfold the severed end of the dead swampsucker as it floated low in the water. Bellini had been right after all. We had attracted another sucker.


  Freed of the weight of the dead monster we drifted slowly toward shore, and once near an estuary that ran into the waterway, I started the engine and headed full speed into the shallow water. Behind us the main waterway boiled as a dozen filaments snapped out of the sullen surface to fall short by a good ten feet as we churned up the shallow waterway. The big suckers couldn’t follow us up here, and I wasn’t afraid of the little ones.


  I spent the next hour getting the engineer’s leg bandaged, and a plastiform compress on O’Banion’s aching head. Bellini was still alive and still rigid in a tetanic convulsion that left his limbs locked in extension. There was nothing I could do for him, so I went outside and cautiously removed the remnants of the sucker that were still clinging to the deck and checked the turret. It moved easily. Once again we were ready for trouble.


  Then I checked the ship. The engines were all right, but the jolt the sucker had given us had damaged our radio. It was dead, and so was our main power supply. That collision had done more than cripple our crew. It had shorted out the main power leads from the generator and our entire electronic complex was a mess. Our inertial navigator was out, our computer was dead, our radio direction finder was a hopeless mass of fused circuits.


  “Think you can fix the electronics?” I asked O’Banion.


  “I can try,” he said grimly. “But I don’t think so.”


  “Just what in hell happened to the relays?” I complained as I surveyed the wreckage.


  “Someone wired across them,” O’Banion said, as he pried into the breaker box. “Not a one of them had a chance to work.”


  “Why?” I demanded.


  “This is Venus,” Albertini said. “These gadgets are Earth-built and Earthers don’t understand what we have up here. We work on hundred percent overload most of the time. We have to jump the relays. They turn our gear off when we need it most.”


  I didn’t say anything but I thought plenty. Here we were, three thousand kilometers from base in a crippled ship, hopelessly lost, and without communication. We could travel, but we were in a bad way.


  “Well—go ahead,” I said. “Meanwhile we’ll, sit here. It seems safe enough and it’s going to be nightfall before long. There’s no use getting worse lost than we are already.


  TOWARDS morning Bellini began to stir, and by early afternoon was capable of some movement. O’Banion, however, couldn’t fix the radio or anything else.


  “About half the transistors are burned out,” O’Banion said. “That jolt broke the primary leads loose and dropped them across the main bus bars from the generator. The circuitry’s ruined.”


  “Oh great! How do we do without it?”


  O’Banion shrugged. “Maybe we’d better ask Bellini. He should know how to get us out of here. Incidentally, what happened to him?”


  “He slipped,” I answered. “Slid into a couple of stingers.”


  “Hmm—sure made him stiff, didn’t it?”


  “It’s lucky he wasn’t killed. But I wish he’d come to. He’s the only one of us with knowledge enough to get us out of here.”


  “Not the only one,” Albertini interrupted. “I can do it too. It’s easy.”


  “So?”


  “Sure—all water on Venus flows from the poles toward the equator. Except for the polar mountains in the northern and southern hemispheres, the whole land’s damn near flat. Down in the equatorial regions the water’s literally boiled off as steam and the water from the polar condensation flows into refill what’s boiled off. So you just pick a big waterway with a visible current and work upward against it. Ultimately it’ll get you north again, and once we hit civilization it’ll—be easy to make a call into Venus city.”


  “Sounds easy,” I said. “What’s the catch?”


  “Swampsuckers. The big waterways are full of them this far south.”


  “And how do we beat that? We haven’t enough size or power to blast our way through a wall of sucker meat. Not if they’re as big as those last two.”


  “They’re not—at least I don’t think they are,” Albertini said. “And we’ll have to take the chance. Otherwise we can run around in circles until our fuel deteriorates—and then we’re done.”


  “Not a pleasant thought,” O’Banion commented.


  Funny, I mused, how different environments produce different responses. On Mercury, O’Banion funked out worse than I did, but here, in a situation just as bad, he was as cool as ice. I wondered what made the difference.


  BELLINI never really became conscious the entire four weeks it took us to claw our way northward against the opposition of swampsuckers and other noxious forms of Venerean life that were smaller but no less deadly. He had moments of lucidity but quickly relapsed into the partial coma that had held him since the tetanic rigidity had worn off. He couldn’t move and we took turns massaging his flaccid body to keep the circulation going and to prevent decubital ulcers. From what I saw, I doubted if Ivan Bellini would ever again be a useful member of society.


  And as the days passed I became increasingly anxious. After two weeks I became frantic, after three, resigned, and when the fourth week arrived I lost hope. My contract was violated. By no stretch of the imagination could the “Queen” make it back to Earth in time for me to fulfill it. Time was up in another two weeks, and Martinelli would enforce the penalty clause for nonconformance.


  I’d been suckered. Everything pointed to it. Martinelli wanted a free trip and a chance to enforce the penalty clause in our contract. At one stroke he could avoid payment and stand to collect a sizeable penalty fee. Yet, somehow, I didn’t believe Bellini’s story that Martinelli wanted me dead. It was out of character. You can’t collect from a dead man, and I knew that my contract had the proper escape clauses. In the event of my death the “Queen”, if she survived, went to my family in Oregon. They’d sell her, of course, but Martinelli wouldn’t be able to collect from my estate. Probably my crooked employer meant it literally when he told Bellini to get me out of the way and the dumb slob had interpreted him wrong.


  No matter how it came out I was going to be taken. My passage money, the bort, and maybe the “Queen” herself would have to be sacrificed to satisfy Martinelli. As I thought it out a cold anger filled me. Martinelli might have me over a legal barrel, but I would have payment out of his hide if it took the rest of my life.


  We ran into a swampland ranch about midway through the third day of the fourth week. The rancher, a leathery muscular character, superficially like Bellini, was glad to loan us a radio and a directional loop and give us directions how to reach Venus City. As quickly as I could I contacted the spaceport operator. “Get me Egon Bernstein, chief engineer of the ‘Virgin Queen’ in dock at Bay 18.”


  “Sorry,” the operator said.


  “Sorry, hell! This is Lundfors—I’m skipper of that can.”


  “That’s impossible,” the spaceport said.


  “So it’s impossible. I’m still Captain Lundfors!” I yelled.


  “And I’m still sorry, but I’m afraid I can’t help you. You see, the ‘Queen’ filed a flight plan for Earth over two weeks ago. By now, she should be half way there.”


  “Without me?”


  “I assumed you were aboard, sir. At least the flight plan was filed in your name.”


  I sighed—so I was marooned. I wondered how Martinelli had accomplished that trick. It was easy to see what he planned. He’d loaf across the ecliptic and arrive a day or so late—which would be enough for the penalty, but not enough to hurt his plans. I wondered how he’d gotten the crew to back him up—probably told them I was dead and gave them some smooth story that they swallowed like sugar-coated cascara. If I had been angry before, I was furious now. Martinelli would pay for this—and he’d pay plenty.


  TO MY surprise, I found an account listed in my name at the Spaceport finance office. It held slightly over ten thousand credits and a note from Bernstein:


  Martinelli says you’re dead. None of us believe it, but time is running out and the ‘Queen’ will have to be on Earth to finish her contract. Martinelli doesn’t want to go—says it’s your ship and until you’re proven dead we have no right to take off. But I think he’s trying to get out of the contract. So whether he wants to or not, he’s coming aboard. He’ll probably have plenty to say about what we’re planning to do with him, so to keep the record straight and get it out of a bind with the law, here’s your passage money on the next liner. With luck you should be waiting for us when we land. Sorry we can’t wait, but you and I both know the ship comes first.


  Bernie.


  Good old Bernie! My thoughts jumped ahead. Without a licensed pilot aboard, Bernie wouldn’t be able to land on Earth. Sure, he could call one up, but those things take time. It could be a couple of weeks before the “Queen” could get down if they arrived in a crowded period—and all periods were crowded on Earth. I had to get home quick.


  I went down to the dispatcher’s office. “Anything fast for Earth?” I asked.


  “The ‘Silver Streak’ ,” he said. “One of IPC’s plush jobs with a two-week flight time.”


  “Good. I’ll take a passage.”


  “Sorry—she’s full up. But you can sign up and hope there’s a no-show.”


  I grimaced, signed, and placed five hundred credits on the line to guarantee my passage. The dispatcher turned to deposit the cash to my passage credit and I took a quick look at the “Streak’s” passenger list. One name struck my eye—Bellini—Ivan Bellini! He must have reserved passage before we went after the swamp sucker. But he wouldn’t be aboard. The sucker had seen to that. I was almost grateful to the beast.


  TWO weeks later I was stretching my legs against the nearly forgotten gravity of Earth.


  It didn’t take me long to find that the “Queen” was still in orbit waiting for a pilot. She had three days left to fulfill her contract. It took me two of the three days to find a rocket jockey who’d take me upstairs and match orbits with the “Queen”, and another half day to persuade my friends around the port to advance me enough money to pay him. But I managed it finally, and half an hour after the jockey got his greedy little hands on the money I was entering the “Queen’s” emergency airlock.


  Bernie met me on the inside. “Skipper!” he said. “You made it!”


  “Naturally,” I replied. “After what you did, do you think I’d let you down?” I looked at him with that special look that says so much without saying anything. The same look he had given me on Mercury. “But we’re not safe yet,” I added. “We have less than seven hours to get downstairs. Now get cracking. We have work to do.”


  “Yes sir,” Bernie said with a grin that nearly split his face.


  “Oh, wait a second,” I said as he turned toward the companionway.


  He paused, half turned in the hatchway.


  “Where’s Martinelli?”


  “Locked in his cabin. Should I let him out?”


  I grinned thinly. “No, leave that to me. I’d like to see him again.”


  Bernie chuckled grimly. I suppose what I was thinking showed pretty plainly on my face.


  Since we had a dock reserved, and I had a pilot’s ticket for Earth’s atmosphere, we received our clearance in quick time and I laid the “Queen” in dock at precisely 2345.15 hours, nearly fifteen minutes before the deadline. The contract had been completed on schedule, and Martinelli would have to pay up. But first he was going to pay in another fashion.


  I made my way down to his cabin, unlocked it and dragged him out. He looked at me with goggle eyed surprise. “Lundfors! How did you get here? You’re supposed to be on Venus.”


  I grinned and shook my head. “You’re on Earth,” I corrected. “On time. Now pay up—two million one hundred thirty thousand five hundred and twenty seven credits.”


  “I haven’t got it,” he said. “I’m broke.” He laughed a flat bark that was nervous rather than amused, and I suppose he had a right to be nervous, since there’s nothing lower in my book than a contractee who can’t pay his bills when they come due.


  I poked him in the ribs with a thick forefinger. “What do you mean?—You weren’t broke when we left.”


  “But I am now.”


  “You still have the symphony?”


  He shrugged. “Of course, but what use is it? I can’t produce it. Or don’t you remember. Raposnikov’s will gives it to me only if I can present it at the Decennial Celebration.”


  “So you produce the symphony.”


  “How?”


  I shrugged. “I don’t care how. You produce it, or I’ll hang you up to dry. No court on Earth will deny my claim.”


  “He nodded. “Admitted,” he said, “but you can’t squeeze blood out of—”


  “A turnip,” I finished. I eyed him appraisingly. It was a strain not to knock his teeth down his throat, and he wasn’t helping matters any. But I held back the temptation and tried to remain sweetly reasonable. Since I held all the cards there was no sense in weakening my hand with a case of assault and battery.


  “Why did you do it?” I asked. “What’s the idea of trying to break your contract?”


  “I told you. I’m broke, busted, penniless. I have no money.”


  “You had plenty when we started this trip.”


  “That was a year ago.”


  “What happened to it?”


  “It’s gone,” he said. He grinned at me. That did it. I hit him then, a good solid smash to the mouth that dropped him to the deck and made my knuckles tingle pleasantly. I’d wanted to do that for better than a month, and the feeling was good. But it wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough.


  He picked himself off the deck and wiped the blood from his lips. “I suppose I had that coming,” he said reasonably.


  “There’s more,” I said. “That’s just the beginning. That was for conning me. There’s Nalton, Anderson, T’shonke, and Stanley not to mention Vance M’bonga and Tayler. You have a lot more coming to you.”


  He shrugged. “I suppose so,” he said dully. The defiance was drained out of him. “But before you beat me to a pulp, I want you to know I’m sorry. I had no intention of killing or injuring anyone, and I had no intention of cheating you until I reached Venus. I did bribe Bellini to keep you out of the way until you defaulted on your contract, but that was only after I discovered that I was broke. I had radioed Earth for more funds and they told me that there wasn’t any. I had to make a decision, and knowing how you feel about money, I thought that if I could make you default on your contract, you’d be forced to wait until I presented the symphony. I wasn’t going to cheat you. I intended to pay you once I had sold the “Nine Worlds” copyright.”


  I laughed humorlessly. “I don’t believe it,” I said.


  “That’s your privilege. But you can believe this. Eight now I’m not worth a cent. Without money to hire an orchestra I can do nothing. Unless I produce the music it’s not mine, and if I use a public orchestra I will not receive more than a percentage of the copyright fees. So figure it out. If you want your money, you’ll have to help me produce the symphony.”


  “I suppose you want me to give you a loan?” I asked sarcastically.


  “Precisely. The diamonds you have will be plenty.” He said this without batting an eyelash.


  I COULDN’T help laughing.


  The sheer effrontery of the man was amusing. He was an artist all right. No one else would have the unmitigated gall to attempt to cheat a man and then try to borrow money from him. I shook my head. “Just what do you think I am?” I asked.


  “Sensible, I hope,” he said. “I also think you’re a man who owes about two million credits to the spaceport authority.”


  “You’re right there,” I agreed. “Then look at it reasonably. If you pay part of your debt with the money you have, you’ll still be owing too much. You’ll lose the “Queen” and with her your reason for existence, But if you take what you have left and back me you’ll recoup everything.”


  I laughed at him.


  “I’ll give you a contract,” Martinelli said desperately. “You can have all the profits if I can conduct the music.”


  “It wouldn’t be legal,” I said. “You could break a contract like that without half trying since it would obviously be given under duress. The money involved—”


  “Money! Do you think I care about money? If you do you’re an idiot!” Martinelli’s voice was angry. “I can always get money. This means more to me than all the credits I can spend. I want the honor of conducting the greatest music ever written on its first public performance. I want to be worthy of the faith Nicolai Ilarionovitch had in me. He was my friend. He respected my skill as I honored his genius. He left his music to me because he knew I would treat it properly. Money! Bah! I spit on it!”


  So help me he was telling the truth! I was certain of it. Truth has a ring peculiarly its own. Martinelli wanted to conduct that symphony more than anything else in existence. He wanted it badly enough to commit murder for it. I didn’t believe his story about Bellini now. He was perfectly capable of arranging my death if he thought it meant that he would be the man on the podium when Raposnikov’s score was played. But somehow that didn’t matter now.


  For the first time I recognized what drove him. He wanted immortality. He had sacrificed everything for this chance and before he ever could grasp it, it was being snatched away. I felt sorry for him.


  “I can’t understand why it happened,” Martinelli said bitterly. “I shouldn’t have failed. That money should have doubled. I looked the properties over carefully. They were as nearly certainties as any productions I’ve ever seen. I can’t imagine how they could have gone wrong.”


  “Do you mean to tell me that you speculated with money earmarked to pay an account?” I asked in a shocked voice.


  “It was a legitimate investment.”


  “In what?”


  “Two shows and a musical comedy. They were good.”


  I groaned. It took a mind like Martinelli’s to figure that angelling shows was an investment. “They flopped, I suppose,” I said.


  He nodded.


  “You’re the idiot,” I said bitterly.


  “At any rate, I’m a poor businessman,” he said. “Yet I wouldn’t have invested if the cost of this trip had been less. Three or four hundred thousand would have made the difference. But since I didn’t have it, I invested in the stage properties to make enough to cover your bill and the additional cost of producing the symphony.” He looked at me and shrugged. “Now I can do neither.”


  It was my turn to feel bitter. I had been too greedy. We could have done the trip for less, but I was too interested in squeezing the last credit out of it. And so I’d lost it all. I shrugged. Actually I didn’t have much choice about my future. Martinelli was the key to it. If he succeeded I prospered. If he failed I was finished. I had enough wealth to finance him but not enough to pay the outstanding accounts, and this bill was too big to write off. There was only one thing to do—take Martinelli to a polygraph, and if he was telling the truth—well—I would like to hear the rest of the symphony with the sound effects we had collected. Men had died to get them, and they deserved something better than nameless graves. They deserved a monument, and Martinelli could give it to them.


  “I’m a fool,” I said. “I’m just about the biggest fool in the entire solar system, but if you’re telling the truth I am going to finance you.”


  Martinelli looked at me incredulously, and behind him I had the odd impression that Raposnikov was standing there—smiling.


  I’VE heard the “Nine Worlds Symphony” a good many times and in a good many places since its first appearance at the Decennial, but in my opinion there has never and will never be a rendition of it like the first. How do I know? Well—Martinelli and I have the only two tapes of that in existence and each time I play mine I hear something new. It’s wonderful music. And it is complete compensation for the months of hell I went through to keep the “Queen” while Martinelli screamed, prodded, sneered, cajoled and bossed a hand picked orchestra and sound effects group into the greatest performance that will be heard in this or any other century.


  THE END


  BLUE BOY


  Jack Sharkey


  The fight game is full of double-crosses. But it’s pretty hard to double-cross a Plutonian who is just about to become the champion of the world.


  I WANT it clearly understood that I do not place the blame directly upon the United States Space Academy for what happened on the night of the middleweight championship fight at Goldwater Garden in New Manhattan this past week. But I think it only fair to point out that had I not suffered the legalized impressment known as Getting Drafted and placed under the USSA’s dominion, the events which eventuated in the midst of the main event would not have. That is to say, if the USSA had allowed me, Michael Hanningan, to retain my status as a happy-go-lucky civilian citizen, the world would not be currently engaged in the sorriest clean-up campaign in the history of civilized man (One would imagine that an organization of permanent career-men two hundred thousand strong could get along without grabbing up unwilling victims for things like polar duty on Uranus or sandbag-toting on Mars, but apparently military personnel-selectors are just plain insatiable. And not—since they selected me—very choosy, either.) I admit that all the business about the icechips, the JPs, and chopped-up lawn furniture would have happened without my help. But what happened in the Garden—!? I mean, the golden chance the USSA inadvertently handed me by—


  Wait. Here is where it all first begins: It is a chilly April morning in 2260 A.D., at 0930 hours, a typically bleak and misty dawn arriving on the archipelagochain in the Pacific Ocean I have been calling home—and other things—for some thirty-two months when I see my name upon the fuzzy brown bulletin board outside the Orderly Room. That my name appears there, you understand, comes as no surprise to me, because what is posted upon this particular board by the Duty-clerk at 0915 each day is a list of the men who are being exploited in the immediate future. I am, however, startled to learn that—for the primal instance since my indenture into the service of the Land We Love (to Stay On; a big joke in boot camp)—I am to actually get off the ground and out into the cosmos.


  That I am not thrilled by the news cannot be ascribed to an unpatriotic taint in my ethical makeup; it is just that I am well-read, and have complied my own statistics proving that on interplanetary flights, where a vehicle is traveling roughly seven times faster than the passengers’ screams of naked fear, and the interval between awareness of peril and the onset of that peril is somewhat less than an eyeblink, the less inexperience one has among the crew the more likely you will touch down with all hands not jellied upon the bulkheads. In short, I do not feel safe on any flight on which I myself am along. At the same time, however, I realize that a declaration of this most urgent emotional complication to my immediate superior, Astronaut First Class Windmeier, is not likely to result in anything but an increase of the ill will which already exists between us, marring what would otherwise have been a merely intolerable relationship.


  The one cheering note in the whole business is the site for which we are slated. It is the skimply explored planet known as Pluto, and the duty-sheet lists it as being slightly greater than 35 hundred million miles from Terra. (Terra is the fancy name they have given Earth because too many jokes of the “What-on-Earth-are-you-doing?”—“Nothing,”—said-the-man-on-Mars nature have been perpetrated since the first moon landing in the 20th century.) A little quick mathematics shows me—even travelling at 50,000 miles an hour, double the necessary escape velocity, from our island base to Pluto—it would take us roughly 3000 days to make it. Which means that we will have to travel in hyperspace, which is fifteen times faster. And in hyperspace all animal life is kept in suspended animation because the first guy who went into it wide-awake came out singing nursery rhymes and built himself a dandy fortress out of empty food-concentrate boxes before they led him away. Something to do with time progression which brings on Instant Second Childhood to the waking mind. If the cause of my semielation is not yet clear, I will explain it thusly: At the time my name appears on the board, my four-year hitch has sixteen horrible months to run. Taking the Pluto jaunt means that better than fourteen of them will be spent unconscious, and that is the best way to approach military life that I know.


  Especially in the company of AFC Windmeier.


  BLASTOFF time is given as 1800 hours on the same day my name appears. All men upon the list are relieved of all duty until roll call (1730 hours), in order that they may pack their gear and still not have time to write their congressman for a stay of execution, because even by mailrocket the letter would not arrive at the Capitol until the ship was beyond the Point Of No Return (which is roughly six inches above the atmosphere, at which point the space-warping drive is turned on and we are all bye-bye for two hundred eighteen days), and even by pooling all resources none of the men elected for the trip could come up with the price of a phonecall to Washington III at our currently inadequate rate of pay, if we knew who our congressman was in the first place, and could think up a sound reason why we should not obey orders which have probably been voted in favor of by that selfsame governmental representative anyhow.


  Being relieved of duty means that for the first time in weeks I will not have to send a buddy from whichever area of hard labor I am slated for to pick up my mail for me, a setup that warms my heart considerably since even the best of buddies have been known to mysteriously vanish from one’s ken for weeks when one’s incoming mail has included cartons of cigarettes or food packages from home. However, when I arrive at mail call and answer “Here!” to my name (the mail clerk finds my face is unfamiliar and I have to show my dogtags to prove who I am), all that has arrived for me from the states is a short note from Doc Willoughby, a down-and-damn-near-out fight promoter for whom I have acted as handler and sometime sparring partner whenever he has a likely prospect under his management. Doc’s letter is short and not especially sweet.


  “Dear Mickey,” he salutes me, “It sorrows me to report that The Frisco Kid succumbed last night to a personal quake in the region of his knees after going only two rounds with ‘Bopster Benny’ in the Santa Rosalia preliminaries, and has decided on the advice of his doctor to forego his career as a pummeler of men for the more staid, but physiognomically safer, life of a grocery clerk in Tia Juana. Therefore it will not astound you to learn that the cash you so kindly made loan of to me over the past three months is no longer residing in any approachable pockets. I also need not to tell you that the price I might wheedle out of the local pawnshop merchants for the leftover gymshoes, mouthpiece and jumprope would hardly bring me enough profit to cover the cost of posting this letter to you. After your overgenerous kindness on the fiscal front in the past, I would not presume to request that you possibly forward any cash on hand to me in care of General Delivery, Quechico, New Mexico in order that I do not succumb to the internal effects of having nothing in my stomach since yesterday noon upon the hardwood bench at the railway platform I have come to look upon as my temporary home. However, if you could spare a little something, my gratitude, under the circumstances, could be nothing if not abject.” It is undersigned, “Your friend and sincere well-wisher, Hanford J. ‘Doc’ Willoughby.”


  Even the most cursory reading evinces to me that a note of destitute desperation shimmers in delicate undercurrent between the lines, so before I roll my bedding for its return to the supply room I stuff all my ready cash into an envelope and post it to Quechico, then hasten to bid farewell to a chum in the paymaster’s office and manage to cook up a deal whereby he will forward my monthly pay to Doc at his San Francisco address ( a benevolence of which I have already informed Doc in the cash-carrying letter; depositing my pay in his own bank account will prove no problem since I have likewise, many months back, given him my power-of-attorney signature on a letter that could ruin me financially if I did not trust the old geezer to the ultimate and know he would not spend it upon foolish things like could-be boxing champions.) This accomplished, I manage to return all military material to the proper lending agencies on the base, pack my personal equipment, run like hell across the landing field, and arrive only two minutes late for roll call, a dereliction of duty which brings a wintry smile to the stern mouth of AFC Windmeier, and I know that if there are any ugly jobs to be done upon Pluto’s frost-bitten hide I have just as sure as volunteered for them.


  OF the trip itself I cannot tell you much except that the needle in which our medic keeps his narcosedatives looks slightly more deadly than a peccary-tusk and no doubt feels as bothersome tunneling into my left deltoid, which thanks to the military mind’s penchant for prophylaxis already resembles an aerial map of a mortar range. Once this hollow fang is wrenched out of my flesh, I have approximately two seconds to fluff my pillow before my body assumes the temperature and mobility of a pink popsicle and I know no more until I am shaken rudely awake by AFC Windmeier and told to fall out in space suit and entrenchment pack in five minutes on the double, and when I do, I am either standing upon a rounded-off ice cube some 6500 miles in diameter or I am on the planet Pluto. I incline to the latter opinion because aside from awakening me, Windmeier has said nothing, and if we had missed our destination somehow he would have managed to fasten the guilt squarely on my shoulders.


  “Men,” comes the voice of Captain Derek Frisby over the earphones in my helmet, though I can see his lips moving behind the faceplate of his own, ten paces in front of our ranks in the cold blue-white glare of the ship’s floodlights, “I wish to commend you all for volunteering for this extremely hazardous mission—” At the sound of the present participle he employs, a warning bell clangors in my mind just three-and-a-half billion miles too late, but when I cast a glance at the plastene-protected face of AFC Windmeier he is gazing with inflexible nonchalance at Captain Frisby, and not by a muscletwitch upon his gauntly replusive features does he indicate awareness of the radiating waves of betrayed hate which are bathing him from my furious eyes. That he has lyingly added my name to the list of the doomed back on Terra I have no doubt. That any declaration of his duplicity to Captain Frisby at this time would alleviate my situation one whit I have plenty. Shanghaied or not, I have come far too many miles now for it to do me any good to drag my feet.


  As the captain drones on, explaining our mission in the multidetailed persiflage that in military circles passes for clarity, I indulge myself in a number of happy fantasies involving oxygen hoses, thermal ducts, wastereclamation units and other vital adjuncts to a safely functioning space suit, all of which fantasies have either blithely happy or horrendously ghastly endings, depending upon whether one views them according to the outlook of Michael Hannigan or AFC Windmeier. I am just tingling with rapture as my mind-self pounds jagged rocks down upon the gauntleted fingers of my betrayer while he pendulates helplessly over at least three miles of Pluto atmosphere founded upon an abyss-bottom of razor-keen stalagmites when a still-sensate area of my reverie-clouded retinae notices that Captain Frisby and AFC Windmeier are no longer alone in their sector of the flood light-cone (which cuts off so neatly at its outermost edges that we might as well be walled in by star flecked black glue).


  THE newcomers are obviously indigenous to the planet, since they wear not only no space suits, but nothing else besides, and it takes no brains at all to see that they are not of Terran extraction, despite their somewhat-human configuration. In height they appear to be a nearuniform five-foot-nine, with bodies that look as though the owners took so many sinew-building courses that they stopped remembering to pause for nutrition three times a day. (What the “day” is on Pluto turns out to be the aim of our mission; that is, if our lonesome little platoon can plot the length of a Pluto-day compared to a Terra-day, it is going to make a lot of astronomers extremely happy for some reason which escapes me. Appearently not satisfied with knowing that it moves once around the sun every 250 years or so, the stargazer set back home must possess likewise its rate of axial velocity or sob themselves to sleep over the insouciant little interrogattion-mark on Page 9 in “The Astrogator’s Guide to the Solar System”.) To dispel any lingering notion that they might just be human beings whose flesh turned blue from the lack of sunshine in Pluto’s near-Absolute Zero climes, the newcomers bear one and all upon their cranial apexes waggly blue-white growth, in appearance somewhere between a dandelion-stalk minus its blossom and a pet earthworm standing on tail-tip to cajole another Mulch Munchy from his owner’s economy five-pound box. Even in my civilian profession I have not encountered ear-exteriors so bad as these azure mounds which resemble the wrong-side-out surface of baby-bottle nipples, but the single aspect of the upcreeping arrivals which most rivets and fascinates my gaze is their faces: between eyes glittering like polished anthracite from bulging, triple-thickness lids, there juts a veritable muzzle of a nose, its flattened tip centrally perforated by a gumball-sized hole, its jawless, mouthless underside underslung by at least three ripples of plump blue jowl. For the first time in my military career, I realize that in the untapped infinitude of the universe it is possible to encounter a face more repellent than that of AFC Windmeier!


  All this visual information, of course, takes me but a scant moment to absorb as I pluck my thoughts reluctantly back from their morbid delectations of Windmeier’s varied demises. From a palpably electric intensifying something-or-other in the non-air around me, I know that my fellow-troops, too, have witnessed the beginnings of this untoward visitation, but from my own petrified gaze at our leader and his go-between I know that they—as yet—have not. Why none of us interrupts Captain Frisby’s speech to sound a note of warning over the helmet-phones I do not know. It may be that the sight has frozen us where we stand, or that the clutch of cosmic cold upon our space-suited bodies has done the same, or even that we are soldiers at Attention and no one in authority has put us At Ease. Whatever the reason, we remain motionless and watch the strange tableau unfold before us while Captain Frisby’s words buzz unheeded in our earphones as Pluto sails silently through the inky night.


  There are roughly two dozen of the blue-skinned things in view, now, and Frisby’s tone of address is just warming to the despitedanger-and-privation-I-know-you-will-not-fail-mein-this-glorious-endeavor-men inflection with which he generally ends all speeches, even if he’s only assigning us to a garbage-removal detail, when all at once Windmeier catches a glimpse of what’s tiptoeing up behind the captain and interrupts his superior officer with a frantic warning cry of “Yawp!” Though he does not append the military prescribed “—sir!” to his message, Captain Frisby accepts the communication like a gentleman, refraining from the normally required lecture on The Proper Form of Address to an Officer as—turning his head slightly in the AFC’s direction—his keen eyes detect the arriving personages to the rear of his second-in-command which Windmeier himself as yet has not spotted. In a quid pro quo demonstration that even a commissioned being is sometimes human enough to eschew the protocol of caste, Frisby returns the warning, reworded as “Yowp!” Frisby’s drill-field training, however, put him some eighteen decibels ahead of Windmeier in sheer volume on the word, and the next thing of which I am aware—as I try futilely to clap my hands against ears they cannot attain through the rigid walls of the helmet—is that every last one of the approaching creatures has staggered and fallen to the rough-surfaced ice and is clutching at the wormstalk appendage with both hands, not unlike a Japanese hairhanging aerialist who has just discovered that his mode of suspension is giving him a hideous headache.


  HOW the captain and the AFC negotiate the treacherous footing with such dispatch I do not quite have time to see, but when their overlapping commands that we surround and capture the apparently stunned invaders come tremulously over my earphones, the needle of the directional finder which is a part of the built-in indicator-panel just four inches in front of my chin within the helmet definitely indicates that both voices are arriving from behind us, barely short of the range-limits of their sending-sets. There is nothing for us to do but hustle the still-dazed blue creatures aboard the ship and install them in the brig, overcrowding the facilities there somewhat, but the consensus among the troops is that it lessens our own likelihood of arriving back upon Terra in irons, since a good military superior seldom orders the arrest of a subordinate whom he cannot immediately have stashed away beyond the reach of vengeance. We are therefore in the nearest a draftee can approach to a jolly mood when we respond to Windmeier’s command over the ship’s intercom that we all congregate in the Briefing Cabin to hear Captain Frisby’s analysis of the situation.


  It is unwontedly brief and to the point; divested of subterfuge, euphemism and semantic evasion, his analysis is: “I’m a rotation-clocker, not a cosmic commando! Nobody told me it would be dangerous out here, and until the Academy has an armada of heavy-duty battle cruisers orbitting Pluto to keep the peace, I don’t want any part of it, so as soon as I gauge the rotational rate from the safety of the porthole in the control room, I’m taking the ship home!”


  The cheer which follows his somewhat devious delivery of the foregoing (since he’s tried to camouflage his actual emotional state behind dialectic dodges like “recalculation of objectives”, “taking the initiative during a time of unprecedented crisis” and “careful evaluation of the unexpected precipitation of a Condition Red”) informs him that he has fooled precisely nobody, but he manages to control his chagrin and simply dismiss us for the time being, because he cannot very well accuse us of finding out he is shaking in his boots without having to admit that such is the case. So we all find time for a few hands of poker in our barracks bay while he checks out the Apparent Spin of the Polaris-pivoted dome overhead and thereby the planet’s day-length. It turns out (via Frisby’s weary-but-triumphant announcement over the intercom in less than an hour) that Pluto is neatly methodical in its relations with Terra: Already known to have roughly nine-tenths the diameter of Terra, nine-tenths surface gravity and escape velocity, and just over nine-tenths its density, the planet turns out to have close enough to nine-tenths the Terran day to make it a paragon of cosmic uniformity, at a nice neat twenty-one-point-five hours per complete twirl.


  The announcement of our lickety-split completion of a mission involving incredible expense, titanic energies and nearly half a million man-hours (since each day under sedation is counted as a 24-hour duty-shift per man) is met with noticeably less enthusiasm than Frisby’s penultimate speech in the Briefing Cabin, because now we are once again slated for a jolt of refrigerating fluid in those sabretoothed hypodermics again, in what seems—thanks to sedative-blocked memories—the second time in less than four hours.


  Somehow, virgin flesh is located amid the craters on my left deltoid, and I have barely an instant in which to shriek about the complacent way my nerveendings are savoring every last morsel of agony when my limbs succumb once more to the scientifically induced Curse of The Werepopsicle and all is suddenly swept away for a sevenmonth of silence. . . .


  It seems scarcely a heartbeat later when I am suddenly sitting up on my bunk with the eerie, instinctive notion that all is not well with the ship. My skin is a close-fitted mosaic of goosepimples, as though some primitive emotional sense has been appraised of rather shocking information which my normal five senses have not yet been able to detect. I sit where I am for awhile, looking, listening, and trying to think with my already apprehensive epidermis, but in a few moments the prickling of my flesh fades to smooth serenity again, and the nagging hangoverfeeling of indistinct menace cannot be resurrected from my innermost mind.


  I AM hopping down from my bunk to cover my body with something more substantial than underclothing when the door to the barracks bay bursts open and AFC Windmeier lurches in. Never have I seen the man in such a state of profound agitation, nor his garb so militarily incomplete, since he is clad in only his shorts, left sock, wristwatch and a stunningly executed red-and-green tattoo of a holly wreath circumscribing his navel, over which I have just enough time to espy the words “Sea-Son’s Greetings to Mother” (and recall Windmeier’s rumored—till this moment—six-month transfer to ocean-going duty for failing to phone headquarters from his guard-post that he has just admitted the Secretary of Defense intent on a surprise inspection of the base on the morn of the base commander’s slow recovery from the preceding evening’s beer-drinking contest) when my erstwhile adversary is clutching my hands between perspiring fingers and babbling, “Pirates! We’re being boarded! I heard the magnagrapples hit the hull and someone’s forcing the airlock from outside and Frisby’s still asleep and he’s the only one who knows the combination to the ship’s arsenal and those damned blue things in the brig are all doing the jitterumba in unison!”


  LOATH the man or not, I cannot let a fellow human being disintegrate before my eyes, so I hide the lump which is rising fast in my throat and blurt, authoritatively, “That’s impossible!” The staunch intrepitude of my tone has its effect upon the AFC; he straightens up a bit, some of the shimmering madness leaves his eyes, and he asks, after about fifteen seconds of introspection blinking: “Which part?!”


  “Why—uh—any of it!” I reply, the soothing note in my voice interpolated loudly by the onset of nervous hiccoughs. “Only a governmental agency could afford the high cost of running a pirate spaceship, Windemeier. There’s hardly a cargo in the universe worth more than the cost of fueling such a ship. A crew who could get up the price of filling the tanks would be better off just spending that money—!” A dull clang at this moment comes echoing down the passage from the site of the airlock and all at once my hiccoughs have stopped, along with my heart, lungs, mind, and just about everything else in my body except the adrenal glands, which are now sending galvanic jolts through my system which will either start me functioning again or shock all organs into permanent inutility. And then I think, and say, “It can’t be pirates. Pirates would open both locks to knock out. resistance, and come in in space suits, wouldn’t they? Even on a pirate ship’s maiden voyage, some one aboard would have sense enough to think of that, and—” Extremely belatedly, my inner ear replays the final sector of Windmeier’s initial expostulation, and I interrupt myself to query, “The jitterumba?! Those blue things with all those ropy muscles and vermiform topknots and jowled muzzles are doing the jitterumba you said!?”


  “I think so—” mumbles a trembling Windmeier, with less certainty of inflection. “It looked like—I mean—Well, it was something dancy, and their movements were all identical, and—And I know it wasn’t a waltz.”


  Further speculation is precluded by the appearance in the doorway of the barracks bay (where my fellow-slumberers are now shaking groggy heads and yawning themselves awake) of a pair of space-suited men whose insignia identifies them as members of the USSA, and they seem as glad to see us as we them. “Thought the ship was a damned derelict!” explodes the foremost of the two, with the anger of heartfelt relief, and brings up the back of his gauntleted wrist with a clunk against the facepiece of his helmet, behind which his forehead perspiration drizzles unabated. “Dammit!” he snarls at himself, and undoes the visor. “Who the hell’s in charge here?! This vessel was less than a thousand miles to re-entry when we managed to grapple with it! What’s with your alarm bells? Why hasn’t anybody answered our Veer Off signal? We’ve been broadcasting it constantly since your crummy hulk popped out of hyperspace! What the hell kind of a shiftless ship are you running here, Bud?!”


  A dissheveled Captain Frisby chooses this moment to come waddling dizzily into the compartment, still tucking his shirt-tails into his trousers and trying with an ineffectually repeated toss of his head to get his forelock out of his immediate vision. “Windmeier!” he is roaring as he moves. “Where’s that stupid—!?” He sees the two other men at this moment, and makes a valiant stab at protocol by going ramrod-stiff and saluting smartly, while his still-unbelted trousers slither to the floor. The spokesman of the newcomers just gapes, then goes to speak, then apparently decides the enlisted men’s compartment is no place in which to excoriate a commissioned officer, and simply says, “Our ship is in readiness to evacuate you and your men as soon as you get your gear together, Captain.”


  “Evacuate?” echoes Frisby, pausing halfway in the act of retrieving his trousers. “But—? But why? What happened to our alarm system, anyhow? And why can’t we land in our own ship?!” he adds, although something in his eyes does not wish to hear the answer to the questions posed by his voice, his eagerness paralleling that of an old lady on an ancient wagon train asking the trusty guide to translate the smokesignals rising from the surrounding hills.


  “One answer should cover all your queries, sir,” says the man in the space suit. “Landing-fins, fuel chamber, and the final ten feet of this ship’s hull are gone. What cargo are you carrying—Termites?”


  RECOLLECTION of our blue-skinned prisoners leaps across Frisby’s face like a solar flare, then, and he shuts his eyes with an unhappy groan. “You know,” he says to the man a weary moment later, “you may just have something there?


  “You’re just damned lucky you came out of hyperspace at all, Captain!” the man retorts, but his sense of righteousness is slowly giving way to sympathy for our woebegone commander. “Well—that can wait till we touch down on Terra. You’d best start getting your men together.” Saluting briefly, he turns and leaves the compartment, and pretty soon we are all making ready to depart from our crippled ship.


  It is while I am down in the galley sneaking a quick cup of coffee to take off the residue of the narcosedative chill from my bones that I decide to take a peep into the brig to see how much of Windmeier’s jitterumba tale is true and how much is just chickenhearted Windmeier. A lucite port is set into the upper half of the hatch opening to the brig, and it is through this that I see what the AFC was gibbering about. In solemn-faced unison the blue creatures are indeed approximating the hip-oscillating, finger-trucking stances of the jitterumba. Not in neat phalanxes like a well-trained gaggle of chorines, but individually—some facing this way, some that—each in his place, the creatures are jiggling and wiggling rhythmically amid the eerie soundlessness of the airless void which has replaced the air in the chamber via a ragged hole I can see in the side bulkhead if I lean my head quite far to one side. I am bemusing myself with the puzzle of what these mouthless creatures used to nibble through two inches of near-indestructible metal alloys when something familiar about their rhythm knocks all other random thoughts right out of the running.


  The Plutonian prisoners are moving in Morse Code!


  This is when I remember how Frisby’s shout on airless Pluto has managed to reach and shake up the creatures quite thoroughly, through something connected with those pencil-thin skulladornments of theirs, and I like wise remember the head of the boarding party informing all within earshot that a repeated Veer Off signal has been leaping through our sector of space at about the same time Windmeier must have seen the Plutonians “dancing”. Almost not remembering to breathe, then, I gaze upon these gaunt but leather-thewed individuals with eyes which begin to glaze with avarice as my mind mentally shrouds those loins in silk trunks and those feet in regulation ringshoes. . . . One short-range sending set—A keyboard panel—A couple of hours haggling (a mere ritual haggling; fans are getting jaded, and the sport could use a new gimmick) with the boxing commissioner—Guaranteed free publicity when the prospect of a prizefighting Plutonian reaches the news media—! It is sure-fire! A shoo-in! A boat race! A natural! Not to mention a distinct financial saving with regard to supplying mouthpieces.


  I am less than a yard away from the discovery of a lifetime! And I cannot reach a single one of the jiggling goldmines without the hydraulic ram I would need to pull open the hatch on the brig against the pressure of our ship’s internal atmosphere. It is a situation which is in a short time going to make me sit down upon the metal deck and bang my head with painful repetition upon the bulkhead if some manner of overcoming this obstacle does not soon occur. . . .


  IT is at this juncture that my ears inform me they have been receiving no incoming stimulus for some time. The clump of boots and murmur of voices which has been continuous for a number of minutes is no longer with me. True, I have not heard the clang of the closing airlock, but should this event have transpired while I was contemplating the possible future of a brig-inmate in the prize ring I doubt that I would have been in a state of alertness sufficient to detect the sound of a carillon tower toppling through the roof of a large greenhouse if I had even happened to be in the tower at the time of the encounter.


  Moving back down the passageway to the airlock I find that the outer door is closed snugly into place and that of the former group of companion soldiers there is no sign. I stand where I am and do some thinking. First of all, I am not absolutely abandoned; as soon as a ship of large enough accommodation can be located, there will without doubt be a group of men sent to remove the Plutonians for scientific scrutiny and intensive investigations down on Terra, since this is the first humanoid creature thus-far encountered in the confines of our solar system. Secondly, if roll call has not been taken by Windmeier before disembarkation—an oversight almost predictable, now that I harken back to his continued state of agitation since the boarding—it may be yet awhile before I am missed, because the big brass down below will want to chew out Captain Frisby for not taking precautions against the loss of much shipmaterial, and shortly afterward Captain Frisby will want to chew out AFC Windmeier for not suggesting the taking of precautions against the loss, and only then will Windmeier begin to seek me out as the lowest common denominator of this soul-blistering Chain of Command, and until that time I am perfectly safe to make what plans I will, and already I have my plan in mind and am hurrying to put it into execution.


  With the exception of one simple step, the scheme is a model of simplicity in scope. By donning my space suit once more, I can readily exit through the airlock, move aft to the site of the near-gaping side wall of the brig, garb the nearest Plutonian in my spare uniform, and then—by means of a retrorocket chestpack and anti-pyrochute—deposit myself and the next middle weight champion of the world in any of a vast number of areas on the planet over which the crippled ship is now silently orbiting, leave the creature in the safe custody of Doc Willoughby, and then return post haste to the nearest USSA installation with a tale of abandoning ship when assuming I have been inadvertently left to perish thereon. Due to the semi-disastrous circumstances of my ship’s arrival in Earth’s vicinity, my story will be accepted without question; that is, they may think of some questions but they will not ask them, because a certain amount of amnesty accrues to being stranded in outer space, even if such situation is preponderantly imaginary. (I know my plan resembles dereliction of duty, but my conscience, after 46 months in the USSA archipelago in mid-Pacific, or at least under its egis, knows full well that the duty I am derelicting consists of little besides writing out detailed personal reports of the disaster and being allowed three days’ recuperation-leave earned through emergency conditions adequately survived, and knows further that I will be back on duty long before my fellowvictims of the crippled ship return from their brief holiday, anyways, so no one gets hurt and everybody comes out ahead.)


  THE single-step exception to my scheme, however, is one for which I do not have a readymade poultice: How do I get a cable-sinewed world-champion-potential Plutonian to cooperate with me in the donning of my extra uniform, without which he will certainly attract notice? Even wearing dress gloves and regulation sunglasses he will be showing enough blue skin to call attention to us unless we walk exclusively in the shadows, an area of peregrination I do not relish with only people about, let alone a superstrong extraterrestrial that can somehow bite, shove or etch its way through should-be-impregnable alloys.


  In fact, I wonder as I check the final seal-offs of my space suit and start toward the airlock, how do I—whether he can be uniformed or not, singlehandedly—make sure that his friends will not decide it would be fun to pry the visor off my helmet while I am still trying to force those muscular blue arms into the sleeves of the gabardine blouse? And then I am wondering simply how I am going to enjoy spending the ensuing ten years of my life in a military prison as I come face to face with Astronaut First Class Windmeier at the very moment I open the outer hatch.


  He is standing partially bent over, and I see that I have interrupted him in the act of undoing the hatch which I have just opened. He stands up straighter, looks at me in my space suit, looks at the retro-rocket pack I have cinched about my chest and at the anti-pyrochute buckled upon my back. “I am glad,” he says, “that your tiny brain has learned something of rudimentary survival conduct while under my—” Then he pauses with a frown as he takes in the rolled-up spare uniform and extra shoes which I have tucked beneath my arm. He opens his mouth to inquire as to this untoward patrol, and I decide that a diversion is in order.


  “How do you happen to be here?” I ask very quickly. “I cannot believe that you were left behind accidentally. . . .” I realize too late that this statement, by implication, identifies Windmeier as the type who could only be left behind on purpose, but this unfortunate lapse into innuendo passes him by, luckily.


  “I am here,” he says sternly, “because roll call on the rescue ship showed me I was one man short, and Captain Frisby ordered me to return by damnquick shoulder-jet and assure you that, as the aliens are still aboard, another ship would be arriving soon. Somehow, I am not convinced you were worried.” Again, his eyes slide over my bundled clothing and a puzzled frown across his brow indicates the early appearance of what may prove to be a criminally embarrassing question. Then all at once a wildly what-the-hell feeling comes over me, and I am greatly surprised to find myself telling Astronaut First Class Windmeier nothing which is not the absolute truth of the situation.


  When I am finished he is staring at me for a medium while through his plastene visor, and with breath which is definitely bated I await the words which shall either restore my confidence in miracles or Windmeier’s competence with manacles. When he does speak, it is with a half-sold glitter of shrewdness in his eyes as he tilts his head slightly toward the vanished stern of the spaceship. “Are you certain that this thing can be done?” he says.


  I RECALL that one of Windmeier’s touted skills is the repair of complex radio-electronic devices, and as I mentally leech an unhappy hunk from Doc Willoughby’s profits and my own, I say, “If it is possible to locate some person of the proper proficiency in the science of short-range signalling, yes. It will involve some practice in determining which waves will stimulate which pugilistic performances in the Plutonian potential, but this should prove to be no difficulty to any signal-specialist of over-average intelligence.” This last bit I have uttered is what I hope will succeed as an egomassaging bribe to AFC Windmeier, on whose face I have time and time again noted excessive chagrin when Captain Frisby has been heaping endearments like “blockhead”, “numbskill” and “peanutbrain” upon his hapless hireling.


  My pulse-rate leaps abruptly to a triumphant tempo as I witness the wistfully winsome upcurve which begins to affect the lateral regions of my listener’s lips. In another moment, the gauntleted hand of Windmeier is clasping my own.


  “We will have to make haste,” he informs me as he leads the way toward the stern of the spaceship, “as that secondary ship shall be arriving at any moment.”


  As it turns out, my dubious reservations regarding the control and conduct of the blueskinned creatures in the ship’s brig is without foundation. By simply decreasing the power-output of our helmet-radios (lest the approaching spaceship overhear what might sound like madness on our parts), the AFC and myself achieve docility among the prisoners through our ceaseless singing aloud of a rather scurrilous barracks ballad, dominating what might otherwise be the defensive instincts in the amassed Plutonians and allowing them, instead, to do a rather sedate soft-shoe shuffle which interfers but little with our coordinated up-ending of the nearest creature in order to insert his lower limbs into footgear and uniform trousers. When we are finished, we are in the company of the sorriest-looking soldier it has ever been my privilege to espy, but at least the floppy sagging of his cap conceals the unpleasant aspect of his ears, albeit we have finally to cut a hole in said cap with a penknife for the projection of his occiputal antenna, which can be flexed slightly but not bent flush with the scalp.


  “We will have to allow this thing to protrude,” remarks Windmeier, allowing me meanwhile to continue the incapacitating chanty as a solo while we guide our toe-tapping comrade carefully out upon the exterior hull once more, where only the magnetic soles of our space suits keep our firmly grasped terpsichorean from doing a buck-and-wing into the cosmos. “I do not know how it may be disguised short of painting it the color of unruly hair, unless it is to glue a trio of feathers to the tip and identify our friend to inquiries as a victim of the first new Amerindian uprising in a number of centuries, except that a redskinned warrior would not likely place an arrow through the center of a potential trophy.” He pauses to take up the lyric in order that I may leave off and make reply.


  “There is nothing for it,” I say, “except to make a most judicious attempt to come to earth with my passenger as near to the city of San Francisco as is ballistically feasible. It will involve my utilizing the retro-rockets in the approximate vicinity of western Australia, and I would not take it amiss if upon my departure you raise your voice in prayer that I do not alight in the central portions of the bay during the peak velocity of the outgoing tide.”


  Receiving his assurances, I wave farewell from the rim of the spaceship’s rearmost remnant, take a firm clutch at the back of my blue-skinned buddy’s belt, and jerk free the ignition-pin from the base of my chest-borne device.


  A MOMENT later, I am rammed by what feels like a charging rhinoceros, and when I open the lids I have clamped around my eyeballs to prevent their being flattened upon my visor by the swift retrogression of the body to which they are so inadequately moored, I somehow still have hold of my wriggling passenger, and our vector—now that our motion is considerably suborbital—is already far below that of the ship, which is just visible as a short-lived sparkle before it dips behind the rising black arc of the Terran horizon. A painful impingement of the Plutonian’s back-lashing heel upon my left shinbone reminds me that I have left off my licentious lullaby, and I rapidly return him to his sedate shuffle with a return to stanza forty-seven (unless I have lost count), discard the husk of the once-shiny chest-pack, and wait patiently for the automatic blossoming of the anti-pyrochute, in its vast triple-tiered jolt-gentling expanse of sky-clutching concavity.


  What Windmeier will report to the secondary ship about my non-availibity as a rescue aboard the semi-derelict, I do not concern myself about, reasoning that any man who has survived more than a decade in military environs knows the prescribed format in which to deliver a snow job upon an interrogative superior, and the undeniable fact of my absence aboard ship will undoubtedly lend a note of credence to whatever fabrication he chooses to spin. My immediate concern is that our entry into the atmosphere will be slowed sufficiently to prevent my alien’s clothing from catching fire before we reach the surface. I do not worry about the alien himself, since logic informs me that a creature which is not ravaged by exposure to absolute vacuum and additionally which can somehow make vanish a few dozen square yards of spaceship-alloy is probably not going to be bothered by a mere pummeling of high-speed gas molecules. My problem is that should the belt—its sole support—be no more, this alien creature will depart from me into the depths of the Pacific Ocean as I am carried eastward by prevailing winds at a comfortably slower rate of descent, and all my machinations shall be for naught.


  When the ’chute has finally spread its broad hemisphere over our heads, and I correctly identify a sparkling diamond-heap on the still-dark eastern horizon as the lights of the city of San Francisco, I am pleased to note that not only is the slightly oversize uniform still unscorched but that the Plutonian—despite the fact that my voice has been worked to a croak from overuse and is able to lilt no more—is writhing in strange contentment and quite unaggressive in temperament, now. I do not understand this reversal of mood even slightly at the time, but I am not one to look a gift Cadicruiser in the transistors, and concentrate instead on directing the ’chute into the eastern hills surrounding the amphitheater-shaped metropolis, being properly thankful that Doc Willoughby dwells near this fringe area and not deep in the heart of town.


  MY companion’s unwonted amiability continues beyond our somewhat bumpy landing, and he shows no desire to depart from me while I hurry the two of us into town and up the fire escape of Doc’s hotel at a time dangerously near dawn, which breaks almost instantaneously in such a mountainous region. It takes me something like fifteen minutes to shake Doc awake, which tardy alertness I attribute to a totally unfull bourbon bottle at his bedside. Then there is an interval of screaming which under less hurried circumstances (if I do not report to the nearest authorities at a time commensurate with my appearance upon the radarscreens of our western coast, I will have some accurate accounting to give of my interim whereabouts, a feat in which I wish to avoid displaying proficiency, if at all possible) would be found amusing. I cannot much blame Doc for reacting so frenziedly to the sight of a space-suited figure and a blue man with several unearthly attributes of appearance, but I do have to clap a hand over his mouth until my steadying words find their way to the braincenter controlling the terrified bulges that are his eyes, yet even as his ocular equipment returns to its proper place I do not remove my hand until he gives a promissory nod not to release his pent-up air with a cry of relief, because I wish to be down the fire escape and away without a large number of slumber-interrupted hotel guests leaning curiously out the building’s rear windows.


  “Mickey—!” says Doc with conspiratorial softness as my hand comes clear of his dentures, “You’re sure this blue person is actually there, and you are not trying to humor me by merely pretending to observe his presence in the room?”


  “If you do not believe me, feel him,” I suggest, but Doc’s lips turn briefly bluer than the party under discussion and he says he would rather not, if it is all the same to me.


  Quickly, then, I apprise him of all the salient points of the situation, emphasizing the necessity of radio-controlling the creature should its mood of amiability prove evanescent, for which purpose I will leave him my helmet, telling the authorities that it has been lost in transit someplace between my tumbled ’chute and the western tip of Australia. I also point out that, until the world has been informed of the visitation of blue-skinned aliens upon it, allowing our fistic find to be observed outside the hotel room is a contingency which is not to be condoned. If Doc himself must leave, I tell him, the helmet should be placed over Doc’s bedside radio with the volume high enough to keep his guest dancing away the hours until Doc’s return. As a parting remark I request that he attempt to learn how, and upon what, the Plutonian makes its diet, because judging by its apparent lack of energy-stores in the form of fat it would possibly make quick work of a chore like dying of starvation. Doc delays my exit long enough to ask if the creature’s garb may be employed for pawning purposes, and I give my assent readily, knowing that I have not the time to spare for removal of the garments, and likewise knowing that Doc would hock them permission or not and then concoct a convincing explanation for his perfidy at our next meeting, and then I am out the window and off down the street to surrender my body once again to the USSA for the duration of my thankfully shortening hitch.


  THE remaining days in service do not go so badly as I envisioned, a great part of the unexpected painlessness due to AFC Windmeier’s being somewhat in my thrall as a result of our esoteric partnership. In the few weeks that comprise my final tenure as a military man, I do not even once pull KP nor fail a single barracks inspection. For his own part, Windmeier has applied for two months’ accrued leave-time, to commence on the selfsame date as my discharge, and spends his spare moments in swiping all the electronic equipment on which he can lay his hands, slowly and competently constructing a short-range sending-set which is knobbed, buttoned and toggleswitched to an extent that, he assures me, any size or shape or intensity or combination of waves may be generated or varied by the merest flickering of well-trained fingers over the control panel. That he does not attempt to indoctrinate me into the intricacies of his device is immediately, and pointedly, noticeable to me, but I say nothing of his secretive scheming for two reasons: Knowing he knows more than I do gives Windmeier a great deal of the amiability which is making my last few days in the service undreamably pleasant ones, and it makes my head hurt to think of the informational cramming my brain would have to endure to attain any degree of adeptness at that incomprehensible machine in the first place.


  Doc, of course, has been writing almost daily about his experimental progress with our aspiring champion, whom he has dubbed “Blue Boy” for professional purposes, a bit of aptly pertinent nomenclature with which nobody can possibly find a quarrel. “The reason for his gentled-down nature,” Doc writes, “has become apparent to me quite by accident, and should have been a simple thing for you to reason out: Our planet is blanketed without cease by a near-infinity of television and radio programming, a fact which seemingly slipped your mind, Mickey. So that is the reason why our wavesensitive friend quieted his struggling shortly after you entered the atmosphere; he was receiving so many contrary signals at once that the end-product was total docility. He does, of course, react more strongly to waves in his immediate vicinity, as I found when following your advice on that helmet/radio combination en route to the bathroom at the end of the hall. The accident which clued me in to his docility was that my radio was playing a show which originates locally, and when I turned it off on coming back into the room I noticed that Blue Boy’s feet continued to tap in the same pattern and tempo regardless. Have been lining up some preliminary matches for shortly after your date of discharge, so I hope your friend Windmeier can learn up on his boxing fast when you two arrive in town. I have naturally not informed the managers of Blue Boy’s scheduled opponents further than giving his height and weight and age (the last I have arbitrarily conjured up as 23 years, in the absence of any information to the contrary), but the boxing commissioner—who is an old friend of proven reliability, having kept his mouth shut about a number of near-illegal happenings in the past—has been taken into our confidence, and promised to approve Blue Boy’s application for qualification as soon as we feel it is safe to admit we have a Plutonian . . .


  THIS last obstacle which Doc mentions is the one remaining barricade before the door to financial solvency, but it is satisfactorily overthrown just two days before my discharge, when the wife of the chief scientist in the group which has been examining the remainder of Plutonians brought down from the ship decides that these blue-skinned boys are “cute”, and—since the research teams have finally discovered what we have known for some time about the effect of radiating waves upon the Plutonian physique via that cranial antenna—she gives her husband no peace until he constructs a controlling device for her and allows her to move the Plutonian into their house as both a conversation-piece and a big help with the light housework. Her friends are soon browbeating their own spouses for one. By the time Windmeier and I have arrived in San Francisco, the Plutonian reproductive-method has likewise been solved, and housewives across the civilized world have started hag-riding their husbands for franchises on the junior aliens which will result. These demands, as it turns out, are not going to be awfully difficult to meet, since the Plutonian organs of generation are those circular orifices which until now everybody has been mistaking for ears, and they have also turned out to be neuter of gender, producing offspring by the stimulating expedient (not unlike confusing frog-ovaries with X-ray bombardment, in that sheer shock-value produces the same results as good old-fashioned romance) of stuffing ice-chips into either opening, waiting around not much longer than one waits for the finished prints from a penny arcade photo-booth, and then ejecting a minuscule, but adult-proportioned, descendant out through the orifice in the proboscis. Not only is this a quick return on an inexpensive investment, but the Plutonian ability to repeat the performance seems to be without limit, and the offspring itself—when allowed ready access to large amounts of metal filings (devoured by the apparently double-duty organs which accepted the ice-chips) grows to adult size within one week, thereafter requiring an every-other-day bit of the same about the size of a corn-kernal for nutrition, an alimentary finding which explained what happens to the missing parts of our spaceship, adult Plutonians being equipped with jewel-hard fingernails which have served them in quarrying metallic ore back home and do not cavil at being used to chip away at a brig’s bulkhead, either.


  IN the six weeks it takes Windmeier to become adroit at controlling Blue Boy with his device, uncountable ice-chips have wended their way into Plutonian skulls, and incredible quantities of metal ingots and even items like chopped-up tubular-framed lawn furniture have nurtured many a puny imago into fullblown maturity, at which stage of development his “ears” (it’s less embarrassing for people to use the locational in place of the actual term, it seems) are utilized to create cute little blue partyfavors for deserving friends. None of this feverish activity is at all the goal of the research men back at the government laboratory, but even a dedicated bunch like that appreciates the warm glow of extra income, and so the JPs (as the Junior Plutonians come to be known) are peddled at a bargain rate of ten bucks per. The scientists realize that any commodity capable of self-generation cannot long bring a profit, but they intend to make the real dough selling controlboards, without which every last donated or black-marketed JP can be nothing more than a tractable blue idler, responsive to a tug at the arm, but not much else. If you want furniture dusted, groceries borne home without supervision, or even a friendly handshake in times of stress, you got to go out and buy yourself a chrome-cluttered console called The Megamonitor. At five hundred bucks a throw.


  Naturally, by the time of Blue Boy’s first bout, his arrival at ringside does not cause more than a lot of interested speculation, his blue-skinned counterparts being commonplace sights in most localities these days. His opponent raises quite a stink, however, arguing that to enter the ring to try and punch a creature which can survive any brunt up to and including the impact of a steam locomotive (a fact which was a great selling-point of those JPs which have gone to homes wherein the children have been known to break the spirit—and limbs—of pet gorillas) is tantamount to lending out one’s head for use as a shock-absorber under a piledriver.


  He is still only half-convinced when we explain to him that Windmeier has a feedback-device which will register any blows landing upon Blue Boy, allowing the opponent to win op points alone if he knows his pugilism. Blue Boy, in turn, will be kept within bounds by a governormechanism which prevents his striking any more forcefully than the recorded might of middle-weight champions from past years. This item of information brings a detectable pallor to the lad’s face. However, when the fight-announcer reads aloud the letter from the boxing commissioner which lauds the fact that a knockout of a Plutonian is impossible, thus recovering the mantle of genuine sportsmanship for a contest which has for centuries been tainted by death, disfigurement and concussive idiocy,” and the crowd begins taunting the opponent as a yellow-belly, the pallid lad ruefully makes his way to the proper corner and tries to look confident about the whole thing.


  “Frankly,” whispers Windmeier, fingers hovering over the panel as we await the bell, “I was afraid the spectators wouldn’t buy the idea of a bloodless match, Hannigan. I thought most fight fans were supposed to come just in the hope of seeing some sap get his brains beat out.”


  “They do,” I whisper back. “You are forgetting that it takes two to prizefight, Windmeier. Ever since Blue Boy started down the aisle I have been hearing customers busily switching loyalties and private bets to a certain blue figure in orange trunks—” The bell clangs, suddenly, so I leave off and sit back beside Doc Willoughby, who is chewing the end of his ringside cigar furiously. He personally hates tobacco in any form, but he feels a wet cigar is part of a fight-manager’s public image.


  UP in the ring, Blue Boy and his opponent are circling warily. Down before us, Windmeier’s fingers are a blur of intense button-coordination, which he does by touch alone, since it is always necessary to keep his eyes upon Blue Boy lest the Plutonian’s punches be thrown when the opponent is laughably out of reach. If the spectators at this primal match should get to laughing, the three of us could be embarrassed out of the business. Not a few of the spectators near our corner are more fascinated by the manipulative dexterities of Windmeier than by what is occurring up on the roped-off canvas arena. But a lusty roar which explodes from the myriad throats of the other observers instantly pulls all remaining gazes up to see the cause. Blue Boy’s opponent has planted his Sunday punch squarely upon our man’s muzzle, and Blue Boy’s roundhouse response with his right fist has missed its target by a mile.


  “Windmeier, for the love of—!” I rage, plunging forward to my knees beside him at the panel.


  “My fingers are slippery,” he groans miserably, dragging his left palm desperately across his shirt-front while his right hand becomes a blur of increased activity. “I didn’t figure on the crowd getting me so nervous—I think I’ve got stage fright, Hannigan!” His semi-dried left returns to work as his right gets the same shirt-front treatment.


  Another roar from the crowd jerks my head up. In the ring, a lurching Blue Boy has just connected with a violent uppercut to his own jowls and dropped flat on his orange-silk behind onto the canvas. The referee springs forward and starts the count, while the other boxer dances back and forth in a neutral corner, his face in the grip of a dazed smile of unexpected triumph. “Windmeier!” I cry, and cover my eyes as the AFC—now more flustered than ever—hits about nineteen wrong buttons in a row, causing Blue Boy to do what could be a sensational bit of exotic dancing if he were not still seated on the canvas. The bell clangs on the count of nine, and as soon as Windmeier manages to send Blue Boy into the corner above us, Doc and I spring to work with arm- and neck-massages, cold towel, water bottle and spit-bucket, like the manager and handler of the other boy are doing at their side of the ring, except that we are doing the pep-up job on AFC Windmeier. Blue Boy doesn’t sweat.


  The next round goes a lot better for maybe ninety seconds, and then the increasingly pungent cloud of tobacco smoke in the room begins to work upon Windmeier’s sensitive nasal passages, and just when Blue Boy has the other boxer lined up for a solid left jab our electronic expert nearly blasts himself backward off the chair with a veritable detonation of a sneeze, leaving the Plutonian abruptly standing with his gloves dropped to his sides, and the other guy gets in so many fast punches that the feedback-indicator on our machine can barely keep up with him. I see the numeral 35 in the totalizer-window when the opponent finally pauses to get his breath, and I want to crawl under the ring and quietly die.


  Windmeier by this time has rocked forward to jab at the board again, but the sneeze has pivoted his chair just fractionally off-center, and like a touchtypist who by mischance places his fingers upon the wrong row, the AFC’s efforts result in instant gibberish, except that in our case the gibberish is acted out in charade by Blue Boy. He enraptures the spectators for five interminable seconds by spreading his arms wide and deftly jumping the rope he is not holding while the other man brings the count in that little window to a ghastly 73, and then Windmeier gets hold of himself and backs Blue Boy out of range.


  BY this time I am all out of epithets to scream at the AFC, and a lot of the crowd is laughing itself sick, and Doc is busily spitting wet grey ashes onto the floor due to his dazedly inserting his cigar into his mouth wrong end foremost during the rope-jumping episode. I am just wondering if life in the USSA was so bad, after all, and damned near beginning to feel nostalgic for that little old archipelago when I hear a noise like the crack of doom, and rock backward in time to see the iron globe which has just a moment ago been topping the post in the righthand corner of the ring go rolling right up the aisle to vanish through the exit. One look into the ring tells me what has happened. Blue Boy has missed with another roundhouse, but this one missed because his opponent managed to duck, not because he was out of range. This selfsame opponent is at the moment staring back and forth from Blue Boy to the shattered remnants of that thick metal post. Then his eyes go rolling up into his head, and he is crumpling in a dead faint to the canvas.


  At this point the bell sounds again, but despite all that the other boxer’s group attempts to do in the way of revival, that young man is still deep in shock when the bell sounds for Round Three, and it is a very dazed trio of Blue Boy’s faction that slowly realizes the Plutonian has just won the match. Without landing one lousy punch upon his adversary, too! It is the chagrin of this latter fact that makes Doc Willoughby declare that the fight game has gone to blazes and that he is tendering us his formal withdrawal from management of Blue Boy as soon as he can locate a pencil, but while he is still searching for one the man arrives with the winner’s share of the gate, and this is a sight which Doc has not seen in so many years that he avers he will perhaps remain in our partnership a little bit longer.


  From that point on, things begin to improve for us. Windmeier begins to enjoy the curious stares of the crowd, his stage fright fades away, Blue Boy begins to evince a great degree of finesse in his encounters, and by a series of long talks with various USSA authorities (plus a promise of free tickets to future fights) we are able to talk a temporary hardship-discharge out of them for Windmeier, who is just as glad if he never goes back what with the way the money is rolling in these days, but a kind of innate prudence has caused him to keep the separation “temporary”. It is, of course, a nonduty, no-pay sort of tenure, but I have to admire the man’s foresighted machinations.


  From fight to fight, Blue Boy improves vastly, and has the not unenviable record of all wins, no losses, which is making him the greatest draw ever in the business. By now, of course, the crowds are motivated differently. As with any person who evinces nothing but perfection to the public eye, a state of being which the average man resents observing, Blue Boy is now the contender whom every increasing mob of spectators is hoping will get his block knocked off.


  The days and weeks go barreling by, and all at once it is the night of nights: the world championship, in Goldwater Garden. This spectacularly large arena has been sold out for over a month, and all the illegal betting—of which we three already have a large piece—is heavily against Punjab Hakim, the incumbent title-holder, whose handlers keep insisting to the press that “Punjy will clobber him!” while Hakim himself holds a rigid smile upon a face which is gray and perspiring.


  IT is upon a front-page photograph of this face that Doc, Windmeier, and myself are gazing, while Blue Boy sits with a vacuous stare upon the rubdowntable he does not need, when a light rap sounds at the dressing room door. I confess we have all been chuckling at the discomfort of the not-for-long-now champion, and since this is considered poor sportsmanship in most circles, we control our convulsions while Doc opens the door to the long grey corridor which will lead us soon toward what must be inevitable triumph. I am very surprised to see our caller, because it is Punjab Hakim himself.


  “I—” mumbles the once-proud voice of this famous man, who looks slightly shriveled of height as he hesitates there in his red silk robe, his hands already taped but as yet minus the protective gloves which most people mistakenly imagine are padded to protect a body from a fist, instead of vice-versa. “Mr. Hannigan, I thought I would just like to—to stop by and shake hands with Blue Boy so he will know there are no hard feelings, no matter who wins. If it’s all right.”


  A little saddened at the depths of humility to which this formerly flamboyant personage has toppled, I do not even smile once as I gesture him into the room. He goes to Blue Boy and takes the flaccid blue hand in his own, pumping it solemnly up and down. “I wish you good luck tonight,” says Punjab Hakim. Blue Boy, naturally, does not reply.


  Turning to Doc, Punjab astounds us slightly by saying, “That is a fine boy you have there Willoughby. You have always been a manager I admired highly. You are a credit to the fight game.” Doc’s jaw just drops open, and for a moment he can say nothing as his hand mechanically returns the other’s fervent clasp.


  Then he mumbles, “Why—thanks . . .” almost guiltily.


  I am likewise rendered speechless when Punjab grips my hand along with the words, “In all my years, Hannigan, I have never known a handler who so deserved the laurels his labors will reap tonight for him.”


  I choke out an indistinct mumbling noise, and I notice that Doc is blushing, and my face tells me I am doing the same. After all, when you have just been laughing at a man behind his back you do not somehow enjoy receiving earnest compliments from this man in such adoring profusion.


  Windmeier’s face is a study in half-hidden shame as he reaches out to accept the tribute of Hakim’s handclasp, and the open-mouthed drop of his jaw is surpassing Doc’s and my own combined as the champion says, “Tonight, sir, you will be achieving the financial status which few men deserve in life, and though it sounds foolish because you are the only known human being of your particular profession, I must add that I consider you the top man in your field.”


  Then, moving suddenly to the door, his head bowed, and a noise resembling the onset of a sobbing fit bursting from his mouth, Punjab Hakim dashes from the room. I go to close the door, and am surprised to hear the continuance of that sound just before it vanishes into the champion’s dressing room halfway down the other wing of the corridor. It is more on the order of a wild chortle of unholy glee such as his Arabian ancestors are reported to have uttered when pouring boiling oil upon wall-scaling infidels.


  “Why do you suppose—?” I begin, turning about. And then I notice that Windmeier is standing as if rooted to the floor, and his mouth, if anything, is open even wider. As with a strenuous effort of will, this mouth presses itself shut, and murmurs, “Muh—Muh—Mmm—My hand!” Doc and I almost collide noggin-to-noggin zeroing in upon this still-outstretched member at the end of Windmeier’s right arm. It is reddish-whitish, extraordinarily swollen in size, and the positioning of the fingers looks horribly uncomfortable.


  “It’s broken!” gasps Doc Willoughby, a man staggered by devastatingly bad news. “All the time that Arabian rat was mealy-mouthing us with buttery compliments he was planning to blitz us with this rotten trick!”


  A FIST pounds upon the door and a voice yells, “Five minutes!” The minor bouts have been completed. Blue Boy is about to fight for a world championship and the only man who can make him perform is currently halfswooning across the rubdown table while Doc Willoughby makes the merely token gesture of bringing the icewater bucket to plunge the ravaged member into. He does so, Windmeier makes a short bleating noise, and completes his unfinished swoon.


  “I’ll have to stop the fight—” I start to say, but a look at Doc’s unhappy face stops me.


  “You can’t,” he says simply. “Boxing regulations do not say that a fighter may postpone an engagement simply because one of his trainers is feeling poorly. If you cancel, Hakim gets the gate by default. And the New York boxing commissioner would be of no help because he is a close personal friend of Hakim’s manager!”


  “We—We could say Blue Boy is sick . . .” I falter, but I know this is futility. There are more than half a million Plutonians on the planet, now, and one of the joys of owning such a splendid servant is that they are impervious to any known disease, including fatigue. I sit down heavily on a chair and stare ahead of me with even more vacuity than our Plutonian prizefighter. The smell of doom is in the air.


  Doc has taken advantage of Windmeier’s unconsciousness to apply an overlapping bracework of splints to the injured hand, and he is completing the knot on the last winding of supportingtape when his patient comes to with a groan.


  “It really happened, then!” observes Windmeier, staring at the amorphous globe of adhesive and gauze projecting from beneath his cuff. “I hoped it might be a nightmare . . .”


  A sharp rap at the door is followed by a loud, “Blue Boy—You’re on!”, and the sound of departing footfalls.


  “What’ll we do?” I moan to no one in particular.


  But Windmeier has straightened up with a steely gleam to his eye which I have never before seen there, and says, “We go out there and beat the living hell out of that rat.”


  “But your hand—” I expostulate, automatically opening the door before this relentlessly striding figure of cold vengeance, even as Doc shrugs and guides a docile Blue Boy out and down the corridor in our wake.


  “I have handled our boy one-handed before, and I can do it again,” says Windmeier as we emerge into the smokefilled basin of jam-packed humanity, at the base of which lies a rectangular glare of awaiting canvas arena.


  “You have handled our boy badly one-handed before,” I remind him as we trudge swiftly down through the yells and cheers of a hundred-thousand bloodthirsty throats, “and I don’t want you to do that again. . . .” “Tonight,” says Windmeier, sitting authoritatively before the control board at ringside, “will be a night to remember, Hannigan, a night that will burn itself indelibly into the pages of recorded history!” Something in his tone demands belief, and I suddenly know he is right, and I sit down beside Doc and shakily light the old geezer’s cigar for him.


  “You heard?” I ask.


  “I heard,” he nods. “And I am all at once awfully afraid of what may happen. Afraid enough even to return the receipts.”


  “We haven’t won them yet,” I point out.


  “Will we ever, I wonder?” says Doc Willoughby, and then the bell issues its brazen summons, and Blue Boy and Punjab Hakim—their middle-of-ring handshake and ritual instructions from the referee having passed unnoticed by my agitated mind—are charging straight across the canvas at one another. I look toward Windmeier, then look away again. Never do I see such a determined set to a man’s jawline, such pain-filled, hateclogged eyes, such incredibly moving fingers of a human left hand. I can not stand it.


  At mid-ring the titans are clashing. I do not like the way the fight is progressing. Hakim is fast, and desperate. He has thus far evaded every punch which Blue Boy throws, and a few of his own have rocked our fighter, who—strong as a Hercules or not—must necessarily obey the laws of leverage when his vertical body is struck in its topmost areas. I know that Hakim will tire soon of his furious pace. But so will Windmeier. It looks as though half the television cameras in the world are clustered before the ringside seats, and not a few of them take time out to record for the billion viewers around the planet the magnificent symphony of eye-startling motion that is Windmeier’s left hand.


  Then some damn fool trying to get an arty angle on things his camera askew, and the trailing power-cable jerks Windmeier’s chair to one side. Cursing like a wild man, he lungs for the board again, but Blue Boy’s arms have dropped to his sides, and that is when the world-famed fist of Punjab Hakim connects with the end of the Plutonian’s muzzle. The next thing I know, Doc Willoughby and myself are pulling ourselves out from under our fighter’s sprawled figure, and in the ring Punjab Hakim is spitting out his mouthpiece with raucous mirth from the neutral corner. The count has begun, but the bell saves us. I help Doc get Blue Boy back into the ring. He is naturally still in perfect shape, but as I come back down I see that Windmeier is unashamedly weeping.


  “Do not take it so hard,” I say, bending over the huddled figure before the control board. “After all, there will be other fights and—” That is when I see what Windmeier is doing, under cover of his hunch. His agile fingers have dipped inside a metal access-panel, and I recognize the item which he slips inside his blouse because I was with him when he first added it to the device. It is the governor which has been holding Blue Boy’s potential to a human maximum since his first bout. “Windmeier—” comes a horrified whisper from between my suddenly cold lips.


  “Get-away-from-me-and-keep-your-mouth-shut!” grates the man between teeth clenched so tightly I wonder that they do not shower his immediate vista with sparks. I am still wondering what to say or do or think when the bell sounds again, and a cautious, but smirking, Punjab Hakim is making for the waiting figure of Blue Boy. I recall the iron post which has been snapped with only human ability, and wonder crazily if Hakim’s head is as securely bound to his thick neck.


  But Windmeier is not, I see, going to content himself with such swift vengeance. He is going to let Hakim know what is coming, in those last terrifying moments before the irrestible Plutonian fist strikes. For Blue Boy is moving forward on steady, floor-thumping feet, leaning into every frantic punch Hakim can throw, his quivering left fist pulled back in the one punch his mentor intends him to throw. The thud-thud-thud of those ominous footfalls have begun to echo through the garden, now, and suddenly all throats in that vast edifice fall silent, until nothing but the thud-thud-thud of approaching destruction can be heard. Hakim’s own hands have dropped, now, and he is backing away, his eyes like white globes of mindless fright. His head goes left and right in an unspoken no-no-this-can’t-be-happening movement, but his eyes never leave the gleaming blue face of his approaching doom—And then he breaks, turns away with a choking bellow of terror that flings his sputum-flecked mouthpiece into the air, and screaming like a woman he is trying to clamber up and over the ropes in his own corner. That is where Blue Boy catches up with him.


  The next sequence of events is utter confusion. All at once and the same time I am hearing one of the television technicians shouting something incomprehensible that yet comes across as a warning, my nose is choked with a terrible reek of smoldering electrical insulation, and the sight of Punjab Hakim wriggling like a frantic fish etches itself upon my eyes. . . . Blue Boy is holding the squealing Arabian aloft—high aloft beneath the burning lights for a giddy timeless moment—And then the Plutonian throws him down.


  Straight down. Straight through the canvas and the hardwood boards beneath, with a crack like cannon-fire. The cement floor leaps beneath my feet, and I see that a jagged crack, inches wide, has snaked from beneath the unseen center of the building beneath the ring, and I do not like to dwell upon the probable state of Hakim’s health at this particular moment.


  Only then do I hear the continuing holler of triumph which has for a short while been erupting from Windmeier’s throat as he stands before his control board swaying madly from side to side. . . . The control board which I see is a glowing red travesty of itself, belching smoke from its power-wielding innards, radiating a wave of raw heat that staggers me backward over Doc’s extended legs and onto the floor—


  And that is when the panel explodes like a bomb, and the entire arena is flooded with howling blackness.


  The aftermath of the story you know, of course.


  All about how that trailing cable shorted itself into the field of Windmeier’s device, and how in every city across the world the ordinarily short-range waves reached out and took hold of the multitudes of slave-Plutonians, flooded them with the hate which Windmeier was keying into his board, and set them upon a rampage of destruction which shattered buildings, property, and not a few slave-owners’ skulls, and occasioned the first time since Marconi that virtually every broadcasting station on the planet burst its insulation and went silent.


  In the silence, of course, the minds of the Plutonians were freed from their enforced immobility. And driven by the memory of long months of maddening servitude, they were not slow in turning the tables.


  Working as servants to the Plutonians is damnably exhausting stuff.


  But I think I wish—most of all—that when I was being interrogated about my domestic abilities I hadn’t mentioned my USSA career at KP. I’m on it again.


  And this time it looks somewhat permanent.


  THE END


  WAIT IT OUT


  Larry Niven


  Night on Pluto. Sharp and distinct, the horizon line cuts across my field of vision. Below that broken line is the dim gray-white of snow seen by starlight. Above, space-blackness and space-bright stars. From behind a jagged row of frozen mountains the stars pour up in singletons and clusters and streamers of cold white dots. Slowly they move, but visibly, just fast enough for a steady eye to capture their motion.


  Something wrong there. Pluto’s rotation period is long: 6.39 days. Time must have slowed for me.


  It should have stopped.


  I wonder if I may have made a mistake.


  The planet’s small size brings the horizon close. It seems even closer without a haze of atmosphere to fog the distances. Two sharp peaks protrude into the star swarm like the filed front teeth of a cannibal warrior. In the cleft between those peaks shines a sudden bright point.


  I recognize the Sun, though it shows no more disk than any other, dimmer star. The sun shines as a cold point between the frozen peaks; it pulls free of the rocks and shines in my eyes . . .


  The Sun is gone, the star field has shifted. I must have passed out.


  It figures.


  Have I made a mistake? It won’t kill me if I have. It could drive me mad, though . . .


  I don’t feel mad. I don’t feel anything, not pain, not loss, not regret, not fear. Not even pity. Just: what a situation.


  Gray-white against gray-white: the landing craft, short and wide and conical, stands half-submerged in an icy plain below the level of my eyes. Here I stand, looking east, waiting.


  Take a lesson: this is what comes of not wanting to die.


  Pluto was not the most distant planet. It had stopped being that in 1979, ten years ago. Now Pluto was at perihelion, as close to the Sun—and to Earth—as it would ever get. To ignore such an opportunity would have been sheer waste.


  And so we came, Jerome and Sammy and I, in an inflated plastic bubble poised on an ion jet. We’d spent a year and a half in that bubble. After so long together, with so little privacy, perhaps we should have hated each other. We didn’t. The UN psyche team must have chosen well.


  But—just to be out of sight of the others, even for a few minutes. Just to have something to do, something that was not predictable. A new world could hold infinite sites. As a matter of fact, so could our laboratory-tested hardware. I don’t think any of us really trusted the Nerva-K under our landing craft.


  Think it through. For long trips in space, you use an ion jet giving low thrust over long periods of time. The ion motor on our own craft had been decades in use. Where gravity is materially lower than Earth’s, you land on dependable chemical rockets. For landings on Earth and Venus, you use heat shields and the braking power of the atmosphere. For landing on the gas giants—but who would want to?


  The Nerva-class fission rockets are used only for takeoff from Earth, where thrust and efficiency count responsiveness and maneuverability count for too much during a powered landing. And a heavy planet will always have an atmosphere for braking.


  Pluto didn’t.


  For Pluto, the chemical jets to take us down and bring us back up were too heavy to carry all that way. We needed a highly maneuverable Nerva-type atomic rocket motor using hydrogen for reaction mass.


  And we had it. But we didn’t trust it.


  Jerome Glass and I went down, leaving Sammy Cross in orbit. He griped about that, of course. He’d started that back at the Cape and kept it up for a year and a half. But someone had to stay. Someone had to be aboard the Earth-return vehicle, to fix anything that went wrong, to relay communications to Earth, and to fire the bombs that would solve Pluto’s one genuine mystery.


  We never did solve that one. Where does Pluto get all that mass? The planet’s a dozen times as dense as it has any right to be. We could have solved that with the bombs, the same way they solved the mystery of the makeup of the Earth, sometime in the last century. They mapped the patterns of earthquake ripples moving through the Earth’s bulk. But those ripples were from natural causes, like the Krakatoa eruption. On Pluto the bombs would have done it better.


  A bright star-sun blazes suddenly between two fangs of mountain. I wonder if they’ll know the answers, when my vigil ends.


  The sky jumps and steadies, and—


  I’m looking east, out over the plain where we landed the ship. The plain and the mountains behind seem to be sinking like Atlantis: an illusion created by the flowing stars. We slide endlessly down the black sky, Jerome and I and the mired ship.


  The Nerva-K behaved perfectly. We hovered for several minutes to melt our way through various layers of frozen gases and get ourselves something solid to land on. Condensing volatiles steamed around us and boiled below, so that we settled in a soft white glow of fog lit by the hydrogen flame.


  Black wet ground appeared below the curve of the landing skirt. I let the ship drop carefully, carefully . . . and we touched.


  It took us an hour to check the ship and get ready to go outside. But who would be first? This was no idle matter. Pluto would be the solar system’s last outpost for most of future history, and the statue to the first man on Pluto would probably remain untarnished forever.


  Jerome won the toss. All for the sake of a turning coin, Jerome would be the first name in the history books. I remember the grin I forced! I wish I could force one now. He was laughing and talking of marble statues as he went through the lock.


  There’s irony in that, if you like that sort of thing.


  I was screwing down my helmet when Jerome started shouting obscenities into the helmet mike. I cut the checklist short and followed him out.


  One look told it all.


  The black wet dirt beneath our landing skirt had been dirty ice, water ice mixed haphazardly with lighter gases and ordinary rock. The heat draining out of the Nerva jet had melted that ice. The rocks within the ice had sunk, and so had the landing vehicle, so that when the water froze again it was halfway up the hull. Our landing craft was sunk solid in the ice.


  We could have done some exploring before we tried to move the ship. When we called Sammy he suggested doing just that. But Sammy was up there in the Earth-return vehicle, and we were down here with our landing vehicle mired in the ice of another world.


  We were terrified. Until we got clear we would be good for nothing, and we both knew it.


  I wonder why I can’t remember the fear.


  We did have one chance. The landing vehicle was designed to move about on Pluto’s surface; and so she had a skirt instead of landing jacks. Half a gravity of thrust would have given us a ground effect, safer and cheaper than using the ship like a ballistic missile. The landing skirt must have trapped gas underneath when the ship sank, leaving the Nerva-K engine in a bubble cavity.


  We could melt our way out.


  I know we were as careful as two terrified men could be. The heat rose in the Nerva-K, agonizingly slow. In flight there would have been a coolant effect as cold hydrogen fuel ran through the pile. We couldn’t use that. But the environment of the motor was terribly cold. The two factors might compensate, or—


  Suddenly dials went wild. Something had cracked from the savage temperature differential. Jerome used the damper rods without effect. Maybe they’d melted. Maybe wiring had cracked, or resistors had become superconductors in the cold. Maybe the pile—but it doesn’t matter now.


  I wonder why I can’t remember the fear.


  Sunlight—


  And a logy, dreamy feeling. I’m conscious again. The same stars rise in formation over the same dark mountains.


  Something heavy is nosing up against me, I feel its weight against my back and the backs of my legs. What is it? Why am I not terrified?


  It slides around in front of me, questing. It looks like a huge amoeba, shapeless and translucent, with darker bodies showing within it. I’d guess it’s about my own weight.


  Life on Pluto! But how? Superfluids? Helium II contaminated by complex molecules? In that case the beast had best get moving; it will need shade come sunrise. Sunside temperature on Pluto is all of 50 degrees Absolute.


  No, come back! It’s leaving, flowing down toward the splash crater. Did my thoughts send it away? Nonsense. It probably didn’t like the taste of me. It must be terribly slow, that I can watch it move. The beast is still visible, blurred because I can’t look directly at it, moving downhill toward the landing vehicle and the tiny statue to the first man to die on Pluto.


  After the fiasco with the Nerva-K, one of us had to go down and see how much damage had been done. That meant tunneling down with the flame of a jet backpack, then crawling under the landing skirt. We didn’t talk about the implications. We were probably dead. The man who went down into the bubble cavity was even more probably dead; but what of it? Dead is dead.


  I feel no guilt. I’d have gone myself if I’d lost the toss.


  The Nerva-K had spewed fused bits of the fission pile all over the bubble cavity. We were trapped for good. Rather, I was trapped, and Jerome was dead. The bubble cavity was a hell of radiation.


  Jerome had been swearing softly as he went in. He came out perfectly silent. He’d used up all the good words on lighter matters, I think.


  I remember I was crying, partly from grief and partly from fear. I remember that I kept my voice steady in spite of it. Jerome never knew. What he guessed is his own affair. He told me the situation, he told me good-bye, and then he strode out onto the ice and took off his helmet. A fuzzy white ball engulfed his head, exploded outward, then settled to the ground in microscopic snowflakes.


  But all that seems infinitely remote. Jerome stands out there with his helmet clutched in his hands: a statue to himself, the first man on Pluto. A frost of recondensed moisture conceals his expression.


  Sunrise. I hope the amoeba—


  That was wild. The sun stood poised for an instant, a white point-source between twin peaks. Then it streaked upward—and the spinning sky jolted to a stop. No wonder I didn’t catch it before-It happened so fast.


  A horrible thought. What has happened to me could have happened to Jerome! I wonder—


  There was Sammy in the Earth-return vehicle, but he couldn’t get down to me. I couldn’t get up. The life system was in good order, but sooner or later I would freeze to death or run out of air.


  I stayed with the landing vehicle about thirty hours, taking ice and soil samples, analyzing them, delivering the data to Sammy via laser beam; delivering also high-minded last messages, and feeling sorry for myself. On my trips outside I kept passing Jerome’s statue. For a corpse, and one which has not been prettified by the post surgical skills of an embalmer, he looks damn good. His frost-dusted skin is indistinguishable from marble, and his eyes are lifted toward the stars in poignant yearning. Each time I passed him I wondered how I would look when my turn came.


  “You’ve got to find an oxygen layer,” Sammy kept saying.


  “Why?”


  To keep you alive! Sooner or later they’ll send a rescue ship. You can’t give up now!”


  I’d already given up. There was oxygen, but there was no such layer as Sammy kept hoping for. There were veins of oxygen mixed with other things, like veins of gold ore in rock. Too little, too finely distributed.


  “Then use the water ice! That’s only poetic justice, isn’t it? You can get the oxygen out by electrolysis!”


  But a rescue ship would take years. They’d have to build it from scratch, and redesign the landing vehicle too. Electrolysis takes power, and heat takes power. I had only the batteries.


  Sooner or later I’d run out of power. Sammy couldn’t see this. He was more desperate than I was. I didn’t run out of last messages; I stopped sending them because they were driving Sammy crazy.


  I passed Jerome’s statue one time too many, and an idea came.


  This is what comes, of not wanting to die.


  In Nevada, three billion miles from here, half a million corpses lie frozen in vaults surrounded by liquid nitrogen. Half a million dead men wait for an earthy resurrection, on the day medical science discovers how to unfreeze them safely, how to cure what was killing each one of them, how to cure the additional damage done by ice crystals breaking cell walls all through their brains and bodies.


  Half a million fools? But what choice did they have? They were dying.


  I was dying.


  A man can stay conscious for tens of seconds in vacuum. If I moved fast, I could get out of my suit in that time. Without that insulation to protect me, Pluto’s black night would suck warmth from my body in seconds. At 50 degrees Absolute, I’d stay in frozen storage until one version or another of the Day of Resurrection.


  Sunlight—


  —And stars. No sign of the big blob that found me so singularly tasteless yesterday. But I could be looking in the wrong direction. I hope it got to cover.


  I’m looking east, out over the splash plain. In my peripheral vision the ship looks unchanged and undamaged.


  My suit lies beside me on the ice. I stand on a peak of black rock, poised in my silvered underwear, looking eternally out at the horizon. Before the cold touched my brain I found a last moment in which to assume a heroic stance. Go east, young man. Wouldn’t you know I’d get my directions mixed? But the fog of my breathing-air hid everything, and I was moving in terrible haste.


  Sammy Cross must be on his way home now. He’ll tell them where I am.


  Stars pour up from behind the mountains. The mountains and the splash plain and Jerome and I sink endlessly beneath the sky.


  My corpse must be the coldest in history. Even the hopeful dead of Earth are only stored at liquid nitrogen temperatures. Pluto’s night makes that look torrid, after the 50 degrees Absolute heat of day seeps away into space.


  A superconductor is what I am. Sunlight raises the temperature too high, switching me off like a damned machine at every dawn. But at night my nervous system becomes a superconductor. Currents flow; thoughts flow; sensations flow. Sluggishly. The one hundred and fifty-three hours of Pluto’s rotation flash by in what feels like fifteen minutes. At that rate I can wait it out.


  I stand as a statue and a viewpoint. No wonder I can’t get emotional about anything. Water is a rock here, and my glands are contoured ice within me. But I feel sensations: the pull of gravity, the pain in my ears, the tug of vacuum over every square inch of my body. The vacuum will not boil my blood. But the tensions are frozen into the ice of me, and my nerves tell me so. I feel the wind whistling from my lips, like an exhalation of cigarette smoke.


  This is what comes of not wanting to die. What a joke if I got my wish!


  Do you suppose they’ll find me? Pluto’s small for a planet. For a place to get lost in, a small planet is all too large. But there’s the ship.


  Though it seems to be covered with frost. Vaporized gases recondensed on the hull. Gray-white on gray-white, a lump on a dish of refrozen ice. I could stand here forever waiting for them to pick my ship from its surroundings.


  Stop that.


  Sunlight—


  Stars rolling up the sky. The same patterns, endlessly rolling up from the same points. Does Jerome’s corpse live the same half-life I live now? He should have stripped, as I did. My God! I wish I’d thought to wipe the ice from his eyes!


  I wish that superfluid blob would come back.


  Damn. It’s cold.


  THE ROSE BOWL-PLUTO HYPOTHESIS


  R.S. Richardson


  Crack!


  Six men came charging down the track, elbows churning, legs driving. Two of the blue-clad Tech men took an early lead, but at the halfway mark one of their rivals was gaining fast. The three flashed across the tape in a photo finish that had the little crowd in the Pasadena Rose Bowl yelling its head off.


  “I think one might be safe in describing that as an uncommonly rapid hundred,” Alyson said, speaking with that same air of guarded reserve that he ordinarily used for superior themes in his English Lit course. Zinner, his companion, was anything but reserved. At the moment, however, he appeared to be trapped in a stationary state of exceptionally long lifetime.


  “Know what the time was for that hundred?” Zinner asked, staring glassy-eyed at his stop watch.


  Alyson shook his head. “My waterclock sprung a leak.”


  “Eight point nine-two seconds is what I read it.”


  “So one of ’em broke the nine-second barrier?”


  “One of ’em? Three of ’em!” Zinner retorted. “No wind either.”


  The hundred was only the first of a series of incredible performances on the cinder path that April afternoon. By the time the two professors left the Rose Bowl they had witnessed a 20.5-second furlong, a 45.8 quarter mile, and an 8:35.3 two mile. The mile was run in only 4:09.7, but then the winner hadn’t been pushed.


  Back at Tech they strolled across the campus in animated argument that had nothing to do with their scholastic activities.


  “And remember this wasn’t the Olympic Games,” Zinner was protesting. “It was only a lousy little dual meet.”


  “There is only one explanation,” Alyson said.


  “I’d like to hear it.”


  “The track men today are better than we were forty years ago.”


  “That I will not admit,” said Zinner. “There’s something funny going on.”


  “But how can you deny it?” Alyson demanded. “Back in the twenties anybody who could break ten seconds in the hundred was a whiz. The world’s record for the mile was four-ten-four. Now every high school’s got some kid who can break ten seconds. They run the mile under four minutes every month. Might as well swallow your pride, old man. We just naturally weren’t so good.”


  “Why should track athletes be any better today?” Zinner asked.


  Alyson considered.


  “Well, I don’t know exactly,” he said. “The human race is improving—”


  “Like hell it is!”


  “Vitamins.”


  “You get all the vitamins you need at the dinner table.”


  “Superior training methods . . . weight lifting . . .”


  “You know perfectly well hoisting a barbell wouldn’t help a bit running the mile. And look at the fight game. Boxers aren’t any better.”


  Alyson reviewed the dismal situation in the heavyweight division. “All right then, how do you explain that hundred today?”


  “It wasn’t a hundred.”


  They had halted by the lily pond where sophomores used to throw recalcitrant freshmen before the student council adopted more enlightened methods of indoctrination.


  “You mean it was rigged? It wasn’t a full hundred yards?”


  “Oh, it was a full hundred yards all right. Only the hundred yards of today are not the hundred yards of yesterday.”


  “I don’t follow.”


  “Because space is not the same. It’s shrunk.”


  Zinner paused to allow time for this statement to exert its full effect.


  “The solar system is passing through a region in which space has undergone a shrinkage of approximately ten per cent. The assumption of such a coefficient of contractility satisfactorily accounts for all the observed phenomena.”


  “Next time why don’t you get a tape and measure the hundred?”


  “Waste of time. Tape measure’s shrunk too.”


  A chill wind from Los Angeles was blowing over the campus, rattling the eucalyptus leaves and bending the yellow calendulas.


  “You really believe that?” Alyson asked.


  Zinner did not flinch. “Such is my considered opinion.”


  “This is much too big a subject for discussion here by the lily pond,” Alyson said. “Only in front of my fireplace over a long drink can we do it proper justice.”


  “A very long drink,” Zinner added. “To make up for the shrinkage over the last forty years.”


  The close friendship between the two was remarkable, for aside from their mutual interest in track, they had little in common. (Although there were some on the faculty who maintained that the less you had to do with the members of your own department, the better you got along with them.) Zinner had once held the school record in the hundred of 9.8 seconds, an achievement which he cherished in the same way that a child clings to an old doll. Some years ago with the approach of his fiftieth birthday, he had seriously considered having himself timed in a hundred. He even went so far as to come home one evening with a new pair of sprint shoes under his arm, raising strong doubts in his wife’s mind concerning his sanity. Only when the family physician, after listening to his heart and taking his blood pressure, had shaken his head and reached for his prescription pad, did he reluctantly give it up. And so the sprint shoes had gone to join Those Things That Are Definitely In the Past, another melancholy reminder of man’s transitory existence on this planet.


  Why Zinner looked back with such nostalgia on his track career was puzzling, when he had so many other things going for him. He was the world’s undisputed authority on the planet Pluto. His value for the size of that distant object,
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  had been officially accepted by the International Astronomical Union as the best available. There was no second choice.


  This figure was the result of pouncing upon Pluto whenever its path chanced to fall across some star. Considering the millions of faint stars revealed by a large telescope, it might seem that the planet would have difficulty missing them. On the contrary, observable occultations of a star behind the disk of Pluto were exceedingly rare events. Most years there were none at all. One occultation was really good. And if there were two, it was like hitting the jackpot. Much of Zinner’s success could be attributed to the photometric technique he had developed for measuring the light intensity of star and planet during such close encounters.


  Alyson had come to Tech from Michigan where he had run a respectable mile. Unlike Zinner, however, his chief concern had been to get under the wire on the thesis for his Ph.D. degree—John Donne: His Middle Period. Once through with John Donne he could take this job at Tech and get married. He accomplished both. It was an arrangement that had proven perhaps more satisfactory than stimulating.


  The following week the track team went to San Diego, so there was nothing doing in the Rose Bowl that Saturday. It had been agreed that Alyson was to pick Zinner up at five sharp, drive home for cocktails and dinner with their wives, leaving them ample time to make the curtain at the Music Center by 8:30. But on this occasion Alyson, a stickler for punctuality, was late by half an hour. He arrived at Zinner’s office badly out of breath from hurrying up the stairs, only to find the astronomer in his shirtsleeves, completely oblivious of the clock.


  “Got pinched on the way over,” Alyson explained. “Cops followed me. Had to take it easy.”


  Zinner was all sympathy. “Too bad.”


  “Wasn’t my fault. Claimed I was doing fifty in a thirty-mile zone.”


  “Why don’t you come clean and admit you’re guilty as hell?”


  “I’ll swear I wasn’t doing over forty.”


  “That’s what they all say.”


  “Said they checked my speed by radar.”


  “That’s the trouble with science today. Always finding some damn practical use for it.”


  Having disposed of that subject, Zinner returned to the books and papers scattered over his desk.


  “Spent the afternoon collecting data on the velocity of light. Turned out to be quite a job.”


  “Look, Zin, this is no time to be fooling with the velocity of light,” Alyson said. “The girls’ll be worried—”


  “Let ’em worry. Probably haven’t got their faces on yet.”


  He picked up one of the sheets, holding it so Alyson could see.


  “Fizeau made the first modern determination of the velocity of light in 1849, 315,300 kilometers per second. Then everybody took a shot at it. I’ve rounded up all the principal measures to date except Barker’s at Johns Hopkins, which hasn’t come out yet. Cast your eye down this column of figures and tell me how they strike you.”


  “How would I know? When my field is the English metaphysical poets—”


  “I don’t care whether your field is metaphysical poetry or ancient Etruscan pornography. Just tell me how they hit you.”


  Alyson dutifully examined the figures.


  “Well, I’d say the velocity of light takes a slump every now and then.”


  “Right! Notice they follow a well-defined pattern. The velocity drops, levels out, then drops again.” He rubbed his hands. “Now I’m convinced we’re due for an increase


  “Please, Zin, do we have to settle it tonight?”


  “No, it’ll wait.” He rose reluctantly. “Just following up something occurred to me after the track meet.”


  “What’s the velocity of light got to do with a track meet?”


  “Nothing, probably. Still, time . . . distance . . . light, all tied up together, you know.”


  “I know we’re going to catch it from our wives if we don’t get a move on. Now get your coat and flash some speed in the direction of home.”


  Zinner caught the English professor a few days later as he was coming down the steps of the cafeteria. He wasted no time in polite chitchat.


  “Seen the new JOSA?”


  “The new which?”


  “Journal of the Optical Society of America—what else?”


  “Didn’t know the Optical Society of America had a journal.”


  “It’s got Barker’s new value for the velocity of light. Know what he gets?”


  Alyson raised a restraining hand. “Now don’t tell me. Let me guess.”


  “He gets a weighted mean of 329,542.4 kilometers per second with a probable error of 0.2. It breaks the record for a new high.”


  “Please convey my heartiest congratulations.”


  “Best part is it fits right in with my track-meet hypothesis!”


  “Don’t tell me we’re back on that again.”


  “This new value looks high,” Zinner said, letting his voice fall. “Only it’s not really high.”


  “Ah! I suspected there was something underhanded—


  “Measuring the speed of a light beam is not so different from timing a man in a race,” Zinner hurried on. “Galileo was the first to try it. Here—you be Galileo.” He seized Alyson and backed him up against the wall. “I’m his assistant over here somewhere. We’ve both got lanterns. Galileo uncovers his lantern. Soon as I see his lantern I uncovermy lantern. Galileo measures the time for the round trip. Say it’s 300,000 kilometers per second.”[1]


  He paused for dramatic emphasis.


  “ ‘Hmmmm. Looks kind of low,’ Galileo says. I’ll give it another try.’ He doesn’t know I’d gotten tired and started back home. Since we’re closer now he gets 301,000 kilometers per second. ‘The velocity of light has increased,’ he announces. But, no, it wasn’t that the speed of light increased—it was the distance that decreased Alyson had been showing signs of distress.


  “D’you suppose I could be Galileo some other time? I’m already late for my seminar on Pope and his contemporaries.”


  Zinner stared in undisguised amazement.


  “Are you fellows still muddling around with those old dopes? Honestly—”


  “Some of those old dopes said some things that are very cogent to our present situation,” Alyson informed him coldly.


  Zinner continued staring after the man of letters until he was out of sight within the decrepit old Humanities Building.


  When Alyson returned from his seminar late that afternoon he found Zinner with his feet on his desk, thumbing through a worn copy of Pride and Prejudice.


  “This gal Jane Austen sure turned out some red-hot stuff,” he commented, with a shake of his head.


  “Was that what you came all the way over here to tell me?”


  Zinner laid Jane Austen aside.


  “Al, old man, I’ve decided you need a change.”


  “Thoughtful of you.”


  “You need to get away from this poisonous atmosphere down here laden with coal-tar products . . . all this corruption and sordid lust.”


  “Corruption and lust always seemed like rather fascinating subjects for investigation.”


  Zinner shifted his feet to the floor.


  “Seriously, how would you like to spend some nights on the mountain with me? I’ve got a big observation coming up. Pluto’s going to occult a fifteenth-magnitude star. Nearly central this time.”


  The offer was tempting. Several times before he had kept the astronomer company while working at the big reflector, and had always enjoyed the experience. It was a welcome change from the routine of classwork. And as it happened, his wife was away, so there would be no conflict on the home front.


  “What’s more, not only is this the best occultation in years,” said Zinner, “but it furnishes me with a splendid opportunity to test my shrinking solar system hypothesis.”


  It was Alyson’s turn to stare with a wild surmise.


  “First it was the hundred-yard dash in the Rose Bowl. Next it was the velocity of light. Now you’ve got us out to Pluto.”


  Zinner smiled with goodnatured tolerance.


  “Living here as you do in the cloistered shelter of the Humanities, immersed in Jane Austen and her contemporaries, I dare say this sudden excursion to Pluto comes as a bit of shock. Actually it is a natural step, following logically upon the others.”


  He hesitated as if uncertain how to proceed.


  “Pluto’s the outermost planet but don’t think I can’t find it. I’ve got that little old planet nailed down tight.[2] The prediction of an occultation involves a correction for ‘light time,’ the time light takes to travel from Pluto to Earth. Planetary aberration’s another name for it. Light time for the sun is about eight minutes. For Jupiter at opposition about thirty-five minutes. But for Pluto the light time’s around three hundred minutes—five hours.


  “I’m assuming the solar system has shrunk by ten per cent. The distance from Pluto to Earth is then shorter by ten per cent. So the light time is correspondingly shorter. Which means the occultation should come early by about thirty minutes, an amount not easy to ignore.”


  “Well, that sounds reasonable,” Alyson agreed. “Even I can understand it.”


  Zinner gave him a curious look.


  “You know what would really cinch this thing? Some observations taken right here on the planet Earth.”


  “What kind of observations?”


  “Observations of velocity in a race.”


  “Shouldn’t think that would be difficult,” said Alyson. “You’ve got the time . . . you know the distance . . .”


  “But that’s just what we don’t know,” Zimmer said. “Is the distance a hundred yards? Or is it only ninety yards? The tape measure won’t tell. We need a very special kind of velocities—Doppler velocities. Velocities derived from displacements of spectrum lines to the red or violet, the way we measure line-of-sight velocities in stars. We don’t need a tape or stop watch for these measures. All we need is a photograph of the star’s spectrum.”


  Alyson didn’t seem to understand.


  “Then why not pretend your boys are stars? You set up your spectroscope down the track . . . measure their violet shift . . . and voila!”


  “Wouldn’t work. Lines in stellar spectra originate in glowing gases. Stars shine because they glow. A track star may shine but he never glows.”


  “Hang a lantern around their necks.”


  “Afraid that wouldn’t work either,” Zinner said.


  They were silent for several minutes pondering this unhappy state of affairs. Finally Zinner got to his feet.


  “Well, how about it? Coming?”


  Alyson hesitated.


  “Only thing . . . I was planning to run over to L.A. . . .pay that traffic fine.”


  “Thought you intended fighting that all the way to the supreme court?”


  Alyson threw up his hands.


  “What can you do? It’s your word against the police. They’ve got their radar—”


  “RADAR!”


  It is doubtful if the wordradar has ever been uttered with such vehemence since the U.S. Navy invented the acronym in 1942. Zinner seized Alyson by the hand and began pumping it up and down.


  “My boy, that was no mere traffic violation. That was Fate in the form of a Los Angeles police officer intervening in behalf of Science. Is it possible that you fail to realize the enormous significance of that pinch? If radar can measure the velocity of that old car of yours, radar can also measure the velocity of a runner on the cinder path.”


  He began pacing up and down the narrow office.


  “What’s more, the radar set we want is here on the campus right now. Graduate student I know working on muscular reactions under extreme physical exertion for his thesis. Lactic acid in your body builds up. Fascinating subject.”


  He grabbed the telephone and dialed a number, but without response. “Probably left now. Catch him on the way home.”


  He resumed his pacing. “Trouble with our track data is we’ve been measuring the wrong thing. We’ve been measuring time instead of velocity. It’s like trying to find which is the richest man in town by measuring how long they’ve been in business, instead of how fast they’ve been making money.


  “Let’s say a fellow runs the hundred in ten flat. That means his average velocity for the race was thirty feet per second. Now suppose he runs it in nine flat. Then his average velocity was . . . thirty-three point three feet per second.


  “I maintain they don’t run the hundred any faster today than in our time. Reason the time is nine seconds is because they’re only running ninety yards.”


  “But can you prove that?”


  “That’s where science comes to the rescue. *If radar shows the velocity of a nine-second hundred was thirty-three point three feet per second, then there’s no getting around it—it was a full honest old-time hundred yards. But if radar shows the velocity for a nine-second hundred was thirty feet per second, it was a ‘diminished’ or ‘spurious’ present-day hundred.”


  “May I ask just one more question?” said Alyson.


  “Go ahead.”


  “When do I leave for the mountain?”


  Saturday evening.


  Alyson wondered if he could ever get used to working on the Newtonian platform of the big reflector. The trouble with the Newtonian platform was that every time he moved, the platform moved. The sight of the concrete floor fifty feet below was not reassuring. Also, he wished Zinner wouldn’t sit quite so close to the edge of the platform. You had no fail-safe guarantee. You just failed . . .


  Zinner had come up the day before to attach his photometer to the telescope and make sure it was in readiness for the big event tonight. He was doing something at the guiding eyepiece now.


  “Here’s Pluto,” he called over his shoulder. “Want to take a look?”


  Alyson joined him at his precarious perch by the telescope.


  “Here is a print of the star field,” the astronomer said, showing him a photographic negative. “These dark spots are stars. This line I’ve drawn represents the path of Pluto. I’ve marked the planet’s position at intervals of ten minutes. You’ll find it right about here now.”


  Alyson found that identifying Pluto wasn’t so easy even when the planet was staring him in the face.


  “Pluto looks no different from the stars,” he complained, feeling a little let down at his first sight of the distant world.


  “It’s not big enough to show a measurable disk,” Zinner explained. “But it’s got one all right. The stars haven’t. They’re just points.”


  Alyson didn’t know the zero hour except that it was still quite a way off yet. He wandered around the platform while Zinner was checking some connections he had already checked a dozen times.


  “When are we supposed to hear from your radar man?” Alyson inquired.


  “Don’t know,” the astronomer said, frowning. “Thought I’d hear before this.”


  As if on cue the telephone rang at the control desk below.


  “Bet that’s him now!”


  They stood tense, straining to catch any words from below. After a minute the night assistant hung up.


  “That wasn’t for me, was it?” Zinner called down.


  The night assistant returned to his mail-order catalogue. “Nope. Just another crossword-puzzle addict wants to know the name of an asteroid with four letters meaning ‘god of love.’ ”


  Zinner used several four-letter words. Alyson wandered over to the eyepiece again for another look at Pluto. He studied the star chart for a while, glanced at his wrist-watch, then returned to the eyepiece.


  “Looks to me as if Pluto’s quite a ways ahead of your position on the chart.”


  Zinner made a quick check.


  “It sure is—way ahead!” He looked troubled; checked again. “Battle stations, everybody!” he yelled. “Bill, get downstairs on that recorder. Al, we’re going in.”


  There was a clatter from below as the night assistant headed for the lower depths. Alyson took up his position by the small auxiliary recorder on the platform. Zinner centred the image and touched the fine motion control. Now the telescope would track without further attention, held rigorously on target by the automatic guiding mechanism. With the touch of another button hours, minutes, and seconds of Universal Time began leaving their imprint on the record.


  Alyson was intent on the wiggles in the tracing as the sensitive instrumentation responded to the signals from the photometer. There were so many irregularities due to atmospheric effects, it was not easy to determine the intensity of the light beam from the star and Pluto.


  “Planet’s awfully close,” Alyson called from the telescope. “Getting anything over there yet?”


  “Not yet,” Alyson told him.


  Now an unmistakable change was setting in. The trend of the curve was definitely downward.


  “We’re reading!” Alyson cried.


  The tracing dropped rather sharply to approximately twenty-five per cent of its former value, after which it remained fairly constant. In about five minutes the curve began to rise and soon regained its pre-occultation value. Zinner continued operating for several minutes more before cutting out the photometer. Suddenly the dome lights came on, revealing two bedraggled but happy men grinning at each other.


  “What I want to see is that time record,” Zinner said, already on his way down the ladder.


  Although Alyson followed as fast as he could, the astronomer already had several yards of Pluto spread around him by the time he reached the main recorder.


  “Not much doubt immersion was here,” Zinner said. “I’d put it at five hours fifteen minutes U.T. We can get the seconds later. Now when was immersion supposed to occur according to my very accurate calculations?”


  He compared the times in his notebook with those imprinted on the record. For such a simple operation it required an extraordinarily long while.


  “Immersion was an hour early,” Zinner said.


  Alyson gasped. “An hour! You’re sure?”


  “Can’t be any doubt. I’d planned to start checking on Pluto at minus forty. Figured that was plenty. But one hour!”


  The astronomer seemed dazed. He picked up the tracing and began running it through his fingers.


  The dome was very still except for the ticking of some device connected with the telescope. Alyson had had no scientific training. Before tonight he had never given the stars more than casual attention. It would not have struck him as remarkable if the stars had gotten off schedule. They might as well be one place as another. Now, for the first time, he was becoming aware of the awful majesty with which the heavenly bodies went through their motions, enacting a drama the minutest detail of which was inevitable from the beginning. Could there have been some slip in the performance? he asked himself. A line dropped or some cue missed?


  “It can’t be true,” Zinner said.


  It struck Alyson as ironic that the astronomer, far from being elated now that observation had confirmed his hypothesis, was behaving as if in deep shock. He decided he would never be able to understand the scientific mind.


  “Why can’t it be true?” Alyson asked.


  “Oh, for all sorts of reasons,” Zinner said impatiently. “It would ball up the whole solar system.”


  “But wasn’t this what you wanted?”


  “Why yes . . . sure, only I never really believed it. I was just . . . kidding. I never meant for it to happen!”


  The telephone rang.


  “Doctor Zinner, for you,” the night assistant called from upstairs.


  Zinner took it below. Most of the conversation was from the other end of the line. Occasionally the astronomer scribbled a number on the memo pad. When he finally hung up and turned from the phone, his face was blank.


  “Well . . . how’d it go in the Rose Bowl?”


  “Hundred was a shade under nine seconds.”


  “How’d the radar work?”


  “All right.”


  “Get the velocity?”


  Zinner consulted the memo pad. “Hit thirty-seven at the halfway mark. Average was around thirty-three.”


  “A full honest old-time hundred yards, then?”


  Zinner didn’t answer. He seemed preoccupied with the record. “How about a turn around the dome?” he said suddenly.


  Alyson followed him through the door to the open balcony. There was a gentle breeze in the pines. Far below the lights of the valley shone faintly through the haze. After strolling around the dome, they stood in silence leaning against the railing, contemplating the red lights winking on the television towers.


  Jupiter was the dominating object in the night sky. Gazing at it, Alyson wondered, is that a planet? another world up there? Or is it only part of a stage setting? A bright light shining through a hole in some canvas? Is it millions of miles away? Or so close I can almost reach out and touch it?


  Zinner was the first to speak.


  “Al, what’s real and what isn’t? How do we know when we’ve got something and when we haven’t? You fellows in Humanities know all about philosophy. Where do I go for the answers? Tell me what to do.”


  “Tell you what to do?”


  Alyson was thoughtful as he watched a meteor arch across the sky and fade away. After a moment he spoke.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “Go and catch a falling star,


            Get with child a mandrake root,


            Tell me where all past years are,


            Or who cleft the Devil’s foot.”

          
        

      
    

  


  [1] In his classic experiment Galileo made no attempt to measure the time. He relates that he was unable to determine with certainty whether the appearance of the opposite light was instantaneous or not, but states that “if not instantaneous it was extraordinarily rapid.” (Dialogues Concerning the Two New Sciences by Galileo Galelei, I, 1638.)


  [2] Zinner was justified in referring to Pluto as a “little” planet. His work on the perturbations arising from the close approach of Uranus to Pluto late in 1967, yielded for the mass of Pluto the value 0.089 x Earth. This gives 3.54 gm/cnv for the density of the planet, replacing the former ridiculous value of 50 gm/cm3.


  CONSTRUCTION SHACK


  Clifford D. Simak


  It was the day of Creation—just another of those days when everything goes wrong . . .


  IN THAT same year when men first walked on Mars the probe was launched from the moon for Pluto. Five years later the first pictures were transmitted as the orbiting probe trained its cameras on the planet’s surface. The transmission quality was poor; but even so, certain features of the photographs were productive of great anguish as old theories fell to shards and were replaced by puzzlement, questions with no hint of answers. The pictures seemed to say that the planet had a smooth, almost polished surface, without a single geographic feature to break the smoothness of it. Except that at certain places, equidistant from one another along the equator, were tiny dots that would have been taken for transmission noise if they had not appeared consistently. Too, the dots still persisted when some of the noise was eliminated. So it seemed they must be small geographic features or shadows cast by geographic features, although at Pluto’s distance from the sun shadows would be suspect. The other data did nothing to lessen the anguish. The planet was smaller than supposed, less than a thousand miles in diameter, and its density worked out to 3.5 grams per cubic centimeter rather than the unrealistic figure of 60 grams, previously supposed.


  This meant several things. It meant that somewhere out there, perhaps something more than seven billion miles from the sun, a tenth planet of the solar system swung in orbit, for no planet the size and mass of Pluto could explain the eccentricities in the orbits of Uranus and Neptune. The calculation of Pluto’s mass, now proved inaccurate, had been based on the measurement of those eccentricities and it must be admitted now that something else must account for them.


  Beyond that, Pluto was most strange—a smooth planet, featureless except for the evenly spaced dots. The smoothness certainly could not be explained by a non-turbulent atmosphere, for surely Pluto had to be too small and cold to hold an atmosphere. A surface of ice, men wondered, the frozen remnants of a one-time, momentary atmosphere? But for a number of reasons that didn’t seem right, either. Metal, perhaps, but if the planet were of solid metal the density should be far greater.


  The men on Earth consoled themselves. In five more years the probe would come back to Earth, carrying with it the films that it had taken and from them, the actual films and not the low-quality transmissions, perhaps much that was hazy now might become understandable. The probe swung in its measured orbits and sent back more pictures, although they were little help, for the quality still was poor. Then it fired the automatic sequence that would head it back to Earth, and its beeping signals from far out in space said it was headed home on a true and steady course.


  Something happened. The beeping stopped and there was a silence. Moon base waited. It might start up again. The silence might indicate only a momentary malfunction and the signals might start again. But they never did. Somewhere, some three billion miles from the sun, some mishap had befallen the homing probe. It was never heard again—it was lost forever.


  There was no sense in sending out another probe until a day when technical advances could assure better pictures. The technical advances would have to be significant—small refinements would do little good.


  The second and third manned expeditions went to Mars-and came home again, bringing back, among many other things, evidence that primitive forms of life existed there, which settled once for all the old, dark suspicion that life might be an aberration to be found only on the Earth. For with life on two planets in the same solar system there could no longer be any doubt that life was a common factor in the universe. The fourth expedition went out, landed and did not come back again and now there was on Mars a piece of ground that was. forever Earth. The fifth expedition was sent out even while the Earth still paid tribute to those four men who had died so far from home.


  Now that life had been found on another world, now that it was apparent that another planet at one time had held seas and rivers and an atmosphere that had been an approximation of Earth’s own atmosphere, now that we knew we no longer were alone in the universe, the public interest and support of space travel revived. Scientists, remembering (never having, in fact, forgotten, for it had gnawed steadily at their minds) the puzzlement of the Pluto probe, began to plan a manned Pluto expedition, as there was still no sense in sending an instrumented probe.


  WHEN the day came to lift from the Moon Base, I was a member of the expedition. I went along as a geologist—the last thing a Pluto expedition needed.


  There were three of us and any psychologist will tell you that three is a number that is most unfortunate. Two gang up on one or ignore one and there is always competition to be one of the gang of two. No one wants to stand alone with the other two against him. But it didn’t work that way with us. We got along all right, although there were times when it was rough going. The five years that the probe took to arrive at Pluto was cut by more than half, not only because of improved rocket capability, but because a manned craft could pile on velocity that couldn’t be programed—or at least safely programed—into a probe. But a bit more than two years is a long time to be cooped up in a tin can rocketing along in emptiness. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if you had some sense of speed, of really getting somewhere—but you haven’t. You just hang there in space.


  The three of us? Well, I am Howard Hunt and the other two were Orson Gates, a chemist, and Tyler Hampton, an engineer.


  As I say, we got along fine. We played chess tournaments—yeah, three men in a tournament and it was all right because none of us knew chess. If we had been any good I suppose we would have been at one another’s throats. We dreamed up dirty ditties and were so pleased with our accomplishments that we’d spend hours singing them and none of us could sing. We did a lot of other futile things—by now you should be getting the idea. There were some rather serious scientific experiments and observations we were supposed to make, but all of us figured that our first and biggest job was to manage to stay sane.


  When we neared Pluto we dropped the fooling around and spent much time peering through the scope, arguing and speculating about what we saw. Not that there was much to see. The planet resembled nothing quite as much as a billiard ball. It was smooth. There were no mountains, no valleys, no craters—nothing marred, the smoothness of the surface. The dots were there, of course. We could make out seven groups of them, all positioned along the equatorial belt. And in close up they were not simply dots. They were structures of some kind.


  We landed finally, near a group of them. The landing was a little harder than we had figured it would be. The planetary surface was hard—there was no give to it. But we stayed right-side up and we didn’t break a thing.


  PEOPLE at times ask me to describe Pluto and it’s a hard thing to put into words. You can say that it is smooth and that it’s dark—it’s dark even in broad daylight. The sun, at that distance, is not much more than a slightly brighter star. You don’t have daylight on Pluto—you have starlight and it doesn’t make much difference whether you’re facing the sun or not. The planet is airless, of course, and waterless and cold. But cold, as far as human sensation is concerned, is a relative thing. Once the temperature gets down to a hundred Kelvin it doesn’t much matter how much colder it becomes. Especially when you’re wearing life support. Without a suit containing life support you’d last only a few seconds, if that long, on a place like Pluto. I’ve never figured out which would kill you first—cold or internal pressure. Would you freeze—or explode before you froze?


  So Pluto is dark, airless, cold and smooth. Those are the externals only. You stand there and look at the sun and realize how far away you are. You know you are standing at the edge of the solar system, that just out there, a little way beyond, you’d be clear outside the system. Which doesn’t really have to be true, of course. You know about the tenth planet. Even if it’s theory, it’s supposed to be out there. You know about the millions of circling comets that technically are a part of the solar system, although they’re so far out no one ever thinks of them. You could say to yourself this really is not the edge—the hypothetical tenth planet and the comets still are out there. But this is intellectualization; you’re telling yourself something that your mind says may be true, but your gut denies. For hundreds of years Pluto has been the last outpost and this, by God, is Pluto and you’re farther away from home than man has ever been before and you feel it. You don’t belong to anything any more. You’re in the back alley, and the bright and happy streets are so far away that you know you’ll never find them.


  It isn’t homesickness that you feel. It’s more like never having had a home. Of never having belonged anywhere. You get over it, of course—or come to live with it.


  So we came down out of the ship after we had landed and stood upon the surface. The first thing that struck us—other than the sense of lostness that at once grabbed all of us—was that the horizon was too near, much nearer than on the Moon. We felt at once that we stood on a small world. We noticed that horizon’s nearness even before we noticed the buildings that the probe had photographed as dots and that we had dropped down to investigate. Perhaps buildings is not the right word—structures probably would be better. Buildings are enclosures and these were not enclosures. They were domes someone had set out to build and hadn’t had time to finish. The basic underlying framework had been erected and then the work had stopped. Riblike arcs curved up from the surface and met overhead. Struts and braces held the frames solid, but that was as far as the construction had gone. There were three of them, one larger than the other two. The frames were not quite as simple as I may have made them seem. Tied into the ribs and struts and braces were a number of other structural units that seemed to have no purpose and make no sense at all.


  We tried to make sense out of them and out of the scooped-out hollows that had been gouged out of the planetary surface within the confines of each construct—they had no floors and seemed fastened to the surface of the planet. The hollows were circular, some six feet across and three feet deep, and to me they looked like nothing quite as much as indentations made in a container of ice cream by a scoop.


  About this time Tyler began to have some thoughts about the surface. Tyler is an engineer and should have had his thoughts immediately—and so should the rest of us—but the first hour or so outside the ship had been considerably confusing. We had worn our suits in training, of course, and had done some walking around in them, but Pluto seemed to have even less gravity than had been calculated and we had had to get used to it before we could be reasonably comfortable. Nor had anything else been exactly as we had anticipated.


  “This surface,” Tyler said to me. “There is something wrong with it.”


  “We knew it was smooth,” said Orson. “The pictures showed that. Coming in, we could see it for ourselves.”


  “This smooth?” Tyler asked. “This even?” He turned to me. “It isn’t geologically possible. Would you say it is?”


  “I would think not,” I said. “If there had been any upheaval at all this floor would be rugged. There can’t have been any erosion—anything to level it down. Micrometeorite impacts, maybe, but not too many of them. We’re too far out for meteorites of any size. And while micrometeorites might pit the surface there would be no leveling process.”


  TYLER let himself down on his knees rather awkwardly. He brushed a hand across the surface. The seeing was not too good, but you could see that there was dust, a thin layer of dust, a powdering.


  “Shine a light down here,” said Tyler.


  Orson aimed his light at the spot. Some of the gray dust still clung where Tyler had wiped his hand, but there were streaks where the darker surface showed through. “Space dust,” said Tyler.


  Orson said, “There should be damn little of it.”


  “True,” said Tyler. “But over four billion years or more, it would accumulate. It couldn’t be erosion dust, could it?”


  “Nothing to cause erosion,” I said. “This must be as close to a dead planet as you ever get. Not enough gravity to hold any of the gases—if there ever were gases. At one time there must have been, but they’ve ail gone—they went early. No atmosphere, no water. I doubt there ever was any accumulation. A molecule wouldn’t hang around for long.”


  “But space dust would?”


  “Maybe. Some sort of electrostatic attraction, maybe.”


  Tyler scrubbed the little patch of surface again with his gloved hand, removing more of the dust, with more of the darker surface showing through.


  “Have we got a drill?” he asked. “A specimen drill.”


  “I have one in my kit,” said Orson. He took it out and handed it to Tyler. Tyler positioned the bit against the surface, pressed the button. In the light of the torch you could see the bit spinning. Tyler put more weight on the drill.


  “It’s harder than a bitch,” he said.


  The bit began to bite. A small pile of fragments built up around the hole. The surface was hard, no doubt of that. The bit didn’t go too deep and the pile of fragments was small.


  Tyler gave up. He lifted out the bit and snubbed off the motor. “Enough for analysis?” he asked. “Should be,” said Orson. He took the bit from Tyler and handed him a small specimen bag. Tyler laid the open mouth of the bag on the surface and brushed the fragments into it.


  “Now we’ll know,” he said. “Now we will know something.”


  A couple of hours later, back in the ship, we knew.


  “I have it,” Orson said, “but I don’t believe it.”


  “Metal?” asked Tyler.


  “Sure, metal. But not the kind you have in mind. It’s steel.”


  “Steel?” I said, horrified. “It can’t be. Steel’s no natural metal. It’s manufactured.”


  “Iron,” said Orson. “Nickel. Molybdenum, vanadium, chromium. That works out to steel. I don’t know as much about steel as I should. But it’s steel—a good steel. Corrosion resistant, tough, strong.”


  “Maybe just the platform for the structures,” I said. “Maybe a pad of steel to support them. We took the specimen close to one of them.”


  “Let’s find out,” said Tyler.


  We opened up the garage and ran down the ramp and got out the buggy. Before we left we turned off the television camera. By this time Moon Base would have seen all they needed to see and if they wanted more they could ask for it. We had given them a report on everything we had found—all except the steel surface and the three of us agreed that until we knew more about that we would not say anything. It would be a while in any case until we got an answer from them. The time lag to Earth was about sixty hours each way.


  We went out ten miles and took a boring sample and came back, following the thin tracks the buggy made in the dust, taking samples every mile. We got the answer that I think all of us expected we would get, but couldn’t bring ourselves to talk about. The samples all were steel.


  It didn’t seem possible, of course, and it took us a while to digest the fact, but finally we admitted that on the basis of best evidence Pluto was no planet, but a fabricated metal ball, small-planet size. But Godawful big for anyone to build.


  Anyone?


  THAT was the question that now haunted us. Who had built it? Perhaps more important—why had they built it? For some purpose, surely, but why, once that purpose had been fulfilled (if, in fact, it had been fulfilled) had Pluto been left out here at the solar system’s rim? “No one from the system,” Tyler said. “There’s no one but us. Mars has life, of course, but primitive life. It got a start there and hung on and that was all. Venus is too hot. Mercury is too close to the sun. The big gas planets? Maybe, but not the kind of life that would build a thing like this. It had to be something from outside.”


  “How about the fifth planet?” suggested Orson.


  “There probably never was a fifth planet,” I said. “The material for it may have been there, but the planet never formed. By all the rules of celestial mechanics there should have been a planet between Mars and Jupiter, but something went haywire.”


  “The tenth planet, then,” said Orson.


  “No one is really positive there is a tenth,” said Tyler.


  “Yeah, you’re right,” said Orson. “Even if there were it would be a poor bet for life, let alone intelligence.”


  “So that leaves us with outsiders,” said Tyler.


  “And a long time ago,” said Orson.


  “Why do you say that?”


  “The dust. There isn’t much dust in the universe.”


  “And no one knows what it is. There is the dirty ice theory.”


  “I see what you’re getting at. But it needn’t be ice. Nor graphite nor any of the other things that have been—”


  “You mean it’s that stuff out there.”


  “It could be. What do you think, Howard?”


  “I can’t be sure,” I said, “The only thing I know is that it couldn’t be erosive.”


  Before we went to sleep we tried to fix up a report to beam back to Moon Base, but anything we put together sounded too silly and unbelievable. So we gave up. We’d have to tell them some time, but we could wait.


  When we awoke we had a bite to eat, then got into our suits and went out to look over the structures. They still didn’t make much sense, especially all the crazy contraptions that were fastened on the ribs and struts and braces. Nor did the scooped-out hollows.


  “If they were only up on legs,” said Orson, “they could be used as chairs.”


  “But not very comfortable,” said Tyler.


  “If you tilted them a bit,” said Orson. But that didn’t figure either. They would still be uncomfortable. I wondered why he thought of them as chairs. They didn’t look like any chairs to me.


  We pottered around a lot, not getting anywhere. We looked the structures over inch by inch.


  wondering all the while if there was something we had missed. But there didn’t seem to be.


  Now comes the funny part of it. I don’t know why we did it—out of sheer desperation, maybe. But failing to find any clues, we got down on our hands and knees, dusting at the surface with our hands. What we hoped to find, I don’t know. It was slow going and it was a dirty business, with the dust tending to stick to us.


  “If we’d only brought some brooms along,” said Orson.


  But we had no brooms. Who in his right mind would have thought we would want to sweep a planet?


  SO THERE we were. We had what appeared to be a manufactured planet and we had some stupid structures for which we could deduce not a single reason. We had come a long ways and we had been expected to make some tremendous discovery once we landed. We had made a discovery, all right, but it didn’t mean a thing.


  We finally gave up with the sweeping business and stood there, scuffing our feet and wondering what to do next when Tyler suddenly let out a yell and pointed at a place on the surface where his boots had kicked away the dust.


  We all bent to look at what he had found. We saw three holes in the surface, each an inch or so across and some three inches deep, placed in a triangle and close together. Tyler got down on his hands and knees and shone his light down into the holes, each one of them in turn.


  Finally he stood up. “I don’t know,” he said. “They could maybe be a lock of some sort. Like a combination. There are little notches on the sides, down at the bottom of them. If you moved those notches just right something might happen.”


  “Might blow ourselves up, maybe,” said Orson. “Do it wrong and bang!”


  “I don’t think so,” said Tyler. “I don’t think it’s anything like that. I don’t say it’s a lock, either. But I don’t think it’s a bomb. Why should they boobytrap a thing like this?”


  “You can’t tell what they might have done,” I said. “We don’t know what kind of things they were or why they were here.”


  Tyler didn’t answer. He got down again and began carefully dusting the surface, shining his light on it while he dusted. We didn’t have anything else to do, so helped him.


  It was Orson who found it this time—a hairline crack you had to hold your face down close to the surface to see. Having found it, we did some more dusting and worried it out. The hairline described a circle and the three holes were set inside and to one edge of it. The circle was three feet or so in diameter.


  “Either of you guys good at picking locks?” asked Tyler.


  Neither of us were.


  “It’s got to be a hatch of some sort,” Orson said. “This metal ball we’re standing on has to be a hollow ball. If it weren’t its mass would be greater than it is.”


  “And no one,” I said, “would be insane enough to build a solid ball. It would take too much metal and too much energy to move.”


  “You’re sure that it was moved?” asked Orson.


  “It had to be,” I told him. “It wasn’t built in this system. No one here could have built it.”


  Tyler had pulled a screwdriver out of his toolkit and was poking into the hole with it.


  “Wait a minute,” said Orson. “I just thought of something.”


  He nudged Tyler to one side, reached down and inserted three Fingers into the holes and pulled. The circular section rose smoothly on its hinges.


  Wedged into the area beneath the door were objects that looked like the rolls of paper you buy to wrap up Christmas presents. Bigger than rolls of paper, though. Six inches or so across.


  I got hold of one of them and that first one was not easy to grip, for they were packed in tightly. But I managed with much puffing and grunting to pull it out. It was heavy and a good four feet in length.


  Once we got one out. the other rolls were easier to lift. We pulled out three more and headed for the ship.


  But before we left I held the remaining rolls over to one side, to keep them from tilting, while Orson shone his light down into the hole. We had half expected to find a screen or something under the rolls, with the hole extending on down into a cavity that might have been used as living quarters or a workroom. But the hole ended in machined metal. We could see the grooves left by the drill or die that had bored the hole. That hole had just one purpose, to store the rolls we had found inside it.


  BACK in the ship we had to wait a while for the rolls to pick up some heat before we could handle them. Even so we had to wear gloves when we began to unroll them. Now, seeing them in good light, we realized that they were made up of many sheets rolled up together. The sheets seemed to be made of some sort of extremely thin metal or tough plastic. They were stiff from the cold and we spread them out on our lone table and weighed them down to hold them flat.


  On the first sheet were diagrams of some sort, drawings and what might have been specifications written into the diagrams and along the margins. The specifications, of course, meant nothing to us (although later some were puzzled out and mathematicians and chemists were able to figure out some of the formulas and equations).


  “Blueprints,” said Tyler. “This whole business was an engineering job.”


  “If that’s the case,” said Orson, “those strange things fastened to the structural frames could be mounts to hold engineering instruments.”


  “Could be,” said Tyler.


  “Maybe the instruments are stored in some other holes like the one where we found the blueprints,” I suggested.


  “I don’t think so,” said Tyler. “They would have taken the instruments with them when they left.”


  “Why didn’t they take the blueprints, too?”


  “The instruments would have been worthwhile to take. They could be used on another job. But the blueprints couldn’t. And there may have been many sets of prints and spec sheets. These we have maybe only one of many sets of duplicates. There would have been a set of master prints and those they might have taken with them when they left.”


  “What I don’t understand,” I said, “is what they could have been building out here. What kind of construction? And why here? I suppose we could think of Pluto as a massive construction shack, but why exactly here? With all the galaxy to pick from, why this particular spot?”


  “You ask too many questions all at once,” Orson told me.


  “Let’s look,” said Tyler. “Maybe we’ll find out.”


  He peeled the first sheet off the top and let it drop to the floor. It snapped back to the rolled-up position.


  The second sheet told us nothing, nor did the third or fourth. Then came the fifth sheet.


  “Now, here is something,” said Tyler.


  We leaned close to look.


  “It’s the solar system,” Orson said.


  I counted rapidly. “Nine planets.”


  “Where’s the tenth?” asked Orson. “There should be a tenth.”


  “Something’s wrong,” said Tyler. “I don’t know what it is.”


  I spotted it. “There’s a planet between Mars and Jupiter.”


  “That means there is no Pluto shown,” said Orson.


  “Of course not,” said Tyler. “Pluto never was a planet.”


  “Then this means there once actually was a planet between Mars and Jupiter,” said Orson.


  “Not necessarily,” Tyler told him. “It may only mean there was supposed to be.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “They bungled the job,” said Tyler. “They did a sloppy piece of engineering.”


  “You’re insane!” I shouted at him.


  “Your blind spot is showing, Howard. According to what we think, perhaps it is insane. According to the theories our physicists have worked out. There is a cloud of dust and gas and the cloud contracts to form a protostar. Our scientists have invoked a pretty set of physical laws to calculate what happens. Physical laws that were automatic—since no one would be mad enough to postulate a gang of cosmic engineers who went about the universe building solar systems.”


  “But the tenth planet,” persisted Orson. “There has to be a tenth planet. A big, massive—”


  “They messed up the projected fifth planet,” Tyler said. “God knows what else they messed up. Venus, maybe. Venus shouldn’t be the kind of planet it is. It should be another Earth, perhaps a slightly warmer Earth, but not the hellhole it is. And Mars. They loused that up, too. Life started there, but it never had a chance. It hung on and that was all. And Jupiter, Jupiter is a monstrosity—”


  “You think the only reason for a planet’s existence is its capability of supporting life?”


  “I don’t know, of course. But it should be in the specs. Three planets that could have been lifebearing and of these only one was successful.”


  “Then,” said Orson, “there could be a tenth planet. One that wasn’t even planned.”


  Tyler wrapped his fist against the sheet. “With a gang of clowns like this anything could happen.”


  He jerked away the sheet and tossed it to the floor.


  “There!” he cried. “Look here.”


  We crowded in and looked.


  It was a cross section, it appeared to be a cross section, of a planet.


  “A central core,” said Tyler. “An atmosphere—”


  “Earth?”


  “Could be. Could be Mars or Venus.”


  The sheet was covered with what could have been spec notations.


  “It doesn’t look quite right,” I protested.


  “It wouldn’t if it were Mars or Venus. And how sure are you of Earth?”


  “Not sure at all,” I said.


  He jerked away the sheet to reveal another one.


  We puzzled over it.


  “Atmospheric profile,” I guessed half-heartedly.


  “These are just general specs,” said Tyler. “The details will be in some of the other rolls. We have a lot of them out there.”


  I tried to envision it. A construction shack set down in a cloud of dust and gas. Engineers who may have worked for millennia to put together star and planets, to key into them certain factors that still would be at work, billions of years later.


  Tyler said they had bungled and perhaps they had. But maybe not with Venus. Maybe Venus had been built to different specifications. Maybe it had been designed to be the way it was. Perhaps, a billion years from now, when humanity might well be gone from Earth, a new life and a new intelligence would rise on Venus.


  Maybe not with Venus, maybe with none of the others, either. We could not pretend to know.


  Tyler was still going through the sheets.


  “Look here,” he was yelling. “Look here—the bunglers—”


  GOOD-BYE, ROBINSON CRUSOE


  John Varley


  John Varley wrote all through high school, he tells us, stopped when he got out, and took it up again in 1973. Now, reading, writing, and imagining take up all of his spare time.


  It was summer, and Piri was in his second childhood. First, second; who counted? His body was young. He had not felt more alive since his original childhood back in the spring, when the sun drew closer and the air began to melt.


  He was spending his time at Rarotonga Reef, in the Pacifica disneyland. Pacifica was still under construction, but Rarotonga had been used by the ecologists as a testing ground for the more ambitious barrier-type reef they were building in the south, just off the “Australian” coast. As a result, it was more firmly established than the other biomes. It was open to visitors, but so far only Piri was there. The “sky” disconcerted everyone else.


  Piri didn’t mind it. He was equipped with a brand-new toy: a fully operational imagination, a selective sense of wonder that allowed him to blank out those parts of his surroundings that failed to fit with his current fantasy.


  He awoke with the tropical sun blinking in his face through the palm fronds. He had built a rude shelter from flotsam and detritus on the beach. It was not to protect him from the elements. The disneyland management had the weather well in hand; he might as well have slept in the open. But castaways always build some sort of shelter.


  He bounced up with the quick alertness that comes from being young and living close to the center of things, brushed sand from his naked body, and ran for the line of breakers at the bottom of the narrow strip of beach.


  His gait was awkward. His feet were twice as long as they should have been, with flexible toes that were webbed into flippers. Dry sand showered around his legs as he ran. He was brown as coffee and cream, and hairless.


  Piri dived flat to the water, sliced neatly under a wave, and paddled out to waist-height. He paused there. He held his nose and worked his arms up and down, blowing air through his mouth and swallowing at the same time. What looked like long, hairline scars between his lower ribs came open. Red-orange fringes became visible inside them, and gradually lowered. He was no longer an air-breather.


  He dived again, mouth open, and this time he did not come up. His esophagus and trachea closed and a new valve came into operation. It would pass water in only one direction, so his diaphragm now functioned as a pump pulling water through his mouth and forcing it out through the gill-slits. The water flowing through this lower chest area caused his gills to engorge with blood, turning them purplish-red and forcing his lungs to collapse upward into his chest cavity. Bubbles of air trickled out his sides, then stopped. His transition was complete.


  The water seemed to grow warmer around him. It had been pleasantly cool; now it seemed no temperature at all. It was the result of his body temperature lowering in response to hormones released by an artificial gland in his cranium. He could not afford to burn energy at the rate he had done in the air; the water was too efficient a coolant for that. All through his body arteries and capillaries were constricting as parts of him stablized at a lower rate of function.


  No naturally evolved mammal had ever made the switch from air to water breathing, and the project had taxed the resources of bio-engineering to its limits. But everything in Piri’s body was a living part of him. It had taken two full days to install it all.


  He knew nothing of the chemical complexities that kept him alive where he should have died quickly from heat loss or oxygen starvation. He knew only the joy of arrowing along the white sandy bottom. The water was clear, blue-green in the distance.


  The bottom kept dropping away from him, until suddenly it reached for the waves. He angled up the wall of the reef until his head broke the surface, climbed up the knobs and ledges until he was standing in the sunlight. He took a deep breath and became an air-breather again.


  The change cost him some discomfort. He waited until the dizziness and fit of coughing had passed, shivering a little as his body rapidly underwent a reversal to a warm-blooded economy.


  It was time for breakfast.


  He spent the morning foraging among the tidepools. There were dozens of plants and animals that he had learned to eat raw. He ate a great deal, storing up energy for the afternoon’s expedition on the outer reef.


  Piri avoided looking at the sky. He wasn’t alarmed by it; it did not disconcert him as it did the others. But he had to preserve the illusion that he was actually on a tropical reef in the Pacific Ocean, a castaway, and not a vacationer in an environment bubble below the surface of Pluto.


  Soon he became a fish again, and dived off the sea side of the reef.


  The water around the reef was oxygen-rich from the constant wave action. Even here, though, he had to remain in motion to keep enough water flowing past his external gill fringes. But he could move more slowly as he wound his way down into the darker reaches of the sheer reef face. The reds and yellows of his world were swallowed by the blues and greens and purples. It was quiet. There were sounds to hear, but his ears were not adapted to them. He moved slowly through shafts of blue light, keeping up the bare minimum of water flow.


  He hesitated at the ten-meter level. He had thought he was going to his Atlantis Grotto to check out his crab farm. Then he wondered if he ought to hunt up Ocho the Octopus instead. For a panicky moment he was afflicted with the bane of childhood: an inability to decide what to do with himself. Or maybe it was worse, he thought. Maybe it was a sign of growing up. The crab farm bored him, or at least it did today.


  He waffled back and forth for several minutes, idly chasing the tiny red fish that flirted with the anemones. He never caught one. This was no good at all. Surely there was an adventure in this silent fairyland. He had to find one.


  An adventure found him, instead. Piri saw something swimming out in the open water, almost at the limits of his vision. It was long and pale, an attenuated missile of raw death. His heart squeezed in panic, and he scuttled for a hollow in the reef.


  Piri called him the Ghost. He had seen him many times in the open sea. He was eight meters of mouth, belly and tail: hunger personified. There were those who said the great white shark was the most ferocious carnivore that ever lived. Piri believed it.


  It didn’t matter that the Ghost was completely harmless to him. The Pacifica management did not like having its guests eaten alive. An adult could elect to go into the water with no protection, providing the necessary waivers were on file. Children had to be implanted with an equalizer. Piri had one, somewhere just below the skin of his left wrist. It was a sonic generator, set to emit a sound that would mean terror to any predator in the water.


  The Ghost, like all the sharks, barracudas, morays, and other predators in Pacifica, was not like his cousins who swam the seas of Earth. He had been cloned from cells stored in the Biological Library on Luna. The library had been created two hundred years before as an insurance policy against the extinction of a species. Originally, only endangered species were filed, but for years before the Invasion the directors had been trying to get a sample of everything. Then the Invaders had come, and Lunarians were too busy surviving without help from Occupied Earth to worry about the library. But when the time came to build the disneylands, the library had been ready.


  By then, biological engineering had advanced to the point where many modifications could be made in genetic structure. Mostly, the disneyland biologists had left nature alone. But they had changed the predators. In the Ghost, the change was a mutated organ attached to the brain that responded with a flood of fear when a supersonic note was sounded.


  So why was the Ghost still out there? Piri blinked his nictating membranes, trying to clear his vision. It helped a little. The shape looked a bit different.


  Instead of moving back and forth, the tail seemed to be going up and down, perhaps in a scissoring motion. Only one animal swims like that. He gulped down his fear and pushed away from the reef.


  But he had waited too long. His fear of the Ghost went beyond simple danger, of which there was none. It was something more basic, an unreasoning reflex that prickled his neck when he saw that long white shape. He couldn’t fight it, and didn’t want to. But the fear had kept him against the reef, hidden, while the person swam out of reach. He thrashed to catch up, but soon lost track of the moving feet in the gloom.


  He had seen gills trailing from the sides of the figure, muted down to a deep blue-black by the depths. He had the impression that it was a woman.


  • • •


  Tongatown was the only human habitation on the island. It housed a crew of maintenance people and their children, about fifty in all, in grass huts patterned after those of South Sea natives. A few of the buildings concealed elevators that went to the underground rooms that would house the tourists when the project was completed. The shacks would then go at a premium rate, and the beaches would be crowded.


  Piri walked into the circle of firelight and greeted his friends. Nighttime was party time in Tongatown. With the day’s work over, everybody gathered around the fire and roasted a vat-grown goat or lamb. But the real culinary treats were the fresh vegetable dishes. The ecologists were still working out the kinks in the systems, controlling blooms, planting more of failing species. They often produced huge excesses of edibles that would have cost a fortune on the outside. The workers took some of the excess for themselves. It was understood to be a fringe benefit of the job. It was hard enough to find people who could stand to stay under the Pacifica sky.


  “Hi, Piri,” said a girl. “You meet any pirates today?” It was Harra, who used to be one of Piri’s best friends but had seemed increasingly remote over the last year. She was wearing a handmade grass skirt and a lot of flowers, tied into strings that looped around her body. She was fifteen now, and Piri was . . . but who cared? There were no seasons here, only days. Why keep track of time?


  Piri didn’t know what to say. The two of them had once played together out on the reef. It might be Lost Atlantis, or Submariner, or Reef Pirates; a new plot line and cast of heroes and villains every day. But her question had held such thinly veiled contempt. Didn’t she care about the Pirates anymore? What was the matter with her?


  She relented when she saw Piri’s helpless bewilderment.


  “Here, come on and sit down. I saved you a rib.” She held out a large chunk of mutton.


  Piri took it and sat beside her. He was famished, having had nothing all day since his large breakfast.


  “I thought I saw the Ghost today,” he said, casually.


  Harra shuddered. She wiped her hands on her thighs and looked at him closely.


  “Thought? You thought you saw him?” Harra did not care for the Ghost. She had cowered with Piri more than once as they watched him prowl.


  “Yep. But I don’t think it was really him.”


  “Where was this?”


  “On the sea-side, down about, oh, ten meters. I think it was a woman.”


  “I don’t see how it could be. There’s just you and—and Midge and Darvin with—did this woman have an air tank?”


  “Nope. Gills. I saw that.”


  “But there’s only you and four others here with gills. And I know where they all were today.”


  “You used to have gills,” he said, with a hint of accusation.


  She sighed. “Are we going through that again? I told you, I got tired of the flippers. I wanted to move around the land some more.”


  “I can move around the land,” he said, darkly.


  “All right, all right. You think I deserted you. Did you ever think that you sort of deserted me?”


  Piri was puzzled by that, but Harra had stood up and walked quickly away. He could follow her, or he could finish his meal. She was right about the flippers. He was no great shakes at chasing anybody.


  Piri never worried about anything for too long. He ate, and ate some more, long past the time when everyone else had joined together for the dancing and singing. He usually hung back, anyway. He could sing, but dancing was out of his league.


  Just as he was leaning back in the sand, wondering if there were any more corners he could fill up—perhaps another bowl of that shrimp teriyaki?—Harra was back. She sat beside him.


  “I talked to my mother about What you said. She said a tourist showed up today. It looks like you were right. It was a woman, and she was amphibious.”


  Piri felt a vague unease. One tourist was certainly not an invasion, but she could be a harbinger. And amphibious. So far, no one had gone to that expense except for those who planned to live here for a long time. Was his tropical hide-out in danger of being discovered?


  “What—what’s she doing here?” He absently ate another spoonful of crab cocktail.


  “She’s looking for you,” Harra laughed, and elbowed him in the ribs. Then she pounced on him, tickling his ribs until he was howling in helpless glee. He fought back, almost to the point of having the upper hand, but she was bigger and a little more determined. She got him pinned, showering flower petals on him as they struggled. One of the red flowers from her hair was in her eye, and she brushed it away, breathing hard.


  “You want to go for a walk on the beach?” she asked.


  Harra was fun, but the last few times he’d gone with her she had tried to kiss him. He wasn’t ready for that. He was only a kid. He thought she probably had something like that in mind now.


  “I’m too full,” he said, and it was almost the literal truth. He had stuffed himself disgracefully, and only wanted to curl up in his shack and go to sleep.


  Harra said nothing, just sat there getting her breathing under control. At last she nodded, a little jerkily, and got to her feet. Piri wished he could see her face to face. He knew something was wrong. She turned from him and walked away.


  • • •


  Robinson Crusoe was feeling depressed when he got back to his hut. The walk down the beach away from the laughter and singing had been a lonely one. Why had he rejected Harra’s offer of companionship? Was it really so bad that she wanted to play new kinds of games?


  But no, damn it. She wouldn’t play his games, why should he play hers?


  After a few minutes of sitting on the beach under the crescent moon, he got into character. Oh, the agony of being a lone castaway, far from the company of fellow creatures, with nothing but faith in God to sustain oneself. Tomorrow he would read from the scriptures, do some more exploring along the rocky north coast, tan some goat hides, maybe get in a little fishing.


  With his plans for the morrow laid before him, Piri could go to sleep, wiping away a last tear for distant England.


  The ghost woman came to him during the night. She knelt beside him in the sand. She brushed his sandy hair from his eyes and he stirred in his sleep. His feet thrashed.


  He was churning through the abyssal deeps, heart hammering, blind to everything but internal terror. Behind him, jaws yawned, almost touching his toes. They closed with a snap.


  He sat up woozily. He saw rows of serrated teeth in the line of breakers in front of him. And a tall, white shape in the moonlight dived into a curling breaker and was gone.


  • • •


  “Hello.”


  Piri sat up with a start. The worst thing about being a child living alone on an island—which, when he thought about it, was the sort of thing every child dreamed of—was not having a warm mother’s breast to cry on when you had nightmares. It hadn’t affected him much, but when it did, it was pretty bad.


  He squinted up into the brightness. She was standing with her head blocking out the sun. He winced, and looked away, down to her feet. They were webbed, with long toes. He looked a little higher. She was nude, and quite beautiful.


  “Who . . .?”


  “Are you awake now?” She squatted down beside him. Why had he expected sharp, triangular teeth? His dreams blurred and ran like watercolors in the rain, and he felt much better. She had a nice face. She was smiling at him.


  He yawned, and sat up. He was groggy, stiff, and his eyes were coated with sand that didn’t come from the beach. It had been an awful night.


  “I think so.”


  “Good. How about some breakfast?” She stood, and went to a basket on the sand.


  “I usually—” but his mouth watered when he saw the guavas, melons, kippered herring, and the long brown loaf of bread. She had butter, and some orange marmalade. “Well, maybe just a—” and he had bitten into a succulent slice of melon. But before he could finish it, he was seized by an even stronger urge. He got to his feet and scuttled around the palm tree with the waist-high dark stain and urinated against it.


  “Don’t tell anybody, huh?” he said, anxiously.


  She looked up. “About the tree? Don’t worry.”


  He sat back down and resumed eating the melon. “I could get in a lot of trouble. They gave me a thing and told me to use it.”


  “It’s all right with me,” she said, buttering a slice of bread and handing it to him. “Robinson Crusoe never had a portable EcoSan, right?”


  “Right,” he said, not showing his surprise. How did she know that?


  Piri didn’t know quite what to say. Here she was, sharing his morning, as much a fact of life as the beach or the water.


  “What’s your name?” It was as good a place to start as any.


  “Leandra. You can call me Lee.”


  “I’m—”


  “Piri. I heard about you from the people at the party last night. I hope you don’t mind me barging in on you like this.”


  He shrugged, and tried to indicate all the food with the gesture.


  “Anytime,” he said, and laughed. He felt good. It was nice to have someone friendly around after last night. He looked at her again, from a mellower viewpoint.


  She was large; quite a bit taller than he was. Her physical age was around thirty, unusually old for a woman. He thought she might be closer to sixty or seventy, but he had nothing to base it on. Piri himself was in his nineties, and who could have known that? She had the slanting eyes that were caused by the addition of transparent eyelids beneath the natural ones. Her hair grew in a narrow band, cropped short, starting between her eyebrows and going over her head to the nape of her neck. Her ears were pinned efficiently against her head, giving her a lean, streamlined look.


  “What brings you to Pacifica?” Piri asked.


  She reclined on the sand with her hands behind her head, looking very relaxed.


  “Claustrophobia.” She winked at him. “Not really. I wouldn’t survive long in Pluto with that.” Piri wasn’t even sure what it was, but he smiled as if he knew. “Tired of the crowds. I heard that people couldn’t enjoy themselves here, what with the sky, but I didn’t have any trouble when I visited. So I bought flippers and gills and decided to spend a few weeks skin-diving by myself.”


  Piri looked at the sky. It was a staggering sight. He’d grown used to it, but knew that it helped not to look up more than he had to.


  It was an incomplete illusion, all the more appalling because the half of the sky that had been painted was so very convincing. It looked like it really was the sheer blue of infinity, so when the eye slid over to the unpainted overhanging canopy of rock, scarred from blasting, painted with gigantic numbers that were barely visible from twenty kilometers below—one could almost imagine God looking down through the blue opening. It loomed, suspended by nothing, gigatons of rock hanging up there.


  Visitors to Pacifica often complained of headaches, usually right on the crown of the head. They were cringing, waiting to get conked.


  “Sometimes I wonder how I live with it,” Piri said.


  She laughed. “It’s nothing for me. I was a space pilot once.”


  “Really?” This was catnip to Piri. There’s nothing more romantic than a space pilot. He had to hear stories.


  The morning hours dwindled as she captured his imagination with a series of tall tales he was sure were mostly fabrication. But who cared? Had he come to the South Seas to hear of the mundane? He felt he had met a kindred spirit, and gradually, fearful of being laughed at, he began to tell her stories of the Reef Pirates, first as wishful wouldn’t-it-be-fun-if’s, then more and more seriously as she listened intently. He forgot her age as he began to spin the best of the yarns he and Harra had concocted.


  It was a tacit conspiracy between them to be serious about the stories, but that was the whole point. That was the only way it would work, as it had worked with Harra. Somehow, this adult woman was interested in playing the same games he was.


  • • •


  Lying in his bed that night, Piri felt better than he had for months, since before Harra had become so distant. Now that he had a companion, he realized that maintaining a satisfying fantasy world by yourself is hard work. Eventually you need someone to tell the stories to, and to share in the making of them.


  They spent the day out on the reef. He showed her his crab farm, and introduced her to Ocho the Octopus, who was his usual shy self. Piri suspected the damn thing only loved him for the treats he brought.


  She entered into his games easily and with no trace of adult condescension. He wondered why, and got up the courage to ask her. He was afraid he’d ruin the whole thing, but he had to know. It just wasn’t normal.


  They were perched on a coral outcropping above the high tide level, catching the last rays of the sun.


  “I’m not sure,” she said. “I guess you think I’m silly, huh?”


  “No, not exactly that. It’s just that most adults seem to, well, have more ‘important’ things on their minds.” He put all the contempt he could into the word.


  “Maybe I feel the same way you do about it. I’m here to have fun. I sort of feel like I’ve been re-born into a new element. It’s terrific down there, you know that. I just didn’t feel like I wanted to go into that world alone. I was out there yesterday . . .”


  “I thought I saw you.”


  “Maybe you did. Anyway, I needed a companion, and I heard about you. It seemed like the polite thing to, well, not to ask you to be my guide, but sort of fit myself into your world. As it were.” She frowned, as if she felt she had said too much. “Let’s not push it, all right?”


  “Oh, sure. It’s none of my business.”


  “I like you, Piri.”


  “And I like you. I haven’t had a friend for . . . too long.”


  That night at the luau, Lee disappeared. Piri looked for her briefly, but was not really worried. What she did with her nights was her business. He wanted her during the days.


  As he was leaving for his home, Harra came up behind him and took his hand. She walked with him for a moment, then could no longer hold it in.


  “A word to the wise, old pal,” she said. “You’d better stay away from her. She’s not going to do you any good.”


  “What are you talking about? You don’t even know her.”


  “Maybe I do.”


  “Well, do you or don’t you?”


  She didn’t say anything, then sighed deeply.


  “Piri, if you do the smart thing you’ll get on that raft of yours and sail to Bikini. Haven’t you had any . . . feelings about her? Any premonitions or anything?”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, thinking of sharp teeth and white death.


  “I think you do. You have to, but you won’t face it. That’s all I’m saying. It’s not my business to meddle in your affairs.”


  “I’ll say it’s not. So why did you come out here and put this stuff in my ear?” He stopped, and something tickled at his mind from his past life, some earlier bit of knowledge, carefully suppressed. He was used to it. He knew he was not really a child, and that he had a long life and many experiences stretching out behind him. But he didn’t think about it. He hated it when part of his old self started to intrude on him.


  “I think you’re jealous of her,” he said, and knew it was his old, cynical self talking. “She’s an adult, Harra. She’s no threat to you. And, hell, I know what you’ve been hinting at these last months. I’m not ready for it, so leave me alone. I’m just a kid.”


  Her chin came up, and the moonlight flashed in her eyes.


  “You idiot. Have you looked at yourself lately? You’re not Peter Pan, you know. You’re growing up. You’re damn near a man.”


  “That’s not true.” There was panic in Piri’s voice. “I’m only . . . well, I haven’t exactly been counting, but I can’t be more than nine, ten years—”


  “Shit. You’re as old as I am, and I’ve had breasts for two years. But I’m not out to cop you. I can cope with any of seven boys in the village younger than you are, but not you.” She threw her hands up in exasperation and stepped back from him. Then, in a sudden fury, she hit him on the chest with the heel of her fist. He fell back, stunned at her violence.


  “She is an adult,” Harra whispered through her teeth. “That’s what I came here to warn you against. I’m your friend, but you don’t know it. Ah, what’s the use? I’m fighting against that scared old man in your head, and he won’t listen to me. Go ahead, go with her. But she’s got some surprises for you.”


  “What? What surprises?” Piri was shaking, not wanting to listen to her. It was a relief when she spat at his feet, whirled, and ran down the beach.


  “Find out for yourself,” she yelled back over her shoulder. It sounded like she was crying.


  That night, Piri dreamed of white teeth, inches behind him, snapping.


  • • •


  But morning brought Lee, and another fine breakfast in her bulging bag. After a lazy interlude drinking coconut milk, they went to the reef again. The pirates gave them a rough time of it, but they managed to come back alive in time for the nightly gathering.


  Harra was there. She was dressed as he had never seen her, in the blue tunic and shorts of the reef maintenence crew. He knew she had taken a job with the disneyland and had been working days with her mother at Bikini, but had not seen her dressed up before. He had just begun to get used to the grass skirt. Not long ago, she had been always nude like him and the other children.


  She looked older somehow, and bigger. Maybe it was just the uniform. She still looked like a girl next to Lee. Piri was confused by it, and his thoughts veered protectively away.


  Harra did not avoid him, but she was remote in a more important way. It was like she had put on a mask, or possibly taken one off. She carried herself with a dignity that Piri thought was beyond her years.


  Lee disappeared just before he was ready to leave. He walked home alone, half hoping Harra would show up so he could apologize for the way he’d talked to her the night before. But she didn’t.


  • • •


  He felt the bow-shock of a pressure wave behind him, sensed by some mechanism he was unfamiliar with, like the lateral line of a fish, sensitive to slight changes in the water around him. He knew there was something behind him, closing the gap a little with every wild kick of his flippers.


  It was dark. It was always dark when the thing chased him. It was not the wispy, insubstantial thing that darkness was when it settled on the night air, but the primal, eternal night of the depths. He tried to scream with his mouth full of water, but it was a dying gurgle before it passed his lips. The water around him was warm with his blood.


  He turned to face it before it was upon him, and saw Harra’s face corpse-pale and glowing sickly in the night. But no, it wasn’t Harra, it was Lee, and her mouth was far down her body, rimmed with razors, a gaping crescent hole in her chest. He screamed again—


  And sat up.


  “What? Where are you?”


  “I’m right here, it’s going to be all right.” She held his head as he brought his sobbing under control. She was whispering something but he couldn’t understand it, and perhaps wasn’t meant to. It was enough. He calmed down quickly, as he always did when he woke from nightmares. If they hung around to haunt him, he never would have stayed by himself for so long.


  There was just the moon-lit paleness of her breast before his eyes and the smell of skin and sea water. Her nipple was wet. Was it from his tears? No, his lips were tingling and the nipple was hard when it brushed against him. He realized what he had been doing in his sleep.


  “You were calling for your mother,” she whispered, as though she’d read his mind. “I’ve heard you shouldn’t wake someone from a nightmare. It seemed to calm you down.”


  “Thanks,” he said, quietly. “Thanks for being here, I mean.”


  She took his cheek in her hand, turned his head slightly, and kissed him. It was not a motherly kiss, and he realized they were not playing the same game. She had changed the rules on him.


  “Lee . . .”


  “Hush. It’s time you learned.”


  She eased him onto his back, and he was overpowered with deja vu. Her mouth worked downward on his body and it set off chains of associations from his past life. He was familiar with the sensation. It had happened to him often in his second childhood. Something would happen that had happened to him in much the same way before and he would remember a bit of it. He had been seduced by an older woman the first time he was young. She had taught him well, and he remembered it all but didn’t want to remember. He was an experienced lover and a child at the same time.


  “I’m not old enough,” he protested, but she was holding in her hand the evidence that he was old enough, had been old enough for several years. I’m fourteen years old, he thought. How could he have kidded himself into thinking he was ten?


  “You’re a strong young man,” she whispered in his ear. “And I’m going to be very disappointed if you keep saying that. You’re not a child anymore, Piri. Face it.”


  “I . . . I guess I’m not.”


  “Do you know what to do?”


  “I think so.”


  She reclined beside him, drew her legs up. Her body was huge and ghostly and full of limber strength. She would swallow him up, like a shark. The gill slits under her arms opened and shut quickly with her breathing, smelling of salt, iodine, and sweat.


  He got on his hands and knees and moved over her.


  • • •


  He woke before she did. The sun was up: another warm, cloudless morning. There would be two thousand more before the first scheduled typhoon.


  Piri was a giddy mixture of elation and sadness. It was sad, and he knew it already, that his days of frolicking on the reef were over. He would still go out there, but it would never be the same.


  Fourteen years old! Where had the years gone? He was nearly an adult. He moved away from the thought until he found a more acceptable one. He was an adolescent, and a very fortunate one to have been initiated into the mysteries of sex by this strange woman.


  He held her as she slept, spooned cozily back to front with his arms around her waist. She had already been playmate, mother, and lover to him. What else did she have in store?


  But he didn’t care. He was not worried about anything. He already scorned his yesterdays. He was not a boy, but a youth, and he remembered from his other youth what that meant and was excited by it. It was a time of sex, of internal exploration and the exploration of others. He would pursue these new frontiers with the same single-mindedness he had shown on the reef.


  He moved against her, slowly, not disturbing her sleep. But she woke as he entered her and turned to give him a sleepy kiss.


  They spent the morning involved in each other, until they were content to lie in the sun and soak up heat like glossy reptiles.


  “I can hardly believe it,” she said. “You’ve been here for . . . how long? With all these girls and women. And I know at least one of them was interested.”


  He didn’t want to go into it. It was important to him that she not find out he was not really a child. He felt it would change things, and it was not fair. Not fair at all, because it had been the first time. In a way he could never have explained to her, last night had been not a re-discovery but an entirely new thing. He had been with many women and it wasn’t as if he couldn’t remember it. It was all there, and what’s more, it showed up in his love-making. He had not been the bumbling teenager, had not needed to be told what to do.


  But it was new. That old man inside had been a spectator and an invaluable coach, but his hardened viewpoint had not intruded to make last night just another bout. It had been a first time, and the first time is special.


  When she persisted in her questions he silenced her in the only way he knew, with a kiss. He could see he had to re-think his relationship to her. She had not asked him questions as a playmate, or a mother. In the one role, she had been seemingly as self-centered as he, interested only in the needs of the moment and her personal needs above all. As a mother, she had offered only wordless comfort in a tight spot.


  Now she was his lover. What did lovers do. when they weren’t making love?


  • • •


  They went for walks on the beach, and on the reef. They swam together, but it was different. They talked a lot.


  She soon saw that he didn’t want to talk about himself. Except for the odd question here and there that would momentarily confuse him, throw him back to stages of his life he didn’t wish to remember, she left his past alone.


  They stayed away from the village except to load up on supplies. It was mostly his unspoken wish that kept them away. He had made it clear to everyone in the village many years ago that he was not really a child. It had been necessary to convince them that he could take care of himself on his own, to keep them from being over-protective. They would not spill his secret knowingly, but neither would they lie for him.


  So he grew increasingly nervous about his relationship with Lee, founded as it was on a lie. If not a lie, then at least a withholding of the facts. He saw that he must tell her soon, and dreaded it. Part of him was convinced that her attraction to him was based mostly on age difference.


  Then she learned he had a raft, and wanted to go on a sailing trip to the edge of the world.


  Piri did have a raft, though an old one. They dragged it from the bushes that had grown around it since his last trip and began putting it into shape. Piri was delighted. It was something to do, and it was hard work. They didn’t have much time for talking.


  It was a simple construction of logs lashed together with rope. Only an insane sailor would put the thing to sea in the Pacific Ocean, but it was safe enough for them. They knew what the weather would be, and the reports were absolutely reliable. And if it came apart, they could swim back.


  All the ropes had rotted so badly that even gentle wave action would have quickly pulled it apart. They had to be replaced, a new mast erected, and a new sailcloth installed. Neither of them knew anything about sailing, but Piri knew that the winds blew toward the edge at night and away from it during the day. It was a simple matter of putting up the sail and letting the wind do the navigating.


  He checked the schedule to be sure they got there at low tide. It was a moonless night, and he chuckled to himself when he thought of her reaction to the edge of the world. They would sneak up on it in the dark, and the impact would be all the more powerful at sunrise.


  But he knew as soon as they were an hour out of Rarotonga that he had made a mistake. There was not much to do there in the night but talk.


  “Piri, I’ve sensed that you don’t want to talk about certain things.”


  “Who? Me?”


  She laughed into the empty night. He could barely see her face. The stars were shining brightly, but there were only about a hundred of them installed so far, and all in one part of the sky.


  “Yeah, you. You won’t talk about yourself. It’s like you grew here, sprang up from the ground like a palm tree. And you’ve got no mother in evidence. You’re old enough to have divorced her, but you’d have a guardian somewhere. Someone would be looking after your moral upbringing. The only conclusion is that you don’t need an education in moral principles. So you’ve got a co-pilot.”


  “Um.” She had seen through him. Of course she would have. Why hadn’t he realized it?


  “So you’re a clone. You’ve had your memories transplanted into a new body, grown from one of your own cells. How old are you? Do you mind my asking?”


  “I guess not. Uh . . . what’s the date?”


  She told him.


  “And the year?”


  She laughed, but told him that, too.


  “Damn. I missed my one hundredth birthday. Well, so what? It’s not important. Lee, does this change anything?”


  “Of course not. Listen, I could tell the first time, that first night together. You had that puppy-dog eagerness, all right, but you knew how to handle yourself. Tell me: what’s it like?”


  “The second childhood, you mean?” He reclined on the gently rocking raft and looked at the little clot of stars. “It’s pretty damn great. It’s like living in a dream. What kid hasn’t wanted to live alone on a tropic isle? I can, because there’s an adult in me who’ll keep me out of trouble. But for the last seven years I’ve been a kid. It’s you that finally made me grow up a little, maybe sort of late, at that.”


  “I’m sorry. But it felt like the right time.”


  “It was. I was afraid of it at first. Listen, I know that I’m really a hundred years old, see? I know that all the memories are ready for me when I get to adulthood again. If I think about it, I can remember it all as plain as anything. But I haven’t wanted to, and in a way, I still don’t want to. The memories are suppressed when you opt for a second childhood instead of being transplanted into another full-grown body.”


  “I know.”


  “Do you? Oh, yeah. Intellectually. So did I, but I didn’t understand what it meant. It’s a nine or ten-year holiday, not only from your work, but from yourself. When you get into your nineties, you might find that you need it.”


  She was quiet for a while, lying beside him without touching.


  “What about the re-integration? Is that started?”


  “I don’t know. I’ve heard it’s a little rough. I’ve been having dreams about something chasing me. That’s probably my former self, right?”


  “Could be. What did your older self do?”


  He had to think for a moment, but there it was. He’d not thought of it for eight years.


  “I was an economic strategist.”


  Before he knew it, he found himself launching into an explanation of offensive economic policy.


  “Did you know that Pluto is in danger of being gutted by currency transfers from the Inner Planets? And you know why? The speed of light, that’s why. Time lag. It’s killing us. Since the time of the Invasion of Earth it’s been humanity’s idea—and a good one, I think—that we should stand together. Our whole cultural thrust in that time has been toward a total economic community. But it won’t work at Pluto. Independence is in the cards.”


  She listened as he tried to explain things that only moments before he would have had trouble understanding himself. But it poured out of him like a breached dam, things like inflation multipliers, futures buying on the oxygen and hydrogen exchanges, phantom dollars and their manipulation by central banking interests, and the invisible drain.


  “Invisible drain? What’s that?”


  “It’s hard to explain, but it’s tied up in the speed of light. It’s an economic drain on Pluto that has nothing to do with real goods and services, or labor, or any of the other traditional forces. It has to do with the fact that any information we get from the Inner Planets is already at least nine hours old. In an economy with a stable currency—pegged to gold, for instance, like the classical economies on Earth—it wouldn’t matter much, but it would still have an effect. Nine hours can make a difference in prices, in futures, in outlook on the markets. With a floating exchange medium, one where you need the hourly updates on your credit meter to know what your labor input will give you in terms of material output—your personal financial equation, in other words—and the inflation multiplier is something you simply must have if the equation is going to balance and you’re not going to be wiped out, then time is really of the essence. We operate at a perpetual disadvantage on Pluto in relation to the Inner Planet money markets. For a long time it ran on the order of point three percent leakage due to outdated information. But the inflation multiplier has been accelerating over the years. Some of it’s been absorbed by the fact that we’ve been moving closer to the I.P.; the time lag has been getting shorter as we move into summer. But it can’t last. We’ll reach the inner point of our orbit and the effects will really start to accelerate. Then it’s war.”


  “War?” She seemed horrified, as well she might be.


  “War, in the economic sense. It’s a hostile act to renounce a trade agreement, even if it’s bleeding you white. It hits every citizen of the Inner Planets in the pocketbook, and we can expect retaliation. We’d be introducing instability by pulling out of the Common Market.”


  “How bad will it be? Shooting?”


  “Not likely. But devastating enough. A depression’s no fun. And they’ll be planning one for us.”


  “Isn’t there any other course?”


  “Someone suggested moving our entire government and all our corporate headquarters to the Inner Planets. It could happen, I guess. But who’d feel like it was ours? We’d be a colony, and that’s a worse answer than independence, in the long run.”


  She was silent for a time, chewing it over. She nodded her head once; he could barely see the movement in the darkness.


  “How long until the war?”


  He shrugged. “I’ve been out of touch. I don’t know how things have been going. But we can probably take it for another ten years or so. Then we’ll have to get out. I’d stock up on real wealth if I were you. Canned goods, air, water, so forth. I don’t think it’ll get so bad that you’ll need those things to stay alive by consuming them. But we may get to a semi-barter situation where they’ll be the only valuable things. Your credit meter’ll laugh at you when you punch a purchase order, no matter how much work you’ve put into it.”


  The raft bumped. They had arrived at the edge of the world.


  • • •


  They moored the raft to one of the rocks on the wall that rose from the open ocean. They were five kilometers out of Rarotonga. They waited for some light as the sun began to rise, then started up the rock face.


  It was rough: blasted out with explosives on this face of the dam. It went up at a thirty degree angle for fifty meters, then was suddenly level and smooth as glass. The top of the dam at the edge of the world had been smoothed by cutting lasers into a vast table top, three hundred kilometers long and four kilometers wide. They left wet footprints on it as they began the long walk to the edge.


  They soon lost any meaningful perspective on the thing. They lost sight of the sea-edge, and couldn’t see the drop-off until they began to near it. By then, it was full light. Timed just right, they would reach the edge when the sun came up and they’d really have something to see.


  A hundred meters from the edge when she could see over it a little, Lee began to unconsciously hang back. Piri didn’t prod her. It was not something he could force someone to see. He’d reached this point with others, and had to turn back. Already, the fear of falling was building up. But she came on, to stand beside him at the very lip of the canyon.


  Pacifica was being built and filled in three sections. Two were complete, but the third was still being hollowed out and was not yet filled with water except in the deepest trenches. The water was kept out of this section by the dam they were standing on. When it was completed, when all the underwater trenches and mountain ranges and guyots and slopes had been built to specifications, the bottom would be covered with sludge and ooze and the whole wedge-shaped section flooded. The water came from liquid hydrogen and oxygen on the surface, combined with the limitless electricity of fusion powerplants.


  “We’re doing what the Dutch did on Old Earth, but in reverse,” Piri pointed out, but he got no reaction from Lee. She was staring, spellbound, down the sheer face of the dam to the apparently bottomless trench below. It was shrouded in mist, but seemed to fall off forever.


  “It’s eight kilometers deep,” Piri told her. “It’s not going to be a regular trench when it’s finished. It’s there to be filled up with the remains of this dam after the place has been flooded.” He looked at her face, and didn’t bother with more statistics. He let her experience it in her own way.


  The only comparable vista on a human-inhabited planet was the Great Rift Valley on Mars. Neither of them had seen it, but it suffered in comparison to this because not all of it could be seen at once. Here, one could see from one side to the other, and from sea level to a distance equivalent to the deepest oceanic trenches on Earth. It simply fell away beneath them and went straight down to nothing. There was a rainbow beneath their feet. Off to the left was a huge waterfall that arced away from the wall in a solid stream. Tons of overflow water went through the wall, to twist, fragment, vaporize and blow away long before it reached the bottom of the trench.


  Straight ahead of them and about ten kilometers away was the mountain that would become the Okinawa biome when the pit was filled. Only the tiny, blackened tip of the mountain would show above the water.


  Lee stayed and looked at it as long as she could. It became easier the longer one stood there, and yet something about it drove her away. The scale was too big, there was no room for humans in that shattered world. Long before noon, they turned and started the long walk back to the raft.


  • • •


  She was silent as they boarded and set sail for the return trip. The winds were blowing fitfully, barely billowing the sail. It would be another hour before they blew very strongly. They were still in sight of the dam wall.


  They sat on the raft, not looking at each other.


  “Piri, thanks for bringing me here.”


  “You’re welcome. You don’t have to talk about it.”


  “All right. But there’s something else I have to talk about. I . . . I don’t know where to begin, really.”


  Piri stirred uneasily. The earlier discussion about economics had disturbed him. It was part of his past life, a part that he had not been ready to return to. He was full of confusion. Thoughts that had no place out here in the concrete world of wind and water were roiling through his brain. Someone was calling to him, someone he knew, but didn’t want to see right then.


  “Yeah? What is it you want to talk about?”


  “It’s about—” she stopped, seemed to think it over. “Never mind. It’s not time yet.” She moved close and touched him. But he was not interested. He made it known in a few minutes, and she moved to the other side of the raft.


  He lay back, essentially alone with his troubled thoughts. The wind gusted, then settled down. He saw a flying fish leap, almost passing over the raft. There was a piece of the sky falling through the air. It twisted and turned like a feather, a tiny speck of sky that was blue on one side and brown on the other. He could see the hole in the sky where it had been knocked loose.


  It must be two or three kilometers away. No, wait, that wasn’t right. The top of the sky was twenty kilometers up, and it looked like it was falling from the center. How far away were they from the center of Pacifica? A hundred kilometers?


  A piece of the sky?


  He got to his feet, nearly capsizing the raft.


  “What’s the matter?”


  It was big. It looked large even from this far away. It was the dreamy tumbling motion that had deceived him.


  “The sky is . . .” he choked on it, and almost laughed. But this was no time to feel silly about it. “The sky is falling, Lee.” How long? He watched it, his mind full of numbers. Terminal velocity from that high up, assuming it was heavy enough to punch right through the atmosphere . . . over six hundred meters per second. Time to fall, severity seconds. Thirty of those must already have gone by.


  Lee was shading her eyes as she followed his gaze. She still thought it was a joke. The chunk of sky began to glow red as the atmosphere got thicker.


  “Hey, it really is falling,” she said. “Look at that.”


  “It’s big. Maybe one or two kilometers across. It’s going to make quite a splash, I’ll bet.”


  They watched it descend. Soon it disappeared over the horizon, picking up speed. They waited, but the show seemed to be over. Why was he still uneasy?


  “How many tons in a two-kilometer chunk of rock, I wonder?” Lee mused. She didn’t look too happy, either. But they sat back down on the raft, still looking in the direction where the thing had sunk into the sea.


  Then they were surrounded by flying fish, and the water looked crazy. The fish were panicked. As soon as they hit they leaped from the water again. Piri felt rather than saw something pass beneath them. And then, very gradually, a roar built up, a deep bass rumble that soon threatened to turn his bones to powder. It picked him up and shook him, and left him limp on his knees. He was stunned, unable to think clearly. His eyes were still fixed on the horizon, and he saw a white fan rising in the distance in silent majesty. It was the spray from the impact, and it was still going up.


  “Look up there,” Lee said, when she got her voice back. She seemed as confused as he. He looked where she pointed and saw a twisted line crawling across the blue sky. At first he thought it was the end of his life, because it appeared that the whole overhanging dome was fractured and about to fall in on them. But then he saw it was one of the tracks that the sun ran on, pulled free by the rock that had fallen, twisted into a snake of tortured metal.


  “The dam!” he yelled. “The dam! We’re too close to the dam!”


  “What?”


  “The bottom rises this close to the dam. The water here isn’t that deep. There’ll be a wave coming, Lee, a big wave. It’ll pile up here.”


  “Piri, the shadows are moving.”


  “Huh?”


  Surprise was piling on surprise too fast for him to cope with it. But she was right. The shadows were moving. But why?


  Then he saw it. The sun was setting, but not by following the tracks that led to the concealed opening in the west. It was falling through the air, having been shaken loose by the rock.


  Lee had figured it out, too.


  “What is that thing?” she asked. “I mean, how big is it?”


  “Not too big, I heard. Big enough, but not nearly the size of that chunk that fell. It’s some kind of fusion generator. I don’t know what’ll happen when it hits the water.”


  They were paralyzed. They knew there was something they should do, but too many things were happening. There was not time to think it out.


  “Dive!” Lee yelled. “Dive into the water!”


  “What?”


  “We have to dive and swim away from the dam, and down as far as we can go. The wave will pass over us, won’t it?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “It’s all we can do.”


  So they dived. Piri felt his gills come into action, then he was swimming down at an angle toward the dark-shrouded bottom. Lee was off to his left, swimming as hard as she could. And with no sunset, no warning, it got black as pitch. The sun had hit the water.


  He had no idea how long he had been swimming when he suddenly felt himself pulled upward. Floating in the water, weightless, he was not well equipped to feel accelerations. But he did feel it, like a rapidly rising elevator. It was accompanied by pressure waves that threatened to burst his eardrums. He kicked and clawed his way downward, not even knowing if he was headed in the right direction. Then he was falling again.


  He kept swimming, all alone in the dark. Another wave passed, lifted him, let him down again. A few minutes later, another one, seeming to come from the other direction. He was hopelessly confused. He suddenly felt he was swimming the wrong way. He stopped, not knowing what to do. Was he pointed in the right direction? He had no way to tell.


  He stopped paddling and tried to orient himself. It was useless. He felt surges, and was sure he was being tumbled and buffeted.


  Then his skin was tingling with the sensation of a million bubbles crawling over him. It gave him a handle on the situation. The bubbles would be going up, wouldn’t they? And they were traveling over his body from belly to back. So down was that way.


  But he didn’t have time to make use of the information. He hit something hard with his hip, wrenched his back as his body tried to tumble over in the foam and water, then was sliding along a smooth surface. It felt like he was going very fast, and he knew where he was and where he was heading and there was nothing he could do about it. The tail of the wave had lifted him clear of the rocky slope of the dam and deposited him on the flat surface. It was now spending itself, sweeping him along to the edge of the world. He turned around, feeling the sliding surface beneath him with his hands, and tried to dig in. It was a nightmare; nothing he did had any effect. Then his head broke free into the air.


  He was still sliding, but the huge hump of the wave had dissipated itself and was collapsing quietly into froth and puddles. It drained away with amazing speed. He was left there, alone, cheek pressed lovingly to the cold rock. The darkness was total.


  He Wasn’t about to move. For all he knew, there was an eight-kilometer drop just behind his toes.


  Maybe there would be another wave. If so, this one would crash down on him instead of lifting him like a cork in a tempest. It should kill him instantly. He refused to worry about that. All he cared about now was not slipping any further.


  The stars had vanished. Power failure? Now they blinked on. He raised his head a little, in time to see a soft, diffused glow in the east. The moon was rising, and it was doing it at breakneck speed. He saw it rotate from a thin crescent configuration to bright fullness in under a minute. Someone was still in charge, and had decided to throw some light on the scene.


  He stood, though his knees were weak. Tall fountains of spray far away to his right indicated where the sea was battering at the dam. He was about in the middle of the tabletop, far from either edge. The ocean was whipped up as if by thirty hurricanes, but he was safe from it at this distance unless there were another tsunami yet to come.


  The moonlight turned the surface into a silver mirror, littered with flopping fish. He saw another figure get to her feet, and ran in that direction.


  • • •


  The helicopter located them by infrared detector. They had no way of telling how long it had been. The moon was hanging motionless in the center of the sky.


  They got into the cabin, shivering.


  The helicopter pilot was happy to have found them, but grieved over other lives lost. She said the toll stood at three dead, fifteen missing and presumed dead. Most of these had been working on the reefs. All the land surface of Pacifica had been scoured, but the loss of life had been minimal. Most had had time to. get to an elevator and go below or to a helicopter and rise above the devastation.


  From what they had been able to find out, heat expansion of the crust had moved farther down into the interior of the planet than had been expected. It was summer on the surface, something it was easy to forget down here. The engineers had been sure that the inner surface of the sky had been stabilized years ago, but a new fault had been opened by the slight temperature rise. She pointed up to where ships were hovering like fireflies next to the sky, playing searchlights on the site of the damage. No one knew yet if Pacifica would have to be abandoned for another twenty years while it stabilized.


  She set them down on Rarotonga. The place was a mess. The wave had climbed the bottom rise and crested at the reef, and a churning hell of foam and debris had swept over the island. Little was left standing except the concrete blocks that housed the elevators, scoured of their decorative camouflage.


  Piri saw a familiar figure coming toward him through the wreckage that had been a picturesque village. She broke into a run, and nearly bowled him over, laughing and kissing him.


  “We were sure you were dead,” Harra said, drawing back from him as if to check for cuts and bruises.


  “It was a fluke, I guess,” he said, still incredulous that he had survived. It had seemed bad enough out there in the open ocean; the extent of the disaster was much more evident on the island. He was badly shaken to see it.


  “Lee suggested that we try to dive under the wave. That’s what saved us. It just lifted us up, then the last one swept us over the top of the dam and drained away. It dropped us like leaves.”


  “Well, not quite so tenderly in my case,” Lee pointed out. “It gave me quite a jolt. I think I might have sprained my wrist.”


  A medic was available. While her wrist was being bandaged, she kept looking at Piri. He didn’t like the look.


  “There’s something I’d intended to talk to you about on the raft, or soon after we got home. There’s no point in your staying here any longer anyway, and I don’t know where you’d go.”


  “No!” Harra burst out. “Not yet. Don’t tell him anything yet. It’s not fair. Stay away from him.” She was protecting Piri with her body, from no assault that was apparent to him.


  “I just wanted to—”


  “No, no. Don’t listen to her, Piri. Come with me.” She pleaded with the other woman. “Just give me a few hours alone with him, there’s some things I never got around to telling him.”


  Lee looked undecided, and Piri felt mounting rage and frustration. He had known things were going on around him. It was mostly his own fault that he had ignored them, but now he had to know. He pulled his hand free from Harra and faced Lee.


  “Tell me.”


  She looked down at her feet, then back to his eyes.


  “I’m not what I seem, Piri. I’ve been leading you along, trying to make this easier for you. But you still fight me. I don’t think there’s any way it’s going to be easy.”


  “No!” Harra shouted again.


  “What are you?”


  “I’m a psychiatrist. I specialize in retrieving people like you, people who are in a mental vacation mode, what you call ‘second childhood.’ You’re aware of all this, on another level, but the child in you has fought it at every stage. The result has been nightmares—probably with me as the focus, whether you admitted it or not.”


  She grasped both his wrists, one of them awkwardly because of her injury.


  “Now listen to me.” She spoke in an intense whisper, trying to get it all out before the panic she saw in his face broke free and sent him running. “You came here for a vacation. You were going to stay ten years, growing up and taking it easy. That’s all over. The situation that prevailed when you left is now out of date. Things have moved faster than you believed possible. You had expected a ten-year period after your return to get things in order for the coming battles. That time has evaporated. The Common Market of the Inner Planets has fired the first shot. They’ve instituted a new system of accounting and it’s locked into their computers and running. It’s aimed right at Pluto, and it’s been working for a month now. We cannot continue as an economic partner to the C.M.I.P., because from now on every time we sell or buy or move money the inflationary multiplier is automatically juggled against us. It’s all perfectly legal by all existing treaties, and it’s necessary to their economy. But it ignores our time-lag disadvantage. We have to consider it as a hostile act, no matter what the intent. You have to come back and direct the war, Mister Finance Minister.”


  The words shattered what calm Piri had left. He wrenched free of her hands and turned wildly to look all around him. Then he sprinted down the beach. He tripped once over his splay feet, got up without ever slowing, and disappeared.


  Harra and Lee stood silently and watched him go.


  “You didn’t have to be so rough with him,” Harra said, but knew it wasn’t so. She just hated to see him so confused.


  “It’s best done quickly when they resist. And he’s all right. He’ll have a fight with himself, but there’s no real doubt of the outcome.”


  “So the Piri I know will be dead soon?”


  Lee put her arm around the younger woman.


  “Not at all. It’s a re-integration, without a winner or a loser. You’ll see.” She looked at the tear-streaked face.


  “Don’t worry. You’ll like the older Piri. It won’t take him any time at all to realize that he loves you.”


  • • •


  He had never been to the reef at night. It was a place of furtive fish, always one step ahead of him as they darted back into their places of concealment. He wondered how long it would be before they ventured out in the long night to come. The sun might not rise for years.


  They might never come out. Not realizing the changes in their environment, night fish and day fish would never adjust. Feeding cycles would be disrupted, critical temperatures would go awry, the endless moon and lack of sun would frustrate the internal mechanisms, bred over billions of years, and fish would die. It had to happen.


  The ecologists would have quite a job on their hands.


  But there was one denizen of the outer reef that would survive for a long time. He would eat anything that moved and quite a few things that didn’t, at any time of the day or night. He had no fear, he had no internal clocks dictating to him, no inner pressures to confuse him except the one overriding urge to attack. He would last as long as there was anything alive to eat.


  But in what passed for a brain in the white-bottomed torpedo that was the Ghost, a splinter of doubt had lodged. He had no recollection of similar doubts, though there had been some. He was not equipped to remember, only to hunt. So this new thing that swam beside him, and drove his cold brain as near as it could come to the emotion of anger, was a mystery. He tried again and again to attack it, then something would seize him with an emotion he had not felt since he was half a meter long, and fear would drive him away.


  Piri swam along beside the faint outline of the shark. There was just enough moonlight for him to see the fish, hovering at the ill-defined limit of his sonic signal. Occasionally, the shape would shudder from head to tail, turn toward him, and grow larger. At these times Piri could see nothing but a gaping jaw. Then it would turn quickly, transfix him with that bottomless pit of an eye, and sweep away.


  Piri wished he could laugh at the poor, stupid brute. How could he have feared such a mindless eating machine?


  Good-bye, pinbrain. He turned and stroked lazily toward the shore. He knew the shark would turn and follow him, nosing into the interdicted sphere of his transponder, but the thought did not impress him. He was without fear. How could he be afraid, when he had already been swallowed into the belly of his nightmare? The teeth had closed around him, he had awakened, and remembered. And that was the end of his fear.


  Good-bye, tropical paradise. You were fun while you lasted. Now I’m a grown-up, and must go off to war.


  He didn’t relish it. It was a wrench to leave his childhood, though the time had surely been right. Now the responsibilities had descended on him, and he must shoulder them. He thought of Harra.


  “Piri,” he told himself, “as a teenager, you were just too dumb to live.”


  Knowing it was the last time, he felt the coolness of the water flowing over his gills. They had served him well, but had no place in his work. There was no place for a fish, and no place for Robinson Crusoe.


  Good-bye, gills.


  He kicked harder for the shore and came to stand, dripping wet, on the beach. Harra and Lee were there, waiting for him.


  THE CASE OF THE DEFECTIVE DOYLES


  Martin H. Gardner


  This time, we have a variation of the weighing problem—how much information can one extract from a minimum number of weighings of suspect items—in an extraterrestrially exotic setting.


  Shurl and Watts, at a base on Pluto, are in charge of distributing doyles to more distant outposts. Doyles are the size of peas, all identical, each weighing precisely one gram. They are indispensible in hyperspace propulsion systems.


  Doyles come in cans of 100 doyles each, and shipments are made up of six cans at a time. The Pluto base has a sensitive spring scale capable of registering fractions of milligrams.


  One day, a week after a shipment of doyles, a radio message came from the manufacturing company in Hong Kong. “Urgent. One can is filled with defective doyles, each with an excess weight of one milligram. Identify can and destroy its doyles at once.”


  “I suppose,” said Watts, “we’ll have to make six weighings, one doyle from each can.”


  “Not so, my dear Watts,” said Shurl. “We can identify the can of defectives with just one weighing. First we number the cans from one through six. Then we take 1 doyle from the first can, 2 from the second can, 3 from the third, and so on to 6 from the sixth can. We place this set of 21 doyles on the scale. It will weigh n milligrams over 21 grams, and of course n will be the number of the defective can.”


  “How absurdly simple!” exclaimed Watts, while Shurl shrugged.


  A month later, after the next shipment, another message arrived: “Any of the six cans, perhaps all of them, may be full of defective doyles, each one milligram overweight. Identify and destroy all defective doyles.”


  “This time,” said Watts, “I suppose we’ll have to weigh separately a doyle from each can.”


  Shurl put his fingertips together and gazed at a picture of Isaac Asimov on the wall. “A capital problem, Watts. No, I think we can still do it in just one weighing.”


  What algorithm does Shurl have in mind? See page 103 for the answer.


  A SOLUTION TO THE DEFECTIVE DOYLES


  (from page 45)


  The algorithm uses the binary system. Take 1 doyle from the first can, 2 from the second, 4 from the third, 8 from the fourth, 16 from the fifth, and 32 from the sixth. These numbers, 1, 2, 4, 8,. . . . are powers of 2, and every integer is the sum of a unique set of such powers, provided no two are alike.


  Place the 63 doyles on the scale and write down the excess weight in milligrams as a binary number. The position of each 1 in the number, counting from the right, identifies a defective can. Example: the excess weight, is 22 milligrams. In binary, 22 = 10110. Therefore the second, third, and fifth cans hold defective doyles.


  Several months later, after a third shipment, the following message came. “Due to computer error, each can contains only two dozen doyles. Any can may be full of defective doyles, each one milligram overweight. Destroy defective doyles.”


  “The binary system won’t work now,” said Watts. “It requires 32 doyles from one can, but no can has that many.”


  Shurl said nothing. He retired to his room where he gave himself an injection of Fermataine, a drug that increases one’s ability to do number theory in book margins, and scraped for a while on his musical saw. When he returned he said:


  “I’ve done it again, Watts. One weighing suffices. A most singular solution.”


  See page 124 for the answer.


  A SECOND SOLUTION TO THE DEFECTIVE DOYLES


  (from page 103)


  From the six cans remove 11, 17, 20, 22, 23, and 24 doyles. Every subset of these six numbers has a different sum. This makes it easy to identify all defective cans in one weighing. For instance, suppose the scale registers an overweight of 53 milligrams. The only way to obtain 53, as a sum of distinct numbers in the set of six, is 11 + 20 + 22. This shows that cans one, three, and four hold the overweight doyles.


  ON THE NORTH POLE OF PLUTO


  Kim Stanley Robinson


  Sometimes I dreamed about Icehenge, and walked in awe across the old crater bed, among those tall white towers. Quite often in the dreams I had become a crew member of the Persephone, on that first expedition to Pluto in 2541. I landed with the rest of them on a plain of crater-pocked, shattered black basalt, down near the old mechanical probes. And I was there, in the bridge with Commodore Ehrung and the rest of her officers, when the call came in from Dr. Cereson, who was out in an LV locating the magnetic poles; voice high, cracked with excitement that sounded like fear, radio hiss sputtering in his pauses: “I’m landing at the geographical pole—You’d better send a party up here fast. . . . There’s a . . . a structure up here. . . .”


  Then I would dream I was in the LV that sped north to the pole, crowded in with Ehrung and the other officers, sharing in the tense silence. Underneath us the surface of Pluto flashed by, black and obscure, ringed by crater upon crater. I remember thinking in the dreams that the constant radio hiss was the sound of the planet. Then—just like in the films the Persephone brought back, you could say I dreamed myself into the films—we could see forward to the dark horizon. Low in the sky hung the little crescent of Charon, Pluto’s moon, and below it—white dots. White . . . a cluster of white towers. “Let’s go down,” said Ehrung quietly. A circle of white beams, standing on their ends, pointing up at the thick blanket of stars. . . .


  Then we were all outside, in suits, stumbling toward the structure. The sun was a bright dot just above the towers. Far away as it was, it still cast as much light as the full moon does on Terra. Shadows of the towers stretched over the ground we crossed; members of the group stepped into the shadow of a beam, disappeared, reappeared in the next slot of pale sunlight. The regolith we walked over was a black dusty gravel. Everyone left big footprints.


  We walked between two of the beams—they dwarfed us—and were in the huge irregular circle that the beams made. It looked as if there were a hundred of them, each a different size. “Ice,” said a voice on the intercom. “They look like ice.” No one replied.


  And here the dreams would always become confused. Everything happened out of order, or more or less at once; voices chattered in the earphones; my vision bumped and jiggled, just as the film from that first handheld camera had done. They found poor Seth Cereson, who had pressed himself against one of the largest beams, faceplate directly on the ice, in a shadow so that he was barely visible. He was in shock as they led him back to the LVs, and kept repeating in a small voice that there was something moving inside the beam. That frightened everyone a bit. Several people walked over and investigated a fallen beam, which had shattered into hundreds of pieces when it hit the ground. Others looked at the edges of the three triangular towers, which were nearly transparent. From a vantage point on top of one of them I looked down and saw the tiny silver figures scurrying from beam to beam, standing in the center of the circle looking about, clambering on top of the fallen one. . . .


  Then there was a shout that cut through the other voices. “Look here! Look here!”


  “Quietly, quietly,” said Ehrung. “Who’s speaking?”


  “Over here.” One of the figures waved his arms and pointed at the beam before him. Ehrung walked swiftly toward him, and the rest of us followed. We grouped behind her and stared up at the tower of ice. In the smooth, slightly translucent surface there were marks engraved:


  [image: ]


  For a long time Ehrung stood and stared at them, and the crew behind her stared, too; and in the dream, I knew that they were two Sanskrit words, carved in the Narangi alphabet—abhy-ud and aby-ut-sad. And I knew what they meant:


  
    
      
        
          	
            to move, to push farther out;

            to cause to set out towards.

          
        

      
    

  


  Another time, caught in that half-sleep just before waking, when you know you want to get up but something keeps you from it, I dreamed I was on another expedition to Icehenge, a later one, determined to clear up, once and for all, the controversy surrounding its origins. And then I woke up. Usually it is one of the few moments of grace in our lives, to wake up apprehensive or depressed about something, and then realize that the something was part of a dream, and nothing to worry about. But not this time. The dream was true. The year was 2621, and we were on our way to Pluto.


  There were seventy-nine people on board Snowflake: twenty-four crew, sixteen reporters, and thirty-nine scientists and technicians. The expedition was being sponsored by the Waystation Institute for Higher Learning, but essentially it was my doing. I groaned at the thought and rolled out of bed.


  My refrigerator was empty, so after I splashed water on my face, I went out into the corridor. It had rough wood walls, set at just slightly irregular angles; the floor was a lumpy moss that did surprisingly well underfoot.


  As I passed by Jones’s chamber the door opened and Jones walked out. “Doya!” he said, looking down at me. “You’re out! I’ve missed you in the lounge.”


  “Yes,” I said. “I’ve been working some.”


  “I understand Dr. Brinston wants to talk to you,” he said, brushing down his tangled auburn hair with his fingers. “You going to breakfast?”


  I nodded and we started down the corridor together. “Why does Brinston want to talk to me?”


  “He wants to organize a series of colloquia on Icehenge, one given by each of us.”


  “And he wants me to join it?” Brinston was the chief archeologist, and as such probably the most important person aboard, even though Dr. Lhotse of the Institute was the nominal leader. It was a fact Brinston was all too aware of. He was a gregarious Terran (if that isn’t being redundant), a bit overbearing, and I didn’t like him very much.


  We turned a corner, onto the main passageway to the dining commons. Jones was grinning at me. “Apparently he believes that it would be essential to have your participation in the series, you know, given your historical importance and all.”


  “Umph.” I wasn’t amused.


  In the white hallway just outside the commons there was a large blue bulletin screen in one of the walls. We stopped before it. There was a console under for typing messages onto the board. The new question, put up just three days before, was the big one, the one that had sent us out here; “Who put up Icehenge?” in bold orange letters.


  But the answers, naturally, were jokes. In red script, near the center of the board, was “god.” In yellow type, “Remnants of a Crystalized Ice Meteorite.” In a corner, in long green letters: “Nederland.” Under that someone had typed “No, Other Aliens.” I laughed at that. There were several more solutions (I liked especially “Pluto Is a Message Planet from Another Galaxy”), most of which had been offered first in the ten years after the discovery, before Nederland published the results of his work on Mars.


  Jones stepped to the console. “Here’s my new one,” he said. “Let’s see, yellow Gothic should be right: ‘Icehenge put there by prehistoric civilization’ ”—this was Jones’s basic contention, that humans were of extraterrestrial origin, and had had a space technology in their earliest days—”‘Inscription put there by the miner starship.’ ”


  “Jones,” I said. The miner starship was Nederland’s theory. “You’re too frivolous for me, Jones.”


  “And you, Edmond Doya, are too serious for me.”


  “How many of those answers have you put on that screen?” I demanded.


  “No more than half,” he said, and seeing my shaking head and weary expression, he cackled. We left the screen and entered the dining commons.


  Inside, Bachan Nimit and his micrometeor people were seated at a table together, eating with Dr. Brinston. I cringed when I saw him, and went to the kitchen.


  Jones and I sat down at a table on the other side of the room and began to eat. Jones, system-famous heretic scholar of evolution and prehistory, had nothing but a pile of apples on his plate. He adhered to the dietary laws of his home, the asteroid Icarus, which decreed that nothing eaten should be the result of the death of any living system. Jones’s particular affinity was for apples, and he finished them off rapidly.


  I was nearly done with my omelet when Brinston approached our table. “Mr. Doya, it’s good to see you out of your cabin!” he said loudly. “You shouldn’t be such a hermit.”


  This comment confirmed my opinion of him. “I’m working,” I said.


  “Oh, I see.” He smiled. “I hope that won’t keep you from joining our little lecture series.”


  “Your what?”


  “We’re organizing a series of talks, and hope everyone will give one.” The micrometeor crew had turned to watch us.


  “Everyone?”


  “Well . . . everyone who represents a different aspect of the problem.”


  “What’s the point?”


  “What?”


  “What’s the point?” I repeated. “Everyone on board already knows what everyone else has written about Icehenge.”


  “But in a colloquium we could discuss these opinions.”


  “In a colloquium there would be nothing but a lot of contention to no purpose. We’ve wrangled for years without anyone changing his mind, and now we’re going to Pluto to find out. Why stage a reiteration of what we’ve already said?”


  Brinston was flushing red. “We hoped there would be new things to be said.”


  I shrugged. “Maybe so. Look, just go ahead and have your talks without me.”


  Brinston paused. “That wouldn’t be so bad,” he said reflectively, “if Nederland were here. But now the two principal theorists will be missing.”


  I felt my distaste for him turn to dislike. He knew of the relationship between Nederland and me. “Yes, well, Nederland’s been there before.” He had, too, to dedicate the plaque commemorating the expedition of asteroid miners he had discovered; at the time his explanation was so widely believed that the monument hadn’t been examined closely, hadn’t even been excavated. . . .


  “Even so, you’d think he’d want to be along on the expedition that will either confirm or contradict his theory.” His voice grew louder as he sensed my discomfort. “Tell me, Mr. Doya, what did Nederland say was his reason for not joining us?”


  I stared at him for a long time. “Because, Dr. Brinston, he was afraid there would be too many colloquia.” I stood up. “Now, excuse me while I return to my work.” I went to the kitchen and got some supplies, and walked back to my cabin, feeling that I had made an enemy, but not caring much.


  Yes, Hjalmar Nederland, the famous historian of Icehenge, was my great-grandfather. It was a fact I could always remember knowing, though my father never encouraged my pleasure in knowing it. (Father wasn’t his grandchild; my mother was.)


  I had read all of Nederland’s books—the works on Icehenge, the four volumes of the autobiography, the earlier works on Terran cultures—by the time I was ten years old. At that time Father and I lived on Jupiter Thirteen. Father had gotten lucky and was crewing on a sunboat entered in the InandOut, a race that takes the boats into the top layer of Jupiter’s atmosphere.


  Usually he wasn’t that lucky. Sunboat sailing was for the rich, and they didn’t need crews often. So most of the time Father was a laborer. Street sweeper, carrier at construction sites, whatever was on the list at the laborer’s guild. As I understood later, he was poor, and shiftless, and played the edges to get by.


  He was a small man, my father, short and spare-framed; he dressed in worker’s clothes, and had a droopy moustache, and grinned a lot. People were often surprised to see him with a kid—he didn’t look important enough. But when he lived on Phobos he had been part of a foursome. The other man was a well-known sculptor, with a lot of pull in artistic circles. And my mom had had connections with the University of Mars. . . . Between them they managed to get that rarest of official sanctions, the permission to have a child. Then, when the foursome broke up, Father was the only one interested in taking care of me. Into his custody I went (I was six, and had never set foot on Mars) and we took off for Jupiter.


  After that Father never discussed my mother, or the other half of the foursome, or my famous great-grandfather (when he could keep me from bringing up the topic) or even Mars. He was, among other things, a sensitive man—a poet who wrote poems for himself, and never paid a fee to put them in the general file. He loved landscapes and skyscapes, and after we moved out to Ganymede we spent a lot of time sightseeing, hiking in suits over Ganymede’s stark hills, to watch Jupiter or one of the other moons rise, or to watch a sunrise, still the brightest dawn of them all. We were a comfortable pair. Ours was a quiet pastime, and the source of most of Father’s poetry. Here is one of his earlier poems:


  
    
      
        
          	
            In the Lazuli Canyon, boating.

            Sheet ice over shadowed stream,

            Crackling under our bow.

            Stream grows wide, bends out into sunlight:

            A million turns Following the old rift.

            Plumes of frost at every breath.

            Endless rise of the red canyon,

            Mountains and canyons, no end to them.

            Black webs in rust sandstone:

            Wind-carved boulders hang over us.

            There, on the wet red beach:

            Dull green tundra grass. Green.

            In the canyon my heart is pure—

            Why ever leave?

            The western sky deep violet,

            In it two stars, white and indigo:

            Venus, and the Earth.

          
        

      
    

  


  Even though Father disliked Nederland (they had met, I gathered, several times) he still indulged my fascination with Icehenge. On my eleventh birthday he took me down to the local post office (at this time we were on bright Europa, and took long hikes together across its crystal plains). After a whispered conference with one of the attendants, we went into a holo room. He wouldn’t tell me what we were going to see, and I was frightened, thinking it might be my mother.


  The room came on, and we were in darkness. Stars overhead. Suddenly a very bright one flared, defining a horizon, and pale light flooded over what now appeared as a dark, rocky plain.


  Then I saw it off in the distance: the monument. The sun (I recognized it now, the bright star that had risen) had only struck the tops of the liths, and they gleamed white. Below the sunlight they were square black cutouts blocking stars. The line quickly dropped (the holo was speeded up) and it stood revealed, tall and white. Because of the model of it that I owned at the time, it seemed immense.


  “Oh, Dad.”


  “Come on, let’s go look at it.”


  “Bring it here, you mean.”


  He laughed. “Where’s your imagination, kid?” He dialed it over—I went straight through a lith—and we were standing at its center. We circled about slowly, necks craned back to look up. We inspected the broken column and its scattered pieces, then looked closely at the brief inscription.


  “It’s a wonder they didn’t all sign their names,” said Father.


  Then the whole scene disappeared and we were standing in the bare holo room. Father caught my forlorn expression, and laughed. “You’ll see it again before you’re through. Come on, let’s go get some ice cream.”


  Soon after that, when I was just fourteen, he got a chance to go to Terra. Friends of his were buying and taking a small boat all the way back, and they needed one more crew member. Or perhaps they didn’t need one, but they wanted him to come.


  At that time we had just moved back to Ganymede, and I had a job at the atmosphere station. We’d lived there nearly a year, off and on, and I didn’t want to move again. I had written a book (describing the post-Icehenge adventures of the Vasyutin Expedition), and with the money I was saving I planned to publish it. (For a fee anyone can put their work in the data banks and have it listed in the huge general catalog; whether anyone will ever read it is another matter. But I had hopes, at the time, that one of the book clubs would buy the right to list it in their own index.)


  “See, Dad, you’ve lived on Terra and Mars, so you want to go back there so you can be outside and all. Me, I don’t care about that stuff. I’d rather stay here.”


  Father stared at me carefully, suspicious of such a sentiment, as well he might be—for as I understood much later, my reluctance to go to Terra stemmed mainly from the fact that Hjalmar Nederland had said in his autobiography that he didn’t like it.


  “You’ve never been there,” he said, “else you might not say (hat. And it’s something you should see, take my word for it! The chance doesn’t come that often.”


  “I know’, Dad. But the chance has come for you, not me—”


  “There’s room for you.”


  “But only if you make it. Look, you’ll be back out here sailing in a couple years—and I’ll get down there some day. Meanwhile I want to stay here. I got a job and friends.”


  “Okay,” he said, and looked away. “You’re your own man, you do what you want.” I felt bad then, but not nearly so much as I did later, when I remembered the scene and understood what I had done. Father was tired, he was going through a hard time, he needed his friends. He was about seventy then, he had nothing to show for his efforts, and he was tired. In the old days he’d have been near the end, and I suppose he felt that way—he hadn’t yet gotten that second wind that comes when you realize that, far from being over, the story has just begun. But that second wind didn’t come from me, or with my help. And yet that, it seems to me, are what sons are for. . . .


  So he left for Terra, and I was on my own. About two years later I got a letter from him. He was in Micronesia, on an island in the Pacific Ocean somewhere . . . he’d met some Marquesan sailors. There were fleets of the old Polynesian sailing ships, called wa a kaulua, crisscrossing the Pacific, carrying passengers and even freight. Father had decided to apprentice himself to one of the navigators from the Carolines—one of those who navigate as they did in the ancient times, without radio or sextant, or compass, or even maps.


  And that’s what he’s been doing, from that day to this: thirty-live years. Thirty-five years of learning to gauge how fast the ship is moving by eye; memorizing the distances between islands; reading the stars and the weather; lying at the bottom of the ship, on the keel, during cloudy nights, and feeling the pattern of the swells to determine the ship’s direction. . . . I think back to the hand-to-mouth times of our brief partnership, and I see that he has, perhaps, found what he wants to do. Occasionally I get a note from Fiji, Samoa, Oahu. Once I got one from Easter Island, with a picture of one of the statues included. The note said, “And this one’s not a fake!”


  That’s the only clue I’ve gotten that he knows what I’m doing.


  And so Icehenge, and Nederland’s theory, the romantic story of the Vasyutin Expedition, remained part of my life—one of the myths that I believed in and lived by—as I grew up alone, moving from satellite to satellite, and then out to Saturn and the colonies surrounding it. I believed it until I was nearly thirty years old. Though it is a coincidence that may seem too appropriate to be true, coincidences are like that; the turning point in my history, the end of my innocence, came on New Year’s Eve, 2599.


  I was on Titan, working for the Titan Weather Company. Early in the evening I was on the job, helping to create a lightning storm that crackled and boomed above raucous Ed’s Town. Just after the big blast at midnight (two huge balls of St. Elmo’s fire colliding just above the dome), we were let off, and we hit town ready for a good time. The whole crew—sixteen of us, good friends all—went to Jacque’s. Jacque was dressed up as the Old Year, and his pet chimpanzee was in diapers and ribbons, representing the New. I drank a lot of alcoholic drinks and once again observed how quickly one became incapable of tasting. Every New Year’s Eve I drank alcohol, and every New Year’s Day I wondered how humanity had managed to get by for so long with such an awful drug.


  We soon got very drunk. My boss, Mark Starr, was rolling on the floor, wrestling the chimp. It looked like he was losing. An impromptu chorus was bellowing an old standard, “I Met Her in a Phobos Restaurant,” and, inspired by mention of my native satellite, I started singing a complicated harmony part. Apparently I was the only one who perceived its beauties; there were shouts of protest, and the woman seated beside me objected by pushing me off the bench. She stood up and I retaliated by shoving her into the table behind us. People there were upset and began pounding on her. Feeling magnanimous, I grabbed her arm and pulled her away. The moment she was clear of them she punched me hard in the shoulder and began swinging with serious anger. I saw that I was outmatched and slipped through the throng at the bar, out the door and onto the narrow street.


  I sat down at the curb and relaxed. I felt good. There were lots of people on the street, many of them quite drunk. One of them (ailed to notice me, and tripped over my legs. He looked around, taking stock of his situation, and slid himself over so that he was lying comfortably in the gutter, out of people’s way.


  He was a long-haired man. His torso was broad and round, but his limbs were thin, and under the tangle of hair his head seemed unnaturally small. After a moment he raised his head, opened a vial in his hand, and with awkward care waved the vial under his nose.


  “You shouldn’t use that stuff,” I advised him.


  “And why not?” His voice was scratchy.


  “It’ll give you high blood-pressure.”


  He looked up at me. “High blood-pressure’s better than no blood-pressure at all.”


  “There is that.”


  With a series of slow movements he levered himself into a seated position on the curb next to me. Sitting, he looked like a spider. “You got to have blood pressure, that’s my motto,” he said.


  “I see.”


  He looked around. “Man, on New Year’s Eve everybody just goes crazy.”


  “And all because Terra returned to its magic zero-point.”


  “Yeah. Just wait till Saturn’s New Year comes around.” Saturn’s year was reckoned to have started when the first colony was established, and its eighth New Year was coming soon.


  “Yeah, but tonight every town in the system will be like this. It’s New Year’s Eve everywhere. On Saturn’s New Year nobody will be celebrating but us locals.”


  “Yeah, but it’ll be crazy.”


  Then Mark and Ivinny and a few more weather people crashed out of Jacque’s. “Come on, Ed, the chimp has got a fire extinguisher.”


  I stood up, much too quickly, and motioned to my companion.


  He got up and we trailed the group, talking continuously. We had the opportunity to join several fights, for Ed’s Town was filled with Caroline Holmes’s shipworkers, and it was nearing dawn, but we only got caught in one, and it was an amiable free-for-all in a wide street. I got hit on the side of the head by an elbow and thought, “This goes too far.” My new friend helped me away, we saw Mark and Ivinny down a side street, and were off again in pursuit. In this manner we passed a couple of hours.


  At dawn we were on the east edge of town, sitting on the wide concrete strip just inside the dome. There were seven or eight of the weather crew left. My new friend arranged pieces of gravel in patterns on the concrete. On the horizon a white point appeared, and lengthened into a knife-edge line dividing the night: the rings. Saturn would soon be rising.


  My companion had grown a little melancholy. “Sports,” he scoffed in reply to a comment of mine. “Sports, it’s always the same story. The wise old man or men against the young turk or lurks, and the young turk, if he’s worth his salt—which he is by definition—always seems to win it, every time. Even in chess. You heard of that guy Goodman. Guy studies chess religiously for a mere twenty-five years, comes out at age thirty-five and wins three hundred and sixty tournament games in a row, trounces five-hundred-and-fifteen-year-old Gunnar Knorrson twelve-four-two—Knorrson, who held the system championship for a hundred and sixty-some years! It’s depressing.”


  “You play chess?”


  “Yeah. And I’m five hundred and fifteen years old.”


  “Wow, that’s old. You’re not Knorrson?”


  “No, just old.”


  “I’ll say.”


  “Yes, I’ve seen six of these new-century eves—though I can’t say I remember twenty ninety-nine very much. . . .”


  “You must have seen a lot of changes.”


  “Oh yeah. Not as many, though, these last couple of centuries. It appears to me things don’t change as fast as they used to—not as fast as in the nineteenth, twentieth, twenty-first. Inertia, I guess.”


  “Slower turnover in the population, you mean.”


  “Yeah. I suppose it’s a commonly observed phenomenon.”


  “Is it?”


  “I don’t know. But damn it, why doesn’t the wise old man beat the young turk? Why don’t you just keep getting better? Where does your creativity go?”


  “Same place as memory,” I said.


  “I guess. Well, what the hell. Winning ain’t essential. I’m doing fine without it. I wouldn’t have it over.” He shook his head. “Wouldn’t do like those Phoenixes. You heard of them? Folks banded together, ’way back when, in a secret organization, and now they’re knocking themselves off on their five-hundredth birthdays?”


  I nodded. “The Phoenix Club.”


  “Phoenixes. I wouldn’t do that, not me. Never will understand those folks. Never understand those daredevils, either. Seems like the more you have to lose, the bigger thrill you get from risking your life for no reason. Those damn fools dueling with knives, trying to stand on Jupiter, having picnics on some iceberg in the rings—get themselves killed!”


  “You really think people have more to lose by dying now than they did when they lived their three-score-and-ten?”


  “Sure.”


  “I don’t.”


  “Well, what the hell, you’re just a kid. You don’t know how strange it’s going to get. As far as I can tell there are only a couple hundred people in the whole system older than me. And they’re going fast. One of these days, if I’m like the rest of them, and I don’t doubt that I am, my body is gonna toss off all this medical manipulation and go—” he snapped his fingers—“just like that. They still don’t know why. And I tell you, closing in on it, I wouldn’t mind having another six hundred years. I try talking my body into the idea all the time. And I’m damn glad I didn’t go at seventy or a hundred. What kind of a life is that? I’ve been careful, and lived long enough to do so many things. . . .” He paused, and his eyes, aimed at the concrete we were sitting on, were focused for infinite distance.


  “You done everything you wanted to?”


  “ ’Course not, didn’t you hear me?”


  “Me neither.”


  He laughed. “I should hope not.”


  “I’d like to see the Vasyutin megalith.”


  He looked up at me. “The what?”


  “The Vasyutin megalith, you know, that thing on Pluto.”


  “Yeah, I know, but Vasyutin?”


  “He headed the expedition that put it there.”


  “He did not.”


  “What?” Now I was surprised.


  “Where did you learn that?”


  “Um, a historian named Nederland tracked the story down on Mars. . . .”


  “Well, he was wrong.”


  I was taken aback. “I don’t think so, I mean, he has it all well documented—”


  “Idiot! He does not! What’s he say, some asteroid miners put together a half-baked starship and take off—what’s that got to do with Pluto?”


  “They were the only ones out there, process of elimination—”


  “Naaah. Listen, kid, I’m not going to sit here and argue with you about it. I’ll tell you why Vasyutin didn’t put up that thing—” He leaned toward me, leered. “Because I know who did.”


  He leaned back and stared at me calmly, and looking back at him I felt an uncanny certainty—something in his expression told me that he knew. He was telling the truth. “I know,” he repeated.


  Just then Saturn broke over the horizon, and everyone started to cheer. All over Ed’s Town voices and sirens and whistles and bells marked the dawn of the New Year with their ragged chorus. My companion stood and whooped several times, then lifted a hand to me and moved through the crowd, back toward the streets. After a moment’s indecision I struggled after him. It took me a long time to reach him. I grabbed his sleeve and pulled at it, like a kid. He turned around.


  “How do you know? How?”


  He said nothing, looked thoughtful. Finally he grinned, a big toothy grin that stretched all across his thin face. He pursed his lips, bugged his eyes out, and tapped a forefinger against his mouth. Then he poked me in the chest with the other forefinger.


  “You find that out,” he said, and turned and left me standing (here.


  Later on I figured he helped put the monument up, or maybe he helped plant the hoax on Mars. That was why he was so sure. But at the time, I didn’t have the slightest idea. I just knew that I believed him—and that my life had been changed. Changed for good.


  My food had run out, and my memory was exhausted, so I decided to take the day off and hang around in the commons. Perhaps I would visit Jones in the afternoon. Several people aboard, I had heard, had been surprised or affronted to hear that I had invited Jones along; for Theophilus Jones was an outcast, he was one of those strange scientists who defied the basic tenets of his field. But I found the huge red-haired man to be one of the most intelligent and diverting people on the Snowflake, and more inclined than the others to talk about something other than Icehenge. Before I left for the commons I went to my library console to print up one of Jones’s books. Should I read from Prehistoric Technology? I typed out the code for it.


  In the kitchen I got a large bowl of ice cream, and went to a table to eat and read. The commons was empty—perhaps this was the sleeping time? I wasn’t sure.


  I opened my crisp new book, pages still stiff around the ring binding, and began to read:


  We must suspect alien presence in the unsolved problem of human origins, for science has significantly failed to discover the beginnings of human evolution, the point at which human beings and a terrestrial species might meet; and the recent finds in the Urals and in southern India, in which fossilized human skeletons one hundred million years old have been found, show that the scientific description of human evolution held up to this time was wrong. Alien interference, in the form of genetic engineering, crossbreeding, or most likely, colonization, is almost a certainty.


  So it is not impossible that a human civilization of high technology existed in prehistoric times—an earlier wave of history, now lost to us. Thai such a civilization would be lost to us is inevitable. Continents and seas have come and gone since it existed, and humanity itself must have come close to extinction more than once. If there had been a great and ageless city on the wide triangle of India, when it was a splinter of Gondwanaland inching north, what would we know of it now, crushed as it must have been in the collision between Asia and India, thrust deep beneath the Himalayas by the earth itself. Perhaps this is why Tibet is a place where humans have always possessed an ancient and intricate wisdom, and what we now know to be the oldest of written languages, Sanskrit. Perhaps some few of that ancient race survived the millennial thrust skyward; or perhaps there are caves the Tibetans have found, with deep fissures winding down through the mountain’s basalt to chambers in that crushed city.


  My ice cream bowl was empty, so I got up and went to the kitchen to refill it, shaking my head over the passage in Jones’s book. When I returned, Jones himself was in the room, deep in conversation with Arthur Grosjean. They were at the long blackboard, and Grosjean was picking up a writing stick. He had been the chief physicist on the Persephone in 2541, and had coauthored the only detailed description of the monument. He was an old man, nearly five hundred, short and frail. Now he was tying a piece of string around the stick, listening to Jones’s excited voice. I sat down and watched them as I ate.


  “First you draw a regular semicircle,” said Grosjean. “That’s the south half. Then the north half is flattened.” He drew a horizontal diameter, and a semicircle below it. “We figured out the construction that will flatten the north half correctly. Divide the diameter into three parts. Use the two dividing points B and C for centers of the two smaller arcs, radius BD and CE.” He drew and lettered busily. “At their meeting point, F, draw a perpendicular line through centerpoint A to south point G. Draw GBII—and GCI—then the arc HI, from center G. And voila!”


  “The construction,” Jones said. He took the writing stick and began making little rectangles around the circle.
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  “All the sixty-six liths are within three meters of this construction,” Grosjean said.


  “And this is a prehistoric Celtic pattern, you say?” asked Jones.


  “Yes, we discovered later that it was used in Britain in the second millennium b.c. But I don’t see how that supports your theory, Mr. Jones. It would be just as easy for later builders of Icehenge to copy the Celts as it would be for the Celts to copy earlier builders of Icehenge—easier, I’d say.”


  Jones, facing the board, didn’t reply.


  Then Brinston and Dr. Nimit walked in. Jones looked over and saw them. “So what does Dr. Brinston think of this?” he said to Grosjean. Brinston heard the question and looked over at them.


  “Well, I’m afraid,” Grosjean said uncomfortably, “that he believes our measurements of the monument were inaccurate.”


  “What?”


  Brinston left Nimit and approached the blackboard. “Examination of the holograms made of Icehenge show that the on-site measurements—which were not made by Dr. Grosjean, by the way—were off badly.”


  “They’d have to be pretty inaccurate,” Jones said, turning back to the board, “to make this construction bad speculation.”


  “Well, they were,” said Brinston easily. “Especially on the north side.”


  “To tell you the truth,” Grosjean informed Jones, “I still believe the construction was the one used by the builders.”


  “I’m not sure that’s a good attitude,” Brinston said, his voice smooth with condescension. “I think the fewer preconceived notions we have before we actually see it, the better.”


  “I have seen it,” snapped Grosjean.


  “Yes,” said Brinston, voice still cheerful, “but the problem wasn’t in your field.”


  Jones slammed down the writing stick and turned. “You’re a fool, Brinston.” There was a shocked silence. “Icehenge is not exclusively your problem because you are the archeologist.”


  I stood up, jarred by the tableau: round Brinston, still trying to look unconcerned, angry redheaded Jones towering over him, frail grim Grosjean completing the triangular composition; and Nimit and I across the room, watching.


  Jones’s lip curled and Brinston stepped back, jaw tensed. “Come on, Arthur,” said Jones. “Let’s continue our conversation elsewhere.” He stalked out of the room, and Grosjean followed.


  It will become a circus, I thought, hearing it in Nederland’s voice. Brinston approached us, his face still tense. He noticed Nimit and me staring, and looked embarrassed. “A touchy pair,” he said.


  “They’re not touchy. You were harassing them, being a disrupt—”


  “I’m a disruption!” he burst out. “You’re the disruptive force on this ship, Doya, hiding in your cabin all the time as if you had nothing to do with us! Refusing to join our talks! Living on Waystation for twenty years like a bum has made you some sort of misanthropist.”


  “I’m working,” I said.


  “Working,” he sneered. “Your work is done.” He walked into the kitchen, leaving Nimit and me to stare silently at each other.


  Waystation—where I lived for fifteen years, not twenty—is the freight train, the passenger express, the permanent high-speed rocket of the Outer Satellites. It uses the sun and the gas giants as buoys, gravity handles to swing around. It travels about the same distance as Saturn’s orbit in a year—a fast rock. It began as an idea of Caroline Holmes, the shipping magnate who built most of the Jupiter colonies—and she profited from it most, as she did from all the rest of her ideas. Her company Jupiter Metals took a roughly cylindrical asteroid, twelve kilometers long and around five across. The inside was hollowed out, one end was honeycombed by the huge propulsion station, and off it went, careening around the sun, constantly shifting orbit to make its next rendezvous.


  I remember when I first boarded it, on a shuttle from Titan. My name had finally come up on the hitch-hikers’ list—the Outer Satellites Council provides free travel between the satellites (which otherwise would be too expensive for most individuals), and all you have to do is put your name on the list and wait for it to come to the top. I had waited four years.


  Jumping on Waystation is like running in a relay race, and handing the baton to a runner five times faster than you—for getting a transfer craft up to Waystation’s velocity would defeat the purpose of having Waystation at all. Our shuttle craft was moving at top speed, and we passengers were each in anti-G chambers (called the Jelly) within tiny transfer vessels. As Way-station flashed by, the transfer vessels were fired after it, at tremendous acceleration, and the transfer crews on Waystation then snagged them and reeled us in.


  Even in the Jelly the sudden accelerations were a strain. At the moment we were snagged, the breath was knocked out of me and I blacked out for a second. While I was unconscious I had a brief vision, intense and clear. I could see only black, except for the middle distance, directly before me: there stood a block of ice, cut in the shape of a coffin. And frozen in this glittering bier was me, myself—eyes wide and staring back at me.


  The vision passed, I came to, shook my head, blinked sparks and floating lights out of my eyes. Waystation people helped me out of the Jelly, and I joined the other passengers in a receiving room. Several of them looked distinctly ill.


  A Waystation official greeted us, and without further ceremony we were escorted through the port and into the city itself. It was crowded at that time—dropoffs to Jupiter were just about to be made, and there were a lot of merchants in town moving goods. I found a job washing dishes first thing, then went out to the front end of Waystation, on the surface near the methane lake, and sat for a long time. I was on Waystation, the next step outward.


  Some years after that I woke up one morning in the park, arms wrapped around a very young girl. The Sunlight had just come on and was still at half strength, giving its comforting illusion of morning. I stood up, went through a quick salute-to-the-sun exercise to alleviate the stiffness in my legs. The girl woke up—in the light she looked about fifteen or sixteen—and stretched. Her coat was wrinkled. She had joined me the previous night, waking me up to do so, because it was cold, and I had a blanket. It had felt good to sleep with someone, to spoon together for warmth, to feel human contact, even through coats.


  She got up and brushed off her pants. She looked at me and smiled, and for the first time in weeks, I smiled myself.


  “Hey,” I said. “You want to go over to the Red Cafe and get some breakfast?”


  “No,” she said. “I have to go to work. Thanks for taking me in.” She turned and walked off through the park. I watched her until a stand of walnut trees blocked my sight of her.


  I went and ate—said good morning to the cashier as she typed my money from me to them, but she just shrugged. I went out and strolled aimlessly up the curved streets, feeling low. Though in this real world you can smell and taste and touch things, it is still too often distressingly like the inside of a hologram, where nothing you say or do will have the slightest effect on what is happening around you . . . well, so be it. I don’t like people that much, anyway.


  For something to do I went down to the post office and checked my mail. And there, in my March 2608 issue of Shards, was my own article. I hadn’t expected it to appear for months yet. I whooped once and disturbed people in the booths next to mine. I read quickly through the introduction, working hard to comprehend that the words were still mine:


  Vasyutin and Icehenge:


  A Reexamination by Edmond Doya


  There are many reasons for supposing that Icehenge was constructed within the last two centuries, by an unknown group.


  1) 2402, when the Ferrando-class spaceships were introduced, is the earliest year that ships capable of making the round trip from the outermost human colony to Pluto were available.


  2) The Vasyutin theory, which is the only theory that pushes back this necessary time limit, provides an explanation that is possible, but apparently is not true. Though Mars Development Committee records show that an asteroid miner commanded by an Ivan Vasyutin did disappear, the sole evidence supporting the rest of his story is the journal of Emma Weil, discovered by Hjalmar Nederland in 2547. New evidence indicates that this journal is a hoax. The “grandson” who gave Nederland the number of the bank file that the journal was found in can no longer be located; nor can any trace of his existence now be found. Additionally, Jorge Balder, the famous historian of the Martian Revolution, made a thorough check of those very bank files while doing research in 2392; yet he made no mention of Weirsjournal. It is certain that he would have found and reported it had it been there, and therefore we must assume that the journal did not then exist.


  Thus the journal, and the Vasyutin explanation that depends on it, are apparently evidence manufactured by an agent who is presumably responsible for the construction of Icehenge as well.


  And the article went on, recounting in meticulous detail my sources and methods . . . making further points that I could not prove for certain (like the total lack of evidence for the existence of the Mars Starship Association). . . . It was, I knew, a body blow to the Vasyutin explanation—it threw the whole issue into question again! And Shards was one of the major journals, it was read system-wide. Nederland himself would read the article, was reading it, perhaps, even as I did. It was a disturbing notion. The battle, I thought, was on.


  Quitting time, graveyard shift at the restaurant. I went over to see Fist Mathews, one of the cooks. “Fist, can you lend me ten till payday?”


  “Why do you want money, Edmond? The way you eat here you ain’t hungry.”


  “No, I need to pay off the post office before they’ll let me see my mail.”


  “What’s a dishwasher like you doing with mail? Never mess with it myself. Keep your friends where you can see ’em, that’s what I say.”


  “Yeah, I know. Listen, I’ll pay you back payday, that’s the day after tomorrow.”


  “You can’t wait till then? Okay, what’s your number . . .”


  He went to the restaurant’s register and made the exchange. “Okay, you got it. Remember payday.”


  “I will, thanks, Fist.”


  I threw a few more dishes on the washer belt—grabbed a piece of lobster tail the size of my finger, tossed it in my mouth, fuel for the fire, waste not, want not—until my replacement arrived, looking sleepy.


  The streets of Waystation were as empty as they ever get. In the green square of the park, up above me on the other side of the cylinder, a group was playing cricket. I hurried past one of my sidewalk sleeping spots, stepping over prone figures. As I neared the post office I skipped. I hadn’t been able to afford to see my mail for several days—it happened like that at the end of every month. Post office has mail-freaks over a barrel, and they know it.


  When I got there it was crowded, and I had to hunt for a console. More and more people were going to general delivery, it seemed, especially on Waystation where almost everyone was transient.


  I sat down before one of the grey screens and began typing, paying off the post office and identifying myself, calling up my correspondence from the depths of the computer. . . . I sat back to read.


  Nothing! “Damn it!” I shouted, startling a young man in the booth next to me. Junk mail, nothing but junk. Why had no one written? “No one writes to Edmond,” I muttered, in the singsong the phrase had taken on over the years. There was an issue of Archeological Review, and a notice that my subscription to Mar-science had run out, for which I thanked God; and an inquiry from a local politician asking if this was my current mail number.


  I blanked the screen and left. Keep your friends where you can see them. There were more people in the streets, on the peoplemovers; going to work, getting off work. I didn’t know any of them. I didn’t know anyone on Waystation, I thought, except the people at the restaurant, and I only knew them there. Yet it was 2612, I had lived on Waystation ten years!


  I got on the peoplemover going to the front of the cylinder, and slumped down in a seat. At the front I got off and took the short subway through the wall of the asteroid to the surface. Once through, I got off and walked down to the big room fronting on Emerald Lake. We were somewhere outside Uranus, so the lake was there. The room, however, was nearly empty. I went to the ticket window, and they took more of Fist’s ten. The suit attendant helping me looked sleepy, so I checked my helmet seam in the mirror. The black, aquatic creature—like a cross between a frog and a seal—stared back at me out of its facemask, and I smiled. In the reflection the humorless fish-grin appeared. The slug-broad head, webbed and finned handscoops, long finny feet, torso fins, and the cyclops-like facemask, transformed me (appropriately, I thought) into an alien monster. I walked slowly into the lock, lifting my knees high to swing my feet forward.


  The outer lock door opened, I felt the tiny rush of air, and I was outside, on my own. It felt the same, but I breathed quicker for a time, as always. A ramp extended out into the lake, and I waddled to the end of it.


  Around the lake, flat blue-grey plains rose up to the close horizon of an ancient, worn-down crater wall. It looked like the surface of any asteroid. Waystation’s existence—the hollowed interior, the buildings and people, the complicated spaceport, the huge propulsion station on the other end—the rock’s extraordinary speed itself—all could seem the work of an excited fancy, here by this lake of liquid methane, trapped in an old crater.


  Below me the stars were reflected, green as—yes, emeralds—in the glassy surface of the methane. I could see the bottom, three or four meters below. A series of ripples washed by, making the green stars dance for a moment.


  Out on the lake the wave machine was a black wall, hard to distinguish in the pale sunlight. Its sudden shift toward me (which looked like a mistake in vision made while blinking) marked the creation of another tall green swell. The swells could hardly be seen until they crossed the submerged crater wall near the center of the lake; then they rose up, pitched out and fell, breaking in both directions around the submerged crater, throwing sheets of methane like mercury drops into space, where they floated slowly down.


  I dove in. Under the surface I was effectively weightless, and swimming took little effort. Over the sound of my breath was the steady krkrkrkrkrkrkrkrkr of waves breaking, and every ten or fifteen seconds I heard the emphatic ka THUNKuh of the wave machine. Ahead of me the green of the methane became murky, because of the turbulence over the submerged crater. I stuck my head above the surface to see, and all sound except that of my breathing instantly ceased.


  Few other swimmers were out. I swam around the break, out beyond the crater, where the swells first hit the shelf and started to rise to their full height, which today was nearly ten meters. There were three other swimmers there, and I floated on my back and waited for them to take their turns. Rising and falling on those smooth swells, I felt quite inhuman; all that I saw, felt, and heard—even the sound of my own breath—was strange, alien, too sublime for human sensibility.


  Then I was alone. A swell approached and I backstroked away from it, toward the point where it would first break, adjusting my speed so I would be just ahead of that point when the wave picked me up.


  The wave reached me and I felt its strong lift. I turned luxuriously onto my stomach, skimmed down the steepening face until I felt that the swell was pitching out over me. From my thighs up I was clear of the methane, skating on my handfins—I turned them left and swerved across the wave, just ahead of the break, flying, flying. . . . I moved my feet to retard my speed a fraction, and the roof of the breaking wave moved ahead of me. It got dark. I was in the tube. My hands were below me, jammed into the methane to keep me from falling down the face. I was motionless yet flying, propelled through the blackness at immense speed by the liquid which rushed up past my left shoulder, arched over my head and fell out beyond my right shoulder. Before me there was a huge tunnel, and at the end of this swirling obsidian tube a small ellipse of velvet black, packed with stars.


  The opening got smaller, indicating that the wave was past the submerged crater, and receding. I dropped to gain speed, turned back up and shot through the hole, over the swell and back onto the smooth glassy surface, under the night.


  I swam slowly back to the point break, watching another swimmer spin silently across the next rushing wall. He rose too high and was thrown over with the lip of the wave. If he hit the crater-reef and broke the seal of his suit, he would freeze instantly—but he knew that, and would be careful to avoid being forced too deep.


  I radioed the shore and had them pipe Gregorian chants into my headphones; and I swam, and rode waves, and hummed with the voices when I could catch my breath, and thought not at all. I swam till there was too much sweat in my suit, and not enough oxygen.


  Back on the peoplemover, I felt good: free and self-sufficient, cosmopolitan, ready to work on the next part of the Icehenge problem. The next day I checked my mail again, just in case, and there was a note from Mark Starr, one of the variety that sent love and promised that a letter would arrive soon. Print, I typed, and out of the slot in the side of the console it appeared, blue ink on grey paper, just as always.


  One day I went down to Waystation’s News and Information Center to see if the Nederland press conference I had heard about was on tape. The lobby was nearly empty, and I went directly into a booth. The index I called up listed only Nederland’s regularly scheduled lectures, and I had to search through the new entries to find the press conference I wanted. Finally I discovered it, hot out of space—it had arrived while I was searching. I typed the code to run it, and sat back in the center chair of the booth.


  The room darkened. There was a click and I was in a large conference room, fully lit, filled with the holo images of Martians: reporters, students, some scientists I recognized. . . . Nederland was moving down an aisle next to me, toward a podium at the front. I moved through people and chairs to the aisle, and stood in front of Nederland. He walked through me. Smiling grimly at my ritual, and at my quick moment of involuntary fright at the unfelt collision, I muttered, “You’ll see me yet,” as I always did, and kicked about until I relocated my chair.


  Nederland reached the podium and the irregular percussion of voices died. Underneath those manicured grey eyebrows there was a look of triumph, at the corners of the mouth, the tightening of a tiny smile. “You old son of a bitch,” I said. “You’ve got something up your sleeve. . . .”


  He cleared his throat, his usual sign that he was taking over. “I think my statement will answer most of the questions you have today, so why don’t I start with that, and then we’ll answer any questions you might have.”


  “Old fool,” I said, but it was the only response. Nederland looked down at his notes, looked up—his eyes crossed mine—and extended a benedictory hand.


  “The recent critics of the Vasyutin explanation claim that the Pluto monument is a modern hoax, and that in my work on the subject I have ignored the physical evidence. The absence of any disturbance in the regolith around the site, and our inability to find any signs of construction at all, are cited as facts which contradict, or do not fit, my explanation.


  “I submit that it is the critics who are ignoring the physical evidence. If the Vasyutin Expedition did not build Icehenge, why did Vasyutin himself study the megalithic cultures of Terra for six years?”


  “What?” I cried.


  “—what are we to make of his stated intention to leave some sort of mark on the world? Can we label it coincidence that Vasyutin’s ship disappeared just eight years before the date found on Icehenge? I think not. . . .”


  He went on, outlining the arguments he had been espousing for the last sixty years. “Come on,” I shouted. “Get down to it!” He droned on, ignoring the fact that his critics had shown the whole Vasyutin story to be part of the hoax. Then he flipped over a notecard, and an involuntary smile creased his face. I sat forward.


  “My critics,” he said in his let’s-be-reasonable tone, “are simply attacking in a purely destructive way. Aside from the vague claim that the monument is a modern hoax—perpetrated by whom, they cannot say—there is no theory to replace mine; and nothing to explain away the evidence found in the archives on Mars—”


  “Oh, my God.”


  “The general claim of people like Doya, Satawal and Jordan is that there is nothing at the site which will prove Icehenge’s age. On the other hand, there is nothing there that shows the monument to be modern, either, which, given the sophistication of dating methods, there almost certainly would be, if it were indeed modern.


  “In fact, there is now evidence conclusively proving that Icehenge cannot be modern.” He stopped to let the statement sink in. “You are all aware that micrometeors, the dusty debris of space, are continually falling on all the bodies of the solar system; and that when they fall on those bodies without an atmosphere, they leave minuscule craters. Even the smallest of fragments leave their mark. The fall of these micrometeors is regular, and is a constant throughout the system. Professor Mund Stallworth, of our own University of Mars, has received a grant from the Holmes Foundation, and he has done extensive work in this field. He has established rates of fall for different gravities, and thus a micrometeor count can now be used as an accurate dating method. Professor Stallworth has made a detailed computer scan of the exposed faces of the liths, and of the surrounding grounds, which the builders swept clear; and the count is such that he puts the date of the erection of Icehenge at a thousand years before the present, plus or minus five hundred years. It is impossible to be more precise with the short time spans involved. This places the latest date of construction one hundred and fifty years before the date left on the Inscription Lith; but this may be explained by the fact that every blemish on the smooth surfaces of the liths can be clearly seen. In any case, it is impossible that so many micrometeors could have fallen in the short amount of time postulated by those who think that Icehenge is a hoax.


  “Thus, my friends, there is nothing that factually disproves the Vasyutin theory—there are only the doubts and fanciful speculations of detractors. And there is something that factually disproves the notions that these detractors hold. I thank you for your attention.”


  Pandemonium broke loose among the previously attentive figures around me. Questions were shouted out, incomprehensible under the noise of cheers and applause. (The woman next to me was clapping and I wanted to restrain her, hit her, actually. . . .) As questions became audible order was reestablished, but apparently the news service people had considered the question-and-answer period unimportant. With another click the scene disappeared, and I was again in the dark, silent holo room. Lights came on. I sat.


  Had Nederland proved his theory at last? Was the tall man I had met on Titan thirteen years before wrong after all? (And I as well?) “Son of a bitch,” I said, no longer referring to the smiling man on the podium.


  Woke up in the alley behind one of Waystation’s main thoroughfares. I’d been sleeping on my side and my neck and hip were sore. Took off my coat and shook the dust off it. Pushed my fingers through my hair and made it all lie down flat, brushed my teeth with a fingernail, looked around for something to drink. Put my coat back on. Flapped my arms.


  Around me prone figures were still slumbering. Waking up is the worst part of living on the streets of Waystation. They drop the temperature down to ten degrees during the nights, to encourage travelers to take rooms—helping out the hotel trade. A lot of people stay on the streets, anyway, since most of them are transients. They aren’t bothered in any way aside from the cold, so they save their money for things more important than a room for the night. We all have the necessary shelter, inside this rock. . . .


  Low on money again, but I needed something to eat. Onto the peoplemover.


  Down at the spaceport I ate in the restaurant. Then I bought myself a bath, and sat in a corner of the public pool watching people wash, resting and thinking nothing.


  When I was done I felt refreshed, and I walked around to the post office. Not much mail; but there at the end, to my great surprise, was a letter from a Professor Emanuel Rotenberg, head of the Fine Arts Lecture Series at the Waystation Institute for Higher Learning (which, like many of the institutions on Waystation, had been founded by Caroline Holmes): Professor Rotenberg, who had enjoyed my “series of interesting revisionist articles” on Icehenge, wondered if I would consider accepting a semester’s employment, as lecturer and head of a seminar studying the Pluto megalithic monument—“My, my, my,” I said, and typed out instructions to print the letter, with my mouth hanging wide open.


  I went out of my cabin for the first time in a while, to restock my supply of crackers and orange juice. The wood and moss hallways of the Snowflake were quite empty; it seemed that people were staying in their rooms, or in the tiny lounges that the rooms opened onto. Dr. Lhotse had brought Brinston by for a peacemaking visit, and they had dropped in on Jones as well. Now we interacted, when necessary, with careful politeness; but mostly we were just settling in for the last wait. It would be a few more weeks until we reached Pluto. That wasn’t long; everyone is patient, everyone is good at waiting in this world—in this life that goes so slowly.


  Yesterday was my birthday—March 23rd, 2621.1 was fifty years old. One tenth of my life done and gone—the endless childhood over. Those fifty years feel like eternity in my mind, and the thing is hardly begun. My God! . . . I thought of the ancient stranger I had met on Titan so long ago, and wondered: we humans, who live centuries and then die anyway, what have we become?


  When I am as old as that stranger, my first half-century will be forgotten. Or it will recede into depths of memory beyond the reach of recollection—the same as forgotten—recollection being a power inadequate to our new time-scale. And how many other powers like it?


  Autobiography is now the necessary extension of memory. Five centuries from now, bar accident, I will live; but the I writing this will be nothing in his mind but a bare fact. I write this, then, for that stranger, myself, so that he may know who he has been.


  My father sent me a birthday poem that arrived just last night. He’s given me one every birthday now for forty-four years; they’re beginning to make quite a volume. Here it is:


  
    
      
        
          	
            Looking for the green flash

            At sea, north of Hawaii.

            Still day, no clouds:

            On a dark blue plane,

            Under a limpid blue hemisphere.

            Our craft one mote in Terra’s blue dance

            Of wind water and light.

            Sunset near.

            To the west the ocean midnight blue

            Broken by blued silver.

            The sun light orange,

            Slowing down,

            Flattening as it touches horizon:

            Earth is between us and sun by now,

            Only light bending through atmosphere

            Left to us: image of sun.

            Half down, don’t look, too bright.

            Sky around sun white.

            Mere sliver left, look now:

            Bare paring turning back

            From orange to yellow,

            Yellow to yellow-green,

            Then just as it disappears,

            Bright green!

          
        

      
    

  


  Walking back to my room with my food, saying his poem to myself in my mind, I realized that I miss him.


  I met with the Institute seminar I was to teach about a month after I got the invitation from Professor Rotenberg. We decided to meet at the back table of a pub across the street from the Institute, and moved there forthwith.


  It quickly became clear that they had read the literature on the subject. What more could I tell them?


  “Who!” cried a man named Andrew. “Whodunit!”


  “Wait a second, start at the beginning.” That was Elaine, a good-looking hundredish woman on my left.


  I told them my story as briefly as possible, feeling sheepish as I described the unscientific reason for my work, the appearance of the stranger on Titan.


  “You must have been astonished,” said Elaine.


  “For a while. Soon the idea that the monument was put there by someone other than Vasyutin obsessed me . . . it made the whole problem unsolved again.”


  “Part of you welcomed it.” That was April, an attentive woman sitting across from me.


  “Yeah.”


  “But what about Vasyutin?”


  “What about Nederland?” asked April. She had a rather sharp and scornful way of speaking.


  “I wasn’t sure. It didn’t seem possible that Nederland could be wrong—there were all those volumes, the whole edifice of his story. And I had believed it for so long, everyone had. If he was wrong, what then about Vasyutin? Or Emma? Many times when I thought about it the certainty I had felt that night—that that stranger knew what had happened—faded right away. But the memory . . . refused to change. So the search was on.”


  “How did you start?”


  “With a premise. Induction, same as Nederland. I started with the theory that Icehenge was a modern construct, made anonymous in a deliberate attempt to obscure its origins.”


  “A hoax.” April.


  “Well, yes, although it’s not really the structure that’s a hoax, I mean it’s definitely there no matter who set it up—”


  “The Vasyutin explanation.” Elaine.


  “Right. Suddenly I had to wonder whether Vasyutin—and Emma—whether any of them had existed at all.”


  “So you checked Nederland’s early work.” This from Sean, a very big, bearded man.


  “I did. And both Vasyutin and Emma actually existed—Emma held some Martian long-distance running records for several years. And they both disappeared with their ships around twenty-two forty. But the only thing connecting them with Icehenge was Emma’s journal. And as you have read, I couldn’t find her grandson anywhere, or any sign he had ever lived. I got an engineer named Jordan interested in the case, and he determined that the starship Emma described would have been impossible to build with the resources available to those miners. And I worked with an archeologist named Satawal, who lives on Terra, and he figured out a list of equipment necessary to construct Icehenge, and the asteroid miners had very little of that equipment. The Vasyutin explanation began to look inadequate from every angle.”


  Hushed silence and attentive faces.


  “So I started looking around for who might have done such a thing. I figured they were probably still alive. I figured they were rich. I figured there were more than one of them, certainly, although I suspected it was a single person’s idea. I figured they had a big ship, and a lot of specialized equipment. From that I made more assumptions, but they concerned motivation and were less certain, though of great interest and aid to me—”


  “But you could make assumptions forever! What did you do?” April again.


  “Uh. Research. I sat in front of a screen and punched out codes, read the results, found new indexes, punched out more codes. I looked through shipping records, made quick investigations of various rich people. That sort of thing. It was boring work in some ways, but I enjoyed doing it. At first I thought of myself as working my way through a maze. Then that seemed the wrong image. In front of a library screen I could go anywhere. Because of the access-to-information laws I could look in every file and record that existed, except for the illegal secret ones—there are a lot of those—and if they had code call-ups—you know, were secreted somewhere in larger data-banks—then I could probably get into those, too. I bumped into file-freaks and learned new codes, and learning them took me into data banks that taught me even more. Trying to visualize it, I could see myself as a tiny component in a single communications network, a multibank computer complex that spanned the solar system—a dish-shaped, invisible, seemingly telepathic web, a wave pattern that added one more complication to the quark dance swirling in the sun’s gravity well. So I was not in a maze, I was above it, and I could see all of it at once—and its walls formed a pattern, had a meaning, if I could learn how to read it. . . .”


  I stopped and looked around. Blank faces, neutral, tolerant nods. “You know what I mean?” I asked.


  No answers. “Sort of,” said Elaine.


  Wandering, wandering in the night of Waystation, the Sunlight out, and the other side of the cylinder a web of streetlights and colored neon points. The day after payday, and three hours before the seminar was to meet. I stopped at the News and Information Center, waited till I could get a booth. When I got one I sat down and aimlessly called up indexes. I wanted to be distracted. Eventually I selected Recreation News, which played continuously.


  The room darkened and then revealed a platform in space. The scene moved to one side and I could see we were on the extension of a small satellite, in a low orbit around an asteroid.


  The lilting voice of one of the sports commentators spoke. “The ancient game of golf has undergone yet another transformation out here on Hebe,” he said. We moved farther out onto the platform, and two golfers appeared at the edge of it, in thin hoursuits. “Yes, Philipjohn and Arafura Aloesi have added a new dimension to their golfing on and around Hebe. Let’s hear them describe it for themselves. Arafura?”


  “Well, Connie, we tee off from up here, that’s about it, in a nutshell. The pin is back down there near the horizon, see the light? It’s two meters wide, we figured we deserved that much from up here. Mostly we play hole-in-one.”


  “What do you have to think about when you’re hitting a shot from up here, Phil?”


  “Well, Connie, we’re in a Clarke orbit, so we don’t have to worry about orbital velocity. It’s a lot like every other drive, actually, except you’re higher up than usual—”


  “You have to watch out for hitting it too hard, gravity’s not much around a small rock like this, if you drive with a one-wood you’re liable to put the ball in orbit, or out in space even—”


  “Yeah, Connie, I generally use a three-iron and shoot down at it, that works best. Sometimes we play where we have to put the ball through one orbit before it can hit ground, but it’s hard enough as it is, and—”


  “All right, let’s see you guys put one down there.”


  They swung and the balls disappeared.


  “Now how do you see where it’s hit, guys?”


  “Well, Connie, we got this radar screen following them down to the horizon—see, mine’s right on track—then the green has a hundred-meter diameter, and if we land on that it shows on this screen here. Here, they’re about to hit—”


  Nothing appeared on the green screen beside them. Phil and Arafura looked crestfallen.


  “Well, guys, any future plans for this new twist?”


  Phil brightened. “Well, I was thinking if we were to set up just offlo, we could use the Red Spot as the hole and shoot for that. No problem with gravity there—”


  “Yes, that’d be one hell of a fairway. And that’s all from Hebe for now, this is Connie McDowell—”


  My time ran out and the room was dark, then bright with roomlight. Eventually the attendant came in and roused me. Again my mouth was hanging open: the astonishment of inspiration. I jumped up laughing. “I got him!” I said. “Got the old fool,” still laughing. “Got his ass nailed to the floor!” The attendant stared at me and shook his head.


  Only a month later (I had written it in a week) this article appeared in Shards:


  There is no good evidence concerning the age of Icehenge. Most dating methods developed by archeologists are applicable to substances and processes found only on Terra. In space the processes that are measured simply do not occur.


  The ice of Icehenge, it has been determined, is about two and a half billion years old. But when that ice was cut into beams has proven more difficult to determine. A certain amount of the ice has sublimated spontaneously, but at seventy degrees Kelvin this process is extremely slow, and its effects at Icehenge are too small to measure.


  The only dating method that has been applied to Icehenge is the micrometeor count method, developed by Professor Stallworth with the help of Hjalmar Nederland. This method is the equivalent of the terrestrial method of patination, and like patination, it relies on an intimate knowledge of local conditions, if it is to achieve any accuracy. Stallworth has assumed, and assumed only, that micrometeor fall is a constant both temporally and spatially. After making this assumption he has been fairly thorough, and has taken counts on artificial surfaces on Luna and in the asteroids, to establish a reliable short-term time chart. According to his calculations, micrometeors have fallen on Icehenge for a thousand years, plus or minus five hundred. This makes Icehenge at least a hundred and fifty years older than the 2248 dating, but is considered close enough by Nederland, who has used Stallworth’s results to support his theory.


  There are two problems with this dating. First, the entire method is based on an assumption that is not yet proved: that micrometeor fall is a constant. Second, and more important: the micrometeor fall on Icehenge could be part of the manufactured evidence, and there would be no way of telling. Micrometeors are, for the most part, carbon dust. A handful of it sprinkled from a few hundred meters over the monument would create exactly the same effect as a thousand years of natural micrometeor fall. It is, in addition, a precaution that would occur very quickly to a thoughtful hoaxer; for micrometeors would be the only force acting on the structure over a short period of time. Though a method for measuring this action did not exist at the time of the monument’s construction (and still does not, in my opinion), the existence of micrometeor fall was known, and so the dating method could be both foreseen and dealt with, by an articial fall. Given the elaborate nature of the hoax, it is a possibility more likely than not.


  At another seminar meeting, at the same table, after we’d all had a few drinks. We’d gotten to know each other pretty well.


  “So give, Edmond,” said April. “We want to know who put it there.”


  I waited, pretending to consider it. Then: “Caroline Holmes.”


  “No!”


  “What?”


  “No, noo . . .”


  They became silent, watching my face. Sean said, “Why?”


  I grinned. “Let me tell you about it. At first, it was because I kept running across her name. And not just because her company built most of the colonies outside Jupiter. She fulfilled all the criteria I had set: she had the money, ships and equipment to do it. She was interested in the monument when it was found. She financed the development of the micrometeor dating method by giving Stallworth a grant. And there was something about her personality—she wasn’t overtly secretive, but it was curious how little I could find out about her, once I tried.


  “She was the daughter of Johannes Tocquener and Jane Leaf. She was born sometime in the middle of the twenty-third century, I couldn’t find the exact date. Jane Leaf was the chairperson of the Mars Development Committee for most of Carol’s childhood, until she was killed in a docking accident on Phobos. The next year, on her Naming Day, Carol named herself Caroline Holmes, and took her share of the Leaf inheritance (which made her moderately wealthy) out to Ceres. She invested it in shipping, and was one of the first shipping magnates to buy the new Brindisi-class ships, that were large enough to go from Mars to Saturn and back. A lot of Mars corporations were in on the development of Jupiter’s satellites, and many of them had much more experience than Holmes. But between twenty-two ninety-three, when she moved to Ceres, and twenty-four sixty, when the Outer Satellites Council was formed on Titan, she had won most of the economic battles, won the war certainly, and owned outright several of the biggest Jupiter colonies. I know most of you know this; does someone want to tell us how she managed to do that?”


  “Good business sense,” said Andrew, breaking his usual silence.


  “She’s completely ruthless,” said April.


  “Starting with so much money,” Sean said. “As I understand it, she had a lot more than you made it sound like. And she was the first to start building the permanent colonies around Jupiter. Her company domed the Hyperion Crater on Ganymede, did you know that? That’s where I was born. Almost all of the first colonies were hers.”


  “She had good business sense,” insisted Andrew. “She could find minerals and ores that were in short supply on Terra, faster than any of her competitors. I worked in mining, I know. She was a legend. No one knew how she did it. She made the prospecting trips herself. The most celebrated case was the time they couldn’t find any more manganese ore, anywhere. They thought it was all gone—the farther from the sun the less heavy metals, so there wasn’t much hope held for finding it farther out. Holmes’sjupiter Metals supplied over a thousand tons of the ore in the twenty-three seventies. Nobody could believe it, it was like she was pulling the stuff out of her hat. That in itself made her rich.”


  “And after that,” I said, “she could just leave it up to gravity.”


  “What?” A chorus.


  “Acute students of finance will have observed that money, abstract concept that it is, actually behaves as if it had mass. Economic laws imitate physical laws. Everyone’s collection of money is a planetary body, in other words, exerting influence on everyone else’s. Thus the more money you have the stronger its gravity is, and the easier it is to attract more. People have recognized this law for years in the saying, ‘The rich get richer and the poor get poorer.’ ” Laughter, and nods of understanding. “Now most of us own mere asteroids, meteorites even, of money. But some own stars of money, and some of those stars, like that of Caroline Holmes, reach their Chadresekhar Limit and turn into black holes. Nowadays, any money that comes close enough to Holmes is unavoidably sucked in. There is an event horizon, of course, where this captured money appears to slow down, like Apollo in Zeno’s Paradox, ever closer by smaller degrees to Holmes’sjupiter Metals—but those ‘subsidiary corporations,’ in actuality, have flashed invisibly to the no-point of infinite mass which is Holmes’s wealth. . . .”


  They were staring at me again. “Edmond, you’re crazy tonight,” said Elaine, “but I have to go home.”


  “No, finish the story!”


  “Later,” I said. “Next time. Next time come with some information you’ve found about Caroline Holmes, and we’ll see what you can find.” Then we got up, and they left, and I was alone again, on the streets of Waystation. . . .


  Next time we met, they were ready to go. Elaine began.


  “She went to Terra only once, in her childhood, when Jane Leaf was still alive. In many ways it was a diplomatic visit. Apparently she didn’t like it, and she stayed for just less than two years. She’s never been back. But while she was there she visited Athens, Luxor, Angkor Wat, Easter Island . . . and Stonehenge. She liked ruins—”


  “Tenuous stuff,” said April. Elaine looked annoyed.


  “Yes, I know,” she replied. “But if there’s anything we’ve learned since lifetimes were extended so, it is that the concerns of youth endure, for a long time. Anyway, it was a fact that I thought was interesting.”


  “Aside from shipping and mining, what has she done with her money?” I asked.


  “She started the Holmes Foundation,” said April quickly, “which gives grants for scientific research of various kinds. In twenty-six sixteen the Foundation gave a grant to Dr. Mund Stallworth of the University of Mars, who used it to develop the dating method that places the construction of Icehenge around Vasyutin’s time. He had had trouble getting the project funded up to that time.”


  “Is there anything to indicate that Holmes herself influenced the Foundation’s decision?” asked Elaine.


  “No,” April said.


  “Anything else?” I asked.


  “Yes,” said Sean, with a slight smile at me. “One of her companies built the dome over Hyperion Crater, as I said. That company also built Jupiter Thirteen, which was designed to be a colony for artists. Of course, very few artists went to live there, and eventually it became an enclave for rich exiles from Mars, and later, after all the really rich moved out to Saturn, it became just another city. There was a lot of attention given to these developments, especially in the artistic and intellectual media, most of it pointing out the stupidity of planning to remove artists from the society at large. So indirectly Holmes took a lot of criticism for that, and it could be that she took offense at it.”


  I nodded. “She was ultimately responsible for the Museum of the Outer Satellites, on Elliot, as well. You know how much critical condemnation that’s received.”


  April said, “You know this isn’t very good evidence.”


  “I know,” I replied. “But they seemed to me interesting indications. I wanted to know why the hoaxer did it. Olaf Ohman, a nineteenth-century hoaxer, once said, ‘I should like to do something that would bother the brains of the learned.’ I thought perhaps Holmes might have had a similar feeling.”


  “But you’re only guessing her reaction! The scorn of intellectuals may have just made her laugh.”


  “Who laughs at scorn?” said Elaine.


  “Someone who has done as much as she has,” said April. “To someone who’s had such a major hand in the colonization of the Outer Satellites, that museum and that artist-place must look like very minor efforts! Why should she care what people say about them? She can look all over the space outside the asteroids and see her colonies, places she had built—and those are her cultural efforts.”


  “That’s probably true,” I admitted. “In all the research I’ve done on Holmes, I’ve never found a solid, central motive for building Icehenge. If she did it, then the reason remains a mystery. But I’m not really surprised. I think the reasons one might do such a thing are not the sort that can be discovered by examining the public records decades later.” I sighed. “And there are these indications. . . . And something certainly was affecting her, because around twenty-five fifty she put a large satellite into a polar orbit around Saturn, and has lived in seclusion there ever since. No more projects of any kind.”


  “It would help,” said Andrew suddenly, “if she had written an autobiography. But there isn’t one to be found.”


  “That’s true,” I said. “That in itself struck me as odd. In this age of autobiography, who does not write one?”


  “A hoaxer?” suggested Sean.


  “Maybe she did write one,” said April. “Maybe she just didn’t catalog it.”


  “All right,” I said. “You’re right. But there are some more concrete things that point to her. She had an organization large enough to conceal the disappearance of a ship for a few years, something that would be difficult for a single ship owner, say, to do. So I examined all the records of her ships’ movements, a major task, believe me. I found a Holmes Ferrando-class ship that spent nearly four years in her shipyard on Titan, from twenty-five ten to twenty-five fourteen. But it had been hit by a meteor—there were pictures—and there was no way of finding out if it had left the shipyard.


  “So that was inconclusive as well, and I had the same doubts April is expressing. Then I got in touch with Holmes’s father, Johannes Tocquener, who still lives on Mars. I asked him if he had ever written anything about Caroline, and if so, whether I could read it. He replied that portions of his autobiography discussed her youth, but that he had never published it. Upon my request he sent me the number of his file, and I read the autobiography avidly—and there was nothing of interest in it, except her age.


  “You’ll remember that no one knew her age precisely—it was a secret, Jane Leaf had concealed her pregnancy for reasons of her own, that sort of thing. Well. In this year twenty-six twenty she is three hundred and seventy-two years old. She was born July twentieth, twenty-two forty-eight. And it could have been coincidence, but somehow I was sure.”


  Later that evening, after we had taken a break for drinks, April said, “You sure do guess a lot.”


  I laughed. “I know. Call it inductive reasoning. My methods sometimes remind me of that Theophilus Jones—” They laughed. “But these days Jones has come to the conclusion that the monument was an alien message device sailing through space, that speared Pluto by coincidence and stuck there. Seriously! Now I think my theory is likelier than that, whatever my method.”


  “You need to go out there,” said Andrew. “And make a rigorous investigation, with trained archeologists—”


  “—which I’m not,” I interjected.


  “I know. You’re a historian.”


  “A file-freak,” said April.


  “You need to find out how Holmes could have soft-landed such brittle ice without shattering all of it. You need to run as many different scientific tests as you can think of,” Andrew continued.


  “That’s right,” I said. “That’s precisely what we need.”


  After the meeting had broken up, Andrew approached me.


  “I found your stranger,” he said quietly. “In the morgue. It was a murder, on Elliot, Uranus. The victim was named Paul Rebosky. He was five hundred and thirty-two—a ship design engineer. He was poisoned—apparently the murderer tried to make it look like a breakdown in his immune system, the usual thing, but a coroner on Elliot caught traces of the poison. Anyway, I got a picture of him.”


  He held it out—I looked at the dull colors of the Xerox. The dead. It was my stranger from Titan, the small pinched face looking worried at death. I remembered sitting near the edge of the dome, waiting for Saturn to rise.


  “He worked for Holmes’s Jupiter Metals from twenty-five oh-three to twenty-five thirty-nine,” Andrew continued. “Is it him?”


  I nodded.


  “It could be a coincidence,” he ventured.


  “Maybe,” I said. “Or she’s getting serious.”


  “What are you going to do?”


  I took the picture from him, put it in my folder of materials for the seminar. “Get serious myself.”


  Finally I decided to publish an article on the hoaxer; to try naming her without naming her. I sent this to Shards, and they published it in their very next issue:


  We can list several necessary attributes of the agent who constructed Icehenge:


  1) Access to a Ferrando-class spaceship, and the ability to remove it from the Outer Satellites Council monitoring system.


  2) The cooperation of at least the ten persons necessary to operate a Ferrando.


  3) Access to the 563-92-7246 data bank on Mars, where the Weil journal was found.


  4) The means to convince somebody to impersonate the “grandson” of Weil.


  5) The ability to remove ice-asteroids from the rings of Saturn without being detected.


  6) The tools with which to cut these ice-asteroids into the liths of the structure, and the equipment needed to place the liths in position without leaving signs of construction (equipment which, as Jordan has shown, the Vasyutin Expedition, if it existed, could not have had).


  7) The wealth necessary to accomplish all of the above.


  8) A reason to perpetrate such a hoax.


  Other attributes are not necessary, but are strongly indicated by the evidence:


  1) A knowledge of the megalithic cultures of prehistoric Europe.


  2) Some significant connection with the date 2248.


  Two weeks later I received a letter:


  18 September 2620


  Edmond Doya


  Box 510


  Waystation


  Dear Mr. Doya:


  Please come visit me for a talk about matters of mutual interest. I will provide your transportation from Waystation to Saturn and back. If it is convenient to you, Captain Pada of the Io can leave Waystation immediately; and if you can stay for a week or ten days (which I urge you to do) she can return you to Waystation by the New Year,


  Sincerely,


  CAROLINE HOLMES


  Saturn Artificial Satellite Four


  Saturn was a striped basketball in the viewscreen of the Io. Five or six of its moons were visible as white crescents; Titan fuzzy at the edges because of its growing atmosphere. I watched it with the interest one has when seeing an old home.


  Captain Pada, a quiet woman I had seldom seen on the voyage, pointed above the planet. “See that white point? That’s her satellite. We’ll meet it just below the Rings.”


  “Does it have a name?”


  “No. Just Sas Four.” Pada left the room.


  I stayed and kept the screen locked on Saturn until the knife-edge of the Rings began to broaden, and the whole vista became too large for me, in my distraction, to focus on. I found the coordinates for Holmes’s satellite and switched the screen to it.


  We were closing on it, and it was big: a torus, spinning slowly, a wheel with spokes a kilometer long. A thin crescent on the sunward side was bright with reflected sunlight, and another half of the surface facing me was Saturn-lit, a dusky, burnished yellow. Locks, handrails and small bays studded the curving metal. There was a small, classically designed observatory, sticking out of the hub on the side opposite the dock; its telescope appeared to be trained on Saturn. The spokes connecting hub and wheel looked thin as wire. At regular intervals there were windows, some of them half-globes protruding into the vacuum. Many of the rooms behind the windows were lit, and I caught quick glimpses, as we circled it, of red and gold walls, rich brown furnishings, marble busts, a huge crystal chandelier. The entire thing brought to mind a nineteenth-century bathysphere, cast by some accident into the wrong time and medium. The largest of the windows was almost dark—the room behind it was filled with a pale blue light—and someone stood in it, close to the window. The rest of the rooms had been quite empty.


  Captain Pada, over the intercom, called me to the transfer room. We were docking.


  While crossing the ship I felt the bump of docking, and I stopped and tried to quell my excitement. Just an old woman, I thought, a rich old lady. The ancient epithets had little effect, however, and I was nervous as I floated into the transfer room.


  The locks were already open. Captain Pada was there, and she shook my hand. “Nice having you aboard,” she said, and waved me forward.


  I passed through the docking sleeve and was in Holmes’s satellite. A man dressed in red and gold was waiting. He smiled. “My name is Charles, Mr. Doya. Welcome to Sas Four. I’ll show you your rooms and you can arrange your belongings. Caroline will receive you after that.”


  He took off with a neat leap and I hurried after him. We dropped down a hall with clear walls, in which terrestrial sea-shells were embedded (I thought again of the bathysphere), then took a long elevator ride. The room we entered was walled with reddish Persian rugs, and the ceiling and floors were a light wood. The floor was on several levels, with broad steps separating them.


  “This is your room,” said Charles. “That control panel over there will produce whatever furniture you need—wardrobe, bed, screens. The robots will obey you.” He indicated a box on wheels.


  “Thank you.”


  Charles left. I went to the control panel, which I found behind a tapestry, and pushed Bed. A circular section of floor slid away and a circular bed rose. I traversed the room to it, flopped down and waited for my things to arrive. And wondered what I would say to her. My stay there was going to be conducted entirely on her terms, I could tell; and that frightened me. I had a thought; I was about to meet Emma Weil.


  I sat on the bed and waited—lying down to nap more than once—for what seemed like hours. There was no way of measuring the passage of time in the room; there were no buttons on the control panel labeled Clock. Presumably I could call somebody on the intercom, but I didn’t know whom. Eventually I became hungry, and that, combined with growing irritation, drove me into the hallways. I tried to find my way back to the docking bay; my hope, though there was not much to support it, was that Charles would be there.


  I got to the hallway with the clear walls and the hundreds of seashells. As I drifted down it I could see a wavery dark image moving down the hall with me, which I thought to be my reflection; but when I stopped for a moment to inspect a huge nautilus, the form continued to move. In surprise I caught up with it and pressed my face against the wall, but its thickness, and some ripples in it, reduced the image on the other side to a brown blob. The blob, however, had stopped across from me. It moved again, in the same direction, and I stayed across from it until the wall turned to wood. I stood there for a moment, and suddenly—back the direction I had come—a figure appeared in my hallway and approached me.


  It was Holmes. She stopped when she saw me, and looked at me curiously for some time.


  She was tall and had brown hair. Thick hair, tied back in a single knot and then let fall in a round stream down her back. She wore a long dress of simple design and plain brown material. She looked thin. Her face was handsome: lined, slightly tanned, with the finest of silky hairs just visible on her cheeks and upper lip. The line of her jaw, her cheekbones, nose and forehead, were all sharply defined, giving her an ascetic look. Her eyes were a rich brown.


  Finally she moved up to me. “Hello,” she said, in a well-modulated alto voice. “It’s good to meet you. I’ve been reading your articles with interest.”


  “I’m glad,” I said, and searched for more words, stupidly fumbling in a moment I had imagined many times. “Hello.”


  She said: “Why don’t we go to one of the observation decks and have some food sent there.”


  “Fine.” She had a long stride, one that revealed bare feet.


  We went to a large dim room, walled and ceilinged in wood. The floor was clear; one of the windows I had seen while approaching. In the center of it Saturn shone like a lamp-globe. It was our only illumination. There were couches arranged in a small square near the middle of the room. Holmes sat on one, leaned forward and looked down at the planet. She appeared to have forgotten me; I sat down opposite her and looked down.


  We were over one of the poles, looking at Saturn and its rings from a perspective none of its natural satellites ever had. The bands crossing Saturn (half of it was dark, though slightly illuminated by light reflected from the rings) were light greens and yellows, with streaks of orange. Seen from above they were full semicircles: bright cream in the equatorial bands, clearly defined streaks of yellow in the higher latitudes; a dusky green area at the Pole.


  Outside the planet were the rings. The inner rings were a charcoal color, but quite visible. The outer rings were broad, pristine white bands, perfectly smooth and circular, as if drawn with a compass. The entire sight reminded me of a target, an archery target; the Pole the bull’s-eye, the rings the outer circles; but it was impossible to imagine Saturn flat, because of its dark side, and the black bullet of its shadow, erasing part of the rings behind it.


  This uncanny sight filled almost half of our floor-window. Around it a few bright stars gleamed, and seven of Saturn’s moons were visible, all of them perfectly aligned half-moons. As we sat there silently and watched, the scene shifted perceptibly. Saturn’s shadow on the rings was shortening, the moons were becoming crescent, the rings were tilting and becoming huge ellipses; all slowly, slowly, as in some inhuman, natural dance.


  “Always the same but always different,” I said.


  “The landscape of the mind,” she replied, after a long pause. I became aware of the profound silence in which we were speaking. “There are more beautiful places on Terra, but none that is so sublime.”


  “Perhaps that is because space itself has many attributes of sublimity—vastness, simplicity, mystery, that which causes terror—”


  “It exists only in the mind, you must remember that. But space provides much that reminds the mind of itself, yes. . . .”


  After a time I said: “Do you really think that if we did not exist, Saturn would not be sublime?”


  I thought she wasn’t going to answer. Then: “Who would know it?”


  “So it is the knowing,” I said.


  She nodded.


  Then she sat back and looked across at me. “Would you like to eat?”


  “Yes.”


  “Alaskan king crab?”


  “That would be fine.”


  She turned, and called out, “We’ll have dinner in twenty minutes.”


  A small tray covered with crackers and blocks of cheese slid out of a new aperture in her couch. I blinked. A bottle of wine and two glasses were presented on individual glass trays. She poured wine and drank in silence. We leaned forward to look down at the planet. In the odd illumination—dusky yellow light, from below—her eye sockets were in shadow, and looked very deep. We leaned back to attend to the meal, which to my relief was brought in by Charles. Below us Saturn and its billion satellites still wheeled, a stately art-deco lamp. . . .


  After the meal Charles took away our dishes and utensils. Holmes leaned forward on her side of the couch, and stared down at the planet with an intensity that discouraged interruption. Between watching Holmes and Saturn, I was kept busy enough.


  Holmes remained in her contemplative position until the ringed ball was completely out of our floor-window and the room was quite dark. Then she stood up, said “Good night,” in a companionable tone—as if this were a routine we had established through years of dining together—and walked out of the room. Filled with confusion, I sat in the dark room and looked down at the stars for quite some time; then I made my way without much difficulty back to my rooms.


  When I awoke the next morning, I was sure I had slept for an uncommonly long time. I showered in water cold as I could stand, feeling disturbed by dreams I couldn’t remember.


  Apparently I was being left to my own devices again. After a long wait on my bed, during which I wondered if I should be as annoyed as I felt, I went to the control panel and called up every destination on the intercom. None of them replied. I couldn’t even find out what time it was.


  I left my room and ventured into the halls again, remembering the previous night; if I hadn’t left my rooms, I wondered, would I ever have met Holmes?


  Today she wasn’t in the room we had dined in, or behind the seashell wall. I circled the satellite a couple of times, checking room after empty room, and became completely disoriented. Quite a few doors on every level were locked. The silence on board—actually it was a pervasive, soft, electric whirr—began to bother me.


  I took an elevator up one of the spokes to the observatory and tried the door; to my surprise it opened. Inside there was a voice: I entered the weightless room. It was a tall cylindrical chamber, with a domed ceiling. The telescope was a long black thing, tricked out in brass. It extended from a vertical strip in the curving ceiling to the center of the chamber, where a crow’s-nest with a leather and brass chair was welded to it.


  Holmes was behind that chair, leaning over to look into the mask of the eyepiece. Every few moments she called out a string of figures. Charles, seated at a console in the wall of the chamber (still in his red and gold) tapped at a keyboard and occasionally quoted a set of numbers back to Holmes. I pulled myself down a railing set into the wall. Holmes looked up. She nodded, said “Mr. Doya,” in greeting, and looked back into the eyepiece. I pushed off and floated to a platform just below her crow’s nest. She continued working.


  After a while she called to Charles, “Put it on the inside limit of the crepe ring, please,” and straightened up. She looked down at me.


  “I’ve been reading your articles with fascination,” she said. “I’ve been a student of the Icehenge controversy for a long time.”


  “Have you,” I managed to say.


  “Oh, yes, I followed it from the beginning. That last article of yours, the one in Shards, was tantalizing. But tell me. Who do you suspect was this marvelous hoaxer?”


  I looked away from her, over at Charles, down at the end of the telescope. Adrenaline flushed through me, preparing me for flight, but not for conversation. . . .


  “Do you really want to go into something so complex now?” I asked, and then, as she stared down at me, continued: “I really don’t know who put it there. All that I have are hints, possibilities—conjectures.”


  “When you are inclined to it,” she replied, with a slight smile, “I’d like to hear them. I’ve observed that I fit all of your hoaxer’s attributes, and I want to know if I, too, am a suspect.”


  She stared at me for a long time, while I looked down at the telescope and tried to think. Finally I raised my eyes to meet hers.


  “You are a suspect, Ms. Holmes.”


  She smiled. “Now that is exciting.”


  After another pause she appeared to sense how disconcerted I was, and she looked into the eyepiece again. She threw an occasional comment to me, and I replied when I could muster my attention.


  “Have you lived on Waystation long?” she asked.


  “Not long.”


  “Ah. My corporation had a good deal to do with the construction of it, you know. But where did you come from?”


  I tried to pull myself together and make a coherent story of my past—a difficult task under the best of circumstances—but my distraction must have been very obvious. Eventually Holmes cut me off.


  “Would you like to retire now, and continue this conversation later?”


  I agreed that I would, and left hastily, remembering, as I returned to my room, her calm and enigmatic smile. What did she want of me? I called up my bed and collapsed on it, and lay pondering her purposes, more than a little fearful. Much later one of the robots brought me a meal, and I picked at it. Afterwards, though I thought I never would, I fell asleep.


  “Tell me,” demanded Holmes, “is it true that Hjalmar Nederland is your great-grandfather?” Her face loomed over me.


  I didn’t want to answer. “Yes.”


  “How odd,” she said. Her hair was arranged on her head in a complex knot (like my mother used to wear). She was wearing earrings, three or four to an ear, and her eyebrows had been plucked to thin black arches. She was looking out a window, at the sun.


  “Odd?” I said, though I did not want to say anything.


  “Yes,” she said, annoyance in her voice. “Odd. All this marvelous work that you’ve done. If your theory is accepted, then Nederland’s theory—his life’s work—will be destroyed.”


  Her glare was fierce, and I had to struggle to reply. “But even if his theory was wrong,” I said, “his work was still necessary. It is always that way in science. His work is still good work.”


  She followed me back, her face very close to mine. “Would Nederland agree?” she cried. She pointed a finger at me. “Or are you just lying to yourself, trying to hide what will really happen!”


  “No!” I said, and weakly tried to strike back at her: “It’s your fault, anyway!”


  “So you say,” she sneered. “But you know it’s your fault. It’s your fault,” she shouted, looming over me, her face inches from mine. “You are the one destroying him, him and Icehenge as well—”


  A noise. I twisted around in my bed, looked down at my pillow, realized I was dreaming. My heart was hammering. I rubbed my eyes and looked up—


  Holmes was standing over me, looking down at me with clinical interest (hair piled on top of her head)—


  I jerked up into a sitting position and she disappeared. Nobody there.


  I tossed the bedsheets aside and leaped out of bed. I hurried to the door; it was locked on the inside, though I couldn’t remember locking it. The darkened room reeked of sweat; it was filled with shadows. . . . I ran to the control panel and switched on all the lights in the room. It blazed, white streaks everywhere on the polished wood. It was empty. I stood there for a long time, waiting for heartbeat and breathing to slow down. The image I had seen over me, I thought, could have been a hologram. I began circling the room, inspecting the wood for apertures.


  . . . But the dream. Did she have a machine that created images within the mind, as a holograph created them without?


  I didn’t sleep again that night.


  “Mr. Doya.”


  “What?”


  “Mr. Doya.” It was Holmes’s voice, from the intercom.


  “Yes?”


  “The sun will rise over Saturn in thirty-five minutes, and I thought you might like to see it. It’s quite spectacular.”


  “Thank you, I would.”


  “Fine. I’ll be in the dome room, then. Charles will show you the way.”


  When I got there she was seated in the lotus position, staring out. The room was shoved out from the body of the satellite, so that the clear dome served as both floor and walls. Saturn, rather than directly below us, was off to one side, just clear of the surface of the satellite. Saturn was dark, but the north polar cap glowed green, as though lit from within. To the sides the rings, very thin now, shone brightly.


  “Most of Saturn’s mass is at its core,” Holmes said, without turning her head. “The upper atmosphere is very thin, enough so that the sun shines through it, just before rising.”


  “Is that what that glow is,” I said. The luminous green gained brilliance near the pole, and seemed even brighter contrasted with the dark side of the planet. Finally I could see the sun itself, a fiery green gem that flared to an intense white as it cleared Saturn. The green faded and became a crescent of reflected light: the sunward side of the planet. We could see more of the rings.


  “Well,” said Holmes. “Good morning.”


  “Hello.” I sat. I stared at her closely. She ordered breakfast innocently enough, and we ate in silence. Afterwards she said:


  “Tell me, am I your only suspect?”


  I saw she intended to have it out. I said shortly, “I think you put it there.”


  “Genoa Ferrando fits the qualifications as well as I. So does Alice Waite. Why do you think it was me?”


  I told her the tale of the long search, gave her all the pieces of the puzzle that she had left behind, put them together for her. It took quite a while.


  At the end of it she smiled. “That isn’t very much,” she said, and left the room.


  I took a long, deep breath and wondered what was going on. My head was spinning, my vision was a field of pointillistic dots: had my breakfast been drugged? Was I full of some sinister truth serum, thus to tell her everything I knew? Oh, I was becoming frightened, no doubt of it; yet I certainly did feel dizzy—I shrugged off the thought. Before me Saturn was a huge crescent of swirled cream and green. I watched for a long time as it and its delicate minions continued to turn, arcs and curves and ellipses of light, slow and inevitable and majestic, like the music Beethoven might have written had he ever seen the sea.


  That night I couldn’t sleep for dreaming.


  The next morning I awoke sober and cold. I made my way up to the observatory.


  She was there, working again with Charles. “Will you please try directing with some semblance of accuracy,” she said to him waspishly as I opened the door.


  She watched me enter, smiled politely. “Mr. Doya,” she said. She put her head down to the eyepiece, then looked at me again. I was just below her. “Would you like to take a look?”


  “Sure,” I said.


  “Want to see the rings first?”


  “Sure.”


  She pushed buttons on a console beside her. The telescope and its vertical strip slid down, and there was a low, vibrating whir; though I could barely sense it, clearly the entire chamber was revolving. Holmes leaned forward and looked into the eyepiece, pushed buttons with her eye still to it.


  “There.” She pushed a final button and got up. I sat and looked in. The field was jammed with white boulders, irregular ice-asteroids.


  “My.” Even as close as we were in the satellite, with the naked eye the rings appeared to be a solid white sheet.


  “Isn’t it a nice view?”


  “How big are they?”


  “From a few kilometers diameter, down to icicles.”


  “It’s amazing what a thin plane they stay in,” I said.


  “Oh, yes. It’s a great example of gravity at work. I find it fascinating—a force the workings of which we can describe and predict with minute accuracy, without understanding in the slightest way. Here, the Cassini Division is a good display of the rigor of gravity’s laws. All the ice debris is kept in a plane about twenty-six kilometers thick. Then about forty thousand kilometers from the planet, there’s a ring four thousand k’s wide, where nothing will stay in orbit.” She pushed buttons and the field became a flurry of white, like a snowstorm, I imagined. When it cleared again there was the white rubble, still closely packed—and then, straight as a ruler, the boulders ceased and black starry space began. I was about to exclaim at this when one of the boulders, long and narrow like a beam, caught my eye. It occurred to me that she was showing me her quarry. . . .


  “You know,” I said casually, “some physicists on Mars have determined that the columns of Icehenge came from here.”


  “Yes,” she replied. “A ring of ice boulders, made from ice taken from a ring of ice boulders. How nice.”


  I laughed, and continued to look into the eyepiece. “Some would say that fact tends to support the idea that a resident of the Saturn area built Icehenge.”


  “So they might, but it’s just circumstantial evidence. Hasn’t Nederland shown how easy it would have been for Vasyutin and his crew to pass by here?” Her voice was unconcerned. “Your whole case against me is circumstantial.”


  “True, but you can make a good case if there are enough circumstances.”


  “But you cannot prove your case, no matter how many circumstances.” I pulled my head back to look at her, and she was smiling. “And if you can’t prove it, you can’t publish it, since it accuses me of a crime. I am fascinated by the monument, I have told you that, and it is amusing that you believe I built it; but both I and the monument have enough troubles without a connection being made between us. If you make one, I will assuredly see that you are destroyed.”


  I cleared my throat. “And if I find proof—”


  “You will not find proof. There is none to be found. Be warned, Mr. Doya, I will not tolerate having my name associated with it.”


  “But—”


  “There is no proof,” she said, patiently but insistently. We hung in silence and I could feel myself blushing. Was this why I was here, and all that preceded it a preparation, lending force to her warning? The thought angered me, her self-assurance angered me, everything she had done angered me; and as an angry idea came to me I spoke it.


  “Since you are so sure of this, perhaps you would, um, help me close my investigation?” She stared. “The Waystation Institute for Higher Learning wants to sponsor another expedition to Pluto, to investigate questions I and others have raised.” I was making this up, and it was exciting. “Since you are so certain I will never find anything implicating you, perhaps you’d be interested in funding it, to lay all questions to rest? . . . and as a favor in return for my visit?” I nearly smiled at that.


  She saw it and smiled in return. “You think I won’t do it.”


  “I hope you will.”


  After a long pause she said, “I’ll do it.” And then, with a casual wave of her hand: “Now you must excuse me, I must return to my work.”


  After that conversation we seldom saw each other. I wasn’t invited to dinner that evening, and after a long wait I had one of the little square robots bring a meal. For the next three days I was on my own; Holmes sent not a single message, and I didn’t want to talk to her. I began to believe that supporting another expedition to Pluto disturbed her more than it had seemed. On the other hand, there was the old truism to consider, that every hoaxer wants to be discovered, eventually. . . .


  One night I dreamed that Holmes and I were in a weightless, locked room: her hair waved around her nude shoulders like snakes, and she shrieked, “Don Vgo on! Stop!” I woke up immediately, sitting up with twisted bedsheets clutched in my hands, and after a while laughed uneasily; Holmes was prevented from violating my dreams, because it frightened me so badly that I would wake up.


  The next day I was still thinking about a locked room. I wandered through the satellite, looking methodically for any sections that were closed off. There was one—an arc of the circle had a hallway to pass through, but above it was a section I couldn’t enter. It took a lot of wandering around that area to make sure, and when I was, my curiosity grew.


  That night my dreams were particularly violent; though Holmes never appeared in them, they were disturbing enough. My father was in several, always about to leave for Terra, always asking me to come with him. . . .


  The next morning I decided to break into the closed arc. In a room down the hall from mine there was a console of the satellite’s computer; I sat down before it, and went to work. It only took me half an hour of sifting through satellite layout diagrams to find the locking codes I wanted. I scribbled down a few numbers and left the console.


  I checked to make sure Holmes and Charles were in the observatory—they were—then went to the hallway that allowed one to traverse the arc. I located a large elevator door that I had identified in the diagrams and began punching out the code commands I had written down. With the third one the elevator doors slid open. I walked in.


  I was on, the interior control panel told me, the second of fourteen floors. I pushed fourteen. The doors closed and I felt the beginning of the elevator’s rise.


  The doors opened and I walked out into another passageway. The floors were black tile, the walls and ceilings darkest wood. I walked up and down hallways. Aside from the new walls and ceilings, nothing seemed to be different. Rooms I looked into were empty. I had walked for some time (always keeping in mind the location of my elevator), and was starting to feel disappointed, when I rounded yet another corner: there before me I saw a door that seemed to lead into the vacuum of black space; and in the center of that space was Icehenge.


  It was small, and as I hurried toward it across a glass floor, I thought it was a holocube standing on a table. Then I saw that it was made instead of actual pieces of ice, standing in a big sphere of glass that rested on a white plastic cylinder.


  The room itself was spherical, a tiny planetarium, with a clear floor bisecting the sphere. There were stars above and below, and the sun, just a few times brighter than Sirius, was just below the floor. It was Pluto’s sky.


  The ice liths of the model were nearly transparent, but aside from that it looked like a perfect representation. After a time I circled it slowly, and found an unmarked control console on the other side of the plastic stand.


  There were small colored buttons in a row at the top. I pushed a yellow one, and a long narrow beam of yellow laser light appeared in the room. It just touched the top of one of the triangular liths, on the northwest side of the ring, and the top of the shortest lith, on the southeast side . . . Aligned like this, the slender cylinder covered the sun and turned it yellow.


  The other buttons produced laser beams of different colors, marking the sight-lines established by certain pairs of liths, at a certain point in time—one moment in Pluto’s long orbit—and not for observers on the surface of Pluto, since most of the sight-lines extended, in both directions, into space; established only if an elaborate model such as this were constructed. Violet was Sirius. Green was, I guessed, Pluto’s moon Charon. A blue beam extended straight up out of the tallest lith, and defined Castor, Pluto’s Pole Star. And red, stretching across the two remaining triangular liths, plunged into the sword-sheath of Orion: the galaxy Andromeda.


  “Mr. Doya?” Holmes’s voice on the intercom again.


  “What.” In my dream my father had been telling me a story.


  “Captain Pada can leave for Waystation today, if you like.”


  “All right.” I felt, all of a sudden, very angry.


  “Would you join me for breakfast?”


  “. . . All right. In an hour.”


  She wasn’t in the dining room when I got there, so after a short wait I ate breakfast alone. I looked out at Saturn. When I was done with breakfast an image of Holmes, seated in a chair, popped into being across from me. I stared at her eyes.


  “Excuse me for saying good-bye to you like this,” she said. “I am indisposed. You are in a holo field yourself, so we can converse.”


  “Quite all right,” I said.


  “I hope you understand that my desire not to be associated with Icehenge is very serious.”


  “You shouldn’t have built it, then,” I said.


  “I didn’t.”


  “You did,” I said, hoping my image’s gaze met hers. “You built it and then built the false explanation that went with it.” I was trying to control myself. “With all that money, Ms. Holmes, why did you build nothing but a hoax? Why construct just the story of a starship, when you have the means to make the story real? You could have done something great. As it is, you have done nothing but make a fool of an old man on Mars.”


  “Not if the Vasyutin explanation stands—”


  “Someone will find out. The sooner it’s done the less foolish he appears.” I got up and walked toward the door.


  “Mr. Doya!” I turned; her image was standing. “I had nothing to do with it.”


  “Then why is that model of it here in your home!”


  She smiled, and for an instant I understood that she had meant me to find it. . . . “I told you,” she said. “I am a student of it.”


  “If you analyzed the ice in that model,” I said, “you would find it the same as the ice of the liths on Pluto.”


  She stared at me, calm and cold. “You may think what you like, Mr. Doya,” she said. “But you will never know.” She and her chair disappeared.


  Charles opened the door. “The Io is ready,” he said. “Your luggage is aboard.”


  I followed him to the docking bay, crossed into the Io. As I pulled myself to the bridge I felt the dank of our disengagement, and realized I was shaking.


  The viewscreen in the lounge had an image of the satellite. Helplessly I hung before the great wheel and watched, still shaking. For a moment, seeing its windows and rails and the observatory, I thought again of an ancient bathysphere. As we moved away I could see the domed floor, a clear glassine bubble; and inside it the tiny figure of Holmes paced around the dome’s perimeter, upside-down it seemed, watching us. Her purposes, I thought. No doubt she had accomplished them all. Then the satellite shrank, with great speed, to a white dot over the ringed eldritch ball. And we were on our way out again.


  There was a holo-message transmitter on board the Io. After a month or so of waiting out the long reach back to Waystation, I went into the transmission room. I composed myself, and faced the empty row of chairs that indicated where the audience receiving the message would sit.


  “Begin,” I said. The red light in the center chair blinked on.


  “Professor Nederland,” I said. “This is Edmond Doya. Our previous interactions have all occurred in the periodicals, but now I want to communicate with you as directly as possible.” I leaned against a table and kicked rhythmically at one of its legs. “The Waystation Institute for Higher Learning is mounting an expedition to Pluto, to make another investigation of Icehenge that will attempt to clear up the present mystery concerning its origins.


  “I know you believe that there is no mystery concerning its origins. But—” I stopped, tried to recollect what I was going to say. All of the sentences I had thought of during the month jammed together, demanded to be spoken first. I stood up and paced back and forth, looking frequently to the red dot that represented my great-grandfather.


  “But I think you must admit, having read my work, that there is at least the possibility of a hoax. Certainly the possibility. Yet in the present state of knowledge there is no way of telling who really built the monument; I truly believe that. . . .” I paused. “All of the serious researchers . . . and theorists of Icehenge, will be invited to join the expedition. As the senior and principal theorist your addition to the company would be valued.”


  Somehow that didn’t sound right. I was being too stiff, too artificial: this was an invitation, I wanted to show how I felt. But it was too complex.


  “I know that many people have construed my work to be an attack on you. I assure you, Professor Nederland, that isn’t true! I admire the work you did, it was a good investigation, and if someone was deliberately misleading you . . . there was no way for you to know. And I don’t agree that believing it a hoax destroys the monument’s esthetic worth. Vasyutin or not, the monument is still there. Human beings still constructed it. Emma’s story still exists, no matter who wrote it . . .


  It was coming out wrong. I couldn’t say it. I paced even more rapidly.


  “Perhaps I am wrong, as you believe, and Vasyutin did build Icehenge. If so, then we should be able to document that on this expedition. I hope you agree to join us. I . . . bid you farewell. End transmission.” The red light blinked off.


  The following day, at about the same time, the reply arrived. I sat down in the chair with the red dot. The scene appeared and I blinked while my eyes accommodated the light.


  He was sitting behind an anonymous university desk. He looked just as he did in the press conferences: short hair neatly combed, expensive suit (the latest Martian style) pressed and carefully adjusted. It was the official, pontificating image.


  “Mr. Doya,” he said, looking just to my right. I shifted.


  “We haven’t met before, even by means of this illusory medium, yet I’m aware that we’re related—that I am your greatgrandfather. How do you do. I hope we get to meet in the flesh someday, because I can tell we have common interests as well as common family.” He smiled for a moment, and adjusted a sheet of paper on the desk. “Let me assure you, I understand that your arguments concern archeology and are not directed against my person.” He moved the paper again and began tapping it with his forefinger. The corner of his mouth tightened, as if he were about to perform an unpleasant task.


  “I disagree with many of the things you said in your invitation. There isn’t any evidence in your work sufficient to convince me that the Vasyutin explanation is not true. So I don’t believe that there is a need for your expedition. And I don’t believe an on-site investigation made up of diverse theorists, each attempting to prove his own case, can become anything but a circus. For these reasons I decline your invitation, though I thank you for making it.” He stopped, and appeared to consider what he had just said. He looked down at the paper again, then up, and this time he seemed to be looking directly into my eyes.


  “When you say that Emma’s story will still exist no matter who wrote it, you imply that it doesn’t matter whether Emma’s story is true or not. I say it does matter. I think in your heart you agree with that, and I ask you not to misrepresent the situation as if to disguise its meaning. If your theory is proven true, I know what that will mean as well as you do.”


  He looked down again, made desultory taps with his fingers. “I cannot wish you good luck. End transmission.”


  Blackout. I sat there and thought of many things—thought of the young Nederland trekking across the barren slopes of Olympus Mons, searching for answers; and suddenly I thought, it’s been a hundred and fifty years since those things happened. He’s changed, he’s not the man who wrote the books you read when you were a child—not at all. I sat in the dark.


  We were close, very close. Activity began on the Snowflake—like water thawing after a long winter, people began to move in the halls, to meander past each other, scuffing at moss, greeting shyly. . . .Jones and I went down to the crew’s lounge and passed a couple of groups on the way; they were smoking and talking about Icehenge.


  In the lounge we watched the viewscreen and drank. Occasionally we made comments to the crew there, to each other. We had reached the point where we could each talk about our thoughts concerning the monument without argument. We just listened to each other.


  “So where is it?” said Jones to one of the crew. She pointed out Pluto, just ahead of Aries. It was about second magnitude. Jones pointed himself and said, “You’re right! There’s Icehenge, I see it right there on top!”


  Later, when we were alone, I said, “I’ve been writing a lot of this down, Jones. A sort of journal.” He nodded. “Sometimes it occurs to me that what I’m writing is the sequel to Emma Well’s journal, which I’m certain was written by Holmes. And my story tells of a voyage to Pluto, which is exactly what Emma said was going to happen—and this voyage is being paid for by Holmes—sometimes that old woman looks very much in control of things out here, Jones; sometimes I wonder how much of it she may have planned, what she has in store for us . . .”


  “Who knows?” said Jones. “There are so many influences on our lives that we don’t control, you might as well not worry about another one that you may be making up. Whatever happens on Pluto, I’m looking forward to it. I’m anxious to get there. We are quite close, you know,” pointing at the screen and staring at me seriously. “I wasn’t joking when I said I could see those ice towers.”


  And then we were there. I was there, circling the ninth planet, and soon afterward, on its surface. My first impression was that the horizon was flat. It was, at any rate, less curved than any I had ever seen. “This is the biggest thing I ever stood on,” I said aloud. “I’m on a planet. First planet I’ve ever stood on, and it’s Pluto. . . .” Something in the thought was distressing, and though we were just a couple of kilometers from the monument, I waited till all the others trekked out and marveled at it, waited until most of them returned, and told me of it, and eyed me as if I were quite peculiar. Then I suited up, left the landing vehicle and walked north. The gravity wasn’t very heavy.


  Icehenge, Icehenge, Icehenge, Icehenge, Icehenge. I started running and almost immediately stumbled and fell to the ground; even that reminded me that the rocks were real, that I was really there.


  Sitting there on Pluto’s gravelly, dusty surface, and looking north, I could see the top three-quarters of the liths, rising just behind a low hill. The sun was off to my right, to the “east” (though every direction in reality soon became south)—it was a star just brighter than first magnitude, a few degrees above the horizon. On the eastern side the liths were long, gleaming white streaks—to the west they were barely visible black shadows. The southeastern triangular lith reflected a broad facet of white—other beam-ends were no more than white lines against the night.


  I was shivering, as if I could feel through my suit a touch of Pluto’s cold, only seventy degrees above the absolute zero of total stillness. I got up and established a rapid walk toward the monument.


  There were four or five humans standing in and around the gigantic circle, and to my surprise I appreciated their presence, though I kept my intercom off. They were so small—one of them stood by the fallen lith, and even he appeared insignificantly short.


  I passed between two liths and stood, looking down the curving row of columns; they seemed much more irregularly placed than they ever had in holograms—as if the act of transmitting and imaging had somehow given them more order. Here, in reality, their placement seemed random, the work of some alien intelligence.


  I walked forward, head craned around to view the liths behind me. The awkward position left me feeling a bit faint.


  From the center it appeared a rough circle—I couldn’t perceive the flattened side on the north, for the different dimensions of each lith and the varying angles of placement created an irregular display of white and black parallelograms that were hard to get in spatial perspective. Most of the western liths shone with reflected sunlight, though many were darkened by the endless shadows of the eastern liths. The eastern liths themselves were black cutouts against the sky, except for a few that caught the reflected light from some more westerly lith, and gleamed dully. To the north the Six Great Liths stood like a huge curving wall; yet the jagged row of small liths near the fallen one seemed not much shorter, though the shortest ones were all there.


  Four of the five people gathered near the south side of the ring. One of them waved at me and they took off for the landing vehicle. I assumed their air supplies were low. The remaining figure approached me—by his height and gait I had already identified him as Jones. He extended his arm and we shook gloved hands, clumsily. Through his faceplate I could see bright eyes and a wide grin. He drew me forward and hugged me, and then, without signaling for me to switch on my intercom, he turned and left.


  I was alone at Icehenge. I sat down and let the feeling saturate me.


  Over the next couple of weeks the teams established their pattern of investigation. Those working on the ice spent most of the time in the landing vehicle’s labs. Dr. Hood and his team worked to determine what had been used to shape the liths. Bachan Nimit and his people from Ganymede were taking a new line of inquiry, and hoped to find out if as many micrometeors had fallen on the underside of some of the fragments of the Fallen Lith as had fallen on the upright beams.


  But the most visible and, it seemed, the most energetic team was Brinston’s excavation group. Brinston was showing himself to be extremely competent and well-organized, to no one’s surprise. The day after we arrived he had his people out doing the preliminary line digs, and he spent long hours at the site, moving from trench to trench, consulting and giving instruction. In conversation he was confident, a dedicated archeologist certain that his methods would solve what was essentially an archeological problem. “The substructure of the monument will explain it,” he said. At the same time he warned me against expecting any immediate information; “Digging is slow work—even with as simple a situation as this, one has to be very careful not to tear up the evidence one is looking for, which in this case is something as delicate as the marks of a previous excavation and fill, in regolith, no less . . . He would talk endlessly about the various aspects of his task, and I would leave him nearly as convinced as he that he would solve the mystery.


  The teams established a common working period, and during this time the site swarmed with busy figures. Outside these times the landscape emptied.


  I had no specific work to do; I was uncomfortably aware of that. The investigations I wanted made were being made, by professionals competent for the tasks. There was nothing left for me but to watch. So I quickly took to visiting the monument in the off hours. Those few who stayed into these times, or returned to visit, soon became still, contemplative figures, and we didn’t bother each other.


  At those times, as I wandered among the massive blocks in a vast silence, the abandoned equipment and trenches gave it the look of a work in progress, a work of giants left unfinished for unknown reasons . . . leaving behind the skeleton, the framework of something even larger. I sat at the center point of the ring for hours, and learned the various aspects it presented at different times of the Plutonian day. It was spring in the northern hemisphere—coldest, longest spring under the sun—and the sun stayed just over the horizon all the time. It took nearly a week for Pluto to spin around, for the sun to circle the horizon; and even at that slow speed I could see the movement of light and shadow, creating a different Icehenge at every moment, from every point of view.


  My only regular companion during these meditations was Jones. It was natural enough that he should prefer these times, for only then did the monument fully regain its solitary power, its shadowed obscurity—but I thought, also, that he felt self-conscious doing his work in front of the others.


  For work he was doing, laboriously and painstakingly. With a surveyor’s transit, he was measuring the megalith. When I switched to the common band on my intercom, I could hear him muttering numbers to himself and humming snatches of music. He had arranged to have music piped in to him from the landing vehicle while he worked; usually, when I switched to that band, one of Brahms’s symphonies was playing.


  Occasionally he enlisted my aid, and I would aim a laser, or peer through a surveying instrument, while he paced across the central field and became a tiny figure against the beams on the other side. He measured and recorded hundreds of distances.


  “Just what are you doing?” I once asked him, while we were engaged in this task. “You can’t measure how far each lith is from every other lith, that’s sixty-six times sixty-five—and why would you want to, anyway?”


  “Numbers,” he replied. “Whoever built this was very careful about numbers. I want to see if I can find the standard unit of measurement they used. You see, back in the twentieth century a man named Alexander Thom discovered that all of the stone megaliths in northern Europe used the same unit, which he called the megalithic yard. It was about seventy-four centimeters.” He stopped what he was doing. “Now, no one but me has ever noticed that this megalithic yard from northern Europe is almost exactly the same length as the ancient Tibetan unit—”


  “And the Egyptian unit used at the Pyramids, undoubtedly; but isn’t that because they’re the standard elbow-to-finger units?”


  “Maybe, maybe. Anyway, since the general layout here, flattened-ring construction (they did that to avoid pi, did you know that?), is one of the common patterns for British henges, I thought I’d check to see.”


  I laughed. “You could find out in minutes on the computer.” He looked down at me. “Yeah?”


  “Jones, I’m glad you’re here with us.”


  He grinned. “You like having someone here crazier than you. But just wait. The numerology of Icehenge was always a rich field, even before these new measurements I’m taking. Did you know that if you begin at the Fallen Lith and count counterclockwise by prime numbers, the mass of each lith increases by one-point-two-three times? Or that the heights of each foursome of consecutive liths add up to either ninety-five point four, one hundred and one, or one-hundred-nineteen-point-five meters? Or that each length divided by width ends with a prime number—”


  “Who says all this?”


  “I do. You must not have read my book, Mathematics and Metaphysics at Icehenge.”


  “I missed that one.”


  “One of my best. See how much you don’t know?”


  In this manner several weeks quickly passed. Brinston’s face took on a slightly anxious expression, though he was finding out some interesting things. It appeared that for every lith a large cylindrical posthole had been dug—the ice beam had been positioned on the floor of the hole, which was invariably bedrock, and the hole was then filled. The only other fact they had discovered was that there were no individual postholes for the Six Great Liths. Perhaps because they were so near each other, a single big hole, still cylindrical, had been dug for all of them. Brinston’s team had marked out the circumference of this cylinder, and it encompassed nine liths; but they hadn’t found the bottom of it.


  The day Brinston presented this information, Jones and I walked out to the site. Jones was excited, but he wouldn’t tell me why.


  We walked through the circle of towers and on to the pole, to watch the henge from there. We sat down directly on the pole, just beside the steel marker that Nederland had placed there to honor Vasyutin. The sun was on the other side of the monument, and the liths were more obscure than ever, faint reverse shadows, a dim lightness against the pervading black. The rock I sat on felt cold.


  “Now we’re spinning like a top,” said Jones. “Feel it?” I laughed easily, yet as we sat there, silent, I could suddenly visualize Pluto as a tiny ball twirling, a handful of ice toothpicks stuck in its top, two antlike creatures seated on the axis of rotation.


  I moved and the sun disappeared behind a lith. I felt the ancient fear—eclipse, sun-death. After a long time Jones took a small penlight from his suit, pointed it at the ring, turned it on. On Lith Number Three, the tallest of them all, a white spot appeared, brighter than any star. Jones moved the spot in a small circle on the lith.


  “That one,” he said, breaking an hour’s silence. “There’s something special about lith three.”


  “Aside from it being the tallest?”


  “Yes.” He jumped up and took off rapidly toward it. “Come on.


  As we approached, he said: “I told you I would find something in those measurements. Though it wasn’t exactly what I had expected.”


  We stopped before it, just outside the Six Great Liths. Number Three was massive, endlessly tall, big as a Martian skyscraper. On this side it was in total darkness, or rather, was illuminated only by starlight, which was barely adequate for our vision; the circle of shadows reared up into eerie obscurity. We stared up into it.


  “If you take the centerpoint of the lith,” Jones said, “at ground level and measure from there, then every center of every lith in the henge is an exact multiple of the megalithic yard away.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “No, seriously. It doesn’t work for any other lith, either.”


  I looked up at his faceplate, but it was too dark—feet away, I could barely see him. “You used the computers.”


  “Yes.”


  “Jones, you amaze me.”


  “What’s more, Number Three is right near the center of that big excavation Brinston and his folks found. That’s interesting. For a long time I thought it was the triangular liths that our attention was being drawn to. Now I’m pretty sure it’s this one—it’s the center of the henge.”


  “But why?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “You don’t know!”


  “No! Perhaps to satisfy an alien geometry, perhaps to provide a key to a code—it could be anything. My brilliant investigation has gone only so far.”


  “Ho, ho.” We circled it slowly, looking for some remarkable sign, some new attribute. There were none evident. A rectangular slab of ice—


  A thought, slipping at the edges of consciousness. I stopped and tried to retrace my thinking. Stars, nothing . . . I shifted my head through the positions it had been in when I had the thought—tried all the other remembering tricks I knew. I looked up to the top of the lith and stepped back; and as I did so a bright star appeared, defining the top of the lith. Was it Castor? I found Pollux, checked the lineup—it was. The Pole Star.


  I remembered. “Inside it,” I said, and heard Jones’s surprised breath. “That’s it! There’s something inside it.”


  Jones faced me. “Do you really think so?”


  “I’m certain of it!”


  “How?”


  “Holmes told me. Or rather, Holmes gave it away.” I told him of the model with the laser sight-lines, in the spherical planetarium: “And there was one beam of blue-white light pointing straight out of one of the tallest liths, very likely this one . . . it was the only laser beam coming directly out of a lith.”


  “That could be what it means, I suppose, but how do we find out?”


  “Listen,” I said. I pressed my faceplate against the surface of the lith and rapped hard on the ice. A certain vibration . . . I hurried to the adjacent lith and did the same. Vibrations again, but I couldn’t tell if they were different.


  “Hmmm,” I said.


  “I hope you don’t melt holes in it—”


  “No, no.” The certainty of my guess, which had felt so much like an act of memory, didn’t fade. I switched my intercom to a landing vehicle band. “Could you get me Dr. Lhotse, please?” The officer on duty called him up.


  “Dr. Lhotse? This is Doya. Listen, could you run an easy test to find out if one of the liths had any hollow spaces in it?”


  “Or spaces occupied by something other than ice?” Jones was on the band as well.


  Lhotse considered it for a moment—it sounded as if he had been asleep—and then supposed that some mass tests, or sonar and X-ray and such, could determine it.


  “That’s excellent,” I said. “Could you bring out the necessary gear and people? . . . Yes, now; Jones and I have found the key lith and we suspect there is a hollow in it.” Jones laughed aloud. I could imagine Lhotse’s thoughts—the two strange ones had finally gone round the bend. . . .


  “Is this serious?” Lhotse asked. Jones laughed.


  “Oh, yes,” I said. “Quite serious.”


  Lhotse agreed to do it and hung up. Jones said, “You’d better be right, or we may have to walk home.”


  “There’ll be something,” I said, feeling an apprehension that verged, curiously enough, on exhilaration.


  There was a hollow column in the center of the lith, running from top to bottom.


  “I’ll be damned,” said Lhotse. Jones and the sonar people were whooping. Searchlights flashed off the ice as from the surface of a mirror. Circles and ellipses of white bobbed around the ground and caught dancing figures, flashed in my eyes. The surrounding scene was blacker, more obscure. I could feel my heartbeat squashing my stomach.


  “There must be an entrance at the top!”


  There was an extension ladder that could be roped to the liths, on the other side of the site. Lhotse ordered the people he had brought with him to set it up, and he called back to the lv. “You’d better get out here,” he told Brinston and Hood. “Jones and Doya found a hollow lith.”


  While they were moving the ladder across the dark old crater bed, Jones told Lhotse the story of our search. I could see Lhotse shaking his head. Then the ladder was moored against the lith and secured. Huge arc lamps, their beams invisible in the vacuum, made Lith Number Three a blazing white tower, and it cast a faint illumination over the rest of the henge, bringing the beams into ghostly presence. Lhotse climbed the ladder and set the next section in place. It just reached the top. I followed him up, and Jones clambered at my heels.


  Lhotse kneeled on the top, roped himself to the ladder securely. I looked down, and the painfully bright arc lamps looked far below. Lhotse’s quiet voice in my ear: “There are cracks.” He looked up at me as my head rose over the edge, and I could see that his face was flushed red and dripping with sweat. I myself felt chills as if we were in a wind.


  “There’s a block of ice here, topping the shaft. It’s flush with the surface, I don’t know how we’ll get it out.” He ordered another ladder set up. There were a lot of people talking on the common bands, though I couldn’t see many of them. I tied myself to the ladder and climbed onto the top of the lith. Jones followed me up. It was a big flat rectangle, but I worried that it might be slippery.


  Eventually we had to sink a heated rod into the block and set up a pulley above it. When those on the ground pulled, the trap door—a square block about six meters by six—rose up easily. The blocks of ice were too cold to stick to each other. Jones and Lhotse and I, standing on the ladders, stuck our heads over the black hole and looked down. The shaft was cylindrical. With a powerful light we could just distinguish an end or turning in the shaft, far below.


  “Bring up some more rope,” ordered Lhotse. “Something we can use for belay slings, and some of those expanding trench rods. If we used crampons we’d kick the lith down before we cut a step in this stuff.” The ropes were brought up and we were tied into torso slings and given lamps. Lhotse climbed in and said, “Let me down slowly.” I followed him in, breathing rapidly. Jones hung above me like a spider.


  The walls of the shaft were slick-looking under our bright lights. We inspected the ice as we pushed off and descended, pushed off and descended.


  Lhotse looked up. “You probably should wait till I get to the bottom.” The people at the top of the ladder heard him and Jones and I slowed. Lhotse dropped away swiftly.


  The descent lasted a long time. Our lamps made the ice around us gleam, but above and below us it was black. The ice changed to dark, smooth rock. We were underground.


  Finally we hit a gravelly floor. Lhotse was waiting, crouched in the end of a tunnel pointing northward that descended at a slight slope. Ahead lay pitch blackness.


  “Send another person down to this point for a radio relay,” said Lhotse, and then, holding his lamp ahead of him, he hurried down the tunnel. Jones and I stayed close behind him. We walked for a very long time, down the bottom of the cylindrical tunnel. Except for the fact that the walls were rock—solid basalt, the tunnel had been bored through it—it might have been a sewer pipe. I was shivering uncontrollably, colder than ever. Jones was stumbling over me; he kept ducking his head at imaginary low points.


  Lhotse stopped. Looking past him I could see a blue glow. I rounded him and ran.


  Suddenly the tunnel opened up and we were in a chamber, a blue chamber. A cobalt-blue chamber! It was an ovoid, like the inside of a chicken’s egg, about ten meters high and seven across. As Lhotse’s lamp swung unnoticed in his hand, streaks and points of red light gleamed from within the surface of the blue walls. It was like a blue glass, or a ceramic glaze. I reached over and ran my hand over it, and it was a glassy but lumpy surface. The points and lines of dark red came from chips under the surface. . . . Lhotse raised his lamp to head-level and rotated slowly, looking up at the ceiling of the chamber. His voice barely stimulated the intercom’s carbon: “What is this? . . .”


  I shook my head, sat down and leaned back against the blue wall. “Who put this here?” Lhotse said.


  “Not Vasyutin,” I said. “There’s no way they could have put this under here.”


  “Nor Holmes neither,” suggested Jones. Lhotse waved his lamp and red points sparked. “Let’s discuss it later,” he said.


  We stood, and sat, in silence, and watched the blue walls gleam with ruby light. The constantly shifting patterns created the illusion of extended space; the room seemed to grow ever larger as we watched. . . . I felt fear, fear of Holmes, fear that I had been in her power: who was she, to have created this? Could she have?


  Questions, doubts, thought receded, and the three of us remained mesmerized by light. After a time white flashes from the tunnel, and voices on the intercom, snapped us awake.


  Our air was low. Several others crowded into the chamber, and we moved out so they could see and marvel freely.


  Jones, through his faceplate, looked stunned. His mouth was open. As we walked slowly back up the sloping tunnel, he was shaking his head, and I could hear his deep voice muttering: “. . . strange blue glass under Icehenge . . . star chamber, red light . . . a space . . . underground.”


  Then they hauled us up the long narrow shaft of the hollow lith. I stood on the rim at the top, and looked up, up to the great blanket of stars.


  It gave the scientists a lot more to work on.


  They soon reported that the chamber was directly under the pole—that is, the pole passed directly through the chamber. The walls were covered by a ceramic glaze, fired onto the bedrock.


  Dr. Hood and his team soon discovered traces of the drill bits used to bore out the tunnel in the bedrock—small smears of metal, of an alloy just like that used for the bits of a boring machine designed to cut tunnels through asteroids. The machine had been first produced in 2514 . . . by Holmes.


  And Brinston was ecstatic. “Ceramic!” he cried. “Ceramic! When they fired that glass up to melting temperature, they put a date on it clear as those marks on the Inscription Lith—with no chance of lying, either.”


  It turned out that thermoluminescence measurement was a method that had been used to date terrestrial pottery for centuries. Samples of the ceramic are heated to firing temperatures, and the amount of light released by them is a measure of the total dose of radiation to which the ceramic has been exposed since the last previous heating. The technique can determine age—even over short periods of time—with an accuracy of plus-or-minus ten percent.


  After a week Brinston triumphantly released the results of the tests. The Blue Chamber was one hundred years old. “We got her!” Brinston cried. “It was Holmes! Doya, you were right. I don’t know how she landed that ice, but I know she did it!”


  The reporters had a field day. Icehenge was once again a nine-day wonder. This time the scoop was that it was a modern hoax. Speculation was endless, and Holmes was named directly by more people than she could sue—or destroy. They called this the Holmes explanation—or Doya’s theory.


  I sat around the site.


  One day I heard that Nederland had been interviewed on the holonews. Several hours later I went down to the holo room and ran the scene through.


  It wasn’t at the usual University of Mars press-conference room. As the scene appeared, Nederland was leaving a building, and a group of reporters circled him.


  “Professor Nederland, what do you think of the new developments on Pluto?”


  “They’re very interesting.” He looked resigned to the questioning.


  “Do you still support the Vasyutin theory?”


  His jaw muscles tightened. “I do.” The wind ruffled his hair.


  “What about—But what about—What about the fact that a twenty-sixth-century drill bit was used to bury the Blue Egg?”


  “I think there may be some other explanation for those deposits . . . for instance—”


  “What about the thermoluminescence dating?”


  “The ceramic measured is too deep for the method to work,” he snapped.


  “What about the alleged inauthenticity of the Weil journal?”


  “I don’t believe that,” he said. “Emma’s journal is genuine—”


  “What’s your proof? What’s your proof?”


  Nederland looked down at his feet, shook his head. He looked up, and there were deep lines around his mouth. “I must go home now,” he said, and then repeated it in such a low voice the microphones barely caught it: “I must go home now. . . .” Then, in his full voice, “I’ll answer all these questions later.” He turned and made his way through them, head down, and twisted to avoid a reporter’s grasp; and as he did so I saw his lowered face, and it looked haggard, exhausted, and I slammed the holo off and made my way blindly to the door, struck it with my hand, “Damn it,” I said, “damn it, why aren’t you dead!”


  The day before we were to leave, a bulletin came in from Waystation. A group there at the Institute—led by my student April—had presented a new solution. They agreed that it was a modern construct, but contended that it was put up by Commodore Ehrung and her crew, right after they arrived on Pluto, and just before they “discovered” it. The group had a whole case worked up, showing how both Vasyutin and Holmes were red herrings, planted by Ehrung’s people. . . .


  “That’s absurd!” I cried, and laughed harshly. “There’s a dozen reasons why that can’t be true, including everything that Brinston just found!” Nevertheless I was furious, and though I laughed again to hide it as I left the room, the people there stared at me as if I had kicked the teletype machine.


  Later I walked out to the site. The henge was gleaming again, in the relative clarity of Pluto’s day. It looked unchanged by all our new discoveries; as obscure as ever.


  Jones was out there. He had taken to spending almost all of his time at the site; I had even chanced upon him lying between two pieces of the Fallen Lith, fast asleep. For days he hadn’t spoken to anyone, not even—or especially not—to me. Brahms coursed through his intercom all the time.


  This night, our last night on Pluto, he was sitting at the center point of the henge. I walked up to him, sat down beside him. The sight of the Six Great Liths left me numb.


  We sat in silence for a long time. Eventually I switched to the common band. “Did you hear about the new theory from Waystation?”


  He nodded. Put his arm around my shoulder.


  “Jones,” I said in a conversational tone, though my voice was quavering (I didn’t know why), “Jones, what do you think happened here?”


  He chuckled. “Still at it, are you? . . . I’m like the rest of us, I suppose. I think much as I thought before. I think . . . that more has occurred at this place than we can understand.”


  “And you’re content with that?”


  “Yes.”


  I was shivering, crying a little. “I just don’t know why I did all this!”


  After a while: “It’s done.” We sat. “Come on, Edmond, let’s go back. You’re tired.” He stood up, put a hand to my shoulder. “Let’s go back.”


  When we got to the low hill between the site and the landing vehicle, we turned and looked at it. Tall white towers against the night. . . .


  “What will you do,” asked Jones.


  I shook my head, blinked away tears. “I don’t know. I’ve never thought of it. Maybe—I’ll go back to Terra. See my father. I don’t know!”


  Jones’s bass chuckle, rumbling in the vacuum’s silence. “That’s probably as it should be.” He put his arm around my shoulders, steered me around. We began walking toward the landing vehicle, going back to the others, going back. Jones shook his head, spoke in a sort of singsong: “We dream, we wake on a cold hillside, we pursue the dream again. In the beginning was the dream, and the work of disenchantment never ends.”


  SUNRISE ON PLUTO


  Robert Silverberg


  WE HAVE WAITED OUT THE NIGHT, and now at last we will go forth onto the frozen face of Pluto. One by one we take our places—Leonides, Sherrard, Gartenmeister, me—and ready ourselves to clamber down the ladder to the icy surface of the outermost of worlds.


  Soon we will have an answer to the question that has obsessed us all during this long night.


  Night on Pluto is 6.39 Earth-days long, and that night is blacker and colder than anything any of us has ever known. It is a true dark night of the soul, a dismal time made infinitely more terrible by our awareness of the monstrous distance separating us from all that we love. That distance imposes a burden which our spirits can scarcely carry. God knows, the dark side of Luna is a bleak and terrible place, but one never feels so wholly crushed by its bleakness as we have felt here. On Luna one need make only a brief journey to the edge and there is the lovely blue Earth hovering overhead, close, familiar, beckoning. But here stand we on forlorn Pluto, knowing that we are nearly four billion miles from home. No one has ever been so far from home before.


  Now at last the fierce interminable night is ending. When we made our touchdown here the night was half spent; we used what remained of the dark hours to carry out our preliminary observations and to prepare for the extravehicular journey. Now, as we make ready to emerge, there comes the first trembling hint of a dawn. The utter and absolute and overwhelming darkness, which has been made all the more intense by the chilly glitter of the stars, is pierced by a strange pale glow. Then a sudden astonishing burst of light enters the sky—the light of a giant star whose cold radiance is hundreds of times as bright as that of the full moon seen from Earth.


  It is the sun, our sun, the well of all warmth, the fountain of life. But how sadly its splendor is altered and diminished by those billions of miles! What reaches us here is not the throbbing golden blaze of summer but only a brilliant wintry beacon that sends glittering tracks of dazzling merciless brightness across the stark icefields of Pluto.


  We move toward the hatch. No one speaks. The tension is rising and our faces show it.


  We are edgy and uneasy, but not because we are about to be the first humans to set foot on this world: that is trivial, entirely unimportant to us, as I think it has always been to those who have carried the great quest outward into space. No, what concerns us is a mystery that no previous explorers of the Solar System have had to confront. Our instruments, during the long Plutonian night, have been recording apparent indications that living creatures, Plutonian life-forms, are moving about out there.


  Life-forms? Here, on the coldest and most remote of worlds? It seems absurd. It is absurd. Nowhere in the Solar System has anyone ever found a trace of extraterrestrial life, not on any of the explored planets nor on any of their moons. Unless something unimaginable lurks deep within the impenetrable gaseous mantles of Jupiter or Saturn or Uranus, our own small planet is the sole repository of life in the System, and, for all we know, in the entire universe. But our scanners have picked up the spoor of life here: barely perceptible electromagnetic pulses that indicate something in motion. It is strictly a threshold phenomenon, the most minimal trace-output of energy, the tiniest trickle of exertion. The signal is so faint that Sherrard thinks it is nothing more than an instrumentation error, mere noise in the circuitry. And Gartenmeister wants it to be an error—he fears the existence of extraterrestrial life, so it seems, the way Pascal feared the eternal silence of the infinite heavens. Leonides argues that there is nothing that could produce such distinct vectors of electromagnetic activity except neural interaction, and therefore some sort of living beings must be crawling about on the ice-fields. “No,” I say, “they could be purely mechanical, couldn’t they? Robots left behind by interstellar explorers, say?”


  Gartenmeister scowls at me. “Even more absurd,” he says.


  No, I think, not more absurd, merely more disturbing. No matter what we discover out there, it is bound to upset deeply held convictions about the unique place of Earth in the cosmos. Who would have thought it, that Pluto, of all places, would harbor life? On the other hand, perhaps Sherrard is right. Perhaps what we have imagined to be life-forms emitting minuscule flickers of electrical energy is in truth nothing more than deceptive Brownian tremors in the atoms that make up our ship’s sensors. Perhaps. Soon we may have an answer.


  “Let’s go,” Leonides says.


  We swing downward and outward, into the cheerless Plutonian dawn.


  The blackness of the sky is tinged with green as the distant sunlight bounces through the faint wispy swirls of methane that are Pluto’s atmosphere. Visible now overhead, hovering ominously close, is the dull menacing bulk of Charon, Pluto’s enormous moon, motionless and immense. Our shadows are weird things, sharp-edged and immensely long. They seem to strain forward as though trying to escape from us. Cold tendrils of sunlight glide unhurriedly toward the jagged icy cliffs in the distance.


  Sunrise! Sunrise on Pluto!


  How still it is, an alien sunrise. No birds sing, no insects buzz and drone. We four have seen many such sunrises—on Luna, on Mars, on Titan, on Ganymede, on Iapetus: standing with our backs to the rising sun, looking out on a harsh and silent landscape. But none so silent as this, none so harsh.


  We fan out across the surface of Pluto, moving lithely, all but floating: Pluto is the lightest of worlds, its mass only a few hundredths that of Earth, and its gravitational grip is less secure than those of some of the larger moons. What do I see? Ice. A joyless methane sea far away, shining faintly by the dull light of dawn. Fangs of black rock. Despair begins to rise in me. To have come billions of miles, merely for the sake of being able to say that this world, too, has been explored—


  “Here!” Leonides calls.


  He is far in front of us, almost at the terminator line beyond which the sun has not yet reached. He is pointing ahead, into the darkness, stabbing at it with the beam of his light.


  “Look! I can see them moving!”


  We run toward him, leaping in great bounds, soaring, gliding. Then we stand beside him, following the line of his light, staring in awe and astonishment toward the darkness.


  Yes. Yes. We have the answer at last to our question, and the answer is a stunning one. Pluto bears life. Small dome-shaped things are scrabbling over the ice!


  They move slowly, unhurriedly, and yet one somehow feels that they are going as fast as possible, that indeed they are racing for cover, pushing their bodies to the limits. And we know what it is that they are struggling to escape; for already the ones closest to us have been overtaken by the advancing light of day, and as the rays touch them they move more slowly, and more slowly yet, and then they fall entirely still, stopping altogether between one moment and the next, like wind-up toys that have run down. Those that are in sunlight now lie stranded on the ice, and those ahead of them are being overtaken, one after another.


  We hasten to them, kneel, examine them. None of us says a word. We hardly dare look at one another. The creatures are about the size of large crabs, with thick smooth waxy-textured gray shells that reveal neither eyes nor mouths. They are altogether motionless. I touch one with a trembling hand, nudge it, get no response, nudge it a bit more forcefully. It does not move. I glance at Leonides. He nods, and I tip the creature on its side, which shows us a great many small jointed legs that seem to sprout from the shell surface itself. What a simple creature! A mere armored box!


  “I don’t believe it,” Sherrard mutters.


  “You still think it’s an error in the circuitry?” Leonides asks him gently.


  Sherrard shakes his head. Carefully he gathers one of the creatures into his gloved hands and brings it close to his faceplate. “It doesn’t move at all,” he says quietly. “It’s playing possum, isn’t it?”


  “It may not be able to move,” says Leonides. “Not with anything as warm as you so close to it. They’re tremendously sensitive to heat, I imagine. You see how they start to shut down, the moment the sun strikes them?”


  “Like machines,” says Sherrard. “At the wrong operating temperature they cease to function.”


  “Like machines, yes,” Leonides replies. “But surely you aren’t going to try to argue that they are machines, are you?”


  Sherrard shrugs. “Machines can have legs. Machines can have shells.” He looks toward me. “It’s like you said, Tom: robots left behind by explorers from some other part of the galaxy. Why not? Why the hell not?”


  There is nothing to gain by debating it out here. We return to the ship to get collection chambers and scoop three of the creatures into cryotanks, along with liquid methane and lumps of frozen-ammonia ice. The discovery is so wholly unexpected and so numbing in its implications that we can hardly speak. We had thought we were making a routine reconnaissance of an unimportant planet; instead we have made one of the most astonishing discoveries in the history of science.


  We store our finds in the ship’s lab at a temperature of two or three degrees Kelvin. Gartenmeister and Sherrard set about the job of examining them while Leonides and I continue the extravehicular exploration.


  The crab-creatures are littered all over the place, dozens of them, hundreds, scattered like jetsam on a beach. They appear to be dead, but very likely Leonides’ notion that they are extremely heat-sensitive tells the real story: to the native life-forms of Pluto—and how strange it is to have a phrase like that running through my mind!—the coming of day must be an inexorable signal bringing a halt to all metabolic activity. A rise of just a few degrees and they are compelled to stop in their tracks, seemingly lifeless, in fact held in suspended animation, until the slow rotation of the planet brings them back, in another 6.39 Earth-days, into the frigid darkness that they must have in order to function. Creatures of the night: creatures of the inconceivable realm at the borderland of absolute zero. But why? It makes so little sense: to move by night, to go dormant at the first touch of the life-giving sun! Why? Why?


  Leonides and I explore for hours. There is so much to do: collecting mineral samples, drilling for ice-cores that may yield data on earlier epochs of Pluto’s history, searching for other forms of life. We move carefully, for we are not yet used to the lightness of the gravitational field, and we prowl in a slow, systematic way, as if we are going to be the only expedition ever to land on this remote outpost of the Solar System and must take pains not to overlook anything. But I see the fallacy in that. It is true that this is the first time anyone has bothered to visit Pluto, although centuries have passed since the earliest human voyages into space. And it is true also that when we planned this expedition it was under the assumption that no one was likely to have reason to come this way again for a long time. But all that has changed. There is extraterrestrial life on this world, after all. Nowhere else is that the case. When we send back the news, it will alter the direction of virtually all scientific research, and much else besides.


  The impact of our find is only just beginning to sink in.


  Sherrard peers out of the ship’s lab as Leonides and I come back on board. His expression is a peculiar one, a mixture of astonishment and—what?—self-satisfaction?


  “We’ve discovered how they work,” he announces. “They operate by superconductivity.”


  Of course. Superconductivity occurs only within a few degrees of absolute zero: a strange and miraculous thing, that resistance-free flow of current, the most efficient possible way of transmitting an electrical signal. Why not have it serve as the energizing principle for life-forms on a world where nighttime temperatures drop to two degrees Kelvin? It seems so obvious, now that Sherrard has said it. But at the same time it is such an unlikely thing, such an alien way for living creatures to be designed. If, that is, they are living creatures at all, and not merely some sort of cunning mechanisms. I feel the hair lifting along the back of my neck.


  Gartenmeister and Sherrard have dissected one. It lies on its back, its undershell neatly cut away and its internal organs exposed to view. Its interior is lined with a series of narrow glossy green and blue tubes that cross and meet at rigid angles, with small yellow hexagonal bodies spaced at regular intervals down the center. The overall pattern is intricate, yes, but it is the intricacy of a well-designed machine. There is an almost oppressive symmetry about the arrangement. A second creature, still intact, rests unmoving and seemingly lifeless in its holding tank. The third has been placed in an adjoining tank, and it is awake and sullenly scrabbling about like a trapped turtle trying to climb the walls of its bowl.


  Jerking his thumb at the one that is moving, Gartenmeister says, “We’ve got it at Pluto-night temperature, just a notch above absolute. The other tank’s five degrees warmer. The threshold is very precise: when the temperature rises to seven degrees above absolute zero they start to go dormant. Lower the temperature and they wake up. Raise it again, they stop in their tracks again. It’s like throwing a switch.”


  “It’s exactly like throwing a switch,” says Sherrard. “They’re machines. Very neatly calibrated.” He turns on a projector. Glittering cubical forms appear on the screen. “Here: look at the crystalline structure of one of these tubes. Silicon and cobalt, arranged in a perfect matrix. You want to tell me this is organic life? These things are nothing more than signal-processing devices designed to operate at super-cold temperatures.”


  “And we?” Leonides asks. “Are we not merely signal-processing devices also, designed to operate in somewhat warmer weather?”


  “Merely? Merely?”


  “We are machines of flesh and blood,” says Leonides. “These are machines of another kind.”


  “But they have blood also,” Gartenmeister says. “Of the sort that a superconductive life-form would have to have. Their blood is helium II.”


  How startling that is—and yet how plausible! Helium II, that weird friction-free fluid that exists only at the lowest of temperatures—capable of creeping up the side of a glass vessel in defiance of gravity, of passing through openings of incredibly small size, of doing all manner of unlikely things—and of creating an environment in which certain metals become capable of superconductive propagation of electrical signals. Helium II “blood,” I realize, would indeed be an ideal carrier of nutrients through the body of a non-organic creature unable to pump a conventional fluid from one part of itself to another.


  “Is that true?” Leonides asks. “Helium II? Actually?”


  Gartenmeister nods. “There is no doubt of it.”


  “Helium II, yes,” says Sherrard sullenly. “But it’s just lubricating fluid. Not blood.”


  “Call it what you like,” Gartenmeister tells him. “I use only a metaphor. I am nowhere saying yet that they are alive.”


  “But you imply—”


  “I imply nothing!”


  I remain silent, paying little attention to the argument. In awe and wonder I stare at the motionless creature, at the one that is moving about, and at the dissected one. I think of them out there on the Plutonian ice-fields, meandering in their unhurried way over fields of frozen methane, pausing to nibble at a hydrocarbon sundae whenever they feel the need for refreshment. But only during the night; for when their side of Pluto at last comes round to face the sun, the temperature will climb, soaring as high as 77 degrees Kelvin. They will cease motion long before that, of course—at just a few moments after dawn, as we have seen, when the day’s heat rises beyond those critical few degrees at which superconductivity is possible. They slip into immobility then until night returns. And so their slow lives must go, switching from on to off for—who knows?—thousands of years, perhaps. Or perhaps forever.


  How strange, I think, how alien, how wonderful they are! On temperate Earth, where animal life has taken the form of protoplasmic oxygen-breathing beings whose chemistry is based on carbon, the phenomenon of superconductivity itself is a bizarre and alien thing, sustainable only under laboratory conditions. But in the unthinkable cold of Pluto, how appropriate that the life-forms should be fashioned of silicon and cobalt, constructed in flawless lattices so that their tissues offer no resistance to electrical currents. Once generated, such a current would persist indefinitely, flowing forever without weakening—the spark of life, and eternal life at that!


  They still look like grotesque crabs to me, and not the machines that Sherrard insists they must be. But even if they are animals rather than machines, they are, by comparison with any life-form known to Earth, very machine-like animals indeed.


  We have spent a wearying six hours. This discovery should have been exhilarating, even exalting; instead we find ourselves bickering over whether we have found living creatures or mere ingenious mechanisms. Sherrard is adamant that they are machines; Gartenmeister seems to lean in both directions at once, though he is obviously troubled by the thought that they may be alive; Leonides is convinced that we are dealing with true life-forms. I think the dispute, now overheated and ugly, is a mere displacement symptom: we are disturbed by the deeper implications of the find, and, unwilling thus far to face them directly, we turn instead to quarreling over secondary semantic technicalities. The real question is not who created these beings—whether they are the work of what I suppose we can call the divine force, or simply of other intelligent creatures—but how we are to deal with the sudden inescapable knowledge that we are not alone in the universe.


  I think we may just have settled the life-versus-machine dispute.


  It is morning, ship-time. Gartenmeister calls out sharply, waking us. He has been on watch, puttering in the lab, while we sleep. We rush in and he points to the Plutonian that has been kept at superconductive temperatures.


  “See there? Along the lower left-hand rim of its shell?”


  I can find nothing unusual at first. Then I look more carefully, as he focuses the laser lamp to cast its beam at a steeper angle. Now I observe two fine metallic “whiskers,” so delicate that they are barely visible even to my most intense scrutiny, jutting to a length of five or six millimeters from the edge of the shell.


  “I saw them sprout,” he says. “One came half an hour ago. The other just now. Look—here comes a third!”


  We crowd in close. There can be no doubt: a third delicate whisker is beginning to protrude.


  Sherrard says, “Communications devices, perhaps? It’s programmed to signal for help when captured: it’s setting up its antenna so that it can broadcast to the others outside.”


  Leonides laughs. “Do you think they get captured often? By whom?”


  “Who can say?” Sherrard responds. “There may be other creatures out there that prey on—”


  He stops, realizing what he has said. It is too late.


  “Other creatures?” I ask. “Don’t you mean bigger machines?”


  Sherrard looks angry. “I don’t know what I mean. Creatures, machines—” He shakes his head. “Even so, these might be antennae of some sort, can’t they? Signalling devices that protrude automatically in time of danger? Say, when one is trapped by an ice-slide?”


  “Or sensors,” offers Leonides. “Like a cat’s whiskers, like a snail’s feelers. Probing the environment, helping it to find a way out of the tank we’ve got it in.”


  “A reproductive organ,” Gartenmeister says suddenly.


  We stare at him. “What?”


  Unperturbed, he says, “Many low-phylum life-forms, when they are trapped, go automatically into reproductive mode. Even if the individual is destroyed, the species is still propagated. Let us say that these are living creatures, yes? For the sake of argument. Then they must reproduce somehow. Even though they are slow-growing, virtually immortal, they must still reproduce. What if it is by budding? They take in minute quantities of silicon and cobalt, build up a surplus of nutrients, and at a certain time they put forth these filaments. Which gain in size over—who knows, a hundred years, a thousand, ten thousand?—and when they have the requisite minimum mass, they break free, take up independent life, foraging for their own food. The electrical spark of life is transferred automatically from parent to offspring, and sustains itself by means of their superconductivity.”


  We look at him in amazement. Obviously he has been pondering deeply while we were sleeping.


  “If you tell us that they metabolize—they eat, they transfer nutrients along the flow of helium II, they even reproduce,” says Leonides, “then you’re telling us that they’re living things.


  Or else you’re asking us to redefine the nature of machines in such a way as to eliminate any distinction between machines and living things.”


  “I think,” says Gartenmeister in a dark and despondent tone, “that there can be no doubt. They are alive.”


  Sherrard stares a long while at the three tiny filaments. Then he shrugs.


  “You may be right,” he says.


  Leonides shakes his head. “Listen to you! Both of you! We’ve made the most exciting discovery in five hundred years and you sound as though you’ve just learned that the sun’s going nova tomorrow!”


  “Let them be,” I tell him, touching his arm lightly. “It’s not easy.”


  “What’s not?”


  “A thousand years ago everyone thought the earth was at the center of the universe, with everything else moving in orbit around it,” I say. “It was a very comfortable and cozy and flattering idea, but it didn’t happen to be true, as Copernicus and Kepler and Galileo were able to prove. It was such a hard thing for people to accept that Galileo was put on trial and forced to deny his own findings, wasn’t he? All right. In time everyone came to admit that the earth moves around the sun, and not vice versa. And now, for centuries, we’ve explored space and found it absolutely lifeless—not a smidgeon of life, not a speck, no Martians, no Venusians, no Lunarians, nothing. Nothing. Earth the cosmic exception, the sole abode of life, the crown of creation. Until now. We have these little superconductive crabs here on Pluto. Our brothers-in-life, four billion miles away. Earth’s last uniqueness is stripped away. I think that’ll be harder to swallow than you may think. If we had found life right away, on the Moon back in the twentieth century, on Mars a little later on, it might have been easier. But not now, not after we’ve been all over the System. We developed a sort of smugness about ourselves. These little critters have just destroyed that.”


  “Even if they are machines,” says Gartenmeister hollowly, “then we have to ask ourselves: Who built them?”


  “I think I’d prefer to think they’re alive,” Sherrard says.


  “They are alive,” I tell them. “We’re going to get used to that idea.”


  I walk to the hatch and peer outside. Small dark shapes lie huddled motionless here and there on the ice, waiting for night to return. For a long while I stare at them. My soul is flooded with awe and joy. The greatest of miracles has happened on this planet, as it had happened also long ago on Earth; and if life has been able to come into being on dismal Pluto, I know we will encounter it on a million million other worlds as we make our way in the centuries to come beyond this little Solar System into the vast galaxy. Somehow I cannot find anything to fear in that thought. Suddenly, thinking of the wonders and splendors that await us in that great beyond, I imagine that I hear the jubilant music of the spheres resounding from world to world; and when I turn and look back at the others, I realize that they also have been able to move past that first hard moment of shock and dismay which the loss of our uniqueness has brought. I see their faces transfigured, I see the doubt and turmoil gone; and it seems to me that they must be hearing that music too.


  FAIR MORSEL


  Richard Wilson


  As he waited, for the First Interplanetary Beauty Pageant to begin, reporter Harry Protagonist interviewed one of the contestants, Miss Astral Piscean of the water planet Pluto:


  Q. Let me ask you, miss—have you encountered any discrimination on account of your color, sex, religion or planetary origin?


  A. None whatever. A few unbelieving looks is all.


  Q. You speak English very well. Who taught you?


  A. My dear mother. Who taught you?


  Q. Yes, ha-ha. I also want to ask—what do you think are the major problems as you Plutonians establish relations with us on Earth?


  A. The food. Aren’t there any decent places to eat?


  Q. I saw you in that sea food restaurant yesterday. Didn’t you like the specialty of the house?


  A. No. It looked like my sister, half baked. We have sensibilities, you know.


  GOSSAMER


  Stephen Baxter


  Stranded on the frigid surface of Pluto, their food and oxygen running low, Cobh and Lvov make a startling discovery. But will it save them? Or destroy them?


  THE FLITTER BUCKED.


  Lvov looked up from her data desk, startled. Beyond tire flitter’s translucent hull, the wormhole was flooded with sheets of blue-white light which raced toward and past the flitter, giving Lvov the impression of huge, uncontrolled speed.


  “We’ve got a problem,” Cobh said. The pilot bent over her own data desk, a frown creasing her thin face.


  Lvov had been listening to her data desk’s synthesized murmur on temperature inversion layers in nitrogen atmospheres; now she tapped the desk to shut it off. The flitter was a transparent tube, deceptively warm and comfortable. Impossibly fragile. Astronauts have problems in space, she thought. But not me. I’m no hero; I’m only a researcher. Lvov was twenty-eight years old; she had no plans to die—and certainly not during a routine four-hour hop through a Poole wormhole that had been human-rated for eighty years.


  She clung to her desk, her knuckles whitening, wondering if she ought to feel scared.


  Cobh sighed and pushed her data desk away; it floated before her. “Close up your suit and buckle up.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Our speed through the wormhole has increased.” Cobh pulled her own restraint harness around her. “We’ll reach the terminus in another minute—”


  “What? But we should have been traveling for another half-hour.”


  Cobh looked irritated. “I know that. I flunk the Interface has become unstable. The wormhole is buckling.”


  “What does that mean? Are we in danger?” Cobh checked the integrity of Lvov’s pressure suit, then pulled her data desk to her. Cobh was a Caucasian, strong-faced, a native of Mars, perhaps fifty years old. “Well, we can’t turn back. One way or the other it’ll be over in a few more seconds. Hold tight.”


  Now Lvov could see the Interface itself, the terminus of the wormhole. The Interface was a blue-white tetrahedron, an angular cage that exploded at her from infinity.


  Glowing struts swept over the flitter.


  The craft hurtled out of the collapsing wormhole. Light founted around the fleeing craft, as stressed spacetime yielded in a gush of heavy particles.


  Lvov glimpsed stars, wheeling.


  Cobh dragged the flitter sideways, away from the energy fount—


  There was a lurch, a discontinuity in the scene beyond the hull. Suddenly a planet loomed before them.


  “Lethe,” Cobh said. “Where did that come from? I’ll have to take her down—we’re too close.”


  Lvov saw a flat, complex landscape, gray-crimson in the light of a swollen moon. The scene was dimly lit, and it rocked wildly as the flitter tumbled. And, stretching between world and moon, she saw . . .


  No. It was impossible.


  The vision was gone, receded into darkness.


  “Here it comes,” Cobh yelled.


  Foam erupted, filling the flitter. The foam pushed into Lvov’s ears, mouth, and eyes; she was blinded, but she found she could breathe.


  She heard a collision, a grinding that lasted seconds, and she imagined the flitter ploughing its way into the surface of the planet. She felt a hard lurch, a rebound.


  The flitter came to rest.


  A synthesized voice emitted blurred safety instructions. There was a ticking as the hull cooled.


  In the sudden stillness, still blinded by foam, Lvov tried to recapture what she had seen. Spider web. It was a web, stretching from the planet to its moon.


  “Welcome to Pluto.” Cobh’s voice was breathless, ironic.


  LVOV STOOD ON THE SURFACE OF PLUTO.


  The suit’s insulation was good, but enough heat leaked to send nitrogen clouds hissing around her footsteps, and where she walked she burned craters in the ice. Gravity was only a few percent of G, and Lvov, Earth-born, felt as if she might blow away.


  There were clouds above her: wispy cirrus, aerosol clusters suspended in an atmosphere of nitrogen and methane. The clouds occluded bone-white stars. From here, Sol and the moon, Charon, were hidden by the planet’s bulk, and it was dark, dark on dark, the damaged landscape visible only as a sketch in starlight.


  The flitter had dug a trench a mile long and fifty yards deep in this world’s antique surface;, so Lvov was at the; bottom of a valley walled by nitrogen ice. Cobh was hauling equipment out of the crumpled-up wreck of the flitte r: scooters, data desks, life-support boxes, Lvov’s equipment. Most of the stuff had been robust enough to survive the impact, Lvov saw, but not her own equipment.


  Maybe a geologist could have crawled around with nothing more than a hammer and a set of sample bags. But Lvov was an atmospheric scientist. What was she going to achieve here without her equipment?


  Her fear was fading now, to be replaced by irritation, impatience. She was five light-hours from Sol; already she was missing the online nets. She kicked at the ice. She was stuck here; she couldn’t talk to anyone, and there wasn’t even the processing power to generate a Virtual environment.


  Cobh finished wrestling with the wreckage. She was breathing hard. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s get out of this ditch and take a look around.” She showed Lvov how to work a scooter. It was a simple platform, its inert gas jets controlled by twists of raised handles.


  Side by side, Cobh and Lvov rose out of the crash scar.


  Pluto ice was a rich crimson laced with organic purple. Lvov made out patterns, dimly, on the surface of the ice; they were like bas-relief, discs the size of dinner plates, with the intricate complexity of snowflakes.


  Lvov landed clumsily on the rim of the crash scar, the scooter’s blunt prow crunching into surface ice, and she was grateful for the low gravity. The weight and heat of the scooters quickly obliterated the ice patterns.


  “We’ve come clown near the equator,” Cobh said. “The albedo is higher at the south pole; a cap of methane ice there, I’m told.”


  “Yes.”


  Cobh pointed to a bright blue spark, high in the sky. “That’s the wormhole Interface, where we emerged, fifty thousand miles away.” Lvov squinted at constellations unchanged from those she’d grown up with on Earth. “Are we stranded?”


  Cobh said, with reasonable patience, “For the time being. The flitter is wrecked, and the wormhole has collapsed; we’re going to have to go back to Jupiter the long way round.”


  Three billion miles . . . “Ten hours ago I was asleep in a hotel room on Io. And now this. What a mess.”


  Cobh laughed. “I’ve already sent off messages to the Inner System. They’ll be received in about five hours. A one-way GUTship will be sent to retrieve us. It will refuel here, with Charon ice—”


  “How long?”


  “It depends on the readiness of a ship. Say ten days to prepare, then a ten-day flight out here—”


  “Twenty days?”


  “We’re in no danger. We’ve supplies for a month. Although we’re going to have to live in these suits.”


  “Lethe. This trip was supposed to last, seventy-two hours.”


  “Well,” Cobh said testily, “you’ll have to call and cancel your appointments, won’t you? All we have to do is wait here; we’re not going to be comfortable, but we’re safe enough.”


  “Do you know what happened to the wormhole?”


  Cobh shrugged. She stared up at the distant blue spark. “As far as I know, nothing like this has happened before. I think the Interface itself became unstable, and that fed back into the throat . . . But I don’t know how we fell to Pluto so quickly. That doesn’t make sense.”


  “How so?”


  “Our trajectory was spacelike. Superluminal.” She glanced at Lvov obliquely, as if embarrassed. “For a moment there, we appeared to be traveling faster than light.”


  “Through normal space? That’s impossible.”


  “Of course it is.” Cobh reached up to scratch her cheek, but her gloved fingers rattled against her faceplate. “I think I’ll go up to the Interface and take a look around there.”


  COBH SHOWED LVOV HOW TO ACCESS THE LIFE SUPPORT BOXES. Then she strapped her data desk to her back, climbed aboard her scooter, and lifted off the planet’s surface, heading for the Interface. Lvov watched her dwindle.


  Lvov’s isolation closed in. She was alone, the only human on the surface of Pluto.


  A reply from the Inner System came within twelve hours of the crash. A GUTship was being sent, from Jupiter. It would take thirteen days to refit the ship, followed by an eight-day flight to Pluto, then more delay in taking on fresh reaction mass at, Charon. Lvov chafed at the timescale, restless.


  There was other mail: concerned notes from Lvov’s family, a testy demand for updates from her research supervisor, and for Cobh, orders from her employer to mark as much of the flitter wreck as she could for salvage and analysis. Cobh’s ship was a commercial wormhole transit vessel, hired by Oxford—Lvov’s university—for this trip. Now, it seemed, a complex battle over liability would be joined between Oxford, Cobh’s firm, and the insurance companies.


  Lvov, five light-hours from home, found it difficult to respond to the mail asynchronously. She felt as if she had been cut out, of the online mind of humanity. In the end, she drafted replies to her family and deleted the rest of the messages.


  She checked her research equipment again, but it really was unuseable. She tried to sleep. The suit was uncomfortable, claustrophobic. She was restless, bored, a little scared.


  She began a systematic survey of the surface, taking her scooter on widening spiral sweeps around the crash scar.


  The landscape was surprisingly complex, a starlit sculpture of feathery ridges and fine ravines. She kept a few hundred feet above the surface; whenever she flew too low, her heat evoked billowing vapor from fragile nitrogen ice, obliterating ancient features, and she experienced obscure guilt.


  She found more of the snowflakelike features, generally in little clusters of eight or ten.


  Pluto, like its moon-twin Charon, was a ball of rock clad by thick mantles of water ice and nitrogen ice, and laced with methane, ammonia, and organic compounds. It was like a big, stable comet nucleus; it barely deserved the status of “planet.” There were moons bigger than Pluto.


  There had been only a handful of visitors in the eighty years since the building of the Poole wormhole. None of them had troubled to walk the surfaces of Pluto or Charon. The wormhole, Lvov realized, hadn’t been built as a commercial proposition, but, as a sort of stunt: the link which connected, at least, all of the System’s planets to the rapid-transit hub at Jupiter.


  She tired of her plodding survey. She made sure she could locate the crash scar, lifted the scooter to a mile above the surface, and flew toward the south polar cap.


  COBH CALLED FROM THE INTERFACE. “I THINK I’M FIGURING OUT what happened here—that superluminal effect, I talked about. Lvov, have you heard of an Alcubierre wave?” She dumper images to Lvov’s desk—portraits of the wormhole Interface, graphics “No.” Lvov ignored the input and concentrated on flying the scooter. “Cobh, why should a wormhole become unstable? Hundreds of wormhole rapid transits are made every day, all across the System.”


  “A wormhole is a flaw in space. It’s inherently unstable anyway. The throat and mouths are kept, open by active feedback loops involving threads of exotic matter. That’s matter with a negative energy density, a sort of antigravity which—”


  “But, this wormhole went wrong.”


  “Maybe the tuning wasn’t perfect. The presence of the Hitter’s mass in the throat was enough to send the wormhole over the edge. If the wormhole had been more heavily used, the instability might have been detected earlier, and fixed. . . .”


  Over the gray-white pole, Lvov flew through banks of aerosol mist; Cobh’s voice whispered to her, remote, without meaning.


  SUNRISE ON PLUTO:


  Sol was a point of light, low on Lvov’s unfolding horizon, wreathed in the complex strata of a cirrus cloud. The Sun was a thousand times fainter than from Earth, but brighter than any planet in Earth’s sky.


  The Inner System was a puddle of light around Sol, an oblique disc small enough for Lvov to cover with the palm of her hand. It, was a disc that contained almost all of man’s hundreds of billions. Sol brought no heat to her raised hand, but she saw faint shadows, cast by the sun on her faceplate.


  The nitrogen atmosphere was dynamic. At perihelion—the closest approach to Sol which Pluto was nearing—the air expanded, to three planetary diameters. Methane and other volatiles joined the thickening air, sublimating from the planet’s surface. Then, when Pluto turned away from Sol and sailed into its two-hundred-year winter, the air snowed down.


  Lvov wished she had her atmospheric analysis equipment now; she felt its lack like an ache.


  She passed over spectacular features: Buie Crater, Tombaugh Plateau, the Lowell Range. She recorded them all, walked on them.


  After a while, her world, of Earth and information and work, seemed remote, a glittering abstraction. Pluto was like a complex, blind fish, drifting around its two-century orbit, gradually interfacing with her. Changing her, she suspected.


  TEN HOURS AFTER LEAVING THE CRASH SCAR, LVOV ARRIVED AT THE sub-Charon point, called Christy. She kept the scooter hovering, puffs of gas holding her against Pluto’s gentle gravity.


  Sol was halfway up the sky, a diamond of light,. Charon hung directly over Lvov’s head, a misty blue disc, six times the size of Luna as seen from Earth. Half the moon’s lit hemisphere was turned away from Lvov, toward Sol.


  Like Luna, Charon was tidally locked to its parent, and kept the same face to Pluto as it orbited. But, unlike Earth, Pluto was also locked to its twin. Every six days the worlds turned about each other, facing each other constantly, like two waltzers. Pluto-Charon was the only significant system in which both partners were tidally locked.


  Charon’s surface looked pocked. Lvov had her faceplate enhance the image. Many of the gouges were deep and quite regular.


  She remarked on this to Cobh, at the Interface.


  “The Poole people mostly used Charon material for the building of the wormhole,” Cobh said. “Charon is just rock and water ice. It’s easier to get to water ice, in particular. Charon doesn’t have the inconvenience of an atmosphere, or an overlay of nitrogen ice over the water. And the gravity’s shallower.”


  The wormhole builder’s had flown out here in a huge, unreliable GUTship. They had lifted ice and rock off Charon, and used it to construct tetrahedra of exotic matter. The tetrahedra had served as Interfaces, the termini of a wormhole. One Interface had been left in orbit around Pluto, and the other had been hauled laboriously back to Jupiter by the GUTship, itself replenished with Charon ice reaction mass.


  By such crude means, Michael Poole and his people had opened up the Solar System.


  “They made Lethe’s own mess of Charon,” Lvov said.


  She could almost see Cobh’s characteristic shrug. So what?


  Pluto’s surface was geologically complex, here at, this point of maximal tidal stress. She flew over ravines and ridges; in places, it looked as if the land had been smashed up with an immense hammer, cracked and fractured. She imagined there was a greater mix, here, of interior material with the surface ice.


  In many places she saw gatherings of the peculiar snowflakes she had noticed before. Perhaps they were some form of frosting effect, she wondered. She descended, thinking vaguely of collecting samples.


  She killed the scooter’s jets some yards above the surface, and let the little craft fall under Pluto’s gentle gravity. She hit the ice with a soft collision, but without heat-damaging the surface features much beyond a few feet.


  She stepped off the scooter. The ice crunched, and she felt layers compress under her, but the fractured surface supported her weight. She looked up toward Charon. The crimson moon was immense, round, heavy.


  She caught a glimmer of light, an arc, directly above her.


  It was gone immediately. She closed her eyes and tried to recapture it. A line, slowly curving, like a thread. A web. Suspended between Pluto and Charon.


  She looked again, with her faceplate set to optimal enhancement. She couldn’t recapture the vision.


  She didn’t say anything to Cobh.


  “I was right, by the way,” Cobh was saying.


  “What?” Lvov tried to focus.


  “The wormhole instability, when we crashed. It did cause an Alcubierre wave.”


  “What’s an Alcubierre wave?”


  “The Interface’s negative energy region expanded from the tetrahedron, just fora moment. The negative energy distorted a chunk of spacetime. The chunk containing the flitter, and us.”


  On one side of the flitter, Cobh said, spacetime had contracted. Like a model black hole. On the other side, it expanded—like a rerun of the Big Bang, the expansion at the beginning of the Universe.


  “An Alcubierre wave is a front in spacetime. The Interface—with us embedded inside—was earned along. We were pushed away from the expanding region, and toward the contraction.”


  “Like a surfer, on a wave.”


  “Right.” Cobh sounded excited. “The effect’s been known to theory, almost since the formulation of relativity. But I don’t think anyone’s observed it before.”


  “How lucky for us,” Lvov said drily. “You said we traveled faster than light. But that’s impossible.”


  “You can’t move faster than light within spacetime. Wormholes are one way of getting around this; in a wormhole you are passing through a branch in spacetime. The Alcubierre effect is another way. The superluminal velocity comes from the distortion of space itself; we were carried along within distorting space.


  “So we weren’t breaking lightspeed within our raft of spacetime. But that spacetime itself was distorting at more than lightspeed.”


  “It sounds like cheating.”


  “So sue me. Or look up the math.”


  “Couldn’t we use your Alcubierre effect to drive starships?”


  “No. The instabilities and the energy drain are forbidding.”


  One of the snowflake patterns lay mostly undamaged, within Lvov’s reach. She crouched and peered at it. The flake was perhaps a foot across. Internal structure was visible within the clear ice as layers of tubes and compartments; it was highly symmetrical, and very complex. She said to Cobh, “This is an impressive crystallization effect. If that’s what it is.” Gingerly, she reached out with thumb and forefinger, and snapped a short tube off the rim of the flake. She laid the sample on her desk. After a few seconds the analysis presented. “It’s mostly water ice, with some contaminants,” she told Cobh. “But in a novel molecular form. Denser than normal ice, a kind of glass. Water would freeze like this under high pressures—several thousand atmospheres.”


  “Perhaps it’s material from the interior, brought out by the chthonic mixing in that region.”


  “Perhaps.” Lvov felt more confident now; she was intrigued. “Cobh, there’s a larger specimen a few feet farther away.”


  “Take it easy, Lvov.”


  She stepped forward. “I’ll be fine. I—”


  The surface shattered.


  Lvov’s left foot dropped forward, into a shallow hole; something crackled under the sole of her boot. Threads of ice crystals, oddly woven together, spun up and tracked precise parabolae around her leg.


  The fall seemed to take an age; the ice tipped up toward her like an opening door. She put her hands out. She couldn’t stop the fall, but she was able to cushion herself, and she kept her faceplate away from the ice. She finished up on her backside; she felt the chill of Pluto ice through the suit material over her buttocks and calves. “. . . Lvov? Are you OK?”


  She was panting, she found. “I’m fine.”


  “You were screaming.”


  “Was I? I’m sorry. I fell.”


  “You fell? How?”


  “There was a hole, in the ice.” She massaged her left ankle; it didn’t seem to be hurt. “It was covered up.”


  “Show me.”


  She got to her feet, stepped gingerly back to the open hole, and held up her data desk. The hole was only a few inches deep. “It was covered by a sort of lid, I think.”


  “Move the desk closer to the hole.” Light from the desk, controlled by Cobh, played over the shallow pit.


  Lvov found a piece of the smashed lid. It was mostly ice, but there was a texture to its undersurface, embedded thread which bound the ice together.


  “Lvov,” Cobh said. “Take a look at this.”


  Lvov lifted the desk aside and peered into the hole. The walls were quite smooth. At the base there was a cluster of spheres, fist-sized. Lvov counted seven; all but one of the spheres had been smashed by her stumble. She picked up the one intact sphere, and turned it over in her hand. It was pearl-gray, almost translucent. There was something embedded inside, disc-shaped, complex.


  Cobh sounded breathless. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”


  “It’s an egg,” Lvov said. She looked around wildly, at the open pit, the egg, the snowflake patterns. Suddenly she saw the meaning of the scene; it was as if a light had shone up from within Pluto, illuminating her. The “snowflakes” represented life, she intuited; they had dug the burrows, laid these eggs, and now their bodies of water glass lay, dormant or dead, on the ancient ice. . . .


  “I’m coming down,” Cobh said sternly. “We’re going to have to discuss this. Don’t say anything to the Inner System; wait until I get back. This could mean trouble for us, Lvov.”


  Lvov placed the egg back in the shattered nest.


  SHE MET COBH AT THE CRASH SCAR. COBH WAS SHOVELING NITROgen and water ice into the life-support modules’ raw material hopper. She hooked up her own and Lvov’s suits to the modules, recharging the suits’ internal systems. Then she began to carve GUTdrive components out of the Hitter’s hull. The Hitter’s central Grand Unified Theory chamber was compact, no larger than a basketball, and the rest of the drive was similarly scaled. “I bet I could get this working,” Cobh said. “Although it couldn’t take us anywhere.” Lvov sat on a fragment of the shattered hull. Tentatively, she told Cobh about the web.


  Cobh stood with hands on hips, facing Lvov, and Lvov could hear her sucking drink from the nipples in her helmet. “Spiders from Pluto? Give me a break.”


  “It’s only an analogy,” Lvov said defensively. “I’m an atmospheric specialist, not a biologist.” She tapped the surface of her desk. “It’s not spider web. Obviously. But if that substance has anything like the characteristics of true spider silk, it’s not impossible.” She read from her desk. “Spider silk has a breaking strain twice that of steel, but thirty times the elasticity. It’s a type of liquid crystal. It’s used commercially—did you know that?” She fingered the fabric of her suit. “We could be wearing spider silk right now.”


  “What about the hole with the lid?”


  “There are trapdoor spiders in America. On Earth. I remember, when I was a kid . . . The spiders make burrows, lined with silk, with hinged lids.”


  “Why make burrows on Pluto?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe the eggs can last out the winter that way. Maybe the creatures, the flakes, only have active life during the perihelion period, when the atmosphere expands and enriches.” She thought that through. “That fits. That’s why the Poole people didn’t spot anything. The construction team was here close to the last aphelion. Pluto’s year is so long that we’re still only half-way to the next perihelion—”


  “So how do they live?” Cobh snapped. “What do they eat?”


  “There must be more to the ecosystem than one species,” Lvov conceded. “The flakes—the spiders—need water glass. But there’s little of that on the surface. Maybe there is some biocycle—plants or burrowing animals—which brings ice and glass to the surface, from the interior.”


  “That doesn’t make sense. The layer of nitrogen over water ice is too deep.”


  “Then where do the flakes get their glass?”


  “Don’t ask me,” Cobh said. “It’s your dumb hypothesis. And what about the web? What’s the point of that—if it’s real?”


  Lvov ground to a halt. “I don’t know,” she said lamely. Although Pluto/Charon is the only place in the System where you could build a spider web between worlds.


  Cobh toyed with a fitting from the drive. “Have you told anyone about this yet? In the Inner System, I mean.”


  “No. You said you wanted to talk about that.”


  “Right.” Lvov saw Cobh close her eyes; her face was masked by the glimmer of her faceplate. “Listen. Here’s what we say. We’ve seen nothing here. Nothing that couldn’t be explained by crystallization effects.”


  Lvov was baffled. “What are you talking about? What about the eggs? Why would we lie about this? Besides, we have the desks—records.”


  “Data desks can be lost, or wiped, or their contents amended.” Lvov wished she could see Cobh’s face. “Why would we do such a thing?”


  “Think it through. Once Earth hears about this, these flake-spiders of yoill’s will be protected. Won’t they?”


  “Of course. What’s bad about that?”


  “It’s bad for us, Lvov. You’ve seen what a mess the Poole people made of Charon. If this system is inhabited, a fast GUTship won’t be allowed to come for us. It wouldn’t be allowed to refuel here. Not if it meant further damage to the native life forms.”


  Lvov shrugged. “So we’d have to wait for a slower ship. A liner; one that won’t need to take on more reaction mass here.”


  Cobh laughed at her. “You don’t know much about the economics of GUTship transport, do you? Now that the System is crisscrossed by Poole wormholes, how many liners like that do you think are still running? I’ve already checked the manifests. There are two liners capable of a round trip to Pluto still in service. One is in dry dock; the other is heading for Saturn—”


  “On the other side of the System.”


  “Right. There’s no way either of those ships could reach us for, I’d say, a year.”


  We only have a month’s supplies. A bubble of panic gathered in Lvov’s stomach.


  “Do you get it yet?” Cobh said heavily. “We’ll be sacrificed, if there’s a chance that our rescue would damage the new ecology, here.”


  “No. It wouldn’t happen like that.”


  Cobh shrugged. “There are precedents.”


  She was right, Lvov knew. There were precedents, of new forms of life discovered in comers of the system: from Mercury to the remote Kuiper objects. In every case the territory had been ring-fenced, the local conditions preserved, once life—or even a plausible candidate for life—was recognized.


  Cobh said, “Pan-genetic diversity. Pan-environmental management. That’s the key to it; the public policy of preserving all the species and habitats of Sol, into the indefinite future. The lives of two humans won’t matter a damn against that.”


  “What are you suggesting?”


  “That we don’t tell the Inner System about; the flakes.”


  Lvov tried to recapture her mood of a few days before: when Pluto hadn’t mattered to her, when the crash had been just an inconvenience. Now, suddenly, we’re talking about threats to our lives, the destruct ion of an ecology.


  What a dilemma. If I don’t tell of the flakes, their ecology may be destroyed during our rescue. But if I do tell, the GUTship won’t, come for me, and I’ll lose my life.


  Cobh seemed to be waiting for an answer.


  Lvov thought of how Sol light looked over Pluto’s ice fields, at dawn.


  She decided to stall. “We’ll say nothing. For now. But I don’t accept either of your options.”


  Cobh laughed. “What else is there? The wormhole is destroyed; even this flitter is disabled.”


  “We have time. Days, before the GUTship is due to be launched. Let’s search for another solution. A win-win.”


  Cobh shrugged. She looked suspicious.


  She’s right to be, Lvov thought, exploring her own decision with surprise. I’ve every intention of telling the truth later, of diverting the GUTship, if I have to.


  I may give up my life for this world.


  I think.


  IN THE DAYS THAT FOLLOWED, COBH TINKERED WITH THE GUTDRIVE, and flew up to the Interface to gather more data on the Alcubierre phenomenon.


  Lvov roamed the surface of Pluto, with her desk set to full record. She came to love the wreaths of cirrus clouds, the huge, misty moon, the slow, oceanic pulse of the centuries-long year.


  Everywhere she found the inert bodies of snowflakes, or evidence of their presence: eggs, lidded burrows. She found no other life forms—or, more likely, she told herself, she wasn’t equipped to recognize any others.


  She was drawn back to Christy, the sub-Charon point, where the topography was at its most complex and interesting, and where the greatest density of flakes was to be found. It was as if, she thought, the flakes had gathered here, yearning for the huge, inaccessible moon above them. But what could the flakes possibly want of Charon? What did it mean for them?


  LVOV ENCOUNTERED COBH AT THE CRASH SCAR, RECHARGING HER suit’s systems from the life support packs. Cobh seemed quiet She kept her face, hooded by her faceplate, turned from Lvov. Lvov watched her for a while. “You’re being evasive,” she said eventually. “Something’s changed—something you’re not telling me about.” Cobh made to turn away, but Lvov grabbed her arm. “I think you’ve found a third option. Haven’t you? You’ve found some other way to resolve this situation, without destroying either us or the flakes.” Cobh shook off her hand. “Yes. Yes, I think I know a way. But—”


  “But what?”


  “It’s dangerous, damn it. Maybe unworkable. Lethal.” Cobh’s hands pulled at each other.


  She’s scared, Lvov saw. She stepped back from Cobh. Without giving herself time to think about it, she said, “Our deal’s off. I’m going to tell the Inner System about the flakes. Right now. So we’re going to have to go with your new idea, dangerous or not.”


  Cobh studied her face; Cobh seemed to be weighing up Lvov’s determination, perhaps even her physical strength. Lvov felt as if she were a data desk being downloaded. The moment stretched, and Lvov felt her breath tighten in her chest. Would she be able to defend herself, physically, if it came to that? And was her own will really so strong?


  I have changed, she thought. Pluto has changed me.


  At last Cobh looked away. “Send your damn message,” she said. Before Cobh—or Lvov herself—had a chance to waver, Lvov picked up her desk and sent a message to the inner worlds. She downloaded all the data she had on the flakes: text, images, analyses, her own observations and hypotheses.


  “It’s done,” she said at last.


  “And the GUTship?”


  “I’m sure they’ll cancel it.” Lvov smiled. “I’m also sure they won’t tell us they’ve done so.”


  “So we’re left with no choice,” Cobh said angrily. “Look, I know it’s the right thing to do. To preserve the flakes. I just don’t want to die, that’s all. I hope you’re right, Lvov.”


  “You haven’t told me how we’re going to get home.”


  Cobh grinned through her faceplate. “Surfing.”


  “ALL RIGHT. YOU’RE DOING FINE. NOW LET GO OF THE SCOOTER.” Lvov took a deep breath, and kicked the scooter away with both legs; the little device tumbled away, catching the deep light of Sol, and Lvov rolled in reaction.


  Cobh reached out and steadied her. “You can’t fall,” Cobh said. “You’re in orbit. You understand that, don’t you?”


  “Of course I do,” Lvov grumbled.


  The two of them drifted in space, close to the defunct Poole worm-hole Interface. The Interface itself was a tetrahedron of electric blue stmts, enclosing darkness, its size overwhelming; Lvov felt as if she were floating beside the carcass of some huge, wrecked building.


  Pluto and Charon hovered before her like balloons, their surfaces mottled and complex, their forms visibly distorted from the spherical. Their separation was only fourteen of Pluto’s diameters. The worlds were strikingly different in hue, with Pluto a blood red, Charon ice blue. That’s the difference in surface composition, Lvov thought absently. All that water ice on Charon’s surface.


  The panorama was stunningly beautiful. Lvov had a sudden, gut-level intuition of the rightness of the various System authorities’ rigid pan-environment policies.


  Cobh had strapped her data desk to her chest; now she checked the time. “Any moment now. Lvov, you’ll be fine. Remember, you’ll feel no acceleration, no matter how fast we travel. At the centre of an Alcubierre wave, spacetime is locally flat; you’ll still be in free fall. There will be tidal forces, but they will remain small. Just keep your breathing even, and—”


  “Shut up, Cobh,” Lvov said tightly. “I know all this.”


  Cobh’s desk flared with light. “There,” she breathed. “The GUTdrive has fired. Just a few seconds, now.”


  A spark of light arced up from Pluto’s surface and tracked, in complete silence, under the belly of the parent world. It was the flitter’s GUTdrive, salvaged and stabilized by Cobh. The flame was brighter than Sol; Lvov saw its light reflected in Pluto, as if the surface was a great, fractured mirror of ice. Where the flame passed, tongues of nitrogen gas billowed up.


  The GUTdrive passed over Christy. Lvov had left her desk there to monitor the flakes, and the image the desk transmitted, displayed in the comer of her faceplate, showed a spark crossing the sky.


  Then the GUTdrive veered sharply upward, climbing directly toward Lvov and Cobh at the Interface.


  “Cobh, are you sure this is going to work?”


  Lvov could hear Cobh’s breath rasp, shallow. “Look, Lvov, I know you’re scared, but pestering me with dumb-ass questions isn’t going to help. Once the drive enters the Interface, it will lake only seconds for the instability to set in. Seconds, and then we’ll be home. In the Inner System, at any rate. Or . . .”


  “Or what?”


  Cobh didn’t reply.


  Or not, Lvov finished for her. If Cobh has designed this new instability right, the Alcubierre wave will carry us home. If not—


  The GUTdrive flame approached, becoming dazzling. Lvov tried to regulate her breathing, to keep her limbs hanging loose—


  “Lethe,” Cobh whispered.


  “What?” Lvov demanded, alarmed.


  “Take a look at Pluto. At Christy.”


  Lvov looked into her faceplate.


  Where the warmth and light of the GUTdrive had passed, Christy was a ferment. Nitrogen billowed. And, amid the pale fountains, burrows were opening. Lids folded back. Eggs cracked. Infant flakes soared and sailed, with webs and nets of their silk-analogue hauling at the rising air.


  Lvov caught glimpses of threads, long, sparkling, trailing down to Pluto—and up toward Charon. Already, Lvov saw, some of the baby flakes had hurtled more than a planetary diameter from the surface, toward the moon.


  “It’s goose summer,” she said.


  “What?”


  “When I was a kid . . . the young spiders spin bits of webs, and climb to the top of grass stalks, and float off on the breeze. Goose summer—‘gossamer.’ ”


  “Right,” Cobh said skeptically. “Well, it looks as if they are making for Charon. They use the evaporation of the atmosphere for lift . . . Perhaps they follow last year’s threads, to the moon. They must fly off every perihelion, rebuilding their web bridge every time. They think the perihelion is here now. The warmth of the drive—it’s remarkable. But why go to Charon?”


  Lvov couldn’t take her eyes off the flakes. “Because of the water,” she said. It all seemed to make sense, now that she saw the flakes in action. “There must be water glass on Charon’s surface. The baby flakes use it to build their bodies. They take other nutrients from Pluto’s interior, and tire glass from Charon . . . They need the resources of both worlds to survive—”


  “Lvov!”


  The GUTdrive flared past them, sudden, dazzling, and plunged into the damaged Interface.


  ELECTRIC-BLUE LIGHT EXPLODED FROM THE INTERFACE, WASHING over her.


  There was a ball of light, unearthly, behind her, and an irregular patch of darkness ahead, like a rip in space. Tidal forces plucked gently at her belly and limbs.


  Pluto, Charon, and goose summer disappeared. But the stars, the eternal stars, shone down on her, just as they had during her childhood on Earth. She stared at the stars, trusting, and felt no fear. Remotely, she heard Cobh whoop, exhilarated.


  The tides faded. The darkness before her healed, to reveal the brilliance and warmth of Sol.


  PLUTO STORY


  Robert Silverberg


  The discovery of extraterrestrial life was the key event of the third millennium


  The discovery in A.D. 2668 of Life on Pluto brought about humanity’s greatest reevaluation of its place in the Universe since the time of Copernicus, more than a thousand years before. It was Nicolaus Copernicus (1473-1543) whose astronomical calculations overthrew the ancient Ptolemaic theory of the heliocentric Solar System and demonstrated that the Earth was not the center of the Universe but actually moves in orbit around the Sun.


  Copernicus’s work undermined the primacy of the biblical view of the Universe and helped to weaken the religious establishment’s power over scientific thought in medieval Europe. But the failure to produce evidence of life on any world but ours, even after the beginning of the age of space exploration, gave continued strength to the belief in the uniqueness of Earth.


  The twentieth-century discovery of organic compounds in meteorites originating on Mars suggested that the red planet might once have been capable of sustaining life, but subsequent exploration offered no confirmation of this. The discovery late in the same century of a global ocean beneath the frozen surface of Jupiter’s moon Europa aroused speculation that it might contain primitive life-forms, but this, too, proved untrue. And the numerous report of visits to Earth by intelligent extraterrestrials beings, commonplace since the mid-twentieth century, have so far proved to be nothing more than manifestations of popular irrationality.


  Thus, by the middle centuries of the present millennium, most of us once more were convinced that Earth was the only place in the Universe where the miracle of life ever occurred, There was no revival of the old churchly view that there had been a special act of creation: instead, it was generally thought that a unique and wildly improbable event had taken place here on Earth—the blind shuffling of free molecules into a biological structure capable of persisting and reproducing itself. But this alone was enough to generate a kind of pre-Copernican mystical belief in the specialness of life on Earth. Though some iconoclasts warned that such thinking could lead to excessive complacency and an ultimate decadence, the absence of countervailing evidence robbed their arguments of any real force. Further exploration of space therefore seemed pointless, and hardly any took place in the deplorable two-hundred-year period that began about 2400.


  Then came the so-called Second Renaissance of the twenty-seventh century, bringing with it great prosperity and a revival of scientific curiosity. The inner planets of the Solar System were revisited after an absence of four centuries, and then the first voyages to the outer ones were made, culminating in the Pluto expedition of 2668 and the stunning discovery of living creatures there. “Pluto bears life,” was the astounding, unforgettable message from the voyagers, who described crablike creatures visible by the thousands in the cold, glinting light of Pluto’s day, scattered, as motionless as stones, along the shore of a methane sea, with thick, smooth, waxy-textured, gray shells and a great many jointed legs. No sign of life could be observed in them, even when they were prodded. But a few days later the bleak Plutonian night arrived, bringing with it a drop to two Kelvin, and they began to crawl slowly about. Evidently a state of dormancy was their norm except at temperatures of a few degrees above absolute zero.


  Dissection of one captured specimen indicated an interior made up of rows of narrow tubes composed of silicon and cobalt lattices. A fluid flowing through these structures was identifiable as helium-2, the strange, friction-free form of the element found only at the extremely low temperatures typical of Pluto’s night. Helium-2 makes possible the phenomenon known as superconductivity; the indefinite persistence of currents flowing through a resistance-free medium. The obvious conclusion was that the energizing principle of the Plutonian creatures was superconductivity: that they were a life-form that could only exist on Pluto and function only during the Plutonian night.


  But were these life-forms? In the aftermath of the discovery it was widely argued that the crablike things were nothing more than machines—mere signal-processing devices designed to operate at supercold temperatures, left behind, perhaps, by explorers from some other part of the Galaxy. Further study, however, indicated that the creatures performed the metabolic functions characteristic of life. They could be observed feeding on methane and excreting organic compounds. Apparent instances of reproduction by budding were also observed.


  Today we have no doubt that the Plutonian creatures meet our definitions of true living beings. The myth of Earth’s uniqueness in the Universe has been destroyed forever, and we are all familiar with the social and philosophical consequences. But are the Plutonians truly native to the frozen world where they were discovered, or are they sentinels posted there by some superior species from another star, which will return to our part of the Galaxy someday? Three centuries later that question remains unanswered, and we can only watch and wait.


  MESSAGE FROM PLUTO


  Robert Sheckley


  Neil Tyson, director of the Hayden Planetarium, says, “numbers do not matter and memorized facts about planets do not matter. What matters is an understanding of the structure and layout of the solar system.”


  We will start from there. We inhabitants of what you call the Kuiper Belt have a lot of facts we could give you in our own nomenclature. We could tell you the size of our world, its circumference, its mass, its reflectivity. All that would be in our local equivalents, which you could translate into your own language, if you wanted to. But that’s not what you need to gain an understanding of us Plutonians.


  Mr. Tyson, whom I picture as a lean, wiry, red-haired man of the foxy variety, goes on to point out that the solar system can be considered in five broad families: the terrestrial planets; the asteroid belt; the Jovian planets; the Kuiper Belt, and the Oort Cloud. You may not be familiar with the Oort Cloud. But we will leave the people of that region to speak for themselves at some later time. I am here as a Plutonian, and I want to say a few words about the region we inhabit: the Kuiper Belt.


  We do not call it the Kuiper belt ourselves. Gerard Kuiper, who might have been a tall, heavy, red-cheeked Dutchman, never came this way, and was not himself an example of what he was speaking about. He was simply a man who proposed the existence of this belt. We ourselves call the Kuiper belt Home, but you may not understand what we mean by that term. I want to tell you a few things about it.


  To understand this, we need to say something about QB1, a small icy companion to our world which was discovered by the Earthmen David Jewitt, the former USC linebacker, and J. Luu, a world-class middle distance runner, both at the University of Hawaii. They used a telescope, of course; we Kuiperians do not need any such apparatus, since QB1 is right next door to us, clearly visible with the naked eye or its equivalent organ. It is a familiar little world; in fact, we Plutonians use it as a vacation ground.


  QB1 is small and icy, similar in size to an asteroid. It orbits one and a half times further from the sun than Neptune. This puts it pretty far off the beaten track, even for us, and so we consider it a primitive world, unvisited even by the ubiquitous bearded phytoplankton, those adventurers of the inner solar system.


  QB1 is a great place for a holiday lodge, since it also has a lake, frozen, of course, and tall green fir trees, also frozen, and imported at great expense from a more temperate region whose location I am not at liberty to disclose.


  This lodge at QB1 has a permanent grounds keeper, whose work is not too difficult. This is fortunate since in many ways Old Alex cannot be considered a living creature. Not, anyhow, as most of us understand the term. His non-living nature brings out his static quality, which in turn makes it difficult for him to get around with much speed. But he does his best, and the work is not difficult. There is no rush in getting it done: mainly a matter of getting in logs from time to time and sweeping the floors.


  The Kuiperian main place, of course, is Pluto itself. There seems to be some question among you as to whether or not Pluto is a planet. We have sometimes wondered that ourselves. We like to think of it as a planet, since the term confers a certain romantic cachet, and all of us would like to think of ourselves as genuine planet dwellers. But we are as well aware as you that the eccentricity of its orbit renders this suspect.


  This is no problem for us, since after all Pluto is Home and we can call it a planet or an asteroid or a Kuiper Object or even mint jelly, and it would be all the same. But some people care about such things, especially poets and science fiction writers. The more scientifically minded among us prefer Tyson’s grouping into broad families. This has a certain stateliness, and is less confusing.


  Planet or comet, Pluto has its own civilization, its restaurants and lending libraries, its dancehalls with their equivalent of bare breasted maidens. We have all the equivalents to your life. Not even the common hot dog is left out. We are eternally grateful to this doctrine of correspondences that makes comprehension possible between unlike species on differing worlds.


  I wish you could see our fine cities! From the air, a thousand or so feet above the ground, you can appreciate the twinkling lights of the machines that deter birds, and you can also make out the dark traceries which connect all of our places to each other. The flight to view the city, especially for those with weak wing muscles, is not a light matter. One can used propellants, of course, but they rather detract from the aesthetic effect.


  There is so much to see here! Our Museum of Natural Ice Forms is the finest in the Outer Planets; the little cafÈ attached to it makes for pleasant dining, though you might want to avoid it during the solstice. Beauty Parade, in the southern part of the city, is admired by most cultured tastes, and, by Transpositional Aesthetics can be enjoyed by people of your race as well as mine.


  Best of all, we haven’t had a war since we put down the Snow People.


  I was remarking on this to my wife Marguerite (not her real name) just the other day. I thought that our good features would be especially prized by Earth people, since they have a predilection for systems of understanding.


  “Marguerite,” I said. “Do you realize that there are systems of understanding which make even the most far-out and incomprehensible things understandable to the meanest intelligence, and do so quickly, easily, and with no mrschlagg.”


  “You have said this many times,” Marguerite said. “But you have never defined the word mrschlagg for me.”


  “Mrschlagg is a common word in our language,” I replied. “It is descriptive of the expression your father gets on his face when I postulate the existence of the drndst.”


  “Neither my father nor I ever understood what you mean by drndst.”


  “It is a common enough term. His trouble lies in a generational difference, I would say.”


  “Yes, you would say that,” Marguerite shot back. “You and your newfangled vocabulary of infinitesimals of composure.”


  “You studied the subject yourself, in school,” I reminded her.


  “Everyone studied it. It is required. But that does not make it comprehensible.”


  “Everyone in the top nine mastered it.”


  “You know I have never been a top nine,” Marguerite retorted. “There you go again with your elitist talk!”


  “My dear, I intended no such thing. Can’t we get along for one day?”


  “I don’t see how, the way you carry on.”


  It was the sort of situation that comes up in all households. Quickly I proposed a session of ice-skating on the Long Pond. Marguerite accepted, reluctantly at first. But when I pummeled her with the round little rocks she loves so well, our day was complete and another catastrophe averted.


  I was able to return home and complete my message to you Earth people, with my compliments to Mr. Tyson, my prayers to your god Einstein, and my best wishes to your well-known Mr. Kuiper.


  THE TRELLIS


  Larry Niven


  Somethings have to be done personally!


  Kyle refolded the napkins and pulled the tall water drop glasses back towards the plates. Lark wasn’t due for two hours, and he’d changed the sign announcing her sixteenth birthday twice, switched placemats once, and dropped a knife on the floor. He paced.


  Boot steps. Henry’s signature slow shuffle identified him before he rounded the corner into the huge galley. The older man surveyed the perfect table, and his lips curled into a slow smile. “Quit worrying, Kyle,” he said. “She won’t say so, but she’ll be glad to see you.”


  Kyle sighed. “I haven’t been here much this year.” Henry watched over Lark when Kyle was visiting Charon. Too often.


  Pluto was beautiful as it fell towards the windy dark of aphelion. Crystalline methane and nitrogen clouds sparkled as the light from the base hit them from below, illuminating a gauzy barrier between the frozen surface and the heavens. The clouds drifted across Charon’s face. Charon never moved in the sky: directly overhead from where the trellis touched down, a brilliant white sphere where Earth’s Moon would have been tiny and flat.


  From Charon Kyle could see stars, “A handy thing,” he reminded Lark whenever he left, “for an astronomer.” On Pluto the refreezing atmosphere hid them. Lark fought him, wheedling and demanding, until he let her stay on Pluto after the changing skies made his work impossible here. The base personnel were her family, and Kyle didn’t have the will to fight her. He told himself Little Siberia on Pluto was better for her than the larger and more frenetic Christy Base on Charon. He’d have to watch over Lark in Charon. Here, she was safe. It meant they were separated for months at a time.


  Lark worked. Everyone over twelve in Little Siberia base worked.


  Lark was sixteen. For years she had been obsessed with the genetically engineered creepers that rooted at Charon and carried water to Pluto’s icy but almost waterless surface. It was a fitting job for a student. The creepers themselves had been shaped by a Christy Base school project in 2181, two years after settlement of the Pluto/Charon bases, while the twin planets were still falling toward the Sun and Pluto’s atmosphere was rebuilding itself. Now, in 2240, a strange white forest spanned the 17,000 klicks between the two white planets. Named after the mythical river guarded by the boatman Charon, the forest Styx was a writhing mass of wide hollow limbs, translucent spiked leaves, and diaphanous flowers clinging to a Hoytether trellis that spanned the gap between the twin planets. Generations of genetic engineers, most of them students, had nurtured and changed the creepers, giving them a high metabolism that manufactured heat and food, turning them into conduits for food, water, and energy. Manipulating the creepers was rich entertainment for bright minds locked in a frozen system.


  The creepers mystified Kyle.


  Lark was there now, a hundred and sixty klicks above Pluto base, crawling down toward Little Siberia in her tiny exploration module. Henry monitored her progress, keeping her father’s presence at Little Siberia a surprise.


  Kyle looked over at Henry. “Did you hear from her? Is she on her way?”


  Henry grinned, slow and lazy, not answering immediately. Kyle usually felt like water running downhill past molasses when he was around the older man. He made himself stand still and at least look patient. Finally Henry said, “She’s on her way. Calm down.”


  “I haven’t seen her for three months. She listens to you. She might not even notice I’m here.”


  “That’s the way of all teens,” Henry said. “It’s not about me.”


  Kyle smiled tiredly. “I brought her a present.” He produced a box from the nearby table, opened it, and held up a yellow dress with orange and black ribbons lining the bodice and strung through the skirt. Little metal balls hung on the ends of the ribbons. “I got her some leggings, too, so it’ll work in Pluto gravity.”


  Henry shook his head. “Impractical.” He was still smiling. “You paid to freight that over, and you’re going to freight it away as well? It must have cost a pretty penny.”


  “Henry—sometimes you just gotta let go and do something stupid. Lark’s birthday is today—not after we get to Jupiter. We’re leaving in two months. Maybe. I’m competing for a grant to work at Jupiter next year. Lark will need something nice to wear at Jupiter Station. Besides, Chuska Smith makes these. Almost all of us parents with teens pitched in to help her pay the material freight last ship. The kids on Christy Base are excited about moving on.”


  “Lark isn’t.”


  “I know.” Lark loved Pluto. “She’ll understand when we get to Jupiter. I’m looking forward to showing her Cassini University.”


  “You think about every place but here.”


  “Yeah, well, this is the end, Henry. The end of the solar system, and they’re not even planets. Dead end of an astronomy career, too. All the best scopes are on remotes now. There are jobs in Jupiter System, and I have to pay for Lark’s schooling. So it’s not like there’s a choice. Have you decided where you’re going yet?”


  “They’ll let an old codger stay until the last ship. Maybe I won’t leave at all.”


  “You could come with us. Surely they need general repair people at Jupiter Station. Pluto won’t be safe in a few years.”


  “Yeah, I know, maybe I’ll be blown off by the cyclonic winds of a dying atmosphere.” It was a joke—Pluto’s atmosphere was barely thicker than vacuum—but Henry’s voice was flat and noncommittal, his eyes rolled up so the whites showed. “I’m seventy-three, you know. Maybe I’ll hang around as far towards aphelion as I can, and send back data.”


  “We’ve got automatic sensors for that. You have to think about what you’re going to do.” Kyle folded the dress carefully, and set in the box. “Hey, Mars Adventurer is scheduled for . . .” he looked at his watch, “. . . now. Join me?”


  “Nah. There’s enough excitement in my life. Besides, don’t you know those are staged? But you go ahead—keep your mind off waiting. She’ll be down soon.” Henry shuffled off.


  In 2240 CE most of humanity had stopped going anywhere. Travel was too uncomfortable. Even if you never left your own planet, there were changing time zones, motion sickness, unpredictable cuisine . . . and security. Security wasn’t just to stop terrorists and fleeing tax dodgers; there were plague carriers to be stopped too. Viruses changed faster than antibiotics.


  Business could be done via virtual reality, worldwide and further. Social relations could be confined to neighborhoods; dating could be done by VR first. The few who still traveled for pleasure now had a higher calling.


  They were called “adventurers.” They were loaded with sensors to record everything they experienced. They risked their lives and comfort in ways most folk would never consider, in banned national parks, proscribed religious sites, into volcanoes, undersea . . .


  Justine Jackson was the scheduled pilot aboard Mars Adventurer. Kyle paid his tourist fee and pulled up a chair to watch the feed. Today Justine was flying an ultra-light glider over the Valles Marineris. The screen took the top half of the east wall of the huge galley. The galley was built to serve a full base; Little Siberia was about 10 percent staffed. It was like being alone in a movie theatre designed for two hundred.


  Kyle watched steep red and yellow-orange walls fly by under the glider. He kept one eye on read-outs from Justine’s body-monitors. You couldn’t feel what Justine was going through, but if you could read the telltales, you could imagine. Advanced viewing systems would give motion too.


  Suddenly the view spiraled as she did a full 360, a stomach-twisting shift from red canyon to orange sky to red canyon. Justine’s heart rate started to rise as she finished the loop and banked into a roll, signaling how hard the trick really was.


  One day the suits would record smell and taste.


  But real time would never crack lightspeed. Even though the feed was hours old, it was ahead of any news. The familiar tension about whether Justine would fall to sudden death on the floor of Valles Marineris kept Kyle’s eyes glued to the screen.


  Most top adventurers eventually died.


  The screen flickered abruptly to black. Had something happened to Justine?


  “Kyle?” Suriyah’s voice blasted loudly across the in-base communications.


  Kyle blinked, absorbing the abrupt shift.


  “Kyle? Can you hear me? There’s a problem.”


  The screen glowed back to life.


  He was looking into the Styx. Vines intertwined, moving, a cross between seaweed and woods, deeply shadowed despite light amplification.


  The view was from inside Lark’s ship. Stems twisted around one of the motorized arms, a leaf flapped across the field of view, barely lit and almost translucent, visible more by how it changed the look of the stars than by itself. The perspective changed to another camera facing the dense center of the forest. Stems and leaves were close here too. Spectral white shapes so thick he could only see two stars, and a rim of icy white Charon. The view jumped again, looking down: vines converging to a point on Pluto’s brighter quake-patterned white.


  “She’s trapped,” Suriyah said.


  “Trapped?” It dawned on him that as the cameras cycled, he was seeing nothing but more forest. She wasn’t up against the Styx; she was in it. “She went too far in?”


  “She can tell you herself.”


  “Lark?” She didn’t answer. A shiver ran through him as the images registered. His daughter was stuck a hundred and sixty kilometers above him, caught between worlds in a strange forest.


  “Suriyah, I’m coming.” Help would be in the communications room.


  Half the twenty inhabitants of Pluto Base were already in Communications. Henry was there. He was looking at the only other child on base besides Lark, a blond ten-year-old boy named Paul. “No,” Henry was saying, “See, Paul, if we took a regular transport ship, the exhaust would kill the creepers, and we couldn’t help Lark anyway. Transport ships can’t dock with a research bubble.”


  Kyle interrupted, “Can’t she get loose herself? Her thruster works, right?”


  Paul answered. “She’s already tried.”


  “All right, then . . .” Think. A research bubble was tiny. The hull was transparent, but you had to see around eight extension arms of variable size and their thick mooring points, plus a water tank and the magnetic confinement for a fleck of antimatter in a swivel-mounted motor. In the habitat bubble there was only room for Lark in her pressure suit, and the rest of Shooter wasn’t much bigger. “She could use the arms to grab onto a transport and let it pull her loose.”


  Suriyah noticed Kyle’s arrival. “No, Kyle, she’s too deep. The vines have been growing around her since she got trapped.” She stood next to him and put an arm on his shoulder. Her dark eyes were smoky with worry. “You’d better talk to Lark.” She pointed at the bank of observation screens.


  Kyle stepped closer. There were images he’d seen from the galley. Another was Lark, using the video link. Her face was pinched, angry.


  “Lark?”


  “Dad? You’re on Pluto?


  “It’s your sixteenth birthday.”


  “Well, then, I’d better get down there,” she said dryly. “But first, I seem to have gotten the marble stuck.”


  She could have sounded happy to see me here. Kyle had nicknamed the bubbles ‘marbles’—they were clear and round, and the most color was always the observer inside. They had become Shooter and Cleary when Kyle and Lark talked about them. Lark fitted into Shooter like the egg in an eggshell. Her pressure suit was painted as a gaudy Earthly sunrise, primarily bright yellow. It was plugged into Shooter’s systems via a thick umbilical. Within the fishbowl helmet her black hair was pulled back so tightly her dark eyes looked asian. She’d painted yellow streaks into her hair.


  “Are you hurt?” he asked.


  “No. Twitchy. I broke one of the big grabbers trying to get loose. One was busted already, you know. Shooter’s older’n I am. Two grabbers are twisted up in creeper. The little grabbers are useless. I’ll ruin this damned thing if I keep trying to power out of here.”


  How did she get a round ball caught in a forest of long vines? A ball festooned with mechanical arms and sampler tubes . . . “Can you go a different direction?”


  “I tried backwards and forwards. I’ll shoot for a roll next, I guess.”


  “You can ruin all the grabbers you want, honey. Just don’t hurt yourself.”


  “Duh.”


  Henry contradicted him, “Lark, if you break off an arm, you’ll breach the hull. Stop wiggling the ship randomly. And go to voice-only.”


  The screen images froze. “Got it,” Lark replied, her image in the screen suddenly frozen with an angry, determined look on her face.


  “Don’t do anything until we tell you,” Henry said. “Think about conserving power. You can turn the video on again when we have a plan.”


  “Stay calm,” Suriyah said, “Breathe deeply, slowly. Relax. Go easy on your water.”


  “I was fully stocked when I left. That’s power and food enough for days.”


  “Ten of them, if you’re careful,” Henry said. “We’ll have you back in time for your party. But that’s no excuse for waste.”


  “A-okay. Think I should try for the roll? I can use the little adjustment jets.”


  “Hang on and let us analyze for a bit.” Henry clearly had control.


  “You’ll be fine,” Kyle said. “We’ll think of something.” His stomach was a knot and his fingernails bit into his palms. “If nothing else, you can climb down.” No, wait, those ten days worth of air and water were in Shooter! Not the suit!


  “Dad, the door’s jammed. I’ve already tried getting it open.”


  “I’ll be listening, Honey,” Henry said. “Just relax and stay available for questions.” He turned off the feed that sent the general conversation to Lark.


  Paul edged towards the monitors and looked at the one with Lark’s image still frozen on it. “Will she die?” he asked.


  Henry put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Not if we can help it.” He squatted to Paul’s height. “It’s a tough situation. She’ll have to get herself free somehow. You and I can help Lark figure out what to do.”


  “Can’t we take the other marble?” Kyle interrupted. “I could use the arms to tear my way in—”


  Henry shook his head. “The thruster died last week. It’s not repairable. I ordered another one, more advanced. It’ll be on the next ship, the one you’re supposed to leave on.”


  Kyle winced. More things were breaking and less was being done to fix them as the base lurched towards the end of its useful life. He had no idea what to tell Lark to do. “Lark, can you tell me exactly what happened? I’m sure you said, but I wasn’t in here to hear it. It’s hard to visualize without outside cameras.”


  “Suriyah sent a remote cam right after I called her. But it’ll be thirty minutes; it had to prep itself before it launched. The left-side grabber broke months ago. Henry and I tied it down. I checked it before I went out. It’s even on the ship-check sheet since it’s been trash so long.”


  Kyle looked at Henry, who sighed.


  “Well, it was tied down, I checked! I was going to the midline of the Styx. You got the vines growing in both directions, Dad, and now it’s weaving a kind of net. It looks really good. I’m trying to study the autotrophic processes in the healthier plants. Something is . . . changing; they’re becoming more active as we get further away from the Sun. You’d expect them to be slower since it’s colder. I want to understand before we have to leave.”


  Suriyah and Paul were drawing in the corner, looking at the stilled video images and working on a slate. Their whispering was distracting. Kyle moved closer to the mike. “Okay, honey, but how’d you get stuck?” He winced. She hated it when he called her “honey.” Sixteen-year-old girls were touchy.


  To her credit she ignored the slight. “I . . . I don’t know. The arm must have broken free. I got too close. Anyway, a pretty thin leaf-vine got stuck in it, and I wasn’t going very fast, but it jerked the marble and shifted my course. That’s when the real problem came with the arm; anyway, that’s when I could tell it was dangling freely, and since I was still moving it caught more stuff, and then slammed me into a big vine. I tried to use the topside arm, and I . . . I . . . just got it tangled, too. So I decided I’d try and thrust out of here, and I put it at full power.”


  Lark sounded defensive; she wasn’t supposed to use full power in the creepers. “You didn’t have a choice, honey.” Damn it—there was that word again. What was wrong with him? “It was a good choice, Lark.”


  “It wasn’t good. The marble was too stuck, and the topside arm broke, and I didn’t get out. That was when I called Suriyah.” Lark was quiet, then she said, “There’s a big vine blocking the door, Daddy. It’s feeling around the edges, but the heat leakage has it stopped. But I can’t even go EVA to cut myself free.” There was a tremor in her voice.


  “We’ll figure it out. Henry and Suriyah and Paul are working on something right now.”


  Kyle paced. Suriyah had shooed the others out, so only the four of them, and Lark’s frozen face, remained. Kyle talked to Lark off and on, encouraging. She was getting impatient. Kyle felt lost. This wasn’t fair—they were supposed to be having a party. His fists clenched as he kept pacing, nervous. What was taking so long? Why wasn’t Lark already on her way home?


  The remote camera was in place, its feed playing on one large wall. As the camera flew closer around Shooter, the damage to two of the arms was clear. One was missing half its length. Shooter was so enmeshed in creeper it looked like it was purposely tied down.


  After two hours, Henry keyed Lark, and said, “Okay, we’re ready to go. Turn on your video.”


  Lark’s frozen image had looked angry. The animated face that replaced it in the live feed looked calmer, serious. The whites of her dark eyes were red. Lark didn’t show any hesitation as she followed Henry’s advice, setting the small directional thrusters to given angles and strapping herself in. There was a limited amount of propellant for the little thrusters; the antimatter was confined for use in the main engine.


  Kyle’s eyes stayed on the camera feed. There was a puff of propellant release, the burn of the thrusters, and the little marble pushed forward, rotating, pulling the sheet of creeper forest slightly; a tug of war. The tangle of ship and creepers moved. Lark yelped.


  She’d turned off the thrusters.


  Her voice was quivery, scared. “It didn’t sound right. The arm . . . the bottom-side arm sounded like it might rip off right below my feet!”


  “Damn.” Henry swore. “All right. Don’t crack the bubble. Damn engineers should’ve designed the arms to be released from inside.”


  Kyle had never heard Henry cuss. He closed his eyes briefly. “They’ll all be retired by now. Can we try again?”


  “Sure, but something else.” Henry directed the camera feed, again, to almost circle the knot of creeper.


  Three more hours, two more failures.


  A blast of the main motor fried a path through the vines, but the arms weren’t positioned to push the marble backward. Lark’s wriggling had put the marble almost on its side, but how could that change the position of the arms? And the vines were growing back into the charred path.


  If an arm tore loose, if the shell was breached, Lark still had a pressure suit. That, they decided, wasn’t the problem. The problem was shrapnel, if the base of an arm spanged loose under high tension.


  By the last try, the room was full again. Christy Base was in on it, engineers and pilots tossing out and rejecting ideas. Paul had been hauled off to bed by his parents, Kate and Jason, and they had come back to watch. Suriyah was crying. “Quit forcing it. That girl is in an egg—don’t break it open. She’s got time—no need to kill her now. Go eat,” she said to Kyle and Henry. “Tell Lark to sleep. Food and rest will help you all think.”


  Kyle didn’t want to go, but Suriyah ignored his protests and Henry showed Kate and Jason the log of everything they’d tried, and asked them to look for other ideas.


  Kyle couldn’t sleep. He checked on Lark, who was sleeping. He wandered the halls, lost and tired. Finally, he climbed the ladder to the telescope platform on top of the base. The scope was almost useless since the cloud cover had increased over the past five years, but he remembered showing Lark her first view of the Earth from here.


  Right now, the sky was unusually clear. Charon was dead overhead, a great black shield still showing details of landscape in the sunlight reflected from Pluto. The Styx rose like Jack’s beanstalk . . .


  They still couldn’t build a beanstalk, an orbital tower, on Earth. Their materials weren’t strong enough. But Charon and Pluto were mutually tidally locked—unique within the known Universe—and light enough that a Hoytether had been strung between them. A Hoytether was an array of strands, some left looser than others to take up the slack if nearby strands broke. It already looked like a trellis. And then the games those students were playing with plant DNA paid off, and Styx was born.


  Kyle found the bubble in the scope. It hung motionless, huge in the viewfinder, like a soap bubble caught in a white rose bush. Unreachable. His daughter.


  He must have dozed. Henry’s hand poking him startled him. “Jason said you were up. I thought you’d be here.”


  “This isn’t going to work, is it?”


  Henry climbed the rest of the way up the ladder and slowly sat down on the observatory floor next to Kyle. The only light shone up from the door where the ladder came in, and the semi-darkness somehow made Henry look even older than usual.


  “Did you find her with the scope?”


  Kyle nodded.


  “I’m afraid to force her free. It’s wasting power, and I don’t trust that little marble.”


  Kyle pictured Lark dying slowly over days, alone, knowing she was dying. “When this happened, I thought it meant she’d be late for her party. I thought she was irresponsible.” He twisted his hands together, stretching his long fingers, fidgeting. “Can we cut her free from here somehow? Do we have any remotes that could do that? Can we make one?”


  Henry pursed his lips. “She’s all tangled up. Good chance of cutting her free and having her float off into space, unable to steer.”


  “There’s no way to repair the other marble? You’re sure?” Kyle asked.


  “I’m sure.”


  “Can we try?”


  Henry looked at him gently. “We can try something—I just don’t know what yet. Keep thinking.”


  “She can’t climb down to us.”


  Kyle jumped up and started pacing again. “Can I climb to her? Cut her loose?”


  “It’s a hundred sixty klicks and a bit.” Henry cocked an eyebrow. Both men were quiet for long moments. “We have ten days.”


  “Damn. No, it won’t work. She’ll run out of air on the way down.”


  “She can plug into the vines. She just can’t do that with the suit she’s wearing. We’ll have to modify a suit and bring it to her.”


  It had stopped sounding impossible. A hundred sixty kilometers straight up, in low and dwindling gravity . . .


  “It will be a hard climb. I’ll go.”


  “We’ll both go,” Henry said.


  Climbing with Henry would be slow. “Can you to stay in communications and direct the climb?”


  “Jason can direct. I’m going.” Henry stared up at the huge telescope. “I still pass my physical every year. I know more about what might work out there than you do. You need me. So does Lark. And two people have a better chance of getting there than one. What if you get out there alone and you get tired or hurt?”


  “I’m in good shape!” Kyle protested. “I work out every day.” He’d be fifty in ten weeks.


  “It’s going to take more than physical conditioning to save Lark.” Henry didn’t have to say she was more likely to listen to him than to Kyle.


  “It’s going to be one hell of a climb. It will take endurance.”


  “And brains.”


  Kyle sighed. “Okay. So I have endurance, and you have brains. Is that it?”


  “No, I have more experience in the Styx.”


  “I’m in better shape.”


  Henry didn’t even seem to hear him—he was looking up through an observatory window, where the interworld forest floated above them.


  “I’m sure.”


  “Can we try?”


  Henry looked at him gently. “We can try something—I just don’t know what yet. Keep thinking.”


  “She can’t climb down to us.”


  Kyle jumped up and started pacing again. “Can I climb to her? Cut her loose?”


  “It’s a hundred sixty klicks and a bit.” Henry cocked an eyebrow. Both men were quiet for long moments. “We have ten days.”


  “Damn. No, it won’t work. She’ll run out of air on the way down.”


  “She can plug into the vines. She just can’t do that with the suit she’s wearing. We’ll have to modify a suit and bring it to her.”


  It had stopped sounding impossible. A hundred sixty kilometers straight up, in low and dwindling gravity . . .


  “It will be a hard climb. I’ll go.”


  “We’ll both go,” Henry said.


  Climbing with Henry would be slow. “Can you to stay in communications and direct the climb?”


  “Jason can direct. I’m going.” Henry stared up at the huge telescope. “I still pass my physical every year. I know more about what might work out there than you do. You need me. So does Lark. And two people have a better chance of getting there than one. What if you get out there alone and you get tired or hurt?”


  “I’m in good shape!” Kyle protested. “I work out every day.” He’d be fifty in ten weeks.


  “It’s going to take more than physical conditioning to save Lark.” Henry didn’t have to say she was more likely to listen to him than to Kyle.


  “It’s going to be one hell of a climb. It will take endurance.”


  “And brains.”


  Kyle sighed. “Okay. So I have endurance, and you have brains. Is that it?”


  “No, I have more experience in the Styx.”


  “I’m in better shape.”


  Henry didn’t even seem to hear him—he was looking up through an observatory window, where the interworld forest floated above them.


  Suriyah fought them, convinced both men were crazy. “You will die out there! Find another way. That vine is alive—I tell you it’s alive. It suffers us to study it, but it will not let you climb it.” She stood over the little altar she kept in a corner of the galley and recited a prayer to Kali and burned sandalwood incense. Afterwards, she refused to talk to them for hours.


  Lark was silent when Kyle said he was coming to get her. “I’m bringing Henry,” he added.


  “See you in a few days.” She turned off the video abruptly, freezing her picture with a blank expression on her face. He couldn’t tell if she was happy he was coming for her, or what she thought about Henry coming along.


  Kyle turned off the frozen picture.


  Preparing took two long days, and many conversations back and forth between Little Siberia and Christy Base. Kyle was tired and frustrated. Lark was quiet for hours at a time. Since the video was almost never on, he couldn’t really tell how she was doing.


  “There’s more damn gadgets in this suit than any sane engineer would’ve designed,” Henry complained.


  Kyle stepped back to check the way the suit fit on Henry. It was an Adventurer class suit, left behind after the initial run of programs broadcast from Pluto had lost ratings in favor of faster and more deadly endeavors. Originally made for someone with wider shoulders than Henry’s, it fit well otherwise. The ankles were baggy. Considering the work they did, the suits were a miracle. But they were still two inches thick everywhere, full of sensors and smart chips and wires and air tubes. Henry looked bulky and awkward.


  “It’ll do. You might be grateful for the help.”


  “I will not.” Henry hated using the adventure suits. “Damn parasites. People who won’t go into the world on their own want to ride our dangers. Let ’em make their own dangers.”


  It had been Paul’s idea.


  Kyle had been fetching something for Henry when he passed Paul in a hallway. The boy had looked up and said, “You’re using the Tourist-class suits, right? Let’s broadcast it! It’ll be like Real Space Dangers when they saved the crew of the Orpheus. You’ll be heroes!”


  Kyle remembered the river rafting show where Han Davidson had been sucked into a sinkhole. Endless views of dark, swirling water while Davidson drowned. Kyle mumbled something noncommittal and kept right on going to find the saw blade he was looking for.


  Paul interpreted that as assent, and arranged for network coverage before Kyle had a chance to talk to Henry. They would have taken the tourist equipment anyway. The suits had pockets and belts and straps to let the men take their fill of tools, and they had been designed for a thin atmosphere. They were flexible, versatile. The equipment was outdated compared to current adventure suits, and of course there were too many readouts and controls, but far better for this venture than the standard surface suits.


  Audience thirst for real adventure shows was high; live rescue of a lost maiden would be popular. Now that the networks knew about the rescue, and the suits, they threatened to refuse access to the communications gear if they didn’t get to broadcast. Henry wanted to take the suits anyway, and let the networks sue them. Kyle pointed out that he needed to publish to survive, and he needed the networks for that. Besides, money from the networks beat a lawsuit. Jason had the common sense to improve Paul’s original wide-open offer and bargain real money for Henry, Lark, and Kyle, as well as support pay for the other people living in Little Siberia.


  “When we get back, Paul gets assigned kitchen duty for three years,” Henry said.


  “He won’t be here for three years. His family is leaving on the next ship with us. So give up and focus.”


  After a final suit-check, Kyle and Henry stepped into the lock, towing nets of gear behind them. They sweated inside the slick suits. The outside temperature was -235C. It took twenty minutes for the base computers to decide the suits had adjusted enough to open the door. They were still sweating when they stepped out onto the sea of ice surrounding Little Siberia. To their right, solid and clear methane crystals the size of houses were half-covered with blown ices and snows. Paths to the left led to Creeper Fields.


  Henry followed Kyle a half-klick to where the Styx met Pluto.


  Vines overflowed from the sky to add layers of dying material to the methane and nitrogen ices that covered Pluto. Creepers dug in, and ran along the ground like frozen spaghetti. They piled up onto each other, dying together. Methane snow crystals danced in the air around the wide white leaves. Wherever the leaves or flowers made contact with the surface they turned brittle and broke as the men stepped on them. Here and there a vine twisted near the surface, not yet trapped and frozen, as if the Styx harbored snakes.


  The base team had guided some of the vines to supply the base. Water and oxygen were needed, and plant broth made good fertilizer for more palatable crops. Years ago they had turned most of the vines back onto the trellis, so that the jungle was growing back into itself, back toward Charon, thicker every year.


  Vines and stems fanned out across the trellis as they neared Pluto, and stray vines still piled up on the ice. Kyle wondered if the plants were seeking trace elements. Any such would be buried deep; these surface snows had rained out of the sky, over and over during Pluto’s 247.7-year cycles, plating over anything that resembled soil. The plants would have to dig deep.


  They walked and tested and checked, looking up to see how the vines tangled amongst each other. They selected a medium-thickness vine, wide as their thighs, and well anchored in the ice. It had no leaves for at least the first few hundred meters.


  They tested their siphons. There was pressure in the vines. Kyle and Henry could get liquid oxygen, water and plant broth into the suits using modified siphons Henry had jury-rigged from insulated pipes. It was slow. The siphons used tiny valves and bladders to deal with pressure differences. Liquid slipped through chambers to reach reservoirs in the suits.


  The Styx fed on solar wind, on water from Charon, and on itself. Oxygen and carbon dioxide swirled through the leaves. Parasite bacteria covered the leaves, turning oxygen to carbon dioxide. The creepers ate the CO2 and replenished the oxygen. Sunlight became sugar for broth.


  The suits moved all the time. What was doing that? All those tiny cameras, IR and UV and radar, zoom and fisheye, pressure sensors and medical readouts and who knew what. The sensation was unsettling.


  Jason and Paul lumbered across the ice in a small drive-all, and watched Henry and Kyle load supplies into a closed basket that would carry the supplies up, buoyed by a circle of remote-controlled probes. The probes weren’t designed to carry any weight at all. Twelve harnessed together could manage thirty kilograms and still maneuver. Every kilo over that was a trade-off in risk vs. material. The basket contained an extra suit with attached color-coded siphons for Lark, a long knife, a single shared habitat to sleep in, extra rope, and a med-kit. There was just enough rope that the basket massed just under thirty kilograms. To save power, the basket would follow them at the end of each day’s hike.


  “Suriyah’s right,” Jason said. “You’re both crazy. I love you for it. Get that girl home so we can celebrate her being sixteen.” He touched them both—the suited version of a hug—and said, “Good luck.”


  “Thanks,” both men answered in unison. Paul waved and made a ‘camera rolling’ gesture. The adventure suits were broadcasting.


  Kyle responded to Paul’s cue, saying “Welcome, audience. Jason and Paul just wished us luck. Luck would make a nice change.” He thought he sounded stupid and campy.


  Calvin Paulie was taking the first turn monitoring and splicing the feed from Christy Base on Charon. Watchers were tuning in from the near parts of the outer system, and an edited version was scheduled for consumption by sunward planets and moons and bases. “Good luck to our adventurers, Kyle and Henry,” Calvin rumbled, “as they take off to climb the mysterious and dangerous creepers of Pluto and rescue Kyle’s daughter, Lark.”


  Unexpectedly, it seemed like private pain was being made too public. Kyle winced and stepped back. He gestured to Henry. The slower man would set the pace.


  Henry reached for a stem with both hands and tugged on it. As Henry put his weight on the creeper, it demonstrated elasticity, pooling at his boots. “So far, so good,” Henry mumbled, and took another handful of the thick stem. He pulled hand over hand until the creeper took his weight. Now he was actually a halfmeter above Pluto’s surface. Finally, the creeper seemed willing to let the men climb.


  “Henry,” said Kyle, “remember not to grab the trellis itself, ever. It’s too strong. It might cut your suit.”


  “It’s also pretty close to invisible,” Henry puffed.


  A fifty-foot insulated Kevlar rope separated the two climbers. Kyle waited. When Henry was near the end of the rope, Kyle grabbed a handful of stem and succeeded in pulling Henry halfway down. Calvin’s voiceover played in Kyle’s radio. “Looks like a rocky start,” he said, “Or a ropy one. We’re wishing you well.” Kyle ignored him, reaching for another boot hold. The vine only compressed a little under his hands; it was hard to grip. It grew as he held it. The wrong direction. Down. The Styx grew almost a kilometer a day. Of course, Lark and Shooter would be moving the same direction. It was like trying to climb a cross between a down escalator and a living boa constrictor.


  Henry had modified the toes of their boots; they sprouted tiny steel barbs which helped keep their feet anchored to the stems. Liquids from inside the plant swelled out and froze to the surface whenever Kyle dug his toes in too hard.


  There was little gravity to fight, but balance and grip were challenges. It got easier, and in five minutes they’d actually gained thirty meters and found a rhythm.


  Lights from their helmets bobbed up and down in Pluto’s dusky mid-day.


  Half an hour passed. Calvin broke in twice with inane questions, and Kyle hissed at him, “Quit distracting us.”


  “I’ll need some good footage soon.”


  “Take all the footage you want. You can listen to us, and use our lights and cameras and take pictures of us. Just don’t talk to us yet. This is harder than it looks.”


  Kyle followed Henry’s boots. Pluto’s surface had just enough pull to establish a definite down, and not enough to make the climb hard. They could almost walk up the vines. Rather than a handover-hand pull, it was a scramble.


  They passed clumps of long leaves, each leaf longer than the men were tall, similar to plants found in the seas of earth, but bigger. Much bigger. Climbing between them required care with the rope. Even though they were near the edge of the forest, leaves or loose stem-ends from neighboring branches periodically undulated past them. Everything moved and grew.


  From time to time Kyle missed a step and had to catch himself. That was when he knew how tired he was.


  Just past the third clump of leaves, Henry called back, “Okay, stop a bit.”


  Stopping meant sitting on the creeper stem with thighs clamped tight around it. They faced each other. Kyle’s view was towards Charon, and the Styx looked like a river from here—a great thin long silver line. It was almost a kilometer wide, but the perspective and length made it look much thinner—like thread going towards a thimble.


  Calvin said, “Nice view. How was the climb?”


  “A walk in the park.” Kyle didn’t want to say how hard it was. He watched Henry’s face in the clear helmet. He was frowning. “What’s wrong?”


  “We’re not moving fast enough. We’ve been going a half-hour, and we’re—what—a kilometer up?”


  Kyle looked around. The camera probe that had been following them bobbed in space to his left. Pluto was closer than he’d expected. He could see Jason and Paul standing at the foot of the beanstalk, looking up. They were small, but he could make out movement.


  “Actually, you’ve made about eight hundred meters,” Calvin replied before Kyle could respond at all. “With rests, that means you’ll take about an hour and a quarter to go a kilometer. Roughly eight days if you don’t sleep.”


  Henry snorted.


  “So we have to go twice as fast?” Kyle asked.


  “More. We lost two days getting ready. That means there’s eight left. If we calculated everything right. That’s not enough. We need time for surprises, for rest, and maybe some time when we get to the marble,” Henry said.


  “The forest is thicker down here, near Pluto. It thins out above the atmosphere.”


  “It won’t make that much difference.”


  “So how do we go faster?”


  “I’m thinking,” Henry said. “Meantime, let’s restock.” The stems were designed as conduits, with at least three veins running through each stem; one for water, one for air mix, and one for a form of liquid energy both humans and plants could consume, dubbed “plant broth.”


  Leaves always grew with one anchoring structure in the pure water vein, one in the plant food. The broth fed the stem itself, hiding super-fast growth. This was what they plunged their siphons into first. Kyle’s suit filled with a cloyingly sweet smell as the thin gel filled a pouch in his lower back. It took time; fifteen precious minutes. As he pulled out the siphon and stuck it back in, fishing for water, Kyle asked Henry how well he balanced.


  “As good as the next guy, I guess.”


  “It’s a way to get there faster.”


  “Huh?”


  “Walk. Lean back against a rope and walk vertical. We’ve both been using hands and feet. I bet there’s a walking pace that won’t need that for one of us—as long as there’s rope between. Let me lead. I’m stronger—I can go fester. I’ll hold on. You walk—use the toe stabs. Let go with your hands and walk.”


  Henry smiled at him. “Worth a try.”


  It worked better; not twice as fast. They kept going for an hour, Kyle leading, using his hands and feet, arms and legs, back and belly . . . he was feeling the strain everywhere. Henry walked behind. Once Henry came loose, falling outward and down, and Kyle had to clamp his legs around the thick stem, brace for the jolt, then reel him in. Henry just grunted and suggested Kyle get on with it. It was more bravado than Kyle expected from Henry. How much were the cameras affecting the older man?


  They stopped once, refilled their supplies, and kept going, Kyle on point again.


  They changed stems at a cross-point. The new one was thicker, easier to balance on. Even with periodic leaves to step over, the pull and step, pull and step, pull and step made a cadence in Kyle’s head. His lower back screamed misuse, and he needed distraction. He imagined words to the cadence—“Lark be safe . . . Lark be safe.” It was almost a mantra.


  A knot of leaves and tangled stems stopped them at the ten-kilometer mark. Long streams of flowers spread out around the knot. If it weren’t an obstruction, it would have been beautiful. They’d have to climb over and somehow pick the right stem. Henry sat. “Hey kid, time for a break.”


  “We haven’t gone far enough,” Kyle said, easing onto a spot where leaf met stem, hooking a leg over a leaf. “Stopping is crazy.” At least Pluto finally looked further away. He stared down on the top of Little Siberia and picked out the observatory. “Let’s push until we make at least sixteen klicks. We need twenty-five klicks.”


  “Ever run a marathon? If you sprint the first five kilometers, you never make the end. Besides, it’s time for a word with our sponsors.”


  Henry wanted to talk to Calvin?


  “Calvin?”


  “Yes?”


  The camera probe had stopped too. “Calvin, can you pan the probe cam and give us directions? I want to end up somewhere near Lark.”


  Kyle eyed the knotted mess of growth. Styx looked like a close-knit weave of plant life, but there were gaps. The long strings of forest moved and twisted and intertwined, constantly knotting and shifting. Silver threads of carbon fiber trellis flickered in and out of view. Choices had looked simple from a distance. Here, tangles and obstacles were everywhere.


  Meanwhile, Calvin described a full incident support team assembled—virtually—at the currently nearest Trans-Neptunian object, Kiley3, mere light-minutes away. He described doctors, climbing experts, psychologists, child psychologists, biologists . . .


  Henry interrupted. “So did you scrape everyone on Kiley3 into your support team?”


  “They’re getting paid. Thought you’d be grateful. They’re not all on Kiley3—”


  “I’m grateful,” Kyle said. They might be able to use the help.


  “Want to be introduced?” Calvin asked.


  Henry shook his head. “I’d rather have visuals of the best path out of here.”


  “Dr. Yi is working on it. In the meantime, Dr. Gerry thinks you should have at least a twenty-minute rest. That’s time to meet everyone.”


  Kyle suddenly understood why Henry was being so irascible. A hot thread of anger mixed with his worry about Lark. He checked: they had enough water and broth to last a few hours. He withdrew his siphon from the stem, making sure Henry saw him. Henry winked, tucked his siphon carefully into a belt pouch.


  As a concession to their need for rest, Kyle let Henry lead.


  “But . . . but you haven’t met the team yet!”


  Henry spoke for them as he reached up into the knot, grabbing for a writhing stem. “It’s not your little girl up there. Do not slow us down to entertain your viewers.”


  To his credit, Calvin shut up and produced Dr. Yi, who guided them across the knotted region without a hitch. “So now you understand the relationship?” Henry asked.


  “We’ll help you any way we can. But you should meet the team.”


  A kilometer further on, they did stop for rest. Although he knew Lark was descending at the same rate, the sensation of slow movement as the vines below them grew and wriggled and twined toward Pluto was strange. Starting again, Kyle realized how much his shoulders and arms hurt. Hundreds of the same motions wore on muscles. They got to twenty klicks before exhaustion won.


  Half a kilometer higher, they found a good place to anchor their habitat. They stopped and called for it, waiting.


  Their suit radios could talk to Lark from here. “Lark, how are you doing?”


  “Hi Dad, Henry. I can see you on the feed from the probe-cam. Wish I was out there with you.”


  “Yeah, like we’re here on purpose,” Kyle said.


  “You’ve got a better view of Styx than I ever had, except for a few minutes EVA. I’m looking forward to climbing down.”


  “Yeah, I plan on taking Shooter down.”


  “We’ll climb. Shooter’s dead. Besides, I want to walk the Styx.”


  “What’s so exciting about the Styx? It’s actually pretty boring. Kilometers of stems and leaves, and then more kilometers of stems and leaves. Sometimes there’s a flower.”


  “Yeah, well, galaxies are clusters of pretty damned boring stars. Sometimes there’s a nebula. Styx is cooler than you think, Dad. I was on my way to some flowers that look bigger and seem to direct the stem float in the forest. That’s new behavior. I think the vines are responding to the system getting colder.”


  Kyle didn’t want an argument. He wasn’t a total idiot about the Styx. “Well, they use energy—metabolism—lots of it, right? That’s how they’re supple even out here, and how the water and broth don’t freeze.”


  “No kidding. But up towards the middle there’s more activity. More flowers, and I think even color. Styx is changing. I just know it. Whatever’s changing above me will grow down to Pluto. I want to get higher.”


  “How about we get lower first? Like back to Pluto?”


  “Jeremy says you’re being way too cautious.”


  “Jeremy?”


  “There’s a bunch of kids here now. In virt. Tourists. I’m really glad Paul thought of this. The worst thing was being so alone; it’s so boring to be still. I’m getting cramps too.”


  Oh. “Stay safe.” The round cage of supplies rose over the edge of a leaf, its circle of probes bobbing like fishing net floats. “I better go.”


  There were too many camera perspectives, and too many helpers. The basket tangled hopelessly one stem over. Kyle frowned. “Now I see how she got caught. Maybe I should quit being mad at her.”


  Henry stared thoughtfully at the supplies dangling just out of their reach. “I’ll belay you.”


  “Great.”


  “You’re the young strong buck.”


  Kyle grunted, mimicking a baboon.


  Henry held the rope as Kyle pushed the basket away from its vine trap and spread the probes out again. It was almost free-fall—he went down at a drifter’s pace. “Okay—that’s as close as it’s coming tonight.” Kyle retrieved the sleeping habitat from the basket, tucking it under one arm. Henry reeled Kyle back slowly.


  It took an hour to figure out how to wrestle the habitat into shape and anchor it. Unfolded, it was a long sheet of metallic fabric anchored between two stems. Henry plugged it into a stem, into the blue oxygen tube. The habitat bucked and waved, sucking in the air, expanding as it warmed the gas. Layers of skin filled one by one—living space, stored atmosphere, insulation, a shell thickening into a walnut shape.


  The set-up looked fragile. They climbed in, waiting until sensors told them the habitat held pressure enough to unsuit. As he lay down, Kyle imagined the anchoring creepers growing away from each other as they slept. He didn’t really care. Being out of the constant breathing motion of the suit was wonderful.


  Six hours later, Calvin woke them with lyrics from the ancient The Sound of Music, “Climb Every Mountain.” It was ridiculously inappropriate. Kyle wanted to throttle Calvin.


  Four long climbs and three uneasy sleeps later, they were halfway there. Lark spent part of each day telling jokes. Tourists fed them to her, and she fed them in turn to Kyle and Henry. It kept her engaged.


  Kyle hated most of the jokes.


  He was surprised that he liked talking to the networks. The attention helped him forget aches in his muscles. The audience was a focus and a safety net. He took small risks, and on breaks he talked astronomy. Lark did voiceovers for the audience, telling them about the creepers. She talked to the team on Kiley3.


  She talked constantly—to Kyle, to Henry, to the announcers. She even took to calling the Christy and Little Siberia base staff “tourists.”


  Kyle worried about Henry. His face was red with exertion and spider veins showed up on his nose and face in thin red lines. Henry refused to talk much to anyone except Lark and Kyle. It bothered Kyle.


  There was no night or morning; Pluto’s six-and-a-half-hour day barely noticed the Sun. Kyle counted time in sleeps. This was their fifth sleep. “Henry? How come you’re so quiet?”


  “Seems like no one’s business how we’re doing.”


  “They’re helping. I’m grateful Lark’s got so many people to talk to. At least we can move. She’s shut up in that bubble.”


  “She’s always done all right by herself.”


  “I could have spent more time with her.”


  “How’s it going to feel if all these people watch us fail?”


  Kyle swallowed. “You’ve always been an optimist. We won’t fail. We’re halfway there.”


  “Half our time’s gone. We should stop less.”


  “Can you do that?” Kyle was bone tired. Henry looked like he was going to have a heart attack any moment.


  “If we don’t make it, I don’t want to live afterwards. This would be a good last tiling to do.”


  “We’ll make it.”


  “If you get there, and I don’t, be careful how you get Lark out. You’ll need to use a traditional blade—no lasers or anything—near the bubble.”


  “You said that when we were loading the basket.”


  “We should practice next stop, so I know you know how to do it.”


  Kyle stayed awake a long time, thinking about Henry’s words. He started tired the next day. They hit a clump of new creeper, thin stems twining around the wide one they followed. Kyle caught his foot and pitched forward, tangling his arm and wrist in rope as he fell. He slid, feet dangling in empty space, pulling Henry backward so Henry needed both hands to hang onto the creeper while the rope pulled tight from his waist-clip.


  Kyle floated free, his suit hissing urgently, venting oxygen to match his heart rate. He held the rope with two hands, twisting his feet up in an acrobat’s move, straining to get a toehold on the stem. He felt a snap and give in his lower back, an instant tightening of muscle. He grunted with the pain.


  “Whoa there,” Calvin said. “You all right?”


  “I . . . I don’t know.”


  Henry managed to twist around and grab the rope, holding on to the creeper with his legs. He pulled, hand over hand, slowly reeling Kyle in until their hands touched and he could pull him up onto the stem. Kyle panted, wanted to scream. He couldn’t be hurt. There wasn’t time. When he tried to step ahead of Henry, he slipped again, catching himself, grimacing. His back was on fire. He didn’t dare burn the small store of painkillers in the suit’s med supply for a twisted muscle.


  It meant Henry had to lead—Kyle walking behind him. The full med-kit was in the basket, inaccessible without a full stop. Kyle chewed his lip and followed Henry, building up a swing that allowed him to move through the pain.


  Calvin started talking in worried tones an hour out, telling the men the doctors thought they should stop. Henry ignored him, leaving Kyle no choice but to follow. Henry went on forever. When they stopped, he collapsed across a vine and stared out at the forest.


  After a while, Kyle noticed that Henry was sleeping in his suit.


  Kyle sat and worried, watching the older man. Lark had a feed from the camera probe that followed them everywhere, and she spoke. “He often takes naps, Dad.” She sounded sad.


  “I shouldn’t have let him come. I should have brought someone else.”


  “Henry wouldn’t have stayed. He’d have followed you.”


  “Suriyah could have stopped him. She’s a force of nature.” He didn’t mention that Suriyah had thought this was a crazy journey.


  “It’s okay, Dad. Just let him sleep for a little while. I think I’ll sleep too.”


  “We have to move again pretty soon, honey, or we won’t get to you in time.” Her voice was small and cheerless. “How’s your back?”


  “It hurts. But not as much as losing you would hurt.”


  “I hope we all make it.” It was the first time Kyle had heard Lark openly doubt success.


  Kyle stared at stars, picking out constellations. Even eight hundred klicks up, the stars were faintly blurred. In Pluto’s thin gravity the atmosphere reached way up, thinning very slowly.


  There were few other humans this far away from Sol. He knew it was harshly cold, but he was sweating and the suit’s movement was a constant irritation. He found the Sun, no brighter than Venus from Earth, and imagined the billions of people that populated the inner planets and ringed the Earth and Mars. He’d always wanted to make his mark, to be remembered. He wanted to do it by finding something unique in the heavens.


  Early returns based on ‘local’ watchers indicated their rescue would be heavily touristed. In fact, he thought wryly, ratings would do better if they died. Not how he wanted to be remembered. The thought pushed him into waking Henry.


  The next three climbs Kyle led again, painkillers making him woozy. They moved too slowly. Lark had about sixteen hours of air left, and they were twenty kilometers away, making just over a kilometer an hour. Calvin mentioned that their ratings were going up. Kyle cussed at him. “Now, now,” Calvin said, “I’ll have to edit that out. It must be the meds talking.”


  “It’s a nightmare talking. We’re never going to make it.” Kyle kept pulling, looking behind him for Henry.


  The psychologist, Dr. Gerry, broke in. “Sure you will. We’re all pulling for you.”


  “Too bad you’re not really here.”


  “Yes we are. One step at a time. We’re there.”


  “Talk to Lark. Maybe you can do some good there.” Kyle flicked off the sound and brushed aside a leaf that was blocking his view.


  “Don’t . . . do . . . that,” Henry said. “Do what?”


  “Don’t mm them off. You need them to get you to Lark. Lark’s not on this direct path. You’re going to have to cross stems a few times. They can help you with that.”


  “Us.”


  “You. I’m slowing you down too much.” Henry’s breath was labored. “Can’t get this close and not make it.”


  “No.”


  “You’ll be fester.”


  “And if I fall off again? Scotch my back?”


  “I can’t go any further. You were right to want to leave me.”


  “I wouldn’t be this fer without you.”


  “You won’t get there with me. Save Lark. I’ll . . . I’ll just wait here.”


  “Can you take stims?”


  Henry was quiet for a long time, still climbing. Kyle wished he’d talk. “You’re coming. You have to.”


  “The last thing I have to do is get you to Lark. Slow down, I’ll unhitch. I can call up the habitat.”


  “I’m the one that keeps tripping. You saved me last time I fell.”


  “Move faster. Maybe I’ll keep up.”


  “You’ll keep up—you’re on a rope.” Henry collapsed when they stopped for a rest. His heart rate showed that he was still alive, but he didn’t respond to Kyle’s voice. Playing possum? Kyle didn’t know.


  He demanded the supply basket. He closed his eyes while he waited for it, counting time.


  Calvin was screaming his name. He blinked. He floated five meters from anything. Damn.


  “Where . . . what happened?”


  “You passed out. Hang in there. The supply basket is almost there.”


  “Like I’m going anywhere.” He checked. The rope was still attached. He tugged. It was tight. The basket was rising up from below him, the probes rising and falling as someone on the ground adjusted course to meet him. When the basket reached him, he struggled to find the medical kit. He pulled it out. As one hand emerged with the med-kit, weight inside the basket shifted. The open door hung down. Whoever was running the remote probes corrected the wrong way, exaggerating the shift. A long knife fell away first, tumbling slowly past, a soft glint along the blade showing as his head turned towards it, touching it with light from his helmet lamp. He tucked the med-kit under his arm and reached for a strap on the habitat as it came towards him. He snagged it, the bulk causing him to turn over, facing away. He twisted, holding the med-kit and the habitat. He needed to close the door. He was floating down, with no ability to move fest. Kyle tried to snag the extra rope with his foot while it went by. The coil fell across his toe, and he pulled his knee in to bring the rope to where he could grab it with a spare finger. It slipped off his boot and floated away. Next, the extra suit passed him two meters away.


  Lark’s pressure suit.


  He tucked the habitat between his knees and reached, tried swimming for it. His rope stopped him.


  He stared after the suit for a long time. “Calvin?”


  No answer.


  Of course not, he’d turned off the audio. “Calvin—track the damned suit.”


  “We are tracking it.”


  Well, he had the two most immediate things, but now he’d have to carry them. He left the collapsed habitat between his legs, tied the handle of the med-kit to the rope with a butterfly knot, and pulled himself back. The rope was attached to a creeper. Henry was anchored above him with his small belt rope, still out cold.


  Kyle tied the med-kit to Henry’s rope. He expanded the bulky habitat and plugged it into a vine. For once, there was a good cross-section of vines nearby to hang it on. He pulled Henry inside and collapsed next to the older man, panting. He had ten minutes to do nothing but think while the habitat pressurized. An hour had passed—Lark had fifteen hours left before she’d start running out of air.


  He was so tired he could barely get Henry’s helmet off.


  Henry’s vitals looked ragged. He checked with the med-team, and they agreed. Exhaustion. The verdict: no stims. So he’d lost Lark’s carefully modified Tourist suit to retrieve stims, and then decided not to use the stims, at least for Henry. He looked up, toward where the bubble had to be.


  Henry’s face was white, peaceful. Kyle touched him, rolling him gently back and forth. Henry’s eyes fluttered open, and a slow smile touched his mouth. “I must have passed out again.”


  “Something like that.” Kyle filled Henry in. “I don’t think I have time to go after the suit. I’m going after Lark. You’ll be safe here. I’ll come back with Lark.


  The suit she has will get her here. The habitat will keep her alive while I go after her suit. If that doesn’t work—if it’s gone—we’ll just have to go down the slow way while we figure something else out.”


  “Huh?”


  “Creepers are growing down, right? Almost a klick a day. We’ll be the first humans to live off broth for two hundred days.”


  Henry shook his head. “Never make it. The habitat won’t survive that long.”


  “We all have suits. Little Siberia can send us supplies. There’s no more Adventure suits, but maybe they can modify something else to tap the vines.”


  “Go get Lark. Lemme sleep.”


  Kyle picked his own helmet back up, jammed the stinking thing back on. “Yeah, okay.” He didn’t have any choices. “Sleep well.” He fed the stim-pack into his suit’s auto-med reservoir, asked for and received a dose. He watched Henry put his helmet back on, made sure he was secure, and then breached the hab and stepped back into the cold river Styx.


  “Calvin—where’s Lark’s suit?”


  “Snagged. Down. Kyle—it went two klicksdown.”


  Time was against him. He cursed the basket, cursed the damn vines, cursed Henry, cursed his back. “Show me.”


  “You can’t get there from here by yourself. Not unless you trust the winds to send you after the suit if you dive for it. We don’t recommend that.”


  What Lark didn’t have was the modified siphons. There wouldn’t be any way to get broth or water or anything into her. All he had to do was get her to the habitat.


  He started out fast. Henry’s early words about running a marathon came back to him, and he slowed down. But he needed to make over two klicks an hour to have any time to spare. “Lark be safe . . . Lark be safe.” He thought about Henry. “All be safe . . . All be safe.


  “Play music for me.”


  “Hull?” Calvin sounded sleepy.


  “Calvin—don’t you sleep?”


  “Not until you get to Lark.”


  “Thanks. Play me some music. I need some rhythm to keep going.”


  “What do you want?”


  “Hell, I don’t care. Something with a beat.” He looked around. “Got some African drums?”


  “I’ll find some.”


  Every two hours he stopped for fifteen minutes rest and more stims, doing the equivalent of vine-sprinting in between. The drumbeats helped. His back still hurt. It became a familiar pain, something that kept him awake and aware, gave him a tie to his aching body. Every step was hard.


  Lark wasn’t answering. The team said she was asleep, exhausted. So many days of living in one place, in a pressure suit, were taking their toll. Four hours passed.


  Calvin started peppering him with questions about Henry. A thought crossed Kyle’s mind.


  “How is Henry? I haven’t seen his med-reads for hours.”


  “We cut you off from everything but you and Lark and us. Don’t want to distract you.”


  “Damn it.” Surely Henry was all right. All he had to do was stay in the habitat. Had he checked Henry’s water supply? But he’d plugged the habitat into the vine.


  The networks had no control over the suit-to-suit-radio. He called to him. No answer. “Calvin, show me Henry’s med readings!”


  “You don’t need the distraction. Talk. You need to talk so we know you’re still with us. Your med feeds could be showing better, buddy.”


  Kyle babbled about the time the feeder jammed completely just after the Styx got to Pluto, when a river of vines threatened to overrun Little Siberia. Henry and others had clambered out onto the surface. They’d fed vines back to the Hoytether trellis and set them climbing back toward Charon. Suriyah had stayed out there with him the whole time. Everyone else took turns. The story didn’t seem to be coming out quite in order. Thinking about Henry wasn’t right; he should be thinking about Lark. Why was she still silent?


  “She’s not in great shape,” Calvin said. “She’s alive. We’ve been waking her up but she isn’t staying awake long. She’s been taking pain meds too.”


  “Like father, like daughter, hull?”


  “You imagine the sores you’d get sitting in the same place in a p-suit for ten days.”


  “Yeah, well, I know what mine smells like after ten days.”


  Calvin laughed. “I bet you do.”


  “You don’t have smell sensors built into these yet?”


  “On the newer models.”


  “It’s a bad idea. Calvin?”


  “Still here.”


  How had he forgotten? “Wake up Lark now. I don’t care how. Get her to fire the main motor for a few seconds.”


  “Oh, right, we discussed that—”


  “Check my position first and see if I’m out of the way. Henry too.”


  “You’re okay. You’re almost underneath Shooter, but Shooter’s tilted. I’ll get her to fire the motor, then guide you around to the channel. Hey, Lark!”


  He kept climbing. Lark and Calvin negotiated. She spoke too low for his hearing, but she sounded angry.


  He didn’t see the exhaust itself. He saw a line of pale plants glow brilliantly, dissolve into colors, then explode in flame as heat reached the air veins. It ran for twenty seconds, and when it went off, vines still burned.


  “Thanks, Calvin, I can see it myself,” he said, and angled around.


  He had to pull himself into the forest to reach the channel. The vines were growing back . . . but the going was suddenly much easier.


  Kyle pulled up and over a half-charred leaf and stem-knot at an intersection. From here he could see a much bigger knot—and a darkly corroded metal claw, like a skeletal hand straining to break free. Shooter. The little ship was even more overgrown and tangled than when he’d seen it from the observatory. Flowers had sprouted everywhere, decorating it, making it look like a party bauble. He stopped a second and just looked, his heart flooding with the knowledge that he was going to make it. Calvin babbled in his ear-talk for the audience about how emotional the moment was.


  “I’m afraid to go and look,” he said. Lark still wasn’t responding to him.


  He didn’t feel his back or his body at all the last kilometer, just the soft give of the creepers in his hands and feet, the balance of his torso as he struggled to keep his center of gravity over the center of the stem. “Lark be safe . . . Lark be safe.”


  He was within thirty meters of the marble when the vines tangled around it shuddered and jerked up and down. What? Was the knot unraveling?


  “Hi, Daddy.” Her voice was weak. She was using one of Shooter’s arms to wave at him. He breathed out, and then screamed triumph.


  Calvin and his crew had spent hours trying to figure out what he should do. He had a belt knife—thin and insubstantial. It easily cut the edges of leaves, and wouldn’t even dent a stem. He had a few hours, maybe more, maybe less. He was too tired to make sense of time.


  Trying to untangle the ship appeared useless. Nevertheless, incident command had commandeered nearby computers and run thousands of simulations. They led him through the vines, one by one. Pull this part out of under—there. Yes. And then go around to the other side. Tug. Sure you can. Good. Now—see the one with the longest bell of flowers? Break that off. Pull here. Tie that down.


  In the background, Calvin was talking Lark through a series of checks. He heard her talking back to Calvin, telling him to quit being so pushy, and Kyle laughed.


  Kyle had made a new knot of vines, feeding the vines he was liberating from around Shooter into it to keep them from simply re-engulfing the bubble. His back was to Shooter. He heard a ripping sound.


  He turned just in time to see Shooter lurch a few meters lower in the thinned-out net of stems that surrounded it. The ends of an arm dangled from above. Kyle had a rope tied to the marble. He pulled himself along it, fast, letting the vine he had been working on swing back towards Lark. It flapped out above the marble, safely out of the way. The door was free. By the time he got there it was swinging open.


  His hand took his daughter’s hand.


  She was almost dead weight. Her boots flopped against the side door as he pulled, but her hands were gripping. He held her under one arm and looked inside. A backpack sat by her chair.


  “Bring the backpack?”


  “Yes.”


  “Are you okay?”


  “Weak.”


  “It’s going to take her a little while to learn how to move normally,” Calvin said.


  “How long?”


  “We don’t know. Some experts say not until she gets out of the suit. Calvin says she’s feisty enough to recover faster.”


  Kyle talked to Lark. “Can you put your legs around me?”


  She used to do that when she was a kid. He tucked his arm under her butt so she was sitting against his waist at the side, and she put her arms around his neck.


  Well, he had one hand free. Now what? He shifted Lark to the front of him, sat on the stem he had climbed up, and slid. It was slower than walking—the suit material dragged wrong against the stem. The risk was real—if he wore out the suit material there was no fixing it up here. He stopped them, trying to think of a better way. Henry would think his own way out of a problem.


  “Sit on a leaf, Daddy.”


  It worked. He cut off a long thin piece of leaf, and tied it between his legs and up around his waist. He felt like he was wearing a diaper. The surface was slicker on the creeper stem. It held up until just before they got down to the first big knot, when the leaf shredded under him and he carried Lark to the knot, walking carefully, afraid that he’d launch them into space. Lark switched around to his back and he climbed carefully over the tangle of stems and vines. Cramps were making her whimper.


  On the other side, he cut another leaf. He said, “The leaves are a good idea, honey.”


  “I know the Styx.”


  It took five hours to get back to the habitat. Lark gained more ability to move, and her hold on him was less tenuous. She still couldn’t stand or climb on her own.


  When they reached the habitat, it was empty. Kyle had been afraid he’d find Henry dead in the habitat. Or that Henry had left his suit for Lark and jettisoned himself into vacuum and death. The empty habitat was unnerving. He stuffed Lark into the habitat without repressurizing it, leaving her in her suit. He went out and refilled his suit’s reservoirs, and sloshing full of sweet broth and water, he ducked back into the tent. Now he pressurized it and peeled Lark’s suit off of her. It actually stuck to her calves, ripping layers of skin off so they looked raw. He took his own suit off, and fed Lark on broth and water. She drank more than he expected.


  “Where’s Henry?” she asked.


  “I don’t know. Calvin, will you tell me yet?”


  “Nope. Sleep.”


  Kyle barely got the words “damn you” out before he was, in fact, asleep.


  The next thing he noticed was the habitat shaking. Lark was able to help him get her suited. She only screamed twice, once for each raw leg. They depressurized, and Henry tumbled in the door, carrying the suit he’d modified for Lark.


  “You went all the way down there?” Kyle asked.


  Henry sounded weak. “Someone had to do each thing. I knew you had the brains to get her safely.”


  Kyle grinned. They repressurized and stripped out of their suits. Lark poured herself into Henry’s arms, finally looking energetic. Henry looked very proud of himself. His smile was bigger than usual. Kyle stole a peek at Henry’s vitals. His blood pressure was way too high, his respiration was shallow and fast. “Sleep, Henry.”


  Eight full hours later Kyle opened his eyes. Lark was crying, looking down at Henry.


  “He’s not moving,” she sobbed.


  “Calvin, what have we got for Henry?”


  “Sleeping. Maybe in a coma. He might have had a stroke. We can’t tell from here. Doesn’t matter—the verdict is he can’t possibly make it. Down will be at least half as hard as up.”


  Lark crawled over to Kyle and cried in his lap. Kyle patted her head and found he was crying too. Ideas and condolences and tributes started coming in. Kyle turned off his radio; Henry would prefer silence. Besides—he wasn’t dead. But how were they going to get him down?


  “Remember when you sat on the leaves?” Lark said.


  “Sure.”


  “Do we have rope?”


  Kyle winced, thinking of the supply basket. “Calvin, do we have rope?”


  Calvin’s voice. “They refilled the basket.”


  Lark’s backpack had a better knife in it. She led Kyle out to cut off whole leaves. “These are bigger than I needed to get down the stem,” Kyle said.


  “They’re not for you. They’re for Henry. They’ll cushion him,” Lark explained. “We’re going to use the spaces, not the stems.”


  “Huh?”


  “To climb up, you had to use the stems. To climb down, we can do better. We’re almost weightless, right? We tie Henry between us. We wrap him in leaves to cushion him if we screw up.”


  “Hell with leaves, let’s use the probes. They didn’t have the strength to carry us up, but they could carry Henry down. Then we can use your idea, but we won’t have to worry about carrying Henry.”


  He was rewarded with a rare touch from Lark. “I want to come back,” she said.


  “Both marbles are busted.”


  “Climb back.”


  “You want to do this on purpose?”


  “There’s things I need to know about what’s happening here. Besides, the real tourists will need guides.”


  “What real tourists?”


  “There are ten climbers on the next ship. Hundreds wanted to come—they had to do a lottery.”


  “We’re leaving.”


  “Justine Jackson is coming here.”


  “I’m content to watch her.”


  “They’re paying a premium.” She named a figure.


  She could pay for her own school! “Do I have to climb these things again?”


  “You’re being requested.”


  Kyle grumbled. Calvin laughed at him. He and Lark rigged Henry carefully in place of the supply basket. They charged his suit with water, oxygen, broth. Kyle tied the med-kit to his back and tied the basket and its other contents to the vine. It would grow home.


  Shooter would grow home too, to be stripped for salvage. It wouldn’t do to leave its diminished fleck of antimatter loose in the sky.


  Henry beat them down by two days. He was at the table when Lark came in for her party wearing the yellow dress. Suriyah must have fussed over the table for hours; everything was perfect. “Henry, couldn’t they find you a wheelchair?”


  “This place isn’t outfitted for cripples, Lark. Suriyah, you know I can move around. You don’t have to keep lifting me.”


  “I know. Next you’ll be climbing the Styx again.”


  Henry sighed. “No, not that. But—you’re going, Lark. And Kyle?”


  “For what they’re paying? Sure I’m going. This base’ll be open a lot longer now. At least until the Styx dies, if it dies at all. Justine Jackson—nice woman, by the way, but a little freaky—she doesn’t want someone beating her record in the Guinness Files. She’s talking about climbing the full length.”


  “Kyle? Twenty-seven thousand kilometers?”


  Lark burst in. “Yeah, but we’ll have a lot of support. Like swimming the Amazon, you take a boat alongside. She did that too, remember?”


  Suriyah said, “You’d be years doing this!”


  “Team of twelve. Big habitat, and a chef. We’ll still have a social life. Lark can attend Yale Virtual. Henry, we’re still talking, and I’m not even sure she’s funded yet, but wow! We’d have a dedicated channel for three years or so, and then chop that back to thirteen hours of just the exciting parts and a voice-over, for reruns.”


  “Do you remember,” Suriyah said, “that the atmosphere is changing? You’ll be climbing through hurricanes.”


  “No, don’t sweat the wind. Pluto’s atmosphere is thin as a dream and getting thinner.”


  “You’re all crazy. You started crazy.” She looked from one to the other, and suddenly smiled. “Can I have your autographs? Some day they might be worth a lot. Here, on this.” On Henry’s medical readout.


  BEYOND PLUTO


  Gregory Benford


  A story of big ideas; a story of first contact and second contact; a story of birth and rebirth; a story only a plasma physicist could write . . .


  The Far Dark


  Tricia knew she was born to do this. From the beginning of this long mission, she had found her hours on watch the most exciting she had ever known. Even after well over a year on this mission, her pulse raced when she went on duty.


  She peered at the landscape relentlessly. Stark shadows cut across the dirty gray plain and the Sun was a sharp, glaring point. Under Charon’s gloomy crescent the thin methane atmosphere scattered little light. Shading across the bleak cold, towering ice was darkly twisted, their tortured sculptures worked by eons on a somber, sleeping plain. The moon loomed huge and shadowy above a sharp horizon.


  It held a certain austere beauty, but the mere landscape told nothing of its incredible cold. They had been drawn here by the unexplained, growing warmth of this place—yet warmth was the wrong word. That grim, dismal view was only eighty degrees above absolute zero. A single moment’s exposure would not merely freeze her; it would snap her bones from thermal stresses.


  Yet here, life stirred. Incredibly.


  Life on Pluto. Amazing enough by itself. But the startling fact, hard even now to believe, was that this was not all. Not just the simple legged forms that crawled and walked these bitter, barren hills. There were others who descended from the sky, those from even farther out, beyond Pluto—the Darksiders.


  Nobody, not even the most extreme exobiologists, had guessed.


  Tricia resisted a morbid feeling: that the fragments of crumpled metal mingled with those ice-chunks were actually scraps of . . . well, flesh.


  By now she knew better. Not flesh, but once living—if machines could do that. But emotion is slow to overtake reason.


  She inched the crawler she commanded forward. Working in a comfy work pod, directing the crawler with telepresence gloves, she had to be careful not to alarm her prey. Ahead, the gunmetal-blue, oblong Darksider didn’t seem to notice. Maybe it was recovering from its landing? Or playing possum? Remember, you’re the new kid out here. You might look like an intriguing new kind of lunch.


  She moved her hands in their command gloves, made the crawler grind forward another meter, crunching ice. Her tracked and low crawler was in shadow, approaching at an angle to the Darksider. In the incredible cold here, slow was always a good idea. Parts froze up without notice. Circuitry went dead and even an emergency warm-up couldn’t revive them. Life here had an ominous, ponderous feel that got on her nerves.


  Another sluggish move, then a wait. The Darksider didn’t seem to mind.


  Scavenging for Darksider remains had turned out to be easier than skystone hunting. The rain of incoming meteors had that rather poetic name, in the whispery acoustic language of the native Plutonians. The zand, she had named them, a combination of zany and grand—they were both. They spoke in long, wispy chords that skated great distances through the thin nitrogen-methane air. Chilled words, pealing out with a rolling rhythm that reminded her of whale song. But unlike the whales, this time she caught what the zand were saying.


  That she knew this was yet another wonder, but one human-made. The translating programs—and what miracles those were, born of the advanced SETI programmers!—had picked out an obvious combination word, more expressive than English’s meteors. And indeed, the rocks that came gliding in from the utter darkness beyond Pluto did not flare in the chilly “air” here. They just slammed into the ice, carrying their fresh information—from where?


  “Got the target?” Franklin said over comm.


  “Dead on. Big one, looks like parabolic antennas sticking out of the carapace.”


  “Let me know, huh?” His tone was edgy. “I’m on this watch too, y’know? It’s not nice to just say nothing, leave me hanging here.”


  “I’ll try being nicer if you’ll try being smarter.”


  “Hey, just because I screwed up capturing that pair of Darksiders—”


  “Okay, okay.” She should be keeping the peace, but he was indeed irksome. “I’m just watching it for now.”


  “Oh. I’ll get on the spectral scan.”


  “I thought you were napping.”


  In his familiar miffed tone he shot back, “I’m checking your every step.”


  “Don’t need a babysitter, y’know,” she said. “Catch up on your sleep.”


  “That an order, Captain?” Franklin said stiffly, with a subtone of derision to boot.


  “Sure. Nod off all you want.”


  Actually, he was right. They had all been working so hard, for so long, that four days ago Earthside told her to institute mandatory days off. Nobody was going to honor that, she could tell right now. They all loved this vast, strange problem set before them. The mystery kept them going.


  Hey, concentrate.


  One more meter . . . Out of shadow now. Closer . . .


  Her boards reported weak microwave emissions from the prey, but it remained stark and silent on the snow. But no, not a corpse, she reminded herself. The latest arrival from somewhere beyond Pluto. Her hands moved in air like a pianist’s.


  Move. Close with it.


  The crawler probe clanked forward and stuck out spindly grapples. Grasped. Gotcha.


  She reeled in her catch like a fish. Back to the waiting lift vehicle. While the probe and its burden were still lifting off for the mother ship, Proserpina, the DIS computer ship-mind whirred through a preliminary analysis. Tricia watched the silvery ship rising to join its mother, and felt sharp anticipation.


  The skystone was a nasty machine. Those fierce-looking claws . . . tantalum carbide, hard and tough even in supercold. The structural shell . . . aluminum/titanium alloy. (Magnification, please.) Those looked like mechanical relays of some sort, and they were made of—solid mercury? Sure; at these temperatures, why not?


  But what was the purpose of those patterns of rare earths? And those curves, seen in projection, looked almost like a conventionalized helix—Oh.


  Tricia spoke into her recorder.


  “Hypothesis: these devices, whatever they are, contain a genetic model. Yeah! And it’s carried in a double helix, like DNA! A model of—of what? Of the ‘ideal’ zand, from a Darksider’s point of view?” Her mind raced. “We already know that these infalls came periodically, when Pluto arcs out along its steeply elliptical orbit. On each such raid the Darksiders—a name for the unknown, that’s all—scan the zands, say. And those that don’t measure up they squish.”


  Could this be? Guided evolution, faster than Pluto’s low-energy biosphere could have achieved by itself—


  Damn. She still didn’t like it. “Guided” evolution reminded her of Earth’s political strongmen during the previous century, with their cynical talk of “guided democracy.” But such power now lay in human hands, and eventually would be used—wisely, she hoped.


  Not too strange, then, to think of something utterly strange carrying out a genetic program in this deep freeze?


  The probe clunked into its housing; she heard it ring. A conveyor rattled, taking its burden down to Proserpina’s low-temperature laboratory. Time to get to work.


  Tricia paused for a moment, considering what would be appropriate audio background while she worked. Something Romantic, but reflective, she decided; Schumann’s Konzerstuck.


  Supported by mellow French horns, the piano chords rolled out while DIS, now in direct physical contact with the specimen, shifted into high speed. She fancied she could hear it hum.


  Views of their catch filled screens around her. Well, well—this beast hadn’t been bent from sheet metal in a machine shop, that was sure. Coldformed, one molecular layer at a time—grown as crystals were. From the Oort Clouders’ massive perspective, she guessed, a delicate job of microengineering.


  And the chilling thought came: from that same perspective, the injection of those microtools into the zand culture would be no more a “raid” than the injection of antibiotics into a human bloodstream.


  The thing was not dead, she had to remind herself, only deactivated. With care, and with DIS’s help, she could probably feed a trickle of tailored DC into its superconducting circuitry and bring it back to life. Make it move, clash those jagged claws, jump up and down. (“Boogie,” she almost heard Grandma say.) Possibly attract its makers’ attention that way?


  No. If one of her own hemoglobin molecules tried to get her attention, would she notice? That was the relative scale between herself and the somber dwellers in the Oort Cloud, in the far dark beyond the warm worlds.


  Where the sun’s gravitational grip slackened, countless icy islands swung in orbits that took many centuries to complete a single curve around the dim home star. That archipelago stretched halfway to the next gleaming stars, and seemed to be the origin of the Darksiders. As infinities went, it would do quite nicely.


  * * *


  They had come seeking the root of a mystery, never anticipating that the answer would be so vast and startling. At the end of the TwenCen, Pluto’s atmosphere had seemed to start cooling off, as the planet arced outward on its slanting ellipse. Atmospheric specialists predicted it would freeze out somewhere before 2020. NASA had sent a speedy mission to catch the collapse.


  Only it didn’t come. Instead, even as the first probe sped outward, the thin film of chilly nitrogen and methane cloaking Pluto began to warm. And to alter. Other compounds began spiking their spectral signatures up on the most sensitive Earthbound detectors: water vapor, carbon dioxide, even nitrogen wedded to oxygens.


  And a further, ominous puzzle: the Solar System’s bow shock was moving. This was the working front where the Sun’s wind of particles met the interstellar plasma, much like the curve made by a ship powering across a lake, seen from above. Before, the nearest this bow shock had gotten to the sun was about 100 AU, a full hundred times farther than the Earth-Sun distance. But now that fluttery front lay only a few AU beyond Pluto.


  And now Pluto held life. Not just chilly slime molds, but small crawly creatures. And these in turn were being altered by the skystones.


  No accident, all this, certainly—but what was the underlying cause?


  What they hadn’t expected to find was an artificial biosphere, sorting itself out on Pluto. And driven by energies somehow imported from the Darkside region, where the bow shock roiled and frothed in plasma arcs bigger than planets.


  Even before they got a grip on the puzzles of Pluto, word came that a more advanced ship was plowing its way out from the inner Solar System, insolently named High Flyer. And closing in fast, on a red-hot plume. As if they didn’t have enough to deal with already.


  * * *


  Her work pod filled with an orchestral fanfare, those magical rising arpeggios from the piano’s sonorous lower octaves—and then the timer chimed. The music stopped dead. She jerked at the sudden silence. And imagined DIS’s reproving thoughts.


  With a sigh, Tricia turned the music back on, but low. She owed it to Earthside, after the grief she’d given them, at least to keep punctually to their radio schedules.


  A fundamental rule of missions: There was always some damn thing. She told DIS to start trying revival methods on the captured machine. It could run their previous methods, see if anything clicked. Judging from their painful experience trying to resurrect these strange machines, probably nothing would work.


  She switched on audio and visual and tried to relax in her pod chair. Deep breath—


  “Axelrod—Dr. Jensen—anybody else back there—this is Astronaut Tricia West, aboard Proserpina in Pluto orbit.” It still gave her a charge to be able to say that. (And Grandma would have warned her not to get so swell-headed.) They would edit and polish for the whole brimming Earthside audience, of course, as now required by full-disclosure laws. She hoped no laser link pirates had caught her latest reports. They swooped into the beam and carried off choice nuggets, decrypted them and bootlegged them in time to compete with the cleaned version. Embarrassments galore, unless she kept close to the vest. But who could, all the time?


  In the background Schumann sang, and DIS clucked and ruminated, while she talked.


  “I have one of the Darksiders—can’t help thinking of them that way—on board in the cold lab. DIS is working on it. No, I didn’t commit the horror-movie blunder and let an unfriendly Thing loose inside my spaceship. These are very obviously mechanical devices—whether simple instruments or semiautonomous robots I don’t yet know.”


  She couldn’t resist a twinge of unease. She had acted as captain, overruling Franklin’s quite plausible objections. She wanted to know—and it was their lives on the line out here, right? Easy, girl—keep your tones proper and level. Or should she record these little reports and have DIS take out the stress-diagnostic frequencies? She should consider that.


  “Toward making contact with the Darksiders, whatever they are—zilch. The local Pluto life-forms, the zands, I’d love to take the time to study them. But this is a sideshow, Franklin and I—and the rest of the crew—think. You’re just going to have to rely on our judgment.”


  She took a deep breath; somehow talking into silence, knowing that her message would take hours to get to its listeners, made her uneasy. Reminding her of how far away they were from help? With one exception, yes.


  “And, speaking of the zands—I’ve had some second thoughts on what to do about their situation. This Darksider strategy! Hiding from sight and occasionally sneaking a meteorite in amongst the zands might be as bad for them as to have Lady Bountiful descend from the clouds in full view. It could make them completely passive.”


  Amateur psychoanalysis, sure, but it made sense even for aliens. Skystones will fall when needed, right? Lightgiver will provide; they need do nothing.


  “There’s quite enough external control over their fate as it is, with even their genes—if I can use that word imprecisely—messed with by outsiders. I’d like to see the zands stand up on their own feet, even though feet are something they haven’t got.”


  Hopeless anthropomorphism; she could all but hear Dr. Jensen snap out the words.


  Avoid argument, kid, Tricia told herself; you’re really in charge out here, calling all the shots. Captain! But get some advice first.


  “So—I’m having DIS plot me a new course toward High Flyer. I want to link up with them. I know, I know—this ship wasn’t made to go out into the comet-rich inner disk. But we’ve picked up a lot of easy water here, heating the ice. We’re fully fueled. No problems! But I only want to go on a little—just to work with High Flyer, is all.”


  There, it’s said. Not crazy, no. Hell, Earthside sends a totally new kind of ship out to explore further, and wants me to meekly head on home?


  Good thing she could talk Franklin into going back to sleep. Otherwise, he and the rest of her crew would stick their oars in, too. And it’s my decision, damn it! Mine alone. Captain.


  Her logic was clear, right? It was almost 20,000 AUs out to the main Cloud sphere itself, and their pokey nuke drive could only make it far enough to nip at the heels of High Flyer. She made herself take a long breath. But we could stay in the game. “Now, if I only had a fusion bucket—well, I can dream, can’t I—”


  Clanging. Loud rasping alarms.


  Tricia leaped from the immersion pod, heading for the pilot’s chair. A whole row of instrument lights winked red. The hull was overheating.


  But how? Panic flailed her. Heating from atmospheric friction? Maybe—were they falling out of orbit into atmosphere?


  But, no—the holoscreen image of the planet and its satellite showed Proserpina precisely on its looping curve, where it should be. What could be heating the hull?—and blasting salvos of static into her music deck. Reflexively she shut it off.


  Radio and microwave readouts jumped to the top of their scale. Sheets of electricity, swathing Proserpina’s hull—and rebroadcasting like crazy.


  Could any get in here? Flashes of light current? And how much microwave dosage was she getting?


  Best get into her insul-suit—and fast. She shucked her coverall and squirmed into antiradiation garb that looked like a silvery wet suit. It clung coldly to her bare skin. Franklin came through a hatch, doing the same.


  Banging. Thumps. Metal on metal.


  From inside.


  Oh, damn! Tricia raced hand over hand, down a tube, around a corner. She could hear crew banging around in the corridors above. She slipped, hit the wall, rebounded from a bulkhead, swiveled—and stopped before the view port for the cold lab. Cracks marred its frosty interior.


  The alien body inside had revived. Its tin-gray parts moved with jerky purpose. It jumped and jittered. A claw swung at the view port again—and stopped. Tricia flinched away.


  It—or the intelligence controlling it—must have realized what would happen if it broke out. Emerging into ship temperature, the rules of superconduction would be suspended. Ordinary electrical resistance would prevail. Heat would build up as its currents suddenly met resistance. Zap. Death by Ohm’s law.


  She watched the thing jitter around uncertainly. No way a beast as big as an Oort Clouder had to be could react that fast. The “Darksider” body must have reacted reflexively to the input surge DIS had tried. It had come to life and automatically fought to escape. Then it must have sensed that the environment beyond that view port would be dangerously hot, and stopped its effort to break out.


  Now it stood motionless on the cold lab’s examination table amidst the restraining straps’ tangled ruin. Tricia fancied that it glared.


  Without being asked to, DIS had switched from lab analysis to dealing with the immediate emergency. Good ol’DIS. The heating of the hull, its sensor monitors informed Tricia, affected the surface skin only. Those secondary, lightning-bright lower-frequency discharges were annoying—obviously she wasn’t going to finish her message to Earthside just yet—but otherwise no more than a nuisance.


  She relied on her training. Getting her immediate adrenaline-pumping alarm to fade, her racing heart and gulping breath settled back to normal—with meditation skills, that took two minutes. Then came a wave of fierce joy.


  She couldn’t reach out to the vast, aloof denizens of the Oort Cloud. But quite evidently one of them had come exploring on its own account, and touched her instead. Rippling currents along their hull, prodding its emissary Darksider ‘bot.


  She had a momentary vision—an intuition, but from where?—of a spongy, swarming thing like a cloud. Yet also a thing of currents and whirling motion, a thinking tornado. And a thin extruded tendril of it—hesitant, flexing, touching. A giant’s rub.


  Long Wavelengths


  The Solar System was a spheroid cloud of debris, Ellen reflected. She looked at the big flatscreen display of an iceteroid they were passing, gleaming dully in the dim radiance of the ever-more-distant sun.


  The whole vast volume behind their ship, the High Flyer, was filigreed with bands and shells of flying shrapnel. Big ice fragments that at any moment could smash together, or just clip each other, getting pumped into long ellipses, deep wobbly orbits. And this negligible-looking little blob of primordial gray ice and dust right here could, like the rest of the solar system’s slow leftovers, now and then make a sharp hook by skimming near another piece of scrap, and in a few years slam into a blundering planet.


  She shivered, not from the cold outside. Her pod was toasty-warm, comfy. But the strangeness that lay before them was approaching, and she had no idea of even what it might be.


  “Anything new from Proserpina?” Piotr hollered from the control room. He could have spoken over comm, but he just leaned back in his chair and called down the gangway. They spent enough time logged into electronics systems as it was. And a husband and wife like to keep in touch in the most basic ways, too.


  “Not a peep. They’re not due to report for nearly an hour.” Nervously she checked the all-sky scan anyway. Yes—far back there, the nuclear rocket plume’s virulent blue-white dot, chugging along.


  “I’m getting a lot that odd noise again,” Piotr called. “Coming up in the ultralow frequencies.”


  “I thought you said it was just more turbulence from the bow shock.”


  “Earthside advises me not. Say is too low, very low frequency, for these high power levels.”


  “Then it goes in the mystery bin.”


  “I already sent to the SETI compiler. Maybe someday it will tell us something, huh?” He leaned back in his flex-seat and grinned, so that she could see him down the gangway. “Before we retire, maybe even.”


  This was a standing joke between them. They would never retire unless the world ran out of mysteries, and out here that was quite unlikely. She grinned back. “Wrong. I have a big file processing right now. SETI Institute finally coughed up.”


  “I don’t believe!”


  “Come look.” About time to peek at the processing anyway. Her curiosity was as voracious as his.


  By the time Ellen’s hard-driving expedition into the far outer Solar System had arrived, the first, Proserpina, had requested and gotten the full SETI codes used to interpret and build up a dictionary from an advanced, but unknown intelligence. They had needed it to talk with the zand, the crawlies of Pluto.


  The software had followed on detailed theories of how language built up from basic mental architecture. For decades the cunning linguists had used the primates as a model, but in the last decade they had extended it to the dolphins and whales. It had turned out that whale song was elaborate, beautiful—and simple. The first whale song deciphered had the structural complexity of grand opera, but the message (like most opera plots, and that was no coincidence) was: I’m horny I’m horny I’m horny. Later code work unfolded the intricate whale ways of broadcasting I’m this way! And Food here. And Danger! There were other tribal messages, too, but none that could not be expressed in a sentence. Nature did not always produce sophisticated dialogue.


  But why should that experience apply to the extreme low frequencies the old Voyager probes had first noted, and Proserpina had captured for detailed analysis? A big question.


  Now there was a new angle to the process. The incoming digital streams broke into constellations that resembled words in their numerical architecture.


  “And they are! So the Earthside tech types say.” Ellen finished her explanation to a blinking Piotr. “Our words. English!”


  “Is impossible.”


  She grinned and put on her mock-gruff Russian accent. “Is not.”


  “Must be error.”


  “Unless whoever’s sending this has heard us first, and they’re replying.”


  “At ten kilohertz? Nobody uses frequencies like that!”


  “Oh?” She had a sudden idea.


  “Da! Even early radio, Marconi, he used hundreds of kilohertz—”


  “Wait, yes, you’re right.” She scribbled on her slate.


  He frowned and scratched his short, salt-and-pepper beard. “Right how?”


  “Ummm . . . Marconi used those frequencies because he was using really big antennas.”


  “Da—made of chicken wire, they were, strung between houses, like early Russian pioneers in radio—”


  “Who discovered it all first, along with the telephone and laughing gas—yeah, I’ve heard. Point is, my earnest darling, Marconi’s antennas had to be at least a fraction of the size of the wavelengths he used, or else they couldn’t radiate very much—or receive much, either.”


  “That was best he could do.”


  “Yes—and this is the best they can do.”


  “Who?”


  “Whoever sent these signals at frequencies of ten kilohertz. Maybe they picked up our transmissions—God help us, maybe all our radio and TV for the last century—but can’t reply at those frequencies. Because at radio wavelengths, we’re talking antennas maybe a meter in size. Instead, they go for ten kilohertz—because that’s a wavelength they can manage.”


  Piotr blinked. “No—a joke, right?”


  “Nope—divide the speed of light by the frequency to get the wavelength, and therefore the antenna size. The thing that sent us these messages—the ones SETI is grinding away at right now—they’re at least thirty kilometers across.”


  Instigator


  Though the galaxy appears to be a swirling pinwheel of light, most of it is nothing. Emptiness. Utter black oblivion.


  Or so it seems to small mortal eyes. The forms of life that arise on planets, encased in flesh or carapace, in fur or fin, see the universe through a narrow slit of the spectrum, light’s brimming wealth. Evolution prunes and whittles its subjects so they take advantage of the greatest flux their parent stars can offer. Seldom does planetary life evolve to sample the lazy, meter-long wavelengths of the radio, or the pungent snap of X-rays.


  So they do not witness the chaotic tumble of great plasma clouds between the stars. They see nothing hanging between the hard points of incandescent light, and so falsely assume that what they call “space” is—just that.


  Yet stars, those brimming balls of radiance, continually spew forth matter, which fills the void. The starwind streams out, expelled by snarling magnetic storms.


  A human hand dipped into this gale from a spacecraft would snatch up only a few tens of molecules. By the time the thinning gale reaches the rim of the solar system, the density drops to a thousandth of that handful. Then this billowing wraith wind thins further—and meets the colder, denser fog that hangs between the stars.


  There, between sunspace and interstellar space, while the comets wait to begin their weary inward journeys, something happens in that realm that is no mere meaningless dance of matter and energy. Though invisible to human eyes, the banks of clotted plasma moving there are complex and forbidding. And alive.


  Seen in an immense radio lens, the vast reaches would seem to have knots and puckerings, swirls and crevasses. Here the particles thicken, there they disperse into gossamer nothingness. And moving amid this shifting structure are thicker clots still. Some huge eye, sensing radio waves a kilometer long, would see them as incandescently rich. Their skins would shine where magnetic constrictions pinch and comb their intricate internal streamings. Filaments like glistening hair would wave and shimmer in the slow sway of ancient, energetic ions.


  An even larger eye could hear the booming calls and muted, tinkling cadences of their conversations.


  Their talk had begun before the birth of the arrogant star that blared away its substance nearby.


  These Beings are unseeable by anything that evolved on simple, raw planets. They live through the adroit weaving of electrical currents. They feed on the electric potentials that trickle through the comet clouds. Their interiors are highly ionized plasmas, smoldering and hissing with soft energies. Moving at tens of kilometers per second, these inner cores sweep up magnetic fields and harness the induced electrical fields.


  Even the best astronomy of small, planet-bound, chemically driven intelligences could only glimpse the momentary flaring of these plasma veins. The larger arteries and organs of the Beings would be beyond all but truly immense radio eyes—certainly far larger than anything contemplated by humans, even after the rocket-powered breakout into their own solar system. Each of the Beings stretches across a light-day of thick plasma and molecules.


  If the entire solar system, including dim Pluto, were reduced to the size of a human fingertip, the bulk of the Oort Cloud of iceballs would lie ten yards away from that finger. Yet these spaces still could encompass only a few hundreds of the Beings, and had for billions of years.


  Bodies so vast must run by delegation. A pulsing stomach busy digesting induced currents cannot know immediately that a distant molecular arm hungers for this spark of life. The intelligences, which evolved to govern this huge bulk, then resemble parliaments rather than dictatorships.


  Yet even assemblies have names. And must at times speak with one voice.


  The habit of these particular Beings had long been to assign names by the principal traits each displayed—age-old, but not immutable. Still, to other intelligences these traits themselves were mysterious, fundamentally unfathomable. To represent them by the signs and conventions of mortal discourse would be to falsify.


  Outlining the unknown begins with a gesture toward the known. To convey even a sliver of the flavor, though, demands simplification. One must remember that the gift and curse of language is to render complexity into clarity, as much as is possible. This can make profundity appear commonplace. Yet it must be.


  Forceful broke a long, tense silence. <Let us end this pernicious search now .>


  <Absolutely,> Serene echoed. This was no surprise. She had opposed the Lower System investigation from the start.


  From Ring, Forceful’s grim spouse, came ringing agreement. A quick chorus of assent forked forth from Mirk and Chill, their sons, who liked the far, cold reaches of the Vastness beyond all stars. Soon, despite the time-delay that waves took to span these reaches, came assents from their sons’ mates, Sunless and Dusk. These were echoing calls, hollow-sounding and rich in bass ion harmonics.


  <Someone is trying to force a cusp point, a crisis—and before we can recover from the bad news,> Recorder mused.


  Forceful and Ring, their sons, and their sons’ mates made up a block of six. Thus far they had been able to outweigh with firm argument the Eight others, who still wanted to press on. That faction desired to plunge in past the outermost planet’s eccentric orbit and into the hot lower depths.


  Only once before had any Being ventured into those treacherous regions. And now the balance had been thrown even further the way of the Eight, by disaster.


  Rumors had whispered in from distant Beings—distant even by their own vast standards for measuring space—from the stars themselves. Strange tales, indeed. Stories that the surfaces of many little rocky worlds tucked in close to stars had lately been rotting into life. Here lately meant on the proper scale of high intelligences—the time needed by a star to trace out its orbit around the center of the galaxy itself. A respectable time.


  The words from the stars spoke of a low, obscene, hot life. Not powered by the clean transformations of electromotive force, but by the clumsy building up and tearing down of molecules.


  These rot-born beasts were swamps. They seethed with the messy contaminants that made up the cometary iceballs. Their spectral signals the Beings had deduced from their explorations of the icy motes that would, on occasion, loop in and out of planetary systems, swinging into lethal zones where heat clawed at them.


  <They are cropping up everywhere in the galaxy,> Instigator had told his fellow workers. That was some time before, when he had first reported on the genetic experiment he himself had started on this local system’s outermost world, nearly a galactic cycle ago. <They are quick! And quite successful!>


  Forceful shot back, <You are making copies, are you not?>


  Instigator sent fluttering coils of turbulence at this insult. <I use the ample data that flowed down in the star-messages.>


  <Mere imitation,> Forceful dismissed.


  <None of us has ever made a solid being!> Instigator shouted.


  <None ever wanted to,> Sunless and Dusk sent in their hollow tones.


  Even in this argument, they and Mirk and Chill followed the ancient convention, that subordinate generations spoke as one. If they disagreed among themselves, they remained silent—which was often a blessing, their elders strongly believed.


  <This achievement I am doing for us all,> Instigator sent.


  Forceful rejected this in plumes of incandescent effrontery. <You are doing it from vain pride.>


  Ominously, Instigator coiled portions of itself into dark striations. <I do not tolerate insults well, as many here know.>


  <You have had quite a bit of practice at that,> Recorder noted. <I feel some of us have been intolerant of . . . eccentricity.> The pause before the last symbol-term was significant, placing Recorder midway between the factions.


  <I have had quite a bit of provocation Instigator shot back.


  <You arc over to a conclusion-state without just cause,> Forceful said.


  <I got the basic plans and methods from a long star-message. Profound truths! They are of the very greatest wavelengths and require much study to comprehend.> Instigator purled off portions of itself to show disarming openness. <The passages were laden with import and a call to alertness.>


  Forceful sent coils of skepticism. <Not all such messages live up to their grandiose billing.>


  <But they can,> Recorder observed. <In this case—but mind, with no promise of future agreement—I side with Instigator. We must prepare prudently.>


  <How?> A chorus of Ring, Forceful, Mirk and Chill, Sunless and Dusk—all sent the same doubtful interrogation.


  Recorder showed startled puzzlement. <By allowing Instigator to act according to his character. We must all go to the Cascade soon, to feed. Let us do so in a proper spirit. We must allow some freedom to each other.>


  <You are being too soft!> Forceful sent with quick, angry striations. <Your hunger for the Cascade speeds you to hasty decision.>


  Recorder sent rumbling bass notes of discordance. <Careful what you say. I, the eldest local, feel that we can afford to continue experimenting with the solid mechanisms.>


  <It is full of risk!> Forceful countered.


  Recorder sent firmly, <The risks of contact with such unbearable cold is, in the end, that of the rash, the occasionally foolish—that is, of Instigator and its many parts. Let Instigator digest the risks.>


  <As I do,> Instigator sent.


  <We need Crafter!> Dusk sent. <One who knows how to work with tiny things.>


  <I speak with Crafter often,> Instigator said. <It is working on these problems.>


  <Crafter should speak to us,> Ring said with an indignant aura. <Directly.>


  <Crafter likes solitude,> Instigator sent mildly. <To craft.>


  <Very well.> Recorder paused to let their momentary angers dissipate along the intricate magnetic field lines. <Let us go to the Cascade in a goodly spirit.>


  Derisive laughter came, but in such long wavelengths that the Being—or Beings—who sent it could not be resolved, even using the antennas of the largest of them, Recorder. Vexing, but Recorder had suffered such insouciance before.


  The Solar Ramparts


  Tricia gazed at the pale crescent of Pluto falling behind. Its moon, Charon, looked outsized, fat. It was, at about half Pluto’s diameter. Thirty years ago, the astronomers said, it was just an iceball. Now it brimmed with a filigree of warming nitrogen and water, as Pluto did. Pale gas rimmed both crescents.


  The source of the energy that drove this change lay farther out. And Franklin had found out how. It came in subtly, as electrical currents in a thin plasma column, pointing straight away from the sun.


  The nuclear drive rumbled hard at her back, rattling the decks. Proserpina was now riding along that column’s outer sheath. The plasma physicists Earthside thought they could learn a lot about how the whole mechanism worked by looking at the boundary conditions, for some reason.


  Not her field, but it made sense—something was confining the current flow, shaping it neatly on the Pluto-Charon tide-locked waltz. What lay at the other end of this machine nobody had even guessed, so far. Something big and strange, for sure.


  “Picking up a lot of turbulence,” Franklin said from the side couch.


  “Plasma waves?”


  “Yeah, a lot like the stuff coming from the bow shock zone up ahead, I’d say.”


  “Low frequency? Like Voyager?” About plasma physics she knew at least enough to ask questions, but not much more.


  “Sure is. Pressure waves, running down this sheath, keeping the currents nicely aligned.”


  “A kind of pipe?”


  “Yep. Energy flow pipe, with Pluto and Charon the two ends of the circuit.” Franklin was intrigued, fingers working in his command gloves. He waved in the space before him and pretty colored displays outlined the flow patterns. Currents arcing in from infinity, nosediving, finally captured by the crusts of the two worlds. The heating effect flared visibly as a dull orange glow in the icy crusts. Filigrees ran under the blue ice sheets, melting the thinnest layers into gossamer vapors. Clouds fumed into the gathering atmospheres.


  “Damned odd,” was all Tricia could think to say.


  “Not an accident, no way,” Franklin whispered, eyes intent on the constant play of pattern.


  “What kind of thing can set up magnetic pipes bigger than planets?”


  Franklin shrugged. “I dunno. Earthside is still talking about all this as a whole new kind of biosphere—”


  “1ll say!”


  “—but natural. The astrophysicists are playing games with the bow shock region, tying its moving into all this commotion on Pluto.”


  She snorted. “That just moves the problem back a step. What made the bow shock boundary move in from 100 AU?”


  “You don’t get the game.” Franklin grinned. “Moving the cause into their ballpark means they get to make the pitches. Get the hurry-up funding. Make headlines.”


  “So young, and already so cynical.”


  “You expect scientists to be loftily above it all?”


  She nodded grudgingly. “Okay, now you’re starting to sound reasonable. Time to up my medication.”


  * * *


  It took six days to overtake High Flyer. Escape velocity from Pluto was 1.1 kilometers/second, only a tenth of what it took to escape Earth’s grasp. Orbital speeds were low out here, too, Pluto’s a paltry 500 meters/second, not a whole lot faster than a jet plane could move. Out there in the Oort Cloud, speeds got even slower. Tricia had a momentary comic picture of herself running to catch up with a planet . . .


  And there it was, rushing into the far dark.


  High Flyer was a huge thing, like a skyscraper with a big bright rocket flare stuck on one end. Most of it was gray bottles of water blocking the hind drive from the living quarters.


  In space, geometry is the only guide to size, and even geometry needs a measuring stick. Here the only guide to her eyes was the air lock, a mere small cap near the top third of the craft.


  This was a big nuke. And the first fusion rocket of major scale, built both for speed and distance. No mere pod sitting atop a big fuel tank, which in turn fed into the reactor. Of course, the parts had to line up that way, no matter how ornate the subsections got, because the water in the tank shielded the crew from the reactor and the plasma plume in the magnetic nozzle. To even see the plume, and diagnose it, they had a rearview mirror floating out fifty meters to the side. The whole stack was in zero g, except the top thick disk, which the crew seldom left. Forty meters in diameter, looking like a dirty angel food cake, it spun lazily around to provide a full Earth g at the outside. There the walls were a meter thick and filled with water for radiation shielding. So were the bow walls, shaped into a coolie hat with forward viewing sensors. Nobody could eyeball the outside except through the electronic feeds.


  The whole ship was well over a hundred meters long and rode a blue-white flare that stretched back ten kilometers before fraying into steamy streamers. Plasma fumed and blared along the exhaust length, ions and electrons finding each other at last and reuniting into atoms, spitting out the actinic glare. The blue pencil pointed dead astern, so that at the right angle the whole scene was an exclamation point, with the sun as the dot. Proserpina hauled up within a kilometer, and they fretted over the details of making the transfer. In the end, Tricia won out. She, Franklin and two other crew would go across in the shuttle. Part of her wanted to play status games and make them come to her, but her own curiosity won out. She wanted to see what this monster of a ship looked like, and it would indeed be good to get out of the house for a while.


  Not that she looked forward to a tech-talk fest. Whenever ship crews got together there was a lot of talking shop, but out here she could use some simple human contact. Being captain of five other crew always kept you at a distance. And the hyperlink to Earth was not an adequate substitute for real talk, either. Last week she got a memo that said, “Cascade this to your people and see what the push-back is.” It put her off reading her e-mail for days.


  They wedded to the air lock gingerly. The lock was big and bulky, like everything here, with fancy safety bells and whistles. Mass to spare, she thought sourly.


  They cycled through, in formation. For Earthside audiences High Flyer was recording every greeting, handshake, joke and guffaw. They got through it, agreed to turn the cameras off, and Tricia had a moment to assess this Ellen Barth, senior woman among astronauts, legendary for a crusty exterior that concealed a sharp intelligence. The face was lined, mouth cocked at an appraising angle, eyes quick.


  Her husband, Piotr, was quiet and gruff, big and muscular among the slim astronauts, eyes flicking from one face to another as the conversation moved. Equally famous. Tricia wondered how they were in bed together . . .


  Everybody knew each other’s profiles, had read their books (some ghost authored, some even eloquent), and they passed through the usual compliments. Tricia knew she would take an industrial-strength makeover to be presentable, but the High Flyer men all told her how great she looked. One, Hiroshi Okada, had gleaming eyes and a mirthful grin. She liked him at once, and not just because his compliments didn’t seem a tad forced at all.


  In cultural profile High Flyer’s crew was like hers. By no accident, most spacers were from North America or Asia. Those were the cultures, mid-twenty-first century, where young people still asked When can I do X? The Europeans usually said, with dread, How do we stop people from doing X? And X could be just about anything technological. Genetically modified food, screening for future disease risk, opening up the asteroids for mining of scarce metals, living longer through genetic tailoring, beaming microwave power from space, living halftime in virtual villages, sending a beacon signal to the stars. You name it, the Euros thought that Jeremiah was a serious, deep thinker, and in fact a cool guy. Whereas Pollyanna was just a silly twit, with no knowledge of history. So the Euros didn’t go into space—you could die!—and were busy shoring up their aging societies with plentiful taxes and fearful politics.


  They seated themselves around the ship’s pedestal mess table, a polycarbon white circle. An awkward moment. Everybody beamed, glad to see fresh faces, but nobody spoke. Then Piotr produced, improbably, two bottles of champagne to mark the moment. That loosened everybody before lips touched liquid.


  Sure enough, the first socializing was about the latest Earthside news, most of it just the usual wrangling and angling that passed for politics. That done, like dogs sniffing noses, they relaxed.


  Tricia let the chatter run for about half an hour before saying, “What do you make of our . . . hosts?”


  Piotr’s face was veiled as he said, “You think the big things make the small things?”


  “Somebody did,” Tricia said. “We’re not looking at natural evolution here, for sure.”


  Ellen’s mouth tilted skeptically. “These zands of yours, how can something bigger than a barn make them?”


  “Not a clue,” Tricia said. “But they didn’t evolve on Pluto. That’s not a biosphere back there, not a truly integrated system. It’s a base camp, getting by on energy rations.”


  “And run by electrical power that comes from ‘way beyond,” Franklin added.


  Ellen’s wary gaze did not alter. “No chance Pluto’s been running that way for a long time?”


  Franklin shook his head. “It looks . . . well, recent, contrived.”


  “By something really strange,” Tricia said.


  Piotr said, “So we invoke that rule, the knife something—”


  “Ockham’s razor,” Tricia said. “We’ve got two strange things; maybe one causes the other.”


  “Three strange things,” Ellen said flatly. “You got the transmission Earthside sent forty-two hours ago? They’ve decoded that low-frequency stuff that keeps washing over us.”


  Tricia raised eyebrows and nodded reluctantly. “I can’t follow it all, but . . . okay, one more mystery.”


  “Getting to be a lot out here,” Piotr observed.


  Hiroshi nodded. “I’ve been running codes, along with the Earthside spectral analysis. They’re—the big things—sending stuff in English, that’s certain.”


  Ellen said, “They call themselves the Beings.”


  “Also the Diaphanous,” Hiroshi added precisely.


  Tricia hadn’t heard that one. “Imagine—what a vocabulary.”


  “I had to look it up,” Piotr admitted. “And I’m human.”


  Ellen smiled at him. “Most of the time.”


  “They must’ve been listening to us—to all Earthside—a long time,” Hiroshi said carefully. “It is the only way to explain how it can—”


  “How they can,” Franklin interjected.


  “Right.” Hiroshi nodded vigorously. “How they can know so much of our language. English, anyway, though there were pieces in German—Ich muss diese Frage verstehen, as I remember.”


  “Maybe they have only one language?” Tricia thought out loud. “So they eavesdrop on some Earthside broadcasts and include it all, thinking it’s just some English they don’t understand?”


  “Um.” Hiroshi thought. “German’s close enough to English, one of the two roots of it . . . maybe they can see that? Incorporate the German?”


  Piotr blinked. “What a mind.”


  “Minds,” Franklin corrected him. “Earthside has clear conversations in every batch. Interplay. Talk. We’re overhearing them.”


  “But . . . they’re sending to us in English, too.” Piotr frowned.


  “Earthside has cracked their code,” Franklin said. “We can eavesdrop on them too, now.”


  “I am still amazed that anyone could figure out what so strange a thing was saying,” Piotr said disarmingly. He gazed at Franklin. “Can explain?”


  This brought them a beaming smile. Tricia knew well by now that Franklin was a frustrated professor, and would no doubt be a real one someday. For now he was stuck being a mere astronaut. “The key is the chromatic scale. You know, the way notes are arranged on the piano. Our Western do-re-mi is a subset of that. Turns out, people worldwide put ex tra em phasis on tones that correspond to the notes of the scale. We like doing it. You record people talking, they put more energy into those special notes.”


  Ellen said, “Really? I never noticed.”


  “Nobody does, we think it’s natural. And it is! That’s the breakthrough. Once we found this out, half a century or so ago, everybody thought it was a biological thing. Maybe we as primates heard birdsong, invented some crude music, and after that learned to talk. Kept the same scale-note structure, see?”


  Tricia had heard all this before but it was fun to see the others react. Sure, they’d gotten squirts from Earthside about all this, but who had time—or more important, given how badly written most of it was, who had interest—in making their way through it? The High Flyer crew was enthralled, champagne forgotten—except for Piotr, who sipped automatically. She would have to remember that. Maybe he was the weak link in High Flyer.


  “But for a long time,” Franklin went on earnestly, “the math guys thought the scale itself came from harmonics, the ratio of numbers, all that Pythagorean stuff. Ancient history! Only it turns out to be right. See, the scale gives us pleasant harmony in music. That’s why the twelve-tone garbage back in the TwenCen was the end of classical music.


  “They forgot the scale! And we like it—have to! All of us.”


  Piotr scowled owlishly. “Am losing you.”


  “Oh. Sorry. Those low-frequency plasma waves we detected coming out? And turns out there were plenty more picked up on the Deep Space Network—Goldstone and all those others, Parkes in Australia, you know—at least the higher-frequency modes, the upper hybrid ones, the descending helicons that go”—he whistled a scale—“and they all fit. Lotsa data there. Plenty of cross-correlations. One big conclusion. In these Beings’ speech—both the stuff they send us in English, or the sub-stuff, the cross-talk they’re having with each other—in that speech, there is the same spectrum of harmonic emphasis.”


  Piotr took another sip of champagne. Nobody said anything. Piotr’s eyes squinted as though he were looking upwind into a gale. “Is meaning?”


  Franklin did not take this clue. “That the Beings communicate by a coding system that is like ours.”


  In Piotr the light dawned. “So . . . on that you—no, Earthside—can build a way to decode?”


  “Yeah, right.” Vigorous headshake.


  “Amazing.”


  Vigorous headshake. “Yeah, right.”


  Tricia let out her breath. It was going to be hard to break in on all this, but she had to get some things straight. “Ellen? Can we take it into another cabin?”


  “We call them rooms,” Ellen said slowly. “Seems better, more homey. Uh, of course, let’s—” Rising, leading the way out through a circular hatch rimmed by pale emerald emergency phosphors.


  Tricia followed briskly. They came into a compact compartment she assumed was Ellen’s captain’s office, though no adornment of the inward-sloping faux-mahogany walls testified to this. They sat in contour chairs made of something pale effervescent blue and so thin that when she lifted it in the 0.38 g field Tricia flung it toward the ceiling—and, startled, let the slow-revolving chair spin with classical slowness into the corner. “Uh—oops.”


  She used this to break the ice between them. The act was not planned but who knew what the unconscious would or could do? She had learned to go with the flow of events and surf on it when she could. It was the only wisdom she could pretend to herself that she had actually discovered, instead of just reading about, but maybe it was enough. Anyway—“Let’s talk as captains, eh?” Retrieving the chair with one quick swoop of her left arm, she sat.


  “I’m actually not captain,” Ellen said.


  “What? Earthside—”


  “I’m in charge of scientific matters. Piotr’s captain, but he and I are married, so we have split the duties.”


  “That’s completely contrary to—”


  “Chain of command, I know. We cut a deal with Earthside. However they want to call it, fine.”


  Tricia kept her face impassive as a firm wall against the anger rising in her. “Because you’re famous, you think you can abuse—”


  “Use, not abuse.” Ellen leaned on the slim black poly table between them. “Look, we’re fifty million klicks from Earthside’s regulations—”


  “And you and Piotr,” Tricia spat back, “the oldest crew in the astronaut corps, you’re going to be in charge?”


  “Not at all,” Ellen said mildly, eyes fixed on Tricia as if to transfix her. “We have two ships so we have two captains. But we’re on a scientific expedition and that means we have to agree on methods, results, risks. Piotr and I have more experience than you—”


  “On Mars, which is an oven compared with Pluto. Why, I had a boot freeze right into the regolith on my first day out! Took steam piped from the ship to get me free. I’ve had a lot more experience—”


  “Than we have at superlow temperatures, yes.” Ellen’s eyes narrowed, her mouth twisted wryly. “But the big problem out here, the reason for the gigabucks spent to put us here at top speed, is the bow shock.”


  “If it’s a threat.” Tricia’s words rapped out. “Earthside weather hasn’t shown any changes even though the shock wall has gone from 100 AU to 42 AU, in thirty years—”


  “I know the data, for goodness sake! But a hell of a lot of numerical simulations show big effects in the offing. The molecular hydrogen that’s leaking into the inner solar system, it’ll build up and start reacting with the free oxygen in our upper atmosphere.”


  “And make water, big deal. Nobody knows—”


  “Plenty of energy yield there, that’s the point. Heat up the upper mesosphere, and that drives big changes below. Screws up the stratosphere temperature profile, and pretty quick that heat moves down toward the business end, where our weather gets made.”


  Tricia sniffed, nose turned up. “I see where you’re going with this. We should be looking mostly at the shock edge, find out what’s driving it. But Pluto is key here. That’s what my, our discoveries show. Something’s running all this and it isn’t stupid.”


  “Nobody said the problem wasn’t interconnected—”


  “This isn’t about dumb weather!”


  “Okay, smart weather, then. Look—” Ellen sat back, as if she realized she was boring in on Tricia. “We can’t start out like this, with a fight. We cooperate out here or we die.”


  Tricia nodded, thinking furiously for a way around this woman. Go crying to Earthside? Not her style. Try to marginalize her in future? Hard to do, on another ship. Okay, put that aside for now, but keep looking for an advantage. “Okay.” She even made herself smile slightly. Bad beginning. Try to lighten this up. “One thing as captain out here; you learn that there are very few problems that can’t be helped by orders ending with ‘or die.’*”


  Ellen studied her. “You’ve been on duty too long. You’re worn down—”


  “Now don’t give me that. I and my crew are as fit for service as anybody.”


  “I’m sure,” Ellen said stiffly, getting up. “Look, you and I haven’t exactly hit it off—”


  “I’ll say!”


  “—but let’s keep it to ourselves.”


  “Right. Professional.” She cocked a wry smile. “I guess this day was a total waste of makeup.”


  This made Ellen smile, too, seemingly almost against her will. “It wasn’t wasted on my crew, believe me. The guys have had only two women to look at for a year.”


  “Same on Proserpina, only it’s been years.”


  “Not easy, working in tight quarters. The hormones get going.”


  “Sure do, and not just among the men.”


  “Ha!—I’ll say. But I have Piotr.”


  “Yes, a husband. I neglected that point before shipping out.”


  Ellen looked tentative, half-turned, then looked back. “A piece of advice . . .”


  “In dealing with the men?”


  “Yes, and not just for the men.” A thin smile. “Always keep your words soft and sweet, just in case you have to eat them.”


  Strange Symphony


  Ellen was glad to see them go.


  She had thought that she would be very glad to see fresh faces, but they wore out their welcome in a day.


  Maybe she was getting too old for this spacer stuff. Or maybe her diplomatic skills were wearing thin. Anyway, the Tricia woman was abrasive, self-obsessed, smug—and those were her good points.


  Ellen suspected that in a pinch the woman might also be careless, the one sin reality never forgave.


  The first hour had told the tale. Of course they had more techy discussions, crews getting to know each other, all aware of the collaboration to come. But the edgy distance between herself and Tricia had been an undercurrent beneath every moment. Everybody felt it and, thank God, didn’t talk about it. Until they were gone.


  “You need rest,” Piotr said flatly when the lock clanged down.


  “Yes sir, Cap’n sir.”


  “Really.”


  “Point taken.” She collapsed into a lounger. The logistics and tech issues had dominated everything, as one would expect of astronauts. But somehow all the time she was seeing their ship anew, through the others’ eyes. They thought it wonderful, ornate, opulent compared with their fission-driven craft. Fat cats. Well, fair enough—fusion had come available at just the right time to make High Flyer a whole step up, and it showed. A great way to sail into the abyss, indeed.


  The High Flyer’s designers hadn’t much consulted any of the future crew about interior design—it had all been done on the hustle—so it reflected Earthside’s latest notions. Appliances and even furniture looked as though they had grown there—ductile, rounded, even drippy as if recently melted. The style was called “blobjects” and this look made them seem organic, natural. But they were the opposite, stuffed with smart chips that processed data without letup. If a crew member was carrying a virus, then High Flyer wanted to know it. If you had fallen asleep in the common room and were about to miss your watch, the room noticed and High Flyer beeped you awake. Even the stringy little microgravity “beds” at the axis that monitored low-grav sleep—they could mommy you to death, if you let them.


  Like many of Earthside’s cities, the ship embraced its inhabitants, keeping tabs and worrying over health, safety, supply and demand of air, moisture, heat, power, the works. She had found it weirdly claustrophobic at first and for weeks did not sleep well, feeling that some thing was watching. Then as they flew at great speed into cold, dark spaces with no humanizing glimmer of promising light, High Flyer seemed to become warm, comforting, restful. Which was the idea of her designers all along.


  “The Vid Kids hauled off their stuff,” Maxine reported briskly. Piotr nodded. On the way out they had labeled the Proserpina crew with that name because they had anxiously asked for the latest vids the High Flyer might have brought—indeed, it was a big part of the “mail” they’d asked for from Earthside.


  “Maybe they don’t like their own company too much by now,” Piotr said with a wry eyebrow lifted.


  “How long they been gone?” Maxine asked.


  “Two years, five months,” Ellen supplied. “Time wears out the best of friends. Be grateful we’re riding a fusion torch, not a fission one.”


  “They also tried out the smart-ship functions,” Maxine said, tossing her long hair irritably in the 0.38 gs. “One of them I found ordering a martini from ship’s stores!”


  “I know, I came in after you stormed out,” Ellen said wanly. “And ship was delivering, too. I never thought to ask before.”


  Maxine said sharply, “You should’ve protested! Hospitality is one thing, but—”


  “Yes, is waste of ship time and resources,” Piotr said. “But is diplomacy here, too.”


  Maxine wasn’t buying this, Ellen could tell. She was a brilliant all-round type, good at six different skill sets . . . but a bit wearing when she got on a Cause. Piotr started speaking in his mild, calming manner, and she left that job to the resident expert. She needed to get away from them all. Far away.


  * * *


  Decades of Mars duty had taught Ellen to create her own privacy. Nothing like cramped quarters to focus the mind! She had learned to disappear within herself, walling out sounds and smells and vibrations, to create a still, silent space where she could live, rest, think. In the continual noise of the Hab, she had learned to hear well, diagnosing the ships vibrations. But just as well, she knew how to listen carefully, and to deliberately not hear. An essential skill, taking only a few years of daily practice to master.


  Living in space created rituals and customs, even taboos, to keep buffers between people. This extended even to language, allowing her to avoid, politely, any question she didn’t want to answer.


  She sat cross-legged.


  Sunset watching on a personal wall screen was perfect for this. Listening to their interior rain—the fall of vapor sheets on each wall, images playing on their thin surfaces—brought delicate splashes into her concentration . . . and the present vanished.


  So she had insisted on this careful cabin crafted of paper walls and tatami mats and small, delicate decorations. Simplicity made it easy to stay within her mass limit. And illusion helped. If it was high resolution enough, even knowing that a view was phony did not rob it of its effect.


  The simple thatched hut sat on thick hardwood pylons above a sweep of immaculate white sand. Maples surrounded it and she approached it on stepping-stones so perfectly set in the moss that they seemed to have grown there. On the veranda were sitting cushions, for seldom would anyone want to sit inside, in the single room of hewn beams and rustic screens. This ceremonial teahouse was for tea and thought alone.


  All hers for now. She shared it only with Hiroshi Okada. Crew needed their retreats, and Ellen had in the long decades on Mars come to understand well the Japanese cultural way of dealing with an ever-pressing crowd you had to get along with. Getting away was the only strategy. She and Hiroshi had pooled their allotted ship-space in this way.


  She entered the massless retreat she had fashioned herself—the essentials of a classic garden: stone, water, bridge, pavilion. They all hung in the spaces of her own private space.


  It was a cylindrical volume of falling mists, each a thin translucent sheet that descended in the light air as holographic projections played on its surface. A few feet away, the pleasant moisture tingled in the nose and the images framed the room into the Harmonies Garden of Wu Xi, a classic spiritual retreat. Cinnamon camphor trees perfumed the air. A tinkling waterfall splashed on worn stones. She sat in lotus position on tatami mats and watched the cascading stream leap over convoluted limestone. The walls had curious cylindrical holes that had been worked by flows millions of years ago.


  Stone,


  Water,


  Bridge,


  Pavilion.


  Until her next watch.


  * * *


  Three days later, the bare nugget sun now lost in the glare of their blaring fusion torch, she sat with Piotr and Maxine and tried to make sense of it all.


  Maxine played them the complex waveforms, souped up from their original very low, infrasound frequencies around 10 kilohertz, into the audible. It was the strangest symphony anyone had ever heard.


  At times the haunting low notes were like the beating of a giant heart, of great booming waves crashing with aching slowness upon a crystal beach, playing the ceramic sand like a resonating instrument. Ellen felt the notes with her whole body, recalling a time when she had stood in a French cathedral and heard Bach played on the massive pipe organ. The organ sent resounding through the holy stone box wavelengths longer than the human body, so the ear could not pick them up at all but her entire body vibrated in sympathy. It was a feeling like being shaken by something invisible. And now the thing that made this strange symphony was tolling like an immense bell that itself enclosed an entire cathedral and used it for the slow, swinging clapper.


  Into her mind came the memory of a whale she had sighted offshore Sydney, breaching fully into the summer air. The long shape had burst nearly free of the sea, flukes turning lazily in the sharp sunlight. She had bought many recordings of their songs. Even if they had simple messages, she—found them haunting.


  Sitting back, she tried to envision what would radiate waves tens of kilometers long. To such creatures, humans might be as inconsequential as the lice that pestered the skin of a blue whale. The longest wavelengths they had detected (barely) were truly gigantic, up to a million times longer than those that ushered in classical radio astronomy. The center of the galaxy had been picked up by Grote Reber, using a dish strung from ordinary household wires on a wooden frame, sitting in a backyard, using wavelengths as big as a human. What could humans glimpse in wavelengths a million times larger?


  She reminded herself that it was only because they were out here, beyond the dense plasmas blown out by the effervescent sun, that they could detect anything at all in this region of the electromagnetic spectrum. By accident, High Flyer had strung its antenna elements along its great length, so they were seeing with an “eye” effectively hundreds of meters long. Yet even such an aperture could sense wavelengths of many kilometers only dimly. But they detected those waves, and that had changed everything.


  The great virtue of discovery, she mused, was that it raised more wondrous questions than it answered. She had a quick image of humanity’s perceptual universe, expanding outward in a sphere from the sun. To be sure, they came to understand what lay in that increasing sphere’s volume, in time. But the price—or reward—was that the surface of that sphere, the edge of the unknown, also increased. There was more known, but always more to be known.


  Yes, she thought, and the unknown can masquerade as the unknowable.


  She thought of that sphere, and wondered if the sun at its center kept these huge beings at bay. Not so long ago, humans had kept the wolves prowling at the rim of their campfires—but not venturing farther in, out of fear. Did something like that keep these huge beasts from plunging into the realm of the planets?


  And if so, should a mere ship venture into that dim twilight beyond the fiery campfire, where wolves might lurk?


  Tiny Things


  <They are coming,> Serene sent from afar. It was cautious and wanted no part of any strange tiny things that intruded.


  <This is your work!> Forceful said to Instigator.


  <I did not bring this forth,> Instigator said. <And we did all approve my studies on the small world, to learn more of the small ways of life.>


  <I sense danger here.> Mist’s signal worked with worried low notes.


  <If anything happens, it is your fault,> Chill said sternly.


  <Isn’t making things happen what we wish?> Instigator sent. <We seldom enjoy such opportunities to sample anything from the Hot.>


  <We want discovery without danger!> Chill said.


  Recorder said slowly, as bespoke its age, <The two seldom go together.>


  Piotr was irked.


  “Damn! We’re flying straight, straight as arrow, they’re not.”


  Ellen sat down in the parallel acceleration couch and, for some reason, staring at the sprawled array of data and indicators and views fore and aft, remembered when she had been a teenager and lived in a comfortably neat world, believed utterly in the civilizing power of fresh lipstick and combed hair and not talking out of turn. Things had changed.


  “Not being proper and orderly?” she asked him lightly.


  “Making this plasma wire trick hard to work.”


  “They’re not holding to course?”


  “Getting buffeting, they say. Lighter ship, could be so.”


  “Display the net?” Ellen asked Maxine. She did.


  Proserpina was jiggling slightly, yes. The ships were thousands of kilometers apart, two piercing flames in the obsidian void. Proserpina’s fission glow was muted, its plasma not long-lived. High Flyer’s flared brilliant blue-white behind them, fusion plasma alive with a vibrant incandescence formerly seen only in the hidden hearts of suns.


  Except—at higher resolution, the image picked out tendrils of snaky blue, each a thread connecting the ships. A spider net of plasma strands. The only way to listen to the deeps beyond. A grid for receiving waves of a scale no one had ever contemplated, until now.


  Their plan had been worked out by myriad plasma physicists sweating over test chambers and calculating pads, back Earthside. The first idea had been to eject a wire with tiny rockets at both ends. Fired off, they would uncoil the wire from a central processor and power supply, all left in High Flyer’s wake. When the rockets played out, they would detach, leaving a wire a thousand kilometers long. This would unfurl the largest simple dipole antenna humanity had ever made. In the 1890s Marconi had made simple antennas like this, though those were about the size of himself—and he had changed the world. This time, a mere hundred fifty years later, they might use such an antenna to discover beings beyond the imagination of anyone in the nineteenth century—except, that is, H. G. Wells.


  It had been a pleasant image, when Ellen first heard of it. Stringing wire, like the radio pioneers. But too awkward, the engineers decided, too . . . well, massive. Even hair-thin wires thousands of klicks long do add up.


  So their ships carried plasma guns, not wires. The guns were marvels of artifice, able to emit steady streams of barium ions and their court jesters, the electrons. These beams ran from High Flyer to Proserpina, slender and elegant. Their own currents provided the magnetic fields that confined them to threads a bare centimeter wide. Unlike bulky wires, which can stretch quite little, twist only a bit, and often break, these plasma beams inherited the infinite flexibility of magnetic fields. These wrapped themselves around the currents that passed between ships. The bands of invisible magnetic loops could flex and swerve and contort to accommodate the varying distances between the huge spaceships. They kept contact going.


  But they were also simply current carriers, like wires, only far more insubstantial and vulnerable. They worked as the effective wires of an antenna, stretched between the speeding ships at velocities of tens of kilometers per second.


  These plasma pinches could pick up the waves incoming from the outer reaches, just as ordinary wires could. Processors aboard both ships then deciphered the oscillations in current and voltage as signals. H. G. Wells had never thought of this, much less Marconi.


  “But what could make Proserpina jounce around?” Ellen asked. “This is empty vacuum, after all.”


  “Not quite,” Maxine said. “We’re getting close to the bow shock. Ah, yes—there, that ruby glow ahead.” Diffuse radiance filled half the sky.


  “But that’s just where the plasmas meet. Thin stuff.”


  “Put it into a resonant wave, just about the size of your ship, and the effect piles up,” Maxine said. “Like wind forcing oscillations in a bridge. Acting all along the side of Proserpina, it can hit that resonance. Or maybe just as bad, it’s like a steady wind on a car. The faster we go, the bigger the effect.”


  “Ummm.” Ellen frowned, alarmed. A threat in empty space? “Should we dive straight into the nose of the bow shock?”


  “Da. Is closest part, the nose,” Piotr said. “Like the prow of a ship, bow shock spreads out from it. We want to know what’s up, best place to go.”


  Ellen reminded herself that Piotr was captain, even if she was sleeping with him. “If it can shove Proserpina around that way . . .”


  “We are much bigger, heavier.” Piotr grinned wickedly. “And will be fun. First persons to cross into interstellar space!”


  Ellen laughed. “Once a pilot, always one,” she whispered to Maxine, not so soft he wouldn’t hear.


  “Not just for thrill,” Piotr said soberly.


  “You haven’t forgotten that we’re down to twenty-three percent on water?” Maxine said timidly.


  Piotr glowered. “Of course not. We can run another month on that.”


  Maxine said evenly, “We’re not supposed to run less than twenty percent.”


  “We’ll find iceteroid, no problem,” Piotr said decisively.


  “I thought they were supposed to be pretty far apart out here,” Ellen put in. “We passed one a couple weeks back, though.”


  Piotr said bearishly, “We do not turn back.”


  “I didn’t mean we should,” Maxine said. “Just—”


  “After we blow the nose”—Ellen grinned at him as she said it—“we’ll look for some ice to melt down.”


  With a curt nod Piotr said gruffly, “What I had in mind.”


  Ellen could see that even after more than a year of crewing with them, Maxine was still working out how to deal with a married couple.


  “Check spectrum locus, eh?” Piotr said, pretty obviously trying to change the subject.


  Maxine called up the mapping their plasma-net antenna was making. Spotty, but the conclusion was clear—“Most of the really long wavelength stuff is coming from around the nose,” Maxine said.


  “It’s not just noise?” Ellen asked.


  In answer Maxine flipped on the audio. Long, humming chords. Thin leitmotifs atop that, skittering down the scale. A spray of sharp notes like harsh shouts in a distant fog.


  “Working on the decoding?” Piotr asked, eyes never leaving the displays.


  “You bet,” Maxine said crisply. “I think I can break it into words soon.”


  “Words already? You’re using just the SETI codes?” Ellen asked wonderingly.


  “Well, with a bit of spin of my own.” Maxine grinned. “I think the other side is making it easy for us.”


  “The . . . source?”


  “Sources. Near as I can tell, there are plenty of them.”


  Ellen blinked. “You can tell them apart?”


  “Except the rude ones. They talk over the others.”


  Piotr nodded. “Too many of us like that.”


  Ellen was amazed. Decoding the low-frequency, long-wavelength signals had been a feat of intellectual daring. After all, what could humans share with them? If the things that made the signals were large, in the depths of space beyond stars, maybe they were not even used to stable structures. She sat back and mused . . .


  One could think of them as like jelly creatures, maybe, awash in a dark environment. They might not think mainly in terms of numbers, but of geometry. Their mathematics would be mostly topology, reflecting their concern with overall-sensed structure rather than counting, or size. They would lack combustion and crystallography, but would begin their science on a firm foundation of fluid mechanics, of flows and qualitative senses.


  But others Earthside argued that no matter what the environment, creatures that made it in a harsh place would evolve basic ideas like objects, causes and goals. Still . . . what objects were hundreds of kilometers in size? Iceballs, all right—but creatures? And what about causes? Even in quantum mechanics, the idea wasn’t crystal clear.


  Still, every environment had limits. Scarcity would bite, forcing the idea of realizable goals. Hardship would reward those who caused goals to come to pass, acting on whatever objects the vast creatures could see.


  So maybe there were universals, even if a bit abstract. The critical point had come with the realization that the harmonic structure of sound had a numerical key, that the notes of the scale were the ratios of whole numbers. This unlocked the code.


  A noted TwenCen physicist, Richard Feynman, once said to the horror of some that “the glory of mathematics is that we do not have to say what we are talking about.” So sense could fly on the wings of mathematics, of encoding, without having to point to common, shared objects—chairs, sunsets, bodies—to make a sentence that made sense.


  Beyond that, the argument descended into ornate relays of mathematics. Or maybe it ascended; anyway, Ellen could not navigate the logic.


  “What are they saying?” she asked.


  “Sounds like . . .” Maxine paused. “Maybe warnings. Maybe threats.”


  Piotr grimaced. “Hard to know which I would prefer.”


  Cascade


  The eternal gale came howling in from Upstream. To meet it, a constant roar of the starwind came soaring out from the eternal Hot.


  Sheets of heavy spray slashed at the Beings as they came to feed. Hot plasma streamers rose to smash against their outer wings. The curling waves were steep and breaking into coils. Some of these gnawing whorls were large enough to engulf an entire Being, and when one did it carried the hapless, rubbery shape of intense magnetic order down a slope of ravening turbulence, to dash it into rivulets that scoured its hide.


  Then the Being would be buried gloriously in the food it sought—gorged on it, lacerated by the very energies it needed to live. This paradox dwelled at the center of their art and philosophy, the contradiction between feeding and being ravaged.


  At the worst, not merely to be flayed by the frying of dying magnetic fields, but to be Diminished.


  Most Beings knew how to skirt the worst of it, skating the edge, while absorbing magnetic whorls and digesting them into stronger fields within themselves. They valued the helicity above all, the twisted fields that carried the tight strands like rubber bands, which enabled a Being to confine itself. Sinew gave strength.


  Yet the awesome power of the Cascade never deterred, for this was the peak joy for them all. They rolled and basked and breached in the slide of the interstellar plasma, a torrent eternally incoming, smashing against the resolute wind from the distant Hot.


  Together as always, Mirk and Chill were hogging over the crests of blithe helicity, sliding down their slick slopes. Their very perimeters sagged and staggered under the chop, absorbing energies and being seared by them, a thousand eating tongues forking into their magnetic skin.


  Joy came sliding in with the spitting fear, always. Some Beings dreaded the necessity of the Cascade. Others longed for the shaking, slamming, pitching verve of it. Sunless and Dusk broke with glee through mountainous crests, skating on the seethe. Battered, they lunged into the roar of magnetic storms and spitting ions, rolled and swamped by them, besting them with cries of triumph. Hissing fires lit in their buffer-skins.


  <Ah, the young,> Recorder said, feeding sedately on minor vortices.


  <They are older than some stars,> Ring chimed.


  <Tell me again whose children they are . . .?> Forceful asked.


  <Some of us,> Ring sent in diplomatic calming notes. <Time erodes such specificities>


  <Merriment has its place, and this is it,> Instigator sent as it lolled from one great churning crest of magnetic twist to the next. <Ah!>


  It adroitly sucked in the morsels of delicious helicity, absorbing their angular momentum. Pleasure suffused its body, sleek and slim and the size of moons. It loved basking in the surges of energy as some of its unwanted hair-fine fields—ugly, with frayed ends, unsightly tangles and nets—dissolved in heat and plasma jets. Knots that Instigator could never unwind, it let meet other such repulsive, contorted messes fresh in from interstellar space.


  Fizz! Hideous dissolved into balmy energy. Whenever fields of opposite direction were shoved together, the opposites canceled. Their energies flared beautifully along Instigator’s lean flanks, lighting up its best features. It thought its elegantly tapered-in mouth was the best, a purse like no other among the Beings. And its marvelous antennas: streams of elegantly confined plasma, arcing to and fro as tasteful advertisement. Through these it knew the Whole, and what other agency of itself should be as beautiful?


  Part of the refinement of this harvest was in just this state, Instigator thought. Bliss, while tumbling mouth-long into the abyss. The Cascade.


  For they were shooting down the coiling rapids. At their backs pressed the Upstream, heavy and eternal, cool and certain. Here came the interstellar plasma and gas, the charged and uncharged wedded by their long association, all coasting along at their minor velocities between the stars. Until the Hot came plowing along its great path, the arc that would take it all the way around the Hub. In the frame of the Beings, carried along by the Hot’s slow sway, the Upstream was the eternal storm that fed.


  All along the parabola of the Hot’s province, vast turbulence negotiated the collision of Hot and Stream. Squalls larger than worlds perpetually broke there, in energies comparable to the pale Hotlight that shed upon this.


  <Something coming!> Mirk called.


  <From the curl!> Chill supplied.


  Curling out of the churn, they all caught the low-frequency wave front.


  <Hotcloud!> Sunless shouted. These came seldom and could be rich.


  <I do not think it is Sunborn,> Recorder said slowly. <Thick, fresh—not collisioned and slumbering.>


  The occasional nuggets that came forth when the Hot was birthing fresh Ones, there would come Hotclouds. They came from the Ones that could burst into froth, and of course died. Hotclouds were therefore a bounty gained at the expense of a framework that might have made a Being. But it would be a rebuke not to feast upon the vagrant energies remaining in the Hotcloud, after all. The cloud was thick plasma, cooling and clasping its fields poorly. It was child’s play—and if a child were nearby, it would be encouraged to be the first—to rip this poor bag and eat its momentary wealth.


  Ring began, <We have no true children nearby—>


  <The nearest is hundreds of Beings away,> Recorder said. This was the old way of measuring distance, though Beings varied greatly in size according to age and whether they had ever been Diminished. <And this coming thing is not good food.>


  It smelled wrong, scorched and bristling—too . . . alive. Hotclouds had settled into decay and were easily torn. This torch cut upward through the waves, not minding the curl of them, boring outward.


  <So tiny but so angry,> Ring observed warily.


  <We should back away!> Chill said, the nearest to it. Chill flexed away from the speeding bite.


  Forceful spoke for the first time. <All avoid it. Now!>


  Too late. The hotpoint punched through the strong field blanket Chill had raised to protect itself. Fields flared and died as the onrushing lance of plasma punched through Chill. Long, agonizing peals came from Chill. Shells of opposite currents peeled away. The very tones of Chill’s outcry shifted as layers swamped and filled with virulent plasma, stifling chords.


  <It is too quick!> Recorder sent.


  <Catch the shells as they uncoil!> Instigator called, struggling toward Chill’s raked image. <They will die quickly if we cannot—>


  A sudden, searing wail froze them. Chill was being stripped by the warm, fast electrons. Flowing faster than field knots could impede them, they made new conducting paths within the vast body.


  Charges long held apart suddenly united. Frenzy. Memories and parts of Chill moaned in pitiful low tones and fell silent.


  <Pull away!> called Dusk from afar but it was much too late.


  Chill screamed constantly now. They all rushed to capture parts of Chill as it shredded. Colossal flares burst among the body as fields, newly connected by the ravening plasma, canceled each other out. This liberated raw energy blew apart more parts of the rupturing body.


  <I can see the center of it,> Instigator said. <I matched speed with it—so fast!—and above the center all is dark.>


  <Your damnable cold things!> Sunless shouted.


  <It is tiny,> Instigator went on carefully. <Not anything I—we—have made.>


  <Do not mind what it is, kill it!> Forceful sent in shrill tones.


  Instigator said, <I think the hotness spews from the coldness.>


  <Impossible!> Sunless sent. <Hotter makes hot.>


  <Not now.> Instigator’s words carried menace. <I will try to stuff the hotness into the tiny cold creature.>


  Mirk sent mournfully, <Parts of Chill, I am finding parts . . . >


  <I compacted myself> Instigator was grim. <I clasp the hotpoint—now.>


  Mirk sent, < . . . that is all there is now.>


  <I have it! I choke it!>


  Ram Pressure


  “Drive fail!” Piotr shouted. “Right in middle.”


  “Burn failing in the core?” Maxine asked. “I’ll—”


  “No—getting back pressure.” Piotr’s hands flew in the command gloves but the complex, luminous display hanging before him did not change.


  Maxine called Hiroshi for backup while the picture before them both worsened. The plume they saw from two aft cameras was bunching up, as if rippling around some unseen obstacle. The logjam thickened as they watched. Vibrations came through the deck, all the way from hundreds of meters down the long stack.


  “Getting a lot ofjitter,” Maxine reported. “Building up.”


  “Ram pressure is inverting profile,” Piotr said crisply. “Never happens, this. Not even in simulations.”


  “I can feel it,” Maxine said. “This much vibration, this far away, the whole config must be—”


  “Too much plasma jamming back into the throat.” Piotr gestured to where the side profile of the engine showed the blue magnetic hourglass-shaped throat. No matter could survive the fused plasma that flowed along that pinch-and-release flaring geometry. Made of fields, it could adjust at the speed of light to changes in the furious ions that rushed down it, fresh from their fusion burn. But it could only take so much variation before snarling, choking—and blowing a hole.


  “I must shut down,” Piotr said with icy calm.


  “But we’ll—”


  “Go to reserve power.”


  “That won’t last long,” Maxine said as she did it.


  Ellen burst into the active control space, face flushed. The sphere of electrosensors registered her presence and decided to ignore her. Piotr’s hands moved in the air, capturing and changing ship controls. “What’s—” she began, and seeing Piotr’s face, shut up.


  A long, low note rang through the ship. No one had heard that sound since training. The drive had not been off since then. Muted, yes—as they maneuvered near Pluto—but never gutted and silent.


  Over audio came a buzzing. “What’s that?” Ellen asked.


  “Not from the engine,” Maxine said, “that’s for sure.”


  “Can you localize?” Piotr asked, eyes not moving from the control space before him.


  “Yeah, it’s—hell, all around us.” Maxine looked puzzled. “Low-frequency stuff.”


  “Listen,” Ellen said softly, “it’s almost like a song.”


  Sore Diminished


  <You killed it!> Ring cried with glee.


  Dusk echoed all their joy. <Crack the cold thing!>


  <I cannot,> Instigator sent. <I have no way to hold it. The fields at its end, they sucked back into the cold body.>


  <Afraid!> Forceful celebrated.


  <How is Chill?> All wanted to know. Even distant Beings, just hearing on the fast frequencies of the attack, chimed in, much delayed.


  <Fragments. Sore Diminished.> Mirk was dazed, slow.


  <It will repair,> Ring said. <I will give of my parts to rebuild.>


  <Thanks to all,> Mirk broadcast as others poured in with promises of help. Already streamers of augmented field nuggets began to arrive near the Chill spaces. Gingerly, parts of the great body began the slow labor of remaking their inventories, pressures, currents and knots. What memory remained within Chill itself would of course be honored in the reconstruction and spliced in seamlessly. But some was lost forever. To be so rudely, abruptly Diminished was the worst of fates. It meant strands of selfhood cut, continuity amputated. Among all Beings near and far, a loss.


  <I am alongside it, wrapped around.> Instigator sounded firm and sure but with a slight undernote of apprehension it could not disguise.


  <Very good,> Forceful said. <I am coming to help.>


  <It is a small cold thing, slippery in my grip.>


  <I will coil in from your topmouth,> Forceful said.


  <I feel the pressures again,> Instigator said. <It feels like—>


  In defense, Instigator had formed a hollow column of itself. Actinic violence flared there. Instigator screamed. A white-hot lance gouged in its bowels. The cutting sword shot out of the cold thing, roaring in mad rage. Instigator unwrapped, coiling away from the flaring plume. It tried to veer away from exploding radiance but left shreds of itself behind.


  Panic. A chorus of screams pealed into the distance as Beings sensed the eruption.


  <I am burned,> Instigator sent. <But safe.>


  <I am alongside!> Forceful called. <Hurry, it is going fast away.>


  <Clear from its path!> Ring ordered all those younger, which was many.


  Recorder sent, <It is so small, on the end of this lance. Can we use that?>


  Forceful said angrily, <We can knock the cold off the hot!>


  <If all together—yes, come!> Instigator was almost joyful. <If we all together—>


  In a rush, pressures gathered from all those Beings within range. Magnetic fields can thicken and flex as quickly as light, bringing vector forces to bear.


  <All on one side!> Forceful sang, in its element.


  They heaved and worked. All Beings nearby sliding sections of themselves together into a thin disk. This cut against the tubular throat at the base of the small cold thing. The arc shuddered and fought along its length as the throat that formed it worked feverishly to adjust to sudden sideways thrusts. The system could not cope with the canny way the magnetic disk cut, moved and tilted, cut again.


  <It is toppling!> Forceful sent in triumph.


  Tumbling


  “Damn! Have to shut down again,” Piotr said grimly.


  They were all rotating slowly, hanging sideways in their couches. The entire ship moved as it had never been meant to. Creaks and groans ran along it, big booms and warning clangs echoing down the softly lit passageways.


  “The throat’s going?” Ellen asked.


  “Malfing.” Piotr spoke clearly through clenched teeth. “Big error signals. Does not explain itself.”


  “Yeah, systems analysis says it doesn’t know why,” Maxine added. “No simulation—”


  “Going to shutdown again,” Piotr said. The rumbling aft faded. Eerie popping noises came through the support beams around their cabin. Creakings. A sour stench of something scorched. The display space before Piotr and Maxine seemed calm.


  “That buzzing again,” Ellen said.


  “I got better directionals this time,” Maxine said firmly. “I rotated some aft antennas, the sideband controllers too.”


  “Where’s it from?” Piotr asked. “Around us, yes?”


  Maxine frowned. “Intensity plot—well, look at this. Max on the sides. I thought it’d be in the rear someplace. Something to do with the nozzle shutdown.”


  Ellen watched the shape form up in the space before them all. “Damn,” she said. “Running alongside us. Keeping up. Even though we’re tumbling.”


  “The emission region, look. Big, yes—we have found the source of the low waves,” Piotr said.


  “Nasty, too, they are.”


  “What’ll we do?” Ellen asked. “We can’t tumble like this forever. The plasma antenna grid—it’s out of commission like this.”


  “They won’t go away, I bet,” Maxine said.


  “Me either,” Piotr said. “So we punch back. I’ll fire a small side jet, rotate on the other axis, take our aft around on them.”


  Ellen saw what he meant as his hands traced a command-system into being in the space before him.


  A faint rumbling began. The ship began to slide sideways, or that’s how it felt to her. Multiple-axis accelerations had never been her strong point in training, and that had been decades ago. Her head spun, her stomach lurched.


  Piotr glanced at her, frowned in concern. “Is okay?”


  “I’m glad somebody knows what to do.”


  “I try, is all.” He winked.


  The sliding feeling got worse and something strummed deeply, amid more popping noises.


  “Ready power up?” Piotr called to Maxine. “We be fast now.”


  “Roger.”


  The surge made Ellen’s gorge rise. Whirling, wrenching—she held on.


  “High Flyer, coming in on port approach,” came Tricia’s clear voice. “We’re out at 1,237 klicks, closing slow. Gather you have trouble.”


  “Something we can’t see, yes,” Piotr called back. He brought up a picture with Proserpina’s bright flare at its center. Wisps of ivory luminescence crawled across the image, blurred as if out of focus. “To port. Acquiring your close-upped image. Your burn looks stable.”


  “Right, but between us there’s something vague,” Tricia said. “Like worms.”


  “Plasma discharges, I’ll bet,” Maxine said. “I saw some in my lab work. They’re diffuse but kept in long threads. Means there must be pretty powerful magnetic fields around them.”


  “Ummm,” Piotr murmured, staring at the traceries that moved like kelp in the slow wash of tides. “Magnetic pressure we can counter with plasma pressure, right?”


  “Good idea,” Tricia said sharply. “Bringing our tail around.”


  “Da.”


  Proserpina’s image began rotating. The bright flare of its drive glared as it came around to point in their direction. Ellen could see filigrees of exhaust licking out across the great distance, moving at tens of kilometers per second, to judge by the scale. Where the wash of it struck, the threads of ivory plasma shredded, blown apart. Their soft glow dissolved.


  “Got them!” Tricia called.


  “Pour it on,” Piotr called happily. “I’m bringing ours around, too.”


  More lurching and a nasty rumble in the deck. Ellen hung on.


  Hard Plasma


  <It cuts!> Mirk cried. <Sharp!>


  <The other hotshot has turned!> Dusk called. <It expands now—so fast—>


  Mirk called, <We are caught between them.>


  <Back away, all!> Recorder sent at high amplitude.


  <I am wounded,> Forceful reported calmly.


  <I too,> Dusk admitted, its tone carrying lacings of skittering pain.


  They were all withdrawing, trailing some fields they would lose in their haste. The example of Chill had brought caution to them all.


  <It burns as bright as ever,> Instigator said ruefully. <We did not hurt it, only interrupt.>


  <Let us keep pace, however,> Recorder said. <We are not so hurt as to let this affront pass.>


  <No, no, no,> all chorused—all but Chill, who was silent and probably would be for some time.


  With Diminishment came not only damage, but loss of status. <Do not let them escape.>


  <To where?> Recorder said. <Both came from the Hot, and show no signs of wishing to return.> Mirk sent, <See—they turn, as if to run alongside the Cascade.>


  Their pursuit had carried them safely upstream of the roaring Cascade, but they still felt vibrations and shocks from it reverberate through their bodies.


  A long silence hung between them. Each mended its skin and currents, rebuilding where hard plasma had torn raw gouts in filmy magnetic structures. In the quiet, upstream from the thunder and boom of the Cascade, a faint whispering came to them. Jittery spikes came from the two tiny cold things.


  <Hear that?> Sunless and Dusk sent together.


  <It is not froth from the Cascade?> Ring asked. <So busy!>


  Sunless sent a slick burst of layered nuances, piling language into stacks. <See? This is how they arrange their speech.>


  <You think it is speech?> Dusk asked. <So noisy!>


  <We can decode it, I think, in time.> Sunless answered <See, it is not too different from the orderings we receive in the startalk frequencies. There is a mathematical ordering here. If we can find its cues . . . >


  <Work, yes, Sunless.> Forceful said. <There must be sense to all of this.>


  Recorder sent a long, thoughtful roll of waves, whose import was, <Do we think—is it possible?—this an intermediary from the true ancient Sunborn?>


  Mirth greeted this. <Impossible!> Forceful said.


  <Such as we cannot grow from tiny cold kernels,> Dusk dismissed the idea.


  <We came of grander stuff,> Ring added. <And not cold! Not solid!>


  Recorder recoiled a bit from the chorus of derision. <But these come from Inward, and so may know how the Sunborn fare.>


  <Such motes?> Forceful said. <What could they know?>


  Dusk added, <No true intelligence can reside in chilly specks!>


  Recorder said patiently, <We should always ask ourselves how to use any new thing, to gain access to the Well.>


  Forceful sent striations of red disagreement. <We are living in a fortunate time. The Cascade presses in toward the Hot, as it has not done for a long era. Let us take advantage of this moment!>


  Recorder’s aura became more uneasy. <I remind us all that the last time the Upstream delivered such high flows, forcing the Cascade inward, we made no progress in learning of the Sunborn. And we learned nothing of how to speak to the Children of the Hot—if they exist at all.>


  Forceful bristled, shimmering its outline. <Failure is not an argument.>


  <We have experienced many of these inward incursions of the Cascade.> Recorder sent them all a picture of past ages. Images laced among them all—of eras when, under the Upstream’s rising pressure, the Cascade had pressed in upon the orbits of the giant worlds. <Each time we venture a bit inward, and fail to learn much that is useful.>


  <Remember those who became trapped inward,> Dusk added, <and are lost to us.>


  <We have not forgotten,> Ring sent mournfully, tinged with a sad aura.


  They all knew that Ring was the closest relation to the Being lost long ago to inward, near the Hot—a tragic, historical agony.


  <Do not forget our successes,> Instigator insisted. <Remember how we pushed some of the little iceballs inward, carefully targeting them to strike the inner worlds. That was a triumph!>


  <So from the flares of the iceballs’ impact, we learned some of this ‘chemistry’ you love so much,> Ring said adamantly. <I am not impressed with knowing such dirty facts.>


  <All learning can be useful,> Instigator said adamantly. <Will be useful, in time.>


  Into the middle of this came a long, pleading note. <I petition to address you all.> It was Chill.


  Forceful sent, as custom required, <Approach and speak.>


  <I apologize for my failure in our engagement with the small, solid thing. I am humiliated by my wounds and ask to be Diminished.>


  A rustle of concern washed among the Beings, who had drawn nearer.


  Forceful said, <We need your abilities, not merely your presence. Diminished, you would be of less use to us at this pressing time.>


  Chill replied with a clear shame aura. <I have begun to compose my poem-song that by custom I should create.>


  Consternation swept through the Beings. This was a major step, one that left no doubt about Chill’s resolve.


  <Oh no, please do not!> Dusk sent.


  <I must.>


  Beings could fray, dissipate, then recompose. Feeding lustily in the Cascade ran the risk of such erosions. This was where the more primordial of Beings had learned the arts of suffering loss and then rebuilding themselves. By running soft currents, carefully using the eternal laws of induction and conduction, those early, rather dim intelligences had with agonizing slowness mastered Resurrection over Diminishment. The galaxy had spun in its eternal gyre fully fifteen times before the Beings had fathomed how to become Immortal.


  But only if they wished. Resurrection soon—on a time scale whose long unit was that gyre—became of far greater significance. The Resurrection skills allowed Beings to Manifest in fresh form. To choose Diminishment—not merely to suffer it from the outrageous surges of the Cascade, or the magnetic insults of a passing molecular cloud—was an act of nobility and honor. It could lead to the highest status among all Beings, near and far.


  One’s fate in life, all Beings held, was set by deeds performed in past Manifestations. Previous wise acts yielded, in time, superior magnetic shapes in this present life. Bad or stupid acts gave the reverse—bad character, low status, even ruin.


  Since the Origin, Beings had passed through many Manifestations. Some traces of these past lives and deeds still lingered in core memory. Those feather-light remembrances were the breath of Eternity, the high wisdom of previous selves.


  How beautiful life therefore was, and how sad. How fleeting, with no past or future but a limitless now that embodied all that had come before, but was still now. Such was the state of Being.


  <I forbid it!> Forceful sent.


  Chill insisted. <I asked permission to subtract by humble self-reconnection.>


  <We need you now,> Dusk said anxiously.


  <I could use a time, going into the great void before ReManifestation.>


  Recorder said, <Permission refused.>


  <Might you approve later?> Chill asked plaintively. <I beg again to end myself>


  Recorder said, <You are needed.>


  <Then I apologize. Allow me to do something of hazard, that I may redeem myself>


  Instigator fizzed with excitement. <I do have an idea, one you could aid in. Chill, you are a smaller Being. If Crafter’s arts can be brought to bear, you might be able to insert yourself into these tiny solid bodies. It would be dangerous.>


  The other Beings sent cries and shimmering auras of alarm. But Chill answered, <Show me how.>


  Burnt-yellow Fingers


  Ellen had learned to spend more time alone, and the aftermath of the assault had made her retreat into her meditations. But after time in the sliding vapor world of her Japanese garden, she knew what to do next.


  Years before, adapting to Mars, she had discovered by web browsing the melancholic poetry of A. E. Housman, an English poet dead now well over a century. A particular piece of that man’s wisdom she and Piotr had applied:


  
    
      
        
          	
            Ah, spring was sent for lass and lad,

            ’Tis now the blood runs gold,

            And man and maid had best be glad

            Before the world is old.

          
        

      
    

  


  Sex, after all, was the flip side of death.


  Before, she and Piotr had answered a brush with danger by making love, laughing, shouting out their joy in the moment—thumbing their noses at gloomy ol’ Fate. Ah!—Yes.


  After, they talked. The crew could keep track of the electromagnetic blizzard their plasma-net was delivering. Tricia was flying in clean formation now, so they were using all their gossamer plasma-web ability. And Earthside was gobbling up the broadband data feed, analyzing, theorizing, decoding the long strings of mystery.


  So they talked about mysteries, too. The discovery of life on Mars had ignited an ongoing debate Earthside, of course. The prevailing view now emerging was not that of the chattering classes of the long-dead TwenCen. Back then, all the smart folk thought that the universe was a pointless cosmic joke, on us. Now the Martian experience—weirdly sentient, ornate molds—had opened the plausible case that the universe was a meaningful entity. Increasingly, it seemed to be made down at the lawmaker’s level to generate life and then minds. Brute forces seemed bound, inevitably, to yield forth systems that evolution drove to construct models of the external world. Inevitably, those models worked better if they had a model of . . . well, models. Themselves. A sense of Self.


  So if even slime molds could evolve in Martian caverns into thinking beings—if, admittedly, of rather inscrutable traits—then a whole landscape of Mind opened. Perhaps the evolution of beings who could discern truth, apprehend beauty, maybe even yearn for goodness and define evil, experience mystery and feel love . . . well, that was a compelling possibility to just about everybody.


  Piotr was, of course, ever the skeptic. “What of these things that try to disable my ship?”


  Ellen grinned, suitably relaxed. “We’re on their turf. Remember, when Leif Ericson landed in the new world, the first thing that met him was a flight of arrows.”


  Piotr scowled. “These things, big as buildings—already I see on Net that ignorant people Earthside think these are gods or something!”


  Ellen poked him and wrestled around among the bedding until she was sitting on top. “So what if they do?”


  Piotr snorted. “Is childish. People want gods who pay attention to them, is all.”


  She held his wrists down and demanded, “You mean, can humans claim any spiritual special status? Compared with what?”


  He gave her a broad, silent smile that said he could easily tumble her off, but wouldn’t. She persisted, “Look, we both came out of a Christian background—”


  “Not me! Was brought up to be proper atheist.”


  “Yes, another gift of the Soviets.” She remembered the church her family had attended, pillars and vaulting white as plaster, like the cast around the broken bone of faith. Still . . . “Christianity has the most to lose from intelligent aliens, right? Jesus was our savior. Dolphins and gorillas and supersmart aliens—he didn’t die for them.”


  “Um.” Piotr sighed, resigned to a discussion. “Jesus was God’s only son, yes?”


  “The Bible says so.”


  “So unless God has the same son go around to every planet . . .”


  “Or wherever these things we’ve found live—”


  “Dying at every one of them, seems cruel.”


  “Worse, it means part of God has to go around dying all the time.”


  “Am glad I’m not a theologian.”


  “Me too. I looked up this stuff and there’s even a quotation about Christianity and extraterrestrials from Thomas Paine, the American revolutionary—over three centuries old! He said”—she glanced at her notepad, on their side table—“Lessee, ‘He who thinks he believes in both has thought but little of either.’ Ouch!”


  “I wonder if is right way to think of intelligence, anyway. They have consciousness but how about ethics? Sin?”


  “I’m pretty sure they’ll fear death. Sin? Hell, I don’t believe in that! And ethics—well, sure, in the sense of social rules.”


  “Social rule is like take off hat when enter room. Ethics, you need philosophy.”


  “Okay, any social being will need some philosophy. But—”


  “I am social, do not need philosophy.”


  She grinned. “You only think you don’t. We don’t know how to think about ETs, that’s for sure. Can one become a Muslim? A Jew?”


  Piotr gave her a soulful look, big brown eyes liquid in the hard incandescent light. “Your meditation, the Japanese thing—it’s about this?”


  She sat back uncomfortably. “I suppose. The Buddhists and Hindus seem the least threatened by advanced aliens—they took the Mars mat in stride, remember?”


  “Does idea of alien Jew make sense?”


  “To who? Maybe not, to us. But they do have a big, open idea of God.”


  Piotr frowned. “Those Baptist guys who attacked the Mars mat finding . . .”


  “Right, they’re the opposite. But they’ve been losing out, Earthside.”


  “So now we have a big God, coming out of cosmic evolution, give us the biological universe? Better than the supernatural one of the ancient Near East, sure.”


  “I’ll buy that.”


  “Only makes me wonder. These things we find—are they extraterrestrials?”


  “Oh, I see—do they have a planet?”


  “Maybe they live on iceballs, maybe not. Hard to see how they get so big on small worlds.”


  She frowned. “But they must’ve.”


  “Or are they maybe this big God you talk about?”


  “Oh, come on—”


  “This God might show up in person—wrong word, but you know what I mean—sometime.”


  “Now? Here?” She chuckled uneasily.


  “We are at edge of Solar System. Maybe once we get out of our cage, we get a prize.”


  “Hummm . . . And you said you didn’t deal in theology.”


  An alarm clanged. Their comm beeped. Hiroshi said, “We’re getting a lot of high voltages in the plasma net. Big signals.”


  “How’s drive?” Piotr demanded.


  “Running hot and smooth,” Maxine said.


  “Coming!” Piotr called.


  They got up to the bridge double time. The audio piping in a spectral summary of the electromagnetics was blaring through the spaces where the entire crew was on duty. Ellen said, “Turn it down,” and from the lower frequencies came again the strange symphony she had heard, haunting in its sense of meanings layered in harmonics.


  “Big voltages in the whole antenna system,” Maxine said tersely.


  “Damn!” Hiroshi waved his hands in the active control space, trying to keep ahead of the surges. Piotr barked orders to them and the other crew, all in their work pods. A sour smell of tension crept into Ellen’s nostrils, and the scent was not all her own.


  “We’re getting feed-through,” Maxine called. “Something’s putting big inductive voltages in the whole damn plasma array.”


  Piotr blinked. “How far away is Proserpina?”


  Maxine rapped out, “One thousand seventy-three klicks.”


  “What can put voltages all along a plasma conductor that long?” Maxine asked.


  Nobody answered. The visible control display surged with red readings. “We’re getting in deep here,” Ellen said softly.


  Maxine cried, “Systems crash!”


  Hiroshi leaped up. “I can’t shut down the antenna systems at all. It’s feeding back into us—”


  A yellow arc cut through the space before them. They all bailed out of their couches and lay flat on the deck as the snapping, curling discharge twisted in the air above. Piotr called, “Stay down! It’s some high-voltage phenom—”


  The crackling thing snarled around itself. Sparks hissed into the air. Coils flexed, spitting hard orange light. When a coil approached the metal walls it veered back, into the open space. A smell like burnt carbon filled the air. The foot of it flared into blue-white, keeping contact with the wall terminals where the antenna systems all fed. Ellen watched it, keeping flat on her back.


  Piotr said, “To break down air, the voltage is—”


  “Megavolts,” Maxine snapped. “Stay flat. Stick your head up, it’ll draw current, fry you.”


  “They—it—is trying to kill us,” Hiroshi said through clenched teeth.


  The audio raged. Sparks snapped. Nobody moved. Then the discharge arched and twisted and abruptly split. Yellow-green strands shaped into . . .


  “Human shape!” Piotr said. “Making . . . like us.”


  The shape was like a bad cartoon, never holding true for long. Elongated legs, wobbly head, arms that flailed about in crimson disorder, hands jutting out, flailing, and then collapsing into sizzle and flicker.


  Ellen felt her heart thump. “They can see us! So they’re sending us an echo, an image to—make some kind of . . . communication?”


  The figure wriggled and sputtered. Ellen raised her right hand slightly into the singed air. A long moment. Then slowly, agonizingly, the figure moved, too. It raised its left hand, mirror image. Wavered. The hand flexed, and with a feeling of visible effort, shaped itself carefully into . . . fingers. Thumb. The skin of it was yellow-bright, surging like the surface of the sun in hot brilliance. Meanwhile the body faded into a pale ivory discharge, an electrical fog flickering on and off as if barely able to sustain the sizzling voltage.


  Ellen slowly flexed her fingers. The echoing fingers moved, too, suffused in a waxy, saffron-mellow glow. It hovered in the air unsteadily, holding pattern, all energies focused on the shimmering, burnt-yellow hand.


  “Let’s try—” Piotr began.


  The arc snapped off. There was nothing in the air but a harsh, nose-stinging stench.


  Maxine was sobbing softly. Hiroshi jumped up and turned in all directions, but could see nothing to do. Somehow there was in the space an aching sense of vacancy.


  Piotr patted Maxine on the shoulder, mouth open and working but unable to say anything.


  Hiroshi said, “They . . . want to talk?”


  “Talk?” Ellen recalled that a long time ago Piotr had said, This God might show up in person sometime. She laughed with a high, nervous edge.


  Stick-outs


  <They are tiny!> Chill cried joyously.


  <Who?> Crafter’s tones were, as always, somber and of exceptionally long wavelength. The other Beings had to strain to hear them.


  Chill’s voice wavered up the narrow spectrum, from the blanket Chill had formed around the solid moving motes. <The ones who rule the motes. I slipped in—such small spaces!—and framed my eyes into receiving antennas. I saw them! Shaped so odd. Not like a classical figure at all. Not elegant, like us. Is there such a thing as a chemical shape, Instigator?>


  <I have no idea,> Instigator sent, deeply confused. Chemistry was the province of itself and of Crafter, because they were the only ones who cared for such ugly, liquid matters. But a chemical shape? What would masses driven by such blundering energies make themselves into? It strained the imagination. <Describe.>


  <Five stick-outs from a rectangle—I can say it no better. I saw four of these shapes.>


  <How did they change?> Ring asked.


  Chill’s aurora surged with excited puzzlement. <That is the oddity. They kept shape! Instead, one of them moved one of its stick-outs.>


  Instigator was beginning to doubt all this. Chill might be merely having delusions, brought on by the extremity of what it had attempted. Even with Crafter’s help, the task was probably impossible, after all.


  <How?>


  <They hold to shape,> Chill answered. They could all see that he had unwrapped from the speeding mote, careful to not diffuse into the plume of hard plasma that bloomed behind it. <Stick-outs upon stick-outs—very strange. Then it moved. I moved to echo. It did too!>


  <Chemical intelligence?> Forceful fumed redly. <Nonsense.>


  <Not!> Mirk shot back. <Chill has redeemed itself supremely. Has discovered more than even Instigator.>


  Forceful said, <I will go into the thing. I do not like these motes. Crafter! Come—help me.>


  Chill sent, alarmed, <Do not!>


  <Must.> Forceful made its way toward the flaring, killing plume. <Must.>


  The Violence of the Amperes


  They were standing around, babbling in the way people have when tension is suddenly released, nervous and quick-eyed and chattering. Primate patterns.


  Then the alarm clanged again. Hair stood on end.


  Ellen dove for the floor. Maxine did, too, but she was the last to do so and she paid for it.


  The burnt-yellow discharge surged from the antenna board, snarling. The air bristled. A tendril shot forth and caught Maxine as she fell. She crackled with the violence of the amperes that surged through her. Ellen watched as Maxine’s mouth opened, a shrill shriek escaped—and then the mouth locked open, frozen. Smoke fumed from her hair.


  Maxine jerked, screamed. Her blue coverall sparked at the belt. She struck the deck, tiny fires arcing from her fingers. Her hair burnt away in a flash. She shuddered, twitched—was still.


  A vagrant spark struck Hiroshi. He jerked, screamed. His jaw slammed shut, opened, slammed down again. “Ahhh—!”


  Again the electrical energy vanished.


  Seared silence. The acrid air stung their nostrils. Piotr said bitterly, “They want to talk, do they?” Hiroshi’s breath whistled between broken teeth. Ellen sobbed beside the singed body.


  Tube Worm


  Tricia flinched. The video feed was all too clear.


  “The damned thing’s invisible!” Franklin said. “I can pick it up on all the low-frequency bands, sure. But it’s not even plasma.”


  Tricia gazed at the charred lips of Maxine’s corpse as the High Flyer crew lifted it, carried it away. Her whole face was swollen, bruised, already darkening. Only a few days before she had seen that mouth lifting in a smile, laughing, sipping expensive champagne that fusion power had hauled a hundred million miles. . . .


  “It’s whatever holds plasma,” Tricia said. “See? Those strands, they’re confined by magnetic fields. Just like our plasma receiver net. Currents lock in the ions and electrons.”


  Franklin nodded. “A magnetic intelligence?”


  “Thousands of kilometers long,” Tricia said. “And we thought the zand was a strange form of life!”


  “It was—is. But this . . .” Franklin stared at the video feed, then looked over at the multiple screens that showed the sources of the low-frequency waves they were receiving. “I’ve got that new software running, pulling these weak cyclotron harmonics out of the noise. Look—”


  Tricia had trouble focusing on what he was saying. But indeed there were images, flickering at the very edge of detectability, on the whole-space screens.


  Franklin’s hands swept the air, sharpening the images. “There’s a shape that’s making those waves. Wrapped around High Flyer. Look—”


  Once he pointed it out, Tricia could see the filmy, foggy form. A long tube with many small openings, like puckers or pores. And a big tubular opening—a mouth?—at the head of it. Head? Yes, it moved forward and the front weaved as if it was scanning its surroundings. A huge magnetic tube worm . . .


  “So that’s what they look like,” Franklin said wonderingly. “But look beyond—in the higher cyclotron harmonics.”


  Tricia felt a visceral nausea. “Disgusting.”


  He upped the register and drew out of the background more faint traceries. “Those are much farther away. My God, they must be huge.”


  “This one’s closer, smaller,” Tricia’s mouth narrowed, lips pressed pale.


  “Yeah, it’s wrapped around—”


  “Let’s give it some of what it gave us,” Tricia said bitterly. She had met Maxine once and liked her immediately. Hiroshi, too. His front teeth were shattered, only stubs left.


  She grabbed the controls. “Where’s that bastard?”


  Sudden Pride


  The darting fire caught Forceful. Burning hard plasma blew away its outer layers in a single gout of raging fire. It veered to avoid but the flame followed.


  <Come, help!> Forceful called.


  <We come!> Crafter’s low drone was welcome.


  <The two motes are turning. Both!> Ring was alarmed. <They concentrate the plasma on you.>


  <I flee!> Forceful turned and wriggled away. Its magnetic columns flexed into quick, darting parts. It could dissolve into smaller, coherent structures and run faster, it knew—but the price would be a long, agonizing reassembly. And some humiliation, too. Sudden pride filled its strands.


  It bellowed, <To flee before the enemy!—No!>


  Resolute, it turned. <I flee no more.>


  The hard plasma came into it and the searing pain was suddenly everything.


  The Eaters of Gods


  Ellen felt wan, pale, sad. They were drifting now on minimal thrust. It seemed plausible that the magnetic creatures were somehow drawn to the plasma of their fusion drive, for some reason. So this was an experiment. More than that, they all needed time to recoup. Maxine’s death had shattered their peace of mind. They all knew it was dangerous out here, but this . . .


  And what of those creatures? Downloading Franklin’s improvements on the signal/noise software that Earthside had sent, the High Flyer crew had numbly looked at the images traced out by the weak cyclotron emission.


  The wormlike thing that had electrocuted Maxine was moving away, shredded and pocked. Beyond it, the entire sky seemed filled with dim images of many more. The scale of them, implied by the intensity and apparent size . . . Her mind boggled.


  So huge, they were like gods. Or were they worse? Could they be the eaters of all the gods that humanity had ever imagined?


  Only hours after Maxine’s death, when they had to get back to work—a spacecraft under boost needs tending—did Hiroshi discover that their antennas were dead. External cameras showed that they were fused. The intensity of the current-voltage surges had simply melted their fragile wire webs. So they had to fix those, and right away. If their attackers returned, High Flyer needed to know about it. Hiroshi was aft, getting the robots set up.


  Piotr worked beside her as she stared mutely at the images. Ever the practical one, he was assembling radar images of their vicinity. “This one looks good,” he said.


  “Oh?” She came out of her daze. A pale greenish blotch swelled in one of the side screens. “An iceteroid?”


  “We better try to refuel. That last time, I burned up a lot of water.”


  In the end, all long-distance rockets were steam rockets. Whether liquid hydrogen married to liquid oxygen, or water passing by slabs of hot plutonium, or through a fusion burning core—they all flashed into plumes of steam.


  Real space commerce demanded high energy efficiency. Realization of this returned to NASA in 2005, with the hesitant first steps of Project Prometheus (every bureaucracy loves resplendent names). The first rush of Mars exploration had proved the essential principle: refuel at the destination. Don’t haul reaction mass with you. Nuclear rockets were far easier to refuel because they only needed water—easy to pump, and easy to find, if you picked the right destination. Nearly all the inner Solar System was dry as a bone. If ordinary sidewalk concrete were on the Moon, it would be mined for its water, because everything around it would be far drier.


  Mars was another story. It bore out the general rule that the lighter elements had been blown outward by the radiation pressure of the early, hot sun, soon after its birth. This dried the worlds forming nearby, and wet those farther out—principally the gas giants, whose thick atmospheres churned with ices and gases. Mars proved to be wetter overall than Earth, though without much atmosphere. Not massive enough to hold on to its atmosphere for long, its crust had been sucked dry by the near vacuum. Beneath the crust were thick slabs of ice, and at the poles lay snow and even glaciers. So explorers there could readily refuel by melting the buried ice and pumping it into their tanks.


  In time the moons of Jupiter and the other gas giants would become similar gas stations, though they orbited far down into the gravitational well of those massive worlds, demanding a lot of delta-V, tens of kilometers/sec, just to get to them. This made Pluto a surprisingly easy mission destination. Small, deeply cold, with a large ice moon like a younger twin, it took only a kilometer/sec delta-V to land upon. And beyond it, now, the refueling targets were even easier.


  “What’s its size?” she asked.


  “Looks to be two-three-seven klicks diameter,” Piotr read off the flickering scale. “Surface grav, maybe a hundredth of a g.”


  Easy to approach and hang alongside. Hard labor, lugging the hoses around, melting that incredibly hard, deep-frozen ice. But it would be R&R, too—as her mother used to say, Your mind working too much? Use your hands instead.


  “How far?”


  Piotr beamed. “Two days flight, with some time for delta-V. I was worried maybe we not find much ice near this bow shock.”


  “Enough time to fix the antennas?” Ellen asked.


  “Some, anyway.” Piotr grimaced. “We’ll all have to run the bot teams. And get them ready to operate on this iceteroid, too.”


  Ellen finally managed to rouse herself from her lethargic depression. She had lost team members in the long decades on Mars, but never so brutally. And never to an enemy other than carelessness and bad luck. “I’ll go help.”


  Maxine had been principally in charge of the robots. Her loss meant they would all pitch in. Ellen found in the first hour that she was rusty. In the flight outward, Maxine had done too much of the work, and tutored too little. But then, they had all been infernally busy. A new ship is a fresh menu of troubles.


  On High Flyer robots did maintenance and repairs outside and in the fusion region. If they got hot near the reactor, they then cooled off in a shielded vault, nestled beside the huge water cylinders, until ready to use again. They never entered the living quarters. If they themselves needed repair, the work was done by other of the semiautonomous robots, operating under telepresence.


  “How’re they looking?” she asked Hiroshi in the midpod, between life systems and the water columns.


  “Cranky.” He looked distracted, punching in commands to a big, cylindrical stack of multipurpose armatures. The many arms made it look like a very dangerous Swiss Army knife with jets attached.


  “Lemme see.” She started on prep.


  None of the ship’s robots looked remotely human. Spindly ones operated in the zero-g sections near the axis, and on the hull when they were not boosting. Other bulky ones had multisocketed arms, so they could lurch from socket-hold to tie line in the rugged radiation environments of the drive. Slender snaky forms labored to check and patch the vast water cells that had to be kept from freezing. Water circulated by sluggish pipes to the warming zone of the reactor, but the joints had a tendency to pop.


  They were smart bots, of course, because they had bodies. This elementary point had eluded the TwenCen AI savants: intelligence builds up from sensory-motor experience, not from logical rules. Start with a body and build a mind. Not the other way around, bestowing scholarly programs and then splicing in worldly knowledge.


  So the rise of the robots, starting in the early twenty-first century, meant that AI came into its own. No more software and wiring diagrams; bring on the neural plasticity and learned patterning. A working robot was not a set of abstract reasoning software walking around in a metal skirt. It was instead a mind brought up on inertia, fraction, torque and balance. All along through the 2020s and 2030s, machines learned from animals, not from logicians. In space, they crawled and slithered and even flew—all using methods mimicked from worms and rattlers and octopi.


  She told the hull bots to check for flaws and damage, delegating a special team with big hands to install Faraday shields around the microwave antennas, once another team had replaced them. These cages were just wire cages, with grid spacings greater than the emitted microwavelengths. Since the big power they were getting came in far longer wavelengths, this should insure their comm gear against overload and blowout.


  Robots grew up in a technouniverse that was getting embedded, smaller, sneakier, and everywhere. The High Flyer was not made on the mode of the stalwart Titanic, splendid gray iron in hull and hammering engines. It was instead a moving bulk ruled by a nervous system of chips and bots—buggier, not just bigger.


  “Hey, Piotr, we need zero-g now,” she was finally able to send on comm. “Gotta get these bots out.”


  “Was quick,” he said approvingly—and the rumble of the drive cut off. Ellen clung to a beam and the bots went into their automatic, gyrostabilized positions, ready to work.


  Out the bot hatch they went—a long tube leading to an automatic air lock. They popped into space, got oriented, and started. Ellen watched and corrected.


  She could feel the whole system at work, in the working immersion pod. Tuning into the embedded, fixed sensors, she picked up the whole-body feel of the Swiss Army cylinder balanced intricately on a gas jet. It was remarkably like sensing the entire High Flyer, because the perception-space was the same. When Piotr let her immerse in High Flyer, she could feel how its fusion flame adjusted its flight, sense the throb as pumps moved its arterial water and air through capillaries, see the framed scenes as eyes peered into circuit tangles and even the fusion hellhole.


  She would never forget the first time she saw their drive, from the inside. She had paid little attention to fusion, believing—as the skeptics had said for half a century—that controlled fusion power plants lay twenty years ahead, and always would.


  But the sudden advent of a high-quality fusion rocket made her hit the books—or rather, the Net—and fathom the magnetic doughnut that held the ions of boron and hydrogen. The ions snaked around the geometry and then slammed into each other, giving forth brimming radiation, spitting hot alpha particles out. Then the doughnut collapsed. Ions let fly. The rocket engine was this flickering, come-and-go doughnut, holding the plasma, then letting it fly as the doughnut died.


  This work called up the memory of scuba diving in Hawaii, on the north coast of Oahu, offshore Turtle Bay. The wonder of it had charmed her. Hanging upside down above a coral reef, she had learned to blow bubbles that, rising, formed into rings. They were magically exact, thinning into hoops a hand wide but of thickness less than a little finger. Toroids, she remembered from high school geometry. A fat one was like a doughnut. She floated thirty feet down, utterly relaxed, and blew the floppy bubbles that shaped themselves into beautiful rings, order emerging from chaos, another of nature’s miracles.


  Like now: another doughnut of fierce fires, dying. The ions escaped down a magnetic gullet that became a throat, shaping the plasma into a ferocious fire that jetted out the back. The doughnut died, crumpled magnetic field lines sagging. Another torus, she remembered from Hawaii, seeing them shape magically into toroids, into rings. Nature found so many uses for the same geometries.


  Tending the bots was not so romantic. When she switched the immersion pod to the bot-world, she sensed the moving, momentary minds that puzzled over their driver problems, moving flanges and lifting hatches and turning tools—all to do the myriad minor jobs a giant needed. But a proper ship bot worked as a simple AI, all done below consciousness, please—like digestion and excretion, not suitable subjects for meaningful discourse.


  Iceteroid


  Their nozzles burning soft and pale at low drive levels, the two long cylinders swooped down toward the pale gray iceteroid.


  The astro guys Earthside said there were over 40,000 iceteroids like this out in the dark—Pluto wasn’t really a planet, they said, just the biggest of these “cometoids” that others wanted to call “Plutinos”—so maybe it wasn’t surprising that they found one fairly near the nose of the bow shock. Still, it was suspicious, because the blocky body looked odd. They expected the usual dirty gray ice, but it was a dull green.


  “Lots of current in the plasma around us, too,” Franklin reported.


  “Reminds me of Pluto,” Tricia said, frowning. “Warmer than it should be—Look, there’s a funny brownish haze around the thing. An atmosphere!”


  “Now, that’s plain impossible,” Franklin said. “A chunk of ice can’t hold on to a gas at all.”


  But it was there, all right. “Methane, the spectrum says,” Franklin admitted.


  “One other thing . . .”


  “What? It’s pretty thin stuff, not much of an atmosphere—”


  “No, the spin.” Tricia pointed. “It isn’t.”


  The chunky, potato-shaped mass held steady on the screen. Franklin said, “Ummm . . . maybe it’s really slow?”


  “No, been tracking it for hours. Zero spin. Never saw a natural object that didn’t have some.”


  They came gliding in carefully, High Flyer on the other side to provide maximum coverage of this miniworld, which they had decided to call Iceball.


  Tricia sent one of her bulky bots shuttling over to gingerly touch down. Proserpina had no need of water—they had refueled on Pluto’s glimmering ice fields—but Tricia wanted to see if further clues to the zand could be here. The incoming Darksider machines dropped on Pluto had to come from somewhere, and Iceball was upstream of the currents from the bow shock. Somehow, all this diffuse energy had to fit together.


  High Flyer was deploying bot crews on the other side. Their teams set to, hauling out pipelines to melt ice and suck up water. Proserpina would have first crack at the science, then. Their bots hit gingerly in the microgravity, sinking anchor lines through the odd green-brown splashes that covered about half the ground. Franklin ran the chemical analyzer bots, Tricia the patrol bots. Her point-of-view choice was a bot that didn’t anchor, jetting instead over the visibly curved, bumpy surface.


  “Y’know, this is damned strange,” Franklin said on comm from his control pod.


  “Tell me about it.” Tricia’s bot had arced over a brown crest. Beyond stood a complex construction, house-sized and spiky, with contorted flanges, tubes, valves, chutes and prongs like a big arc-welder rig. “Got an artifact here.”


  “A Darksider?”


  “Maybe the factory that made them.”


  “A working factory?”


  “I can see parts moving. Some dust in a column, spinning around. Purple sparks, too, jumping around inside the column. There are pipes, transparent pipes. With fluids pumping through them—liquids I can see shining by their own light.”


  Franklin said, “Wow. Me, I’m getting boring readings on methane and ammonia and—wait, looks like maybe complex organics in the stew here, too.”


  “Y’know what I think? This is somebody’s workshop.”


  “Like Pluto, you mean. Yeah. Sure ain’t natural.”


  “Hey, the fluids are awfully bright. I wonder if they’re—well, metals? In some kind of plasma discharge, not solid—but metals, yes.”


  Franklin’s doubtful tone was clear even over the raspy comm. “You got spectra?”


  “Here—” She shot the data over and was gratified when, in less than a minute, he replied, “Yep, there’s iron and nickel and copper. Uranium, too.”


  “So it’s—what, a plasma foundry?”


  “Yeah. Here, where ambient’s—lemme see—36 Kelvin!”


  “And we thought we were engineers . . .” Tricia watched as a scoop slowly descended from the porcupine-like structure. With a huge claw it scooped up material from a tray and deposited the man-sized pile in a hopper. Something sucked the material into a cylinder and some actinic flashes came from the studded walls of it. Then the tray began moving away on invisible jets, lifting and sailing over the horizon.


  Tricia made her bot lift some dirty ice a meter and let go. It took a minute to fall, straight down. “Y’know, the zero spin makes sense. Moving takes nearly nothing, and it’s easy to do when there’s no rotation to mess you up.”


  “Easy if you’re a machine calibrated that low, yeah,” Franklin said. “Not easy for our one-g reflexes.”


  “This”—in an instant she was sure of it—“this is where the Darksiders get made.”


  “Yeah?” Disbelief colored Franklin’s voice. He sent his bot scooting after the loaded tray. “Let’s see.”


  From the bot point of view the gray ice shot by below. Small gas bursts altered its straight-line path to curve around the close horizon. Franklin was hard put to keep the tray-flyer in view. Then a large, tangled structure rose over the rim. Columns of moving, electric blue dust whirled in the vacuum, somehow confined. They passed through the dark struts and corridors of the—well, Tricia thought, might as well call it a factory; it sure looks like one—and electric green arcs flashed every few seconds, sending weird shadows stretching across the plain and up through the twisted towers above.


  “Look there,” Franklin said.


  The flying tray had disappeared somewhere in the labyrinth. On the dirty ground at the factory’s edge stood half a dozen constructions, in various stages of assembly. Small machines worked over them. “I’ll bet when they’re finished, they’ll be Darksiders.”


  “No bet—good call.” They watched silently as myriad small machines prowled the strange, shadowy structure.


  “Hey down there!” It was Ellen on comm. “We’re in good range again.”


  “Can’t talk much,” Tricia said. “We’re watching the natives.” She sent a cam-view attachment on a sideband and was gratified to hear Ellen’s gasp.


  “What are they?” Ellen whispered.


  “Minions,” Franklin whispered back. “I always wanted to use that word, and these sure seem to fit.”


  “Minions of . . . what?”


  “The magnetic beasts, I’ll bet,” Tricia said. “Certainly not the other way around. Ever since I saw my first zand, I was sure it couldn’t be natural. I mean, couldn’t have arisen and evolved on Pluto.”


  Franklin made his bot extend a tool, effectively pointing to a team of three small devices that skimmed out from the edifice, over the ice, and then swarmed around a partially finished Darksider. “Right, no way. There’s not the complexity of a natural biosphere. No pyramid of life, nothing. Just raw materials and . . . machines.”


  “Ummm,” Ellen said. “Like a biosphere designed by something that didn’t know the steps?”


  “Or wanted to cut to the chase,” Tricia said.


  “Something in a hurry,” Franklin said.


  “Now the diplomacy begins,” Tricia said. “We’re on the ground, might as well introduce ourselves.”


  “Think they’ll notice?” Franklin asked quietly. “They’ve sure ignored us so far.”


  “Look,” Ellen said, “ants crawling across your desk don’t know they’re interrupting a superior being reading her e-mail. They don’t notice you at all.”


  Tricia nodded. “So we use something they will notice.”


  Ellen asked, “What? We don’t—”


  “We hauled it all the way from Pluto and it’s been itching to get out. Let’s deploy that Darksider I caught.”


  Toroids


  Forceful hurt. <I should be grateful . . . > It paused to summon energies. < . . . that I did not suffer more . . . Diminishment.>


  <You were brave,> Ring sent. <Gallant!>


  <I was damaged,> Forceful sent sourly. <And they both got away.>


  <Not far,> Sunless said. <They are within the outer skirts of my own body now.>


  <They are at the Orb?> Instigator asked with alarm.


  <Very near, yes,> Sunless said. <I did not think that significant, compared with Forceful’s losses—>


  <Never mind Diminishment, even if suffered from such motes as these,> Instigator said. <Quick, what are they doing?>


  <Nothing,> Sunless said. <Drifting. Their fires burned low and now are out. They hang like the dead beside the Orb.>


  <They are attacking my experiments!> Instigator sent.


  <We must converge,> Recorder sent to all. <This series of incidents strongly suggests that we are suffering an incursion from life-forms who wish us no good.>


  <But the two fire-breathers together!> Sunless cried.


  <We will surround them.> Forceful sent weakly but with a calm ruthlessness. <With our fields concentrated—intermingled—we may be able to apply enough pressure to gutter them out.>


  <You wish revenge,> Chill said carefully.


  <Who would not?> Forceful said.


  <Very well,> Recorder said, signaling an end to discussion. <Together, now—>


  Wanjina


  Ellen took a long break from the bot-controlling job and walked to her private preserve. There was something brewing here and she needed to be centered to fathom it. She shut out her ship’s eternal hum and concentrated.


  The sliding sheets of water again caught the projected scenes she had not seen in person now for decades. One of the obliging, scanty comforts of Mars had been its sometimes eerie similarity to the great red interior of Australia, where she grew up.


  So she called up in the walls around her the abrupt scarps of sandstone in Australia, the lashing rains pouring over them, and shortly after, the scorching summer turning the rock to furnace heat. Yet the grand rocks looked redder after the rare rains, standing out in sunsets against lush grasses as wide swags of pearly cloud hung over the floodplain. In the northwest she had once seen wall paintings of spiritual beings, Wanjina, with huge eyes and no mouths—beings who saw all but judged nothing.


  The memory came to her abruptly. The human legends of higher creatures who saw all but judged nothing—yes. The pressing human need, embodied in legends of goblins and angels and golems and trolls and faeries and so many—the need to find another voice in this indifferent universe.


  Was it so demented? Pathetic?


  And now here was the possibility.


  But how to talk?


  She remembered a classic story from Kyoto lore.


  * * *


  Two men were watching a beautiful pool and the koi fish that swam just below its calm, clear surface.


  “The fish are happy,” said one man.


  The other asked, “How can you possibly know?”


  “How can you know if I know?”


  “How can you know I cannot?”


  “That is not the point,” the fish said.


  * * *


  So how to think about this?


  Expect the unexpected.


  She left her security of the personal space and trudged out into the command deck. Piotr was there, dealing with details as their complex sensorium sampled and delved and fidgeted with the immense landscape presented by the panoply of sensors High Flyer carried. The new software gave them a holistic view of things never glimpsed by the human eye: magnetic fields, plasma fluxes, the slow clash of pressures and shock waves at the boundary of Things Solar and Things Stellar. Humans had evolved in the flat dry plains of Africa, and their sensory inputs (to use a computer freak’s terms) were of a blithe Euclidian geometry of obliging infinite spaces, flat planes and simple forms. Human eyes were not made for the surge and suck of such three-dimensional turbulence. But they tried.


  Instead of talking, that blunt medium, she simply embraced him.


  Took him to bed. Made love and made it matter.


  There is always something ultimately fatal about sex, for its flip side is death.


  * * *


  What use to rise and rise?


  Rise man a thousand mornings Yet down at last he lies,


  And then the man is wise.


  * * *


  But it doesn’t have to be so, she realized.


  Something clicked.


  “I’ve got it!” she said.


  “I thought you just had,” Piotr said, lounging.


  “No, not that—I mean I understand.”


  He snorted. “Having done experiment, we now get the theory?”


  “No, the magnetic things, creatures, whatever. They can reconnect their field lines, the way the Earth’s magnetic fields do after they’ve been battered by a solar windstorm. They can rebuild! So they don’t have to die.”


  “Everything dies. Is evolution.”


  “Not evolution out here! They don’t have to die. Imagine a creature that from the very beginning, however they first were born, had the ability to tailor its cells, its basic units.”


  He blinked. “Animals do not know they will die—is almost definition of animal, right?”


  “Animals, yes. And maybe that’s the big difference between us and these things. We fought them off. But to them this may have just been a maneuver, a temporary loss—nothing really important.”


  “I thought the scans showed that we wasted the magnetic bastards.”


  “No, just that some of their field structures—those arcades and archipelagoes, remember?—they glowed and seethed and then—zap!—they were gone.”


  “We killed them—it—whatever. Da.”


  “No, we didn’t. Damaged, but not dead.”


  “So—this stuff I see on all the screens, closing in on us—it’s the same things? Beings?”


  “Creatures, yes. And they know what happened, they were there, we can negotiate with them.”


  “They seem not interested in negotiation.”


  “But they’re not dead! So essentially all life is a negotiation, ‘cause they never die.”


  “All measures are temporary?” He wrinkled his forehead.


  “In a way we can’t ever know, yeah. Everything’s temporary. Like the weather. The only thing that ever lasts is them.”


  Piotr arched his heavy black eyebrows, bemused. “Interesting theory. Makes our job out here harder, though.”


  His words jerked her out of her gauzy speculations. “Huh?”


  “We were sent to see what makes the bow shock come in closer and closer. These things must be the reason, the cause. And we cannot hope to kill them.”


  Free Radicals


  “I’ve got it figured,” Franklin called joyously. “I know what makes those lichen possible.”


  Tricia was carefully maneuvering their Darksider toward the factory complex, across the soft starlight plain. But she, too, had wondered at the puzzle of how anything managed to live on a dab of ice under lower illumination than a flashlight’s. “Oh? Fill me in.”


  “My chem-sampler bot—it’s fished up a whole soup of stuff, yeah—but the telltale is, this iceball is rich.”


  “Um.” Her Darksider was twitching, but her bot had it in three claws and wasn’t letting go. Whatever had made Darksiders, it had little appreciation for gravity. Her bot, on the other hand, could maneuver in a full Earth g if it had to. It was maybe a hundred times stronger than the Darksider and she had to be careful not to cave in the Darksider carapace with too swift a movement. The two of them scooted slowly toward the spindly dark factory. “Uh, yeah?”


  “It’s richer than Earthside ocean water. See, thing is, this iceball has been here many billions of years, doing nothing but sopping up cosmic rays. Free energy. The high-energy cosmic rays barrel into it and create ionized atoms. On Earth, it’s warm enough that they find each other right away and recombine.


  Not here. The radicals stay frozen, ready for the lichen stuff to eat.”


  “Yummy.” She brought the bot over the horizon, made it survey for suspicious movement, then went ahead. None of the Darksiders parked in front of the factory showed any reaction.


  Like most technoguys, Franklin took any vague murmur as encouragement. “So the simple molecules can sometimes find others, build up more complex stuff—just like in our ocean, only at fifty degrees Kelvin. Amazing!”


  She slowed and descended. No reaction from the lined-up Darksiders. So she let hers go. It settled to the surface, taking a full minute in which she searched for any sign of reaction among the others. Franklin was talking organic chemistry, carbon and its many friends, her least favorite subject in university, and it went right by her.


  “Not only that, the ice has plenty of uranium 235 in it. Another energy stock. That’s what this fungus stuff we see is doing—burrowing through the ice, collecting the U235. Uses it for warmth, eats the organic compounds left by the cosmic rays—it’s a whole ecology. Ice worms crawl around and gobble up the fungus.”


  “I don’t see any gobbling going on,” Tricia said warily. Her Darksider was shuffling forward toward its kin. “Things’re pretty slow out here.”


  “Well, sure,” Franklin said with undiminished enthusiasm. “Low temperatures—but lots of time, maybe since the galaxy formed ten billion years ago. The turtle beats the hare—it’s wonderful.”


  “Hey, they haven’t beaten us yet.” The Darksider convention was in slow motion. Hers lifted one of its odd, X-shaped grapplers and touched one of the others. A pale yellow spark arced. Nobody moved. Then another spark, but this time from the other Darksider to hers. “And . . . they look like they’re communicating with jolts of electricity.”


  This interested Franklin enough that he tapped into her bot sensorium. “Ummmm, makes sense, kinda. So damn cold here you have to give somebody a smack just to get their attention.”


  Tricia blinked. The Darksiders suddenly moved, forming a circle. They projected arrays of wires above their “heads”—knobs of tool assemblies, really—and a sudden crackling came into her ears. “They’re sending something in microwaves,” she said. “A . . . buzzing.”


  “Sure,” Franklin said happily. “They’re talking to their gods.”


  “What?” She got the sudden impression that her Darksider had reported in, and now all of them were . . . praying? “No, maybe just reporting in.”


  Plasma Dragons


  Forceful said, <We must attack. These cold solid things will cause us much damage if they suddenly flare to life.>


  Mirk added, <When we are bunched together so, yes. We have not met this way in—how long? My memory of such an event is in long-duration storage, and slow to revive.>


  <Too long, by my measure,> Recorder said. <But I know—nearly one galactic rotation.>


  <So long!> Ring responded quickly, since it was so nearby. <I can feel the strums of us all, our digestive juices flowing, our dim internal murmurs.>


  <But wait!> Instigator called. <I have touched my experiment. It calls to me. My emissary to the Large Cold Place has returned—brought by those solids!>


  <Impossible!> Ring derided.


  <Not. I can sense them grouped.> Instigator paused, puzzlement creeping into its emission. <They report strange things. There is one of the several-spoked things near them.>


  Dusk ventured, <They are . . . studying us?>


  <Through Instigator’s inventions,> Sunless said. <How symmetric.>


  <How so?> Recorder asked.


  <We were persuaded long ago to let Instigator proceed to study the Hot by making actual solid manifestations. Tools. Now they study us through our own tools. The several-spoked things—do they look like our tools?>


  Instigator answered, <No, not at all.>


  <Then the several-spoked are tools, too, I would wager.> Sunless bore down upon the point. <Symmetric.>


  <Then the large solids that burned poor Chill and Forceful?> Recorder pressed. <What are they?>


  <They must be the true intelligences. They are plasma dragons!>


  A tremor swept through them all, detected as fast ripples in the basic background magnetic field. The spatter of this fizzy noise sobered them.


  <That is an old, discredited legend,> Recorder said primly.


  <These are real!> Forceful insisted. <They spit plasma of a hardness and sting we have not known.>


  <That does not mean they are the ancient dragons. I firmly believe the conventional wisdom of the far voices. Those were descended from a mongrel form of sun, angry at the other suns because of their far greater size. Those explode in wrath, leaving only the dragons. Then the dragons spit and fume and damage such as us—who never did anything to a star, and surely are the very children of the suns.>


  Instigator said mildly, hoping to calm them all, <The plasma dragons these might be, but they are small. We can overwhelm them.>


  <Yes!> Forceful seized upon the moment. <Let us!>


  Creatures as Gauzy as Lace


  “They’re coming!” Franklin called. “The big guys for sure. Lots of strong magnetic waves on the ship antennas.”


  Tricia was watching the bots maneuver. “Damn! I want to see what they do next.”


  “They’ve called down their makers, I’ll bet.” Franklin was agitated. He pulled out of his sensorium hood and said directly to her, a meter away, “We’d better tuck in, and pronto.”


  “Okay.” Tricia jerked her head out of the confines of the sensorium hood and looked around. In the mild, air-conditioned deck nothing seemed awry. Yet she knew huge things were coming, creatures as gauzy as lace but as deadly as a viper. “What’ll we—”


  The deck shook. Circuits in the wall fizzed with overload currents.


  “Ellen!” she called. “What’re you—”


  “It’s slamming us around. Hard.” Ellen’s voice over comm had lost the calm, captain’s tone. That alone shook Tricia. “We’ve got to damage these damned things!”


  “Damage?” Tricia felt a quick burst of irritation. “They’re trying to communicate!”


  “They’re behind the bow shock that’s moving in—obviously.”


  “We don’t know that.” Tricia struggled to keep this civil.


  “I’m under orders from Earthside to stop the bow shock from moving farther in, if I—we—possibly can.”


  “Thanks for adding the ‘we’, Cap’n.”


  “What’s that mean?”


  “Sarcasm is just one more service we offer out here—to newcomers.”


  Ellen’s voice was suddenly cool, controlled. “Captain, you will assist me. I do have overall command of this expedition.”


  “Don’t remind me.”


  “I want us to coordinate our thrust vectors to bring our exhaust plumes to bear on the same volume of space. That should maximize—”


  “We’ve got to talk to them. I damn well didn’t spend a year on Pluto to see you—”


  “You will comply, Captain. Switch on your full screens—I noticed from your internals that you’ve been too busy arguing with me to tend to business—and run the new software we got from Earthside. So you can envision the magnetic structures.”


  “Why, I—”


  “So we’ll know where we’re shooting.”


  Tricia sucked in a dry breath, made herself breathe out—calm, calm—and nodded to the rest of the crew. Their eyes were white.


  Franklin sprang to the central position on the bridge. They both strapped in as other crew dashed to their stations. Tricia watched the screens anxiously as the ship rattled and creaked with stresses. On the screens the fluxes whirled and merged, mere digital analogs of a reality no human eye could grasp—beings bigger than continents, sweeping in on them like furious tornadoes.


  Pluto had been a lot easier.


  Smoke Rings


  Ellen felt her ship shudder. Considering its immense length and mass, this spoke powerfully of the net pressure even a filmy, lacelike filigree of magnetic field could exert.


  “Let’s go!” she ordered Piotr. “Give them some prop wash.”


  High Flyer surged onward, a relentless kick in the pants, accelerating on coils of fresh, snarling plasma. The mottled iceball fell away. Far off, Proserpina too flared and followed. Between them snaked forth bright electron beams, marked by their gauzy radiance where they excited the clotted hydrogen that backed up from the raging bow shock. Starlight sprinkled the ship as auroral fires danced along its flanks. Energies born of magnetic fields pressed at them.


  “I’m getting a lot of that same low-frequency hash,” Piotr said.


  “The high-power stuff that started all this?”


  “Da, is same.” He looked significantly at her. “Your creatures.”


  “Hey, they’re not mine.” Though she had to admit to herself that she didn’t want to kill them. Still—“They’re drawing in close?”


  “I’m not getting a good image . . .” Piotr thumbed over to the Proserpina link. “Send latest, eh Franklin?”


  Their screens brimmed with twisting shapes. Ellen had learned to make out structures in the shifting magnetic topo maps, like looking down on hills that kept moving around, growing taller or shorter, restless blobs. “Bunching up at our tail, looks like,” Ellen said.


  “Time to spring trap?”


  Ellen wondered. Poking them with the fusion drive’s lance might just get more of her crew killed. She doubted that anything could dismember such moving mountain-sized things for long. She called out, “Tricia! Come alongside us—we’ll have to use both torches.”


  “Mine’s a lot less cutting than yours,” Tricia sent back. They were both gunning it and weaving together in programmed dodges, to throw off their pursuit. But flies can’t dodge trucks, as many windshields have proved. Ellen could see big bunched masses of high magnetic fields converging on both ships.


  “Let’s get close together, then turn our thrust at the maximum field points,” Ellen said.


  The idea of dueling with such beasties was laughable, and both their ships were like lumbering tank ships. But she sent High Flyer into a long curve toward Proserpina.


  ” Punch that way!” Tricia called. “DIS—navigation override: DEC 48, RA 23.”


  They seared the sky together.


  Fuming, the magnetic whorls backed away. But the ships could perform this gravity-free gavotte only so long—then their plumes drove them apart.


  Long minutes ticked by as both crews watched their screens. The magnetic stresses crept back in.


  “Damn!” Piotr said.


  “We can’t do this forever,” Ellen said.


  “They’ll figure out a new trick,” Tricia said. “This is their turf.”


  Ellen took a long breath of the ship’s dry air, smelling the sweaty fear around her. Nobody spoke.


  She had to get them out of this trap, this endless cycle of violence and terror.


  “That is not the point,” the fish said.


  “Yes, but how to break the . . .” She pursed her lips. Some problems just curve back in upon themselves, and that is the only solution . . .


  Was that it? The figure that curves on itself.


  She said to Piotr, “The fusion equilibrium, it’s a torus, right?”


  He was busy and his fingers danced in useless, fretful patterns. “Is working fine, don’t worry.”


  “Can you clean the system now?” she pressed him.


  “What?” He sputtered. “We do that only to go to shutdown.”


  “I know. You pulse the top magnetic fields, force the toroid down through the magnetic nozzle.”


  “But only to finish the burn!”


  “Do it.”


  “What?” Disbelief.


  “Now.”


  He peered at her for a long moment. “It is our defense, the exhaust—”


  “Now. Please.”


  It took more long minutes but he did it. The great circulating doughnut shape squeezed downward, heating further as it compressed through the knothole of the curved magnetic nozzle—and popped free. It was hotter than the ordinary exhaust and brimmed with fresh virulence, burning saturation holes in their aft view screens. The doughnut expanded, cooled, and traceries worked along its slick surface. All this they witnessed on the same grid display that showed the magnetic structures. The toroid was small, tiny compared with those. But it grew. Dimmed, cooled, but grew as its magnetic field lines tried to straighten out.


  Tricia called, “What the hell—?”


  “Calculated risk.” Ellen was suddenly full of doubts. She had acted on impulse, on a hunch. She had done that on Mars before and it had worked. But here . . .


  She whispered, “Piotr, better start building a fresh toroid.”


  “I will have to reset the induction coils, prime the plasma guns—”


  “Please, yes. In case we have to run for it.”


  Tricia said, “I thought you were the one who wanted to zap them. Stop them from pushing in the bow shock.”


  “I do—but something I remember . . .”


  Then the screens brimmed again with furious activity. In the whorls of magnetic turbulence she saw again a spinning, spitting torus—the shape she remembered from Hawaii, when she had blown bubbles and seen them shape magically into airy toroids; in the core of her own fusion rocket, the magnetic torus that kindled ions—a geometry so sought by nature that it appeared in vastly different places. Now it condensed into an immense, wobbly doughnut shape. Both ships speared through the hole of it.


  “Like a noose that can choke us,” Piotr said sourly. He turned back to work on reboosting their fusion core.


  “Or . . .” Ellen let the word hang in the tense air.


  “The toroid . . .” Tricia said. “They’re making themselves, all of them, into one huge . . .”


  “They are echoing us.” Ellen watched the giant structure form, a curve thousands of kilometers long. Capable of pressing against their ships, yes. Or doing another job?


  “They echoed our human shapes and killed Maxine.” Ellen was guessing, but it felt right, and she had learned to shoot such rapids with no qualm. “Now they’re echoing our fusion doughnut. But it’s their shape as well, this time. So they know there is some sort of basic kinship between. A love of geometry—particularly of geometry that works.”


  The Path of the Hotness


  They had to wait months, through long and sometimes tedious translations, to discover the truth—or a version of it.


  The Beings were not instigators—though one of them went by that name. They were opportunists. Every now and then, the Beings said, clots and clouds drifting in the realm between the stars would wander into the path of the Hotness—which apparently meant the Sun. Its increased density and mass would smack into the prow of the Solar System. For a “short while”—which seemed to mean centuries—the interstellar wilderness where the Beings thrived would press inward. Most Beings avoided that turbulent zone. But this local group relished the chance to feast on an enhanced Cascade. They ventured inward.


  It was not clear why. Ellen felt that they were just born curious. Tricia thought there was something more ancient. She carefully scanned the Beings’ word choices, for terms like epoch, age-span, eon. “I think they want to find out where they came from,” she said. “The Hot.”


  “Somewhere in the Solar System?” Piotr scowled doubtfully.


  “That’s what they say—I think. These SETI codes aren’t perfect.”


  They were not, but in time they served.


  So the day came to pass that they watched the great Toroid of Beings shape and condense and strengthen. It tightened not about the two ships like motes, but into a knot that bunched against the inner rim of the bow shock.


  Then the Beings—shoved. Their collective ram pressure slowly, agonizingly pushed the bow shock back outward.


  It would be the work of . . . well, epochs, age-spans, eons.


  The Beings understood that this was needed. For now. For the tiny lifetimes of the chemical motes.


  The Tiny Ones


  <After all,> Forceful said, <the tiny ones have some intelligence. They can help us.>


  <I assume you mean, for my grand prospect,> Instigator sent.


  <Your experiments? To create more of the chemical life on cold orbs?> Mirk asked.


  <No, no,> Instigator insisted. <To find our origins. They, the tiny ones, they can lead us inward. Assuming they do not die. They seem to be extremely mortal.>


  Recorder was skeptical. <Find our origins? How?>


  Instigator admitted, <I do not know . . . yet.>


  <That is far too dangerous,> Chill said.


  <Of course,> Forceful said with skating joy. <That is the fun of it!>


  PLUTO TELLS ALL


  John Scalzi


  By Pluto, ex-planet, 4,500,000,000 years old


  As told to John Scalzi


  I don’t want to sound like I was surprised, but yeah, I was surprised. Because just before, they were talking about adding planets, right? Me and Eris and possibly Ceres, and it looked like that proposal was getting good play. So it looked good, and Charon and I thought it’d be okay to take a break and get a little alone time. So there we are relaxing and then suddenly my agent Danny’s on the phone, telling me about the demotion. And I say to him, I thought you had this taken care of. That’s what you told me. And he said, well, they took another vote. And then he started trying to spin the demotion like it was a positive. Look at Phil Collins, he said. He was an ex-member of Genesis but then he had this huge solo career. And I said, first, Phil Collins sucks, and second, I’m not exactly the lead singer of the solar system, am I? This isn’t the Phil Collins scenario, it’s the Pete Best scenario. I’m the Pete Best of the goddamn solar system. So I fired Danny. Now I’m with CAA.


  No, really. Phil Collins does suck. I’m sorry, but there it is. Good drummer, but a lot of his sound is from his producer, Hugh Padgham. You want to sound like Phil Collins? Have your producer drop in a noise gate. Done. And his singing. Oy. Funny thing is, in the 80s, Phil was in talks to play me in a science fiction comedy. He dropped out of it and made Buster instead. The movie deal fell apart after that. I lost some money on that. I have some issues with Phil Collins.


  The funny thing about the demotion is that I never actually wanted to be a planet, you know? I was out here minding my own business and then suddenly Clyde Tombaugh is staring at me. And the next thing I know, people start calling me and telling me I’m the newest planet. And I remember saying, I don’t know if I want that responsibility. And they said, well, you can’t not be a planet now, Walt Disney’s already named a character after you. That’s really what made me a planet. Not the astronomers, but that cartoon dog. People loved that dog.


  Ironically, I’m a cat person.


  I’m not going to sue. Who am I going to sue? You think the International Astronomical Union has any money to speak of? There’s a reason the most popular event at an astronomer’s conference is the free buffet.


  I try to look at it philosophically. Seventy-six years a fine run. And now I’m sort of the spokesperson for an entirely new class of objects: The dwarf planets. I understand it’s meant to be something of a consolation prize, but you know what, there are more of us dwarf planets out here than anything else. If we’re talking “one dwarf planet, one vote,” you’re going to find we’re setting the agenda on a lot of things.I might make a comeback. There are some groups rebelling against the new definition right now. And there are a lot of people telling me they want to work with me. It’s not just NASA anymore. Let’s just say CAA is earning its fee.


  Yes, I’m excited about the New Horizons mission. But I wish you guys could have found a way to get one of the Voyagers my way. I wanted to listen that record.


  I think most people know I had no direct involvement in The Adventures of Pluto Nash. That movie took place on your moon, folks.


  “Dwarf planet” is a misnomer. If I sit in your lap, you’re gonna feel me.


  “Plutoed” ? Has anyone ever actually used that word? Even I don’t use it, and it happened to me. I think it’s some sort of urban myth.


  The worst thing about it all is that Eris feels like it’s her fault, like if she’d never been discovered then they wouldn’t have had an excuse to kick me out. She’s a sweet kid. She shouldn’t have to feel like it has anything to do with her.


  Yes, it’s cold this far out from the sun. But look, I’m mostly made of ice. I get any closer, I’d get melty, and then suddenly I’m the size of Vesta. Then I really will be a dwarf planet.


  No, no. Some of my best friends are asteroids.


  I’ll tell you when I think the problem started. A few years ago the director of the Rose Center for Earth and Space asked for a favor. A big fat unethical favor. I said to him that I was too big to fit in a jail cell but he was just the right size, and I didn’t want that for him. He got snippy, I got snippy back, but I thought that was that–it’s business. A little while later they do that panorama of the solar system of theirs, and I’ve been dropped from it, and the Rose Center spokesman is saying I’m the “King of the Trans-Neptunian Objects” in that patronizing way of his. I should have done the director his favor and let him rot when he got caught.


  It’s not what you think. Just because I’m named for the god of the underworld, it doesn’t mean I have connections.


  I have problems with the new definition, yeah. What is this “sweep your lane” shit? Let me toss Eris at your planet and see what sort of job Earth does sweeping the lane. I don’t think you’d like the result. Look, when people want you gone, they’ll use any excuse. Simple as that.


  Also, highly elliptical orbits are fun. You don’t know what you’re missing, people.


  One thing about something like this is you find out who your friends are. Jupiter couldn’t have been nicer during the whole thing. Saturn’s been a real sweetheart, too. And Neptune–well, we go way back. We’re simpatico, always have been. But some others, eh. Not so nice.


  No, I don’t want to name names. They know who they are.


  Oh, fine. Mercury. I got into the club, and Mercury was suddenly my best buddy. And I thought, well, okay–we’re close to the same size, both of us have eccentric orbits, we’ve both got a 3:2 resonance thing going on. Similarities, you know? So we hang out, get to know each other, fine, whatever. Then the IAU vote comes down and I haven’t heard from him since. Like the demotion might be catching or something. He may be right; he’s not exactly a brilliant lane-sweeper himself.


  Evidence? Well, you know. It’s not that he has an unusually thick iron core; it’s that he’s got an unusually thin silicate skin. Where did the rest of it go? So much for lane-sweeping. See, now you know why he’s so damn twitchy. A perfect example of small planet syndrome. No, I don’t have small planet syndrome. I have dwarf planet syndrome. Didn’t you get the memo?


  You know who else have been nice? Moons. If anyone had reason to be bitter about me being made a planet, it was them. Hell, you can’t tell me Titan doesn’t deserve to be a planet: He’s got an atmosphere, for God’s sake. Not one of them ever said anything against me. The day I got demoted, Titan calls up, says “you wuz robbed” and then tells me dirty jokes until I nearly throw up laughing. We should swap him for Mercury.


  I have nothing bad to say about Earth. Good planet. Friendly. Too bad you people are making her all itchy recently. If I were her I would be considering a topical application of a meteor right about now. You’re lucky she’s tolerant.


  One of the good things about the whole fracas was once it was settled, Eris finally got a permanent name. Being called “Xena” really ticked her off. She said that when Uranus was discovered, his temporary name was “Georgium Sidus,” after King George III of England. He got a national leader, she got a butch tv character. I told her I didn’t really think she wanted to be named “Dubya,” and she said I had a point. Then I said her moon would have been named “Cheney,” and then she hit me.


  It hurts when you’re hit by a dwarf planet. She’s bigger than me, you know.


  I would have preferred the term “ice planet” myself. Some of the “dwarf” planets out here are going to mess with that definition once you discover them.


  No, I won’t tell you where they are. Find them yourself. You guys are good at that.


  Life on other planets? You know, I’m paid really well not to comment about that.


  I will say that if there is life on other planets, that they’d wish you’d stop beaming “lite hits” music stations into space. I’m not the only one out here who has Phil Collins issues. Theoretically.


  DOWNSIZING PLUTO


  Shane Halbach


  Hades sat in his office, high atop his dark tower. He put the finishing touches on his black painted fingernails and held his hand up to the light to inspect his work. Perfect. The shade of black exactly matched his hair, his eyes, and his coordinating shirt and pants. Only his pale white skin contrasted the darkness of his appearance. He was just about to complete the look with some dark eye shadow, when he heard a knock. Hades looked up quickly. No one ever dared to disturb him in his tower.


  “Enter!” he commanded, and the door swung open.


  Occupying the entire doorway was a huge man, resplendent in a white tank top and extremely short, red running shorts. Muscles bulged everywhere. He even had soft red wristbands and a matching sweatband around his head. Hades rolled his eyes.


  “Playing up the jock look a little much, aren’t we Zeus?” asked Hades. He waved Zeus toward a chair. “Come in, come in. Can I get you something to drink? I don’t get much company here.”


  “Pluto . . .” Zeus began, and Hades arched an eyebrow.


  “What’s with the formal name? You’d think two gods who go back as far as we do could use common names amongst ourselves.”


  “Well,” said Zeus uncomfortably, “I think we’d better stick with the formality for now.”


  “Very well, Jupiter, what can I do for you?” asked Pluto.


  “Well . . . it’s just that . . .” stammered Jupiter. “Well, I’m just going to come out with it. We’re going to have to let you go.”


  “What?” roared Pluto, and he came halfway out of his chair. “I am Hades, Lord of the Underworld! I bring death and despair! Mothers frighten their children with me; strong men refuse to speak my name lest it draw my attention!”


  “Used to, Lad, used to,” said Jupiter. “It’s just that . . . well, people aren’t afraid of the underworld anymore. It just doesn’t have a place these days. And it’s been quite a while since people were afraid to speak your name.”


  Pluto flopped back into his chair, deflated.


  “Look,” Jupiter began. “It’s been hard on us all, the way things have been lately. Not much worship to go around. Something had to give.” There was a long, silent pause into which Jupiter added, “You have to admit, you’ve always been a little . . . out there.”


  Pluto’s head sank into his hands, his elbows resting on his desk.


  “You can’t do this to me!” he whimpered. “I’ve been a god for over two millennia. I don’t know how to do anything else.”


  “Now, now,” said Jupiter. “It’s not the end of the world, just a little downsizing. Plenty of time to start a new career. How about mining? You’ve always had a thing for precious metals. Why, I bet with a resume like yours, you’d make supervisor in no time!”


  Pluto slumped down until his forehead was resting on his arms, burying his face.


  “What am I going to do?” he moaned.


  “I don’t know what to tell you. I suppose you could always try a petition,” suggested Jupiter. “A little self promotion? Drum up some interest? Get you back on the map?”


  Pluto let out a low sob.


  “Very well, I’ll leave you to it then,” said Jupiter, standing to leave. Sudden inspiration struck and he added magnanimously, “Why don’t you keep the tower for a while? Just until you get back on your feet. Of course, we will have to take the planet back.”


  When Pluto didn’t answer, Jupiter backed out of the room and closed the door quietly. With the door safely closed behind him, Jupiter let out a long breath. That had been hard. Pluto had been a god for a long time; he was almost like family. In fact, he was family: he was Jupiter’s brother. Nasty business. Jupiter paused a moment longer and then began descending the long staircase. What he needed was some exercise; something to clear the head.


  “Perhaps I’ll go toss some lightning,” he thought, “or maybe play some racquetball.”


  Jupiter exited the tower, closing the door behind him, and walked off into the night.


  The End


  FAR FROM FREEZING


  Scott Virties


  We are used to life proceeding at a certain hectic speed, but it is quite possible that there are ecological niches or whole worlds where, due to a lower level of available energy, life simply proceeds at a more glacial pace.


  —Carl Martin Slipher, University of Arizona, 2024.


  Pluto Express found an unexpectedly strange world at the apex of an endless flight. The surface was littered with long straight lines. Even in its best resolution images, all we could say was that the lines were grooves cut into the surface.


  When the Pluto Recon Orbiter, nicknamed PLURO, arrived in 2042, Pluto was well on its way to a deep sleep—as the tiny planet got further from the sun, it grew colder, and its faint atmosphere condensed to almost nothing. Yet PLURO found the cracks were still there, and in the midst of each groove there was a single large boulder. Charon was a featureless snowball, and the two smaller moons were deeply cratered chunks. The other chunks and debris in orbit proved to be a challenge as the probe maneuvered for orbital insertion.


  At the end of its power supply, PLURO was dropped down to the surface, and its final images raised too many questions to ignore. There were round spots and straight lines, and scientists argued over whether the probe landed looking down into a ditch, into its own crater, or at natural features.


  Finally, there was a sequence of images that showed a kind of mudslide, some mottled surface creeping slowly closer, and after a month of creeping the signal was gone.


  * * *


  Sakam opened his eye every now and then and drank in the sights. A craggy, salty landscape surrounded him, with icy dunes to either side of his Road. A crater rim pushed up in the distance. The Other World was a calm, perfect orb filling much of the sky directly overhead. The stars were arcs covering about an eighth of the sky, among them the Sun, far brighter but without a trace of warmth. The Moons were wider, shorter arcs, brighter at their leading edge, where their incoming photons were still fresher to his mind.


  The weather was typical. Very little changed between blinks, only the Moons and the subtle texture of the star trails. There was no sense of heat or cold, only the emptiness above, the solid mass below, and the Road.


  His body was functional by midday, so he took a step forward.


  At his next blink, the Moons had shifted forward along their course. Little else changed, just minor changes of dust patterns along the Road. Some travelers claimed that as you followed the Roads further from the Center, the Other World sinks lower towards one horizon or another, ultimately dropping out of sight. Of course, the ice gets thicker, and feeding more difficult. Sakam could almost envision some distant travelers, frozen and starved in their ruts with half the Other World showing. No. It was too strange to visualize.


  Hardly anything changed from blink to blink, and that was fine with him. When things did happen, it was unsettling. Like two hundred and five steps ago, when there was a new Moon in the sky, a tiny arc of light covering a third of the sky at a blink. Strange colors of light beat down from this object, and Folks had beamed thoughts to each other across the icy terrain, pondering the meaning of the thing.


  For ninety steps the New Moon had been up there, bathing them in its mystery. Then it crashed, leaving a lump of metal in a crater in the side of Sakam’s Road. Which made it Sakam’s responsibility. It had been forty steps away at first. Sakam felt no fear, only a need to keep his Road clear. He beamed the news to the Folks, and the nearest of them offered to divert to his Road to help explore the strange object. Still, Sakam was the closest, it was his territory, and he was duty-bound to report his findings.


  As he approached the Fallen Moon, he saw waves of colors surrounding it. Soft pulses, but unbelievably complex, as if the colors were made up of lights moving far too fast to see.


  He took that final step, walking up on top of the thing to feel it with his sensitive foot pads. It crumpled under his weight and the lights went out. It was remarkably hard, with spikes that impaled his feet. He could think of no words for the experience, but he remembered legends – distant ancestors spoke of “metals” that were harder and sharper than any rocks. Their ancestors were never wrong. They were powerful beings who traveled between stars, worthy of every word of worship the Folks give them.


  Sakam’s feet healed in just a few blinks. He moved away from the Fallen Metal Moon. Folks beamed questions to him. All he could say was that they would have to walk on it themselves. He had no words to describe it.


  Still, he felt no fear. Fear was unknown to a world’s top predators. Folks trod their Roads, feeling and tasting the snow with their feet, and when they sensed life, they pounded down into the ice to consume it. So, he felt the strangeness of this set of events, but no fear.


  * * *


  By the time humans came to Pluto, they had been to every planet in the Solar System. They sent small teams of brave researchers at first, and many of those never returned; later there would be film crews and entertainment companies, and science channel specials; finally, businesses would find worthy resources and be forced to setup camp for their people.


  Still, Pluto was way out there. The ship Azorus took the long haul to Pluto to follow up on those strange surface images from seventy years ago. Realistically, odd images alone would never have gotten a mission launched, but PLURO had also sent tantalizing traces of tritium, and that was a resource companies would pay good money for.


  Early space explorers had worried about boredom and isolation and space madness, but the Net made all these irrelevant.


  Captain Nelson was an online chess champion, who typically had forty or fifty turn-based games going. Planetologist Bobby Burns was a card shark, who won a world poker tournament while they were passing Saturn’s orbit, and even after taxes he had tripled his mission salary by going all-in with a pair of aces against a big guy from Sicily who didn’t know when to give up. Researcher Amy Johnson toured all the world’s virtual museums during the trip, and the guys could see the overload of information just behind her eyes.


  The three of them had an ongoing love triangle. A “necessity triangle”, as Bobby called it. There was plenty of downtime between routine scans, maintenance, game tournaments and real-time exhibits. They had sex whenever then needed to, in any combination—it became the linchpin of their fitness regimen. They were plain people, even a bit dumpy, but after some sim-tequila their bodies always figured out what to do.


  The rest of the crew was a heap of robotic gear that would come to life as needed.


  They braked with their ion thrusters for the last month and dropped into Pluto orbit without incident.


  “Looks like a shrunken head version of Earth-Moon,” Bobby said, looking at the barely-lit gray orbs in the sky. “Without the sunny beaches.”


  Nelson chuckled. “A bit out of proportion. And the moonlets are pretty obvious from here.”


  They ran through a planned sequence and deployed a trio of orbiters to start mapping the surface at ten times the resolution of previous missions.


  After the by-the-books exercise, Amy wondered out loud why they were here. She had that spaced-out look again. Her mind was lost in the Louvre. Let her zone out—they didn’t need her full attention yet.


  Nelson said, “The Final Frozen Frontier.”


  Bobby gave his two cents: “Paycheck.”


  Amy huffed. “Like you need it.”


  “Yeah, money. Whatever. I shoulda brought my snowboard.”


  * * *


  Sakam’s Road had become clogged with sightseers, ever since the New Moon incident. It was unprecedented for so many Folks to be within touching distance. It became such an orgy that Sakam started a new Road in a new direction, leaving his old home behind.


  There was some satisfaction in plowing through fresh snow. In fact, there were hordes of gisla and ferum just below the surface, a real feast for his patient body. He spent many blinks almost wallowing in his good fortune, doing his best to tune out the Folkmind, all those voices chattering about the Fallen Moon they had long since crushed flat and dismantled, and their dull biological imperatives.


  Then there was another New Moon in the sky, and the chatter fell ominously silent.


  Rassas, the Eldest, renewed his predictions of doom and gloom. “Our Flying Ancestors are returning to punish us for not living up to their expectations!”


  Sakam shrugged silently and ignored the man. The voice of Rassas was banished from his head until further notice.


  Now the New New Moon spit out three smaller moons. One blink caught the event perfectly: the main blip in the center, emitting three flashing spokes. The Folkchatter soon had these object named “Flyer” and his three blips. Sakam felt that these events were more important, that the names should be bigger and bolder. But they were all just simple Folks.


  A few blinks later, Sakam caught the Flyer coming down from the sky, and a quick calculation showed that it was on a direct course toward the Fallen Moon. Sakam was recalled by the Folks. After all, the old Road was still his domain, and if the Flyer landed there, it would be his responsibility . . .


  * * *


  Nelson set the ship down far from any of the E-Rocks.


  Their new high-resolution images had shown that in most of the grooves captured by PLURO, there was a rectangular rock with three projections, shaped like the letter “E”. E-Rocks. There was a large concentration of them near PLURO’s crash site, and grooves were thickest there.


  A few orbits later, the probes sent back fresh images, and some of the E-Rocks had moved. Amy ran a few image subtraction routines, and showed that they had almost all moved or rotated in the time between frames. They argued about it, but the E-Rocks kept moving, and there wasn’t much room for doubt.


  Amy, the most romantic of the crew, said they were alive.


  Nelson said that was ridiculous; it was barely 40 Kelvin down there.


  Bobby just liked to argue. He rarely took a stand.


  They drew straws, and it was Nelson and Bobby who would gear up and be the first to walk on the farthest Classic planet from the sun. Sure, there were fifty or sixty more distant rocks, some of them larger than Pluto, but planetary chauvinism drew the line right here with Pluto and swollen featureless Charon. Astronomers still bickered and recategorized things from time to time, but a folk singer had coined the name "Classic planet," and it resonated with the masses.


  Captain Nelson took a moment to say a prayer to technology. May all the gear operate when we need it, may the information flow, and all that jazz. Amy was uncomfortable with this Data Age baloney, but she bit her lip and let the ritual be the spice of the moment. Bobby, naturally, had no opinion on religion.


  When Nelson and Bobby had stepped out onto the surface, they weighed almost nothing, but they still crunched down about an inch through a crumbly top layer of ice. A scanbot walked just in front of them, and they were glad they had thought to attach its longer set of legs for this mission, though it moved more like a chicken than a high-tech marvel. A defbot stood beside them, ready to protect them by attacking any object that met their mission danger parameters.


  Bobby tested his suit comm. “This is the life, eh, boss?”


  Nelson didn’t care what his crew called him, as long as they looked up to him properly. “I never pegged you as a hands-on explorer type.”


  “Who me? I wasn’t kidding about the snowboard. I used to have a buddy take me by chopper to the most remote snowy mountains. If I saw any trace of human life, I would get annoyed and look further into the wilderness. There’s nothing like a barely-controlled fall down a mountain to get your primal senses going.”


  “I bet.”


  “How bout you?”


  “I love flying. But walking is lame.”


  Amy interrupted them. “Guys, the orbiters just got a fresh batch of images. Check these out.”


  She poked the data to them, and the images showed up inside their visors.


  She narrated anyway. “You remember that last image, how those little E-shaped things were all pointing random directions? Well, here’s the new image.”


  The ship appeared on the image, clear as day, and all the e-rocks were now pointed in their direction.


  * * *


  Sakam moved like he had never moved before. Deliberate and relentless, his motion barely registered in the sensors of the blips flying overhead. As he reached his old Road, the many Folks there looked to him to represent their interests. He could sense the strange glow of the Flyer, just beyond the dunes to the north. He calmly stepped on the edge of his old Road, and began to clear the way, creating a new Road to the Flyer.


  * * *


  “So where is the nearest e-rock?” Captain Nelson asked.


  His proc studied the image and their position, and a voice whispered in his ear, “Seventy-four meters at sixty degrees.”


  Nelson pointed and the team followed him, hoping to solve this mystery once and for all.


  The scanbot was the first one there. It stopped and squawked. The humans bounced across the crumbly ice plain while the defbot warned them not to make any sudden moves. Defbots could be such killjoys, but when you need them, you’re always glad they’re there to back you up.


  The scanbot was standing at the top of a snow dune. Nelson landed at the top of the dune and grabbed one big chicken leg for support. The defbot plowed its way around the dune and stood between them and the things. Bobby caught up to them a moment later.


  A group of e-rocks was there, lined up in a groove, doing nothing at all.


  They were about three meters tall, cone-shaped, with three long icicles pointing toward the men. They had a strange mottled look, but if the men expected a greeting, or faces, or a practical joke, they got none of the above. The defbot reported no signs of life, no energy readings, no danger.


  “See?” Bobby said, “I told ya they were just rocks.”


  “Moving rocks.”


  “Sure. Sliding on the ice. Some kind of isoelectric trick that turns them toward energy sources.”


  “Think about it. Think of the cold. If there was something living here, there is so little available energy. You would end up with creatures that are only active for a small fraction of the year, and deplete their reserves quickly; or something that can only move a few inches a day. Frankly, I was expecting microbes at best; you know we find them in every niche of the Solar System . . .”


  “Only one way to find out,” Bobby said. He told the scanbot to take a sample.


  “No!” Nelson countered.


  “Just a pinch.”


  “Okay. A pinch never hurt anyone.”


  Bobby laughed. “You must not have had an older sister.”


  “Just do it.”


  The scanbot stomped up to the nearest e-rock, reached out it pincers, and snipped off a piece of the middle icicle.


  * * *


  Pain!


  Sakam could not understand the crazy squiggles of light he was seeing. All kinds of colors and materials. His telesense told him there were objects about five steps away, then three. But nothing could move that quickly. The objects stayed at three steps for a moment, then his defenses were triggered—less than a step away!


  The signals traveled faster than anything else on the surface of Pluto, and there was no arguing with reflexes.


  Sakam exploded.


  * * *


  Nothing happened for fifteen minutes. The scanbot had time to put the fresh sample in a canister, and Bobby bounced around the weird e-rocks making bad analogies.


  “They’re like stalagmites, but there’s nothing dripping here. I have no idea how these things could have moved anywhere.”


  Nelson kept telling him to be careful.


  There were no universal rules for first contact situations. It was every company for itself, and even then the distances were so vast, there was no hope of enforcing any rules. All the pencil-pushers could do is penalize the crews, dock their pay if they damage too much gear. Nobody expected to encounter intelligent life so close to home, and the other living things had all been very primitive: the microbugs of Mars, the Europa sludge and the Titan methanogens.


  Nelson took a brief walk around the group of e-rocks. If this was some kind of life, it would be a big bonus. At most, there could be some primitive stuff living between cracks in the ice, but it was still a big discovery. He kept thinking of all the possibilities, and wanted this survey done right.


  He called Bobby back to the snow dune.


  “You got it, boss. These things are weird. There’s a sort of remelted layer on the outside, and I swear I can see things bubbling just under the surface. It kinda creeps me out.”


  Nelson told the scanbot to stay put and make a detailed record of any motion among the e-rocks. “Let’s get this sample back to the ship and take a look at it. Then decide how to handle it.”


  They couldn’t be alive, here in this deep-frozen wasteland. But rocks shouldn’t move, or turn to “look” at you.


  And they’re not supposed to explode, either.


  The reflex loop was completed within Sakam’s body, and it was a strange, icy explosion. A silent shock wave with a bluish tint.


  The scanbot was blown onto its back, still clutching a tiny piece of icicle. The defbot locked its legs and gave off a forcefield which sent the blast waves curling around the men, melting and shearing the snow dune in a perfect circle around them.


  This began a chain reaction, with one e-rock after another detonating. They popped off like land mines, one after the other, into the distance. Colorful plumes with the barest trace of a hissing sound in the near-vacuum.


  After almost five minutes of blasts that shook the icy snow around them, Pluto fell dead quiet.


  There was a ten-meter crater centered around the targeted e-rock. A chain of craters led off as far as the eye could see. Clouds of snow and ice shimmered skyward, and some of it was falling back to ground, ever-so-slowly.


  But there was something else. A sparkling in the "air". There was hardly any light on the surface to begin with—the men were seeing the world through light amplifiers. Now they could see strands of greenish light flicking like fireflies in the empty space above the lonely wasteland. The shining particles swirled and intermingled in a freeform spectacle that had the humans staring in disbelief.


  The defbot sounded an alarm, and the men’s reflexes set in. When the defbot whines, run for the ship. They turned and ran.


  “What happened?” Bobby cried.


  “Alive. I told you!”


  They made it to the airlock, with the scanbot bringing up the rear. It had a sample in one of its canisters. They would later find a layer of microbes around an icy core, with strange chains of sodium compounds, but for now, they had only their eyes to convince them.


  “I admit it,” Bobby said. “I was playing devil’s advocate. I figured they were alive too. Movement and all. But dammit, they weren’t supposed to explode.”


  “I don’t know what they did, but those greenish lights . . .”


  They decided to do the rest of their survey from a safe distance, high orbit. But they came to realize that this was a blockbuster, just the fifth known lifeform beyond the Earth. Now, they just had to word their files to make it seem like it was a peaceful contact . . . and by an unfortunate correlation, the tritium they had been sent to map could only be found in the grooves and the e-rocks.


  Bobby summed it up: “The planets work in mysterious ways.”


  * * *


  The next time Sakam blinked, he was in a new body. A tiny snowman, freshly colonized. In fact, the essence of Sakam was now in about fifty small bodies. He was the first of the Folks to regain consciousness, and the first to notice that the Flyer was gone. Two blinks later, he saw the Flyer as a short arc, back in orbit, not far from the Other World.


  The Flyer had left Folks with nothing but questions. After taking a long, difficult look at themselves and recent events, and discussing those odd swirling shapes that moved impossibly fast, the Folks hoped they had made their Ancestors proud.


  BY THE RED GIANT’S LIGHT


  Larry Niven


  Larry Niven’s first story for Fantasy & Science Fiction was “Becalmed in Hell” (July 1965), a story about the survival of a scientific expedition stranded on Venus. It was a finalist for the Nebula Award in 1966, and one of the earliest examples of his adventures in Known Space. In this latest story for us, he shifts his attention from the inner solar system to the outer reaches, and from the early stages of space exploration to the end of the sun itself.


  She crawled across a liquid nitrogen sea on inflatable helium pontoons. The huge floating island ahead of her was formed of water ice, a jagged gray landscape that bobbed and drifted. She wasn’t feeling urgency, not yet, but progress was slow. Presently she extruded some wheels and rolled ashore to greet the newcomer.


  What she saw was a mobile robot half her size, studded with sensors, with two big arms. It fired a low-energy infrared laser past her, then brought it to one of her eyes: an offer to talk. It took more than two hours to work out a communication protocol, and then she said, “Welcome to Pluto. I came to see what you’re doing here.”


  The machine said, “What are you?”


  “Human.”


  The machine sounded a little waspish. “I can see that you’re made of carbon compounds and liquid water inside the shell. But are you an authority here?”


  “The only one. I’ve been here for aeons. First I came to study Pluto’s peculiar orbit. Then the changes that came with the changing sun. I can tell you anything you need to know about Pluto system, past or present.”


  “You never leave? You have no resources here.”


  “Of course I have a base. It’s south of here. From time to time, a ship comes, or I summon one. On occasion I’ve needed medical assistance, or supplies, or a change in design, or just intellectual input. What do you do here?”


  “I’ve built a telescope. I’m here to use it,” the machine said.


  The human said, “Let’s see.” Keeping it polite. She needed this entity. She should have come sooner. “Lead me. I’m Dardry.”


  “I have no name.”


  “Frankenstein,” Dardry said. “I’ll call you Frank.”


  They crossed over a low ridge of hard ice, and then leading wasn’t necessary. The telescope filled twelve degrees of sky, a huge work of art rising from the island’s peak. It was covered with robots of all possible shapes, hundreds of them. A dozen came to surround Dardry. She felt the pressure of their eyes in varied frequencies.


  Dardry asked, “You’re dispersed?”


  “As you see, these are all myself.”


  She saw that the telescope pointed directly at the Sun.


  Dardry could remember when, seen though Pluto’s dusty blue sky, the Sun was a point not much brighter than the Earth’s full Moon. Over the aeons it had expanded tremendously, a sixty-million-kilometer globe dimmed to autumn red, with a blurred rim. Mercury, which had been a planet, was now a long-lived meteor coasting through ever denser levels of the Sun’s photosphere. The streak of light was intense, considerably brighter than the bloody photosphere itself.


  Through the telescope’s big screen they studied the magnified comet-shaped flare. Neither of them needed an extra filter against that awful light: Their various eyes were adaptable.


  “That’s a beautiful sight,” Dardry said. “Awesome.”


  “It must be increasing the insolation on Earth,” Frank said. “Does that bother them? It must be hot already.”


  “Too hot. No oceans. We moved out a long time ago. There’s nothing on Earth but research stations, monuments, and tourists.”


  “So you came here. Dardry, this can’t be your original shape. You could do more to adapt yourself.”


  “Change ourselves enough and we do nothing but build robots. That’s not immortality. It’s not even reproduction.”


  “Why is reproduction important? Can you reproduce, Dardry?”


  “Of course, with some technical help,” she said. “Frank, can you tell me who sent you?”


  “I’m told that’s a secret,” the robot said. At that point, Dardry was talking to a different machine, taller, bulkier, ringed with arms. The rest had wandered off. “I was sent to study Mercury as it disappears into the Sun. I’ve been here for most of a local year. Why did you dawdle?”


  “I put myself in slow motion when things are less interesting. I watched you arrive, but saw no urgent need to disturb you. Why Pluto, Frank?”


  “However dangerous the Sun becomes, Pluto should be safe, and we’re at the rotational pole.”


  “You may have a problem with that. Will you swing your telescope to these coordinates?” Dardry’s laser indicated a location on the sky.


  “No.”


  That was dismaying. “Your eyes might be good enough. Look there, Frank.”


  “I see an oncoming body, lightly blueshifted, frequencies of dirty water ice, methane, and ammonia. Perhaps a large comet. Perhaps a moon has wobbled off-center.”


  “Watch its trajectory. It’s going to hit Pluto. You and your telescope will be destroyed, and I, too.”


  “I must watch the Sun until it strikes.”


  Robot. Inflexible? Given its unfamiliar design and unfamiliar language, Frank must be from outside the Solar System. Too much time would pass if the robot must call its makers for new instructions. Dardry knew she must deal with it directly.


  “Frank, I don’t want to die. Millions of years I’ve lived, only to be snuffed out as if I’d never been. I come to you for help. Can we work to shift the course of the intruder?”


  “I have my task.”


  “May I use your equipment to save myself?”


  “What equipment?”


  “A light source I can make, aligned through your telescope to correct for warping in the atmosphere, could light one edge of the intruding body. Vapor would boil off in a jet. The intruder can be pushed off course.”


  “I need that equipment for my mission.”


  Dardry thought it over. The single machine watched her with equal patience, and perhaps other elements of Frank did, too. The rest went about their business, crawling over and around the telescope. In ten hours or so, Dardry had worked out a procedure.


  Two of the big-handed machines came with her as far as the shore. At that point, Dardry asked, “If I act to save myself, will you interfere?”


  “Not if you leave my equipment alone. What have you decided?”


  “Come and see.”


  “I cannot go over the horizon without losing contact.”


  Dardry didn’t answer. When she had crossed enough of the liquid nitrogen sea, the machines fell back. Dardry deployed a propeller and skis, for speed.


  *     *     *


  Dardry’s base, a hundred and ten kilometers south, was big. It included her food stores; a power source, toilet, and infirmary; a sender to the relay on Charon; a recycling system; and a greenhouse. It also housed most of the computer part of her mind. She’d been growing that, of course, as her knowledge expanded over the aeons. Every so often she must prune some memory, or nothing could have been found. She hoped she hadn’t pruned a certain versatile hacking system.


  She dipped into her memories. . . .


  The base had held almost a hundred explorers, men and women both, at its peak. They had set it directly under Charon, deep inside Pluto’s heart-shaped water-ice glacier, that first time. The light then was like dusk in Yellowstone Park: She was getting memories within her memories.


  Dardry tasted a love affair gone sour. Yes, she could reproduce: She’d birthed a little girl, who had gone back to Earth with Myron. Always a loner, she’d become more so afterward. When the last human left, she felt she had inherited Pluto. Now she wondered if she had become even more possessive. Tending toward madness?


  She remembered being lonely. She’d outgrown that, repeatedly: She had to go through it every time she returned to Earth or, later, Mars or the bubble worlds. It was lonely then, too, as civilizations changed, leaving her isolated.


  Keep searching.


  She found it, a very ancient memory. She’d been a spy working from Silicon Valley in California. She’d been caught by an enemy implementing a hack so momentous that half the planet wanted her head. She had to leave Earth. She’d chosen Pluto . . . or Pluto had been chosen for her; she wasn’t sure. But she remembered how to hack a machine, knowing almost nothing about it beyond its existence.


  The biggest moon was in place, too, just above the horizon. Charon and Pluto were mutually tidelocked, of course, so Dardry’s communications dish on Charon was always available from this face. Frank couldn’t signal over the planet’s horizon, but Dardry could, by relay.


  Frank didn’t react to her probing. Didn’t notice? Perhaps its masters didn’t have hackers. Dardry learned more. No obvious defenses. No clear weapons. When she could, she used her systems to shut Frank down.


  *     *     *


  The intruding body was closer now. Dardry was feeling harried.


  She skimmed back across the sea, maintaining contact with her base via the moon. She’d been worried that Frank was spoofing her, but the hundreds of machine elements were all silent and motionless. A few had fallen and lay broken. The telescope wasn’t following its target.


  And now what?


  Dardry turned Frank on again.


  Frank took a few minutes to adjust himself. Then: “You have interrupted my observations. My records are discontinuous. I’ve lost many hours. Why?”


  “I can do it again.”


  “What would you gain? You cannot run my elements like puppets. You spoke of using a power source. A laser? With that and my telescope, I can destroy your link on Charon.”


  “You have a mining and manufacturing concern, somewhere on land. You could build your own light source and use that. But I can see this site from Charon and shut you down before you finish.”


  “Murder. You would kill a sapient being.”


  “Not murder. It’s all right, Frank. You’re a robot. I could revive you, however long you lie unused. I can rebuild whatever elements fail.”


  “But what if you change your mind? Still murder.”


  “Change your own mind! Focus your beam on one side of that incoming comet. Alter its path.”


  “By then Mercury will be gone, or nearly. My purpose unfulfilled.”


  Dardry was losing this quarrel. Frank must have already worked out everything Dardry could do with its own installation and surmised some of what Dardry had, too. Unless—


  “Shall we build another telescope?”


  The machine was silent for a minute and a half. Other elements of Frank continued to work. The telescope had located the Sun again. Mercury was around its backside.


  Dardry said, “You must have found a mine for the metals you need. You’d have stopped working when you had what you wanted. I don’t see mining gear; you must have left it in place—”


  “Are you aware of what you ask? The installation is well over the horizon. I could send elements to build your telescope and laser, yes, but I would not be in contact with them. You’re asking amputation!”


  “Better than murder.”


  “Yes.” It was surrender.


  “Wait. Can we link you to your mine using my installation on Charon?”


  *     *     *


  Frank’s mine was thousands of kilometers away, a pit that reached through six kilometers of ice to Pluto’s metallic undersurface. Frank was able to maintain contact with himself via Charon. Dardry watched closely, but Frank didn’t appear to be using her base for anything else. To gain control, for instance, or for revenge. Perhaps Frank just wasn’t built that way.


  They worked. Feeling hurried, Dardry built a focusing device less elegant than Frank’s telescope. They trained the beam on an edge of the comet, and held it. Water ice, ammonia, methane, a blast of red-hot molten rock squirting into space: no surprises. They kept watching.


  *     *     *


  The comet was passing dangerously close. Pluto would lose traces of atmosphere, and heat would blast these volatile landscapes. Several elements of Frank worked alongside Dardry, still holding the laser trimmed.


  “And enough,” the nearest machine said. Dardry agreed. She began to shut down the laser. The telescope began to lose focus.


  Dardry asked, “How is it at the pole?”


  “Mercury has been gone for hundreds of hours,” one of the machines said. “I’ve been tracking the effects. Shock waves. Contaminants in the Sun’s photosphere. All fallen to ambient levels. Nothing is detectable except a local rise in temperature.”


  “You caught it all?”


  “All but what you robbed me of.”


  “What will you do now?”


  Frank didn’t answer.


  Dardry watched them for hours, but none of the machines were moving now. She presently went north a few thousand kilometers, to Frank’s installation at the pole. Nothing moved there, either.


  Well, it was Frank’s choice. She would not attempt to rouse him, unless . . . perhaps in the far future, when the Sun expanded to engulf Venus. Meanwhile, she was alone again on Pluto.


  Recovery from loneliness was slow, but she’d done it before. Dardry skimmed south to her base. They’d been at this for half a Plutonian year. Time for some maintenance, and a meal.


  HOW TO SPEAK TO PLUTO


  Mary Soon Lee


  Address him as Sir or Pluto,


  never by minor-planet designation.


  Avoid the terms planet or dwarf;


  he is more than his classification.


  Ask after his moons, their moods,


  his long slow dance with Neptune.


  Listen more than you speak,


  respecting his age, his orbits.


  His views on the Kuiper Belt


  are eccentric, but worth hearing.


  If he should question you,


  answer without trepidation:


  Pluto does not gossip.


  He will keep his promises.


  IN PLUTO’S EMBRACE


  Deborah L. Davitt


  Around a hidden point in space they move,


  barycentric balance struck between them,


  cold faces glacially surfaced in frost.


  Don’t mistake their chill for lack of passion;


  Earth-born lovers simply can’t comprehend


  fate’s grip on this distant pair, one wrought, bound,


  girdled with water-ice, while her fellow


  hides his heart of stone under methane sheets.


  Ice binds them—each frosty exhalation


  jumps across the void for her to inhale,


  keloid-like snow forms and falls on her breast


  leaving scars as the sun’s distant, dim light


  manipulates these gifts, presented by


  not a god of life, but king of the dead.


  Organic tholins knitted by the sun?


  Persephone’s pomegranate chaplet.


  Queen of the outer dark, her name should have


  remained Persephone, but a human’s


  selfish desire to immortalize


  the name of his own beloved enjambed


  undying Charon, boatman of the damned,


  vibrant Charlene, twisting at a god’s name.


  Who mourns for this pale queen, whose tears ease


  xeric expanses of the void? She whose


  yearning for life can transmute even death?


  Zygotic, she hides in Pluto’s embrace.
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